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Chapter 1: Send Me to the Past

The Ghostly Sage silently stared at his late-night visitor. As the leader of the Ghost Sect, a man who had survived the perilous jianghu, he had experienced his share of intruders. They came in many varieties, from the spirited and the meticulous to the skilled fighter and the master of schemes. Occasionally, one would arrive who was all those things at once, but not even that man had left this manor alive.

The man before him now, however, was different from any intruder he had ever faced. Looking into those weary eyes, which seemed to have tasted all the bitter and spicy flavors of life, only one thought came to the Sage's mind.

Damn it, is today the day I die?

He tried to hide his anxiety, his voice emerging with forced calm. "Have we met before?"

"No." The man's voice was low, yet truly pleasant to hear.

"Then what brings you here tonight?"

Please, don't let that nice voice say, 'It's a good day to die, you ghost bastard'!

"I've come with a request."

Having been pushed to the very gates of hell and back, the Ghostly Sage felt a wave of inner relief. "Let's hear it."

A request more astonishing than any he had ever heard in his life then flowed from the man's lips.

"Send me to the past."

A moment of silence fell. The Ghostly Sage studied the man with a peculiar gaze before asking softly, "How can a human possibly defy time?"

"I wouldn't know. You're the only one in this world who can perform the Great Regression Technique. You should be the one to tell me."

The Ghostly Sage did not deny it. "How did you know I could perform it?" The Great Regression Technique was a secret art, passed down only within his family.

"Seo Jin."

At the sound of that nostalgic name, emotion washed over the Ghostly Sage. "How do you know my younger sister?"

"We were colleagues during my mercenary days."

"Where is she now?"

"She's dead."

"Ah!" A deep sigh escaped the Ghostly Sage. The Great Regression Technique had been researched and passed down in his family for hundreds of years. It had been incomplete even in his father's generation, so he and his younger sister had worked since they were young to help their father complete it. Then, ten years ago, his sister had declared she couldn't bear it any longer and left the family, running away in the middle of the night. The Ghostly Sage had understood her. Under the pretext of the family's great work, she had dedicated her entire twenties, the prime of her life, to the research.

"How did Jin die?"

"I took care of the revenge, so you don't need to worry. Before she died, she asked me to be sure to tell you this. She said she lived a life with no regrets and hoped her Orabeoni would do the same. She told you not to live a life just researching the great technique, but to please live your own life."

The Ghostly Sage fell into a deep and silent regret. The man waited until he had composed himself before asking the most important question of the day.

"Have you completed the great technique?"

The Ghostly Sage slowly nodded his head. "Yes. In my generation, I have finally completed it."

For a moment, joy flashed across the man's face. When he smiled brightly, it was clear he was quite a handsome and likable man. "To when can I return?"

"That can't be decided. You could go back ten years, or you could go back thirty. You could even go back to being a baby. If you're unlucky, you might just go back to yesterday."

"I'm a lucky person, so I won't worry."

"You seem to think you can go back right away." A bitter expression crossed the Ghostly Sage's face. "The great technique is impossible. If it were possible, I would have already gone back myself."

"Didn't you say you completed it?"

"I haven't been able to gather all the necessary materials."

"I'll get the materials."

"I'm telling you, it's impossible."

"Tell me what they are."

"Of the ninety-nine materials needed, there are five I have been unable to obtain. The first one alone is absolutely impossible to get. Have you ever heard of the Echoing Thunder Bell?"

"The sacred artifact of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

"That's right. That's the one." The Heavenly Wind Cult was the successor to the Blood Cult and the most powerful force in the Outer Regions. "To perform the Great Regression Technique, we need the sound waves produced when the Echoing Thunder Bell rings, but that bell is a treasure of the Heavenly Wind Cult, placed right behind the Cult Leader's throne. Do you still think you can get it?"

The Ghostly Sage couldn't even ask to borrow it. If he did, his family would be annihilated by the hands of that foul-tempered Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I'll get it."

With that resolute answer, the man turned and left without giving him a chance to stop him.

"Is he insane?" the Ghostly Sage thought at the time, regretting that he hadn't asked more about his sister.

The man returned several years later. One night, while the Sage was suffering from insomnia, the man who had vanished like a midsummer night's dream reappeared before him. He was carrying the large Echoing Thunder Bell on his back. The demons carved into the bell looked even more hideous, as if angered by the long journey from the Outer Regions.

"Want to give it a ring?"

The Ghostly Sage's eyes widened as he examined the bell again and again. It was hard to believe, but this was the genuine Echoing Thunder Bell, faintly emanating the blood energy of the Blood Cult.

"It can't be! Ugh! It can't be!" he stammered. "You crazy bastard! How in the world did you get this?"

"I'm a man who does what he says he'll do. What's the next material?" The man's straightforward and confident gaze showed that his bold claim was no bluff.

He's no ordinary person.

However, the Ghostly Sage soon sighed. "You may have gotten lucky and brought back the sacred artifact of the Heavenly Wind Cult, but you won't be able to get the next material."

"What is it?"

"The Divine Incense Burner, the sacred artifact of the Rising Dragon Family. The great technique requires the incense that rises from it."

The Rising Dragon Family. They were the symbol of the orthodox sects that had newly risen after the Murim Alliance closed-off, and the family with the greatest power, a force known to be even stronger than the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"I understand. I'll hear about the third material after I bring back the incense burner."

"You're leaving the Echoing Thunder Bell with me? What'll you do if I run off with it?"

"I'll inform the Heavenly Wind Cult that you ran off with their bell."

Leaving behind words that dared him to try, the man hurriedly left.

And so, more time passed. A doubt arose in the Ghostly Sage's mind every time the year changed. Will he really bring it this year? One autumn, after that doubt had repeated five or six times, the man returned with the Divine Incense Burner.

"You really brought it!" The Ghostly Sage couldn't believe his eyes, even as he looked directly at the artifact. "How on earth were you able to get it?"

"If I wrote it all down, it would take five or six books."

"Tell me. I'd read ten books if I had to. I'm curious!"

"There's no time for that."

What on earth drives this man to turn the impossible into the possible? With his abilities, he could live well in this life. So why is he so desperate to go back?

"Is the reason you want to go back for revenge?"

"......"

"With your skills, revenge should be possible in this life, shouldn't it?"

"It's impossible."

"Who is your enemy?"

A single name flowed from the man's lips. "Hwa Mugi."

"Gasp!"

The name made a gasp burst from the Ghostly Sage. Hwa Mugi. Two aliases sprang to his mind. The first was the Sealer of Three, a title that might seem to suit a knowledgeable old scholar. However, the 'Seal' in his title did not refer to a mountain peak or the act of serving. Hwa Mugi's 'Seal' meant to seal away.

The Murim Alliance closed-off.

The Evil Alliance closed-off.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult closed-off.

The leaders of the three strongest forces that supported the murim had all died at his hands. The leader of the Murim Alliance, the Evil Alliance Chairman, and the Heavenly Demon were all dead. Their families and any masters who did not surrender had died as well. That was why his second alias was the Greatest of All Time.

Hwa Mugi, the Greatest of All Time. The absolute ruler of this era. After he closed-off the three factions, he declared his own home the World's Greatest Alliance, and thousands of masters who revered him flocked to his side. People called him the Everlasting Martial God for having unified the murim.

"My god! He's an opponent you couldn't beat even if you went back in time!"

"I will kill him, no matter what."

"How? He's the greatest martial arts genius in the history of the murim."

"I grew up hearing I was a genius, too."

"He has the Heavenly Martial Body, a gift from the heavens!"

"I have the Heavenly Martial Body, too."

"What? Who in the world are you?"

"The Heavenly Demon who was killed by that bastard was my father."

"!"

The Ghostly Sage was deeply shocked. He had never dreamed that this man was the son of the dead Heavenly Demon. Now he understood how the man had accomplished what he had. He knew he was no ordinary person, but he never imagined this kind of status.

"Then how did you survive?"

The man pulled open his robes. The scar left on his chest was so fatal that it made the Ghostly Sage want to shout, 'Good heavens, are you a ghost?'

"When I opened my eyes, I was in a pile of corpses. I crawled out of there just before being buried alive."

"I see."

"The reason I can't forgive Hwa Mugi isn't because he tried to kill me. It's not because he killed my father, nor is it because he killed my incomparably treacherous brother. When you live a life branded with 'demonic', what's the big deal about being killed by someone?"

"Then?"

"That day, Hwa Mugi killed everyone, from the servants and cooks who knew no martial arts to the young children. He even killed the dogs and cats they were raising. He annihilated every living thing in sight."

"Lies! I can't believe it."

"Whether you believe me or not is none of my concern."

The Ghostly Sage could feel the truth in the man's words. The man he had seen so far was not someone who would lie about something like this.

"It doesn't matter what kind of person he is now. He might actually be a Master with a grand purpose. Some might even applaud him for eradicating the Demonic Cult root and stem, but to me, Hwa Mugi is just the enemy who killed my family and a cold-blooded man without a shred of mercy. No matter how I look at it, I can't kill him in this era. So I have to go back and kill him, and before I kill him, I have to ask. You, who are so powerful, did you really have to kill even the children?"

The Ghostly Sage stared at the man with a dazed expression, never having dreamed he carried such a story.

The man placed a hand on his chest. "That day, my bodyguard died with a hole pierced through here while trying to protect me. A friend who never even married, let alone made a proper friend, because he was busy protecting me day and night. Now, stop wasting my precious time and tell me. What's the third material?"

"You really are...."

"A busy man. So, the next material!"

The Ghostly Sage heaved the deepest sigh since he had met the man. "No matter who you are, you won't be able to get it this time."

"What is it?"

"The inner core of the 10000 Year Fire Carp. The last recorded discovery of it was three hundred years ago. It might not even exist in this world anymore."

"What a damn frustrating technique. Should I just cut you down right here and now?"

"Please, calm down."

"I have to be patient. After all I've been through to get here. Wait for me. This one might take quite a while."

"Hey! Do you think the 10000 Year Fire Carp is something you can just catch by casting a fishing line?"

"The 10000 Year Fire Carp is still a carp, isn't it? It must be in the water somewhere in this world. Wait for me. I'll be sure to bring it back."

As the Ghostly Sage watched the man's back disappear toward the impossible, he thought that things like stories about his sister, or even the man's still-unknown name, were not that important after all.


Chapter 2: Did You Push Me?

Cruel time flowed on relentlessly. The world still belonged to Hwa Mugi. Rumor had it that Hwa Mugi had grown even stronger, walking the path toward the pinnacle of martial arts through endless training.

Ruling the world alliance were twelve absolute masters from among his followers. The world called them the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

An absolute ruler had unified the murim, but life did not improve. All sorts of injustices ran rampant in connection with the Twelve Zodiac Kings. Those who curried favor with them gained fame, and those who defied them lost their lives. Life became even harsher than in the days when the world was divided into the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic.

Meanwhile, the Murim Alliance, the Evil Alliance, and the Demonic Cult still had not lifted their closed-off states. Everyone said that as long as Hwa Mugi lived, they would never be able to end their seclusion.

Just when people thought the man must have died in some nameless valley, he returned.

When they first met, the man had been in the prime of his youth. Now he was a middle-aged man with graying hair at his temples. The man exuded an incomparably more mature aura than before.

He had changed. His face and body were tanned as if he had traveled the entire world, and he had several new scars. He had changed frighteningly, but his eyes, cold yet clear, simple yet deep, were the same as the day he had first sought him out.

"Here, this is the inner core of the 10000 Year Fire Carp." Inside the box he held out was indeed the inner core of the 10000 Year Fire Carp.

"It really existed!" Ghostly Sage's voice trembled.

"How on earth did you find it?"

"I searched every place it could possibly be," the man said. "I can confidently say I'm an absolute master of mountain climbing, swimming, diving, and camping. I could probably draw a map of the Central Plains with my eyes closed."

"That's truly incredible."

"What's incredible isn't that I found it, but that I didn't go mad in the process."

Ghostly Sage suddenly had a thought. Perhaps this was not the inner core of the 10000 Year Fire Carp, but the man's will itself. As he was lost in the strange fantasy of a sky-blue will flowing from the man's body to form the inner core, the man urged him again.

"Now, what's the next ingredient?"

"Don't you want to brag?"

What incredible tales of adventure must there be from acquiring the previous ingredients? If it were him, he wouldn't have been able to resist boasting about his success to anyone.

"I'll do plenty of bragging to that bastard's corpse after I kill him. I'll say it again and again. I'll turn him into a mummy and do it for the rest of my life. All to kill you..."

"It's strange hearing you make a joke like that."

Ghostly Sage wanted to laugh and chat with this man, to talk about the murim and life. However, the man was as busy as ever.

"Now, what's the fourth ingredient?"

"Money."

The man asked, surprised by the unexpected answer. "How much do you need?"

"Five million taels."

It was an unimaginably large sum of money, but the man's reaction was the same as always.

"I'll be back."

Ghostly Sage knew that even if he had said a hundred million or a billion taels, this man would have jumped to his feet, saying he would be back. He might even add a joke, looking at him. Should I just kill you and quit this whole thing?

However, he was a man who would silently press on toward his goal. Ghostly Sage was witnessing an extreme example of how terrifying a person's will could become when they were truly pushed to the edge.

"Wait a moment."

"What is it?"

"I'll provide the money," Ghostly Sage said. "My family has been saving money for generations for this grand ritual. I'll use that money."

"......"

"Because succeeding in this grand ritual is a long-cherished wish of mine and my family's."

"Good. Thank you, thank you so much. This will save a lot of time." The man was genuinely pleased.

"So, will you have a drink with me for just today?"

"I'll have one drink and then leave."

"You're a cruel friend."

He brought out alcohol, and they sat side by side on a rock in the yard, pouring it into large cups. The two savored the drink slowly.

"When we first met, you and I were both so full of life."

"My body is aging, but my heart is the same. I'm desperately trying to keep my killing intent young."

"Why make such an effort?"

"Because I will return to the me of my youth. Whether I go back at fifty, sixty, or a hundred, I am the same person who came to you that day. My time stopped on that day."

If he had heard this when they first met, he would have thought, 'The effort is admirable, but is it even possible?' Now, however, he knew better than anyone how formidable the man's willpower was.

"If the grand ritual truly succeeds, and you can go back to the past, may I ask you for one favor?"

"Tell me."

"If you do go back to the past, please make sure to find me."

"And then?"

Ghostly Sage let out a long sigh and said, "Stop me from getting married."

The man burst out laughing at the unexpected request. "Hahaha." It was the first time the man had laughed since they met.

"I'm not joking. Please, you must stop me."

"Is that more important than five million taels?"

"It's more important to me. Just tell me to live alone my whole life. Please, do that for me."

"I understand."

Ghostly Sage told him the year he got married and then pleaded again. "Promise me. Promise you'll stop me."

"I promise."

The two men finished the rest of the alcohol.

"What is the final ingredient?"

"It's something you know as well."

"What is it?"

"The Secret Demon Soul."

The man's expression darkened, as he knew what it was.

"It was your late father's sacred object."

"I know. Father never let it leave his side for a moment."

"Do you have it?"

The man shook his head.

"Do you know where it is?"

"I don't."

"What if, by some chance, Hwa Mugi has it?"

"Then all these past years will have been for nothing. Fortunately, even if it remains with our Cult, it won't be easy to obtain."

Currently, the Demonic Cult was in a closed-off state, led by a new Cult Leader. Although they couldn't lift their closed-off state due to Hwa Mugi's power, the Demonic Cult had been gathering strength and solidifying its internal affairs over the years.

They would not welcome him, the son of the former Cult Leader, upon his return. On the contrary, the new Cult Leader would likely try to kill him. His appearance would be a shock after he was thought to be dead.

"Still, let's hope it's in our Cult."

"Don't take too long. I'm old now, too."

"You must not die before I return. Thank you for the drink."

Downing the last of the alcohol, the man left. Ghostly Sage stood there for a very long time, watching the man disappear into the distance.


The man who left did not return. There was no news of any incident at the Demonic Cult. Still, he always kept his ears open.

Years flowed by, and now Ghostly Sage had also aged, the flowers of the underworld blooming on his face. Today, too, he sat blankly on the wooden porch, staring at the spot where the man always stood.

Then, as if seeing a ghost, Ghostly Sage rubbed his eyes.

He could see someone staggering toward him.

It was him, the man.

The man who had left to find the final ingredient had returned. He was so different. His face was so severely damaged that he looked like another person, and he had lost his right eye and left arm. His body, which would surely be covered in scars if his clothes were removed, was soaked in blood.

At the sight, Ghostly Sage was at a loss for words.

After handing over the Secret Demon Soul, the man collapsed on the spot.

"You... how on earth did you get the Secret Demon Soul?"

"...Let's go to the place where we can perform the grand ritual." He didn't even have the strength to answer.

Ghostly Sage supported him and went to the space where the grand ritual would be performed. All the preparations were complete there. The final ingredient, long awaited.

Ghostly Sage took the Secret Demon Soul and placed it in the center. As if it were the final, life-giving touch, the Secret Demon Soul began to glow brightly. All around it, strange paintings and characters started to appear.

Ghostly Sage stood before it and began to chant.

Blue and red light started to envelop the surroundings. The Echoing Thunder Bell rang, and incense rose from the Divine Incense Burner. The moment Ghostly Sage's chant reached its peak, the main ingredients merged and became one, creating a shimmering haze of light. It looked like an entrance leading somewhere.

"I did it!" Ghostly Sage's face overflowed with emotion. It was the moment he fulfilled a family wish that had been passed down for hundreds of years.

Ghostly Sage approached the man, who was leaning against a pillar. Was it because he had lost so much blood? He was unconscious. Instead of waking and helping him up, Ghostly Sage spoke softly.

"...I'm sorry."

He had decided to go back to the past himself.

"I'm truly sorry."

He felt even more sorry because he knew how hard this man had worked to obtain the ingredients. However, these ingredients were impossible to obtain ever again.

"I will be sure to find you and warn you of the disaster to come. I promise."

Ghostly Sage stood up and turned toward the haze of light.

"Returning to the past was my family's lifelong wish. It was my wish, too."

Just as he was about to walk toward the light.

"......"

Ghostly Sage flinched and stopped in his tracks. His major acupoint had been sealed. He didn't even know when it had happened.

A languid voice came from behind. "How could you do this?"

The man he thought was unconscious stood up from his spot.

"My friend."

Ghostly Sage's voice trembled.

The man staggered over and stopped in front of Ghostly Sage.

"You of all people... how could you do this!"

The man grabbed Ghostly Sage by the throat. The old and frail Ghostly Sage's neck felt like it would snap at any moment.

"...I must have lost my mind. Sob, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

Ghostly Sage thought the man would kill him. Yes, anyone else might have, but he shouldn't have. Only he knew how hard the man had worked to prepare the ingredients for this grand ritual.

Then, the man released his grip on Ghostly Sage's throat.

"I'm a selfish person, too. I was able to gather all those ingredients because I only think of myself. So it's okay. If it had been anyone else, I would have struck them dead with a single blow, but I understand you."

The man did not reprimand Ghostly Sage. Instead, he spoke warmly with a sincere gaze.

"Thank you for waiting for me your whole life."

At the man's sincere words, Ghostly Sage's eyes welled with tears. It was a mixture of guilt and regret. They could have had a much better farewell. They really could have.

The very moment Ghostly Sage's tear fell, the world stopped as if in a lie.

"Huh?" The man looked around in surprise.

All movement had ceased. A butterfly in flight hung in the air like a painting, and blades of grass, bent by the wind, did not rise. The same was true for Ghostly Sage standing in front of him. The tear he had shed also hung suspended in mid-air.

The man wondered if he was hallucinating from the blood loss.

It was at that moment. An old man appeared in the place where time had stopped for everyone but the man.

"You have passed all the tests."

The man, surprised by the old man's words, asked, "Who are you?"

"The one who can send you to the past."

"!"

"How can human strength go against the laws of heaven? Did you think a mere spirit beast and some treasures could make that possible?"

When the old man raised his hand, the five artifacts the man had spent his life gathering reappeared and floated around him. They were the ingredients that had vanished with the grand ritual.

In that moment, the man knew. The old man was a being beyond human.

"The true ingredients for this grand ritual were not these artifacts, but the effort you dedicated to collecting them."

When the old man waved his hand, the artifacts vanished like smoke.

"You have passed the test. You sacrificed your entire life, living for a single purpose, and forgiving that Ghostly Sage was the final test. In fact, it was the most difficult test, but you passed it with the most ease."

The man's whole body trembled. He had always thought the heavens were indifferent, that there was no such thing as heaven, yet a being that seemed to be heaven itself now stood before him. His surprise soon turned to anger.

"Are you a being that only responds after one tries this hard? Are you that great?"

"Don't be so angry. People can see me more easily than you did. There are even those who meet me every day, but a wish like yours is not something that can be granted so easily, is it?"

The man had to agree with that. It wasn't about becoming rich or marrying a beauty. His wish was to return to the past.

"Let me go back."

"And then?"

"I will kill the one who must be killed and save the ones who must not die."

Killing Hwa Mugi and saving everyone was the first thing, and there was something else just as important.

"And... I want to live my own life properly. Perhaps the reason I want to go back so desperately is not just my anger toward Hwa Mugi, but also because I regret my own life."

"What do you regret so much?"

"Everything. From birth until now, my life wasn't one I led, but one I was pushed into. Pushed this way and that, and it ended just like that... Was it you? The one who pushed me?"

The old man gave an awkward laugh and asked, "What kind of life do you want to live after you've had your revenge?"

"I don't know either. Whether I'll follow in my father's footsteps and become the Heavenly Demon, live quietly with my back to the world, become a lecher who possesses all the beauties of the world, leave the cult and live a life beating up trashy bastards, or become trash myself... I haven't decided anything."

"I'm also curious what kind of life you'll live. I look forward to that new life."

"Thank you."

"Let's have a drink next time we meet."

With those words, the old man disappeared.

Next time? He had a premonition that the old man might appear before him again someday.

At the same time, the stopped time began to flow again. The halted butterfly flapped its wings and flew into the sky, the grass swayed in the wind, and Ghostly Sage's tear, which had been suspended in mid-air, fell to the ground.

"I'm sorry. Really."

The man silently gazed at Ghostly Sage, who was shedding tears of apology. He would never dream of it. That his grand ritual was a great one connected to the will of heaven. Although the final decision was made by heaven, Ghostly Sage's ritual was undoubtedly the medium that connected him to it.

Ghostly Sage pleaded with a desperate face. "Ah! It's a shameless request, but don't forget the promise you made me! You have to stop my marriage!"

The man let out a small laugh. Even at this old age, on the verge of death, he was making the same request.

"Is it still hell?"

"A hotter hell. I have no shame, but I'm still asking you. If I don't listen to the very end, just rip off my manhood."

"Is it that bad?"

"It's worse."

"Good. In that case, that's a fitting punishment for trying to betray me, so go through that hell one more time."

"Aah! My friend! Please!"

The man walked toward the haze of light, leaving the wailing Ghostly Sage behind.

Watching the light embrace him and begin to scatter brilliantly, Ghostly Sage was overcome with emotion, but in the end, what he wanted to say was this.

"I want to go too! Uwaaaaaaaah! I want to be the one to go!"


Chapter 3: What is Your Wish?

I opened my eyes. I had opened and closed my eyes countless times in my life, but never had it been as desperate as this.

Please, let me return to a time when I can undo everything. Please!

What unfolded before my eyes was a scene that compensated for all the hardships I had endured before my return.

I was standing on a duel stage as wide as a plaza. Beyond the thousands of warriors filling the audience seats, I could see colossal demonic statues. The three-colored statues, red, blue, and yellow, were shaped as if clashing with each other around the training ground. Their massive swords, blades, and fists served as the roof of the duel arena, and far beyond them, an even larger statue stood tall. The black demonic statue, looking down on the world arrogantly with its arms crossed, was the very symbol of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

I've returned to the past!

My heart began to pound as if it would burst.

"WAAAAAAAH!"

As if to celebrate my return, cheers erupted from all sides. The demonic followers of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult filled the area around the training ground.

Come to think of it, today is!

Just then, a man from the other side stepped onto the duel stage.

The day of the Shinma-jaengtu.

Around this time, my father had made a shocking announcement that he would not limit the next Cult Leader to his own bloodline. The entire cult was stirred by the announcement. Now, anyone with enough skill could become the Heavenly Demon. As if to add weight to his announcement, my father held a duel tournament for the prodigies within the cult. That was the Shinma-jaengtu, and he gave the winner of the Shinma-jaengtu the opportunity to challenge one of his two sons. Regardless of whether the winner or the son won, the Heavenly Demon promised to grant the victor one wish.

So, how could the fervor of the Shinma-jaengtu not be intense? A large number of young prodigies from the cult participated to prove their mettle. After ten days of fierce competition, a winner emerged from the tournament, and the opponent he chose was me.

"Geom Mugeuk! Geom Mugeuk!"

The warriors chanted my name. It was the very name the Ghostly Sage had been so desperate to know. I am Geom Mugeuk, the younger of the Heavenly Demon's two sons.

As the warriors cheered for Geom Mugeuk, my duel opponent, the tournament winner, scowled deeply.

"Hmph! The name they're shouting will change when this match is over. I won't go easy on you, no matter who you are."

At the time, I was displeased that he had chosen me. It meant he saw me as an easier target than my older brother. However, looking back, there was another reason the bastard chose me.

"How about you forfeit now?"

The bastard was already confident of his victory.

In fact, I lost this duel. It was not because I lacked skill. It was because of my opponent's petty scheme. He had bribed my kitchen cook to lace my food with a Qi Dispersing Poison that temporarily made it impossible to use inner arts.

It was not an ordinary Qi Dispersing Poison. It was a special kind that showed no symptoms under normal circumstances, but would scatter one's inner arts in a strenuous situation like a duel. I later found out it was a Qi Dispersing Poison called Heukbi, developed by the Evil Alliance and secretly distributed on the market.

In any case, after losing the duel that day, I reported the fact to my father, but he said nothing in particular. I remember him giving me a look that seemed to rebuke me for falling for such a trivial scheme.

Afterward, I made a series of reckless moves to make up for today's defeat. My enemy back then was not my brother or the other successor candidates. My enemies were my impatience and my wounded pride. Whenever I closed my eyes, I would recall my father's pathetic gaze on me.

A series of mistakes and failures. I tripped over my own feet and fell further away from the succession contest. Everything started with today's defeat.

Standing at that fateful turning point, my first words were this.

"What was your name again?"

Laughter erupted from the crowd, and my opponent's expression hardened. He must have thought I was mocking him, but I truly could not remember his name.

"To disregard me, Gu Pyeongho, is the same as insulting my Master!"

"Ah, right. It was Gu Pyeongho."

Gu Pyeongho was the fifth of the seven disciples of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon Gu Cheonpa, one of the Eight Demon Supremes. He probably won the Shinma-jaengtu by using all sorts of cowardly tricks, though I could not be sure.

"Hey, let's get this straight. I'm disregarding you, why are you dragging your Master into this?"

For a moment, laughter broke out among the warriors. It was the laughter of the followers from the Flower Sword Supreme's side, who were not on good terms with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Second Young Lord! Seeing as you're provoking me like this, you must be confident in your skills."

I ignored his words and looked toward the Heavenly Demon, who was seated on the high seat in the distance. Even in a place with thousands of demonic followers, he exuded a definite presence that screamed, 'I am here.'

If you brought someone who did not know my father and told them to find the Heavenly Demon here, they would undoubtedly find him. Father's presence was like seeing a blood-red circle in a black and white painting.

On either side of my father sat the Eight Demon Supremes, the eight masters representing our Cult. They were only humbling themselves because my father was next to them, but they too possessed powerful presences.

My eyes met my father's. In his gaze toward me, I read a thought.

How will you overcome this predicament?

It was a look I had never been able to perceive at the time.

Ah! Father already knew I had been hit with the Qi Dispersing Poison.

To think he had grasped everything while pretending to be indifferent, feigning ignorance of the succession struggle. The same event as the past was unfolding, but I could tell it was a completely different situation.

So he knew everything? In that case...

Tattling after getting hit like before is the worst plan.

Postponing the match because I was hit with Qi Dispersing Poison is a mediocre plan.

Winning even without inner arts is the best plan.

Naturally, I had to use the best plan. I was no longer the shaggy-haired brat from back then. I had lived a life far longer than even my father's.

In truth, someone like Gu Pyeongho is nothing more than a one-move opponent, even if I fight without inner arts. However, I could not reveal my true skills with so many demonic followers watching.

I raised my hand high, drawing everyone's attention. Then I said in the loudest voice I could manage.

"In this place where the heroes of our Cult have gathered, I will declare this proudly. I'll face Gu Pyeongho without using inner arts! I'm confident I can win even without using inner arts!"

A moment of silence followed my declaration, then a thunderous roar erupted.

"WAAAAAAAAH!"

In contrast, Gu Pyeongho's face visibly distorted. He hadn't expected me to come out like this. He must be dying to ask.

How did you know about the Qi Dispersing Poison? It's a Qi Dispersing Poison that only takes effect once a fight breaks out.

You're dying of curiosity, aren't you?

If he were the only one to use inner arts in this situation, he would become a coward.

Engulfed in bewilderment, Gu Pyeongho shouted with a beet-red face.

"If the Second Young Lord insists, then I too will not use inner arts."

He reacted just as I had expected. A few of his followers clapped, but no cheers followed. His choice had turned what could have been a thrilling fight between one with inner arts and one without into a boring fight between two men with no inner arts. I could even hear deflated sighs.

Gu Pyeongho was flustered, and that bewilderment turned into anger directed at me.

"Second Young Lord! Even though we aren't using inner arts, my blade has no eyes, so you'd best be careful."

I ignored the bastard's warning and examined my body. A strange sense of unfamiliarity with this young body dominated me. The sword I used back then felt as light as a toy.

Will this body really move as I intend?

Gu Pyeongho drew his blade with vigor, but I did the opposite, unfastening my sword and placing it on the floor. The chances of my true skills being revealed were higher if I used a sword.

At that, another cheer erupted. Isn't it the nature of demonic followers to cheer when someone thoroughly ignores and mocks their opponent?

Naturally, Gu Pyeongho's anger exploded.

"Since you're the Cult Leader's flesh and blood, I can't bring myself to kill you, but I'll take one of your arms!"

As soon as he finished speaking, Gu Pyeongho leaped toward me. He closed the distance and struck down with his blade, aiming for my shoulder.

SWOOSH!

I watched the approaching blade until the very last moment, then twisted my body to dodge it.

Good, good!

My worry about whether my body would move as I willed was unfounded. It reacted instantly, faster and more vigorous than expected. It was as if my body was saying this.

Have you forgotten? This is you in your youth, is it not?

It was an age when I felt like I could run all day, when my clenched fists felt like they could shatter anything.

So this is how powerfully my heart beat at this age!

A laugh escaped me on its own. I was so happy I felt like letting out a cheer.

Seeing my smile, Gu Pyeongho went even more berserk.

"This crazy bastard is laughing?"

His eyes bloodshot, Gu Pyeongho blatantly swung his blade, aiming for my vital points. He was the type who might end up using inner arts to unleash his blade energy, so I didn't drag it out any longer.

Dodging the blade that persistently flew at me, trying to sever my arm, I rushed toward the bastard's chest.

Gu Pyeongho let out a desperate gasp and tried to defend himself, but my elbow was already sinking into his solar plexus.

THWACK!

I stuck to Gu Pyeongho like a shadow as he was thrown backward.

My fists landed in succession. The first quick blow shattered his nose, and the second heavy punch broke his ribs. Even without using inner arts, we were martial artists who had trained in martial arts since we were young. We could take down a bull with our bare hands, so there was no way his body could withstand it.

I didn't stop there. As he screamed and collapsed, I snatched his wrist.

"Which hand did you use to release the poison? This one?"

Holding his arm, I leaped up and then stomped down with a powerful step.

"......"

Using the power that surged up from the sole of my foot through my entire body, I used my knee as a lever and broke his arm.

CRUUUUNCH!

The shockwave that washed over him like a tidal wave completely shattered his wrist, elbow, and shoulder.

"AAAAAACK!"

Even without the gruesome scream, everyone could tell. With the arm and shoulder he used for his blade completely crushed, he was now crippled beyond recovery.

Cheers erupted from all sides.

"WAAAAAAAAH!"

It wasn't a clumsy match but a decisive victory with a real spectacle, satisfying everyone. The demonic followers from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's side jeered, but their boos were drowned out by the unending cheers.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, sitting among the crowd, showed no reaction despite his disciple being shattered, merely watching the situation unfold.

As the heat, cheers, and groans of pain subsided, my father finally rose from his seat. The red dragon embroidered on his pure white dragon robe looked as if it would ascend to the heavens at any moment.

The Eight Demon Supremes who were with him all rose at once.

SHWAAAAAA.

Like a continuous wave, every demonic follower in the arena stood up and paid their respects to the absolute ruler.

The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin.

The strongest of this era.

...For now.

Father looked at me. His gaze was so powerful it felt like it could pierce through my body.

Back then, I was terrified of my father. I don't think I ever properly met that intense gaze, which seemed to look down on people. So how could I have ever had a proper conversation with him? In the end, my perception of my father was built on speculation, prejudice, and rumors.

I want to tell my past self this.

When it comes to human relationships, don't just imagine things on your own. Look straight, and listen properly. The answer isn't inside you. The other person is over there.

I didn't avoid my father's gaze. What was so scary about that expression? There was just a man trying not to lose his authority to rule over ten thousand demons amidst countless challenges and schemes aimed at his position. The resulting heartlessness and curtness were just a product of that. Things I could not see back then are visible to me now.

"What is your wish?"

Father's deep, heavy voice, even without being imbued with inner arts, was heard by everyone and had the power to make the listener shrink.

Everyone listened intently for my answer. The Eight Demon Supremes beside him, in particular, were on high alert, wondering what I would say.

"My wish is..."

I hadn't expected to return to this day, so I followed my instincts.

"I want to go hunting with you, Father."

Perhaps because it was an unexpected request, my father flinched in surprise. The demonic followers watching also began to murmur. They surely hadn't expected me to make such a wish. Since he wouldn't grant a wish to become the successor, they must have expected me to ask for at least a treasured sword or a martial arts manual.

"Hunting with me?"

"Yes. Just the two of us, Father. I heard you enjoyed hunting in your youth. I'd like to take this opportunity to learn how to hunt."

After staring at me silently for a moment, my father said curtly.

"We leave at dawn tomorrow."

Having finished speaking, my father turned to leave. The lone, red Heavenly Demon in the black and white painting began to walk, and all the demonic followers bowed their heads. Not even a breath could be heard in that place where thousands had gathered.

Only after the Heavenly Demon and the Eight Demon Supremes had left the area did a venomous voice finally sound out.

"That idiot. To think he'd make such a pathetic wish..."

I turned to see Gu Pyeongho being carried away on the back of his Senior Brothers, his arm dangling limply. I scratched my head and said to the bastard.

"Sorry. What was your name again?"

Ignored until the very end, Gu Pyeongho shrieked.

"AAAAAACK! Kill him! Senior Brother! Please, I'm begging you to kill him!"

However, with the duel over, no one dared to attack me. They merely glared at me coldly before taking Gu Pyeongho and leaving.

Now that I'm back, your reckless lives won't be so fun anymore.

I was grateful to the heavens for sending me back to the most important turning point of my life, and though he tried to betray me, I was also grateful to the Ghostly Sage who had completed the great technique.

Thank you, truly.

I looked up at the sky, as brilliantly blue as my own youth, and smiled brightly.


Chapter 4: Is This My First Bowl of Chicken Noodle Soup in Decades?

Returning to my quarters, I stood before a bronze mirror. My younger self was fresh-faced and brimming with vitality.

I felt like I could stare at the mirror all day and be happy.

After enjoying my rejuvenated appearance for a long while, I suddenly thought of Hwa Mugi.

What could that bastard be doing right now?

Was he somewhere undergoing hellish training to become stronger?

If only I could find and kill him before he grew any more powerful, the problem would be simple. The issue was that finding Hwa Mugi would not be easy. He had appeared in the murim as if he had fallen from the sky, and after achieving the Sealer of Three, he left the murim and went into seclusion. Because of this, there was absolutely no information about Hwa Mugi. Releasing people across the entire Central Plains to search for a man named Hwa Mugi was also a dangerous attempt that could provoke an unpredictable reaction from him.

In the end, the best option was for me to become stronger than Hwa Mugi. Fortunately, the heavens had given me ample time to prepare. I would make time my ally and grow stronger.

Was it because I had thought of Hwa Mugi? The inner arts in my qi center stirred and reacted.

The Qi Dispersing Poison had vanished as if it had never been administered in the first place. Since there was no trace of the poison after the duel ended, it meant Gu Pyeongho had acquired the proper toxin.

I suppose that's why he dared to even think of using Qi Dispersing Poison on a scion of the Heavenly Demon.

I was lost in thought for a moment before calling the name of the most grateful person in my life.

"Lee Ahn."

At my call, a welcome voice came from outside the door.

"Yes, Young Master."

"Come in."

The door then opened, and a young woman entered. Her martial arts uniform looked ready to burst, and the word 'obese' rather than 'plump' seemed to fit her.

My bodyguard, Lee Ahn.

I didn't know it at the time. I didn't know that her immense size was due to the martial arts she practiced. No, that it was because of me.

The Self-Petrification Art.

It was a secret technique, passed down only to her, a martial art that temporarily hardened her flesh like stone. Gaining an enormous body was a fatal side effect of this martial art.

I looked at her through the mirror and asked.

"How do I look?"

In the mirror, she answered cheerfully.

"You're the most handsome man in the jianghu."

Lee Ahn's voice was so pleasant. I could guarantee she would win if she entered a competition for the best voice in the Central Plains.

"That's no fun."

"The answer to a question from the person who pays your monthly salary is always predetermined."

So it wasn't just her voice that was nice. You had such a cheerful personality.

Her eyes met mine through the mirror, and Lee Ahn asked me.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

The reason I survived that day was all thanks to Lee Ahn. She had thrown her body in the way of the sword qi that Hwa Mugi had unleashed to kill me. Hwa Mugi's sword qi pierced through her Self-Petrification Art, but in the process, its trajectory shifted slightly. That was why it had narrowly missed my heart. Hwa Mugi hadn't confirmed my death. He likely never considered that his attack could have missed. Lee Ahn's sacrifice and his arrogance had saved me.

Thank you, Lee Ahn.

She was a woman prepared to throw her life away for me, yet at this time, I saw her as just another bodyguard. I took her presence for granted, just as one lives without realizing how precious the air is.

"You did well in the duel today. It was really amazing."

I turned to face her. I walked slowly toward the real her, not her reflection in the mirror.

There was a difference between the her in my memory and the real her.

She's even bigger than I remembered.

I stared at her quietly, recalling what she looked like as a child. With her gentle eyes and high nose, she had looked like a doll and was so pretty when she smiled. Everyone had said in unison that if she grew up just like that, she would become the world number one beauty. Then one day, that pretty girl appeared, having grown fat. She had gained so much weight that I couldn't tell how much she had cried or how swollen her eyes were.

Even then, that young girl had looked at me with the same eyes as today and said, "I will protect you, Young Master."

What must that girl have been feeling? Her only sin was being born in the Demonic Cult and raised as a bodyguard. The price she had to pay was far too great.

She had given up the looks that could have made her the world number one beauty, but did I ever soothe her heart? Perhaps I had started treating her coldly after she gained weight? I couldn't recall many memories with her. She, on the other hand, kept her promise. She threw her large body to block the sword qi, and thanks to her, I lived.

I believe this regression is worthwhile just for the chance to save Lee Ahn.

Lee Ahn, I'll make you a promise too. I'll definitely get rid of the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art.

I said to her abruptly.

"We shouldn't get close."

She asked with a puzzled look.

"Pardon? Why is that?"

"Getting attached to a bodyguard, of all people, is like trying to score points to ask them to die for you, isn't it? It's a despicable thing to do."

"What are you talking about? It's only natural that I protect you, Young Master."

"What's natural about sacrifice? You should always come first, then your family, and then the person you're guarding. I'd prefer to be protected by someone that rational."

Lee Ahn didn't hesitate for a moment.

"I cannot do that. For me, the Young Master is number one, and number two is also the Young Master, and I... I have no family."

I couldn't begin to measure the depth of this stubborn woman's loyalty to me.

"You're acting strange today."

"Want to see something stranger? Let's go."

"Where to?"

I strode out and said.

"To flip a dinner table."

I went straight to the kitchen. Then I summoned all the kitchen staff, including the head chef, Chef Lim. From the lined-up staff, I called out the assistant chef who had been working here for three years.

"Why did you do it?"

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

"I'm asking why you put Qi Dispersing Poison in my food."

Everyone was shocked by my words.

"It wasn't me, it wasn't me!"

A good thing about regressing is that I don't need to delve into people's minds. I already knew why this guy had used the Qi Dispersing Poison. He was deeply in debt from gambling. Having squandered his parents' money and even his friends' money, he committed the audacious act of putting Qi Dispersing Poison in the food of a scion of the Heavenly Demon. Gambling is this terrifying.

"You took the three thousand taels you received and went gambling again, didn't you?"

The man flinched for a moment, then prostrated himself on the spot.

"Please spare me. I was wrong. I was blinded by money and committed a great sin."

"Did Gu Pyeongho come to you himself and give you the money?"

"......"

The moment the bastard confessed, I sliced his neck with a single stroke.

"......"

It was my first kill after regressing, but I felt no particular emotion. I had lived a life of mercilessly killing those I deemed evil. Killing him without pain was the last mercy I could show him.

In my life before regression, he had died today as well. On the night of the duel, he was stabbed to death in a gambling den. It was likely the blade of an assassin sent by Gu Pyeongho to silence him. In any case, poisoning food was an act that should never be forgiven. A single act of forgiveness would only lead to another attempt.

"For a chef, of all people, to put poison in food!"

At my words, Chef Lim, with a devastated expression, knelt.

"I am sorry, Young Master."

"What are you doing? Your knees are bad, aren't they?"

"Everything is my responsibility."

"Why is this your responsibility, Chef Lim? It's the fault of the one who put the poison in."

"Because everything that happens in the kitchen is my responsibility."

I helped him to his feet.

"Chef Lim. If something unjust happens in our Cult, is it our father's responsibility?"

"What? No, absolutely not."

"Then why do you say it's your responsibility, Chef Lim? Stop with the nonsense and make me some chicken noodle soup for dinner! I've been wanting to eat it for a long time."

How many decades has it been?

"But you had some just the day before yesterday?"

"Chef Lim, I'm still holding a sword. It's dripping with blood."

"I will prepare a delicious meal for you."

When I left the kitchen, Lee Ahn, who was waiting outside, asked urgently.

"I am sorry. As the bodyguard guard captain, this is my fault."

"Why is everyone so eager to take responsibility? Did you all catch a responsibility disease?"

"I will ensure this never happens again."

"Enough. Just spread a rumor about this throughout the school. That Gu Pyeongho instigated it, and that I cut down the chef who used the poison."

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's side will deny it."

"It won't matter. There are many eyes and ears that saw and heard what happened here."

Since the entire kitchen staff saw it, their denials would be useless.

"If you do something dirty, you should get a bad reputation. Spread the rumor far and wide! Make even the dogs in the school bark 'Qi Dispersing, Qi Dispersing'!"

"I understand."

"Let's go."

Lee Ahn, following behind me, said cautiously.

"Ah... you really seem different today."

As the one who attended to me most closely, she was the first to notice the change in me.

"You're making jokes you never used to. Your actions and words seem different too."

"As of today, I've decided to live a different life with killing intent."

"Suddenly?"

"Yes, suddenly. I don't think people change little by little every day. They change drastically when there's some kind of trigger. It's because that's difficult and doesn't happen often that people say no one ever changes, right? Let's go."

I started walking again, not giving her a chance to ask what that trigger was.


"Is all of this necessary?"

Lee Ahn was astonished as she looked at the items I had prepared for the hunt with my father.

I nodded as I packed the prepared items neatly into a large leather bag.

"It's necessary."

"I didn't know you had a knack for camping, Young Master."

Lee Ahn, no one in our Cult has camped as much as I have.

"I'm with my father, so I have to prepare a lot."

"I truly hope you have a good time."

"Will I, though?"

It wasn't a baseless complaint. I was confident about other things, but I had no confidence when it came to my relationship with my father. Even though I had lived longer than my father's age... I was even less confident.

"You have to make it so. It will be."

Lee Ahn smiled and bid me farewell.

"Have pleasant dreams tonight."

But I didn't sleep well that night.

I had a terrible nightmare. In the dream, I was still searching for the materials for the Great Regression Technique. It was a dream where I wandered all over the place because the materials weren't where they were supposed to be.

Then I heard Lee Ahn's voice.

"Young Master, are you alright?"

I must have screamed in my sleep.

"I'm not alright. It was a filthy dream."

"What kind of dream was it?"

"To put it in your terms, a dream where you have to start over as a low-level martial artist?"

"Aah! Just kill me instead."

Sitting up in bed, I looked at the bronze mirror propped against the wall. As if to say a dream is just a dream, I saw my younger self.

My mood lifted again at the sight of my youthful appearance.

Yes, if I can greet the morning of my youth like this again, I don't mind having nightmares every day.

"You seem nervous."

"It's a journey with someone scarier than a tiger."

"If it were me, I wouldn't even be able to breathe properly."

"I'm going to wash up. Please prepare a new martial arts uniform."

"......"

In my past life, whenever things got tough, I would imagine what I would do if I regressed. Just imagining it made me feel better and helped me endure the pain. However, in all those many fantasies, a hunt with my father on the second day of my regression was never included. Whether my instinctive choice was right or not, I would find out the moment the hunt was over.

Having finished all my preparations, I slung the large leather bag over my shoulder and walked slowly toward the Heavenly Demon Hall, where my father was waiting.


Chapter 5: A Tiger Doesn't Hide Its Claws

The hunting grounds were not far, located on the notoriously rugged mountain behind our Cult. It was a place no one could enter, fortified as it was with defensive formations and traps installed everywhere. With all human presence cut off, the only people here were my father and me.

Ah, I guess there are three of us.

Father's bodyguard, Hwi, must have been following us, concealed somewhere nearby.

I had always called him Uncle Hwi. I saw him often when I was young, though my chances to see him dwindled as I grew older. He was the bodyguard my father trusted absolutely. If I had Lee Ahn, then my father had Hwi.

I raised my qi to scan our surroundings but could not detect his presence. It was just as I expected from a master who had reached the highest level in the art of concealment. Of course, even a master like Hwi had died at Hwa Mugi's hands on that day.

The first thing my father said to me was a question about my gear.

"What's with all that distracting luggage?"

I was carrying a leather pack almost as large as my own body.

"They're things I'll need for a few days."

"A few days? We plan to be here for only a day before heading down."

"You never know, right?" I offered. "You might find hunting with me so enjoyable that you'll want to stay a few more days."

Father's expression openly revealed his thought, as if that would ever happen.

"You dream big."

It had not even been an hour since I had been with my father, but I was already realizing something new about him. My memory was quite distorted. I remembered him as a man of very few words, yet he spoke much more than I had thought.

"You were better than I expected," he said, commenting on how I had handled Gu Pyeongho in the duel.

Although my movements had lacked inner arts, the skills I had accumulated in my life before regression must have shown through. I saw no point in trying to deceive him.

"I was hiding my skills."

"It seemed so."

Riding the mood, I added a joke. "I'm not a hissing cat, but a tiger hiding its claws."

Father stopped dead in his tracks and turned to face me. "If you're a tiger, why hide your claws?"

"Ah, I hadn't considered that perspective."

"That's why you're a cat."

As he was about to turn away, he suddenly asked, "What level have you reached in the Soaring Sky Sword Art?"

The Soaring Sky Sword Art was a martial art passed down through the bloodline of the Heavenly Demon. While it could not compare to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which was passed down only to the Heavenly Demon himself, it was still considered a supreme martial art on par with those learned by the Demon Supremes. Of course, learning a higher-tier martial art did not automatically make one stronger. Depending on the wielder, even a weak martial art could be used to kill someone with a strong one.

Judging that I could not deceive my father, I answered honestly.

"I've achieved complete mastery."

The next moment was a blur of motion.

PWIING!

A bullet of pure qi shot from his fingertip, grazing my cheek. I had only dodged by instinct, twisting my head just in time to avoid having a hole pierced through it.

Father's expression was one of surprise.

"You really have achieved complete mastery!"

I touched my stinging cheek, which was already hot from the force of the attack, and asked in a near-shout, "You actually fired that without believing me? What would you have done if I couldn't dodge it?"

"You would have paid the price for lying," he said calmly. "If you had achieved complete mastery, you would have been able to dodge it."

"A scar wouldn't suit this handsome face that resembles you, Father!"

After scoffing once, my father started walking again.

Now I see why my past self was so terrified of him.

What father in the world would fire a finger qi bullet at his own son without hesitation? And at his face, no less. It would not have killed me, but it was an attack that would have left a serious wound if I had failed to dodge.

Father, walking ahead, spoke without looking back.

"To achieve complete mastery at your age... is incredible."

In my past life, I had not achieved complete mastery until I was well into my thirties, so it was natural for him to be surprised. Since my father was always sincere when it came to martial arts, that compliment was high praise indeed.

"Thank you."

After that, we climbed the mountain for a long time without another word. If we had been in a room, the silence would have been suffocating, but climbing a mountain was different. Even walking in silence felt like its own kind of wordless conversation.

I was the one who finally broke the long quiet.

"Who did you learn to hunt from?"

After a brief pause, my father spoke.

"I learned from my older brother."

"I had an uncle?"

"He's dead. He died at my hands when he was your age."

A moment of silence passed between us. Instead of offering polite words of condolence, I stated my honest thoughts.

"You did well."

Father stopped, his sharp gaze pinning me to the spot.

"If you hadn't," I continued, "I wouldn't have even been born."

After staring at me coldly for a moment, he started walking again. How could he not have scars left on his heart from a battle of flesh and blood? I had seen it many times in my past life. The stronger a person appeared on the outside, the deeper the wounds they carried within. That was why I had blurted it out, as if squeezing pus from a wound.

There is a lesson I learned in my past life. You can bury a corpse, but you should never bury the wounds of the heart.

That must be why I was able to hear such words from him next.

"At the time... I couldn't find a way."

I knew what he meant. He could not find a way to win the succession battle without killing his brother.

My answer was firm.

"Don't expect it from me, either."

Father glanced back at me. His gaze was even colder than before, but I said what I had to say.

"What you couldn't do, Father, I can't do either. Besides, you should give me a brother worth agonizing over before saying something like that. You know, don't you? You know how vile and cruel my brother is."

"You're quite good at badmouthing him behind his back."

"He deserves to be badmouthed."

In fact, this isn't even enough. Not when I think about what he'll do to become the successor.

"He's suffering on the frontier, and you're here in a comfortable place, just running your mouth."

"Someone at the level of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord wouldn't suffer even if he were locked in the deepest cell of an underground prison, let alone the frontier."

My brother was currently active under our father's orders. At this time, he had not yet revealed his true colors, and since he was quite capable, our father trusted him more than me. Not only that, but many members of the cult were already trying to align themselves with him.

"My brother will never yield the position of successor," I said. "Trying to become the successor while keeping him alive is foolish arrogance."

Father's expression as he looked at me was filled with a sentiment that clearly asked, Is this the kind of child you were? My gaze answered steadfastly. Yes!

He started walking again.

I never married in my past life, so I do not know exactly what kind of emotion a child brings to a man.

That is why I am curious.

What am I to my father?

We climbed for some time longer before he stopped.

"......"

At his signal, I lifted my head. He was pointing his finger far ahead.

"Do you see it?"

I opened my eyes wide, but I could only see the dense forest and nothing else.

"I can't see it."

"I can."

"What's over there?"

"Dinner."

"Then we should catch it."

As I took out the bow I had slung on my leather pack, my father stopped my hasty movement.

"How do you plan to catch something you can't even see? First, close your eyes and feel your surroundings."

"......"

Masters perceive their opponents through the vibrations in the surrounding air, what is commonly referred to as a presence. The only presence I could feel nearby was my father's. It was calm, and that was what made it so frightening. I knew better than anyone how ferocious that presence became when angered. Within that peaceful sea slept a typhoon that could overturn the world.

"Now, send out a single thread of energy. Just one thread."

I did as he instructed and released a single thread of qi.

"Slowly, without breaking the flow of energy. Think of your body as a spool of thread and slowly release it as if pulling out a string."

In my life before regression, I had never conceived of sending out my energy so thinly, like a single thread. There was always a clear reason for releasing energy, to overwhelm an opponent's momentum with my own presence. Now, I was releasing qi in a way I had never imagined.

"Thinner. Don't let it break!"

This was also the first time I realized that the energy released from my body could extend this far.

"Further, further, further."

If my father had not been beside me, encouraging me, I would never have been able to extend my energy this far.

And the next moment, my energy touched something.

"Did it connect?"

Father had noticed that my energy had touched something just as quickly as I had.

"Yes. I can feel it."

"What does it feel like?"

"I think it's a tree."

Surprisingly, I got a sense of what it was. It was truly just a feeling, so I do not know how to explain it, but it was definitely a tree.

"Examine the area around it. Slowly."

It felt as if all the thread on the spool had unraveled and was about to spill away at any moment, but I did not lose my focus. I extended my energy even further and explored the surroundings. Then, I discovered a living presence beneath the tree.

"Is it... a wild boar?"

When my father did not answer, I slowly opened my eyes. He was staring at me, his expression one of pure astonishment.

"Or is it a bear? The bristles were stiff and the body was long, so it felt like a wild boar."

"It is a wild boar."

I looked toward the place my energy had reached. It was still invisible to my eyes. I had just identified a wild boar deep in the distant forest.

"It's not easy to sense it in one go from this distance." Even after witnessing it himself, my father looked as if he found it hard to believe.

Thinking about it, the technique from a moment ago was not just some miscellaneous skill for hunting. It was a formidable secret art that could be applied to martial arts.

"You were originally planning to tease me when I failed, weren't you."

"Because you should have failed, naturally."

"I'm your son, Father."

"Even I couldn't do it on the first try."

"But aren't I the Heavenly Martial Body?"

When the Heavenly Martial Body was mentioned, the look in my father's eyes changed slightly.

At that time, I held a deep resentment toward him regarding my body. You, who pursues strength so relentlessly, who even holds a duel tournament to find a talent capable of crushing your own children, why did you neglect me? Why won't you support me, the one with the Heavenly Martial Body? I had even wondered if he was jealous of me. Yes, my past self was that petty.

But now I know. I know that the world does not move according to my wishes. It is not about asking for special treatment because I am the Heavenly Martial Body, but about using this body to become a special person on my own. I know now that only when everyone's expectations and desires are placed upon that specialness does the Heavenly Martial Body truly become a blessing from the heavens.

"What are you doing? Do you plan on starving tonight?"

I powerfully drew my bow and shot an arrow toward the spot where I had felt the presence.

PWIING.

In the darkness, a campfire blazed, and over it, well-dressed boar meat was cooking.

"When did you learn to dress an animal?"

"I learned from a book."

"You seemed quite skilled for someone who just read a book."

Father, I've probably hunted and eaten hundreds of wild boars.

I subtly changed the subject.

"That tiger fur you're sitting on? I brought that just to suck up to you. It was worth the effort of lugging it all the way here."

Father was sitting on the fur I had brought in my leather pack. At my boast, the corner of his lip curled up slightly. It is hard for a sneer to look so good on someone's face, but my father managed that difficult feat with ease.

"Did you say you wanted to hunt with me because you wanted to get on my good side and become the successor?"

"No. I know very well that won't work on you, Father."

"I'm glad you know."

"I can be chosen as the successor even without your help."

"You're full of confidence."

"Of course, my greedy, cruel, and foul-tempered brother will get in my way."

"There you go, badmouthing him again."

"I have to. How often do I get a chance to openly criticize him in front of the judge who scores us?"

Father, if you truly wanted peaceful brotherly love in the family, you should have decided from the start. You should have declared the successor and told us not to get any funny ideas. Isn't the battle for succession a mess of fighting and killing even when things are decided?

"Why did you say you wanted to hunt with me?"

"There are two reasons. The first is to learn something, anything, to become stronger. I think I've succeeded with that one."

"And once you're stronger?"

To my father's provocative gaze, which asked if I would aim for his position, I quickly replied.

"My reason for wanting to become stronger isn't to become the Heavenly Demon. You're still hale and hearty, Father, and I don't want to waste my youth chasing after that title. I'll be satisfied as long as I can become the successor and learn the Heavenly Demon's martial arts."

Considering our ages, my brother and I must have seemed far from ready to be the successor in our father's eyes. In fact, he did not name my brother as the successor until about ten years from now. As I am now, I cannot wait ten years. Being an awl in a bag is not enough. It is time to take the awl out of the bag and start poking around everywhere.

That is why I must receive the Nine Calamities Demonic Art as soon as possible and achieve complete mastery. No, I must reach a state beyond that. Since even my father, who achieved the tenth star of complete mastery, was defeated by Hwa Mugi, I must achieve the Twelfth Star.

"Sometimes, I imagine it," I said. "What if I meet someone in my life that I really want to beat to death, but I can't? How frustrating would that be? I want to become stronger just so I don't have to suffer that fate."

Father's expression did not change, so I could not tell what he was thinking.

"And the second reason?"

"I wanted to spend time alone with you, Father. This is the first time, isn't it?"

The sneer on his lips deepened again.

"What cheap sentimentality. The kind that gets you killed."

"How could it be cheap when I'm with the world number one? If you sing a song, it'll be the world number one masterpiece. If you drink alcohol, it'll be the world number one vintage. Even if you take a crap..."

"That's enough."

"Yes! I'll keep my mouth shut for two hours."

My eyes met my father's, and I smiled pleasantly. It was probably the first time I had ever smiled in front of him. He, however, just coldly turned his head away.

When I thought of you, Father, I had no fond memories. Frightening memories aren't the same thing, are they? In this life, I won't let my memories be so desolate, but don't get too happy. I'm not doing this for you. I'm doing it for me.


Chapter 6: If I Become the Heavenly Demon

I woke up early and packed my things, then spoke to Father. "You should be heading back now."

"Go back where? I'm the Heavenly Demon, out on a hunt. I have to at least catch a tiger before I go."

Is that really the reason?

It meant his time with me hadn't been so bad.

"That's a relief."

"What is?"

"I don't have to prepare a dagger for my brother."

"Stop talking nonsense and lead the way."

"......"

Father and I ventured deeper into the forest.

After we had walked for some time, my father spoke to me again.

"Close your eyes again."

"......"

"The target is three hundred meters out to the right."

Farther than last time.

"This time, feel the wind."

"I can feel it."

He once again said something I had never heard in my entire life.

"Place your qi on the wind."

Since I began learning martial arts, I had never thought to place my qi on the wind. No one had ever told me such a thing, and no martial arts manual had ever written of it. A thrilling shiver from this new lesson shot through my body.

Of course, knowing something and putting it into practice were two different matters.

"First, release your qi."

I carefully emitted my qi, just as I had when searching for the boar yesterday.

"If you're this slow and cautious, it'll never be more than a cheap trick. To use it in a real fight, you must extend your qi to that point as quickly as possible."

However, placing my qi on the wind was not easy. I could feel the wind, and I could feel my qi.

How am I supposed to combine these two separate things?

The wind my father spoke of was not a gusting gale. He meant the flow of the air around us. I had to find the current flowing straight ahead among the various flows and place my qi upon it.

I struggled for a long time, but my father said nothing. He didn't rush me. He simply stood with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at a distant mountain.

Why is it that people see a person's life in their back?

From my father's back, I should have felt the strength of an absolute ruler, yet what I felt was loneliness and solitude.

"Not bad."

"......"

In that moment, the qi I had released abruptly stopped three hundred meters out to the right.

Huh! When did my qi get all the way out there?

It seemed I had unconsciously placed my qi on the wind while staring blankly at my father's back. The insights I gained before returning were not insignificant, so I accomplished even difficult tasks with ease.

"I did it without realizing."

Father stared at me with a stirred expression. Whether by chance or luck, it was not something that should have been accomplished so easily.

He soon spoke as if it were nothing special.

"It doesn't matter. That beast has already fled far away."

As the sun began to set and create long shadows, we encountered the beast we had missed earlier.

"It's the same one from before!"

I took my father's word for it, since I couldn't tell myself. I couldn't even see it. I was simply amazed that my father could accurately grasp the size and energy of something so far away.

"It's one hundred and fifty jang out. Find it by riding the wind."

I released my qi again and tried to place it on the wind.

Considering I had succeeded unconsciously, it shouldn't have been that difficult at my level. In the end, it was a matter of the mind. I tried this way and that.

Then, I suddenly realized the problem. I had only been trying to place my qi on the wind. The act of intentionally placing it was wrong.

I sent my qi along the wind's path instead. I released it as if playing and mingling with the wind, like walking side-by-side with a friend.

It flew as a separate energy at first, but soon the wind and my qi began to harmonize. They were like two dragons entwining as they soared.

Ah! This is it!

I understood. Riding the wind was not like a person mounting a horse, but about making them entwine.

SHHHHHHH.

My qi rode the wind, reaching one hundred and fifty jang away in an instant.

The moment I identified the beast, a thunderous tiger's roar erupted from the distance. I flinched in surprise, and the qi that had extended so far was abruptly cut off.

"It really was a tiger!"

I was surprised by the tiger, and my father was surprised by me. He seemed not to have expected me to master his teachings so quickly.

Father, this is just the beginning. I wish I could stroll leisurely by a lake with you, but we must ride the currents. We must ride the rapids and plunge down the waterfall. The enemy we must face might be, at this very moment, fighting through a typhoon alone in the middle of a distant sea. Father, please send me to that sea.

"Do not be lazy in your training to release qi. Your lifespan will increase by as much as the number of strands you can create."

"Yes, I will keep that in mind."

I will create a greater number than you, Father. Because I absolutely must.

"This time, close your eyes and feel my qi."

I closed my eyes and released my qi to feel my father's. Just as my qi had found the tiger, I now felt his.

Slowly. Very slowly.

I meticulously examined the qi spread around my father, one strand at a time. My mouth slowly fell open.

"Father? What in the world is this?"

Father stood in the center of a spider's web. Dozens of threads extended from him, spreading in all directions. These strands of qi stretched too far for me to even begin to trace.

For anyone to approach my father stealthily, they would have to avoid that web, which was absolutely impossible.

Hwa Mugi defeated a father who had reached such a state? How in the world?

I really didn't want to, but I couldn't help but be amazed by that bastard once again.


"My trump card is this."

That night, I took out my father's favorite alcohol from my leather pouch. I then unwrapped a clean cup and filled it.

"This is good."

"It's too strong for me."

In truth, I liked alcohol and could drink well. Throughout my life searching for the materials for the great technique, I would sip a cup whenever things got tough, and my tolerance had grown considerably. I just said it was strong because I had no intention of boasting about my drinking capacity to my father. If we drank all night, my father would be the first to collapse.

"There's no member of the cult who whines about alcohol being too strong."

"What does it matter if I can't drink well? A poisonous heart is more important than strong liquor."

"A poisonous heart?" Father sneered. "Could you kill me if you had the killing intent?"

After a brief pause, I answered. "No. How could a son kill his own father?"

Honestly, that was also a lie. If there was a good enough reason, I could kill my father. Today was the first time we'd had a proper conversation, so how could he be more precious than my own life?

This time, I asked, "Could you kill me, Father?"

"If that even becomes a point of hesitation, you shouldn't carelessly speak of a 'poisonous heart'."

I could feel it in my father's eyes. He could kill me without a single moment of hesitation.

"Then I suppose I should just learn to drink strong liquor."

Father watched me with a strange expression as I drank the alcohol and grimaced.

Later that night, I sat alone, practicing the qi emission technique my father had taught me.

This is fun.

I could now place my qi on the wind and send it far away quite quickly. My qi roamed, exploring the pitch-black darkness. This act was incredibly exciting.

This is a tree, and there's a rock beneath it... I could even feel a small insect crawling there.

I sent my qi to another place. The more I trained, the faster my qi moved.

My rapidly exploring qi flinched to a halt. It had passed through something that felt foreign.

What was that?

I pulled my qi back and passed it through that spot again, but the foreign energy was gone.

I opened my eyes and stared at the spot. I couldn't sense any presence in the darkness.

What in the world was that? I'm sure something was there.

Just then, I saw my father, who had been lying down, looking at me.

"You weren't asleep?"

"Why were you staring over there?"

"I felt something over there, but I'm not sure what it was."

Father looked at me with a startled expression before turning to face the other way.

"Let's get some sleep."

"......"

I lay down, the campfire between my father and me.

What could that have been? Judging by my father's reaction, he definitely knew something...

"!"

In that moment, I knew.

Hwi! It's Hwi!

I had sensed the stealth of my father's bodyguard. The second time I tried to sense him, he had already moved away. A thrill ran through my entire body.

I had detected his presence, something I absolutely could not have done two days ago. Of course, Hwi wasn't desperately trying to hide, but just noticing his basic stealth was a huge improvement.

If I continue to train and become able to release dozens of strands of qi simultaneously like my father, any stealth technique will be neutralized. The process of searching would be omitted. It would just be here, there, over there. They would simply be found.

Perhaps because I had drunk clumsily, I couldn't fall asleep easily.

When I grew tired from searching for the materials for the great technique, I would drink and gaze at the stars. The same stars that had shared my loneliness back then were shining just as brightly tonight.

Father couldn't sleep either. I couldn't know his inner thoughts, but perhaps he felt a surge of emotion at my talent for absorbing martial arts like blotting paper.

"Father, among the Demon Supremes, who do you trust the most?"

I wasn't expecting an answer, but my father responded.

"Why do you ask?"

Because on the day our family was annihilated, Hwa Mugi ravaged the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The Heavenly Demon Hall is a place guarded like an iron fortress by three mystical formations, six mechanical traps, and carefully selected cult members.

Furthermore, centered around the Heavenly Demon Hall, the Eight Demon Supremes and their subordinates protect the Heavenly Demon from eight different directions. To the north, the demonic swords of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, led by the Flower Sword Supreme. To the south, the blade fiends of the Southern Blade Sect, led by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. To the east, the iron fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison, led by the Undefeated Fist Demon. To the west, the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum, led by the Chaos Demon. To the northeast, the Faceless Warriors, who wish to be like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. To the southeast, the drinkers who are intoxicated with the Great Drunken Demon. To the southwest, the poison fangs who research all kinds of poisons with the Poison King. To the northwest, the mad monks who are fanatical about the Demonic Buddha's deceptions that delude the people.

At the time, I thought an enemy had broken through from the outside. However, that wasn't it.

Looking back, the outer defenses were never breached. It was certain that one of the Eight Demon Supremes had let Hwa Mugi into the inner palace where the Heavenly Demon Hall was located.

The traitor could have been one, or perhaps more. It was never revealed who the traitor was, but it doesn't matter.

Because I consider all of the Eight Demon Supremes to be traitors.

After my father's death, their choice was not revenge, but to be closed-off. Not a single one of them stepped forward to seek vengeance. If even one of them had stepped up, I wouldn't have felt this sense of betrayal.

Yes, I understand. Faced with Hwa Mugi's overwhelming martial prowess as he stood over the Heavenly Demon's corpse, they probably didn't dare think of revenge.

You are all human too, so I understand. I really do.

So, you all should understand as well.

In the future, even if I use you as I please, even if I treat you like disposable pawns, I hope you will understand too. Wouldn't that be fair?

"If I become the Heavenly Demon, I will seize control of the Eight Demon Supremes and tighten the leashes around their necks."

"What?"

Father shot to his feet. His powerful aura made the flattened grass around us stand up straight. I quickly got up as well.

"The reason?"

Because they are much further away than you think, Father. You know exactly where the tiger hiding a hundred jang away is, but you don't know how distant the hearts of those smiling in front of you are.

I couldn't bring myself to say that, so I gave another reason. "There is severe corruption related to them. Not just the individuals, but also those who act under their authority."

Father listened without a word, so I continued.

"Of course, their authority must be acknowledged to run the cult smoothly. However, they have crossed the line."

Even at this time, various incidents and accidents were related to the Eight Demon Supremes.

"Isn't it time to properly establish discipline?"

Father said nothing, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. From his attitude, I could guess his inner thoughts.

He sympathized. He clearly had complaints about the Eight Demon Supremes. If he didn't, he would have already roared at me for my arrogance.

"Acting on needless greed is a good way to get yourself torn apart."

"Haha, I have a long future ahead of me, I can't have that happen. I'll walk slowly and eat little."

He called it greed, not nonsense or a wild remark. I guessed his inner thoughts again. His yet-undrawn blade pointed in the same direction as mine.

Don't worry, Father. I know them better than anyone.

I returned to our Cult to obtain the final ingredient, the Secret Demon Soul, and spent many long years there. Because this was all in the distant future from now, I know everything about the Eight Demon Supremes. What kind of lives they lived, and what kind of end they met.

I will put them properly in line.

And so, the night, filled with as many thoughts as there were stars, passed by.


Chapter 7: You'd Rather Die?

After returning from the hunt, I entered the training grounds. I needed to hone the secret technique my father had taught me, practicing how to imbue the wind with qi and release multiple streams of it simultaneously.

I considered eating a waste of time, so I subsisted on jerky. I replaced sleep with circulating my qi. The more I trained, the more I realized the skill's importance. Detecting an enemy's ambush beforehand was like having a spare life.

I trained diligently the entire time. I had learned countless times that in life, if you do not walk today, you will have to run tomorrow.

After several days immersed in training, I finally left the training grounds. I could now freely imbue the wind with qi and had increased the number of streams to three or four.

Lee Ahn was waiting at the entrance.

"Young Master, you should rest and have a proper meal now."

"I told you to go about your business. Why are you here?"

"Protecting you is my job, Young Master."

It seemed she had been guarding the front of the training grounds the entire time I was training.

I decided some shock therapy was needed to change this stubborn girl's mind.

"Is standing guard in front of this door really for my sake?"

"What do you mean?"

"If someone ambushed me, what would you do?"

"I'd throw my body in the way to block it."

"If you died taking a blade for me, how do you think I'd feel? Would I be happy I survived? Would I dance in the middle of the training grounds?"

"I don't think you would... but it's better than dying. Besides, you're not a very good dancer."

"That's a selfish sacrifice that only values your own feelings."

I did not want to label her noble spirit of sacrifice as selfish. However, I had to use this kind of shock therapy on her. The problem was, it was not working.

"Yes, yes. From now on, please call me the selfish bitch who only cares about her own feelings."

"Lee Ahn, do you really want to protect me?"

"......"

"Then start training in martial arts right now. When the moment comes that you truly need to protect me, don't just passively block. Kill the opponent!"

If she becomes strong, that strength will become a cornerstone for her own happiness.

She did not react to my words like a joke. Instead, she quietly nodded her head.

Just then, someone shouted from a distance.

"Hey, lump of fat!"

I turned and saw three people walking toward us. They were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disciples.

"Is the Second Young Lord not out again today?"

Their attitude suggested they had come looking for me several times while I was training.

But, what? Lump of fat? Have those bastards lost their minds?

I seemed to be hidden from their sight behind Lee Ahn's large frame.

"How many times have you had to put up with this crap?"

"I'm fine. It's no big deal."

"If this isn't a big deal, then what is? Does your family have to be massacred by an enemy for it to be a big deal?"

"Young Master! I'm fine."

Lee Ahn worried I might cause trouble. She would worry if I got hurt, and she would worry if they got hurt.

"Lee Ahn. You don't have to worry so much. I won't go crazy and ruin my life over you. Everyone in the world is like that. They all look out for themselves."

As they drew closer, Lee Ahn spoke quickly.

"Young Master, it doesn't seem like they've come with good intentions. It might be best for you to step away for a moment."

"Sure, I should avoid them. I avoid hornets, dog shit, and my father's wrath, but not them."

The three bastards stood before me.

"Oh? The Second Young Lord was here too."

The one sneering at Lee Ahn was Yangpo, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's second brother disciple.

I knew exactly what kind of person Yangpo was. He was trash in a different way than Gu Pyeongho, who had used the Qi Dispersing Poison.

This guy was famous for looking down on people and tormenting them psychologically. Yes, that kid.

My gaze shifted to the handsome disciple with Yangpo.

He was the youngest. He had the kindest personality among the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciples, but he eventually committed suicide because of Yangpo's hellish bullying.

How disgustingly must he have been tormented for a martial artist to take his own life?

Even now, the youngest's expression was not bright. He was probably dragged here against his will.

The other one was the fourth disciple. I could not remember his name, but I did not remember him as a particularly good person.

My gaze returned to Yangpo.

"Insulting my bodyguard is the same as insulting me, isn't it?"

"My apologies, I didn't see the Second Young Lord. She's quite large."

"It doesn't matter whether I'm here or not, does it?"

"I'm telling you, I didn't see the Second Young Lord with her."

This ignorant fool could not even grasp the point.

That he could act this way was entirely my father's fault. After the announcement that anyone in the cult could become the successor, the special status of being the Heavenly Demon's son had faded considerably.

He was trying to use this opportunity to earn the title of 'one who doesn't back down even from the Heavenly Demon's son'.

"You came looking for me several times?"

"I did."

"......"

"You're asking because you don't know? Junior Brother Gu's body is now in a state where he can no longer practice martial arts."

"So what? Should I nurse him back to health? Lee Ahn, go get a rag. Let's go wipe his sweat."

"Second Young Lord! Do I look like I'm joking?"

"We're not exactly on terms to have a serious conversation."

Yangpo's demeanor turned fierce, perhaps because he felt ignored. It was laughable that a man who tormented others to death could get so upset over a few taunts.

"If you cripple a man, you have to take responsibility!"

"Did you hear that your junior brother used Qi Dispersing Poison?"

"Hmph! That was probably something you fabricated."

"Oh, so you're going to insist on that?"

"Enough talk. Give a formal apology."

I could guess why the bastard had come to demand an apology.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not chosen a head disciple, so his disciples tried their best to get on his good side. Yangpo was trying to earn merit by getting a formal apology from me, thereby saving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I wonder if your Master will really make you his head disciple for doing this."

"What are you talking about! I came to see the Second Young Lord for my junior brother's sake. To clear his name of this injustice! Understand?"

"What injustice?"

"Although my junior brother's attack was excessive, you intentionally crushed his arm."

He must have thought he had a valid point, but it was like a child's trick in the palm of the Buddha.

"Then were my father and the Eight Demon Supremes Elders wrong?"

"What nonsense is this?"

Yangpo startled at the sudden mention of my father and the Eight Demon Supremes.

"Isn't it obvious? Father acknowledged my victory and asked for my wish. Your Master didn't protest at all. So what? Are you saying the Cult Leader and your Master lack the judgment that even a giant dao would have?"

Yangpo stammered, completely flustered.

"Th-that's sophistry! It's not like that!"

"Isn't it? You're saying the Cult Leader pretended not to see his own flesh and blood's wrongdoing and covered it up, right?"

Yangpo's face turned deathly pale.

"Don't say such ridiculous things!"

How can he possibly beat me with words?

"Or do you think he's gone senile? Is that it?"

"Shut up! How dare you be so insolent!"

Yangpo looked back at his fellow disciples, but they were just as flustered.

One wrong move could get him accused of criticizing the Heavenly Demon, so Yangpo reluctantly backed down.

"I'll withdraw for today, but this isn't over."

"Wait! You have to apologize before you go."

"What apology?"

"Apologize for the rude things you said to my subordinate."

Only then did their gazes turn to Lee Ahn. The Second Young Lord's fat subordinate had not even been on their radar from the beginning.

Of course, Lee Ahn wanted the matter to end here.

"I'm fine, Young Master."

"I'm not fine. You dared to run your mouth at my subordinate, so get on your knees and apologize. Your apology won't be sincere anyway, so at least show it with your actions. Let the rumors spread that you knelt."

Yangpo spoke with a look of disbelief.

"Are you telling me to kneel to that pig bitch?"

"Yep. It'd be even better if you touched your forehead to the ground."

"Second Young Lord, are you crazy? I'd rather die than kneel."

The answer I wanted came quickly.

"You'd rather die? How manly. Fine, I'll grant your wish."

CHAANG.

Yangpo startled when I drew my sword.

"You really are crazy."

"If you leave like this, rumors will spread throughout our Cult."

Yangpo looked around to see if anyone was watching.

"Not there, here."

I puckered my lips obnoxiously.

"This mouth right here is going to spread all the rumors. That the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's second brother disciple got scared and ran away from the Second Young Lord. I don't know for sure, but your Master won't be too pleased. You'll live with the label of a coward for the rest of your life."

Yangpo's expression hardened. He had come to get on his master's good side, but now he was about to get on his bad side.

"Kneel and apologize, or fight me. The choice is yours."

"Why are you going this far?"

"You can come looking for me. You can demand I save your junior brother. You can even come in a group to get revenge. I understand all that, but why pick on my subordinate? Why call her a lump of fat? Did you ever buy her a meal? Did you?"

Far from reflecting, Yangpo's expression grew even more unpleasant.

"So you really mean to kill me for that fatso."

"Correct."

Yangpo's eyes narrowed fiercely, and he moved just as I expected.

"Just who do you think I am!"

"My subordinate is a hundred times more precious than you. No, a thousand times, no...."

Before it could reach ten thousand, Yangpo drew his blade.

CHAANG.

"Senior Brother, don't!"

The fourth brother behind him hurriedly tried to stop him, but Yangpo had already lost his senses.

"Second Young Lord, you may be arrogant after defeating Junior Brother Gu, but you'll soon regret it. Since you're the Cult Leader's son, I can't kill you, but I'll take one of your arms to avenge my junior brother."

Yangpo was confident he could defeat me.

I do not remember exactly, but my skills around this time were on par with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciples. It was all because of my older brother. He had tormented and checked me since I was young, preventing me, the possessor of the Heavenly Martial Body, from properly developing my martial arts.

"What will you do without your Qi Dispersing Poison?"

"Don't be ridiculous! I'm different from Junior Brother Gu!"

Yangpo launched a preemptive strike and pushed me back.

In my past life, I had experienced many times that a martial artist's character and martial arts skill were not proportional.

Yangpo was no exception. He displayed a blade art incomparably brilliant to his trash-like personality. His skills were enough to be a worthy match for me at that time.

Of course, to the current me, he was just a one-move opponent, same as Gu Pyeongho.

However, to hide my true skills, I fought him as if we were evenly matched.

Every time Yangpo pushed me into a corner, his watching junior brothers cried out in admiration.

Conversely, Lee Ahn let out a short scream each time. She could not jump in because it was a duel by mutual agreement. Otherwise, she would have intervened several times.

After twenty-some patient exchanges, I unleashed the assassination technique I had planned.

I had been matching my opponent's movements until now. It was time to unleash the essence of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Like a willow leaf swaying in a gentle breeze, my sword trembled lightly.

HWIRIK!

PUUUUK!

Red blood sprayed forth.

My sword pierced through the bastard's mouth and out the back of his head.

TOK, TOK.

In the frozen silence, only blood dripped from the tip of my sword.

I looked into the man's fading eyes and said.

"You're dying because of that mouth. It was that mouth that insulted my subordinate, and it was that mouth that refused to apologize."

With that mouth, you killed your kind junior brother, and it's a mouth that will kill many more in the future. So, this is where you end.

I pulled out my sword. Yangpo spewed blood from his mouth and collapsed forward.

"Senior Brother!"

His junior brothers rushed to check on Yangpo, but he was already a cold corpse. They were horrified. They surely had not expected me to actually kill Yangpo. Of course, Lee Ahn stared at me, even more shocked.

The fourth brother shouted accusingly.

"You killed our Senior Brother? Second Young Lord, you really...."

"What did you expect?"

"Can you handle the consequences of this?"

I looked at him and said coldly.

"Your mouth resembles your Senior Brother's."

The man recalled my earlier words about dying because of one's mouth and clamped his mouth shut like a clam.

"Report exactly what happened. If you add a single word that wasn't said, I'll come for you in the night."

They carried Yangpo's body and left. Then I saw it. The youngest brother's look of relief.

How bad must it have been for him to be unable to hide his joy at someone's death?

He, who would have originally died from Yangpo's bullying, would now live. The kitchen servant who mixed the Qi Dispersing Poison into the food died as he was supposed to, but the youngest disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was originally supposed to die, would now live. Fate can stay the same, and it can also change.

Good youngest disciple, endure well and become the Blade Demon's head disciple later on!

That was my wish, but achieving it was up to his own will and effort.

Meanwhile, Lee Ahn stared at me as if she had lost the whole world.

"You said everyone looks out for themselves, didn't you? You told me not to worry, didn't you?"

"It wasn't because of you, so wipe that look off your face!"

"...It was because of me, wasn't it?"

"It wasn't, so don't get the wrong idea."

"Then why did you cause such a big incident?"

"What's the big deal? I just killed a guy who deserved to die."

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon won't just stand by."

"He will. There's nothing to gain by stepping in."

"Do you really think so?"

"Think about it. This fight started because his disciple insulted the Second Young Lord's bodyguard. He died because he was stubborn about something that would have ended with an apology. What would the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gain by getting involved? He'd only be criticized for raising his disciple poorly."

"Couldn't his pride be hurt?"

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon doesn't have that kind of pride."

"How do you know?"

"I just know. Your handsome Young Master knows everything."

My relaxed attitude finally seemed to ease Lee Ahn's tension.

"Well, that's a relief, then."

"On the contrary, killing Yangpo benefits me. Everyone will pay attention to me now. If there are points needed to become the successor, I've just added one."

I crushed Gu Pyeongho in a duel, and now I have even killed Yangpo. All eyes in the cult will be on me.

"Don't tell me you thought that far ahead?"

"Of course. This was about killing a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Did you think I killed him just because I was in a bad mood?"

I left a strong impression on my father during the hunt. I have to keep this momentum going.

"Lee Ahn, insulting you is insulting me. So, in a situation like before, don't say you're fine."

"My thinking was shortsighted."

"We'll be worrying about much more important problems from now on. Will the owner of the trash get angry because we threw it out? This is the last day for such petty and useless worries."

An intense emotion flickered in Lee Ahn's eyes as she looked at me.

"You're serious. Young Master... you've really changed."

"It's also a reason for you to change."

My transformation over the past few days was enough to change her.

Lee Ahn nodded her head.

"I'll change too. I'll become stronger!"

It will not be as easy as it sounds. She will struggle, hesitate, and look back time and again. Changing a person's life is never easy. Even my own seemingly effortless transformation was only possible because of my entire past life.

"And Young Master, thank you for today. When you took my side earlier, I was so happy. Truly."

"Of course you should be thankful. Don't you ever forget what happened today!"

She smiled. It was not just any smile, but a huge, beaming one where her eyes completely disappeared into her cheeks.

Yes, smile like that. I've returned, so from now on, live your life smiling like that.


Chapter 8: When the Blade Glistens in the Moonlight

A rumor spread rapidly through the academy that I had killed a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

As the rumor spread, Lee Ahn's worries grew. "It's absolute chaos. Everyone I meet is talking about you and Yang Po, Young Master." She sighed. "...And about me, too."

It was only natural for people to talk about her, since she was the cause of the fight.

"Isn't it good to be famous? Aren't martial artists the kind of people who do crazy things just to get famous?"

"I don't like it."

"You're going to get even more famous from now on. What will you do?"

Lee Ahn sighed lightly, but her expression wasn't dark. The chaos centered around a positive change, which was likely why.

"I'm worried because the Blood Heaven Blade Demon values honor. I really hope he just lets this go."

"Who told you that? That the Blood Heaven Blade Demon values honor?"

"Huh? He doesn't?"

"Would someone who values honor neglect and condone his disciples' trashy behavior?"

"Maybe he doesn't know?"

"That's severely underestimating the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's perceptiveness."

"You did this before, too. You keep talking like you know the Blood Heaven Blade Demon well."

"I know a fair amount about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the other Demon Supremes. I'm the Heavenly Demon's son, after all. I have to at least investigate that much."

Lee Ahn stared at me with wide eyes. She probably thought she knew everything about me and wondered when I could have possibly done such an investigation.

"Then why does the Blood Heaven Blade Demon just let his disciples run wild?"

"That's..."

There was a clear reason, but I couldn't explain it to Lee Ahn.

So I gave her a different reason, one she could accept.

"Because it's easier that way."

"What?"

"It's easier to handle greedy, selfish bastards than well-behaved disciples. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hasn't chosen a head disciple in a long time. Instead, he makes his disciples compete. Why? Because it makes them easier to use as consumables. Just watch. Yang Po's empty spot will be filled in a few days."

"He's a frightening person, the Blade Demon."

"I think the disciples are scarier. They rush in fully knowing what kind of person their Master is."

"I'm glad I get to serve you, Young Master."

"Of course. There's no comparison. Lee Ahn, want to have a drink? It's been a while."

She looked at me, surprised.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"Because it's not 'been a while,' it's the first time."

"The first time?"

"......"

I've never had a single drink with you until now? What in the world has motivated you to throw yourself on the line for me?

"Let's go. Let's drink till we drop today!"

I went to the Demon Village with Lee Ahn.

The Demon Village was a town formed around our Cult. It started as a small village for the families of our cultists but had since grown into a large city.

I took her to the most expensive and finest tavern in the Demon Village.

"It's a historic day, so let's drink somewhere nice."

"I'm fine with a small, shabby place too."

She was uncomfortable in crowded places. Eyes were always drawn to her first, no matter where she went, so she naturally disliked it.

Out of consideration for her, I led her into a private room in the tavern.

"How much can you drink?"

"I can't drink much."

"Let's find out how much you can drink today. Don't worry, if you get drunk, I'll carry you back."

"I'm... heavy."

"It's fine. Look at these biceps."

"They're half the size of my forearms."

"That's because I'm not flexing yet!"

Since it was my first time drinking with her, I ordered a feast of fine liquor and dishes.

"I've never had this kind of food before. This, and this too."

"Try everything, and let's order more of whatever's delicious."

"My stomach is in for a surprise."

"You're always busy being a bodyguard, so you just eat whatever, right? From now on, pay more attention to what you eat."

"Look, with a body like this, it's fine to eat whatever."

She lifted a thick forearm and grinned.

"Eating carelessly makes you gain more weight. You need to think, 'What am I eating? What ingredients is this made of?' The more you pay attention to your food, the less weight you gain. To lose weight, you have to become a gourmet."

"Ah! I never knew! I'll do that from now on."

However, I knew the truth. She wouldn't lose weight no matter what she ate, even if she starved herself every day. That weight wasn't from food.

Of course, Lee Ahn knew it well too. She only said that because she thought I didn't know about the side effects. She could have revealed them and made a resentful joke, but she had to become an adult too young.

"From now on, learn by eating delicious things with me."

Lee Ahn stared at me intently and asked.

"Please tell me your secret."

"What secret? Cooking?"

"No. How a person can change so much."

I looked at her and smiled faintly.

"Why? Do you want to change too?"

"That's not it, but..."

She emptied her cup. How could she not want to change? The image of her younger self was forever enshrined in her heart. She would remember that day whenever things got tough, which only made it harder.

Once you regain your original form, you won't need any such secrets. The whole world will adore you.

Lee Ahn politely accepted the drink I poured for her and asked.

"Young Master, what are your plans for becoming the successor?"

She asked a question she had never asked before. She likely saw that potential in me now.

I raised my cup and said softly.

"Sucking up is the only way to survive!"

Lee Ahn laughed, raised her cup, and lightly clinked it against mine.

"Make sure you melt the Cult Leader's heart!"

I emptied my cup with her.

Lee Ahn held her liquor quite well for someone who claimed she couldn't drink much.

Of course, I paid the price for getting her drunk. I had to carry the completely intoxicated Lee Ahn on my back.

She shouted from my back the entire way.

"Don't worry! I'll definitely protect you, Young Master. Just trust me!"

"I wasn't worried at all, but hearing you say that over and over is starting to make me worry."

"I told you not to worry! I'll protect you!"

"Alright, I won't worry."

"You should. You have to worry, but don't worry! Because I'll protect you!"

"Hahaha."

Just then, a window opened in a nearby building and someone shouted.

"What kind of crazy bitch keeps saying the same thing over and over?"

I looked at the man who had stuck his head out the window and said.

"Cut her some slack, for my sake."

"Who are you?"

"I'm the Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

He stared at me blankly for a moment, then apologized as fast as light.

"Oh! My apologies, Young Lord!"

The window slammed shut even faster than it had opened.

Lee Ahn breathed softly, sound asleep on my back.

I'm sorry it took me so long to carry you like this.

After returning to my residence, I laid her on the bed and went outside.

I sat in the courtyard, stretched out my legs, and looked up at the moon.

Thinking back, I remembered my life as a fugitive after my clan was annihilated. I was mired in a deep sense of defeat. The depression was so profound that I only sustained my life by racing toward the goal of regression.

If I hadn't met Seo Jin back then, or learned about the Great Regression Technique, I might have taken my own life. Or I would have sought out Hwa Mugi, only to die miserably at the hands of his followers without ever meeting him. Yes, that's what would have happened.

I was lost in such thoughts when something flashed beside me, reflecting the moonlight.

I slowly turned my head. A large blade was right beside my face.

My tense face reflected on the absurdly large giant dao's blade.

The blade slowly lowered, revealing its owner.

Wrinkles like valleys of experience creased the back of the rough, gaunt hand gripping the blade, showing the past years had not been easy. Beyond those valleys, a pair of sharp eyes glared at me.

He was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I was inwardly surprised. I hadn't expected him to visit so suddenly.

The blade aimed at my neck was his unique weapon, the Heaven Destroying Dao. It was listed as one of the murim's ten great weapons and had earned the nickname 'Weapon Breaker' because it could shatter most other weapons on impact.

Cold demonic qi emanated from the Heaven Destroying Dao, enveloping the area. A chill so cold it felt like my breath would stop made all the hairs on my body stand on end.

If that blade flies at my neck, can I dodge it?

I couldn't easily answer.

My inner arts were overwhelmingly inferior right now, no matter how profound the insights I gained in my previous life.

In that moment of heightened tension, the frigid energy enveloping the area vanished instantly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned and poked my side with the pommel of the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Why'd you do it?"

He meant, why did I kill his disciple.

A moment ago, his presence was like an assassin's, but now he grinned like a friendly neighborhood old man poking my side.

"Because he acted like an idiot."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me intently after my nonchalant reply. His gaze was similar to my father's, yet different.

While it was impossible to read my father's thoughts from his eyes, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze was clear.

Hostility.

I saw a blazing fire in his pupils.

"What kind of idiot in this world picks a fight with the Cult Leader's youngest son, the apple of his eye?"

WHOOSH!

The dao resting on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lap shot up, once again aimed at my neck.

"Should I cut this head off and tell the Cult Leader to put it in his eye? See if it hurts or not?"

The sharp killing intent flowing over the blade carried its master's will. It said, 'It might have sounded like a joke, but it's not.'

"I don't think my head would fit in my father's terrifying, slanted eyes."

When I stepped back, the energy flowing over the blade vanished instantly toward the hilt. It was amazing. He handled such powerful energy so freely with that gaunt body.

This time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon used the Heaven Destroying Dao to draw a long line on the ground. Then, he drew a vertical line about a handspan from the left end.

"From here to here is our Second Young Lord, and from here to the far end is me."

He divided the line in a nine-to-one ratio.

"What is this?"

"It's the degree to which the Cult Leader cherishes us."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the nine, and I was the one.

I used my finger to draw a new line at about the two-thirds mark.

"No matter what, I'm his son, in name at least. This side is me, and that side is you, Elder."

This time, I was the seven, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the three.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled slyly.

"We can just test it, then. If I bring him the Second Young Lord's head, will the Cult Leader kill me or spare me?"

"Aren't you underestimating the Heavenly Demon's paternal love a little too much?"

"That's why I'm saying we should test it."

The Heaven Destroying Dao slowly moved toward me again.

I pressed my palm firmly against the flat of the dao, stopping it from reaching my neck. The blade was cold. This coldness was his true nature, no matter how brightly the Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled. To forget that was to die.

"There's no need to test it. There are two sons, but only one Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned.

"The Second Young Lord is no idiot like my disciple."

"If your disciple had resembled you, Elder, he would still be alive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon placed a hand on my shoulder and patted it a few times.

"Second Young Lord, this old man has lived his entire life with misfortune. So it's best we don't see each other often."

After he finished speaking, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon vanished. His body shot up from beside me with a whoosh and disappeared into the distant darkness.

Once the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was gone, I checked my side. A dark bruise had already formed where he had poked me with the dao's pommel. It had seemed like a playful 'poke, poke,' but the impact felt more like 'BAM, BAM.' The pats on my shoulder were the same.

"Damn it, that damned old man."

I hadn't let my guard down for a moment while dealing with him. Even though I had regressed, I always had to be cautious of the dangers created by variables.

He repeated his threat to take my head to my father twice, which meant the thought of actually doing it was in his mind.

At a glance, he seems whimsical, but he is not. He is a man who always calculates everything thoroughly. If his actions feel whimsical, that too is a calculated whim. That's what made him so difficult to deal with.

I knew a lot about him, but knowing him well didn't mean I could handle him well. Information is just information, and a variable could appear at any time to overturn this advantage.

Anyway, why did he come to see me?

Was it a warning for killing his disciple?

No. As I told Lee Ahn, he isn't someone who cares about his reputation.

He came to see me. My performance on the duel stage must have been impressive, and my wish for a hunt must have felt special. On top of that, I had cut down his disciple, so he must have felt the need to test me. He came to see for himself whether I tasted sweet or like shit, to see if I had what it takes to be the successor.

So, how did I taste?

To me, he was spicy. I only had a small taste, but it was fiery. A deliciously spicy flavor.

Will my first opponent be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

Perhaps. After all, I was sent back to the day I dueled a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Perhaps your big blade was just particularly eye-catching to the heavens.


Chapter 9: The Demonic Path As I See It

The next day, Lee Ahn found me, looking flustered.

"How did I get back yesterday?"

"You carried me back on your back. I don't remember how I got here."

Lee Ahn's cheeks flushed red.

"Don't lie to me. I... I wasn't that drunk. Was I heavy? I'm sorry, Young Master."

"I'd be lying if I said you were light, but you weren't heavy enough for an apology. Look at these biceps!"

"Oh, dear. Your already thin arms have gotten even thinner."

"Look at these bulging muscles properly!"

After some joking, Lee Ahn bowed deeply.

"Thank you, Young Master."

"Let's drink again sometime."

"Yes, Young Master."

She started to turn away, then asked again.

"If I happened to have made any mistakes in what I said, please find it in your generous heart to forgive me. Honestly, I can't remember what I said."

"You didn't make any mistakes, so don't worry. Ah, but if you do make a mistake next time, just use your pardon ticket."

"A pardon ticket? What's that?"

"It's the right to be forgiven if you make a mistake or do something wrong to me."

"You gave me one? I don't think I received it."

I held out my hand.

"Shake."

Lee Ahn took my hand with her own large one.

"There. I've just issued it."

"Since you're giving one, can't you be generous and make it ten? I'm going to follow you for the rest of my life, so one won't be enough, will it?"

"No way! Just one. So use it wisely!"

"Yes! Young Master!"

Her smiling eyes disappeared into her cheeks.

If anyone needs to be forgiven in this life, it's me, not you. You're the one who should be issuing me about fifty pardon tickets...


That night, I sat alone, training in qi emission.

I sensed three locations at once. The qi I sent to my left detected a person.

Lately, I had become engrossed in the fun of identifying people through their qi. When I found someone, I scanned them from head to toe, checking their height, weapon, and martial arts level.

This time was no different. I was about to examine the person.

The person subtly sidestepped.

I thought it was a coincidence and sent my qi toward him again, but the person moved to the opposite side, dodging my qi again.

Surely he's not dodging it knowingly?

An opponent should never be able to detect this thin, stealthy thread of qi.

Yet, the person dodged it deftly, as if he could feel my qi.

Who could it be?

Curious, I left my room and continued to emit my qi.

I practiced emitting qi while moving. It consumed several times more mental energy than training while stationary, but in a real battle, I would need to emit qi on the move more often.

I felt the person retreat. I chased after him, but he stayed just out of reach.

I arrived at a pavilion in the inner palace.

When I saw who stood there, I sighed in relief.

"Father!"

The person who led my qi here was my father.

"Of course. I was tense, thinking someone else had sensed my qi."

"What's so great about your qi? Even the dog dozing under that wall would've noticed it."

"Aren't dogs just naturally perceptive? But what brings you to my residence?"

"I was just passing by."

He said that, but he had clearly come for me.

"Meeting you like this, even by chance, must prove we have a fateful relationship."

"That's enough of your nonsense."

"......"

I fell silent and joined my father in watching the night sky.

A moment later, I asked.

"When will you decide on a successor?"

"In a hundred years. You all are still far from ready."

"Let's make it a hundred days. I think I'm pretty much there."

"If that were true, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wouldn't have come to see you."

"How did you know?"

It was a private meeting, yet my father knew. He was keeping an eye on me. He also knew I had been afflicted with the Qi Dispersing Poison.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me right after he met with you."

"What did he say?"

"He wanted me to punish you."

"What?"

The unexpected words startled me. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went straight to my father to ask for my punishment?

"It was unexpected. He's not the type to ask me for something like that over a mere disciple's death."

"Why on earth would he do that?"

Though I feigned ignorance, I could guess the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's inner thoughts. He was testing the relationship between my father and me. He wanted to see if my father would actually punish me and what kind of punishment it would be. He was trying to find out if my father considered me a successor.

"So I intend to punish you."

"There's no justification to punish me. That disciple deserved to die."

"Justification can be created."

I drew my sword and etched a long line on the ground. I marked off about a tenth of it and spoke.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me this longer side represents how much you regard him. Did your justification for punishing me come from the length of this line?"

Instead of answering, my father repeated a question I had asked at the hunting grounds.

"You asked which of the Demon Supremes I trust the most, didn't you?"

"......"

Father gave his answer.

"I trust no one."

I understood. With that answer, he also confirmed that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's line was inaccurate.

"Which side are you on? The side that trusts people, or the side that doesn't?"

"That depends on the person."

"And how can you know what kind of person they are?"

"Don't you get to know them by spending time with them?"

"A foolish thought. You can never know the human heart. No matter how transparent a person beside you may seem, you must never think you know them."

I suddenly thought of Lee Ahn. I thought I knew her well, but I kept discovering new sides to her. It was the same principle.

"I will keep that in mind."

"Did you say you needed to establish discipline in our Cult?"

"......"

"Cut the nonsense about rooting out corruption. Tell me your honest thoughts."

"May I be truly honest?"

"Have you ever reported to me with falsehoods?"

"That's not it. It's just that this answer might be disrespectful."

"Speak."

"I believe that at some point, we... lost the Demonic Path."

The muscle below my father's eye twitched. I should not have said that, at least not to him.

"What is the Demonic Path as you see it?"

"The Demonic Path as I see it is..."

After a brief pause, I revealed the thoughts I had long kept buried.

"I believe it's our Cult's unique creed to strike down absolute evil."

Father's eyes widened, perhaps because the answer was unexpected. He turned to look at me.

"...Our Cult's creed to strike down absolute evil?"

"I don't believe our counterpart is the orthodox sects."

"Then what is it?"

"Absolute evil."

I was certain my father would not easily accept what I was about to say. Still, I calmly conveyed my thoughts.

"In this world, there exists an evil so cowardly, vicious, and wicked that it is beyond human comprehension. An absolute evil that would make even a demon click its tongue and turn away. I believe the justice and chivalry of the orthodox sects can suppress lesser evils, but not this absolute evil. The orthodox sects inherently hold forgiveness at their core. As long as they cherish humanity, how can they possibly handle an evil that has abandoned its own humanity to run rampant?"

Father stared at me. I had never seen him focus on my words so intently. Perhaps, deep down, he had been thinking something similar.


"Wasn't that absolute evil us?"



No, Father. In my world, I hope the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is not the absolute evil. I will make sure it is not.

I continued, "The only existence in the murim that can eliminate a vile and vicious evil in an even more vile and vicious manner. I believe this is where we must find our reason for being. Whether we are good or evil is not important. Sometimes we will have the face of good, sometimes the face of evil. When the great evils that the orthodox sects could not handle kneel and tremble before us, that is when the true Demonic Path will be established. Only then will the murim truly bow before our Cult's dignity. They will ask for our help when they cannot solve their problems, saying only the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult can save the murim. This is the Demonic Path as I see it."

I could swear my father had never had such a thought, nor had he ever heard one like it.

This idea was not something I learned within our Cult. It was something I felt for myself while wandering the Central Plains my entire life.

"If we fail to properly establish the Demonic Path, we won't last long. To justify our killing intent... we must punish ourselves."

Even my father, who was adept at hiding his emotions, could not conceal his shock. This was the man who would shoot a finger qi bullet at my face to check for lies, yet, at this moment, my father showed no reaction, even though I had just said things that should have earned me ten finger qi bullets.

Father was lost in deep thought. I had lived longer than him, but I couldn't guess what he was thinking.

But I felt one thing for certain.

Though only a few days had passed since my return, both my father's fate and my own were changing. We had begun to turn toward a different future.

Finally, my father broke the long silence.

"Do you have any more arrogance left to spout?"

"No, not for today."

I scratched my head and smiled sheepishly.

"I think I know why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to me and asked me to punish you."

"Why is that?"

Father's eyes shone with intense conviction.

"He read something in you. That's why he's trying to test you through me."

"He must have read my potential to become the successor."

"It could also be the danger that you'll ruin our Cult."

"Whichever it is... that old bag of bones is surprisingly sharp."

After a moment, my father seemed to make a decision and strode out of the pavilion.

"Follow me."


Father led me to the deepest part of the Heavenly Demon Hall, a place I knew well by reputation.

A small plaque hung above a stone cave.

Little Heaven Cave.

I was so surprised I shouted at my father.

"Surely you're not telling me to go in there?"

This place was a training grotto for the prodigies who would become the Heavenly Demon.

Usually, the Heavenly Demon's disciples or children entered when they were being tested.

One should never underestimate it just because it was a training grotto.

You could enter as you pleased, but leaving was another matter. I had heard that if you couldn't pass the gates, you could never leave. The success rate was fifty percent. In fact, half of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline who entered this place had died here.

That was why even my ambitious older brother never volunteered to enter.

However, it was also a place one had to pass through to become the Heavenly Demon. All who became the Heavenly Demon had passed through here. In that sense, being the Heavenly Demon was one of the most extreme professions.

"I also entered this place when I was your age."

"So how long did it take you to come out?"

"Two months."

"Good heavens. You want me to spend two months of my glorious youth in this dark, damp place?"

"Don't get the wrong idea. It took two months because it was me. The average time to break through is three years."

Father was regarded as the most martially talented of all past Heavenly Demons. The Heavenly Martial Body was likely possible because I inherited his blood.

"Father, why are you doing this to me?"

"Didn't I say it earlier? I intend to punish you."

"Isn't this punishment too harsh?"

"Yangpo, whom you killed, will spend eternity underground."

"To the cheers and applause of the people he tormented."

But my father's mind was already made up.

Father. Are you really sending me to a place where I could die? Just because that old man, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, told you to punish me?

I suddenly remembered what my father had said about mind-reading during the hunt.

Do you not care if your son dies? Or are you hoping I'll emerge stronger?

After all, if I failed to come out alive, it was a punishment. If I survived, it could also be a reward.

Or are you trying to protect me from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, now that I'm sticking out like an awl in a pocket?

Because my father never revealed his thoughts, I had no way of knowing his intentions.

Father placed his hand on a stone slab beside the cave and infused his unique qi. The stone door opened.

RUMBLE.

Father's eyes told me to get in without any more complaints, so I stopped resisting.

"Fine. I'll come out even faster than you did."

RUUUMBLE.

Through the closing stone door, my father spoke with a heartless yet vexing smile.

"Whatever you do. Just don't die."


Chapter 10: You Lose If You Get Heated

I walked slowly down the stone cave's passage.

The air circulated well inside. Light filtered in from outside through various spots, so the interior was not dark. The exquisite design and craftsmanship showed that a truly skilled artisan had built this place.

As I walked through the cave, I passed a certain point and felt a subtle shimmer around me.

SHHHHHHHH.

I knew instantly. A top-tier formation had activated. Only a master with keen senses could detect it.

It was only natural. Why else would the people who died here have been unable to escape? If a trial was too difficult, they could have just given up and left. They must have died because they could not get past this formation. One could walk in easily, but failing the trials transformed it into a hellish formation with no escape.

After walking for some time, I came upon a large plaza.

A stone monument stood at the plaza's entrance, explaining the first trial.

First, cut down all enemies without using sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Second, if you don't succeed within the time limit, you'll get another chance after ten days.

Third, those who are prepared should stand in the red circle.

Ten days later? What am I supposed to eat until then?

I looked around and found a jar on the wall filled with nutrient balls.

I'll go crazy if I have to eat this tasteless stuff for ten days.

Without hesitation, I stood in the center of the red circle drawn in the plaza's middle.

A moment later, dozens of human-shaped wooden puppets shot up from the floor, clanking. The parts that needed to be cut were painted red. For some puppets it was the neck, for others an arm, and for some, a leg.

My body reacted reflexively. The moment they rose, I launched forward. My instincts decided which technique to use and what to cut first.

SWISH. SWISH. SWISH.

I sliced the wooden puppets apart.

The puppets were not fixed in place. Panels on the floor began moving and shifting their positions.

In the chaos, a few puppets started to descend.

No!

I knew that if I missed those descending puppets, they would never return. That would mean I had failed the challenge.

So I cut down the descending puppets first. As expected, the other puppets moved quickly to obstruct my path.

I leaped over them and swung my sword.

"......"

I cut down the puppet I had almost missed.

The puppets' movements grew faster. At first, I thought this was a trial of movement arts, but it was not. This trial tested one's judgment.

The question was what to cut first. Quick and accurate judgment was the priority, and movement arts came second.

The trial was complex and difficult, but not sophisticated enough to outmatch my instincts and skills.

I cut down all the puppets and safely passed the first trial.

One thing was certain. With my skills from before my regression, I would have never passed this first trial. I would have failed no matter how much I jumped, rolled, and flew around like a madman.

I understood why the test resumed after ten days. Many challengers must have failed their first attempt. They would have needed at least ten days of careful study and practice to succeed.

Only those who accurately remembered the puppets' movements and which ones descended could have formulated a plan. A dull-witted challenger would have had to try again and again.

Seeing the first trial, I understood why clearing Little Heaven Cave took an average of three years.

GRRRRUMBLE.

As soon as I passed the first trial, the stone gate to the second trial opened.

I walked slowly toward the second trial. Before leaving the first area, I noticed writing carved on the wall near the exit. They were the words of past masters who had come before.

@[Succeeded on the ninth try. Uhahahaha.]@

@[Took me sixteen.]@

@[This is insane!]@

@[Finally succeeded after thirty-seven long tries. Tears of hardship blind me.]@

@[Will I die in this place? I just can't solve it. I resent my father.]@

@[Damn it! I tried to go back, but there was no way out.]@

@[Success in six tries. I dare say I'm the best.]@

Among them, at the very bottom, I saw a familiar script.

@[Idiots.]@

It was my father. He must have passed this trial before me.

"Hahaha."

I could not hold back my laughter. It seemed my father had passed on his first try. He was bold enough to curse them out, even though they were technically his ancestors.

"Father, I passed on my first try too! Hahaha!"

I moved on and arrived in the second trial's space. As expected, another stone monument stood in this plaza.

First, use a sword from the wall to cut the stone in half within two hours. You can also use sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Second, if you don't succeed within the time limit, you'll get another chance after twenty days.

Third, those who are prepared should stand in the red circle.

This time, the retry period was twenty days. A simple calculation meant this trial was twice as difficult as the first.

Survive for twenty days on nutrient balls? I'd rather die.

I steeled my resolve to succeed and stood in the red circle at the plaza's center.

"......"

A stone table rose from the floor. A metal sphere the size of a grown man's head sat on top of it.

So I have to cut this metal sphere.

The given time was two hours. That was far too long to cut a single metal sphere. Figuring there must be a reason, I examined it slowly.

Its surface was smooth. It was not ordinary iron but an artificially created stone. It had to be made of a material stronger than cast iron. When I tried to lift it, it was so heavy I could not budge it without using my inner arts.

Hundreds of test swords hung on the wall. There were various types. Long swords and short swords. Heavy swords and light swords. There were even flexible swords worn at the waist. There were truly all sorts of swords.

The message was clear. This was not an easy challenge, so I should choose wisely and try many times.

I walked over slowly and took a sword from the wall. It was a well-made, ordinary iron sword.

I stood before the sphere, calmed my mind, and swung the sword down with all my might.

CLANG. The sword broke with a sharp sound and flew away. The sphere, however, did not even have a scratch. It was an incredibly strong metal.

I examined the sphere again. To the naked eye, it was just an ordinary metal ball.

I brought another sword and swung it vertically. Once again, only the sword broke. The sphere remained perfectly fine.

"As I thought, it won't be that simple."

I took a new sword and infused it with qi.

WHOOOM.

A blue light immediately shimmered from the sword. I had manifested enhanced sword qi.

Before my regression, I could use sword qi at this age, but not enhanced sword qi. I only grasped the mysteries of enhanced sword qi in my thirties.

"My first enhanced sword qi since regressing."

The color of enhanced sword qi differed for every martial artist. Even if they learned the same heart technique, the color varied slightly. I always found that fascinating.

I liked the color of my enhanced sword qi. It was a pleasant blue that sometimes looked like the sea and at other times like the sky.

Just as I was about to cut the sphere with my enhanced sword qi, a sudden sense of wrongness washed over me. I quickly withdrew my qi, and the enhanced sword qi enveloping the sword vanished.

Isn't this too easy?

At a glance, I thought it was a test of enhanced sword qi, since an iron sword could not cut it. It would be difficult with just sword qi. So, it was a trial one could not escape until they mastered enhanced sword qi.

However, a prodigy who could use enhanced sword qi would just slice through it and pass.

Could a trial be this simple?

Conversely, reaching the state to manifest enhanced sword qi was an incredibly difficult task for someone who could not. One side was too easy, and the other was too hard. The balance felt off.

So, just in case, I went to look at the words the past masters had left on the wall.

@[Cut it in half in one strike with enhanced sword qi.]@

@[I tried eighty-nine times to cut it without enhanced sword qi, but failed every time and ended up using it.]@

@[I cut it without using enhanced sword qi.]@

@[How in the world? I can't believe it.]@

@[Damn it! My sword qi won't cut it. I can't manifest enhanced sword qi, what do I do?]@

@[Two hundredth day of researching enhanced sword qi. The smell of nutrient balls alone makes me want to vomit.]@

@[That comment above about cutting it without enhanced sword qi is a lie.]@

@[I'll add my vote that it's a lie.]@

I wanted to see the message my father had left. As expected, his words were at the end.

@[What a load of bullshit.]@

Hahaha. He called his ancestors' words bullshit. He must have a hard time pretending to be so dignified.

But this time, he had added another phrase next to it.

@[You lose if you get heated.]@

You lose if you get heated? Why did he add something like that? Father would have just left a curse like in the first trial and been done with it.

Get heated? Get heated? Could it be?

I hurried back to the first stone tablet.

First, cut the stone in half within two hours. You can also use sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

The words that caught my eye were 'You can also use sword qi or enhanced sword qi'.

It was not 'by using', but 'can also use'. In other words, it meant I should try cutting it normally and only use them if I really could not.

Come to think of it, the given time was also too long. Two hours was enough time to cut hundreds of such stones. Lastly, the number of swords on the wall was also excessive.

Ah! For this trial, I must cut it without using sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Father's words about losing if you get heated were a warning not to use enhanced sword qi. When you manifest enhanced sword qi, the sword gives off intense heat.

Another fact supported this guess. The twenty-day retry period meant it was more intricate than the first trial.

I had to cut this normally.

Thank you, Father.

In any case, if I was not supposed to use enhanced sword qi, I did not have time to stand around.

I went back to the sphere. Now that I believed I had to cut it without enhanced sword qi, the sphere looked different.

How on earth can I cut this thing? Vertically? Horizontally? Sideways? Diagonally? Or with a fast sword? A heavy sword?

I tried various methods with the prepared swords. I only succeeded in breaking the poor swords. The sphere would not be cut.

After failing about thirty times, I sat against the wall, half-resigned.

There must be a way.

Time flowed mercilessly. Now, less than fifteen minutes remained.

Do I have to try again in twenty days?

I was nearly in despair.

Should I just cut it with enhanced sword qi and pass?

But my father had gone out of his way to leave a message. I could not choose the easy way out.

This is hard, so hard.

As I sat there in resignation, I absentmindedly projected my qi. It was the qi projection practice my father had taught me on the mountain.

A strand of energy extended from my body and touched the sphere.

I wish you were a wild boar. Then you'd be cut in a single stroke.

My energy enveloped the sphere, slowly feeling its surface.

Suddenly, my eyes flew open.

"......"

There was a minuscule line on the sphere's surface. I had not felt it when looking at the sphere or touching it with my hands.

I focused all my senses to feel it. My energy enveloped it like a bird incubating an egg, striving to become one with the sphere.

The line continued all the way around the sphere and met back at its starting point.

I got up and approached it slowly. My energy still connected me to the sphere.

I closed my eyes. I felt the sphere only with my qi and swung the sword down precisely on that line.

"......"

I did not strike it hard. I focused on hitting the line on the sphere with perfect accuracy, without a hair's breadth of error.

The next moment, something amazing happened.

"......"

The sphere split in half. That line had been a kind of vital point, the one place it could be cleanly split.

An even more surprising thing awaited me.

Roll...

A single pill rolled out from the hollow inside the severed sphere.


Chapter 11: One Day is Enough

I was stunned when I saw the pill that came out of the severed iron ball.

The Demonic Essence Pill !

The Demonic Essence Pill was a miracle herb refined by our Cult only once every ten years. It was a divine pill that allowed a demonic arts practitioner to gain significant power upon consumption. The amount of inner arts gained depended on the user's constitution and cultivation technique.

I was truly impressed. The Demonic Essence Pill was one thing, but the sphere's ingenuity astonished me even more.

It was designed so that cutting the sphere with enhanced sword qi would generate heat and seal the hidden passage. This prevented the Demonic Essence Pill from coming out. The reward was only for someone who cut it with a sword, not with enhanced sword qi.

In my current situation, where I lacked inner arts most, the Demonic Essence Pill was a gift from the heavens.

"Welcome, Demonic Essence Pill! Thank you, Father!"

Without hesitation, I sat down and immediately consumed the Demonic Essence Pill.

The pill released a sharp fragrance as it melted in my mouth and spread through my body. A powerful energy coursed through my meridians. I focused on my cultivation technique and began absorbing all of it.

I had consumed miracle herbs several times before regressing, so dissolving and absorbing them was not difficult. The unique traits of the Heavenly Martial Body also allowed me to absorb more energy than an ordinary person.

I fell into a trance, circulating my qi and regulating my breath. I only opened my eyes after four hours had passed.

The spiritual energy of the Demonic Essence Pill soaked into my body's meridians like rain after a drought. Through several careful cycles, I refined it into pure inner arts and stored it in my qi center.

I stood up and drew out my true qi.

SHWAAAAK! BOOM!

Even the sound of my fist was different. It sliced through the air with a sharper sound, and the explosive impact felt powerful enough to burst my eardrums. I felt ecstatic joy from this incomparably greater power.

"Hahahahaha!"

An irrepressible laugh echoed thunderously throughout the stone cave.

Ah, could it be?

Did Father teach me how to emit qi during the hunt so I could find the cutting line on this iron ball? Did Father succeed the same way?

However, I soon shook my head. No matter how special Father was, he couldn't have predicted I would enter the Little Heaven Cave because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

No, wait. Perhaps he thought I might go later on...

Whether he wanted me to get the Demonic Essence Pill or was trying to save the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face, I had gained a great miraculous encounter thanks to my father.

Father, thank you.

I calmed my body and mind by circulating my true qi for one cycle, then walked toward the next stage.


I arrived at the third gate.

One, distinguish between life and death.

Two, if you do not succeed, another chance will be given after five days.

Three, those who are prepared, stand on the red circle.

Distinguish between life and death? What kind of gate could this be?

The retry period had been reduced to five days. For some reason, I felt this wasn't a good thing.

As I stood on the red circle, a table rose from the floor.

A smile spread across my face when I saw what was on the table.

Ten herbs were laid out there. This gate was a test of distinguishing medicinal herbs from poisonous ones.

There's a saying in the murim to be wary of the elderly, children, and women, but the thing to be most cautious of is poison. You should never carelessly consume food or drink from others, and if you must, you should always check for poison with a silver needle.

So, while everyone was wary of poison, how many would have actually studied how to identify poisonous herbs? Those who had would have rejoiced, while other challengers would have been at a loss.

I belonged to the former group. I once told the Ghostly Sage something before I regressed.

@[I can proudly say that when it comes to mountain climbing, swimming, diving, and camping, I am an absolute master. I could draw a map of the Central Plains with my eyes closed.]@

I was the man who had wandered every corner of the Central Plains searching for the 10000 Year Fire Carp. Was I only skilled at swimming and diving? I also knew how to distinguish all sorts of medicinal and poisonous herbs and was well-versed in their effects. I knew enough to tell a decent herbalist to go dig for bellflowers instead of challenging me.

Because of that, I had no need to look at the message my father left.

I confidently picked one of them up. It was the only medicinal herb among the ten poisonous ones.

The table then descended, and another table with new herbs rose in its place.

This time, there were also ten herbs, but they were different from the previous set.

"Ah!"

To prevent anyone from passing by sheer luck, one had to get it right twice in a row.

I could imagine just how difficult this test must have been.

Think about it.

You have to be correct both times, with ten choices each time. What were the chances of getting it right twice in a row? If you guessed based on a hunch, you could spend a lifetime picking poisonous herbs.

In the end, you have to eat them to find out.

As if to confirm my thought, the amount of each poisonous herb was just enough to not be lethal. Of course, being poisoned meant you would suffer for several days.

Still, this was the best method. If you were lucky and found the medicinal herb quickly, you would get out fast. If you were unlucky, it would take a long time.

I picked the non-poisonous herb from the second set. I half-expected a third set to appear, but the test wasn't that harsh.

When I correctly chose the medicinal herb the second time, the door to the next stage opened.

I wondered if anyone else had found the non-poisonous herb twice in a row on the first try like me. A challenger who favored poison arts might have found it at once, but most would have struggled here for a long time.

Curious about what my father had written, I went to the wall where challengers had left messages.

@[Damn it ! I'm going to become a poison man at this rate.]@

@[What kind of idiot thought up this test? How often do we even encounter these poisonous herbs?]@

@[There must be a clue to find the medicinal herb. I have to study it.]@

@[I can't even remember how many times I've failed. Should I just eat all this poison and die? Even the nutrient balls feel like poisonous herbs now.]@

@[I should have calculated properly from the start. I resent myself for trusting my gut.]@

@[Success on the ninety-sixth try. Tears are blurring my vision!]@

@[I ate so much poison that a lot of my hair fell out.]@

At the very bottom was the message my father had left.

@[Fools! Don't believe in things like luck.]@

I could tell. Father must have consumed the poisonous herbs one by one from his first attempt, memorizing each one. He must have realized instantly that leaving it to luck was a waste of time.

He did say he got out in two months.

Even though he said not to believe in luck, it seems my father was quite lucky at this gate. Or perhaps he had some prior knowledge of poisonous herbs and could rule out a few options.

"Fortunately, we father and son managed to keep our hair."


The fourth gate was the final gate. The stone tablet stated it was the final trial.

One, survive in the Illusion Formation of Life and Death.

Two, if you die in the formations, you die in reality.

Two, those who are prepared, stand on the red circle.

To my surprise, a gate where failure meant death had appeared.

The Illusion Formation of Life and Death.

A formation where dying inside meant dying for real.

This time, the messages were from those who had survived.

@[That was a really, really tough fight. Someday, when I become the Heavenly Demon, I'm going to find the person who created the Illusion Formation of Life and Death and kill them.]@

@[It was so scary and difficult.]@

@[Damn it! Who the hell made this kind of formation?]@

@[For the rest of my life, I will never set foot in the Illusion Formation of Life and Death again.]@

Father's message was here as well. This time, there was no profanity, just a single piece of advice.

@[Don't rest.]@

It was obviously a clue for this gate, but it also felt like advice for my life. It was probably because this was the final gate.

Yes, I will press on without rest.

I calmly circulated my qi to fill my reserves of inner arts, then walked toward the red circle.

As I stood inside the circle, the Illusion Formation of Life and Death activated, and the surrounding scenery began to change.

A moment later, I was standing in a wasteland.

The sand trickling through my fingers, the bare trees with their dry leaves, the insects on the rocks, everything was real. No, it felt real.

"The highest-level formations are truly incredible."

It went beyond mysterious and felt wondrous. How could it create such a realistic world? It made me realize that true geniuses really do exist.

It was then.

Martial artists appeared with the sand-laden wind. They had no eyes, noses, or mouths. They were illusions created by the formation.

There were thirty of them in total.

They were illusions, but illusions with substance. Like the rock I had just touched, their swordsmanship would be real.

The illusions surrounded me, radiating killing intent. Even a high-level martial artist would flinch if they lacked real combat experience. The anxiety of being stabbed in the back and the pressure from multiple enemies is greater than one might think.

Of course, I had fought against even more opponents. Besides, since my opponents weren't human, I felt more at ease.

I shot forward, landing swiftly among them.

STAB! STAB!

The fight began as I stabbed the chests of the illusions to my left and right.

I showed no mercy. I stabbed their necks and bellies, broke their arms, and crushed their skulls. Since they weren't human, I felt no guilt.

I dodged attacks and counterattacked. I used a single technique both with and without qi. Since the opponents didn't tire, I could test various things.

When they died, they burst with a POP. Hearing that sound was incredibly satisfying.

After I defeated all thirty of the first wave, I was given a short break.

Just as I was about to quickly circulate my qi, I remembered my father's words.

Don't rest.

Ah, so this was it.

It was my father's advice to fight without replenishing my inner arts during the break. Advice to fight as if it were a real battle, making good use of the inner arts I had.

In a real fight, there would be no time to replenish inner arts like this. This was a rare opportunity to practice controlling my inner arts in a real combat situation.

Still, this is the Illusion Formation of Life and Death, a matter of life or death, and you tell me not to rest? That's advice truly worthy of you, Father.

Following my father's will, I waited without recovering my inner arts.

After enough time passed to circulate my true qi for one cycle, the next wave of illusions appeared.

This time there were twenty of them. The number had decreased, but they were much stronger. Their movements were faster, and their martial arts were of a higher level. Moreover, they now used a variety of weapons. They used not only swords and blades but also shot arrows and threw hidden weapons.

It was a dangerous fight where a single mistake could cost me my life, but I was thrilled. It was the first time since regressing that I could experience a real battle.

Too slow! Come at me faster!

I ran across their shoulders, batting away dozens of hidden weapons in mid-air. I subdued an illusion and used it as a shield. I even fought them with my eyes closed.

Even after the second fight ended, I didn't circulate my qi. I didn't know how many stages there were, but I fought intending to use only half of my remaining inner arts.

The third wave of illusions appeared.

Ten of them this time.

I was certain they would be the last. Judging by their aura, this was the limit of what a challenger could handle. Many challengers must have died here.

Indeed, these enemies were incomparably stronger and faster than the previous two waves.

On the contrary, I was disappointed.

It's already over!

I wanted to fight more.

I weaved between them, practicing dodging their attacks. When I decided it was time, I finished it with a flourish. Since I was sure it was the final battle, I poured all my power into it.

My sword created dazzling lines in the air. From my past experience, the evaluation of the Soaring Sky Sword Art varied depending on the opponent. After all, with martial arts, you can only see as much as you know. Weaker opponents judged it a flashy but superficial sword art. Stronger opponents were shocked to realize its seven sword forms held infinite variations and depth.

As the ultimate techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art unfolded, the ten illusions were swept away. They were the strongest illusions in the formation, yet they were annihilated in the fastest and most spectacular fashion. The sight of the enemies bursting, POP, POP, looked just like fireworks.

With the disappearance of the last illusion, the Illusion Formation of Life and Death was broken.

My level was so high that the urgent situation my father had intended never materialized. However, it was a refreshing fight. I felt as if the anger pent up in my chest had been completely released.

Yes, this alone was meaningful enough for me.

When the Illusion Formation of Life and Death vanished, a door leading outside opened, and a stone tablet was erected next to it.

One, to exit, push this tablet aside.

Two, congratulations on safely passing the gates. We hope you will use your strength for the development and revival of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Thus, the trials of the Little Heaven Cave came to an end.

Amazingly, I had passed through the gates of the Little Heaven Cave in just a single day.

When this news gets out, our Cult will probably be in an uproar. Father took two months, but I got out in a single day? There would be more disbelief than praise.

Gu Pyeongho, who had a duel with me, would probably foam at the mouth, claiming I cheated and manipulated the results. Father and the Eight Demon Supremes would also try to find out how I could have possibly gotten out in one day. There would be more than one or two headaches.

In the end, I decided not to leave.

Right, let's train.

I'll train here. I have to save my father's face, so let's just fill a hundred days and then leave.

Fortunately, there was plenty of training to do, and an even bigger pile of those disgusting nutrient balls.

Let's train! While chewing on solitude and nutrient balls.


Chapter 12: I Shall Perform a Sword Dance

I polished the Soaring Sky Sword Art to perfection, having already achieved complete mastery. Practicing the art with a younger body felt different, even after so long. This must be why they say one can devote an entire life to martial arts and never see its end.

While training in the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I also practiced the qi emission my father taught me. I worked to balance my inner and external arts, which the Demonic Essence Pill had enhanced.

I trained relentlessly.

On the ninety-seventh day, I could perfectly control my increased power. My qi emission grew more skillful, allowing me to release a greater number of qi strands. It was not quite a spiderweb, but I could emit more than ten strands at once.

"That's enough. This is it."

For the final three days, I quietly calmed my mind and organized what I needed to do in the future.

On the one-hundredth day, I pushed the stone monument aside.

The door leading outside opened.

"Ugh, this fresh air! Fucking grain balls, goodbye for now!"

I stretched widely and walked out of that place.

A martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Hall waited at the exit of the Little Heaven Cave.

"Aigoo! Young Lord!"

He stared at me in surprise.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"I was ordered to escort the Second Young Lord to the Heavenly Demon Hall as soon as you came out, but I didn't expect you this early. They told me I'd have to wait at least a hundred days starting from today."

"Since when have you been waiting?"

"I just started today."

So my father expected me to emerge between one hundred and two hundred days. That was his assessment of my talent.

He rated me quite highly, didn't he? Also, he didn't think I would die, at least.

Thinking that perhaps the Little Heaven Cave was a reward, not a punishment, I followed the martial artist.


When I arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall, my father was alone.

I walked slowly across the red carpet toward the grand chair where my father sat.

People call this carpet the 'Path of Blood'. How much blood must be shed to reach that spot? How much blood did my father see before he could sit there? And how much more blood must be spilled to protect that seat?

"It took you exactly one hundred days."

Father's words made my mouth itch. I wanted to tell him I cleared the trial in a single day. That that's the kind of son he has now.

I guess I really will have to find a bamboo forest on the back mountain to shout in.

"I struggled, but I couldn't break your record, Father."

"Did you cut the sphere properly?"

"I cut it well, without getting heated. You left such a big clue, so of course I had to cut it properly, and I didn't rest in the final illusion formation."

Just then, I saw it. A smile formed on my father's lips. It was not the sneer I had always seen, but a genuine smile of joy. Unfortunately, the smile vanished as soon as it appeared. For my father, a smile is like a mirage.

"You're not a complete fool."

"Of course. Whose son do you think I am?"

Before my regression, the father I knew enjoyed the life-or-death succession battle among his children. But now, I think I understand. He is a man who endures even his children's deaths for the cult's future, not someone who enjoys the conflict.

"So, why did you call for me?"

Before stating his business, my father summoned someone to the hall. He was Sama Myeong, the Head Strategist who held power below only my father in our Cult.

"It's been a while, Strategist Sama."

"To pass through the Little Heaven Cave in just one hundred days. That's incredible, Second Young Lord."

He was not only the Head Strategist but also the Director of the All-Knowing Hall, the brains of our Cult. As the true power who held all the information of the Central Plains, he was a man who had my father's complete trust.

"It was a punishment that lasted a hundred days."

"A punishment? Or a reward?" Sama Myeong gave a meaningful smile.

"Perhaps he tried to give me a punishment but failed?"

"Hahaha."

Sama Myeong laughed, and I laughed with him.

Once the greetings were over, Sama Myeong got to the point. "The reason I asked to see you today, Second Young Lord, is to discuss a certain internal matter of the cult."

He called for me, not my brother, to handle an internal affair? And right after I came out of the Little Heaven Cave? This is definitely different from the past. Normally, internal matters were entrusted to my brother. Even if he were away, they would have sent a letter to assign him the task.

My gaze shifted past Sama Myeong to my father, sitting on the grand chair. In the end, this decision involved my father's will.

"Please, speak."

"A petition arrived recently. It contained allegations of corruption within the Demonic Army."

The Demonic Army was one of our Cult's military organizations, famous for the rough temperament of its members.

Ah!

I sighed inwardly because the leader of the Demonic Army was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's younger brother. This was another moment involving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"A petition also arrived last year, and the Sanzu River Hall investigated it."

The Sanzu River Hall was the agency that investigated treason, corruption, and misconduct. Everyone disliked it due to its nature, but it was a powerful body that superseded all others.

"However, the investigation failed. No one gave any related testimony, and the dispatched Special Investigator was murdered. The member of the Demonic Army who killed him then committed suicide."

It was such a major incident that I remembered it too. It looked like the Demonic Army had obstructed the investigation from within, but they could not find any evidence. In the end, the case was swept under the rug.

And now, another petition has arrived.

"We would like you, Second Young Lord, to become the Special Investigator and handle this matter."

There was no need to ask, 'Why me?'

This task, which reeked of danger before it even began, was a test from my father.

Getting involved in a corruption case within an elite organization like the Demonic Army is punishable by beheading. The culprits would inevitably try to hide their crimes by any means necessary. They would not go easy on the investigator just because he is the Heavenly Demon's son.

Moreover, I am supposed to poke at an organization led by his younger brother, right after the Blood Heaven Blade Demon himself warned me.

"You're sending me to my death."

Sama Myeong nodded in agreement.

"That's right. You will have to risk your life for this mission."

I looked at my father. He stared back at me with a stern face and suddenly said something unexpected.

"Didn't you say you would seize them and tighten their leashes?"

Those were the words I had said to my father at the hunting grounds.

"That's for when I become the Heavenly Demon."

"So you're too scared to do it now?"

"No, if you put it like that, I can't exactly refuse..."

By putting me in the Little Heaven Cave, my father saved the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. Now with this test, he is trying to keep the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in check.

What on earth is going through my father's mind?

Suddenly, I recalled what my father had said on the night of the hunt.


"Could you kill me for your own sake, Father?"

"If this is even a question for you, you shouldn't carelessly speak of reading minds."



My gaze met my father's in the air.

His stern gaze was the same as when we went hunting, and the same as when he sent me into the Little Heaven Cave.

Thinking about it differently, this is not my father's decision.

I faced my father as a changed person, and this is the choice he made as a result. In the end, this is also the path I have chosen.

"I said it while looking at those magnificent stars, so I have to take responsibility. I'll take the case."

At my ready acceptance, my father gave an unreadable smile.

I don't know what your plan is, Father, but I'll perform one hell of a sword dance for you.

Sama Myeong, on the other hand, seemed surprised by my acceptance.

"Will you be alright? As I said, this is an extremely dangerous task."

"Even so, we can't just let those bastards who are plundering our Cult's coffers go, can we? But I have one condition."

"What is it?"

"Grant me not only the authority to investigate, but also the right of summary execution."

The right of summary execution. It was the privilege of not being held responsible for killing a target if it was unavoidable during an investigation.

It was an unprecedented request, so Sama Myeong looked to my father. Father gave a slight nod, granting permission.

"Very well. However, please exercise the right of summary execution only when there is clear evidence."

"Of course."

I bowed my head. "Thank you for entrusting me with this difficult task."

"If by some chance I die, please engrave on my tombstone that Mugeuk was brave."

Sama Myeong let out a chuckle. "I will send an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall to assist you tomorrow, Second Young Lord."

"If possible, please send a beautiful woman."

"Hahaha. I heard that the Second Young Lord has been showing a new side of himself lately, and you really have changed a lot."

"I'll take that as a compliment. Then I'll be on my way. This might be my last night, so I should at least have a drink."

After giving a polite clasped hands greeting, I was about to leave when I glanced back at my father. "Father, how about a drink with your son on what might be his last night..."

Father shot up and walked out before I could even finish.

I grinned at Sama Myeong and commented. "He seems prickly on the outside, but he's surprisingly kind."

"He doesn't seem that way at all." Sama Myeong also left the hall with a smile and a final word.

I called out loudly after him. "You're becoming more like my father, Strategist!"

Sama Myeong did not look back either.

In front of those two, I tried to joke and be playful. To them, I was just a fresh-faced young man. I always repeat it to myself. Don't bring the darkness of the past into this life. I have been reborn.

I stretched widely in front of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

I will pass this test and take one more step toward the position of successor.


The next morning, Lee Ahn informed me that the investigator from the Sanzu River Hall had arrived.

"Young Master, I will follow and help you."

She knew very well how dangerous investigating the Demonic Army was.

Instead of giving permission, I asked. "Is she pretty?"

"Pardon?"

"The investigator waiting outside, is she pretty?"

"Pardon?"

"Don't you go ruining our cozy time! No jealousy allowed!"

Lee Ahn gave me a look that said, 'What on earth are you talking about?' and replied. "The investigator is a man."

"What did you say?"

A moment later, the person Lee Ahn guided in was noticeably short with melancholic-looking eyes. He was, indeed, a man.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Special Investigator Seo Daeryong of the Sanzu River Hall."

His name meant 'Great Dragon', but his build was the complete opposite. Even his voice was quiet.

"Why did they send you? I asked the Head Strategist to send the most beautiful woman from the Sanzu River Hall."

After looking troubled for a moment, Seo Daeryong shrugged and answered. "I suppose in his eyes, I must be the most beautiful."

At Seo Daeryong's joke, Lee Ahn, who stood beside me, snorted with laughter.

"You're laughing? In this tragic situation?"

Lee Ahn quickly composed her expression. "No, sir."

"Ah, and here I was, hoping to spend some quality time with a beautiful woman for a change." I feigned a sigh. "Alright, let's just get to work. Tell me everything you know about the Demonic Army, and don't you dare stutter. I'll show you what a tragic fate awaits the one who took a beautiful woman's place."

At my half-joking words, Seo Daeryong began to explain as if he had been waiting. "The Demonic Army is composed of six squads under the command of the Demonic Army General. They are an organization that only carries out the direct orders of the Cult Leader. Each squad has thirty members, for a total of one hundred and eighty-one, including the Demonic Army General. There is no vice-commander. The First Captain takes on that role, and he is the Demonic Army General's trusted subordinate."

"You've memorized it well."

"Here is the data on the members of the Demonic Army."

He handed me a thick file. It was a document containing the profiles and histories of all the Demonic Army members.

I pulled out a random page from the file.

"Tell me about Jongpyo."

I thought, There's no way he memorized this one, but he answered as if he had been waiting.

"He belongs to the First Squad of the Demonic Army and is in his seventh year. His unique martial arts is a palm technique called the Soul-Seeking Palm, and he has a very cruel personality. He loves drinking and gambling and has caused trouble several times, but the Demonic Army covered it up."

I asked in surprise.

"What? How do you know all that? Is he your friend? Your enemy?"

"Neither."

I pulled out another file and asked about that person. This time, too, he knew everything about him.

"Don't tell me you've memorized all one hundred and eighty of them?"

"Yes. One hundred and eighty-one, to be exact."

"You're a genius, aren't you?"

"It's a case I've been investigating for a long time."

"No, no. If you memorized all this, you're a genius. A real genius."

"I would prefer if you acknowledged it as hard work."

"Oh, and humble too. I'm starting to see you in a new light."

He had a short stature and a somewhat melancholic impression, but now that gloomy aura felt like the prickliness of a genius.

"There must be a reason I was sent, other than my beauty, wouldn't you agree?"

"Oh, just being humble is no fun, so you show off a little too. You entered the Sanzu River Hall at the top of your class, didn't you?"

"How did you know?"

"This is it! Lee Ahn, did you hear that? To the question 'Were you top of your class?' he replies, 'How did you know?' That's the kind of answer I'm talking about. So cool, so cool, but unfortunately, I bet you don't have a girlfriend."

"Why would you think that?"

"Don't you own a mirror?"

"Regrettably, I do not."

"What don't you have? A mirror? Or a woman?"

"No, the courage to resist a rude superior."

"Hahaha."

I laughed heartily. I had a feeling I was going to like this guy.

Alright then, shall we see how well you work?

"So, what kind of man is the Demonic Army General?"


Chapter 13: I Have a Nastier Temper

"The Demonic Army General's name is Gu Cheonyang. He is the younger brother of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Gu Cheonpa. He became the Demonic Army General eight years ago. By carrying out various dangerous missions, he has elevated the Demonic Army to a position recognized by all as an elite organization."

Seo Daeryong knew a great deal about the Demonic Army General.

"So he's good at his job."

"That's correct."

"Can I see the anonymous letter that came in?"

"Yes, here it is."

He showed me the anonymous letter. The content was very simple, written in a crooked scrawl to disguise the handwriting.

@[Serious corruption within the Demonic Army. Investigation requested.]@

I stared down at it for a long while. Seo Daeryong asked, "Is something wrong?"

"Let's imagine something," I said, looking at Seo Daeryong. "There's corruption within the Sanzu River Hall, and you find out about it."

"Would you send an anonymous letter?"

"If it were me, I wouldn't," Seo Daeryong answered without hesitation.

"Right? It has nothing to do with you."

"No, that's not why."

"Then?"

"Because sending a letter won't change anything."

His casual reply carried a clear sense of defeatism.

"Your Sanzu River Hall exists to change our Cult, doesn't it?"

"To be precise, we are the sword used by those who wish to change our Cult. We are not the agents of change ourselves."

"So unless the higher-ups change, our Cult won't change?"

"I never said that."

But his expression seemed to ask, Isn't that the case? This pessimistic and cynical way of thinking suited his gloomy aura.

"In any case, this person sent the letter. They believe they'll die if they get caught. You can tell just by how they disguised their handwriting, but why would this person send a letter? Like you said, it's not like doing this will change anything."

Seo Daeryong remained silent. Lee Ahn cautiously stepped forward to answer.

"It's unlikely they sent it out of a sense of justice... so perhaps they have a grudge against the one committing the corruption?"

"That makes sense."

I nodded and returned the letter to Seo Daeryong.

"Anyway, we must find this person. If we look like pushovers, they will never reveal themselves."

"Yes, I think so too."

"So? Think you can do it?"

"I have to. I've already received my orders and come all this way."

"I'm saying this is a really dangerous job. The Demonic Army General might be involved. Aren't you scared?"

"No."

"You know about the last investigator who died, right?"

"I do. The investigator who died then was my direct Senior."

"Ah, I see."

"He was the one who trained me."

A certain sorrow could be felt in his calm words. Perhaps he had memorized the information of every demonic practitioner in the Demonic Army because he wanted to avenge his dead Senior.

"Does it make you sad to think of him?"

"His death was so meaningless."

"It wasn't a meaningless death. That death is what brought you and me here, and you should be scared. These bastards killed a Sanzu River Hall investigator and even murdered their own comrades to silence them. In short, they're desperate men with nothing to lose."

"I don't want to be scared of such filthy bastards."

With those words, I knew for sure. He wanted to avenge his Senior. A great anger lay dormant in that small frame.

"Well then, shall we go investigate?"

As I was about to leave my residence with Seo Daeryong, Lee Ahn followed us.

"Young Master! Please take me with you."

She thought that investigating the Demonic Army was dangerous.

"No, this is an official mission. Take this chance to get some rest."

She needs to distance herself from me.

Lee Ahn watched us leave with a worried expression, then suddenly glanced around.

I had sent my qi behind me to gently stroke her head.

Don't worry, Lee Ahn. I have walked a very long road for days like this.


The Demon Dragon Court, where the members of the Demonic Army resided, was in the western district of our Cult's outer section. Befitting an elite organization, the building was large and the facilities were excellent.

When I arrived at the entrance of the Demon Dragon Court with Seo Daeryong, two demonic practitioners blocked our way. As expected of the Demonic Army, which prided itself on its large builds, these gatekeepers were built like men twice the size of an ordinary person.

"Where are you from?"

"The Sanzu River Hall's Special Investigator, Seo Daeryong. Move!"

Seo Daeryong had a small frame, but he was resolute.

However, the two demonic practitioners did not seem nervous or intimidated. Instead, they mocked him.

"The Special Investigator? You don't look very special to me."

One of them muttered it as if to himself, but loud enough to be heard clearly.

Before I or Seo Daeryong could say anything, the other one quickly stepped forward.

"You can't enter without permission from our superiors."

Seo Daeryong presented the investigation order for this case.

"I am your superior. Here, the order."

"Wait a moment. I will report to my superiors."

"We'll meet your superior ourselves. Move."

I just watched from behind to see how Seo Daeryong would handle this.

"I told you, you can't enter without permission."

"This order is your permission!"

Their voices grew louder.

"What bullshit is this? If you come here, you follow our rules."

"Bullshit?"

Without hesitation, Seo Daeryong mercilessly kicked the shin of the man blocking his path.

"......"

"......"

The man clutched his shin and raised his fist.

"This bastard!"

Seo Daeryong stood his ground and glared at the man.

"Are you trying to strike a Sanzu River Hall investigator?"

The man did not dare strike Seo Daeryong. As arrogant as the Demonic Army was, assaulting a Special Investigator from the Sanzu River Hall meant an immediate trip to prison.

"Agh, should I just beat this rat-sized punk and pay the fine?"

This was the standard of the Demonic Army.

Then again, is it only the Demonic Army? Countless demonic practitioners in our Cult live by their own tempers, without considering the consequences.

We have no Demonic Way.

Perhaps it existed once, but in the present, we have lost it. There is no contemplation on why our Cult should exist in the murim, or what we should pursue in the future.

A collective of villains bound by the twisted prejudice that being savage and strong is justice and truth. If someone were to curse our Cult with these words, I would have no rebuttal.

Seo Daeryong raised his voice.

"Move!"

"I told you to wait until our superior arrives!"

The men did not move.

It was because of this reality that Seo Daeryong must have said those words.


"Because sending a letter won't change anything."



The current squabble he was having with his small frame perfectly illustrated the reality of our Cult.

After watching for a while, I finally stepped forward.

"Do you know who I am?"

Even though I had stepped forward, the two men's arrogance did not diminish.

"We know."

"It seems you don't know me very well. If you knew who I was and still acted this way..."

Before the words even finished, I mercilessly kicked the man's groin. Kicking his shin did not seem to solve the problem, so I kicked something more important.

THWACK!

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

The man clutched his groin and rolled on the ground.

"You're talking about paying a fine while I'm watching?"

My fist slammed into the face of the other, bewildered man.

SLAM!

His large frame flew backward in a single blow.

Seo Daeryong stared with a shocked expression. It seemed he never imagined I would so openly beat up members of the Demonic Army.

"What are you doing? Lead the way."

"Yes, let's go."

Seo Daeryong took the lead, and I followed behind him.

Word must have spread. Before we could enter the main building, a group of demonic practitioners swarmed out to block our path.

"Move!"

When no one moved, Seo Daeryong held out the order and shouted.

"Can't you see this? You are currently obstructing an officially sanctioned investigation. Do you all want to rot in prison?"

No matter how loud he shouted, they just scoffed. Not a single one showed any sign of fear. Moreover, they looked down on Seo Daeryong even more because of his small stature.

The crowd parted, and a man walked out.

"Who are the bastards causing a ruckus here?"

"Special Investigator Seo Daeryong. Identify yourself."

"First Captain of the Demonic Army, Godang. Satisfied, you son of a bitch?"

Just then, Seo Daeryong quickly sent me a telepathic message.

[This man is the de facto second-in-command. He's known as the most vicious of all the Demonic Army members.]

Godang must have seen his lips move as he sent the telepathic message.

"Is this punk crazy? Does he want to die? How dare you use telepathy right in front of me?"

The men at the main gate, and these ones too, were utterly haughty. They disregarded me because the Demonic Army itself was an organization that supported my older brother. The Demonic Army General's brother, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, was also known to be one of my brother's backers. That's why they were so openly disrespecting me.

"Captain Go, I am a Special Investigator from the Sanzu River Hall, here on official orders. Watch your mouth!"

Seo Daeryong was confident even in front of Godang.

I like him. After seeing the trash-like disciples of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the haughty Demonic Army, looking at Seo Daeryong feels like my mind is being purified.

Godang, apparently displeased with Seo Daeryong's attitude, glared fiercely.

"Watch my mouth? What are you going to do if I don't?"

"I will arrest all of you for obstructing a Sanzu River Hall investigation and for insulting an investigator."

"Arrest us? Hahahahaha."

As Godang laughed loudly, the subordinates around him also burst into laughter.

"Do it if you can!"

These were the kind of men who would have acted this way even if enforcement martial artists with the authority to use force had come along.

Unable to do anything more, Seo Daeryong turned to look at me.

It was time for me to step in again.

"Captain Go, it's been a while."

I strode up to Godang and took his hand with a pleased expression, as if for a handshake.

"When did we last see each other? Was it at the last banquet? It's good to see you like this."

In contrast to my cheerful greeting, Godang's expression was not very pleasant.

"I need to see the Demonic Army General urgently, so let's end this territorial display here and you can open the way."

With that, I started walking inside with him. The path opened naturally, and we walked inside, my hand still gripping his.

Godang's subordinates looked puzzled at how easily he had cleared the path compared to his initial bravado.

We walked down the corridor and parted ways with Godang in front of the stairs.

"I'll buy you a drink next time."

Because we had cleared the path and climbed the stairs so easily, Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised look, "Did you know Godang?"

"No. I saw him for the first time today."

"But how?"

"That bastard will have to eat with his left hand for a while. I broke his hand when we shook hands earlier."

"What did you say?" Seo Daeryong shouted in astonishment.

How could he not be shocked to hear that I had broken the hand of a Demonic Army Captain without showing any sign of it?

"I had no idea that happened, but why didn't he order his subordinates to attack?"

"Then it would be revealed what happened to him, wouldn't it? His hand was broken during a handshake? He couldn't show it, if only for the shame of it in front of his subordinates."

Of course, that was not the only reason. When Godang, his hand broken by the sudden attack, was about to retaliate, I quickly sent a telepathic message.

[Act up, and you'll never be able to use this hand again.]

I squeezed his broken hand as if to completely crush it. There was a precedent of me crushing the arm of a Blood Heaven Blade Demon disciple beyond recovery, so Godang was scared.

"That foul-tempered Godang won't just let this go."

"And if he doesn't?"

"He'll try to cause some kind of harm."

"If he does, his head will burst and he'll die. This is a prophecy."

Seo Daeryong looked at me with a newfound sense of awe.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

"Your personality is more... than I thought."

"Why stop mid-sentence? Nasty?"

"......"

"You're the type who can't lie, huh?"

"That's why I'm disliked by many."

"Being disliked by some can mean being liked by others."

After staring at me silently for a moment, Seo Daeryong changed the subject.

"The Demonic Army General's office is on the seventh floor. Let's go."

"Unnecessarily high. Let's go."

And so, we walked up to the seventh floor.


Chapter 14: Nowadays, the Educated Are the Braver Ones

People blocked our way in front of the Demonic Army General's office.

"You can't see him without a prior appointment."

"We're here for an official investigation. Step aside."

"We can't do that."

Tired of the repetitive squabble between Seo Daeryong and the Demonic Army, I thrust the order Seo Daeryong held at the demonic practitioners.

"Do you see the symbol drawn on this order?"

Since it was an official document, the symbol of the Heavenly Demon was engraved in the background.

"Blocking this order isn't blocking us. It's blocking the Cult Leader."

The demonic practitioners flinched at the mention of the Heavenly Demon. I was probably the first person to mention the Heavenly Demon while showing them the background of an official document.

"You can look down on us, but you can't take this lightly, can you? Right? Why? Are you going to look down on the Cult Leader too? Should I report it that way?"

"N-no, sir!"

"Absolutely not."

Just then, a voice called from inside.

"Show them in."

The demonic practitioners opened the door with relief.

Seo Daeryong must have realized his mistake. He should have done this with the gatekeepers earlier. It might have been difficult for him to dare mention my father, but he needed to understand that the Heavenly Demon's authority is meant to be used at times like these.

"Second Young Lord, welcome."

The Demonic Army General, Gu Cheonyang, had an ordinary build, but his aura could overwhelm the larger members of the Demonic Army.

However, he paled in comparison to his older brother, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. They had similar faces and gazes, but the fire I had seen in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes was absent.

"It seems it's harder to see you than my own father."

"It seems my boys have been rude. They're an ignorant bunch by nature, so I hope you'll understand."

"Seeing them swarm out just to pick a fight, it looks like they have nothing better to do. Perhaps you should have them read a book or two."

"Wouldn't you say the ignorant are the brave ones?"

"That's an old saying. Nowadays, the educated ones are braver. They plan better strategies and know exactly what needs to be done."

"I suppose I'm falling behind the times as I get older."

Even during our short exchange, we engaged in a battle of wills. The Demonic Army General, a veteran of the cult's internal politics, received my words without any emotional disturbance.

"But why has the Second Young Lord been put in charge of this investigation?"

"It seems my father intends to punish me."

"A punishment?"

"I made a bit of a mistake during the hunt."

"Ah!"

The Demonic Army General's expression showed he finally understood. He must have considered all sorts of ulterior motives when he heard I was the investigator.

"Then why was this investigation by the Sanzu River Hall initiated? Was it an anonymous letter, like before?"

He acted casual, but the Demonic Army General was surely tense. He might brush aside other organizations, but the Sanzu River Hall was not a place he could so easily dismiss. It was a place that would carry out a sentence according to the law once a crime was revealed.

"I can't disclose any details related to the investigation."

"Between us, couldn't you at least tell me that much?"

He used the phrase 'between us' so nonchalantly. You really needed this level of shamelessness to be at the center of the cult's factional strife.

"I'll be honest with you, General. That's right, an anonymous letter was received."

"I knew it."

As I spoke honestly, Seo Daeryong glanced at me. His eyes asked if I was really telling him everything. My own gaze assured him that it was fine.

The corners of the Demonic Army General's mouth lifted at our silent exchange. To him, our actions must have seemed clumsy, which actually made the situation more advantageous for me.

"I heard that whenever an anonymous letter arrives, the Sanzu River Hall must dispatch an investigator unconditionally. I only just learned of this myself."

The Demonic Army General naturally asserted his innocence.

"When you're in a position leading ignorant and rough men like the Demonic Army, you end up suffering from all sorts of slander."

"I thought there would be less of that, actually. Doesn't slander require some brainpower? As you said, would ignorant men even think of submitting an anonymous letter?"

"The greed of ignorant men is extraordinary. Even you should be careful. When ignorance and greed combine, things that should never happen can occur."

I did not lose my smile, even at his subtle threat.

"I'll finish the investigation as quickly as possible, so please bear with the inconvenience."

The Demonic Army General's slightly stiff expression relaxed.

"Inconvenience? Are we the kind of people who need to worry about that? I'm a bit hurt."

"Isn't it a well-known fact that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon supports my Hyung?"

"That may be so, but my Hyung is my Hyung, and I am me, am I not? I support our Second Young Lord."

I gave him a wide smile in response to his blatant lie.

"Haha. Your words alone are reassuring. Well then, I'll be in your care for the next few days."

"When you leave, my men will show you to a place to stay."

As I got up to leave, the Demonic Army General added a final remark.

"Be careful. I'm saying this because I'm genuinely worried about you."

"For instance, like the time the last investigator was murdered?"

"Surely the Cult Leader wouldn't have sent our Second Young Lord here to die, would he? I'll be mindful of you."

"Haha, just hearing you say that is reassuring. Then I will take my leave."

I left the office with Seo Daeryong. Feeling the heat on the back of my head, I could guess his expression was completely stiff.

Then you're the one who should be careful. It seems Father sent me here with the intention that one of us, you or I, would die.


Head Strategist Sama Myeong watched the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, maintain his sword.

"It has been a while since you've taken out the Black Demon Sword."

The Black Demon Sword was one of the four treasured swords of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The Heavenly Demon Sword worn by the Heavenly Demon was the best sword, followed by the Black Demon Sword. The third was the Evil Spirit Sword, and the last was the White Flower Sword.

The treasured swords each had unique properties. The Black Demon Sword was rough and destructive, the Evil Spirit Sword held a dark and evil energy, and the White Flower Sword had a gentle and noble nature.

"Did you perhaps take it out to give to the Second Young Lord?"

Geom Woojin's hand paused for a moment before he resumed his work.

"If the boy is fortunate, he will receive it."

Sama Myeong could guess the meaning. If the Second Young Lord handled this matter properly, this sword would be his gift.

"It will not be easy for the Second Young Lord to deal with the Demonic Army General."

Sama Myeong did not understand the Cult Leader's decision. Although Geom Mugeuk's recent actions had been unexpected, he did not believe he was skilled enough to face the Demonic Army.

"A report has already come in about a clash with the Demonic Army. It's possible that passing through the Little Heaven Cave could actually be a poison to him."

That confidence could cause him to ruin things. He was still young. He was too young to deal with the shrewd and seasoned Demonic Army General. That was why Sama Myeong was certain that the Black Demon Sword would return to the depths of the treasure vault.

"I should have stepped in and handled this matter myself."

He knew this from the incident where the last investigator from the Sanzu River Hall was murdered.

The Demonic Army General had either won over the Sanzu Hall Director or seized one of his weaknesses. The Sanzu Hall Director had covered up his subordinate's death without a proper reinvestigation. Sama Myeong had intended to handle it through the All-Knowing Hall, which he led, instead of entrusting it to the Sanzu River Hall.

Then, Geom Woojin said something unexpected.

"That boy said it. That we have lost the demonic way."

Sama Myeong flinched. Those words were disrespectful not only to the Heavenly Demon but also to Sama Myeong himself, the Head Strategist of the cult.

More than displeasure, Sama Myeong felt unease.

"Is that why you sent him?"

In other words, this was no different from asking, 'Is that why you're trying to kill him?' Since Sama Myeong had not yet directly witnessed Geom Mugeuk's change, such a thought was natural.

"If he's going to talk that big, he needs to back it up with action."

To Sama Myeong, these words also sounded like this.

If you act arrogant, you have to take responsibility.

Sama Myeong fell silent for a moment, watching Geom Woojin's hands carefully wipe the blade. Despite having sent his own flesh and blood to a place of certain death, Geom Woojin showed not the slightest waver.

"So the lost demonic way... does he intend to find it himself?"

"It seems so."

"Given the Second Young Lord's recent actions, it might be worth looking forward to."

Geom Woojin silently focused on maintaining the sword. After watching for a moment, Sama Myeong bid his farewell.

"Well then, I have matters to attend to, so I will take my leave."

Sama Myeong bowed respectfully and left. As he walked out over the red carpet, he glanced back.

Geom Woojin seemed uninterested in Geom Mugeuk's life or death, but the care with which he tended to the sword was more meticulous than ever.

Could it be? Does he believe the Second Young Lord will take care of the Demonic Army General?

He rarely revealed his thoughts, but this time, it was even harder to know what the Cult Leader was thinking.

Sama Myeong started walking again.

When he reached the end of the red carpet, Sama Myeong came to a conclusion.

As expected... the Black Demon Sword would be returning to the treasure vault.


We stared dumbfounded at the room the Demonic Army members had guided us to.

"This is too much."

The room they gave us had not been cleaned at all. Dust was everywhere, and cobwebs hung from the ceiling.

"I don't understand. No matter how much the Demonic Army General follows the First Young Lord, the Second Young Lord still came here in person."

"In their eyes, I'm just someone who will be pushed out of the succession battle and disappear. It's not just any fight. Losing a succession battle means death, and if they get too friendly with me, they risk being purged along with me."

I pointed a finger at Seo Daeryong, then drew my hand across my neck. The gesture meant, Get friendly with me, and you'll get it too. Seo Daeryong did not seem to mind much.

"Even so... I don't think they could do this, even out of respect for the Cult Leader."

"They know my father doesn't care about these things. In fact, he probably finds it amusing, and this room isn't the Demonic Army General's handiwork. It was probably that bastard Go Dang's order."

"A petty man holding a grudge..."

"He's just shortening his own lifespan. Don't forget my prophecy."

"Anyway, I'm going to clean up a bit. You should wait outside."

"Let's do it together."

"I can't let you do that."

"Why not?"

I cleaned the place thoroughly with Seo Daeryong. He glanced at me several times, as if finding it strange that I was cleaning. If he knew how much I had suffered before regressing, he would realize this bit of cleaning was nothing.

After we finished, Seo Daeryong brought back clean bedding.

"Are you really going to sleep here?"

"......"

"May I ask why?"

"We need to find the person who sent the anonymous letter. We have to stay here as much as possible to give them a chance to approach us."

"In that case, I will stay. Second Young Lord, please return to your residence and rest."

"If you sleep here alone, some pervert might break in. What are you going to do if a pervert who goes crazy for small-bodied men shows up?"

I said it as a joke, but Seo Daeryong took it seriously.

"Let's sleep here together."

"What if I'm that kind of pervert?"

"Then I will reveal my own hidden feelings."

Hearing such a joke from this gloomy guy felt like a cold wind blew between us.

"I'm hungry. Let's go get something to eat."

When we left the room, Captain Go Dang was waiting at the entrance. His broken hand was wrapped in a bandage.

I pretended not to notice and greeted him cheerfully.

"Captain Go, have you eaten? If not, let's go together. Oh, you've injured your hand. How did that happen?"

Go Dang glared at me like an angry beast. He probably intended to give me a cold warning, but my annoying reaction made his anger surge, and his face flushed red.

"Second Young Lord, I will not forget your cowardly act."

He thought his hand broke because I launched a surprise attack. If he did not realize the outcome would have been the same regardless, then all his future schemes against me would become a precarious tightrope walk over death.

"What are you talking about?"

When I feigned ignorance, the man ground his teeth.

"Some people are mistaken. They think a knife can't enter the belly of someone with a noble status."

"Can you even hold a knife with that hand?"

"We'll see about that. Whether it's a knife that drops, or your guts."

Despite the curse that crossed the line, I smiled and waved as he stormed off.

"Aren't you provoking him too much?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"He's the one who provoked me."

"Pardon?"

"He's the one who waited to threaten me, and he's the one who said he'd stick a knife in my belly, isn't he?"

"Now that you mention it, that's true."

"We try to understand wicked people for all sorts of reasons. Because he's a villain, because that's just how he is. I think that's pathetic. Why should we understand villains? We should hold them to a stricter standard. Much harsher than ordinary people. That bastard should be walking around with his head bowed, but instead, he must be crazy to want to die."

Seo Daeryong nodded emphatically, as if in complete agreement.

"Seeing that guy ruined my appetite. Let's go eat the most expensive and delicious thing we can find."

"......"

"I'm offering to spend money. Can't you give me a more enthusiastic reaction?"

"I apologize. I don't particularly enjoy eating."

"What do you enjoy? Go on, just have some noodles."

"......"

Seo Daeryong really did have a small appetite.

Seeing him leave half of the expensive dish, I decided I really should just buy him noodles next time.

When we returned after our meal, we stared blankly at the bed.

A pair of dead crows had been thrown onto it.

Seo Daeryong's already gloomy eyes grew even more somber.

"I'll have to go get new bedding."

"Before that, grab those and follow me."

"Why these?"

I strode out of the room.

"Because we also have more use for dead crows than live ones."


Chapter 15: They All Look Similarly Ugly

Seo Daeryong followed me out holding the dead crow, his expression completely confused.

"Hang it there."

I read the 'Are you serious?' look in Seo Daeryong's eyes and spoke firmly.

"Hang it in the middle where it can be seen clearly."

I had Seo Daeryong hang the dead crow in the middle of the hallway most used by the Demonic Army.

Members of the Demonic Army flocked over when they heard the news. A few looked intrigued, but most scowled and spat curses.

"Damn it! What is that?"

"Why the hell would someone hang an unlucky dead crow?"

"Does being an investigator give him the right to do anything?"

"Those unlucky bastards from the Sanzu River Hall."

"Ptui, ptui, I knew I had a bad dream last night."

"Isn't that the perfect spot to hang a corpse after tearing it to shreds?"

They wore martial arts uniforms with numbers on their chests that symbolized their units. That was how I knew. The ones cursing the most were Demonic Army members from the First Unit, the same ones I had nearly clashed with at the entrance.

Of course, they did not mention me by name, but cursing the Sanzu River Hall was the same as cursing me.

Just as the atmosphere turned hostile, one person could not stand it any longer and stepped forward.

"Isn't this going too far?"

His voice boomed through the hallway.

"Who said that? They all look similarly ugly here."

As everyone scowled, one man stepped forward.

"I am Jang Ho, Captain of the Demonic Army's Third Unit."

Jang Ho was the largest among the Demonic Army members. His muscular frame looked ready to burst from his martial arts uniform, and a long sword scar slashed across his face, enough to make anyone flinch.

Seo Daeryong's telepathy quickly reached me.

[Jang Ho, the Captain of the Third Unit, is known to be the strongest in martial arts among all the Captains. His personality is nothing to scoff at either.]

Indeed, the presence Jang Ho exuded was overwhelming compared to anyone else there.

"And what is our Captain Jang dissatisfied with?"

"Do I really have to spell it out for you? What do you mean by hanging such an ominous thing in a public walkway?"

"Isn't it better than being thrown on a bed?"

"Stop ruining people's moods for no reason and just catch and punish the one who did it."

I stared quietly at Jang Ho. He showed no intention of backing down. The powerful demonic qi he emitted pressed down on me and Seo Daeryong. For a moment, my breath caught in my throat. He was certainly worthy of his reputation as the strongest among the Captains.

"You have a point. Detective Seo, take that down."

"......"

Seo Daeryong took down the crow he had hung up. The watching members of the Demonic Army openly sneered.

"What a coward."

"He only listens after a beating, anyway."

"How dare he act up, not knowing his place."

I left them to their blatant curses and ridicule and returned to my room.

As soon as we entered the room, Seo Daeryong asked.

"Why on earth did you make me hang the crow's corpse? Especially if you were going to take it down so easily."

His face flushed red, his pride clearly wounded.

"To find out who sent the anonymous letter."

He asked with a bewildered expression.

"So, did you find out?"

"......"

"What?"

The answer was so unexpected that Seo Daeryong's eyes went wide.

"......"

I looked at the crow and said.

"Thanks to this little fellow. So go out and give it a proper burial."


The next day, the official investigation began.

I gathered the Demonic Army's Third Unit first. Since Jang Ho, the Captain of the Third Unit, was the one who stepped forward during yesterday's crow incident, his complaint was expected.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"The meaning of this? Haven't you heard I'm here to investigate?"

"Then why are you investigating our Third Unit first, instead of the First Unit?"

"That's for me to decide."

"Aren't you holding a grudge over what happened yesterday?"

"What happened yesterday?"

Jang Ho bit his lip and glared at me.

"You will all submit your records. I'm going to investigate everything, from your recent activities to your financial records."

At that, the members of the Third Unit began to murmur. Even an ordinary person will have a handful of dust if you shake them down, and these were members of the Demonic Army. To put it bluntly, the kindest person here would probably be the leader of some backwater gang.

Jang Ho roared.

"Even you can't do that."

"I can."

"......"

Jang Ho smashed the desk in front of me.

"Hey, you're free to get excited, but don't forget that rebellion is a serious crime."

At the mention of rebellion, a few demonic practitioners from the Third Unit rushed to stop Jang Ho.

"Please calm down, Captain."

"He's not someone you can deal with nicely."

I provoked Jang Ho further.

"I'll start the investigation with you, the Captain."

"Fine! Let's settle this between us! The rest of you, get out!"

Demonic qi swirled around Jang Ho.

His subordinates tried to calm him down.

"Captain! You mustn't get agitated."

"Don't worry, just get out."

"......"

His subordinates shot me a menacing glare before leaving. I could feel that they followed him with genuine loyalty.

Once all his subordinates had left, Jang Ho spoke coldly.

"You'll regret treating me like this."

The scar slashing across his face twisted, making it look even more hideous.

I stared at Jang Ho for a moment, then lowered my voice and asked quietly.

"How long are you going to test me?"

For a moment, Jang Ho flinched in surprise.

"What are you talking about?"

"You're the one who sent the anonymous letter, aren't you?"

In that instant, Jang Ho's eyes wavered.

"What are you saying?"

However, he was not a man skilled in lying. After his eyes, his voice began to tremble. Soon, Jang Ho readily admitted the truth.

"How did you know?"

As the once-agitated man spoke quietly, he seemed like a different person.

"Yesterday, you stepped forward in a situation where you didn't have to. Wasn't that to avoid the Demonic Army General's suspicion?"

"That's right."

"Also, your Third Unit's martial artists are the most disciplined. When the crow was hung, only your subordinates refrained from cursing or sneering. The way they worried about you just now was another sign. They say you can know ten things by seeing one. A man who runs his unit like this would surely find it hard to overlook corruption within the organization."

In truth, that was not how I figured it out.

I realized Jang Ho was the one who sent the letter the moment he first appeared, thanks to Seo Daeryong's telepathy.


[Jang Ho, the Captain of the Third Unit, is known to be the strongest in martial arts among all the Captains. His personality is nothing to scoff at either.]



The moment I heard that telepathy, I remembered something from before my regression.

There was an incident around this time where a Captain of the Demonic Army died. The reason it stuck in my memory was that I'd heard the deceased Captain was the strongest among all the Demonic Army Captains. Why would someone so strong in martial arts die? I remembered having that question.

I was certain the dead man had been Jang Ho. He must have submitted the letter and tried to solve the Demonic Army's problems, only to be killed by someone within the Demonic Army.

Just as I expected, the person who sent the letter was Jang Ho.

"I couldn't write the full details because I wasn't sure if the letter would be taken seriously."

He had suspected that the Sanzu River Hall might also be under the influence of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"However, I never imagined that the Second Young Lord would come to investigate."

"What did you think when you heard I was coming?"

"Forgive my impertinence, but I thought we were doomed."

I turned to Seo Daeryong and remarked.

"Is honesty a trend among young people these days?"

"However, Second Young Lord, you're younger than us."

"Ah, right."

After a grin, I asked Jang Ho.

"What exactly is happening here?"

"The Demonic Army General is using the Demonic Army for his private gain."

"......"

The details Jang Ho shared about the situation were far more serious than I had imagined.

"He's taking money to dispatch his subordinates on assassination contracts."

"What?"

Even I, who am rarely surprised by anything, was shocked. I thought he was just taking bribes from some regional sects. Something that should never happen was happening.

With masters like those in the Demonic Army on the move, they would not be doing it for a pittance. He must be raking in an enormous amount of money.

Seo Daeryong asked in surprise.

"How is that possible?"

"He uses their leave or sends them out under the pretext of special training."

"Even so, I don't understand."

Unlike Seo Daeryong, I realized the one way it could be possible.

"The entire First Unit is involved."

"How did you know?"

Jang Ho was startled that I guessed it instantly.

"They were the first to block our way. They were also the ones who cursed the most at the sight of the crow's corpse. Whenever something happens, they move as one. Didn't I say it before? You can know ten things by seeing one. You can tell just by looking at the First Captain. So, how did you find out about this?"

"The martial artist who killed the investigator in the previous case and then committed suicide was my friend. He was also the one who submitted the letter."

"So he didn't commit suicide, he was forced to."

"That's right. He told me he had submitted the letter a few days before he died."

In my life before regression, I never knew about this incident. There was only Jang Ho's death. This means the case was never solved and was simply buried.

"How close were you?"

"We joined the cult at the same time. He was like family."

"Why didn't you reveal it then?"

"At the time, after those bastards murdered my friend and the investigator, they monitored the inside with terrifying strictness. It was hard to even breathe properly."

"Who killed them?"

"I believe the Demonic Army General gave the order, and Godang, the First Captain, carried it out himself."

If what Jang Ho said was true, this was a massive corruption case involving the Demonic Army General and the entire First Unit of the Demonic Army. On top of that, it included the murder of an investigator. This was truly the largest-scale crime in the history of our Cult.

Could my father and Sama Myeong really have been unaware?

They must have noticed something. That's why they sent me.

They sent me to test whether I could handle this case by going head-to-head with the Demonic Army General. Even though I could die facing him... now that I think about it, that's pretty harsh.

Father, that saying about a beast raising its young strong by dropping them off a cliff isn't true. They say if the cub falls, the parent rushes down with its fast legs to carry it back up!

I looked at Jang Ho and said.

"You had a good friend."

"He was the good friend. If I were a good friend, I would have stepped forward when he died."

"That would be a foolish friend."

Not everyone in the Demonic Army was trash.

Watching this, Seo Daeryong also seemed moved. The investigator who died in the previous case had been a Senior he respected.

Both men suffered from the shared pain of having lost someone close to them in that incident.

Watching these two, I felt there was hope for the 'lost demonic way'. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult I envision is a place where people like them hold important positions.

"Thank you for mustering your courage."

"Seeing you figure me out at once, I decided to trust you, Second Young Lord."

"A good choice. By the way, will there be any problem if I go through your financial records?"

"None. You can shake them down as hard as you want, and not a speck of dust will come out."

"Everyone has dust. I can even turn things you don't consider dust into dust, but don't worry. I won't shake you down that hard."

I opened the door and went out. In the distance, the subordinates of the Third Unit were waiting.

"Captain Jang has agreed to submit all the records on your behalf. So you can all return."

Jang Ho played along with my act, shouting loudly.

"We'll see about that! If I'm found innocent, I won't let this go!"

His eyes held a look of gratitude. By saying he was taking responsibility for the investigation on behalf of his subordinates, I had made them trust him even more. The Jang Ho from before my regression died, but the Jang Ho of today will not.

Saving those who shouldn't have died. That is the purpose of my regression.

After closing the door, Seo Daeryong said to me.

"Second Young Lord, you seem very different from the rumors."

"What do the rumors say?"

"Just..."

"Just say it honestly. You're just relaying a rumor, right? It's not your own opinion."

"There are words that you are not suited for the position of the Heavenly Demon. I apologize."

"It's fine. Couldn't that be a compliment?"

"Pardon?"

"Is being suited for the Heavenly Demon a compliment? I don't think so. I believe ruling our Cult through a reign of terror is an outdated idea. Don't you think our Cult needs to change now?"

At the mention of change, a strange light flickered in Seo Daeryong's eyes, but he soon replied in a somewhat somber tone.

"Change isn't as easy as it sounds."

"True. It's not easy."

"If you become the Heavenly Demon, will you try to change our Cult?"

Of course.

If it doesn't change, my family will be annihilated, and our Cult will only be waiting for the outcome of being closed-off.

However, instead of voicing those inner thoughts, I said something else.

"Honestly, I'd rather travel around the Central Plains and have fun than become the Heavenly Demon."

This was also true to some extent. Once I kill Hwa Mugi, I plan to travel the Central Plains and enjoy myself to the fullest.

"Everyone else would sell their souls to become the Heavenly Demon..."

"You're saying I sound like someone who has it all, is that it?"

"I won't deny it."

"That's because you're a power-oriented person."

"Me?"

I asked him abruptly as he widened his eyes as if wronged.

"Are you happy when you help someone?"

"......"

"Are you happy when you get promoted?"

"...Yes."

Seo Daeryong then sighed and berated himself.

"Ah, so I am a power-oriented person?"

"Everyone's conditions for happiness are different. For some, it's money or power. For others, it's living quietly, and for some, it's righteousness."

"Is it possible to be happy by practicing righteousness?"

"Sounds hypocritical?"

"......"

In my past life, I knew someone like that. A person so selfish that he wore the mask of righteousness to hide it. In the end, he even deceived himself. He was not a good person, but he believed until the very end that he was walking the path of righteousness.

Seeing people like that made me more uncomfortable than those who were honest about their ambitions, but I have no intention of criticizing him. That was just his way of living.

"In this murim, there are many who truly live by righteousness. They are people too great to be measured by hearts the size of a soy sauce dish, like yours or mine."

He stared at me for a moment, then sighed.

"Since I'm a power-oriented person... I don't really know."

I chuckled looking at Seo Daeryong. I do not know how he appears to his peers, but to me, at least, this side of him seems cute.

"Enough with the unbecoming self-reflection. Go and get Jang Ho's records. Like I said before, go easy on him, and bring more investigators from the Sanzu River Hall. We're going to create the impression that a large-scale investigation is about to begin."

"Understood."

I stood by the window and looked outside. Just then, in the building across the way, the Demonic Army General was standing at a window, looking in this direction. Our eyes met, but I pretended not to notice.

Because what I was looking at was not that insignificant man, but the Heavenly Demon Hall, visible far beyond him.


Chapter 16: I've Already Heard the Answer

That afternoon, Seo Daeryong arrived with a dozen investigators from the Sanzu River Hall.

The Demonic Army grew restless as a full-scale investigation seemed imminent. A rumor spread that every member, starting with Jang Ho, would be thoroughly searched.

Then, an incident occurred that evening.

An investigator from the Sanzu River Hall ran to my room while I was resting.

"There's big trouble. I think you need to come quickly."

When I arrived, the hallway outside the interrogation room was chaotic. A fight had broken out between the Demonic Army and the investigators.

"Stop right there!" I shouted, pushing through the standoff to stop the fight.

One investigator lay bleeding on the ground. It was more than a simple beating. Blood poured from his torn face, and his ribs were broken.

An enraged Seo Daeryong had tried to intervene, but the Demonic Army had beaten him up too.

"Are you badly hurt?" I asked.

"I'm fine, but my colleague is seriously injured," Seo Daeryong replied.

"Take him to the infirmary at once."

The other investigators carried the fallen man away.

The instigator, First Captain Go Dang, stood there shamelessly.

"Did you do this?"

"I did," Go Dang admitted.

The surrounding demonic practitioners were all from the First Division of the Demonic Army. Because of them, Go Dang wasn't intimidated. He was enjoying the situation, and his subordinates looked ready to snicker.

"For some reason, it feels like a day a prophecy might come true," I said.

Seo Daeryong knew which prophecy I meant and swallowed hard.

"What's this sudden talk of prophecies?" Go Dang asked.

Seo Daeryong stared intently at Go Dang's head and answered for me.

"Captain Go, it's a prophecy you definitely don't want to know."

"Then I'll make a prophecy for you too, Second Young Lord," Go Dang sneered. "Our Second Young Lord will lose the succession struggle, get kicked out of our Cult, and live by leeching off those bastards from the Murim Alliance orthodox sects."

The listening members of the First Division roared with laughter.

Instead of anger, I felt pleased.

"Oh, what a wonderful prophecy!" I exclaimed.

"Wonderful?"

"I'd survive even after losing the succession struggle, wouldn't I? And on top of that, I could live my whole life without working, just by leeching off others! Isn't living a life of idleness the dream for all of us? Thank you so much for the prophecy! I'll go live my second life there."

Go Dang's expression hardened at being mocked.

"Why did you injure the Sanzu River Hall martial artist?" I asked.

"He bumped shoulders with me in the hallway. When he tried to walk away without apologizing, I taught him a lesson."

"You probably bumped into him first, and you wouldn't have let it go even if he had apologized."

Go Dang didn't deny it. He just smiled, and the Demonic Army members around him laughed along.

"It's poison," I said.

"Poison?" Go Dang asked quizzically.

"Your subordinates. They're poison to you."

"What nonsense is this?"

His pride wouldn't let him back down while his subordinates watched. He would rush toward the ruin I had planned for him.

"Go Dang, didn't you kill a martial artist from our Cult like this last year? And the year before that, you killed three people in a tavern brawl."

The victims were all low-level martial artists. The Demonic Army covered up the incidents before they became official cases.

"The world is full of cripples who don't respect their Seniors."

His gaze shot toward me, as if to say, A guy just like you.

"Do you know what I received before coming here?" I asked.

"What is it?"

"The right of summary execution."

The words 'summary execution' silenced the entire area.

However, Go Dang just scoffed.

"What good is authority if you can't carry it out?"

His subordinates burst into laughter again.

This is the poison I was talking about. This is what happens when a fool becomes conscious of the eyes around him.

He should have been extremely tense, but he was posturing for his subordinates. He alone didn't realize what kind of stage he stood on.

I took a step forward, and the First Division demonic practitioners around Go Dang rushed forward together.

"Touching us means touching the entire Demonic Army," Go Dang said. "I wonder if the Second Young Lord truly has that kind of courage."

"At least I don't hide behind my subordinates," I retorted.

He raised his bandaged right hand.

"I'm injured because of a certain coward."

I then raised my own right hand.

"I won't use my right hand either," I said.

"!"

Go Dang flinched, not expecting this.

However, he was deluded into thinking he was the star of this stage.

"If you get hurt, are you going to run and tattle to the Cult Leader?" he taunted.

His subordinates burst out laughing. The stage grew hotter with each laugh.

"I won't hold you responsible if I get hurt. Not even if I die."

"You swear it?"

I tapped my sword twice, swearing an oath.

Only then did the bastard accept my challenge.

"Fine. Let's do this."

Go Dang drew his sword, holding it in his left hand. He stepped forward confidently, as he could handle a sword just as skillfully with his left hand as with his right. I, on the other hand, was right-handed.

I placed my right hand behind my back as if clasping them and walked forward slowly.

"What if you use that hand when you get desperate?" Go Dang asked, afraid I would use my right hand.

"Then tell your subordinates to attack and kill me together."

"Hmph! So confident. I heard you had a little talent show with the brats from the Southern Blade Sect. You must've gained some confidence from that."

"Actually, your little show is far more entertaining."

"Shut up!"

Go Dang charged, thrusting his sword.

I consider this duel another part of my training. The most important part of training is practical combat, after all. A real fight with a Demonic Army Captain is an experience money can't buy.

Go Dang held nothing back. He used all his strength, trying to wound me at any cost.

Sighs of disappointment came from the crowd every time his sword missed.

To them, I might have looked like I was about to be stabbed at any moment, but my heart was as calm as a lake.

Fighting him makes one thing clear. At my current level, I can easily handle someone like Go Dang with just my left hand.

Everyone's interest in the outcome of this fight will be, 'In how many moves?'

The number I decided on is forty moves. When this fight is over, a rumor will spread.

The Second Young Lord kills the First Captain of the Demonic Army in forty moves.

Since I defeated Yang Po, the disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, in about twenty moves, defeating Go Dang in forty moves will seem reasonably balanced.

On the fortieth move, I changed my movement arts and closed in on him.

The moment I grabbed his sword wrist, Go Dang tried to shake me off and retreat, but if that were possible, he wouldn't have been caught in the first place.

I spun my body while holding his arm.

"......"

Go Dang's arm twisted like a wet rag. A bone jutted out from his wrist.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

My fist flew again and smashed into the screaming bastard's face.

Go Dang tumbled to the floor with a heavy THUD.

I mounted the fallen man's body and brought my fist down. If I had imbued it with inner arts, he would have died instantly, but I struck him without it, just delivering the impact.

THWACK! THUD! THWACK!

One of the watching demonic practitioners from the First Division charged at me.

I swung my sword while still sitting on Go Dang's stomach.

The charging man's lower abdomen was sliced open, and he pitched forward.

The Demonic Army, Seo Daeryong, and the Sanzu River Hall investigators were all shocked. They hadn't expected me to cut him down in a single strike.

"You crazy bastard!"

"Kill him!"

Two of Go Dang's henchmen drew their swords and rushed me.

The attacks they swung in their haste were the last moves of their lives.

I shot to my feet and unleashed a series of thrusts. Their swords grazed my body, but mine struck their targets precisely.

SHUNK! SHUNK!

The two men collapsed, pierced through the neck. They sprayed fountains of blood in all directions.

The place instantly became a sea of blood. The members of the Demonic Army hesitated, unsure whether to charge as three of their comrades lay dead.

I shouted powerfully.

"The crime of the men who just died is treason."

They froze at the word 'treason'.

After immobilizing them, I walked over to the fallen Go Dang.

"Your Captain is the same. He severely injured someone who came on the Cult Leader's orders, so it's clearly treason."

I looked down at him and said coldly.

"Do you know what happened to the families of the people you picked a fight with and killed at the tavern last year? Of course you don't. You wouldn't have cared. They lost a father, a child, a husband. Do you think those people are living properly? Who the hell do you think you are to beat people? Who the hell do you think you are to kill our cult members?"

"...Please spare me."

His face was a bloody mess, but it was filled with a desperate will to live.

"Why should I?"

"...I'll repent."

Bloody water gushed from the man's mouth.

"Lies. You'll just do it again, won't you?"

"No. Absolutely not."

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That you'd do it again."

"...When did I say that?"

"Your entire past life said it for you."

I lifted my foot high and brought it down on Go Dang's head with a crushing stomp.

SHWIIK!

SQUELCH.

The man's head burst like a watermelon, and he died instantly.

A dead silence fell. No one could have imagined I would kill Go Dang, a favorite of the Demonic Army General, by smashing his head.

After killing Go Dang, I shouted at the First Division demonic practitioners.

"Treason is punished by summary execution. Do you want to die? Are you still holding up your swords?"

At that, the First Division demonic practitioners all lowered their swords at once. Their Captain was already dead, and their own heads would fly if they stepped up. They were completely overwhelmed by my martial arts, which had cut down their comrades in single strikes.

"The First Division of the Demonic Army will withdraw and be confined until further notice! From this moment on, anyone who leaves their room will be punished for treason. Be warned!"

When I gestured for them to leave, they didn't dare refuse and all went outside.

The watching Sanzu River Hall investigators stared at me with shocked faces. Their shock was mixed with a clear sense of joy and awe.

Seo Daeryong said to me.

"You're much stronger than I thought."

"What did you think?"

"Well... I didn't think you could beat the First Captain of the Demonic Army."

"We had a prophecy, didn't we?"

I said it to make him laugh, but Seo Daeryong didn't smile. He looked at the scattered corpses with a tense expression.

"Even for you, Second Young Lord... is this really okay?"

I spoke firmly to the frightened man.

"Don't make a fuss over just three or four deaths. I came here prepared to cut down half the Demonic Army."

"!"

For the first time, I saw just how wide Seo Daeryong could open his eyes.


That evening, the Demonic Army General sought me out.

He waited for me not in his office, but at a brothel in the Demon Village.

There were about a dozen brothels in the Demon Village. Though no one had set the rule, one's choice of establishment was naturally determined by rank. The brothel where the Demonic Army General waited was the most luxurious one.

"I called you here to have a drink. It's been a while," he said.

He treated me as if nothing had happened. He was even more subtle and gentle than usual.

"Have you been here before?"

"This is my first time."

"It's a good place."

Indeed, the food and alcohol were of the highest quality. The courtesans were stunning beauties, and the musicians' skills were superb.

"It looks expensive," I remarked.

"It's the most expensive place in the Demon Village. I made special arrangements for you today."

He was the type of man who took pride in such luxury and entertainment.

"Life is uncertain. You never know when you'll die. You have to enjoy it to the fullest. Don't you agree?"

"You're right."

"Come, let's drink."

I drank with him. The Demonic Army General acted as if he were in his own home, a testament to how often he came here. He drank, sang songs, and even jumped up to dance with a courtesan. He had clearly summoned me because of Go Dang's death, but he didn't mention it at all.

Since I was far removed from entertainment in my past life, I just played along moderately.

After a round of lively fun, the pleasantly drunk Demonic Army General finally dismissed the courtesans.

"I hear there was a small accident with my boys?"

The phrase 'small accident' reflected his intention for handling this matter.

"Yes. There was an unexpected clash."

A Captain of the Demonic Army had died. It was an incident that could have turned our Cult upside down, but the Demonic Army General was trying to use it as a blessing in disguise.

"Let's just let bygones be bygones. How about we wrap this up here? I had no choice but to use him, but that First Captain was a fellow with a lot of shady dealings."

It meant he wanted to pin everything on the dead First Captain and end it.

Wow, you're a real piece of trash.

He was his trusted subordinate. Forget revenge, he was trying to turn him into a criminal. This is why they say only the dead are pitiful.

"Even if it was for the investigation, it could become a huge problem if we make an issue of you killing a Demonic Army Captain, couldn't it?"

"I am sorry about that."

"What do you say? Shall we end it here? One Captain and three subordinates should be enough, don't you think?"

"Thank you for your consideration. I'd also like to resolve this amicably, but there's one problem."

"What problem?"

"There's no evidence. I came here for an official investigation. Don't I need evidence to report to my superiors?"

"Evidence can be fabricated easily enough."

"That's difficult. The anonymous letter I received mentioned the First Division has been privately taking outside contracts. This isn't a matter that can be swept under the rug."

I had heard it from Jang Ho, but I claimed it was in the letter.

The Demonic Army General struggled to hide his surprise, not expecting me to know even that.

"To close this case, I absolutely need evidence."

I didn't explicitly ask him to hand over the evidence. However, he would have understood it like this.

'You must provide the evidence for this to end.'

After our short, private talk ended, the Demonic Army General called the courtesans back in and resumed his merrymaking.

The Demonic Army General tried to have even more fun than before, but I could feel his unease. His dance moves were not as sharp as they had been earlier.


Chapter 17: Villains Don't Get Agitated

I left the Demonic Army General and went to the infirmary.

Seo Daeryong, who was already there, startled when he saw me.

"Huh? Second Young Lord, what are you doing here?" he asked, clearly surprised.

"Why so surprised?"

"It's nothing. I just didn't expect you to come all the way to the infirmary, Second Young Lord."

"I'm more surprised that you're here."

"Pardon?"

"I heard your colleagues don't like you."

"That's why I'm trying to make up for it."

Despite his words, he and his colleagues seemed to be getting along without any major issues.

"How's your injured friend?" I asked.

"The Demonic Physician is treating him now. Thank you for calling for the Demonic Physician Elder."

"Of course I had to. We're still colleagues working together, even if it's a temporary assignment."

I had said it without much thought, but Seo Daeryong and the nearby Sanzu River Hall investigators looked slightly moved.

A moment later, the Demonic Physician emerged from the treatment room.

He was the most skilled divine doctor in our Cult. The orthodox sects called him the Demonic Physician, a name the doctor himself liked, so we all used it.

"How is he?" I asked.

"Fortunately, his life isn't in danger. However, he'll need to rest for a while before he can return."

"Please use the best medicine available."

"I will."

The Sanzu River Hall investigators who overheard our conversation came to thank me. They rarely had the chance to be treated directly by the Demonic Physician, even when injured on a mission.


On the way back to my quarters, Seo Daeryong asked a question.

"What did the Demonic Army General say?"

"He wants me to wrap this up and leave."

"What about the First Captain's death?"

"He wants to pin the whole thing on him."

Seo Daeryong looked shocked.

"But his most cherished subordinate died, didn't he?"

"Not his most cherished, but his most useful. Someone else will soon fill that void. What exactly were you expecting from the Demonic Army General?"

"I thought he'd go on a rampage to avenge his subordinate."

"That's a misconception. You think villains get agitated more easily?"

"They don't?"

"That's only true for petty thugs. True villains don't get agitated easily. In fact, it's the pure and good people who get emotional quickly. Their feelings well up in an instant."

Of course, the Demonic Army General must harbor great malice toward me. He's probably waiting for any chance to plunge a sword into my heart and remind me of today's humiliation.

"What are you going to do now?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"I've cast the bait, so let's see how he responds."

"Bait?"

"I'll tell you when he bites."

I told him I needed evidence to close the case. Now it was time to watch what the Demonic Army General would do.

"Then what should I do now?"

"Let's have a drink."

At my words, Seo Daeryong turned in another direction.

"Where are you going?"

"To buy drinks. Is there anything you like?"

"Buy whatever you want to drink. Here, take this."

I tried to give him money, but Seo Daeryong strode away.

"I'll buy the drinks today."


Seo Daeryong and I started drinking in the middle of the day.

The alcohol he bought was sweet and easy to drink, which made it dangerously easy to have too much.

"I like sweet drinks," I said.

"Didn't you say you don't really like to eat?"

"I drink sometimes."

After a few drinks, Seo Daeryong began to open up.

"You once called me a power-hungry person, didn't you?"

"Adding 'person' sounds too harsh. Let's just say you have power-seeking tendencies."

"That's the same thing."

"It's not necessarily a bad thing. It's better than being lethargic, isn't it?"

Despite his gloomy appearance, Seo Daeryong had big dreams. Someone without dreams would not talk about 'change'.

"Honestly, I want to succeed. I don't have a shred of desire to grandly implement justice by stopping the corruption in our Cult. It's all I can do to feed myself and manage my killing intent."

I should have brought Lee Ahn here. This is the kind of mindset Lee Ahn needs.

"You say you're living diligently for yourself, so why are you so intimidated? Lift your head!"

Seo Daeryong lifted his head.

"How old are you?" I asked.

"I'm thirty-two."

"Wow! You're older than you look."

I was surprised. I thought he was around twenty-three or twenty-four. Then again, becoming a Special Investigator required at least ten years of experience after joining, no matter how smart you were.

"Why did you become an investigator?"

"To be honest, I wasn't confident I could succeed with martial arts. I never learned a martial art that could lead me to the peak level, and my short stature isn't suited for it either..."

The Sanzu River Hall was not a place for combat. It maintained discipline within the cult through absolute authority.

Therefore, the Sanzu River Hall recruited investigators who were smart, had excellent judgment, and could handle subjects well, rather than those who were strong in martial arts.

"It might sound pathetic, but I chose to become Detective Seo because I had no confidence in my martial arts."

"The way you keep emphasizing that, it seems you still have lingering feelings for martial arts."

"Who wouldn't? Anyone who has entered the murim would."

"It's not too late, even now."

"It is too late."

"Now that sounds a little pathetic."

Seo Daeryong looked up from his cup and met my gaze.

"You can't because it's too late? Because the martial arts you learned are weak? Because you're short? Do you really think those are the reasons?"

Unable to offer an excuse, Seo Daeryong drank the alcohol in his hand.

"It's been a while since I've been beaten with the truth. My bones ache."

"Later on, your bones will ache even when you're sitting still. You need to get moving before you get old."

"You say that so easily, even though you're younger than me."

I smiled and emptied my cup.


Just then, a Sanzu River Hall investigator arrived and handed something over.

"Someone from the Demonic Army brought this."

It was a booklet and promissory notes worth several thousand taels.

"He took the bait."

The booklet was a contract killing ledger, a record of paid assassinations carried out by the Demonic Army of the First Division.

"They said this was discovered at the First Captain Godang's house."

The ledger detailed which of the First Division's martial artists were mobilized, how much they were paid, and who they killed. Coincidentally, the members listed were the very ones who had died by my hand.

They had created a new ledger, extracting only the parts detailing their activities. The intention was to use the dead to wrap up this incident. They had also reduced the number of cases to just three or four, framing it as a deviation by Godang and a few members. The Demonic Army General had minimized his own responsibility.

I handed the booklet to Seo Daeryong.

"Go dunk your face in cold water and sober up!"

"Yes. I'll start by investigating the promissory notes."

"It's useless. They'll be untraceable. Investigate something else for me instead."

"Please, tell me."

"Find out who the smartest person in the First Demonic Army is. There's bound to be one guy who is unusually learned and intelligent for his position."

"Understood."

"I need to go see the Demonic Army General again."

"Why him?"

"I need to buy some time."

We hurriedly left the room and went our separate ways.


When I met the Demonic Army General again, he looked much more at ease.

"Evidence was found at First Captain Godang's house," I said.

"Oh, that's good to hear."

"This allows me to breathe a sigh of relief."

"Haha, this calls for a celebratory drink. I'll make a reservation, so let's meet later at the same place as yesterday."

"However, there is one problem."

"Again? What is it this time?"

"This was brought over by the Demonic Army. We should have been the ones to find it."

A flash of annoyance crossed his face, as if asking why I was being so meticulous.

"Is the source that important?"

"It is. The Head Strategist is no ordinary person. If he learns the information came from the Demonic Army, he'll immediately doubt the entire investigation. If it comes out later, I'll be in danger too."

"So what do you suggest?"

"I think we need to at least pretend to investigate for a little while. I'll conduct a large-scale investigation for just one day, so I ask for your cooperation. Do you think I want to stay here any longer than I have to?"

That was the final, decisive point to persuade him.

"I won't go through any confidential documents. Regular papers will be sufficient. It's just a formal investigation, after all."

Only then did the Demonic Army General nod his permission.

"Fine. I'll tell my subordinates to cooperate."


With the Demonic Army General's permission, a large-scale seizure began.

The Demonic Army's ledgers and documents were moved to the investigation room, and the inquiry started.

I did not request any confidential documents that would have troubled the Demonic Army General.

I did not need them. I was looking for something else. I sought the applications they had filled out when they first joined the Demonic Army and the last wills they had left behind before dangerous missions.

I secretly summoned the best handwriting expert in the cult.

I had him use the materials I brought to identify who had written the contract ledger.

When Seo Daeryong returned, I pretended to be a fortune-teller.

"Shall I guess who the smartest person among the First Division's martial artists is?"

To his disbelief, I named a single person.

"It's Yang Gu, isn't it?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

The handwriting analysis had revealed that Yang Gu was the one who wrote the contract ledger.

Now I knew who managed the Demonic Army General's affairs. I had also secured definitive proof through the handwriting comparison.

"What now?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"What do you mean, 'what now'? We move to the next step. Bring Yang Gu to the tavern in the Demon Village without anyone else knowing. Can you do it?"

"I'll try to use my head."

"I believe in you, top entrant!"


Two hours later, Seo Daeryong had brilliantly completed his mission.

He had brought Yang Gu to a tavern in the Demon Village, our designated meeting place.

The one who brought him was Jo Hyang, a beautiful investigator from the Sanzu River Hall.

"The food here really suits my palate," Yang Gu said.

"I like the food here too," Jo Hyang replied.

Yang Gu was lost in the hopeful expectation of an ecstatic night with this woman.

"Why are there so few customers? This place is usually packed." Yang Gu looked around, puzzled.

"It's nice and private, isn't it?"

"It seems even the heavens are welcoming our first meal together."

Jo Hyang smiled and played along with his grand statement.

"This is the first time I've realized that love at first sight can truly happen."

"The mood is great, let's have a drink."

"Alright."

Yang Gu shouted toward the kitchen.

"Bring out your best alcohol and food."

At that, Seo Daeryong and I emerged from the kitchen.

"Unfortunately, it looks like you'll have to have that drink another time."

Yang Gu startled at my appearance.

"Second Young Lord?"

His eyes darted around, trying to understand the situation, before he glared fiercely at Jo Hyang.

"Damn bitch! You tricked me!"

"......"

The next moment, Yang Gu's jaw twisted as he tumbled to the floor. Seo Daeryong had rushed him like a thunderbolt and landed a single blow.

"She's not someone who deserves to be cursed at by the likes of you."

Seo Daeryong was imitating me. He showed the sole of his foot to the man's face and spoke menacingly.

"You want me to smash your head in like your Captain?"

Yang Gu shook his head frantically.

"No! I was wrong."

Seo Daeryong was not the least bit afraid of Yang Gu, who was twice his size. It was not because he trusted in me, but for another reason.

While other investigators subdued Yang Gu and took him out the back door, Seo Daeryong approached Jo Hyang.

"Good work."

"I just did as you advised. I told him I wanted to have a meal with him since he was rumored to be the smartest person in the Demonic Army. I didn't think he'd follow along so easily, though."

"With you, he would've come even if you'd glared at him while asking."

For a moment, Jo Hyang gave a suggestive smile.

"Is that a compliment?"

Seo Daeryong did not answer.

Jo Hyang bowed to me and Seo Daeryong, then left.

Once we were alone, I spoke to Seo Daeryong.

"You're a real man. A true alpha."

"Pardon?"

"You like her, don't you?"

"No, I don't."

"You were a bit too forceful for someone who says no."

The guy who was so gloomy in front of me was shining in front of Jo Hyang.

"She's just my junior."

Seo Daeryong, his face flushed, quickly changed the subject.

"So what happens now?"

"It's about time to wrap this up. So, gather all the investigators and enforcement martial artists you can."

"......"

"Call that junior you like, too!"

"I said I don't!"

Seo Daeryong needlessly raised his voice before scurrying out of the tavern.

"He makes it so obvious..."


I went to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of alcohol, and sat on the tavern's railing.

"Come on out!"

At my call, Lee Ahn walked out from the side of the building with her head bowed low.

"You silly bear, can't you play by yourself?"

"I was just curious if you were doing well."

"Come here. Since you're here, let's have a drink."

"I'll get a cup."

"Don't bother."

I drank straight from the bottle, then handed it to her.

"Drink up and give it back."

"How could I dare?"

"Why? Is it dirty because I drank from it? Oh?"

"No, of course not. I just feel it would be presumptuous of me to put my lips to it. I'll drink, I'll drink."

She took a drink. Trying her best not to let her lips touch the bottle, she spilled it all over her clothes.

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"You don't have to be like that."

"...Yes."

"Everyone else in the world might, but you don't have to."

I took the bottle back from her and drank again.

"Still, it's nice to see you after a few days."

Lee Ahn gave a bashful smile, her eyes disappearing into her cheeks. You can always tell when she is truly happy.

"How is your martial arts training going?"

"Yes, I'm doing my best, but..."

"You need to do more than that. Even villains do their best."

"When you say things like this, I feel energized without even realizing it. Your advice is addictive, Young Master."

"You'll get sick of it if you hear it too often."

"I don't think so."

I handed her the bottle.

"Drink away your worries about me with that alcohol, then go back and wait."

Then I gave Lee Ahn the best possible side dish to go with her drink.

"This business will be finished today."


Chapter 18: Not Everyone Lives a Life of Revenge

I woke Yang Gu, who was asleep in the chair.

Yang Gu looked around drowsily and belatedly realized he had been captured.

"Is the spot where you were hit okay?"

"Huh? Ah, yes."

Yang Gu was flustered by my gentle approach.

"Honestly, I like smart people like you. It's frustrating to deal with simple-minded fools who are impossible to reason with, the kind who push their stubbornness as if it were some grand conviction. You're not like that, are you?"

"Why did you capture me?"

"I think you know the answer better than I do. Frankly, I don't want to torture you. As you know, our methods of torture are a bit extreme. We turn perfectly fine people into wrecks and throw them away, don't we?"

"Threats are useless. I don't know anything."

"I know. I don't think you know much. You probably just did as you were ordered. Just be honest about that, and we're done."

"I don't know anything. I wasn't ordered to do anything."

"Then I suppose I'll have to speak with the other you."

"The other me?"

"The you that cares more about you than you do."

At my signal, an old man entered from outside.

"This man has spent his entire life as a torturer. What was your confession success rate again?"

He was a short old man, but the aura he exuded was truly terrifying.

"Ninety percent, sir."

"That makes you a master of interrogation."

"Not quite, sir. Half of that ninety percent died after confessing."

"And the other half?"

"They live on as beggars, complete wrecks."

The old man's raw killing intent was so thick that Yang Gu could not bear it and cried out.

"Please, spare me!"

I lightly patted Yang Gu's shoulder. "You can go now. I need to call out the other you, the one who is less brave and wants to avoid unnecessary pain. His loyalty or conviction might be weaker than yours, but at least he'll love you more. So, you can step aside."

Meanwhile, the old man lit a fire in a brazier. He began heating iron skewers of various thicknesses over it. His businesslike demeanor, not even humming a tune, amplified the sense of dread.

Terrified, Yang Gu pleaded, "If I talk, I'll die."

"You'll die at the hands of the Demonic Army General even if you don't talk. Think about it. How will the Demonic Army General react when he hears you've been captured by me? He'll try to eliminate you by any means necessary. You know what kind of person he is better than I do, don't you?"

Agitation and fear churned in Yang Gu's wavering eyes.

"You know, don't you? That no matter where you hide, he'll eventually find you and kill you. There's only one way for you to survive."

"What is it?"

I brought my face close to Yang Gu's. Staring into his terror-stricken eyes, I whispered like a demon.

"Strike first before you get struck. Of course, you'll have to leave our Cult. Still, with your level of martial arts, you should be able to live well anywhere."

In that moment, I was a true demon. I was tempting him while simultaneously lying. I had no intention of letting him go. If you commit a crime, you must be punished.

"There's no time to hesitate. By now, the news that you're in our hands has probably spread."

In truth, the Demonic Army General did not know about his disappearance yet. Yang Gu, having just woken up, had no sense of time, but only two hours had passed since his capture.

"Or you can test your willpower."

I turned away immediately, giving him no time to think.

Just then, I heard Yang Gu's voice from behind me.

"...What do I have to do?"

"When the Sanzu River Hall investigators come in, just state all the facts as they happened."

"And after that?"

"We'll arrest the Demonic Army General. You'll leave our Cult with a new identity."

Yang Gu's hesitation was not long.

"Alright. I'll do it."

I left the room at once and had the waiting Sanzu River Hall investigators go inside. I ordered the old torturer to keep heating the iron skewers at the side.

A short while later, Seo Daeryong came and reported the contents of Yang Gu's confession.

Just as Jang Ho had suspected, the Demonic Army General had ordered the killing of the Sanzu River Hall investigator and Jang Ho's peer. The one who carried it out was Godang, who was already dead. Besides that, there were countless other evil deeds.

"He's killed so many people, one way or another."

Because of this, Seo Daeryong was worried.

"The Demonic Army General won't allow himself to be arrested peacefully. He knows he'll be beheaded if he's caught."

"I'm not going to arrest him."

"What?"

"I'm going to kill him."

Seo Daeryong gasped in shock, his mouth hanging open.

"If the Demonic Army General is arrested, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon will definitely make a move. He won't just stand by and watch his own brother be beheaded. If that happens, the situation will get complicated."

It would be nice to expose his crimes before everyone and deal with him through a formal trial, but that is just an ideal. Fabricated evidence proving his innocence would pour in, a scapegoat would take the fall for his crimes, and slander and all sorts of conspiracy theories about me would start to circulate.

"However, if the Demonic Army General dies during the arrest, things will be different. All that will remain is the evidence proving his guilt."

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon will seek revenge."

"Not everyone lives a life of revenge just because a family member dies. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, especially, won't waste his life on vengeance."

"How can you be so sure?"

Because I know the kind of life he has lived.

"I can't be certain, but even if he does seek revenge, he won't be able to act immediately. If I get hurt or die, it will be obvious who did it. In fact, to avoid suspicion, he might even have to protect me."

"And later?"

"By then, I'll be stronger, so there's no need to worry."

I left Seo Daeryong standing there blankly, his expression a mixture of disbelief and confusion, and walked out of the room. As I walked down the corridor, Seo Daeryong belatedly threw the door open and rushed out.

"Where are you going? Surely... you're not?"

"What if I am? Want to come with?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"I'm going to buy some alcohol. Don't worry, just wait here."


That 'surely' was correct. It was also true that I bought alcohol.

The Demonic Army General who greeted me had a relieved expression.

"Is the investigation over?"

"Yes, thanks to you, it wrapped up nicely."

"It's a shame to think of parting with you, Second Young Lord."

To his insincere words, I gave an equally insincere reply.

"When I become the successor, I will be sure to repay the kindness you've shown me."

"That's my line. I will never forget the favor of you letting this go so smoothly."

Yes, he would never forget this. The greedy man had suffered a huge loss. He lost his subordinate, First Captain Godang, and handed over the evidence with his own hands. If the investigator had not been me, he would have died several times over.

"In that spirit, shall we have a drink?"

I poured the alcohol I had brought into the cups prepared on a table in the corner.

"Here, let's drink."

I toasted with him and drank. For him, it was a celebratory drink. For me, a farewell drink.

"Why did you do it?"

"What?"

"You must have more money than you could ever spend in your lifetime. I'm asking why you were so greedy that you used the Demonic Army as hired killers."

For a moment, the Demonic Army General's expression hardened.

"You should have asked the dead First Captain that."

"What would a puppet know?"

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm just curious about our general's disposition."

"Disposition? Did you just say disposition?"

"Then again, what could possibly be inside that black heart of yours? Nothing but the desire to have more, I suppose."

"This bastard, I've let you go on for too long..."

The agitated Demonic Army General roared. In that very instant, my sword, which had been waiting for an opportunity, was drawn.

SHIIING!

THWACK!

A flash of sword light flared as my blade pierced the Demonic Army General's chest. I had closed the distance, stealing his breath, and my strike was so fast that the Demonic Army General could not avoid it.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike.

It was the swift sword form, one of the eight techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Even with his heart pierced, he did not die instantly.

With the sword still through him, he slowly sank to the ground. His face was blank, as if he could not comprehend what had just happened. Then, he looked up at me with lifeless eyes. The moment I pulled out the sword embedded in his heart, he would die.

I spoke softly in a calm tone.

"Demonic Army General Gu Cheonyang, I hereby arrest you for the private misuse of the Demonic Army and for over twenty counts of murder and conspiracy to commit murder."

Only then did the Demonic Army General's gaze fall to the sword stuck in his chest.

"...This isn't... an arrest, is it?"

"You were going to be beheaded anyway. For the sake of those who remain, let's just call it this, Patriarch. I apologize for the surprise attack."

I pulled out the sword, and the Demonic Army General died on the spot.

I could have made it look like he died after a fierce battle, but I did not. It was better to let people think I got lucky and killed him in a single blow.

I summoned all the Demonic Army members and the Sanzu River Hall investigators to the location. Everyone gathered, except for the First Division of the Demonic Army, who were under probation.

"The Demonic Army General, who committed grave sins, died while resisting arrest."

My resonant voice echoed through the hall.

Everyone stared back and forth between me and the Demonic Army General's corpse with horrified faces. They probably never imagined the Demonic Army General would die at my hands.

Among the shocked faces was Third Captain Jang Ho. A flicker of ecstasy passed through his eyes as he gazed at the Demonic Army General's body. This was the moment his friend's death was avenged.

It was the same for Seo Daeryong. The moment had finally come when all his efforts, memorizing the personal details of every Demonic Army member to avenge his senior, had paid off.

I immediately commanded Seo Daeryong.

"You will arrest all members of the Demonic Army's First Division, lock them in the prison, and formally investigate this case."

"......"

Next, I gave an order to Jang Ho.

"Third Captain Jang Ho, under your command, all Demonic Army members, excluding the First Division, will assist the Sanzu River Hall investigators in arresting the First Division! I have been granted the authority of summary execution, so this order carries the same weight as one from the Cult Leader. Carry it out immediately."

"Yes, I understand."

Jang Ho led the Demonic Army and followed Seo Daeryong.

The problem would have been if the Demonic Army General were alive, feverishly ordering them to catch this person and kill that one, but he was already cold. Loyalty maintained by fear is bound to crumble like a sandcastle with the death of its leader.

As he was turning to leave, Jang Ho looked back at me.

We shared the emotions of the moment with faint smiles.

Thank you.

It was all thanks to you.

After the arrest of the Demonic Army's First Division was complete, Seo Daeryong returned to the residence where we were staying.

"We've arrested all members of the Demonic Army's First Division, suppressed their inner arts, and locked them in the prison. Six of the First Division's martial artists were injured in the process, but there were no deaths."

"Well done."

Even though the work was done, Seo Daeryong still looked worried.

"You really killed the Demonic Army General."

"If I had let him live, many people would have been killed to destroy evidence. Jang Ho, who sent the petition, would have eventually died. Many of the Third Division's martial artists who tried to protect him would have been sacrificed as well, and you would be no exception."

"Ah, you thought that far ahead."

Seo Daeryong could not hide the surging emotion.

"Young Lord, you are a truly righteous person."

"Righteous? Don't be ridiculous! I was just angry that he was messing with what I'm supposed to inherit. I'm a selfish person like that. So don't get the wrong idea."

Seo Daeryong, who had been staring at me silently, bowed his head respectfully.

"You've worked hard."

"You too. You went through a lot."

As he was turning to leave, Seo Daeryong suddenly said, "Still... I hope that you become the successor, Second Young Lord."

I thought that perhaps those words were the highest praise a person like Seo Daeryong could offer.

As soon as he finished speaking, Seo Daeryong immediately left.

As I was about to follow him out, something caught my eye, and I sat down on the edge of the bed for a moment. The bedding on the bed where the crow's corpse had been was replaced with a clean, new set. It seemed Seo Daeryong had changed it despite being so busy.

I stood up and looked out the window to see Seo Daeryong, having left the building, crossing the training grounds.

I stuck my head out the window and shouted.

"Couldn't you say something like that to my face next time?"

Seo Daeryong's pace toward the entrance quickened.

Beyond his retreating back, I could see the place I needed to go. Was it because this incident had brought me a few steps closer? The Heavenly Demon Hall looked more magnificent than usual.


Chapter 19: This Summer

Lee Ahn nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard I had killed the Demonic Army General. She didn't care how I had managed it.

"What in the world possessed you to do something so dangerous?" she demanded.

Her anger was obvious when she called my action a 'stunt'. She probably didn't even realize she had said it.

"His younger brother is dead. Do you think Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon will just let this go?"

"That's why you need to train hard, so he can't lay a finger on me."

"I couldn't stop him even if I did seclusion training for thirty years!"

"Then you'll win. He'll have died of old age by then."

Lee Ahn sighed at my carefree response.

"Ever since you changed, Second Young Lord... my life has become twice as difficult."

"Haha. Good, you'll lose some weight."

"Second Young Lord!"

Lee Ahn wasn't the only one. The entire academy was in an uproar.

The impact of this news was far greater than when I killed his disciple. I felt the change on my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall after my father summoned me. The gazes directed at me were different.

Many had expected my brother to be the successor, but that was beginning to change.

People were ecstatic when I won the duel. My wish for a hunt became the talk of the academy. They were astonished by my courage when I killed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple, and now, I had killed the Demonic Army General.

According to Lee Ahn, I was all anyone talked about. My popularity skyrocketed overnight because everyone despised the Demonic Army and the trouble their haughty members caused.

Some martial artists even approached to greet me.

Of course, no one directly said things like 'That was amazing' or 'Well done'. They feared the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's retribution.

They approached silently, offered a clasped-hands greeting, and gave me a respectful look. I felt their support in those gazes. These were the people who hoped I would become the successor.

I accepted every one of their greetings as I made my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Father, Head Strategist Sama Myeong, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Gu Cheonpa, waited for me in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

I paid my respects to my father and Sama Myeong first, then greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"It's been a while, Elder."

"Have you been well, Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was calm, considering his brother had just died. His uniquely eccentric aura from his last visit was gone. He would not dare show such a presence before my father.

"What exactly happened?"

"I've written everything in the report."

"I want to hear it from you directly, Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon calmly spoke his mind, even in my father's presence. Neither my father nor Sama Myeong interfered. They seemed to regard it as his right.

"The investigation revealed your brother's grave crimes. He tried to kill me during the arrest. My apologies, Elder."

"It's fine. If my brother committed a crime, he deserved punishment. What I don't understand, however, is this. Pathetic as he was, my brother wasn't foolish enough to attack the Second Young Lord after his crimes were so clearly exposed."

He implied his brother would have surrendered peacefully to ask for his help later. I had prevented that.

"I don't know why he did it. Perhaps he couldn't bear the thought of being captured by someone so young."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me for a moment before speaking again.

"I saw the body before I came here. A single stab, was it?"

"......"

I did not elaborate on the fight.

In a difficult situation, the more you talk, the more you risk making a mistake. It's best to leave things to his imagination for now.

He could not press me for details with my father watching. It did not matter if someone was stabbed in the back or the foot. The Cult believed that the one who died was simply the weaker fool.

"Your martial arts are far more impressive than I thought, Second Young Lord."

"I suppose my status as the Cult Leader's son helped. He was agitated, so the Demonic Army General couldn't have used his full power against me."

"I suppose so."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled softly and thanked me.

"Thank you for your honesty. It puts my mind at ease."

"Don't mention it."

His disciple and now his brother were dead. His rage must have been at its peak. We were now mortal enemies, yet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed no anger. It was a testament to his emotional control.

Before leaving, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at my father. The first time he visited me, he had twice threatened to bring my head to my father. That showed his confidence in their relationship.

If so, shouldn't the Blood Heaven Blade Demon be saying something like, 'Cult Leader, how could you do this to me? You should have called me first to handle my brother's arrest. I'm truly disappointed!'

But the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze held no disappointment. Father's expression was also unchanged as he looked back.

"You must prepare for the funeral. Go and rest."

"Thank you for your consideration, Cult Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon bowed respectfully and turned. He walked across the red carpet without a single glance at me.

After he departed, Sama Myeong broke the silence.

"You have done well. The evidence you gathered was conclusive, Second Young Lord, so we closed the case without issue. Are you injured?"

"I'm fine, thank you for your concern."

Sama Myeong must have had many questions about this unexpected result, but he did not ask. He likely considered it a matter between my father and me, since my father had assigned me the investigation.

"The Cult Leader has bestowed a reward upon you, Second Young Lord, for your great service."

A demonic practitioner from the Heavenly Demon Hall brought over a long wooden box. His cautious steps hinted at its important contents.

I opened the elegantly engraved lid and found a single sword inside.

I was stunned. It was the Black Demon Sword, the most precious sword in the cult, second only to the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"The Cult Leader has bestowed the Black Demon Sword upon you, Second Young Lord."

A bright smile spread across my face. I was too overjoyed to hide it, so I made a playful remark.

"If you were going to give me a sword, it should have been the noble White Flower Sword. That one suits my disposition."

Father replied with a look that said, 'Not a chance'.

"The sword that suits you is the Black Demon Sword."

"You don't know your son at all. Sword, what do you think?"

I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword.

A cold chill radiated from the blade and filled the hall. I had not infused it with any qi. The energy came from the sword itself.

The moment I drew it, I knew. This was my sword. It suited me perfectly.

"Isn't this reward too extravagant?"

Sama Myeong answered my humble question on my father's behalf.

"It is not. The matter of the Demonic Army General was one of the most troublesome issues in our Cult."

"So you just dumped that headache on me."

"Though we didn't expect you to handle it so cleanly, Second Young Lord."

Sama Myeong asked my father, his voice full of admiration.

"Did you expect this outcome, Cult Leader?"

Father shook his head.

"I was just hoping he wouldn't get himself killed."

I knew that wasn't true.

He sent me because he trusted me. He knew I had mastered the Soaring Sky Sword Art and consumed the Demonic Essence Pill in the Little Heaven Cave. He must have believed I wouldn't be easily defeated. Of course, he probably didn't predict the Demonic Army General's death.

And I knew why my father gave me the sword. It was his way of telling the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, 'I acknowledge his achievement. Do not touch my son over this matter.'

It was a silent warning. The sharp-witted Blood Heaven Blade Demon would not have missed its meaning.

"Thank you, Father."

I presented the sword and offered my formal thanks before leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Someone called out to me on my way back to my quarters.

"Second Young Lord. The sun is pleasant. Why not rest a moment before you go?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat in an open area before the flower garden.

Of course. There was no way this old man would leave so easily.

I walked over slowly and sat across from him. His gaze fell to the Black Demon Sword at my waist. I could practically feel him grinding his teeth. His grudge must run deep, but he would not dare try anything.

"It seems this summer will be especially hot."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared before I could finish my sentence.

"You wet-behind-the-ears little bastard! How dare you ambush and kill my brother? Today, I'll tear you limb from limb and scatter your remains on my brother's grave."

Demonic qi erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and swept through the area. The flowers in the garden withered instantly. Where did he hide such power in that gaunt body?

I drew upon my inner arts to resist his demonic qi and tried my best to remain composed.

The next moment, the demonic qi vanished as if it had never existed. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned.

"That's what I should have said, isn't it?"

He tried to poke me in the ribs again with the pommel of the Heaven Destroying Dao.

This time, however, I blocked the incoming pommel with my palm and shouted back.

"You damn old fool who's clearly aged out his ass! Who the hell do you and yours think you are, undermining the discipline of our Cult for your own greed? If you dare stand up for that corrupt piece of trash you call a brother, I'll snap every bone in your scrawny body like a dry reed!"

I added with my own grin.

"That's what I would have said, isn't it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared, dumbfounded, then burst out laughing.

"Gwahahahaha!"

His booming laughter was so loud that distant cultist guards turned to look our way.

Then the Blood Heaven Blade Demon abruptly stopped. His face became impassive, as if he had never laughed. His mood swings were truly mercurial.

"Still, couldn't you have shown him some mercy for my sake?"

"I would have handled it more leniently if I could have. I planned to end it with him simply stepping down from his post. However, he had crossed the line long ago. No, it was as if he didn't even know a line existed."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. It was his own brother's business. How could he not have known? It was not as if he was uninterested in the cult's internal politics.

"You knew about the corruption within the Demonic Army, didn't you?"

"I knew."

"Why did you let it continue?"

"He wouldn't listen to me, and well, I'm not exactly a saint myself."

I was surprised by his honesty regarding his brother.

I have to be careful at times like this.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was clearly an emotional man, and he knew how to use those emotions to his advantage.

"When I heard my brother was dead, I was honestly relieved. I thought, 'Now that bastard won't get in my way anymore'."

"I understand that feeling."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's small, narrow eyes widened, as if asking, Really? How could you possibly understand?

"It would be the same as hearing that my own brother had died. I'd be relieved that I wouldn't have to deal with him myself."

Our gazes locked. I saw fire rekindle in his eyes.

What did he see in my eyes? What do you see in me?

I could not tell what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was thinking.

He might still be plotting to kill me, the man who murdered his brother, regardless of the relief he claimed to feel. Or perhaps he had truly let bygones be bygones.

I had no regrets.

If I can't survive a fight against you, one of the Eight Demon Supremes, then I'm not strong enough. I'll just be killed by Hwa Mugi anyway. I must overcome all of you and press forward. That's the only way I'll survive.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at the sky and finally responded to my initial greeting.

"Yes, it will be a hot year."

He complained that it was already hot and began to fan himself with the broad side of the Heaven Destroying Dao.

One thing was certain. The sun would not be the only reason for the heat between us this summer.

I shaded my eyes with my hand and looked up at the sky with him.

"Fortunately, the heat doesn't bother me."


Chapter 20: We Are Demons

The beginning is crucial when you receive a new sword.

A sword communicates with a martial artist. With a peerless treasured sword like the Black Demon Sword, the depth of that communication is incomparable to other swords.

A sword never rejects a martial artist. However, if the communication is not well established, one cannot draw out the sword's full power.

The same is true when one fails to properly understand the sword's nature. For instance, a person with extreme Yang inner arts using a weapon with extreme Yin energy, or a person with demonic arts using a Buddhist weapon.

The way the sword is handled is also important. Wielding a rough sword like the Black Demon Sword gently, or a gentle sword like the White Flower Sword roughly, also prevents one from unleashing the sword's full power.

In my life before returning, I had seen a sword synchronize with its master and weep on its own. The sight was truly magnificent. I thought to myself that I wanted a sword like that too.

Can I synchronize with this sword like that?

After circulating my qi to calm my mind, I drew the Black Demon Sword.

Even without any true qi infused, the sword's own sharp energy made the surroundings feel cool.

[It's good to meet you. From now on, I am your master.]

I slowly infused qi into the Black Demon Sword. It was the first time my inner arts and the Black Demon Sword met.

Then, the enhanced sword qi began to form.

A wave of blue, like the sky, rippled along the blade.

It's definitely different!

It was different from the color of my enhanced sword qi until now. I expected it to become deeper and darker because it was the Black Demon Sword, but instead, it was a brighter, more radiant blue. Just as small things can be more moving, I was extremely pleased with the change in my enhanced sword qi's color.

I like you.

I hoped my feelings would be conveyed directly to the Black Demon Sword.

After withdrawing the enhanced sword qi, I unleashed a technique from the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

The Black Demon Sword is not a gentle sword. I had to operate the technique with the most powerful and fierce momentum possible to match the sword's nature.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art felt different when performed with the Black Demon Sword.

After finishing one round of the technique, I spoke to the sword in my mind.

[For now, we'll survive with this sword art. Later, I'll teach you a truly amazing martial art. Let's hold on until then. Got it?]

I strove to communicate with the Black Demon Sword.

It was not something that could be achieved just by conveying my feelings. I trained and trained until the Black Demon Sword felt natural in my hand.

I ate and trained. I trained as soon as I opened my eyes. Sometimes I trained without even eating. I even slept with it in my hand. I trained even in my dreams.

For a while, I devoted myself solely to training.


Today, as I left my house to go to the training grounds, the scene before my eyes startled me.

Hundreds of demonic practitioners filled the large open space in front of my house.

They were the Blade Demons, subordinates of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I couldn't tell if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had sent them or if they had come on their own, but their feelings toward me were certainly hostile.

Their cold gazes and the demonic qi they emitted poured down on me.

I unknowingly clenched my jaw. Even in my long life before returning, I had never received the energy of so many people at once. Good energy would have been overwhelming, but this was clearly killing intent.

If I endure any longer, I will suffer internal injuries!

Nevertheless, when I didn't back down, their demonic qi grew even stronger. The demonic qi truly struck my body like a downpour. Just as my whole body felt like it was being torn apart, a certain secret art suddenly came to mind.

I began to employ a certain incantation while completely accepting the demonic qi.

The Meridians Strengthening Art.

It was one of the few secret arts I had learned in my life before returning, an art that could strengthen one's meridians.

The meridians, the pathways for true qi, are the most important part of a martial artist's body, but they are also the most difficult part to strengthen.

The Meridians Strengthening Art was a secret art where multiple martial artists simultaneously released their internal energy to strike the target's entire body, thereby strengthening the meridians. The more people there were, the better the effect.

Opportunities to receive so much demonic qi at once were rare, so I took the risk and unleashed the Meridians Strengthening Art.

I had hoped I could use it someday, but I never thought that day would be today.

When I closed my eyes and feigned a pained expression, the bastards thought they had me. They excitedly poured out even stronger demonic qi.

More, more, more!

I furrowed my brow in proportion to my delight.

Those bastards must have wanted me to retreat. They must have wanted me to hide inside my house to escape the demonic qi. They probably wanted to pressure me here for days, turning me into a coward who couldn't even step outside.

I took a step forward, and then another, while performing the Meridians Strengthening Art.

In response, the demonic qi poured down even more intensely.

The meridians all over my body convulsed. My true qi circulated through me at a terrifying speed, following the incantation of the Meridians Strengthening Art.

The proficiency of the Meridians Strengthening Art now moved past the second stage and into the third.

More, more, more!

Their demonic qi erupted violently with each step I took forward. It was a battle of momentum, a battle of pride.

How many steps had I taken like that?

The Meridians Strengthening Art had already passed the fourth stage and was heading toward the final fifth stage.

Normally, such rapid progress would be impossible. The most difficult part of the Meridians Strengthening Art is for the practitioners' minds to align and create a single, unified energy.

The emotion carried in the demonic qi flying at me was singular. Hostility.

The demonic qi, which had seemed like it would pour down endlessly, gradually began to subside. There was a limit to the qi the Blade Demons could pour out.

When the demonic qi completely vanished, I opened my eyes. The Meridians Strengthening Art had just completed the final fifth stage. Thanks to that, my meridians had become incomparably stronger.

I could see the Blade Demons staring at me. They all had shocked and dismayed faces. They surely hadn't expected me to endure their demonic qi until the very end.

Ganging up like a pack of dogs and abruptly unleashing their demonic qi was a cowardly and cheap trick, but I decided I would forgive them, just for today.

I walked slowly toward them.

Even with hundreds gathered, only the sound of my footsteps could be heard.

Tension filled the air. It felt as if the place would instantly become a sea of blood if someone shouted, 'Kill him!'

And the victor of this battle of wills was me. By withstanding the demonic qi that had flown at me, I had already broken the Blade Demons' momentum.

The Blade Demon at the front stepped aside to make way. Then, the Blade Demons standing behind also moved aside, like a line of dominoes falling. I walked through the path the crowd created.

The expressions on the Blade Demons' faces were varied. Some were surprised, some were appalled, some were impressed, and still others were angry.

However, none of them who met my gaze dared to make a provocative move.

I said nothing. I had won the battle of wills, but I knew that if I needlessly provoked their pride, the Blade Demons would go berserk.

And so, I walked out of that place in silence.

As I took my final steps, I felt a change in the Blade Demons' emotions. They were showing respect for my courage in overcoming their demonic qi and walking through their midst.

Demonic practitioners are simple. They trample the weak and worship the strong. It would be more accurate to see this not as a cowardly trait, but as something closer to their fundamental nature.

When I had completely left that place, I finally let out a sigh.

"......"

I hadn't exchanged a single word with them, but it felt as if I had fought a great war.

I then went to meet someone.

I walked across the red carpet to the front of the empty grand chair.

I didn't dare walk up the steps and sit down, but I was curious what it would feel like to sit in that spot and look down at this place.

Just then, a heavy voice came from behind me.

"Do you wish to sit?"

The owner of the voice was my father.

I answered without turning around.

"No, I don't want to be trapped in that chair."

"You're about to spout more sophistry."

I smiled, turned around, and bowed my head respectfully to my father.

Father walked past me and up toward the grand chair.

"Come up here."

Father called to me from beside the grand chair.

I slowly climbed the steps and stood next to my father.

"......"

It was a moment where I could have made some pointless, flippant remark, but I quietly sat down. It was a seat I had wanted to sit in at least once.

"How is it?"

I looked down at the scene visible from the grand chair. The pillars to the left and right of the central red carpet and the evil spirits carved into the walls first caught my eye. Although it was decorated with splendid and magnificent ornaments, the view of the hall from here felt desolate for some reason.

"I thought it'd be incredibly exciting, but I feel nothing at all."

Then, my father said something unexpected.

"So did I."

I turned my head to look up at my father. A hint of regret for past years might have flickered in his blunt gaze, but my father's expression was as unchanging as ever.

"The Blade Demons gathered earlier. I don't know if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon ordered it, or if they conspired among themselves to come, but..."

Father cut me off.

"They went on their own."

"So you knew."

As expected, my father knew everything. I, the Eight Demon Supremes, all of us are under my father's surveillance.

"They showed me blatant hostility. I held my ground, trying not to be overwhelmed by their momentum. I was fine while I was enduring it, but once I left that place, I started to tremble."

"Were you afraid of them?"

"No, I don't think I was afraid of the Blade Demons. I think I was afraid my judgment might have been wrong. If someone had gotten excited and charged in, starting a fight, I might have died there. Even if I had survived, I, who had slaughtered the Blade Demons, could not have become the successor. I suppose that's why I was afraid. At the fact that a moment where I have to make a choice with everything on the line might come again..."

I conveyed my honest feelings just as they were.

I wanted to convey these feelings to someone, and that someone was my father, not Lee Ahn. Why? Emotionally, Lee Ahn is the closer person.

"When I had that thought, I wanted to see you, Father."

Father tossed out casually.

"A demonic practitioner is not one who looks back. They are people who only look forward."

A life of only looking forward, without looking back... I know better than anyone what kind of life that is.

As you say, Father, I won't look back, but I won't only look forward either.

We stood there for a long while, gazing at the scene from the grand chair.

"The view from here is too desolate. Is there really a need to have those statues of evil spirits?"

"Because we must not forget that we are demons."

Feeling a sense of dissonance at those words, I wondered if I wasn't fated to live as a demon.

"How about statues of beauties instead? The famous Four Flowers of the Central Plains, I mean. We could place one in each corner."

I snuck a glance and saw my father looking down at me as if I were pathetic.

"Seeing as I'm spouting nonsense, I suppose it's time for me to get up. Please sit, Father."

I stood up from the grand chair and slowly descended the steps.

When I turned around at the bottom of the steps, my father was still standing beside the grand chair.

Meeting his gaze as he looked down at me, I asked calmly, "May I kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"


Chapter 21: Four Strides Are Enough

"Hahahahaha!"

Father's thunderous laughter echoed through the main hall.

"Is talk about killing someone really that funny?"

Father stopped laughing and stated definitively, "You can kill the Demonic Army General, but you can't kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

He meant I couldn't kill him yet.

"Then why'd you make me conflict with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? Take responsibility!"

"Alright, I'll take responsibility."

He took responsibility as easily as he spoke.

"I'll entrust you with the position of Sanzu Hall Director."

I was stunned. I never dreamed he would make me the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Is that even possible?"

Of course, what could be impossible for the Heavenly Demon?

"Was it possible for a mere investigator to kill the Demonic Army General?"

As things unfolded, I realized Father might have planned to make me the Sanzu Hall Director from the start.

"You said you wanted to establish proper discipline, didn't you?"

To me, his words meant one thing. He was giving me a sword and telling me to go on a rampage. More bluntly, I would be the shield and take all the blows.

Father would face many complications if he acted directly, but what about the wild, uncontrollable youngest son of the Heavenly Demon?

Are you trying to use me to handle the matters you've been putting off? Regardless of whether I live or die?

I couldn't tell if this was a cold father's love or just a step in making me his successor. Right, I shouldn't get emotional about this.

Father was right about one thing. You can never truly know a person's heart. Don't try to read their mind. Judge them by what you see and hear, by the situation as it unfolds.

Father was always like this. He was the kind of man who would leave a message on the wall for his child, but also throw that child into danger if it served a purpose.

In a way, a father like this was easier to handle. I just had to give him what he wanted and take what I needed.

"If you send me out to catch a bull, you should at least give me a knife."

"Is there something you want?"

The name of a place I absolutely had to visit after my regression flowed from my lips.

"Please allow me into the Heavenly Demon Archives."

The Heavenly Demon Archives collected all sorts of precious murim secret manuals. Only a few permitted individuals, including the Heavenly Demon himself, could enter.

"The Heavenly Demon Archives? Why?"

A bewildered look appeared on Father's face.

"If you think you can learn some ultimate martial art just by going in there, you're gravely mistaken. You'll just end up reading the titles."

There were that many secret manuals. Even if I got lucky and found the best one, it would be on a similar level to the Soaring Sky Sword Art I already knew.

Father's eyes held a mix of doubt and reprimand, as if asking how I could not know that.

"I want to test my luck."

Father must have been curious. He must have wondered what my intentions were.

After staring at me for a moment, Father made his decision.

"I don't know what kind of vile intentions you have, but..."

Father gave his permission only after adding that unnecessary remark.

"I grant you access to the Heavenly Demon Archives for seven days."

"Thank you, Father."

Seven days was an unprecedented amount of time for someone who wasn't a successor. It meant that entrusting me with the Sanzu Hall Director position was that important.

"Tell them that the discipline of our Cult will have to wait for just seven days!"


Lee Ahn was extremely excited that I was going into the Heavenly Demon Archives.

"Young Master, when you go into the Heavenly Demon Archives, you have to focus on memorizing one martial art and come out. If you get greedy, you won't gain anything. Oh, and make sure to eat your meals. If you skip meals to save time, your memory will suffer, and it'll be a loss in the end. Ah, and it's so big in there, you might get lost..."

I watched Lee Ahn chatter on and reflected on myself.

The Lee Ahn in my memory was a very quiet person, yet here she was, a chatterbox.

I must have been like that back then, filled only with the desire to become the successor. I must have just stared at the roof of the Heavenly Demon Hall while the very people who could help me achieve my dream stood right in front of me.

That must be why Lee Ahn became so quiet. I was the one who made this talkative, cheerful woman so taciturn.

"Did you hear what I said?"

"I heard you. Focus on one thing, and eat my meals properly."

"And sleep well. I'll be hoping for a good result. Don't forget. Being able to enter the Heavenly Demon Archives when you're not even a successor is a heaven-sent opportunity."

"Aigoo, my ears are going to bleed. Ugh, they might be bleeding already."

"Ah, I'm sorry. I'll talk less from now on."

"No. A depressed personal bodyguard is even more terrifying."

"Then please keep my words in mind, and ah, another thing you should think about when you're looking for a secret manual is..."

"Please!"

In truth, Lee Ahn didn't need to worry. I knew exactly where to go in that vast Heavenly Demon Archives.

To explain why I wanted to enter the Heavenly Demon Archives, I had to go back to my search for the Secret Demon Soul, the final ingredient for the Great Regression Technique.

I had returned to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult after its closed-off period to get the Secret Demon Soul.

I had carved a deep wound on my face to become unrecognizable. I was already a dead man. After leaving the cult for decades and disfiguring my face, no one recognized me.

On my own strength, I rose from a common martial artist to a position where I could have a private audience with the new Cult Leader. It took a very long time.

In the final year, when I obtained the Secret Demon Soul, I heard a story about a certain martial art.

The Four Strides of the Wind God.

The person who obtained the Four Strides of the Wind God was none other than Ju Baekdo, the Cult Leader of the Wind Demonic Cult at the time. The Cult Leader position had changed six times in the decades after the closed-off period, which shows how chaotic our Cult was.

I clearly remembered what he told me during a drinking session.

"...I was able to rise to the position of Cult Leader because I found the lost Four Strides of the Wind God."

The Four Strides of the Wind God was unquestionably the greatest movement art, composed of just four techniques.

It was said to have once supplemented the Heavenly Demon's martial arts, but it was lost in some generation and no longer passed down, yet, Ju Baekdo had obtained that very art.

"...The previous Cult Leader and his blood relatives suddenly met a tragic end, causing the Heavenly Demon's unique martial arts, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, to be lost. The only silver lining was that only the Heavenly Demon Hall was wiped out, so we were able to preserve the strength of our Cult and enter the closed-off period. After that, our Cult was in continuous chaos over the Cult Leader position. If I hadn't obtained the Four Strides of the Wind God, our Cult would have continued in turmoil and eventually collapsed from internal strife."

He rose to the position of Cult Leader just by adding this movement art to his own martial arts. That showed how outstanding the Four Strides of the Wind God was.

"Where did you find the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

"In the Heavenly Demon Archives. At the time, I was in charge of managing it."

"If the secret manual was there, why was it known to be lost?"

"Because it wasn't placed on a bookshelf."

"......"

If I hadn't drunk with him that day, if he hadn't been in a good mood, if he hadn't started boasting in his drunkenness, I would never have known where the Four Strides of the Wind God was.

The Heavenly Demon Archives was the largest library I had ever seen. Ninety-nine massive bookshelves filled the space, lined with all sorts of secret martial arts manuals. Unparalleled arts that would make anyone's heart pound were scattered throughout, secret manuals our Cult had collected over many long years.

I walked slowly between the shelves and savored the smell of old books. Endless bookshelves overflowed with martial arts manuals. Seven days didn't seem like enough time to even read all the titles.

Of course, I didn't need to search for a needle in a haystack.

"Here it is."

I stopped in front of the nineteenth bookshelf.

Secret manuals on sound arts were shelved here. I had no intention of spending my new life with music.

I looked not at the manuals, but underneath the shelf. A single book propped up one sagging side, leveling it against the weight of the other books.

I used my inner arts to lift the bookshelf slightly and pulled out the book.

Four characters were written on the cover of the old secret manual.

風神四步.

"It really was here!"

I was overjoyed.

I recalled my past conversation with Ju Baekdo.

"Because the Four Strides of the Wind God wasn't placed on a bookshelf."

"Then where was it?"

"That precious secret manual was being used as a prop for the nineteenth bookshelf."

He said he discovered it because of his obsessive compulsion. He was the type who had to place his chopsticks perfectly straight and fold his clothes without the slightest error. He said that a water cup on the corner of a table would make him too worried to eat.

In the Heavenly Demon Archives, he had seen the crooked prop under the bookshelf and discovered the manual while trying to straighten it.

I didn't know why this precious secret manual became a bookshelf prop. Ju Baekdo, who discovered it, didn't know either.

I could only assume some past intrigue was involved. Some incident must have required hiding the world's number one movement art here. It could have been a succession struggle or the result of a misguided love from a past Heavenly Demon. Or perhaps it was someone's twisted ambition.

In any case, I now had a connection with the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I carefully opened the first page of the secret manual.

A single, proud line written before the main oral secrets made my heart swell.

To walk the world, four strides are enough.

Yes, this was it. A martial art vying for number one in the world should have this much pride.

The Four Strides of the Wind God was composed of four techniques: the Shadow Step, the Vanishing Step, the Hell Step, and the Swift Step.

The first stride, the Shadow Step, was an infiltration art. At first, it could only avoid one person's eyes, but mastery increased the number of people one could evade. The manual said that at complete mastery, one could vanish instantly even while watched by dozens of people.

The second stride, the Vanishing Step, was a defensive movement art. It was an evasion method to find a path to survival against an unavoidable attack.

The third stride, the Hell Step, was a movement art for closing in on an opponent. The manual explained it could neutralize any defense or evasion.

The Hell Step was essentially saying, "I'll open the path to hell for you, so you just take the head."

The Hell Step and the Vanishing Step were therefore contradictory. One art always evaded, and the other always closed in. If the two techniques clashed, the outcome would depend on the caliber of the martial artists.

The final stride, the Swift Step, was a movement art that pushed the limits of speed. The higher one's mastery, the smaller the Central Plains would become. I was certain that at complete mastery, the Swift Step would demonstrate movement beyond human limits.

In the end, the Four Strides of the Wind God was simple.

Infiltrate, evade, attack, and run.

It asked a simple question. When facing someone, weren't these four perfect steps enough?

I sat in a corner of the Heavenly Demon Archives and quietly began to memorize the oral secrets.

I followed Lee Ahn's advice faithfully. I ate the beef jerky I brought for every meal and slept soundly. In return, I focused all my remaining time on the Four Strides of the Wind God with a clear mind.

The oral secrets were as deep as the sea and their meaning as vast as the sky.

It was a martial art designed to modify a single excellent technique for any situation. That made it much harder to understand than arts woven from dozens of techniques. It was a depth I could never have understood without my past life.

Was that why? The meaning changed every time I read it, from the first time to the tenth.

I lost track of time, engrossed in the oral secrets.

After seven days in the Heavenly Demon Archives, I had perfectly memorized the oral secrets of the Four Strides of the Wind God and could perform the art. Of course, I was only at the first stage of mastery. All that remained was to raise my level through continuous training.

I tore out the most important part of the secret manual and swallowed it. I then propped the rest back under the bookshelf. The Four Strides of the Wind God returned to its role as a bookshelf prop.

I didn't want another lucky person to learn the Four Strides of the Wind God. I intended to be honest with my desires.

And with that, I took my first step out of the Heavenly Demon Archives.


Chapter 22: You Can Just Teach Me in Secret

After leaving the Heavenly Demon Archives, I went straight to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"I'm back."

Father looked down at me quietly and beckoned me forward.

"Come closer."

I took five steps forward.

"A little more."

This time, I took three steps.

"More."

I walked right up to the foot of the stairs.

Father scrutinized me. He must have been curious about what martial arts I had learned, but since I walked without using the Four Strides of the Wind God, he couldn't discern anything from my movements.

"What martial arts did you learn in the Heavenly Demon Archives?"

"It's a secret."

Father seemed to expect that response. He unleashed his demonic qi without hesitation.

"I won't ask a second time."

The demonic qi that flew at me was on a completely different level than the qi from the demon fiends. It didn't sting. Instead, it felt like sinking into a dark abyss. My body grew cold, and my true qi naturally slowed.

I never intended to hide it from Father, so I answered honestly.

"I learned a movement art."

"What kind of movement art?"

"The Four Strides of the Wind God."

A stunned silence followed.

Soon, the demonic qi that had briefly receded washed over me again.

"Cut the nonsense."

"It's true."

The demonic qi dragged me into a deeper abyss. It rose to my neck and submerged my face, but I stared back at Father without flinching.

I sank endlessly into the swamp-like abyss. I couldn't breathe. I believed he wouldn't actually kill me, but the unavoidable terror of suffocation washed over me.

In that moment, it felt as if something enormous was staring at me from within the darkness.

"!"

The instant our eyes met, the crushing pressure vanished. I stood on the edge of the red carpet in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Father withdrew his demonic qi and spoke like he was giving a command. "Demonstrate the martial arts you claim to have learned."

Father still didn't believe it was the Four Strides of the Wind God.

"What will you give me in return?"

Father looked at me in disbelief. No one in his life had ever made a demand with conditions attached.

"I'll let you live."

I smiled faintly, stepped back, and stood in the center of the great hall. Then, I slowly demonstrated the Four Strides of the Wind God.

When I performed the Shadow Step, Father shot up from his seat. He had recognized from the very first step that it was different from other martial arts.

I completed all the techniques of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Father rarely showed his emotions, but he couldn't hide his shock. It was a lost martial art, so this was his first time seeing the Four Strides of the Wind God. Even so, he recognized its incredible power.

"Where did you learn the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

Now, Father believed that this movement art was indeed the Four Strides of the Wind God.

"I learned it in the Heavenly Demon Archives."

HWI IK.

In an instant, Father crossed the space. He appeared before me, grabbed my throat, and asked coldly.

"Do you dare lie to me?"

He seemed ready to break my neck at any moment. It was the first time Father had ever laid a hand on me, and the emotion behind it was rage.

But I wasn't angry. Father was sincere about martial arts. That sincerity was why he held his position and why he was so strong. I understood that about him.

"The Four Strides of the Wind God was not in the Heavenly Demon Archives."

A chilling energy, cold enough to freeze my blood, flowed from his fingertips. It was a different sensation from sinking into the abyss earlier.

"I am certain I learned it there."

"That's a lie!"

"Can you guarantee you've read every single one of those numerous secret manuals? It could have been on a different shelf, not the one for movement arts."

"Then you knew the Four Strides of the Wind God was there!"

"I didn't know."

"Lies!"

"I really didn't. I was trying to learn a different martial art and happened to find it by chance."

I stuck firmly to this part of the story. There was no other way to explain it. Of course, Father wouldn't believe me.

Father released his grip on my neck and asked again.

"Where was it?"

"It was being used as a prop under a bookshelf."

"And how did you discover it?"

"I found it when I tried to straighten the crooked prop."

Father considered whether to believe me. He started to call a subordinate to fetch it, but then stopped.

"You must have already destroyed the important parts of the secret manual."

"How did you know?"

"Because I would have done the same."

After glaring at me for a moment, Father returned to his grand chair with the same speed he had used to fly at me.

"Recite the oral secrets."

As expected! That's Father.

My goal isn't to defeat Father and take the seat of the Heavenly Demon. Nor do I plan to wait for that bastard Hwa Mugi in the same situation as last time.

Killing him is important, but the purpose of my regression was to save Father and the members of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Revenge will not be the entirety of this regression. Revenge is the reason for my return, but the purpose of my return is to live this life happily.

After killing Hwa Mugi, until Father passes his position down to me, I plan to live freely, wandering the world without being tied to the Cult.

That's when my real life will begin. With this young body, I will live a life without constraints. The title of my autobiography will be 'Life, Like Geom Mugeuk'.

Therefore, teaching Father a movement art is not a problem at all.

Of course, not for free.

"I refuse."

I quickly added the next part to stop my angry father from flying at me again.

"There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world."

"As I recall, the secret technique I taught you at the hunting grounds was free."

"That was payment for the drinks you had at the hunting grounds."

Father looked dumbfounded at my shameless words.

"How on earth have you held back until now? You shameless bastard."

"You have to be big to defy someone. I'm taller than you now, Father. I gritted my teeth and endured it until I grew this tall."

I didn't yield a single word to Father.

Father. You can't win against me. You have no idea how much I've suffered. I've overcome near-death experiences several times.

"Is there something you want?"

"Since I'm giving you the oral secrets of a martial art, it's only fair that I receive the oral secrets of a martial art in return. I'd love to be taught the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but that seems difficult, so I'll settle for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art."

A moment of silence fell.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was, as its name suggests, a body protection art. It was a unique martial art of the Heavenly Demon passed down only to the Heavenly Demon himself.

"Impossible!"

"What I'm offering is the Four Strides of the Wind God. Strictly speaking, I'm the one getting the short end of this deal."

"The Heavenly Demon Defense Art can only be learned by the Heavenly Demon and his successor."

"You can just teach me in secret. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art is a martial art that activates without any obvious signs anyway, so no one else will ever know."

It was a martial art that would never be revealed to outsiders.

I could feel Father's hesitation. If he got serious, became angry, and pressured me intensely, I would eventually have to tell him, but Father didn't do that. He was who he was.

In any case, it was a martial art I absolutely had to obtain. Learning the Heavenly Demon Defense Art was like gaining an extra life.

"Please think it over and let me know."

I bowed politely and was about to turn away when Father's voice reached me.

"However, the Four Strides of the Wind God comes first."

To my surprise, Father had decided to pass down the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

He's really going to teach me the Heavenly Demon Defense Art?

Perhaps Father wants me to be his successor. Or does he not care, assuming I'm just a kid who will die fighting the Eight Demon Supremes anyway?

"Very well."

"Why do you accept so readily? I could just take the Four Strides of the Wind God and not teach you."

"Because you're not the type of person to do something shameful in front of your own son."

A sneer touched Father's lips. Using a word like 'shameful' was the strongest card I could play. How could Father not see through my intentions?

I'm sorry, Father, but I can't just hand over the Four Strides of the Wind God for nothing, can I?

Fortunately, Father's reaction wasn't too bad. He was the type to value someone who secured a price for something, rather than naively offering up the oral secrets of a martial art.

"Good. Tell me the oral secrets."

"......"

I recited the oral secrets of the Four Strides of the Wind God to Father.

Father quietly closed his eyes and mulled over the oral secrets.

When six hours had passed, Father began to perform the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I watched him without blinking.

Father's demonstration of the Four Strides of the Wind God was both the same as and different from my own. His movements were a declaration of his interpretation.

I engraved every single movement of Father's performance into my mind. It was not to imitate him exactly. I knew that one's level of martial attainment is determined by how one interprets the subtle differences, what sets my version apart from his, and why.

After performing all the techniques, Father fell into silent contemplation.

I too fell into a deep meditation, comparing the Four Strides of the Wind God Father had just performed with my own.

I must learn.

Father's approach to martial arts. The way the strongest thinks and the depth of his interpretation.

Eventually, Father emerged from his meditation.

"This is truly a fine martial art."

For Father to call a martial art 'fine' was the highest praise.

"You can't just take it for free now, can you? Your conscience wouldn't allow it."

Father scoffed, but this time, his scoff was tinged with satisfaction.

I had now created the biggest variable since my regression.

Could Hwa Mugi truly defeat a father who had also mastered the Four Strides of the Wind God?

Of course, I planned to beat Hwa Mugi myself, but teaching the Four Strides of the Wind God to Father was a kind of backup plan.

Father kept his promise.

"I will now impart the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. I will say it only once, so memorize it well."

Before listening to the oral secrets, I sat down in a cross-legged meditation posture.

Father would truly say it only once. Instead of memorizing it with my mind, I intended to circulate it directly and memorize it with my body. This was something no one but a master of my level should ever attempt.

Father began to recite the oral secrets of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

"Move your internal energy gently from Myeongmun-hyeol to Sinyu, Jisil, and Wiyu. At this point, the true qi must be as light as snow settling on a blade of grass. Speed is crucial up to Biyu, Ganyu, and Gyeogyu. Increase your speed as if walking, then running, then taking light flight, and upon reaching Sinju, Pungmun, and Goguon, pour it out forcefully like a cascading waterfall..."

The oral secrets were blatantly difficult from the very beginning. The difficulty was extreme. My heart pounded as I moved my true qi according to the secrets. I almost resented Father for not stopping me from circulating it directly, knowing how difficult it was.

Naturally, several crises arose. I managed the smaller ones well, but as I neared the end, I faced a major crisis.

In an instant, my true qi reversed its flow and ran rampant, as if my meridians were about to burst. The taut meridians felt like they could rupture at any moment. If I hadn't strengthened them with the Meridians Strengthening Art before, I would have surely suffered severe internal injuries.

So learning the Meridians Strengthening Art was all preparation for this very day. In that case, I will not die today!

On the edge of a cliff where qi deviation, internal injuries, and death awaited, I became the incarnation of positivity and fought back.

I also believed.

That it was not my destiny to die while learning martial arts from Father.

Did my faith get through?

The true qi that had been rampaging like a wild horse calmed down. The qi flowed along its proper meridians. Having passed the crisis, I was able to complete the final oral secrets of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

HUUUUU.

Completing one full circulation with a long breath, I slowly opened my eyes.

Father was standing by the large window of the Heavenly Demon Hall, gazing outside.

Did he know that I had just overcome such a great crisis?

If I had fallen into qi deviation, would he have helped me?

Until I heard the words 'From now on, you are the next Heavenly Demon' from Father's lips, I couldn't be sure of anything.

Whether he knew my thoughts or not, Father continued to gaze out the window as he spoke of the greatness of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

"When your life is on the line, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art will activate on its own. In the future, if you achieve complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, you will never die."

The moment I heard those words, a single question arose in my mind.

Then why did you die, Father?


Chapter 23: They Lived Just Fine

Father must have achieved complete mastery, so why didn't the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activate? Was he defeated even after it activated? Or did he fight so fiercely that he didn't even have enough inner arts left to trigger it?

The more I learned about Father's incredible martial prowess, the more questions I had about his death. Did Hwa Mugi truly defeat a man like him?

I want to ask Father.

What on earth happened that day?

However, I couldn't ask. It was an event that had not yet happened.

And I would never know.

Because that event would never happen.

I smiled faintly and spoke to Father.

"Now there's a secret between us, Father. I'm happier about that than I am about learning the Heavenly Demon Defense Art."

The word 'secret' seemed to bother him, and Father's expression soured. I quickly added more before turning away.

"Even if you're annoyed, you can't do anything to me. I'm still more familiar with the Four Strides of the Wind God, after all."

I unleashed the Swift Step and shot out of the room in an instant.

My body reached the end of the red carpet.

SHIIIIING!

A rush of wind brushed past me, and I immediately stopped using the Swift Step.

Before I knew it, Father blocked my path.

TAK!

He then flicked my forehead mercilessly with his finger. I had no chance to dodge. Even if I had tried, Father's movements were too fast to avoid.

"Ouch!"

I clutched my forehead. I wasn't exaggerating. It hurt so much that I saw stars.

"You were acting so smug, I thought you were faster than me."

The next moment, Father vanished.

He used the Shadow Step to disappear from my sight, then immediately used the Swift Step to return to his grand chair. Watching his movements, I again felt that his interpretation of martial arts was certainly different from mine.

I could tell he hadn't come over just to flick my forehead for being cheeky.

Father was intentionally showing me. This is my interpretation of the Four Strides of the Wind God, he seemed to say.

"The movement arts you used to return was the Four Strides of the Wind God, but what in the world was the movement arts you used to fly over here initially?"

"The Heavenly Demon Flight Step."

The Heavenly Demon Flight Step was Father's signature movement arts.

"Is it faster than the Swift Step?"

"Right now, of course it is. I don't know what will happen once the Four Strides of the Wind God reaches complete mastery."

"The day I achieve complete mastery, we'll settle it."

"I'll achieve complete mastery first, so I suppose I'll already know the outcome."

"That's not for certain. I might achieve complete mastery faster. After all, doesn't a young mind work more quickly?"

"That clever head of yours is bleeding."

A trickle of blood flowed from my forehead where he had flicked me.

"Aaaah! I should've just asked you to teach me the Vajra Body Divine Art instead."

I left the Heavenly Demon Hall with the glorious wound on my forehead.

It was a wound money couldn't buy.

I felt I had grown another step closer to Father.

Of course, when such thoughts arose, I had to be careful.

Mistakes in relationships are always made when one lets their guard down, thinking they are close.

In any case, both Father and I had taken a step forward with this martial arts exchange. The future where Hwa Mugi would arrive was set, but the present was constantly changing.


"Who on earth was it? What insolent bastard dared to lay a hand on you?"

Lee Ahn grew agitated upon seeing the bruise on my forehead. At that moment, she was like a passionate Noona whose younger brother had just come home after a fight.

"And if I tell you? Will you get revenge for me?"

"Of course! Just say the word! Who was it? I'll go right now and...."

"It was Father."

"......"

"Why aren't you going?"

Suddenly calm, Lee Ahn took a step back.

"I'm a protector, not an attacker."

I laughed at her firm declaration. It was fun to trade jokes and playful banter like this, something I couldn't do in the past. It was also fun to see her smiling eyes disappear into her cheeks.

"Oh, and I've been made the Sanzu Hall Director. I'll be heading to the Sanzu River Hall as soon as the appointment is official."

Lee Ahn's expression went beyond surprise to sheer disbelief.

"You're telling me the great news of becoming the Sanzu Hall Director so casually?"

"What's the big deal?"

"Good heavens! Do you not realize how prestigious the Sanzu River Hall is? You're the Sanzu Hall Director! It's the kind of place where even the Demon Supremes are dragged for punishment if they commit a crime."

How could I not know? That was the very reason Father was sending me there.

My appointment as the Sanzu Hall Director would likely cause another huge stir within the Cult.

"Congratulations, I'm truly happy for you."

"Thank you."

"But why did the Cult Leader suddenly appoint you as the Sanzu Hall Director?"

"I guess he felt bad after hitting me."

"Please be serious!"

"I told him. I said that our Cult needs to change. That it should become a place where people don't have to learn martial arts that destroy their own bodies just to protect someone else."

"!"

Lee Ahn flinched, her voice trembling as she asked.

"Wh-what do you mean by that?"

"I'm going to make our Cult a place where no one has to live their entire life in an overweight body because of the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art."

Lee Ahn's face was blank with shock. I wondered how long she remained in that daze.

"Don't tell me... you knew?"

"......"

Soon, she grinned and spoke nonchalantly.

"It's the path I chose."

"It was a choice forced upon you when you were young."

"No."

Lee Ahn was firm.

"I remember it clearly. They told me that day that learning the Self-Petrification Art would have these side effects. They said the choice was mine to make. So I made it."

That choice couldn't have been fair. They must have asked the little girl something like this.

You must learn this martial arts to protect him, but can you accept the side effects?

In other words, the choice was coerced.

However, I didn't say that to her. I didn't want to diminish the pride she took in her choice.

"I'll cure those side effects for you. Not right now, but later."

Lee Ahn smiled as she replied.

"They can't be cured."

"I can cure them. Trust me."

"Yes, I'll believe you."

She took my words as a joke. The one who had taught her the martial arts must have told her that the side effects could never be eliminated.

As if wanting to drop the subject, Lee Ahn changed topics.

"But if you become the Sanzu Hall Director, won't the current one protest?"

"What can he do? It's an order from the Cult Leader."

In truth, I wasn't particularly worried about the current Sanzu Hall Director. Judging by how he handled the past incident with the Demonic Army, it was clear he had either been won over or was being blackmailed by them. He had to step down one way or another, which was likely why Father appointed me. Sama Myeong would handle his resignation properly.

"I'm more worried about the backlash from the martial artists who do the actual work. If the Heavenly Demon's son suddenly drops in as the Director, wouldn't they be resentful?"

"The person who dropped in is so wonderful and brilliant, no one will be upset."

"Thanks for saying so, anyway."

"People's opinions are always set when it comes to the one who pays their monthly salary."

I smiled at her usual joke and brought up the topic I had been postponing.

"Speaking of the monthly salary. Lee Ahn, there's something I need to handle. Listen carefully to what I'm about to say."

"Yes, tell me anything."

"Bodyguard Lee Ahn, as of this moment, you are dismissed from your position as my bodyguard."

Lee Ahn's large frame jumped, landing with a thud. She was so startled I almost felt sorry.

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"I said you're dismissed from your bodyguard duties."

"Are you serious?"

"......"

She looked at me as if her entire world had collapsed.

"I'll ask one more time. Are you serious?"

Her voice trembled pitifully, but my answer was firm.

"I'm serious."

"May I ask why?"

"Because you wouldn't get revenge on Father for me."

She didn't laugh at the joke.

SHIIING.

She drew her sword and aimed it at her own throat.

"I would rather die. I will die as your bodyguard."

Lee Ahn, dying once is enough.

I quickly told her.

"This isn't goodbye. You're to remain as one of my martial artists."

"Whew! You should've said so sooner. I almost died! Check my neck, did I cut myself?"

Only then did she let out a sigh of relief. However, that didn't mean all her worries had vanished.

"But being a bodyguard is my calling. I've never considered any other work. What exactly do you want me to do?"

"Martial artist, Lee Ahn! I now bestow upon you a new title."

"......"

"I hereby appoint you Captain of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

She was just as shocked as when I had dismissed her from her bodyguard duties.

"The Ghost Shadow Squad? Does our Cult have such a unit?"

"No."

"You're making me the Captain of a unit that doesn't exist?"

"I'm going to create it. It will be under my direct command, and you'll receive your monthly salary from me, not the Cult."

"The Ghost Shadow Squad... does that mean the shadow of a ghost?"

"Yes. If I had to give it a meaning, it's that I will be the ghost, and you will be my shadow."

I had intentionally included the character for 'shadow' in the name. Since she had lived her entire life as my shadow, I hoped the name would feel more personal to her.

"I like the name! But have you received permission from the Cult Leader?"

"Not yet."

Creating private organizations within our Cult was strictly forbidden.

"I'll be sure to get his permission."

"You'll be able to do it. The problem is me."

"Why you?"

"What do you mean, why me? First of all, I'm not skilled enough to lead such an important unit, am I?"

"Don't worry about that. I'll teach you a martial arts befitting the position."

"Even if I do become stronger... would I really suit such a position? No one will follow me."

They will.

They will all follow you, won over by your character.

And one day, they will learn that the Captain they follow is the world number one beauty. Yes, this murim will witness the strongest organization in history, led by the world number one beauty.

"Lee Ahn, for my sake, can you become the pillar of the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

Our gazes met and locked in the air.

Her confidence was at rock bottom, but with the words 'for my sake' included, her answer was already decided.

"Yes, I accept your command."

"Good. For now, you're a lone Captain, but this will one day become the strongest organization in the murim. From now on, abandon your existing martial arts. Focus solely on cultivating your inner arts and building your physical stamina. When the time is right, I will teach you a new martial arts."

"Understood."

Though she answered spiritedly, Lee Ahn wore a bewildered expression, unsure whether she should be happy or worried.

"Then who will protect you from now on?"

"Am I a child that needs protecting? A martial artist must protect their own body."

In her eyes, which seemed small as they were nestled in her cheeks, there was only worry.

"I don't know what to say."

"Just say, 'Thank you.' I'll also give you the highest monthly salary of any Captain in our Cult."

"But you don't have any money, do you?"

"I'll earn it."

"Doing what?"

"There are ways to make money. If all else fails, I'll just have to sweep the courtyard of the Heavenly Demon Hall."

"I don't need money. I've saved everything I've earned until now."

"Money is always necessary. It's your price, your value. I'm paying you what you're worth. So don't feel burdened by it."

"...Yes."

"And once you start spending money, it disappears in a flash. Save up tenaciously. Life is long. If you're unlucky, you'll live to be a hundred. No, you might even have to live another hundred years after Rejuvenation."

Lee Ahn laughed at my half-joking words.

The me of the past would have worried about her.

Could she accept this change? What if problems arose?

However, having lived a full life, I knew it was all needless worry.

There was no need to worry. Everyone was smarter than I thought, more capable of looking after themselves, and they lived just fine.


Chapter 24: What's Meant to Happen, Happens

I had some time before I officially took the position of Sanzu Hall Director. In the meantime, I decided to take care of one thing.

I planned to give the best treatment to the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists who would join in the future. I would reward them with a monthly salary befitting their abilities, instead of wringing out their youth under the guise of loyalty.

It wouldn't matter if they squandered their money living lavishly or bought land and a house for their old age. As long as they didn't gamble, I didn't care.

To do that, I needed a vast amount of funds. I knew a way to earn a lot of money around this time.

I left a letter for Lee Ahn saying I was going out for some fresh air, then secretly left the Cult.

I had lived my life with regression in mind.

I spent most of my time struggling to obtain materials for the Great Art, but I always made sure to remember what I needed. I knew precisely when and where various incidents in the murim occurred over several decades, especially the ones I could use.

The incident was about to happen in a village near Mount Wuyi in Fujian province. It was an event I absolutely could not miss.

I ran the entire way as training, using the Swift Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God. I was only a beginner, but the more I ran, the more its profundity captivated me.

When I rested, I gazed at the distant plains and lost myself in old memories. When the wind blew sand and dust from the horizon, I would jump up and run again.

I timed my pace to arrive on the day of the incident, running excitedly on some days and slowly on others.

After running for a long time, I finally arrived at the village at the foot of Mount Wuyi.

I remembered a story I heard from an old mercenary back when I was wandering as one myself.

He said he once ran a mercenary office and collected commissions. The incident he always spoke of whenever he got drunk, the one he called 'a tragic affair', was happening here today.

I asked a merchant for the location of the mercenary office.

The mercenaries' gathering place was a rundown building at the end of the marketplace.

I stepped inside to find about a dozen mercenaries in a suffocatingly small space. Some dozed against the wall, others maintained their weapons, and a few chatted in small groups. Some glanced at me but quickly lost interest.

I walked over to a middle-aged man writing at a desk in the corner.

A surge of emotion hit me when I saw him. He was Lim Chu, the man who told me about today's events during my mercenary days.

"Is there any work?"

Lim Chu raised his head.

"I haven't seen you before. Who recommended you?"

"Seo Gwang told me to come."

"What's your relationship with Martial Artist Seo?"

"We've worked together before."

"What job?"

"I helped Seo Gwang with a job on Mount Heng."

"That was the Little East Sect matter, wasn't it?"

"No, it was the Southern Veil Sect."

I could tell he asked the wrong question on purpose. Lim Chu was cautiously verifying my identity in this place where all sorts of people gathered, but I had come prepared.

"If it's a recommendation from Martial Artist Seo, I can trust you. Can you work today?"

"Of course."

"You've come at a good time. There's a big job today. Go wait over there. We need more people to gather."

I went to the spot he indicated and sat down. A few mercenaries glanced at me, but I ignored them.

After about two hours, everyone for the mission had gathered. There were fifteen of us in total.

In my past life, Lim Chu said fifty mercenaries were mobilized for this job. Freelancers and their drunken exaggerations.

Even with fifteen people, it was clearly a big mission. Freelancer jobs usually involved two or three people at least, and six or seven at most. They wouldn't use so many of these rough wanderers unless it was a truly urgent matter.

"Martial artist Yang will be in charge today."

The man introduced as Yang Dang had bones hardened by a long life as a mercenary.

"The pay is high, which means the mission is dangerous. Any bastard who does something stupid dies by my hand first, so keep that in mind."

After warning everyone, Yang Dang approached me.

"Recommended by Martial Artist Seo?"

"That's right."

"Can I trust your skills?"

"Who do I have to cut down to be acknowledged? You?"

I came on strong because acting too submissive would make me look like a poor mercenary.

"Hey, don't be cocky. In this world, a neck like yours can be lopped off like a drop of morning dew."

I sensed he was trying to make an example of me to establish discipline, so I didn't pick a fight.

"Don't worry, I'll follow orders well. I just need to get paid, that's all."

"We'll see."

The fifteen mercenaries mounted the prepared horses and carriage and headed off.


We met the woman and the boy only after several rendezvous to determine the final location.

Anyone could see they were mother and son from their strikingly similar faces.

Yang Dang explained the mission only after we met them.

"We have to get these two safely to Nanping. We need to move as fast as possible."

Mobilizing fifteen mercenaries for a bodyguard mission meant the woman and boy had a significant status. It also meant they were in great danger.

The child, a cute and handsome boy, looked at me through the carriage window. I smiled and waved at him, and he bowed his head in greeting.

He seemed well-educated with a good personality. The woman with him gave me a slight nod before closing the curtain, her face filled with anxiety.

The carriage carrying the two of them began to move. We mercenaries rode on horseback, guarding the carriage from the front and back.

The carriage stopped only when the horses were too exhausted to run any further.

While the horses rested, we also rested and ate. Yang Dang distributed prepared beef jerky to the mercenaries. He gave separate food to the woman and child.

The mercenaries received double their usual pay for this mission. Yang Dang, our leader, was probably pocketing several times more. Perhaps that was why he was so on edge, determined to complete the mission safely.

"We don't know when we'll get to eat again. So everyone, eat up!"

After resting for about an hour, the carriage set off again.

Some time after we departed, a mercenary tumbled from his galloping horse.

"Stop!"

The mercenaries stopped and checked the fallen man. His face had turned black and he foamed at the mouth. He was dead.

"He's dead."

The mercenary who reported this looked at his colleague and they both startled. Their eyes were bloodshot, and their faces were also turning black.

"Poison?"

The moment they uttered the word, they clutched their throats and fell backward.

"......"

The mercenaries collapsed one after another, their faces and bodies turning black.

Three people remained standing. Yang Dang, who led us, another mercenary, and me.

I knew from the way the two of them looked at me.

These are the ones who released the poison!

This was something even I hadn't known. Lim Chu's story said an external attack took down the mercenaries and their bodies were never found. I never imagined the leader had poisoned the food.

It seemed they disposed of the bodies to hide that they were the ones who used the poison.

"Why aren't you dead?"

Yang Dang demanded, glaring at me with surprise.

"Because I didn't eat the jerky you gave me. How could I eat food from someone I just met today?"

Many things changed because I regressed, but some things did not. The deaths of these mercenaries today were just like the fate of the cook who mixed Qi Dispersing Poison into the rice, only to die that same day.

Even if I try to prevent unnecessary bloodshed, some things are unavoidable. What can be changed will change, and what's meant to happen, happens.

The two men drew their swords simultaneously.

"It would've been better for you to eat it and die."

Just then, the unexpected happened.

PUUK!

Yang Dang's sword pierced through the other mercenary's back and burst out of his chest.

"Kuhk!"

The man collapsed, spewing blood.

I shook my head and spoke to Yang Dang.

"Are you an idiot? You should've let him fight me first and then killed him. How do you know how skilled I am?"

"This bastard is a calculating and selfish guy, he never would've fought first. If I had to step up and fight anyway... it's better to just kill him while he's distracted by you."

It seemed the two of them were of similar skill.

"What a pathetic life. You live standing in a line, just stabbing the back of the person in front of you. You think your turn won't come?"

"I won't let anyone stand behind me, so save your concern."

"What on earth are you going to do with money earned by killing your own comrades?"

"There's plenty to do. Drink, buy women."

"You'd kill this many people for just that? The ghosts will all cling to you. With that weight, do you think your lower half will even be able to stand?"

"You moronic bastard. Worry about your own life!"

The bastard killed his comrade because he had something else to rely on.

Four men appeared. Three wore masks, while the apparent leader was unmasked. I could tell from their gazes and gait that they were considerably skilled.

"You've arrived?"

Yang Dang greeted them respectfully. Judging by his tone and actions, these newcomers had hired Yang Dang.

The unmasked man ignored Yang Dang and me. He looked at the carriage and shouted.

"Come on out. Before I burn the whole carriage down."

The woman and child got out of the carriage, their faces pale with fear.

"You hide so well, like little rats. It was a real pain finding you."

The woman pleaded with the man.

"Martial Artist Gwon, please spare at least our Yang."

The woman seemed to know the man well. The man called Gwon appeared to ponder for a moment.

"Very well. For old times' sake, I'll let him live."

Joy and hope flickered across the woman's face, but then Gwon revealed his vile true colors.

"Did you really think so? You damned bitch. You should be on your knees begging for your life, not acting like you're my superior."

Gwon guffawed, mocking the desperate mother's love.

The startled child clung to his mother's skirt. The woman's expression hardened at the humiliation from a former subordinate. Still, she pleaded again, desperate to save her child.

"If you spare Yang-yi, I'll give you ten times the money you're being paid."

"No matter how great money is, it can't be more important than my life. Your father has already been subdued and captured. It's all over."

The woman let out a grief-stricken sigh when she heard her father had been subdued.

Just then, the man called Gwon turned his gaze to me.

I was smiling and waving at the child, who looked ready to burst into tears. It was the same way I had greeted him when we first met.

Gwon, thinking my behavior was out of place, asked Yang Dang.

"Who's that guy? Wasn't he one of your men?"

Everyone's attention focused on me. The woman holding her child, in particular, looked at me with desperate hope for an unexpected turn of events.

I slowly walked forward and stood in front of the woman and child.

"I'm the man who was paid to take these two to their destination. I'm also the kind of person who puts those I must protect behind me."

In that moment, a lifeline woven from the Heavenly Silk was placed in the hands of a woman who had been clutching at straws.


Chapter 25: You've Come to the Right Place

Kwon glared at Yang Dang. "Who the hell is that guy?"

"He's a mercenary I haven't gotten rid of yet."

"You should have gotten rid of him! Wasn't the original deal just to hand over the woman and child?" Kwon demanded.

"I'll take care of it."

"Do it now!"

Yang Dang drew his sword and approached me, confident he could win.

I wonder how much arrogance and delusion my youthful face will cause in the future. How many more like Yang Dang will it attract?

"You look like a bunch of scoundrels who betrayed your master," I said. "Do you really think you'll get paid properly? He'll probably kill you to silence you and swallow the money he owes you."

Kwon's eyes blazed with fury. "What? A bunch of scoundrels who betrayed our master?"

"I'm holding back because of the child," I added.

Kwon laughed in disbelief. "This guy is one strange lunatic."

"Hit a nerve, did I? You were really planning to kill that guy and take his money, weren't you? Don't do it. That guy killed all his comrades to get here."

Kwon's face turned red, unable to hide his true intentions. "This damn mercenary worm!"

He shouted to his subordinates, "Kill that bastard first!"

Three masked men stepped forward.

I looked at Yang Dang. "See? He said 'that bastard first'. Doesn't that mean you're next after me?"

Yang Dang couldn't hide his bewilderment.

"Even if you're going to run, you should at least get paid first," I continued.

Yang Dang, who had taken a step back, flinched. "What nonsense is this? When did I ever run away?"

The moment Yang Dang flared up in anger, hidden weapons cut through the air.

"......"

Kwon had launched a surprise attack. Unable to dodge the sudden volley, Yang Dang collapsed.

I looked at the dead Yang Dang. "The idiot handled things so poorly. Live like that, and this is what happens."

Then I turned to Kwon. "Your turn is next."

"You're just like him," I said. "You should have at least kept one of them alive to face me. What's the point of killing him just because you got angry? How can any of you expect to survive long if you can't control your tempers?"

"How long are you going to listen to this bastard's flapping jaw?" Kwon shouted.

The three masked men drew their swords and stepped forward.

Indeed, their skills were enough that they didn't need Yang Dang as a shield.

I gestured for the woman to cover the child's eyes. She hugged the child, covering his eyes and ears.

I didn't drag the fight out. I lunged forward before they could attack.

I unleashed the Hell Step from the Four Strides of the Wind God. My skill was only at a toddler's level, but it turned my opponents into newborns.

They had no chance to defend. I appeared before the first man in a flash. The moment he registered my presence, I cut his throat.

I saw the second man's eyes widen behind his mask. Gasp! What the... His thought died as I slit his throat too.

The third masked man failed to react even after his two comrades died. Less than a blink of an eye had passed.

My original martial arts, now combined with the Four Strides of the Wind God, created an attack they couldn't have blocked with a hundred years of preparation. I closed in on the third man with the Hell Step and cut him down with the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Kwon stared at me with a horrified expression. To him, it must have looked like three sword lines appeared at once, felling his subordinates simultaneously.

"A fast sword technique?" he asked.

"I didn't even use a fast sword technique, but I suppose that's how it looked to you."

"Wh-who are you?" Kwon's voice trembled with terror.

Instead of answering, I asked the woman, "Who is that man?"

"He is Kwon Won, one of the vassals who protected our family. I am Geum Sayeon, the daughter of the Golden Manor Master."

"The Golden Manor!" I acted surprised.

But I already knew her identity.

The woman's father was Geum Ahju, a great merchant ranked among the top ten in the Central Plains. He was the wealthiest man in Fujian and the master of the Golden Manor.

This was the reason I had traveled so far.

The rebellion of the Golden Manor.

This was the incident Lim Chu had told me about. The Golden Manor Master was betrayed and killed by the vassal he trusted most.

The master's daughter escaped due to a last-minute schedule change. She tried to flee by hiring a mercenary, but they all lost their lives in the end.

Geum Sayeon said, "I want to hire you, Master. Please, help us."

"The situation has changed, so my price has gone up."

"That's a relief. We can afford any price, no matter how high. Please kill that man and save my father."

At that, Kwon Won pleaded with me. "Spare me and join our side. I'll speak to the Elder and have him pay you more than that woman!"

"More than the daughter of the Golden Manor Master? How?"

Kwon Won was momentarily at a loss for words.

I walked toward Kwon Won and scolded him coldly. "You said you were a vassal, didn't you? Then your place should be in front of that woman and child."

Kwon Won desperately tried to dodge my sword, but the gap in our skills was too great to be bridged by a struggle for survival.

My sword cut through Kwon Won's bone and flesh, piercing his heart. He collapsed with a single scream.

Only after seeing him die did Geum Sayeon feel relieved. She still firmly covered the child's eyes and ears.

I searched the bodies of Kwon Won and the masked men, collecting throwing knives. The place I was heading would be crawling with enemies.

"Let's go," I said.

"We have to take my Yang to a safe place first," Geum Sayeon replied.

I climbed into the driver's seat. "Get in. The safest place right now is next to me."

Geum Sayeon's hesitation was brief. She had seen my skills firsthand and knew she would have died without me.

She boarded with the child. The carriage turned and sped back the way it came.


Yeo Sang.

He was the Chairman of the Yeo Family Manor, the guardian family of the Golden Manor, and the mastermind of the betrayal.

He had prepared for this day for ten years. He won over key martial artists of the Golden Manor, eliminated some through staged accidents, and sent the rest far away.

He thought his plan was perfect. That was until I reappeared with Geum Sayeon.

When Geum Sayeon and the child got out of the carriage, Yeo Sang smiled brightly. He mistakenly thought his subordinates had captured them.

"Hahahaha!"

If the mother and son had escaped, he would never have slept peacefully again.

"Where is Kwon Won?" he asked, thinking I was one of Kwon Won's subordinates.

"He's dead. Everyone is dead except me."

Yeo Sang must have sensed something strange in my tone, but he was more curious about his next question. "By whom?"

"A young, handsome, mysterious master."

"What did you say?" Yeo Sang shouted, his expression uncomprehending. "You pathetic fool! What are you thinking, showering the enemy with such praise?"

"Because it's the truth."

"Fine. Let's say that's true. Then how did you survive..." Yeo Sang flinched as he grasped the situation.

"It was you!"

I answered with a faint smile.

Yeo Sang shouted, gathering his subordinates. They swarmed forward, surrounding me and the carriage.

"If you saved the woman and child, you should have run far away. Why did you return to the tiger's den?"

I looked around. "Where's the tiger here? All I see is a pack of dogs that bit the master who raised them."

Not only Yeo Sang but all his men radiated killing intent. They were Yeo Sang's limbs and the treacherous martial artists of the Golden Manor. Their pricked consciences made them mask it with an even colder fury.

Standing beside the carriage, Geum Sayeon held her son tightly. Despite the terrifying situation, she showed no fear. She knew composure was a luxury of the strong, and her merchant blood made her quick-witted. She took her son into the carriage so I could fight without hindrance.

Yeo Sang sensed I was no ordinary man and was extremely cautious. "Who might you be, Master? First, let's go inside, have a drink, and talk. I'll treat you to some fine liquor."

"No need for formalities. I won't spare you for acting nice. I won't spare you for begging, either. So feel free to curse and raise hell."

Sensing his appeasement wouldn't work, Yeo Sang gave a cold command. "Attack together and kill him!"

He emphasized the words 'attack together'.

The moment he gave the order, the men rushed in from all sides.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

Like a cool breeze, throwing knives flew from my hand. Before the men could even think to dodge, the knives cut off their thoughts and embedded in their vital points. The charging martial artists dropped one after another.

The knife throwing art I learned before my regression was the Life-Taking Secret Art of the Flying Dagger Grandmaster, Seo Muncheol.

I had never found a superior knife throwing art, so it was a martial art worth keeping for a lifetime.

When I ran out of throwing knives, the survivors rejoiced. Their joy was brief, born from the misconception that I was only a master of knife throwing.

I drew my sword and charged. Their skills ranged from high to mid-level, but they were all the same before my completely mastered Soaring Sky Sword Art.

After I swept through the area, all the enemies had fallen. Yeo Sang's face grew pale.

"Who are you, Master?"

The blood dripping from my sword earned me that title.

"Master? What master! I'm just a swordsman who smelled money passing by."

"How much would it take for you to just walk away?"

"You have a lot of money?"

"Enough to change a person's life."

"If you have so much money, why do this? If you wanted to change your life, you should have used your own money. Why touch someone else's? Especially your own master's."

Yeo Sang, at a loss for an answer, could only bite his lip.

As Yeo Sang hesitated, racking his brain, a voice shouted from a building in the back.

"Drop the sword!"

One of his subordinates emerged, holding a sword to Geum Ahju's throat.

The subordinate was trying to force my submission, but Yeo Sang sighed in dismay. He had intended to keep Geum Ahju hidden and negotiate, but his foolish subordinate brought him out.

Since what was done was done, Yeo Sang roared to pressure me. "Hurry up and drop your sword! Or the Golden Manor Master dies!"

In that instant, a stream of sword qi tore through the air.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art, Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

It was already a rough and domineering sword qi technique. Channeled through the Black Demon Sword and loaded with powerful inner arts, its force could startle the heavens.

KRAKAKA-CRACK!

The swirling sword qi flew past and struck the martial artist.

He had used Geum Ahju as a shield, hiding two-thirds of his body, but the exposed third vanished. The dead body collapsed with a thud, leaving only Geum Ahju standing.

Thinking this was his chance now that I had expended my inner arts, Yeo Sang lunged with his sword in a surprise attack.

I was prepared, so his critical strike missed. As he continued his attacks, Yeo Sang's openings became more apparent.

Even if he had polished his skills his entire life, he would have been no match for me. Greed had filled the space where training should have been.

I could have subdued him immediately but allowed him a few more moves. If I defeated the head of the Yeo Family Manor too easily, curiosity and fantasies about me would grow too large.

Yeo Sang's sword flew continuously, aiming for my vital points. His life was on the line, making his attacks desperate.

An onlooker might have held their breath at the thrilling match, but my mind was as calm as still water.

After some thirty moves had passed, the fight ended with the sound of tearing flesh.

THWACK.

Yeo Sang's outstretched sword froze in mid-air. Its blade reflected Geum Ahju's joyous face.

My sword had crossed Yeo Sang's attack at an angle and was now embedded in his heart.

Yeo Sang's eyes, fixed on me, were full of resentment. I spoke to him calmly.

"You're the Patriarch of a guardian family, aren't you? You, of all people, shouldn't have done this. In your next life, become a merchant if you want to make money. Become an assassin if you want to kill people."

Already dead, Yeo Sang could not answer. He crumbled when I pulled out my sword.

Geum Sayeon, who had been watching from the carriage window with bated breath, cheered and got out with her son.

"Father."

"Grandfather!"

Geum Sayeon and the child ran to Geum Ahju and embraced him.

"Sayeon! Yang!"

Geum Sayeon clung to her father and shed tears. When his mother cried, the child cried with her.

A short while later, the imprisoned martial artists of the Golden Manor were freed.

Once the area was cleared, Geum Ahju expressed his gratitude to me again. He had heard the story from Geum Sayeon, and his gratitude for saving his daughter and grandson was far greater than for saving himself.

"I will never forget this debt. You, Master, are the benefactor who saved our family from annihilation. Would you please tell me your esteemed name?"

I can imagine how curious they must be about me, since I dealt with Yeo Sang and his men single-handedly.

"I'm nothing more than a passing mercenary."

"Even the Mercenary King couldn't have handled them this easily."

"You flatter me."

When I refused to reveal my identity, Geum Ahju didn't press further.

Geum Sayeon told Geum Ahju about the promise she had made with me. "I promised our benefactor that the reward would be in money."

Geum Ahju praised his daughter with a satisfied expression. "Well done. You made the most reliable promise."

Having regained his composure, he finally showed the bearing of the wealthiest man in Fujian.

"If what our benefactor needs is money, then you've come to the right place today."


Chapter 26: The More You Take, The Deeper The Bond

Geum Ahju led the way through the secret passage beneath the Golden Manor.

The path was a complex maze. I felt deadly traps and mechanisms hidden in the walls, ceiling, and floor. I could also feel the tension from Geum Sayeon, who followed behind me.

We wound through the intricate path, which only someone who knew the way could navigate. We soon arrived at the secret warehouse that stored the Golden Manor's treasures.

"You saved our lives, so it'd only be right to give you our entire fortune, but that's not really possible."

"I don't expect that much."

"Deciding on a monetary sum would be fine, but how about this instead? You can take as much as you can carry from this place in one trip. However, you can't use a cart, and you can't get help from anyone else."

"So you'll acknowledge whatever I can carry out myself?"

"That's right."

"May I use my inner arts?"

"Of course."

"Then I'll be able to carry out quite a lot, you know."

"If it weren't for you, we'd all be dead. This is a reward we must offer."

"Thank you."

"I'll give you two hours starting now. Is that acceptable?"

"That's more than enough."

I slowly walked into the treasure warehouse.


As Geom Mugeuk entered the treasure warehouse, Geum Sayeon asked Geum Ahju a question.

"Are you sure about this?"

"What do you mean?"

"With his martial arts, he might take more than you think. Aren't you worried about the loss?"

Geum Sayeon laughed as if joking, but he was inwardly worried. His mother, a woman who had dedicated her life to accumulating wealth, might later fall ill from regret. A large part of that life could now disappear in someone else's hands.

However, his mother's reaction was unexpected.

"Is there anything in there more precious than what we protected today?"

Geum Ahju patted her son's shoulder.

"The fact that you and Yang-i are alive is enough. If I had lost you both..."

Geum Ahju could not finish the sentence. She had lived her whole life hearing that she was so cold not even a drop of blood would come out if pricked, but when it came to her children, she was a person who could shed blood and tears. She just never had the chance to express it.

This opportunity made Geum Ahju realize something desperately.

She deeply regretted neglecting her own flesh and blood to accumulate wealth. Her family was something she would not regret losing all her fortune for.

There was another reason she would not regret giving away her entire fortune.

There are many kinds of death. One feels no regrets if they die while striving for a purpose. This case, however, was a betrayal by a trusted vassal. She probably would not have been able to close her eyes even in death.

"That Master is no ordinary person."

"Yes. Despite his young age, his skills were extraordinary."

"What I saw wasn't just his skill."

"Then what else did you see?"

"I've been pondering how to describe it, but I haven't been able to figure it out. That Master has an indescribable presence about him."

She had met countless people in her lifetime. It was the first time she had met someone so young who exuded such a relaxed yet unique atmosphere.

"Money can be earned again, but a connection with someone like that might only come once in a lifetime."

Moreover, he was young. Geum Ahju hoped the bond with that young man would continue into the next era of the Golden Manor, led by her son and grandson.

"That's why it doesn't matter if he takes it all. The more he takes, the deeper our bond will become."


I can say with certainty that I will never see a treasure warehouse like this again.

On one side, gold items were piled up like a mountain, so bright they were dazzling. There were Buddha statues, martial artist statues, tableware, ornaments, and all sorts of animals like tigers, toads, turtles, and pigs. Everything that could be made of gold was stacked there. They must have been neatly displayed at first, but the collection grew so large they just started piling them up.

A display case next to it exhibited rare jewels. It held everything from jewelry like rings, necklaces, and bracelets to women's norigae made of jade.

The opposite display stand held ceramics, and behind them hung paintings by famous artists. The place was truly filled with all sorts of rare and precious things.

Next to those were items that truly excited me.

There were Night-Luminating Pearls that lit up the dark and the Antitoxin Bead, which prevented poisoning if held in the mouth. The Antitoxin Bead was of the highest quality and very small.

There were five of each. These items could not be easily obtained even with money, making them more valuable than any other jewel in this place.

With a joyful heart, I took the Night-Luminating Pearls and the Antitoxin Bead first. I gathered all of them and tucked them into my clothes.

An enormous value had just been pocketed, but this was only the beginning.

Next, I put expensive-looking rings on my fingers and layered bracelets and necklaces on my arms and neck. I wore so many they felt heavy and dangled.

I looked for something to hold the gold items. A large leather pouch would have been great, but unfortunately, there was nothing suitable.

Should I take off my clothes and use them as a bag?

While thinking this, I spotted a bolt of fabric in a corner. I inspected it and found it was a bolt of Heavenly Silk from the Outer Regions.

I tore off the largest piece I could with my sword, made a large bundle cloth, and swept the gold items into it.

Since I could move them using my inner arts, I rearranged the items again and again, packing in as much as I possibly could. I left the paintings and ceramics behind because they might get crumpled or broken. I also did not know their exact value.

I did not consider the Golden Manor Master's circumstances. She was not someone whose wealth I needed to worry about.

And so, I filled the entire two hours and the bundle cloth to the brim with treasure.

When I emerged from the secret vault, the jaws of Geum Ahju and Geum Sayeon dropped.

I carried a bundle far larger than my own body. It was so big it was impossible to imagine how much was inside.

I only managed to get out because the warehouse door was so large. Otherwise, I would have had to break down a wall.

"I'll just take this modest amount."

THUD.

When I set the bundle down, the floor vibrated.

Geum Ahju saw the rings on every one of my fingers and the necklaces and bracelets dangling from my neck and arms. She burst out laughing.

"Hahahahaha!"

"Shouldn't you be crying?"

"It's true that I'm sad to see my fortune diminish, but I'm glad my benefactor isn't a hypocrite. The hypocrites I know would've taken only a few items to save their useless, petty face, but how bitter would they feel inside? I despise such hypocrites. Greed is the most precious and important emotion that governs humanity."

She was a proponent of greed. That very greed likely allowed her to become the wealthiest person in Fujian.

"Tearing the Heavenly Silk to make a bundle cloth was also a very wise decision."

"Thank you."

"It's a shame to part ways. Stay for a drink before you go."

"I'm not the type to drink with treasure lying next to me. I'll see you next time."

"If I ever need help, may I seek you out again?"

"Of course. Please earn a lot more by then."

Geum Ahju laughed heartily at those words. I felt again that the more honest I was about wealth, the more her favor grew.

"If I want to meet you, where should I go?"

"Leave a message in your name, Chairman, at any West Lake Inn in the Central Plains, and I'll come find you."

The West Lake Inn was a secret contact point run by our Cult. It received necessary messages like this and relayed them to important figures in our Cult.

"Indeed, you are no ordinary person."

Geum Ahju would know. Only extraordinary people operate contact points in this manner.

"Take care until we meet again."

"I wish you luck in your martial endeavors."

After forging a deep bond with the Golden Manor Master, I left that place. The connection with the Golden Manor Master was by no means a loss for me, so I departed in high spirits.


I acquired a carriage in the village, loaded it with treasure, and headed for the Cult.

On the way back, I sold off the gold and jewels in portions. The quantity was too large for any single place to handle. I stopped at various shops in every city I passed through to sell the gems.

Having wandered the Central Plains my whole life, I knew exactly what was where and the best places to sell. I sold off all the gold items and jewels except for the Night-Luminating Pearls and the Antitoxin Bead.

I then deposited the money into the most trustworthy banks: the Central Plains Bank, the Continental Bank, and the Tempest Bank. The total amount I secured reached a staggering three million eight hundred thousand taels. It was far more money than I had expected.

Thank you, the Golden Manor Master. You may not know it, but this money will become the cornerstone of an organization that will become a legend in the murim.

I left three and a half million taels in the banks and returned with only three hundred thousand taels in bank notes.

As soon as I returned to the Cult, I went to the Heavenly Demon Hall to meet my father. As always, my father guarded the Heavenly Demon Hall like a great mountain.

As I walked the blood-red carpet, a question suddenly occurred to me.

Here, my father must listen to reports from his subordinates several times a day and make important decisions. Decisions by which some live, and others die.

Is my father truly satisfied with this life?

Just like me, and just like Lee Ahn, wasn't my father also pushed into the position of the Heavenly Demon? With his true desires hidden deep in his heart.

"I heard you left the Cult."

"I went to earn some money."

"Money? Why?"

"I can't live off your money forever, can I? And I think I'll be needing a lot of it in the future."

"What do you plan to use it for?"

"I want to have a private organization."

"A private organization?"

Father's expression sharpened slightly.

"Don't the Demon Supremes each command their own subordinates? To deal with them, I need an organization of my own."

"Absolutely not. If you have one, your brother will want one too. The relatives and disciples of the Demon Supremes will also try to get them. It's forbidden!"

I did not expect to get permission on the first try. It was not an urgent matter anyway.

One by one, good subordinates will gather, and when the water eventually overflows, the dam will inevitably break.

I did not press the issue, and my father did not mention it again.

"Did you earn a lot of money?"

"Yes, I earned a lot."

I took a thick envelope from my robes and held it out.

"This is for you, Father."

When my father extended his hand, the envelope flew from my grasp to his. The telekinesis was incredibly smooth yet fast, containing the profound principles of ascension.

Father checked the envelope's contents. Inside was a bank note for one hundred thousand taels.

"What is this money?"

"It's your allowance, Father."

"What?"

Father was stunned. The large sum did not shock him. The very word 'allowance' did.

"I have plenty of money."

"I know. You're the richest person in the world. The money I just gave you is my first allowance to you, a token of my gratitude for giving birth to me and raising me."

Father looked down at the bank note for a moment, then asked abruptly. "Are you trying to curry my favor?"

"I'll be doing a lot of cringeworthy flattering in the future, but this allowance isn't part of that. I just wanted to give it to you once. Please rest well, Father."

I bowed respectfully and walked back down the path of blood.

Father's gaze burned the back of my head until I left the hall. He must be extremely bewildered right now.

After all, he had just become the first Heavenly Demon in history to receive an allowance from his son.


Chapter 27: I Heard

A few days later, I officially became the Sanzu Hall Director.

Early that morning, martial artists from the Sanzu River Hall arrived at my residence. Special Investigator Seo Daeryong, the man who investigated the Demonic Army with me, led the group.

"We've come to escort you, Director."

"Detective Seo. So you've come."

"I volunteered."

This small, melancholic-looking man had actually played a large role in my appointment as the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Let's go."

I decided to bring Lee Ahn with me.

"Lee Ahn, you should come along. You need to learn how an organization is run."

"Thank you!"

Lee Ahn looked happy enough to fly, probably because she thought I would leave her behind again.

"This isn't for fun. Go and learn. Learn how an organization operates and how to treat your subordinates. Don't miss a single thing."

"......"

When we arrived at the Sanzu River Hall, all the investigators stood lined up at the entrance. It seemed this was their way of welcoming a new Director.

As I passed, they performed a clasped hands greeting in unison and shouted loudly.

"We greet the Director!"

I expected they wouldn't welcome my appointment. Their gazes, however, were more favorable than I had anticipated.

I quietly asked Seo Daeryong, who stood beside me.

"Did you tell them I'd cut their monthly salary if they didn't pretend to welcome me?"

"No."

"Then why is the atmosphere so good?"

Seo Daeryong lifted his foot and mimed stomping on the ground.

That gesture made me understand their hospitality. It was because of Godang, the First Captain of the Demonic Army. Godang had murdered the first investigator sent to the case and had injured another one.

I had smashed Godang's head in and killed him, which gave them satisfying revenge. My Heavenly Demon bloodline offset any resistance to my young age, and since I had killed a Demonic Army General, my martial arts skills were also proven.

"Would you like to say a few words?"

At Seo Daeryong's suggestion, I turned to face my new subordinates before entering the building.

I slowly looked at each of their faces and delivered a short message.

"I don't know if you'll be happier or more miserable with me as your Director, but one thing is certain. Your hearts will beat faster than before."

With only those words, I turned and walked into the building.

I could hear murmuring behind me. I didn't need to worry about how they interpreted my words. They would find out soon enough.

As Seo Daeryong guided me to the office and turned to leave, I stopped him.

"Detective Seo, did you ever think we'd meet again like this?"

"Honestly, I was very surprised."

"I came because I missed you, Detective Seo."

Seo Daeryong's expression didn't change at all, as if such flattery had no effect.

"Lee Ahn, you should avoid a blunt man like this. Life with him would be boring forever."

"He could be a genuine person, though," Lee Ahn said, defending Seo Daeryong.

"No, this friend is a watery soup with no substance."

This time, Seo Daeryong himself stepped in.

"I may not be a rich broth, but I'm not bland either."

"Oh, you've got a personality. You'll be needing that personality often from now on."

The quick-witted Seo Daeryong instantly understood my meaning.

"No. I'm a bland soup. Please don't look for me for dangerous tasks."

"I'm going to mix rice into that watery soup and add a ton of spicy seasoning."

Seo Daeryong took a step back. He only pretended to be scared, but Seo Daeryong is a brave man. I know that great courage and spirit reside within that small frame.

"Now, tell me about this hall. I don't know a thing."

As if he had been waiting for the question, Seo Daeryong began to explain.

"As you know, the Sanzu River Hall protects and enforces the rules and laws of our Cult. It handles various incidents within the cult and roots out corruption. The total number of personnel is one hundred, with thirty investigators and seventy enforcement martial artists."

The enforcement martial artists assisted investigators, acted as bodyguards, and arrested criminals.

"That's not as many as I thought."

"It's an organization that doesn't require large numbers."

The Sanzu River Hall was an authoritative organization that everyone feared. There were exceptions, like the Demonic Army, but most demonic practitioners were afraid of the Sanzu River Hall.

"Among the thirty investigators, there are five Special Investigators. The Special Investigators handle difficult and important cases, but you can consider them the same as regular investigators during normal times. The enforcement martial artists aren't assigned to specific investigators but are dispatched for support whenever needed."

After hearing the full explanation, I asked him a question.

"Detective Seo, what do you think is the biggest problem with the Sanzu River Hall?"

Seo Daeryong hesitated for a moment before he answered.

"No organization in our Cult can escape the influence of the Eight Demon Supremes."

He didn't single out the Sanzu River Hall, but his meaning was clear. The Eight Demon Supremes were the biggest problem.

"Are you also under their influence?"

"I am not. As I said, I'm a loner."

He meant that he had never gotten involved in the cult's politics for money or promotion.

"That's not to say I'm a man of great conviction. You can just think of me as a grumbling malcontent."

"That's why I like you. I don't like people who are too hung up on ideals either," I said, glancing at Lee Ahn.

"I like rational people. People who take care of themselves first."

Knowing I was talking about her, Lee Ahn just gave a faint smile.

My gaze returned to Seo Daeryong.

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That our Cult will never change. How about we start changing our Cult together, starting now?"

"What if you leave after igniting all that passion? Just as you arrived so suddenly."

"I suppose I'll have to leave when it's time to go."

"Then I, who burned with passion alongside you, will be left alone in the burnt ashes, won't I?"

"That's not my problem. Weren't you a loner anyway? So, what do you say? Are you in?"

At my shamelessness, Seo Daeryong let out a loud, deliberate sigh, but his answer was different from his actions.

"I'll do it."

"The reason?"

"Didn't you already show me the reason while handling the Demonic Army affair?"

"I'll be counting on you from now on."

"Yes. Leave it to me."

I cheerfully extended my hand, and Seo Daeryong grasped it firmly.

You ask what will happen to you when I leave? What do you think? You'll sit in my seat.

I was appointed with a better welcome than I expected. Now, I needed to make them clearly recognize the kind of person I am.

For that, I needed an example. A really vicious and bad one.

"Are there any recent cases related to the Eight Demon Supremes that I should look into again?"

The phrase 'look into again' was a roundabout way of saying 'unjustly handled'.

Seo Daeryong understood my meaning at once.

"Of course... there are."

The word 'of course' reiterated the problem with the Sanzu River Hall that Seo Daeryong had mentioned.

"Bring it to me."

A moment later, Seo Daeryong returned with a file.

After reviewing the case details, I let out a long sigh.

"You're doing this on purpose to get me killed, aren't you?"

Of all things, the case Seo Daeryong brought was related to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I didn't want to do this either, but... it's a recent case, and it fits what you described."

"But why did it have to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!"

Lee Ahn, who had been watching, quickly interjected.

"Young Master, you have to hold back this time. Elder Blade Demon must be on the verge of exploding."

I handed the file to Lee Ahn.

"The story written here is too unjust to be covered up for that reason. Lee Ahn, read it and see if you can still close it."

After reading the contents, Lee Ahn couldn't bring herself to close the file and sighed.

"I can't let this go."

I shot up from my chair.

"Let's go. If destiny calls, I must answer."

In truth, this wasn't destiny. It was just the inevitable consequence of an old man neglecting the trash around him.


Gwa Ju was drunk.

He drowned in a despair so deep that even alcohol couldn't help.

His son, a martial arts academy student, had been beaten by a group of friends. The boy had suffered a head injury and had not regained consciousness for ten days.

Jo Cheonbae, the owner of the Alluring Inn who knew his situation well, sat down in front of him.

"Is the rumor true? That those bastards were released?"

Gwa Ju downed his drink in one gulp after another.

"Damn it! Damn it all!"

An investigator from the Sanzu River Hall had looked into the incident. He had assumed the culprits would be thrown in prison. Instead, the three of them were found not guilty and released. The incident was ruled an injury sustained during a friendly duel.

"It's all over. They say the father of the kid who led the whole thing is one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts."

The Hundred Blade Ghosts was the leader of a hundred blade demons.

"Oh no!" Jo Cheonbae lamented. If the other boy's father was a subordinate of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts, then this was the end of the matter.

"The investigators at the Sanzu River Hall are all the same. Those bastards are the worst of them all."

"Shh! Lower your voice. What if someone hears you?" Jo Cheonbae glanced around and tried to calm him down.

"Let them hear! Tell those sons of bitches from the Sanzu River Hall to kill me first! Tell the Hundred Blade Ghosts to come and kill me himself!"

SLAM!

Gwa Ju slammed his hand on the table. A liquor bottle wobbled, but Jo Cheonbae quickly caught it.

"My friend! Please, hold it in."

"If my son doesn't wake up, my wife won't live out her natural life."

Jo Cheonbae knew that wasn't an exaggeration. Gwa Ju had only one son, and he had watched for a long time how much the couple doted on him.

"He'll wake up."

"If he doesn't, I'll kill that bastard, and then I'll kill myself."

At that very moment, a voice came from behind them.

"And you think you can kill him?"

The two men turned their heads. Three young men stood at the entrance of the tavern.

"Who are you?"

The young man in the center, who had just spoken with a voice full of ridicule, was Yang Ho, the one who had led the assault.

"Who do you think you are, old man, talking about killing someone's precious son?"

Gwa Ju shot up from his seat.

"You! You!"

Faced with Yang Ho so unexpectedly, he was shocked and flustered, but he soon roared.

"You, you bastard. Because of you, right now... Give me back my son! Give him back!"

His emotions were so intense he didn't even know what he was saying, but Yang Ho was indifferent.

"You bastard! We haven't heard a single word of apology from you!"

At that, Yang Ho stepped forward and bowed his head politely.

"I'm sorry. I've truly committed a crime worthy of death. It will never happen again. There? I definitely apologized. So you should stop calling me a bastard, old man."

"What? What did you just say?"

"I'm not your kid, am I?"

The two thugs with him snickered, and Yang Ho also struggled to hold back his laughter.

Drunk and enraged, Gwa Ju couldn't hold back and tried to draw his sword, but Jo Cheonbae rushed over and desperately stopped him.

"Endure it. Endure it! For your family's sake, just endure it!"

If Gwa Ju drew his sword here, Yang Ho would obviously kill him. Gwa Ju was a low-ranking martial artist from an external sect, while Yang Ho, though young, had been properly trained in martial arts since childhood.

"Old man, are you crazy? You told me to apologize, and when I do, you try to kill me."

Yang Ho could have just left, but he seemed to have come with a purpose, as he continued to provoke Gwa Ju.

"Wow, you have no conscience. Go on, kill me. Kill me if you can."

How could a human be so shameless? Gwa Ju wanted to stab the bastard right then and there.

But he couldn't. He couldn't win, and even if he did kill Yang Ho, it would create an even bigger problem. That would be the end of everything. Not just himself, but his unconscious son and his grief-stricken wife would all be murdered by Yang Ho's father.

"You all should get going too. Go on."

Jo Cheonbae tried to send Yang Ho and his friends away, but Yang Ho acted as if he had abandoned his humanity.

"I was wondering who our Dong-yi took after to be such a coward. Turns out it was his father."

In that instant, Gwa Ju lost his reason.

Gwa Ju drew his sword. As if waiting for it, Yang Ho's fist flew.

The punch struck Gwa Ju in the face, sending him crashing into a table before he collapsed.

"That guy definitely drew his sword first!" the two thugs behind Yang Ho shouted like witnesses.

Yang Ho rushed forward and began to beat Gwa Ju.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

"A mere warehouse guard dares to report me to the Sanzu River Hall?"

This was the reason the punk hadn't left. His father had severely scolded him for being reported to the Sanzu River Hall, and unable to contain his anger, he had come to take it out on Gwa Ju.

Only after landing his fill of punches did Yang Ho get off Gwa Ju's body.

"This is all your fault. I told him to go home and steal some money, but he said he couldn't because his father earned it through blood and sweat. That idiot, acting all righteous. Am I the only trash here? So how could I not hit him? This is all your responsibility. Got it?"

"...You confessed with your own mouth!"

Gwa Ju's lips were split and blood trickled from a cut under his torn eye, but in that moment, he found a glimmer of hope.

"What confession?"

"Everyone here heard it! Why you beat my son. You confessed that it wasn't a duel, but an assault."

Yang Ho glared fiercely at the surroundings.

"Well? Is there anyone here who heard what I said?"

Several other customers were there, but no one dared to step forward. Even the tavern owner, Jo Cheonbae, couldn't intervene. The moment he did, he would not only have to close his business, but his very life would be in danger. It was the same for the other customers.

"Nobody heard anything, they say. Hehehe."

At Yang Ho's laughter, Gwa Ju finally shed the tears he had been holding back.

"Ugh... sob!"

He couldn't bear the injustice. The reality that he could do nothing while the one who put his son in a coma mocked him was too devastating. He was ashamed as a father and felt so sorry. He didn't want to cry, but the tears kept flowing.

"A grown man crying like a baby. It's really like father, like son. Hahaha."

The thugs who came with Yang Ho also cackled and laughed.

It was at that very moment. From the second floor of the tavern, a young man's voice rang out clearly.

"I heard."


Chapter 28: We're Starting, So Hold on Tight

Yang Ho shouted irritably at the voice from the second floor.

"Which bastard is it?"

The same voice replied.

"You haven't even checked who it is, and you're already cursing?"

Then, a woman's voice joined in.

"This isn't courage, it's recklessness."

The woman's voice was so pleasant it explained the expression 'like rolling jade beads'. It felt like even her curses would be a pleasure to hear.

"What on earth is inside that head of his to make him act like that?"

"His upbringing must have been poor."

"Some kids grow up just fine even if their parents neglect them. So you can't just blame the parents for everything."

"You're right."

Normally, Yang Ho would have flown into a rage, but his mind was filled with lust instead.

Judging by her voice alone, she must be a peerless beauty. If I play my cards right today, I might be able to spend a hot night with her!

He planned to crush the man with her and take the woman for himself.

Such a fearless fantasy was possible for a reason. In the Demon Village, one's status and skill determined which inns, taverns, and brothels they frequented.

The Alluring Inn, run by Jo Cheonbae, was a place for low-class martial artists. Neither his father nor his subordinates, the Blade Ghosts, ever came here.

Martial artists from the orthodox or unorthodox sects didn't just drop by the Demon Village. So, Yang Ho naturally concluded his opponents must be low-class martial artists from our Cult.

Meanwhile, the conversation on the second floor continued.

"To think the son of a mere Hundred Blade Ghosts is committing such tyranny in broad daylight. The prestige of the Blade Ghosts must be truly great."

"It's probably only possible because he's riding on the coattails of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's authority."

Yang Ho was puzzled. No one had ever dared to look down on his father before, and now his opponent was even mentioning the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I can imagine how he was raised from a young age."

"He grew up not knowing how scary the world is."

Yang Ho listened and then spoke politely, a stark change from his earlier tone.

"Esteemed senior, you've graced us with your presence. Please reveal yourself and point out the mistakes of this foolish junior."

The moment he finished, he added another comment.

"You idiot, did you think I'd fall for that? I don't know what kind of bastards you are, pretending to be mysterious, but you'd better show your faces right now or you'll die."

A man then peeked his head out from the second floor.

Yang Ho relaxed when he saw the man's youthful appearance.

"Is it you?"

"Yeah, it's me."

"What about the bitch who was chattering with you?"

Then, the woman peeked her head out. Yang Ho screamed at the sight of her.

"Aargh! What the hell?"

"Why are you so surprised, Master."

"Is it really you? Is it you!"

The owner of the voice was a fat woman, not a peerless beauty. His happy fantasy shattered, and Yang Ho roared.

"You bastards, get down here right now if you don't want to die!"


"Let's go down now."

I finished my drink at Lee Ahn's words.

I was the one drinking on the second floor. I had come to meet the victim's father, Gwa Ju, and ended up catching an unexpectedly big fish.

I leaped from the second floor to the floor below. Lee Ahn followed, jumping down as well. She used her movement arts to land lightly despite her large frame.

Yang Ho was startled by our movements. He had assumed we were third-rate martial artists, but we were far too nimble.

I helped the fallen Gwa Ju to his feet and sat him in a chair.

"I'm sorry for not intervening sooner. I had a feeling that bastard would run his mouth, so I waited. Thanks to that, I got a confession."

"Second Young Lord?"

"Oh, you recognize me."

"Actually, I recognized your bodyguard. She's quite famous within the academy."

I looked at Lee Ahn and pouted.

"Does this make any sense? You're more famous than me!"

"How could I be famous? They just recognized me right away because I'm so big. Tsk!"

Yang Ho's face turned pale as he listened to our conversation.

"You're... the Second Young Lord?"

"Relax. I'm here today as the Sanzu Hall Director. No, wait, you should probably be more nervous then."

Yang Ho, who had been shouting as if he owned the world, lowered his voice and spoke politely.

"I failed to recognize a noble person of our Cult. Please forgive my rudeness. I'm still young."

"From the way you act, you don't seem young at all."

"No, I'm not. I'm just a kid who doesn't know anything."

Yang Ho bowed his head low. The young brat was cunning, knowing instinctively when to submit.

"May I be excused now?"

"Wait. I have business with you."

"What business is that?"

"I'm here to investigate the assault case you committed."

"But the Sanzu River Hall already ruled me innocent."

"This case is being completely reinvestigated."

A startled Yang Ho stood in shock while Gwa Ju's face brightened. Jo Cheonbae, who was next to him, flinched and stopped himself from cheering.

I listed Yang Ho's charges one by one.

"You extorted money daily, so that's habitual extortion. You forced him to steal, so that's instigating theft. You beat a friend to the brink of death, so that's attempted murder, and as if that wasn't enough, you came and assaulted the victim's father. Your crimes are too heinous. You'll spend at least twenty years in prison."

"Twenty years?"

Yang Ho turned deathly pale. He couldn't handle two days in prison, let alone twenty years.

"No, it just happened while we were having a duel!"

"Too late. You confessed yourself right in front of the Sanzu Hall Director."

Cornered, Yang Ho brought up the person who had shielded him from all his evil deeds.

"Do you know who my father is?"

"I do. He's the Hundred Blade Ghosts."

"If you frame me, my father won't just stand by."

"Don't talk nonsense about being framed. You want me to show you what a real frame-up looks like?"

The brat flinched and shrank back from my intensity.

"And your father will be too busy to look after you. I'm planning to arrest him too, on charges of pressuring a Sanzu River Hall investigator."

The teenage Yang Ho couldn't withstand the pressure.

"Father won't let you get away with this. He'll get out of prison and get revenge on you. No, he can kill you even from inside prison! So you'd better think carefully..."

"......"

I didn't let him finish. My fist slammed mercilessly into the brat's stomach.

Yang Ho clutched his stomach and collapsed. Then, another thunderbolt struck him.

"If we add the crime of threatening the Sanzu Hall Director, that's thirty years."

Yang Ho looked up, his face filled with terror.

"...No, please save me!"

"I'm feeling generous. I'll drop that one."

"Please, forgive me."

"Alright, give me one reason why I should forgive you, and stop going on about your father."

"That is..."

"Have you ever saved someone? Ever helped anyone? No? Then tell me something even remotely good you've done. Try to make something up, even if you have to force it."

"......"

"You can't even make something up, can you? It's hard to invent something on the spot when you've never done it. Why should I forgive someone like you?"

"I'll... I'll live a good life from now on!"

"Sure. Live like that after you get out of prison and pay for your crimes."

WHOOSH, SMACK!

I mercilessly slapped the brat across the face. His jaw twisted as he lost consciousness and collapsed.

"Transport him to the Hall."

I could have beaten him half to death right there, but I didn't. For him, the real hell would be twenty years in prison. It wasn't an empty threat. I fully intended to give him a twenty-year sentence and throw him in.

The prisons of our Cult were hellish places where human rights were ignored. I could guarantee this brat wouldn't last a month before taking his own life.

Turning over a new leaf? If he were that kind of person, he wouldn't have committed such vicious acts in the first place.

The two goons at the entrance backed away, trying to flee.

However, martial artists blocked the entrance. They were Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall. They were known to be more fearsome than any other martial artists in our Cult, the kind even the Demonic Army wouldn't dare challenge.

The two lackeys wet themselves and collapsed.

"We only did what we were told!"

"Please spare us!"

Punishment was one thing, but first, these guys had a role to play.

"If you don't confess everything exactly as it happened, you'll take all the blame."

"We'll tell you everything!"

"I'll tell you!"

I spoke as if I might forgive them for testifying, but that was a lie. Once I had their testimony, these guys were headed to prison too. Their sentences would be shorter than Yang Ho's, but I planned to give them at least five years.

If I made an example of these guys, would anyone dare bully their peers in the martial arts academy or the academy again?

"Take them to the interrogation room and get their statements!"

"Yes, sir!"

The enforcement martial artists subdued the three's acupoints and transported them to the Hall.

One of the watching customers couldn't hold back and started clapping.

CLAP, CLAP, CLAP!

Then, the rest of them cheered. Jo Cheonbae finally let out the cheer he had held back.

This reaction probably wouldn't have happened if it weren't me, but I am the son of the Heavenly Demon, so it was okay for them to cheer.

I addressed them in a loud voice.

"From now on, if you suffer any injustice, report it to the Sanzu River Hall. As long as I am the Sanzu Hall Director, no external pressure will work."

The applause grew louder. If I wasn't afraid of a Demon Supreme, what other external pressure could possibly work?

I finished with a joke. "If someone tries to scare you by saying they'll call their father, like that brat just did, I'll call my father too!"

Laughter erupted from the crowd.

Just then, one of my subordinates reported something to me. I immediately relayed the good news to Gwa Ju.

"Before coming here, the Demonic Physician treated your son."

"Is that true? That noble person treated my son?"

"To me, your son is more precious. I've just been told he has woken up, so please, hurry and go see him."

"Uwaaah!"

Overwhelmed, Gwa Ju cried out.

"Ah! Dong-ah, Dong-ah! You're alive! My son is alive!"

The tavern owner, Jo Cheonbae, embraced him.

"This is great, just great."

People who knew the two of them gathered around to congratulate them.

Gwa Ju shed tears of overwhelming emotion.

"I will never forget this kindness."

I stopped him as he was about to give a deep bow.

"Haven't you dedicated your entire life to our Cult? It's only natural that our Cult should protect you."

Our Cult was maintained because of people like him, who silently dedicated their lives to it. The current our Cult has lost this natural sense of gratitude.

"Our Cult is grateful to you."

I bowed my head to him. Gwa Ju sensed the sincerity in my heart and shed tears.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

"You should hurry and go see your son."

"Yes, I'll be on my way now."

He hurried off to see his son. The tavern owner, Jo Cheonbae, then spoke to me.

"Whenever you come by, drinks and food will be on the house."

"Thank you. I'll come by next time for a drink."

"It would be my honor if you did."

Jo Cheonbae bowed deeply. The other customers also bowed. For them, this was likely the most satisfying thing they had ever witnessed.

After they bowed and stepped back, Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong walked over from behind me.

Seo Daeryong asked cautiously, his expression worried.

"But... will you really be alright?"

Since I planned to arrest not only Yang Ho but also his father, the Hundred Blade Ghosts, I would be seriously provoking the Blood Heaven Blade Demon again.

"Will I be alright? Of course not. All hell will break loose again."

"I'm worried."

"Isn't this the case you brought to me? Trying to bury me with the Blade Demon's big sword."

"That's true, but..."

Seo Daeryong sighed. Regret was written on his face, as if he thought he shouldn't have brought this case forward.

I spoke powerfully to Seo Daeryong, who desperately dreamed of change, and to Lee Ahn, who still feared it.

"We haven't even really started yet. So don't let your hearts waver, and hold on tight!"


Chapter 29: What We Should Fear

I expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Blade Demons to show up first. However, the first backlash for arresting Yang Ho came from within.

About thirty investigators from the Sanzu River Hall gathered in the main hall and summoned me.

The one leading them was the most senior Special Investigator, Gong Myeong.

"We should've visited you in your office, but there were too many of us, so we've been rude."

"It looks like you've come here to fight, not to talk."

"Absolutely not. Please don't misunderstand."

They had not come with one mind. I could tell just by looking at their eyes who had a complaint and who had been dragged along reluctantly.

Gong Myeong stepped forward on behalf of everyone.

"I heard you reinvestigated a case that our Hall had already closed as not guilty."

"I did."

"That act undermines the morale and authority of our Hall's investigators."

I asked the investigators standing behind Gong Myeong.

"Do you all think so too?"

"Yes, we do," they answered thunderously.

"My thoughts are a little different. I think the Yang Ho case is what undermined the Hall's authority, and quite severely at that."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Do I really need to explain something so obvious? This is disappointing."

At that, Gong Myeong's expression hardened as he retorted, "You're the one who has already done something nonsensical, Director."

"Did you hear that when I arrested Yang Ho, the bastard confessed everything in front of everyone?"

"I did."

"So what's this? Why have you all swarmed here?"

"We are addressing the reinvestigation of an already closed case."

"A matter of principle?"

"That's right. It's also unprecedented."

"Investigator Gong, an innocent child was beaten nearly to death. The guilty bastard was caught and even confessed. Shouldn't it obviously be reinvestigated? How do you think you look, bringing up principles in this situation?"

"You can call me old-fashioned, but it can't be helped. For an organization, principles are that important."

Is he being stubborn, or is he trying to pressure me? He would not back down an inch.

"Fine, let's see what everyone thinks. Anyone who thinks the reinvestigation is right, come over here!"

They came here for collective action, so I doubted anyone would move.

But one person walked over to my side.

It was my absolute supporter, Seo Daeryong. Everyone knew he was close to me, so there was no ripple of agitation.

"My loyal subject and one-man army, Detective Seo."

"If you say it like that, it makes it seem like I moved because of our personal connection, doesn't it?"

"Weren't you?"

"No. Separate from my loyalty to you, Director, I believe this case must be reinvestigated."

"The reason?"

"The investigation was insufficient."

Gong Myeong and a few other investigators openly scowled, but Seo Daeryong calmly stated his thoughts.

"And we can't rule out the possibility of external pressure."

"Good. Anyone agree with this opinion?" I raised my hand high again and looked at the investigators.

I thought it was unlikely, but one person stepped forward.

"I think so too."

He was the martial artist Godang had injured during the last investigation of the Demonic Army. I had not only avenged him but also asked the Demonic Physician to give him the best treatment.

"I'm the Flying Tiger. I wasn't able to greet you properly back then. Thank you so much."

"How's your injury?"

"It's fine."

"That's a relief."

Other than the Flying Tiger, no other investigators moved. They seemed to be watching Gong Myeong's reaction. After all, they had known me for only a few days, while they had been with Gong Myeong for years, or even over a decade.

Then, one more person moved.

"I'm Yang Gon. I'm from the same class as the Flying Tiger. Thank you sincerely for avenging the Flying Tiger."

With Yang Gon stepping forward, a few more people mustered their courage and moved to my side. They did not move because of personal connections. They were the ones who also thought this investigation was wrong.

However, the number of people still standing on Gong Myeong's side was overwhelmingly larger.

I called out one person from among them. He was the man at the center of today's events.

"Investigator Jonghwa!"

"......"

Jonghwa was the investigator who had been in charge of this case. He was the one who had let the son of the Hundred Blade Ghosts go free.

"What are your thoughts?"

"...I investigated the case properly."

I walked up to Jonghwa, stared intently into his face, and asked, "Did you, by any chance, take a bribe from the Blade Demon?"

For a moment, Jonghwa's expression stiffened. Gong Myeong got angry on his behalf.

"What kind of outrageous remark is that?"

I unleashed a cold aura and asked Gong Myeong, "Then did you take it?"

"No."

"Then why are you stepping forward? Going so far as to make such an outrageous remark to your superior?"

"Because it concerns my subordinate."

"He's my subordinate too. Is he not?"

In that moment, Gong Myeong realized his slip of the tongue and bowed his head.

"You are right. I apologize."

"Don't step forward without permission."

"......"

After shutting him up, I spoke to Jonghwa again.

"Did you take money from the Hundred Blade Ghosts?"

"I did not."

"Do you swear it?"

"I swear on my life."

As if to prove his innocence, he did not avoid my gaze.

"If you don't believe me, you can investigate."

"I already did. You really didn't take any money."

Everyone was startled by my words. To have already investigated meant an internal investigation had been completed.

I told him not to step forward, but Gong Myeong could not hold back.

"Our investigators can't be internally investigated without a special investigation."

"I conducted it as a special investigation. I even got a direct order from the Cult Leader to conduct it as an external investigation."

I asked the startled Gong Myeong coldly, "When the Cult Leader appointed me as the Director here, did you think he wouldn't back me up this much?"

"No."

I looked around at everyone and said calmly, "I was curious. If you didn't take any money, why did you cover up the case like this?"

"I didn't cover up the case. According to my investigation..."

I cut Jonghwa off.

"Because that bastard threatened to kill your younger sister?"

Jonghwa froze instantly. His expression seemed to say, How did you know that?

"The investigation into you revealed that you are a remarkably incorruptible man. I didn't believe it. I told them to dig deeper, saying no one in the world hates money, but surprisingly, you really were an incorruptible man. So why would someone so upright just gloss over the case? It turns out you have one great weakness. Your only family, your young sister."

Jonghwa's eyes wavered.

A shocked Gong Myeong asked him, "Were you really threatened by that bastard?"

Jonghwa could not answer.

"You fool, speak! Were you really threatened!" Gong Myeong pressed him, but Jonghwa just kept his head down and said nothing.

I also knew why Gong Myeong had taken the lead. Jonghwa was the junior he cherished the most. He had stepped forward to help prevent Jonghwa from facing any disadvantages because of this.

I said to Jonghwa, "If you're worried about your sister, don't be. I've already sent enforcement martial artists to guard her at a safehouse. Your sister will be safe until this case is completely resolved."

Only then did a look of relief spread across Jonghwa's face. Soon after, as if admitting everything, he knelt before me.

"I have committed a crime worthy of death."

Watching this, Gong Myeong sighed.

"Ah..."

Having worked together for a long time, he would have known better than anyone how much Jonghwa adored his sister. However, it seemed even he did not know this had happened.

I spoke to Jonghwa, whose head was bowed low.

"You know you shouldn't have done this, even if you were threatened, right?"

"Yes, I will gladly accept my punishment."

The watching investigators had varied expressions, but they were all furious. This was not someone else's problem. It was something that could happen to any of them at any time.

"Get up."

"......"

Jonghwa rose from his spot.

"If this had happened after I became the Director, I wouldn't have forgiven you. However, since this happened before I arrived, I'll make a special exception and forgive you."

"Are you really forgiving me?"

"It's not me forgiving you. It's your past life of integrity that has forgiven you. Now, that past life of integrity has been wiped away by this incident. Start building it up again from the beginning."

Not expecting to be forgiven, Jonghwa was deeply moved.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

However, my next words truly moved him.

"Now that I'm the Director, your families are like my family. Any bastard who touches my family, I'll destroy them all. What? Don't believe me? I've cut down a General of the Demonic Army. You think I'd be scared of some Blade Demon?"

I could feel the gazes directed at me growing hotter.

"From now on, this Hall will not tolerate any external pressure. From this moment on, if you take even a single coin as a bribe, you will be charged with a serious crime. You'd better be prepared to be locked up in the same prison as the criminals you've thrown in there. If you don't think you can abide by this, then get out of this Hall."

There were various reactions. Joy and excitement, animosity, disbelief, all bloomed on their faces.

"In return, I won't let anyone who messes with you get away with it, just like this time. If you're threatened, tell me, and I will definitely protect your family. Even if they've already been kidnapped, I will rescue them. You can trust me. If you can't trust me, then trust the Cult Leader. I'll beg my father to save them if I have to, so I will get them back. So, if you face any external pressure, you must report it to me."

I was speaking from the heart. The Sanzu River Hall would only function properly when there was certainty that we and our families were safe.

"I'm the kind of person who believes that whoever commits an evil act must be punished, no matter who they are. Even if someone from the Heavenly Demon Hall does wrong, I won't let it slide. If the Cult Leader commits a crime, I'll arrest the Cult Leader too!"

For a moment, everyone held their breath. To say you would arrest the Heavenly Demon was a statement for which you could be killed by the Heavenly Demon on the spot.

"What I fear isn't the Cult Leader, nor is it the Eight Demon Supremes. What I fear is us becoming useless. Failing to protect those we must protect, and failing to stop the guilty bastards from smirking as they get away. Yesterday, when I caught that guy, the people at the inn were so happy they all clapped. I'm a guy who likes the spotlight, so I'm going to keep getting applause from now on."

As my sincerity was conveyed, the investigators' expressions changed. Jonghwa, who had been threatened, was especially at a loss, his eyes turning red.

Just then, an investigator standing behind Gong Myeong walked over to my side and spoke. It was none other than Jo Hyang, the woman Seo Daeryong liked.

"I want to receive applause with you too, Director."

That was the beginning. One by one, the investigators walked over to my side. Some were sincere, while others came over reluctantly, swayed by the atmosphere. It did not matter. What was important now was that they were all moving in the same direction.

Now, the last person remaining was Gong Myeong.

"Don't you like the new principle I've established?"

"No, that's not it."

"Then why are you still standing there?"

"......"

"Is it because your pride is hurt?"

"No. I don't know if what you've said is sincere, Director."

Nonsense. His pride was hurt. He had come with the good intention of protecting his junior, but his justification and momentum had vanished, and he had even been embarrassed. That was why these few steps were so difficult for him.

I had to soothe that wounded pride. That was the role of a leader. This was a time that needed unity, not division. While he was stubborn, he was not a bad person. In fact, when I investigated Jonghwa, I had him thoroughly investigated too.

"Everything I said before was sincere. To make my sincerity a reality, I absolutely need your experience and help."

I extended my hand to Gong Myeong first.

"Help me."

"Thank you, Director."

Gong Myeong took my hand. His hand was trembling. This act had more value than just placating Gong Myeong. It was because of the investigators watching this scene.

I immediately gave an order to Seo Daeryong.

"Detective Seo."

"......"

"Take the enforcement martial artists and go arrest Yang Ho's father, Yang Tae of the Hundred Blade Ghosts, right now. The charge is aggravated blackmail."

At that moment, Gong Myeong spoke cautiously.

"He won't submit to the arrest quietly."

I spoke loudly for everyone to hear.

"Let him. If he does, I'll wipe out the entire Blade Demon Sect."

They were probably all wondering what I was relying on to act this way, but one thing was certain.

The investigators of the Sanzu River Hall standing before me had probably never once heard someone talk about wiping out the entire Blade Demon Sect since the Hall was founded. They were excited. Their hearts must have already started beating faster. I could feel their fervor.

With this passion, I could be sure. Today was the day the morale of the Sanzu River Hall was the highest since its inception.


Chapter 30: The Reason the Sword Cries

Seo Daeryong returned empty-handed with the enforcement martial artists.

He explained, "Yang Tae refused arrest. He claimed the blade ghosts can defend themselves within Southern Blade Sect territory. I tried to take him by force, but his subordinates interfered, so I had to retreat."

As one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts, Yang Tae had one hundred direct subordinates. Arresting him would not be easy if he refused.

The investigators, whose morale was at its peak, grew agitated.

"He's disrespecting us."

"We must take all the enforcement martial artists and arrest him by force."

Gong Myeong calmed the younger investigators and urged caution.

"You must handle this carefully. If a clash occurs with the blade ghosts, many of the enforcement martial artists will be injured."

"But we can't just let this go, can we?"

While the investigators debated, I held out a document to them.

"Here, send this to him."

"What?!"

I showed them a summons. The charge I had written on it shocked everyone.

@[Treason.]@

"Can you really apply a charge of treason for refusing arrest?"

Even the veteran Gong Myeong did not know this.

"I can," I said. "We were appointed directly by the Cult Leader, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon appointed the Hundred Blade Ghosts. Our orders and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's orders can't conflict. In the end, he's disobeying the Cult Leader's command. We don't need to go ourselves. If we send the summons by messenger, he'll come running."

He will come. If he makes one wrong move and the sparks of treason fall upon all the blade ghosts, he will die at their hands.

"Yes, I understand."

Seo Daeryong took the summons and immediately rushed out.

Indeed, less than an hour after the summons was delivered, Yang Tae appeared at the Sanzu River Hall.

The word 'treason' was a magic phrase that made even the most ill-tempered opponent compliant.

But while it could bring him here, it could not make him confess.

After two hours of interrogation, the man still refused to admit he had threatened to kill Jonghwa's younger sister.

I expected this, so I entered the interrogation room myself.

Yang Tae sat in a chair, his inner arts suppressed. He flinched when I entered. The imposing aura of the Hundred Blade Ghosts could not compare to my current presence, especially after I had cut down the Demonic Army General.

"Second Young Lord."

"You should call me the Sanzu Hall Director, not Second Young Lord."

"My apologies. Director. The summons mentioned treason. What on earth is this about?"

"I thought this was the only way I'd get to see our Martial Artist Yang." I smiled and spoke gently.

Yang Tae responded in kind. "I apologize for resisting arrest. As you know, when you're part of an organization, there are many situations where you have to be mindful of others, aren't there? I have my reputation to maintain in front of my subordinates."

"I understand."

"This was never something that should have blown up like this. It all started because of some kids' squabble."

"There is some truth to that."

I went along with his words, wondering how he would play this. Yang Tae must have thought he found an opening, because he began trying to win me over.

"I knew you were a reasonable person. It seems we can resolve this amicably."

"How so?"

"Isn't this the first time you've been entrusted with such a heavy responsibility, Director? As you run the Sanzu River Hall in the future, you'll need a lot of outside help. It will also cost a lot of money."

He was speaking indirectly, but it was clearly a bribe.

"And that's not all. When the time comes for you to officially become the successor, you will absolutely need our help. After all, most people are lining up with the First Young Lord right now...."

"If you're offering help, I'd be glad to take it. Please, help me a lot."

Yang Tae's expression brightened instantly.

"As expected of a magnanimous man. I will serve you well from now on, and I'll arrange a good meeting for us soon."

He glanced at me and stealthily rose from his seat.

"Where are you going?"

"Isn't our conversation over?"

"Didn't you mean you'd help me after you get out of prison?"

At the word 'prison', Yang Tae's expression hardened.

"Why must you make such a disappointing joke?"

I looked up at him, revealing a cold qi.

"Does this sound like a joke to you? We're talking about the crime of threatening to kill the family of a Sanzu River Hall investigator."

"I've already made it clear that I never made such a threat."

"Your testimony doesn't matter. The testimony of the investigator who was threatened has already been accepted."

"What are you talking about?"

"Our Cult has a rule. The testimony of a Sanzu River Hall martial artist takes precedence over any conflicting testimony. It's a clause created to protect the authority of the Sanzu River Hall's investigators, who enforce the rules. You probably didn't know. I only just learned of this law myself. It's all because of people like you. There are more than a few who think they can get away with anything just by insisting they're right."

A flustered Yang Tae was speechless. He likely never imagined this situation when he first arrived.

Then, I struck him with another blow.

"Confess, and I'll reduce your sentence to ten years. Deny it, and it's twenty. There will be no further negotiations."

"W-what? Ten years?" Yang Tae was so shocked he stuttered.

"Choose."

"Are you crazy?"

Yang Tae's suppressed nature emerged, and his words turned harsh.

"If I have to be, I will be. It seems it would be difficult to deal with people like you with a sane mind. Now, I'll give you half a quarter-hour to think it over."

Yang Tae's composure finally shattered. He spoke with blazing eyes.

"Don't be ridiculous. Forget ten years, I have no intention of spending even a single day in prison."

Seeing no more value in conversation, I rose from my seat.

"The trial will be held within a few days."

"By whose authority?"

"By mine. You live by your own authority, don't you?"

His urgent words stopped me as I turned to leave.

"Wait! Second Young Lord! Director! Why are you doing this?"

"Are you asking because you don't know? Your son assaulted his friend and nearly killed him. It wasn't just a one-time fight, he bullied him every day for years, and yet, the parent threatened to kill Detective Seo's family to bury the incident, and you ask me why I'm doing this?"

"Are we the same as some warehouse guard? Shouldn't you at least treat us as superiors? People have always turned a blind eye to things like this until now, haven't they?"

His words were sad and terrifying. They also fueled my drive to move forward.

"Not anymore."

"If you touch me, the Demon Supreme won't just stand by."

"He will. He stood by when I cut down the Demonic Army General, so what makes you so special?"

Yang Tae finally exploded. He had wrongly concluded that he was in this mess for trying to be nice.

"......"

Yang Tae slammed his fist on the desk and spoke through gritted teeth.

"Listen here, Sanzu Hall Director! I am a man with many friends who would risk their lives for me!"

"I guarantee you, no one will step up for you. Who would genuinely like someone like you enough to risk their life?"

I threw one last remark at the trembling man.

"Why? Why don't you try threatening to kill my family too?"

Yang Tae grew agitated but did not dare say a word.

As I watched the man grit his teeth and swallow his rage, a thought occurred to me.

Perhaps our downfall wasn't because of Hwa Mugi.

Discipline had crumbled so much that a mere member of the Hundred Blade Ghosts could threaten a Sanzu River Hall investigator and even subtly threaten me.

"Just confess."

I spoke calmly and left the room. As the door closed, I only heard the sound of him striking the poor desk.


That same day, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me.

He sat in my residence's front yard, drinking wine. His great sword was plunged into the ground before him.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord. Or should I call you the Sanzu Hall Director now?"

"Call me whatever is comfortable for you."

"I'm more comfortable with Second Young Lord, so I'll call you Second Young Lord."

"As you wish."

"Come, have a drink."

I obediently sat across from him. He invited me for a drink but did not pour me any.

"I'm sure I warned you. It's not good for you to see me often."

"You are always the one who comes to see me, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me for a moment, then abruptly brought up the past.

"There was a moment recently when I saw you in a new light. When you won the duel and made your wish to the Cult Leader, I shouted inwardly. Yes, that's it. A smart man would make a wish like that."

"Even I thought it was a pretty good wish."

"Yes, it all started that day."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon emptied his cup and refilled it. He still did not offer me a cup and drank by himself again.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon leaned against the Heaven Destroying Dao, which was stuck in the ground behind him like a wall. The giant dao's overwhelming size was awe-inspiring compared to his gaunt frame.

"That's a truly magnificent sword."

"Aren't you afraid of this sword?"

"Why should I be afraid of it?"

"Because you make my sword cry."

I met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's piercing gaze.

"Why would the sword be crying because of me?"

"Then why is it crying?"

"It cries out of lament."

"About what?"

"Your disciple used Qi Dispersing Poison on me during the duel tournament, and another disciple came to me and insulted my subordinate. Your younger brother used the Demonic Army for his own selfish gains, and your subordinate threatened to kill a Sanzu River Hall investigator. The sword cries because it laments seeing that those around its master do not live up to his character."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled into a smile.

"You have a silver tongue."

"I merely stated the facts, and now I'm an eloquent speaker."

"You're wrong."

"Please, enlighten me."

"First, you said those around me don't live up to my character. That's not true. They are a perfect match for my character. I'm only a man of that caliber."

As expected of this formidable old man. People with great pride or a thirst for honor are usually easier to deal with.

"And strictly speaking, it's not their fault. It's yours."

"Mine?"

"When a dragon ascends to the heavens, it always brings a storm with it."

"Who is the dragon?"

"Who else but you? Aren't my people being swept away by that storm?"

"What ascension? It's just a loach stirring up muddy water with a finger qi bullet."

"A loach becomes a snake, and a snake becomes a dragon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon emptied his cup again, still drinking alone.

"Damn it! Everything is fine, but why do my people have to be the ones swept away?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed, set down his cup, and stated his purpose directly.

"Release the member of the Hundred Blade Ghosts you have locked up. Because of you, the morale of our Southern Blade Sect is at rock bottom these days."

"If the investigation finds him innocent, he will be released."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon began to unleash his demonic qi. I had felt its intensity before and understood why my father said I could not yet handle the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The martial arts of a Demon Supreme were truly on another level.

"Let me give you a piece of advice."

"Don't."

"What?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression twisted for a moment, but I continued calmly.

"If you came to ask a favor, then just ask the favor. Don't ask a favor and give advice at the same time. Young people these days find that sort of person disagreeable."

He could have easily erupted in anger, but he was formidable. Instead, he withdrew his demonic qi.

"You're right. It's rare to find someone who speaks so bluntly these days."

"You should be wary. Stagnant water is bound to rot."

"Who would want to become stagnant? When you've been immersed for a while, you grow attached and sometimes miss the chance to let things flow away."

"Even so, we don't immerse ourselves in rotten water, do we? Take this opportunity to let the rotten water flow away. He is not a man worth protecting."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drained his cup in one go and then offered it to me.

"Will you accept a drink from me?"

It was the first drink he had offered. I obediently accepted the cup.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke as he poured the drink. "Fine, I'll let the rotten water flow away."

"A wise decision indeed."

Just as I was about to drink, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon made a meaningful remark.

"In return, from now on, you, Second Young Lord, will become my water."


Chapter 31: You're the Crazy One

My cup stopped dead in the air, halfway to my lips.

Become his water? Could it be?

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm asking you to become my man."

I never expected the Blade Demon to approach me like this. He publicly supported my brother. Was he really abandoning my brother for me? This was the most unexpected thing to happen since I first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Do you want to become the Heavenly Demon?"

"I do."

I answered without hesitation.

"Then drink that liquor. I will be your backer."

"But Elder, don't you support my brother?"

"That was a choice I made before I knew you were this kind of madman."

"First a dragon, now a madman. I'm quite busy."

You're the crazy one.

I killed his younger brother, crippled his disciple, and imprisoned his subordinate, yet this old man offered to be my backer. He was a man who would sell anything for his ambition.

"I killed your brother, Elder."

"Once you leave your parents' arms, you're strangers. Feeling your guts tear just because a blood relative died? Don't make me laugh. It's human nature to feel more pain from a thorn under your own fingernail."

Every word this old man spat was sincere.

"It's not like I formally joined hands with the First Young Lord anyway... and even if I had, a man's heart can always change."

"Gaining you, Elder, would be like gaining a grand army. However..."

"What are you hesitating for?"

"I don't know if I can trust you, Elder. Just as you're abandoning my brother now, you could abandon me too."

"If a situation arises where I must abandon you, then I will. Do you think I'm doing this because I trust you? I'm a man who has never trusted anyone in my life."

"Then why did you choose me?"

"Because I thought I could bet my fate on your madness, the way you push forward so fearlessly."

"So in the end, you chose me because I'm a madman."

"With that madness, you'll devour them all."

If I were a young man of this age, I might have felt puffed up with pride at being chosen. I might have believed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words completely.

However, I know all too well the dirty tricks old men use to exploit the young.

Do you want to become the Heavenly Demon?

That was the question he had asked earlier. The statement was designed to create an illusion. It suggested I could become the Heavenly Demon just by taking his hand.

The question he posed now was steeped in the same scheme.

"If you were to become the Heavenly Demon, what kind of Heavenly Demon would you be?"

"At the very least, under my rule, the Demon Supreme won't be able to pressure the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Hahaha. As expected, my eyes were sharp."

His sly, serpentine attitude never showed his displeasure, no matter how foul he felt.

It was all part of the old man's masterful tactic to sway my decision.

For now, I politely refused. In the push and pull of relationships, letting yourself be pulled along makes you unattractive prey.

"I'm grateful that you think so highly of me, but I believe now is the time for me to do the job I was assigned. What would my father think? Wouldn't he say I neglected my duties to play politics after being entrusted with a great responsibility?"

"Hiding behind the Cult Leader. Is that truly a wise choice?"

"What do you mean?"

"The Sanzu Hall Director? What do you think will happen if you do that job well? What if the Cult Leader keeps you in the position of the Sanzu Hall Director? Do you plan to rot away as the Sanzu Hall Director for the rest of your life? That job is merely a part of the process. The path you must choose is always singular. It's one of the crossroads between becoming the successor or not. The moment you get confused, you'll lose your way and end up wandering in the deceptively beautiful forest called the Sanzu River Hall."

He brought my father into it to conclude his persuasion.

"Rather, the Cult Leader will take note of you joining hands with me. The mere fact that I chose you will increase your stature, and you will catch everyone's eye."

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon overlooked one thing.

My will to establish discipline in our Cult was not mine alone. Father's will was also intertwined with it.

"Please give me some time to think. I will drink this liquor when I have made my decision."

I placed the cup back down on the table.

Despite my postponement, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled with satisfaction.

"That's right. Of course, you should. You shouldn't just drink it like an idiot because I told you to."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon rose from his seat. He drew the Heaven Destroying Dao that was stuck in the ground behind him.

He pulled the dao from the earth and swung it at me in one smooth motion.

I didn't dodge. I drew the Black Demon Sword and blocked the attack.

"......"

A metallic explosion erupted. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke from behind our crossed blades.

"I'll have your answer tomorrow."

"I will give it to you in five days."

We glared at each other. The tense battle of wills lasted only a moment.

"Let's see each other in three days."

Without waiting for a reply, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot into the sky and vanished over the wall. His movement was swift and incredible, with no wasted motion.

I sheathed the Black Demon Sword and rotated my wrist.

"Damned old man, that hurts like hell."

It wasn't a full-powered attack, but the dao's extraordinary internal energy made my wrist throb.

This old man. He secretly enjoys inflicting pain on others.

It was his way of making sure I understood his martial superiority. One might think of it as an old man's pride or a nasty hobby, but I believe the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has a clear intention behind actions like this.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would poke at your sides until you were bruised. Or, like today, he would inflict a pain that made your arm ache for days.

This pain instills unconscious fear in an opponent. The physical violence plays a significant role in manipulating them to his will.

The more I experience it, the more I realize he is no simple old man. I also understand why my father is using me to dance with a sword.

There were eight beings like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. If the Eight Demon Supremes united, even my father would struggle to deal with them. They might slander and fight amongst themselves, but they became one mind when facing the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Moreover, they were the main force of our Cult. If my father eliminated them simply because he disliked them, the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance would invade immediately.

You like that I'm a madman? That's something you say only when you don't know how mad I can truly be.

Before heading to my quarters, I stopped by Lee Ahn's personal training ground.

Lee Ahn was so focused on her training that she didn't notice my arrival. She was doing the basic physical conditioning I had told her to do.

She panted as if she were about to pass out, but Lee Ahn endured it and devoted herself to her training.

Why you?

Because when I give an order, you become a simple, stubborn fool. You're not normally like that, but you willingly become one for my sake.

After watching her train for a moment, I returned to my room.

I brought out some liquor and sat by the window, allowing myself a moment of leisure.

When I think of Hwa Mugi, I can't rest for even a single moment, but that doesn't mean I will only charge straight ahead. If I lose the composure to look at my surroundings, I will surely miss something.

So, I had a few drinks for the first time in a while, using the brightly shining moon as a side dish.

I thought of my father, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the other Demon Supremes. I also thought about my life after killing Hwa Mugi.


Even on the next day, Yang Tae's spirit was not broken.

"Hmph! Director of the Sanzu Hall, you've picked a fight with the wrong person. Don't you know that messing with me is the same as messing with the entire Southern Blade Sect?"

He threatened me, using the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as his shield.

"If you just let me go, I'll pretend this never happened. I'll even speak to the Demon Supreme myself to ensure that no harm comes to Director Seo."

Then he tried to coax me.

He had never experienced such a desperate situation in his life. Looking at his records, he had lived a life of constant success, starting as a Blade Ghost, then moving through the Ten Blade Ghosts to become one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts. He had never suffered hardship, and no one had ever challenged him in his life.

He didn't know how to act in this situation. Instead of a sincere apology, he resorted to coercion and appeasement. These were the only methods he had ever used to live his life.

Unlike yesterday, I treated Yang Tae calmly.

"Martial artist Yang. Have a seat. Today, the Southern Blade Sect officially announced their regret regarding this incident."

At that, Yang Tae was overjoyed.

"I told you, didn't I? The Demon Supreme would never abandon me. Now, release me."

Yang Tae's expression softened, thinking he would soon be free.

"Let's just forget about our past grievances."

As if he were the one forgiving me, I calmly asked him a question.

"Do you know why I'm treating you so politely right now?"

"Isn't it because you want to end things on good terms?"

"No. It's because this is the last day I will ever see you."

"Isn't that the same thing? Once I leave, we'll have no reason to see each other again."

Yang Tae's face filled with joy. It was time to help that face find its true expression.

"I think you're misunderstanding something."

"Misunderstanding?"

"The Southern Blade Sect didn't express regret to us. They expressed it to you. They regret that you tarnished the honor of the Southern Blade Sect."

"...What?"

"And they officially apologized that a martial artist of the Southern Blade Sect caused such a disgraceful incident. They also apologized to the victim and promised compensation. They even said they would ensure nothing like this ever happens again."

"What... kind of bullshit is this? The Southern Blade Sect has never officially apologized for something like this before. No matter what incident occurred."

Yang Tae's voice trembled.

"It must be an honor. To have changed such a sect."

"Don't lie to me!"

"Well then, I hope you have a pleasant life in prison."

I stood up from my seat. Belatedly, Yang Tae started shouting and causing a ruckus. I told the guards to just leave him be. This tantrum would be his last.

He would have to take responsibility for his actions, for never once showing a hint of sincere remorse.

I gave an order to Seo Daeryong, who waited outside the door.

"Contact the prison and send him to the harshest section."

"......"

Even the comfortable sections of our Cult's prison are hell. The saying that it's better to be beheaded than imprisoned didn't come from nowhere. With his personality, he wouldn't last in prison. The same went for his son.

I did not pity them.

If I hadn't intervened, they would have lived lavishly. Gwa Ju's family would have lived a miserable existence. There must have been other Gwa Jus I never knew about, and more would have appeared in the future.

The threatened investigator, Jonghwa, would have had his future ruined as well.

That is why I feel no pity or regret.

"What on earth happened?"

"What about?"

"Why did the Southern Blade Sect issue a statement of apology? This is completely unprecedented."

"Go and ask them why they did it."

"I would if I could. With the current atmosphere, if I went to the Southern Blade Sect, I probably wouldn't walk out of there."

"No. Right now, you could dance in the Southern Blade Sect's training grounds and still walk out safely."

I left the bewildered Seo Daeryong behind, striding down the hallway as I added one last thing.

"For the next two days, at least."


Chapter 32: I Need a Side Dish

The next day, the Demon Cult opened a branch of the Sanzu River Hall in the Demon Village.

It was located directly across from the Alluring Inn. The branch was very small, so only one new investigator and one enforcement martial artist were stationed there.

As they moved in the necessary furniture and hung the sign, the owner of the Alluring Inn, Jo Cheonbae, watched me cautiously.

"Director, why did you place the branch here?" he asked.

"Let's say you were wronged by one of our cult's martial artists. What would you have done until now?"

"...What do you mean, what would I have done?"

Jo Cheonbae's question said everything. What could he have done? He would have just suffered the injustice.

"If it's a matter involving our cult's martial artists, you can report it to the Sanzu River Hall. Do you know anyone around here who has done that?"

"No, not that I know of."

Of course, there were none. To even reach the Sanzu River Hall, a person had to state their purpose at the cult's main gate, then undergo an identity check and a body search. Someone had to pass through several such procedures just to arrive at the Sanzu River Hall.

So who would bother to file a report? In the end, the Sanzu River Hall had effectively abandoned the residents of the Demon Village.

"Innkeeper, please spread the word. Tell the residents of the Demon Village that if our cult's martial artists harm them, they can come to this branch and file a report."

"But... everyone will hesitate. They'll fear retaliation."

"That's true. That's why I'll be making an announcement soon. Anyone who retaliates against an accuser in a Sanzu River Hall investigation will be sentenced to execution by beheading."

"Execution by beheading? Ah, you're really opening this branch for us."

Jo Cheonbae was deeply moved. Normally, he would have dismissed it as a mere formality, a meaningless gesture that would eventually fade.

However, Jo Cheonbae had seen and heard for himself how I dealt with Yang Tae and his son from the Hundred Blade Ghosts. He was ecstatic.

"Hey everyone, come over here and listen!"

He immediately began telling people in the marketplace about the new branch.

It was impossible to know how many people would come forward to report their grievances.

However, the number did not matter. This attempt would play a significant role in establishing discipline within our cult. Now that reporting was so easy, incidents of recklessly bullying the weak would surely decrease.

As we returned after setting up the branch, Seo Daeryong looked to be in a good mood.

"We should have done this a long time ago... You've done a truly great thing."

"It's a matter of where you place your center of gravity."

"What do you mean?"

"Until now, the Sanzu River Hall's center of gravity was in its head. It solved problems among the various organizations within the cult while being mindful of the Eight Demon Supremes. It strayed from its original founding purpose and was reduced to a handmaiden of power. From now on, I will place the Sanzu River Hall's center of gravity in its legs. I'll start by protecting the residents of this Demon Village, the low-ranking martial artists, and those who suffer injustice because they are relatively weak. In this process, we just need to remember one single principle."

"What is that?"

"That the weight of a life is the same for everyone. A low-ranking martial artist, a Demon Supreme, the weight of their lives is the same. Therefore, we will handle matters with the same standard."

A wave of intense emotion washed over Seo Daeryong's face.

"If anyone else had said this, I would've thought it was bullshit. Just pathetic idealism that ignores reality, but if it's you, Director, I believe you."

"Is that an insult or a compliment? You just insulted me, didn't you?"

"If you get any scarier, I'll be the first one to file a report."

I watched the back of the man as he scurried away and let out a small laugh.

To maintain the power of the Sanzu River Hall I had described to him, there was one thing I had to do.


I summoned all the enforcement martial artists.

"We greet the Director!"

They greeted me at the top of their lungs. After I imprisoned the Hundred Blade Ghosts, my popularity had soared even higher than when I was first appointed.

It was not just popularity. My authority had grown as well. The attitudes of those who had subtly looked down on me, thinking my brother had pushed me aside in the succession race, had changed. If we passed each other, they now lowered their eyes first.

"I thank you all for your dedication to this hall."

I stepped to the side of the platform and expressed my gratitude with a clasped hands greeting. The enforcement martial artists returned my greeting in unison.

"This is the first time we've gathered like this, without the investigators, isn't it?"

"......"

"On a good day like today, we should be having a pleasant conversation, but today, I intend to talk to you about something a little uncomfortable."

My words made the enforcement martial artists tense up.

"As you all know, there are those in our cult who defy and challenge this hall's authority. The Demonic Army was like that, and so were the blade ghosts. The reason is simple. It's because they believe they are stronger than you."

It was a statement that could wound their pride, but I did not beat around the bush. There are things to say to investigators, and things to say to enforcement martial artists. For these men, being direct was more effective than being roundabout.

"Take any of the Eight Demon Supremes. Could you take my warrant and arrest their high-ranking leadership, someone on the level of the Hundred Blade Ghosts?"

No one could answer with confidence. This was their reality.

"Why can't you? Because they believe their fists are stronger than the laws of this hall. What must we do to change this? It's simple. Your fists must become stronger than theirs. If they fear you, they won't even dare to defy you."

Everyone's expression grew heated. They had all likely experienced at least one instance where others did not respect their authority.

"I want you all to become stronger than you are now."

Of course, the current enforcement martial artists were strong. However, they were not strong enough to overwhelm the martial artists of the elite organizations. Their strength was similar, or perhaps even a little lower.

"Therefore, starting today, we will cancel all schedules and begin special training."

The words 'special training' elicited various reactions. Some looked pleased, while others hardened their expressions.

"If you feel this change doesn't suit you, it would be best to quit now. I will have you transferred to another department, so please step forward."

After a moment's hesitation, two men stepped forward. They honestly said they wanted to go to another department.

I promised to reassign those two to the departments they desired and sent them on their way.

"Don't worry about what others think. Not everyone needs to fight in the Sanzu River Hall. It is enough to support our cult from a position that suits you. Anyone else?"

No one else stepped forward.

"Good."

I beckoned to a man who was waiting in the distance.

He was none other than the Third Captain of the Demonic Army, Jang Ho. He was the strongest man among the Demonic Army's Captains.

Ever since I killed the Demonic Army General and avenged his friend, he had developed a great fondness for me.

"This is the man who will conduct your special training starting today."

A new Demonic Army General had not yet been appointed, so the entire Demonic Army was on standby. That was why such a request was possible.

Jang Ho stepped before them. His large build and the scar on his face overwhelmed the enforcement martial artists.

"I am Jang Ho, and I will be in charge of your training for the time being. I took on this job out of personal respect for the Director here. The training will be harsh, but I promise you one thing. Those who endure it will definitely be stronger than before. Understood?"

"......"

The enforcement martial artists answered loudly.

"Training begins in one hour. Everyone, get ready and reassemble. Dismissed."

The enforcement martial artists all dispersed, leaving only Jang Ho and me.

"How is the atmosphere in the Demonic Army these days?"

"It's unsettled. Things will only stabilize once the next Demonic Army General is decided."

I had also heard various rumors about the next Demonic Army General. I heard that because it was such an important position, my father and Sama Myeong were deliberating carefully over the appointment. The Demon Supremes had also begun to move to install their own people.

"I'm sorry to ask for your help at a time like this."

"Not at all. Please call on me anytime. Second Young Lord, no, Director, if it's your command, I will come running anytime."

"Thank you."

Just as Jang Ho also left and I was about to turn away, a voice came from somewhere.

"Two days left now."

I turned my head and saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon perched on the wall behind me.

"You must have nothing better to do."

"When you become a Demon Supreme, time is something you have in abundance."

"When I become the Cult Leader, the Demon Supremes will have more work than they can handle."

"If you want that, then take my hand."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was applying pressure, trying to get his way no matter what.

"My brother will be disappointed if he finds out you're doing this."

"He'll understand. Isn't it human nature to side with the more competent one? Do you know why I hate those orthodox sect bastards? They wrap up these feelings too much. They could just say, 'I like that guy because he's rich,' or 'I like that guy because he's stronger,' but instead they go on about righteousness and morality. You'd think they'd get qi deviation if they were honest."

"Wouldn't it be the same for me?"

"What would?"

"That human nature to side with the more competent one. Other Demon Supremes might want to join hands with me, right? And among them, there might be someone more competent than you, Elder."

It was a response that could have left him speechless, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon handled it with ease.

"Look here, Second Young Lord. Do you believe in your own abilities and potential?"

"......"

"And you're confident you'll become the Heavenly Demon."

"I am."

"And I was the very first person to recognize that. Just by looking at the ability to discern someone's true worth, isn't it already clear who is the most competent?"

"Even I, a smooth talker, am no match for you, Elder."

"Hahahaha. See you in two days."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a loud laugh, then leaped away and vanished.

That old man is so damn good with his words.

At a glance, it all sounded correct. However, thinking about it calmly, it was closer to being unreasonable.

I had only recently begun to attract attention within the cult. Everyone must be watching my changes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply stepped forward first because he got involved with me. It was like him claiming something was his just because he drooled on it a bit.

Joining hands with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? It was not an impossible notion. If he truly became my ally, he would certainly be a great source of strength.

However, I could not join hands with him like this. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon still held the upper hand.


The next day, I stood on a hill overlooking the training grounds and watched the enforcement martial artists train.

Jang Ho was harsh. It was truly a training of blood and bone, but the enforcement martial artists gritted their teeth and endured it.

Jang Ho had motivated them all with a single sentence before they began.

"This is the training we in the Demonic Army do."

That one sentence was enough. If they could not endure the training that the Demonic Army did, it would be the same as admitting that the Sanzu River Hall was a joke to them.

I thought that Jang Ho was a truly clever man. Nothing was more effective for a martial artist than provoking their pride.

Jang Ho's shout carried from the distance.

"Endure it! Your wife, your children, your friends, anyone can betray you, but the sweat you're shedding right now will never betray you!"

Hearing Jang Ho's roar, I chuckled. It was funny that Jang Ho, who had never even been married, was mentioning wives and children.

Anyway, they've really met their match.

The thought that it would be truly reassuring to have a martial artist like Jang Ho under my command flashed through my mind.

Ah!

A good idea regarding the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to me.


On the third day, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was waiting for me at the same place where he had first proposed we join hands.

Just like before, he had the Heaven Destroying Dao stuck in the ground and was leaning against the blade, drinking.

"Are you ready to drink my liquor now?"

I sat down across from him.

"I'm ready."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled with satisfaction and poured me a drink.

We toasted vigorously, but I did not drink.

"Why did you put it down without drinking?"

"I need a side dish."

"A side dish? What kind of Commander whines about a side dish?"

A look of displeasure appeared on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. He had realized that the side dish I mentioned was not actual food, but a demand.

"What kind of side dish do you need?"

Amidst the taut tension, I answered, "The Demonic Army."

At the unexpected words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes widened.

"Serve me the Demonic Army."


Chapter 33: Is That a New Protective Armor?

"If I put it in your mouth, could you even digest it?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked provocatively.

"I'll chew it up and swallow."

"Look here, Second Young Lord. There's a natural order to things in this world."

"Isn't drinking alcohol with a side dish part of that natural order?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pressed his fingers firmly between his eyebrows as if a headache was forming. His anger erupted, and he shot to his feet.

"I can't stand this anymore. I've waited three days, and you give me this ridiculous condition?"

He yanked the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground.

"I'll take that head of yours to the Heavenly Demon Hall!"

SWOOOOSH!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the Heaven Destroying Dao. It was not a genuine attempt to kill me, but an irritable attack filled with pure rage.

"......"

I parried with the Black Demon Sword, creating a sharp metallic sound.

"Not bad! Not bad at all!" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon exclaimed. He seemed surprised that I had so easily blocked an attack imbued with considerable power.

"Right, taking that precious head of yours won't be easy, will it?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the Heaven Destroying Dao again. The attack was faster and stronger than the last.

The Heaven Destroying Dao tore vertically through the air. I struck it away again with the Black Demon Sword.

CLAAAANG!

A sound louder than before erupted.

The Heaven Destroying Dao had earned the name 'Weapon Destroyer', but it could not damage the Black Demon Sword. I could afford to remain calm.

He keeps acting up. Should we just snap it in half? The destroyed Weapon Destroyer! Wouldn't that be a great rumor for tomorrow morning?

I was only joking with my sword, but the thought sparked something. An intense desire to use the Four Strides of the Wind God surged within me.

Could the Blood Heaven Blade Demon truly block the Hell Step I would unleash?

My fighting spirit created this temptation. A supreme martial art like the Four Strides of the Wind God reacts to a strong opponent. It tells me to fight. To win.

Not yet! Not now.

Time was on my side. There was no reason to risk a dangerous fight with my insufficient inner arts.

Before he could launch a third attack, I feigned a sore wrist and leaped back. Of course, this did not mean I was backing down on my demands.

"Give me the Demonic Army."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon withdrew his dao. "Who exactly are you asking me to put in the Demonic Army General's seat? Don't tell me it's you?"

"Of course not."

"Then who?"

"Please appoint the Third Captain, Jang Ho."

"Jang Ho?"

If Jang Ho became the Demonic Army General, I could make the Demonic Army an organization friendly to me. My position within the Cult would become incomparably stronger.

It would not only help me, but having a martial artist like Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General would also be a great boon to our Cult.

"Appointing Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General isn't an easy task, even for me."

His words were true. If a Captain were chosen from within the Demonic Army, Jang Ho would be a strong candidate, but for an elite organization like the Demonic Army, the leader was usually chosen from the outside. The Heavenly Demon Hall and the Eight Demon Supremes would engage in a war of nerves, each trying to install their own person.

"Second Young Lord! If you're too greedy, your stomach will burst."

"Isn't the path we walk one where we must devour everything until our stomachs burst?"

"We?"

"You're the one who said we should devour everything with madness, Elder. You're also the one who suggested we join hands. Would the path of madmen be an ordinary one?"

"Madmen!"

"Am I wrong? Anyone else might be different, but how could you, Elder, join hands with me unless you were mad?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me, his eyes blazing.

I did not know where his ambitions were ultimately aimed. He died before he could reveal them to the world.

Surprisingly, the first of the Eight Demon Supremes to die was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. That meticulous and cunning Blade Demon.

"Hmph! You sound as if you've already become the Heavenly Demon."

"Aren't you the one who put these ideas in my head, Elder? What exactly are you trying to do with me? Are you just planning to use a young man with your slick words? Like your Elder disciples?"

My words seemed to hit a nerve. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared.

"Your greed has overturned the drinking table!"

"......"

He actually kicked over the table, then flew away in a flash.

I watched him disappear into the distance and let out a faint smile. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's composure had been broken.

He would not be able to refuse my proposal. He knew better than anyone that besides his drinking table, I had seven others.


I immersed myself in martial arts training in my personal training ground.

I always felt this while training after my regression. I truly loved this tireless youth. It was not a matter of having a lot or a little inner arts. Even without trying hard, my body felt light and energetic.

The immutable truth that you only realize something's value after you lose it must apply most strongly to youth.

Yes, back then, I did not know. I did not know how precious the passing time was, or how much I would later long for this moment.

Martial arts? Money? Power? It is both ridiculous and sad that you sacrifice youth to obtain them, yet even after regressing, my reality is that I have no choice but to keep running.

Still, it is a mistake I make with full awareness. Because I know its value better than anyone, I trained with all my might, taking each step with care.

I moved through a crowd of imaginary enemies using the Four Strides of the Wind God.

At first, there were three or four enemies. As I continued to train, their numbers grew. Five became seven, and seven became ten.

At first, the enemies stood still like scarecrows. Now, the enemies in my imagination moved, conversed, and even cursed at me. As I trained, their martial arts also improved. My martial arts imagination determined the level of my training.

I dedicated seventy percent of my training to the Four Strides of the Wind God. I spent the rest of the time honing the qi training my father taught me and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

After a round of training, I lay on the floor of the training ground to catch my breath. I had sweated so much my whole body was drenched, but no feeling was better than this moment after finishing my training.

I could see the red-tinged sunset clouds drifting past the window.

How wonderful would it be to travel the Central Plains in this young body? The sunset I watched while gathering materials for the great art and the sunset I'll see after killing Hwa Mugi and becoming the world's number one will be completely different...

Before my regression, I endured all that hardship by imagining this very moment. Now, I endure by looking forward to the future after I kill Hwa Mugi.

I can't just think about the me of today. The me of tomorrow who dies miserably at an opponent's hands from insufficient training is also me. Yes, I must endure.

As I got up again, my imaginary enemies also rose to their feet.


Two days later, new information arrived.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had recommended the Third Captain, Jang Ho, as a candidate for Demonic Army General.

Although the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had disappeared in a fit of rage, he had ultimately accepted my will. It was a drinking table he could not overturn in the first place.

The person most surprised by this news was Jang Ho himself.

"What on earth is going on?"

The very fact that he came to find me and ask showed he was intelligent and perceptive.

An ordinary person would have considered this a sudden stroke of luck. Jang Ho, however, was a man who understood that such luck does not exist in the world.

"This is your doing, isn't it, Second Young Lord?"

"That's right. I asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"I'm grateful that you think so highly of me, but this isn't a position I can handle."

"There's no need to be humble. The Demonic Army General who died by my hand also held that position."

"That's a different case."

"Just lead them like you lead the Third Company. Then I'm certain you'll become the greatest Demonic Army General in history."

He was the strongest martial artist among the Captains. He also had the active support of the Third Company's martial artists. If the choice were made from within, he was more than qualified.

"You're overestimating me, Second Young Lord."

"It could also be that you're underestimating yourself. In any case, other candidates are being mentioned, so let's wait and see."

Amidst his confusion, Jang Ho was also delighted. What else was the dream of the Demonic Army Captains?

"Now, we've done all we can, so let's leave the results to the will of heaven."


I told Jang Ho to do his best and leave the rest to fate, but I doubted that indifferent heaven would respond so kindly. I had to move diligently and make things happen myself.

That night, I went to see my father.

Father had separate quarters in the Heavenly Demon Hall. They were probably the largest and most magnificent in the world.

Seeing my father's unfamiliar appearance, I blinked as if I were seeing a ghost.

"Is that a new protective armor?"

"No, these are my pajamas."

"......"

"......"

"They're floral-patterned pajamas. Not demons or evil spirits..."

"I believe in sleeping comfortably."

It was the first time I had ever seen my father in pajamas. The bright floral pajamas were shocking enough, but it was even more surprising that he showed himself to me like this. He could have told me to wait and change his clothes.

"What brings you here so late at night?"

"Late at night? It's still early evening. I didn't know you went to bed so early. Isn't this top-secret? If the Murim Alliance found out, they'd attack immediately. 'The Heavenly Demon sleeps early, let's launch a surprise attack in the middle of the night!'"

"Just get to the point!"

"......"

I stopped my banter and revealed the reason for my visit.

"I intend to use the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as my sword."

"Didn't you say you were going to kill him?"

"It would be a waste to kill him."

This would not be new information to my father. When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon recommended Jang Ho, he must have already realized that we had joined hands.

Not just my father, but anyone interested in the Cult's internal politics could have guessed. Everyone was watching to see how my relationship with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would unfold. They watched to see how my brother would react, and how the other Demon Supremes would each make their move.

Father changed the subject.

"How is the new sword?"

"I like it."

"Let me see."

I presented the Black Demon Sword, scabbard and all, to my father.

Father slowly drew the Black Demon Sword and nodded in satisfaction.

"You've tamed it well."

"You can tell just by holding it?"

"I should know by holding it. Am I supposed to find out after getting stabbed?"

Father returned the Black Demon Sword.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon won't be tamed this easily."

"I have no intention of taming him. I'll use him until he breaks and then discard him. As of now, he has no collection value."

"What if you're the one who gets cut?"

"Then I'll get cut, but there will be a difference between me and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The old Blood Heaven Blade Demon will be finished if he breaks once, but the more I'm cut, the stronger I'll become. I'll apply medicine, wrap it in bandages, and keep moving forward."

"Easier said than done, but why are you reporting this to me?"

"I'm receiving a stipend from you now, Father. It's only natural that I report to you."

Father's eyes narrowed.

"You didn't come to ask me to accept the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's recommendation?"

He was a truly perceptive man, but this time, he was wrong.

"No, it's the opposite. Please, do not grant his wish under any circumstances."

"You're telling me not to grant it? Why?"

"I'm going to break the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's spirit this time. He's so arrogant in front of me. Sometimes, he acts more high and mighty than you, Father. I plan to break that spirit of his."

"Stop with the nonsense. Tell me your real intentions."

"Why do you think I'm not being sincere?"

"This is a chance to gain the Demonic Army, and you'd give it up just to break the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's spirit? You're not that kind of child, are you?"

As expected of my sharp-witted father.

"Yes, you saw right through me."

"What are you after?"

"There's something I need to get from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. For that to happen, this matter cannot go his way."

"Is it more important than the Demonic Army?"

"In some ways, yes. Oh, and I'll make the Demonic Army mine too. I'll make it all mine."

Father stared at me for a moment, then turned away.

"Stop being ridiculous and go."

His words said that, but I could feel it.

Father would grant my request.

I chuckled, looking at the flowers blooming on my father's back.

Father. At least for tonight, there's nothing more ridiculous than those pajamas.


Chapter 34: Rather Than Dealing with One Tiger

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the Heavenly Demon Hall. He walked slowly along the path of blood and stopped at the end of the carpet.

"Have you been well?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon greeted Geom Woojin with polite respect.

"Thanks to you, I've been well. How about you?"

"I've been a bit busy lately, thanks to your son."

Geom Woojin smiled faintly. "Now that the boy's grown up, he doesn't do as I wish."

"Hahaha. Is there something even you can't control, Cult Leader?"

"Don't they say children are beings sent by heaven to show us that life doesn't always go our way? You'll have to have a child of your own to understand."

"Perhaps my child is growing up somewhere out there."

Geom Woojin laughed. He was gentler and more friendly than when he dealt with Geom Mugeuk. If Geom Mugeuk had seen this, he would have undoubtedly said, 'You should smile so brightly at your own son!'

After exchanging light greetings, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon subtly mentioned Geom Mugeuk. "He may not be doing as you wish, Cult Leader, but the Second Young Lord has been distinguishing himself within the cult recently."

"Isn't that your handiwork?"

It was no exaggeration. Geom Mugeuk's popularity had soared after he got involved with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Second Young Lord is your creation, Cult Leader. I've only just realized what a magnificent creation he is."

Geom Woojin did not deny it. Believing he was behind his son's achievements was not a bad thing.

"He's still just a child."

"I sometimes recall when I was the Second Young Lord's age. If the Second Young Lord is a child now, then I must have been a worm."

"You're overestimating the child."

"You were the one who overestimated him first, Cult Leader." He referred to Geom Mugeuk's appointment as the Sanzu Hall Director. It was an unconventional appointment, no matter the reason.

"That's why I'm bringing this up. I'd like to try and make the Second Young Lord into an even better creation."

"If you step in, it would be a miraculous encounter for that second brother of his."

"You praise me too much."

"Do as you see fit."

"Thank you."

Finally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon carefully revealed his reason for visiting. "Since you've given your permission, would you be willing to back him properly?"

"What do you mean?"

"This matter of the Demonic Army General. Please allow me to proceed as I see fit." He requested that Jang Ho be appointed Demonic Army General, as he had recommended.

A moment of silence passed. The two men faced each other without any emotional fluctuation. Geom Woojin broke the silence first.

"The matter of the Demonic Army General will be difficult."

"This is also what the Second Young Lord desires."

"As you said yourself, I've backed the second brother enough. I have to think of the first one too."

"There's something I've learned while raising disciples. When you decide to back someone, you must back only that one person completely. I'm often criticized for failing to do so."

"I'll be fine. Unlike you, who is generous, I kill everyone who criticizes me."

Their gazes locked in mid-air. They had spent enough years together to understand each other's intentions with just a look. The longer those years, the more awkward a silence like this becomes.

"Is there anything else to say?"

At the Heavenly Demon's order to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not insist. He knew well that once Geom Woojin made a decision, he would not easily change it. Another method was needed.

"I'll see you again next time."

"Do that."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned and left. His expression was stiff the entire time he walked back down the path of blood.

What is this belated weighing of scales? If you're going to back someone, you should back them to the end. Tsk!


"The Cult Leader is thinking more of the First Young Lord than you." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon began to drive a wedge between my father and me the moment he saw me.

"It seemed he considers the First Young Lord his successor."

When he has a weakness, he's the first to try and rattle his opponent. This old man's political maneuvering is truly detestable.

"I think our partnership was a mistake."

"What do you mean?"

"If I'm losing to my brother, you, as an Elder, should be filling in what I lack..."

"Are you saying I'm inadequate?"

"I'm saying it's somewhat disappointing."

Instead of getting angry, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon placated me. "Look here, Second Young Lord. Making Jang Ho the Demonic Army General was impossible from the start."

"Have you given up already?"

"There's no need to cling to something that can't be done."

"You acted so high and mighty, yet you can't even manage this?"

"This? High and mighty?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flared up, and I provoked him even more. "You were the one who offered to be my backer, Elder."

"And you were the one who pestered me like a child to do the impossible."

"Then you should've refused back then. You shouldn't have recommended Jang Ho the next day. Weren't you just hoping for a lucky break, Elder?"

I drew a long line at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's feet. "You said it before, didn't you? That this line represented how much the Cult Leader thought of you, Elder. I believed in this line..."

I drew another line, less than halfway to the first. "Wasn't the real line between my father and you, Elder, actually here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not refute it. What would have happened if I had not gone to my father and made a separate request? Would my father really have granted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's request?

"If my father refused, you should've pleaded more. If it were me, I would've definitely succeeded."

"Then go ahead and try."

"What?"

"Didn't you just mock me for not being able to handle 'this much'? Then it should be easy for you."

"What will you do if I ask my father and easily accomplish it?"

"Go ahead and try. It'll probably just backfire."

He seemed confident that since his request was refused, he would never grant his son's. At times like this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew my father well.

"Are you suggesting a bet?"

"A bet? Fine. Let's do it. If you fail too, then from that point on, you'll become my tool without complaint and stop making demands."

"And if I succeed?"

"I'll grant you what you want."

"Anything I want?"

"Is there something you want?"

After a moment of thought, I told him. "Get me miracle herbs. At least, miracle herbs better than the Demonic Essence Pill."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched in surprise.

I knew the exact nature of this surprise.

"Do you know how difficult it is to obtain miracle herbs better than the Demonic Essence Pill?"

"I know, that's why I'm making it a condition. Since we've decided to be in the same boat, isn't me getting stronger the same as you getting stronger, Elder?"

There was a reason I demanded miracle herbs from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I knew he had miracle herbs.

He possessed the Azure Jade Divine Pill, a legendary miracle herb that could grant even more inner arts than the Demonic Essence Pill.

In the past, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had gifted the Azure Jade Divine Pill when he officially joined hands with my brother. It was revealed then that he had kept it for many years without consuming it.

The purpose of provoking this bet was precisely for this Azure Jade Divine Pill.

"You can't make Jang Ho the Demonic Army General, and you can't get me miracle herbs. I don't see any reason why I should join hands with you, Elder."

"Fine. If you seat Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General, I will get you my miracle herbs."

"You promise."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and held it out. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon struck my sword with his Heaven Destroying Dao, flicking it away.

"......"

That clear sound was our promise.

A promise made with our signature weapons holds a much stronger binding force than words.

As always, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up into the air and vanished into the distance.

If I win the bet, he will keep his promise. After all, the Azure Jade Divine Pill was something he had prepared for the successor.

If I can consume the Azure Jade Divine Pill on top of the Demonic Essence Pill I took before, I will not lose a fight against a Demon Supreme due to a lack of inner arts.

And I knew how to win this bet.


I went to the office of the great Strategist, Sama Myeong.

The All-Knowing Hall, where he resided, served as the brain of our Cult. All information from the murim was gathered and sorted here. Only a fraction of that information passed through Sama Myeong to reach my father.

I could not be sure, but I probably accounted for a significant portion of the information passed from the All-Knowing Hall to the Heavenly Demon Hall these days.

The security perimeter from the entrance of the All-Knowing Hall to Sama Myeong's office was tight, even stricter than the Heavenly Demon Hall's. This signified the important role the All-Knowing Hall played in our Cult. Since it was a place where strategists gathered, it had to be thoroughly protected.

When I entered the Head Strategist's office, Sama Myeong was working amidst a pile of documents. The stack of papers on his desk was so high it nearly obscured his face.

It might seem like the Head Strategist's job is just to offer a few words of advice beside my father, but in reality, it is a battle with documents. He spends his entire day reading and rereading hundreds of messages from messenger pigeons arriving from all over the Central Plains, sorting the information that must be discarded from what must be saved.

Knowing that well, I could be the Sanzu Hall Director, but I could never be the head of the All-Knowing Hall.

Sama Myeong stood up from his desk and greeted me warmly. "What brings you here? Please, have a seat."

I sat across from him at the table. A subordinate brought tea shortly after, as if he had been waiting.

"I'm not sure if it will suit your taste. We only have one kind of tea here."

"The aroma is very nice."

I took a sip of tea and looked around. As befitting the workplace of our Cult's greatest intellect, the walls were lined with all sorts of books.

"I hear that whenever our Cult's martial artists gather these days, all they talk about is the Sanzu River Hall."

"Aren't they just busy cursing it?"

"Not at all. I've heard nothing but praise."

I knew public opinion about the Sanzu River Hall better than he did. For as many who were enthusiastic about the promise of fair law enforcement, there were just as many who opposed it.

They had lived as they pleased until now, so they must have felt a needless anxiety.

'What if I get caught too?' That must be their worry. I need to establish discipline firmly before this atmosphere spreads.

"But what brings you here?"

"I have something to ask you, Strategist."

"Go ahead."

"What do you think of Jang Ho?"

"I think he's a good martial artist. He has the makings of a great leader for the Demonic Army."

Sama Myeong probably already knew that I was behind this recommendation, that I was trying to place Jang Ho in the position of the Demonic Army General.

"Then what are the chances of Jang Ho becoming the Demonic Army General?"

"To be honest, not even ten percent."

"Even if the Blade Demon recommended Jang Ho?"

"The Cult Leader has already rejected that recommendation."

That must be why he gave the figure of ten percent. The real answer was probably 'impossible', but he said ten percent out of courtesy.

"What if my father changes his mind?"

"Then of course it's possible. However, it won't be easy. As you know, the Cult Leader is not one to reverse a decision he has made without a proper justification."

"I know that well."

The decision was made at my request in the first place.

I have no intention of asking a father like that to change his decision again without justification.

I have to create a justification for him to change his decision. This was what I had prepared.

"What about this? What if he receives another recommendation from a different Demon Supreme, following the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's?"

"Two Demon Supremes recommending the same person at the same time? It's unprecedented... but if that were to happen, there would be a good chance for Jang Ho to become the Demonic Army General. It would give the Cult Leader a justification to change his mind, but is it possible?"

In a situation where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has already stepped forward, getting another Demon Supreme to also recommend Jang Ho was by no means an easy task.

"I'll have to try. Sometimes, isn't it easier to deal with two tigers at once rather than just one?"

"I think it would be more difficult."

That was why this precondition was necessary, to avoid the disaster of having my limbs torn off by both at the same time.

"What if those two tigers are on terribly bad terms with each other?"


Chapter 35: Better That You Don't Forget

"I've been wronged. I didn't do it!"

Bae Jongtak, a martial artist from the Flower Sword Supreme's Northern Heaven Sword Sect, pleaded his innocence in the Sanzu River Hall's interrogation room.

He was accused and arrested for raping a young servant girl from a sword family. In the past, such an incident would not have even become a case. This time, however, Bae Jongtak was arrested the day after the accusation was filed.

"That servant girl is framing me! Let me confront her. I'm innocent."

"Why would the servant girl frame you?"

"How should I know? Maybe someone put her up to it, or I made some mistake toward her, but at the very least, I did not rape that girl."

He looked genuinely wronged.

"Fine. I'll let you confront her."

"Bring her in right now."

I gave the signal. Seo Daeryong, waiting outside, brought in a girl who looked about thirteen or fourteen. The child was terrified.

"Hey! Why the hell are you doing this to me!"

Bae Jongtak roared at the girl.

I raised my hand to calm him down.

"Quiet! If you shout one more time, this confrontation is over."

"Yes. It's just that I've been wronged."

I asked the girl.

"Is that the man who raped you?"

The girl slowly nodded.

"Look at that! She nodded without even looking at my face properly."

"She already knows you. Why does she need to look at your face?"

"She can't look at me because she feels guilty."

"Are you sure you didn't do it?"

"I didn't. I swear to the heavens I didn't. Punishing me based only on this child's word would be incredibly unfair. Think about it. If I was lonely for a woman, I could just go to a brothel. Why would I touch a little kid like that?"

"How would I know? You tell me. Do you get excited when you see little kids?"

"Didn't I just say it wasn't me?"

Bae Jongtak glared menacingly at the girl.

"You don't know how scary the crime of false accusation is, do you? I'll forgive you, so just tell the truth. Say it's not true!"

The girl flinched, terrified.

"Look at her! She's trembling, isn't she?"

"That's because she's scared. Didn't you say you would find and kill her family in her hometown if she revealed you raped her?"

This girl hadn't reported the incident herself. The child told another servant girl, who then went to the Sanzu River Hall Branch across from the Alluring Inn to report it for her friend.

"Why do you only believe her?"

"Because I believe her."

"Isn't that too biased?"

"Because it's certain you raped her."

"Then give me some solid proof! Don't just believe her word."

I glanced at Seo Daeryong. He went outside and returned with two more girls, both slightly older than the first.

Bae Jongtak flinched the moment he saw them.

"You remember them, right? They're the girls who used to be your servants."

"I know them. You've all grown so much!"

Bae Jongtak greeted them cheerfully, but the girls kept their heads down and did not respond.

"While listening to the girl's testimony, I suddenly grew curious. If he did it this time, had he done it before?"

So I looked for his previous servants and investigated. As a result, I found out they had also been raped.

"They've already given their full testimonies. You raped the girls the same way and made the same threats. You'd toy with them for two or three years, then replace them with another girl."

Bae Jongtak's expression changed, realizing he could no longer deny it. The pleading man vanished, revealing his true nature.

"I was drunk and made a mistake. Please, just let it go this one time."

The bastard's calm demeanor was a stark contrast to the man pleading his innocence moments before. It was like watching a street performance.

The bastard calmly told the girls.

"Honestly, you girls liked it too, didn't you? I even gave you money each time."

The youngest servant girl pulled coins from her clothes and threw them on the floor. They scattered with a CLATTER. She hadn't spent a single one, saving them all for today.

Bae Jongtak pretended not to see, turning his head to plead with me instead.

"I've heard that in the Sanzu River Hall's history, no one has ever gone to prison for touching a servant girl."

"You even did your homework. That's right."

"I'll make sure this never happens again. I'll swear it to the heavens. I'll even write a pledge. No, I won't keep female servants anymore."

"You're not going to prison."

The girls lifted their heads at my words, their faces filled with fear.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

The bastard grinned at the girls. They all avoided his gaze and lowered their heads.

"But you do have to go somewhere else."

"Where is that?"

"Here."

SHIIK! PUUK!

My sword sliced through the bastard's neck in a single strike. He died instantly, not even screaming as he fell backward with his chair.

The startled girls cried out. The bastard's blood flowed over the coins scattered on the floor.

I immediately turned to the girls.

"The one who tormented you is dead. Your families won't be killed. From now on, live without worry."

The girls stared at me, their faces shocked.

"You'll never forget what happened to you, not until the day you die. Since you can't forget it, you'd be better off not forgetting today either. Let this moment, when this bastard paid for his sins, cover what you endured. Remember him only by this end."

This was the best I could do for them.

The girls looked from the corpse to each other.

A moment later, the oldest girl stepped forward and bowed her head respectfully.

"Thank you so much for avenging us."

The other girls bowed their heads as well.

"Thank you, Elder. Uhhhk."

The youngest servant girl burst into tears. Another girl hugged her, tears streaming down her own face as she offered comfort.

No one cares how servant girls are treated. In the past, I was the same.

"There's no need to thank me. We punished that bastard because you bravely testified. This was your retribution. So continue to live bravely."

"......"

"And don't worry about retaliation from this man's friends or family. That will never happen. The Sanzu River Hall will protect you from now on."

Now, even the oldest girl was shedding tears.

"Thank you... really."

Father, if we fail to protect these children while lost in the false name of 'survival of the fittest', then those bastards from the orthodox sects you despise so much will cut off our heads. No, we would deserve it. We would have no room to complain.

Investigators came in and led the girls out. I had already told them to pay special attention to these girls, so they had nothing to worry about.

This incident will spread as a rumor within the sect, and the number of bastards who mess with servant girls will decrease. The mistaken idea that such things are acceptable just because we are the Demonic Cult... that is the first thing that needs to be corrected.

Lee Ahn, who had been watching, shook her head.

"When I saw that bastard denying it earlier, I really thought he'd been wronged. It's truly frightening."

"Humans are scarier than ghosts."

"But that man belongs to the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. Will the Flower Sword Supreme just let this go?"

"Her own subordinate repeatedly raped young servant girls. Is she going to make an issue out of me killing someone like that? It would be better for her if she didn't."

"Aren't you scared, Young Master?"

"I am scared. I'm scared I'll die before I can clean up all this trash."

"Since you became the Sanzu Hall Director, Young Master, our Cult has been getting nicer. What if we end up filled with people more righteous than the Murim Alliance?"

I immediately corrected her joke.

"Not raping servant girls isn't being nice, is it? It's just the obvious thing to do."

"Ah, that's true."

"And until now, we haven't even been able to do that obvious thing."

Just then, Seo Daeryong returned.

"Director, why did you do that?"

"What?"

"You killed him intentionally, didn't you? Isn't it your philosophy that bastards like him should be locked in prison to suffer?"

Because our Cult's prison was a place more painful than death.

"That's right."

"Then why did you kill him?"

As expected, Seo Daeryong is sharp. I deliberately handled this case involving the Flower Sword Supreme myself, and just as he said, I killed the man intentionally.

"Killing him like this was the only way to create an official reason to see the Flower Sword Supreme."

Seo Daeryong was startled.

"The issue with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is already a headache. Why are you trying to meet the Flower Sword Supreme?"

"Because I need a second tiger."

"What?"

I looked at the bewildered Seo Daeryong and gave an order.

"Send word to the Sword Supreme right now. Tell her a problem arose during the interrogation and that I will go meet her personally to explain."


Two hours later, I headed for the Northern Heaven Sword Sect with Seo Daeryong.

"Do you really have to take me with you?"

"This is an official visit. Can the Director go alone? His right-hand man has to follow."

"When did I become your right-hand man?"

"A power-hungry and cold-hearted man who loves only one woman, a rebel who raises his hand alone when everyone else is silent... you're more than enough to be my right-hand man."

"Good heavens!"

"Which description do you like?"

"I don't like any of them!"

Before long, we arrived at the entrance of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Southern Blade Sect occupied the southern part of our Cult's territory, while the Flower Sword Supreme's Northern Heaven Sword Sect dominated the north.

"This is my first time at the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. None of the cases I've handled have been related to them until now. Unlike the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme manages her subordinates well. The demonic swords of the sword family also value honor."

"Is that so?"

When I responded indifferently, Seo Daeryong asked.

"Do you think otherwise?"

"From what I see, the demonic swords and the blade demons are all the same. Should people who value honor have eyes like that?"

The demonic swords guarding the entrance did not have friendly gazes.

Word of Bae Jongtak's death had already spread. Their reaction was not 'He died because he committed a crime,' but closer to 'You killed one of our martial artists for just touching a servant girl?' Of course, they wouldn't dare provoke me now, so they all soon bowed their heads respectfully.

Seo Daeryong said to me in a low voice.

"As a pacifist, I've been seeing that kind of look a lot lately. I keep seeing it whenever I'm with a certain someone."

"I'll add 'pacifist' to the list of modifiers that describe you."

"Ah..."

A martial artist waited to guide us.

"The Demon Supreme is waiting for you. I am Sa Woojong."

Sa Woojong was known as the Flower Sword Supreme's right hand. He was one of the top three martial artists in the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, and his aura was as sharp as a blade.

I know this man well. Not from any personal connection, but because his end was quite impressive.

"A pleasure."

"Please follow me."

Sa Woojong led us deeper inside. We passed the buildings where the demonic swords resided and entered the innermost area.

A small thatched cottage stood there.

This cozy, well-decorated cottage was the Flower Sword Supreme's residence.

"The Sanzu Hall Director has arrived."

At Sa Woojong's announcement, the cottage door opened. A woman in white robes walked out.

"Welcome, Director Geom."

The woman with the gentle voice was the Flower Sword Supreme, So Yeonrang.


Chapter 36: I Am Already Loyal

The Flower Sword Supreme was a beautiful woman. She looked to be in her twenties, but she was actually twice that age. This gave rise to a saying in our Cult.

The world may change, but the Sword Supreme never does.

In fact, she seemed to grow younger with each passing year.

However, anyone foolish enough to be deceived by her delicate appearance would have their tongue cut out before a cold iron sword plunged into their heart. The red camellia engraved on the scabbard of her unique weapon, the One Flower Sword, was as intense as blood.

"It has been a while, Elder."

"I never get used to hearing the word 'Elder'. How about calling me Senior?"

She treated me politely. She was famous for her respectful speech and impeccable manners, which she extended even to low-ranking martial artists.

"Considering the seniority between us, Elder, I can't do that."

"Respect someone just because they're old? I don't think so. Respect should be given to those who are respectable. Just as you should respect someone young if they're worthy of it."

"Very well. I'll follow your wishes, Senior. In return, please feel free to call me Second Young Lord."

"I will."

I introduced Seo Daeryong to her.

"This is the Special Investigator who looked into the recent incident. I brought him to explain what happened."

Seo Daeryong respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I am Special Investigator Seo Daeryong. I will now report on the incident."

The Flower Sword Supreme raised a hand to stop him.

"That's enough. If the Sanzu River Hall ruled that he committed a crime, then he must have. A man who would rape a young servant deserves to die, so my sword family won't take issue with what happened during the investigation."

I gestured for Seo Daeryong to withdraw. He quietly exited the thatched hut.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at me with a faint smile. She had noticed I had come for another reason.

"I've heard that thanks to the Second Young Lord's hard work, a wind of change is blowing through our Cult."

"I'm just running around recklessly."

"If it helps our Cult develop, how could that be reckless?"

Among the Eight Demon Supremes, the Flower Sword Supreme was considered the one who least fit the Demonic Cult. This humble thatched hut proved it. It was decorated in a Dan Ah style, like the secluded home of an old master from a prestigious orthodox sect.

"You're doing excellent work."

"It's only possible because you're such a strong pillar of support, Senior."

The Flower Sword Supreme shook her head.

"Don't waste your flattery on this wrinkled old face."

This was clearly a deliberate statement meant to elicit a specific response.

"How can you say such a thing? You still look like you're in your twenties, Senior."

"My twenties! What an absurd thing to say!"

An irrepressible smile bloomed on her face as she waved her hands in dismissal.

"I'm someone who is content to step back and realize the principles of martial arts."

However, she lived a life contrary to her words.

After my father was killed by Hwa Mugi and our Cult was closed off, a full-blown power struggle erupted internally. The Eight Demon Supremes and other renowned masters of our Cult all vied for the position of Cult Leader.

So, who was the first Cult Leader?

Surprisingly, it was the woman standing before me. It was hard to believe, given her gentle smile and calm demeanor now, but the Flower Sword Supreme had been the first to make a move and seize the position.

A bloody storm raged in the process. She was merciless. That bloody storm continued throughout her short tenure as Cult Leader. It would have been better if she had at least been good at politics, but the Flower Sword Supreme's ability to rule could not keep up with her ambition.

She caused every tragedy that occurs when an incompetent person is overly ambitious. She lost her life to the next Cult Leader before even completing three years. That is why my assessment of her could not help but be harsh.

"To be honest, when this incident occurred, I felt a great deal of pressure."

"Why did you feel pressured?"

"As you may have heard, there have been many clashes with the Southern Blade Sect recently."

I subtly mentioned the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Southern Blade Sect. Among the Eight Demon Supremes, those two were known to have the worst relationship. For that reason, the blade demons and sword demons were also like cats and dogs.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Elder, put me under severe pressure, and now, a conflict has arisen with the sword family..."

"I am a completely different person from the Blade Demon!"

The Flower Sword Supreme's voice rose, as if she found even the mention of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon unpleasant.

"Of course, you are completely different."

"Since we're on the topic, I heard that the Blade Demon recommended a man named Jang Ho from the Southern Blade Sect for the position of Demonic Army General. What happened?"

She might seem like she only trained alone in her thatched hut, but she was aware of all the affairs within the cult. She was proving that her future seizure of power would be no accident.

"Jang Ho is an outstanding and loyal man."

"What I'm asking is why the Blade Demon tried to make that man the Demonic Army General."

"To be perfectly honest, Jang Ho is my man."

The Flower Sword Supreme did not seem surprised, as if she already knew. What she was curious about was this.

"How did you persuade the Blade Demon?"

"I provoked the Elder's pride. I asked if he, a Demon Supreme, shouldn't make a choice for the good of the cult. That he should recommend someone with real ability, not because of personal connections or political power."

"The Blade Demon wouldn't be persuaded by a reason like that."

"You're right. It was probably because he didn't want to lose me. In any case, the Blade Demon said this. That among the Eight Demon Supremes, his heart for the cult is the greatest."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression soured as if she found his words absurd, but I pretended not to notice and continued.

"However, it seems it won't be easy for even the Elder to install Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General. The Head Strategist suggested a method, but that too is difficult."

"What method did the Strategist suggest?"

"He said it would be possible if another Demon Supreme recommended him as well, but the problem is that there's no other Demon Supreme who would do so."

"Why do you think there isn't one?"

"Pardon?"

"Do you think the Blade Demon is the only Demon Supreme who cares for the cult?"

The Flower Sword Supreme asked me with a cold gaze.

"Isn't your purpose for visiting me today to provoke my pride and get me to recommend Jang Ho along with Senior Blade Demon?"

Now was the time to show honesty. A scheme only truly takes flavor when tricks and truths are mixed so thoroughly that you can no longer tell what its ingredients are.

"You noticed?"

"What is your reason for going this far?"

"To get the Demonic Army in my grasp. I want to use that influence to become the successor as quickly as possible."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at me silently.

Why would that fastidious old man, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, choose me? Going so far as to abandon my brother. She must be having such doubts.

"Now I understand clearly why the Cult Leader appointed the Second Young Lord as the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Why is that? I still don't quite understand my father's intentions."

She came closer and stared into my eyes.

"The Second Young Lord has a strange way of swaying people's hearts."

She expressed her exact feelings at that moment, as if only someone overflowing with confidence could reveal such candid thoughts.

"I'll take that as a compliment."

After a moment of contemplation, she finally made a decision.

"Alright, I will also recommend Jang Ho."

"Are you serious?"

I put on a surprised expression, but inwardly, I had expected her to recommend him. It was precisely because of her special relationship with the Blade Demon.

"May I ask why?"

"Let's just say it's to show that the Blade Demon isn't the only Demon Supreme who cares for the cult."

She turned away. Knowing it was a silent dismissal, I bowed to her politely.

"I will not forget the grace you have shown me."

She did not reply, but I knew the exact reason why.

Her involvement in this matter was entirely because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

She was worried that I might be a talent worthy of being the successor, and that the Blade Demon had recognized it first. If that were the case, she would not want the Blade Demon to have me all to himself. She would not even want to give the Blade Demon a piece of horse dung found on the road.

Why?

Because she truly, horribly despised the Blade Demon.

When she became the Cult Leader, the very first person she killed was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


The next day, the Flower Sword Supreme recommended Jang Ho for Demonic Army General.

The entire cult was stirred by this shocking news. Never before had a Captain of the Demonic Army been nominated, nor had two Demon Supremes ever joined forces to recommend a single person.

This was especially true since those two Demon Supremes were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who were on bad terms. Naturally, Jang Ho became the center of attention.

In the Heavenly Demon Hall, Cult Leader Geom Woojin and Head Strategist Sama Myeong also discussed the matter.

"I never imagined the Second Young Lord would be able to bring the Sword Supreme into this."

"He must have used their discord."

"Everyone knows of their discord, but no one could have pulled this off so easily."

Neither the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nor the Flower Sword Supreme were easy people to deal with. Trying to use their well-known discord would likely have just backfired.

"What about this man, Jang Ho? Can he be entrusted with the Demonic Army?"

"His abilities themselves are outstanding. However, he's more of a pure martial artist, so his political standing is weak. Choosing Captain Jang was a very clever move from the start."

"He probably didn't scout Jang Ho from the beginning."

"What do you mean?"

"It was likely an emotional choice. He's a more emotional child than one might think."

Sama Myeong found Geom Woojin's words unfamiliar. The Cult Leader had never before shared his assessment of his children with him.

"It's both a strength and a weakness."

To Sama Myeong's words, Geom Woojin stated firmly.

"It's a weakness."

Sama Myeong held his tongue with a faint smile. Not just him, but everyone could feel that the Cult Leader had been opening his heart to Geom Mugeuk recently.

However, that did not mean he thought the Cult Leader would make Geom Mugeuk his successor. Geom Woojin often made decisions that were completely different from how things appeared. It was still too early to tell.

"How should we conclude the matter of the Demonic Army General?"

"If two of them recommended him, we must accept it. We have to consider their reputation."

Geom Woojin gave the order as if he had been waiting for this moment.

"Appoint Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General."


"I don't know how I can ever repay this favor."

Upon hearing the news that he had become the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho came to see me first. He felt both joy and worry at the fact that he was now the Demonic Army General.

"Knowing your personality, Captain Jang, you probably won't be able to repay the favor."

"Pardon? What do you mean by that?"

"There are two reasons I made you the Demonic Army General, Captain Jang. The first is that I believe you're the most suitable person for the position. I felt you were the right person not for your sake or mine, but for the Demonic Army and our Cult."

"I'm so overwhelmed by your high praise that I don't know what to do."

"The second reason is that I want the Demonic Army to become my strength, but don't the first and second reasons contradict each other? It won't be easy for an upright person like you, Captain Jang, to maintain a personal relationship. Oh, and let me say this in advance, I have no intention of forcing a friendship on you, so don't worry."

Then, Jang Ho said something unexpected.

"Do you remember when we first met? I submitted a petition because of my friend's death. It was to get revenge. I staked my life on it. As you can see, I'm an emotional person who values relationships with people above all else. If you saw me as someone who would abandon personal relationships for the organization, you've misjudged me. If you hadn't come then, Young Lord, I probably would have died."

And that was true. If I had not gone, he would have died in that incident.

"I want to be loyal to you, Young Lord. No, I am already loyal. Of course, I'll be loyal to the Cult Leader and the cult, and I'll work hard for the Demonic Army, but my greatest loyalty is to you, Young Lord."

He was speaking from the heart. I could tell. I had gained a far better subordinate than I had ever imagined.

"I want to become a person like you, Young Lord."

"What kind of person am I?"

"You're the kind of person who makes me feel like I can accomplish any difficult task as long as I'm with you."

"With flattery like that, I suppose I don't have to worry about you suffering disadvantages for being bad at politics."

"Haha, I'm not that clean-cut of a guy."

"I'll be in your care from now on."

"I should be the one saying that."

I firmly clasped his large hand. I liked the unexpected side of this big, rough man.


Chapter 37: What Lies Beyond the Door

"Training ends today."

The enforcement martial artists showed their disappointment at Jang Ho's words. The training had been so difficult they cursed countless times, but they had also gained a lot.

Their martial arts had not improved by leaps and bounds, but their lax mental discipline was now pulled taut.

For masters at the level of enforcement martial artists, a difference in mental strength could lead to a difference in skill.

Moreover, Jang Ho had taken time to observe their martial arts, correcting improper stances and habits. Thanks to him, many had seen a tangible improvement in their skills.

Until the very end, Jang Ho told each martial artist how to fix their posture and what kind of training they should do in the future.

The enforcement martial artists who had endured such hellish training probably never thought they would say something like this.

"Can't you train us a little longer?"

Just then, I stepped forward from where I had been watching.

"That's going to be difficult. Captain Jang has been appointed to the position of the Demonic Army General."

Everyone was startled at the mention of the Demonic Army General. They had been confined to the training grounds and had not heard any outside news.

"Congratulations."

Someone's congratulations were met with a burst of cheers and applause.

Jang Ho left them with a final farewell.

"I won't forget the time I spent with you all. Well then, see you next time. No, wait, if I see you guys from my position, it means big trouble. Let's hope we never see each other again for the rest of our lives!"

After giving his final, joke-laced farewell, Jang Ho left the place.

I stood on the platform where Jang Ho had been. The look in the enforcement martial artists' eyes was quite different from the first day of training.

"Listen up, you first and last martial artists to be trained by the Demonic Army General!"

A few of them burst into laughter at my words.

"Now, if I order you to go arrest my father, you'll be able to go without fear, right?"

Laughter erupted here and there again.

After lightening the mood, I delivered the words I wanted to say to them.

"Martial arts are important, and fighting well is important. However, I believe the most important thing for those who bear the name of enforcement martial artist is pride. The pride of upholding the rules of our Cult and protecting the system. We walk our own path. Understand?"

"......"

"You've all worked hard in training. I've prepared a banquet, so drink your fill and rest today!"

A cheer of joy, even louder than their previous thunderous reply, erupted.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was waiting for me in the place we always met.

"Seeing you standing tall here is like looking at a guardian stone protecting me."

"Are you calling me a blockhead?"

"How could I?"

I thought he would be furious about me dragging in the Flower Sword Supreme, but he was uncharacteristically calm.

"Congratulations on seating Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General."

"Thank you."

I was more nervous than ever. I did not know what this old man might suddenly do.

However, today's the Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed an unexpected side, just as Jang Ho had.

He was very calm. So much so that it made me wonder, Was this the kind of person the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was all along?

This is why you shouldn't judge a person by seeing only one side of them. You shouldn't be deceived by the front. I still don't know what the other side of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looks like.

"How did you persuade the Sword Supreme?"

"If you promise not to get angry, I'll tell you honestly."

"I won't get angry."

"I provoked the Sword Supreme's pride by saying that you, Elder, are the true Demon Supreme. I used you."

The corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up.

"In that case, you're the one who was deceived. There's no way that cunning woman wouldn't have seen through your shallow trick."

He disliked the Flower Sword Supreme, but at least he did not underestimate her.

The same was true for the Sword Supreme. Her getting involved in this matter also meant that she trusted the Blade Demon's judgment of people.

"That fox will definitely try to pull something on you. She'll probably try to stop you from meeting me, using the fact that she helped you as an excuse. What will you do then?"

"For me, you come first, Elder."

"She'll bring up the fact that she helped Jang Ho."

"That's fine, since you helped me first, Elder."

"Will you still say that when she makes you an offer you can't refuse? Just like this."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took a small box from his robes and held it out.

"A promise is a promise."

I took the box and opened it carefully.

A single, bluish pill radiated a divine spiritual qi as if it were not of this world.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke with an expression that truly showed his regret.

"It's a Azure Jade Divine Pill."

In this moment, I did not need to pretend to be surprised. I was genuinely shocked that he had produced the Azure Jade Divine Pill so readily. I had expected him to make all sorts of excuses and not give it up so easily.

"Oh! Is this really a Azure Jade Divine Pill? How did you obtain this?"

"I've kept it in storage for a long time. It's something I saved without taking it myself."

"Are you really giving it to me?"

"Should I take it back?"

"Of course not."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank the alcohol placed before him as if his stomach was churning.

Setting down his cup, he said, "Second Young Lord, I will bet the rest of my life on you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had laid down the most powerful card he held.

I had once told my father that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had no collection value.

Now, I have to correct that statement.

If you're going to be this bold, then I too will properly collect you.

The Azure Jade Divine Pill that was meant for my brother came to me, and with it, the fates of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and I changed. It did not come by force, but 'willingly', so the change was even greater.

"Thank you for believing in me."

I politely gave him a clasped hands greeting and then made a request.

"I'm going to take the divine pill here and now, so would you stand warden for me?"

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled.

"You're going to take the divine pill in front of me?"

"Yes. Since you gave it to me, Elder, I believe it's right to take it in front of you."

Standing warden while someone circulates their qi was an act that held a certain symbolic meaning. For a martial artist, it is the final stage of trust.

"You trust me?"

"Isn't it because I trust you that I'm taking this Azure Jade Divine Pill? If you had poisoned it, I would have to do whatever you say to get the antidote."

A look of interest flickered in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes.

"What's your reason for believing I didn't poison it?"

"Because you're not the type of person to choose such a despicable method."

"I think I'm quite despicable, though?"

"There are many kinds of despicableness. The Elder I see is not someone who would break a promise by flipping the whole board."

"What if your intuition is wrong?"

"I'll think about that when the time comes. Now, please stand warden for a moment."

In truth, it was a safe gamble. This was because I knew that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon loathed poison techniques and evil arts to the point of shuddering.

I sat down on the spot in a cross-legged position and took the Azure Jade Divine Pill without hesitation.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with a surprised face. It seemed he had not expected me to actually take the miracle herbs in front of him.

The Azure Jade Divine Pill was a miracle herb I had never seen even in my life before regression.

Divine pill, please dissolve well.

The Azure Jade Divine Pill began to melt in my mouth, its medicinal effect spreading past my throat and throughout my entire body. It was a much greater energy than that of the Demonic Essence Pill I had taken before in the Little Heaven Cave.

My blood vessels, strengthened by the Meridians Strengthening Art, opened wide to welcome this immense energy. My vessels willingly became a field to receive the pill's energy, which galloped like a thousand-ri horse. The spiritual qi, rushing like a gale, spread into the fine blood vessels throughout my body.

I poured my heart and soul into circulating my qi to perfectly assimilate this massive energy into my inner arts.

After several rounds of careful qi circulation, I was able to store the divine energy of the Azure Jade Divine Pill in my qi center.

When I opened my eyes, I could see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a short distance away, staring at me with his arms crossed.

"How did the divine pill taste?"

"It was like honey. I've never eaten anything so delicious in my entire life."

"Damn it! Damn it all!"

He lamented that he had not been able to eat it himself.

"I'm certain it was digested ten times more valuably than if you had taken it yourself."

Now, even if I were to fight the Blood Heaven Blade Demon right in front of me, no one could say I lost because of my inner arts. My qi center was overflowing with that much pure qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon squatted down in front of me. Up close, I saw he had more wrinkles than I thought.

"Hey, Second Young Lord."

"Yes, Elder."

He looked into my eyes and asked, "What is your identity? What are you that you could turn my heart upside down and make me spit out a Azure Jade Divine Pill?"

I immediately drew upon my inner arts and unleashed my demonic qi. Like an erupting volcano spewing lava, the demonic qi burst forth. It was a cold and stern energy, different from what I had shown him until now.

"I am the one who will lead you in the future. That is, if you are still alive by then."

Amidst the suffocating energy pressing down on him, various emotions flickered across the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. At the very least, he did not scoff, even if he might have been angry.

As I withdrew my demonic qi, the frozen air around us thawed.

"I'll admit you've got guts."

"Let me ask just one thing as well."

"......"

"What is it that you ultimately desire, Elder?"

"What could an old man like me possibly want? I just keep living as I've always lived, pulled along by inertia."

"For you to say that, aren't you far too passionate?"

"Am I?"

"When you push me, you seem like a young man. I can feel a blazing fire."

In that moment, I saw the flames in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes once again. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was still standing alone amidst the flames.

"Do I seem that way?"

"......"

In contrast, he spoke as if he lacked confidence in himself.

"That's a relief. Lately, I thought I had completely cooled down...."

I could guess what kind of feeling this was. No matter how much ambition, aspiration, and desire you put in a basket, there are things that time indifferently takes away.

"Please give me some alcohol."

"Alcohol? But I lost our bet."

"The moment you gave me the Azure Jade Divine Pill without holding back, you won the bet. I will accept your alcohol, Elder."

"Are you serious?"

"Please lead me well from now on."

He's this difficult for even me to handle, so how hard must it be for my enemies? I plan to make the Blood Heaven Blade Demon truly one of my people. I don't know if that will be possible, though.

A deeply moved the Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured me a full cup of alcohol.

"Here, take it."

I coolly drank the alcohol the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me.

"Let's do well from now on!"

"Yes, and if you're going to pull any tricks, please only pull as many as I can handle."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had flinched for a moment, burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"

Since he became the Demon Supreme, I was probably the first person to say the word 'tricks' to his face.

"Let's have another drink."

"Alright!"

I know. Even though he's smiling so broadly right now, he hasn't fully opened the door to his heart yet. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon is not a person who can be judged by only what is visible through that slightly ajar door.

I don't know what lies beyond that door.

Just as my father said that you can never know a person's heart, I intend not to predict or make assumptions about the person known as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I will judge him only by what I can see.

And our relationship will be decided on the day that door opens wide.

Whether I burn to death in your flames, you die pierced by my sword, or we become eternal friends, it will all be decided on that day.


Chapter 38: I'm Going to Rip Them Off

I trained late into the night at my personal training ground.

Training was my top priority. If I lost to Hwa Mugi, everything I was building would be for nothing, no matter how valuable.

When training became too tough, I imagined dying at Hwa Mugi's hands because I had missed a single moment of practice. It was an unrealistic scenario, but the desperate thought helped me overcome laziness.

Fortunately, today's session was the most satisfying since my regression.

Pure, powerful internal energy swirled in my qi center. My techniques grew stronger, and my speed increased.

My inner arts had reached a level where I could face the Demon Supremes in a battle to the death. No one would believe someone my age could possess such internal energy.

It's still not enough.

I needed to gather more. With inner arts, more was always better.

My continuous training yielded considerable progress with the Four Strides of the Wind God. I knew I would eventually hit a wall, but for now, my skills improved with every use.

Using the Four Strides of the Wind God stoked my desire to fight. The technique constantly stimulated my fighting spirit.

I had to be patient. A time would come when I could reveal myself to the world on my own terms.

I had just finished a round of the Four Strides of the Wind God when someone spoke from behind me.

"Your internal energy has grown again."

Startled, I turned and saw my father standing there.

"You're truly like a ghost."

He had appeared behind me without a sound and guessed my inner arts had increased just from watching my technique.

I spoke honestly.

"I obtained the Azure Jade Divine Pill from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

Father didn't seem surprised by the major news.

"Why aren't you surprised?"

"Didn't you say you had something to gain from him?"

"But that something was the Azure Jade Divine Pill!"

"I knew the Blade Demon had the Azure Jade Divine Pill."

I was shocked. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wouldn't have told anyone about this.

"How did you know?"

His next words were even more shocking.

"Because I gave it to him a long time ago."

"Good heavens! You're the one who gave it to him?"

I suddenly recalled the Blood Heaven Blade Demon drawing a line, insisting he was closer to my father than I was. This confirmed the two must have been very close once.

"What did you wager in your bet with him?"

"I wagered myself."

"It seems the Blade Demon made a very bad deal."

"My business is just getting started. I plan to rip off the Eight Demon Supremes properly."

In the past, my father would have dismissed this as nonsense, but now he said nothing.

"Why are you just listening?"

"Because I think you might actually do it."

"So you finally recognize my true worth."

"Why do you hate the Demon Supremes so much?"

"When I look at them, I hear this voice in my head. 'Hey, don't you want to become the Heavenly Demon? But what can you do? You can only become the Heavenly Demon if we support you. Should I be your backer? You want that? Then impress me.'"

"Isn't that just a persecution complex?"

"Maybe. In any case, I hate it."

I didn't intend to fight this battle alone. It was a fight I would wage with my father, so I shared my honest feelings about the Eight Demon Supremes. I couldn't let our relationship become twisted, no matter what happened with others.

"Train."

As my father turned to leave, I thanked him.

"Thank you for appointing Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General."

"It wasn't because of you. It was because two Demon Supremes recommended him."

I called out to my father again.

"Father."

He answered without turning back.

"What is it?"

"I'm going to be happy."

For a moment, I saw my father's back tremble slightly. He must not have expected me to say that.

"I believe that for the people around me and for our Cult to be happy, I have to be happy first."

I cut in before my father could speak.

"It's a cheap sentiment, perfect for getting killed, right?"

"As long as you know."

Father paused at the door and added one more thing.

"If you intend to walk this path, don't even think about happiness."

I shouted before my father closed the door.

"I refuse. I'll walk that path, and I'll definitely be happy."

The door slammed shut with a THUD, as if to mock my impossible dream.

I understood why my father hated the word happiness. Both of us had lived lives far removed from it.

We had always considered happiness a refuge for losers.

But, Father, I've learned that living a happy life is just as hard as striving for a goal.

......No, maybe it's even harder than just running toward success. Maybe we were escaping to success instead, Father.


The Flower Sword Supreme was certainly different from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

She had helped make Jang Ho the Demonic Army General, but instead of rushing over to boast, she remained silent.

This means she wants me to visit her.

Her silence told me she valued face and honor. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, in contrast, prioritized his own emotions. He was the type to rush over and yell just to feel satisfied.

I bought a bottle of fine liquor and went to see the Flower Sword Supreme. I found her tending the flower garden in the yard of her thatched cottage.

"The flowers are beautiful."

"They say flowers grow more beautiful as you age. That's still a distant story for you, Second Young Lord."

She probably didn't know that when you get even older, such things just become a bother.

"I sincerely thank you for your help. I've brought some liquor as a token of my gratitude."

"I appreciate the gift, but I don't drink alcohol. I quit a long time ago."

"Ah, is that so? I apologize."

"It's alright."

I already knew she didn't drink, but I had brought the liquor on purpose to avoid seeming like I understood her too well. It might have been excessive, but I had to do what I could. Relationships were built on such small details.

"I was taught to repay any help I receive. Is there anything you desire?"

She spoke in a gentle tone, still tending to her flowers.

"It would be best for you to cut ties with the Blade Demon."

She presented this as her price, just as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had predicted.

"May I ask why?"

"Because the Blade Demon is a man far removed from the ideals the Second Young Lord pursues."

"It may be a presumptuous question, but do you know what my ideals are?"

"You said you'd change our Cult into a place of strict order and discipline, didn't you? The Blade Demon hates being bound by rules more than anyone. You'll have many conflicts with him, Second Young Lord."

The Flower Sword Supreme probably thought her persuasion would work. She was filled with pride and considered herself an incomparably better person than the Blade Demon.

"I'm sorry, but I don't think I can do that, Senior."

Her figure flinched for a moment.

"Why is that?"

"Because Elder Blade Demon gave me too great a gift."

I normally wouldn't have mentioned the gift, but I intended to leak the news about the Azure Jade Divine Pill to her.

I planned to make both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme my people.

Their terrible relationship would make them easier to handle in some ways. Above all, their emotions would erupt, allowing me to learn their true natures more quickly and certainly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would be the Left Emissary, and the Flower Sword Supreme the Right Emissary.

They would become the most powerful Left and Right Emissaries in murim history, the Left Blade and Right Sword. I planned to place them at my sides, then grab the other Eight Demon Supremes by the hair and shake them up.

"What kind of gift?"

"It's a personal gift, so it's difficult for me to say."

"I thought we were close enough to have this conversation. Was I mistaken?"

"Ah, this is difficult."

I pretended to think for a moment, then spoke as if I had no other choice.

"Since you've done me such a great favor, Sword Supreme, I'll tell you. The Elder gave me the Azure Jade Divine Pill."

"What did you say?"

She stopped tending the flowers and turned to me. Her composure and aloofness shattered instantly.

"Are you saying he really gave you the Azure Jade Divine Pill?"

The Flower Sword Supreme found it utterly unbelievable that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given me the pill. She was even more surprised than I had expected.

"Where is that divine pill now?"

"I've already consumed it, but why are you so surprised?"

"The Blade Demon is an inherently greedy man. How could I not be surprised that he gave something so precious to you, Second Young Lord?"

"It seems he judged me to be more precious than the divine pill."

I said it like a joke, but the Flower Sword Supreme didn't laugh. She must have thought it was true.

"Thank you again for your help. Please let me know if you ever need my assistance. I'll see you next time."

I gave a polite farewell and turned to leave, but the Sword Supreme called out to me softly.

"Second Young Lord."

I looked back at her.

"Second Young Lord, what kind of person is the Blade Demon, from what you've seen?"

"Eccentric, violent, and selfish. I disliked him at first, but he grew on me the more I met him."

"And not because he gave you the Azure Jade Divine Pill?"

"I can't deny that. Who wouldn't be pleased? It's the Azure Jade Divine Pill, after all."

"It's merely a miracle herb."

"But that miracle herb was exactly what I needed."

She tried her best to sever my relationship with the Blade Demon.

"If you want to continue receiving my help, cut ties with the Blade Demon. The Blade Demon is not the one."

"Then prove it."

"Prove what?"

I stared at her for a moment before I spoke.

"Prove that you, Senior, are a more helpful person to me than Elder Blade Demon."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression hardened slightly.

"Was all that talk about establishing discipline and justice in our Cult just nonsense?"

"Elder Blade Demon gave me the Azure Jade Divine Pill. I need a justification to cut ties."

"Isn't the ideal of doing what's best for our Cult justification enough?"

I let out a deliberate smirk.

"Dreams, ideals, loyalty...... I despise people who try to win the hearts of their subordinates and juniors for free with such things."

In that moment, the Sword Supreme became enraged, and I saw her true self.

Her expression turned cold, revealing a desolate gaze.

Her eyes were like a barren desert.

While I had seen a blazing fire in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes, I felt a terrible thirst from the Flower Sword Supreme. The stark change from her gentle demeanor made this desolation feel even more intense.

It was hindsight, but I now knew for sure why she was the first to move after Hwa Mugi cornered her. I knew why her ambition was hastier than the other Eight Demon Supremes. She must have needed to fill that desolation with anything she could.

Normally, I would have put away the whip and offered a carrot, but I didn't.

"I don't know what you think of me, Senior, but I'm preparing for a great undertaking. I'll have to meet many people and make many decisions. I don't have the confidence to judge right from wrong every time. So please, show me something I can judge easily."

As I spoke, I held out my hand to her.

"Place something in this hand more precious than the Azure Jade Divine Pill Elder Blade Demon gave me."

The Blade Demon is not the one? Not a chance. It has to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. That was why she was so shaken. That was why she was asking these questions.

"Second Young Lord, what is it that you want?"

I closed my outstretched palm. I didn't ask for her help. It wasn't time yet.

"No, there's nothing for now."

To her, my words would sound like, I already have the Blade Demon, so I'm fine.

Because I said I wanted nothing, she would grow more anxious. If I had demanded something, she would have responded rationally.

"Then I'll see you next time. I won't forget the favor you've done for me."

I bowed politely and left the thatched cottage.

After walking for a while, I looked back. She was still standing in the same spot, staring at me.

I bowed my head once more toward her blazing gaze, then walked away.

Yes, just like that. Come to a boil.

The cooking could only begin once the water boiled.


Chapter 39: This Is How You Do It

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon waited for me at our usual spot as I returned from my meeting with the Flower Sword Supreme.

"What did that vixen have to say?" he asked. The Flower Sword Supreme had clearly put him on edge.

"She told me to cut ties with you, Elder."

"Just as I thought! What did I tell you? I knew it, didn't I? Did she give a reason?"

"She said you and I have different ideals, Lord Blood Heaven Blade Demon. That you're too... free-spirited, Elder."

"Bullshit." A cold demonic qi swirled from his body.

"So, what are you going to do?"

"Naturally, I have to side with whoever offers the better deal."

"What?"

I deliberately provoked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "You have to weigh your options when you can. Wouldn't you do the same, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't get angry. He would have done the same thing himself.

"For now, you have the upper hand, Elder. Surely she won't offer something better than the Cheonoe Shindan?"

"She might. She's the type to do anything if it means ruining me."

"Why did your relationship with the Flower Sword Supreme turn so sour, anyway?"

After a moment's pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "Does a person need a reason to hate someone?"

I knew the reason.

They were two people with reasons to trust no one. They were villains, if you had to call them that, with a lust for power so great they would be offended to be second to anyone.

"Would you like a drink? If you go back now, won't you just feel conflicted and bitter?"

"What do you take me for?"

"Composure? I don't think that's a virtue. When you're upset, you should be upset. When you're in a bad mood, you should talk it out. Come on, let's go. I'll buy you a drink today."

He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then flicked his body and shot off. "I'll be waiting in the Demon Village," he said, vanishing into the distance.

That old man and his temper.

He had clearly changed since the first time he came and poked me in the ribs.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon waited for me in front of the Alluring Inn, which Jo Cheonbae ran.

"I thought you'd be at the brothel."

"I hate places with women."

"That's unexpected."

"Unexpected? Why? Do I look like a womanizer?"

"No, it's not that. It's just that your late brother was fond of brothels."

"You're ruining the taste of the drink. Drop the talk about that bastard."

"......"

I had brought it up on purpose. I wanted to keep the wound in his heart from festering. Not that it seemed particularly necessary for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

As we took our seats in the Alluring Inn, I asked, "Why did you choose this tavern of all places?"

"They opened a Sanzu River Hall Branch across the street."

It seemed he had seen it while passing by and decided to stop here.

"Be careful. If you go around hitting people on the street for no reason, even you, Elder, will be dragged in by me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me a look of disbelief at my joke.

Jo Cheonbae greeted us warmly. "Welcome, Director."

"It's been a while."

"It's an honor to have you visit again."

"I come because the drinks and food are good."

As Jo Cheonbae took our order and disappeared toward the kitchen, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke. "You're needlessly kind."

"Is there anything wrong with being kind?"

"If you let yourself be swayed by sentiment, you're bound to mess things up. Let's take that innkeeper as an example. Will the food come out better when you're kind like this? Or when you threaten to kill him if it tastes bad? In that respect, the First Young Lord has an advantage over you."

"Certainly, the ruthless have an easier time in a world filled with killing intent."

"It's not too late."

"Even so, I won't be getting on that carriage of ruthlessness."

"The reason?"

"Because I believe the food coming out now will taste better if it was made happily while whistling, rather than made while trembling in fear."

"Someday, that man will use your kindness to ask for and demand bigger things. If you don't grant them, he'll criticize and curse you. That's what humans are."

"Someday, that man will return something greater because of this small kindness I've shown. Perhaps he might even save my life because of it. That's also what humans are."

"We'll see about that."

We drank together.

"Actually, I think you're more emotional than I am, Elder."

"How did you block my blade with those eyes of yours? You're not just misjudging me, you're completely wrong."

I think I judged him correctly. Throughout this whole process of getting entangled with me, he has expended a lot of emotion. Even now, he was pouring out his feelings in a conversation he had never had in his life.

"Since we're on the subject, I have one more thing to say. From now on, you'll have to manage your Blade Fiends and disciples. Otherwise, they'll keep clashing with the Sanzu River Hall."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly raised his head and stared at me coldly. "You're getting more and more arrogant."

"You're the arrogant one, Elder."

"What?"

"Aren't you looking down on our Cult and my father? 'It's me, I'm the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. What does it matter what my disciples do?' Isn't that what you're thinking?"

"......"

The table shattered. The liquor bottle and food dishes crashed to the floor and broke.

"You're too insolent. Sometimes I really want to beat you to death." Glaring at me, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shouted at the innocent Jo Cheonbae. "What are you standing there staring at? Bring a new table and more liquor and food!"

"This isn't how you handle this. This is how you do it." I stood and moved to the table next to us.

Then I placed some money on the table. "My apologies. This money should be enough to cover the broken things and your lost sales for today."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands, refusing the money. "It's fine. It's really fine."

"I'm not fine with it. Please take it, and set a new table for us here. One that's groaning with food."

"......"

Taking the money, Jo Cheonbae scurried back to the kitchen.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scowled deeply. "You're telling me to do something like that?"

"If you don't want to do it, then you shouldn't break things."

"Are you trying to teach a Demon Supreme how to do good deeds right now?"

"The demonic path I intend to establish doesn't involve smashing up inns just because you're in a bad mood."

"You... just what are you!"

"Stop shouting and come sit over here."

In the end, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat down at the table where I had moved. "Insolent bastard. You're definitely a madman!"

He glared at me, then said coldly, "If you betray me, I'll kill you."

Jo Cheonbae, who was bringing new liquor, flinched in surprise. He quickly pretended not to have heard, placing the bottle and cups down before returning to the kitchen.

I filled a new cup to the brim with liquor and gave it to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Were you serious about what you just said?"

"Yes, I was serious."

"Then pledge your loyalty to me with all your heart. That threat you just made is the kind you can make in that situation. When you've been truly loyal, only to be betrayed and abandoned, that's when you can plunge a sword into your master's heart."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't refute it.

I filled my own cup and held it out for a toast.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed and drank alone. Although our cups didn't clash, I heard them clinking in my heart.


A person entered the Flower Sword Supreme's thatched cottage. It was her right-hand man, Sa Woojong.

"The Second Young Lord is currently meeting with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and drinking."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who stood with her back turned, said nothing.

"He's an arrogant bastard."

Only then did the Flower Sword Supreme turn and glare coldly at Sa Woojong. Sa Woojong lowered his head. "I apologize."

"Watch your mouth. There's nothing more vulgar than speaking carelessly about someone behind their back."

"I'll keep that in mind from now on."

Sa Woojong had deliberately insulted Geom Mugeuk, knowing the Sword Supreme would get angry. He believed he was expressing the emotions she couldn't show on the surface.

Sa Woojong believed he was a special existence to the Sword Supreme. Although she spoke formally even to the gatekeeper, she only ever spoke casually to him. He was special.

"He's not the Second Young Lord I knew."

In the few short months since the duel tournament, the storm Geom Mugeuk had stirred up was growing larger and larger.

"Even so, it's just a tempest in a teacup."

Sa Woojong underestimated Geom Mugeuk, but the Flower Sword Supreme's thoughts were different.

"What if that teacup is large enough to hold the entire murim? That greedy old man offered the Cheonoe Shindan. It's the same as offering his everything. The Blade Demon must have seen the potential for a successor in the Second Young Lord."

"Did you also see potential in the Second Young Lord, Sword Supreme?"

Geom Mugeuk had certainly shown an unexpected side. However, it wasn't to the extent that she would give him miracle herbs like the Cheonoe Shindan.

That's why it was irritating. She wondered if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had seen something she hadn't. That she couldn't see what that damn old man saw? Her pride was wounded, and she was annoyed.

"You should rest for today. I've prepared a new person."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared coldly at Sa Woojong and seemed about to say something. Her lips started to move but ultimately didn't utter a word.

She spun around and went inside the cottage.

Sa Woojong's expression as he watched her back was incredibly complex, but his gaze was fervent.

Once inside the cottage, she operated a secret device. The floor opened up to reveal a secret passage.

She descended into the passage. It grew pitch-black the further she went, but she descended with a familiarity that suggested she had done this many times before.

A long corridor stretched out underground. She walked to the end of it, opened the door, and went inside.

The inside was a lavishly decorated bedroom. A young man sitting on a large bed shot to his feet.

The Flower Sword Supreme walked slowly to a vanity with a large bronze mirror and sat down. The young man's eyes, reflected in the mirror, were filled with fear.

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke gently to the young man in the mirror. "It's alright, take off your clothes first."


After my drinking session with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon ended, I stopped by Lee Ahn's training ground on my way back. The sweltering energy I felt from inside told me how diligently she was training.

She moved about the training ground in her heavy body, dripping with sweat. It was grueling training that pushed her to her limits, but not a single one of her movements was wasted.

Watching her, I feel the time has come to pass on a new martial art to her.

"Ah! You're here, Young Master?"

"You seem to be training hard these days."

"How did you know?"

"It looks like you've lost some weight."

"Really?"

Even though she knew it wasn't true, Lee Ahn beamed. Perhaps because the topic of weight came up, she asked a question she had been saving. "Young Master. Was what you said before true? That you can fix my side effects."

Knowing Lee Ahn's personality, how much must she have agonized before asking this? She must have worried over and over about how I would react if I answered, 'I was just kidding'.

Even if the person who taught her the Self-Petrification Art had told her the side effects could never be removed, she still couldn't help but ask.

"Can you really fix it?"

It was the first time I had seen her so nervous.

"I can fix it."

"Really?"

The time had come to tell her the truth. "I know a sorcery that can eliminate the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art."

It was a method I discovered while wandering the Central Plains for ingredients for a grand technique. I was determined to restore her original body if I ever regressed. Thinking about it now, my past life wasn't just a desolate path for revenge.

"What kind of procedure is it?"

"It's a grand technique called the Poison Self-Purification Art."

"...The Poison Self-Purification Art?" She repeated the words several times before asking again. "How did you learn it?"

"That's a secret. You know, right? There are many secrets to keep when it comes to martial arts."

"Yes. I know. I know." Her voice trembled throughout our conversation.

"You could perform the procedure now, then."

"I could."

"But why aren't you doing it?"

"It's a very dangerous and difficult procedure, and I don't know what variables might arise. That's why I'm going to do it when my martial arts skills are much higher than they are now."

"Ah! So there really was a cure!" Her face filled with joy.

"You'll have to risk your life. I don't know what might happen during the procedure. Can you still do it?"

"......"

There wasn't a hint of hesitation in her answer.

"This is disappointing."

"Huh? Did I make a mistake?"

"I thought you would say something like, 'If I were to die, I wouldn't be able to protect you, Young Master, so I won't undergo the procedure'."

It was my joke to preempt that possibility.

"You told me to live my own life, didn't you?" she said, then smiled brightly, as if it had all been a joke.

I know now. That expression was her true self.

Her true heart, suppressed by loyalty and responsibility, that natural heart any person would have... I want to help her find that heart.

"Lee Ahn."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Is there anywhere in the Central Plains you'd like to visit?"

"No, there isn't."

She had spent her whole life looking only at me, so she probably never got to properly see any place she went.

"Let's go on a tour of the Central Plains together later."

"Really?"

"Yes. Let's go to every famous spot and see every magnificent view. I'll let you taste all the famous dishes. I know quite a few places."

"Is that a promise?"

"You have to promise, too."

"What?"

"That you won't abandon me then."

"Me, abandon you, Young Master? That would never happen, not even if the heavens and the earth were to split apart."

We'll see if you still say that when you become the world's number one beauty and every man in the world adores you.

"We'll see about that."


Chapter 40: Grow Stronger, Lee Ahn!

Early the next day, I went to the Heavenly Demon Hall to see my father. Father was not in the main hall but in his personal training ground. I waited outside for him to finish.

"Come in."

Father, having been informed of my visit, had me enter. I felt a tremor of nervousness as I stepped inside. It was my first time ever entering my father's personal training ground.

The moment I did so, my father rushed toward me from the middle of the training yard.

Father unleashed the Hell Step. The sword that flew at me was the Heavenly Demon Sword.

The Heavenly Demon attacking with the Heavenly Demon Sword while using the Hell Step? No opponent could survive.

The situation ended in a flash. The Heavenly Demon Sword stopped mid-air. I stood right next to it, so close my breath could have fogged the blade. I had dodged my father's attack with the Vanishing Step.

Did the Vanishing Step win against the Hell Step? Of course not. The attack was just slow enough for me to barely evade it.

"You keep aiming for this handsome face of mine."

"Those who aim for you outside won't be as merciful as I am."

"Thank you for sparing my life."

I looked around my father's training ground as if nothing had happened.

"I thought there would be something special here, but there's nothing."

There really was nothing. The empty space held only a few swords, daos, and spears leaning against a wall.

"You don't even have a single training dummy."

"Why keep what is unnecessary?"

Then again, I also train by imagining a virtual enemy. How would my father be any different?

Just then, an iron plate on the wall caught my eye. The plate, about 20 centimeters thick, was covered in deep fist imprints. To my surprise, it was made of thousand-year-old cold iron.

"My goodness! Just how strong are your fists? This is abuse of thousand-year-old cold iron."

"Enough nonsense. Come here."

Father had a reason for bringing me into his training ground.

"Demonstrate the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"......"

Opportunities to receive my father's teachings were rare, so I did my best to demonstrate the technique.

The Four Strides of the Wind God had four major techniques which contained over nine hundred variations. Depending on one's interpretation, that number could change. How one interpreted and applied these variations slightly altered the movements, which ultimately changed the technique's power. This was why the same martial arts could feel different depending on the user.

When I finished, my father looked flushed, likely because my achievement was higher than he had expected.

I discussed the technique with my father. At first, it was a simple discussion about putting more force into my feet or twisting my waist faster. I conveyed my thoughts exactly. Some of my points contradicted my father's opinions, but he was surprisingly flexible.

He performed the technique on the spot, just as I had described.

"It seems you were right. Putting more force into the right foot is the correct interpretation."

While discussing martial arts, my father felt like a different person. He was free, generous, and rational. For a long while, my father and I discussed the Four Strides of the Wind God. We were so engrossed that our discussion only ended when I felt the pangs of hunger.

By the time our conversation ended, I could feel my mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God had reached a new level.

"Thank you for your great teachings. This debt of gratitude..."

I will repay it by killing Hwa Mugi.

"I'll repay you later with money."

Father said abruptly at my jest.

"Stay for a meal."

I was stunned for a moment.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"It's the first time I've ever heard you say that. Asking me to eat with you."

"You're surprised by the strangest things."

Father left the training ground first. Just as he said, it was a strange thing to be moved by, but honestly, I felt a lump in my throat.

I had a meal with my father. I expected a grand feast, but the table was neat and simple with fewer dishes than I thought.

"There's more rice, so eat a lot."

"......"

I ate without making any jokes. This wouldn't be a frequent opportunity, so I tried my best to remember this moment. He gave me a strange look as I ate quietly, then continued his meal in silence.

Whenever I was with my father, I usually made a point of being more playful, but in this moment, it was the me from just before my regression eating with my father. As a grown man to another man, as a martial artist to another martial artist, and yet, still as father and son.

Father... I missed moments like this.

I had never once missed it before, but now, I finally understood. Deep in my heart, I had been longing for this.

And so, my historic first meal with my father ended. I would never forget this first meal, where we exchanged not a single word.

After we finished, my father asked me.

"Did you enjoy the side dishes?"

It was time to return to my usual self.

"Would you like to trade chefs with me?"

Don't be sad, Chef Im. It's just a joke.

"No need."

"Haha."

I drank the alcohol served with the meal with my father.

"You drank with the Blade Demon at the Demon Village?"

"......"

Indeed, my father knew my every move within the cult.

"How much do you trust him?"

"I don't trust him."

"......"

"Because I don't know him. No matter how transparent someone may seem, one should never be arrogant enough to think they know them."

Father wore a satisfied expression when I answered according to his teachings. He was worried I might trust the Blade Demon and get stabbed in the back.

"Why did you come to see me today?"

He asked this question more than eight hours after I had arrived.

"I have a favor to ask."

"Speak."

"Please allow me to add one person to my family."

Father gave me a look as if I had said something absurd.

"Do you mean you wish to marry?"

"No."

"Then?"

"I wish to pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to my bodyguard, Lee Ahn."

I intended to pass the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which I had completely mastered, to Lee Ahn. She would need something of that level to protect her position as the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad. The problem was that the Soaring Sky Sword Art was passed down only to those of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline. I could not teach it without my father's permission.

"So you badmouth your true blood relatives, yet you want to make your bodyguard family?"

"Yes. She is more precious to me than my blood relatives, and she will accomplish great things in the future."

"The Soaring Sky Sword Art is your unique martial arts. Are you sure about this?"

"My unique martial arts will be the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

This entire process will be for nothing if I don't become the successor. Ultimately, all of this is to gain my father's recognition. I must become the successor and inherit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to face Hwa Mugi.

"You're quite confident."

"She is a person worthy of being taught."

"In what way?"

"She is a better person than I am."

Father was silent for a moment, perhaps finding the answer unexpected. After taking a sip of his drink, my father asked.

"Do you intend to make that child the head of your private organization?"

"Yes, that's right. In the future, I may eliminate some Demon Supremes. I will fill that vacuum with my private organization. So please, grant me your permission."

Then came my father's ready reply.

"Fine."

At first, I thought I had misheard. I didn't think he would grant permission so easily.

"Do you really mean I can pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to Lee Ahn?"

I checked once more, but my father just nodded silently. I thought he would set some condition or mission... Why did he agree so easily?

"Promise me one thing in return."

"Please give your command."

"The next time you decide to kill a Demon Supreme, you must tell me. No matter which Demon Supreme it is."

It was not a difficult promise. I had intended to do so anyway. I had no intention of taking out Demon Supremes without my father's permission.

"Yes, I will definitely do so."


"You called for me?"

Having received my father's permission, I immediately summoned Lee Ahn to my personal training ground.

"Do you know why I called you?"

"Yes, I have a rough idea."

"What is it?"

"Aren't you going to test what I've trained so far?"

It was a natural assumption since I had called her to the training ground.

"How is it? Are you ready?"

"I did my best to train."

"Not for that."

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking if you're ready to be taught a new martial arts."

Lee Ahn was startled for a moment. Soon, her surprise turned into excitement. For a martial artist, what could be more thrilling than learning a superior martial art?

"Lee Ahn, head of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

"......"

"From this moment on, I will pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to you."

Lee Ahn, who had been standing there blankly, shrieked in astonishment.

"......"

It was the most surprised I had ever seen her.

"No! The Soaring Sky Sword Art is passed down only to the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, isn't it? If you teach it to me, the Cult Leader will strike me dead! You'll get in huge trouble too, Young Master. If you're planning to teach me in secret, please give up. There are no secrets in this world, and even if there were, I can't learn it."

After she poured out a torrent of words, I asked with a smile.

"Are you finished?"

"There's more, but I'll just say this. No! Absolutely not!"

I smiled and told her.

"I got my father's permission."

"What?"

Lee Ahn's eyes widened. Watching her, I realized just how varied her expressions were. She had many ways of showing surprise, and this one was new.

"Really?"

"......"

"That can't be possible."

"If you doubt it, you can come with me and confirm it yourself."

Lee Ahn, who feared my father more than anyone, waved her hands dismissively and backed away.

"I'd rather you just kill me."

"I don't dislike you enough to lie about this. Want me to tell you the decisive reason why I'm telling the truth?"

"What is it?"

"You're right. If I taught you without permission, you'd die. There's no way I'd put you in that kind of danger."

It seemed Lee Ahn had at least that much faith in me.

"You really got his permission?"

"......"

Lee Ahn's pupils trembled.

"But the Soaring Sky Sword Art is your unique martial arts, Young Master. Why are you trying to teach it to me?"

"Because you need to learn a martial art of this caliber to be the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad, and... you're like family to me. So it's okay for you to learn it."

In that moment, Lee Ahn was overcome with emotion.

"Young Master."

"It's not for you, it's for me. So I can work you to the bone in the future. So don't get too happy."

"Still, how could I dare to learn your martial arts, Young Master?"

"My unique martial arts will be the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. So you can learn this without feeling burdened."

Finally, tears began to fall from Lee Ahn's eyes.

"No one has ever... treasured me this much..."

I gently patted the back of Lee Ahn, who couldn't finish her sentence. Lee Ahn broke down and sobbed completely. Something that had been building up deep inside her had finally burst. I let her cry her heart out.

Once she had composed herself, I passed down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to her. The martial arts transmission was conducted through telepathy.

[The Soaring Sky Sword Art is composed of eight techniques that contain the changes and energy of the sky. Think of your qi center as the sky and expand it as much as possible. Your true qi must flow like the wind, sometimes like a spring breeze, and other times as powerful as a passing typhoon. The beginning of the qi is....]

The brilliant Lee Ahn perfectly memorized the mnemonic verses after I recited them five times.

"You must be able to recite the verses immediately, even if someone pokes you in the side while you're sleeping. Understand?"

"Yes, I understand."

Lee Ahn would work herself to death. If I taught her from time to time, her skills would improve day by day.

"And this."

I took a small wooden box from my robes and held it out to her.

"What is this?"

"Open it."

Inside the box was an Antitoxin Bead, one I had taken from the Golden Manor Master's secret vault.

"What is it?"

"It's an Antitoxin Bead."

"What? The legendary Antitoxin Bead?"

"Yes. In the future, if you're in danger of being poisoned or face someone who uses poison arts, fight with this in your mouth."

"Why are you giving this to me?"

"It's a gift to congratulate you on officially learning the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"No! I've already received a martial art, I can't accept something so precious on top of that!"

"You have to take it."

"......"

"Because I'm going to give one to someone I'm less close to than you. I can't give one to someone else if I haven't even given one to you."

"That's a strange line of reasoning, isn't it?"

"Alright, then. I'll come by later to test what you've learned. Don't slack off on your training."

I hurriedly left before the place could become a sea of tears again. From behind me, I could feel a heat that went beyond mere emotion and gratitude.

I looked forward to the future that this passion would create. At the very least, I won't let it become a passion that makes her throw her life away for me. Therefore...

Grow stronger, Lee Ahn.


Chapter 41: Sophisticated Yet Terrifying

For a while after that day, I focused only on teaching Lee Ahn, my work at the Sanzu River Hall, and my own training.

Lee Ahn absorbed the Soaring Sky Sword Art instantly, like a sponge soaking up water. Her talent for martial arts was greater than I had ever imagined. She combined that talent with grueling effort, and her progress was astonishingly fast.

Teaching Lee Ahn taught me something new. The act of teaching is also an act of learning. Explaining what I already knew allowed me to see myself objectively.

Ah, so this is how I was thinking about this technique.

This gave me a chance to reconsider things I had never seriously thought about.

Teaching isn't just ladling out stagnant water. If you teach without sincerity, the water dries up, but if you teach with deep thought and dedication, you expand the well itself.

That was how I learned while teaching Lee Ahn. I had never taught anyone in my past life, so this process was a tremendous experience.

During a short break from training, she asked me seriously.

"Young Master. Are you really going to create the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"......"

"Then can I design the martial arts uniform? I want to make a stylish one, not something drab and black. I'll even make separate versions for the academy and for missions, with different colors and designs."

I almost burst out laughing. I had never once considered the uniform's color or design since deciding to create the Ghost Shadow Squad. The same was true for every uniform I had ever worn.

"I also want to make different masks for missions, based on their difficulty. The ghost design should be stylish yet terrifying, so the sight of it makes people's knees buckle... Why are you laughing?"

"I'm just wondering what a stylish yet terrifying ghost looks like."

"I'm actually pretty good at drawing. I'll show you later."

"I guess future members of the Ghost Shadow Squad will be wearing some fancy clothes."

"Don't tease me."

Lee Ahn was a truly meticulous person. If she turned that focus from me to others, she would become an excellent Captain who could soothe everyone's hearts.

"The most important thing is your skill. The Ghost Shadow Squad will take on the most dangerous missions in the murim. Your ability will determine if you succeed and minimize casualties."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

"And one more thing. Something is more important than skill."

"What is it?"

"The resolve to lose subordinates. A steadfast heart that won't be wounded even if you lose them."

Lee Ahn stared intently at me.

"You see me as a child, don't you, Young Master? Since I'm always by your side like this."

"Aren't you?"

"I'm not. I'm not a child, and I'm not as innocent and kind as you think. I won't be heartbroken if I lose a subordinate. I'm actually more worried you'll be disappointed in me later, thinking, 'Was she always this cold-hearted?'"

"I won't be disappointed by that. Then we're good."

Lee Ahn must have thought it was a good time to speak, because she confessed her inner thoughts.

"When you said you'd pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to me, Young Master, I finally felt like my feet were on solid ground."

"What do you mean?"

"Honestly, until then, I felt like I was floating. The Ghost Shadow Squad? Will an organization like that really be created? Me, a Captain? I thought you were just caught up in some fervor, but as I memorized the verses of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I felt it was real. Can I handle all of this? Ah, I'm sorry. I was trying not to ask such unconfident questions."

"It's okay to ask. No, you must. How can you walk a path that will change so many destinies without asking? Ask today, and ask tomorrow. You must still ask ten years from now. This is a path you must walk while constantly questioning. I'll keep nagging you, too. We must keep asking each other."

The ones who don't ask these questions are people like the Eight Demon Supremes.

They believe their decisions are right simply because they think they are superior to others. They have no concern or empathy for others. They do not ask.

"Yes, Young Master. I'll ask whenever I'm confused. I'll ask you, and I'll ask myself."

I gave Lee Ahn's head a quick pat.

"Well done."

Lee Ahn's face flushed slightly as she smiled bashfully.

"Alright, back to training!"

"......"

When her training neared its end, I brought her books on organizational management, mercenary tactics, and leadership.

"Read these in your spare time."

"......"

Her continuous training had caused her to neglect her studies of the Sanzu River Hall's affairs. She needed to learn how to run an organization, even if only through books.


A few days later, I went to the Southern Blade Sect to meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

When I entered the Southern Blade Sect, the blade demons flocked over to watch me. This was a place where people lived. Some were trash and some were decent. All sorts of people gathered here.

Fundamentally, I held no ill will toward them. Thanks to them, I had perfectly completed the Meridians Strengthening Art.

The blade demons also favored me, since I was on good terms with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Many had been impressed by my courage during the Meridians Strengthening Art, and some even looked at me with respect.

A few blade demons greeted me politely, while some clapped and cheered from a distance. Perhaps they resembled their master. The blade demons were like adorably crazy bastards.

I waved to them.

A blade demon guided me to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's office.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked surprised by my visit.

"Did something happen? Are you here to arrest me?"

"Have you committed a crime since we last met?"

"My life is full of sin."

"Fortunately, not today."

"Then why are you here?"

"I came to give you this."

I held out the item I had brought to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What's this? A box that spews deadly poison when I open it?"

"Where could I even buy a box like that? I'd like to get a few."

"I asked what it is."

"Please, open it."

He opened the box and found the Antitoxin Bead inside. It was the exact opposite of his joke.

"It's a top-quality Antitoxin Bead."

"I can see that, but why this?"

"It's a gift."

"A gift? Why something so expensive all of a sudden?"

"It's a birthday gift."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon froze in shock.

"What?"

"Happy birthday. It's your birthday today, isn't it?"

"Is today my birthday?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice trembled, as if he truly had no idea.

"You didn't know?"

"It's been a long time since I bothered with birthdays. How did you know?"

"Who do you think I am? The Sanzu River Hall knows everything. I even know how many pairs of underwear the Elder owns."

"How many pairs?"

"That was an exaggeration. Anyway, congratulations."

It was an intentional gesture of goodwill, an effort to make him truly one of my people.

I gave him a deep bow and turned to leave.

"Did you really come just to give me a gift?"

"Yes. It's purely a birthday gift, so don't feel burdened."

"You're just leaving like this?"

"I'm a busy man. Let's have a drink tonight at the Alluring Inn. I'll be waiting, and don't even think about wrecking the place today."

I left the still-dazed man and exited the office.

Before closing the door, I glanced inside. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared down at the Antitoxin Bead with an expression I had never seen. It was the first time I realized he could feel moved.


"By the way, is it true?" Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised look as he walked down the hall with me.

"What is?"

"That you gave the Blade Demon a birthday present."

"How did you know?"

"Good heavens. So it was true."

"I asked how you knew."

"How else? The rumor's already spreading. I just assumed it was false."

I burst out laughing. If the news had already spread, it meant the Blade Demon had bragged to the other blade demons about his gift. He didn't seem the type, but he was surprisingly talkative.

"Why did you give it to him?"

"Because it's his birthday."

"I really don't understand the relationship between you two."

He probably wouldn't understand. Enough had happened for us to become enemies, yet the Blade Demon and I were only growing closer.

"You don't get close just by exchanging pleasantries."

I entered the main hall at the end of the corridor with Seo Daeryong.

All the investigators and enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall were gathered there.

"It's been a while since we've all gathered like this, hasn't it?"

"......"

A thunderous reply echoed. The enforcement martial artists' morale was sky-high after their training. The investigators were also brimming with courage after the Hundred Blade Ghosts case.

"I came today to pour some oil on your burning morale."

Everyone looked curious.

I handed the envelopes I had prepared to Seo Daeryong. There was one for every martial artist in the Sanzu River Hall.

Seo Daeryong was shocked when he checked inside an envelope.

"What is this money?"

Inside was a note worth one thousand taels.

"Hand one out to everyone."

"......"

Seo Daeryong distributed the envelopes to everyone.

"This money is a special gift from me to you."

Everyone cheered at the word 'gift'.

"Thank you, Director!"

I announced loudly to everyone.

"This money is to ensure our Sanzu River Hall doesn't yield to external pressure. In other words, don't accept bribes. If you suddenly need money, come find me. I'll give you an advance on your salary. If that's not enough, I'll even lend you money from my own pocket."

"......"

Everyone's faces brightened at the unexpected money.

Nagging them when they were in a good mood would only ruin the points I had worked so hard to earn.

"Dismissed."

Seo Daeryong followed me as I left the main hall.

"Director. How did you know?"

"Know what?"

"That the Flying Tiger needed money. His younger sibling is getting married, so he's been looking for money. He spent everything caring for his parents when they were alive, and now he's always broke taking care of his younger siblings."

"How would I know? I didn't."

"Don't lie."

Actually, I did know. I had found out by chance and was only going to give money to the Flying Tiger, but since it came to this, I decided to give it to everyone.

"Don't be so moved. It's all an investment in myself."

"An investment in the Young Lord?"

"If a rumor spreads that I spend money freely, people will start to have expectations, won't they? They'll think, 'He'll probably spend even more when he becomes the Heavenly Demon.' Then everyone will hope I become the Heavenly Demon. That's how shallow I am."

"Did you really think that far ahead?"

"No. The thought just occurred to me now that you ask. I guess other people might think that way."

"So you did know about the Flying Tiger."

"I gave it for that reason and others. Everyone has worked hard. Is it that important?"

"It is important. Do you think loyalty just appears from nowhere?"

"Don't be fooled by things like this!"

Seo Daeryong stared at me and said, "Because it's a world where people are exploited without even the courtesy of such deceptions."

He then bowed his head deeply and went on his way.


Chapter 42: Having Clashed Well with Misfortune

When I returned to my quarters, an unexpected guest waited for me. The Flower Sword Supreme sat exactly where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been. She had even set up a table with drinks.

"You've worked hard today, Second Young Lord. Have a drink."

"Of course, Senior." I sat down across from the Flower Sword Supreme. I smiled comfortably, just as I had with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Inside, however, I was tense.

"Didn't you say you don't drink?" I asked.

"This drink isn't for me. It's for you, Second Young Lord."

"Thank you."

She poured me a drink, and I drank it without hesitation.

"What would you have done if that was poisoned? Why did you drink it without checking?"

"I didn't check, but I was prepared."

"How so?"

I spat the Antitoxin Bead from my mouth onto the table. The bead could block poisonous fumes, but holding it in my mouth while drinking also neutralized any ingested poison.

"When did you...?"

"I slipped it into my mouth when I greeted you."

"How was it not obvious you were holding it?"

"It's a top-grade Antitoxin Bead, so it's quite small. Plus, I've trained to speak clearly with it in my mouth."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at me with admiration.

"Pardon my presumption, Senior, but I know you don't have a favorable impression of me. I couldn't just gulp down a drink you offered in a situation like this, could I?"

My honesty seemed to prevent her from getting angry. Instead, she asked one thing to confirm her suspicions.

"Did you also drink the Blade Demon's alcohol while holding the Antitoxin Bead?"

"No, I did not."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression hardened for a moment.

"So you trust the Blade Demon, but not me?"

"Because many things happened between me and Elder Blade Demon before we had that first drink."

"But things happened with us too, didn't they?"

"No, they didn't."

The Flower Sword Supreme protested my firm answer. "I was the one who recommended Jang Ho."

"You recommended Jang Ho, but not for my sake. You did it to force me away from Elder Blade Demon. Was that choice really for me?"

The Flower Sword Supreme seemed disappointed by my answer, but I didn't just push her away.

"I want to create many memories with you, Senior. That's why I'm also drinking the alcohol you give me without the Antitoxin Bead."

"Don't say things you don't mean."

"Why wouldn't I mean it?"

"Because the Blade Demon is already in your heart, isn't he?"

"If you were me, Senior, who would you want to have in your heart?"

I drank the alcohol without the Antitoxin Bead to show I trusted her. At my action, the Flower Sword Supreme's expression softened.

She refused to even be compared to the Blade Demon. Her pride made her believe that anyone would naturally choose her over him. Of course, she was not the type to use poison.

"Second Young Lord."

I remained silent.

"Tell me what you want."

"Please help me become the successor, but help me without the condition that I cut ties with Elder Blade Demon. That's all I want."

"Second Young Lord, you should only expect unconditional help from your parents."

After stating her refusal, the Flower Sword Supreme stood up. As she was about to leave, she asked as if she had just thought of it.

"Is it true you gave the Blade Demon a birthday present?"

I said nothing.

Her eyes wavered. She had asked casually, but she truly wanted to confirm it herself.

"May I ask what you gave him?"

I picked up the Antitoxin Bead from the table.

"I gave him this."

"You gave him something precious."

"Because I received something precious."

The Flower Sword Supreme seemed to think for a moment but ultimately said nothing.

"I'll be drinking at the Alluring Inn later. Please come if you feel like it," I said.

The Flower Sword Supreme left without a word.


When I returned to my quarters to change, another guest was there. Surprisingly, my father waited in the courtyard.

First the two Demon Supremes, and now my father. If I had to give today a title, it would be 'A Meeting with Big Shots'.

"What brings you to this humble place?"

"I came to see how you were living."

This was the first time my father had ever come to my quarters. The hunt, the meal, and now this visit were all firsts. There were so many firsts with my father.

"Shall we go inside?"

"Why would I go into a smelly room where a man lives alone?"

"Then I'll bring out a chair."

"No need. I've sat enough for today."

"True. A royal physician once told me that sitting for a long time is the worst thing for one's health. They say you shorten your life by the time you sit. You shouldn't sit on the Grand Preceptor's chair for too long."

I walked over and stood next to my father.

"Do you want to live a long life?" my father asked.

"Of course. There are so many things I haven't done yet. I want to do them all before I die." I looked back at my father.

"What about you, Father? Is there anything you want to do besides being the Heavenly Demon?"

"Nothing."

His answer was so firm that I heard it as, There are too many to answer.

"Someday, I'd like to go to the Central Plains with you, Father."

Father glanced at me.

"I'm not suggesting we go attack the Murim Alliance," I joked.

Father found this amusing and let out a small laugh.

"Let's just look at where people live. What do you think? How about seeing the world with me someday? I hear the Snowy Mountains are cool in the summer."

Father didn't answer. We watched the distant sunset for a while.

"I met the Flower Sword Supreme on my way here," my father said. "She told me she would become your backer if you cut ties with the Blade Demon."

I told my father exactly what had happened.

"Who do you want to join hands with?" my father asked.

"The Sword Supreme seems easier to handle, but the Blade Demon has a cute side to him."

"You'll die if you let your guard down like that."

"That old man certainly has a talent for making people lower their guard."

Father would know more about the Blade Demon than I do.

"Why did you give the Heavenly Beyond Divine Pill to the Blade Demon?" I asked.

"I entrusted him with a task a long time ago."

Father didn't tell me what the task was. It was clearly something that happened when my father and the Blade Demon were both young.

"What do you intend to do?"

"I want to have them both. A blade on my left and a sword on my right. A master on my left and a master on my right."

Father turned his head to look at me.

"It's not just empty greed. My instincts are telling me this. They say if I take both of those bitter rivals with me, the results will be much better. It will be difficult at first, but easier later on. That's what they keep whispering."

"Where does this confidence come from?"

"Isn't it the confidence you passed down to me in my blood?"

The sunset reached its peak, reddening my father's face and mine.

Father said abruptly, "The Sword Supreme is a person with many scars."

I looked back at my father, but he said nothing more. I couldn't tell if he was telling me to use that fact or to go easy on her because of it.

"When I first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he said it was better not to see him often because he had lived his whole life with misfortune, but these days, I see him about as often as I see you, Father."

I revealed my intention to take both of them once again.

"Since I've clashed well with misfortune, I'll try clashing with scars as well."


That evening, I drank at the Alluring Inn. I had invited both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. I didn't know who, if anyone, would show up.

"Please, try some of this." The owner, Jo Cheonbae, brought over a dish he had made especially for me.

"Thank you. Sit and have a drink with me."

"Oh my, how could I dare to sit with you?"

"It seems you don't want to drink with me."

"That's not it at all!" Jo Cheonbae quickly sat down.

I poured him a drink. Jo Cheonbae accepted it, constantly muttering, "Oh my, oh my."

"There's no need to be so formal."

"No, sir. I must. Do you know how much easier things have become for us thanks to you, Director?"

"Have things gotten a little easier?"

"Of course. Since the Sanzu River Hall Branch opened in this alley, the number of martial artists causing trouble after drinking has dropped sharply, and not only that, the number of people leaving unpaid tabs has also decreased significantly."

"That's a relief."

"This is all thanks to you, Second Young Lord."

"In the future, if anything happens that I should know about, please tell me."

"I will."

Jo Cheonbae drank the alcohol in one go and then stood up.

Just then, another person came over, bowed deeply, and said, "Thank you, Second Young Lord," before leaving.

He didn't say what he was thankful for, but he had probably also received help from the Sanzu River Hall.

As the man scurried back to his seat, someone walking toward me spoke.

"Quite popular, aren't you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon approached, a large blade strapped to his back. The entire inn froze at his appearance. The last time we drank, the inn was empty, but today it was crowded.

Drinking in the same place as a Demon Supreme could not be a comfortable experience for them.

I stood up and addressed everyone.

"The Demon Supreme is a man of the highest character. So please, don't worry and enjoy your drinks. Just don't come over here and cause a drunken scene."

My joke eased the tension in the room.

As I sat down, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke with a sullen face.

"Why are you lying?"

"It's a white lie. They paid to drink here, they shouldn't have to walk on eggshells, right?"

"If they don't like it, they can just leave."

"If you're going to say that, you should give them money first. Tell them to take it and eat somewhere else. You should also pay the owner for his losses."

"Acting nice again."

"It's not about acting nice. This is just basic decency."

"Is this how a member of the Demonic Cult acts?"

"Are members of the Demonic Cult not people?"

"Look here, Second Young Lord. At times like this, I get confused whether you're one of our Cult or one of the Murim Alliance."

I don't consider the Demonic Cult the foundation of my identity either. It can't be helped. In my past life, I left the Cult in my youth and wandered the Central Plains for the rest of my life.

I met many people then. Not just as a mercenary, but also while acquiring high-level materials. I experienced all sorts of human characters. I was hurt, I felt anger, and I learned what true humanity was.

My life's values were all formed back then. In a sense, I am a person of neither the demonic, righteous, nor unorthodox path.

My goal to eliminate absolute evil and establish a new demonic path was born from those experiences.

I raised my cup and said excitedly, "Now, happy birthday. The Purple Orb hasn't passed yet, so the congratulations are still valid."

"Lower your voice."

He treated everything as if it were no big deal, but a birthday celebration seemed to burden him. It was the first time I had seen him look so embarrassed since we met.

Then again, who would have ever celebrated with him like this? He must have received countless formal gifts, but they would have meant something different from this gathering.

"Don't do useless things like this in the future. What's so great about getting older that it needs a celebration?"

"It's just an excuse to drink and have fun."

"You like to drink more than you let on, Second Young Lord."

"That's right. I'm raising a few drinking worms in my body. One rears its head when it rains, and another appears when I'm depressed or in pain. Do you like to drink, Elder?"

"I used to like it, but I've cut back a lot these days."

At that very moment, a clear, sharp voice came from behind.

"But you haven't quit completely."

I turned my head. The Flower Sword Supreme stood a short distance away.


Chapter 43: My Sword is Faster Than the Eye

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon startled at her arrival. No one had told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon that the Sword Supreme would come today.

"Welcome, Senior. Please, sit here."

The Flower Sword Supreme also seemed unaware the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would be here. She stood stiffly, looking as if she might leave at any moment, so I spoke calmly.

"Today is Elder Blade Demon's birthday. I was taught you should congratulate someone on their birthday, no matter how much you dislike them."

The Flower Sword Supreme couldn't turn back after I said that, so she sat down.

The moment she sat, the atmosphere turned chilly.

"Why did you ask me to come?"

She had apparently interpreted my suggestion for a drink at the Alluring Inn as an invitation for just the two of us.

"Today is a happy occasion, so I called you to celebrate together."

"Next time, call me when you're alone."

Just as she started to rise, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spat a single remark.

"What in the world are you so dissatisfied about?"

A complaint the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had long suppressed finally erupted.

The Flower Sword Supreme flared up and snapped at him.

"What did you say? What am I dissatisfied about? Are you really asking because you don't know?"

Her emotional sword was drawn far faster than her physical one.

"Yes, I'm asking because I don't know. What in the world are you so angry about?"

"You! It's you!"

"Me? What did I do wrong! That time..."

"Shut up! I said, shut up!"

She grew tense, afraid their past would be revealed. Her anger and tension were palpable.

"You're a selfish idiot."

"What did you say?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up from his seat.

"Are you going to swing that brutish dao of yours? Go on, try it. Babble whatever you want like a drunk again!"

The Heaven Destroying Dao in the Blade Demon's hand trembled.

I did not stop them.

I know they won't fight anyway.

An ironclad rule stated that Demon Supremes never fought each other. They might argue, gossip, and have all sorts of internal strife, but they would never engage in a life-or-death duel.

This was a survival principle they had long upheld and the most important reason the Eight Demon Supremes still existed.

"It'll be a while before it becomes a Purple Orb, so please calm down for a moment."

At my words, the Flower Sword Supreme raised her voice sharply.

"Second Young Lord! What the hell are you doing! How little must you think of me to pull a stunt like this?"

Her composure, always maintained with courtesy, finally crumbled.

"Please calm down."

"I can't calm down."

"Let me tell you why I invited the Sword Supreme. Honestly, I need you, Sword Supreme Senior. That's why I hoped you two would reconcile here today. Though I don't know what happened to make you hate each other so much."

The Flower Sword Supreme sighed deeply and tried to regain her usual composure.

"If we could reconcile over a drink, why would we have been on bad terms all this time?"

"You meet again and again until it's resolved. You curse, you pull each other's hair. You keep meeting and fighting until it's resolved."

"Second Young Lord, you're too greedy. I told you clearly on the first day. I can't work together with the Blade Demon."

"Then, Senior, are you confident you can make me the successor all by yourself?"

"I am confident."

"I can't believe you. If the reason you two are on bad terms was public, I would have known, but no one in our Cult knows. It's probably for an extremely personal reason. How can I bet my life on a Senior who can't cast aside personal feelings for a great cause?"

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression twisted. She glared fiercely at me and the Blade Demon, then spun around and left without another word.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drained his cup and rose from his seat.

"Thanks for the congratulations. You damn bastard!"

"......"

After breaking the table again, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also stormed out.

I placed money for the table on an adjacent one and smiled at Jo Cheonbae, who stood before the kitchen.

"We'll have to fix that habit of his of breaking things, won't we?"

Jo Cheonbae laughed awkwardly and joked.

"These days, I feel like I'd make more money if I became a carpenter."

I laughed as well and left the inn.

I expected it would turn out like this if those two met.

I have to keep drawing them out. I must make them drag out their buried emotions, clash, curse, and fight. In doing so, I have to make them realize the old resentment eating away at them was nothing special.

I think it's possible. After all, the two of them have lived for a much longer time.

Their reconciliation needed time, but the Flower Sword Supreme would not wait even a single day.


That night, I woke from my sleep.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art woke me. Sensing a presence outside, I got out of bed, strapped on the Black Demon Sword, and went out.

The person who had woken me stood in the middle of the courtyard.

It was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"As expected. Your skills are no ordinary."

She seemed surprised that I had woken up, even though she had revealed no particular presence.

"I'm a light sleeper."

"Second Young Lord."

"Yes, Senior."

She spoke with her back turned to me.

"Because of you, Second Young Lord, ripples are forming on a calm lake."

Is she referring to our Cult as the lake? Or her own heart?

"I'm still young, so I yearn for a stormy sea more than a calm lake."

"You told me this before, didn't you? That you despise people who try to win the hearts of their subordinates for free with things like dreams and ideals."

"......"

"There's someone I despise, too."

"What kind of person?"

"Someone whose words are slick but whose skills don't back them up."

"Am I that kind of person?"

"Shall we find out whether you are or not?"

With her back still turned, the Flower Sword Supreme slowly drew her sword in a perfect motion. Even though she faced away, I could sense no openings.

Still, I spoke coldly to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"There's another kind of person I dislike."

"Who?" she asked without turning.

"Someone who is strong but lacks consideration. I despise people who use their power to crush others and steer relationships to their advantage. I hate to see them hurt others with their poor imagination."

Demonic qi exploded from the Sword Supreme's body.

"Shut up! I praised you a little, and now your arrogance has gone too far."

She turned to face me. A powerful demonic qi, like a blast of frost, poured from her eyes.

"If I win, what will you do?"

Looking at her, who had come to me as soon as conflict arose, I realized the only way to make her my person was to overwhelm her with skill.

This was a situation where one display of skill was more effective than a hundred political maneuvers. My relationship with the Blade Demon was a problem for later.

For a moment, the Sword Supreme looked at me in disbelief.

"Did you just say 'if you win'?"

"......"

"If you defeat me, Second Young Lord, I'll do whatever you want. If you tell me to die, I'll die."

She bet her own life. It was the confidence of someone who would never lose.

"Very well."

"And if you lose, Second Young Lord, what will you do?"

"I, too, will do as you wish, Senior."

"What I want is simple. Cut the Blade Demon out of your life, Second Young Lord."

Her confidence was natural. She prided herself on being the strongest in martial arts after my father.

"Aren't you curious about what I want?"

"Not at all. It's a story I'll never have to hear."

I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword.

"Then I suppose you'll find out what I want today."

With our swords drawn, we stared at each other in silence.

I know very well how fast a Demon Supreme-level master is. You can't block an attack after seeing it. If your trained instincts fail to function, you die.

It's the same reason lesser martial artists can't block my attacks and die. My sword is invisible to them.

WHOOSH.

A sudden gust of wind stirred the Sword Supreme's hair.

She slightly twisted the tip of her lowered sword. That simple motion changed her aura.

This kind of tension... it has been a while.

"Second Young Lord, although I won't kill you, you should be careful. You could suffer internal injuries."

If this were a life-or-death battle, I would have struck the moment she uttered the words 'be careful'. Such words stem from an arrogance that underestimates the opponent, creating the perfect opportunity.

Of course, since this was not a life-or-death battle, we had the leisure to converse.

"Yes, I'll be careful. However, my sword is the Black Demon Sword, so your sword might be damaged, Senior."

She ignored my concern and went one step further.

"I will grant you three moves, Second Young Lord."

In the past, Seniors granted juniors three moves. That was an old custom. Nowadays, you could not find a Senior who would grant such a concession. In that respect, the Sword Supreme was a person of romance.

"I'll gratefully accept your concession. Well then, this junior will begin."

I was not arrogant, but I did hide one of my skills.

I intend to face her without using the Four Strides of the Wind God. One must always keep a hidden ace. The Flower Sword Supreme will do the same.

My strategy was simple.

Finish it within the three conceded techniques.

I skipped any exploratory exchange and immediately unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which I had mastered completely.

The First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike, unfolded.

SHIIIIIIK!

A single streak of sword light seemed to slice toward her horizontally.

CLAAAAANG!

Our swords clashed before her chest. I felt her surprise through the blade. The inner arts in my attack must have been greater than she anticipated. The sense of crisis one feels when meeting a true rival was likely making the hair on her body stand on end.

The second attack followed in quick succession.

The Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike, scattered a brilliant sword light. The sword transformed twelve times before her eyes. The Sword Supreme retreated, deflecting each attack one by one.

However, on the ninth transformation, she broke her promise.

SHWIIK!

"......"

Her sword flew toward my chest. I twisted my body and struck the attack away with the Black Demon Sword.

The Flower Sword Supreme had broken her promise to concede three moves and had attacked. She couldn't help it. She could not block the continuous transformations of the Erratic Sky Strike with defense alone and ultimately substituted defense with an attack.

"Damn."

Just as the flustered woman was about to make an excuse, I was already launching my third attack. This was my chance. Her mind was shaken, and she was even trying to speak.

The Third Technique, the Dark Sky Strike, flew forth.

SHWAAAAAAK!

"......"

The sound of swords clashing was heard simultaneously with a single shout, words that should never have come from the Sword Supreme's mouth.

"Not the face!"

And then, silence.

My sword stopped right before the Flower Sword Supreme's face. In truth, my sword had stopped before her shout. My sword was faster than her eyes.

Her One Flower Sword, however, had left her hand and was suspended in mid-air.

Our gazes followed the One Flower Sword together as it fell in a parabola. Perhaps the Flower Sword Supreme wished it would never hit the ground.

THUD!

The One Flower Sword stuck into the ground. The trembling sword, with its pure white hilt, looked like a waving white flag.

The Flower Sword Supreme stared blankly at the sight, then slowly turned her gaze to me. Her eyes filled with utter disbelief.

I sincerely hope that her first words would be a string of curses. That a single stone would fall from the dam of aloofness she has built so solidly. That I could glimpse her wounds through that hole...


Chapter 44: With a More Relaxed Face Than the First Day

Unfortunately, my wish did not come true.

"What just happened, Second Young Lord?" The Flower Sword Supreme's voice trembled, but she kept her composure.

Her plan was likely to concede the first three moves, toy with me for twenty or thirty exchanges, and then win. Instead, she lost in just three moves.

"Didn't I tell you? I said to be careful. This is the Black Demon Sword."

I spoke as if the Black Demon Sword was the reason I won, but she was not weak enough to use it as an excuse for her defeat.

"Even with the Heavenly Demon Sword, not the Black Demon Sword, it was a fight I shouldn't have lost."

She knew better than anyone that she had lost to skill, not the sword.

"I'll let you in on a secret. I've already achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

She looked stunned for a moment.

"You've already achieved complete mastery? I can't believe it."

The Soaring Sky Sword Art was a martial art comparable to those mastered by the Demon Supremes.

Her disbelief was natural. I had claimed to have mastered such a high-level martial art.

"Do you know my father? Would he make me the Sanzu Hall Director just because I'm his son?"

"Even if you've achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, Second Young Lord..."

"You think my inner arts are lacking? Didn't I take the Celestial Divine Pill?"

"Ah!"

I did not mention that I had also obtained the Demonic Essence Pill from the Little Heaven Cave.

"I've won this duel. Do you concede?"

"......"

She could not accept it.

"If I'd known your skill was at this level, Second Young Lord, I wouldn't have been so careless."

She had been unaware of my true skill and had conceded the first three moves. Her sword was also knocked away the moment she tried to speak. For her, several unfortunate circumstances had overlapped.

"So you're saying you can't accept it? If word gets out that the Sword Supreme broke her promise, you'll be labeled a coward for the rest of your life, Senior."

"Shut up! There's no need to provoke me. I keep my promises. What do you want, Second Young Lord?"

"You said you'd give up your life if you lost."

"This duel was!"

She started to make an excuse, then shut her mouth. A loss was a loss, whether from carelessness or weak martial arts. She was the one who had arrogantly offered to concede three moves.

"Is it my life you want?"

"Of course not. Elder Blade Demon has called me a madman many times, but I'm not that crazy."

"Then what do you want?"

"Please accept my apology."

The Sword Supreme looked stunned for a moment.

"I apologize for being rude to you until now, Sword Supreme. This is a sincere apology, so please forgive me."

She stared at me, completely uncomprehending.

"Are you mocking me?"

"No. I was rude to you today, Senior. I shouldn't have summoned you to that place."

"Why are you apologizing to me when you won?"

"Should I be honest?"

"Of course!"

"I want to apologize and win your favor, Senior. I want to make you genuinely support me."

"Genuine? Sincerity in a succession battle? I'm disappointed if you think that works in this world. I didn't know you were so naive, Second Young Lord."

"It depends on the opponent. If someone throws dirt at me, I'll push them into a mud pit. If they splash water, I'll douse them in sewage, but with you, Senior, I want to compete with sincerity."

"Why? Because I look naive?"

"No. It's because you have a noble character. You're the most respectable of the Eight Demon Supremes."

Considering her future, everything I just said is a lie.

But those events haven't happened yet. If our meeting changes her fate, maybe that bloody future will disappear. Maybe a new life can unfold. Maybe I can make flowers bloom in the desolate wasteland I see in her eyes.

"Do you really think I'm like that?"

"Yes. You are noble and elegant."

She bit her lip slightly. The compliment seemed to please her, but her heart looked complicated.

I walked over, pulled the One Flower Sword from the ground, and handed it to her.

"Then, I'll see you next time."

I bowed politely and entered my residence.

I went inside and fell asleep immediately, so I did not know how long she stood there before she left.


The next night, the Flower Sword Supreme came to see me again.

Her eyes and face were swollen, as if she had not slept all night.

"I'll accept your apology, Second Young Lord."

"Thank you."

"But I have one favor to ask."

"What is it?"

"I lost yesterday's duel. I admit it, but let's fight again today."

I refused at once.

"I refuse."

"Why do you refuse?"

"Because I could never win a second time. If you hadn't been careless, Sword Supreme, if you hadn't conceded the first moves, I never would have won."

"But you've achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, Second Young Lord. Your internal energy is sufficient too. You can win if we fight again."

"I can't win."

"Why are you so sure?"

"It was the kind of luck that comes once or twice in a lifetime. I'm not arrogant enough to mistake that for skill."

"I won't set any conditions if I win. Instead, if I lose, I'll grant whatever you wish, Second Young Lord."

This was purely an attempt to restore her pride.

I felt I understood why she became the Cult Leader, only to cause a storm of blood and then collapse.

What is that damn pride worth? How can she know what I might demand? Truly foolish and naive.

"Senior, I won't tell anyone about yesterday's match. You don't have to insist on defeating me. No one will know what happened."

"You never know with people. You might blurt it out while you're drunk."

"That won't happen."

I did not rush. As long as I held the initiative, I just had to slowly draw her to my side.

"Please get a good night's sleep today. Your face looks worn."

As I turned to go inside, she suddenly spoke.

"It was humiliating."

Her words stopped me.

I turned back to her.

"Didn't I tell you? My victory was pure luck."

"It's not just because I lost the duel."

The source of her shame was something I had never expected.

"That phrase, 'Not the face.' The more I think about it, the more humiliating it feels."

Those were the words she had shouted when my sword flew at her.

Not the face!

"That's understandable. It's your face. Even as a man, I wouldn't have been any different."

"A normal person might do that, but the Sword Supreme can't. I would rather have been stabbed in the face."

She seemed to find spitting out those words incredibly damaging to her pride. It was humiliating.

I understood why she said it. Her pride in her appearance was as strong as her pride in her honor or her title as Sword Supreme.

After all, she preferred being told she was pretty and youthful over being told she was a good fighter.

"Do you understand now why I came back?"

"......"

"Then will you fight me?"

She was full of desperation, but my answer did not meet her expectations.

"I refuse."

As I turned away, I heard her shout from behind.

"Second Young Lord!"

"Can't you just let me enjoy this one stroke of luck?"

Then, the Sword Supreme said something unexpected.

"I made a promise. To never lose."

"With whom?"

"To never lose to anyone except him."

Him? The person the Sword Supreme refers to as 'him'?

"Could it be?"

The person who flashed through my mind was the one she named.

"I made a promise with the Cult Leader."

The moment I heard those words, I recalled what my father had told me.

"The Sword Supreme is a person with many scars."

I could tell there was some deep bond between my father and the Sword Supreme.

"When did you make that promise?"

Instead of answering, the Flower Sword Supreme revealed her respect for my father.

"The only person I respect is the Cult Leader."

I could not believe her words.

A person who respects my father this much caused a storm of blood to take the Cult Leader's seat? But why?

"I don't want to break my promise with the Cult Leader."

She quickly added, as if worried I might misunderstand.

"If you're having any irreverent thoughts, let me be clear. Don't insult my pure respect for the Cult Leader."

"No, I wasn't thinking anything like that."

"That's a relief."

"Why do you respect my father so much?"

The Flower Sword Supreme only smiled faintly and did not offer any details.

Bringing up my father was her last resort. I could no longer refuse.

"Very well. A promise made to my father must be kept."

The Flower Sword Supreme was delighted. She laughed with genuine joy, making all her previous smiles and laughter seem like a facade.

"Are you that happy?"

"I am."

"I'll do my best this time too."

"That's what I want."

I also fought the second match with all my might.

I was even more excited than during the first duel. The Flower Sword Supreme was not careless this time. Her eyes filled with an unconcealable passion.

This was not a fight to the death, of course, but a duel only to determine a winner.

A dozen exploratory moves passed. Then a hundred moves to warm up. Then three hundred moves passed as we unleashed brilliant techniques.

The longer the duel continued, the more we moved beyond the idea of winning or losing.

We lost ourselves in the pure fun of competing with martial arts. Who would win became a secondary matter.

I was surprised by how she linked seemingly impossible techniques. I was even more surprised by her sense for quickly finding my openings.

Ah! Truly amazing! This person truly deserves the title of Sword Supreme.

Normally, there would be no time for such thoughts, but as if by agreement, we retreated to rest when we needed to.

We were completely absorbed in the pure competition of martial arts. We mulled over the techniques we had exchanged.

This pure competition of martial arts gave me more pleasure than any thrill I had ever felt on the brink of death.

Just as with my father and Lee Ahn, I had to admit I had misunderstood parts of her.

Her desire for honor and her pride were not a struggle to fill a desolate spirit. They stemmed from her pride in her martial arts.

At least with swordsmanship, she was more serious, sincere, and genuine than anyone in the world. Her attitude toward swordsmanship was enough to remind me of my father's own attitude toward martial arts.

We had both spent our entire lives learning only swordsmanship. We became deeply engrossed in a conversation held with our swords.

The match was a draw. In a fight without killing intent, we were evenly matched.

"You must not have used your killing intent moves, so I've lost this match."

"Isn't it the same for you?"

"No. This is the full extent of my skill."

The Flower Sword Supreme gazed at me silently, then suddenly spoke.

"Second Young Lord, thank you."

She turned and left with just that one remark.

What was certain, however, was that she left with a more relaxed face than on the first day.

I still did not know how she would act. Since she promised my father she would not lose, she might return tomorrow. Or perhaps today's duel was the absolute last.

The duel with her stirred my emotions. What meaning did it hold for her? I could not know if it was enough to moisten the desolate wasteland of her own emotions.

In any case, my investment in her starts now. Making one person my own is this difficult.


Chapter 45: Habits are Scary

The Flower Sword Supreme found me again the next night.

"You know the saying about trying three times. Let's have our final fight today."

I couldn't tell if the Flower Sword Supreme visited because she valued her promise to my father or because she enjoyed yesterday's duel.

"Very well."

I readily accepted the third duel.

"After we tied yesterday, I went back and slept all day. I couldn't sleep a wink when I lost on the first day, but I slept like a log after our tie. I don't think I've ever slept that well in my life."

"So you don't usually sleep well," I observed.

"That's right. I've never once slept deeply. Do you know what I even started thinking?"

"What was that?"

"Should I come and duel you every day just to get a good night's sleep?"

I laughed. The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and drew her sword.

We fought one round, then separated to rest. Whenever we had a question, we asked it right away.

"During the twenty-third attack, you dodged left. Why left? Wouldn't right have been faster?"

"Dodging left reduced your options. If I had dodged right, you would've had three choices. By dodging left, you only had two."

"It was because of my center of gravity."

"Exactly."

When masters at my and the Flower Sword Supreme's level fight, we can review the entire battle in our minds. It's like a game of Go, even after hundreds of moves.

When I asked a question, the Flower Sword Supreme shared her thoughts without hiding anything. I could tell just by listening if she was sincere. Father would scold me for claiming to know what's in a person's heart, but the Flower Sword Supreme answered with sincerity.

The Flower Sword Supreme also asked me questions. I answered just as candidly with my own thoughts. Just as I sensed her sincerity, she must have felt no falsehood in my answers. There's no loss in teaching. It's like when I teach Lee Ahn. You often learn more by teaching.

"I don't know when I've ever been this purely immersed in martial arts. Perhaps this is the first time."

Considering her age and position, the Flower Sword Supreme wouldn't say 'first time' lightly.

"Then imagine how it is for me."

"Well, shall we begin again?"

"......"

This time, as if by agreement, we leaped into the air to fight. The battle was, quite literally, an aerial one.

Whenever one of us was about to fall, the other would attack in a way that provided a foothold to leap back up. There were no surprise attacks. We helped each other stay airborne as we exchanged sword strikes.

Brilliant flashes of sword light embroidered the night sky. We flew until we spent all our energy, then descended to the training ground.

Only the sound of my breathing and her breathing filled the training ground. On the first day, we would have determined the winner by who caught their breath first. Now, we paid it no mind.

"Do you have any alcohol?"

The Flower Sword Supreme, who didn't drink, asked for alcohol.

"Yes, I do."

I went inside and brought out some alcohol.

"This is good alcohol."

"You know a lot about alcohol?" I asked.

"Just because I don't drink doesn't mean I don't know about it. Besides, I used to drink in the past."

We drank together. Drinking with the Flower Sword Supreme after a duel had a special atmosphere. She claimed to have quit drinking long ago, but she drank quite well. It made me wonder if she secretly drank alone.

"Second Young Lord, may I ask you something?"

"Yes," I said.

"What's the reason for this sudden change? You weren't always like this, were you? I haven't observed you that closely, but I still had a general idea of what kind of person you were."

"It wasn't a sudden change. I've been preparing for a long time."

"You lived while hiding your true self?"

"Something like that. If I'd revealed my true nature when I was too young, my brother would have killed me. I kept myself hidden until I could protect myself."

"Second Young Lord, you're truly a frightening person."

When the bottle we shared was empty, the Flower Sword Supreme spoke.

"Let's go one more time. For the last time."

I was startled. The Flower Sword Supreme's way of speaking had changed. She had always used honorifics but now spoke informally to me.

"This might sound strange, but being with you feels like being with a friend."

Perhaps the Flower Sword Supreme had sensed a facet of my past life. I constantly joked and acted foolishly in front of my father or Lee Ahn to avoid my past's darkness, hardships, and years, but I didn't do that in front of her. I was more serious than anyone during our duels.

We learn from masters and novices. The enlightenment from that gap is so powerful that we often neglect to learn from our equals. We devalue it with the saying, 'the same old greens with the same old rice'.

Today, however, I realized those same old greens with the same old rice could be the greatest feast.

We talked, then we fought. We fought while learning and gaining enlightenment. Now, we set down our cups and fought again. I can dare to say our fight was elegant. We had no killing intent, only the nobility of enjoying the duel.

Throughout this entire process, I never mentioned the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I had even forgotten my intention to make her my ally.

We exchanged a final technique that collided powerfully and exploded in a brilliant flash.

"It may be disrespectful to say, but I feel as though I've forged a friendship with you through the sword," I said.

The Flower Sword Supreme agreed with my sentiment.

"I don't know what our relationship will become, but I'll remember today's duel with you forever."

The Flower Sword Supreme also considered this duel to be of great value.

"Yes, I'll never forget it for the rest of my life. Thank you for the great lesson."

"Did I really give you a lesson?"

Perhaps the Flower Sword Supreme thought she had received more.

However, I am certain I learned more. She may have learned a few things, but I absorbed everything.

I thought a great deal about the Soaring Sky Sword Art during the past three days of duels. The solid system of my complete mastery was shaken.

I could tell the wall of the tenth-star complete mastery had crumbled. My realm was now advancing toward the Twelfth Star complete mastery. My heart pounded at this new change, which had come after a long time.

We did not say farewell with words.

The Flower Sword Supreme drew the One Flower Sword and held it out. I responded with the Black Demon Sword.

"......"

Our duel ended with the clear farewell of sword striking sword.


The Flower Sword Supreme returned to her residence and drank alone.

Various emotions washed over the Flower Sword Supreme after her duel with Geom Mugeuk ended.

Three days had passed as if she were possessed.

The Flower Sword Supreme remembered the first day when she lost the duel. All sorts of thoughts had filled her mind. She had even considered putting on a mask, going back, and killing Geom Mugeuk.

The Flower Sword Supreme of that day and the Flower Sword Supreme of today were completely different. She was the same person, but her relationship with Geom Mugeuk had made her someone entirely different.

Just then, Sa Woojong's voice came from outside the thatched hut.

"It's Woojong."

Sa Woojong entered with a dish of side snacks. He placed them on the table and asked, "Is something troubling you?"

Sa Woojong had never seen her drink alcohol since he began serving her up close, yet today, she was suddenly drinking.

This is a bad sign.

Sa Woojong judged the situation.

The Flower Sword Supreme had moved so secretly that Sa Woojong knew nothing of the duels over the past three days.

The Flower Sword Supreme did not answer his question.

Sa Woojong felt a deep self-loathing at times like this. The Flower Sword Supreme had never shown him her true, open self. He had assumed she was an emotionally dry person, but why was she suddenly drinking?

"Is this perhaps related to the Second Young Lord?"

The Flower Sword Supreme glanced at Sa Woojong. Her cold gaze told him not to speak nonsense.

"It's nothing."

Sa Woojong quickly bowed his head.

"I spoke out of turn. I apologize."

Sa Woojong had a tailored prescription for her bad moods.

"Oh, I've brought a new one. He's waiting in the secret room..."

"That's enough!"

"Pardon?"

"From now on... stop bringing men."

"!"

Sa Woojong was utterly shocked. He wasn't shocked because she told him to stop bringing men. He was shocked because the Flower Sword Supreme had used formal speech with him. He felt as if he'd been struck on the head.

What is this? Why is she suddenly acting like this?

Sa Woojong had taken pride in the special treatment of her speaking informally only to him. He wondered if he had misheard, but he hadn't.

The Flower Sword Supreme sighed lightly.

"It's something I should have stopped long ago. No, it's something I should never have started in the first place."

The trouble began when Sa Woojong first brought a young man, and the Flower Sword Supreme gave in to a moment of lust.

Just once! Yes, just once. I can't even remember the last time I slept with a man. Let's just enjoy it once!

For a lust that had opened Pandora's box, 'just once' did not exist.

Once became twice, and twice became three times. The Flower Sword Supreme squeezed her eyes shut at Sa Woojong's words that the men did it willingly and that she was helping them with a large payment. Honestly, she stopped feeling guilty after a while.

Lust became a habit.

The habit was scarier than the lust. It wasn't even that enjoyable, yet she couldn't stop.

But now, it was time to stop. After her duel with Geom Mugeuk, the Flower Sword Supreme felt it was time to start something new, whether with Geom Mugeuk or not.

"Then I'll send him back for today. If you ever just say the word..."

"There will never be a next time. Do you understand?"

Sa Woojong lowered his head at her cold gaze.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"You may leave. If you harm those young men to keep a secret, you'll die by my hand."

Until now, the Flower Sword Supreme had made sure to look after the young men. She checked if they were paid properly and sent away alive. This was to prevent Sa Woojong from killing them to keep the secret.

"That won't happen."

Sa Woojong hastily bowed his head and turned away. His expression was stiff. He had used the men to win her favor and believed this intimate secret had solidified his position as the perfect second-in-command.

But what was this unfamiliar coldness? This confidence? Sa Woojong had been certain he would naturally become the next Sword Supreme.

The Flower Sword Supreme's heart was wavering. No, it was turning away from him.

Sa Woojong knew the reason better than anyone. The one person who had shaken her recently.

Geom Mugeuk!


Someone waited in Sa Woojong's residence that night. The woman's name was Cheong Seon. She was a shaman and one of the five disciples of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Cheong Seon ran into Sa Woojong's arms as he entered the room. They had been dating for a year, and their passion was at its peak.

Cheong Seon nestled in Sa Woojong's arms and complained slightly.

"Can't you take that painting down?"

Her gaze fell on the painting on the wall. The woman in the painting was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Are you jealous of a painting?"

"It's not jealousy. I know all about your loyalty, but do you really need a painting of that woman in your room?"

"I didn't become the second-in-command of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect for nothing."

"I know, I know, but it makes me feel bad every time I see it."

Cheong Seon led Sa Woojong to the bed.

"You know what? Today is the first time you've ever called for me first. I was always the one who came looking for you."

"Was it?"

"You're the most stoic person in our Cult."

"I've been busy."

"It's because of that old hag, the Sword Supreme."

"Watch your mouth."

"Sorry."

Cheong Seon pressed herself against Sa Woojong, and he embraced her fiercely, as always.

However, Sa Woojong's gaze remained fixed on the painting on the wall. The fervent heat in his eyes was not loyalty.

Cheong Seon did not know. In this very moment, her man was thinking of another woman, one much older than herself.

When the moans of pleasure subsided, words that would change their destiny flowed from Sa Woojong's lips. They were the very words that mark the beginning of the end in all relationships.

"...I have a favor to ask."


Chapter 46: Those Who Deceive

I stood in the middle of the training ground with my eyes closed.

My duel with the Sword Supreme had pushed the Soaring Sky Sword Art past the wall of tenth-stage complete mastery. The art had entered a new realm.

I once considered the Soaring Sky Sword Art a flawless, tightly woven sequence. Now, that tension felt loose. Doubts surfaced about the once-perfect technique, and my certainty vanished.

I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword and began performing the Soaring Sky Sword Art. This did not mean my existing skills had disappeared or diminished.

Brilliant sword light filled the training ground.

What would this splendid martial art look like once it reaches twelfth-stage complete mastery?

Crucially, my ultimate goal is the twelfth-stage complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I hoped the experience of achieving twelfth-stage mastery in the Soaring Sky Sword Art would be a great help later. It could help when I aim for the same in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Just as I finished a round of training, Seo Daeryong rushed over to report.

"An incident has occurred."

"What kind of incident?"

"I think you need to see it for yourself, Director."

Seo Daeryong led me to a nearby mountain.

Execution martial artists were already there, controlling the area.

The Special Investigator, Gong Myeong, had arrived first. He reported with a grave expression.

"About a dozen recently buried bodies have been discovered."

The problem was that the bodies were anything but ordinary.

"All of the corpses are missing their hearts."

The moment I heard their hearts were gone, a certain grand technique came to mind.

The Great Mind Control Technique.

The grand technique was known for its cruel process of absorbing life energy from a person's heart. It involved tearing the heart out of a living person.

In our Cult, only one person was capable of using such a technique.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

When I returned to the Cult for the Secret Demon Soul, a brief rumor circulated. It claimed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was using the Great Mind Control Technique to gather demonic energy.

It was just a rumor, however, and the truth was never revealed. I was solely focused on obtaining the Secret Demon Soul at the time, so I had no time to investigate.

Could that rumor have been true?

I frowned instinctively, imagining a heart torn from a living person. The true source of my anger, however, lay elsewhere.

Seo Daeryong reported cautiously, "But upon examining the bodies, they seem to be people who haven't learned any martial arts."

"Civilians?"

"Yes. They're a mix of men and women..."

Seo Daeryong sighed and added, "Among the bodies... there's also a child."

In that moment, my heart turned to ice. This was what I hated most.

A martial artist harming someone who has not learned martial arts, and even children. This is an utterly unreasonable, one-sided act of violence.

Among martial artists, surprise attacks or group ambushes are just a chaotic mess. Everyone involved has already braced themselves for the ruthless jianghu.

Truth be told, I am not a righteous person, but on this point, I find it strangely unbearable.

What if these bodies are truly victims of the Great Mind Control Technique?

I heard the rumor when I returned to our Cult for the Secret Demon Soul. If it is true, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme has been committing this act for decades. There must have been thousands of victims, or even more.

If that was the case... the face of the old man who sent me back suddenly came to mind. Revenge is fine, and my own life is important, but.

I understand. I may not know about other things, but I will stop this first.

Just then, another investigator came and reported, "Look at this."

He brought a fan. When unfolded, it revealed an indecipherable language and bizarre drawings.

"It's a ghost fan used by shamans."

It was a fan used by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciples for their evil arts.

"Where was it found?"

"It was with the bodies."

This made it even more certain that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was responsible.

However, a suspicion arose.

The person in charge of disposing of the bodies dropped a fan and left?

"Where is the herb gatherer who found the bodies now?"

"We had him waiting over there."

"Let's go."

But the herb gatherer had vanished.

"He must have gotten scared and run off. We'll find him immediately."

I had a feeling they would not find him.

Something about this incident feels unnatural.

Even in our Cult, a grand technique that carves hearts from living people cannot be performed openly. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme must have handled matters related to this technique with extreme thoroughness.

And yet, an herb gatherer discovered the bodies, and a fan was even dropped? Impossible. Someone must have found the burial site and arranged for the discovery.

"Now that we've found evidence, we'll have to go to the Western Illusion Sanctum and investigate the owner of this fan, won't we?"

Seo Daeryong was terrified.

"Are you afraid?"

"Yes. Of everyone in our Cult, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme scares me the most."

"......"

"Because if you fall victim to the shamans, they'll steal your soul. I'd rather die cleanly by a sword than be controlled like a jiangshi and die a miserable death."

"What to do? You have to go with me to the Western Illusion Sanctum tomorrow."

"I quit the Sanzu River Hall, effective today. Ahh, I really don't want to go."

"Don't worry. We'll take some execution martial artists with us. Pick a few who are strong in martial arts."

Seo Daeryong shouted, "But those people will go crazy and kill me!"

Someone had deliberately fabricated this situation to inform me that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was using the Great Mind Control Technique. I had to confirm if it was true, but I had one person in mind as the mastermind.

Sa Woojong.

Sa Woojong, the right-hand man of the Flower Sword Supreme.

I had a decisive reason for suspecting him.

It was because of his memorable end, which I recalled even when I first met him.

Surprisingly, he had died under the effects of a soul-stealing art. He attempted to kill the Flower Sword Supreme, only to be killed in return. How could I forget the incident where the most loyal subordinate, caught in a soul-stealing art, tried to kill her master?

After his death, it was revealed that he had loved the Sword Supreme as a woman. No one ever discovered who had cast the soul-stealing art on him. People gossiped that it was a tragedy born of passion, and then it was forgotten.

There was another reason I thought it was Sa Woojong.

Coincidentally, I recently had a three-day duel with the Flower Sword Supreme. That event must have provoked Sa Woojong in some way.

This is a ploy. It's meant to either have me die fighting the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, or to keep me so busy dealing with him that I can't pay any attention to the Sword Supreme.

I did not know how he found the body disposal site or how he smuggled out the fan, but he had successfully pushed me toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. As the Director of the Sanzu Hall, this was an incident I could not simply ignore.

However, Sa Woojong probably did not know.

By pushing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme forward, he had stepped onto the stage himself.


The next day, I headed to the Western Illusion Sanctum with Seo Daeryong and the execution martial artists.

We had sent word in advance, so a shaman was waiting at the Western Illusion Sanctum to guide us.

"My name is Yeo Cham. Please follow me."

We followed Yeo Cham.

After walking for a while, we entered a flower garden. I stopped in my tracks.

"Wait. I can feel demonic energy."

I had my subordinates halt and surveyed our surroundings. The demonic energy came from the ghost flowers planted in the garden.

"It's because of the fragrance these flowers are emitting."

Yeo Cham was startled. No one could likely detect the demonic energy of the ghost flowers unless they were a master with truly sensitive senses.

"If someone who isn't a shaman is exposed to the ghost flowers' demonic energy, their inner arts won't circulate smoothly. They'll become more susceptible to soul-stealing arts. They might also see illusions, and if they're unlucky, fall prey to inner demons. I don't want my subordinates to suffer such a fate."

I raised the Black Demon Sword, ready to unleash sword qi at any moment. Yeo Cham shouted.

"Please wait a moment. I can suppress the fragrance of the ghost flowers for a short time."

He took a small cylinder from his robes and placed it in the garden's center. Smoke rose from the cylinder, drawing the surrounding demonic energy into it.

"Hurry and pass through now!"

I quickly passed through the area with my subordinates.

"If I hadn't said anything, we would have entered while exposed to the demonic energy."

"I apologize."

Yeo Cham bowed his head at my rebuke. I knew he was just following orders, so I did not press him further.

Just then, Seo Daeryong spoke softly from behind me. "Thank you for looking out for us, Director."

When I turned, I saw that Seo Daeryong and the execution martial artists were grateful. If it were not for me, they all would have been affected by the demonic energy.

"Everyone, stay on your guard."

"......"

Demonic energy emanated from stone statues and pagodas everywhere.

As soon as I noticed it, Yeo Cham took the initiative and suppressed the demonic energy.

I understood why Seo Daeryong was afraid of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. At this rate, we were liable to die just on the way to meet him.

Like that, we entered the heart of the Western Illusion Sanctum.

The houses there had peculiar shapes. Most were shaped like snail shells, with overlapping circular structures I had never seen anywhere in the Central Plains.

Seo Daeryong was here for the first time and was initially impressed by the exotic sight. Soon, however, he complained of feeling sick. Just looking at the buildings was enough to make one's head spin.

I told Seo Daeryong and the execution martial artists to walk with their eyes closed. They closed their eyes, formed a single line with hands on each other's shoulders, and followed me.

Among the strange buildings was a cone-shaped one. This was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence.

His room was the pinnacle of dizziness. Swirling patterns covered the walls, the floor, and even the ceiling. Just being in this room was agonizing.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme sat in the center of that room.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Yaso.

I had felt it in the past, but he looked remarkably ordinary. He had a common face. You could go to the Demon Village right now and find ten people who looked similar. Such plainness amidst all this dizziness?

He seemed a living symbol of the idea that those who deceive people are all this ordinary.

"Greetings, Demon Supreme."

I greeted him with formal courtesy.

Before my regression, I had no particular connection with him. Even when I returned to our Cult for grand technique materials, I had no significant contact with him. However, one thing was certain. He was the longest surviving of the Eight Demon Supremes.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

His voice seemed to scatter and come from all directions. It felt like it came from the left, and then from the right.

"What brings you to this corner of the world?"

This time, it sounded like a whisper from behind me.

By confusing the mind like this, the soul-stealing art had, in a sense, already begun.

"I've come to investigate an incident."

At that, the Chaos Demon stared at me as if to pierce through me.

Suddenly, the pupils of his eyes dilated. I stared into his completely blackened eyes and felt my mind grow hazy. My subordinates who came with me were likely not in their right minds now.

"Quite impressive, aren't you?"

The voice echoed like a sound in a cave, as if it were a thought in my own mind.

"I'm often told I have a strong will."

That was part of it, but the decisive factor was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own, preventing demonic energy from invading my mind and spirit. My proficiency was still shallow, so the situation would change if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme used his full power.

Before this devolved into an unnecessary battle of wills, I quickly stated my purpose.

"About a dozen unusual bodies were discovered, and a shaman's item was found at the scene."

"What kind of item?"

I showed him the fan.

It seemed each ghost fan had its own master. As soon as he saw the ghost fan, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme called for someone.

"Summon Neung Hyu."

A question that should have been asked was omitted. I had deliberately emphasized that the bodies were 'unusual', but the Chaos Demon did not ask what was unusual about them. Which meant.

He already knows what kind of bodies they are.


Chapter 47: You Fill the Void

Neung Hyu entered the room a moment later.

"Your subordinate has come at the call of the Demon Supreme."

Our gazes turned to his waist. The ghost fan that shamans carry was indeed not there.

"Where is the ghost fan?"

"I lost it yesterday."

At that, the Chaos Demon threw the ghost fan he was holding to him.

"This is mine. Where did you get this?"

He did not dare ask the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, so he questioned me instead.

"Several bodies were discovered yesterday, and this was found with them."

Hearing my answer, Neung Hyu flinched. It was a different kind of shock than the surprise of having one's belongings found at a crime scene. Neung Hyu also did not ask where the bodies were found or what the cause of death was.

Ah, so this Neung Hyu is the one in charge of disposing of the bodies!

In that moment, I confirmed that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had been using the Great Mind Control Technique.

"Since this is the situation, you'll have to come with me for questioning."

Neung Hyu was not afraid of me. He looked at the only person he truly feared, awaiting his decision. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme just stared at him silently, but I could tell he was sending telepathy in a peculiar way.

Soon after, Neung Hyu said to me, "I understand. Let's go together."

He did not protest his innocence or resist. He allowed himself to be arrested obediently.

I bowed politely to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Thank you for your cooperation. I'll see you next time."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded silently. His expression was perfectly calm, making it impossible to know what he was thinking.


As soon as I returned, I ordered an investigation into Neung Hyu. The Special Investigators took turns interrogating him, but he only repeated that he had lost the fan and said nothing else.

"It won't be easy to make him talk."

I nodded at Seo Daeryong's words. I could tell just by looking at his eyes. His loyalty and fear toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme were too strong for any persuasion or interrogation to work on him.

"We don't have any evidence that he murdered them, so we can't hold him for long."

"He's just a minion anyway. If we're going to catch someone, it has to be the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

As if reading the intent in my eyes, Seo Daeryong said worriedly, "Please be careful. Your opponent is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Do you remember what I told you all when I first arrived? That I'd go after my own father if he did wrong."

"......"

"Then he's the one who should be careful. Go and tell him. Tell him to be careful."

"I wish I had the courage for that."

That day, an unexpected person came to visit me in my office. Seo Daeryong entered with a shocked expression and even stuttered his words.

"The, the Cult Leader is here."

I was startled too. I never dreamed my father would come here.

"Show him in at once."

Seo Daeryong left, and soon after, my father entered the office.

"Father? What brings you all the way here?"

"I was just passing by."

That couldn't be true. Father had come because he had something to say to me.

"I have tea, and I have alcohol."

"What's with drinking in the middle of the day? Let's just have some tea."

I prepared the tea myself and brought it over. In the meantime, my father stood by the window behind my seat and looked outside.

"Please have some tea."

Father spoke while still gazing out the window.

"You must not touch the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme yet."

I knew it. He had come just to say this. He knew that I had gone to the Western Illusion Sanctum, arrested Neung Hyu, and would not let the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme go now that bodies were discovered.

"Why not?"

"Because you can't kill him with your martial arts."

"I can just cut him down when his guard is down. If that doesn't work, I'll kill him by stabbing him in the back."

"Getting behind him will be more difficult than killing him."

"Is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme that strong?"

"He is both the weakest and the strongest."

I understood what he meant. If one could overcome his soul-stealing techniques, he would become the easiest opponent. This meant learning martial arts that his evil arts could not affect or reaching a level where such arts were ineffective. Without his evil arts, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's martial arts were nothing special.

From this perspective, the weakest Demon Supreme to my father would be the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. The Chaos Demon's evil arts would be completely ineffective against my father.

"Will you help me surpass him?"

"It's impossible in a short period of time."

"As you've seen so far, don't I learn faster than you thought?"

"That's not nearly enough. There are two ways to block the Chaos Demon's soul-stealing techniques. The first is to learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The degree to which one can block it depends on the practitioner's aptitude, but if it's you, his soul-stealing evil arts won't work on you once you reach the fifth level."

"I don't want to hear the second way. Please let me block it with the first."

Father pretended not to hear my request to be made his successor and explained the second method.

"Or, you could achieve complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Both are impossible for you right now, so I'm telling you to back down."

At that moment, a solution came to my mind. It was a method I knew because I had regressed.

Father, there's actually a third way.

It was a method a hundred times easier than the first two. The problem actually lay elsewhere.

"Is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme an absolutely necessary existence for our Cult?"

Father must have felt the killing intent hidden in my calm question.

"Among the Eight Demon Supremes, the one the orthodox sects find most troublesome is the Soul-Stealing Demon."

He spoke indirectly, but he meant that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was absolutely necessary.

"Even though he's ripping out people's hearts while they're still alive for his grand technique? Did you know about this?"

Father shook his head. "I only just found out myself."

How would my father handle this? Even if he is my father, how could he possibly like a man who tears out living hearts?

However, as the leader of the cult, he could not carelessly eliminate someone who would be our Cult's strongest asset against the Murim Alliance. This was not a matter for my father, but a problem I had to solve myself.

"You told me to inform you before I killed a Demon Supreme, didn't you?"

It was the promise my father had made when he allowed me to teach Lee Ahn the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"I'm telling you now. I am going to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. He will be the first of the Eight Demon Supremes to die."

In the world before my regression, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme lived the longest. He would now live the complete opposite fate.

"This is different from killing someone in a fit of anger because you don't like them. It's worse than a madman running around killing people. This is someone killing people systematically and regularly with a clear mind. I could at least understand if the purpose was grand, but isn't he doing all this just to get a little stronger? This isn't human, Father. You have your position with the Eight Demon Supremes, so please leave this to me. You've given me the hilt of the sword, so please let me swing it to the end."

I did not know how much my father would sympathize with what I said. I want to walk the same path as him, but for this matter, I decided to think of it this way. On a long journey, you sometimes have to part with your companions for a while before meeting again on the path ahead.

Father stared at me silently for a long time. He then left the room after saying something completely unexpected.

"If your skills are up to the task...... you will be the one to fill his void, so it shouldn't be a major problem."

"!"

It was permission to kill him. He had advised me to step up if I had the skill and pressured me to fill the void, all at once. A smile formed on my lips. Since he had already left, I thanked him in my heart.

Thank you, Father.

As expected of my father. Yes, I was not one to part ways over something like this. Father and I were still walking the same path.

It's unlikely, but if I were to become a father in this life... for a brief moment, I thought I would want to give my son the same kind of thrill my father just gave me.

Of course, I'll be living alone in this life too.


"Please, please spare me. I have children. If I die, my children...."

The man stared silently into the pleading woman's eyes. The woman looked at the man, terrified. The gaze of this ordinary-looking man was terrifying.

But she mustered her courage for her children. She was raising them alone. If she was not there to care for them, her young children would not survive the winter and would die.

"Please let me go. I'll do anything you say. Just please let me go. Please! Spare me."

Tears streamed from the woman's eyes. Just then, the woman saw the man's pupils turn black. In those black shadows, she saw the faces of her children.

For a moment, she smiled brightly with joy, but soon her face began to fill with agony. Her children suffered from hunger, were beaten by other beggars, and were dragged away by a madman to suffer.

"No! Please! No!"

The man's eyes were cruel. He orchestrated her children's final moments as if intending to extract all her sorrow. The children collapsed on a cold winter street, breathing their last. The words 'Mom, I'm hungry' escaped their lips.

"Aaaah! No!"

When her sorrow and despair reached their peak, her very heart was stolen from her. Her heart was beating in the man's hand.

The sorrow of no longer being able to see her children, greater than the sorrow of losing her own life, splattered in all directions as tears of blood. Her breath stopped, and the ordinary-looking man's inner arts increased by a tiny amount.


The next day, I took Neung Hyu from the interrogation room and went to the Western Illusion Sanctum. I had decided to use the third method to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

However, to do so, I needed about two months. I had to arrive somewhere on a specific date. I needed to buy time until then, no matter what. Just two months.

This time, I only took Seo Daeryong with me. I had to drag him along by force when he said he was too scared to go. I had to bring him. The next Sanzu Hall Director needed various experiences.

The black pupils of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme who greeted us were bizarrely large.

"Neung Hyu has been judged innocent. We couldn't find any evidence that he killed them."

"Then you should have just released Neung Hyu. Why did you come?"

"I have something to tell you."

"Speak."

"Please dismiss those around us."

I had Seo Daeryong wait outside. What I was about to say was important enough that my opponent might react by trying to kill me to silence me.

Once we were alone, I said to him, "I know that you, Demon Supreme, are using the Great Mind Control Technique."

"The Great Mind Control Technique? What's that? I've never heard of it."

He lied without a single flicker in his eyes. As a man who had risen to the position of Demon Supreme by manipulating people's minds, there was absolutely no emotional wavering.

"Stop the grand technique."

"Second Young Lord, what on earth are you talking about?"

His words echoed loudly from all directions.

"If you refuse my proposal, you will die."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme laughed as if it were absurd, and my words echoed back, mocking me.

"You will die, you will die..."

The word 'die' was heard in the voices of various people I knew. I controlled my mind with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and said firmly, "I am not the one who will kill the Demon Supreme."

"Not the one, not the one..."

Again, my words were repeated in the voices of many people, mocking me.

"I will persuade my father."

The moment my father was mentioned, the echoes abruptly stopped. Silence fell upon the room. The only person he feared. For the time being, only my father could restrain him.

"Every morning, I will go to pay my respects and make a request. 'Please kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.' The next day, I will go and say it again. 'A man who rips out living hearts only diminishes the prestige of our Cult.' The day after that, I will go and say, 'I will give up being the successor, so please kill him.' The next day and the day after that, I will persuade him with all sorts of words. Then one day, when you, Demon Supreme, make a grave mistake against my father, he might just agree."

The moment I finished speaking, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's black pupils shrank to the size of a dot. It was a bizarre sight, as if his pupils were being sucked away somewhere, leaving only a point behind. At the same time, a powerful ghostly energy erupted from his body.

KIHIHIHIHI.

A ghostly sound echoed as the surroundings flickered between dark and light. Before I knew it, the surroundings had completely changed.


Chapter 48: What's Lonely About Living Alone?

The objects around me wavered as if they were alive. The desk, the display cabinet, and the sword and fan leaning against the wall all began to melt downwards. They looked like they were liquefying in intense heat.

The floor rippled like waves. It was difficult just to walk, making movement arts seem impossible.

The walls and ceiling also undulated. Lines like a Go board appeared and distorted my vision.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice echoed deeply, as if from a cave. "The world you lived in was nothing but an illusion. This place you see now is the real world."

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own.

If I hadn't learned the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, my mind would have already started to fall under his control.

However, I could not escape this situation by attacking recklessly. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme standing before me was likely an illusion himself.

Since he hasn't yet unleashed his most powerful evil arts, I can still control the situation.

I calmed my demonic energy and spoke calmly, "This is a world where I can save money on drinks. I feel this dizzy even without any alcohol."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme looked surprised that I was calmly making a joke instead of collapsing.

The next moment, I heard his whisper in my ear. It was a layered voice, like many people gossiping and spreading rumors.

"So the rumors were true. They say the Second Young Lord, the dormant dragon, has begun to ascend."

Somehow, he now stood right next to me, but I could not tell if the man standing beside me was an illusion or real.

I'll only know if I try to cut him, but can I even land a blow?

The thought crossed my mind before I even drew my sword. A fight against him would be incredibly difficult.

I now clearly understood why my father had come to warn me.

Even with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art active, my mind is this disoriented. If he were to attack me now, how could I possibly defeat the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?

I turned my head toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme standing next to me. His face was so ordinary that it seemed extraordinary.

"I have no intention of ascending. I want to live a long and quiet life, enjoying this world for as long as possible. That's why I'm trying to become stronger."

This was the exact life the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme pursued. He had lived a long, quiet life and survived until the very end. He left behind many words before his death, and he often said the following.


"The reason I strived my whole life to become stronger was so that I would not be killed by anyone."



He was a man who truly cherished his own life. The Great Mind Control Technique was also an expression of that self-love.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme grinned at me. "A fine thought."

Simultaneously, the wavering of my surroundings stopped. The world went dark and then brightened again. The scenery had changed.

The maddening space was gone. Now, a vast plain stretched out before me. The sight lifted my spirits just by looking at it.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood far away in the middle of the field.

I shouted toward him. "That is a truly magnificent martial art."

Normally, I would've called it evil arts or trickery to get on his nerves, but I chose not to. In his world, it was wise to yield a step.

"It is a martial art that only I in this world can perform."

He said it proudly, but I knew that was not true. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could also perform the exact same martial arts. I had learned this in the past while acquiring the Echoing Thunder Bell. The roots of the martial arts they both learned were in the Blood Cult demonic art.

"What do you think? Don't you wish to live in a world like this?"

He stood far away, but his voice sounded as if he were right next to me.

"If you would teach me, I would be grateful to learn."

At that, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme instantly reappeared in front of me. "You're more cunning than I thought. To think you'd try to get a world-renowned divine art for free."

"But in return, you would gain me, right?"

He looked into my eyes. His dark pupils shrank to the size of pinpricks.

"I can see right through what you're thinking. You may have fooled a moron like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but you can't fool me."

"What am I thinking?"

"You want to grab my hair and slap me across the face. While slapping my cheek, you're saying this. You bastard, who the hell do you think you are to not listen?"

"Similar, but wrong. It's, 'You bastard, who the hell do you think you are to kill people? Let's start by tearing out your shameless heart!' How about that? A little different, right?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme did not get angry. He was confident he could kill me, so he displayed the composure of the strong.

"Being the Cult Leader's son, it must be hard for you to die, right? Is that why you want to die by my hand?"

"Of course not. Isn't a living third-rate person better than a dead world number one?"

This, too, was something the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme often said.

The expression on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face seemed to change subtly.

His pupils, which had shrunk to pinpricks, returned to their normal size. He withdrew all of his demonic energy.

My surroundings returned to normal. We were once again facing each other in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's room.

"What I just showed you was merely a taste. If I wanted, I could open a place like hell and trap you there for the rest of your life. Are you still not afraid of me?"

"I am afraid, very afraid. That's why I said I would persuade my father, isn't it?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stared at me blankly for a moment, then burst into laughter.

"Hahahahaha."

Even his laughter was not ordinary. It was a strange, unsettling laugh that churned a listener's heart. My insides roiled, and I felt nauseous.

"I suppose I have to acknowledge this. No wonder the Blade Demon was scrambling to get on your good side."

As I thought, he had been watching my relationship with the Blade Demon.

In fact, it was not just the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. The other Demon Supremes were likely doing the same.

"Hey, Second Young Lord. You may leave now."

"For my father's sake, please restrain yourself for the time being! I will take my leave now."

It was a threat made using my father, so it would probably be effective for two or three months.

"If you see me again, you will never return to this world."

I walked out without another word. The verbal exchange with him was now over.


Seo Daeryong, who was waiting outside, asked me.

"Was the matter you came for handled well?"

"It went well if you could call it that, and it didn't if you couldn't."

"I think it's a good thing that you, Director, came to see the fearsome Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for a solution. Whatever it was... no one else has ever done that. I believe there's meaning in it."

Consolation from this dark and cynical fellow.

"You were very angry, weren't you?"

"Do I look it?"

"......"

"I was furious when I first saw the body, but I'm fine now. I've already made up my mind."

Seo Daeryong stared at me for a moment before starting to walk again.

"Aren't you going to stay and hear what decision I made?"

"I've already heard it. It's the same look you've always shown me until now. The look you get before you achieve the impossible."

I laughed awkwardly.

"This is why a right-hand man is essential."

"You keep calling me your right-hand man, but isn't your right-hand man that martial artist?"

"Lee Ahn? Lee Ahn isn't my right-hand."

"Then does that mean I've beaten Martial Artist Lee to become your right-hand man?"

He seemed slightly hopeful.

"You're my right-hand man, but you can't beat Lee Ahn."

"What do you mean?"

"Lee Ahn is my heart, my heart."

"Now I feel disappointed even being your right-hand man."

I laughed loudly, and Seo Daeryong laughed along.

"I'll buy you a drink today."

"Really? Are we finally going to a top-class brothel?"

"It's the Alluring Inn."

I pouted, and Seo Daeryong lamented his meager salary.

"Alright, since our penny-pincher Detective Seo is buying drinks for the first time in a while, let's call my left arm, my heart, and my left wing to drink with us."

"The left arm must be the Demonic Army General, and the heart is Martial Artist Lee, so who is the left wing?"

"There is someone. Now, let's go."

I strode forward. After getting some distance, I looked back at Seo Daeryong.

"You coming?"

Seo Daeryong, still in the same spot, spoke with an apologetic face.

"I'm sorry. This is all I can do for you. If it were up to me..."

"If it were up to you?"

He glanced at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence. His eyes burned with the desire to go inside, grab the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme by the hair, and drag him out. I could feel the heat in his gaze, a passion that promised he would have done it if he were strong enough.

Our gazes met in the air.

Lately, I find myself relying quite a bit on this small, melancholic man.

"I'll just accept the sentiment."

"You should!"

Leaving the Western Illusion Sanctum, we headed toward the Alluring Inn together.

"Looks like it's going to rain."

Indeed, the sky was filled with dark clouds and looked as if it would pour at any moment.

"We picked a good day. With throwing knife coming, the price of drinks today is going to be no joke."

"It's fine if we're at the Alluring Inn. There are no women, so there's nothing to spend money on."

"Ah... that's such a sad story, isn't it? This won't do. I'll have to buy the drinks."

"You don't have a woman either, Second Young Lord."

"I have Lee Ahn, don't I?"

Seo Daeryong blinked, seemingly not expecting Lee Ahn's name to come up.

"She's your bodyguard, isn't she? By that logic, I also have..."

"You mean that junior colleague from back then?"

Seo Daeryong's face turned slightly red.

"It's not that junior colleague!"

We took the largest table on the second floor of the inn.

"Welcome, Director."

These days, I was the best customer for the owner, Jo Cheonbae. He said his sales had doubled thanks to the Sanzu River Hall Branch. Not only that, but he also said life was much better now that the tyranny of martial artists had greatly diminished.

"Don't worry today. No tables will be broken."

"Haha, what does it matter if another one breaks? As long as no one gets hurt, it's fine."

"Look forward to it. This friend here is breaking out his hidden stash of cash today."

"I'll prepare something delicious and bring it right out."

Jo Cheonbae brought out the alcohol first, before the main dishes.

We drank quietly for a while without any conversation. Seo Daeryong was lost in his own thoughts, and I in mine.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme came to mind.

The thought of him ignites a fierce fighting spirit along with the desire to kill him.

If I were my old self, I wouldn't be sitting here drinking on a day like this. I would have run to the training grounds and swung my sword relentlessly.

In my youth, whenever I faced setbacks, I exhausted all my heart and mind in the effort to overcome the obstacle. I didn't know back then that a person could escape into effort when desperate.

But I don't do that anymore.

The more my anger surged, the more I tried to become calm. I now knew that drinking with my people was just as important for making me stronger as training is.

Just then, Seo Daeryong said.

"But I feel a bit strange today. My heart keeps pounding."

"Did you see a pretty woman? Where?"

As I playfully looked around, Seo Daeryong laughed.

"You don't even like women, do you?"

"Who said that? That I don't like women."

"Am I wrong? I thought you weren't interested in women, Director."

Women. In my past life, I lived alone my whole life. I was lonely, but for that same reason, I wasn't.

"Are you lonely these days?"

"What's lonely about living alone? It's just boring. Isn't loneliness a feeling you get when you're with someone?"

"Oh! I'll have to use that line later."

"Use it on that junior colleague you like."

"I told you I don't like her, and we have no reason to meet."

"Should I put you two in the same team to work together?"

"No, thank you. A connection should happen naturally."

"See, you do like her."

"That's not it... Never mind. Ugh, I should just stop talking."

He took a drink.

"Is your heart still pounding?"

"......"

"Maybe something fateful is about to happen today."

"I doubt it."

While we were talking, Jo Cheonbae brought the food.

At that moment, Seo Daeryong had no idea. He did not know what kind of change his decision to buy drinks today would bring to his life.

"Let's drink till we're wasted today!"

He said this even though he could not hold his liquor well.


Chapter 49: If You Don't Agree, I'll Cling to Your Trousers

Demonic Army General Jang Ho was the first to arrive at the Alluring Inn.

His large build and facial scar overwhelmed everyone in the tavern. The other patrons held their breath as Jang Ho crossed the first floor and climbed to the second. Time, which had seemingly stopped, only began to flow again when he joined our table.

"Have you been well, Second Young Lord?"

"I've been well. I just hope I didn't call you out when you're busy."

"If you hadn't invited me, I would have been very disappointed."

"Of course, I had to invite you. This is the first time I'm drinking with all my people. Here, have a drink from me first."

I poured Jang Ho a full cup of liquor.

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho also exchanged greetings. They knew each other from the anonymous letter incident. Jang Ho sat next to the already small-framed Seo Daeryong, making him look three times larger.

After a drink, I asked Jang Ho, "Have you been busy?"

"I was busy in the beginning after my appointment, but it's gotten a bit better now."

"If you ever have any problems or worries, feel free to come to me anytime."

"Of course. You'll be the first person I visit."

Jang Ho was as reliable as ever. Contrary to his appearance, he was an emotional and delicate person who valued his relationships.

With Jang Ho's arrival, our drinking pace quickened. Jang Ho could hold his liquor as well as his large frame suggested.

As they drank, Seo Daeryong kept stealing glances at Jang Ho. It wasn't a look of caution, but one filled with envy.

"Are you envious?"

Seo Daeryong flinched when I hit the nail on the head.

"Of what?"

"I'm asking if you're envious of General Jang."

Borrowing courage from the alcohol, Seo Daeryong answered honestly.

"Yes, I'm honestly envious. I once wanted to be like him. Though I failed."

"It's not too late yet."

"You've said that before. When I lamented that it was already too late for me, you said you were disappointed, but what can I do if it's late? I'm already thirty-two."

"Still, it's not too late."

Seo Daeryong, who was about to flare up, drank the liquor in front of him instead. If it had been anyone else, he would have shouted at them not to speak so easily of matters that didn't concern them.

Although he swallowed his anger with the drink, Seo Daeryong was still flushed.

"Is it really not too late?"

Knowing he asked sincerely, I also answered in earnest.

"It is late."

"Sigh, I knew it."

Seo Daeryong was disappointed. It seemed he had held onto a sliver of hope that it really wasn't too late.

"But there's a good side to that."

"What is it?"

"You'll try that much more sincerely. You'll put more strength into one sword swing than others. You'll fill a single step with deeper contemplation than others."

"Even so, isn't the reality that I can't ever catch up?"

"You can catch up. Ah, speaking of which, a good example is coming over there. The incarnation of denying reality!"

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho followed my gaze down to the first floor. The large-framed Lee Ahn captured everyone's attention as she hurried up to our table on the second floor.

"Someone who started walking that path a step ahead of you, someone who practically lives at the training grounds these days, and yet is still so bright. There she comes."

As soon as she reached the table, Lee Ahn apologized.

"Ah, I'm so sorry. I'm late because I had to wash up and change into my martial arts uniform."

"It's just a drinking party, what's the rush?"

"I have to rush. It's a gathering with important people."

Lee Ahn greeted the two men.

"Hello, General Jang. Detective Seo."

The two men stared intently at her as she greeted them brightly. Thinking it was because she was late, Lee Ahn apologized again.

"I'm sorry, am I late?"

Seo Daeryong stared at her because of my 'good example' comment, but Jang Ho had a different reason. Jang Ho spoke to her politely.

"Something about you has changed, Lee Ahn."

"Me?"

"Yes. Your aura feels different somehow."

The eyes of the general leading the Demonic Army were certainly not ordinary.

At that, Lee Ahn glanced at me before smiling.

"I've been through training hell, so I've even lost weight. I've changed a bit, haven't I?"

Of course, both Lee Ahn and I knew that wasn't the reason. Her qi had changed after she inherited the Soaring Sky Sword Art. For now, the Soaring Sky Sword Art was a secret that must never be revealed to outsiders.

Jang Ho must have sensed it wasn't just because of that, but he didn't ask any more about the change.

"The weather is so gloomy, I was dying for a drink too. Give me some liquor!"

Lee Ahn held out her cup, and I filled it to the brim.

"You're working hard with your training, Lee Ahn."

"It's not hard work. It's what I'm supposed to do. Besides, I know you train much more than I do, Young Master. You even cut back on sleep to do it."

At that, Seo Daeryong was startled.

"Really?"

"You didn't know?"

At Lee Ahn's question, Seo Daeryong looked at me.

"You look like someone who would slack off no matter who's watching."

"Right? But inside that lazy-looking shell is an incredibly hardworking martial artist."

Seo Daeryong looked at me, then at Jang Ho, then back at Lee Ahn. Then he drank by himself.

"I feel like I'm the only loser here."

"But you work hard at your job, don't you?"

At Lee Ahn's attempt to console him, Seo Daeryong hung his head low.

"I put off today's work until tomorrow to come drinking."

"Aww, that's too bad, and here the shell of our Detective Seo looks so diligent."

Lee Ahn teased him lightly. At times like this, Lee Ahn was, without a doubt, a young girl who suited a peal of bright laughter.

"Alright, let's have a drink for today's loser!"

Lee Ahn raised her cup, and we all toasted. The loser himself didn't seem offended and joined the final toast, declaring, "I am that protagonist."

"So? Everyone here is working so hard. Do you want to learn martial arts properly too?"

"What? From you, Director?"

"No."

"Then from whom?"

Without realizing it, Seo Daeryong glanced at Jang Ho.

"Why are you looking at him? He's the busiest one among us."

"Ah, I just thought, since you trained the enforcement martial artists before."

"If there's someone to teach you, will you learn? You won't be able to become a formal disciple, but they could teach you proper martial arts."

"Who is it?"

Instead of telling him who it was, I said, "Your resolve comes first. Tell me when you're determined to be reborn. I'll tell you who it is then."

I was thinking of him as the next Sanzu Hall Director. However, he was too young to be the next Director. He didn't have a good martial family or political connections either. He needed something to become the Director.

Then, a certain person suddenly came to mind.

A person who doesn't seem to fit at all, but for that very reason, might be a perfect match.

"I'll give you a quarter of an hour. Think about it."

"What? I have to decide right here, right now?"

"You can't make a decision on things like this if you think about them for too long. Once this drinking party is over, we're back to square one. Both you and me. You know that, right?"

At that, Seo Daeryong fell into deep thought. We drank while looking outside at the sky, which seemed ready to pour rain at any moment. We drank quietly for Seo Daeryong's sake. It was a time when I, Lee Ahn, and Jang Ho all had a lot on our minds.

By the time we had finished a bottle of liquor, Seo Daeryong had made his decision.

"I'll do it."

"Really?"

"......"

"This will change your life."

"I'm prepared. What is life, anyway? When an opportunity comes, you have to grab it! If I mess up and die, please bury me in a sunny spot!"

"I'll bury you on a path where many pretty women walk by."

"Excellent."

Seo Daeryong coolly drained the cup of liquor in front of him.

"Oh! Congratulations!"

Lee Ahn clapped enthusiastically, and Jang Ho offered his congratulations.

"If anyone else had suggested it, it would have been impossible, but since you suggested it, Director, I strangely found myself easily persuaded... 'Let's grab this. It's an opportunity.' That's what I thought."

Lee Ahn smiled and agreed.

"Our Young Master's powers of persuasion are the Greatest of All Time."

Jang Ho also nodded as if in agreement.

Seo Daeryong, seeming to be in a good mood, drained another cup. He, who usually couldn't drink much, was drinking heavily.

"But as you know, I've worked as an investigator for ten years. I've pulled many all-nighters to become the Special Investigator. To throw all that away, my heart..."

"Why would you quit being an investigator?"

"What?"

"You don't need to quit. You're the most needed person at the Sanzu River Hall, so why would you quit? I mean you should learn martial arts after work hours."

Seo Daeryong took my words as a joke.

"Are you telling me to work myself to death?"

"But you'll achieve the dream you couldn't fulfill."

He stared at me as I answered seriously, then his eyes widened in shock.

"No way. Are you serious?"

"Of course, I'm serious. You're starting late, so what's the rush? Learn slowly after you finish work."

"I'm in a rush because I'm late. Can I become an expert by learning like that? Shouldn't I be staking my entire life on this challenge?"

Seo Daeryong looked to Jang Ho for support, as if asking, Isn't that right? However, Jang Ho offered no response and just looked at me, as if telling him to listen to my words.

Unable to find reinforcements, Seo Daeryong returned to the battlefield.

I calmly told him, "That's why most people fail. In your head, it seems like you can bet your whole life on it, but in reality, it doesn't work out that way. It's actually harder when you have free time from morning till night. You start thinking, 'I have so much time, so why am I not improving? What am I even doing?' and fall into self-loathing and defeatism. You get much better results when you just do your job and carve out precious bits of time to practice. Because then it's not work, it can even become a pleasure."

Lee Ahn and Jang Ho nodded, not the person in question, Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong looked conflicted.

"And the important thing is who you learn from. If you learn from a true master with whom you have good chemistry, the amount of training time doesn't mean much. Learning from someone like that for the time it takes to drink a cup of tea is better than a lifetime of nonsense spouted by some clumsy fool."

"A true master, who?"

Even Lee Ahn and Jang Ho were curious about who I intended to be his master.

"He'll be here soon."

"He's coming here?"

Not only Seo Daeryong, but Lee Ahn and Jang Ho were also surprised.

"Then did you know that Detective Seo would make this decision?"

"Am I a fortune teller? How would I know that? It was a spur-of-the-moment idea."

"Then that person doesn't know about this situation?"

"Of course not."

"Oh my god!"

Seo Daeryong drank another cup. Having already far surpassed his usual limit, he was entering the stage where the liquor calls for more liquor.

"Getting his permission is the ultimate challenge. If he refuses, we'll have to grab onto his trouser legs and hang on."

We all drank together, vowing to get his permission.

Lee Ahn told Seo Daeryong to just wet his lips with the cup, but he insisted he couldn't do that before such an important task and drained it completely.

"I don't know who it is, but I will definitely get his permission. If he doesn't agree, his right trouser leg is mine. Director, you take the left."

Perhaps because he thought something he had cherished in his heart for a long time was about to come true, Seo Daeryong was completely flushed with excitement.

"If it's a Master that the Young Master found, he must be a truly wonderful and good person."

Just as Lee Ahn said those words, of all things.

FLASH! RUMBLE! CRACK!

Lightning flashed and thunder roared.

"Looks like it's about to really start pouring now!"

It was at that very moment.

"Ah, there he comes."

At my words, everyone's gaze turned to the first floor.

A man was entering the inn.

Recognizing the person, Lee Ahn covered her mouth to stifle a scream.

Jang Ho also flinched in surprise, his eyes widening.

Seo Daeryong, who had his back turned, was the last to turn his head.

I could watch Seo Daeryong's reaction in real time. His eyes widened, he let out a short scream, and he even spilled his drink as he tried to jump to his feet.

THUD.

The person who arrived at our table placed a large blade on the floor.

A murderous demonic qi radiated from his small, sharp eyes.

"Who do you think you are, arrogantly summoning people here and there?"

The person who had arrived was none other than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

SHWAAAAAAA!

As if it had been waiting, the rain began to pour.


Chapter 50: When the Rain Stops, the Birds Will Fly

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scanned the people at the table. His displeased look was easy to read.

You expect me to sit among this rabble?

Before he could speak, I greeted him warmly. "Welcome, Elder. Please, sit here."

Everyone stood and bowed respectfully. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat, unable to refuse.

"Why did you call for me?"

He seemed to think I would be alone, just like the Sword Supreme had.

In truth, the guest list didn't matter to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He found gatherings like this unfamiliar and burdensome. He wasn't used to this kind of personal atmosphere, much like when I gave him a birthday present.

"Why else would I call you to a tavern? To drink with you, of course."

I poured him a drink. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked reluctant but accepted the cup.

"You have to mingle with young people to stay young."

"And what good will staying young do?"

"It's always good to be younger, even for a day. What's the point of being a master or having power? Everyone kneels before the flow of time."

"Why is someone as young as a spring chicken complaining about the years?"

Everyone listened, their faces surprised. They probably never imagined the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and I could talk so comfortably.

"I'm saying we should enjoy the moment. What do people regret when they die? Not learning more martial arts? Not gaining more inner arts? Not defeating some Sword Demon? I don't think it's any of those things."

"That's why everyone makes such a fuss before they die. So they don't die with such pathetic regrets."

"You'll be different, Elder."

"What about me?"

"You're young and open-minded for your age, aren't you?"

Praise given in front of others is the best kind of praise.

"Hmph!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed and drank, but he didn't look entirely displeased.

Seo Daeryong had worn a complicated expression since he arrived. His drunken eyes seemed to say:

I don't like this, no! This isn't right, is it? It's a joke, right?

I felt sorry for his shock and horror, but he was right. I planned to make the Blood Heaven Blade Demon into Seo Daeryong's Master.

Jang Ho offered a drink to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Thank you so much for recommending me the other day. I'm only now able to give my greetings."

"It wasn't my will but the Second Young Lord's. Direct your thanks to him."

"I've received plenty of thanks, so please accept his too, Elder. Honestly, it would've been impossible without you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Jang Ho. "I recommended you because I thought you could handle the position. Don't worry about it."

"Thank you."

Jang Ho's face brightened. It was the first compliment he had ever received from the Demon Supreme.

A person's nature doesn't change easily, but their attitude can. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon I first met was vastly different from the one here now. Different enough for me to make this proposal.

"I have a favor to ask you, Elder."

"What is it?"

I glanced at Seo Daeryong. He could no longer handle the alcohol. His eyes were closed and his head was bowed.

"Please teach this fellow some martial arts."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked startled by the unexpected request.

"Who is this little rat?"

Just as I was about to introduce him, Seo Daeryong jerked his head up. He shouted in a slurred voice.

"I am Seo Daeryong, the Director's right-hand man! A power-hungry and ruthless man who loves only one woman, a rebel who raises his hand when others are silent, and a pacifist! And I am not a little rat!"

After his outburst, he dropped his head again. We could all tell that Seo Daeryong was completely drunk.

"Hahaha."

I laughed out loud. Lee Ahn lowered her head to hide her laughter. Jang Ho chuckled quietly and sipped his drink.

He was a genius at memorization to remember my words so precisely while dead drunk.

"What is that strange lunatic?"

"He's very drunk, so please be understanding."

"Martial arts, my foot! You're lucky I haven't killed him for your sake."

"He's a person we absolutely need."

"No."

"Elder!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me.

"And why me?"

"Because you're the most skilled, Elder. I want this friend to learn from the very best."

"How can I pass on my martial arts to someone who isn't my disciple?"

"Then please take him as your disciple."

"What?"

"I don't think any of your current disciples can inherit your position. The youngest is kind, but his personality will make it hard for him to be your successor. What about this friend here?"

"No!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon refused flatly.

"Haven't you spent your whole life doing only what you wanted? For a change, try doing things you don't want to do."

"I said no."

"Why not? You must have a reason for refusing, right?"

"I just don't want to. Does there have to be a reason for not wanting something?"

Just then.

"I don't want to either!"

Everyone's gaze turned to the source of the voice. It was Seo Daeryong, the hero of this life-threatening drunken fit.

"You think I'd like it?"

A startled Lee Ahn tried to stop him, but he was already challenging the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with drowsy eyes.

"Elder Blade Demon!"

Thankfully, he didn't just call him 'the Blade Demon'.

"I clearly said I don't want to. So don't even dream of teaching me! Ab! So! Lute! Ly! Not!"

He enunciated each syllable of 'absolutely not'. Everyone tensed with every word, afraid the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would strike.

Seo Daeryong, who had been shouting, turned to look at me. His eyes were completely unfocused. He wouldn't have acted this way toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon if he were sober. Ah, this was terminal lucidity.

"My respected Director! Let me ask you something!"

"Seeing as you're about to be murdered, I'll answer with all my heart."

"Why are you trying to throw me to that heartless and cruel person? Sniffle, sob, this makes me so sad."

A vein bulged on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's forehead. I smiled at him, pleading for his understanding.

"Why do you think? To learn martial arts."

"But why?"

"To raise your self-esteem."

I didn't say it, but this was to make him the next Sanzu Hall Director. Learning martial arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would give him the most powerful backing possible.

"Ah, my self-esteem is a bit low, isn't it?"

He dropped his head again. Lee Ahn supported his body.

"You're very drunk. I'll escort you out first."

When she tried to help him up, Seo Daeryong refused her hand.

"I'm not drunk, My Heart."

"My Heart?"

"Yes, I'm the arm. You, Lee Ahn, are the heart. My Heart, more precious than an arm. An arm can be cut off, but the heart must not be harmed."

Lee Ahn probably thought Seo Daeryong was just spouting drunken nonsense.

That jealous fellow. He was smart enough to remember everything he needed to, even in this state.

I politely repeated my request to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Please teach him for just one hour after work. A few days would be fine, or a few years. If you don't like him, you can teach him for just one day. Please, just give him a chance."

"You really trust that drunkard."

"I trust you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong were somewhat similar. Both stood apart from the mainstream, yet had more passion than anyone in it.

Just as the word 'no' was about to leave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips.

"I said I don't want to!"

Seo Daeryong beat him to the punch.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon frowned. Then I saw the emotion in his eyes.

Want me to show you what it really means to not want something? How about I make you suffer like hell?

Oblivious, Seo Daeryong pouted at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with his eyes nearly closed and shook his head. If he had stuck his tongue out, it surely would have been cut off.

Fortunately, before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blade could fly, Seo Daeryong slammed his head onto the table with a THUD and fell asleep. He was a glorious warrior. This would be the bravest drunken antic of his entire life, past and future.

It was also the drunken antic that changed his life.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked me.

"If I teach that damn brat martial arts, what will you do for me?"

A prepared answer left my lips.

"I will resolve a long-held grudge for you."

"!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew what that meant.

A brief silence passed before we started drinking again. We no longer spoke of teaching martial arts. We just drank quietly and talked about this and that.

After two more empty bottles, Lee Ahn passed out. Jang Ho remained to the end, keeping me and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon company.

In the middle of drinking, I stepped outside the tavern.

As I stood getting some fresh air, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came and stood beside me.

"You weren't joking earlier, were you?"

"No. I can't let him learn your martial arts for free, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was silent for a long time.

Does he truly want to reconcile with the Flower Sword Supreme?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked across the street, then suddenly asked.

"Is that Branch over there effective?"

"It's running well."

"No, I'm asking if it's effective. I mean, does it help raise your reputation?"

He probably thought I established it to boost my popularity.

"Yes. It's been a great help."

I didn't bother convincing him that I built it for the Demon Village residents. He wouldn't understand that helping them was as important as killing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Please take good care of Detective Seo."

"I'm really doing all sorts of things. Entrusting a brat to me... what are you planning?"

"I'm busy."

"What are you so busy with?"

"I have to scheme every day about killing those inhuman things. I have to run around to secure my right wing, and I have to suck up to my father."

He realized the right wing was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Then by any chance... am I the left wing?"

"Yes. If you'd like to be the right, I can switch you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head in disbelief.

"You're truly insane. To think of tying the Sword Supreme and me together as one pair of wings."

"You told me so yourself at the beginning. That my madness was worth betting fate on. That we should devour everything with madness. Have you already forgotten?"

"I didn't know you were this insane."

"Let's be insane together. How much longer do you have to live that you're still hesitating?"

"Is that any way to talk to an elder?"

"I'm an insane man, after all."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly.

"I'll be leaving the sect soon for a couple of months. Please look after my people while I'm away."

"Got it."

That single phrase, 'got it', sounded incredibly reassuring without any questions.

Through today's gathering, I felt his door had opened a little more. However, I still wasn't sure what lay inside.

To open the door wide, I need the other wing. He will only understand why that other wing moves the way it does when the two wings face each other, flapping and squabbling.

"The rain will stop soon. The birds will be flying, too."


I walked back with Lee Ahn after the drinking party ended.

"I made another mistake today."

"What mistake? It's only natural to fall asleep after drinking that much."

"Falling asleep is a drunken habit too."

"You wouldn't drink like that unless I was there anyway, right?"

"That's true, but still."

"Then it's not a drunken habit. It's rest."

Lee Ahn smiled at my words.

"How many times can I ask the same question?"

"That depends on the question."

"For example... why are you so good to me?"

I'm willing to receive this question for the rest of my life.

"About five times?"

"Starting from now?"

"Yes, starting from now."

"Why are you so good to me?"

"So I can work you to the bone for the rest of your life. Why are you so curious about the same answer you always hear?"

Lee Ahn smiled bashfully. "I'm going to ask again."

"Four times left."

We walked together under the soft moonlight. A sudden thought seemed to occur to Lee Ahn, and she asked. "By the way, what about Detective Seo? He seemed really drunk earlier. Did he leave first?"

"His Master took him before you woke up."

"His Master?"

Lee Ahn's eyes widened in surprise. "No way! They left together?"


Chapter 51: That's All There Is

"Ughhh!"

Seo Daeryong groaned and pushed himself up in bed, his face contorted.

"Thirsty, water! Water!"

"Beside you!"

At the words, Seo Daeryong instinctively reached out and drank the water from the bedside table.

"Ugh, my head. I'm a dog if I ever drink again, a dog."

Seo Daeryong chugged the water straight from the pitcher.

After quenching his thirst, he realized he had woken up in an unfamiliar place. The bed was large and plush, the bedding soft and luxurious.

Come to think of it, who was it that just said 'Beside you'?

Seo Daeryong looked around.

In the distance, a person sat by the window, reading a book. The sunlight made it impossible to see who he was.

"......"

As his eyes adjusted to the light, the figure slowly came into view.

"Aargh!"

Seo Daeryong screamed. The man reading the book was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Wh-where is this? Why is the Demon Supreme here?"

Seo Daeryong was so startled he stuttered.

"Because it's my room."

"Goodness! Why am I here?"

"Don't you remember?"

"......No."

"When we were about to part ways at the tavern, you shot up and started screaming that I had to carry you on my back. You yelled about how I could possibly abandon my disciple. You even clung to my pant leg."

"I did? No way."

Seo Daeryong felt flustered. Oh my god, I actually clung to his pant leg.

"I can't recall the last time in decades I allowed someone to touch my leg."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced coolly at Seo Daeryong.

"Do you want to die but lack the courage to jump off a cliff?"

"......"

Then, a question popped into Seo Daeryong's mind.

"But why did you let me sleep in your bed, Elder?"

"Of course, you don't remember that either, do you?"

Seo Daeryong gasped, tensing up.

"I brought you here and tried to put you in a guest room, but you called me a heartless Master for making my disciple sleep in such a shabby place. Then you plopped down on the floor, crying and making a scene about how you were a wretch who deserved such treatment."

"......"

"Is life hard for you? It was hard for me too. I had to restrain myself from killing you."

Seo Daeryong scrambled off the bed and knelt.

"I'm sorry. I'll quit drinking from now on."

"Why quit something as good as alcohol? You should quit your drunken antics."

"Yes, I'll quit everything. Please forgive me. I drank too much yesterday."

Even though he had screamed and acted out, the man could have just hit his pressure points and thrown him in a stable, not a guest room. It was so unexpected that he had let him sleep in his own room, and in his bed at that. It was probably because of Geom Mugeuk, but still, to let him use his own bed... Seo Daeryong saw a new side to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You may go."

"......"

His outer clothes were neatly folded on a table. A servant must have done it, but Seo Daeryong felt like he had been properly treated.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon kept reading his book, a sight that felt unfamiliar.

Is he trying to act all scholarly in front of me?

Strangely, the sight of him reading suited him. Seo Daeryong looked around the room and saw several bookshelves filled with books.

Then, a particular book caught his eye.

"Huh? This book is...?"

Seo Daeryong casually pulled the book from the shelf. It was an adventure story about a boy who meets an unparalleled Master and grows into a hero, a book he had read several times since he was young.

"This is my favorite book. Have you read it, by any chance?" he asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon excitedly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at him menacingly.

"I hate it most when people touch my things without permission."

"Gasp!"

Startled, Seo Daeryong dropped the book. He tried to stop it with his foot, but it bounced off and tumbled across the floor.

Silence fell.

Seo Daeryong saw the book lying open and crumpled, and his vision went dark. He thought his own fate would soon be the same.

Seo Daeryong scrambled over, picked up the book, and smoothed the crumpled part with his hand.

"I'm sorry. Ah, thankfully, it was a boring part that got crumpl... I'm sorry!"

Instead of cutting off Seo Daeryong's arm, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply turned his gaze back to his book. He was the embodiment of forgiveness today.

"I'll be on my way now."

Seo Daeryong bowed timidly. As he was about to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon suddenly asked a question.

"Why do you like that book?"

"Ah, because I feel like the main character is similar to me. Born poor, with a dark personality, and doesn't fit in well with others. It's a story about a guy like that becoming a hero... I've probably read it twenty times by now. It's a book I keep by my side and read whenever I can't sleep."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at Seo Daeryong for a moment before turning his gaze back to his book without a word.

"Well then, I'll be going. Thank you so much for letting me sleep here."

Then the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked again.

"Do you think the Second Young Lord will become the successor?"

This question required no hesitation.

"......"

"The reason?"

"He is a magnificent person. More so than anyone I've ever seen. I believe our Cult will change because of him. For the better, of course."

"Can you offer your life for him?"

Seo Daeryong thought for a moment before answering honestly.

"No."

"But you said the Second Young Lord is a magnificent person?"

"I'm not. I'm not the kind of great man who sacrifices himself for others."

His gaze was still on the book, but the corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth lifted slightly.

"Wait in the courtyard."

"......"

Seo Daeryong stood in the courtyard, waiting for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Did he tell me to wait so he could use my answer about not being prepared to die for the Director as an excuse to beat me up? Should I have said I could die for him?

As he was worrying, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally came out and threw a large blade at him.

THUD!

The lightly thrown blade landed and stuck in the ground before Seo Daeryong's feet. It was not as large as the Heaven Destroying Dao, but it was a giant dao with a wider and longer blade than a typical one.

"Pick it up."

"......"

Seo Daeryong pulled the blade from the ground. The martial arts he had learned before were swordsmanship, so he had never practiced with a blade. He had hardly even held one like this before.

"How is it?"

Seo Daeryong didn't know the intent behind the question, so he said the first thing that came to mind.

"It's heavy."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"That's all there is."

"......"

"Understanding that weight is the beginning and the end of the blade arts I intend to teach you."

"!"

In that moment, something clicked in Seo Daeryong's mind.

"My heart tingled."

Seo Daeryong looked up from the blade, his face flushed.

"That's because you drank too much yesterday. Or you have a heart condition."

"Ah! Yes."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned away.

"Don't be late for training later."

"Yes! I won't be late!"

Seo Daeryong put the blade in a corner of the courtyard and left, only to return and pick it up before leaving for good.

Even as he walked away, he wondered if he had really just talked with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, if he had really slept here.

Maybe I'm still dreaming...

He walked out of that place, the hangover weighing on his body as heavily as the blade in his hand.


Seo Daeryong entered my office.

He still looked disheveled and hungover, but he wore a giant dao at his waist that I had never seen before. Just seeing that giant dao told me that things with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had gone well.

"My right-hand man has arrived?"

"You mean the right-hand man you sent to his death."

"Good thing you came back without getting it chopped off."

"How could you just send me off with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? You should've taken care of me, Director!"

"It seems you don't remember anything from yesterday."

Seo Daeryong flinched at my words.

"You insisted you'd go with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon even if it killed you. Do you even know what you said to me?"

"What did I say?"

"You asked why I was trying to separate a Master and his disciple! I honestly thought you two had been together for fifty years."

"......Don't lie to me."

"I wish it were a lie. Before you passed out, you swore you'd rather die than learn martial arts, then you suddenly woke up as his top disciple. If you really doubt me, go ask General Jang. General Jang just shook his head watching you."

"Ughhh. Is there really such a crazy drunkard living inside me?"

Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"It's a shame."

"What is?"

"You have a unique and good personality when you're gloomy and dark, but you've been getting too bright lately. You're even becoming funny, like you were yesterday."

"Don't worry. I'll be dark again by tomorrow."

"What do you mean?"

"My first training session is after work today. He'll probably beat me half to death. Ah! I wish work would never end."

"Too bad. I won't be able to see it."

"......"

"I'm leaving the Cult today. I'll be gone for about two months, so protect the Sanzu River Hall well while I'm away."

The playful look vanished from Seo Daeryong's face.

"Are you leaving because of that matter?"

"What matter?"

Seo Daeryong then pointed a finger at his own eye. Only then did I understand what he was talking about.

Yesterday, before we went drinking, Seo Daeryong had said something in front of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence. He had looked at my eyes and said they were the same ones I had before achieving the impossible.

"That's right, that's the one."

"It must be dangerous."

"Fortunately, this task won't be that dangerous. I plan on using a danger I've kept in reserve."

"......"

Seo Daeryong didn't understand what I meant, but I didn't explain further.

His playful expression gone, Seo Daeryong bowed his head respectfully.

"Please be careful on your journey! I'm sorry I can only ever worry you with words."

"If you want to lend a hand later, learn diligently from the Blade Demon."

As I was about to leave, Seo Daeryong called out to me.

"Director."

"What is it?"

"If it weren't for you, Director, I would've never had the chance to learn martial arts from a Demon Supreme in my entire life."

"You never know how things will turn out. If not for me, you might have had the chance to learn martial arts from my father. Well then, take care."

"Yes! Don't worry about things here, and have a safe trip."

After that, I found Lee Ahn and told her about the training she needed to do for the next two months. Then I quietly left the Cult.


I ran continuously to the northwest.

As my mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God gradually increased, the speed of the Swift Step also rose.

My speed was now so great that most experts couldn't hope to keep up unless they specialized in movement arts.

When my inner arts ran low from running like a madman, I rested and circulated my qi in a secluded part of the forest. Once my inner arts were replenished, I ran again. When they ran low again, I circulated my qi.

When I got hungry while running, I hunted using the qi emission technique my father had taught me.

Now, I could instantly sense a wild boar deep in the forest.

While I roasted a boar over a campfire, passing hunters or herb gatherers sometimes joined me for a drink. Before my regression, I had met and grown close to many people like them, so I felt comfortable and at ease with them.

About halfway to my destination, I started to control my pace.

Since it was useless to arrive too early anyway, I enjoyed the journey itself.

If I found a mountain worth climbing, I climbed it. I didn't just walk up. I scaled the cliffs using only my physical abilities, without inner arts, to check my body's condition. I checked for any sore spots or areas where my muscles were lacking.

Relying mainly on inner arts makes it easy to neglect one's body, which is what separates a true master from a mediocre one. True masters do not overlook the smallest details. They know that small differences ultimately become everything, so they never miss a single nook or cranny of their body.

While climbing a cliff, if I saw a distant sunset, I would perch on a protruding rock or tree branch and gaze at the scenery.

Gazing at the beauty of the great outdoors, I felt something blocked in my chest clear away.

I had promised to tour the Central Plains with Lee Ahn, but watching the sunset from the edge of a cliff, my thoughts turned to my father instead.

I wanted to travel with my father. I wanted to share conversations with him while looking at scenery like this. I wanted to know what kind of person my father was, what thoughts he lived with.

Will I ever get such a chance? Will such a moment ever come for us?

Before my regression, I never would have dreamed of developing such intimate feelings for my father. Perhaps I missed the father with whom I had never even had a proper conversation...

Even while enjoying the journey, when it was time to run, I ran until I was out of breath.

By the time I reached my destination, my mastery of the Swift Step had risen by another level.

My running speed became faster, and the amount of inner arts it consumed decreased.

"Hahahahahaha!"

I laughed like a madman as I dashed down the road.

As my mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God increased, I realized the Swift Step touched upon human nature. It maximized the pleasure of running to an extreme, making it so addictive that I wanted to keep running.

Now, I passed people on the road so fast they couldn't even recognize my form. I would literally whoosh past them.

In fact, I overheard conversations like this several times.

"Didn't a person just pass by?"

"What? I didn't see anything."

I had reached a level where someone lost in thought wouldn't even notice I had brushed past them.

If I rise one more level, they won't know even if they stare wide-eyed. They won't be able to tell if a person or a bird passed by.

What would the Swift Step be like at complete mastery?

I thought that perhaps they might not even feel me passing by.

The place I arrived at was somewhere no one from our Cult would ever have imagined to be my destination.

This was Hongsan, the Red Mountain, the location of the Heavenly Wind Cult's Headquarters in the Outer Regions.

The place where I had obtained the Echoing Thunder Bell, the first ingredient for the Great Regression Technique.

I had returned to this place once again.


Chapter 52: If They Hate You Like You Hate Yourself

My first stop was an inn in the village below Mount Hong.

The inn bustled with people, and the workers ran frantically. I stood at the entrance for a long time, but no one approached me.

Then, I saw a little boy carrying dishes, shuttling between the kitchen and the guests. I smiled the moment I saw him.

In my past life, when I came here for the Echoing Thunder Bell, that same boy greeted me as a grown man. His face hadn't changed at all.

The boy finally noticed me and scurried over.

"Hello, warrior. As you can see, we don't have any seats right now."

"Are there any rooms?"

"No, there are no rooms either. We're flooded with guests because of the Blood God Festival."

"When is the Blood God Festival?"

"Exactly ten days from now. There's another inn down that road, but I doubt it's any different there."

With those words, the busy boy ran off, called away by another customer.

Ten days before the Blood God Festival. I had arrived at the perfect time.

The Blood God Festival was the Heavenly Wind Cult's largest annual ceremony to honor the Blood God. This was exactly why the third method to stop the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's evil arts required two months.

It was only on the day of the Blood God Festival that I could get what I needed to subdue the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Fortunately, the festival was two months away. If the timing had been off, killing her might have been delayed by a whole year.

In the past, it took me years to infiltrate the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's throne room, where the Echoing Thunder Bell was kept. That was how long it took to find the secret escape passage the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader used in emergencies.

Infiltrating and retrieving the divine object itself took less than half a quarter-hour, but finding the passage had taken years.

But even after I found the secret passage, stealing the Echoing Thunder Bell was not easy. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the problem.

He spent most of his time in the throne room. He ate there and even slept there. I couldn't use the brief moments he left to relieve himself, because a cage of Millennium Cold Iron would descend over the divine objects, including the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not alone. Another person guarded the divine objects. Shackled with Millennium Cold Iron, he lived like a spirit bound to the Echoing Thunder Bell. He was a skilled martial artist with an exceptionally keen sense of smell. He would immediately notice any intruder and warn the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

It was therefore impossible to steal the divine objects without the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader noticing.

So how did I retrieve the Echoing Thunder Bell? Once a year, there was a single moment when the iron cage was raised and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left his post. That moment was the day of the Blood God Festival.

On this day, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left the throne room to perform a ceremony at the grand training grounds. As part of the ritual, the shackled master guarding the Echoing Thunder Bell would strike it thirty-six times. I aimed for the moment of the final, thirty-sixth strike.

After the final bell toll, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would return in the time it takes to drink a cup of tea. In that short interval, I performed a miracle.

I had practiced my escape route dozens of times, allowing me to flee from the Heavenly Wind Cult's followers.

Investigating, infiltrating, recruiting, fighting, practicing. The countless events of that time flashed through my mind like a revolving lantern.

My target this time was in the same place as the Echoing Thunder Bell. Stealing it would be simpler than taking the bulky bell. This trip to the Heavenly Wind Cult was a gift from my difficult past.

I stood before the inn, watching the crowds. During the Blood God Festival, countless sects allied with the Heavenly Wind Cult sent delegations. The streets and inns were packed with people.

This was exactly what I wanted. With so many people, no one would remember me. Still, I wore my bamboo hat pulled low to conceal my identity. I would arrive quietly and disappear without a sound.

In the marketplace, I bought camping supplies, basic food, and a pot for brewing medicinal herbs.

My last stop was an apothecary.

"You want Gihwacho?"

The old apothecary owner stared at me with a surprised face.

"Gihwacho is expensive."

"How much for one geun?"

"How much do you need?"

"I need two geun."

"It's eighty taels per geun. I don't know if you're aware, but it's a very rare herb."

"I understand. I'll buy two geun at that price."

"But what are you planning to use the Gihwacho for?"

The old man, unused to selling Gihwacho, looked at me again.

He couldn't see my face, as I kept my bamboo hat pulled low. I was also using a different voice.

"I don't know either. I'm just buying it on orders from my superior."

The old man asked no more questions and brought the Gihwacho. I confirmed the herb, and he wrapped it nicely for me. I paid the old man and left.

I left the apothecary and went to another one far away to find Gwiryong Tree and Gyuhwa. After buying those two ingredients, I went to an apothecary in another distant village for Dokmalpul and Baekdanhyang.

I bought the herbs from different places for one reason. I had to prevent anyone from knowing what I was making. Buying them all at once probably wouldn't have been a problem, but I was preparing for a one-in-a-million chance.

There is no harm in being cautious. In life, carelessness costs you money. In the murim, it costs you your life.

With all the necessary herbs, I headed straight for the mountains. Deep in a secluded area, I found the cave where I had stayed before. I cleaned it and began brewing the medicine.

Some ingredients had to be brewed separately, while others had to be brewed together. The process would take at least a few days.

This medicine was a special elixir that could paralyze the shackled master's sense of smell. I had heard he was captured in his youth and held there his entire life, so he was surely still there. Discovering this secret formula in the past had cost me considerable time and money.

While the medicine brewed, I sat cross-legged and cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I nearly died when I first learned it, but now the Heavenly Demon Defense Art has become an indispensable childhood friend. The more I cultivate it, the more I feel its uniqueness.

Is it because of its nature? It awakens me when danger approaches and activates on its own, so there are many times the Heavenly Demon Defense Art feels like a living martial art. I know it becomes even more powerful when combined with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, so I can only hope that day comes soon.

After training late into the night, I stepped out of the cave and looked at the starry sky. Before my return, I had stood in this same spot and looked at the same sky, but now my heart felt a crucial difference.

Back then, my only thought was of returning home. Now, that desire was replaced by a longing for the people I wanted to see. I was especially curious if Seo Daeryong was learning well from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

They would both deny it, but the two were surprisingly similar.

He's doing well, right?


On the first day of training, Seo Daeryong waited in the courtyard for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had arrived on time, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not yet appeared.

He was learning martial arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Seo Daeryong felt like his heart would burst.

Seo Daeryong tried swinging the blade himself. Without using inner arts, it was still too heavy. He decided not to waste his energy and waited for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

After waiting a long time, Seo Daeryong cautiously approached the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence. As he peeked through a crack in the window, he felt a cold presence right beside him.

Startled, Seo Daeryong turned. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had appeared from nowhere and was also peering into the window.

"What are you peeking at?"

"......"

The startled Seo Daeryong let out a scream.

"S-sorry! I was waiting and wondered if you were inside."

"I hear the Second Young Lord has left the sect?"

"......"

"For about two months, I hear?"

"So you've heard."

"That's plenty of time for someone to go missing, or maybe die in an accident."

Seo Daeryong quickly said, "The Director is such a brilliant man, he wouldn't believe such a tragic event could happen in just two months."

"A brilliant man would also quickly forget a tragedy that has already happened."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon mimed gouging out an eyeball with his long, slender fingers.

"I'll never peek again!"

"Then what are you doing here?"

"Ah, yes. I'm going!"

Seo Daeryong scurried to the center of the courtyard.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed him how to hold and swing the blade, then turned to go inside. "A thousand times!" he said.

Seo Daeryong swung the blade until his entire body was drenched in sweat. "Eight hundred fifty-three, eight hundred fifty-four..." The blade felt impossibly heavy, as if his arm would fall off.

Ugh, I can't do this anymore!

Seo Daeryong flopped onto his back. He couldn't help it, even if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was watching. He didn't have the strength to lift a finger.

He would normally be at home now, eating snacks and reading a book in bed.

Did I make a mistake?

Exhaustion washed over his body, and with it came regret.

No, no. I've already made up my mind!

If he failed on the first day, he wouldn't be able to face Geom Mugeuk.

Seo Daeryong shot up and swung the blade, barely managing to complete a thousand swings.

"I did it!"

Seo Daeryong slumped to the ground and looked down at the blade in his hand.

He felt the cold, heavy steel. Yes, this feeling would surely guide him to a better life than one spent lazing around.

Just then, the window opened, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon appeared.

"If it's too hard, then quit. I won't stop you."

Seo Daeryong shot to his feet. His arm felt like it would fall off, but he spoke resolutely.

"I won't quit."

"......"

"Because a chance like this will never come again in my lifetime."

"I will never pass on my unique martial arts, you know?"

"I'm not even hoping for that. The chance I'm talking about is the opportunity to learn from you, Demon Supreme. Later, when I have a child, I'll tell them, 'Your father learned martial arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in his youth.' That's enough for me. As a martial artist, that memory is all I need."

"So you plan on getting married."

"Yes, I want to."

"......"

"I want to try raising a child. I want to give them the fatherly love that my own father never gave me."

His words carried a story and a deep sadness.

"What if your child hates you, just like you hate yourself?"

"Then... would you be willing to put my child through this training too?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a small laugh at Seo Daeryong's words. For some reason, making the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laugh made Seo Daeryong feel good, and he grinned brightly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon closed the window. "One thousand more!" he said.


Chapter 53: No Room for Variables

"Haa, haa."

Seo Daeryong lay spread-eagled on the ground, his ragged breaths drifting toward the night sky.

The bright moon was nowhere to be seen, as if it had hidden itself. His training began after his daily duties and before dinner, but the Purple Orb had long since passed.

I finally did it!

He had completed another thousand swings after feeling he could not swing even once more. He had swung the heavy dao two thousand times in a single day.

Seo Daeryong could not believe what he had accomplished. Of course, his form had likely fallen apart near the end, but he had gritted his teeth and swung anyway.

He thought he should get up and go home, but Seo Daeryong could not move an inch. Sleep washed over him.


Seo Daeryong had a dream.

Geom Mugeuk was in peril, surrounded by enemies. Just as the foes rushed toward the injured man, dao qi shot out like a thunderbolt and swept through them. Those caught in the qi turned into bloody messes and vanished.

Soon after, he descended between the enemies and Geom Mugeuk like a single plum blossom falling gracefully. Now the greatest master of the dao arts, he held a massive giant dao, just like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

He turned to Geom Mugeuk, smiled faintly, and asked, "Are you all right, Director?"

A satisfied smile also formed on the lips of the sleeping Seo Daeryong.

"My right-hand man! You've come!"

At Geom Mugeuk's emotional words, Seo Daeryong turned to face the enemies and spoke coolly.

"I'm here now, so please rest! Get some deep sleep!"

Just then, a familiar voice came from somewhere.

"Shouldn't you get up now?"

Seo Daeryong instinctively ignored the words and turned over. He did not want to wake from such a pleasant dream. The dream of becoming a master and roaming the world was his real dream too.

Seo Daeryong kept sleeping.

In his dream, he rescued beautiful women in distress and set sail with them on a boat. He woke up with a pleased smile as he watched the women subtly vying for his exclusive affection. Among them was his junior, Jo Hyang.

It was the first time in his life he had ever woken up smiling like this.

He felt so good. So good he did not want to get up, but where was he?

An unfamiliar ceiling.

No, it was not completely unfamiliar.

Could it be?

Seo Daeryong shot up and screamed.

"......"

Separate from the pleasant dream, his entire body ached as if it were broken. It felt like someone had beaten him all over with a club throughout the night.

Seo Daeryong looked around.

This place is?

It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's bedchamber, where he had slept after drinking.

Oh my god! Why am I sleeping here?

He remembered completing the second thousand swings and lying on the ground.

Fortunately, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not in the room.

Seo Daeryong groaned as he got up and walked cautiously to the window. He was startled by what he saw.

In the courtyard where he had trained yesterday, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was swinging his own dao. Seo Daeryong, about to run out and greet the Master, froze.

His gaze was captivated by the man swinging the dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the dao in the exact form he had taught him yesterday. His grip and his swing were the same.

In that moment, Seo Daeryong understood. The training he received was the same training the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had done when he first learned martial arts.

He wasn't just making me do random things to make me suffer.

Just then, as if he had eyes in the back of his head, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke abruptly.

"Are you allowed to slack off just because the Director isn't here?"

"Huh! Now that you mention it?"

The sun was high in the sky.

"Aargh! I'm late."

Seo Daeryong hurriedly dressed and went outside.

"I'll be going now."

Seo Daeryong bowed his head deeply and started to turn away, but then he turned back.

"Thank you so much for letting me sleep here again."

Even if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given him money or a treasured blade, he would not have felt such a surge of emotion. Ah, of course he would have been happy, but the feeling would have been different from what he felt now.

For the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, letting someone sleep in his own bed was more difficult than giving them money. This feeling of being cherished was incomparable to anything else.

"If something like this happens again, please just toss me in any guest room. Just don't kill me. Well then, I'll see you this afternoon."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, surprised, "You're coming?"

"Of course I am."

"I won't go easy on you just because you're sore. It's two thousand swings today as well."

His entire body screamed that it was impossible at the mention of two thousand swings, but his mouth said, "Yes!" After all, his mouth was not tired.

After replying energetically, Seo Daeryong ran off.

"I'm late! I'm late!"

He was so tired he felt like he could die. He hated imagining training again today, but strangely, he felt good.

He wanted to keep learning from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. To be honest, he wanted to make a good impression on him.


The medicine, decocted over several days, was complete.

I put the prepared medicine into a palm-sized vial. There were still five days left until the Blood God Festival.

Now that the medicine was made, I planned to check if the secret passage was working properly and scout all the way to the throne of the Wind God Cult Leader today.

After descending the mountain, I arrived at a wasteland not far from the Heavenly Wind Cult.

It was a place with a few withered trees and rocks, swarming with poisonous insects and venomous snakes, and littered with trash blown in by the wind. No one would come here all day.

A large boulder sat there. I operated the hidden devices under both sides of it in sequence.

"......"

The boulder opened, revealing a passage. I had marveled at it back then, and even now, it was a truly well-made mechanism. How could someone create such an unnoticeable passage?

As I entered the boulder, the door closed automatically.

I operated another hidden device inside, and a door opened in the floor.

I took out a night-luminescent pearl and descended into the underground passage. The passage was wide, likely made to transport the Echoing Thunder Bell in an emergency. Thanks to that, I had been able to smuggle the Echoing Thunder Bell out through here.

I took out the vial and applied the medicine to my face and hands.

When this medicine is applied, a master with a keen sense of smell cannot detect my scent.

I walked slowly through the passage.

I stopped far from the secret entrance in the throne room. In the past, I would have gone closer to observe, but there was no need for that anymore. I now had a way to observe safely.

I closed my eyes and emitted my qi. A single stream of qi advanced along the passage. It turned a corner and traveled much farther before reaching the secret entrance.

I never knew I could emit qi in such a thin, long stream and use it for reconnaissance in a real fight until I first learned this secret method from my father.

The qi slipped out through a small crack in the passage.

The moment my qi entered the new space, I felt an incredible presence from one side.

It's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!

As expected of the Cult Leader, the aura he exuded was extraordinary. I quickly moved my qi to the opposite side.

There, I found the master with the sensitive sense of smell.

Indeed, he was near the Echoing Thunder Bell.

Once I had confirmed both of them, my qi dissipated. Since I had already experienced this, there was no need to risk being discovered.

Having safely completed the reconnaissance, I returned to the mountain.

I finished my meal of beef jerky, sat cross-legged, and cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

For the remaining five days, I would stay holed up in the mountains without moving. If I wandered around and got swept up by fate into some strange incident, it could cause problems.

Not creating variables was the minimum courtesy to my past efforts.


The day of the Blood God Festival dawned.

Before leaving, I looked up at the sky once and prayed for the success of today's mission.

When my father told me about the two ways to block the Soul-Stealing Art, I had thought to myself that there was a method a hundred times easier.

Hoping my idea would prove correct and I could safely conclude this matter, I descended the mountain.

The road to the Heavenly Wind Cult was a sea of people trying to attend the ceremony.

They were of various types. There were leaders of large sects who had dealings with the Heavenly Wind Cult, martial artists from small sects hoping to make an impression, and merchants trying to sell goods to the attendees.

On the day of the Blood God Festival, everyone, regardless of their status, had to walk to the Heavenly Wind Cult. This was the authority of the Blood God Festival.

I watched them walk from a distance before heading to the wasteland with the secret passage.

Various thoughts crossed my mind on the way there.

What if the door suddenly doesn't open? What if the event is suddenly canceled? What if it's changed so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rings the bell himself? What if I was wrong about the method to obtain it?

Anxiety attacks in this way, trying to consume our souls.

At times like these, there is no choice but to believe in yourself. The belief that such misfortune will not come, and the belief that even if it does, you will overcome it. The best weapon against anxiety is faith in oneself.

Having reached the area near the throne room via the secret passage, I waited for the right time. Of course, I had applied the scent-masking medicine to my face, hands, and body.

The time to move was already set. The moment the thirty-sixth strike of the Echoing Thunder Bell sounded would be my time to begin.

How long did I wait like that in the darkness?

The faint sound of a bell began to drift in. I counted the sounds and waited.

When the bell had been struck thirty-three times, I moved slowly and went beneath the secret entrance.

When the thirty-fifth bell toll sounded, I silently opened the secret passage in the floor next to the throne and stepped out.

A master bound in shackles was about to strike the final bell. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never allowed anyone else into this place where the sacred object was kept, so only the man in shackles was here.

The moment he struck the final, thirty-sixth bell, I unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God. I used the Shadow Step to approach the shackled martial artist. Moving like a silent ghost, I struck his demonic and sleeping acupoints simultaneously. He fell asleep standing, never realizing what had happened to him.

It all happened in an instant, a technique that displayed the highest level of skill.

After subduing him, I went to the Bloody Buddha erected behind the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The time I had now was about a quarter of an hour, the time it would take for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to return.

I pressed firmly on the closed eyes of the Bloody Buddha, and its eyes flashed open.

The open-eyed Bloody Buddha was terrifying.

When I pressed once more, the eyeballs popped forward.

Inside the protruding eyeballs was a white liquid, filling them about one-third of the way.

This was the very reason I had come all this way.

The roots of the Soul-Stealing Art that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had mastered was the Blood Cult demonic art.

The successor to the Blood Cult is this very Heavenly Wind Cult.

Father knew this much, but there was one thing he did not know.

The Bloodeye Holy Water.

It was a holy water passed down in secret only to the Cult Leaders of the Heavenly Wind Cult.

If you put this Bloodeye Holy Water in your eyes, you can see the method to break the Blood Cult evil arts. You can grasp the essence of the evil arts with your eyes.

I heard it was created and passed down since ancient times to prevent rebellions within the cult, but because the method of production and management was passed down only to the Cult Leader and his successor, outsiders knew nothing of its existence. The person who told me this fact was none other than Neung Baekkun, the son of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The last time I came, I was too busy fleeing with the Echoing Thunder Bell to have time to use this.

Now was finally the moment to obtain the Bloodeye Holy Water.

I took out the eyeballs of the Bloody Buddha. There was a small hole on top of each eyeball.

TOK!

One drop of the Bloodeye Holy Water from the right eyeball went into my right eye.

TOK!

One drop of the Bloodeye Holy Water from the left eyeball went into my left eye.

As the Bloodeye Holy Water entered my eyes, they burned as if they were on fire. There was pain, but thankfully, my vision did not go dark.

When I placed the eyeballs back in their original positions, they retracted, and the Bloody Buddha closed its eyes again.

Enough of the essence remained in the eyeballs, so it could be administered to the next successor without issue. They would never even know that these two drops of the Bloodeye Holy Water were missing.

I entered the underground passage and, before closing the door completely, fired two streams of finger qi bullets.

"......"

The shackled master woke up.

He was momentarily dazed, but after confirming that nothing was amiss, he began to do his work. It was a feat that could never have been accomplished by anyone less than a master of my caliber.

I was curious what story that man had to be bound like that, but it was not a situation where I could rescue someone I did not even know. He was not someone whose fate was meant to be changed by my regression.

I quietly exited the secret passage.

I had been planning to collect the miraculous encounters related to the materials for the great art one by one when the time was right, but because of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, I obtained the Bloodeye Holy Water sooner than expected.

Whatever the reason, there is a joy that comes with accomplishing a great task. Especially this time, having gained an ability I never possessed before, the joy was hard to put into words.

It was not just because I could now kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. It was because I believed this new power would somehow be helpful to my revenge on Hwa Mugi.

After exiting the secret passage, I could have enjoyed the Blood God Festival with the leisure of a victor, but I ran toward our Cult without looking back.

Until the very end, no variables were allowed.


Chapter 54: You're Not So Mysterious When You're Flustered

The night was quiet and still.

I entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence and found him sitting by the window, reading a book.

"That's the most unfitting sight in the world."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up, startled. A hint of pleasure spread across his surprised face.

"I'll have to scold the men on guard."

"Please don't. I came in secret because I wanted to see you quietly, Elder."

He studied my appearance, then asked in disbelief.

"Have you perhaps just returned to the cult?"

"......"

"Don't tell me you came to see me first thing after returning?"

"I'm sorry to ruin the moment, but my father went to bed early."

"Still!"

"Yes, that's right. I thought of you first, Elder."

I shook the bottle of liquor I had brought. It was a drink the Blood Heaven Blade Demon particularly enjoyed.

We drank in the rear garden of his residence. He dismissed all the guards so we would not be disturbed.

"Has it already been two months since you left the cult?"

"Not quite two months."

My proficiency with the Swift Step improved during the trip, so I returned faster.

"How is Detective Seo's martial arts training coming along?"

"The little squirt is working quite hard."

The words 'quite hard' came from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. This unfamiliar expression clearly showed their current relationship.

"He may seem cynical, but he's a boy with a strong core."

"He's never been cynical with me."

"He's also the type to test the waters before he commits."

He was probably working hard while observing everything and still saying what he needed to say. It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not dislike that side of him.

"By the way, I glanced over earlier and saw you were reading a poetry collection. Are you really reading poetry?"

"Why? Do I not look capable of reading poetry?"

"I don't know about your capability, but it certainly doesn't suit you."

"I used to like books in my younger days, too. I'd just forgotten about it for a while."

I found it hard to imagine the younger days of this skinny, stern-looking man.

"What were you like when you were young?"

"Well... I was dark and gloomy."

"Similar to Detective Seo, then."

For some reason, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon meekly nodded.

"What does it matter if I was this way or that? Those days are all in the past anyway."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drained his cup. I refilled it without a word. No words can comfort regrets over bygone years. It was something I had also experienced once.

"Did your trip go well?"

"......"

"It seems another storm is about to brew."

What confidence did he read in my silence to say something like that?

"How do you know why I left?"

"It must be something that will stir a storm of blood."

"That's a serious misunderstanding. I like peace."

"I like peace, too. The quiet, blood-soaked peace that comes after I've brought everyone to their knees with my own hands."

I smiled and drank my liquor.

"It was nice to be out for a while. Would you like to go out for some fresh air with me next time?"

"The world outside is full of bastards I want to kill... I'm more at ease just staying in our Cult."

He poured liquor into my cup and continued.

"I don't know what you're planning, but be careful. In the fight for succession, one slip-up and it's over."

"If I slip up, what will you do, Elder?"

"What do you mean? I'll have to side with the First Young Lord again, of course."

"You're cold."

"It's only natural. What's the point of a wing flapping if the body is dead? It has to find a new body."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would really do that. He would feel sorry for a day or two, then approach the First Young Lord as if nothing had happened. Surprisingly, even imagining such a scene, I did not find it particularly hateful.

This was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's strength. I did not need to worry about whether he was a good person or a bad one, or whether he would help me to the end or betray me. He was simply a man who would leave if I fell and stay by my side if I did not.

"Please grant me a favor."

"What is it?"

"Please drink with me all night."

"That's not difficult."

I stood up from my seat.

"You said we were drinking, so where are you going?"

"I'm going to buy some more liquor and prepare some side dishes."

"You can just have the boys do it."

"There's something I want to get myself."

I planned to bring a spectacular side dish to this drinking session, a side dish I had prepared over the last two months.

I had decided to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme tonight. No one would ever imagine I would kill him on the very day I returned from my trip. I would become the man who drank with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon all night. He would be my alibi.

"I'll be right back."

I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, unleashed the Shadow Step, and shot toward the west.


The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was particularly excited today. He was performing his usual Great Mind Control Technique, but for some reason, his heart was beating fast.

Is it because it's been a while?

This was the first time he had performed the Great Mind Control Technique since Geom Mugeuk had threatened him to stop. The threat had invoked the Heavenly Demon's name, so he had no choice but to halt the technique for a while.

He could have just not gotten caught, but he felt uneasy since his opponent was already certain about the Great Mind Control Technique.

The news that Geom Mugeuk had left the cult only deepened his suspicion. It seemed like a ploy to put him at ease before finding evidence. His patience, however, had reached its limit. He finally resumed the Great Mind Control Technique today.

Whenever he performed the Great Mind Control Technique after a long break, he always chose a young child. A young soul was most delicious at times like these.

As the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme descended the stairs to the secret chamber, he glanced back. He felt as if something was following him, and his mind was unusually restless today.

But it was impossible for him to be followed. The Secret Shadow Arts, which made his own shadow guard his back, was active. He was certain that besides the Heavenly Demon, no one in our Cult could sneak up behind him.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme entered the secret chamber.

Bizarre patterns and characters covered the walls. Incense with a peculiar scent burned all around. A child was asleep on the altar in the center of the chamber.

A smile formed on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's lips as he looked down at the child. The moment he reached out to wake the child, someone violently grabbed him by the hair.

!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme tried to counterattack, but his opponent moved faster.

SLAP!

The blow struck his cheek, whipping the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's head to the side. Only after helplessly taking the hit could he swing both palms to break free from his opponent's grasp.

As the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme leaped back, his opponent spoke coldly.

"Didn't I tell you to stop?"

Only then did the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme realize who had hit him. It was Geom Mugeuk.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme touched his cheek in disbelief. Even for a surprise attack, it was an impossible, shocking, and humiliating event.

"How in the world did you get in here?"

"You're not mysterious at all when you're flustered."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme flinched. He normally bewitched people with his voice, making it echo, repeat, and whisper, but now, he just looked like an ordinary, angry man from next door.

"Is this your true nature?"

He could have erupted in anger, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme took a deep breath and regained his composure.

"I have gravely misjudged you, Second Young Lord. I deserved that."

The words 'I deserved that' repeated as his voice echoed. He had returned to his usual self.

"Now you're more like yourself. This makes killing you more satisfying. Your earlier appearance was a disappointment."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme remained unfazed.

"Second Young Lord, answer my question first. How did you get in here?"

"I followed you."

He would think I was lying, but my answer was the truth.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme always guarded his back with the Secret Shadow Arts. I could not use the Shadow Step to evade his Secret Shadow Arts unless I had completely mastered the Four Strides of the Wind God.

However, the Bloodeye Holy Water in my eyes let me see a way to break through the Secret Shadow Arts. The moment I broke it, my Shadow Step became effective. It was as if I was hiding in his own shadow.

"What does it matter how I got in? What matters is why I'm here."

Even in this situation, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme feigned ignorance.

"If you're still going on about the Great Mind Control Technique, then leave. I know nothing of such a technique."

"Then who is this child?"

"A poor orphan. I brought him here to teach him martial arts."

"You're a coward."

"What?"

This time, I imitated him.

"Coward, coward, coward..."

My voice echoed.

"Enough!"

I retorted coldly to his shout.

"How long are you going to feign ignorance? Does your courage only appear when you're tearing the heart from a weakling's body?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's pupils instantly shrank to the size of pinpricks.

The surroundings darkened and then brightened, creating a new space. I was standing on the edge of a cliff.

WHOOSH.

The wind blew from behind, trying to push me off the cliff.

"Have you already forgotten my warning? I told you that if you saw me again, you would never return to your original world."

His voice sounded as eerie as a wailing ghost. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme created an atmosphere of terror, but I stood tall, completely unafraid.

"It seems you can't bear your own fear unless you're intimidating your opponent like this."

"Truly astonishing. Even for the Cult Leader's son, how can you show such spirit at your age?"

His pupils dilated and contracted repeatedly, busy assessing me.

"You came to kill me, didn't you?"

"......"

"On what grounds?"

The words 'on what grounds' echoed repeatedly. This echo was not meant to mock me. It showed that his own mind was wavering.

Then the echo abruptly stopped, and he asked.

"Did the Cult Leader send you?"

This time, the question was devoid of any other noise. It would be difficult for him to believe I would act so independently.

"If he wanted to kill you, my father would have come himself. Don't you know his personality?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded, and the surroundings became noisy again. His muttering, the sound of the wind, and all sorts of strange noises mixed together. It was as if his mental world was being laid bare.

"This is distracting. Let's talk quietly."

"It's the Second Young Lord's last wish. I should grant it."

The surroundings darkened and then brightened again. He and I were sitting opposite each other in a scenic pavilion. On the tea table between us, there was even lukewarm tea.

"Second Young Lord."

It was his original voice. He had returned to being an ordinary man.

"If we must kill each other, let's have one last heart-to-heart talk."

"Alright."

"We are demons, and not just any demons, but a Demon Supreme who reigns over all others. Is our life so easy that we can afford to give the weak a choice? What's wrong with sucking the hearts out of those weaklings to become stronger? Isn't greed our right? All my choices were for the sake of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

If Hwa Mugi had not come, and if I had continued to live in our Cult, I might have turned a blind eye to this side of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. I might have used the excuse of making our Cult stronger to ignore it.

But my fate has changed. The me of then and the me of now are completely different people. I have become someone who cannot drink tea or liquor in the same room as a man who would tear out a child's heart to become stronger. I cannot breathe the same air as him.

"That's a lie."

"What?"

"You didn't steal those hearts for our Cult. You did it solely so you could live longer. That's how it is now, and how it will always be."

If he truly cared for our Cult, he would have sought revenge after my father's death, but his choice was to become the longest-surviving of the Eight Demon Supremes. Thousands of innocent lives are melted into his long, tenacious lifespan.

"Living only for yourself, only for yourself... you've become a monster."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had been staring intently at me, came to a conclusion.

"A mere brat of about twenty can't possibly grasp me this accurately. He can't follow me past the Secret Shadow Arts, nor can he lay a hand on my body. You... are not the Second Young Lord."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's pupils, which had only been dilating and contracting, began to change color. A dazzling, brilliant wave of violet light rippled from his eyes. The violet light shot into my eyes, digging deeper toward the soul that lay beyond.

He asked. His question came like a deep, heavy echo from the abyss.

"Who are you?"


Chapter 55: I Know You

A purple radiance signaled a forbidden demonic art. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had unleashed the Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art, a technique that draws truthful answers from its target.

The Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art was a forbidden martial art. No one could use it on fellow cultists without the Cult Leader's permission. This was because the art's ability to read minds and extract answers gave it great potential for misuse, yet the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme broke the taboo and cast the art.

Even high-level shamans could perform the Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art, but success depended on their skill and inner arts. Greater skill produced a deeper purple hue.

The brilliant purple color declared that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's art could draw out memories the target himself could not recall.

"Who are you?"

"I'm Geom Mugeuk."

"How do you know about me?"

"I investigated you. Everything about you."

The Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art infiltrated through the eyes, but it had no effect on me. I had used the Bloodeye Holy Water.

Still, I answered as if the art had caught me. His questions would tell me something about him.

"Is the Cult Leader behind this?"

"No."

Relief flickered across the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face. As I expected, he feared my father most.

"Then why did you come?"

"I came to kill you."

"Who did you tell you were coming here?"

"I told no one."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme released the Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art. He must have decided there was no reason to keep expending inner arts if the Cult Leader had not ordered this. The Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art consumed more inner arts and mental energy than any other evil art.

His question revealed everything. He had decided to kill me.

"Second Young Lord, today you'll disappear from this world."

"Forget about me. Can you handle the aftermath of killing me?"

"Why should I handle it? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon will. I'm not the one who'll kill you. You'll die at his hands while trying to kill him."

His words meant he would use a hypnotic art to command me to kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He believed I could not defeat the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, so he concluded I would die by his hand.

"A thought worthy of you."

"What do you mean, 'worthy of me'? Why do you keep talking like you know me so well? You investigated me? The fact that you think you can kill me proves your investigation was garbage."

The moment he finished speaking, the world spun. Dazzling, intense lights flew at me, too bright to see. Soon, I stood alone in a dark space. Someone whispered in my ear.

[Kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!]

The words repeated endlessly.

First, I heard the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice. Then my father's, then Lee Ahn's, then Seo Daeryong's. The words repeated in every voice I knew, including my own and even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's.

Even covering my ears did not help. The words dug into my mind, hammering the command into my brain. My head ached as if it would explode.

It was this intense even with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated. An ordinary person would have already fallen for his hypnotic art.

I looked around.

In the pitch-black darkness, I saw a distant, bluish light. I instinctively knew it was the way to break the hypnotic art, so I walked toward it.

The light grew larger as I approached, until it was big enough to pass through. I walked into it without hesitation.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood outside, staring at me with a shocked expression.

"How did you open your eyes on your own?"

Walking out of the light was, in reality, me opening my eyes.

"You shouldn't be able to open your eyes until the hypnotic art ends."

"I guess I've grown fond of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I didn't want to kill him."

Again, my surroundings spun. An intense light flew at me, and I was back in the darkness.

[Kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!]

This hypnotic art was more powerful, infused with more inner arts. If the first was a small hammer to my brain, this one was a large one.

But the bluish light was still there, and I escaped through it. My head still spun as if it would crack open, showing just how powerful the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's hypnotic art was.

"Why aren't you falling for the hypnotic art?"

"I told you. It's because of my strong bond with Elder Blade Demon."

"Nonsense!"

"You're getting anxious. That's not like you."

"Then I suppose I'll have to step in myself, since I have no such bonds."

The next moment, my surroundings darkened.

Something stirred in the blackness.

The floor rippled, and pitch-black shadows rose. They were chilling monsters with long, slit eyes and mouths, and elongated limbs.

The creatures, which seemed to have crawled from hell, lunged at me.

I cut them down with the Black Demon Sword.

Bluish dots of light appeared on the monsters' bodies. Some on the head, some on the stomach, others on the arm. The Bloodeye Holy Water showed me exactly how to break the evil art.

When I stabbed the light precisely, the creatures dissolved into clusters of white light and vanished. They were evil spirits that attacked relentlessly, only dying if their vital point was struck. Superior martial arts alone could not stop this enemy.

After I cut down all the monsters, the darkness brightened. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood there with a grave expression.

He said nothing and unleashed his next evil art.

The world darkened and brightened again. I was startled to find myself standing on a large log in the middle of the ocean.

The seawater was real. It was an illusion created by manipulating the mind, but it was a real sea where one could die.

Then I heard a distant wave.

I turned and saw something rushing toward me. To my astonishment, it was a giant tsunami.

SWOOOOOSH!

It was the fury of mother nature, something human strength could not stop.

I now saw why the orthodox sects considered him their most troublesome opponent. How could a mere human overcome such a grand illusion?

The approaching tsunami was as high as a cliff, its peak a distant blur.

But I saw no way to break the art on the tsunami itself.

With nowhere to escape, the wave swept me away.

A tremendous impact crushed me, and I was submerged. If not for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the shock would have knocked me unconscious.

The water tossed me about, regardless of my will.

How much time had passed?

"PUAH!"

I pushed my face out of the water and exhaled the breath I had been holding.

Just as I thought I could breathe, another tsunami rushed in from the distance. If this repeated, any master would eventually die of exhaustion. I had to find the way out before that happened.

I scanned my surroundings, then dived into the pitch-black sea to search for a bluish light.

The second tsunami swept me away. I minimized the impact with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and poked my head out of the water again. A vast, open sea stretched out in every direction.

Searching this wide ocean for the solution seemed nearly impossible.

Where could it be? There were no seagulls or rocky islands, just seawater and me in this vast ocean.

There has to be something for me to find.

Then, a thought flashed through my mind. There was one other thing.

Could it be?

I launched myself from the water, kicking off the surface to fly up and search, but I could not find it and was swept away by the third tsunami.

Before the fourth tsunami arrived, I flew above the sea again, searching desperately. Finally, I found it.

Please! Let this be it!

I found the log I had been standing on when I first entered this place.

I turned the log over and saw a bluish light shining from underneath.

The Bloodeye Holy Water had always shown me the solution quickly and accurately, but this time it was hidden in plain sight. It made sense that the one thing protecting me was the key.

Or perhaps the light was originally on top, but the waves had turned the log over.

Just before the fourth tsunami hit, I slashed the log with the Black Demon Sword.

At that moment!

The rushing tsunami vanished as if it were a lie, and the sea disappeared with it.

It must have been his trump card, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme showed no despair.

A new space immediately unfolded. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was pouring out all his ultimate killing techniques.

About thirty mirrors stood around me.

My life was contained within the mirrors.

One mirror showed me as a child, another as I am now, another in middle age, and one even as an old man. The mirrors showed my entire life in three or four-year intervals.

I walked slowly, looking at myself in the mirrors. Most showed ages I had experienced before my regression, but some showed ages I had never lived. The me in the last mirror was so old I could hardly recognize myself.

I was on the verge of death.

I asked the me in the mirror.

"What do you regret so much?"

The me in the mirror was withered and shriveled. He lay alone in a large room, staring vacantly at the ceiling. No one was with me at my death. It was a lonely and desolate end.

This is not my future. It is an illusion created by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. A short-tempered person might have smashed this mirror, which would have likely worsened the situation.

I reached out and slowly caressed the old man in the mirror.

"You lived with so much blood on your hands, yet you hoped for a happy death? That's greedy, Mugeuk. If you killed Hwa Mugi and saved the people who needed saving, a death like this is fine."

I comforted myself. What would my actual death be like? Would I die alone and lonely? Or would I die smiling, comforting those I leave behind?

"It's okay. Go in peace. I know you."

I caressed the me in the mirror, but perhaps I was comforting my current self, telling myself that it was okay and that I was doing well.

I returned to the front and stood before a mirror showing my younger self. It showed my appearance a few years in the future, and a bluish light swirled around it.

"Well then, shall we get out of here?"

"......"

I swung the Black Demon Sword and shattered the mirror.

Beyond the shattered mirror, I saw the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's shocked face.

"How did you know it was this mirror?"

Of the dozens of mirrors, only one was the exit.

"If you break the wrong one, the mirrors double. Break another wrong one, and they double again. You can never escape."

"I'm lucky."

"You got out because you were lucky? You can't break this with luck!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's expression was rigid. His surprise had turned to shock. As his attacks failed one after another, he reached a single conclusion.

He asked in a trembling voice.

"Did you really learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

Before I could answer, he concluded it was true.

"That crazy Cult Leader! He already chose a successor behind our backs?"

He misunderstood, but he had no choice. There was only one reason his evil arts would not work.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme burst out in anger.

"Damn it! Using his own son as a knife to kill me? That filthy bastard! The Cult Leader never shows his true intentions. He's always backstabbing people."

"Wait. Let's get one thing straight. Besides this, when else has Father backstabbed anyone?"

"What?"

"You said he always backstabs people. Tell me about the other times."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme could not say a word.

"Father said you were the person the orthodox sects feared most. That means he holds you in high regard. Would he backstab someone like you? I don't think so."

"What are you trying to say?"

"Don't speak carelessly just because you're angry. Father hesitated to kill you until the very end. I might even lose points for this."

"Then why are you doing this?"

"I thought about it carefully. I was farming, doing business, and attending academies. Just living a normal, good life. Then one day, I'm dragged away for no reason to have my heart torn out for a mountain keep? Wouldn't that be incredibly unfair?"

"Life is unfair. If you think it's unfair, become a master."

"Today, you can have all that unfairness for yourself."

Even under the misunderstanding that I had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was not discouraged.

"You said you investigated me? Fine, you investigated well. I'm a man who has lived with a fervent desire for a long life. Did you think I wouldn't anticipate a day like this? A day when the Cult Leader would betray me and try to kill me?"

He still believed my father had orchestrated this.

"Do you know why I fell for the Great Mind Control Technique? Just to gain a little inner arts?"

"It wasn't?"

"Of course not."

A black, smoke-like energy rose around the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's body.

"You said I became a monster? Have you even seen a real monster?"

He began to change within the black energy, a literal transformation. His body grew larger and his skin turned black. Pure white light flowed from his two long, slit eyes, and his ears jutted out like a demon's. Through his chest, a large, red heart beat and pulsed.

Was it an illusion, or was it real?

The transformed him projected a completely different aura. It was cold and solid. I grew tense. This demonic art was a killing move prepared to counter the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. That meant it was powerful.

"I'll rip your precious Nine Calamities Demonic Art to shreds!"

The demonic qi he unleashed swept through the surroundings. It was not just demonic qi, but pitch-black demonic qi.


Chapter 56: Live a Long Life Next Time

The Pitch Black Demonic Art was a forbidden demonic art.

It was far more tyrannical and powerful than ordinary demonic arts, but its side effects were equally great. Most who learned it were consumed, falling into qi deviation and killing indiscriminately until their own end. For this reason, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult strictly forbade learning the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

Pitch black demonic qi was the energy that emerged from this art. Its power was immense, so I tried to break my opponent's momentum from the start.

"What kind of trash did you learn?"

"Let's see if you can still say that when you're buried in that trash and dying."

"I came to kill you for nothing. You would've died from the side effects of the Pitch Black Demonic Art even if I'd left you alone."

"I won't die from any side effects. I suppressed them with the inner arts I gained from the Great Mind Control Technique."

I sensed this wouldn't be an easy fight and drew the Black Demon Sword.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme extended his hand, and black energy coiled around it. The energy dissipated, revealing a black sword. It was clearly no ordinary weapon.

"I'll kill you, and one day, I'll kill your father with my own hands and take his place."

"You're too much of a coward for that. You'll just cling to your life, hiding your ambition forever."

In my past life, he never revealed he had learned the Pitch Black Demonic Art. He kept it as a hidden trump card to protect himself until the very end.

We were both furious. We imbued our swords with inner arts matching that fury.

Our swords met in mid-air.

"......"

An ear-splitting explosion erupted. Neither I nor the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme yielded an inch. In terms of inner arts, we were evenly matched. If he hadn't consumed his inner arts with his multiple soul-stealing techniques earlier, his transformed self would have overwhelmed me. This was the power of the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

I immediately countered with the Soaring Sky Sword Art. He was an enemy I had to face with my best technique.

I unleashed the First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIK!

A single streak of sword light bisected the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Just as a perfect line was drawn, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who should have been cut at the waist, shot upward and swung his sword. He shouted in a deep voice!

"Human Annihilation!"

His sword moved as fast as light. Six sword lines appeared and vanished where I had stood.

If I hadn't used the Vanishing Step to evade, I would have been sliced into six pieces.

"Ghost Annihilation!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme gave me no opening. A second technique, stronger and faster than the last, flew at me.

This time, the space where I had stood was torn into twelve pieces. Twelve sword lines appearing and disappearing at once was a true spectacle.

I dodged again with the Vanishing Step, but it was a closer call.

Before he could launch his third technique, I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike.

My sword shifted twelve times before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme didn't evade. He parried each attack with his sword, sending sparks flying with every clash.

As the variations created by the Erratic Sky Strike grew, the white glow emanating from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's eyes intensified. After parrying the final, twelfth variation, he immediately counterattacked.

"Annihilation!"

He unleashed his third technique, growing ever stronger, at the same time I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Third Technique, the Dark Sky Strike.

Fortunately, I was not in the space being split into twenty-four pieces.

I had dodged, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had not.

CHWAAAAAK!

The Dark Sky Strike tore through the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's shoulder. No blood flowed from his body. His blackened skin was as tough as treasured armor. Relying on that toughness, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme continued his assault. His shout was consumed by a metallic sound!

"Ruin!"

Forty-eight sword lines brilliantly embroidered the air. The space his sword light occupied grew larger and larger.

It was powerful, but he had a single flaw. He lacked practical experience with this demonic art, so his attacks had a monotonous aspect. If I had been the one using those martial arts, I would never have been able to dodge.

I barely dodged and launched the Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike, a projection of sword qi.

The sword qi flew at a terrifying speed and struck the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with a thud. He staggered badly but righted himself. The part of him that should have been severed remained intact.

A trickle of black fluid flowed from the corner of his mouth, but he still looked solid.

"Second Young Lord, why aren't you using the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice had changed to a metallic tone, no longer sounding human. It meant he was synchronizing with the Pitch Black Demonic Art he had learned. At this rate, he would eventually be consumed by the demonic art. Such a powerful art always demanded a price.

He was still pushing himself, which put me in even greater danger.

"Because I think I can beat someone like you without using the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

It was a deliberate provocation. In an intense battle, losing your composure means losing your life. This provocation had another aim.

"Your arrogance will ultimately lead you to death..."

The moment the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme began to speak, I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's fastest sword technique, the Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike. It was a decisive attack meant to cut off an opponent's breath while they spoke.

The Blue Sky Strike precisely sliced his neck, but the neck wasn't severed. Only a stream of black fluid trickled out.

His neck wasn't cut even by the Blue Sky Strike?

"You've really become a monster."

At my words, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme surged toward me. He seemed to be exploding with rage, but his breathing was steady. The provocation hadn't worked.

We soared into the sky, each looking for an opening to unleash our ultimate techniques.

Our swords clashed endlessly as we ascended. We entwined and exchanged blows like two dragons coiling toward the heavens.

Invisible to the eye, only the sound of clashing swords and the gleam of their light filled the space. A place where the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, known only for using soul-stealing techniques, would hide such a demonic art as his final move... this was the murim.

At the end of the brilliant, chaotic battle, we separated. In that instant, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's eyes shone pure white.

Dangerous!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme unleashed his final move. His shout erupted in a perfect metallic tone.

"Heaven Annihilation!"

I didn't dodge. His opportunity was my opportunity. We saw the same opening and aimed our swords at that gap.

I used the Hell Step and poured all my inner arts into the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Eighth Technique, the Sanzu River Strike.

SHWIIIIIIIIIIK!

CHWAAAAAAAAAAK!

Two lights intersected.

A brilliant sword light was drawn where I had been standing. The space was shattered into ninety-six pieces, and an entire plane was sliced away. It was a truly breathtaking spectacle.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme ignored the breathtaking spectacle he had created. He looked down at his own heart.

Red blood, not black fluid, flowed from the heart pierced by my Black Demon Sword. His enormous, vigorously beating heart was stopping.

"How... in the world?"

I spoke calmly to him as he stared in disbelief.

"Your heart was so big, it was easy to stab."

How could that be the reason? It was my way of saying he met his end today because of his greed in stealing innocent people's hearts.

Black smoke seeped from his body as his transformation broke.

The man who had been more monstrous than a monster changed back into an ordinary-looking person, the kind you could find anywhere in the Demon Village.

"...That wasn't the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

"It was a combination of the Hell Step and the Eighth Technique of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"The Hell Step?"

"The Hell Step from the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"How do you know the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

"It seems heaven arranged it so that I wouldn't die by your hand."

It wasn't an empty boast. Without the Four Strides of the Wind God, I would have died in today's fight. I realized with stark clarity that I must never let my guard down when facing a Demon Supreme.

Honestly, I was confident I would defeat him because I had the Bloodeye Holy Water.

But he possessed a hidden trump card. It was a perilous move that would have killed me without the Four Strides of the Wind God.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the other Demon Supremes must all be hiding moves different from what they show.

Today, I became stronger.

I became stronger not because I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but because I will never be complacent again.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme slowly crumbled.

As he died, the space he had created began to crack.

Life faded from his black pupils. He looked up at me and spoke with difficulty.

"...If I'm reborn, I'll be sure to kill you then."

I didn't respond with a curse of my own.

"If you're reborn, live a long, long life next time. There are surely better ways than this."

His eyes wavered at my words. He tried to say something, but it never left his lips. It could have been a more vicious curse, or perhaps he was trying to convey his final regret.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's head drooped in death. At the same time, the world he had created vanished.

We were back where we had first intended to perform the Great Mind Control Technique.

Even in death, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme presented one last mystery.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was dead, sitting cross-legged on the spot. Though we had fought so madly, he had no external wounds, as if he had died from qi deviation. He had died in his own world, which he had loved so much.

I picked up the child from the altar and quietly left.


I bought good liquor and snacks and returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I entrusted the child to Seo Daeryong, telling him to secretly find his parents. Since I told him the child was almost sacrificed for the great technique, the quick-witted and smart Seo Daeryong would handle it discreetly on his own.

"What took you so long? Did you really make the snacks yourself?"

"How'd you know?"

"What?"

"It took a while to make the snacks."

"What are you talking about? What kind of snacks were they?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked puzzled at the dishes I had bought.

"These aren't dishes that would take a long time."

I smiled and poured a drink for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Here, have a drink. The night's still young."

"Do you think an old man has the same stamina as you? If I stay up all night, I'll be groaning all day."

"You're still full of vigor, aren't you? Come on, let's drink to our hearts' content today."

"Second Young Lord, you seem to be in a good mood today."

"Yes, I am."

"Why's that?"

"I'm just happy to see you, Elder, after so long."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me a look that said, What on earth are you up to?

But how could he know? In the time I was gone, I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Meeting after a long time, we downed several glasses of liquor in a row. It felt like the first time I had drunk so refreshingly and cheerfully with him since we first met.

We talked about many things. We discussed the state of the murim, martial arts, and even Seo Daeryong and the Sword Supreme.

Others might find it surprising, but we were both talkative, so the topics never ran out.

"Do you know why I took a liking to that little rat?"

"Why's that?"

"On the first day, I asked him if he could lay down his life for you. He said he couldn't."

"That rascal. I'll have to scold him."

"I liked his honesty."

"Please tell Detective Seo that yourself. He'd probably like that."

"No need."

"Then I'll tell him next time. Someone has to do these things. A single word like that can change a person's life. Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You really take care of all sorts of people. At this rate, you'll be looking after the guy who shovels horse manure in the stables. Why don't you go give him a hand with the feed?"

"If I can, isn't that a good thing?"

"I've never met anyone like you in my entire life."

"Our Cult will be the same. It will become a Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that has never been seen before. Isn't it okay for our Cult to be like that for at least one generation?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at me. His gaze was deep, and I couldn't tell what he was thinking.

"Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Pour me a drink."

I had poured his drink every time until now, but this time felt different.

I could feel it. This drink had a different meaning.

So I told him.

"I pour the first drink for my Left Envoy."

He could have called it nonsense, but he accepted the drink without a word. I filled his cup to the brim.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked down at the cup for a long time.

Then he drained it.

Perhaps, in that moment, he had truly resolved to follow me.

Of course, I could only guess. He was a truly unpredictable person.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon suddenly remarked.

"Is the Left Envoy higher? Or the Right Envoy? If you're going to give me one, make it the higher one."

I stared at him blankly for a moment, then burst into laughter.

"Hahahaha."

We drank all night.

This is how human relationships are. Things can be great like this, and then one day, a single slip of the tongue can ruin everything. That's why you have to keep building. Until the relationship is so solid that one or two mistakes can't break it. Whether it's through drinking sessions or brawls, gifts or careful advice, or even insincere compliments. Whatever it is, you have to solidify it, build it, and build it again. Because I can make mistakes, and so can he.

"Seeing you today, you're quite handsome."

"You crazy bastard."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted the Heaven Destroying Dao, reflecting our faces on its surface.

"Here, look clearly at my face and say that again."

"Hahaha."

"Why are you just laughing! Go on, say I'm handsome!"

"I see I shouldn't confess to a woman when I'm drunk."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed, saying he'd caught a flatterer. I laughed with him.

Because the good fortune of gaining a truly loyal person is given, at the very least, to someone among those who make such an effort.


Chapter 57: Hoping Another Monster Doesn't Emerge

The next day, news of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death struck the Cult.

While several people had died recently, the death of a Demon Supreme was a problem on an entirely different level. The Cult declared a state of emergency and began a full-scale investigation.

Our Sanzu River Hall went to investigate the incident. The matter was so grave that all Special Investigators and twenty executive martial artists traveled to the Western Illusion Sanctum.

His disciples and shamans formed a blockade in front of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence.

"You can't enter."

They absolutely refused to let us in. They were flustered and unsure how to handle the situation. Their plan was to block our entry until the other Demon Supremes made a decision.

I didn't bother clashing with them.

"Fine. Then at least let the Medical Elder in. The body needs to be preserved, and we have to determine the exact cause of death, don't we?"

The Medical Elder was a politically neutral figure whom everyone in the Cult trusted and respected, so they didn't refuse the proposal.

After a long, thorough examination, the Medical Elder emerged and spoke to me and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciples.

"It seems he died from severe damage to his heart and the blood vessels throughout his body, caused by excessively circulating his internal qi. There are no signs of an intruder or a struggle nearby, and he wasn't poisoned by any potent toxins. It appears he died from qi deviation."

The disciples sighed in despair at his words, while I was inwardly pleased.

Now that the Medical Elder had declared 'qi deviation', we could avoid the task of finding a culprit.

As we left the Western Illusion Sanctum to report to the Heavenly Demon Hall, Seo Daeryong asked cautiously.

"...It wasn't you, was it?"

"What wasn't me?"

"You know, that."

As if he didn't dare say it aloud, Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message.

[Director, you didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, did you?]

[Why? Do you think I killed him?]

[...You brought that child to me yesterday, didn't you? The one who was almost sacrificed to the Great Mind Control Technique.]

Was that all? Two months ago, when I left the Cult, he had mentioned the look in my eyes, the one that said I would make the impossible possible. Now, that impossibility has become a reality.

[Do you really want to know?]

[No, not at all! I'd rather not know. I'll head back first.]

Seo Daeryong turned and walked back toward the Sanzu River Hall.

I could see the Heavenly Demon Hall in the distance. I wondered how Father would react.


I walked slowly down the path of blood.

Father sat on his grand throne, as always. The Head Strategist, Sama Myeong, was with him today.

After I greeted them both, Sama Myeong asked me.

"Second Young Lord, how was your trip outside the Cult?"

"The work was just an excuse. I had a good time."

"You look much better for it."

"Strategist, you should also get some fresh air and slack off a bit instead of only working."

"The one day you decide to take a break after a lifetime of not doing so is usually the day the enemy attacks."

We both smiled at Sama Myeong's joke.

After this lighthearted banter, I reported on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death.

"The Medical Elder concluded it was qi deviation."

Father and Sama Myeong said nothing for a moment.

I could feel it. Neither of them believed the result.

What are the chances that someone of a Demon Supreme's caliber would suddenly die from qi deviation?

So I made the first move.

"It's hard to believe that someone like the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme would suffer from qi deviation. There's a possibility he was murdered."

"That possibility exists."

"The Sanzu River Hall will investigate the case."

"The Demon Supremes will step up to investigate this matter."

"We won't be doing it?"

"Traditionally, the Heavenly Demon Hall can't intervene in matters concerning the death of a Demon Supreme. We can only watch how things unfold."

"Well, if that's the case, I won't get involved. It's easier for us, which is good."

After we discussed a few more things about the incident, Sama Myeong excused himself.

Once Sama Myeong left, Father asked me point-blank.

"How did you kill him?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm asking how you killed the Soul-Stealing Demon."

Father's emotion wasn't anger, but curiosity. He wasn't the type to hold any lingering attachment to the dead. He was probably thinking something like this.

How on earth did this bastard kill the Soul-Stealing Demon? And to have the cause of death be qi deviation, no less.

"I'd love to give you a cool answer right now, explaining exactly how I did it, but you're overestimating me. No matter how talented I am, I'm not great enough to make the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme die from qi deviation."

To be honest, I wanted to tell Father the truth.

However, there was no way for me to explain how I obtained the Bloodeye Holy Water. It was truly fortunate that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death was ruled as qi deviation.

If he had died in a fight instead of from qi deviation, they would have thoroughly analyzed the cause of death to find out who killed him. I would have had to bury the body somewhere. In any case, it would have been a much bigger headache than this.

"I was drinking with Elder Blade Demon all night yesterday. He can vouch for my whereabouts."

Father just scoffed.

"Did the two of you go and kill him together?"

"No. Absolutely not. Father, this is a punishment from the heavens. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was a monster who gouged out people's hearts with a mountain keep."

Father already believes I killed him anyway.

Nevertheless, there was another reason I didn't tell him the truth. It was a truth that would become a burden to him. He would be in a position where he'd have to turn a blind eye, knowing I had killed a Demon Supreme.

After looking down at me in silence for a moment, Father said abruptly.

"Now that the Soul-Stealing Demon is dead, the other Demon Supremes who have been quiet will start to move."

The Eight Demon Supremes are a community bound by life and death. The death of one is a threat to all. Just as Father suspected me, it was possible they would suspect me too.

I looked at Father and said calmly, "I just hope that another monster doesn't emerge in the process."


After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I visited the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

Sa Woojong greeted me.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

He faced me with a brighter expression than usual.

Sa Woojong, oh Sa Woojong. Do you know that, strictly speaking, you're the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?

If he hadn't drawn in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, I never would have learned about the Great Mind Control Technique.

The person most surprised and flustered by this situation must be this very Sa Woojong. I was supposed to be the one who died, but instead, it was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

He guided me to the front of the thatched hut, bowed politely, and turned to leave.

"Please, have your conversation."

He was definitely not a good person, but I couldn't punish him for dragging in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

My plan is to pretend I don't know, keep an eye on him, and use him if an opportunity arises.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who once tended her flower garden without even looking back at me, now greeted me warmly.

"Have you been well?"

"I heard you left the Cult. Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes. I just got some fresh air and came back."

"Second Young Lord, you improve by leaps and bounds every time I see you."

"Do I seem different to you?"

Was it because of our three-day duel? She was certainly sensitive to changes in me.

"Enough to make me want to challenge you to a duel right this instant."

"Let's arrange for one soon."

"Excellent. You're welcome anytime."

I held out what I had brought for her.

"It's a small gift, but it's for you, Senior."

I had brought seeds that were difficult to find in this region.

"I brought them because I heard they grow into fragrant flowers."

"Oh, this is the first time in my life I've received seeds as a gift."

"It's my first time giving them."

"Thank you. I'll take good care of them. Now, come inside for a cup of tea."

I entered her house for the first time. The place was decorated in a Dan Ah style and smelled pleasant.

"Your home is cozy and nice."

"Nice? It's just a place where an old woman lives alone. There's nothing special about it."

"Old? Why don't you try walking down the streets of Hangzhou with me? I bet men would be hitting on you, asking you to drink with them every ten steps."

"What nonsense!" she said, waving her hands dismissively, but she couldn't hide her smile. She was more susceptible to this kind of compliment than praise for her excellent swordsmanship.

"Let's go sometime. With Elder Blade Demon, too."

At the mention of the Blade Demon, her expression hardened slightly. She was still on bad terms with the Blade Demon. She just tried not to show it because I was in the middle. Reconciling her with the Blade Demon was still no easy task.

She smoothly changed the subject.

"Did you hear the news that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is dead?"

"Yes, I heard."

"Were you... involved in his death?" she asked, staring at me intently.

In that moment, her gaze was cold. Separate from her goodwill toward me, the death of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was something that put the other Demon Supremes on edge.

The principle that if one falls, all could fall was their long-standing survival rule.

"The Medical Elder concluded that he died from qi deviation."

"Not a single Demon Supreme will believe that."

"Still, it wasn't me."

The Flower Sword Supreme withdrew her suspicious gaze at my firm words, but I couldn't tell if she had also withdrawn it in her heart.

"Why did you think it was me?"

It was probably because of our duel. She knew my skills were on par with her spirit possession.

"Because the lake is rippling from the waves you've created. Ah, but you said you prefer not a lake, but a stormy sea, didn't you? The moment you stepped in, the once-calm lake had already turned into a sea. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the first to drown in that sea."

"I'm the one fishing in that sea. I don't push people in to drown."

"That must be right. Since you've already caught the Blade Demon."

"Would it be difficult to catch you, Senior?"

"It might be possible if you release the fish you've already caught. I have no desire to enter a net that the Blade Demon is already trapped in."

I smiled faintly, but she did not.

"You never know with people. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was so careful and protective of himself... to think he'd be the first to die like this."

"The Western Illusion Sanctum will be in chaos for a while."

"A fight for succession will break out."

When a Demon Supreme dies, a successor takes their place. To become the successor, one must be acknowledged by four of the seven remaining Demon Supremes.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had five disciples. Since he died before officially naming a successor, the most outstanding of the five will succeed him.

"Who do you support?"

"Why are you curious about that?"

"Wouldn't it be better if one of our people took over?"

"Our people?"

"Yes, our people. Us, the duel friends."

I made my move before she could think of the Blade Demon.

The phrase 'duel friends' must have amused her, because she finally smiled faintly.

"I can share a purpose with a duel friend."

After talking with her for a bit longer, I bid her farewell.

"I'll be taking my leave for today."

"Thank you for coming despite your busy schedule."

The Flower Sword Supreme followed me out to the yard.

"Second Young Lord. When you fish, some fish are easy to catch, while others put up a tense fight in the water, but be careful. Some fish might leap out and attack the fisherman, or even capsize the boat."

In short, she was telling me to be wary of the other members of the Eight Demon Supremes, aside from the Blade Demon and herself.

"Thank you for your concern."

"And don't forget, I'm not a caught fish yet."

"The fact that you're giving me this advice means you're already halfway caught, doesn't it?"

The Flower Sword Supreme didn't seem too displeased at being told she was halfway caught. Perhaps she acknowledged that it was about right.

"Then, please take care until we meet again."

After leaving the hut and walking a short distance, I looked back and saw her in the yard, planting the seeds I had given her in the soil. It felt like just yesterday that she was glaring at me menacingly, yet our relationship had already become like this.

She was right. You really never know with people.

Just as Father and the Flower Sword Supreme had warned, the seven Demon Supremes held a meeting that very day.

It was a special meeting arranged because of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death. Since only the Demon Supremes attended, not even Father knew what they discussed.

On the night of the meeting, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me. His expression was not good.

"Got any alcohol?"


Chapter 58: Don't Kill Anyone For Now

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat down and immediately looked for a drink. I brought out my alcohol and poured him a full glass.

"Did something unpleasant happen?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon downed several glasses in a row before revealing why he was angry.

"Those damn idiots were openly ostracizing me."

"Hahaha."

"I wasn't trying to be funny."

"My apologies. I just never imagined a Demon Supreme could get ostracized."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's glare intensified, showing it was no joke.

"I'm sorry. How exactly did they ostracize you?"

"No one would talk to me."

"Isn't that usually the case?"

"Well, they don't talk to me much, but it wasn't like today. I wouldn't have been this angry if they had just confronted me openly."

"Confronted you about what?"

"About you, that's what!"

"Huh? Me?"

"They suspect you conspired with me to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. That's why they're shunning me."

"Did we do that?"

"We didn't."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with cold eyes.

"You must have done it. You killed him, didn't you?"

"Why does everyone suspect me?"

"Because you're the one with the most blood on your hands these days. Is there any rule that says the Soul-Stealing Demon's blood can't be on those hands? It was you, wasn't it?"

Instead of answering, I met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze. He must have read the truth in my eyes, the fact that I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Why are you telling me the truth?"

"I haven't said a word."

"Right, you didn't say it. You said it with your eyes."

I could have denied it if I wanted to. I didn't for two reasons.

First, I wanted to create tension between us. We were close, but he and I would eventually be bound as Liege and subordinate. I intended to show him that he should simply trust and follow me, without any other thoughts. A moderate amount of tension helps reduce mistakes.

Second, I trusted him. I wanted to tell him the truth, and I believed no problems would arise from it.

"You really trust me."

"If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't have made you the Left Envoy, Elder."

"Before I'm the Left Envoy, I'm one of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"You may be one of the Eight Demon Supremes, but you are my Left Envoy."

"If you trust people this easily, you'll get stabbed in the back one day."

"I didn't trust you easily. Think about everything that has happened between us, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked abruptly.

"Aren't you scared?"

"Of what?"

"Of making an enemy of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"To be precise, it's four Demon Supremes."

"Four Demon Supremes?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me blankly for a moment, then slammed his cup on the table and shot to his feet.

"What? When did you kill three more? Who did you kill?"

I quickly replied to his roar.

"Calm down, that's not what I meant."

I was surprised for a moment that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had thought that.

Just how highly does this man think of me?

"Then what do you mean by four Demon Supremes?"

"Please, listen to my calculation. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is dead, so now there are seven Demon Supremes, right? If we exclude you, Elder, that's six. The Sword Supreme is only halfway on my side, so that makes it five and a half. Let's say for now that five and a half Demon Supremes are my enemies. In this situation, you and the Sword Supreme, Senior, aren't just going to sit around and do nothing, are you? If the two of you team up to handle one and a half of them, that leaves exactly four Demon Supremes. That's why I said my opponents are four Demon Supremes. In fact, it could be even fewer. If just two more of the seven Demon Supremes join hands with me, I only have to deal with two. Easy, right?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me, his expression more dumbfounded than I had ever seen.

"Alright, I'm well aware of what a madman you are, so I'll let that slide, but there's one thing you haven't considered."

"What is it?"

"Neither I nor the Sword Supreme will ever fight against the other Demon Supremes."

I knew that. It was an ironclad rule among the Demon Supremes, passed down for a very long time.

"I know. I'll do the fighting. You just have to not betray me."

"Betrayal isn't something a person does. The situation does it. So you shouldn't trust me."

"Yes, I won't create a situation where I can be betrayed. So please help me, Elder."

I treated the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with trust. I believed it was the best way to make him my man.

After drinking, he blurted out.

"One wrong move and you're dead, you bastard!"

My heart stirred at that moment. I felt his sincere worry in the angry outburst.

"Yes, I'll be careful."

We drank in silence. I refilled our cups when they emptied, and we drank again. As the bottle neared its end, he told me one more thing.

I had said before that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was more emotional than I was. He had denied it, but he was clearly an emotional person. Otherwise, he wouldn't be telling me this now.

"The Demon Supremes have summoned someone to investigate this incident."

"Who is it?"

He spoke an unexpected name.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

I was startled. Of all people, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? The same Heavenly Wind Cult where I got the Echoing Thunder Bell and the Bloodeye Holy Water.

"Why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"The evil arts of Seop the Chaos Demon are based on the Blood Cult's demonic art. As you know, the Blood Cult was the predecessor of the Heavenly Wind Cult. They believe the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader can determine the exact cause of death by examining the corpse of Seop the Chaos Demon."

"I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never leaves his throne."

"He will definitely come."

"What makes you so sure?"

"Because they'll make him come one way or another. Don't underestimate the power of the Eight Demon Supremes. They'll get the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader here somehow, whether by threats, treasures, or any other means."

This would have been impossible back in the days of the Blood Cult. We fought several wars with them and could not coexist.

However, the relationship changed when it became the Heavenly Wind Cult. The Eight Demon Supremes joined hands with them, and the Heavenly Wind Cult became a sort of ally.

"What about the sacred artifact of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

"He'll figure it out. If he's really that anxious, he'll probably pack it all up and bring it with him."

"Wouldn't it be better to just send the corpse there?"

We could preserve the body to prevent decay and send it by carriage.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's visit isn't just for the autopsy."

"Is there another reason?"

"There are three more reasons. First, they want to show their determination to find the culprit. They intend to show our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance that the Eight Demon Supremes must never be touched. This is the most important objective."

"So they're making a show of mobilizing even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to prove they'll always avenge a Demon Supreme."

"That's right."

"And the second reason?"

"It's because of the Cult Leader."

"Father?"

"It's a message for the Cult Leader. They're showing off that the alliance between the Heavenly Wind Cult and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult exists because of the Eight Demon Supremes, not the Cult Leader."

The Eight Demon Supremes constantly kept my father in check. Perhaps that conflict was why my father brought me into this.

"And the third reason?"

"......"

"Me?"

"If you killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will definitely find out. He'll figure you out as a person and discover the method you used to kill him."

He was right. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader might even discover that I had put the Bloodeye Holy Water in my eyes.

I had to hide the fact that I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme at all costs. If it was revealed, the revenge from the Eight Demon Supremes would be a secondary problem. I would be unable to become the successor due to their desperate opposition.

"But will you be alright?"

"Me? Why me?"

"You've become my accomplice, haven't you? Since you drank with me all night, they might think you were with me."

"I might have dozed off for a bit while drinking."

I laughed quietly at his words. He would use that as an excuse if things went south.

"Who among the Eight Demon Supremes went to get him?"

"How did you know one of the Eight Demon Supremes went?"

"Naturally, someone important would have gone. Wouldn't it be normal for all of them to go in this situation?"

"The Demonic Buddha went."

The Demonic Buddha, one of the Eight Demon Supremes, was close friends with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Sending him showed their determination to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader here no matter what.

I smiled and asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Should I chase after and kill the Demonic Buddha? Or should I kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as he departs? Or... should I kill them both?"

"If you did that, a war would break out with the Outer Regions Murim. If we're divided, those bastards from the Murim Alliance will suddenly start shouting for the Demonic Cult's downfall, and the Evil Alliance will be looking for scraps with bloodshot eyes."

"Why don't you and I get drenched in blood together?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up.

"If you want to die, die alone."

"Weren't we supposed to live and die together as one, Elder?"

"Second Young Lord, from the moment we're born, our lives are our own to save. I'm leaving."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left my room.

I drained the last of the alcohol.

So the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is coming, is he?


The next morning, my father summoned me to the Heavenly Demon Hall. When I arrived, he was not on the grand throne but standing by the window.

"You called for me, Father."

"Come here."

I slowly climbed the stairs and walked to my father's side.

"I heard the Western Illusion Sanctum is already in an uproar."

"Would ghosts be any different? A power struggle must be starting."

The Western Illusion Sanctum was in chaos after losing its master overnight.

There was no sorrow in that chaos. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had always been lost in his own world, so no one mourned his death. The shamans only focused on who would become the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Go out for a while."

"Where do you mean?"

"Isn't it about time you took a tour of the Sanzu River Hall Branch in the Central Plains?"

I knew what this meant. Father also knew the Eight Demon Supremes had summoned the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He was trying to send me away out of concern.

"Please reconsider sending me away."

"......"

"The Eight Demon Supremes have summoned the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to investigate the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death."

As expected, my father wasn't surprised at all. He already knew. It occurred to me that one of the Demon Supremes might be my father's pawn. Or perhaps a skilled spy was feeding him accurate information on their movements.

"If I leave the cult at a time like this, they'll suspect me."

"They already suspect you. That's why they called the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is not an easy man to deal with. I don't know what method you used to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon, but he will definitely uncover that it was you."

"It wasn't me, Father. Couldn't the Murim Alliance have sent an assassin?"

"That would mean they want a war with us, and they're far from ready for one right now."

The Murim Alliance and our cult knew each other inside and out. If a war were to break out, we would detect signs of it at least three days in advance, no matter how secretly it was planned.

"Are you truly confident you can get through this unscathed?"

"......"

"Where does that confidence come from?"

He had asked me the same question before. I gave the same answer, just in a different way.

"If you were me, Father, would you have left the cult?"

"No."

"I am your son."

"Yes, you are my son, not me."

"But I can at least imitate you. If I'm imitating you, Father, then imitation alone is enough."

Father realized he could not break my will.

"Fine. Then keep one thing in mind."

I thought he was going to tell me to be careful. I was sure of it.

Father turned and walked away.

"You must not kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

I understood in that moment.

"No way. You weren't worried about me all this time, but about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

Father strode out and added.

"No other Demon Supreme either! Don't kill anyone for now."

"I told you I didn't kill anyone!"

I denied it to the end, but my father had already closed the door and left.

I slowly descended the stairs, walked down the path of blood, and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? I know so much about the Heavenly Wind Cult and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To me, he's as welcome as a treasure trove. However, if he comes all this way to pressure me... he'll become an even more welcome person to me.


Chapter 59: Sometimes the Shell Matters More Than the Core

I knew two ways to avoid getting caught for using the Bloodeye Holy Water.

The first was Body Reformation. This method changed the body so completely that no one could tell the Bloodeye Holy Water had been used. It was as difficult as mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, so I couldn't consider it.

The second method was to change only my eyes.

Can eyes be changed?

Yes. One person in this era could change my eyes. He was even in our Cult. The only problem was whether he would grant my request.

The man I sought greeted me, reeking of blood.

"Second Young Lord, welcome."

"Have you been well, Elder Demonic Physician?"

That person was the Demonic Physician. The blood on his clothes came from a patient.

"I'm always the same."

"Please don't overwork yourself. You look tired."

"Thank you for your concern."

I hadn't interacted much with the Demonic Physician before, but we met several times for work after I became the Sanzu Hall Director and built a friendly relationship.

"I came to see you to give you a medicinal herb I happened to come across."

I handed him the prepared gift. It was a rare herb I had bought from outside the Cult at a high price, not something found in the medical hall.

"Oh, such a precious herb. Thank you."

"It's nothing."

"Here, have some tea."

"......"

The Demonic Physician and I had tea.

After some small talk, he asked casually, "It seems you came to see me for a reason?"

"That's right. I actually came to ask for a favor."

"Speak."

"You're a busy man, so I won't beat around the bush. Please perform the Divine Eye Technique on me."

The Demonic Physician looked startled for a moment.

The Divine Eye Technique was a procedure that enhanced a martial artist's eyes. It dramatically improved normal vision and dynamic visual acuity. The eyes also became resistant to external influences. Light, darkness, water, or smoke, no environment could affect them.

As the name suggested, it was like being reborn with new eyes. Its effects were so outstanding that it earned the name Divine Eye Technique.

If I underwent the procedure, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't tell I had used the Bloodeye Holy Water, even if he examined my eyes. Unfortunately, the Divine Eye Technique was known as a long-lost secret art.

The Demonic Physician's expression turned grim.

"How did you know that I could perform the Divine Eye Technique?"

The Demonic Physician didn't feign ignorance, since I couldn't have said it by chance. He was curious how I knew.

I only learned that the Demonic Physician knew the Divine Eye Technique far in the future.

The Demonic Physician was already dead when I returned to the Cult for materials for the grand technique. His head disciple, Ho Baek, had become the Divine Physician, and I learned everything from him.

Ho Baek had offered the Divine Eye Technique to Ju Baekdo, the Cult Leader at the time. That incident revealed that the Demonic Physician had passed the technique and its ingredients to his disciple, Ho Baek.

I didn't say who told me. By staying silent, I knew the Demonic Physician would think of one person.

"Ah!"

His expression grew cautious. He would assume my father told me. There was a reason for this assumption.

According to Ho Baek's recollection, my father had refused the Demonic Physician's offer of the Divine Eye Technique. Because of that, the materials were passed down to Ho Baek, allowing him to perform it on the Cult Leader of that time. Ho Baek recalled that it was all thanks to the Master.

This was why the Demonic Physician would grant my request.

Even though my father refused the procedure, the Demonic Physician would interpret him telling me about it as a sign that I should receive it.

"Are you aware that the fruit of the Heavenly Antivenom Silk, one of the ingredients needed for the Divine Eye Technique, is extremely difficult to obtain, and thus the Divine Eye Technique can only be performed once in a generation?"

"Yes, I am."

"You still want it, knowing that?"

"I do."

The Demonic Physician fell into deep thought. I gave him time. I waited, quietly sipping my tea, until the Demonic Physician finally spoke.

"If I perform the Divine Eye Technique for you, Second Young Lord, what will you do for me?"

"Right now, I have nothing to give you, but..." I looked at the Demonic Physician, my eyes filled with conviction, and said. "I will become the Cult Leader."

"!"

"When I become the Cult Leader, I can grant you anything you desire."

The Demonic Physician's gaze wavered. I knew what he wanted.

He had desired it until his death, but my father never permitted it. That was why my father refused the Divine Eye Technique. If he had accepted it, he would have had to grant the Demonic Physician's request.

Unlike my father, however, I had no intention of refusing. I planned to grant the Demonic Physician's request.

"You'll grant it, no matter what it is?"

"Yes, but only one thing."

"One request is enough."

"I promise."

Now, the Demonic Physician had one last thing to decide.

"Are you confident you can become the successor?"

"I am." This time, I asked, "What do you think, Elder? Do you think I'll become the successor?"

The Demonic Physician must have been paying attention, given my recent actions.

"I believe your abilities are sufficient. They might even be more than enough. However... your eyes are too clear. I'm not sure if you're truly suited to be the Cult Leader."

"That's even better."

"What do you mean?"

"Please hide these clear eyes with the Divine Eye Technique. Make them into new eyes."

I said it jokingly, but the Demonic Physician didn't laugh. He faced the choice of a lifetime and knew it would determine his fate.

"It's an important decision, so please consider it carefully and contact me."

I stood up.

"Second Young Lord, let me ask one last thing."

"......"

"When you become the Cult Leader, how will you deal with the Murim Alliance?"

"That'll depend on the situation, but one thing is certain. Whether they're from orthodox or unorthodox sects, an individual or an organization, a man or a woman, if I judge them to be absolute evil, I will eliminate them."

I knew it was the perfect answer for him, so I left with a comfortable heart.


Three days later, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon visited the medical hall.

The Demonic Physician sat blankly in his consultation room. The worries of the past few days showed as fatigue on his face.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the room and said, "Is it your time to die? Why are you doing something you never do?"

The Demonic Physician had secretly sent for him. That was why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come so quietly at this late hour.

"Our time to die isn't far off."

"Cut the unlucky talk. Or stop using the word 'our'."

"Why do you have so many lingering attachments to this world?"

"The ones who claim to have no attachments are the ones with more hell inside."

Few people knew the two were such close friends.

"What is it? Since you called me, are you tired of saving people now? Should we go kill some people together?"

The Demonic Physician smiled faintly. He got along surprisingly well with the unfiltered Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The saying that opposites attract made sense when considering his relationship with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had even thought about wanting to live like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, saying whatever he wanted.

"I called you because I wanted to ask something."

"What is it?"

"Why did you choose the Second Young Lord?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at the Demonic Physician for a moment, then burst out laughing.

"That kid really gets his hands into everything. To think he's even dragging a scholar from the medical hall onto the battlefield. Why are you asking, anyway?"

The Demonic Physician paused before answering. "Just as you said, it seems I've grown tired of saving people."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed heartily, but the Demonic Physician's expression remained serious.

"Why the Second Young Lord?"

"Why? I chose him because it looks like he'll become the Cult Leader."

The Demonic Physician nodded. He misunderstood and thought the Cult Leader had told Geom Mugeuk about his Divine Eye Technique.

Based on that, the Second Young Lord's chances of becoming the successor seemed high.

But the Demonic Physician needed more. He was at a crossroads, deciding whether to use this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. His lifelong wish depended on it.

"So what's the reason?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's honest answer was simple.

Somehow, I got swept up by the kid. When I came to my senses, I was putting the Celestial Elixir in his mouth.

He couldn't bring himself to say that.

"The Second Young Lord said something. That in his demonic way, he doesn't break tables at an inn. That's why I chose him."

the Demonic Physician stared blankly at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He hadn't expected such an absurd answer, but strangely, he felt he understood the sentiment behind it. He understood both Geom Mugeuk's heart and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's.

"Well, it's about time you stopped breaking them."

The Demonic Physician stood up.

"Where are you going? You called me here, we should have a drink."

"Next time. I'll treat you then."

"What 'next time'? There is no next time for old men like us. Treat me today!"

But the Demonic Physician had already left.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon watched him go and let out a dry laugh.

"He's so diligent, he won't die easily."

Of course, he wasn't talking about the Demonic Physician. He was talking about Geom Mugeuk.


I opened my eyes in the middle of my sleep.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had alerted me to a visitor.

I got out of bed, strapped on my sword, and went outside. the Demonic Physician stood in the courtyard.

"Elder, you've come?"

"I didn't emit any demonic qi. How did you know I was here?"

"I was sleeping and my eyes just opened. As if it were destiny."

I deliberately used the cliché word 'destiny' because it worked so well on older people. At their age, many things were hard to sort out unless one simply called it fate.

"I've spent my entire life saving people."

"That's a noble thing."

The Demonic Physician shook his head. "I'm not a self-sacrificing person. I saved people because I want to kill one person."

"What do you mean?"

I asked as if I didn't know, but I already knew. It was the same reason the Demonic Physician had joined our Cult because of the God of War.

"For a physician to kill someone is to go against heaven's will. That's why. I tried to save one more person to wash away even a little of that sin."

After a long sigh, the Demonic Physician asked. "When you become the Cult Leader, will you kill that person for me?"

"......"

"Why don't you ask who it is?"

"If it's someone the Elder wants to kill, he must be a villain. I trust you, Elder."

"How do you know what's inside me?"

"I believe there are times when the shell is more important than the core. The shell of 'the Demonic Physician' isn't one that can be easily obtained. I trust the effort it took to create that name."

Of course, my trust wasn't based on that alone. I trusted him because I knew everything about him, from his life and death to the person he wanted to kill. If I didn't, I would never entrust my eyes to him.

"Killing him won't be easy. If it goes wrong, many people could get caught up and die. That's why my wish is to kill only him, without any other sacrifices. Can you promise that?"

This must be why my father refused. To grant his request, my father would have had to act personally. The position of the Heavenly Demon was too heavy to move for one individual's grudge.

"I'll become stronger and kill only him, without any unnecessary sacrifices."

"Will you promise me?"

"......"

"Even if I die first, will you keep this promise?"

"I promise. When I thrust my sword into his heart, I'll whisper to him that it's the sword sent by Elder Demonic Physician."

A smile formed on the Demonic Physician's lips. He seemed to feel good just thinking about it.

Finally, the Demonic Physician made his decision.

"Very well, I'll perform the Divine Eye Technique on you."

"Thank you so much."

I bowed deeply to show my respect.

"Save your thanks for after the procedure is finished. Now, let's go."

"You're going to do it now?"

"When you've made up your mind, you should act immediately. Who knows how I'll feel tomorrow? Why? You don't want to?"

"Of course not. Let's go."

I followed the Demonic Physician as he strode forward.

As I followed, I looked around carefully. This was the last time I would see the world with these eyes.


Chapter 60: I Have Many Tails Left to Show

The Demonic Physician did not take me to the infirmary. He led me to his own residence, where a secret chamber for important procedures waited in the basement.

The display cabinets lining the walls held all sorts of medicinal bottles and herbs with unknown contents. Even I, an expert on medicinal herbs, saw many for the first time.

"Since this is a dangerous procedure, there's much to prepare," the Demonic Physician said.

"Please take your time."

"What will you do if it fails? You could go blind."

I knew he was testing my resolve. Failing the Divine Eye Technique would not cause blindness. If the procedure carried such a risk, the Demonic Physician would never have dared to offer it to the Heavenly Demon.

"If I'm a patient that even the Demonic Physician fails on, it must be because my fate is wretched," I replied.

The Demonic Physician laughed quietly at my show of faith. He then retrieved the necessary materials for the procedure from a secret safe.

Soon, the Demonic Physician lit incense to calm the mind and sterilized his needles. He mixed various medicines, boiling some and cooling others.

Meanwhile, I lay on the bed with my shirt off. A warm, medicinally scented cloth rested over my eyes.

"Alright, I'll begin now," the Demonic Physician announced.

"I'm in your hands."

He applied various medicines to my eyes at intervals. Some were clear as water, and some were red as blood. There was a green liquid like poison and another that was blue like my enhanced sword qi. I trusted the Demonic Physician completely, so I calmly entrusted my eyes to him.

After infusing my eyes with the medicines, the Demonic Physician inserted the needles. He placed them densely not only around my eyes but also on my face and chest.

"Now, get some sleep."

My eyes closed on their own. I told the Heavenly Demon Defense Art in my mind to relax and get a good rest, just for today.

I slept well for the first time in a long while. I slept so soundly that I wondered when I had last rested so deeply.

When I awoke, the needles on my face and body were already gone.

The Demonic Physician sat at his desk reading a book. When I woke up, he walked over to me.

"How are you feeling?" he asked.

"Good."

"And your eyes?"

"Even better."

My eyes had truly cleared up. My already good vision had improved, and my field of view was incredibly clear. It felt like I had emerged from a fog. To exaggerate a little, my surroundings were so vivid it felt as if I had been living with my eyes closed until now.

"Follow me."

I left the secret chamber with the Demonic Physician and went up to the first floor. We stood side by side at a window. The sun was at its zenith.

"Try looking at the sun," he said.

I looked directly at the sun. It should have been blinding, but it was not dazzling at all.

"How is it?" the Demonic Physician asked.

"It's not blinding."

"Look far into the distance."

Things at a distance that would have been invisible before were now distinct. The clarity was truly amazing. On top of that, when I focused my eyes, I could even see things that should not have been visible.

"I can see clearly. I can even see an ant crawling on that tree branch over there."

The Demonic Physician laughed at my words.

"I'm not joking."

"I know you're not. I laughed because I'm happy."

"Ah, this is truly incredible."

"Alright, follow me again."

This time, the Demonic Physician led me to a pitch-black room in the basement's secret chamber.

My vision, which had only been faint when I circulated my qi, was now clear even without it.

"I can see clearly. The medicine bottle over there, the painting on the wall, I can see it all."

"That's it, the procedure was a perfect success. Your eyes have been reborn."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

When I first wanted the Divine Eye Technique, my main purpose was to avoid the eyes of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That must be why I did not have high expectations for its effects.

However, the Divine Eye Technique was far more incredible than I had imagined. There was only one way to describe this state. My eyes had achieved complete mastery.

Coming out of the dark room, I bowed deeply to the Demonic Physician.

"Thank you."

A flustered Demonic Physician helped me up.

"What are you doing?"

"Elder, you used a secret art on me that can only be used once in a lifetime. I will definitely repay this grace by keeping my promise."

"Thank you. When you become the Cult Leader, I'll tell you who needs to be killed."

The Demonic Physician gripped my hand firmly, and I squeezed back.

As I left the Demonic Physician's residence, everything I saw looked different. It truly felt like a new world had unfolded before me.

A thought suddenly occurred to me. First the Bloodeye Holy Water, and now the Divine Eye Technique. It seems my eyes and the Heavenly Wind Cult were intertwined by fate. In any case, thank you, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

And so, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader received a mysterious word of thanks.


I was reminded of just how important improved vision is in martial arts. My technique became more precise, and with that precision, it grew stronger.

The greatest benefit would be in actual combat. I would now be able to dodge attacks that were previously unavoidable and see opportunities that were once invisible.

It would also be a great help when running with the Swift Step. I had worried whether my vision could keep up with the extreme speed I would achieve upon reaching complete mastery, but that worry was now gone. I now possessed the most powerful eyes a human could have.

After entrusting the affairs of the Sanzu River Hall to Seo Daeryong, I holed myself up in the training grounds for a while. I gave my martial arts and my body time to adapt to my new eyes.

After being completely absorbed in my martial arts training, I went to see Lee Ahn for the first time in a while.

"Lee Ahn, let's hang out!"

Lee Ahn was engrossed in her martial arts training.

"I can't! I have to repeat my training twenty times."

"What kind of technique requires twenty repetitions a day?"

"It's sixty times a day. The evening session is twenty times."

"Good heavens. You'll get sick, you really will."

"I'm already sick. It's a sickness where I can't sleep if I don't train."

"Let's just rest today. If you go drinking with me, you'll sleep well."

"After I'm done."

"How many more do you have left?"

"Eight. If you keep distracting me like this, it'll take even longer."

I feigned a pout and watched her practice her martial arts.

"Your hips didn't turn enough."

"Your left side is open."

"Faster this time."

As I corrected her posture, I once again felt that Lee Ahn was exceptionally talented in martial arts. She understood quickly and learned well.

I watched her technique a couple more times. Then, feeling I had nothing more to say for the day, I immersed myself in training the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

The martial art I had trained the most while dealing with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. The more I practiced the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the newer it felt.

As always, it resonated with me most deeply. It felt like I was learning a living martial art. Then again, it was probably this deep resonance that allowed it to wake me from my sleep.

How many times had I repeated the training for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art?

When I opened my eyes, Lee Ahn was watching me from a short distance away.

"Are you finished?" I asked.

"Yes. I completed all twenty repetitions."

"Let's go, time for a drink! I'm starving to death."

"Of course you are. You've starved for three whole days."

"What? Three days?"

"Yes. You were circulating your qi for a full three days."

"I was?"

"It was three days ago when you came to find me. You seemed to have fallen into a state of selflessness, so I didn't dare speak to you."

I was shocked. It felt like I had not even trained for a single hour, let alone a few hours.

"I must have fallen asleep, then?"

"I watched you to see if that was the case, but you weren't sleeping. You were even muttering something to yourself."

I must have truly fallen into a state of selflessness. I could not remember anything about my training.

"Wait a moment."

I sat down and activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art once. My qi circulated far more smoothly and precisely than before.

As I stood up, I smiled brightly. I had made great progress in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. It seemed that all my continuous training had accumulated and led to a rise in my level through this state of selflessness.

"You had a breakthrough, didn't you?" Lee Ahn asked.

She could probably tell just by looking at my expression. I grinned widely and nodded.

"Enough of one to buy you a fancy meal."

"Congratulations, Young Master."

"Thanks. It's all because of you."

"Why is it because of me?"

"If you hadn't insisted on finishing your training, I wouldn't have sat next to you and fallen into that state of selflessness."

"Ah, that's true! Buy me that meal!"

"Of course, I'll buy you anything you want to eat!"

I hurriedly left the training grounds with Lee Ahn.

"You starved too, didn't you?"

"No. I ate."

However, a rumbling sound came from Lee Ahn's stomach.

She was not the type to eat alone while I was circulating my qi without food. She had probably even stopped her own training for three days, worried she might disturb my state of selflessness.

"You silly bear."

"That's not right. If I were a real silly bear, I wouldn't have let you find out I was starving. I'm showing off how loyal a subordinate I am by letting it slip like this, you know? I actually turned it into a golden opportunity to score points."

"You're a fox, a real fox."

"Of course. I have many tails left to show."

I laughed happily.

"It's been a while since I've walked with you like this, Young Master," Lee Ahn said.

"You're right."

"It's nice, as expected."

That one added phrase, 'as expected,' really made me feel good. I feel good too, Lee Ahn.

I entered the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village with Lee Ahn.

"Welcome! It's been a long time, Director."

Seeing Jo Cheonbae's warm welcome reminded me of his cooking, making me even hungrier.

"Bring it out quickly!"

"Yes, I'll run with movement arts!"

Jo Cheonbae brought out the alcohol first and then ran to the kitchen.

We started with a drink on our empty stomachs.

"Kyah! This is killer."

"Ugh! It's so strong. I think I'm really going to die," Lee Ahn gasped.

A moment later, when the food arrived, we devoured it ravenously without caring what others thought.

Afterward, we patted our full stomachs and discussed martial arts over drinks. She asked me everything she had been curious about, and I answered her sincerely with what I knew.

My the Soaring Sky Sword Art had been stagnant after its tenth-stage complete mastery was broken. I hoped that the Divine Eye Technique I had just received would have a positive effect on it.

As we talked about martial arts, the topic naturally shifted to Seo Daeryong.

"Oh, is Detective Seo doing well?" Lee Ahn asked.

"He should be. I've been so busy training lately that I haven't seen him at all."

"Everyone's so busy."

"I'm sure he's doing well, though. Both with his work and his training."

"It's amazing to see Detective Seo getting along so well with Elder Blade Demon."

"I don't know if they're 'getting along'. He might be getting scolded so much that his pillow is wet every night."

Lee Ahn burst out laughing, finding that hilarious.

"I don't think so. Elder Blade Demon seems like a good person, deep down."

"Don't let your guard down just because of that. Just because he's a good person to Detective Seo doesn't guarantee he'll be a good person to you. Your opponent is a Demon Supreme. Be careful."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

"Someday, you have to defeat him with your own skill."

For a moment, Lee Ahn flinched.

"Me?"

She did not say, 'How could I possibly defeat a Demon Supreme with my skills?' like she would have in the past. Now that she had inherited the Soaring Sky Sword Art, such words would be disrespectful to both me and my father.

"I'll try my best."

"You know, right? Those with half-baked skills are the first to die. Once you've set foot on this path, you have to see it through to the end."

"......"

I raised my cup, and she drank with me.

"And once your the Soaring Sky Sword Art reaches a certain level, let's start gathering subordinates for the Ghost Shadow Squad in earnest. If we can properly gather the Division Leader-level members, the rest will be easy."

"Do you have anyone in mind?"

I nodded honestly.

"One or two. We'll have to go and recruit them later."

"Who are they?"

"If you found out now, you'd just be needlessly shocked. I'll tell you when the time is right."

"Now that you say that, my heart is already pounding."

"For times like that, we have a great solution called alcohol, don't we?"

The clinking of our cups was as cheerful as our moods.

"Let's order more alcohol and more food."

"It's a shame, but I think we have to stop for today," I said.

Following my gaze, Lee Ahn looked down at the first floor.

Seo Daeryong had quickly entered the tavern. He came up to our table on the second floor and reported on a new target I would have to deal with.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has just arrived at our Cult."


Chapter 61: Will You Kill Me, Too?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha entered the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Neung Pasu, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, had a fine physique, a healthy complexion, and an intense gaze that could pierce walls. He was the absolute ruler of the Outer Regions Murim. Neung Pasu had completely mastered the Great Calamity Demonic Art, known as the greatest art of the Outer Regions.

The Blood Cult once stood on equal footing with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Now, as the Heavenly Wind Cult, its power had weakened and could not compare.

Upon leaving the Heavenly Wind Cult, Neung Pasu brought the Ten Great Demons, the cult's ten greatest masters, and a hundred elites from the Blood Army.

He also brought all the divine objects from his throne, including the Echoing Thunder Bell and the Bloody Buddha. It might have been safer to place them in a ten-thousand-year cold iron cage guarded by his masters, but he refused to be separated from them.

The Demonic Buddha, Jeoraban, guaranteed his safety within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and walked in beside him. Jeoraban was a small man, about half the height of an average adult.

His height was not what made people stare. It was the color of his skin.

His face, hands, and entire body were golden. This gave him the appearance of a small, living golden Buddha statue, like a child monk. This phenomenon resulted from the Great Golden Mara Art he had mastered.

The two men walked side by side down the path of blood and arrived before the throne.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bowed respectfully.

"I greet the master of the Divine Cult and the Sect Leader of the world's Murim. Thank you for inviting me."

The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, greeted him with a smile.

"Welcome. How many years has it been?"

The greeting was calm, yet each word struck the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's ears like a physical blow. Geom Woojin's words, though not imbued with inner arts, hit with more force than those that were. This clearly demonstrated the height of the Heavenly Demon's realm.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood proud before anyone in the world, but he felt intimidated before the Heavenly Demon.

"It seems it's been nearly ten years."

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to your concern, I have been fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had resolved not to lose the battle of wills when he met the Heavenly Demon. Now, a thought crossed his mind. A battle of wills, why bother with something so pointless?

Geom Woojin's gaze turned to the Demonic Buddha.

"You've worked hard, traveling such a long way."

"It was a pleasant journey to meet a friend."

The Demonic Buddha started to say more, ready to flaunt his friendship with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but Geom Woojin cut him off.

"It's late and you must be tired from your journey, so go and rest for today. Let's meet again when the day is bright."

"Yes, we will take our leave then."

The greeting ended, formal and brief.

The Heavenly Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were not close. The Heavenly Wind Cult had, for generations, maintained a deep friendship with the Eight Demon Supremes, not the Heavenly Demon Hall.

This was only natural. Historically, several wars had occurred between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Blood Cult. Since they could not be friendly, the Eight Demon Supremes, who opposed the Heavenly Demon Hall, naturally joined hands with the Heavenly Wind Cult.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked out of the Heavenly Demon Hall with the Demonic Buddha.

"Still, the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions came all this way. He should at least offer a cup of tea. This is too much."

"It's late at night."

"Then he should treat us even better."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied nonchalantly to the Demonic Buddha's complaint.

"You don't have to sow discord like that. I have no intention of getting friendly with your Cult Leader. So stop it."

"Sowing discord? This is a matter of your pride and honor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader understood why the Heavenly Demon had cut him off. The Demonic Buddha often blurted out words that provoked people's emotions. He had a nasty habit of saying unnecessary things just to upset his opponent.

"Let's go see the corpse first."

"You don't want to see it tomorrow? You must be tired. Let's sleep and see it tomorrow."

"We can sleep when we're dead."

"Fine, let's do that. Why is everyone so stubborn?"

The Demonic Buddha led him to where the body was kept. The corpse of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was preserved in a place as cold as an icehouse. Medicinal herbs had been applied to prevent decay.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader immediately began to examine the corpse.

The Demonic Buddha watched from the side with a curious face.

With skilled hands, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thoroughly inspected the body's interior. He touched her organs and blood vessels one by one, sometimes smelling them, and even injected qi into the cold corpse.

After a rather long time, the examination finally ended.

"The Eight Extraordinary Meridians are damaged, and her heart was under great strain. This is what happens when the Soul-Stealing Art is used consecutively."

"Are you saying it was qi deviation? Or are you saying it wasn't?"

"The cause of death is indeed qi deviation. However, it is certain that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died fighting someone in the world she had opened."

The Demonic Buddha's expression hardened.

"So she was murdered by someone after all."

"I'm certain. The problem is that she died despite using the Soul-Stealing Art."

The Demonic Buddha shook his head.

"It's hard to believe. Who could be skilled enough to infiltrate the Western Illusion Sanctum, murder the Soul-Stealer, and escape?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pointed a finger toward the sky. It was a silent question asking if the Heavenly Demon had killed her.

The Demonic Buddha shook his head in response.

"We've determined that's not the case. The Soul-Stealer is our greatest asset when dealing with those bastards from the orthodox sects. The Cult Leader never disliked her. There's no way the Cult Leader killed her."

Compared to the cautious Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Buddha mentioned the Cult Leader casually. He was confident that the Cult Leader was not the culprit.

"Then is there anyone else considered a suspect?"

"There is one person."

"Who is it?"

"The Cult Leader's second brother's son."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression stiffened for a moment. He had not expected them to suspect the Cult Leader's son.

On second thought, however, it occurred to him that someone on that level would indeed have the ability to commit such an act.

The Demonic Buddha had not said a single word about this on the way here. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seethed inside for being dragged into such a dangerous situation, but his expression showed no change.

If someone tripped him, he was the type to pick up a rock as he got up. He was also the type to smile right up until the moment he smashed their head in with it.

"First thing tomorrow, let's see the Second Young Lord."


Seo Daeryong finished his morning report. As he was about to turn away, he spoke to me.

"Are you alright?"

"What do you mean?"

"Now even the Outer Regions are coming after you, Director."

"Let them all come."

"I will. As long as I'm not there when the fighting starts."

"Sorry, but you'll be called my right-hand man because you're always there."

Seo Daeryong feigned distress and clutched his head.

"You said you'd become gloomy if you learned martial arts, but you're still so cheerful."

"Well... I thought I'd become gloomy too, but to be honest, I'm enjoying learning martial arts."

"Is it that you enjoy learning martial arts, or is it that you like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong said, "...I don't dislike him. Not yet."

"Not yet? Sounds like a preview of you liking him more and more."

"If that happens... you might have to cut off your right-hand man and find someone gloomier."

"Where would I find someone as dark, cynical, and interesting as you? Don't even dream of running away from me."

"I'd like that, of course."

Just then, a subordinate from the Sanzu River Hall reported.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has arrived."

"Show him in."

Seo Daeryong quickly exited the office.

"Don't lose!"

"Stay with me."

"It's every man for himself in life!"

"That sounds familiar! Are you starting to take after him already?"

Seo Daeryong left without a backward glance.

A moment later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader entered.

"I greet the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions."

As I greeted him politely, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled.

"Second Young Lord, it's been a long time. I saw you when you were a child, and now you're a grown man."

"You are still as vigorous as ever, Cult Leader."

He smiled with a kind face, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been scrutinizing me from the moment he walked in.

"I heard you had arrived. You must have a busy schedule, so what brings you to see me?"

"You have ears that hear from afar. The Second Young Lord's fame has recently reached our Cult."

"It is but an empty reputation."

"Humble, too."

After we exchanged formal greetings, I sat down across from him.

"The Cult Leader seemed greatly disheartened by the death of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

He casually brought up the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and mentioned my father. He was likely trying to grasp something from every word of my response.

"She was one of the Demon Supremes he cherished the most."

"Who on earth could have killed her?"

"Was she murdered? I heard she passed away after falling into qi deviation."

At that moment, a stream of energy flowed from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes. Normally, it would have been a subtle energy that left no trace, but I could see it.

In that instant, I realized I had gained a special ability.

I can see formless energy with my eyes. It was an energy I would normally only have been able to feel, but now I could see it shimmering like a heat haze.

It was not just because of the Divine Eye Technique, nor was it solely due to the Bloodeye Holy Water. The two had combined to give me a new ability. I don't yet know if it only works on the martial arts of the Blood Cult or if it's effective against the energy of other martial artists as well.

"Why are you smiling?"

"I'm just happy to see you after so long."

"I am happy as well."

Even as we spoke, his energy scanned every corner of my body. After examining my entire body, it finally inspected my eyes. He was trying to see if I had put a divine water like the Bloodeye Holy Water into them.

However, it was impossible to find anything in my eyes, which the Divine Eye Technique had newly transformed.

The energy he had emitted was drawn back into his eyes. To see it, rather than just feel it, was truly a wondrous thing.

"I'll be on my way now."

"That's a shame. Please stay a little longer."

"I've seen your face, so that's enough. I shouldn't hold up a busy man."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rose from his seat.

"Let's meet again next time. Thank you for visiting."

Thank you for the ability I gained because of you.

From before my regression until now, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has been giving to me generously. Of course, it wasn't because he wanted to, but fate somehow kept leading me to receive things from him. That's why I don't entirely dislike him.


The Demonic Buddha waited for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as he left Geom Mugeuk's office.

"How was it?"

"The Second Young Lord has no connection to the Soul-Stealing Art. To subdue him in the space created by the Soul-Stealer, one would need to have mastered Buddhist or Daoist martial arts to their peak, or a demonic art of a similar level. There were no traces of that at all."

"Does that mean Geom Mugeuk is not the culprit?"

"That's right."

"Are you certain?"

"If you don't trust me, why did you call me all the way out here?"

"It's an important matter, so I was just double-checking. Don't be offended."

Despite his words, the Demonic Buddha did not seem entirely convinced.

"I am certain."

"Let's go. I will convene the Seven Demon Supremes, so please tell them your story there."

"No need. You go and relay my words. It'll be the same thing anyway."

"Will that be alright?"

"Why wouldn't it be?"

The Demonic Buddha knew that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was very displeased with this trip to the Central Plains. So, he did not press the issue further.

"Then let's do that."

The Demonic Buddha bid farewell and left.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze was not kind as he watched the man's retreating back.

He had another reason for not going to the meeting of the Seven Demon Supremes. He would have to lie not just to the Demonic Buddha, but to all seven of them.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked back at the residence where Geom Mugeuk was and muttered softly.

"Second Young Lord... just how did you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

Surprisingly, he had realized that Geom Mugeuk had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

However, for some reason, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not tell the Demonic Buddha the truth. This choice went beyond simply making them endure the consequences of forcing an unwilling person to come. It was a choice that clearly had a different motive.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked off in the opposite direction from where the Demonic Buddha had disappeared.


That night, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me. He had come straight to me after the meeting of the Seven Demon Supremes.

"For now, you're cleared of the suspicion of killing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

He stared at me with a surprised expression.

"How on earth did you evade the eyes of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Didn't I spend all night drinking with you, Elder? It's because I didn't do it."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "Truly, you... you must have been born with the destiny of an ascending dragon. Otherwise, none of this would be possible."

"I'm still far from being a dragon. I've only just gone from a loach to a snake."

"Then what kind of dragon will you become, if the snake is already this formidable?"

When I let out a small laugh, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke in a warning tone.

"But it's too early to relax. Among the Seven Demon Supremes, there are those who don't believe the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words. The Demonic Buddha, who is supposedly his closest friend, seemed to believe him the least. So much for being close friends."

"Elder."

"What is it?"

"If you ever have a change of heart like the Demonic Buddha, please tell me."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened slightly. "Why would you say such a thing?"

"I was just thinking how painful it would be if we were smiling at each other like this one day, only to be pointing swords at each other the next. So if there's anything you don't like, or anything you think is wrong, please tell me right away. Don't hold it in and let your anger build."

"From what you've seen so far, haven't I dealt with my shortcomings quite wisely? Please don't assume how I'll react, just be sure to tell me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me intently for a moment, then opened his mouth. "Second Young Lord."

"......"

Unexpected words flowed from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth.

"What if the opposite happens? What if you find me too displeasing and lacking? What if I'm not a person who fits your new demonic path? I seem fine and good now, but what if the more you see me, the more I seem like an old, conventional, and boring person? What will you do then, when I have no charm left?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon added with a fiery gaze, "Will you kill me, too?"


Chapter 62: Give Him What You Hate to Give the Most

The question was unexpected. I never thought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would ask if I planned to kill him too.

What should I say?

After a moment of thought, I gave my answer.

"My demonic path doesn't involve breaking tables in an inn or killing friends."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was speechless. He stared at me with a complicated expression, then asked softly, "Am I your friend?"

"......"

He knew I didn't mean 'friend' in the conventional sense. I didn't need to explain.

"Then what will I do? I'll be frank. I won't walk on eggshells or consider your status as an Elder. I'll just say, 'I don't like this and that about you. You're too old-fashioned! You're so boring. Where did your old charm go? Find it!' Then we'll put our heads together and find a way to get along."

"And if we can't find a way? What if I still don't change?"

"If you try and still don't change, then there's nothing to be done. We'll have to get by on old memories, but if you don't even try? Then we'll have to fight. Won't we both feel better after beating each other up, regardless of who's wrong?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me, then burst out laughing.

"Hahahaha."

It was the heartiest laugh I had heard from him since we met. He laughed for a while, then suddenly stopped and spoke to me.

"I need to change something I told you before."

"What is it?"

"I said my life was filled with nothing but misfortune... I don't think that's entirely true anymore."

In that moment, I heard it clearly. It was the sound of the door to his heart opening a little wider.

From now on, I will listen for this sound. Hearing the sound of these doors opening, often and from many people, will be the moments I grow. It will become a weapon as important to me as the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Hwa Mugi, what sound are you hearing right now?


Late that night, after the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left, an unexpected visitor arrived. It was, surprisingly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"What brings you here so late at night?"

"I came because I have something to tell you."

"Please, come in."

"It's an urgent matter. Let's go this way."

The surroundings darkened, then brightened. We stood in a different space. It was the same demonic art the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had used several times. He also knew this demonic art from the Blood Cult lineage.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at me and asked meaningfully, "What do you think? Doesn't this martial art seem familiar?"

He looked at me as if he knew everything and expected me to be honest.

"This is the first time I've seen this martial art."

"I doubt that. Didn't you see this space when you fought the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

"What are you talking about?"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression turned cold.

"You killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme in this space."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

I flatly denied it. He pressed his claim with conviction.

"She died in the space created by the soul-stealing art, so it looked like qi deviation, but you can't fool my eyes."

"Do you have any proof?"

"I have no proof. I can't even guess how you did it. However, I'm certain that you were the one who killed her."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because I can't read you."

I was inwardly surprised. I had never underestimated the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but I didn't expect him to believe I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for such a reason. His belief stemmed from absolute confidence in his own intuition.

"You killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. I can't read you either, so I suppose you could kill me too."

"I never thought someone as wise as you would make such a misjudgment."

He had grasped my nature with perfect accuracy.

"I'm not trying to provoke you, so relax. I don't want to die in a place like this, like the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

He also didn't overestimate his own abilities.

"I'll say it again, you're mistaken."

He ignored my words and continued speaking.

"There's only one reason the soul-stealing art didn't work on you. You must have inherited the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"If you're so sure, why haven't you told the other Demon Supremes? If you told them my father secretly passed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to me, all hell would break loose. I heard you're particularly close with the Demonic Buddha."

"Are there really friends in the murim? People only meet out of necessity. The Demonic Buddha is probably the same."

"Then what do you need from me?"

"This time, I'm doing you a favor. I came today to make sure you don't forget my goodwill."

The moment I heard that, I knew. There was a problem between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the other seven Demon Supremes. Or perhaps their relationship was never as close as I had thought.

"Let's get one thing straight. So far, Cult Leader, you haven't done me any favors."

"What?"

"You won't tell the seven Demon Supremes because you can't, not because you don't want to. You have no proof. Are you going to tell them, 'I can't read the Second Young Lord, so he must be the culprit!'? Your pride wouldn't allow that."

"I could at least convey my suspicion that it might be you."

"That would actually be to my advantage. They'd think, 'His skills are great enough to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? The Cult Leader might have already passed down the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?' They can't be sure without proof, but they won't be able to treat me carelessly. It will help me seize control of the situation going forward. You've actually hindered me."

"What?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hadn't expected this turn of events and couldn't refute my words.

Though on the defensive, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't panic. He knew the life lesson to never make a decision from a disadvantageous position.

"Let's meet once more before you leave."

The moment he finished speaking, the surroundings changed. He left immediately.

I smiled as I watched his retreating back. I didn't sense a conspiracy from him. Instead, a thought came to me.

Our dear Cult Leader came all this way on his own two feet just to try and do me a favor.


Only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the divine objects, and the shackled man were in the large, lavishly decorated room provided by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The shackled man sat like a stone statue before the Echoing Thunder Bell. He raised his head toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and spoke words no one else would dare to imagine.

"You fucking idiot, why are you asking me that?"

Cursing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader like this was a crime punishable by being torn limb from limb.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader simply smiled as if this were common and held up one finger.

"You're the only one here, so who else would I ask?"

"Ask the grim reaper standing behind you. Ask him when you're going to kick the bucket."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up another finger.

"I asked, and the grim reaper replied. He said I'll die after you, so unfortunately, you won't get to see my death."

"Good for you for living so long, you pig bastard."

At the man's curse, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up a third finger and laughed cheerfully.

"Only two more left!"

The man was limited to five curses or informal remarks directed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader per day.

This wasn't because the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had a strange penchant for insults. Nor was it because the shackled man possessed a superior sense of smell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader kept the man alive despite his rudeness because he possessed a brilliant mind. At first, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hadn't known just how intelligent the man was.

But after spending a long time in the same room, he realized the truth. The man's true value was not his sense of smell, but his outstanding judgment and intelligence.

From the day he realized the man was smarter than the Heavenly Wind Cult's Strategist, the shackled man became the cult's true strategist.

He endured the curses to listen to the man's advice. The advice was almost always accurate and eventually returned as profit.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't try to force obedience through pain. He knew the shackled man had no great attachment to life and would willingly choose death if pressured.

Though the man had no attachment to life, he did not take his own. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had once asked why, but the man never answered.

"Why are you in such a bad mood?"

"Would you be in a good mood if you were me?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up a fourth finger. The man picked up his shackles and shook them, sending a clanking sound through the room.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flicked a finger. The surroundings darkened and then brightened, changing the location to a green field.

There, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader unlocked the man's ten-thousand-year cold iron shackles. He wore the key around his own neck.

Once the shackles were removed, the man's expression relaxed. The freed man ran around frantically like a puppy on a snowy day before looking up at the sky and flopping onto his back.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked over and looked down at the man.

"You big-headed Cult Leader bastard, get out of the way! You're blocking the sky!"

"It's a fake sky."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up the fifth and final finger.

Having used up all five chances, the man's tone became polite.

"Cult Leader, I miss even this fake sky dearly. Please step aside."

His attitude changed in an instant, as if he were acting.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped aside and asked, "As you advised, I showed favor to the Second Young Lord, but he demanded a more concrete favor."

The man looked up at the sky. His eyes, visible through his long, flowing hair, were exceptionally clear.

"Will the Second Young Lord really become the successor?"

"You said the Second Young Lord killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, didn't you?"

"I'm certain."

"If someone like that doesn't become the successor, who will? A young man who's barely twenty years old can't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"His skills are incredible, but..."

"Are you afraid? Afraid the Second Young Lord might kill you too, Cult Leader?"

If anyone else had said this, their head would have flown off, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader simply nodded.

"It'd be a lie to say I'm not afraid. A bastard who can kill a Demon Supreme can kill anyone."

For some time now, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been speaking frankly with the shackled man.

"There's another reason you must win over the Second Young Lord."

"What is it?"

"Do you really think the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader doesn't know his son killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

"He knows?"

"Of course he knows. The current Heavenly Demon is an extraordinary man with great ambitions. Why do you think a man like that has been so quiet until now?"

"Why is that?"

"Think! Don't just waste food!"

"Wasn't that an insult just now?"

"It wasn't. My voice was just loud."

"Be careful."

"I will. I was just telling you to think."

"I don't want to. You do the thinking. If I did the thinking too, there'd be no reason for you to be alive, would there?"

The man looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with open annoyance. Still, his words came out politely.

"When an extraordinary man is silent, it means he's preparing for a single, decisive blow."

"The unification of the Central Plains?"

"I don't know about that. In any case, this incident was either ordered by the Heavenly Demon, or he knew about it and pretended not to. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the one among the Eight Demon Supremes that the Murim Alliance found most troublesome. Just like how the people of the Central Plains fear you, Cult Leader, and yet he allowed his son to kill her? This means the Heavenly Demon has decided to replace the Eight Demon Supremes one by one. After replacing the Eight Demon Supremes with his own limbs, where do you think the Heavenly Demon will strike?"

"Us?"

"The current Heavenly Demon won't go to war with the Murim Alliance with us at his back. He'll either push us to the vanguard or eliminate us before he starts."

"Damn it!"

"A wind of change is blowing in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. If you can't feel this wind, you'll die. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was holed up in her own world and died because she couldn't feel this wind. We must decide whether to hide from the wind behind the wall of the Eight Demon Supremes, or to hide behind the wall that is the Heavenly Demon."

"Your thoughts are with the Heavenly Demon?"

"The Heavenly Demon's side will win."

"The reason?"

"Because that great man, Geom Woojin, would never start a fight he couldn't win. So, you must unconditionally side with the Second Young Lord. First, win his favor with a gift."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded.

"What should I give him?"

"Give him what you hate to give the most. That's how we'll survive. Now, that's enough advice!"

The man, still lying down, shouted. "Stop bothering me and get out!"

This space was the only place the man could feel free. He stared at the fake sky and screamed.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

Unlike the man releasing his pent-up frustration, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood with his hands behind his back, lost in thought.

A moment later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader decided what to give and spoke to the man.

"That's enough!"

The created space began to disappear.

The panicked man shot to his feet and shouted.

"No! Please! Just a little longer! You goddamn bastard! No!"

Despite his desperate cry, which even broke the rules, the green field vanished, and with it, the man's freedom.


Chapter 63: After Giving What Was Due

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came to see me again. He waited for me in the courtyard, just as he had the first time.

"Will you come inside?"

"No. Let's go to my domain."

The surroundings darkened, then brightened again. The created space was a desolate wasteland. I could see how to break out of this space. A bluish light shimmered on a distant rock.

"Desolate, isn't it? This is my homeland."

"I like that it's quiet. Please invite me there sometime."

"I will." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gazed at the scenery for a moment, then spoke calmly. "I went back and thought about it, and you were right. I haven't shown you any goodwill yet."

He took a secret manual from his robes and showed it to me. It was the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"It's the martial art that allows one to create a space like this. In this murim, only those who have mastered the orthodox demonic art of the Blood Cult can perform it."

"!"

"Now that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is dead, I suppose I'm the only one who can properly perform this demonic art."

Something truly unexpected had appeared. I personally disliked soul-charming techniques and evil arts. This one martial art, however, I found very appealing.

"In a critical situation, this space will save your life. The moment you step into this space, you have vanished from the original world."

Just as he said, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique had various uses. It could be a private space or an escape route in a crisis. Learning it would be like gaining another Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

From the Echoing Thunder Bell, the first ingredient for the Great Regression Technique, to the Bloodeye Holy Water, and now this Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I felt fated to be deeply connected with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"What do you think? Is this enough goodwill for you?"

"It's more than enough."

I reached out my hand without hesitation. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, did not hand over the manual.

"If you expect something in return, it's not goodwill, is it?"

When I expressed my disappointment, he replied.

"Isn't showing my hand first a sign of goodwill?"

He meant that presenting this excellent martial art without weighing the pros and cons was the goodwill itself.

"What is it that you want?"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze returned to the desolate land. He watched the wind kick up sand and said.

"I don't want to breathe this dust anymore."

His words meant only one thing. His desire was to advance into the Central Plains, just as my father had said.

"If you help me take that first step, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique is yours."

My heart fluttered for a moment, but I boldly pulled back my outstretched hand.

The moment you reveal your greed, any negotiation becomes disadvantageous.

"It's a shame, but that's not something I can decide."

"I know. It's a matter for the Cult Leader to decide."

"It's an issue that not only my father but also the Demon Supremes will have to weigh in on."

The Demon Supremes would certainly get involved in matters concerning the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"That's why. That's why I'm trying to give you this manual."

"What do you want specifically?"

"In two days, I have a meeting scheduled with the Cult Leader. I intend to settle our Cult's advance into the Central Plains on that day. At that time, I want you to step forward with me and persuade the Cult Leader. If you promise to do that, I'll give you this manual."

He would give me the manual regardless of the outcome. It was a truly unconventional offer, less a condition and more a gift.

Even so, I did not snatch it up. Instead, I showed a contemplative expression.

"Your method is wrong."

"What do you mean?"

"No matter how much you and I try to persuade him, my father will never permit the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains."

"Then what should I do?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains.

Unlike our Cult's policy, which has forbidden it until now, I don't think it's a bad idea.

Unless we were going to destroy the Heavenly Wind Cult, there was no need to keep a potential enemy at our backs. Like the old advice to keep your enemies closer than your friends, I judged it better to keep the Heavenly Wind Cult close and manage them.

I said nothing.

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held out the manual to me.

"With this, can I hear the answer?"

"It's more than enough."

I accepted the manual.

I felt the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was no ordinary man. There was a clear difference between handing it over after hearing the answer and handing it over beforehand.

This man, he came here determined to win my favor.

Instead of rushing my answer, he explained the manual. If he was going to give it to me anyway, he would do it in the most pleasant way possible. He knew how to make a deal.

"Of course, I created this space so quickly because I've trained for a long time. At first, you probably won't be able to create it even if you chant the incantation all day. Even someone with outstanding talent will take a few days at the earliest, or more than ten days at the longest. Those with dull senses might take several months, and some may never succeed."

"How long did it take you to create it for the first time, Cult Leader?"

"It took me three days."

Three days meant he had considerable talent.

"The time it takes on the first attempt is important. The shorter that time, the more drastically the time will decrease afterward. Unlike other martial arts, this Spacetime Manipulation Technique depends entirely on the practitioner's talent for and understanding of martial studies."

I wonder how long it will take me? With the body of a Heavenly Martial Body and my current level of martial understanding?

"How long can you maintain this space?"

"It depends on one's inner arts, but if I push myself at complete mastery, about one hour? Even now, as I'm talking with you, my inner arts are being rapidly depleted."

"Is it possible to use this space permanently?"

At the word 'permanently', the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed shortly. That hollow laugh meant, Do you think that's possible?

"If the amount of inner arts recovered here is greater than the amount needed to maintain it, wouldn't it be possible to keep the space open permanently?"

"That is truly the dream of those who have learned the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Among the previous Cult Leaders of the Blood Cult, no one has yet succeeded."

"So you're saying it is possible."

"Someone with immense inner arts and a heaven-sent genius for martial arts might be able to do it."

That heaven-sent martial arts genius, the Heavenly Martial Body, is me.

How long will it take me to create it for the first time? Will I ever be able to maintain this space permanently?

"What if I just take this manual and don't tell you a proper method?"

"Then you'll become the Cult Leader with the worst relationship with our Cult and the Eight Demon Supremes in history. Ah, you probably wouldn't become the Cult Leader at all."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave me the manual.

"Destroy it after you've learned it."

He tried hard to hide his reluctance, but he clearly found it a waste.

"I will. In return, please interpret the oral secrets for me once."

"You want me to interpret them?"

"This isn't the original manual, is it?"

"Of course not."

"If you made a mistake of even a single character while transcribing it, there would be a problem."

"Are you doubting me? That's impossible!"

"If you interpret it for me, Cult Leader, I'll be able to grasp its true meaning."

A look of displeasure crossed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face for a moment. He soon readily accepted my request, however.

"Fine. I'll interpret the oral secrets, so listen carefully. It's an incredibly difficult martial art, so you'll have to focus and listen well."

From his attitude, I could guess.

This man, he thinks I won't be able to properly master this martial art.

The martial art was indeed that difficult.

However, as I listened to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's explanation, I accurately grasped the mysteries of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He could not possibly imagine how deeply I understood it from a single explanation.

And so, I was taught the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. It was also the moment we became temporary allies.

"Now, tell me the answer."

"For the Heavenly Wind Cult to advance into the Central Plains...." I looked at him and calmly added. "You should intervene in the succession struggle of the Western Illusion Sanctum."


"I'm so damn tired after giving away what's mine."

Returning to his residence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slumped into his seat. He was mentally exhausted. He had to maintain his dignity while giving away something he did not want to.

The man in shackles did not even greet him when he arrived. He just stared blankly at the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at him, gauging his mood.

"I did as you said and passed on the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to the Second Young Lord. I don't know if this was the right thing to do."

Without turning around, the man in shackles answered.

"You did well."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched at the polite words. He usually started with curses, so a polite day was a bad mood day.

I'd better be careful.

On days like this, the curses would always explode all at once at the end. He was only human. Sometimes, listening to the torrent of insults made him want to strike the man dead with a single blow.

That must never happen. He could not imagine himself without the man in shackles. His role as the brains was one thing, but he would not be able to bear the emptiness if his daily conversation partner disappeared.

"Do you know what he proposed before you say that?"

He had assumed the man would not know, but the man in shackles repeated Geom Mugeuk's exact words.

"He must have told you to intervene in the succession struggle of the Western Illusion Sanctum."

He spoke as if he had been there, making the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader jump in surprise.

"How did you know?"

"Because as of now, that's the best method."

"You knew? What, you knew all along. This is, damn it! If you knew the method, why did you make me waste the Spacetime Manipulation Technique on the Second Young Lord?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"Unless the disciples of the dead Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme have inherited all of her teachings, they will definitely need your help, Cult Leader. You must make the person who trusts you and is willing to learn your martial arts the successor. If you can become the Master of the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, you can consider it the first step toward advancing into the Central Plains."

After hearing it, he had thought it was plausible. He had marveled that such a method existed.

But what if the man in shackles knew about it too?

"Why did you make me give away the precious manual!"

He had acted magnanimous in front of Geom Mugeuk, but he felt like he was dying from the waste.

"Speak! Hurry up and tell me!"

He went next to the man in shackles and started shouting.

At that, the man in shackles looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with an annoyed expression.

"What? What are you going to do, looking at me like that? I'm the Cult Leader, the Cult Leader! You want to die today?"

Even as he yelled, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader mentally prepared himself. This was the moment the curses would erupt.

However, the man in shackles was calm.

"We didn't buy the method, and the Second Young Lord didn't sell the method either."

"What?"

"What you bought, Cult Leader, was an opportunity."

"What kind of opportunity?"

"The opportunity to make the Second Young Lord an ally. I don't know how many more times we'll have to buy it to become firm allies, though."

"Are you really so sure that the Second Young Lord is that great of a person? Are you really sure he'll become the next Heavenly Demon!"

"I don't know."

"What?"

"How can anyone know the future?"

"What kind of irresponsible thing is that to say?"

"You gave what was due, so why the regrets?"

"Because it's a waste! That's why!"

To the man in shackles, he could cast off his dignity and reveal his innermost thoughts like this. He often wanted to kill him, but that also meant he had confided in him just as much.

"So what should I do now?"

"Get close to the Second Young Lord. Do as he says."

"I should do as you say. I don't know what kind of dark intentions the Second Young Lord might be harboring...."

"That's enough!"

Finally, at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's worries, the man in shackles exploded. The curses burst out all at once.

"You pathetic bastard! When you join hands with someone who has momentum, even giving them a gift, you should be thinking about riding that momentum, not doubting them like a damn fool! You die because you harbor stupid thoughts like an idiot. You know what all those who die a dog's death in the murim have in common? They don't use their heads when they should, and use them when they shouldn't! They refuse to trust when they should, and then suddenly believe when they should be suspicious. That's why they die. Aren't you going to put your fingers down? Before I chop them off! Don't count today! No more questions! Don't you open that mouth unless you're really going to kill me!"

As the pouting Heavenly Wind Cult Leader put down all his fingers, a new space opened.

The man in shackles gazed at the green fields and the clear, cloudless sky spread before them. He then said politely, "Cult Leader, what are you curious about? Just say the word."


Chapter 64: Come When I Say Come, Go When I Say Go

After the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left, I tried the Spacetime Manipulation Technique for the first time. I was curious how quickly I could create a space.

I had no intention of practicing this martial art for decades. I just hoped to create the first space as quickly as possible.

Fortunately, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's explanation of the incantations helped me grasp the ultimate technique within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I skillfully circulated my qi and performed the incantations as if I had practiced this martial art for a very long time.

How much time passed?

A clear, cheerful sound rang in my ears. I found myself standing in a new space.

It was a success!

It took exactly four hours. He said even talented people needed several days, so I had created a new space in an incomparably short time.

I was certain. Not even my father could have created a space this quickly.

Four hours.

The day would surely come when I would reduce this time again and again. Then I could use this martial art as freely as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Learning a new martial art always brought great excitement, but the thrill from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique was completely different.

I walked slowly and examined the space. The newly created place contained nothing.

Just as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme created a cliff and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader created a wasteland, I too would one day create any space I desired.

However, this wasn't bad either.

Was it because this space allowed me to be completely alone, cut off from the world? I felt a surprising comfort in this empty place, a feeling I had never experienced before.

It was a place away from my responsibilities, the effort, the succession battle, Hwa Mugi, and all human relationships. A place for myself, without a single thought. I liked it because I had my own space.

Unfortunately, I could not enjoy this freedom for long. The consumption of inner arts was immense, perhaps because it was my first time.

Later, as my proficiency increased, the amount of inner arts required would decrease. At my current level, however, it drained away like water from a cracked jar.

Dispelling the space was easy. I recited the incantation, and the same cheerful sound from before rang out as the space slowly vanished.

I returned to the original world, sat down, and began meditating to restore my qi.

To gain that brief freedom, I had to invest four hours and then replenish my inner arts with my cultivation method. I did not hesitate.

I replenished my inner arts and used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique again. It took nearly four hours this time as well, but it felt a tiny bit faster than before. Yes, keep getting shorter. Then I, too, will be able to create this space in an instant.

I created a space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, then dispelled it, then created and dispelled it again.

I was completely engrossed in creating my own space until dawn. The creation time decreased, albeit minutely.

My goodness! To think such an enjoyable martial art existed! That was my honest feeling.


At the same time Geom Mugeuk was engrossed in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha created a heavy atmosphere.

The Demonic Buddha had arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence late at night without any notice.

The Demonic Buddha was about to sit at the tea table, but instead minced his way over to the shackled man. Because the Demonic Buddha was short, he was nearly at eye level with the seated man.

The shackled man's head was bowed, so his face was not visible.

The Demonic Buddha bent at the waist to see the shackled man's face, but his long, flowing hair made it difficult.

The Demonic Buddha hesitated, wondering if he should lift the man's hair with his small hand.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched with a displeased expression. He was not happy that the Demonic Buddha treated the shackled man like a spectacle.

However, he didn't say, 'Don't disrespect my subordinate.' If he did, the Demonic Buddha would surely rile him up, starting with something like, 'Who was the one who shackled him and didn't treat him like a human in the first place?'

Just then, the Demonic Buddha turned and asked abruptly.

"I heard you met the Second Young Lord."

A probing gaze, one that seemed to test a person's heart, was directed at him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained completely unfazed.

"He might become the Cult Leader someday, so of course I had to meet him."

"The First Young Lord will be the Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader already knew this, even without such a firm answer. He knew the Demonic Buddha actively supported the First Young Lord. If the Second Young Lord had the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the First Young Lord had the Demonic Buddha.

"The situation doesn't seem to be heading that way."

"What do you mean?"

"Hasn't the Second Young Lord risen to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director? Doesn't it look to anyone like the Heavenly Demon is training him as the successor?"

"Hoho, my friend. Staying only in the Outer Regions seems to have dulled your insight."

The Demonic Buddha hurt the other's feelings with unnecessary words before he continued.

"I see it the opposite way. He intends to make the First Young Lord the successor, so he gave the Second Young Lord another position. It's a way of saying, 'Be satisfied with that.'"

"That could be true. It's a shame to return without seeing the First Young Lord on my first trip to the Central Plains in a long time."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never revealed his true intentions to the Demonic Buddha.

"Why do you support the First Young Lord?"

"Because the First Young Lord will be the successor. Why ask such an obvious question?"

"What's the reason for your confidence?"

"It's just my intuition."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew the Demonic Buddha was not a man who would decide such a crucial matter based on intuition alone. He simply didn't want to tell him anything related to the First Young Lord.

How can we call ourselves friends like this?

He was the same way. He would never share any important information regarding the Second Young Lord.

"Look here, Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

"Don't think about doing anything foolish. There are many eyes watching you here."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Why haven't you returned yet?"

"Are you telling me to get lost now that my business is done?"

"That's not what I meant."

The content of their words was sharp, but the tone of both men was soft and calm.

"Then just leave me be. I'm enjoying my first trip to the Central Plains in a while. Why? Do you want to charge me for the room?"

"When you visit someone's house, you should stay quiet and then leave. Is it right to take a shit in the master bedroom?"

"Hoho. It seems you're mistaking some other dog's shit for mine."

"This is my advice as a friend. Stop causing unnecessary trouble and return to the Heavenly Wind Cult."

Honestly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was inwardly flustered. He hadn't expected the Demonic Buddha to come and tell him to leave so openly. Regardless of their true feelings, they had at least maintained a pretense of friendship and courtesy on the surface.

"Am I someone who must come when you say come, and go when you say go?"

His tone was still calm, but his words were like a gleaming blue blade.

"Were you not?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. The air around them instantly grew cold.

At that, the Demonic Buddha broke into a wide smile.

"A joke, it was a joke. My friend, getting so serious over a little jest. You really have lost your touch from staying only in the Outer Regions. Stay and play as much as you like. Let's play here together for the rest of our lives. Hahaha."

As if he had never been angry, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along with him.

"It seems so. I suppose being exposed to the desolate sandstorms for too long has made me desolate as well. That's what the Outer Regions are like."

"I'll buy you a drink at a place with a good atmosphere. A place with beauties who will melt our Cult Leader's desolation like snow."

"Is it right for a monk to frequent such places? Won't your Buddha scold you?"

"The Buddha I serve sometimes manifests as a Buddha of Carnal Desires."

"Excellent."

The two men faced each other and laughed.

"Well then, let's get together for a drink soon!"

"Sounds good."

The Demonic Buddha laughed heartily and left the room.

Once the Demonic Buddha was gone, the smile vanished from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. He asked the shackled man.

"What do you think?"

"He's getting anxious. It seems he's noticed that you, Cult Leader, are trying to join hands with the Second Young Lord."

"Is that something to be so anxious about?"

"It means he's that wary of the Second Young Lord. His assessment is correct."

"What should I do now?"

"Think for yourself. Don't make a habit of constantly asking."

"The survival of myself and our Cult is at stake right now. So don't play hard to get."

The man turned to face him and shook his shackles.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a reluctant expression, but he opened a new space in the end.

Gazing at the green field, the man's face lit up as if he were about to fly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader unlocked the Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron shackles with the key around his neck and asked.

"Why do you like this place so much?"

For a fleeting moment, a certain fondness flickered in the man's eyes. However, the emotion vanished so quickly that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was bent over unlocking the shackles, did not see it.

"You should try being bound in shackles all day, Cult Leader. Let's switch roles for just one day."

"I'll pass."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave the man a moment to enjoy his freedom.

The man's emotions were particularly calm today. Was that why? Gazing at the field, the man immediately offered the necessary advice.

"The Demonic Buddha will do whatever it takes to make you return, Cult Leader. He'll probably use his own Cult Leader."

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had no intention of returning meekly. He was determined to establish a foothold for advancing into the Central Plains on this occasion.

"What should I do?"

"Go to the Second Young Lord and ask him for a way to remain here. He will surely tell you how."

"Is it not a method you also know?"

"Even if I knew, you must give the Second Young Lord a gift to hear it from him."

"I can't understand it. Why must we cling to the Second Young Lord like this?"

"Then who will you cling to?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was speechless. The Heavenly Demon disliked him, and the Demon Supremes, including the Demonic Buddha, supported the First Young Lord.

Only the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had officially joined hands with the Second Young Lord. The rest of the Demon Supremes were either neutral or believed the First Young Lord would become the successor. He truly had nowhere to stand.

"If you don't want to cling to him, then you can stay cooped up in the Outer Regions, coming when you're called and going when you're told. You'll be able to live well, feasting and dressing in finery for the rest of your life."

If he had cursed while saying it, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would have been less angry, but because he spoke so politely, he became even more furious.

"Don't provoke my pride with such words!"

However, the man paid no mind to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's feelings.

"The way to win this fight is simple. Choose well, and believe until the end. Simple, isn't it? It's so simple that it's actually difficult to practice. The losers never realize it until the very end. That victory depended on whether or not they adhered to these simple principles."

"Enough with the nagging! Enough with the lectures!"

"If you don't think you can abide by this principle, then we should return, just as the Demonic Buddha said."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was about to yell at him to shut up, but he calmed himself down.

He was several times more infuriating than the Demonic Buddha, but everything he said was right. So, instead of getting angry, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader revealed his inner thoughts.

"I don't want to keep giving things to the Second Young Lord. Honestly, it feels like a waste. A complete and utter waste. I still regret giving him the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I couldn't sleep a wink last night because I kept thinking I gave it to him for nothing."

No one would ever know that he, the Supreme One of the Outer Regions Murim, had such a personality. Or that he lived his life listening to such scolding.

"It's because you're petty and greedy."

Whenever he heard such words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt anger rise to the top of his head. At the same time, he felt a strange sense of pleasure.

He had lived his life hiding his true nature better than anyone, but there was a sense of kinship in knowing that one person knew exactly what kind of man he was.

"But what can I do if it feels like a waste? And you're telling me to give him more?"

"If you've made a choice, you must believe in it. Give it to him. Give him everything."

"It's a waste! I don't want to give him a single thing!"

Normally, a curse would have burst from the shackled man's lips at this moment. Today, however, the man remained calm until the very end.

"Let's just go back and spend our days wiping the dust off the sacred objects and ringing bells. That's a perfect fit for a vessel of your size, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bit his lip firmly.

"I will break out of it. I'm doing this to shatter this petty disposition of mine, which is as small as a soy sauce dish! I will definitely establish the Heavenly Wind Cult Headquarters in the Central Plains. I will achieve with my own hands what our predecessors could not."

He would have preferred a curse, but the shackled man only sighed.

"...You probably won't succeed."

After that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained silent for a long time, lost in thought. It was a day he had been terribly angry, yet the virtual space lasted until his inner arts were completely depleted.


Chapter 65: If You Refuse, You'll Be Dragged to the Outer Regions

I went to the Demon Village branch on business and then stopped by the Alluring Inn.

As always, Jo Cheonbae greeted me warmly.

"Welcome, Director."

"I was feeling a bit hungry, so I stopped by."

"I'll have your favorites prepared deliciously for you."

Jo Cheonbae started for the kitchen, but suddenly turned and asked.

"Director. May I ask you something?"

"Ask away."

"Someone like you, Director, could go to much better inns. Why do you always come to ours?"

"You still don't know?"

"Please, tell me."

"The alcohol is good, the food is delicious, the atmosphere is great, you bring me my favorites without me having to ask, and the owner is handsome. Do you need any more reasons?"

"That's more than enough. I'll get your food ready right away."

He ran to the kitchen with light steps and a wide smile.

He probably doesn't know how important this place is to me. This Demon Village is the very foundation of the demonic path I intend to build.

Neither the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who is here now, nor the Eight Demon Supremes are as important as Jo Cheonbae and the residents here. The moment I forget this place, no matter how I package myself, it will be hard to find any difference between me and the Eight Demon Supremes.

A moment later, just as Jo Cheonbae brought out the food, a commotion erupted outside.

I went to the window and looked down. A large, obviously drunk man stood over someone on the ground, yelling angrily.

"What are you glaring at, you bastard?"

"I wasn't glaring."

"Yes, you were."

The large man struck him without hesitation.

"How dare this bastard lie to me!"

The beaten man had been walking with his family. His wife stepped forward to intervene.

"Please, stop!"

"Get out of the way! Don't you bring your bad luck here, wench!"

The brute showed no mercy. He shoved the woman roughly, sending her to the ground. A child, about six or seven years old, ran to her.

"......"

The child was terrified, seeing his daddy and mom being hit.

The child's crying only annoyed the large man.

"Shut up, you little brat!"

He raised his hand to strike the child.

POW!

The large man flew backward.

The man on the ground had shot up and punched him.

The wife and child ran to the man.

The woman was surprised that her husband had knocked the large man down.

"How did you...?"

"My fist just flew out on its own."

The man who threw the punch also looked bewildered.

"Let's go, quickly."

"Right."

The family hurried away.

After they left, the large man slowly got to his feet.

"That bastard! Where did he go? I'm going to find him and kill that bitch and her kid. Does anyone know who that guy was? Speak up!"

The brute grabbed a bystander by the collar, making a scene.

Just then, a voice called from the second floor.

"Is this really something to go that far over?"

The large man looked up toward the voice.

"Who was that who just spouted that nonsense?"

I was the one waving from the second-floor window.

The drunk man didn't recognize me. Countless low-level martial artists didn't know my face.

Jo Cheonbae, standing behind me, whispered that the man was a known troublemaker in the marketplace. Even without him telling me, I could guess the brute's usual conduct. Several people in the crowd had recognized me, yet no one warned him.

"Was it really necessary to beat a father in front of his child just because your eyes met?"

"Who are you to lecture me, you young punk? And hey, you bastard, I got hit too!"

That was my doing.

If I had stepped in and punished the brute myself, the child would have to live with the memory of his daddy and mom being beaten for the rest of his life.

That's why I moved the man's body with telekinesis to land that one punch. I did it hoping the child would remember his father as a brave man.

"You're going to annihilate a family because you got hit once? Does this really need to escalate this far?"

"Get down here! You can die in his place."

"I was planning on it anyway."

I leaped down. The large man seized the opportunity and threw a punch.

I lightly dodged the fist, then grabbed his wrist and twisted it. KWA-DEU-DEU-DEUK! His arm twisted like a wet rag in an instant.

"Aaargh! It hurts! You bastard. You!"

He charged at me like a madman, so I broke his other arm without hesitation.

"Aaaaaargh!"

The brute screamed that the pain was killing him. The alcohol kept him conscious, otherwise he would have already passed out.

"Right? This didn't have to go this far, did it? It wasn't something to beat a man over just for making eye contact, nor was it something to annihilate a family over for getting hit once, and it wasn't something to get your arms crippled over for acting like an ass while drunk, was it? So why did you do it? When none of this had to happen."

The man glared at me as if he wanted to kill me instead of begging for forgiveness.

A life spent hitting and tormenting others failed to produce a single moment of wisdom, even at the very end. He'll probably regret it later, blaming it on the alcohol.

"......"

The brute lunged to headbutt me. I shattered his qi center, and he finally passed out.

I had our Cult's patrolling martial artists take the man to the Sanzu River Hall. I intended to uncover all his crimes and give him the maximum prison sentence.

Those who knew him looked satisfied despite his miserable state.

I addressed the onlookers.

"Nowhere in our Cult is there a law that says you can commit evil deeds just because you are a demon follower. In the future, if any of our Cult's martial artists act like this, over there...."

I pointed to the Sanzu River Hall branch across from the inn.

"Report them to that place!"

Jo Cheonbae started the applause, and soon everyone was cheering and clapping. It was no exaggeration to say my popularity in the Demon Village surpassed my father's.

Jo Cheonbae came over, his face joyful.

"Today's meal is on me."

Just then, someone spoke from behind me.

"Mind if I get a free meal as well?"

I turned and was surprised to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader standing there.

I looked at Jo Cheonbae and said.

"If you refuse, you'll be dragged to the Outer Regions. He is the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, after all."

Jo Cheonbae's eyes widened as if he would faint. He had hosted several high-profile guests because of me, but now the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader himself was a customer.

I sat facing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader at my usual table on the second floor.

"Were you serious earlier? That being a demon follower doesn't mean you should take evil for granted."

"......"

"That doesn't sound like something the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would say."

"I don't like being stuck in a mold. That's how young people are these days."

"I suppose I'm just old-fashioned."

"Keep young people by your side. With an open mind. Thanks to that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has been looking younger lately."

"Is that so? Hahaha."

I refilled the laughing Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's cup.

"By the way, it seems the rumors were wrong."

"What rumors?"

"I heard you never stray a single step from your divine artifacts, Cult Leader, but I see you out quite often."

His visit last time, and his presence now, showed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was breaking his own principles.

"Perhaps it's because I trust the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult more than the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

He meant he trusted my father. He said it like a joke, but he must have been serious. His faith that my father would never allow the divine artifacts to be stolen within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was the reason.

I smiled and picked up my chopsticks.

"Here, please eat."

I expected the food wouldn't suit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's palate, since he only eats high-class cuisine, but he cleaned his plate. I thought he might be less formal than I had assumed.

"The food is quite good."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it."

We drank tea instead of alcohol after the meal. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said he disliked drinking with meals and always drank tea immediately after eating.

"Have you tried to manifest the Spacetime Manipulation Technique?"

"......"

"Everyone fails at first, so don't worry too much about it."

He assumed I had failed to create the space. He had said the first attempt takes several days at the very least, so he naturally thought my presence here meant I had failed.

"I succeeded."

"What?"

"The space was magnificent. I think I'm going to become completely engrossed in this martial art."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was utterly astonished.

"You've already manifested it?"

"......"

"How long did it take you to manifest it?"

"It took about four hours."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was so shocked he let out a short gasp.

"Really?"

His expression was one of utter disbelief.

"It seems to be a martial art that suits my aptitude well."

"Frankly, I find that hard to believe."

"Why would I lie?"

"Unless you're a martial arts genius, that's... no, even a martial arts genius couldn't do it in four hours!"

I didn't insist on the four hours and simply sipped my tea.

"Is it true?"

I nodded.

"Can you show me later?"

He shouldn't have been so persistent out of courtesy, but I understood his suspicion and readily nodded.

"Of course."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader downed the cold tea in one gulp, as if his insides were burning.

I waited for him to calm down before asking calmly.

"So, why did you come looking for me today?"

"I have a favor to ask of you."

"Please, go on."

"The Demonic Buddha is trying to send me back to the Outer Regions."

"For what reason?"

"Because of you."

"Because of me?"

"He's wary that you and I might join hands. So, I need you to create a pretext for me to stay."

I have a feeling he didn't come to me just for that. How could he have come asking, not knowing if I could create a pretext for him? This is an excuse to get closer to me. There's a way to confirm it.

"What will you give me in return?"

"That's a bit cold, between us."

"There is no 'us' between you and me yet, Cult Leader. We've had one transaction, that's all."

I cannot show him any openings. I have to appear thorough and meticulous to lead the deal in my favor. That's also why I told him I mastered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique in four hours. To give him infinite confidence that he can trust me.

"What do you want?"

"May I choose one of the divine artifacts you brought?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. "Are you insane?"

I replied calmly, as if asking a question back. "Not as insane as you, Cult Leader, who is actually trying to advance into the Central Plains in this chaotic situation after a Demon Supreme has died!"


I entered his residence with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

He had accepted my proposal. Just as I expected, he wanted to join hands with me. Enough to give me one of his precious divine artifacts. This wasn't payment for a favor, it was a gift.

Why on earth would he go to such lengths to ally with me? He must have had some change of heart.

In the room, a man in shackles sat with his back to us, gazing at the Echoing Thunder Bell.

When I retrieved the Bloodeye Holy Water, I briefly thought about how I couldn't get him out. I thought I'd never see him again in this life, but here we are.

"Who is that man?"

I asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, feigning ignorance. As I did, I saw the way the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at him. It wasn't the gaze one gives a subordinate or a slave.

The man offered no greeting, even though the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had entered. Normally, he would have turned.

I was certain their relationship wasn't a typical one of master and servant.

"He is a subordinate who guards the Echoing Thunder Bell."

"I see."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked over the divine artifacts and said quietly.

"Among the divine artifacts, you must not ask for the Echoing Thunder Bell or the Bloody Buddha."

"Yes, I understand. So that bell is the famous Echoing Thunder Bell of the Heavenly Wind Cult."

I walked toward the Echoing Thunder Bell as if seeing it for the first time.

The memory of taking this Echoing Thunder Bell in my past life flashed before my eyes. It felt as if the demon carved into the bell looked at me and asked, 'You again?'

"How is it, seeing it in person?"

"It's incredible."

As I spoke, I glanced at the shackled man.

In truth, I'm more interested in this man than the Echoing Thunder Bell. I used it as an excuse to get closer to him.

Just then, the man, who had been bowing his head, slightly raised it and looked at me. Our eyes met through his long, disheveled hair. He was much younger than I had thought, and his eyes were clear.

The man lowered his head again. It was only a brief meeting of our gazes, but his eyes were somehow hard to forget.

"Now, make your choice."

"I will."

I slowly examined the display case.

Of course, I know very well what all of these artifacts are.

I chose one of the divine artifacts.

"Please give me this one."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression instantly hardened.

That's when I saw it. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was about to unconsciously say no, but he flinched and shut his mouth.

I felt it instinctively. A fact as important as the divine artifact I had chosen. The man in shackles sent a telepathic message to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!


Chapter 66: All or Nothing

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression filled with regret.

The shackled man must have sent a telepathic message, telling the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to give me the divine object I had chosen.

At such a crucial moment, that man interfered with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's decision?

Something truly unexpected had happened.

"Do you know what it is you've chosen?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"I'm not sure, but I was strongly drawn to it," I replied.

I had chosen a small, egg-shaped sphere made of iron. Of course, I knew exactly what it was. It was neither a weapon nor a jewel. The contents of this egg-like object were what mattered.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lifted the sphere and touched its bottom. The egg clicked open.

"......"

Instantly, a strong yet heavy medicinal fragrance wafted out. Inside was a red elixir.

The Blood God Pill.

It was known as the most outstanding miracle herb, not just in the Heavenly Wind Cult but in all of the Outer Regions.

"It's the Blood God Pill. Have you heard of it?"

"Yes, I know it to be a truly precious miracle herb."

"The word 'precious' doesn't do it justice."

"Why haven't you taken something so valuable?" I asked.

"I was saving it for the future."

"It seems I was that future."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader probably never imagined that I would choose this specific item out of all the divine objects.

He looked at the shackled man again. Just then, I saw the shackled man's bowed shoulders tremble slightly. My improved vision from the Divine Eye Technique allowed me to confirm it myself.

He's definitely sending a telepathy message.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was undoubtedly following that man's instructions. At the very least, they were discussing it.

Just who is he?

My curiosity about the man grew, but I pretended not to notice. The Blood God Pill was more important right now.

To give them some time, I feigned ignorance and turned to look at the other divine objects. I saw other things I wanted after the Blood God Pill. Whether I could have them depended on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's future choices.

A moment later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finished his discussion. His face looked as if it had aged ten years as he made a difficult decision.

"Very well. I will give you the Blood God Pill."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, still holding the Blood God Pill, asked me, "I can't just give it to you this time. Tell me the way to remain in the Divine Cult."

He couldn't bring himself to hand over the Blood God Pill so easily.

"This is the way."

Before the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could stop me, I snatched the Blood God Pill from his hand and tossed it into my mouth. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes widened. He never imagined I would actually eat it.

"You! What do you think you're doing?" he roared in belated anger.

I immediately sat down in a cross-legged position.

"Please stand warden for a moment while I absorb the medicine."

Then, I closed my eyes and began to absorb the effects of the Blood God Pill. Because of that, I could not see the utterly dumbfounded expression on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face.


Geom Mugeuk's qi circulation continued for two full hours.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the shackled man conversed via telepathy. The shackled man calmed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was jumping up and down, threatening to kill Geom Mugeuk on the spot. The shackled man also insisted they only communicate telepathically so they would not disturb his qi circulation.

[Hahahahaha.]

[Damn it! Damn it!]

The shackled man continued to laugh through their telepathic link. In contrast, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader fumed relentlessly.

[Damn it! Should I just kill this bastard right now?]

[Go ahead and kill him. Kill him and have a nice, big war with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I'd love to see you get torn to shreds by the Heavenly Demon.]

[Damn it! Damn it! What the hell is this?]

He truly never imagined Geom Mugeuk would eat it right in front of him.

[The method he's going to propose must be absurd. Isn't that why he took it first?]

[I'm telling you to kill him! Kill him! Smash his head in with a single strike.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader approached Geom Mugeuk and raised his hand high. However, he could not bring himself to strike his head.

[Ugh, damn it!]

After lowering his hand, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked over to the Echoing Thunder Bell and slumped down. The shackled man seemed to enjoy the sight.

[Damn it!]

[I don't think you will die.]

[Why? Because he's a coward? Is that it!]

[No, the Second Young Lord is far more brilliant than I thought.]

[Based on what?]

[He's confident that you won't be able to kill him. It means he's already figured you out completely. A man like that will give a proper answer.]

[Do you have any idea what it might be?]

[I didn't know before, but seeing him take the Blood God Pill, I think I know what method he'll propose.]

[What is it?]

[Hear it from him yourself after he finishes his qi circulation.]

[Tell me!]

[I can't. It'll show on your face, Cult Leader.]

[I never lost a gamble in my younger days!]

[That's because no gambler would dare show their true skill in front of the heir to the Heavenly Wind Cult.]

"......"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a small sense of relief.

The shackled man called out to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader casually, as if speaking to a friend.

[Hey, Cult Leader.]

[Ugh, there you go again. Am I your friend!]

[Just give him everything. It'll be fine to give it all.]

[Are you serious?]

[Until now, I've only judged the Second Young Lord based on the information we've received, but seeing him in person today, I realize that information was an underestimation.]

[You can see that?]

[I can.]

[Then why can't I?]

[Because you're too greedy.]

[Damn it! Fine, let's say that's true. Let's say my greed has blinded me. So what? If I give him everything, what about me?]

[You can live in the Central Plains. Wasn't that your dream?]

[And he'll let me live in the Central Plains?]

[He's taking everything so readily because he intends to let you live there.]

[And if he doesn't keep his promise? We'll be like beggars, holding broken bowls and begging for scraps.]

[Don't worry. I'll feed you.]

"......"

CLANK CLANK!

[I'll drag these shackles, and sell medicine if I have to.]

[......]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader let out a sigh.

[What if the Second Young Lord loses the succession battle and dies?]

[Isn't that what it means to bet your fate on someone? You either gain it all, or you lose it all.]

[You... you're doing this to ruin me, aren't you?]

[You're only just realizing that now?]

The shackled man gave a strange smile. His expression made it hard to tell if he was being serious or joking.

[Hey, Cult Leader.]

[Stop speaking so informally. You've done it more than five times today.]

[I understand you.]

[......]

[You have to give things up to gain something. Neither you nor I are fortunate enough to have it all without giving anything up. People like that are people like the Second Young Lord sitting over there.]

[...Damn it.]

Finally, Geom Mugeuk finished his qi circulation.

Geom Mugeuk's expression was bright as he opened his eyes. His already clear eyes had grown deeper, making it difficult to guess the extent of his internal energy. However, his deep eyes soon changed to resemble those of an ordinary person. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched in surprise at how he altered his gaze.

Just how deep is his internal energy?

Geom Mugeuk hid nothing in front of him. It was as if he were saying, I am this strong, so trust and follow me.

Despite the power he displayed, Geom Mugeuk was polite. He bowed his head and offered a clasped hands greeting to express his gratitude.

"Thank you."

"You've got some nerve. Stealing a miracle herb and then circulating your qi right in front of me!"

"Steal a miracle herb? I received it as payment."

"As payment? What do you mean?"

"Didn't I tell you before I took the Blood God Pill? The way for you to stay here, Cult Leader, was for me to eat this."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"Tomorrow, please come to the Sanzu River Hall and file a report. Report that a miracle herb was stolen."

"!"

"You should be able to stay here until the miracle herb is found."

Only then did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader understand Geom Mugeuk's intention.

"But if an investigation is conducted, it might be revealed that no thief ever broke in."

"The place conducting that investigation is the Sanzu River Hall, where I am the head. We will proceed with the investigation as slowly as possible until you achieve your goal, Cult Leader."

"Ah!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened considerably. A thief breaking into the inner court of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult gave him a reason not to leave. Furthermore, since Geom Mugeuk would be in charge of the investigation, there was no risk of exposure and no unnecessary friction in finding the culprit.

"The date of your departure will also be decided by you and me, Cult Leader."

"Ah! So that's what you meant."

"Then I'll be on my way. Thank you once again for the Blood God Pill."

After Geom Mugeuk left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked the shackled man, "Did you know?"

"I knew the moment the Second Young Lord took the Blood God Pill."

The shackled man's attitude became polite again.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked down at the empty shell that had held the Blood God Pill and spoke. "But do you think the Second Young Lord knew beforehand that this was the Blood God Pill?"

"Of course."

"He knew?"

"Do you really think he picked it up just because the container was pretty? Did you truly believe that?"

"No."

However, for a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had believed just that. He had thought there was no way the Second Young Lord could know the details of his divine objects.

"How did he know?"

"It is because he is a man of this caliber that you are giving him gifts, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. He felt fortunate to have the shackled man with him. At the same time, he felt resentful, as all of this was happening because of the shackled man.

"...Still, the Blood God Pill is such a waste."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was starting to regret it all over again. He would not get any sleep tonight.

"I'm telling you for the hundredth time, you didn't give it to him because he proposed a method."

"If I give away all this and things still don't work out, you'll die, and then I'll die."

From between his long, shaggy hair, the man grinned.

"You promised you'd definitely die after killing me."

"Shut up!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the empty container, and the shackled man stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell. The two men sank into their own separate agonies.


The next day, shocking news struck the cult.

A thief had broken into the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's quarters and stolen a divine object. Everyone they met was talking about it. It was surprising enough that a thief had entered the inner court, but everyone was curious about which divine object had been stolen. However, the identity of the stolen object was not revealed.

The cult was abuzz with the incident, but the atmosphere in the Heavenly Demon Hall was calm.

This was because Head Strategist Sama Myeong had seen through the situation.

"It appears the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is staging this himself," Sama Myeong reported. "According to our surveillance network, not only was there no intruder at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, but stealing a divine object would require the skill of at least a Demon Supreme. As far as I can tell, no one of that caliber would currently target the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's divine objects."

Upon hearing Sama Myeong's report, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin believed every word.

"The reason for staging it?"

"It seems he wishes to stay in our Cult longer. He will likely insist on not returning until the divine object is found."

"Why on earth would he not want to leave? Could it be because of that matter?"

"That's right. It seems he wants to use this opportunity to settle the matter of the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains."

"My second brother was involved in this, wasn't he?"

"Yes. It seems the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked the Second Young Lord for a way to stay. Since the investigation of this incident will be handled by the Sanzu River Hall, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will be able to remain in our Cult for some time."

"He's used his head quite a bit."

A faint smile touched Geom Woojin's lips.

"What is the relationship between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes?"

"It is not very good. After their first meeting with the Demon Supremes upon his arrival, they have not met a single time. The only one he has met with is the Demonic Buddha, with whom he is relatively close."

"What would be the best way to handle this?"

Sama Myeong answered calmly, "For the time being, it would be best to pretend we don't know and just observe."

Geom Woojin contemplated for a moment, and Sama Myeong waited for him to make a decision.

Sama Myeong guessed the Cult Leader's thoughts. The decision was not immediate because it concerned the Heavenly Wind Cult. The Cult Leader did not look favorably upon the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains. He was deliberating only because the Second Young Lord was involved.

Finally, Geom Woojin made his decision.

"Let's do that."

"......"

Bowing his head respectfully, Sama Myeong was about to turn and leave when he spoke to Geom Woojin.

"If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Second Young Lord join hands, the Demonic Buddha will not stand by idly. He will likely begin to pull the First Young Lord in in earnest."

In Sama Myeong's judgment, the First Young Lord was holding back despite the Second Young Lord's recent rise. This was partly out of consideration for the Cult Leader, but also because he was still confident that he would become the successor.

However, if Geom Mugeuk were to join hands with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, on top of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, the First Young Lord would no longer be able to just watch.

Geom Woojin nodded silently with an expression of understanding.

Leaving Geom Woojin alone with his thoughts, Sama Myeong slowly walked out along the path of blood.

He wondered what decision the Cult Leader would make. Would he really allow the First Young Lord to return and jump into the fray? Or would he try to stop the brothers' fight somehow?

Everything depended on the will of the Heavenly Demon.


Chapter 67: He's At That Age

The next day, I went to see my father. I was there to report on the incident with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Father would already know the gist of it, since it was an internal cult matter, but me reporting to him personally was completely different from him receiving a report from Sama Myeong.

As it happened, my father was training. I waited outside until a message told me to enter.

"He says to come into the training hall."

A voice spoke from the empty air. It was Hwi, my father's bodyguard. I had not heard his voice in a long time.

"It's been a while, sir."

"Yes, Young Master."

A short reply came back. I remembered walking through the Demon Village as a child, holding Hwi's hand. I think I pestered him for street food. In any case, the memory was a pleasant one.

"Sir, we should see each other sometime. I'll treat you to a meal."

"......"

"Please be comfortable, sir."

I could not know how he would take my goodwill, or what his current feelings toward me were. It was a pleasant memory for me, but for him, it might have just been an uneventful day.

Still, I had to stay on good terms with him. He was the person my father trusted most.

I prepared myself and entered the training hall.

Just as I expected.

Today, too, my father attacked me with the Hell Step.

I used the Vanishing Step to dodge, then parried my father's Heavenly Demon Sword with the Black Demon Sword. It was the first time the two blades had clashed, a much riskier move than simply evading. Father instantly recognized my improved skill.

"Your skills have improved!"

Father had also attacked with a much higher level of the Hell Step, yet I had blocked it in an even more dangerous manner.

"Of course they have to improve. I probably train in martial arts the most in our Cult. No, I guess I'm second. Lee Ahn trains the most."

"Why don't you think you're third?"

From this, I guessed just how diligently my father was training in the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Father, you're doing well. You must achieve complete mastery. You absolutely must!

I walked out of the training hall with my father. We spoke as we walked side by side.

"What brings you here?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wants to join me. I think there's been a split with the Eight Demon Supremes. Did you know about this?"

I did not mention that he had passed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to me. This was something the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would not want known externally either.

Father saw the core of the matter.

"It was arrogant of the Demon Supremes to drag the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader all the way here. They should have gone to him to resolve it. If they intended to bring him, they all should have gone to ask."

"They wounded the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's pride."

He might have many reasons for pushing to advance into the Central Plains, but as I considered them, it occurred to me that his wounded pride might truly be at the very bottom of it all.

"The things you neglect as trivial end up becoming the biggest problems. This incident is clearly the Demon Supremes' mistake."

I glimpsed my father's anguish. If he had his way, he would probably want to pit the Demon Supremes against the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, watch the fight, and then get rid of the ones lacking loyalty.

However, if they, the main force of our Cult, were to fall, the Murim Alliance would obviously come charging in. For my father, the Eight Demon Supremes were truly a necessary evil.

"Then why did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader come to me instead of visiting you, Father?"

Father's answer was firm.

"The first reason is that he finds me difficult. The second is that he thinks you're easy to use."

"What's he trying to do by using me?" I asked, feigning ignorance.

"Ask your strategist that question."

"But I don't have a strategist, do I?"

"You must find one."

"Where am I supposed to find someone as brilliant as Strategist Sama?"

Father just scoffed.

"That's the confidence of someone who has one!"

Truly, finding a strategist as brilliant as Sama Myeong was my greatest task.

"Aren't you doing well enough without a strategist?"

"Thank you for saying so, but most of my successes have been due to good luck."

I navigate situations based on my many experiences from before my regression, but I am no genius myself. I desperately need a strategist with foresight sand insight to assist me.

"Please just answer this one question. What does the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader want?"

Father stopped walking and answered. "His dream is to advance into the Central Plains."

"But isn't he someone who won't leave his throne because he's guarding a sacred object?"

"That's just his obsessive personality."

"So his dream is to advance into the Central Plains."

In my life before regression, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had failed to advance into the Central Plains. Because Hwa Mugi had swept through the murim, he could not dare set a single foot in the Central Plains and ended his life in the Outer Regions.

But with my regression, his life was also changing. He had come to the Central Plains, a place he would not have originally come, and to our Cult of all places.

"For generations, the Blood Cult of the Outer Regions has coveted the Central Plains. They've never once succeeded, but the desire to advance into the Central Plains is in their blood."

"Now I understand why he came to me."

It was all information I already knew, but I acted as if I had just learned it from my father. Sometimes, one must act like this, feigning ignorance even when one knows. It was not so much deceit as it was a form of respect for my father.

Most parents in the world would want their children to come and ask them things like this. Would my father be any different?

At least in this regard, he was no different. Otherwise, he would not have said what he did.

As he was about to go inside, my father added bluntly, "Since you're here, you might as well stay for a meal."

"......"

I love it most when my father tells me to stay for a meal.

But I did not say I was happy. If I did, he would surely never tell me to stay for a meal again.

He was by no means an easy father.


After my meal with my father, I returned to the Sanzu River Hall to find an unexpected visitor. The Demonic Buddha himself had come to see me.

"Welcome, Elder."

"I meant to come sooner, but I was delayed."

This was the first time I had seen him this up close. He was shorter than he appeared from a distance. His golden skin made me want to reach out and touch it, but the Demonic Buddha was undeniably, my brother's right-hand man.

"Here, please have a seat."

"Let's."

The Demonic Buddha sat down. He intensely disliked anyone looking down on him. He likely sat with his back so ramrod straight for that very reason.

"A dear friend of mine has had an important sacred object stolen, so how could I simply stand by? I came to see how the investigation is progressing."

"I am currently investigating the case myself."

"Is it true that a thief broke in?"

"True? What do you mean by that?"

When I asked with a straight face, he gave me a look that said, Are you asking because you really don't know?

"How can anyone believe that a thief broke into the inner court of our Cult?"

"Wouldn't it be harder to believe that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader staged the whole thing?"

From the very beginning, we created a tense atmosphere.

A faint golden light swirled in his pupils. It was a phenomenon that only appeared in those who had achieved complete mastery of the Great Golden Mara Art.

Just how strong were the Demonic Buddha's martial arts? The Great Golden Mara Art that the Demonic Buddha had mastered was as tricky to deal with as the Soul-Stealing Demon's evil arts.

"If a thief truly did break into the inner court, the reputation of our Cult will be greatly damaged."

"That's true."

"Shouldn't we handle this quietly?"

"How so?"

"How about sending him back to the Outer Regions for now so he can't run his mouth? It's not as if his presence will help us catch a thief we couldn't catch otherwise."

He was clearly testing me. He was convinced it was a fabrication and likely believed I was helping with it.

"Do you think he would listen to a mere Director like me?"

"I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came to see you?"

"He came to pay his respects."

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader believes you will become the successor."

"He gave no such indication. Why do you think so?"

"Because he isn't a man who goes to see people. He's accustomed to people coming to pay their respects to him. For him to have sought you out, he must have seen the potential of a successor in you."

As he spoke, he constantly watched my reactions, trying to read my inner thoughts. I hate to say it, but that was an attempt even my father failed at.

"Second Young Lord, for the sake of our Cult, you must send him back."

His words were aimed at killing two birds with one stone.

If I tried to send him back, that would be good for him. If I refused this proposal, he could frame it as me not acting for the good of our Cult.

"No. In that case, we must not send him back."

"What do you mean?"

"As you said, he'll use this incident as a pretext to tarnish our Cult's reputation. So we must keep him here. At least as long as he's in our Cult, he won't be able to speak carelessly. I'll subtly let him know. If he wants to find his sacred object, he shouldn't open his mouth recklessly."

For a moment, the Demonic Buddha could not answer. Of course, he was not so naive as to come to remove a nuisance only to leave with another one.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is a slippery man. He definitely has other intentions."

"Then I'll pretend to join hands with him and find out what his intentions are."

"With such stubbornness, you seem destined to become an excellent Sanzu Hall Director."

"Mostly when it comes to matters I believe to be right."

The Demonic Buddha took that remark as a rebuke, as if I were calling him an unrighteous person.

Sensing an opportunity, the Demonic Buddha quickly formed a hand seal.

The Turning Scripture Light Stamp!

A golden radiance instantly burst from the Demonic Buddha's body.

This light, more intense than the sun, momentarily blinds an opponent. For masters at the Demon Supreme level, that fleeting moment was an eternity, enough time to choose a fatal point to strike, or even two.

I closed my eyes too.

But before I did, I could tell the light had almost no effect on my eyes. I could clearly see the golden light pouring from his body and the Demonic Buddha moving at its center.

What shone in that moment was not the Great Golden Mara Art, but my Divine Eye Technique.

However, I deliberately closed my eyes. There was no need to reveal the full extent of my abilities to the Demonic Buddha.

When I opened my eyes again, the Demonic Buddha had pushed his face right up to my nose.

His face, which looked both like a child's and an adult's, felt strange.

The look in his eyes said it all.

If I had decided to kill you, you would already be dead!

He had every right to be confident. There were five hand seals in the Great Golden Mara Art. One could imagine how terrifying the subsequent attacks would be after being blinded like this, even without experiencing them.

I said nothing. I intentionally showed a startled and fearful reaction, though it was not quite terror.

Thinking this was a sufficient warning, the Demonic Buddha rose from his seat. He said the opposite of what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said when he first came to see me.

"I'd like to see you often. We can drink tea like this and talk. If you join me, only good things will come your way."

"You should talk a lot with my brother."

The Demonic Buddha smiled with satisfaction at my childish arrogance. "Yes, he's at that age. Well then, let's meet again."

"Take care."

As he left the room with short, quick steps, the tense expression I had deliberately put on relaxed. The room, once bathed in golden light, returned to normal.

Listen here, Demonic Buddha. It would be better for you not to see me often. So far, there are only three categories for the Demon Supremes who get involved with me. They became friends, are becoming friends, or are dead. Which category do you think you fall into? As of now, it doesn't seem like we'll become friends...So, are you confident you can create a fourth category?


Chapter 68: The Second Young Lord, Until the End

"The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme has five disciples. The most likely successors are the first, Yang Do, and the third, Cheong Seon. For your reference, Cheong Seon is a woman."

I questioned him based on Seo Daeryong's report.

"What are their reputations within the Western Illusion Sanctum?"

"Yang Do has more experience and skill due to his age, but Cheong Seon is more popular in the Western Illusion Sanctum. Unlike the young and beautiful Cheong Seon, Yang Do has a vicious personality. He's already injured several shamans, and some have even died. The late Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme favored him, so his succession was likely, but things have changed."

"Investigate both of them thoroughly. Their martial arts, wealth, abilities, hobbies, and even their personal relationships. Don't miss a single thing."

"Understood."

"I wonder who the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will choose."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened at my question.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is choosing one of them?"

"Yes. I sent him the data on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciples for that reason."

"......"

"I told him to jump into the Western Illusion Sanctum's succession battle."

"Good heavens! What are you plotting now? Surely not?"

Seo Daeryong's thoughts seemed to latch onto something, and he sent a telepathic message.

[Are you going to kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader too? Or Yang Do? Even Cheong Seon?]

[What am I, a murderer? Do you think I'm going to kill them all?]

Only then did Seo Daeryong look relieved.

"That's a relief."

"Everyone's worried about who I'm going to kill next. I guess that's how people see me these days."

"Who else was worried? Your Master?"

"Master?"

"Ah! Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"You don't call the Elder 'Master' yet, do you?"

"No, he hasn't given me permission."

But the word 'Master' had slipped out unconsciously. It seemed Seo Daeryong already considered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon his master.

I could feel Seo Daeryong growing more captivated by the Blade Demon. In fact, Seo Daeryong was probably smitten the moment he saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book.

"So, who do you think the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will choose?"

"How would I know?"

"If a genius like you who graduated top of your class doesn't know, who would?"

"I graduated at the top because I studied hard, not because I'm a genius."

"But you said you were a genius, didn't you?"

"That's what you said, Director."

"You nodded your head proudly back then, didn't you?"

"I admit it. I have a vain streak. So please, downgrade me from 'genius' to 'a guy who's good at practical work'. In return, I'll make sure to investigate those two thoroughly."

Seo Daeryong bowed deeply and left the office.


"So, who should we support?"

The man in shackles just stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked his question.

"Why are you staring at that bell? Does the demon carved on it talk to you or something?"

The man in shackles spoke abruptly.

"How did you know?"

"Why are you being so creepy?"

"It speaks to me sometimes."

"What does it say?"

Staring blankly at the demon, the man in shackles said, "Why do you live like that?"

A moment of silence passed.

"So, what did you answer?"

"I used to answer that I live like this because of one narrow-minded, greedy human."

"And now?"

"I answered that maybe... it's not entirely because of that human."

"And what did it say to that?"

The man in shackles said nothing. When pressed again, he looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as if he were pathetic.

"Why do you keep asking? As if a carving can talk. Are you insane?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a dumbfounded expression.

"Of course, it'd be strange if I didn't go insane. Soon enough, I'll be sitting there talking with that carved demon. 'Why do you live being ignored like that?' Why do you think? You damned demon, you've been watching the whole time, so you know!"

"It's Cheong Seon."

"You scared me! Please, at least take a starting stance before you strike!"

The man in shackles was unpredictable, but he was valuable because he provided answers like this when needed.

"Why Cheong Seon? From what I can see, it looks like Yang Do will be the successor."

"Then choose him, if you wish."

The man in shackles closed his mouth as if he had nothing more to say.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stealthily moved next to him.

"I'm asking why it's Cheong Seon."

"Just follow your convictions and choose Yang Do. How long is someone like the Cult Leader going to follow what others say?"

"Fine, I'll follow my convictions and choose Cheong Seon."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader trusted the man in shackles implicitly. He did not need a reason. The man's past actions were proof enough.

"So it's Cheong Seon. Then how can I make her my disciple?"

"That, I do not know."

"What am I supposed to do if you don't know?"

"Wouldn't it be stranger if I knew that while chained up here like this?"

"True. That's also true."

Even so, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never mentioned releasing his shackles. They had discussed all sorts of things, but he never brought that up.

If he released the shackles, the man would fly away and leave him. Who would willingly stay with the person who put them in such a state? The moment he was freed, it would be the end. The words 'release the shackles' were an absolute taboo for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Should I go and find Cheong Seon?"

"And what will you say when you get there?"

"'Become my disciple.' Is that too overbearing? 'I permit you to become my disciple.' How's that?"

"I'm sure she'll be thrilled to become your disciple with that approach."

"Then what should I do?"

"Try putting yourself in her shoes. An old man from the Outer Regions with inscrutable intentions shows up and suddenly tells you to become his disciple. If you were her, would you fall for that?"

"Not a chance."

"It's the same for others. It won't work just like that."

"Don't tell me you're saying I have to pay a price?"

The man in shackles nodded.

"I'm going to be her Master and teach her martial arts. If anyone should be paying, it's her."

"That's an outdated way of thinking. The price is paid by the one who is more desperate."

"I refuse. I don't want to give anymore, I want to receive. I'm a person who much prefers receiving! Tell her to come with a mountain of treasures to fill my collection and learn! Tell her to kneel in the courtyard all day and beg!"

The man in shackles had told him to give it all, but that was not as easy as it sounded.

"If you must pay a price, the recipient shouldn't be Cheong Seon."

"Then who?"

"The Second Young Lord will want more of the treasures here. Last time he was looking around, there were a few things he had his eye on."

"Damn it!"

"The Second Young Lord will bring the solution this time as well."

"The Second Young Lord again?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed. The man in shackles spoke calmly.

"It will be the Second Young Lord, until the end."


Seo Daeryong was certainly skilled in practical matters, just as he had boasted.

He had thoroughly investigated Yang Do and Cheong Seon. He looked into their families, households, martial arts levels, personalities, relationships, and even their favorite foods.

"However, I discovered something strange while investigating Cheong Seon."

"What is it?"

"Cheong Seon has met with Sa Woojong several times."

"Sa Woojong?"

An unexpected name had come up.

"Yes. Their relationship seems to have no point of contact, so I'm reporting it just in case."

Seo Daeryong reported this separately because he knew I had a connection with the Flower Sword Supreme.

I recalled Sa Woojong's final moments. He had been under a soul-manipulation spell and tried to kill the Flower Sword Supreme, only to be killed in return. The caster of the spell was never identified.

Ah! So that was Cheong Seon's soul-manipulation spell!

A single conclusion naturally emerged.

"The two of them are dating!"

Seo Daeryong was startled by my words. He was not surprised that the two were dating, but that I had guessed it on the spot.

"How did you know?"

Sa Woojong had been in love with the Flower Sword Supreme. What if Cheong Seon found that out while they were dating? His death was undoubtedly the result of Cheong Seon's jealousy and anger. Cheong Seon was especially young, so if her man loved an older woman, the wound to her pride would be deep enough to pierce her body.

That was not the only reason I concluded they were dating.

The person who told me where the bodies from the Great Mind Control Technique were buried, and the person who stole Neunghyu's fan and placed it there, must have been Cheong Seon. These were things that couldn't be known or accomplished by anyone other than a disciple of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Furthermore, if she was not dating Sa Woojong, she would have had no reason to leak such important information.

All the pieces fit together, but I could not tell Seo Daeryong any of this.

I shot up from my seat.

"You've thought of something to change the situation again, haven't you."

"How did you know?"

"The look in your eyes changed. Director, why are you looking for a genius? You're the genius."

"I'm no genius. I'm just good at scheming and seizing opportunities. I need someone who can think big, not like this. The difference between having someone like that in an organization and not is huge."

"I don't really know about that, but anyway, you're amazing."

"What do you mean you don't know? I figured this out thanks to your investigation. Even if I find a genius, I wouldn't trade you for them."

"I'm sure you wouldn't. You'd just have both of us anyway, but where are you going?"

I was already walking out of the office.

To earn some treasures!

This was also something I could not tell him.


I went straight to meet the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

His residence was the scene of the incident, and as the Sanzu Hall Director, I had an official reason to come and go as I pleased.

"Welcome."

"Have you been well?"

"I've looked over the data you sent. Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

While exchanging greetings with him, I glanced at the man in shackles.

He kept his head down and did not look at me, but every time I saw him, I felt our connection was not one that would simply pass by.

My gaze returned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Have you found a way to intervene in the Western Illusion Sanctum's succession battle?"

"Not yet."

"You must hurry. The Demon Supremes will soon intervene and choose a successor."

"As you know, I'm in shackles here, just like that man. It's not even easy for me to meet the successors of the Western Illusion Sanctum."

I nodded as if I understood.

"Which of the candidates do you think I should take as a disciple?"

"Cheong Seon."

He was not surprised by my answer. It seemed he had already reached that conclusion with the man in shackles, and indeed, that was the case.

"We also decided that Cheong Seon was the right choice."

My reason was Sa Woojong, but I wondered why that man in shackles had chosen Cheong Seon.

"But I have no way to persuade her."

"What if I could make Cheong Seon come to you herself, Cult Leader?"

"And when she comes?"

"She'll beg to become your disciple. I'll serve her to you on a silver platter."

"If you could do that, I couldn't ask for anything more."

"In return, give me one of your treasures."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's brightened expression darkened once more. "You're truly shameless."

"It's not shameless, it's natural. Making people work based on friendship or loyalty without proper compensation is something that only worked in our fathers' generation."

"I happen to be from that generation."

"You have to accept that times have changed, and that I am a man of these new times. If you don't like it, you can live hardened like a fossil, looking only at what's convenient for you."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not want such a life, so his expression hardened.

I persuaded him in a softer tone. "This matter involves a young person, so please leave it to me. I'll produce a result that makes the treasure well worth it."

"Let me think for a moment."

"Of course."

I pretended to admire the treasures, giving the man in shackles and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader time to communicate via telepathy.

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to me, "Alright, I accept your proposal."

Although his expression was full of displeasure, it seemed the man in shackles had ultimately persuaded him.

"My part ends when she comes to you and asks to be your disciple. Putting her on the throne of a Demon Supreme is up to your capabilities, Cult Leader."

"If you need help then too, you'll just come back and demand another treasure. Why don't you just take them all now!"

"I wish I had the ability to do that. For my sake, and for yours, Cult Leader."

I rose from my seat. I gave a polite nod to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and a fleeting one to the man in shackles before leaving.

From there, I went to find the person who held the key to this matter, Sa Woojong.


Chapter 69: Dirty Tricks Are Effective

I stepped into the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

Sa Woojong guided me to the Flower Sword Supreme, just as he always did.

"Welcome, Director."

"Martial Artist Sa, have you been well?"

"I have been well, thanks to your concern."

He greeted me with his usual demeanor. He showed no sign of the deep resentment he must have felt after the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme failed to push me away.

Today, I would use Cheong Seon as bait. I planned to reel him in with his own hidden ambitions.

"Welcome!"

The Flower Sword Supreme greeted me warmly. She seemed much brighter than the last time I saw her.

"You look even younger."

She led me to the flowerbed after my compliment.

"Come here and look at this."

A sprout had poked through the soil where she pointed.

"It's the seed you gave me as a gift."

"Oh! It's already grown."

"Yes, life is this mysterious."

I felt the aura of Sa Woojong, who stood behind us, sink even lower. I had been secretly emitting my qi to observe him since I arrived.

My skill with this technique, learned from my father, had become far more proficient. I could now not only grasp an opponent's presence and appearance but also feel their emotions.

I secretly sent a telepathic message to the Sword Supreme.

[Could you ask Sa Woojong to bring some liquor and snacks? I need to leak some information to him. I'll tell you the reason later.]

[I understand.]

The Flower Sword Supreme asked Sa Woojong to bring liquor. As Sa Woojong answered politely and turned away, his emotions grew even more savage.

She, who never drank, was now drinking with me. She even spoke informally only to me.

Judging by the change in his emotions, he probably thought I had stolen the Flower Sword Supreme from him. I guessed his relationship with Cheong Seon wasn't normal either. His final moments had said it all.

A short while later, Sa Woojong returned with the liquor and snacks. I dropped a piece of information, speaking to the Flower Sword Supreme but intending for Sa Woojong to hear.

"Currently, the most likely candidates for the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme are the first disciple, Yang Do, and the third disciple, Cheong Seon."

I felt Sa Woojong flinch when I mentioned Cheong Seon.

"I heard that Yang Do is the more likely candidate."

"That's right. However, it's not as if Cheong Seon has no options."

"What options does she have?"

The Flower Sword Supreme continued the conversation. She must have been curious why we were discussing this in front of Sa Woojong, but she acted naturally and showed no sign of it.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is visiting our Cult, isn't he? The martial arts learned by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme share the same roots. If Cheong Seon can just receive a martial arts transmission from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, she has a chance of winning."

"Will the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader really accept her?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will accept her. The Heavenly Wind Cult has always wanted to advance into the Central Plains. Taking Cheong Seon as his disciple would create a pretext for him to remain. It's Cheong Seon who would be reluctant to accept."

"Why is that?"

"It seems the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was thorough in educating her disciples. She likely wouldn't have had anything good to say about her nemesis, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"That would make sense."

"In the end, if things continue like this, Yang Do will become the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Cheong Seon will unfortunately miss her chance."

Sa Woojong left after setting down the liquor and snacks. I spoke quickly while he placed the items on the table slowly. He moved his feet deliberately, listening to as much as he could before departing. He had heard all the key points.

This was enough.

I believed Sa Woojong would definitely persuade Cheong Seon to become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple. A man so full of ambition would never let his lover miss the chance to become the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Once I confirmed he was gone, the Flower Sword Supreme finally asked her question.

"Why did you make such a request?"

"Sa Woojong is in a relationship with Cheong Seon. Did you know?"

"Sa Woojong is? I had no idea."

"I don't know if you're aware, but my investigation revealed that Sa Woojong is a man of great ambition. He is someone who might try to manipulate you from behind the scenes, Senior."

I warned her but stopped short of telling her that Sa Woojong was personally infatuated with her.

"I had a rough idea."

"I was keeping an eye on Sa Woojong in case he might bring you harm, Senior, when I discovered their relationship. An opportunity to use that fact arose, which is why I made this request."

"I see. Thank you for telling me."

"I'm the one who is grateful. Please remain wary of him, but for now, it would be best if you handle matters related to Sa Woojong as you always have."

"I will."

I planned to repay her help with what she desired most.

"Let's have a duel soon."

"I'll be looking forward to it."

Honestly, I was the one looking forward to it.

I want to see just how helpful the Divine Eye Technique will be in a real fight.

However, that would have to wait until after I handled this matter.

As I left, I glanced back. I saw her standing in the yard with her hands clasped behind her back, looking up at the sky.

This thatched cottage no longer seemed hypocritical.


That night, Sa Woojong gave his all in bed.

Cheong Seon felt a pleasure she had never experienced before.

Drenched in sweat, the two lay side by side.

"Did something happen today?"

"No. Why?"

"You're not like your usual self."

"......"

"It was amazing."

Sa Woojong was certainly different. He was the first to embrace her as he asked.

"You've been busy lately, haven't you?"

"There are people who say I should become the Demon Supreme."

"What do you think?"

"Who would dislike the position of Demon Supreme? It's just that I'm not confident I can beat my Senior Brother."

"You must become the Demon Supreme."

"......"

"If your Senior Brother becomes the Demon Supreme, he won't let you live."

"Senior Brother is... not that kind of person."

"You just hesitated, didn't you? You hesitated because you know he is that kind of person."

"......"

"The moment you were mentioned as a successor, you were already standing on a dueling stage. You can only descend after a life-or-death battle."

Sa Woojong sincerely wished for Cheong Seon to become the Demon Supreme.

If that happened, he could wield the immense power of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme from the shadows. His heart pounded just thinking about it.

At the end of this lust for power was a twisted desire to become stronger and stronger.

One day, I will make the Sword Supreme my woman.

Cheong Seon quietly stared into Sa Woojong's eyes as he blankly gazed at the painting of the Flower Sword Supreme on the wall.

"What are you thinking so hard about?"

"About how I can put you in the Demon Supreme's seat."

"There's no way right now."

"There is. There's one way."

"What is it?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is here right now. If you receive a martial arts transmission from him, you can beat your Senior Brother."

"That's ridiculous! You know as well as I do that martial arts don't improve that quickly."

"You were born with a natural talent, weren't you? Besides, your opponent is the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. If you learn just one secret technique, you can easily defeat your Senior Brother."

"If I become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, the other Demon Supremes will hate me."

"This is a matter of life and death. You have to survive first and think later."

Sa Woojong pressed into her.

He did not rest until he heard the answer he wanted from her lips.


"Cheap bastards! I never imagined they could be this cheap."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not contain his anger.

"Does this not bother you at all?"

The shackled man just stared silently at the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"Say something."

"Didn't you expect this? That they would try to send us back one way or another."

"I did, yes, I did, but I didn't think they'd use such a dirty method. Does this make any sense? Playing games with food?"

A report had just arrived. The rice and side dishes provided to his subordinates in the outer court had changed. The quantity had decreased and the quality had dropped. Good meat was replaced with lumps of fat, and the liquor with cheap swill.

"Who would believe it? That the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would play such cheap games with food. They might as well just poison us!"

Worse, the ones eating that food were the Ten Great Demons and the hundred soldiers of the Blood Army, the core strength of the Heavenly Wind Cult. He couldn't just stand by, if only for the shame of it.

"The cheapest methods are the most effective. To be precise, this is the Demonic Buddha's work, not the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's. This Cult Leader here would sooner kick us out with force than resort to something like this."

"That little runt wasn't this bad."

"The situation has pushed him. It's his job to persuade you, Cult Leader. He needs to send you back one way or another to save face with the other Demon Supremes."

"This is not an issue I can just let slide."

It was a matter directly connected to his own honor. He could not show his subordinates the sight of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult treating him so poorly.

"I'm going to go confront the Cult Leader."

"And what will you say when you get there? Are you going to demand he give you rice?"

"I have to, of course I have to. I'll have to shout that his damn subordinate stole all my subordinates' food. I'll have to roll on the floor of the Heavenly Demon Hall and tattle on him, saying I've never seen such a cheap trick in my life."

"Then have a safe trip."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not do that. The arrow of his anger turned elsewhere.

"What in the world is that braggart, the Second Young Lord, doing? He said he'd find a way."

"Wait patiently."

"I'm saying this because I can't be patient right now."

"Those who respect the Cult Leader will respect you even if they starve. Those who hate the Cult Leader will hate you even if you feed them a feast for all three meals. So you don't need to worry about it."

"That's not how the world works. The ones who respect me will feel resentful, thinking, 'I respect him this much, and he lets me starve?' And the ones who hate me will sow discord, saying, 'I knew this pathetic fool would end up like this.'"

"Then keep only those who can withstand all those storms."

"Damn it! To hell with it!"

Just then, a message came from outside that Cheong Seon had arrived.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man with a surprised expression.

The shackled man wore a knowing expression and a faint smile.

Soon after, Cheong Seon entered and bowed respectfully.

"I greet the revered Supreme One of the Outer Regions. I am Cheong Seon of the Western Illusion Sanctum."

"I have heard much about you. The greatest shaman of the Western Illusion Sanctum, is it?"

"You are too kind. I apologize for not visiting sooner."

"Not at all. I'm grateful that you've come now."

"I once heard from my late Master that the roots of the martial arts I learned lie in the Blood Cult."

"That is correct. In that sense, we can be considered fellow disciples. So, have you been taught all the martial arts from your Demon Supreme?"

"Unfortunately, I have not. That is why I am making this request. Please take me as your disciple!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man and sent a telepathic message.

[The Second Young Lord is a madman.]

[This is why. This is why we must remain the Second Young Lord until the very end.]

[Damn it! Just thinking about him coming to receive my divine object makes me feel so sick I could throw up.]

[Let's take this opportunity to broaden that narrow mind of yours.]

[Shut up!]

While this mental conversation happened, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression remained utterly solemn.

"For the demonic art of the Outer Regions to shine in the Central Plains is something I truly desire. However, I don't know if your Cult Leader will permit this precious bond of ours."

"I understand that our Cult has no restrictions regarding a master-disciple relationship. Besides, since this will ultimately strengthen the Western Illusion Sanctum, I'm sure the Cult Leader won't oppose it."

"Are you alright with this? Your Senior Brother will surely take issue with it."

"Please teach me. Teach me how to defeat my Senior Brother."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke to her in a low voice.

"Your Senior Brother might kill you."

At that, Cheong Seon lifted her head and looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Her gaze was not that of a passive woman swayed by a man. The innocent girl who shared a bed with Sa Woojong and the woman in this room were clearly different people.

Sa Woojong did not know.

He did not know that her submissive demeanor in bed was merely a small part of her. He did not know that what he felt as her love stemmed not from affection, but from her terrible self-love, which would never yield what was hers. He did not know she was a vicious woman who would destroy what she could not possess. Sa Woojong knew nothing.

Cheong Seon smiled faintly. "But I can't just let myself be killed, can I?"

Reading the raw madness in her eyes that only a villainess could possess, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled with satisfaction.

"I look forward to the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."


Chapter 70: The Difference in Meticulousness

Cheong Seon performed the Nine Bows and officially became a disciple of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The news spread instantly, stirring the entire cult, including the Western Illusion Sanctum.

Unexpectedly, more people supported her choice than criticized it.

They thought it wiser for her to learn properly from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader before becoming the Demon Supreme. Ascending to the position with weak demonic arts just to save face seemed foolish. As expected, the people of the Cult pursued practical benefits over justification.

The shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum, who were expected to have the strongest backlash, supported her even more strongly.

This put the first disciple Yang Do in a difficult position. His plan to worsen public opinion by framing Cheong Seon for receiving outside help had failed.

Now, no one knew who would become the successor.

"What do you think of her?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was curious about Cheong Seon.

"Aren't you a good judge of character, Cult Leader? You should trust your own judgment."

"She seems to have more backbone than she looks."

"I saw her similarly."

"She seems worth raising."

He had not wanted to take her as a disciple from the beginning. He had used it as a pretext to remain in the Central Plains, but when he actually saw Cheong Seon, he found himself drawn to the strange wickedness she exuded.

"I guess I can't help who I am. I see a bad woman and I'm drawn to her."

"Be careful. I saw an ambition in her that could devour even you, Master."

"That's why I like it."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader grinned, and the shackled man smiled faintly.

"You seem to be in a good mood lately."

"Me?"

"You're not even cursing much."

Most importantly, he had not asked him to open a new space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique for several days.

"If you're bored, shall I curse at you a bit?"

"No way! I like it this way."

However, a part of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader missed the shackled man's curses.

"By the way, the Cult Leader over here is quiet."

It seemed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was concerned about the Heavenly Demon.

"He will continue to be."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because the Second Young Lord must have met his father and finished their talk."

"Would he have been that thorough?"

"He would have. Success and failure come from the difference in meticulousness."

"Why are you so favorable toward the Second Young Lord? Your evaluation is so generous. Did you take money from him or something?"

The shackled man raised his head and looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Do you dislike that?"

"I do."

"Then let's return to the Outer Regions. If we go to a place without the Second Young Lord, there will be no reason for me to show him favor, will there?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started to get annoyed but sighed instead. The man was irritating, but he was not wrong. After all, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the one who had dragged him here in clanking shackles.

"I told you, didn't I? You are not fortunate enough to have everything, Cult Leader."

"Damn it. Stop with that story! Why do you keep saying I'm ill-fated?"

"I'm saying it because you keep trying to turn toward a truly ill-fated path."

"You never let me have the last word."

Just then, a subordinate came and reported something new.

"Cooks came and cooked for our martial artists in the outer courtyard."

"Cooks? Which cooks?"

"They said they were cooks sent by the Second Young Lord. They prepared a feast with the finest ingredients and left."

At those words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man.

"Is this it? The difference in meticulousness you mentioned?"

The shackled man nodded.

"He's truly amazing for his young age. I said it, but even I didn't expect him to be this thorough. Perhaps..."

"Perhaps?"

"This might be the moment an unparalleled figure is born in the Demonic Cult, no, in all of murim, and we are witnessing that historical moment together."

"Just because he sent some cooks?"

"Yes. He sends a thief, he sends a disciple, and he sends cooks. It must be. A historical moment."

Unlike the passionate shackled man, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was indifferent.

"In that historical moment, I'm having all my divine objects taken away."

As if he already knew the reason, the shackled man calmly comforted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Try changing your perspective. Your divine objects are being used usefully to accomplish great things."

"As I've said before, I'm not the protagonist of those great things, am I? I have no intention of being a tool for someone else's success."

"To be the protagonist, you have to be diligent like the Second Young Lord. You have to put in the effort like the Second Young Lord."

"I put in effort too, don't I?"

"The effort of asking me about every single thing?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not refute it. He had recently entrusted most of his affairs to the shackled man.

Seeing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's anguish, the shackled man's expression and tone changed.

"Hey, Cult Leader."

His informal speech was incredibly welcome to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. It was so pleasant to hear him speak so casually that he had worried he might never do it again.

"I know you're trying too."

"What effort do I make? You're right."

"No. Enduring your greed and giving up the divine objects is also your effort. Gathering the divine objects was your effort, and protecting them was your effort. I know very well that even being greedy is your effort. I know that your effort is just as hard as the effort of someone who escapes an encirclement, covered in blood."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a surge of emotion. He had only recently realized how comforting it was for someone to understand his heart.

Still, not wanting to show a weak side, he deliberately hid his feelings and snapped.

"I don't want to! I don't want to give up my divine objects! That damn Second Young Lord, just let him come. I'll tell him to get lost immediately. Get lost, Second Young Lord! My roar will deafen you, so cover your ears. Got it?"

Just then, a subordinate announced from outside.

"The Second Young Lord has arrived."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head in disbelief.

"That crazy Second Young Lord! Does he really have to show up at a moment like this?"

The shackled man laughed out loud for the first time in a while. He covered his ears and said politely.

"Well, I'm ready."


"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted me with a pleasant face.

On days he gave me a divine object, his hands would tremble visibly, but today he seemed more at ease.

Could it be that he has grasped the truth that acceptance brings peace?

A moment later, a subordinate brought in a table with drinks.

"Let's have a drink together today."

"Sounds good."

"Have a cup."

I accepted the drink.

"Well, let's drink."

After a pleasant toast, I drank the alcohol. Of course, I had the Antitoxin Bead in my mouth.

"I'm happy to see you trust me."

I did not bother spitting out the Antitoxin Bead and hurting his feelings.

It was right then.

"By any chance, are you holding the Antitoxin Bead in your mouth?"

I knew the shackled man had sent a telepathic message to warn him.

As expected, he's no ordinary man.

"Yes, that's right."

I spat the Antitoxin Bead out of my mouth.

"Good heavens! When did you put that in your mouth?"

"I put it in when the drinks were served."

"There was no sign at all?"

"I've practiced a lot."

"The Antitoxin Bead for a drink I offer... you're really too much."

"Didn't I tell you before? There is still nothing between us. The phrase 'between you and me, Cult Leader' doesn't exist in this world."

"You say that even after coming here today to take another of my precious divine objects?"

"In this chaotic mess, a bond between us won't be decided by how many divine objects I take."

"Just like how right now, there's only the Antitoxin Bead sitting awkwardly between us?"

"A clear-cut relationship where we give what's owed and take what's due is better than a flimsy bond that can change with the situation."

"I really can't win against you with words. Just like someone else."

"Pardon?"

"It's nothing."

I guessed he was referring to the shackled man.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood up.

"Well, the drink has lost its taste, so let's just pick a divine object. Go on, choose."

"Thank you."

Before choosing a divine object, I walked to the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"I'll take another look at the Echoing Thunder Bell. It's magnificent no matter how many times I see it."

The truth was, I wanted to see the shackled man up close again.

I glanced at the man while looking at the bell. He sat like a fossil with his head bowed.

Why are you helping me?

He could have sent a telepathic message, but he did not. That appealed to me. He was not a frivolous man.

Will the day ever come when I can have a conversation with this man? How far does his destiny and mine intertwine?

I started walking again, heading toward the divine objects.

I pretended to look at various things, but I had already decided what I would take.

"I'll choose this one."

The divine object I chose was a thickly rolled bandage.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. His face cursed what his mouth did not say.

damn it! Dammit! How do you manage to pick out only the precious ones like this?

"Did you choose it knowing what it is?"

Of course, I knew all too well.

"I don't know. The way the cloth was wrapped looked somewhat mysterious."

"That is..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took a deep breath. He struggled to suppress his surging anger before explaining.

"It's Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. It's a legendary treasure known to be uncuttable even by a sword, and when wrapped in multiple layers, it can block even sword qi or enhanced sword qi. You can wrap it around your arms or legs, or even protect your heart with it. That's not all. It has the effect of warding off the cold, and it doesn't burn in fire. In all of murim, you can count the number of weapons that can cut this Top-Quality Heavenly Silk without sword qi or enhanced sword qi on one hand."

The Black Demon Sword I carried was one of those few weapons.

"My knowledge is shallow, so I failed to recognize how precious it was."

"If you didn't recognize it, why did you have to pick this one? Why!"

"I'm sorry."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hide his regret. He sighed several times before handing it to me, his hand trembling.

"Please, use it well."

"Yes, thank you."

I took it from him, feeling as if I were snatching it from his reluctant grasp.

I felt grateful to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. His heart must have ached, but he always kept his promise and gave me the divine objects without reservation.

It was a reward far greater than what I had done for him, but I accepted it readily because I intended to fulfill his dream.

"I will never forget your kindness, Cult Leader."

It would have been nice for him to be more magnanimous, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hide his lingering regret.

Over his shoulder, the shackled man looked at me. There was no way the Cult Leader would have handed over the divine object so obediently when he regretted it this much. It was the same with the Blood God Pill before, and now this Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. I had undoubtedly received them smoothly thanks to the shackled man.

I sent a message with my eyes.

Thank you. I won't forget this.

As if he understood, the shackled man slowly bowed his head and became a fossil again.


After returning to my residence, I took out the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

I unrolled enough to wrap around my wrist three times and cut it with the Black Demon Sword.

It would have cut without it, but I infused it with qi for a clean slice.

Before a legendary sword like my father's Heavenly Demon Sword or my Black Demon Sword, it was just cloth. To other weapons, this thing was a monster.

I wrapped it three times around my left wrist.

No matter what happened, as long as I wore this, my hand would never be cut off by an opponent's attack. For now, wrapping it only on my left wrist was enough. My right hand would be protected by the Black Demon Sword. Being able to use it concentrated on necessary parts like this was its advantage over any treasured armor or protective gear.

I wrapped the remaining Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. I would use it the next time I needed it.

I just hoped I would never have to wrap this all over my body and jump into somewhere.

Because hell would unfold in that place. Or perhaps, that place would already be hell.


Chapter 71: Plotting with Everyone

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me.

He used to wait near my residence with his large blade stuck in the ground. These days, he came directly to me. If I was at home, he would come to my home. If I was in my office, like today, he would come to my office.

The notion that "I am the elder, so you must come to me" never existed for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was the type who came when he wanted and left when he wanted.

"Have you heard the news? The third disciple of the Western Illusion Sanctum has become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple."

"Yes, I have."

"This was your doing, wasn't it?"

"Why do you always assume I'm behind everything new that happens?"

"So, it wasn't you?"

"It was."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised his voice. "I knew it! What in the world are you plotting with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Plotting is too grand a word. I'm just helping him out."

"Are you really trying to help the Heavenly Wind Cult advance into the Central Plains?"

"Is there a problem with that?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked with a serious expression, "Can you handle the consequences?"

"If you're talking about the Heavenly Wind Cult, don't I have you, Elder? If you won't fight a Demon Supreme, then please, at least face the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for me."

"You shouldn't underestimate that man. He may have been dragged to our Cult, but he is the leader of the Outer Regions Murim. If the Outer Regions Murim goes on a rampage, the Central Plains will become a sea of blood."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was serious, and I took his advice to heart.

"I'll keep that in mind."

Thinking about what a formidable person the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was naturally brought the man in shackles to mind. He was the one controlling and leading this incredible Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"But why Cheong Seon?"

"She was easy to move."

"Do you think Cheong Seon can become the next Demon Supreme?"

"From my perspective, the first disciple and the third disciple are practically the same. It will take a considerable amount of time for either of them to become a proper Demon Supreme."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded as if he agreed.

"So, Elder, you should raise Detective Seo well."

"Tell him to wake up from that dream."

"I'm the one dreaming. Detective Seo doesn't have such dreams."

"Stop meddling in other people's affairs and mind your own business."

As he was about to get up, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon noticed the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around my wrist.

"What is that?"

"I'm wearing it for style."

"You got that from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, didn't you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately recognized that this was no ordinary item.

"Why do you think so?"

"It's something I haven't seen before, and you wouldn't help the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader without getting something in return."

"Isn't it too heartless to expect a reward every time I help someone?"

"So? You didn't get anything?"

"I did."

"You heartless bastard!"

I laughed, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head as if I were hopeless.

"This is Top-Quality Heavenly Silk."

"Ah! So this is it."

"As expected, you know of it."

"This is the first time I'm seeing it in person."

"Shall I cut some off for you?" I moved as if to unwind the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from my sword's hilt.

"No need. It's an item that doesn't suit this old body of mine."

"Isn't that all the more reason for an old body to wear it?"

"Forget it."

He had no authoritarianism and no greed. At times like this, I wondered if his true nature was that of a man who simply enjoyed reading poetry and painting.

"Did you get anything else besides this?"

"I also received the Blood God Pill."

I was honest with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I had been so far, and I intended to continue being so. I believed this honesty would be the key to completely opening the door to his heart.

"The Blood God Pill?"

Perhaps because I said it so casually, it took the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a moment to process what the Blood God Pill was.

His expression changed in sequence. What was the Blood God Pill again? The Blood God Pill? Huh? Surely not that Blood God Pill? This is insane! The Blood God Pill?

Startled, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up from his seat.

"The greatest divine pill of the Outer Regions?"

"......"

"You're telling me the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave that to you?" He was so shocked that he was speechless for a moment. "Where is it?"

"It's in my stomach."

"Good heavens! Your inner arts must have surpassed mine by now."

I simply smiled. In truth, my inner arts were already on par with the Demon Supremes thanks to the Demonic Essence Pill and the Cheonoesindan. Now that I had also consumed the Blood God Pill, I would overwhelm them in terms of inner arts.

"Don't worry. You are still my left wing, Elder."

"Hmph! Now that you've received a divine pill more effective than the Cheonoesindan and even Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, you'll probably just tear off your left wing."

"My left wing is one with my body, so it cannot be replaced. If you tear it off, I'll die."

"As I've said before, if the body dies, the wing will fly off to find a new body."

"I'll pray it finds a better body."

Though we exchanged words like a joke, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression had softened.

"You weren't jealous just now, were you?"

"Jealousy? Nonsense! It's a check. I have to do this to make it clear that you can't covet my position just because you received some divine items."

"Message received."

"I'm really leaving now. Get back to your work."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up. As he was about to leave, he said abruptly, "I... wouldn't mind even being a dragonfly's wing."

Meaning it was fine to attach multiple wings.

His words moved me. How could I ever treat the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lightly when he possessed such magnanimity?

Just as he was about to leave, a subordinate entered and announced another visitor.

"The Flower Sword Supreme has arrived."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled at the news.

"Did you call her here to meet me?"

"How can you say that when you're the one who showed up unannounced?"

A flustered Blood Heaven Blade Demon opened the window. I stopped him as he tried to leave through it.

"That's far too undignified."

"She'll be displeased to see me."

He was still awkward and uncomfortable with his relationship with the Flower Sword Supreme.

"What does it matter? Since when have you cared so much about what others think?"

After hesitating by the window for a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon returned to his seat.

In the meantime, the Flower Sword Supreme entered.

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in the office, she was surprised.

"You? You didn't arrange this meeting on purpose, did you?"

I smiled at her. "How can you two be so alike? How would I know when either of you were coming? You both came without any notice. If you want to complain, complain to the one up there."

As I spoke, I glanced up at the sky outside the window.

Even without me explicitly saying, "Isn't this all fate?" the two of them understood my meaning.

These were two people I wanted to bring together, even by force. Seeing them meet so naturally made me wonder if the heavens were truly arranging their reconciliation.

"Now, please sit."

The Flower Sword Supreme sat down facing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What brings you here, Senior?"

"I came because there is something I need to tell you."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up. "Please talk amongst yourselves. I'll be leaving."

"It's a story you can listen to as well."

She must be uncomfortable with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, so stopping him like this meant the matter concerned all of us. It must be important. Indeed, what she revealed was just that.

"The Demonic Buddha came to see me and made a request."

"What kind of request?"

"He asked me to support Yang Do, the first disciple of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

The selection of a new Demon Supreme was entirely under the jurisdiction of the Eight Demon Supremes. If a Demon Supreme died without a successor, the remaining Demon Supremes would recommend candidates and decide on the next one. This meant one had to receive the support of more than half of the Demon Supremes to ascend.

"You said it before, didn't you? That as duel friends, it would be good if I supported your person."

"You remembered."

Meanwhile, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wondered what she was talking about.

"Duel friends? What does that mean?"

"Something like that happened."

"It seems you're plotting with everyone except me."

"How could that be? You are my first wing, Elder."

This time, the Flower Sword Supreme asked, "A wing?"

"The Elder is my left wing, and right now, I'm desperately searching for a right wing."

I intentionally stared at the Flower Sword Supreme. Having read my desire for her to become my right wing, the Flower Sword Supreme quickly changed the subject.

"So? Who are you supporting?"

"Cheong Seon."

"I had a feeling that would be the case. I thought your intentions would differ from the Demonic Buddha's. Fine, I'll support Cheong Seon too."

Going against the request of another Demon Supreme must be quite a burden, even setting aside her relationship with the Demonic Buddha. Nevertheless, she was readily willing to support me.

She was also being considerate. I could tell just by how she had asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to listen as well. This matter required the help of both of them.

"Thank you."

I was truly grateful to her. That included the time she helped me with Sa Woojong.

Alright, Senior. Let's be duel friends for life.

She did not even ask why I chose Cheong Seon. That is how much she trusted me.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked me, "But even so, that's only two votes from us, isn't it? Have you secured votes from any other Demon Supremes?"

To place Cheong Seon in the position of Demon Supreme, four votes out of the seven Demon Supremes were needed.

"Not yet."

"What are you going to do?"

I spoke politely to the two of them. "I ask that each of you persuade just one person. Please."

"What's in it for us if Cheong Seon becomes the Demon Supreme?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

I answered cheerfully, "It's better for me than it is for you two."

"It has to be good for me!"

"What's good for me is good for you, Elder."

Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was just feigning reluctance, even though he was going to grant my request.

On the other hand, the Flower Sword Supreme readily accepted.

"For you, I'll try to persuade the other Demon Supremes. If it goes well, at least one person will cast their vote for Cheong Seon."

Suddenly, it occurred to me that her favor might not be just because of our duel. The favor she was showing me was too great for that to be the only reason.

Looking at her, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with a sullen face, "When you act like that, it makes me look bad, doesn't it?"

He had said it to break the awkward atmosphere with her, but the Flower Sword Supreme retorted with a stern expression.

"Weren't you a person with nothing to begin with?"

In an instant, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened. The good atmosphere cooled in a flash.

Their gazes clashed mid-air. They fought with their eyes, neither backing down an inch.

I did not intervene, giving them enough time to vent their emotions. This process had to be repeated continuously. After all, it was not as if they would kill each other.

The one who turned his head first was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The winner of the staring contest, the Flower Sword Supreme, scoffed. Fortunately, the time it took to resolve their conflicts was gradually shortening.

I smiled at the Flower Sword Supreme to express my gratitude.

"Thank you for telling me about the Demonic Buddha. I'm even more grateful that you're willing to persuade the other Demon Supremes. I will never forget this kindness, Senior."

"Kindness? Don't mention it. I'll see you next time."

The Flower Sword Supreme replied with a smile and left the office first.

Soon after she left, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also rose from his seat.

"I'll be going too."

Receiving the divine items from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, being duel friends with the Flower Sword Supreme... these things could have easily bothered him, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed no sign of it.

"To me, you are always the top priority, Elder."

"You're all talk."

When I gave an awkward laugh, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon chuckled as well.

"Even though the Sword Supreme left so confidently, persuading the other Demon Supremes won't be easy. The Demonic Buddha's side will be moving diligently as well."

"Please help me too, Elder."

"I'm being ostracized by the other Demon Supremes. Do you think it'll work?"

Despite his words, his retreating back was more reassuring than anyone's.

If each of them could persuade just one person, our side could secure four votes. It was difficult for even me to predict how things would turn out.

I decided to simply trust the two of them. Both the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme had lived for decades as Demon Supremes. I would trust the lives they had lived.

In any case, since the two of them were doing something difficult for my sake, I could not just hand over the fruits of their labor to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for free.

I headed for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence. However, my purpose this time was not a divine item. I intended to lay the first stone in a plan to obtain something even more precious.


Chapter 72: You're Lucky to Be the Back Wave

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the empty space where the sacred relics were kept. He blinked, looking again and again, but the spot that once held the Blood God Pill and the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk remained bare.

"It's an unpleasant sight. Like a perfect beauty who lost her two front teeth."

At the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lament, the shackled man looked at the Echoing Thunder Bell and spoke softly.

"She still has her canines and molars. She can still bite her opponents and grit her teeth to steel her resolve."

"You get excited every time a sacred relic disappears, don't you?"

"How did you know? If you release my shackles, I might even dance."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed. "Honestly, I'm afraid."

"What are you afraid of?"

"That all of this will become an empty dream. That when I wake up, nothing will be left. Then I'll have this regret, won't I? What on earth possessed me to devote everything like that?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man. In response, the shackled man lifted his head and pushed back his long, flowing hair, showing his face for the first time in a while.

"Why the sudden change?"

"I'm showing you that you were possessed by this man when you devoted everything."

"You crazy bastard."

The man was right. He wasn't possessed by the Second Young Lord right now. He was possessed by that very shackled man, by the man who boldly claimed to have possessed him and smiled while speaking of his ruin.

"How can I make Cheong Seon a Demon Supreme?"

"You'll have to defeat the Demon Supremes one by one and win them over. Coax them, persuade them, recruit them. It will take at least two sacred relics. If you're unlucky, you might need one more."

The shackled man seemed to have already finished his calculations, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression was deeply furrowed.

"Is that your roundabout way of telling me to invest in the Second Young Lord? You're the Second Young Lord's man through and through, after all."

"How long are you going to rely on the Second Young Lord? Be a man and handle it yourself. I'll tell you the most advantageous way to approach the Demon Supremes."

"I told you to stop being sarcastic!"

"You're right. Just stay still and do nothing."

"Is that something a Strategist should say?"

The moment the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finished speaking, the chains sounded. CLANK.

Faced with the silent protest of What Strategist in the world wears shackles like these?, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not say a word.

"I'm saying this precisely because you think of me as a Strategist. Just wait. Sometimes, doing nothing achieves the best results."

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "Is that really okay?"

"The Second Young Lord will come to you."

"And then?"

"He will demand sacred relics in exchange for placing Cheong Seon in the Demon Supreme's seat."

"Is that possible, even for the Second Young Lord?"

"You have to believe. We've already crossed a bridge we can't return from."

Just then, Cheong Seon, who was training in the courtyard, delivered a message.

"The Second Young Lord has come to visit."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was both startled and impressed. Because events were unfolding exactly as the shackled man predicted, he had the illusion of being in a superior position.

"Speak of the devil."

"It's because we're always thinking and talking about the Second Young Lord."

"Stop talking about him! Stop taking his side! Your master is me, me!"

"Then who told you to become the front wave of the Yangtze River?"

The phrase 'the front wave of the Yangtze River' made the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart sink. The shackled man might have said it without deep meaning, but it struck the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader profoundly. He had been feeling lately as if something were pushing him, making him drift to a place he did not want to go.

"Yes, you're lucky, being the back wave of the Yangtze River."

When he decided to go to the Central Plains, he never dreamed he would have this kind of conversation with the shackled man.

Life is truly unpredictable.

For the first time, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt the unfamiliar tension that came with an unpredictable life. It also meant he had lived a smooth, predictable life until now.


When I went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Cheong Seon was there as well.

She was training in the courtyard. She recognized me and greeted me politely.

"Greetings, Second Young Lord."

When the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was alive, our relationship was indifferent, but things were different now. She needed outside supporters to back her, and she had to make a good impression on me, the Second Young Lord and the Sanzu Hall Director.

"I heard you've become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, Young Lady Cheong. Congratulations."

"Thank you, Second Young Lord."

She probably did not know. Things had turned out this way because I had leaked information to Sa Woojong.

"I've come with news for the Cult Leader. Young Lady Cheong, you should listen as well."

As we entered, the shackled man slightly raised his head. Our eyes met for a fleeting moment. We had been greeting each other this way since last time.

"What is it?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"The Demonic Buddha is on the move."

"The Demonic Buddha? How?"

"He is persuading the Demon Supremes to make his first disciple, Yang Do, the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Damn it! And he calls himself a friend."

"Now that the Demonic Buddha has made his move, it will be difficult for Young Lady Cheong here to become a Demon Supreme."

Cheong Seon bit her lip gently. She had taken a great risk to become a Demon Supreme. If she failed even after becoming the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, she could be forced to follow him to the Outer Regions.

"Second Young Lord. Is there no way to put this child in the Demon Supreme's seat? As you know, I can't make a move here in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"There is a way, but it won't be easy."

"What is it?"

"We'll have to move the Demon Supremes as well. Fortunately, the two Elders, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, are favorable to me. If I ask them, perhaps..."

"Please, help us."

"Please help us, Second Young Lord," Cheong Seon pleaded, just as desperate as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"This isn't as easy as it sounds," I said, feigning difficulty, though it wasn't a complete exaggeration.

"I don't know what the Demon Supremes who agree to give their votes will demand. Even if things go well, I'll end up owing a great debt to the two Elders, the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme."

"Aren't my disciple and I the ones receiving help? I will never forget this favor."

"Alright, I'll do my best."

"Thank you. Wait here for a moment."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent Cheong Seon out, as if he had something to say to me in private.

"You, go out and train."

"Yes, Master."

Cheong Seon bowed to me and then went outside. Her eyes, as she looked at me, were filled with desperation.

After she left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "What do you want this time? It's a sacred relic again, isn't it?"

"No."

"No?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled.

"The only thing more important than a sacred relic is my own life, isn't it?" he joked, but his words held his true feelings. For a man like him, my next words were a blessing.

"This time, there's nothing I want."

"Nothing?"

"Yes, nothing."

"Really?"

When I nodded to confirm, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened.

"When the results are in, I'll treat you to a drink."

"A drink on top of that?"

"You gave me two precious sacred relics, didn't you? Let's have a drink, win or lose."

"Where?"

"We'll have to drink here. With the sacred relics stolen, everyone would find it strange if you were to leave your post, Cult Leader. I'll bring the alcohol and food."

Of course, that was not the real reason. It was so we could drink in the presence of the shackled man.

"If possible, I'll try to make it a victory drink, not one of defeat."

With those words, I stood up from my seat. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was pleased, yet his bewilderment was also evident.

"Just in case, you should teach your disciple well. Young Lady Cheong may have to duel the first disciple, Yang Do."

"I've already considered that."

"Then, I'll be going."

As I was about to leave, I turned back to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Oh, there's one thing I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

"I'm trying to create a sky in the space made by the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, but the incantations aren't flowing smoothly. May I ask for another explanation on that part?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled. The shackled man, who was sitting, was also visibly surprised. He rarely showed his emotions, but this time, he reacted.

"To fill the space, you have to succeed in creating it within one hour, don't you?"

"I've already succeeded in creating it within one hour."

"What?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was aghast. He hadn't believed me before when I said I could open it in four hours. I had said I would show him in person next time, so he was naturally surprised that I had already reduced the time to one hour.

"Show me. Then I'll tell you."

"Are you going to wait for a whole hour?"

"I'll wait."

"Very well."

I immediately began to recite the incantations and unfold the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

One hour later, we were in the space I had created. I intentionally brought the shackled man there with us.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was surprised, and so was the shackled man. A sky had unfolded, but it was a strange sky with holes in various places.

After looking around for a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked me, "Why did you create the sky first of all things?"

"I like looking at the sky. When I do, it feels like my stuffy heart opens up. Now, I'd like your explanation, please."

"Since I promised, I'll teach you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave a detailed explanation of the part of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique's incantations that deals with filling the space.

In truth, I could already create a perfect sky. I pretended I couldn't do it properly to naturally show them my skills in person.

After listening to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's explanation, I opened a new space another hour later. A brilliant blue sky unfolded, surprising the two men even more.

This was not a trick for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. It was to show the shackled man firsthand what kind of talent I possessed.

Was I showing off? Yes. It was an intentional boast.

In my past life, I felt the greatest virtue a leader should have was strength. No matter what anyone said, it was strength. A person strong enough that you could trust and entrust them with your everything.

And I saw it. The shackled man's face as he looked up at the sky. His clear, yet lonely eyes.

I still do not know what kind of person he is. However, one thing was certain.

Although I call him the shackled man, he was a person whose appearance and aura did not suit shackles at all.


After Geom Mugeuk left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the shackled man were silent for a while.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke first.

"I saw a martial arts genius today."

"It must be the Heavenly Martial Body."

"The Heavenly Martial Body? Yes, without it, he couldn't have learned the Spacetime Manipulation Technique so quickly."

"Do you still regret it?"

"What? Giving him the Spacetime Manipulation Technique? Of course it's a waste. Isn't this feeling of waste a martial arts academy from his ability?"

"Who knows what kind of legend he might achieve with the martial arts you've passed down."

"I always say this, but what's the use if that legend isn't me?"

"Our Cult Leader, a man who doesn't know how to give up."

"There you go being sarcastic again."

"No. I think it's good that you're honest."

"It's because it's you! I'm only honest in front of you. I'm not this soft of a person when I'm anywhere else."

He often revealed his inner thoughts like this, but the shackled man never revealed his own. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew why better than anyone. As long as he did not release those shackles, he would never know the man's true heart.

However, that also meant he would never release those shackles.

I won't let anyone take you from me.

Whether he knew of this sentiment or not, the shackled man just kept staring at the demons carved into the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"Are the demons talking to you again?"

"They're asking again why I live like this."

"Tell them everyone lives like this. You demonic bastards, everyone lives like this, what makes you so special to ask such a thing?"

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not know. In that moment, the man was saying something entirely different to the demons.

He was talking about the very person he was told to stop taking sides with and stop talking about. The demons, who seemed as tight-lipped as the Echoing Thunder Bell itself, were just silently listening to his words.


Chapter 73: The Better the Master, the Simpler the Answer

After leaving the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, I went to find Lee Ahn.

I found her still engrossed in training. Her Soaring Sky Sword Art had improved by leaps and bounds.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"Once you receive the Poison Self-Purification Art, you're free to leave whenever you wish."

"What? Why are you suddenly saying something like that?"

Leaving the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, I thought about how the shackles didn't suit the shackled man. That thought made me think of Lee Ahn.

It occurred to me that she might have shackles on her ankles as well.

Are visible shackles the only kind that exist?

My own will to kill Hwa Mugi was a kind of invisible shackle. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme are also bound by shackles of hatred that are difficult to sever.

And what about my father? Perhaps my father was bound by his position, shouldering the heavy responsibility of protecting the cult, just like the shackled man before the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"I'm saying you should choose your own life. You don't have to be the master of the Ghost Shadow Squad. You can leave the cult and travel the Central Plains. You could even live as a hidden master in some peaceful village. You received martial arts from me, but you don't need to repay that debt. You've already done more than enough for me, so you can make your choice with a clear conscience."

Lee Ahn listened to me quietly, then smiled.

"I guess I have no choice but to show you another one of my tails."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm happier and living a better life by your side, Young Lord. Traveling is fun for a day or two, and being a hidden master is the same. I'm happy every day within your protection. I'm not a fool. If I truly hated it here, I'm the kind of woman who would have risked her life to run away in the middle of the night. I really don't know why you see me as being so good-natured."

I looked at her and laughed softly.

"How many hidden tails do you have left?"

"About seven, I think?"

"That's plenty. Now, get back to your training."

I turned to leave, but a needless worry made me add one more thing.

"Still, make sure you always keep one tail hidden."

From my experience, that's just as important as a hidden technique.

I saw the look on her face that said, You don't have to tell me something so obvious. I left. Right, as long as she knew.


The Demonic Buddha came to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

He had a clear purpose. The look in his eyes was different from the moment he entered.

"Did you just come from killing someone? For a man who follows the dharma, your body is brimming with killing intent."

"The Buddha I serve sometimes violates the precept against killing."

"One moment a Lustful Buddha, the next a Killing Buddha. You must be a very busy person."

The Demonic Buddha did not sit. He stood in a disciple's position and stared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. From there, his height was nearly level with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who sat with a ramrod-straight back. The Demonic Buddha was sensitive about his height, so matching their eye levels was a clear expression of his immense anger.

"Look here, Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

"What is it?"

"How long have we known each other?"

"I don't recall exactly."

"Correct. Our bond is so long that we can't even remember, yet you can do this to me?"

"Sit. Let's talk while sitting."

He did not sit. He glared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader instead as the golden light from his body grew more intense.

"I never thought you'd resort to such a transparent trick!"

"A trick, you say?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened, but the Demonic Buddha had come spoiling for a fight.

The Flower Sword Supreme and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had begun moving to persuade the other Demon Supremes. The Demon Supremes reacted differently when they met the Demonic Buddha than when they met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. They were all individuals who had lived without caring for the opinions of others, so it was impossible to guarantee whose side they would take in the end.

That was why the Demonic Buddha had come to confront the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader directly.

"Luring the young disciple of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and taking her as your own? What kind of scheme is this!"

"I did not lure her. The child came to me of her own accord."

"Then you should have sent her back! As the adult, you should have sent her back!"

"And why should I do that?"

"Why are you trying to become the Master of our Cult's disciple?"

"Because the martial arts the shamans practice are the demonic arts of the Blood Cult!"

"Are you saying you belong to the Blood Cult right now? Are you serious?"

It was a well-known fact that the Heavenly Wind Cult was the successor to the Blood Cult, but one was not supposed to mention or connect it to the Blood Cult. The Blood Cult had a history of waging several wars against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He had been invited solely because he was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Are you twisting my words now?"

"When you staged that drama about your sacred object being stolen, I could understand it to some extent, but this time, I simply cannot tolerate it."

"A drama? You come to a friend whose sacred object was stolen and call it a drama? I came here trusting only you, and I even had my sacred object stolen. Instead of taking responsibility, you're making such absurd speculations!"

"Did you think we would believe that? The Demon Supremes are not fools."

"Looking at you, you don't seem all that smart either."

"What?"

"How many times in your life have you been told you're smart? Be honest."

The Demonic Buddha's expression froze for a moment. He knew he was not a particularly intelligent person.

His habit of lashing out with harsh words was a tool to suppress his opponents and steer conversations in his favor.

When the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader struck a nerve by pointing out his inferiority complex, the Demonic Buddha chose a more drastic approach.

"Listen here, my friend. The place you're in right now is not the Outer Regions."

"Are you threatening me?"

"It's not a threat. I'm telling you the reality of the situation. I have maintained a friendship with you for a long time, but the other Demon Supremes think differently. I can't know how they'll react."

"With that poor imagination of yours, what could they possibly do? They'll probably use you as a pawn and try to kill me."

"If that were all, we could at least say our goodbyes."

A tense atmosphere hung between the two men.

"Do not underestimate the Demon Supremes. They'll try to dispose of you in a far more miserable way than that."

"You tell me not to underestimate them, so why do you underestimate me so much?"

"I don't underestimate you. It's just that you have a fatal weakness."

"A weakness?"

"If the Demon Supremes decide to eliminate you, they won't make the foolish choice of attacking you directly. Instead, they'll drive a wedge between you and our Cult Leader and have him get rid of you. Can you handle that? Our Cult Leader."

Threatened with the Heavenly Demon, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was left speechless. The Heavenly Demon, who despised the Blood Cult, was certainly the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's weakness.

"Pretend to search for your sacred object for a few more days, then leave. Expel your disciple. I'll speak to the Demon Supremes on your behalf."

"And if I refuse?"

The Demonic Buddha just scoffed and walked out instead of answering. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader found that even more infuriating and remained silent for a long time.

Finally, he spoke.

"I've just made a decision."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the shackled man before the Echoing Thunder Bell and ground his teeth.

"I will make the Second Young Lord the Heavenly Demon, no matter what."


"What brings you here, Second Young Lord?"

Head Strategist Sama Myeong was buried in work, as usual.

"I came because I wanted to hang out with you, Strategist. If you have time, why don't we go to the Demon Village?"

Sama Myeong was startled by my proposal.

"The Demon Village?"

"You may be the most important person in our Cult, but it won't fall to ruin if you slack off for a day."

"The sad secret is that it wouldn't fall to ruin even if I slacked off for a year."

"Then shall we go have fun for just four hours, so your secret isn't revealed?"

"Very well."

Sama Myeong closed his documents and stood up without hesitation. He must have guessed I had not come just to have fun.

"If you're not here, Strategist, the Murim Alliance will invade immediately."

"That's because you don't know the All-Knowing Hall. There's a long line of brilliant strategists just waiting for me to step down."

"They've certainly chosen a difficult path."

We laughed as we left his office.

I took him to the Alluring Inn.

"So it was this place after all."

He was saying that he knew the Alluring Inn well. Since he likely knew every detail about me, it was only natural that he would know about the Alluring Inn too.

"Are you disappointed? Were you hoping we'd go to the best brothel in the Demon Village?"

It was a rather bold joke, but Sama Myeong laughed.

"I was hoping I could pretend to be reluctant and follow you there."

"This is why preconceptions are so scary. I'll make a reservation immediately for our next day off!"

"Hahaha."

I sat across from Sama Myeong at my usual table on the second floor of the Alluring Inn.

When Jo Cheonbae came to take our order, I introduced Sama Myeong.

"This is our Cult's Head Strategist. Greet him."

"......"

Jo Cheonbae bowed to Sama Myeong, looking as if he might faint. He had been overwhelmed by visits from high-ranking people lately. A Director, a Demon Supreme, and now the Head Strategist. The title of Head Strategist carried a different weight than any other.

"I've always respected you. You're the person I respect the most."

"So the person you respect most isn't my father?"

Jo Cheonbae jumped in surprise at my jest.

"Of course not! I respect you second most, Strategist."

"Ah, I thought I was second."

"No, that's not it, actually the Director is the one I...."

He played along, pretending to be flustered.

"I'm kidding. Bring us some drinks first, and please make sure the food is delicious today."

"......"

After serving the drinks, Jo Cheonbae rushed to the kitchen.

I poured a drink for Sama Myeong.

"This is the first time you and I have had a drink alone, isn't it, Strategist?"

"It is."

"I should have invited you sooner. My apologies for the delay."

"Not at all. You've been very busy, haven't you?"

"You're the busy one, Strategist. I'm always slacking off."

"If you say that, what are the real slackers supposed to do?"

He knew best just how diligently I had been moving about lately.

We drank while chatting about this and that. Sama Myeong held his liquor better than I expected.

"You're a good drinker."

"Of course. I was a heavy drinker in my younger days."

"That's surprising."

I could not quite picture a younger Sama Myeong who drank heavily.

"So, what is this about?"

Sama Myeong knew I had not come just to have fun. I did not beat around the bush and got straight to the point.

"There is something I'd like to ask you."

"Please, go ahead."

"What makes a good strategist?"

Perhaps because it was an unexpected question, Sama Myeong's eyes widened as he looked at me. Soon, his gaze shifted to his cup.

"In my youth, I asked myself this question many times, but I've lived for a while having forgotten it."

Questions like this are always difficult. If someone were to ask me what makes a good martial artist, what would I say?

However, Sama Myeong's answer came immediately.

"In my opinion, a good strategist is one who is smarter than the opposing strategist. There's no profound meaning, it's literally just that. A strategist who is smarter than the enemy. That is my answer. It's fine if there's someone in our Cult smarter than me. It's fine if there's someone in this tavern smarter than me. It's even fine if you, Second Young Lord, are smarter than me. However..." After a brief pause, Sama Myeong continued. "I must be smarter than the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance's Head Strategists. That is all that matters."

It was a truly unexpected answer. As if he had anticipated my reaction, Sama Myeong smiled. "A bland answer, isn't it?"

"That's why it resonated so strongly."

"When I was younger, I had too many thoughts, so I probably would have given a different answer. It might have been a bit more pedantic."

I could guess what he meant. The older you get, and the more of a master you become, the simpler the answers tend to be.

"Martial artists on the field can improvise. They can change their tactics depending on the situation, but a Strategist cannot. One wrong plan means annihilation. It would be less regrettable to die by your own choice, but how unjust would it be to die because of a wrong decision from the higher-ups? That's why I always tell my junior Strategists. Desperately become smarter! Everything depends on it."

This was the first time I realized Sama Myeong held such thoughts, just as it was the first time I learned he was a good drinker.

Sama Myeong refilled my empty cup. "Now, it's my turn to ask a question."

In truth, I had not come to hear the answer to what makes a good strategist. My meeting with him today was for the sole purpose of hearing this next question.

"Why did you ask such a question?"


Chapter 74: Trust Your Gut

"I've been looking for a strategist lately."

I met with Sama Myeong today to tell him just that.

"Am I not enough for you?"

I laughed at Sama Myeong's joke.

"Father and I are both greedy people, aren't we? Father would never share Strategist Sama with me. You know my father well, don't you?"

Sama Myeong deflected the question with a smile.

"That's why I came for your advice, Strategist. I wanted to ask what kind of strategist I should look for."

Sama Myeong fell silent, fiddling with his cup. He appeared calm, but his mind must have been racing.

He's probably sorting through everything right now. My reason for visiting, how much he should tell me, and how his words might affect him, our Cult, or the succession battle. I don't know the conditions for a good Strategist, but I know one thing from experience. A good strategist ultimately makes good choices.

Sama Myeong was a better strategist than anyone I knew, so he would surely give me a proper answer.

He drank another cup of wine. By the time I refilled it, he had finished his thoughts.

Sama Myeong looked at me meaningfully. "Haven't you already made up your mind?"

The question was significant. I could tell Sama Myeong already knew about the shackled man. He even knew that was the person I had in mind.

He was asking me, Are you thinking of that man from the Heavenly Wind Cult as your strategist?

It was obvious. Head Strategist Sama Myeong had to know about the shackled man who served as a strategist for the Heavenly Wind Cult.

I had been visiting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence about a theft case. When I suddenly met with Sama Myeong to find a strategist, he naturally thought of the shackled man.

"There is someone I'm considering, but I'm not certain yet."

He would never answer a direct question, so I asked with my eyes.

My gaze asked, Would it be alright to make him my strategist?

Sama Myeong stared at me, holding back his answer. This was the most important moment of our meeting.

"Winning a person over is never certain. The result only comes after a long process. So for now, Second Young Lord, please trust your gut."

Trust my gut. It was ordinary advice that anyone could have given, but the advice had a different meaning now. He knew I had the shackled man in mind. Telling me to trust my gut was his way of advising me to accept him.

If the shackled man were a danger to our Cult, Sama Myeong would never have said this. It meant Sama Myeong acknowledged the man's abilities.

Sama Myeong was not my man, but he was loyal to our Cult. He wouldn't recommend just anyone when I might become the next Heavenly Demon.

"Yes, I'll trust my gut."

I raised my cup. Sama Myeong nodded once and then toasted vigorously.

Today, he had only told me to trust my gut. Whether my father or a Demon Supreme questioned him later, he was free from blame for recommending the shackled man to me. The same was true for me. I couldn't question his recommendation because he hadn't made one. Sama Myeong had only told me to trust my gut.

We drank for four hours. We talked about many things, but Sama Myeong never lost his composure or made a single slip of the tongue.


A few days passed. On the surface, nothing changed, but behind the scenes, the Demon Supremes were busy with schemes and political maneuvers.

And today, the fateful day finally arrived.

"The voting must be in full swing right now," Seo Daeryong said.

I nodded. "I suppose so."

The Demon Supremes were meeting now to decide the next Demon Supreme.

I didn't know if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme had persuaded the others. I didn't visit them to ask, and they didn't come to tell me.

"You're involved in this too, aren't you, Director?" Seo Daeryong asked.

I nodded obediently.

"You're my right-hand man. Aren't you upset that there's so much you don't know?"

"No, I'd rather not know, forever. I'll never get sulky about being excluded. So please, keep doing things without my knowledge. I'd be fine finding out you unified the murim from rumors the next day!"

"You've always been this funny. You were just pretending to be gloomy when we first met, weren't you?"

"Even I'm confused now about what kind of person I am."

"Being bright is good. She'll like that more too."

"......"

"I'm talking about that junior you like."

"You mean the one even I had forgotten about?"

Seo Daeryong nodded, giving up his denial. "Thanks to you, Director, we'll end up getting married."

"If you want that to happen, you need to eat first. Ask her out for a meal."

"What's the point of asking someone who's busy?"

"What does being busy have to do with eating? Things fail because you put that kind of pressure on them from the start. Just approach her as someone she can see often and comfortably."

I saw a slight sparkle in Seo Daeryong's eyes. "Does seeing her often change anything?"

"It does, but you can't become someone she's too comfortable with. This is the most important part. Don't let yourself look like a pushover!"

"How do I not look like a pushover? Should I put strength in my eyes?"

I sighed. "Good grief!"

Seo Daeryong quickly said, "It's a joke, a joke."

"It's sadder because I know it's not."

"I'm not that clueless."

I couldn't verify his claim. A subordinate rushed in to report the voting results.

"The results are in."

"What happened?"

"It was a draw."

"A draw? There are seven Demon Supremes. How could it be a draw?"

"One of the Demon Supremes abstained."

"Ah, so there was an abstention."

It wasn't public which Demon Supreme voted for whom. It seemed either the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme only persuaded half of the others.

"So?"

"They've decided to settle it with a duel between the first disciple and the third disciple. It will be held tomorrow."

"So it comes to this in the end."

It wasn't intentional, but a duel would decide it. This was a good outcome for the Western Illusion Sanctum. No one would complain if the more skilled person became the Demon Supreme.

After the subordinate left, Seo Daeryong asked, "Who do you think will win?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I'm going to the marketplace to place a bet. A low-paid life like mine needs a turnaround like this."

"Bet your entire fortune on Cheong Seon!"

"Why the third disciple?"

"You're not betting on the third disciple. You're betting on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To be precise, you're betting on his desperation. He won't let his disciple lose. Where are you going?"

"I'm going to mortgage my house!"

Seo Daeryong opened the door but stopped before leaving. "You're not going to stop me?"

"Because you wouldn't actually gamble anyway."

"How do you know?"

"Gamblers aim for a windfall. They don't think about changing their reality like you do."

Seo Daeryong grinned and closed the door. "I'm really going now. I'm going to eat with strength in my eyes."

I walked to the window. Martial artists hurried across the training grounds as twilight settled. The various organizations that heard the voting results would be watching tomorrow's outcome closely.

Cheong Seon winning is important, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme are more important to me. I couldn't have come this far without them. Thank you, Elders.


The duel took place the next day.

The seven Demon Supremes, their subordinates, and the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum gathered around the dueling stage. The confrontation was open to all, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I also took our seats. Father, however, did not attend.

The first disciple, Yang Do, and the third disciple, Cheong Seon, stepped onto the stage.

A roar erupted from the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum.

They were far weaker than the deceased Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but one of them would be the next to lead the Western Illusion Sanctum. The fate of the Western Illusion Sanctum depended on who won.

Would Yang Do, the established powerhouse, win? Or would Cheong Seon, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's student, win?

The odds favored Yang Do seven to three. Although Cheong Seon was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, she had not trained for long.

Since neither Yang Do nor Cheong Seon knew the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, we could actually watch them fight. Otherwise, it would have been the blandest fight in the world. The two would have vanished, only to reappear after a victor was decided.

The two exchanged no polite greetings.

"You cowardly bitch. You sold out our Master."

"Bringing up our Master now is the real betrayal. You stupid Senior Brother."

The duel began with cold curses. They knew their lives and futures were on the line, so they showed no mercy and fought with every trick they knew.

Black smoke from Yang Do engulfed Cheong Seon, while her Soul-Seducing Art invaded Yang Do's mind. Ghostly wails filled the air as a haunted wind blew.

A black monster shot from the ground to drag its opponent down. A red hand emerged from thin air, trying to rip its opponent's head off.

Though it was a fight between disciples, it was fiercer and more powerful than expected. Everyone was surprised because they had expected so little.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The earth shook with a deafening roar. Thunder cracked from the clear sky.

The demonic practitioners watching despaired.

How in the world do you block those techniques?

Watching this fight, anyone could see why the orthodox sects considered the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme so troublesome. One uncounterable technique followed another.

Everyone held their breath.

No one looked down on them for throwing hidden weapons or rolling on the ground.

A black demon leaped out to block incoming hidden weapons. Ghostly energy flowed from their hands even as they rolled on the ground. Blood that melted the earth surged forward, and a heat haze tried to tear off an opponent's arms.

They used every method available in a desperate, brutal fight. It wouldn't have been strange if one had bitten out the other's throat. The demonic practitioners watching were swept up in the passion of it all.

And at a certain moment!

The ghostly wails that had filled the air suddenly stopped.

The gray smoke swirling madly around them cleared, revealing them standing face to face.

Everyone could tell the fight was over, but it was not yet clear who had won.

Yang Do spoke first. "That last technique?"

"The finishing demonic qi I learned from my new Master."

"I've known since we were young... that you were this kind of bitch."

"Then you must know well that I'll become a greater Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme than our late Master."

Cheong Seon left him standing there and walked toward the gathered shamans. She spoke in a sharp, clear voice.

"And so, our Western Illusion Sanctum will become the greatest of the Eight Demonic Factions!"

The moment her words ended...

"......"

Blood fountained from Yang Do's mouth, nose, and ears. The first disciple collapsed, every blood vessel in his body severed.

A momentary silence fell. No one had expected Cheong Seon to kill the first disciple so cruelly. Then, a roar shook the very ground.

WAAAAAAAH!

Cheong Seon walked slowly to where the seven Demon Supremes sat. She offered a polite clasped hands greeting. "Greetings, I am Cheong Seon."

Those who had chosen her smiled. Those who had not were stiff.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon rose from his seat and shouted for the others. "A new master of the Western Illusion Sanctum has been born!"

Everyone roared at his cry.

It was the moment a new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was born.

Cheong Seon looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and gave him a polite clasped hands greeting.

Next, she looked at me and greeted me.

She did not, however, even glance in Sa Woojong's direction.

Sa Woojong looked very disappointed. He had clearly hoped for at least a secret, fleeting glance. At some point, his life had stopped going the way he wanted.


Chapter 75: I'll Accept a Drink

Jo Cheonbae and I crossed the final boundary of the inner court. We underwent the same identity check and body search as the previous two times. The various ingredients Jo Cheonbae brought were inspected again.

Jo Cheonbae was frozen stiff. The martial artists on guard grew stronger and more intimidating the deeper we went into the inner court, and he could barely breathe.

Only after we passed the boundary did Jo Cheonbae finally relax.

"Whew, I've never been this nervous in my life."

"You don't have to be so tense. I'm here, aren't I?"

"Of course. If it weren't for you, Director, how could I have ever come this far? This is my first time in the inner court."

We headed toward the residence where the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lived.

"What's your first impression of the inner court?"

"I was too scared to even look around properly."

"There's nothing to be afraid of. In this vast place, few people work as hard as you, proprietor."

"Oh, please don't say such things."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands dismissively, but the corners of his mouth lifted happily with each wave.

"I don't know how I got so lucky. The Second Young Lord visited my tavern, and thanks to that, I got to serve food to people I could never have dreamed of meeting. I never imagined I'd get to come to the inner court like this."

I brought Jo Cheonbae today to cook while I drank with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The real reason, however, was to let him see the inner court.

He had once mentioned in passing that he wanted to see the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's inner court, and today I intended to grant that wish.

My personal chef, Chef Lim, was busy providing meals for the Heavenly Wind Cult members waiting in the outer court, so I had a perfectly good excuse to bring Jo Cheonbae.

"I must have accumulated a lot of merit in my past life."

"Our proprietor must have saved the murim in his past life."

"Even if I didn't save the whole murim, I must have at least beaten an Elder from the Murim Alliance to death with my iron ladle when they invaded our Cult."

I laughed pleasantly at his joke. Just then, some passing inner court martial artists saw me and bowed respectfully. Jo Cheonbae couldn't even make eye contact with those burly, frightening men.

"Now that I'm actually here, I feel both happy and afraid."

"That's why I established a Branch in the Demon Village. It's a place that's difficult for most people to visit easily. So, proprietor, please keep a close eye on the people of the Demon Village and the Branch. If you have anything to report to me, be sure to do so."

"Yes, I will."

Just like that, we arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence.

"You're here?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted me warmly. I had promised to treat him to a drink once the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was decided. He was in a good mood because Cheong Seon had won. On top of that, I had refused the divine object, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seemed very pleased.

"This is the proprietor of the Pungryu inn, whom you've met before. Rather than serving you cold food, I wanted to eat a warm meal prepared by the proprietor, so I brought him along. Proprietor, if you would."

"I will put my very soul into my cooking."

"I don't particularly want to eat your soul, proprietor, so just make it like you usually do."

"......"

While Jo Cheonbae went to prepare the food, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I entered a room.

"Congratulations on taking a Demon Supreme as your disciple."

"It's something I never could have accomplished without you, Second Young Lord. Thank you."

"It's because you taught your disciple well, Cult Leader."

"Let's just call it our victory."

We enjoyed our victory, exchanging such pleasantries. I knew Cheong Seon would win. Once a master of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's caliber got involved, he would have secured victory no matter the method. His first disciple, Yang Do, was too outmatched to create any unexpected variables.

A short while later, Jo Cheonbae served the dishes and alcohol.

After tasting the food, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was satisfied.

"This chef's skills are quite good."

"I'll pass that on. The proprietor will be pleased."

We enjoyed the alcohol and the food. As if he had resolved to do his best, Jo Cheonbae's cooking today was superb.

"Have you met with my father yet?"

"I'm scheduled to see him soon."

"When you meet him, emphasize this. Tell him that by taking Cheong Seon as your disciple, you will raise her to be an even stronger Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme than the previous one. To my father, that point is the most important."

"I understand what you mean. Thank you for telling me."

"Don't mention it."

As the drinking session deepened, I spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nonchalantly.

"Would it be alright if I offered a drink to the man in shackles over there?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched in surprise.

"Why do you want to give him a drink?"

"I don't have any special reason. I've seen him several times whenever I come to see you, Cult Leader. On such a pleasant day, I just wanted to offer him a drink."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled as he replied.

"That man doesn't touch alcohol at all."

"Is that so?"

It was then that the shackled man opened his mouth.

"I'll have a drink."

I was startled, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was even more so. His expression slowly hardened. From that unconcealed change in his face, I could guess the truth.

The shackled man had never once accepted a drink from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Then I'll give you a drink."

I pretended not to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who looked like he was about to explode, and rose from my seat.

I took a cup and a bottle of alcohol and went over to the shackled man.

I sat in front of him and held out the cup.

The shackled man, who had been looking down, raised his head and took my cup.

I slowly filled his cup.

I said nothing else. I didn't use telepathy. I simply poured him a drink.

The shackled man accepted the drink with his head bowed and drank it down.

Then he returned the cup to me. This time, he poured me a drink.

I accepted the drink and drained it refreshingly.

We, who had only exchanged glances, had finally shared a drink. We had only drunk alcohol without a single word of conversation, but for me, that was enough.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been watching this, seemed truly furious. Otherwise, he would not have uttered such words.

"Do you know what that fellow's specialty is? He has a nose like a dog. He's ridiculously good at sniffing out those who come to steal the divine object. What do you think? Don't those shackles look like a dog's leash? Hahahaha."

Spitting out words that were closer to contempt than a joke, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed loudly.

Only the sound of his laughter filled the room.

And then, silence.

What he had just said was a clear slip of the tongue, an insult to the shackled man. I didn't give him a chance to recover from his blunder with a witty retort. This carelessness of his was a kind of gift to me.

I returned to my original seat and poured alcohol into his cup, which had become empty.

"Here, have a drink."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader downed the alcohol without a word.

The shackled man, just like always, lowered his head and froze like a fossil.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at him and bit his lip gently. At least when it came to the shackled man, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was unable to hide or control his emotions. It was just like how the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was with matters related to the Flower Sword Supreme.

I bid my farewell earlier than originally planned and left.

I had given the shackled man a drink, and I had drunk his. I had achieved the purpose of my visit today.


After Geom Mugeuk left, the atmosphere was chilly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader acknowledged he had done wrong, yet he felt strangely upset. He didn't want to apologize, but he forced himself to.

"I was sorry about before."

Despite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's apology, the shackled man said nothing.

"I said I'm sorry."

When there was still no reaction after he apologized again, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally exploded.

"Damn it! What do you think you're doing? I'm your master. You're my subordinate. Can't I even say something like that? I've been letting you have your way, and now you've gotten arrogant, haven't you? Do you want to die? Is that it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted, but the voice in his heart was chiding him.

What are you doing right now? What did you do right that gives you the right to shout?

The greater his self-reproach, the louder his voice became.

"How much have I put up with until now? Five times speaking informally? What kind of madman gives a subordinate a chance like that? Me! It was only because it was me, wasn't it? And you don't even appreciate it. You said you couldn't drink, right? That you'd rather die? But you accept a drink from the Second Young Lord? And right after I said you couldn't drink?"

No matter how angry he was, he should have stopped there.

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't contain his surging anger and crossed a line he shouldn't have.

The next moment, the space they were in changed.

It was not the place with the ever-present blue sky and fields.

It was the middle of a battlefield where blood flowed and corpses were strewn about. The stench of blood pierced the nose, making it a difficult place to be for even a moment.

"A place that suits you perfectly. From now on, this will be the only place you'll ever see!"

Ultimately, the reason the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't stop his anger was that he had been the only one making a scene from start to finish. He made the mistake, and he got angry.

The shackled man hadn't said a single word. He had merely accepted a drink.

No, he was the one who was wrong first. He shouldn't have accepted that drink. Didn't he tell me? That I'm petty and greedy? If you knew that, why would you do this?

Just then, as if reading his inner thoughts, the shackled man opened his mouth and spoke politely.

"I was thoughtless. I apologize."

He was so polite that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart sank.

A wave of anxiety that he might never again hear the shackled man's frank words began to make the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart pound.

This isn't right. Apologize, quickly. Quickly!

He screamed in his mind.

But the words "I'm sorry" wouldn't come out. He, too, had a lot of pent-up feelings.

Why should I apologize? I'm his master. I'm the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!

Although he had argued with him several times, they had never had such a major conflict. So he was flustered about what to do.

If he were dealing with anyone else, he would have handled it much more coolly. If his opponent had been the Demonic Buddha, he would have been calculating on his abacus internally even while shouting on the outside.

But with the shackled man, that wasn't possible.

The sea of blood and corpses spread before his eyes was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart. He agonized and agonized, but in the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not apologize.

Oblivious to his feelings, only the howls of wolves that had caught the scent of blood sounded cruelly in the air.


In a corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's courtyard, I watched Seo Daeryong's training.

He had moved past basic training and was now honing his technique. The way he wielded his dao was different from before.

I had told Seo Daeryong back at the Pungryu inn that even though he started late, he would learn with more dedication, and that would be fine. My words had become reality.

He did not neglect a single movement. Moreover, just as smart people learn martial arts well, Seo Daeryong was improving by leaps and bounds.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came and stood next to me.

"Did you come to watch your subordinate suffer?"

"He suffers enough during the day, so I don't have such a twisted hobby."

"Then what brings you here at this hour?"

"I came to consult you about something."

"Come in."

Leaving Seo Daeryong to his training, I entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

I looked at the books filling the bookshelf and marveled.

"You have so many books."

"Go on, say the rest of what you want to say."

"They don't suit you."

"They're for decoration, not for reading."

"Even as decorations, they don't suit you."

"You brat! If you counted all the books I read in my youth, the number would be as high as the number of people the Cult Leader has killed."

"Then you would have become a great scholar."

After exchanging such jokes, we got to the main topic.

"What did you want to consult me about?"

"There's someone whose shackles I want to remove."

Startled by the unexpected words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon misunderstood.

"Did you find someone in the underground prison you want to release?"

"No. It's someone near me."

This time, he took it in a symbolic sense.

"Right, everyone lives with some kind of shackle."

"What kind of shackles do you have, Elder?"

"Mine are...."

He seemed about to say something but trailed off and asked instead.

"Who is this person?"

"He's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's subordinate."

"Oh, dear."

His expression already showed the difficulty he foresaw.

"Since he's someone you want to acquire, he must be a decent person. Which means it's highly likely the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also cherishes him."

"You're exactly right."

"Does the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader know you want him?"

"He doesn't."

"Have you spoken with the subordinate?"

"No, I haven't said a single word to him yet, but I believe our hearts have connected."

"Hearts? You believe? This is truly a mountain of obstacles."

When I thought about who to consult about the shackled man, the first person who came to mind was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Even if he couldn't give me the answer, I felt that by talking with him, I might be able to find the answer myself. That's the kind of person the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was to me.

"That's why I came to see you, Elder. Please tell me the way."

"Did you leave the method in my keeping?"

I smiled brightly and said confidently. "Yes! Please give me what I left in your keeping. Show me the way out of this mountain of obstacles."


Chapter 76: If I Decide to Live

I definitely relied on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Just as I relied on my father, a separate part of me relied on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Solve it with what you do best."

"What's that?"

"Just kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

I laughed loudly, thinking it was a joke, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was serious.

"Why are you laughing? It'd kill two birds with one stone. If you kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, no one will dare oppose you becoming the successor. Plus, you'll get the subordinate you want."

"I'm not going to kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"......"

"He's not a good person, but he's not evil enough to deserve death."

"That's not the real reason, is it? Isn't it because you can't kill your treasure trove?"

"Well, there is that."

"You're a villain."

"I admit it."

"Why do you admit it so easily?"

"How can I catch villains if I'm too nice? I'll become a proper villain. That's why I'll bear the Karmic Retribution and go to hell myself."

"Hell is for people like me. You should walk a flowery path."

I felt his sincerity and was inwardly moved.

"You've already made your decision, haven't you?"

"......"

After my conversation with Head Strategist Sama Myeong, I decided to make the shackled man my subordinate.

"He belongs to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, so you can't just carelessly steal him away."

"That's right."

"Then you have to leave it to him. Make it so he comes to you on his own."

"But he's a man bound in shackles."

"He has to break those shackles himself. Doesn't he have to show that much ability to be worth recruiting?"

"You have a point, but I'm not confident I've given him that level of certainty. We haven't even exchanged a single word yet."

That was why I came to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I believed that while others might not, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would understand how I felt.

Indeed, instead of calling me a madman, he gave me an answer I had not considered.

"Then give him that certainty."

"......"

"Show him your people."

"!"

"If you show him your people, he'll be able to see what kind of person you are. If the man you're trying to recruit is smart, he'll be convinced just by seeing your subordinates. He probably won't be able to resist coming to you."

I stared at him quietly. I never expected him to give me such advice. It was even more valuable because it was steeped in his own experience.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's the best advice."

"Honestly, it's not that great, is it?"

"Because the first among my people is you, Elder. That's why it's the best advice."

"Then it's the worst advice."

This time, I laughed first, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed along.

"Anyone who sees me will run away, so show him the others. I wasn't including myself when I said that."

I told him firmly.

"You have to come too, Elder."

"I refuse."

"It's not because I want to show you to him, Elder."

"Then?"

"I want to show you as well. To show you who I've chosen."

"......"

"Wouldn't you be able to understand me better then?"

"But why?"

"I want to give you confidence in me, and I want to get closer to you, Elder. This really is killing two birds with one stone."

The corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eye twitched. He usually made that expression when he was angry, but this time it was a reaction born of awkwardness.

"You have some nerve saying such cheesy things to my face."

"Let's go."

I shot up from my seat.

"......"

"You're going to go anyway, so why delay? Let's take everyone who's available. I'll show everyone. Show them who I've chosen, and through that, show them what kind of person I am."

"As expected... you're a madman."

"Hahaha."

You see? It's this hard to make one person my own.

That applied to both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the shackled man.


The air in the room was cold.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared out the window, and the shackled man stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell. The two of them remained silent for a long time.

The winner of this contest of who would speak first was decided from the start. The shackled man could go a whole year without saying a single word.

In the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke first.

"I'm sorry."

It was a difficult apology. He had hoped the response would not come easily, but the shackled man replied as if he had been waiting.

"It's fine."

He had agonized over that apology, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's anger flared again when it was accepted so nonchalantly.

However, just like before, this was not a situation where he could afford to be angry. Opening the space filled with corpses had been a huge mistake. He knew how much the shackled man loved the space with the blue sky and green fields.

"Giving the sacred object to the Second Young Lord recently must have caused a lot of anger to build up in me without my realizing. I'm sorry."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader apologized again.

"It's fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened at the consistently toned reply. Lacking the confidence to hide his face, he continued to stare out the window. He bit his lip until it bled.

All sorts of distracting thoughts tormented him.

Is this all because I'm narrow-minded and greedy? Because I'm a petty man? Damn it! How can I talk about advancing into the Central Plains when I can't even win the heart of one subordinate? The others must be even worse. They might pledge loyalty on the outside, but they're probably laughing at me on the inside.

If he tried to circulate his qi at a time like this, he would surely suffer from qi deviation.

Just then, a voice came from behind him.

"Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was overcome with emotion the moment he heard those words. He had been angry and self-recriminating, but deep down, he had been terrified that he would never hear those words again.

"What?"

"Cult Leader, you're trying to hold onto my heart while keeping me bound in shackles. Didn't I tell you before? Neither you nor I are fortunate enough to have everything without giving something up."

"I am the one who rules the Outer Regions Murim! If I'm not fortunate, then who is?"

"Did you conquer the Outer Regions Murim with your own strength? Cult Leader, you simply inherited it. Granted, if that's considered fortune, it's a great one, but the fortune I'm talking about isn't the kind you're born with."

"Provoking me again! You're pissing me off!"

At that, the shackled man fell silent.

An awkward silence fell for a moment.

He was pissed off when the man spoke, and pissed off when he did not.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew exactly where his anger had originated from today.

"Why did you accept the Second Young Lord's wine?"

"Just because."

"What do you mean, 'just because'? Tell me the reason. I have the right to know."

The shackled man did not answer. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked abruptly. It was the one question he really did not want to ask.

"Don't tell me you want to go to the Second Young Lord?"

The shackled man neither confirmed nor denied it.

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt his legs go weak.

"You're really going to leave? Really?"

"I haven't decided anything yet."

"That means the same thing!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared, his eyes narrowing into slits.

"When did you two conspire? Did you communicate via telepathy behind my back?"

He would have preferred an affirmative answer.

"We never used telepathy."

"Then how?"

"I read his heart. The Second Young Lord wants me."

"Cut the bullshit! I said, cut the bullshit! Who do you think you are, imitating the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? What hearts are you reading?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader now understood why he had been so offended and angry when Geom Mugeuk poured wine for the shackled man earlier. It was not because he had refused his wine and accepted the Second Young Lord's.

It was because he had foreseen this. His fate, his instincts, his premonition had read this damn situation.

"Do you think I'll let you go? I'd kill you before I ever let you go!"

"Then you'll have to kill me now."

"What?"

"Kill me while you still can. You won't be able to later."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's entire body trembled with rage.

The shackled man was the only one who understood his heart. Kill such a person? Lose him to someone else?

"You're saying this because you think I can't kill you, right? Because you look down on me!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader strode toward the shackled man.

He raised his hand high.

One palm strike would free him from all his anguish.

If the shackled man had looked up at his face, he might have actually struck him down.

However, the shackled man kept his head bowed, as if to spare him the guilt.

Seeing him calmly accept death, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not bring himself to strike.

"If you can't kill me now, you'll never be able to. If I decide to live, no one can kill me. So if you're going to kill me, it has to be now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand trembled in the air.

But in the end, he could not strike.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly lowered his hand. The anger that had erupted like lava now subsided.

"You think you can just run away by yourself from this chaotic world? This easily? No way! I won't let you."

The shackled man slowly raised his head. Their gazes met and tangled in the air, filled with complex emotions.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had not given up hope yet.

"You said you haven't decided to leave yet, right?"

"Right. Not yet."

"Then I just have to make sure you're not taken from me, right? I just have to become a better man than the Second Young Lord, right?"

A smile formed on the shackled man's lips. It was a natural smile, not a forced one.

"Yes, this is how we'll live from now on."

"I told you not to talk like we're parting ways!"

"Don't be obsessed with me. I only seem more valuable because someone else wants me."

"Shut up! Give me a chance to persuade you before you decide who to serve. They say even hate can turn into affection, and we've spent years in the same room, so I can at least struggle a bit. I'll hold onto you with everything I've got."

"It still won't work. You're no match for him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed. The now-empty sacred object already told him that he was out of his depth.

"I can't just let you go. If you're going, take me with you."

The shackled man let out a small laugh. It was the first time he had laughed today after their argument.

"Alright. Let's go to the Second Young Lord together."

"What?"

He never expected him to suggest they go together, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a dazed expression.

"Are you crazy?"

However, what the shackled man said next was even more surprising.

"Didn't you say you decided to make the Second Young Lord into the Heavenly Demon? Let's go together and help make him the Heavenly Demon. Then your dream, Cult Leader, will naturally come true. The Second Young Lord right now is the kind of person who would even build the Heavenly Wind Cult Headquarters next to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"You madman! How can you say that?"

Just then, a subordinate spoke from outside.

"The Second Young Lord and his guests have arrived."

"Guests?"

"Yes. There are five people in his party."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed and shook his head.

"Ah! He really pushes things frighteningly hard."

Normally, he would have snapped in irritation, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face was relaxed, as if he had let go of his burdens.

"You were right. We talk about the Second Young Lord too much. That's why he always shows up when we talk about him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to his subordinate.

"Show them in at once, and prepare a grand spread of wine and snacks."

"......"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man. His gaze was different from usual.

"It seems fate wants us to settle this over you. Alright, let's decide today. Whether the Second Young Lord dies, or I die. Whether you go to the Second Young Lord, or you stay with me. Let's decide it all today, but you must judge fairly."

"In that regard, the Second Young Lord is actually at a disadvantage. As you said, Cult Leader, I have more affection for you."

"Good. Then that's settled."

Soon after, Geom Mugeuk and his party entered.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted his guests with a hearty laugh, as if nothing had happened.

"Hahaha, welcome!"

And so, the decisive drinking party that would change their fates began.


Chapter 77: What if Someone Tries to Take That Position?

Today, I brought all my people with me. The group included the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who suggested this method, along with the Flower Sword Supreme, Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, and the Demonic Army General Jang Ho.

I did not tell the others why we were visiting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I wanted to avoid them acting intentionally. Today's meeting required no persuasion and no moving of hearts. I only needed to show them things as they were.

"What esteemed guests have come with you. Welcome, all of you!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader welcomed us with his arms wide open. He looked happier than I had ever seen him.

He had made a huge slip of the tongue to the shackled man.

Have they already reconciled?

"A sudden whim struck me, so I came to visit with my companions," I said. "Please forgive my discourtesy."

"It's quite all right. Isn't this a good opportunity to interact with the heroes of the Divine Cult?"

"Your heart is as vast as the sea."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the first of my companions to greet him.

"It's good to see you."

"It's good of you to come."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was naturally well acquainted with the Demon Supremes.

"I've heard that you've grown quite close with the Second Young Lord recently," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

"You've heard wrong," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied. "It's not just that we've grown close. I am the Second Young Lord's left wing."

We casually joked about being wings among ourselves, but I never expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to say this to someone else. He was probably trying to show the shackled man how much he trusted Geom Mugeuk.

Even I had not anticipated him acting this way. The Flower Sword Supreme, who came with us, must have been incredibly surprised. I knew she would not be keen on this meeting, but I had asked her to come. I wanted to give her another chance to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and to make her one of my people.

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with a surprised expression for a moment. Then she spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"That doesn't mean I'm the right wing, however."

It was her way of showing she wanted nothing to do with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, took it as a witty joke and thanked her.

"I heard you were a great help in Cheong Seon becoming a Demon Supreme this time."

"I only did it because I trusted the Second Young Lord," she said, giving the credit to me. Then she added one more thing.

"And the Blade Demon gave the greatest help. I secured an abstention, but the Blade Demon Senior secured a full vote."

She did not mention a specific name, but she made it clear they had secured a vote thanks to the Blade Demon. No matter how much she disliked him, her nature made her uncomfortable taking credit for someone else's work.

This was the first I had heard of it. I had assumed the Flower Sword Supreme secured one vote while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arranged for an abstention.

So the Blood Heaven Blade Demon secured a full vote? This eccentric old man did that and never once boasted about it to me.

I sent a telepathic message to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[You said you were being ostracized?]

[Someone must have taken pity on me and helped.]

[If you get ostracized just two more times, you'll have all the Demon Supremes kneeling.]

[There won't be a next time I have to go around asking for favors.]

[Thank you.]

[Forget it.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a clasped hands greeting and expressed his thanks.

"You're better than my own friend."

"Isn't it strange to look for friends in the jianghu in the first place?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. "People meet and part according to their needs. Living like that makes for a much cleaner life."

"A good lesson. I won't forget it."

After the two Demon Supremes finished their greetings, Jang Ho stepped forward.

"I am the Demonic Army General Jang Ho. It's an honor to meet you."

"To meet the valiant Demonic Army General like this, the honor is all mine," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied.

"I pestered the Second Young Lord to let me meet the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions," Jang Ho said.

"It's just an empty name. I hope you're not disappointed."

Jang Ho had followed me after hearing my request, not even asking why. This trustworthiness, this feeling that he would silently accomplish any task, was a special quality unique to Jang Ho.

Next, Seo Daeryong offered his greeting.

"I'm not sure if I should be in a place like this, but I am Seo Daeryong, an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall."

"I know all about you," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "You're our Second Young Lord's right-hand man, aren't you?"

At that, Seo Daeryong's eyes widened as he looked at me. His expression seemed to ask, Did you really say that?

I smiled and replied, "Seeing as you know without me even saying it, it seems everyone really thinks so."

Lee Ahn was the last to give her greeting.

"My name is Lee Ahn, and I assist the Second Young Lord. It's an honor to meet you."

"Eyes brimming with such spirit. It's truly been a long time," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader observed.

"Thank you for your kind words."

Her spirit, once lost in the depths of her training, was now like a single sword. She had a sharp aura, as if she could cut down anyone. Learning how to temper this sharp edge was her future challenge.

"If Detective Seo over there is my right arm, then Lee Ahn here is like my very heart," I declared.

Lee Ahn grew flustered when I said that in front of everyone. Her face turned red, but I spoke proudly, as if making a declaration.

"Everyone, please know this. Lee Ahn is my heart."

Saying something when you are alone together is completely different from saying it in front of others. If you can say it when it is just the two of you, you should be able to say it in front of everyone. That is a real relationship.

However, finding a relationship like that is not easy. It is really not easy.

In that sense, meeting Lee Ahn was a great stroke of luck for me. It was not just because of the life debt from before my regression. As I told my father, it was because she is a wonderful person.

She was a person who, despite hiding nine tails, could sacrifice her own life for someone else. She revealed it because we became close. Otherwise, she would have hidden the fact that she was a fox for her entire life and fulfilled her duties like a bear.

"But that doesn't mean you need to throw your life away for me," I said. "Just because someone holds me in high regard, it doesn't mean you need to sacrifice yourself for him. You must not forget. The two are completely separate things."

This was my philosophy regarding superiors and subordinates. I said it to Lee Ahn, but it was also meant for the shackled man.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader expressed his admiration. "I'm envious that you have someone you can praise like this."

I could see the shackled man over his shoulder.

What is he thinking?

"Since the Second Young Lord is boasting about his subordinate like this, I can't just stay quiet," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "Here, let me introduce someone as well. The man over there in shackles is my right-hand man."

I was inwardly surprised. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had never introduced the shackled man before, yet today he did, even calling him his right-hand man. There must have been some change between them after his slip of the tongue.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked bluntly, "Why have you kept your right-hand man bound in shackles?"

"He's the type who would ascend to the heavens if I looked away for even a moment, so I'm forcibly holding him here."

"Shouldn't you let a man who is meant to ascend do so?"

"That's not as easy as it sounds," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded with an expression of complete understanding.

"That's right. These damn imugi are so willful, humans like us can't easily handle them."

As he said this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me. He was telling the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to release the person who should be let go, while also complimenting me by calling me a dragon destined to ascend.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon is truly quick-witted and good at reading the room. If he were just ten, no, twenty years younger, I might have made him my Strategist. Of course, he would probably jump up and down, insisting he would never do it.

While this was happening, a table of drinks was set up. We sat around the table and poured drinks for one another.

I do not believe that fate controls every aspect of a person's life. Fate only provides opportunities. It is up to people to judge and seize those opportunities. I had done a lot of research and preparation for my regression, but the shackled man was not part of it. He might end up playing a very important role in my life after returning.

However, that is fine. In fact, because I did not know and prepare in advance, a meeting like this could happen. It was a meeting where I could show who I am, which in the end makes me reflect on myself.

Lee Ahn broke the ice at today's gathering. After a few rounds of drinks, she cautiously stepped forward.

"Would it be all right if I offered that man a drink?"

The person she referred to was the shackled man. This was not something I had asked her to do. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had already made a huge slip of the tongue once before because I had given the man a drink.

Unaware of this fact, Lee Ahn was making the same suggestion.

Unlike his previous reaction to me, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled and said, "He would like that."

He had definitely changed.

What on earth happened?

Lee Ahn took a bottle and a cup, poured the shackled man a drink, and asked politely, "Martial artist, are you guarding this bell?"

I did not think he would answer, but to my surprise, the shackled man opened his mouth.

"I was at first... but now, the bell is guarding me."

Whether she knew how precious that answer was or not, Lee Ahn continued the conversation.

"That's similar to my situation."

The shackled man slightly raised his head and looked at her.

"At first, I protected the Young Master, but now, the Young Master protects me."

I saw it. A faint smile appeared on the shackled man's lips. That must have been why Lee Ahn was able to continue speaking so naturally.

"That bell doesn't tell you to leave, does it, martial artist?" Lee Ahn asked. "My Young Master keeps telling me to leave. He says he wants me to live my own life. Is that really why? Or is he trying to send me away because he dislikes me?"

The shackled man then answered her question.

"He wouldn't call someone his heart in front of everyone if he wanted to send them away out of dislike."

This was a new side of the shackled man. He had now answered Lee Ahn's questions twice. Just like Lee Ahn's question, I felt the shackled man's answer was directed not at her, but at me.

"Ah, I suppose that's true, isn't it?"

Lee Ahn looked over at me. I could feel she was unfurling another one of her tails. Her intuition must have told her that the reason I brought them here was related to this man. Otherwise, she would not be having this kind of conversation with him.

I tapped my heart twice, then pointed a finger at her.

Lee Ahn beamed.

"He's so over the top about it, it feels like a joke."

Just then, Seo Daeryong, who had been sitting, picked up his cup and went to join them. He moved so naturally that there was no stopping him.

Seo Daeryong sat down next to Lee Ahn and said, "I think it's because he's so worried, Martial Artist Lee."

"About me?"

"Yes. From my observations of the Director so far, he has a strong desire for his subordinates not to die. It's like a parent's heart, wishing for them to leave the harsh perilous realm and have a good killing intent. I believe the reason he had me learn martial arts from the Master was also because of that same worry."

"Ah! Maybe that's it."

Lee Ahn looked at me again. As the one who had been taught the Soaring Sky Sword Art, his words must have sounded plausible to her.

I said to her, "It's a misunderstanding. I'm teaching you so I can work you to the bone later. If you're that naive, you'll be taken advantage of your whole life!"

Then, Seo Daeryong answered on her behalf.

"Sometimes, it's more comfortable working under someone who works you properly. It's much harder when you're under a clumsy and indecisive leader."

Lee Ahn held out her cup as if in agreement, and Seo Daeryong toasted with her.

"Detective Seo, why do you like our Young Master so much?"

"Do I look like I like him?"

"If you didn't, you wouldn't have come over here, would you?"

Lee Ahn had seen right through Seo Daeryong's personality at a glance. She was right. For a man who hated standing out and disliked danger, voluntarily moving to the seat next to Lee Ahn was an act of courage in its own way.

"Because I'm his right-hand man," he said like a joke, but that single phrase contained many of Seo Daeryong's feelings.

It was at that moment. The shackled man raised his head and asked in a low voice, "What will you do if someone tries to take that position of right-hand man?"

It was not an answer to a question, but the first words he had initiated himself, and those first words were incredibly provocative.

Seo Daeryong was startled by the unexpected question. The gaze of the shackled man, visible through his long, disheveled hair, was intense. His complex feelings about how to answer were visible on his face, but soon, Seo Daeryong replied calmly.

"I'm too timid and cowardly, so I don't think I could fight for it. Let them take it. In preparation for such a day, I'm already working hard to become someone else's right-hand man. Thankfully, everyone has a right arm."

At that answer, the shackled man's provocative gaze calmed down.

Meanwhile, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, knowing he was the subject of that jest, wore a look of disbelief.

I looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said, "Raise him well."

"I refuse."

Just then, the Demonic Army General Jang Ho looked toward them and said something unexpected.

"I'm next in line for the position of right-hand man. Detective Seo might be nice enough to give up the spot, but I won't hand over the position of right-hand man to just anyone."

It was a moment that revealed a new side of Jang Ho.


Chapter 78: A Bunch of Madmen

Jang Ho was not the type to step forward. However, Jang Ho disliked the shackled man's arrogant attitude. The man dared to speak of the right-hand man position.

Jang Ho was the first to realize today's meeting was because of the shackled man.

Perhaps the reason we came today is because of that shackled man.

So he even sent a telepathy to Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong. Lee Ahn bravely took action, and Seo Daeryong also made his move. With his rich combat experience, Jang Ho instinctively knew this place was a battlefield where an invisible fight would continue.

At Jang Ho's words, the shackled man raised his head and stared at him. The large scar on Jang Ho's face twitched.

The shackled man said to Jang Ho, "Why are you so obsessed with being the right hand? If it were me, I'd be the left hand and watch the right hands fight."

"I don't have a hobby of enjoying others' fights. Since my goal is to become the right hand, I will strive to become the right hand."

"How manly."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had only been watching, sent a telepathy to the shackled man.

How manly? Bullshit. Since when do you say things like that?

That's because you don't know me well. I'm a man who can say all sorts of things. I can joke and make witty remarks.

Damn it! Why are you saying such things in this situation?

The Cult Leader started it.

Let's say that's true, but what are these people trying to pull by flocking to you now?

Can't you tell by looking? They're all trying their best for their leader, aren't they?

Cowards! I'm alone.

What have you been doing all this time? The Cult Leader has so many subordinates.

So? Is the Second Young Lord a leader who cares more for his subordinates?

Even if I were to go to the Second Young Lord, it would be for a reason completely unrelated to them. It would be the same even if a hundred people came and praised the Second Young Lord. So you don't need to worry about them.

Then for what reason would you go?

However, the shackled man did not tell him the reason.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to Geom Mugeuk, "The Second Young Lord has good subordinates."

"The Cult Leader surely has more good subordinates."

"No. I am a lonely man. Besides that person over there, no one understands me."

"Having someone who understands you is a great blessing in life."

"I hope that blessing stays by my side for a long time."

Geom Mugeuk did not say that he should then release the shackles. Geom Mugeuk knew well that mentioning the shackles and pushing him would be a disadvantageous choice for himself.

"Here, have a cup of my liquor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader poured the liquor, imbuing it with his inner arts. Only a true master could imbue a cup with inner arts without breaking it. One could never receive the full cup unless they had inner arts to match.

TRICKLE.

However, Geom Mugeuk's expression did not change one bit until the cup was filled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was greatly surprised inwardly.

Could it be? Does he surpass my inner arts? No way!

Compared to the shocked Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk's expression was gentle. He received the cup, drank from it, and then held it out.

"This time, please have a cup of my liquor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression stiffened. If he failed to receive Geom Mugeuk's cup, he would be humiliated in front of all these people. However, given the momentum, he could not refuse.

"Fine. Let's receive the liquor of our soaring hidden dragon."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader received the liquor. This time too, the pouring liquor was imbued with inner arts. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tried his best to receive it calmly. The inner arts were just enough for him to endure.

"The liquor tastes excellent."

"Let's drink until we're drunk today."

"Fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader triumphantly sent a telepathy to the shackled man.

Did you see that? Receiving the liquor imbued with the Second Young Lord's inner arts? It was nothing special.

The Second Young Lord was just saving the Cult Leader's face. He probably didn't want to, but the reason he went out of his way to imbue it with inner arts was because he knew the Cult Leader would be embarrassed if he simply poured it after the Cult Leader had used his own. That's why he didn't even put his full inner arts into it.

.......

In truth, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had felt it before anyone else. Having exchanged inner arts with his body, how could he not know? He had tried to show off to the shackled man, only to reveal his own inadequacy.

Don't be discouraged. I know well that this is the kind of person the Cult Leader is.

You're making me feel even more intimidated. I'm usually a better person than this, but I keep making mistakes.

I understand that too.

Geom Mugeuk had noticed that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was exchanging telepathy with the shackled man. However, he pretended not to know and continued drinking. Just then, a telepathy from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived.

Why didn't you humiliate him?

If his pride is wounded, the situation will only worsen.

When you had the chance to show him, you should have. You should have crushed him completely. A person's heart is moved by simpler things than you think.

That man must have seen something more important than that.

Aren't you overestimating him?

Perhaps so.

The drinking party continued. Geom Mugeuk drank with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and exchanged calm conversation, but he refrained from any words or actions that would attack him. His strategy was not to attack the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk focused on why he had come here today. He focused on the task of showing his people to the shackled man.

"Detective Seo. How is your martial arts training going these days?"

"It's tough, but I'm working hard."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon interjected, "Tough?"

"No, it's not tough."

"Really? I should increase your training regimen."

"No, it's tough enough to kill me."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and joined their conversation. "Pleasing the Elder must be as hard as hitting my father's vital points."

"The Master isn't that difficult."

"You're calling me Master again."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gruffly rebuked Seo Daeryong. As if it was not a mistake, Seo Daeryong spoke confidently.

"You haven't officially taken me as a disciple, but I think of you as my master. Even if you kick me out tomorrow, I will forever remember you as my Master."

"Who gave you permission to remember?"

"Are you saying I can't even remember as I please?"

The Flower Sword Supreme added to the sharp retort. "That's just the kind of person he is."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not get angry at her blunt words. "Do you really know me well enough to say that?"

"Perfectly. In fact, I'm the one who doesn't want to remember."

The two engaged in a war of nerves without raising their voices. Geom Mugeuk did not stop them. The purpose of today's visit was to show them as they were. The problem was that he was showing them a little too much as they were.

Geom Mugeuk silently poured them liquor. The Flower Sword Supreme fiddled with her cup, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately emptied his.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched this with a somewhat unfamiliar feeling. It seemed he had never expected the Demon Supremes to have an emotional squabble right in front of him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent a telepathy to the shackled man and asked, What in the world are they trying to pull? What's their intention?

You already knew those two don't get along, right?

But to fight so openly, showing their emotions in front of me? Those sly foxes? No way. I know what kind of people they are.

It's probably not because they're in front of the Cult Leader.

!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bit his lip gently as he looked at Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes. Sitting on either side of Geom Mugeuk like wings, they freely expressed their emotions without a care for him. Even that sight pressured the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. A loneliness like standing alone on a deserted rocky island washed over him.

This can't go on!

When this meeting first started, he thought he could really face Geom Mugeuk with great momentum. He thought he could bring about some grand reversal. However, in reality, he was being pushed back in momentum, in inner arts, and in magnanimity.

Moreover, the people who came with Geom Mugeuk were moving differently than he had expected. The woman suddenly offered liquor to the shackled man, that small and gloomy fellow stepped up to agree with him, and the Demonic Army General uncharacteristically coveted the right-hand man position. Now, the two Demon Supremes were having an emotional fight with each other.

These guys are a bunch of madmen.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was lost in all sorts of worries. If he could, he wanted to flip the table and scream.

You bastards! Won't you all get lost? Do you know who I am, coming here in a group and pulling this shit! You want to go to war with the Outer Regions Murim? Come at me if you dare!

However, he could not do that. If he had that kind of nerve, a moment like this would never have come.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not give up until the very end. He poured liquor for Geom Mugeuk and said cheerfully, "Our Cult will give its unsparing support so that you can become the next Heavenly Demon."

"Thank you. I, too, will actively help the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains."

"This time, with your help, my disciple became a Demon Supreme. You didn't ask for any reward for it, but I must reward you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed that he no longer considered the sacred artifact a waste. He was trying to show the shackled man that he had changed. He wanted to show his will to change, that he was not a narrow-minded and greedy person forever.

"Choose."

"Will you really give me what I want?"

"That's right. I will give you anything in this room."

Everyone looked at Geom Mugeuk, anticipating what he would choose. Finally, Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Words that no one in that room could have imagined flowed from his lips.

"Please give me those shackles."

Everyone was startled by his request for the shackles. Among them, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's surprise was an expected one, a feeling of 'it has finally come'. For that reason, he was even more furious.

How dare he make such a demand even after I called him my right hand?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said resolutely with a cold gaze, "I can never give you that man."

However, he had misunderstood Geom Mugeuk's request.

"I am not asking for the man. I am asking for the shackles, made of ten-thousand-year cold steel."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was shocked. They were truly unexpected words.

"What do you plan to use the shackles for?"

"To tie up anyone who doesn't listen."

He said it like a joke, looking at Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong pouted and said, "Shackles are for tying up people who listen well. You can't tie up someone like me who doesn't listen! That's when big trouble happens."

He had said it as a joke, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched, shaken. It was an issue he had never considered before.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk revealed his original purpose for wanting the shackles. "I want to melt this ten-thousand-year cold steel and create something more valuable. A treasure like this would be hard to find even among sacred artifacts."

He could bind the man with another set of shackles anyway. So this request was a symbolic one. It was an expression of his desire to set the man free.

"So please, give me those shackles."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was lost in thought.

What should I do?

He wished the shackled man would talk to him at a time like this.

It's about releasing his own shackles, so there's no way he'd discuss it with me.

Just then, the shackled man sent a telepathic message.

[Refuse.]

[What?]

[For the Cult Leader's sake, this is a demand you must not accept.]

[Why are you telling me this?]

[Didn't you ask me to be fair?]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed without realizing it. He had not known Geom Mugeuk would ask for the shackles, nor that the shackled man would send a telepathy.

Everyone is smarter than me, so I can't keep up with my own head.

He thought he could do really well, but the vast difference between ideals and reality made him despair. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was conscious of the gazes directed at him.

"A promise must be kept."

It was not because of pride or face. It was because of the judgment that releasing him now would make the shackled man see him in a better light.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took out the key hanging from his necklace. He then slowly walked over and unlocked the man's shackles. During the process, they said nothing. They did not exchange telepathy either. He simply unlocked the shackles, and the man just watched.

"......"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader brought the shackles and the key and placed them in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"Take them."

"Thank you."

The shackled man remained seated in the same position, his head bowed.

Geom Mugeuk asked the shackled man, "Is there anything you would like to have made from this when it's melted?"

Everyone's surprised gazes focused on Geom Mugeuk. They had never imagined he would give the melted ten-thousand-year cold steel back to the shackled man.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a wave of dizziness and squeezed his eyes shut. He felt that the only thing he could do against these people was to flip the liquor table.


Chapter 79: So Am I

He moved to flip the table, but a stream of qi flowed out and pressed it down.

He looked up and saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a telepathic message to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

[Control yourself. If that table flips, it won't be the bottom of the table that's exposed, but the bottom of the Cult Leader's dignity.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sensed the warning came from goodwill and took his hands off the table. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze seemed to say, I understand you, to some extent.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the shackled man again.

"Since you've been bound here for so long, I thought you might want something made from these shackles."

The shackled man did not refuse and requested one item.

"Then please have a fan made for me."

"Will that be enough?"

"It is more than enough."

I entrusted the shackles to Jang Ho.

"Take these to Artisan Gwak at our Cult's smithy. Have him make a fan with ribs of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron. With the rest, have him forge eight throwing knives, one for each person gathered here today. Let's each take one to commemorate this occasion."

The eight knives included one for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the shackled man.

At that, Seo Daeryong spoke.

"I don't know if I'm worthy of receiving such a precious throwing knife, whatever the others may think."

"Me neither," Lee Ahn chimed in.

"I feel the same way," Jang Ho added.

"Instead of being humble, work yourselves to death to repay me!"

At my joke, they all bowed their heads, looking humbled.

"Thank you so much."

In contrast, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's reaction was cold.

"Why are you including one for me?"

"I want to commemorate this day."

"What if I don't want to commemorate it?"

Just then, the shackled man sent a telepathic message.

[Just accept it. I know you're agitated because of me, but doesn't the Cult Leader still have the great task of advancing into the Central Plains to achieve?]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt incredibly grateful to the shackled man. He was trying his best to the very end. He was the only one failing to meet expectations.

"I was joking. Give me one too. Those shackles hold meaning for me as well."

"Yes, of course."

"By the way, you're truly remarkable. A throwing knife made of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron would be difficult to acquire even in the Central Plains. To think you'd give one to everyone."

"They are people that precious to me."

"There's no guarantee those precious people will remain precious later on, is there?"

"This isn't a gift given with the future in mind."

"Then?"

"It's a gift of gratitude for everything they've done for me until now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was left speechless by Geom Mugeuk's words. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed to understand his feelings, pouring him a drink.

"Didn't we say it earlier? We can't handle ascending dragons. It's best to just let them go with an easy heart."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader silently emptied his cup.

The drinking party, teetering on the verge of an explosion, continued.

As they exchanged a cup or two, everyone became drunk.

"Detective Seo. Please stop drinking. At this rate, you'll be clinging to the Master's pant leg again today."

Despite Lee Ahn's attempt to stop him, Seo Daeryong shouted.

"I'm perfectly fine!"

"But your tongue is already getting twisted."

"I told you not to worry! I'm not drunk."

Seo Daeryong seemed to have a lot on his mind lately and began to drink heavily. Lee Ahn, who had been trying to stop him, also started sipping the alcohol she had abstained from throughout her training.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Jang Ho. Jang Ho gave him a look that promised he would take good care of the two.

"Shouldn't it be the other way around? You getting drunk, and those two stopping you."

"That's what I'm saying."

"If they show any sign of drunken antics, give them a good punch with that big fist of yours."

"That's not so easy either. The aura of those two has been extraordinary lately."

Of course, Seo Daeryong still had a long way to go. In Lee Ahn's case, however, it could not be said that she would unconditionally lose to Jang Ho. The Soaring Sky Sword Art was a martial art that could kill Jang Ho if he let his guard down.

Watching this scene, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke to the Demon Supremes.

"The world has turned upside down. It's become a world where you have to cater to your underlings."

This was not a comment about Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong, but a lament regarding the shackled man. Then he asked Geom Mugeuk.

"What do you think, Second Young Lord? If you become the Cult Leader, do you intend to run the cult while being mindful of your subordinates' moods?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader a question.

"Do you know the characteristic of incompetent people?"

"Isn't it because they're incompetent and lazy?"

"That could be it, but there's a more common characteristic."

"What is it?"

"They lack tact."

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. It was clear he was about to say something that contradicted Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Are you telling me to be mindful of my subordinates? Will the cult run properly that way? What if we get devoured by those bastards from the orthodox sects?"

"You have to be mindful to know what kind of person your subordinate is. You have to be mindful to know what's in their heart. I refuse forced loyalty."

"Enough!"

In the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flipped the table.

"......"

As the table overturned, everyone stared at him with shocked faces. Alcohol and food splattered on their clothes, but no one paid it any mind.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted.

"It's a pretense. He's just putting on an act for you. You talk like that, but if you had a subordinate who didn't listen, you'd secretly drag them away and kill them. He's not being mindful of his subordinates right now, he's being mindful of you. He's putting on a show because he wants you to take him with you."

His words echoed thunderously. To others, it was a sudden outburst. For him, it was an explosion of pent-up frustration.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had resisted the urge to flip the table several times. However, the dam of his patience broke the moment he heard Geom Mugeuk's final words about 'forced loyalty'.

This was because he had been blaming himself lately. He even felt victimized, thinking that the shackled man, and perhaps his other subordinates, all offered him forced loyalty.

Only silence filled the room.

Staring at the bottom of the overturned table, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gritted his teeth.

Damn it! What am I supposed to do? This is who I am. What am I supposed to do when I hate hearing that kind of talk! Damn it!

The overturned table signaled the end of the long, drawn-out confrontation.

"It seems I was rude. Please forgive me. It's late today, so I will visit again tomorrow to apologize."

Along with Geom Mugeuk's apology, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme bade their farewells.

It was an act that should not have been committed in front of the Demon Supremes. The two of them had every right to be angry, but they showed no sign of it out of consideration for Geom Mugeuk.

Jang Ho gathered the shackles, Seo Daeryong, and Lee Ahn, and followed them out.

Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to everyone with a smile. This meeting would never have happened without them.

They parted ways at the entrance. No one spoke about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Jang Ho, Seo Daeryong, and Lee Ahn went to the Alluring Inn, saying the three of them would have another drink. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme returned to their residences, claiming to be tired. Geom Mugeuk also headed for his own quarters.


The shackled man stood up.

The sight of the shackled man walking toward him was utterly unfamiliar to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The shackled man picked up a fallen bottle from the floor and drank straight from it. Then, he offered the bottle to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took the bottle and drank.

Perhaps they could have sat face to face like this, drinking together, long ago. What had he been so afraid of?

"I kept you in shackles because I was afraid you would kill me. No, to be more honest, I was afraid that I would kill you."

"That's not it."

"It's not?"

"The Cult Leader simply had no thoughts about it."

"What?"

"The reasons you just gave are thoughts you've only had recently. Before that, you lived without thinking, didn't you? You kept me bound simply because you bound me in the first place. Out of inertia."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not refute it. Just as he said, he had lived without much thought. He had only recently realized what a huge problem these shackles were after getting involved with the Second Young Lord.

Despite this, the shackled man comforted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"It's alright. Everyone lives like this."

"What's alright about it? You're trying to leave because of this."

"That's not why I'm leaving. It's not because you kept me in shackles."

"Then why? Do you think you can change the world if you're with the Second Young Lord?"

"I have no such dream of changing the world."

"Then why? Just why!"

The reason was something the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had never expected.

"I'm going because I couldn't predict anything."

"What?"

"Together with the Cult Leader, I handled all matters related to the murim situation in the Outer Regions."

"You did."

"In that process, I failed to predict a single thing related to the Second Young Lord."

"But you did, didn't you? You said he would come, and he came. You also predicted he would demand the sacred artifact."

The shackled man shook his head.

"Those were meaningless predictions. Many reports about the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult flew in from the Outer Regions. A significant number of them were about the Second Young Lord. Each time, the Second Young Lord defied all my predictions. I didn't know he would kill the Demonic Army General, nor did I know he would kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. I certainly didn't know he would draw in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I didn't know he would bring all the people under his command today. I didn't even know he would ask for the shackles."

"How can this be? Yes, that's right. Perhaps the Second Young Lord is smarter than me, and I might be treated poorly if I go. He might be disappointed, thinking, 'What? I brought him in as a Strategist, but he's not as great as I thought.' But I still have to go and see for myself. I have to go see just why I couldn't predict his moves, just what kind of person he is to be able to act this way. I've become genuinely curious."

It was the first time the shackled man had spoken so much.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell. He could no longer hold him back. He asked one last time.

"Will it really not work out with me?"

"It will. Let's go together."

"You crazy bastard, what do you mean, 'go together'?! What will my subordinates think of me? Do you think they'll follow me as I go under that greenhorn Second Young Lord?!"

"Then let's abandon everything and go."

"What?"

"Pass the Cult Leader position to your successor and come with me. We'll live a new life."

All sorts of curses came to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mind, but a sense of defeat overshadowed his anger.

"Without the title of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, what use would I be to anyone?"

"Without that title, you'd be quite a cool person. You've lived a mediocre life, bound by that title your whole life. I'm not the only one who has lived in shackles."

"What are you talking about."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader threw the bottle he was holding, shattering it.

"You want me to step down from the Cult Leader position myself? This position where I can kill anyone I want with a single word, eat whatever I want, and summon all sorts of beautiful women?"

"And are you happy?"

"Of course I'm happy! No, let's say I'm not that happy. So what? Will I become happy if I step down from this position? Is happiness, which I didn't even have as the Cult Leader, going to just walk up to me on its own?"

"I don't know about that. You have to find it yourself."

"You're trying to ruin me. You're desperately trying to make me miserable."

"Maybe I am."

"Damn it! I'll just kill you and be done with it."

"It's too late for that."

"What?"

"If you were going to kill me, you should have done it before the Second Young Lord came. If you kill me after the Second Young Lord freed me from the shackles, what do you think his feelings toward you will be? He'll blame himself for my death, and that will turn into hatred for the Cult Leader. If that happens, the Cult Leader will never be able to leave the Outer Regions. For your own sake, Cult Leader, you can't kill me."

"Damn it!"

"Accept it as fate."

"Don't talk to me about fate! What kind of fate discriminates between people like this?"

"Cult Leader, you are the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The one who reigned by discriminating against everyone in the Outer Regions. How can the word 'discrimination' come from your mouth?"

After a long silence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spat out.

"I've lost. Yes, I've lost to you clever, well-spoken people. Go."

He meant it sincerely.

It was the moment he gave up on the shackled man.

"Go and suffer to your heart's content. Regret the day you left me until you die. Go, just go. I'm letting you go because I'm sick of this."

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had truly released the shackles.

Just then, the shackled man placed something in front of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To his surprise, it was a key that looked identical to the one that could unlock the shackles.

"What is this? Don't tell me... is this the key to the shackles?"

The shackled man nodded. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was aghast. Geom Mugeuk's subordinate had taken the key that had been on the necklace along with the shackles, yet here was another identical key.

"I had it forged a few years ago."

"How on earth? No, then why didn't you run away?"

The shackled man did not tell him why.

"If you could have unlocked the shackles, you would have had a chance to kill me too. Why didn't you?"

"It's probably similar to the reason you didn't kill me even when I cursed at you. The Cult Leader said it, didn't he? That I'm the person who understands and knows you the best. So am I."

The moment he heard those words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart surged with emotion, and his eyes grew hot.

This was why. This was the reason this farewell was so difficult and regrettable.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked down at the key and spoke.

"To present this at this very moment. I'm a loser to the very end."

At that, the shackled man performed a deep bow on the spot. Then, with the most respectful expression and words he had ever shown, he offered his farewell.

"That's not true. The fact that you didn't kill me, and that you're letting me go so readily now... To me, at least, the Cult Leader was a cool person. The reason I've lived this long, even though I could have run away and wanted to die several times, is perhaps because I grew fond of you, Cult Leader. I will never forget the grace you've shown me by releasing me today. I will look forward to the day we can be together again, Cult Leader."

And with that, the shackled man left the room.

Left alone, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slammed his fists on the floor again and again.

He felt relieved, yet regretful. Empty, yet also happy, and sad.


Chapter 80: Even if I Someday Become Predictable

The hastily formed trio headed for the Alluring Inn.

Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong had been drunk, but they sobered up instantly when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flipped the table.

They knew they would never again see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flip a table before the Demon Supremes. It was an unbelievable story they could tell their grandchildren, starting with, "Listen here, back in my day..."

The three shared a thought. A day like this couldn't just end.

Before going to the Demon Village, Jang Ho gave the Millennial Cold Iron to Chief Gwak. Chief Gwak, known as the Divine Hand, was the head of the Cult's smithy.

Chief Gwak was overjoyed and said he could finally stretch his skills. He rarely showed emotion, so the three realized just how great their gift was.

The three entered the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village.

Jo Cheonbae greeted them warmly. "Only the three of you today."

Seo Daeryong joked, "As of today, we've formed a trio."

Lee Ahn added, "It might become a quartet soon."

Lee Ahn smiled at the confused Jo Cheonbae. "Bring us some drinks first."

The three sat at their usual table on the second floor.

Jang Ho began the drinking session with half-joking, half-serious words.

"I feel a little left out sometimes."

"......"

"You two are the heart and the right arm, but I'm still nothing, right?" Jang Ho said it jokingly, but his voice held a hint of disappointment.

Lee Ahn smiled. "Doesn't that make it even more amazing?"

"What do you mean?"

"Like you said, you're neither the heart nor the right arm, yet you always call the Young Lord 'my lord,' don't you?"

Jang Ho's eyes widened. He had never considered it that way before.

"The 'right arm' and 'heart' stuff is just a joke, but the Young Lord's trust in you, the Demonic Army General, is real. I can tell just by looking at his eyes."

"Is that so?"

"......"

"Our dear martial artist here is very good at making people feel better."

Lee Ahn asked, "Am I?"

Jang Ho replied with a loud "Yes!" just as she had. The three laughed together.

Lee Ahn suddenly thought of the man in shackles. They had to talk about him today.

"Who do you think that man from earlier was?"

Seo Daeryong answered, "He seemed like no ordinary person."

Jang Ho emphasized his point. "No matter how important or skilled he is, I won't let him act recklessly."

Jang Ho made it clear he would keep the man in shackles in check.

"Thank you for stepping in for me earlier," Seo Daeryong said. He was grateful because Jang Ho had intervened when the man in shackles pressed him about the right arm position.

"I'm sorry, but I didn't step in for you, Detective Seo. I was serious. About being in line for the right arm position."

Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong stared at Jang Ho in surprise.

Seo Daeryong started, "Since you're General Jang..." but Jang Ho cut him off.

"Please don't say you'll yield. I don't think the Second Young Lord's right arm is a position to be given up so easily."

"No, I was going to say that I wouldn't yield, even to you, General Jang."

"What? Then why did you say you would yield earlier?"

"That was a lie. The atmosphere wasn't right for me to step up. Honestly, I can't yield. I absolutely won't."

Seo Daeryong revealed his true feelings, and not just because of the alcohol. He had always wanted to say this to Lee Ahn and Jang Ho.

"My predecessor at the Sanzu River Hall was killed by the former Demonic Army General, and I was obsessed with revenge. I even memorized the personal details of everyone in the Demonic Army, but that was all. I couldn't bring myself to demand a reinvestigation, so I just let my desire for vengeance burn inside me."

Seo Daeryong drank. Jang Ho silently refilled his cup.

"Pathetic, isn't it? But I had to do that just to endure. If the Director hadn't come as a temporary investigator, I probably would've spent my whole life blaming myself, living in darkness. Do you know what the Director tells me most often these days? She asks why I've become so much brighter. So, do you think I'd give up her right arm position so easily? I wouldn't yield even to the Lord, and my martial arts skills are improving every day."

Seo Daeryong let out a deep breath after venting his feelings.

Jang Ho looked like he was about to speak but just smiled pleasantly instead. Seo Daeryong found the rough man's occasional grin both unfamiliar and cool. He wished he could smile like that.

Seo Daeryong told the other two, "Let's keep having these get-togethers. Please!"

The three talked late into the night.

They discussed Geom Mugeuk and the man in shackles. They also talked about the Demon Supremes and their own work.

It was a pleasant session where they could say anything on their minds without crossing lines. They felt a vague trust that they could speak freely. They could open up more without Geom Mugeuk present.

Lee Ahn raised her cup. "I'm so glad we got together today." The two men toasted her enthusiastically.

After the session ended, the three went outside and stood side-by-side before the inn.

Seo Daeryong looked at the distant Headquarters building. "Many people's fates are probably changing tonight, right? Or maybe they've already changed."

Lee Ahn nodded. "We just have to believe in the fate that guides those fates."

The Second Young Lord, until the very end? These people were also sincere to the last.


The man in shackles came to see me as dawn was breaking.

I had only ever seen him shackled by the Echoing Thunder Bell, so seeing him in my residence felt completely new.

I checked his ankles before even greeting him.

"Are your ankles alright?"

His voice was low and calm. "You continue to defy my expectations, Second Young Lord."

I gave him a questioning look.

"I mean, I didn't expect you to check my ankles as your first greeting."

"It's more important than a greeting."

"My ankles are fine. It may not be a profound martial art, but I am a martial artist."

"Can you tell me what martial arts you practice? I'd like to know your exact skill level."

"I once mastered the Myeongin Gwonbeop up to the seventh stage."

"Ah, that's a fine fist art."

"You know of Myeongin Gwonbeop?"

"Isn't it the unique martial art of Yang Seong, the Fist Master, one of the Nineteen Masters of the Outer Regions?"

"How do you know even that?"

"I'm interested in all sorts of things."

Fortunately, his ankles were fine. As I straightened up, the man spoke.

"My name is Go Wol."

I finally learned the name of the man in shackles.

Go Wol. The name meant a lonely, solitary moon and suited his aura well.

"Go Wol. It's a good name."

"Thank you."

My gaze met Go Wol's. I could see his clear eyes through his long, flowing hair. Just as it all began with our eyes meeting, no other words were needed between us.

"From now on, be my strategist."

Go Wol calmly replied to my abrupt offer.

"When you become the Heavenly Demon, I'll become the Head Strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Can you entrust such a heavy responsibility to me?"

"You'll take on that role after you play a major part in my becoming the Heavenly Demon. It's not something I'll give you, but something you must earn yourself."

I made that point clear, then added a joke.

"Still, it'll be easier to become the Demonic Cult's Head Strategist than to become my right arm."

Go Wol smiled faintly. "I saw that earlier."

My offer was direct, and Go Wol did not hesitate. He knelt and formally paid his respects.

"I am a man of many shortcomings, but if you accept me as your strategist, I will serve you with all my loyalty. I swear it on my life and honor, before the gods of heaven and earth."

I formally accepted him.

"Go Wol, from this moment on, I appoint you as my Head Strategist. Please guide me well."

I trust the passion in his clear eyes more than words. I trust the fate that brought him before me.

"From now on, please speak comfortably with me."

"I will."

Welcoming Go Wol was a special moment. I was finally free from the burden of handling everything alone.

I took Go Wol's hand and helped him to his feet.

"First, focus on recovering your health."

"I'm fine."

"There's no need to rush. I'll need you ten, twenty, even thirty years from now. During that time, we may have to wage war with the Murim Alliance or appease the Evil Alliance. A rebellion could break out, or a powerful enemy might attack us. I wasn't looking for an advisor for just today, but for someone who will face all those things with me in the future."

A strange light flickered in Go Wol's eyes for a moment.

"To think that far ahead... You truly are an unpredictable person, Second Young Lord."

"I may be unpredictable now, but the future me might become all too predictable. That won't mean my subordinates' lives will be any less precious. You have to help me now, and you'll have to help me then, too. We have a very long road ahead of us."

"I will keep that in mind."

Go Wol then asked me a question.

"May I ask you a question?"

"Ask as many as you like."

"What will you do if you find a strategist more brilliant than me in the future?"

"You'll become his Vice-Strategist and help me. How's that? Is my answer acceptable?"

"It is."

"Won't you be disappointed? If I bring someone else and say, 'From today, this person is my strategist'?"

"I didn't come to you to build a friendship, Second Young Lord. That means you don't need to get close to me. So, if that situation arises, I must accept it unconditionally. If I can't even make such an obvious choice, then I'd be an idiot or a villain to remain your strategist. You must be decisive. For your sake, Young Lord, and for mine."

Go Wol's insight was extraordinary. He knew that sentiment would ultimately ruin their relationship.

"To be honest, you're so brilliant, Second Young Lord, that I wonder if you even need me."

"A person can't be brilliant all the time, right? I'll make mistakes, and so will you, but the chances of us both making a mistake at the same time are small, aren't they? So let's discuss things and move forward together."

"Just what kind of life have you lived, Second Young Lord?"

How could I explain that life to him? Instead of talking about myself, I relayed words Sama Myeong once told me.

"A strategist I respect once said, 'A good strategist is one who is smarter than the opposing strategist.'"

"Is my opponent the Murim Alliance's strategist? Or is it that respected strategist?"

"Both."

Go Wol would guess. He would know the respected strategist I mentioned was our Cult's Head Strategist, Sama Myeong. He would also know I meant for him to become a strategist who could surpass Sama Myeong.

"There is something you must do now. Create an intelligence organization and seize control of all information in the Central Plains. Your goal is to create an organization superior to the All-Knowing Hall."

"......"

"Is that a task you can agree to so easily?"

Go Wol's eyes filled with confidence as he asked, "Isn't that why you went to such lengths to bring me here?"


A few days passed.

Go Wol spent a few days recuperating. I didn't arrange separate quarters for him. For now, he decided to stay in a guest room at my residence.

He was up early again today, just as he had been since the first day.

"You're awake?"

"Did you sleep well?"

"I slept well."

"What brings you here so early in the morning?"

"Here, take this money first." I handed Go Wol the bundle of bank notes I had found on the battlefield.

"You'll need money to build the organization, so use this."

Go Wol showed no surprise, even after confirming the enormous sum of one million taels.

"What will you do if I take this money and run?"

"I'll have to send people to catch you."

"And then?"

"I'll melt down the fan and throwing knife you're probably making and forge them back into shackles. Then I'll have to show you to the person I hate the most. You'll have to act all mysterious then, too."

Go Wol couldn't hold back a small laugh at my joke.

"Let's go. We're eating out today."

We went into the Demon Village, where I saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sitting on the second floor of the Alluring Inn.

"The owner here said the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has already come by himself twice. It seems he wants to see you. What do you think? Do you want to meet him?"

There was no other reason for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to come eat here twice.

"Yes, I wanted to meet him as well."

My problem was solved, but they still had issues to resolve. That was right. You can fight with a burden on your back, but you should fight without a burden on your heart.

We slowly walked to the second floor.


Chapter 81: Let's Try Living a Different Life

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not surprised to see me and Go Wol.

"May we join you?"

He had clearly been waiting for us, yet he still made a sarcastic remark.

"Are you here to show off your new man?"

"Weren't you eating here so we could show him off?" Go Wol retorted.

Go Wol and I sat across from him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at Go Wol. He stared, as if he could not get used to the sight of Go Wol, who had gained some weight and looked healthier after a few days of rest.

"Looks like your new master is treating you well."

"I'm eating well and sleeping well," Go Wol replied.

"You don't think he's just fattening you up for the feast, do you?"

"If so, I hope it's a grand feast."

I believe time will also resolve the relationship between these two.

One day, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will think to himself, 'Why was I so obsessed back then? Looking back now, it was no big deal.'

Or will this incident become an unforgettable scar, a source of lasting resentment?

Even though I've lived a full life, I can't be certain about things I haven't experienced myself, about the hearts of others.

I changed the subject before he could become gloomy.

"Did you meet with my father?"

"I did."

"Did you tell him? That you would raise the new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme to be even stronger."

"I did. Just as you said, he was quite pleased."

"Did he say anything else?"

"He did. He asked how long Cheong Seon's martial arts training would take. It seemed he wanted me to return quickly."

"So what did you answer?"

"I told him we still need to find the divine object and that there's much to teach."

"Well done."

"What should I do now?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"I'll look for a way."

"You won't demand another divine object as payment, will you?"

"I'll have to discuss that part with my Strategist."

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened.

"Is that something you should be saying to me right now?"

I spoke calmly to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Cult Leader."

"I'm listening."

"You came to our Cult and lost one person, but didn't you gain another? If you keep living a life of looking back like this, you'll lose that person too."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression stiffened even more, but he could not get angry. Cheong Seon, who had become the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, was not someone to be treated lightly.

"The Young Lady Cheong you've taken as a disciple is a very ambitious person. You should focus on her."

My advice seemed to sour his mood. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took his frustration out on Go Wol.

"If this Second Young Lord is the peerless hero you claim he is, countless people will flock to his side. Many of them will be smarter than you. You'll just be relegated to being another face in the crowd. What was it again? Ah, 'that shackle from back then!' That's exactly what you'll become."

I sensed it. He isn't saying this to Go Wol, but to me. It's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's warning not to treat Go Wol that way. This man genuinely cares for Go Wol.

Just then, Go Wol suddenly spoke.

"The Second Young Lord gave me a million taels."

I'm surprised. I never expected him to boast about receiving money from me in a situation like this.

"You said the Second Young Lord was putting on a pretense, didn't you? If you're going to pretend, you have to go this big."

Even I was surprised, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's shock was natural. That shock quickly turned to anger.

"Save your advice for your great new master!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shot up from his seat and stormed out.

I knew Go Wol was not a rash person, so I asked him calmly, "Why did you do that?"

Indeed, his action had a purpose.

"As your Strategist, I'd like to make my first proposal."

"What is it?"

Go Wol stared at me and said, "I want to recruit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

His unexpected words stunned me.

"You can't mean you want to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to our side?"

Go Wol nodded. "That's right."

"Is that possible?"

"I can't be certain, but there's a possibility."

"Then why did you piss him off?"

"I have a plan."

It was clearly a preliminary move to draw in the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"May I ask why you want to bring him in?"

After a brief pause, Go Wol spoke. His reason was unexpected.

"Because I want to save the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"Will he die if he doesn't join hands with me?"

"Yes, I predict that's what will happen."

"What's your reason for thinking so?"

"It's because of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader."

"Because of my father? Why?"

Since he was mentioning the Heavenly Demon, Go Wol lowered his voice.

"The difference in caliber between the two Cult Leaders is too great. The Young Lord's father possesses martial talent that ranks among the best of all the Heavenly Demons in history. He's also a man of great ambition. Eventually, the Heavenly Wind Cult will be devoured by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

I agreed with Go Wol's opinion. Now that the Heavenly Wind Cult did not even have Go Wol, there was no telling what disaster it would face if it failed to recruit a proper new Strategist.

"So you want to save the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Yes, that's right. If he becomes one of the Young Lord's people, he can avoid that disaster."

Gaining the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? Many problems would arise, but it feels like a choice with as many gains as losses. Above all else...

"It's my Strategist's first proposal, so I have to accept it. Alright, let's try to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to our side."

"Thank you."

Go Wol bowed his head respectfully.

I intend to treat him as a proper Strategist, just like my father treats Sima Myeong.

"Aren't you worried I'll mess it up?" Go Wol asked.

"What?"

"You know that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I are deeply entangled emotionally, don't you? If I handle him wrong, the Heavenly Wind Cult could become our enemy."

"Well, that could happen."

"Then why did you allow it?"

"Will ignoring each other make things better? I think hatred and resentment only grow when you don't see each other. I think it's better to hash it out with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and come to a decision. Whether we make him our ally or our enemy, let's reach a conclusion one way or another."

Like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

At my words, Go Wol's expression brightened.

I extended my hand to him. "Let's shake on it."

Go Wol took my hand. "This is a hand stronger than any shackle."

"Do you mean a hand that can break millennium cold steel? Or a hand like a shackle that will hold you down?"

"Which is it?"

"To me, they're both the same."

"I'm fine with both."

We clasped hands firmly.

I finally have a Strategist.


The next day, I went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"This is a fine tea from the Central Plains."

Instead of thanking me, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader scoffed. "Did you come to brag about giving your Strategist a million taels? Must be nice to have so much money."

"I just came because I wanted to see you. Besides, don't you have a hundred times more money than I do, Cult Leader?"

"A hundred times? More like a thousand!"

"Of course. I'm someone who looks before he leaps. Would I really boast about money in front of you, Cult Leader?"

"Then why did you come?"

"I came to have a chat over a cup of tea."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shot me a suspicious look. It was a natural reaction. His sense of victimization from dealing with me was piled higher than the divine object behind him.

"Actually, I have a concern regarding Go Wol."

"What concern?"

"You saw it yesterday, didn't you? How he frivolously boasted about money in front of you, Cult Leader."

"Are you saying you're disappointed?"

I said nothing, but let a hint of disappointment show on my face. This was, of course, what Go Wol had instructed me to do. He had boasted about the money yesterday precisely to create this situation.

"I don't know Go Wol very well."

"Then why did you show such devotion to him?"

"So I thought about it carefully..."

"......"

"Perhaps he was just a stepping stone to connect you and me, Cult Leader."

"Does he know? That you're stabbing him in the back like this."

"It's not slander or betrayal. It's just the plain truth."

"So what is it you want to say?"

"I'm wondering if Go Wol is someone I can trust."

A look of displeasure crossed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face.

"Look here, Second Young Lord."

"......"

"I'm asking you nicely. Leave for today."

At his cold dismissal, I simply offered a farewell and stood up.

"Then I'll see you next time."

Getting kicked out like this was also part of Go Wol's prediction.


The next day, Go Wol went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"These bastards! What kind of game are you playing?"

Still, he felt more pleased to see Go Wol than when Geom Mugeuk had come.

"I've come as a guest, so please show some courtesy."

"Bullshit."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to the side.

Go Wol went to a nearby table and prepared tea with his own hands. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rarely allowed attendants into his quarters, so when it was just the two of them, the Cult Leader usually made the tea.

"Are you trying to poison me?"

"What would I gain by poisoning you, Cult Leader?"

"You could live happily with the Second Young Lord in a world without me, couldn't you?"

"I need you to be alive so I can boast, Cult Leader. Just like with the money yesterday."

"This crazy bastard."

Go Wol brought the tea. "Please drink. Come to think of it, this is the first time I've made tea for you with my own hands."

Though his expression was displeased, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader blew on the tea and drank it.

"How is it?"

"It's terrible."

"I'll leave after just one cup."

"Do whatever you want."

The two men drank their tea in silence. Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly spoke.

"The Second Young Lord doesn't fully trust you."

Normally, he would never have told him. His honest feeling was, Let Geom Mugeuk learn a harsh lesson, but seeing Go Wol face-to-face, he could not bring himself to do it.

"Are you trying to drive a wedge between us?" Go Wol asked.

What? After I went out of my way to tell you? The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was about to flare up, just scoffed.

"Think what you will."

Only then did Go Wol smile. "I'm touched. That you would even tell me such a thing."

"Didn't you just call it driving a wedge?"

"I know it's not."

"......"

"Because it's a strategy."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled at the word 'strategy'.

"A strategy? What strategy?"

"A strategy to bring you in, Cult Leader. The Second Young Lord pretends to doubt me to drive me into a corner, and we use your soft heart to pull you to our side."

"What?"

After a moment of stunned silence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his voice. "You think I'd fall for such a pathetic strategy?"

"If I'm driven into a corner, are you just going to stand by and watch?"

"Of course! You've already left, what are you to me?"

"Then why are you so agitated right now?"

"I'm not agitated. I said I'm not!"

But the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was clearly agitated.

"Then why are you telling me this?" he asked.

"Because I don't want to bring you over by deceiving you, Cult Leader."

"!"

Just as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hesitated, unsure of what to say, Go Wol spoke again.

"Even me telling you this is part of the strategy. It's a strategy to make you trust me even more."

"What in the world are you talking about? You damned ghost, you haunt me even after you've left! Shoo! Be gone!"

"Now you seem like your old self, Cult Leader."

"Shouting is what's like me? Are you mocking me? Is that it? I'll shout to my heart's content, so go ahead and ridicule me all you want!"

After shouting for a while, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a sense of relief.

"What's the reason for going this far to bring me over?"

"Because at this rate, I believe you'll be defeated by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader."

Go Wol was completely honest with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from beginning to end.

"I won't be defeated! I'll find a new Strategist as soon as I get back."

"I have a good idea of who in the Heavenly Wind Cult will take my place, don't I? They won't be enough."

"I'll just find one. Just like I found you."

"Do you think such good fortune will strike twice?"

"Damn it! Damn it! You arrogant bastard!"

"I've shown all my cards. Now it's your turn to show yours, Cult Leader."

"...As if you don't already know all my cards." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader let out a long sigh.

"The Second Young Lord will strip me of everything I have."

"Then each time, you must obtain everything you desire, Cult Leader. If you lose one thing, gain another to fill its place."

"I can't do that with my own head, can I?"

"I will help you."

"Go help yourself. Don't end up broke and in shackles over there. Humans can pretend to be good and great, but they're all the same in the end."

"That's right. Since we're all the same, let's stick together."

"Can I really trust you?"

"Are you nervous?"

"Wouldn't you be nervous if you were me?"

Just then, Go Wol's expression changed, and he suddenly switched his tone.

"Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at him with an expression of both pleasure and surprise.

"Don't lie. You've never been nervous a day in your life, have you? Not once, right? Because nothing has ever threatened you, Cult Leader. You say you're nervous just thinking about advancing into the Central Plains? Don't lie. You sang the song of advancing into the Central Plains, but you never once thought about it seriously, did you? What it would mean, what consequences it would bring. Honestly, it was just a nuisance to you, wasn't it, Cult Leader?"

"!"

He could not deny it. It was his grandfather's lifelong wish, his father's lifelong wish, so it became his own. He only wanted to advance into the Central Plains because it felt like he would become a traitor to the Heavenly Wind Cult if he refused.

"A life where you can kill someone with a single word, embrace all sorts of beauties, and eat delicacies every day is good. It's the life everyone dreams of, but Cult Leader, you've lived that life to the fullest, haven't you? There's no excitement, no happiness left in that life for you, is there? Cult Leader, let's try living a different life. A life that's tense, thrilling, one that makes your heart drop. Your martial arts are rusting away in the desert wind, Cult Leader. You need to show the world what a real storm of blood is. A life where, if your luck runs out, you could just drop dead. Fortunately, we have each other to bring a flower to the other's grave, don't we?"

The two men's gazes locked in mid-air.

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke softly. "Bring the Second Young Lord."


Chapter 82: The Shackles of Then, The Cult Leader of Then

When I arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, his first question was direct.

"If I were to join hands with you, what would change from how things are now?"

His question sounded more sincere than impatient. He was serious, and I could tell Go Wol had nearly convinced him. Though I wanted to offer words full of conviction, I told him the truth instead.

"Nothing will change."

"Nothing will change?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"Of course. What could possibly change? Do you think I can open a Heavenly Wind Cult branch without my father's permission? Are we going to publicly announce we've joined hands? It's just a promise between us."

"Is that all?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked bewildered. He glanced at Go Wol, his gaze asking, What is this? Is this why you brought me here?

Go Wol, however, simply waited quietly for me to continue.

"However, there is one thing. If I truly think of you as one of my own and you find yourself in danger, I'll drop everything and run to save you."

"I've never been in a crisis," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "One doesn't often fall into crisis during their life, do they?"

"That's how smooth a life you've lived."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at Go Wol. Go Wol's presence had likely made much of that smooth life possible.

"On the other hand, you will fall into crisis if you join me. People will say, 'What? The Second Young Lord and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joined hands? Get rid of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader first!' There's no guarantee enemies like that won't appear."

"Then why would I be crazy enough to join you?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader demanded.

"Joining hands with you wasn't my idea. To be honest, I find you a burden."

"Don't use difficult words to confuse me," he said. "Speak simply."

"You're aware my father doesn't think highly of you or the Heavenly Wind Cult, aren't you?"

"Of course."

"Even so, I still associated with you. Now, even Go Wol has become one of my people. Do you really think my father is unaware of that?"

"He must know."

"It means I chose this relationship even if it meant defying my father. Of course, I was also greedy for the divine artifact..."

I held out my left hand, showing him the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around my wrist.

"No matter how precious this scrap of cloth is, it's not worth risking my father's favor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't refute my words. He knew as well as anyone that becoming the Heavenly Demon meant possessing everything one could ever desire.

"So why all this commotion?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked. "Why do you two keep visiting me, trying to sway my heart?"

"Didn't I tell you? It wasn't my idea. It was Strategist Go's."

I glanced at Go Wol, who was lost in thought with his eyes half-closed.

"The idea of bringing you to my side was entirely Strategist Go's. So, I'll ask Strategist Go." I turned to him and asked seriously, "Why must I accept the Cult Leader, even at the risk of conflict with my father?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waited for the answer, looking even more curious than I felt.

At last, Go Wol spoke calmly.

"I apologize, Young Lord, but this decision isn't for you. It was for my former master."

Go Wol gazed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I want to give you a new life and share it with you. Please, entrust the position of Cult Leader to your successor and come with me."

"You want me to abandon my position as Cult Leader and come?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, his voice uncertain.

"Yes. I don't want the Heavenly Wind Cult. I want you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes wavered.

In truth, he was not a man suited to lead a group. His selfishness and greed were not vicious enough to deceive everyone. The ruler of the Outer Regions, once content with his reality, now stood on a precarious tightrope suspended high above countless spears and blades.

However, the man himself did not realize how dangerous his situation was.

Would he really abandon his position as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for one person? Can a relationship like that truly exist in this world?

"Without me, our Cult will..."

"It will run even better," Go Wol interrupted. "Don't worry. Just come."

"Let me think! Just a little! Please!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pleaded.

Just then, I ordered one of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's subordinates outside to fetch Seo Daeryong from the Sanzu River Hall. My sudden action confused both the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol.

A moment later, Seo Daeryong rushed in like the wind.

"You called for me?"

He was extremely tense from the sudden summons to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence. I skipped any playful greetings and asked him a serious question.

"Where did you recently make a life-changing decision?"

Sensing the atmosphere, Seo Daeryong answered with equal seriousness.

"I made it at a tavern."

"How long did it take you to decide?"

"Probably less than a quarter-hour."

"Do you regret it?"

"No."

"What if you hadn't decided that day?"

"I would've never been able to."

"Tell us what happened."

Seo Daeryong hated stepping forward, but once he did, the smart man knew exactly what to say.

"In my experience, life-changing decisions happen in an instant. When I left home, and when I joined the Sanzu River Hall, I didn't think for long. I'll agonize for days over a single set of clothes, but I changed my life in less than a quarter-hour. If I'd postponed it, I wouldn't have been able to decide. I would've woken up a different person the next day."

I looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "What do you think?"

He stared back in disbelief. "You planned this, didn't you? You rehearsed everything before coming here. You practiced all night yesterday, right?"

Then, Seo Daeryong carefully added one last thing.

"If I may say so, Cult Leader, I've had many similar experiences with the Second Young Lord. Situations where it feels like everything is staged just to mess with me. I'll be wondering, 'What's this, what's that?' and before I know it, it's over. I'll run around frantically, doing as I'm told, and again, it's over. It's the same right now. Why am I giving this kind of answer in front of you? This feels like another setup to mess with me."

Seo Daeryong looked at me accusingly.

"Right? You're doing this to mess with me, aren't you? I may not look it, but I was the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall. I can tell what's going on with just one look!"

I beamed at him.

"As expected of my right-hand man! I like everything from start to finish. You don't need to plan with a right-hand man. That's why he's the right-hand man."

Seo Daeryong smiled back.

"A lot of people are aiming for the right-hand man position these days, so I'm glad I scored some points. Well then, since I've confirmed my right arm is still attached, I'll be leaving."

"Wait a moment," I said. "This could be a historic moment."

"It's not a bloody battle, is it? I still haven't moved past the basics of my martial arts."

"A bloody battle might be raging inside the Cult Leader's heart."

All eyes focused on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"What?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exclaimed. "Are you really telling me to decide right now? To give up the position of Heavenly Wind Cult Leader in less than a quarter-hour? Not just any position, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

Seo Daeryong flinched and gasped. He had been explaining things excitedly, never dreaming the decision was something like this.

"Good heavens! If it were me, I'd agonize over it for a hundred years. Please don't decide now!"

His honest words, however, seemed to spur the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader on.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked Seo Daeryong, "Do you truly not have any regrets?"

"You'll regret it, Cult Leader! Go back and think about it for a year! At least a hundred days!"

"Insolent whelp! Just answer my question."

"Yes, I don't regret it," Seo Daeryong said. "Meeting the Director might have shortened my lifespan, but I'm very happy right now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rose from his seat. He walked slowly around the room, looking at the displayed divine artifacts.

Then, for some reason, he began to strike the Echoing Thunder Bell.

DONG!

A deep sound spread in all directions.

As the sound faded, he struck the bell again, and again, and again.

He contemplated while listening to the bell's toll. Is the demon carved into the Echoing Thunder Bell offering me advice?

After the bell had tolled several times, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly turned to me.

"If I go, will you give me your right-hand man position?"

Seo Daeryong gasped, covering his mouth with his hands. He was not shocked that the man wanted his position, but that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was truly about to give up his title.

I decided to push the man even further.

"You can't. My right-hand man is Detective Seo here. You'll have to get in line behind General Jang and fight for it."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened as he desperately shook his head.


After Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong left the residence, only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol remained.

The two men sat side by side before the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"What does the demon say?" Go Wol asked.

"It says I'm a madman."

"I think so too. Are you really coming?"

"Are you the madman? Why are you saying that after trying so hard to persuade me?"

"Because I never thought you'd actually come. I didn't expect you to tell the Second Young Lord so decisively that you would go with him."

"My mind might change tomorrow, or the day after, or even next year. You know I'm not a man of firm principles, right? Since it's come to this, let me ask you one thing."

"......"

"Why do you want to be with me? Is it just affection?"

Go Wol stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell for a long time before he spoke.

"I suppose I was afraid to go alone."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled by the unexpected words.

Go Wol kept his gaze fixed on the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"I suppose I'm afraid I'll go alone and do something foolish. I'm scared of going to the Second Young Lord and being looked down on by his people, but if you're with me, I feel like I'll have strength. Wasn't I always the smartest one when I was with you, Cult Leader?"

Go Wol slowly turned to look at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I'm the narrow-minded and selfish one. I'm the kind of man who would make you step down as Cult Leader for my own sake."

It was the first time Go Wol had ever revealed his inner thoughts to him. Because of this, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not get angry. Instead, he smiled.

"I prefer that to any other reason."

"......"

"Because it means I'm going to protect you, doesn't it?"

Go Wol let out a small laugh.

"You can think about it more," Go Wol said. "The Second Young Lord is fated to command the winds and clouds, so we don't know how our lives will be swept up. We could really end up like the shackles of then, the Cult Leader of then, cornered and cast aside. We could be utterly ruined and end up selling medicine in the marketplace."

"As long as we survive, that's enough. You said we'd sell that medicine together, right? Then that's fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also revealed his inner thoughts.

"Do you think I'm not selfish? That I'd go just because someone told me to? I'm going because I've already done the thinking and finished my calculations. I'll say I'm going to establish a new Cult Leader and help our Cult advance into the Central Plains. I won't just be stepping down. I'll be leaving in a way that looks like a sacrifice for our Cult's great cause, so I can go back if I ever change my mind. How long would it take to establish the Heavenly Wind Cult in the Central Plains? A long time, wouldn't it? While the next Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suffers in the sandstorms of the Outer Regions, I'll be having all the fun in the Central Plains. The kind of tense, thrilling fun that makes your heart drop."

"You thought of all that in such a short time? You're quite clever yourself, Cult Leader."

"You can say it honestly. That I'm quite selfish, too."

"Cult Leader."

"What?"

"Let's do well together."

"I'm getting nervous."

"What does the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions have to be nervous about?"

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader made an unexpected joke.

"Because I don't think I'll be able to become the right-hand man."

"What?" Go Wol asked.

"You know how obsessive I get when I fixate on something, don't you? I will definitely take that position."

Judging by his eyes, it was not just a joke.

The two men looked at each other and laughed openly.

"You said it yourself," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued. "That if I stepped down as Cult Leader, I'd be a pretty cool person. Let's see if you were right. Ah, I guess I won't be seeing this Echoing Thunder Bell anymore."

He had been affectionately stroking the bell, but he suddenly shouted.

"Shut up, you damned demon!"

The demon must have told him it was looking forward to the breathtaking showdown with a mere investigator from the Sanzu River Hall over the position of right-hand man.


Chapter 83: Like Two Meteors Met

Two days later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and all his subordinates departed from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

He bid farewell to the Heavenly Demon but offered no greetings to the Eight Demon Supremes.

The demonic practitioners whispered about it, guessing he returned in anger because the sacred object was stolen.

Only we knew the real reason for his abrupt departure.

"The Cult Leader is an impatient man. He'll sort out the Heavenly Wind Cult and return as fast as he can."

He had already discussed everything with Go Wol, from who would become the next Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to how to organize their internal affairs.

"Thank you so much for accepting my proposal."

"I should be thanking you. Because of you, a great master like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is now my ally."

"Didn't you see how fat he got from lazing around instead of training? He'll need proper training when he gets back."

"You should be the one to do it. Who else could say something like that to the supreme master of the Outer Regions?"

"Please, leave it to me."

We had truly accomplished something immense. We gained an outstanding strategist like Go Wol and an absolute master like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader may have been pushed around during his visit, but he is still the strongest in the Outer Regions. Fights between masters have too many variables to be certain, but I doubt a single Demon Supreme would be confident in defeating him.

"Listen, Strategist Go."

"Yes, Young Lord."

"I know a strategist's job is to look into others. Still, you should take care of yourself whenever you have a moment."

I told him to take care of himself, not to look into himself. The clever Go Wol would understand my hidden meaning without needing a lecture.

"The Young Lord is a very warm and kind person."

"I hear that a lot. It's proof I'm a good actor."

Go Wol didn't believe me.

"I'll cover for the weaknesses that come with that kindness."

"Take your time. It's okay."

"......"

"I'll be gone for a bit. I've been neglecting my own people while taking care of you, so it's time I looked after them."

"I will see you off."

I headed straight for the Heavenly Demon Hall. Taking care of people starts from the top.


Father was in the training hall.

He usually tested me with a surprise attack whenever I entered, but today he just stood in the center, looking down at a Go board.

"You play Go, too?"

I knew my father liked Go, but I had never seen him play it himself.

"Few in our Cult can beat me."

"At Go, you mean?"

"Of course."

"Isn't it because you slice a hand across your throat when the game turns against you? Then Uncle Hwi stealthily appears behind your opponent and... stab."

"Sometimes. A match is meant to be won."

I laughed at my father's joke and walked to his side. I knew his skill in Go. It wasn't as great as he claimed, just average. He likely won so much because people let him. It was a classic case of everyone playing down to the Heavenly Demon's level.

"Strategist Sama gave me this problem, but I can't find the answer."

It was a difficult life-and-death problem.

I quietly examined the problem, then spoke to my father.

"If you place a stone here, the white group lives, doesn't it?"

At least when it came to Go, I was better than my father. He confirmed my answer was correct and looked surprised.

"Not bad."

"Isn't it always the kibitzer who sees things better?"

"Kibitzing? I was solving the problem myself."

"But you had an opponent, didn't you?"

"......"

"Your pride. Your competitive spirit, insisting you solve this problem. That's your opponent, sitting right there."

Father snorted and sat before the Go board.

"You sit there. Let's play a game."

"Alright, but no slicing your hand across your neck if you start losing."

I played Go with my father.

First hunting, then a meal, and now Go. I was doing things I never could have dreamed of before my regression.

I focused only on the game, not saying a word. CLACK, CLACK. The sound of the stones was crisp in the silence.

It was nothing special, just a father and son playing Go. How had we never managed to do something so simple? Why was I always so terrified just looking at my father's face?

The good thing about Go is that no words are needed until the end.

Still, so much happened on the board. I built my territory, and my father built his. I invaded his territory, and at other times, my stones became a troubled group he chased. Sometimes I yielded, and other times I made bold moves.

Though I enjoyed the game immensely, I played to the best of my ability. Father was the incarnation of competitiveness, so I didn't go easy on him. If he even sensed me holding back, the outcome would be worse than if I had won by a landslide.

As the game turned against him, my father stroked his chin. It was the first time I had ever seen him contemplate something so seriously. I felt his gaze on the war board during a conflict with the Murim Alliance wouldn't even be this intense.

I barely suppressed a quip. If I said it, my father might just flip the board.

Does my father want to slice his hand across his neck right now?

Of course, that didn't happen.

The game ended. I won by six and a half points.

"You play a vicious, combative game, just like the Heavenly Demon. I barely won."

"When did you learn Go?"

"I learned in my spare time, after I heard you were learning from Strategist Sama, and I'd welcome a rematch anytime."

Father saw my triumphant look and extended his hand over the Go board.

CHWARRRRR.

The Go stones floated into the air. White and black stones crossed paths rapidly, returning to their containers with a splendid, show-like movement. They looked alive, as if finding their own way home.

"Ah!"

I was genuinely impressed. That single move seemed to say, This is the final stage of telekinesis. Understand?

That technique alone deflated my ego, but it wasn't enough for my father.

"I can't let you leave after I've lost. Let's have a duel."

"That's too much. I was planning to savor this victory and walk proudly out of the Heavenly Demon Hall for once."

"If you've been neglecting your martial arts, you won't be walking out of here."

He meant he would be rough. It seemed like he was taking out his anger for losing at Go, but that wasn't it.

I knew the real reason. He was angry about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. This was a reprimand for interacting with him and accepting his strategist, knowing my father kept the Heavenly Wind Cult at a distance.

They say facing the Demonic Buddha is a great cause, so surely he won't kill me, right?

"You'd better pray the house you built isn't a prison."

I have another dueling partner eagerly waiting for me. Of course, one duel with my father is more beneficial than ten with the Flower Sword Supreme.

When my father drew the Heavenly Demon Sword, the air grew heavy. A formless energy pressed down on me, not sharp or piercing, but like a giant boulder crushing me from all sides.

I drew the Black Demon Sword and activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I withstood the initial pressure without changing my expression. Father's energy intensified.

I pushed the Heavenly Demon Defense Art even further. It had reached a considerable level after my experience with selflessness, and it held up well again.

Then, my father's energy filled with killing intent.

It was the first time I had directly felt my father's killing intent. It was chilling precisely because it wasn't obvious.

Death had settled somewhere on my body, as light as a butterfly, a chilling sensation because I didn't know where it had landed. I felt the horror of searching for that killing intent, only to realize I was already plunged into a sea of it, helpless. Father's killing intent was a collection of all these negative emotions.

I didn't oppose my father's killing intent. I simply felt it and accepted it. Amidst the terrible fear and helplessness, I tried to hold onto myself. I focused not on the fear, but on the 'me' that was feeling the fear.

Enduring without resisting.

Sometimes, simply enduring can put immense pressure on an opponent.

Sure enough, my father was startled. I felt his surprise completely.

Has your realm truly reached this level?

The moment I read that emotion in his eyes, my father rushed toward me.

Father charged with the Hell Step, and I met him with the Hell Step. I didn't avoid him. I charged straight toward him.

"......"

We crossed past each other, leaving only a cold, metallic sound.

We turned simultaneously at each other's starting points.

The Black Demon Sword in my hand trembled faintly from the aftershock. Father's Heavenly Demon Sword trembled as well. I wouldn't have seen it in the past, but the Divine Eye Technique let me see every minute tremor.

I wonder if my father's wrist hurts as much as mine.

"I thought you were just running around playing politics, but you're quite something."

"Aren't love affairs and martial arts training supposed to be done out of sight? I'm training diligently," I replied.

I truly was dedicating myself to training, even cutting back on sleep.

In fact, my body wouldn't let me stop training. The powerful inner arts in my qi center yearned to be unleashed, and the Four Strides of the Wind God longed to fight a strong opponent. The Soaring Sky Sword Art was moving beyond complete mastery toward a new realm, and my eyes had improved with the Divine Eye Technique.

"Then let's see if you can block this, too."

The moment he finished speaking, my father vanished. I disappeared at the same time. I used the Shadow Step, just like him. Today, I would be a copycat.

We reappeared in a corner of the training ground, our swords clashing in mid-air.

Our stances were identical, as if performed by twins.

Beyond our crossed swords, a flicker of joy crossed my father's face. It was fleeting, but it was unmistakably the joy of meeting a strong opponent.

I understand the loneliness of the absolute, but still, Father. I'm your son, not your enemy.

The moment our swords separated, the Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword embroidered the air.

We unleashed the Equal Sky Strike at each other.

The pure white sword light from our blades bisected the empty space.

Like two meteors meeting in the night sky, the streaks of light met and vanished. It was a brief, beautiful sight.

Next, we simultaneously unleashed the Erratic Sky Strike.

Twelve changes filled the air, coming from both the Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword.

If one was brilliant, the other was brilliant. If one was heavy, the other was heavy. If one was fast, the other was fast. Change met change and was nullified.

Our attacks were identical. It was like drawing on one side of a piece of paper with ink, then folding it in half to create a perfect mirror image.

Thankfully, my father accepted my mimicry and launched no unconventional attacks.

The next attack was the Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

A powerful sword qi swept through the training ground. When the two energies collided, the hall shook violently. A little more inner art, and it would have collapsed.

"That's enough!"

Father stopped the duel. He must have judged the subsequent techniques too dangerous, which meant I had grown that much stronger.

Father probably thought I couldn't surprise him anymore, but today was different.

"Your skills have improved a lot."

Father used the words 'a lot'. That was high praise, meaning my skills had improved tremendously.

"Then that's settled."

That single phrase contained his forgiveness.

He had intended to scold me harshly for neglecting my training because of the Heavenly Wind Cult, but he forgave me after seeing my improvement.

In the end, it was a reward, not a punishment. A duel like this with my father was priceless.

If I were to ask my father, "How much would it cost? How much for a proper fight?" I could die, even as his son.

I learned a great deal while executing the same techniques. To a third party, they would have looked identical, but I could feel the difference. A true master can feel those subtle differences.

Today, I felt I had vaguely figured out the path to the twelfth-stage mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"Aren't you hungry? Your son will buy you a meal today. Let's go eat in the Demon Village."

I hadn't heard of my father going to the Demon Village recently, so I fully expected him to refuse.

"Let's go."

I was startled by his unexpected permission.

"Are you really going?"

"Were you just saying it?"

"Of course not. Let's go!"

Father changed into a plain martial arts uniform and put on a bamboo hat to cover his face. An official procession would cause an uproar in the Demon Village.

And so, I left Headquarters with my father. It was our first trip to the Demon Village together.


Chapter 84: This Is My Usual Spot

I entered the Demon Village with my father.

Walking through the market with him felt strange and new. First times always held a certain thrill.

"How long has it been since you've been out in the Demon Village?"

"It's been a while."

His tone suggested a long time had passed since he last came here.

"It feels good to get some fresh air, doesn't it?"

I wondered what this street meant to my father.

We walked slowly. We took in the shops lining the street, the vendors in front of them, and the people coming and going.

It seemed people were born with a certain presence. Father did not circulate his inner arts or emit any qi, yet the path before him cleared naturally.

Everyone unconsciously stepped aside, avoiding his path. He possessed something more than simple presence.

I stopped in front of a drapery shop that sold silk and clothes.

"Father, since we're out to commemorate this, why don't we get matching martial arts uniforms?"

"I have dozens of martial arts uniforms made by master tailors."

"But you don't have a martial arts uniform you got with your son, do you? Just one. Please?"

I entered the shop first. Father followed me inside, pretending he could not refuse.

All sorts of silks, fabrics, and clothes were piled high inside the shop.

I hurried to pick a martial arts uniform before my father could change his mind.

"How about that martial arts uniform hanging over there?"

It was a uniform embroidered with the Heavenly Demon Soul, our Cult's symbol. The pattern was not supposed to be used without permission. However, attempts to stop its sale failed, so it had been tacitly allowed as a souvenir for some time.

Father, however, pointed somewhere else.

"What about that one?"

He indicated a brilliant white martial arts uniform. Plum blossoms embroidered on the arms and legs made it look like something from the orthodox sects.

"You want to get that one?"

"Didn't you say we should visit the Central Plains next time? We can't exactly wear something like that then, can we?"

"!"

I was truly stunned. He actually remembered me saying we should visit the Central Plains together.

"I like it too. We'll take two of that martial arts uniform."

Surprisingly, my father paid for them.

"You said you were buying the meal, right? I'll buy the clothes."

"Thank you, Father."

I carefully took the two paper-wrapped martial arts uniforms.

I wanted to say many things but kept them to myself. I felt that any unnecessary fuss would make my father respond with a sharp remark to dispel the awkwardness. For now, it was best to just enjoy this feeling and the moment.

"So where are you buying this meal?"

"Over there."

I led my father to the Alluring Inn.

I should have taken him to the best inn, tavern, or brothel to treat him properly, but I did not want to. The Demon Supremes likely frequented the best places, and I thought a place meaningful to me would be better.

"This is my usual spot."

Jo Cheonbae greeted us with a wide smile.

"You've brought a guest I haven't seen before today."

"He's not a guest, he's family."

"This is the first time with family. Right? Huh? Family? If you say family..."

A startled Jo Cheonbae studied my father.

He could not see my father's face because of the bamboo hat, but after confirming the man's aura was not young, Jo Cheonbae unconsciously took a step back.

Then, he asked me with his eyes.

It's not him, right? It really can't be, right?

I answered with a nod.

That's right, innkeeper. It's the man you're thinking of.

Realizing the person with me was the Heavenly Demon, Jo Cheonbae turned pale. He began to tremble like an aspen leaf. How could I miss out on such great fun?

I ordered the dishes my father had chosen.

"Now, please make it delicious."

"......"

Jo Cheonbae's legs shook as he walked to the kitchen. Because of that, he heard my telepathy for the first time.

Cook comfortably. Surely my father won't kill you just because the food isn't good, right?

Jo Cheonbae staggered even more violently and barely made it into the kitchen.

"When was the last time you had a drink at a tavern like this?"

"I used to come when I was younger."

"But you haven't come even once since becoming the Cult Leader, have you?"

Father nodded.

"Don't you feel suffocated?"

"It's fine."

"Then again, you might feel even more suffocated if you came out. There are scoundrels everywhere you'd want to kill, but you can't kill them all."

I poured a drink for my father, who let out a small laugh. He filled my cup in return. Exchanging drinks felt natural now. We were, after all, the kind of pair who wore matching clothes.

"Your inner arts have improved a lot. Where did you get it from?"

"I received the Blood God Pill from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

Father was startled by my honest answer.

"He gave you that? That greedy man?"

"Everyone must feel sorry for me. The moment they see me, they seem to want to give me miracle herbs."

"Just in case."

Father drank, and I emptied my cup as well. He looked like he had a lot to say, but in the end, he only said one thing.

"As long as you didn't get swindled out of your own things, it's fine."

"Don't worry. I take after you, Father. When it comes to martial arts, I'm very greedy."

In the meantime, the food arrived.

Jo Cheonbae usually strode confidently through the tavern. He could run with his hands full of dishes without spilling a single drop.

He would not slip even on a liquor-spilled floor. He would dash around as gracefully as a master using Stepping On Water. If another table ordered an expensive dish, he would rush over to take the order as if using Teleportation.

But today's Jo Cheonbae was different. He walked stealthily, almost crawling, as if afraid the dishes might be disturbed. It was the first time I had ever seen him bring food so cautiously.

"I thought an assassin was coming."

In response to my teasing, Jo Cheonbae walked over with a desperate expression that pleaded for me not to talk to him. He politely set down the dishes.

"If you need anything else, please call me anytime!"

Then, with a face that looked like he was about to suffocate, Jo Cheonbae went down to the first floor.

He could not even stand on the stairs to eavesdrop on my father's critique. If he dared to spy on the Heavenly Demon, even ten necks would not be enough.

Father tasted the food and nodded.

"It doesn't taste bad."

"Please tell the innkeeper that yourself later. He'll be thrilled."

"Nonsense."

"That 'nonsense' could become a lifelong memory and a source of pride for someone. They won't know unless you tell them."

Father just continued eating without a word.

Then he asked abruptly.

"Why did you shake up the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader so much? Tell me about that."

Normally, I would have answered, 'It was to obtain the divine object, and later, to win over the person.'

However, I gave an answer more befitting an heir.

"I did it to separate the Heavenly Wind Cult from the Eight Demon Supremes."

"And? Did you succeed?"

"For now, it seems to be a success."

"What did you promise in return?"

"I want to let them open a Heavenly Wind Cult Branch in the Central Plains. Even a very small one."

"Impossible!"

"Why not?"

Father gave an unexpected answer.

"Do you know why I oppose them entering the Central Plains?"

"Isn't it because of the history between the Blood Cult and our Cult?"

Father shook his head.

"What does the past have to do with it? That's not the reason."

"Then is it because they joined hands with the Eight Demon Supremes?"

"I deliberately let them join hands."

Words that would have shocked the Demon Supremes flowed from my father's mouth.

"Whether to strike the Heavenly Wind Cult or the Eight Demon Supremes. It's easier to create a pretext if they're intertwined."

Indeed, I could see that my father did not fear the Heavenly Wind Cult or the Eight Demon Supremes at all.

"Then why do you oppose it?"

"The time is not yet right. Just know that."

His words, 'the time is not yet right', struck me profoundly.

I could guess what was on my father's mind. The Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains held great significance for us, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance.

If the Murim Alliance, which had suffered greatly from the Blood Cult's past invasion, framed the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance as a revival of the Blood Cult, it could create major political repercussions.

Weren't his words, 'the time is not yet right', the same as saying, 'I will decide the time'?

Father, could it be that deep in your heart, you dream of unifying the murim?

He could not achieve that dream because of Hwa Mugi, but considering my father's abilities, it might just be possible. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon calls me a sleeping dragon, but perhaps the real sleeping dragon has yet to awaken.

I felt the urge to subtly sound out my father but held back. I feared it might shatter this wonderful occasion. There would be plenty of opportunities to find out later.

"I understand. I'll handle that matter myself."

"......"

"Since my connection with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is a personal one, I'll resolve it personally."

"Personally? That's the most difficult way."

"But it will also be the most effective. Don't worry, I won't be arrogant enough to think I know what's in other people's hearts. I won't be greedy enough to try and win their hearts, and I will never trust them."

That was only half true. I did not want to live such a life. What meaning would there be in becoming the Heavenly Demon if I had to suspect everyone?

I may not be able to fully understand people's hearts, but I will strive to understand them. I may not win everyone's hearts, but I will at least win enough trust so that we do not treat each other with lies and hypocrisy, and I still intend to trust those who are trustworthy.

"Please leave the matter of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to me. I'll handle it well."

Father nodded and then rose from his seat.

"The meal was good. Come over next month for a game of Go."

"Yes! You'd better have your stones well-polished!"

Father extended his hand. One of the two martial arts uniforms I had placed beside me flew into it.

He held it and went down to the first floor.

The sight of him taking his own uniform without me saying a word was more moving than buying the uniforms together, more than him paying for them.

And Jo Cheonbae completed the picture of my father's unexpected side.

As my father passed, Jo Cheonbae stood by the counter and bowed so deeply his back was nearly parallel to the floor.

"It was an honor to serve you."

Father, who was about to leave, stopped.

"The food was decent."

Leaving behind a stunned and moved Jo Cheonbae, who stood there gasping, my father went outside.

The dazed Jo Cheonbae belatedly shouted.

"Yes! Thank you! Please visit us again!"

Father was already walking far in the distance.

Only then did the tension leave Jo Cheonbae. He let out a long sigh of relief and collapsed to the floor.

He pulled out a bottle of liquor hidden under the counter and took a long swig. He was a man who normally did not drink while working unless it was something extraordinary, and today had gone far beyond extraordinary.

Leaning against the second-floor railing, I asked him.

"How do you feel?"

"I can die with no regrets now. Even if I'm reborn, I'll live as the owner of the Alluring Inn."

"If you're reborn, you should live as a hero of the murim."

"I don't want to. I'm satisfied with this life, watching someone like you, Young Lord, from the side. Serving delicious food is enough for me."

"You could become a master and still live this life, couldn't you?"

"Then I'd be even more miserable. I'd have to hold back even though I'm a master, wouldn't I?"

"I see."

After watching the rare sight of Jo Cheonbae drinking, I looked outside the tavern. I could see my father's back as he walked slowly among the distant crowd. Who among them would know they had just walked past the Heavenly Demon?

Before my regression, I did not look closely.

Father's back, Jo Cheonbae's flushed and happily smiling face, those people hurrying down the street. I did not see them. I did not look into their eyes and mouths to see what was in their hearts as they lived. Because I did not look closely, I did not know, and because I did not know, I could not win.

Yes, I did not lose to Hwa Mugi. I lost to my own life. To my own indifferent life.

"Young Lord, shall I get you more to drink?" Jo Cheonbae asked from below.

"No, that's alright. I have people to see today."

Leaving the Alluring Inn, I walked the same path my father had taken and returned to the Cult.


Chapter 85: Your Own Family is Your Worst Enemy

The Flower Sword Supreme came out of the thatched cottage. I was crouching in a corner of the yard, looking at the flowers.

"Fascinating, isn't it?" she asked.

"They've already grown so much," I replied.

"This is the fun of growing them."

"I should try growing some next time."

"You're too busy. It won't be easy for you."

"It'd probably just become a field of weeds, wouldn't it?" I said. "I should stick to what I'm good at."

I straightened up from my crouch. "Today, I've come as your duel partner."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression brightened. "You've come at the right time." She truly seemed to have waited a long time for this day.

"Thank you so much for all your recent help," I said.

"Was it really that much help?"

I thought about when I leaked information to Sa Woojong, when Cheong Seon became a Demon Supreme, and when I went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Flower Sword Supreme claimed she was only halfway on my side, but her actions proved she was fully committed.

"This is a gift to show my gratitude." I handed her a small box.

"A gift? You didn't have to."

"Please accept it as a token of my sincerity."

She opened the small box. Inside was a Luminous Pearl, one I had obtained from the Golden Manor Master, Geum Ahju.

"Something so precious?"

"It's different from the one I gave Elder Blade Demon," I said, emphasizing the point. I had given the Blade Demon the Antitoxin Bead. The Flower Sword Supreme laughed, amused.

This is how I'll break down the dam of ill feelings with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. If I remove the stones one by one, eventually I'll be able to see the person on the other side.

"It's truly beautiful," she said.

"If I may brag a little, it's a top-grade Luminous Pearl. It's hard to get even with money."

"It's certainly worth bragging about."

"Still, it can't compare to your beauty, Senior."

"You're laying the flattery on too thick for this old woman." The Flower Sword Supreme waved her hand dismissively, but her face was beaming. She had changed in many ways, but her weakness for compliments about her appearance would never change.

"You have all the makings of a future playboy," she observed.

"That's the plan," I replied. "I'm going to live it up, travel around, and meet all the beauties of the Central Plains."

"It would be nice if you could have such a life, but..." Her words trailed off.

The unspoken meaning was clear. I could not do that if I became the Heavenly Demon. Traveling now and traveling as the Heavenly Demon were worlds apart.

Did Father stay within our Cult because he wasn't frustrated? No, he was probably just cautious. The fate of the murim rests on his every step.

"You'd better travel around a lot now," she advised. "It'll be difficult later."

"I will."

"Well then," she said, "shall we warm up for the first time in a while?"

"This is the moment I've been waiting for."

I had originally planned to visit the Blood Heaven Blade Demon after Father, but my body itched for more after our duel. I came to the Flower Sword Supreme first because I felt the urge for another match.

The duel was definitely different from our last one. Her subtle movements felt clearer. I could see them with my own eyes even before my instincts sensed them.

I pushed her harder than in our last duel, just as Father had done to me. I was confident I could control my sword. She fought desperately, and I gave it my all.

When the duel ended, the Flower Sword Supreme gasped for breath, clearly surprised. She had poured all her strength into the fight, save for her final hidden technique, but she still could not overpower me.

"Your skills have improved even more since last time!" she exclaimed.

"I've had some lessons in the meantime."

"Truly amazing, truly amazing."

She seemed pleased, but also regretful. "If you keep growing this fast, I won't be a match for you soon."

"I did my best for our next duel, Senior."

The Flower Sword Supreme understood my meaning and nodded. "You're hoping this old Senior will grow, aren't you?"

"Arrogantly, yes," I said honestly. "I want to be duel partners with you for life, Senior."

My honest words made an undeniable flicker of emotion cross her eyes.

This is also part of my effort to make her my right wing.

Before I left, we discussed our duel. My skills were clearly superior, but I still had things to learn from her. Her lessons were different from the ones I learned from Father.

We started with martial arts, then moved on to stories about life. It was so enjoyable that she was visibly reluctant when I said I had to leave.


I went to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence next, but he was not home. I waited for a long time with no luck. When I returned, I found the Blood Heaven Blade Demon waiting in front of my house.

"Where are you wandering around so late at night?" he asked. "Hiding a woman somewhere?"

It seemed we had missed each other.

"If you were here, why wait outside? Strategist Go is inside."

"Forget it."

"We're family now. Why be so distant?"

"Family? What family?" he scoffed. "Your own family is your worst enemy."

He was still awkward with Go Wol. He had only warmed up to me. This prickly old man still disliked interacting with people.

"What brings you here?" I asked.

"I came to give you some news."

"What news?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked serious. "The Demonic Buddha has left to bring back the First Young Lord."

I was not surprised. It was an expected move. News that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's Strategist came to me must have reached the Demon Supremes who support my brother. They must have decided they could no longer just stand by and watch.

Coincidentally, my brother had returned to our Cult around this time in my past life.

What is meant to happen, happens.

"The Demonic Buddha is always busy," I mused. "Going to get the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, now going to get my brother."

"That little guy is incredibly diligent. What on earth is your brother doing in the frontier?"

"I don't know either."

Of course, I knew. My brother was passing through a gateway that would change his life. That fact was only revealed after he arrived. Afterward, he completely solidified his position as the successor.

"Are you alright, Elder?"

"With what?"

"You came to my side after supporting my brother, didn't you? He might resent you."

"Let him if he wants."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had a clear set of values on such matters. "If there's a better option, you should choose it. Anyone who criticizes you for it because of personal relationships is no help in life."

"Those are wise words."

"Wise? The same words will apply when I abandon you."

I really like his clarity.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"With what?"

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke. "What will you do if a situation arises where you have to kill your brother?"

"If he does something worthy of death, I'll have to kill him."

"Acting tough," he grunted.

I laughed a little at his words. He was right. I was acting tough. Killing your own flesh and blood was never easy.

It's not a matter of whether my martial arts are stronger than my brother's. The fight against him will require every ounce of my mental and spiritual energy. What the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said jokingly earlier was right. Your own family is your worst enemy.

"You're right," I admitted. "Of course I'm not okay. I'm not a cold-blooded monster, so how could I be okay with killing my brother? And he's not someone who'd die easily, either."

I turned and shouted toward the house. "Strategist Go, come out."

Go Wol emerged. "You've returned?"

After greeting me, Go Wol bowed politely to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I asked him, "The Demonic Buddha has gone to bring my brother back. What are your thoughts?"

Go Wol could not answer easily. It was one thing to face any other enemy, but a Strategist had to be cautious when his leader's brother became the enemy.

After a moment of thought, Go Wol spoke cautiously. "The First Young Lord's life or death will likely not be for you to decide, Young Lord. The First Young Lord will decide his own fate."

In other words, my brother's actions would determine his fate.

I nodded, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon still did not trust Go Wol. "I helped you recruit him because you wanted to, but..."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly approached Go Wol. He stared intently into Go Wol's eyes. "Is there any guarantee that this man won't betray us?"

The word 'us' caught my ear. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had used it with me. He might have said it unconsciously, but it meant a great deal to me. The man who had threatened me, poking my side until it bruised, was now part of 'us'.

Go Wol was not intimidated by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's pressure.

"And what about you, Demon Supreme?" Go Wol countered. "Do you have a guarantee that you won't betray the Young Lord?"

The corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up at the question. "There's no guarantee. I'll betray him when I want to."

"That's why I'm here," Go Wol said. "To prevent that."

"Then you! Who's going to stop you?"

"I will not betray him."

"And how am I supposed to believe that?"

"You only need the Young Lord to believe in me."

"Don't forget that I'll be watching you," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon warned.

I did not intervene in their war of nerves.

Isn't this my philosophy on life? Don't let wounds and conflicts fester. Expose them, dig into them, and fight to resolve them.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me, hesitating, then finally spoke. "The Cult Leader will hope that you and the First Young Lord don't fight. He desires neither the First Young Lord's death nor your own."

I could see again how well the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew Father. He was confident enough to declare exactly what Father thought. He clearly had a special relationship with my father.

"I had sensed that as well."

After I regressed, Father had asked me during a hunt if I could not embrace my brother. His true feelings were in that question.

"The Cult Leader is a man who never looks back. If there's one thing such a man regrets, it's that."

Even a heart like ten-thousand-year-old cold iron can be scarred.

He asked, "Did you say you knew the Cult Leader's heart?"

I remained silent.

"Then that's enough."

Then that's enough. Those were the words Father had said to me after our duel. Both Father's words and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words were strangely empowering.

"Is there anything I should prepare for?" I asked.

"My request to you, Elder, is always the same."

"What is it?"

"That you reconcile."

"Reconcile?" he asked. "Don't tell me you mean...?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon realized I meant for him to reconcile with the Flower Sword Supreme. "The First Young Lord is on his way, and you're talking about reconciliation?" he exclaimed. "You must be truly insane."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned to Go Wol, utterly flabbergasted. "Your master is this kind of madman."

Go Wol replied, "I'm not exactly normal myself."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head and muttered that we were a pair of lunatics.

I tried to persuade the Blood Heaven Blade Demon again. "When my brother returns, the other Demon Supremes will start making their moves. We can't fight with only one wing, can we?"

"I wish we could, but haven't you seen enough? The Sword Supreme snaps at me viciously whenever she sees me."

"Yes, I've seen plenty," I said. "I've seen her sharpness fading. I've seen the glare in her eyes soften little by little when she looks at you, Elder."

Still, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "Our reconciliation is a more difficult task than unifying the murim. I'm leaving."

I shouted at his retreating back, "You don't have to unify the murim, but you must reconcile!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon disappeared slowly into the darkness without a reply.

I turned my attention to Go Wol. "Are you alright?"

"Yes. I'm fine."

"Don't worry about it too much. He's just a grumpy old man."

"I must pay it mind. He is the Young Lord's left wing," Go Wol said. "But please don't worry about me. As you know, I haven't had an easy life either."

But I knew better. A hard life does not make someone immune to hurt.

"I understand. Still, if you have anything to say to me, please do. I'll also tell you if I have anything on my mind."

"Yes. I will certainly do so."

"Oh, and the candidate for the right wing is the Flower Sword Supreme. Just for your reference."

"Understood," Go Wol said. "Then, please rest well."

I could not fall asleep until late that night.

There's no need to think about how my brother acted in my past life. When my brother returns, I will see him. I failed to see anyone properly in my past life, so now I will see him clearly. I will see with my own eyes what kind of person he is. I will see clearly the reality behind all the things in my memory.

As always, Hwa Mugi is helpful in times like these. If I'm not a vessel capable of overcoming my brother, I'll die at Hwa Mugi's hands anyway.


Chapter 86: It's Been a While, Brother

Two months passed since my duel with my father.

In that time, I reached the Eleventh Star of the Soaring Sky Sword Art. I ascended to the next level using the insight I gained from dueling my father and the Flower Sword Supreme.

Only one level remained.

The final level, just like the ones before, would require some kind of trigger.

The trigger could be a duel, a life-or-death battle, or something simple. It could happen while looking at flowers with the Flower Sword Supreme, reading poetry with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, or walking under the moonlight with Lee Ahn. No one could predict how I would achieve the Twelfth Star's complete mastery.

For now, I set aside completing the Soaring Sky Sword Art and focused on training the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Sometimes, when learning a martial art, you just get a feeling. A tingle runs through your body as the art whispers, 'Just a little more.' That is the moment you are ready to reach the next level.

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique gave me that feeling continuously.

About ten days ago, I reduced the time to unfold the space to a slow count of one hundred. After that, the time decreased every time I used the technique, as if a restriction had lifted.

If compatibility between a martial artist and a martial art exists, then the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and I were a perfect match.

Perhaps it was because the art depended more on enlightenment and talent than on training time. In those two aspects, I had reached the highest possible level.

The more I trained, the faster I became. One hundred became ninety-nine, then ninety-eight, then ninety-seven...

I pushed myself to the very end. I created the space relentlessly, like I was riding a speeding carriage. I felt that one wrong turn could send the carriage plummeting off a cliff, but I honed my skill without rest.

I trained and trained again.

Finally, the carriage reached its destination. The horses had not collapsed, and I had not fallen.

SNAP!

I snapped my fingers, and my surroundings instantly changed.

I cheered.

"I did it!"

I could finally use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique instantly. It unfolded so naturally, as if it had always been my own martial art.

I stood on a white sandy beach beside an endless blue ocean. The sky was blue and the sun was hot. A large-leafed tree stood on the beach, and a comfortable-looking chair sat in its shade. Seagulls flew in the distance.

This was the personal space I had dreamed of.

It was perfect.

Just as the creation time decreased, the inner arts needed to maintain the space also decreased.

I leaned back in the chair for a moment, then stripped off my clothes and jumped into the sea.

After swimming for a while, I floated on my back and watched the clouds drift across the sky. My heart felt at ease.

It was a perfect, private moment. I was happy.

Then, a thought occurred to me.

What if I could make time in here pass more slowly than time outside? What if I could train my martial arts in here? Even if I couldn't stop time completely, what if I could make it pass at even half the speed?

It was a dream-like thought, but creating this space was already a dream-like feat.

I decided to discuss it with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader when he returned. He would probably call it nonsense.

I lay on the beach enjoying my freedom when I sensed someone outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

When I entered spaces created by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, I couldn't sense anything outside, but now that I had created the space myself, I could perceive external events.

I immediately released the technique and appeared.

Jang Ho called for me at the door. "Young Lord, are you there?"

"I'm here."

I appeared suddenly behind Jang Ho, who spun around in surprise.

"Young Lord? Where were you?"

On a beach with a surging blue sea.

I desperately wanted to say that, but I held my tongue.

"I was just training my concealment technique. What brings you here?"

"Word came from the smithy. They finished the items you requested from the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron."

"Then, I have a request. Go get the items and summon everyone who was there that day."

"Understood."


Seven of us stood in a circle, looking at the items on the table. It was me, Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and Go Wol.

I picked up the fan from the table and gave it to Go Wol.

"This is the fan you requested. I've examined it, and it's well-made."

"Thank you very much."

"The material is one thing, but our Cult's best artisan made it, which adds to its value."

"I never thought you'd actually have it made for me."

I had also made throwing knives for everyone gathered that day, so I gave one to Go Wol as well. He looked apologetic after receiving both the fan and the knife.

"I'm receiving two items."

"These throwing knives wouldn't exist without you. In a way, you're the one giving everyone a gift."

"How could that be? You're the one who gave the shackles to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Young Lord. Thank you. I'll never forget this great gift."

It was a great gift indeed. A throwing knife made of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron was incomparably sharp and would never break, making it priceless. If sold for its proper value, the money would be enough for several generations to live comfortably.

But my gifts for Go Wol did not end there.

I unwound the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the Black Demon Sword's hilt. I cut off enough to cover the fan and handed it to Go Wol.

"It's Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. If you attach this to the fan, it'll become a magnificent weapon."

Go Wol's eyes trembled with emotion. The three gifts were truly once-in-a-lifetime presents.

"I'll surely repay this favor, even if it costs me my life."

"There's no need for that. I'm giving you this because I believe you're worthy of it now, not as collateral for your future life or loyalty."

I spoke to Go Wol, but my words were meant for everyone.

I distributed the remaining throwing knives. "Thank you for standing by my side."

Everyone was delighted.

"Thank you."

"I'll put it to good use."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong looked down at his knife and said worriedly, "I'm worried I might lose it."

"Train harder. The stronger you become, the less chance you'll have of losing it. When training gets tough, look at that knife."

"......"

Seo Daeryong nodded vigorously at my words. The throwing knife would come to hold a different meaning for each of them.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon needlessly picked a fight with Go Wol. "That scrawny scholar is here, so what are you worried about?"

Someone entered just then and said, "Speaking of scrawny, isn't your disciple even more so?"

The person who entered was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

I looked at him, surprised. "You're back already?"

He returned earlier than I expected. I thought he would be gone for at least six months.

"It's because I'm an impatient person by nature," he said, glancing at Go Wol.

Go Wol smiled at the appearance of his staunch supporter.

"I guess I'm a lucky man, returning on the day the throwing knives are handed out. Give me my knife."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader examined the knife. "It's truly well-made. This could be treated as a sacred object. Thanks for saving one for me."

"Not at all. We only made them because you generously allowed us to use the shackles, Cult Leader."

I welcomed his return with kind words. He had returned on a fateful day, just as he said, but that fate was not about receiving a throwing knife.

Someone opened the door and stepped inside.

The visitor was tall and handsome. His white robe, embroidered with brilliant yet refined patterns, suited him well. It was my older brother, First Young Lord Geom Muyang.

Everyone's gaze focused on Geom Muyang. Three people followed him.

The Demonic Buddha entered first, followed by an old man and a young man.

Geom Muyang spotted me in the crowd, spread his arms wide, and strode over.

"Little brother, have you been well?"

That's right. This is my brother. He was so full of confidence, a man who knew he was superior to others.

His tendency to think himself too clever sometimes caused problems, but he could also make his arrogance seem like confidence to his allies.

"Of course, I've been well. It's been a while, brother."

I pulled my brother into a sudden hug. It was not an act. I hugged him sincerely and felt him tense up, surprised by my reaction. He would never know what I was thinking.

Brother, don't make me hug your corpse with regret. Don't make me walk our father's path.

I knew Go Wol was wrong when he said the outcome depended on my brother. This time, it depended on my efforts.

So I will try. Not for my brother's sake, but for my own.

A strange light flickered in Geom Muyang's eyes, perhaps because my aura was so different from when he had left the cult.

"I heard you made quite a name for yourself while I was away?"

"A fox played king in a valley without a tiger."

"If the older brother is a tiger, how can the younger brother be a fox? You don't have to be so humble, at least not in front of me."

At a glance, he looked like a deeply affectionate older brother who cherished his younger sibling.

But in my past life, my brother had relentlessly tormented me. At the time, I did not even realize it was torment.

From a young age, my brother tried his best to instill negative images of the murim and power in my mind.

He told me stories of martial artists fighting and killing each other, of those who went mad from their inner demons, and of the Demon Supremes betraying the Heavenly Demon.

Most of his stories were cruel and negative. When I tried to open my Conception and Governing Vessels, he would shake my resolve with tales of people whose blood vessels burst and killed them.

I overcame it with my innate fortitude, but his stories still had a negative influence on me, whether I knew it or not.

I cannot blame him for using any means necessary in the succession battle, but that was not something you should do to your six or seven-year-old brother.

The Demonic Buddha interjected. "Second Young Lord, now that the First Young Lord has returned, you must help your brother a great deal. In this harsh murim, who else can you look after each other? Humans betray each other as easily as they breathe, so there's no one to trust."

As he spoke, the Demonic Buddha looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. His words were aimed at him from the start, a blatant criticism for having once supported Geom Muyang but now supporting me.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt apologetic toward the First Young Lord and could only scoff.

Unlike the provocative Demonic Buddha, Geom Muyang was polite to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Have you been well, Elder?"

"I've been well, thanks to you. Are you just now returning?"

"Yes. I've just arrived."

"Have you seen the Cult Leader?"

"Father has already retired to his chambers, so I haven't been able to see him. I'll have to greet him in the morning."

"The Cult Leader will be pleased."

After their greetings, Geom Muyang remarked casually, "I've heard you've been helping my younger brother a great deal lately, Elder."

"Old men are known to be more fickle. I hope you understand."

"Not at all. My brother's business is my business, and the business of our Cult. As his older brother, I thank you."

"I'm grateful for your understanding."

Geom Muyang then turned to the Flower Sword Supreme. "You are as beautiful as ever."

"Just like his brother, our First Young Lord is quite the flirt."

Geom Muyang took something from his sleeve and gave it to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"These are cosmetics I had a hard time getting in the Outer Regions. They're known to be far superior to those used by the women of the Central Plains, so please, try them."

"Thank you, First Young Lord."

Would he have only brought a gift for the Flower Sword Supreme? He must have brought a trove of things to please the other Demon Supremes as well.

Even from these brief greetings, I saw why my brother had been ahead of me back then. I had not even known he was so meticulously taking care of the Demon Supremes. I suppose I only saw myself and lived only for my own greed.

"General Jang, it's belated, but congratulations on becoming a Lord."

"Thank you, First Young Lord."

The greetings ended there. Geom Muyang did not greet Lee Ahn or Seo Daeryong. My brother was a thorough authoritarian. His philosophy was that if you secured the higher-ups as your people, the subordinates would naturally follow.

Once Geom Muyang finished greeting the two Demon Supremes, the Demonic Buddha stepped forward.

He saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and immediately started a quarrel. "Did someone spread honey on our Cult's pillars? Why do you keep loitering around?"

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was no pushover. "Because someone took a dump and didn't clean it up. A small, cute, golden dump, that is."

The Demonic Buddha's expression hardened instantly. The two men glared at each other, ready to kill. It showed how an eternity of friendship could shatter in a moment. The two closest friends were now completely divided.

As the two created a tense atmosphere, Geom Muyang signaled the two people behind him with his eyes.

The old man and the young man who entered with the Demonic Buddha stepped forward to offer their greetings.

A cold smile formed on my lips. This was the moment I had been waiting for since they entered. In fact, I had waited for this moment for decades.


Chapter 87: Blood Rains from the Sky

The younger man stepped forward and offered a clasped-hands greeting.

"I'm So Tae from Shaanxi. I've long revered the Divine Cult, and a chance meeting with the Demon Supreme led me here. This is my Master."

The old man greeted him next.

"I'm Jongmak from Shaanxi. It's a pleasure to meet the heroes of the Divine Cult."

No master and disciple named So Tae and Jongmak ever lived in Shaanxi.

Their true identities were the Yunnan Eccentric Duo. As masters of disguise, faking their age was a basic skill. They disguised themselves as thin men, fat men, merchants, monks, and even women. In reality, the young man was the First Eccentric, older than the Second Eccentric who was disguised as an old man.

They used their disguises to deceive people and commit countless evil deeds. They plundered merchants' wealth and even taunted and killed strangers just because they disliked their faces. Their lust was also strong. They would assault any beautiful woman they saw and viciously murder anyone who tried to stop them.

The Murim Alliance declared them public enemies, but they were never caught. Their formidable martial arts and mastery of disguise made them difficult to capture.

They lived to a ripe old age, which led to a popular saying.

The heavens are not indifferent. They are already dead.

This saying existed entirely because of these men.

And crucially, these bastards also ruined my life.

The First Eccentric, disguised as a young man, stepped forward. "It would be an honor for my family if the esteemed Second Young Lord would teach me a lesson."

What was meant to happen, happened. The same thing occurred around this time in my life before regression.

I was a real idiot back then. The king of idiots, a shit-for-brains idiot. Why on earth did I accept the duel?

Back then, I dueled this man in a different situation. They had come with the Demonic Buddha even then. At a banquet for our Cult's demons, the Demonic Buddha introduced the Yunnan Eccentric Duo and goaded me so I couldn't refuse.

He expertly exploited my psychology. Instead of suggesting I teach the man a lesson, he scolded the First Eccentric.

"How dare you request a duel with such an esteemed person? This isn't your place. If the Second Young Lord gets hurt by mistake, you won't keep your life."

He said the exact same thing back then.

It was like saying, 'Would that coward dare flip it?' instead of 'Flip the table like a man.' My twenty-year-old self lived and died by others' opinions, so I fell for that shallow provocation.

At that time, I had also been afflicted with Qi Dispersing Poison during the War between the Divine and Demonic. I lost a duel and was desperately trying to restore my reputation. I personally proved that the lower one's self-esteem, the easier it is to fall for an opponent's provocation.

The result was disastrous. I had complacently thought I couldn't lose to someone my age, but we weren't the same age at all. He broke my arm, fractured my ribs, and bruised my face so badly I couldn't go outside for a while.

The physical injuries weren't the real problem. My pride was shattered because I lost to a peer, and the self-loathing from falling for his provocation tormented me. Father and the Cult's demons were disappointed in me. After being thoroughly beaten by an outsider, my authority and prestige hit rock bottom.

The Yunnan Eccentric Duo fled that same day, and I couldn't even uncover their true identities at the time.

And now, those very bastards have appeared before my eyes again. So, when they followed the Demonic Buddha into my room, how could I not be thrilled?

"Of course, this precious body of mine can't get hurt. The rising masters these days are so fearsome."

I could just back out like that. The more confident a person is, the more leisurely they handle such situations. Of course, that wasn't my plan for today.

"Still, it wouldn't be polite to refuse such an earnest request, would it?"

I was curious. Does my brother know what kind of people these men are? Hyung, this is a problem whether you know or not.

"Thank you for accepting the duel. You truly live up to your great reputation, Second Young Lord."

"But you keep sprinkling gold dust on my face. Have you heard anything about my reputation? If you know of anything I've done recently, name just one."

The First Eccentric was flustered, clearly not expecting such a direct question.

"My head isn't very good, so I don't remember well. I'm uneducated, so I have no manners either. I hope the Second Young Lord will understand."

"I thought as much. Demanding a duel at our first meeting shows you have no manners, and since you're doing this without knowing my personality or skills, it seems your head definitely isn't good. Still, it's a relief you know yourself well."

The duo's expressions hardened at my mockery. I could feel them struggling to suppress their malice.

"Since your head is no good, let's enjoy a round with our bodies, Second Young Lord."

"Let's."

We went outside and faced each other in the courtyard. Everyone else followed.

"Do you use fists and palms?"

"I do."

"I use a sword, so be careful my blade doesn't cut off your hands."

"You should be careful too, Second Young Lord. You might have to hold that sword with your left hand from now on."

Just as the man intensified his gaze to build tension, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stepped forward.

"I'll be taking my leave. I've been sleeping more in the evenings as I get older."

He seemed uninterested in the duel's outcome and unwilling to linger where the First Young Lord and I were together.

Then, the Flower Sword Supreme also prepared to leave.

"I'll be going as well. My skin gets rough if I don't get enough sleep."

As the two bid farewell, Geom Muyang bowed politely. "Please, rest well. I'll visit you separately later."

The Demonic Buddha asked the question my brother wanted to ask. "It seems you're not worried about the Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked away without a glance, tossing out a single phrase.

"Worried? My ass."

The Flower Sword Supreme followed him. For this moment, at least, they were of one mind. They knew to avoid the gossip that would come from watching such a fight. More importantly, they didn't have an ounce of worry for me.

Surprisingly, Jang Ho also prepared to leave.

"Well then, I have some business to attend to, so I'll be on my way."

As the quick-witted bear left, the nine-tailed fox followed.

"Then I'll be off as well."

I said to Lee Ahn, "Lee Ahn, you're leaving too?"

"Yes. I have to go train."

"I don't care about the others, but you should at least stay and pretend to be worried. You've changed!"

"Of course, I've changed. It's because someone kept singing about how I needed to change, how I had to change."

As she walked away, she looked back at Seo Daeryong.

"Aren't you leaving?"

"I'm going to stay and watch. I think it'll be helpful for my martial arts training."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, already walking away, shouted from a distance.

"There's nothing here that will help you. Go get some sleep."

With his master's command, he couldn't stay. Seo Daeryong grinned at me.

"So he says. His hearing is so sharp."

After Seo Daeryong left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also made a move.

"If I stay when everyone else is leaving, won't I look like I have too much free time?"

And so, they all left after saying a word or two.

"You're all too much!"

I cried out, but no one looked back.

I could tell. Though their reasons differed, their actions were filled with respect for me. It was a display for my brother.

We trust the Second Young Lord this much.

By leaving, they were showing their loyalty to me in a sophisticated way.

Now, only Go Wol, who lived with me, remained.

"You are my only true loyal subject."

"I was just about to say I was going inside to sleep. I don't enjoy watching fights."

"No, you can't. At least one person has to watch."

"Then please finish it quickly."

"I will."

Everyone else watched this exchange with surprise and disbelief. The Yunnan Eccentric Duo, feeling ignored, openly showed their displeasure. Even Geom Muyang, who rarely showed his emotions, could not completely hide his surprise.

The First Eccentric stepped forward. "The spectators have left, which takes some of the fun out of it, but the power in my fists hasn't waned. Let's have a go."

He was anxious, worried the duel might be called off.

Do not worry, villain.

"Let's," I said. "This is a fight I've waited a long time for."

A fight I've waited for longer than you could possibly imagine. I accepted the duel not just for revenge, but to pass judgment on their evil deeds. They were part of the absolute evil I spoke of.

Some are called absolute evil because they are too strong. Others, like these men, are absolute evil because they are cunning and wicked. They are bastards skilled in disguise, impossible to catch once they hide. They treat others' lives like flies but consider their own so precious they'll do anything to preserve them. That's why bastards like these, who live well until they die of old age, are also absolute evil.

It seems the heavens didn't like the popular saying about them being dead. They sent these men before me instead.

"Now, I won't go easy on you just because you're the Second Young Lord, so be careful!"

The First Eccentric was merciless from the start. Their mission was to beat me and disappear, no matter what.

How much did the Demonic Buddha pay them? They must have received a considerable amount to come all the way to our Cult to face me.

I dodged his fist and lightly grabbed his wrist.

The man was horrified. He never imagined I would catch his wrist on the first move. He tried to shake free, but my grip held firm.

His eyes widened in disbelief.

No way?

Just then, my sword flashed out like lightning.

"......"

In a single move, I severed the man's wrist.

"......"

He let out a short scream and instinctively tried to stop the bleeding.

SWOOOSH! SLICE!

Without hesitation, I cut off his other wrist.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

He screamed in pain, flailing his severed arms and spraying blood like a fountain. Blood rained down. I didn't dodge it. Neither did my brother.

We just stared at each other amidst the shower of blood.

Just then, the Second Eccentric attacked my back. He likely planned to subdue me and then treat the First Eccentric. I was about to turn and block, but I saw my brother draw his sword, so I stayed still.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Fierce sword qi grazed my face, but I didn't even blink as I stared at my brother. The energy cleanly bisected the Second Eccentric who was charging from behind.

In an instant, the courtyard became a sea of blood.

I asked the Demonic Buddha, "What exactly were you expecting?"

It was a loaded question. My brother may have been far away, but you have heard and seen everything about me. Did you think the Yunnan Eccentric Duo could beat and humiliate me? Did you think I would be defeated by them like in the past and hide away in a corner of my room?

I peeled the mask from the unconscious First Eccentric's face.

RIIIIIP.

A middle-aged man's face appeared.

"Who are you?" I asked, deliberately trying to reveal his identity to see my brother's reaction.

The First Eccentric only glared at me resentfully, saying nothing.

"I'll cut off your ankles too."

As I raised my sword, the man shouted, "...We are the Yunnan Eccentric Duo."

"......"

In that moment, the First Eccentric's head exploded. A golden light frosted the flowing blood before vanishing. The Demonic Buddha had killed him.

The Demonic Buddha's eyes shimmered with golden light as an immense energy pressed down on the surroundings. This was not the same man who had bickered with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He exuded a fierce aura as he spoke coldly.

"Did you ask what I expected? I wanted to show your brother his reality. That a man who can cut down the Yunnan Eccentric Duo in a single move is his rival. I wanted to show him you cutting down those bastards with the Black Demon Sword, which the Cult Leader didn't give to him. This is the reality you now face."

He wasn't speaking to me. He was speaking to my brother.

This man, the Demonic Buddha! He is certainly an evil person, but his devotion to my brother is genuine.

My gaze turned to Geom Muyang. Blood trickled down his face, just like mine.

Geom Muyang asked calmly, "Are you hurt anywhere?"

"No, thanks to you."

"I'm glad to see your martial arts have improved so much. It's a good thing for our Cult."

"My martial arts have improved, but your acting has gotten better, Hyung."

"What do you mean?"

"You're not the type to bring just anyone with you, are you?"

"If you're asking whether I knew they were the Yunnan Eccentric Duo, I did not. I'll see you tomorrow morning when we greet Father."

With that, my brother and the Demonic Buddha left.

I had to acknowledge my brother for maintaining his composure. I could see why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon supported him in the past. He was worthy of it.

I walked toward the corpses of the Yunnan Eccentric Duo.

I killed them so easily because I didn't want to grant their deaths any meaning. For people like them, even a single last word is a waste. The cold rice in prison is a waste. Killing them like insects and forgetting they ever existed is the ultimate punishment.

I searched the two corpses and found bank notes. Each carried a note for one hundred thousand taels.

"Let it be known. For two hundred thousand taels, you can get the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Second Young Lord beaten up."

Go Wol smiled faintly at my joke. I gave him the bank notes.

"Use this to help with your work. Or do you think it's dirty money because it came from these men?"

"Money has no name tag. Its value is determined by how it's used."

Go Wol never makes me regret my choices. This is why I worked so hard to bring a strategist like him to my side.

"I'll take care of the bodies. Please go inside and wash off the blood."

I looked up at the sky and muttered, "My brother returns, and immediately, a rain of blood falls from the sky."


Chapter 88: From the Moment the Umbilical Cord Was Cut

Geom Muyang washed the blood from his body. He stood before a bronze mirror as a maid helped him into fresh clothes.

He put a thin, blade-deflecting treasured armor over his bare skin. Then he layered a slightly thicker treasured armor on top. He openly displayed his obsession with avoiding death, at least to the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha sat in a chair and watched him.

Geom Muyang said nothing. One might have expected him to be furious about the Yunnan Eccentric Duo, and the Demonic Buddha could tell he was angry.

"The Second Young Lord is..." The Demonic Buddha trailed off. He had planned to say, 'He's changed so much,' but thought it too obvious. He changed his phrasing.

"...What kind of person is he?"

Geom Muyang answered, his reflection visible in the bronze mirror.

"I thought I knew my younger brother well, but after seeing him earlier, I realize I don't. He wasn't originally this kind of child..."

"You must forget about the past!"

When the Demonic Buddha suddenly raised his voice, the maid adjusting Geom Muyang's collar flinched. Her fingernail accidentally scratched his neck.

"Ah! I'm sorry, please spare me."

The maid prostrated herself on the spot and begged for forgiveness. The atmosphere instantly cooled.

"Why would I kill you over something like this?"

Geom Muyang spoke gently.

The Demonic Buddha interjected coldly.

"But can you really not kill her? You'd spare a maid who scarred the precious body of the man who will become the Heavenly Demon? How ridiculous would that look to others if they heard?"

The maid pleaded desperately.

"Please! Spare my life!"

Geom Muyang helped her up.

"Everyone makes mistakes. You may leave now."

"Thank you, Young Lord. Thank you so much."

The maid left the room.

"You shouldn't be seen easily forgiving the mistakes of your subordinates. You should have at least given her some punishment."

Geom Muyang suddenly asked, "Did you ask what kind of person my brother is?"

"Yes, I did."

"If the same thing happened to him, he's the kind of child who would buy the startled maid a meal. He's been a warm-hearted child since he was young."

"Even so, you must not let your guard down."

"I'm not saying we should let our guard down. Didn't you see Mugeuk's people earlier?"

Geom Muyang's gaze in the mirror shifted from the Demonic Buddha to his own reflection.

"Honestly, I was a little envious."

The Demonic Buddha sometimes found Geom Muyang unpredictable. He handled matters with brilliance and composure, only to suddenly reveal his inner thoughts like this.

While the Demonic Buddha contemplated how to react, Geom Muyang walked over. He sat opposite the Demonic Buddha, poured cold tea into a cup, and drank it.

"Demon Supreme, what are you so worried about?"

"The Second Young Lord's skill is one thing, but more importantly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is a cunning old man. The fact that he chose the Second Young Lord definitely means there's a good reason for it. Whether it's because he buys meals for maids, or because there's something else we don't know."

Then Geom Muyang said something unexpected.

"I believe the answer is Father."

The Demonic Buddha was startled by those words.

"What do you mean by that?"

"While I was away, Father supported Mugeuk. He bestowed the Black Demon Sword and appointed him to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director. He's testing to see how I'll deal with Mugeuk now that he has gained power. I believe this is the final test to become the successor."

For a moment, he thought it might be possible, but the Demonic Buddha soon shook his head.

"That can't be it. In the process of the Second Young Lord's rise, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died. The cause of death was said to be qi deviation, but there are many suspicious points."

At first, he had believed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words that Geom Mugeuk was not responsible. Now, he no longer did.

"It could be the Second Young Lord's work, and you still think it's a test from the Cult Leader? The Cult Leader cherished her as one of the mainstays of our Cult."

"Father probably didn't expect it to go that far. Mugeuk possesses capabilities that exceed Father's expectations."

"Then did the Second Young Lord really kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

In response, Geom Muyang posed a question instead of answering.

"Demon Supreme, could you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

"I, of course... can kill her!"

The brief hesitation revealed the level of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's skill. Even the Demonic Buddha was not confident against the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"That's right. You could have killed her, Demonic Buddha, but it wouldn't have been easy."

After saving the Demonic Buddha's face, Geom Muyang continued with what he originally intended to say.

"Neither I nor Mugeuk could kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with our current martial arts skills. However, it might be possible with the help of one person."

"Who would that be?"

Geom Muyang did not answer, as if telling him to think for himself. The Demonic Buddha pondered for a moment, then flinched and shouted.

"Don't tell me... is it the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Correct. With his help, it would have been possible to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

The Demonic Buddha thought it was plausible, yet one question remained.

"Why would the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader do that?"

"To advance into the Central Plains. After all, didn't he take the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciple as his own?"

"Ah!"

The Demonic Buddha had never once suspected such a thing. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was behind it from the beginning?

"And then he shamelessly came to investigate the body? Is that what you're saying?"

The Demonic Buddha's relationship with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had recently soured. Suspicion and anger clouded his objective judgment.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew that the Demon Supremes would summon him. It was also the only way he could enter our Cult with confidence."

One final doubt held the Demonic Buddha back.

"But the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader doesn't have the guts for something like that. If it were revealed that he killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the entire Heavenly Wind Cult would be annihilated. It's impossible."

"There's something Father has always told me since I was young. Never assume you know someone completely."

The Demonic Buddha was confused. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader he knew was not the type to commit such a grand act. However, Geom Muyang's words fit perfectly, and there was another reason added to it.

"Isn't it obvious just from the fact that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's Strategist went to Mugeuk? As you said, would that meticulous Blood Heaven Blade Demon have joined hands with him for no reason? He must have joined because of this background."

If this is true?

"Damn it! To think I walked right in and brought the murderer here myself!"

"Don't blame yourself. On the contrary, I will use this situation to my advantage and seize control of the Demon Supremes."

"What if the situation doesn't go as planned?"

Geom Muyang casually mentioned the words the Demonic Buddha could not bring himself to say.

"Are you asking if I'll kill Mugeuk? No, I won't kill him. How would Father look upon a brother who kills his younger sibling?"

The Demonic Buddha realized something. Geom Muyang would not kill Geom Mugeuk, not because he was his brother, but because their father was watching.

"Then what do you intend to do?"

"I will bring all those who have attached themselves to Mugeuk to my side. Mugeuk has strong pride. If his own people turn their backs on him, he will leave the cult on his own. You saw it earlier, didn't you? The people who left without watching Mugeuk's duel. I will make those people truly abandon Mugeuk. Let's see if he can still smile and joke then."

"Leaving the Second Young Lord alive will become a future problem."

"Even if he leaves like that, if a crisis befalls our Cult, he's the type to come save us, not kill us. That is his greatest weakness."

Geom Muyang stood up again and walked to the mirror. Staring at his reflection, he spoke calmly.

"The grand chair in the Heavenly Demon Hall is the most solid seat in this murim. It's not a seat a soft-hearted person like Mugeuk can sit in, and he shouldn't."


The next morning, I arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall and met my brother at the entrance.

"It's been a while since we've entered the Heavenly Demon Hall side by side like this."

"It has."

We walked together.

"Nervous?"

"Not really."

However, my brother was nervous. He always grew unusually stiff before Father. Since he was young, my brother had wanted to look good in Father's eyes.

Once, when we were young, Father called him 'our eldest son' just one time. He boasted about it not for days, but for years.

If I am currently captivated by Hwa Mugi, then my brother is captivated by Father.

My brother and I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall. Father and Head Strategist Sama Myeong were there. We walked the path of blood side by side. Demonic statues on all sides watched my brother's return and our entrance with cold, strange eyes.

"Father, have you been well?"

My brother gave a deep bow to Father.

"Welcome back."

I studied Father's expression. His face, turned toward my brother, held a hint of welcome. My brother, on the other hand, was tense. I could feel him trembling.

"You seem pleased that your eldest son has returned."

Father did not respond to my words.

This Father felt different from the one who walked with me through the Demon Village. I understand this more taciturn Father.

Before my regression, around this time, Father was already thinking of my brother as the successor. Although I shook Father's heart by regressing this time, the person who had first entered that heart was my brother.

If I fail to understand Father's feelings toward my brother, I'll never win this fight. I must not forget that my ultimate enemy is neither Father nor my brother.

"How did the matter you went for turn out?"

My brother answered Father's question with confidence.

"I have overcome all the trials, right up to the final gate."

At those words, Father's expression brightened. My brother had not gone to the frontier to handle trivial tasks.

The Nine Demonic Walls.

The Nine Demonic Walls was the Cult's secret training ground, hidden in the frontier. Father had opened that place to my brother. The Nine Demonic Walls, much like the Little Heaven Cave, could only be entered with the Heavenly Demon's permission.

Overcoming the Nine Demonic Walls was no easy task. It was a trial one level higher than the Little Heaven Cave I had previously passed. However, one could give up and leave the Nine Demonic Walls midway. It could be seen as a safer, yet more difficult, trial.

Sama Myeong was also greatly pleased.

"Congratulations, First Young Lord. To think you passed through the Nine Demonic Walls. Blood truly doesn't lie, it seems."

My brother also inherited Father's blood. In terms of martial arts talent, he was second to none.

I feigned ignorance and asked, "What did he pass through?"

At that, Sama Myeong smiled and said, "The First Young Lord has passed through the Nine Demonic Walls."

I rushed forward and hugged my brother.

"That's amazing, brother!"

Father and Sama Myeong were startled by my action. My brother, the target of my hug, had already experienced my change. He meekly accepted my congratulations.

"Thanks."

"Then you must have achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art too, right?"

If it had been just the two of us, he wouldn't have answered, but since Father was present, my brother answered honestly. Of course, he spoke to Father, not me.

"Father, in the process of passing through the Nine Demonic Walls, I also achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"Congratulations."

"It is all thanks to your teachings, Father. Thank you, Father."

Father's gaze turned to my brother and me.

What could Father be thinking right now?

"Congratulations, First Young Lord."

"Thank you, Strategist."

"Congratulations, brother."

"Thanks."

"In this friendly atmosphere, I have something to say to you, Father."

My gaze turned to Father.

"For us, the severing of the umbilical cord was the signal that the fight for succession had begun. That has been our life, and it's the life we will have to continue living. So, I'd like to say this. Father, this time, I want to try having a good-willed competition with my brother. What do you think, brother?"

Instead of answering me, my brother spoke to Father.

"Father, I didn't realize Mugeuk had grown up so much while I was away. He has truly matured."

Father just looked down at us in silence. What was he thinking? Was he, even at this moment, scoring us to see who would be a more suitable successor?

Father made no comment on my words. A good-willed competition? If it had been just the two of us, he might have called it cheap sentimentality that would get me killed.

I said it anyway to tell Father that I would try to embrace my brother and move forward with him.

"You may both leave and rest now."

My brother and I bowed to Father. We walked back down the path of blood and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

At the entrance, I asked, "Brother, why do you want to become the Heavenly Demon?"

My brother said abruptly, "Because if I don't become the Heavenly Demon, I'll die."

I expected a different answer from my brother. It was a truly unexpected reply.

"Do you die if you lose the succession fight?"

"Until now, they've all died."

"Can't we just not kill each other? The brothers Geom Muyang and Geom Mugeuk, displaying a brotherly love that will go down in the history of the Demonic Cult."

"Do you think other brothers didn't feel that way? In the end... humans always betray each other."

"We can just choose not to, can't we?"

Geom Muyang scoffed at my words and started walking away.

I shouted to my brother, who was walking away in the distance. "I was serious. About having a good-willed competition."

My brother stopped walking and turned back to me. "Then you should have first asked if there's any such thing as 'good will' in my heart. Do you have it?"

"I do."

"Then I guess I'll be starting this fight with an advantage."

Watching my brother's back as he started walking again, I finally let out a small laugh.

Right, how could this be easy? It's already so difficult to make someone favorable toward me into one of my own people. Still, brother, we have to succeed. Because the name of the throwing knife that will stab us in the back isn't 'brotherly love', it's Hwa Mugi.


Chapter 89: I'm Not a Fish You've Caught

After parting with my brother, I went to see Lee Ahn.

I don't know why I suddenly thought of Lee Ahn. Maybe I wanted to see the person who understands me best.

Lee Ahn trained hard again today. That was Lee Ahn, always training. Her form reminded me of myself before my regression, back when I gathered materials for the Great Art. I remembered my past self, who never rested while striving for a single goal.

She trained for a long while before finally noticing me.

"Young Master! When did you get here?"

"A while ago."

"What if you were an assassin, Young Master?"

"I suppose you'd have died about twenty times."

"......"

I drew my sword and stepped in front of her.

"Let's reduce those twenty times to nineteen."

Lee Ahn's eyes sparkled when she realized I would demonstrate the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"Thank you!"

It had been a while since I gave a demonstration. I didn't lower my level. I performed it at the full state of the Eleventh Star.

There's a huge difference between the tenth star of complete mastery and my current state. Of course, she won't be able to feel it as keenly as I can. Her achievement will depend on how much of that difference she can perceive.

After I finished the technique, Lee Ahn stood frozen, lost in deep thought. I could tell Lee Ahn had fallen into a state of selflessness.

I held my breath and sat cross-legged to avoid disturbing her.

There's no telling when she'll emerge from her state of selflessness, so I can't just wait idly.

I started training in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Our training compatibility seems good. I fell into a state of selflessness before, and now it's her turn.

After a full twelve hours passed, I felt her emerge from the state of selflessness.

Congratulations, Lee Ahn.

Falling into a state of selflessness for twelve hours is a rare opportunity in a martial artist's life.

Lee Ahn looked bewildered at the darkened surroundings.

"Young Master?"

"How was it? Your first time in a state of selflessness."

"The state of selflessness? Don't tell me I was in a state of selflessness?"

"You were."

"I think I just spaced out for a moment."

"Well, considering our lifespans, twelve hours is just a moment."

"Twelve hours have passed?"

Lee Ahn was startled.

The moments right after waking from a state of selflessness are always the most important.

"Perform the Soaring Sky Sword Art right now."

"......"

Lee Ahn performed the Soaring Sky Sword Art for me. It was more than effective. Her Soaring Sky Sword Art had reached the eighth star.

"I only saw you perform the technique, Young Master. How can this be?"

"What do you mean, how? It's possible because you train like a bear. Do you really think this could happen just from watching my demonstration?"

"Even so."

"All your accumulated effort completely merged with you during this state of selflessness."

"Ah!"

I taught her, and her outstanding talent drove her to train relentlessly. My Eleventh Star state gave her deeper inspiration. Crucially, she also had twelve hours in a state of selflessness. These factors combined to create a miraculous achievement.

"Don't get too excited. You know progress in martial arts is fast at first but always slows down. Think of this as the real start for the Soaring Sky Sword Art. Forget complete mastery. It could take a lifetime just to go from the eighth star to the ninth."

"Even if it takes a lifetime, I'll definitely achieve complete mastery. Heaven blessed me with such a precious connection. It'd be too pathetic and unfair if I couldn't."

The time to perform the Poison Self-Purification Art on her is one step closer.

My own martial level is important to safely perform the Poison Self-Purification Art without side effects, but after that, her level is what's important. The thought of the world's number one beauty being weak in martial arts makes me imagine all sorts of terrible things waiting for her.

The opportune time I had in mind was when she reached the ninth star. With the ninth star of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, she could protect herself anywhere, but with her achievement today, I feel the timing could be much sooner than I thought.

"Instead of dying twenty times, now you'll die about twice."

Lee Ahn, deeply moved, dropped to the ground and bowed.

"Thank you, Young Master."

"There's no need for formalities between us."

"What exactly is our relationship? I was just a bodyguard. Why are you being so good to me?"

Because you threw your body in front of me to protect me, this whole story could begin.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"On my way back from meeting my brother, my mind was troubled. Do you know who I thought of? You. That's why I'm good to you."

She looked at me, moved.

"And you've used two of your five questions."

We had agreed she would only ask why I was good to her five times.

"You have three left now."

"I'll use them sparingly."

"Now that your Soaring Sky Sword Art has reached the eighth star, be careful when you use it. Its power will be completely different."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Lee Ahn. I know these words don't suit you when you're so incredibly excited, but... don't live a life of only training in martial arts."

"......"

Lee Ahn beamed and nodded.

Lee Ahn, this is why.

Because you're the kind of person who nods along beside me like this.

Even though you're smart and clever and must have your own thoughts, you're the kind of person who smiles and nods at my words.

Because you're the kind of person one hopes to have at least one of in their life.

Because you're the kind of person I could give a different answer to even if you asked not four, but a hundred times.

Keep it up, Lee Ahn. Let's get to the ninth star!


When I returned from meeting Lee Ahn, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was waiting. He had driven the Heaven Destroying Dao into the ground near my residence.

"Why are you here?"

"I was recalling the day I first met you here."

"Now that my brother is back, do you want to turn everything back?"

"I thought I should let you know I'm not a fish you've caught."

He pulled the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground and drew a long line.

"This is where we were when I first met you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon made a mark at the start of the line. He had drawn a line just like this on the day he first came to me, poking my side.

"And now, we are here."

He made a new mark just past the halfway point.

"Oh! It's past the halfway mark!"

"Barely. Is that something to be so happy about?"

"This is more than enough."

"Enough?"

"Between friend or foe, we're friends. Between life or death, it's life. Isn't it a burden to be too close to someone? I don't have the confidence to take care of someone to the very end, especially if they keep crossing the line to get closer to me."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and made a mark near the end of the line.

"To get this far, wouldn't someone have to be your child? Well, my father is probably around here."

Then I drew a new mark that didn't even reach the one the Blood Heaven Blade Demon made.

"How are you so good with words? Do you prepare all night? Do you stay up memorizing what you're going to say and how you'll say it?"

"Please say things like that when I visit you, not when you, an Elder, show up unannounced."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head as if he couldn't win. He had come to see me about my brother.

"I came because I have something to tell you about the First Young Lord."

"Please speak."

"The first Demon Supreme the First Young Lord will meet will probably be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Prepare yourself."

His judgment is correct.

In the past, the three Demon Supremes who most strongly supported my brother were the Demonic Buddha, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

In my life before regression, my brother commits many cruel acts after being chosen as the successor. It wasn't solely his decision. The influence of the Demonic Buddha, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who sided with him, was significant.

Will my brother's fate change too, like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's or the Flower Sword Supreme's? For that to happen, the fates of the Demonic Buddha and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have to change as well, right?

"So the person closest to him after the Demonic Buddha will be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"It used to be me, but now the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will take that place. I expect the First Young Lord will meet all the other Demon Supremes except me. Only the order will be different."

I nodded silently.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is no ordinary figure."

"I know."

Why else would 'extreme evil' be in his alias?

"You must prepare. Are you just going to stay like this?"

"......"

"You're just going to let it happen?"

"I only need you, Elder, and the Sword Supreme, Senior."

"Those are nice words, but if five Demon Supremes side with the First Young Lord, it'll be difficult to face them."

"Why five and not six?"

"Since the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has come, doesn't that mean the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is on our side?"

"Cheong Seon is still young and very ambitious, so we can't be certain. In fact, if my brother tries to win her over, she's the easiest one to persuade."

She could act like an ally and then turn her back on us. My brother could also use her as a spy. There are many possibilities.

"It doesn't matter if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is on their side. If my brother wins her over, we could actually use that to our advantage in a critical situation."

"You've thought that far ahead?"

"I have to. Of course, I'll try to prevent that if possible."

It's not because of Cheong Seon, but because of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I also want to see the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smoothly become his disciple and grow well.

"Then you'll have six opponents. Even for you, this will be difficult. No, it's too difficult for me, so that won't do. You must bring at least one more Demon Supreme firmly to our side."

"Who are you talking about?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips twitched as if he would name someone, but he stopped.

"That's for a smart person like you to decide."

He must have someone in mind, but he probably thinks it's not his place to say. It also means he trusts my judgment.

"Hurry and make your move before the First Young Lord wins over all the Demon Supremes."

"My brother will meet someone else before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Who else?"

I stared intently at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon blinked, his expression asking what I was talking about.

"Me?"

"Yes, my brother will visit you first, Elder."

"Impossible. Doesn't he know I've sided with you? He might go to all the other Demon Supremes, but he won't come to me."

"No, even if he doesn't go to the other Demon Supremes, he'll definitely come to you, Elder. After you, he'll go to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

Despite my conviction, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tilted his head, finding it hard to believe.

"What's your reason?"

"My brother will want to show our father. He'll want to prove the only reason you came to me, Elder, was because he was absent. He'll think snatching you back is worth more points with our father than gathering all the other Demon Supremes."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded slowly. His lack of denial suggested he found it plausible. He stared at me and asked.

"In that case, aren't you anxious I might go back to the First Young Lord?"

I paused briefly before answering.

"I am anxious."

"Really?"

I said with a completely serious face.

"Of course. You saw my brother that day, right? Giving a gift to the Flower Sword Supreme. It's not the gift that's impressive, but his meticulousness. He'll try to give you, Elder, something even more impressive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. He knew my brother as well as anyone.

"I hope you won't go, Elder. Whatever good offer my brother makes, please tell me. I'll hold onto you with a better offer."

"You're not asking me to stay out of loyalty?"

"We're not twenty-year-old kids, are we?"

"But you are, aren't you?"

"Ah, that's right, but I'm an old soul."

I laughed awkwardly.

"At the very least, he won't be able to take you, Elder."

"......"

"Because I'll bet everything I have to make a better offer, and if he finds a weakness and blackmails you, you must tell me that too."

"And why is that?"

"Because I'll definitely resolve it for you. If you ask whether I can, I believe I've shown you enough so far. If you don't want to show me that weakness, please remember we're at a point where we've seen everything about each other."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me silently for a moment. Then he retrieved the deeply embedded Heaven Destroying Dao and stood up.

"We'll see. Whether he comes to me first, just as you said."

As he turned to leave, he glanced at the line on the ground.

"And where this line will move, too."


Chapter 90: A Relationship Worse Than Not Being Close

Truthfully, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been filled with disbelief until he told Geom Mugeuk to wait and see.

Geom Muyang would come to see me first? Without dealing with the other Demon Supremes? That can't be right.

But just as Geom Mugeuk predicted, Geom Muyang visited that very night.

"What brings you here?"

Geom Muyang held up a bottle of liquor. "I came because I wanted to have a drink with you, Elder. If I remember right, you used to like this liquor, didn't you?"

"You remembered. Well, alright." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't invite Geom Muyang inside. Instead, he sat with him on a wide, flat rock in the courtyard. "It's cooler out here. Let's have a drink."

"Sounds good."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had a servant bring out cups and some simple side dishes. They had met on the day Geom Muyang returned, but they hadn't had a chance to properly observe each other.

Now, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could finally and calmly examine Geom Muyang's qi. It was indeed different from when Geom Muyang had left.

"I hear you've overcome the Nine Demonic Walls?"

"Thanks to your concern, I was able to pass."

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"The Cult Leader must have been pleased."

"......"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked various things about the Nine Demonic Walls, and Geom Muyang answered sincerely. The two of them used to discuss martial arts in the past. Geom Muyang enjoyed talking about martial arts with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, feeling a strange connection with him.

As the liquor bottle neared empty, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke first.

"I know you came here to ask something. So, feel free to ask."

"Yes, then I'll ask you straight, man to man. Why did you choose my younger brother? I imagine you must have had a reason or a catalyst."

"Of course, I did."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon paused, considering what to say.

"Your younger brother has a power that draws people's hearts."

Geom Muyang silently nodded.

"A power that draws hearts..."

He had anticipated several answers and thought this was possible, yet, hearing it directly engulfed Geom Muyang in helplessness and disappointment. No one had ever told him that he was someone who drew people's hearts.

"I've never felt such a power from Mugeuk. Ah, I'm not saying this to disparage Mugeuk. I'm just curious what that feeling is like."

"Of course you wouldn't have felt it. The Second Young Lord had no reason to draw your heart, and you didn't have the leeway to accept your brother's heart, did you?"

"Yes, that's true."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured a drink for Geom Muyang, who nodded obediently.

"You are an excellent martial artist. You certainly have the qualities to become the Heavenly Demon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon genuinely thought so. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't shot up like a madman, he would have continued to support Geom Muyang.

"And yet, you still chose my younger brother, didn't you?"

"Sometimes in life, a person can be swept away by a sudden gust of wind."

"I hope that I am where that wind is headed. I want to walk this path together with you, Elder."

His shining eyes fixed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. At that moment, Geom Muyang was speaking from the heart.

"Aren't there many other Demon Supremes?"

"No. I absolutely need you, Elder."

"The reason?"

Although the Demonic Buddha followed him like a right-hand man, Geom Muyang preferred the Blood Heaven Blade Demon deep in his heart.

"Because you are... absolutely necessary to me."

He gave no other reason.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thought that if he hadn't heard from Geom Mugeuk that Geom Muyang would visit, he might have been moved by this earnestness.

"May I make a few proposals to you, Elder?"

"Go ahead."

"When I become the Heavenly Demon, I will place you, Elder, in the position of the Strongest Demon Supreme."

"The Strongest Demon Supreme?"

"Yes. I'll create the highest position among the Demon Supremes, one acknowledged even by the Heavenly Demon Hall. Furthermore, I'll triple the size of the Southern Blade Sect. I'll lift the limit on the number of blade demons and drastically increase support. Not only that, I'll specially open the Heavenly Demon Archives to you, Elder. You may go and look whenever you wish."

Geom Muyang knew the Blood Heaven Blade Demon loved books. The Heavenly Demon Archives stored not just martial arts manuals but also many rare poetry collections and anthologies that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would want to see.

It was a truly unconventional proposal, considering fairness with the other Demon Supremes.

Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not naive enough to believe all of his words.

What if, after becoming the Heavenly Demon, Geom Muyang says, 'The backlash from the other Demon Supremes is much worse than I thought, so could you please concede a little, Demon Supreme'?

By then, he would be even older, a tiger without fangs.

"The Demonic Buddha would be disappointed to hear that. He's probably convinced he'll become the Strongest Demon Supreme."

Geom Muyang was not flustered, as if he had expected this reaction.

"It can't be helped. I respect and like Elder Demonic Buddha, but I believe you're the person who suits that position, Elder Blade Demon. You can even tell Elder Demonic Buddha what I've just said."

It seems he's confident I'll never tell the Demonic Buddha. Where does such confidence come from? Does he consider me such a noble person?

"I'll think about your proposal."

"Yes, thank you."

They toasted with their last cups, and Geom Muyang stood. As he was about to leave, Geom Muyang added one last thing.

"Elder, I will definitely be the one to become the Heavenly Demon."

After Geom Muyang disappeared, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon took something from his mouth. It was the Antitoxin Bead that Geom Mugeuk had given him. He had not fully trusted Geom Muyang, who had brought the liquor.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon muttered to himself.

"...Yes, there was a time I was certain of that."


When Geom Muyang returned, the Demonic Buddha was waiting for him.

"Did you perhaps go to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"

"Our Cult is the same as ever. There are no secrets."

"How can you talk about secrets when you went so brazenly? Why on earth did you do that?" the Demonic Buddha demanded.

"I went to win him over."

"......"

"He said he'd think about it."

"He's a traitor."

The Demonic Buddha deliberately used the strong word.

"Someone who has turned their back once will do it again. You know that, don't you?"

Then, Geom Muyang said something surprising.

"He was holding the Antitoxin Bead in his mouth while drinking."

"That man must be insane!"

While the Demonic Buddha seethed with fury, Geom Muyang was calm.

"He wasn't trying to hide it. It was just like Elder Blade Demon to say, 'I don't trust you'."

"Don't associate with him anymore," the Demonic Buddha insisted.

Even more surprising words flowed from Geom Muyang's mouth.

"Oh, and I offered the position of the Strongest Demon Supreme to Elder Blade Demon."

The Demonic Buddha was stunned for a moment. The words were so unexpected that he froze. He had always thought the position of the Strongest Demon Supreme was his to take.

So, the Demonic Buddha waited for the next words. Words like, I only said that to win him over, so don't worry about it.

However, Geom Muyang did not say those words.

So what does that mean? Are you really going to give it to him?

The Demonic Buddha unknowingly clenched his jaw. A person grinding their teeth is noticeable if one observes closely, and a master like Geom Muyang could not have missed it, yet, Geom Muyang pretended not to see and showed no reaction.

All sorts of thoughts raced through the Demonic Buddha's mind.

Was it a mistake? Or is he just being insensitive? Or perhaps he knows and is doing it intentionally?

He thought this might be punishment for bringing in the Yunnan Eccentric Duo. Similar things had happened before. The most bewildering part was that Geom Muyang was more brilliant and intelligent than anyone.

That was why the Demonic Buddha was always confused. He thought it might not be a simple mistake but an action with some hidden intent.

And worst of all was this. He couldn't voice these feelings.

If it were anyone else, he would have already asked directly. Why are you doing this? Are you ignoring me? Don't do this.

But those words did not come easily when it came to Geom Muyang. Was it because they had gotten off on the wrong foot? Or was there some invisible wall that Geom Muyang had intentionally erected between them?

His relationship with Geom Muyang was one where he suffered alone.

A relationship worse than not being close...

In the end, the Demonic Buddha rationalized it as he always did.

Yes, it's understandable. He's still young.

He, the adult, had to endure it. The task he had taken on was to make a vigorous young man into the Heavenly Demon.

"You need to take care of our people too. They are all watching."

You should know that these words came after countless agonizing thoughts!

Did Geom Muyang read the Demonic Buddha's inner thoughts?

"I don't feel much affection for the other Demon Supremes."

"What do you mean?"

"You, Elder, and the Blade Demon openly declare who you support, don't you? But the rest of them are just watching from the sidelines. They'll just join whichever side is more advantageous later. It's so shallow."

It would have been so much better if he had just left out the Blood Heaven Blade Demon from that statement. No, if he really intended to deceive me, he would have intentionally left him out. Speaking so honestly like this must be his way of respecting me.

"Still, we absolutely need them," the Demonic Buddha said.

"I'm only trusting you and moving forward, Elder."

The Demonic Buddha and Geom Muyang faced each other and smiled. The Demonic Buddha felt somewhat better, but the knot in his heart did not loosen.

So who are you going to give the Strongest Demon Supreme position to?

In the end, neither Geom Muyang nor the Demonic Buddha brought it up.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me with a newly surprised look on his face.

"You were right. The First Young Lord really did come to see me. How on earth did you know?"

"This is a secret... but I have the ability to see the future."

"Seeing as you're still a madman, I guess no one has stolen your mind with soul-stealing arts."

I laughed at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's joke.

"Didn't I tell you? That's just how my brother is."

"I felt something new and profound this time."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hesitated for a moment. What he said next was something he had planned to say, but it was a statement worth hesitating over, given his personality.

"I've come to realize anew what kind of person you are to me."

"!"

I tensed up. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had spoken about me this way.

"What do you mean?"

"No matter what temptations the First Young Lord offered, they didn't register with me. Just as you said, he made an unconventional proposal, but I wasn't moved at all."

I could hear the door to his heart opening a little wider. I was grateful to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for telling me this.

Yes, you have to say it like this for people to know. Everyone acts like they already know, but if you don't say it, they don't.

I immediately drew the Black Demon Sword and etched a long line on the ground. Then I drew another line a little to the right of the one the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had drawn before.

"Has your affection for me come to about here now?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't deny it, but he didn't forget to add a warning.

"But you know what will happen if you get arrogant, right?"

"What will happen?"

"You'll pay a harsh price. Of all the products that come with a price, arrogance is displayed at the very front."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sometimes used expressions that didn't seem to suit him, perhaps because he reads so many books. I really like this side of him.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"If what you say is true, the First Young Lord will also visit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Is it okay to just leave him be?"

"We have to."

"I wonder if he'll be as steadfast as I am."

"But on that side, there are two people, aren't there?"

"Two people? Who? Go Wol?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will definitely discuss the matter with Go Wol."

"Do you trust Go Wol?"

"......"

"You shouldn't trust people so easily."

I think the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's wariness contains a hint of jealousy. I have no intention of using that jealousy to win his heart, so I obediently followed his words.

"Yes, I will always remain vigilant. Please keep a close watch as well, Elder."

"I will. By the way, with the First Young Lord stirring things up like this, do you plan to just stand by?"

"He's been back for a while, so I should let him have the first move this once. Let's see what my brother does."

I thought it was for the best. My brother would put us all to the test.

"Let's see if the ground hardens after the rain, or if we'll end up rolling naked in the mud."


Chapter 91: Is It That Obvious?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sat by the window, gazing outside.

In the courtyard, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme Cheong Seon trained her martial arts. Her training time had decreased since she officially became the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but her skills improved daily. She definitely had a talent for the Soul-Stealing Arts.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader fiddled with the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron throwing knife as he watched Cheong Seon train. He habitually glanced behind him at the empty display cabinets where the sacred relics once stood.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed.

He had told himself it was fine to accept the throwing knife as a sacred relic. Now, the only one left in his room was the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron throwing knife in his hand. He had essentially traded all those other relics for this single knife.

No. I won't live a life of looking back anymore.

He had to turn this emptiness into a sense of relief.

In the past, he couldn't have even gone out for tea, worried as he was about the sacred relics, but now, he could go anywhere with just this throwing knife. They say you must empty yourself to become free, and that saying was perfectly true. Yes, this is how I should think.

While he was thinking, Cheong Seon finished her training.

"Master, I'll take my leave for today."

"Good work."

Cheong Seon, who had been about to turn away, came back and hesitantly spoke.

"Master."

"What is it?"

"When will you pass down your true secret techniques to me?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had not yet passed on his secret techniques.

"Cheong Seon."

"Yes, Master."

"Why are you in such a hurry?"

"It's because I'm weak. Being weak naturally makes one impatient."

She was the one who had killed her Senior Brother to become the Demon Supreme. At first, all the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum were enthusiastic about her, but she could feel that popularity slowly fading. These days, she felt pressured to show the shamans some kind of overwhelming martial arts.

Furthermore, she disliked Sa Woojong, who tried to meet her whenever he had a chance. She used to like him so much, but once she became the Demon Supreme, she magically started to dislike him. Every single thing he did got on her nerves.

If she had her way, she would cut ties with him completely, but she still met with him occasionally, worried he might spread strange rumors.

She even thought she might have to kill him, which left her feeling troubled.

"What kind of Demon Supreme do you want to become?"

"I don't have the luxury to think about such things. How could I possibly sleep with my current skill level?"

"If an ambitious and talented person like you trains hard for about thirty years, you'll become me. How about that? That's your future."

Cheong Seon flinched for a moment.

"I think I'll have to train ten times harder than I do now."

After saying it, Cheong Seon worried she had made a needless joke. Thankfully, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed heartily and took it well.

"Couldn't you have just said about five times?"

"I'm sorry. I was originally going to say twenty times."

Taking the opportunity, she joked again, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed even louder.

It was the first time they had exchanged jokes since they met.

Cheong Seon saw a new side of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. She had thought he was just a stuffy person. It was unexpected.

"Yes, you have eyes and ears, so you probably have a rough idea of what I've been through and what my situation is."

He had not told her directly, but she likely knew as much as she needed to. He had given up his position as Cult Leader and joined hands with Geom Mugeuk. What does she really think of me?

"I know that deep down, you probably think I'm pathetic."

"That's not true. You made a choice I could never make."

"And that makes me even more pathetic, right?"

"And that makes you even more admirable."

"The reason I brought this up is that I wanted to tell you that while martial arts are important, something else is more important."

"What is that?"

"People. To be precise, the ability to judge people."

"......"

"You're thinking this right now, aren't you? 'What nonsense is he spouting about people?'"

"No, Master."

"I would have thought the same. So it's fine."

"Absolutely not."

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at her, Cheong Seon revealed her true thoughts.

"I believe that if your martial arts are weak, people are useless anyway. They'll all just leave in the end. I'm sorry to say this, but for now, I still think martial arts are more important than people."

"Yes, I used to think that way too. The day will come when you understand my words."

"Yes! I understand."

What could she possibly understand? He had been the same way. At that age, no matter who told him, the words never sank in.

Only after being bewitched by someone like Geom Mugeuk, finding her sacred relics gone every time she turns around, and being dragged around with shackles wrapped tightly around her neck will she think, 'Ah, what my Master said back then was all true.'

She will only realize then that martial arts are only important when you're killing someone, but in reality, the ability to judge people is a hundred times more important.

"Soon, after seeing your progress, we will move on to the next stage."

"Thank you, Master."

Cheong Seon left with a pleasant smile.

When he first took Cheong Seon as a disciple, he had only thought of her as a venomous woman full of ambition. At the time, his mind was elsewhere, so he had not thought deeply about her.

He had wondered if he could ever grow truly fond of her, but as he taught her, a certain affection developed.

Especially after being pushed around by clever people recently, having someone he could nag a little and act like an adult toward felt like a breath of fresh air.

But that was only for a moment.

Not long after she left, a visitor arrived. It was First Young Lord Geom Muyang.

"I came because I wished to see you, Cult Leader. I apologize for not sending word in advance."

"It's fine. Come in."

Geom Muyang sat down facing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I was in a state of confusion that day and couldn't greet you properly."

"I was the same, so don't worry about it."

"I heard you've become quite close with my younger brother."

"There were many twists and turns."

"It must have been a great miraculous encounter for Mugeuk."

"Actually, that wasn't the case."

"What do you mean?"

"Your brother is so clever that I had much to learn from him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was indirectly speaking of his own ordeal, but Geom Muyang misunderstood and thought he was praising Geom Mugeuk.

"My younger brother is indeed clever."

"He was the cleverest person I've ever met."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said he moved his heart, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is saying he was the cleverest person he'd ever met. He's clever and has a charm that can move people's hearts?

Geom Muyang still did not feel that such compliments suited his younger brother.

"Anyway, what brings a busy person like you here? Isn't the First Young Lord the busiest person in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"

"Please help me become that person in reality. I'm someone who likes being busy," Geom Muyang said bluntly.

"If you join hands with me, I will grant you the two things you desire most, Cult Leader."

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader listened, he realized they were indeed the two things he wanted most. Throughout the conversation, he thought of one person.


The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader went to see Go Wol.

"Where is the Second Young Lord?"

"He hasn't returned yet."

Perhaps because Geom Mugeuk was not there, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was needlessly grumpy with Go Wol.

"What's the difference between being lonely here by yourself and being tied up in shackles?"

"You keep saying that because you've never been in shackles. Would you like to try it once?"

"Never mind, never mind."

He felt more at ease making the same kind of joke than before.

"Listen. I have a favor to ask."

"Go on."

"Couldn't you speak casually to me, at least when it's just the two of us?"

Go Wol stared at him for a moment before finally speaking.

"Cult Leader."

"Yes! That's it!"

"You threw away the important position of Cult Leader for me, so how could I not grant such a small request? However, there is one thing I'm worried about."

"What is it?"

"You like it so much now, but what will you do if you come to hate me later? If you start to hate me, this is the first thing you'll think. 'This young bastard is speaking informally to me.' It'll be incredibly annoying then."

"By then, our relationship will already be shattered, so what does it matter? It'll be a situation where I've already lost you anyway."

For a moment, Go Wol's heart stirred. He had truly hated this man so much, yet there was no one who liked him as much as this man did.

"Alright, fine. Just don't regret it later."

"Regret is mine to bear. Don't worry."

"Why did you come today? It couldn't have been just to say that."

"I just came to see you."

Go Wol, who had been quietly observing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, said abruptly.

"The First Young Lord came to see you, didn't he?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched for a moment.

"How did you know?"

"I had a feeling."

"This is one of those things, isn't it? You secretly spied on me and now you're pretending to be smart with what you found out? Are you all just a bunch of scammers?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore an expression that said, 'How desperate must I be to say something like this?'

"What did the First Young Lord offer you?"

"He promised to help us advance into the Central Plains if I sided with him. He said that if the Second Young Lord promised a Branch, he would establish multiple Branches."

"That's a promise he can't keep. It's a lie."

"Why are you so sure?"

"The First Young Lord is someone who unconditionally obeys his father's words. Unlike the Second Young Lord, he has no unpredictable side to him at all. He will follow his father's will and never allow the Heavenly Wind Cult to advance into the Central Plains. If the First Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon, the Heavenly Wind Cult will never be able to hang even a palm-sized plaque in the Central Plains."

"You're just judging him unfairly because you're on the Second Young Lord's side."

Go Wol ignored the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words and asked a question.

"What else did he offer?"

"There were no other offers."

At that, Go Wol's eyes narrowed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Don't look at me like that. He didn't offer any other conditions."

"It's obvious when you lie."

"It's obvious? How?"

Go Wol did not tell him. Instead, as if to prove his words were true, he guessed Geom Muyang's offer exactly.

"He used me as a bargaining chip, didn't he?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes flew open.

"How did you know?"

"He must have promised to send me back to you, Cult Leader. If there was an offer that could sway you, that would be the only one."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had honestly been tempted by the First Young Lord's offer.

If only he could get Go Wol back? It might sound crazy, but he had thought he could even give up on that damned advance into the Central Plains.

Seeing how the First Young Lord could sway his heart, even after he had thrown away the position of Cult Leader, he thought the First Young Lord was formidable.

"The First Young Lord is incredibly clever too."

"The First Young Lord is not a clever person. If he were truly clever, he wouldn't be fighting with the Second Young Lord."

"You're sick, you are. Sick with the Second Young Lord disease."

"So what did you say?"

"Don't worry. I rejected him firmly."

"Stop lying. You're probably scheming how to use the conflict between the two of them to get me back. You came to see me to sound me out, wondering if there was a way."

After a moment of silence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"Is it really that obvious?"

"Cult Leader. Why do you keep forgetting? You said it clearly yourself, didn't you? That you're no match for these clever bastards. You say that, so why are you trying to pull your petty tricks again?"

"Well... it's because of you."

"If you do this, you'll... lose me forever."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed.

"I'm sorry. I knew better, but I acted like an idiot again."

"You have to fight with your other strengths. Against someone who uses their head, you have to fight using your other charms as a weapon."

"What charms do I have?"

"If you had no charm, Cult Leader, I would still be bound in shackles."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes trembled slightly.

"You're the only one who says things like that to me."

"No. It's because you only see me, Cult Leader. It's because you sat on your throne and casually looked down on others. Now that you're out in the real world, if you show people what kind of person you are, they'll be lining up to say such things. At that point, you might be the one to say this about me. 'Ah, those shackles from back then? I wonder if they're doing well?'"

"You're talking nonsense."

The two of them looked at each other and chuckled.

"Cult Leader, think of me as a bonfire. Warm yourself by the fire from a little distance. If you get too close, you'll get burned, and you'll be covered in soot."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded silently and said.

"...Just don't remember me as the Cult Leader from back then."

Go Wol's heart trembled as well. Not even Geom Mugeuk had been able to create such ripples in his heart.

"Cult Leader, from today on, shout this five times before you go to sleep."

"What is it?"

"It's the Second Young Lord until the end. It's the Second Young Lord until the end. Now, say it."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader forced himself to complete the remaining three.

Contrary to his words, he shouted inwardly.

I envy you, Second Young Lord. I envy you, Second Young Lord. You bastard, I envy you.

Still, he felt fortunate to have Go Wol. He felt closer to him today than when he had kept him by his side in shackles.

It seemed there was a kind of compatibility even in relying on someone. Because honestly, he felt it would be fine even if he burned to death in that bonfire.


Chapter 92: The Frightening Power of Words

When I returned to my residence after martial arts training, Go Wol was reading in his room. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood in the courtyard, gazing at the night sky.

His atmosphere had changed since I first saw him. He seemed calmer in some indefinable way.

"When did you arrive?"

"I came to see that precious Strategist of yours, so don't worry. I haven't been waiting long."

"Did you enjoy seeing your precious Strategist?"

"I just got scolded."

"Oh dear. That won't do. How dare he scold the Cult Leader? I'll give that Strategist a piece of my mind."

"Don't say things you don't mean. Your words are even more annoying."

I grinned, and he returned a pleasant smile.

"I waited on purpose to see you before I left."

"What is it?"

"The First Young Lord came to see me. I wanted to tell you myself that I wasn't swayed in the slightest."

"Ah, I'm truly moved."

"Yes, you should be. The First Young Lord presented such good conditions. I rejected them all."

"Thank you, Cult Leader."

I did not ask what conditions were offered.

"Well then, I'm off. They say you shouldn't linger at times like this. It lessens the impact."

"Yes. That's right. It would have been perfect if you hadn't even said that."

"Is that so?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed awkwardly. My connection with this man was truly deep. I felt our bond would grow even stronger in the future.

SNAP!

I snapped my fingers. Suddenly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I stood in the middle of a green field.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled.

"You've perfected the Spacetime Manipulation Technique!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked around at the towering trees, the grass swaying in the wind, and the winding country road leading to distant mountains.

"It's perfect."

"It's thanks to you for passing on such a brilliant martial art."

"Since the creation of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, you're probably the first person to master it so quickly. You wouldn't know how many long years I trained to create this space."

"I was lucky."

"Don't be modest. For this, there's truly no need for modesty."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed he had grown through the recent turmoil.

He suddenly grabbed my hand.

"Congratulations."

I conveyed my own sincerity in response to his.

"Thank you. At least within this space, you are my master, Cult Leader."

"You truly are..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not finish his sentence.

"Ah, and I have one more thing to ask."

"Go ahead."

"In the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, is it possible to make the time flowing here different from reality? I mean, can I make it flow slower than the time outside?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes widened as he stared at me.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"In the past, I would have definitely said this. 'Hey, you brat, does that even make sense?'"

"And now?"

"Hey, you brat, does that even make sense!"

I laughed, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along as he explained.

"Actually, I've had that thought myself. I even tried researching it, but it was impossible. I thought of it years after perfecting the space, but you're thinking of it as soon as you've perfected it."

This meant there was no secret technique for it. To achieve this, I would have to research and contemplate it again when my martial arts reached a higher level.

"I understand. Well then, I'll release the space."

"Wait a moment! Were you serious earlier? About thinking of me as your master, at least in this place."

"I was serious."

"Then open this space for me sometimes. When else in my life will I get a chance to act as your master?"

"Yes, I will."

Seeing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face brighten, I snapped my fingers.

SNAP!

We returned to reality.

"Then, please travel safely."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started walking away, then suddenly turned and shouted.

"I'm with the Second Young Lord until the end!"

He disappeared quickly into the darkness as if embarrassed. I watched him go and let out a small laugh.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has such a cute side to him?

Then again, a person with that kind of heart was probably able to abandon everything and leave.


The Demonic Buddha was very angry.

He could understand Geom Muyang visiting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. After all, Geom Muyang had matters to resolve with him.

However, he could not tolerate Geom Muyang visiting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Geom Muyang had clearly seen the war of nerves between him and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, yet he still went.

"First Young Lord."

"Yes, Elder."

"I heard you met with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Yes. I met with him to try and pull him to our side."

Geom Muyang answered so calmly that it was difficult to get angry. Besides, he had a clear reason.

"If we bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader over, won't the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme naturally join our side as well? That's why I met him."

"What did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader say?"

"He said he would think about it."

Geom Muyang said nothing more.

The Demonic Buddha pondered how to convey his feelings without upsetting Geom Muyang. In the end, he took a step back and started with an apology.

"It was my mistake to call the Yunnan Eccentric Duo."

"What do you mean?"

"I think my thoughts were too shallow. I shouldn't have involved such people in the First Young Lord's affairs."

"I know very well that it stemmed from your concern for me."

"Thank you for thinking so. As expected, the Young Lord is very generous."

"However, there is one thing we must correct."

"What do you mean?"

"You said you involved the Yunnan Eccentric Duo in my affairs. Strictly speaking, it's not my affair, but yours, Elder."

Geom Muyang drew a clear line. He was walking the path to become the successor and wanted no connection with trash like the Yunnan Eccentric Duo.

The Demonic Buddha wondered if this was necessary but hid any sign of it.

"Ah, I misspoke. That's right, the matter of the Yunnan Eccentric Duo is entirely my affair."

"Of course, I'm well aware you called them for my sake. So please don't worry too much about it."

Geom Muyang smiled first, and the Demonic Buddha laughed along.

The conversation ended with laughter, but the Demonic Buddha's heart did not feel clear. There was a problem, and it was unsettling because he could not tell if the problem was with himself or with Geom Muyang.

As the Demonic Buddha left Geom Muyang's residence, someone was waiting for him at his own.

To his surprise, it was Geom Mugeuk.

"Second Young Lord?"

"I was waiting because I wanted to see you, Elder."

"Me? Why?"

The Demonic Buddha tensed. He secretly raised his qi, wondering if Geom Mugeuk planned to kill him here. However, Geom Mugeuk's reason was completely unexpected.

"Would you like to go to the market and have a drink with me?"

"A drink with me? At the market?"

Normally, he would have refused at once, worried about starting a rumor that they were conspiring.

Today, however, the Demonic Buddha was not his usual self.

"Alright. There's no reason not to."

If Geom Muyang could meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, then he could meet with Geom Mugeuk. In fact, he hoped word of this would reach Geom Muyang.

Second Young Lord, you are truly a lucky man.

To come looking for me on a day like this.

"I don't think I've ever walked side-by-side with you like this, Elder."

"Don't try to act friendly for no reason."

A normal person would have walked quietly out of embarrassment, but Geom Mugeuk did not.

"I won't have many chances to walk with you like this, Elder. If I don't act friendly now, when will I? Please understand even if I act a bit excited today."

"So this is how you tempted the Blade Demon."

"Yes, that's right. I knocked on the door endlessly."

"The door?"

"The door to his heart, I mean."

The Demonic Buddha scoffed. He suddenly wondered if Geom Muyang had ever knocked on his door, but he quickly regained his composure.

Second Young Lord, no matter what you do, I'm not a monkey that falls from a tree just because you shake it, like the Blade Demon.

The two arrived at the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village.

Jo Cheonbae recognized the Demonic Buddha at a glance, even without an introduction from Geom Mugeuk.

He was not flustered. He had changed since receiving the Heavenly Demon as a guest. He now felt confident he could handle the Murim Alliance head and the Evil Alliance Chairman arriving at the same time.

"Welcome, Director."

"A precious guest has arrived, so I'm counting on you again today."

"Yes, I will serve you with all my heart."

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha sat facing each other on the second floor.

"This is my regular spot."

"I don't care to know. Why did you want to see me?"

"There are many reasons, but you wouldn't believe them all. To give you a believable one, it's a sort of check."

"A check?"

"My brother has started meeting my people. So I'm going to show him that I can meet his people too. You are the first one, Elder."

"Will anything change just by meeting?"

"I know your loyalty to my brother is firm."

"What do you know?"

"Didn't you show it on the day my brother returned? I strongly felt your devotion to him then."

When Geom Mugeuk tried to pour him a drink, the Demonic Buddha snatched the bottle and poured it himself.

"Don't speak so carelessly as if you know me."

The Demonic Buddha emptied his cup. Geom Mugeuk drank after him.

Again, Geom Mugeuk tried to pour a drink, but the Demonic Buddha filled his own cup.

"There will be times when you'll struggle because my brother is selfish. Please guide and look after him well, Demon Supreme."

"You're a truly pretentious person. Did you think I'd be moved by such words?"

"It's not for that reason. I was just badmouthing my brother, calling him a selfish person."

The Demonic Buddha praised Geom Muyang, as if to prove such attempts to drive a wedge between them would fail.

"Your brother is a brilliant man."

"He's a bit lacking in humanity, though."

"That's fine. A person destined for great things shouldn't be swayed by petty emotions."

"He'll probably ignore you sometimes, Elder."

"That's fine. What does it matter if the one who will one day become the Heavenly Demon ignores me?"

"He'll probably break important promises, too."

"The words and actions of the Heavenly Demon are the law. Important, unimportant, a promise or not. All of that is for the Heavenly Demon to decide."

"You're truly impregnable. I envy my brother for having you on his side, Elder. I'll drink this in respect for you."

Geom Mugeuk emptied his cup.

The Demonic Buddha sneered, the corner of his mouth curling up.

"I admit the Second Young Lord is skilled at handling people. Still, you won't be able to win me over. I am a different person from the Blade Demon or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"I know. As I said before, I have no intention of making you my person in the first place."

"Then why are you doing this?"

"I wanted to know what kind of person you are. I was curious about who was protecting my brother, and I've reached a conclusion."

"And what is it?"

The Demonic Buddha was curious how the Second Young Lord would evaluate him.

"If my brother ever hurts your feelings, Elder, he will be the biggest fool in our Cult."

The Demonic Buddha scoffed and drained his cup.

Geom Mugeuk tried to pour him another drink. This time, the Demonic Buddha did not snatch the bottle away.

As he poured, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"When I look at you, Elder, I think of a small giant. You are greater than anyone."

The power of words is truly frightening. He knew it was blatant flattery, but he could not stop himself from feeling good. The expression 'small giant' was particularly to his liking. He had thought of himself that way before, but no one had ever said it.

Lest his inner thoughts be discovered, the Demonic Buddha glared at Geom Mugeuk with an even more displeased expression.

Whether he knew his feelings or not, Geom Mugeuk threw out an unexpected line.

"Please take good care of my brother."

"Take care of the First Young Lord? What do you mean?"

"I intend to end the tradition of killing each other in the succession fight with this generation. To do that, we can't treat each other emotionally. My brother's pride is strong, so it will be difficult for him to control it. Please help him, Elder. If it's you, you'll be able to stop him even if he goes on a rampage."

The Demonic Buddha, who had been glaring at Geom Mugeuk, said coldly.

"You know nothing about me. If the First Young Lord goes on a rampage, I will pour oil on the fire. A small explosion isn't enough to become the successor, so I will incite him to blow everything away. If you're trying to find a way to survive through me, wake up from that dream."

The Demonic Buddha stood up. Just as he was about to leave, he added one last thing.

"If you believe a successor can be chosen peacefully, you're either a fool or a madman."

"Seeing as all the Elders who know me call me a madman, I'm probably a madman."

The Demonic Buddha stared at Geom Mugeuk and said firmly.

"I hate madmen."

The Demonic Buddha went straight down to the first floor.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at Jo Cheonbae, who sat at the counter.

He must be planning to get the shock of his life later, dozing off even as the Demonic Buddha passed right by him.

Then again, it was only natural to get sleepy when tired, even if his grandfather passed by.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted from Jo Cheonbae to the tavern's exterior.

Far in the distance, a golden radiance walked toward the horizon. His height was half that of an ordinary person, but his shadow, stretched long by the sunset, was large and vast.


Chapter 93: Villains Get Along Well

The Demonic Buddha did not return to his residence. Instead, he went to see Geom Muyang again.

After his meeting with Geom Mugeuk, he felt a sudden urge to see Geom Muyang. He knew he would not be able to sleep otherwise.

"You've returned?"

Geom Muyang was as proper and polite as ever. Since they had just parted, most would ask, 'Why have you come again?' But Geom Muyang rarely showed personal curiosity or emotion.

The Demonic Buddha wondered if Geom Muyang felt compelled to act this way to become the Heavenly Demon. He had never felt such a distance between them, but the Demonic Buddha was not one to be easily shaken.

"The Second Young Lord paid me a visit."

"Mugeuk did?"

"......"

"I see."

Geom Muyang did not ask what they discussed. He simply nodded once.

"Why don't you ask? Why he came, what we talked about."

"It's alright. I trust you, Elder."

The Demonic Buddha felt he had made the right choice in coming here.

Yes, this is who the First Young Lord is. He's not delicate and can be blunt, but he's a genuine person. Right, I should trust him too. This is how I'll resolve everything.

The Demonic Buddha tried to release his pent-up emotions. He brushed off his meeting with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the offer of the Strongest Demon Supreme position to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Then, please rest well."

The Demonic Buddha rose from his seat. It would have been perfect if it had ended there, if only Geom Muyang had let him discard the emotional residue on his own.

Geom Muyang spoke from behind him.

"My offer of the Strongest Demon Supreme position to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was an attempt to win him over."

The Demonic Buddha flinched, his body freezing mid-motion.

Why now of all times? Why now? You didn't say a word when I desperately wanted you to, so why bring this up now, after I've just met with Geom Mugeuk?

Afraid his sunken feelings would show on his face, the Demonic Buddha did not turn around immediately.

From behind, Geom Muyang spoke again.

"When I become the Heavenly Demon, the position of Strongest Demon Supreme will naturally be yours, Elder."

The Demonic Buddha was furious. He felt that after treating him like a fish already caught, Geom Muyang was now saying this out of desperation, worried that Geom Mugeuk might try to win him over.

Why are you making me think this way? Didn't you say you trusted me?

Even as he tried to understand it as human nature, he could not help but feel upset.

First Young Lord, weren't you the one who always looked down on your brother? Weren't you the one who was so confident, thinking Mugeuk was nothing?

However, he could not get angry. He was, after all, the one who had mobilized the Yunnan Eccentric Duo just to show how much Geom Mugeuk had changed.

That's right, your brother is an opponent you must be wary of, but that did not need to lead to a lack of trust in me...

Forcing a smile, the Demonic Buddha turned around.

"I knew you would, of course."

"I'm worried you might misunderstand my intentions, as I'm telling you this right after you've met my brother."

Ah, he should not have said that either. If Geom Muyang had not, the Demonic Buddha could have forced himself to think it was just a coincidence, a result of insensitivity, or his own misunderstanding.

"What misunderstanding could I possibly have? I'm only grateful that you hold me in such high regard."

"It's only natural. Please, don't say such things."

"Then I shall take my leave."

The Demonic Buddha gave a polite bow and left Geom Muyang's residence.

As he walked alone down the dark, moonless path, the Demonic Buddha organized his thoughts.

He's still young. If he were as perfect as the Second Young Lord, why would he need me? The First Young Lord, with his weaknesses, is better than the sly Second Young Lord. I just need to look after him well.

His loyalty to Geom Muyang shone as brightly as the aura emanating from his body.


The Flower Sword Supreme came to find me in my office at the Sanzu River Hall.

"Here, this is a gift."

She held out a pot with a blooming flower.

"Thank you. It's beautiful."

I placed the flowerpot on the windowsill.

Seo Daeryong entered with tea as I exchanged a few words with her about the flower. Feeling mischievous, I spoke to Seo Daeryong in a stern voice.

"From now on, when I'm not here, this flower is your responsibility, Detective Seo. It's a special gift from the Sword Supreme. You know what will happen if you let it die, right?"

If it had just been the two of us, all sorts of gloomy yet amusing remarks would have flown out. However, with the Flower Sword Supreme present, Seo Daeryong simply answered yes and left.

Although they had gone together to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Flower Sword Supreme was still a very difficult person for Seo Daeryong to be around.

"I hope I haven't come while you're busy."

"Not at all. The investigators do the work. I'm just slacking off."

Despite my words, the pile of documents on my desk was far too high. The work at the Sanzu River Hall was indeed plentiful.

No matter how many we locked up, villains kept appearing. It made me wonder if the number of villains was fixed, as if a spot would automatically be filled whenever one became vacant.

However, no matter how busy I was, the work of the Sanzu River Hall was just as important as becoming the successor. While I bore the lifelong task of killing Hwa Mugi, I was also living in this era.

"My brother visited you too, didn't he, Senior?"

I had a precise guess as to why she had visited today.

"Yes. He did."

"My brother is certainly diligent."

"That's why he's so popular."

I nodded in acknowledgment. He was vile and cruel to me, but the face he showed to the outside world was different.

There was no arrogance or complacency in him, no thought that he should naturally be the successor just because he was the First Young Lord. He schemed, he worried, and above all, he was a diligent person.

"I know there are many people who like my brother."

"The First Young Lord is a person who fits our Cult well. He gives off a sense of stability, as if he would lead well if left in charge."

"And me?"

"You're someone who really doesn't fit in. You make people anxious, wondering where on earth you'll lead us, and yet, seeing that you have this much popularity..."

After a brief pause, the Flower Sword Supreme continued.

"It makes me think that there's hope for us too."

"What kind of hope?"

"The hope that the new demonic way you spoke of might actually be established."

"Thank you for thinking so highly of me."

"But don't forget. There are still many in our Cult who hate change. Many who believe that evil is our strength and our essence."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"By the way, with the First Young Lord moving so quickly, are you just going to stand by and watch?"

"Besides Elder Blade Demon and you, Senior, I don't know the other Demon Supremes well. I'm not sure who I should try to bring to our side."

Curious about what the Flower Sword Supreme was thinking, I pretended to know nothing.

Then, she said something unexpected.

"Do you know who voted for Cheong Seon back when we were selecting the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, besides myself and the Blade Demon? The person the Blade Demon persuaded, I mean."

"I don't. The Elder never told me."

"Should I tell you?"

Normally, matters and decisions among the Demon Supremes were kept strictly secret from outsiders. She was about to break that rule for my sake.

"Are you allowed to tell me?"

"No."

"Then why?"

"I'm trying to live while breaking a few rules myself."

She smiled as she said it. How could anyone think she was only halfway on my side?

"To be honest, I'm a rigid and inflexible person. If there's a set rule, I don't try to break it. If I have an appointment, I have to arrive early, and if I'm misunderstood, I get so bothered I can't sleep. I worry about things I don't need to and I'm sensitive to public opinion. All in all, it's an exhausting personality."

"Isn't that exhaustion what built your current reputation, Senior?"

The Flower Sword Supreme gave a bitter smile.

"In some ways, that might be true. In any case, I'm trying to be a little more flexible now. What does it matter if I break a few rules? If it helps you, then it's worth it."

"Is there a reason for your change of heart?"

"I must be getting old, because I keep looking back on my life. I have so many regrets, this and that, but the biggest one of all is this."

SHIIING.

She drew her sword smoothly. Her gaze fell upon the blade.

"I dedicated my entire life to making sure this sword would never be broken by anyone. In return, my life became just as rigid."

She lifted her gaze from the sword and looked at me.

"I deeply regret having lived such a rigid life."

I could feel her sincere regret.

I spoke softly, as if to comfort her.

"You're upset because it feels like no one acknowledges that life, aren't you? You've lived so meticulously, but you feel like no one truly understands. You see everyone else getting by just fine, and you wonder if you were the only one being foolish, right?"

At that, a look of surprise appeared on the Flower Sword Supreme's face.

"How do you know my heart so well?"

Because it's a feeling I've experienced myself at least once.

"It's because I respect you a great deal, Senior."

The Flower Sword Supreme beamed and said, "Alright, I'll tell you. When there's someone who understands my heart so well and respects me, why would I keep it hidden for the sake of some silly rule? The one who cast that vote was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

I was stunned by her words.

"Surprising, isn't it?"

"Yes. Isn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on my brother's side?"

"He is."

It was unexpected. It was unexpected that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had sided with us, and even more unexpected that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been the one to persuade him.

The Flower Sword Supreme interpreted it this way.

"They probably got along well because they're both villains."

I chuckled, but she was serious.

"If it were anyone else, I might not have said anything, but I'm telling you because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is involved. He's not someone to be taken lightly, and it's possible the Blade Demon might have other intentions."

I asked with a smile, "Do you hate Elder Blade Demon that much?"

"I don't hate him. Hating someone implies a passionate emotion. I just... dislike him a little."

Forcibly pushing the Blade Demon from her life, she rose from her seat.

"Well, I'll be on my way."

"Thank you for sharing such important information."

"Think of it as a gift from your duel friend."

As she was about to leave, she found Seo Daeryong standing in the hallway, holding a watering can for the flowerpot.

It was his attempt to look good in front of the Flower Sword Supreme, but the problem was that she had become a bit sensitive after mentioning the Blade Demon.

To Seo Daeryong, who had gone from an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall to a disciple of the villainous Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme spoke coldly.

"That flower is my most cherished. If it happens to die due to someone's mistake, I will be very, very sad."

After she left, Seo Daeryong looked like he was about to cry.

"From now on, I'm the third most important thing in this office. I'm naming that flower 'Second-in-Command'."

I laughed at his self-deprecating joke and left the office.

"Where are you going?"

"To meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Gasp! How can you say something so terrifying as casually as if you were going out to eat?"

"Is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scary?"

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened in surprise as he asked, "You're not scared of him? Among all the Demon Supremes in our Cult, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is the one I fear the most."

"Didn't you say the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the scariest before?"

"Well, she's dead now."

"Why is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scary? Because his name has 'extreme evil' in it?"

"Haven't you heard? They say the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is truly terrifying when he gets angry."

"I'm scary when I get angry too. I think you'd be the scariest of all."

"Please leave me out of this. I'm the type to bottle it up when I get angry. My dream is to live a life with nothing to be angry about. That's the kind of person I was..."

We both knew he had changed quite a bit, so we looked at each other and chuckled.

"Are you really not scared?"

"Why would I be scared to go see a funny person?"

"A funny person?"

"He's the Smiling Demon, isn't he?"

The 'extreme evil' at the beginning often makes people forget that he is the Smiling Demon. Seo Daeryong was no exception.

"I doubt it's that kind of smile. If you peel back the character for 'smile,' underneath you'll find characters for 'burn to death,' 'tear to death,' and 'explode to death.' Gasp! Surely you're not trying to bring the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to our side, are you? Please tell me you're not."

"Are you more scared of him being an enemy? Or an ally?"

"Obviously... Still, not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

Though I said that as I left, I knew better than anyone. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a man who could never become an ally.

Nevertheless, the reason I was going to meet him was to ensure that while he would not be an ally, he would not be an enemy either.


Chapter 94: We Fight Because We Know

I stopped by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence before meeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I needed to confirm something with him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat by a window, reading a book in the warm sunlight.

"So you really do read books in your spare time."

"It's just for show. I hear your footsteps from a distance and run to the bookshelf."

He put down his book. "What brings you here?" he asked.

I stood outside the window instead of going in. "I came to ask about someone," I told him.

"......"

"Do you know about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched for a moment.

"Why do you ask about him?"

"I'm thinking of bringing him to our side."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression soured.

"Damn it. That loose-lipped woman."

"What do you mean?"

"Don't play dumb."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was sharp enough to realize the Flower Sword Supreme had told me. He was not the type to gossip, so I spoke freely.

"The Sword Supreme told me you persuaded him, not her. She said she did it for your sake, Elder."

"It wasn't for my sake. She just has a moral obsession with cleanliness."

"Why do you two fight so much when you know each other so well?"

"Do strangers fight? We fight because we know each other."

His statement was irrefutable. I couldn't help but laugh softly.

"So, what did you want to ask?"

"How did you persuade the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

I had come to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to ask that very question.

Then he revealed a surprising fact.

"He came to me first."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to you first?"

"That's right. Why would I go out of my way to ask that unpleasant bastard for a favor?"

"The Sword Supreme was wrong then."

"What did she say?"

"She said you persuaded him because you're both villains."

"What? She lumped me in with a guy like that?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon jumped up, offended.

This might seem like tattling, but it was part of my effort to reconcile the two of them.

I have to keep mentioning them to each other like this. I need to show that they haven't forgotten each other, that they still hate each other.

This way, when an opportunity arises, all these pieces will come together, and they'll be able to reconcile. Reconciliation never happens suddenly.

"What were his conditions?"

"He said he'd vote for Cheong Seon if I promised to help him when he asks for it later."

"Did you accept without knowing what he might ask for later?"

"He'll probably ask for something for himself. If he asks for something ridiculous, I just won't do it."

"Why didn't you hold it over my head? You could've said, 'I'm in your debt because of you, what are you going to do about it?' Why did you stay quiet?"

"Hold it over your head? What nonsense!"

When I first met him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was calculating and meticulous. He was the kind of man who would make a show of everything and demand payment for it all.

But once I opened his heart, I found another Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was a man who had tossed aside such pretenses to enjoy reading a book in the sun.

"Elder, you have to make a show of these things so the other person knows."

"He doesn't need to know. Besides, it didn't feel like he helped just to ask me for a favor. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asking me for something?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me, his expression clearly showing his disbelief.

If that premonition is correct, then why did he help us?

"Anyway, thank you. I'm going to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon now."

As I said goodbye, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reopened his book as if he had been waiting.

"Aren't you worried about me meeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"About who? You? Or the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

I smiled and turned away.


I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence and headed for the Valley of Evil in the northeast of the inner court.

The Valley of Evil was, as its name suggested, a valley.

It was not a natural valley, but an artificial one. Large and small residences for the Faceless Warriors lined both sides of the stream.

The buildings seemed random, but they formed a fortress. The construction followed a thorough plan based on the skill and status of the Faceless Warriors, designed to repel external invasions.

At the valley entrance, I announced I was there to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. A Faceless Warrior in a white mask guided me.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's subordinates were called the Faceless Warriors. They all wore white masks with only eyeholes cut out.

The eyeholes were shaped like smiling crescents. The mask's eyes smiled, but the real eyes within did not. This dissonance gave the mask an eerie feeling.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence was in the deepest part of the valley. The building was modeled after the white mask. Its only window was where the eyes would be, which was probably his quarters.

I felt as if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was swallowing me as I walked through the mask's non-existent mouth.

I climbed a spiraling staircase and found the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room.

The moment I entered his room, I was struck by an eerie feeling.

All four walls and even the floor were painted completely white. The room was empty. There was no table, no cabinet, not even a chair or a cushion.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood alone in that truly empty space.

He faced the wall, dressed in white robes. If not for the black hair on the back of his head, I might not have noticed him. He was that assimilated with the space.

He continued to face the wall even after I entered, so I slowly walked over and stood beside him.

"What are you looking at?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his head toward me. He wore a white mask like the Faceless Warriors. Through its smiling eyeholes, his gaze was clear and cold.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's specially made mask was designed to hide his eyes from the outside, but my Divine Eye Technique pierced the darkness and saw them clearly.

Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered. "I wasn't looking at anything."

His low, deep voice was pleasant. His tall stature and long limbs suggested he was handsome. Unfitting for his name, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was polite.

He was polite to the point of being eerie.

"It's been a while, Elder."

This is actually the first time in this life. I've only seen him from a distance at official events. This is our first personal meeting.

"Elder? I'm still young. Please, treat me like a friend."

"How many people have died after being deceived by those words?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. True to his name, he laughed often.

"What about you, Second Young Lord? Are you usually the one being deceived? Or the one doing the deceiving?"

"If I had to choose, I'm the type who pretends to be deceived."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed habitually.

"Isn't it hard to always be smiling like that?"

A strange light flickered in his eyes for a moment, visible through the mask's empty holes.

"Why would smiling be difficult?"

"I just thought smiling might be harder than crying. It's easy to live while crying, but isn't it hard to live while smiling?"

"Finally, someone who understands my hardship has appeared."

Yet he laughed again. This time it was a loud, exaggerated laugh, like a marketplace actor.

I don't trust his laugh.

That laugh is like the lure on a deep-sea fish. If you get mesmerized by the gently swaying, colorful lure, you'll be sucked into its massive mouth before you know it.

I must never forget. He's not laughing because he likes you.

"Second Young Lord, why have you come to see me?"

I can't reveal that the Flower Sword Supreme broke the rules and told me about the vote.

"We've never spoken like this, have we, Elder? I came to seek your guidance and learn what kind of person you are. Honestly, I hoped you would support me instead of my brother."

"Shall we walk for a bit?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to walk slowly along the white wall.

"This is how I walk when I need to organize my thoughts."

I followed him. The string tying his mask dangled at the back of his head. It was a knot a child could undo, yet no one in the murim had ever managed to untie it.

As he walked, he said, "Answer one question for me, and I'll consider supporting you, Second Young Lord."

"Please, ask."

"How did you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

He tossed out the important question casually. I followed behind him and answered calmly.

"I didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"No. You definitely killed her. I'm not curious about whether you killed her. I'm curious about how you killed her."

He's convinced I killed her.

"Second Young Lord, I'll keep it an absolute secret. Just tell me. I'll give you another vote, just as I did for Cheong Seon."

"I'll say it again. I didn't kill her."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly stopped walking. He turned and strode toward me. He stopped right in front of me and extended his hand.

"Let's be friends."

I know he's the type to act so impulsively.

And this is the second time I've heard these words from him.

When I returned to our Cult for the Great Regression Technique materials, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I crossed paths. He said the exact same thing to me back then.

"I refuse."

"Why do you refuse?"

Because everyone who became his friend died. Except for one person.

"Because there are three reasons we can't be friends."

"Oh, there are three reasons?"

He eagerly showed his curiosity.

"What's the first reason?"

"If we act like friends, I'll eventually make a mistake. Comfort leads to disrespect. Speaking formally will prevent that."

"What's wrong with making a few mistakes?"

"True. It would be fine if the other person wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly.

"Our Second Young Lord, you're even more interesting than the rumors. So, what's the second reason?"

"Because the Sanzu Hall Director and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon don't suit each other."

"They say good and evil are two sides of the same coin. If you learn evil from me, it'll help you protect good."

"That's probably a saying evil made up."

"What do you mean?"

"How can good and evil be two sides of a coin? Evil lies in a bottomless abyss, while good stands on a high mountain peak. It's just something villains made up to justify themselves."

Of course, what he said is a metaphor for good and evil coexisting in one person, but I spoke of them as separate entities to intentionally create distance.

"Then you must think I'm a hypocrite, Second Young Lord."

"Of course not. How could a man who proudly attaches 'Evil' to his own alias be a hypocrite?"

"Then do you think I'm cool?"

"Evil can never be cool. The only time evil is cool is when it's suppressing other evil."

He laughed heartily, but his eyes were cold and settled within the mask. I wouldn't have known without the Divine Eye Technique.

"The rumors were true."

"What rumors are you talking about?"

"The rumor that the Second Young Lord has become a stiff, frustrating orthodox nobody."

"If you feel that way, it's probably for this reason. At some point, we became worse than those stiff, frustrating orthodox nobodies. So I'm thinking of setting things right, starting now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped his soft laughter. "Is this the new demonic way you dream of, Second Young Lord?" he asked.

"You could say that."

"Then we can never coexist. I'll continue to support the First Young Lord."

"I suppose that can't be helped. I'll take my leave now."

I bowed politely and turned to leave.

Just then, he asked from behind me, "By the way, what's the third reason?"

I stopped on my way to the door and turned back to him.

"I don't make friends with people who wear masks."

He should have laughed, but he didn't.

I saw it.

He did not laugh out loud, but his two eyes smiled within the eyeholes. This meant he was truly angry.

He had never taken off his mask in front of anyone. Naturally, no one had ever seen the face beneath it. No one knew what he looked like or how old he was. Asking him to remove his mask was a forbidden taboo.

However, even he had shown his face to another person just once in his life.

He showed it to me before my regression, when I came looking for the materials for the great technique. He showed it to me, the only one who became his friend and survived.

I have seen the face beneath that mask.


Chapter 95: Then That's Enough

My provocation made the air grow heavy and stifling. Demonic qi flowed from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body and took control of the surroundings.

His demonic qi was special. He earned the alias 'extreme evil' precisely because of this demonic qi, known as the evil smile qi.

The evil smile qi awakened the fundamental violence within humans.

Exposure to it made one's heart pound violently, filling them with the desire to kill. Those with weak internal energy sometimes drew their swords and stabbed the person next to them. Even masters with high inner arts found it difficult to fight normally under its influence.

"There are two faces beneath this mask. If the other face, the one the Second Young Lord hasn't yet seen, awakens, even I will find it difficult to control. That's why it's difficult to remove the mask."

If the face I had seen was the Smiling Demon, then the other must be the 'extreme evil'.

"I didn't mean any disrespect to the Smiling Demon, but I believe a friend should be able to see you without pretense, whether you have two faces or three. It was just youthful bravado, so please forgive me if I was rude."

I had been exposed to this evil smile qi before my regression. Back then, I lacked the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and had to endure it with great difficulty.

But it was different now.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated naturally and blocked his evil smile qi. My art had not yet reached complete mastery, but it could easily block the qi he currently emitted.

Instead of intensifying the evil smile qi, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly withdrew his demonic qi. The smiling eyes within his mask's eyeholes grew cold. The disappearance of his smile meant he had calmed his anger.

"The Second Young Lord is truly remarkable. You're not swayed by my evil smile qi at all."

"I've been trained against malice and venom since I was young. You know, don't you? My brother was particularly harsh with me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. He acted as if he had never created such tension, returning to the state he was in when I first saw him.

"The Second Young Lord is truly an interesting person. It's a great shame we couldn't become friends."

"Then I'll be on my way."

As I opened the door to leave, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"I still think the Second Young Lord is the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"That's a misunderstanding."

I did not vehemently deny it. This tension between us was the most crucial element in maintaining our relationship.

Through the closing door, I saw the figure of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, left alone in the white room.


I met Seo Daeryong at the entrance of the Valley of Evil.

"Detective Seo, what are you doing here?"

"I'm training. I was running as part of my physical conditioning."

"Right in front of the Valley of Evil, of all places?"

"It just happened to turn out that way."

"Were you planning to jump in and save me if things got dangerous?"

He even carried the giant dao he used for training.

"I'm touched."

"That's not it. How could I possibly break through in there?"

"That's why I'm touched. Because you came to save me even though you knew you'd likely die."

"I just came to check. I was going to inform the Master if I heard any sounds of fighting from inside."

"Smart as always. Of course, that's what you should do. Instead of jumping in without the skill and dying in vain, you should do that. With such a wise right-hand man, what do I have to worry about?"

Seo Daeryong let out a belated sigh of relief, as if finally assured that I had come out safely.

"Phew, my legs are still trembling. Even though it's you, Director, I was a little worried."

"Detective Seo."

"......"

"Keep worrying about me in the future."

"What?"

"I'm asking you to worry. I can make mistakes, misjudge things, and do stupid stuff too. I'm asking you to keep worrying and helping me."

Seo Daeryong smiled faintly.

"Of course. If your right-hand man doesn't do it, who will?"

"My left-hand man, I guess."

"Are you really going to ruin this nice mood like that?"

We bantered back and forth as we walked, until I stopped and looked up at the tree above my head.

"What are you doing up there?"

To my surprise, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat perched on a tree branch.

"Watching the sunset."

"Here, of all places?"

"To keep an eye on my disciple and see if he's slacking off."

Seo Daeryong froze. He stared blankly up at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as tears welled in his eyes. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had called him a disciple.

"Master! Thank you, Master."

Seo Daeryong's voice was thick with emotion. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who hated such sentimental atmospheres, bellowed.

"What are you staring at? If you came to train, then run!"

"Yes! Master!"

Seo Daeryong started running. He must have been truly moved to have even forgotten to say goodbye to me.

I leaped up and sat on the branch next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Hey, you brat, it's going to break."

"I'll be as light as a feather."

The slender branch did not break, despite two people sitting on it.

"You did well."

"Did well, my foot."

"You saw how happy he was, didn't you? That's why you shouldn't put things off. You should just say what you mean, take credit when it's due, and hate when you feel hate. That's how you should live."

"Is a young punk lecturing an old man?"

"Yes. You have to learn. That's how you get along with the young punks."

"You and your mouth."

We looked at each other and chuckled.

"If you were that worried about me, you should have just said so."

"I came in case you pissed him off. When that 'extreme evil' bastard gets angry, he really loses it."

"Have you seen it before?"

"I saw it once. Truly, no one could stop him."

Yes, I know that side of him too. The words 'no one could stop him' are a perfect fit.

"I thought that with you, he might have just gone berserk."

"Why me?"

"Because you're really good at pissing people off. Why would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon be any different?"

"Fortunately, it didn't go that far today."

"You were able to walk out without bloodshed because you're the Cult Leader's son. Otherwise, one of you would have died."

"Thank you for your concern, Elder."

"Nothing to thank me for. Let's go."

"The sun is setting over there. Let's watch it for a moment before we go."

"Getting old is sad enough. Why would I watch a sunset?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon leaped away and left.

Left alone, I sat on the branch and watched the setting sun for a while.

I suddenly remembered the last time I saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before my regression, and the way his eyes shone with terminal lucidity.


"...I can't remember. When I was a kid, playing with my friends, did I want to kill the one who was 'it'? When did I become like this?"

"Do you regret it? Living an evil life."

"Regret? What regret? My only regret is not killing more people before I go. It's just... now that I'm about to go to hell, I'm scared. I'm so damn scared. Ah! It's suffocating. Take off my mask... Thanks. Is this the first time you've seen my face?"

"You must have been told you were handsome when you were young. Why did you live your whole life wearing it?"

"When I was young, the master who chose me asked. He said if I followed him, I could never take this mask off for the rest of my life, and asked if I could accept that. In return, he promised me a life where I could kill people to my heart's content. I agreed without hesitation. Ah! Now that I think about it, I was like this even back then. That's why Master acknowledged me."

"After your master died, you had a chance to take off the mask, at least, didn't you?"

"You'd know if you wore it. Once you put it on, you can't take it off. It's comforting. I wore the mask and killed, and killed again, and killed. Eventually, it felt like the mask was the one doing the killing."

"Don't you dare blame the mask. You're the one who killed them all."

"You saw through me, huh? Hahaha, COUGH. It's hard to laugh for real. This mask became my symbol, how could I take it off? Should I send a messenger pigeon to the murim saying, 'The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is taking off his mask starting today'? Hey, Mucheol. Ah, Mucheol probably wasn't your real name either. What's your real name?"

"......"

"Did you ever, even once, think of me as a friend?"

"......"

"You bastard. When you come to hell, you'll die by my hand."

"Fine. Get your revenge then."

"It's been hurting for a while now. Draw your sword, my friend."

"Farewell."



The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon died by my hand.

At the time, I had no choice but to eliminate him while acquiring materials for a grand technique. He was a villain who deserved to die, but in his final moments, he died thinking of me as a friend.

I never called him a friend, not even at the end. Perhaps, in that moment, I was the greater villain.


Despite my sudden visit, my father willingly agreed to a game of Go.

We usually played in silence, but today, I was talkative.

"...I met the Demonic Buddha the other day. I said things I didn't mean, I tried to sound him out, and I also made an effort to seriously figure out what kind of person he is."

Father focused on the game without a word. He normally would have yelled at me for being so noisy, but today, he remained quiet.

Father had noticed. He realized his son had come because his heart was troubled and he wanted to talk.

I continued speaking.

"Today, I met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I don't like him. Not because he supports my brother, but because he kills people with that creepy smile, like a madman."

Father captured one of my stones.

"Create dead stones only here."

He was telling me not to kill any more Demon Supremes. He had said the same thing when the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died, and now he emphasized it again.

What if I have to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again? What if that is my fate once more? He and I must be bound by a truly tenacious fate.

I can only hope it doesn't happen in this life.

"Am I even skilled enough to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Anyway, the reason I'm going around meeting the Demon Supremes is..."

I kept talking, intending to say everything I wanted while he listened so quietly.

"It was for my own sake, and also for my brother's. When I first went hunting, I boasted that I would make all the Demon Supremes kneel and line them up, but now that I'm actually facing them, it's not so easy. You were right, Father. Dealing with people is the hardest thing in the world."

Father said nothing and just played Go. It seemed he had decided to only listen today.

"Please don't misunderstand and think I'm unfit to be the successor just because I'm showing this side of myself. If I work through all these worries beforehand, I'll be able to show an even stronger side of myself later."

"Since you have the chance, why don't you badmouth your brother too?"

"I'm planning on not badmouthing my brother for a while. He's working hard to float around gracefully like a swan. It must be so tiring, paddling his feet nonstop beneath the water! He's not the type to come and confess like this, is he?"

For a moment, I saw my father let out a small chuckle. It was a very subtle and quick change, but my Divine Eye Technique now caught everything.

"As expected, chatting is making my game worse. I'll focus now."

I focused on the game. As we reached the endgame, I asked.

"When I sometimes don't know what to do, may I come and see you?"

Father's hand, about to place a stone, paused in mid-air.

"Isn't that cheating? Asking the judge for the answer?"

"Don't think of yourself as the judge. Can't you just think of it as giving advice from the sidelines?"

Father placed the Go stone.

"Giving advice is fun, I suppose."

He did not directly say yes or no, but his words were a form of permission.

I know. Even if he treats me well like this, it's separate from choosing the successor. He is a man who could declare, 'Your brother is the successor,' as soon as tomorrow.

The game ended with my narrow victory by two points.

"Your skills are improving. Are you not letting Strategist Sama sleep? This is truly cheating."

"Don't you have a Strategist as well?"

"He says he can't play Go."

"Where in the world is there a Strategist who can't play Go?"

"Now that I think about it, you're right. I've never even seen a Strategist who can't play Go in storybooks. I must have been tricked by a Strategist who can't even play Go."

Father chuckled at my banter.

"Then I will see you next month."

I bowed to my father and was about to leave when he asked from behind me.

"Is the burden heavy?"

The moment I heard those words, my heart swelled with emotion. It was the first time my father had ever said anything comforting to me.

"It would be a lie to say it's as light as a feather, but it's not so heavy that I can't bear it."

"Then that's enough."

Then that's enough. I wonder why those words sound so good to me these days.

If someone recognizes my efforts... yes, then that's enough.


Chapter 96: At The End Of Your Life, There Was Nothing

The next day, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to see me.

He wore a white mask as he slowly crossed the Sanzu River Hall training grounds. His presence created an overwhelming sense of pressure and fear.

The investigators and enforcement martial artists did not even dare to whisper from a distance. Everyone held their breath, bowed, and moved on. They were far more terrified than when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme visited.

I stood by my office window, watching him.

Seo Daeryong stood beside me and asked in a trembling voice.

"What on earth happened yesterday for that terrifying man to come to the main building?"

"Detective Seo, the scariest place in our Cult is our Sanzu River Hall. The one visiting should be trembling, so why are you?"

"Yes, let's just say that's true. Do I need to take shelter or not? For the sake of our time together, please tell me. I'm begging you!"

His composure to joke meant he was learning martial arts well from the Blade Demon. Then again, he was putting his life on the line. I expected he would show a transformed version of himself soon.

"It was only yesterday that I told you to keep worrying about me."

"I'll worry about you from a distance, just like yesterday."

"Go and escort him here. My right-hand man should be the one to go."

"I can only pray that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon doesn't know I'm your right-hand man, Director."

Seo Daeryong went outside. My gaze returned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I knew he would come for me. I just never expected him to visit the Sanzu River Hall in person, so soon and in broad daylight.

His tendency to act impulsively on instinct was the same then as it was now. That was what made him an interesting opponent, and also what made him difficult to deal with.

A moment later, Seo Daeryong's voice came from outside the door.

"The extreme evil Demon Supreme has arrived."

"Show him in."

Soon after, Seo Daeryong guided the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon inside.

"Welcome, Elder."

"There you go with 'Elder' again. I told you to treat me comfortably, like a friend."

"I couldn't possibly do that. Then I'll call you the Smiling Demon."

"Excellent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. He acted perfectly natural, as if yesterday never happened.

As Seo Daeryong, who had guided him in, was about to leave, I quickly spoke.

"Oh, by the way, that man over there is my right-hand man, Detective Seo."

Seo Daeryong's expression screamed. He quickly composed himself and bowed when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned to look at him.

"I am Seo Daeryong. It's an honor to meet someone I so admire."

"Oh, I'll remember that."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong walked out with an expression that looked like the end of the world. He was probably screaming in his mind. Please, don't remember me! I laughed as I watched him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked abruptly.

"Don't people usually hide those they cherish?"

"That would be the case if you were an enemy, but you aren't an enemy, are you, Smiling Demon?"

"But we're not friends yet, either."

"If someone is determined to kill, can you really hide them, no matter how carefully you try? Have you, Smiling Demon, ever failed to kill someone you set your mind on just because they went into hiding?"

"Never."

"Exactly. Since we never know when we might die, shouldn't he live his life properly as my right-hand man?"

A peculiar light flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"That's quite an interesting thing to say."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood and looked around the office. He glanced over the documents piled on the desk and the books on the shelves. Then he smelled the flowers in a pot by the window. It was the same pot the Flower Sword Supreme had given me as a gift.

"The fragrance is nice."

"Something happened recently that made me start to like flowers."

"A successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult who likes flowers... If those bastards from the Murim Alliance invade, are we all going to die in a flower garden?"

Despite his mocking words, I responded calmly.

"Dying alone in a nameless field might be stylish, but isn't this also fine? What if the last thing you smell in your final moments isn't the stench of blood, but the fragrance of flowers?"

Instead of saying whether he liked it or not, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon let out his habitual laugh.

"But what brings you here to see me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been facing the flowers, turned toward me.

"After you left yesterday, Second Young Lord, I gave it some thought. It feels like a great shame that we couldn't be friends."

"I feel the same way."

"So I came here today to see if we could find a way to become friends."

"You've come to the right place. So, did you find a way?"

"The method I came up with is for each of us to make a concession."

"How so?"

"I'll make a concession regarding your perspective on good and evil, Second Young Lord. I will try my best to understand your new demonic way."

"Then what should I concede?"

"What you said about having to take off your mask to become friends, can you concede on that?"

"Before that, let me ask just one thing. Why do you want to be friends with me?"

"I want to be on familiar terms with you, Second Young Lord."

In truth, I knew why the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon acted this way. First, he wanted to find out how I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. When I returned to our Cult, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was alive, along with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The feeling I had back then was this. The more evil you are, the longer you survive.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also valued his own life, so he would want to find out how I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme no matter what. He must think that if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme could be taken down, then so could he.

Another reason was his personality. He obsessed over people who provoked and interested him. He would approach them, make them his friend, and then kill them as soon as he got bored. It was a pathological taste of his that only I knew about, something others were unaware of.

That's why I couldn't attach any good meaning to his offer of friendship. His saying 'let's be friends' meant 'I'm going to play with you and then kill you'.

These two reasons brought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to my office in person. They were why he was telling the ridiculous lie that he would understand my demonic way.

"I want to be friends with you, Second Young Lord."

Yes, in this life too, I will become his friend.

Only when we become friends will he finally stand at a point where he is neither enemy nor ally.

That is the kind of person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is. A person who barely escapes being an enemy only by becoming a friend.

"Very well. Let's each make a concession."

At my answer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly. It was a hearty laugh that anyone would have mistaken for joy, but I was looking at his eyes with the Divine Eye Technique. He stared at me with an incredibly cold gaze.

Smiling Demon, at the end of your life, there was nothing.

He said he had no regrets until the moment he died, but that was a lie. The moment he recalled his childhood, he was already regretting.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon is changing, the Flower Sword Supreme is changing, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is changing, but this Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will not change easily. Not only was he born with an evil nature, but he was also raised from a young age, brainwashed by his master.

It was at that very moment.

Seo Daeryong's voice came from outside.

"The First Young Lord has arrived."

"Show him in."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with a smile.

"I called him."

Calling my brother here while visiting me? That's truly something only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would do.

He was the type to act without considering the consequences the moment a thought like, Should I try this? crossed his mind. Despite this impulsive personality, he was one of the Demon Supremes who survived until the end, which showed just how formidable his evil heart was.

A moment later, Geom Muyang came inside. He greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first.

"It's been a while, Smiling Demon."

"Welcome, First Young Lord. Now, I don't need to introduce you two, do I?"

I played along with his mischievous words.

"Perhaps we brothers are the ones who need an introduction. We know less about each other than you might think."

As I treated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon casually, a hint of tension crossed Geom Muyang's face.

Taking it a step further.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to Geom Muyang.

"I was just pestering the Second Young Lord to be my friend."

His eyes seemed to say, Let's see how you handle this, as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched Geom Muyang's reaction.

My brother reacted just like himself.

"Sometimes, a little amusement like this is necessary."

At Geom Muyang's perfectly composed reaction, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed.

"This is why I plan to enjoy my amusement with his younger brother. Our First Young Lord is too proper to be any fun."

"Mugeuk is overflowing with wit, so he will be more than adequate as a friend."

My brother is really going through a lot. He's not the type of person to come just because he's summoned and listen to such talk. He's enduring it all with his obsession to become the successor.

Yes, you're doing well, brother.

If you get on edge here, you lose in that very moment. You're doing well.

Whether he knew what I was thinking or not, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon provoked Geom Muyang.

"The Second Young Lord came to see me yesterday. He asked me to support him instead of his brother."

He was unrestrained, even with me right there.

"Smiling Demon, you just asked to be friends, so why are you trying to drive a wedge between brothers? We can't be good friends this way."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon cackled.

"There's nothing in the world more fun than sowing discord, so how can you ask me to hold back? I can hold in my shit, but I can't hold that in."

"If you want to sow discord, do it between the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, not us."

"I'd love to, but I'm not in a position to do so these days."

Geom Muyang just stood by, listening to our conversation. He was probably hoping I would cross a line and make a mistake.

"Since you two are gathered here in one place, may I ask a question I've always been curious about?"

My brother readily answered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question.

"Of course."

"Then I'll ask the First Young Lord first. If I help you become the successor, First Young Lord, what will you do for me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is truly the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. To display such a wicked sense of humor with both of us in front of him.

Geom Muyang answered calmly, as if he had prepared for this.

"I will triple the support for the Valley of Evil, lift the numerical restrictions on the Faceless Warriors, and lift the current ban that prevents you, Smiling Demon, from leaving the Cult."

A ban preventing him from leaving the Cult had been placed on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The year before last, he had massacred Evil Alliance martial artists, nearly sparking a war.

"That was because those bastards attacked first."

That may have been how it started, but it ended in a massacre. After that, my father forbade him from going to the Central Plains for the time being. It has been almost two years now, so he must be dying from the itch to get out.

"Oho, a very attractive offer."

"Don't mention it. Besides that, if there is anything else you desire, Smiling Demon, I will give you my full support."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly. I wonder if my brother knew. Even as he laughed so joyfully, the eyes behind the mask were colder than ever.

"Now, I'll ask the Second Young Lord. If I help you become the Heavenly Demon, Second Young Lord, what will you do for me?"

Both of them were curious about what my answer would be.

I stared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said softly.

"I will let you live."

The atmosphere froze instantly. The words 'I'm just kidding' should have followed. Instead, I added this.

"We talked yesterday, did we not? About the new demonic way I'm aiming for, but what did you expect me to do with you, Smiling Demon, who champions extreme evil? Did you think I would gladly support you? I will let you live, even if it means shouldering a political burden."

My brother might be inwardly cheering. He was likely thinking that I was ruining this great opportunity with my youthful hot-headedness.

However, there was something my brother didn't know. This Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was someone who became even more fascinated when his opponent acted this way.

As if to prove it, his two eyes shone brightly through the gaping holes of his mask, as seen with the Divine Eye Technique.

I spoke to him even more coldly than before.

"Suddenly, this game of friendship isn't fun anymore, is it? Games that break decorum too much never end well. So please, don't talk about being friends again."

In the chilly atmosphere, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rose from his seat.

"If we're not friends, staying in the same room will only lead to fights. I'll see you next time, then."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bid farewell to Geom Muyang as well and then left the office.

Once we were the only two left, Geom Muyang asked me.

"What on earth are you thinking?"

My brother knew I was not the type of person to rashly anger the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon like this.

"Isn't it just infuriating? 'You successors have to get on our good side, the Eight Demon Supremes. Come on, wag your tails for me. Then I'll put you on the successor's throne.' Doesn't that piss you off, brother?"

My brother contemplated what to say for a moment, then stood up.

"The one who always pisses me off is you."

Leaving those words behind, Geom Muyang also stormed out of the office.


Soon after, Seo Daeryong came in.

"Were you waiting outside because you were worried about me?"

"Not you, Director. I was worried it might have withered if you'd released any demonic qi."

He looked at the flowers in the pot with relief.

I smiled and stood beside him.

The figure of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could be seen walking away outside the building.

"He seemed angry. Will it be alright?"

"He's not angry. Can't you see that excited spring in his step?"

"I'm not so sure. It also looks like the walk of someone who wants to stomp someone to death."

"If you're that worried, put the flower pot outside tomorrow."

"I should do that. What? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is coming again tomorrow?"

Because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the type of person who would chase you to the ends of the earth if you tried to run away after telling him not to do something.

"He's someone who needs to see things through to the end, one way or another. That man."

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong asked.

"Director, how do you endure all this pressure?"

"I have a right-hand man, a left-hand man aiming for the right-hand's spot, a heart, wings, and now even a brain. What could possibly be hard for me?"

I watched the retreating back of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walking alone in the distance and added softly.

"The one who's having a hard time is probably that evil, lonely soul."


Chapter 97: Why Are You Obsessed With My Mask?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to see me again the next day.

"I thought you wouldn't be coming anymore."

"How could I not, when you're the one who holds my power over life and death?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mocked my words from yesterday about letting him live. I replied in my own way.

"Please wait just a moment. This is something I need to process quickly."

"Don't mind me, take your time."

I could have paused my work, but I made him wait as a show of dominance.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked to the window and asked, "I don't see that flower from yesterday."

I answered while stamping a document. "I suppose Detective Seo took it out for a bit to water it."

I reviewed the next document and stamped it. Then I stamped another, and another.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked out the window. He must have grown tired of waiting because he perched on the edge of my desk. He then looked down at me working.

You made me wait, so you'll have to endure this much rudeness, right?

"Why do you make your work so difficult? Just kill them all."

I smiled and told him, "You're the one who lives too simply, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon roared with laughter at my words. I couldn't be fooled by this casual demeanor. Everyone who let their guard down around the Smiling Demon died. Only those who were wary of his extreme evil survived.

"All done."

After stamping the last document, I lifted my head. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought up something unexpected.

"If I really become the successor, will you let me live?"

Of course, I couldn't be fooled by these words either. He couldn't have possibly come to beg for his life.

He was enjoying this entire process. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's true desire was to interact with me like this, hoping to one day see me crumble. He was the type of person who wouldn't be satisfied until he could cackle and mock me at that moment.

I took out a throwing knife and drew a long line on the tabletop.

"I'll let you live. In exchange..."

I drew a vertical line slightly to the right of the center.

"You have to get to here to live."

The Smiling Demon's eyes glinted with interest. "What is this?"

"It's the measure of my affection."

"Oho! Something like this?"

"You have to cross the halfway mark to live. Even with a friend, if there's no affection at all, they're no different from a stranger, are they? A friend in name only will die."

"It's difficult, surviving."

"You'll have to cross it somehow."

"Where am I right now?"

I drew another vertical line just a little past the starting point.

"Is that all?"

"You're already here."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked down at the line, then back at me, then back at the line again.

He had no choice but to become engrossed in this relationship.

It wasn't just that I treated him casually. He must have sensed a taste of justice or chivalry from me that could never be found in our Cult. That would become an irresistible spice, stimulating the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon even more.

"Second Young Lord, what do you think of the Cult Leader?"

He likely asked to probe whether I acted this way because I trusted my father, or perhaps if I had received a secret order from him.

"I don't think about my father. I just try to feel things out as they come. Father isn't someone I can understand with my head. It only makes things harder for me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed as if he sympathized with my words.

"If you're done with what you have to say, you should get up now. It's time for my meal."

"You must have your meal. Let's go."

I left the office with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. As we exited the building, he followed me closely.

"Where will you be eating?"

"I was thinking of eating out in the Demon Village today."

"Let's go together."

I asked him, feigning surprise. "Will that be alright?"

I had never heard of him eating with anyone since he never took off his mask.

"It's fine. I'll just sit by while you have your meal, Second Young Lord."

"I don't mean you, Smiling Demon. I mean the Demon Village. It'll be alright, won't it?"

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon realize it was a joke telling him not to cause a rampage or massacre. He laughed loudly.

Across the way, Seo Daeryong held a flowerpot to his chest. He watched us with a worried expression as we cut across the training grounds and headed outside.


Just before we entered the Demon Village, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"Did you know? I've never been out in the Demon Village. If I had business outside, I would just pass through, but this is the first time I've ever walked here."

"Isn't that a relief for the residents of the Demon Village?"

He laughed at my joke. "Is it okay for me to walk the streets?"

"If you're worried about people panicking and scattering in terror, you don't have to worry about that."

"Why is that?"

"You'll see when we get there."

And so, we entered the Demon Village. As we walked down the street, everyone passed by us as if it were nothing. A few people who recognized me bowed their heads in greeting, but no one was horrified by the sight of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon next to me.

"Why is no one afraid of me?"

"Because no one thinks you're the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Shouldn't they know it's me when they see this mask?"

"Look over there."

I pointed to a street vendor across the road. The stall sold all sorts of goods related to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"They even have your mask, Smiling Demon."

"!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was startled.

Indeed, masks just like the ones the Faceless Warriors wore were hanging there. There were not only white masks but also some with colors or pictures painted on them.

"These bastards!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon raised his hand as if to blow them all away. I pulled on his sleeve.

"I think that hand is needed over there."

Just then, a child held his father's hand across the street. He wore a Faceless Warriors mask, and when he saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the same mask, he waved enthusiastically.

"It doesn't cost you anything, so please wave back."

I gently tugged his sleeve. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waved back as if he couldn't refuse.

The child passed us by, perhaps never knowing he was the only person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had ever waved to.

"Don't be too surprised. That's possible too."

The vendor next to them sold wooden dolls. There were dolls modeled not only after the Eight Demon Supremes but also after the Heavenly Demon.

Seeing the Heavenly Demon doll, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was truly shocked.

"Is this really allowed?"

"If you don't sell these things in a village near the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, where would you sell them? You can't exactly sell them in front of the Murim Alliance, can you?"

"It would be better to sell them in front of the Murim Alliance than here."

"It's because of my father's magnanimity. He gave permission to make and sell as many as they want. Since that day, merchandise related to my father and the Demon Supremes has flooded the market. You'd think they'd feel uneasy making them, but the power of making money is a great thing."

"This is truly ridiculous."

Now, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed heartily. Passersby glanced at him, but no one thought he was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and went on their way.

"When you or I come out here, Smiling Demon, we might think we're the main characters, but this is a world where those people are the main characters. They get scared and bow their heads when they recognize us, but what's important to them isn't us, it's their own lives. They have to earn money to get by day to day, meet people, and raise their children. This is what the Demon Village is like."

"Interesting. How do you know all this so well, Second Young Lord?"

"I used to sneak out of the Cult and wander the Demon Village since I was young. This Demon Village was my world."

I gave him that excuse. He wouldn't believe it if I said I had traveled the world, but the Demon Village sounded plausible enough.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze returned to the vendors selling masks and the Heavenly Demon Soul dolls.

He unleashed his unique demonic qi, the evil smile qi, without hesitation. The vendors selling their wares frowned and clutched their chests, as if feeling stuffy.

"Soon, that man will put on the mask he was selling and stab the person next to him to death. If they die, it will be because of you, Second Young Lord. You're the one who brought me here."

"Don't be absurd. You're the one who tagged along when I said I was going to eat, Smiling Demon. You're also the one doing the killing, and there's one thing you must know."

"What is that?"

"Committing murder in front of the Sanzu Hall Director is punishable by beheading. Go on, try and trade them. Their lives for yours, Smiling Demon."

I started walking first and added, "You can mess with my father's doll over there, but you don't mess with a person's livelihood."

I could feel the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon retracting his evil smile qi behind me. He had done it to see my reaction, not with the intention to kill from the start.

He was having fun playing with me right now. He likely anticipated that the more he yielded to me, the more thrilling the pleasure would be at the moment he finally killed me.

The place I arrived at was the Alluring Inn.

"Well, this is my regular spot."

"It's shabby. Why here of all places?"

"It's a bit boring since I come here all the time, but I like the owner. He's the only one who knows that you, Smiling Demon, are the real Smiling Demon."

The owner, Jo Cheonbae, came out and greeted me warmly as always.

"Welcome, Director."

His gaze shifted to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Jo Cheonbae flinched for a moment, his face showing fear.

"This man really is the only one who knows who I am."

"Because you came with me. He knows the real one has arrived."

I smiled and said to Jo Cheonbae, "He's who you think he is. Fortunately, only I will be eating, so you don't have to worry too much."

"......"

Nevertheless, the pressure from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed even greater than my father's. The rumored Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a villain who killed people for no reason.

"Of all the guests I've brought here, he seems to fear you the most, Smiling Demon. Even more than my father."

"The Cult Leader has been here too?"

"......"

"That's unexpected."

"Everyone has a first time for something."

"And everyone seems to have that first time with you, Second Young Lord."

I gave a faint smile, and he habitually smiled back.

This time, I asked a question. "Have you ever eaten at a tavern like this?"

"I did when I was young."

"Who did you eat with?"

He didn't answer.

But I knew who it was. He had said that before becoming the Smiling Demon's disciple, he had eaten in the marketplace with his father. It was a single memory that remained like a painting in his mind.

I suddenly pictured the scene. A little boy, holding his father's hand, entering a tavern.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said he was born stained with slaughter from a young age, but was that really true? Were the eyes of that little boy who entered the tavern filled with the intent to kill?

In the meantime, the food arrived.

Jo Cheonbae was so careful with even his breathing, as if he thought one mistake could actually get him killed.

As he safely set down the dishes and turned to leave, his eyes seemed to say it all.

Thanks to you, I have achieved complete mastery as a tavern owner today.

I replied with my eyes.

You never know, owner. What other situations might arise.

I picked up my chopsticks and asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as a courtesy. "Would you like to eat together?"

"My mask doesn't have a mouth hole. Is there a way for me to eat?"

"How about slightly lifting your mask and eating from underneath?"

"Wouldn't that look undignified?"

"Then there's no other way."

"I'm not hungry, so please don't mind me and eat."

"Yes, I'll eat first then."

I really did eat alone. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just watched me. Anyone else would have called it madness, but I accomplished the difficult feat of eating alone in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Isn't it difficult to keep your mask on all the time?"

"It must be more difficult for you, Second Young Lord."

"For me?"

"Since you don't have a mask, you have to make several different expressions a day, don't you?"

"Ah, I suppose that could be true."

Starting with that topic, I told him various stories.

I told him about when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Demonic Buddha had come here. I talked about the weather and about how selling white masks in front of the Murim Alliance would probably be profitable. He listened to my stories without a word.

When I finished my meal and put down my chopsticks, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought up something unexpected.

"Second Young Lord, I have a favor to ask."

"Please, go ahead."

"Please speak to the Cult Leader and have my restriction released."

I feigned a startled expression, but I had anticipated this request the moment he said he had a favor. It was originally a favor he would have asked my brother. Now that his fate and mine had switched, he was asking it of me.

"That won't be easy."

"That's why I'm asking you, Second Young Lord. For some reason, I feel like you might be able to do it."

"If I get your restriction released, what will you do for me?"

"Just say the word. What do you want? Do you want my full support?"

My brother had wanted that, but I was painting a bigger picture.

"No."

"You don't want my support?"

"I don't want forced support. It would only break the unity of those who already support me."

"Then what do you want?"

I stared into the two eyes within the mask and said, "At least when we're alone, please take off your mask for me."

"!"

The atmosphere instantly froze.

"Why on earth are you so obsessed with my mask?"

"I'm not obsessed with the mask."

"Then what is it?"

"If we're going to be friends, I want to be real friends."

"!"

After a moment of silence, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked coldly, "Can you handle me without my mask?"

I stared into his eyes, which shone with a primal malice from within the hollowed holes, and calmly asked back, "Can you handle me without that mask?"


Chapter 98: My World Will Be Uninteresting

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled brightly through the eyeholes of his mask.

Who could have imagined he would demand I remove my mask in exchange for releasing his restriction?

He was both furious and delighted. I was likely the first person to ever make him feel two such contradictory emotions at once.

He had probably never met anyone who would act so recklessly toward him. After all, not even my father treated the Demon Supremes so carelessly.

I knew it. I knew how much the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon savored moments like this.

His blood must be pumping, his heart racing like mad.

I considered it a kind of sickness.

"What will you do if I promise to take off the mask but then don't keep my promise later?"

"I'd have to charge in and rip it off by force."

"Well, why don't you practice right now?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze instantly turned cold. Ready to fight, he was a completely different person from moments before.

I waved my hands dismissively and pushed my chair back.

"If I did that, I might get the skin of my own face peeled off."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon relaxed his aura and asked casually, "So, if you can't take it off by force, what will you do now?"

I stared at him for a moment before answering calmly.

"I won't do anything."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flinched. I had just spoken the correct answer, one that even he did not know.

Do nothing.

For a contrarian like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, this was the right answer. He looked at me with a confused expression.

"Does that mean you'll trust me?"

"Honestly, I don't. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, that's not exactly a name that inspires trust, is it?"

I laughed as if it were a joke, but he did not.

"Now, let's get up. The Smiling Demon needs to go have a meal too."

I did not explain my reasoning. Sometimes, saying nothing has the greatest effect. This is especially true when there is no particular reason, like now.

Sometimes, the other person will inflate something insignificant and create a plausible reason for it on their own.

I stood up from my seat first, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed.

We left the Alluring Inn and headed back the way we came.

After walking beside me for a moment, he stopped.

"Please wait a moment."

He went to a street vendor selling masks. He then bought a white mask from the stall and gave it to me.

"A gift to commemorate today."

I accepted the mask.

"I proposed the condition that you take off your mask, yet you're putting one on my face instead."

I put on the mask without protest.

"It's suffocating. I guarantee that if you fought without a mask, the Smiling Demon would fight twice as well. How long do you have to wear this thing for it to become comfortable?"

"It doesn't take as long as you might think."

"If that's the case, the reverse must also be true. I'm talking about the time it takes to feel comfortable without a mask."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me silently through the eyeholes of my mask.

So this is how you've been seeing me.

Now he too could only observe me through the eyeholes in my mask. Perhaps that put me at a greater disadvantage. After all, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had lived for a very long time among countless subordinates who wore masks.

I pushed the mask up onto my head like a hat.

"Wear it like this. Isn't this much more comfortable and convenient? Wear it when you want, take it off when you want. Just like this."

I tapped the mask, which now looked up at the sky from the top of my head.

"This fellow will probably feel good too. Looking up at the sky like this."

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked up at the sky.

"Wouldn't this work? Then we'd both be looking at the sky."

After staring at the sky for a long while with an empty gaze, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his eyes to me. He had already made his decision.

"Very well. I accept the condition the Second Young Lord has proposed. If you have my restriction released, I will take off my mask when we are alone."

I did not believe he would keep his promise.

Even before my regression, I had only seen his face once, right before he died. He would not remove his mask easily.

However, the fact that he made the promise was meaningful. Would I truly get to see his face from his younger days?

"Thank you, the Smiling Demon."

The vertical line on the line drawn in my heart moved a little further to the right. It was still a long way to go. It would have to pass the halfway mark before he would even begin to consider whether or not to kill me.

"With a condition like this, I should be able to stand up to my father, right?"

We looked at each other and smiled. Neither of us put any real feeling into it, but we grinned broadly as if this smile was the token of our new promise.


The next day, Head Strategist Sama Myeong was also in the Heavenly Demon Hall when I entered.

After greeting my father, I bantered with Sama Myeong.

"I've been cornered lately because of the Strategist."

"What do you mean?"

"Father has caught up to within a two-stone difference."

Only then did Sama Myeong realize I was talking about Go, and he laughed.

"That's because you were swindled by a Strategist who can't play Go."

"So you've already heard."

This time, it was my turn to laugh. Father was so stoic I thought he would not share our jokes with anyone, yet he told Sama Myeong everything. It was a measure of how close they were.

After the lighthearted greeting, I revealed the purpose of my visit to my father.

"Father, I've come to ask a favor."

"Speak."

"Please release the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's restriction."

Father was not surprised. He had probably received reports that I had been meeting with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recently.

As my father looked down at me in silence, Sama Myeong stepped forward.

"May I ask the reason?"

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came and asked me to."

"Then couldn't you have just refused?"

"What if he threatened me, saying, 'If you refuse, I'll kill your family!'? Ah, then I would become the Heavenly Demon. Should I have accepted?"

Sama Myeong did not laugh at my joke.

"This is not a matter for jokes. Do you know why the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was placed under restriction?"

"I do. He massacred martial artists of the Evil Alliance."

"The Smiling Demon is a man who cannot control his anger."

"The longer he is kept bound, the greater his anger will be when it finally explodes."

Even Sama Myeong could not refute that.

Father, who had been listening, suddenly asked, "Can you take responsibility for him?"

"Why should I take responsibility? The one who causes the trouble should be the one to take responsibility for it."

"If a dog off its leash bites someone, how can the dog alone be held responsible? The one who unleashed it must also share the blame."

"Well, that's true, but."

"If you accept the condition of taking responsibility, I will release the restriction."

"I can't just clean up after him forever, can I? Once the restriction is lifted, he will leave the cult immediately. I will take responsibility only for what happens during that departure."

"Fine!"

Unlike my father, who agreed readily, Sama Myeong wore an anxious expression as he emphasized again, "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon has spent the last two years confined within our Cult. He must have a lot of pent-up frustration. If he goes out into the Central Plains, he might commit a massacre."

"I will keep that in mind and watch him carefully."

Finally, I expressed my gratitude to my father.

"Father, thank you for your permission."

Of course, my father did not accept my thanks so easily.

"Is it truly something to be thankful for?"

From the Heavenly Demon Hall's perspective, they could not keep the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon under restriction forever. My request had given my father a perfect excuse to lift it. In the end, this too had become a kind of test for the successor.

Father. I'm sorry, but I'll have the upper hand in this matter. Because I already know what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon plans to do once he leaves the cult.


After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I went straight to the Valley of Evil to find the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Did you really get his permission?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed not to have expected that I could get my father's approval in a single day.

"Yes. The restriction will be lifted tomorrow. An official document will arrive from the All-Knowing Hall sometime tomorrow."

A flicker of admiration crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"I didn't think you could do it so quickly."

"Now you see why you should support me instead of my brother, don't you?"

"I'll have to think about it seriously, but did the Cult Leader just grant permission without any strings attached?"

"How could he? Father attached a condition."

"What kind of condition?"

I let out a somewhat exaggerated sigh before telling him.

"If the Smiling Demon causes any trouble, I am to take full responsibility for it."

"Oho! So you wagered your position as successor for my sake."

"That's about the size of it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not hide his surprise.

"Is this really worth all that?"

"Seeing the Smiling Demon's face? I think it's worth it."

"For such blatant flattery, the Second Young Lord has risked far too much."

"Well, since my flattery has been exposed, I'll add one more. Becoming friends with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is something no one else will ever experience in their lifetime. That's a condition worth betting on."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me intently. He probably wanted to figure out my true intentions, but he would not be able to know me just from my gaze and expression. Not in the past, not now, and not ever.

"In other words, I can cause as much trouble as I want. Since the Second Young Lord will take responsibility."

"It's truly maddening, isn't it?"

"Why didn't you hide it? You could have just not told me that you promised to take responsibility, right? It's a weakness for the Second Young Lord."

"I had to tell you. Aren't most of the problems we face caused by not saying what needs to be said?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled strangely. It was a different smile from his usual one.

"I have no intention of underestimating the Smiling Demon. Nor do I think that hiding something will prevent it from happening."

"Whenever I heard rumors about the Second Young Lord, I always thought they were exaggerated, but now I see they were greatly downplayed."

"That might be because it's the Smiling Demon."

"What do you mean?"

"The same report can sound different depending on the emotions involved, but in front of the Smiling Demon, your subordinates can't help but be tense. They would only give you dry reports, with as much of their personal opinions or feelings excluded as possible. They wouldn't have been able to convey who I really am."

"That is a very valid point."

His laughter sounded different again. The Smiling Demon laughed like that when he was deep in thought.

"In return, you must promise me one thing."

"What is it?"

"If you intend to leave the cult, you must go with me. If you break this promise, the restriction will be put back in place, and you'll probably have to start the term all over again from the beginning."

"Let's not wait for later. Let's leave tomorrow."

This was the kind of person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was, one who made such impulsive decisions. That was what made dealing with him so difficult.

I answered without hesitation.

"I look forward to our trip, Smiling Demon."

I deliberately used the word 'trip' to describe our departure from the cult.

"We are not going on a trip."

"When you go with a friend, isn't anywhere you go a trip?"

This time, I resolved not to approach this with the anxious mindset of having to stop him from causing trouble.

I would go out with the genuine feeling of just hanging out with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for a while. If my friend fights, I will stop him. If my friend is in danger, I will save him. Just that much.

"Then I will take my leave."

"I will see you tomorrow morning, Second Young Lord."

As I was about to open the door and leave, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked from behind me, "Is there any place you'd like to go?"

I turned back to him.

"Many, but on this trip, I want to see the Smiling Demon's world. Please show it to me."

"My world will be uninteresting. Perhaps even more so than the Demon Village."

"It only feels that way because it's your own world. It will look different to others."

He smiled, and I smiled back.

One thing about meeting the Smiling Demon was that I ended up smiling a lot. Whether it was a forced smile, a smile with a throwing knife hidden within, or a sincere one. In any case, I smiled. They say if you smile often, you live longer. So there was that benefit, too.

As I was about to open the door again to leave, I added one more thing.

"Oh, and the Demon Village is not such an uninteresting place. They're people who make a living selling masks to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, aren't they?"


Chapter 99: When I Return After This Vacation Ends

I left the Valley of Evil and went to the Southern Blade Sect, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence. Seo Daeryong trained in the courtyard and startled when he saw the white mask dangling from my waist.

"Gasp! Don't tell me... did you kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon too?"

Surprised by his own words, Seo Daeryong hastily covered his mouth.

"Of course. Did you think I'd let a villain like that live?" I said coldly.

Seo Daeryong lowered his hand and looked relieved.

"That's a relief. I really thought you'd killed him."

"I told you I killed him!"

"The Director isn't foolish enough to carry murder evidence on his waist."

"If you know that, why did you ask if I killed him?"

"I was just so shocked when I saw the mask, but what's with it? Are you planning to infiltrate the Valley of Evil?"

"Why would I need this to infiltrate that place? You might need it if you were the one infiltrating."

My Four Strides of the Wind God had improved so much that not even the Faceless Warriors could detect my presence.

"This is a gift the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave me."

Seo Daeryong looked even more surprised than before.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave it to you as a gift?"

"And it's a gift the Smiling Demon personally bought in the Demon Village. He even paid money for it."

"It's more surprising that he carried money. I'd think he'd just kill someone and take it. Anyway, Director, you'll probably be the first and last person to ever receive a gift from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Detective Seo."

"......"

"Our future is as unknowable as a person's heart. Could we have ever imagined on the day we first met that you and I would be having this conversation in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's courtyard?"

"That's true. Back when I fell for Director Seo's persuasion at the tavern, I really had no idea this training hell was waiting for me."

He sighed, and I smiled.

"One day, you'll say something else too. 'I never knew that hellish training would save my life.'"

Seo Daeryong grinned at me. He was living proof of those words. No trace of cynicism or gloom remained on him. You never know what the future holds for a person.

I left Seo Daeryong to his training and entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's house. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was taking books from a bookshelf.

"Keep playing tricks like that and you'll get your head blown off."

"Does a refined person who reads poetry use such crude language?"

"It's because you're wearing that damn unlucky thing."

I had playfully worn the white mask when I entered the room.

Just as I did with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I pushed the mask onto my head like a hat.

"I'm leaving the Cult tomorrow with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I came to ask you to look after matters within the Cult while I'm away."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without turning around, still removing books from the shelf. "Don't worry, it'll run just fine on its own. It runs without me, and it'll run just fine without you."

"Right? The problem is that it runs too well. Oh, and could you please pass a message to the Sword Supreme for me, Elder?"

"Me?"

"Yes. Tell her I was too busy to say goodbye in person."

I specifically asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon because I hoped they would meet one more time, using this as an excuse.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must have guessed my intentions, as he didn't refuse. At times like this, it was clear he also wanted to reconcile with the Sword Supreme.

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

As I turned to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked from behind me, "Are you really planning to bring the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to our side?"

"Even if he's not an ally, I won't let him become an enemy."

"Is there really a need for that?"

"If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon joins hands with my brother, things will become several times more difficult than they are now."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon isn't the type to sincerely serve someone, even the First Young Lord."

"That's the problem. The two of them will maintain a suitable distance, exchanging tasks and rewards as they move. Given their personalities, they won't get into emotional squabbles or have their pride wounded. That's why they'll get along even better than he did with the Demonic Buddha."

And that was what actually happened. The two of them had great work chemistry and eventually became closer than he was with either the Demonic Buddha or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

"Wait a moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon reinserted the books he had removed, but into different spots. The moment he slotted the last book in...

SHHHHK.

The bookshelf opened and revealed a secret room. It was an elaborate secret passage that opened when specific books were placed in specific spots.

What surprised me more than the secret room itself was that he had opened it so casually in front of me.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the secret room and came out with something. He casually tossed it onto the table in front of me.

"Take it."

"What is this?"

I opened the well-wrapped package and found a thin upper garment inside.

"It's the Ghost Armor. If you wear it, it'll hurt a little less when you get beaten up."

It was not just a matter of hurting 'a little less'. The Ghost Armor was a treasured armor impervious to blades and swords, one of the highest quality among all treasured armors.

"Are you really giving me something this precious?"

"I am."

"You should wear it, Elder."

"What would an old man like me do with it? It'd be unsightly."

"Then you should sell it."

"And if I sell it?"

"You'd make money."

"And with that money?"

Come to think of it, he has no blood relatives to leave his fortune to.

"You could travel the Central Plains and feast on delicacies."

"Delicacies? At my age, I have trouble digesting the noodles I ate for lunch."

My heart ached because I knew he was not just joking. I knew from my own experience. No matter how skilled a master is, aging is inevitable.

"You don't want to wear it? Fine, if you don't."

"Of course not."

He reached to take it back, but I quickly snatched it and put on the Ghost Armor right there.

Isn't it proper etiquette to wear such a treasured armor on the spot?

"It's a perfect fit! And it's so comfortable."

It was so thin and flexible that it felt like I wore nothing at all. If I wrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk over this and used the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, my body would not be severed even if I were hit by sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was far from one to show off, had already gone out to the courtyard. He started nagging Seo Daeryong, perhaps to avoid my thanks.

I watched the two of them practice their martial arts for a moment, then quietly left his residence.

I intended to repay the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with actions, not words.


"When did you say you're leaving?"

For some reason, Lee Ahn seemed even less worried about me than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Tomorrow morning."

"Then we can't have a farewell party. Ah, I was hoping we could all get together for a drink after so long."

"Lee Ahn! Is that what's important right now? I'm heading out to the Central Plains with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Don't you think it'll be dangerous? I'll be your bodyguard! Where did she go? My old Lee Ahn!"

"I miss her too, that affectionate Lee Ahn."

"This is all because of your training. I should put a stop to it."

I walked over and examined Lee Ahn's hands. The layers of calluses on her palms spoke of her arduous training.

"Lately, when I hold a sword, something feels different."

She did not elaborate, but I knew what she meant.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art, now at the eighth level, constantly tempted and provoked her. It urged her to find a strong opponent and fight.

Compared to me or the Demon Supremes, she was still lacking, but the eighth-level Soaring Sky Sword Art was a skill that made it difficult to find a worthy opponent in the murim.

"I'll be off, trembling in fear with that terrifying Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"And yet, to face that terrifying ordeal, you went to the Heavenly Demon Hall yourself to get permission, didn't you?"

"Who did you hear that from?"

"Detective Seo already paid a visit."

"He must be the right-hand man with the loosest lips in the entire murim."

Lee Ahn did not laugh at my joke. "I was always the first to know your news, Young Master. When you left the Cult like this, I would naturally follow."

"Are you upset?"

At that, her true feelings burst forth.

"Yes, I'm upset. I'm very, very upset."

With a long sigh, her pent-up emotions poured out.

"I'm worried! I want to follow you and protect you! I'm not just a bodyguard anymore, you've given me the undeserved position of a Ghost Shadow Squad leader, but what I still want is to protect you by your side. I'm the kind of person who wants to die by your side, even in death. That's my dream... If I become a greater master than I am now, I'll be able to truly protect you, so I have to endure until I become that useful, I have to endure and train..."

Then, Lee Ahn choked up.

"...I know you're so busy and having a hard time... so I wasn't going to say this... I'm sorry. I'll... I'll train hard."

Finally, the tears she had held back fell from her eyes.

"Pack your things."

Lee Ahn flinched.

"I'm sorry, I was wrong. Please don't kick me out."

"What are you talking about? Pack your things. Let's go together tomorrow."

She looked startled for a moment.

"Really?"

"You're right. If you don't protect me, who will? Let's go together. Go and protect me to your heart's content."

"Yes! That's wonderful!"

For the first time in a long while, Lee Ahn jumped for joy.

"Thank you, Young Master. Thank you so much."

"Leaving home is a hardship, what's there to be thankful for? Our companion is even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"I'd go even if it were the Cult Leader, not just the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon! I'll see you later. I have a lot to pack. Women have a lot to prepare!"

Acting busy, Lee Ahn ran out of the training grounds first.

Watching her excited state, I realized one thing.

Martial arts training is good, and changes in life are good, but that feeling of joy making her jump around right now is the most important thing... This moment, right now, is the most important.

Perhaps behind my desire for her to become stronger, there was a selfishness, a wish for my own peace of mind.

Could it be that a cowardly subconscious fear, that her hardship would become my own, was at play?

Her life is so vividly alive, progressing in the present, yet I might have pushed her into this training ground to hide my own anxiety.

I finally realized that the true time to bestow the Poison Self-Purification Art had nothing to do with her, but was the moment I conquered my own anxiety. That's why I was able to make a decision.

Yes, the true time has finally come.

When I return after this vacation ends, she will come back as a different person.


The next morning, I went to the Valley of Evil with Lee Ahn. When we arrived, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already finished his preparations to leave.

"I plan to travel quietly, so I'm only bringing one friend to attend to me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon introduced a Faceless Warrior whose mask had a cool blue stripe drawn on it.

"I am Green Mask."

He greeted me politely. I knew him well as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's right-hand man.

His martial arts skills were excellent, and his loyalty was even more so. He was still the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's right-hand man even when I came looking for the Great Art of Regression.

He was also the unfortunate figure who could not become the next Extremely Evil Smiling Demon because the current one lived for too long.

I introduced Lee Ahn.

"This is my bodyguard."

Lee Ahn politely greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "I am Lee Ahn. It's an honor to meet you."

I added, "She is also my heart."

Lee Ahn's face flushed slightly, but she remained silent with her head bowed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon heard my words, laughed, and said, "First you reveal your right-hand man, and now you're telling me where your heart is."

"I'm revealing all my weaknesses to make it impossible to know which one is the real one."

"Well then, shall we depart?"

"Let's."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I boarded the carriage, while Lee Ahn and Green Mask sat in the driver's seat. The two of them exchanged light nods. Though they had just met, they shared the common ground of being their masters' bodyguards.

As the carriage set off, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not hide his joy.

"I feel great."

"It's been a while since I've been to the Central Plains, so I feel great too."

I meant it. For a while, I had been confined to the Cult, rotating only between the Sanzu River Hall, the training grounds, the Heavenly Demon Hall, and the Alluring Inn.

Thankfully, whenever I felt suffocated, I could rest in a new place using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Without that, it would have been truly stifling. It goes without saying how frustrated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have felt, cooped up for two years.

"That mask, you brought it."

The white mask he had given me as a gift hung from my waist.

"The Smiling Demon gave it to me, so of course I had to bring it."

"I'll make you a better one than that cheap thing."

He meant he would make one like his own, where the eyes are not visible from the outside.

"No, it's fine. I like this one better."

"You like that one?"

"Didn't the Smiling Demon buy it for me himself? That alone is enough."

"Second Young Lord. I'm the type of person who suspects everyone I meet. I'm especially suspicious of those who say pleasant things."

"Of course you should be suspicious. I'm being this nice to someone with 'extreme evil' in his alias. There must be an ulterior motive, right?"

"What is your ulterior motive, Second Young Lord?"

I grinned.

"You asked if it wasn't harder to make various expressions, didn't you? I actually prefer it. At times like this, I can deflect the question with an ambiguous expression, can't I?"

He could not press the matter. Just as I did not press him about his promise to take off his mask.

"Why don't you ask where we're going?"

"We're probably going somewhere in this boring world."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud at my joke.

While we talked, the carriage left our Cult. It began to pick up speed, heading for the Central Plains.


Chapter 100: The Jianghu Never Sleeps

The carriage continued its journey toward an unknown destination.

I wonder where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will go first?

I knew about the major incidents that occurred after he left the cult, but I didn't know the finer details. I had no idea where he would go first or who he would meet.

Someone must have gotten on his nerves during the past two years. Is he on his way to kill that person?

Or will he rent out an entire brothel and throw a wild party?

Perhaps he'll kill someone and then go to a brothel.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly asked a question.

"Why did that bodyguard become your heart?"

The question was unexpected. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon normally wouldn't ask about a mere bodyguard, but he showed interest because I cared for her.

"My bodyguard is alive, so I made her my heart."

"Then is the Second Young Lord dead right now?"

I stared at him intently.

"Are we alive?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed flustered. I smiled and added, "She's also pretty."

"You've got a peculiar taste."

"She's the prettiest in my eyes."

"Before we return to the cult, I'll have to raise our Second Young Lord's standards for women."

"Maybe I'll be the one to show you."

I wish Seo Daeryong were here.

Detective Seo, could you have ever imagined that I'd be discussing my taste in women with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? This is what the future is like.

Just then, Green Mask's voice called from the driver's seat.

"We'll stop for a meal in the village."

From the first day of our journey, we had eaten our meals separately, two by two. Sometimes we ate at different inns, and other times the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would get a separate room.

Today was no different. I finished my meal with Lee Ahn and left the inn. At the end of the street, I saw some Black Faction thugs harassing a merchant.

I pretended not to see them and turned toward the carriage. Then, someone spoke from behind me.

"So you're just going to pretend you didn't see that."

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had just finished his meal at the inn across the street.

"Was your justice just for show, to become the successor?"

I laughed at his mockery.

"I do have a pretentious side."

"I like that very much. This is how people should be. Pretending to be good is such a headache."

We looked at each other and laughed.

As we walked toward the carriage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked, "Second Young Lord, why do you hate evil so much?"

"But I just pretended not to see evil and walked past."

"Aren't you just leaving because if you clumsily deal with one or two of those thugs, the merchants will face retaliation?"

He had read my thoughts exactly.

If I'm going to intervene, I have to uproot the problem completely. I don't have the luxury to do that right now.

"This journey is about seeing the Smiling Demon's world, after all."

"I don't like hearing you say that thugs like them are my world."

"It's a misunderstanding."

"Then let's clear up this misunderstanding before we go."

He glanced at Green Mask, giving an order. Green Mask strode toward the Black Faction thugs.

Since he had heard our conversation, Green Mask would clean up everything, including their leader. Of course, a new Black Faction group would soon take their place.

I gestured for Lee Ahn to go with him. She moved quickly.

"I'll go with him."

Lee Ahn followed behind Green Mask.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped onto the carriage roof and sat down.

"This is the perfect spot to watch."

I also leaped up and sat next to him.

"Did you have a good meal?"

"I just grabbed a bite."

"Watching you on this journey, it seems you don't eat well."

"I find no pleasure in eating."

"Is it because of the mask?"

A hint of displeasure flickered across him. Talk of the mask always made him flinch, but I brought it up without hesitation.

To make him take it off, I have to drag the mythologized mask into reality.

"I've never liked eating."

"It's probably because of the mask. When you take it off, I'll treat you to an amazing meal."

For the first time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tilted his head. I read an emotion in the eyes behind his mask's eyeholes. His eyes seemed to ask what I was, and what gave me the right to grate on his nerves so much.

Just then, a scream echoed from the distance.

Our gazes turned toward Lee Ahn and Green Mask. The two had thoroughly beaten the Black Faction thugs and were now leading them somewhere.

Watching them, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon commented, "Second Young Lord, you said it before, didn't you? The only time evil is cool is when it's suppressing other evil. So? Am I cool right now?"

"You are."

"Then why don't I feel good about it?"

"It must be because it feels like a piece of your own flesh is being torn away."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at my joke, then asked the same question again.

"Why do you hate evil so much?"

He had asked twice, so I had to give him an answer. I paused briefly before I spoke.

"Some people, while walking down a path, go out of their way to push the person in front of them off a cliff. If they want to get ahead, they could just walk faster and pass them. I'm not saying they should help someone who collapsed from exhaustion. They could just go on their own way, so why push them? When I see people like that, I want to push them too. So I'm going to push them all off."

"Then you must want to push me, too."

The two eyes behind his mask's eyeholes gleamed coldly.

I wonder how many people the Smiling Demon has pushed into misfortune throughout his life.

I smiled at him.

"So please try not to walk in front of me."

"Then should I stand behind the Second Young Lord?"

"Then let's walk side by side. I don't think it's a bad idea to walk with the tension of knowing either of us could push the other at any moment."

This is exactly the relationship I want with him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

"Excellent. You'd make a fine traveling companion, Second Young Lord."

A short while later, Lee Ahn and Green Mask returned to the carriage. They had finished their work and carried the faint scent of blood.

Lee Ahn's eyes trembled slightly as she looked up at us sitting side by side on the carriage roof. No matter how much she trusted me, she couldn't easily shake off her fear of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The carriage started moving again.


After several days of travel, the carriage arrived at a manor. A man was waiting in the courtyard.

I put on the white mask from my waist and followed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon out of the carriage.

I'll reveal my face after I assess the situation.

"It has been a long time, Demon Supreme."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, his eyes cold.

I remember who this man is.

He was the tycoon of Guizhou, Lim Ho.

Guizhou was originally the region under the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's charge.

The Eight Demon Supremes were each responsible for businesses in their assigned regions. They involved themselves in or directly managed all sorts of profitable enterprises like Trading Companies, escort agencies, smithies, brothels, and taverns. Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who seemed to spend his days leisurely reading books, had a region he was responsible for.

Lim Ho owned the Big Tiger Trading Company, which represented Guizhou. He was also an ardent supporter of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You seem to have lost some weight."

Lim Ho bowed his head at the blunt remark.

"I have lost some weight recently. Thank you so much for noticing."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon patted his shoulder once in encouragement.

"Thank you."

Lim Ho was both afraid and grateful.

Just then, Lee Ahn sent me a telepathic message.

[Did you see him just pat his shoulder? Not slap his cheek or crush his shoulder? I thought he was a different person.]

[If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were just the crazed killing fiend from the rumors, he'd never have become one of the Eight Demon Supremes. Watch carefully how he treats and handles people. It will surely help you manage the Ghost Shadow Squad in the future, whether as a lesson or a cautionary tale.]

[Yes, Young Master.]

There are many faces behind that mask. Some are faces I've seen before, and new ones will emerge from meeting me now.

Lim Ho asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Will you dine first?"

"It's fine. Let's see the Commanders first."

"Yes, then please come this way."

Lim Ho didn't ask a single thing about me. He must have guessed I wasn't an ordinary subordinate since I got out of the carriage with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but he didn't dare ask for an introduction. That alone showed how much Lim Ho feared him.

Of course, that didn't mean Lim Ho lacked guts or was a coward. He ran a Trading Company in partnership with the Demonic Cult. Among merchants, he might as well have been the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon himself.

Lim Ho guided us to the main hall.

About twenty people waited inside. They were all individuals who ran Trading Companies, large and small, here in Guizhou.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon entered, they all prostrated themselves in a deep bow.

"We greet the great Demon Supreme."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat in the seat of honor.

One of the prostrated Trading Company owners stood and went before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He respectfully presented a ledger to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It seemed to be a ritual they always performed whenever the Smiling Demon visited.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly flipped through the ledger.

Watching this, Lee Ahn sent another telepathic message.

[I didn't know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could read a ledger.]

[He can't.]

"......"

[Green Mask, standing behind him, is relaying the contents via telepathy. He's the smartest and best at calculations in the Valley of Evil. That's also why he's his right-hand man.]

[Ah, I see.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon not only asked about the ledgers but was also well-versed in the personal affairs of the Trading Company owners. He apologized for not attending a son's wedding and offered condolences to someone who had suffered a loss.

[So Green Mask tells him all these things too.]

[No, this is something the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remembers from the reports he's received.]

[Really? He remembers all that and says those things? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?]

I had realized one thing in my past life.

True villains are meticulous.

It's not a statement that can be generalized, but the great villains I had experienced were meticulous. They had good observation skills and good memories.

On the other hand, the Masters of the orthodox sects I had met were not meticulous. They were also quick to forget. They considered it a natural trait of a Manor Master who valued grand causes, but I thought they had already lost to the villains right there. A lofty cause, as intangible as a floating cloud, cannot defeat the meticulousness of counting on one's fingers.

Meanwhile, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finished his brief meetings with each Trading Company owner.

The Trading Company owners were terrified of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, yet they were also moved that he remembered and mentioned details of their daily lives.

[This short meeting, which they must have every year, will keep those people in line for ten, twenty years. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled and asked about their families, so how could they dare betray him?]

[That's terrifying.]

[Yes, this is what's terrifying about him.]

After the greetings ended, Lim Ho stepped forward as their representative to report.

"As you have seen, our income has decreased significantly over the past two years. The reason is the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, newly established in Guizhou, grew faster than any other Trading Company. Behind it was the active support of the Evil Alliance.

This all started because of the incident where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon massacred the Evil Alliance martial artists.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult did not officially apologize or compensate the Evil Alliance for the incident. Instead, they placated the Evil Alliance by placing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon under restriction.

However, the Evil Alliance felt that was not enough.

As a form of retaliation, the Evil Alliance established the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's territory and was brazenly siphoning off his income.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was being punished by the Heavenly Demon, so he couldn't start a fight. For the past two years, he could only watch as they expanded their territory. Meanwhile, the dissatisfaction of his affiliated Trading Companies only grew.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed well aware of the problem, as he didn't mention it separately.

"Now that I can move personally, don't worry too much."

Only then did the faces of the Trading Company owners brighten with joy.

With those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ended the meeting. He knew better than anyone that such gatherings become targets for enemies. Meetings should be secret and brief.

After boarding the carriage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to Green Mask.

"We're going to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"......"

The carriage began to move.

I casually remarked to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "You were quite kind to the Trading Company owners. I thought you were the Affectionate Smiling Demon, not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Aren't they the ones who make money for me? They're people who will earn me much more money if I just say one nice thing, so why would I treat them coldly?"

His words were a stark contrast to the Black Faction thugs who just robbed merchants and caused trouble.

This is what a true villain is like. Someone who strangles their opponent with a smile, making them suffer continuously in a pleasant atmosphere.

"Their very name is wrong. It must be the 'Hundred Punishments' from the saying 'punish one to warn a hundred,' right? I plan to go to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company and show them why I earned the alias 'extreme evil'."

When I showed no reaction, he spoke again.

"Aren't you worried? Do you think I can't kill them all? Are you thinking, 'His restriction was just lifted, surely he won't kill anyone'?"

"No. I can feel that the Smiling Demon is very angry right now. The air inside the carriage is already different."

"But why aren't you stopping me? If an incident breaks out at the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, the Second Young Lord will have to take responsibility, won't you?"

"Smiling Demon, please stop the carriage. Calm down and let's go somewhere else."

"I refuse."

"I knew you'd say that. That's why I've been constantly wondering. How should I stop you?"

"You'll have to think hard."

With those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaned back in the carriage and closed his eyes.

I sighed deliberately for him to hear, but my gaze out the carriage window was perfectly calm. The night was deep, but the jianghu was not asleep.


Chapter 101: It's Only Visible to My Eyes

Green Mask chose the fastest route to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, so camping for the night was unavoidable.

Lee Ahn busied herself hunting for dinner and starting a campfire. She struggled, so I eventually stepped in.

"If you want the campfire to burn well, you have to stack the wood like this."

Surprisingly, Lee Ahn had never built a campfire. This was her first time traveling so far from our Cult.

"Alright, this time I'll show you how to prepare the meat."

I skillfully dressed the pheasant and rabbit I had hunted.

"Young Master, you're really good at this. When did you learn all this?"

"I'm just naturally talented, you know?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaned against the carriage wheel and watched us in silence. Green Mask stood a short distance away, guarding him.

I skewered the prepared meat on branches and began roasting it over the campfire.

"Watch it carefully so it doesn't burn. You can miss an assassin, but you can't burn the meat!"

"......"

Lee Ahn seemed to enjoy roasting the meat and did it with enthusiasm.

Lee Ahn was tense because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask. I sincerely hoped this moment would become a good memory for her, since it was her first journey.

When the meat was cooked, I offered some to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Please, have some with us."

"I'm fine."

"Aren't you hungry?"

"It's alright."

Lee Ahn cut the meat, seasoned it with salt and spices, then wrapped it in paper. She brought a portion to both the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask.

"You can save it for later if you'd like."

She returned after handing the meat to the two men.

She was terrified of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but she still took care of him.

"Well, we'll eat first then."

Lee Ahn and I cut up the meat and ate. We also drank the alcohol we had bought when we stopped in the village.

When I offered her a drink, Lee Ahn adamantly refused. "I'm fine." It seemed she couldn't bear the thought of getting drunk in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Watching this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly remarked, "No matter how I look at her, she isn't pretty. What part of her is supposed to be pretty?"

Lee Ahn flinched at his words. From his comment, she could probably guess what kind of conversation had passed between me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

It was a rude thing to say to her, but it was also for my benefit. It was his way of letting her know that I had called her pretty.

Instead of answering, I gazed into the distant darkness.

"Over there, ninety meters away, do you see the weasel under that rock?"

Not only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but also Lee Ahn and Green Mask looked where I pointed. They saw nothing but pitch-black darkness.

"If you find it hard to believe, go and check for yourself."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gestured to Green Mask with his eyes. Green Mask shot off in that direction.

A moment later, Green Mask returned holding a weasel.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was stunned. "You mean you could really see that?"

"My eyes can see things that you cannot, Smiling Demon."

Of course, it wasn't my eyes. It was because the qi emission training I learned from Father had reached a master's level.

"The beauty of my bodyguard is visible only to my eyes."

Lee Ahn quickly shook her head, as if telling me not to say such things, then ducked her head in embarrassment.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sneered. "For a Commander, you have no trouble saying such embarrassing things."

"A man has to say what he has to say. Not saying it because it's embarrassing, not saying it because you've said it once before. Not saying it because you're worried it'll become a burden if you say it too often. Not saying it because you're busy. Not saying it because you're afraid of looking pathetic."

That last part about looking pathetic was directed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had described eating under his mask as looking pathetic.

"Isn't a Commander someone who says what needs to be said?"

As I spoke, I looked at Lee Ahn. Her lowered face was burning red, either from the campfire or from embarrassment.

Be confident, Lee Ahn!

Without you, my life would never have even begun.


Two days later, our carriage arrived at the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

As he stepped out of the carriage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "Have you finished contemplating how you're going to stop me?"

"The answer wasn't in the carriage, nor was it in my head. I suppose I'll have to find it in there."

I looked up at the large sign of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

Green Mask and Lee Ahn led the way. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I followed.

I wore a mask here as well. Traveling with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon made wearing a mask convenient. If I wore one alone, I would stand out, but with three of us masked, people would just assume we were that type.

When Green Mask knocked, a man who looked like a steward opened the door.

He should have been startled by our masked faces, but he remained calm, as if he had been expecting us.

"The Trading Company Master is waiting for you. This way, please."

I wondered if hundreds of martial artists would be waiting in the training grounds, but no one was there.

I released my qi to scan the surroundings, but there wasn't a single person in ambush. It was a wise choice. A clumsy attempt to provoke the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have only caused needless casualties.

The man guided us to the main hall, where nine people waited for us.

The leader of this place greeted us first. "I am So Jongtae, the Master of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"I am the extreme evil."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon treated So Jongtae with extreme coldness. He never liked people from the unorthodox sects, so he must have found So Jongtae especially displeasing.

"It is an honor to meet the Demon Supreme of the Divine Cult."

So Jongtae, on the other hand, was polite. He was calm and composed, not fearing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I could tell the reason was the eight masters lined up behind him. They also explained why no other martial artists were present.

The eight masters all wore bamboo hats pulled low to hide their faces, but to prevent unnecessary conflict, they wore clothing that revealed their identities. On their chests was a drawing of a wolf with a gaping mouth full of savage fangs.

They were the savage wolves of the Evil Alliance, said to tear apart dragons and tigers. They were none other than the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the absolute masters of the Evil Alliance. It was said that two of them together could face a Demon Supreme, and no less than eight had come.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recognized them but wasn't intimidated. Instead, he emanated a subtle evil smile qi that dominated the surroundings.

When the evil smile qi reached So Jongtae, the opposing masters did not stand by.

As if by agreement, the eight masters all released their killing intent. Their combined evil energies instantly pushed back the evil smile qi, forming a wall before So Jongtae. Their energies were wild yet orderly, intertwining without tangling. They complemented each other, revealing a force like an iron fortress.

A battle of qi, with their pride on the line, had begun.

He pushed forward with his evil smile qi, but the wall of evil energy advanced. Even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not handle the combined inner arts of eight of the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

I didn't want to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pushed back by the Evil Alliance martial artists, so I secretly released my demonic qi.

My powerful inner arts joined the evil smile qi, and the power struggle reached a tense stalemate.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't falter, they pushed with even stronger inner arts. I raised my martial arts further and pushed them back a step.

They grew angry and were about to raise their inner arts even more. Knowing this would not be easy for us, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I withdrew our demonic qi at the same time, as if by agreement.

By ending it at the moment of a brief victory, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon achieved a perfect win in the qi battle. I could feel the irritation from the eight masters.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sent me a telepathic message.

This is the first time I've realized how profound your inner arts are, Second Young Lord.

It must be because your evil smile qi is so formidable. My demonic qi merely assisted.

If you assisted twice, that pack of wolves would start wagging their tails. As expected, it was you who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Second Young Lord.

Smiling Demon, look ahead, not at me. Our enemies are not each other, but the nine people before us.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his gaze to So Jongtae.

"It seems you were waiting for me, so you must know why I've come. You should choose your words carefully."

"If you desire my life, Demon Supreme, I will gladly give it, but please, at least hear me out first."

"I'm listening, so speak."

"I'll be direct. This Trading Company intends to grow its business in Guizhou for the next eight years, and at the end of those eight years, we will close all our businesses and withdraw."

Two years had already passed. Adding another eight years meant the Evil Alliance intended to do business in Guizhou for a total of ten years, holding them responsible for the past massacre.

"You intend to feast on my flesh and blood for ten years?"

"The ones you killed, Demon Supreme, have already had their flesh and blood rot away, leaving only white bones."

Though his expression was full of displeasure, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not act rashly. This wasn't just because of the eight members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. He was not a rash person when handling business. This was clear from how he immediately went to meet the Trading Company Masters after leaving the cult, instead of unleashing his desires.

Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to So Jongtae, "Since you belong to that giant dao organization, fine. I'll make a concession. Exactly one year from today. If you're still loitering around Guizhou doing business after one year, I'll consider it a sign that you want to go see your white-boned friends."

Despite the blatant threat, So Jongtae firmly shook his head. "One year is a condition we can never accept."

"Then let's decide it with a fight, martial artist to martial artist. If you're scared, you can all come at me at once."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew the Thirteen Evil Wolves were also prideful men and would not attack all at once.

So Jongtae appeared to be lost in thought, but with the Divine Eye Technique, I noticed his lips trembling minutely. He was conversing via telepathy with one of the eight masters behind him.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also sent me a telepathic message.

You must be disappointed. We should have had a big fight.

Disappointed? Seeing you, Smiling Demon, negotiate with people from the Evil Alliance in person? This is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. This is a hundred times more thrilling than watching you fight them. If this world seems dull, then the original world must be a sleeping one.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed telepathically. It was the first time I'd heard his laugh via telepathy, and it felt different.

What will you do if they don't accept?

I'll have to kill them all and be locked up for about ten years. You take three, I'll take four. We'll let Green Mask and the ugly heart take the last one.

I laughed telepathically as well. His suggestion to fight was a joke, but what was funny was that he called Lee Ahn an 'ugly heart'. He certainly knew how to hold a grudge.

At that moment, So Jongtae stated firmly, "Absolutely not."

I knew he would say that. The pointless emotional battle was over. Now, it was my time to step forward.

"I'd like to hear directly from the person who decided it was impossible."

I had been silent until now. As I stepped forward, everyone's gaze focused on me.

So Jongtae asked, "What do you mean by that? Who are you to step forward in such an important meeting?"

In response, my gaze shifted to one of the men standing in the back.

"Stop acting like the leader in the shadows and step forward to sort this out."

I addressed the man standing in the center of the eight martial artists.

"You know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's personality well, so it wouldn't be strange for anything to happen here. Will that be alright? For the successor of the Evil Alliance to get caught up in a fight and die in a place like this?"

At my words, not only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but also Lee Ahn and Green Mask were startled.

CHAANG!

Excluding the man I had pointed out, the other seven drew their swords in unison and formed a formation to protect him.

As expected of peerless masters, they revealed a tremendous aura. It was an incomparably more intense energy than when they had formed the wall of evil energy earlier. In our Cult's terms, it was like having four Demon Supremes protecting the man.

The man in the center of the sword formation slowly removed his bamboo hat. He was a young man whose face was covered in hideous scars. If Jang Ho's scars were cool, this man's scars were hideous.

Slashed, crushed, and distorted. His appearance made one's heart shudder, and his atmosphere and energy were dark and heavy. Amidst it all, his cold eyes shone.

"How did you recognize me?"

His vocal cords must have been injured, because his voice sounded like nails scraping on iron.

He was Bi Sayin, the official successor to the Evil Alliance Chairman. Since he was wearing the same clothes as the Thirteen Evil Wolves, being recognized was as good as having a secret leaked.

"Who are you?" Bi Sayin asked coldly.

I answered, "I am someone whose death would be as problematic as your own."

I pushed my mask up onto my head.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Geom Mugeuk, son of the Heavenly Demon's second brother."


Chapter 102: I'd Rather You Survive

My claim to be the Heavenly Demon's son surprised everyone. Bi Sayin, So Jongtae, and all seven members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves stared in shock.

"Are you really Geom Mugeuk?"

Bi Sayin's face twisted, and his voice deepened.

"That's right."

Bi Sayin turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for confirmation.

"I'm asking the Demon Supreme. Is it true?"

"What fool would dare impersonate the Cult Leader's relative in front of me?"

That settled it. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wouldn't call a fake real unless he was insane.

"Why are you here?"

The Evil Alliance knew the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had left the Cult. They just didn't know I was with him.

"Likely for the same reason you are. To resolve this without bloodshed. Isn't that why you came with that giant dao?"

Instead of answering, Bi Sayin asked another question.

"How did you know it was me?"

The answer was simple. It had happened in the past.

But I couldn't tell him that.

"It's known that two of the Thirteen Evil Wolves can handle one Demon Supreme, yet eight of you came to face a single one. Don't you think that's too many, no matter how important this is?"

"Even so, that doesn't seem like enough to identify me."

"Of course. That's why I watched all of you. People usually put the most important person in the center, so I watched the man in the middle. I definitely noticed some differences."

"What were they?"

"You wore the same clothes, but you overlooked your shoes. Your shoes are high quality, the kind that's hard to find in the Central Plains. The sword at your waist isn't ordinary either. Not only that, but when you emitted your qi earlier, it didn't blend with the others. You've rarely had to emit qi together, so the difference was obvious."

"You really felt that difference?"

I nodded, and Bi Sayin's expression hardened. Reading his qi didn't prove a clear skill gap, but it was not a pleasant situation for him.

I pretended not to notice and continued.

"There's another reason. I saw the Trading Company owner send a telepathy. To send one at such a crucial moment, he must have been asking someone for a decision. A person guarded by seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, wearing a precious sword and shoes, and able to command this Trading Company's owner. With all that, shouldn't I be able to deduce it was you?"

Bi Sayin's face remained stiff as he slowly nodded.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Lee Ahn sent the same telepathy almost simultaneously.

[The Second Young Lord is a genius.]

[The Young Master is a genius.]

I sent a telepathy back to Lee Ahn.

[You just sent the same telepathic message as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.]

[It means both good and evil acknowledge the Young Master.]

[Which side are you on?]

[Young Master!]

If it were just the two of us, I would have laughed and joked more. Instead, I maintained my composure and stood calmly.

While the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Lee Ahn were pleasantly surprised, Bi Sayin's mood soured.

Bi Sayin, now isn't the time to be upset. You've just found your only chance to change your destiny.

"I'm envious."

"Of what?"

"Haven't you already been confirmed as the successor? I'm still struggling."

The corners of Bi Sayin's mouth twisted. Even a slightly bitter smile contorted his entire mouth, creating a provocative expression.

I knew why he made such an expression when he should have been proud.

Although he was the chosen successor, a fierce secret struggle still raged within the Evil Alliance.

He had already been ambushed three times, and one attempt had been truly dangerous. So many people coveted the successor's position that they couldn't identify the culprits.

That was also why seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves traveled with him now.

But in my life before regression, he was ultimately assassinated.

Will meeting me truly change his fate?

That was something even I didn't know. I didn't know if what was meant to happen would happen, or if he would live a new destiny.

Just then, one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves guarding Bi Sayin removed his bamboo hat and stepped forward. He was an old master with white hair.

"This old man leads the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

First Wolf Baek Cheolgi.

He was the leader of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and a trusted subordinate of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

When a young Bi Sayin's face was injured, Baek Cheolgi felt a lifelong guilt for failing to prevent it. When a shadowy faction assassinated Bi Sayin, Baek Cheolgi died trying to protect him.

Was that why I had a favorable impression of him? I saw Lee Ahn in the man who died protecting his leader.

"I heard news that the Second Young Lord of the Divine Cult has been distinguishing himself lately. Your reputation is well-deserved."

"I only guessed based on a keen eye."

"For a martial artist, a keen eye is a more important talent than any other skill."

"Thank you for your kind words."

After the pleasantries, the First Wolf got to the point.

"The Young Alliance Chairman came in person today for more than just the Trading Company's problem."

"Then what is it for?"

"Someone is hoping for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to cause another bloody incident."

At the mention of his name, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped forward.

"Who are they?"

The First Wolf shook his head.

"We don't know either."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me, as if seeking an answer. I met his expectation.

"It must be those who are aiming for the successor's position in the Evil Alliance."

"What do they have to do with me?"

"Suppose the Smiling Demon wiped out the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company today. It would cause another huge uproar, wouldn't it? The masterminds are probably planning to use the conflict between our Cult and the Evil Alliance to scheme something."

My instant guess surprised both the First Wolf and Bi Sayin. I had understood in a moment what they already knew.

Bi Sayin re-entered the conversation.

"How did you know that?"

"As you said, it's because Young Master Bi came in person. If it wasn't a matter directly related to his own problems, he would have sent someone else."

"Since you're so intelligent, I suppose I don't need to explain why you must leave. Please return to your esteemed cult now. That would be best for both of us."

"We also have a demand for Young Master Bi."

"What demand?"

"Withdraw the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company from Guizhou immediately, and compensate for everything the Smiling Demon has lost over the past two years."

Everyone was startled by my unexpected words. I was sure even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was surprised.

So Jongtae, the owner of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, was the first to flare up.

"What are you talking about? Withdraw immediately? And compensation? Does that even make sense?"

I looked coldly at So Jongtae.

"It seems there's no hierarchy here. A subordinate dares to interrupt while the Young Alliance Chairman is in a discussion."

I felt a little bad saying that. Our Cult was a mess too.

Bi Sayin spoke coldly, his voice covering for the fuming So Jongtae.

"I gave you a warning. You should be grateful and leave, not make such absurd demands."

"You're the one making absurd remarks, Young Master Bi."

"Me?"

"How long has it been since you officially became the successor?"

"Two years."

"The ones who plotted this must have been trying to become the successor since you were chosen, or maybe even before. Isn't that right?"

"Let's assume that's the case."

"Then do you have any proof that they weren't involved in the bloody incident the Smiling Demon caused two years ago?"

"What?"

Bi Sayin looked bewildered. He had probably never considered that possibility.

"You saw how the Smiling Demon handled things today. You saw how he struggled to control himself in an infuriating situation. Why was it different two years ago?"

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He spoke with a look of disbelief.

"No way. Are you saying there was a mastermind behind that incident too? They used me? Me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? So that's why those bastards charged at me like they had a death wish?"

With every word, the cold demonic qi thickened around him.

Soon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to chuckle like a madman. It was the laugh he used when he was truly furious.

"Second Young Lord, I joked about wiping them all out and being confined for ten years. It looks like I might have to be locked up for twenty."

Bi Sayin saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's reaction was genuine and fell silent. He likely began to suspect that the bloody incident two years ago was a conspiracy.

"Even so, I have no intention of withdrawing the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"Fine. Then let's add one condition."

"What condition?"

"The Smiling Demon and I will help you uncover the mastermind behind this incident."

It was one surprise after another. Bi Sayin had probably never been this surprised so many times in a single day.

"You told us to go back, but we won't. The Smiling Demon isn't the type to leave just because you tell him to, is he?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chimed in to support me.

"If someone tells me to go, I'm the type to stay out of spite."

I continued with a faint smile.

"As you can see, that's the kind of person he is. So we'll help you. If those bastards are trying to drag the Smiling Demon into this, we can't just stand by."

"Are you confident you can uncover the mastermind?"

"It may be impossible to completely expose them after they've operated in the shadows for years, but I will find you a definite clue that can lead to them. If I provide that clue, will you accept my earlier demands?"

My reason for proposing this was simple.

I already knew who the mastermind was.

Bi Sayin would eventually accept.

He must have seen something extraordinary in my actions today. Besides, the profits in Guizhou and punishing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were nothing compared to finding and eliminating the mastermind trying to kill him.

Bi Sayin and the First Wolf began exchanging telepathies. Then Bi Sayin and So Jongtae did the same.

I gave them time.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sent me a telepathy.

[Will they accept? The amount of money they'd lose will be enormous.

[They'll definitely accept. Want to bet? A meal! How about it?]

[You're obsessed with meals and my mask again. No.]

I laughed via telepathy, but he did not.

Before long, Bi Sayin finished his telepathic conference.

"Very well. We accept. In return, when you give us the clue, we will withdraw."

"Good. Let's do that."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and offered it to him. Bi Sayin drew his sword and lightly struck mine.

"......"

The clear ring of steel on steel sealed our promise.

We looked at each other between our crossed swords.

I calmly met his gaze, looking at his crushed and distorted face.

I had no particular fondness for him, but I disliked the next successor. A real piece of trash would end up taking his place.

Of course, if this life flows the same as the past, it's all meaningless. That bastard will also be killed by Hwa Mugi.

But what if we all survive?

Then it will have meaning.

I'd rather you survive.

Because your scarred face will be far more helpful to the murim than that slick trash's handsome one.

"Then, let's meet again."

"Let's."

And so, we left the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company without shedding a single drop of blood.


In the carriage on the way back, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me a question.

"Wasn't that anticlimactic?"

"Meeting the Evil Alliance's successor surrounded by seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves? Discussing the mastermind trying to kill him? Exactly which part was anticlimactic?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. It was his habitual laugh, but I felt it was a little different.

"How did you know he would accept?"

"His life and the position of Evil Alliance Chairman are on the line. I thought he'd accept any condition."

"Are you confident you can catch them?"

"That's a question for you, Smiling Demon. Are you confident? They're the ones who will attack you, not me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed even louder.

"My boring world is becoming interesting."

"It was never boring. The murim is this exciting. It seems you and I, Smiling Demon, have just spent too much time in our Cult."

"But where do we find those bastards?"

"We won't need to look for them. They'll come to us. We just need to do what we have to do."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me with genuine admiration. We were going to be attacked anyway. If we could get a clue in the process, the troublesome problem in Guizhou would be solved, and we would even recoup all our past losses.

I gave him one more reason to be impressed.

"I don't care whether the successor of the Evil Alliance lives or dies. The only thing I care about is your world, Smiling Demon. My purpose is to witness that world."

This journey is about witnessing the world of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. By the time that sightseeing is over, we'll know a lot more about each other.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me quietly, his eyes gleaming with an interesting light.

"This time, I suppose we must go and confirm why that ugly heart is so ugly."

And so, the carriage raced onward, heading somewhere into his world.


Chapter 103: Everyone Has a Story

Our carriage arrived at the Thousand Flower Palace, Guizhou's most famous brothel.

The brothel was not famous for having a thousand courtesans, but for its notorious expense.

Dozens of luxurious carriages already filled the vast courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace.

A common joke claimed you could meet every wealthy person in Guizhou here, and it seemed to be true.

Our carriage continued deeper inside. As expected of a large brothel, skilled martial artists stood guard everywhere. The ones protecting the innermost courtyard were clearly experts.

"Are we here to play? Or to work?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered my question as if it were obvious.

"Isn't a brothel a place for playing?"

"Is it alright to play around in an important base of the Valley of Evil?"

My words startled the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"What do you mean?"

"The martial artists lying in ambush have extraordinary skills."

A peculiar light flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes behind his mask. He seemed beyond surprise, yet the surprises kept coming.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finally admitted the truth.

"People's lips tend to loosen at a drinking table."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon acquired information from the Central Plains through the Thousand Flower Palace. This place was essentially an external branch of the Valley of Evil.

"Doesn't the quality of information change depending on the money?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just laughed at my words and offered no explanation.

Magnates and key figures in the murim frequented this place, so a great deal of important information was surely gathered here. The place was that important to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Instead of explaining, he told me something else.

"Shall I tell you a surprising fact? The income here is greater than the revenue of the Big Tiger Trading Company you saw earlier."

"I never imagined it would be that much."

While we talked, the carriage stopped before the innermost building.

Not a single carriage was parked here. This clearly was not a place for regular customers.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped out. I followed and put on my mask.

We waited briefly in a lavishly decorated room before a slender woman entered. Her makeup was thick, hiding her age, but she had a mysterious aura.

"Welcome, big brother."

I laughed out loud the moment I heard her.

"Why are you laughing?"

"Because I'm witnessing the historic moment the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is called 'big brother'."

The woman looked at me cautiously.

"I don't believe we've met."

She was quick-witted. My casual attitude toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have told her my status was not ordinary. It was probably the first time she had seen someone speak so casually about him.

She bowed politely and introduced herself.

"I am Yeo Jong, the one in charge of the Thousand Flower Palace."

Yeo Jong, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

I know her well.

She secretly operated dozens of brothels across the Central Plains, not just the Thousand Flower Palace. Her dream was to become the empress of the night and rule over all men.

Her ambition was clear just from how she dealt with a man as dangerous as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I pushed my mask up onto my head and greeted her.

"I am Geom Mugeuk."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman startled. She recognized my name instantly. The presence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have confirmed her suspicion.

"A truly distinguished guest has arrived."

She bowed deeply. Recognizing me was one thing, but bowing so quickly showed incredible shrewdness.

"I might be someone you see today and then never again."

She smiled at my joke about losing the succession battle.

"Conversely, you might rule this murim for the next hundred years."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said cheerfully.

"Now, prepare a fine table of drinks. Today, I intend to show our Second Young Lord true beauty, so bring in whomever you see fit."

"Yes, please talk amongst yourselves for a moment."

After she left, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed and asked.

"Seeing the Chairwoman must make you excited for the beauties here, right?"

"I'm very much looking forward to it."

"Really? I didn't think you indulged in the company of women, Second Young Lord."

"Not at all. I like women too. What man doesn't like women?"

"Let's see about that."

As he spoke, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at Lee Ahn, who stood by the door with Green Mask.

I can feel his intent. He has a wicked desire to make me admit Lee Ahn isn't pretty.

It won't be easy.

First, the dining table was set.

It was a table for the most distinguished guests at a top-class brothel, filled with expensive and rare dishes.

I spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I have my Heart come and eat? Since you two won't be eating anyway."

"Go ahead."

Lee Ahn, standing at the door, looked reluctant, but I already beckoned her over.

When Lee Ahn came and sat beside me, she sent a telepathic message.

[Young Master! How can I possibly eat at the same table as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!]

[But there are too many things you like here to just give up.]

[That's true, but still.]

[Even in death, it's better to be a well-fed ghost.]

I picked up my chopsticks and spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Well, we'll start eating first."

Lee Ahn seemed to figure she might as well eat, and she started with a 'what the hell' attitude.

Lee Ahn did not regret this choice.

"It's delicious. How can everything be this good?"

"Let's kidnap the chef from here. Chef Im's seasoning has been off lately, maybe because he's getting old."

"Chef Im will be upset if he hears you."

"My tongue is upset too."

"Endure it! Besides, you've been eating at the Alluring Inn every day lately. When are you going to abandon its owner?"

"When the food starts getting salty?"

"Young Master!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask watched our informal conversation in silence.

We were a leader and subordinate, just like them, but our dynamic must have looked very different. That did not mean our relationship was better. Some people might prefer one where trust is exchanged without words.

I paused my chopsticks and looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Before I could speak, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke first.

"I'm fine, so please eat."

"It's just a shame. We could become closer if we ate delicious food together."

"Sharing delicious food makes me angry. Our relationship would probably get worse."

I laughed, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not. He was not joking.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered with four courtesans following behind her.

The women were truly beautiful. Are these the so-called Four Great Beauties of the Thousand Flower Palace?

"Take your time and choose a woman to your liking."

I replied immediately to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"They are all beautiful, so please have them all sit. Is there really a need to choose?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He nodded, so she had all the women sit down.

"An excellent choice."

"It's the way everyone wins."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at my answer.

The woman who sat beside me poured me a drink.

"With such beautiful women pouring me drinks, I'll have to drink a little too much today."

I accepted and drank a cup of wine from each of the women.

"Lee Ahn, you have a drink too."

"I'm fine."

"No. You'll never get another chance in your life to have a drink poured by the beauties of the Thousand Flower Palace."

"Yes, then I'll have just one cup."

A courtesan near her poured her a drink. Lee Ahn took a small sip and put the cup back down.

Lee Ahn and I treated the courtesans with courtesy, and their gazes toward us softened.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched me, leaning against the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

He had hoped I would carouse wildly with the courtesans and was quite displeased with the situation.

"I thought you said you knew how to have fun?"

"I am having fun. This woman here is named Juhwa, and she's a good singer. I was thinking of hearing a song from her later."

"What's the use of acting like a gentleman at a drinking party? Should I have her grind some ink for you?"

Since I acted like a prude, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon needlessly dragged Lee Ahn into the conversation. He turned to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"The Second Young Lord said that bodyguard over there is the greatest beauty. What do you think, Chairwoman?"

She answered immediately, without hesitation.

"I think he's right."

"Right?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been leaning on her, shot up.

"Yes. I thought so too, from the moment I first saw her."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared intently at Lee Ahn.

"She's a truly beautiful woman. If only she lost some weight."

Having seen countless women in her life, she had recognized Lee Ahn's hidden beauty at a single glance.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, on the other hand, was stunned.

He had been trying to prove Lee Ahn was not pretty, but this implied he could not see what I could.

When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said this, he was momentarily speechless.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked Lee Ahn with a genuinely regretful expression.

"You are so beautiful, why did you gain so much weight?"

Lee Ahn told her.

"I have a big appetite and a lazy nature, so it couldn't be helped."

However, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman clearly sensed that was not the case.

"Everyone has a story they can't tell, don't they?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled as she spoke. Lee Ahn returned a faint smile, seeming to find comfort in words that understood her pain.

"Thank you for seeing me in a good light."

"Don't mention it."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was certainly no ordinary woman.

That must be why she could call the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon 'big brother' and nurtured an ambition to become the empress of the night.

"Now, let's have a drink together!"

I raised my cup high, and Lee Ahn and the courtesans toasted with me.


After some drinking and amusement, I stepped into the inner garden's courtyard for fresh air.

I'm definitely not cut out to be a great hero. The mere smell of powder gives me a headache.

Just then, someone called me from behind.

"Young Lord."

I turned and saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"If the courtesans are not to your liking, please let me know. There are many more in the main building."

"It's fine."

"You are very gentlemanly, Young Lord."

"I have to be a gentleman in the presence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If I were out having fun alone, I'd be a total wreck. You wouldn't be able to watch with your eyes open."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gave a meaningful smile.

"It's not because of your bodyguard, is it?"

"Does it seem like it's because of my bodyguard?"

"It's just that you seem to care for her a lot."

"Is it that obvious?"

"Yes, very."

"When you go back inside, please be sure to tell my bodyguard that."

We looked at each other and laughed.

"Honestly, I was surprised. You recognized at a glance that my bodyguard was originally beautiful."

"I've been good at reading people since I was young. Call it good intuition. I especially get a feeling when looking at women. That one would be beautiful with this makeup, or that one would be pretty in these clothes."

"I could also tell if a woman had a terrible personality or if she liked men. Strangely, I was always right. People even said I was possessed."

"What about my bodyguard?"

"Her beauty is one thing, but more than that, she seemed like someone who would accomplish great things. Like someone destined for nobility."

As expected, her judgment of people is accurate.

"What about me?"

"I only know how to read women."

She smiled slightly. Perhaps her intuition applies to men as well.

But maybe she knows that using her intuition carelessly could endanger her life, so she forges a new destiny by limiting that talent to women?

"Shall we go back inside then?"

"Let's go."

The moment she took the lead and began to walk.

SHWIIK.

A masked man materialized from the shadows and lunged at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman with a throwing knife.

She did not even have time to scream.

In that urgent moment.

I unleashed the fastest move I could execute.

I surged forward with the Hell Step, drawing the Black Demon Sword.

I unleashed the Blue Sky Strike, the swift fifth technique of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which had reached the Eleventh Star.

CHWAAAAAK.

Blood splattered across her face.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman opened her eyes. The masked man who tried to kill her lay on the ground, his face pierced through.

Covered in the man's blood, she turned in surprise. My sword floated in mid-air. Her eyes widened.

The sword was splitting before her eyes.

CHWARARARAK!

Four swords.

They were not real swords, but sword qi I had created. They took the shape of the Black Demon Sword, making it look as if the sword had split into four.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's mouth fell open at this incredible sight.

The energy extending from my body like a spiderweb detected all the hidden enemies.

SWAAAAAAA!

The four streams of sword qi shot out like light in different directions.

A gasp of awe escaped the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's lips. The brilliant display was followed by the sound of tearing flesh and dying screams.

Silence followed.

Then, blood erupted from the empty spaces the swords had pierced.

PWAAAAAK!

Four masked men appeared out of stealth. They spewed blood from the holes pierced by the sword qi and collapsed simultaneously.

"......"

The next moment, someone crashed down beside us.

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"What happened?"

"An ambush targeting the Chairwoman."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the blood-covered Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed coldly. They had targeted the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman instead of him.

A low laugh, like the growl of a wild beast.

I could feel his rage. His anger felt even greater because he had been laughing just moments before.

It's always like this. The most cowardly and despicable methods are always so effective.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, however, spoke to me in a calm, subdued tone.

"Second Young Lord, since I failed to prove that your Heart is ugly, would you now like to see my true world?"

Yes, this is how a bloodbath begins.


Chapter 104: Even If It Seems a Little Foolish

I did not stop the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Do as your heart desires."

When a person is angry, they must let that anger out. He was not running off to kill someone right this instant, so there was no reason to stop him.

In my experience, rushing leads to mistakes. The same was true now. If I stepped in when there was no need to hurry, it would only be because I was impatient myself.

At times like this, it was best to let him be until his surging rage subsided. I would not judge or persuade. I would just stay still.

Lee Ahn and Green Mask, who had come out a step behind me, examined the corpses. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with traces of blood still on her face.

"Elder."

Her address had changed from Orabeoni to Elder.

"What is it?"

"Please, avenge me properly."

She said something I did not expect.

"Please make it so I can stretch my legs and sleep peacefully from now on."

"Of course. I'll show the murim what happens when someone touches the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed deeply. I knew she was no ordinary woman, but I had not realized she would say such things in this situation.

I did not mean that in a bad way. I was admiring her. It occurred to me that she might be using the most brilliant method to calm the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's anger.

If she had stepped forward and wounded his pride by saying, 'I'm worried you'll be in danger because of me, Orabeoni,' the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have only grown more frantic.

A truly well-matched pair has met.

Just then, Green Mask found something on one of the corpses.

"This came from inside their clothes."

Green Mask held out several palm-sized willow throwing knives.

"These are the throwing knives used by the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch. You can see their unique mark right here."

"You mean it was those bastards from the Guizhou Branch?"

"No. They aren't skilled enough to infiltrate this place."

Green Mask looked at me, seeking confirmation.

I nodded in agreement.

"That's right. They were definitely more skilled than the guards at the Thousand Flower Palace."

Hearing my answer, Green Mask cautiously offered a guess.

"I surmise they intended to assassinate you, Pavilion Master, and leave these willow throwing knives at the scene."

"Frame the Evil Alliance? Do they take me for a fool? Did they really think such a shallow trick would work?"

The air grew heavier as the irritation of being underestimated added to his fury.

"Perhaps that trick might have been effective."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze turned cold at my words, but I calmly said what I had to say.

"That's because you aren't dead right now, Pavilion Master. If you had discovered these next to your corpse, your state of mind would be completely different. Wouldn't you have rushed to the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch to find the owner of these willow throwing knives?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not refute my point.

"They probably had something prepared on their end as well. Perhaps the owner of these knives would have provoked you, or maybe something else was waiting."

It only takes a moment for a person to go berserk. One should never underestimate the agitation and rage caused by the death of someone cherished.

"If it wasn't those bastards from the Evil Alliance, then who are these men?"

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question, Green Mask asked me, "What kind of martial arts did they use?"

Green Mask was known as a clever man, even in the Valley of Evil. He was quick with numbers and calculations, which allowed him to read ledgers, and he also knew a great deal about martial artists, martial arts, and the state of the murim.

"The one who first appeared used a throwing knife."

I reenacted the exact motion the first masked man used to stab the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"And these men were masters of stealth. We didn't even know he was there until he revealed himself to attack you, Pavilion Master."

At that, Green Mask deduced who they were.

"Judging by the stance you've shown us, Second Young Lord, the fact that they are masters of stealth, and that there were five of them, I am certain they are the Five Bloody Shadows."

"The Five Bloody Shadows? I've heard of them."

Green Mask answered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question.

"They are masters belonging to the White Night Valley."

The White Night Valley was an infamous unorthodox sect. They committed every evil deed imaginable, including killing for money. The Five Bloody Shadows were the White Night Valley's representative masters.

"They probably accepted the contract without knowing the relationship between the Thousand Flower Palace and us."

Green Mask surmised not only their identities but also the reason they dared to commit such an act.

He was correct. In my life before regression, the Five Bloody Shadows had a deep connection with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They had ended up dying at his hands.

However, they had not attacked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman here today, at least not in my previous life.

Their fate had changed because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had moved with me. They could not escape death, but the time and place had changed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not hesitate.

"We're going to the White Night Valley."

"......"

Without a word, Green Mask hurried to prepare for their departure.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also took care of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's safety.

"You should also move with me for the time being."

Once she had become a target, moving together until the matter was resolved was the wise choice.

"I will follow your will, Elder."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman obediently followed his words.

She glanced at me, and I could feel the emotion in her gaze. It was as if she were saying, I'll leave stopping the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to you.

When the preparations were finished, everyone boarded the carriage. Seeing me still standing outside, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked from within.

"Aren't you getting in?"

"I was just pondering how to get you out of the carriage."

"Let's hear your reason for trying to stop me."

"The incident has already occurred, and we know who was behind it. If we attack now, all that will happen is a fight. If you and I join forces, we could probably annihilate them. You might even get a new alias, the Massacring Smiling Demon."

"Are you being sarcastic?"

"No. I despise the White Night Valley. They commit all sorts of filthy acts and even kill for money, so they deserve to die. However, there is a better way than staining our own hands with blood."

"And what is that?"

"It's to entrust that task to someone else."

"Who are you suggesting we entrust it to?"

"Right now, you're agitated and you've forgotten one thing. We made a promise with Bi Sayin. He said that if we gave him a clue about the mastermind, they would withdraw from Guizhou and compensate for the last two years of losses. We have that clue right now."

Even though it was advice for his own good, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sarcastic.

"Tallying your abacus even in a situation like this... truly, our Second Young Lord is extraordinary, simply extraordinary."

I was not provoked and calmly persuaded him.

"If I were truly extraordinary, I would be able to stop you somehow, wouldn't I? Will you give me a little more of a chance to stop you?"

"Go ahead and try."

I looked into his eyes, which dared me to try, and began my persuasion.

"No matter how much you coerce them, the White Night Valley will never reveal who hired them. No, they can't. The moment they expose their client, no one will ever pay the White Night Valley for a job again."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have known that much. He knew more about villains than I did.

"Crucially, annihilating the White Night Valley will be more problematic than annihilating the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch."

"Why is that?"

"Three years ago, the daughter of the White Night Valley's leader and the son of the Evil Alliance's Vice-Chairman were married. The two families are in-laws."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had not known that fact, was startled and asked Green Mask, "Is that true?"

Green Mask, who was in the driver's seat, answered in a loud voice.

"It is."

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

"I only just remembered it myself."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me with a surprised look.

"How did you know, Second Young Lord?"

"I was wondering why, among the many assassin organizations in the jianghu, they would specifically hire the White Night Valley. That's when I remembered it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had experienced my sharp mind several times, so he would not find it strange that I remembered that.

The crucial phrase to persuade him was this.

"It's a double-layered scheme."

"What do you mean?"

"The mastermind arranged for both possibilities. It would be fine to leave the willow throwing knives and frame the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch. It also wouldn't matter if the ambush failed like it did now and the White Night Valley took the blame. The scheme to cause a clash between you and the Evil Alliance is a guaranteed success either way."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze grew cold and settled. The smile vanished from his eyes, which meant his anger had subsided to some extent.

"Is there any need to move according to that bastard's intentions? Please leave this matter to me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, sitting next to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and Lee Ahn and Green Mask in the driver's seat all listened to our conversation in silence.

Fortunately, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not so foolish as to stick to a decision just because others were watching.

"Then wouldn't that make me seem too unreliable? I acted as if I was going to show you a world turned into a sea of blood, Second Young Lord."

His words already contained the intention to concede. I smiled and said, "No one would think you're unreliable, but even if they did, what's wrong with being a little unreliable?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. His habitual smile now contained a hint of a chuckle.

"Neither I nor anyone else here wants to see a sea of blood. Especially since our Pavilion Master has already been doused in a bucketful of it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

As if she had been waiting, she said, "Avenge me! Go and kill them all!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed again.

"You're saying things you don't mean."

Only then did the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman reveal her true feelings.

"Yes. That's right. I'm tired today, so I just want to rest. Next to you, Orabeoni."

Her address had become Orabeoni again. She, too, had sensed that his anger had completely subsided.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's deliberation was not long.

He said to Green Mask, "Go and tell Bi Sayin I want to meet."

"......"

Green Mask leaped from the carriage, flickered, and vanished.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman got out of the carriage.

I said to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, "You must be tired, but please stick close to the Smiling Demon until this is all over. It's the safest place in the world."

I had looked out for her safety and his mood, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not just let it slide.

"The Second Young Lord's Art of Flattery seems to be the Greatest of All Time."

It was half-admiration and half-scoff, a mix of ridicule and sincerity.

"It's the most powerful technique I've been using lately, but it's no ordinary flattery. It's a persistent Art of Flattery, one that strives to understand the other person, and one for which I even risk my life. Besides, when my opponent is you, what's wrong with a little flattery?"

At my confidence, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been listening, could not hold back her laughter.

"I'm sorry for laughing. It's just that at this level, it seems worthy of being called a divine art."

The gaze the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman directed at me held a favor that went beyond mere gratitude.

The woman I knew was one who clearly repaid her debts and grudges. I was certain that saving her today would be a great help to my future.


As the two of them went inside, Lee Ahn, who had been sitting in the driver's seat like a stone statue, let out a breath she had been holding.

"How on earth do you endure this kind of pressure?"

She was now asking the same question Seo Daeryong had once asked.

"What if I don't endure it? Didn't I promise to take responsibility for all the trouble the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon causes?"

"Having to persuade the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon when he's furious? I would've run away without a second glance."

"You would have persuaded him better than I did."

"You're overestimating me."

"It's not my overestimation."

"Then whose?"

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said so. That you seem like someone who will do great things."

"Not someone who will cause great trouble? She probably just said it to please you, Young Master."

"If she wanted to please me, she would have said that I was the one who would do such great things."

"That's true."

Lee Ahn got down from the carriage.

"Thinking of a drink?"

"......"

"Let's go in and have another drink. We can ask them to sing that song we were going to listen to earlier."

"They're all gone. Do you think they'd still be waiting?"

"You're probably right."

"...Should I sing for you instead?"

"I'll pass. I've had a hard enough day as it is."

"I sing well. You've never heard me sing before, have you?"

"You don't need to see an opponent draw their sword to know they're a master."

"Hmph, failing to recognize a hidden master again. Just don't be surprised when you hear me later."

As I followed Lee Ahn toward the building, I looked up at the night sky.

Looking at the twinkling stars, I suddenly missed my people back at our Cult. I wanted to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to lie alone on a beach and bask in the warm sunlight. I wanted to hear Lee Ahn's song.


Chapter 105: It's Not Easy

"They say you don't notice someone until they're gone," Seo Daeryong said. "It feels so empty without this martial artist."

Jang Ho agreed. "Her absence leaves a big void."

They were on their way to the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village. Jang Ho was massive and Seo Daeryong was small. The stark contrast made passersby give them a second look.

"To think I'd miss Martial Artist Lee more than the Director," Seo Daeryong mused.

They used to drink as a trio with Lee Ahn, but last time it was just the two of them. It was definitely less fun than when all three drank together. Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong usually led the mood with all sorts of chatter. With Lee Ahn gone and only the quiet Jang Ho left, the atmosphere was subdued.

Of course, there were good points. In exchange for fun, a seriousness entered the space, giving them a chance to know each other better. Seo Daeryong learned for the first time that Jang Ho's childhood dream was to become a painter.

"This martial artist is doing well, right?" Seo Daeryong asked.

Jang Ho answered with conviction. "Of course she's doing well. Who do you think she went with? Don't worry."

"I'm not worried. I'm just jealous. All sorts of unimaginable situations must be unfolding for this martial artist. I'm envious. I want to be there, being surprised alongside this martial artist!"

"Don't forget that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is next to this martial artist."

"On second thought... I think it might be better to have General Jang next to me."

Jang Ho laughed quietly. Seo Daeryong thought that manly laugh alone made the drinking session worthwhile. He wanted to emulate that laugh, if nothing else.

Chatting about this and that, the two arrived at the Alluring Inn. Just as they were about to enter, the owner, Jo Cheonbae, came out and made a shushing gesture.

"You can't go in right now."

"Why not?"

"The Demon Supremes are here."

"......"

Seo Daeryong peeked his head inside and scanned the inn's second floor. His Master, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Demonic Buddha sat across from each other, drinking in their usual spot.

Startled, Seo Daeryong quickly pulled back. "We'll drink somewhere else today."

"Yes, please do."

After seeing the two off, Jo Cheonbae went back inside the inn. He looked up at the second floor. Even from a distance, he could feel the strange tension flowing between the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha.

"Why did you want to see me?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

The Demonic Buddha did not answer. He was not his usual self. Instead of his snappy temper, an indefinable weariness surrounded him. The Demonic Buddha drained his cup alone.

"We're not on such bad terms that we can't share a drink, are we, Senior?"

"Senior? What's this 'Senior' nonsense, when you've been slandering me as a traitor?"

"Because a traitor is a traitor."

"Aren't you the traitor now? You came to find me, leaving the First Young Lord's side."

"You always acted like you knew everything, Senior. That's why you looked down on me so damn much."

The corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up. He did not fire back a retort, instead draining his cup. Until recently, he had found the Demonic Buddha pathetic, a little pipsqueak full of nothing but greed.

However, that arrogance changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk.

"It's not easy, is it?"

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, the Demonic Buddha looked up. He tried to discern the intention behind the remark, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was just refilling his cup.

It did not seem like a mocking comment, so the Demonic Buddha found himself blurting out a reply.

"...It's not easy."

After saying it, the Demonic Buddha regretted it. He had given the Blood Heaven Blade Demon an opening for a mocking remark. Just as he expected, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon provoked him.

"You've lived your life thinking you're the First Young Lord's right-hand man, but you aren't, are you? You're more like a fish he's kept on the line. A golden carp, perhaps."

"Is it so hard for you to have a pleasant drink with your junior? Your petty, twisted mind can't even allow that, can it?"

"You should've behaved better then, and if you're going to call me Senior, stick with it. If you're going to use 'you', then use it from the start."

"You're an asshole to the very end!"

"......"

The Demonic Buddha slammed his fist on the table. It shattered, sending everything on it crashing to the floor.

"Don't break it next time," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. "Our side is a demonic path that doesn't break tables."

"What are you talking about? Have you gone senile?"

The Demonic Buddha irritably left the place.

Damn it!

He had lost the moment he broke the table. What good did he think would come from visiting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? He hated that his troubled mind had been exposed. He was angry that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would look down on him even more now.

Fine, you withered old man, look down on me all you want.

Watching the retreating back, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also rose from his seat. There was no trace of the disdain or mockery the Demonic Buddha had expected. Instead, the same sigh-filled words the Demonic Buddha had uttered now escaped his lips.

"Yes, it's not easy."

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left the inn, he gave money to Jo Cheonbae. He added the cost of the broken table to the price of the drinks.

"It's alright."

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at him, Jo Cheonbae quickly took the money.

"Don't tell the Second Young Lord about the broken table."

"Huh? Yes! Of course, don't worry."

With that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also left. Jo Cheonbae watched his back for a moment before going up to clear the broken table.

People kept coming even without the Second Young Lord. A while ago, the Flower Sword Supreme came alone and then left. She ordered a drink but did not have a single sip.

Jo Cheonbae knew. The reason these people sought out his Alluring Inn was not because the drinks were good, the food was delicious, or the atmosphere was pleasant. They were all missing someone.


I sat on the cart parked in the clearing and looked up at the sky. In the distance, I saw Bi Sayin and seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves approaching.

They had chosen this meeting place as well. An open clearing.

I can tell he's worried about an ambush.

I understood him. When you constantly live under threat, your nerves are always on edge. Yes, he had to be careful. After all, he died in the end, despite being so cautious.

Seeing that I had come alone, Bi Sayin wore a puzzled expression.

"You came alone?"

"I did."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had entrusted this matter entirely to me. I had left Lee Ahn behind, even though she wanted to follow.

Bi Sayin's expression hardened slightly. It seemed his pride was wounded. He was not the official successor yet, but he was still of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, yet his counterpart walked around alone. In contrast, he was accompanied by seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, which naturally made him feel like a coward.

I want to tell him. That damn pride is all useless. That getting one's pride hurt is, in itself, a matter of pride. This is all because he's young.

"Don't tell me you've already found a lead?"

"I have."

He might have expected it, but Bi Sayin could not hide his surprise at the affirmative answer.

"How did you find it so quickly?" he asked with a suspicious gaze.

"I didn't find them. They found me."

I pulled back the tarp covering the cart. Five corpses were loaded onto it.

"Just as Young Master Bi warned, there was an ambush."

I did not mention that they were targeting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. I judged it was unnecessary to bring it up, regardless of whether they knew of the Thousand Flower Palace's existence or not.

"These are the Five Bloody Shadows of the White Night Valley."

"How did you find that out?"

"Don't underestimate our Cult's intelligence network. We know as much as we need to about you people."

Bi Sayin's face contorted. He had only frowned slightly, but his expression twisted as if in anger. The scars on his face were too deep and hideous.

"The White Night Valley took on this contract. If you go to them, you should be able to find out who is behind this. It's up to you to figure out how to make the White Night Valley reveal their client. How about it? Isn't this enough of a lead as promised?"

Bi Sayin did not answer for a moment. He probably wanted to argue that this was not enough, but I would not allow that.

"Surely you didn't expect me to find the mastermind and bring you his head, did you?"

"There's no need to provoke me like that. This is sufficient. As of today, the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company will withdraw from Guizhou. I will also calculate and send compensation for the losses of the past two years."

"As expected of the heir to the Evil Alliance! Well then, let's meet again next time."

Just as I was about to turn away, Bi Sayin's telepathy reached me.

[Second Young Lord.]

However, the telepathy ended there. It was as if I had misheard it, like the sound of a ghost carried on the wind. No further words followed.

Bi Sayin had intended to say something to me in secret but had changed his mind.

I stared at Bi Sayin's face. I did not look at his scars. I only looked into his eyes. Because of the scars, he looked far more vicious and stronger than he truly was, but I could see it. The image of a young man struggling to survive.

Speak, Bi Sayin. Whatever it is, if you want to change your destiny, you have to speak.

In the end, however, Bi Sayin said nothing and turned away. The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed behind him, pulling the cart.

After watching their retreating backs for a moment, I also left the place.


When I returned, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was strolling through the courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace. He appeared calm, but I could feel it. He was still angry and was trying to calm himself down.

I fell into step beside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company has agreed to withdraw from Guizhou. They've also agreed to compensate for the last two years of losses."

"You've handled a matter in a few days that has been a headache for me for two years, Second Young Lord."

"They only accepted our proposal because they fear you, Smiling Demon."

"There's no need to be humble. Thank you, Second Young Lord."

After expressing his gratitude, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped walking.

"The one who ordered the assassination of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, I will kill with my own hands. Even if it means I'll be locked up for several more years."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. His gaze asked what I thought, and I conveyed my thoughts.

"Of course you should kill him. Someone tried to kill a person I care about, so of course I should kill them with my own hands. I would kill them too."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with pleasure, as if it were an unexpected answer.

"Don't you want to return to the Cult? Then you could be free of the responsibility for any trouble I cause, couldn't you?"

"I've been so engrossed in watching your world, Smiling Demon, that I've forgotten why I'm even out here."

"Shall we go back?"

"No, please show me more of your world, Smiling Demon. Show me more, and let's kill that mastermind before we go back."

I was endlessly knocking on his door. I do not hope for that door to swing wide open, as I do with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I just hope it opens halfway, so that we can face each other at that point where we are neither friends nor enemies.

I know who you are. As you died, you regretted your life. That empty life filled with evil.

Are you the same now as you were then?

"Second Young Lord, there is nothing more to see in my world. This is all there is. Now I have to go meet the people who manage the gambling dens, and I have to meet the leaders of the mafia factions under us. You've dressed up my world as if it's something grand, Second Young Lord, but in the end, my world is about intimidating people and collecting protection money. Sometimes I cut off the arm of someone who embezzles money, and sometimes I kill someone I don't like."

You've changed. In your life before my regression, you were never this honest, not even once.

The you I met before my regression was old, so old that he could no longer change.

How could I have become your friend?

Perhaps I was just like you back then? My life and I, fossilized by the obsession of obtaining materials for the Great Law. Perhaps you felt a sense of kinship with that version of me and liked me so much for it.

"There's only one way for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's world not to become boring."

"What is that?"

"Only when a war breaks out. The world would become a sea of blood, and you, Smiling Demon, would be flying through the sky. I don't want to see a world like that. I still want to see this world. How you, Smiling Demon, handle the gambling den managers, how you handle the mafia bastards."

A certain passion I had never seen before flashed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes and then vanished.

I walked a few steps ahead, then turned back to him and said, "Well, shall we go? To cut off the arms of the guys who skimmed the money."


Chapter 106: When the Sleeping God of Gambling Awakens

For now, I had the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman hide in a safehouse used by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's leaders. The system operating it was so secretive and ingenious that I did not worry about her safety.

After she bid farewell to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she made sure to leave a request about Lee Ahn.

"Please take good care of the bodyguard."

Her emphasis made it clear that her earlier praise for Lee Ahn was not just flattery.

"The bodyguard is supposed to take care of me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at my joke. I felt our connection was just beginning.

After we parted with her, our carriage started racing off somewhere again.

"Smiling Demon, the bastards might try another ambush. Please be careful."

"You should be careful, Second Young Lord."

"Is there any reason I'd be attacked?"

"Now that the person they could kill to piss me off is gone, they might just kill the Second Young Lord instead."

"Would you get pissed off if I died?"

"For the Cult Leader's sake, I'd have to pretend to be pissed off. In fact, it'd be a good thing. The Cult Leader would forgive me no matter what I did."

He spoke jokingly, but he was like lava that could erupt at any moment. Those bastards were trying their best to make that lava explode.

I leaned out the window of the moving carriage. I could see a sheer cliff in the distance, beyond the rapidly passing trees. I had climbed that cliff before, having been to every corner of the Central Plains searching for ingredients for the Great Art.

Back then, I imagined my life after regressing would mostly be martial arts training at the training grounds, yet here I am, passing this place again. It seems my life after regression is even busier.

As I felt the wind and reminisced, I glanced toward the driver's seat.

"You two haven't said a single word to each other, have you? Why don't you talk a little?"

Her telepathy flew to me.

[Please don't. It's already unbearably awkward.]

[So? Are you just going to stay awkward?]

[It's more comfortable to just travel in silence.]

Just then, Green Mask abruptly asked Lee Ahn a question.

"How is the bodyguard job?"

His question surprised both me and Lee Ahn. Of course, he likely asked out of courtesy to me, not genuine curiosity.

"As you can see, he's not an easy person to serve."

Green Mask nodded slightly, as if he agreed.

This time, Lee Ahn asked a question.

"How about you, Green Mask?"

"I'm fine."

If they had been closer, Lee Ahn might have said, 'What does that make me if you answer like that?'

But the awkward conversation ended there.

That was enough. This was a good start. Now that the ice is broken, the day might come when I see the two of them chatting away.

I pulled myself back into the carriage.

"How can the Commander be so meddlesome?"

He brought up the Commander again, even though he knew how I would respond.

"It's not about being meddlesome, it's a matter of personality. I can't stand seeing frustrating situations."

"Is your attempt to remove my mask also because of that frustration?"

"That's probably part of it."

"Second Young Lord. That's all just being meddlesome."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke irritably, then turned his head to look out the window. He was the kind of person who remained impregnable no matter how much I meddled.

I let out a small laugh and looked out the opposite window. The cliff I climbed before my regression grew more distant.


After a long ride, the carriage arrived at a bustling marketplace.

Nearby merchants flinched when three masked martial artists stepped out of the carriage.

Green Mask led the way, and we followed him.

"Second Young Lord, do you have a lot of money?"

"I do. Why?"

"If you have a lot, I'm going to make you squander it at the gambling den."

"If you awaken the sleeping god of gambling, the entire den might go bankrupt."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed as if he found that ridiculous.

A small door at the end of an alley opened into a new world.

The gambling den was large and extravagant. Without exaggeration, it was ten times larger than I had expected. It was far too big, and the space, larger than our Cult's grand training grounds, was filled with countless people.

Hundreds of tables were crowded with gamblers, and slender beauties in revealing clothes moved between them, carrying bottles of liquor.

Everyone was so engrossed in gambling that no one paid any attention to us masked figures. They had no interest in who came or went.

"This is much larger in scale than I thought."

"Shall I tell you something even more surprising? The income from this place is greater than the income from the Thousand Flower Palace."

He had said the Thousand Flower Palace's income surpassed the Trading Company's. Now he claimed this gambling den earned even more than the Thousand Flower Palace.

"The Evil Alliance is desperate to set up a gambling den here to get a piece of the pie, while the Murim Alliance wants to get rid of this place entirely. Those bastards from the orthodox sects curse us for ruining people with gambling, but they just hate that money is flowing to us. So, what are your impressions?"

"Seeing them all crazy for gambling in broad daylight makes me want to beat them all up and knock some sense into them."

"If you do that, from now on, only grass will be served on the Second Young Lord's table."

"It's their own lives, so I shouldn't interfere, right?"

This is the bad thing about that kind of life. They don't get ruined alone.

They borrowed money, stole, and deceived. After tormenting their families and everyone around them, their end was to collapse after holding on until the very last moment.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon made his unannounced visit, the managers rushed out in a hurry. They trembled like aspen leaves that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had come in person.

As we walked toward their office, we passed one spot where an unusually large crowd had gathered.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped walking, and a manager quickly reported.

"That man is the son of a local dignitary. He sometimes bets large sums like that. His luck must have exploded today, because we keep losing to him."

Indeed, the dealer facing him looked completely overwhelmed by the man's momentum.

"I'll bet everything on high."

The man pushed all the money in front of him into the pot.

The dealer's expression stiffened at the enormous amount of money at stake.

"It's obvious what the outcome will be."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, the manager quickly said, "We'll switch the dealer."

"Wait."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped him, then looked at me.

"Would you like to give it a try?"

"Are you going to cut off my arm if I lose the money?"

"Where did all that confidence about bankrupting the gambling den go?"

"Fine, but just one round."

I took the dealer's place. Everyone flinched when a masked man stepped forward, but changing the dealer was the gambling den's prerogative.

I quickly shook the cup containing seven dice.

My skillful hand movements made the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes glint with interest.

TAK.

I set the dice cup down. Once the dice stopped dancing inside, I lifted the cup.

The sum of the dice was narrowly on the low side.

A sigh of despair escaped the man's lips as his winning streak broke. The dealer who had kept losing let out a sigh of relief.

I immediately left the table and walked over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Fortunately, I was lucky."

"Was it luck?"

"If not luck, what else could it be?"

"Perhaps the sleeping god of gambling has awakened."

"That's not it, so you can put the god of gambling back to sleep."

I made him even more curious with an enigmatic smile.

We once again followed the manager's guidance through a passage in a corner of the gambling den.

Several rooms lined the hallway, which seemed to be quarters for the martial artists guarding the den.

We passed through that area, opened a secret door, and entered the manager's office.

The manager brought ledgers to Green Mask. He then explained the gambling den's operations to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, reporting daily visitor counts, earnings, and methods for attracting new customers.

They reported to our Cult every month, but a visit from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon required a direct explanation.

I watched the scene silently. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon observed my reaction even as he listened to the report.

Honestly, what kind of impression could this process possibly make on me?

Nevertheless, I showed no sign of boredom. I tried to understand his life. I made that effort apparent, as if to say, I am watching your world with such interest.

A considerable amount of time passed during the report and ledger review. He had talked about cutting off arms, but the gambling den was operating smoothly.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon offered a few words of encouragement to the managers.

This was the core of today's events. Just as he had done with the Trading Company owners, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was personally encouraging the managers. He was making them aware that the most terrifying person was watching them. This seemingly insignificant act was the key to keeping his business unshakable.

At least when it came to work, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was better than anyone. Would the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme have this kind of meticulousness and diligence? I thought it was unlikely.

I left the office with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and walked across the gambling den. Lee Ahn and Green Mask followed us, with the managers trailing behind them.

We were walking through the noisy, heated space toward the entrance.

SHWIIIIK! THUNK! CRACK!

The sound of a blade cutting the wind was followed almost simultaneously by the sound of tearing flesh and a heavy thud.

Two people stood on either side of us.

The man on the right had aimed a throwing knife at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's neck, but before the knife could touch him, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm strike had already blown away half the man's face.

My sword was embedded in the heart of the man who had rushed in from the left.

The two men's joint attack was truly exquisite.

One assassin had been turning around, cheering about winning money. The other had run over from the opposite side to congratulate him. They had ambushed us, aiming for the exact moment our paths would cross.

The surrounding gamblers all turned to look at us.

However, their gazes soon returned to their games. Two corpses had just appeared right next to them, yet not a single person left. Instead, they urged the dealers to hurry up and roll the dice.

I find them more terrifying than the assassins.

"Are you all right, Young Master?"

At Lee Ahn's concern, I praised her.

"Your skills have really improved a lot."

When the assassin attacked, her sword was almost fully drawn. In the past, she would not have been able to react at all.

"If he had attacked me, I would have died."

"That's not true. The fact that you almost drew your sword from behind means you would have cut him down if you were in my position. Your skills have improved that much."

Lee Ahn still looked like she could not quite believe it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been talking with Green Mask, walked over to me.

"I didn't expect them to target even the Second Young Lord."

"They probably didn't know it was me. I was wearing a mask. They must have thought I was just one of the Smiling Demon's subordinates."

Even if they knew about me, they might have still given the order. The masterminds behind this want a war between our Cult and the Evil Alliance. In their reckless operations, would the blood of the Heavenly Demon be an exception?

"The bastards have changed their strategy."

"How so?"

"They intend to move our Cult by killing the Smiling Demon. It doesn't matter if they fail. An enraged Smiling Demon will eventually go on a killing spree. It seems the mastermind intends to use the Smiling Demon's departure from the cult to achieve their goal, no matter what."

I could feel the lava that was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon begin to boil even more furiously.

The masterminds are clever. If he had come out without me, that lava would have already erupted. The one thing they failed to consider was my existence.

Then Lee Ahn asked cautiously, "If a war breaks out because of this, won't they be in danger too?"

I shook my head.

"That would be true if it were a war of mutual annihilation, but that won't happen. Even if a war breaks out, it will end after a certain level of sacrifice. The losing side will offer massive compensation and agree to a truce. To them, war is also a business."

"They're insane."

"They're extremely selfish bastards. They're the kind of people who wouldn't care about thousands of sacrifices if it means they can seize power."

I spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again.

"The fact that they're going this far means they don't have much time either. The situation within the Evil Alliance must be urgent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke, leaking killing intent.

"They certainly won't have much time left."

It was his will to kill them all. He had already said he would kill the masterminds, and this made it even more certain.

My job is to guide him so he only takes care of the masterminds, without touching the other martial artists of the Evil Alliance. If I can manage that, the successor Bi Sayin and the Evil Alliance will actually be grateful to us.

Just then, one of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's subordinates delivered an urgent messenger pigeon and left.

After checking it, Green Mask reported quickly, his eyes tense.

"It's an urgent message from the All-Knowing Hall. They say the Smiling Demon's name was posted on the Book of Life and Death."

The Book of Life and Death was a mysterious, secret organization that acted as an intermediary between assassins and clients. They made money by taking a commission, and it was rumored they earned a fortune because of how many grudges existed in the world.

"The bounty is one million taels. They say the Black Death accepted this request. The ones who just attacked were also likely assassins from the Black Death."

"They accepted it knowing it was me? Even if they succeed, the truth will eventually come out and they'll be annihilated by our Cult, won't they?"

I knew why the Black Death had accepted this contract. The Black Death Leader joined hands with the mastermind of this incident. He planned to use this opportunity to quit the assassin business and dissolve his organization. He didn't care if all his subordinates were sacrificed. He had been promised a new identity, an important position in the Evil Alliance, and a huge sum of one million taels.

"Seeing as the assassination has begun, the Black Death's assassins must be spread all over Guizhou."

Despite Green Mask's report, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked pleased.

"What should we do? Our Second Young Lord said he dislikes a sea of blood."

"I can swim with a smile in a sea made from the blood of assassins. Let's go."

There was no real need to take Lee Ahn, but I said to her, "You're coming with us, right?"

"I was planning on waiting here and maybe gambling a little."

"That won't do, bodyguard."

"Then I have no choice."

A hint of joy flashed in her eyes. I knew she wanted to go with us. She just could not bring herself to say it, afraid she might be a burden.

I have no intention of raising her in a greenhouse. Real combat makes a martial artist grow the most.

The reason I took her so confidently was not just because I was there.

It was because of the hilt of her sword, polished smooth from arduous training. It was because of the calluses on her palms.

Perhaps worried I might be concerned, Lee Ahn said nonchalantly, "Don't worry about me at all. A heart is supposed to beat on its own, right?"


Chapter 107: For Someone So Ugly

The moment I opened the gambling den door and stepped out, sunlight streamed in. Hidden weapons flew from within that light.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

I lightly parried the weapons with the Black Demon Sword. Thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, the sun did not dazzle my eyes even when I looked directly at it.

On the roof across the street, the heads of the assassins who threw the weapons successively smashed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had extended his palm toward them.

He unleashed his unique martial art, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

His extended palm folded, and he pointed his index finger.

A finger qi bullet shot from his finger like a beam of light.

PEW! THUD!

Another assassin, about to fly over the roof and rush us, fell with a hole pierced through his chest.

It was his other unique martial art, the Blood Calamity Finger.

He had risen to the position of a Demon Supreme with that palm and that finger.

I believe the alias 'extreme evil' was also influenced by these two martial arts. The sight of an enemy's head or torso bursting open was far more shocking than being stabbed by a sword.

This was the first time I had properly seen his martial arts since we left the Cult. I know better than anyone how terrifying these two techniques are. When he began to run wild, hell would unfold from his fingertips.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's finger slowly turned toward me. Tension flowed from his fingertip, as if he would unleash the Blood Calamity Finger at any moment. Dodging the Blood Calamity Finger at such a close range is not easy.

The next moment!

PEW! THUD!

The Blood Calamity Finger grazed my face and pierced the forehead of a masked man rushing in from behind.

I did not move an inch.

"Just now, not moving was more difficult than dodging."

"Is that so?"

"You have to suppress the reflex to dodge, which is actually more difficult than dodging itself. Especially for a master like the Second Young Lord. As I thought, you were the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"......"

This time, my Black Demon Sword cut through the air. A single streak of sword qi grazed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's face, then sliced through the torso of a masked man charging from behind him.

"I didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. How long are you going to keep asking?"

"I won't ask anymore. Because now I'm certain."

Another assassin rushed in, giving me no time to deny it again. My sword qi and the Blood Calamity Finger pierced another assassin's body.

"There are many enemies."

"Let's go."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I walked together. Inwardly, I felt a bit of excitement. Was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon the only one suppressing the desire for a good fight?

With the Four Strides of the Wind God, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and the Soaring Sky Sword Art at the Eleventh Star, I too was forcefully holding back the urge to unleash my skills.

If the opponents were assassins trying to kill me, I could unleash my martial arts without hesitation.

As we walked down the alley, four masked men jumped over the wall and attacked us simultaneously.

I cut down the one who tried to stab me, moving three times faster than him, and looked back. I was not interested in watching the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or Green Mask fight. I only watched Lee Ahn.

She was just slower than me but dealt with the enemy in the same way. Her bloody training left no room for potential mistakes.

She dodged the incoming sword so it grazed her shoulder, then cut him down in a single upward slash.

CRUNCH!

Sliced to the jawbone, the assassin collapsed.

She was not flustered or nervous.

You're doing well, Lee Ahn.

We came out of the alley and onto the main road where the carriage was parked.

People went about their business, as if they knew nothing about the ambush.

A yawning shopkeeper, a clerk arranging goods, an old woman sweeping the street, a child running past her, an old man sitting by the roadside. Across from him, a middle-aged peddler called for customers while a couple argued. A woman even shouted from a second-floor window at a man standing below with his head bowed.

An ordinary moment of daily life unfolded like a painting.

The moment we naturally became a part of that painting, an unknown sense of crisis surged within me. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated.

"Watch out!"

The attack began the very moment I shouted.

All the people we had seen were assassins.

SHWIK! SHWIIK!

The man and woman who had been arguing rushed at me, brandishing throwing knives. In a perfect joint attack, the man aimed for my left and the woman for my right. I could see the thick, deadly poison coating the ghastly blue blades.

The Black Demon Sword quickly and accurately cut its target.

As I sliced from the man's shoulder to his chest, the woman's throwing knife grazed my ear.

Her swift movement marked her as one of the Black Death's most skilled assassins, but I could see even the trembling of her eyelashes.

As she sensed the Black Demon Sword flying toward her from an unseen spot, her eyelashes trembled faster. The moment she thought to react, SLICE!

I cut through her waist and turned. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was dealing with the peddler.

The peddler had thrown poison powder at him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waved his hand, and the poison powder returned to the peddler. Covered in the poison, the peddler screamed and rolled on the ground.

At the same time, the woman throwing hidden weapons from the second floor was pierced and killed by the Blood Calamity Finger. The man below who had unleashed sword qi was blown to pieces by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

I was not just watching. While deflecting the woman's hidden weapons, I simultaneously neutralized the man's sword qi with my own. It was as if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I had performed a perfect joint attack.

Among the assassins, the child ran at Lee Ahn.

Cut him down, Lee Ahn! That's not a child!

He only had the appearance of a child. In reality, he was an old man.

Fortunately, Lee Ahn was not as soft-hearted as I thought.

She twisted her body to dodge the child's attack and calmly cut him down. At that moment, the old man who had been sitting by the roadside rushed in, thrusting a poisoned throwing knife at her face. A mere scratch could kill.

Even in that life-or-death moment, I just watched. I hoped she would fend it off herself and did not unleash my sword qi.

PUK!

The old man's throwing knife stopped right before Lee Ahn's eyes as she bent her torso backward. In contrast, Lee Ahn's sword was embedded in the old man's heart. She had defeated him by a hair's breadth, thanks to her flexible waist.

I was more surprised than she was, but not helping her was the right decision. This single experience would make her grow more than years of training.

While she dealt with the two, Green Mask finished off the shopkeeper and the clerk. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not killed the sweeping old woman with the Blood Calamity Finger, Green Mask would have died.

One could probably find the reason for Green Mask's loyalty to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in that scene.

All of this happened in the time it takes to breathe once.

We survived only because my skill and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's were so outstanding. Their ambush, a perfect joint attack where no one interfered with another, was truly terrifying.

Her face flushed, Lee Ahn sighed.

"Ah, I killed a child and an old man."

It was a half-joking remark, but I still eased her mind.

"That 'child' was older than you, and how many do you think that old man killed to reach that age?"

"I feel better in an instant."

After she calmed down, I entered a nearby shop.

The original merchant was collapsed in a corner, his blood dao sealed. They had plotted this entire murderous scheme while we were in the gambling den.

The assassins did not kill the merchants to avoid the smell of blood. Otherwise, they would have all been killed to eliminate witnesses.

The very moment I unsealed the merchant's blood dao and acupoints and turned around.

"......"

An attack came from behind.

"......"

I turned like lightning and cut the neck of the man whose blood dao I had just unsealed. Stunned by my incredibly fast reaction, the man collapsed. He was another assassin, prepared in case the killing outside failed.

This ambush was truly unexpected and dangerous. Anyone but me would have fallen for it.

The real merchant was collapsed in a small room further inside, his speech and vital acupoints sealed. I freed him and left the shop.

I went to the nearby houses one by one and unsealed the blood dao of the captured owners.

Since I already knew an assassin might be mixed in, another disguised one lost his life to my sword without even swinging his own.

When I freed the person in the last shop and came outside, another assassin's body was exploding from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

It was an assassin who had been hiding in a box in front of a building the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was passing.

Even when the area was cleared and success was slim, they attacked unconditionally at the designated time.

They were thoroughly trained, revealing themselves to attack even knowing they would die. They were raised not as humans, but as killing tools devoid of fear.

"I'll go get the carriage."

Green Mask walked across the street to get the carriage.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to me, "To put a bounty of one million taels on us, the one behind this must be no ordinary person."

"Yes, in our Cult, he's probably on par with a Demon Supreme. Right now he's using an outside blade to avoid leaving a trail, but if the main body is revealed, masters we can't handle might emerge."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with fighting spirit. When it came to belligerence, he, the second brother, was second to none among the Eight Demon Supremes. The stronger the enemy, the more fired up he became.

As we were talking.

SWOOOSH! SLICE!

A single streak of sword qi sliced through the carriage's passenger compartment.

Lee Ahn had unleashed the sword qi. She had sensed an assassin hiding behind the carriage, aiming for Green Mask as he sat in the driver's seat.

Inside the diagonally sliced compartment, the assassin lay in two pieces.

Green Mask got out of the carriage. Failing to detect an assassin who had perfectly concealed his presence was a clear mistake.

Green Mask bowed his head deeply to Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn also bowed her head to him.

Well done, Lee Ahn. Making someone like Green Mask owe you his life is a good thing.

Seeing Lee Ahn's excited face become even more flushed, I said playfully, "You're probably the first person to ever destroy the Smiling Demon's carriage."

At my words, Lee Ahn was startled and hurriedly bowed her head to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I'm sorry!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon played along.

"That carriage is very expensive."

Lee Ahn quickly replied, "I'll compensate you for it."

"......"

"I'll buy the same kind of carriage with my monthly salary."

"That would probably take several years' worth of your monthly salary, wouldn't it?"

After pondering for a moment, Lee Ahn said desperately, "Please give me a discount!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon burst into laughter. I had made him laugh several times, but this was the loudest he had ever laughed.

"For someone so ugly, you have a talent for being funny."

Even though he blatantly called her ugly, Lee Ahn did not look offended.

"If you give me a bigger discount, I'll be even funnier!"

Then Green Mask came over and said in a low voice, "I'll add my monthly salary to that as well."

This time, I laughed. I could not help but laugh because I knew Green Mask was not the type to say such things.

After relaxing, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave an order to Green Mask.

"Mobilize every handler network you can and find out where the Black Death Leader is hiding."

"......"

Then I said to Green Mask, "Please use the communication network of the All-Knowing Hall. Given the gravity of the situation, I'm sure Strategist Sama will understand."

The All-Knowing Hall had sent the information about the Black Death before. The Strategist Sama I knew would have already given permission for us to use the information.

"I understand."

"And take Lee Ahn with you."

"I will."

Separate from the life debt, I wanted to use this opportunity to give her some proper, varied experience.

"You have to pay for the carriage you broke, right?"

"Yes, I'll be back, Young Master."

Lee Ahn followed Green Mask and left.

I calculated the damages the merchants suffered today, gave them some money, and returned.

"Is this a show of goodwill for appearance's sake?"

"It is goodwill, but who am I showing it to? To you, the Smiling Demon? To someone it would never work on?"

"To those merchants. Or perhaps to yourself."

I nodded as if acknowledging it and said calmly, "Perhaps, but what does it matter if it's for show or not? The important thing for those people is whether they get compensated."

"You're so persistent in pretending to be good."

"Even living while pretending to be good like this, my sword is still covered in blood today."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not answer.

I slowly walked over and untied the horses from the broken carriage.

"The weather is nice. Shall we ride horses to the next town?"

"Very well."

I mounted a horse first, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mounted his. We started moving slowly, each leading one of the remaining horses.

When we did not start running after a while, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "Aren't you being too leisurely?"

I looked up at the vast, clear sky and said, "What reason do we have to hurry? The ones in a rush are always the ones who failed."


Chapter 108: If You Lose, You Have to Do Something You Don't Want to Do

After letting the horses graze, we sat on a hill to rest.

My hair fluttered in the gentle breeze. However, a storm of blood still seemed to rage in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's heart.

"How did you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

I smirked. "You said I was persistent while pretending to be nice, didn't you? Your persistence, Smiling Demon, is no less than mine."

"Don't you want to brag? At your age, Second Young Lord, you should want to boast to the whole world. 'I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme! So lower those arrogant eyes in front of me!' Don't you want to be the sole honored one in the world?"

"I might be a bit of a bluffer, but not enough to claim I did something I didn't. That's right. I'm strong. Strong enough to make you suspicious, but I didn't kill him."

I denied it to the very end. Telling a man like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon something that could become a weakness was the same as handing it to him. If I spoke in the heat of the moment, I would regret it for a long, long time.

"Fine. Then let's have a match."

I knew it would eventually come to this.

He must have wanted to fight me after seeing my skills against the assassins.

He became a beast that had scented blood while killing the assassins. The desire he had suppressed reared its head.

"I refuse."

"Why do you refuse?"

"Because it's foolish for us to fight each other when a powerful enemy is ahead."

"Can't we just fight to the point where we don't get hurt?"

"People get excited when they fight."

"I won't get excited."

"I'm the one who'll get excited. If I really have the skill to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, like you seem to believe, Smiling Demon, could you handle me when I'm excited?"

"This just makes me want to fight you more."

He was seething, like lava about to erupt. To prevent Big Bro from causing trouble, I had to let some of that lava flow today.

"Let's do it!"

"I refuse."

"Many assassins died today. Do you think they'll attack again before even a day has passed? Realistically, that's impossible."

"I have another reason I don't want to."

"What is it?"

"Because I lose if I win, and I lose if I lose."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"If I win, you'll want to kill me. If I lose, your interest in me will plummet."

"What good does it do you for me to be interested in you, Second Young Lord?"

"My goal is singular. If you become my ally, Smiling Demon, you'll be the decisive force in my becoming the successor. I don't care if I have to make enemies of all the other Demon Supremes."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scoffed.

"You say that, but next you'll try to pull in another Demon Supreme, won't you?"

"Is it that obvious? How did you know?"

"It's plain to see."

He had a deep distrust of people.

"I'm sorry, but I can't get on the same boat as you, Second Young Lord."

"Why's that?"

"You already know, don't you? The demonic path you dream of, Second Young Lord, isn't my demonic path. So there's no need to try and look good for me. Your flattery is just a waste of mental energy."

"I'll still try harder."

"......"

"Because there's nothing to lose by doing it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. The answer seemed to suit his tastes perfectly.

"A very good reason. If you'd said some nonsense like you liked me or respected me, it would've backfired."

How nice would it be if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was only this much of a man?

But this was just the clothes he wore, the shoes he put on, the mask on his face. His true nature began here.

"So let's fight. We're fated to never become close anyway."

The worlds he had shown me were not his real world.

I knew the real world of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

His real world was the moment his eyes rolled back and he could see nothing. It was the moment that unstoppable madness erupted. Only then did he feel alive.

For now, he held back only because of his curiosity about me. He was intrigued by my special quality of pushing him in unexpected ways.

He wasn't the type to pester someone for a fight. He was the type to just attack and kill. I couldn't let him realize how much he was restraining himself.

"Fine, let's fight."

"!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was startled. He clearly hadn't expected me to agree to a fight.

"Excellent! Let's fight right now!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly, genuinely delighted.

"Smiling Demon."

"What is it?"

"Do you see that tree way over there?"

"I see it."

"Let's compete with movement arts first."

I added quickly, before disappointment could flash in his eyes.

"If you can beat me in movement arts, I'll give you a duel."

"Fine."

Disdain flashed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. He was confident in his movement arts and sure he would win.

"If I win, please grant me one request."

"Just say the word."

"Have a drink with me tonight. You don't have to take off your mask. You can just lift it slightly, like this, to drink."

I mimed lifting a mask to drink.

"Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Lift it slightly to drink, you say? Second Young Lord, you're the one who's a little crazy. I can't believe how persistent you are."

I laughed like a madman at his words. This was the method I had chosen to deal with a madman. He called it persistence, but it was steadfastness.

I was knocking, and knocking, and knocking again on the same spot, and that spot was his mask.

"Fine. If I lose, I'll drink with you."

"Shall we begin?"

We stood shoulder to shoulder. It had been a long time since I had raced using movement arts.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked, "Have you ever had a movement arts race before?"

"Yes. Just once."

"Who was it with?"

With you.

"There is. An old friend."

"You're young, Second Young Lord, but you have old friends?"

"There's one bad guy."

"I would've liked him if I'd met him."

"You probably would have. Or you might've hated him for being too similar."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave me a strange look as I smiled cryptically.

"May I start first?"

"Go ahead."

"I'm going!"

I dashed off first, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed leisurely.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon caught up instantly. He ran ahead as if to tease me, then turned back from a distance.

"Did you really suggest a movement arts race with skills like these?"

"It's not over yet."

I couldn't close the distance by the time we rounded the designated tree.

Of course, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was wary of me. He knew I wasn't the type to suggest a match I would lose.

But it seemed he didn't think he could lose to me, no matter what.

With the finish line near, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon showed one last bit of leisure.

"So you have a weakness after all, Second Young Lord. Now you seem a bit more human."

"What did I seem like before?"

"A monster. A monster so deceptively young that he constantly makes you let your guard down."

"Like this?"

He turned his head, wondering what I meant.

SHWIIIIIIK.

I suddenly accelerated forward, overtaking the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in an instant. I had unleashed the Swift Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God, which I had kept hidden until now.

My Swift Step, powered by my extreme inner arts, was lightning fast.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon belatedly raised his inner arts and chased me, but the distance only widened.

"Stop right there!"

PWIIING!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot the Blood Calamity Finger from behind. He fired it as a warning, so it passed by my side.

As I neared the finish line, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. Crazed by the competition, he sent it grazing past my head, but he still couldn't bring himself to actually hit me.

The tree before me shattered and fell. Leaves rained down on my head, as if congratulating my victory.

Killing intent billowed from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as he arrived late. He strode toward me, looking ready to strike at any moment.

"Are you going to lose twice in one day?"

My calm words were especially effective.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a villain, but not a petty man.

Instead, he took his anger out on the sky. He unleashed a series of irritated Extremely Savage Demonic Palms into the empty air. Thunder rumbled repeatedly from the clear sky.

I waited for him to calm down.

After venting his rage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "What in the world is that movement art?"

"It's a movement art I've kept hidden as my trump card."

"I'm asking what it is."

"I can't tell you. It's my trump card, after all."

He refused to accept his defeat.

"Let's go again. From start to finish with that movement art."

Losing was one thing, but losing because he was careless seemed to make him even angrier.

"Next time."

I swiftly mounted my horse and rode off.

A storm of killing intent raged behind me before quickly subsiding.

CLIP-CLOP.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed a short distance behind me.

I felt the heat behind me. This was the heat I wanted. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's lava was overflowing in my direction.

Yes, your madness. Release it, even if it's just a little like that.


That night, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I made camp. We had traveled so slowly that the next town was still far away.

Across the campfire, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched me dress the animal I had hunted. He hadn't said a word since the afternoon.

The good thing about a campfire is that it makes any silence feel less awkward.

I roasted the meat and gave it to him.

"You can go into the carriage to eat."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finally spoke.

"Why aren't you asking me to drink? Do you think I'm a piece of trash who won't keep his promise?"

I responded calmly to his thorny words.

"I'm going to."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was speechless at my unexpected reply.

"Of course I am. I ran so hard to win."

"Then why haven't you?"

"I was planning to drink after we ate. You don't seem to like alcohol that much, and you don't like drinking with meals, do you?"

"If you knew I didn't like it, why did you suggest we drink?"

"Because it's a penalty. If you lose a match, you have to do something you don't want to."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me quietly, then looked down at the meat I had handed him.

Then he suddenly lifted his mask slightly and began to eat.

I was startled.

I never expected him to lift his mask and eat in front of me so easily. I had predicted I would have to provoke his pride a little first. His unpredictable whims were beyond my control.

"It's bland."

"The salt is right here."

As I extended my hand, the salt on a piece of leather rose into the air. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes widened. He knew that lifting countless grains of salt with telekinesis was far more difficult than lifting a single object.

CHWAREUREUREUK.

The salt flew through the air and sprinkled onto his meat.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's pupils trembled as he stared at me. His desire to fight me flared up again.

"It's still bland."

"Without even tasting it?"

I smiled at him, knowing he clearly wanted to see more of my skills.

"They say eating less salt helps you live longer. The Demonic Physician said so, so you can believe it."

"Second Young Lord, you are truly..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon started to say something but stopped.

What was he going to say? Was it 'madman'? Or 'you're so annoying'? Or maybe...

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon started eating the meat again. I watched him for a moment, then started eating too.

When my hunger was sated, I brought out the alcohol. We often camped out, so our luggage was never without it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again lifted his mask slightly and drank. He said he disliked it, but he drank it just fine.

"It's not like I'm taking off the mask coolly. It looks pretty pathetic, doesn't it?"

"It doesn't look impressive."

"You're finally speaking honestly."

"That's why I like it. It's uncomfortable being with someone who tries too hard to look impressive. You can tell just by looking at my older brother."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly drew a long line on the ground with his meat bone. Then he drew a vertical line where I had drawn one before.

"Where am I now? You said you'd spare me if I came this far. Have I come this far?"


Chapter 109: You're the One?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked about our relationship.

The concept of a 'relationship' had finally entered his human connections.

I walked over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and looked at the line he had drawn. I picked up a fallen branch and drew a new line far short of the one where he said he would spare me.

"It's about here."

"You haven't gotten as far as I thought."

"We've been through a lot since leaving the Cult, but I feel like my relationship with you, the Smiling Demon, is still stuck at the disciple level. We've only progressed this much because we shared a meal and drinks today. It was the first time we've ever eaten and drunk together."

"We got this far just by eating and drinking? Then what do we have to do to get all the way there?"

"To cross this gap, we'd have to build up many experiences and memories, and to get all the way there... shouldn't we have to save each other's lives at least once?"

"Isn't your scoring a bit too harsh?"

"My scoring isn't harsh. You're the one who's too harsh when it comes to accepting other people's feelings, the Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lay down, clearly not wanting to talk anymore.

"It's all pointless. Others are just others."

I watched his stubbornly turned back and finished the rest of my drink.

Hey, Smiling Demon, it's not that people don't know it's all fleeting. It's just the path we have to walk. That's why we live, holding back our tempers.

I leaned back halfway and looked up at the sky.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had turned away, glanced at me and then looked up as well. Countless stars blanketed the night sky. They shone equally upon the villain who claimed everything was pointless and the man who persistently pretended to be good.

After staring at the stars in silence for a long while, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly spoke.

"You and I will have to have a real fight someday."

At times like this, I can't help but feel a sense of pity.

Even under the beautiful starlight, the storm of blood in his heart showed no sign of stopping.

"Of course. Someday."


We did not hurry the next day either.

We had to travel along the agreed-upon path and wait. Lee Ahn and Green Mask would return after finding the Black Death Leader's hideout.

The All-Knowing Hall possessed the greatest information network in the Central Plains. If they set their minds to finding something, they would undoubtedly succeed.

On the night of the third day of traveling alone with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art woke me from my sleep.

I sensed people approaching from all directions. Their stealthy movements told me they were assassins.

I slowly sat up and drank water from the bamboo flask by the campfire.

As I got up, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke from where he was lying.

"As expected. You wake up like a ghost the moment enemies appear."

"Weren't you awake first, Smiling Demon?"

"I wasn't sleeping."

Come to think of it, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not sleep well at night. Most villains I had known slept soundly with their legs stretched out, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a villain who could not sleep peacefully.

When the approaching assassins heard us wake up and start talking, they stopped moving but did not retreat. It seemed they had an unconditional order to kill us.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon got to his feet.

"I'll take care of them."

His voice was slightly flushed, perhaps with the excitement of seeing blood.

"It's dark. Will you be okay?"

"All the better."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked into the darkness.

From the direction he went, I heard the sound of the Blood Calamity Finger.

PWIING!

The sharp sound ended with the thwack of pierced flesh.

THWACK!

That was the signal for the fight to begin.

The sounds of the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm and the Blood Calamity Finger rang out one after another.

Hidden weapons flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's position from all directions. Dozens of them cut through the night air.

I could tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was still alive by the sounds of the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The sounds came from the left, then from the right. An unfailing scream followed each time.

I sat and imagined how the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was fighting, using only the sounds.

Thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, I could have watched if I wanted to, but I kept my eyes closed and imagined his and the assassins' movements based solely on the sounds I heard.

The assassins were no ordinary foes. They were as skilled as the ones who had ambushed us in front of the gambling den.

The sound of a throwing knife cutting through the air, the sound of hidden weapons flying, the sound of movement arts used between trees, the sound of flesh tearing and bones crushing. All sorts of sounds filled the darkness. With my eyes closed, I continued to imagine it all through sound alone.

How I would move, how the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would move, and if I were an assassin, how I would move then.

In the darkness, I too threw myself into the fray. I became an ally of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and then an ally of the assassins. When I sided with the assassins and attacked him, I predicted how he would move.

Even amidst all this, the assassins were dying.

The darkness, which had always been the assassins' ally, betrayed them.

Tonight, the darkness was on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's side.

PWIING!

I instinctively tilted my head as a Blood Calamity Finger grazed my ear.

A scream erupted from where the finger qi had flown.

He did not need to attack this way. He must have fired it in my direction to test me. If I had not dodged, my ear would have been blown off. What a nasty temper.

Then, a desperate assassin dropped in front of me.

"Did you come to me for refuge? Or did you come to kill me?"

Perhaps even he himself did not know.

"......"

The assassin charged at me.

How could the darkness side only with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Its true master is me, after all.

SHWACK!

I sliced the charging assassin's chest to the bone, and he collapsed. I closed his wide, dead eyes.

The screams from all directions gradually subsided into silence.

A moment later, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returned.

I offered him a drink.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ignored the drink and gulped down water from the bamboo flask. He no longer hesitated to lift his mask to drink. The heat radiating from him was not just from the smell of blood. He still had not had enough blood.

"This time, it was as if they came here to commit suicide."

I corrected the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words.

"It wasn't suicide. They were murdered."

"Murdered? By me, you mean?"

"No. By their own leader. No matter how large a sum of one million taels is, the moment they accepted a contract to kill a Demon Supreme, they had to be prepared for annihilation. If they succeeded in killing you, Smiling Demon, our Cult would deal with them. If they failed, you would deal with them. So why would they accept the contract?"

"Were they being blackmailed, perhaps?"

"I think it's the opposite. It means they were guaranteed something else besides money from the mastermind in the Evil Alliance who commissioned this job. They were probably promised a high-ranking position within the Evil Alliance."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in agreement.

"So today's reckless attack was also because of that?"

"Yes. The Black Death Leader is currently cleaning house. He's getting rid of all the assassins who know his face so no one can recognize him. He's discarding the assassins who earned him money and served him loyally for so long, just like this. Then he will live under a new identity."

"He's more of a villain than me? This feels very unpleasant."

"With this choice, he's devolved from a villain to trash."

"You saw through all of this at a glance, Second Young Lord."

I felt a little sorry for him. I only knew because I had already experienced it. How could I possibly have understood the background of such an event in one go?

"Second Young Lord, when you become the Heavenly Demon later, you must spare me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said it like a joke, but I knew this was a moment I had to be tense.

He must have had a fleeting thought.

An opponent like this... shouldn't I kill him before he becomes the Heavenly Demon?

That's right, Smiling Demon. If I become your enemy, you should of course kill me first. I'm on this journey with you to prevent that very situation.

I said in a confident voice.

"Let's work together to reach that survival line."

When I called the line we drew a 'survival line', the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud as if he found it amusing.

"The smell of blood is overwhelming. Well, shall we be on our way?"

"Isn't it a better smell than the powder on women?"

"Not to me."

Just as we finished packing to leave, Lee Ahn and Green Mask arrived. Lee Ahn was startled by the scattered corpses but was relieved to see I was unharmed.

"The All-Knowing Hall has found the Black Death Leader's hideout."

Green Mask showed us a piece of paper with the location written on it. It was not too far from here.

If we had found out even a little later, the Black Death Leader would have already hidden himself in the arms of the Evil Alliance's mastermind.

However, since the assassination just failed, there is a chance he has not left his hideout yet. He would never have dreamed that we would uncover his identity and find his hideout so quickly.

"Let's have a proper movement arts competition this time."

Without waiting for my answer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot forward first.

"I'm starting first this time."

Green Mask was startled to see him fly off first. He was surprised to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who would normally have yielded and let me go first, now rushing off as if cheating. What was more surprising, though, was probably my own composure.

I even exchanged greetings with Lee Ahn.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes. I was incredibly busy, running back and forth. I learned a lot this time."

She looked at Green Mask and bowed her head in greeting again. Green Mask also bowed politely. I could feel that their relationship was progressing little by little.

"But don't you have to go? It looks like you're having a movement arts competition."

"I have to go."

I have to win again and tease him.

"You two pack up and follow slowly."

In a flash, my figure vanished.


In an empty yard, the Black Death Leader was burning everything he owned.

He burned all the secret documents related to his contracts, his clothes, and his belongings. He burned everything related to himself.

All the assassins who knew his face were dead. No, he had killed them all himself.

Now he could leave with a light heart. He would quit being an assassin and live a respectable life. He would enjoy wealth and fame in broad daylight. A new life was beginning.

Just as he was about to leave the hideout, he glanced at the wall and was startled.

Someone in a white mask sat perched on the wall. What shocked him was that he had no idea how long the person had been there.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

His voice trembled. If it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he was a dead man.

"No. I'm the winner of the duel."

The person pushed his mask up onto his head and grinned. It was Geom Mugeuk.

He had no idea what nonsense the man was spouting, but the Black Death Leader was inwardly relieved that his opponent was at least a young man.

Geom Mugeuk said to him.

"You could have just left."

"What are you talking about?"

"If you wanted a fresh start, you didn't have to go this far. You could have just entrusted the Black Death organization to a reliable successor and lived anywhere with your skills. Even without that one million taels, you've earned plenty of money until now, haven't you?"

As I accurately guessed his situation, the Black Death Leader flinched in surprise.

"Do you think assassins are diligent enough to expose the secrets of a former leader who wants a new start? They'd all be too busy with their own killing."

Geom Mugeuk sensed a subtle killing intent from the Black Death Leader. He realized the man was planning to ambush him, but he pretended not to notice and continued talking.

"But you couldn't do that, could you? Every time you closed your eyes, you probably imagined your subordinates betraying you. You couldn't live with the anxiety. Do you know why? Because that's the kind of person you are. If it were you, you would have threatened or killed your own leader to take everything from him."

The Black Death Leader listened meekly, but his mind focused entirely on his sleeve. The moment the unique hidden weapon hidden there, the Pungryun (Wind Wheel), slid into his hand, the Black Death Leader smiled triumphantly. At this distance, it was a guaranteed kill.

"Are you done with your bullshit?"

"I'm done, but you should be careful. He's very angry right now because he lost the match."

"What the hell are you talking about!"

The very moment the Black Death Leader was about to throw the Pungryun!

PWIING! THUD!

A finger qi bullet flew like a beam of light and pierced the Black Death Leader's shoulder. It was too fast to dodge.

Immediately, someone flew through the air and slammed down on the Black Death Leader.

"......"

A horrific scream erupted from the Black Death Leader's mouth.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

The person standing on the Black Death Leader's pierced shoulder was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He took his anger out on an innocent target instead of Geom Mugeuk. His Blood Calamity Finger blasted holes all over the surrounding walls.

"Why the hell are you so fast! Why!"

His crushed shoulder was in so much pain that only screams came from the Black Death Leader's mouth. Overwhelmed by his opponent's aura, he could not even think of fighting back and instead began to beg.

"Ugh! It hurts! Please! It hurts! Uwaaaaaaack!"

Only then did the cold gaze from behind the white mask look down at the Black Death Leader.

"You're the one? The bastard who's been running around acting more villainous than me?"


Chapter 110: He's Your Subordinate, So You Earn Him

The Black Death Leader's eyes met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's, and goosebumps erupted across his skin.

It took an evil man to know another. The feeling was so chilling that the Black Death Leader forgot the searing pain in his shoulder.

"I asked if it was you."

The Black Death Leader had forgotten the question. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't wait for an answer.

PIING! THWACK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger, piercing through the Black Death Leader's other shoulder.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

The Black Death Leader screamed in agony. Even for a martial artist, the pain of torn flesh was hard to endure.

I watched this, then leaped from the wall and approached the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Don't kill him. I have something to ask."

I looked down at the Black Death Leader.

"Who offered you a position in the Evil Alliance?"

Of course, I already knew the answer. I just needed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to hear the name, so I asked anyway.

The Black Death Leader clenched his jaw, determined not to answer.

"Excuse me, could you move your foot?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was still stomping on the man's shoulder.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon moved his foot, he revealed a pierced and crushed shoulder. The man would never practice martial arts again, let alone use chopsticks.

I pressed the blood points on both shoulders to stop the bleeding and ease the pain. I made it clear this was not an act of goodwill.

"You can die here without saying a word, but it'll be a painful death for all the trouble you've caused. If you tell me, I'll let you live."

The Black Death Leader glared at me, his eyes filled with pain and disbelief.

I didn't rush him. He was only in this state because he faced me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. This man had endured many hardships and would not talk easily.

I picked up the hidden weapons he had dropped. It was his signature weapon, the Pungryun.

The owner was pathetic, but the Pungryun was an excellent hidden weapon.

I threw the Pungryun at the wall.

CHWAAAAAAK!

The Pungryun spun rapidly as it flew, scraped along the wall, and returned to my hand. It left a deep gash on the wall, like the claw mark of a strange bird.

The Black Death Leader stared, astonished that I could handle the Pungryun so easily. The Pungryun was a dangerous hidden weapon that could sever the fingers of anyone who wielded it carelessly.

The Black Death Leader asked in a trembling voice, "Who are you?"

"Looks like you're feeling a bit better, huh? You even have the composure to ask for a name."

"I asked who you are!" the Black Death Leader snapped. He had already decided he would not survive.

"Geom Mugeuk."

Hearing my name, the Black Death Leader looked horrified. Since I had arrived with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he had no choice but to believe me.

I showed the Pungryun to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I have this?"

"I wouldn't take a hidden weapon like that even if you gave it to me."

"Thank you."

I tucked the Pungryun away. I could use it on enemies not worth drawing my sword for, or gift it to a subordinate who used hidden weapons. It was a weapon worth keeping.

I squatted beside the Black Death Leader again and looked down at him silently. The Black Death Leader's face was a mask of despair and emptiness. He had been dreaming of a brilliant future just moments ago, only to plummet into an abyss. How immense his sense of loss must have been.

"As long as you're alive, another chance will come. Who knows? Maybe you'll undergo a Body Reformation tomorrow and become an absolute master, or meet a peerless beauty and change your life. Just give me the name."

How could he not want to live? Even with a shattered shoulder, it is human nature to believe there is a way to make a comeback.

"If I say his name, he'll kill me."

"If you say his name, we'll kill him."

"How can I trust that you'll let me live?"

"I'm sorry to say this, but you're of no value to me. What does it matter whether you live or die?"

This statement seemed more persuasive. I could feel the Black Death Leader contemplating. Then, he gave a name.

"Naengyap."

He meant the Ghost Hand Squad Leader Naengyap, who led the Evil Alliance's elite Ghost Hand Squad. Naengyap was the most prominent master in the Evil Alliance.

It was a lie. The Black Death Leader spoke from a vengeful desire for us to die trying to kill Naengyap.

"Fine. Lying is your freedom, and ripping off your arm is my freedom."

I shot up, stomped on his shoulder, and started pulling his arm.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaaack!"

I pulled with the genuine intent to tear it off.

DUDUDUDUK.

No matter how venomous the Black Death Leader's heart was, he could not withstand the pain of his arm being ripped from its socket.

"Stop! Please, stop! Ugh! Seok Gwanchu, it's Seok Gwanchu!"

This time, he gave a proper answer. The mastermind was the Evil Alliance Head Elder, Seok Gwanchu.

"Is it really Seok Gwanchu?"

The Black Death Leader squeezed his eyes shut and said nothing.

Seok Gwanchu was a respected master from a previous generation of the Evil Alliance. He was a nearly forgotten figure who had long served on the council of elders. It was unimaginable that he would engage in a power struggle.

The Black Death Leader himself would never have disbanded his organization to join the Evil Alliance as the God of War if he had not been persuaded by someone of Seok Gwanchu's stature.

"Keep your promise to let me live."

"Of course...."

In that instant!

"......"

The Black Death Leader's head smashed like a watermelon slammed against the ground.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm faced him. He had killed the man with the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

I finished the sentence I had started.

"...we can't keep it. The person standing over you is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing. The dead Black Death Leader was of no concern to him.

I searched the Black Death Leader's robes and found a thick envelope. It was filled with high-value bills that amounted to one million taels. Since he had received the full amount in advance, the success of the assassination must not have mattered.

I gave the money to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"This is the money he received for the contract to kill you, the Smiling Demon, so it's yours."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took out five hundred thousand taels and gave me the envelope with the rest.

"We almost died together, so we should split it fifty-fifty. Don't refuse, take it."

"Then I'll accept it gratefully."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not a man with excessive greed for wealth. If he were a person driven by avarice, he would be standing before me as a completely different man.

The luggage the Black Death Leader had been about to leave with was full of treasures. Given his line of work, it seemed he didn't deposit his money in a bank but converted it into precious treasures to keep with him.

"These should fetch a good price. Let's have Green Mask sell them when he arrives."

"You should take them, Second Young Lord."

"You should have these, the Smiling Demon."

"Consider it prize money for losing in movement arts."

"It's too big a prize. Buying me a drink would've been much cheaper for you."

"A drink with me is more expensive than that."

I laughed pleasantly. I didn't forcefully refuse his offer.

Go Wol once told me that money has no name tag. Its value is determined by how it is used at any given moment.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "Do you believe it's certain that Seok Gwanchu is behind this?"

"Isn't that why you killed him without asking any more questions?"

"No. I killed him simply because I didn't like the look of him."

I chuckled, thinking he probably meant it.

"From what I saw, it didn't seem like he was lying."

"Seok Gwanchu. Now that's a name I haven't heard in a long time. He must be ninety by now. I can't understand why an old man like him would covet the position of the Evil Alliance Chairman."

"Seok Gwanchu has a grandson he dotes on. I've heard his ambition is quite immense."

"Because of affection for his own blood?"

"The affection an old master nearing death has for his kin is probably beyond our comprehension. In any case, if Seok Gwanchu is the one behind this, taking him down won't be easy."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in agreement. However, he was actually pleased that his opponent was formidable. I could read great joy in his small eye sockets.


One hour later, Lee Ahn and Green Mask arrived.

"It must have been a tough journey, but let's take care of this first and then rest."

I took Lee Ahn to the marketplace.

There, we visited a few places and sold all of the Black Death Leader's treasures.

Even though we sold them for less than market price, they fetched a whopping four hundred thousand taels.

"He could have just lived well for the rest of his life with this money. Why was he so greedy? This is more money than he could have spent before he died."

"Human greed knows no bounds, right?"

"Lee Ahn. If you ever think I'm getting greedy, you have to stop me. You can mock me relentlessly, saying, 'If you were going to be like this, why did you curse the Black Death Leader back then?'"

"I might be too busy being greedy myself."

"......"

"I feel it while training in martial arts. That I'm a very greedy person. I'm tormented every day by the desire to quickly achieve complete mastery and fight strong opponents."

"That's not because of your greed, it's because of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"Because of the sword art?"

"A supreme martial art like the Soaring Sky Sword Art tempts and provokes a person. You know what happens if you get consumed by it, right?"

Lee Ahn nodded. She was smart enough to understand what I was saying.

I took her to the Continental Bank.

Of the total nine hundred thousand taels we acquired, I deposited six hundred thousand under my name. I gave Lee Ahn three hundred thousand to deposit for herself. Three hundred thousand taels was a large sum, and she was stunned with shock when I gave it to her.

"Young Master, I can't possibly accept this money!"

"I'm not giving you this money to buy drinks."

"Then what is it for?"

"Later, when you're running the Ghost Shadow Squad, there will be times you need to spend money for your subordinates. Use it then."

"But this is too much money, isn't it?"

"You need to know how to handle large sums of money."

"This is the most money I've ever seen in my entire life."

"From now on, anyone who wants to buy you over will need at least three hundred thousand taels, won't they?"

"No matter how broke I am, I wouldn't be swayed by that amount."

"Then how much would it take?"

Lee Ahn seemed to ponder for a moment, then held up three fingers.

"Three million taels?"

Lee Ahn shook her head.

"Oh, thirty million taels?"

Still, Lee Ahn shook her head.

"...Thirty thousand taels? Don't tell me, three thousand taels?"

Only then did she smile.

"It's three hundred million taels. Go get it. If you want to buy me with money, you just need to give me three hundred million taels."

"Even if you gathered all the money in the world, it wouldn't be enough."

"That's me."

We looked at each other and chuckled. Honestly, it felt good. A person who couldn't be bought with money was betting everything on me.

"If you have money left over, buy yourself something tasty to eat."

"I'll have a lot left over."

"You can leave it all."

On the way back, I casually asked Lee Ahn, "What do you think of Green Mask?"

"He seems like a good person."

"No, I mean as your subordinate."

"What?"

Lee Ahn was startled.

"My subordinate?"

"The Ghost Shadow Squad First Team's Division Leader, Green Mask. It sounds reliable and fitting. The organization's name is Ghost Shadow, and he's Green Mask who wears a blue mask. It fits well, doesn't it?"

I said this because I knew the extent of Green Mask's loyalty.

"It's not a matter of whether it fits or not, is it? Green Mask is someone aiming to be the next Demon Supreme. In fact, he's the most likely candidate."

However, he will never become the Demon Supreme in his lifetime. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will live for far too long.

Wouldn't a life starting as the Ghost Shadow Squad's Division Leader be much better than a life spent taking care of the foul-tempered Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

He could become a Division Leader, then a Captain, and who knows what else after that.

His current life is set for a frustrating conclusion, but a new life has an open ending.

"If it's really too much of a burden, you can just ask him to be the Division Leader until the Ghost Shadow Squad is established in its early days."

"Would he do it?"

"There's no reason he wouldn't."

"Ayy. Still."

"Lee Ahn. Do you think the Ghost Shadow Squad's Division Leader is a lower position than the successor to the Demon Supreme?"

"...Of course it's lower, isn't it?"

"Lee Ahn!"

"......"

"As my direct subordinate and the master of the Ghost Shadow Squad, you are in a higher position than the successor to the Demon Supreme. Because I am destined to become the Heavenly Demon."

Sensing my sincerity, Lee Ahn lowered her head.

"I'm sorry. I absolutely didn't say that to disrespect you, Young Master. It's just that the title of Demon Supreme still feels... too difficult for me to grasp."

"I know. From now on, you just need to change your standards. Then, making Green Mask a Division Leader won't seem like such a burdensome task."

"......"

"And right now, there's a high chance Green Mask will refuse. It's not something you can force. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon won't easily permit it either. You'll have to put in the effort slowly over time."

You probably don't know yet how difficult it is to win over a person's heart.

"He's your subordinate, so you make the effort and earn him."

"......"

We returned to the Black Death Leader's hideout.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was waiting for me and asked about our next steps.

"What do you plan to do now?"

"If we confront Seok Gwanchu directly, a war could break out between our Cult and the Evil Alliance. So, I'm thinking of putting someone else at the forefront to fight."

"Who would that be?"

"Bi Sayin."

Bi Sayin, the successor of the Evil Alliance, was the perfect person to put forward when dealing with Seok Gwanchu.

I gazed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said quietly, "You and I, the Smiling Demon, will intervene in the decision of the Evil Alliance's successor."


Chapter 111: Because I Didn't Know

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was delighted.

He had lived through all sorts of experiences as the Demon Supreme, but he had likely never been involved in deciding the Evil Alliance's successor. He probably never even imagined he would have a reason to be involved.

"Are you really suggesting we decide the successor?" he asked.

"Yes, that's right."

"How do you mean?"

"If we think the current successor, Bi Sayin, is acceptable, we help him keep his position. If someone else seems more beneficial to us, we put him on the throne. I might be a meddler, but for the Evil Alliance's successor, we must install someone who will be thoroughly advantageous to our Cult, regardless of their character."

Of course, it has to be someone who benefits not only our Cult, but me as well.

"Then we should install the most incompetent fool," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

"No, that would only destabilize the state of murim. We should at least install someone whose actions are predictable. In any case, if we handle this well, we will have made a great contribution to our Cult."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed heartily. Facing a formidable foe like Seok Gwanchu was delightful enough, but gaining merit from it would truly be killing two birds with one stone.

"Are we finally going to see the era of the Second Young Lord?"

A flicker of anticipation crossed his eyes.

"No. This world is still the world of the Smiling Demon."

"My world, you say?"

"If the Smiling Demon weren't here, this would never have been possible. Do you think I would have ever considered facing the Head Elder of the Evil Alliance alone?"

"Are you using your flattery technique again?"

"Why do you think it's called a divine technique? It must be polished for a lifetime."

My joke delighted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The unfolding situation intrigued him.

I sent Lee Ahn and Green Mask to the safehouse where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was staying. I ordered them to protect her, but I had two other reasons.

First, it was dangerous. Now that the main enemy was revealed to be the Evil Alliance Head Elder Seok Gwanchu, there was no telling what kind of masters might appear.

Second, I wanted Lee Ahn and Green Mask to spend time together. I had told Lee Ahn, 'Your subordinate is yours to win over.' Whether she could accomplish that was up to her. I could only hope Lee Ahn's capacity was great enough to contain Green Mask.

Before leaving, Lee Ahn said just one thing to me.

"If anything happens to you, Young Master, I will die too."

"Alright. I'll fight as if I have two lives."

Green Mask watched them, then bowed his head respectfully to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing. I had never seen the gruff Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask exchange words for anything other than official orders.

After sending them to the safehouse, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I sped off using our movement arts.

"Where are we going?"

"We're going to the White Night Valley to meet Bi Sayin."

I had previously informed Bi Sayin that the Five Bloody Shadows of the White Night Valley tried to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Since then, there had been no news from Bi Sayin or the White Night Valley. This meant Bi Sayin had not yet found the mastermind there.


Bi Sayin drank at a tavern near the White Night Valley.

His face was flushed not from alcohol, but from anger. The more his worries solidified, the more hideous the scar on his face became. He still hadn't uncovered the mastermind. He had received the precious information in Guizhou on the condition of driving out the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company and paying a huge sum, but things weren't unfolding as he expected.

When he first came here, he had intended to pressure the White Night Valley by any means necessary. He wanted them to confess that they had ordered the Five Bloody Shadows to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If that didn't work, he planned to use force. With himself and seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, neither the White Night Valley nor its masters could resist.

However, when they arrived, the White Night Valley's leader was already gone. He had been there the day before but had hastily left with only his closest subordinates. Bi Sayin tried intimidating the underlings to find the leader's whereabouts, but they didn't know.

The thought occurred to him that his arrival might have been announced in advance. Secrets were constantly being leaked.

Bi Sayin drained another cup of alcohol. Geom Mugeuk suddenly came to mind. Whenever he felt cornered, Geom Mugeuk would pop into his head.

Useless.

Just as Bi Sayin was about to drink again to shake off the thought, a man wearing a bamboo hat strode toward his table. The seven members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves sitting around him shot to their feet and drew their swords.

The approaching man removed his bamboo hat.

"It's been a while."

The man was none other than Geom Mugeuk. Since Bi Sayin had just been thinking of him, his appearance was truly startling.

"How did you know I was here?" Bi Sayin glared at Geom Mugeuk, his face full of suspicion.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm.

"Since I was the one who gave you the information, it was natural to assume you'd come to the White Night Valley, and how could I not find you when you're all traveling in a group like this?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the surrounding members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. His point was that with eight martial artists moving together, their location was easy to find.

"May I sit?"

"Go ahead."

Geom Mugeuk sat down in front of Bi Sayin. Bi Sayin ordered the Thirteen Evil Wolves to sit, and they all sat down tensely. First Wolf Baek Cheolgi sat next to Bi Sayin, ready to draw his sword at any moment.

"Why are you here?" Bi Sayin asked gruffly.

Inwardly, however, he was pleased to see Geom Mugeuk. He shouldn't feel this way, but he kept feeling the urge to rely on him.

"I came because I have important information to share with you, Young Master Bi."

"What is it?"

"I've found out who the mastermind behind this incident is."

Bi Sayin was stunned. Not only him, but Baek Cheolgi and all the other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves were shocked as well.

"Who is it?"

Geom Mugeuk did not answer immediately. "I can't just give away such important information for free."

The next moment, Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk with a sense of dread.

Second Young Lord, you have made a grave mistake.

He shouldn't have mentioned such a crucial fact in this place. The reason was the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Bi Sayin suspected that among the seven members following him, there was a spy planted by the one trying to kill him. Several things had gone wrong recently, and he believed it was because a spy was leaking information.

Seeing that the White Night Valley's leader was gone when they arrived had turned his suspicion into certainty. Someone was definitely passing information to the other side. With such important information revealed now, it was only a matter of time before it reached the mastermind.

He had considered sending a telepathy message to Geom Mugeuk to ask for help but couldn't bring himself to do it. He regretted even starting to send it. The successor of the Evil Alliance asking for help from a scion of the Heavenly Demon? He had berated himself countless times for attempting such a ridiculous thing.

"I've come a long way, and I'm thirsty," Geom Mugeuk said, holding out his cup.

Bi Sayin poured alcohol into Geom Mugeuk's cup. Just then, a telepathy message from Geom Mugeuk reached him.

[Let's talk details after we catch the rat.]

[!]

Bi Sayin's hand paused for a moment before he continued pouring. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk knew his situation perfectly. At the thought that his agonizing problem might finally be solved, Bi Sayin's heart began to beat faster.

This change had occurred after meeting Geom Mugeuk. This man constantly made his heart race. He constantly made him compare himself and feel insignificant.

Damn it !

He made him feel hopeful.

That night, a masked man landed silently on the roof of the largest inn in the village. He hid something under a tile at the edge of the roof. There was a set rule for sending secret messages. In any village, if he hid a secret letter at the corner of the largest inn's roof, someone would retrieve it and send it by messenger pigeon. There were designated trees in the mountains and burial spots in the fields.

Just as he hid the letter and was about to hurry away, someone spoke from behind him.

"Geom Mugeuk has discovered the identity of the mastermind."

The masked man spun around in shock. Geom Mugeuk had approached without a sound and was now holding the secret letter, reading it. The man had left only after confirming Geom Mugeuk had fallen asleep while drinking with Bi Sayin at their lodging.

"I'm a light sleeper. I heard someone sneaking out like a thief in the night."

The masked man instantly realized this had all been a trap. His haste, driven by the important information he had to report, had been his downfall.

Just as the masked man was about to flee, Geom Mugeuk provoked him.

"I'll chase you down and tell everyone. I'll say that the one from the Thirteen Evil Wolves who is currently absent is the traitor. I'm confident in my movement arts, so you won't be able to get back faster than me."

The masked man flinched and stopped.

"It would be better to kill me here and now," Geom Mugeuk continued. "At least then, your identity won't be revealed."

The masked man turned toward Geom Mugeuk and drew his sword. He remained silent, not wanting to reveal his voice. Since things had come to this, there was only one way. He had to kill Geom Mugeuk to destroy the evidence, then return quietly and feign ignorance.

The masked man rushed toward Geom Mugeuk.

SHWIIK!

As befitting a member of a group said to be stronger than the Demon Supreme when two of them gathered, the masked man's movements were incredible.

SHWIIIIK.

His figure closed the distance in an instant and flew at Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

The moment their swords first clashed, the masked man's heart sank. He almost lost his grip on his sword and knew in that instant that Geom Mugeuk possessed far superior inner arts.

It wasn't just his inner arts.

CLANG! CLANG!

His own technique, which had always allowed him to kill his enemies with ease, was completely ineffective. His attacks aimed at vital points were invariably blocked by Geom Mugeuk's sword. He was using all his strength, yet it felt as if his opponent was blocking him casually.

Sensing the clear difference in skill, the masked man launched himself in the opposite direction after a dozen exchanges. He had to flee to survive.

Just then!

PHEW!

THWACK!

A flying finger qi bullet pierced his thigh.

He let out a short scream and rolled on the ground before scrambling back to his feet. The person who had landed to block his path was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"A man turning his back in a fight? Have you no shame?"

The corners of the masked man's eyes reddened with shame. Geom Mugeuk had appeared behind him at some point, but they were not the only two who had shown up.

"Sixth Wolf!"

Hearing his name, the masked man's heart plummeted. Bi Sayin and the rest of the Thirteen Evil Wolves appeared. The masked man was the sixth of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the Sixth Wolf.

Their leader, First Wolf Baek Cheolgi, was furious. "Did you really betray us?"

Even seeing it with his own eyes, Baek Cheolgi couldn't believe it. If someone had asked him to pick the least likely to betray them from the thirteen members, the first person he would have chosen was the Sixth Wolf.

"Why did you do this? Didn't you know that the Thirteen Evil Wolves are not to get involved in politics?"

The Sixth Wolf removed his mask.

"Why not?"

"What?"

"Why do we have to live bound by such a stupid rule that we don't even know who made?"

"You bastard, what more did you want from life as a martial artist? If you hated this life so much, you shouldn't have sworn loyalty in the first place!"

"Because I didn't know. I didn't know that I would live such a pathetic life with the martial arts I've polished my entire life! I didn't know my life would be spent just trailing around protecting one First Young Lord!"

For a moment, Bi Sayin's expression hardened. He hadn't known the Sixth Wolf was following him with such feelings. Did the others feel the same way?

The First Wolf shouted at him. "Cut the excuses! What did they offer you? What did they promise to give you to escape this pathetic life?"

The Sixth Wolf couldn't answer. He couldn't bring himself to say that he had been promised immense wealth and a high position.

"I'm not a traitor. I was just trying to find my own life!" the Sixth Wolf roared. He chose an opponent to take down with him. He chose Geom Mugeuk.

"This is all your fault!"

The Sixth Wolf launched himself at Geom Mugeuk. He was no match for him even when he wasn't agitated, and now he was injured.

Just as he was unleashing his technique toward Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

A sword blade burst through his back and out of his chest.

The Sixth Wolf slowly turned his head to see Bi Sayin standing behind him.

"...This is all your fault."

To the Sixth Wolf's resentment, Bi Sayin replied gruffly, "A moment ago, you said it was the Second Young Lord's fault."

As if he didn't want to talk anymore, Bi Sayin pulled out his sword. Under the moonlight, a fountain of blood erupted from the Sixth Wolf's body. Geom Mugeuk stepped aside to avoid being drenched. This fight, after all, was an internal affair of the Evil Alliance.

Bi Sayin, holding the blood-dripping sword, asked Geom Mugeuk, "Now, tell me. Who is the mastermind?"


Chapter 112: Can You Swim?

Bi Sayin was furious, and I knew why. The Sixth Wolf's earlier words had clearly offended him. A life spent swarming to protect a single First Young Lord—it was a deep disrespect.

Killing the Sixth Wolf might have ended the matter if he were the only one, but the real problem was the lingering suspicion. The thought that the other Thirteen Evil Wolves might feel the same would torment Bi Sayin for a long time.

I had no intention of comforting him. He was my enemy, and I planned to exploit this division and his confusion.

The First Wolf stepped forward, his voice agitated. "Shouldn't we have kept the Sixth Wolf alive as a witness?" He was clearly flustered by his comrade's betrayal and death.

Bi Sayin didn't answer.

I could guess what he heard in the First Wolf's words.

He was like a brother to me, how could you just kill him like that?

Bi Sayin's gaze shifted to the other Thirteen Evil Wolves behind the First Wolf. They stood with their usual impassive expressions, but at that moment, they must have seemed like strangers to Bi Sayin.

I stepped in. "Aren't you all witnesses? Besides Young Master Bi, the person directly involved, there are six of you who saw the Sixth Wolf's betrayal."

The First Wolf voiced his worry. "If they lump us all together as accomplices, they might not believe us."

"Are you saying the testimony of six members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who represent the Evil Alliance, won't be accepted? If that's the case, what's the point of being martial artists for the Evil Alliance?"

The First Wolf and the other members said nothing. They must have felt truly miserable.

Bi Sayin, who had been listening quietly, suddenly roared, "Enough of this nonsense!" His irritation was understandable.

"Who is the mastermind?"

"I can't tell you here."

I poured oil on the fire. "I wonder, was there only one traitor?"

The Thirteen Evil Wolves shot cold glares at me.

Bi Sayin should have been the first to react, but he was the last. He harbored the same suspicion.

"Wouldn't it be best to be careful until things are clear? Let's talk about this between the two of us."

I was driving a wedge between Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves, pushing him into a corner. I had to grab him by the scruff of his neck and drag him along. I wouldn't lose the upper hand before my plan was in motion.

Before meeting Bi Sayin alone, I spoke briefly with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon via telepathy.

I plan to separate Bi Sayin from the Thirteen Evil Wolves for now.

You must have something in mind.

I need time alone with Bi Sayin to make him move as I wish.

In truth, I had another reason I couldn't tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The quick-witted Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly asked, Is that really the only reason?

No, it's not.

When I answered honestly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled with his eyes.

As expected, the Second Young Lord wears the same mask as I.

That's right. No one believed me when I said I wasn't a good person, but the Smiling Demon understands. I'll see you later at the safehouse near the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon accepted my request because the matter was serious. When it came to official business, he was more meticulous than anyone.


I stood with Bi Sayin on a hill east of the White Night Valley.

"Who is the mastermind?"

"What will you give me if I tell you? You didn't think you'd get this information for free, did you?"

Bi Sayin's expression hardened. "Damn it! Why is it so hard to hear one name? Just tell me like a man!"

"That's not being manly, that's being a fool who takes a loss for pride. I believe a deal requires a fair exchange. Problems always start when one side is dissatisfied. Let's make sure the scales are balanced."

"What do you want?"

There was something I wanted from him. After regressing, I had decided to collect several miraculous encounters if I had the chance. This was one of them.

"Let me into the Myriad Evil Cave."

The Myriad Evil Cave was a sacred place in the Evil Alliance. Only the Evil Alliance Chairman and his successor could enter.

Three hundred years ago, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader treated his injuries there after a fierce battle with the Heavenly Demon. The Evil Alliance had designated it a holy site.

Bi Sayin was startled. "Why do you want to go in there?"

"I've wanted to enter for a long time."

"Then you must know. Outsiders are forbidden from entering the Myriad Evil Cave."

"That's why I'm demanding it now, isn't it? With your life as collateral."

"Don't exaggerate. I've been alive this whole time without knowing the mastermind. Don't act like you're holding something so great."

"You were alive, but it was precarious, especially with a traitor at your back. If you hadn't met me, that traitor would still be eating and sleeping right beside Young Master Bi."

Bi Sayin fell silent, unable to refute my words. He asked me, "Do you know what kind of place the Myriad Evil Cave is?"

He asked because there was nothing special there. It was just a place to commemorate where the Myriad Evil Sect Leader had treated his injuries, like a pavilion in a scenic spot.

"I heard that three hundred years ago, the Heavenly Demon and the Myriad Evil Sect Leader fought. A detailed record of that battle was left in the Myriad Evil Cave. As the next Heavenly Demon, I want to read it. Unfortunately, that record isn't in our Cult."

Bi Sayin voiced his concern. "Letting you in isn't a big problem, but if this gets out, it could become a huge problem."

"You don't have to worry about that. I'll never tell anyone I entered the Myriad Evil Cave, and if I did? You can just deny it. If you say it wasn't you, who would believe me?"

He would eventually accept. The Myriad Evil Cave was nothing compared to what he would gain. Though it was a holy site, it was just a memorial hall. The secret of the Myriad Evil Cave would be revealed in about ten years, long after the Bi Sayin before me was dead.

"If you don't want to, then don't. I don't want to go in so badly that I have to beg. Let's just forget it."

"Second Young Lord, don't be so petty."

"Young Master Bi, you're the one being petty with your own life."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm saying that while others might hesitate, Young Master Bi cannot. Nothing is more important than your life, especially a life that will ascend to the seat of Evil Alliance Chairman after this crisis. Forget everything else and think only of your life!"

Finally, Bi Sayin took a deep breath and accepted. "Fine. I'll let you into the Myriad Evil Cave."

He had to find the mastermind, no matter the cost.

"But I have two conditions."

"State them."

"First, you must reveal the mastermind."

I expected this demand. "I'll tell you at the entrance of the Myriad Evil Cave."

"Fine."

We readily agreed on the first condition.

"Second brother, you only get two hours."

"That's too short. Give me six hours."

"Four hours. No more."

"Fine."

Bi Sayin drew his sword. I drew the Black Demon Sword, and we clashed them together. CLANG! The clear sound sealed our promise.

"Is the Myriad Evil Cave on the way to the Evil Alliance Headquarters?"

"It is."

"Let's leave right now, just the two of us."

Bi Sayin was startled. "Are you saying we should leave the Thirteen Evil Wolves behind?"

"That's right. Let's leave the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind."

Bi Sayin started to speak but stopped. He couldn't bring himself to ask if it was dangerous. Seeing me move alone had wounded his pride, and he couldn't ask such a cowardly question.

"It'll be safest for just the two of us to go right now."

"Why is that?"

"Because your martial arts and those of the Thirteen Evil Wolves are so formidable, it's not easy to place surveillance on you. That must be why they recruited the Sixth Wolf."

Bi Sayin nodded in agreement.

"Now that the Sixth Wolf is dead, there's a gap in their surveillance, but they'll soon realize he's dead and send a new monitor. We have to leave now. Let's go to the Myriad Evil Cave, just you and me. We'll leave the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thirteen Evil Wolves behind. The best way to defeat the enemy is to move unexpectedly."

Still, Bi Sayin hesitated. He finally revealed his honest feelings. "But what's the point if we end up dead?"

His conflicted face looked distorted, unable to properly convey his emotions. Perhaps this pity was one reason I wanted to save him.

"With the Thirteen Evil Wolves around, who knows if our chances of survival go up or down? Like I said before, can you be certain there isn't another spy among them?"

Bi Sayin couldn't answer confidently. There was no guarantee against double or even triple spies. He could only be certain of the First Wolf, Baek Cheolgi.

"Besides, for you to let me into the Myriad Evil Cave, we have to move alone, don't we? Would it be alright if they found out you let me in? Not just them, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would find out too."

Those words were decisive.

"Fine, let's go, just the two of us."

"A wise decision."

Bi Sayin's face filled with determination.

Normally, he shouldn't have made this decision. He shouldn't have moved so easily according to an opponent's intentions. If the opponent is a villain, you're already doomed.

However, Bi Sayin, this time you did well. I don't know how your fate will unfold, but joining me is likely the only way to turn the wheel of your tragic destiny. Pull the reins harder to change its direction.

"I'll help you become the Evil Alliance Chairman."

"The world will laugh if I become the Evil Alliance Chairman with your help."

"The world will never know the truth. Someday, when I'm the Heavenly Demon and you're the Evil Alliance Chairman, we'll meet, shake hands, and reminisce about this."

Bi Sayin stared at me as if to bore a hole through me.

How could I possibly know what's in his heart? Does he hate this moment so much he wants to kill me, or will he be truly grateful for this day and take my hand?

"Let's go."

I started running, and he followed. In an instant, we were out of the White Night Valley.


Ten days later, after running only on deserted paths, we arrived at a clifftop. Bi Sayin had realized there was no surveillance or tailing and acknowledged my judgment was correct.

SHWAAAAAA.

Looking down at the cascading waterfall, Bi Sayin asked, "Can you swim?"

"I can eat a meal underwater while fighting the Yangtze River Water Ghosts."

"Then follow me."

Bi Sayin jumped below the waterfall, and I followed right after him.

The entrance to the Myriad Evil Cave was impossible to find unless you knew its location. We swam through a narrow opening beneath the waterfall. The strong current made it hard to see, and the hole was so narrow it seemed we might get stuck forever.

We passed through the entrance and swam through a narrow passage. We went so deep that the fear of drowning gripped us before we finally emerged from the water. The waterway connected to a pond inside a cave.

"They say the Myriad Evil Sect Leader, injured in his battle with the Heavenly Demon, drifted into this place."

"For that narrow passage to lead here, heaven must have saved him."

"That's why we made this place a holy site."

We stood before the cave. It was originally a long cave, but the entrance had been blocked to create a door.

"It's a door that only opens by infusing inner arts in a specific way. If you try to force it, this place will collapse. Now, tell me. Who is the mastermind?"

I immediately told him the mastermind. "The Evil Alliance Head Elder, Seok Gwanchu."

Bi Sayin was shocked. He had clearly never expected that name.

"That can't be. Elder Seok retired long ago and joined the council of elders. Do you have proof?"

"The Black Death Leader confessed."

"Where is he now?"

"He's dead."

Bi Sayin's expression hardened. "Are you saying Elder Seok is the mastermind without any proof?"

"Why is there no proof? I, the son of the Heavenly Demon's second brother, am telling you as a witness."

"!"

"If you don't believe me, you shouldn't be standing here. What in the world are you doing?"

At my rebuke, Bi Sayin sighed deeply. "No. I believe you. I came because I believe you. It's just... the fact that it's Elder Seok is unbelievable."

Seok Gwanchu was a figure who commanded the respect of all the Evil Alliance's martial artists.

"Elder Seok is trying to make his grandson the successor."

Only then did Bi Sayin understand.

"Ah! So that was it. Elder Seok was extremely proud of his grandson. He boasted about him in front of me several times. Back then... I just thought his affection was excessive, but thinking about it now, it seems it was more than that."

A cold killing intent flickered in Bi Sayin's eyes. Seok Gwanchu, his grandson, and all the words and events he had previously overlooked now took on a new, heart-freezing meaning.

"Now, it's your turn to keep your promise."

Bi Sayin kept his promise. He placed his palm on the wall and infused his inner arts, and the door opened.

"Your entry here is a secret until the day you die, and you have exactly four hours. If you don't come out by then, I'm coming in."

Leaving him behind, I walked slowly into the Myriad Evil Cave.


Chapter 113: To the Fated One

I slowly walked into the Myriad Evil Cave.

The Evil Alliance had made the cave a sacred place, so its interior was well-decorated. Luminous pearls embedded everywhere kept it bright, and the air circulated well.

I walked for some time before a wide space opened up. This was the Myriad Evil Cave. A newly constructed wall recorded the life of the Myriad Evil Sect Leader in words and pictures.

The wall detailed his entire life story, from his unfortunate birth and childhood to his arduous martial arts training. It told tales of his youthful exploits and his eventual rise to become the grandmaster of the unorthodox sects.

But that was all. There was nothing else, which was why Bi Sayin had let me in. It was just a record of the life of a legendary unorthodox master from three hundred years ago.

The peak of his life was his fight with the Heavenly Demon. He could not win, but he became a legend for surviving the battle.

The wall records stated he stayed here for ten days to treat his injuries before leaving. He survived because he fortunately found water.

It was written that he went into seclusion afterward and never showed himself in the murim again.

The wall did not mention that he left behind a discourse on his martial arts here before he died.

Then how did it become known?

Ten years from now, an earthquake will strike this place, collapsing a wall and discovering a new space.

I drew the Black Demon Sword.

JIIING.

A sky-blue enhanced sword qi enveloped the Black Demon Sword.

I plunged the sword, wreathed in enhanced sword qi, into the lower west wall. I cut a neat opening along the dividing line below the murals, just large enough for one person to pass through.

This was the same wall that would collapse in the future. It was not thick. Once I cut deep enough, I used my inner arts to push the stone slab, which fell inward.

I crawled through the opening. In this inner space, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader had left his final thoughts on his martial arts before he died.

A discourse on his martial arts covered the wall. He must have left it in a secret space because he only wanted someone with a fated connection to see it.

I read it slowly.

It was a discourse on his entire martial arts, based on the enlightenment he gained from his fight with the Heavenly Demon.

The Myriad Evil Sect Leader's martial arts were incredibly profound and lofty. For ordinary masters, it was all abstract nonsense that would be useless even if they read it a hundred times. However, I was no ordinary master.

I read the legacy of the unorthodox path's greatest master from the last three hundred years again and again. Memorization was unnecessary. It was a matter of understanding.

At first, I found enlightenment in the differences. The unorthodox martial arts offered new lessons, completely different from our Cult's demonic art.

However, as I read it over and over, I realized that all martial arts ultimately began from a single root, gaining enlightenment from their similarities.

They were both similar and different. Knowing which parts were different and which were the same, and the profundity born from these subtle differences, was what separated an unparalleled master from the rest.

I drew my sword and swung it, read the text, and then executed techniques like a madman. The experience was refreshing and intense.

If I had only learned demonic art, or if I had only learned the martial arts of the unorthodox sects, his teachings would not have resonated with me so deeply.

However, while I was based in demonic art, I had lived a life that transcended factions. Because of that, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's final enlightenment had a great impact on me.

Then, at some point while executing the techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I realized something.

I had unknowingly achieved the Twelth Star complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Like water flowing downward, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's teachings had naturally guided me to the next level.

The tenth star complete mastery and the Twelth Star complete mastery were realms of a different dimension. A single martial art had reached its ultimate state and was finally perfected.

"Ah!"

I was overjoyed. Even in my past life, I had never achieved the Twelth Star complete mastery in any martial art. Now that I had reached the Twelth Star complete mastery of a profound martial art like the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I felt like I could fly.

I immediately prostrated myself and bowed. I offered sincere gratitude, even though he was a grandmaster of the unorthodox sects.

"Thank you so much for leaving behind such great teachings. A follower of the unorthodox path couldn't receive this precious fated connection, but the one who did is trying to help your descendant, so please don't be too disappointed."

As I was about to get up, something caught my eye.

Something was hidden in a spot only visible while prostrated. I moved closer and saw a letter left by the Myriad Evil Sect Leader. The last passage caught my eye.

"...I realized that even if I consumed this 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom, I could not kill the Heavenly Demon. Therefore, I will not take it and instead leave it for a future generation. May the fated one cherish this connection."

"The 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom?"

Startled, I examined the area. A small hole lay behind the letter. I looked inside and saw a 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom truly growing there.

When I lightly infused my inner arts and pushed, the earthen wall crumbled and revealed a small space.

Amazingly, a 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom grew there. It was a miracle herb more potent than any I had consumed before.

If I had not bowed gratefully to the Myriad Evil Sect Leader, I never would have found the letter or the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom. I did not know if he intended it or if it was a coincidence, but I had stumbled upon a second miraculous encounter.

Thank you once again.

I carefully harvested the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom. It was smaller than a normal lingzhi mushroom, containing countless years of accumulated spiritual energy.

I consumed the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom on the spot.

An immense energy spread throughout my entire body. It was a massive amount of energy that could rupture the blood vessels of anyone unable to handle it.

However, my sturdy blood vessels, fortified by the Meridians Strengthening Art and the pure inner arts from previous miracle herbs, allowed me to absorb the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom without any side effects.

I circulated the inner qi for one cycle, then two, then three, focusing intently on absorbing the energy. After storing the energy in my qi center, I opened my eyes.

I could not know how profound Father's, the Murim Alliance Chairman's, or the Evil Alliance Chairman's inner arts were, but I could now be confident that in terms of inner arts alone, mine was no less than theirs.

I left the letter and the teachings on the wall. The future earthquake would destroy most of it anyway, so I did not need to erase the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's work myself.

I crawled out of the space and put the stone slab back in its original place.

There was still time before the promised two hours were up, so I read the part about the final battle between the Heavenly Demon and the Myriad Evil Sect Leader.

The depiction of the fight showed the Heavenly Demon manifesting the Heavenly Demon Soul. Since unorthodox sect members drew the picture, they had depicted the Heavenly Demon Soul as a devil.

I stared intently at the Heavenly Demon Soul.

If one achieves complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, one can manifest the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Will I really be able to create a Heavenly Demon Soul someday? What form will my Heavenly Demon Soul take when it manifests? Could it appear in a small form, unlike that giant one?

Just thinking about it made my heart pound.

Just then.

SWOOSH. I had the illusion that the Heavenly Demon Soul in the picture was looking at me.

Startled, I looked again, but the Heavenly Demon Soul was just a picture.

Actually, this was the second time I had experienced this.

Once before, when Father pressured me with his demonic qi, I had felt as if something enormous was watching me from the abyss.

It was the exact same feeling now.

Am I seeing illusions because I desperately desire the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

"Next time, let's meet not in a picture, but when I manifest you myself."

After saying that to the Heavenly Demon Soul, I left the Myriad Evil Cave.

Bi Sayin waited outside. He studied me with curious eyes, but at his level, he could not detect any change in me.

"I read it well. It's truly a place worthy of being called a sacred ground. The Myriad Evil Sect Leader was a great man."

"Don't even think of coming here again," Bi Sayin warned.

"It's a sacred place to you, but to me, it's just a stuffy underground cave. Seeing it once was enough. Now, let's go."

We went outside through the same pond we had entered.

Coming out from under the waterfall, we leaped up the cliff. I made it in a single bound, while he had to kick off the cliff face once midway up.

We started running toward the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

After running nonstop for a while, we took a short break. As we sat side-by-side on a hill, Bi Sayin said worriedly, "There must be a huge uproar by now. The heir of the Evil Alliance is missing with the son of the Heavenly Demon, after all."

"It might be less of a big deal than you think."

Bi Sayin looked at me and asked, "Why do you think so?"

"The Smiling Demon probably gave First Wolf a heads-up that I wouldn't be in any danger, so there's no need to make a fuss."

"Did you order the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to do that?"

I shook my head.

"Aren't there things that can be understood without being said?"

"This is the first time I've been separated from the Thirteen Evil Wolves since becoming the heir, and I can't predict how they'll move at all."

He could not hide his bitter expression. I felt a little sorry for him, since I had induced their division.

"How does it feel to be alone?"

"I'm not sure yet. I thought it'd be very uncomfortable, but I don't feel that anxious."

"It's probably because you're with me. I have a charm that puts people at ease."

Bi Sayin looked dumbfounded at my shameless words. As I spent time with him, I learned to read the subtle changes in his expression. His mangled face first seemed to have only one expression, but a closer look revealed differences.

"I think I can read Young Master Bi's expressions now."

He flinched when I mentioned his expression. The scars on Bi Sayin's face were a taboo, just like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask. However, I did not hesitate to bring it up.

"Later, when you have a trustworthy subordinate, show them your expressions clearly. It's the only way they'll be able to read your emotions. The closer they are and the more they respect you, the more likely they are to misread your expressions. Don't make that mistake."

"Why are you giving me this advice?"

"Because I want the Evil Alliance to run well. I want our Cult, your alliance, and the Murim Alliance to maintain a balance. If that balance collapses... you know what'll happen, don't you?"

"Is that really all?"

"Do you think I was taught to trust people? Still, I trust when I have to."

"I'm asking because I don't understand why you're taking such a risk."

"The reason is simple. That bastard tried to kill us. He tried to use the Smiling Demon. That's reason enough to kill him, but don't believe I'll help you to the very end. We're not some jianghu newcomers mad with vengeance. If we judge the situation isn't right, we'll pull out immediately. This whole affair is, in the end, your problem, Young Master Bi."

Bi Sayin looked like he had a lot on his mind.

"What should I do? To be honest, I'm a bit confused."

The Bi Sayin I first met and the Bi Sayin now were clearly different. A wounded pride tends to blind a person. However, the current Bi Sayin clearly had a stronger will to overcome reality than to protect his pride.

"Isn't it a simple matter?"

"What do you mean?"

"Isn't it just a matter of paying them back in kind? He tried to kill you, so you kill him. He didn't try to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman for power. He tried to kill the heir, Young Master Bi. So you should kill his grandson the same way. Throw away any fear or reverence you have for Seok Gwanchu. He's just a vile old man greedy for power. Forget about evidence and all that crap and just kill him."

Bi Sayin nodded emphatically.

"You're right. This was a very simple problem."

It seemed something that had been blocked up was now clear.

"I will kill them all. I will kill anyone who stands in my way."

"Of course you should. Don't complicate a simple problem."

Bi Sayin stared at me for a moment, then asked, "Can you still read my expression?"

"I can."

"What is it?"

"You're happy."

"So I really did have expressions."

"You didn't know?"

"I didn't. Everyone was too busy avoiding my face."

"It wasn't everyone, it was you. Stop breaking mirrors now."

A deeper smile spread across the face that would have normally flared up in anger. I stared at his face for a moment before getting up first.

"Come on, let's run!"


Chapter 114: I Meant to Lure in a Villain

I arrived with Bi Sayin at a safehouse near the Evil Alliance Headquarters. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thirteen Evil Wolves waited for us there.

First Wolf looked as overjoyed as if he had seen a ghost.

"Young Lord! You're safe!"

"First Wolf, I'm sorry for leaving without telling you."

"We were so worried. You mustn't do this again."

"I understand."

The other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves were also delighted. Seeing them welcome Bi Sayin, he seemed to relax.

"The Extreme Evil Demon Supreme did guarantee the young lord's safety, but..."

I chuckled.

First Wolf must have worried, 'Doesn't having the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon guarantee his safety make it even more dangerous?'

While Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves had their reunion, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon called me into a separate room. His two eyes scrutinized me from behind the white mask.

"Bi Sayin probably doesn't even know what was taken from him. What exactly did you gain?"

"I just tried to win his heart."

"That can't be it. That's something I or the Thirteen Evil Wolves could have done."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew me too well after traveling together for so long.

"Come to think of it, your gaze seems to have deepened. Did you perhaps make progress in your martial arts?"

"Just a little."

In truth, I had completely mastered the Soaring Sky Sword Art, a huge accomplishment, but I only told him half the truth. I didn't think I could completely deceive the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, nor did I want to.

"If the Second Young Lord's skills have improved even more, I suppose I'd lose if we fought now."

"I might be able to beat the other Demon Supremes, but I could never defeat you, Smiling Demon."

"Why is that?"

"Because you are the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed, knowing it was a compliment.


That afternoon, Bi Sayin came to find me. He had devised an extremely dangerous plan.

"I intend to use myself as bait."

He was betting his life on it.

"I'll leak information that I have evidence. Evidence that proves Seok Gwanchu is behind everything. If I say I'm about to report it to the Chairman, Seok Gwanchu will surely come to kill us."

This was a plausible situation. The Black Death Leader was dead, we had visited the White Night Valley, and the Sixth Wolf was dead. It was believable that we had found evidence.

"He'll need to kill us as soon as possible, and he won't be able to hire an outside expert on short notice. He'll either come himself or send an expert with deep ties to him."

"Do you know how dangerous this plan is?"

"I do. He'll definitely send someone who can kill me. He might even come himself."

"Then why did you come up with such a dangerous plan?"

"Because there's one thing they're overlooking."

"What is it?"

"You, Second Young Lord. They'd never imagine that you and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be helping me."

He asked me, "Will you help me?"

"I will."

My unhesitating answer took Bi Sayin aback.

"Why don't you ask for something in return? This is a situation where I'd have to agree to any condition you set. A situation where I'd have no choice but to give you everything I own if you asked for it."

"Because I want to properly shake your hand someday."

Bi Sayin's eyes wavered. Help given in times of hardship always leaves the deepest impression. If I could win Bi Sayin's heart this time, it would become a greater strength than any miracle herbs or treasures.

After parting with him, I met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and told him about the plan.

"Second Young Lord, you should stay out of this."

"Are you serious?"

"......"

"Is it because you're worried about me?"

"No, it's because I'm worried about myself. I came out here with you, Second Young Lord. What would become of me if you died in the front yard of the Evil Alliance? I wouldn't be able to face the Cult Leader."

In truth, I had the exact same concern. Father had ordered me not to kill any more Demon Supremes. What would become of me if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon died?

"Let's just see how the situation unfolds and decide then."

"Let's do that."

"This fight isn't our fight. There's no need for us to jump into it too recklessly."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes glinted. He was the type to burn brighter the stronger his opponent was.

Returning to my room, I unwound the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from my sword hilt. I wrapped it around my vital areas, my heart, neck, stomach, arms, and legs. Over that, I wore the Ghost Armor from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Then, I quietly circulated my qi and prepared for the coming fight.

Late at night, I opened my eyes.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had woken me. It had never woken me so violently and intensely before. I could tell.

A formidable enemy.

I had expected a strong enemy, but this was the first time I had encountered an expert powerful enough to make the Heavenly Demon Defense Art react so strongly.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, sleeping in the same room, also snapped his eyes open.

"Did you feel that?"

"......"

"Let's go."

Like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I put on a mask. We headed toward the source of the energy, which was the building where Bi Sayin was staying.

KWAJIK! WASPEAR!

Martial artists burst out, shattering windows and walls. It was Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves. They were clearly flustered.

Soon after, an old man appeared, walking out leisurely. He wore pure white robes and had a white beard that reached his chest, like a divine hermit. His face and hands were covered in wrinkles of indeterminable age, but his eyes were as fearsome as a beast's.

The old man dragged a person behind him. The person was already a corpse, and a pool of blood marked the path where he was dragged.

"......"

The old man threw the corpse. It flew into the middle of the courtyard and rolled. The dead man was the Third Wolf.

The expressions of the Thirteen Evil Wolves hardened at their comrade's death. Their eyes filled with a vengeful killing intent, but none of them cursed or acted rashly. The swordsmanship the old man had displayed when killing the Third Wolf had undoubtedly intimidated them.

"Who are you?" First Wolf asked the old man, suppressing his anger.

He was not Seok Gwanchu. He was older than Seok Gwanchu, an expert of the previous generation, and he exuded a much more powerful presence.

"And who are you?"

The old man's low, calm voice cut through the night air. It was a voice that carried the weight of profound inner arts.

"I am First Wolf, leader of the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

"Come closer."

Of course, First Wolf did not approach.

"How can a coward be leading the Thirteen Evil Wolves?"

First Wolf's expression hardened, but he did not fall for the old man's provocation. Instead, he spoke quietly to Bi Sayin.

"We'll handle things here, so please get away."

The plan to lure them in and capture them had collapsed the moment the old man appeared.

Bi Sayin had no intention of escaping, but it would not have been easy even if he had tried. Another expert had appeared on the opposite wall. It was none other than Seok Gwanchu, the mastermind behind this incident. He too displayed the bearing of an expert from a previous generation.

His appearance meant he intended to kill everyone to silence them.

Seok Gwanchu clasped his hands behind his back, looked up at the night sky, and spoke.

"The moonlight is lovely, so I brought my Master out for a short walk."

Everyone was horrified the moment they realized the old man's identity.

Seok Gwanchu's Master.

The Sword Emperor Baek Manggi.

He was a master of swift sword techniques, an expert from two generations prior, and well over one hundred and thirty years old. He had not been seen in the murim for decades, but he had finally appeared. They had tried to lure in a villain, but a monster had been drawn out instead.

"Listen here, Young Master Bi." Seok Gwanchu was calm and composed. "There is only one way for you to live."

"What is it?"

"You know what I want, don't you?"

"Are you talking about the evidence to be presented to the Chairman? It seems even our Elder Seok fears the Chairman."

"Hand it over while I'm asking nicely."

"It's not some treasured blade, why would I be carrying it? If you kill me, the evidence will go to the Chairman immediately. Then, Elder Seok, you'll have to bear the sin of my murder as well."

Just then, Seok Gwanchu's Master, Baek Manggi, leaped into the air. He walked slowly through the void and landed softly before Bi Sayin, like a divine general descending from the heavens.

TATATANG!

All the swords that tried to protect Bi Sayin were deflected.

Baek Manggi's sword was back in its sheath. In an instant, he had drawn his sword, struck away the swords of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and sheathed it again. His swift swordsmanship overwhelmed the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Baek Manggi gazed silently into Bi Sayin's eyes.

"Those are the eyes of someone who doesn't know how to lie."

Baek Manggi looked at Seok Gwanchu and said, "There is no evidence."

"I thought as much."

Seok Gwanchu scolded Bi Sayin with a calm face, as if he would believe anything his master said.

"What on earth were you thinking, pulling a stunt like this? Did you really think I was foolish enough to walk into your trap and offer my own neck?"

Bi Sayin said nothing. The entire plan had fallen apart the moment Baek Manggi arrived. They could have faced Seok Gwanchu with a combined attack from the Thirteen Evil Wolves, but Baek Manggi was an existence far beyond their skill level.

Just then, Baek Manggi turned his head and looked our way.

"It seems you put your trust in those things over there playing ghost."

Naturally, both Baek Manggi and Seok Gwanchu had been aware of our presence from the beginning. Seok Gwanchu knew exactly who we were.

"He is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, one of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"I've heard there are lackeys in the Demonic Cult who wear masks and act all mysterious, but why are you just standing there, knowing who I am? Do you think I won't kill you because I'm afraid of the Heavenly Demon?"

"It seems so."

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to me, "It's not too late."

"Should we bolt?"

"Do as you wish, Second Young Lord."

At that moment, my eyes met Bi Sayin's. His expression held not fear, but resolve. It was a look that said it was okay for me to leave, that he wouldn't resent me.

I don't want that to be the last expression I remember of him. This damned loyalty, pride, and promises. Ah! This is why the average lifespan of martial artists is so short.

"I knew it." The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed.

To fight like a madman and die, even if death was certain, that was the way of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

That wasn't why I decided to fight. It was because I knew they had no intention of letting us go. They would never let such a huge secret get out.

"Hey, old man. Your opponent is over here."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, Baek Manggi laughed. Seok Gwanchu laughed too.

"Did you really think I give a damn about the Heavenly Demon?"

The moment Baek Manggi finished speaking, he rushed toward us. He was incredibly fast. The instant I perceived his attack, his sword was already being drawn right in front of our noses.

SHWIIK! SHWIIIK!

PIIT! PAT!

In an instant, it was over.

Baek Manggi had taken a step back from us and was staring at me with a shocked expression.

"......"

His long beard had been cut and was fluttering between us.

Baek Manggi had tried to cut down the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first, and I had cut Baek Manggi. He was fast, but so was I. My sword had nearly slit Baek Manggi's throat.

The composure vanished from Baek Manggi's face. He likely hadn't experienced such a dangerous moment in decades. This was probably the first time his heart had sunk like this.

Not only Baek Manggi, but Seok Gwanchu, Bi Sayin, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves all stared at me with astonished faces.

It was at that very moment.

JJIIIIK.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask, struck by Baek Manggi's earlier swing, split in half from forehead to chin and slid down. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, too, had failed to completely dodge Baek Manggi's attack.

As the mask slid down, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon panicked. If given the choice between death and unmasking, he was the type to choose death.

Just as his face was about to be revealed.

CHAK.

A new mask covered his face.

I had taken off the mask I was wearing and used it to cover his face.

For a moment, our eyes met. Instead of the shame he must have felt was worse than death, his eyes welled up with intense emotion for me.

"You should only take off your mask when you, Smiling Demon, wish to."

Leaving the surging emotions of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind me, I turned back toward Baek Manggi.

I didn't know. I didn't know that the fact the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had almost died would make me this angry. I truly had no idea.


Chapter 115: I'm Bleeding a Lot

Baek Manggi's face showed various emotions as he looked at me.

Fear, surprise, excitement, and anger.

Surprise surfaced first.

"So young?"

When my sword first brought him to the verge of death, he must have mistaken me for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He must have realized his mistake. After all, no one else could wield a sword so swiftly.

"Hey, old man."

I dropped all courtesy towards him. I didn't know what kind of life he had lived. However, the moment he cut down the three wolves today, any reason to respect him vanished.

"Did you say we were playing ghost games? You're the one playing them right now, aren't you?"

"What did you just say?"

"Why did you crawl out of your grave to meddle in a later generation's affairs? You lived your era and even earned the name Sword Emperor. Wasn't that enough for you?"

My words hit their mark, and the air around us grew cold.

However, I felt a scorching heat. It was the heat from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who slowly adjusted his mask behind me. I knew what he was feeling without even looking into his eyes.

Yes, some things can be understood without being said or seen.

"Look here, young junior. What's the use of such a foul mouth when speaking to your elders?"

"Old man, you're going to kill me anyway, so isn't it a bit shameless to expect politeness? Then again, if you had any shame, you wouldn't have swung your sword at those young juniors, would you?"

He stroked his severed beard, and the surrounding air grew even colder. I provoked his killing intent further.

"When your disciple went senile and jumped into a power struggle, you, his master, should have stopped him. What were you thinking, crawling out as if you'd been waiting for it? Did you both go senile together?"

Baek Manggi's face flushed slightly. Yes, get agitated. Get more agitated.

I shouted to Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who stood far away.

"Let's send these old men back into history."

It was a signal for them to handle Seok Gwanchu while we handled this side.

Hope blossomed in Bi Sayin's eyes, which had been filled with despair. If we took on Baek Manggi, this fight was more than winnable.

Seok Gwanchu's expression, on the other hand, was stiff. He must have never dreamed such a variable would appear in a matter where he had even mobilized his master.

Baek Manggi asked coldly.

"Who are you, you insolent brat?"

"The one who will take an old man, omitted from the Hell Mansion's list, to the underworld."

In that instant, Baek Manggi drew his sword with the speed of lightning.

"......"

I narrowly dodged the incoming sword. Baek Manggi's attack was fast and powerful.

At that moment!

PHEW!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger. Baek Manggi twisted his body to avoid it, and my sword stabbed at him.

As we clashed, the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin also rushed at Seok Gwanchu.

I decided to fight without worrying about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I had never fought in coordination with him, and I judged that a clumsy joint attack against Baek Manggi would only put us at a disadvantage. I trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He would handle it himself. He would jump in, dodge, and help on his own. He would fight well on his own.

Therefore, I fought with the mindset that I was fighting Baek Manggi one-on-one.

"......"

We clashed again. His swift sword was too fast for the Thirteen Evil Wolves to handle. It was an attack that even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would find difficult to dodge consecutively.

Blocking after seeing it with my eyes would be too late. I had to block with experience and instinct.

He attacks the left, so I should attack the right. The moment I had such a thought, my head would be severed.

Baek Manggi's technique, which had focused only on speed, suddenly became dazzling. This change was incredibly threatening.

However, I barely blocked his attack. I struggled not to be overwhelmed by his qi.

In the midst of our exchange, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger. Because our movements were so fast, he launched the Blood Calamity Finger with extreme caution. One wrong move could have hit me instead.

Despite the two-on-one fight, Baek Manggi was not pushed back at all. His skill demonstrated what it meant to have earned the name Sword Emperor eighty years ago.

His swordsmanship was one thing, but Baek Manggi's movement arts were also spectacular. If I hadn't learned the Four Strides of the Wind God, his movement arts would have completely overwhelmed me. He fought entangled with me to avoid the Blood Calamity Finger, and his every step was breathtakingly fluid.

After about a hundred seconds, Baek Manggi suddenly unleashed a palm technique during our sword exchange. It was a truly unpredictable attack, but fortunately, I managed to block it by unleashing a palm technique of my own just in time.

"......"

Our palms met with an explosive roar.

The impact pushed us both back. Our internal energy levels were nearly identical. If I hadn't recently consumed the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom, his inner arts would have overpowered me.

Pushed apart from each other, we found a moment to talk.

"I don't want to be surprised, but I can't help it. How on earth can you possess such profound inner arts at your age?"

I spoke to him cheerfully.

"My friend, you don't recognize me?"

"What?"

"I underwent Rejuvenation."

For a moment, he thought I was someone he knew.

"......"

"Who do you think? The young junior with the foul mouth. Why are you asking who, when you don't even have any friends?"

Baek Manggi then realized I was mocking him. His expression twisted. I had to provoke him whenever I had the chance.

As always, in a fight, the one who gets agitated is the one who loses.

Sword qi unleashed from his agitated sword for the first time.

SHWAAAAAAK!

This was the moment I had been waiting for.

"......"

The sword qi I unleashed collided with his, and a deafening sound exploded.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not miss this opportunity, consecutively unleashing the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. The two-on-one fight was to our advantage.

I continuously poured out the Burning Sky Strike, a sword qi emission technique.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also relentlessly unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

Baek Manggi swung his sword and unleashed palm techniques like a madman to neutralize them. A series of explosions erupted.

KWANG! KWANG! KWWAAAANG! KWANG!

The ground shook and clouds of dust rose.

At this tremendous exchange, Seok Gwanchu, Bi Sayin, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves stopped fighting to watch the outcome.

When the attacks stopped and the dust settled, we were startled.

He stood there, perfectly fine.

Then, the Sword Emperor's ultimate technique, born from fury, began.

SSSSSSSSS!

In front of him, his sword split into sword-shaped qi.

I could tell. He intended to kill everyone here in a single move. He meant to kill the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin, then face us alongside Seok Gwanchu.

The Black Demon Sword rose before my chest and began to split.

SSSSSSSSSSST!

The Soaring Sky Sword Art Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike.

Was it because I had achieved Twelfth Star mastery? It split much faster and into a greater number than before.

Baek Manggi's sword qi flew towards everyone present.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWI!

SWOOOOOOOOOSH!

Simultaneously, my sword qi also unleashed.

The next moment, a magnificent spectacle unfolded.

Two kinds of lines embroidered the space. Lines meant to kill and lines meant to protect.

The moment those two lines intersected, a continuous series of explosions erupted as sword qi clashed with sword qi.

Bi Sayin saw Baek Manggi's sword qi flying toward his face. It flew at a speed impossible to dodge.

However, my sword qi flew in faster, tore that sword qi to shreds, and nullified it right before his eyes.

"......"

It was the same for the other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. The sight of the sword qi flying at them being torn apart by another sword qi was a spectacle they would likely never see again.

KWANG! KWANG! KWANG! KWWANG! KWANG!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nullified the sword qi aimed at him by himself. I believed he would, so I didn't block it for him.

When all the flying sword qi vanished, the dust had also completely settled.

Baek Manggi came into view. His eyes, a mixture of disbelief, surprise, and anger, were now filled only with killing intent. Seok Gwanchu was shocked and bewildered. He had never imagined his master's ultimate technique could be blocked.

Conversely, the eyes of Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves were filled with astonishment as they looked at us. It was beyond surprise, bordering on awe.

This time, I charged at Baek Manggi first.

If you give your best, I will give my all. If you die, only you die, but if I die, so many people will die.

I poured everything I had into my sword.

We exchanged dozens of blows in an instant.

Blood splattered from both our bodies. There was no time to check where or how I was cut. The fact that blood flew even though I wore the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and the Ghost Armor meant I might have already been sliced in several places without them.

As I endured again and again, I could feel a sense of impatience from Baek Manggi.

When was the last time he had fought such a long and bloody battle? Fifty years ago? Seventy years ago? Perhaps he had never had such a difficult fight. After becoming the Sword Emperor, no one would have dared to challenge him recklessly.

In this fight, the help of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was absolute. He didn't intervene carelessly because our fight was too fast, but he would fire the Blood Calamity Finger when he saw a clear opening.

When I was in danger, the Blood Calamity Finger saved me. A single, timely Blood Calamity Finger changed the tide of the battle and gave me an opportunity.

Eventually, Baek Manggi changed his strategy and tried to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first.

The moment I sensed his killing intent directed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I drove Baek Manggi back like a madman.

If I give him an opening, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will die.

That was my only thought.

I didn't want to lose the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in this fight. I did not wish for this old man to kill him.

Even if he is to be killed, I'll be the one to do it! You damn old man!

This desperate desire created a surprising phenomenon.

Everything vanished from my sight, and only Baek Manggi was visible.

It was as if Baek Manggi alone, dressed in white, moved before me against a black background. Nothing else could be seen.

All sounds were blocked out too. I could only hear my own sounds and the sounds Baek Manggi made. It was an amazing experience, the first I'd had since learning martial arts.

Sparks flew as Baek Manggi's sword and my sword clashed.

There was another change.

Now, even Baek Manggi had disappeared, and only his sword moved in my eyes. I could only see my sword. Perhaps, if more time passed, even this sword would become invisible?

Baek Manggi's sword began to appear more and more clearly.

My vision, enhanced by the Divine Eye Technique, finally began to show its effect. He hadn't slowed down, nor had I gotten faster. I was the one who had adapted to this speed first. My eyes had adapted.

I had only seen the sword, but now Baek Manggi's form became visible again.

I can see his face.

Now, I can finally see.

That he is struggling.

That he is regretting.

That he is afraid.

And I saw it.

The single opening shown by the man who had been perfect.

The moment I perceived it, my sword had already translated my mind's intent into action. My sword and my body were one.

PUK!

My sword pierced Baek Manggi's heart.

My vision returned to normal. The surrounding darkness vanished, and I could see my surroundings again.

There were already several holes in Baek Manggi's body, and blood flowed from them. They were spots where the Blood Calamity Finger had hit.

I don't know when Baek Manggi was hit by them. Baek Manggi had fought this well even while taking on the two of us.

Surprise and shock, emptiness and fear. I looked down at his final gaze, which held all sorts of emotions, and slowly pulled out my sword. I was too exhausted and tired to say anything to him.

Blood gushed from his heart as Baek Manggi collapsed, his life extinguished.

If I hadn't achieved Twelfth Star mastery, I would have lost this fight. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I hadn't attacked jointly, we would have died.

Monstrous masters of a bygone era like him exist in the murim. They are in the Murim Alliance, in our Cult, and like this, in the Evil Alliance too.

Old masters lie dormant like fossils, then suddenly pop up to burn their final flame. That is why the murim is a frightening place.

"Oh my, I'm going to die."

I collapsed where I stood. The mental exhaustion was so great that I didn't have the strength to lift a single finger. I truly felt I wouldn't be able to move unless someone came to stab me. A genuine 'oh my' escaped my lips.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also plopped down next to me. I could see his chin from under my mask. Dried blood was below his chin.

"Are you hurt?"

"It's just a light scratch."

"You're probably ugly, so you can't afford to hurt your face!"

He let out a small laugh, as if he never expected me to say something like that in this situation.

"Even after such a hard fight, you still want to be funny?"

"You shouldn't miss an opportunity when it comes."

"Second Young Lord, you're bleeding a lot."

"It hurts like hell."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pressed on my blood points to stop the bleeding on my arms, legs, stomach, and shoulder.

When I started this journey, could I ever have imagined a moment would come when he would be stopping my bleeding?

"How is the fight over there going?"

At my question, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced over at the still-raging fight, then said to me.

"It's just about over."

Since he didn't say we needed to help, it seemed Bi Sayin's side was winning.

We stared at the sky in silence for a moment.

Then, I spoke first.

"Thank you."

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

"Thank you."

We only said 'thank you' to each other. We didn't add any other words. There was no need to.

"I'll buy you a new mask."

"Please buy me a better one. That mask gets sweaty if I wear it for too long."

"I will."

It was right at that moment.

"Kuaaack!"

A scream that signaled the end of someone's life rang out.

Lifting my head, I saw the swords of Bi Sayin and three members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves embedded in Seok Gwanchu's body.

Two more members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves must have been sacrificed during the fight, as they lay on the ground. A wicked man never goes to the underworld alone.

I pushed myself into a sitting position.

Bi Sayin walked over to me. He stood a short distance away and stared at Baek Manggi's corpse. It seemed he couldn't believe we had killed him.

He bowed his head to me in greeting. It was the first time he had ever bowed to me.

"Thanks to you, I survived."

I smiled and said to him.

"Thanks to you, I almost died."

He didn't smile. With a determined look in his eyes, he spoke while holding his blood-dripping sword.

"I intend to go kill Seok Gwanchu's grandson immediately."

He was more polite than before and was taking my advice well.

"The testimony of us, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, will be enough evidence."

"Be sure to create an Evil Alliance where that will be accepted."

"Then, I'll see you next time."

Bi Sayin bowed his head in farewell. The Bi Sayin I first met and the Bi Sayin of now were completely different people.

After they collected their comrades' bodies and left, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

"For the sake of our Cult, wouldn't it be better to install a bigger idiot than that Bi Sayin as the successor?"

"That would be so."

"But why did you help that man?"

It was something that started because Seok Gwanchu's grandson was a piece of trash, but to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I answered like this.

"Still, if the opponent is too much of an idiot, it's no fun, is it?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chuckled. He probably thought the same. He was the type of person who burned brighter the stronger his opponent was.

"Shall we get going too?"

"Aaargh, my legs hurt too much to walk. Please give me a piggyback ride."

"Stop being a baby. You're limping on the wrong leg."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I walked side by side, leaving that place.

In the place we left behind, the faint moonlight only illuminated the sight of an old and even older desire growing cold.


Chapter 116: Why Are You Whispering?

Lee Ahn diligently hammered with a sledgehammer. She worked in a small smithy that forged farming tools like hoes and sickles.

Her natural dexterity helped her learn quickly. Soon, she deftly crafted hoes of decent quality.

This was a safehouse for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Safehouses varied. Some were hidden in remote locations, while others, like this one, were disguised as ordinary businesses in busy areas.

Just then, someone entered.

"Eat before you work."

Lee Ahn turned and saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had brought a meal.

"Thank you."

Lee Ahn handled the smithy work, while the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman managed the meals. Green Mask, always wearing his mask, moved stealthily and kept his appearance hidden.

Lee Ahn noticed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's attire and asked, "Are you going somewhere?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman usually dressed like a common village woman, complete with a headscarf. Today, however, she wore makeup and pretty clothes.

"No, I just wore them for a change of pace."

The rule of the safehouse was strict. Going out was forbidden.

Lee Ahn could tell today was a special day for her.

"Is it your birthday, by any chance?"

"No. I just had a good dream. Now, please eat before it gets cold."

"Yes, thank you for the meal."

Lee Ahn started to eat.

"Please eat with me."

"I'm full from nibbling while I was cooking. Please, eat a lot."

"You really seem to have a natural talent for cooking. It's much more delicious than anything I could buy."

"Actually, when I first started this line of work, I worked in a kitchen."

"Ah, I see."

"I went through a lot of hardship back then."

Lee Ahn sensed the truth in that. The experience of struggling from the bottom was what had made her successful.

Though the food was delicious, Lee Ahn could not eat much. She had lost her appetite since arriving, consumed with worry for Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you happen to hear what I said to the Second Young Lord?"

"Yes. I heard you told him that I'm someone who will do great things in the future. Why did you say that?"

"Because I'm a good judge of character."

"Thank you for thinking so highly of me, but that's too much praise."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gazed at Lee Ahn with calm eyes. "This martial artist is a precious person. So always cherish yourself."

Lee Ahn felt grateful for her words.

While hiding in the safehouse, she never showed it, but she was deeply worried about Geom Mugeuk. The worry kept her awake at night. Whenever that happened, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman would comfort her, saying nothing would happen.

Her comfort was strangely empowering, perhaps due to the mysterious, indescribable aura the woman possessed.

Just then, Green Mask, who rarely appeared, entered.

Lee Ahn asked in surprise, "What's wrong?"

"An emergency has been declared at the Evil Alliance Headquarters."

"You don't know the details?"

"No. We've only received news that an emergency was declared."

Lee Ahn tried to calm her anxious heart. "The Young Master will be fine. The Smiling Demon is protecting him."

Then, a welcome voice came from behind them.

"Why don't you consider the opposite? I could be the one protecting the Smiling Demon."

Lee Ahn turned to see Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walking in side by side. Blood spattered both of their clothes, but Geom Mugeuk's were completely soaked. A startled Lee Ahn ran over and immediately checked Geom Mugeuk's body.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

Geom Mugeuk collapsed to the floor, and Lee Ahn examined his body. He had sword wounds all over but had avoided any fatal injuries.

"I'm badly hurt. My arms and legs were almost cut off!"

"...It doesn't look that serious."

"No, look closely. Check if all my fingers and toes are still attached."

Lee Ahn turned her head and bowed politely to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Thank you for saving my Young Master."

"That's not it! It was the other way around!"

Geom Mugeuk joked while the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remained calm. It certainly looked as though the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had saved Geom Mugeuk.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gazed silently at Geom Mugeuk. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sensed a change in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The look in his eyes was different, as if the mask he wore had changed.

She linked arms with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and asked, "Orabeoni, you're not hurt, are you?"

"I'm not."

"Then can we go back to the Thousand Flower Palace now?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman beamed with delight.

Just as she had sensed the change in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Lee Ahn also sensed something. Perhaps the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had known the two of them would return today.

"Will you all be leaving right away?"

"Let's go first."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman turned, she saw Geom Mugeuk was asleep, leaning against Lee Ahn's back.

Lee Ahn gestured for them to go on ahead, indicating she would stay like this for a while.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman whispered to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Let's have a drink with the food I've cooked. It's been a while."

"Sounds good."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and Green Mask left first.

Lee Ahn sat perfectly still, careful not to wake Geom Mugeuk. The extreme tension on her face finally relaxed into comfort.

Welcome back, Young Master.


I had a dream.

In the dream, I fought Baek Manggi again. It was not a new fight, but a reenactment of our previous battle.

Baek Manggi's sword forms, once too fast to see, now unfolded like a slow-motion picture. My own techniques also moved slowly.

I felt like a third party watching the fight objectively, a spectator on the sidelines.

The techniques I thought I had forgotten, which had passed in an instant, returned with perfect clarity. I reviewed the fight just as Go players review their matches. My subconscious had perfectly remembered the fight with Baek Manggi.

I could even control the speed of the battle. The moment I wished for it to pause, the me in the dream and Baek Manggi froze.

This allowed me to examine the position and angle of our swords in detail. The fight moved according to my will. I could slow it down to watch or make it stop completely.

This way, I could compare how the Sword Emperor's martial arts and my martial arts differed. The process gave me an enlightenment as great as fighting him directly.

I had also had a new experience during the actual fight. In that final moment against Baek Manggi, I could see only him as the world went dark.

I could tell these mysterious occurrences were changes brought by the Soaring Sky Sword Art reaching the twelfth level of complete mastery, my inner arts surpassing a certain limit, and the teachings of the Myriad Evil Sect Leader all combined.

The moment my sword pierced his heart, I woke up.

My body and mind felt refreshed.

Fighting even in a dream might seem tiring, but it was not. I had the dream just before waking, and it seemed I had slept my fill.

"Young Master, are you awake? You must be hungry."

"How long did I sleep?"

"You slept for nearly twenty hours."

That meant I had slept for almost a full day. It was the first time I had slept so soundly in a long while. Come to think of it, this was the first time I had slept so deeply since my regression.

My physical condition was also good. Thanks to the Ghost Armor and the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, my wounds were not very deep.

Thank you, Elder.

If the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not given me the Ghost Armor, I would have definitely been more injured. I unwrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword again.

"It doesn't feel like I slept that long."

"You must have been very tired."

"What about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Did he go to the Thousand Flower Palace?"

"Yes, those two left first."

The thought that I missed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly crossed my mind. The saying 'people get closer through fighting' might be true.

"Oh, while you were sleeping, some new information came in. They say Bi Sayin killed Seok Gwanchu's grandson."

I nodded silently. That was the moment that changed not only Bi Sayin's fate but also the fate of the Evil Alliance. Originally, Seok Gwanchu's grandson became the successor of the Evil Alliance. It was impossible to know how this change would affect our future.

"This is a good thing, right?"

"Maybe?"

I flopped back down again.

Lee Ahn pulled at the blanket.

"No, you can't. Eat first, then sleep."

"Just a little longer."

"I'll prepare a meal, so come out as soon as I call you."

As Lee Ahn was leaving the room, I called out to her.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"It's good to see you again."

Lee Ahn smiled brightly.

"Me too."


Head Strategist Sama Myeong had come down to the operations command room.

The operations command room of the All-Knowing Hall was known to be even safer than the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Hundreds of messenger pigeons arrived here daily and were analyzed.

"Not yet?"

"No."

The last messenger pigeon had made Sama Myeong tense.

He had not been this tense even when news came that Seok Gwanchu was behind everything. He had believed Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would find a way through it on their own.

But when Baek Manggi's name arrived, the All-Knowing Hall went on high alert. If the real Baek Manggi had made a move, then not even the lives of Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could be guaranteed.

However, the Cult Leader issued no orders. Given the opponent, dispatching a master from nearby for immediate support would be difficult, but he could have sent an urgent message ordering Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to stop everything and return. Geom Woojin did not do so.

Sama Myeong thought it was a decision befitting the Cult Leader, but also one he himself could never make.

Does he trust them that much?

The Head Strategist rarely came down to wait for a messenger pigeon personally, so the strategists working here were also on edge.

The strategists who managed this place were individuals with the authority to handle the top secrets of the All-Knowing Hall. They were also the ones Sama Myeong trusted the most.

Just then, the awaited messenger pigeon arrived. The strategist who checked its contents reported in a pleased tone.

"Both Seok Gwanchu and Baek Manggi are dead."

At his subordinate strategist's report, Sama Myeong was relieved but also greatly surprised inwardly.

"What about our two?"

"Both the Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon are safe."

Sama Myeong let out a sigh of relief and slumped into his seat. His tension released, he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes for a moment.

Those two killed Baek Manggi and Seok Gwanchu? That can't be right.

Since the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin were moving together, there must have been other variables. A new master from the Evil Alliance's side might have stepped in. The detailed circumstances would become clear in time.

Meanwhile, the strategist who had made the report organized the message into a report and brought it over. It was a report for the Heavenly Demon.

Accepting the report, Sama Myeong asked him, "What do you make of this incident?"

"I don't know how Baek Manggi died, but one thing is certain. The recent news related to the Second Young Lord always surprises me."

Sama Myeong nodded as if in agreement and rose from his seat.

However, as Sama Myeong left the operations room, he thought that, at least for today, the Cult Leader, who seemed to have predicted this outcome, was even more surprising.


A few days after arriving at the safehouse, I went to the marketplace and bought various items. There were so many things to buy that I bought a cart to load them on.

First, I stopped by a physician's office and bought several new needle cases. Then I went to an apothecary and bought a large quantity of various medicinal herbs, including rare, expensive ones and common ones.

After gathering the herbs, I bought a large wooden tub, big enough for three or four people.

I bought new blankets and clothes, enough food and alcohol to last for a while, and a large bronze mirror that could reflect the entire body.

Lee Ahn was startled to see the things I had bought.

"What is all this?"

"Take a guess."

"They're all completely unrelated things, aren't they?"

Looking at the pile of herbs, she asked with a hopeful expression, "You don't have internal injuries, do you?"

"I didn't say anything because I didn't want to worry you. I think I need to see a horse doctor right away."

Lee Ahn examined the cart again.

"You're not hurt, but why did you buy so many herbs?"

Then she picked something up from the cart.

"What's this? HEOK!"

She put down what she had picked up and lowered her posture beside the cart, whispering.

"This is women's underwear, isn't it?"

"That's right."

I lowered my posture to match hers.

"Why did you buy underwear?"

"Because it's necessary, but why are you suddenly whispering? Did an enemy appear?"

"Because... something more surprising than a treasure map came out of the cart."

"My back hurts. Can we stand up now?"

"There are other clothes too! They're so pretty!"

There was also a beautiful palace gown made of high-quality silk.

"Whose is it? It's for a very slim woman."

"It's a gift for someone."

"If you're giving underwear as a gift, you must be very close to that person."

"We're close."

"There's no way I wouldn't know someone that close to you. It can't be the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Ah! Was there perhaps a courtesan from the Thousand Flower Palace that you liked?"

"Should I show you who it is?"

"Really?"

"Of course. Let's go."

I pulled the cart with Lee Ahn to a cozy manor located far from the village.

"Is this where she lives?"

"You could say that."

However, the manor they entered was completely empty.

"There's no one here. It looks like nobody lives here."

"Someone will now. I've rented it for a few days."

"......"

I spoke to the bewildered her. The words that would change her life, the words she most wanted to hear, flowed from my lips.

"Because I plan to perform the Poison Self-Purification Art on you here."


Chapter 117: Your Eyes Will Get Swollen, Don't Cry

Lee Ahn was startled.

Lee Ahn had been surprised many times since meeting me, but this was the first time she looked so shocked. Her eyes, hidden by flesh, began to tremble.

"Lee Ahn, the day has finally come."

Lee Ahn could not say a word. She did not show it, but I knew without asking how long she had waited for this moment.

"When is the procedure?"

"......"

"Really, now? The moment I've waited for so long is coming so suddenly?"

"Things that change your destiny always come suddenly. That's why when you look back, it all seems like luck or coincidence."

"I'm nervous."

"It's okay. You can be nervous. As long as I'm not."

I made my hand tremble and pretended to place a needle incorrectly. It was just a joke to ease Lee Ahn's tension, but Lee Ahn was so nervous and excited that she only stared blankly, not even realizing I was teasing her.

If I had my way, I would have opened a magnificent space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to perform the procedure, but I could not, because of the inner arts required to maintain the space.

"Lie down on the bed over there."

Lee Ahn did as I told her and lay on the bed. She took several deep breaths. When she woke up this morning, she probably never dreamed she would be lying down for the Poison Self-Purification Art today.

I began placing needles in the designated acupoints, applying each one with all my strength. To a bystander, it might have looked like something any neighborhood physician could do, but unlike its appearance, the procedure involved the highest level of skill.

I had to inject a precise amount of qi into the needles and sometimes recite incantations while placing them. A single mistake would mean the procedure failed, and Lee Ahn would suffer severe internal injuries.

Between placing needles, I periodically injected qi into her body to control her rampaging blood and energy.

A high fever raged through Lee Ahn's body, and sweat poured down like rain. She groaned and moaned from the overwhelming pain.

"It hurts a lot, doesn't it? It's normal to be in pain."

Lee Ahn said something. She said she could endure it, but I could not hear her clearly. The procedure was just that difficult and painful.

I performed the procedure carefully until the very last moment.

After placing all the designated needles, I stepped outside for a moment. I quietly closed my eyes, sat cross-legged, and regulated my inner arts. It was an immense drain on my mental energy.

Placing the needles was not a one-time affair.

I retrieved all the needles, then started over, placing them in a different order. As the procedure progressed, the drain on my mental energy grew, and so did the pain Lee Ahn experienced.

"Ughhh!"

A scream escaped her lips.

Lee Ahn was usually stoic and endured pain well, but this particular agony seemed difficult to bear.

Hang in there, Lee Ahn.

It was pitiful, but Lee Ahn had no choice but to overcome it herself.

After the second round of acupuncture, I filled a tub I had bought with water. Then I crushed medicinal herbs and mixed them in. The measurements and the combination of herbs had to be precise.

After that, I began the acupuncture again.

This was the final hurdle for Lee Ahn as well. I did not know if she could hear me, but I spoke softly to her.

"This is the last one. Endure it well."

Lee Ahn clenched her teeth and bore the pain. I tried to lessen her pain by injecting qi to soothe her blood and energy.

Endure it, Lee Ahn.

Only after finishing the three difficult rounds of acupuncture did I place her in the medicinal bath. I connected a long tube to her throat and secured it so she could breathe.

I had done everything I could. All I could do now was hope the procedure would end successfully.


Lee Ahn had a dream.

It was a dream of her early childhood.

"Can you learn the Self-Petrification Art for the Young Lord?"

What is the Self-Petrification Art? She wanted to ask, but the atmosphere was not right for questions. The Master was always terrifying.

"......"

"There is a side effect to learning the Self-Petrification Art. Your body will swell."

She did not know exactly what 'swelling' meant.

"The swelling will not go down. Ever."

At the time, she did not understand what it meant for the swelling to never go down. She did not know how much the heavy weight of that one word, 'ever', would burden her life. Lee Ahn was only eight years old back then.

"Will you still do it?"

"......"

The atmosphere was so intimidating that she felt she could not say no.

However, her decision was not based solely on the atmosphere.

She wanted to be by Geom Mugeuk's side. She had liked Geom Mugeuk from the moment she first saw him.

Did she truly not regret it?

Time passed in the dream.

Lee Ahn stood before a broken bronze mirror. A strange girl in the broken mirror glared at her. The girl, who had become so fat that Lee Ahn could no longer tell if it was her or someone else, was angry.

Why are you the one who's angry? I'm so sad because of you.

Time flowed again.

She watched a drunk Geom Mugeuk from behind.

"damn it !"

She knew. She knew what Geom Mugeuk wanted to say right now.

What am I lacking compared to my brother!

That must have been the words he could not bring himself to say. The Cult Leader trusted the First Young Lord more, and rumors openly circulated that the First Young Lord would be the successor.

After the Heavenly Demon Hall announced that anyone with ability could become the successor, people began to openly disrespect Geom Mugeuk. Some even thought that disrespecting him was a way to get on the First Young Lord's good side. Everyone thought Geom Mugeuk would lose the succession battle and die.

Only she knew how hard Geom Mugeuk had tried to look good for his father.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk slammed his fist on the table. A wine bottle fell from the broken table and shattered.

She went and cleaned up the bottle.

Stay strong, Young Lord.

At some point, Geom Mugeuk stopped giving her even a single warm glance. His entire mind was consumed with whether or not he would become the successor. Still, she liked Geom Mugeuk.

The dream took her to another day.

It was the fateful day when everything began to change.

Geom Mugeuk, having returned from the Divine-Demonic Martial Competition, stood before the bronze mirror.

The way he looked at himself had changed.

Geom Mugeuk asked. [How do I look?]

It had been so long since she had seen such a warm gaze from him. He must be in a good mood because he won the duel, right?

[You're the most handsome man in all of jianghu.]

[That's no fun.]

[The answer to a question from the person who pays my monthly salary is always predetermined.]

When was the last time they had exchanged such jokes?

In the mirror, Geom Mugeuk stared intently at her. [Why are you looking at me like that?]

At that moment, she awoke from her sleep and opened her eyes.

An unfamiliar ceiling came into view.

After a moment, she realized this was the place where the Poison Self-Purification Art had been performed.

Is the Poison Self-Purification Art finished?

She slowly sat up. Her body felt different.

Then she saw her hands.

They were slender, jade-like hands, white and long.

"!"

Her heart sank, then immediately began to pound like a hammer.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

I might still be dreaming.

Please, don't let this be a dream!

With a desperate heart, she opened her eyes again. Her hands were not the same bear-like paws they used to be. Her dream had been for them to just get a little smaller, but now, they were breathtakingly beautiful, slender hands.

Suppressing the urge to scream, she slowly pushed the blanket away. They were unfamiliar legs. Two long, white legs stretched out, so beautiful.

In the end, she could not help but scream. It was the first time she had experienced that people scream without realizing it when they are overjoyed.

She got off the bed. As her feet touched the floor, fear washed over her that her legs might suddenly become huge and she would wake from the dream.

But that did not happen. It was the moment she took the first step into her new life.

Getting off the bed, she slowly walked to the bronze mirror.

"Ah!"

A strange woman stood in the bronze mirror. She was strange, yet familiar. She had the face of her youth. How long had it been since she had seen her true self?

Her face was beautiful, and her figure was perfect.

How could a single face possess both splendor and purity at the same time? Her gentle eyes looked intelligent, and she exuded an unapproachable elegance.

No other description was needed. In a word, it was an overwhelming beauty.

She felt like tears were about to pour out, but surprisingly, they did not.

She still felt dazed, unsure if this was a dream or reality.

Then she saw underwear and a white palace gown laid out for her beside the bed. The moment she saw them, her heart swelled with emotion. She realized that all of this was not a dream.

[Whose are these? They belong to a very slim woman, don't they?]

[I have someone to gift them to.]

[If you're giving underwear as a gift, she must be someone very close to you.]

[She is.]

The clothes Geom Mugeuk had prepared for someone close to him were for her.

She put on the underwear and the palace gown and stood before the bronze mirror again. She was even more beautiful than before.

She was so happy that Geom Mugeuk had bought these clothes for this very moment. His consideration for her felt so good. At least in this moment, Geom Mugeuk's consideration felt even better than having the side effects cured.

She slowly walked outside.

The person she had wanted to see so much was standing in the yard with his back to her.

Lee Ahn slowly called out to him.

"Young Lord."

At her voice, Geom Mugeuk slowly turned toward her.

Geom Mugeuk saw her come out wearing the palace gown. For a moment, his eyes widened.

He had already seen her beautiful transformation when he laid her on the bed after completing the Poison Self-Purification Art. However, seeing her standing before him with her eyes open was different. She was so beautiful it left him speechless.

"The Poison Self-Purification Art was a success. Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

Tears finally streamed from her eyes.

"Your eyes will get swollen, don't cry on a day like today."

"It's okay if they get swollen. I've lived my whole life swollen."

"You have to live differently now."

"No, my life hasn't changed. Whether it was before you performed the Poison Self-Purification Art or now, I'm still the same Lee Ahn."

"Yes, you're the same Lee Ahn to me too."

Lee Ahn ran and threw her arms around Geom Mugeuk. She cried in his arms for a long time. She did not say thank you. She felt that words would cheapen her gratitude.

"Can I ask again?"

"What?"

"Why are you being so good to me?"

"Don't ask. It's a question you'll have to ask again soon enough."

"......"

With an enigmatic smile, Geom Mugeuk took her hand.

"Let's go. We have to go show you off."

"Show who off?"

"Who else? Starting with the worst bastard in the world who teased you for being an ugly heart."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Lee Ahn smiled brightly.


I walked with Lee Ahn.

People parted to the left and right as if water were splitting. Everyone stared at her, mesmerized. Not just men, but women too. Children stared, and the elderly stared. Monks stared, and Daoists stared. Even a barking dog stopped to stare at her.

[Everyone is staring at you. How does it feel?]

[It's too much pressure.]

[Enjoy it.]

[How can I enjoy it when they're all staring like that?]

[Enjoy their gazes. Ah, I wish they'd look at me like that.]

[Please, take them!]

[You won't be saying that once you get used to it.]

It was the same when we arrived at the Thousand Flower Palace. All eyes focused on her. Gasps of admiration erupted from all around.

There were renowned beauties among the courtesans, but they were incomparable from the start. Though they were all beautiful, Lee Ahn exuded a noble dignity. She wore no makeup, yet her face seemed to glow.

And so, we entered the room where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was lying on the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's lap.

"Thankfully, you're still here."

"I was waiting for you to arrive. What kept you so busy?" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at me, then was startled when he saw Lee Ahn beside me. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat up.

I thought one fact summed up Lee Ahn's beauty.

A beauty that could make even a reclining Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sit up.

"Who is this?"

"She's my new heart."

"What about your old heart?"

"I threw it away."

"Did you perhaps kill that ugly heart?"

I knew he was asking in earnest, so I smiled.

"Yes, I killed it with my own hands."

"Why would you kill her?"

"What's the matter? Surely you don't miss the ugly heart?"

"No, she still hasn't paid me back for the carriage repairs."

At his words, Lee Ahn smiled brightly. When she smiled, it felt as if the whole room lit up.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman casually asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"She's prettier than I was in my youth, isn't she?"

I urgently looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Be careful! It's a trap, Smiling Demon.


Chapter 118: The Arrogant and Pretty Heart

"You were much prettier."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon deftly leaped over the trap. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled brightly at his words.

"Don't say that. I wasn't that beautiful."

"No. In my eyes, you were much better."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had endured countless hardships, so a sudden ambush did not shake him.

Still, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze remained fixed on Lee Ahn. It was not easy for anyone to look away from such a beautiful woman.

Even so, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not recognize the Lee Ahn who had entered with me.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman recognized Lee Ahn first.

"Congratulations, Martial Artist Lee."

She was calm, as if she had expected this.

"Thank you, Pavilion Master."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon startled when he heard Lee Ahn's voice.

His eyes widened. "Surely not... that ugly heart? Surely not?"

He was so surprised that he repeated himself.

Lee Ahn smiled. "Yes, I'm that heart who was ugly but had an amusing talent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot up and approached Lee Ahn, staring intently at her face from up close. Lee Ahn trembled in fear under the pressure of the white mask.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tilted his head.

"There's a slight resemblance, but no. It's definitely not her, is it?"

He looked at me.

"Are you trying to tease me?"

"It's true I came to tease you, but it's also true that she's that heart."

"It's true?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scanned Lee Ahn again.

"That can't be. No, absolutely not!"

He denied it vehemently and looked back at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She nodded once, confirming it was true.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "What on earth happened?"

"This is her original appearance. She gained so much weight from the side effects of her self-defense technique."

"She was a bodyguard with this appearance from the start? Isn't that the greatest waste of talent in our Cult?"

This was also the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's highest praise.

Lee Ahn smiled and said to him, "That's because I wanted to protect the Young Master."

Of course, I set the facts straight.

"Do you think she did it because she wanted to? You know very well how our Cult operates."

"It's because our Cult operates so ruthlessly that we get to act as the Demon Supreme and the successor. However..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze turned to Lee Ahn.

"I suppose I'll have to make an exception for this case."

A new admiration filled the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze. It was not for her beauty, but for her sacrifice.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman went to Lee Ahn and took both her hands.

"You're so beautiful. Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"Now, follow me. I will complete Martial Artist Lee."

"Complete me?"

"You don't know how to apply makeup, do you?"

"...Yes."

Having lived as a bodyguard, she had likely never properly applied makeup in her life.

"As you live, there are times you must fight with things other than a blade. For a woman, makeup is a weapon stronger than a sword."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman led her out of the room by the hand. Lee Ahn, perhaps wanting to learn about makeup herself, let herself be dragged out while pretending she could not resist.

"It's stuffy in here. Let's go out too."

"Alright."

I left the room with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The area around the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's residence was well-decorated and pleasant for a walk.

"Being with you, Second Young Lord, is truly a series of surprising experiences."

"I imagine you were surprised. Even I was surprised when I resolved the side effects of her martial arts."

However, the surprising experience the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mentioned was not about Lee Ahn, but about their previous battle.

"While fighting that day, I thought we might die at Baek Manggi's hands."

Even I had not known he would be that strong.

But the truly surprising thing was not Baek Manggi's strength. It was that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was revealing his honest feelings right now.

"I thought so too."

"But you killed him, Second Young Lord."

"If you hadn't helped me, Smiling Demon, I would have been the one to die."

That was an undeniable fact.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared intently at me.

"I think I know what you're thinking right now, Smiling Demon."

"What am I thinking?"

"'So it's certain that this guy is the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme!'"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly.

"You're wrong. Didn't I tell you before? I already believed it. I fought Baek Manggi because I believed. If I hadn't, I would have left that place without a second glance."

"You believed in me? Enough to risk your life?"

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered.

"I suppose that was probably the case."

We walked in silence for a while. Overcoming a life-or-death situation together had a profound emotional impact on us. When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask was almost cut, I was truly furious.

That was the first time I realized how strong my feelings for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were. It seemed he felt the same.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly picked up a fallen twig and drew a long line on the ground.

"Where have we come to now?"

I took the twig he offered and drew a line on the part we had previously called the survival line.

"I believe we've come this far."

This was the very spot he had said I needed to reach for him to let me live.

In that moment, I saw it.

Through the eyeholes of the white mask, I saw him smile. A genuine smile.

He smiled without a sound, and it was not a smile of anger. It was pure and natural. He simply smiled.

I had never seen that smile, even in my life before regression, but I surprisingly saw it at the end of this journey.

"Of course, the line will move depending on what you and I do from now on, Smiling Demon. It could go further this way, or it could return to the starting point."

"What happens if we reach the very end?"

"We'll become true friends. We'll eat together, drink together. We'll have fun together and fight together. If one of us is in danger, the other will go to the rescue. Then, if one of us dies first, the other will pour alcohol on their grave."

"Those all sound like unnecessary, pretentious, and burdensome things."

"Once you actually do them, they're not such a big deal."

I don't expect that much from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The initial goal was to reach a point where we were neither enemies nor allies. It seems I've sufficiently achieved that goal through this journey, at least.

Just then, Green Mask appeared.

He handed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon what he had brought. It was a white mask.

"Here, as promised."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave me the mask Green Mask had brought.

On the day I fought Baek Manggi, he had promised to give me a new mask, and he had not forgotten.

"Thank you."

I tried on the new mask. It was definitely lighter and more comfortable.

"This is nice. It seems like it won't get sweaty either."

"Green Mask made it himself. My mask was also made by Green Mask."

"His craftsmanship is incredible."

Green Mask gave a slight bow at my compliment.

Just then, two people walked in.

It was Lee Ahn and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had gone to do her makeup. Not only me, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask were also startled.

With makeup on, Lee Ahn was a completely different woman. She was enchanting and sensual, intense and glamorous.

"Martial Artist Lee has such natural grace, so I tried to create a different atmosphere."

It truly felt like I was looking at another peerless beauty. Makeup is a woman's weapon? If so, we were looking at the world's number one sword.

"From now on, I'll call you Pretty Heart, not Ugly Heart."

It seemed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also secretly liked Lee Ahn's transformation.

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman remarked subtly, "She's prettier than I was in my youth, isn't she?"

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said coldly to Lee Ahn, "Make sure you pay back the cost of the carriage!"

Meanwhile, Green Mask was truly shocked when he realized the beauty before him was Lee Ahn.

"This person is Martial Artist Lee?"

Lee Ahn smiled at the surprised man and replied, "Yes, Green Mask. It's me."

"Is this really the martial artist?"

He was so surprised I could guess the expression under his mask. He was normally so careful with his words and actions around the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but now he had completely forgotten his presence.

Realizing this belatedly, Green Mask stepped back.

Then, Lee Ahn carefully asked me, "May I wear that mask?"

I could understand Lee Ahn, considering the stares she had endured on the way here. She did not have the personality to enjoy that kind of attention.

"I don't mind, but you should ask for the Smiling Demon's permission. He's the one who gave it to me."

Lee Ahn turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "May I wear that mask?"

"No!"

Then I won't be able to see that pretty face, right? I'm sure that's what he was thinking.

"......"

"It'll smudge the makeup you put so much effort into, and who was it that did your makeup?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon only ever said the correct thing. Pleased, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman lightly pinched his arm. She was probably the only person in the world who could pinch him.

"If you want it, wear it."

"Thank you."

Lee Ahn was overjoyed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's permission. She took the mask from me and put it on.

She looked at me and asked, "How is it?"

"How is it? It's a deception against beauty and a despair for all the men in the world."

"You told me I should be happy, didn't you? I think I'll be happier with this."

I went and pushed Lee Ahn's mask up to the top of her head.

"When it's just us, wear it comfortably like this. Your mask will be looking at the sky then."

"That's nice."

Perhaps taking the opportunity, Lee Ahn asked Green Mask, "By any chance, does the honey trap work?"

Green Mask did not know what she meant and could not answer for a moment. I guessed what she was trying to say.

"With you, anything would work. You could even make a monk who meditated facing a wall for a hundred years break his vows."

"That's too much of an exaggeration!"

"You'll see later if it's not true."

Lee Ahn spoke to Green Mask again.

"What I said before was a joke. I would like to invite you, Green Mask, to be the first Division Leader of the organization I'm creating."

Green Mask was startled by the unexpected words. As he hesitated, unsure how to respond, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"I went to the trouble of giving you a mask as a gift, and the first thing you do after putting it on is try to poach my person."

"Please don't misunderstand. Green Mask was the first candidate even before I received the mask."

"You're telling him to give up his position as a Demon Supreme and come be a Division Leader. Do you know what you're saying?"

"......"

"Does Green Mask look like that much of a fool?"

"No. I considered him someone with the courage to throw himself into a new life at least once."

"When it comes to courage, you're the best, Arrogant Heart! To say such a thing in front of me."

"I just went for it, trusting in the Young Master. I apologize."

She bowed politely to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I saw it.

The conflict in Green Mask's eyes. Yes, any man would be conflicted if such a beautiful leader made an offer.

However, I thought this beauty might also be a hindrance. If it were the old Lee Ahn, he might have gone, but some people wouldn't want to look like a snob who only follows her because she's beautiful.

"Please give it some thought."

Green Mask gave a slight nod.

Even seeing this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing more. He seemed like the type who would just say 'fool' and let Green Mask go, even if he agreed. If he showed that side, the line I had drawn in my heart would move further to the right.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to me, "Second Young Lord. Let's go back now."

"You go back first. I'll hang out with Pretty Heart for a little while before I go in."

This was not for me, but for Lee Ahn. She had shed her old skin, so she should get to fly freely for a bit before going inside.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman saw right through my intentions.

"Second Young Lord, you are a truly good person."

To that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied, "Don't be fooled. Second Young Lord is the villain of villains. Can't you see that mask? He's a man who was born wearing a mask. There are two people wearing masks standing over there right now."

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled and said, "That's why they suit each other well."

As I was about to leave with Lee Ahn, I turned back to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Thank you so much for showing me a wonderful world. Please show me again next time."

Before we parted, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said, "Second Young Lord, please take good care of our Orabeoni from now on."

Normally, Lee Ahn should have been the one asking for her to take care of me. Instead, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman playfully yet seriously entrusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to my care.

Had she seen something in the relationship between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and me?

At least one thing was certain. Only one person in this world, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, truly cared for and understood him.

I laughed and said loudly, "Yes, for your sake, Pavilion Master, I will take good care of the Smiling Demon from now on."

Leaving the dumbfounded Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind, I took Lee Ahn's hand and turned away.

"Let's go, Lee Ahn. Let's go see the Central Plains."

From now on, a world completely different from the one you have known will unfold before you.


Chapter 119: Savor It, Lee Ahn!

"Do you feel those gazes?"

Lee Ahn and I sat in an inn where people gathered around her. The opposite side was completely empty, yet everyone crowded onto our side. They had all subtly shifted their seats to get a slightly better look at her face.

I whispered to Lee Ahn.

"The man on the left has glanced at you six times. That guy on the right has looked seven times while pretending not to. The one next to him is just openly staring. Uh oh, stop looking! Pay attention to the Young Lady next to you! Ouch. That must hurt."

A new customer entered and looked around for a seat. His eyes widened when he saw Lee Ahn. He walked toward her as if mesmerized, then tripped over a table and fell flat on his face.

No one paid him any mind. The man shot back up and sat where he could get a good view of Lee Ahn. The man beside him poured a drink, completely unaware his cup was overflowing.

"How does it feel?"

"It feels good."

"Good? You're not embarrassed?"

"You must've forbidden me from wearing my mask and sat me here hoping to tease me, but your plan has failed. I feel really, really good."

"That's unexpected."

"Didn't I tell you I have many hidden sides? I can pretend to be embarrassed all I want, but I can also enjoy this kind of attention as much as I please."

Lee Ahn smiled slightly at the onlookers, and gasps of admiration erupted around the room.

She whispered, "And the man on the left didn't look six times. He looked eight."

This was what I liked about Lee Ahn. She was adaptable. She knew when to reveal her intelligence and when to hide it.

She was someone who had always lived with her head held high, even while bearing the lifelong side effects of the Self-Petrification Art. She had her scars, but she also had her pride.

"Alright, we've had enough fun. Let's go buy a face veil."

"A face veil?"

"You can't wear a mask all the time, can you? Use that mask only when it's absolutely necessary. Wear a face veil for everyday use."

"I was thinking the same thing. Saved me some money."

"Buy it with your own money!"

"Aww, please buy it for me!"

Her cute plea made several men collapse. Her request made several others clutch their wallets.

When she and I stood up, a wave of disappointment swept through the inn. Glares of envy and jealousy flew menacingly at me. Among them were also reproachful gazes, as if telling me to buy her the veil.

We left the inn and walked together, the white mask dangling from her waist.

"From now on, men will openly covet your beauty. There will be all sorts of them. Some will try to take you by force, others will try to drug you. There will be every kind of scoundrel imaginable."

I admitted it to myself. Whether I intended it or not, this was why I had postponed the Poison Self-Purification Art for her. I hated worrying about her.

That didn't mean I wasn't worried now that I had performed the art. I would just have to cast aside my worries differently.

"You need the strength to protect yourself from them. I intend to raise you to a level where you can face the Demon Supremes."

I had already been thinking that when I decided to perform the Poison Self-Purification Art on her.

Lee Ahn didn't feign modesty. Since she had been taught the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the goal of surpassing a Demon Supreme was a natural expectation.

"I'll work harder so you won't have to worry."

"Don't work any harder. You're already putting in more than enough effort."

She smiled, and the heart of a young, unmarried clerk at a fruit stand fluttered as he stared blankly at her.

We stopped at a fabric store, where I bought her a bamboo hat with an attached veil. It completely covered her face, but she refused it after trying it on.

"This is too uncomfortable. My field of vision is so narrow that I'd be vulnerable to a surprise attack. I'll need to be more of an expert to use this."

"Then let's just buy a veil for now."

I bought her a veil that covered the lower half of her face like a mask. The veil alone couldn't hide her beauty, but it was a little better.

"When I create the Ghost Shadow Squad later, I'm going to make the masks look really cool."

I imagined her wearing a mask with its unique ghost emblem. She would look mysterious and cool. If Green Mask saw her like that, I didn't think he could handle it.

She stopped walking whenever she found a place to see her reflection.

She wasn't expressing it fully, but she must have been feeling so good right now.

Savor it, Lee Ahn!

"Where are we going now?"

"Can you climb mountains?"

"Mountains?"

"Your body is lighter now, so let's climb a mountain. Now, run."

We ran for a long time using movement arts and arrived at the base of a cliff of fantastic rocks.

"Follow my footsteps exactly!"

She followed me up the cliff using her movement arts, unable to utter a single word. This was her first time climbing such a sheer cliff.

She only sighed in relief after we reached the summit.

"Honestly, I was terrified on the way up."

Although she had reached a high level in swordsmanship, her movement arts fell short of that skill.

"I'd die if I fell, right?"

"A true master is one who doesn't die. With your sword skills, you certainly shouldn't die."

"What should I do if I fall?"

"You'd have to stay sharp and do whatever you can to slow your descent."

Of course, I could just release my qi right before impact to land lightly, but that was impossible for Lee Ahn. She would have to consume a lot of her inner arts to slow her speed as much as possible from the very beginning of the fall.

"As you know, you can't survive with just good swordsmanship. You need good movement arts, a lot of nerve, good judgment, and you have to be a good judge of character."

"Ah! It was so warm in the greenhouse."

It was her joke about living comfortably under my and our Cult's protection, but I didn't see it that way.

She had never once been in a greenhouse. With the emotional scars from her martial art's side effects, she couldn't even sleep properly while acting as my bodyguard. What kind of difficult greenhouse was that? After my regression, she couldn't even sleep properly because of her training.

"Is it spring or winter outside the greenhouse?"

"The jianghu has never once seen spring."

"Just like this scary cliff."

She looked down at the bottom of the cliff. I whispered into her ear.

"Remember what I told you earlier? About what to do when you fall."

"Of course. Stay sharp and slow your descent."

"Then that's good enough."

The next moment, I shoved her off the cliff.

"AHHHHHHHHHHH!"

She fell with a desperate scream.

I jumped down after her.

I expected her to tumble chaotically, but Lee Ahn flailed desperately, trying to find her balance and slow her speed. Her lack of experience made her body too tense, and she needlessly wasted her inner arts.

I instantly increased my speed and caught her in mid-air.

Held in my arms, Lee Ahn finally relaxed.

"Hold on to me."

"......"

Then, as if to show her, I demonstrated how to use my feet and arms to reduce speed. Even while holding her, my speed decreased in an instant.

Clinging to me, Lee Ahn watched without missing a single movement.

As we fell, I threw my body toward the cliff. A small cave was hidden in the middle of the cliff face.

Only after we landed there did Lee Ahn shout.

"I really thought I was going to die!"

"Lies. You believed I would save you, didn't you?"

"Well, yes, but I was still really surprised. The falling speed was so much faster than I thought. I couldn't keep my balance."

"If you keep falling, you'll get used to it and gradually be able to find your balance."

"Yes. I've memorized how you did it."

"Then that's good."

"But I didn't know there was a cave in a place like this."

"Memorize its location. If you're ever chased in this area, take refuge here."

"How did you know about this place?"

"Do you think this cave is the only thing I know?"

"Of course not. That's why I'm going to stop asking now, but why did we come here?"

"From now on, I will open your Conception and Governing Vessels."

I said it casually, so she just blinked at first. Then her eyes widened in shock. The magnitude of her surprise was even greater than when I had told her about the Poison Self-Purification Art. At least that was foreshadowed. This was completely unexpected.

Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels.

It was a necessary step to become a true master, but it was the ultimate miraculous encounter that only a tiny fraction of martial artists could experience.

The process was extremely dangerous and difficult. More than a few had died attempting to open the Conception and Governing Vessels recklessly. Moreover, the person performing the opening could also die from their qi and blood flowing in reverse.

I didn't need to look for a distant example. As descendants of the Heavenly Demon, our Conception and Governing Vessels were opened when we were young. I still vividly remembered how much my older brother scared me when it was my turn. He must have hoped I would fall into qi deviation from fear, but I succeeded safely.

In any case, opening the Conception and Governing Vessels was not something to be done or received lightly. That was why the old masters of the orthodox sects would risk the danger to perform it only for the legitimate successors of their sects.

"Are you really going to open my Conception and Governing Vessels for me?"

"......"

"Why on earth are you being so good to me... ah, that's why you told me not to ask. You said it was a question I'd have to ask again soon."

I had told her not to ask questions when I finished the Poison Self-Purification Art.

"It's a gift. A gift to celebrate your new life."

Lee Ahn was at a loss for words.

Tears welled up in her eyes again.

"I'm someone who hates crying, but you keep making me cry, Young Master."

"This isn't something to cry about."

"You're right. I'm happy. I'm so happy I could fly."

"Alright, shall we begin? Just in case something goes wrong, leave your last words."

"Please tell my Young Master. That I'm sorry I couldn't serve him until the end."

"I'll scold your Young Master. For keeping you all to himself."

"It won't be easy to scold him. He's getting stronger by the day."

Her words made me laugh.

"Now, let's start by circulating your qi."

She sat cross-legged and began to operate her cultivation method. When she had completed one full circulation of her true qi, I injected my profound inner arts into her back.

Slowly, my inner arts moved along with hers through her meridians.

"From now on, you don't need to answer me. No matter what happens, you must not scream or stop circulating your qi. You must not lose consciousness either."

While she calmed her mind through qi circulation, the speed of my qi moving through her meridians gradually increased.

The Conception Vessel starts from the lips, descends through the chest and abdomen to the perineum. The Governing Vessel starts from the perineum, ascends along the tailbone and spine, passes the crown of the head, and returns to the lips. The most crucial moment is breaking through the Baihui acupoint at the crown of the head. If anything goes wrong, one could become a cripple or lose their life.

I knew it was best to get it over with in one go rather than dragging it out. My pure and profound inner arts pushed forcefully through her meridians.

There was nothing to worry about. It was I, of all people, who was performing the opening.

Seungjang, Yeomcheon, Seongi, Okdang, Jungwan... I broke through the meridians with unstoppable momentum. Just as a downpour washes away all sorts of trash, the impurities blocking her vessels began to clear.

Lee Ahn struggled with the unfamiliar pain, but she was inured to enduring pain.

I was relentless, pushing through so forcefully one might wonder if it was okay. Hesitation in this process would lead to an accident. If it didn't break through in one go, you'd have to turn back, try again, and collide with it fiercely.

Yangguan, Yeongdo, Sinju, Amun, Noeho, Hujeong. After clearing all the other meridians, we reached the critical juncture.

Trust me, Lee Ahn.

I trust you.

"......"

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA! KWANG!

Even the most difficult Baihui acupoint was cleared cleanly. As the remaining meridians were all opened, her Conception and Governing Vessels were unblocked.

A smile touched Lee Ahn's lips as she slowly slumped to the side.

Well done, Lee Ahn.


Lee Ahn woke up after sleeping for half a day.

"Young Master? What happened?"

"Here, try circulating your qi."

With a tense expression, Lee Ahn sat down and began to circulate her qi. After completing one full circulation, her face brightened.

"It's different, completely different from before. My inner arts are much purer, and the flow of qi is unobstructed."

"Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

Lee Ahn shot up and was about to bow to me, but I stopped her by releasing my qi.

"I told you before, right? I did this so I can work you harder, so you don't need to thank me."

"Just how hard are you planning to work me? This is a debt of gratitude great enough to make me unify the murim for you."

"Let's unify the murim after we eat. Aren't you hungry?"

"Hungry enough to go raid the Murim Alliance's kitchen."

Standing at the entrance of the cave, she shouted.

"I've opened my Conception and Governing Vessels... AHHHHHHHHHH!"

I pushed Lee Ahn from behind again. She fell with slightly less flailing than before. I watched her for a moment, then leaped from the cliff myself.

Two hours later, Lee Ahn and I were eating at an inn in the marketplace again.

We ordered all sorts of delicious food and ate together. We paid no mind to the gazes of the other customers.

"This is really delicious."

"Let's travel all over the Central Plains and eat all the famous dishes."

"What if I get fat again?"

"You won't be able to, even if you wanted to. When we return to our Cult, you'll have to fall into a hell of training until you achieve complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"Ah, let's never go back!"

She didn't mean it, but she was thoroughly enjoying this very moment.

Just then, a young man pushed through the crowd and walked toward us.

He was quite tall and handsome, dressed in expensive and flashy clothes. Four martial artists who appeared to be bodyguards followed him.

Lee Ahn whispered like she was chanting a spell.

"Don't come over, don't come over. Just let me eat in peace."

I smiled as I watched her.

This is something you'll experience countless times from now on. How will you handle it?

The man came to stand before Lee Ahn and spoke politely with a confident face.

"Young Lady, may I treat you to a drink?"

Alright, Lee Ahn. It begins now.


Chapter 120: Not Cheonsamun, but the Heavenly Soil Sect

Lee Ahn sent me a telepathic message.

[What should I do?]

[He offered to buy you a drink, so you handle it.]

I replied, intending to watch how Lee Ahn handled the situation.

[This is the first time something like this has ever happened to me.]

[It's the first time for me watching from the side, too.]

[Should I really do whatever I want?]

[Go ahead.]

[I'm really doing it.]

The Soaring Sky Sword Art and opening the Conception and Governing Vessels were good, but experience was the most important weapon to protect Lee Ahn.

The man introduced himself. "I'm Gok Sa, the Young Lord of the Heavenly Soil Sect."

He wore expensive silk clothes. Pricey jewels adorned his wrists and fingers, and even his fan glittered with brilliant gems.

Gok Sa asked, "Have you perhaps heard of my sect?"

"No," Lee Ahn replied. "My knowledge is limited, so I haven't had the chance. I'm sorry."

"Not at all, it's understandable."

In truth, the Heavenly Soil Sect was a fairly well-known sect in the area.

Gok Sa was clearly the type to flaunt his family's name. By not recognizing it, Lee Ahn had disarmed him of his greatest weapon.

"Young Lady, may I ask which school you belong to?"

"It's a nameless sect from the distant countryside, so you wouldn't know it."

"Then please, at least tell me your name, Young Lady."

"It's Baekmyeon."

Lee Ahn had thought of her white mask and given that name. Gok Sa seemed slightly taken aback by the strange name but quickly smiled.

"Well then, Young Lady Baekmyeon. Shall we move to another spot to talk?"

"That's a bit difficult. We're in the middle of a conversation right now."

Only then did Gok Sa finally look at me. He truly had not given me a single glance since sitting down.

"Who is this master?" he asked.

Lee Ahn hesitated, unsure how to introduce me, so I answered first. "I'm Young Lady Baekmyeon's bodyguard."

Gok Sa's expression soured for a moment. His look clearly asked, why is a bodyguard sharing a table? That single reaction revealed his entire character.

I sent Lee Ahn a telepathic message.

[For today, I'll be your bodyguard. You've lived your whole life as my bodyguard, so one day should be fine, right? Enjoy it. An opportunity like this doesn't come often.]

[I'm really enjoying it.]

Gok Sa spoke to Lee Ahn. "You seem to be close with your bodyguard."

Lee Ahn looked at me with mischievous eyes. "No matter how many times I tell him to live his own life, he just won't leave my side."

Gok Sa glared at me. His gaze said it all. Your master is beautiful, so you're just sticking to her trying to make a move, aren't you?

"I'm curious what you could have to talk about with a bodyguard," Gok Sa said.

"We talk about all sorts of things."

"If I may offer a piece of advice, it's best to keep your distance from bodyguards."

Lee Ahn replied to Gok Sa's words. "Building affection with a bodyguard is like scoring points to ask them to die in my place, right?"

I laughed inwardly. Lee Ahn was now throwing my own words back at me.

Gok Sa gave her a look that screamed, what kind of nonsense is that?

"That's not why," he said.

"Then why?"

"Subordinates are bound to get ideas if you give them an opening. It's not good for them either."

He wore a serious expression, but what life experience could a man draped in jewels possibly have? I could tell he was just bluffing to look cool in front of a woman.

"How cute," Lee Ahn said.

"Pardon? Ah, yes. There are times when subordinates who harbor other intentions can seem cute."

"No, I'm saying you're cute, Master Gok."

Gok Sa was flustered for a moment. He clearly had not expected Lee Ahn to call him cute so openly.

"Alright, buy me a drink," she declared, standing up. "Take me to the most expensive tavern in this town and buy me the most expensive liquor."

"Why? Did you change your mind because I asked for expensive liquor?"

"How could that be? Let's go."

We left the tavern. Lee Ahn was acting differently than I expected. I never thought she would agree to a drinking session so readily.

A short while later, we sat in a private room at the town's most expensive tavern.

"Master Gok," Lee Ahn said. "Since we're having fun, call all your friends. Men, women, call them all and let's hang out together. Why? Don't you have any friends?"

Gok Sa's face reddened slightly. "In the murim, the only one you can trust is yourself."

It seemed he had been taught to trust no one since he was young.

"Looks like you don't have any friends," Lee Ahn observed. "Then I guess I'll have to be a friend to our lonely Master Gok."

Lee Ahn led the potentially gloomy gathering with her unique cheerfulness. The atmosphere brightened immensely as she genuinely tried to enjoy the occasion. It felt something like this.

You want to drink? Great, what's stopping us? Since we're at it, let's have some real fun!

Meanwhile, a magnificent feast was served. His attire made it clear that 'having nothing but money' was Gok Sa's unique martial art.

"This liquor costs over fifty taels a bottle," Gok Sa boasted.

Lee Ahn made a fuss. "This is my first time having such expensive liquor! Well, I'll drink it gratefully. Ah, I'll give a glass to my bodyguard, too."

She did not wait for a reply and poured the liquor. "Here, bodyguard, have a glass. It's very expensive liquor, so drink it all."

"Before that, I'll perform a quick inspection." I took out a silver needle and checked the liquor and dishes one by one.

Gok Sa scowled through the whole process, but Lee Ahn just smiled at him. "Master Gok, you wouldn't play tricks with the food, would you? You'll get in trouble if you do! Really, you will."

"What do you take me for! I don't need to do such things to have women lining up for me."

Lee Ahn gave a bashful smile. It was a captivating expression that could soothe an enemy's heart.

"I knew it. Come on, let's drink."

The three of us toasted. After emptying her cup, Lee Ahn expressed her regret. "It's a shame to drink such fine liquor just by ourselves. The bodyguards outside!"

She called for Gok Sa's bodyguards. Four men entered the room.

"Master Gok, let's drink with them too, shall we?" Lee Ahn suggested.

Gok Sa immediately looked displeased.

One of the four bodyguards stepped forward. "We're fine. We must protect the Young Master."

Lee Ahn asked him, "Is the Young Master really being protected out there?"

The bodyguard could not reply to her meaningful words. After all, they had only been guarding the drinking parties of a scoundrel who used money to pick up women.

Soon, Lee Ahn gently persuaded Gok Sa. "Master Gok, don't attach any great meaning to this. It's just having a drink together. Come on, sit down."

The bodyguards glanced at Gok Sa, gauging his mood.

When Lee Ahn showed a slightly disappointed expression, Gok Sa could not hold out any longer. He nodded, and the four men sat down.

"Come on, please accept a drink from me." She poured them liquor.

Perhaps Lee Ahn felt a fondness for them, since she had been a bodyguard herself.

"Alright, let's all have a drink!" Lee Ahn raised her cup high, and we toasted.

"KYAH, this liquor tastes great. Master Gok, please order more! Ah, is it too expensive?"

"Nonsense! Order as much as you like."

Beauty overwhelmed everything. When combined with Lee Ahn's unique cheerfulness and vitality, nothing could stop her.

I truly never imagined such an atmosphere could be created with these people.

Lee Ahn was uninhibited. She held no prejudice against others, so no one felt emotionally uncomfortable.

I could tell it was not just because I was by her side. It was her confidence in her skills. Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels must have given that confidence an even greater boost.

We drank and talked about all sorts of things. The initially reserved bodyguards began to answer questions, revealing things even Gok Sa did not know.

"You had a son ten days ago? Oh, congratulations!" Lee Ahn exclaimed.

She did not press Gok Sa, who naturally would not have known. Instead, she created an atmosphere for everyone.

"Alright, a present from our Young Lord is coming up! A present! A present!"

I was amazed by her. She made him give a congratulatory gift without offending Gok Sa's mood.

Honestly, in that moment, I thought she's better than me.

Gok Sa had never given a gift to his bodyguards before, so he did not know what to do.

Lee Ahn calmly said to him, "There are people I know who like to draw lines."

She picked up her chopsticks, dipped them in liquor, and drew a long line on the table.

"This is the point of employment, and this is the end," she explained. "If you come all the way to this end, you can even die for your employer. Going all the way? It's a really difficult thing to do, but bodyguards hope for it."

"They hope for the relationship between themselves and the person they protect to reach this end. Even though reaching this point means their own death. That's who these bodyguards here are."

The four bodyguards grew slightly emotional at her calm words. Her words were also meant for me, to show that she was like that.

"You seem to know a lot about bodyguards," one of the bodyguards commented.

"I experienced it when I was young," Lee Ahn replied.

Just then, Gok Sa glared at the bodyguard. His look clearly said, who do you think you are, speaking up? The man flinched and lowered his head.

Lee Ahn spoke gently to Gok Sa. "If you look at people with those eyes, the line goes in the opposite direction."

"I don't believe it," Gok Sa said. "That someone can purely sacrifice their life for another. Do you believe it, Young Lady?"

Lee Ahn nodded and held out her cup. "You should try believing it too, Master Gok."

"Trust someone, and you'll get stabbed in the back."

"Do you think you won't get stabbed if you don't trust them?"

"!"

"We often associate betrayal with trust, but that's entirely from the perspective of the one being betrayed. 'I trusted you this much, and you betrayed me!' But the one doing the betraying isn't doing it because the other person didn't trust them, right?"

"It's usually for other reasons, isn't it? Money, power, or their own personal affairs. I've never once seen a case where someone said, 'I betrayed my master because he didn't trust me.' That's just an excuse they make later."

"So what I'm saying is, it's okay to trust! Betrayal is a separate matter anyway!"

"That's sophistry!"

"Let's have a drink for today's sophistry!"

Gok Sa could not refuse the cup Lee Ahn offered.

He was drunk, but Lee Ahn was only pretending.

I saw her secretly expel the alcohol qi from her fingertips. She seemed to be playing around without a care, but she was being cautious.

Perfect, Lee Ahn!

[When did you learn that? How to expel alcohol qi?]

[I learned it when I was young. I just couldn't do it until now because my skills weren't good enough. Ah, what a waste. This expensive liquor!]

As if just remembering, Lee Ahn shouted, "Ah, right. The baby's present! Present! Give him a present!"

Caught up in the excitement, she kept shouting as Gok Sa took a wallet from his robes.

"A lot! A lot! A lot!"

In the end, a rather large sum of money came out of the wallet.

"It's alright," the bodyguard said.

"Take it," Gok Sa insisted. "At least buy some clothes for the baby."

"Thank you."

Lee Ahn looked at Gok Sa and gave him a thumbs-up. "Master Gok! You're so cool!"

"It's nothing." Gok Sa's face turned red for no reason.

Thanks to that, the atmosphere improved even more, and we drank all night. Though we had just met, we shared all kinds of stories. It was the first time Gok Sa and his bodyguards had ever had a drinking session together.

As Lee Ahn drove the mood, everyone became absorbed in the fun of the gathering, like being soaked by a gentle drizzle. We stayed up all night drinking, sharing all sorts of trivial stories. We talked about martial arts, about making money, and about our families. Because Lee Ahn, who led the gathering, treated everyone with sincerity, they all revealed their true feelings without realizing it. We drank so joyfully that we were genuinely sad to part ways.

"Master Gok, next time I come to this town, I'll visit Cheonsamun first."

"Not Cheonsamun, it's the Heavenly Soil Sect."

"Aah, our Master Gok of the Heavenly Soil Sect. You have to remember me. Master Gok, from today on, we're drinking buddies."

Gok Sa could not hide his joy at the words 'drinking buddies'. He might have first approached Lee Ahn with the intention of sleeping with her, but now he was moved by her friendship.

"And until we meet again, you can't go around seducing just any woman! Train your martial arts, too. Let's meet again when you're looking cool. Got it?"

"I understand."

Surprisingly, Gok Sa nodded. I could not be sure, but it felt like he would change starting today. He even gave me some spending money.

"Take good care of the Young Lady," he said.

"Yes, thank you."

Ah, Gok Sa would never know how amazed I was in that moment. I was not amazed by Gok Sa, but by Lee Ahn. In a single night, she had made five men fall completely for her charms. To be honest, it was six, because I was truly amazed by her too.

And so, we left. Far in the distance, Gok Sa and his bodyguards watched us go, sad to see us leave.

"Actually, I was worried about you at first," I admitted.

"About me? Why?"

"I was worried you'd be deceived and swayed by men. Worried you'd get excited and cause trouble. Worried you'd be disappointed and hurt by men."

When they first appeared, I thought it would end with Gok Sa getting beaten up or even killed. I thought that was how it would go.

However, it ended in a way I had never expected. Would Gok Sa have changed if I had dragged him to the Sanzu River Hall to intimidate and beat him? It felt like the sun had removed the overcoat that the wind could not.

"And now?" Lee Ahn asked.

"Now I have the opposite worry."

"What kind of worry?"

"Worrying about the men. If I let you out, all the men in the murim will be ruined. They'll squander their fortunes, go crazy with training to look strong, and get lovesick."

Lee Ahn burst out laughing. "You know how many tails I have, don't you?"

Seeing her today made me certain that I had to help her master the Soaring Sky Sword Art. The stronger Lee Ahn becomes, the more charming she will be.

"Where are we going now?" she asked.

"If we meet another guy like Gok Sa, we'll hang out again, eat delicious food, and see beautiful scenery, and we'll go see a wedding."

"Whose wedding?"

"There is one. A wedding I'm debating whether to stop or not."

"Why would you stop someone else's wedding?"

"Right?"

"That sounds fun! I've never properly seen a wedding before!"

Excited, Lee Ahn ran ahead.

Watching her run toward the distant rising sun, I thought she looked like a painting. I slowly blended into that painting myself.


Chapter 121: How Easily One Forgets

Lee Ahn and I continued our journey toward the Ghost Sect, the Ghostly Sage's family home. We still had time before the wedding, so we traveled at a leisurely pace, enjoying our time together.

We met many different people along the way. A lecher targeted Lee Ahn, a naive Young Lord swore he would die for her, and a rich old man proposed with a pile of gold. The lecher died, the Young Lord cried, and the old man left humiliated.

Meeting so many people was a new and interesting experience, but Lee Ahn unexpectedly enjoyed the breathtaking scenery and delicious local food even more. People could be tiresome, but since this was her first time seeing the Central Plains, everything must have seemed new to her.

She tried to commit every moment to memory, as if she would never return. She even kept a journal of our journey.

"This dish is really delicious. You should try some too, Young Master," Lee Ahn said.

"I prefer this one," I replied.

"But that one's so spicy! You'll ruin your stomach if you like spicy food too much."

"You wouldn't be able to live in Sichuan."

"Still, I'd like to try authentic Sichuan cuisine someday."

She no longer paid any mind to the stares around us. People still glanced at her beauty, but we ignored them, so it was as if they were not there.

"But, Young Master," Lee Ahn asked, "is it really okay for us to be relaxing like this?"

"Is there a reason it wouldn't be?"

"The First Young Lord is probably trying to win over the Demon Supremes right now."

"I suppose so."

"What if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has joined hands with the First Young Lord again?"

"Let him. I hope he does. It'd be fun to bring him back again, wouldn't it?"

"You're so carefree it's making me anxious."

"Don't be anxious. If I'm destined to be the successor, I can take my time. If I'm not, meeting the Demon Supremes every day won't matter. Besides, we're doing something far more important right now, aren't we?"

"What's that?" she asked.

"Feeding the fish I've already caught."

Lee Ahn pointed a finger at herself, and I nodded.

How easily one makes mistakes. How easily one forgets that without the fish already caught, there is no chance to catch new ones. How easily one takes another's kindness for granted. Nothing could compare to the gratitude owed to the one who let herself be caught first and continues to stay.

She smiled. "The fish has been eating well lately."

"So don't complain later! Not about a lack of affection or a lack of trust!"

"In that case, order one more of that for me!"

"I'll order that and the one next to it!"

Of course, we never neglected our martial arts training. We ran, jumped, and dueled. Aside from eating and enjoying the scenery, we devoted all our time to training.

Lately, I had been contemplating the essence of the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's martial studies in my spare moments. That enlightenment, combined with my complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Twelfth Star, was tickling at something within me. I knew this kind of itch always led to growth, so I didn't neglect my training for even a moment.

Lee Ahn was also engrossed in her training. Since her Conception and Governing Vessels were opened, she had reached the final stages of the Soaring Sky Sword Art's eighth star. With a little more effort, she would reach the ninth.

She also never neglected her movement arts training.

"AAAAAAK!"

Lee Ahn screamed as she fell from the cliff, but her movements were different. Her once-flailing limbs now moved with calm purpose.

At the last moment, she twisted her body several times and landed on the ground. She staggered and fell forward but had successfully descended the cliff on her own.

"I did it!"

She jumped up and down with joy.

I followed her down and landed beside her. She startled when I walked through the air at the last moment, as if descending an invisible staircase.

"I've gotten a bit better too, after jumping down after you so many times," I said.

"Are you trying to deflate my ego? I went through all that trouble to get down, and you do this!"

"I'm human too. Don't I get to show off and brag a little?"

"You're amazing enough without having to show off."

"Ah, I want to keep showing off just to hear you say that again."

"Go ahead. I'll say it as many times as you want without getting tired."

She was this devoted to me, yet she also loved to have fun. She was cheerful, bright, sharp-witted, and valued her own life and happiness. That was why I was all the more grateful for her and fond of her.

Lee Ahn drew her sword. "Now, you owe me a compliment fee. I request a match."

We then had a fierce bout.

I deliberately used movement arts, fighting her as we flew up the cliff face. Sword qi flew through the air. We kicked off the cliff to ascend, dodging each other's attacks.

Lee Ahn felt like she was on the verge of death several times. She would fall, only to climb back up as sword qi flew at her. She narrowly dodged my attacks, unleashed her own, and continued to scale the cliff.

It was a battle of true masters. I set the stage and guided her, but she responded splendidly. I could feel her skills improving, and I learned things while teaching her.

We ended the fight once we stood atop the cliff again.

"After opening the Conception and Governing Vessels, the movement of my true qi and the power of my techniques have changed," she said.

"You know this is a crucial time, right?"

"I know."

Her eyes filled with determination. The scenery was nice and the food was delicious, but she was a natural-born martial artist. Nothing could compare to the joy of her martial arts growing stronger.

"You're doing well," I said.

"With you as my Master, how could I not?"

Her eyes were full of gratitude and respect as she looked at me.

"You said you wanted to see the wedding, right? The place we're headed is just over that mountain."

"But why are you debating whether to stop the wedding or not?" Lee Ahn asked.

"I was asked a favor. To stop the wedding."

"By whom?"

"Someone. A person who helped me greatly."

I could explain everything else, but this part was difficult.

In truth, I had coldly told him to get married and live that hellish life again, but I felt for him. If it weren't for the Ghostly Sage, I wouldn't have been able to regress. I understand why he betrayed me to try and go back himself. The chance to return to the past, how could any human resist such a temptation? Perhaps the reason he wanted to go back, even if it meant betraying me, was to avoid this very marriage. I'll make my final decision after meeting him, but I'm leaning toward stopping the wedding. He was that desperate.

"Is it someone who likes the woman getting married?"

"I doubt it."

There could be no greater enemy. The Ghostly Sage had described his married life as hell.

"And even if it weren't for the wedding, there's someone I want to see."

Seo Jin.

She was my only friend from my mercenary days. If his younger sister had not told me about the Great Regression Technique, I would have never known about it.

"Well, let's go."

I threw myself off the cliff.

Lee Ahn shouted from behind me. "I'm someone who's naturally afraid of heights! You can't just take off like that!"

But contrary to her words, Lee Ahn did not hesitate to throw herself off after me.


Night fell deep over the Ghost Sect. After becoming the successor, Ghostly Sage Seo Gong was so busy he barely had time to sleep.

During the day, he had to master the secret art of the Money Ghost, which was passed down only to the successor. At night, he had to research the Great Regression Technique. It was his family's long-cherished wish, and the materials passed down through generations numbered in the thousands of volumes.

Tonight, he was again reading late into the night.

A familiar voice came from behind him. "If you put this much effort into learning the sword, you would have become the world's number one swordsman."

The Ghostly Sage replied without looking up from his book. "If you spent the time you use to meddle on learning the sword, you would be number one."

His younger sister, Seo Jin, had entered the room.

"You'll get sick if you keep pushing yourself like this. If you collapse, all this work will fall to me."

"Don't worry. I made a promise with a ghost. It agreed not to take me until this research is finished."

"The ghost I met didn't say anything like that."

Only then did the Ghostly Sage look up from his book and turn to Seo Jin.

"Your already-ugly face has gotten even uglier from exhaustion," Seo Jin teased.

"Aren't I still pretty decent-looking?"

"Only a mirror would accept such a delusion."

The Ghostly Sage laughed out loud. In his repetitive daily life, his younger sister was the one person who gave him room to breathe.

Seo Jin placed the booklet she had brought onto the desk. "Here. I've organized everything you asked me to."

"You worked hard."

"Of course I worked hard. I'm not a genius like you. I have to read something five times for every one time you read it. Why is it all so needlessly difficult? It's really tough."

"I know, I know."

The Ghostly Sage felt sorry for his sister. She was spending the prime of her youth cooped up with research. She was good-looking and had a refreshing, straightforward personality. She was popular whenever she went out, but these days she was stuck in the research room.

Seo Jin brought up a topic she had never mentioned before. "Do you really believe the Great Regression Technique is possible?"

"I do," the Ghostly Sage answered without hesitation.

"Even though it goes against the heavens?"

"I still believe."

The Ghostly Sage knew exactly why his sister was asking this.

"It's hard, isn't it?" he asked gently.

"It's just frustrating. If we keep researching like this and pass it on to our children... will our children also be trapped in this research room for their entire lives?"

"I will definitely succeed in my generation."

"If you're going to do it, please do it before I get any older. Otherwise..."

The Ghostly Sage sensed it. His sister was reaching her limit. She had an active personality and was only reluctantly obeying their father's orders. There was no telling how much longer she could endure.

Seo Jin turned to leave but stopped at the door. "Fine, let's say the Great Regression Technique is possible, just like you say. So what? What if you go to the past? What will you do when you go back? Are you going to lock yourself up and research again? Since you've achieved regression, will you start researching reincarnation?"

"!"

"If you thought of something else instead... doesn't that mean we're living the wrong life? Shouldn't we be doing that thing right now? The life you want to live if you go back, shouldn't you be living it now?"

The Ghostly Sage could not say a word.

He had much to say, but Seo Jin did not press him any further. "Get some sleep. Your face really looks worn out."

As she left the research room, the Ghostly Sage sighed and leaned back in his chair.

His sister was right. If he lived his current life to the fullest, there would be no reason to go back. However, achieving the Great Regression Technique was his family's long-cherished wish. As the successor, it was a destiny he could not escape.

Just then, a servant delivered some welcome news. The person he had been so eagerly awaiting would arrive tomorrow.


Lee Ahn and I arrived at an inn in the village where the Ghost Sect was located. Lee Ahn had tied her mask at her waist and wore a veil that revealed only her eyes.

We got a room with two beds and ordered a meal. We always stayed together in one room when we traveled. Even when I asked if she was uncomfortable and offered to get a separate room, Lee Ahn preferred it. She said it was fun to talk before falling asleep.

Lee Ahn and I were eating on the first floor of the inn. The surrounding customers were all talking about the Ghostly Sage's wedding. It was clearly the talk of the town.

"I never thought the Ghost Sect would become in-laws with the Lin Family Sword Sect."

"I was surprised too. Hasn't the Lin Family Sword Sect always married into other sword families?"

"I heard Young Lady Lim persuaded her father."

"The union of the Ghost Sect and a sword family is quite an interesting development."

"Ah, isn't that the successor of the Ghost Sect over there?"

Lee Ahn and I followed their gazes outside.

A man appeared on the street. My heart stirred when I saw him. It was the Ghostly Sage in his youth. I had known him since he was middle-aged, and his younger features were all still there.

It's good to see you, Ghostly Sage.

In my life before regression, I had only met him a few times, but those encounters spanned decades at the most crucial moments. The past hardships of gathering materials for the grand technique automatically came to mind.

The Ghostly Sage looked toward the other side of the street, as if waiting for someone. A moment later, five or six people arrived on horseback. When the woman at the front dismounted, the others followed. They appeared to be martial artists escorting her.

The Ghostly Sage ran toward her. "Young Lady Lim!"

She was Lim Hyang, the Ghostly Sage's fiancée.

"Young Lord? Why are you here?"

"I heard you were coming, Young Lady, so I came out to meet you."

Honey seemed to drip from the Ghostly Sage's eyes as he looked at her.

"Thank you for accepting my proposal."

"It was a decision I made because I trust you, Young Lord."

"What about your father?"

"He gave his permission... but I think he still needs a little more time."

"I will definitely change your father's mind."

The Ghostly Sage declared loudly, ignoring the stares of the people around them. "I will devote my entire being to making you happy. No one will be able to stop my feelings for you."

I watched the scene, completely astonished.

What the hell? You liked your wife this much?


Chapter 122: Don't You Know Why I'm Upset?

I always thought the woman Ghostly Sage married was a villainess. She looked nothing like one now.

"I heard you've been working hard researching the Ghost Sect's secret arts. Please don't overdo it," Lim Hyang said.

"Thank you for saying so."

Ghostly Sage grinned from ear to ear at Lim Hyang's concern.

"Aren't you hungry?"

"I am. I'm hungry."

"Let's eat before we go."

Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang entered our inn, followed by her martial artists. They took a nearby table, so we could hear their conversation perfectly.

"I'll be honest with you. My parents were actually against this marriage. They said the Ghost Sect's successors are always engrossed in research and would make a woman lonely."

"Ah, that's a misunderstanding. That'll never happen. I promise. I promise I'll never make Young Lady lonely."

I didn't know the details of why Ghostly Sage's marriage failed. When we last met, Ghostly Sage had called his married life a greater hell. That meant they were still together then.

What if he made her lonely while researching the Great Regression Technique? What if that was the reason?

Ghostly Sage, you can't keep this promise now.

Of course, that might not be the reason. The way Ghostly Sage looked at Lim Hyang told me everything. I would bet my entire fortune he would abandon his family business if she asked him to run away with her. How could a marriage that started with such affection become a living hell?

Lee Ahn sent me a telepathy.

[Those two are the ones whose wedding you're trying to stop, right?]

[That's right.]

[How can you stop them when they're so in love? If you try to stop them now, I think you'll become their enemy.]

Not just an enemy. We would become mortal enemies.

We focused on their conversation again.

"Father might treat Young Lord coldly. Even if he does, please try to understand, Young Lord."

"Of course. I know very well how much Sect Leader cherishes Young Lady Lim."

Could their parents be the reason they split up? Figuring that out was our first priority.

They ordered their meal.

"I don't really like stir-fried dishes," Lim Hyang said with clear preference.

Ghostly Sage quickly replied, "That's great. I dislike them too."

"Really?"

"It seems we're a match made in heaven!"

But I saw it. I saw Ghostly Sage's fleeting hesitation. The regret of, But I like them.

Poor Ghostly Sage. He was done with stir-fried dishes from now on. Then again, he would probably agree if she suggested they live on nutrient balls for the rest of their lives.

When they started eating, it was our turn to talk. We spoke loudly to draw their attention.

"Do you want to get married?"

Marriage was the most natural topic for people about to wed. I could feel Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang listening intently.

"I'm not going to," Lee Ahn said.

"......"

"Marriage comes with great responsibility, doesn't it? I don't have the confidence to take responsibility for someone. I can barely handle myself."

I couldn't tell if this was her real opinion or just an act to stop the couple's marriage.

This time, Lee Ahn asked me, "Do you want to get married?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"I just want to live freely."

"What about children? Don't you want to have children?"

"A child..."

I had heard this exact question once before from Seo Jin, Ghostly Sage's younger sister. My answer then was obvious. I was consumed by the guilt and anger of being the sole survivor, so what would I do with a child?

"I'm not confident I could raise one well."

"I suppose so. Not all parents raise their children well, after all."

Lee Ahn's expression darkened slightly. I set aside Ghostly Sage's matter and asked a question I had wanted to ask her.

"Do you resent your parents?"

"I resented them when I was young."

Her parents abandoned her when she was very young. She had drifted to our Cult without even knowing who they were.

"And now?"

"I don't think much about it now. Hating them only hurts me."

I asked about her parents on purpose, so she wouldn't bury the wounds in her heart.

My intention was for her to dig up what was buried and talk about it. Then she could regret it while kicking her blankets, thinking she shouldn't have said anything. Then she would think, well, I already said it, so I might as well say it again. I wanted to turn it into something trivial.

A wound in the heart only fades after going through this process many times. Just burying it and forgetting? Not a chance. No matter how deeply you bury it, it won't rot. It won't disappear.

Lee Ahn looked at me, grinned, and said, "My parents are probably eating and living well somewhere, I guess."

Just then, someone interjected.

"I don't think that's true."

It was Lim Hyang who couldn't hold back.

"I don't know the circumstances, but the female warrior's parents must be heartbroken."

She had clear preferences in food and a personality that made her state her opinions clearly.

Lee Ahn spoke to her gently. "Not all parents love their children. There are parents who think of their children as money-makers just because they gave birth to them, and there are parents who hit, abuse, and even sell their children, right?"

The last part stuck in my mind. Perhaps Lee Ahn believed her parents had sold her.

"That must be the story of a very small minority of parents. I'm sure your parents, Young Lady, had other circumstances."

Lim Hyang's gaze filled with sympathy and compassion as she looked at Lee Ahn with pity. I could tell that, despite her simple appearance, she was the type to reveal her emotions even to a stranger.

It could have been unpleasant, but Lee Ahn responded gently.

"Thank you for your comfort."

"No, I made an unnecessary remark. I'm sorry," Lim Hyang apologized.

Lee Ahn also spoke politely. "Not at all. You spoke out of goodwill, but I reacted sensitively."

The two of them apologized to each other.

Lim Hyang belatedly introduced herself. "I am Lim Hyang, a daughter of the Lim Sword Family."

Lim Hyang introduced Ghostly Sage, and Lee Ahn introduced me.

"This is my Senior Brother."

This was how she usually introduced me to new people. Since we learned the same martial arts, it wasn't technically wrong.

"As a token of my apology, I'll treat you to some drinks," Lee Ahn offered. "It seems you two reunited after a long time today, so let's meet whenever you have time, be it tomorrow or the day after."

Lim Hyang shook her head. "No, if anyone's buying drinks, it should be me."

As the two of them argued over who would buy drinks, Ghostly Sage stepped in.

"As it happens, I was planning to invite some close friends for a small celebratory banquet tomorrow. I would like to invite you both as well."

"We can't possibly go to such a precious event," Lee Ahn refused.

Lim Hyang stepped forward. "No, you must come. I think that's the only way I'll feel at ease."

With Lim Hyang also insisting, Lee Ahn pretended to give in and accepted.

"Alright, we'll visit you tomorrow."

A short while later, Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang finished their meal, bid us farewell, and left the inn.

After they were gone, Lee Ahn puffed out her chest.

"I did well, right?"

"Excellent. So well that I feel I could leave this to you and go."

"Ah! No, you can't do that. I still don't understand why we have to stop their wedding!"

Lee Ahn watched them walk away outside. Even as they went down the road, Ghostly Sage couldn't take his eyes off Lim Hyang.

I recalled Ghostly Sage's final moments.

[Is it still hell?]

[It's an even hotter hell. I'm ashamed, but I'm still asking you. If I don't listen until the end, tear off my manhood.]

[To that extent?]

[Even more than that.]

I could stop him if I really tried, but I worried that forcing the issue might make him more miserable. They say the most difficult thing in the world is the matter between a man and a woman.

"I'm still not sure what to do yet."


The next afternoon, Lee Ahn and I visited the Ghost Sect.

As we followed a martial artist into the inner court, I felt ghostly qi from all around.

[Lee Ahn, do you feel that energy to the left?]

[Yes, it's an energy I've never felt before in my life.]

[It's the ghostly qi of the Ghost Sect.]

It was a different kind of ghostly qi from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's.

[You must deal with those who use this kind of ghostly qi very carefully. You never know what might pop out, so the most important thing is not to panic. If you panic, you die.]

[Yes, I'll keep that in mind.]

When we entered the inner court, I saw three people talking in front of a flower garden.

Ghostly Sage, Lim Hyang, and the one person I had wanted so badly to see, Seo Jin.

"Don't trust my Orabeoni. When he gets absorbed in his work, he's the type who wouldn't even notice a duel happening right next to him. That's my Orabeoni."

Lim Hyang laughed, thinking Seo Jin's words were a joke.

"It's not a joke."

"Then I'll have to have a spectacular duel. A duel so spectacular it makes him turn his head to me."

They noticed our arrival and looked our way.

My eyes met Seo Jin's.

I had originally met her much later than this, so seeing Seo Jin now felt incredibly unfamiliar.

So you had a fresh and vibrant time like this too.

She had suited the rough life of a mercenary so well. She was smart, thoughtful, and loyal.

Her current appearance didn't bring that image to mind. Right now, she was a bright, cheerful girl who had grown up loved in a prestigious family.

Lee Ahn's telepathy came through.

[You didn't even look at those beautiful courtesans of the Thousand Flower Palace like this. The way you're looking at that woman is special.]

As expected, Lee Ahn knew me best.

[I refuse your jealousy.]

[Your Highness! It's not jealousy, it's curiosity!]

Right, how could my gaze be ordinary when I saw Seo Jin?

My friend.

In this life, I won't let you grow cold in a nameless field. You said you were satisfied with your life as you were dying, but I won't let you meet such an end. That is my promise as a friend.

We walked up to them. Ghostly Sage introduced us to Seo Jin.

After the introductions, Seo Jin showed interest in Lee Ahn.

"Your eyes are so beautiful. Why do you wear a veil?"

I looked at Lee Ahn, signaling for her to show her face. It's a honey trap, Lee Ahn!

Sensing my intention, she removed her veil.

Gasps of admiration escaped from the two women, but the target, Ghostly Sage, showed no particular reaction.

I asked Ghostly Sage, "Young Lord Seo, isn't my junior sister pretty?"

I had intended to show him that women this beautiful existed in the world.

"She is beautiful. She is beautiful, but our Young Lady Lim is more beautiful."

I could tell Ghostly Sage was speaking from the heart.

They say love is blind, but this was beyond rose-colored glasses. It was as if he was under a soul-bewitching spell.

I sent a telepathy to Lee Ahn.

[Ugly! Put your veil back on.]

[I already did. What's with that guy!]

[I tried to stop the wedding with a honey trap, but it's not going to work.]

[Why are you trying to stop them? They look good together.]

It was then that Lim Hyang stared at Ghostly Sage with a stiff expression.

"What is it, Young Lady Lim?"

"Don't you know why I'm upset?"

"I do not."

Ghostly Sage looked completely clueless.

"Why can't you be honest? That Young Lady is more beautiful, isn't she? Did you think I would like it if you said that?"

She thought he was lying because even she could see that Lee Ahn was more beautiful.

"In my eyes, you are more beautiful."

"That's a lie, isn't it?"

"No. You truly are more beautiful. I can swear it to the heavens."

"Really?"

Only after confirming it did Lim Hyang's expression soften.

In that moment, I was certain.

From her interjection yesterday to her behavior now, she had a strong personality. She had to confirm things that could have just been let go.

What if she suffocated Ghostly Sage with that personality? Someday, the rose-colored glasses on Ghostly Sage's eyelids would disappear.

Tired of her, he would have escaped reality by diving into his research on the great technique, and their relationship would have only worsened.

This wasn't her fault alone. She was showing what kind of person she was without hiding it, but Ghostly Sage himself was the one who couldn't see it.

Even now, Ghostly Sage was smiling at Lim Hyang, looking incredibly pleased about something.

Sigh, Ghostly Sage. What am I going to do about this? Do I really have to grab and tear off your manhood?


Chapter 123: Change of Plans

They aren't villains.

If Ghostly Sage or Lim Hyang were villains, their marriage wouldn't have been such hell. One would have left, or one would have killed the other. They're just ordinary people. They must have been a couple who grew attached while bickering, living together out of necessity. They truly hated each other but never wanted to repeat that life.

"Please, come inside. We've prepared food, so eat something first."

Lee Ahn and I entered. Seo Jin followed us inside.

"I'll guide you."

I intend to connect my past life's bond with Seo Jin to Lee Ahn in this one.

As we walked, I sent Lee Ahn a telepathic message.

[Lee Ahn, this is Seo Jin. She's a candidate for the Second Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad.]

[Ah!]

Her eyes widened, as if she had never considered the possibility.

[Imagine having a Division Leader who can use ghost arts in the Ghost Shadow Squad you lead.]

[That would be amazing. Our squad's name even has 'ghost' in it!]

[Whether you take this woman as your subordinate is ultimately up to you.]

Lee Ahn had absolute faith in me and didn't ask why I chose her. Instead, she spoke to Seo Jin.

"Congratulations on your marriage, Orabeoni."

"Thank you. I thought I'd never get married, but here I am."

Seo Jin answered cheerfully, even though it was their first meeting.

"Why? You're handsome and seem to have a good personality."

"Even so, I'm just a bookworm who has only ever studied."

Seo Jin was already taking a liking to Lee Ahn. I knew why. In the past, Seo Jin always liked pretty women. She said looking at pretty things made her feel good. She liked beautiful women, flowers, and pretty clothes. Her tastes, so unbefitting a mercenary, likely came from a smooth childhood in a prestigious family.

"I've only heard about ghost arts," Lee Ahn said. "I've never experienced them before."

"It's nothing special."

Seo Jin stopped walking and raised her hand. Black smoke rose from her palm and instantly formed into a snake. The small, smoky snake looked strangely realistic, as if it could become a pitch-black serpent at any moment.

"......"

The snake suddenly lunged toward Lee Ahn. It dissipated into smoke with a PIK before it could reach her.

"That's so cool!" Lee Ahn exclaimed.

"You're not surprised?" Seo Jin asked.

"Because there was no killing intent."

A peculiar light flickered in Seo Jin's eyes as she looked at Lee Ahn. Anyone would flinch if a snake suddenly lunged at them, even without killing intent, yet Lee Ahn was completely unfazed.

"Please show me again next time," Lee Ahn said.

"Next time, I'll bring out something bigger and scarier."

"Sounds great!"

I think their personalities would match well, too. Both women were easygoing and straightforward, and they knew how to be considerate.

What if both Green Mask and Seo Jin join the Ghost Shadow Squad?

Green Mask could hold down the fort as the First Division Leader, and Seo Jin could brighten the mood as the Second Division Leader. The picture is already looking good.

But it wouldn't be easy. One was a candidate for Demon Supreme, and the other was a blood relative of the Ghost Sect's leader.


A few guests were already in the main hall, and more arrived one after another. There were guests for Ghostly Sage and guests for Lim Hyang. Once everyone had arrived, Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang entered the hall. We all toasted together, celebrating their upcoming wedding.

Most of the guests were well-mannered heirs of prestigious families. There was one exception. Ju Myeong of the West Sword Sect, a childhood friend of Lim Hyang, had a dark expression from the moment he entered. He was very dissatisfied with this marriage.

Perhaps it was the alcohol he had been downing, or perhaps he secretly had feelings for Lim Hyang. He spoke openly to Lim Hyang right in front of Ghostly Sage.

"Honestly, as your longtime friend, I can't congratulate you on this wedding."

"What's wrong?" Lim Hyang asked.

"Martial families should form ties with other martial families to avoid future trouble."

Ghostly Sage was naturally offended. For Ju Myeong to say such a thing with Ghostly Sage standing right there was a blatant sign of disrespect. Since Ju Myeong was Lim Hyang's guest, Ghostly Sage spoke to him pleasantly.

"Our sect is also a respectable murim sect."

"No one here would consider the Ghost Sect a murim sect," Ju Myeong retorted.

"How can you say that? Think of how much our sect has contributed to the murim."

"Master Seo, do you consider the Ghost Sect's sorcery to be legitimate martial arts?"

Ghostly Sage couldn't answer for a moment. No one had ever asked him that way before, so he didn't know what to say.

"Martial arts and cheap tricks are strictly different things," Ju Myeong declared.

As Ju Myeong crossed the line, a sharp voice cut through the hall.

"Then shall we see how well your so-called great martial arts deal with cheap tricks?"

Seo Jin stepped forward. Seeing her glare at her opponent with one eyebrow slightly raised reminded me of the old days. Her eyebrow would always rise like that when she was angry during her mercenary days.

She extended her hand, and a black haze shimmered up around Ju Myeong.

"......"

Startled, Ju Myeong looked around and drew his sword.

"What? What is this?"

He began swinging his sword at the empty air, clearly seeing an illusion. I could see what he saw. A pitch-black shadow with only eyes and a mouth rushed toward him. Its appearance was so terrifying and realistic that my heart chilled, even knowing it was fake.

I could also see how to break the illusion, a combined result of the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique. Ju Myeong swung his sword back and forth, creating a dangerous situation for those around him.

Seo Jin withdrew her sorcery. Ju Myeong, who had been attacking the air, soon realized he had fallen for a ghost art. He had swung his sword without thinking, even though he knew it was an illusion. That was the nature of the Ghost Sect's arts. You fall for them even when you know.

He glared at Seo Jin. "To humiliate me with such evil arts, I'll never forgive..."

JJAK!

His head snapped to the side. Lim Hyang had strode over and slapped his cheek.

"Do you want to die? Are you still drunk? Who do you dare say you won't forgive?"

"......"

"Are you really my friend? A friend wouldn't do this. You're the only friend I have, and you're making me this miserable?"

Ju Myeong couldn't say anything. The words 'You're the only friend I have' seemed to strike him like a throwing knife.

He let out a short sigh. "I'm sorry."

The anger that had flared up like a flame vanished.

"I'm sorry for hitting you, too," Lim Hyang said.

"It's fine. Didn't you hit me many times when we were young?"

Ju Myeong also apologized to Ghostly Sage and Seo Jin.

"I apologize. It was rude of me to disparage your family. I apologize."

But he still held a lingering grudge.

"Still, I hate this marriage! I oppose it!"

With that, Ju Myeong left.

My gaze turned to Ghostly Sage.

Ghostly Sage, you should have been the one to shout like that.

I hate this marriage! Don't congratulate me! Am I, the groom, really the only one who opposes this marriage?

Ghostly Sage was about to scold Seo Jin for stepping forward rashly, but Lim Hyang stopped him. She then apologized to Ghostly Sage.

"I'm sorry. He's been my friend since we were young, so he must have been very upset that I'm getting married."

"Isn't it because he cares for Young Lady Lim that much?"

"If he cared, he wouldn't act like that. He just got drunk and threw a fit. Forget about it."

I watched the look in Ghostly Sage's eyes deepen as he gazed at her and sighed inwardly.

He's falling for her even more.

Seeing her today, Lim Hyang was a decent woman. I thought that if Ghostly Sage could truly understand her personality, the two of them could be a good match.


During the banquet, Ghostly Sage stepped outside for some fresh air. He didn't show it in front of Lim Hyang, but his mood kept sinking. It was because of Ju Myeong. He regretted not stepping forward himself.

Did Lim Hyang see me as a coward?

If I had stepped up, I would have won. Should I have shown off my skills? No. Father always warned against the Ghost Sect getting embroiled in the murim's disputes. What dispute? It was just an emotional squabble. I should have stepped up!

Ghostly Sage's mind wavered, unable to settle. He hated himself more for regretting his inaction than for the inaction itself. Lost in thought, he walked until he reached his study. He stood by the window and looked inside, feeling most at ease here. He always came here when his father scolded him or when a problem arose. This place was his only sanctuary.

Ghostly Sage knew he wasn't the kind of person who would be happy overpowering Ju Myeong and laughing triumphantly. He was happiest when he was quietly reading and researching.

Anyway, I should show this place to Young Lady Lim.

He wanted to boast to Lim Hyang about how many books he had read. That feeling was especially strong today.

Just then, someone spoke. "You have a lot of books."

Ghostly Sage turned in surprise. I stood behind him, having followed him out.

"I came out for some air because I felt stifled and ended up here."

"I see."

"I don't think I've ever seen a martial artist with this many books."

"I've enjoyed reading since I was young," he said.

"I see. I know someone who also loves books."

"Oh, is that so? Please introduce me if you get the chance."

"Of course."

I imagined Ghostly Sage's horrified expression when he learned that person was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The thought of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's displeased face as he looked at Ghostly Sage made me laugh.

I naturally started walking back toward the main hall with him.

"Young Lord Seo and Young Lady Lim, the more I see you two, the more you seem like a perfect match."

"If you're saying that to comfort me because of what happened earlier, it's fine. I've already forgotten about it."

"To me, it looked like jealousy, but I can understand that Master. If a friend I'd liked for a long time was getting married, I would've wanted to flip the banquet table too."

I was trying to lift Ghostly Sage's spirits. Whether I stopped his marriage or not, I first needed to get closer to him. The fastest way to do that is to tell someone what they want to hear.

"Someday, that Master will jolt awake in his sleep, drink a glass of cold water, and think, 'Why did I do something so foolish back then?'"

Ghostly Sage laughed at my words. Since the incident had soured his mood, it was best to resolve it with the same incident.

"You did well to endure it. If you hadn't, you would have been the one jolting awake in your sleep, Young Lord Seo."

Ghostly Sage stopped walking, looked at me, and suddenly asked, "Have we, by any chance, met before?"

Ghostly Sage, are you sensing some kind of fate? Someone like you might be able to feel something.

"This is the first time we've met."

"And yet, looking at you, Master, you don't feel unfamiliar."

"Aren't there people who feel comfortable, like you've known them for a long time, even if you've just met? Like a friend. Someone you just trust. Someone you just want to take care of."

"It's not quite to that extent."

"It's probably because I felt a liking for you from the start, Young Lord Seo. After seeing your books, I respect you even more."

I continued to say pleasant things to disarm his wariness. Even the seasoned Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon couldn't withstand my flattery arts. Getting close to this young Ghostly Sage was no trouble at all. The most important point of these arts is knowing when to stop and retreat. I had to give him time to ruminate on my words.

"Well then, I'll head in first."

I left him and entered the main hall.


On the way back after the banquet, I asked Lee Ahn a question.

"What did you think of Seo Jin?"

Lee Ahn had been talking with Seo Jin throughout the banquet.

"I liked her. She's excellent material for a Division Leader."

"My recommendations never fail."

"There's just one problem."

"Whether she would join our Cult, you mean?"

"......"

"The Ghost Sect stands between the orthodox and unorthodox. In the past, some of its ancestors were even part of our Cult. If we persuade her well, there shouldn't be a problem."

"You know a lot about the Ghost Sect, don't you?"

"I did some studying before coming."

In truth, I had heard it all from Seo Jin in the past. During her mercenary days, Seo Jin never wanted to be tied to any faction. She didn't want to belong anywhere, which meant she could go anywhere.

"We'll have to return to our Cult soon, so we can't take her with us. We just need to make it so she can find us later."

When she one day runs away from home out of frustration, I just need to make her seek out Lee Ahn instead of a mercenary's life.

"You know, right? To contact us, she just needs to leave her name at the West Lake Inn, which can be found all over the Central Plains."

"I'll be sure to tell her when we part ways later."

Separately from Lee Ahn, I plan to pay attention to Seo Jin's path myself. I will ensure that the great thread of fate leads to Lee Ahn.

"Oh, what about the Young Master? What happened with stopping the marriage?"

"Change of plans."

It was a decision I made after seeing Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang at the banquet. Chief Gwak of our Cult's smithy always says that a small difference makes a masterpiece. I believe that applies to human relationships as well. A small difference can change the outcome. Even if you can't change a person, you can change a relationship.

We are moved by a single word and pledge a lifetime of loyalty. We are hurt by a single word and part ways. We hate for a lifetime over a single word. That's just who we are.

So, this was my new plan.

"I won't stop Ghostly Sage's marriage. I will help the two of them live happily."

It can't be helped, Ghostly Sage. You'll have to get married. Instead of the gates of hell, I'll open a different door for you.


Chapter 124: Beyond the Door You Opened for Me

Ghostly Sage organized his study.

He dusted each book, moving them between shelves. He focused his energy on an arrangement only he would notice.

He then placed fragrant flowers around the room and boiled water for tea. Just then, Lim Hyang arrived.

"Young Lord Seo."

"Young Lady Lim. Please, come in. It's a mess, I haven't had time to clean."

The room was sparkling clean, but Lim Hyang smiled and pretended not to notice.

"You have so many books."

"I used to have more, but I've cleared out a lot."

"Still, this is a huge number of books. I never knew you were such an avid reader."

Ghostly Sage beamed.

"This book was written by the author himself. I received it right here in this room, and this one, I went all the way to Tibet to get it. If you'd like to know about ghosts, you should read this book. Shall I lend it to you?"

"Ah, yes."

Ghostly Sage pulled out the book and handed it to her.

"It's very interesting. Ah, if you find that one interesting, you should read this one too."

"That's alright."

"This book here is..."

Ghostly Sage excitedly explained his books. Lim Hyang couldn't bring herself to stop him, so she just listened. As his explanation dragged on, she finally spoke up.

"Shall we have some tea?"

"Ah, I'll make it for you."

A heat like boiling water filled Ghostly Sage.

He had never forgotten the day he first saw her.

Ghostly Sage attended a banquet for prodigies, where he once again found himself on the fringes.

While no one was intentionally ostracizing him, he felt they were subtly looking down on him. There was the prejudice against the Ghost Sect, but more decisively, Ghostly Sage just didn't have a personality that meshed well with others. What did they all have so much to talk about? What were they so eager to boast about?

Feeling suffocated, he stepped outside. Lim Hyang was there. He thought she was a beautiful woman with a wonderful presence. Then, she spoke to him first.

"This is pretty bad, isn't it?"

Ghostly Sage grew flustered. She was the first woman to speak to him at the banquet.

"The banquet, I mean. The musicians, the taste of the alcohol, and the people who've gathered."

Ghostly Sage could never have imagined speaking so freely to a complete stranger.

"I'm Lim Hyang of the Im Sword Clan."

"I am Seo Gong of the Ghost Sect."

"Ah!"

Ghostly Sage felt a pang of regret.

I shouldn't have revealed my sect. Or I should have waited until we talked more.

But her reaction was unexpected. She showed genuine interest.

"I've heard a lot about the Ghost Sect."

"What have you heard?"

"That it's a very mysterious sect."

He wanted to talk more, but someone from inside called for Lim Hyang.

"They're calling for me. I'll see you later, then."

Lim Hyang went inside.

A short while later, Ghostly Sage also went back inside.

He saw Lim Hyang in the distance, surrounded by several martial artists and deep in conversation. She was popular.

Lim Hyang recognized him and waved. The others looked his way, but she ignored them and smiled at him.

Even after returning home, Ghostly Sage couldn't stop thinking about her. For a while, he diligently attended banquets, hoping to see her again.

Ghostly Sage brought the carefully prepared tea and smiled.

"If there are any books you want to read, feel free to borrow them all."


Lee Ahn gazed at the night sky from the window and spoke to me.

"Young Master? Do you know the most common wish when a shooting star falls?"

"What is it?"

"'Ah! Oh! Damn it!' Things like that."

I laughed at her words.

"My eyes and mouth are fast, so I'll never miss it."

"Are you sure about that?"

"Just watch."

We both looked up at the night sky, ready to make our wishes. Then, Lee Ahn suddenly spoke.

"That was the first time I ever brought up my parents."

She had mentioned her parents while talking with Lim Hyang at the inn.

"I've wanted to tell you about them at least once, Young Master, so I thought it was a good opportunity."

"I thought so."

"Alright, then. Please comfort me."

"Comfort you? To be honest, I don't know much about the affection between parents and children either. You know, right? My mother passed away when I was young, and Father is the most blunt person in the world. So I'm not sure what I should say to you."

"Actually, it's the same for me. Back when you were struggling because of the Cult Leader, Young Master, I wanted to comfort you, but what do I know about comforting someone? If anything, I learned everything I should have learned from a parent from you."

"We grew up together with runny noses. What could you have learned from me?"

"But you were the one who wiped my nose. I learned a lot from you and relied on you, Young Master."

I started to say something comforting but stopped. We just stood together, looking up at the night sky.

"By the way, how's the plan going?"

"I'm thinking about it."

"It needs some kind of stimulus!"

"What kind of stimulus?"

"How about we kidnap Young Lady Lim and have Young Lord Seo rescue her?"

"A clumsy attempt like that will only lead to an accident."

"There needs to be something thrilling between a man and a woman!"

"Lee Ahn, think back to the most thrilling moment of your life. Did it involve kidnapping, rescues, or anything like that?"

"...No, it didn't."

"It's probably the same for other people."

The thrills in my life came from everyday moments, usually because of something someone said to me.

Words from Father, Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, the Demon Supremes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Go Wol, and even words I myself had said...

The accumulation of those countless words was changing my life. I didn't change easily as a person, but my life was changing.

"That's why I'm trying to keep telling him. That person."

Just then, a shooting star streaked across the night sky.

Ah! Please... Argh! Damn it!


A few days later, I rented a manor with a pleasant atmosphere and invited Ghostly Sage and Seo Jin. It was to return the favor for their last banquet invitation.

Ghostly Sage's favorability toward me had already increased, and Seo Jin felt a goodwill toward Lee Ahn. They both readily accepted the invitation.

It was a modest banquet for just the four of us, with delicious food from a skilled chef. Ghostly Sage preferred this kind of atmosphere.

While Lee Ahn and Seo Jin talked, I spoke with Ghostly Sage.

"Thank you for inviting me."

"Don't mention it."

After some small talk, I subtly brought up his marriage.

"Are the wedding preparations going well?"

"Thanks to your concern, they are."

"Sometimes, I find myself envious of married couples."

"What are you envious of?"

"The way they know each other so well, don't they? With just a look, they know, 'Ah, that person must be thinking this.' Or, 'Ah, in this situation, that person would act this way.' I think it'd be wonderful to have at least one person like that in your life."

I had to pull Ghostly Sage down to earth. He was floating in the sky, and I needed him to plant his feet on the ground and calmly look at the woman before him.

"When you look at Young Lady Lim, do you get a sense of what she's thinking?"

Ghostly Sage pondered for a moment before shaking his head.

"To be honest, I'm still not sure."

I said nothing, letting him think.

I was not in a hurry.

I left the topic of marriage there and gained his favor by discussing ghost arts. My knowledge of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique gave me a deep understanding of such secret arts, so our conversation flowed smoothly. When I added my flattery skills, Ghostly Sage became completely engrossed.

Even after that day, I found ways to meet with him.

Ghostly Sage was busy, but our meetings were short. A moment for a cup of tea was enough.

One day, I even waited in his guest room while circulating the qi of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Whenever I met Ghostly Sage, we would chat, and I would bring up topics related to marriage or women.

As I kept seeking him out, Ghostly Sage was initially suspicious. This guy, why is he acting like this after just one meal? What's he after? But as time passed, he began to enjoy our conversations. After all, he had never had a single friend in his life.

Though I started with an intention, I also began to enjoy talking with him. My flattery became less necessary.

"My junior sister says you shouldn't be too nice to a woman."

"Why is that?"

"Because it's human nature to feel disappointed if you're treated well ten times and then poorly once, I suppose."

"Can't you just treat her well all ten times?"

"Won't a person's heart change over the years?"

"I won't change."

"Young Lord Seo, you're human too. You will change."

"I'm different! I will never change!"

When he was this stubborn, I wanted to rush at him and shout.

You did change! You really do change! Ugh, forget it. Let's just scrap this.

"Don't be too nice. If you go to the marketplace, bad boys are popular."

"Ah! I've noticed that too. At banquets, I often wondered why they liked guys like that."

"So don't be too nice. If you're a little mean and then nice once in a while, wouldn't that be more touching? A person can't be perfect all the time."

"That makes sense."

The old Ghostly Sage had desperately wanted to talk with me. Back then, I only had one drink with him before leaving to search for materials.

Let's have all the conversations we couldn't have back then.

Time passed, and I visited him as frequently as a mouse visits a pantry.

"You're saying the day you need to get an important material for your ghost arts training is the same as Young Lady Lim's birthday?"

"That's right. Which would you choose?"

"Of course, you have to celebrate Young Lady Lim's birthday."

"Even if it's an important material? If you miss it this time, you have to wait three years?"

"Still, there's no comparison."

When a similar event happens someday, Ghostly Sage, you better remember what you said today! There's a clear difference between words never spoken and words uttered even once.

I tried. I spoke as if I didn't know, I persuaded him, and I encouraged him. I gave him courage, hints, affection, and a treasured blade. This was the Ghostly Sage who had betrayed me, the one who gathered materials for the great technique his whole life, just to go back to the past himself. Still, I was grateful that I was here because of him, and I put in my best effort until the very end.

Finally, the day before the wedding, I met him one last time.

"To think I'd be seeing you up until today."

Ghostly Sage began, revealing his honest feelings.

"Frankly, I still don't understand why you're being so good to me."

It was a question he had held back for a long time, and proof that we had grown closer.

"Didn't you say you liked Young Lady Lim from the moment you first saw her? It was the same for me. When I saw you, Young Lord Seo, I felt like you were an older brother or a friend. I had good feelings. I have no other intentions. I've seen you so often because I plan to leave after the wedding tomorrow, and I don't know when I'll see you again."

Ghostly Sage still looked suspicious.

I raised my hand to the sky.

"I swear to the heavens. If my words are false, may the Heavenly Demon drag me away!"

Ghostly Sage waved his hands dismissively.

"Stop! There's no need for such a terrible oath! I'll believe you. With an oath like that, I have to."

He extended his hand.

"Thank you."

"Congratulations on your marriage."

We shook hands. It was the first time I had ever held his hand, both before and after my regression.

The wedding was held the next day.

Lee Ahn was excited, as it was her first time seeing a wedding. Befitting a prestigious family, the wedding was splendid with much to see. Lee Ahn watched every detail meticulously. If she didn't know something, she would ask the people conducting the ceremony.

To ensure she wasn't the main character, she wore a veiled bamboo hat and clothes that hid her figure.

As the wedding ended, I spoke to Lee Ahn.

"Let's return to the Cult now."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Did you enjoy this trip?"

"I'll never forget it for the rest of my life."

She even kept a record of it in a book, so I knew how much she had enjoyed it.

Lee Ahn and Seo Jin said their reluctant goodbyes. The two had become quite close. While I met with Ghostly Sage, Lee Ahn had spent a lot of time with Seo Jin. I had completely entrusted Seo Jin's fate to Lee Ahn.

In the distance, my eyes met Ghostly Sage's as he greeted guests. I waved. He smiled and waved back.

I didn't know if my connection with him ended here or if we would meet again. I didn't know what kind of life he would live.

I could only hope that our conversations would change his life, and that those changes would accumulate to alter the outcome.

I don't know what lies beyond the door you opened today. Whether it holds only the regret everyone speaks of, or a companion with whom you can understand each other with just a look. I will ask only one thing of you. No matter what hardships you face, do not give up. Just as you waited a lifetime for me, do not give up on your life until the very end. Because beyond the door you opened for me, I too am moving forward without giving up, so I hope you will do the same. Ghostly Sage, I wish you happiness.

I left the Ghost Sect with Lee Ahn.

"Alright, let's go back now, Lee Ahn!"


Chapter 125: Wow, You're a Man After All

Seo Daeryong watered the flowers in a pot inside the Sanzu Hall Director's office.

"Second-in-command, when on earth is the Director coming back?"

He called the potted flowers, left behind by the Flower Sword Supreme, his 'second-in-command'. The nickname came from his joke that he was the third most important person in the office.

"He should've taken me with him. I wonder how much fun they're having without me, for there to be no news at all?"

Without Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, the fun in his life certainly felt cut in half.

He had also stopped his regular drinking sessions with Jang Ho last month, postponing them until Lee Ahn returned. Honestly, it was only fun when the three of them were together. It felt complete only when the three of them were together.

"Hmph! From now on, you be the first-in-command. Starting today, I'm the second-in-command. Let's, the abandoned ones, take it all for ourselves!"

In truth, he was already taking over everything. Seo Daeryong handled most of the Sanzu River Hall's major affairs. Although there were Seniors, they knew Geom Mugeuk supported Seo Daeryong the most. He naturally became the acting Director, and Seo Daeryong handled the job better than anyone.

Geom Mugeuk's absence was a time of growth for him, a time when he began to be truly recognized.

Additionally, he never missed a single day of learning blade arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon never spoke about Geom Mugeuk. It seemed he thought that mentioning Geom Mugeuk would reveal how much he missed him.

Even when Seo Daeryong talked about Geom Mugeuk, he would pretend not to hear and say nothing.

Master, that's actually even stranger.

As he stood by the window suppressing his longing for Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, an enforcement martial artist opened the door and entered.

"We're ready."

"Let's go."

My slacker Director, who knows where you are or what you're doing, I'm off to work again.

Outside the building, ten enforcement martial artists waited. Usually, one investigator moved with two enforcement martial artists. The number ten alone indicated that today's operation was both very important and dangerous.

"Have you all equipped your White Tiger Armor?"

"Yes, we have."

The White Tiger Armor was a standard-issue treasured armor provided to the enforcement martial artists. It couldn't compare to a real treasured armor, but it was still effective at blocking ordinary swords and blades.

"Let's go. A conflict may arise, so you must all stay on your toes."

Leading the enforcement martial artists, he arrived at the Great Drunken Forest, where the Great Drunken Demon resided.

The Great Drunken Demon was one of the Eight Demon Supremes. He was always drunk, which was why people called him the Drunken Demon. There were various rumors about him.

Some said he was always drunk because he had suffered a great wound to his heart. Other rumors claimed his unique martial arts utilized intoxication. In any case, one certain fact was that the drunker he got, the stronger he became.

The martial artists who followed him were called 'drunks'. They too were heavy drinkers who loved and could hold their liquor.

The gate of the Great Drunken Forest was firmly shut.

An enforcement martial artist knocked on the gate. A drunk guarding the entrance opened it and appeared.

"Who are you?"

"We're from the Sanzu River Hall. Open the gate."

"What business brings you here?"

Seo Daeryong held up a document and showed it to him.

"We're here to arrest the drunk, Do Ho."

That bastard Do Ho had driven a carriage while drunk and charged into a marketplace, killing two people and injuring more than ten. Afterward, he abandoned the carriage and fled, saving only himself.

The drunk answered without hesitation.

"Do Ho isn't here. Go back."

"How would you know? Whether Do Ho is in this vast Great Drunken Forest or not."

"If I say he's not here, then he's not here. Go back."

The drunk immediately closed the gate and went back inside.

He had already expected this reaction. It seemed the subordinates of the Demon Supremes felt that being obedient made them seem weaker than the other Demon Supremes' followers. Since one didn't listen, none of them did.

Especially with Geom Mugeuk's absence dragging on recently, the authority of the Sanzu River Hall martial artists was beginning to lose its effect.

"Give a warning, then break down the gate."

An enforcement martial artist stepped forward and shouted a warning, imbuing his voice with inner arts.

"If you don't open up before I count to ten, we will break down the gate and enter. One, two, three, four... nine, ten."

Just as they were about to break down the gate, it opened and someone appeared. It was a different drunk from before. He was Ho Yang, the person in charge of the drunks guarding the entrance.

Ho Yang glared at Seo Daeryong.

"Do you think you can trespass in our forest and get away unscathed?"

"A drunk named Do Ho has committed a crime. This isn't a matter to be blindly covered up. We'll leave if you just hand over Do Ho."

"Do Ho is not here."

"Don't disregard our hall's intelligence network. We have reliable information that Do Ho returned here. If it's revealed that he is here, you too will be guilty of harboring a criminal. Are you fine with that?"

In that moment, Ho Yang unleashed a cold demonic qi.

Befitting the leader of the drunks on duty, his aura was sharp. He was confident he could make an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall back down, but Seo Daeryong did not retreat.

Instead, Seo Daeryong's aura overwhelmed Ho Yang's. This was the result of learning blade arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon without missing a single day and training diligently.

Just as Ho Yang unconsciously took a step back, a fierce-looking middle-aged man walked out from the Great Drunken Forest.

SLAP!

The man mercilessly struck Ho Yang across the cheek.

"You fucking idiot! Getting pushed back by a mere investigator like him."

Ho Yang, who had been knocked away, scrambled to his feet and bowed his head.

"I'm sorry!"

The man who had come out was Gu Mayeong, one of the Three Drunkards of the Great Drunken Forest, infamous for his foul temper. His notoriety was widely known. He was said to be hot-blooded and would act with his fists without thinking of the consequences.

Recognizing his opponent, Seo Daeryong's expression hardened.

Of all people.

Gu Mayeong walked right up to Seo Daeryong, reeking of alcohol.

"Why are you making a fuss and ruining the taste of my drink?"

"A man named Do Ho from this place caused an accident while driving a carriage drunk."

"It's natural for a drunk to be drunk, and accidents can happen when driving a carriage. So why are you all swarming here and making a scene?"

"Even if he is a drunk, it's the established law that one can't drive a carriage while intoxicated."

"Bullshit. Do you follow every single law?"

"At least I don't drink, drive a carriage, and kill people."

Gu Mayeong shoved his face close to Seo Daeryong's. Seo Daeryong frowned at the foul stench of alcohol.

"Look me in the eye."

Seo Daeryong did not avoid his gaze.

"Go back, find some random guy, and pin the blame on him for driving the carriage. Look at my eyes. Got it?"

"I can't do that."

"What? Say that again."

"I said, I can't do that. If you don't move aside, I'll arrest you as well."

Gu Mayeong's expression twisted. He took out the liquor bottle hanging from his waist.

He raised it high, intending to pour it over Seo Daeryong's head.

The hands of the enforcement martial artists standing behind him all went to the hilts of their swords at once.

Their posture showed they were ready to charge forward and fight to the death if the order was given.

Gu Mayeong's gaze turned to the enforcement martial artists.

"Bullshit. If you want to die, try drawing that sword."

The drunks behind Gu Mayeong also readied themselves to draw their weapons.

In the volatile situation, Seo Daeryong raised a hand to stop the enforcement martial artists. A sword fight could not break out here.

Just as Gu Mayeong sneered, as if to say 'That's more like it', and was about to pour the alcohol on Seo Daeryong's head, a low warning came from somewhere.

"If you pour that alcohol, I will cut off that wrist, fill that bottle with your blood, and pour it on your head."

Seo Daeryong's expression brightened considerably when he identified the voice.

"Director!"

When Seo Daeryong turned around, Geom Mugeuk was walking toward them.

"My boys, you've worked hard."

At his appearance, Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists were overjoyed and welcomed him.

"Welcome, Director!"

"Director!"

"It's good to have you back."

Everyone welcomed Geom Mugeuk so enthusiastically that it seemed no other leader could be so warmly received.

After greeting them, Geom Mugeuk walked over to Gu Mayeong.

"Did your Demon Supreme teach you to pour alcohol on people's heads?"

At the mention of the Great Drunken Demon, killing intent flared in Gu Mayeong's eyes.

However, Geom Mugeuk's presence overwhelmed him. Even without releasing any demonic qi, his aura alone ensnared Gu Mayeong. The fine hairs all over Gu Mayeong's body stood on end with fear.

Was the Second Young Lord's presence this powerful?

Gu Mayeong felt as if he had sobered up in an instant. He had only heard rumors about the Second Young Lord, but facing him in person exerted a completely different kind of pressure.

"And to think of pouring alcohol on the head of a Sanzu River Hall investigator. Did you just come out of seclusion training or something? Haven't you heard the rumors about me? Or did you think that just because I was away for a bit, I would never come back?"

Gu Mayeong could only glare fiercely at Geom Mugeuk, not daring to make any excuses. When he had heard the rumor that he had cut down the Demonic Army General, he had thought it was absurd. He had assumed the rumor was exaggerated because he was the heir, but now he realized he must have really done it.

"Go inside and..."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Seo Daeryong and asked.

"Who was it again?"

"It's Do Ho."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Gu Mayeong again.

"You heard him. Bring out that bastard Do Ho. Right now!"

Gu Mayeong stood frozen, his expression contorted.

Geom Mugeuk unhesitatingly drew the Black Demon Sword. The sharp energy emanating from the sword made the hearts of the drunks present shrink coldly.

"You may be a drunkard, but I'm a madman."

When Geom Mugeuk took a step forward, Gu Mayeong could no longer hold out.

"I'll bring him out!"

Gu Mayeong went inside.

I deliberately treated Gu Mayeong harshly. It was for the morale of Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists. Word of today's events will spread throughout the cult, and in the future, they won't dare pull something like this just because I'm not around.

Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists gathered around me.

"When did you arrive?"

"Just now. I was about to change my clothes and go see Father, but I heard you all were here, so I stopped by on my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall."

Seo Daeryong was so moved that tears even welled up in his eyes.

"Are you that happy?"

"I didn't realize I'd be this happy to have you back, Director."

"Isn't it because you avoided being humiliated by a drunkard?"

"From the smell earlier, that guy's alcohol was expensive. On my meager salary, when would I ever get to drink something like that? I should at least get to taste it as it runs down my face."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Seo Daeryong. In the time they hadn't seen each other, Seo Daeryong had grown even more. Not just his martial arts skill and presence, but he even had a sense of composure. One needed to be calm like this when dealing with bastards like Gu Mayeong.

Maybe I should leave the cult more often?

"Please don't! I was bored to death while you were gone, Director."

The enforcement martial artists laughed at Seo Daeryong's words. Geom Mugeuk felt good seeing them again. He hadn't realized it when he was here, but seeing them again after being apart made him very happy.

Meanwhile, the gate opened again, and Gu Mayeong came out, dragging Do Ho. His face was battered and bleeding. It seemed Gu Mayeong had taken his anger out on the man.

"Arrest him!"

The enforcement martial artists arrested Do Ho.

Gu Mayeong glared fiercely at Geom Mugeuk, as if trying to display his last shred of pride.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, spoke in a gentle tone, unlike before.

"You're drunks, so I won't stop you from drinking, but you should drink without causing harm to others. Thanks for your cooperation."

You can't just corner a beast-like man like him. If you do, he'll end up causing great harm to someone and self-destruct. If you've crushed his pride in front of his subordinates, giving it a little boost like this is a knack for managing relationships.

"Let's have a drink next time. It'll be on me."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Gu Mayeong just snorted and went inside.

The enforcement martial artists took Do Ho and returned to the Sanzu River Hall, while Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong slowly walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Did you get hurt anywhere while you were away this time?"

"Nope."

"That's a relief. I was very worried when I heard that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had returned alone."

"Worried she might have killed me and come back alone?"

"At that time, I really wanted to go to the Valley of Evil and ask."

"Then some other investigator would have been in your place today."

"That's why I didn't go. Now that you're back, Director, I'm going to take a few days off."

"I'll tell Elder Blade Demon. That his beloved disciple has taken a vacation and is all ready for hellish training."

"...A vacation? What vacation? I have to work."

"Right? I'm finally back, so you can't just go somewhere, can you?"

I looked at Seo Daeryong and smiled. Joking with him made it really feel like I was back in our Cult.

Suddenly, Seo Daeryong stopped in his tracks and whispered.

"To the northwest. Look without looking like you're looking."

A woman who instantly captured one's gaze was standing there.

"Was there such a beauty in our Cult? No, how can a person have a figure like that? Ah! She must have descended from the heavens."

"Do you like her?"

"Who wouldn't?"

"Want to meet her?"

"Phew, I don't think I could even make eye contact. What? What did you just say? Meet her? How?"

"She came with me this time."

"What? Whaat?"

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk in shock. Then he quickly shook his head.

"Ayy, don't lie to me."

"It's true. We're close."

"You know a beauty like that, Director? You're close? Why are you bluffing like that between us? Wow, now I see you're a man too, Director."

Geom Mugeuk beckoned to the woman.

The woman then began to walk gracefully toward where the two of them were standing.


Chapter 126: I Will Fight While Taking Credit

Seo Daeryong grew flustered as the woman approached them. "Huh? Is she coming our way?"

"See? I was right," Geom Mugeuk said.

"She's only coming because you beckoned her," Seo Daeryong retorted. "She'll come over and ask, 'Why did you call for me?' Right? Then you'll have to say, 'I called you over to tease this friend of mine.'"

As the woman drew closer, Seo Daeryong's eyes glazed over and his mouth fell open. The face veil she wore gave her a mysterious aura. To Seo Daeryong, she looked like a celestial maiden descended from the heavens.

The woman was, of course, Lee Ahn. She walked up to the two men and stopped.

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "I told you I came with her, but you didn't believe me."

Lee Ahn's eyes smiled as she turned to Seo Daeryong. "You're Detective Seo, aren't you? I've heard a lot about you." She spoke in a disguised voice, hiding her original tone.

Startled that the woman recognized him, Seo Daeryong immediately sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[How does she know me?]

[Because I told her.]

[How? Why? You never once mentioned knowing a beauty like this! Knowing your personality, Director, there's no way you wouldn't have bragged! 'My heart is good, and my right arm is good, but I have the prettiest face!']

While Seo Daeryong was busy sending telepathic messages, Lee Ahn smiled and spoke. "You're the Director's right-hand man?"

An irrepressible joy surged across Seo Daeryong's face. The position of right-hand man was a precious and remarkable one that many coveted.

"Aish, why would he mention something like that?" Though he acted shy, Seo Daeryong's shoulders puffed up with pride.

"He told me this as well," Lee Ahn continued.

"What's that?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"That you're a power-oriented and cold-hearted man, but a true man who loves only one woman. That you're a nonconformist with a rebellious spirit who raises his hand alone when everyone else is silent, yet also a pacifist, and that you're the man who made a life-changing decision over a drink at an inn?"

Seo Daeryong was stunned. The beauty before him had just recited the very words he used to say as a joke. He shot Geom Mugeuk an incredulous look. "You certainly gave her a detailed introduction."

"Not only that," Lee Ahn added, "I heard you have regular drinking gatherings."

"He even told you that?" Seo Daeryong was flustered. This beautiful woman knew far too much about him.

Why did the Director tell her so much about me?

Still, he was not displeased. How could he be upset that a beauty one might see once in a lifetime knew so much about him?

He had always been confident he would never fall for a honey trap. He lived his life believing that the heart mattered more than appearances. This was especially true in the murim, where people faked their age with the Age Freezing Art and drained the life force of others.

Looking at the woman before him, however, he thought it would be difficult to resist if someone like her truly tried to seduce him. Even with no connection to her, he found himself wanting to make a good impression.

"Are you not having your drinking gatherings these days?" Lee Ahn asked.

"One person is missing, so we've postponed it for a while," Seo Daeryong replied. He then belatedly realized and asked Geom Mugeuk, "Ah! What about Martial Artist Lee?"

"Took you long enough to ask." Geom Mugeuk's expression immediately turned somber. "You won't be able to see him anymore."

Seo Daeryong flinched in shock.

"......"

"......"

"Don't tell me. Nothing happened, right?"

"What if something did?"

"Why are you being like this? It's not funny. You can joke about other things, but don't joke about this. It won't work on me."

"It's not a joke," Geom Mugeuk insisted. "You won't be able to see that Lee Ahn anymore."

Seo Daeryong stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, then laughed. "Shall I tell you the decisive reason why a joke like this won't work?"

"What is it?"

"It's because of you, Director."

"Me? Why me?"

"Something happened to Martial Artist Lee while he was out with you, Director? That's impossible."

Then, a thought suddenly struck Seo Daeryong. "Ah, now that I think about it, Director. You've gone too far."

"What now?"

His next words came via telepathy.

[Just because you met a beauty like her, you've already cast our Martial Artist Lee aside. As a fellow man, I understand, but you still can't do that to Martial Artist Lee. You know how much Martial Artist Lee thinks of you, Director. Where is he? Don't tell me you sent him to the training grounds as soon as you arrived? Ah, if you did that, I'll be very disappointed in you, Director.]

[Hey, let me get a word in.]

[Forget it. Bring out Martial Artist Lee! No, I'll go find him myself.]

Seo Daeryong smiled and asked Lee Ahn, "By any chance, have you seen a female warrior of a somewhat large build?"

"Ah, I have," she replied.

With an 'I knew it' expression, Seo Daeryong turned to Geom Mugeuk.

[Jokes like this don't work on me. I was the top entrant of the Sanzu River Hall, you know. From now on, I'm going to call you Director Lewd.]

[What did I do?]

[You abandoned Martial Artist Lee and brought this beauty back! Ah, you're really terrible. Suddenly, even this innocent beauty is starting to look hateful.]

Seo Daeryong bid farewell to Lee Ahn. "Well then, I'll see you next time."

He started walking towards Lee Ahn's quarters and sighed inwardly.

Ah, I didn't even get to ask for her name. Well, it's not like I'll ever see her again anyway.

Just then, Lee Ahn spoke from behind him. "He's not at the training grounds right now."

"Pardon?" Seo Daeryong stopped. How did this woman know he was about to look for him at the training grounds?

As Seo Daeryong looked surprised, Geom Mugeuk said something even more shocking. "I relayed everything you've been sending me via telepathy to her, word for word."

Seo Daeryong was stunned.

[Why?]

[Say it out loud, not with telepathy.]

Seo Daeryong spoke with utter confusion. "No, why? Why would you send telepathic messages to her? I know she's a beauty, but you were never this kind of person, Director. You've gotten really strange."

Then, Lee Ahn said, "I've gotten strange too, haven't I?"

What a strange thing to say. As Seo Daeryong blinked, Lee Ahn took a throwing knife from her robes.

It was the same throwing knife made from melting down Go Wol's Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron shackles.

The moment he saw the throwing knife, Seo Daeryong was shocked and confronted Geom Mugeuk. "Why does she have that throwing knife?"

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk with suspicion, then flinched. "Don't tell me you took Martial Artist Lee's throwing knife and gave it to this Young Lady? That's not it, right? That one is yours, Director, isn't it?"

"Mine is right here," Geom Mugeuk said, taking out his own throwing knife. "That one is Lee Ahn's."

Seo Daeryong roared. "You can't do this! You've gone too far!"

For the first time, Seo Daeryong erupted in fiery anger at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk merely smiled, which only made Seo Daeryong angrier.

"What in the world happened while you were away? Have you gone mad with lust? This throwing knife is something we who were there that day shared, isn't it? Of course, you gave it to us, but it still holds great meaning for all of us, doesn't it? And you took Martial Artist Lee's throwing knife to give it to that woman? Whose will you give to the next beauty? Here, I'll give you mine in advance. Take it. No, you can't have this. I'm going to give my throwing knife to Martial Artist Lee."

"I didn't know you cared for Lee Ahn this much," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

"He's a friend I can tell anything to. He's my drinking buddy."

Just then, Lee Ahn said, "Let's go for a drink."

Seo Daeryong flinched. The word 'no' did not come out immediately. He gritted his teeth and managed a refusal. "It's a little difficult right now."

He sighed inwardly.

To think I'm refusing a drink from a beauty I'll likely never see again in my life! Why did we have to meet in a situation like this? Ah, could my life be any more unfortunate?

But still, Lee Ahn came first. "Right now, I have to take care of my abandoned drinking buddy. So, if you'll excuse me."

"Thank you for thinking of me so much," Lee Ahn said.

Seo Daeryong looked at Lee Ahn, his expression asking what she meant.

Lee Ahn removed her veil. In that instant, light seemed to radiate from her face.

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened at the beautiful face, but he quickly hardened his expression. This was not the time to admire her beauty. "I'm still not going! I can't!"

"Didn't we promise to drink all night when I got back?"

"Pardon?"

"It's me. Lee Ahn."

Plunged into a crucible of chaos, Seo Daeryong could only blink.

"Didn't the three of us, with General Jang, promise to see the autumn leaves at the Great Sky Peak and drink, and to drink in the winter while watching the snow fall?"

Seo Daeryong jumped when Lee Ahn spoke in her original voice. "The voice is right. Are you really Martial Artist Lee?"

"Yes, it's me."

"...... You're not, are you?"

"I'll tell you everything about what happened over drinks, when General Jang is with us."

Because it was Lee Ahn speaking, Seo Daeryong finally realized it was her. "It really is you, Martial Artist Lee!"

For a final confirmation, Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk, who gave a single, confirming nod.

"What's this about Director Lewd? Mad with lust?" Lee Ahn teased.

"Ahhh! I'm sorry!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the still-bewildered man. "No, you did well. You've scored a lot of points with Lee Ahn today."

At that, Lee Ahn announced loudly, "The drinks are on me tonight, all night long."

"Uwaaah! Excellent," Seo Daeryong cheered.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Can we go for a drink? We'll bring General Jang, too."

Her face clearly showed she was dying to talk about the difficult Poison Self-Purification Art and her wonderful journey. The sight made Geom Mugeuk smile.

"Drink to your heart's content today!"

Watching the excited figures of Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong, Geom Mugeuk slowly made his way toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.


The Heavenly Demon Hall was unchanged.

Beyond the path of blood, Father was seated. I slowly walked along the red carpet toward him.

I was so happy to see Father again. I never thought his blunt expression and gaze could be so welcome.

"Father, have you been well during my absence? I thought I might die without seeing you again." I offered Father a deep bow.

"You look as if you've returned from a war."

"I fought a great war."

"That's because you needlessly involved yourself in the affairs of the Evil Alliance."

"It was not a needless affair. I judged that Bi Sayin would be easier for us to control than Seok Gwanchu's grandson."

Normally, saying he was the better person would have been more accurate, but I said he would be easier to control. Father despised and was wary of making rash judgments about people.

"It would have been more advantageous for us if Seok Gwanchu's grandson had become the successor," Father said.

"Why is that?"

"Because that whelp is far more greedy."

"But wouldn't the murim become more chaotic?"

"What does that have to do with us?"

I knew he meant those words. Our Cult has always wielded greater power the more chaotic the murim becomes.

Father. Even so, we can't continue to grow by feeding on blood forever, can we?

"Why did you not return immediately? Were you not concerned about your brother taking control of the Demon Supremes?"

"I am concerned."

"Then why?"

"I had no intention of making all the Demon Supremes my people."

"......"

"Because then my brother would be cornered."

"!"

"If that happened, my brother would eventually make the worst, most irreversible choice. A choice that I could not simply overlook. Did I not tell you that I would stop the bloodshed in the succession struggle with my generation?"

Father could not hide his surprise. "You would give him breathing room for such a reason? Did you really think that far ahead?"

"I must. When I consider how great and significant what I gain from fighting is, I must think even deeper and further. I will fight like this, using my head while also taking credit before you, Father."

Father stared at me without a word. I quietly looked back at him.

"May I ask one thing as well?"

"What is it?"

"When Seok Gwanchu or his master, Baek Manggi, made their move, were you worried about me in the slightest?"

"I was not."

"Why not? Did you trust me that much?"

"I did not trust you. I trusted extreme evil."

"You trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Yes. Because if he was by your side, I was certain it would be a fight worth having. I trusted the judgment of extreme evil."

"From now on, please try to trust your son a little."

"If I had based my judgment on you at that time, our Cult would have had to march out to save you."

"Ah! When will I ever become a son who is trusted?"

At my exaggerated words, Father still wore an expression that said 'not a chance'.

I thought that even if I became an immortal and achieved Celestial Ascension, Father would still look at me with that same expression. He would probably watch me ascend to the heavens and say, 'Don't trust the immortals!'

"Go and rest."

"Then I will take my leave."

As I turned to leave, Father spoke from behind me. "Welcome back."

The moment I heard those words, my heart swelled with emotion. It was a short phrase, but it was what I had wanted to hear from Father more than anything.

I turned back toward Father and bowed my head without a word.

Thank you so much for steadfastly protecting your position, Father.

After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I made my way toward the person I wanted to see most after Father.


Chapter 127: That Person's Smell of Alcohol is Always

The next person I visited was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. My feet naturally carried me to him after I saw Father.

I expected to find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading by his window, but he was in the yard. He practiced his dao techniques, swinging the Heaven Destroying Dao. He sheathed his dao as soon as he noticed me.

"You're here?"

He greeted me casually, as if we had just seen each other yesterday. It was a reunion so devoid of passion that it felt passionate, a greeting befitting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You look cool reading a book, but you look even cooler swinging a dao."

"What's with the flattery?"

"It's because I survived thanks to you, Elder."

I spread the front of my clothes and showed him the Ghost Armor. There were several gashes on it, torn by a sword. They were the marks left by the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi.

"I survived thanks to you. Thank you, Elder."

Of course, the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk also played a part. The two layered artifacts had saved me.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came closer and looked at the sword marks. A sense of relief clearly flashed in his eyes.

"You were worried about me, weren't you?"

"Worried? What nonsense! I was just checking if you ruined the precious treasured armor. It's fine, you can keep using it."

I knew it without having to see. He would have never mentioned me to Seo Daeryong, even though he had been this worried.

"The rumor was true," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"What rumor are you talking about?"

"The rumor that the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi is dead."

His death was information not yet officially revealed to the outside world.

"Did you know about his swordsmanship?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"Then why do you see these marks as Baek Manggi's?"

"If it wasn't Baek Manggi, there's no way such sword wounds could have been left when you and the extreme evil attacked together."

"How did you know that I joined forces with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Follow me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then led me inside his house. He took something out of a closet and tossed it to me.

To my surprise, it was the white mask used by the Faceless Warriors. It was not just any mask, but the same top-quality one that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon used. It was light, well-ventilated, and one's eyes could not be seen from the outside.

"Did you fight the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and kill him?"

"Is he the type to die so easily just because I want to kill him?"

"Then why is this coming out of your closet, Elder?"

"Didn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon say anything?"

"I haven't met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon since I returned. I stopped by the Heavenly Demon Hall and came straight to you, Elder."

"You didn't go to the Valley of Evil first?"

"Of course, I had to come to you first, Elder. Why did you think I went to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first?"

An unexpected answer followed.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paid a visit."

"To you, Elder? What did he say when he came?"

"He left that with me. Told me to give it to you when you came."

"He entrusted this to you, Elder? Why?"

"That's what I'd like to ask. Why did he entrust this damn thing to me?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with suspicious eyes.

Since Lee Ahn had taken the one he gave me, it seemed he had made a new one. He must have made it after returning to the Cult, and since he was giving it to me anyway, he made it a top-quality one.

"What in the world are you plotting?"

"You should have asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that question back then."

"I did."

"And what did he say?"

"He just left, only saying to give that to you. What the hell is he trying to do?"

"I guess he was worried it might get lost if he entrusted it to just anyone."

"Who in our Cult would lose something entrusted by him? They'd move a family heirloom to put this mask in its place."

I laughed out loud, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not. He had noticed that something had happened between me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Well, you did go out with him, so something must have happened. What on earth happened?"

"He promised to give me a mask."

"......"

"It's a long story. I can tell you everything if you wish."

"Forget it. What's the point of hearing such a story?"

"The reason he entrusted the mask to you is to show off his closeness to me and drive a wedge between you and me, Elder."

"So why?"

How could the quick-witted Blood Heaven Blade Demon not know his intention? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wanted to know the reason for that attempt to create discord.

"I don't know either. How would I know what's in his heart?"

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "If you trust the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, you'll regret it later."

It was not a remark born from feelings like jealousy. It was a warning that accompanying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on our path was dangerous.

"I don't trust him."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at the mask in my hand with his small, slender eyes.

"Indeed......"

He said no more, but I could guess what he was about to say.

Indeed, will that go as you wish? When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is reacting this proactively?

He probably did not say it out loud because it would make him seem concerned about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Elder, why do you hate the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Go ask him. Ask him if he likes me. It's mutual. Why on earth are there so many detestable people in our Cult?"

I laughed again. The words, Isn't it because of your personality, Elder? came to my throat, but I held them back. It was not like he did not know his own temperament when he said that.

"Now I need to talk about my own detestable person. Did my brother come to see you again in the meantime, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"After he came before, I gave him no answer. First Young Lord must have taken that as a clear rejection."

"As expected, you're reliable."

"Don't let your guard down. I'm someone who could go to First Young Lord at any time."

"Then I suppose I'll be going with you."

"What do you mean?"

"If the wings attached to my body fly away, won't I go with them?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wore a look of disbelief.

"As long as you wear that unlucky mask, your wings will fall off soon enough."

He might talk like that, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not a man who would leave so easily. Even when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tried to drive a wedge between us, he accepted it with a broad mind. That was why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the first person I came to see.

"Even if you go to my brother, Elder, I will still come to see you. I will throw open the door while you're in the middle of a strategy meeting to eliminate me and come find you, Elder."

"......"

"Because I'll want to see you. Because I'll still want to see you then."

"More blatant flattery."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snorted, but he could not hide that he was pleased. The door to his heart was now quite open, and I could see him smiling inside. Yes, that's good to see. Please smile like that.

"I'll come see you again then. Let's have a drink at the Alluring Inn soon."

As I stood up to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "Are you going to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Yes, I received a gift, so I should at least say thank you."

"You would have gone even if it wasn't for the gift, right?"

"I probably would have."

I did not bother lying to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Always be honest. No matter how awkward or reluctant the subject, always be honest. I believe this is the greatest strength in not losing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

That must be why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also gave me such sincere advice.

"I don't know what happened while you were out, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is, in the end, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. You must never forget that."

"I'll keep that in mind."


After leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I went straight to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I entered the Valley of Evil wearing the mask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had given me. The gazes of the Faceless Warriors focused on me. They might all look like the same white masks, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask stood out. They were all surprised to see me wearing the mask their Demon Supreme used.

Receiving such surprised looks, I was guided to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room. His room was the same as when I had visited before.

There was still nothing in the room, where not only the four walls but also the floor were painted completely white. No table, no display cabinet. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood alone in the empty space. There was only one difference. When I first came, he was facing the wall, but today, he was looking out the window.

"I'm here, Lord Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned around. When he saw me wearing the mask, his eyes showed delight through the eyeholes.

"How is the mask?"

"It's great. It's incomparably better than the previous one."

"Then that's good."

"Why did you entrust this to Elder Blade Demon?"

"I heard you two are the closest."

"......"

"I don't like seeing Second Young Lord being close to anyone but me. I'm sure that petty old man is quite bothered by it."

I pushed the mask up onto my head and asked, "Are you only satisfied when you're the closest friend?"

"That's right. That's my personality. From now on, you must be closest with me. If that's not possible, I'll go over to First Young Lord."

"Lord Smiling Demon's selfishness, noted."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly. The line between what was a joke and what was serious was ambiguous.

At least one thing was certain. Making one of the Eight Demon Supremes my ally and making two of them my allies did not take twice the effort. It took three or four times the effort. They were like oil and water that would never mix.

"How was your trip with the prettier heart?"

"It was really great."

"See? Traveling is best with a beautiful woman, isn't it?"

"That beautiful woman enjoyed it so much. I felt sorry that the trip was so late."

"Don't fall for a woman. She will betray Second Young Lord in the end."

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman would be sad to hear that."

"She knows too. That I don't trust her. You can't betray someone who doesn't trust you."

"Then I suppose you don't trust me either, Lord Smiling Demon."

"I don't trust humans. Being close is one thing, trust is a separate issue."

I was grateful that he was telling me this is how he is. The problem in relationships was always the disappointment upon discovering the other person wore a different mask.

"Did my brother visit you?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon added other information to his answer. "He visited twice. It seems he's been diligently meeting not only me but also the Poison King and the Fist Demon."

"We're still at an advantage then, aren't we?"

"Why do you calculate it that way?"

"Even if the Poison King and the Fist Demon have taken my brother's side, that's three including the Demonic Buddha. On the other hand, we have you, Lord Smiling Demon, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. That's four of us, isn't it? Four versus three, we have the advantage."

"It's not four versus three."

"Why not?"

"For starters, I myself am on neither First Young Lord's side nor Second Young Lord's side."

I had achieved my goal of making him side with neither me nor my brother. Of course, my emotional connection with him was more intimate than that.

"Then we're at a disadvantage. Our Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is still too weak to pull her own weight."

"Is it just Seobhon? Are you certain that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme are on Second Young Lord's side? Did you sign a pact in blood? You shouldn't ignore what First Young Lord is offering. Money and power, very concise and clear. He's even presenting specific amounts and positions. He knows he's at a disadvantage and is betting the maximum he can."

It was also a breathing room I had allowed. Right, brother. You do your best too. There are things that can only be understood between people who are doing their best.

"When faced with complex and troublesome problems, humans eventually choose the simplest option. At least First Young Lord feels simpler than Second Young Lord."

Perhaps the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was trying to show me how easily humans are swayed and how easily human relationships crumble. That must be why he entrusted the mask to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, to show that a crack can form in a relationship for such a simple reason. Of course, it did not work because the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart was broader than he thought.

He was advising me. That if I approached this emotionally, I would fail.

"I'm going to bet big too. Unconditionally double whatever my brother offers! How about it? Are you tempted?"

"Do you have that much money?"

"I'll have to start earning it now. If you have any money, please lend me some."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then leaped lightly and flew to the back wall.

"That's harsh."

"Don't forget. It's always the one borrowing money who is being harsh."

We looked at each other and laughed at the same time.

"But you said my brother is approaching the Poison King and the Fist Demon. Why did he leave out the Great Drunken Demon?"

When I mentioned the Great Drunken Demon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's smile vanished. He asked abruptly, "Do you like to drink?"

"I drink in moderation."

"The Drunken Demon is a man who has taken alcohol to its absolute limit. It's not easy for a sober person to deal with a drunkard."

"Do you know about the Drunken Demon?"

I knew a fair amount about the Demon Supremes, but that information was more focused on the future than the present. I knew about the major events of their lives, about them when they came looking for materials for the Great Law, and about their final moments. However, I did not know much about what kind of person the Drunken Demon was at this point in time. The same was true for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was living in the same era.

"I don't know him well, but I don't feel good when I see him."

"If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon feels bad seeing him, doesn't that make him a good person?"

"Perhaps. Or...... he could be an even worse person."

"That's a bit scary. Worse than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"That person's smell of alcohol has always made me feel bad."

With those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mentioned the Drunken Demon no more. His two eyes, looking at me, held a peculiar glint. It was as if he found it interesting to see how I would deal with him.

He definitely knew something more about the Drunken Demon. His wicked nature is acting up again, and he's trying to enjoy the situation without telling me.

"Smiling Demon, what do you know about the Drunken Demon?"


Chapter 128: If You Could Only Ask One Question

Seo Daeryong led Jang Ho to the Alluring Inn.

"Didn't we agree to drink after Martial Artist Lee returned?" Jang Ho asked.

"We did."

"Then why are we drinking now?"

Seo Daeryong insisted they go before the day's work was even over, practically dragging Jang Ho along. This was unusual, so Jang Ho followed without protest.

Their drinking sessions had stopped during Lee Ahn's absence, but the two men had shared many conversations before then. Their initially awkward meetings had grown into a fairly close relationship.

"I want to introduce you to someone today, General Jang," Seo Daeryong said.

"Who is it?"

"You'll know when we get there. This person is important to me, so I really wanted to introduce you."

"I understand."

Jang Ho noticed a hint of childish mischief in Seo Daeryong's expression.

Still, Seo Daeryong had never pranked him before, so Jang Ho couldn't guess what this meeting was about.

The two men entered the Alluring Inn.

The owner, Jo Cheonbae, greeted them warmly. "Ah, it's been a while. If I'd known you two were coming, I would've kept your spot open."

A woman wearing a veil sat with her back to them at their usual second-floor table.

"It's alright."

Seo Daeryong led Jang Ho to the second-floor table. The woman had already ordered alcohol and simple side dishes, but her veiled face was unclear.

Seo Daeryong sat down opposite her. Jang Ho finally realized this woman was the person he was meant to meet.

Is this the woman the Second Young Lord mentioned?

He recalled Seo Daeryong teasing him about a junior he was fond of, but would an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall wear a veil to a formal introduction?

Just as Jang Ho wondered, the veiled woman spoke. "I've heard a lot about you, General Jang."

Of course, it was Lee Ahn. She used a disguised voice again.

Then, it happened.

Jang Ho recognized Lee Ahn.

"Martial Artist Lee?"

His question startled not only Lee Ahn but also Seo Daeryong.

"How did you know it was me?" Lee Ahn asked.

Jang Ho hesitated for a moment, then spoke softly. "I'm very sensitive to sound. I'm good at remembering the characteristics of a person's voice and intonation. I can identify a voice I've heard often, no matter how it's disguised."

"Ah!" Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong exclaimed at the same time.

"My sensitivity to sound helped my martial arts training and my combat skills. It's why I became the Demonic Army General. This is the first time I'm telling anyone this."

He had also revealed his childhood dream of being a painter to Seo Daeryong for the first time.

When Jang Ho started these drinking sessions, he never imagined he would share his personal history. He had only wanted to get closer to Geom Mugeuk's people, but now he told these two all sorts of stories.

Lee Ahn removed her veil.

"It's been a while, General Jang."

"Welcome back, Martial Artist Lee."

Jang Ho greeted Lee Ahn warmly. Seo Daeryong watched, inwardly impressed. Jang Ho showed no sign of being flustered by Lee Ahn's beauty. In contrast, Seo Daeryong remembered making a huge fuss himself.

How can he be like that?

He even worried Lee Ahn might feel awkward.

Of course, Lee Ahn didn't mind at all. She seemed more comfortable with Jang Ho treating her as he always had.

"Alright, it's all on me today. Please, order whatever you want!"

The three of them talked about many things.

Lee Ahn was undoubtedly the star of the day. She told them how hard it was to receive the Poison Self-Purification Art, what happened on her journey, and how interesting the first wedding she ever saw was. She talked about everything.

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho listened to her stories and chimed in.

When she briefly left the table, Seo Daeryong asked Jang Ho a question. "General Jang, isn't Martial Artist Lee's transformation surprising?"

"It is. She's become very beautiful."

"Is that all?"

"Pardon? Is something else needed?"

"That's not it, but you don't seem very surprised. I even suspected you two had already met and were teasing me."

"Of course not. That's not true."

Seo Daeryong lowered his voice and spoke suggestively. "Then there's no need to hold back. It's just us."

She's pretty, isn't she? Please say she's pretty, please! That sentiment was written all over Seo Daeryong's face, and Jang Ho finally laughed. Their relationship had grown to where the word 'us' felt natural.

"This might be rude to Martial Artist Lee, but I don't place any meaning on a person's appearance. It might be because of the scar on my face. I suppose with this face, who am I to judge anyone else?"

After Jang Ho's sincere words, Seo Daeryong shared something he had always thought. "General Jang, that scar... it's cool."

"Cool? It's hideous."

"No, it's cool. Really. Sell it to me!"

At that, Jang Ho's hand moved instantly to his throwing knife. "I can make you an identical one."

A startled Seo Daeryong stopped him. "Hey, what are you doing!"

"So be honest. Say it's hideous."

"It's cool because there's a story behind it. I'm saying I'll buy the story too."

"There's no great story. I just got it while fighting enemies."

"To a martial artist, that is a great story. I don't want to get scarred by a friend's throwing knife while drinking."

Seo Daeryong didn't realize he had used the word 'friend'.

"Let's have a drink." Jang Ho raised his cup.

He didn't know what Seo Daeryong thought, but he felt comfortable here. After maintaining a flawless composure in the Demonic Army, coming here finally let him relax and feel like he was resting.

Just then, Lee Ahn returned.

"Where was I?"

Jang Ho told her, "Martial Artist Lee, the night is long. You can start over from the beginning."


At that time, I was meeting with the Flower Sword Supreme.

I heard something unexpected from her.

"I know the Drunken Demon well."

Unexpectedly, the Flower Sword Supreme had a friendly relationship with him.

"We drink together sometimes. We even drank a few days ago."

"You drank a few days ago?"

"He comes to see me for a drink sometimes."

The scene was hard to imagine at first, but on second thought, it was natural for the powerful Eight Demon Supremes to have their own interactions.

"What kind of person is the Drunken Demon?"

"A pleasant person to drink with."

The Flower Sword Supreme's assessment was generous and the complete opposite of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's.

"Since when have you been close?"

"I don't know either. Since when? It feels like it's been quite a long time. We just got close while drinking."

"What is the Drunken Demon's personality like?"

"He's easygoing."

If he were truly easygoing, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would never have described him that way. This meant the Drunken Demon showed completely different sides to different people.

"How could a Demon Supreme be easygoing? He must be hiding his claws."

"That might be true, but why did you ask about the Drunken Demon?"

"One of the Drunken Demon's people caused trouble this time. The Sanzu River Hall has locked him up, but I thought the Drunken Demon might make a move."

"And you're not planning to use that as an excuse to make a move, Second Young Lord?"

"You're as sharp as ever. The Drunken Demon is the only one who hasn't decided his position between my brother and me."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at me intently, then smiled. "I haven't decided my position either. I still haven't decided to side with you, Second Young Lord."

How could I not know that? That was why I spoke with exaggeration.

"Ah! But I firmly believed you were on my side."

"Of course, I like you, our Second Young Lord. Honestly, even comparing you to the First Young Lord is ridiculous, but being close is a personal matter, and the succession issue is a public one, isn't it?"

"I understand."

"But that doesn't mean I'm going to choose the First Young Lord, so don't be disappointed."

"I am never disappointed with you, Sword Supreme. No, I can't be."

"Why is that?"

"Do you remember what I said when we met before, Sword Supreme? I unreasonably insisted that you prove you would be more helpful to me than Elder Blade Demon."

The Flower Sword Supreme gave a faint smile. Her expression showed she remembered everything.

"Now it's your turn, Senior. It's your turn to say, 'Prove that you will be more helpful to me than the First Young Lord!'"

The fact that she didn't say that proved she regarded me with favor.

"I told you back then. Dreams, ideals, loyalty... I despise people who try to win over subordinates and juniors for free with such things. I have no intention of winning your heart with those things either, Senior. I must grant what you desire while also showing you that I have the qualities of the Heavenly Demon."

A look of admiration flashed across the Flower Sword Supreme's face at my words.

"As expected! I chose my duel friend well."

Bringing up a duel now meant that a duel was one of the things she wanted. She still desired to become stronger.

"I look forward to the day we duel again."


After meeting the Flower Sword Supreme, I returned to my residence.

Go Wol, who had been staying with me, was gone. He had left the cult to carry out my order to create an intelligence organization like the All-Knowing Hall.

Several messenger pigeons he sent had arrived. The reports said he was traveling the Central Plains, using my money to build an organizational network.

I wasn't worried about him. As if to prove it, he had left with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I couldn't help but smile, imagining the two of them bickering as they worked together.

That night, Lee Ahn stopped by for a moment.

I expected her to be tipsy, but she wasn't as drunk as I thought.

"I chattered so much that I completely sobered up."

"Was it good?"

"They say a journey isn't about leaving but about returning. After talking my heart out to those two, I feel like my journey is finally complete."

She gave off a distinctly different feeling than before she left the cult. It might have been because she opened her Conception and Governing Vessels, or because of something she realized on her trip.

"I made a resolution during my trip. It might sound like I'm showing off, but I'll tell you since I brought it up. I was pleased by the excessive attention I received, but it was also very burdensome. I concluded that the only way to escape this burden is for me to become truly strong."

Lee Ahn was steeling herself to train fiercely again. Seeing her strive like this, I believe she will achieve whatever she sets her mind to.

"But that doesn't mean I'll just lock myself in the training grounds. Like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, I'll read many books and meet people. I'm not just going to strengthen my martial arts. I'm going to become a stronger person. That's the only way I'll be able to make Green Mask and Seo Jin my Division Leaders, right? They won't come to me just because my martial arts are strong."

I believe she will become a true master. The direction of her efforts is aimed toward that goal.

In martial arts, talent and effort are important. The kind of martial arts you practice is important, and your Master is important. Real combat experience is also important.

However, the moment her martial arts race toward the extreme and surpass a certain level, she will realize it, just as I did.

The end of martial arts is ultimately a battle of what kind of person you are.

I consider the process of meeting and persuading the Demon Supremes part of my own process of becoming stronger. I even consider the effort I put into stopping the Ghostly Sage's marriage as part of that process.

To perfectly understand someone is nearly impossible, but I have finally realized that the more one's understanding of people and the world broadens, the closer one gets to the essence of martial arts.

"Well, I'll be going then. I'm all sober, but my head is throbbing."

As she turned to leave, I asked her.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"Let's say you end up drinking with the Drunken Demon."

"Suddenly, with the Drunken Demon?"

"You're quite something in the world of drunkards, aren't you?"

"Well, that's true."

"You want to know what kind of person the Drunken Demon is, but you can only ask one question. What would you ask?"

Lee Ahn seemed to think deeply for a moment, then came up with an answer.

"That man must have drunk a lot of alcohol in his life. In that case, I would ask this."

As if the Drunken Demon were right in front of her, Lee Ahn asked, "When and with whom did you have the most delicious drink of your life?"


Chapter 129: What Dreams Do You Dream When Drunk?

The next day, I arrived at the Sanzu River Hall.

The investigators and execution martial artists welcomed me back enthusiastically after my long absence. Morale at the Sanzu River Hall soared once again, especially since I had captured a subordinate of the Great Drunken Demon.

My office was as neat and tidy as when I had left. A flourishing flower in a pot by the window showed Seo Daeryong had managed the office well.

"Bring me all the backlogged work."

"I figured you'd say that, so I've brought it. These are the matters you have to handle personally, Director."

I expected a lot of work, but the documents Seo Daeryong handed me were fewer than I thought. Looking through them, I saw he had meticulously finished everything except for the tasks that required my direct attention. I remembered again that he was better than me at the Sanzu River Hall's work. His martial arts were also fine, since he was learning from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

He's growing up well, our future Sanzu Hall Director.

Of course, Seo Daeryong had no idea I was thinking this.

Just then, another investigator came in carrying a box. "This is for you, Director."

"Who sent it?"

"It's from the Drunken Demon."

He sent something right after I captured his subordinate? I had just asked the other Demon Supremes about the Drunken Demon, but he acted first.

The investigator set the box down and left.

As I was about to open the box, Seo Daeryong suddenly shouted.

"Be careful!"

"You scared me! Why?"

"What if poison smoke bursts out? That's what I was going to say, but I guess not. He wouldn't kill you, Director, over a subordinate who just killed someone while drunk driving a carriage."

"Of course not. In fact, you nearly made me die of shock."

I opened the box and found a single liquor bottle inside.

"He sent liquor."

I lifted the bottle and flinched.

"He didn't send liquor, he sent a liquor bottle."

The bottle was empty.

"Perhaps it's a valuable piece of pottery?"

"Isn't this just a common liquor bottle from the market?"

"Why would he send a cheap liquor bottle to you, Director? Isn't this a challenge to a fight?"

His reaction was understandable. Why send an empty bottle?

"This is a warning from the Drunken Demon. He's telling you to release his man."

"If that were the case, he would've sent a broken bottle. Or a knife."

"Then why did he send it?"

"Is there any need to think about it?"

I shot up from my seat.

"What are you going to do?"

"What else is there to do with the Drunken Demon?"

I left the office, holding the liquor bottle.

"I'm going for a drink."


With the liquor bottle in one hand, I entered the Great Drunken Forest, the Drunken Demon's home. I had sent word ahead, so a martial artist waited to guide me.

I followed the martial artist deeper into the Great Drunken Forest.

Houses ranging from huts to large manors were built here and there. The variety of homes gave the place a beautiful yet free-spirited feeling.

Large and small breweries dotted the forest. Drunkards sat on wooden benches drinking or lay completely intoxicated on the ground. It looked free, but also like a complete mess.

But I knew the truth. They were fewer than the other Demon Supremes' subordinates, but they were all skilled individuals. The gazes of the apparent drunkards were anything but ordinary.

A lake lay in the center of the Great Drunken Forest. A small island sat in the middle of the lake, and on it stood the Drunken Demon's pavilion.

I headed there on a small ferryboat.

The martial artist dropped me off on the island and returned.

I walked slowly toward the pavilion. At the entrance, a woman holding the door open welcomed me.

"Welcome, Young Lord. My name is Yeo Bin."

She had an elegant air. Like Gu Mayeong, whom I had met before, she was one of the Three Drunkards.

"The Demon Supreme is waiting. This way, please."

I slowly went inside.

She led me to a pavilion named the Drunken Dream Palace.

I ascended to the pavilion and found the Drunken Demon.

He was asleep, leaning back in a floor chair covered with soft fur.

The place reeked of alcohol and was a mess. Dozens of liquor bottles lay scattered everywhere, some toppled over and others standing upright.

But I could feel it. The bottles were not scattered randomly. I sensed that in a fight, they would all become his weapons. They could even activate as formations. It was a chaotic mess, yet it was not.

The Flower Sword Supreme called him easygoing, while the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon called him unpleasant. Now, he showed me a new side of himself, drunk and asleep.

Drunken Demon, what dreams do you dream when you are drunk?

I gazed at the sun-drenched lake beyond the Drunken Demon for a moment, then sat about ten paces away. I placed the liquor bottle I brought on the floor in front of me.

Then, sensing my presence, the Drunken Demon slowly opened his eyes.

The Great Drunken Demon, Song Saheok.

He was young and handsome, one of the most handsome men in our Cult. His youthful face made him look much younger than his age. He had a few days of stubble, but it made him look manly instead of messy, simply because he was handsome.

He opened his eyes, took a drink from the liquor before him, and asked me a question.

"Care for a drink?"

His face overlapped with an image from before my regression. It was the memory of his final moments, weakened and reduced to skin and bones.

The Drunken Demon had been alive when I returned to our Cult for the Great Regression Technique's ingredients, but he was only breathing, not truly living.

He was bedridden from a long illness. The demonic physician had diagnosed it as an illness caused by drinking too much alcohol.

The Drunken Demon, dying from a liquor bottle. The news shocked everyone and became a joke to those who disliked him.

"Care for a drink?"

Those were the first words he said to me on his sickbed. His first words then were the same as his first words now.

The words echoed in my mind. The image of the vibrant Drunken Demon before me overlapped with his sickly face from the past.

"It's a liquor you'd like."

"I'm fine."

He drank the liquor himself, as if to say he wouldn't force me.

"Why did you only come to see me now? Am I that unpopular among the Eight Demon Supremes?"

"The main character always appears last."

"Am I the main character of your story?"

"I'm the main character of my story. You, Drunken Demon, will be an ally or an adversary. What about in your story? What role do I play? Is my brother the ally? Or is it me?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me intently, then asked a question instead of answering.

"Do you like liquor?"

"There was a time when I did."

"And now?"

"I drink just enough to fit in at a drinking party."

"You're still so young, yet you speak as if you have a long story to tell."

I retorted confidently. "Is a young man's story not a story?"

The Drunken Demon laughed. His handsome smile made me think he must have made many women cry.

"What kind of liquor do you like?"

"I haven't drunk enough to develop a preference yet. I prefer liquor that's easy to drink over strong spirits."

He was probing me with questions about liquor.

His gaze turned to the liquor bottle in front of me.

"What kind of liquor did you fill it with?"

"Why do you assume it's liquor? It could be water, or it could be poison."

He smiled faintly at my answer and poured liquor into his cup. He did not ask me to pour, and I did not offer.

"Why do you think I sent you an empty bottle?"

"I don't know. Maybe you sent it to make me come and ask."

"How did you feel when you received it? Tell me honestly."

"Honestly? You might get offended."

"It's fine."

"No, really. You'll definitely get angry."

"I promise I won't. If I do, I can just drink. We have liquor, don't we? Now, go on."

"I thought, 'What the hell is this bastard trying to pull?'"

For a moment, the Drunken Demon flinched, then quickly drank the liquor in front of him.

"Ah, that's good!"

His expression had brightened when he set the bottle down.

"This is why I like liquor. When you drink, you forget everything and feel better."

He spoke as if he had drunk a whole bottle, not just a single cup.

"If you were so annoyed, why did you come?"

"Because it's a chance to find out what kind of person you are, Drunken Demon. Whether you're someone I can accept, someone I can achieve a great cause with, or just a mere drunkard."

A subtle demonic qi flowed from the Drunken Demon, unlike any I had felt before. It seemed mixed with the energy of alcohol. The moment his demonic qi enveloped my body, my head spun as if I were drunk.

I activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. The dizzying sensation vanished, and I regained my composure.

A flicker of surprise crossed the Drunken Demon's face when he saw my unwavering eyes.

"Drunken Demon, do you like liquor?"

The Drunken Demon withdrew his demonic qi as I endured his aura and asked a question.

"Do I like liquor? Is that a question to ask the Drunken Demon?"

"Isn't it a question that must be asked precisely because you are the Drunken Demon?"

"What do you mean?"

"You'd ask a martial artist if he likes martial arts, a musician if she likes music, or a painter if he likes painting. You'd ask the owner of the Alluring Inn how he feels about selling liquor. Isn't that a question you should ask those people at least once? So, I'll ask again. Do you like liquor?"

"!"

The Drunken Demon's expression openly showed his thoughts. Well, look at this one.

"You're truly different from the rumors. I'll admit it. Of all the people I've met, you are the one most different from your reputation."

"I hear that far too often. I don't know who's spreading these rumors about me, but I think I need to catch them and give them a good scolding. Tell them if they're going to spread rumors, they should at least get them right."

"To deal with you, I need to drink. It's too difficult sober."

"Isn't that something you should be thinking to yourself?"

"What's the big deal about drinking?"

He drank several cups in a row.

"What kind of liquor is that? It must be hard to find outside, right?"

"That's one of the preconceptions about me. I can drink any kind of liquor just fine."

He sent a cup flying toward me as if to prove his point. The cup flew slowly through the air and hovered before my face.

I smelled the liquor.

"Ah, this liquor is...?"

"That's right. It's the liquor from the Alluring Inn you frequent."

This meant he had been watching me.

"I'll discard my preconceptions."

He also retrieved the cup. It tilted in mid-air as it returned, and he opened his mouth to drink the liquor from it. The empty cup landed silently on the table.

His use of telekinesis alone revealed his skill. The move was so clean it was hard to believe a drunk person performed it.

"You're impressive too. To know it was liquor from the Alluring Inn just by the smell."

"It's because I've only been drinking from that place lately. Aren't you, Drunken Demon, the one who knows the taste of every liquor in the world by its scent?"

"How could I possibly know all the many liquors in the world?"

Contrary to his humble words, the Drunken Demon was famous for identifying liquor by its scent.

The Drunken Demon drank again, his face growing redder with each sip. I thought someone of his level could drink heavily without his complexion changing, but his face was noticeably flushed.

"Drinking makes you feel good. Isn't it the same for you?"

"It depends on who I'm drinking with."

"Liquor tastes best when you drink it alone."

"I don't know that world very well yet."

"Tsk! To not know this paradise-like pleasure!"

That was a lie. I drank a lot by myself during my life as a mercenary. Back then, liquor was my friend, my refuge, and my sanctuary. It was also the demon that tempted me toward ruin.

"You should have learned about liquor from me! From this Drunken Demon."

"You're right. Father taught me wrong about liquor. I'll be sure to tell him when I see him tomorrow."

Knowing it was a joke, the Drunken Demon laughed and drank.

The Drunken Demon's body tilted more as he drank. He acted like an ordinary drunk, even spilling some liquor. It was hard to tell how much was real and how much was an act.

He looked completely careless, but I knew he hadn't let his guard down. This was probably the most dangerous time to fight him. I would have to sober him up first.

"Come to think of it, you're right. The idea that the Drunken Demon would drink an infinite amount of liquor was also a preconception."

"It's because I'm the Drunken Demon that I drink in moderation. Only those who don't know liquor drink themselves into a stupor."

"You're right."

"Second Young Lord, have you ever fought while drunk?"

"No."

"You should try it. It's truly amazing. It eases your tension and makes you less scared. It even hurts less when you get hit. It'll probably increase your power by thirty percent. I bet all the great masters in the history of murim fought while drunk."

He looked at the liquor bottle in front of me.

"So drink. The liquor will give you strength. The liquor will soothe you."

I finally picked up the liquor bottle I had brought. Then, I slowly opened the stopper.

"I don't think so."

The scent of the liquor spread the moment I opened it. The Drunken Demon, who had been nearly lying down, shot upright. He knew this liquor.

I placed the bottle back down without drinking and spoke nonchalantly.

"Because I also know very well... what the heart of a person lost to alcohol is like."


Chapter 130: You Are The Epitome Of Prejudice

Silence fell, long and heavy between the two of them.

I brought the same liquor the Drunken Demon had sought just before his death. A brewery near the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult sold it, but no one knew why he specifically wanted this drink. The Drunken Demon died after drinking this very liquor.

"Why did you bring that liquor?"

His voice trembled as much as his eyes.

His reaction confirmed it. There's some story connected to this liquor.

I feigned ignorance and offered an excuse.

"Because I was in a bad mood. You must've been expecting some fine vintage, but I just stopped by a random place and bought it. If you sent an empty bottle to test me, you should've been prepared for some common local liquor. Didn't I tell you how I felt when I received that empty bottle?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me for a moment, his eyes glaring at my meaningless explanation.

"Why are you acting like this? Was I not supposed to bring this liquor?"

Asking back was the best way to reduce suspicion. I pressed forward without avoiding the topic. I had to ask openly.

"Does this liquor have some special meaning?"

When I met his gaze with my own suspicious one, the Drunken Demon deftly changed the subject.

"You've got a temper."

"Who doesn't? Everyone just endures it and lives on."

The Drunken Demon relaxed from his tense posture and leaned back against the backrest.

"You said you know the heart of a man lost to drink? How?"

"Because I was once lost in it myself."

He scoffed openly at that.

"So, a young drunkard can't be recognized as a real drunkard again?"

I continued my earlier retort, questioning if a young man's story didn't count as a real story.

"I understand. It's an age where everything is intense."

"Don't mock me."

"I'm not mocking you. I'm just saying age is something you can't help. I don't want to act like some detestable Senior who acts all high and mighty and tries to lecture people either."

"But that's exactly what you're doing right now."

"That's why I said you can't help your age, right? If you're angry, drink that liquor."

Then, as if he were the angry one, he gulped down his drink.

"Damn it!"

He slammed the cup down, shattering it. He raised his hand, and the broken pieces floated into the air before flying to a corner. A large pile of broken cups already sat there.

The Drunken Demon poured liquor into a new cup and spoke.

"I told you to have a drink too."

"I'm angry, but I won't drink."

"......"

"Because I came here today intending not to drink. If I drink while dealing with the Drunken Demon, what do you think the outcome will be?"

"A plausible thought, but have you not considered the opposite? How can you possibly deal with the Drunken Demon without drinking?"

"Then please promise me one thing. That today, we will only drink."

"Isn't that my line? Please don't get drunk and ask me for help."

"Fine."

I drank the liquor I brought straight from the bottle. My throat burned even from the small amount.

"It's strong. Would you like to try this liquor?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head.

I took the bottle and walked over to the Drunken Demon, then sat across from him at the liquor table.

"I need to eat side dishes while I drink."

"A drinker with no style."

"Health over style. Besides, I'm not a heavy drinker."

I took out a silver needle to check the dishes for poison. The Drunken Demon snapped at the sight.

"Do I look like the kind of person who serves poisoned food to a guest?"

"Isn't that why I'm checking? To see if you're that kind of person or not."

The Drunken Demon snatched the dish I was about to check and ate it with his hand.

"What do you take me for? There's nothing like that in there! Just eat!"

"I refuse. How can I trust you?"

When I stuck the silver needle into another dish, he snatched that one and ate it first too.

"Trust me. I despise those who put poison or drugs in liquor or side dishes! I'm the kind of person who would chew them alive."

I spoke calmly to the infuriated man.

"You're eating the side dishes well. Please keep eating like that from now on. Think of the sincerity of the person who made them. Are the side dishes flowers? Meant only to be looked at?"

Honestly, I deliberately came over to eat the side dishes just to say this to him. Among the people around him, no one would likely dare tell the Drunken Demon to eat his food.

This man, if he keeps going like this, he'll die from a liquor-related illness. You love liquor this much and have such high pride when it comes to it, you can't die because of that very thing, can you?

This was a separate issue from whether he would side with me or my brother. Even if he were to commit evil deeds and die by my hand, I would rather he die by the sword.

If a person loves and enjoys one thing their entire life, wouldn't it be too tragic for them to die because of it?

If he were to see his future self, I can guarantee it. He would take his own life.

"Now, let's have a drink."

"I won't drink if you don't eat the side dishes."

"Is this good enough? I asked, is this good enough!"

"Excellent."

We drank together. He gave off the feeling that it would be difficult if he drank more, yet he kept drinking. He was gradually getting drunk.

In the midst of it all, I unfailingly put my divine art of flattery to use.

"You are the most handsome of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"That's something anyone would admit."

The art of flattery requires a push-and-pull technique. After saying something good, you must also say something bad to make the good words shine even brighter, just like this.

"Honestly, you're so much like a sculpture that it can actually create a sense of distance."

"Tell the women of the world. Please keep their distance from me."

"Ah! I can't stand this. I need a drink."

Who in the world dislikes being called handsome? The Drunken Demon also drank cheerfully.

"Once upon a time... women really lined up for me. Can you imagine a female warrior from the orthodox sects and a female master from the unorthodox sects fighting over me? Ah, it really brings back memories."

As if suddenly overcome with excitement, he shot to his feet and took off his shirt. Then, before I had a chance to stop him, he threw his body into the lake.

He swam around like a madman for a good while before climbing back up to the pavilion. His body, dripping with water, was firm and muscular, but it was covered in scars. Come to think of it, I had never seen the bodies of the Demon Supremes. Perhaps the other Demon Supremes' bodies also bore such scars. The scars demanded by one's position, just as my own body became a wreck while seeking the ingredients for the great technique.

"Ah, I'm finally sobering up a bit. Now, let's start drinking again."

He returned too lucid for it to be called a drunken antic. He threw on his clothes haphazardly and started drinking again.

I drank slowly. He drank without rest but never forced me to drink. That one thing was truly good.

"Shall I be honest about why I called you?"

"Please tell me."

Then, the Drunken Demon gave a truly unexpected reason.

"Because no one comes to see me. Why don't you or the First Young Lord visit me? You go around meeting the other Demon Supremes just fine. Are you ignoring me? Is that it?"

"If that were the case, I wouldn't have visited you today."

"Then why? And spare me that nonsense about the main character appearing later."

"If I had to give a reason, it would be because the Drunken Demon somehow feels like someone who is far removed from the succession struggle."

"Me?"

"Am I wrong?"

"Not at all. What relationship is there between me liking liquor and me striving not to be pushed out of the cult's power struggles? Aren't they completely separate matters? What? If you like liquor, you have to like people, have no desire for power, and have no greed. Do I have to be like that? Who decided that?"

"I suppose this was also a prejudice of mine. Truly, the Drunken Demon, you are the epitome of prejudice."

"Ugh, what a dreadful world."

The Drunken Demon drank again. Whether he was happy, angry, or feeling any other emotion, the moment he felt it, he drank. Drinking like this, it was only natural that he would die from a liquor-related illness.

After a few more drinks, I asked the question I had been waiting to ask.

"Did you send a bottle to my brother as well?"

"I did."

"Did my brother come to see you?"

At that, the Drunken Demon shook his head.

"He sent this instead."

He extended his hand, and a box from the corner flew to him.

When I opened the box, I saw a bottle identical to the one he had sent me, and the bottle was shattered.

"Do you know what I thought when I saw this?"

"I do."

"You do? What was I thinking?"

"What the hell is this bastard trying to pull?"

When I repeated the words I had said upon seeing the empty bottle he sent, the Drunken Demon drank, laughing as if he would die.

"Second Young Lord, you're amusing. How about we become sworn brothers? Having an entertaining younger brother like the Second Young Lord would be absolutely fantastic."

"I really wish my brother felt the same way."

The Drunken Demon laughed even louder and drank.

I felt a sense of bewilderment.

Since three Demon Supremes are interacting with me, my brother is in a position where he desperately needed even one, and yet he rejected the Drunken Demon's offer so blatantly?

If this is true, I have to find out why my brother made such a choice. There has to be a reason.

"That's an uncharacteristic reaction from my brother."

"It could be that you're seeing the First Young Lord incorrectly."

"There's no one who knows my brother better than I do."

"Look here, Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Do you know this? The people closest to you are the ones who see you the least clearly."

He said it as if it were some cool line, but in the middle of it, the Drunken Demon spilled his liquor. Perhaps feeling embarrassed, he tried to go for another swim.

"I need to sober up. Those insolent fish bastards! They probably have a lot of prejudices about me too. I'll go teach them a lesson."

I stopped him as he staggered to his feet.

"You should stop drinking. I have to go now."

Honestly, I wanted to drink more. Was it because I was drinking with the Drunken Demon? Or was it because the drinking bug sleeping inside me had awakened? This drinking session was enjoyable.

However, this was a session with the man one should be most cautious of in this murim, at least when it comes to drinking, so I intended to end it after finishing only the bottle I had brought.

"I'll be taking my leave for today."

Unable to support his own body, the Drunken Demon leaned against the backrest and asked me.

"Will you drink with me again?"

"Anytime, if you call for me."

"We should become sworn brothers, right?"

Instead of answering, I asked him a question. It was the very same question Lee Ahn had mentioned.

"Drunken Demon, which liquor that you've drunk was the most delicious and enjoyable?"

I believe this is an excellent question that allows one to glimpse a facet of what kind of person he is.

Then came an unexpected answer.

"Right now."

"Are you talking about this drinking session with me? This is quite an honor."

"Our Second Young Lord sure has big dreams."

The Drunken Demon stared at the lake with unfocused eyes.

"For me, the liquor I'm drinking right now is always the most delicious. Whether I'm drinking alone, or with a stranger passing by. The liquor I'm drinking at this very moment is the best. Even if an assassin comes to kill me after you leave, the liquor I drink with that bastard will be the most delicious."

Saying that, the Drunken Demon emptied his last cup. The drunkenness seemed to be overwhelming him now, as he leaned against the backrest almost as if lying down and closed his eyes. He gestured for me to hurry and go, his words slurring.

"In the liquor of the past that has already left as piss... what memories could there be? Go on now."

With those words, he fell asleep.

I turned and left quietly.

Yeo Bin, one of the Three Great Drunkards who had greeted me earlier, rowed the ferry.

When I was about halfway across the lake, I looked back.

Unable to support himself, the Drunken Demon was draped over the pavilion's railing like laundry, staring at me.

It was a distance too far to see his facial expression, but thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, I could see his face clearly. On his face, red as if it would burst, his two eyes were... indifferent.

His gaze was so empty it made me wonder what the liquor, the jokes, and the time we had spent together had all been for.

He wasn't easygoing like the Flower Sword Supreme had felt, nor was he unpleasant like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had felt. He was like a drunkard, yet not a drunkard. He seemed like an easy target, yet he was not.

I still don't know what kind of person the Drunken Demon is.


After leaving the Great Drunken Forest, I went straight to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in the middle of his dao art training again today.

"Why are you so absorbed in your training these days?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon plunged the Heaven Destroying Dao he had been wielding into the ground and leaned his body against it. His body was drenched in sweat.

"You may believe you can end the succession struggle without bloodshed, but I do not."

It meant that a bloody battle could break out.

"Are you going to fight for me?"

"I'm fighting for myself."

"That's one and the same."

"You've been drinking."

"I drank with the Drunken Demon."

"With the Drunken Demon?"

"Yes. He approached me first."

I wondered what the Drunken Demon looked like in the eyes of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Drunken Demon is an insidious man. Do not get close to him."

An insidious man. It was a moment when another side of the Drunken Demon was revealed.

"Why do you only associate with such bad people?"

"There has to be someone who isn't bad for that to be an option."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could only smack his lips.

"If you had to choose only one between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon?"

He could not easily pick one.

"Are you saying he's that insidious?"

"I hate bastards who are lost to drink. They're different when they're drunk and when they're sober. The drunken antics, the scenes they make, the shameless forgetting. The one who stands at the very extreme of that madness is the Drunken Demon."

However, that wasn't the only reason the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disliked the Drunken Demon.

"Have you ever seen him when he's sober?"

"No, I haven't."

"Neither have I. Probably no one has. That's why. That's the reason he's an insidious bastard."

The decisive reason why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disliked him was revealed.

"He has never once shown himself when he is not drunk."

Is his drunken appearance his true self? Or is his sober self the real one?

"Be careful. The insidious bastard has started to make his move."

I don't know what was on his mind when he sent me that bottle, but perhaps, Drunken Demon, the time has finally come for you to sober up for once in your life.


Chapter 131: The Drunkards I Have Known

Seo Daeryong was waiting for me when I entered the Sanzu River Hall office the next day.

He sighed in relief when he saw me.

"You're safe."

"Why? Did you think I'd drown in the Drunken Demon's liquor vat?"

"You can't handle your alcohol well, can you?"

"I can drink just fine. I was just careful when I drank with you all."

"......"

"In case I acted out while drunk."

"Director, you have drunken habits?"

"I do."

"What kind of habits?"

It was a habit I could not tell Seo Daeryong about. My mood would plummet endlessly, and I would become extremely depressed.

If I had not met Seo Jin during my mercenary days, I would have either become a wreck from alcohol or gotten drunk and gone to kill Hwa Mugi. I probably would have died by his supporters' hands without ever meeting him.

I described the opposite of my real drunken habits.

"Drinking, singing, and dancing. It gets wild."

"I can't imagine it!"

"I also nag my right-hand man a lot."

"That, I don't want to imagine."

"Do you get it now? Why I hold back from drinking?"

"No, please drink. Go ahead and act out in front of us. You need to relieve your pent-up anger, Director. This right-hand man will take your nagging for up to an hour!"

I suddenly recalled the first time I met Seo Daeryong. I remembered him entering my room with a gloomy aura. He was so depressed and twisted back then, but now he was comforting me.

"We're planning to get together again tonight, Director. You should come too. General Jang will want to see you."

"Alright. I'll see you tonight."

"Yes. I'll just water the plant and be on my way."

Seo Daeryong watered the potted plant by the window.

"Now that the number one has returned, you are the number two from now on."

"What do you mean?"

"There are trials and tribulations that the number one doesn't know."

Just then, Seo Daeryong gasped while looking out the window.

I looked and saw someone entering the Sanzu River Hall. Another Demon Supreme walked across the training ground, just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon once had.

Everyone could tell who it was. The liquor bottle dangling from his waist announced its owner.

The Drunken Demon had surprisingly entered the Sanzu River Hall. A woman followed him. She was Yeo Bin, one of the Three Great Drunkards of the Great Drunken Forest, who had ferried me before.

Passing investigators and execution martial artists held their breath at the Drunken Demon's appearance.

Since becoming the Sanzu Hall Director, I was seeing Demon Supremes far too often. I had never seen one here before.

Seo Daeryong looked at me and asked, "How is it that every time you meet a Demon Supreme, they end up coming here? What on earth did you do yesterday?"

"I guess the alcohol we drank yesterday wasn't enough."

"But he's staggering on his way here?"

He was obviously drunk, even from a distance. The Drunken Demon was truly intoxicated all day.

"Go and greet our guest."

A moment later, the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin entered, guided by Seo Daeryong.

"Welcome, the Drunken Demon."

"We meet again, our Second Young Lord."

He greeted me warmly, even calling me 'our' Second Young Lord.

"After drinking together yesterday, shouldn't we wait a few days before meeting again?"

"I've come on official business today."

"Are you perhaps here to see Do Ho?"

"That's right. He may have caused trouble, but isn't he still my man? I have to see him once before sending him to prison."

He had come for a truly unexpected reason.

"It's not me who will see him, but this person here."

"Of course."

I spoke to Seo Daeryong.

"Guide her to Do Ho."

"......"

Seo Daeryong took Yeo Bin and went outside.

Once we were alone, I said to the Drunken Demon, "You seemed quite drunk yesterday. Is your stomach alright?"

"It's not. So let's have a drink to cure our hangovers."

The Drunken Demon held up his liquor bottle and shook it.

"I can't, I'm still working."

"Didn't I tell you? Everything goes better if you do it after a drink. Drink up and throw them all in prison!"

"Isn't that how Do Ho got carried away and caused that incident? It would be one thing if he were the only one to die, but the problem is that he's perfectly fine while innocent people are dead."

"What will happen to Do Ho?"

"He'll have to spend a very long time locked up in prison. I intend to apply the maximum sentence."

"It'll be hard for him to live without alcohol."

"Then he shouldn't have caused trouble, but are you really here just because of Do Ho?"

"That's just an excuse. Have you forgotten? We agreed to call each other brothers, didn't we?"

He had used the phrase 'calling each other brothers' three times since yesterday. His gaze was quite serious, so serious one might believe he was sincere. However, I did not trust the Drunken Demon's words or his gaze.

The drunkards I knew were always worldly, serious, and truthful when drunk. They talked so much I'd wonder why.

But after the drinking ended, I always realized their stories didn't matter. They were full of lies and exaggerations. I often felt their inner selves were empty, just decorated with tales.

Drunken Demon, what about you? Are you the same as them? Are you truly a man standing precariously at the edge of that empty void? Are you really nothing more than the ultimate leader of those drunkards? If not... why are you so drunk?

"Why do you want to get close to me?"

"It's less that I like you and more that I dislike the First Young Lord. He has to pay the price for breaking my liquor bottle and sending it back."

"Why would he send back a broken bottle? He must have known you'd be this displeased, Drunken Demon."

"How would I know what's on his mind? Unless we had a drink together."

"Can you know someone by drinking with them?"

"I can."

"What kind of person am I?"

He looked at me, but his eyes were intoxicated, making it difficult to read his mind.

"That evaluation would be meaningless. The you of yesterday and the you of today are different people."

"How can a person change in a single day? The me of then and the me of now are the same person."

"Are you really sure about that? Does the Second Young Lord of then and the Second Young Lord of now view me with the same heart?"

I could not answer that question. Since the Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me the Drunken Demon was a sinister bastard, I was, strictly speaking, not looking at him with the same heart.

"That's why I'm suggesting we drink again today. A different us, drinking on a different day. Let's make a different history."

Fate seemed to be pushing me into a drinking session with him. Fine. We would drink again.

"I'll be drinking at the Alluring Inn tonight. Come there. Since there will be several of us, please bring the female martial artist who came with you."

I intended to learn about the Drunken Demon through Yeo Bin. I also wanted to stop the Drunken Demon from dominating the atmosphere alone.

"Good, I'll bring her."

The Drunken Demon looked genuinely pleased once the appointment was set. Does he just like alcohol? Or does he like drinking with me? He was an enigma.

Just then, the door opened, and Seo Daeryong and Yeo Bin returned.

The Drunken Demon rose from his seat.

"Well then, see you later."

"I'm telling you in advance, there's nowhere to swim at the Alluring Inn."

I was telling him not to act out. The Drunken Demon left the office making a swimming gesture, saying he would swim even in a liquor cup.

As the two left, Seo Daeryong asked urgently, "What was that about?"

"I told him to come to the Alluring Inn, and to bring Yeo Bin with him."

"But why?"

"Because he said he wanted to drink."

"Director, aren't you worried about us?"

"Who should I be worried about? The Demonic Army General? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple? My bodyguard, Lee Ahn? Who is there to worry about?"

"Now that you put it that way... I guess there's no one to worry about."

"Are you scared? If you're scared, you don't have to come."

Seo Daeryong sighed.

"As you know, I used to be completely immune to such provocations. The old me would have backed away to that door and waved goodbye, wishing you a good time. My liver is the size of a bean, after all."

"And now?"

"That bean has swollen and is now outside my belly. It's only the size of a walnut, but I feel like I could even drink face-to-face with the Drunken Demon."

"This is the perfect time to die, isn't it? When you gain confidence in your martial arts and develop this kind of clumsy arrogance?"

"You already know everything, so there's nothing left to teach. You may now descend the mountain."

"The old me would have taken your words about descending the mountain as bidding farewell to this world. I would have grabbed your pants and begged you not to let me go, but do you know what I'm thinking now?"

"What's so great about the jianghu? What's so great about the Drunken Demon! I should just face him like a man. What's the worst that could happen, other than dying?"

"These crazy thoughts are the first to pop into my head. Please, stop me. Am I perhaps suffering from qi deviation?"

He seemed glib, but Seo Daeryong was wary of his own arrogance. This is why smart people survive longer.

"What did Yeo Bin and Do Ho talk about in the interrogation room?"

"They didn't say much. The female martial artist asked if she could give Do Ho a drink, so I checked it for poison and then gave it to him."

Is this a custom of the Great Drunken Forest? Or does this drink have some other meaning?

It was at that very moment.

An urgent report came from outside.

"Director, Do Ho has committed suicide."

Startled, I rushed to the interrogation room with Seo Daeryong. Do Ho lay on the floor, his head smashed.

"He bashed his head against the wall and killed himself."

Hearing the report from the subordinate guarding the place, Seo Daeryong blamed himself.

"Should I have stopped her from giving him the drink?"

I shook my head.

"It wasn't because of the alcohol. Yeo Bin must have sent him a telepathic message to die."

"Why on earth would she order him to die? He was going to suffer in prison for a long time anyway."

Suddenly, I remembered what the Drunken Demon had said.

It'll be hard for him to live without alcohol.

Did you really kill him for that reason? To lessen your subordinate's suffering?

"Are you still coming tonight after this?"

Seo Daeryong looked angry. He probably felt like he had guided a grim reaper to Do Ho.

"I'm going. What's so great about the jianghu? What's so great about the Drunken Demon? What's the worst that could happen, other than dying? Don't try to stop me."

This is also why smart people sometimes die sooner.

"I think you're having a qi deviation."


Before going to the Alluring Inn, I went to see my brother.

When I entered his office, he was in the middle of working.

Being of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline didn't mean he could just play around. Just as I had taken the job of Sanzu Hall Director, my brother was also handling work from the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The massive Heavenly Demon Divine Cult required countless people to do their jobs. My brother was better than anyone at managing and running the organization.

Geom Muyang did not lift his head from the large pile of documents, even though he knew I had entered.

"Doing well? I bet those documents don't say you should greet people when they arrive, do they?"

Geom Muyang pretended not to hear and focused only on his work.

"Alright, I know you're good at multitasking, so listen while you work. Why did you reject the Drunken Demon? And even send him a broken liquor bottle?"

Geom Muyang's hand stopped for a moment, then started moving again.

"I took the bottle he sent, filled it to the brim with liquor, and went to see him. He liked me a lot, you know? And he was very angry with you."

As I spoke, I carefully watched my brother's reaction. I observed his face and body's responses with the Divine Eye Technique. He probably thought he showed no particular reaction, but there was a very subtle one.

"Do you know what the Drunken Demon said about you?"

At that, Geom Muyang lifted his head and looked at me.

"Looks like you're curious about that."

"What did he say?"

"Go ask him yourself. Oh, wait, he won't meet with you, will he?"

I saw Geom Muyang's lips twitch slightly. I realized he had something to say but was holding it back.

There's no reason for my brother to reject the Drunken Demon. Even if there was a reason, he would have accepted him regardless. There's definitely an inside story to this.

Geom Muyang's reaction made me even more certain.

"Thanks to you, I got the Drunken Demon for free. He came to see me again today, saying he wants to get close. We even agreed to drink together tonight."

Geom Muyang's gaze returned to the documents.

"If you're done talking, you can leave."

My brother would normally say something cold if I teased him like this. He held back until the very end, as if one word would make a liquor bottle fall and shatter.

Just seeing that reaction was enough to achieve my purpose for visiting.


A short while after Geom Mugeuk left, the Demonic Buddha entered the room.

"I heard the Second Young Lord was here."

"He came to sound me out. He wanted to know why we rejected the Drunken Demon."

"Did he know? About the liquor bottle?"

"No, it seemed he didn't know."

Then the Demonic Buddha said something surprising.

"Then the Second Young Lord must continue not to know. That it wasn't us who rejected him, but the Drunken Demon who rejected us."

The one who sent the broken liquor bottle was not Geom Muyang, but the Drunken Demon. The empty bottle the Drunken Demon sent to Geom Muyang was already broken.

Geom Muyang had taken it as a sign of rejection, that the Drunken Demon would not join hands with him.

"Why did the Drunken Demon choose Mugeuk? He could have weighed his options between me and Mugeuk."

"I do not know about that either."

"We must uncover the reason and make the Drunken Demon our man."

"There is no need to rush."

The Demonic Buddha, on the contrary, saw this as an opportunity.

"The Drunken Demon is an unpredictable man. If he starts stirring things up, even the Second Young Lord won't be able to handle him easily. Furthermore, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon dislike each other, they dislike the Drunken Demon even more."

"In the end, the Demon Supremes the Second Young Lord has so carefully gathered will be divided. If he gains the Drunken Demon, he will lose one of the other Demon Supremes. He might even lose all three."

The Demonic Buddha's eyes shone with the same conviction as his golden body.

"Rather, this is an opportunity to turn an unfavorable situation around."

Geom Muyang held back what he wanted to say.

What will you do if the Drunken Demon smoothly joins Mugeuk's side as well?

However, the moment he received the broken bottle, he had no choice in the matter anyway.

He could only hope that the Drunken Demon would cause a bigger drunken scene than they anticipated.


Chapter 132: Today's Drinks Are On Me

Jo Cheonbae, the proprietor of the Alluring Inn, greeted me. He was so happy it was like seeing a dead ancestor return to life. I almost felt sorry for him.

"It's so good to have you back. You have no idea how much I've missed you."

"Innkeeper, have you made a lot of money while I was gone?"

"I've made a lot. Thanks to you, Director, I'm doing very well."

The Sanzu River Hall's small branch, which I thought would disappear quickly, had cleaned up the Demon Village considerably. Martial artists who got drunk, caused trouble, or left without paying had almost vanished. Business was much easier for Jo Cheonbae.

"Prepare a lot of drinks for today," I told him.

"Because it's a reunion after a long time?"

"No. A new drinker is coming today."

"A drinker?"

"You'll know when you see him."

I went up to the second floor.

Only Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho were there. Jang Ho shot to his feet to greet me.

"It's been a long time."

"Have you been well?" I asked, firmly gripping his thick hand.

"The Demonic Army is well-established now, so work is easier. If there's anything you need, please tell me anytime."

The look in Jang Ho's eyes was unchanged. It wouldn't change if I came back after a year or even ten. He was the kind of man who repays one with ten, then feels he still hasn't repaid enough. That was Jang Ho.

That's why I'll protect this noble loyalty. I want to raise him into a great tree and rest in its lush shade. I have no intention of sitting on a lone stump reminiscing about old times.

After I greeted Jang Ho, Seo Daeryong spoke. "I told General Jang and Martial Artist Lee who would be coming. Martial Artist Lee said she had urgent business and left a little while ago."

I knew why she left. There wouldn't be any problems with me here, but she must have worried about even the slightest possibility. Her consideration for me was greater than her desire to enjoy herself. She was probably sweating in the training grounds right now.

"I also told General Jang what happened earlier today."

I could still feel the unabated heat from Seo Daeryong. It was hotter than before, because unresolved emotions always grow in one's heart.

"Didn't I tell you to get drunk and act out? You should unleash all your emotions today."

"What if I die?"

"Then General Jang here will be second-in-command."

Jang Ho smiled faintly and filled Seo Daeryong's cup to the brim. I knew this silent support gave Seo Daeryong great strength. This was likely why Seo Daeryong saw Jang Ho as a role model.

We all drained our cups. Then, I offered Seo Daeryong some advice.

"It's natural to be scared. If you're scared, then be scared. You have to fear what's frightening for your instincts to work. You need to know exactly what you're afraid of, how you react, when you react, and what your limits are."

As we talked, two people entered the inn. It was the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin.

Jo Cheonbae recognized the guests and was truly surprised. He was happier than he would have been for any other Demon Supreme. His joy went beyond simply welcoming the Drunken Demon as a customer.

"It's an honor to have you here, Great Drunken Demon Elder!" Jo Cheonbae shouted, bowing deeply.

The surrounding customers held their breath when they realized the Drunken Demon had entered.

The Drunken Demon glanced around. "You all are the people I like most in the world," he said. "Drink your fill! Today's drinks are on me."

The drinkers cheered loudly at his words.

Watching from the second floor, I shouted, "He's handsome! The most handsome of all the Demon Supremes!"

The Drunken Demon looked up at me and laughed. "Give that table double the drinks and food!"

Cries of 'handsome' poured out from all directions.

"There too! And that table! Give it to all of them!"

Applause erupted as the drinkers cheered. In an instant, the Drunken Demon had closed the massive gap between a Demon Supreme and the common patrons of the Alluring Inn.

On his way to the second floor, the Drunken Demon even stopped at a table to pour a drink. The patron received the cup with trembling hands, gaining a story to boast about for life. Gasps of envy and cheers erupted from the crowd.

He blended in with the drinkers in an instant.

The Drunken Demon is truly the Drunken Demon, I thought.

After sweeping through the first floor, the Drunken Demon came upstairs.

"Second Young Lord, I'm here."

"Welcome."

He had brought Yeo Bin as promised.

"This is Yeo Bin, my subordinate and one of the Three Great Drunkards of the Great Drunken Forest."

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho greeted the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin. We all sat down together after exchanging greetings.

"I heard the Second Young Lord's bodyguard has become more beautiful, but I don't see her. What a shame. I wanted to show her this handsome face!"

The Drunken Demon knew a lot about me. He might even know about Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho.

"You truly are the embodiment of prejudice, Drunken Demon."

"What do you mean?"

"Don't people usually think drunks aren't well-informed?"

"I have to be well-informed because I spend so much time drunk!"

"That's true, but most drinkers don't live that way."

If I peel away his prejudices one by one, I thought, I might finally see the real man known as the Drunken Demon.

I turned to Yeo Bin. "Martial Artist Yeo, do you drink well?"

"Yes, I like it," she answered curtly. She was stiffer than when we met at the Great Drunken Forest. She seemed cautious in front of the Drunken Demon.

I glanced at Seo Daeryong. He was tense, warily watching the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin.

I sent Seo Daeryong a telepathic message.

[When are you going to step up?]

[Is there any reason to spoil the mood right at the start?]

[If you're going to do it, do it now. You could really die if you do it while drunk.]

[Please don't pour alcohol on my grave. Just plant the flowers I'm growing instead.]

I couldn't tell if Seo Daeryong would endure it or bring it up in a drunken stupor. Either way, I believed the experience would help him.

Just then, Jo Cheonbae came up with a bottle of alcohol I had never seen before.

"This is a special liquor I've been saving," he said. "I wanted to offer it to the Drunken Demon if he ever visited."

The Drunken Demon sniffed the air, his eyes widening. "Ancient Phoenix Wine?"

"Oh! You recognize it by scent alone! That's amazing."

"How could I not know this legendary liquor, brewed with over two hundred medicinal herbs? How did you get such a precious drink?"

"I once worked at a brewery in Guizhou. My master gave it to me as a parting gift."

"Are you sure you can give this to me?"

"I run a liquor business in the front yard of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Who else would I give it to? I've been waiting for this day."

"Thank you."

I looked at Jo Cheonbae and shouted with mock sulkiness, "Innkeeper! I've come here so often, and you never gave me any!"

Jo Cheonbae laughed. "Because this is a drink for someone who truly knows alcohol."

It seemed he had saved this drink for the day he was fated to meet the Drunken Demon. He then turned to me. "Thanks to you, Director, I've fulfilled a lifelong dream. Thank you."

The Drunken Demon opened the Ancient Phoenix Wine and poured everyone a glass. He even poured one for Jo Cheonbae, who was adamantly refusing.

"Take the rest downstairs and share a little with everyone."

I was inwardly moved by his words. I didn't know what kind of person the Drunken Demon was, but his willingness to share such a precious drink with the other patrons was truly remarkable.

"Thank you. Everyone will love it," Jo Cheonbae said.

A moment later, cheers erupted from downstairs.

"Well then, let's have a drink too!" The Drunken Demon raised his cup, and the entire inn toasted with him.

The drink tasted fantastic, whether from the fine liquor or the atmosphere.

"Thanks to you, I got to drink some fine liquor," I said.

"Thanks to me? It's thanks to the Second Young Lord."

"What do you mean?"

"If it weren't for you, I'd have no reason to come here. So in the end, it's thanks to you."

He was a man who knew how to make people feel good. I rarely used my flattery skills on him because he always made me feel good first.

After the Drunken Demon downed three straight glasses of alcohol, I said, "Please have some side dishes."

As I spoke, the chopsticks in front of him floated up. I had lifted them with telekinesis.

The chopsticks then went back down. The Drunken Demon had lowered them with his own telekinesis.

The chopsticks rose and fell. Our inner arts battle had begun.

Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Yeo Bin watched with tense faces.

The Drunken Demon's inner arts were stronger than I expected. I could have beaten him, but I conceded at a certain point and backed down.

The chopsticks landed on the table.

"Second Young Lord, your inner arts are incredible."

"Didn't you say you get thirty percent stronger when you drink?"

I drank the alcohol in front of me and lifted the chopsticks again.

This time, the Drunken Demon didn't block me. He picked up the chopsticks as if admitting defeat and ate a side dish.

"Are you satisfied now?" he asked.

"I am."

"It was the same last time. Why is a manly Commander so obsessed with side dishes?"

"It's not about being a man or a Commander. I'm just doing it for your health."

"If I eat side dishes, I end up drinking less."

"That's why I'm telling you to eat them. You must have one side dish for every three glasses."

In that moment, I saw Yeo Bin slightly bow her head toward me. It was a gesture of thanks. I could feel that she genuinely cared for the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon asked me, "Why are you so concerned about my health?"

I paused briefly before answering. "Because I don't know what our relationship will be yet, Drunken Demon. What if we become good friends, and then you die from a drinking-related illness?"

"What? Me? Die from a drinking-related illness?" He laughed harder than I had ever seen him laugh, but I remained serious.

"You're a very strange person."

"How so?"

"In my entire life, you're the only one who has ever worried I might get sick from drinking. No one in the future will ever worry about that either."

"There must be others. They're probably just too intimidated to say anything, Drunken Demon."

"Fine, let's say that's true. What if we become enemies? Wouldn't it be better for you if I got sick and died early?"

"I don't want you making excuses. If you die, you must die by my sword. We'd be enemies, after all."

The atmosphere froze at my aggressive words, but the Drunken Demon wasn't offended. He just laughed and drank. Then, as if to prove a point, he ate a side dish.

Satisfied? Yes!

The mood of the drinking session improved even more. After a few more drinks, Seo Daeryong sent me a telepathic message.

[From now on, I'll admit it if you tease me for being a coward. Go ahead and add 'coward' to my introduction.]

He had decided to endure it. It wouldn't have been easy to disrupt the lively atmosphere the Drunken Demon had created.]

[I just keep thinking of reasons not to be brave. A guy who deserved to die died anyway. Is this really worth stepping up for? The female martial artist was just following orders. If I confront anyone, it should be the Drunken Demon, but I feel like I'd die.]

[Hey, coward.]

Seo Daeryong looked up from his cup and met my eyes.

I held out my own cup. No words were needed. You grow from experiences like this.

Seo Daeryong smiled faintly and clinked his cup against mine.

The Drunken Demon watched us and then spoke to Seo Daeryong. "You're a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, aren't you?"

"Yes, that's right."

The Drunken Demon was not on good terms with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

How will he react? I wondered. He could have made a sarcastic remark or mocked Seo Daeryong.

His next words shattered those expectations.

"I have a good feeling about you."

"Pardon?"

"You give off a good vibe as a martial artist. Keep up the good work."

"Ah, yes. Thank you."

Seo Daeryong had been extremely tense, but now he was flustered. He hadn't expected praise from the Drunken Demon. The compliment clearly pleased him, and his expression brightened.

He grinned widely as he drank. When his eyes met mine, an embarrassed telepathic message arrived.

[That's right, this is the kind of guy I am! From now on, after the Master, the best Demon Supreme is the Drunken Demon. This is who I am! What can I do if I like him?]

[I didn't say anything.]

We drank again. As expected, drinking with the Drunken Demon was relaxing. Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho drank cheerfully, chatting with Yeo Bin.

I must not forget, I reminded myself. The Drunken Demon can change the atmosphere with a single joke or gesture, and we are in his element. He is a man who has built his history with alcohol.

Just then, while we were laughing, the Drunken Demon asked me a question.

"So, what do you say? Shall we become sworn brothers now?"

His words made the other three turn their gazes toward us. A Demon Supreme proposing to become sworn brothers with a blood relative of the Heavenly Demon was not an everyday event.

Drunken Demon, what are your intentions? Is this the empty sincerity of a drunkard that will vanish when you're sober? Or is it a calculated plan?

At that moment, the boisterous inn fell silent.

I looked down and saw someone entering. It was someone I never expected to see here.

The man exuded a cold aura and wore a giant dao at his side. It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly walked up to the second floor. He sat down between me and the Drunken Demon.

"Give me a drink, too," he said.


Chapter 133: People Don't Think Like I Do

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's arrival instantly changed the atmosphere.

Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Yeo Bin rose from their seats. They respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Demon Supreme."

I poured the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a drink.

"How'd you know to come here?"

"I was just passing by."

How could that be possible? He must have been watching my movements. He came here after hearing I was drinking with the Drunken Demon.

He came for me. He was worried I would be swayed by the Drunken Demon. His recent diligent martial arts training was likely an extension of that same concern.

After drinking the alcohol I gave him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke to Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Yeo Bin.

"You three, leave for a moment."

Who would dare refuse his command? The three of them bowed politely and went outside.

Now, only I, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Drunken Demon remained.

The Drunken Demon offered a greeting first.

"It's been a while, Senior."

He greeted him with a friendly smile, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared back with a displeased look.

"I'll get straight to the point. Back off."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm telling you to stay away from the Second Young Lord."

"I was only drinking with the Second Young Lord."

"Don't do that."

"You're telling the Drunken Demon not to drink?"

"Drink with someone else."

The Drunken Demon drank his alcohol with a smile. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued to glare at him with a cold gaze.

He was not close to any of the other Demon Supremes, so it was unlikely he would look favorably upon the Drunken Demon, whom he considered insidious.

"Now, calm down and have a drink from me."

The Drunken Demon filled the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's cup. He was not the least bit intimidated, even in front of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I respect you, Senior, but don't you think this is a bit much?"

"I didn't think someone who's always drunk like you knew anything about principles (道)."

"I have the Way of Alcohol (酒道). Senior, please don't hate me so much."

He smiled with a good-natured face, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come here with a clear purpose.

"Stay away from the Second Young Lord. Then I'll have no reason to meddle in your life."

At that, the Drunken Demon picked up his cup, stood, and sat in the seat farthest from me.

"Is this far enough?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened instantly.

"Do I look like I'm joking?"

"No. You were speaking so seriously that I decided to joke a little. I apologize."

As he spoke, the Drunken Demon looked at me. His gaze seemed to ask if I had anything to say, but I remained silent.

The Drunken Demon's gaze returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Senior, you weren't like this before, were you? Were you always someone who got this invested in another person?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snorted with ridicule.

"Aren't you the one who doesn't care about others?"

"Me?"

"Weren't you someone who only cared about his own drunken feelings?"

"That's right. I am that kind of selfish bastard."

The Drunken Demon drank his alcohol and set his cup down. The sound it made was louder than before.

The air around them grew cold. Their naturally released auras reflected their moods.

"Stop drinking and answer with that mouth of yours. Say you won't meet the Second Young Lord anymore."

However, the Drunken Demon drank again. His expression, seen over the rim of his cup, was stiff. His serious face felt unfamiliar after I had only seen him laughing and joking.

"I refuse."

At the Drunken Demon's refusal, demonic qi erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's body. Simultaneously, demonic qi erupted from the Drunken Demon as well. As their demonic qi mixed, an energy I had never felt before enveloped us.

"Are you acting like this because you believe in the unwritten rule that Demon Supremes must never fight each other?"

"Are you saying you'll break that unwritten rule?"

"Is there any reason I can't?"

"Fine by me. I've always been one who enjoys breaking things. Surely you don't think I'm afraid of the unwritten rule being broken?"

"I wonder if you'll be so relaxed when your liquor bottle is broken."

The demonic qi from the two men grew thicker. Although it gradually intensified, I did not stop them. I simply protected my body with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and watched quietly.

"Alright. Then let me ask the reason. Why are you trying to stop me?"

"Because you will be an obstacle on the path the Second Young Lord walks."

"And not because I'll be an obstacle to you, Senior?"

The corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up coldly. His presence was no less than the relatively younger Drunken Demon's, but the problem was that the Drunken Demon knew his weakness well.

"A few days ago, I had a drink with the Sword Supreme Senior."

At the mention of the Flower Sword Supreme, irritation flared on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face.

"She's doing well. Still beautiful, still graceful. We talked about the last Eight Demon Assembly and various other things. Ah, she didn't say a single word about you, Senior."

Flames erupted in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes. The situation was precarious, as if he might swing the Heaven Destroying Dao at any moment.

The Drunken Demon's unique weapon was the gourd-shaped liquor bottle at his waist. That bottle, known to be uncuttable even by a treasured sword, was named Hyeollu (血淚), or Blood Tears. I did not know the reason for its name, but one thing was certain. When its cork was opened, blood tears would flow from someone's eyes.

Even before my regression, I had never seen the Heaven Destroying Dao and Hyeollu used.

What would happen if those two were to clash?

Even in this touch-and-go situation, the Drunken Demon continued to provoke the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Did you tell me to back off? Aren't you the one who should back off, Senior? As long as you are with the Second Young Lord, the Sword Supreme will not help him. However, if it were me, the Sword Supreme would gladly help the Second Young Lord. What do you think? Do you think you are better than the two of us combined?"

When he brought the Sword Supreme into it, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not refute him. The Flower Sword Supreme was his weakness.

Besides, the Demon Supremes were all of similar capabilities, so it was not easy to boast that he could fulfill the roles of two people.

At that moment, I answered.

"He is."

The Drunken Demon and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me.

"Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon is better than the two of you combined."

My eyes met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's. Gratitude and deep emotion flickered in his small, sharp eyes.

The Drunken Demon smiled and drank the alcohol before him.

"Could you say that with the Sword Supreme in front of you?"

"I could."

"Could you say that with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon here too?"

The Drunken Demon knew I had a deep emotional connection with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. As expected, his information was fast, and he understood the situation better than anyone.

"I could."

"You're just bluffing because they aren't here."

The Drunken Demon snorted, stood up, and went to the window. He shouted to Yeo Bin, who was waiting across the street.

"Go and bring the Flower Sword Supreme and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"......"

Yeo Bin leaped into the air and vanished in an instant.

The Drunken Demon returned to his seat.

"Do I really have to go this far? I even offered to become sworn brothers with you. Isn't this too much?"

"I'm grateful that you think highly of me, but I don't become sworn brothers with someone I've only had drinks with twice. If you want to, get in line. It's not the Drunken Demon's turn yet."

Perhaps I might become much closer to the Drunken Demon than I am now. He might even be of great help in the grand cause ahead.

Still, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is my priority.

I knocked diligently on the door to his heart, and he willingly opened it for me.

The Drunken Demon's dazzling words couldn't compare to my gratitude. I was grateful that he had laboriously opened the massive, rusted door to his heart, which had been closed for so long.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent me a telepathic message.

[When the Sword Supreme arrives, tell her that she is more important.]

[I refuse.]

[Even if you say that, I will still take your side.]

That stubborn old man who used to poke me in the ribs and talk of misfortune had come this far. A man who would be a corpse without his pride was trying to cast it aside for my sake.

[I know you will.]

[But why do you refuse?]

[I don't want the Elder to be disrespected in front of others.]

[I understand. I know how you feel now, so do as I say. The greater cause is more important than personal feelings. You know that, right?]

How could I prioritize someone else in a situation like this?

[That's why I can't.]

[Why?]

[Because the Flower Sword Supreme will notice that I'm lying. You know, don't you? She's very perceptive. For the sake of the greater cause, it's better to be honest.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not say anything to that.

This had become a very uncomfortable situation for him, with the Drunken Demon mentioning the Flower Sword Supreme.

He must have wanted to storm out several times, but he remained seated for my sake. He must have thought he needed to resolve this issue one way or another.

The Flower Sword Supreme was the first to arrive.

She must have already asked Yeo Bin who was here, as she showed no emotion upon seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Welcome, Senior."

"Second Young Lord, why are you drinking with such useless people?"

At her joke, the Drunken Demon laughed.

"Friend, what a hurtful thing to say."

By calling her 'friend', the Drunken Demon was showing off his closeness with her. The Flower Sword Supreme had described him as merely easygoing, but the Drunken Demon was calling her his friend.

It was a moment that made me realize anew that the Demon Supremes did not tell me everything when they described each other.

"Stop drinking so much."

"Me drinking is the same as you practicing your swordsmanship."

"Then you should drink alone too. Since you train alone."

"It's just too much fun drinking with the Second Young Lord."

"I'll admit that, but why did you call for me, who can't even drink well and isn't any fun?"

At that, the Drunken Demon looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Because the Blade Demon Senior was trying to discipline his junior, and you're the one who has the Blade Demon Senior wrapped around your finger, aren't you?"

Normally, he would have pushed me to make a choice in front of the Sword Supreme, but the Drunken Demon did not.

He was smart and knew me well. He knew that doing so would only hurt my feelings and bring him no benefit.

He also knew that just this much was enough to make the Blood Heaven Blade Demon step forward, especially since he reacted even more rigidly when it came to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I told the Drunken Demon to stay away from the Second Young Lord."

The Flower Sword Supreme responded coldly to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words.

"By what authority?"

"I have no such authority. It's just my intuition that he won't be of any help to the Second Young Lord."

"I've already confirmed how terrible your intuition is."

"You don't know a thing about me."

"I don't want to know."

Their sharp antagonism had lessened a bit when they were seeing each other often, but perhaps because the Drunken Demon was here, they were reacting irritably to each other again.

The Drunken Demon poked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's weakness again.

"Alright. Let's assume the Second Young Lord chooses you, Senior, and the Sword Supreme and I back off. Are you close with the remaining Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not answer. He was not close to anyone.

I did not step in. I knew well that clumsily taking his side at a time like this would only fuel the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's anger.

The Drunken Demon was striking the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's weakness perfectly. I could not entirely blame him. After all, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the one who had barged in today.

The Drunken Demon spoke to me with eyes full of intoxication.

"You must hate me now, for cornering the Blade Demon Senior you like so much. Please understand. I was only showing you reality."

"I won't hate you."

"Really? Why?"

"Because I have no intention of letting the Drunken Demon or the Sword Supreme Senior go. I will make them all my people."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me. However, with his complicated feelings, he could not stop me. He was in a position where he had to do the work of three people by himself.

"You can look at me like that, but it can't be helped. I'm taking all of them with me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"You harbor the illusion that if people just try, they can all get along and live in harmony. Perhaps you can. You certainly have an inclusiveness that doesn't match your age. However, you will eventually find out. People don't think like you do."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked from the Drunken Demon and the Sword Supreme, then turned his head to the window. Floating in the open window, having arrived at some unknown point, was the white-masked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, his arms crossed as he watched the events unfold inside.

"For your sake, they might pretend to be in harmony on the surface, but behind your back, they'll fight, hate each other, and cause a ruckus. In the midst of that chaos, someone will get hurt and nurture their hatred, and they will betray you at a critical moment. They'll use the wounds they received then as their reason."

The other Demon Supremes also looked at me with eyes that seemed to agree with his words.

"That might be true."

"But why?"

"If you're asking why we must go together, I'll give you an answer."

I looked at the four Demon Supremes and released my qi. I had never properly shown them its true nature before.

But now, I revealed it completely. My qi pushed theirs aside and dominated the room.

I was not showing off strength. I imbued my qi with the greatest dignity I could muster.

I looked at them and said in a low voice.

"Because from now on, your Heavenly Demon will be me."

Everyone flinched in surprise at my words. They probably never imagined I would say something like this.

"This is the decision of the person who will be your future Heavenly Demon. Accept whomever I bring. As long as you don't kill each other, you can fight, hate, or betray as you please. However, there is just one condition!"

I looked at the four Demon Supremes and declared.

"Do it within my boundaries."

A moment of silence passed.

They were looking at me. The drunken eyes looked at me, the gentle eyes looked at me. The small, sharp eyes looked at me, and the eyes behind the mask looked at me.

I hope they will follow my will. I expect someone to step forward first with a positive response.

Just then, the Demon Supremes spoke simultaneously.

"I don't want to."

"I refuse."

"I refuse."

"No."

In that moment, they were of one mind.

I could not hold it in and let out a chuckle. Ugh, these cute yet exasperating Demon Supremes of mine!

I stuck my head out the window and shouted loudly to Jo Cheonbae on the first floor.

"Bring us a new table of drinks up here!"



Chapter 134: A True Villainous Duo

"Why are you against it?"

The Demon Supremes, who had fought so fiercely just moments ago, were now united.

The Drunken Demon answered first.

"I hate being trapped in a fence. The thought of a fence makes me feel suffocated."

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke next.

"Accept just anyone? That's difficult. Even for a simple walk, people need to be compatible."

The Flower Sword Supreme clearly had someone in mind.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "Didn't you hear what I said? People's hearts are different from my own!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave the final reason.

"Why can't I kill them?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was joking. The joke was a response to my rule about fighting and hating within my fence, but not killing.

Their reasons were a mix of jest and sincerity. Surprisingly, all four of them had completely different reasons.

The Drunken Demon teased me, mimicking my earlier words.

"Did you see the Second Young Lord's bravado earlier? 'This is the decision of the man who will be your future Heavenly Demon.' The Cult Leader should have seen this."

I waved my hands in an exaggerated dismissal.

"Don't say such dreadful things. Now, since we're all gathered, let's have a drink today."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been outside, came inside the window. This was the first time the Demon Supremes I had connected with had gathered in one place.

It was a truly historic day, not just for me, but for the tavern owner as well.

Jo Cheonbae brought the alcohol and side dishes, looking deeply moved.

"Are you that happy?"

"How could I not be happy? I must be the first tavern owner in history to have such an experience. I can die without any regrets."

"This might just be the beginning. Who knows who will gather here to drink in the future."

"My heart feels like it's going to burst even now..."

Jo Cheonbae bowed deeply to the Demon Supremes.

"It is an honor to have you here. I will do my utmost to serve you."

After greeting them, Jo Cheonbae withdrew. On the stairs leading down, he glanced back for a moment, as if trying to etch the glorious moment into his memory.

"Here, I'll pour everyone a drink."

The Drunken Demon poured a drink for everyone.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't drink because of his mask, so he only accepted the cup.

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon received his cup, he set it aside. He then poured himself a new drink in a fresh cup.

The Flower Sword Supreme drank the alcohol the Drunken Demon poured, as if to show the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

These were people who could create palpable tension just by pouring a single cup of alcohol.

After a round of drinks, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "By the way, why did you call for me?"

He naturally assumed I had called for him.

"I wasn't the one who called for you, Smiling Demon."

"Then who did?"

"The Drunken Demon called for you."

The Drunken Demon looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and spoke politely.

"I called you because there was something I needed to tell you."

Regardless of their internal thoughts, they were impeccably polite to one another.

"I called you to come and hear for yourself that the Second Young Lord considers the Blade Demon Senior over there more important than us," the Drunken Demon said as he poured alcohol into his cup.

"We're just side dishes. The Second Young Lord's focus is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon Senior over there."

"You may be a side dish, Drunken Demon, but I am not."

"Is that really so?"

The Drunken Demon asked me, as if to let her confirm it herself.

"Second Young Lord, if you had to choose only one between the Smiling Demon and the Blade Demon Senior, who would you choose?"

"The Smiling Demon."

The Drunken Demon blinked and asked again.

"That's different from what you said earlier, isn't it? Didn't you say you could declare the Blade Demon Senior was better even with the person in question right in front of you?"

"Me? When did I say that?"

I feigned ignorance with wide eyes.

"What do you take the relationship between the Smiling Demon and me for, to say such a thing? Smiling Demon, don't be fooled. The rolling stone is currently scheming to drive out the embedded stone."

At my words, the Drunken Demon laughed heartily as if he found it amusing and drank his alcohol. He set down his cup and said, "Don't underestimate the rolling stone. I don't think the length of time is important in a relationship. There are people you can't forget for a lifetime even after seeing them just once."

I stared at him for a moment before asking abruptly, "Did you really have someone like that, Drunken Demon?"

The Drunken Demon's hand, which was raising his cup, stopped mid-air.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I was just wondering if such a person really exists. I can't imagine someone you meet once and never forget. Do any of you have someone like that?"

I made eye contact with each of the four Demon Supremes before continuing.

"Even if you were the closest of friends, you eventually become strangers if you don't see each other for a long time. Even if you think you've become quite close, a gap feels awkward, like you have to start all over again. At least, that's how it is for me. Ah! I'll admit to not being able to forget someone as beautiful as our Sword Supreme."

The Drunken Demon emptied another cup of alcohol.

"It's strange to hear such words from someone as green as you."

"You're looking down on me again. You dismissed my youthful story, and you dismissed the young drunkard."

The Drunken Demon gave me a peculiar look. He probably felt a mix of displeasure and fondness because I remembered everything he had said.

"I understand, I keep forgetting. Our Second Young Lord's youth is vastly different from an ordinary youth."

"Of course. Please don't forget that I'm an old soul in a young body."

When I raised my cup, the Drunken Demon toasted.

The atmosphere had grown more rigid with all the Demon Supremes gathered, but drinking with him was still enjoyable. He had the skill to guide the conversation so it never faltered and to liven up the drinking party.

"Now, as I was saying, I choose the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

I raised my cup to him as if in a toast and drank alone.

His two eyes within the eyeholes smiled pleasantly. Seeing that smile after a long time made me feel good too.

It's good to see you again.

Perhaps because of the bloody battle with Baek Manggi, an indescribable camaraderie had formed between me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It was a feeling separate from issues like who was a Demon Supreme or who was the successor.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent me a telepathic message. [Yes, you're doing well. Take care of the others first.]

[Doesn't it hurt your pride?]

[How could my pride be hurt by something like this? Just don't forget one thing. You must never trust extreme evil or the Drunken Demon.]

The more I get to know them, the more I can understand Father's hardships. If managing four is this difficult, leading eight on top of the countless duties of the Cult Leader... Father, it must have been truly hard for you.

The atmosphere of the drinking party was good.

Since they all held goodwill toward me, they didn't deliberately reveal their prickly or irritable natures here. Thankfully, they were all holding back well. To think I'd have such a casual and pleasant get-together with the Demon Supremes!

As expected, the Drunken Demon was drinking the most.

The Drunken Demon, as if to show me, ate a side dish after every three cups of alcohol.

Our eyes met once, and I nodded and smiled at him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched this with a peculiar gaze.

I knew. While it wasn't the entirety of the emotion in that gaze, a part of it was jealousy.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had initially pestered me to be friends. Now, the Drunken Demon was in that position, pestering me to become sworn brothers.

Two people who were similar yet completely different.

Will a day ever come when I can be with an unmasked extreme evil and a sober Drunken Demon?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said that the smell of the Drunken Demon's alcohol put him in a bad mood.

However, he showed no sign of it here. If he hadn't told me beforehand, I would never have known he felt that way. Only the politeness between one Demon Supreme and another passed between the two of them.

"I heard you left the Cult with the Second Young Lord and then returned."

"That's right."

"You must have learned a lot about the Second Young Lord then."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at me and said, "The Second Young Lord is a person far removed from the likes of you and me."

"Very far?"

"Very far."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had told me I was a villain just like him, was now giving different information to the Drunken Demon.

"If anyone, it is the Blade Demon who is closest to the Second Young Lord."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, the Drunken Demon showed a surprised reaction.

"The Blade Demon Senior? Not our Sword Supreme?"

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Flower Sword Supreme and brought up something completely unexpected.

"Isn't the Sword Supreme the same as us? As her friend, you should have known."

A moment of silence fell.

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression hardened slightly.

What did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon see in the Flower Sword Supreme to say such a thing? Among the Eight Demon Supremes, the Flower Sword Supreme was known as the one least like a Demon Supreme.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon angrily stepped forward.

"What nonsense is this! The Sword Supreme is completely different from the likes of you."

In the end, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the one to step forward for her in a situation like this.

"Who are you to judge anyone, you who walk around wearing a mask? She is a much better person than you."

He, who had restrained himself multiple times, had finally exploded.

Despite his fierce reaction, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just smiled without getting angry. This angered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon even more, and he looked ready to brandish the Heaven Destroying Dao at any moment.

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme said in a low, cold tone, "Do you think I like it when you step up for me like that?"

Did the Blood Heaven Blade Demon not know she would react this way? He just drank the alcohol in front of him, one cup after another.

Then, the Flower Sword Supreme said something unexpected.

"But... what he said might be right."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked down at his empty cup and said, "Yes, that could be true."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't stepped forward just to defend her blindly.

"We could be more hypocritical and worse than the one behind that mask. That's right."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's sincere words, the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes trembled slightly.

"Who are we to judge who is this or that kind of person? But at least don't get caught in front of them. Don't be played by the likes of the mask-wearer and the drunkard!"

At that, the Drunken Demon casually remarked, "Why are you picking on me when I'm just sitting here?"

"You're the same! You insidious bastard! You pretentious bastard! You might fool everyone else, but you can't fool my eyes. You two! Get the hell away from the Second Young Lord!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could no longer hold back his true feelings. Though he was stubborn, he was a man of deep schemes, but his emotions had flared up because it concerned me and the Sword Supreme.

On the other hand, seeing them smiling cheerfully while being cursed at, and sipping their alcohol, I thought they truly looked like a villainous duo.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up from his seat and apologized to me.

"Second Young Lord, I'm sorry for ruining the mood. I didn't intend to be the first to leave today."

"No, Elder, you're not the one leaving first."

"What do you mean?"

"Today's drinking party will end here."

I looked at the other three Demon Supremes and said, "Let's call it a day, shall we?"

The Drunken Demon emptied his last cup.

"Are you hammering the embedded stone in tight so it won't come loose?"

"Of course. What's the point of drinking when an Elder is leaving in anger? Elder Blade Demon is my wing. If my wing flies away, I go too."

I made it clear that the embedded stone could not be easily removed. It was a sign of my gratitude to him for coming to this drinking party for my sake.

[Thank you, Elder.]

As if choked with emotion by my telepathy, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head and looked out the window.

The Drunken Demon said with a laugh, "I'll give up on being a wing, so just be brothers with me."

Then the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "And be friends with me."

Finally, the Flower Sword Supreme didn't miss her chance. Though her mood had soured, she couldn't be left out.

"I'm already a special friend."

Everyone looked at her with puzzled expressions, but she just seemed pleased with herself and didn't boast about us being duel friends.

"Now, I have one last thing to say."

I once again unleashed the qi I had shown before. Emitting a qi full of dignity and grace, I spoke to them.

"I speak to you as the future Heavenly Demon who will lead you all. As I've said before, you are free to fight as much as you want within my fence. Hate, be jealous, fight... Ah! You're really too much!"

The Demon Supremes had flung themselves away and left. They didn't just leave. They each used the ultimate techniques of their movement arts and vanished in an instant.

"Listen to everything before you go! Blade Demon! Even you, Elder!"

However, they were already gone.

I smiled and sat back down. The seats were empty, but their heat still seemed to linger.

Looking down at the first floor, I saw Jo Cheonbae clutching the bill the Drunken Demon had tossed him. He gazed with wistful eyes at the spot where the Demon Supremes had vanished.

"Owner, let's have a drink."

"Of course, Director."

Jo Cheonbae came up and poured alcohol into my cup. I also poured a drink into his.

We emptied our cups together. Dealing with the Demon Supremes had been mentally draining, but drinking with Jo Cheonbae like this put my mind at ease.

Jo Cheonbae watched my expression and asked cautiously, "Is it difficult for you?"

"Do I look like I'm having a hard time?"

"I was just thinking how difficult it must be to deal with those Demon Supremes."

"Yes, it is difficult."

When I answered honestly, Jo Cheonbae grinned. The wrinkles on his face, etched from dealing with all sorts of customers and experiencing life's hardships, looked particularly handsome today.

"Do you know what my wife whispers in my ear when she hugs me when I'm having a hard time?"

"What does she say?"

"You're so weak."

I laughed out loud. I knew very well how much the happily married couple loved each other. I also knew that sometimes, a joke like that can be more encouraging than heartfelt consolation.

Jo Cheonbae said playfully, "Shall I say it to you?"

"No, I don't think that will be necessary. The person who will say it has arrived."

"Huh? Who?"

In that moment, Jo Cheonbae felt an immense presence behind him. The fine hairs all over his body stood on end. The feeling was on a completely different level from when he was with the Demon Supremes. Jo Cheonbae cautiously turned around.

"......"

Jo Cheonbae was startled and prostrated himself flat on the floor.

Father stood behind me. He had come up at some point without me noticing.

Father sat down in front of me and said, "You're so weak."

I smiled and said to Jo Cheonbae, "Owner, close up the shop. We'll need you to set a new table for us here!"


Chapter 135: You're Never Going to Fight in an Inn?

"How did you get here?"

Father answered my question with his usual words.

"I was just passing by."

How could that be? Father knew the Demon Supremes' movements precisely. He must have come after hearing that I was gathering with all four of them in one place.

What was on his mind when he came? Where had he been watching and listening?

Even though I had grown closer to Father, we weren't close enough for me to ask such sensitive questions without hesitating.

"This was my first time meeting with all four Demon Supremes."

"How was it?"

"If you hadn't come, Father, I would've gone to see you as soon as I left the inn. I needed to ask how I should handle the Demon Supremes from now on. Ah, I shouldn't make a habit of seeking answers from you whenever I'm frustrated."

My complaint was half-sincere and half-flattery. Normally, Father would have just snorted and let it go, but for some reason, he offered a word today that resonated with me.

"You can worry about that in about ten years."

"Are you saying you'll put up with me for the next ten years?"

Father snorted.

"Did you not know it would be this difficult?"

"I did not."

"You were making such a fuss about establishing discipline. I thought you knew everything."

"If I had known, I wouldn't have said such things. They look different from the outside, they act differently toward me, and they're different again when they get involved with others."

I whined even more, knowing Father was the type to be more pleased the more I struggled.

"That's right. I'm pathetically weak."

"At least you're much better than before."

Things were different now compared to when I went hunting with Father after my regression.

As we talked, a modest table of drinks and snacks was prepared. Father had them bring a simple stir-fried vegetable dish and the strongest liquor in the Alluring Inn. Jo Cheonbae must have used every bit of his skill to stir-fry those vegetables.

"Let's have a drink."

I drank with Father.

"Kuh, it's strong."

"You drink with the Drunken Demon without fear, yet you're afraid of a strong liquor like this?"

"He seemed like a good person?"

"It's a miracle you're still alive with such poor judgment of character."

How did Father perceive the Drunken Demon?

"What kind of person is the Drunken Demon?"

"He's someone who toys with his opponents while laughing and enjoying himself. So it's best not to carelessly open his liquor bottle."

"They say you should listen to your elders. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also warned me to be careful of the Drunken Demon, calling him an insidious man."

"And he doesn't even realize how insidious he is himself."

I burst out laughing at Father's words. I thought I should tease the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with this later.

I poured Father a drink.

"Have you ever had a drink with the Drunken Demon, just the two of you?"

"I have."

"How does the Drunken Demon act toward you, Father?"

"He doesn't say much to me."

"The Drunken Demon, who talks so much?"

That was unexpected. I would have thought he'd be even more talkative and playful in front of Father.

"Is it because he thinks he can't toy with you anyway?"

"Who knows. How can one know what's inside that man's head?"

"That just makes me more curious."

"Things that contain poison are always the most brilliant."

He was telling me not to be needlessly captivated by the Drunken Demon.

"Don't try to dig into people's minds. Just judge them by what is revealed. You'll make fewer mistakes that way."

"Yes. I'll keep that in mind."

I emptied my cup with Father. I refilled his cup and asked another question.

"What do you talk about when you drink with my brother?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I'm just curious. Don't you tell him all my weaknesses?"

"Is there any need to point out a weakness that's obvious to anyone?"

"What is my weakness?"

"That cheap sentimentality of yours is perfect for getting you killed."

I smiled, pleased.

"I live my life thinking of that as my strength. Let's make the journey enjoyable and fun if we can. The road ahead is long and rough anyway. Instead of threatening, entrapping, and killing, let's have some fun."

"Do you think 'fun' is suitable for our line of work? You'll die looking for fun."

Father, I think I'm allowed to look for some. Not a single moment has passed when Hwa Mugi has left my mind. I lie down, but sleep doesn't come. The image of Hwa Mugi killing me again flashes in my mind, and I jolt awake and run to the training grounds.

"You should also try to live a more joyful and pleasant life now, Father."

"If the authority and fear of the Heavenly Demon disappear, they will come to strike us down under the banner of some pathetic justice."

It suddenly occurred to me that Father might also be unable to sleep at night. Perhaps I shouldn't be fooled by his floral pajamas.

"I will strive to become stronger."

"You should have already become strong. Only then would today's meeting with the Demon Supremes have any meaning."

"In that spirit, please teach me a lesson."

Since my last duel with Father, I had reached a new level of martial arts. A duel with him now would be a great stimulus for my studies.

Father stood and moved to the space next to the table.

"Here?"

"Are you never going to fight in an inn your whole life?"

"It's not that. It's just that if we fight in this narrow space, everything will be destroyed."

Then, Father said something unexpected.

"Who fights by smashing everything like a low-level fighter? The person who breaks anything loses."

He meant we were to fight without breaking any of the objects here.

I looked around the area. It was smaller than the first floor, with a lower ceiling, and it was filled with tables and chairs.

A duel with Father here? Without breaking anything? This would be more difficult than any duel I had ever fought.

I glanced down at the first floor. After Father arrived, everyone had been sent out and the doors were closed. Only Jo Cheonbae remained in the inn.

"Innkeeper, please go into the kitchen for a moment."

"......"

"No matter what happens, don't be alarmed!"

"I've been so surprised today that I don't have any heart left to be surprised with."

Jo Cheonbae scurried into the kitchen.

I stood facing Father, about three or four steps apart.

"Did you say it was difficult?"

"......"

"That's because you're weak."

Father released his qi, and I felt my breath catch. His qi was as heavy as a great mountain, as suffocating as a swamp, and as sharp as a blade. Even the Heavenly Demon Defense Art struggled to handle it.

Father slowly drew the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"The Heavenly Demon must be someone who can kill when he wants to kill. The only reason an opponent is alive before me is because I have allowed him to live."

"......"

The Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword clashed in mid-air. Their speed was the same, but the power in the swords was restrained.

"......"

The swords clashed again. I could tell Father was speaking through the power in his sword.

This power is the standard.

He was tuning an instrument, telling me to fight using only this exact amount of power. This was not a fight one loses by being weaker. It was a fight one loses by failing to control one's power.

"......"

The tuning happened only three times.

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

The Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword clashed brilliantly.

I swung my sword using only the promised amount of power. Each technique originally had its own power level, so ignoring that and fighting with only this current level required immense concentration.

In this moment, I placed no restrictions on my skills. In every fight since my regression, I had held back.

I should only show this much of my skill.

I fought now without such thoughts. I was confident that it was okay to show my true abilities.

You told me not to trust people, but at least I trust you, Father.

I fought to my heart's content, freely. It was a fight only possible because it was with Father. As we fought, my body rapidly adapted.

Then, Father raised the level of the fight. It was no longer about not breaking things, but about not touching any objects at all.

I have to evade Father's attacks by moving between tables and chairs without touching them? I exerted the highest level of concentration I could possibly muster.

The clash that unfolded amidst all this was beautiful. The lines our swords drew between the tables and chairs were like an artist painting his life's memories. The sound of our blades clashing between liquor bottles was the sorrowful lament of an old musician. Sometimes paper tore, and sometimes an instrument's string snapped.

The fight grew more intense, and the restrictions became greater. In the final stage, we even fought while protecting the lanterns hanging on the wall. We prevented the wind from our swords from extinguishing the flames.

And at a certain moment.

SHIIING!

Father's sword qi flew toward me. It was a sword qi released with restrained power. If his inner arts had been properly imbued, that single move would have blown the inn away.

Sword qi also flew from my Black Demon Sword. My sword qi, imbued with restrained inner arts just like Father's, dissipated his in mid-air.

FWOOSH!

The wind blew. Just as the lantern flame was about to go out, I threw my body to block it. It flickered precariously but did not go out.

Sword qi flew in succession. If I missed even one, it would fly past me and destroy the wall behind. Would the person who fired the sword qi lose then? No. In this case, the one who missed the sword qi would be the loser.

I fought Father, almost in a state of self-annihilation.

There were many sounds. The sound of footsteps, the sound of wind, the sound of swords cutting the wind, the sound of sword against sword, the sound of sword qi being released and dissipating, the sound of rustling clothes, the sound of flickering lanterns. Each one was imbued with the essence of martial arts.

I would definitely be able to recall this duel. There was no need to intentionally memorize it. Every technique was perfect, and the situation was desperate. This fight would become a source of learning for me for a long, long time.

When the duel ended, we sheathed our swords at the same time. The Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword entered their scabbards simultaneously with a pleasant CLICK.

I looked around. Not a single chair had been knocked over. There wasn't a single scratch on the walls.

"It's a draw!"

"No, you lost."

Father came over and held up the chopstick holder on the table in front of me. The tips of the chopsticks inside had been sliced off.

"Ah, a mark from where my sword qi grazed it. When did you even see this?"

I checked the chopstick holder on Father's table and sighed.

"I lost!"

I lost, but it wasn't a true defeat. Father was genuinely surprised and impressed by my skills.

"When I heard that you and extreme evil killed Baek Manggi, I had an inkling that you had achieved a great accomplishment."

He probably hadn't known it would be to this extent. Father was surely greatly stimulated by me.

"What should I do now?"

I asked for the way forward for my martial arts. I asked the only person who could give me that answer.

"From now on, focus solely on training in the Four Strides of the Wind God."

That was the conclusion Father had reached, and there was a reason for it.

"I have stopped training in the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"Why did you stop?"

To my surprise, Father answered honestly.

"I hit a wall."

"If you've hit a limit, Father, then I'll never be able to surpass it."

Father looked at me for a moment, then shook his head.

"Even if I can't, you can achieve complete mastery."

"What do you mean?"

"It is a wall created by the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Having learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art first, I could not achieve complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"Ah!"

I understood what he meant. Compatibility existed in martial arts. Some arts were inherently incompatible, while in other cases, the order in which one learned them could prevent complete mastery.

"If you do not achieve complete mastery before learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, you will never be able to achieve it after you learn it."

"I will be sure to achieve complete mastery before then."

Once the Four Strides of the Wind God reached complete mastery, it would combine with the twelve-star Soaring Sky Sword Art to show another level of achievement. Later, when combined with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it would show an even greater effect.

Father stared at me for a moment.

"Is it still difficult?"

"Thanks to your teachings, I've gained some confidence."

"Are you still thinking of becoming a cheerful Heavenly Demon?"

"I want to live while smiling."

After staring at me for a moment, Father turned around without a word. Just as he was about to descend to the first floor, he spoke nonchalantly.

"Come over to play Go when you have time."

Jo Cheonbae, who had been hiding under the counter, bowed so low his back folded, then looked up at me.

"Nothing was broken, so don't worry."

The demonic path I pursue is the one all innkeepers in the world would love most, isn't it?

Jo Cheonbae sighed in relief.

"Thus ends such a long day."


Jo Cheonbae's day may have ended, but mine had not.

I went to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He sat by the window, reading a book. I thought he would be swinging his blade in anger, but he was calmer than I expected.

"You're not doing your martial arts training today."

"Why are you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see you, Elder."

Before bringing up the inn, I handed him what I had brought. I hadn't come to talk about that incident.

"What is this?"

"It's a restorative tonic."

"A restorative tonic?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled.

"You've gotten thinner than when I first met you. This is a medicine that will stimulate your appetite and nourish your body. I pestered the Insect Physician for it, so you can trust its efficacy."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was flustered, even more so than when I gave him the Antitoxin Bead as a birthday present.

"Take it to the Cult Leader."

"He's the type to suspect I've poisoned it and make me drink it all in front of him."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon burst out laughing at my not-so-joking joke.

I lowered my voice as if whispering.

"Actually, this is something Father drinks, but I pestered the Insect Physician to get it. You know, right? How much Father takes care of his body. So please don't worry and drink it."

As I turned to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked from behind me.

"Why are you being so good to me?"

I turned back to him.

"Because you're good to me, so I'm good to you. I'm being good to you because I think if I treat you this well, you'll be more helpful than the other three Demon Supremes. I'm also very selfish and calculating. Well then, good night. Make sure you take your medicine. I'll be checking through Detective Seo!"

I bowed to him as he gazed at me with a deepened look in his eyes, then I turned away.

You have to do it when you can. If you don't do it when you think of it, there might not be a next time.

At last, my long day was over. The effects of the alcohol began to creep up on me.


Chapter 136: Because I'm a More Cold-Hearted Person Than I Appear

The next day, I started a ten-day seclusion training.

I entrusted the Sanzu River Hall's affairs to Seo Daeryong and put the Demon Supremes out of my mind.

This was an urgent training session.

Everything has a catalyst and a proper time. In a duel, you must press for victory when the moment is right. Training also has its opportune moments.

My catalyst was the duel with Father, which was still vivid in my mind. I had to absorb its lessons and make them my own before the memory faded.

I resolved not to think about the Demon Supremes.

The Drunken Demon might have looked for me the next day. The Demon Supremes might have started fighting among themselves. Since I couldn't control them anyway, I focused only on what I had to do.

I replayed the duel from the Alluring Inn exactly as it happened, recalling how I fought in a state of selflessness.

I recreated the duel with Father down to the smallest detail. When I moved one way, Father moved another. When I attacked, Father blocked. I compared and analyzed Father's movements against my own.

This duel was significant in many ways. Fighting without setting limits on myself was important. The major constraint of not touching any objects during that urgent fight was also important.

Because of that, I felt a great deal and had much to learn.

This training didn't exhaust my body. It was one of deep contemplation and introspection. I thought only of martial arts and became more engrossed than ever before.

Ten days later, I emerged from the training grounds with a scruffy beard.

A sudden, strong smell of alcohol hit me.

No way.

Just then, a voice spoke from behind.

"Who're you trying to kill, training so hard? Is it me? It's not, right?"

Surprisingly, the Drunken Demon was waiting for me.

"Why are you here?"

"Why do you think? I was waiting for you to come out. I went to see you the day after we drank at the Alluring Inn, and they told me you'd started a ten-day seclusion training. I rushed right over when I heard."

"You don't mean you've been waiting here this whole time?"

"Of course! I've been waiting since the first day."

I stared at the Drunken Demon for a moment, then smiled.

"You're lying. You must've told a female martial artist to let you know when my ten-day training was over. Then you went off to drink and have fun, didn't you? When did you get here today? Just a little while ago, right?"

"Hmm. Has Yeo Bin switched to your side?"

I laughed at his honest confession.

The Drunken Demon asked with a suspicious look, "But you didn't go into seclusion training just to avoid me, did you?"

"To be honest, I enjoy drinking and having fun with you, Drunken Demon. The problem is that it's too much fun."

"When I heard you'd started seclusion training, I thought the sky was falling. If you'd gone in for a hundred days, I would've turned into a fossil waiting for you."

"Don't you have other drinking buddies?"

"......"

"You could drink with the Sword Supreme."

"After that bastard, the Smiling Demon, humiliated her so badly, who'd want to meet up and drink? You have to give her time to cool her anger."

Is that really the reason? This man came all the way to the training grounds to wait for me. Right now, his interest is piqued by me more than the Sword Supreme, so she probably isn't even on his mind.

"Isn't this when a friend is needed most?"

"It's because I'm her friend that I'm staying away."

That was also true, so I couldn't argue.

"Come on, let's go for a drink."

"Do you enjoy drinking with me that much?"

"Didn't you say we wouldn't be on brotherly terms after just two drinks?"

I had told him that at the Alluring Inn. It seemed to have stuck with him.

"Won't you do it after we've had about two hundred drinks?"

"If we've shared two hundred drinks, wouldn't the title be meaningless by then anyway?"

"No, it's important. If we've drunk together two hundred times and still can't be on brotherly terms, wouldn't that be a strange relationship?"

"I suppose so, but."

"If I asked you to have tea, we probably wouldn't even make it to five times, but if it's drinking, I can definitely make it to two hundred."

"Why are you going to such lengths to be on brotherly terms with me?"

Then, the Drunken Demon gave an unexpected reason.

"It's simple. Right now, your chances of becoming the Heavenly Demon are about fifty-fifty, right? Isn't this a chance to have the Heavenly Demon as my younger brother with a fifty percent probability?"

"You're making one big mistake."

"What mistake?"

"If I become the Heavenly Demon, I won't treat you like an older brother. Those two hundred drinking sessions will vanish in that instant."

"Outwardly, perhaps, but?"

"I won't in my heart, either. Nor behind your back. In fact, to avoid any misunderstandings, I might even treat you, the Drunken Demon, more strictly."

The Drunken Demon looked at me with a peculiar expression.

"I thought even if you became the Heavenly Demon, you'd be open and frank. I thought you'd break formalities and treat the Demon Supremes like brothers."

"That must be a preconception you have about me. I'm a colder and more heartless person than I appear. Maybe I pretend to be affectionate to hide that. If I become the Heavenly Demon, I'll draw a sharp line between public and private matters. If you were expecting to casually become my brother, then spending the remaining one hundred and ninety-eight drinking sessions with my brother would be a better investment."

The Drunken Demon then said in a meaningful tone, "Your brother must not become the Cult Leader."

"......"

"I'll tell you over a drink."

The Drunken Demon quickened his pace and walked away.

I walked in the opposite direction.

The Drunken Demon, who had already gone some distance, chased after me.

"Hey, this is too much. Second Young Lord, aren't you curious?"

"Not at all."

"It's the reason why your brother must not become the Cult Leader."

"......"

"Why on earth not?"

This time, I spoke in a meaningful tone.

"You're curious why I'm not curious, aren't you?"

"I am."

"I'm pretending not to be curious to make you curious, Drunken Demon. It's the same for you, isn't it? You're trying to bait me into drinking with you by making me curious, even though there's no real reason, right?"

"When a person is too smart, they lose their human touch!"

"I already told you I'm a cold-hearted person."

As I strode away, the Drunken Demon persistently followed.

"I waited ten days. Second Young Lord, are you really going to be like this?"

Alright, I suppose I should acknowledge this much effort.

"I lose. I'll wash up and rest for a bit, then I'll visit you at the Great Drunken Forest in the evening."

Only then did the Drunken Demon's expression brighten.

"I'll be waiting. You have to come."

"But you have to tell me the reason why my brother must not become the Cult Leader."

"You said you weren't curious."

"How could I not be? Well then, I'll see you later."

I returned to my quarters, shaved my beard, washed myself, and changed into new clothes.

Then I stood before a bronze mirror.

The me of ten days ago and the me of now were different yet again.

Through the recent seclusion training, I had elevated the Four Strides of the Wind God to a new level.

The eighth star of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I had anticipated this outcome when I began the seclusion training.

I had achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art at the Twelfth Star and gained enlightenment from the words left by the Myriad Evil Sect Leader. I had fought a duel with Baek Manggi, and afterward, I had the unusual experience of reviewing that fight through the eyes of a third party in a dream.

On top of that, the duel with Father was the deciding factor. As if he had anticipated this result, Father used the Four Strides of the Wind God as his movement art to face me throughout the duel.

Ah, there was one more thing. I was desperate to achieve complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God before I somehow received the transmission of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

As a result, I achieved the splendid, and in some ways expected, feat of reaching the eighth star of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

When the Four Strides of the Wind God reached the eighth star, the biggest change was an overwhelming desire to run somewhere using the Swift Step. My body itched to run, and I had to suppress the urge to dash to the training grounds right away. I needed to properly satisfy this desire. A small run wouldn't be enough.

First, I lay on my bed and slept. Perhaps because I was in a good mood, I slept soundly without any worries for the first time in a while, catching up on lost sleep.


That evening, I bought a bottle of liquor and went to the Great Drunken Forest. The Drunken Demon was lying in a small boat, drifting on the lake.

I boarded a small boat provided by Yeo Bin and slowly approached the Drunken Demon's boat.

His boat contained nothing but liquor bottles.

"Just as I thought! You don't eat side dishes when I'm not looking."

"If you drank with me every day, I'd eat side dishes every day. Here, have a drink."

"I'll drink the liquor I brought."

One of the good things about the Drunken Demon was that he never forced alcohol on anyone. It didn't matter what kind of liquor you drank, or if you just touched your lips to it and put it down. He didn't care. He also didn't force you to get drunk with him. I think the Drunken Demon is someone who truly loves liquor.

"I felt this when I came before, but this lake is really nice."

"There are even more wonderful places than this in the Great Drunken Forest. I'll take you there next time."

"Do you really think there'll be a next time for us?"

"Why do you think there won't be?"

Instead of answering, I drank my liquor.

"Right, I know what you mean. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon despises me."

The Drunken Demon also drank.

"Then again, am I the only one he hates? Are you really planning to gain the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and lose the three of us? Isn't that a bad deal? That man is someone who'd go to the First Young Lord anytime if the conditions were right."

The Drunken Demon slowly began to sow discord, trying to push the Blood Heaven Blade Demon away.

"Didn't I tell you that day? That I would gain all three of you. That's why I came here today."

"If you can't distinguish between ideals and reality like this, the First Young Lord will end up becoming the successor. The successor who'll become the Heavenly Demon isn't decided simply by who has superior martial arts or who is smarter."

"Then what is it decided by?"

"Think about it. Choosing a successor isn't about picking the world's number one demonic sword. It's about choosing someone who can lead our Cult well. A Cult Leader who can compromise when needed and harmonize well with the Eight Demon Supremes. If not, our Cult will be divided and eventually devoured by the Murim Alliance. Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I didn't know you were someone who thought so rationally about the future of our Cult, Drunken Demon."

"I'm a classic victim of misunderstanding and prejudice."

"If you don't like it, why don't you just quit drinking?"

"The Drunken Demon who quit drinking? The entire murim would laugh at me."

Saying that, the Drunken Demon took a drink.

"May I ask you something? I've wanted to ask for a while."

"What is it?"

After a brief pause, I asked the Drunken Demon.

"Drunken Demon, do you drink to forget? Or do you drink so you won't forget?"

"......"

The Drunken Demon flinched for a moment, then stared at me before answering that it was neither.

"To enjoy it. I drink simply because I like liquor. Because I like liquor itself. The assumption that I must have some story behind my drinking is also a preconception."

With that, the Drunken Demon drank again. I couldn't tell if he was sincere or just making an excuse. As long as he was drinking, it wasn't easy to see the truth in him.

I also drank the liquor I had brought. When I was with the Drunken Demon, I found myself drinking more and more. When I used to drink heavily, there was definitely a reason.

Back then, did I drink to forget? Or did I drink so I wouldn't forget?

"In that case, why don't you just support my brother as the successor? He wouldn't say something absurd like I did, about having to reconcile with Elder Blade Demon."

Then, the Drunken Demon said something unexpected.

"The First Young Lord must not become the successor."

He brought up the same thing he mentioned in front of the training grounds. The fact that he was bringing it up first showed that it wasn't just a line to lure me into a drinking session.

Could this be the reason he approached me? While asking to be on brotherly terms.

"The First Young Lord... is too fond of the Cult Leader."

"......"

Words I never expected came from the Drunken Demon.

"I'm fond of Father too, but."

"He's fond of him on a level that can't be compared to you."

I couldn't deny it. Whether he genuinely liked him, was crushed by our father's authority, or was just trying to become the successor, my brother was the type to do anything our father said.

"I admit that you're more outstanding than the First Young Lord, but I'm still not convinced that you'll become the successor."

I had to admit that as well. Father was the kind of person who could have a duel with me today and then bluntly declare tomorrow, 'The successor is your brother'.

"Alright. Let's say that's true. Why is my brother being fond of our father a reason he shouldn't be the successor?"

"Because the First Young Lord won't be able to defy the Cult Leader's will."

"What will?"

Once again, astonishing words flowed from the Drunken Demon.

"The will to unify the murim."

The Drunken Demon knew. He knew that Father held the ambition to unify the murim.

I recalled a past conversation with Father regarding the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The time is not yet right. Just know that."

At that time, I had thought Father might be dreaming of unifying the murim.

The Drunken Demon had noticed our father's ambition. Perhaps it wasn't just the Drunken Demon. Some of the other Demon Supremes might have known as well. After all, the Demon Supremes refrained from mentioning anything related to our father.

"The First Young Lord will become the successor and faithfully follow our father's orders. He'll undoubtedly become the vanguard and set out to conquer the murim, but what about you? You would try to stop the Cult Leader. From what I've seen of you so far, you're not someone who approves of war."

"That's right. I do not want war."

"Then you must become the successor and stop the Cult Leader."

I never would have dreamed that the Drunken Demon had chosen me for such a reason.

He chose me to prevent a future war? This Drunken Demon, who is always drunk? This man, who seems the most thoughtless among the Eight Demon Supremes?

I brought my face close to the Drunken Demon's.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm trying to see how much of it is truth and how much is lies."

"Everything I've said is the truth."

"You, the Drunken Demon who does nothing but drink all day, chose me for the sake of peace in the murim? You expect me to believe that?"

"Let's just call it my last preconception."

The Drunken Demon looked at me with his drunken eyes and revealed the truth as if confessing.

"That is the very reason I sent the broken liquor bottle to the First Young Lord."


Chapter 137: This Is Why I Wanted to Come

In the flowing silence, the Drunken Demon noticed one thing.

"Did you already know?"

"I predicted it might be the case. The Hyung I know wouldn't send a broken liquor bottle to the Drunken Demon."

"I thought you two didn't get along?"

"Don't you usually learn more about people you hate than people you're close to?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me, then shot to his feet.

"Ah, I'm getting drunk."

He immediately threw himself into the lake.

"You should fix that habit of swimming after drinking!"

Despite my worries, the Drunken Demon was a good swimmer. It was more than just skill. He knew how to swim joyfully. He dove, floated on his back to look at the sky, and sped into the distance before returning. He even leaped like a dolphin before landing with a SPLASH.

After a round of exhilarating swimming, the Drunken Demon climbed back onto the ferry.

"Now I'm finally sobering up a bit."

Then he started drinking again.

"You sobered up just to start drinking again?"

"Isn't that why I sobered up, to drink more?"

I shouted to Yeo Bin, who stood on the distant lakeshore.

"Please bring some side dishes over here!"

Yeo Bin steered a ferry over as if she had been waiting. She brought the side dishes she had prepared for us earlier. It seemed the Drunken Demon had only brought the liquor. As she turned to leave, Yeo Bin bowed her head slightly to me in thanks.

"You should get into the habit of eating side dishes."

"I've never eaten them my whole life. You think that's easy?"

"How can you live your life doing only what you want? You have to do things even if you don't like them."

"Why are you so concerned about my health?"

I picked up a side dish with my chopsticks. It was warm. She must have kept it heated, ready to bring it over at any moment.

"Do you think I'm the only one looking out for you, Drunken Demon? Here, eat up."

The Drunken Demon reluctantly ate a side dish.

We drank together and looked up at the night sky.

"Ah, this is nice!"

Just as the Drunken Demon exclaimed, it really was nice. Floating on a boat in the lake, drinking while watching the stars, I truly did not envy the immortals.

The Drunken Demon lay back at an angle, gazed at the stars, and spoke.

"My dream is to just drink and live idly. If the MaJang Hu war breaks out, this very lake could turn crimson with blood. How would I sober up then?"

The unique weapon hanging from the Drunken Demon's waist was named Hyeollu. He said this while wearing a weapon named 'Blood Tears'.

"Are you serious?"

"I'm serious. I want to live my whole life like this and then die."

"Is that really why you want to become my man?"

"That's right."

"Then prove it."

"......"

"Reconcile with Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

The Drunken Demon flinched, surprised by the unexpected proposal.

"I'm serious too. From now on, you'll have to make an effort to become my man. If you reconcile with Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon and maintain an amicable relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon..."

I coolly finished the remaining liquor and spoke to him.

"I will become sworn brothers with you, Drunken Demon."

Silence fell again.

The Drunken Demon stared at me for a moment before finally opening his mouth.

"You truly are an unpredictable person."

"You're the unpredictable one, Drunken Demon. You're surrounded by all sorts of preconceptions. I, on the other hand, am being rational. It's an exchange of what I want for what you want."

I took a refreshing drink of liquor, then set the bottle down and asked.

"Was your offer to become sworn brothers with me a joke?"

"It wasn't a joke."

"This is about forming a brotherhood. You have to show at least this much sincerity. 'Ah, he's doing something he really hates for my sake. He's doing it even though he's so reluctant.' Eating side dishes, reconciling. What can't be said with just words? With words alone, I could even win over the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"If it were you, you might actually win him over."

I let out a dry laugh, and the Drunken Demon drank his liquor.

"It's not that I don't want to reconcile."

"Then what is it?"

"It's because reconciling with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is impossible from the start. Have you ever seen water and oil mix?"

"They don't need to mix. They just need to float alongside each other."

"What if someone sets it on fire?"

"Then it burns. If you really don't want to, you can be the water. We'll make Elder Blade Demon the oil. He has a fiery personality, so let's make him the oil."

He was the type to laugh at most jokes, but he did not laugh this time. He seemed extremely reluctant.

Seeing how he acts with me, it seems like he could at least put on a silly smile and humor the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I could understand why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disliked the Drunken Demon. He hated people who got drunk and caused a scene.

But why was the Drunken Demon so burdened by this reconciliation?

"You have another reason for approaching me, don't you? Cut the nonsense about murim peace and tell me the real reason."

The Drunken Demon could have gotten angry at my harsh words, but he just drank his liquor with drunken eyes.

"As for this kind of older brother, younger brother relationship, my one Hyung is enough for me."

I leaped toward the ferry I had arrived on.

He could have stopped me from leaving, but in the end, he said nothing. As I docked the boat on the shore, I looked back at him. The Drunken Demon was drinking alone under the moonlight.


At dawn the next day, I quietly left the Cult.

I left a letter for Seo Daeryong, telling him I would be away for a few days.

Ever since the Four Strides of the Wind God reached the eighth level, my body had been itching, and I could not stay still. I tossed and turned all night, wanting to fight a strong opponent, but an even more intense desire was the urge to run.

I know that I must handle this desire well. Especially a supreme martial art like the Four Strides of the Wind God must be handled with even more care.

People often mishandle this desire and fall into qi deviation or die fighting a reckless battle. It happens when a person whose vessel is not ready learns a martial art beyond their capacity.

After leaving the Cult, I started running using the Swift Step. I ran with terrifying speed. There was no need to wear a mask.

My running speed was so fast that no one could tell who I was. They could not even tell if what passed was a person, a bird, or just their imagination. It was that kind of speed. I was fast at the seventh level, but this was different.

Normally, this speed was only possible in wide-open places like a plain.

However, the path I ran on now had obstacles. There were running carriages and passing people. There were trees and rocks.

But thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, I could run at this speed on any path.

Moreover, upon reaching the eighth level, the amount of inner arts consumed actually decreased. I had become able to use my martial arts more efficiently.

I ran until my inner arts were depleted, then circulated my qi before running again. It was the first time in my life I had ever run so exhilaratingly. Perhaps it was because my destination was where the people I wanted to see were.


The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol were seated in a bustling tavern. Several people came to their table at different times, reported something, and left. There were men and women, young and old.

Each time they came and went, Go Wol wrote something down on a piece of paper.

"What are you writing so meticulously? They'll know you're working even without contact."

Go Wol ignored the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words and wrote a message for a messenger pigeon. It was a pigeon to be sent to Geom Mugeuk.

Go Wol was engrossed in creating an intelligence network in the Central Plains under Geom Mugeuk's orders. Because the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had come with him, the work proceeded smoothly.

While working, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was once again impressed by Go Wol's abilities. He was building an organization that operated differently from the existing All-Knowing Hall, structuring it so that it could later be merged with the All-Knowing Hall. He was even keeping in mind the time when Geom Mugeuk would become the Cult Leader.

It was more difficult because of that, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader made the process smoother.

With the two of them joining forces, the work progressed at a breakneck pace. Of course, Go Wol had to endure the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's complaints.

"Go ahead and send them for a hundred days. See if you get a single reply from the Second Young Lord."

"This is a report. Who replies to a report?"

"Why not? You do it if you care. Didn't I tell you? That we'd end up becoming that Cult Leader and that shackle from back then. Just look, that's our situation right now. Out here in a foreign land, suffering through all sorts of hardships."

"Eating all the delicacies of each region. Sightseeing spectacular views when we have time. Such hardship."

"Leaving home is a hardship!"

"Where is your home, Cult Leader?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched. Go Wol's gaze shifted from his writing to the Cult Leader.

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult isn't your home, is it? Your home is here in the Central Plains. You were always singing the song of advancing into the Central Plains, weren't you? Look carefully as you travel around. We need to build your house somewhere here. Keep your eyes wide open!"

Having nothing else to say, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's arrows turned back toward Geom Mugeuk.

"Hmph! We'll have to build a house. The Second Young Lord has probably forgotten us. He'll probably feel a pang of guilt when he sees us at the Cult later. 'Ah! That's right. Among my many subordinates, there was that half-wit Cult Leader from the Outer Regions and that shackle guy. Ah, but what was that shackle's name again?' No matter how you slice it, people's hearts are all the same."

"Cult Leader."

"What?"

"Everyone is that Cult Leader, that shackle to someone. Only people like the Second Young Lord are special to everyone. Most people live like this, being moderately ignored. Becoming a special person is a tiring thing. Living like this suits you better, Cult Leader."

"You're ignoring me again, aren't you? Ignoring me again!"

Go Wol pretended not to hear and focused on writing again.

"You used to move so sluggishly, staring blankly at the Echoing Thunder Bell all day, but now you've become so diligent. What is it about the Second Young Lord that you like so much to cause all this fuss?"

"Then what do you like so much about me to follow me all the way here and suffer, Cult Leader?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not answer.

"It's the same for me. Is there any reason to explain it? I just like him, and after the Second Young Lord, it's you, Cult Leader. So don't be too disappointed."

"Hmph! There are only two people around you, so if I'm second, doesn't that make me last?"

"You noticed?"

"You crazy bastard!"

Go Wol laughed, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along with him.

This kind of conversation was their joy. They repeated the same stories over and over, badmouthing Geom Mugeuk, talking about the old days, and talking about what would happen in the future. They repeated the same stories every day.

"This is proof that people are truly close. Being able to say the same thing over and over and listen comfortably. You can't talk like this with the Second Young Lord, can you? It's uncomfortable, right? That's proof you're not close with the Second Young Lord. No, wait, the Second Young Lord is too busy showing off everywhere to have time to listen to you, right?"

It was at that moment someone spoke abruptly from behind the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You kept calling me Second Young Lord until the very end."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned in surprise. I was standing there with a smile.

"So you meant to badmouth me until the very end."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol shot to their feet in shock.

"Second Young Lord!"

"Second Young Lord!"

Still smiling, I spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"This is why I wanted to come."

"Hmph! Did I say anything that wasn't true? So what!"

Seeing his unchanging demeanor made me feel glad.

The place I had run to like a madman was where the two of them were working. I found them because they always sent messenger pigeons detailing their location and work progress.

I caught up on things with the two of them.

Surprisingly, Go Wol already knew about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon. He even knew that my Hyung was in contact with the Fist Demon and the Poison King.

I could see he had already secured a proper intelligence network within the Cult. The external intelligence network was also rapidly expanding throughout the Central Plains.

"What's the financial situation?"

"We've almost run out."

Hiring capable people and establishing an organizational network cost an enormous amount of money. Go Wol had left with one million two hundred thousand taels, but it was already about to run out. The initial costs of building the organization were just that high.

"I'll send additional funds soon."

"......"

For now, I had enough funds from the Golden Market, but I would have to earn more money later to operate the Ghost Shadow Squad as well.

Just then, my eyes met the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's. He flinched in surprise.

"Why are you looking at me while talking about running out of money?"

"It's been a while, so I was just happy to see you. Why? Am I not allowed to look?"

"It feels like silent pressure to lend me money, doesn't it? That's right, it's that look. Exactly that look! That sinister look you had when you were after my divine object before. Not a chance. Nope, you're absolutely not getting my money!"

I burst out laughing.

"Thanks to that divine object, my life was saved."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled by my words.

"Really?"

"Yes. I survived thanks to the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk."

"Ah!"

A look of joy flashed across the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. He was still grumbling, but the favor in his eyes toward me was incomparable to before.

Cult Leader. Forget the money. Let's just keep going like this. I know very well what you sacrificed to come this far. I'm grateful enough just for you being by Go Wol's side.

"Now that I've seen your faces, I should be heading back. I have to return by the morning after tomorrow."

"The morning after tomorrow? What are you talking about? Do you know how far it is from here?"

"It took me two days to get here. I'm thinking of shortening the time on the way back."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been making a dumbfounded expression, saw an opportunity and said to Go Wol.

"See? This is your Second Young Lord's true nature. Didn't I tell you before that the Second Young Lord was a braggart? Now you see how well I can read people, right? Are you still going to ignore me after this?"

Then, Go Wol said slyly.

"Is it really a bluff?"

What was on Go Wol's face as he looked at me was firm belief.

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his voice.

"Of course it's a bluff! It would take ten days to run from here to our Cult without resting. Even if I ran myself."

"You're slow because you're fat, aren't you, Cult Leader?"

"What? You haven't seen me run, have you? I'm the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader provoked me.

"Two days? If you can get to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters within two days, I'll give you a million taels. How about it? Let's make a million-nyang bet. You wouldn't be able to do that, would you?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed his triumphant confidence. He believed it was absolutely impossible.

"Let's do it, the bet."

"Really?"

"......"

"Don't tell me you're trying to give me money as a reward for saving my life with the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk? You don't have to do that. I have plenty of money."

"I am grateful, but I don't have the luxury of giving you money. As you know, I have a lot of expenses right now."

"Alright, then let's do it! I'm telling you in advance, I won't give back a single penny. It's no use whining about it later!"

"That's what I should be saying to you. You can't say things like it was for medicine or it was your retirement fund."

"I told you I have a lot of money! I'm the former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

"Alright. When I arrive, I'll send an official messenger pigeon from our Cult here. Since it's an official messenger pigeon, it will be stamped with the date, and when you come to our Cult later, you can confirm when I arrived."

"Don't worry. I have someone who can confirm the date you arrive. Don't forget. It's a million taels, Second Young Lord."

I smiled and rose from my seat.

"I know very well how much the two of you are suffering for my sake. I am always grateful. I'll see you later then."

As I was about to turn, Go Wol said suggestively.

"Congratulations in advance on the million taels."

"Thanks."

From behind, I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grumbling.

"What are you talking about? You should be cheering for me! If you're going to be like this, even if I get the million taels from the Second Young Lord, I'm not giving you a single penny!"

After bidding them farewell, I started running toward the Cult again.

The more I ran, the more accustomed I became to running, and I increased my speed even more. The more I ran, the faster I became, and the more I ran, the greater the freedom I felt. I also felt a strong desire to achieve complete mastery.

And two days later, I was writing a message for a messenger pigeon at our Cult.

[To the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, I will make good use of the million taels. Thank you as always. Ah, and if you're feeling disappointed, we can do it again, this time for a day and a half...]


Chapter 138: If I Just Let Him Go, Would I Be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

"Where have you been?" Seo Daeryong asked.

I told him my destination.

Seo Daeryong blinked, no longer even surprised. "You went there in just four days?"

"......"

"You're not joking, are you?"

I nodded, and Seo Daeryong shook his head.

"I won't ask any more questions. I won't even try to understand. If I think about it too much, I'll just be the strange one. You're the kind of person who could suddenly say, 'I'm joining the Murim Alliance tomorrow,' and it wouldn't be strange at all."

"Good that you know. By the way, what about the Drunken Demon?"

"He hasn't come once since you left, Director."

I remembered how the Drunken Demon looked when we last parted, sitting alone on a ferry and drinking. I had told him to cut the nonsense about peace and tell me his real reason for approaching me. It occurred to me that my words might have angered him.

As long as you're not honest, we can never be sworn brothers.

He might genuinely wish for peace, but I could clearly feel that wasn't his only reason.

"But Detective Seo, why are you limping?"

"The Master put me through hell training yesterday."

"Suddenly?"

"Yes. He seemed to be in a bad mood."

Just then, another investigator guided the Blood Heaven Blade Demon into the office. Seo Daeryong startled, since we had just been talking about him.

"Master!"

To Seo Daeryong, he was always a respected and welcome Master. It would have been nice if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon treated him more warmly, but he just gave a slight nod.

"You may leave for a moment," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"......"

Seo Daeryong went outside. He had been limping badly in front of me, but now he gritted his teeth and walked out steadfastly.

Hang in there, Detective Seo. It's not easy to open your stubborn Master's heart.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's small, sharp eyes looked even fiercer today. His bad mood from yesterday seemed to be continuing.

"Welcome, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon got straight to the point. "The Drunken Demon came to see me yesterday."

I knew then. Seo Daeryong's hell training was because of the Drunken Demon.

"He brought a bottle of liquor. A very expensive one."

Although he spoke calmly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression showed his displeasure.

"Why did he say he came?"

"He said he just bought it because he wanted to give it to me, then left after handing it over."

He had begun his effort to reconcile with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It took him five days to decide to go and give him a bottle of liquor.

"It was similar to when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came and asked me to deliver a mask to you."

"That's different. He had business with me then, but this time, he has business with you, Elder."

"I still thought it was business with you."

He's so incredibly sharp.

"No, this is the first I'm hearing of it. So, did you drink the liquor?"

"How could I drink it without knowing what's in it? I just poured it out and threw it away."

"How could you throw away someone's sincerity like that?"

"Why do you care about someone else's sincerity?"

"Because you said it was expensive liquor. You should have just given it to me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me suspiciously. "It was you, wasn't it? You pulled some strings. Otherwise, there's no way that drunkard would do something he's never done in his life."

I considered telling the truth but decided to deny it. For this reconciliation to work, the two of them had to sort it out themselves.

"No, I don't know anything about it. Perhaps he was impressed by you, Elder, while drinking at the Alluring Inn that day."

"Impressed by what? I did nothing but curse at him."

"Who else in the world would curse at him like that? Maybe he had a change of heart."

"Don't defend the Drunken Demon. I told you clearly, didn't I? The Drunken Demon is a sinister man. Second Young Lord, don't give your heart to the wrong person. If you go too far, the road back will be arduous."

After saying what he had to say, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left the office.

Their reconciliation now depended on the Drunken Demon's actions. In that process, the Drunken Demon would shed another layer of prejudice, and I would have an opportunity to learn more about him.


That night, I sat on a branch of a distant, giant tree and watched Lee Ahn train. I was far enough away that she wouldn't notice me, but I could still see the expression on her face.

Sweat dripped from Lee Ahn as she practiced the Soaring Sky Sword Art with the utmost seriousness. She performed the same technique again and again, refusing to rest until the repetition finally yielded a response.

Just then, someone entered her training ground.

Surprisingly, the visitor was Green Mask, a subordinate of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Martial Artist Lee."

"Ah, Green Mask."

"I'm sorry to come at such a late hour."

"Not at all. What brings you here?"

"That offer you made for me to join as a Division Leader, is it still valid?"

"Until you give a definitive refusal, Green Mask, the position of First Division Leader will always be empty."

Lee Ahn's voice trembled. Green Mask's sudden visit had flustered her. Green Mask, however, continued with his prepared questions.

"What kind of work will the Ghost Shadow Squad do in the future?"

"The Ghost Shadow Squad will operate as an organization solely for the Second Young Lord."

"What if the Cult Leader's orders and the Second Young Lord's orders conflict?"

Lee Ahn simply gave a faint smile, as if she had already answered.

"Do you know what answer you're giving right now?"

"I didn't say anything, did I?"

Their gazes locked. I could sense the conflict in Green Mask's eyes behind his mask.

When this strange woman, who had transformed from incredibly fat to incredibly beautiful, suddenly asked him to be a Division Leader, he had honestly thought, Is she a crazy bitch?

She had saved his life, even destroying a carriage to do so, yet she was asking him to give up the future position of Demon Supreme to become a Division Leader?

At that moment, he truly thought, Heaven doesn't give a person everything. To be so beautiful, yet a crazy bitch!

As time passed, however, he found himself thinking more and more about that 'crazy bitch'. The thought of stirring up the murim with her seemed more appealing than waiting twenty or thirty years to become the Demon Supreme. The more he tried to shake the thought, the more he thought of Lee Ahn.

Would he have hesitated like this if she had made the offer before her transformation? He berated himself for being a fool mesmerized by beauty, but he couldn't help the thoughts that came to him. The idea that he would have been dead if not for her added strength to the temptation.

Lee Ahn chose honesty over pleasant words meant to entice Green Mask.

"I believe in the Second Young Lord. If he looks at the sky and says it's the ground, from that day on, I'll live thinking of the sky as the ground. If he tells me, 'Die in my place,' I'll die for him. I even practice in front of a mirror, thinking about what last words I'll say then."

"I've prepared several. There are words to make him remember me for a long, long time, words to let him send me off without a burden, and even words to hurt him. I guess I won't know which I'll say until that moment comes. This is the kind of person who leads the Ghost Shadow Squad. If you're going to join, you should know that."

The more she spoke, the more her trembling subsided.

"You don't have to decide right now. Please make a careful decision, for my sake as well."

"For your sake, Martial Artist Lee? What do you mean by that?"

"Because the position I offered you, Green Mask, is truly important and precious to me. It's the First Division Leader position in the first organization I've ever led. I don't want to see you regretting it in that position. I don't want to turn that precious position into a place of someone's regret. So please, take your time and make a decision you won't regret."

"I intend to keep the First Division Leader position vacant until you decide. Even if all the other Division Leader positions are filled, the First Division Leader's will remain empty."

Their gazes locked again.

"If I join the Ghost Shadow Squad, can I continue to wear this mask?"

"Yes, but in return, you'll have to talk to me a lot. So that if someone appears before me wearing that green mask and pretending to be you, Green Mask, I'll be able to recognize them immediately."

Green Mask stared at Lee Ahn silently for a moment, then bowed his head respectfully and left.

Only after he disappeared did Lee Ahn clutch her chest in relief.

"Ugh! I thought I was going to die from nervousness. What did I even say? Ahh! I'm doomed. I rambled on and on and said way too much!"

Watching her from afar, I burst out laughing.

Just then, someone leaped through the air and landed on the branch next to me.

To my surprise, it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had apparently followed Green Mask here.

"He was losing sleep over it for a while, and now he's finally come here."

It seemed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already noticed Green Mask's dilemma.

"Foolish bastard! What is he doing, bewitched by a pretty face?"

"It's a face worth being bewitched by, isn't it?"

"First you take my mask, Second Young Lord, and now you're taking my subordinate."

"Now, let's get this straight. You gave me the mask as a gift, and it's not me who's taking Green Mask, it's Lee Ahn over there."

"Then I suppose I'll have to take revenge on that pretty heart."

"Let's just say I'm the one taking him."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed softly. He sounded displeased, like a growling beast.

"What do you intend to do if Green Mask says he's leaving?"

"If I just let him go, would I be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? I'll have to cut off at least an arm before sending him off."

I couldn't tell if he was serious or joking. When Lee Ahn first made the offer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had watched without saying much. I thought he might let Green Mask go peacefully, but now it seemed that might not be the case. I had no way of knowing how he truly felt about Green Mask.

"Wouldn't it be all right to let him go in peace?"

"Are you saying that being a Division Leader in that nonexistent organization is better than being the future Demon Supreme?"

"In this respect, yes. Becoming the Demon Supreme is a matter of the distant future, while wanting to be a Division Leader is a desire of the present."

Actually, there was another reason. Green Mask would not be able to take the seat of Demon Supreme even when he grew old.

The current Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wouldn't know that he himself would hold the position of Demon Supreme for so long. He wouldn't know that Green Mask would spend all those long years just supporting him from behind.

"Both you, Smiling Demon, and I are bound by our given fates and cannot live as we please, can we? Why not let Green Mask, at least, live as he chooses?"

"He'll regret it later. What about that?"

"What can be done? It was his choice, so he'll have to regret it. He might regret it then and come back to you, Smiling Demon. Asking you to take him back."

"Not a chance."

"Please take him back. There's a good enough reason to."

"What reason is that?"

"Because the Green Mask of now and the Green Mask who has lived his own life will surely be different. The Green Mask who returns after wandering will be stronger. The sword of a man who has known regret will be faster."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me intently.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You were always curious about what's under my mask, weren't you? I'm always curious too. About what's inside you, Second Young Lord."

I was inwardly startled but answered calmly.

"Sometimes I wonder myself. What's inside me that makes me talk like I've lived a full life already. Being this talkative and preachy probably won't make me popular with the ladies these days, right?"

"So you do know."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed, and I laughed along with him.

"While we're on the subject, let me ask one favor. If Green Mask chooses to become a Division Leader, and you, Smiling Demon, get angry enough to want to cut off his arm, please meet with me first."

"Why? Are you going to cut off my arm so I can't cut off his?"

"I like you more than Green Mask, Smiling Demon, so why would I do that?"

"Then why do you want to see me?"

"For Lee Ahn's sake, if for no other reason, I have to try and stop you and persuade you somehow, Smiling Demon. I'm being sincere."

"I'll think about it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped away and left.

My gaze returned to Lee Ahn. She had calmed her excitement and resumed her tedious martial arts training.

You're doing well, Lee Ahn. In the end, Green Mask will come not because of your persuasion, but because he's captivated by your skill. I think the Smiling Demon's forgiveness also depends on that.


The next day, Seo Daeryong burst into the office with an excited face.

"Director, have you heard the rumor?" he asked immediately.

"What rumor?"

Seo Daeryong had brought a truly surprising rumor. "They say the Master is going to have a showdown with the Drunken Demon."

I was stunned. "Is that true?"

"I'm not sure if it's a false rumor or the real thing. It started from the Southern Blade Sect, though, but isn't it an unwritten rule that Demon Supremes don't fight each other?"

Seo Daeryong seemed worried that the rumor might be true.

"Are you worried?"

"Honestly, yes."

"What's there to worry about? Your Master has been training his martial arts like crazy lately."

"Still, he's getting on in years."

Does the Blood Heaven Blade Demon know? That his disciple is this worried about him. Then again, if he knew, would he have put Seo Daeryong through hell training just because he was in a bad mood?

As I stood up from my seat, Seo Daeryong asked, "Where are you going?"

"To buy liquor. A very strong one today."

"Ah! Are you going to stop the Drunken Demon?"

I spoke as I left the office.

"There won't be a duel. Because he'll die by my hand first."

I told them to reconcile, and instead they're having a duel? This is unbelievable, truly unbelievable.


Chapter 139: Punishment for the Cowardly Drunkard!

The Drunken Demon was sleeping, dead drunk. He had drunk so much that he didn't even notice my arrival.

"The Drunken Demon, the Drunken Demon!"

I called his name repeatedly, but he didn't wake up. In these moments, he was just a hopeless drunk.

I lifted the Drunken Demon and hurled him into the lake.

SPLASH!

I waited for a while, but the Drunken Demon did not surface from the water.

"I really can't deal with this!"

I jumped into the lake after him.

The Drunken Demon had sunk to the bottom of the lake like a corpse. I pulled him back to the surface.

"Snap out of it!"

The Drunken Demon opened his eyes and finally recognized me.

"Second Young Lord?"

I climbed onto the boat first. The Drunken Demon stayed in the water, floating on his back and staring at the sky.

"Aren't you coming up?"

"I'm staying here."

"Are you some rebellious youth? I can't stand to watch. I only put up with it because you're handsome."

"Stop staring at my handsome face and give me some liquor."

"Are you going to show me the divine skill of drinking while lying in the water? Which of the Drunken Demon's martial arts is this?"

When I didn't give him the liquor, the Drunken Demon held out his hand. A bottle from the ferry flew to him with telekinesis. He drank it while lying down.

"The rumors are true, aren't they?"

The Drunken Demon didn't answer.

"What on earth happened?"

The Drunken Demon swam away from the boat on his back, as if he didn't want to answer.

I rowed after him.

"I told you to reconcile, and now you're having a duel? You're basically picking a fight with me, aren't you? Get out here. Let's have a go."

"It's not my fault. It's that old man's. He threw away the liquor I gave him as a gift. He did it right in the front yard for everyone to see."

The Drunken Demon must have noticed the discarded liquor with his sensitive nose. The whole thing was wrong from the start.

"And do you know what that old man said to me after that?"

The Drunken Demon sat up. He laid an empty liquor bottle on its side in the water and sat on it. Neither the bottle nor the Drunken Demon sank.

"He asked if I enjoyed escaping reality by getting drunk and called me the most pathetic of all the Demon Supremes. So I asked him if there weren't Seniors who escape reality without even being drunk. I asked him who was more pathetic."

"You're not children, but you both act the same. So mature."

"He started it!"

"So?"

"I was going to end it there, but then he just had to make a comparison."

"With the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I presume."

The Drunken Demon nodded and perfectly imitated the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice.

"You're worse than the mask-wearer. The mask-wearer only hides his face, not his heart."

The impression was so good that if you closed your eyes, you would think the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was speaking right there.

"How dare he compare me! And to someone like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon! I almost blew my top."

"And so?"

"What do you mean, 'and so'? I was pissed, so I retorted. I said I was better than some timid man who suffers his whole life over one woman."

I shook my head, thinking he was hopeless.

"You didn't just touch a taboo. You ripped it wide open."

"So that old man's a dragon's scale, and I'm what, a fish scale? He touched mine first!"

SPLASH! The Drunken Demon plunged back into the water. He must have gone to the bottom, because he came up after a long while.

I asked him as he poked just his head above the surface.

"Just go and apologize. If he curses at you, just take it. He won't insist on fighting if you go that far."

"I don't want to. If anyone should apologize, it's him."

"Then you'll have to fight."

"I don't want to do that either!"

"Then what do you want to do?"

"I don't know either."

The Drunken Demon started swimming away again. I didn't chase him. Instead, I rowed in the opposite direction. Then, the Drunken Demon turned and swam after me.

"The reason I don't want to fight the Blade Demon is because of you."

"Because of me?"

Unexpected words flowed from his mouth.

"Because if he fights me, the Blade Demon you like so much will die."

I left him with his serious expression and rowed faster.

"I don't believe a drunk man's words."

The Drunken Demon's voice called from behind me.

"He'll die, I tell you!"

"I get it, so sober up and wait. I'm going to see Elder Blade Demon. If you're still drunk when I get back, you'll die by my hand!"

After leaving the Great Drunken Forest, I went straight to find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was training again today. His techniques were rougher and more aggressive than usual. The atmosphere alone felt like the eve of a decisive battle.

"Why are you training so hard just to catch one drunkard?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sheathed his blade and sat on a rock in the yard. His entire body was drenched in sweat.

"What happens if you break the unwritten rule that Demon Supremes don't fight each other?"

"Nothing happens."

"You mean there are no sanctions?"

"That's right."

"Then why hasn't the unwritten rule been broken?"

"Because they know one person will surely die. The probability of dying is high, and even if your opponent doesn't kill you, the loser's life as a Demon Supreme is over. Who would follow a leader who lost to another Demon Supreme?"

"And you're going to duel, knowing that?"

"Why? Are you worried I'll be kicked out of my position as a Demon Supreme?"

"You've lived your whole life as a Demon Supreme. It won't be easy to live as an ordinary cult member."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then said something unexpected.

"Do I look like a fool who would risk his position as a Demon Supreme over that insidious bastard?"

"Then why are you trying to fight?"

"It's for you."

Coincidentally, both men claimed they were acting for my sake. One refused to fight for me, while the other insisted on fighting for me.

"The reason he was suddenly acting friendly toward me was obviously because of you. You must have told him to reconcile, right? I knew that and provoked him on purpose."

"I heard the Drunken Demon mentioned the Sword Supreme Senior."

"What's the big deal? Everyone thinks the Sword Supreme is my great weakness, but that's not the case. In fact, at my age, one can even use their weaknesses."

"So you're saying you challenged him intentionally, not out of anger."

"That's right. I thought you could use this confrontation. When a problem like this arises, you naturally intervene. Wouldn't it be easier for you to use him then?"

"You thought that far ahead?"

"Did I misjudge?"

"No. You did well."

"On this matter, I'll follow your will. If you tell me to fight, I'll fight. If you tell me not to, I won't. This fight isn't my fight. It's yours."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had seen the essence of this matter. I was the one who tried to make them reconcile, and I was the one trying to mediate now. The Blade Demon had understood from the beginning that this was an issue between me and the Drunken Demon. He had probably even predicted that I would come to him like this.

"Don't expect me to reconcile with him. However, I understand that you need him. If it were anyone else, I would have stopped them, but you might be able to handle that insidious bastard. I've decided to trust you, not the Drunken Demon. So use this opportunity to get a firm grip on him."

A thought suddenly struck me.

I must not lose any fight from now on. How can I possibly lose when I have someone like this by my side, fighting for me?

So many things I wanted to say to him came to mind, but I swallowed them all.

"Thank you so much."

I bowed politely. As I turned to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke softly from behind me.

"You have to earn the cost of the restorative medicine I made for you."

You're earning the cost of miracle herbs, not just restorative medicine.


"It seems you didn't want to die."

The Drunken Demon had sobered up and changed into new clothes. He was waiting in the Drunken Dream Palace.

"What did that old man say? I'm sure you took his side."

"What Elder Blade Demon said isn't important."

"What? Why? Did he curse me out again? He did, didn't he?"

"Because this is a matter between you and me, the Drunken Demon. This all happened because I asked you to reconcile with Elder Blade Demon, right?"

"I tried."

"This incident made me realize something. Reconciling the two of you is impossible. This problem is strictly between you and me, the Drunken Demon. We have to resolve it ourselves."

"How do you propose we resolve it?"

I placed the bottle of liquor I had brought on the table in front of him.

The Drunken Demon asked in surprise.

"You want to resolve it with liquor?"

"Let's drink until we drop. Who needs side dishes?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me blankly, then burst into laughter. It was the heartiest laugh I had heard from him since we met.

"Good, this is it! This is why I like you, Second Young Lord!"

The Drunken Demon called for Yeo Bin.

"Bring liquor! Bring all the liquor I've been saving!"

I began drinking with the Drunken Demon. This drinking session was like my first duel with Father, where I fought without restrictions. I had always drunk carefully, trying not to make mistakes, but today, I just drank. I returned to my mercenary days, when I lived lost in alcohol.

"You drink so well. How have you held back all this time?"

"There can't be two Drunken Demons in our Cult, can there?"

The Drunken Demon laughed heartily at my words. He was ecstatic that I drank with such determination.

Drinking in this pavilion had a different charm than drinking on the ferry. The Drunken Demon told all sorts of stories, from tales of meeting women in his youth to badmouthing the other Demon Supremes.

I also spoke freely, telling stories about my older brother bullying me as a child and about Father. We gradually got drunker.

I drank spiritedly, but my tolerance couldn't match the Drunken Demon's. He drank twice as much as I did.

"Ah, now I get it. I see why you jump in there, the Drunken Demon."

I jumped into the lake too. I felt more alive after swimming a lap and getting out.

"That lake is my side dish."

"I'll be drinking slowly from now on."

"Stop drinking. You've already had a lot."

"You know what? The coolest thing about you, the Drunken Demon, is that you don't force people to drink."

"What am I supposed to do if that's the coolest thing about me?"

"What do you mean? That's incredibly cool. It's the Drunken Demon not forcing drinks, which makes it truly cool. Ah, I'm getting drunk."

I flopped onto my back. The Drunken Demon didn't scold my rudeness. He kept drinking, and I lay there listening to his stories. Some might not have endured it. The Drunken Demon boasted an incredible amount, but I didn't find it bothersome. To be honest, it was fun.

As we were drinking, I made a proposal.

"Shall we have an arm wrestle?"

"Arm wrestle? Using inner arts?"

"Of course not. A man-to-man contest. How about it?"

"Fine, but it's no fun without stakes, so let's make a bet. The winner gets a wish granted."

"A wish for a mere arm wrestle?"

"This is a real match. Imagine our Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman gathered for a contest. An arm wrestling match with the fate of the murim on the line! Martial artists would find that more interesting, don't you think?"

"Alright. Then go take a dip in the water. Don't make excuses later that you lost because you were drunk."

"It's fine. Against you, it's nothing!"

We cleared the liquor table and arm-wrestled. How could he overcome my youthful strength? Just as I was about to push his arm over, I felt the Drunken Demon secretly using his qi.

"I knew it! You drunkard!"

I started using my inner arts too.

The Drunken Demon then began to use his inner arts in earnest. It was as if all the liquor he had drunk had become inner arts. His power was unexpectedly strong, showing that his claim of being able to kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was no mere bluff.

However, he couldn't overcome my qi. Today, I hid neither my drinking capacity nor my inner arts.

"......"

The liquor table shattered. The match was decided.

"Punishment for the cowardly drunkard! I won!"

I shot up from my seat and jumped up and down like a child.

"This is invalid! You put in strength first! And I drank more liquor, didn't I? I'll go take a dip in the water, so let's have a proper match!"

His unreasonable insistence was not going to work, especially since he used inner arts first.

I ignored his words and leaned against the railing. The setting sun began to dye the world red. I gazed at the scene for a moment, then spoke to the Drunken Demon. I couldn't look at him, so I spoke while watching the crimson-dyed lake.

"Everyone says you're insidious and suspicious, the Drunken Demon, but I enjoyed our drinking session."

"!"

"You know how some people are? Everyone else dislikes them, but you find them good. You're that kind of person to me, the Drunken Demon. I liked your showing off, your bluffing, and even the empty look I sometimes saw in your eyes. That's why I was also anxious. What could your intention be in approaching me? To be honest, I thought it wouldn't matter even if your intentions were impure. Who doesn't have secrets or selfish plans? I thought it was all fine. I just hoped for one thing. Please let it be something I can understand. Please don't let it be something that prevents us from being drinking buddies."

The Drunken Demon's eyes wavered, sensing I was speaking from the heart.

"Our Second Young Lord has a serious drinking habit. When you get drunk, you say everything on your mind."

I finally looked at him and said.

"Hyung."

The Drunken Demon's eyes widened at my word. He looked genuinely startled.

"Let's be sworn brothers starting today. This is my wish."

"But you won, so why?"

"Because it was what I wanted too."

Surprise and passion born from unexpected emotion filled the Drunken Demon's expression.

"You... you're definitely a madman."

"I hear that from you too, the Drunken Demon... no, Hyung. Since I've heard it from all the Demon Supremes, I guess I really must be a madman."

"Your madness is subtle, which makes it even scarier."

The Drunken Demon straightened his posture, brought over a cup, and poured me a drink.

"Little brother, have a drink."

"Yes, Hyung."

I drank the liquor he gave me. Then I poured him a drink, and he drank it too.

"Don't be too moved. It's true that I'm drawn to you, but I'm also doing this because I absolutely need you, Hyung, to become the successor. So only half of my heart is pure. As for the other half, let's fill it with liquor. I'll be going now."

I felt needlessly awkward and was about to stand up first when the Drunken Demon spoke abruptly.

"It's because of me."

Unexpected words flowed from his mouth.

"The reason the relationship between the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme soured is because of me."

The Drunken Demon looked at my startled face and confessed an even more shocking fact.

"I drove a wedge between the two of them."


Chapter 140: In the Age of a Foolish Beast

The Drunken Demon's face was flushed red. I couldn't tell if the color came from alcohol, the sunset, or a shame he had buried for many years.

"I think I need another drink."

I was about to stand, but I sat back down.

I knew why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had a falling out. I knew they were once lovers who had a bad breakup. However, I never imagined the Drunken Demon was involved in their separation.

The Drunken Demon began to speak. "A long time ago, the Sword Supreme and I would occasionally drink and talk together. One day, the Sword Supreme asked me a question. Did I know what kind of person the Blade Demon was? I asked why she was asking. She said the Blade Demon had drawn her a picture. I asked to see what kind of picture it was. It was a painting of a beautiful woman, a portrait of the Sword Supreme. The moment I saw the painting, which depicted her as even more beautiful than she was in person, I knew. Ah, the Blade Demon likes the Sword Supreme. I just had a feeling."

This was them in their youth. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drawing a picture for a woman was a truly unimaginable sight.

"Sure enough, after that, the Blade Demon started to express his interest in the Sword Supreme more and more. He'd ask her to have tea, go for walks. The Sword Supreme told me everything about her meetings with the Blade Demon. Do you know how I felt back then?"

"Was it bad?"

"Very."

"Were you also in love with the Sword Supreme, Drunken Demon?"

"It wasn't like that from the beginning. It was only when the Blade Demon started liking the Sword Supreme that I suddenly felt rushed. Until then, I thought the Sword Supreme liked the Cult Leader. So I thought she wouldn't accept anyone, but that wasn't the case. She had purely admired the Cult Leader."

I poured a drink into the Drunken Demon's cup. He stared blankly at the cup, recalling the past.

"One day, while we were drinking, I subtly hinted at my feelings for the Sword Supreme, but..."

The Drunken Demon couldn't continue. I sighed and finished his sentence.

"You were rejected."

The Drunken Demon slowly nodded.

"She said her heart was with the Blade Demon."

Suddenly, the Drunken Demon roared.

"Does that make any sense? Does it? That scrawny, ugly Blade Demon, who was even much older than us! I was so furious I couldn't sleep a wink. I was angry at myself for not confessing more carefully, and even angrier that she saw my flustered expression the moment I was rejected."

The Drunken Demon held nothing back and honestly recounted everything from that time.

"Thoughts like this tormented me. Did I not actually like the Sword Supreme that much, and only confessed because the Blade Demon liked her, driven by a selfish desire not to let someone else have her? What a fool, making excuses like this just because I was rejected! I couldn't sleep for days."

Considering the insidious Drunken Demon of today, it was an unimaginably pure side of him.

"Isn't that age a time when we are foolish beasts, led by instinct?"

"But you weren't, were you?"

I was the same.

"Damn it! Just thinking about it makes me so embarrassed and annoyed I could die!"

The Drunken Demon shot to his feet and paced back and forth across the pavilion. He then leaned against the railing and gazed at the now-darkened lake.

"From that day on, my heart became twisted. I didn't show it on the outside, but I wanted to tear the two of them apart somehow, but as time went on, the Sword Supreme's feelings for the Blade Demon only grew stronger. Then, one day."

The Drunken Demon lit a lantern attached to a pillar of the pavilion. He got angry, then talked, then paced, then lit a lamp. His complicated feelings were conveyed through his actions. The lantern lit up and brightened the surroundings.

"I was walking down a hallway in a brothel when I heard the Blade Demon's voice. He was drinking with some martial artists from the Southern Blade Sect. They must have been talking about the Sword Supreme, because the Southern Blade Sect martial artists were asking about her. How much do you like her, have you kissed? Have you slept with her? It was the kind of stuff friends say when they get together, but I was furious. Those bastards!"

The Drunken Demon emptied his cup. I drank with him. Perhaps because of the atmosphere, I didn't feel drunk. I felt as if I stood with the young Drunken Demon in that brothel hallway.

"I should have just kicked the door in and flipped the place upside down right then. You sons of bitches! Shut up!"

"Why didn't you?"

"I felt like the moment I broke down that door, my life would be over too."

We know now that nothing much would have happened even if he had. Looking back, it would just be remembered as a day of fighting and causing a scene.

"The next day, when I met the Sword Supreme, I told her what happened yesterday. I told her I'd met the Blade Demon at the brothel. That fact alone would have upset her, but I added words that were never said. I told her what the men with him were chattering about, as if the Blade Demon himself had said it. I said the Blade Demon was talking about kissing you. I still vividly remember how my heart pounded like crazy as I said those words. Am I really doing something this cheap? Am I really this kind of person? My heart was racing and my mind was berating itself, but my mouth was saying, 'Men always tend to show off in front of courtesans.' I didn't even know if there were any courtesans in that room that day."

"......"

A piece of the pavilion's railing broke off in the Drunken Demon's hand. I could feel the anger and regret in his drunken eyes. I could now clearly see the origin of his always-empty look.

"Some time after that, the Sword Supreme told me. She said she had a huge fight with the Blade Demon and they broke up. From that day on, the two of them fought every time they met."

"Did you continue to drive a wedge between them after that?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head.

"There was no need. Once the relationship was twisted, it unraveled uncontrollably. In fact, these days I sow discord freely. Sometimes I drink with the Sword Supreme just for the fun of badmouthing the Blade Demon together."

"Have you ever thought about apologizing to them?"

"I have."

"Then why didn't you?"

"If it had been for some grand reason, I might have apologized to the Sword Supreme, but I couldn't bring myself to say I did it out of jealousy. Or maybe I still hope the two of them don't get back together."

The Drunken Demon looked at me and added, "This is how petty and cheap of a person I am."

"I know."

"What?"

"Did you think I considered you an upright and honest person, Drunken Demon? You're insidious, wicked..."

"Enough!"

Hearing his own faults from someone else seemed to make him boil with anger.

"What did I do that was so wrong! If they were going to break up over a few words like that, they were bound to break up anyway, right? I'm right, aren't I? It's true he went to a brothel, and it's true he brought up the Sword Supreme in the first place, right? Who told him to go there? Who told him to meet me there? Damn it!"

I realized something. The Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme were not the only ones who had been fighting for all these years. Perhaps the Drunken Demon had been fighting the most fiercely of all.

"You're right. If they truly loved each other, they shouldn't have been shaken by something like that. Even if you had left them alone, they would have broken up for some other reason."

"Right? I'm right, aren't I?"

When I took his side, the Drunken Demon came over and grinned foolishly at me. Then he suddenly sighed.

"When she said they broke up, I wasn't happy at all."

It was time to ask the reason.

"Why did you tell me this story?"

"You kept asking, didn't you? Why I approached you. At a drinking party a while ago, the Sword Supreme told me. She said you wanted to make her and the Blade Demon your left and right wings."

"Did you come to cut off my wings? Or did you come to help attach them so we can fly together now?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head.

"I don't know either. Seeing the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme getting along with you at the center, I just thought I should jump in too. I didn't know I'd end up saying all this."

"Do you feel relieved now that you've said everything?"

"I'm already regretting it. Why did I have to reveal such a pathetic act with my own mouth? I must have been possessed by a ghost. Completely taken in by all that talk about half-purity."

He flopped onto his back on the floor. He stared blankly at the pavilion ceiling and spoke.

"Every time you see me, you'll remember this."

"I probably will. Aigoo, my poor, foolish hyung."

The Drunken Demon laughed at my words. The small laugh grew louder and louder. After a good, hearty laugh, he asked, "Are you going to tell them the truth?"

I shook my head.

"That's not for me to decide."

"I plan on never telling them."

"Then don't."

"I really mean it."

"Go ahead."

The Drunken Demon shot up and stared at me.

"Don't you want the two of them to reconcile?"

"Do you really think they'll be happier if they learn the truth?"

"!"

"Setting aside their hatred for you, Drunken Demon, the two of them will feel even more regret that their love didn't work out for such a reason. Since they can't turn back time, that regret will be even greater, and what then, will the two of them start a new love now? Is that even possible? In the end, all three of you will be more miserable than you are now."

I believe this is a truth that should be buried forever. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon might try to kill the Drunken Demon in a fit of rage. Even if he succeeded, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would have to pay the price, and how would the Sword Supreme feel in the middle of all that? After all, this all happened because the Drunken Demon liked her too.

"Consider the one chance you had to reveal the truth as having been used on me right now."

Whether he had told me or not would make a huge difference. This past that clung to him like a ghost was not something he could face alone.

"If you can free yourself from the obsession of having to reveal the truth, you might actually be better at helping them reconcile. From now on, try to get closer to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and when you drink with the Sword Supreme, praise him instead of badmouthing him. If you do that, an unexpected opportunity to bring them together might arise someday. It's not too late to give them wings."

"You should be the hyung."

"I refuse. It's more fun to tease my poor, foolish hyung if he's the hyung."

The Drunken Demon's expression became much more relaxed. Having said everything, he looked as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

"But you must keep one promise."

"What is it?"

"Drink less, and eat side dishes with your alcohol. Since it's come to this, I have to make sure my poor, foolish hyung lives a long life."

I don't know if the Drunken Demon's fate will change from this day forward. Will he still die from alcoholism despite this, or will he live a different life?

Perhaps, as his fate changes, he might even die sooner, but that's fine. Any death would be better than the Drunken Demon's end, dying from alcohol poisoning.

"Hyung, let's have one last drink. I can't drink anymore, and... thank you for telling me honestly."

The look he gave me was one I had never seen before. I wondered if we could maintain this expression towards each other until the very end.

"Little brother... thank you."

The Drunken Demon clinked his cup against mine.


The next day, Father summoned me.

When I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall, I could feel the atmosphere was different from usual. The great strategist Sama Myeong was there, and my brother Geom Muyang had also come.

After I greeted Father and Sama Myeong, Geom Muyang spoke to me.

"You reek of alcohol. How can you smell of alcohol when you're meeting with Father?"

"I drank a bit too much yesterday. With the person who loves alcohol the most in our Cult."

I deliberately mentioned the Drunken Demon. Geom Muyang tried hard to act composed.

"Yes, I heard you've been spending a lot of time with the Drunken Demon lately. Don't drink too much."

Geom Muyang must have been in a bad mood. He probably hoped the Drunken Demon would cause problems for me, but it must look like we were just getting along well.

Nevertheless, Geom Muyang tried his best not to show his emotions. My brother definitely becomes a different person in front of our father.

"Shouldn't you be more careful, Hyung?"

"What do you mean?"

"I heard you're hanging out with the Poison King these days. Mine is alcohol, but his is poison, isn't it? Be careful, Hyung."

Even in front of our father, a tense war of nerves unfolded. I didn't try to hide it on purpose, not from Father and not from my brother.

As seen in the Drunken Demon's case, feelings that are hidden and suppressed will eventually cause problems. Fighting and bickering openly like this was the right way to fight a battle to save my brother. People curse you when you show your anger on the outside, but they send assassins when you hide it on the inside.

Father watched our exchange with an unreadable expression before he nodded to Sama Myeong, giving him a signal.

Sama Myeong then stepped forward and spoke.

"Today, two different missions will be given to each of the two Young Lord."

In Sama Myeong's hands were two red envelopes.

The time had finally come. The real test to decide the successor had begun.

"To ensure fairness, please choose the one you prefer."

The moment I saw those envelopes, my heart stirred.

Before my regression, I remember this day. The two missions given to us.

My brother succeeded, and I failed.

By messing up this mission, I was completely removed from the line of succession.

Just like in the past, my brother gave me the first choice this time as well.

"You choose first. Don't regret picking the wrong one later."

"I doubt that will happen."

I slowly extended my hand and chose one of the two envelopes.


Chapter 141: Making the Right Choice This Time

I chose the path I knew. I had picked the mission on the right before my regression, so I chose the right envelope again today.

I can handle any mission now!

This was not the time for such confidence. It was a chance to humbly make up for a past failure.

Inside the envelope was a single sheet of paper with four characters written on it.

Punishing the False Demon.

It was the same command I had received in the past.

Sama Myeong sent a telepathic message to explain. This method ensured neither of us knew the other's mission.

[A strange group called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society has recently started operating in murim's shadows. They claim to create a new murim under heaven's command, but they only seek personal gain. Lately, they've impersonated our Cult's Demon Supreme and caused incidents we can no longer ignore. Second Young Lord, you must find their Chairman, assassinate him, and eliminate the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

Truthfully, when I heard this message before my regression, I had looked down on them. They were impersonating our Cult's Demon Supremes instead of asserting their own strength.

I perceived it differently now. Daring to impersonate a Demon Supreme meant they were either confident they could handle the consequences or had another scheme hidden away. These were no ordinary foes.

"I accept your command."

As I accepted the mission, Geom Muyang picked the remaining envelope. Of course, I knew exactly what mission was written inside.

After giving Geom Muyang the basic information telepathically, Sama Myeong addressed us both.

"You must resolve the missions alone. However, you may use the entire information network of our Cult's All-Knowing Hall. You may also, just once, use any one of our Cult's Demonic Army, the Four Strongest Demons, or the Eight Demon Supremes."

This meant we had to solve it alone but could receive the Cult's help to subjugate the enemy.

When Sama Myeong finished, Father spoke.

"A frog in a well or a flower in a greenhouse can't lead our Cult. Solve this definitively and return!"

Father entrusted me with this dangerous mission without a single word of caution. I smiled, easing the tense atmosphere.

"Father, which of us would you like to see return successful?"

My question made the corners of Father's mouth lift slightly. I could feel him forcibly holding back a comment.

In truth, his gaze was impartial as he looked down on us. He showed no personal favoritism toward me or my brother.

Before my regression, I had not looked at Father at this moment. I only thought that I had to complete the mission, no matter what.

This time, however, I looked at Father.

Father, don't worry. I'll resolve this safely and return.

I conveyed that trust with my eyes. This, too, was an effort to become the successor. The more Father trusted me, the closer I would get to the position of heir.

My gaze shifted from Father to Geom Muyang.

Hyung, do well and come back, just like before. I'll do well and come back too. Ah, don't look at me so coldly without even knowing my heart.


The next morning, Lee Ahn came to find me as I prepared to depart.

"You called for me?"

"I'm going to be leaving the Cult for a while."

"Where are you going?"

"I can't say."

I raised a finger and pointed upward. Lee Ahn realized I was leaving to carry out an order from the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Buy me something tasty on your way back!"

"I'm not going out to play. I'm going to handle something incredibly dangerous."

"I'm busy with my martial arts training, so I'll get going."

"Terrifying enemies are going to come pouring out."

"Have a safe trip!"

Lee Ahn, who had run to the door, sighed and turned back.

"Wouldn't it be nice if I could just leave like that? How dangerous is it? I'll go with you and help."

She had switched from the playful Lee Ahn to the one who worried about me day and night.

"It's something I have to do alone, and I was just joking. You don't have to worry."

"Really?"

"Don't worry needlessly. Just focus on your own work."

"Speaking of which, Green Mask came to see me a little while ago."

I had watched the two of them meet but pretended not to know.

"Did he say he'll be the Division Leader?"

"No, he's still thinking about it. He just asked a few things and left."

"What's your feeling about it?"

"It's fifty-fifty. Honestly, right now I'm hoping he'll come, but I also think I'll be more worried if he actually does. It's because he'd be starting a new life because of me."

"Worrying about what comes after disregards Green Mask's own deliberation. You might think you have to take responsibility for him, but that's not the case at all."

"It's not?"

"That's right. Green Mask is also coming after careful consideration. He's coming because he's done the calculations and concluded that coming to you is more beneficial. If he comes and decides it's not for him, he'll leave. So don't feel burdened."

My words made Lee Ahn grin.

"Get stronger, Lee Ahn. Then, nine out of the ten problems you worry about will solve themselves."

After bidding farewell to Lee Ahn, I left my residence.

I intended to see each of the Demon Supremes before leaving. I did not necessarily need to check on them, but this time, I wanted to see them before I left.

The first place I visited was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Valley of Evil.

He was always in that white room staring at the wall, but today, Green Mask informed me of his absence.

"The Demon Supreme left the Cult a few days ago."

"Can you tell me where he went?"

"He left without telling me either."

"When he returns, please tell him I stopped by."

"Yes, I will."

As I turned to leave, Green Mask asked me a question.

"I would like to ask one thing."

"Go ahead."

"You may find this question strange, but to the Second Young Lord, what kind of organization is the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

I knew very well why he was asking this, so I answered him honestly.

"It's the organization that will become my main force in the future. It's also the organization led by the person I cherish most. It will probably become the busiest organization in murim. So busy that you'll find yourself saying the days under the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were good."

I could see the eyes behind Green Mask's mask form a smile.

"Thank you for telling me."

Green Mask bowed his head. I could have said more to him for Lee Ahn's sake, but I did not. Only when one makes a decision based on their own judgment can even regret become valuable.

Next, I visited the Flower Sword Supreme.

After hearing about the past from the Drunken Demon, I found myself thinking about her life.

If things had worked out with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, would she be happier now than she is?

"You seem to be getting younger these days."

"Don't say such nonsense. I've been worried about all the new wrinkles lately."

Despite her words, the Flower Sword Supreme's face brightened at the rare compliment.

"I heard you had a drink with the Drunken Demon?"

"How did you know?"

"The Drunken Demon stopped by. He said he got some good liquor and left it for me. He did something he doesn't usually do, which was strange."

"What did he say when he gave you the liquor?"

"He was bragging and so happy about how you two had decided to become sworn brothers."

"I don't know if that's a good thing. If I become sworn brothers with him, the whole hierarchy gets tangled."

"Then be friends with me too."

"Please don't say such things, even as a joke. I was only joking."

The Drunken Demon probably did not come just to brag. He must have confessed everything to me and felt sorry toward her.

I would have to wait and see how the Drunken Demon would act from now on.

"As you know, the Drunken Demon and the Blade Demon don't get along. Will that be alright?"

"You'll have to help, Senior."

"......"

"Even if you don't feel like it, please say some good things about Elder Blade Demon. I know you're displeased with him. Still, I'm asking you to do it for my sake."

The Flower Sword Supreme gave no answer. It seemed even my request was not enough to erase her animosity toward the Blade Demon.

Still, I expected things to improve. If the Drunken Demon stopped badmouthing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and started saying positive things, her feelings might also slowly change.

Next, I visited the Drunken Demon.

However, Yeo Bin delivered some unexpected news.

"The Drunken Demon has entered seclusion training."

The news was so sudden it startled me.

"Seclusion training, all of a sudden?"

"He said he's been drinking too much lately and needs to expel some of the alcohol qi."

"That's a good thing, right?"

"Yes, it's what I've truly been hoping for. Thank you, Second Young Lord."

"Don't mention it. He promised me he'd cut back on drinking and eat more side dishes when he does drink, so please take good care of him, Martial Artist Yeo."

"Yes, I will."

I had felt for a while that this Yeo Bin was fond of the Drunken Demon. Did the Drunken Demon know how she felt? Like a sly old fox, I suspected he knew but pretended not to.

The last Demon Supreme I visited was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon at his residence.

"The Elder's blade is becoming even fiercer."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was, as always, immersed in his training.

"The more you grow, the fiercer your enemies will become."

"Are you really training to face my enemies? Are you planning to have a go at the Demon Supremes who support my brother?"

"It's not just because of the succession fight."

"Then what is it?"

"Do you remember what I said before? The saying that when a dragon ascends to the heavens, it brings a storm with it."

"Of course. The Elder said that my people were being swept away by that storm."

"That's right. You said it was a loach stirring up trouble in muddy waters, but I believe that trouble will awaken the sleeping dragons of murim."

"Aren't you overestimating me?"

"Seeing what you've shown so far, this is an underestimation. Be careful when you're out there. It may seem like our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance have murim divided and under control, but we are a small fraction of all martial artists. We don't know where someone stronger might pop out from. Don't forget. Jianghu is a place where masters and strange individuals are as numerous as grains of sand."

"I will always judge carefully and act with caution."

"And, one moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went into his room and came out with a small box. I opened it and found a single pill inside.

"It's an Explosive Qi Pill. Use it if you're in a pinch."

An Explosive Qi Pill, when taken with depleted inner arts, restored them two to three times faster than usual.

Because it had no side effects, one had to pay a fortune to obtain it, and even then, it was incredibly rare and difficult to find.

"You should save it and use it, Elder."

"Are you planning to work this old man to the bone by making me take an Explosive Qi Pill? You take it and use it."

He forcefully pressed the pill into my hand. I felt his worry and hidden affection, and my heart swelled with emotion.

Elder, don't worry. I'll be careful and return safely.

Since I was receiving it anyway, I accepted it cheerfully.

"Don't you have anything else to give me? Why don't you go back inside and look for more?"

"There's nothing! Nothing else!"

"Seeing as you're denying it so strongly, you must have something. I'll look forward to it next time."

I smiled, offered my farewells, and was about to turn away when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

"What happened with that sly fellow?"

"We've decided to address each other as sworn brothers from now on."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked dumbfounded, then his expression changed to one of admiration.

"If you were a mere loach, you never would have been able to become sworn brothers with that sly fellow."

He might not like the Drunken Demon, but he acknowledged that becoming sworn brothers with him was a remarkable feat.

"I'm just doing as I please because I trust in you, Elder."

"And isn't that why this old body is swinging this heavy blade?"

After leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I left the Cult.

Once I reached a deserted area, I began to run in earnest. I had come to prefer moving alone lately, especially because of the Swift Step.

However, even when running, I made sure to rest properly. My every move would be reported to the Heavenly Demon Hall, so there was no need to reveal that I could run at an unbelievable speed.

I would run to my limit using the Swift Step, and when I reached a designated point, I would spend the rest of the time there practicing the remaining Four Strides of the Wind God.

My Shadow Step grew stealthier, my Vanishing Step faster, and my Hell Step more ferocious. I trained relentlessly, pouring all my effort and concentration into it. For now, my martial arts goal was the complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

According to data from the All-Knowing Hall, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had caused several incidents in the Hunan area.

The most recent incidents had occurred in Yongxing County and Dongkou County.

In the past, I had gone to Yongxing County to investigate and track the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. However, the incident there was not their doing. It was the work of copycats.

Because of that, I wasted a lot of time and belatedly went to Dongkou County to chase their trail. That made me impatient, causing me to miss clues I should have found, and in the end, I failed the mission.

Of course, this time, I made the right choice.

Upon arriving in Dongkou County, I immediately went to the Moon Wind Sect, where the incident had occurred.


Chapter 142: The Answer Lies with You

The Moon Wind Sect Leader, Chu Saeng, struggled to suppress his boiling anger.

Seok-hyung, a man Chu Saeng trusted, spoke. "Please don't worry too much. Several sects in Hunan have promised to cooperate with us."

The words only infuriated Chu Saeng more.

"Cooperation? How? Be specific. Did they say how many people they'd send, and when and where?"

Seok-hyung could not answer. The sects had only promised to help, offering nothing specific. Though they had maintained secrecy, rumors already spread that the Demonic Cult was involved.

"Put yourself in their shoes. Would they send their own people to face those bastards from the Demonic Cult? They'll pretend to be worried, but they'll be too busy locking their own doors."

Chu Saeng shot to his feet. Seok-hyung sensed an aura that suggested Chu Saeng was about to smash something and quickly tried to stop him.

"Compose yourself."

"How can I calm down when I'm this angry? These Demonic Cult bastards! I'll chew them up alive!"

"......"

Chu Saeng punched a hole in the wall with a palm strike. More than twenty holes had appeared since the incident. They would patch one, and another would be punched through.

Indignation and resentment filled Chu Saeng. He could not contain his surging anger, and fear lay at the root of it all.

Afraid that bastard would return.

Chu Saeng could not sleep at night. His nerves were stretched to their breaking point.

"You should ask the Murim Alliance for help, even now."

The Moon Wind Sect was a sect that straddled the line between orthodox and unorthodox. It belonged to neither the Murim Alliance nor the Evil Alliance.

"If we do that, we'll be at the mercy of those Murim Alliance bastards. If they solve this problem, they'll use it to demand our unconditional submission. Even if they fail, they'll use some excuse to subordinate us."

Sects in the Murim Alliance had to pay a fixed amount of money every year. The same was true for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance. In return, they could receive help when problems arose.

It was not just about the money. Chu Saeng did not want to belong to the orthodox sects.

At that moment, someone spoke Chu Saeng's innermost thoughts aloud. "You wouldn't want to be under bastards who do nothing for you but regularly extort your money. Isn't that right?"

Chu Saeng and Seok-hyung spun around in surprise. A young man stood in the main hall. He had entered without them noticing.

Seok-hyung drew his sword and stepped between the Sect Leader and the man. "Who are you?"

The two men tensed. They had not noticed someone entering.

The young man stated, "I'm from the Divine Cult."

The person who startled the two men was me.

I could have announced myself at the entrance, but I chose not to. The Moon Wind Sect was in a chaotic state, bustling with martial artists from the entrance to the inner halls.

"Please understand. I dislike crowds, so I came in quietly."

Chu Saeng waved Seok-hyung back. He knew that if I had intended a surprise attack, they would already be dead.

"I am Chu Saeng, the Sect Leader of the Moon Wind Sect."

He had lost his father early and, in his late twenties, was one of the youngest sect leaders in Hunan province.

I did not reveal my identity.

"I've come to handle the incident that occurred in your esteemed sect. I can't reveal my identity due to circumstances, but you should recognize this, shouldn't you?"

I showed them a token engraved with the demonic ghoul that symbolized our Cult.

Chu Saeng was naturally suspicious. "A token can be forged, so I can't trust you based on that alone."

"How did someone as suspicious as you get fooled by those bastards?"

"You've gone too far!"

Seok-hyung stepped forward, and I extended my hand.

SWAAAAA.

Demonic qi erupted from me and constricted Seok-hyung's body.

He cried out, "Keuk," unable to move. His face turned crimson as he struggled to breathe.

"Sometimes, skill can serve as proof of identity, can't it?"

As demonic qi dominated the surroundings, Chu Saeng said urgently, "Stop! I've lost many subordinates this time. I can't lose another. Let him go."

I withdrew the demonic qi. Seok-hyung gasped for breath and could move again. He glared at me with fearful eyes but still stood protectively before Chu Saeng.

"I too have loyal subordinates like you. If I were to lose them, I'd feel like my heart was being torn out. I'm sure it's the same for Sect Leader Chu, so the two of you shouldn't act rashly."

Though I spoke to Seok-hyung, my words were meant for Chu Saeng. The quick-witted Chu Saeng sent Seok-hyung away.

"You may leave."

"......"

Seok-hyung left so obediently that it seemed Chu Saeng had sent a telepathic message. It was likely an order to gather all the masters of the Moon Wind Sect, since the two of them alone could not handle me.

Chu Saeng remained composed, even though we were now alone.

"You cause all this trouble, and now you show up saying you'll clean it up? What exactly are your intentions?"

"Not to clean up, but to investigate. The recent incident wasn't our doing."

Chu Saeng scoffed. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society had deceived him by impersonating one of our Cult's Demon Supremes, and he firmly believed we were responsible.

Several similar incidents had occurred recently, but not all the sects in the Central Plains were aware of this fact yet.

In other words, this was a time before the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had fully emerged.

"Tell me what happened. If I'd come to harm you, would I be standing here arguing with you like this?"

My words seemed to reach him, and Chu Saeng finally began to speak about the incident.

"A while ago, a man came claiming to be from the Divine Cult."

"Who did he say he was?"

"He was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

I knew those bastards were impersonating a Demon Supreme, but I did not know it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

A dry laugh escaped me.

What were they thinking, impersonating the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon of all people? What would they do if they ran into the real one?

"What did he look like?"

"He wore a white mask."

Right. Since he wears a mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be the easiest Demon Supreme to impersonate.

"You believed him just because he wore a mask?"

Chu Saeng stated with conviction, "He was the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Why do you believe that?"

At that moment, rage consumed Chu Saeng.

"He killed my sect's masters in an instant. His finger qi bullet pierced their faces, and his palm technique blew their torsos to pieces. One of the top three masters in our sect was among the dead. If he wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, then who in the world could he be?"

It seemed they had even mimicked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's unique demonic arts, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm and the Blood Calamity Finger. Under such circumstances, Chu Saeng had no choice but to believe.

"After turning the place into a sea of blood by killing those who tried to protect me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon forced us to submit and pledge loyalty to the Demonic Cult."

The bastard committed unnecessary slaughter just to intimidate his opponent. That act alone makes him an evil that deserves to die.

"And do you know what else he did? It would've been less absurd if the bastard had just massacred us. We would've just thought we were unlucky to be caught and killed."

"What did he do?"

"He stole our money as he left. He demanded we hand over all the money we had on hand and cleaned out the sect's funds. You people are nothing but thieves! How dare you!"

I could understand any curse that followed.

"How much money did he take?"

"About sixty-two thousand taels."

Now I understood Chu Saeng's anger. I also saw why so many holes were punched in the wall.

"If we'd fought and lost for any other reason, I wouldn't feel this wronged. Submit to the Demonic Cult? Don't make me laugh! That was just an excuse. He killed my men just to steal our money. Do you understand what I'm saying? My men died for mere money! He should've just asked for the money from the start!"

Unable to hold back, he roared.

"UAAAAAARGH! I'm so angry I can't stand it. I'm not going to die a natural death."

From the way Chu Saeng spoke, I gathered he was usually a cheerful and pleasant person. If things continued like this, he would never return to how he was. The families of the dead, their friends, the survivors. The number of victims was not yet final.

"Right now, Sect Leader Chu, you're too angry to utilize your strengths."

"And what strengths are those!"

I took a piece of paper from my robes and read it. "The Moon Wind Sect Leader, Chu Saeng. Bright and has good judgment. Has strong pride and a hot-blooded side."

"Which bastard made that assessment?"

"The chief of our Cult's All-Knowing Hall, the Hunan Branch. Would you like to meet him?"

Chu Saeng looked at me, his expression torn between belief and disbelief. He then reproached himself in a drained tone. "What good is being bright and having good judgment? I was just helplessly defeated like this."

"Still, you must have your revenge, mustn't you?"

At the word 'revenge', strength returned to Chu Saeng's eyes.

"I will. I absolutely will."

There was a time when I felt the same. Revenge when I slept, revenge when I ate, revenge when I saw people. A time when I could not live a normal life, my mind consumed with the single thought of how to get revenge.

Chu Saeng was the same. He could not face his enemy through normal means.

However, just as I was fortunate enough to meet Seo Jin, he was fortunate enough to meet me.

"That revenge, I will help you with it."

Chu Saeng went to the table and gulped cold tea straight from the pot.

"Was it really not your doing?"

"Doesn't it seem strange to you too? If the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was after your money, would he have left after taking only sixty-two thousand taels? He would've taken everything down to the foundation pillars."

"What if it was just some kind of game to him?"

"If he enjoyed such a game, he'd be killed by the hands of our Cult Leader, the Heavenly Demon. Let's say it was a game. If that were the case, who here would've been left alive?"

"To be honest, I thought it was strange too. That's why I thought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had gone mad."

Though he might go mad one day if he keeps staring at that white wall.

"He's still sane. I met him not long ago."

Chu Saeng flinched in surprise when I said I had met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Because of the skill I had shown, however, he did not seem to think I was bluffing.

"Is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon really in your Cult?"

For a moment, I hesitated to answer. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not in the Valley of Evil when I departed.

"He was."

I did not answer this way because I did not want to argue with Chu Saeng. I was certain it was not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's doing. Father says you can never truly know what is inside a person, but some things you can know. No matter how evil the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is, he is not the kind of person to do this.

"If that man was a fake, then the one in your cult must be a fake too."

I wondered what a powerful impression the imposter had left to make him say such a thing.

I walked slowly around the main hall. I tried to picture the situation from that day, the killing of the Moon Wind Sect's martial artists, the theft of the money.

Why on earth did they do this? For money? Or to draw us in? I have to find a clue about them in this incomprehensible incident.

"Fine. Let's say he was a fake, as you claim. Then why on earth did that fake bastard do this? Was he trying to drive a wedge between us and the Murim Alliance? To start a war?"

"If that were the case, he would've targeted one of the orthodox sects belonging to the Murim Alliance."

"Then what is it?"

"That's why I'm here. To find out what's going on."

After staring at me for a moment, Chu Saeng opened the door and went outside. Seok-hyung and dozens of the Moon Wind Sect's martial artists had formed a perimeter there.

Chu Saeng went out alone and spoke to Seok-hyung. "Have the men stand down and prepare a guest room. We'll be treating him as an honored guest for the time being."

"Yes, I understand."

Seok-hyung looked relieved. It seemed he had gathered the martial artists but judged they could not handle me.

Chu Saeng came back inside.

"The thought that you might be in league with that bastard won't leave my mind. Still, I'm going to trust you. Do you know why? Because right now, I have to grasp at any straw I can find."

Then he suddenly looked up at the ceiling and shouted, "Father! Grandfather! Please help me! Please don't let me be toyed with any longer! Please watch over our sect! Please save my subordinates!"

Seeing as it was his fate to meet me, his ancestors were already helping him enough.

After his outburst, he revealed his true feelings. He lowered his voice so his subordinates outside could not hear. "Your arrival has ruined me. If he's a fake Extremely Evil Smiling Demon like you say, then I can't give up on revenge. If it were the real Demonic Cult, I could at least give up, telling myself it can't be helped. Because of you, I've stepped onto a bridge I can never turn back from. I have to cross this endless bridge of revenge for the rest of my life!"

"I will help you cross that bridge."

In the past, I had arrived too late and left this place in my haste without a proper investigation. In those days, I did not see Father, and I did not see Lee Ahn. It was a time when I only saw myself, not others, so naturally, I did not see Chu Saeng either.

"There are countless sects in the murim, so there must be a reason they chose your sect. Why you? Young, bright, hot-blooded, and proud. Besides what's written on this paper, what else is there to you?"

I approached him, stared intently into his face, and demanded, "There must be a reason those bastards chose you. Now, give me the answer!"



Chapter 143: The Reason You Appeared Before Me

"If I knew the answer, do you think I would have ended up like this!" Chu Saeng roared.

His hot-blooded nature was certainly clear. Not many people could shout like that at a demonic practitioner, especially one they knew was far stronger.

"My apologies. My patience is filled to the brim these days. Just one small pebble will make it overflow."

"I understand."

"What do you understand!" he roared again, then quickly apologized. "My apologies. This isn't something I should be angry at you for."

"It's fine. Wouldn't it be stranger to remain calm in a situation like this?"

Chu Saeng spoke to me in a slightly softer tone. "What should I do now?"

"Act as you normally would. Proceed with what you were planning to do, as if I'm not here."

"How can I pretend you're not here when you are?"

"Just focus on yourself. In a life-or-death situation like this, is there anything you can't do?"

I took out the paper with information about him and handed it over.

"Keep this with you always. Open it when you feel confused or your confidence wavers. Especially, don't forget the part that says you're brilliant. You are a brilliant man. So, use that smart head of yours to judge well."

Chu Saeng clenched the paper he was reading. It seemed even that paper was enough to make his patience overflow. He couldn't bring himself to tear it, so he stuffed the crumpled paper into his robes.

"How do you plan to move now? If I hadn't come, would you have contacted the Murim Alliance?" I asked.

Chu Saeng pondered for a moment before shaking his head. "I would have sooner joined hands with the Evil Alliance than call the Murim Alliance."

"Then will you join hands with the Evil Alliance?"

"Not them either," he answered honestly. Even before my regression, he hadn't joined hands with either the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance.

"Then how did you plan to resolve this?"

"I don't know either."

In that moment, I saw his pupils tremble minutely. To deceive me, one would have to be capable of deceiving oneself, and he was still too young.

He's hiding something from me.

However, I didn't press him. It was only natural for him not to trust me, someone he had just met. Pushing someone who tries to hide something only results in lies or excuses. It's best to handle such times calmly.

"Let's rest for today."


Seok Hyeong guided me to a guest room.

Good food and wine were brought out. I checked each dish for poison with a silver needle before I finished my meal.

Then, in my room, I trained in the Four Strides of the Wind God. The space, whether narrow or wide, didn't matter. Training in the room was an extension of the duel I'd had with Father at the inn, so it was highly effective.

My training would not stop now that I had the goal of achieving complete mastery before being taught the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.


When the moon shone brightly, I went to see Chu Saeng. He couldn't sleep despite the late hour and was lost in thought in his room.

"Did you rest well?"

"I rested well, but it seems you haven't slept a wink, Sect Leader Chu."

"I haven't been able to sleep properly these days." Indeed, Chu Saeng's eyes were red and bloodshot.

"One cannot make proper judgments without sleep."

"What can I do when sleep won't come, even if I want it to?"

"Try to get a proper night's sleep, just for one day. Shall I help you?"

"How? Are you going to press my acupoints?"

"I have a secret method for falling asleep when sleep won't come, taught to me by our Cult's demonic physician."

Chu Saeng seemed intrigued at the mention of a demonic physician.

"Come now, you have nothing to lose. Lie down on the bed here."

"This is... embarrassing, Commander."

Contrary to his words, the pain of sleeplessness must have been too much for Chu Saeng. He obediently lay down on the bed like a new bride.

"Do as I say. First, relax the muscles in your face. Next, release the tension in your shoulders and arms. More relaxed. Now, release the tension in your thighs and your entire legs, and imagine you're lying on a sandy beach under the warm sun. Now, raise a stream of qi from your qi center and slowly move it as I instruct. Move it slowly from the Subun acupoint to the Jungwan acupoint, from Jungjeong to the Okdang acupoint, and again..."


When Chu Saeng opened his eyes, it was morning. He woke up in bed, bewildered. He hadn't slept properly in days, but his throbbing headache was gone, and his body felt as light as a feather. He had slept surprisingly deeply.

"Ah! That secret method!"

It seemed he had fallen asleep without realizing it while following the secret method taught by that man from the Demonic Cult whose name he didn't even know.

Chu Saeng got out of bed and hurriedly left the room.

Geom Mugeuk was in the main hall where they had first met yesterday, staring at a mark on the wall.

"You're here?"

"Thanks to you, I slept well. I don't know how long it's been since I slept so soundly."

"Sect Leader Chu, you seem like someone who belongs in the orthodox sects."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

"It's because I think the reason you couldn't sleep, Sect Leader Chu, was due to guilt over not being able to protect your subordinates."

"What are you talking about? I was just angry at that person. I couldn't sleep because I couldn't overcome my own temper out of sheer rage."

Chu Saeng hated being treated as someone from the orthodox sects. This was largely his father's influence. From a young age, his father had taught him that being good only gets you taken advantage of.

"Do you think I could have survived in this jianghu until now with such a soft heart? Don't be ridiculous. Don't provoke me with such nonsense."

"I understand."

When he agreed so readily, Chu Saeng found himself getting angry at that too. He had come to thank him for the good night's sleep, only to end up raising his voice for no reason.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk turned, pointed at the wall, and asked, "This hole here."

"Ah, I punched a few holes in a fit of anger. I'm on the verge of making another one right now."

"Not those, I mean this one."

Where Geom Mugeuk pointed, there was a small hole.

"Is that the hole made by the finger qi bullet he fired?" Chu Saeng's expression hardened.

"That's right. It pierced through my subordinate and then through that wall. I specifically told them not to patch it up, so I can look at it and remember what happened that day."

Geom Mugeuk's expression was grave as he looked at the hole.

"What's wrong?"

"Because it looks exactly like the real Blood Calamity Finger."

"Are you perhaps talking about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's martial arts?"

"Yes. I have seen his martial arts before."

At that, Chu Saeng became agitated. "See, wasn't I right? It's the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

"It's not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"What are you talking about now? Didn't you just say it was the real Blood Calamity Finger?"

"I meant that the technique is that exquisite. It is not the work of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"You seem to trust the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon too much."

"I trust him."

"This is why I can't trust you. How can I trust someone who trusts the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon so much?"

"Whether you trust me or not is your choice, but this time, please trust me."

Chu Saeng stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. He was a truly strange person. He said he was from the Demonic Cult, but he didn't feel like a demonic practitioner. He lacked the characteristic roughness, cruelty, and sinister aura of a demonic practitioner. On the contrary, despite having met only a few days ago, he had a strange power that somehow made one want to trust him.

If this man is a villain, he'll be a truly great one.

Chu Saeng hid such thoughts and asked Geom Mugeuk, "But why did you tell me, knowing I would be this suspicious?"

"I had to tell you. There is nothing more foolish than hiding your true intentions while pretending to work together. If that's the case, we shouldn't have joined hands in the first place."

The words struck a nerve with Chu Saeng, who was hiding something.

"If you can't sleep today either, use the method I taught you. Your face looks much better."


The next morning, Chu Saeng came to see me again.

"I slept well again yesterday. Perhaps you were right. The better I sleep, the more I feel sorry for the dead."

"Think of the other sect members you must protect, Sect Leader Chu. What can be done? The living must live on and move forward."

It was a cliché consolation, but it seemed to offer some comfort, as he stood up with a slightly more relaxed expression.

"If there's anything you need, please let me know."

"I will."

Chu Saeng looked around the room as if he had something to say. "How long are you going to be here? It doesn't seem like anything will change by just staying here."

"I'll be here until you tell me the truth."

"!"

Flinching for a moment, Chu Saeng turned toward me.

"Sleeping well has cleared my head, and my thoughts about you have changed as well. I realized there must be a reason for this person to be by my side. An extraordinary person like him wouldn't be here for no reason."

I said to him calmly, "That's right. I noticed you were hiding something from me."

If this had been when we first met, he would have flatly denied my words, but the Chu Saeng of now did not.

"Then why don't you force it out of me? With your martial arts, you could surely find out, even if you had to resort to torture."

"This may sound strange to you, but I will say it. My demonic path is one that eliminates the absolute evil of the world. My demonic path does not break tables, and my demonic path does not torture those who are not evil."

"Those are truly strange words."

However, his expression said otherwise. He was beginning to understand what kind of person I was.

"I believe the reason they chose you is because of that something you're hiding right now. If my guess is correct, you will eventually be killed by them because of it. It may be hard to believe, but I want to save you."

"It is hard to believe... but I am believing your words. I have no reason to trust you, yet I keep wanting to, which makes me hesitate even more. I wonder if I'm being deceived by you. Father told me never to trust anyone's words. That was his last will."

Chu Saeng looked up at the sky. What answer would his father be giving him now? He had done well so far, but this trial, which had befallen him before he even turned thirty, was too difficult for him to overcome on his own.

Tell your son to open his heart a little. I will definitely save your son.

Did my feelings perhaps reach him?

After agonizing for a long time, Chu Saeng confessed his inner thoughts.

"After this incident, I kept thinking of one method. I kept debating whether I should tell you about it or not. My head told me I must never reveal the secret, but my gut told me to reveal it. It told me to trust you."

"I'll contact the All-Knowing Hall's Hunan Branch and have them change your record. 'Good intuition, but not brilliant.' Like that."

Chu Saeng laughed. It was the laugh of someone who had finally made up his mind. "I was planning to ask one person for a favor."

"Who is that?"

"I don't know who it is either."

Chu Saeng took out something he had kept on a necklace chain and showed it to me. It was a coin, cut in half.

"It's a gratitude coin."

A gratitude coin was a type of token where a coin was cut in half and given to a benefactor. Later, if even a descendant brought the coin, the debt of gratitude would be repaid.

"Father said he saved the owner of this gratitude coin when he was injured and on the verge of death. When he passed this down to me, Father repeatedly warned me to only use it when the life and death of myself and my family were at stake."

"Do you know who the owner of this coin is?"

Chu Saeng shook his head. "He didn't tell me. I don't even know if that person is still alive."

"How do you use this gratitude coin?"

"He said if I go to any Yellow River Inn in the Central Plains and show the coin to the owner, someone will come looking for me."

Contacting someone through an inn was a method used by our Cult and the Murim Alliance. I thought the owner of the coin must have been part of a large organization at one time.

"Can just anyone use it?"

"No. He said only our direct family members can use it. I'm not saying this because I'm worried you'll take it from me. He really told me that."

"I believe you. If that weren't the case, they would have already killed you and taken the gratitude coin."

"Do you really think that bastard did this because of this coin?"

"I can't be certain, but I have a feeling that's the case."

If they were after this, as I suspected, then they must be looking for the owner of this coin. Who could it be?

"When the incident happened, why didn't you use it right away?"

Chu Saeng let out a long sigh. "I agonized over it. I truly agonized until my head felt like it would burst. I was afraid. I was afraid that if I used this, I would get entangled with that person again. I was afraid that if I failed at revenge, that bastard would come find us and annihilate my family. I wished it would all just pass."

Chu Saeng lifted his head and looked at me.

"I believe Father sent you to appear before me to rebuke me for my cowardice. I will bet my fate, and the fate of my sect, on you."


Four days later, we sat in a Yellow River Inn in Hunan. When we showed the coin to the owner, he simply told us to wait here.

We waited without a plan.

Chu Saeng sat in the inn all day, perhaps afraid that someone would come and leave.

I stayed cooped up in my room training in the Four Strides of the Wind God. When it was time for meals, I ate with Chu Saeng, drank tea, and talked with him.

I told him about the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I also told him stories about famous martial artists, sects, and mercenaries from various regions. I described the scenic beauty and delicious cuisine of the Central Plains. I also told him about hunting and camping.

He was amazed by my extensive knowledge. No matter what he asked, I was the one with the answers.

It got to the point where Chu Saeng said this. "How can someone so young know so much? Are you perhaps... someone who has undergone Rejuvenation?"

"Even if I had the chance, I wouldn't do it. I'm going to grow old and die with my people."

"I'm curious about what kind of people they are. I want to see who surrounds a person like you."

"You'll regret it if you see them."

"Why is that?"

I answered with a smile. He wouldn't say such things if he'd ever been poked in the side by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon until he was bruised.

On the tenth day of waiting there, someone finally came to find us.

The moment he saw him, Chu Saeng shot up from his seat in shock.

It wasn't just Chu Saeng. I was surprised too.

A man wearing a white mask strode toward us.


Chapter 144: You're More Handsome Even With a Mask On

"That's him! That's the one!" Chu Saeng shouted. He panicked when he saw the white mask.

"Run! No, we have to run!" Chu Saeng screamed, thinking I was frozen in fear.

"Even you can't handle that man! Let's hurry and run."

When I still didn't move, Chu Saeng scowled and drew his sword.

"Damn it! Let's attack together!"

"You're truly a man suited for the orthodox sects."

"Are you crazy? What nonsense are you spouting in a situation like this!"

I understood why his father's will told him not to trust people. Even now, he refused to run away and tried to protect me.

The man in the white mask approached our table before I knew it.

The man in the white mask stared at us silently.

Chu Saeng trembled. He had vowed revenge, but his body wouldn't move now that he faced his opponent.

I broke the heavy silence that filled the room.

"Why didn't you show me this dangerous world before?"

To my surprise, he was the real the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

When I first saw him, I assumed he was the fake the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon who had visited the Moon Wind Sect.

But as he walked toward us, I realized he was the real the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had an aura that only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could exude.

"Why on earth are you here?"

"Why is the Second Young Lord here?"

Chu Saeng's eyes widened in surprise at our conversation.

He must be confused. Is this the real one, or am I in league with the fake?

I asked Chu Saeng, "Look closely. Is this the same man who came that time?"

Chu Saeng trembled while looking at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. A moment later, he shouted, "Ah! He's different. Definitely different. He's more handsome than that other guy!"

"But he's wearing a mask?"

"That's right. He's definitely more handsome."

I smiled at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "It seems this man can see right through the Smiling Demon's mask."

"Or perhaps my mask is more handsome."

I understood what Chu Saeng meant. Not just anyone could wear a mask and project the same feeling as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The aura, the feeling, the atmosphere. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon possessed a unique quality. That was what Chu Saeng meant by calling him handsome.

"So this person is the real the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Didn't I tell you? That other one was a fake. Now, greet him. This is the Demon Supreme of our Cult, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

Chu Saeng froze as if lightning had struck him. He didn't know what to say and stared at me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in shock and fear.

But the real surprise for Chu Saeng was just beginning.

"I went to see you at the Valley of Evil before leaving the cult, but you'd already left."

"I heard someone was going around imitating me."

Knowing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's personality, I knew he would never let such a person be.

"But how did you know I'd be here?"

"I didn't know the Second Young Lord was coming," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered surprisingly.

"Today, I came here to receive a gratitude coin."

I was startled. In fact, I was more surprised than Chu Saeng.

"The owner of the gratitude coin is the Smiling Demon?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his hand. A coin cut in half lay on his palm.

At that sight, Chu Saeng took the necklace from around his neck. "Huh? Uhh?"

The coin on the necklace and Chu Saeng were lifted into the air and dragged forward. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had pulled him with telekinesis.

The coin from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm also floated up. It met the coin from the necklace in mid-air, and the two halves fit together perfectly.

Dragged before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Chu Saeng stared between the joined coin and the man, consumed by shock. He likely never imagined his father had saved the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Neither had I.

TUK. With an indifferent hand, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon snapped the necklace string and retrieved the other half of the gratitude coin.

I spoke for the dazed Chu Saeng. "I truly never imagined the owner of the gratitude coin was the Smiling Demon."

"It was a very long time ago."

It felt new to me that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon once cared so much about debts and favors. It was even more surprising that he came here today to keep a promise.

"It's a pleasure to see you, Smiling Demon, but this place seems like a trap today."

Indeed, all the customers had left even before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon appeared. The owner had also disappeared. No one even passed by in front of the inn.

"And it seems that man disguising himself as the Smiling Demon was no coincidence either."

He didn't just impersonate the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon because he was a masked figure. I felt it was a deliberate attempt to target the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from the start.

If so, does that mean the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is targeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

"Do you have anyone in mind?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pondered for a moment, then said with a troubled expression, "How could there be just one? I just thought of about fifty people."

I laughed in disbelief, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed with me. Chu Saeng just listened silently, still struggling to adjust to the surprising situation.

"Besides you, Smiling Demon, does anyone else use the Blood Calamity Finger?"

"!"

I felt the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flinch for a moment.

"Why do you ask that?"

"The mark the fake left on the Moon Wind Sect's wall was similar to your Blood Calamity Finger, Smiling Demon. The technique was so exquisite that I could almost believe you had left it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paused briefly before answering. "There is another."

I didn't ask further. I knew he answered that way specifically because it was me.

"Perhaps the enemy we're about to face is no ordinary one."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. He clearly had an idea of who was behind this.

When our conversation paused, Chu Saeng asked me, "But he called you Second Young Lord. Surely that's not true, is it?"

I gave a meaningful smile. "If not, who else in the world could talk with the Demon Supreme like this at such a young age?"

"Are you really the blood of the Heavenly Demon?"

"I am."

"Ah! To think I'd see the blood of the Demonic Cult Leader and the Demon Supreme in the same place!"

He had just seen people a normal martial artist might never meet in their entire lifetime.

"I suspected you weren't ordinary. In fact, you're the kind of person who could say, 'I am the Heavenly Demon,' and it wouldn't seem strange at all. I'd have believed you were the Heavenly Demon who had undergone Rejuvenation. You are truly... no, I suppose I should call you Second Young Lord now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chuckled softly, as if he knew exactly how Chu Saeng felt.

"Don't feel awkward around me. Just treat me as you have been."

"Is that really alright?"

"It's fine. If I wanted special treatment, I would've revealed my identity from the start."

"I understand. No, I got it."

When our conversation ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to Chu Saeng. "Regardless of the situation, a past debt must be repaid. Now, what kind of help do you need? Speak carefully. The gratitude coin can only be used once. I'm granting this request for your father's sake, so choose wisely."

Chu Saeng pondered for a moment, then glanced at me. "The Second Young Lord will make the request on my behalf."

He entrusted the gratitude coin to me.

"Why are you entrusting it to me?"

"Listening to you two, this incident doesn't seem to be just about my family. I don't think this ends simply by asking for revenge. I don't know what kind of request I should make to the Smiling Demon right now. That's why I'm entrusting it to the Second Young Lord."

I thought it was a wise decision.

Yes, Chu Saeng. Continue to live your life using that sharp mind of yours.

I smiled and asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "What do you think? Will you accept a request I make on his behalf?"

"I originally decided to only grant requests from immediate family, but since it's the Second Young Lord, I'll make a special exception."

"Thank you."

After a moment of thought, I said to him, "Please make me the heir of our Cult."

Startled, Chu Saeng shouted, "Why are you using my gratitude coin to ask for something for yourself?"

"Didn't you entrust it to me?"

"No, but still. I never thought you'd make such a request. You should be asking for my family's revenge."

As Chu Saeng argued, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied, "Very well, I accept."

He accepted my joke, not the request of the gratitude coin.

Chu Saeng, however, was frantic. "No! This is void! Void!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at him with cold eyes. "And who are you?"

Chu Saeng flinched. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's attitude suggested his business was done.

"Who are you to be loitering in front of me?"

He looked between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and me, then lamented and blamed himself. "My temper seems to be selectively hot-headed. The barrel of my patience used to overflow at the smallest pebble, but it doesn't overflow in front of this man. It feels like it wouldn't overflow even if you poured the ocean into it."

I smiled at his self-deprecating lament. "You may have lost the gratitude coin, but didn't you gain the future Heavenly Demon instead?"

At those words, Chu Saeng looked at me with a surprised expression.

"I'm sorry for joking. Now, let me introduce myself properly. I am Geom Mugeuk, the Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I swear on my name that I'll avenge your family."

Chu Saeng finally realized it was a joke and felt moved. A promise more certain than the gratitude coin had been made.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also stepped in. "This matter is related to me, so I intend to handle it. So don't worry and go back."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

"I deeply regret that your family got involved because of me. If I'd known this would happen, I never would've given your father the gratitude coin."

He didn't say he was sorry, but I could tell he felt apologetic.

"Not at all, how could that be your fault, Smiling Demon?"

"This isn't a place for you, so hurry and go back."

"......"

I asked worriedly, "Is it okay to send him off alone?"

Enemies were clearly nearby. I worried something might happen to him if he returned alone.

"You don't need to worry."

His answer suggested he knew who was behind this incident.

Chu Saeng gave a clasped hands greeting to me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, then turned around. He turned back at the door just as he was about to leave the inn.

"I'm saying this because I don't think I'll see you again. Perhaps after this is over, my sect might belong to the orthodox sects. That's why I'm telling you this, but if a Great Orthodox-Demonic War ever breaks out in the future... please go easy on our family."

I responded to his joke with one of my own. "Then you'll have to save me once. I'll cut a coin for you."

Chu Saeng beamed. "I'm certain. Father sent a precious person to me. Second Young Lord, please become a Heavenly Demon who doesn't start something like a Great Orthodox-Demonic War. Then, I'll look forward to seeing you again someday."

Chu Saeng gave a very polite final farewell and left.


Once we were alone in the inn, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "Second Young Lord, give up on becoming the Heavenly Demon."

"I even used the gratitude coin, what are you talking about?"

"Live like this, wandering the Central Plains. Meet people like Chu Saeng and live with a smile like this. This suits you better."

I could tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke from the heart.

"Did you perhaps receive a bribe from my brother? Did you side with him while I wasn't looking?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

Enemies began to appear one by one as soon as Chu Saeng left, as if they had been waiting. This place was undoubtedly a setup to lure out the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Three old men appeared first.

They were old men of a similar age, all dressed in matching red armor. I recognized them by their attire alone.

the Bloody Road Trio.

They were mercenaries who once terrorized the murim and would take any contract for money. They killed without regard for age, and it was said they would even kill their own parents for the right price.

Eventually, their evil deeds went too far. They were branded as the public enemy of the murim and vanished. Today, they had shown themselves here.

They had earned their infamy in their middle years but were now old men. Wickedness born from countless battles replaced their diminished muscles. They sat at a table far from us.

Next, a middle-aged woman entered, gracefully waving a pink fan. She wore a splendid palace gown and heavy makeup, and her figure was voluptuously sensual.

the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

She was an infamous villainess who built her inner arts by draining the essence of countless men. She stole the essence and lives of numerous men to create her youthful skin and figure. She too had once ranked first on the list of the public enemy of the murim. Rumor said a legendary lecher caught her and drained her inner arts in reverse, killing her, but here she was, alive and well.

She perched on a table, crossing her legs and revealing a pale leg.

A middle-aged man entered next.

He wore a straight blade at his waist and exuded the aura of a wild beast.

the Blood Wolf Blade.

He was a martial artist who wandered the Central Plains, seeking masters only to become stronger. He would do anything to win and forced fights on unwilling opponents. Because of this, too many masters had died unjustly at his hands.

Eventually, he too was branded the public enemy of the murim, and many rumors spread about his end. Some said he died fighting a Murim Alliance elder, others that he died challenging a Demon Supreme, or that an unknown recluse killed him. Rendering all those rumors moot, he chugged from a kettle by the entrance.

The last person to appear was a man dressed head to toe in black clothes and shoes, wrapped in a jet-black robe.

the Yama Sage.

He looked normal now, but he was once a mad Martial Artist Lee who rampaged and slaughtered other martial artists. He believed he was a messenger from the King of Hell and considered himself a god who governed life and death. He too was branded the public enemy of the murim, caused a bloodbath, and then disappeared.

Seeing all these villains who had once shaken the murim appear at once felt unreal. Moreover, the mastermind who used the fake impersonator had yet to appear.

It wasn't the time to relax, but I couldn't help but ask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon one thing. "What on earth have you been doing all this time?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the villains directing their killing intent toward him and answered awkwardly, "They're all people I know."


Chapter 145: She Might Be a Bitch, But She Looks Delicious

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess spoke first. She gently waved her light pink fan.

"Hey there, handsome little brother!"

She gazed at me seductively.

"How about you leave with me, little brother? It looks like things are about to get ugly here."

I smiled at her.

"What should I do? You're not my type, ma'am."

"Oh my! Ma'am? I'm not that old. Just call me 'big sister'."

I asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "About how old is she?"

"She must be well over sixty."

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess shouted furiously at that.

"Shut up! You ugly demonic bastard. I'm still twenty-eight."

She showed no fear of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. She was a truly fearless villainess.

"Didn't you say you were twenty-eight ten years ago too?"

"You remember that?"

"Even back then, you looked over forty."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed to know exactly which words would offend her most.

A sinister energy flowed from the enraged Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

"Today, I'll finally get to see the face behind that mask. If you hadn't crawled into the Demonic Cult, you would have died by my hand long ago."

Their conversation alone told me the two did not get along.

The third brother of the Bloody Road Trio stepped up, taking the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's side.

"That old hag's demonic energy gets more sinister by the day."

The second brother next to him pretended to stop him while mocking the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

"Little brother, if you run your mouth so carelessly, that monster will suck all your essence dry."

When the Bewitching Nirvana Princess turned to them with a hardened face, the first brother of the Bloody Road Trio spoke.

"Is it the first or second day my brothers have run their mouths? Just think of it as a passing dog barking."

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess scoffed.

"Why do those sons of bitches bark like that whenever they see a person?"

Still, she seemed to have some kind of friendly relationship with the first brother. The leader of the Bloody Road Trio was clearly the calm-natured first brother.

"Next time we come out, I'll bring them with muzzles."

Just then, the third brother pretended to whisper, but his voice was loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Seeing how he always defends her like that, don't you think our eldest brother must have spent a hot night with that monstrous bitch?"

"Then we should treat her as our sister-in-law."

The first brother gently closed his eyes and said to the Bewitching Nirvana Princess, "Please consider them senile."

On the surface, they exchanged idle banter, but they were ready to strike at any moment.

Even the second and third brothers, who ran their mouths like scoundrels, possessed extraordinary auras. If they had not, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess would have already torn them to shreds.

I released several strands of energy like a spider's web to examine their auras. I sensitively monitored how their auras changed, just as a web vibrates when it catches prey.

They are relaxed.

The atmosphere suggested they believed they could easily kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon if they attacked together. Their back-and-forth jokes reflected that confidence.

Just then, the Yama Sage, who had entered last, opened his mouth.

"If you're senile, you should die."

He deliberately altered his voice, speaking gloomily like a grim reaper.

He took a book from his robes and opened it. It was the Hell Mansion, the death list he carried.

"You are all wicked men who should have fallen into the Eight Hot Hells long ago. I'll send you there now."

The youngest and second brothers of the Bloody Road Trio clicked their tongues.

"That crazy bastard's illness still shows no signs of getting better."

"You bastard, you shouldn't be writing our names. You should be writing the name of that masked fellow over there."

Guessing they knew each other well and even met often, I sent a telepathic message to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

[Do you know where these people came from?]

[They are from the Valley of Evil.]

Within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the place where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon resided was called the Valley of Evil. However, the Valley of Evil he just mentioned was not his own residence.

A real Valley of Evil exists in the Central Plains, where villains gather to live.

No one knew when the Valley of Evil came into being. It formed as criminals who had committed sins and fled gathered one by one, a place that began with killing intent. The terrain swarmed with swamps, venomous snakes, and poisonous insects. Anyone who entered carelessly would lose their life within a few steps due to all the traps.

Even if one overcame the dangers and entered, all sorts of villains awaited inside. A child giving directions would stab you in the neck with a throwing knife, and a kind-looking old woman would poison your food. That was the Valley of Evil.

The Murim Alliance had tried to subjugate the place several times, but they failed every time. The number of villains was so great that they always retreated after suffering heavy losses.

Nevertheless, there was one reason the Valley of Evil did not emerge into the murim as a single faction.

It was because they were villains.

If someone tried to unite them, someone else would inevitably betray them. From the moment they opened their eyes, they stole from, fought with, and killed each other, making it impossible to unite as a single force.

And yet, these people from the Valley of Evil had gathered to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If someone could move not just ordinary villains, but figures of this caliber, the person behind it all had to be truly formidable.

[What's our plan?]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered my telepathy without hesitation.

[To wipe them all out.]

[Is that possible?]

[It is. They've missed the most important thing in their calculations.]

[Me, of course?]

[No, they've ignored the fact that I don't like falling into traps.]

They had truly provoked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. How dare they dig a trap to kill me? And using a gratitude coin, no less?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was furious. Of course, these were not opponents he could deal with based on his mood, so he was likely just waiting for an opportunity.

Just then, the Blood Wolf Blade, who had been sitting alone, shot to his feet and declared, "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, this is a life-and-death duel between you and me."

The Yama Sage immediately stepped forward.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's name is already on the Hell Mansion. I will take him."

He opened the Hell Mansion, and there, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's name was written in red letters.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess licked her lips, coveting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"He might be a pain, but he looks delicious."

The Bloody Road Trio were the same.

"If those guys kill him, we'll have to listen to them brag about it forever. Let's take the lead."

It seemed everyone wanted to fight the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. For them, killing him would be something to boast about for a long, long time.

Seeing this, I said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "You're popular."

"This is nothing. If you go to the orthodox sects, it's a total frenzy. The line of people wanting to kill me would stretch for four kilometers."

I burst out laughing at his joke.

Naturally, the villains' gazes turned to me. From the looks of it, they still did not know who I was.

The Blood Wolf Blade asked me, "Brat, who are you?"

Instead of answering, I said to him, "I heard you were a man who walks his own path. I didn't know you'd come to kill someone at another's behest."

I struck a nerve. The Blood Wolf Blade stared at me coldly. I did not know how he came to be here, but I knew he was a man who lived by pride alone.

"I asked who you are."

"I am Geom Mugeuk."

"Geom Mugeuk?"

Then, the first brother of the Bloody Road Trio recognized me from behind.

"He's the son of the Heavenly Demon's second brother."

His expression, which had been calm until now, immediately soured.

"Damn it! That bastard! To drive us to a place where the Heavenly Demon's blood relative is present."

The second brother then added, "He'll probably feign ignorance, claiming he didn't know he came with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but it's not a situation where we can back down, so this is awkward."

I could not know the reason, but it seemed they too had been forced into a situation where they absolutely had to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If that were not the case, they would not dare think of killing a Demon Supreme.

On the other hand, the Blood Wolf Blade showed no fear even after learning my identity.

"You run your mouth so carelessly, trusting in your father. Do you think I fear your father?"

This too was a result of his triggered pride. He was a man who lived and died by his pride, but how could this be called pride?

"A man with nothing to protect has nothing to fear."

At my words, his momentum surged. Just as it seemed he would draw his blade, I broke the flow of his momentum and retreated behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Blood Wolf Blade did not draw his blade carelessly. He probably did not know my true skill yet, so he was being cautious of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I deliberately asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon loud enough for everyone to hear, "The mastermind behind this incident is a person capable of mobilizing these people, right?"

"As you can see, yes."

"Then why did he send them instead of coming himself?"

"Probably... because of you, Second Young Lord."

"Because of me?"

"He's hoping one of them will kill you, Second Young Lord. Then the responsibility for killing the Second Young Lord will fall on that person."

"What a coward."

I looked at the villains and said, "Now, who will be the first to fall for this cowardly scheme?"

A moment of silence fell. Even for those from the Valley of Evil, the name of the Heavenly Demon inspired fear. If Father got truly angry, he could wipe out the Valley of Evil. He had only left it alone until now because it was a greater burden to the Murim Alliance.

The villains began to exchange telepathic messages. On the surface, they seemed to be at each other's throats, but they were villains seasoned in the jianghu. They were extremely cautious because they handled life-or-death matters. It was also the reason they had survived until now despite their numerous evil deeds.

A moment later, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess stepped forward with a sinister, smiling gaze.

"Little brother, you really must leave with me. Should a person of your stature get entangled with such filthy villains?"

The moment I saw her eyes, I could feel she had decided to kill me. It seemed she was more afraid of the nearby mastermind than the distant Heavenly Demon.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess gently waved her fan.

"Little brother, shall we leave?"

A crimson energy flowed from the fan, and a demonic aura enveloped me. She had used a soul-stealing art on me. It was the same art she had used to plunder the inner arts of countless martial artists.

As a crimson light filled my eyes, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess shouted at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Move, and the Second Young Lord dies!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not move a muscle. In fact, he would not have moved even if she had not warned him. He was convinced that I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, so why would I not be able to handle the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's soul-stealing art? He must have trusted me that much.

Believing I had completely fallen under her soul-stealing art and lost my reason, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess approached me and placed her palm on my qi center.

"Shall I have a taste of my little brother's fresh inner arts?"

WHOOOOOSH!

The sound of qi draining from my qi center could be heard.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess cried out in a voice full of ecstasy.

"Sucking the essence of the Heavenly Demon has been my lifelong wish! By consuming his blood relative, I've now half-fulfilled that wish."

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess's expression changed moment by moment, showing joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as well as the other villains in the room, all just watched.

The youngest of the Bloody Road Trio ran his mouth at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You heartless bastard! You're just watching as one of your Heavenly Demon's blood relatives suffers."

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon calmly asked them, "You! Can you handle the consequences?"

"We can just hide in the Valley of Evil. If we burn your corpses, no one will know it was our doing, and even if it is revealed, will your Demonic Cult really strike the Valley of Evil, knowing the great sacrifices it would entail?"

At the third brother's response, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing more and just watched as the Bewitching Nirvana Princess plundered the inner arts.

And a moment later.

THUD.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess collapsed on the spot as if her body had given out.

The startled first brother of the Bloody Road Trio checked on her.

"Old hag, what's wrong?"

The first brother, who was examining her, shouted in shock.

"She's dead! She died because her inner arts were depleted!"

Just then, my eyes flew open.

"Ah, I'm full! She might have been a bitch, but she was quite delicious."

I had absorbed all of her inner arts in reverse.

I pretended to fall for it, but evil arts do not work on me. Soul-stealing arts, in particular, are completely ineffective.

On top of my recent martial enlightenment, with the addition of the Bloodeye Holy Water, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and the Meridians Strengthening Art, it was impossible for her to take inner arts from my body in the first place.

In the end, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess met a miserable death, having the same method she used to plunder men her entire life turned back on her.

I stored the inner arts I had obtained from her in my qi center. With a much deeper gaze, I said to the Yama Sage, "What are you staring at? Aren't you going to write our big sister's name in the Hell Mansion?"


Chapter 146: No Matter How Desperate

The Yama Sage unfurled the Hell Mansion.

He then took out a small container of blood, dipped a brush in it, and wrote my name beside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's.

The Yama Sage's gaze, which had seemed half-mad, changed. He looked normal again, yet his eyes also belonged to a complete lunatic.

"Since our names are written side by side, I suppose we'll die together if we die," I said.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at my words.

Seeing our composure, the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio roared in anger as he examined the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's corpse.

"You bastards! Stop laughing!"

He rose and glared at me coldly.

"The Bewitching Nirvana Princess has never failed her soul-bewitching art until now. So what happened?"

"It seems my dear sister saw this younger brother's inner arts were lacking and wanted to supplement them."

"Cut the crap!"

He was genuinely enraged, and I could feel it. The anger was extremely personal. It seemed the second and third brothers of the Bloody Road Trio were meant to call the Bewitching Nirvana Princess their sister-in-law.

The eldest looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You knew, didn't you? That the Second Young Lord wouldn't fall for it."

Of course, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon trusted me.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. Our gazes met, and we exchanged telepathy.

[Now, confess with your own mouth. That you killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.]

[I have never done such a thing.]

[I will hear it from you someday.]

Behind the mask's eyeholes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes were smiling. Seeing us leisurely exchange glances and smiles, the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio revealed his fury.

"Fine, laugh. Go on and laugh like that on your way to hell."

I spoke to the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio.

"Did that man send you to your deaths after telling you this? That the Smiling Demon and I killed the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi."

"What?"

Not just the eldest, but the other villains there were also startled. They knew they couldn't guarantee killing the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi even if they all attacked together. Moreover, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess was now dead.

"That man wouldn't have believed you could kill us. He merely used you to injure us or make us expend our inner arts."

The remaining men looked at each other. This time, I didn't give them a chance to devise a plan through telepathy.

I spoke to the Blood Wolf Blade.

"Blood Wolf Blade, this is a life-and-death duel."

I threw back the same words he had said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You said you've wandered your whole life searching for the strong, didn't you? Well, the person you were looking for is here."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Please kill anyone who interferes with this duel."

Normally, I should have yielded this fight to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. However, this situation allowed for no variables. I had to deal with them with minimal injuries and get out of here. The real enemy waited for us outside.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have guessed my intentions, as he readily yielded the fight to me.

"I will do so."

Even with four others besides the Blood Wolf Blade, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered confidently.

Instead, the Blood Wolf Blade was the most flustered person in this situation. He must have felt an inward fear after seeing me absorb the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's inner arts in reverse. The momentum was in my favor. I pressed him even harder.

"If you truly set out to find the strong, could you have possibly survived this long? If you really had such a heart, why didn't you seek out the Murim Alliance Chairman? Why didn't you come looking for Father?"

"......"

"You don't want to fight me, do you? But you've spent your whole life forcing duels on people who didn't want to fight. Now, it's your turn to experience the same."

The moment my words ended, I rushed toward the Blood Wolf Blade.

The Blood Wolf Blade drew his straight blade.

Although his momentum was pushed back at the start, the Blood Wolf Blade was not a man with a false reputation. His blade techniques were fast, precise, and powerful.

His blade flew at me with enough force to break my sword.

When the sword and blade clashed, there was no CLANG CLANG, but a thunderous BOOM BOOM. They had imbued their weapons with inner arts, turning it into a true battle of qi. The shame of having his sore spot poked was embedded in his blade.

He struck, and struck, and struck again.

He pressed forward like a madman. Any other martial artist would have had their sword or wrist broken by now.

But I blocked, and blocked, and blocked again.

Beyond our clashing weapons, I saw his expression change. The composure he had when he thought he had seized the momentum gradually turned to anxiety. His wrist was probably the one starting to ache.

Now, the tables slowly began to turn.

I became the one striking. The Black Demon Sword began to slam down on his blade. It wasn't a battle of flashy techniques, but I was cornering him with the battle of qi that he himself had intended.

I struck down so quickly that he could neither dodge nor execute another technique.

KWANG! KWANG! KWANG! KWANG!

As the heavy sounds of impact continued, a wretched scream mixed in.

"Keuaaah!"

Overpowered in qi, his wrist had broken.

But my sword did not stop.

On the next move, his blade, no longer infused with qi, broke. On the move after that, his body was sliced vertically down the middle.

"Isn't this the life you wanted? To die fighting someone stronger."

However, I saw the resentment and regret in his eyes at the last moment. Yes, it's easy to say, but truly living such a life is no simple task.

The Blood Wolf Blade spewed blood in a line from his head to his navel as he collapsed. He, who had forced duels on others his entire life, ultimately died by having his own methods turned back on him.

The Yama Sage and the Bloody Road Trio watched this scene in silence. It was partly because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but also because they couldn't find an opportunity to intervene in the brutal power struggle.

They probably never expected the Blood Wolf Blade to lose to me. After all, a battle of inner arts, pushing forward with brute force, was the Blood Wolf Blade's specialty.

I spoke to the Yama Sage again.

"Did you write it down? The name of the Blood Wolf Blade, too?"

Even though the Blood Wolf Blade died right before his eyes, he wasn't scared at all.

"After writing your name, there was no room left, so I couldn't."

As he stepped toward me, the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio stopped him.

"You madman. Your opponent is over there."

The eldest of the Bloody Road Trio intended to kill me to avenge the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

I walked toward them, my blood-dripping sword lowered. Naturally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then faced the Yama Sage.

"Did you write your own name down in advance?" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

The Yama Sage shouted in a booming voice.

"I am the emissary sent by King Yama. King Yama is looking for you!"

PWAAANG! KWAAANG!

A palm strike from the Yama Sage collided with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The aftermath sent a fierce wind rushing toward us, and with it, the fight between me and the Bloody Road Trio began.

The three men surged toward me simultaneously.

The eldest's sword aimed for my face, the second brother's for my chest, and the third's for my legs.

CHAENG! CHAENG! CHAEENG!

I parried the incoming swords almost simultaneously. I was fast. No, I had to be fast. Their attacks were so quick that if I wasn't fast enough, I would definitely be stabbed somewhere.

The direction of their thrusts kept changing. This time, the eldest aimed for my chest, the second brother for my stomach, and the third for my face. The next time, it changed again.

Their attack sequence seemed predetermined through tens, or even hundreds, of practices and experiences. This coordinated attack was a perfect joint assault that had thoroughly studied an opponent's psychology. Truly, if it hadn't been me, it was a merciless attack that would have landed several stabs.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

I was continuously pushed back as I parried their attacks.

Then, seizing an opportunity, I launched an attack.

When the Black Demon Sword thrust at the eldest, the second brother defended alongside him, and the third stabbed at me.

Because they were men who had fought together their entire lives, they fought as if they had three bodies but one mind. It was a battle against a monster with three heads and six arms. They were a much more difficult opponent than the Blood Wolf Blade. I was certain they were the most troublesome of the four villains who came today.

Four swords intertwined, moving up and down. The offense and defense continued, allowing not even the slightest mistake.

I had no intention of dragging this fight out. That's why I recalled a certain method I had never used before.

At that moment, as they were cornering me.

"......"

The startled second brother frantically looked around. Suddenly, the eldest and the third had disappeared, and he stood alone with me in a field.

I had used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to move us to a new space, taking only the second brother with me.

To the eldest and third who remained, it must have looked as if our figures had vanished in an instant.

The second brother shouted at me.

"Is this an illusionary art? You coward!"

"Right, by your standards, a one-on-one fight is cowardly, isn't it?"

I surged toward him. They couldn't kill me with all three of them, so there was no way he could face me alone.

Outside, the eldest and the third looked around in surprise.

It would have been one thing if only their opponent had disappeared, but the second brother had vanished along with me.

Just then, the second brother's corpse appeared as if dropped from the sky. At that moment, the third brother was flustered by the corpse that suddenly appeared before him.

SHWIIK! PUUK!

The Black Demon Sword pierced through from under the corpse's armpit and stabbed the third brother's heart. Considering their skill, it was an absurdly futile death, but their opponent was me, who had incorporated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique into actual combat.

Unable to even scream, the third brother also collapsed.

I thought the eldest would lose his reason and charge at me like a madman.

However, he chose to flee. He tried to break through an inn wall to escape, but I blocked his path in a flash with the Vanishing Step.

Startled, he turned and fled again. He threw the corpse of the Bewitching Nirvana Princess at me. This was the man who had tried to kill me to avenge her.

"No matter how desperate you are, this is just wrong, isn't it?"

"Shut up! You bastard!"

Perhaps thinking the fight was already lost, he went on a rampage to muster his killing intent. He screamed and swung his sword like a madman. However, it was a futile struggle with no chance of working.

Before even five moves had passed.

PUK!

The Black Demon Sword stabbed his heart, and even faster, it slashed his wrist.

TUK.

The fallen hand held a pouch. It was a poison pouch he had intended to throw at me. The moment the sword stabbed him, he had tried to sprinkle poison on me to take me down with him.

I knew from the beginning that they were such vicious bastards. I just felt their end had come too late. For them to die only in their later years after committing all sorts of evil deeds. What's more, if I hadn't regressed, they wouldn't even have died here.

Isn't this too unfair? That's why everyone laments that the heavens are indifferent.

When my fight ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's fight was also over.

The Yama Sage was already dead. His forehead was pierced by the Blood Calamity Finger, his face smashed into his own Hell Mansion. The blood that flowed out soaked it.

"You spent your life pretending to be King Yama's emissary, but King Yama himself would probably look at you and say, 'Who are you? When did I ever send you?'"

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed and asked.

"Are you injured anywhere?"

"I'm fine, and you, Smiling Demon?"

"I am fine as well."

It might seem like we won easily, but they were formidable enemies. It wouldn't have been strange at all if either of us had died.

But we handled it well and once again safely overcame a crisis. Unintentionally, he and I keep crossing the threshold of life and death together like this.

"Your skills have improved again since I last saw you. Just how strong are you planning to become?"

"I plan to go all the way to the end."

"You're already this strong, but if you also master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, you'll have no match under the heavens."

I really hope so. I truly, sincerely hope that no one will be a match for me.

Before going outside, I placed some money on the counter at the inn's entrance. It was enough to repair the damaged inn and buy new furniture. The money was for the inn's owner, who must have fled somewhere. After all, today's events were forced upon him.

"This side of you doesn't seem strange anymore."

"As you know, the demonic path I pursue is one that doesn't break tables."

"Second Young Lord, do you believe we can become good people?"

"I don't wish for us to become good people."

"Then?"

"I'm just trying to protect the bare minimum that should be protected. We must at least be human first. On top of that, there is the demonic path, the righteous path, and the evil path, isn't there? That is all I wish for."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me silently for a moment. I couldn't tell what he was thinking, but one thing was certain. He was gradually getting used to the person I am.

"Let's go out."

"Let's."

We walked out of the inn together.

Outside, there were no passersby. It was a completely empty street.

A man in a white mask stood there.

He was just standing there, but I could feel an immense presence, one on par with the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi.

I could tell. This man was the fake who had impersonated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the mastermind behind this trap.

"Have you forgotten your manners now that you're hanging out with demonic practitioners?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at him with a complicated gaze for a moment before speaking in a calm tone.

"Greetings, Senior Brother."

He was someone I knew as well. It was Yang Cheogi, the Senior Brother of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Master. Before my regression, when I had a relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he had told me about this Senior Brother.

Yang Cheogi spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in a commanding tone.

"Take off your mask."


Chapter 147: Who on Earth Did You Join Hands With?

"I refuse," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said firmly.

"Do you dare disobey your Sabaek?"

His shameless tone revealed his character. He had just tried to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with villains from the Valley of Evil, yet he spoke without any remorse.

"What's so great about this stupid mask!" Yang Cheogi shouted, ripping off his mask.

He revealed a wrinkled, ugly face. It contrasted sharply with the handsome face the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had before my regression.

"Take it off, now!" Yang Cheogi demanded.

"I refuse."

"Right, you've always ignored me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's relationship with his master must have been good. He only obeyed his Sabaek so obediently because the man was his master's Senior Brother.

"The moment my junior brother died, you lost the right to wear that mask," Yang Cheogi said.

"What do you mean?"

"You were only part of the White Mask Sect when your Master could defend you. You are no longer of the White Mask Sect. I will excommunicate you."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon learned his martial arts at the White Mask Sect, an unorthodox sect. He later joined the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult through the God of War and became the Demon Supreme. Becoming the Demon Supreme was his master's dream, a dream the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon achieved when his master could not. I learned all this from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before my regression.

"You can't cast me out on your own authority, Sabaek."

"Shut up!" Yang Cheogi roared, his body radiating killing intent.

This was not a bluff meant to intimidate. It was a genuine resolve to kill.

"Well, after killing the Sword Emperor, you wouldn't be afraid of this old Sabaek, would you? When I first heard you two killed the Sword Emperor, I couldn't believe it. I thought something must have been wrong with the Sword Emperor, but you walked out perfectly fine. I suppose he was at his best after all."

Despite his words, Yang Cheogi showed no fear. He clearly had an ace up his sleeve.

"You're his Sabaek. Why are you trying to kill the Smiling Demon?" I asked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered calmly, "My Sabaek's dream was to be the Evil Alliance Chairman. He resents me because he thinks I'm the reason he failed."

"Of course it's because of you!" Yang Cheogi screamed. "My dream was crushed because of you, bastard! A Demon Supreme and an Evil Alliance Chairman can't come from the same sect!"

He blamed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for his failure to become the Evil Alliance Chairman. He had nurtured that resentment for a very long time.

"You couldn't do a thing when Master was alive," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said. "But now that he's gone, you act like this."

"Shut up! I only tolerated you because a restriction trapped you in the Demonic Cult! It had nothing to do with my junior brother!"

Yang Cheogi had been a loser his entire life. In his youth, he tried to become the Demon Supreme and joined the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult through the God of War, but he failed to adapt and was essentially kicked out. He wanted to lead the White Mask Sect, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Master inherited that position. Even his dream of becoming the Evil Alliance Chairman went unfulfilled. He lived a life of dreaming far beyond his abilities.

"How pathetic," I said. Both the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Yang Cheogi stared at me.

"You blame others and use them to try and kill someone. It's truly pathetic. How is the Smiling Demon at fault for your unhappiness? You ruined your own life by blaming everyone else."

A cold killing intent poured from Yang Cheogi, but I continued speaking my mind.

"Was it really because a Demon Supreme came from your sect that you couldn't become the Evil Alliance Chairman? I think that's just an excuse. If you had shown the right qualities and abilities, you would have earned the position. Isn't that just an excuse you made up?"

Yang Cheogi could not refute my words.

"With such a petty heart, you would have made a mess of the Evil Alliance. You would have been assassinated by your own people. You shouldn't resent the Smiling Demon, you should thank him. Repeat after me. Thank you for saving my life. Thank you, Smiling Demon!"

Yang Cheogi's gaze grew chillingly calm. I felt his resolve to kill me no matter what. I had clearly struck a nerve.

I stared into his eyes, which tried hard to hide their shame. "That's not the only reason you're trying to kill the Smiling Demon, is it?"

Yang Cheogi flinched. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, standing beside me, asked, "What do you mean by that?"

"A petty man like him always puts his own interests first. He wouldn't risk his life for revenge. Who did you join hands with? What did they promise you? Did they say they'd grant your final dream?"

Yang Cheogi could not deny it. "This young brat has quite a sharp tongue. The future of the Demonic Cult is bright!"

His shame turned to anger, which he directed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "I hear you became the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the Demonic Cult? Let's see just how extremely evil you really are."

Yang Cheogi snapped his fingers. Hidden figures emerged one by one from the shadows. Dozens of masked people appeared, all of them disciples of the White Mask Sect.

"Now, go on," Yang Cheogi taunted. "Try and kill all your sect's Senior Brothers and junior brothers."

I was shocked. I never imagined he would stoop so low.

These people were not here to kill us. They were here to torment the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I could not see their ages behind the masks, but their qi revealed many young masters among them.

What choice will the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon make?

If they charged, I would have to act. This was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sect, even if it was unorthodox. Could he kill his own people freely? How would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon respond?

I glared at Yang Cheogi. He was the absolute evil I spoke of. He was not someone who made an unavoidable choice, but a malicious man who intentionally broke another's spirit. He used his own sect's disciples as sacrificial lambs without remorse. You will definitely die by my hand.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke in a booming voice. "My Senior Brothers, junior brothers, Senior Sisters, junior sisters, and martial nephews, listen! I may have left our sect for the Divine Cult, but I am the head disciple of the late Sect Leader. He never excommunicated me, so as a rightful disciple of the White Mask Sect, I command you. All of you, stand down!"

The disciples of the White Mask Sect exchanged uncertain glances.

Yang Cheogi shouted, "What are you all doing? Kill them, now!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shouted even louder. "The great sinner Yang Cheogi will die here today for using the sect's disciples for his own greed. So, stand down!"

"I said, kill them!"

At that moment, someone fired a finger qi bullet.

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon twisted his body to dodge. The attack was not meant to kill, only to warn.

"Senior Brother!" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon cried out, recognizing the attacker in a single glance.

"You recognize me?"

"How could I not?"

Their gazes locked, filled with memories and a longing for their childhood.

"Senior Brother, please take the disciples and leave," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pleaded.

"I can't disobey the Sabaek's command."

"The Sabaek has already betrayed the sect. Can't you see he's using you and the other disciples as cannon fodder after joining the Valley of Evil?"

They had heard my earlier conversation with Yang Cheogi, so they understood the situation.

"This fight has only two outcomes," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon continued. "You either die fighting me, or you kill us and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult annihilates our sect. Is that what you want, Senior Brother? To lead everyone to their deaths?"

Yang Cheogi screamed at them to kill us, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and his Senior Brother only stared at each other in silence.

"That old man will die by my hand for trying to ruin our sect with his seniority. Don't worry, just go back. You know what kind of person I am, don't you?"

"I do. My junior brother always kept his word."

"Let's meet again, Senior Brother."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Senior Brother shouted to the disciples, "We're leaving!"

The disciples of the White Mask Sect followed him and leaped away.

I was genuinely impressed. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had handled the situation with calm authority. I saw a new side of him.

To resolve this without any sacrifices. This is the coolest I've seen the Smiling Demon since we met.

Finding it cool that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't shed blood? That feels a bit strange.

I wondered if he was changing after meeting me.

"Useless bastards!" Yang Cheogi fumed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke mockingly. "It seems I'm more blessed with Senior Brothers than our Master was."

"Shut up!"

I added to Yang Cheogi's irritation. "They left because they dislike you. They only came because they were forced to obey. They must have disliked you a lot to listen to the Smiling Demon, who left the sect long ago. They knew you were dragging them to their deaths just because you're an elder. It would be best for you to die here today."

Yang Cheogi sneered. "Did you think I'd face you alone after you killed the Sword Emperor? You've waited long enough. Weird Demon, please come out now."

A person emerged from a building across the street. He was an old man who had not aged gracefully. His wrinkled face was wicked, and his eyes were filled with killing intent.

The name 'Weird Demon' startled me.

He was a demonic practitioner who had learned demonic art but did not belong to our Cult. He was famous for a killing spree that led our Cult and the Murim Alliance to form a joint extermination squad to kill him. He vanished after that, but now he had reappeared.

I asked Yang Cheogi, "Who on earth did you join hands with? Who did you ally with that even the Weird Demon would show up?"

Before I got an answer, the Weird Demon stepped forward with a cold gaze. "Show up? This brat has a nasty way of speaking. Is that what your father taught you?"

He's mentioning parents in a situation like this? And Father, of all people?

"This is why old jianghu have less of a place in the murim. Old men like you act so shamelessly. You came here to kill us, and you expect courtesy? Fine, I'll show you courtesy. Greetings, Senior. Please cherish our bond as fellow demonic practitioners and spare this junior! Now, are you going to spare me?"

The Weird Demon could not answer. One of his eyes twitched.

"So cut the crap about courtesy. Where did you suddenly pop out from and what the hell are you doing?"

I deliberately provoked him. They were here to kill us anyway, so provoking him gave me an advantage. In a battle between masters, emotional involvement is always a weakness. He mentioned Father for the same reason, to get a rise out of me.

Yang Cheogi said to the Weird Demon, "Break every bone in his body. Let's see if he's still so arrogant then."

"It's a bother," the Weird Demon replied. "Get a good look at him now. He'll disappear without a trace in a moment."

Their personalities were wretched, but their martial arts were near the level of the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi. Facing one would be difficult. Facing two would not be an easy task.

It was at that very moment.

CLANG, CLANG.

The sound of chains echoed from somewhere.

I turned to see a sturdy man appear. He dragged a blood-red chain that was wrapped around his wrist and hung to the ground.

"The Chainman!"

He was a villain who had once terrorized the murim. Countless masters had died, their bodies torn apart by his red chain. His presence was just as powerful as the Weird Demon's.

My heart sank. Facing the first two was already a difficult task. Now that the Chainman had appeared, we were at an absolute disadvantage.

I sighed and said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "This is all my fault."

"What do you mean?"

"Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me I would stir up storms and awaken reclusive masters. I just didn't expect to meet the Weird Demon and the Chainman here."

"This time, I think I'm the one who woke them up, not you, Second Young Lord."

"Then please take the stronger one, Smiling Demon."

The eyes behind the mask smiled, seeing I could still joke. It was the worst possible situation, but being with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon strangely reassured me.

"Oh, before that, I should ask this first."

I looked at Yang Cheogi. "Which one are you going to team up with for a combined attack?"

I said it, of course, to prevent him from joining the fight at all.

Yang Cheogi laughed leisurely. "You don't have to provoke my pride. I won't step in. I want a good look at our Second Young Lord's face and body before they become a bloody mess and disappear."

Since the Weird Demon intended to face me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's opponent was naturally the Chainman.

I thought it worked out well. Both the Weird Demon and the Chainman were formidable, but I had predicted that the Weird Demon was slightly stronger.

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I did not ask if he was confident. That would have been an insult to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I maintained my composure.

"Let's bet on who kills their opponent first," I said.

At my words, the Weird Demon laughed. The Chainman laughed. Yang Cheogi laughed too.

"The Smiling Demon isn't even doing anything, so I don't know why those guys are laughing their asses off."

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laugh. Finally, I laughed too.

I drew my sword and let it hang at my side. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lightly flicked the blade of the Black Demon Sword with his finger.

TING!

I heard the clear metallic sound, a sentiment from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to fight well. I walked forward into the most difficult battle since my regression.


Chapter 148: If It Seems I'm Going to Die

I calmed my mind.

With a powerful enemy before me, I ignored the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I needed to focus on my own fight and trust him. However, I still had to watch Yang Cheogi.

He could launch a surprise attack at any moment.

The Weird Demon donned bladed gloves, each blade splitting like a finger. They were his unique weapon, the Sky Falling Claws. A menacing blue glint flowed along the chilling blades.

"Let's see if your sword skills can keep up with that mouth of yours."

The fight began the moment the Weird Demon finished speaking.

KAAK! KAK! KAAAAK!

The Sky Falling Claws whistled eerily as they tore through the air. A mere graze would rip flesh and bone.

I used the Shadow Step to move and launch an attack.

CLANG! CLANG! CLAAANG! CLANG!

My sword clashed with the Sky Falling Claws countless times. I tried to create distance, but he stuck close to me. Since the Sky Falling Claws were shorter than a sword, he had the advantage at close range.

During the nerve-wracking exchange, I reached that moment.

Just like with Baek Manggi, I could only see the Weird Demon.

My surroundings grew quiet. I heard only my movements and the Weird Demon's. I had the illusion that time itself was slowing, but time wasn't slowing at all. My concentration had just heightened to that degree.

A short scream suddenly tore through the silence.

"Keuk!"

The scream belonged to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"......"

I instinctively used the Vanishing Step. An instant later, I appeared behind the Chainman and thrust my sword.

SHWIIIIK.

The chain heading for the staggering Extremely Evil Smiling Demon whipped toward me instead.

SHWIIIIIIIK!

TAAANG!

My sword struck the Chainman's chain and deflected. I felt a force rush from behind and twisted away.

The Weird Demon's Sky Falling Claws, which had followed me, tore through the empty space.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, saved by my help, shot the Blood Calamity Finger at the Weird Demon as he launched a second attack.

SHWIIING.

The Weird Demon twisted his body and dodged the Blood Calamity Finger.

I took the opportunity to leap away with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, creating distance from the two men. If I hadn't intervened, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have been injured.

The Chainman's martial arts are stronger than I thought.

Yang Cheogi laughed out loud during the brief lull in the fight. He was confident of his victory. The Weird Demon and the Chainman were also brimming with confidence.

I caught my breath and asked Yang Cheogi.

"Are you the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?"

I tried to uncover his secrets while he was triumphant and arrogant.

"I'm not the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

"Then are you the Evil Valley Lord?"

"I'm not the Evil Valley Lord either."

"Those two must be top masters in the Valley of Evil. How on earth did you get them to come out?"

Yang Cheogi didn't answer, so I guessed.

"Then the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman must've joined hands with the Evil Valley Lord, just like he recruited you."

Admiration flickered in Yang Cheogi's eyes. His reaction confirmed my guess. This was a secret even the All-Knowing Hall hadn't uncovered.

I already knew the Heavenly Enlightenment Society was no ordinary organization, but it was far more formidable than I had realized.

In the past, the mission would have just ended in failure. A situation like this never would have occurred in the first place, since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's restrictions hadn't been lifted.

One thing was certain, however. Seeing how they were plotting things now, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society must have been active in the shadows back then as well.

Before we fought again, I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He nodded silently, his eyes telling me not to worry.

The fight began again.

The Sky Falling Claws tore space to shreds, and the Chainman's chain reared its head like a living snake and lunged.

The Sky Falling Claws grazed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm and side. The Blood Calamity Finger grazed the Chainman's forehead.

At close range, sword qi flew, finger qi bullets were fired, chains imbued with enhanced qi soared, and the Sky Falling Claws created dozens of claw marks. It was a flurry of secret techniques.

The fight was neck and neck. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I had only fought together once, but we synchronized perfectly, as if we had practiced our entire lives. Strangely, I felt at ease fighting with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and our coordination was perfect.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon screamed a second time.

He collapsed backward as the chain flew toward him.

I rushed forward and blocked the chain with my back.

THUD!

I endured the impact with my protective enhanced qi, but it felt like my shoulder was being torn off.

THUUD! THUD!

The chain struck repeatedly.

The chain slammed into my body, but my protective enhanced qi deflected it. This consumed an immense amount of inner arts.

Yang Cheogi watched and exclaimed in surprise.

"To generate protective enhanced qi at your age, you're truly an incredible bastard."

But we had planned this situation. A moment ago, I sent a telepathy message to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, telling him to pretend to get hit again.

With my back to them, I split my sword in front of me.

I was unleashing the Ominous Sky Strike, the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique.

CHWARAK!

I only split it twice, right in front of my chest where they couldn't see.

The moment the sword-shaped sword qi formed!

SHWIIING! SHWING!

The two sword qi shot out behind me as if alive.

PUAAAK!

One pierced the off-guard Weird Demon's shoulder, while the other sliced the chain in half and flew on.

"Damn it!"

The Weird Demon pressed the blood point on his shoulder and grimaced. If he hadn't twisted away reflexively, it would have pierced his neck.

The Chainman dropped the severed chain and gripped the remaining section.

"Damn it!"

We sighed. Our decisive attack had failed to kill them. Fortunately, it pierced the Weird Demon's shoulder and damaged the Chainman's weapon.

I offered a hand to the seated Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and he took it to stand. The look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes grew even more intense. We were both burning with passion for this fight.

The Weird Demon and the Chainman opted for a long battle. They judged their inner arts superior and intended to wear us down. They also fought more cautiously with an injured shoulder and a damaged weapon.

As a result, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who used finger qi and palm techniques, was the first to run out of inner arts.

At that moment of crisis, his inner arts depleted and his movements slowed drastically.

SEUSEUT.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me, shocked.

We were inside the world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"This is the space within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

"The Spacetime Manipulation Technique too!"

"There's no time to explain. This is an Explosive Qi Pill. Please take it and recover your inner arts first."

I gave him the Explosive Qi Pill from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You should take it, Second Young Lord."

"I still have some inner arts left. There's no time. Hurry up, take it, and recover. My qi is being consumed as we speak."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon immediately took the Explosive Qi Pill and circulated his true qi.

I could hear their voices from outside.

"It's an illusion technique."

"The young brat can even use illusion techniques? He really keeps surprising us."

"A top-tier illusion technique like this must consume a lot of qi, so he won't be able to maintain it for long before showing himself. In other words, it's a suicidal act."

Truly, if I hadn't reverse-absorbed the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's inner arts, I couldn't have used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique right now.

A moment later, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes and stood up, his inner arts rapidly recovered.

"We have to end this in a hundred moves."

"Yes! Let's go!"

I held out my sword, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flicked it again.

"......"

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique released with a clear metallic sound.

The moment we emerged, I charged the Chainman like a madman.

CHANGCHANGCHANGCHANGCHANGCHANGCHANG!

I unleashed my utmost concentration.

My surroundings vanished. I could only see the Chainman and his chain.

Soon, even the Chainman disappeared. Only the brilliantly moving chain remained.

I heard nothing but my sword clashing with the chain.

If I'm struggling, you must be struggling too. If it seems like I'm going to die, it must seem like you're going to die too.

I don't believe it. That you've worked harder than me. I believed in myself, and I believed in all my efforts.

Then I had another amazing experience.

I fought at my absolute limit, yet my sword's speed increased even more. It was a result born of desperation, a miracle created by my desperate wish to save the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I felt the chain's movements become frantic.

Pushed into a corner, he unleashed a hidden technique. He trapped my sword between his chains. Instantly, like a coiled snake, the chain wrapped around the blade and snatched the Black Demon Sword away.

I saw the Chainman's joyful expression.

SHWIK! PUUK!

The next moment, a throwing knife embedded itself in the Chainman's neck.

He had played his trump card, but so had I. I had thrown the knife in the fleeting moment he let his guard down.

"Keueuk."

The throwing knife in the Chainman's neck was made of ten-thousand-year cold steel. He couldn't block the unexpected attack because I hadn't used my knife throwing arts once during the fight.

The Chainman pulled the throwing knife from his neck, like someone who absolutely must scratch an itch.

The moment he pulled out the knife, blood spewed like a waterfall, and he collapsed. I didn't want to waste inner arts on telekinesis, so I ran and picked up the Black Demon Sword, still wrapped in the chain.

Without hesitation, I charged the Weird Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon faced the stronger Weird Demon with extreme concentration.

We fought as we had against Baek Manggi.

The two of us relentlessly pushed him. I was wary of Yang Cheogi intervening, but he didn't join the fight for some reason.

As we pressed him, the tide of battle turned instantly. These two were strong, but not as strong as the Sword Emperor, Baek Manggi. Our joint attack was even more synchronized than before.

The Weird Demon shouted to Yang Cheogi for help.

My sword passed between the slightly faltering blades of the Sky Falling Claws.

PUUK!

My sword embedded itself in the Weird Demon's shoulder.

PIING! PEOOK!

Simultaneously, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger pierced the Weird Demon's forehead.

The Weird Demon fell backward, his eyes wide with injustice and rage.

"Haa, haa."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I gasped for breath. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had exhausted his inner arts, and I had little left.

"You're really tenacious bastards!"

I responded to Yang Cheogi's exclamation.

"You're the tenacious one. How could you just watch without helping them?"

"Why should I interfere? I can kill you more safely once your inner arts are depleted."

I felt that wasn't the real reason. Being left alone to face us was just as dangerous.

He didn't stop those two masters from dying? It's as if he wanted them to die. Why?

Then a thought struck me like lightning.

"Did the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman promise you the position of Evil Valley Lord by any chance?"

"!"

He wanted to be the Demon Supreme, the Sect Leader, and the Chairman, so I wondered if he also wanted to be the Valley Leader.

Yang Cheogi's eyes seemed to ask how I knew, confirming my guess. He must have used this chance to cut off the Evil Valley Lord's limbs to take over the Valley of Evil more easily. The villains were gathered, backstabbing one another.

"You're a man who only dreams of things you can never achieve."

"That mouth of yours is the root of all your trouble."

"You're trash."

"Fine, you can curse me all you want in hell."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon blocked my path. [Second Young Lord, now is the time to show off your running skills. I can hold him off for a few moves.]

He believed we couldn't defeat Yang Cheogi. His own inner arts were depleted. He judged it impossible to face him with my remaining inner arts.

[I should save those running skills for my rematch with the Smiling Demon.]

[Don't be needlessly stubborn and go!]

[My demonic path may not break tables, but it also doesn't abandon a friend in danger.]

[!]

I felt the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was deeply moved by the word 'friend'.

[What kind of Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is so affectionate?]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze shifted from me to Yang Cheogi. Then he said something I never expected.

"Please let the Second Young Lord go, Martial Uncle."

He made a request he never wanted to make, all to save me.

Yang Cheogi said with a mocking gaze.

"Take off your mask and kneel, and I'll let him live."

I could see the conflict in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back.

Ah! Even if the whole world calls him evil, I never could.

I quickly went to him and grabbed his arm.

"He won't spare him even if you do that."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon removed my hand from his arm.

"I had no intention of kneeling. I know better than anyone what kind of person Martial Uncle is."

"But why?"

"I was trying to buy a little more time. I thought since you're so clever, Second Young Lord, you might find a way out."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed silently. A deep regret for our lack of time flickered in his eyes. He was anticipating his end.

Yang Cheogi gathered qi in one hand. I injected qi into the Black Demon Sword.

How many moves can I last? Can I kill him with this much inner arts?

"Have a nice trip together!"

He unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, filled with his complete inner arts.

Just as I was about to release my sword qi to block it.

KWAAANG!

The incoming Extremely Savage Demonic Palm shattered and disappeared.

I hadn't blocked it. Something flew in from somewhere and stopped Yang Cheogi's attack.

It was a single dao. A giant dao imbued with enhanced qi stuck in the ground before us like a shield.

To my surprise, it was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Heaven Destroying Dao.

I lifted my head and saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon descending from the sky on the wind.

"I knew this would happen."


Chapter 149: The Test Continues

"Elder!"

I shouted joyfully when I saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I had never been this happy to see him since we first met.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon landed and pulled the half-embedded Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground.

"Why is someone your age oppressing his juniors?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sternly rebuked him.

In response, the Blood Calamity Finger flew at him.

BANG!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon threw a palm strike and neutralized the Blood Calamity Finger. He did not fall behind in inner arts at all. His aura was sharper than ever, especially since he had been training his martial arts diligently.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared.

"You ugly old man! Do you want to die?"

He swung the Heaven Destroying Dao wide.

FWOOOOSH!

The blade wind tore through space as it rushed forward.

Yang Cheogi did not dodge. Instead, he thrust out both palms and unleashed a palm technique.

KABOOM!

An ear-splitting explosion pushed them both back. They took the same number of steps. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's power was truly profound, not losing to Yang Cheogi in the slightest.

I immediately joined the fight. It would be a disaster if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon got hurt alone.

SHRRRRING.

I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike. The Black Demon Sword split into twelve streams of sword qi that floated in the air. I deliberately showed off, splitting it as much as possible, even though I had little inner arts left.

Yang Cheogi saw me about to join the fight and judged the situation unfavorable. He kicked off the ground and vanished instantly.

"Don't chase him."

I worried the Blood Heaven Blade Demon might give chase, but he did not move an inch.

"I couldn't even if I wanted to. When we exchanged that palm strike, I thought my arm was going to fall off. He's as strong as he is ugly."

"Compared to him, you're a peerless beauty, Elder!"

"Of course."

"Elder!"

I ran to embrace him, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon dodged with his movement arts.

"Disgusting."

"How did you get here?"

"Just passing by."

How can that be? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was worried about me and has been keeping an eye on my movements.

"Thank you. If it weren't for you, Elder, we would have died here."

This was not just empty praise. If he had not come, I truly did not know what the outcome would have been.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon collapsed to the ground. His mask was covered in blood, and his entire body was a mess of wounds and gore.

"Elder, please stand guard for a moment."

"Of course."

I placed my hand on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back and injected a stream of qi. I slowly tended to his blood vessels, bolstering his true qi and healing his internal injuries. The pure inner arts soothed his body, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon quickly opened his eyes. Fortunately, his internal injuries were not that deep.

"That's a relief. Your internal injuries aren't too severe."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. I could not forget the look in his eyes when he foresaw his end, the regret that filled them.

We forget so easily. Those intense moments become turning points, changing me and my life. Once they pass, we fail to live like we did in that moment.

However, I won't be like that. From now on, nothing else is needed in our relationship. I just need to not forget the regret of that moment when we anticipated death.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, what about you? Do you feel the same as I do?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just smiled. For the first time, he smiled with all his emotions fully contained within it. I smiled too.

Right. Drink with the Drunken Demon, and laugh with the Smiling Demon. That is all that matters.

Next, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon expressed his gratitude to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He did not use words, but gave a slight bow.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply nodded once to accept the greeting.

I took the opportunity to hug the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tightly.

"Elder! I missed you."

"I told you it's disgusting, why are you doing this?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook me off as I acted childishly and retreated as if fleeing.

But how could I not know? He was also incredibly happy to have saved me.

I retrieved the millennium cold steel throwing knife from next to the Chainman's corpse and spoke honestly.

"This fight was pretty tough."

Watching me, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "Didn't I tell you? You're waking up the murim."

"Should I go learn a lullaby somewhere?"

"Then in the process of learning it, you'll wake up even those who didn't need to be woken."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's joke, I said confidently, "Since it's already like this, tell them all to wake up. Tell them all to wake up now instead of waking up late and talking in their sleep. Instead..."

I met the eyes of the two men.

"From now on, please fight with me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me for a moment, then whipped around and walked away. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed behind him.

"There you go again, there you go again."

I followed them and left the place.


Sama Myeong entered the Heavenly Demon Hall holding an urgent messenger pigeon. His unusually fast pace indicated the news was important.

Despite seeing his urgency, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin was as calm as ever.

Reaching the end of the red carpet, Sama Myeong quickly delivered the news.

"During his mission, the Second Young Lord clashed with the villains of the Valley of Evil."

"The Valley of Evil?"

"The Bewitching Nirvana Princess, the Bloody Road Trio, the Yama Sage, and the Blood Wolf Blade."

"Quite a few skilled ones showed up."

"That's not all. The Weird Demon and the Chainman also appeared."

Geom Woojin flinched at the mention of those two names. The first four were not to be taken lightly, but the latter two were definitely not to be trifled with.

"They clashed with the Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was there too?"

"Yes. It seems the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is also entangled in this matter."

"And so?"

After a brief pause, Sama Myeong reported, "The Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon killed them all."

"The first four, I can understand, but the last two couldn't have been easy."

"It's reported that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suffered internal injuries in the process. Fortunately, they are not said to be deep."

"And Mugeuk?"

"He is fine."

"The two of them killed the Weird Demon and the Chainman?"

Unlike the calm Geom Woojin, the great strategist Sama Myeong was slightly flushed.

"To be honest, I was very surprised when I saw the messenger pigeon. Although the Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon joined forces to kill the Sword Emperor before, their opponent was a single person then. This time, the number of enemies was large, so it must not have been easy at all."

If it were not for the duel with Geom Mugeuk at the Alluring Inn, Geom Woojin would have been just as surprised. Geom Woojin had already been surprised that day.

"Who is behind this incident?"

"The actual mastermind is the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, and the ones who took the lead are Yang Cheogi and the Evil Valley Lord."

"Yang Cheogi? The Yang Cheogi of the White Mask Sect?"

Geom Woojin knew about him.

"Yes. It seems he caused this incident due to his grudge with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Even so, he mobilized some rather grand figures for that, didn't he?"

"According to the Second Young Lord's report, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman recruited the Evil Valley Lord and Yang Cheogi. However, while recruiting Yang Cheogi, it seems he secretly offered him the position of the Evil Valley Lord."

"Why would he do that? From the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's perspective, the Evil Valley Lord would be more useful in many ways than Yang Cheogi."

"I believe he must have an ulterior motive."

"Look into it."

"Yes! The Heavenly Enlightenment Society were more troublesome than we thought."

Until now, they had only known the Heavenly Enlightenment Society as those who impersonated the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to seek unjust profits. Now, it seemed they were a much larger and stronger organization.

"What will you do? It might be too much for the Second Young Lord to handle. Should we recall him?"

However, Geom Woojin shook his head.

"Didn't that child choose that mission himself? Then he must endure it. Instead, overlook the fact that the Demon Supremes intervened this time, and increase our Cult's support from one time to three."

"I understand."

Originally, it was a mission he had to do alone, so the Demon Supremes should not have intervened.

However, since a special situation beyond the test had unfolded, they were adjusting the difficulty accordingly.

"I will focus the main branch's information network to keep an eye on the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Geom Woojin nodded and said, "Tell my second brother that the test continues."


We stayed at our Cult's safehouse, not far from the Yellow River Inn where we fought.

We rested for a few days to recover our inner arts and treat our wounds. We ate proper meals, circulated our qi, and rested sufficiently.

Today, a messenger pigeon arrived from the Heavenly Demon Hall, instructing us to continue the mission.

That's Father for you. Even if I sent a messenger pigeon saying I was going to war with the Murim Alliance, he's the type to send a reply telling me to fight well.

That night, I enjoyed the lonely moonlight while strolling through the safehouse garden. I saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon practicing his martial arts in a corner of the yard.

"You're training even here?"

"Is training a joke? To be picky about the place."

"Seeing you these days, Elder, I've come to think that becoming a Demon Supreme is no joke."

"Don't lie. While looking down on us."

"It's a misunderstanding!"

Honestly, when I first decided to bring the Demon Supremes under my control, I did look down on them, but as I got closer to them, I abandoned that thought long ago. These people are not easy at all.

That was probably why Yang Cheogi couldn't become a Demon Supreme.

Separate from his martial arts skill, he lacks something crucial. Should I say he has no charm? Or no feel? Or that he is not on that level? He is missing something.

"Seeing the Drunken Demon drinking all the time lately, I guess I didn't know how fearsome the Demon Supremes are."

"You shouldn't look down on that drunkard either."

"Why are you so worried about me these days?"

"How can I not be worried? You get into danger whenever you have a chance. I might have to take out my pocket money and buy you some other treasured armor. By the way, what about the Explosive Qi Pill?"

"I took it."

I did not say I gave it to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If I did, our old man might fume all night and be unable to sleep.

It was then.

"I was the one who took it."

I turned to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walking into the garden.

"I survived thanks to it."

He then bowed his head slightly. At his polite attitude, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon only shot me a glare but did not provoke the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"As long as you're safe, that's all that matters."

How desperate must the situation have been for him to fight while consuming all of it? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had to know that. Although he always cursed him as a sinister bastard behind his back, he still acknowledged the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's skill.

"I will repay this debt next time."

"Before that, you should wipe the blood off that mask."

"I intend to wear it as is until this matter is finished."

I could feel that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was slightly flushed. It was not just anger. It was closer to the excitement one feels after a life-or-death battle for the first time in a long while.

I was the same. In the last fight, my sword-swinging speed became faster. It stemmed from a desperation to save the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but I surpassed my limits.

That is what is important. That I broke through a limit. Since the Soaring Sky Sword Art has already reached the complete mastery of the Twelth Star, this improvement must be related to my overall martial arts realm.

"I felt like I was on the brink several times, but honestly, the feeling was amazing."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes showed that he agreed from behind the mask.

Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"It's that taste that drives everyone crazy."

It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blood also started to boil while exchanging a palm strike with Yang Cheogi.

"First, we have to catch Yang Cheogi."

Yang Cheogi not only tried to kill us, but he also tried to drive the disciples of the White Mask Sect, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sect, to their deaths. He must be dealt with as a top priority, since he will continue to target the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or me.

"Besides, he must have met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman in person, so he'll be helpful in finding him."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "Do you know where that bastard Yang Cheogi is?"

"He must have hidden in the Valley of Evil. The people he brought from there are dead, so he'll have to report, and it's also the safest place. Also, since Yang Cheogi is aiming for the position of the Evil Valley Lord, he must have returned there."

"I'll help you."

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered to help, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something unexpected.

"I know the Valley of Evil well."

After a brief pause, he added, "I was once there too."

I was startled and asked, "When were you there?"

"When I was young. My Master sent me there to cultivate a wicked heart. He came to get me three years later."

"What if you had died there?"

"Then he would have found another disciple."

"You survived in the Valley of Evil at such a young age, Smiling Demon?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"The Valley of Evil is, in the end, a place where people live. While there are masters like the Weird Demon, there are also people who know no martial arts at all. There are even merchants who aren't from the Valley of Evil but go there to do business because the profits are high. That said, you can't let your guard down. If you go in without any information, there's no place as frightening as the Valley of Evil."

I relayed the contents of the messenger pigeon from our Cult to the two of them.

"We received a message from our Cult today. The mission to eliminate the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is still valid. Instead, they've strengthened the support to allow us to receive our Cult's help three times. I'm thinking of using one of those times now. The three of us could handle it, but the Evil Valley Lord might intervene. There's no need to take unnecessary risks, and we're using one chance anyway."

I spoke forcefully, with the spirit of wiping out the Valley of Evil if necessary.

"Let's call the Flower Sword Supreme and the Great Drunken Demon and go catch Yang Cheogi."


Chapter 150: The Good Will Surely Die

The Evil Valley Lord Gi Banggi burned with unbearable rage.

"You expect me to believe that right now?"

"What's there to believe? It's just what happened."

"The two greatest masters of the Valley of Evil don't just die at the same time for no reason."

Gi Banggi was short with gloomy eyes and had an aura that naturally dampened spirits. When his mood soured, the air grew so stifling it became hard to breathe.

"Can you defeat the Weird Demon? Are you confident you can beat the Chainman? I'm not, and neither are you, right? So how can I believe the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon killed them? In the same place! Together!"

"It wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It was the Demonic Cult Second Young Lord."

"You call that an explanation!"

His voice naturally rose. The Evil Valley Lord knew nothing of Geom Mugeuk's abilities. Only those who handled the murim's most clandestine information knew Geom Mugeuk's martial prowess was far greater than imagined. His true skills were not yet known to the world.

"Were they the only ones? Didn't I send the Bewitching Nirvana Princess, the Bloody Road Trio, the Blood Wolf Blade, and the Yama Sage with you? But you came back alone after they were all annihilated!"

"I barely made it back alive myself! I'm telling you, I was almost killed."

"You know what? Your story is so absurd it almost sounds true. You can't be foolish enough to make up such a ridiculous excuse."

The Evil Valley Lord simply could not believe the situation. In this one incident, he had lost his two strongest limbs. He had sent everyone out precisely so that no one would die.

"What were you doing when they died, Master Yang?"

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon appeared just as I was about to step in. That old man's inner arts are so profound, there was nothing I could do."

Yang Cheogi thoroughly concealed that he had only acted after the Weird Demon and the Chainman were dead. The Valley Leader would investigate him out of suspicion, but he would have no choice but to believe his words. It was an undeniable fact that only Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon were there that day.

"I have a relationship with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman too, so why would I ruin things? Please, believe me."

The Evil Valley Lord was filled with regret. If he had known this would happen, he would never have joined hands with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. The sweet prize he had offered might have been poison, a thought that came too late. Greed was always the root of disaster.

What was past was past. The problem was now. With their deaths, his own position as Valley Leader had become precarious.

Among the organizations in murim, the Valley of Evil's leader changed most frequently. It was filled with those who would immediately bare their fangs the moment the leader showed any weakness.

If you're scheming to take my place, you won't die a peaceful death.

Normally, Gi Banggi would not have shown such thoughts, even if he harbored them. He was a man who always smiled at the enemies he had to kill.

Today, however, he could not contain his anger.

"I don't want to see your face. Leave now. We'll talk later."

"Very well."

As Yang Cheogi turned to leave, the Evil Valley Lord spoke.

"Do you know what my alias was before I came here?"

"What was it?"

"It was Baek-ak. They called me that because I was said to possess all the evils of the world."

"Is that so?"

The indifferent response further enraged the Evil Valley Lord. Whether he knew this or not, Yang Cheogi threw another problem into the mix.

"Those bastards will guess that I've come here."

"What are you saying? That they might invade our valley?"

"That possibility exists."

This was Yang Cheogi's way of blocking any chance that the Evil Valley Lord might try to kill him.

"You came back after cutting off both our arms, so now we have to fight with our feet. If what you say is true, we're all dead."

Of course, he did not mean it sincerely. If the Valley of Evil were to collapse just because those two were gone, it would have disappeared long ago. This place was teeming with countless villains driven to the brink.

No one in the jianghu would dare dip their bodies in these murky waters. It had always been that way.

After Yang Cheogi left, the Evil Valley Lord summoned a subordinate and gave an order.

"Investigate this matter thoroughly. From this moment on, kill anyone who sets foot in the valley. Tell everyone! Fifty thousand taels for each intruder's head."


I sent a messenger pigeon to our Cult requesting the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, then we immediately headed for the Valley of Evil.

Movement arts were faster than riding a horse, so we ran.

A journey running alongside the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? I could never have imagined this, not before my regression and not even after.

I had traveled with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before, but this was my first time with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I learned something new about him on this journey.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed like the type to stay cooped up reading, but he had surprisingly been to every corner of the Central Plains. Whenever we passed a region he knew, he would stop running to tell us stories about it.

"Over that mountain is a place called the Great Joya Plains. I fought a wandering warrior who challenged me there for five hundred rounds. That was back when I was in my prime."

He told stories of his past fights, like that one.

"In that village over there, there's a sect made up entirely of women. The Sect Leader and her head disciple both had a crush on me at the same time."

He told such unbelievable stories with a straight face. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I sent each other a telepathic message at the same time. That's a lie.

"Beyond that point is Evil Alliance territory. Four hundred kilometers in that direction is the Murim Alliance's domain."

He was also knowledgeable about geography and the state of murim.

There were many moments when his knowledge overlapped with my own, and I wanted to chime in, but I had to force myself to hold back.

"By the way, were your inner arts always this profound?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, puzzled, as he watched me keep pace with them.

"I took some miracle herbs a very noble person gave me."

Those miracle herbs were the Cheonoesindan the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me in the past.

"That alone shouldn't be enough for this level of inner arts."

"I also absorbed the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's inner arts while dealing with her."

Of course, I've had several other miraculous encounters, but I didn't mention them all.

"Ah, the heavens are truly helping you."

"So, you two should help me a little, too."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly shot forward again.

They coordinated just to tease me, even though they dislike each other. Maybe they don't dislike each other that much after all.

I shouted as I chased after them.

"Where are you two slowpokes running off to!"


We ran and ran until we finally arrived at the entrance to the Valley of Evil.

In the distance, I saw the Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon waiting for us. They had arrived first. Seeing them out here was different from seeing them drunk in a lake or tending flowers in a garden.

The Drunken Demon looked up at the sky with his arms crossed, appearing lonely yet cool. The Sword Supreme stood proudly in a clean white robe with a sword at her hip. They both felt extraordinary.

"Hyung-nim!"

The Drunken Demon's expression brightened when I called him Hyung-nim, even with the other Demon Supremes present.

"My little brother!"

I focused on my relationship with the Drunken Demon, not worrying about the others.

"Hyung-nim, thank you for coming."

Being cautious because of the other Demon Supremes would be rude to the Drunken Demon and to them. I'm someone who calls the Drunken Demon 'Hyung-nim'. I have to show who I am to form proper relationships.

"I don't usually interrupt my seclusion training, but Yeo Bin brought me the news. She said my little brother needed help. How on earth did you get Yeo Bin on your side?"

I only looked after your health, Hyung-nim. So Yeo Bin is the one who's truly on your side.

I couldn't say that, so I just smiled. "I'll buy you a drink after this is over."

I immediately greeted the Flower Sword Supreme politely. "Your beauty shines even brighter out here."

"I feel this every time, but your flattery is the most pleasant. I heard you fought those bastards from the Valley of Evil. Are you hurt?"

"No. The Blade Demon appeared at the crucial moment."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said, "He might have been waiting. For the crucial moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon made a dumbfounded expression and retorted, "That's right. I hid and waited. I had to appear when the crisis deepened a little more, right?"

"Still, it's a relief you arrived on time. Good job."

For some reason, the Flower Sword Supreme ended the conversation with a kind word. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot me a look that said, What's with her? but how would I know what she was thinking?

Maybe the Drunken Demon said something good about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon on their way here. If so, today could be the start of their reconciliation.

The Flower Sword Supreme asked me again, "So? The mastermind snuck into this place?"

"Yes. I double-checked with the All-Knowing Hall. They confirmed he entered the Valley of Evil."

"This place is quite troublesome."

"Fortunately, the Smiling Demon knows the Valley of Evil well."

"Oh?"

The Flower Sword Supreme's gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. His blood-stained mask showed how urgent the previous situation had been.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed slightly, and the Flower Sword Supreme returned the greeting. She treated the Drunken Demon like a friend, but her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was formal.

They seemed antagonistic, but my connection to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was actually thanks to the Flower Sword Supreme. When she was establishing Cheong Seon as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, she told me the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had voted in favor. That's why I sought him out.

"Our target is Yang Cheogi. The villains here deserve to die, but there's no need for an unnecessary massacre. We'll only eliminate those who stand in our way."

Everyone nodded with understanding expressions.

"One more thing about Yang Cheogi. Our objective is to capture him alive, but his martial arts are strong. If it's too difficult, you can kill him. Capturing him is a preference, not a necessity. Everyone's safety is the absolute priority."

At that, the Drunken Demon said to the Flower Sword Supreme, "Who among us do you think our little brother is so worried about?"

"His drunken Hyung-nim, probably?"

"Ah, is it me?"

Even for Demon Supremes, storming the Valley of Evil is a burdensome task, but they showed no sign of it. They didn't even joke about it. I believe they did that for me. It's a debt I must never forget.

"Thank you for coming. It's a great honor to carry out a mission with four Demon Supremes. I won't forget this day. If a painter were here, I'd have him draw us... Ah, where are you going? Hear me out! I'm coming!"

I followed the Demon Supremes who had already started walking and entered the Valley of Evil.

A short walk inside, a warning was written in red letters.

[The good will surely die.]

At that, the Drunken Demon looked around at us and remarked, "Fortunately, it seems no one among us is going to die."

Everyone laughed together at his words.

"I'm in danger."

When I feigned injustice, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "According to that sign, the safest person here is the Second Young Lord."

Everyone's looks seemed to agree with him. Only the Drunken Demon took my side.

"I believe in my little brother's innocence. My kind-hearted little brother."

"That just makes me sound more like a villain, doesn't it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been listening, couldn't hold back and threw in a comment. "I'm sick and tired of hearing 'little brother, little brother'."

I worried he might start a fight with the Drunken Demon, so I quickly intercepted. "I know, right? It's enough to make someone without a brother miserable."

At that, the Drunken Demon laughed and took a sip of his drink. I had been watching him since we first met, and the amount he drank had definitely decreased.

I sent a telepathic message to the Drunken Demon.

[You've cut back a lot on the drinking. That's cool, Hyung.]

[Thanks for noticing.]

I couldn't possibly have such a conversation in front of the other Demon Supremes.

How long had we been walking?

We came across a man carrying a basket of medicinal herbs. He saw us, bowed, and started to pass by.

SHIING! THWACK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon launched his Blood Calamity Finger, piercing the man's forehead. He collapsed on the spot.

"He's a scout guarding the entrance. When someone enters, his role is to take a shortcut and alert the others. Besides him..."

SHWIIK! SWOOOSH!

Before he could finish, the Flower Sword Supreme unleashed her sword qi at the trees. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon launched his blade qi at the rocks.

A man fell dead from the trees. The rock was sliced in half, killing the man hiding behind it.

Words were unnecessary when moving with the Demon Supremes. They acted in perfect sync.

"It's been a long time since I was last here, but this place hasn't changed at all. Back then, there were also three of them guarding this spot."

I responded to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words with a smile. "Isn't our Cult the same? It seems not much has changed between decades ago and now."

At that, the Drunken Demon took a sip of his drink and said, "That must be why our little brother intends to establish a new demonic way, right?"

I smiled at the Demon Supremes instead of answering.

I was growing closer to them, but I still didn't know if they would understand the demonic way I was pursuing.

As we went deeper, a few thatched huts came into view. There were rice paddies, fields, fruit trees, cows, and pigs. It looked no different from any other village.

However, there was a terrifying trap next to the field, and the vibrant flowerbed teemed with poisonous insects.

Poisonous bees flew in from somewhere and rushed us, but it was impossible for a bee to sting a Demon Supreme. A single gesture swept them all away.

Without the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's knowledge of this place, the path would have been much harder. There were hidden paths where none seemed to exist and traps on paths that looked safe.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon avoided the traps and guided us only through the shortcuts.

Finally, a village appeared in the distance. It was the first village we had seen since entering the Valley of Evil.

"There are many dangerous traps between here and the village entrance. Let's just go over them."

The four Demon Supremes and I launched into the air. We crossed a distance an ordinary master could never manage in a single leap. It was an elegant and spectacular display of supreme movement arts that no one could imitate.

CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK!

We landed simultaneously in a single line.

The moment we landed, sword qi, blade qi, finger qi, and palm techniques flew in all directions. The enemies in ambush fell without a chance to attack. Though they hadn't coordinated, none of their attacks overlapped. These were the Demon Supremes of our Cult.

"Now, let's go in."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood to my left, and the Flower Sword Supreme to my right. At the ends of the line were the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon.

With the strongest wings in the world, I walked into the village of villains.


Chapter 151: When We Are Together

The village seemed ordinary. No, it only looked ordinary.

Passersby and merchants filled the streets, and children even ran around playing. Seeing this scene, no one would ever guess this village was in the Valley of Evil.

But while it looked normal at a glance, the wary gazes and the tense feeling from the people were anything but. I could feel them secretly exchanging glances, but we pretended not to notice and continued walking.

"Not everyone here follows the Evil Valley Lord. In fact, many are covetously eyeing his position. You can think of it as being similar to the Viridian Forest."

That was why we did not use movement arts to rush in. We had to ensure our movements were not seen as an invasion or an attack. If they judged it an attack, every villain in the Valley of Evil would come forward to protect their home, whether they liked it or not.

But we were simply unfamiliar visitors walking through. This was a significant difference, a strategy we could use because we had the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who knew the valley's nature better than anyone.

As we walked, we saw about a dozen men and women sitting in a circle in an open lot, drinking. They laughed and chatted boisterously, as if having a wonderful time.

The moment we passed them, they shot to their feet to throw hidden weapons, but before the weapons could even leave their hands, a blur of motion stopped them.

SWIIIIISH.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blade qi swept through them a step ahead of their attack. We had already anticipated their ambush.

Their acting was decent, but not a single one of them had glanced at us as we passed. With two or three people, that might have been believable. For a group of a dozen, it was completely unnatural.

"Most of the villains in the Valley of Evil would sell their souls for money. The Evil Valley Lord has probably put a bounty on our heads in preparation for our arrival."

I laughed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's explanation.

"He'd have to offer at least a million taels."

The Drunken Demon remarked, "Per person, of course, right?"

We joked as we walked on, but ambushers soon jumped out from the woods on both sides.

This time, the Sword Supreme flew lightly into the air. She spun once, her sword scattering qi in every direction.

The attackers fell, sliced apart by the deadly energy. Not a single sliver of sword qi missed its mark.

The Sword Supreme then landed gracefully, returning to her walking position.

We continued walking and resumed our conversation as if nothing had happened.

"The Evil Valley Lord isn't the world's number one tycoon. How could he possibly offer a million taels per person?"

"That's probably why only trash like this is coming after us."

The moment the Drunken Demon finished speaking, hidden weapons flew from the bushes ahead.

We all twisted our bodies lightly to dodge. The weapons flew between the five of us with a ferocity that seemed impossible to evade, yet everyone dodged them easily.

The Drunken Demon moved next. His figure flashed and disappeared into the bushes. He returned to his original spot even faster than he had left. Not a single scream was heard, leaving no clue how he had dealt with the ambushers.

He returned, took a sip of alcohol, and said, "I gave them all a drink, and now they're sleeping it off."

I had never properly seen the Drunken Demon fight, but this display alone showed his martial arts were not to be taken lightly.

We started walking again and soon arrived at a ferry dock.

"From here, we have to cross the river by boat."

So, we got a boat at the dock and started to cross the river.

"I'm the youngest, so I'll row."

Seeing me row, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "When did you learn to handle a boat? You look very skilled."

"Is there anything I can't do?"

The other three Demon Supremes also stared intently at me.

"Why are you all staring at me like that? It's embarrassing. It just makes me... row even better, you know? I do love being the center of attention."

I was joking, but they all looked at me with strange expressions. It was probably because I was good at too many things.

The boat cut swiftly through the water.

The Drunken Demon, who had been gazing at the river, suddenly spoke to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Seeing you in action against our enemies just now, Senior, you are still as vigorous as ever."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was clearly flustered by the Drunken Demon's sudden praise.

"Well, I don't drink much alcohol."

The Flower Sword Supreme then chimed in.

"In times like these, just say thank you. How can you be so old and still so cantankerous?"

Although she was meddling, her tone was gentle. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who would have been more stubborn at any other time, backed down.

"Thank you."

He had meekly thanked the Drunken Demon.

"Don't mention it. I was just speaking my mind."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with an expression that said, What's gotten into you?

I could feel the Drunken Demon was making an effort. That effort was creating change.

My gaze met the Drunken Demon's. Thank you, Hyung. You're doing great.

The attacks continued.

When the boat reached the middle of the river, ambushers burst from the water, throwing hidden weapons.

This time, I leaped up with an oar in hand and struck the bastards down.

I struck one, used him as a foothold to strike another, then used that one as a foothold to strike the next. It looked simple, but it was a technique that combined supreme movement arts with their combat application.

All the men who jumped out were struck by the oar. Their heads burst open as they fell back into the water. They were the Yellow River Water Ghosts, dressed in fish-scale armor. They once roamed the Yellow River area, plundering ships and slaughtering passengers, but were eventually chased into the Valley of Evil.

The very moment I was about to land back on the boat, an explosion erupted.

BOOM!

The ferry boat shattered to pieces.

The Demon Supremes and I all leaped into the air. The water ghosts poked their heads out of the water and shot poison needles from blowpipes.

FWIPFWIPFWIPFWIPFWIPFWIPFWIP!

However, not a single Demon Supreme was hit. They moved their bodies in mid-air, dodging the entire ambush. This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon acted.

PING! PIIING! PING! PING!

He unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger in rapid succession. It was the first time I realized the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's finger qi bullet could be fired continuously like that.

The men who had shot the poison needles floated to the surface like dead fish.

The Demon Supremes and I each landed on a piece of the shattered boat. We did not sink, despite standing on fragments smaller than a man's forearm.

SHWAAAAAAAAA.

The wooden planks carrying the Demon Supremes cut through the water, moving forward.

In the distance, more water ghosts poked their heads out, but they did not dare to attack. The sight of us using our qi to cross the river on shattered wood was enough to make them lose their will to fight.

Just like that, we reached the opposite bank in an instant.

About 330 meters from there, we were blocked by men whose names were recognizable. The movement arts displayed by the five martial artists blocking our path were extraordinary.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon recognized them.

"The Five Evils of Chongqing!"

They were villains who had once committed evil deeds based in the Chongqing area.

"After all these years, there are few who can recognize us. Old man, who are you?"

"You've forgotten me."

"You know me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon merely gave a faint smile.

"Seeing as you're blocking our path, it seems that when you get old, your judgment fades just as much as your memory."

The first evil's expression hardened.

He had come out to kill, but an unknown sense of unease pricked at him. He was sure he had seen this old man somewhere before, but he could not remember.

"Kill them!"

Although the first evil gave the order to his subordinates, it ultimately served as a command for the Demon Supremes.

Before the words were even finished, we each took on one of them.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger. The fourth evil could not dodge the close-range attack, and his forehead was pierced. The Flower Sword Supreme's swordsmanship beheaded the second evil. My Blue Sky Strike split the fifth evil's chest in an instant. The Drunken Demon's gourd smashed the third evil's head.

Only the first evil remained. The moment the others died, he remembered.

"Ah! You... Why are you here?"

His voice trembled. There was a time when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had shaken the jianghu. Back then, the first evil could not even meet his gaze properly. Now, after so many years, they had met again here.

The first evil desperately threw himself into a retreat, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's giant dao sliced his body in half.

As we fought together, I sensed something. The Demon Supremes seemed to be fighting nonchalantly, but they were conscious of each other. They used each move with care, pretending not to watch but keenly observing what techniques the others used. Their real opponents were not the villains, but each other, and of course, they observed my movements and martial arts most intently.

Nevertheless, I did not deliberately hide my skills. I did not show everything, but I did not hold back my abilities either. I was the one who would become their leader. I had to make them believe in and follow me.

Next, attackers who used poison smoke came at us. A few men revealed themselves from hiding and sprayed the smoke.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme stepped forward at the same time. They swung their sleeves, sending the poison smoke flying back at those who had released it.

The attackers collapsed in agony, spewing blood from every orifice.

This was the first time since entering this place that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had coordinated. They looked at each other, and the gazes they shared were growing softer.

"Once we cross that field, we'll reach the Evil Valley Lord's residence."

About 330 meters from the residence, a horde of spear-wielding villains poured out from one side. The man at their head was enormous and carried a spear as large as a pillar.

He was the Ghost Spear Superman, infamous in the murim for his single spear. A master of unorthodox sects, he had established his own school of spearmanship. He had disappeared after being branded a public enemy for attacking a Murim Alliance Branch, only to reappear here.

From the opposite side, dozens more villains appeared. They were assassins dressed in black martial arts uniforms with masks covering their faces. Their leader was the Hidden Moon, once a renowned top-tier assassin who now led an assassin organization here.

From another direction came men wearing only loincloths. They stood with vacant eyes, intoxicated by drugs.

However, anyone who let their guard down because of their appearance would be torn to shreds. Their martial arts were far greater than they looked, and they felt no pain. If they decided to charge like madmen, few could withstand their momentum.

Not only them, but a group of women also appeared, along with men in hunter's attire and a band of beggars.

These people were not under the command of the Evil Valley Lord. They were individuals with their own factions who lived by their own rules, constantly fighting amongst themselves for supremacy in the Valley of Evil.

These factions were also why the Evil Valley Lord felt his position was in jeopardy after his subordinates were killed.

The killing intent directed at us was extraordinary, but the Demon Supremes were completely unfazed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing his blood-stained mask, stared at them with his arms crossed arrogantly. His composure alone was overwhelming the opponents.

The other Demon Supremes were the same. Their arrogant stances were enough to keep the hundreds of villains from daring to attack.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stepped forward and shouted in a booming voice.

"If you're going to attack, then come at me all at once."

RUUUUUUUMBLE!

Blade aura formed on his lowered Heaven Destroying Dao.

His enhanced qi was as red as blood. It was the first time I had seen his blade aura. Perhaps because of its blood-red color, it was truly intense and impressive.

Following his lead, the other Demon Supremes each released their own auras. Enhanced sword qi, pure white, formed on the Flower Sword Supreme's White Flower Sword. The color suited her perfectly.

As the momentum of the five of us spread out, the villains took another step back as if pushed by an unseen force.

If I had come alone, or with just the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, we would have had to fight all of them.

However, with the four Demon Supremes, no one dared to challenge us.

Hundreds had gathered, but they only watched from a distance. When we were together, we were unstoppable.

In the end, they could not bring themselves to attack. Our momentum was one reason, but they also knew our destination was the Evil Valley Lord's residence. Their greed was now aimed at something bigger.

We started walking again. At the end of the road was the manor where the Evil Valley Lord lived.

The plaque above the main gate read 'Dong-ak-sang-jo'. It meant that even villains help each other to achieve evil.

"He must have been informed of our arrival, so he'll be waiting with his own preparations."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shattered the plaque with the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. The entire section where the plaque had been attached vanished without a trace.

At the same time, the other Demon Supremes unleashed their palm techniques. The main gate and the front wall crumbled into dust.

"If I had come alone, it might be a different story, but with four of us together..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon added as he led the way.

"If preparations were enough to stop us, we'd have to give up our titles as Demon Supremes, wouldn't we?"


Chapter 152: This Is All Your Fault

"What you said was true." The Evil Valley Lord said this to Yang Cheogi as he entered the main hall.

The Evil Valley Lord had sent men to investigate. They confirmed that a young man and a masked figure had met at the Yellow River Inn that day. Yang Cheogi's words were true.

"Why would I lie to the Valley Leader? I told the truth."

"Then you're saying Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were truly enough to handle the Weird Demon."

"That's right."

"Even if he is of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, it's still unbelievable."

"I felt the same way. I never imagined Geom Mugeuk would be such a master." Yang Cheogi's expression hardened as he recalled that day. He seemed truthful, but the Evil Valley Lord still suspected him.

There was a clear possibility that Yang Cheogi had helped Geom Mugeuk kill all his subordinates. That seemed more plausible than Geom Mugeuk killing the Weird Demon alone.

What if it was a conspiracy by the Demonic Cult to take over the Valley of Evil?

What if they used Yang Cheogi to cut off all my limbs? What if the Demonic Cult even created the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?

Losing so many powerful subordinates at once made such suspicions natural.

Of course, the theory had questionable parts.

Until now, the Demonic Cult has never shown any interest in the Valley of Evil. Why would they suddenly target our valley?

The Valley of Evil was a nuisance to the Murim Alliance. The Demonic Cult had no reason to strike it. If the Demonic Cult ran the Valley of Evil directly, they would face fierce backlash from both the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. Why create trouble? The villains here would never pledge loyalty to them.

The Evil Valley Lord's lack of trust in Yang Cheogi led him to invent all sorts of hypotheses. One thing was certain. Just looking at Yang Cheogi was irritating.

If you have some other sinister motive, you will never leave the Valley of Evil alive.

Just then, a subordinate rushed in and reported urgently.

"There are intruders. The Gwapyo gang has been defeated at the village entrance."

The Evil Valley Lord felt the inevitable had finally arrived.

Yang Cheogi, standing beside him, quickly asked, "How many intruders are there in total?"

"They say there are five."

Yang Cheogi tilted his head. "If it's Geom Mugeuk's group, there should be three at most, right?"

"Why are you so sure there are three? Couldn't Geom Mugeuk have brought more demons with him?"

"Well, that's true, but."

The Evil Valley Lord was puzzled by Yang Cheogi's reaction.

Are they really not on the same side? Or is he just pretending not to know?

Judging by his reaction, it did not seem like they had planned this together.

Just then, another subordinate rushed in. "The Cheonga gang has also been defeated by the intruders."

"Already?" The Cheonga gang were skilled martial artists who excelled in coordinated attacks, yet they were already defeated.

Soon after, another subordinate ran in. "The insects are all dead."

This time, the Evil Valley Lord was even more surprised. The 'insects' were the Yangsu gang who lived in the forest. They were extremely tricky to deal with, hiding in the woods and throwing hidden weapons.

Yang Cheogi and the Evil Valley Lord's eyes met. Yang Cheogi nodded. "It's definitely them."

Considering Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon killed so many when it was just the two of them, what would happen now that five had come?

Before the shock could subside, another subordinate ran in. The Evil Valley Lord asked first this time. "Who was defeated this time?"

"At the Seonak Bridge, the Yellow River Water Ghosts have been defeated."

"What? The Water Ghosts?" The Evil Valley Lord was startled. They were not the strongest, but in the water, the Water Ghosts were stronger than anyone.

They could be killed, yes, but the problem was the intruders' speed. Their pace was like casually plucking flowers while taking a stroll.

At that moment, the Evil Valley Lord saw Yang Cheogi's eyes tremble with fear.

"If you want to run, then flee now." His intention was to pin all the blame on Yang Cheogi if he was gone and somehow find a way to survive.

"What will you do, Valley Leader?"

"I can't leave this place. The moment I flee, I'll give those who covet my position a reason to kill me." Besides, all of his trustworthy subordinates were already dead.

Yang Cheogi was conflicted. He never imagined Geom Mugeuk would invade this far, nor that the Valley of Evil could be breached so easily. It was a place where one could wander for days near the entrance without knowing the way.

If he fled now, however, the Evil Valley Lord would never take him back. His feelings toward him were already at their worst.

If I want to take the Evil Valley Lord's position, I must stop Geom Mugeuk's group today. Only then will the villains here acknowledge me as the Valley Leader. And if the Evil Valley Lord died in the process, all the better.

As they were lost in their different thoughts, another subordinate entered. "The Five Evils of Chongqing are all dead."

Now, the Evil Valley Lord was not even surprised. Unless this was all a prank by his subordinates, it was a disaster flying toward them at a terrifying speed.

Hatred for Yang Cheogi surged within his heart.

This is all your fault.

If Yang Cheogi had not provoked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the first place, claiming he would get revenge, none of this would have happened.

No matter what it takes, I will kill you.

The Evil Valley Lord knew that holding such a deep grudge would ultimately bring him no good. He just could not tolerate Yang Cheogi. Even if he regretted this decision later, he vowed to kill Yang Cheogi without fail.

The Evil Valley Lord said to his subordinate, "Tell Seok-no to drain as much of their inner arts as possible."

"......" The subordinate ran out.

"Seok-no is the last bastion. If he is breached, it will be just you and me."

"Let's hope he drains their strength as much as possible." If Seok-no played his part, there might be a chance.


The courtyard was empty.

I looked around and said, "Something feels eerie, doesn't it?"

My feeling was correct. The moment we crossed the courtyard toward the main hall, our surroundings changed.

"......"

We suddenly found ourselves in a new space, surrounded by hundreds of stone statues. They were shaped like martial artists holding swords, daos, and spears.

"It's an illusion technique!" I shouted.

The Demon Supremes tensed. An illusion was tricky if you did not know how to break it. This was why the Murim Alliance feared the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme the most.

"Everyone, be careful," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon warned. We stood back-to-back in a circle.

The stone statues began to move. One would expect them to be sluggish, but they were faster than I thought. The sight of something that should be slow rushing at us was bizarre and terrifying.

"......"

The fight began. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shattered a charging statue with his Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The Flower Sword Supreme sliced another statue apart with her sword qi. She could not bring her sword down on the stone lumps to conserve her inner arts. Her sword was a masterpiece, and while it could handle a few statues, facing so many would damage the blade. She had no choice but to use her sword qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in a similar situation. His giant dao was better suited for this than a sword, but he could not just smash the statues with his precious Heaven Destroying Dao. He also generated dao qi and a wind from his dao to destroy the statues.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had to use the inner arts-consuming Extremely Savage Demonic Palm to shatter the statues. Using the Blood Calamity Finger only poked holes in them while they kept moving.

The Drunken Demon also could not strike them with his Blood Gourd, so he used palm techniques to deal with them.

They were opponents that consumed an enormous amount of inner arts, and they swarmed endlessly.

I could not just consume qi recklessly. I dodged the statues' attacks and scanned my surroundings. With my eyes enhanced by the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique, I was sure I could see the way to break the illusion.

However, I could not see the bluish light that indicated a weak point anywhere in this space.

It's here. It has to be here. An illusion technique without a way to break it did not exist.

I weaved quickly between the statues using the Shadow Step and the Vanishing Step, searching for the weak point.

At one point, while wandering among the statues, I found it.

Found it!

A bluish light glowed on the back of a statue far in the back. It was hidden among the hundreds of attacking statues. This illusion technique concealed its weak point well.

JIIIIIIIIK!

Without hesitation, I tore through the bluish light with the Black Demon Sword, splitting it in half.

Beyond the light, an old man stared in utter shock.

PUUK!

The moment my sword pierced the old man's heart, the illusion he had cast shattered.

Freed from the illusion, we stood in the same courtyard we had entered earlier. The Demon Supremes saw the old man I had stabbed collapse and realized I had found the way to break the illusion.

The Drunken Demon made a fuss, exclaiming that his little brother was the best.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked greatly surprised.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, however, was not that surprised. He knew I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me, smiled meaningfully, and said, "Second Young Lord, you have reached the state of Sagongbulchim."

He did not mention the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme because the other Demon Supremes were present. If it had been just the two of us, he would have said, 'Shameless Second Young Lord, are you still going to claim you didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?'

I strode toward the building. "Now, let's go in."

I shattered the doors to the main hall and entered with the Demon Supremes.


KWAAANG!

Watching them shatter the main hall doors and enter, the Evil Valley Lord thought the Heavenly Demon himself was invading. How else could Seok-no's illusion technique be broken so quickly? Even he would have to endure until Seok-no's inner arts were depleted to escape it.

The intruder, however, was not the Heavenly Demon. A young man, Geom Mugeuk, walked in at the forefront, proving Yang Cheogi's words true.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Yang Cheogi. "In this situation, the only place you could hide safely would be the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Ah, but that won't work. You messed with us."

Yang Cheogi did not answer.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Evil Valley Lord. "Are you the Evil Valley Lord?"

"That's right. I am the Evil Valley Lord."

"I am Geom Mugeuk, Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"I have heard much of your reputation." The Evil Valley Lord tried his best to act composed, but inside he was burning up. It felt like a grim reaper was walking toward him step by step.

The Evil Valley Lord's gaze shifted to the four Demon Supremes standing behind Geom Mugeuk. "The esteemed members of the Divine Cult have arrived. Welcome." He greeted them smoothly with a clasped hands greeting, as if they were invited guests.

The four Demon Supremes only stared at him coldly.

The Evil Valley Lord spoke gently to Geom Mugeuk again. "I hear the madmen of my valley were quite rude to you, Second Young Lord?"

"They tried to suck out my inner arts and smash my head with a chain. If you call that 'rude,' then I suppose I'll have to be a little rude today as well."

"You're destined to become a supreme ruler of the murim. Don't stoop to the level of the pathetic fools of my valley." The Evil Valley Lord tried his best to get on Geom Mugeuk's good side.

With Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes standing before him, he lost all will to fight. If the deceased Weird Demon, the Chainman, the Bloody Road Trio, the Blood Wolf Blade, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess, and the Yama Sage were all here, it might be different, but for him and Yang Cheogi to face these five was impossible.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Evil Valley Lord and asked, "Why did you do it?"

The Evil Valley Lord looked at Yang Cheogi as if it was never his intention and asked the same question. "Why did you do it?"

Yang Cheogi stared at him with a look of disbelief. "What are you doing right now?"

"You're the one who caused this, so you explain it." The Evil Valley Lord's struggle to survive began by distancing himself from Yang Cheogi.

When Geom Mugeuk's party entered, Yang Cheogi's reaction clearly showed he was not on their side. In that case, the Evil Valley Lord had only one option. He had to abandon Yang Cheogi. After all, they had come to kill Yang Cheogi.

Yang Cheogi scoffed. "Do you think they'll let you live just because you pull a stunt like this?"

Geom Mugeuk replied to Yang Cheogi. "I will let him live. I know that this incident was entirely the doing of Yang Cheogi over there. As long as the Valley Leader cooperates in capturing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, no harm will come to you."

The Evil Valley Lord's heart pounded with the hope that he could live.

So they really weren't on the same side!

Seeing the Evil Valley Lord waver, Yang Cheogi shouted, "Don't believe him! It's a trick to divide us!"

In contrast to the frantic Yang Cheogi, Geom Mugeuk was calm. "Why would I bother dividing you when I can kill you both? Four of our Cult's Eight Demon Supremes have come in person. Does this look like a joke to you?"

The Evil Valley Lord did not hesitate. "I'll help. I know a clue that can help find the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman!" He was told he would be spared if he cooperated. What was there to hesitate about?

Yang Cheogi's heart sank coldly. He knew the Evil Valley Lord had already turned. The moment the Evil Valley Lord turned his back on him, Yang Cheogi realized he would never get out of this place alive.

"You pathetic, foolish bastard! This is why you can never escape this filthy place!"

"Shut up! This is all your fault. I don't even want to hear your excuses, so just go to hell quietly!"

"Idiot," Yang Cheogi spat coldly and sighed. Even if he offered information about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, he would likely not survive. He had tried to kill Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

So, in the end, I have to use this.

Yang Cheogi began to draw upon his inner arts for a final secret technique he had never used before. No, it was a technique he could never use.

Seeing a red energy swirl in Yang Cheogi's eyes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon warned, "Everyone, be careful! It's the forbidden secret technique of our school, a take you down with me art!"

The martial art Yang Cheogi was about to use was indeed the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique. It was a final secret technique to die with an opponent, ensuring the death of one person while dying alongside them.

"If your inner arts are weaker than his, you can't block it!"

Yang Cheogi's inner arts were second to none. He directed his gaze to each person in the room.

Who would he kill and die with? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the cause of this mess? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who ruined everything by showing up late that day? Geom Mugeuk, who made his revenge fail? Or that pathetic fool, the Evil Valley Lord?

Honestly, he wanted to take all four of them with him. However, the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique could only be used on a single person.

Yang Cheogi's eyes turned so red they looked like they would burst as he roared, "Who will go with me!"

In that moment of heavy silence, Geom Mugeuk shot his hand up.

"Me!"


Chapter 153: I Didn't Intend to Take You With Me

Geom Mugeuk deliberately provoked him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said the 'take you down with me' technique was unavoidable for those with weak inner arts. This meant even the Demon Supremes could be in danger. The Evil Valley Lord also couldn't die, because they needed the clue about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

However, Geom Mugeuk was supremely confident in his own inner arts. He knew Yang Cheogi's power, no matter how profound, couldn't surpass his. Geom Mugeuk's inner arts already exceeded the Demon Supremes' and now included the power he absorbed from the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

"Let's walk that road to the underworld together. I talk a lot, so at least you won't be bored."

Yang Cheogi took the words as mockery, and his eyes grew even redder. The Heavenly Light Slaying Technique felt seconds from being unleashed, yet Geom Mugeuk provoked him again.

"It seems you'll die dreaming only of things you could never achieve."

Those words were taboo for Yang Cheogi. Demon Supreme, Sect Leader, Chairman, and Valley Leader. He had achieved none of them, and the wound from that life was far too deep.

The moment Yang Cheogi decided, Alright, it's you.

WHOOSH!

The Evil Valley Lord saw his opportunity and launched a palm strike at Yang Cheogi's back.

The Evil Valley Lord knew he couldn't let Geom Mugeuk die. If Geom Mugeuk died, the Demon Supremes would surely kill him.

Yang Cheogi spun around like a thunderbolt and unleashed a palm strike of his own.

A deafening explosion threw both the Evil Valley Lord and Yang Cheogi backward. Yang Cheogi flew further, not because his inner arts were weaker, but because he was gathering energy for the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique. He couldn't use his full strength.

Enraged, Yang Cheogi shot out the Blood Calamity Finger.

"......"

The sound that followed was not a body pierced by the Blood Calamity Finger, but a sword running through flesh.

"......"

The Blood Calamity Finger missed the Evil Valley Lord's face by a wide margin. Blood splattered the tip of Yang Cheogi's outstretched finger.

He slowly lowered his head and looked at his chest. A sharp, gleaming blade protruded from it, thrust through his back.

With the sword still embedded in him, Yang Cheogi slowly turned around.

He thought one of the Demon Supremes or Geom Mugeuk had ambushed him, but they all stood in their original positions.

He saw the unfamiliar man who had attacked him. It was the Evil Valley Lord's last subordinate, a master of stealth and swordsmanship. The Evil Valley Lord's final move wasn't Seokno, but this man. The hidden trump card, concealed even from Yang Cheogi, had worked perfectly.

Yang Cheogi's knees slowly buckled. He had neither the strength nor the opportunity to turn his head and choose someone else.

"damn it... I... didn't intend... to take you... with me."

In that instant, a red light shot from Yang Cheogi's eyes.

POP! POP!

The eyes of the man who had ambushed him burst, and he fell backward. At the same time, Yang Cheogi unleashed the light and died as his own eyes burst.

If he hadn't done this, he would have died without using the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique at all. He had no choice but to use 'take you down with me' on the man who ambushed him, an opponent whose name he didn't even know.

He died without using his final secret technique on the person he wanted. Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, he passed away dreaming of things he could never achieve, even in his final moments.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared impassively at the corpse. His long-held grudge against his martial uncle had just ended, but he showed no emotion. He felt neither relief nor sadness.

On the other hand, the Evil Valley Lord smiled.

He was the one who survived. His subordinate, his trump card, was dead, but all that mattered was that he was still alive.

"As you promised, spare my life!"

The deaths of Yang Cheogi and his subordinate meant nothing to him.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him coldly and said, "Whether you live or die depends on you."

The Evil Valley Lord began to talk about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman never revealed his identity. He always wore a veiled bamboo hat when he met us. He wouldn't meet us if we contacted him. He always contacted us to set the time and place."

"How did the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman draw you in?"

"What else? Money."

He had offered a sum of money large enough to move him.

"But don't look down on me for it. Money is what keeps this position. You wouldn't know. You don't know how precarious this seat is. You don't know how many crazy bastards want to sit in it just once, even if it kills them."

Money was what allowed him to protect that position.

Both the Weird Demon and the Chainman were skilled enough to aim for the Valley Leader position at any time. The money that let them enjoy their pleasures was what kept their ambitions in check.

"Didn't you say you had a clue to find him?"

"That's right, but promise me here and now. That you'll let me live. Swear on your Divine Cult."

"I will swear on our Cult. If you give me a clue to find the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, I will let you live."

Only then did the Evil Valley Lord reveal the clue.

"Do you think I would have blindly trusted a man like the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? I secretly investigated him, but it wasn't easy. The men I sent to investigate either went missing or were found as corpses. Still, I sent more, and then more again, and in the end, I found out one thing."

An unexpected phrase came from the Evil Valley Lord's mouth.

"The Young Dragon Tournament."

The Young Dragon Tournament was a murim competition hosted by the Murim Alliance. It selected talented prodigies from the orthodox sects to become elites of the Murim Alliance.

"It's information my spies obtained with their lives. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is definitely plotting something related to this year's Young Dragon Tournament!"

The Evil Valley Lord trembled with anxiety, afraid they would say it wasn't enough.

However, he didn't need to worry. Geom Mugeuk recalled a certain fact related to the Young Dragon Tournament.

Ah! Now that I think about it, this is that year!

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"That's enough. I'll accept it as useful information."

"Then you'll let me live?"

"I will keep my promise. I hope you survive."

"?"

As Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes turned their backs and left the main hall, the villains waited outside.

The Ghostly Power Giant Spear and his subordinates stood with their spears. The Hidden Moon and his assassins were there, along with a group of drugged men and women, hunters, and beggars. They were the very ones who hadn't attacked us earlier.

The moment we stepped outside, they began to flock into the main hall one by one, their eyes filled with killing intent and greed.

Curses erupted from inside, followed by the sounds of fighting. The Evil Valley Lord's scream could be heard among the screams of several others.

The scene made it clear why the Valley of Evil could never unite and emerge into the world. This place was hell.


At the entrance of the Valley of Evil, I formally expressed my gratitude to the Demon Supremes.

"Thank you for your help."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "What did we do? They just fought amongst themselves and died."

"It only happened that way because you were all there. Imagine if I had gone alone. I'd be covered in blood and causing a ruckus right now."

I met the eyes of each of the Demon Supremes one by one.

The eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eye sockets conveyed a deep gratitude.

This was something that would not have happened originally. However, with my intervention, he was able to end his long-held grudge.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and said, "Thanks to you, I got some fresh air. It was nice."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who had said she wouldn't become a wing, played the role of an excellent wing this time. People who say, 'I won't belong anywhere,' are sometimes the ones who fall into that 'somewhere' the hardest. Perhaps they are wary in advance because they know they will fall deeper than anyone else.

Next to her, the Drunken Demon drank his liquor. He was the one who had started to make a serious effort to reconcile the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. Although he made a mistake in his youth, he now acknowledges his fault and is trying to correct it. I like that, Hyung.

Finally, my eyes met with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's. If he hadn't come to the Yellow River Inn earlier, I might have died.

I didn't say thank you. My gaze had already conveyed my feelings.

I don't know how things will end with these people. Our relationship is good now, but who knows what might sour it. Perhaps it will become a deeper relationship than I can even imagine.

I know what will happen at the Young Dragon Tournament, but this newly formed relationship with them is something that didn't exist before. I can only do my best in each moment.

"What are you going to do now?"

To the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's question, I answered without hesitation.

"I have to go to the Murim Alliance."

The Young Dragon Tournament will be held at the Murim Alliance Headquarters in about two months.

"It will be dangerous."

"This succession test is about catching the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Failing the test is more dangerous for me."

"So? You're going to participate in the Young Dragon Tournament yourself?"

"No, if I competed, I'd eventually be found out, so I need to be nearby. I have someone else to participate. Someone completely unknown in the murim."

"Who is that?"

Then, an unexpected name came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"My Elder disciple."

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's surprise, Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "I'm going to have Detective Seo participate in this tournament."

I'll ask the All-Knowing Hall to create a perfect cover sect for us. Seo Daeryong will compete as a member of that sect.

"What role will you play?"

"If I act as an attendant or a bodyguard, I probably won't stand out."

The Demon Supremes gave him a look that said, Will you really not stand out just by doing that?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked worried and tried to volunteer.

"I'll go too."

At that, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Everyone will think that sword is a fake, right? There's no way the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would bring the Heaven Destroying Dao all the way to the Murim Alliance. Right?"

It was a roundabout way of saying he was too conspicuous.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask and the Flower Sword Supreme's the White Flower Sword, engraved with a red camellia, were also too well-known in the murim.

If Lee Ahn went, she would draw all the attention, and the same went for the large Jang Ho's facial scar. Seo Daeryong was the perfect fit for this job.

"Sounds fun. Little Brother, I want to go too."

As if the Drunken Demon wouldn't stand out anywhere.

"I'll tell you everything that happened over drinks later. Oh, and I might need to ask for your help again, Elders, regarding the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. I still have two of my three chances to ask for help left. I'll be counting on you then as well."

The Demon Supremes nodded. Geom Mugeuk felt reassured. With their help, he was confident he could even take on the Murim Alliance.

Alright, my right-hand man. Let's make a name for ourselves at the Murim Alliance.


After parting with the Demon Supremes, I headed straight for Wuhan in Hubei, the home of the Murim Alliance.

I sprinted, reveling in the extreme speed of the Swift Step. I ran between trees, through crowds of people, and over boulders.

No one could recognize me. Even a beast that was chasing me gave up, unable to catch me. In a flash, I disappeared into the distance.

The earlier I arrived, the more time I would have to train my martial arts, so I ran and ran, using the Swift Step to its absolute limit.

After arriving near the Murim Alliance Headquarters, I bought long-lasting food and supplies from the marketplace and went into the mountains to live.

It would be a while before Seo Daeryong arrived with the messenger pigeon, and the Young Dragon Tournament was even further away.

Until then, I planned to hole up quietly in the mountains and do nothing but train.

From that day on, I began my training.

I forgot about people, my mission, and my revenge.

I trained as if I were born only to practice martial arts. I trained with the mindset that I could sleep when I was dead. I ate and trained. I circulated my qi and trained. I trained and trained.

A month later, I walked through the marketplace as a bearded man.

I deliberately let my beard grow. I threw away my training uniform and bought a set of cheap, shabby clothes that wouldn't stand out.

When I went to the promised inn, Seo Daeryong was waiting.

He was visibly nervous, having entered the Murim Alliance's territory.

It was so good to see him after such a long time. Even though our eyes met briefly, he didn't recognize me.

Then, as I sat down in front of him, he finally recognized me and was startled.

"Direc...!"

I covered Seo Daeryong's mouth before he could say 'Director'.

"Do you want to spread the word that I'm here?"

"No, of course not. I was just surprised."

With my unkempt hair and a mountain bandit's beard, I knew no one would recognize me if even Seo Daeryong couldn't.

"But why do you look like this?"

"It's a disguise."

"Ah! What's with the beard? What kind of amateur disguise is this? People will stare at you more."

He said that, but he was just as conspicuous. He wore a white martial arts uniform with the character for 'Righteousness' (正) embroidered on the chest.

"Look at me. Anyone would think I'm a member of the orthodox sects, right?"

"Look around. Who else is wearing clothes like that? That's exactly the kind of outfit a rookie who just joined the Murim Alliance wears excitedly for a few days before shoving it in a corner."

"Still, I think it's better than that dirty beard."

"Not just messy, but dirty!"

We looked at each other and laughed together. After we happily attacked each other's appearances, Seo Daeryong asked seriously, "But why did you call me all the way out here?"

Seo Daeryong had come here without hearing any details beforehand. I gave the tense Seo Daeryong a meaningful smile and said, "Let's do a job together."


Chapter 154: Believe It or Not, I've Only Ever Taken First Place

"What is it?"

Seo Daeryong was still completely unaware of what was about to happen.

"You must enter the Young Dragon Tournament."

At the mention of the Young Dragon Tournament, Seo Daeryong jumped, so startled I felt sorry for him. Seo Daeryong asked in a trembling voice.

"Surely, the Young Dragon Tournament you're talking about isn't the one I know, right?"

"And which Young Dragon Tournament is that?"

"The murim tournament the Murim Alliance hosts for orthodox sect prodigies. So many masters from the Murim Alliance and orthodox sects gather that people from unorthodox sects or our Cult can't even watch, let alone participate. That incredibly dangerous murim tournament. It's not that one, is it?"

"I think that's the one."

Seo Daeryong stared at me blankly, then shot up from his seat. He walked out of the inn without a backward glance.

I did not try to stop him. Instead, I ordered some light snacks and alcohol from the waiter. Training in the mountains had absorbed me so completely, it felt like ages since my last drink.

Just as I finished my second glass, Seo Daeryong returned to the table.

"You're not gonna stop me?"

"Why would I? I knew you'd come back."

Seo Daeryong poured himself a drink and gulped it down.

"No. Absolutely not. What are you even talking about?"

"There's no one else but you."

"That's what shady leaders say to exploit their people. What do you mean there's no one else but me? There are plenty of others if you look! If you look hard enough, you might even find someone in this inn!"

Seo Daeryong tried to think of people around me he could send in his place. He soon sighed, realizing I was only surrounded by oddballs.

"Still, I can't do it."

Seo Daeryong drained his cup again.

"You know who I am, don't you?"

"Of course. You're a power-hungry, cold-hearted man's man who loves only one woman, and when everyone else was silent..."

"Stop!"

I skipped the rest and added only the newly updated information.

"...a coward who couldn't bring himself to fight Yeo Bin in the end, but still my right-hand man, Detective Seo, and now, we'll be adding that you bravely participated in the Young Dragon Tournament."

"No, but still, how can I possibly enter the Young Dragon Tournament?"

"It's not like I can go, is it?"

"No one will recognize you. The beard makes for a perfect disguise!"

"Didn't you call it an amateur's disguise? A dirty beard?"

Sighing, he found another way out. Seo Daeryong lowered his voice and whispered.

"I haven't properly inherited the Master's martial arts yet."

"That's even better. We can't have you standing out. You'll have to fight with only the basics anyway."

Someone at Seo Daeryong's level would have already learned to conceal his demonic qi, so his martial arts would not give him away.

Seo Daeryong bowed his head, exuding a dark aura. Faced with his resistance, I decided to play my trump card.

"Alright, if you can't do it, you can't do it. I guess I'll just have to fail the test Father gave me. My brother will become the successor in the end. I'll probably be assassinated and left in some nameless field to be eaten by beasts. Ah! But I won't blame you. I mean it."

"I'll probably die on a duel stage, stabbed by the sword of some orthodox sect bastard I've never seen before. Then my body will be sent to the front sect of our Cult that provided the fake identity. 'Who is this guy?' 'I don't know. Probably just some guy who was used and killed.' 'What a pity, this short, gloomy-looking fellow. Hurry up and bury him.' Ah! But I won't blame you, Director. I truly mean it."

"Someday, when I become the Cult Leader, I'll look back on this day. Ah, if it weren't for you back then, I never would have become the Cult Leader. Thank you."

"Someday, I'll be reminiscing about today with my grandson on my knee. 'It's because I stubbornly refused to enter that tournament that you all exist.'"

It was a battle of spear and shield. However, no matter how much he resisted, the outcome of this fight was already decided.

"Augh, I can't live like this, I really can't. Then again, who can I blame for this? I was the one who wanted revenge for my Senior when you first came to the Sanzu River Hall, and I was the one who decided to learn the blade arts."

I poured him another drink.

"Thank you."

"As long as you know. I guess doing things you don't want to is just a part of life."

"The people who say that are probably the ones who only do what they want in life."

"Hey! That's my line!"

I knew it was a huge decision for him. He was someone who hated being in the spotlight more than anything.

"It'll be a good experience for you as a martial artist. Just look at the names, it's destiny, isn't it? The Young Dragon Tournament and Seo Daeryong. A great dragon ascending at the Young Dragon Tournament. If the tournament was named the Battle of Lake Chao, I would have called Jang Ho."

My silly joke finally made Seo Daeryong laugh.

"So this is the succession test, then."

"That's right."

"What exactly do we need to do?"

"There's a guy called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. He's going to use this tournament to hatch a plot. He might approach the participants, which is why you're entering. Our goal is to catch him."

"We have to catch him. Catching bad guys is what we do."

"Spoken like my right-hand man."

Once he made a decision, Seo Daeryong did not look back. This was probably the reason I liked him. Behind that small, gloomy-looking exterior was an unbending resolve.

I took a document from my robes and handed it to him.

"Here, this is your new identity. Memorize every single detail. You're good at memorizing, so I'm not worried."

"What about you, Director?"

"I'll be acting as your attendant and bodyguard."

Joy flickered across Seo Daeryong's face. He fought to keep from smiling.

"Why are you so happy?"

"Me? Of course not."

"You just smiled."

"You saw wrong."

"You smiled."

"Ahem, you rascal. Why are you being so frivolous when the Elder says no? Ah, I was just practicing."

I laughed pleasantly at Seo Daeryong's joke.

"For today, just memorize that. We'll go register for the Young Dragon Tournament tomorrow."

We got a large room with two beds.

As soon as we entered, Seo Daeryong tried to dust off my bedding, but I stopped him.

"Don't worry about me. Just think about yourself."

"How can I do that?"

"I just gave you an order that could change your life. You're allowed to do at least this much. You can even piss on my blanket."

"Receiving those orders is my life. Please don't think of it as a bad thing. I, the one accepting them, have never once thought of it that way. Especially not after meeting you, Director."

Right, thank you for saying that.

After roughly unpacking, Seo Daeryong sat by the window. He looked at the scenery outside and spoke with concern.

"I'll have to get as far as possible to find out what that Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman bastard is plotting. I'm worried I'll be eliminated too early."

I did not know the exact skill level of the Young Dragon Tournament either, so I could not predict the outcome.

"Don't worry. Elder Blade Demon left a stratagem for you."

"What? What do you mean?"

I took a small silk pouch from my robes.

"He gave me this stratagem pouch, telling me to give it to you when you reach your limit."

Seo Daeryong was stunned. He was more stunned than when I told him he had to enter the Young Dragon Tournament.

"The Master really gave you this?"

To be honest, I was surprised too. I never thought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would leave something like this.

"Did you happen to see what's written inside?"

"No. Why? Should we open it now?"

"Absolutely not! If the Master said to open it in a crisis, then we must open it in a crisis!"

He must have been curious about the contents, but right now, Seo Daeryong was overwhelmed with emotion that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given this to him. I could feel his desire to bow toward the distant Blood Heaven Blade Demon as he gazed out the window.

That night, Seo Daeryong could not fall asleep until late, lost in various thoughts.


The next morning, we had breakfast and headed for the Murim Alliance.

In the distance, the magnificent building of the Murim Alliance Headquarters came into view. I could see a giant stone statue of a martial artist, modeled after a heroic warrior.

A strange feeling washed over me as we got closer to the Murim Alliance.

In the future, the Murim Alliance will also be swept away by Hwa Mugi. Will their fate change because I regressed? Or will only the fate of our Cult change? I can't know yet.

Seo Daeryong kept glancing at the female martial artists passing by.

"The women of the orthodox sects are pretty, aren't they?"

"They certainly are. I thought it was just a rumor."

"Since you're here, try dating one. The fateful love between an orthodox sect female warrior and a demon!"

"It would be fun for the spectators, but imagine how hard it would be for the people involved."

Despite his words, Seo Daeryong's gaze kept drifting to the passing women.

The registration for this Young Dragon Tournament was set up in a separate outer hall of the Murim Alliance.

Even though they were accepting applications for nearly five days, the line was long. Countless prodigies from the orthodox sects had flocked here from all over the Central Plains.

We also got in line at the registration area.

As we waited, the martial artists in front of us were talking about the tournament.

To summarize their conversation, it was not just the winner who would be selected. Everyone in the final eight would be recruited into an elite organization of the Murim Alliance.

One of the men in the conversation glanced at Seo Daeryong and me and smirked. It seemed our rustic appearance, as if we had just come up from the countryside, naturally made him feel contemptuous.

I spoke to Seo Daeryong, making sure the man could hear.

"Young Master, are you confident you can win?"

Seo Daeryong's eyes shot me a strong protest that screamed, Win? All of a sudden? but his reply was forceful.

"I am confident."

The guys in front of us exchanged glances and sneered. Still, they did not openly pick a fight or dismiss us.

After a long wait, it was finally our turn.

"Name, Seo Ryong. My sect is the Western Blade Sect of Gansu."

It was a real sect in Gansu, a place run directly by the All-Knowing Hall in preparation for situations like this. If someone were to investigate, they would find a son named Seo Ryong who had left to participate in the Young Dragon Tournament.

"In ten days, the tournament brackets will be posted in front of the Murim Alliance. Check the date and duel stage then. If you're late for your match, you'll be disqualified without exception, so be sure to go early and wait."

"Understood."

After finishing the registration, we left the Murim Alliance.

"Did you see those bastards looking down on us earlier? Now that you mention it, maybe I should just go ahead and win the whole thing."

"There's no reason you can't."

"Can I really do it? Believe it or not, I've only ever taken first place since I was young. Don't underestimate me!"

"I'm not underestimating you. Go ahead. You can win."

"I'll really do it!"

From that day on, Seo Daeryong trained in the mountains until the tournament began. I did not help him. He was learning from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and it was not my place to interfere. I simply trusted the Blade Demon's teachings.

When Seo Daeryong went out to train, I trained as well. Of course, I went to a different place so as not to disturb his training.

I had trained very hard in the mountains even before Seo Daeryong arrived, but this time I trained even harder. This training rewarded me with the best possible result.

"I did it!"

The Four Strides of the Wind God had finally reached the stage of Composition.

Honestly, I'm happier than when I achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Twelth Star.

Now, my Vanishing Step could escape even more dangerous situations faster. The Shadow Step could evade people's eyes like an illusion, and the Hell Step could definitively be called extremely fatal in the face of power.

The Swift Step became frighteningly fast. The consumption of inner arts decreased, but the consumption of mental energy doubled. It was too fast. I even crashed into a tree at first. Truly, without the Divine Eye Technique, it was a speed I could not handle even in a wide-open plain.

Once I get used to this stage of Composition, the Four Strides of the Wind God, with only one final hurdle remaining, will say this to me.

'Isn't it amazing? If Composition is like this, imagine what complete mastery will be like. Come on, let's try a little harder and get there!'

I have to hear those words. Only then, after achieving complete mastery, can I say this to the Four Strides of the Wind God.

'You worked hard too!'

I will definitely say those words.

After that, I will inherit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and achieve complete mastery in that as well. Even after achieving complete mastery of two martial arts, I will continue to strive without rest.

If I still can't handle Hwa Mugi after all this... I guess there's nothing I can do. In that case, I will gladly die with a smile.


The tournament brackets were announced.

The first duel was the thirteenth match in tomorrow's preliminary rounds. They said that because so many people had gathered, the matches would be held simultaneously in dozens of locations in the outer courtyard of the Murim Alliance.

"If our Cult held the same kind of tournament, would this many people gather?"

"They wouldn't come."

"This is the power of the orthodox sects. For starters, their numbers are probably at least ten times greater."

And it is not just them. The number of reclusive masters is also overwhelmingly higher among the orthodox sects.

This is why we cannot rashly start a war just because we are stronger than the Murim Alliance right now. Even if we pushed them all the way back to this Murim Alliance Headquarters, the real war would only begin on that day.

As Seo Daeryong and I were eating and chatting, a waiter hurried over to our table.

"I'm very sorry, but would you mind sharing your table? We're crowded with customers because of the Young Dragon Tournament."

"Of course."

"Thank you."

Soon after, a woman wearing a bamboo hat joined our table.

The moment she sat down and took off her hat, I was startled. It was someone I knew.

She was a woman of a status that suggested she would never have to share a table in an inn in her entire life. Known as the First Beauty of Hubei for her cold and intelligent beauty, she possessed outstanding martial arts skills. To my surprise, she was none other than Jin Haryong, the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman.


Chapter 155: The Stronger You Become, the Hotter the Desire Burns

Jin Haryong ordered noodles and alcohol. Though she came alone, she ordered two bowls of noodles for some reason.

Her expressionless face and low voice tensed the air around her. The waiter taking her order and Seo Daeryong, sitting opposite her, both avoided her gaze.

She had a knack for finding people who were not tense around her.

Our eyes met. A slight glimmer of interest passed through hers. It must have been rare for someone to look at her so calmly.

However, she soon averted her gaze.

A telepathic message flew from Seo Daeryong.

[She's really beautiful. The women of the orthodox sects are just so beautiful.]

Seo Daeryong's voice was flushed with excitement. Jin Haryong felt his furtive glances but paid them no mind, as if it were a familiar part of her daily life.

Soon, the alcohol and two bowls of noodles arrived.

As she was about to pour the alcohol, Seo Daeryong mustered his courage.

"Let me pour you a drink."

Jin Haryong stared intently at Seo Daeryong.

"I don't mean anything by it. It's just that sitting at the same table is a kind of fate."

However, Jin Haryong silently poured her own drink and drank it.

A telepathic message of world-shattering self-blame flew in.

[Ah, was that too cliché? Saying sitting at the same table is fate! Ah! Even my grandfather wouldn't have said something like that.]

Just then, Jin Haryong put down her cup and asked me, "Are you participating in the Young Dragon Tournament?"

I looked at her for a moment, then turned to Seo Daeryong. "My young master is participating."

"Young master?"

"Yes. I am the attendant who serves the young master."

Jin Haryong looked back and forth between me and Seo Daeryong with a surprised expression. Her gaze seemed to ask, Aren't you the young master and he the attendant? Seo Daeryong needlessly berated me.

"It's because this young punk grew a beard. You brat! Isn't the Young Lady confused because of that messy beard?"

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

Soon, as if she did not care, Jin Haryong started eating her noodles.

Another telepathic message flew from Seo Daeryong.

[Looking at her again, she's not that great. This woman.]

I smiled inwardly at Seo Daeryong's pouting.

Just then, a man in his early thirties entered the inn. His revealed qi and gait marked him as a considerable master. He looked like Jin Haryong's bodyguard.

"I've been looking for you for a while."

"......"

"You must leave now."

"Just sit down. We're not the only ones here, are we?"

The man quickly scanned us and sat down right next to her.

She pushed a bowl of noodles in front of him.

"Eat. The noodles here are delicious."

She ordered two bowls of noodles knowing this man would come looking for her.

"It's alright."

"I'm not alright. Hurry up and eat."

"......"

The man started eating the noodles. He slurped them down and quickly finished the broth.

If Lee Ahn were here, she would have said she understood that man. Bodyguard martial artists cannot help but make a habit of eating so quickly.

Just then, Jin Haryong said to him, "If you keep eating that fast, you'll die from ruining your stomach before you die by the sword."

"I'm fine."

"You're fine. It's always me who's not fine."

The man stood up and urged her, "We must go now. They will be looking for the Young Lady."

"Alright, let's go."

Jin Haryong finished her drink, stood up, and left with the man.

As she disappeared into the distance, Seo Daeryong spoke with wistful eyes. "She came like destiny, only to eat noodles and leave."

"Didn't you say she wasn't that great when you looked again?"

"That's just me being petty, not that she's ugly. She's the prettiest woman I've seen since coming here."

"That woman is off-limits."

"Why? Are you saying it's impossible for someone who looks like an attendant? Is that it?"

"Even this handsome me, who can't hide being a young master no matter how long I grow my beard, can't have her."

"Why not you, Director?"

"Because a love between the son of the Heavenly Demon and the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman is too fateful a love."

Seo Daeryong was shocked by the words 'granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman'.

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"......"

"Why is the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman eating noodles in an inn like this? And even sharing a table?"

"I don't know either. Maybe she got tired of the expensive and rare dishes served at a banquet and ran out. Or maybe she just wanted to eat this place's noodles."

"Ah! Life is truly unpredictable. Who would have known I'd end up sharing a table with the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman at an inn in front of the Murim Alliance with you, Director?"

"Is that all? You'll also end up having a duel with that granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Seo Daeryong was even more surprised.

"What do you mean?"

"She will also be in the Young Dragon Tournament."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened.

This is why I remember this Young Dragon Tournament. It was the tournament where she made her name known to everyone.

The winner of this tournament was none other than Jin Haryong.

At the time, I just thought, I guess that's how it is, and moved on. It was not surprising for the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman to win a duel tournament for prodigies.

However, now I know. I know that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is behind this tournament.

The fact that Jin Haryong's fate later flowed in a direction that would shock the world also had this tournament as its starting point.

"Win it all, Detective Seo."

Realizing I was speaking sincerely, Seo Daeryong drank the alcohol in front of him.

"You're saying things I can't answer with a sober mind."


The next day, Seo Daeryong had his first duel.

The outer grounds of the Murim Alliance were set up with dozens of duel stages, each one bustling with participants and spectators. Despite the large crowd, the duels proceeded in an orderly fashion.

The Murim Alliance gives off a certain intimidating aura. Furthermore, the martial artists running the tournament were from the Green Dragon Brigade, one of the alliance's elite organizations, so no one started fights or caused disturbances.

A martial artist managing the Yellow Character Group, which Seo Daeryong belonged to, came and gave a warning.

"Intentionally inflicting serious injury or killing an opponent will result in immediate disqualification. Furthermore, you may be held accountable and thrown in prison, so be careful. This is a proper duel, not a life-or-death battle."

His first opponent was a martial artist from a swordsmanship sect in Hubei. He had a rather sturdy build and a sharp gaze.

"I'm so nervous I could die."

"Were you this nervous when you took the promotion test for Detective Seo at the Sanzu River Hall?"

"I wasn't nervous at all back then."

"It's the same, isn't it? The effort you put in."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened as he looked at me.

"I know very well that you trained harder than anyone. That's why you're here. If that were not the case, I would have grown my beard longer and gone up myself."

My words seemed to give him strength. Seo Daeryong nodded vigorously.

"I'll go win and come back."

Seo Daeryong knocked down his opponent in just three exchanges and came down. He won without even drawing his dao.

"That was too easy."

"Don't forget whose disciple you are."

Seo Daeryong finally had the chance to objectively see his own skills. He did not yet know how important this was for him as a martial artist.

Just then, a martial artist running the duels came and informed them, "There is one more duel in the afternoon, so don't go anywhere and wait."

It seemed they were holding two duels a day since it was still the early stages of the tournament.

"So if you get injured in the morning duel, you have to fight the afternoon duel in that injured state. They're testing our fighting spirit, aren't they?"

"Fighting spirit? What fighting spirit. They're probably just on a tight schedule."

"Don't you dare look down on the fighting spirit of our orthodox sects!"

"Yes, Young Master! Let's see you burn with fighting spirit!"

Seo Daeryong also won the afternoon duel easily. This time, too, he won without using his dao.

"How does it feel to win two in a row on the first day?"

"It feels good."

Although he had trained diligently under the Blood Heaven Blade Demon until now, Seo Daeryong had never dueled in a real fight like this.

"I was very nervous before going up, but once I was on the duel stage, I wasn't that nervous. It was a strange experience."

"I told you it would be a good experience."

"I've never regretted listening to you, Director."

"Go on ahead and rest."

"What about you, Director?"

"I'm going to look around a bit before I go."

"Yes, then I'll go on ahead."

After sending Seo Daeryong off, I looked around the duel stages. Duels were still in full swing on all of them.

I saw one duel stage that was unusually crowded with spectators. When I went over, I saw Jin Haryong from yesterday on the stage.

As the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman and a beauty called the First Beauty of Hubei, she was truly the center of attention. The spectators exchanged stories about her.

"But why did the Chairman's granddaughter enter this tournament?"

"I guess he won't just give her a position even if she's his granddaughter. If she wants to enter the Murim Alliance, she has to do it proudly with her own skills, right?"

"Right, right. Didn't Miss Jin's older brother win a tournament a few years ago and enter the Murim Alliance?"

"As expected! Our Chairman is a just and fair man."

Jin Haryong also subdued her opponent without drawing her sword.

Receiving cheers as she came down from the stage, she left without giving anyone a single glance. People were even more enthusiastic about her aloof demeanor.

I looked around at a few more duels before returning to the inn. Seo Daeryong went to the mountains to train and returned late at night. Even though he had won easily today, it seemed he was concerned about the remaining duels.

"As I've said, I have the kind of personality where I can't stand not being first. If I'm not going to participate, I won't, but if I do, I have to do my best."

Where did Seo Daeryong's resolve come from? It must be a personality forged through such effort.

Seo Daeryong also won his match the next day.

"Are you saying you didn't even watch my match?"

"There was an interesting match on another stage."

"Who? Don't tell me it was the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"That's right."

I watched Jin Haryong's match this time as well. Considering Seo Daeryong's skill, he might have to face her. Not right away, since they were in different groups, but if he became the group winner and advanced to the main tournament, he could face her.

There was a more important reason I was paying attention to her. She was the target and center of the conspiracy being plotted by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society this time. She would surely become a channel connecting me to them.

"What if I run into a strong opponent?"

"Do you think I just left? I saw who your opponent was before I went. You won by attacking the opening on his left, right?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

"By watching the way that guy walks."

I eased the astonished Seo Daeryong's mood. Because this was a moment when I should be astonished by him.

"Feels good to win, doesn't it?"

"Honestly, it's amazing!"

"Well done."

Seo Daeryong could not hide the joy on his face.

"Do you know when it feels the best? Surprisingly, it wasn't the moment I defeated my opponent. It was when I finished the duel and came down from the stage. That moment when people looked at me, cheered, and applauded was more thrilling and exciting. I learned this time that I'm someone who's this conscious of other people's gazes."

"The stronger you become, the more you'll want them to watch."

"There's no way."

"Why? You think you'll become more dignified? More humble?"

"Am I wrong?"

"Let's assume someone becomes the world number one. Would they be happier the moment they defeat the previous world number one? Or would they be happier because from that day on, everyone respects and looks up to them as the world number one?"

Imagine going somewhere and someone shouts, 'The world number one is here!' Imagine every person you meet looking at you with respect and envy. Imagine always hearing the drums of victory and the sounds of applause and cheers.

"Everyone's heart is the same. No, the stronger you become, the hotter and more primal your desires might become. The world number one has a bigger heart? Is that really true? 'I'm the world number one, and you treat me like this?' Are you confident you won't fall into that trap? Are you confident you can keep that pettiness, which you no longer have to hide, buried until the very end?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong said, "But you're not like that, are you, Director? You wouldn't be, right?"

"Why do you think I'm not? Am I not human? I'm the same. I just try not to be."

"Having this conversation with you, Director, feels so good. I feel like I've finally become a real martial artist. I can't remember the last time my heart pounded like this. I sincerely apologize for insisting I wouldn't participate in this tournament."

However, our Seo Daeryong's feelings changed the very next day.

"I almost died! I'm not exaggerating, I really almost died! Ugh, I told you I wouldn't do it! I want to go back!"

"It's just a scratch. You're fine."

"A scratch? Can't you see this blood? Ah, if I hadn't dodged by a hair's breadth, I would have had a hole this big in my shoulder! And his sword was so huge."

"Your opponent can't even get up right now."

The opponent who had drawn blood from Seo Daeryong's shoulder was unconscious and still had not come to his senses.

"I don't care, please send me home! I need to go water my plants!"

This same Seo Daeryong was in a good mood again the next day. He was receiving the gazes he had wanted, even off the duel stage.

Even when he was just walking, many eyes glanced at him. They would also whisper amongst themselves.

"What is this?"

"That guy from yesterday was a candidate to win the Yellow Character Group. Thanks to that, you've also become one of the people drawing attention in this tournament."

He had taken all the attention that his hard-won opponent from yesterday had.

"Don't look, but that person in blue on the right. They've looked at me twice. Ah, they're looking again."

"Even so, can't you walk a little faster?"

Seo Daeryong was moving slowly, savoring everyone's gazes.

"Ah! I think those women at the far left are whispering while looking at me."

"To my eyes, it looks like they're discussing what to eat."

Just then, a young woman wearing a sword came running up and greeted Seo Daeryong.

"I enjoyed your match yesterday. Fight well today, too."

She bowed and left.

Seo Daeryong stood frozen, staring blankly at her retreating back.

"Director."

"What?"

"You didn't happen to pay people to cheer me up, did you?"

"Considering your smugness, I'd like to say I did, but no."

"Really? This feels like a dream."

Seo Daeryong was truly happy. It seemed to be the first time a woman had approached him and expressed interest like this.

I hoped he would savor this joy and excitement. He would never forget the duels here for the rest of his life.

I hope that Seo Daeryong will one day sit his grandson on his knee and tell him the stories of these days. The kind of story that starts with, 'It might be hard to believe, but when this old grandpa was young...'

"Let's go! To win!"

Was it thanks to the woman's encouragement?

Seo Daeryong continued to win, smoothly winning his Yellow Character Group and advancing to the main tournament. The main tournament was now a series of duels between the winners of each group.

"I'm going all the way!"

Seo Daeryong was burning with passion, separate from his mission. Yes, this was a moment that comes only a few times in life. It would be a more thrilling, exciting, and precious moment than becoming the world number one in old age. Yes, burn brightly, Daeryong.


Chapter 156: A Silly Dream or a Prophetic One

Someone chased Jin Haryong.

She could not shake her pursuer, so she used her movement arts to climb a tree. She hid among the branches, holding her breath.

The pursuer ran past the tree and suddenly stopped.

Like a beast catching a scent, the pursuer slowly turned and looked up. The man's face was blank, like a monster's.

Agh! She tried to scream, but no sound escaped. She launched herself away and fled again.

Just as the distance closed, someone ran in from the front and kicked the pursuer mercilessly in the face.

With a THWACK, the faceless pursuer tumbled away and vanished.

Her rescuer had long, flowing hair and a full beard.

Where have I seen this man before?

The next moment, she cried out.

"You're that servant?"

Jin Haryong's eyes flew open as she realized it was the man from the inn. She had spoken her last words aloud as she woke from the dream.

She rarely dreamed, and this was the strangest one she had ever had. She was drenched in sweat, as if she had been chased all night.

A nightmare about being chased is one thing, but why did that man have to save me? Is it because he mistook me for his master that day? Did that leave an impression on me?

She recalled the bearded servant's face. Though she had only seen it once, she remembered it clearly. It was the same face from her dream. She usually struggled to remember faces, so it was a novel experience for his to come to mind so vividly.

Chu Ho, her bodyguard, called from outside. "Are you all right?"

"I'm fine. I had a nightmare."

"You must be on edge because of the Young Dragon Tournament."

"I suppose so."

"Please don't worry too much. No one can defeat you, Young Lady."

"I'm going to rest more, so don't disturb me today."

"......"

A short while later, she slipped out of her residence without Chu Ho noticing. She entered the inn where she had eaten noodles.

The inn was packed with customers. The tournament had crowded every place in town.

Her eyes fell on a man drinking in a corner. It was the servant from her dream. She had come hoping he might be here, and he was.

She had not come for noodles. She wanted to see the servant. A desire had taken root in her to confirm if he was truly someone worth dreaming about.

She soon shook her head and laughed dryly.

How ridiculous. I came looking for a servant from some backwater sect just because he was in my dream?

As she turned to leave, someone called out from behind her.

"Are you here for noodles?"

She turned and saw the servant standing up, looking at her.

His words drew everyone's attention to her. A few people who recognized her looked startled. She thought it would be strange to just leave, so she calmly walked to the servant's table and sat opposite him.

She sat across from the servant and ordered noodles and alcohol.

"I didn't think you'd join me."

"Why not?"

"Because you found out last time that I'm a servant."

"That someone of my high status wouldn't deign to share a table with a servant? Is that what you mean?"

"Am I wrong?"

His blunt question made the corners of Jin Haryong's lips lift slightly.

"You're right."

The man's 'I-knew-it' expression annoyed her, so she added, "But the reason isn't because the other person is a servant. It's because they feel uncomfortable. They can't eat properly with me sitting in front of them."

"Ah, that's a relief then. I won't feel uncomfortable at all."

A servant this bold in front of the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter?

He should know who I am by now.

She had never met anyone like him. He was truly clueless. Even heirs of prestigious orthodox sects were extremely cautious around her. They would not dream of asking such a sensitive question.

"You're always alone."

In truth, she did not get along well with people, regardless of their status. She preferred being alone and disliked conversations like this one. That was why coming here felt so strange.

Maybe my subconscious sensed something special about this man. Is that why I had the dream?

She glanced at the man. His hair was unkempt and his beard was messy. There was nothing special about him.

It was a silly dream, just a silly dream.

The man treated her comfortably, whether he knew what she was thinking or not.

"Ah, my young master also advanced to the main tournament."

She had heard the rumors. Her bodyguard, Chu Ho, had told her the news that he had caused an upset and advanced. They must be a sect from the countryside that knew nothing of the world and only trained in martial arts. That must be how he advanced. Just looking at this naive man, she could guess his sect's atmosphere.

"My young master might end up fighting you, Young Lady. Ah, did you know people have died in the main tournament before? Please take good care of our young master!"

"For a martial artist to die on the duel stage would be an honorable death."

"Isn't it an unjust death, not an honorable one?"

"What do you mean?"

"For a martial artist, is there any place safer than on the duel stage? There are set rules, a referee, and spectators, so you can't be ambushed, right? But to die on this duel stage? Isn't that a terribly unjust death?"

She felt it was sophistry, but she could not think of a rebuttal. She had never considered it that way before.

"You speak like a martial artist."

"I've learned swordsmanship, too."

"You must have a good master. Teaching swordsmanship to a servant."

"Yes, I learned from a truly terrifying person. He's probably the most frightening person in the world."

Jin Haryong scoffed inwardly.

How many people has he met to say something like that? Has he ever met a truly frightening person? Then again, in his countryside, his master might be the scariest person he knows.

Her gaze shifted to the sword at the servant's waist.

"Why is the scabbard wrapped in cloth?"

It was wrapped tightly in common cotton cloth. This was usually done for one of two reasons. Mercenaries did it to prevent scratches on the scabbard, or people did it to conceal a valuable sword.

"To look cool."

"Shouldn't you wrap it in fine silk then?"

"It's cool because it's not silk. The key is to look effortlessly stylish."

Seeing her dumbfounded expression, the man pushed even further.

"I heard West Lake here in Wuhan is beautiful. Would you show it to me sometime?"

He must be insane. I should be shouting, 'Who do you think you are, a mere servant, to say such a thing to me?'

Why am I just sitting here?

Is it because he was in my dream? No. It's probably because I don't want to be a rude bitch who treats lower-status people poorly. Grandfather detests it when his children or grandchildren get caught up in such gossip. Yes, that must be it.

"Then I'll be sure to show you another scenic view I know."

Does this man really believe that will happen? We shared a table twice, and now he acts like we're about to go on a trip together.

A sigh escaped her.

It's my fault for coming here.

"What's your name?"

She asked out of anger. Her question was laced with the feeling of, 'What's your name, you bastard?'

"Just call me 'Hey, servant'."

This guy, really, until the very end!

"Wouldn't that make me seem too rude?"

"It's Geom Yeon. The 'Yeon' for smoke, not for fate. I'll be here for a moment, then disappear like smoke."

The man grinned.

For a mere servant, Jin Haryong thought, he's really something else.

Just then, someone approached and called her name.

"Haryong."

It was Song Taegun, the son of the Green Dragon Commander. He was around her age and her only friend, someone she had grown up with. Jin Haryong was inwardly flustered the moment she saw him.

"You came for noodles."

Song Taegun knew she liked the noodles here.

"How did you know I was here?"

"I was passing by when I heard some customers talking about you. You must have snuck away from martial artist Chu again."

Song Taegun looked at the man with her and asked, "But who is this?"

Jin Haryong panicked, unsure how to introduce the man.

Just then, the man gave Song Taegun a clasped hands greeting.

"I am Geom Yeon of the Gansu Western Blade Sect. My Senior Brother has advanced to the main tournament this time."

"Ah! If you're from the Western Blade Sect, then your Senior Brother's name must be Seo Ryong, correct?"

"That is correct."

"I heard he's causing quite a stir in the tournament. It is an honor to meet a disciple from such a remarkable sect."

"My Senior Brother is the remarkable one. I am merely cheering for him from outside the duel stage."

"You seem far more remarkable than your Senior Brother, Young Master Geom."

"What do you mean by that?"

"You're sitting here with this friend of mine, are you not? Do you know how difficult that is? It's difficult even for me, her old friend."

At that, Jin Haryong said to him, "Stop talking nonsense and go. I'll see you later."

He looked like he wanted to stay, but Jin Haryong exuded a cold aura. Song Taegun just smiled and bid them farewell.

"Let's have a drink next time."

"Of course."

After Song Taegun left, Jin Haryong interrogated him coldly.

"Why did you lie and say you were a disciple? Why? Did you think I'd be embarrassed to be seen with a servant?"

Honestly, she had felt that way. She had panicked when Song Taegun asked who he was, hesitating to introduce him as a servant. He had hit the nail on the head, and she felt ashamed.

"Strictly speaking, it wasn't a lie. I may be a servant, but I also learned martial arts in a sect, so I'm a disciple too, am I not?"

"Once is enough for your sophistry."

Jin Haryong shot up from her seat and left.

That night, she had another nightmare.

This time, she dangled from a cliff. Again, the servant appeared, reached out his hand, and saved her.

Jin Haryong woke at dawn and looked at her hand. She vividly remembered the sensation of holding Geom Yeon's hand. It felt as real as a prophetic dream (Yejimong).

"You crazy bitch, what's wrong with you?"

She knew the answer.

What else could it be? I'm doing things I've never done in my entire life.

She pulled the covers over her head and lay down again, but sleep did not come easily.


Seo Daeryong's first opponent in the main tournament was the heir of the renowned Zhang Family Sword Sect from Fujian.

"Want to practice with me?"

"With you, Director?" Seo Daeryong asked, startled. It was the first time I had suggested they practice.

"It would be my honor."

"Follow me."

I took Seo Daeryong deep into the mountains to a place where I used to train.

"Even the way you find a place to practice is certainly different from me. How did you ever find a place like this?"

It was a wide, enclosed space with only one entrance. It was the perfect place to train, as you only had to watch one direction.

"From now on, come here to train."

"No. You should be the one training here, Director. The quality of our training is like the difference between heaven and earth."

"Is that really so?"

"Pardon?"

"I think your training is far more valuable since you're staking your life and future on this tournament. If you're heaven and I'm earth, I'll accept that."

"Thank you for saying so, but that doesn't change heaven and earth. Even if they were to be reversed, I don't think I'd feel very good about it."

Yes, this is the kind of person you make your right-hand man. It's not about who is stronger or weaker. It has to be someone you feel good talking to, someone who speaks their mind honestly. At least, your right-hand man should be.

"Have you seen the heir of the Zhang Family Sword Sect duel?"

"Yes. He fights really well, doesn't he?"

"Objectively speaking, you're outmatched."

"Hearing you say that, Director, I'm definitely going to lose."

I nodded honestly. He could not overcome the difference in their years of proper martial arts training. Moreover, he had not fully inherited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's martial arts, nor could he freely reveal his demonic qi. It was going to be a tough fight.

"Now, I'm going to imitate the martial arts of the Zhang Family Sword Sect. Think of me as your duel opponent!"

"......"

I imitated the swordsmanship of the Zhang Family Sword Sect's heir and fought Seo Daeryong as his opponent.

Seo Daeryong lost again and again. I did not hold back. With each round, Seo Daeryong gained another bruise. His life was in danger at times, but he did not give up.

"Please, one more time."

Seo Daeryong tried every method he could imagine. He attempted every possible approach, trying one way and then another.

I silently repeated the duels, waiting for him to find the answer himself. I did not tell him how to win.

He had to find it on his own, even if it meant losing the duel. The mission was important, but this turning point in the life of 'martial artist Seo Daeryong' was more important.

We dueled all through the night. Seo Daeryong was exhausted, but his eyes held a look I had never seen before.

Eight hours before the main tournament duel, I forced Seo Daeryong to sleep. He had insisted on training until the very end.

Seo Daeryong claimed he was too on edge to sleep, but he started snoring the moment he lay down.

I woke Seo Daeryong one hour before the duel.

"Feel refreshed?"

"Yes. I feel alive, but what should I do?"

"......"

"I dreamed that I lost the duel."

I looked at Seo Daeryong's crestfallen face, smiled, and said, "Well, shall we go and see if that dream was a silly one or a prophetic one?"


Chapter 157: So What If I'm Misunderstood a Little?

The fervor of the Young Dragon Tournament grew even hotter.

Once the main tournament began, the Murim Alliance dismantled all the small duel stages in the outer hall. They set up a single large duel stage in the center.

They built tiers of seats around the stage so that a great number of people could sit. The structure allowed thousands to watch the duels simultaneously.

The tournament, where the thirty-two group winners would compete for the championship, was set to begin today.

Anyone who made it to the final eight was guaranteed a spot in the Murim Alliance's elite organization. Even those who did not advance that far were given a chance to join if they impressed the Murim Alliance masters. This main tournament was a truly important competition for everyone.

Of course, Seo Daeryong was fired up for a different reason.

A martial artist's spirit awakened within him. Until now, Seo Daeryong had simply learned martial arts, but this tournament was transforming him into a true martial artist.

The crowd of heroes filling the seats did not intimidate Seo Daeryong in the least.

He focused only on the opponent he was about to fight. I said nothing. I had already told him everything he needed to know during our training. I could only hope that Seo Daeryong had learned something from it. I believed in Seo Daeryong's intelligence.

"So Dang of the Zhang Family Sword Sect from Fujian province!"

The judge's shout, imbued with inner arts, drew a roar of cheers.

So Dang slowly climbed onto the duel stage. His expression and steps showed leisure and confidence. He was a skilled fighter, and it would not have been strange if his goal was the championship.

"Seo Ryong of the Western Blade Sect from Gansu province!"

Cheers erupted once again. In fact, the cheers for Seo Daeryong were even louder than those for So Dang. So Dang was a renowned prodigy, but Seo Daeryong was an up-and-coming master from a nameless sect who had caused a sensation. The desire to see an upset was just as great as the desire to cheer for the strong.

Listening to the cheers, Seo Daeryong turned to look at me below the stage.

He sent me a telepathic message.

[I'll come down after making last night's dream a worthless one.]

What words were needed?

Instead of cheering, I gave him a powerful nod, my eyes showing my belief in him.

The duel began with the judge's signal.

So Dang was a martial artist who had properly learned swordsmanship from a young age.

His attacks were sharp and his defense was solid. His defense, in particular, was nearly perfect, an impregnable fortress that withstood every attack.

I knew well the frustration Seo Daeryong must be feeling. Fortunately, it was a frustration he had experienced many times before stepping onto this stage.

Don't get drawn in!

Usually, a fighter would attack recklessly out of frustration and fall for a counterattack. The essence of So Dang's swordsmanship lay in counterattacks.

If Seo Daeryong could frustrate his opponent instead, he would surely find a weakness. However, I did not tell Seo Daeryong this answer. I wanted him to find it for himself.

The sword and the dao clashed, creating sparks.

The onlookers held their breath. The techniques they exchanged were too high-level for a duel between prodigies.

Seo Daeryong attacked aggressively but never rushed. He was painting his own big picture, titled 'Patience'. He had found the answer himself.

After hundreds of moves, the painting was complete. He had finally made his opponent anxious. He made it seem that if a judge decided the match, his aggression would give him the advantage.

This anxiety created a small opening, and Seo Daeryong did not miss it.

PUAAAK!

Seo Daeryong's dao sliced deep into So Dang's arm. Blood splattered, and So Dang dropped his sword.

Despite his serious injury, So Dang tried to fight on, but the judge stepped in and declared Seo Daeryong's victory.

Cheers erupted for both of them. It had been an excellent duel worthy of the main tournament, regardless of the outcome.

Seo Daeryong came down from the duel stage and collapsed, unable to stand properly.

He did not care that many people were watching. His dazed, sitting figure seemed more human to everyone. Passersby showed their respect with clasped hands, while others applauded from a distance.

I said nothing. It was not because of the onlookers, but to let Seo Daeryong fully savor the moment by himself.

Among the people congratulating him was the woman who had cheered for Seo Daeryong before.

"Congratulations on your victory!"

Seeing her bright smile, Seo Daeryong shot up from his seat.

"Thank you."

The woman smiled and turned away. Seo Daeryong sat down next to me again.

"You looked like you were dying a moment ago, but now you look ready for another duel."

After confirming the woman was far away, Seo Daeryong shook his head and plopped down again.

"No, I couldn't even if I died. That was really tough. The next opponent will be stronger, right?"

"I suppose so. Why? Do you want to give up?"

"Yes, please just let me go home!"

"What're you going to say at the drinking party? That you came back because you were too scared and it was too hard? I guess General Jang and Lee Ahn are kind enough to comfort you. They'll say you did well, but inside, they'll be thinking, 'If it were me, I would've challenged it to the end.' Every time they see you, 'If it were me, to the end...'"

"Stop."

I grinned and held out my hand. Seo Daeryong grabbed my hand tightly and stood up.

"Thank you. If you hadn't been my duel partner, Director, I never would've won."

"He wasn't an opponent you could beat just by practicing. You did well."

"This really drives a person crazy, doesn't it? When I beat that guy and cheers erupted from all sides, it felt so good it was insane."

"If you go truly crazy, you become a madman. If you go moderately crazy, no one can stand against you. Go moderately crazy."

As we were talking on our way back to the inn, an unexpected person was waiting for me.

Jin Haryong was eating noodles at the inn.

Seo Daeryong and I paused at the entrance. Seo Daeryong spoke with concern.

"I hope noodles are the only thing the Young Lady likes."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"Why're you acting like you don't know? You think a woman of her noble status came here again just to eat noodles?"

"She probably came for treatment today."

"What treatment?"

"Her pride was wounded."

"You did that on purpose, didn't you?"

I could not deny his question. After all, I was doing my best to get closer to her.

"This is all because of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"The problem is that the Young Lady doesn't know that."

Seo Daeryong went straight up to his guest room, and I walked over to her.


Jin Haryong watched Geom Mugeuk's hand as he walked towards her. She thought it looked smoother and whiter than the hand extended to her when she was hanging from a cliff in her dream.

Geom Mugeuk came to the table and greeted her.

"Your duel is in three days, right? My young master's was today."

She had to admit, this attendant's friendliness was something else. They had only met a couple of times, yet he spoke to her as comfortably as if they had known each other for a long time.

"May I sit for a moment?"

She nodded.

"Please make sure to pay for your noodles before you leave today, Young Lady."

"What do you mean?"

"The first day we met, and the second time too, you just left, so I ended up paying for the alcohol and food."

She was flustered for a moment. Thinking back, that was definitely true the second time. She had been so angry that she had shot up and stormed out. Did it happen the first time, too?

In her entire life, had she ever skipped out on paying someone? It was a clear mistake. Her face turned slightly red. This man just kept flustering people like this.

Is this why you appeared in my dream? To tell me to pay you back?

She had intended to take control from the very beginning, but instead, he had put her on the defensive.

"How much is it? I forgot."

"No, you can buy me noodles and alcohol twice in the future."

Is he using that as an excuse to see me again? The thought occurred to her that this simple-looking fellow might be a womanizer.

It won't be easy. Do you think you're the first one like this?

If you lined up all the men trying to change their lives by marrying her, with a little exaggeration, they could circle the walls of the Murim Alliance. Listening to and seeing them covet her background and appearance was enough to make her develop a hatred for men she never had before.

"I'll pay it all back today. Have whatever dish you want, not just noodles."

"No, not today."

Such a firm refusal from an attendant! Feeling as if she had truly become a handmaiden, she ordered alcohol.

"I need a drink."

She downed two glasses in a row before she spoke of that day's events.

"Honestly, I was angry that day. Just as I was about to honestly introduce you to my friend as my attendant, you said you were my junior brother first. So I felt like I'd deceived my friend, and I was angry."

What would change by saying this?

It was because of her damn personality that she had to say what needed to be said, even knowing that.

She met Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

His gaze was truly unfitting for an attendant. It was calm, deep, and utterly unreadable, resembling her late father's and her grandfather's, the Chairman.

With that gaze, Geom Mugeuk calmly asked.

"Why do you keep worrying about that?"

In that moment, she said to herself, I really hate this personality of mine too.

"Because I don't want to be misunderstood."

"Are you afraid you'll look like someone who looks down on attendants?"

"Yes. Because I'm not that kind of person."

"So what if you're misunderstood a little?"

"I don't like it."

"Have you ever considered that such a mindset might actually be more dismissive of the other person?"

For a moment, she flared up.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Attendants are people too. We think just like our masters, we just spare our words. If someone looks down on attendants from the start, we on our end can just dismiss them, thinking, 'Oh, that's just the kind of person they are.'"

"So you're saying my consideration is worse than that of someone who looks down on attendants?"

"That's not it, but let me ask one thing. Is that consideration for the other person? Or is it consideration for yourself, Young Lady?"

"!"

For a moment, Jin Haryong flinched.

"Ah, it's fine even if it is consideration for yourself, Young Lady, but you shouldn't get caught. Because if we find out, we have to become just as serious. We'll think, 'Ah, so eating and talking with us at the same table is something that requires that much deliberation.' 'She has to try that hard not to hurt our feelings.' 'She's being that considerate.' It makes us think unnecessary thoughts. All so that you can feel at ease, Young Lady."

Jin Haryong could not say anything. Her face was flushed red. It was something she had truly never considered before, so she did not know what to say.

She felt wronged and resentful. She would probably kick her blankets in regret after returning home, thinking, I should have answered like this back then.

Is this why he appeared in my dream?

This thought led back to self-blame.

Ah! I really am selfish.

Even in this moment, she was only worried about herself. She was desperately trying to soothe her wounded pride from the attendant's appearance in her dream by telling herself he only appeared because he was the kind of person who says such unexpected things.

"You're too arrogant for a mere attendant. You should be honored to dine at the same table as me."

After speaking coldly, she added.

"Like that?"

"Yes. Isn't that great? If I were in your position, Young Lady, I would've thought the same. Most of the people eating here would do the same. So you should do that too, Young Lady. Don't think too deeply. You'll only hurt yourself."

After staring at the man for a moment, she shot to her feet.

"I don't want to! Who do you think you are, lecturing me? You're just a pup of an attendant!"

As if she were now going to do as she was taught, she spoke her mind without hesitation.

"I acknowledge it, and it suits you well. Take this opportunity to take off your mask and live comfortably."

"Shut up! You attendant bastard!"

She snapped angrily and stormed out of the place.

Soon after, Seo Daeryong came scurrying over as if he had been waiting and sat across from him. It seemed he had been secretly watching from the top of the stairs.

Sipping the alcohol she left behind, Seo Daeryong said.

"Fated love always ends in tragedy."

Geom Mugeuk knew he was saying this out of concern for him. However, the atmosphere was not serious, so Geom Mugeuk lightly teased him.

"When has love ever been easy? You of all people should know it doesn't work out well even when you're in the same organization, right?"

This was because he had eaten a meal once with a junior from the Sanzu River Hall whom he liked, and there had been no progress.

"Do you have to poke where it hurts? I have Young Ladies cheering for me too!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at Seo Daeryong, who was pouting.

Daeryong, I can't have a fated love even if I want to. The moment I start to love, the fate named Hwa Mugi will surely say this. 'How dare you play at love when I exist?' As long as that fate is approaching me, love is nothing but a luxury to me, like the tune that drunkard over there is singing. That's why right now, I don't even have time to feel my own heart, or even its beat, do I?

"Detective Seo, let's go do some martial arts training."

"Yes! For defeated monkeys like us, training is the only way to live!"

"......"

As he stood up, he realized it. Jin Haryong had left without paying again today.


Chapter 158: Even a Passing Servant

Jin Haryong ascended the duel stage.

Today was her first duel in the main tournament, and the heroes cheered tremendously. They respected and admired the Murim Alliance Chairman, so they also liked his granddaughter, Jin Haryong. Her reputation as the number one beauty of Hubei only fueled her popularity.

"You must win!"

"Jin Haryong is the best!"

"You're beautiful, Jin Haryong!"

"Buy me noodles!"

"The winner is Jin Haryong!"

Jin Haryong flinched on the duel stage. She heard something strange mixed in with the cheers.

She looked around. Since she had never viewed the heroes from the stage before, cheers erupted from all directions. Among the massive crowd, she found the person she sought. Geom Mugeuk sat among the heroes and shouted.

"You left without paying again!"

His words flew clearly through the crowd's roar and struck her ears. In that moment, she realized she had left that day without paying again. She had forgotten even after he had asked her not to.

Ah! How can I be so scatterbrained!

That day, the man had worked her up, and she had left in a fit of anger.

But so what? Did he really come all the way to the duel grounds just to shout at her about noodles? The situation was so absurd that a dry laugh escaped her.

Her opponent's expression hardened when he saw this. He misunderstood her laugh as a sign of mockery.

The misunderstanding strengthened his resolve, but it could not close the skill gap between them. He stood no chance against Jin Haryong, who thought about noodles throughout the entire fight.

Jin Haryong descended the duel stage to a round of applause. She glanced at the spot where Geom Mugeuk had been, but he was gone.

That bastard! Did he really just come for his noodle money?

Just then, her bodyguard, Chu Ho, approached and reported, "The Chairman requests your presence at his residence."

"Grandfather?"


An hour later, Jin Haryong passed through layers of strict security and entered the Murim Alliance Chairman's residence.

The place was located deep within the Murim Alliance. It was an elegant harmony of beautifully carved rocks and ancient trees, like a place where immortals would frolic. A man stood there with his hands clasped behind his back, lost in thought. He blended with the beautiful background like part of a painting.

"Grandfather, I'm here!"

"You've come?"

The man, who had a robust physique, turned toward her.

He looked twenty years younger than his age and possessed a perfectly muscular body that even young men lacked. His large, intense eyes dominated his features. They looked like they could make a tiger wet itself in fear, making him seem like a divine general descended from the heavens.

He was a man better suited for the duel stage she had just left, not a tranquil place like this.

He was the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon.

As the number one master of the orthodox path, he was the pillar of the orthodox sects murim and received their utmost respect. It was said that the Demonic Cult could not act recklessly because Jin Paecheon was still strong. He was the very symbol of the orthodox sects murim.

Even in Jin Haryong's eyes, her grandfather was a magnificent person. He had a good heart, a strong will, and a high sense of chivalry. He deserved everyone's respect.

That, however, was the evaluation of Jin Haryong the martial artist. The evaluation of Jin Haryong the granddaughter was different. To her, he was just a rigid and frustrating grandfather who oppressed her.

Honestly, that made her even angrier. He was so good and perfect to others, yet failed to be so to his own family. He failed the very people he should treat well while dedicating himself to complete strangers.

"I met the True Dragon Manor Master a while ago."

It was the day she had won her duel, yet her grandfather brought up something else first.

What's the rush? Let's talk about your granddaughter winning her duel first. Or at least talk about the weather.

Of course, she could not voice such complaints. He was a grandfather she was not scared of, but not comfortable with either.

"Is the Chairman doing well?"

"He whines about having no energy, but that old man is as stubborn as ever."

It was a story about someone she would never think of if not for her grandfather, but there was another reason her grandfather brought up the True Dragon Manor Master.

"He said his grandson who went away for training has returned. He subtly brought up pairing you with him. What do you think?"

Ah! Here we go again.

"Why is my grandfather so anxious to marry off this cute granddaughter of his? It's not like you need to become in-laws with a prestigious family, right?"

She tried to act cute, but Jin Paecheon did not indulge her.

"I'm asking for your thoughts."

"I don't want to. Grandfather, I refuse."

Jin Paecheon's expression crumpled slightly at her firm reply.

"Why do you refuse?"

"Grandfather, would you want to marry someone whose face you've never even seen?"

"He is a trustworthy person."

"Who is? You haven't seen him either, have you?"

"I can tell by looking at the True Dragon Manor Master."

"How? Look at me, the granddaughter of a man respected by everyone. Am I the same as I appear on the outside? Elegant, aloof, and polite. I'm not, am I? I'm rebellious. So how can you know his grandson just by looking at the True Dragon Manor Master?"

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened, but Jin Haryong did not back down.

"As I've said before, I'll meet someone I like and marry them when the time is right."

"That's childish talk! Do you even know how harsh this murim is? It's a place where all sorts of bizarre and strange bastards roam."

The mention of a strange bastard suddenly reminded her of the insolent servant. That's true, but...

"The True Dragon Manor has produced excellent martial artists for generations. It is a place that can be trusted."

"That trust only works for you, Grandfather."

"What do you mean?"

"Because no one would dare betray your trust, Grandfather. That's why your judgment of people has always been accurate, but I'm different. People treat you differently than they treat me."

It was an irreverent thing to say. The air grew cold from the force of her grandfather's anger.

Still, Jin Haryong did not yield. If she broke under this pressure, she might really have to go through with a marriage she did not want.

"If you keep forcing me like this, I'll marry just anyone."

"Anyone? Who on earth would you marry?"

"Anyone off the street. I don't care if he's a servant."

She flinched inwardly after saying the words impulsively. A servant?

"Do it if you can."

"Grandfather!"

"You can never do that. Do I not know you? Your pride wouldn't let you. Go on, bring a servant or a street vendor. I will hold a grand wedding ceremony for you."

Jin Haryong could not deny it. That was who she was.

"I know better than anyone that you're a great person, Grandfather. I also know you're a noble person who would willingly sacrifice your life for this murim. I respect you the most, but I don't want to turn this wonderful grandfather into a classless Murim Alliance Chairman who forces his granddaughter into marriage."

She knew why her grandfather was so actively intervening in her marriage. It was because of her deceased father.

He believed his son had died because he married the wrong person. That his life was ruined because he met the wrong wife.

Her father had been swept up in the grudges of her mother's family and died in an enemy ambush. Her mother had died with him. Although all revenge was completed afterward, a deep regret remained in her grandfather's heart.

Grandfather, how could that be Mom's fault? It was the life Dad chose. Dad loved Mom until the moment he died.

Knowing her grandfather was trying to send her to a family of his choosing for this reason made her hate it even more.

"You still don't know the world. You don't know how harsh and dangerous this murim is."

"I'll learn for myself."

"You will regret it later."

"I will regret it."

But her stubbornness did not work on Jin Paecheon. Her grandfather was rumored to be magnanimous and open-minded, but that did not apply to his granddaughter's marriage.

"The True Dragon Manor Master's grandson will be at the banquet tomorrow evening. Make sure you attend."

Suddenly, she remembered what Geom Yeon had said. Was that consideration for her, or for the other person? Could her grandfather be making the same mistake?

"Do you want to marry me off for my sake? Or is it because you want to be at ease?"

Her grandfather was not flustered like she had been. Jin Paecheon answered without hesitation.

"Both."

Faced with Jin Paecheon's unyielding will, Jin Haryong backed down for now.

"I'll see you tomorrow."

I understand how you feel, Grandfather, but that is definitely not for my sake.


"Hoo, hoo."

Seo Daeryong caught his breath after training. He was clearly a different person now.

When he learned from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he had trained with blind diligence. Now, his training was different. He had an enemy to fight, and his training focused on how to defeat that enemy. Through this practical combat training, Seo Daeryong was stepping onto the path of a true martial artist.

"Director, I want to become stronger!"

A moment like this comes. Not a vague desire to get stronger, but a moment when you have pushed yourself to the point of death and can barely breathe. That is when you feel a true desire to do more. This is real determination.

"Alright, get stronger. I'll be watching over you."

"You have to promise to watch."

"Yes, I promise I'll watch."

Right now, Seo Daeryong is a small giant. You may be grateful to me, but I am the one who is grateful. Because of you, in that moment you said our Cult would not change, my regression found its direction.

When I returned from training with Seo Daeryong, Jin Haryong was at the inn.

"That look isn't unfamiliar anymore. What brings you here today?"

Her expression was a little darker than usual.

"You look like you need some advice."

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman receiving counseling from the son of the Demonic Cult Leader. You'll end up finding everything out, won't you? Where is the Murim Alliance's forbidden area? To open the secret vault..."

"That's enough!"

"......"

Seo Daeryong went up to his room. I walked over to the table where she sat.

As soon as she saw me, Jin Haryong asked bluntly, "You shouted for me to buy you noodles during the cheering, didn't you?"

"You heard me?"

"Your voice just stuck out in my ears."

"I naturally have a loud voice."

"......"

I sat down across from her. She filled my cup to the brim with alcohol.

"Do you drink well?"

"It depends on the occasion."

"On what occasion do you drink well? When you're with good people?"

"No, when I'm with good people, I tend to get drunk quickly."

"Then when?"

"I drink well when I'm angry. I talk a lot out of excitement, so the alcohol wears off quickly. When my emotions are high, alcohol feels like water. Of course, I regret it the next day with a hangover."

"While saying, 'If I ever drink again, I'm a dog!'"

"Exactly. You know it well."

We drank together. Jin Haryong put down her empty cup and said, "The alcohol is going down well for me today, too."

"Are you angry today as well?"

"As well?"

"You usually come here angry, don't you?"

"I don't come here angry. I leave angry. Because of someone."

I laughed at her words.

"Do you also drink alcohol poured by a servant?"

"That depends on the servant."

I poured alcohol into her cup. She stared intently at me and suddenly asked, "Do you have any intention of shaving that beard?"

"No, I don't."

"Then do you have any intention of being used by me? Just for one day."

"I do."

She looked at me with a surprised expression.

"You won't shave your beard, but you'll let yourself be used?"

"It's just for one day, isn't it? A beard takes a long time to grow."

"You're not going to ask what it's about?"

"It must be a very troublesome matter for the Young Lady."

"You could get into trouble too. Someone might hold a grudge against you. You could be insulted."

"Holding grudges, being insulted. That's the life of a servant. What could be more troublesome than that?"

"Then please attend the Murim Alliance banquet with me tomorrow. You'll also meet my grandfather. Can you do it?"

I blinked for a moment before answering.

"That's a bit troublesome."

"You're a coward."

"That's what servants are."

Jin Haryong looked at me and smiled.

"I never intended to ask for your help in the first place. You won't see anything good getting swept up in my affairs. Thanks for the thought, though."

She stood up from her seat.

"Well, that's one of three used up."

At that very moment, a young man walked toward us.

"Miss Jin."

The moment I saw him, I was inwardly surprised. He was someone I knew. Moreover, he was someone with whom I had a direct connection before my regression.

"I am Cho Sin of the True Dragon Manor. We've met before. You've become even more beautiful."

Cho Sin.

The Cho Sin I knew was not Cho Sin of the True Dragon Manor. He was Patriarch Cho Sin of the Rising Dragon Family, a family that rose to prominence in the orthodox sects murim after Hwa Mugi went into seclusion.

The current True Dragon Manor would change its name to the Rising Dragon Family and enjoy a series of successes once this Cho Sin became the Patriarch. After the Murim Alliance closed off, it would grow to become one of the sects representing the orthodox sects. It was the very same family I had gone to in order to retrieve the Divine Incense Burner, the second ingredient for the Great Regression Technique.

So around this time, your younger self was approaching Jin Haryong.

I knew very well what kind of person Cho Sin was. He was a typical hypocrite. He lived the life of a Master while keeping his cruel and heartless nature deeply hidden. He stopped at nothing for his own success and felt no pangs of conscience about it.

What if the Cho Sin of that time and the Cho Sin of now had the same character?

My gaze turned to Jin Haryong.

This woman is in danger right now.

Could it be that her life turned out that way not because of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, but because of this man?

Cho Sin looked at me and asked, "Who is this person here?"

Her eyes and mine met. She smiled faintly and said, "Don't mind him, he's just a servant."


Chapter 159: How a Frog Survives

At the word 'servant', Cho Sin's gaze changed.

Geom Mugeuk saw it. He might have missed it if he hadn't known the man, but he could see the contempt in Cho Sin's eyes. An unbearable, frivolous anger radiated from him, as if to say, 'Why is a punk like you drinking with the woman who will be mine?'

So he was like this even back then.

No, he was actually worse at hiding his true nature now that he was younger. The older Cho Sin had been truly excellent at concealing himself.

"To think you'd share a table and drink with a servant. You truly are as generous as the rumors say."

Jin Haryong retorted to the intended compliment.

"Does one need to be generous just to sit at the same table with a servant?"

The issue of sharing a table with a servant had been on her mind recently. In fact, the word that had occupied most of her thoughts these past few days was not 'the Young Dragon Tournament', but 'servant'.

"I meant that I don't mind something as simple as eating with a servant."

"Ah, I see. A heart that treats even subordinates fairly is admirable. Now, tomorrow's banquet will surely have a predictable atmosphere. Let's, the young ones, have our own banquet right here."

Though Cho Sin made the casual suggestion with a compliment, Jin Haryong refused flatly.

"I'm sorry, but I must decline."

Honestly, Cho Sin was handsome. A part of her wanted to sit and have a drink with him.

However, her concern for Geom Yeon came first.

If they drank together, she would have to send Geom Yeon away, but if he stayed and drank with them, he would earn Cho Sin's ire. Neither option was appealing. She especially didn't want to say, 'We need to drink now, so could you please leave?'

"This is a first for me. Being turned down after asking a woman for a drink."

"We'll see each other tomorrow anyway, won't we?"

Jin Haryong didn't see it, but Geom Mugeuk did. The moment she refused, Cho Sin's gaze changed.

How dare she refuse me?

A dark, cold emotion, beyond mere irritation, began to rise.

Just as Jin Haryong was about to turn away, Cho Sin sat down across from Geom Mugeuk.

"I'll have a drink with this servant."

Cho Sin spoke to the startled Jin Haryong.

"Even I couldn't get you to drink with me, so I want to find out what charm this servant has that allows him to."

Irritation surged through Jin Haryong when she heard those words. Cho Sin's actions were a blatant declaration that he intended to torment Geom Yeon. He was going to act like this just because she wouldn't drink with him? The favorable impression she had of him because of his looks vanished instantly.

Does he have no intention of looking good in my eyes?

She couldn't understand. If his grandfather had brought up marriage, this Cho Sin should know about it too.

She sat back down.

She sat down out of concern for Geom Yeon, but that only provoked Cho Sin further.

"What a charming servant indeed. To make Miss Jin, who was about to leave, sit back down."

Cho Sin asked Geom Mugeuk.

"What's your name?"

"It's Geom Yeon."

"A fine name for a mere servant."

"Thank you."

"Do you know who I am?"

"You said earlier that you are Master Jo of the True Dragon Manor."

"A good memory, too. Where did you find such a fine slave?"

At the word 'slave', her expression soured slightly. Cho Sin watched that unconcealable emotion, and Geom Mugeuk watched the change in Cho Sin's emotions.

"Miss Jin is beautiful, isn't she?"

"She is beautiful."

"So beautiful you think of her at night? How about it? With her...."

The implication was obvious, so Jin Haryong cut him off.

"Watch your mouth! You keep crossing the line."

"Seeing you drink with a slave, I thought you were generous, but it seems that generosity depends on the person."

The two of them met eyes.

In that moment, an image surfaced in Jin Haryong's mind. It was a black viper, raising its head with its tongue flicking. She had never experienced this while looking at a person before, and she was inwardly flustered.

Just then, Cho Sin smiled pleasantly.

"My joke went too far, didn't it?"

He tried to pass it off as a joke, but Jin Haryong's favorable opinion of him had completely plummeted.

Is he trying to show off some kind of pride in treating the Chairman's granddaughter so carelessly?

Cho Sin asked Geom Mugeuk again.

"I just don't get it. What kind of person is our Miss Jin?"

"I don't know her well either."

"You don't know?"

"I may be a servant, but I'm not Miss Jin's servant."

"You're not?"

Cho Sin was taken aback.

"Then whose servant are you?"

"I am the servant of Young Master Seo Ryong of the Western Blade Sect, who is participating in the Young Dragon Tournament."

"Then why were you drinking with Miss Jin? That's even stranger, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk also sensed something was strange.

This guy, why is he so agitated?

Even in his prime, the man known as Cho Sin was a cautious person. To attribute today's actions merely to jealousy seemed excessive.

What is making you act so wildly?

He seemed engulfed in an uncontrollable fervor, like a child praised by his teacher, a merchant who earned a great fortune, or a martial artist who achieved complete mastery.

TAK.

Just then, Jin Haryong set her cup down with a sound. It was a silent warning to stop.

At that, Cho Sin adopted a different attitude. He asked her gently, as if they were old friends.

"Don't you find it strange, Miss Jin?"

"What do you mean?"

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman is sharing a table and drinking with the slave of a martial artist participating in this duel tournament. The granddaughter herself, the very person involved in this shocking affair, doesn't find it strange at all. What do you think?"

"So? What are you trying to say?"

"They say if you put a frog in lukewarm water and slowly bring it to a boil, it will die without even realizing it's dying, right?"

The corner of Jin Haryong's mouth lifted. Before she could say anything in anger, Cho Sin continued.

"What if this man approached Miss Jin with some ulterior motive? What if he got close to you to spike your drink with Qi Dispersing Poison before the final match? Are you going to claim you were deceived only after it happens?"

Cho Sin brought his face right up to Geom Mugeuk's.

"What is your purpose?"

Geom Mugeuk said nothing. Faced with Cho Sin's fierce momentum, as if he were about to strike, Jin Haryong stepped in.

"Master Jo."

Her coldly subdued tone spoke of her mood.

"Let's see each other at the banquet tomorrow. The water is still a long way from boiling."

Their gazes met. Jin Haryong stared confidently at the snake with its head raised. Right now, she was not afraid of that snake.

Cho Sin smiled.

"It seems I've made a mistake on our first meeting. My apologies, Miss Jin. I will see you at the banquet tomorrow."

He rose from his seat, then looked at me and grinned. Not only Geom Mugeuk, but Jin Haryong too, felt it. The thick killing intent contained in that smile.


After Cho Sin left the inn, Jin Haryong drank her alcohol in silence. She seemed to be mulling over what Cho Sin had said earlier.

Geom Mugeuk waited silently for her to speak.

After a moment, she sighed and spoke. She had returned to her usual self, no longer the cold person she had shown to Cho Sin.

"It's difficult, so difficult. Why is everything so difficult?"

"They say life is inherently difficult. If you ask someone from a hundred years ago, they'd say it's difficult, and if you ask someone from five hundred years ago, they'd also say it's difficult. The Chairman finds it difficult, and that waiter over there would say it's difficult too. A child born tomorrow will also say it's difficult once they've grown up."

"This is why. How can you not be suspected when you're just a servant and you say things like this?"

"Do you suspect me too, Miss Jin?"

She answered honestly.

"To be honest, the moment I heard that story about the frog, I flinched."

"If you fall for those words, you'll be moved from a warm hot spring to a cauldron of truly boiling water."

Jin Haryong shook her head.

"You're too good with words. You win."

"What do you mean?"

"I wouldn't trust that man even if I were dying, so I have to trust you."

"In times like these, you shouldn't trust either of us. Why choose one?"

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk. She thought it would be a huge problem if he really was a villain. She had a premonition that stopping him would be even harder than stopping the snake-like Cho Sin. However, she decided to trust her instincts.

"This isn't the time to worry about me. You're in big trouble. This frog here might still be swimming in warm water, but that frog over there has just been placed on a rock in the middle of lava."

Her instinct for judging people was second to none. She realized it. The man named Cho Sin was not the type to let a servant who sat and drank with the woman he wanted to marry live. Especially not a servant whom that woman had even defended.

"My young master will protect me."

"No, even if your young master is skilled enough to have reached the main tournament, he can't protect you. That man's family is no ordinary one. You should head back to your hometown right now." "I can't leave my young master behind, and if that man tries to harm me as you say, Young Lady, do you think I can avoid it just by returning to my hometown? It would more likely bring harm to my young master's sect."

"You're right."

She shot up from her seat.

"Wait here. I'll go find a pole to get you out of that lava."

She left the inn.

Shortly after, Seo Daeryong sat down in the seat she had vacated.

"This is more interesting than the duels, isn't it?"

"I thought you were tired?"

"No matter how tired I am, I couldn't stand the curiosity. What was with that guy earlier? Is it one of those things where an obstacle must always appear in a fateful love?"

"To him, I'm probably the obstacle."

"He looked perfectly normal."

"Those are the types that are more dangerous."

"Exactly. It's because that guy hasn't seen you with your beard shaved, Director."

"Are you saying I'm more dangerous?"

"Is there even a comparison? In looks, or in dangerousness."

Seo Daeryong laughed to himself, as if he found his own joke amusing.

"I'll just watch this fateful love unfold and aim for the championship."

"Go ahead. I'll watch the fateful duels and take care of this matter."

I was curious to see what Jin Haryong would do.

Her solution the next day was a method I hadn't anticipated.

"Come with me to the banquet."

She was asking me to go with her to the banquet being held today. A banquet where the Murim Alliance Chairman and Cho Sin would be present.

"I believe I already told you I couldn't go, even if it meant being called a coward."

"The situation has changed since then. I'll take responsibility for your life."

"......"

"You'll know when we get there."

Meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman?

Could I really hide my presence from him?

My cultivation had already reached the state of Origin Reversal, allowing me to appear as if I had never learned martial arts at all.

However, would that work on the Murim Alliance Chairman? Could I truly conceal the presence that I, as a person, exuded?

Probably not. While I might be able to deceive someone about my martial arts realm, passing off nine-star as eight-star, I wouldn't be able to deceive him into thinking I was a mere servant.

Meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman meant I had to be prepared to reveal my identity.

"What are you thinking so hard about?"

"I'm thinking about how your grandfather, Young Lady, will react after he learns about me."

Of course, she was worried about something completely different.

"My grandfather won't harm you because of your status. Even if he gets angry, he'll take it out on me."

"Since he's such a great man, he must treat his subordinates with respect, right?"

"Of course."

Then how would he treat a blood relative of the Heavenly Demon?

It was a question I couldn't bring myself to ask her.

Of course, even if my identity as a blood relative of the Heavenly Demon were exposed, I wouldn't be killed in the Murim Alliance. Doing so could trigger a war. In that sense, the Murim Alliance is a safer place than our Cult. Instead, I would be exiled, and this succession test would end in failure for causing trouble with the Murim Alliance.

I contemplated for a long time. Jin Haryong understood and waited for me.

Finally, I finished my deep deliberation on the various situations.

"Alright, let's go."

"Ah, good thinking."

"Let's meet at the entrance of the Murim Alliance in one hour. I need to prepare for the banquet."

"Okay."

After sending her off, I went up to my room and informed Seo Daeryong that I was going to the banquet hosted by the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Seo Daeryong asked worriedly.

"Will you be alright?"

"Will I be alright?"

"Until now, Director, you've always said you were going to meet all sorts of dangerous people. From the Demonic Army General to the Demon Supremes, but now, you're going to meet the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"How about it? A leader like this?"

"In the past, I would have hated it."

Whenever I said I was going to see the Demon Supremes, Seo Daeryong would recoil in terror.

"And now?"

"What's the point of stepping back in fear? It's a duel either way."

We laughed together. The fact that we were alone in enemy territory was bringing us closer.

"Be safe. I will be training."

I looked at my reflection in the bronze mirror. Long, tangled hair and cheap clothes. I deliberately messed up my hair even more and didn't change my clothes.

Seeing my appearance at the entrance to the Murim Alliance, Jin Haryong exclaimed.

"You said you were preparing for the banquet? What on earth did you prepare?"

"Isn't it an improvement?"

"Not at all!"

"Should I go change?"

"No, we'll be late. Let's go!"

As Jin Haryong and I entered the banquet hall, all eyes focused on us.

Among the heroes, Father's presence is like the color red, like blood, standing alone in a black-and-white painting.

The presence of the Murim Alliance Chairman was the same. Though there were countless people in the banquet hall, I recognized who the Murim Alliance Chairman was at a single glance.

It felt as if everyone else was in black and white, and only the Murim Alliance Chairman was in blue.

Truly, the presence exuded by the strongest masters in the murim is this astonishing.

Far in the distance, the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, who had been conversing with guests, slowly turned his head in our direction.


Chapter 160: Son-in-law, Come Here and Receive a Drink From Me

The noisy hall quieted as the Chairman's gaze turned toward us. His eyes passed over his granddaughter and landed on me. I stood beside her with my head slightly bowed, avoiding his gaze.

Even without looking, I felt his eyes scrutinizing me. The moment was tense, and I didn't try to hide my nervousness. It would be strange for an ordinary servant not to be nervous here.

I tried my best not to reveal myself, even if I were discovered.

The Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon asked me, "Who might you be, Master?"

Jin Haryong then declared loudly, "He's the man I'm seeing."

This was her plan to save me. My approach was a direct confrontation, and so was hers. I had anticipated this, but seeing it firsthand made me grateful for her courage. It couldn't be easy for the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman to say such a thing in front of so many people.

Her words sent a buzz of murmurs through the crowd. Among them were Cho Sin and his father, the True Dragon Manor Master.

The True Dragon Manor Master scowled deeply. He was arranging his son's marriage, and the prospective bride had just brought another man.

In contrast, Cho Sin smiled as he looked at us. He must have felt a great sense of humiliation.

Jin Paecheon raised his hand, and the hall fell silent.

"I wasn't asking you," he told Jin Haryong. He then asked me again, "Who are you, Master?"

"My name is Geom Yeon."

"Which sect are you from?"

"I'm a servant who accompanied Young Master Seo Ryong of the Gansu the Western Blade Sect."

The word 'servant' made the crowd murmur again, louder than before.

Jin Paecheon rarely showed his emotions in front of the martial world's heroes, but he couldn't hide his bewilderment. He looked at Jin Haryong.

His expression said, Are you really going to do this?

Her expression was resolute. Yes.

Jin Paecheon's gaze returned to me.

I wonder how much the Chairman has figured out about me, separate from her bombshell declaration.

"Young Master Geom." He called me Master even though I had said I was a servant.

"Haryong has been very mischievous since she was young. Her specialty was surprising people. She once nearly fell into qi deviation by circulating her sword arts formula backward. Today, she surprises us by bringing you here."

Jin Paecheon spoke as if this was just another prank.

"Everyone has been surprised enough, so I believe your role is complete. You must have had a hard time being dragged here by that rascal. I'll treat you separately next time, so for today, you may leave."

The Chairman resolved the situation. Some would think Jin Haryong was playing a prank. Others would think the Chairman was dismissing her rebellion. One thing was clear. No one believed I was actually the man she was seeing.

Of course, Jin Haryong didn't back down.

"You were very surprised back then, weren't you? If you hadn't been there, Grandfather, I wouldn't be alive today. That's why I'm trying not to play pranks anymore. This man is really the person I like."

Everyone's gaze focused on me again. Some clicked their tongues and sighed at my shabby appearance. Their expressions all said the same thing, from 'Well, you can't win against your own child' to 'Even the Chairman is no exception'. They just couldn't say it out loud.

"Did you say you like that man?"

"......"

She answered her grandfather without hesitation. Tension flowed between them, tauter than on a dueling stage. Everyone watched with great interest, except for Cho Sin and the True Dragon Manor Master.

"Then I suppose you could marry that man."

Jin Haryong flinched at the mention of marriage.

"Still, marriage is a major life event. We should see each other a little longer."

"You've already declared it in front of so many people, so what are you hesitating for? Fine. Since he's the one you want, I'll let you marry him."

"Grandfather!"

"I'll have you married right here, right now. Do it. Isn't this what you wanted? 'I don't want an arranged marriage. I want to marry the person I love.' Fine, I'll grant your wish!"

Jin Paecheon pushed further. "Prepare for the wedding at once."

At the Chairman's order, subordinates began preparing for a wedding. Jin Haryong's flustered expression was evident as the situation unfolded. She knew her grandfather's personality wasn't ordinary, but she hadn't expected him to push for a marriage on the spot.

"I haven't even greeted his family yet."

"Martial artists aren't bound by formalities. They'll understand. Go and greet them politely later."

Jin Haryong looked at me, flustered. Even I hadn't anticipated this.

"My future son-in-law, come here and receive a drink from me."

Future son-in-law? I've never heard those words in my entire life, including my past one, and I'm hearing them from the Murim Alliance Chairman? Father, I'm receiving a drink from the Murim Alliance Chairman while being called his son-in-law!

I accepted the drink the Chairman poured, the first I had ever received from him.

"Thank you."

"Please take good care of my granddaughter from now on."

I could tell from the deep, cold look in his eyes that he had already grasped my true nature. He intended to deal with me after resolving his granddaughter's issue.

He gave me a faint smile. It wasn't a smile of pleasure but a warning. We'll talk later.

The wedding preparations were swiftly completed. Martial artists often held weddings at the Murim Alliance, so it wasn't a difficult task.

In the end, Jin Haryong raised the white flag.

"Please stop! I've lost. We're not getting married."

Only then did Jin Paecheon smile.

Their expressions seemed to say, How dare you mess with this old grandfather? and I admit defeat, Grandfather, but I have to explain this.

Jin Haryong then explained the day's events to everyone. "Elders, Seniors, I apologize for ruining this precious occasion. I caused this commotion for a reason. Someone is trying to kill that man out of jealousy, simply because he was with me. I orchestrated this to protect him."

Someone in the crowd started clapping and shouted, "How wonderful."

It was Cho Sin.

"To go this far for that shabby and ugly servant! Truly magnificent!"

As he clapped, others joined in. I could feel that Cho Sin was thoroughly incensed.

This was good. People make mistakes when their emotions run high. Go on, run wild a little more.

Jin Haryong announced loudly, "From now on, if anyone touches this man, I'll stake my name on getting revenge. My grandfather taught me my entire life to refrain from bullying the weak, so I hope you'll all keep that in mind."

Mentioning the Chairman was a very smart choice.

After she finished, Jin Haryong tugged my sleeve. "Come on, let's go back now. Grandfather, I'm sorry for what happened today. I'll come back to apologize properly."

We both bowed politely to the Chairman, then followed Jin Haryong out. After leaving the Yeon President, we walked silently through the Murim Alliance grounds.

Then, she stopped.

"I'm sorry for not telling you beforehand."

"It's alright."

"You told me back then, didn't you? That my selfishness hurts others."

"I didn't say it in those exact words."

"But that's what it meant. You're right. My way of handling this was just as selfish. However, no matter how much I thought about it, this was the only way I could protect you."

She had genuinely tried to protect me, regardless of her method.

"Since I said it in front of my grandfather, they won't dare try to harm you. If they still try something, then that's great for me. I'll have an excuse to never go through with an arranged marriage. I can say, 'See? Grandfather said he was a good person, but he wasn't, was he?'"

"Then I'll gladly die for the Young Lady."

Jin Haryong looked at me with a slightly angry expression.

"I know you're joking, but please don't make jokes like that. It's what my grandfather has told me countless times. Protecting good people from evil is the sole reason we of the orthodox sects exist. I may not be anyone great, but I'll never stand by and watch someone become unhappy because of me."

"That's admirable."

"I wasn't saying it to get a compliment."

"But will you be alright? Rumors will have spread by tomorrow."

"Bad rumors won't spread. If anything, it'll be framed positively. 'The Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter caused a commotion to save a servant!' The Alliance manages things like this. You didn't know, did you?"

She stared at me intently.

"They won't be able to do anything to you, at least not until the Young Dragon Tournament is over. When you see an opportunity, leave and go far away. Don't go to your hometown. Go somewhere else, far away."

She took money from her robes and gave it to me. "I'm sorry I can't keep my promise to buy you noodles and drinks three times."

It was more money than the cost of noodles and drinks, meant for my escape.

Regret flowed from her eyes. She believed this was our last moment. She had no intention of approaching me again, even if I didn't leave right away. It was to prevent me from falling into danger.

"Then I wish you happiness."

I bid her farewell and watched her walk away. I glanced down at the money in my hand.


I looked up at the bright, shining moon.

Father, the unification of the murim you dream of can only be achieved by killing all of these people.

As I looked at the night sky, I turned and said, "I have something to tell you."

The Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, had appeared silently behind me. He must have heard my entire conversation with her.

"Of course you do. You'd better choose your words carefully. Your life hangs on every single one."

The Jin Paecheon who released his qi was not the same man from the Yeon President. His qi felt like the ocean. A deep resonance, like a whale's cry, echoed from afar. The wind carried the scent of the sea. I felt as if I were adrift alone in a boundless ocean.

The next moment.

CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK!

Dozens of martial artists descended from all directions like vertical lightning bolts. They wore white masks and white martial arts uniforms. They were the masters of the Heavenly Dragon Protection Squad, who would follow the Chairman even into hell.

CHAAENG!

They drew their swords simultaneously, but it sounded like a single blade. The sound alone told me how well-trained and skilled they were. The aura from their blades constricted me like a spider's web.

"I wish to be alone with the Chairman."

"Is there a reason I should do that?"

"Because what I'm about to tell you is something only the Chairman should know."

The Chairman didn't dismiss his men. The bodyguards were unlikely to withdraw so easily and leave him with an unknown master.

"If I had come here to assassinate the Chairman, I would have had other opportunities and methods. I wouldn't attempt it in such a tense situation."

At that, the Chairman told them, "All of you, withdraw."

They instantly leaped away and vanished. I knew they hadn't truly disappeared. It was impossible to make them withdraw completely. They were people who protected the Chairman, not just people who received his orders. They would never leave his side.

They would carry out any other command, but not the one telling them not to protect him. To kill the Chairman, one would have to kill all of them.

I sent a telepathic message to Jin Paecheon.

[From now on, I'll speak to you via telepathy.]

[Reveal your identity first.]

I revealed my identity to him.

[I come from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult...]

Before I could finish, PWAAAAANG!

A streak of a palm technique flew from Jin Paecheon's hand like lightning and struck me.

KWAAANG!

An explosion roared around my body, and dust billowed up.

When the dust settled, I still stood in the same spot. I had blocked the palm technique by crossing my hands and raising my protective enhanced qi.

From behind my crossed arms, I looked at Jin Paecheon and continued.

[...I'm the Cult Leader's second son.]

SHWAAAAAEEEEENG! KWAAAAAANG!

An even more powerful palm technique flew in and struck me. I remained standing in the same spot, not pushed back, blocking with my crossed arms. My protective enhanced qi was at its limit, and my arms ached as if they would be torn off.

[...My name is Geom Mugeuk.]

By blocking those two palm techniques, I had proven my identity with my skill.

The Chairman's tiger-like eyes gleamed. The man who had asked, 'Who is your Master?' and the man now exuding a ferocious aura were completely different people. I could feel it. This blazing intensity was his true self.

[Why did a child of the Demonic Cult Leader approach my granddaughter?]

I uncrossed my arms and straightened my body.

[To save your granddaughter.]

Jin Paecheon's qi grew fiercer. The overwhelming aura swirling around me felt as if it would tear my body apart. This was the qi of the current Murim Alliance Chairman, the power to tear a person apart with aura alone.

His next palm technique would be incomparably more powerful. If he drew his sword, every move would be a matter of life and death.

This was the beginning. The battle to persuade him, or fail.

[Only I can save your granddaughter.]

Jin Paecheon's qi shifted from fierce to terrifying. Dark clouds gathered, the world grew dim, and the sea began to churn.


Chapter 161: Sometimes, Tragedy is Close By

The two presences were different from each other.

Father's presence chilled my body, slowed my qi, and seized me with the fear of suffocation, as if I were falling into an endless abyss. The Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon's presence was like a typhoon on a dark sea.

I stood firm against Jin Paecheon's presence. Stormy waves tossed me into the air and plunged me to the bottom of the sea, but I did not lose consciousness.

My martial arts reacted reflexively. The Four Strides of the Wind God always stimulated me like this when I faced a powerful enemy.

Let's fight. Let's tear that presence to shreds! Let's break through the typhoon!

I struggled to suppress the supreme martial art's temptation and endured the Murim Alliance Chairman's presence to the very end. Just as the duel with Father in the tavern had helped me greatly, simply enduring this presence would be a great lesson.

As I endured, an expression that said, 'Look at this one,' surfaced on the Murim Alliance Chairman's face.

Simultaneously, the pressure intensified. Lightning now struck the sea where the typhoon raged. Giant waterspouts formed, pulling up the seawater. Jin Paecheon's presence was truly terrifying.

So the Murim Alliance Chairman was such a domineering person. Perhaps Father dreams of unifying the murim because of this Murim Alliance Chairman. The existence of such a powerful adversary must have provoked Father.

Enduring had reached its limit. It was time to either collapse or flee.

Just then, I saw it again.

Two giant eyes with massive pupils stared at me.

Some colossal being was looking at me. I knew it was the Heavenly Demon Soul I had seen in the painting.

I haven't even learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art yet, so why do I keep seeing illusions of the Heavenly Demon Soul?

The colossal Heavenly Demon Soul stood tall in the sea, blocking the typhoon and looking down at me. Its gaze seemed to find me pathetic, yet it also seemed longing and pitiful. At the same time, it seemed to hold no emotion at all.

The illusion of the Heavenly Demon Soul slowly faded.

The Murim Alliance Chairman's surging, murderous presence was already gone. Standing far away, Jin Paecheon looked surprised that I had endured until the end.

I was on the verge of collapsing. If the Heavenly Demon Soul had not blocked it at the last moment, I would have lost consciousness and fallen. The Heavenly Demon Soul was likely an illusion my own mental strength created, but it felt so vivid, as if the real Heavenly Demon Soul had visited.

I repeated what I had said before to Jin Paecheon.

"Only I can save your granddaughter."

This time, Jin Paecheon did not react with blind anger. After all, I was someone who had withstood his presence.

"What do you mean by that?"

Meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman and revealing my identity was a choice I normally would not have made. I ultimately chose it because of the two weapons I possessed.

The first was my belief in my experience. I believed in the experience from before my regression and the experience I gained dealing with the Demon Supremes after my regression. I believed in myself.

However, I would not have made such a reckless choice relying solely on my experience. I needed my second weapon.

My second weapon is his granddaughter, Jin Haryong.

As long as Jin Haryong was deeply involved, I was confident the Murim Alliance Chairman would have no choice but to help me.

I feel sorry for her, but I intend to use her completely. Since it's for her sake anyway, she'll probably understand.

"Have you heard of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

Jin Paecheon nodded. The Murim Alliance would naturally know about them, since they had recently committed various evil deeds while impersonating our Cult.

"I was tracking them under Father's orders and obtained information that they're plotting something related to this Young Dragon Tournament."

"What's the source of the information?"

"The Evil Valley Lord."

Jin Paecheon was not surprised. Just as with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, he must have heard about the Evil Valley Lord's recent death. He just did not yet know that the two incidents were connected.

"I've heard that the master of the Valley of Evil has changed."

"The information is reliable. He revealed it in a moment of killing intent. That's why I had my subordinate participate in the Young Dragon Tournament and came here to catch them."

"If such a thing was happening, you should have informed us."

"There were circumstances that prevented me from doing so."

"What circumstances?"

"Because dealing with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is the succession test I've been given."

Jin Paecheon's gaze grew cold and deep as he released his presence again. This presence was different from the raging typhoon. It was a gentle presence that wrapped around my body like a spring breeze, an attempt to read the changes in my emotions and confirm if my words were true.

"Tell me about Haryong."

"I'm certain that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is targeting Miss Jin."

"The reason for your certainty?"

"I found out they were plotting something related to the Young Dragon Tournament. When I came here, I saw Miss Jin participating and that she's even a strong contender for victory. Do you think this is a coincidence? Not a chance. They're undoubtedly targeting Miss Jin. No, they planned this from the start, knowing she would participate."

"Even if that's true, it's a matter I can resolve myself. Why would I entrust my granddaughter's safety to you?"

"Because if anyone other than me intervenes now, Miss Jin will be in danger."

The presence that had gently enveloped me turned cold in an instant. The mere mention of his granddaughter's danger made his presence radiate killing intent.

"The Heavenly Enlightenment Society is a much larger and more powerful organization than we initially thought. It's possible that some high-ranking members of our Cult, the Murim Alliance, or the Evil Alliance have already been won over by them. That's also why we must speak through telepathy right now."

I told him how the Evil Valley Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already been won over. If figures of their caliber had been recruited, this was not a matter to be taken lightly.

"If you investigate, you'll find that my words are true. Fortunately, they don't yet know that I've come this far to track them. If you trust me, I'll root them out completely."

Jin Paecheon stared at me without a word. Normally, he would have considered it a plot by our Cult and would never have believed me. However, with Jin Haryong involved, he could not easily dismiss it.

Right now, I am the only one who can save your granddaughter.

My persuasion, backed by my most powerful weapon, continued.

"I believe you've heard various things about me. I don't know what that information was, but this much is certain. I'm trying to establish a different demonic path than before. At the very least, I don't stoop to plotting things using the young granddaughter of an opposing faction."

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance send countless spies to one another, so they all know basic information. I assumed he had some grasp of my activities as the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Do you know why I've resolved to save your granddaughter no matter what?"

"Why is that?"

"Because even though she's the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, she's someone who would offer marriage just to protect a mere servant's life. You've raised her truly well."

It was both sincere and a form of flattery.

Jin Paecheon strode towards me.

"......"

In an instant, Jin Paecheon's sword was at my neck.

"Go back and wait. I'll give you an answer soon."

"Yes, I'll wait."

I gave him a polite bow and turned away.

The gaze on my back felt powerful enough to pierce through me.

His suspicion was natural, but I could only hope he would make a wise decision.


When I returned to the inn, Seo Daeryong had already packed his bags, ready to leave at a moment's notice.

"Ah! You're back!"

"What is all this?"

"What do you think? I packed so we can bolt if things go south."

"What about me?"

"Don't worry. I packed your bags too, Director."

"No. If something happened, that would mean something happened to me, right?"

"Just because you're in trouble doesn't mean I have to be, does it?"

"......"

"......"

"Ah! You have no idea how much I missed your lame jokes."

"I wasn't joking. Anyway, how was it? You met the Murim Alliance Chairman, right?"

"I thought I was going to die."

"He's strong, isn't he?"

I nodded.

"It's good to have you back."

Seo Daeryong began to unpack his bags again. The playfulness vanished from his face, replaced by a look of complete relief.

I knew enough about Seo Daeryong now. It was not a joke. If something happened to me, he would flee immediately. He was not the type to rush in emotionally, seeking revenge.

Only after returning and reporting the entire situation would his revenge begin. Just as he memorized the personal details of the Demonic Army to avenge a Sanzu River Hall Senior, he might memorize every single Murim Alliance martial artist. Whether it took ten years or a hundred, he would dream of revenge until the day he died. That was the kind of man Seo Daeryong was.

"What about your identity, Director?"

"He knows who I am now."

"Then he must know about me too."

"That's right."

"And I can still win the tournament?"

Seo Daeryong's expression was too serious for me to ask, 'Can you even do it?'

"Now, you have to win no matter what."

"......"

"The Murim Alliance Chairman knows about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society now, right? Do you think he'd want his own granddaughter to win and become their target?"

"So he'll want me to win and become their target instead."

"Exactly."

"Ah, how can a man without a grandfather live with such sorrow? Grandfather! Are you watching?"

I laughed at Seo Daeryong's joke.

"Think positively. This is a moment in your life when you have the support of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"Ah! You're right. I've got another story to brag about at drinking parties, but is it really okay to reveal everything to the Murim Alliance Chairman like this?"

"You have to discard any thought of deceiving the Murim Alliance Chairman to get something done. From now on, I'll deal with him honestly. I'll show him ninety-nine truths."

"Then what's the one remaining lie?"

"Why do you assume it's a lie?"

"......"

"It could be a truth I just haven't told him yet."

"What truth?"

I looked at the Murim Alliance building visible in the distance outside the window.

"Later. You'll find out much, much later."


The next day at dawn, I woke from my sleep.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had woken me.

I left my room and went down to the first floor, where I found someone sitting alone in the closed inn. He revealed no presence, yet his silhouette in the darkness announced his existence. The mere sight of him sitting with his back to me was enough to make me tense. It was the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon.

"You've come."

I sat across from him. There was no sign of the Lake Chao guards nearby, but they were surely not far, guarding the surroundings like an iron wall from hidden places.

Jin Paecheon abruptly brought up Father.

"I've met your father about twice in my life."

I listened to his story in silence.

"He was the kind of person who made me feel I had to try harder every time we met. It was your father who kept me from stopping."

I thought I understood what Jin Paecheon was feeling. Father was a man who desired to become stronger than anyone else.

"I had forgotten for a while, but yesterday, you rekindled the dying embers in my heart."

He had received a strong impression from me for withstanding his presence. If I was this strong at my young age, what would I be like later? He must have felt a sense of crisis.

"Alright. I'll entrust this matter to you."

He must have agonized a great deal before making this decision. I wondered who he discussed it with, who the person he trusted the most was.

"However, there is one condition."

"Please, state it."

"I must know every detail of the process from now on. Starting now, one of my men will be assigned to you. That person will watch your every move."

Even now, I could feel someone hidden around us. He was a master of stealth, on par with Father's bodyguard, Hwi. Of course, I did not reveal that I had detected him.

The Murim Alliance Chairman was not entrusting this matter to me solely because of a potential traitor.

He also intended to test me. It stemmed from a desire to find out what kind of person I, the potential next Cult Leader, was. In the end, I was being tested by both the Demonic Cult Leader and the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"In return, I also have a condition."

"What is it?"

"We'll handle the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. In return, we'll deal with it as secretly as possible and then leave."

Jin Paecheon nodded and rose from his seat.

"Just do what you have to do and go."

I understood what Jin Paecheon worried about. He was telling me not to sway Jin Haryong's heart.

"The subordinate who came with me teases me. He says that the end of a fateful love is always a tragedy, but young people these days don't like tragedies. That's true not only for me but for your granddaughter as well."

I knew very well why Jin Paecheon was so worried. His son and daughter-in-law had met a tragic end together, and he did not want his granddaughter, at least, to be caught up in a tragedy caused by matters of the heart.

"Sometimes, tragedy can be found in a nearby place."

"What do you mean?"

"When your granddaughter announced in front of all those people that she was dating me, it wasn't just because of a simple crush or goodwill towards me."

"Are you saying it's because of that person who is trying to kill you?"

"Miss Jin resembles you, Chairman. She's someone who can never tolerate injustice."

"That's why I worry about her even more sometimes."

"Then please investigate who that person is and how they're pressuring your granddaughter. That one investigation will do more to improve your relationship with your granddaughter than a hundred worries."

Jin Paecheon, who had been glaring at me, left with one last remark.

"Don't worry about useless things and just do the job you've been given."

I watched Jin Paecheon's back disappear into the distance before heading up to my room on the second floor. Before entering, I spoke to the empty air.

"You can sleep when I sleep. I'll let you know if I go anywhere."

Despite my pointless attempt at friendliness, the hidden man gave no reply.


Chapter 162: Time to Peel Off the Rose-Colored Glasses

The second round of the main tournament began.

The tournament whittled thirty-two contestants down to sixteen, and the excitement of the Young Dragon Tournament grew even hotter. Only the prodigies who had made names for themselves not just in their towns, but across entire regions, remained.

"Alright, then I'll win this for the Murim Alliance Chairman!" Seo Daeryong said. His words sounded like a joke, but they also carried his resolve.

His opponent was Lee Hyo from the Shandong Lee Family. It was a duel of blade arts versus blade arts.

In fact, Seo Daeryong felt more confident about this duel than his previous one.

Strangely, I feel more comfortable facing blade arts than other martial arts. Why is that?

Because he was learning the blade arts of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, his understanding of the discipline was naturally high. This was why he felt relatively more comfortable.

"It's because my young master is being careless," I said.

"I'm not. Absolutely not." Seo Daeryong waved his hands in denial. The accusation of carelessness was unfair. He had trained for this tournament as if he were born for it.

"You saw Lee Hyo fight, right? He's not an easy opponent. Don't let your guard down."

"I understand."

Although I said that, I predicted Seo Daeryong would win this duel. His opponent's blade arts were at a disadvantage in compatibility compared to the ones Seo Daeryong had learned.

Just as I expected, Seo Daeryong won without much difficulty.

Seo Daeryong stepped down from the duel stage, waving to the cheering crowd of martial artists.

"I finally made it into the top eight!"

Now, Seo Daeryong would be selected for the elite organization of the Murim Alliance.

"What a shame. Just when you have a chance to live a new life."

"Do you want to stay? If you remain as a spy, the All-Knowing Hall would welcome you with open arms."

"A spy?"

"Hiding your identity and operating within enemy lines. The genius brain that graduated at the top of the Sanzu River Hall! Plus, you're equipped with martial arts, the perfect spy! How about it?"

"Didn't you say the Murim Alliance Chairman already knows your identity, Director, and mine?"

"You remembered?"

"Don't even dream of leaving me behind! The position of your right-hand man is better than winning the tournament. Even if I won the world number one duel tournament, not just the Young Dragon Tournament, I'd still prefer being your right-hand man."

"Is that really so?"

"Of course."

"Alright, then imagine this! You've become the world number one. All the martial artists in the world respect you. Do you still prefer being my right-hand man?"

"......"

"Even the Demon Supremes you fear so much smile when they see you. You accidentally step on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's foot, and he says, 'It happens, would you like to step on my other foot as well?' Now, what about this?"

"Yes! I still prefer being your right-hand man."

"The beauties of the jianghu are lining up, begging to meet you just once. Still?"

"You'd still be cool even as the one-armed Martial Artist Lee, Director."

I burst out laughing, and Seo Daeryong laughed along with me. The joke was quite funny since he was more into martial arts than women these days. How could I send away such an endearing Seo Daeryong?

"Just you try and go! If you're not here, I'll immediately give that right-hand man position to General Jang."

"Ah! Now that you mention giving it to someone else, I'm having second thoughts."

With the splendid achievement of Seo Daeryong advancing to the quarterfinals, we left the duel grounds.


The next day, as Jin Haryong was about to ascend the duel stage, her bodyguard, Chu Ho, asked her a question.

"Are you perhaps feeling unwell anywhere?"

At his concern, Jin Haryong turned her head.

"No. Why?"

"You don't seem to be in a good mood."

"Don't worry. It's nothing."

In truth, her mood was somber. She had not met with either Geom Yeon or Cho Sin since the banquet her grandfather hosted.

If someone like Cho Sin held a grudge, killing a person would be a trivial matter for him. If he killed someone without leaving any evidence, his crime couldn't be proven even with strong suspicions, and in this world, no one would care about the death of a servant.

Honestly, I want to beat Cho Sin to a pulp until he begs for his life. The reason I can't is because of my grandfather. As long as my grandfather is the Chairman, if I cause trouble, he would have to bear the full responsibility of cleaning it up. Yes, endure it, just endure it.

She could endure Cho Sin, but there was something she could not endure so well.

The human heart is a strange thing. When I could see him freely, I didn't think much of it, but now that I'm in a situation where I can't meet him, I find myself wanting to see him for no reason. What was so great about that insolent servant who constantly flusters people?

As she stepped onto the duel stage, cheers erupted from all sides.

"The number one beauty of Hubei! Jin Haryong! The number one beauty of Hubei! Jin Haryong!"

"Do your best, Miss Jin!"

"I adore you, Miss Jin!"

"You must win!"

"Let's eat noodles!"

"Win the championship, Miss Jin!"

She heard it clearly. The strange yet welcome words mixed in with the cheers.

Her gaze swept over the crowd of martial artists. Cheers exploded everywhere her eyes landed. The martial artists, moved that the number one beauty of Hubei was looking at them, shouted her name until their throats were raw.

She found Geom Mugeuk among them. She looked at him and gave a single nod. It was a signal to eat noodles together.

That day, contrary to Chu Ho's worries, she displayed more magnificent skill than ever before. Her sword flashed with speed and precision, and her movements were supremely elegant.

She achieved a spectacular victory that thrilled the spectators and advanced to the quarterfinals.


Geom Mugeuk was already waiting at the inn.

"Congratulations on your victory."

Instead of accepting the congratulations, Jin Haryong spoke resolutely.

"We shouldn't meet."

"Why not?"

"Are you asking because you don't know? It's because you'll be in danger."

"Then why did you come?"

"That's..." After a moment's hesitation, she said something unexpected.

"Because of a promise."

"What promise?"

"You'll know when we get there."

She led Geom Mugeuk out of the inn.

"Do you happen to know any movement arts?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "I do."

"Never mind. Let's get some horses and go." As if she had asked a pointless question, she procured horses. Geom Mugeuk followed her lead.

"You know how to ride a horse, right?"

"Usually, a servant is someone who leads a horse, but the servant you're looking at is special, isn't he? I ride well."

They rented two horses and rode off.

The place she took Geom Mugeuk to was West Lake, located east of the Murim Alliance.

"You asked me to show you around here before, didn't you?"

"You remembered that?"

"It's not like we've had so many conversations that I'd forget something like that, is it?"

After saying it, Jin Haryong thought to herself.

Right, what kind of conversations did we have to cause all this fuss? Making a scene in front of my grandfather, a scene in front of Cho Sin, and now coming all the way to West Lake.

She looked at Geom Mugeuk. His face was barely visible because of his perpetually disheveled, long hair and the beard that covered his face. His clothes were old and dirty.

What on earth is so great about this man?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to her.

"Shall we go over there?"

"Huh? Why?"

"I think the view will be even better from that hill over there."

At the spot Geom Mugeuk led her to, Jin Haryong was genuinely amazed.

"It's truly beautiful!"

It was a breathtaking spot with a panoramic view of West Lake's beauty.

"How did you know about this spot?"

"Servants are naturally good at finding the best spots."

Jin Haryong thought that she really could not figure this man out. The two of them stood in silence for a while, lost in the beauty of West Lake.

Jin Haryong broke the silence.

"Your young master will be joining the Murim Alliance. Normally, you would have stayed behind, right?"

"Why do you keep trying to send me away? I will remain with my young master."

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he had already made up his mind.

"By telling everyone that day that I was the person you were seeing, you did all you had to do, Miss Jin. The rest is my choice."

"It will be dangerous."

"How did you feel when your grandfather tried to force you into a marriage?"

"I hated it."

"It's the same for me. I don't like it when people interfere in my life."

"I may hate it, but I won't die."

"A hateful married life can sometimes be more painful than death."

"!"

After a brief pause, Jin Haryong said, "And you've never even been married."

"I've seen someone suffer terribly from the sidelines. Don't worry about me."

"I don't understand why you're a servant."

"Then what do I seem like to you?"

After a short pause, she extended her hand.

"A friend of the Chairman's granddaughter. Let's be friends."

She did not understand her own heart, why she was forming such a deep connection with a mere servant.

"Isn't the Young Lady at too much of a disadvantage?"

"Why would you calculate gains and losses between friends? That wouldn't make us friends."

Geom Mugeuk firmly grasped her outstretched hand.

"To be friends with the Chairman's granddaughter!"

"To be friends with a servant!"

After a firm handshake, she said, "If anyone bothers you anywhere, tell them your friend is the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter! Got it?"

"I will."

"I'll go around bragging too. That the most special servant in the world is my friend."

"Then someday, when you need that servant friend, please call for me. Perhaps that special friend might do something you never expected."

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"You're strange."

This man doesn't seem like he would die. This man doesn't seem like he would get into trouble. I don't know how much I would regret it later if this man ended up being killed by Cho Sin because of this. What would I do then...

Returning from West Lake, the two parted ways at the entrance of Wuhan to avoid attracting attention.

Geom Mugeuk was returning alone when someone blocked his path.

It was a venomous snake, none other than Cho Sin.

"Did you enjoy your little outing?"

Geom Mugeuk faced him with a terrified expression.

Until I can figure out whether Cho Sin came solely for the marriage proposal or if he has some connection to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, I plan to observe how the man behaves.

"You were so confident when you were with her, why are you trembling now that you're alone?"

"If you touch me, Miss Jin won't just stand by."

As Geom Mugeuk acted frightened, Cho Sin's face filled with a sneer.

"To think you'd hide behind a mere woman."

Cho Sin strode forward and grabbed the collar of the backpedaling Geom Mugeuk.

"Miss Jin has been sullied because of a worthless bastard like you."

Cho Sin raised his hand high, about to strike with his palm. Geom Mugeuk squeezed his eyes shut, deliberately showing a fearful expression.

"If you thought I couldn't kill you just because of what happened in front of the Chairman, you've greatly misjudged me."

"Please spare me!"

Cho Sin lowered his raised hand.

"I won't kill you. It's no fun to just kill you. I need to see Miss Jin regret her choice. I need to see her peel off those rose-colored glasses and be disappointed in you. I'm going to make her cling to me when it's too late."

Geom Mugeuk knew that was not the only reason. If he were to die or disappear, Jin Haryong would never agree to a marriage with him.

Using the word 'sullied' while still intending to marry her, it's obvious what that married life would be like without even seeing it.

"From now on, if you don't do as I say, I'll flay all your skin and throw you in a salt barrel. Understand?"

"......"

"Tonight, I'm hosting a banquet and have invited the prodigies. I've invited Miss Jin as well, so you come too. Clean up your hair, shave your beard, and come. You must use this money to buy the most expensive clothes you can find."

Cho Sin believed the servant's unkempt appearance was a large part of why Jin Haryong liked him. It was a kind of fantasy young women had, that an unadorned man seemed more confident. In reality, there was nothing to him. He planned to shatter that fantasy today.

If this servant came dressed in expensive clothes that did not suit him, trying his best to look presentable, it would have the opposite effect. She would realize, 'In the end, this man is no different from any other person trying to look good for me.' Today, he would completely shatter the girl's fantasy.

"If you just cooperate with me, I'll let you live. I'll even give you a large sum of money later."

"How much will you give me?"

"One hundred thousand taels."

At the unexpected amount, Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened greedily.

"You must give it to me."

"I always keep my promises. So you do as you're told."

Inwardly, Cho Sin felt pleased.

What a piece of trash!

That would make him much easier to use.

As Cho Sin left with a light step, Geom Mugeuk, who had been feigning cowardice, returned to his usual self.

"Offering one hundred thousand taels... he must be planning to kill me after this is over."

He said it as if to himself, but it was meant for the hidden martial artist to hear.

"Report every single word of this conversation to the Chairman without omission. This is a very important matter for Miss Jin and the Chairman."

Just by hearing this report, the Murim Alliance Chairman would be able to discern Cho Sin's true intentions.

"And relay this message as well. That when this matter is concluded, I am willing to take care of Cho Sin. He is a man who will be a persistent harm to Miss Jin. The Murim Alliance can't just dispose of the successor of a prestigious orthodox sect so easily. In the end, due to entangled interests, they will likely let him go. Tell him not to do that, and to just leave it to me."

The hidden martial artist still gave no reply.


That night, Jin Haryong entered the manor.

The invited prodigies had already gathered inside. She had absolutely no desire to come, but Cho Sin had invited her with these words.

"I've invited that servant as well, so you must come too, Miss Jin."

If Geom Yeon was coming, she had to come too. He was no longer a servant, but her friend. She could not send him into a viper's den alone.

Cho Sin greeted her with a pleasant expression.

"The reason I called you two here today is to apologize."

"Apologize?"

"That's right. My pointless pride got the better of me that day, and I unintentionally made a mistake toward you two. I am sorry."

Jin Haryong eyed him with suspicion, but Cho Sin faced her with a gentle expression. Today, he did not remind her of a snake.

Well, if possible, it's better to resolve this amicably.

For Geom Yeon's sake as well, there was no need to provoke this man.

It was at that very moment.

A stir began near the entrance. The gazes of Jin Haryong and Cho Sin naturally turned in that direction.


Chapter 163: The Rose-Colored Glasses Gain Another Layer

Geom Mugeuk stepped into the main hall.

He had shaved his beard clean and arranged his hair neatly. He wore a splendid new martial arts uniform and a long robe, capturing everyone's attention with each step.

This wasn't just because he was handsome. He had a strange, captivating aura. He exuded the ease of someone who had neared the pinnacle of martial arts, along with a mysterious, noble atmosphere no one could imitate.

Jin Haryong didn't recognize Geom Mugeuk. A pure sense of admiration washed over her the moment she saw him.

How handsome!

He was truly handsome. If someone asked what kind of person she liked, she felt she could just point and say, "That man right there."

She wasn't the only one who thought so. The women stared at Geom Mugeuk, completely captivated. The men's gazes were stolen as well.

"Who is that?"

"I don't know either. Who is he?"

"He's a Master I've never seen before?"

"He's so handsome!"

Such comments flowed openly from the crowd.

Capturing everyone's attention, Geom Mugeuk walked toward Jin Haryong and Cho Sin.

Why is he coming toward us? Ah, is he someone Cho Sin knows?

As Jin Haryong thought this, Geom Mugeuk greeted her first.

"Miss Jin, you're here too."

Jin Haryong flinched in surprise.

He knows me? Who is he to act so familiar?

His voice was familiar. Even after hearing it, however, she couldn't recognize him. The difference between the Geom Mugeuk she knew and the Geom Mugeuk of this moment was that vast.

"Don't tell me you don't recognize me?"

She truly didn't recognize him. She thought he might be someone with a similar voice, but the idea that he was the same person never crossed her mind.

"Who are you?"

"You told me to let you know if anyone bothered me, didn't you? At this rate, how are you going to help me? You'd probably join in on the bullying without even recognizing me."

Jin Haryong's eyes widened. Those were her exact words. She had told him to speak up if anyone bothered him and to say the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter was his friend.

"No way! You!"

"That's right. It's me."

Without realizing it, Jin Haryong let out a sharp scream.

"I'm not sure if this is something to scream about, but yes, I am Geom Yeon."

Those clear, deep eyes were so unlike a servant's. Looking again, it was indeed Geom Yeon.

A thrill ran through her body. All the hairs on her body stood on end at once.

It was nerve-wracking enough to have such a handsome man standing so close, but this man was that servant, Geom Yeon?

She asked in a trembling voice, "What happened?"

"I shaved my beard and tidied my hair. I also bought and wore new clothes."

Cho Sin, standing beside her, was just as flustered.

He was so shocked and bewildered that he couldn't react. He just stood there blankly, blinking his eyes.

At first, he too had not recognized Geom Mugeuk. As someone who took great pride in his own appearance, he felt a sense of repulsion whenever he saw a man more handsome than himself.

That was why he had been in a bad mood from the moment Geom Mugeuk appeared.

It was bad enough that a guy more handsome than him was at the banquet, but his nerves frayed when the man started walking toward him and Jin Haryong. What the hell, you bastard. Why are you coming this way?

But what? This guy was that guy? That filthy servant was this guy? No way. Absolutely no way!

Cho Sin honestly almost shouted and spewed curses.

He couldn't believe that bastard was this handsome.

This would completely derail his plan. The plan was to erase the mystique and reveal ordinariness, but instead, true mystique had emerged. What made him even angrier was that he had even given him money to bring it out.

Geom Mugeuk greeted Cho Sin, who stood behind him.

"The Young Lord over there gave me money to buy and wear new clothes."

Jin Haryong looked at Cho Sin with a surprised face.

"Is that true?"

"Ah, yes. It is."

Jin Haryong misunderstood the situation.

"Oh, so you really decided to apologize. To be honest, I didn't believe you. I'm sorry."

"No."

Truly, Cho Sin was in a state where he could neither laugh nor cry. He immediately sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [You bastard! Get lost! Get the hell out of here!]

He meant for him to leave the banquet, but Geom Mugeuk seemed to interpret it as an instruction to move away from their spot. He walked over to the prodigy members.

"Oh! There are so many expensive and rare dishes. Can I eat as much as I want? Ah, there's alcohol here too. The aroma is excellent."

Everyone watched his every move. Geom Mugeuk felt no pressure from their gazes. He ate the food deliciously and drank the alcohol. His actions were natural, as if he were the protagonist of this place.

As if possessed, Jin Haryong approached him. Muttering, "damn it," Cho Sin followed her.

"You seem like a completely different person."

"That's because I usually go around looking so messy."

"Why didn't you dress like this before?"

"What reason would a servant have to dress up?"

Seeing Jin Haryong's eyes sparkle as she looked at Geom Mugeuk, Cho Sin's heart grew urgent.

This was not right. This was not right at all!

He had to change this situation somehow. He had tried to remove the rose-colored glasses, but now it seemed an even stronger pair was being put on.

Cho Sin sent an irritated telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [You bastard! Why did you come here dressed so handsomely!]

At that, Geom Mugeuk looked at him. His gaze seemed to say, You're the one who told me to dress up and come, and Cho Sin couldn't refute it.

Besides, it wasn't like he had particularly dressed up. He had only shaved his beard, tidied his hair, and bought new clothes, but Geom Mugeuk still shone.

Cho Sin had to drag Geom Mugeuk down somehow.

"You dressed up to the nines to look good for our Miss Jin."

"Yes, I deliberately tried to look cool."

Jin Haryong's cheeks turned slightly red, as if she heard it as him saying he had dressed up for her.

Seeing that, Cho Sin grew frantic.

Damn it! This isn't working either.

He was supposed to look awkward, as if he had forced himself to dress up, but that servant bastard looked naturally suited to such luxurious clothes.

At the same time, his actions openly declared, 'I dressed up for this banquet,' without any shame. That, in fact, made him seem even more confident.

"Whether by coincidence or not, your martial arts uniform is the same color as Miss Jin's, as if you matched them."

"It seems so."

Unable to watch any longer, Cho Sin sent a telepathic message to one of his men, telling him to strike up a conversation with Jin Haryong.

While Jin Haryong was briefly occupied with the man's greeting, Cho Sin took Geom Mugeuk to a corner.

"You crazy bastard! Do you want to die?"

"What's the matter?"

"Do you want to remove the rose-colored glasses from Miss Jin's eyes today and get a hundred thousand taels? Or do you want to lose a hundred thousand taels and die at my hands? It's up to you."

"So what should I do?"

"You have to do something that will make a woman lose all affection for you. Act arrogant, pick fights with others, and act like a drunken lout! Got it?"

Cho Sin never imagined such words would come from his own mouth. Had he ever tried to tear someone down so sordidly? He would have just killed them instead.

But he was desperate right now. He had to humiliate him somehow before a new pair of rose-colored glasses stuck to her eyes. He was truly irritated to the core.

"Then give me the money first."

"What?"

"Give me fifty thousand taels, and I'll do it. Then give me another fifty thousand when I'm done."

"This bastard! Do you want to die?"

Cho Sin raised his hand to strike him, but Geom Mugeuk wasn't afraid.

"That's how deals work. I have to make a living too."

"You worn-out piece of trash!"

Just then, Jin Haryong walked toward them. Cho Sin lowered his raised hand and adjusted Geom Mugeuk's clothes.

"Our servant Master truly looks like a different person."

At that, Geom Mugeuk said, "As I said before, it's all thanks to the Young Lord."

"Honestly, it was money I gave for our Miss Jin."

"You are truly generous and wonderful."

Geom Mugeuk did not spare any praise for Cho Sin.

Cho Sin felt an uneasy feeling, as if he had opened something that should never have been opened.

However, he couldn't back down like this.

Cho Sin changed the subject.

"This time, our main branch intends to make a large investment in the Murim Alliance."

When Cho Sin brought up business, Geom Mugeuk stepped aside.

Cho Sin eagerly boasted about his family and his wealth, but Jin Haryong's gaze kept drifting toward Geom Mugeuk, who was talking with the other prodigy members. Jin Haryong clenched her fists when a female warrior listening to Geom Mugeuk's story burst into laughter.

How could Cho Sin not know what was on her mind?

Even though he had stopped talking, Jin Haryong only looked in Geom Mugeuk's direction.

Cho Sin's expression hardened.

Jin Haryong suddenly felt a chill and turned her head. Cho Sin was silently staring at Geom Mugeuk. The snake that had vanished from her mind reappeared.

"It's a real shame that a man like that is a servant. Don't you think?"

"What can be done about a fate one is born with?"

A sense of regret could be felt in her answer. Cho Sin was truly angry.

Damn bitch! How dare she ignore me like this?

Useless anger surged within him.

He sent another telepathic message to the prodigy he had earlier ordered to speak to Jin Haryong.

[Provoke a duel and fight that bastard. When you beat him, beat him mercilessly.]

The prodigy who received the message was Ho Yong.

Ho Yong was an ambitious man who wanted to grow his family's influence by getting on Cho Sin's good side. He accepted the order without hesitation.

Ho Yong asked Geom Mugeuk, "Seeing as you carry a sword, have you learned martial arts?"

"I have."

"How did a servant learn martial arts?"

"It's because my master is an excellent person."

"May I have a taste of the martial arts passed down by that excellent person?"

Everyone wore curious expressions.

As Jin Haryong tried to stop them, Cho Sin said to her, "Aren't you curious, Miss Jin? What kind of martial arts that servant has learned, and how much?"

Of course, Jin Haryong was curious, but her worry was greater.

"Even so, he wouldn't be skilled enough to compete with the prodigy members."

"Martial artist Ho is the scion of a prestigious family. He won't injure that servant."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said to Ho Yong, "Using swords might cause injury, so let's compete with fists and feet."

"Very well."

Inwardly, Ho Yong was dumbfounded. He hadn't expected him to agree to fight so readily.

I'll make sure to break one of his bones.

If he broke an arm or a leg while pretending it was a mistake, Cho Sin would be more than satisfied.

"Then please be gentle."

"Alright. To think I'd have a duel with a servant in my lifetime. What a wonderful day."

Ho Yong was off his guard. It would be shameful to even show a hint of tension.

Geom Mugeuk dodged Ho Yong's fist. He avoided it by stumbling precariously, almost falling over. Laughter erupted from here and there.

Ho Yong's fist flew again, and this time too, Geom Mugeuk dodged by rolling on the floor. Ho Yong, who had been cornering Geom Mugeuk like prey, looked around and laughed.

"My, this is so bland..."

"Watch out!"

The moment he turned his head at someone's shout.

POW!

Geom Mugeuk's fist sent Ho Yong flying. He had let his guard down and taken a solid hit. As he fell, he crashed into a table, and the food on it splattered, soiling Cho Sin's clothes.

Cho Sin, who was already furious, could not hold back and exploded.

"Damn it all!"

On the other hand, Geom Mugeuk ran over to check on the fallen Ho Yong.

"Fortunately, he's not seriously injured."

The contrast between Geom Mugeuk, who checked his opponent's injuries first, and his own cursing because food got on his clothes made Cho Sin feel awkward. No one said anything, but the gazes directed at him were filled with contempt.

What made him even angrier was that Jin Haryong paid him no mind at all and only looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm sorry, I got carried away in my excitement."

Geom Mugeuk apologized to the watching prodigy members.

On their behalf, Jin Haryong stepped forward and said, "It's not something to apologize for. The one who wasn't focused on the duel is at fault."

Everyone nodded at Jin Haryong's words. In this duel, at least, Ho Yong had been caught off guard, so they couldn't blame Geom Mugeuk's surprise attack.

Jin Haryong bid farewell to Cho Sin.

"Well, I'll be leaving for today. Come on, you should go too."

Jin Haryong left the banquet with Geom Mugeuk. From behind them, the sound of something shattering, CRASH, was heard. She didn't know what broke, but she knew who broke it.


Geom Mugeuk walked back with Jin Haryong along a moonlit path.

She was once again worried about Geom Mugeuk.

"You've become more endangered because of this."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said abruptly, "My friend."

For a moment, Jin Haryong was startled.

"Why are you so surprised? Didn't we agree to be friends?"

"No, you're right."

"My friend. You are the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, the First Beauty of Hubei, and a top contender in the Young Dragon Tournament. You are most like yourself and most wonderful when you are proud and elegant. This constant worrying about someone doesn't suit you."

After a brief pause, Jin Haryong said, "Then can I trust you? Are you confident you won't get caught by a guy like that and die a miserable death, making me feel guilty for the rest of my life?"

"I am."

"Really? How can I believe that?"

"Because we're friends. Try trusting your friend's words."

"You said being proud and elegant suits me, but I'm not that kind of woman. I'm a timid person who overthinks, worries a lot, and has many regrets. I don't like meeting people, so I don't really know how to shake off my wounds. So you can't surprise me later."

"Okay, I won't."

It was absurd, but she found herself believing Geom Mugeuk's words. There was no basis for her trust, but she believed him.

This time, Geom Mugeuk said, "In return, you have to make me one promise."

"What promise?"

"That if something strange and incomprehensible happens in your life from now on, you will definitely come find me and tell me."

He wasn't just talking about the current matter with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. He was also speaking of a future time when signs of that incident, which would one day befall the Murim Alliance, would be felt.

"A moment like that in my life is..."

No matter how much she thought about it.

"Right now?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk gave a faint smile and said, "Yes, just like now, if something strange and incomprehensible happens, you must. Now, let's go back."

Jin Haryong silently watched the back of Geom Mugeuk as he walked ahead. A thought suddenly occurred to her. As he said, it might be good to show the proud and elegant side of the First Beauty of Hubei, rather than worrying needlessly.

She began to walk toward Geom Mugeuk, who was waiting up ahead, asking if she was coming.


Chapter 164: Once You Step Onto That Path

That night, Jin Haryong lay awake in her chambers. An unexpected visitor arrived. It was her grandfather, Jin Paecheon.

"Are you still awake?"

Jin Haryong remained silent.

"How about a walk with your old grandfather? It's been a while."

"I'd like that."

Jin Haryong walked with Jin Paecheon through the inner garden. The martial artists guarding various posts discreetly vacated their positions and vanished.

"You've been worried because of me lately, haven't you? I'm sorry, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon did not mention it, nor did he seem angry.

"You attended the banquet today?"

"Yes. It was a banquet hosted by Young Lord Cho of the True Dragon Manor."

"How was it?"

Her grandfather had never asked such a question before. If Jin Paecheon knew she had attended, he must also know that Geom Yeon was there.

"Grandfather, have you ever looked at someone and had an image come to mind? Like an animal, or something else."

"I have. It happened recently, in fact."

Jin Paecheon recalled Geom Mugeuk. The image that surfaced amidst his shock when the boy blocked his momentum was still unforgettable.

"This was the first time I've experienced it. When I looked at someone, a snake came to mind."

Even without Jin Haryong saying the name Cho Sin, her grandfather would know who she meant.

Indeed, Jin Paecheon did not ask who it was.

Jin Haryong had expected him to defend Cho Sin, but her grandfather showed no particular reaction.

Since they had this moment alone, she revealed her honest feelings about Cho Sin.

"Even if I have to enter a political marriage, it won't be with Young Lord Cho."

At that, Jin Paecheon said something unexpected.

"I have no intention of arranging a political marriage between you and Young Lord Cho."

"Really?"

"I am a man who already has everything. What would I lack to resort to such a thing?"

Jin Haryong smiled brightly at Jin Paecheon's firm words. He was truly a wonderful grandfather.

"I knew it."

Jin Haryong linked her arm with her grandfather's.

"What are you doing? You're all grown up."

"Let's just walk like this for a little while."

Jin Paecheon gazed at his granddaughter with a benevolent smile. She was the child who had brought the only joy to his arduous life as Chairman. It felt like just yesterday that she was toddling around, and now she was already so grown.

"Were you disappointed in this old grandfather of yours?"

"No. I understand, Grandfather. What grandfather would like his granddaughter associating with a servant?"

"It is not because that boy is a servant."

"Then why?"

Jin Paecheon did not explain the reason. He felt there was no need to speak of Geom Mugeuk's true identity.

Jin Paecheon changed the subject.

"How is the Young Dragon Tournament going?"

"I'm doing my best."

"Are you confident you can win?"

"As you know, I've worked really hard for this tournament. I will definitely win!"

Knowing that well, Jin Paecheon hesitated. He honestly wanted to advise her to withdraw. Even though he knew the Heavenly Enlightenment Society was involved, he hoped Jin Haryong would not get entangled in it from the start.

However, knowing the effort she had put in for this tournament, he could not bring himself to tell his granddaughter to give up.

"Do your best."

"Yes, Grandfather."

The two of them walked for a long time under the moonlight. With every moment of their stroll, Jin Paecheon noticed that his granddaughter was thinking of someone.

Because he could guess who it was, he could only hope it would be a passing fever of her youth.


Seo Daeryong returned from training, thoroughly flushed with excitement.

"Do you know how many people recognized me on the way back?"

"To be precise, you mean how many women pretended to know you, right?"

"You're so quick-witted. How many do you think?"

"That would depend on how slowly you walked."

On crowded streets, especially if he thought there were many women, Seo Daeryong would exhibit his Turtle Divine Art. Then, if someone happened to recognize him, he would come running back like an excited rabbit.

"Five?"

Seo Daeryong flinched for a moment.

"How did you know?"

"I analyzed it based on your current state of excitement."

"No way. Were you perhaps watching over me? In case I was in danger?"

"Ah! Now that I think about it, that's a possibility. I've never once considered the possibility of our young master being in danger."

"...Because I'm so reliable, right?"

"...Of course."

"That's not it! You just forgot, didn't you? What were you going to do if I got into danger? You just left me alone!"

"Well, you fall into danger, become a hostage, get injured, and that's how you become a real martial artist. What's with you? You know this well."

"I'll pass! I'm going to live quietly, without getting hurt or swept up in conspiracies, just as an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall who diligently practices martial arts. I'll treat my martial arts training as something for my health!"

"Are you upset? Because I wasn't paying attention to you?"

"No."

"Actually, not paying attention might be helping you."

"What do you mean?"

"Let's say someone did figure us out. If I pay you no mind at all, would they think you have any value? They'd probably think that messing with you would only risk revealing their own identities."

"Ah! You thought that far ahead."

"Of course. It's better to act like strangers."

Just then, Seo Daeryong looked far outside the inn.

"Here comes our Director's sponsor," Seo Daeryong said.

The person walking over was Cho Sin. Seo Daeryong had teased him relentlessly for having his beard shaved and being bought new clothes.

"Alright, then let's scatter like strangers."

Seo Daeryong scurried up to the second floor.

A moment later, Cho Sin entered the inn and sat across from me.

"The noodles here are delicious. Would you like some?"

Cho Sin scoffed at my words with an expression that said, Is this really the time to be eating noodles?

A thought occurred to me as I looked at Cho Sin. Even a villain needs a process to ripen. The difference between Cho Sin, the former Patriarch of the Rising Dragon Family, and the Cho Sin of today was as great as the difference between having a beard and not.

"Should you have won that duel yesterday? Or should you have gotten beaten up?"

"It happened before I knew it. I apologize."

"An apology won't end this. Because Miss Jin has fallen for you even more."

Cho Sin took out a throwing knife.

"Now there's no choice but to turn that handsome face of yours into a checkerboard."

If this were the middle-aged Cho Sin, he would have taken me to the finest restaurant and treated me with a bright smile instead of pulling out a knife. He would have fed the one he disliked even more delicious food, praising them all the while. He would have been subtle and persistent, never revealing his true feelings. Had that been the case, he would have been as difficult to handle as the Demon Supremes, but the Cho Sin of today was in the palm of my hand.

"On the contrary, if you use me, you'll be able to win Miss Jin's heart. I know a woman's heart well. If I help, you will be able to marry Miss Jin."

I knew that Cho Sin was determined to marry Jin Haryong. Therefore, it would be difficult for him to refuse this offer.

"What does a punk like you know?"

"If I knew nothing, how could I have made Miss Jin fall for me?"

"It was all intentional?"

"Of course. Every word, every action must be planned. Matters between men and women can't be rushed."

Back in my mercenary days, there was a playboy mercenary. During breaks, he would tell everyone about his experiences. Just sharing those stories would be enough to entice Cho Sin.

"What's your ulterior motive for helping me?"

"What ulterior motive could there be? It's for money."

"I see now, this bastard is quite something."

Until a winner is decided, I have to keep this Cho Sin from running wild. When the Heavenly Enlightenment Society makes its move on the winner, I'll be able to tell from Cho Sin's actions. I will know whether he is connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society or not.

Until then, I have to become the type of person who swindles women for money. That way, I can make Cho Sin tell me his secrets. He will not tell me because he trusts me, but because he sees me as someone to be killed once the job is done.

"Do you know why Miss Jin is avoiding Young Lord Cho right now?"

"What is it?"

"Miss Jin has a personality that seeks freedom. Since you're trying to force a political marriage, she's bound to rebel. Her rejection of Young Lord Cho and her interest in me are also because of that rebellious spirit."

Cho Sin's expression softened slightly. It meant the reason she disliked him was not because of him personally.

"Did she say that?"

"Do I have to be told to know? You can tell by observing."

"So?"

"Right now, she is focused on the Young Dragon Tournament. If you push for marriage at a time like this, will it work? In times like these, you should be cheering for her to win the Young Dragon Tournament."

As if he had not thought of that, Cho Sin nodded. People like Cho Sin were originally like that. They only think of themselves rather than others, so they have no understanding or consideration for their counterpart.

"Go and congratulate Miss Jin on the day of her duel."

"Congratulate her? Should I buy her flowers or a gift then?"

"If she wins the whole thing, maybe, but receiving a gift for winning in the quarterfinals would be burdensome. Just go and congratulate her with words."

"Then I should prepare a gift in case she wins."

"As expected, you're brilliant! Your martial arts, family, and even your face. Young Lord Cho, you are perfect in every way. If you just choose the right method, there's no reason for Miss Jin to refuse."

Pleased by my praise, Cho Sin smiled at me. However, his eyes still held an unconcealable killing intent. He was probably imagining the moment he would kill me after using me to his heart's content.

"You cunning bastard! If she saw your true self, she'd be horrified and run away."

As he rose from his seat, I said, "Be sure to prepare one hundred thousand taels!"

When I disappear from the Murim Alliance like smoke, this little villain who will become a future hypocrite will also disappear from this world.

The moment Jin Haryong extended her hand to a servant and asked to be friends, she was not just taking my hand. She was taking hold of her new life.


Two days later, Seo Daeryong was victorious in his quarter-final duel.

However, in the process, he suffered a major injury. His opponent's sword stabbed him in the shoulder.

The tournament martial artists rushed over, carried him on their backs, and ran to the tent where a physician waited.

I ran after them.

While being carried, Seo Daeryong sent me a telepathic message.

[If I die, please tell our drinking buddies! That this Seo Daeryong fought valiantly and passed on with no regrets!]

[If you have any last words, leave them now. I guess I can give your right-hand man position to Jang Ho?]

[No!]

[Then who should I give it to? Lee Ahn?]

[No!]

[Then who?]

[Even if I become a ghost, I won't give up that position.]

The physician finished his treatment.

Fortunately, his life was not in danger, but the wound was quite deep.

The Murim Alliance physician applied an ointment for sword wounds, prescribed oral medicine, and recommended he rest for a while.

We returned to the inn, and I had Seo Daeryong sit down.

"......"

"......"

I infused a stream of qi into Seo Daeryong's back. My true qi slowly circulated through his blood vessels and soothed the injured area. Whether this process was performed or not made a huge difference in the speed of recovery from an injury.

"Thank you, it feels much better."

"Don't worry. I checked, and fortunately, it missed any major blood vessels, and the bone wasn't damaged."

Originally, the quarterfinals were the limit of Seo Daeryong's skill. That he had barely won this time was the result of pouring out all his luck, talent, and effort.

However, it seemed Seo Daeryong wanted to see it through to the end.

"Can I compete in the semi-final duel with this body?"

Knowing well that he wanted to compete, I deliberately did not stop him.

"You have to. You have to wrap it tightly with bandages, go out there, and win. Even if you lose the use of an arm, you have to go. That's how important this is."

But Seo Daeryong's reaction was unexpected.

"......"

I was the one who jumped in surprise at his obedient answer.

"Yes? You're supposed to say you can't go. Why would you risk your arm for a mere duel? You should argue!"

"But there's something too important at stake, isn't there?"

"What thing? What's so important about the Murim Alliance duel tournament?"

"Not that, the test to be the Director's successor. I have to win so we can chase those bastards."

I stared intently at Seo Daeryong's face. His eyes, filled with loyalty and passion, eventually avoided mine. Case closed.

"Trying to get out of it by moving me like this?"

"Was it obvious?"

"Of course. It was a passion very unlike you. You're the type who wouldn't give up his arm even if the sky fell."

"That's right. Even if the murim perishes, I can't give up my arm. Well done, Seo Daeryong! Awesome, Seo Daeryong! Just reaching the semi-finals is enough! I praise you!"

I laughed at his banter, and Seo Daeryong laughed along before screaming in pain.

"AAH! It hurts. Don't make me laugh."

"You're the one being funny. Rest."

As I was about to leave the room, Seo Daeryong asked from behind me.

"Is it really impossible?"

Unlike before, his tone was serious. I could feel his desire to continue in the tournament.

"No."

"The test to be the Director's successor is one thing, but this is also for me. I've learned a lot during this duel tournament. I want to see it through to the end."

A moment of silence passed.

"Detective Seo, once you step onto that path, it is difficult to leave."

"What kind of path is it?"

"It is the path of climbing onto the duel stage with an injured arm wrapped in bandages. A path where you keep walking even as blood flows from your whole body, while you limp, while you can't see out of one eye."

That was what I was like when I was searching for the final ingredient for the Great Method.

Because I had lived such a life, I wanted to stop him, and because I knew better than anyone how much that life makes a martial artist grow, I could not stop him.

However, once you cross that line and taste that world, you will no longer be able to live as an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall who practices martial arts for health.

"At least for this one time, I want to try."

"Your next opponent will be difficult to beat even without an injury."

"Please show me the way."

"If you push yourself too hard, you might lose the use of your injured arm forever."

"Then I'll just get a right arm too. Ah, for me it would be a left arm, I guess."

"You could suffer an even greater injury."

"I'll take that as a chance to rest a bit."

The determination in Seo Daeryong's eyes was no different from my own in the past.

"Then you shouldn't be sitting there like that."

Seo Daeryong shot up from his seat.

"Your destiny always seems to change in an inn."

"And the Director is always there."

How could it be because of me, or the place? It must be because of the unwavering decisions made by that small, stubborn man.

I took him and left the inn.

Burning with fervor, Seo Daeryong shouted, "Alright, from now on, it's hellish training!"

As Seo Daeryong strode towards the mountain where we used to train, I said, "Not there, this way."

I started walking in the opposite direction.

"There's a place we need to stop by first."

The place I stopped by with him was the Central Plains Bank. I withdrew five hundred thousand taels there.

"Why are you withdrawing so much money?"

"We're not going to hell. With an injured body, hellish training will only break it further."

"Then where are we going?"

"To paradise."

I gave the startled Seo Daeryong a meaningful smile.

"We're going to paradise. A paradise with a very expensive entrance fee."


Chapter 165: Is This Paradise?

Jin Haryong's sword moved in a continuous series of variations.

Her opponent could not block her dazzling swordsmanship and finally admitted defeat.

"I've lost."

Jin Haryong withdrew the sword from his neck and raised her hand to the crowd.

A roar like thunder erupted.

"Jin Haryong is the best!"

"Amazing, Jin Haryong!"

"The championship belongs to Jin Haryong!"

"Hubei's First Beauty, Jin Haryong!"

But the words she waited for were not among the cheers today. She scanned the crowd of heroes, but Geom Yeon was nowhere to be seen.

Is he badly hurt?

She heard that the young master Geom Yeon served was injured in the quarter-finals. She knew that was likely why he could not come, but she still felt disappointed. She had hoped he would visit during her duel, even for a moment.

But he can't do that when his young master is hurt.

Disappointed, she descended from the dueling stage and found an unexpected person waiting.

"Congratulations on your victory."

It was Cho Sin. Normally, her expression would have hardened at his sight, but for some reason, she treated him gently today.

"Thank you."

"If you win the championship, Miss Jin, I'll hold a celebratory banquet for you."

"I'm grateful for the thought. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to prepare for my next duel."

Jin Haryong gave a light clasped hands greeting and left the dueling grounds.

Cho Sin felt she treated him more gently than usual.

Was that guy right?

He claimed to know women well, and just one word of congratulations had changed how she treated him.

This bastard, he's more useful than he looks.

However, that was his delusion.

Jin Haryong treated him comfortably because her grandfather had confirmed yesterday that there would be no arranged marriage. In that case, she no longer needed to be at odds with Cho Sin. After the Young Dragon Tournament ended, she would not have to see his face anyway. She would join an elite unit of the Murim Alliance and start a new chapter in her life.

My friend, I hope your young master gets well soon.

Only then would she hear that welcome voice amidst the crowd's roar.


At that moment, Geom Mugeuk was taking the young master somewhere.

"Aaaaaah! It's too fast!"

Geom Mugeuk carried Seo Daeryong on his back, running with his movement arts. Seo Daeryong could only cling to him and scream.

It was too fast. He was shocked a person could run this fast using movement arts, especially while carrying someone.

Seo Daeryong could not even open his eyes. When he managed to, his surroundings blurred past so quickly he felt dizzy. How could anyone see enough to run like this? He felt he would faint from the anxiety that they would crash into a tree or a rock at any moment.

More surprisingly, his body was perfectly comfortable. He was psychologically terrified and anxious, but Geom Mugeuk's qi enveloped his injured body, protecting it from being jostled during the run.

Is this even possible? Protecting me while running this fast?

He would never have believed it if he had not experienced it himself. Seo Daeryong had been surprised by Geom Mugeuk many times, but it was even more surprising that things like this were still possible. No, there was another surprise. Geom Mugeuk did not even rest while running. Just how vast were his inner arts?

Maybe this is a dream. Did I pass out on the dueling stage and now I'm dreaming? HUK! Don't tell me I'm dead?

Lost in delusions on Geom Mugeuk's back, Seo Daeryong finally arrived at their destination. The two arrived at a rural village far from the Murim Alliance.

"Uwaah! Is this paradise?"

Seo Daeryong stumbled off Geom Mugeuk's back and collapsed. He thought he was going to die from dizziness. He took a deep breath.

"Ah! I feel alive again. This must be paradise. People are meant to live with their feet on the ground."

Seo Daeryong swept back his disheveled hair and looked around. He was inwardly tense. He had set out ready to endure even hellish training, but Geom Mugeuk had said they were going to paradise and brought him to a village like this.

"Let's rest over there for a bit."

A child lay on a wooden platform at the village entrance, reading a book.

Seo Daeryong felt it was strange. Why rush here just to rest on a platform at the village entrance where a child was reading?

Then, something even stranger happened. Geom Mugeuk spoke to the child on the platform.

"Child, go and bring a bottle of wine brewed with insects."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the child, who had been reading on his stomach, sat up. He yawned and asked.

"Who sent you?"

From this conversation, Seo Daeryong could tell. The words Geom Mugeuk had spoken were some kind of code.

"We're from the Divine Cult."

Seo Daeryong was startled. Geom Mugeuk had just revealed he was from the Demonic Cult, something he had never done before.

The child, however, did not seem surprised, as if he did not know what the Divine Cult was.

"Tell them this isn't official business, it's personal, so they can handle it as they usually do."

"Yes. Please wait."

The child disappeared somewhere. Finally, Seo Daeryong asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Where are we?"

"The entrance to paradise."

"It doesn't look like paradise at all."

"What kind of place is the paradise you're imagining?"

"Well..."

"You just pictured yourself in a room full of beautiful women, drinking wine and enjoying a feast, didn't you?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"No, I didn't."

Seo Daeryong's face flushed red as he tried to deny it. It seemed he had imagined an even lewder paradise.

"Listen, mortal! Most places in this world that look like paradise are actually hell. Hohoho."

"Could the enlightened great monk please stop and just call our Director? Ah! I'm asking where we are!"

"You'll know when we get there."

A moment later, the child returned.

"They said to bring you in. Follow me."

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong followed the child.

Formations lined the winding path. They were the kind that would make you wander endlessly and exit somewhere else if you did not know the exact location of the life gate.

After they passed through the formations, a huge manor appeared.

A plaque hung there.

The Nirvana Dream.

The name used the character for 'wish', not 'manor'. It meant the wish to be reborn in paradise.

"It really is paradise, isn't it?"

"Didn't I tell you we were going to paradise?"

They followed the child inside, where an old woman stood waiting.

She had an extraordinary aura and a straight back that defied the term 'old woman', but bandages wrapped her head and arm, showing she was badly injured.

"You said you're from the Divine Cult?"

"That is correct."

"What's your proof that you're from the Divine Cult?"

Geom Mugeuk released his demonic qi. It was a demonic qi forceful enough for her to believe him.

"Enough! Why are you spewing such unpleasant energy? PTUI! PTUI!"

The old woman brought out salt and sprinkled it on herself. She showed no fear of the Demonic Cult.

"For your age, your level of mastery is quite profound."

"Thank you."

"What was the reason for revealing your identity?"

"Because you would have found out anyway, no matter how I tried to hide it."

"You know that much about me? Then this should be easy. What is it you want?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong and said.

"Please make it so this friend of mine wins the Young Dragon Tournament."

Seo Daeryong stared at Geom Mugeuk, astonished.

"If I ask you to make me win, can I actually win?"

"Maybe?"

"What?"

The old woman limped toward the wide-eyed Seo Daeryong.

The old woman held out her hand to Seo Daeryong.

"Hand!"

Her right arm was injured, so she held out her left.

"Ah, my left arm is the one that's injured."

"So, should this old woman offer her injured arm instead?"

"No. I mean, can't we just not shake hands?"

However, the old woman kept her hand extended. The moment Seo Daeryong reluctantly took her arm, she yanked his injured arm up.

"AAAARGH!"

Despite Seo Daeryong's scream, the old woman moved his arm around wildly.

"The arm is attached just fine."

"AAAAAAAAAH! I'm dying!"

"Such a crybaby!"

"I thought I was going to die from the pain!"

"You have the face of someone who's good at faking pain."

Seo Daeryong pouted and looked at Geom Mugeuk. His expression asked who this damn old woman was, but Geom Mugeuk just smiled.

"Try swinging your dao."

"I don't want to."

The old woman slid toward Seo Daeryong, grabbed his arm again, and waved it lightly. Her movements were so fast that Seo Daeryong could not block her.

"Still don't want to? How about now?"

"AAAAAAH! No, I'll do it! Please, spare me! I'll do it!"

The old woman finally let go of his arm.

Seo Daeryong wiped away the tears that had streamed down his face from the pain and drew his dao.

After watching Seo Daeryong's technique for a moment, the old woman shook her head.

"It's difficult. At this rate, you can't beat Jin Haryong."

The old woman was well aware of the Young Dragon Tournament's current situation. She knew the exact skill level of the championship favorite, Jin Haryong, and had grasped Seo Daeryong's skill just by watching him swing his dao.

"We came because it's difficult. Aren't you the one who makes the impossible possible?"

"Well, that depends on how much you're willing to pay. How much can you offer?"

Geom Mugeuk did not haggle. He offered the old woman the five hundred thousand taels he had brought.

"It's five hundred thousand taels."

At that, Seo Daeryong was shocked.

"Wait a minute! Don't tell me you withdrew that money to spend on me?"

"......"

"No. Absolutely not!"

When Geom Mugeuk had withdrawn the money, Seo Daeryong had thought he might spend some of it on him, but he never imagined he would spend all of it.

"It's my money, why are you the one saying no?"

"I just can't accept it. I give up on the path I said I wanted to take. It was all just nonsense. I'm happier as I am. Five hundred thousand taels?"

Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message.

[And isn't that old woman strange? She's obviously a quack pretending to be mysterious. How can she heal anyone when she's so injured herself? She should take care of her own body... HUK! She just ate a bug!]

Chewing on something, the old woman sat on a rock and massaged her own limbs.

"Detective Seo. Money can be earned anytime, but an opportunity like this won't come again."

"I refuse. Please don't spend such a huge sum on me. Even fifty thousand taels would be a waste."

"Besides, it's money worth spending. It's the cost for a man to become a true martial artist."

"For a man to become a martial artist, he needs will and courage, not five hundred thousand taels."

"Don't feel burdened. Just keep working hard as an investigator. If a situation arises where you can save our Cult from a crisis, then save it. That's all."

"That's even more burdensome!"

"Life becomes tiring if you think too much. You just have to live according to your heart in the moment. You said you wanted to win, right? And I want to make you win. As long as our hearts are aligned, that's all that matters."

Just then, the old woman appeared without a sound and snatched the bank note from Geom Mugeuk's hand.

"I'll accept the treatment."

"No!"

Seo Daeryong stepped forward to snatch the bank note back, but he froze. The old woman merely glanced at him, paralyzing him with her sharp presence.

"How many days until this crybaby's next duel?"

"Seven days."

"Seven days. Time is tight. Let's start immediately."

The old woman limped into the building.

Once they were alone, Seo Daeryong quickly asked.

"Who on earth is that person? Please, tell her to treat her own body!"

"How's your arm?"

"How is it? It hurts more. Huh?"

Seo Daeryong tried moving his injured arm. It moved better than when he had first arrived. The old woman had not been waving his arm around randomly after all.

"Huh? It hurts less."

Then, a surprising name came from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"That is the Insect Physician."

Seo Daeryong was stunned. It was a name he had heard before.

"She's a real person?"

"......"

A legendary rumor circulated in the murim. It spoke of a divine doctor skilled with insects who could cure any disease and even bring the dead back to life using them. Her medical skills were that outstanding.

There were even rumors that her skills surpassed those of the Demonic Physician of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult or the Divine Doctor of the Murim Alliance. While that was never proven, one thing was certain. The Insect Physician herself was a master who had reached the pinnacle, so it could be said that among the three, she knew the body of a martial artist best.

"But isn't she the one called the Money-Grubbing Bug because she's obsessed with money?"

"Without her, no one can heal you in such a short time."

"How do you even know this person... Ah, never mind. It's too expensive."

"Strictly speaking, not all of that money is going toward you, so you don't have to feel burdened."

"What? What do you mean by that?"

Just then, the door to the building opened and the Insect Physician shouted.

"What are you doing, not coming in? Time is money, money!"

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong hurried into the building.

Seo Daeryong stepped inside and his face wrinkled in disgust. Jars of insects were everywhere, and mounted bugs covered the walls. The foul smell made him pinch his nose.

He had to drink whatever medicine she gave him, without knowing what it contained.

"What if it's poison? No, this is definitely poison, poison!"

Seo Daeryong refused to drink, his face filled with desperation.

"Then you'll have the most luxurious death in the world, paid for with the most expensive fee. It will be a death recorded in murim history."

The Insect Physician washed off all the applied ointment and put on a new medicine. He did not know for sure, but it was undoubtedly a medicine extracted from all sorts of insects. She wrapped a new bandage over it, and her wrapping method was completely different from before.

Then, she laid him down on a stone bed that radiated intense heat.

"Get a good long sleep."

Whether it was the medicine's effect or the hot bed, Seo Daeryong could not resist the overwhelming sleepiness.

"Ah, this isn't right... it's not... Director, we're being tricked..."

And just like that, Seo Daeryong fell asleep as if enchanted.

While the treatment continued, Geom Mugeuk observed the insects in the backyard. Hundreds of containers held all kinds of bizarre insects.

The Insect Physician came and stood next to Geom Mugeuk. She looked at an insect in front of them as she spoke.

"That one may not look like much, but its bite carries a poison that kills in minutes. I'm fine since I've developed a resistance, but it would be dangerous for you."

Despite saying it was dangerous, the Insect Physician opened a box and took out the insect. The poisonous bug beat its wings rapidly, eager to fly out. She held the poisonous insect before Geom Mugeuk's face and asked coldly.

"If you came here knowing about me, you must have had a rough idea of the cost. Why did you pay so generously?"


Chapter 166: Just One Word Is All It Takes

The poisonous insect in the Insect Physician's hand flapped its wings, heightening the sense of crisis.

The insect looked like it would fly over and bite me at any moment, but I calmly met her gaze and spoke.

"I have a subordinate whom I cherish like my own heart. Her parents abandoned her when she was young. Despite that, she grew up to be very bright and brave."

The Insect Physician's fingers tensed, and the poisonous insect's wings beat even faster.

"She probably had a turning point in her life, too. If she had walked a different path then, she might have lived an unhappy life, filled with resentment and a desire for revenge against her parents."

"Why are you telling me this story?"

"Because you, Physician, are serving as a signpost at that turning point."

"!"

The Insect Physician was startled.

"You knew?"

"Yes, I know about the good deeds you perform in secret, Physician."

I knew why she was so obsessed with money.

She sponsored countless abandoned children. She fed them, sent them to schools, and enrolled them in martial arts academies. She prepared a way for them to live before sending them out into the world. Even while people called her the derogatory name 'Money-grubber', she was the godmother of orphans and had lived her entire life for children.

This fact is revealed after her death. When I offered five hundred thousand taels, it was to donate the amount left after the treatment fee to those children.

She stared at me, then squatted down. She tore off the poisonous insect's wings, plucked off its legs one by one, TOK TOK, and ate them.

"I've developed a resistance to poison, so ordinary medicine can't control my own poisoning. I'm barely holding on by using poison to fight poison."

The resulting pain seemed severe. She massaged her shoulders, arms, and legs.

"How did you find out about my affairs?"

I sat down next to her.

"I am the son of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader's second brother."

There are advantages to being Father's son. When you're a successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, people just assume you know most secrets.

"Then what was the reason for giving me more money?"

Even though I revealed my identity, she wasn't surprised, nor did she try to curry favor with me. This disposition likely allowed her to steadfastly dedicate her life to the children while enduring insults.

"Yes, I also added my heart to your good deeds, Elder. To me, Elder, you are not the Insect Physician, but a Great Divine Physician."

At the words 'Great Divine Physician', the Insect Physician's eyes trembled slightly. It was the highest praise a physician could receive.

"I hid it precisely to avoid receiving such words of thanks."

The Insect Physician chewed and swallowed the whole torso of the poisonous insect. She frowned as if it was too bitter but forced it down.

She doesn't desire praise, but I think her inner feelings are different.

Wouldn't she hope, just once, for someone to recognize her good deeds? Wouldn't she want to receive such sincere respect and praise, just once? Just one time.

I learned something in my life before regression. Sometimes, a single word can unravel deep wounds and emotions that have piled up for a very long time.

All it takes is for someone to say that one word, just one time. We don't get to hear that one word easily.

Thank you, you've worked hard, I'm sorry, it's thanks to you... just one word is all it takes.

Unable to hear that one word that seems like it should come but never does, a sickness of the heart develops. People live their whole lives with wounds that a single word could heal.

I hope the words I just said to her will play that role. That they will be the one phrase that soothes her arduous life. Your life is admirable.

The Insect Physician, sitting beside me, turned to look at me.

I was staring at her intently when I suddenly spoke.

"You're holding my wrist right now."

At some point, she had grabbed my wrist. I could have avoided it, but I didn't.

"Ah, my apologies. It's become a habit to take a person's pulse whenever I see one."

She said that, but she was examining me. She wanted to know if my words were true. She intended to judge not by my words, but by my body's reaction. Through the small changes in my body, by taking my pulse, she could tell whether a person was telling the truth or a lie.

A martial artist never carelessly allows their pulse to be taken. Not stopping her was no different from saying, 'I sincerely trust you'.

Just then, the Insect Physician asked in surprise as she examined my body.

"No way? Have you achieved the complete mastery of the Meridians Strengthening Art?"

A divine physician was truly a divine physician. With just a brief pulse reading, she had realized I had achieved complete mastery of the Meridians Strengthening Art. In the past, the Sword Fiends, subordinates of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, helped me achieve it.

"That's right."

For the first time since we met, her gaze trembled with sincerity. I know. I know the source of her surprise.


Seo Daeryong was dreaming.

He dreamed he was stabbed by a sword and died in the semi-final duel, never even making it to the finals.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at his fatally wounded, dying self and spoke.

"We spent five hundred thousand taels, and you die so pointlessly? Isn't that too much?"

At the cold reaction, disappointment welled up in Seo Daeryong.

"You're the one who's being too much, Director. I'm dying. I'm telling you, I'm dying."

"Everyone dies, but not many people die right after a five-hundred-thousand-nyang treatment."

Feeling resentful, Seo Daeryong shouted.

"That's why I said I wouldn't do it!"

Shouting, Seo Daeryong woke from his sleep. He flinched in surprise at the sight before him. Just like in his dream, Geom Mugeuk was looking down at him.

"I told you not to do it, too."

Unlike in the dream, Geom Mugeuk's gaze was gentle. Seo Daeryong sighed in relief.

"I dreamed I died in the semi-finals."

"Dreams are the opposite of reality, so it's fine."

"You looked at me dying and said the five hundred thousand taels was a waste, Director!"

"Then it's not the opposite, is it? Looks like you're going to lose in the semi-finals."

"Please don't say such unlucky things."

Seo Daeryong tried to get up, but his body wouldn't move.

"Huh? My body won't move."

Seo Daeryong lifted his head to look at his body and was shocked. His entire body was densely covered in needles.

"I think my body's paralyzed because the needles were placed wrong. I can't move at all!"

"Those are important needles. The Insect Physician has suppressed the paralysis acupoint."

Only then did Seo Daeryong feel relieved.

"I'm sorry. For getting hurt for no reason, and making you spend so much money."

"Hey, Detective Seo. This is what you're supposed to say in times like these. 'No, Director. You're the one who made me get hurt like this by telling me to enter the duel tournament. You're too much. Please heal me even if it costs five million taels, not just five hundred thousand!'"

"Aish, don't make me feel even more sorry. Just get out."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, Seo Daeryong spoke from behind him.

"Honestly, I wanted the treatment. I said I couldn't because it was too much money, but in my heart, I was thinking it would be great if I could get treated and compete. That's why I pretended to give in and received the treatment. If it had been my own money, would I have gotten treated?"

"You would have."

"Why are you so sure?"

"Because someone who would spend another's money but not their own wouldn't even have such worries in the first place."

"It could be a camouflage tactic, right? Trying to act nice until the end."

"What would you gain by acting nice to me? Give me one reason."

"......"

"See? You can't."

"I guess you're right."

I left him and went outside.

The Insect Physician sat under the window of the room I had just left, basking in the sunlight. I sat down next to her. As if she had heard the conversation, the Insect Physician asked me.

"Then why are you acting nice to me? Is a successor of the Demonic Cult actually worried about the orphans of the Central Plains?"

As she asked, the Insect Physician took my pulse again.

At that moment, which would become another turning point in my life, I revealed my honest feelings.

"As you said, being a successor of the Demonic Cult, I walk a path where I could die at any moment. So isn't it natural to want to get on the good side of someone whose medical skills can supposedly bring back the dead?"

"Is that all?"

"What else could there be?"

She let go of my wrist.

After looking at me for a moment, she suddenly held something out. It was the same kind of poisonous insect she had eaten earlier.

"Want to try one? It's delicious."

"I'll eat it, as long as I don't die from it."

"Should I make it so you won't die?"

At this moment, I knew I stood before another turning point in my life.

"As a physician, there's one thing I've wanted to accomplish my entire life, but it's something that can't even be attempted without someone with strong meridians like you. It could be dangerous, but if it succeeds, it will be a test that will be of great help to you."

I thought for a moment, then nodded.

"I'll give it a try."

"Why don't you ask what kind of test it is?"

Because I already know what the test is, and I already know the result.

When I brought Seo Daeryong here, I wondered if this miraculous encounter would truly reach me. It was a miraculous encounter that couldn't be obtained by force. I had decided that if I got it, I got it, and if not, I would just let it pass, but that miraculous encounter was now reaching me. In that sense, Seo Daeryong led me to this miraculous encounter.

"Because I believe that if it's a test given by someone who has lived their entire life for orphans, it won't be a test that will harm me, at the very least."

"Are you a fool? It could be a plot to kill the successor of the Demonic Cult."

"It's fine. There are others besides me who can inherit the position. There's a whole line of them."

The Insect Physician chewed on the poisonous insect she was holding and tapped her shoulder.

"It hurts like hell. Give it a massage."

I massaged the Insect Physician's shoulder.

"It seems you have a lot of work. Why not take on a disciple? You could have them massage your shoulders, too."

"What young person these days would like poisonous insects? They all endure for a month or two and then run away."

It seemed there really had been disciples who had run away like that.

"Shall I become your disciple?"

"Don't say things you don't mean."

"Are you alright with it, Divine Physician?"

"With what?"

"If the test succeeds, won't the person who will become the successor of the Demonic Cult become even stronger?"

"I've lived my whole life being cursed at anyway, so what's there to worry about? Harder. To the side there. Ah, that feels good."


When Seo Daeryong woke up again, all the needles had been removed from his body. He felt as refreshed as if he had woken from a good night's sleep.

Seo Daeryong sat up and moved his arm. It didn't hurt at all. It felt as if he hadn't been injured in the first place. No, his body felt in even better condition than before he was hurt.

How can this be?

When Seo Daeryong went outside, the Insect Physician was in the yard, massaging her arms and legs.

He walked over hesitantly and sat down at a distance from her.

"Aren't you going to say thank you for the treatment?"

"You received five hundred thousand taels."

"You insolent brat. If you pay money, you don't have to say thanks?"

"I'll do it in a little bit."

"You look like a nice kid, why are you so grumpy?"

"You said I looked like a whiner."

"A whiner, grumpy, and narrow-minded too? What use are you?"

As she said that, she massaged her arms and legs.

"Why are you injured?"

"I got hurt catching bugs."

"Why haven't you treated yourself?"

"This is me being treated."

"What kind of bugs were you catching to get hurt like this?"

"Stop grumbling and come massage my shoulders."

"We paid five hundred thousand taels, and now you want a shoulder massage too?"

He grumbled, but Seo Daeryong went over and massaged her shoulders.

"Ah! That feels good. You're better than that master of yours."

"I've been told since I was young that my hands have a good sting to them. I used to massage my grandmother's shoulders a lot, too."

"Is your shoulder okay?"

"Really, how did the wound heal so perfectly? You're amazing."

"Your inner arts should have improved a bit, too."

"What?"

Startled, Seo Daeryong checked his inner arts. They had increased considerably. His inner arts had been relatively lacking compared to other prodigies, but now they were on par with them. His biggest weakness had disappeared.

Overcome with emotion, Seo Daeryong prostrated himself flat on the ground.

"You are my benefactor!"

"Not a quack?"

"Of course not! You are a divine physician!"

"Save your thanks for your master who paid the money."

"Speaking of money, could you give us a discount?"

"Are you worried your master will become a beggar?"

"My master has a lot of money, so I'm not worried."

"Then?"

"It's because it's too much money for me to pay it all back."

"You're going to pay all this money back?"

"I have to."

A faint smile appeared on the Insect Physician's lips as she looked at Seo Daeryong.

"If you massage my shoulders well, I might knock off ten thousand taels."

"Yes, Divine Physician! I'll massage your arms, too."

Once again, Seo Daeryong diligently massaged her shoulders and arms.

"By the way, where is the Director?"

"He's in that vat over there."

Seo Daeryong flinched in surprise. She pointed to a vat in the middle of the yard filled with a strange liquid. He had been barely enduring the nauseating smell coming from it since he first came out.

"You don't look worried?"

"Who's worried about whom? You can worry about everyone else in the world, but you don't need to worry about my Director. If I worry for no reason, I'll just look like a weirdo. He must have gone in because it was worth going into."

"So there was a reason he was willing to spend five hundred thousand taels on you."

Since it was a compliment, Seo Daeryong felt good.

"Go over there and bring that purple vat."

"......"

Seo Daeryong frowned as he brought the vat over. It was also filled with a liquid that gave off a terrible stench.

"You brat, do you know how precious that is? Why are you holding your nose?"

"What is all this?"

"My body became a wreck catching those things."

The Insect Physician took the vat and poured it into the one where Geom Mugeuk was submerged. As the liquids mixed, it bubbled furiously.

"How is he breathing in there?"

"If you're so worried, you can go in instead."

"I'll pass."

Seo Daeryong took a few steps back.

"By the way, what kind of experiment is it?"

"While researching poisonous insects my whole life, there was a wish I desperately wanted to achieve. Your master willingly became the test subject for that research. He'll either come out dead, or he'll come out transformed."

For Seo Daeryong, Geom Mugeuk's death was not even a possibility.

"What will he transform into?"

Then, an unexpectedly astonishing phrase flowed from the Insect Physician's lips.

"Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution."


Chapter 167: You Start to Age the Moment You Stop Working

The words 'Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution' startled Seo Daeryong.

Once someone achieved Myriad Poison Immunity, no poison in the world could affect them. It meant poison could not kill him. Since poison was the most dangerous threat in the murim, his greatest weakness would disappear.

"He's achieving it this easily?"

"Your master might be achieving it easily. My life, the one making it happen, has been long and arduous to get to this point."

Seo Daeryong felt a renewed admiration for Geom Mugeuk. How could one explain such a fate? He came here for treatment and would leave with a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution.

"Aren't you jealous?"

"Not at all."

"Why not? You have the look of a greedy man."

"This greedy man knows his place. I believe everyone has a vessel of a certain size for their destiny. My vessel is just large enough that I have to struggle and devote everything to win the Young Dragon Tournament. Even that only grew so large after meeting the Director. Before, it was only the size of a soy sauce dish."

He recalled his dark, gloomy past, filled with a desire for revenge against the Sanzu River Hall Senior and resentment toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He felt that even a soy sauce dish was a generous estimate.

"I've seen many times just how large the Director's vessel of destiny is. I'm seeing it right now, too. Rather than jealousy, I feel grateful. It's just one more story I can tell my grandchildren when they're sitting on my knee."

"Then why do you look so anxious?"

"I'm wondering what kind of destiny he's meant to fulfill to be walking such a path. Since I'm unintentionally his right-hand man, I can't escape that destiny either."

"If you think your vessel is about to break, you can just run away."

"Everyone else might run, but I can't. He showed me what he was made of when he carried me on his back all the way here without a moment's rest and paid five hundred thousand taels. Thanks to him, I'm completely ruined. Since I can't run away anyway, isn't there some other great technique to make him even stronger? Please, make him stronger."

"All the ingredients I've been saving and cherishing are going in there. I can't do more even if I wanted to."

The Insect Physician massaged her own shoulder as if another wave of pain washed over her.

Seo Daeryong went and massaged her shoulder for her.

"What? You can create a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution for someone else, but you can't fix your own aching shoulder?"

The Insect Physician answered with a bitter smile.

"Everyone lives like that. You think you're any different, you punk? Ah, to the side. A little more to the right. Yes, there. Ah, that feels good."

From that day, Geom Mugeuk remained submerged in the tub for two more days.

The Insect Physician continuously added various ingredients to the tub. The smell grew more and more foul.

Then, when she added the final ingredient, something incredible happened.

A fragrant scent began to emanate from the tub that had been filled with a terrible stench.

It was truly unbelievable. The last ingredient she mixed in did not have a fragrance strong enough to overpower all the other foul odors.

It felt as if the noxious smells had combined over and over, and the final addition transformed them into something completely new.

Seo Daeryong placed a hand on the tub and prayed earnestly in his heart.

Director, please be strong!


At first, I truly thought I was going to die.

I would rather fall into the most foul-smelling, filthy place in the world than get into this tub. Ah, that wouldn't work. This tub is probably the most foul-smelling place in the world.

"Take this medicine and get in."

"What kind of medicine is it?"

"It's a medicine that will kill you for two days. If you're scared, you can give up now."

"Give up? This medicine is a welcome sight. It's a place I could never enter while alive."

I took the medicine the Insect Physician gave me without hesitation.

I swallowed the medicine, closed my eyes, and opened them again to find myself lying on a bed.

Only then could I feel it. Two days had passed. I had not dreamed and had no memory of anything. It seemed I had truly died and woken up after two days.

When I opened my eyes, Seo Daeryong was looking down at me. He stared at me silently for a moment before speaking with a serious expression.

"After careful consideration, I've decided not to pay back the five hundred thousand taels."

Seo Daeryong was probably the only person who could make me laugh the moment I opened my eyes.

"But I never lent you five hundred thousand taels?"

Just then, the Insect Physician entered the room.

"Leave that whiny, overthinking punk here. I should take him as my disciple."

At that, Seo Daeryong recoiled in horror.

"I would love that, but I have an important matter ahead of me."

"You can come after you finish your business. How about it?"

"I'm sorry, but I already have a Master, and he's the scariest person in the world."

"Not scarier than bugs?"

"Of course, bugs are scary too."

I sensed a hint of sincerity in the Insect Physician's jest.

Seo Daeryong gestured to me with his eyes. What are you doing? Hurry up and stop her.

Of course, I did not stop her.

"It wouldn't be so bad to try living a new life, would it?"

"You're trying to cut off your right arm the moment you open your eyes. You can't cut this arm off. When you paid the five hundred thousand taels, my arm turned into ten-thousand-year cold steel."

I smiled and said to the Insect Physician, "I'll contact you when that ten-thousand-year cold steel rusts, wears out, and falls off."

Seo Daeryong would not do, but I thought I should definitely recommend someone else suitable as the Insect Physician's disciple if I found them.

"You should step outside for a moment."

"......"

The Insect Physician sent Seo Daeryong outside.

"You can get up now."

I raised myself from the bed. My body felt light despite having been unconscious for two days. The power of this profound medical art was truly something.

"My body has a pleasant scent."

"It'll last for a few days."

"I wish this fragrance would last forever."

"If it did, you'd never be able to infiltrate anywhere for the rest of your life."

"Couldn't I just live a life where I don't have to do things like infiltration?"

"True. If you become the Heavenly Demon, you might be able to live such a life."

The Insect Physician brought some liquor and poured me a cup.

"Here, have a drink on me."

I drank the liquor she poured for me. She did not drink herself, only refilling my cup. She stopped pouring only after I had downed three cups in a row. I was the one drinking the liquor, but she was the one revealing her inner thoughts.

"To be honest, I was very tired. My body and mind were both exhausted. Perhaps helping the orphans was a desperate struggle to protect myself. It was like a support pillar, preventing me from collapsing from exhaustion, from going berserk."

I understood her words. I had experienced something similar. During my mercenary days, Seo Jin had protected me. During the time I searched for ingredients for the great technique, my desire for revenge had served that role.

The Insect Physician continued.

"When I saw you, I felt a sense of destiny. It was a feeling I'd never had before. Ah, to be honest, it was when I learned that you had achieved complete mastery of the Meridians Strengthening Art. The time has finally come. The indifferent heavens are finally giving me a chance."

She turned her head to look out the window at the sky. My gaze naturally followed hers.

"That damn sky, at least when it came to my research, was a truly wretched sky."

Her gaze returned to me.

"Do you know what was in the liquor you just drank?"

"I didn't feel anything."

"It contained imperceptible poison."

I was shocked.

Imperceptible poison is a colorless, odorless, and tasteless poison. Its potency is so powerful that it is called the King of Poisons. It is the Heavenly Demon of the poison world, the world's number one poison. Naturally, it is difficult to create and even more difficult to detoxify.

"I'm perfectly fine."

"Congratulations. From now on, no poison in the world will be able to kill you."

Her words meant the test was a success and that I had obtained the Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution.

"Imperceptible poison? Isn't that a bit too strong for a confirmation test?"

"This way, I don't have to check twice."

Creating a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution with her own hands and then testing it with imperceptible poison was the crowning achievement of her life's dream.

I was now sharing the moment a master artisan fulfilled her lifelong ambition. I could feel all her emotions, the joy and relief, the bittersweetness and lingering attachment. Perhaps these were the emotions I would feel when I finally killed Hwa Mugi.

I gave her a deep bow.

"Thank you."

"I'm grateful too. This has been my lifelong ambition. Now I won't have to roam the world searching for poisonous insects anymore."

The illness that caused her so much pain was also something she had contracted while acquiring poisonous insects.

I went to her and massaged her shoulders.

"Aigoo, that feels good."

"Come to think of it, I've never even massaged Father's shoulders before."

"What an unfilial son."

"You may not know this, but he's the kind of person for whom I'd have to risk my life just to massage his shoulders once."

The Insect Physician laughed as if she found that amusing.

As I massaged her shoulders from behind, I felt she had less energy than when I first met her. It was the feeling of someone who had reached their final peak and was now beginning to descend.

"From now on, what goal will you live for?"

"A goal? I'm just going to live comfortably."

"You can't."

"I can't?"

A person who had so passionately devoted themselves to something begins to age frighteningly fast the moment they stop working. They begin to hurt more.

"You must research and develop something new for the murim again, and then give it to me."

"So the real greedy one was here all along."

I stopped massaging her shoulders, moved to her front, and took the Insect Physician's wrist. She stared at me intently as I held her wrist as if checking her pulse.

After pretending to take her pulse, I spoke.

"Your body is healthy enough to live comfortably for another fifty years. Get to work!"

Her expression showed she understood exactly why I was saying this.

"Aish, you rascal. Telling me to live another fifty years while I'm in pain? Don't jinx me."

"I'll visit you again and make sure you're cured."

"Even if they're empty words, thank you."

"I'm the one who should be thanking you for the rest of my life. Thanks to you, Elder, I can now live my life without ever worrying about being poisoned."

"It was something that could have succeeded or failed, but you bravely risked your life. Think of this as a reward for that courage."

"I'll repay this debt for years to come. If you ever need my help, please send word to the West Lake Inn in the Central Plains, and I'll be sure to visit."

"I will."

I went outside with her.

Seo Daeryong greeted us with a joyful face.

"Congratulations to you both."

Just as we finished our farewells and were about to leave, the Insect Physician held out a poisonous insect.

"Eat one of these before you go! It's delicious."

"I'm sorry, but I don't like bugs either."

I ran first, and Seo Daeryong dashed after me.

Watching the two figures disappear into the distance, the Insect Physician looked up at the sky.

"As a physician, I have fulfilled my duty."

After looking up at the sky for a moment, she habitually massaged her shoulder and went inside.

"Aigoo, my arm."


I carried Seo Daeryong on my back and dashed forward using the Swift Step.

Seo Daeryong had an easier time than on the way here. This was partly because he had already experienced it once and partly because his inner arts had increased.

While on my back, he worried about all sorts of things.

"Do you think I can win? Who will my opponent be? What if we arrive late and I get disqualified? Or what if I die in the semifinals, just like in my dream?"

"Stop with the useless worrying!"

"It's my own little trick. I keep imagining the worst-case scenario to let the steam out, so that it doesn't happen in reality."

"And has it been effective?"

"I don't know. The worst-case scenario hasn't happened yet."

"That's why it's called useless worrying!"

When we barely made it back in time, a completely unexpected situation awaited us.

"......"

Seo Daeryong stared at a poster from the Murim Alliance with a surprised look. It was a poster announcing news related to the Young Dragon Tournament.

"I... made it to the finals?"

An incident had occurred in the quarterfinal duel of the bracket after Seo Daeryong's.

In that duel, one contestant suffered a fatal injury, and the opponent's malicious intent was revealed. As a result, the opponent who was supposed to face Seo Daeryong in the semifinals was disqualified. He automatically advanced to the finals.

"Didn't I tell you dreams are the opposite of reality? Didn't I say all that worrying was useless?"

At my words, Seo Daeryong still could not take his eyes off the official notice posted on the wall.

"Um... is it really okay for me to go to the finals like this?"

"You didn't use any tricks, and you didn't cheat. Why shouldn't you go? They say that neither the talented nor the hardworking can beat a lucky person."

"But I've never been this lucky before."

"Luck can change as you live your life."

Seo Daeryong turned to look at me, his emotions clear in his gaze. This luck, it's all thanks to you, Director.

"When I decided to participate in the Young Dragon Tournament, I wanted to win and be of help to Director Seo. Now there's only one step left."

"That last step is the problem."

An opponent against whom luck would not work had advanced to the finals. Jin Haryong, the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, had reached the final match without any upsets.

And so, the final match became a showdown between Seo Daeryong, the incarnation of upsets, and Jin Haryong, the unchanging favorite to win.

"What should I do? I'm so nervous I don't think I'll even be able to draw my dao."

"You may not be able to draw your dao, but you can still read, can't you?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

I took a lucky pouch from my robes. It was the pouch of stratagems that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given for Seo Daeryong.

"It means the time has finally come to use this."


Chapter 168: He Doesn't Get Angry Because He's Not Ordinary

"I forgot!" Seo Daeryong shouted. He had completely forgotten the strategy pouch his master gave him.

"How could I have forgotten this?"

"That's probably why the Elder gave it to me instead of you, right?"

"Ah! I'm saved. I'm finally saved!"

"Is that really so? You might've just lost gracefully, but now that you're opening this pouch, you might overdo it and get yourself killed. Don't you think?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"Are you using my own tactic against me? Making me lose steam by imagining the worst-case scenario?"

"No. This time, I'm talking about a very real possibility. Are you still going to open it?"

"I have to. Regardless of victory or defeat, this is the first strategy Master has ever left for me. I have to see it."

I opened the pouch. Inside was a rolled-up piece of paper.

I handed the paper to Seo Daeryong. He took a deep breath before he slowly unrolled it and began to read.

Seo Daeryong looked shocked at the contents. He handed it back to me, trembling, without even finishing it.

"L-look at this!"

A blade art formula was written on the paper.

It was the formula for the first form of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the exclusive blade art of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Only the formula for the First Technique was written, not the entire art.

[...It is only the first of the nine forms of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, but it will be a great help in a fight between prodigies. If there is anything you don't understand, you can learn it as the Second Young Lord teaches you, and the Second Young Lord will also show you how to conceal that it is my martial arts.]

Seo Daeryong's face was half-dazed.

"What's wrong?"

"The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique is a martial art passed down only to the official successor."

"Of course it is."

"Then why aren't you surprised, Director?"

"Why should I be surprised?"

"It means he thinks of me not just as a disciple, but as the Elder's successor."

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled. It was the most he had trembled since I met him.

"Isn't that obvious?"

"Obvious? Master thinks of me as the next Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and you say that's obvious?"

"Among the Elder's disciples, who else is worthy of becoming the Demon Supreme besides you?"

Seo Daeryong was so moved he did not know what to do.

To be honest, this is the first I knew that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon considered Seo Daeryong his successor. I expected it, but the decision came faster than I thought. It means he's that fond of Seo Daeryong.

"But he's passing down such an important martial art on a slip of paper like this?"

"That's why he gave it to me. Because I wouldn't lose it."

Although it was only a part, he had essentially shared the formula of a unique martial art with me as well. It was a clear sign of how much the Blood Heaven Blade Demon trusted me.

"Aaaah!"

Overcome with emotion, Seo Daeryong paced back and forth, unable to compose himself.

Just then, I showed him the last part of the paper.

"Did you read this part?"

"What part?"

A separate line was written at the end of the formula.

[If you lose, you die by my hand.]

"Heok!" Seo Daeryong jumped in shock.

I, on the other hand, burst out laughing. Right, with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's personality, there's no way he wouldn't have left such a message.

"Ah! The writing here looks especially dark, as if he pressed down hard. He wouldn't... really kill me if I lose, would he?"

There was no way I would miss this perfect opportunity to tease him.

"Is that so? You fight a prodigy with his martial arts, and you lose? With that stubborn pride of his, do you think he'd just let it be?"

"Ah, he might actually kill me." Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"Even if he spares you for my sake, it'll be hellish training for a while."

"It'll be a lifetime of hellish training. Director! I must win! Please help me win!"

"Don't get excited. If you accidentally injure or kill Miss Jin, the Murim Alliance Chairman will kill you. In that case, you'll really die."

Since he already knew my and Seo Daeryong's identities, we absolutely could not harm Miss Jin. He had allowed us to reach the final duel because of our shared goal of eliminating the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

"Director! Please help me win without hurting Miss Jin! Help me win using the First Technique of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, but in a way that no one will recognize it as Master's martial arts."

"You know how impossible that is, don't you?"

"I wouldn't ask this of anyone but you, Director."

There were five days left until the final match.

Fortunately, the First Technique did not seem that difficult. For someone as smart as Seo Daeryong, it was worth a try. The goal was not complete mastery, but to use the technique's profundity to defeat Jin Haryong. Just one move would be enough.

"It's a request from my right-hand man, so I have to grant it. Let's go!"

We immediately headed to a training ground in the mountains. We paid no mind to Jin Haryong, the Chairman, or the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

I actually think this is the best way to avoid suspicion from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. Who would imagine that people who disappear to train before the final match are plotting some conspiracy? They'll think we're just simple, earnest martial artists from the countryside.

We were purely focused on the duel tournament. I believed that was actually the best way to get closer to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

A few days passed, and it was the day before the final match.

On the eve of the final battle, the Murim Alliance was in a truly festive mood. The area bustled with countless martial artists from all over the Central Plains. Many merchants also came to sell goods, and some performed martial arts on the streets to promote their sects.

Con artists tried to swindle newcomers, and many thieves targeted wallets. The Murim Alliance dispatched martial artists from the Green Dragon Brigade and other elite organizations to crack down on any unpleasant incidents.

Amidst the chaos, Jin Haryong entered an inn with her bamboo hat pulled low. When she asked the owner about Geom Yeon, she heard that he and his master had not been back for days.

Where on earth could he have gone?

She wanted to see Geom Yeon before the final match. She wanted to joke with him, asking if she should go easy on his young master. She really wanted to share that joke with him.

She was also curious how she would feel if Geom Yeon begged her to go easy. Right now, she had no intention of holding back, but would she waver even a little?

Disappointed, she left the inn. Since it had come to this, she had no choice but to change the joke. After winning, she would say this to him.

If you had come and asked me to go easy, I would have. My friend, where on earth did you go?


Finally, the day of the final match dawned.

A huge crowd had gathered. As befitting the final, all the important figures were present. The Murim Alliance Chairman, who organized the tournament, filled the seats along with the heads of Murim Alliance organizations and renowned masters from all over the Central Plains.

The talk of the tournament was, without a doubt, Seo Daeryong. All attention focused on whether he, a man from a small sect, could write a new chapter in history. If he defeated Jin Haryong, the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Seo Daeryong would become a true hero. Of course, far more people were betting on Jin Haryong's victory.

At the referee's introduction, Seo Daeryong stepped onto the duel stage first. His gaze was different from his other duels.

I burned myself out completely over the past five days. I've never worked so hard on anything in my life, and I probably never will again. I'll have no regrets even if I lose. Ah, no. I can't lose. The thought of a lifetime of hellish training is horrifying.

Cheers calling his name erupted from all sides. Seo Daeryong closed his eyes for a moment to savor the feeling. It was a gift life had given him. After this, he might have to return to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and live as an investigator for the Sanzu River Hall. This was the final duel of the Young Dragon Tournament, a moment that would never come again.

Seo Daeryong looked down from the duel stage at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been looking up at the stage with his arms crossed, saw him and nodded. Seo Daeryong nodded back once. That was enough of an understanding between them before the match.

The referee then introduced Jin Haryong. A roar of cheers even louder than the one for Seo Daeryong erupted.

Standing on the duel stage, her gaze went past Seo Daeryong to Geom Mugeuk. He looked at Seo Daeryong and her with an indifferent expression. She did not know why, but at this moment, Geom Mugeuk felt like a different person. Not like a servant or a friend, but like someone else entirely.

"Now, let the final duel begin!"

With the referee's shout and a roar that shook the heavens, the duel began.

Seo Daeryong moved first. His dao cut swiftly through the air.

There is only one chance to win. He had practiced endlessly for that one chance. He absolutely could not be defeated before he could create that opportunity.

Seo Daeryong pressed his attack fiercely, but Jin Haryong blocked with ease. In terms of martial arts skill, Jin Haryong was clearly a cut above. The one saving grace was that his recently increased inner arts kept him from being overpowered in strength.

The fierce clash continued. However, the duel gradually began to tilt in Jin Haryong's favor.

Seo Daeryong's attacks grew slower, while Jin Haryong's sword became faster. Seo Daeryong had to use all his strength just to block her attacks. The fact that he could hold on this long was a testament to his effort and talent. However, nothing could overcome this clear difference in skill.

Seeing him gradually pushed back, the spectators expected the duel to end soon. The Murim Alliance Chairman also watched his granddaughter's duel with a relaxed heart.

Just then, Seo Daeryong was pushed to the very edge of the duel stage.

The moment arrived.

The distance between them, the position of her feet, the position of her sword, his own feet and body, his sword and dao, all fell into the exact positions he had been waiting for.

Seo Daeryong did not miss this one chance.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Seo Daeryong's dao created a variation technique. He unleashed a modified version of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique's First Technique. It was the first variation he had used since the duel began, and it was a move that caught her completely off guard.

Surprised, she swung her sword to block, but that too was part of his practice.

Seo Daeryong's dao twisted at a strange angle. It struck her sword repeatedly as it flew towards the fingers gripping it.

In the instant the watching Murim Alliance Chairman shot to his feet!

TAAAAANG!

The sword flew from Jin Haryong's grasp. It soared through the air in an arc and fell to the ground with a CLANG. She had no choice but to let go, as her fingers would have been severed if she had held on.

In the next moment, Seo Daeryong's dao was aimed at Jin Haryong's neck.

Jin Haryong could not believe the situation. The final technique that had sent her sword flying was so exquisite that she had no way to counter it.

Words she truly did not want to utter escaped her lips.

"...I lost."

At that moment, the referee declared Seo Daeryong's victory.

"The winner of the Young Dragon Tournament is Seo Ryong of the Gansu the Western Blade Sect!"

Simultaneously, cheers erupted from all sides. Like a child, Seo Daeryong leaped down from the duel stage and threw himself into Geom Mugeuk's arms.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

Tears streamed from Seo Daeryong's eyes. It was the first time I had seen him cry. Seo Daeryong seemed like the type who would never cry, but he could not hold back his tears.

Although he wouldn't have won without Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong truly worked hard. In other words, Geom Mugeuk's teachings were effective because he was that kind of person.

Geom Mugeuk hugged him tightly and whispered softly.

"You did well."

From an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall to a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he had now defeated the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter to win the tournament. His joy was not just from the victory. This feeling, as if he had finally stepped onto the true path of a martial artist, was wonderful.

"Stop crying and get back on the duel stage."

"......"

Wiping his tears, Seo Daeryong climbed back onto the duel stage.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk felt a gaze on him. From far away, the Murim Alliance Chairman was looking at him. It was a distance from which most masters could never send telepathy, but Geom Mugeuk's telepathy reached the Chairman clearly.

[My apologies. My friend who came with me was so sincere that I helped him train.]

[What was that final technique?]

[It is the martial arts of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.]

The Murim Alliance Chairman was startled by my honest words.

[It was the Blade Demon's martial arts?]

[Yes. This friend is the Blade Demon's head disciple.]

I told him on purpose. The Murim Alliance Chairman's anger would subside once he knew Seo Daeryong was not an ordinary demonic practitioner. Indeed, the Murim Alliance Chairman did not make an issue of the result any longer.

[Sometimes, a defeat can be more helpful than a victory.]

It seemed he thought this defeat might be more beneficial for his granddaughter, who had never known loss.

[I can only admire the Chairman's great magnanimity.]

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the duel stage.

And then another moment came.

Beyond the overjoyed Seo Daeryong, a person on the other side caught his eye. It was the woman who had come to congratulate Seo Daeryong after every victory.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk saw it. Her eyes and expression were so cold they were impassive. Having only ever seen her shyly smiling face, that expression was completely unfamiliar.

She practiced relaxing her face. Smiling, frowning, then smiling again. Then, she looked up at the duel stage, waved, and called out to Seo Daeryong.

The moment her eyes met Seo Daeryong's, she smiled brightly. She was a completely different person from the one Geom Mugeuk had seen just a moment before. The reason he could clearly notice this drastic change in her expression even from a distance was thanks to the Divine Eye Technique.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society!

They had been setting their plan in motion for a while. It was possible they had approached not only Seo Daeryong but also the other martial artists who had advanced to the main tournament in a similar fashion.

To those who liked women, with a woman. To those who needed a friend, as a friend. To those who needed money, with money. Indeed, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society was no ordinary organization.

In any case, I had finally succeeded in catching the tail of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society!

But the joy was brief. Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong with a feeling of pity. He was waving and smiling brightly at the woman from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

Ah, Daeryong. What am I to do?

I plan not to tell Seo Daeryong until the woman reveals her true colors. It would be better for his words and actions to remain natural if he knew nothing.

I'm sorry, Detective Seo, but the more genuinely you fall for her, the more certain we can be of catching them. It can't be helped. Let's hope you mature as much as it hurts.


Chapter 169: There Is a Woman More Beautiful Than You

The awards ceremony was as splendid as the tournament itself. The winner received a gold plaque and prize money. In a moment of great glory, the Murim Alliance Chairman himself presented the award.

The heroes of the martial world cheered Seo Daeryong's name. Never before in his life had Seo Daeryong heard his name called so many times. He knew it would probably never happen again.

The Murim Alliance Chairman handed the gold plaque to Seo Daeryong. "That was an excellent display of skill," he said. "I hope you'll dedicate yourself to the peace of the murim from now on."

"Thank you."

The Chairman then sent his true message via telepathy.

If you ever injure a martial artist of the orthodox sects with that dao art, you will surely die by my hand.

Seo Daeryong did not dare object. He quietly accepted the gold plaque and prize money before stepping down from the stage. He was grateful enough that the Chairman had given him the award despite knowing he was a demonic practitioner.

The runner-up, Jin Haryong, also received a plaque and prize money.

"You did well," the Murim Alliance Chairman said.

"I'm sorry."

"Do you feel it now? Do you see how vast this jianghu is?"

"Yes. I thought I could at least be a snake, if not a dragon, but I realize now I was just a frog in a well. I will strive to improve even more from now on, Grandfather."

That was enough. The Murim Alliance Chairman patted her shoulder with a satisfied smile.

As Jin Haryong descended from the duel stage, she glanced at Geom Mugeuk, who stood far in the distance.

Geom Mugeuk saw her and waved, conveying a clear message. You did great, friend.

Tears suddenly welled in Jin Haryong's eyes. She had not felt much until that moment, but the sight of Geom Mugeuk brought a sudden surge of sorrow.

She could not cry in front of the heroes, so she walked away briskly. The thought of rumors spreading was dreadful. Jin Haryong cried at the awards ceremony. She cried out of frustration.

Someone next to her said something, but she did not even look at him. She quickly walked away and left the area.

The person who had spoken to her was Cho Sin. He could not follow her, his face crestfallen. In his arms, he held a gift to commemorate her victory.

He could not give it to her. He had engraved the words 'Congratulations on your victory' on a throwing knife, never imagining she would lose. He was supposed to present it to her stylishly after she won.

"Damn it! Damn it all!"

His gaze shifted to Seo Daeryong, who was still busy receiving congratulations.

That country bumpkin actually won? Does this make any sense?

The master wins the tournament, and the servant seduces the woman he is supposed to marry. They were a pair of bastards who deserved to be beaten to death. This whole affair could not possibly end well.

Fuming with anger, Cho Sin returned to his residence.

Entering the room, Cho Sin flinched. A man was waiting for him inside.

He was a man named Cheolgon, who delivered orders from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

At first, Cho Sin had wondered if Cheolgon was the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman himself in disguise. The man's aura was that extraordinary.

A man like this is a mere subordinate? Then just how incredible is the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?

He had not yet met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman in person. He was promised a meeting if he successfully completed this task.

Cho Sin was displeased that the man was in his room without permission, but he could not show his dissatisfaction.

"You've come?"

"Weren't you the one who summoned me, Young Lord Cho?"

"I summoned you?"

"Didn't you say you were confident about your marriage to Jin Haryong?"

"Of course."

Just a year ago, Cho Sin had been losing the succession struggle in the True Dragon Manor. That was when the Heavenly Enlightenment Society appeared. He could not refuse their offer to make him the heir if he joined them.

It was all well and good that he became the heir with their help.

Once he was confirmed as the heir, they made a demand. He was to marry the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter. It was not an impossible request. The True Dragon Manor was a family of sufficient stature for such a marital alliance.

Cho Sin persuaded his father and tried to arrange the marriage, even providing a vast sum of money to the Murim Alliance.

He had chosen the period of the Young Dragon Tournament because he could see her often. He was confident he could easily win Jin Haryong's heart with his family background and his own good looks. That was, until he learned of that damn servant.

"The rumor I hear is that you're lining up behind a servant."

"Where did you hear such a baseless rumor? That man is my subordinate."

When Cho Sin spoke confidently, Cheolgon stared at him intently. As their eyes met, Cho Sin felt intimidated, just as he had when they first met. If this unnerving killing intent had been intentional, Cho Sin would never have been so cowed.

However, Cho Sin could feel it. This killing intent stemmed from the man's innate nature. It was a primal killing intent that could only be exuded by someone who placed no meaning on the act of killing. A killing intent that instilled the fear of being hacked to pieces and thrown into a filthy sewer if one dared to cross him.

"That man is your subordinate?"

"I recruited him for my marriage to Jin Haryong. I will use him to make the marriage a success."

It was not a lie. He had promised the servant one hundred thousand taels and made him an ally. Of course, that had not been the plan from the beginning.

Cheolgon stared at Cho Sin again.

If the gaze had been that of an intelligent man trying to figure him out, it would have been better.

This gaze, however, was closer to indifference. It was the blunt stare of a killing demon for whom the truth did not matter, only the result.

As he could tell just by looking at Cheolgon, these people were no ordinary folk. They were not run-of-the-mill masterminds from common rumors, like some incident in a region being traced back to a hidden power.

They were special. They were the kind of people who would definitely deliver a reward if you kept your promise. They were villains who moved solely for their own benefit, but for that very reason, you could be certain of what you would gain. That was why he had joined hands with them.

Cheolgon rose from his seat and walked to the window.

"Come here and look at this."

Cho Sin cautiously walked over and stood beside him.

"That broken sapling over there is one I snapped on my way here. Whoever planted them, planted them too closely. Like that, neither tree can grow into a giant."

Cheolgon slowly looked at Cho Sin.

"We hope that you will grow into a giant tree."

Cho Sin knew the words held no sincerity.

Cheolgon did not care at all whether he became a giant tree or not. If the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman ordered his death, Cheolgon would kill him. If ordered to let him live, he would let him live. To Cheolgon, he was less significant than that broken sapling.

If he could, he would have shouted, 'Go tell your own son that nonsense about giant trees.' He hated being meddled with and pressured like this. Being polite to villains would only make them see him as an easy target.

However, Cho Sin did not dare to do so.

"I will not disappoint you."

"I'll be waiting with a wedding gift."

Cheolgon quietly left the room.

After he disappeared, Cho Sin let out the breath he had been holding. It was a sigh mixed with tension, fear, irritation, and anger.

The marriage, the servant, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. None of these problems were as easy as he had hoped. His comfortable life had entered a new, difficult phase. Of course, that did not mean Cho Sin would give up.

One day, I'll pay them back properly.

He did not voice those words yet. That was for after he had built his family into the strongest power in the murim.


"The prize money is a whopping ten thousand taels!"

Seo Daeryong was overjoyed with the sudden windfall and did not know what to do with himself. He immediately gave me five thousand taels.

"Here. Since we won this together, let's split it half and half."

"Are you going to regret this later?"

"Five thousand taels is more than enough for me. I'll use this to treat General Jang and Martial Artist Lee, and also..."

"Also?"

"I'll buy something delicious for the woman who cheered for me."

"Did you arrange to meet her?"

"No, I don't even know her name yet."

He would find out soon enough. She would surely approach Seo Daeryong somehow. I wondered what method she would use.

"She's someone who cheered for me long before I won. That makes her special."

Seo Daeryong was already completely smitten.

"By the way, you're coming to the banquet with me, right?"

The Murim Alliance was holding a celebratory banquet for the winner and all the main tournament participants.

"I have to go."

"I'm going to go buy some clothes to wear. Would you like to come with me? I'll buy you a set."

"I'm fine. You go buy yourself some nice clothes."

"Of course! I'm really going to use this chance to buy an expensive set of clothes!"

Once the excited Seo Daeryong left, I spoke into the empty air.

"I'm sorry I couldn't tell you beforehand. The situation was too urgent at the time."

I spoke to the martial artist sent by the Chairman, who was concealed nearby. When I took Seo Daeryong to the Insect Physician, I had used the Swift Step, so he had been unable to follow.

After returning to the Murim Alliance, I sensed him hiding near me again, but I was too busy training with Seo Daeryong to speak to him. He must have been quite displeased.

As always, however, the concealed martial artist showed no reaction. He was truly a man faithful to his orders.

Apologies were one thing. I did not tell him that the woman who approached Seo Daeryong was from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. I judged there was no need to tell him in advance.


I did not enter the banquet hall.

Today's protagonist had to be Seo Daeryong, and only him. I stood outside like a true servant, observing the situation inside.

Somehow, Jin Haryong found out where I was and came out.

"Why aren't you coming inside?"

"It just felt stuffy."

"Want to take a short walk?"

"Sounds good."

I took a stroll with her through the inner garden.

"Actually, I went looking for you before the final duel. Do you know what I was going to say? I was going to tease you, saying, 'I could throw the match if you asked me to.'"

She was clearly still embarrassed and bothered by her loss. She spoke more, and faster, than usual.

"And I didn't even know I would lose like that. Isn't that hilarious? I don't know if I'll be able to sleep from the embarrassment. Anyway, where have you been? Oh, which organization do you think your young master will join? And you..."

I cut off her torrent of words.

"Friend, that's enough."

Only then did Jin Haryong take a deep breath. After calming herself, she revealed her inner thoughts.

"Yesterday, after I lost, I saw you and felt like I was about to cry."

"It's okay to lose once in a while."

In fact, losing many times is fine, as long as you have the will to keep moving forward. When you get older, you look back on such failures as insignificant, but at that age, why did it always feel like the sky was falling? Perhaps that is why people miss their youth. They miss the days when their entire body and mind reacted so vibrantly to every little thing.

"I don't want to have such a weak mindset already."

"First, let go of the burden of being the Chairman's granddaughter. The Chairman is the Chairman, and you are you. Because of that pressure, you can't even be happy. You took second place in this huge tournament."

Jin Haryong smiled faintly.

"What? Are you feeling better already?"

"Yeah. Seeing you trying so hard to comfort me made me feel better."

"You're easy. Easy to cheer up."

"Do it for me often from now on."

She firmly believed that Seo Daeryong would join the Murim Alliance. Naturally, she assumed I would be living there with him.

"I might go back to my hometown."

She startled at those words.

"Go back? Why?"

After looking at me for a moment, she asked cautiously.

"Do you perhaps have a woman in your hometown? A woman you like?"

"I do."

She flinched in surprise. Perhaps because I answered so easily, she was half in disbelief.

"There is a woman more beautiful than you."

"More beautiful than me? Then the credibility of your words just plummeted."

"You're the number one beauty of Hubei, right? She's the world's number one beauty."

She relaxed and laughed, seeming to think I was teasing her.

"You have to show me next time, that world's number one beauty!"

"If I get the chance."

Would the day ever come when Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong would meet? Even I could not know.

Anyway, I wonder what Lee Ahn is doing? She's probably immersed in her martial arts training even at this moment, right? Has she overcome her limits and moved on to the next stage? Ah! I miss you, Lee Ahn!

After our stroll, I returned to the banquet hall with Jin Haryong.

Arriving at the hall, I looked inside through a window. I saw Seo Daeryong surrounded by prodigies.

I did not know their true thoughts, but they all smiled and tried to connect with Seo Daeryong. They knew that from now on, Seo Daeryong would enter the Murim Alliance's core elite organization and enjoy a series of successes.

"My young master looks happy."

No one ignored the short, gloomy-looking man now. Clothes really do make the man. He looked much more handsome than usual.

Yes, enjoy this day to the fullest.

Jin Haryong, who had been watching Seo Daeryong, spoke to me.

"I've talked with you so much, but I haven't even had a proper conversation with your young master, the one who actually beat me."

"Go talk to him."

"No. I want to stay here. If I go in, what will I get besides more consolation? Your comfort is enough for today!"

Just then, a new person entered the banquet hall.

I startled when I recognized her. It was the woman who had been cheering for Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong was also surprised to see her. It was a banquet for invited guests only, yet she had appeared.

How on earth did she get in without an invitation?

Receiving the attention of everyone present, the woman walked slowly toward Seo Daeryong.


Chapter 170: The Body Knows First

"How did the Young Lady get here?" Seo Daeryong asked, his voice trembling. He never imagined he would see her here.

"I was invited too."

"How is that possible?"

Only those connected to the Young Dragon Tournament were invited to the banquet.

Then, the woman revealed a surprising fact.

"I made it to the quarterfinals in the Young Dragon Tournament three years ago."

Not only Seo Daeryong, but also the prodigies around them were startled.

Since the Young Dragon Tournament was held every three years, the woman was a quarterfinalist from the previous competition. The Murim Alliance customarily sent invitations to past main tournament participants who were current members.

"Let me introduce myself formally. I'm So Ok, the First Division Leader of the Third Squad in the White Dragon Brigade."

"Ah, so you were a martial artist from the Murim Alliance."

She was even a Division Leader in the White Dragon Brigade. When So Ok had shyly approached to cheer for him, she wasn't wearing a uniform, so he never dreamed she was a Murim Alliance martial artist.

"I didn't know."

"Of course you didn't. I never told you."

"Why did you cheer for me?"

Their gazes locked. Seo Daeryong's excitement was palpable, even from the side. It was the thrill of meeting a first love again.

In contrast, So Ok was much calmer.

"Seeing martial artist Seo reminded me of my old self when I participated in the Young Dragon Tournament. I also came up from the countryside and didn't know anything. I didn't know anyone, and no one knew me. I even ran out of money for an inn, so I camped in the mountains and came down just to compete."

So Ok spoke of such things without any shame. That quality appealed to Seo Daeryong even more. A pleasant fragrance wafted from her.

"I watched every single one of Master Seo's duels. Your dao techniques were truly magnificent. The final duel was especially amazing. My heart was pounding so hard I wanted to jump onto the duel stage."

To others, it might have sounded like she was so moved by the wonderful duel that she wanted to compete again. However, to Seo Daeryong, her words could be misunderstood as her wanting to approach him because she liked him.

"To think you beat Miss Jin. It was truly the best duel in the history of the Young Dragon Tournament."

Seo Daeryong felt like he could fly. He had received many compliments after his victory, but hearing them from her was the best. A smile naturally formed on his lips.

"You'll be going to the Demon Slaying Brigade now, won't you?"

The Demon Slaying Brigade was the Murim Alliance's most elite unit, composed of young masters. Traditionally, the winners of the Young Dragon Tournament joined the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"I could also apply to the White Dragon Brigade, where the Young Lady is."

At that, So Ok's face turned slightly red.

"Thank you for the offer, but please don't. Starting in the Demon Slaying Brigade is the royal road to success in the Murim Alliance."

"Thanks to your support, I was able to win. So, I'd like to treat you to a meal separately."

It was a proposal that took great courage.

Having lived a life of more rejections than acceptances, Seo Daeryong was inwardly anxious. Fortunately, So Ok readily accepted his offer.

"The honor is all mine. The winner of the Young Dragon Tournament is buying me a meal, after all."

Seo Daeryong was truly ecstatic.


Geom Mugeuk and Jin Haryong watched this scene from a window.

Geom Mugeuk knew. He knew the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had recruited her during the Young Dragon Tournament three years ago. In other words, the society had been active in the murim even back then.

These people are more deeply rooted in the Murim Alliance than I thought.

The moment the woman's identity was revealed, an unexpected truth came to light.

He asked Jin Haryong, who was beside him.

"Do you know that woman?"

"Division Leader So? We're on nodding terms."

"What kind of person is she?"

"She's easygoing, has a good personality, and is popular with people, but this is surprising. I didn't know she was cheering for your young master like that. Why? Are you worried a fox will bewitch him and he'll hand over all his prize money?"

"Of course I have to worry. I'm his attendant."

At that moment, Jin Haryong's true feelings slipped out.

"Can't you quit being an attendant?"

The moment she said it, she thought, oops. She had blurted out something she had resolved not to say. Thinking she might as well go all the way, she said what she wanted to say.

"Can't you just live as a regular martial artist? Since you've learned martial arts, you could take the entrance exam, right? I can help you if you need it."

When Geom Mugeuk said nothing, Jin Haryong quickly added, "Don't misunderstand! It's not because I'm ashamed that you're an attendant. I just meant that there's a new life for you."

Her face was slightly flushed. She worried she might have hurt Geom Mugeuk's pride.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk opened his mouth.

"That's something I used to say to someone often. To try living a new life."

"To whom?"

"Someone. A stubborn person who hates change."

"Like you?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked back toward Seo Daeryong. He was still surrounded by people, but Seo Daeryong's gaze kept drifting to one place.


The next day, Seo Daeryong went out to meet So Ok.

He had woken at the crack of dawn, bathed, combed his hair, and made a huge mess trying on outfits, yet he still said, "It's not that I like her. It's a meeting with someone who cheered for me. My intentions are pure."

"If you're pure twice more, your mouth will rip from smiling so much. Stop smiling."

I was worried because Seo Daeryong liked her so much. He would be heartbroken when he learned the truth.

Seo Daeryong had left with the spirit of a man heading into battle. When he returned, however, he seemed dejected.

"Why? Did it not go well?"

"No. We had a good time. She said she prefers tea over alcohol and enjoys taking walks. So we ate, drank tea, and went for a walk."

"Then why the long face?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong sighed and explained.

"We were sitting there in a great atmosphere, but suddenly a thought crossed my mind. This isn't right. There's no way my life could be going this well. It was as if someone was whispering in my ear. 'When something this good happens, you should prepare for something bad, right?'"

His dormant instincts seemed to have awakened. When fate begins to move, it has a way of shaking a person awake.

"Did you say that to her?"

"Of course not. I tried my best not to show it and we parted with smiles."

"Detective Seo. I told you. The path you've chosen is like climbing onto a duel stage with an injured arm bound up."

"You said it's a path where I'll have to walk even while bleeding all over, limping, and with one eye blind."

"Yes. It's also a path where you must be suspicious of everyone you meet. That's why it's a path where making friends and truly loving someone is not easy."

After a moment of silent contemplation, Seo Daeryong uttered words he never wanted to say.

"In that sense, I must say this. I think this woman is suspicious. I feel like she approached me intentionally. Could she be someone sent by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

I gave no answer. Seo Daeryong stared intently at me, then flinched in surprise.

"Am I right?"

"......"

"Am I really right?"

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled. He must have had a feeling something was off, but he still hoped he was wrong.

"You are. She is a member of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"!"

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened. I expected his world to crumble, but unexpectedly, he was calm.

"So my gut feeling was right. Of course. Who am I to deserve this? It was strange from the beginning. With all the handsome prodigies around, I should have known when she came to cheer for me specifically. I wonder how pathetic she must have thought I was?"

"Instead of such self-pity, how about we celebrate that you figured out her identity?"

"How did you know, Director?"

"During the final duel."

"Then why didn't you tell me?"

"I was afraid you'd act awkwardly and give yourself away."

"Then why are you telling me now? You could have just let me remain ignorant."

"Because a more important issue has arisen than whether you can act well or not."

"What is that?"

"Your survival instincts seem to have fully awakened."

Seo Daeryong was startled by my words.

"Everyone has survival instincts, but a martial artist's are different, and they become even more different the stronger you get. The body knows first. No matter how much the other person smiles and says nice things, the body rejects them. The fine hairs on your body stand on end, your heart pounds. Or, like you today, your mood could just sink."

"So my survival instincts were at work."

"Yes. Remember well how these survival instincts manifested and what it felt like."

Seo Daeryong was touched. I was prioritizing his survival instincts over catching the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"Thank you, Director."

"You have to act well from now on."

"You worry for nothing. I'm a better actor than you think. I'm a cunning bastard, you know."

"We'll see about that."

"What's your plan now?"

"You're the one who has to do it. You must induce her to lead you to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, and as quickly as possible."

There was no time. If she decided to get close to him slowly, it could take months or even over a year. We needed to resolve this quickly and go back.

After a moment of thought, Seo Daeryong came up with a method.

"Do you remember what she said at the President's banquet? That she was in the same situation as me when she came for the Young Dragon Tournament three years ago. I don't think that part was a lie. I'll dig into that."

"You're going to use a sense of kinship? Because it's an emotion she has experienced herself?"

"......"

"One more thing. You must ensure I accompany you to the meeting where you're introduced to her backer."

Seo Daeryong nodded.

"Leave it to me."


Two days later, Seo Daeryong and So Ok stood on a hill with a panoramic view of the Murim Alliance.

"The view here is nice."

"This is where I come when I feel frustrated."

"It's a wonderful place."

Seo Daeryong was inwardly amazed by the endless expanse of the Murim Alliance. He had thought no place could be larger than the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but the scale of the Murim Alliance was comparable.

"Actually, I was moved by what Division Leader So said that day. About how you knew nothing and had no money, so you slept in the mountains when you came for the tournament. I'm in a similar situation. I will definitely succeed here at the Murim Alliance."

"It won't be easy."

"Pardon?"

"I hesitate to say this to someone who hasn't even officially joined yet, but I'm telling you this for your own good, martial artist Seo. You can't succeed in the Murim Alliance without a backer. You might become a Division Leader, but you can't become a Captain. Even if you work like crazy and somehow become a Captain, you can never become a Commander. The limits are clear."

Her acting was as impressive as Seo Daeryong's. If one didn't know the truth, her words would have sounded like genuine concern.

"You'll probably be even more disappointed, martial artist Seo. Because you're a former champion. You might start as a Division Leader and end as a Division Leader for life. Overcome it with skill? How? It's impossible in these peaceful times. The success story of starting from nothing is only possible in storybooks."

Seo Daeryong asked with a serious expression, "Then what should I do?"

Right now, Seo Daeryong was expressing his current emotions without any awkwardness.

"Make connections. Throw away your pride and be loyal to someone who will support you. That's what I did."

"Please let me grasp the same line that Captain So held. I have no such thing as a martial artist's pride. Please help me."

She was silent for a moment. As she hesitated, Seo Daeryong pressed her.

"I'm begging you."

"Alright, meeting you like this must be fate. I'll try talking to them for you."

"Thank you."

"Don't get your hopes up. The Elder might say no."

"Ah, and I'd like to ask one more favor."

"What is it?"

"Please introduce my attendant as well."

"Your attendant?"

"If the Murim Alliance is that kind of place, don't I need to build my own power? I plan to have my attendant join and raise him as my right-hand man. In the Murim Alliance where I know no one, I need at least one person I can trust. I can trust his loyalty, if nothing else."

Seo Daeryong pushed ahead, acting like a stubborn country bumpkin.

"I don't know if that's possible."

Seo Daeryong bowed his head with an earnest face.

"I beg of you."


Three days later, So Ok contacted them again.

She took Seo Daeryong and me to a manor located far from the Murim Alliance.

Though not numerous, the masked figures guarding the surroundings were extraordinarily skilled. This meant the person she was introducing us to was no ordinary individual.

"Elder, it is Ok."

"Come in."

We followed So Ok into the room.

A screen was drawn in the middle of the large room, making it impossible to see the other person's face.

I activated the Divine Eye Technique. Focusing my eyes, I pierced through the screen to see who was there. The moment I identified the person, I was shocked. It was someone I knew.

The True Dragon Manor Master Jo Yibaek.

He was Cho Sin's father.

Either this Jo Yibaek had recruited Cho Sin, or the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had recruited the father and son separately. If it was the latter, it was possible that neither knew the other had been recruited. Both scenarios were shocking.

Jo Yibaek spoke softly from behind the screen.

"You want to succeed in the Murim Alliance?"

His aura was completely different from when he was beside the Murim Alliance Chairman. The father trying to marry his son into the Chairman's family and the intimidating presence behind the screen were completely different. This must be his true self.

Seo Daeryong bowed his head and spoke politely.

"Yes! I desperately want to succeed."

I could now see. I could see how the Rising Dragon Family became a pillar of the orthodox sects after Hwa Mugi's rampage. They had been plotting like this since then.

So, is Jo Yibaek the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? Or is there another Chairman?

One thing was certain. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society, gradually revealing its main body, was a much larger monster than I had thought.

"If I help you, you will surely succeed. In return, you......"

Jo Yibaek added in a low voice, "What can you do for me?"


Chapter 171: Desire is Like Clothing

I left the entire situation to Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong gazed at the curtain and spoke, his voice holding no intimidation. "I want to earn a lot of money and gain honor, and I hope that path will be comfortable. I want to walk a path where I don't have to limp or bleed. If I can walk that path, I'll do anything."

I smiled as I knelt behind him with my head bowed. What Seo Daeryong just said was the opposite of what he had told me. He was the kind of man who could show wit even in a situation like this.

The reaction from behind the curtain was good.

"Honest."

Seo Daeryong had safely passed the first question. Now, the gaze from behind the curtain turned to me.

"You want to make that servant your right-hand man?"

"He's quick-witted and has excellent looks, so I'm sure he'll be useful."

Jo Yibaek then asked me, "What would you do if your master's orders and my orders conflict?"

"I only follow my young master's will. That's a fact that won't change even if the Murim Alliance Chairman himself came."

"Such a loyal one."

He said that, but I could tell Jo Yibaek was sneering behind the curtain. He was a man who didn't believe in human loyalty, or even in people at all. From his perspective, even Seo Daeryong must have seemed ridiculous, let alone a mere servant. His interest in me ended there.

Jo Yibaek asked Seo Daeryong again, "Will you kill someone if I ask you to?"

Startled, Seo Daeryong answered cautiously, "It would depend on who it is. If it's someone who deserves to die, I can kill them."

"What if I told you to kill someone you don't even know?"

Seo Daeryong hesitated before answering. "I'll kill them! Just leave it to me!"

A moment of silence passed.

Soon, Jo Yibaek laughed loudly from behind the curtain. "It was a joke, a joke. My good man, we're not the Demonic Cult. Would we commit such a wicked act?"

Seo Daeryong struggled to hide his bewilderment, his face a mix of laughter and tears. "I know you were joking too. Would you, the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament, commit such a terrible act?"

"That's right. I was also joking."

Seo Daeryong replied awkwardly as he wiped away his cold sweat. He was acting well. To anyone watching, he was a greenhorn from the countryside, driven mad by the desire for success. He would look like a truly simple-minded country bumpkin who would bring a servant to a place like this and declare him his right-hand man.

"Desire is like clothing. If you try to wear something that doesn't fit your body, the clothes will tear or you'll look unsightly."

It sounded like a lecture about having ambitions that fit one's station. At that, Seo Daeryong lifted his head and abruptly asked, "Then what kind of clothes is the Elder wearing?"

It was a truly audacious and insolent question, asking about his ambition.

Well done, Daeryong. To find out what kind of person your opponent is, you have to keep shaking them.

"If you won't entrust me with such a wicked task, then what benefit does the Elder gain from helping me? I may be a country bumpkin who doesn't know much, but I know this one thing. The world never offers a favor without a reason."

Behind the curtain, Jo Yibaek revealed no discomfort. A pleasant laugh flowed out, suggesting he actually liked Seo Daeryong's attitude. He probably felt that this type of person was easier to use.

I kept my head bowed but released my qi to sense Jo Yibaek's emotions. The person facing him head-on was Seo Daeryong, but I was the one fighting the real battle.

"It's an investment for the future. To become a great tree, one must start from a sapling, no?"

"Ah! I failed to realize the Elder's grand intentions. I apologize."

Daeryong, there's no need to be sorry. Most of the villains I've experienced don't make long-term investments in people weaker than themselves. Use and discard, use and discard. To them, subordinates are nothing more than consumables.

If they were to invest in saplings, it would be to use those trees as a windbreak so they themselves could become a great tree.

The reason for investing in Seo Daeryong is the same. It's because there's something he wants to make him do. Whether it's to kill someone or to steal secrets from the Murim Alliance. He'll try to get back as much as he's given. No, he'll try to get back more than he's given. That's how villains do business.

This is what I need to confirm.

Are you the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? Or have you also been recruited?

Jo Yibaek said to Seo Daeryong, "I liked your honesty. From now on, grow into a great tree that will support the orthodox murim."

"Thank you."

With that, our conversation ended, and we left the room.

As we walked toward the main gate, Seo Daeryong spoke to So Ok in a dejected voice. "I think I made a mistake with my answer."

With a self-reproaching expression, Seo Daeryong asked her, "Did you also receive that question, Division Leader So? The one about whether you could kill a stranger."

"I received it too."

"What did you answer?"

"I said I couldn't kill them."

"Ah! I should have answered that way too. I must have been blinded by my desire to make a good impression."

I subtly interjected into the conversation and asked So Ok, "Does he really not order such things?"

So Ok stopped in her tracks and glared at me.

Ever since we met, she hadn't shown the slightest interest in me. A normal woman would usually show some romantic interest upon seeing me, but So Ok paid me no mind at all.

I know what kind of people these women are. They are the ones who run solely toward their own goals. Seeing how she had no interest in me, yet treated Seo Daeryong so well, I could tell how great her ambition was. She was trying to wear clothes that were far too big for her.

"Of course he doesn't. What are you talking about right now?"

Her cold reaction might have seemed like anger, as if daring a mere servant to ask such a question, but I could feel it. That sharp, sudden reaction was a different kind of guilt.

She's done it.

She must have killed someone under Jo Yibaek's orders.

"I'm sorry, I was suddenly curious." I quickly bowed my head and stepped back.

Seo Daeryong stepped forward and scolded me. "Don't step out of line!"

"......"

We parted ways with her in front of the manor's main gate.

"Thank you so much for introducing me to the Elder. I will definitely repay this favor."

"Don't mention it. We have to stick together."

So Ok gave Seo Daeryong a bright smile. Then she shot a cold glare at me behind him and left.

After she disappeared, Seo Daeryong said to me, "I wish all the women in the world treated me and you, Director, like she does."

"Isn't that too harsh on me?"

"But I've been living like that my whole life." Seo Daeryong hung his head low and started walking.

"Is this an act too?"

"This is my reality."

"You've changed as a person, so your reality will change too."

Seo Daeryong stopped walking and looked back at me. I couldn't bring myself to look at his expectant face and say, 'Still, women will always like handsome men,' so I just nodded vigorously.

With a much brighter face, Seo Daeryong asked, "Did you find out anything from this meeting?"

For now, uncovering that Jo Yibaek, Cho Sin's father, was behind this was a major achievement.

Seo Daeryong had also noticed something. "Division Leader So, it seems like she's doing something bad under that guy, right?"

When I nodded, Seo Daeryong erupted in anger. It was fury directed at both So Ok and Jo Yibaek. "Damn it! How successful do they think they'll become by doing such things? Just using poor and desperate people! Director, we can't just let them be."

Was Seo Daeryong the only one who was angry? I was just holding back to make sure I pulled them out by the roots. If not for that, the True Dragon Manor Master would not have left that manor alive.

"However, in the process, So Ok will have to pay the price too."

"Of course she should." Seo Daeryong let out a regretful sigh. Perhaps he felt a sense of kinship with her. He, who had joined our Cult with no money and no background, and she, who had joined the Murim Alliance, probably had the same heart in the end.

"I'm going to send a messenger pigeon to the All-Knowing Hall for a moment, so go back first."

"Are you going to call the Demon Supremes?"

"I'm just going to report on the current situation."

I had received permission to get more help from them, but this was still a test for the succession. It was best to handle it with my own hands as much as possible. I missed the Demon Supremes, but I had to endure.

"I intend to handle this matter with the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Forging a deep connection with him was a necessary task, even for the future.

After sending Seo Daeryong off first, I spoke into the empty air. "You must have heard the voice of the person behind the curtain."

The hidden martial artist wouldn't have been able to see beyond the curtain directly, but he would have definitely heard Jo Yibaek's voice.

"There's no need to wonder. It's the person you're thinking of. This is an emergency, so let me meet the Chairman at once."


A single carriage was parked in the alley.

When I boarded the carriage, the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon was inside.

"You must have received a report from your subordinate. That we met with someone trying to recruit the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament."

"I heard."

From now on, I conducted the conversation through telepathy.

[You must have heard the gist of the story from your subordinate, so I'll get to the point. He was the True Dragon Manor Master.]

[The True Dragon Manor has been a prestigious house among the sects representing the orthodox murim for generations. There's no way he would have been recruited by the likes of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

[I confirmed it myself.]

[I heard there was a curtain?]

[I was able to see through that curtain. It was definitely him.]

The Murim Alliance Chairman still looked at me with suspicion. Since it was the house he was planning to join in marriage with Jin Haryong, it would be even harder to believe. It was a situation where it was easier to doubt me than to doubt the True Dragon Manor Master.

[That's not all. It's possible that his son, Cho Sin, has also been recruited by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, and he doesn't know that his own father is in league with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

The Chairman's surprise grew even greater.

[Are you saying the Heavenly Enlightenment Society recruited them separately?]

[I believe so. Or it's possible the father recruited his son without revealing his own identity.]

If that was true, then the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was truly a remarkable bastard. He was someone who would recruit a father and son separately to use them separately.

It was the same even if Jo Yibaek was the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Because he would have hidden his identity even from his own son to recruit him.

[Because our opponent is this crazy, you must not trust anyone until this matter is completely resolved.]

The Murim Alliance Chairman's expression hardened. Hearing those words from the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult must have made him feel truly frustrated.

[If it were anyone else, I would have handled it secretly. However, since this is the person with whom you were discussing marriage, I am telling you this.]

[Why are you showing me this favor?]

[I won't lie and say it's because I respect you, Chairman. It's not for Miss Jin either. It's for our Cult. If a disaster strikes the Murim Alliance, it will ultimately affect our Cult as well. I do not wish for Father to use the Murim Alliance's crisis as an opportunity to unify the murim.]

When I mentioned Father, Jin Paecheon's eyes intensified. On top of that, I had used the provocative phrase 'unify the murim'.

[I am not so bold as to lie while daring to speak of Father. So please, believe me.]

I did not avoid the Chairman's eyes, which bore down on me like a tiger. He had been through all sorts of trials, so I believed he had the insight to see the truth in my words.

[Fine, let's say it is the True Dragon Manor Master, as you claim. Why do you think he is doing this?]

[He's proceeding with a marriage alliance with you, Chairman, and recruiting Murim Alliance martial artists. Wouldn't that mean there's only one reason?]

Jin Paecheon also knew the answer.

[My position?]

[It could be a preliminary move to place Cho Sin in the Murim Alliance Chairman's seat in the future. It may be disrespectful to say, but it could also be to assassinate you, Chairman. We'll have to hear it from their own mouths to know their exact intentions, but whatever it is, it won't be pleasant for you to hear.]

Jin Paecheon was not a benevolent, gentlemanly Chairman. He was more domineering and had a fierier temper than any Chairman in history. He was being as careful as possible only because his granddaughter was involved. Once that seal was broken, he was a man no one could handle.

[I understand. From now on, I will confirm it myself.]

He wanted to capture the True Dragon Manor Master right away and uncover the truth.

[You mustn't do that. As of now, he has committed no overt crime. Sponsoring Murim Alliance martial artists is something that Trading Companies with deep ties to the murim, or even murim sects, do openly. We must find direct evidence that he is connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

I made him a proposal.

[Let's handle this matter between the two of us, without telling anyone. If you trust me, I have a way.]

[Do not disregard our Alliance. If you have a way, then we have a way too.]

[I'm not saying this because I disregard the Murim Alliance.]

"......"

[Do you remember? The moment I first revealed my identity, risking my life.]

I reminded him that this case could only be investigated because I had told him all these facts. Jin Paecheon could not deny that fact. He was a man, and a true martial artist.

Nevertheless, I understood the Chairman. It was natural that he wouldn't feel like entrusting this matter to my hands in this situation. So, I made him an unconventional offer.

[I will resolve this within five days. If I exceed that deadline, then you can handle it yourself, Chairman.]

Jin Paecheon was startled by my words. "Can you really resolve it within five days?"

"In return, you must help me actively, Chairman."

"What do you plan to do?"

"They tried to use your blood relative to scheme against you, Chairman. Then we should return the favor in kind."

Jin Paecheon laughed coldly. "I like that part, at least."

After a moment of contemplation, Jin Paecheon made his decision.

The words that signaled the beginning of a joint operation between the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord, something that had never happened before in the history of the murim, flowed from Jin Paecheon's lips.

"Proceed!"


Chapter 172: We're Out of Time, So Get on My Back

"Where in the world have you been?" Cho Sin demanded, his face angry. He had waited a long time at the inn before Geom Mugeuk finally appeared.

"I was just getting some fresh air," Geom Mugeuk replied.

Cho Sin never imagined that Geom Mugeuk had just met his own father and the Murim Alliance Chairman. He also did not know that he himself was Geom Mugeuk's prey. He had walked right into the tiger's maw.

"You have a lot of free time for an attendant." Cho Sin took a throwing knife from his robes. It was the one he meant to give Jin Haryong, inscribed with words congratulating her victory.

"Should I use this to stab your master to death?" Cho Sin asked. "It seems like a fitting end to this whole affair."

"The best ending would be for you, Young Lord, to marry Miss Jin, and for me to get my hundred thousand taels," Geom Mugeuk said.

"Then you'd better be worth the money."

"I have to receive the money to be worth it."

"How much do you think it's worth that I'm not stabbing you in the neck with this throwing knife?"

Cho Sin grew impatient, worried the marriage would not happen. He had boasted to Cheolgon, who had pressured him about it, so he had to make it work. That was why Cho Sin, who had never waited for anyone, had waited two hours for Geom Mugeuk at the inn.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the throwing knife on the table. "It's time for a big move," he said.

"A big move? What kind of big move?"

"Living as the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, how many scions of prestigious families do you think she's seen?" Geom Mugeuk asked. "They all boast about their families, wealth, and martial arts. How pathetic and boring must that be from her perspective?"

Cho Sin had recently boasted about his own wealth and family, so he said nothing.

"You have to show her something different from the other scions."

"So what is it?"

"There's one move that works on every woman, whether she's pretty, ugly, kind, wicked, young, or old. It's this." Geom Mugeuk raised the throwing knife as if to stab Cho Sin.

Cho Sin quickly grabbed Geom Mugeuk's wrist.

"Are you trying to kill me? Do you want to die?"

"This is it."

"What?"

"You save her from a crisis," Geom Mugeuk explained. "A man who saved her life. What more could she need?"

Cho Sin's eyes widened.

This is it.

A belated self-reproach hit him.

Why didn't I think of this?

"It's an old method, hundreds of years old, but it's the best and most effective one," Geom Mugeuk continued. "What's more powerful than a life debt? But you'll have to plan it well. Miss Jin is a sharp person."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. Cho Sin was already halfway convinced.

"Ah, and one very important thing! You must entrust this to someone reliable. If something goes wrong and Miss Jin gets hurt or killed, your life will be forfeit too, Young Lord Cho."

Geom Mugeuk predicted that if Cho Sin was connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, he would ask them for help. He could not entrust such an important task to just anyone.

"You must not use someone from the First Young Lord's family. It'd be a huge problem if it were ever revealed. Do you know any masters who are completely unrelated? It has to be a master strong enough to subdue Miss Jin, and they must be trustworthy."

The moment Cho Sin heard those words, he thought of one person.

Cheolgon.

That fearsome man would be perfect for this task. Of course, Cho Sin did not know if Cheolgon would accept, but there was hope. Cheolgon's mission was to get him and Jin Haryong married quickly. He was in enough of a hurry to pressure Cho Sin personally.

Geom Mugeuk noticed Cho Sin was thinking of someone.

Just as I thought! There is someone around him.

Pretending to know nothing, Geom Mugeuk said, "Don't involve me in such a dangerous affair! I've done my part."

Of course, his words actually meant, Please, involve me. It was human psychology to want what was forbidden, and Cho Sin now had a very good reason to include Geom Mugeuk.

"You have to help me to the very end."

"I absolutely despise dangerous work."

Cho Sin imagined it. He would appear and rescue Jin Haryong and this attendant from danger. He would be a stark contrast to the incompetent fool. Yes, there was no need to overthink it. This would be enough.

"And you have to be the one to bring Miss Jin out," Cho Sin said. "If I take her out and a villain appears, it'll be obvious I orchestrated it, won't it?"

"Fine. I'll help. I need to get paid, after all," Geom Mugeuk said. "If you're going to do it, you must hurry. If this happens after Miss Jin formally joins the alliance, the Murim Alliance will launch an official investigation."

Even without that reason, Cho Sin's mind was already racing.

"Wait at the inn. Don't leave until I contact you."

"Understood."

Cho Sin left in a hurry. Geom Mugeuk quietly followed him.


Cho Sin and Cheolgon met in a shabby warehouse near the Murim Alliance.

"I believe I told you not to contact me unless it was a matter of life and death," Cheolgon said.

"This is just as important. You must help me just this once."

"What is it?"

"If you help me, I can marry Jin Haryong."

Cheolgon's face twisted into an expression that said, What is this nonsense?

"I need you to pretend to kidnap her," Cho Sin explained. "Then I'll appear and rescue her."

Cheolgon was so dumbfounded he almost cursed aloud.

"Look here, Young Lord Cho. Are you drunk?"

"I'll be honest," Cho Sin said. "I may have talked big, but right now, Miss Jin has no intention of marrying me."

Cho Sin revealed everything honestly. He judged that begging and pleading would work better on this cold, fearsome man than any trickery.

"If you pressure me to marry her in this situation, what am I supposed to do? If it were any other woman, I could threaten her into it, but my opponent is the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman. Do you think I'd resort to this if I weren't so desperate?"

"You think such a shallow trick will work?"

"That's why I need you," Cho Sin insisted. "Someone with the skills to fool Jin Haryong. Someone who can subdue her without fail and without hurting her."

"So, after I subdue Jin Haryong, you'll appear and rescue her," Cheolgon said. "If you, with your skills, manage to drive me away, do you think she'll believe it?"

Cheolgon considered Cho Sin a notch below Jin Haryong in skill.

"Why do you think I'm weaker than Jin Haryong?" Cho Sin revealed his aura. It was a sharp presence, not at all like a prodigy's, and it was not the slightest bit weaker than Jin Haryong's. It seemed Cho Sin had a hidden card of his own.

"Isn't your mission to get me married to Jin Haryong? If you miss this chance, you'll never complete your mission. Honestly, I don't care. I'm only doing this because you people are forcing me. What do I have to worry about?"

Cheolgon considered it. The proposal was ridiculous, but if it worked and the two married, his mission would be complete.

"You said you wanted me to grow into a giant tree, didn't you? Well, don't you think you need to fertilize the seedling once in a while for it to grow?"

After a moment of thought, Cheolgon nodded. "Fine. Let's do it."

Cho Sin's face brightened when Cheolgon accepted.

"Ah, and while you're subduing her, cripple that attendant bastard. Cut off an arm, and a leg too."

Cheolgon looked openly annoyed. "If you hate him that much, why not just kill him?"

"I want to see how she reacts when that bastard is in a miserable state." Cho Sin smiled coldly as he imagined the attendant crippled. Would Jin Haryong pity the fool and keep him by her side for life? He was certain that would never happen.

"If she shows such a self-sacrificing side, then I'll acknowledge her." He just wanted to see that Jin Haryong was a shallow, insignificant woman.

To Cho Sin, Jin Haryong was still a tainted woman who had shown interest in an attendant over him. Even if they married, he would never love her.

Cheolgon inwardly found Cho Sin pathetic. He did not know if Cho Sin was stupid or just young, but it was a thought Cheolgon himself would never entertain.

"Let me know when the time and place are decided." Cheolgon left first, and Cho Sin followed.

After they disappeared, two other people appeared. They were Geom Mugeuk and the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon. Jin Paecheon had announced he was entering seclusion for a few days, but he had been moving secretly with Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Paecheon was flabbergasted by Cho Sin's true colors. He forcibly restrained the urge to run out and crush him on the spot.

"Why aren't we capturing that Heavenly Enlightenment Society bastard right here?"

"He's not our target," Geom Mugeuk said. "He may be a master, but he's just a disposable pawn. No amount of interrogation will lead us to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

From what they had seen, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was not someone who could be caught by taking down one subordinate.

"Then what's the plan?"

"Our target is that Cho Sin."

"What are you going to do with Cho Sin?"

"We're going to take him to the gates of hell. Let's see how Jo Yibaek reacts when we push Cho Sin to the edge of a cliff. Jo Yibaek is the one who will guide us to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

Jin Paecheon inwardly marveled at Geom Mugeuk's intelligence and relentless drive. If he were not the Demonic Cult Second Young Lord, Jin Paecheon would have used any means to make him his son-in-law.

What a true waste.

But forget a son-in-law. Geom Mugeuk was a potential enemy of the orthodox sects' murim, and a very dangerous one at that.

Hiding his thoughts, Jin Paecheon said gruffly, "There are four days left."


The next day, Jin Haryong put on her favorite martial arts uniform and left her residence. Geom Mugeuk had suggested they go to West Lake.

She was in a good mood the entire ride. At times like this, she saw just how hypocritical she was.

As good as she felt, her regret was just as great.

If only he weren't an attendant.

Behind this thought lay the conviction that she could not, and would not, marry an attendant.

And she knew it. She would never be able to cross that line of status.

You'll regret this later. You pathetic wench, you snob! Just live alone. Live alone.

Lost in her thoughts, the two of them arrived at West Lake.

After staring silently at the lake, Geom Mugeuk spoke first. "Someone once said that it's more important to part well than to meet well."

"Why are you suddenly saying that?"

"I'm leaving in a few days."

"What?"

"Thanks for everything."

Geom Mugeuk's words startled her.

"Where are you going?"

"Home."

She felt a sense of loss. She preferred to be alone and had few friends, but none had ever given her this sense of closeness. The words "Don't go" rose to her throat.

But she could not take responsibility for his life. Once she joined the Murim Alliance, she would be too busy to see him often anyway.

"You should become the Murim Alliance Chairman later."

"What?" Her eyes widened in surprise.

Someone ambushed her from behind. Distracted by Geom Mugeuk, she had failed to notice the approach.

She turned in belated surprise.

TAK! TAK!

A masked Cheolgon instantly sealed her acupoints. The difference in their skills and the surprise attack left her completely off guard.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had sensed his approach from a distance. He was prepared for any contingency, just in case another variable arose.

After subduing her, Cheolgon turned his gaze to Geom Mugeuk.

At that moment, Jin Haryong shouted, "Not him! Don't kill him!"

Jin Haryong thought the masked man would kill Geom Mugeuk. If she was the target, he would not leave the attendant with her alive.

"No! Please! Let him go!"

Despite her desperate cries, Cheolgon strode forward. He intended to cut off Geom Mugeuk's arm with a single strike.

Just then, Cheolgon's sword stopped mid-air. A colossal presence erupted behind him. The hair on his entire body stood on end, and his survival instincts screamed for him to run. Any other time, he would have fled without a second thought, but his body would not move. He felt like he was flailing in the ocean, with no boats or islands to save him, just the vast, empty sea.

Cheolgon desperately raised his qi and turned around.

A massive tidal wave of unknown height surged before him. The Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, stood right behind him.

"......damn it!"

He desperately tried to turn and flee, but Jin Paecheon sealed his acupoints before he could take a single step. No matter how much of a master Cheolgon was, he was only a one-move opponent for Jin Paecheon.

Cheolgon could not understand the situation.

Why did the Murim Alliance Chairman appear here?

According to the plan, Cho Sin was supposed to appear and rescue her after Cheolgon cut off the attendant's limbs, but why was this happening?

If things had gone wrong, Cho Sin should be appearing right now. He should be smiling, explaining to Jin Haryong that it was just a prank to look good, and that this man was his subordinate. He should be smoothing things over.

But Cho Sin did not appear.

Then, a chilling thought ran down his spine.

A trap?

Did he sell me out to the Murim Alliance? Otherwise, there's no reason he wouldn't show up, right?

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk noticed Cho Sin hiding in the distant forest.

Don't come out!

A rift between Cheolgon and Cho Sin was exactly what Geom Mugeuk wanted.

Cho Sin hid in the forest, watching the situation unfold. He was greatly flustered by the Chairman's appearance.

I'm screwed.

What would he say to the Chairman if he went out? That he had faked a kidnapping to rescue her? The moment he did, the marriage would be off forever. Besides, how would he explain who Cheolgon was?

However, he could not just stay put. He could not let Cheolgon be captured like this.

He tried to step out, but his feet would not move. He thought it was fear of the Chairman, but in reality, Geom Mugeuk's qi subtly pressed down on him. Panicked and frightened, Cho Sin did not notice it at all.

Damn it!

In the end, Cho Sin decided to retreat and deal with the situation later. When he stepped back and turned, his body moved freely. He left without looking back.

Jin Paecheon released his granddaughter's acupoints.

"Grandfather! How did you get here?"

"I'll explain everything later."

Right now, it was important to proceed with the plan.

Jin Paecheon and Geom Mugeuk looked at each other and nodded once.

Jin Paecheon tucked the immobilized Cheolgon under his arm, shot into the air, and vanished instantly. It was a truly awe-inspiring supreme movement arts technique.

Jin Haryong asked Geom Mugeuk, "What is all this about?"

She sensed something was happening that she did not know about.

"Let's go back too. We don't have time for this," Geom Mugeuk said. "Can you handle dizziness well when using movement arts?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I'm asking if you can handle it."

"I've never once felt dizzy while using movement arts."

"If you get dizzy, close your eyes tight. Don't throw up on my back."

Geom Mugeuk turned his back and crouched down.

"Get on. We're out of time, hurry."

The situation seemed unusual, so she got on Geom Mugeuk's back.

He's going to run with me on his back? Why? I'm not even hurt.

She decided to just see what would happen.

"Don't tell me you were worried I'd get dizzy while you were running with me on your baaaaaaaaaack!"


Chapter 173: Who I Am Doesn't Matter

Jin Haryong couldn't collect her thoughts. She had never experienced such fast movement arts. The scenery blurred past so quickly she couldn't make anything out. She couldn't open her eyes properly and struggled to breathe.

How can he run without crashing into anything?

It was surprising and marvelous. At the same time, she felt a strange joy.

Was this person such a master?

She couldn't even imagine the realm of martial arts required for such movement.

He's not an ordinary servant.

She didn't know why this fact made her so happy, but she was glad. The insurmountable line between them felt like it had disappeared.

Geom Mugeuk stopped his insane sprint.

"...Let me get down for a second."

Jin Haryong slid off his back, then staggered and collapsed. She took several deep breaths to calm her racing heart.

"What are you? Did you learn movement arts as your first steps?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked somewhere else. She followed his gaze and was startled. She had thought he stopped for her to rest, but that wasn't it. In the distance, she saw the back of someone running. It was her grandfather, who had run ahead.

He caught up to Grandfather!

She realized Geom Mugeuk had stopped only to avoid overtaking her grandfather.

He's faster than Grandfather?

She was so shocked she nearly screamed. She had always thought her grandfather was the world's number one master. Though some said the Heavenly Demon was stronger, she believed her grandfather could win, yet this man had caught up to her grandfather. Her grandfather carried the attacker, and this man carried her. He had matched her grandfather's speed under similar conditions.

She hated asking such a cliché question, but it was the only thing she could think of.

"What is your real identity?"

Geom Mugeuk answered. "Geom Yeon. A person who will disappear like smoke when the job is done."

"Right, if you're going to disappear like smoke, at least tell me the truth first. Who are you really? You've already shown your skills, so didn't you plan on revealing your identity too?"

Geom Mugeuk finally released his qi. His presence felt completely different from before. An image surfaced in her mind. It was a vast, clear sky, endlessly wide and blue. Captivated by its beauty, she reached out her hand.

SPLASH!

She realized it was the sky reflected on water. She dipped her hand in, and her body slowly submerged. She thought it was shallow, but it was deep. She looked down but couldn't see the bottom. What could be in those depths? The moment fear struck her, the image vanished, and she returned to reality.

Then, she heard a single phrase.

"Geom Mugeuk. Son of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Cult Leader's second brother."

Jin Haryong was dazed for a moment.

What? The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Cult Leader? Son?

She thought she must have misheard, but which part could she have misheard? The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? The Cult Leader? The son?

"I heard wrong. What was your sect again?"

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"I heard wrong again. Where?"

"The place you people call the Demonic Cult. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Jin Haryong's eyes widened as if waking from a daze. Just as one might wonder if her eyes were always so large, she drew her sword and stepped back. She aimed her sword at Geom Mugeuk. From behind the sharp blade, she spoke.

"I can take any other joke, but I won't tolerate jokes about the Demonic Cult!"

He saw clearly how the Murim Alliance prodigies perceived his Cult. To them, the Demonic Cult was a fundamental fear, a congregation of evil, and the very reason they learned martial arts. Her shock at hearing he was the son of the Heavenly Demon must have been immense.

Her sword trembled as she pointed it at him. She had never been so surprised and afraid. In contrast, Geom Mugeuk remained incredibly calm at her sword's tip. His qi was as clear as the sky and as deep as the sea from her vision.

A question suddenly occurred to her. "Does Grandfather know your identity too?"

"He does."

She couldn't understand. If this person was the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult, her grandfather would never have left her alone with him.

"He must at least believe that I'm not someone who would harm you. So, lower your sword now."

She slowly sheathed her sword. She had been too shocked, but hearing that her grandfather knew calmed her.

Geom Mugeuk explained the situation. "A mysterious faction called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society has appeared in murim. While tracking them, we found evidence they planned to recruit you at this Young Dragon Tournament. I revealed my identity to the Chairman, and we are now pursuing the mastermind together. The Chairman probably wouldn't have gotten involved personally if it weren't for his granddaughter. Especially not with the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult."

She understood immediately.

"The Chairman wanted to keep my identity a secret until the very end, but I told him not to."

"......"

"Because that would be disrespectful to you. I believe nothing will change even if you know who I am. A servant, or the Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon. There will be no difference."

"Why would there be no difference? The only thing those two have in common is being a man. They're worlds apart!"

"Is that so?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed. Jin Haryong made a dumbfounded expression, then eventually laughed with him. The line of his status as a servant was gone, replaced by a new one, that of a successor to the Demonic Cult. She could cross the first line with some effort, but the second was so high and dangerous that one misstep could start a war between the Orthodox and Demonic factions.

"If you're upset, let it go."

"I can't. How can I let it go after you scared me like this? I'll never let it go."

But despite her words, she wasn't upset. In fact, she felt a strange excitement knowing he was the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult.

"Then what did you mean back at West Lake when you told me to become the Chairman?"

"I meant it literally. Get stronger, gain more experience, and become the Chairman. I thought you'd do a good job."

"And the friend of that Murim Alliance Chairman is the Heavenly Demon?"

"That would be nice, but things are quite rough on my side. I don't know if I'll survive to see you again."

For some reason, it didn't sound like a joke. Jin Haryong found herself hoping he would survive. With that thought, she extended her hand.

"Now that I know your real identity. Let's shake hands formally."

Geom Mugeuk took her hand. Jin Haryong squeezed it tightly, then shook it playfully, perhaps feeling awkward.

"To think the day would come when I shake hands with the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult."

"The same goes for me. Now, let's go. We need to hurry too."

Geom Mugeuk turned his back, telling her to get on. She climbed onto his back again. The feeling was completely different from the first time.

"I'll have to brag to people later. I'm gonna tell the story of how I rode on the back of the Heavenly Demon in my younger days, ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh!"


Cheolgon was locked in a secret room. The Chairman had subdued Cheolgon personally, so no one else could release his sealed blood points. Sitting alone, Cheolgon tried to understand the situation. It wasn't a coincidence. The Chairman hadn't appeared there by chance. He wasn't bodyguarding his granddaughter either, or the Heavenly Dragon Protection Squad would have done it.

This meant the Chairman knew about the ambush. The only person who knew about it was Cho Sin.

Just then, someone entered the room.

"You are?"

Cheolgon recognized the person and was startled. It was Geom Mugeuk. He could tell just by his eyes. This was not the cowardly servant whose arm he had tried to cut off.

"Ah!"

Cheolgon lamented. He thought Geom Mugeuk was the Chairman's subordinate. The Chairman had moved personally to root out the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. That explained this incomprehensible situation.

Geom Mugeuk sat across from him. "I know you're a member of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Cheolgon said nothing.

"If you reveal who the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is, I'll spare your life."

Cheolgon remained silent. Geom Mugeuk felt the Heavenly Enlightenment Society's presence in Cheolgon's silent form, which was shrouded in a faint killing intent. Silent with a sinister killing intent. This was exactly their kind of organization.

"Right, you probably don't know who the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is even if you wanted to talk."

In any case, Cheolgon's usefulness ended when he showed Cho Sin that the Chairman had captured him.

Then, for the first time, Cheolgon spoke. "Release my blood points and let's fight like men."

Cheolgon's eyes blazed with killing intent.

SWISH! STAB!

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword in a flash and pierced Cheolgon's heart. The fight would have ended in a second anyway, but Geom Mugeuk didn't even give him that chance. The Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, was waiting outside.

Geom Mugeuk opened the door, stepped out, and spoke. "You must not give these people any chance."

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. He didn't care about Cheolgon's death. What shook Jin Paecheon's heart was this unrestrained young successor of the Demonic Cult.

"Now, let's apprehend Cho Sin."

"He might have gotten scared and gone into hiding."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "He will come looking for me on his own."


Geom Mugeuk's prediction was correct.

Geom Mugeuk was about to enter the inn when Cho Sin approached. Cho Sin, wearing a bamboo hat pulled low, grabbed his arm and dragged him into an alley.

"What is all this?"

"That's what I should be asking you. That man tried to cut off my arm. What on earth happened?"

"I was scheduled to appear before he cut off your arm, but the Chairman appeared before that. Why did the Chairman show up?"

"How would I know that?"

"You don't know?"

"Of course not. How would a mere servant like me know what the Murim Alliance Chairman is doing? Didn't the secret leak while Young Lord Cho was handling things?"

It was a believable statement. Yes, that's right. It's strange to ask this guy about the Chairman.

"So? What happened?"

"The man who tried to kill me was taken away by the Chairman, and Miss Jin and I returned."

Cho Sin stared at Geom Mugeuk, then said coldly, "You bastard, this is all your fault!"

"......"

He stabbed at Geom Mugeuk's neck with the throwing knife he had meant to give Jin Haryong, but Geom Mugeuk had already caught his wrist.

"That's right, it's my fault."

TAP! TAP!

Geom Mugeuk instantly sealed his blood points and mute point. Cho Sin's eyes widened in utter shock.

A short while later, Cho Sin was dragged into the same secret room where Cheolgon had died. Someone had removed the body, but the smell of blood still lingered. Cho Sin sat there with a fearful expression. He was confused. The servant was a greater master than him. That was shocking enough. He couldn't understand the situation.

The door opened and Geom Mugeuk entered.

Cho Sin asked with a frightened face, "Who are you?"

"Who I am doesn't matter. What's the difference if I'm the servant you tried to cripple over your pathetic pride, or if I'm from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society you secretly joined? What's important is the situation you're in right now."

Cho Sin knew instinctively. This person was not from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

He's one of the Chairman's men!

Cho Sin came to that conclusion.

"The man who ambushed Jin Haryong has confessed everything."

At those words, Cho Sin's heart sank. That Cheolgon, so terrifying and full of killing intent, confessed so easily? Not even a few hours have passed since he was captured.

"What exactly did he confess?"

"That you ordered him to kidnap Jin Haryong."

Cho Sin shouted, "This was your plan!"

"When did I ever?"

"What?"

Cho Sin's expression twisted.

"Do you know that attempting to harm the Chairman or his family is the most severe crime? If the crime is proven, it's execution by beheading, no questions asked."

The word "execution" filled Cho Sin with terror. He could see that the man before him had led him into a trap.

"What do you want from me?"

Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring at him, stood up. "You look tired. Get some sleep."

PSHK.

A single finger qi bullet sealed his sleep point. Cho Sin slumped forward and fell asleep.

Jin Paecheon waited outside the secret room, having listened to the entire conversation.

"What's the next plan?"

"We need to bait his father, Jo Yibaek. Chairman, please meet him. Tell him that Cho Sin was recruited by an organization called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society and has been arrested on suspicion of trying to kill Miss Jin under their orders."

Geom Mugeuk was truly relentless.

"Then Jo Yibaek will make a move. We will find out if he is the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, or just someone the Chairman recruited. If he was recruited and didn't know his son was too, he might feel betrayed and hand over their Chairman to you. Of course, you'll have to give him an opening, Chairman."

"What if he is the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

"Then I believe he would abandon even his own child."

Listening to Geom Mugeuk, the Murim Alliance Chairman once again had a thought.

If this man becomes the Heavenly Demon, the orthodox sects of murim will have a hard time.

With such drive and insight at his age, he would be impossible to handle when he got older. In that moment, Geom Mugeuk felt like a more difficult opponent than the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

Whether he knew Jin Paecheon's thoughts or not, Geom Mugeuk worried about the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"I have a favor to ask in advance."

"What is it?"

"When we identify the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, please leave the finishing touches to me. It's not just because it's my succession trial. Considering his meticulousness, he's the type to plot things even from prison if left alive. He will definitely become a future problem."

This was advice against handling it by the book, which might mean imprisoning the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society or his accomplices. It was not something Jin Paecheon could easily answer as the Murim Alliance Chairman, so he said nothing.

Geom Mugeuk seemed to understand and added quietly, "I will wipe them all out and disappear quietly."


Chapter 174: It Won't Work on Us

When Jo Yibaek reached the summit of the highest mountain near the Murim Alliance, he found the Murim Alliance Chairman standing at the edge of a cliff. The Chairman had his hands clasped behind his back.

"Chairman."

"Jo Chairman, you've arrived? Come over here."

Jo Yibaek stood beside the Murim Alliance Chairman. The view from so high up was excellent.

"The scenery is magnificent."

"That's why I come here often."

"We can enjoy this beauty all thanks to you, Chairman. The hordes of the Demonic Cult can't act out because you firmly support the jianghu, can they?"

"I'm grateful you say so."

The Murim Alliance Chairman had asked to meet here, so Jo Yibaek expected to discuss the marriage proposal. By suggesting a mountain summit instead of the Murim Alliance, Jo Yibaek assumed he wanted a frank conversation as parents, away from prying eyes.

"Jo Chairman."

"Yes, Chairman."

"How long have we known each other?"

"I believe it's been almost thirty years."

"They say time flows like water. To think it's already been that long."

The two men stood there for a moment, reflecting on the years that had passed.

"Is there a particular reason you called for me today?"

"I asked to see you about your son."

Just as I thought. Jo Yibaek's expression brightened, realizing he was summoned for the marriage proposal as expected. He had promised to support the Murim Alliance with a vast sum of money. Their lukewarm attitude had made him wonder if things were not going well.

It's too much money to refuse, isn't it, Chairman?

Jin Paecheon slowly turned his head to look at Jo Yibaek.

"Have you, by any chance, heard of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

The sharp question could have stopped a heart, but Jo Yibaek answered calmly.

"I've never heard of them."

He even asked calmly what kind of group it was.

"They claim to be one of the mysterious sects, and I understand they've been involved in many wicked deeds."

"The murim is full of all sorts of trash."

"Jo Chairman."

"Yes, Chairman."

"It seems your son is involved with that trash."

Though Jin Paecheon spoke cautiously, his gaze was sharp enough to pierce right through Jo Yibaek.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm saying that Jo Young Lord has been recruited by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Jo Yibaek was startled. His reaction was so natural it was impossible to tell if he was genuinely surprised or just pretending.

"Your son, Cho Sin, was recruited by the organization called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society and attempted to kidnap my granddaughter."

As his surprise grew, Jo Yibaek's voice rose.

"That's absurd. With the marriage talks underway, why would he do such a thing unless he's gone mad? There must be some misunderstanding."

"I wish that were the case, but we have clear evidence."

"What kind of evidence?"

"We have a confession from someone who received orders from Jo Young Lord."

"It could be a confession meant to frame my son."

Jin Paecheon remained silent with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at a distant, sheer rock mountain. The minds of the two men were now directed at each other, far sharper than that jagged peak.

"Chairman, please let me see my son. I'll meet with him and hear what happened."

"According to the Alliance's regulations, I can't do that."

"Considering our past relationship, you can't do this to me."

"You're right. Considering our past relationship, I can't do this."

Jin Paecheon's cold, stern gaze shot toward Jo Yibaek.

"I know that you are a member of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"!"

"Don't even think about denying it."

Jin Paecheon released his qi. A frosty, sharp aura assaulted Jo Yibaek. It crashed down upon him like a violent ocean storm, filled with the raw desire to kill.

Jo Yibaek gritted his teeth and resisted the pressure. His precarious body felt as if it could be pushed off the cliff at any moment.

The storm that seemed ready to tear him to shreds soon subsided slowly. Jo Yibaek found his footing on a small island in the vast sea.

"I don't want to end our long relationship this way. Only I and one of my subordinates know about this matter."

Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, Jin Paecheon was giving Jo Yibaek a way out.

He did not pressure Jo Yibaek by asking if he was a leader, simply calling him a member. By saying only he and one subordinate knew, he implied that the matter could be covered up if Jo Yibaek cooperated.

Jo Yibaek knelt before the Chairman.

"There were circumstances beyond my control."

"I understand. When you have many people to lead, you sometimes have to walk paths you don't wish to."

"I don't know what to say to your generosity, which is as vast as the sea. I am sorry, Chairman."

Tears streamed from his eyes. They flowed so freely that they seemed undeniably genuine.

Jin Paecheon's expression was simply bitter as he looked down at him. This was a man he had known for thirty years, yet he had chosen betrayal. Was it the other's fault? Or was it his own for making him feel he had no other choice?

"Just hand over the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Then all of this will be in the past."

He did not say it directly, but it was a promise to forgive him. Jo Yibaek took the offered lifeline and breathed.

"That man recruited even my son without my knowledge. That is something I can never forgive. I'll have a meeting with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman tomorrow, so please bring my son to that location."

"You said tomorrow?"

"The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is not far from here."

This meant the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was within a day's journey. It was truly surprising, like finding the darkest place under a candlestick.

"You've made a wise decision."

"Then I'll arrange the meeting and contact you. Thank you once again for your grace, Chairman."

Jo Yibaek bowed deeply and turned away.

With each step, his expression slowly hardened. It held neither warmth nor coldness. It was devoid of any emotion, making it impossible to guess his thoughts, but one thing was certain. He was a completely different person from the man who had knelt and shed tears.

A moment after Jo Yibaek disappeared, Geom Mugeuk appeared in his spot.

"Is it alright to let him go back without surveillance like that?"

"It will be fine."

Geom Mugeuk actually hoped that letting him go free would make him do everything in his power. That way, they could take care of everything at once.

"We should consider the possibility of his betrayal. Asking you to bring his son tomorrow is a proposal to exchange his son for the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Doesn't that mean he doesn't fully trust you, Chairman?"

"He suspects I might change my mind after capturing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?"

"It would be fortunate if that's all he suspects. He might even join hands with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and set a do-or-die trap. Right now, I'd say it's fifty-fifty. Please leave what comes next to me."

The situation was dangerous whether Jo Yibaek betrayed them or not. After all, their task was to capture the unknown Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"Are you really saying you'll handle it alone?"

"If they harbor any other intentions, it could be dangerous. It's not a matter for a person of your esteemed status to handle alone."

"And you won't be in danger?"

"Because it was my job from the beginning."

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment. He had a surprising thought. How wonderful would it be if Geom Mugeuk were a martial artist of the orthodox sects?

"Don't be too disheartened by his betrayal. That man was always a villain. He was just hiding himself while by your side, Chairman. Your side acted with good intentions, and his side with malice. That's all."

Geom Mugeuk was even consoling him. Jin Paecheon wanted to have a drink with this Geom Mugeuk.

"Will you have a drink with me?"

Geom Mugeuk had wanted to part on good terms with the Chairman. He saw no reason to refuse a drink with just the two of them.

"Let's drink here. I'll go buy some."

"I'll be waiting."

"Is there any particular liquor you prefer?"

"Bring something strong."

Geom Mugeuk vanished from the spot in an instant.

A moment later, Jin Paecheon was startled. Geom Mugeuk had returned with a bottle of liquor in his hand. No matter how exceptional his movement arts were, it was not enough time to have gone down the mountain and back.

"Did you have liquor buried on the mountain?"

"It's been a while since I've had a drink, so my craving made my steps a little faster."

When returning from West Lake before, Geom Mugeuk had not deliberately used his movement arts to catch up and hurt the Chairman's pride, but he had not intentionally come back slowly today either.

"I brought some good cups, too."

He poured Jin Paecheon a drink.

SHHHHH.

At that very moment, someone appeared. It was the martial artist who had always been concealed around Geom Mugeuk. It was the first time he had revealed himself.

"I will check the liquor."

He used a silver needle to check if the liquor was poisoned.

I thought he would be a sharp, angular person, but he was a man with a round, warm impression.

I could tell. This man was the one the Murim Alliance Chairman trusted the most. Just as Father has Hwi, the Chairman has this man.

This loyal subordinate had stayed near me all this time and knew I was not the type to poison liquor, yet when it came to the Chairman's safety, he did not allow even the slightest lapse in vigilance.

Only after confirming the liquor was not poisoned did he conceal himself again.

"You could have at least said hello before leaving."

When I expressed my disappointment, half-joking and half-serious, Jin Paecheon smiled faintly.

"He's always been an inflexible person, so I hope you'll understand."

"I know that well. The person I'm fondest of was once my bodyguard, too."

"Why is he not your bodyguard now?"

"I forced him away, telling him to stop following someone else's life and to live his own."

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's words, Jin Paecheon felt a strange emotion. Because his personality was nothing like a demon, he felt a sense of desire, but at the same time, a strange fear. It was a fear that began with the question, what if this man becomes the Heavenly Demon?

After filling each other's cups, the two men toasted and drank.

"Do you enjoy drinking?"

"I don't drink often, and you?"

"I also drink occasionally."

Drinking after such a long time reminded me of the Drunken Demon. I wonder if he's still drunk, swimming around in that lake?

In a sense, it was a precarious situation on the eve of a decisive battle, yet the drinking session with the Chairman was calm and peaceful.

This was likely because both men knew well that life-changing events are not things you can suddenly prepare for and overcome. You face them with the life you have lived until that point.

"Is your father well?"

The Murim Alliance Chairman asked about the Heavenly Demon.

"He is well."

"Seeing you makes me want to see the Demonic Cult Leader. It's been quite a while since I last saw him."

"I'll pass on the message when I return. Father will be pleased as well."

"I doubt that. Your father probably wants to kill me."

"And what about you, Chairman?"

"I felt the same way until now..."

After a brief pause, Jin Paecheon revealed his honest feelings.

"My mind changed after seeing you."

He thought that when the current Heavenly Demon dies, this Geom Mugeuk would become the next Heavenly Demon. For the sake of the orthodox murim, would now not be a better time? Surprisingly, he was having such thoughts about this young man.

"How is your relationship with your father?"

"It was awkward, but it's gotten much better recently."

"That's a relief."

"It got better while playing Go with him. Father learned Go from our Cult Head Strategist and beats me every time. On the other hand, the strategist I got doesn't know how to play Go."

"A strategist who can't play Go?"

"I knew it! The same reaction. I'll be sure to tell my strategist. That even the Murim Alliance Chairman had the same reaction!"

The Chairman laughed at Geom Mugeuk's banter.

"I also went hunting in the mountains with Father. We even had a drink at an inn. Do you know how the innkeeper reacted when Father came to the inn?"

Geom Mugeuk deliberately spoke of the times he spent with his father. He recounted them as cheerfully as possible, and Jin Paecheon listened to Geom Mugeuk's stories with a smile.

Geom Mugeuk knew the sadness hidden within the Murim Alliance Chairman's smile. He was a father who had lost his son. He could not dare to imagine what that felt like, but he could tell that he was thinking of his own son right now.

And as always, Geom Mugeuk was someone who believed that emotional wounds should not be buried.

"Do you think of your son often?"

For a moment, the Murim Alliance Chairman flinched. His expression changed from moment to moment. Anger and bewilderment, then sadness and longing. All sorts of emotions flickered across his face in a short time.

"Sometimes."

Jin Paecheon said no more and drank his liquor. Geom Mugeuk also asked no more and drank his.

Had he ever been asked this question after his son's death? Probably not. Who would dare to ask the Murim Alliance Chairman such a thing?

"Let's go together tomorrow."

"No, I'll go alone."

"I know you're a master without equal, but it's dangerous to go alone."

"If we mobilize the Murim Alliance's masters, there might be someone among them connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. If the secret gets out and the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman escapes, we'll probably never find him again."

"Then let's go, just the two of us."

Geom Mugeuk knew Jin Paecheon was being sincere. He was genuinely impressed. What kind of Murim Alliance Chairman in the world would suggest going to a place where he might face death, and with none other than the bloodline of the Demonic Cult Leader?

He felt that as long as Jin Paecheon was standing strong, the orthodox sects murim would also remain strong.

"Chairman, you have something else you must do."

"What is that?"

"You must prepare for the case that the True Dragon Manor Master betrays you. He's facing a crisis where everything he's built his entire life could be lost. You said you would forgive him, Chairman, but will he really believe that? If not, he'll use every means at his disposal."

"For example?"

"They tried to use Miss Jin through the marriage proposal, so we used Cho Sin. We used him a bit more aggressively than they did. So, how do you think they'll react?"

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened as a certain scenario came to his mind.

"While you and I are on the move, they might target Miss Jin. They'll think, 'You used my child, so you'll get a taste of your own medicine.' Since it's a life-or-death choice, they'll send an extraordinary master. You must be there, Chairman. Protect your family."

Seeing the worried look in Jin Paecheon's eyes, Geom Mugeuk raised his cup.

"For once, please trust the demonic path and leave it to me. No matter how vicious that evil is, it won't work on us."

Jin Paecheon drank with him.

They shared just one bottle in a short time, but it was better and more memorable than any drinking session he had ever had.

Putting down his last cup, Geom Mugeuk bowed politely.

"I will say my farewells today. Please take care of yourself until we meet again."


Chapter 175: I Have Good News and Bad News

I stared at my reflection in the bronze mirror and slowly took off my clothes, stripping down to my undergarments. My body was lean and smooth, honed by martial arts.

I unwound all the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. I carefully wrapped it around my vital points, including my heart, neck, and qi center. Then, I put on the Ghost Armor that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given me.

Seo Daeryong sat perched on the bed, silently watching me prepare for the decisive battle.

I couldn't miss a chance to joke at a time like this, so I tossed a jest at Seo Daeryong.

"No 'I'll go and fight with you'?"

"I will not. The greatest adventure of my life is already over. Winning the Young Dragon Tournament! I'm going to live the rest of my life milking that for all it's worth and boasting about it. There will be no more danger in my life."

I put on a light and comfortable martial arts uniform and told him, "Your mind will change once your realm gets higher! You'll throw yourself into life-and-death situations. You'll find exhilaration there and seek out even greater dangers."

"Don't make such strange prophecies!"

Seo Daeryong stuck his head out the window, looked up at the sky, and said, "I'm pretending I didn't hear that! Nope, not happening. My adventure is over. I already have enough stories to tell my grandchildren on my knee."

He reacted so earnestly that I couldn't help but tease him.

"Please be careful on your way."

"A mysterious organization is only dangerous when it's mysterious. Once it's exposed like this, it becomes rather insignificant. Don't worry."

"No matter what you say, I'm not following you."

"It's not working, huh."

I know. I know how worried Seo Daeryong is right now. I know how much he wants to fight alongside me. The fire burning in his eyes said it all. Wait for me. Until I become stronger.


The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and Jo Yibaek sat facing each other in the manor's pavilion.

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to you, I have been well."

Jo Yibaek had met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman several times. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman did not act like a man shrouded in mystery. He would visit if he needed something, and he would summon Jo Yibaek like this if he wanted to meet.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's martial arts skill was far superior to his own. However, the impression he gave, aside from his martial arts skill, was surprisingly 'ordinary'.

The word ordinary was not a fitting description for the leader of a shadow organization, but he was certainly ordinary. He had the kind of face and attire that made you think you might see him eating at the next table if you glanced over at an inn. His speech and actions were also ordinary.

Because a person who should not have been ordinary was ordinary, he felt extraordinary instead. He was the kind of person who could hide as a mastermind precisely because he was so ordinary.

"Why did you ask to see me today?"

"A problem has arisen."

"Please, speak."

"The Murim Alliance has found out that my son joined our society."

Jo Yibaek stared at the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and asked another question. "When did you have my son join?"

He should have been angry, but Jo Yibaek asked calmly.

"Your son joined as well?" the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman reacted as if he had no idea. "I was not aware."

His reaction was so natural that he seemed to genuinely not know, but Jo Yibaek did not believe him. He had recruited him, the True Dragon Manor Master, so how could he not know about recruiting his son, the heir? If the organization was that sloppy, it would be wise to leave as soon as possible.

Jo Yibaek did not bother to call out the obvious pretense. He had not met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman for an emotional argument. Today was the day he had to walk the most dangerous and important tightrope of his life.

"My son is currently locked in prison. I asked to see you, Chairman, to ask you to find a way."

"They couldn't have locked him in prison just for being associated with our society."

"He has been framed for falling into their trap and attempting to kidnap the Chairman's granddaughter."

"Goodness! That's just the sort of thing those shameless Murim Alliance bastards would do." The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman clicked his tongue and shook his head.

"Is there any way?"

"Don't you have a close relationship with the Murim Alliance Chairman, Chairman Jo?"

"Doesn't the Chairman adore his granddaughter? I don't think this matter can be resolved with just a personal connection."

"I understand. I will think about what to do."

"Thank you."

Just then, a gate opened in the distance. If Jo Yibaek had to pick the most nerve-wracking moment of his life, it would probably be this one. He had expected the Murim Alliance Chairman, but the person who entered was a young man.

The Chairman didn't come?

Since the Chairman had not come, he obviously had not brought his son either.

"......"

After wanting the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman so badly? What kind of trick is he trying to pull?

Of course, he himself was also planning a trick. It was a move prepared for the possibility that the Chairman might not release his son even after dealing with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, or that he might try to imprison him as well. He had prepared an expert to actually kidnap Jin Haryong.

However, he had not anticipated this scenario. The Chairman didn't come, and his son didn't come. How should he react?

Jo Yibaek's gaze turned to the young man walking toward them. The Chairman could send other experts instead of coming himself, but to send just one young expert like that?

Could it be? Is this young man an expert capable of facing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?

That couldn't be right. He must have come to deliver a message from the Chairman.

As Geom Mugeuk walked toward them, no one blocked his path. Neither the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman nor Jo Yibaek had given any orders.

When Geom Mugeuk joined the two at their table, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman asked Jo Yibaek, "Who is this master?"

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman had assumed that Geom Mugeuk, who had walked toward them so calmly and confidently, was naturally one of Jo Yibaek's subordinates.

Jo Yibaek then feigned ignorance and asked, "Wasn't he someone you brought, Chairman?"

Geom Mugeuk said calmly, "I am the one sent by the Murim Alliance Chairman."

For a moment, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman flinched in surprise. The air around them changed. Geom Mugeuk could feel those hidden nearby hastily shifting their positions.

Just as the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman gave a natural farewell and tried to stand up, Geom Mugeuk spoke. "Sit down, Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

"!"

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman stared intently at Geom Mugeuk before sitting back down. "So you came knowing I was here."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's gaze shifted to Jo Yibaek. Jo Yibaek gave a slight shake of his head, denying any knowledge of the matter.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman asked, "For what reason did the Chairman send you, Master?"

"Chairman Jo here made a deal. To trade his son for you, Chairman."

Jo Yibaek was flustered, not expecting him to say it so openly. On the other hand, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman did not get angry at Jo Yibaek, perhaps assuming it was to be expected.

Jo Yibaek vehemently denied it. "Don't believe him. It's a trick by the Chairman to drive a wedge between us."

Until he knew why the Chairman had sent this young man in his place, Jo Yibaek had to deny it stubbornly. Of course, it was not an easy choice with Geom Mugeuk present.

"Don't blame Chairman Jo too much. It must have been a difficult decision, being a matter concerning his child."

"I understand." The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman nodded.

Jo Yibaek denied it to the end. "Don't be fooled. Don't fall for their schemes."

Jo Yibaek could not help but misunderstand. He thought the Murim Alliance Chairman was trying to eliminate him through the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Because of that, Jo Yibaek was furious.

So this is how you're going to play it?

Jo Yibaek secretly sent a telepathy message to a subordinate in hiding.

[Tell them to proceed with Jin Haryong. Right now!]

"......"

He judged that he could only survive if he got his hands on Jin Haryong as quickly as possible. However, he did not know. The reason the Murim Alliance Chairman had not come here was that he had accepted Geom Mugeuk's advice to protect Jin Haryong.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, "I have good news and bad news for you. Which would you like to hear first?"

"I like to start things on a pleasant note, so let's hear the good news first."

"I came alone."

"You really came alone?" The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was startled. He had thought that experts from the Murim Alliance would be positioned outside.

"Then what's the bad news?"

"I came alone."

When Geom Mugeuk repeated what he had said before, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman looked puzzled. "Why is that bad news? Didn't you just say it was good news?"

"It's also bad news. Because there's no one here to stop me."

He spoke with an arrogance that went beyond mere self-confidence, but the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman actually looked pleased. "It's not easy to find such spirited young people these days. Isn't that right, Chairman Jo?"

"That's right. Not just the rising generation, but even experienced veterans are all busy looking out for themselves."

Even as he agreed, a doubt arose in his mind.

Is he really an expert capable of killing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? Is that why he's saying such things? Should I side with the Murim Alliance Chairman even now? With the credit from handing over the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, I feel like I could somehow manage the aftermath.

As if reading his conflict, Geom Mugeuk said to Jo Yibaek, "Chairman Jo, I think it's time you made it clear which side you're on."

Jo Yibaek was truly conflicted. However, no matter how he thought about it, he could not believe this young man could kill the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. It might be a different story if the Murim Alliance Chairman were here, but the person close by right now was the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"What are you talking about? I have never betrayed the Chairman, not for a single moment."

"May I take that as your official position?" The words carried the implication that he could not complain even if he were to be beheaded.

Jo Yibaek was engulfed in conflict. He could not predict why the Murim Alliance Chairman was acting this way, so the decision was not easy.

Just then, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman smiled and said, "I will resolve our Chairman Jo's dilemma for him."

The moment his words fell, figures began to reveal themselves from all directions. The very first person was enough to sway Jo Yibaek's heart.

The woman with a short, straight dao at her waist was the Demon Slaying Blade Gu Ryong. She was a supreme master who was once called one of the three great dao masters of the orthodox sects. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and the Demon Slaying Blade. Those two alone would have been enough to tip the scales, but there were others as well.

A monk appeared, holding a large iron staff and wearing monastic robes. He was the Tyrannical Monk Yorai, who had been active as an absolute master in the western regions.

It was hard to think of anyone who could stand against just these two, but finally, a hunchbacked old man with a peculiar appearance also emerged. The worn-out green pouch hanging from his waist revealed his identity. He was the Great Poison Elder Gok Chu, who had established his own school with poison. He was known to be so skilled with poison that it was said not a single blade of grass could survive where he walked, turning the land forever barren, so everyone who knew of him feared him.

However, it was not those three masters who truly changed the atmosphere of the place. Masked figures revealed themselves from all directions. As if ants were pouring out of an anthill, countless masked figures appeared from unknown locations.

They filled the surroundings. From below the walls to on top of them, in the courtyard and on the roofs. Their numbers seemed to be at least a hundred. They were not just there to fill the numbers. The eyes above their masks and their auras were fierce and sharp.

Jo Yibaek realized for the first time that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman traveled with such incredible experts.

This is truly incredible. Even if one wanted to capture the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, it would be absolutely impossible.

Any further hesitation was meaningless.

When Jo Yibaek gave a signal, four people appeared. They wore martial arts uniforms, each embroidered with a pattern of a plum blossom, orchid, chrysanthemum, and bamboo. They were Jo Yibaek's limbs, the Four Gentlemen.

"We will take care of that young brat." If he wanted to be forgiven for this incident, he had to earn it properly. His own people had to step up and eliminate the man.

Jo Yibaek spoke frankly to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. "As one man to another, how about we forget our past transgressions? This all started because you brought my son in without my knowledge, didn't it? Let's just forget about it."

"Excellent. As they say, the ground hardens after the rain." The two men looked at each other and laughed.

Then, Geom Mugeuk said, "After he kills me, he'll kill you. He's not likely to let a traitor live."

"You brat! Stop trying to sow discord." Once Jo Yibaek made up his mind, he did not look back. "You will never leave this place alive. Not even your Chairman would survive this."

"Honestly, I was worried. That you might take my side."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I had already decided to kill you too. If you took my side, wouldn't I feel sorry when I killed you?"

"You can still say such things in this situation? You truly are an arrogant bastard." Jo Yibaek gave an order to the Four Gentlemen. "Kill him."

The Four Gentlemen stepped into the open space. Geom Mugeuk also walked slowly and stood facing them.

They were surrounded without a single gap by over a hundred masked experts, and watched by absolute masters like the Demon Slaying Blade, the Tyrannical Monk, and the Great Poison Elder, as well as the True Dragon Manor Master and the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman within that massive group and said calmly, "For the crime of impersonating the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to plunder the lives and wealth of jianghu martial artists, and for plotting to overthrow the Murim Alliance through marriage with the Chairman's granddaughter, I hereby sentence the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, the True Dragon Manor Master, and all others present to summary execution on this spot."

A moment of silence fell.

However, someone soon couldn't hold it in and burst out laughing, and that started a wave of sneers that spread through everyone. No one present was tense or afraid. Sure, he was probably an expert. He must be confident in his skills to say something like that.

However, their own forces were strong enough that it wouldn't be strange for them to invade the Murim Alliance right now. That was why everyone was simply enjoying the arrogance of a greenhorn who couldn't tell heaven from earth.

Just as the murmurs and sneers grew louder, as if to silence everyone.

WUUUUUUUUUUU!

Like a deep cry from the abyss, the Black Demon Sword began to wail on its own.


Chapter 176: The Person I Want to See Most

Have you ever seen a sword cry on its own?

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's eyes widened at the sight. Jo Yibaek had also never seen a sword cry by itself.

In truth, the most surprised person was Geom Mugeuk.

It was the first time the Black Demon Sword had cried since he received it. A famed sword like the Heavenly Demon Sword or the Black Demon Sword would only cry on its own when it achieved perfect communion with its master.

Yes, I'll make them unable to laugh at us.

When Geom Mugeuk gripped the sword's hilt, the Black Demon Sword finally stopped crying.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman looked at Jo Yibaek. In that moment, the two men thought the same thing.

Jo Yibaek spoke to the Four Gentlemen.

"Don't underestimate your opponent. You must fight with caution."

The Four Gentlemen tensed inwardly, as it was also their first time seeing a sword cry on its own.

Geom Mugeuk interrogated them.

"Setting those men aside, aren't you martial artists of the orthodox sects? Is it right for you to try and kill someone who has come under the orders of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

However, not one of the Four Gentlemen felt a pang of conscience. There was not even a hint of hesitation or reluctance. This meant that until now, they had carried out all of the True Dragon Manor Master's orders without distinguishing between right and wrong.

Geom Mugeuk said to them, "That is an alias that doesn't suit you."

The moment he finished speaking, the Black Demon Sword flashed out like lightning.

"......"

A streak of sword light scattered, and the bamboo was sliced in two.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike. The attack was faster than before, and Bamboo of the Four Gentlemen could never block it. His body was already being cut apart in a flash, so how could he possibly defend?

Seeing Bamboo collapse beside him spraying blood, Plum launched himself forward.

SHWAAAAK! THWACK!

Plum saw his own lower body still in place while his severed upper body flew forward. The Soaring Sky Sword Art First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike, had cut him in two.

Orchid and Chrysanthemum rushed in from both sides at the same time. The instant deaths of two comrades made their movements less agile than usual.

The Black Demon Sword created twelve variations in the air.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike.

The noble Orchid was uprooted at the sixth variation. The pure white Chrysanthemum's petals were torn away at the ninth.

Such was the power of the Soaring Sky Sword Art after reaching the Twelfth Star mastery.

Geom Mugeuk could clearly feel it. The Soaring Sky Sword Art, having reached the Twelfth Star, was maturing even more. Achieving the Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution and mastering the Four Strides of the Wind God also affected the Soaring Sky Sword Art, causing it to rise to a new level.

WOOOOOOONG!

Having cut down the Four Gentlemen, the Black Demon Sword cried again.

When facing multiple opponents, seizing the initiative is most important. You must plant fear in the hearts of those who attack relying only on their numbers. The fear that even with superior numbers, they could still die.

Now, only silence hung in the air. No one was laughing anymore.

Geom Mugeuk gave his opponents no chance to compose themselves.

Before the order to kill him could be given, Geom Mugeuk moved first.

In a flash, he cut down the masked man on his left.

After piercing the man's heart, he spun and swung his sword. The two masked men behind him simultaneously had their throats slit, spewing fountains of blood.

He leaped up and shattered the face of a masked man rushing from the side with his knee, then stabbed the masked men behind him in succession.

PUK. With the sound of tearing flesh, Geom Mugeuk had already cut down a masked man standing awkwardly on the opposite side. Considering his own skill, he should never have been defeated so easily, but in a flash, his neck was sliced and his vision went dark.

The masked men who leaped from the roof to launch a surprise attack were instead stabbed in mid-air. They scattered like falling autumn leaves.

Geom Mugeuk was just too fast.

In an instant, a dozen men became corpses. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman belatedly shouted.

"Use a joint attack! A joint attack!"

By the time he finished speaking, four more were dead.

Geom Mugeuk was a tiger that had leaped into a flock of sheep. Of course, the sheep were no ordinary sheep. They charged like madmen, swinging their swords. Even as they were mowed down, their swords struck Geom Mugeuk's body.

However, he allowed no direct hits, so the glancing blows could not penetrate the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and the Ghost Armor.

"He's faster than the Chairman was in his prime."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman said nothing to Jo Yibaek's words. In the time it took for him to speak, three more had fallen.

"As long as he's human, he'll get tired."

That was the only thing they could count on. As long as he was human, his inner arts would have a limit.

A dozen men charged, but Geom Mugeuk rushed forward instead. He ran, but it did not look like running. It was like gliding on ice. CHWAAAAAK.

In his wake, masked men fell to the left and right.

From all directions, hidden weapons rained down.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Geom Mugeuk's sword scattered light, embroidering the empty air and deflecting all the incoming hidden weapons. A few lodged in Geom Mugeuk's body, but his movements did not slow at all.

Geom Mugeuk shot upwards. The masked men who had thrown hidden weapons from the roof fell one after another as corpses.

They died if they charged, and they died if they turned their backs to flee. They died if they attacked alone, and they died if they used a joint attack. Even when they succeeded in stabbing him, Geom Mugeuk did not fall. When Geom Mugeuk had no choice but to allow an attack, he would offer up a spot protected by the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and the Ghost Armor.

KWAK.

The corpse of a masked man flew through the air and shattered the table where the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and Jo Yibaek sat.

"One can't fight like that just by being strong in martial arts. That man... he's someone who has killed countless people."

Watching Geom Mugeuk fight, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman could tell. His opponent had a vast amount of combat experience. One could not fight like that without having crossed a river of blood. His opponent was a man who knew how to kill in the fastest and most efficient way.

"How can he be like that at such a young age?"

"Isn't this why we jumped into this murim? Because it's this much fun."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was not afraid. It was unclear if this was because he had something to rely on, or because he had resolved himself to die.

When more than half of the masked men were dead, the survivors lost their will to fight. From then on, their role was reduced from killing Geom Mugeuk to simply draining his strength.

And so, the last masked man fell.

"Hah, hah, hah!"

Only the sound of Geom Mugeuk's ragged breathing echoed in the area.

Of the three masters, the Demon Slaying Blade, the Tyrannical Monk, and the Great Poison Elder, the Tyrannical Monk Yorai moved first.

He charged, swinging his iron staff. He gave Geom Mugeuk no time to rest.

KAAAANG! KAANG! KANG!

The iron staff and the sword clashed repeatedly. Yorai pressed him with immense power.

Geom Mugeuk was pushed back, overpowered in strength.

Believing he had seized the advantage, Yorai infused his iron staff with qi. Confident in his inner arts, he tried to induce a battle of inner arts. He was confident in his own power, and his opponent was exhausted.

Yorai pushed forward with his inner arts. He believed he would surely win, but he was overlooking one fact. The reason Geom Mugeuk was so exhausted was precisely because he had fought while conserving his inner arts as much as possible.

No matter how vast Yorai's inner arts were, they could not compare to Geom Mugeuk's.

As the tide of Geom Mugeuk's power surged forward, Yorai's arm, which held the iron staff, trembled violently.

Just then, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, who had been watching, gave an order.

"The Great Poison Elder!"

As soon as he spoke, something flew from the Great Poison Elder's hand. Because they were locked in a confrontation of qi, neither Geom Mugeuk nor Yorai could avoid it.

POOF!

A cloud of black poison smoke billowed up, swallowing the two men.

"It's done!"

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman shot up from his seat.

Getting up as well, Jo Yibaek asked, "What kind of poison is it?"

"It's the most potent of the Great Poison Elder's poisons, the Extreme Yin Certain Death Poison! This is the end for him!"

"Ah!"

At the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's conviction, Jo Yibaek was finally relieved. He had been desperately regretting that he might have made the wrong choice.

Someone staggered out of the black smoke. Poisoned in that short time, he bled from every orifice. He uttered some unintelligible words and then collapsed.

When the rising poisonous smoke settled, everyone was horrified.

Geom Mugeuk stood there, unharmed.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and Jo Yibaek shouted at the same time.

"Myriad Poison Immunity?"

"Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution!"

Though he was an enemy, they felt a sense of wonder. It was the first time they had seen the legendary Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution in person.

Enduring the poison was not the issue.

CHWARARARARARARARAK!

Things now floated in front of Geom Mugeuk's chest.

Sword-shaped sword qi he had already created were floating in the poisonous smoke. Their number had increased again, and now a full twenty of them hovered there.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Twenty streams of sword qi flew like rays of light and pierced the Great Poison Elder. He swung his palms, trying desperately to block them, but he could not stop the twenty streams of sword qi flying toward his entire body.

PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK!

A downpour of sword qi pierced through him.

As the Great Poison Elder fell, the Demon Slaying Blade was already swinging down at Geom Mugeuk's face.

Geom Mugeuk's sword was embedded in the wall behind the Great Poison Elder from launching the Ominous Sky Strike. The Demon Slaying Blade thought that if he missed this moment, he would be the one to die.

Geom Mugeuk narrowly dodged the attack. In the very instant their faces brushed past each other, mere inches apart!

"......"

Geom Mugeuk exhaled the smoke he had been holding in his mouth.

"Uwaaaaaaaak!"

He had held the poisonous smoke in his mouth and spat it at the Demon Slaying Blade. One mouthful was enough.

The Demon Slaying Blade clutched his face, screaming horribly as he rolled on the floor. Then he too died, bleeding from all seven orifices.

Now, only Geom Mugeuk, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, and Jo Yibaek were left.

Looking at the corpses scattered everywhere, Jo Yibaek felt like this was all a dream. However, he realized that if he did not wake up from this nightmare soon, he too would die in this dream.

Jo Yibaek shouted.

"Don't forget! I'm on your side, Chairman! I was the one who told you that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was coming here...."

HWARARARARAK!

"......"

Half of Jo Yibaek's face was blown away, the remaining part charred to ash as if burned. A powerful, hot yang qi had been unleashed.

Withdrawing the hand that had unleashed the palm technique, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman picked up the wine cup in front of him and slowly drank.

"It's just my nature to feel satisfied only after I've done what I need to do."

It meant he had intended to kill him anyway.

When Geom Mugeuk extended his hand, the Black Demon Sword, which was embedded in the wall, returned to his grasp.

"I don't know if you think you're so great, but in my eyes, you're pathetic. If you want to live quietly, then live quietly. If you want to be a hero, then step forward with dignity. What in the world are you? Scheming from the shadows, sowing discord from behind, manipulating people without their knowledge. Recruiting a father and son separately without either knowing. Do you think that's cool? No, it's just cowardly and despicable."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman laughed bitterly.

"What can I do? That's who I am. I find it so fun and happy when I'm plotting things from behind the scenes."

He should have kept doing that. However, as his influence and power grew, he naturally became careless. Something like today? It was unimaginable back when he had only two, or even ten, people protecting him. He used to hide, and hide again. Now that a hundred people were protecting him, he had acted arrogantly, as if he were invincible.

"I suppose I'll have to return to my roots and start over."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's body began to heat up intensely. At least his martial arts were not pathetic.

In an instant, the surrounding air became scorching hot.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was a user of martial arts of the extreme yang, even among the extreme yang.

Dangerous.

The Black Demon Sword, having read its master's mind, cried out longly once more.

His head grew dizzy and he felt suffocated. It was not an illusion but pure martial arts, so he could not counter it differently. He endured by raising his protective enhanced qi. It was the first time in his life he had felt such heat. It felt as if he had been thrown into lava.

Just as the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was about to unleash a palm technique of extreme yang, filled with flames!

The surroundings changed, and the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was startled.

HWIIIIIIING.

The surroundings had suddenly changed. He was standing on a snowy mountain where a blizzard raged.

The cold blizzard blowing against his face was real. Even the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, who had been through all sorts of hardships, was shocked by this situation.

"What is this...."

Far ahead, Geom Mugeuk picked up snow from the ground and rubbed it on his face.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman also touched the snow piled on the ground. It was real snow.

HWIIIIIIING. In the fierce blizzard and cold, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's extreme yang qi, which had been blazing like a flame, subsided. As the heat died down, his killing intent and fighting spirit also vanished.

The two men returned to their original location.

In the middle of the manor littered with corpses, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman asked, "What martial art is that?"

"The Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

The moment he heard the answer, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was no longer there.

His final move was a concealment technique, a last, hidden trump card that allowed him to disappear from sight and escape the area.

His belief that he could survive any situation had now become the fate of prey caught in a spider's web.

PUUUUK!

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman opened his eyes and looked down at his chest.

Geom Mugeuk's sword, having found him through his concealment, had pierced his heart.

Qi emanated from Geom Mugeuk's body like a spider's web. It was the same qi emission he had learned from the Heavenly Demon while hunting, but now it spread out as densely as a spider's web, just as his father had done. There was no gap for the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's concealment technique to slip through.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman said, as if he had no regrets, "...With that martial art, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, and being immune to poison and concealment techniques. Then I suppose I have to die."

Truly, in today's fight, Geom Mugeuk had used everything he had learned up to this point.

Before breathing his last, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman left his final words.

"I... have met someone like you before."

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk was startled.

"Where? Where!"

However, with those as his final words, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman had already passed away.

It's Hwa Mugi! This Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman must have met Hwa Mugi.

Of course, it could have been someone else, but Geom Mugeuk thought the person the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman mentioned was Hwa Mugi.

Hwa Mugi was alive somewhere. Growing strong, just like him, and walking toward their shared destiny.

Geom Mugeuk was no longer afraid of him. Because he too was living his life to the fullest.

Right, Hwa Mugi is Hwa Mugi. Now is the time to savor the joy of victory.

He had finally and safely completed the succession trial given to him by his father. It was especially significant that he had finished it alone, without the help of the Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk left the manor. After he departed, the Murim Alliance Chairman would take care of the rest. He had already said his goodbyes to Jin Paecheon and Jin Haryong, so he could just leave.


Outside the manor, Seo Daeryong waited, sitting in the driver's seat of a carriage.

"This is a carriage driven by the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament. You should feel honored."

Contrary to his words, Seo Daeryong's eyes trembled.

Thank you for returning safely.

That fervent emotion filled his face.

"I've bought a new martial arts uniform and put it inside, so please change."

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk climbed into the carriage.

"Let's go. Home."

"Who do you want to see the most?"

Geom Mugeuk leaned back in the carriage and closed his eyes.

"The person I want to see the most is...."

The only one to hear the barely audible answer was the wind that brushed past Geom Mugeuk's hair.

"Who did you say?"

When Seo Daeryong looked back, Geom Mugeuk, who had poured all his mental and physical energy into the fight, had fallen asleep. The new martial arts uniform he had prepared was draped over his lap, not yet changed into.

You've truly worked hard, Director.

And so, the carriage began its journey toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.


Chapter 177: I Have Returned After Completing My Mission

When I woke up, Seo Daeryong was tending a campfire next to the parked carriage.

"You're awake?" he asked.

"How long was I asleep?"

"You slept plenty. No, how can a martial artist sleep so soundly that they wouldn't notice someone carrying them off?"

"I was on guard even in my sleep."

"While snoring like that?"

I really had slept soundly without waking up once.

Of course, Seo Daeryong wouldn't know. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art would wake me if I sensed real danger.

"You must be hungry, right? Have some of this."

Seo Daeryong brought out food he had bought at an inn before we left. He had meticulously chosen the dishes I enjoyed.

"After this meal, we'll have to hunt for our food."

Eating my favorite foods after a big fight felt really good. It might seem like a small thing, but people are often moved by these little gestures.

Thanks, Daeryong.

After I ate my fill and drank some cool water, the words escaped me. "Ah, now I feel alive."

As I sat warming myself by the campfire, Seo Daeryong handed me some wound ointment.

"Then you should treat your wounds now."

I took off my blood-soaked clothes and the Ghost Armor. I then unwrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and re-wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. The silk was gradually turning red as it absorbed the blood. I thought about washing it but decided against it. The blood-stained cloth gave the hilt of the Black Demon Sword a certain charm.

I applied the ointment to my injuries. I had avoided fatal wounds, but my body was a mess of cuts, scrapes, and dark bruises.

"You're still young and promising. What are you going to do with so many scars? The women will all run away if they see you."

"I'll just get a Body Reformation later and start fresh."

"I was about to say, do you think such a miraculous encounter comes easily? But for you, Director, I'm not so sure."

After applying all the medicine, I changed into the new martial arts uniform Seo Daeryong had bought.

"It's a perfect fit. I like it."

"You've worked hard," Seo Daeryong said.

"Our first mission was a success."

"Our last mission was a success."

There's a certain point with some people that just makes you feel good. For example, when Father sits on the grand chair and looks down at me with a displeased expression, or when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon thrusts that huge Heaven Destroying Dao into the ground and leans against it.

With Seo Daeryong, it's when we're making these kinds of silly jokes.

"Seriously, while waiting in the carriage, I must have debated whether to go in at least ten times."

"If you had, I would've had a hard time rescuing another hostage."

"Then you would have grown even more. Maybe I should have gone in?"

Seo Daeryong laughed as he said that. I laughed with him.

After our banter, Seo Daeryong spoke about what he felt during the mission.

"I keep dreaming of the duel. I can sometimes hear the cheers from atop the duel stage. I miss that moment. Seeing that, I think I want to be a martial artist who gets attention, rather than some hidden master."

"You have to walk that path anyway."

"Pardon?"

"Because you're going to become the Demon Supreme."

Since the Blood Heaven Blade Demon passed on his martial arts, Seo Daeryong's path as the successor was currently set.

At my words, Seo Daeryong's expression turned serious.

"Director. Do you think I can become the Demon Supreme? Can I really handle a position like that?"

"Does your Master look like someone who would easily give up his position?"

"No, he doesn't."

"Then what are you worried about? If you don't believe in yourself, believe in your Master's judgment."

"Still... I can't believe it. Me, the Demon Supreme."

True. A mere Sanzu River Hall investigator was becoming the Demon Supreme. It would be strange if it felt real so easily.

"I... I will truly work myself to death," Seo Daeryong declared.

I calmly replied to the fired-up Seo Daeryong.

"Of course you have to work hard, but keep this in mind. They say when you climb uphill, you can only see the summit, but when you walk downhill, you can see the world. Look back once in a while as you climb."

Seo Daeryong looked at me and gave a strange smile.

"You're a good ten years younger than me, yet you say such things so well."

When I lay down by the campfire, Seo Daeryong also lay down on the opposite side.

Lying by the fire and looking up at the stars felt so good.

"I should go traveling like this someday."

"Please be sure to take me with you," Seo Daeryong said.

"You need to be out there getting applause and attention."

"I can just go after I've gotten all the attention."

"No way. I'm going to take Lee Ahn with me."

Seo Daeryong pouted. You punk, if it were that easy, do you think Father would be cooped up in the Heavenly Demon Hall?

That night, I slept soundly again. The tension and fatigue that had built up for a long time were melting away.


The carriage journey continued until my body recovered.

As soon as I recovered, I sold the carriage and ran back using the Swift Step, carrying Seo Daeryong on my back.

At first, Seo Daeryong complained he was going to die. Later, he adapted perfectly and even made jokes while being carried. It was a moment that made me realize anew the adaptability of humans.

We ran and ran until we arrived at our Cult.

The first place I headed was the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Far beyond the red carpet, Father sat on the grand chair. Seeing Father, who unchangingly protected his position, made me feel especially grateful today.

The moment our eyes met, I felt a surge of emotion. Worried I might show too much, I quickly bowed.

"I have executed the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and returned after completing my mission."

"You've worked hard. You may rise."

As I rose, Head Strategist Sama Myeong, who stood beside him, offered his greetings.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"I heard that dealing with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society this time was not easy."

Because I had sent messenger pigeons to report the news, Father and Sama Myeong knew about the process and the outcome.

Of course, I couldn't include this kind of whining in the reports.

"Don't even mention it. I don't know how many times I almost died. This was too difficult a test. No, it was an impossible mission!"

"I admit it. It was my mistake. I was unaware that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had grown to such a size."

Sama Myeong readily admitted his fault. After all, the All-Knowing Hall, led by Sama Myeong, had assigned the mission.

Just then, Father, who had been watching, spoke up unexpectedly.

"So you tried to kill my son."

Sama Myeong and I looked at Father in surprise. We were both surprised that Father would make such a joke, but I was surprised for a different reason.

My son.

It was the first time I had heard those words from Father. I might have heard them when I was very young and don't remember, but this was the first time in my memory.

I should have responded with a joke, but my mind went blank.

Sama Myeong smiled and said to me, "How about it? With this, can you find it in you to forgive me?"

He knew. He knew I had heard the words 'my son' for the first time and that I was moved by it.

"Send me again. Where is it this time? The Cheonhahoe? The Cheonjihoe?"

Sama Myeong laughed at my words.

I felt good. It was just one phrase, but it was a moment I would never forget.

Calming my trembling heart, I asked Sama Myeong, "What happened with my brother?"

"First Young Lord has already successfully completed his assigned task and returned safely."

Just like before my regression, my brother finished his task safely. The changed fate is on my side. A shadowy organization called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society has disappeared from the murim, and I have passed the test.

"So we both passed the test."

"That is correct."

"My test was much more difficult, so shouldn't you consider it my victory? Please make me the successor!" I demanded confidently.

"That is a perfectly reasonable demand, but wouldn't it be unfair from the First Young Lord's perspective? We must also consider the possibility that the First Young Lord would have chosen the more difficult path."

As you both probably expect, my brother would never have been able to solve it. He probably would have lost his life if he had gotten deeply involved. In that respect, it's fortunate that I chose this one.

I couldn't bring myself to say such a thing.

"Then isn't that too unfair to me?"

"Therefore, it seems we must give you a reward, separate from the results of this test."

It seemed he had already discussed this with Father.

"Is there anything you desire?"

Without hesitation, I looked at Father on the grand chair and spoke.

"As a reward, let's go hunting together one more time."

Father wore a surprised expression.

"Every time you receive a reward, you ask to go hunting with me."

After all, the wish I requested when I won the duel after my first regression was also to go hunting.

"We have to catch the tiger we couldn't get last time."

"Fine. Let's go."

Father readily accepted my proposal.

"We depart tomorrow morning."


After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I first visited Lee Ahn's training ground.

I expected her to be sweating while practicing her martial arts, but unexpectedly, Lee Ahn was reading a book.

The sight of her, so beautiful it was startling every time I saw her, exuded a different kind of charm while reading. It was a sight that would make every scholar in the world fall in love.

The thought occurred to me again. I really have to show Lee Ahn to Jin Haryong at least once.

Wondering if it was a martial arts manual, I used the Divine Eye Technique to get a closer look. It was unexpectedly a collection of poetry and paintings.

"Are you quitting being a martial artist to become a poet?" I asked as I entered the training ground.

Lee Ahn glanced up before looking back at her book. "You're here?"

She acted as if she had seen me just yesterday. No, even if she had, she would have greeted me more warmly than this. I immediately sensed she was playing a prank.

Pretending not to notice, I sat down next to her.

"Congratulations."

"Congratulations for what?"

"I heard there's an occasion for noodles?"

Only then did I understand. Our loose-lipped Seo Daeryong must have told her everything about Jin Haryong.

"Your fated love is the Murim Alliance Chairman's daughter, I hear?"

"Not love, a meeting. Not his daughter, his granddaughter."

"They say she's the number one beauty of Hubei, so she must be incredibly pretty."

"Not prettier than you."

"What about her personality? Is it good?"

"It's decent enough. She wasn't raised without manners."

"A perfect match. I'm truly happy for you."

"Are you done being jealous?"

"I told you, it's not jealousy, it's congratulations."

"Then you should say it while looking at me."

"I don't want to."

Lee Ahn looked so cute being jealous.

"I told her. That when I returned, someone much prettier than her would be waiting."

I could see a smile forming on the lips of Lee Ahn, who had her head lowered.

"So what did she say?"

"She didn't believe me. So I plan to show her someday. I'm leaving."

As I stood up to walk away, Lee Ahn shot to her feet.

"Where do you think you're going! After making a person wait like this."

Lee Ahn sprang up and ran to me. She threw her arms around me in a tight hug.

I could feel her tears falling on my shoulder. I could tell how much she had worried about me while waiting.

"Just a moment."

I stood there for a moment, holding her. Feeling her warmth, my heart grew calm. It felt as if all my complicated thoughts were disappearing. How fortunate am I to have at least one person like this in my life?

A moment later, she pulled away. Lee Ahn's cheeks were flushed, perhaps thinking she had been too bold. She quickly changed the subject.

"This collection of poetry and paintings... the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lent it to me."

"The Elder? Why?"

"I went to see him. There was a rumor that the Demon Supreme were involved in your mission, Young Master. I asked the Blade Demon if you were alright."

I could imagine how much she must have hesitated before going to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in person.

"What would you have done if he said I wasn't alright?"

"Then I would have gone to find you, Young Master. I would have gone no matter what. The thought that you might die because I didn't go would have made it impossible for me to eat or sleep. I would have had to go, for my own sake."

"Such a worrywart. If you had come, I would have left you at the Murim Alliance."

"Then I could have lived without any worries, maybe running a soup restaurant near the Murim Alliance."

"If you ran a soup restaurant, not a single day would pass peacefully."

She giggled. Her always-bright personality was the same now as it was when she was overweight. The fact that she was unshaken by any external factors or changes was her greatest charm and strength.

"Back then, Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me not to worry about useless things and lent me a book to read. The book he lent me was about human life and death. I mean, how can you tell someone not to worry while lending them a book about life and death! Anyway, I've been borrowing and reading them one by one since then, but there's something strange, you know? I feel like my martial arts training is going better after reading these books."

"It's because your martial arts have finally connected with your life."

"My life and my martial arts are connected?"

"At first, martial arts improve through talent and effort. Then, when you reach a certain level, your martial arts begin to reflect your life. You know how people often hit a wall in their martial arts and can't get past it?"

"That's the case for most people."

"The reason is that they can't change their lives. The person has to change for their perspective on martial arts to change, but if the person stays the same, they can't overcome the wall blocking their way."

"Ah!"

It seemed Lee Ahn had found some kind of answer. The question of why reading poetry and books about life and death helped her martial arts was finally resolved.

"Let's talk more later. Right now, I have to go meet the master of life and death."

As I was about to turn away, Lee Ahn spoke spiritedly.

"Young Master, I'm so happy you've returned safely."

"It's good to see you."

With that, I left Lee Ahn's residence and headed for the Southern Blade Sect, where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon resided.


Chapter 178: Who Is Third?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was training. He had started long before my recent test, so he had been absorbed in his practice for some time without a break.

"Are you really preparing for war?"

He answered without turning his head.

"When you get old, every day is a war."

"I'm back."

This time, I ran up and threw my arms around the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What is this disgusting act?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon demanded, startled as he forcibly pushed me away.

Honestly, I want to hug Father like this, but I'm too afraid to try. I fear I'd get beaten with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"I missed you, Elder."

"You're acting like someone I haven't seen in ten years."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thrust the Heaven Destroying Dao into the ground. He then leaned against the blade. The sword looked like his friend in moments like these, which was a truly pleasant sight.

"What about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?"

"He's dead."

"There must have been many people around him."

"I got a lot of blood on my hands this time."

Perhaps sensing the bitterness in my answer, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon went inside. He brought out some alcohol and poured me a drink.

"What can you do? Such is your fate. Drink up and shake it off."

I drained the drink he gave me in one go. It felt as if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was washing the blood from my hands. It was a drink and a comfort from someone who knew better than anyone what it meant to kill a person.

I did not say thank you. As always, words were not enough to repay him.

"First Young Lord will never give up, so things won't be easy from now on. His abilities and qualities might not measure up to yours, but his obsession with becoming the Heavenly Demon is stronger than yours."

Trying to keep a brother like that alive was certainly going to be difficult.

"By the way, have you seen your disciple?"

"He came by a little while ago."

"You did a really good job choosing him as your successor."

"We'll have to wait and see."

"He'll do better than anyone. Oh, you must have heard that he won the Young Dragon Tournament."

"He won?"

"You wrote that he would die if he lost, so how could he not win? He would've had to win even if it was a world number one duel competition. Besides, whose martial arts is it? How could he possibly lose?"

A flicker of joy crossed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face, as if he truly had not expected him to win. At times like this, it was clear he had affection for Seo Daeryong.

"Whew. Seeing that chatterbox didn't brag about it, I can tell how much he fears you, Elder. Please be a little easier on him."

"If a master and disciple get too comfortable, problems are bound to arise. In any case, he must be full of himself now. He'll need some hellish training."

Ah, Detective Seo. This was something I hadn't anticipated. My apologies.

"You should go now. Don't you have other Demon Supremes to see?"

"No. I'll see the other Demon Supremes later. Today, I'm only seeing you, Elder."

When you like someone, you should show it this clearly. The saying goes, 'a person who likes everyone likes no one,' and everyone ends up thinking that way regardless of the person's true intentions. 'Oh, that person just likes everyone, right?' That was a misunderstanding I did not want from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Your flattery is the same as ever."

However, an unconcealable smile bloomed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. He secretly enjoyed this sort of thing.

"Go and greet the Demon Supremes. They all stepped up for you, so it's polite to greet them."

"Yes, I'll do that then."

"Even though you wanted to go deep down."

"You just need to know that you are always my top priority, Elder."

I left the residence, leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to swing his blade once more.

Before heading to the Valley of Evil, I stopped by my home to pick up my white mask. Isn't it proper etiquette to wear a mask when visiting the Valley of Evil?

The Faceless Warriors, clad in their white masks, no longer watched me with the same special attention. The hostility in their gazes had vanished. I could tell from their reactions that my relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was deepening. If they were to greet me with favorable gazes, it would mean we had become even closer.

Guided by the Faceless Warriors, I entered the residence of the Evil Valley Lord.

At first, I considered these Demon Supremes as important as my martial arts training, so meeting them felt like a task. Now, it was no longer a task but a relationship. Surprisingly, I was visiting them because I genuinely wanted to see them.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was looking at the white wall again today. What in the world could he be thinking while staring at that wall?

"I'm here."

I greeted him cheerfully and lifted my mask to the top of my head. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then turned his body toward me. My gaze met his two eyes from behind the mask. To think a day would come when I would feel so happy to meet the eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I had fought two life-or-death battles together. The first was against the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi, and the second was against the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's senior, Yang Cheogi. Both were battles for our lives, and perhaps because of that, we shared the special bond of comrades-in-arms who had protected each other.

"I heard you finished the matter with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"Whose revenge was it? How could I have been negligent?"

This test was also related to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as the society had recruited his senior, Yang Cheogi.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed and said, "As you know, I am clear about my debts and grudges."

He was alluding to the time he had given a gratitude coin to Chu Saeng of the Wolpyeong Mun. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and a gratitude coin was a truly unfitting combination.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon held out a small box.

"What is this?"

"Open it."

When I opened the box, a single white pill was inside.

"It is the White Soul Pill, a secret manual miracle herb passed down in my sect."

A sharp yet intense fragrance quickly filled the room. I could feel that its efficacy was anything but ordinary.

"My sect sent it to me. It seems peace has come now that my senior, Yang Cheogi, is dead."

It appeared they had sent it as thanks for me sending back the sect's martial artists, who had come under his senior's orders, without harming any of them.

"I will give it to you, Second Young Lord."

"Why are you giving me something so precious?"

"Because I received it thanks to you, Second Young Lord."

It was a gift given with genuine sincerity. I was flustered by the unexpected present.

"No. You should take it, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then said something unexpected.

"I'm giving it to you because I also want to score some points with you, Second Young Lord, so please stop refusing and accept it."

"I want to score points too. Alright. Then how about this? Let's split it and each take half."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was startled by my words.

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. I'm greedy, so I'm not one to share miracle herbs, but I want to make an exception this time. Let's each take half to commemorate fighting and surviving together."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone brightly. They were the clearest I had ever seen them since we first met. I could feel that we were passing another turning point in our relationship.

"Alright. Let's do that."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and split the White Soul Pill exactly in half. As if drinking alcohol, we took it at the same time.

I swallowed the White Soul Pill. A cool, refreshing energy filled my mouth before it quickly melted and slid down my throat. It was a very potent miracle herb, but because my existing inner arts were already so profound, I absorbed all its effects without any issue. Even though it was only half, the amount of inner arts added to my qi center was not insignificant.

My eyes shone with a clear, deep light before returning to normal.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also finished circulating his qi and rose from his seat.

"It's delicious, isn't it?"

"It's more delicious than any miracle herb I've ever eaten."

No more words were needed. We simply laughed together.

"That aside, what would you have done if I had given you poison? What if that was a fake White Soul Pill?"

"That's why we split it, wasn't it? To die together."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. To everyone else, his laughter might have been just a habit, but to me, it was filled with emotion. I could feel his feelings in his laughter.

"But are you alright, staring at that wall like that?"

"Isn't it good? It makes me look like a madman, and people don't mess with madmen. Why? Are you worried? That I might actually go crazy."

"A little."

At my honest answer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon revealed an unexpected fact.

"Shall I tell you a secret? The heart technique of my sect is enhanced when trained while looking at a white wall."

"Ah, so that's why."

I had no idea the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was training his heart technique by looking at the wall. I realized it once again. They might seem unstable to my eyes, but everyone was living their own lives just fine.

"Did you come here after seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon upon your return?"

"......"

"It must be difficult to take care of everyone one by one."

"There are only four for now, right?"

"So you plan to take care of all eight."

Surprisingly, his prediction was correct.

"Yes. Whether they are allies or enemies, I will manage and take care of all eight of them."

"Can you handle it?"

Of course, it would not be an easy task. Even if we were laughing and getting along now, it was a relationship that could sour at any moment. If I took the Demon Supremes lightly, I would surely suffer for it one day.

"I told My Heart Lee something similar. That martial arts and life are connected. That statement doesn't just apply to her, does it? If I become a vessel capable of embracing all of the Eight Demon Supremes, then I should also be able to overcome the wall of martial arts that blocks my path."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me for a moment before sharing something he had often felt.

"What is it that you're looking at, Second Young Lord? At times, I get the feeling that what you're aiming for isn't just to be the successor, or just to be the Heavenly Demon, but something else far beyond that."

Was it because we were two people who only ever looked into each other's eyes? He was also seeing that something beyond that I was looking at. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sensing something that even people closer to me could not.

The day would come when I would tell him about my great enemy. Perhaps then, a moment would come when we would once again stand back-to-back, overcoming the boundary between life and death.

"If it's you, Smiling Demon, and not someone else, I don't think that moment would be so bad."

I spoke without any context, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not ask what I meant.

"I will wait for that moment."

"Then, I'll see you again."

I bid him farewell and left the Valley of Evil. The reunion with him had been as clean and crisp as his white mask.


The Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon were drinking, so I was able to see them both in one place. The two friends often drank together, and as it happened, they were drinking today as well.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord!"

Both the Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon were drunk. It was the first time I had ever seen the Flower Sword Supreme this intoxicated.

"You've fallen into the temptation of evil."

"You're here, so hurry up and save us."

Despite her words, the Flower Sword Supreme poured me a drink.

"Thank you for your help with the matter at the Valley of Evil."

"What did we do? We just swarmed over there."

Just then, the Drunken Demon asked me with a disgruntled expression.

"You've already met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, haven't you?"

"......"

"Why are we last? Why third and fourth? You could have come to see us first, couldn't you?"

The Flower Sword Supreme joined his complaint. As she stared at me with her flushed, drunken face, I laughed.

"Which one of you is third?"

The two of them happily took my bait, a powerful attempt to drive a wedge between them.

"It's me."

At the Flower Sword Supreme's confidence, the Drunken Demon shook his head pitifully.

"My friend. I'm sorry, but it's me. I'm on brotherly terms with the Second Young Lord."

"Hey, friend. If it were a true brotherly relationship, you wouldn't be fighting over being third or fourth, would you?"

"We're the kind of friends who drink and swim together."

"I didn't want to go this far, but we even had a duel under the moonlight."

The two of them, who had been arguing, looked at me. They wanted me to choose who was third and who was fourth. The Drunken Demon asked with a desperate look in his eyes.

"Little brother. I'm not last, am I?"

"You're not last."

"Right?"

Just as he was smiling brightly, I said, "You're in the middle. Fourth among the eight Demon Supremes."

The Flower Sword Supreme drank the victor's cup.

"My friend, not all brothers are close, are they?"

The Drunken Demon pouted and drank his alcohol.

I was incredibly grateful to both of them. Were they people who deserved to be treated this way? Were they people who would ever be in third or fourth place to begin with? They were enduring it for my sake. They were willingly fighting over third and fourth place for me.

"Let me tell you two something today. You know the first two, right? They're picky, stubborn, and eccentric. On the other hand, what are you two like? You're the most generous among all the Demon Supremes, aren't you?"

"It's because we're generous, right? Not because we're pushovers?"

At the Drunken Demon's question, I feigned a flinch. The two of them laughed heartily as if they found it amusing. The three of us toasted and emptied our cups.

Putting down his cup, the Drunken Demon also delivered some rather surprising news.

"A while ago, the Blade Demon, myself, and the Sword Supreme here had a drink together."

The image of the three of them drinking together was not easy to conjure.

"How was it? Did you have a good time?"

"Do you think it was good?" the Drunken Demon let out a sigh.

"There wasn't a sword fight, was there?"

"It almost came to that."

"Then that's good enough."

Then the Flower Sword Supreme said, "What do you mean, good enough? Don't ever call me to a gathering like that again!"

Right, if people who had fallen out could reconcile so easily, why would there be any fights in the world? In any case, it was meaningful, because the Drunken Demon was trying to reconcile the two of them.

I raised my cup and spoke with my eyes.

You worked hard, Hyung.

The Drunken Demon smiled and raised his cup. Sometimes, acknowledging someone's hardship just once is better than a hundred kind words.

"Now that I've paid my respects upon my return, I'll be going."

I bid them farewell and stood up. The Drunken Demon even clung to my trouser leg, begging me to drink more, but I forced myself to leave. I could hang out with the Demon Supremes another time, but the opportunity to hunt with Father was not one that came often.

The next day at dawn, I shouldered a leather pouch larger than before and made my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall for my second hunt with Father.


Chapter 179: I've Never Been Lonely

I climbed the mountain with Father.

It felt like only yesterday that I had climbed this same mountain right after I regressed. So much had happened since then. Most importantly, my relationship with Father had improved immensely. Though the same two people climbed the same mountain, the situation was completely different.

"Why did you ask to go hunting?"

"I wanted to spend time with you, Father."

Father stopped walking and looked back at me. I met his gaze calmly, my words sincere.

Father, I was so choked up when I saw you in the Grand Tutor's chair upon my return.

Father started walking again. "What's with all the luggage you brought?" he asked.

"As you saw last time, these are all necessary. They might be inconvenient now, but they'll make us comfortable and happy later."

Father walked ahead again, and I followed quietly behind him.

When I first suggested hunting, I thought I would chatter endlessly, but now that I was actually with Father, I didn't have much to say.

Fortunately, the silence wasn't awkward. It felt better this way, as if we were having a silent conversation.

A sudden thought struck me.

I have no intention of marrying in this life either, but if I did marry and have a child, would I one day go hunting with my son like this? Could I be the kind of father whose son would comfortably ask me to go hunting?

Would my son walk behind me, thinking these same thoughts? And what is Father thinking right now?

After walking for a while longer, I broke the silence.

"The Murim Alliance Chairman said he wanted to see you, Father."

Father already knew I had met the Chairman, as I had reported it by messenger pigeon.

"Is that man doing well?"

"He's quite vigorous for his age. He has a fiery personality and his martial arts are domineering. He was very different from the Chairman I'd imagined."

"He's different from the rumors."

"The Chairman said he wanted to see you. I told him you probably felt the same, but he said that wasn't likely. He said you'd want to kill him."

"He knows me well."

"Are you serious?"

"Did you expect the Demonic Cult Leader to miss the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"Couldn't there be some courtesy for the leader of the opposing faction, or respect as a martial artist?"

"There's no such thing. Respect as a martial artist is earned only after a fight."

"Do you want to fight the Chairman?"

Father paused briefly before answering. "He's someone I'd like to fight at least once."

Victory in that fight meant the opponent's death. A fight between the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance Chairman wouldn't end with them just dusting off their clothes.

The result would change the fate of the entire murim. That was why the fight could not happen easily.

I knew Father dreamed of unifying the world. Since the Chairman's name had come up, I decided to probe Father's intentions.

"If our Cult and the orthodox sects were to fight, would the Evil Alliance take our side?"

"If you think the Evil Alliance is closer to us than to the orthodox sects, you're mistaken."

"They're not?"

"If the Evil Alliance had to join hands with either us or the Murim Alliance, they'd choose the orthodox sects."

"Is there a reason you're so certain?"

"Because the Evil Alliance hates us more than they hate the orthodox sects. They probably want to get rid of us and then divide the murim with the orthodox sects."

I felt Father was right. Before I regressed, I had spoken with a master from the unorthodox sects. He truly hated our Cult for a simple reason.

The Demonic Cult had come to symbolize authentic evil. This relegated the Evil Alliance to an organization that pursued a cheap brand of evil.

Why can't the Evil Alliance become the masters of the murim?

It was merely the lament of a single master, but at the time, I thought many from the unorthodox sects might feel the same. Perhaps the Evil Alliance's hatred for our Cult, as Father mentioned, started from there.

I didn't try to stop Father's ambition. We would have to fight a war at least once anyway. The target just wouldn't be the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, but Hwa Mugi.

Father, you must become stronger too!

That evening, we set up camp in a quiet spot by a stream.

I laid down a thick leather hide where Father could comfortably lean back. It was the most important item I had carried.

After making a comfortable bed for Father, I started a campfire and cooked the game we had caught.

I didn't just sprinkle salt on it. I grilled it properly with seasoning I had prepared in advance. This time, I had brought not only Chef Lim's secret seasoning but also various vegetables and other foods.

"How does it taste?"

"It's fine."

Of course it was. I had learned Father's preferences from Chef Lim and prepared the seasoning accordingly.

After we finished our meal, I served him tea. The tea was also a type Father enjoyed. Seeing his satisfied expression as he drank made me glad I had prepared it.

"Have you reached the ninth stage of the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

As expected, Father saw through my achievement at a glance.

"Yes. I felt something during the fight with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, but unfortunately, it didn't lead to complete mastery."

It felt so close, yet so far away.

"If you get impatient, it will only slow you down."

"I'll keep that in mind. Would you like another cup of tea?"

Father nodded, and I poured him another warm cup.

"Do you have fun hanging out with me?"

He's really come a long way. To think Father would ask such a question. I remembered a principle for times like this. Don't even think about deceiving Father.

"Honestly, how could it be fun? It's bound to be cautious and burdensome."

"Then why did you ask me to come?"

"Because I feel secure."

Father looked at me, surprised. I calmly conveyed my feelings.

"When I'm with you, Father, I feel so secure. No matter who stands in our way, you'll block them, won't you? Even if a monster appeared, you'd stop it, right?"

"Just being with you puts my mind at ease. I don't have to protect you, or pressure myself to win someone over, or feel responsible for those who sacrifice for me."

"This moment, where I can just stand still no matter what happens, is so comfortable. I feel secure because you are here."

It was my honest heart. Father's gaze deepened, perhaps in surprise.

"Aren't you lonely, Father?"

Father scoffed. It was a difficult question to get an answer to, but when else would I get the chance to ask?

Father lay down on the ground as if it were time to sleep. He looked up at the night sky for a moment, then spoke abruptly.

"I have never been lonely once."

To me, it sounded like he was saying something else.

I am always lonely.

And so, the first day of hunting with Father passed.


On the second day, we moved more comfortably. We barely spoke, but neither of us felt awkward.

We just climbed the mountain, walked the path, and rested by the valley. Hunting wasn't the main purpose. We just walked and rested together.

That evening, as I was about to grill the meat we had hunted, Father came to my side.

"Let me try."

"Try what? Surely you don't mean you're going to cook?"

"And why not?"

"You're going to cook, Father?" I asked, shocked.

Father saw my expression and asked nonchalantly, "Why are you so surprised?"

"Have you ever cooked before?"

"Sometimes."

His unbelievable words stunned me.

"Is there a martial art named 'Cooking' among the demonic arts? You're talking about that, right?"

"Nonsense!"

How could I not talk nonsense when Father said he was going to cook?

"You kill the chef if the food doesn't suit your palate, right? Are you cooking out of atonement on those days?"

"But isn't my chef's skill too outstanding to be killed for that?"

"You're really going to cook?"

Father began to cook as if to show me directly. He moved with great skill. He didn't grill the meat whole but cut out the best parts and stir-fried them with vegetables and mushrooms.

He also boiled a soup to go with it, proving he really did cook regularly.

Even more surprising, it tasted excellent.

"What is this? Why is it so delicious? Did you secretly pour in Blue Sky Stone Essence instead of seasoning?"

A smile touched Father's lips. It was the first smile he had shown since we started climbing the mountain.

In that moment, I learned something new about Father.

The Heavenly Demon of this era was a cooking Heavenly Demon.

That night, we lay with the campfire between us and talked about various things. I usually started the conversation, and Father responded. The topic of the Demon Supremes was bound to come up.

"As you already know, Father, on my side are the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Drunken Demon."

"On my brother's side are the Demonic Buddha, the Poison King, and the Fist Demon. I've excluded the young Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for now. How does it look? My side seems to have the advantage, right?"

"It's evenly matched."

"Evenly matched, even though we have one more person?"

"......"

For it to be evenly matched meant someone among the Demonic Buddha, the Fist Demon, or the Poison King was worth two people.

Who does he hold in such high regard?

"Is it time to kick out the slacker on our side?"

Despite my joke, Father said no more. He meant for me to experience it and suffer a bit myself.

Who on earth did he have in mind?

"Why do you want to become the Cult Leader?"

Because it's my mission. It's the mission I suffered my whole life for, even regressing for it. I will protect it even if it costs me my life.

"Because I want to learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"Why are you so obsessed with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

"I'm not obsessed with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I'm obsessed with becoming stronger."

"You're already strong enough. What do you plan to do by becoming even stronger?"

"Because I have to be strong to protect everyone."

Father, my brother, and all the members of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

And now, a few more people might be added to that list. Some of the Demon Supremes, who didn't step forward in the past, will surely step up for true revenge now.

However, Father's thoughts were firm. "The Nine Calamities Demonic Art will only be passed down to the one who will become the Heavenly Demon."

"Then I will be the one to become the Heavenly Demon."

My thoughts were just as firm as Father's.

Father looked at me for a moment, then turned his back and went to sleep.

And even if I become the Heavenly Demon, I will be a different kind from you, Father. A Heavenly Demon who freely roams the world. To do that, I'll have to work much harder, though.


On the third day, Father headed for the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

On the way up, I sensed a tiger's presence once or twice but pretended not to notice. This would be an excuse to come hunting again next time.

If I had sensed it, Father surely had too, but he didn't suggest we hunt the tiger.

Could it be that Father is also looking forward to the next hunt?

"Ah, was the summit always this magnificent?"

The view from the summit of the Great Sky Peak was truly like a painting.

"When I was your age, I used to come up here whenever training my martial arts became difficult."

Imagining a younger version of Father standing here felt strange.

"I should come up here once in a while when I feel frustrated with my training too."

"Come here for a moment."

"......"

Father sat on a wide, flat rock at the summit and gave me a lecture on the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

I had already achieved the Twelfth Star complete mastery in that art, and the lesson I needed now was on the Four Strides of the Wind God, yet Father, knowing this, spoke about the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

He was showing me that all martial arts are ultimately connected. By thoroughly understanding what you know best, you can find clues to understanding other things.

It was a special moment, a lecture on the Soaring Sky Sword Art between two people who had both reached the Twelfth Star complete mastery.

And I had a new experience. I thought I would naturally understand everything he said, but many parts differed from my own thoughts. I realized that even with the same complete mastery, the paths to reach it could be very different.

Whenever I couldn't understand something, I asked Father without hesitation. I didn't pretend to know what I didn't, nor did I pretend not to know. We simply exchanged thoughts like flowing water.

The discussion, which I thought would be brief, continued for six hours, then eight. It went on for a day, then two, then three days.

We talked while eating the food we cooked, drinking tea, and drinking the alcohol I had brought for the last day. When the food ran out, we hunted and talked about martial arts while grilling meat over the campfire. Both of us became completely engrossed in the conversation.

It started with the Soaring Sky Sword Art but ended up covering all sorts of topics in martial arts. It was a profound discussion between Father, a genius demonic practitioner, and the regressed Heavenly Martial Body.

When the long, three-day discussion finally ended, I shot to my feet. I performed the Four Strides of the Wind God, and I knew. I had finally mastered the four steps of the wind god.

I turned to Father, my face full of surprise. "I've achieved complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God."

Father wasn't surprised, as if he had anticipated this. He had practically grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and thrown me into complete mastery.

I gave Father a deep bow. "It is thanks to your great teaching. Thank you so much, Father."

"Get up. Let's go down now."

"......"

An intense desire to run seized me. I was curious about everything. How fast would the Swift Step be now? Could I even handle the speed? How much smaller had the Central Plains become?

"Father. Let's have a race. From here to our Cult. What do you say?"

I had finally earned the right to compete against Father's Heavenly Demon Flight Step.

Father looked at me with a disdainful expression. Why did I like that look so much?

"What's the wager?"

"We have to bet our pride."

"Fine."

The terms were absolutely favorable to me, since losing wouldn't matter, but Father readily accepted. He intended to win and tease me about it.

Father and I stood side by side. I realized I hadn't often stood next to him like this to see his profile. His face felt new again. This moment, racing Father, made me so happy.

"Alright, we start on the count of three. One, two..."

I started running as I counted 'three'. This way, if I won, Father would have an excuse.

As the two peak movement arts sliced through space, a sound of wind I had never heard before filled my ears.


Chapter 180: Without Extraordinary Resolve

The sound of the wind was indescribable.

If I had to describe it, it was like wind blowing through a mysterious valley at the end of the world. It was a refreshing, brisk sound that seemed like it should not exist in this world.

The moment I heard the sound from the fully mastered Swift Step, I knew it instinctively. I will become addicted to this sound. It was as captivating as its insane speed.

At first, I was faster.

The fully mastered Swift Step was truly, indescribably fast. It was naturally much faster than the Composition stage. When I first suggested a race, I was prepared to crash into trees and tumble on the ground for Father's amusement.

I was prepared for Father to watch and laugh. I was even prepared to cause a big commotion.

However, I ran better than I expected. My vision and body kept up with the incredible speed. I had likely grown completely accustomed to the Composition stage of the Swift Step while traveling between our Cult and the Murim Alliance.

So, despite just reaching complete mastery, I could match Father's speed.

However, it required extreme concentration and immense mental energy. While running, I grew so dizzy and exhausted that I had to slow down. As my speed decreased, Father surged up beside me.

"Quite impressive!"

"Whose son do you think I am!"

Father looked surprised and admiring, but his face showed no hint of concession. Whether it was his son or anyone else, once Father was fired up, he would never accept defeat.

"Son, I have something to tell you."

"What is it?"

His serious tone made me tense up.

It happened at that very moment.

KKWANG!

Distracted by Father, I crashed into a tree and sprawled on the ground.

"I was about to tell you to be careful!"

I could feel Father's triumphant laughter fading into the distance.

I shot back up and ran after him. Fortunately, my protective qi shielded my body, so I got up without any injuries.

"That's a foul, a foul! Father!"

I insisted it was a foul, even though I had crashed from my own carelessness. Of course, Father did not even look back and just ran faster.

I started running after Father again.

As I ran, I realized something. This contest would not be decided by which martial art was superior. The Swift Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God and the Heavenly Demon Flight Step were movement arts of a nearly identical level.

The problem was vision. My eyes could not keep up with the maximum speed the movement arts could achieve.

Eventually, once I got used to it, I would win unconditionally. Thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, my vision surpasses its limits.

I ran, watching Father's back in the distance. Just like when I saw Father's back during our first hunt, now I saw his back while running. He looked lonely then, and he looks lonely now, but one thing has changed. The me who is watching him has changed.

This was better than any other moment I had ever run in my life. I did not know how Father felt, but I could feel my own feelings for him growing larger.

The moment I thought of Father, I fell once more. Even the slightest loss of concentration led to a crash and a fall.

I got up again and gave chase, but in the end, I could not catch up to Father.

When we arrived at our Cult, Father had already gone ahead to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

If it were me, I would have waited to tease him for a while, but Father knows how to hold back his teasing. He'll probably tease me the next time we meet.

I bowed my head toward the Heavenly Demon Hall and offered my thanks once more.

Achieving complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God was entirely thanks to Father. The Swift Step was not the only thing that had improved. The Shadow Step had become stealthier, the Vanishing Step could now escape even greater dangers, and the Hell Step had truly become the steps of King Yama.


That evening, the drinking trio gathered at the Alluring Inn.

"It's been a while, so the drinks are on me today."

The owner, Jo Cheonbae, announced he was treating them to celebrate Seo Daeryong's safe return. Seo Daeryong accepted the sentiment but refused the offer.

"I won the duel tournament and brought back some prize money. I'm buying a hefty round today, so please bring out all your delicious dishes."

"You won! Congratulations, Investigator."

"Thank you."

"Second Young Lord, you're doing well too, right?"

"Of course."

After Jo Cheonbae went downstairs, Seo Daeryong finally began to boast.

"Ah, where should I begin this lonely investigator's magnificent tale of adventure? Hah! When I first saw the Murim Alliance building, I felt it was destiny..."

Watching Seo Daeryong begin his epic saga, Lee Ahn and Jang Ho looked at each other and smiled.

Seo Daeryong told his story so entertainingly that it was not boring at all.

"That's really amazing. Even though it was a duel, it was real combat, wasn't it? You don't have much real combat experience, yet you managed to win."

Jang Ho had plenty of real combat experience, but Lee Ahn only trained. That was why Seo Daeryong's achievement was so surprising and enviable to her.

"Of course, there was a fateful and tragic encounter along the way."

Seo Daeryong spoke about the woman who had cheered for him and about their sad ending.

"...She was a woman sent by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Lee Ahn jumped up and cursed a storm. Jang Ho comforted Seo Daeryong, saying it was all part of the experience. The two of them got so worked up that Seo Daeryong felt his pent-up wounds healing.

"This is why I looked forward to this drinking session the most."

"We were looking forward to it even more."

"Well then, let's have a toast to that."

Seo Daeryong was incredibly grateful to the two of them. The world's most beautiful woman and the head of the Demonic Army, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's elite organization, were waiting for him and listening to his story. Who am I to deserve this?

"I have something to tell you both. I've also decided to walk the path of a true martial artist."

His direct influences were Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but Lee Ahn and Jang Ho were also significant. He had always wanted to be someone they would not be ashamed of.

Lee Ahn and Jang Ho congratulated him sincerely. An investigator of the Sanzu River Hall was a martial artist in a sense, but they knew the martial artist Seo Daeryong now spoke of was something different.

"This is something to be congratulated for, right? To be honest, I'm scared I'll die early. Aren't you two scared?"

Lee Ahn smiled and said, "I believe that life and death are already decided. When and how I'll die is all set in stone. Thinking like that puts my mind at ease."

"So Martial Artist Lee is a fatalist."

"I suppose so."

Jang Ho, however, had a different view.

"I live in constant fear of death."

"Really? I would've thought you, General Jang, would be the one who doesn't fear death."

"No. I wake up multiple times while sleeping. I often have dreams of dying, too."

It was something neither Lee Ahn nor Seo Daeryong had known.

The conversation about life and death continued. Then, a drunken whim struck Seo Daeryong.

"I almost died this time, too."

Seo Daeryong shot up and opened his shirt.

"I have four scars left on my body from those bastards from the orthodox sects. This scar on my shoulder, I got it in the quarterfinals. See the two holes here? This was from the finals, and this scar here is..."


I stood by the first-floor counter, listening to them talk.

When Seo Daeryong threw open his clothes at the end, Jo Cheonbae and I laughed together.

This is truly a drinking group the Drunken Demon would rush to join.

Jo Cheonbae spoke with a good-natured face.

"They're truly good people. When one is missing, the other two come and miss that person."

There were times when Lee Ahn was absent, and times when Seo Daeryong was absent.

"I'll be heading back now."

"Weren't you here to join them?"

"They're having so much fun. I think I should let the three of them be together today."

"Then please wait just a moment."

Jo Cheonbae went to the kitchen and brought back a bottle of wine.

"This is a bottle I've been saving. Please take it, have a drink, and get some rest. It's a gift to celebrate your safe return. Welcome back."

Jo Cheonbae was genuinely happy about my return, as if I were family.

"I met a distinguished person from the murim this time. If we have a chance to drink later, I'll introduce you."

"I would be delighted."

He would never dream the person was the Murim Alliance Chairman, but who knows? Maybe one day the Murim Alliance Chairman will be drinking at the Alluring Inn.

"Thank you for the wine."

With that farewell, I left the inn.

I returned home under the moonlight. There were others I wanted to see, Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I wanted to run to them with the Swift Step right this instant, but they were too far from our Cult right now.

I had been away from the cult for a long time, so there was much to do. It seemed I would have to postpone seeing them for a while. I was not worried about them. They were together.

On my way to my quarters, I turned toward the Great Drunken Forest. The Drunken Demon was the first person I thought of who would be awake and willing to drink.

As expected, the Drunken Demon was drinking alone in the Drunken Dream Palace.

Yeo Bin, the drunkard, ferried me toward the island in the middle of the lake.

"Does the Drunken Demon still drink a lot these days?"

"He's drinking much less than before. Today, too, he's only having one bottle."

"That's a relief."

"It's thanks to you, Second Young Lord."

"How could it be because of me? It's thanks to Martial Artist Yeo taking care of and worrying about him."

I knew Yeo Bin liked the Drunken Demon, so I spoke favorably of her. A woman like her would be good for him. For her words to have real weight, though, she would need to be his wife, not his subordinate.

I would connect them if I could, but I won't meddle recklessly. If I interfere wrongly, I could ruin a relationship that might have worked out.

From the railing of the Drunken Dream Palace, the Drunken Demon spotted us and waved.

I called out to him in a loud voice.

"Hyung."

Since it was just the two of us, I called him 'Hyung' comfortably. The Drunken Demon's expression showed just how much a single title could please someone.

"My little brother is here?"

"I came because I thought my useless fourth-ranked hyung would be drinking alone."

"Where do you think fourth place is among the Eight Demon Supremes? Even the middle isn't easy to reach."

The boat arrived at the island, and I went up to the Drunken Dream Palace.

"What brings you here all of a sudden?"

"I wanted to have a drink."

"You came at the right time."

The Drunken Demon and I drank together. We said nothing, just drinking quietly.

The Drunken Demon knows alcohol, so he knows drinkers. He knew I wanted to drink quietly, with only the moon on the lake as our companion.

"I went hunting with Father."

"It seems you were gone for quite a long time. That's amazing. How could you spend so much time alone with the Cult Leader? I'd go crazy."

"It could be unexpectedly, insanely fun."

The Drunken Demon shook his head, as if to say that was impossible.

He needs to see our father cooking. It's a shame I can't tell him.

"I was talking with Father, and it seems he thinks highly of the Poison King or the Fist Demon?"

"If the Cult Leader thinks highly of someone, it would be the Fist Demon."

The Drunken Demon stated it as if it were a fact.

"Not the Poison King?"

"The Cult Leader has never liked the use of poison. He's never said it outright, but it's something everyone knows. The Poison King knows it too but pretends not to."

"Then why does he think highly of the Fist Demon?"

I had said I would investigate the Demon Supremes, but after regressing and meeting them, I realized something new. To truly know a person, you must meet them, talk with them, and experience things together. Even then, people are hard to understand. What I had known were their deeds, not them. The Fist Demon was no exception.

"I had a drink with the Fist Demon, just the two of us, exactly once."

"How was it?"

The Drunken Demon looked down at his cup for a moment, recalling that time, then took a sip.

"It made me think, without extraordinary resolve, it would not be easy to defeat this man."

It was the first time I had heard the Drunken Demon speak highly of another Demon Supreme.

"But why the Fist Demon?"

"I was thinking of making someone fifth-ranked, right behind you, Hyung."

I meant to pull the Fist Demon to our side, and the Drunken Demon asked worriedly, "First Young Lord won't stand still if you mess with the Fist Demon in the current situation."

"That's why. I don't want him to stand still."

"What do you mean?"

"Isn't it about time I had a showdown with my older brother?"

The full-scale succession battle was about to begin. The Drunken Demon's eyes intensified.

"Are you confident?"

"I'm going forward, trusting in you, Hyung."

I said I was trusting him, and the Drunken Demon laughed, shaking the empty bottle.

"Hearing that makes me want to drink another bottle."

I poured the last of my drink into his cup.

"Endure it. From now on, you'll need to spend more time awake."


The next afternoon, I went to the Eastern Fist Garrison, home of the Undefeated Fist Demon.

"I've come to see the Fist Demon."

The Iron Fists at the entrance stared, surprised. It was public rumor that their leader, the Fist Demon, had sided with the First Young Lord.

"Please follow me."

One of the Iron Fists guided me.

The gazes of the Iron Fists in the garrison focused on me. I saw white, blue, red, and black martial arts uniforms, their colors differing by rank. Their gender, age, and builds also varied, but they all had one thing in common.

They were all bare-bodied, without a single piece of metal on them.

I walked slowly through the ranks of the Iron Fists who had bet their lives on nothing but their bare fists.


Chapter 181: A Cliff Not for Climbing

The Fist Demon was at the Grand Training Ground.

Dozens of Iron Fists honed their fist techniques. The Fist Demon stood before them with his arms crossed.

He was the Undefeated Fist Demon Dan Woogang, the strongest master of fist arts, who had never suffered a single defeat.

The Fist Demon stood a head taller than me, his entire body muscular. His bronze skin looked as hard as steel, impenetrable to any blade. His fists were especially large, easily the size of a woman's head.

The phrase 'a body that is a weapon' must have been coined for the Undefeated Fist Demon.

One thing decisively captured attention. The Fist Demon had a truly terrifying face. The demons in our Cult's paintings were likely modeled after him. If the Majanghu War broke out, his face alone would make him the perfect vanguard. How many in the murim would dare meet his gaze?

The Fist Demon slowly turned his head and looked at me.

His thoughts didn't matter. His ghastly appearance made any expression look like he wanted a fight.

Of course, I have no prejudice based on appearance. How many times have I learned that appearance and character don't match? How many people who killed with a smile looked perfectly normal?

I bowed my head politely. "Greetings, Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon didn't greet me back. He just looked at the Iron Fists again. It was a complete dismissal, but I didn't mind.

In the past, my pride would've been hurt, but not now. Don't get worked up. Please, don't get worked up. When you look back on it, it's nothing.

There had to be a reason he acted this way on my first visit.

I stood aside and watched the Iron Fists train.

Under the scorching sun, the Iron Fists held a single stance like statues. None of them stirred, as if the world would end if they moved. Then again, with the terrifying Fist Demon watching, no one dared move just because they were tired.

A suffocating tension filled the air. Fortunately, no one made a mistake the Fist Demon would notice.

Time passed.

The martial artist at the front shouted, and the Iron Fists shifted to the next stance. They twisted their bodies, pulling one outstretched fist to their waists.

They assumed another stance and became statues again, pouring their heart and soul into every movement.

This is proper training. Of course, how many of them truly understand its deep meaning and make it their own is another matter.

The training ended after two hours.

The Iron Fists dispersed. The Fist Demon walked to his residence, completely ignoring me until the end.

He must have heard the recent rumors about me. His complete disregard could be seen as a form of conversation.

I imagined his terrifying face smiling brightly at me. I imagined us exchanging jokes.

Hey, Fist Demon, if you treat me like this, this is what I'll imagine.


The next day, I went to see the Fist Demon again.

Just like the first day, he glanced at me once, then silently watched the Iron Fists train.

He ignored me again, but no one laughed. It was likely discipline born from fear of the Fist Demon. I thought the Iron Fists were the most well-disciplined subordinates of any Demon Supreme I had seen.

When the training ended, the Fist Demon finally spoke to me.

"Second Young Lord."

His voice was surprisingly gentle compared to his terrifying face. I expected a heavy, cold voice, but it was soft. It was as if someone else spoke for him from behind while he just moved his lips.

"Why do you think I acted that way yesterday?"

"Was it because I visited during training hours?"

The Fist Demon turned and strode away as if my answer was wrong.

So you won't make it easy for me, huh?

I watched his retreating back and smiled faintly.

I went to see the Fist Demon again the next day. I was the one visiting, but the Fist Demon was the one inducing my visits.

Today, I visited before training began. I sat on the railing in front of his office building. Passing Iron Fists glanced at me as they went by.

The Fist Demon ignored me, but none of the Iron Fists showed disrespect. Instead, their gazes held subtle favor and respect. The Second Young Lord of today was a completely different person from the one right after I regressed.

Just then, the Fist Demon came out of the building.

"Did you sleep well?"

He glanced at me and started walking without a word. I followed him toward the Grand Training Ground.

"I thought hard about yesterday's reason. Is it because I didn't visit you first among the Demon Supremes?"

I had already met and formed connections with the other Demon Supremes. Excluding the Poison King, he was the seventh.

The Fist Demon stopped walking. He looked at me with his terrifying face and asked, "Do I look like such a petty person to you?"

"Then I must be the petty one. If it were me, I think I'd be very angry."

The Fist Demon said nothing more and left. I watched him walk away and shouted, "I'll see you again tomorrow!"

But I couldn't see the Fist Demon the next day.

Only the Iron Fists were in the training ground. I watched them train until the end, then returned.

I came up empty for three days straight. I couldn't tell if he was deliberately avoiding me or just busy.

So this is how you're going to play? These damn Demon Supremes are all so difficult and picky. There isn't a single easy one among them.

Let's see who wins, I thought. As I turned to leave, one of the Iron Fists passed by and spoke to me discreetly.

"The Demon Supreme is in the small training ground right now."

I gave him a look that asked why.

He said quietly, "My family recently received a great deal of help from a matter handled by the Sanzu River Hall."

He bowed deeply and left. Telling me this must have been a burden for him, but he seemed very grateful for the Sanzu River Hall's help.

"[Thank you.]"

I sent my thanks to him through telepathy as he walked away.

I immediately went to the small training ground.

The Fist Demon sat there alone, lost in thought. Meditation didn't seem to suit such a large, rugged man, but the sight of him sitting cross-legged with his eyes closed was surprisingly fitting.

I spoke quietly from behind him. I didn't mention the three wasted days or how I found this place. I just spoke as if we had seen each other yesterday.

"Are you keeping your distance because of my brother? Since you've already decided to support him, are you trying not to break that conviction?"

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon opened his eyes. "What kind of grand conviction would that be, to mistreat someone for such a reason? The ones who ruin the world are those with misguided convictions."

Those words were unexpected. Based on his appearance, he seemed like the type to stick to a decision until death.

"Then you might be able to support me instead of my brother."

The Fist Demon closed his eyes again, clearly not wanting to continue the conversation.

I bowed my head politely. "I'll be sure to return tomorrow with the answer."

I could tell he was testing me. Otherwise, he would have bluntly told me not to come. In any case, this wasn't bad. If we saw each other often, I was sure I could find the answer to our relationship.

After leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, I headed to the Southern Blade Sect to meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Strangely, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was also sitting in his courtyard, lost in thought.

"Is today some kind of group meditation day for the Demon Supremes? Then I should probably do some thinking myself."

I went and sat beside him.

With his eyes still closed, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said quietly, "You've only ever swung a blade to death, so you don't know how to deal with fists, do you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew my exact situation.

"How did you know?"

"How would I know? The rumor that you've been visiting the Eastern Fist Garrison is all over the place."

"The rumors spread so fast. Those loose-lipped cultists!"

"You'll lose all the fish you've caught that way."

"It's fine. I'll just go catch them again. There are only seven of them, so there should be some fun in it."

"Why seven?"

I stared quietly at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Have you already caught and eaten me?"

I laughed out loud at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must have found his own words funny because he laughed along.

"Actually, I came to see you about that. What kind of person is the Fist Demon?"

"Usually, guys who use their fists are ignorant, but the Fist Demon is smart. He's a very smart man."

A smart Fist Demon. That must be why the Drunken Demon said you couldn't easily win against him without considerable resolve. It's also why Father said the odds were four to three but still a tight match.

"A smart person's fist always hurts more."

"Do you regret not catching him before this old man?"

"First, I have to say this. I don't know what kind of person the Fist Demon is, but this much is certain. A Blade Demon in hand is worth ten Fist Demons in the bush!"

Flattering the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was never a waste. Normally, flattery makes you wonder what you're even doing, but not with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't worried. It wasn't because he thought of himself as a fish I had already caught, but because I genuinely liked him. When I asked him to be my left wing, I only needed a Demon Supreme.

But now, I didn't care if he wasn't a Demon Supreme or just a stable hand in our Cult. I wouldn't even care if he had no influence on my succession. I just liked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as a person. As long as that feeling didn't change, our relationship was secure.

"Do you know why the Cult Leader likes the Fist Demon?"

"Father likes the Fist Demon?"

"He doesn't say it out loud, but he probably likes him the most among the Demon Supremes."

"Why does he like him?"

"Because the Fist Demon is a madman for martial arts."

That explained everything. He met Father's number one condition for liking someone.

"He's not just crazy, he's purely crazy for it."

"And you say he's smart? That's cool, isn't it?"

"Cool? You've met your match."

"It's fine because I have you, Elder. If you weren't here, who would I get this kind of advice from? How would I even live?"

"You'd live just fine, drinking with the Drunken Demon and hanging out with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was jealous of the other Demon Supremes, as expected, but he still generously gave me information about the Fist Demon.

"You can't deny it, can you?"

"I'll visit again when I need to meditate. I'll bring the Fist Demon with me then."

"Don't you dare!"

With that, I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.


The next day, I went to see the Undefeated Fist Demon again.

He was not in the Grand Training Ground or the small one. After searching, I found him before a cliff within the Eastern Fist Garrison. I knew our Cult was vast enough for lakes, but I never knew it had a cliff like this.

"Did you sleep well?"

He didn't accept my greeting today either, but it didn't matter. He let me roam freely within the Eastern Fist Garrison, which meant he didn't dislike my visits that much.

I stood beside him and looked up at the cliff.

"I think I've finally found the answer, but please promise me something first. Promise you won't get angry after hearing it. No, you can get angry, but promise you won't hit me with those fists."

The Fist Demon slowly looked at me. He didn't promise with words, but his gaze was enough.

"You wanted to show your subordinates something. Not that you could easily ignore the Second Young Lord, or that you supported the First Young Lord. You really wanted to say, 'I have no interest in your succession battle,' didn't you?"

Was that the right answer?

Unlike the other times, he didn't chase me away. His gaze just returned to the cliff.

I stopped dwelling on the answer and looked up at the cliff with him.

"I didn't know there was a cliff like this in the Cult's grounds. If you climbed to the top, you could probably see the entire Cult."

"This cliff isn't for climbing."

"Then what is its purpose?"

His answer was surprising.

"This cliff is to be destroyed with these fists. In a single blow!"

I was startled because I could feel his sincerity.

"You think it's an absurd goal, don't you?"

No matter how strong the Fist Demon was, destroying this cliff in one blow was impossible. Even Father probably couldn't do it.

"No. I was just wondering why I never had such a concrete goal."

I've never had a concrete goal for my martial arts. Of course, that's probably because Hwa Mugi occupied that spot.

It had been a long time since I heard a martial artist state such a concrete goal. It stirred something in my heart.

"May I join you in this goal?"

"You'll try to slice this cliff with a single sword strike?"

"No. I want to try destroying it with my fists, too."

This time, the Fist Demon was the one who was startled. He probably never imagined I would give such an answer.

But I was completely serious. If I could destroy this cliff with my fists, I felt I could also defeat Hwa Mugi. Beyond Hwa Mugi, I wanted to take on the challenge as a martial artist. I then said something even more surprising to the Fist Demon, who stared at me with his terrifying face.

"Please teach me your fist arts."


Chapter 182: I Have a Question!

I did not know if the Undefeated Fist Demon felt the same way. I never imagined saying something like that to the Fist Demon, but the moment the Fist Demon declared he would demolish the cliff with one blow, something ignited in my heart. I felt an intense desire to throw my own fist at his impossible challenge.

The Fist Demon stared into my eyes, then shifted his gaze to my hand.

"With that baby hand?"

So the day has come when my hand is called a baby's hand.

"Compared to yours, Fist Demon, it's very small and cute, but in the world of ordinary people, it's considered a pretty well-formed hand."

"Stop with the nonsense and go back."

The Fist Demon exuded a chilly air, then turned and left.

I looked up at the cliff again.

If a fist that could shatter this in one blow flew at me, could my protective enhanced qi withstand it?

I clenched my fist as power surged into it.


That afternoon, I visited Father. We played Go for the first time in a while. The clear, crisp sound of the stones calmed my mind. Playing Go with Father was comfortable, perhaps because it resembled a duel. Once you step onto the duel stage or begin a game of Go, no words are needed with your opponent.

"I've lost."

I had won our last game by two points, but today I lost by six. An irrepressible smile touched Father's lips.

He's truly incorrigible.

Whether in Go or martial arts, Father was a man who could not stand to lose.

"When you have time, learn some Go from Strategist Sama."

"I'll have to do that."

"Why did you come today?"

Father had already noticed. He knew I had come with a purpose.

"Do you just get a feeling when you look at someone?"

"You were making unusually hasty moves today. Amateurs always give themselves away."

"An amateur! You only won for the first time today."

I was inwardly pleased. It meant Father had been paying attention to my state of mind while we played Go.

"There's something I wish to ask your permission for."

"What is it?"

"I'm thinking of learning fist arts from the Fist Demon. Please grant me your permission."

Father showed no particular reaction, as if he had expected it.

"If you want to learn, then you should learn. Why do you need my permission?"

"Of course I have to tell you before I learn, and I need your permission too."

"And if I don't permit it?"

"I'll just have to try harder to get your permission."

I revealed my honest feelings to Father.

"At first, my intention was a feint, to make noise in the east while attacking in the west. It was a probe to see how my brother would react if I provoked the Fist Demon, but today, the Fist Demon said his goal is to shatter a cliff with a single blow."

Father seemed to already know about that goal. He was not surprised by my words at all.

"At those words, my own wariness crumbled, not the cliff. I thought it was magnificent, and I found myself wanting to shatter a cliff too."

"That's your chronic weakness. A naive sentimentality that's perfect for getting you killed."

The very first time he said that, he had called it 'cheap sentimentality perfect for getting yourself killed'. Now, 'cheap' was gone, replaced by 'naive'. Our relationship had grown closer by exactly that much.

"That naivety can also be a strength sometimes. I've gained Demon Supremes because of it."

"Gained? Do you really think the Demon Supremes are on your side?"

Father truly trusted no one. Perhaps that perspective was essential for the Cult Leader who led the Demonic Cult.

"I believe there are no absolute loyalties in this world, except for a parent's love for their child. However, I'm trying my best not to create a situation where the Demon Supremes' loyalties might change."

People rarely have a sudden change of heart. When people change, it is usually because their situation has changed.

"Are you aware of this? If you get involved with the Fist Demon through martial arts, you'll surely have to fight him one day. He's got a personality that absolutely can't stand losing. That could lead to a result different from your intention."

It was advice he could give because he knew the Fist Demon's personality well. It meant that trying to get closer could make our relationship even worse.

"What happens if I win?"

"His goal will no longer be the cliff, but you."

I paused briefly before speaking to Father.

"Wouldn't a life where you become someone's goal be worth living at least once?"

Father stared at me for a moment, then nodded.

"The Fist Demon will require you to use proper and orthodox methods."

He was telling me not to rely on tricks or luck, but to do my best with standard, proper moves. Father had granted his permission.

"Thank you."

I bowed respectfully to Father and turned to leave. He spoke from behind me.

"From now on, I'll take the white stones."

"Don't you have to win three games in a row for that?"

"That rule changed as of today."

What can I do if the Heavenly Demon himself decides to change it?

"Then I must have my strategist teach me Go as soon as possible."


I went to see the Fist Demon again the next day. He had been absent from training for a few days, but today he was watching the Iron Fists. His reaction to me was the same as the first day. He glanced at me quickly, then his gaze returned to the Iron Fists. However, our relationship was now clearly different.

"May I learn alongside the Iron Fists?"

The Fist Demon looked at me, his face as fierce as ever. Anyone else would say he was glaring as if to kill me, but I could read the emotion in his eyes.

Are you really going to learn fist arts from me?

I answered with a determined look.

"......"

The Fist Demon gave me a contemptuous look, then slowly nodded. His attitude showed he was waiting to see what I would do.

"Thank you."

I unfastened my sword, set it aside, and immediately copied the stance of the Iron Fists.

It was the first time in my life I had learned fist arts. I had never learned them before my regression either.

Fighting without a sword in my hand?

It was hard to imagine.

The Iron Fists swept their astonished eyes over me. The Heavenly Demon's Second Young Lord had stepped up to learn fist arts with them. They would have plenty to talk about over drinks tonight.

The Fist Demon taught me nothing. I just followed the movements of the Iron Fists. A martial art learned by dozens of people could not be the Undefeated Fist Demon's exclusive fist art. It was likely the basic fist art for the Eastern Fist Garrison.

That was even better. I knew that the fist art that could shatter Mount Tai originated from these basic movements.

I performed the movements precisely. I had watched their training for days, and dozens of people were performing the same stance right in front of me. Even if one person performed a stance incorrectly, more did it correctly. Thanks to them, I could assume the correct posture.

When the first day of training ended, everyone dispersed quietly. I left as if I were one of them.

I participated in training the next day as well.

The Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison were divided into four groups by skill level. The White Fists wore white uniforms, the Green Fists wore blue, the Red Fists wore red, and the Black Fists wore black.

I was with the White Fists. Of course, one should not look down on them. The fact they could enter the Eastern Fist Garrison meant they were no amateurs.

Was training with the White Fists a waste of time?

Not a chance. In fact, it was better because I could build my foundation from the basics.

My martial arts realm was at a level where I could anticipate dozens of variations from a single small movement. From the basic motion of a punch, I envisioned dozens of situations and their variations. The Four Strides of the Wind God and the technique I was performing merged in my mind. Since the Four Strides of the Wind God had merged so brilliantly with the Soaring Sky Sword Art, it naturally formed a fantastic harmony with fist arts as well.

I was engrossed in my fist art training, but the Fist Demon still seemed not to trust me. I could read it on his face.

So what? Do you think you'll show up for a month? A year?

Because he harbored such thoughts, he only sent contemptuous glances my way.

However, his opponent was me. The next day, I even asked a question.

"I have a question!"

My shout startled everyone. I realized I had never seen anyone ask a question during training. They only performed the stances as ordered. I was probably the first.

The Fist Demon was just as surprised. He likely never imagined I would ask a question.

"In the Hidden Tiger Pounces technique, when rotating the right foot, how much can the left foot move?"

Everyone had been keeping their left foot completely fixed, but I thought it would be more effective if it moved slightly.

I felt a stir in my surroundings.

Is this allowed? How dare he ask a question? How will the Fist Demon react? What if we get struck by lightning because of him?

I could feel all sorts of such emotions.

Unexpectedly, however, the Fist Demon answered without any resistance.

"As long as your body doesn't waver when you complete the final rotation, you don't need to restrict the left foot."

Hearing the Fist Demon's clear answer, I tried the technique as he instructed.

My left foot lifted slightly. This was to link to the next technique as quickly as possible. We were practicing each movement separately, but in a real fight, continuous motion was important.

For the first time, the Iron Fists turned their gazes toward me. They did not know it yet. They were not just seeing a change in a technique. They were seeing a change in the long-stagnant training of the Eastern Fist Garrison.

I went to the training ground the next day, and the day after that. I did not ask questions just for the sake of it. I only asked what I was genuinely curious about, and the Iron Fists listened intently. It was as if I were asking the questions they were also curious about but never dared to ask. Some of the Iron Fists started to greet me after training.

After five days, I was executing the techniques with the most proper form among all the Iron Fists there. Some even came to ask me about the movements after training ended.

It was the seventh day. I remained alone to practice even after official training ended. I was becoming engrossed in the new world of fist arts. Putting my situation aside, learning fist arts was fun. I felt the Fist Demon watching me, but I paid him no mind and immersed myself in the technique. I focused only on my extended fist.

What must this fist carry to shatter a cliff?

Finally, the Fist Demon, who had been watching, spoke.

"What are you trying to do?"

"Didn't I tell you I wish to learn fist arts from you, Fist Demon?"

"Are you really trying to become my disciple?"

"If you'll accept me."

The Fist Demon flinched in surprise. A son of the Heavenly Demon had never become a disciple of a Demon Supreme.

"Are you serious?"

"Yes, I'm serious. I've already received Father's permission."

"The Cult Leader permitted it?"

"He did."

The Fist Demon realized my resolve was no joke.

"Do you know what kind of person I am?"

"I don't know well. However, the moment you said your goal was to shatter a cliff, I think I became captivated by you, Fist Demon."

My words were half sincerity, half flattery.

"You think a cheap trick like that will work? Do you think I'll support you as the successor if you do this?"

"It's fine if you don't. In fact, please don't. I don't know if you've heard the rumors about me, but my goal is to end this succession selection without shedding blood between brothers. That's why I'm actually reassured that you are with my brother, Fist Demon. Because you will stop my brother if he crosses the line."

"Why do you think I would stop him?"

"Because you're someone who tries to shatter a cliff with your bare fists. You must know that the moment your fist holds despicable conspiracies or schemes, you'll never be able to shatter that cliff."

"!"

"I believe you're the only one, Fist Demon, who can beat up my brother or me if we go crazy in the succession fight. Please stop both of us if we try to cross the line. Please strike us mercilessly with that fist."

I did not avoid his displeased and fierce gaze.

You say you're a man mad for martial arts? When it comes to being crazy about something and digging one path, I'm no less than you.

The next moment!

The Fist Demon's large fist was in front of my face. He threw the punch so quickly that it made no sound of wind. It was as if the fist had been there from the start, right before my face.

The sound exploded afterward.

FWOOOOSH!

A tremendous gust of wind rushed past me from behind.

KRAAAANG!

A large hole had been punched through the wall far behind me.

Amazingly, he had completely blown away the area behind me while leaving my face untouched where the fist had stopped. It was a truly magnificent and transcendent technique.

The Fist Demon stared coldly at me. I had not even blinked at the fist flying toward my face. He then turned and walked away without a word.

I stood in place and watched his back as he walked into the distance.

The more you act like this, the more fiercely the flame in my heart will burn.

At the end of the path, the Fist Demon stopped.

"Starting tomorrow, come to the Green Fists' training ground."


Chapter 183: When a Rift Forms Between People

The next day, I went to the Green Fists' training ground. They wore blue martial arts uniforms, a clear distinction from the White Fists. Their composure reflected their superior skill.

The Fist Demon had not yet arrived, so I greeted them comfortably. They already knew I had trained with the White Fists.

One of them asked, "Did you learn everything you needed from the White Fists? I heard you were only there for seven or eight days."

"How long did it take you?"

"I was there for two years. If you didn't learn properly from the White Fists, training with the Green Fists won't be easy."

He sounded concerned, but his words revealed his displeasure. He subtly complained that I had passed in a few days what took them two years. He implied my status as the Second Young Lord, not my skill, was the reason for my success.

I did not bother making excuses. Others were bound to have similar complaints, and words could not resolve this issue.

A short while later, the Fist Demon appeared. I had learned that the Fist Demon personally instructed everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists. Other Demon Supremes only taught their disciples, who then taught the lower subordinates, but the Fist Demon instructed all his subordinates himself.

"I believe personally instructing all the iron fists is truly worthy of respect," I said loudly. Everyone probably thought I was just flattering him, but I was sincere. In an atmosphere where no one dared ask questions, the Fist Demon had likely never heard such words. So I spoke them.

The Fist Demon's gaze turned to me. I looked at his fierce, blunt face and spoke even louder.

"It's magnificent!"

It's better to say this once when everyone is present than a hundred times when we're alone. This was not flattery. He deserved the praise. It was no easy feat for a Demon Supreme to look after his lowest subordinates.

The Fist Demon's eyes seemed to say, 'Your tricks won't work on me.'

My eyes replied, 'Then it will work, because these aren't tricks.'

When training began, all the Green Fists removed their shirts. From the Green Fists onward, they trained bare-chested to observe every muscle movement.

After they removed their shirts, their gazes turned to me. Their eyes seemed to say, let's see the pale body of our dear Second Young Lord.

I slowly took off my clothes. Everyone was startled when they saw my body. It was covered in battle-hardened muscles and countless scars. The Fist Demon himself would have been shocked if he knew who gave me each one.

I smiled brightly at everyone. "I came here so I wouldn't have to get hit anymore."

A clear sneer crossed the Fist Demon's lips. He still looked disbelieving, as if waiting to see how long I would last.

The training began in earnest.

The Fist Demon still did not teach a single move, so I watched the others and copied them. Breathing methods were also important for their techniques, which I also learned by copying. I used the Divine Eye Technique to carefully observe their noses, throats, stomachs, and mouths to figure out the breathing method.

Then I asked the Fist Demon for confirmation.

"Please see if this breathing method is correct."

"Who taught you the breathing method?"

"I learned it by watching them perform their martial arts just now."

The Green Fists all looked at me with disbelief.

The Fist Demon, however, would believe me. He was surely reading the flow of my qi.

I wonder how he's evaluating my skills.

I remembered Father's words. He had said that if I got involved with the Fist Demon through martial arts, we would inevitably fight.

I looked at him, raised my hand high, and shouted, "I have another question!"


The next day, and the day after that, I trained diligently.

The cynical gazes from the Green Fists soon vanished. I worked hard, performed better than anyone, and above all, I brought out a new side of the Fist Demon.

"How should this technique be applied in a real fight?"

Strictly speaking, I aimed this question not at the Green Fists, but at the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon must have wanted to explain the technique's practical application to his subordinates.

If it were me, I'd want to tell them. Why would the Fist Demon be any different?

Indeed, the Fist Demon explained in such detail that it made me wonder what he would have done if I had not asked. The Green Fists also looked surprised. They probably never imagined the Fist Demon could explain things so well.

I asked questions about psychological aspects, and even more fundamental ones.

"Why fist techniques?"

In truth, everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists, and even the Fist Demon himself, should constantly ask that question.

As I asked it, I naturally questioned myself as well.

Why the sword?

How one finds the answer to this question determines how far that person can grow.

Five days after I started training with the Green Fists, the Fist Demon spoke to me in front of the other martial artists.

"Starting tomorrow, come to the Red Fists training."

"......"

None of the Green Fists complained about this decision. In just a few days, I had perfectly mastered the techniques they had learned.

Eventually, the man who had spoken to me on the first day came to apologize.

"Please forgive my rudeness on the first day."

"Anyone would have thought the same. There will probably be someone in the Red Fists who says the same thing."

"That person will also come to apologize like me in a few days. Thank you for opening our foolish and inadequate eyes."

All the Green Fists martial artists standing behind him bowed their heads lightly to me. I also bowed my head to them. Just seeing a new side of the Fist Demon must have made this a very meaningful time for them.


"I heard Mugeuk is training under the Fist Demon."

Geom Muyang kept a close watch on his younger brother's movements.

"In just over ten days, he broke through the Green Fists training. I hear he started with the Red Fists two or three days ago," the Demonic Buddha replied from across the table.

"With the Second Young Lord's martial arts skill, it's certainly possible."

The Demonic Buddha knew what worried the First Young Lord. He must be concerned that at this rate, the Second Young Lord might actually become the Fist Demon's disciple.

"You don't need to worry about the Fist Demon. If the Second Young Lord tries to pull him in, it'll only backfire."

At that, Geom Muyang recalled a past event.

"Do you perhaps remember what you told me before?"

"What did I say to you?"

"The Drunken Demon is an unpredictable man. If he starts stirring things up, even the Second Young Lord won't be able to handle him easily. The Second Young Lord will lose the Demon Supremes he has so carefully gathered."

These were the words the Demonic Buddha had said to Geom Muyang when he received the broken liquor bottle from the Drunken Demon.

However, the news that eventually reached them was of Geom Mugeuk drinking and carousing with the Drunken Demon.

"Don't take this the wrong way. It's just that I can't ignore what happened with the Drunken Demon."

Although he said not to take it the wrong way, the Demonic Buddha felt displeased. Was there really a need to repeat my own words so precisely? Doesn't it mean he's been holding onto that incident all this time?

Is it really impossible to mend a rift once it forms between people?

At first, he tried hard to ignore the rift, careful not to let it crack further. He thought it would be fine as long as it did not shatter completely.

However, the Demonic Buddha was realizing it.

In human relationships, the problem was not whether the rift shattered. The problem was that a rift had formed in the first place.

If his counterpart had not been Geom Muyang, this relationship would have already been settled one way or another, but he could not do that. Because Geom Muyang was the path he had chosen. Because he had bet his life on him.

Geom Muyang said to the Demonic Buddha, "Could you meet with the Fist Demon and find out what he's thinking?"

"Yes, I will go and meet him."

The Demonic Buddha readily accepted the request.

As he got up from his seat, the Demonic Buddha looked back at Geom Muyang. He wanted to say something. That it was okay to show his anxiety. That he could tell him everything. That his damn younger brother was too strong and hard to handle. That he would feel better after saying it all.

But the words caught in his throat.

"What is it? Is there something you wish to say?"

"It's nothing. I will be on my way."

Leaving the office, the Demonic Buddha reproached himself. If the First Young Lord can't do it, I should have been more open... This isn't something to blame Geom Muyang for.


The next day, the Demonic Buddha's steps halted as he entered the Eastern Fist Garrison.

He saw Geom Mugeuk with the Red Fists martial artists.

"Widen your stance. Lower your arms."

Geom Mugeuk was correcting their movements. The Demonic Buddha knew the man was no ordinary person, but how many days had it been? How was he already so friendly with the Red Fists?

Just then, the Demonic Buddha saw Geom Mugeuk's eyes and his expression. He was passionately discussing with the Red Fists, like someone truly immersed in fist techniques.

Right, that's why. That's how everyone gets drawn in. They're deceived by that strange fervor I almost fell for myself.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk saw the Demonic Buddha and ran over to greet him.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. How nice would it be if Geom Muyang smiled so brightly?

No. I shouldn't have such useless thoughts. He's smiling like that because he's an enemy.

Isn't it human nature to smile at strangers but scowl at your own people? I mustn't be deceived by that smile. The First Young Lord gets annoyed because he's on our side. The Second Young Lord smiles because he's the enemy.

"The rumors are rampant that you've become engrossed in fist techniques lately."

"Being the Sanzu Hall Director, I've found there are just too many bastards I want to beat to a pulp with my fists."

"Look here, let's not be so hypocritical with each other. Aren't you here to win the Fist Demon over to your side?"

"Those words, 'with each other', are truly pleasant to hear."

That silver tongue. He's so obviously speaking pleasantries, yet it keeps melting my ears.

"Stop with the pretense and go swing those cotton fists of yours."

After deliberately treating him coldly, the Demonic Buddha headed for the Fist Demon's office. From behind, he heard Geom Mugeuk's shout.

"The Fist Demon called them baby hands, so are you calling them cotton fists, Demonic Buddha?"


"You're a busy man, so I'll get straight to the point. I came here today because of the Second Young Lord."

The Fist Demon waited silently for the Demonic Buddha's next words, as if he had expected this. The tall, large-framed Fist Demon and the much smaller Demonic Buddha were a true contrast.

"The Second Young Lord's desire to learn fist techniques is a ploy to draw you to his side."

In truth, the Demonic Buddha had never been close with the Fist Demon, but he felt a one-sided camaraderie. He considered his own short stature and the Fist Demon's frightening face to be similar physical weaknesses. He thought people would frown upon seeing either of them.

Of course, he had never revealed such private thoughts to anyone.

"So? You came here because you're worried I'll fall for the Second Young Lord's tricks?"

"That's right. That's what I'm worried about. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went over to his side, and so did the Flower Sword Supreme. Even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon."

The Demonic Buddha spoke frankly. Beating around the bush could cause trouble later. He had to be direct.

"The Second Young Lord is a fox. A fox with a hundred tails. That silver tongue of his is sweeter than a treacherous courtier's. If you let your guard down, you'll find yourself taking the Second Young Lord on as a disciple before you know it."

The Fist Demon stared intently at the Demonic Buddha and asked abruptly, "By any chance, were you almost won over too?"

For a moment, the Demonic Buddha flinched inwardly, but he spoke confidently.

"From the beginning until now, and in the future, I am on the First Young Lord's side."

"The Second Young Lord said so. He told me to protect the First Young Lord."

The Demonic Buddha was startled. He had said something similar to him as well.

"He said he would end the succession fight without shedding any blood."

"Do you believe him?"

"Do you?"

The Demonic Buddha did not answer. He should have said he did not believe him, but the words would not come out. He had come to give the Fist Demon confidence, but he was only confirming that Geom Mugeuk had swayed him too.

"Go and tell the First Young Lord. My heart in supporting the First Young Lord remains unchanged."

He could not know the Fist Demon's true feelings, but the Demonic Buddha thought it was enough to have given him this warning.

"The First Young Lord will be greatly pleased."

With that, the Demonic Buddha left the office.

On his way back, he saw Geom Mugeuk again. Far away in the training grounds, he was still honing his fist techniques with the Red Fists. Even from a distance, the Demonic Buddha could feel his genuine immersion in the art. It was just like when he himself had been immersed in martial arts as a youth.

There had been many times until now when he had considered Geom Mugeuk to be remarkable, but today's feeling was a little different.

It was probably because of the Red Fists training with him. Have you all fallen for him already? How long have you known him? What's so great that you're swinging your fists together?

The Demonic Buddha suddenly became afraid of Geom Mugeuk.

Doubts washed over him like inner demons. What if his scheme to sway people's hearts is genuine? What if I'm the fool who resorts to schemes? What if I've chosen the wrong side?

However, the Demonic Buddha soon shook his head. At times like this, he had to be stronger. Emitting a golden radiance, he walked on with powerful steps. Even though he was confused, pushed back, and even though a rift had formed.

First Young Lord, let us be strong.


Chapter 184: What Kind of Person the Fist Demon Is

"You seem to be in a good mood," Geom Muyang said.

The Demonic Buddha smiled. "I suppose it's because I've brought good news."

The Demonic Buddha acted brighter and more energetic than usual.

"You don't need to worry about the Fist Demon. He's made it clear that he supports the Young Lord."

Despite the good news, Geom Muyang's expression did not brighten.

"First Young Lord, let me speak frankly. I know you've been disappointed in me recently. I tried my best, but some things didn't go as planned. For that, I apologize."

The Demonic Buddha apologized sincerely, without any pretense. The feeling stemmed from watching Geom Mugeuk train earlier.

I can't win against Geom Mugeuk if things continue like this. He knew a change was needed and decided it had to start with himself.

"No. I'm the one who should be apologizing."

The Demonic Buddha could tell from Geom Muyang's reaction that he was flustered and doubted his words.

Geom Muyang always looked for hidden meanings and filtered what others said. Right now, he was doubting the Demonic Buddha's sincerity.

Yesterday, this reaction would have angered the Demonic Buddha. It would have reminded him of the crack that had formed between them, but not today. He decided to accept it. This was the essence of Geom Muyang. If the Demonic Buddha did not like it, he was the one who had to leave.

Geom Muyang spoke calmly, perhaps unaware of the Demonic Buddha's thoughts. "When I returned to the Cult, I think I was flustered. Mugeuk had grown so much more than I expected. The Mugeuk I knew was a young wolf, but he's become a great tiger. In my impatience, I was rude to you several times. I'm sorry."

Geom Muyang bowed his head.

The Demonic Buddha's heart softened. This was enough.

He decided the crack between them was not a danger that could shatter them. Instead, it was a mark for a better future relationship. He could look at it when he felt hurt and weary to find strength.

"You're also a tiger, First Young Lord. So don't be afraid. Roar to your heart's content. I'll protect you."

"Thank you."

The Demonic Buddha mustered his strength.

Yes, this is how I should approach him. Just as Geom Mugeuk approached me without hesitation, I must stride confidently toward Geom Muyang. Only then will I have no regrets, no matter how this ends.

The Demonic Buddha's gaze turned to the window. "The moonlight is especially beautiful tonight."

Geom Muyang's eyes, however, were not enjoying the beautiful moonlight.

This won't do.

He thought the Demonic Buddha, with his eyes growing moist at the sight of the moon, could not defeat Geom Mugeuk.

If you were truly on my side, you wouldn't praise me as a tiger. You'd bring me a trap to catch that other tiger. When every trick and scheme was needed, the man acted so leisurely.

It was because he was not as desperate as Geom Muyang. After all, if Geom Muyang lost the succession battle, he would be the one to die.

Because their hearts were different, the moonlight was also different. It shone down on them both, soft and warm, yet cold and lonely.


I threw punches alone in the moonlit training ground. I had already mastered the techniques the Red Fists were learning. They found them difficult, but to me, they felt as easy as basic fist arts. Still, a solid foundation was crucial, so I invested all my time in honing my skills from the start.

Just then, the Fist Demon walked over.

The moon at his back cast his face in shadow, making him look like a truly malevolent demon.

"Aren't you afraid of me?"

"How could anyone not be afraid after seeing that face?"

"It's not just that you're not afraid. You're looking down on me."

"Do you enjoy it when others find you fearsome? You must have experienced it your whole life."

The Fist Demon walked slowly until he stood right before me. He thrust his face close to mine. It was the first time I had seen it this close. He truly looked like a demon born into the mortal world.

"How does it look up close?"

I looked at the Demon Supreme's face and felt something for the first time.

"You look tired."

"!"

"What in the world is making a Demon Supreme of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult so tired? Is it the Iron Fists? Or that cliff? Or is it something else?"

The Fist Demon's eyes trembled for a moment. No one had likely ever asked him so directly. Not even Father treated the Demon Supremes carelessly, let alone his fellow Demon Supremes.

"It seems you've coaxed all the Demon Supremes this way, but it won't work on me."

My comment about him looking tired seemed to have struck a nerve.

"As I've said, I never hoped for that. I desire something else."

"What is it?"

"Please teach me fist arts. Learning them is so much fun. I'm so excited and thrilled I can't even sleep."

I said it with all my heart. Perhaps it was because I had trained in sword arts my entire life, mastering the Twelfth Star of the Soaring Sky Sword Art and the Four Strides of the Wind God. The fist arts had come to me now like fate.

"Please teach me. I want to fight you, the Fist Demon, with the very fist arts you teach me!"

"!"

"With those fist arts, I want to defeat you."

In that instant, a wave of qi erupted from the Fist Demon's body. His aura was a fierce gale that made it impossible to open my eyes. It filled my mind with a blank terror, as if I would be blown away.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own, and I raised my protective qi to counter his aura.

At that, the Fist Demon's aura grew even stronger. A wind blew that felt like it would tear away not just my body, but my very soul.

I infused qi into my clenched fist and executed a technique I learned from the Red Fists, the Heaven Swallowing Fist.

"......"

A refreshing sound of wind burst from the empty space where my fist struck.

I stared into the Fist Demon's eyes. "You've awakened something inside my body."

Even without me saying it, the Fist Demon would know what it was.

The Fist Demon withdrew his crushing aura and asked, "Why have you come to me only now?"

The seventh connection among the eight Demon Supremes. He had every right to be curious.

"Was I not a person you needed that much?"

"It's the opposite."

"The opposite?"

"I heard you fulfill the roles of two Demon Supremes. That's why I wanted to meet you when I had become a little stronger."

"Who told you I fulfill the role of two people?"

"Father."

Father had said the four-versus-three split among the Demon Supremes was a tense balance. I confirmed through the Drunken Demon that he said this with the Fist Demon in mind. Father certainly had influence over them. The Fist Demon revealed a complicated emotion when our father was mentioned.

"I can't believe the Cult Leader would say such a thing. Don't make a reckless move just to pull me to your side."

"Go and confirm it for yourself."

The Fist Demon's face became even more frightening. I could guarantee that if he went to the Central Plains with that face, he would cause new incidents, accidents, and interesting events every single day.

He stared at me fearsomely and asked, "Are you serious about possibly becoming my disciple?"

"I am. This is your only chance to become the Master of the Heavenly Demon. Don't miss it."

"What will you do if I try to control my disciple, the Heavenly Demon, as I please?"

Finally, I released my own aura, revealing it to the Fist Demon for the first time. It was an endlessly vast, clear sky, reflected in clear water. It was an abyss whose bottom could not be seen, discovered only after dipping a foot into what seemed shallow. Extending that suffocating fear, I spoke sternly.

"Is your Heavenly Demon a person of such little worth?"

The Fist Demon stared at me, surprised.

We stared at each other in silence for a long time before the Fist Demon finally broke it.

"Hold out your hand. That baby hand of yours."

I held out my hand.

"Make a fist."

I slowly made a fist.

A peculiar light flickered in the Fist Demon's eyes as he examined my fist.

Yes, this isn't a hand one sees easily. This 'baby's hand' is the hand of a Heavenly Martial Body, bestowed by the heavens.

A master's entire body is important, but the hands are especially so. This is even more true in fist arts, where one cannot hide the body's weaknesses with a weapon.

He wrapped his large hand around mine. Hand met hand, each exploring the other.

After a moment, the Fist Demon turned and walked away without a word about my hand.

"Starting tomorrow, come to the Black Fists' training."


After leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, I went straight to the Valley of Evil. I wanted to ask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon about the Fist Demon. For some reason, I felt he would know the Fist Demon well.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat blankly in his all-white room, as always.

His first words to me were, "Second Young Lord, you want to fight the Fist Demon."

I was startled. "Have you learned a mind-reading art? Or are we so close we can read each other's thoughts just by looking into our eyes?"

"You're wearing a mask today, aren't you?"

"And if I'm wearing a mask, that means I want to fight the Fist Demon?"

"Yes. That means you want to fight the Fist Demon."

I smiled and pushed the mask up onto my head. "What if I came like this?"

"Then you must have come because you want to play with me."

I had not come to play today, so I pulled the mask back down.

"I might be able to fool a ghost, but I can't fool you." I nodded, admitting it honestly.

"Do you miss the blood?"

"I think so. When I miss blood, you're the first person I think of."

"When I heard you were learning martial arts from the Fist Demon, I knew you'd visit me at least once."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Fist Demon were completely different people in feel, atmosphere, and personality. Still, if one were to classify the Demon Supremes without any criteria, it felt like they would be placed in the same category.

"Do you know why the Fist Demon supports the First Young Lord?"

"Because I went to see him late?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shook his head.

"Because he supports the succession of the eldest son?"

"That's probably not it either."

"Then why does he support my brother?"

An unexpected answer came. "It's likely because of the Cult Leader."

"Because of Father?"

"Until you began to distinguish yourself recently, everyone expected the First Young Lord to be the successor. The Cult Leader probably had his mind made up that way as well."

"Does that mean the Fist Demon is following Father's will?"

"That's right. He probably thinks the Cult Leader wants the First Young Lord as the successor. He doesn't know how much the situation has changed recently."

"Because he was focused solely on teaching his subordinates."

"Correct. If he finds out the Cult Leader has you in mind, he'll change his mind."

The Drunken Demon had said Father would most like the Fist Demon, who was purely crazy about martial arts. It occurred to me that perhaps the Fist Demon was also the one who liked Father the most.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave one last piece of advice. "The Fist Demon's alias is 'Undefeated'. He's a man who has never lost. You'll find out what kind of person he is when he's finally defeated."

I nodded silently.

Perhaps I'll be the one to hand him his first defeat.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon read that fervor in me.

"Second Young Lord, why are you trying to become so strong?"

He knew my ultimate goal in learning from the Fist Demon was not to gain an ally, but to become stronger.

"Are you perhaps dreaming of unifying the world?"

"No," I said firmly.

"Do you want to become the world's number one?"

"That's not it either."

"Then why are you running so breathlessly?"

"I have a premonition that a powerful enemy will appear one day. An enemy so strong I can never win unless I train like a madman. I suppose I have that kind of anxiety."

I revealed my honest anxiety to him. Strangely, it was comfortable to reveal these emotions to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me quietly, then suddenly shot a finger qi bullet.

JIIIIIIIIK.

A long line scarred the white wall he always stared at. I was shocked. He had damaged the wall I thought he would never touch.

"Second Young Lord, how far have we come?"

After a very long time, he drew a line and asked me. The last time, I had said I reached the line of survival.

I drew the Black Demon Sword. I passed the old survival line and drew a vertical line at the end of his new one. "I've come this far."

I had not spent much time with him, but our two back-to-back, life-or-death battles allowed me to draw the line there.

"Do you remember? When we first met, I told you I don't befriend people who wear masks. Now, that principle has changed. Since I wear a mask too, I'll be friends with people who wear masks." The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said this to me with clear eyes.

"You said it, Second Young Lord. That if I reached that line, we'd become friends. We'd eat and drink together, have fun together, and fight together. If one was in danger, the other would come to the rescue. If one of us died first, the other would pour alcohol on their grave."

"That's right."

"If that powerful enemy you mentioned appears and you fall into danger..." The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paused briefly before adding, "I'll go and save you."

"!"

I could tell. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's line was drawn in the same place as mine.

Father always says not to trust people. He says this kind of feeling is a cheap, naive sentiment that gets you killed. Even so, I love this moment so much.

"I'll be waiting for you to save me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone clearly. No more words were needed.

As I turned to leave, I asked worriedly, "By the way, is that wall okay? It's for your training, isn't it?"

He had said he trained by looking at the white wall to gain more inner arts. I worried how he would manage now that it was damaged. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just looked at the opposite white wall and said, "I didn't like the color of that wall over there anyway. Starting today, I'll look at this one."


Chapter 185: You Still Don't Know the Terror of a Sword

The next day, I went to the Black Fists training grounds.

I had assumed the Black Fists, being the most skilled, would have the fewest members.

When I arrived, however, I saw the Black Fists had the most members. This was thanks to the Fist Demon's efforts. He had built them up from the basics, continuously discovering those with the potential to become one of the Black Fists.

These were the true Iron Fists. I saw skilled individuals everywhere who could easily serve as a Division Leader or Captain in our Cult's elite organizations.

Their gazes varied from curious to hostile. The reason for their hostility was simple. These Black Fists had trained for a minimum of seven or eight years, and some for over a decade, to reach this level.

How could they be pleased when I had broken through the Three Fists and risen to the Black Fists in just over ten days? Some probably wondered if the Second Young Lord was trying to become the next Fist Demon.

One person stood out among them.

She was an attractive woman with her hair tied up tightly and bandages wrapped around her hands and wrists. Her captivating eyes looked strong.

I knew who she was.

Cheon Sohwi.

She was the next Fist Demon.

With that slender body and small fists, she was the woman who would overcome all the other Black Fists here and inherit the Fist Demon's title.

After Hwa Mugi closed off our Cult, the Fist Demon would pass the position of Demon Supreme to her and go into seclusion.

The Fist Demon never managed to shatter the cliff. He had dedicated his entire life to martial arts training, but he never reached the state where he could destroy a cliff with a single punch.

I realized that if he had reached a state powerful enough to shatter the cliff, he might have sought revenge on Hwa Mugi. I didn't see it back then, but looking at it now, that seems to be the case.

Since my regression, everyone's fates and relationships have been changing.

Therefore, I couldn't judge these people by past standards. I had to see them with a new perspective and new standards.

Just look at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If Hwa Mugi killed me, would those two just stand by? I had a premonition they wouldn't.

"I heard the Second Young Lord passed the Red Fists with ease."

The man who approached and spoke to me was Do Kang. Just as I knew Cheon Sohwi, I knew this man as well.

Do Kang was the one who competed with Cheon Sohwi for the successor's position until the very end. When he was passed over, he left the cult.

"On behalf of the Black Fists, may I ask you a question?"

"Ask as many as you like."

"Why did you come to the Eastern Fist Garrison? Why are you trying to learn fist arts?"

"If you're worried I might take the position you've all dedicated your lives to obtaining, you don't have to be. I didn't come here to become the Fist Demon."

I told them calmly.

"I am the one who will become your Heavenly Demon."

Because of what I had accomplished since my regression, no one showed any disrespect. The possibility that I might become the Heavenly Demon made it difficult for them to run their mouths carelessly.

However, no one went out of their way to get on my good side either. The Eastern Fist Garrison was still closer to the First Young Lord's faction.

"By the time I become the Heavenly Demon, one of you will have become the Fist Demon. I look forward to working with you."

Do Kang asked again.

"Why would someone who is to become the Heavenly Demon come here?"

"I came because I want to become stronger. To learn fist arts and become stronger."

This would also boost the pride of the Iron Fists. After all, I was saying I wanted to learn the fist arts they practiced to become stronger.

Cheon Sohwi's gaze was among those focused on me. Her exceptional qi was one thing, but I particularly liked the look in her eyes. It was a gaze filled with a will that seemed it would never give up on a goal, much like the Fist Demon's.

I'll be in your care, future Fist Demon!

Just then, the Fist Demon appeared. As with the previous training sessions, he paid me no special attention.

"Let's begin."

With the Fist Demon's single phrase, training began.

The Black Fists also focused their training on technique. The Fist Demon valued fundamentals and considered executing techniques with precision to be the most important thing.

I observed the movements of the Black Fists in detail.

On the first day, I only observed. I could have demonstrated the techniques if I had to, but I didn't think that would be a good choice for the Black Fists or myself.

And so, the first day passed with me only observing.

The next day, I continued to just watch.

The Black Fists triumphantly displayed their pride, as if to say, 'See, we're different from the Red Fists, aren't we?'

The Fist Demon sent me a telepathy.

[You must have already mastered it all, so why aren't you following along?]

[I could get away with it for the Red Fists, but I have to consider the pride and morale of the Black Fists.]

[Since when did you care about them?]

[I have to care for them since they will one day be my subordinates.]

I could see the Fist Demon scoffing in the distance.


On the third day, after training ended and everyone was dispersing, Cheon Sohwi approached Geom Mugeuk.

When Geom Mugeuk had said he would become their Heavenly Demon on the first day, something had stirred in her chest.

She had bet her life on martial arts and had completely given up on love. Therefore, it wasn't a feeling between a man and a woman. It was some other kind of fateful pull. She had come to find Geom Mugeuk to confirm what it was.

"I'm Cheon Sohwi."

"A pleasure."

"I heard that you learned the techniques from the Red Fists' training just by watching."

"That's right."

"You won't be able to learn the Black Fists' techniques just by watching."

"They are certainly incomparably more difficult."

"Then why don't you ask to be taught?"

Geom Mugeuk gave an unexpected answer.

"I've already learned them all."

He might not have for others, but he spoke honestly to Cheon Sohwi. He wanted to form a different kind of connection with her.

Cheon Sohwi flinched in surprise, then a faint sneer touched her lips. She was certain it was impossible to master the techniques just by watching.

She was about to say that useless pride only makes a person look pathetic, but instead phrased it nicely.

"I'm curious now, whether you truly have a keen eye, or if you're just bluffing."

After all, if he was the type to bluff, such advice wouldn't get through to him anyway, and if by some chance she was wrong, she would be making a mistake.

"Well then, I'll be going."

She had taken a few steps when Geom Mugeuk called out from behind her.

"If what I said is true, you have to grant me one request."

She turned and asked.

"And if it's a bluff?"

"I'll grant your request."

"Fine."

She agreed without hesitation, clearly convinced it was a bluff.

Cheon Sohwi left, wondering what kind of request she should make. At the same time, she was disappointed that it wasn't some kind of fateful pull after all.


Her disappointment lasted only a day.

The next day, I demonstrated the exact techniques the Black Fists had been practicing in front of everyone. When I executed the techniques perfectly, everyone was stunned. Cheon Sohwi's shock was the greatest of all.

[Did you really learn all that just by watching?]

Her incredulous telepathy reached me.

[Didn't I tell you I did?]

Her eyes trembled. How could she know? I was the one who passed through the Little Heaven Cave in a single day, a feat that took an average of three years and even Father two months. These weren't the Fist Demon's unique martial arts, so I could certainly execute the fist arts learned by the Black Fists just by watching.

[Don't forget, you have to grant my request.]

[Of course. I always keep my promises.]

The Fist Demon called me forward.

"Step forward."

For the first time, the Fist Demon had me stand before the Iron Fists.

"Do you know why I permitted you to train here?"

"Why is that?"

The Fist Demon's gaze then turned to the Black Fists.

"These kids have never fought a true master. Would you show them what the murim is really like?"

Surprisingly, he was asking me to give them real combat experience.

Of course, those at the level of the Black Fists would have had various experiences. The Fist Demon, like the other Demon Supremes, had duties to perform for the cult, and the Black Fists here likely went out to the Central Plains to handle them. They would have experienced real combat many times.

However, they had likely never met a true master.

My eyes met the Fist Demon's. He was genuinely concerned for his subordinates. His words were right. The Fist Demon is a smarter man than he looks. The Fist Demon is a man purely mad for martial arts.

"They still don't know the terror of a sword."

It was a difficult thing for the undefeated Fist Demon to say, but his words were for his subordinates, who were puffed up with arrogance. If he was willing to show this much consideration...

"Then I'll have to make them understand."

When I readily agreed, the Fist Demon's expression brightened.

"Will you do it with about twenty of them? Or maybe ten?"

It seemed even the Fist Demon felt bad asking me to give all several dozen of them the experience. This was certainly a difficult request, as it would be incredibly draining for the person accepting it.

"No, since I'm doing it, I'll take on all of them."

A flash of joy and gratitude crossed the fearsome Fist Demon's face. The emotion looked truly out of place and awkward on him, a sight one couldn't see often. Seeing that precious expression was payment enough for the lesson.

When I turned to the Black Fists, my qi had already turned cold.

"There are many types of masters. Decent masters, strong masters, and true masters. First, let's start with what it's like to meet a decent master. Now, come forward one by one."

The Black Fists stepped forward one by one, their faces full of confidence. Although they knew they couldn't beat me, they had the will not to lose easily.

I sent a telepathy to the Fist Demon.

[These are the men you taught, Fist Demon. Will this be alright?]

[Turn them into a disorderly mob. That is my intention for creating this session today.]

I faced them one by one.

"Your current opponent possesses the skill to defeat you in thirty moves."

The opposing Black Fist showed his resolve, as if to say, 'You think it'll go your way?' He probably wanted to teach me a lesson. He must have wanted to show this uninvited guest the true taste of a fist, especially with the Fist Demon watching.

Knowing his feelings well, I faced him in a way that wouldn't break his pride. Even if I won, I tried not to trample on his self-respect.

The first Black Fist rushed in, throwing a punch. His fundamentals were solid, and he was confident. His footwork was especially good. Martial artists who learn fist arts are naturally proficient in movement arts.

After thirty moves, the first Black Fist's side was stained with blood. It wasn't a deep cut, just enough to draw a little blood.

"It was a good lesson."

He gave a polite clasped hands greeting and retreated. Although he had shed blood, his expression was one of satisfaction from the first real fight in a long time. Considering who his opponent was, how could the duel not feel substantial?

The second Black Fist was also cut on the side in exactly thirty moves. The third was the same.

At this, the waiting Black Fists began to murmur and stir restlessly.

They tried their best to hold out, but they couldn't last beyond thirty moves, nor could they dodge the sword flying at their sides.

Having seen their comrades fall, they should have been prepared, but they weren't.

It wasn't that I suddenly increased my skill on the thirtieth move. I faced them with the same speed and power from the start, but without fail, they would expose their side on the thirtieth move. That was why everyone was so shocked.

A single emotion dominated them all.

How can this be?

Only Cheon Sohwi, who came out last, barely managed to dodge. She was cut on her thigh instead of her side on the thirty-first move. Indeed, she was the most outstanding among them.

The look in their eyes as they watched me had already changed. It was no longer 'Let's see what you've got,' but 'What will you show us now?'

"Until now, you faced a master who could defeat you in thirty moves. Now, you will face a master who can kill you in ten techniques."

The Black Fists came out one by one, their resolve even firmer. This time, I faced them much more quickly.

"This is what a master of ten moves feels like."

I pushed them back quickly and fiercely. It might not seem like a big difference between thirty moves and ten moves, but for the one on the receiving end, it would feel worlds apart.

Everyone was shocked and bewildered.

With their skills, they had been confident they could beat anyone down.

After a frantic ten moves passed, they would find a sword aimed at their neck. In an instant, a sword would be poking their heart. A cold, sharp blade would be tapping their arm. If I hadn't held back, their necks would have been severed, their hearts pierced, and their arms cut off.

Their initial confidence and arrogance were gone. This must have been the feeling the Fist Demon wanted his subordinates to experience. A warning not to get cocky just because they were the Black Fists. That masters existed who could rip to shreds the black martial arts uniform they had worked so hard to earn.

And so, I gifted them all the shock of a ten-move master.

It wasn't just my swordsmanship that surprised them. I was facing so many people consecutively, yet my breathing hadn't even become ragged.

Now, it was time to conclude the session.

"Now, for a master of a single move. They are difficult to encounter, but they certainly exist in this jianghu."

Everyone tensed at the words 'a master of a single move'.

They were about to come forward one by one again, but this time, I changed my method.

I fully released my qi. My qi dominated the space, making the Black Fists feel as if they were sinking into the depths of the ocean. The Black Fist who had been walking forward felt his breath catch, and he unconsciously took a few steps back.

"......"

The Black Demon Sword drew itself from its sheath.

CHWAAAAAAK.

It began to split apart in front of my chest.

The Black Fists were horrified by the sword qi that had split into twenty pieces in an instant. It was the first time they had seen such a thing. A sword splitting into sword-shaped sword qi.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISH!

The sword qi shot out in all directions, flying as fast as light.

Screams erupted from all sides.

The sword-shaped sword qi had stopped right before the faces of the Black Fists standing at the front. It had flown so fast that they had no time to dodge. None of them could have blocked my Ominous Sky Strike, which had reached the Twelfth Star mastery.

Everyone stared with horrified faces at the sword-shaped sword qi floating before their eyes.

They wouldn't know. Stopping the sword qi simultaneously in front of their faces like this was a far more difficult, higher-level technique than simply piercing them all at once. At this moment, the only person who could comprehend that was likely the Fist Demon.

SHHHHHHH.

As the brilliant halo of light scattered, all the sword qi vanished.

The real Black Demon Sword, which had been floating in the air, was now in front of Cheon Sohwi. I had sent the real sword to her, the strongest of the Black Fists. It was a consideration and a sign of respect for her, and I imbued the sword with my thoughts.

What you see now is reality. The swords that fly toward you in the future will never vanish before your eyes. I hope you never forget this moment.

The Black Demon Sword floating before her cut through the air and returned to me. The Black Demon Sword sheathed itself.

Hearing the clear metallic click, I spoke calmly to the Black Fists.

"You were all just killed."


Chapter 186: It's Not Easy, Is It?

A heavy silence filled the training ground.

No one had died, but something had. The bluster, bluff, and arrogance the Black Fists once possessed were now completely gone.

Naturally, the way they looked at me changed completely. Their gazes held a mix of awe, fear, and anger, each emotion reflecting their individual personalities.

The Fist Demon broke the silence.

"Do you now know the terror of the sword?"

"......"

The Black Fists answered with a roar.

"When I first taught you fist techniques, I told you not to fear the sword. Now, you must know its terror."

The Fist Demon wanted to teach his subordinates that sometimes one must be fearless, and other times one must be afraid. Possessing both mindsets was today's lesson.

"That's all for today."

With those words, the Fist Demon turned and left. He did not show it in front of his subordinates, but I could feel the display of power had stirred him as well.

The remaining Black Fists did not disperse as they usually did. Instead, they stared at me with gazes full of awe. People of the demonic path were born to revere the strong, and their desire for strength was exceptionally powerful.

Cheon Sohwi stepped forward to speak for them.

"Why are you trying to learn fist techniques when you're this strong? Is this some kind of amusement for the powerful?"

It was a very provocative question.

She was still in shock from that single move. At the same time, she was furious with herself for being so helplessly defeated. Her refusal to lose to anyone was the very quality that would likely help her become the next Fist Demon.

I calmly asked her a question in return.

"How could learning fist techniques be an amusement?"

"Then why are you trying to learn them?"

Why? Because a desire has bloomed within me to shatter that cliff with these fists.

"When my sword flew at you, my hands were empty. What if I were attacked then? What should I do against a master who wouldn't even give me a chance to retrieve my sword? I want to learn for that moment. This fist, which strikes when an opponent is off guard, will be what saves me."

Cheon Sohwi stared intently at me. She must have wondered if I was sincere, but she was still too young to read my heart.

After speaking, I also left the training ground.

Just as the fates of everyone related to me were changing, their fates would also change in some way. I could only hope it would be for the better.


That night, I trained in fist techniques.

I slowly and meticulously practiced every technique I had learned, from the White Fists to the Black Fists. I needed to establish this basic foundation before I could properly learn the Fist Demon's exclusive techniques.

PAPAPAPANG!

I loved the sound of my fists striking the empty air. A desire welled up in me to quickly master the Fist Demon's fist techniques.

"You're working hard even though it's late."

The Fist Demon had come to see me. His calm voice, which always contrasted so sharply with his fearsome face, surprised me every time. Which is his true nature, his face or his voice?

In truth, I had a premonition that the Fist Demon would visit. I thought he would definitely react to the skill I had shown earlier.

"Since I started late, I must work twice as hard."

"Even if you work ten times as hard, I will not accept you as a disciple."

"May I ask why?"

The Fist Demon did not answer, but the heat in his eyes spoke for him. He wanted to fight me, and he could not fight his own disciple.

"You wish to fight me."

Just as he had lit a fire in my heart, I, too, had lit a fire in his.

"I will not fight."

The moment I fight him, I'll lose my chance to learn fist techniques. There's only one way to learn from the Fist Demon. Successor disputes and political problems are useless. We have to be connected through martial arts. I have to make him want to fight me so badly that he'll end up teaching me. That's my plan.

"What's your reason for not fighting?"

Just like him, I gave no answer. The Fist Demon stared at me, then realized the meaning behind my refusal.

"You're worried you'll defeat me."

A wave of emotion flashed across the Fist Demon's expression. After taking the name 'Undefeated', he had probably never met someone who worried about defeating him. He had only ever seen people struggling not to be killed by him.

"Second Young Lord, you don't need to have such worries. The martial arts you've learned were taught by the Cult Leader, so it would be no shame for me to lose."

I also looked into the meaning behind his words.

"Do you want to fight? Or do you want to win?"

For a moment, the Fist Demon flinched.

"Is there a difference between the two?"

His statement came less from arrogance and more from something else.

"You've become so accustomed to winning that you can't even feel the difference."

He strode over and shoved his face in front of mine. Seeing his terrifying face so up close was more potent than a fist flying at me.

"What are you trying to say?"

I recalled what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had told me. He said I would know what kind of person the Fist Demon was when he lost.

"If you were the Blood Heaven Fist Demon or the Extreme Evil Fist Demon, it might be a different story, but as long as you are the Undefeated Fist Demon, it won't be easy for you to accept defeat."

"Are you saying I'll break my promise from the shock of defeat? What do you take me for!"

The Undefeated Fist Demon's expression twisted viciously. He looked so terrifying that it felt like the ground beside him would split open and demons would burst out from hell.

"Teach me the fist techniques first. Then I'll have a match with you."

The Fist Demon snorted as if it were a ridiculous notion.

"You'll have to fight me first."

He left those words behind, then turned and walked away.

I'm sorry, but that's not your card to play. As long as you're mad about martial arts, as long as you've built a legend of being undefeated, that card is mine.

Because I can wait, but you cannot.


Cheon Sohwi silently watched Geom Mugeuk.

Despite yesterday's huge fuss, Geom Mugeuk participated in the Black Fists' training as usual. He was completely immersed in his training, as if yesterday's events had never happened.

The Black Fists, however, were different. They appeared with ointment applied to the blade wounds on their sides, showing a new kind of fervor.

"I was reborn yesterday," one Black Fists member said openly.

Geom Mugeuk seemed unaware of this change and agitation, focusing solely on his own training.

His movements were more precise than anyone else's, and he understood the techniques better. Any suspicion that he was secretly taught because he was the Cult Leader's son had vanished with the skill he displayed yesterday.

"There's something I'd like to ask, if that's alright?"

Just as the Red Fists had done, members of the Black Fists began to ask Geom Mugeuk about the techniques.

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk sincerely explained what the man asked.

In just one day, the atmosphere among the Black Fists had changed this much.

After training ended, Cheon Sohwi went to Geom Mugeuk.

"I lost the bet, so I'll keep my promise. Tell me what you want to ask of me."

Geom Mugeuk then said something completely unexpected.

"Make me the Fist Demon's disciple."

Cheon Sohwi stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment with a dumbfounded expression.

"Then you make me the Cult Leader's successor," she said, thinking it was a joke.

She soon realized from Geom Mugeuk's expression that he was serious.

"You're not joking."

"Of course I'm not joking."

"I haven't even become a disciple myself, so how am I supposed to make you one?"

The Fist Demon had not yet chosen an official disciple. As a perfectionist in martial arts, he did not make such a decision lightly.

"That's for you, the loser of the bet, to worry about."

"I didn't know you'd make such a ridiculous request."

"Then why didn't you say so back then? That there should be a limit to the request."

"Well... I assumed that anyone with common sense would naturally make a reasonable request."

"Is that really why? Or was it because you thought you would win, so you didn't bother to say it?"

She could not refute his words. They were true. When they made the bet, she had intended to say he could not make an unreasonable request, but her instincts stopped her.

She had thought it was a bet she would obviously win, so she did not feel the need to say such a thing.

"Fine, I admit it."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. If she had not been so honest, he would have teased her more.

"Admit what? When someone makes such a ridiculous request, you should sternly refuse and forget about it."

She looked at Geom Mugeuk with a confused heart.

He's a truly unpredictable person.

She turned away. After walking a few steps, she stopped. She had lost the bet, and leaving like this hurt her pride. She turned back again.

"Fine, let's say I have that ability. Even so, if you become a disciple, the probability of me becoming one will decrease. Why would I help you?"

"That's where you're wrong. If I become a disciple, the probability of you becoming one will increase."

"Why is that?"

"Accepting the first disciple is difficult, but after that, it'll be like the floodgates have opened. He'll accept a second and a third, and I'll strongly recommend you as my junior martial sister."

"Me? Why?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at her and said calmly, "Because I think you'd do better than anyone else. Because you seem like the person most suited to be the next Fist Demon."

She wondered if he was joking again, but Geom Mugeuk's expression was serious.

A passion stirred in her chest. She had never heard such a thing since entering the Eastern Fist Garrison.

She, her peers, her seniors, and her juniors all ran while looking only up. From the White Fists to the Black Fists, they ran with the mindset that they would die if they were eliminated.

They were all peers who had struggled together, but she had never sincerely said anything nice to anyone. Nor had she ever heard such words.

Instead, she had secretly wished for her rivals to have a harder time, for them to be eliminated from the competition so that she could become the Fist Demon.

Yet this Geom Mugeuk, whom she had met only a few days ago, said such things without hesitation. In all that long time, they had never once exchanged such words.

She was not bitter because she had not heard them. Her heart grew heavy, as if she had just confirmed her own narrow-mindedness for never having said them to anyone.

"You don't even know me that well!" she snapped angrily and turned to leave.


That night, Cheon Sohwi could not fall asleep.

Geom Mugeuk's words kept replaying in her mind. Am I really a person suited to be the Fist Demon?

Tossing and turning, she finally couldn't bear it any longer and headed for Geom Mugeuk's quarters.

It was late, so she did not expect to meet him. She had gone only because of her frustrated heart, but surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk was practicing his martial arts.

He was so deep in his serious training that she could not greet him. She stood still, worried she might disturb him.

Finally, after finishing a round of training, Geom Mugeuk sat on a flat rock in the yard.

"Would you like a cup of tea?" he asked.

"No, I'm fine."

Cheon Sohwi sat down next to him. The scent of Geom Mugeuk's sweat was not unpleasant.

"It's late, but I came because I had to confirm this. If you really become a disciple, will you recommend me as your junior martial sister?"

"I will."

How much should I believe him? When the Black Fists colleagues gathered to drink, they always said the same thing. Trust no one. That was the first principle of surviving in the murim.

"My goal is to learn the Fist Demon's martial arts. The one to inherit the position of the Fist Demon will be my junior martial sister."

When such a powerful moment of temptation arrived, she found it hard to judge.

"My junior martial sister, who will have the Heavenly Demon as her Senior Brother."

Right, this must be how everyone falls for it. Even knowing they're honeyed words, my heart is pounding like this. I'm bound to be deceived.

What if he's trying to use me? What if I'm murdered to be silenced after he's used me to my fullest? In her mind, Geom Mugeuk's sword appeared. As it pierced her face, it would say, Naive wench.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke in a calm tone.

"Life's not easy, is it?"

That single, gentle phrase struck her right in the heart.

For a moment, she wanted to scream. What do you know about me to keep acting like you do? It is easy! I'm managing my life just fine. What's so difficult? I just have to run hard and keep running while looking up.

But the words that flowed from her mouth conveyed the will of her heart, not her head.

"...It's not easy."

She answered without even realizing it. She had never shown a weak side to others. She had never told anyone that things were hard. She had endured it so well until now.

The moment she admitted it, tears streamed down Cheon Sohwi's face. She was flustered by the sudden tears, which had started flowing without giving her a chance to hold them back.

Can tears just flow so suddenly like this? Her emotions were not sad at all, so why was she crying? She had not cried since she was a child.

"Ah, no, this is..."

As she hastily wiped her tears with her sleeve, someone entered.

"I knew it! Detective Seo was right when he called you the greatest playboy under the heavens. After a fateful love, now you're even making women cry."

Seeing the person who entered, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. Cheon Sohwi was startled. It was the first time in her life she had ever seen such a beautiful woman.


Chapter 187: Who Said You Could Call Him Senior Brother?

A woman in pure white robes stood beneath the moonlight. Her noble beauty made her look as if she had just descended from the heavens.

Cheon Sohwi wiped her tears with her sleeve, wondering if her eyes were playing tricks on her, but the beautiful woman before her smiled brightly and introduced herself.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Lee Ahn," she said energetically. "I used to be the young master's bodyguard."

Lee Ahn had always been a bright person, but she seemed even more radiant lately. Her every action overflowed with confidence.

"I'm Cheon Sohwi of the Black Fists from the Eastern Fist Garrison."

"Ah! It's an honor to meet you."

"Do you know of me?"

"Of course. Aren't you the number one iron fist of the Eastern Fist Garrison?"

Cheon Sohwi's mood lifted. It was not just the praise. Lee Ahn's compliment lacked the usual undertone she often heard, the one that said, 'A woman practicing fist arts? How unusual.'

"What I said when I came in earlier was just a joke to tease the young master," Lee Ahn explained. "Please forgive me if you were offended."

"It's alright."

"Well then, I'll let you two talk. I'll come back later."

As Lee Ahn bowed and turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk stopped her.

"Since you're already here, stay and talk for a bit."

Lee Ahn carefully asked Cheon Sohwi, "Would that be okay?"

"Of course."

Cheon Sohwi felt a growing curiosity about this beautiful woman.

The two women were a stark contrast. Lee Ahn possessed a noble, graceful beauty, while Cheon Sohwi had a toughness that suggested she could survive anything.

"Please don't misunderstand," Cheon Sohwi said. "I wasn't crying because of the Second Young Lord."

"Really?"

"Pardon?"

Lee Ahn's eyes sparkled as she asked again. "Are you sure you weren't crying because of the young master? I cry because of him all the time."

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk. "He makes me cry every time."

With a woman's intuition, Cheon Sohwi sensed it. She was in love with Geom Mugeuk.

"You were the Second Young Lord's bodyguard?"

"Yes, though I've been kicked out now."

"Why were you kicked out?"

"He said it was for my own happiness, but that's just an excuse, right?"

"It's an excuse," Cheon Sohwi agreed. "Be careful. Womanizers are smooth talkers."

"He's the best talker in all of murim."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "How long have you two known each other to be hitting it off so well already?"

The two women felt a mutual liking for each other.

Lee Ahn had always admired strong women like Cheon Sohwi. She wanted to become that kind of person herself.

Cheon Sohwi, likewise, had a good first impression of Lee Ahn. A woman so beautiful might normally be unapproachable or unpleasant, but Lee Ahn was neither.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk, "Is your training going well?"

"If the news reached someone like you, who's holed up training all day, then there must be no one in our Cult who doesn't know."

"Yesterday, even the kitchen cooks were talking about you passing the Red Fists test. I even heard people are betting on whether you'll become a disciple or not."

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk learning fist arts at the Eastern Fist Garrison was the talk of the entire garrison.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk with a gentle gaze, "How is it?"

"It's fine."

Cheon Sohwi watched Lee Ahn smile at Geom Mugeuk's answer. She could feel their deep trust and felt a pang of envy. She did not have anyone like that.

"But what brings you here so late?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I was training and suddenly wanted to see you, young master."

Geom Mugeuk stared at her intently before asking abruptly, "Did it come?"

Lee Ahn nodded with a serious expression. "I think it has."

At that, Geom Mugeuk shot up from the rock and strode into the yard.

"Let's have a duel."

Lee Ahn gave Cheon Sohwi a slight bow before walking into the yard. It was rude to suddenly start a duel, but this was too important for her.

Sensing the tense atmosphere, Cheon Sohwi quickly rose from her seat.

"I should get going now."

Geom Mugeuk stopped her. "You can watch. No, you should watch. This duel will be of great help to you, Young Lady Cheon."

It was a lesson from Geom Mugeuk for the person who would become the next Fist Demon.

"Is it really okay?"

"You shed such precious tears. You should at least get your money's worth before you go."

At the words 'precious tears', Cheon Sohwi's eyes grew hot again.

What's wrong with me?

Her long-blocked tear ducts seemed to have burst open, and tears threatened to fall again. The new experience flustered her, but thankfully, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were facing each other, about to begin their duel.

"I'm going to fight you with my fist arts."

"......"

"Hey, Lee Ahn! Aren't you worried that I'm fighting without my swordsmanship?"

"Worried? Young master, even if you fought with no hands and no feet, I still wouldn't be able to beat you."

"That's true. As long as I have this mouth."

Watching from the side, Cheon Sohwi nodded slightly in agreement.

Geom Mugeuk, his back still turned, said to her, "Don't nod your head."

Cheon Sohwi then nodded even more emphatically. He must have eyes in the back of his head. For him, the presence or absence of a sword truly did not matter.

When the duel began, Lee Ahn could not focus. Though she said she trusted him, she worried Geom Mugeuk might get hurt fighting with his bare hands.

After a few blows, she concluded her worries were completely unfounded. Geom Mugeuk was just too fast. It felt like even ten swords would not be enough to touch a single hair on his head.

Seriously, who is worried about whom!

Geom Mugeuk relentlessly pushed her back.

A fist flew toward her face, powerful enough to shatter her jaw. She barely dodged it, only for another fist to fly at her side. She twisted her body and narrowly avoided the attack, which would have broken all her ribs.

WHOOSH! WHOOOSH!

Each time Geom Mugeuk's fist flew, it cut through the air with a sound as sharp as a sword.

She barely blocked and dodged, trying to create distance, but Geom Mugeuk stuck to her like a shadow. Once he got close, it was not easy to shake him off.

Ah, so this is how I die!

Lee Ahn was having a new experience, fighting against a master of fist arts.

She could not secure any distance, so she could not even use half the power of her swordsmanship. In contrast, Geom Mugeuk's fists mercilessly aimed for her vital points. She had to use everything she had just to dodge.

Thinking she would eventually be hit if she only dodged, Lee Ahn searched for a way to counterattack. At a critical moment, she found an opening in Geom Mugeuk's defense and used it to create distance.

"......"

There was only one chance.

Her sword embroidered the empty air. She unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike, and her sword created twelve variations.

A gasp that Cheon Sohwi had been holding back finally escaped her lips.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk dodged the seemingly unavoidable attack using the movement arts of the Black Fists.

That movement art is THAT movement art?

Cheon Sohwi realized anew just how incredible the fist arts she had learned were. Her heart felt like it would burst. She wanted to jump in and fight alongside them. She wanted to perform the techniques just as Geom Mugeuk did.

The duel's impact on her was not just that.

Geom Mugeuk, a supreme master and the Second Young Lord, came to the Fist Demon to learn martial arts. Lee Ahn, whose beauty could be called the world's number one, came in the dead of night to learn swordsmanship.

A sense of shame and respect washed over her simultaneously. The image of these two was etched into her mind like a painting.

"Well done!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at Lee Ahn. He had pushed her into an extreme situation while giving her a chance to escape, and she had not missed it. It was the fruit of her harsh training.

"I still feel a sort of tingling sensation."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. She had almost reached the ninth stage and was searching for its entrance.

"Come find me every night starting tomorrow."

"Thank you, young master."

Just as his father had forcibly guided him to mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God, Geom Mugeuk planned to throw her Soaring Sky Sword Art into the ninth stage. Once her sword art reached that level, he could rest easy no matter where she went.

When Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn finished their conversation, Cheon Sohwi spoke in a trembling voice.

"To be honest, the sword the Second Young Lord aimed at me was so surreal that I wasn't scared, but the sword that Martial Artist Lee wielded tonight, while everyone else was asleep, that was terrifying."

Could I ever win against a sword that is trained with so late into the night?

She had been secretly confident she was the strongest woman her age in all of murim. After watching the duel, she realized that was nothing but arrogance. Not wanting to lose, she clenched both her fists tightly.

A fire was lit in her heart as well.

Feeling the intense heat, Cheon Sohwi blurted out, "Please teach me too. Senior Brother."

Senior Brother.

She must have known the great trouble she would be in if those words reached the Fist Demon. She would have no excuse even if she were expelled. She had bet her life on that single phrase. Senior Brother.

Perhaps she would regret saying those words all night long when she returned to her quarters.

That was why Geom Mugeuk spoke to her warmly.

"Alright, you come too. Junior Sister."

Regret could come later. For now, joy filled Cheon Sohwi's face.

Lee Ahn could have felt that this would interfere with her own training, but she welcomed her happily instead.

For one's martial arts to change, the person must change first.

Geom Mugeuk was certain that Lee Ahn's broad-mindedness would lead her to the position of a supreme master.

And so, following the drinking club, Lee Ahn created a second group.

"Welcome to the Midnight Training Club."


My training at the Black Fists continued.

In the meantime, I was engaged in a battle of wills with the Fist Demon. It was a fight to see who would raise the white flag first.

I was confident in this fight.

My life was constant preparation anyway.

Learning the Fist Demon's fist arts was not the only way to move to the next stage. The Fist Demon's fist arts were just one part of my simultaneous preparations.

I could learn the Fist Demon's fist arts now, tomorrow, or a year from now. Why? Because I had many things to do, many things to learn, and many people to take care of. I was endlessly preparing other things as well. You think you can beat someone like me?

Our eyes met from time to time with the Fist Demon. Each time, our gazes held a conversation. Give up. You give up. I can go all the way. So can I. I am young. That's why you won't last.

He probably thought I would eventually get bored of the training and give up, but that was the Fist Demon's miscalculation. I was no ordinary young man.


When night came, I taught Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi.

On the first day, Cheon Sohwi asked me, "Senior Brother, is it okay for me to be here while Martial Artist Lee is learning such an important martial art?"

Although she had desperately asked to be taught, it seemed she felt sorry now that it was actually happening.

I told her, "You are more important than that martial art. The current Fist Demon is Father's Fist Demon and my brother's Fist Demon. My Fist Demon is you."

The future Heavenly Demon and the Fist Demon.

A wave of emotion washed over her face. Soon, she asked about the worst-case scenario.

"Then what if I don't become the Fist Demon, and you, Senior Brother, don't become the Heavenly Demon?"

"Then the three of us will just have to open a soup and rice restaurant in front of the Murim Alliance and live there."

Perhaps imagining soup bowls flying from the kitchen via telekinesis and delivered by Teleportation, Cheon Sohwi burst out laughing. It seemed to be the first time I had seen her laugh so brightly.

"But why in front of the Murim Alliance?"

Lee Ahn answered for me. "There might be a woman he wants to see."

"......"

I shouted that it was not true, but the two of them were already nodding and discussing the characteristics of a womanizer.

On the fifth day of their midnight training, Lee Ahn finally found the gate to the ninth stage.

Her sword became faster, stronger, and produced brilliant variations.

There was no need for thanks or congratulations. Lee Ahn ran and threw herself into my arms. I held her tightly. You worked hard, Lee Ahn. Now there's only one more hurdle to complete mastery.

Just then, the sound of sniffling startled Lee Ahn and me. We looked over at Cheon Sohwi.

She was crying.

"I think my tear ducts opened up that day. I've never cried in my life, but the tears just keep coming."

When she cried, Lee Ahn started crying too.

"Why are you crying?"

"Because Martial Artist Cheon is crying."

The two women turned away from each other and cried.

"Why are tough women who could beat up every man in the world acting like this?"

Cheon Sohwi wiped her tears and said, "Senior Brother, please keep teaching me."

She was deeply disappointed at the thought of the midnight training ending.

Lee Ahn spoke up for her. "Young master, let's keep this midnight training club going."

It was at that very moment. Someone spoke coldly from behind them.

"Who said you could call him Senior Brother?"

Cheon Sohwi jumped in shock, her face turning pale.

The Fist Demon was entering the area, his face as terrifying as a demon's.

I greeted him with a calm expression. "Welcome."

In truth, I already knew the Fist Demon was there. He had come and gone twice before, hiding himself to watch secretly before leaving. I wondered what he was thinking as he watched.

The Fist Demon stood in the yard, glaring at me, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi.

Cheon Sohwi, in particular, was in a state of utter shock. The Fist Demon had heard her call me Senior Brother, so there was no room for excuses. Terrified she might be kicked out of the Eastern Fist Garrison, she hung her head low, her whole body trembling. She was probably praying he would not utter the words, 'You are expelled.'

With that demonic face, the Fist Demon uttered something completely unimaginable.

"Let me join this midnight training club too."


Chapter 188: Why Get Stronger?

We were truly surprised. It was startling to hear the Fist Demon mention the 'Midnight Training Session', but we were shocked when he asked to join.

Cheon Sohwi, who had been bowing, looked up. Did I hear that right? Her eyes met the Fist Demon's, and she quickly bowed her head again.

The Fist Demon looked at me, waiting for an answer.

"I'm not the leader of this group."

I looked at Lee Ahn.

The look in her eyes said it all. No, Young Master! You're passing this to me? Despite her urgent gaze, Lee Ahn calmly greeted the Fist Demon.

"Let me introduce myself properly. I am Lee Ahn."

The Fist Demon just nodded once. Lee Ahn's beauty could not soften the Fist Demon's fearsome expression.

"I did create this group, but I'm not one to make decisions alone."

Lee Ahn looked at Cheon Sohwi. Cheon Sohwi's expression screamed, You're passing this to me now?

Lee Ahn pretended not to notice and asked her.

"What do you think, Young Lady Cheon?"

Cheon Sohwi shouted without hesitation.

"I agree completely!"

The Fist Demon nodded, then looked at Lee Ahn.

"......"

Only Father could refuse that face.

"I agree as well."

Once Lee Ahn agreed, the Fist Demon's gaze finally turned to me.

"......"

"Of course I object."

The Fist Demon's face twitched for a moment, but I did not even blink.

"......"

"Because it's awkward. I'd be fine, but think how uncomfortable they would be. Young Lady Cheon, especially, would have to see the Fist Demon all day and then again at night. It would be torture for her."

Cheon Sohwi spoke faster than my Blue Sky Strike.

"I'm fine with it. In fact, I'm happy I get to see you again."

Then the Fist Demon said to me.

"She says she's happy."

"That can't be right. Let me give you an easy example. Starting tomorrow, the Fist Demon has to train in martial arts with Father."

The Fist Demon's expression hardened instantly. It was an unconcealable discomfort. That's Father for you.

"You see him all day while training in martial arts, and then you have to see him again at night. Now, how would you feel?"

It was an irrefutable example. Father, I'm sorry.

"Then what should I do?"

Those were words that should never have come from the Fist Demon's mouth. Since he was going this far, I had to let him in. The admission fee would just be a little steep.

"Teach me the first form of your unique fist technique."

The Fist Demon's unique fist technique was the Thunder Arhat Fist.

It was a rough and domineering fist style. When a master unleashed the Thunder Arhat Fist, thunder supposedly erupted from their fists. It was the Fist Demon's unique martial art.

The Thunder Arhat Fist consisted of six forms in total. I had asked for the first technique, the first form.

"Those two are the ones who'll be uncomfortable. Why are you the one trying to learn a martial art?"

"They'll understand. I give them that much in return."

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi, who were watching, probably thought the Fist Demon would never accept. Not just them, anyone would think so, but I decided to push my luck. It was important to take steps, one by one, toward my goal.

Of course, I had my reasons for being so bold. He had secretly visited this place twice, and now he had personally asked to join the group.

Whatever his reason, he also had a strong desire to join this group.

"Do you take me for a fool?"

"Of course not, but I think you'll pretend to be just that much of a fool for me."

I conversed with the Fist Demon through our eyes. You crazy bastard! Yes, that's me. I hear that a lot.

After glaring at me for a moment, the Fist Demon turned and left.

He could have insisted. If he had forcefully demanded to be let in, we would have had no choice. If he had used the fact that Cheon Sohwi called me Senior Brother as a weakness to pressure us, we would have had to do as he wished.

But when I objected, the Fist Demon simply backed down. He was not a petty man. He was a man worthy of the name the Fist Demon.

Relieved, Cheon Sohwi collapsed to the ground.

"Ah! I thought my heart was going to explode just now."

Lee Ahn also shook her head.

"I knew he looked intimidating, but I didn't realize it was this bad up close."

Once she had calmed down a bit, Lee Ahn asked me.

"But why does the Fist Demon want to join our group?"

She could not understand it at all, so I told her a thought that suddenly came to me.

"Because he's lonely?"

I was not joking, but Lee Ahn took it as a joke.

"Don't be ridiculous."

"How would I know what's on his mind?"

But one thing was certain.

"His ultimate goal is probably to fight me."

"With you, Young Master?"

"Yes. He probably wants to train with us and use it as an excuse to fight me."

Lee Ahn was shocked. She probably never imagined the Fist Demon would have such a thought.

"If he wants to fight, can't he just do it during the day?"

"His subordinates are watching then, aren't they?"

"He could just call you out separately to fight, couldn't he?"

"Because I told him I would never fight him."

"So he wants to join this group to find a chance to fight you?"

"Right now, that's the only conclusion I can draw."

Lee Ahn raised her hand abruptly and said.

"This dangerous group is hereby disbanded, effective immediately."

Of course, she was not serious. The Fist Demon had just asked to join and been rejected. If we disbanded right now, there was no telling what might happen.

Meanwhile, Cheon Sohwi, still sitting on the ground, was half dazed. The Fist Demon had found out she took Geom Mugeuk as her Senior Brother. How must she feel? She was probably thinking that her chances of becoming the next Fist Demon were gone forever.

"Should I leave this group, even now?"

"You think he'll let it go if you leave? I doubt it."

"Then what do I do? Since it's already happened, should I just say, 'Ah, whatever'?"

"......"

"What?"

Cheon Sohwi stared at me with wide eyes.

"It'd be better to train harder and make up for your mistake with skill."

She sighed, her expression saying that was easier said than done.

After a moment, she asked.

"He won't come back, right?"

"Probably not."

I said that to comfort her, as she was clearly in shock, but I had a feeling the Fist Demon would not give up this easily.

"I'll... I'll work twice as hard."

Cheon Sohwi seemed to steel her resolve, but then she clutched her head.

"I'm doomed!"


The next day, the Black Fists' training proceeded as usual.

I watched the Fist Demon, but he acted as if nothing had happened. This made Cheon Sohwi even more nervous, and she trained so hard it was pitiful to watch.

Separate from that incident, my popularity among the Black Fists was growing by the day.

It was only natural. I considered the Black Fists my direct subordinates. They were people who would one day fight for me and with me.

Therefore, I answered their questions sincerely and even chatted about things unrelated to martial arts.

They were often surprised by my extensive knowledge of the murim and the Central Plains. They became engrossed in my stories, losing track of time as they listened.

The Fist Demon just watched me quietly from a distance. I was also curious about what he was thinking.

That night.

Three people gathered first for the Midnight Training Session. It was me, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi.

Cheon Sohwi sighed.

"The Fist Demon didn't look at me once today."

"When has he ever?"

"......"

"You're already on his bad side. Why not just treat the Fist Demon comfortably?"

"Is that sincere advice? Or is it a trap to ruin me?"

"Of course, it's advice for my Junior Sister."

Cheon Sohwi flinched in surprise.

"You still think of me as your Junior Sister?"

"......"

Realizing I was serious, she shook her head.

"No. What are you trying to do?"

"Put yourself in his shoes. You're the Fist Demon. You have a smart subordinate you want to pass your position to someday, but this subordinate gets caught scheming with that Second Young Lord, and after that, they just keep watching you nervously. How would you feel?"

"I'd hate it."

"So act confidently."

"I think he'd hate that even more."

I could not help but laugh at her words. Lee Ahn laughed, and Cheon Sohwi laughed too.

Cheon Sohwi gathered her resolve.

"Alright! I'll do as you say, Senior Brother! What's done is done, so let the chips fall where they may. I'll confidently tell him why I took the Second Young Lord as my Senior Brother. If I speak from the heart, he'll understand, right? The Fist Demon might look scary, but his heart must be different. Thank you, Senior Brother! I'll do my best. Let's keep being Senior Brother and Junior Sister behind the Fist Demon's back, but... why do you have that look on your face? Why? Why are you looking at me so frighteningly... It's not him, is it? Please tell me it's not."

Her face crumpled as she turned toward the chilling presence she felt behind her.

The Fist Demon had appeared and was standing right behind her.

Cheon Sohwi's face went pale, as if she carried all the anguish in the world.

Just when she did not know what to say, the Fist Demon suddenly asked.

"What were you thinking, taking the Second Young Lord as your Senior Brother?"

The Fist Demon had heard everything she just said.

Cheon Sohwi conveyed her honest feelings in a trembling voice.

"I happened to see the Second Young Lord duel a martial artist using the fist techniques we learned. In that moment, I wanted to become that strong too."

She had just admitted to taking a Senior Brother on her own and trying to learn martial arts from him while the Fist Demon was her teacher. It would not have been strange if he had struck her dead with a single palm strike.

But she spoke honestly. Her mind was probably screaming, Don't do this!, but her mouth spoke for her heart.

"Why do you want to get stronger?"

"To be honest, I wanted to succeed the Fist Demon and become the next Fist Demon. Though... I guess that's impossible now."

It was a life-risking answer, but it was not the one the Fist Demon wanted.

"Yes, that's a position you want to have. I asked what you want to do by getting stronger."

"!"

For a moment, Cheon Sohwi was flustered.

She had probably never thought deeply about the difference between what she wanted to be and what she wanted to do. Having lived with the sole goal of becoming the Fist Demon, she must have been even more confused.

Listening to their conversation, I was impressed with the Fist Demon.

Yes, the Fist Demon is the kind of person who asks questions like this. This question alone proves he isn't just some brute who only uses his fists. He's smart.

I stepped in to save her.

"Why did you come here today?"

Then, a surprising statement came from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"I will pass on the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist to you."

I was stunned. I had expected the Fist Demon would not give up easily, but I never thought he would actually offer the first form just to join our group.

For what, exactly? Does he really want to fight me that badly?

Not just me, but Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi were shocked too. No one would believe it. That the Fist Demon would offer the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist just to join a small group called the Midnight Training Session.

My gaze locked with the Fist Demon's in mid-air. We spoke again with our eyes. You're truly amazing. Not as much as you. You won't regret this? Will you regret it? Luring me in like this. I have no regrets.

"But I have one condition."

"Name it."

"You must keep it a secret that I taught you this martial art."

"Of course."

The Fist Demon's gaze turned to the two women. How could they dare say anything else?

"Yes! Don't worry!"

"We weren't here!"

Of course, what they really wanted to say was probably this.

And we don't want to be here in the future, either!

The martial arts lesson began immediately.

The Fist Demon used telepathy to teach me the mnemonic chant for the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist.

The first form, the Black Cloud Asura.

It was the first of six techniques, but it was more powerful than any other fist technique. You would understand why this was the Fist Demon's martial art only after being hit by it.

The Fist Demon even corrected my stance, properly teaching me the Black Cloud Asura.

He was sincere when it came to martial arts, at least. I did not know for sure, but among the Demon Supremes, the Fist Demon was probably the best teacher. He taught with a gentle voice that did not match his terrifying face at all.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi turned their backs so they would not see us. Since our conversation was telepathic, it would not have mattered if they watched, but they were not so rude as to observe a martial arts lesson.

And so, I learned the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist.

파아아앙!

One day, the sound of thunder would erupt from this fist I threw.

The Fist Demon watched me perform the first form and nodded.

"You'll have to keep training to bring out its full power."

"Thank you."

There must be give and take, so I formally addressed the Fist Demon.

"Welcome to the Midnight Training Session."

Me, the Fist Demon, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi. It was the moment four completely unexpected people were bound together in a single group.

And it seemed the Fist Demon was determined to surprise us today.

"Now, let's train."

He took off his upper garment. I had not seen him shirtless since I went to the Eastern Fist Garrison, but now he started undressing as if he were truly serious about training.

The Fist Demon's upper body was revealed under the pale blue moonlight.


Chapter 189: That Island Is a Place I've Been to as Well

The Fist Demon's body was perfect.

His face looked demonic, but his body was a work of art.

The Fist Demon's muscles looked ready to burst. They were large and thick but did not seem sluggish. Forged through arduous training and perilous combat, his diamond-like physique intimidated anyone who saw it.

His body had fewer scars than expected, but a single, long sword wound across his chest stood out. If anything, it made his body look even more impressive.

His body seemed to declare something.

This is the body of a fist artist who has reached the ultimate realm.

Could I truly withstand the pressure when that body rushes toward me? Could I endure the destructive power of that large fist? Could my sword truly protect me?

I was genuinely impressed. A hint of pleasure flickered across the Fist Demon's face when he saw my reaction.

He must have been told he was magnificent countless times, and he would know it himself. So, I asked something different.

"What do you have to do to build a body like this?"

"Building your body like this would interfere with your swordsmanship, wouldn't it?"

There was a clear difference between the body of a swordsman and that of a fist artist.

"I'll just have to train in a way that my swordsmanship grows stronger as my body gets bigger."

"Then you should move your body, not your mouth."

The Fist Demon began his fist arts training.

I had thought he would not train even if he joined the gathering. His purpose for joining was likely not training.

However, he began to train in earnest. He started performing the fist arts of the Black Fists as if telling me to watch and learn.

Since he had taken off his clothes, I could not just stand by. I also removed my upper garment and stood beside the Fist Demon, beginning the technique.

I scrutinized the Fist Demon's body with the Divine Eye Technique. I compared his muscles to mine as we performed the same movements.

How are they different, and why?

Understanding that difference would be my greatest lesson.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi watched as the Fist Demon and I performed the technique with identical movements.

I was sure that Cheon Sohwi wanted nothing more than to throw off her clothes and join us. Her own heart was ablaze with that much passion.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi also began their training.

The Midnight Training Gathering. The name might suggest a social club for slackers, but the four people gathered were all on fire. The session proceeded more intensely than any other training.

The wind from the Fist Demon's fists sounded different from mine. Naturally, the Fist Demon's sounded better. How can he produce such a heavy yet crisp sound? Listening to the sound of the Fist Demon's fists calmed my mind and made me feel good.

I became purely engrossed in the fist arts. From the moment I heard him say he wanted to destroy a cliff, I stopped looking at the Fist Demon with any other intention. I only wanted to learn the fist arts from him.

Perhaps the Fist Demon was here with us now because he sensed my sincerity.

After the training ended, I delivered a piece of news to the Fist Demon.

"Tomorrow, we'll meet at the Demon Village."

"At the Demon Village?"

"We're having a welcome party for you tomorrow, Fist Demon. A welcome party for the new member."

The Fist Demon was taken aback. The look he gave me was even more severe than when I had told him he needed to teach his unique martial arts to join.

He had likely never experienced anything like a welcome party in his entire life.

"We'll assemble at the same time in front of the Alluring Inn. That is all. Dismissed!"

As the Fist Demon glared at me, I held my ground with a look that said, 'If you don't like it, you can quit.'

The Fist Demon scoffed and left.

I watched his retreating back for a moment before turning around. I flinched in surprise.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi stood side by side, glaring at me fiercely. The Fist Demon was not the only one who disliked the idea of a welcome party.

Lee Ahn raised her voice.

"Are you really going to do this? Do you think I'll be able to swallow a single drop of alcohol in that situation?"

"It might be surprisingly fun, you know."

Suddenly, Cheon Sohwi placed a hand on her forehead.

"Ah! I think I have a fever. I probably won't be able to make it tomorrow."

Lee Ahn chimed in.

"Oh! That's right. I have plans tomorrow. I forgot."

I looked at the two women and smiled.

"You think that'll work? Well then, see you tomorrow at the Alluring Inn!"

And so, the first day of the Midnight Training Gathering with the Fist Demon ended.


The next night.

Jo Cheonbae, the proprietor of the Alluring Inn, gave a yawn so wide his mouth looked like it might tear.

There were hardly any customers today. He was dozing off next to the counter, wondering if he should close up early. Just then.

The sense of a presence woke him, and he jumped in shock.

"......"

He screamed and fell backward.

A terrifying demon stood before him. Thinking he must have seen something in his drowsy state, he got up from the floor and froze.

It was not a demon, but a person. It was the first time in his life he had seen someone so frighteningly ugly. The man's forearms were thicker than his own thighs.

Then, he heard a familiar voice.

"It's been a while, proprietor."

Geom Mugeuk appeared from behind the man.

"Director!"

Jo Cheonbae felt like he had died and come back to life.

"This is our Cult's Fist Demon. Pay your respects."

At the words 'the Fist Demon', Jo Cheonbae's eyes widened. He had heard many rumors about the Fist Demon, but this was the first time he had seen him in person.

"I failed to recognize a distinguished guest and was rude in my drowsy state. Please forgive me!"

Jo Cheonbae's waist bent in half.

As of this moment, the record was broken. From now on, the most terrifying of all the Demon Supremes who had visited was the Fist Demon.

Lee Ahn, who followed him in, greeted him cheerfully.

"Hello."

Jo Cheonbae's expression brightened. Seeing Lee Ahn, who always greeted him so brightly, naturally lifted his spirits. With her standing next to the Fist Demon, it truly felt like two complete opposites stood together.

The three, excluding Geom Mugeuk, went up to the second-floor table where they always sat.

"Is business going well these days?"

"Thanks to you, it's going well. I heard you're training in fist arts these days, Director. The rumors must be true."

"So you know as well, proprietor."

"Anyone who doesn't know that these days must be a spy. No, a spy would have been the first to know and report it to the Murim Alliance."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Jo Cheonbae's joke.

Compared to the cheerful atmosphere downstairs, the mood on the second floor was solemn.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi cautiously watched the Fist Demon. Cheon Sohwi, in particular, was frozen stiff. Not only had she failed to quit the gathering, but she had also been caught secretly trying to get Lee Ahn to call her Senior Brother and Junior Sister.

The next Fist Demon is really out of the question for me now!

To break the awkward atmosphere, Lee Ahn asked the Fist Demon.

"Have you been here before?"

At that, the Fist Demon looked at Lee Ahn.

Is that question worth looking at me so scarily for?

If the Fist Demon had known Lee Ahn's inner thoughts, he would have felt terribly wronged. He had simply looked at her, but she had perceived it as a scary glare.

"Tell them to bring alcohol."

"Yes! I'll go get it!"

At the Fist Demon's words, Cheon Sohwi quickly stood up and ran down to the first floor.

Now, only the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn remained on the second floor.

"It was truly unexpected. I never thought you would join our gathering, Fist Demon."

In truth, this was what Lee Ahn wanted to ask.

Did you really join because you want to fight the Young Master?

Instead of answering, the Fist Demon asked her a question.

"Aren't you afraid of me?"

"I am afraid."

"You don't seem afraid at all."

"If you feel that way, it's probably because of the Young Master."

"Why the Second Young Lord?"

"Because if you were truly a danger to me, the Young Master wouldn't have left me alone with you. You wouldn't have been able to join the gathering in the first place."

The Fist Demon's gaze shifted toward Geom Mugeuk, who stood in front of the counter on the first floor.

"The greater the trust, the deeper the wound."

Lee Ahn felt that if she had heard those words with her eyes closed, she would not have thought they came from the Fist Demon. Both the content and the gentle tone were uncharacteristic. Lee Ahn suddenly thought that she might have some misunderstandings about the Fist Demon.

"I don't think men know much about women. Women know everything. We only have the choice of pretending not to know, or running away beforehand."

"So? Are you the type to pretend not to know?"

"I'm actually more cunning than I look, so I'm the type to run away beforehand. The Young Master's case, however, would be the sole exception."

"Misplaced faith is what brings misfortune."

"That's a shame. Because I'll never get to experience that."

Lee Ahn's faith in Geom Mugeuk was absolute.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk and Cheon Sohwi came up to the second floor carrying alcohol.

"I apologize. The alcohol is late because I held up the proprietor for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk poured a drink for the Fist Demon first. The cup looked small and cute in the Fist Demon's large hand.

Geom Mugeuk poured drinks for Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi.

"Anyone with bad drunken habits, don't forget who we're drinking with right now!"

Lee Ahn played along with Geom Mugeuk's banter.

"As someone with bad drunken habits, I guess I'll have to risk my life."

She then looked at Cheon Sohwi.

"Do you have any drunken habits?"

"I don't have any."

"Are you sure you just haven't drunk enough for them to come out?"

Cheon Sohwi was confident she would never act out while drunk. Misbehave while drinking with the Fist Demon? That would never happen.

"Well then, a welcome to the Fist Demon. Cheers!"

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup, and everyone toasted.

Geom Mugeuk tried to make the drinking session fun and lively. It was also for the Fist Demon, who had arrived on time despite acting like he would never come.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn led the conversation, talking about all sorts of things. They talked about martial arts, women, and men. They talked about the Murim Alliance, the Evil Alliance, and the other Demon Supremes.

The Fist Demon did not seem to dislike the gathering either. He drank well and answered questions from time to time.

However, throughout the conversation, Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The Fist Demon was lonely. Seeing him laugh and chat in a gathering like this made it even more certain.

The four of them drank together, but only the Fist Demon was alone in a distant, faraway place.

That solitary island was a place Geom Mugeuk had been to as well.

Geom Mugeuk had been the same as the Fist Demon. He had been among people, but he could never fully enjoy that life. He only had the single-minded goal of obtaining the ingredients for the Great Regression Technique, but he had no life of his own.

Perhaps the Fist Demon was also living with the sole purpose of destroying the cliff, having already lost the joys of the present.

As he was lost in such thoughts, drinking, Lee Ahn was looking at me. Her eyes, which looked even more beautiful today, seemed to ask. What are you thinking so hard about? Just this and that.

Just then, a slightly tipsy Cheon Sohwi brought up the words she had been waiting to say.

"I thought all night about the question you asked yesterday, Fist Demon. The one about what I would do once I became strong."

She had truly pondered it seriously.

"I honestly don't remember what I thought before joining the Eastern Fist Garrison. From some point on, all I could think about was winning, and winning again, to become the Fist Demon, but even in the midst of that, I had this one thought. If I become the Fist Demon, I'll be happy. I'll be happy. If I just become the Fist Demon, all this effort will be rewarded."

Her voice trembled.

"If I become strong... I want to be happy."

Feeling embarrassed, she quickly added.

"I suppose it's not right for someone who dreams of becoming the Fist Demon to want something as trivial as being happy, instead of working for the great cause of our Cult."

It was Geom Mugeuk who responded to her words.

"I think it's fine."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon.

"What are your thoughts, Fist Demon?"

"It's pathetic, but not bad."

"If it's pathetic, it's pathetic. If it's not bad, it's not bad. Please just pick one. If you speak so ambiguously, our Junior Sister will be up all night worrying again."

"It's not bad."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and nodded at Cheon Sohwi.

In truth, Cheon Sohwi wanted to say this.

I want to be like this martial artist.

Lee Ahn looked happier than anyone. On top of that, she had someone she trusted and liked as much as her own life.

I envy you.

We all drank together.

The Fist Demon set down his cup and asked Geom Mugeuk.

"You said you wanted to learn fist arts because you want to become strong, right?"

"......"

"What will you do once you're strong?"

It was the same question he had asked Cheon Sohwi.

"I'm going to live freely. Go where I want to go. Come when I want to come. After hanging out with the Demon Supremes, if I want to be alone, I'll lock myself in the Heavenly Demon Hall for days. If I get tired of that, I'll just up and leave for the Central Plains. If I meet good people, I'll stay in their village for a few days. I'll drink with herb gatherers on mountains with beautiful scenery. At the very least, I won't live cooped up and frustrated in the Heavenly Demon Hall like Father. He should get out and have some fun too. Why does everyone have that expression? Why are you all being so scary... It's not him, is it?"

Mimicking what Cheon Sohwi had said yesterday, Geom Mugeuk turned around.

A person entered. His mere presence changed the air. He made the ever-composed Fist Demon tense up. He made everyone nervous. The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, stood right behind him.


Chapter 190: Are You Going to Let Me on That Ship Too?

"Cursing me behind my back, as usual?" Father asked.

I laughed at Father's words and said, "Cursing? You misunderstand! Even if I were to curse the Heavenly Demon, how could I possibly do it to his face? Not even the Murim Alliance Chairman could do that. Now, please, have a seat."

I was the first to notice Father enter the tavern, so I spoke loudly enough for him to hear. I wanted him to stop staying cooped up in the Heavenly Demon Hall and go out to have some fun.

"Cult Leader!" Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi shot up to greet him.

Father raised a hand to stop them before he took a seat.

Without releasing any particular qi, Father completely changed the atmosphere in the room. The second floor of the shabby inn had suddenly become the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"What brings you here?"

"I was just passing by."

He always says that, but could it be true? Did he really come to see me? Or did he come to see the Fist Demon?

Lee Ahn said cautiously, "Please, talk amongst yourselves. We'll take our leave."

"There's no need for that. I'll only be staying for a moment."

"Yes! Then we'll be as quiet as if we weren't here."

Watching Lee Ahn answer so spiritedly, Father remarked unexpectedly, "You've grown up a lot."

Lee Ahn was stunned by the unexpected words. She was so surprised she couldn't recall the last time she had been this shocked. I was surprised too. I never imagined Father would acknowledge Lee Ahn.

"Thank you." Lee Ahn's voice trembled as she bowed her head.

Though it was just a single word, Lee Ahn was deeply moved. Her gaze turned to me, her eyes seeming to say, Did you see that, Young Master? The Cult Leader remembered me from my childhood. Ah! I'm so touched. For the Cult Leader to remember me...

If it weren't for this setting, she would have been jumping up and down and screaming with joy.

Father's gaze then turned to Cheon Sohwi. "I hear you're the best fighter in the Eastern Fist Garrison?"

Cheon Sohwi was so shocked she nearly fainted. The Heavenly Demon knows about me? It was something she had never imagined.

"That's not true."

"Then was I mistaken?"

"What? No, that's not it!" Cheon Sohwi denied it out of humility, then denied it again. She was so flustered she didn't know what to do.

I stepped in to rescue her. "That's right. Young Lady Cheon is the most skilled in the Eastern Fist Garrison. I consider her a candidate for the next Fist Demon."

It didn't feel much like a rescue, as Cheon Sohwi only grew more flustered.

"No, that's not it! The next Fist Demon? That's an outrageous thing to say." She waved her hands, vehemently denying it.

Father's gaze turned to the Fist Demon, as if asking, Is that what you think as well?

The Fist Demon merely looked at Cheon Sohwi without a word, neither confirming nor denying it.

"The Second Young Lord is just teasing me, so you don't need to pay it any mind."

I didn't let it pass as a joke. "I said it because I genuinely believe it. Father, there's never been a female Fist Demon in our Cult, has there? Wouldn't that be cool?"

I said it on purpose. Being considered a candidate for the next Fist Demon in front of the Heavenly Demon would be more motivating for Cheon Sohwi than being told to work hard a hundred times.

Father understood my intention and said to Cheon Sohwi, "Continue to improve."

"......"

Cheon Sohwi wasn't getting any sleep tonight.

After dealing with the two women, Father spoke to the Fist Demon. "Have you been well?"

"Yes, Cult Leader."

No matter how fearsome the Fist Demon looked, how well-built his body was, or how large his fists were, he became as gentle as a baby before Father, the Heavenly Demon.

"I hear my son has been bothering you?"

"These days, I'm the one bothering him."

"What do you mean?"

"This gathering today is a welcoming party for a new member. I'm the new member."

Father, who seemed not to have known, looked surprised for a moment before he smiled.

This is a point that always upsets me. He shows the Demon Supremes a smile he never shows his own son.

Father said to Lee Ahn, "It must be tough, accepting such a grand newcomer."

"It's alright. The Fist Demon is..." Lee Ahn hesitated, unsure what to say. She had never properly considered how to describe or introduce the Fist Demon, especially not in front of the Heavenly Demon.

I couldn't miss this perfect opportunity to tease the flustered Lee Ahn. "Please understand. It's because Lee Ahn can't lie."

At that, Lee Ahn quickly said, "That's not true. The Fist Demon is very cool, gentlemanly, gentle, has a great body, and takes good care of us."

A sudden silence fell.

"Has a great body?"

Not expecting Lee Ahn to say such a thing, even the Fist Demon showed a flicker of bewilderment. Lee Ahn, who had said it, was flustered too.

"Did I say that?"

"Yup. That was the only truth among all your lies."

At my joke, Lee Ahn glared at me. Stop teasing me! The Cult Leader is right here!

Father poured a drink into the Fist Demon's cup. "My mischievous son must be giving you a hard time."

With an expression that said, You have no idea, the Fist Demon politely accepted the drink.

The two of them drank.

They were two people who seemed comfortable, yet weren't. It was clear the Fist Demon found Father difficult and felt uncomfortable around him.

Still, if you looked closely, Father and the Fist Demon had a certain resemblance. Regardless of their actual personalities, both gave off an ultra-hardline impression of 'smash first, ask questions later', and they both seemed lonely in some way.

"Is this the first time you've joined a group like this?"

"It is the first time."

"How is it, now that you've tried it?"

Could the reason Father came today be his curiosity about why the Fist Demon joined this group?

"Hanging out with these young friends makes me feel like I'm getting younger too, so it's nice."

"Are you already old enough to be saying things like that? It feels like just yesterday we were in the prime of our youth. Do you remember? The time we fought those bastards from the orthodox sects at Mount Wutai for three days and three nights?"

"You still remember that?"

"You were truly magnificent back then."

"That's because I haven't been able to overshadow that memory with an even more magnificent deed."

Father and the Fist Demon. I thought the atmosphere would be stiff and that they wouldn't talk much, but the two of them conversed quite well.

In fact, Father seemed a little more friendly and comfortable than when he dealt with the other Demon Supremes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said that among the Demon Supremes, the person Father liked most was the Fist Demon. I started to think that might really be true.

The Fist Demon, on the other hand, only answered when asked, treating Father with deference. Perhaps that was why their relationship was maintained so well. Problems always arise when both parties become too comfortable with each other.

After a couple rounds of drinks, Lee Ahn, who had been waiting for an opportunity, spoke to Father.

"I wanted to be sure to thank you if I ever had the chance to see you in person. Thank you for what you did last time."

Lee Ahn rose from her seat and gave a deep bow. She didn't specify what she was thankful for, but Father and I knew. It was for his permission to let her learn the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Father calmly offered a piece of advice. "A great martial art is always accompanied by a great destiny."

It wasn't just because of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, but in any case, Lee Ahn was now walking a new path of destiny.

"I'll keep that in mind and do my best not to bring shame to the great grace you've bestowed upon me."

I hoped this moment would hold an even greater meaning for Lee Ahn.

"In that spirit, why don't you pass on a move to Lee Ahn?"

At my words, Father's eyes narrowed slightly. "You mean right now?"

"Well, when will we have another opportunity like this?"

Lee Ahn started to step forward and say it was fine, but I raised a hand to stop her.

"For you, Father, this may just be a drinking session, but for Lee Ahn, it could be a life-changing event, couldn't it?"

I sent the rest of my words via telepathy.

[She reached the ninth level at such a young age. You know how much effort that takes, don't you? That little kid has grown up so well, hasn't she?]

Did the last part get to him?

Father rose from his seat and said to Lee Ahn, "Follow me outside for a moment."

Father led Lee Ahn out. As she followed him, Lee Ahn looked back at me. Am I going to die?

I waved my hand as if saying goodbye. You won't die, but it'll be a killer experience.

Of course, I could guide Lee Ahn to complete mastery myself, but receiving a pointer from Father was an experience that would bring great change and help to a martial artist's life, separate from just raising one's level of martial arts.

I apologized to the Fist Demon. "I'm sorry for ruining the mood."

"When I'm with you, I always seem to experience the unexpected."

"Everyone likes me for that fun, don't they?"

The Fist Demon stared at me intently, drained his cup, and then spoke. "Earlier, I told that child that the greater the trust, the deeper the wound. That misplaced faith will bring misfortune. Come to think of it, I haven't said that to you."

He was asking what I would do if I was betrayed by the very people I took care of.

"At a glance, it might seem like I trust every single person, but that's not actually the case. I trust this person this much, and that person that much. I have my own standards and my own lines. To trust everyone completely, or to trust no one at all. I actually think that's the easier way. So I'm trying to take the harder path. The path of struggling with whether to trust or not. How much should I trust the Fist Demon? How can I make him trust me more? I intend to continue on that path of constant deliberation."

It was the first time I had revealed what kind of person I was to the Fist Demon.

"So? Do you think you can take everyone with you that way?"

"A time will come when I can't let anyone else on my ship. Either because I've become exhausted, or because the ship is too small."

"Why are you so determined to take them on board? With your current martial arts alone, you should be able to live enjoying the freedom you spoke of."

"Because it feels like the dam is about to break."

"!"

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon asked, "If the dam breaks and a flood comes, will only the people on your ship survive?"

"No. It might even be the opposite."

"The opposite?"

"My ship will set sail to stop the dam from breaking. It's possible that people might die precisely because they're on my ship."

I said to the listening Cheon Sohwi, "So you don't have to get on my ship if you don't want to."

The look in her eyes as she stared at me said, Um, I think I'm already on board?

Of course, this time, she spoke with her head, not her heart. "Of course I have no intention of getting on. I'll ride the ship steered by the Fist Demon. No, I'm already on it."

"Junior Sister!"

"Junior Sister? Why are you calling me Junior Sister? Second Young Lord!" She was drawing a clear line in front of the Fist Demon.

"Yes, Martial Artist Cheon. I sincerely hope you succeed!"

After saying that, I laughed first. Cheon Sohwi probably wanted to laugh along, but she didn't dare to in front of the Fist Demon.

Just then, the Fist Demon asked calmly, "Are you going to let me on that ship too?"

A moment of silence passed. Cheon Sohwi looked even more nervous than the Fist Demon as she waited for my answer.

"I don't know yet. To be honest, I haven't truly seen the Fist Demon yet. All I've seen is the Fist Demon's fist. Right now, my only thought is of wanting to make this baby hand of mine like that fist."

After hearing my words, the Fist Demon quietly drank his alcohol. I drank too, and Cheon Sohwi also drank cautiously.

Fist Demon, you can just get on my brother's ship. If you don't like my brother's ship, then let him ride on yours. Instead, one day, I will load the entire ship you are on onto my own. I'm doing all this because I want my ship to grow that large.

A short while later, Father and Lee Ahn returned.

Lee Ahn was flushed. I didn't know what kind of teaching she had received, but for Lee Ahn, it must have been a miraculous encounter.

"How was it? A good welcoming ceremony, right?"

Lee Ahn nodded.

"What do you say? Father, would you like to join this group too?"

Everyone was horrified by my words. Cheon Sohwi barely managed to cover her mouth with her hands to stop a scream from escaping.

I expected Father to say something like, Do I look like I have that much free time? but he had an unexpected reaction.

"Are there any benefits if I join?"

"Of course, we have to give you some. It's not just anyone, it's the Heavenly Demon who's joining. There are special benefits."

"What kind of benefits?"

"First, the four of us will hang out with you whenever you want."

At that, the Fist Demon blurted out, "The four of us?"

"It's good for you too, isn't it, Fist Demon? Spending a pleasant time with the Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon's expression flared with anger, and he cursed me with his eyes.

I pretended not to see and turned my head away. Father asked again, "The second benefit?"

"We'll receive your teachings on martial arts anytime you wish to give them."

"Isn't that a benefit for you, not for me?"

"These days, young people tend to hear their elders' teachings as nagging and let it go in one ear and out the other. They don't get many chances to show off their wisdom. So we'll listen to everything without missing a single word. Feel free to tell us your old stories as much as you want!"

"But everyone, young and old, male and female, listens well to what I say?"

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi bit their lips. They suppressed their laughter, sharply aware that getting swept up in this joke could lead to big trouble.

"That's not all. We'll also take you on trips, Father. When that happens, it'll be goodbye to the Heavenly Demon Hall, goodbye to Strategist Sama, and goodbye to the Grand Tutor."

"More?"

"You're quite greedy. What else do you want?"

Then Father said, "Play baduk with me when I want, and go hunting."

The moment I heard those words, I felt a lump in my throat. What Father had just said wasn't a benefit for him, but one entirely for me.

"With such outrageous benefits, you're still not going to join?"

Father drained his last cup and stood up. "That's enough for today."

Just as he had arrived suddenly, Father also left suddenly.

Father said his goodbyes to the Fist Demon. "Let's see each other again soon."

"I will come to see you."

We all stood up and bowed politely to Father.

"Since you came all this way, you should buy us a round before you go!"

At those words, Father really did pay for the drinks before he left. An excited Jo Cheonbae set aside the money he received from Father.

"This is precious alcohol, a treat from the Heavenly Demon."

At my words, Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi received their cups with both hands and drank reverently.

After draining another cup, the Fist Demon asked me, "Do you know why the Cult Leader came here today?"



Chapter 191: You Said It Was Just One Thing

Why did Father come?

I sarcastically thought he must have come to support me, but I knew better. Father was not that kind of person.

Figuring out why Father came was as difficult as understanding why the Fist Demon joined our late-night training.

"Is that really so?" the Fist Demon asked, acting as if he knew something about Father's visit.

I poured alcohol into his empty cup. "Then why do you think he came?"

The Fist Demon drained the cup again, his expression unchanging.

"I think it's the opposite," he said. "He came to tell me to support the First Young Lord."

"Did you two have a telepathy session or something?"

The Fist Demon shook his head.

"But how do you know Father's mind?"

"The fact that he came here is the answer. The Cult Leader went out of his way to attend the first drinking session for a group I'm in with you. To congratulate us? Is the Cult Leader really that kind of person?"

"He's not."

"Right, he's not. So why did he come? He came to send a message. To let us know he's watching this situation."

The Fist Demon couldn't know everything about Father, but he must have spoken from a certain feeling.

"So you're saying that in the end, Father is on my older brother's side."

"You can't conclude that either."

"But didn't you just say that?"

"I said he came to tell me to side with him. Not that the Cult Leader is on the First Young Lord's side."

With those ambiguous words, the Fist Demon rose from his seat. "I've been welcomed well today."

"We're glad you've joined our group, the Fist Demon."

"Glad?"

The Fist Demon's suspicious gaze shifted from me to Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi.

Since they were frozen stiff, I spoke for them. "Those two are naturally finding this difficult and uncomfortable, but I'm sure they're also very happy."

The Lee Ahn I knew would have wanted to joke, 'No, we're not!', but instead she nodded with a resolute expression.

"We're so glad you've joined us, the Fist Demon!"

"I bet. You're the well-built Fist Demon, after all," I joked.

Lee Ahn glared at me again.

The Fist Demon pretended not to hear. Joke or not, a woman known as the world's number one beauty had just called him well-built. It couldn't have been unpleasant to hear.

In truth, Cheon Sohwi was more affected by the Fist Demon's arrival than Lee Ahn.

She spoke to the Fist Demon, her voice trembling.

"I've made many mistakes, so you might not believe me, but...... the reason I chose fist techniques over swordsmanship is because I admire you, the Fist Demon. I...... want to become like you, the Fist Demon."

Her face was flushed red from either alcohol or nervousness, but her eyes, fixed on the Fist Demon, conveyed her sincerity.

"I'm truly happy that you've joined our group, the Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon stared at her for a moment before silently descending to the first floor.

Cheon Sohwi looked as if she might collapse. I nodded to tell her she did well, then shouted to the Fist Demon as he left the tavern.

"Next time, you're buying the drinks, the Fist Demon!"

"There is no next time."

"What if we have a welcoming party for Father?"

The Fist Demon stopped at the tavern entrance. He scoffed and shook his head.

"The Cult Leader? Don't even dream of it."

With that, the Fist Demon left the tavern.

Only Lee Ahn, Cheon Sohwi, and I remained. They both collapsed into their seats as if their bodies had given out.

"Aaaah! It's over."

Lee Ahn sighed in relief and held out her cup.

"We can finally drink in peace. Let's have a drink, Young Master."

I toasted with her and drank.

Cheon Sohwi's hands trembled.

"I'll drink in a little bit. I can't even lift my cup."

She had been swept up in the hectic situation, but now that the Heavenly Demon and the Fist Demon were gone, it all felt like a dream. She had drunk with the Heavenly Demon and confessed her admiration directly to the Fist Demon. Things she could never have imagined had all happened in a single day.

"Ah, I was so nervous. My whole body feels stiff."

"How about it? Could you drink with them again?"

Cheon Sohwi's answer contradicted her physical state.

"It was so difficult...... but this tension wasn't bad."

Lately, she had shown a flustered side after meeting me, but she was still the First Iron Fist of the Eastern Fist Garrison, a woman with more grit than anyone.

"It's not a matter of 'could I', but 'I want to'."

"Stimulating things are certainly thrilling, aren't they?"

Cheon Sohwi smiled faintly in agreement.

My gaze turned to Lee Ahn.

"How do you feel?"

"How do you think I feel?"

It was the day she had received martial arts instruction from the Heavenly Demon himself.

"I wasn't just happy because the Cult Leader taught me martial arts."

"Then?"

"The fact that he taught me means he has officially acknowledged me, doesn't it?"

She couldn't bring herself to say it, but Father had acknowledged her as family by personally teaching her the Soaring Sky Sword Art. That martial art was passed down only to blood relatives.

"This will be a day I'll never forget. Thank you, Young Master."

"What did I do?"

"You said it to the Cult Leader, didn't you? That for your father it might be just one drinking session, but for Lee Ahn, it could be life-changing. This wouldn't have happened without those words."

Lee Ahn remembered my exact words to Father.

"Today, I felt like I was the one being welcomed."

I smiled brightly and patted her shoulder once. Welcome, Lee Ahn.

And so, the drinking session at the Alluring Inn ended.


The welcoming party was over, but my day was not.

An unexpected person waited for me when I returned to my residence.

My older brother, Geom Muyang, stood in the courtyard, looking up at the moon.

"When did you get here?"

"A little while ago."

I had a feeling he had been waiting for a while. What was he thinking during that time?

"I had a drink with the Fist Demon. If I'd known, we could've gone together."

Geom Muyang just looked up at the moon without a word.

I stood next to him.

"You look tired."

At my words, Geom Muyang's gaze shifted from the moon to me.

"Do I? I've been tasked with a lot lately. How about you?"

He seemed softer than usual. I could feel him trying his best. The more cornered Geom Muyang was, the harder he tried.

In a way, I felt sorry for my brother. My regression had certainly made his life harder. This fight was destined from the start. A man in his twenties was no match for me, especially since I had been growing endlessly stronger since my regression.

Still, brother, we can't live the same lives. If we continue like this, only death awaits us.

"Does it bother you that I'm meeting with the Fist Demon?"

"It'd be a lie to say it doesn't."

"I'm really into fist techniques these days. You won't believe me, will you?"

"If you were me, would you believe it?"

"You should feel free to meet with the Demon Supremes too. Meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and talk about books, or meet the Drunken Demon for a drink. I don't mind."

"Is that confidence? Do you think they're already your people? Let me give you a piece of advice as your older brother. Don't look down on the Demon Supremes. You're gravely mistaken if you think they're yours just because they're smiling in front of you. In the final moment, they will ultimately choose what benefits them."

I smiled at him.

"Are you mocking me?"

"No. I was just thinking about the last time you gave me advice. It's been a long time, hasn't it?"

Geom Muyang turned his head and looked at the wall, where the moon cast a shadow.

Between us lies a wall several times taller and thicker than that one.

"The Fist Demon said something. He said he supports you, and that Father would want that too."

Geom Muyang flinched in surprise.

"Really?"

"......"

"Why are you telling me that?"

"Brother. This is who I am. I'm not the type to be difficult when someone is being nice."

I revealed my true feelings, something I had not shown him for a long time.

"Do you know why I told the Demon Supremes I would fight for the succession without shedding blood with you?"

"......"

Geom Muyang was genuinely curious.

"When we were young, you did something terrible to me. You instilled a fear of the murim in me and guided me toward a psychological collapse. Back then, just thinking of the word 'murim' made me shrink in fear."

This was the first time I had ever brought this up with him. Geom Muyang's eyes trembled. He must have thought I didn't know, since he had told me all sorts of stories while pretending to be worried about me.

My brother did not deny it.

"Then you should be seeking revenge. Why say we shouldn't shed blood?"

"Because you were only a bad guy up to that point."

"!"

"If you were a worse piece of trash, you would've found a way to kill me. You would've destroyed my qi center or used some other vicious method, but you weren't the kind of person who wanted to become the successor by harming your own brother. You were just bad enough for me to understand. That's why. With my generous heart, I decided to forgive that much. You were young back then, too."

Of course, the fact that Father wanted it was also a big reason.

"Crazy bastard, you're spouting bullshit."

Curses he didn't usually use slipped out. Geom Muyang was flustered. Perhaps my brother was being bombarded with questions from the depths of his own heart.

If you weren't confident you'd become the successor, what would have happened then? Would you still have left your brother alone? Did you stop at that point only because you were confident you would become the successor?

What kind of person was my brother, really?

In truth, even I didn't know the answer. It was something that hadn't happened, and no one could guarantee what choice a desperate person would make.

"But don't let your guard down. You and I are still on trial. If I declare I'll fight for the succession without shedding blood and then kill you to become the Cult Leader, no Demon Supreme will ever truly follow me. It's the same for you. If you use some clumsy scheme to suppress me and take the Cult Leader's seat, the Demon Supremes will never pledge their true loyalty. Don't forget. They may seem like they're not watching, but the Demon Supremes are always observing us."

Geom Muyang had been staring at me quietly. He said abruptly, "Why have you become so talkative? You weren't like this when you were younger."

"I guess all my inner arts went to my mouth."

"That's not funny at all."

Did my words break even a single brick in the thick wall between us? Hoping they did, I nagged him some more. I had no choice but to unleash my nagging technique on my brother.

"Since I'm a chatterbox now anyway, I'll say one last thing. There's no coexistence for brothers in a power struggle? They'll end up killing each other? Who the hell decided that? Why should we be swayed by the precedents of pathetic bastards who can't even control their own desires?"

I moved from his side to stand in front of Geom Muyang. I looked him in the eyes and said, "So don't even dream of being swayed. If you get anxious that I might kill you, come find me. That thought will disappear when you see me. Don't think I ignored you today! Don't think you lost. Just think, 'My little brother is talkative and speaks well.' Just think that. Don't get provoked! Don't make any rash decisions!"

As soon as I finished, Geom Muyang snapped.

"You bastard! I thought my ears were going to bleed. You said it was just one thing, is this one thing? If you ever feel like killing me, you come find me! A young punk lecturing me!"

Geom Muyang strode out.

You know what, brother? I know I'm difficult for you, but it's the same for me. You're more difficult for me than Father, more than the Eight Demon Supremes.

I stood in the courtyard for a moment and looked up at the moon my brother had been watching. The night reminded me of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, that family can be your enemy.


We trained hard for the next two days.

We trained during the day and we trained at night in a continuous cycle.

A few days passed like that. Tonight, we were once again in the middle of our late-night training.

I was honing a technique, mirroring the Fist Demon's exact stance, when it happened.

WHOOOOSH!

The Fist Demon's fist flew toward me.

It looked like a mistake, but it was not.

"......"

My fist and the Fist Demon's fist collided in mid-air.

The sound, like a bursting drum, made Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi look at us in surprise.

We had thrust our fists from the same stance, and they had met in mid-air.

"My apologies. I was lost in thought for a moment."

"It happens."

"How about it? Since we've already exerted ourselves, shall we have a duel?"

"Nice try, but I refuse."

Finally, the Fist Demon was starting his little tricks. He wanted to fight me ten times more than I wanted to learn his martial arts.

"If you refuse, then turn away. Why are you staring at me like that?"

It must have been an unfamiliar experience for him. It was rare for anyone to stare at the Fist Demon like this.

Now, I intend to see the Fist Demon properly. I saw his fists first, but now I will see him, straight on, without any preconceptions.

"I keep looking at your face, the Fist Demon, because I think it makes you seem less scary."

The Fist Demon shook his head with a dumbfounded expression. He gathered his clothes, signaling that training was over for the day.

As he left, Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi came to my sides.

"Liar!"

"The more you look at him, the scarier he gets."

I smiled faintly at their earnest teasing.

My gaze followed the Fist Demon walking away. His large, thick back was turned to me as he walked alone into the darkness.

What caught my eye was not his face. In that lonely-looking back, I saw...... myself, before my regression.


Chapter 192: The Beauty of Slacking Off Is

The next day, after Black Fists training ended, I followed the Fist Demon.

"Please have a meal with me today."

The Fist Demon always ate alone. The other Demon Supremes were no different, but the Fist Demon never ate with his subordinates, not even on rare occasions.

"No, thank you."

"Why not?"

"It's uncomfortable."

"If I'm uncomfortable, that's one thing, but for you, the Fist Demon, to be uncomfortable? Who in the world would believe that?"

"You make me uncomfortable."

The Fist Demon strode away. The Iron Fists stared at us with surprised faces. They watched the Fist Demon, who claimed discomfort even around his own subordinates, and me, who pestered such a man for a meal.

Of course, I didn't give up. I followed the Fist Demon again the next day.

"Then how about a cup of tea today?"

"I don't like tea."

"They say drinking a lot of tea is good for your health."

The Fist Demon stopped walking.

"Just why are you doing this? Do you want to poison the tea or something?"

"Of course not! If I poisoned you, I wouldn't be able to learn the next mnemonic, would I?"

"That's right. You'd have to learn everything before you poison me."

"It's a misunderstanding," I shouted, but the Fist Demon strode away.

The next day, when training ended, I followed him again.

"By any chance, do you know how to play Go?"

"I do not. Why would a great man hold such tiny stones? It's not like little girls playing house."

"Though, that 'playing house' is what Father's completely absorbed in these days."

"......"

The Fist Demon walked away with long strides, not looking back. His pace was even faster than the day before, perhaps because I mentioned Father.

The next day, and the day after that, the Fist Demon remained an iron wall.

At this rate, it won't be easy.

I had put the Fist Demon in a boiling pot, but this big, sturdy opponent showed no signs of softening. He simply wouldn't cook, no matter how much I wanted to boil him tender.

When I feel this frustrated, one person comes to mind.

I immediately headed for the Southern Blade Sect, where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was teaching martial arts to Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong, now a formal disciple, was learning the unique Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I went to the backyard so I wouldn't disturb their training. I quietly closed my eyes, sat in the lotus position, and circulated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I had completely mastered the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Twelfth Star, and the Four Strides of the Wind God. Of all the martial arts I had learned, I absolutely had to master the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

After I had been training for a while, Seo Daeryong's careful voice came from a distance.

"Training is over."

He had informed me quietly, careful not to disturb my own training.

When I opened my eyes, Seo Daeryong collapsed next to me, drenched in sweat.

"Is it tough?"

"I'm dying."

It seemed that for Seo Daeryong, who had begun training in earnest, it was a continuous series of hellish sessions.

"I'll have a word with him. Our Detective Seo is having too hard a time. Please go a little easier on him."

"Of course. There are many ways to kill a person."

I quietly looked at Seo Daeryong's side profile.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You've changed. Your aura."

"How so?"

"You look stronger."

That one phrase immediately lifted Seo Daeryong's spirits. Seo Daeryong clenched his fists tightly.

"Just you wait!"

"'Villains!' No, you mean 'Ladies!', right?"

"Was it that obvious?"

"Cheer up, my right-hand man! Without this time spent grinding, you'll be killed by villains and rejected by women."

"What if I grind and still get rejected?"

Seo Daeryong's deer-like eyes hoped for a 'that won't happen'.

"Then let's catch at least one more villain. Ah! The world's villains might just go extinct."

"Hey! How can you say that?"

I laughed out loud, and Seo Daeryong laughed along.

He stood up from his spot and said his farewell.

"I'll see you tomorrow then. Oh, and that thing you said about me looking stronger, please say it again next time! Whenever I'm having a hard time."

"You got it."

After sending him off, I went to the front yard. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was wiping away sweat, leaning against the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"You must be busy throwing punches. Why did you come? Are you already sick of it?"

"Yes. I'm sick of it. I deeply regret saying I'd learn fist techniques when I could've just been hanging out with you, Elder."

"Who said I'd hang out with you?"

I went and sat down next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"No matter how much I stoke the fire, he shows no signs of cooking."

"You're trying to cook a boulder. Do you think it'll cook?"

"That's why I came to see you, Elder."

"So you're going to try adding some old ginger to the boiling water?"

"This is why I like you, Elder. You get it instantly."

"What do you want from the Fist Demon? His martial arts? Or his heart?"

"At first, it was his martial arts."

"Now you want his heart too?"

"He seems to want to break down a cliff. At first, I thought that was cool, so I wanted to break it down too, but now, I've become curious about why the Fist Demon wants to break down that cliff so badly."

"It's probably for a trivial reason, if you look into it."

"Isn't everyone like that? I am too."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me as if I were a wise old child.

"I'm sorry to tell you this after you've come all this way, but I don't know much about the Fist Demon."

"It's alright. I just came to see you, Elder, because I was feeling frustrated."

The spicy ginger was for healing, not cooking.

"Hey, Second Young Lord."

"Yes, Elder."

"Are you okay?"

"!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was asking me if I was okay.

If someone else had asked, I would have said I was fine, but I didn't want to do that with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I don't really know."

"Saying 'I don't know' is more dangerous than saying 'I'm not okay'. When you're tired, take a rest."

In that moment, I felt again that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was genuinely worried about me. I find myself disarmed in front of him these days. I tried so hard to open his door, but perhaps my own door has swung wide open first.

"Then, may I also lean on your dao, Elder?"

"No. Seeing you spout such nonsense, you must be perfectly fine."

"Just once. I've always wanted to lean on it, just once."

When I pleaded, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reluctantly gave permission.

"Then just this once."

I leaned against the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Ah! Now I know why you always lean on this."

"Doesn't it feel sturdy, like it's protecting you?"

"No. It's incredibly cool."

The Heaven Destroying Dao had a primordial chill.

"So you were the only one staying cool on those hot summer days!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must not have expected me to challenge him like this. He just laughed and called me a rascal.

Joking with Seo Daeryong and laughing with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon relieved a lot of my frustration. I also found a great method of healing.

"When I'm tired, I'll take a rest."

"Come anytime you're having a hard time."

The single phrase 'anytime' pierced my heart.

"How would I live without you, Elder?"

"You'd live just fine, trading punches with the Fist Demon. Stop with the silly talk and go back. You have that late-night training or whatever to do."

"Hey. How is it that there are no secrets in the Demonic Cult?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon picked up his dao and spoke as he went inside.

"Who do you think they take after, with such loose lips?"


I accepted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's advice.

The next day, I didn't go to the Black Fists training. While training would have been in full swing, I was in the world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

A blue sky and sea resembled my enhanced sword qi. A sun-drenched sandy beach, the shade of a broad-leafed tree, and even a cool straw mat. I was lying down in the most comfortable way possible.

Today was a day for slacking off.

After returning from the Murim Alliance and getting entangled with the Fist Demon, I hadn't rested properly for even a moment.

So today, I planned to spend time alone. I decided not to think about other people.

It was truly perfect slacking, prepared with drinks, snacks, and even a book.

I looked at the sky, then the sea, then a crab crawling on the sand. I read a book, dozed off, and upon waking, stared blankly at the sea again.

"Ah! This is great!"

It was more than great.

I lazed around like that all day long.

That afternoon, Cheon Sohwi came to my residence.

"Senior Brother, Senior Brother."

It's cute how she calls me Second Young Lord in front of the Fist Demon, but Senior Brother when it's just the two of us.

"Where did he go?"

I could see her peeking into my room through the window. She must have been worried since I, who had never missed a day of Black Fists training, suddenly didn't show up.

After lingering in the yard for a moment, she left.

I had fully expected her visit. A little later, however, a completely unexpected person visited. To be precise, he passed by rather than visited.

Surprisingly, it was the Fist Demon. He walked past my residence as if on some other business, his eyes flickering toward my home. He even raised his qi as he passed to check if I was there.

The way he pretended not to notice was so funny and, at the same time, touching.

I really wanted to release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and run out. I wanted to ask if he came because he was worried and see his flustered expression, but I didn't.

Hey people, you should know how precious I am!

I lazed around like that until late, filled my inner arts with meditation, and then lazed around some more. It might have seemed like an insignificant day, but for me, it was a valuable time of recharging.

Then, the time for late-night training arrived.

The three of them arrived on time. As soon as she came, Cheon Sohwi asked me.

"Why didn't you come to the Black Fists training today?"

Lee Ahn was startled to hear that I hadn't gone.

"Young Master! Are you sick? How badly are you hurt!"

"Why are you making such a fuss?"

"There's no way the Young Master would skip training! What is it? What happened?"

"I'm human too. There are times I want to slack off and times I want to rest."

As I said that, I looked at the Fist Demon.

"Isn't that right?"

The Fist Demon looked at me for a moment, then shook his head.

"I have never done such a thing."

"Really?"

"If I had lived such a lazy life, someone else would be in the Fist Demon's position now."

"Isn't it hard for you?"

"Not at all."

I know. What truly makes things hard for a person isn't the difficulty of the task itself. It's that no one acknowledges that hardship, or they know and just pass by indifferently.

"If you're tired, let's hang out! I'm on standby anytime."

Of course, the Fist Demon didn't even pretend to listen.

As training was ending that day, an unfamiliar sound came from my fist.

WHOOOOSH!

It wasn't the sound of thunder, but it wasn't the sound my fists had made until now either.

"What is this sound?" I asked.

The Fist Demon looked at me with a surprised face.

"It is the sound of a coming storm."

It meant the time for thunder was not far off.

At my unbelievably fast achievement, fighting spirit flared from the Fist Demon's entire body. He looked like he wanted to charge at me right away.

He instinctively took a step forward, and I stepped back. Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi grew tense in the touch-and-go situation where a fierce battle could break out at any moment.

I quickly said to him, "Shall we make a bet?"

"What kind of bet."

"I don't like trading blows, so how about a bet on movement arts? If I win, please teach me the second form of the Thunder Arhat Fist."

"And if I win?"

"I will have a match with you, Fist Demon."

A triumphant smile appeared on the Fist Demon's lips.

"You must have thought I'd be slow because my body is so big."

The greatest masters of fist techniques always have incredible movement arts, and movement arts are intrinsically linked to fist techniques.

"Fine. I accept that bet."

The Fist Demon was full of confidence. He was so confident in his movement arts that he was willing to bet a unique martial art's second form.

"To the entrance of the Demon Village. How about it?"

"That place isn't suitable for a duel. About five kilometers from the entrance, there's a bamboo forest. Let's make that the finish line."

In the Fist Demon's mind, he had already won the bet.

Lee Ahn drew a line on the ground, and we stood side-by-side on it.

"Ready, go!"

We shot forward like arrows from a bow. I could only imagine how surprised the two women were when we vanished in an instant.

The Fist Demon was truly fast. I'm certain he's the fastest among the Demon Supremes. That must be why he accepted the bet, but he couldn't be faster than my Swift Step.

I matched his speed and ran neck and neck with him. The Fist Demon's surprise was transmitted through his rough breaths.

I arrived at the bamboo forest a few steps ahead of him. I panted for breath, acting as if I had barely won.

The Fist Demon arrived shortly after and looked at me with a shocked face. He seemed to have never imagined I could be faster than him.

"First, please teach me the second form. If you feel it's unfair, let's bet the third form and go again."

When his scary face made a scary expression, it was truly frightening, but scary is scary. He was not a man who would break a promise.

"Fine. I will teach you the second form right here."

I was inwardly surprised by his unhesitating decision. He was truly a man among men.

It was too precious a martial art to give away over a bet on movement arts. What was the Fist Demon thinking right now? Did he really not consider the possibility of losing from the start? I was curious about his intentions.

"Will you be alright?"

"Are you asking if I'm okay after luring me into a trap?"

That trap, could it be that you knowingly fell into it?

The second form was the Thunder Asura.

If the first form, the Black Cloud Asura, was about concentrating all one's power to strike a single opponent, the Thunder Asura was a technique of throwing punches so fast they were invisible. It emphasized speed over power, similar to the Soaring Sky Sword Art's fast sword style, the Blue Sky Strike.

The Fist Demon passed down the mnemonic and stances to me.

I exhausted all my mental energy to make every single one of his teachings my own.

And so, the Fist Demon's second fist also became mine.

"Thank you very much. I will never allow this fist to be used for the wrong reasons."

I bowed to him. Although we hadn't become master and disciple, I had now received up to the second form.

"Well, since we've come this far, let's get some fresh air before we go back."

The Fist Demon looked at me with an expression that asked what I meant.

"It's been a long time since you left the Cult, hasn't it? I skipped training and played yesterday, and it was great. You should slack off with me too, Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon snorted as if to say 'not a chance' and turned to walk back toward our Cult. Looking at his large, thick back, I said, "You're always there every day, so people don't realize how precious you are."

The Fist Demon stopped dead in his tracks.

"Your goodwill toward our Cult has continued for too long."

I didn't express it as goodwill toward his subordinates. This was because I didn't want to disparage the subordinates' natural fear of the Fist Demon, nor the Fist Demon's affection for them.

The Fist Demon turned back toward me.

Our gazes locked in mid-air. For a long while, we said nothing. He was a smart man, and he understood the hidden meaning in my words.

"You look tired."

This was the second time I had said that to him. Did the words finally reach him?

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon asked, "Do you have anywhere to go?"

I smiled brightly and said, "The beauty of slacking off is in having no plan. Let's go."

Before he could change his mind, I started running, and the Fist Demon ran with me.

We ran at a similar pace, matching our speeds. From his face as he ran beside me, I caught a glimpse of a kind of joy I had never seen before.

Just like that, we instantly grew distant from the Cult. We grew distant from our daily lives.


Chapter 193: Scary but Handsome

The Fist Demon and I stood on a cliff overlooking a plunging waterfall.

KWA KWA KWA KWA KWA KWA!

The waterfall's massive spray felt refreshing.

"Alright, you absolutely can't use inner arts," I said.

"You'd better not break the promise either," the Fist Demon retorted.

We were about to jump from a high place. It wasn't a bet with anything at stake, just a pure battle of pride.

When I was young, girls used to watch from below. Now, I was playing the same dangerous game with the Fist Demon in these remote mountains.

"That thin torso of yours might smash to pieces against the rocks," he warned.

"And that large torso of yours, Fist Demon, will hit the rocks twice as hard," I shot back.

Our gazes locked, both of us determined not to lose.

We jumped at the same time.

At my level, would I really be scared or feel my heart drop just from jumping without inner arts? Still, I deliberately let out a refreshing shout.

"WAAAAAAAH!"

SPLASH!

The Fist Demon hit the water first, sending up a huge spray.

He immediately poked his head out of the water.

Just then, I landed lightly on the surface using Flying Over Water. I had used my inner arts just before impact. I crouched in front of the Fist Demon's head and spoke mischievously.

"I've lost."

The Fist Demon saw the mischief on my face. He looked dumbfounded for a moment, then burst into laughter that echoed through the valley.

Right, as long as he laughed, it was a success.

I also dove into the water with a splash.

The ice-cold water jolted my senses. While I swam, the Fist Demon climbed onto a flat rock on the opposite bank.

Jumping from a waterfall without qi.

Had the Fist Demon ever done something like this in his life? No, he probably had never even considered it.

"The water is really clear," I remarked.

After swimming for a while, I also climbed onto the rock where the Fist Demon was. I could have used my qi to generate heat and dry my clothes, but instead, I took them off and spread them on the rock.

"I'm going to lie down for a bit."

I flopped down and looked up at the sky.

"You should lie down too, Fist Demon."

"I'm fine," he replied.

"How long has it been since you've lain down in front of others?"

"I can't even remember."

"So you should lie down at a time like this."

Despite my suggestion, the Fist Demon remained seated. We looked up at the sky in silence for a while.

To relieve his accumulated fatigue by slacking off, we would need to cross the entire Central Plains. That's why I planned to keep moving farther away from the Cult.

"Let's get going," he said.

"Let's stay just a little longer."

The Fist Demon looked anxious and impatient. I understood him. His life at the Cult was busy all day long, teaching everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists. When I thought about it, it was a truly difficult life.

After sitting like that for a long time, the Fist Demon shot to his feet. He looked like he was about to perform a fist technique, unable to bear the stuffiness, but I quickly stopped him.

"You've been throwing punches like that your whole life. Just for this once, please endure it."

"Just sitting here is making my body feel sluggish and stiff. I can't stand it," he complained.

"Now, now, just sit down for now."

I made him sit down again. He was not adapting easily to this slacking off.

"That's right. They say it's harder for a person to stay still, but spacing out like this is said to be good for your mental health."

"Where did you hear that?"

"It's just something I picked up somewhere."

Beyond the Fist Demon, who looked down at me, the sky was blue.

"Fist Demon, look at the clouds drifting by behind me."

The Fist Demon turned his head and looked up at the sky. As he watched the clouds, I could see distracting thoughts enter his eyes.

"Don't worry about your subordinates," I told him.

The Fist Demon looked at me with an expression that said, 'How did you know what I was thinking?'

"They're probably all cheering right now. Tell your subordinates to relax and slack off a bit too. The leader slacks off, the subordinates slack off. How great is that?"

"Then the organization would be ruined," he stated flatly.

"So what if it gets a little ruined?"

For a moment, the Fist Demon flinched.

"'So what if it's ruined?' You've never once had that thought, have you?"

"Of course not."

"If it's ruined, there are the other Demon Supremes, aren't there? If it's ruined, there's Father, isn't there? So what if you get yelled at a little? So what if your pride gets a little hurt?"

The corners of the Fist Demon's mouth curled up slightly. It seemed like a sneer that said, 'What do you know?', but it also seemed like a somehow refreshing laugh.

"Just forget about it all. The color-coded fist-wielders, forget them all."

After some time, the Fist Demon relaxed his posture. He leaned back slightly, supporting himself with his arms. He didn't lie down completely, but he seemed a bit more comfortable.

We stayed like that, staring blankly at the sky until our clothes were dry.


After coming down the mountain, we walked along a narrow path.

"Aren't we going to use movement arts?"

"The scenery is nice, so let's just walk to the end of this path."

As expected, he seemed to be itching for action.

"Wouldn't it be better to just get to our destination and rest there?" he asked.

Hearing words like these always reminded me of myself before my regression. This was how I was when I gathered materials for the grand technique. I would run to my destination no matter what. Walking was an unimaginable act.

"They say taking a walk is very good for people."

"Spacing out is good, taking a walk is good. What on earth is not good?" he grumbled.

"There are plenty of bad things. Worrying about work when you've come out to slack off. Thinking about someone when they're not even thinking about you. Coming out to have fun and still thinking about collapsing cliffs. There are many."

After a brief pause, he asked, "Did my life seem that bad to you?"

"......"

At my unhesitating answer, the Fist Demon stopped walking and looked at me.

"It didn't seem bad because it was bad, but because it was too perfect."

A hint of relief flickered across his face.

"I know what you're worried about, but I'm not a man who collapses easily."

"Really?"

"What?"

"I'm asking if you're really someone who doesn't collapse easily. How would you know? You've never collapsed before."

The Fist Demon couldn't give any answer.

"When I look at Father's grandmaster chair, it reminds me of the platform where you, Fist Demon, stand and look down at your subordinates. I get the feeling that you are both trapped there."

"!"

Fist Demon, you've come this far with that unchanging fortitude, so isn't it okay to rest a little now?

He said nothing. We walked in silence for a long time.

Where the narrow path ended, I asked the Fist Demon, "Is there anything you want to try?"

The Fist Demon couldn't easily find an answer and asked me back, "What about you?"

"I'm doing it right now."

A faint smile formed on the Fist Demon's lips. Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi say he's scary no matter how many times they see him, but I don't find the Fist Demon's face scary. In fact, it was never scary from the beginning.

"Then, I'll leave it to you."

"Alright, then let's go eat something delicious first. It's a rule that you can't leave out good food on a trip, isn't it?"

I ran ahead first, and the Fist Demon ran with me. The Fist Demon unleashed the speed he had been holding back and started to run in the lead.


"Here we are. A famous restaurant with a two-hundred-year tradition!"

The place we arrived at was called Songmyeonggwan, which sold both alcohol and food. It was so popular that customers were lined up outside.

"How did you know about this place?"

"Is that the only thing I know? The signature dish here is a bamboo shoot dish, which you like, Fist Demon."

"How did you know that?"

"Don't look at me like that. It's not like I found out to poison your food, Fist Demon. You're the one who will become the future Master, so I should at least know that much."

The man standing in line in front of us glanced back, saw the Fist Demon, and was startled. The man trembled as he said, "Sh-should I let you go ahead?"

"It's fine."

After the Fist Demon's reply, the man turned his head forward and never looked back again.

I smiled and asked the Fist Demon, "You've never stood in line to buy food in your entire life, have you?"

Seeing the Fist Demon's expression that said, 'Of course not,' I asked again, "Isn't it fun?"

The Fist Demon looked around at the people in line, the new people lining up behind them, the people on the street, and the hawking street vendors.

"It's not bad."

Songmyeonggwan had more than ten waiters and was so large that the line shortened quickly. When it was our turn, we took a seat. I ordered several dishes and some alcohol.

"Why are you ordering so much?"

"It's been a while since I've been here, so we have to eat everything before we go."

The alcohol came out first. As I poured a drink for the Fist Demon, his displeased gaze turned towards some martial artists cursing as they passed by outside.

I reached out my hand and blocked his view.

"We're slacking off! That's a rock. That's a chair. Got it?"

"I understand."

The Fist Demon poured me a drink as well and said, "At your age, with those martial arts, it must be difficult to control your hot-bloodedness."

"That's why I'm hanging out with the Demon Supremes, isn't it? To avoid causing unnecessary trouble."

"There may be other reasons you hang out with us, but not causing trouble is a commendable thing."

"Oh! This is the first compliment you've ever given me, Fist Demon."

I raised my cup, and we toasted.

A moment later, the food arrived. The Fist Demon tried a piece of the bamboo shoot dish he liked and looked surprised.

"This is really delicious."

"There's always a reason for a place that has a line."

My gaze turned toward the kitchen.

"How about it? Should we kidnap the chef and take him to our Cult?"

"You're saying things you don't mean," he scoffed.

"Why are you so sure? If we take him, he'll come."

After staring at me for a moment, unexpected words flowed from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"I heard your demonic way is one that doesn't break the tavern's tables?"

I was shocked. I had no idea the Fist Demon knew about that.

"How did you know?"

"I have ears to hear with, too."

This is why what I told Hyung was right. It might seem like they're not watching, but the Demon Supremes are paying attention to everything.

"Yes, so if others line up, we should line up and eat too. If the chef gets kidnapped, we have to go rescue him. This is my demonic way."

The Fist Demon stared intently at me. How would my demonic way be perceived by him?

The Fist Demon, who seemed to hesitate, focused on eating again.

As we were drinking, one of the two women at the next table spoke to me.

"Master, is this your first time here?"

"Yes, it's my first time."

"Then there are some places you must visit."

"Would you care to join our table and tell me more?" I offered.

The women glanced at the Fist Demon, then readily joined our table. I ordered new dishes for them.

I could feel the Fist Demon's surprise. The natural way the women joined our table seemed to be a fresh shock to him.

A woman he's never seen before starts a conversation and joins his table?

That's why he was wary of the women. He narrowed his eyes, wondering if they were up to something, but the women were just young people who liked to have fun.

The reason I went so far as to have them join us was because of the Fist Demon. He had lived his entire life as a bachelor, with no records of him being involved with women. Perhaps he had given up on love from the start because of his appearance?

That's why I wanted to give the Fist Demon an experience he had never had before.

We drank and chatted with the women. I made them laugh with funny stories. The Fist Demon, wary at first, later began to enjoy the situation with an interested look in his eyes.

Occasionally, I would ask the Fist Demon questions he could answer better. For instance, something like this.

"Please tell these Young Ladies the story of when you broke through the Murim Alliance's encirclement in your youth."

Of course, the women didn't believe it and just laughed heartily. It was a statement that went beyond the usual bragging men do when drinking. At that moment, the Fist Demon looked at me, asking with his eyes if he should really tell them. I smiled and shook my head, conveying that no one would believe him.

After having fun for about an hour, the women got up to leave first.

That was even more surprising to the Fist Demon. He couldn't believe they were just leaving after all that, without even promising to meet again.

After they left, the Fist Demon asked, "Did you perhaps send them a telepathy message promising them money? Or did you threaten to kill them if they didn't join us? Or were they women after our wallet?"

I couldn't believe he would think something like that.

"If not, there's no way women would ask to join our table, is there?"

"Well, that's because of me."

"I figured as much. One of them was staring at your face the whole time."

"That's right. That's why I asked them to join us."

"Even with me sitting next to you?"

"You think they wouldn't have joined because they were scared of your face, Fist Demon?"

The Fist Demon nodded.

"You're unaware of two things, Fist Demon. Kids these days hang out and have fun comfortably even with strangers."

"What if they get into some kind of trouble doing that?"

"They're fearless, the kids these days."

"And you're not one of them?"

"Including me. I'm fearless too, aren't I?"

"You're more than fearless, and what's the second thing?"

"It's the fact that while your face is scary, Fist Demon, it's not an ugly face. In fact, you're on the handsome side."

The Fist Demon was startled. It was the most surprised reaction he'd had since meeting me. He had probably never been called handsome in his entire life.

"If you're going to flatter me, at least make it believable," he grumbled.

"I may be good at flattery, but what I just said wasn't flattery. To women, your face, Fist Demon, can seem attractive. They can also feel a sense of security, like you'd protect them no matter what."

To the Fist Demon, who didn't know what to say, I added, "Today's conclusion. Your face, Fist Demon, is scary but handsome!"

After emptying his cup, the Fist Demon came to a conclusion.

"You're a madman."

"Finally, I get to hear those words from you too, Fist Demon!"

Just then, a young waiter walked toward us. He looked to be barely ten years old, his eyes swollen from crying.

"I've been watching you for a while. For some reason, I felt like I could ask you for a favor, Master."

The child pleaded with the Fist Demon.

"Please help me."

In the tears welling up in the child's eyes, I could feel the weight of a pain that even an adult couldn't bear.

I gently stroked the child's head and said to the Fist Demon, "And not only are you handsome, but in the eyes of an innocent child, you also have the kind of face that looks like it would help if asked."


Chapter 194: Because He Chose a Handsome Face

"Hui-ya. You shouldn't move yet."

Mrs. Shim held her daughter Hui-ya's hand.

Hui-ya's face and body were covered in wounds as she got dressed. The girl had suffered the greatest misfortune of her life. Three days ago, a man had brutally assaulted her on her way to work. He beat and raped her.

"You heard, didn't you, Mom? He was released and says he's going to kill us all?"

The man who did this unforgivable thing was Gongpae, a thug from the Wild Beast Sect that controlled the area. He had committed the heinous act in the morning, not even at night.

Despite her battered body, Hui-ya went straight to the local Murim Alliance Branch and reported Gongpae, but less than three days later, she heard he was free. While being dragged away, Gongpae had publicly screamed that he was framed. He vowed he wouldn't let Hui-ya and her family get away with it. The Branch released that man anyway.

"We have to go now, Mom."

Hui-ya staggered to her feet, but a wave of dizziness sent her collapsing to the floor. Every single part of her body ached.

"Where can you go when your body is in this state?"

"We have to. He said he's going to kill us, didn't he?"

Tears welled in Hui-ya's eyes. She never dreamed they would release Gongpae so easily.

What are we supposed to do? What in the world are we supposed to do!

Mrs. Shim hugged her daughter tightly.

"It's all my fault. It's because of me."

After losing her husband, Mrs. Shim raised her two children alone. She lived tenaciously until a bad fall a year ago severely injured her leg.

When she could no longer work, her young son, barely ten, started working as a waiter. Her fifteen-year-old daughter, Hui-ya, who already helped at a cloth store, took an additional job washing dishes at an inn.

They were such good children, trying to earn a living and pay for their mother's medicine. Now, this tragedy had befallen her daughter.

Tears streamed from Mrs. Shim's eyes. She gritted her teeth, trying not to cry in front of Hui-ya, but the tears came on their own.

Hui-ya gritted her teeth and stood up again.

"Mom, pack your things. I'll go get your cart."

Mrs. Shim pulled her hand.

"You should go. Take your brother and escape for now."

"Mom, we don't have time for this. You know I won't leave you behind, right?"

"Where would you go with me in tow? Just go hide for a while. Please?"

All sorts of thoughts raced through Hui-ya's mind.

Where could she go with her sick mother and young brother? Should she just consider it a bite from a mad dog and beg for forgiveness if Gongpae showed up? She couldn't think of the right choice.

Someone, please tell me what to do! Please, help me!

At fifteen, the only one she could turn to was the heavens.

Just then, her younger brother, Seok-i, opened the door and ran inside.

"Mom! Noona!"

For some reason, Seok-i was flushed with excitement.

Seeing her brother, Hui-ya's mind cleared. She realized that to save Seok-i, leaving was the right thing to do.

"Pack your things, Seok-i."

"Why are we packing?"

"We're leaving. Just pack the essentials."

"Noona! Wait! Listen to me first. I asked a martial artist for help. He said he'd help us."

Mrs. Shim and Hui-ya were both startled by those words.

"Who is it? Is it someone you know?"

"No. I just met him today for the first time."

Hui-ya sighed.

"Seok-i. Listen to your Noona carefully. You can't just ask anyone for a favor like that. What if that martial artist gets killed by the people from the Wild Beast Sect?"

"No. He looked really scary and strong."

Hui-ya sighed again.

"Then where is he? Why did you come alone?"

"He told me to go on ahead."

"He's not coming. He probably just said that because a little kid like you asked and it was a bother. Hurry up and pack."

She staggered to her feet. Even walking was difficult, but she was determined to put her mother in the cart and leave.

When she opened the door and went outside, she froze in shock.

Gongpae stood in the yard, his face filled with rage.

Hui-ya was so startled she collapsed to the ground.

Gongpae said coldly, "How dare you report me? I was stuck in prison for three days because of you, you bitch."

For the past three days, whenever she thought of Gongpae, all she wanted was to kill him. In her imagination, she had stabbed him with a kitchen knife, beaten him with a hammer, and torn his throat out with her teeth. She had killed him dozens, hundreds of times.

But seeing him again, she was so terrified that her mind went blank. Her whole body trembled, and her thoughts turned to white noise.

Mrs. Shim came out from the room, dragging herself across the floor.

"Hey, I was the one who reported you. If you're going to blame someone, blame me."

Gongpae snorted.

"You should be taking care of your mother who crawls around like an insect. What's with all this reporting?"

Hearing him insult her mother, Hui-ya screamed as if having a seizure.

"Shut up! I said shut up! Who are you! Why you! Why you! Aaaaaaaargh!"

The more scared she was, the louder she screamed.

"Has this bitch gone crazy? You need a beating to come to your senses."

As Gongpae moved to strike her, Seok-i ran out of the room.

"Don't! Don't touch my Noona!"

Seok-i stood protectively in front of Hui-ya.

Hui-ya pulled Seok-i behind her. He resisted, refusing to move, and they both fell backward together.

"What a fucking mess. What's the point of living like this? You'll all die by my hand today. I'll even bury you in one spot."

As if he truly intended to kill them, Gongpae pulled out a throwing knife. The sight of the cold, blue blade made Hui-ya and Seok-i freeze.

"Please spare us, please spare our family!" Hui-ya begged.

Just then, a low voice came from behind them.

"Isn't 'spare me' something you should be hearing from that bastard?"

A startled Gongpae turned to see Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon walking in.

Gongpae could tell at a glance that these two were no ordinary martial artists. The moment he saw the Fist Demon looking at him like an insect, every hair on his body stood on end.

Seok-i shouted with joy.

"Sir martial artist! You came! It's him! He's here!"

Mrs. Shim and Hui-ya realized these two were the martial artists Seok-i had mentioned.

Gongpae also noticed that the little brat had brought these men.

"Sirs, I believe there's been some misunderstanding. I am in love with that woman."

At Gongpae's bullshit, Geom Mugeuk made a shushing gesture.

"Your chances to speak in this life are over. You have exactly one word left, and even that isn't your right."

Geom Mugeuk asked Hui-ya, "Young Lady, do you want an apology from that bastard before he dies?"

Before he dies?

Hui-ya stared at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression. Geom Mugeuk gave a single nod.

Hui-ya shook her head. Gongpae was someone she didn't even want to exchange words with.

"Even a final piece of bullshit is not permitted."

The moment Gongpae tried to open his mouth, Geom Mugeuk's finger qi bullet sealed his muting and paralyzing points. He truly wasn't given a single chance to speak.

The Fist Demon slowly walked over to Hui-ya.

Guessing what he was about to do, Geom Mugeuk covered Seok-i's eyes.

The Fist Demon stood before Hui-ya. Looking up at the Fist Demon, Hui-ya swallowed hard. She had never seen anyone who looked so terrifying.

"Hold out your fist."

A startled Hui-ya held out a trembling fist. The Fist Demon's large hand enveloped her small one. Holding her hand, he pushed it forward with his own.

Very slowly, the two of them extended a single fist toward Gongpae.

A look of 'What is this?' crossed Gongpae's face.

WHOOOOOSH!

A tremendous, ear-splitting wind roared!

CRACK! CRACKLE! CRACK! CRACKCRACKCRACKCRACK!

Every bone in Gongpae's body shattered and burst. From his toes to his arms and legs, his ribs and spine, his shoulder blades and neck bones, not a single one was left unbroken. All of them were crushed.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!

It was an excruciating pain he had never experienced. Since his muting point was sealed, he couldn't scream, which made the pain even greater.

Only after enduring all that pain did his face finally cave in with a THUD, and he collapsed.

All of this was contained in that single move the Fist Demon had made while holding Hui-ya's hand.

But that wasn't the end. As if refusing to allow even the corpse to remain in this house, the Fist Demon flicked his finger, and the body flew into the air.

The Fist Demon's other fist shot toward the sky.

KRRRUMBLE! BOOM!

A sound like thunder roared, as if the heavens themselves were delivering punishment.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

An immense fist energy swept over the corpse. As if by magic, Gongpae's body vanished without a trace in mid-air.

"Ah!"

None of this felt real to Hui-ya. It was as if she were watching a hallucination.

Just then, the Fist Demon's hand squeezed her fist once more.

In that moment, Hui-ya felt it. The fist enveloping hers was saying this.

Live on with strength from now on.

Hui-ya looked up at the Fist Demon. The Fist Demon looked down at her indifferently.

She was no longer afraid of the Fist Demon's face. He wasn't a demon, but like one of the Heavenly King statues at a temple entrance. He seemed like a guardian deity protecting her from evil spirits.

Seok-i didn't see Gongpae turn to dust, but he could feel it. That Gongpae was dead.

Geom Mugeuk could feel Seok-i's tears running down his palm.

After taking his hand from the boy's eyes, Geom Mugeuk turned Seok-i to face him.

"From now on, just live with the same courage you showed today."

The courage to walk up to the terrifying Fist Demon and ask for help. With courage like that, he would surely be able to live well.

"......"

Seok-i hugged Geom Mugeuk. The child trembled in his arms, and Geom Mugeuk slowly stroked his head.

"Benefactor, please accept my bow."

Hui-ya tried to bow to the Fist Demon, but an unseen force prevented her.

"There's no need for that."

"Please, accept my bow. It's the only thing I can offer you."

"I only granted your brother's request."

With those words, the Fist Demon clasped his hands behind his back and looked up at the sky.

Hui-ya looked at Seok-i. Seok-i ran and hugged his Noona.

"Noona."

"Seok-i."

This time, held in his Noona's arms, Seok-i looked at the Fist Demon. Though he felt the child's gaze of admiration, respect, and gratitude, the Fist Demon simply continued to look up at the sky.

Mrs. Shim expressed her gratitude through tears.

"Thank you. I will never forget this kindness, even in death."

Geom Mugeuk said to Mrs. Shim and Hui-ya, "We know this man belongs to a gang. We will take care of everything, so don't worry from now on."

And that wasn't the only good fortune bestowed upon this family.

Perhaps feeling that since he had started showing kindness, he might as well see it through, the Fist Demon approached Mrs. Shim and asked abruptly, "Since when?"

"Pardon?"

"Your leg. Since when has it been hurting?"

"Ah, it's been about a year."

"May I take a look?"

Before the bewildered woman could answer, Hui-ya quickly said, "Yes, please!"

The Fist Demon examined Mrs. Shim's leg.

"It may hurt, but please bear with it."

Before she could say anything.

DUDUK. DDUK. DDUKDUKDUK.

The sound of bones being set echoed. As the long-stiffened bones moved, Mrs. Shim screamed. However, the pain didn't last long. The Fist Demon was more well-versed in human bones and muscles than a horse doctor.

A moment later, astonishing words came from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"If you rest for a while, you should be able to stand up and walk again."

Mrs. Shim was so shocked she couldn't close her mouth, while Hui-ya and Seok-i cheered.

"Thank you, benefactor."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

Overcome with emotion, the three of them hugged each other and cried.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk gave Hui-ya an envelope. Inside was enough money for the family to open a small shop and make a living.

Hui-ya, startled, asked in a trembling voice, "Why are you giving this to us?"

"I'm not the one giving it to you. It's money I'll be collecting from that bastard's gang, so take it without feeling burdened."

How could this money, how could Gongpae's death, possibly heal her wounds?

This incident would remain a scar that would torment her for the rest of her life. She would have nightmares, and her distrust of men would be great.

However, this was as much as Geom Mugeuk could do. Please overcome this and live the rest of your life well.

"Why are you bestowing such a great kindness upon us?"

Hui-ya felt as if she were receiving all the blessings she had never received in her life all at once. It was to the point where she wondered if she even deserved it.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon and said, "Because your brother chose that handsome face over there."


After leaving Mrs. Shim's residence, we headed straight for the Wild Beast Sect.

If we didn't clean up the mess completely, Seok-i's family would end up suffering.

Before going, I looked into the Wild Beast Sect and found they had committed every evil deed imaginable. They intimidated, threatened, extorted, beat, and killed the residents. They were truly a mafia that reigned like kings in this region.

While those sons of bitches were just being themselves, the bigger problem was the Murim Alliance Branch that had condoned their actions.

"The fist technique you used earlier was truly magnificent."

In truth, it was a fist technique far too profound to be used on a worthless punk like Gongpae.

Nevertheless, the Fist Demon killed him personally because of Seok-i. Since Seok-i had asked the Fist Demon for help, he had killed the man himself. This way, the boy could live with the pride of having saved his family through his own choice.

However, the scene that moved me even more was when he held Hui-ya's hand and blew the man away. I believe that thanks to the hand the Fist Demon held, the girl will be able to live well, remembering that large, thick hand whenever times get tough.

"I respect you."

"Every time you open your mouth, it's flattery."

"I'm sincere, Master."

I subtly called him Master, but he remained an iron wall.

"It was a good attempt, Second Young Lord."

And so, we arrived at the estate where the Wild Beast Sect lived.

The man guarding the main gate saw the Fist Demon, slammed the gate shut in a panic, and ran inside.

"Emergency! Emergency!"

Hearing the man's shouts, the Fist Demon said self-deprecatingly, "See that? My face alone is enough to cause an emergency."

If it were Seo Daeryong, he would have teased him about this for three days straight, but as long as the Fist Demon is with me, I have no intention of letting him feel intimidated because of his face.

"I did. I saw the look of admiration in that girl's eyes as she looked up at the Fist Demon."

Was it because he felt better after hearing that?

The Fist Demon placed his palm on the main gate. With a KABOOM, the massive gate was torn apart like paper and sent flying.

The Fist Demon stepped inside first. From behind, the Fist Demon's massive back made the large entrance look completely filled.


Chapter 195: A Gangster, Repenting? How Unsophisticated.

Gu Yasu, the leader of the Wild Beast Sect, watched his subordinates count silver. It was tribute they had collected from the marketplace.

A subordinate brought over a heavy wallet. "Three hundred taels."

"Our finances are going to be ruined because of one fucking idiot," Gu Yasu grumbled. "Where is that bastard Gongpae now?"

His right-hand man, Yang, stood beside him and answered. "He was released from the Murim Alliance Branch. He's probably off getting drunk somewhere."

"Tell him to come to me the moment he gets back."

"......"

The three hundred taels was a bribe for the Murim Alliance Branch Manager. The manager should have let the incident slide for his usual monthly payment, but he had demanded a full three hundred taels to release Gongpae.

Still, Gu Yasu couldn't just leave Gongpae to rot in prison. Gongpae was essential to the Wild Beast Sect. They needed a dog-like bastard like him to scare merchants into handing over their money obediently.

"What about the bitch who reported him? Did she run off?"

"Her mother is sick, so she won't be able to flee."

"They said she was pretty? Right. That must be why that bastard Gongpae got horny. Once things quiet down, sell her off to a distant brothel. We need to make back at least half the money we lost because of that bitch."

"Understood."

"And make sure that idiot Gongpae doesn't touch her."

"Understood. Oh, and the Jangdo Faction has invaded our territory again."

"Those bastards!"

The Jangdo Faction was a rival mafia sect from a neighboring area. They always clashed during turf wars.

"There's a rumor that they've recruited an expert."

"What kind of expert?"

"I don't know. They say he's an unknown expert. I suspect they're acting up because they're relying on him."

Just as Gu Yasu scoffed, a subordinate rushed in from outside. "We have intruders," he reported urgently.

At the word 'intruders', Gu Yasu immediately summoned someone. "Summon Martial Artist Cheon."

Gu Yasu could afford to scoff at the Jangdo Faction's new expert because of Martial Artist Cheon. Gu Yasu was the only one who knew Cheon's secret. Cheon was from the Demonic Cult.

An expert from the Demonic Cult, Cheon! He was the reason the Wild Beast Sect had grown so powerful.

When Gu Yasu and Yang went outside, the intruders were already walking across the training ground.

Gu Yasu flinched in surprise as he saw them approaching. "What the?"

There were two intruders, an incredibly muscular man and a slender young man. Their leisurely pace seemed more like a visit than an invasion. They were, of course, Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon.

Yang spoke quickly. "They seem to be the ones sent by the Jangdo Faction."

"The expert those bastards supposedly recruited?"

"Yes. Who else could it be?"

Gu Yasu nodded. In this region, only the Jangdo Faction would dare to attack them. "Where is Martial Artist Cheon?"

"He'll be out soon."

About twenty members of the Wild Beast Sect emerged from all sides, drawing their weapons. They surrounded the two men.

"Who are you and where are you from?" Gu Yasu demanded.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and remarked, "You've made a hell outside, but you're living quite well for yourselves in here."

The Wild Beast Sect's headquarters was a newly built estate. The building where Gu Yasu himself resided was especially luxurious, constructed with expensive materials.

"I asked who you are."

Normally, Gu Yasu would have ordered his men to kill them or make them kneel, but the words did not come.

It was because of the muscular man next to the youth. Gu Yasu had seen all sorts of nasty-looking bastards in the mafia, but he had never seen someone so terrifying.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Gu Yasu. "Do you know why you keep asking who I am instead of why I'm here? It's because you've made a habit of first deciding whether this is a bastard you can kill or not."

After speaking, Geom Mugeuk strode toward Gu Yasu.

A startled Gu Yasu shouted to his subordinates. "Kill him!"

The members of the Wild Beast Sect rushed at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk dodged their attacks and threw punches.

THWACK. THWACK. To Gu Yasu's eyes, the blows looked light and powerless.

Geom Mugeuk was also good at dodging. He lightly evaded the attacks from all sides and landed a single blow on each man. One in the face. Another in the stomach. The attacks were fast, but Gu Yasu felt no power behind them.

He felt a sense of relief.

He's nothing special!

That thought came to him clearly. He felt the real problem was the muscular man standing by without joining the fight.

"Get up! Get up and attack together! Stab him in the back!"

But the subordinates who had collapsed after a single hit did not get up.

"Stop playing dead and get up! Those fucking idiots!"

Gu Yasu could understand. If they thought they had to fight the muscular man next, they would probably pretend to be unconscious too.

"Sigh. To think I trusted guys like these."

In that short time, all twenty-something men who had stepped forward had collapsed.

Yang kicked a subordinate who had fallen nearby. Geom Mugeuk simply let him. "Get up if you don't want to die!"

Losing consciousness from a light tap? Anyone could see he was faking it.

The man didn't move even when kicked. Feeling something was off, Yang examined the fallen subordinate more closely.

Yang flinched in shock. The subordinate was dead. He checked the one lying next to him. He was dead too. Yang could tell. All of his subordinates were dead.

Yang slowly looked up at Geom Mugeuk.

His eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. The indifferent gaze was cold and chilling.

He's a true expert!

Yang realized that if he said even one wrong word, he would die on the spot.

Geom Mugeuk had shown no mercy. He wanted to ensure no one would survive to harm Seok's family in revenge.

Just then, Cheon appeared. His hair was disheveled as if from a long night of drinking. His unshaven beard made him look haggard, and his belly had grown much bigger since he first joined the Wild Beast Sect. Still, Gu Yasu was fine with it. So far, Cheon had handled every enemy.

"Get rid of both of those bastards."

Cheon strode forward, ignoring the fallen members of the Wild Beast Sect. The skills of those ruffians were obvious anyway.

Cheon was an Iron Fist from the Eastern Fist Garrison. He had risen to the Green Fists but couldn't endure the harsh training and fled the Demonic Cult. He had been hiding out in the Wild Beast Sect ever since. All sorts of bastards had targeted Gu Yasu, but they had all died at Cheon's hands. In return, he received enough money for a life of pleasure. With the skills of a Green Fists member, he was as good as the Fist Demon in this third-rate mafia world.

WHOOSH.

Cheon's fist, aimed to smash Geom Mugeuk's head, stopped in mid-air.

The problem wasn't that his attack had been dodged so easily. The problem was Geom Mugeuk's next words.

"Aren't these the Green Fists martial arts?"

Cheon was shocked out of his wits. It was the first time anyone had recognized his martial arts.

Just then, Cheon's eyes finally focused on one person. The large man, who had been looking at the sky with his back turned, now turned his head.

The moment Cheon saw that face!

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

A scream erupted from Cheon's mouth. He was so shocked he thought his heart would explode. The hangover that had tormented him all day vanished instantly.

Gu Yasu, standing behind Cheon, couldn't see his face, but Yang could.

Cheon's face was contorted. Yang wondered if a human face could hold such deep despair and terror.

The Fist Demon spoke softly, as if to himself. "You used my martial arts to act as a fist for some mafia bastard?"

There was no emotion in the Fist Demon's words. The moment he finished speaking.

PWAK! CRACK!

Cheon struck his own crown and committed suicide. He knew. He couldn't run, and he couldn't be forgiven. He knew dying at the hands of the Fist Demon would be a far more painful death.

At that sight, Gu Yasu's mind went blank. He couldn't think at all. Such a strange thing was happening.

Geom Mugeuk walked past Yang. "Follow me."

"......"

Yang obeyed respectfully, as if Geom Mugeuk were his leader.

When Geom Mugeuk came right up to him, Gu Yasu came to his senses. There was only one thing he could rely on now. "Do you know who is behind us? There will be repercussions if you touch us."

"Who's behind you?"

"The Murim Alliance."

"Does the entire Murim Alliance belong to you?"

"The Branch Manager here is backing me. If you touch me, he won't stand by idly."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Yang. "You can bring the Branch Manager here, can't you?"

Yang hesitated, as if it were not an easy task.

"Just bring him here, and you'll be the new leader of the Wild Beast Sect."

"I'll bring him, no matter what it takes."

Yang ran off without hesitation. Gu Yasu glared daggers at his back. "Damned bastard."

He never thought he would be betrayed so easily. He was his right-hand man, after all.

After Yang left, Geom Mugeuk said, "No need to be so angry. My offer to make him the leader was a lie."

Just as Gu Yasu's expression relaxed slightly, Geom Mugeuk continued.

"It's not like you've only been in the mafia for a day or two. You know everyone's going to die, right?"

Gu Yasu's expression hardened again. He sensed that he was included in the 'everyone' Geom Mugeuk had mentioned.

"Please spare me."

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "If you hand over the evidence of the bribes you gave the Branch Manager."

Gu Yasu's eyes darted around.

"If you don't have it, then just die."

The moment Geom Mugeuk clenched his fist, Gu Yasu shouted, "I have it! It's in the safe."

Geom Mugeuk had him lead the way. Gu Yasu's hands trembled as he opened the safe. What am I doing right now? The thought struck him, and a belated sense of fear washed over him. The fact that Cheon, whom he had trusted so much, had committed suicide was a huge blow.

"Here it is." He took a ledger out of the safe. It recorded the bribes given to the Murim Alliance Branch Manager and all the corruption the Branch Manager had committed.

"You, go move the bodies somewhere out of sight."

Gu Yasu walked toward the bodies.

This is my chance!

He decided to look for an opportunity to escape, but he found the inner arts in his qi center had been suppressed at some point, rendering them unusable.

When on earth did that happen?

With no other choice, Gu Yasu moved the bodies. Trying to move twenty-something corpses without his inner arts made him sweat profusely. This work felt like death to a man who had never lifted a finger.

After strenuously moving all the bodies, Gu Yasu returned to Geom Mugeuk. "I've moved them all."

"It's hard, isn't it? Feeling helpless?"

"...Yes."

"The people who have suffered at your hands probably felt a hundred, a thousand times worse. Individually, you're all pathetic, but you run around in a pack like dogs, scaring people, stealing, beating, and killing them."

"I'll turn over a new leaf from now on."

"A gangster, repenting? How unsophisticated. Keep doing bad things. Just do them at the place I'll introduce you to. There will be plenty of colleagues, so it should be fine."

"Where is that?"

"Here."

Geom Mugeuk's fist flew at him.

Second Fist, the Thunder Asura.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Dozens of lightning-fast punches struck him. He died, turned into a bloody pulp, without even a chance to scream.

Geom Mugeuk tossed his corpse into the warehouse with the other bodies. He attached no meaning to the bastard's death.

A short while later, the Murim Alliance Branch Manager, Baek Chu, arrived. "What's with this smell of blood? You bastards, didn't I tell you to stop killing so many people?"

Baek Chu entered while nagging Yang. He must have frequented the place, as he acted as comfortable as if he were in his own home.

"What's so important that you had to call a busy person all the way out here?" He flinched upon seeing Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon. "Who are they?"

"They are the new martial artists we've recruited," Yang replied nonchalantly.

Baek Chu looked surprised. "Where did you find a guy with a build like that? He'd earn his keep just by standing there, but where did your master go?"

Yang answered calmly. "It seems he has stepped away for a moment."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Baek Chu. "How could you just release someone who assaulted and raped a girl?"

Baek Chu glanced at Yang with a look that said, What's this? Do they not know who I am because they're new? Didn't you train them properly?

However, Yang just watched the situation silently. Seeing Yang's unusual reaction, Baek Chu sensed that something was wrong.

Baek Chu answered calmly. "Ah, that case. I released him because there was insufficient evidence."

"The girl's entire body was a wreck, and Gongpae went around bragging about it to the other mafia bastards. What do you mean, insufficient evidence? You didn't even investigate, did you?"

Baek Chu was seething with anger, but given the atmosphere, he couldn't retort.

"Would you have just released him if it had happened to your family?"

At the mention of his family, Baek Chu's face hardened instantly. "This bastard, I've been letting it slide, but..."

"Does talking about your family upset you? Are they so precious to you, while other people's families are just disgusting relatives who deserve to suffer?"

In that moment, Baek Chu considered drawing his sword, but he held back.

I'll throw you all in jail later.

Getting out of this situation was the priority. Baek Chu smiled and spoke pleasantly. "Please understand. The main alliance has its laws."

"Laws for whom? You? The Wild Beast Sect? Who, exactly?"

Baek Chu took a step back from Geom Mugeuk's cold aura. "I don't know who you are, but I am a Murim Alliance Branch Manager. If you touch me, you'll become a public enemy of the murim!"

"That won't happen. I know someone in the Murim Alliance, so I'm going to report your crimes and the situation here via messenger pigeon."

"To whom?"

"There's a high-ranking person up there. The one who wanted to make me his son-in-law."

What kind of bullshit is this? Baek Chu thought, but he held his tongue. "My crimes? Do you have any proof?"

Geom Mugeuk took out the ledger from the Wild Beast Sect. "You've taken a lot of bribes from the Wild Beast Sect. You even had them kill people for your own interests."

"What are you talking about? I've never done such a thing."

"Do you think you can just deny it? Those bastards kept meticulous records."

Baek Chu's expression stiffened. "That bastard is framing me!"

"I don't think so. He wasn't in a position to lie."

Baek Chu knew he had to get that ledger, no matter what. Getting rid of these guys would come after. "How much will it take? How much for that ledger..."

WHOOOOOOSH.

SLAM!

Baek Chu vanished from before his eyes. He flew and slammed into a distant wall, his entire body shattered. He died instantly.

Now left alone, Yang cautiously watched the situation. "Then, from now on, I'll be the leader of the Wild Beast Sect..."

WHOOOOOSH!

SLAM!

Yang also vanished from sight. He flew to the opposite side and rolled on the ground, a bloody pulp.

The Fist Demon had sent the two men flying. He had sent them to the next world with a single punch.

"Let's go." The Fist Demon's gaze seemed to ask why Geom Mugeuk was bothering to talk with such trash.

"I was going to ask for about a million taels for the ledger."

"Stop with the nonsense."

"Just a moment." Geom Mugeuk buried the ledger in a corner of the courtyard.

If he reported that it was buried there, the investigator sent by the Chairman would take care of it. He also planned to add a note in the messenger pigeon asking them to take good care of Seok's family.

Watching Geom Mugeuk, the Fist Demon commented, "You're quite meticulous."

"You have to be meticulous when helping people. It's good to help others, but if you don't finish the job properly because it's a hassle, the person who suffers is the one who received the help. I get to feel good, but they're the one who suffers the consequences. That wouldn't be right, would it?"

Unexpected words came from the Fist Demon's mouth. "I don't think you should become the Heavenly Demon."

"Why is that?"

"The Heavenly Demon has to deal with so many people. How could you endure it with a mindset like this? If you try to take care of everything so meticulously, you'll go mad first."

"Now that you mention it, that makes sense. I understand. Instead of the Heavenly Demon, I'll just be the Fist Demon's disciple."

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk silently for a moment, then gave a faint smile. "That was the best attempt so far."

"You were almost convinced. What a shame."

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon walked out of the estate side by side. Just as when they entered, the Fist Demon's back filled the entire entrance as they left.

Fortunately, the Fist Demon wasn't saying they should return to the Cult. His gaze asked where they were going next.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "This time, it's a place the Fist Demon will enjoy even more than I will."


Chapter 196: Every Time I See That Scar From Now On

A passenger boat crossed the river.

The Fist Demon and I stood on the windy deck, watching the river. Our Cult grew more distant with every moment.

Some people's deviations make you anxious. What if he gets into trouble? Or what if this incident changes his life for the worse? All because of me?

But the Fist Demon's deviation didn't worry me at all. Was it because of the sincerity he had always shown? Or did I feel that sincerity was just suppressing the Fist Demon's true nature?

Just then.

TORURURUK.

A yarn ball rolled to the Fist Demon's feet.

A small child ran over, then stopped. The child looked frightened by the large Fist Demon. The Fist Demon picked up the ball and handed it to me.

"Give it to him yourself."

"Do you want to make the kid cry?"

"He won't cry."

The child hesitated to approach the Fist Demon, even as he held out the ball. So, the Fist Demon rolled it to him instead.

Kid, today is the day you received a ball from the Fist Demon.

The child who received the ball bowed deeply and ran toward his parents. Watching this, the Fist Demon suddenly asked.

"Did you say we're going somewhere I'll enjoy?"

"......"

"How would you know what I enjoy?"

"Shall we make a bet?"

"What kind of bet?"

"If you have fun, I win. If you don't, I lose."

"What if I have fun but say I didn't?"

"You wouldn't do that, would you?"

"If it's a bet, what should we wager?"

"Let's bet our pride."

It was the same when we jumped from the waterfall.

The Fist Demon gave me a strange look.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Don't you want to bet the Third Kwon?"

"I do want to bet it."

"Then why don't you suggest it?"

"I got the First and Second Kwon too easily because you were so generous. I have a conscience, so I can't do that again."

It was partly sincere and partly a way to score points with him.

"Alright! On a man's pride!"

I held out my fist to him.

"What's this? You want to fight?"

"When martial artists make a promise, they clash weapons, don't they? We're fist fighters, so we should clash our fists."

"I'm not clashing with a baby's hand."

I looked at the Fist Demon's hand, then glanced down at my own fist.

"Frustratingly, I can't deny that."

The Fist Demon turned his body toward the river.

In the distance, the sunset began to spread over the water.

"Nice."

It was the first time he'd ever said he liked a view. The Fist Demon watched the river. I leaned against the railing with my back to the sunset and watched the Fist Demon.

"I heard you traveled a lot when you were younger."

"I wasn't tied to the Cult."

"They say you went out with Father a lot too?"

"Did the Cult Leader tell you that?"

I quietly answered yes, but I hadn't actually heard it from Father. I learned it while investigating the Demon Supremes before my regression. That's also how I learned about the place we're going now.

"Do you still see Father often these days?"

"I hardly see him. That time at the tavern was the first time we'd met in a long while."

"Is something wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. Can human relationships always stay passionate?"

"That's true."

I turned my body as well. The sunset that had colored the Fist Demon now shifted onto my face.

I wonder if he and I will remember this lazy moment as a passionate one.


Two days later, Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon entered a bustling marketplace. The Wild Beast Sect was in Murim Alliance territory. This place was in the territory of the Evil Alliance.

The Fist Demon's expression changed strangely as they walked. It hardened one moment and showed intense emotion the next.

They arrived at a shabby warehouse on the outskirts.

Geom Mugeuk paid the guard at the entrance. The guard took the money and led them inside. A passage between stacks of luggage led underground.

They descended the stairs to a large iron door. A blast of hot air and a roar of cheers hit them the moment they opened it and stepped inside.

In the center, two shirtless men traded bare-fisted blows inside a large duel ring.

"This is an underground fighting ring."

Underground fighting rings in the Central Plains varied. Some allowed inner arts or weapons. Others, like this one, were for pure fistfights without either.

"You could pay an entrance fee to just watch, or you could bet on the winner. Most people came here to bet."

"How'd you know about this place?"

"I'm interested in all sorts of things in the murim. I thought you'd like a place where they fight purely with fists, so I brought you here."

A tremor ran through the Fist Demon's eyes.

"What's wrong? Don't you like it?"

Then, a surprising statement came from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"When I was young, I was a fighter here too."

"What?"

Geom Mugeuk acted startled. In truth, he already knew the Fist Demon came from this place.

"You mean right here?"

"That's right. Right here."

The Fist Demon's life hadn't been smooth either.

"Then how did you become connected with our Cult?"

"Someone from our Cult noticed me here and scouted me."

That was something even Geom Mugeuk didn't know.

It must have been before he formally learned martial arts. Still, where would the skills of someone with the aptitude to become the Fist Demon go?

"Were you undefeated here too?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, the Fist Demon asked back.

"I'm not undefeated even now, am I?"

"What do you mean?"

"I couldn't win a fight against the Cult Leader. It's the same with the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman. There are countless hidden masters, as numerous as grains of sand. I'm not even confident I could beat you right now."

"Me? I have a baby's hand, don't I?"

"The Black Demon Sword in that baby's hand is fearsome."

The Fist Demon might hate the alias 'Undefeated', Geom Mugeuk suddenly thought.

"Who knows. In a true life-or-death battle, who knows what would happen. Couldn't you possibly beat Father?"

The Fist Demon's gaze turned back to the fighting ring. He watched a martial artist get beaten to a pulp and said.

"If I fought the Cult Leader, I'd end up like that. Even if he didn't draw his sword."

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"True. He's the type to beat his own son like that."

The Fist Demon nodded seriously at Geom Mugeuk's words.

I don't actually know what kind of memories the Fist Demon has of this place. Maybe he's sick of it. Maybe he never wanted to come back.

But I brought him here anyway because he was now the Fist Demon. He had risen from the bottom of the fist-fighting world to its pinnacle.

Wouldn't he want to come here at least once? Wouldn't he want to feel that passionate heat again?

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon stood in the crowd and watched the match.

The heat was so intense that no one even noticed the fearsome-looking Fist Demon standing nearby.

Geom Mugeuk could tell their crazed expressions weren't from the fight, but from the gambling. They were shouting, caring only for the outcome.

After watching for a moment, the Fist Demon commented casually.

"The one on the left will win."

How could his judgment be wrong?

The martial artist on the left won.

The matches continued without a break. As soon as one ended, three or four men instantly wiped the sweat and blood from the stage. Others brought out a large board showing the next fighters' records and recent results. People looked at it and placed their bets. The whole process happened in an instant. As if time were money, the matches continued without pause, never letting the crowd's excitement cool.

The Fist Demon correctly predicted the next match too. He was a true prophet.

"We could leave here rich men, you know?"

Despite his words, Geom Mugeuk didn't bet a single coin.

"Why not place a bet for fun?"

"I don't want to."

"......"

"Honestly, I'm regretting this. I brought you here to feel the fight's heat, but it seems the gambling's heat is even more intense."

The Fist Demon smiled bitterly at Geom Mugeuk's honest words.

"It was like that back then, too. This place... is always like this."

Just then, the Fist Demon's gaze fixed on a young man.

"That young fellow has good eyes."

The Fist Demon is projecting his own childhood onto that young man, Geom Mugeuk felt.

"Alright. I'll bet my entire fortune on that fellow."

At Geom Mugeuk's joke, the Fist Demon urged him.

"Go on, bet. He'll definitely win."

"No, thanks."

But the young man the Fist Demon picked lost the match. The Fist Demon's expression hardened slightly at the result.

"If I'd bet like you said, I would've lost my entire fortune. We almost would've been homeless tonight!"

Could the Fist Demon have misjudged their skills? No, the match was fixed.

"Should I ask to see the owner?"

It would be natural for the Fist Demon to meet the owner and give him a piece of his mind.

"The fixing probably has nothing to do with the ring itself. In fact, the management tries to catch it. They make huge money just by letting things be, so they wouldn't cause problems by fixing matches."

That meant the fixing was attempted from the outside.

"Memories should just be left as memories. I'm sorry."

"What do you have to be sorry for?"

"I brought you here to enjoy the fights, but I'm worried you just ended up feeling bad instead."

"It's fine."

"Times have changed a lot. It seems the pure fights from back then are gone."

The Fist Demon gave a strange smile at that.

"Why do you think there was no fixing back then?"

"There was?"

"Of course there was. It changed my life."

The Fist Demon's gaze followed the young man leaving the duel ring as he recalled the past.

"I was on a winning streak. One night, the head of the local mafia came to find me with his subordinates. He told me to throw the next match. Since I was on a winning streak, they could make a huge amount of money if I lost. He offered me money too. It was a pretty large sum."

"What'd you do?"

"I refused."

"They wouldn't have just let it go, would they?"

The Fist Demon nodded and closed his eyes, the past returning as vividly as yesterday. He remembered fighting, throwing punches, and dodging the mafia thugs.

He knocked down all the subordinates, but he couldn't handle the leader. The man had formally learned martial arts, while he himself had not. In the end, the man completely overpowered him.

"If you don't listen to me, you'll die."

"You fucking mafia bastard! If you're a man, fight me in the ring without inner arts!"

"Words won't work, I see."

The leader tore open the Fist Demon's clothes.

SEUEUEUEUK!

The man drew a long cut across the Fist Demon's chest with a throwing knife. The Fist Demon clenched his teeth, trying not to scream.

"You have to lose anyway, so it's okay if it hurts a little, right?"

In the end, the Fist Demon couldn't bear the pain and screamed.

"I understand. I'll lose the next match."

"It would've been better if you'd said that from the start. Then you wouldn't have gotten hurt. Whenever you get a stupid idea, look at this scar."

The man left, laughing.

After hearing the whole story, Geom Mugeuk asked.

"So what happened?"

"What do you think happened? I won the next match spectacularly. I made that bastard lose his entire fortune."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. Yes, this is the kind of person the Fist Demon is.

"That's awesome!"

"It wasn't awesome. It was a time when I was reckless and fearless. I was far more fearless then than I am now, even though I'm a thousand times stronger."

The Fist Demon opened the front of his robe and showed me again.

"I earned this scar on my body like that. It's not a wound from some grand master, but a shabby, humiliating scar from some mafia punk whose name I don't even remember. It's a scar I didn't even get when I fought an Elder of the Murim Alliance."

The Fist Demon has probably never told anyone about this scar, I thought. It isn't a scar on his body, but a scar on his heart.

"Isn't it an even more prideful scar?"

"Prideful?"

"You must have been much more scared than when you fought the Murim Alliance Elder, but you endured it, didn't you?"

"You can try to frame it nicely, but to me, it's just a shame I want to erase."

"Don't say that. I've actually come to like that scar more. From now on, whenever I see that scar, I'll think of the young Fist Demon, dignified even without a shred of inner arts. I think it's a much cooler scar than one left by the Murim Alliance Chairman or the Evil Alliance Chairman."

The Fist Demon was momentarily stunned, having never thought or heard anything like that before. He had always felt bad whenever he saw the scar. He thought that perhaps, starting today, that unpleasantness might lessen a little.

Geom Mugeuk knew that someone's words are what's needed to heal a wound of the heart. He knew a scar only begins to heal when someone says something like this, not after thinking about it a hundred or a thousand times alone.

"Show me that scar often."

A warmth spread deep in his heart. The Fist Demon didn't know what to say and just looked at Geom Mugeuk in silence.

Whether he knew his feelings or not, Geom Mugeuk asked again.

"Please tell me the rest of the story. So, that mafia bastard must have come to kill you."

The Fist Demon nodded, recalling the day his destiny changed.

"That night, he came for me with all the subordinates under his command."


Chapter 197: I Will Become the Heavenly Demon

Mafia boss Chu Gaoh mobilized his subordinates the moment he confirmed the match's result.

They had him under double, even triple surveillance, so escape was impossible. The young Fist Demon waited in his home, prepared for death. He would never have spoken so boldly to Chu Gaoh otherwise.

"Did you make a lot of money?"

Chu Gaoh was furious enough to explode.

"You won't die a peaceful death."

He had suffered a huge loss. It wasn't just his own money. He had also brought in funds from other organizations. One misstep could cost him his life.

On top of that, this wet-behind-the-ears fighter was twisting his insides even further.

"I told the Chairman of this fighting arena about what happened. You know who's backing this place, don't you?"

Chu Gaoh's expression hardened. He feared their backer, the Evil Alliance, so he only fixed matches secretly when it was absolutely crucial.

He had done it well until now, but this time he was caught badly. He had never dealt with such a madman. He knew the guy had a temper but never dreamed he would pull something like this, even after receiving that huge scar on his chest as a warning.

"The young brat doesn't know the value of his own life."

"It's your life that's precious, not mine!"

The ordeal forged a resolution in the Fist Demon. He would never again have friends or family.

How great is this? I can act on my temper, even when he makes these dirty threats.

It was a shame, of course. He would die today, unable to practice his new resolution.

Chu Gaoh ordered his subordinates.

"Bring that bastard to his knees before me."

Chu Gaoh had no intention of letting this damn bastard die peacefully.

Dozens of mafia men drew their weapons at once. He was the Fist Demon, a champion in the fighting arena, but he had no inner arts. The number of opponents was too great.

Still, the Fist Demon was not intimidated.

"For every one of you I kill, I'll fight with the mindset that I'm saving one person."

The Fist Demon pulled a pair of gloves from his bosom and put them on. Sharp, awl-like points studded the knuckles.

"They're coated in a deadly poison," he announced. "A mere scratch and you'll spend the rest of your life lying down, eating nothing but porridge."

It was a lie, meant to make the men hesitate.

Among the mafia men, those who had fought the Fist Demon before flinched. The last time they fought, they had been injured and knocked out in total chaos. Now his fists were poisoned too?

"You cowardly bastard!"

At Chu Gaoh's words, the Fist Demon shouted back.

"Why? You guys get to run wild with swords, but I can't wear something like this? You trashy mafia bastards! Bring it on!"

Chu Gaoh shouted.

"Kill him! Three hundred taels to the one who kills him first!"

With a huge prize on the line, the mafia men swarmed forward, swinging their swords.

The Fist Demon fled toward the backyard. The mafia men at the front chased him excitedly, then suddenly plunged downward.

"Aaaaaargh!"

He had dug a trap in the yard, planting spear blades at the bottom.

The Fist Demon had come prepared. He would not fight with only his fists. His goal was to survive. If he had to die, he would take at least one of them with him.

A few men died in the trap, but the others were veterans. It might have been different if their opponent was a martial artist, but he was just a young man without inner arts.

They swarmed him, swinging their swords. All they had to do was plunge a sword into his body, and three hundred taels would be theirs. The men, mad for money, charged like lunatics.

The Fist Demon moved with incredible speed, dodging swords and throwing punches.

Men screamed as his awl-like fists connected.

Curses flew from all directions as the excited mafia men rampaged. They shrieked and charged, even as blood streamed from their bodies.

He rolled on the ground, avoiding blades from all sides.

He leaped up, ran toward a wall, then turned and threw a knife. The throwing knife embedded itself in a pursuer's body. He also threw stones from the ground and even snatched a fallen sword to swing.

Chu Gaoh shouted.

"So you've abandoned the honor of a fighter!"

He had provoked him, trying to stop him from using weapons, but it failed.

"I abandoned it because of you! You're the one killing your own subordinates!"

The Fist Demon fought incredibly well. He punched, kicked, rolled on the ground, and leaped up to kick. He rampaged like a wounded beast.

But there were too many of them. Despite his skill, the Fist Demon was hopelessly outnumbered.

Blood spurted from his arm and side. He had no time to check his injuries. He dodged the swords flying from all directions and swung his fists like a madman.

A sudden kick sent the Fist Demon flying. He crashed through a pile of luggage and collapsed.

It was a strike from Chu Gaoh, who had been waiting for his opportunity.

"Get those gloves off him first!"

Men rushed in and ripped off his gloves. The Fist Demon bit a chunk from one man's neck, spraying blood everywhere.

PWUK! PWUK! PWUK!

A flurry of punches turned the Fist Demon's face into a bloody mess.

Chu Gaoh looked down at the Fist Demon.

"I've never seen such a venomous bastard."

As Chu Gaoh clicked his tongue at his subordinates, the Fist Demon suddenly splashed a liquid at him from a bottle.

Chu Gaoh waved his hand to block it.

CHIIIIIIK.

The liquid burned through Chu Gaoh's sleeve. It was Bone Dissolving Acid.

PWUK! PWUK! PWUK!

Chu Gaoh's eyes widened in fury. He stomped on the Fist Demon, enraged that he had almost been hit in the face with the acid.

The Fist Demon curled up to protect his vital spots, sensing the end.

This life ends here.

Now that death seemed certain, he felt afraid. It was unfair and infuriating to be killed by a bastard like Chu Gaoh.

The beating paused. The Fist Demon opened his eyes.

Chu Gaoh took out a throwing knife.

"I'm not going to let you die peacefully."

The Fist Demon raised his dazed eyes to the night sky. He wanted to see the stars or the moon one last time.

He saw a man sitting on a distant tree branch over Chu Gaoh's shoulder, looking down at him.

The Fist Demon closed his eyes, thinking it was a hallucination, then opened them again.

But the man was still there, silhouetted by the bright full moon. He looked a few years older than the Fist Demon.

Their eyes met. The Fist Demon had never feared another person, but this man's cold gaze filled him with dread.

Is he a grim reaper here to take me?

The thought even crossed his mind.

He was not a grim reaper. One of the mafia men spotted him.

"Hey? There's someone over there!"

As all eyes turned to him, the man leaped lightly from the branch.

He landed from a great height without a sound. His incredible movement technique startled everyone.

The man walked slowly to the Fist Demon, ignoring the mafia men completely.

He asked the Fist Demon.

"Can you still fight?"

The Fist Demon nodded and pushed himself up. His body ached as if broken, but he gritted his teeth.

"I can fight."

The man then turned to Chu Gaoh.

"Is it right to be so cowardly against a fighter?"

He knew the Fist Demon was a fighter, so he wasn't just a passerby. The man seemed to understand the entire situation.

"Who might you be?"

Chu Gaoh was inwardly tense. He worried a master from the Evil Alliance had appeared because of the match-fixing.

Then the young man said something unexpected.

"Fight fair and square."

HWIIIIK.

A finger qi bullet shot from the man's hand before Chu Gaoh could dodge, suppressing his inner arts. Suppressing an opponent's inner arts with a single flick was a skill only heard of in legends.

Startled, Chu Gaoh reflexively shouted.

"Kill him! Kill this one too!"

But no one dared to move. Beyond his skill, the man possessed a dignity that made it impossible to act rashly.

The man gestured for the mafia men to form a circle. As if possessed, they complied, creating a small fighting arena.

The Fist Demon rose and clenched his fists. He didn't know his helper, but he knew this was his only chance to live.

Chu Gaoh also realized he had to kill the Fist Demon to survive. His inner arts were suppressed, but he still had his knife and sword.

In that case, I have a chance!

He had no chance. Chu Gaoh swung his throwing knife but lost his grip. He drew his sword, only to have it taken from him as well.

The fight became one of fists. Chu Gaoh couldn't win with a sword, and he certainly couldn't win with his bare hands.

PWUK! PWEOK! PWAAAK! PWAK!

The Fist Demon's furious fists slammed into Chu Gaoh's body.

"Why! Why do you torment people just trying to live! Why!"

The Fist Demon broke Chu Gaoh's jawbone and ribs.

Chu Gaoh finally collapsed, gasping for breath. The Fist Demon untied his top, revealing his scar.

"You told me to look at this scar whenever I had a stupid thought, right? Now you look at it and die."

KWANG! KWANG! KWANG! KWANG!

The barrage of fists stopped Chu Gaoh's breathing.

The Fist Demon stood up, panting, and looked at the man.

A sword floated up in front of the man.

CHWAAAAAAK.

The sword split into dozens of sword-shaped qi that rose into the sky. The mafia members stared up, fascinated.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWI!

The sword qi rained down on them.

The sword qi pierced their heads, faces, and chests, and they all collapsed.

The man left no one alive.


Geom Mugeuk, listening to the Fist Demon's story, exclaimed.

"The Soaring Sky Sword Art's Ominous Sky Strike! That was Father!"

"That's right. It was the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned. He never knew his father had discovered the Fist Demon.

"He was the Cult Leader at your age," the Fist Demon explained. "This was before he was even named successor."

Geom Mugeuk felt moved that his father had saved the Fist Demon.

"Standing amidst the corpses, the Cult Leader said to me, 'Those are baby fists. How about we turn them into a real man's fists?'"

"Ah!"

Geom Mugeuk now understood where the 'baby hands' comment came from.

"So what did you say?"

"I said no. How could I follow someone I didn't know? What if he was an assassin or some great villain? I told him I was grateful he saved my life, but I couldn't go."

Geom Mugeuk thought it was amazing that the Fist Demon had refused. The young Fist Demon seemed so vibrant and alive, a quality now hidden in his heart. Who would have known that the stuffy, rigid man who silently watched their training had such a past?

"So what did Father say then?"

"He just turned away silently, with a look that said, 'Do as you please.' Watching his back, I suddenly realized I was wrong. If I didn't follow him, I'd never escape this fighting arena. I was lucky this time, but I'd eventually die from this kind of dirty treatment."

The Fist Demon recalled the moment. That brief decision changed his destiny.

"If he had tried to persuade me, I might have stubbornly refused. I thought bravado was cool back then, but as I watched his back grow distant, my body moved on its own. I ran after him. I said I was sorry and that I'd changed my mind. That's when the Cult Leader looked at me and smiled. You know the one, right? His unique..."

"You mean that sneer that looks down on people?"

"Yes, that smile."

"Father is probably the person who suits that smile best in the whole world."

"Honestly, the Cult Leader was cool that day. A different kind of cool than you."

"Am I cool too?"

The Fist Demon pretended not to hear Geom Mugeuk's words and continued his story.

"The Cult Leader brought me to our Cult, placed me in the Eastern Fist Garrison without a word, and never came to see me again."

"That's just like Father."

"I climbed from the White Fists to the Black Fists on my own. I put in a blood-boiling effort back then."

With his innate talent for fist techniques and hard work, the Fist Demon of that time must have garnered everyone's attention.

"The day I became one of the Black Fists, the Cult Leader came to find me. He arrived as if he'd been watching all along. Do you know what he said?"

"What did he say?"

The Fist Demon's voice trembled as he recalled that day.

"I will become the Heavenly Demon, so you will become my Fist Demon."

Their special bond wasn't just about martial arts. It was because of this hidden past.

Geom Mugeuk imitated his father.

"I will become the Heavenly Demon too, so..."

"Too late. I'm already the Fist Demon."

"Ah! That's right. I guess I should say that to Cheon Sohwi. Wait a moment. I'll find words that suit us."

The Fist Demon gazed at Geom Mugeuk. The image of the young Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, superimposed itself over Geom Mugeuk's figure.

They were two people, similar yet different. If Geom Mugeuk was light, Geom Woojin was darkness. One seemed light enough to fly away, the other heavy enough to sink forever.

But the Fist Demon also felt that this light and darkness were not so different. They were dark yet bright, and bright yet dark.

"The Cult Leader took me from this place, but you brought me here."

The Fist Demon had met two young, blood-related Cult Leader candidates in this very place. He felt it was destiny.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk looked calmly at the Fist Demon and said serenely.

"I will become your disciple, so please become my Master!"


Chapter 198: You Think That'll Be Easy?

The Fist Demon didn't say his usual words.

"It was a good attempt."

Did my attempt finally work? Or does this mean he won't even mention it anymore?

The Fist Demon silently turned his gaze to the fighting arena. Two men fought until they bled while the crowd cheered wildly for them.

"This place will look the same even after decades have passed."

"My son might come here with the Fist Demon when he's a grandfather."

The Fist Demon looked at me, startled.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"Are you thinking of getting married?"

"If I find the right person."

I had no intention of marrying, but I gave a conventional answer.

The Fist Demon said firmly, "I'd recommend against it unless it's someone you truly love."

The Fist Demon had told me stories of his youth. He had resolved to never have a family or friends, so his advice seemed natural, but there was another reason for his counsel.

"Isn't a bloodless succession struggle this difficult even for an outstanding person like you? Could your children truly manage it as you have? It's something an ordinary person would find hard to bear."

It was both a compliment to me and a worry for the future generation. Above all, it was a hypothetical based on me becoming the Heavenly Demon.

"I'll consider it carefully."

"Come to think of it, you did talk about ending the Heavenly Demon's bloodline."

"It doesn't matter. It's something that will happen after I'm dead."

Hearing my words, the Fist Demon's expression seemed to say, If it's you, you might genuinely be thinking such a carefree thought.

"Let's leave now."

"......"

At the exit, the Fist Demon looked back at the fighting arena one last time. Will he ever come to this arena again in his lifetime? The future was unknowable, but the Fist Demon likely looked at it thinking he would never return. He slowly looked around, his gaze full of complex emotions. Once he turned away, the Fist Demon strode out with long steps.

After leaving the fighting arena, we walked without a destination. The Fist Demon no longer asked where we were going. I also walked without any thought, as if having no plan was the plan.

"Have you ever gotten lost?"

"Never."

"Me neither."

Perhaps that was why this slacker's journey was all the more precious and meaningful. Neither he nor I had ever lived so planlessly. We could never have imagined the joy of getting lost in life.

"Oh, I lost the bet. I admit it."

"No. I lost this bet."

That was unexpected. I thought he wouldn't have been too pleased to see the match-fixing, even though he said it was fine.

"I had fun for the first time in a while. Thanks to you, I also reminisced about the old days."

Isn't this what he wanted to say? 'Thanks to you, I was able to show you what kind of person I am.'

"Then our battle of pride is one to one."

"We have to settle it."

"Of course."

Just then, the Fist Demon spoke.

"Before that, there's a place I want to go."

For the first time, the Fist Demon said he wanted to go somewhere.

"If it's with you, Fist Demon, I'll go even to hell!"

"The place we're going isn't that hot. In fact, it's a place where you'll need to pack thick, padded clothes."

And so, we left the fighting arena filled with the Fist Demon's old memories. We began to walk, following the lingering sunset.


After a long journey, the Fist Demon and I stood together at the summit of a snowy mountain.

WHOOOOSH.

The wind carried snow, swirling the accumulated drifts around us and lifting them into the air.

"Why did you want to come here?"

The place the Fist Demon had wanted to go was this very snowy mountain.

"This is the very place where the previous Fist Demon made me his successor."

"Ah, is that so?"

It was a fact I hadn't known.

"Truthfully, my Master and I didn't get along well. When it was time to choose the final successor, my Master wanted to pick someone else. His martial arts were inferior to mine, but that friend was much more affable and treated our Master better, but do you know why my Master chose me?"

"Was it because of Father?"

"That's right, it was because of the Cult Leader."

When he placed the young Fist Demon in the Eastern Fist Garrison, Father wasn't the Cult Leader yet. However, by the time the Fist Demon was to officially inherit the position of Demon Supreme, Father had ascended to the position of the Heavenly Demon. The previous Fist Demon must have been unable to ignore the wishes of Father, who had become the Heavenly Demon.

"I became the Fist Demon because of your father."

"Isn't that an even greater thing for you, Fist Demon?"

"Greater?"

"Because Father has a better eye for people than the previous Fist Demon. Father chose a young fighter who was throwing punches in the arena without a shred of inner arts. That fighter went from the White Fists to the Black Fists all on his own and eventually became the Fist Demon. When it comes to judging people, you should trust Father."

"There was a time when I was full of confidence. 'Who else but me could become the Fist Demon?' But now, I'm not so sure. Was the Cult Leader's judgment truly correct?"

"If that judgment had been wrong, the other Demon Supremes wouldn't have picked you as the most difficult Demon Supreme to face. Anyone can see that you are the one who befits that position, Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon silently gazed at the snowy landscape. It was an enchanting view that could only be enjoyed from this summit, standing tall in a world of pure white.

I held the Fist Demon's self-reflection in high regard. Without such a mindset, he would have hardened into a stubborn old man, like a fossil. Because he was a man who looked inward, I believed the Fist Demon could bring down the cliff.

I conveyed my honest feelings to him.

"At first, I was curious about what kind of person you were, Fist Demon. Then I was captivated by your goal of bringing down the cliff and wanted to bring it down myself. Now, I've grown to like your true self even more."

"My true self?"

"I believe your true self is the one who fought against the mafia in your youth. When I go back, I want to gather all the Iron Fists and tell them that story. 'Hey! This is the kind of person your Fist Demon is!'"

"Did you say only pleasant things like that to the other Demon Supremes too?"

"I didn't say pleasant things, I said many honest things. Things that others wouldn't say because of the position of Demon Supreme. Ah, of course, I admit I flattered them to some extent. I tried to see them in a good light if possible, and I wanted to get closer to them if possible, but I didn't make up stories that weren't there. I said the kinds of things I would want someone to say about my life someday."

Then I looked at the Fist Demon and added, "People don't really do that for you, do they?"

Even if you teach hundreds, even if you're in a place where tens of thousands of cultists come and go.

"You don't get to hear those things... often, do you?"

Will there be anyone to say such things to me later? After I've done all this for them.

The Fist Demon stared at me without a word. After looking at me for a long while, he turned his gaze to the mountain across from us for another long while.

"What do you plan to do if you become the Heavenly Demon? Is your dream perhaps the unification of murim?"

"It's the opposite."

"The opposite?"

"I will stop anyone from unifying murim. Even if that person is Father."

The Fist Demon's eyes gleamed.

"So you knew."

Those words meant that the Fist Demon knew as well.

"I know that Father dreams of unifying murim."

"Yes, there's no way a clever person like you wouldn't have noticed."

"What are your thoughts, Fist Demon?"

"I will follow your father's wishes. If he orders me to start a war and kill everyone, I will kill them all without hesitation. No matter who it is."

Now I knew for sure. Father's right hand was the Fist Demon. Then, is his left hand the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had told me that the miracle herbs he gave me were from Father.

"I will stop you. Both Father and you, the Fist Demon."

After that, we stood there in silence for a long time.

HWIIIIIIING.

As the blowing blizzard swept past us coolly, the Fist Demon's decision carried on the wind.

"Mugeuk, I will take you as my first disciple."

I was startled. Although becoming his disciple was my goal, I never thought he would take me as one like this, in this place. Moreover, it was at the very moment we had confirmed our opposing views on the unification of murim.

His large, thick body turned towards me. I was now accustomed to that fearsome face, but the look in his eyes was different. With a deep and sincere Ji Han gaze, the Fist Demon said, "I will be your Master, so become my disciple."

The moment I heard those words, I felt a surge of emotion. Joy welled up inside me. I had finally succeeded in moving this man's heart. It was not just about gaining a Demon Supreme like the Fist Demon, nor was it about being able to learn his fist arts. I was just so happy that this man had become my Master.

"WAAAAAAAAAAH!"

Overjoyed, I jumped up and down on the spot. I expressed my happiness like a puppy excited by the snow.

Seeing my genuine happiness, the Fist Demon's expression softened. It softened so much that I wondered if such gentleness was hidden behind that fearsome face.

Overcome with joy, I unleashed the First Fist into the empty air, since there was a risk of an avalanche. I also poured out the Second Fist in an instant.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

I performed the Nine Bows right there on the spot.

"Disciple Geom Mugeuk formally greets you, Master. Please guide this foolish disciple well with your great teachings from now on."

As I was prostrated, the Fist Demon's large hand rested on my shoulder. He lightly patted my shoulder a few times with his rough, thick hand. Come to think of it, this was the first time I had felt the Fist Demon's gentle touch.

"Rise."

I rose from my spot.

"Master."

The Fist Demon is the man I wanted as my Master. He is more than worthy of the title.

"Disciple."

It seemed the Fist Demon was not displeased about welcoming his first disciple either.

"From now on, I will transmit the entirety of the Thunder Arhat Fist to you."

The Fist Demon did not delay the transmission of the martial arts. He did not demand anything from me as a condition for teaching them either. This was the kind of man the Fist Demon was.

At the summit of the snowy mountain, the Fist Demon began to transmit the martial arts of the Thunder Arhat Fist, from the Third Fist to the Sixth Fist.

The Third Fist was the Heavenly Lightning Asura. It was the heaviest of the Fist Demon's punches. It was not a strike that hit a distant enemy like the Black Cloud Asura, nor an attack that threw punches rapidly like the Thunder Asura. It was a technique that struck directly with the fist, and the power in each blow was immense.

The Fourth Fist was the Iron Leg Asura. The Thunder Arhat Fist did not only consist of techniques that used fists. There was also a technique that crushed opponents with powerful kicks. The movements themselves were so flashy and cool that I was certain the Iron Leg Asura would draw admiration whenever it was performed.

The Fifth Fist was the Vajra Asura. It was a technique that temporarily made the body as hard as steel for protection. Although it consumed an extreme amount of inner arts, it was a technique that could save one's life in a moment of crisis.

I anticipated that if I used the Fifth Fist together with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, I might be able to achieve the effect of an indestructible diamond body, even if only temporarily.

And the final, Sixth Fist, was the Hell Lightning Asura. The final fist of the Thunder Arhat Fist. It was named after the lightning bolt struck down by the King of Hell, and it was the ultimate technique that poured out all the inner arts in one's body in a single blow. It was a technique that could shatter a cliff, but if this move failed to work, you would be killed by your opponent.

You would only use the final Sixth Fist against a formidable enemy, and if the technique failed, you would have to face him without a single shred of inner arts left.

For seven days, I received the transmission of the Thunder Arhat Fist at the summit of the snowy mountain. I meticulously learned everything again, from the First Fist to the last. In the process, I also received the various enlightenments about the fist arts that the Fist Demon had gained throughout his life. Once he decided to take me as his disciple, the Fist Demon truly gave without holding anything back. I must have been captivated by this straightforward and generous side of him.

Now, all that remained was for me to train diligently and achieve complete mastery. From now on, even if I were to lose my sword in a fight, the situation would not become an opportunity for my opponent. Rather, that moment would become my opportunity to strike a blow against a careless foe.

"When we return to the Cult, I intend to make two announcements. The first is that I have accepted you as my disciple. The second is that the Eastern Fist Garrison will officially Ji Han the First Young Lord."

It was as I had expected. This announcement would surely send the Cult into an uproar again. How will the other Demon Supremes or my brother react? And what about Father?

"Everyone will see me as a greedy man with a foot on both your side and the First Young Lord's."

"So what if they see you that way? It's how you've decided to live, Master. You can just tell them, 'If you're so jealous, try it yourselves. You think it's easy? You cowards!'"

The Fist Demon laughed. I could feel that his laughter towards me had become more comfortable.

"Let's head down now, disciple."

"Yes, Master."

I walked down the snowy mountain with the Fist Demon. We left footprints in the untouched snow as we descended. Both he and I had already reached the state of Traceless, but we deliberately left deep footprints as we walked.

If I had my way, I would have wanted to press our footprints into the stone ground and erect a sign next to them.

The path where the Fist Demon and Geom Mugeuk walked down after forming the bond of master and disciple.

After descending the mountain, we naturally set our course towards our Cult. Before departing, we stopped by the West Lake Inn near the snowy mountain to check for any messages for me.

"Ah! Master. I have a place I need to stop by."

"Where?"

"A message came from my people, asking to see me."

Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who were out in the Central Plains building an intelligence network, had sent the message asking to meet me.

"So? You're going to abandon me?"

"Abandon you?"

"Aren't you telling me to go back alone? Now that you've learned all the martial arts, is it 'You're no use to me anymore, so get lost'? Is that it? Ah! This is why they say you shouldn't give everything away at once."

I had not expected such words to come from the Fist Demon's mouth, so I laughed out loud.

"Well, if you come with me, I don't know when we'll be able to return."

Go Wol would not have contacted me over something trivial.

"What about the Iron Fists' classes? Will that be alright?"

We had already been away for quite a few days. I was trying to be considerate, thinking the Fist Demon might be secretly worried about it.

"What's there to worry about? I have a disciple now."

"You've learned how to make a person feel good very quickly."

The Fist Demon said as he strode ahead, "Of course. Whose Master do you think I am?"


Chapter 199: Do I Look Like Someone You Can Take Things From?

Go Wol sat at his desk reading documents. He asked without looking up.

"Cult Leader, is something troubling you lately?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader leaned against the window, staring outside.

"Troubling me? Why the sudden question?"

The two of them were engrossed in their work, traveling throughout the Central Plains to build an intelligence network. Go Wol was always busy, while the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader served as both a bodyguard and an aide, leaving him relatively free.

"You seem like you have something on your mind."

"Who has a life as leisurely as mine? I have no worries."

"It's usually the busy people who have no worries."

"I said I don't."

At the firm reply, Go Wol looked up from his documents at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader claimed he had no worries, but as he gazed out the window, his low spirits were obvious. He seemed troubled.

"Is it hard?"

"Hard? Not at all."

"Well, I find it hard."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to look at Go Wol. Go Wol added, as if he truly meant it.

"It's hard. If you weren't here helping me, Cult Leader, I wouldn't have been able to endure it."

"Then who told you to work so hard? Since when were you so overflowing with loyalty?"

"Should I start slacking off from now on?"

"As if you could."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned his head back toward the window.

"Usually, it's the Cult Leader who says things like 'It's hard' or 'I'm dying'. This isn't like you."

"What is 'like me'? No, never mind. You'll just list off a bunch of insults. Don't!"

But Go Wol was not one to stop just because he was told to.

"Someone who seems petty on the outside but has a heart as vast as the sea on the inside. Someone who seems to live carelessly but is painting a grand picture in his mind. Someone who nags but is a profound person deep down. That's the Cult Leader."

"Hmph! You just said the opposite, didn't you? That I'm petty, live carelessly, and nag?"

"And someone who is quicker on the uptake than anyone else!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader made a 'that's what I thought' expression. Normally, a torrent of words would have poured out of him, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader kept his gaze fixed outside the window. Go Wol stood up from his chair and walked forward.

"Are you perhaps homesick?"

"Speaking of homesickness, I've realized for sure this time that I'm not someone who likes his hometown. I don't think about it at all. I don't feel any desire to go back either. Maybe I'll go once before I die, but I don't think I'll have any reason to go there in the future."

"So it's not homesickness. Then what could it be?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips twitched. He looked like he wanted to say something but changed the subject instead.

"Why isn't the Second Young Lord here yet? Did you contact him properly?"

"He's busy, isn't he?"

"Busy, my foot. We've just been pushed down his priority list. He does everything he needs to do, and then, huh? 'Oh, that shackle from back then sent word that he wants to see me. Should I meet him? Or not?'"

"If that's the case, isn't he investing too much money in that shackle from back then?"

A massive amount of funds was being poured into this project. The intelligence network had not even been fully established across the Central Plains yet, and the funds were already running low again.

"He must be rolling in money."

"Cult Leader. What are you angry about? Are you depressed because you're not losing weight?"

"Hmph! If I put my mind to it, I could lose it all in a month."

"You said that a month ago too, didn't you?"

"If you get too skinny when you're older, you look insignificant."

"You, Cult Leader, look too significant."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader whipped around and scowled. Go Wol gestured as if to say he was just joking.

"What's bothering you?"

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke.

"If I tell you the reason, you're just going to tease me again, aren't you?"

"Let's hear it first."

"You never say you definitely won't tease me."

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader began to speak.

"Do you remember Seokchung, the man we met a while ago?"

"I remember."

Establishing an intelligence network in the Central Plains involved a great deal of work. They had to meet countless people, and in doing so, they were bound to meet people like Seokchung.

"That bastard, he misspoke to me that day and acted rudely."

Go Wol nodded. The man would not have acted that way if he knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's true identity or skill. He was introduced simply as a wealthy man, so he put on airs and acted rudely, trusting in his own paltry martial arts.

"You endured it well, Cult Leader."

"I keep thinking about that bastard. I should have crushed him back then. Or, at the very least, I should have lectured him that he shouldn't act that way. I held back at the time because I wanted things to proceed smoothly, but now, it keeps coming back to me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had no idea how many times he had killed the man in his imagination. In truth, it was not a mistake worthy of death, but a rage that made him want to kill kept welling up.

"You remember that other guy with the nasty expression? I endured it well back then, but this time, I'm not enduring it so well. Ah, I know. Don't say it. I know full well how petty I am, but what can I do if I keep thinking about it?"

"I understand."

"You understand?"

"He was a foolish bastard. Even if you had beaten him to a pulp, Cult Leader, I wouldn't have stopped you."

"Really?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was pleased.

"Then should I have beaten him up? Should I go find him and beat him up now?"

Go Wol simply watched the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader without a word. Only then did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's excitement subside.

"Whatever you want to say, hurry up and say it."

"I have nothing to say."

"I said say it!"

"Everyone lives like this. It's because you're a Cult Leader that you've lived this long without seeing such filth. Everyone lives while enduring things like this. Beating someone up because you're angry, because you're in a bad mood, because they're rude. There are very few people who can live that kind of life."

"You're trying to say that only people like the Second Young Lord live like that, aren't you?"

"It's the same for you, Cult Leader. You used to live like that. You lived your whole life comfortably, it hasn't been long since you started enduring things, has it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded, as if to admit that much at least.

Go Wol understood why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was struggling. How hard must it be? To have lived a life envied by all, only to now follow him around without a single attendant, acting as a bodyguard. That was why he always thought that the Cult Leader must have committed a great sin against him in a past life.

Go Wol walked over to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's side and stood next to him, looking outside.

"It's not that you keep thinking about it because you're petty. It's because resentment has been building up in your heart, Cult Leader."

"Resentment?"

"This work, traveling around the Central Plains, it's the first time you've done something like this, isn't it, Cult Leader? Meeting people, then meeting more people. It might not seem like a big deal, but it's the kind of work where anger builds up without you realizing it. You've been enduring it all for my sake until now."

"I'm glad you recognize that. Still, I feel a bit better now that I've talked about it."

"From now on, don't hold back. Just beat them up."

"No. I'm still going to endure it. If I was born petty, I should at least make an effort. Whether I live this way or that, it's a life that will end in death anyway. I won't end it pathetically."

Go Wol looked at him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was sincere.

"Want to curse out the Second Young Lord to your heart's content and feel refreshed?"

"Can I?"

"Go for it, for the first time in a while!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, as if he had been waiting, said in a loud voice.

"You lazy Second Young Lord! If we tell you to come, you should come quickly! What are you doing that's making you so late? Have you forgotten us? Just you try and forget! You've never been eaten by a fish in your own pond, have you? I'll just GULP! Swallow you whole, head first! No matter how much you treat us like 'that Cult Leader from back then' or 'that shackle from back then', we're living just fine like this! You bad Second Young Lord! You ugly Second Young Lord! You Second Young Lord who scams people with your movement arts! Ah! Shouting like this really relieves the stress. Strategist Go, you do it too! All that pent-up frustration will vanish. As expected, cursing the Second Young Lord is the most satisfying."

Then, Go Wol spoke with a solemn expression.

"Cult Leader, what is this outrageous and disrespectful remark?"

"......"

Seeing Go Wol's sudden change, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader blinked with a 'what are you doing' expression. He soon sensed a presence behind him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly turned around.

Geom Mugeuk stood behind him, having arrived at some point.

"You were cursing me again."

Why now of all times! He had been caught cursing him before. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was flustered, but he was not one to simply back down.

"Second Young Lord! First, fix your habit of showing up when I'm cursing you! Of course, I'm not the type to hold my tongue just because you're here, but..."

Just then, the Fist Demon followed him inside.

The moment he saw him, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression instantly became serious. The playfulness vanished from his face, and he returned to being the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He lowered his voice and greeted the Fist Demon.

"It has been a while."

"It is good to see you."

The two men greeted each other with a clasped hands greeting. The Fist Demon also revealed a different aura than when he was alone with Geom Mugeuk. They were now the Cult Leader and the Demon Supreme. This was who they originally were, but meeting Geom Mugeuk was changing them all.

Geom Mugeuk introduced Go Wol to the Fist Demon.

"This is my strategist, Go Wol, who would be perfect if only he were good at Go."

Go Wol smiled and said.

"I am refraining from learning because I do not wish to clash with the Head Strategist just yet."

He said this because the person who taught the Heavenly Demon Go was the Head Strategist. His words also held the confidence that if he were to learn and teach Geom Mugeuk, he could make him win against the Cult Leader.

"Well then, please come in."

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon came in and sat down.

Go Wol brought out tea.

"This is all I have to offer you."

"You've worked hard, coming all this way to do your job."

"I am working joyfully, thinking of it as a tour of the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk spoke politely to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You are working very hard. Because you are protecting him, Cult Leader, I don't worry about Strategist Go at all."

"I'm doing it because I want to."

Go Wol added to the praise for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's efforts.

"If not for the Cult Leader, I would have died several times already."

In fact, danger had struck several times, but they had overcome the crises thanks to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a gentle gaze. He knew well what a great sacrifice the man had made to come to him. Of course, the reason was Go Wol, but in the end, he was the one reaping the benefits. Every time, the man called himself 'that Cult Leader from back then', but Geom Mugeuk had not the slightest intention of making him that.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to the Fist Demon.

"I heard the news that you left the cult with the Second Young Lord."

"I was enjoying some leisure for the first time in a while."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked subtly.

"Have you by any chance had anything taken from you by the Second Young Lord?"

"Taken from me?"

"If I let my guard down for just a moment, what's mine ends up with the Second Young Lord. I was wondering if our Fist Demon has also experienced such a thing."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze seemed to say, 'You must have had something taken too, right?', so the Fist Demon firmly shook his head.

"Nothing of the sort has happened."

As he said this, the Fist Demon gave him a look that said, 'Do I look like someone you can take things from?'

In the midst of this invisible war of nerves, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was inwardly upset.

Was he the only one who had everything taken by the Second Young Lord?

He still sometimes thought of the sacred object he had given to Geom Mugeuk. It was not that he had any lingering attachment or greed for the object itself, now that he had left the cult.

However, he sometimes felt a sense of doubt, wondering if he was a fool who gave away things he did not need to, if he was the only one living at a loss. These feelings also contributed to his recent depression.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said.

"Oh, by the way, I have come to serve the Fist Demon as my Master."

Hearing this, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled.

"Is that true?"

"Yes, from now on, the Fist Demon is my Master."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hide his surprise. Soon, his mood improved as he looked at the Fist Demon.

A realization dawned on him. The Fist Demon had lost something too. In fact, he had lost his very self!

What decisively pleased the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was this.

He was not the only one suffering!

It was a great comfort to him. Of course, the Fist Demon would never admit it.

Go Wol offered his congratulations with a clasped hands greeting.

"Congratulations on forming the bond of master and disciple."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also congratulated the Fist Demon.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mouth was itching to speak.

The words, 'I hope you don't become 'that Master from back then',' were on the tip of his tongue.

It was a remark he would have ended up making if he had been just a little closer to the Fist Demon.

"I will go and speak with Strategist Go for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol went outside.

Now, only the Fist Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader broke the awkward silence first.

"You have made a great decision."

"It just happened that way."

Indeed. By the time you come to your senses, things have already turned out this way. A smile formed on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips.

This time, the Fist Demon asked.

"You are the one who has made a great decision, Cult Leader."

"To you, Demon Supreme, my situation might look a bit ridiculous."

"Ridiculous? Why would you say such a thing?"

"Seeing me like this, alone in the Central Plains after abandoning the Heavenly Wind Cult."

These were two men who normally would not have exchanged a single word. However, with Geom Mugeuk as a focal point, a conversation that would have been impossible before was now taking place.

"Why are you alone? You have the strategist from before, and you have my disciple, do you not?"

"According to Strategist Go, I heard you support the First Young Lord."

"That is correct."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said something unexpected.

"Do not treat the disciple carelessly."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed no fear toward the Fist Demon.

"You have only bet half, but we have bet everything on your disciple."

The Fist Demon did not reply and simply drank his tea.


Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol went out to the courtyard. Once they were alone, Geom Mugeuk commended him for his hard work.

"You've worked hard."

"It must have been less difficult than becoming the Fist Demon's disciple."

Geom Mugeuk did not deny it and smiled.

"Before I tell you the reason I sent word to see you, Young Lord, there is a separate favor I must ask."

"Speak."

"The Cult Leader has been struggling lately."

How? For what reason? How much?

Geom Mugeuk did not ask these questions. The fact that Go Wol was bringing it up separately like this was enough for him to guess the full extent of the situation.

"I still dream of the time I was bound in shackles. Sometimes, I even converse with the Echoing Thunder Bell. It seems it is truly not an easy thing for a person to escape their past. It must be the same for the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at him.

"I will speak with him separately."

"Thank you."

Having told Geom Mugeuk, Go Wol no longer worried about it.

"What was the reason you wanted to see me?"

Then, Go Wol brought up something unexpected.

"Have you by any chance heard of the Miracle Deity Loan?"


Chapter 200: Are You Ready to Borrow Money?

Miracle Deity Loan.

The term was the conceptual opposite of the vicious King Yama Loan. People called it the Miracle Deity Loan because it was money lent without interest, like a loan from an immortal.

A major incident involving the Miracle Deity Loan occurred before my regression, so I knew about it. The moment I heard the name, a thought crossed my mind.

So those bastards were already on the move back then.

The world would not learn of the Miracle Deity Loan incident until much later.

Go Wol explained the term.

"It's a new phrase that's been appearing recently. It means to lend money without interest. The term is spreading secretly, mainly among young martial artists."

Miracle Deity Loan.

It was also the name that signaled the beginning of an evil so wicked it would make a demon shake its head.

"When I first heard in Guizhou that they were lending money to young martial artists without interest, I just thought some wealthy magnate was acting out of goodwill, but then I heard about it in Chongqing, and in Hubei as well. Of course, I wouldn't have known if I didn't deal with information. It's spreading quite secretly."

This was where Go Wol's suspicion began.

"Who on earth would lend money without interest? And why specifically to young martial artists?"

Go Wol seemed to have already sensed there was something more to this affair.

"I looked into it. A mysterious organization called Hyeopgye was lending the money."

The name meant helping one another, but their real name, revealed later, was the black market.

"There was one decisively strange point."

"What was it?"

"They say the loan agreements have no repayment date."

"No interest and no repayment date? Then wouldn't the borrower lack a sense of responsibility and not think about paying it back?"

"That's right. That's why people started borrowing again without paying back."

It was a method to make the other party continuously borrow more money. They might all be young and smart, but they still lacked the experience to handle the treachery of a dagger hidden behind a smile.

"They must have been mistaken. The absence of a repayment date doesn't mean it can be postponed forever. It means they can come and demand the principal at any time."

What if they suddenly appeared, presented the accumulated loan agreements, and demanded the entire principal at once?

If the person said they couldn't pay, the shamelessness would begin. They would use violence or threaten to kill the target's family, depending on their disposition. They might appeal to their conscience or placate them with nice words. By then, they would have investigated every weakness. Since the money was borrowed freely without interest, public justification would also be on their side.

"It's about completely dominating a person's life with money. They probably never intended to collect the money. They'll use the debt as leverage to make them do other things. The moment they commit a single evil act to have their debt forgiven, they become the bastards' slaves for life."

Go Wol looked at me with admiration.

There's no need to be so impressed. I didn't figure it out because I'm smart, but because it actually happened. You're the amazing one for not missing this conspiracy.

The black market bastards used the indebted youths to commit countless evil deeds. As a result, many innocent people lost their lives. Many young people also took their own lives, unable to bear the suffering.

The fact that the black market was behind all this was only revealed after a long time. The story of their vicious atrocities, of how they thoroughly toyed with people using money, came to light.

When dealing with those who used the King Yama Loan, you could at least be cautious from the start. These bastards approached with smiling faces and sucked the very marrow from the bones of the youth.

By the time they were branded the public enemy of the murim, the leaders of the black market, including its head, had already earned a massive fortune and gone into hiding. In the end, they were never caught.

"I'd like to see just how much money they have to be pulling this kind of stunt."

I understood Go Wol's intention. We were suffering from a lack of funds, so he meant to take care of these villains and recover the money. He was the one spending money directly to create the organization, so he probably felt sorry toward me as well.

"We're short on cash. Shall we get some help from the immortals?"

Go Wol's expression brightened as I readily agreed.

"May I mobilize the intelligence organization?"

"This organization isn't mine, it's yours. You make the judgment, act first, and report to me later."

I gave him full authority and infinite trust in his work.

Go Wol bowed his head to express his gratitude.

"Show me what you can do."

"......"

It was the moment Go Wol first moved against an external enemy.

From here on, Go Wol would devise the plan himself. All I had to do was swing my fists on the stage he set.

Isn't this kind of peace of mind the privilege of a leader with a competent strategist?


When I returned to the room after our conversation, a heavy silence had fallen. The Fist Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were drinking tea without a word.

What suffocating awkwardness.

"What were you two talking about?" I asked.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader answered.

"I was just asking him to take good care of our Second Young Lord."

"While you're always cursing me behind my back?"

"Don't I need you to be successful so I can keep cursing you?"

"You have a point."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seemed to be in a much better mood. Seeing his bright demeanor, I glanced at Go Wol. Go Wol also had a look that said he did not know why.

The reason was revealed that night.

I was inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique created by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He had unfolded the technique when I said we needed to talk. It was a field stretching out under a blue sky, an incredibly beautiful and refreshing landscape.

"Master!"

"Master?"

"Have you forgotten? Didn't we agree that within here, I would consider you my master, Cult Leader?"

The one who had passed down the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to me was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That was why we had a conversation a long time ago where I said I would treat him as my master, at least inside here.

"Ah! That's right."

Instead of being pleased, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lamented.

"What's wrong?"

He sighed and said, "Since it's you, I'll be honest. When the Fist Demon became your Master, I was truly happy. Not because you two became master and disciple, but because I thought, 'So the Fist Demon got completely cleaned out by you too.' I was feeling depressed because I thought I was the only one who had been fleeced by you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was probably the only person who could say something like this so openly.

"But then I thought about it, and I'm your master too, aren't I? The one who got cleaned out first wasn't the Fist Demon, it was me. It was me."

I could not help but laugh at his self-reproach.

"Are you mocking me?"

"Mocking you? You're my master."

"Right, mock me all you want."

"Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

I stared at him for a moment, then spoke with sincerity.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For being by my side. For being by Go Wol's side."

"What's with you all of a sudden? I don't have any money!"

Why am I acting like this?

It was something I always tried to uphold in my relationships with people these days. Something just as important as seeing people for who they are.

Speaking.

Let's not save our words. Let's say them when they come to mind, without procrastinating. I'm putting that into practice right now.

"Thank you, truly."

As I expressed my sincere gratitude once more, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened.

"I'm fine, so you don't have to look after me like this."

"No, I will. I'm only human, so I'll make mistakes. If I ever become neglectful, please keep cursing me. 'Don't treat me like that Cult Leader from back then! Don't treat me like a fish you've already caught!' Please keep cursing me."

The blowing wind made our clothes flutter.

Watching the blades of grass surrender to the wind, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "Go Wol told you to take care of me, didn't he?"

"......"

"Why are you young people so concerned about an old man? It hurts my pride."

"Strategist Go said this. He still dreams of the time he was bound in shackles. He said it seems really difficult for someone to escape from their past, and that it would be the same for you, Cult Leader."

"He should worry about himself. Hey, Second Young Lord. Take care of your strategist, not me. He's been having a hard time lately."

"Why don't you take care of him yourself?"

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly revealed his inner thoughts.

"This was Go Wol's favorite place. He really loved the fields and the sky here, but after he became a strategist, I became reluctant to bring him here."

"Why is that?"

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "I'm afraid. I'm afraid he'll come here and think this. 'Back then, I was so oppressed that I longed for this fake world, wasn't I?'"

I understood the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's worry. Yes, the past is disgustingly difficult to shake off.

"Bring Strategist Go here."

"Bring him here?"

"It's not like the memories will disappear just because he doesn't come here. Do you think a man that smart would have forgotten this place just because he doesn't visit?"

"!"

"Rather, if he wants to forget, he'll have to do it here."

WHOOSH.

The wind blew even stronger, as if reflecting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart.

"Then I'll be on my way."

Even after I left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not emerge from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique for a long time.


The next day, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was still inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He was in the same place but with a different person. Go Wol stood where Geom Mugeuk had been.

"It's been a while since you've been here, hasn't it?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

Go Wol nodded with a sullen expression. Observing Go Wol's mood, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "What's wrong?"

"What do you mean, what's wrong? Coming here brings back old memories. There isn't a single good one, is there?"

Hearing those words directly from Go Wol, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart ached.

"Why did you bring me here? To tell me that I'm still wearing your invisible shackles? Is that it?"

Go Wol's cold reaction flustered the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"No. I just, after a long time..."

"Let me out."

"Alright."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was about to release the technique, suddenly flared up. Thinking about it, anger surged within him.

"Hey! Why are you being so serious and angry? Do our old memories mean nothing? I've apologized so many times for what happened back then, haven't I? Do you really have to react so sharply? I just wanted to... with you..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader trailed off, at a loss for words.

What was he trying to do with him, really? To reminisce? Because Geom Mugeuk told him to? Or did he want to hear Go Wol say that it was okay now? Damn it! This was a place he should never have opened.

It was then that Go Wol's soft voice was heard.

"Cult Leader. You were worried I'd act like I just did, weren't you?"

Startled, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his head. The angry Go Wol from a moment ago was gone, and he had returned to his usual self. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell. Go Wol had been acting on purpose.

"What do you take me for, to worry about something like that? You've known me for so long and you still don't know?"

"Honestly, the more I see you, the less I know. I don't know you, and I don't know myself."

Go Wol looked around and said, "I wanted to come here. I was never happier than when I was here. I'm traveling the Central Plains now, but I preferred being here with you, Cult Leader. So I was waiting, wondering when you would ask me to come here."

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared.

"What kind of crazy talk is that? Take that back right now! You prefer this damn fabricated world? Are you insane? This place is just... forget it! Forget it! What are you going to do if you prefer this pathetic place that was merely a breathing hole in that miserable life? Is that all your life is now? If you're that unhappy, what's the point of an intelligence organization? To hell with the Second Young Lord and everything else!"

A hot passion surged up inside Go Wol as he met the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's fervent gaze.

To have one person like this in his life, what more could he ask for?

"Aaaaaah! This feels great!"

Go Wol started running through the field like he used to. Then he lay down spread-eagled on the grass.

"This is nice."

"What's so nice about it?"

"You're finally acting like that damn Cult Leader again. Did you let off some steam today?"

"Let off steam? The anger I'd let go of just piled up again."

However, contrary to his words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression was more at ease than before he had entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Lying down, Go Wol pushed himself up.

"Cult Leader, let's go. I'm busy."

"Stay a bit longer. Rest a little more. Forget about that damn work for a bit. Forget the Second Young Lord too."

At that, Go Wol's gaze turned to the sky again.

"It's definitely better. The sky here is better."

In that moment, they shared the same sentiment, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said something different from what he felt.

"I'm never opening this again. Look your fill and roll around all you want."


While Go Wol was setting the stage regarding Hyeopgye, I trained in martial arts with the Fist Demon.

This time was truly precious. We had finally begun to duel with fist techniques.

The Thunder Arhat Fist versus the Thunder Arhat Fist.

The Fist Demon had now begun to teach me with his body.

Now that he was officially my Master, a simple fight was out of the question. However, we could duel as much as we wanted with the Thunder Arhat Fist.

Even if I were to win later on, it would be a matter of defeating him with his own martial arts, so there was nothing much to worry about.

And a few days later.

Go Wol showed results faster than expected. He had succeeded in making contact with Hyeopgye.

"Are you ready to borrow money from the immortals?"

I grinned broadly at Go Wol. I planned to give those bastards back exactly what they did to the young people. Those demonic fiends, I would strip them clean, leaving none behind.

"Shall we go and see just how much money our dear immortals have?"


Chapter 201: If It Weren't for the Madmen Who Occasionally Appear

"Please, spare me!"

The Third Immortal helped the kneeling, pleading young man to his feet.

"This makes me very uncomfortable."

"If you suddenly demand I repay the money, how am I supposed to do it?"

The Third Immortal sighed.

"My hands are tied. It's an order from the organization. You know how it is, right? People like us have no choice but to do as we're told."

"But I can't sell my house. If I don't have a house, where will my parents live?"

The young man's weakness was his filial piety. The Third Immortal pressed that weak point.

"You'll have to have them stay with a relative."

"What relative would welcome a pair of old folks?"

The Third Immortal sighed again.

"This is why I told you not to borrow any more money, isn't it?"

The young man sighed along with him.

"I didn't know it would come to this."

The young man had gone to a distant land to learn martial arts. After returning home, he dreamed of opening a martial arts academy. He worked hard to earn money, and the Third Immortal approached him, offering a loan from the Miracle Deity Loan.

Of course, the young man was suspicious at first.

The loan agreement, however, had nothing strange about it. The Third Immortal was also incredibly kind and treated him like an older brother.

He never forced the young man to borrow money. He even advised him that debt was difficult at a young age and that he should borrow later.

Then, just as the Third Immortal was about to lend the Miracle Deity Loan to someone else, the young man grew anxious and borrowed the money that day.

He bought an old manor and began renovations. An accident injured the workers, delaying construction and forcing him to borrow more for their medical treatment. Then, materials were stolen, so he had to borrow again.

He still planned to open the academy, run it diligently, and repay the debt, but then a fire broke out in the newly completed building.

The young man felt as if the sky was falling. To make matters worse, the Third Immortal came to demand repayment. He told him to sell the house where his parents lived.

"I'll do anything, but selling the house is absolutely not an option!"

"Anything, you say? What, are you going to commit murder or something? Don't say such useless things."

"I'm sorry."

"I'll try to plead your case with the organization somehow, so let's discuss it."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

"Well then, I'll see you again."

The Third Immortal turned away from the young man. A smile formed on his thin lips.

It's about time.

He just needed to make the man commit one crime, and it would be over. The moment he took that first step, he could exploit the fool for life. It was a piece of cake with someone so kind, naive, and devoted to his parents.

Ambition, dreams, hope, youth, family.

These bright, warm things were bait that led young men to hell. Push forward with ambition! You have to dream when you're young. Hold on to hope! You're young! Think of your family! How could any hot-blooded young man possibly avoid this?

The Third Immortal smiled coldly and boarded the waiting carriage.

He asked his subordinate in the driver's seat.

"Who's next?"

"Someone new who wants to borrow money."

"Who is he?"

"He's said to be the son of the Justice Fist Sect's Sect Leader."

He had heard of that sect.

One might wonder why the child of a well-known sect would want to borrow money. In his experience, it was always the people who didn't need money who borrowed it, not the ones who actually did.

The Third Immortal leaned his head back in the carriage. He had been so busy lately he barely had time to breathe.

The black market was run by four sworn brothers who had committed all sorts of evil deeds. When they started the business, they abandoned their names and became the First Immortal, the Second Immortal, the Third Immortal, and the Fourth Immortal.

The First Immortal, who created the black market, was cunning and ruthless. He was born without a shred of sympathy for others.

He had suddenly acquired a large sum of money and proposed this venture. He never said where the money came from. There was surely a separate financier who had provided the massive capital.

One thing was certain. Since the ruthless First Immortal had decided to make money, they were bound to earn a fortune.

To maintain secrecy, they kept the number of subordinates to a minimum of elite members and strictly divided the work.

The Fourth Immortal led elite martial artists and only moved when force was needed. If the Fourth Immortal was the fist, the Second Immortal was the feet. The Second Immortal's role was to find potential victims.

The First Immortal decided how to use these prey. He made them do all sorts of things, from assault and murder to stealing martial arts manuals from relatives. If a secret seemed likely to leak, he would have them killed in a way that looked like a suicide.

If the First Immortal was the head, the Third Immortal was the mouth.

The Third Immortal's role was to soothe and comfort their victims. He would tell them that a better life would come if they just endured a little longer. When they gathered, they often joked that the Third Immortal was the biggest bastard of them all.

"We've arrived."

The meeting place was an inn.

The subordinate pointed to a young man in a corner seat.

"That's him."

The Third Immortal walked over to the young man while the subordinate waited a short distance away.

The Third Immortal joined the young man at his table and greeted him cheerfully.

"Sorry. Have you been waiting long?"

"It's fine."

The young man answered in a low voice. Usually, young men who came to borrow money were nervous and tense. This young man, however, seemed less nervous and more dark and gloomy.

"What's your name?"

"It's Jeong Yang."

The person who introduced himself as Jeong Yang was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"I heard you're the successor of the Justice Fist Sect?"

The Justice Fist Sect was a real sect located nearby. Their youngest son was also named Jeong Yang.

Of course, this sect was one of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's sects managed by the All-Knowing Hall. If someone investigated, they would find a son who looked just like Geom Mugeuk.

Like the Western Blade Sect used during the Young Dragon Tournament, the Justice Fist Sect was a cover sect created for situations like this.

"Why does someone like you need money?" the Third Immortal asked, testing him.

Geom Mugeuk asked a question of his own instead of answering.

"I heard you lend money without charging interest."

"That's right. The Miracle Deity Loan doesn't charge interest."

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and looked at the Third Immortal. He projected a gloomy atmosphere, contrary to his usual self.

He could have acted haughty or behaved like a member of a prestigious family. However, Go Wol had requested that he face his opponent with this demeanor.

"How much can you lend me?"

"How much do you need?"

"One hundred thousand taels."

The Third Immortal was startled. No one had ever asked to borrow one hundred thousand taels at once.

"What do you plan to use such a large sum for?"

Geom Mugeuk lowered his head and said nothing.

"Look here. It's your freedom to use the borrowed money as you wish, but one hundred thousand taels is a very large amount. Don't you think I should at least know what it's for?"

The Third Immortal thought to himself.

This doesn't feel right.

He was just deciding not to lend the money.

Suddenly, unable to contain his anger, Geom Mugeuk slammed his fist from his seat onto the floor.

The inn's floorboards dented without a direct hit.

The Third Immortal was shocked. More surprisingly, the act was so quiet that the people at the next table didn't notice. The young man's internal energy was profound for his age.

"Forget it. Let's just pretend this never happened."

As Geom Mugeuk tried to leave, the Third Immortal stopped him.

"Wait! Why are you in such a hurry?"

Geom Mugeuk acted as if he was still debating whether to borrow the money.

"Here, sit down first."

The Third Immortal held onto Geom Mugeuk because of his skill.

This is the man the First Immortal is looking for!

The First Immortal was searching for an expert to use for a big job. An order had been given to secure any expert they came across.

"Alright, I'll lend you the money. I won't ask what you're using it for, since that's your personal business."

A hint of joy flickered across Geom Mugeuk's face.

"I'm lending you this much money, and not even a single word of thanks?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk spoke, his voice barely audible.

"There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world. You'll probably try to get something out of me later for lending me this money."

Geom Mugeuk glared at the Third Immortal with a look that said, 'You can't fool me.'

Of all the people the Third Immortal had met, this was the first one who gave him such a feeling. He was unsettling yet strangely captivating. He seemed like the type to cause major trouble, which also meant he could earn them a lot of money.

"Alright! Let's write up the IOU."

Geom Mugeuk examined the IOU from all angles.

"It's true, just as I heard. There's no repayment date."

"If we wanted to make money, we would have invested in a Trading Company. We're investing in your youth."

At the word 'youth', Geom Mugeuk scoffed and continued to examine the IOU.

"If I dip this in water, the contents of the IOU won't change, will they?"

"If you're that suspicious, go ahead and check."

Geom Mugeuk actually splashed water on it and even brought a lamp over to heat it. The IOU remained unchanged.

This time, the Third Immortal scoffed inwardly.

He's a suspicious one, too.

Did this make him difficult to use? No. A suspicious person has aspects that make them easy to use. Once their suspicion is overcome, they tend to show a more confident belief. When you're determined to deceive someone, their personality is not an issue.

After examining the IOU for a long time, Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"I'll leave my handprint once you give me the money."

On the Third Immortal's command, the subordinate brought a bank draft. After receiving the money, Geom Mugeuk left his handprint on the IOU.

"Well then, let's meet again."

Geom Mugeuk took the money and left without a backward glance. The Third Immortal then ordered his subordinate.

"Deploy the surveillance team and find out what he uses the money for."

"Understood."

The two men left the inn and departed in the carriage.

From an alley across the street, Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol watched them leave.

"You did well."

Geom Mugeuk had projected the darkest, gloomiest atmosphere possible, just as Go Wol instructed.

"It was a good idea to check the IOU."

Splashing water and applying heat had been Geom Mugeuk's impromptu decision. He judged that an opponent with malicious intent wouldn't expect someone to inspect an IOU so thoroughly.

"Strategist Go, wouldn't it be better to just capture that guy and torture him to find out where the others are?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Go Wol shook his head.

"The one who planned this is a smart man. If we make a wrong move, he'll cut his losses and go into hiding."

"So what do we do now?"

"With the one hundred thousand taels you borrowed, you will purchase one item."

"What kind of item?"

Go Wol smiled, as if he already had a plan.

"An item that will give them a big surprise."


Three days later, the subordinate returned and reported to the Third Immortal.

"Jeong Yang used the one hundred thousand taels to find a local black market merchant and buy poison."

Black market merchants, also known as shadow merchants, were traders who sold hidden weapons, armaments, and poisons banned by the Murim Alliance.

"He bought poison? What kind?"

"He bought imperceptible poison."

The Third Immortal was shocked. Imperceptible poison was extremely expensive and difficult to obtain.

"Can you buy it with one hundred thousand taels?"

"It seems he bought just enough for a single use."

"Who on earth is he trying to kill?"

When the subordinate replied that he couldn't find that out, the Third Immortal was at a loss. He had lent money for all sorts of things, but no one had ever bought imperceptible poison. Perhaps this was the unsettling feeling he had gotten that day.

I have a bad feeling about this.

It was unlikely, but the imperceptible poison could possibly be used on the Third Immortal himself.

"How did he even make a deal with a black market merchant?"

"There's a capable information broker in this area. It seems he made contact through him."

"Damn it! Tell that bastard I want to see him again."

"......"

The Third Immortal sighed. He truly loved this job. The thrill of gently coaxing an opponent to their ruin gave him greater pleasure than a night with a woman. Moreover, even as they were dying, his targets relied solely on him.

The Third Immortal believed there was no greater destructive and visceral pleasure than this. If it weren't for madmen like this who occasionally appeared.

The next day, the Third Immortal met Geom Mugeuk again.

"Why did you want to see me?"

Now that he knew about the poison purchase, Geom Mugeuk seemed even more gloomy and dark.

"There's something I need to ask you."

"What is it?"

"Where did you spend the one hundred thousand taels I lent you?"

Geom Mugeuk frowned.

"Didn't we agree you wouldn't ask about that?"

"We did, but a strange rumor is going around. Someone supposedly bought imperceptible poison for one hundred thousand taels."

Geom Mugeuk flinched. His reaction was so obvious that the Third Immortal didn't need to press him.

"It wasn't me."

"Then show me the money. Or tell me where you spent it."

Geom Mugeuk couldn't say a word.

The Third Immortal spoke in a gentle, placating tone.

"The moment you bought that, we were in the same boat. If you cause trouble with that poison, it becomes our problem too. So tell me. If there's anything I can do to help, I will."

"You can't help."

"Who on earth are you trying to kill? If you use imperceptible poison, the Murim Alliance will launch an investigation. That means the problem will get bigger. If you want to kill someone, you'd be better off hiring an assassin or..."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said an unimaginable name.

"Is there an assassin who can kill the Fist Demon?"

"!"

The Third Immortal was truly astonished. He couldn't remember the last time he had been so shocked.

"Surely you don't mean the Fist Demon of the Demonic Cult?"

"Why not? That bastard who deserves to be torn to shreds."

The Third Immortal was speechless for a moment. He felt he had gotten involved with the wrong person.

Ah! This guy is a madman. A complete and utter madman.

If they got tangled up with the Demonic Cult, they would all end up dead.

"Why are you trying to kill the Fist Demon?"

"The Fist Demon touched my woman."

"Why would the Fist Demon touch your woman of all people?"

After hesitating, Geom Mugeuk revealed his family's secret, as if deciding he might as well go all the way.

"Our Justice Fist Sect is a place that belongs to the Demonic Cult. It was the territory the Fist Demon was in charge of."

The Third Immortal nearly screamed. He was already entangled with the Demonic Cult. This madman had just revealed a critical secret so easily, but the man's bloodshot eyes explained his desperation.

"The Fist Demon, who would occasionally visit our home, saw my fiancée and raped her. Damn it! Father knew about it and told me to endure it."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes blazed with a reckless fury.

"I'm going to kill the Fist Demon."

The Third Immortal made the same decision. He quickly sent a telepathy message to his subordinate standing a short distance behind him. Contact the other Immortals. We need to get rid of this madman first and get out of here quickly.


Chapter 202: A Few Days Go By Fast, Don't They?

"First, calm down."

The Third Immortal soothed Geom Mugeuk. He needed Geom Mugeuk to calm his excitement before he did anything rash.

"Could you stand it if you were me?"

"Even I couldn't have stood it. Still, if you let anger get the best of you and mess this up, you won't get your revenge, will you? Your opponent is..."

He couldn't bring himself to say the name. He never thought he would have to admit the Fist Demon was their opponent.

Whether he knew the Third Immortal's thoughts or not, Geom Mugeuk clenched his fists and trembled.

"He said he thought of me as his own son. That bastard!"

The Third Immortal had to stop Geom Mugeuk from acting before the other Immortals arrived.

"A bastard like that deserves to die. I'll help you."

"Why would you?"

"What do you mean, why? Because that bastard deserves to die."

Geom Mugeuk scoffed.

"That's not it, is it? You're just scared you'll get dragged into this, right? Don't worry. I'll never say you bought the poison for me."

Geom Mugeuk phrased it as buying the poison, not borrowing money. The promise to stay silent sounded even more dangerous. Geom Mugeuk was intentionally provoking him.

The Third Immortal suppressed the urge to scream.

Me, buy you poison? Are you crazy?

"How are you going to poison the Fist Demon?"

"I'll put it in his alcohol."

"When is the Fist Demon coming back?"

"He'll be back in five days."

Five days. The Third Immortal's heart raced. He had to get the other Immortals there within that time.

"If you get involved, you'll die too. So stay out of it."

"If you kill the Fist Demon, do you think the Demonic Cult will leave your family alone? They'll be annihilated."

"I don't care. Father couldn't even make a peep while his son went through this. I'd rather a family like this be annihilated."

The Third Immortal understood Geom Mugeuk's reckless fury, but one thought remained.

I messed with the wrong crazy bastard!

He couldn't handle Geom Mugeuk himself. Based on the skills Geom Mugeuk displayed at the inn, he was a much greater master.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat.

"Don't come looking for me again. If you do, I'll splash that poison on you."

With that threat, Geom Mugeuk left.


A moment later, I was on a rooftop across from the inn with Go Wol, watching the Third Immortal leave.

"A moment ago, we confirmed that the bastard's subordinate sent a messenger pigeon. Given the gravity of the situation, he must have summoned all the core members of the association. According to our investigation, their leadership consists of four people, and a man named Ilseon is the leader."

Go Wol's intelligence network was already proving its power. He truly made me feel the money was well spent.

"So we only need to take care of those four?"

"Yes. Ilseon is the ringleader. He's a suspicious man who doesn't show himself easily, but he'll have no choice now that the Fist Demon is involved."

"So this is why everyone keeps a strategist. It's so convenient."

"A strategist with a leader smarter than himself has it tough."

"That's a misunderstanding. I'm only good at the divine art of flattery."

After a brief pause, Go Wol spoke.

"Thanks to you, I've smoothed things over with the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his face. He looked much more at ease than when he had first asked about the Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk thought Go Wol was truly amazing. To be so good to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader who had held him captive like that. He didn't know what kind of connection they had in a past life, but he felt anew that the bond between the two was truly deep.

"The Cult Leader was worried about you. He said you've been having a hard time lately. He told me to take care of you in his place."

"I'm fine."

"What do you mean, you're fine? I heard people who need help always say they're fine first."

When Go Wol looked at him with an expression that asked where he had heard that, Geom Mugeuk revealed his honest feelings.

"Strategist Go, I'm not fine. Dealing with the Demon Supremes, fighting for succession, acting in front of these trash from Miracle Deity Loan... it's so hard and tiring, but just saying it like this makes me feel a little better. So you should say it too, Strategist Go. If it's hard, say it's hard. If you're tired, say you're tired. Because I'm listening."

Go Wol gave a meaningful smile. He had said it to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That it was hard. He had meant that the Cult Leader should also say so if he was having a hard time, and now, Geom Mugeuk was doing that for him.

Go Wol raised his head and looked up at the sky. He felt better without saying a word.


The person who had the hardest time among us was the Fist Demon.

"...And that's how the Fist Demon became the villain. I apologize for not telling you sooner, but the situation was urgent."

The Fist Demon flared up in anger as soon as I finished explaining.

"Not just a villain... a shameless lecher, aren't I?"

"A villainy of this level was necessary to give them a motive to poison you."

"There are plenty of other reasons! Like insulting his character or killing a subordinate he cherished!"

"Still, I didn't think anything else would be as provocative."

"It's disgusting!"

The Fist Demon had never caused trouble over a woman, so his fury was natural.

The Fist Demon brought his face right up to mine.

"Is this your idea? Or that strategist of yours who can't play Go?"

"Of course, it was my strategist's idea. Don't hold back, go and..."

GRRRROWL.

A growl emanated from the Fist Demon's clenched fist, like a distant typhoon approaching.

"This is your doing, isn't it? Your strategist wouldn't dare do something like this."

"As expected, you're brilliant. Of course, it was my idea."

"Why did you turn me into a lecher?"

"Because it's one of the strongest motives for murder. They don't doubt my killing intent at all because of it."

"Still, I absolutely hate being misunderstood."

"Master, it's just something said to men who will soon be dead. You don't need to worry. The words won't leak out."

A question suddenly occurred to the Fist Demon.

"But did that bastard believe it?"

He probably expected to hear, 'How could the Fist Demon possibly do such a thing?'

"Yes. He believed it completely."

"He believed it right away? What's that bastard's name? What is it!"

I smiled at the Fist Demon, who was pointlessly venting his anger.

"It'll all be over in a few days, and those few days will be the most valuable of your life, Master."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Because the name of the Fist Demon was mentioned, their leaders will make a move. As a result, countless young men caught in their evil clutches will escape despair and death. If you count the people who would have fallen victim to them in the future, it will be hundreds, even thousands. You'll be saving all of them, Master."

"What am I, a divine physician? Am I supposed to be happy about saving people?"

"Then, for the sake of your disciple who enjoys saving people, please live as a lecher for just a few days."

The Fist Demon stared at me as if to pierce me, then turned away sharply, still exuding a dark aura.

"Even a few days is too long!"


Four days later, the Fourth Immortal was the first to arrive.

"What on earth is going on? Did a war break out?"

He was the Third Immortal's older brother, but they acted like friends.

The Third Immortal's tension finally loosened when he saw the Fourth Immortal, a master of martial arts.

The Third Immortal explained everything to the Fourth Immortal in detail.

"So that crazy bastard is going to poison the Fist Demon? What's the problem? Even if he's killed, that guy is the one doing the killing, right?"

"The problem is he bought the poison with money he borrowed from us."

"How is that a problem? Is the Demonic Cult going to investigate whose money bought the poison?"

"If it were an ordinary poison and an ordinary target, I wouldn't be worried. It would just end with them thinking, 'Ah, this guy got some poison and killed him.' The problem is that he bought imperceptible poison. How did he afford such expensive imperceptible poison? And the person who died is the Fist Demon. Then they'll naturally suspect there's someone behind it. If they dig into it, our existence will eventually be revealed. Do you think the Demonic Cult will just leave us alone?"

Only then did the Fourth Immortal understand the situation's gravity.

"When is the Fist Demon coming?"

"Tomorrow."

"Then we only have today. What about the Justice Fist Sect's son?"

"He's drinking at a tavern right now."

"Let's go. Lead the way."

The Third Immortal stopped the Fourth Immortal as he was about to leave.

"If we kill him in the tavern, his father will investigate. The Demonic Cult will get involved, and we'll be in even more danger."

"Then what should we do?"

The Third Immortal suggested a plan.

"We kidnap him and make him a missing person. We'll frame it like he left, disheartened about his fiancée. Before we kill him and use Bone Dissolving Acid, we'll make him write a short letter."

The Fourth Immortal agreed.

"That's a good idea."


Two hours later, Geom Mugeuk staggered out of the tavern where the Third and Fourth Immortals were waiting.

The Third Immortal appeared before Geom Mugeuk when he entered a deserted area. The drunken Geom Mugeuk slurred his words.

"You! Didn't I say I'd kill you if you showed up again?"

"Hey, I came because I have something to tell you."

Geom Mugeuk never noticed the Fourth Immortal approaching from behind.

"Something to tell me? Don't give me that! You came to stop me again, didn't you? You coward. I'm not scared! Tomorrow..."

The Fourth Immortal sealed Geom Mugeuk's vital and speech points.

Caught mid-sentence, Geom Mugeuk couldn't even dodge.

The Third and Fourth Immortal linked arms with him and ran.

The two men arrived in a deserted forest.

They released Geom Mugeuk's speech point only after they arrived.

"What? You wanna die?"

The drunken Geom Mugeuk seemed completely unaware of the situation's gravity.

The Third Immortal handed Geom Mugeuk the paper, brush, and pre-ground ink he had prepared.

"Write what I dictate."

"What? What's this?"

"Father, your son will be leaving for a while and will return."

Geom Mugeuk raised the brush with drunken eyes, then put it down.

"You bastard! You're trying to make me write this and then kill me, aren't you?"

Just then, a voice came from behind.

"Idiots!"

The Third and Fourth Immortals' expressions brightened.

The First and Second Immortal had walked into the area. The First Immortal had arrived earlier and watched the situation unfold, only revealing himself when he judged it completely safe.

"He's leaving because he's angry at his father. Why would he leave a letter? That's even stranger."

At the First Immortal's words, the Third Immortal voiced his admiration.

"As expected! You're our Big Bro. You think on a different level!"

The First Immortal approached Geom Mugeuk. He had a villain's face, and his eyes were as cold as a snake's.

"So all this fuss was because of this insignificant bastard."

He glared at Geom Mugeuk and spoke.

"Bury him alive."

He intended to inflict the horror and pain of being buried alive in the mountains.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly. His gloomy, dark facade vanished, replaced by his true expression.

The watching Third Immortal was startled. The change in expression made Geom Mugeuk look like a different person.

This crazy bastard really knows how to surprise people right up until he dies.

Then Geom Mugeuk asked the First Immortal.

"Did this whole thing come from your head? You don't look that smart."

The First Immortal's expression hardened.

The other three just watched. They knew the angrier the First Immortal got, the more of a spectacle it would be. Sometimes, things happened that they feared would appear in their dreams.

"Who's behind this? Who provided the money?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the other Immortals.

"He didn't tell you guys either? Did you band together without even that much trust?"

In that moment, the First Immortal realized Geom Mugeuk's speech was no longer slurred.

"You? You're not drunk."

"I'm all sober now. Hearing you say you'll bury me alive really woke me up."

His words were as relaxed as his expression.

An unidentifiable unease made the First Immortal look around. He suspected an ambush but sensed nothing nearby.

The Third Immortal stepped forward.

"Don't pay him any mind. He was always a crazy bastard."

He decided to kill him quickly and get it over with. Since he was the one who lent Geom Mugeuk the hundred thousand taels, it was wise to finish things before the crazy bastard angered the First Immortal even more.

"I'll take care of him and bury him."

Geom Mugeuk watched him take a throwing knife from his robes and asked.

"You said you were investing in my youth?"

"You must have misheard. I said I was investing in my youth."

The Third Immortal sneered openly. He loved this moment most, when he cut off his opponent's breath and they looked at him with resentful betrayal. Of course, this crazy bastard wasn't giving him the expression he wanted.

"It was annoying, but it was a special experience. I'll remember it for a long time."

"After today, I'm going to completely erase you all from my memory."

"Farewell, you crazy bastard!"

Just as he tried to slit Geom Mugeuk's throat, a cold chill enveloped them. A shiver ran down the Third Immortal's spine. He wasn't the only one who felt the dominating chill. The Fourth Immortal drew his sword and scanned the area.

A person walked toward them.

The moon cast a long shadow, larger and wider than an ordinary person's. The approaching figure radiated an aura as sharp as frost. It was the Fist Demon.

The four men were shocked when they recognized him. Compared to the Fist Demon, the ruthless First Immortal looked like a baby.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke incomprehensible words from behind them.

"He's very angry right now because you all believed it without any doubt."

Geom Mugeuk, whose vital points they thought were sealed, got up and dusted off his clothes. He smiled and asked the Fist Demon.

"A few days go by fast, don't they?"

The Fist Demon, his face haggard from sleepless nights, stood before them.

"To me, it was an eternity!"


Chapter 203: Who the Hell Did You Mess With!

The moment Ilseon saw the Fist Demon, he knew things had gone terribly wrong.

His instincts screamed at him to run, but the Fist Demon's qi froze his entire body, paralyzing his will to fight or flee.

Just then, eight masters who had been hiding nearby revealed themselves. They surrounded the Fist Demon in a tight circle.

Seeing them, Ilseon's frozen heart thawed slightly.

The Eight Handed Phantom Sword.

They were a group that had once earned great infamy in the murim by moving as one. In murim battles, two people are not twice as strong, and a hundred people are not a hundred times stronger.

However, the Eight Handed Phantom Sword became eight times stronger. While not literally true, they gave that impression. Their coordinated attacks were that perfect.

That was why they could stand confidently against the terrifying qi emanating from the muscular man, completely unintimidated.

Strictly speaking, the Eight Handed Phantom Sword were not Ilseon's subordinates. They were fixers sent by his benefactor to ensure the job was done well.

So, while they were his bodyguards and henchmen who would carry out any order, they were also his watchers.

"Kill him!" Ilseon commanded.

The Eight Handed Phantom Sword shot forward without hesitation. They simultaneously stabbed at eight of the Fist Demon's vital points.

The moment they moved, the Fist Demon also threw a punch toward the member in front of him.

KWAKWANG! PWUUUUUK!

A sound like thunder erupted with the crunch of flesh and bone. One of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword flew backward, shattering a tree as he fell. It was the First Form of the Thunder Arhat Fist, the Black Cloud Asura.

One was sacrificed, but the remaining seven swords struck the Fist Demon's body.

KAAAAANG!

A metallic sound rang out as swords struck human flesh. The Fist Demon had activated the Fifth Form, the Vajra Asura, temporarily making his entire body as hard as steel.

The Eight Handed Phantom Sword froze in stunned horror.

PUPUPUPUPUPUK!

The Fist Demon unleashed the Second Form, the Thunder Asura. His fists moved so fast it looked like a multi-armed asura was throwing punches simultaneously.

With this one move, six members of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword flew in all directions. They died instantly as they crashed into trees and rocks, tumbling across the ground.

The last member of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword lunged, aiming for the Fist Demon's eyes.

The Fist Demon's large frame cut through the air at an incredible speed. He delivered a single, properly weighted blow.

KWAAANG!

The victim's flesh and bone twisted as if caught in a whirlwind.

Struck by the Third Form, the Heavenly Lightning Asura, the last of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword flew so far away he disappeared from sight.

All of this happened in the blink of an eye.

To the Immortals, it felt as if divine punishment had descended from the heavens. They heard thunder, saw a flash, and the Eight Handed Phantom Sword were left strewn about as corpses.

A heavy silence fell.

The scene was so surreal that Ilseon and the other three men wore dazed expressions.

Over the past few years, Ilseon had witnessed the skills of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword many times. When he ordered them to kill, they killed without discriminating. They had even slain renowned masters with their perfect coordinated attacks.

Watching them fight, Ilseon had established a principle for himself.

If four of them were to fall, he would flee without looking back.

He had judged that if their perfect coordination was broken, it was time to run, but what was he to do in this situation? They were all killed in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Fist Demon had deliberately shown him everything, from the First Form onward, for him to see.

It was certainly different from his own fist arts. It was more domineering and even more powerful. It was not a matter of having more or less inner arts. The qi imbued in the Fist Demon's fists was more vibrant and potent.

"Ah! That was truly magnificent."

Seeing it once like this is better than hearing about it a hundred times.

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's admiration, Ilseon thought the young man from the Justice Fist Sect was lying. How could it be magnificent when he could not even see the punches? Who on earth possessed such divine might? Huk!

It's the Fist Demon! You idiot! You're only realizing that now?

Those huge fists, those thick forearms that looked like they could pry open the gates of hell. If that man was not the Fist Demon, then who could be? Who else could have sent the Eight Handed Phantom Sword to the afterlife so easily?

"Please spare me, Fist Demon!"

Ilseon prostrated himself flat on the ground. At the words 'the Fist Demon', the remaining three men also fell to the ground in terror. Realizing their opponent was a Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult, their entire bodies trembled.

While prostrated, Ilseon sent a telepathic message to the Third Immortal.

[Didn't that bastard successor of the Justice Fist Sect try to kill the Fist Demon?]

[That's right.]

[You stupid bastard! Do those two look like mortal enemies to you?]

[I'm not sure what happened either.]

[You fucking idiot!]

Ilseon really wanted to jump up and beat the Third Immortal half to death. However, he could not.

He had lived his entire life giving in to his temper, never once holding back his anger. He had even chased down and gouged out the eyes of someone who glared at him on the street. He never let anyone who provoked him get away with it. That anger was now being well-controlled.

"Please spare us!" the four men begged.

The Fist Demon slowly walked toward them.

"So these bastards believed those words without a shred of doubt?"

Behind the Fist Demon, Geom Mugeuk laughed.

"Yes, they're the type who live that kind of life, so they assume everyone else does too."

Geom Mugeuk cleared up the misunderstanding about the Fist Demon.

"All of you, raise your heads. Straighten your backs."

The men raised their heads while still kneeling.

"You bastards! The Fist Demon messing with the fiancée of a successor from a sect belonging to our Cult? Does that even make sense? I made it all up to lure you here. Do you understand?"

"Yes! Yes."

The Immortals bowed their heads, agreeing unconditionally.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Fist Demon, "How do you feel? A little relieved?"

The Fist Demon shook his head. Right, there was no way he would feel relieved.

Geom Mugeuk thought that the Fist Demon would not have overreacted like this for any other reason. He would not have even blinked at rumors of him killing or ignoring someone.

However, the Fist Demon was a man who utterly despised those who did such things to women. Thinking about it, it made sense. He was a man who would punch a cliff, a man who had never once caused trouble over a woman. That was the kind of man the Fist Demon was.

"You came out to slack off and ended up becoming a lecher for me. Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely grateful.

"I know that given your personality, Master, you must have really hated this. Thank you for putting up with it."

He expressed his gratitude with words. At their level of closeness, would the Fist Demon not know without being told? No! It had to be said out loud for him to know. How could he know if it was not said?

What he was most grateful for was this. The Fist Demon did not hide his displeasure and let it fester, but expressed it all, giving Geom Mugeuk the chance to soothe his feelings.

"The lecher who secretly appeared and disappeared in the murim these past few days was probably the best fighter among all lechers in the history of the murim."

At Geom Mugeuk's joke, the Fist Demon finally laughed.

Their gazes met under the moonlight. Geom Mugeuk could feel his expression relax. The Fist Demon's anger was not resolved by revealing the truth, but by hearing the words 'thank you for enduring it' and 'I'm sorry'.

That was why he could hear such words from the Fist Demon.

"You said you're saving hundreds, thousands of young people with this, right? Then I guess it's not so bad to become a righteous immortal for once."

As if he had said something unnecessary, the Fist Demon looked up at the moon. His broad back looked even bigger and stronger than before.

Meanwhile, Ilseon sent a telepathic message to the Fourth Immortal.

[The Fist Demon will never let us live. Look for a chance and take that young bastard hostage! It's the only way we'll survive.]

Judging by the atmosphere, the two were clearly close. If they could just take him hostage, they could find a way to live.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk approached them.

As he walked past the Fourth Immortal toward Ilseon, the Fourth Immortal shot up like a thunderbolt and pressed his sword to Geom Mugeuk's neck.

"Move and this bastard dies!" Ilseon shouted.

"It worked!"

After glancing at the scene, the Fist Demon looked back up at the moon and said, "You should have taken me hostage instead."

The moment the Fist Demon's incomprehensible words ended, Geom Mugeuk was already facing the Fourth Immortal.

When did he turn?

It was a question the Fourth Immortal, who held the sword to his neck, should not have had to ask.

Geom Mugeuk's fist struck lightly. TUK. However, the result was not light.

PWUK!

The Fourth Immortal's head snapped back, then returned to its original position. A neck could not bend like that and be okay. It was not okay.

The Fourth Immortal collapsed forward and did not get up. His neck was broken, and he had died instantly.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the remaining three and said coldly, "I don't like the fact that you call yourselves Immortals in the first place."

Seeing this, Ilseon realized.

Ah! This man is not the successor of the Justice Fist Sect!

The young successor of the Justice Fist Sect could not have overpowered the Fourth Immortal so easily with a sword to his neck.

Damn it! Damn it!

Ilseon regretted it again and again.

He was usually a very cautious man. He would never have shown himself in a simple clash with demonic practitioners. However, he had no choice when he heard it was related to the Fist Demon. A single misstep could have destroyed the cooperative system he had worked so hard to build.

Get a grip! Get a grip!

He was already in the tiger's jaws. Fortunately, there were three prey, not just one. It was possible that one of them might be spared.

I will survive! I must survive.

He was making so much money right now. He was going to live the rest of his life in luxury. He could not die like this.

"Who's the worst one among you?"

The three men flinched in surprise at Geom Mugeuk's question.

"Why so surprised? You guys chose people too, didn't you? Who would be good to threaten? Who should we swindle? You get to choose, so why can't I?"

He pressured the three men as if he intended to return their sins right back to them.

"If you don't choose, all three of you die!"

At that, Ilseon and the Second Immortal looked at the Third Immortal as if on cue. They had often joked that he was the worst of them, so the decision was not difficult.

The Third Immortal shouted with an aggrieved expression, "No, I did the best deeds. I gave hope and dreams to the youth."

"I know that's not true. You said it earlier, didn't you? That it wasn't for my youth, but for your own?"

"Please, spare me!"

"When those young men begged you like this, did you ever spare them, even once?"

"......"

"I thought so."

PWUUUK!

The Third Immortal's face caved in from Geom Mugeuk's punch, and he died.

THUD.

Just as he had told him earlier that he would forget everything as of today, Geom Mugeuk casually tossed his corpse aside. He thought this level of treatment was exactly what they deserved. He might say he would spare them to extract information, but he had no intention of letting any of them live.

Ilseon decided to make his final choice. He would run without looking back. Even if he died from hidden weapons in his back, he would die trying to escape. There was a sliver of hope. He was confident in his movement arts.

Just as he was about to turn, someone wrapped an arm around his shoulder and stood beside him.

"You can't escape. I'm not joking, you'd be caught even with a two-hour head start. That person's greatest skill is running."

The middle-aged man who had come up beside him and was acting friendly was none other than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Ilseon could not collect his thoughts.

Who is this now?

How did he approach without a sound, and how did he know that he was about to run?

In the end, Ilseon could not hold it in and roared at the Second Immortal.

"You fucking idiot! Who the hell did you mess with!"

It was because choosing the targets was the Second Immortal's role.

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed and said, "That's right. I used to say that to myself a lot back in the day."

Soon after, Go Wol also appeared.

"I searched that bastard's safehouse and found the ledger."

The thick ledger contained the names of hundreds of people and the amounts of money they had borrowed.

"I will take care of this ledger properly."

Geom Mugeuk nodded readily, knowing that Go Wol would handle it wisely.

Ilseon's expression twisted. How on earth did they find his safehouse? He had been so careful, so very careful. He felt dizzy. This was a natural disaster.

Geom Mugeuk sealed Ilseon's and the Second Immortal's muting and paralyzing points.

"Only one of you two will live. The one who says something more helpful to me will survive, right? If you have something to say, blink."

At that, Ilseon blinked his eyes rapidly without hesitation.

Geom Mugeuk released his muting point.

"The remaining funds, eight hundred thousand taels, are in the Central Plains Bank. The seal is on my person, and I will also tell you the password needed to withdraw the money."

Ilseon told Go Wol the password.

Seeing this, the Second Immortal was flustered. Ilseon was giving up the money this easily? No, he could understand it. Their opponent was the Fist Demon, how could they possibly resist?

What shocked the Second Immortal was this. Ilseon said it so readily without even a single apologetic glance in his direction. He did not even pretend to hesitate before handing him a death sentence like this.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Second Immortal, "It's unfortunate for you, but it looks like our first Immortal is about to achieve Celestial Ascension, doesn't it?"

At that, the Second Immortal blinked his eyes rapidly.

Geom Mugeuk sealed Ilseon's muting point, then released the Second Immortal's. Since Ilseon had so callously chosen to save only himself, the Second Immortal had no reason to hesitate either.

"There's another ledger."

Ilseon's eyes widened, but with his muting and paralyzing points sealed, there was nothing he could do.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Second Immortal as if he had expected it.

"The benefactor's ledger."

They must have been paying a certain amount of money back to their financial backer each month. A ledger recording when and how much.

"The ledger is hidden inside Ilseon's belt."

When Go Wol untied Ilseon's belt and searched it, a rolled-up piece of paper came out from inside. The details of the payments were written on it. It was crucial evidence if they ever needed to officially go after the mastermind.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Ilseon and said, "Looks like you'll have to yield the Celestial Ascension to our second brother Immortal, hmm?"

At that, Ilseon began to blink faster than the speed of light.


Chapter 204: You're the Ones Who Should Endure

When Geom Mugeuk released Ilseon's acupoint, Ilseon suddenly remembered money he claimed he didn't have.

"I forgot. I've got some money saved separately at the Continental Bank."

"How much?"

"About four hundred thousand taels."

"You saved up quite a bit, didn't you?"

Ilseon also revealed the password for the Continental Bank, which Go Wol noted.

They had now secured one million two hundred thousand taels, combining the eight hundred thousand from the Miracle Deity Loan with Ilseon's four hundred thousand. Iseon blinked, his face contorted with anger.

The turn passed back to Iseon.

"You gave us a measly fifty thousand taels this whole time, and you kept four hundred thousand for yourself?"

Ilseon looked defiant, not sorry, but the sealed acupoint kept him silent.

"Ilseon has more assets. I know he bought gold and hid it."

Ilseon could not hide his shock. He had clearly intended to feign ignorance about the gold until the very end.

As Iseon scored points by revealing the gold, Ilseon blinked nervously. The two brothers began a frantic war of blinking.

It was Ilseon's turn again.

"I was about to mention the gold, too! Please give me credit for it!"

"I can't do that. If it feels unfair, you should've kept track. Your second brother might try to take credit for your assets again."

Ilseon completely gave up on his wealth. He figured he could always make more money as long as he survived.

"I have some land that I bought."

"How much?"

"It's quite a bit."

Geom Mugeuk had started this to gain information, not assets, but the two men misunderstood. He found their mistake a welcome development.

The more assets Ilseon revealed, the more betrayed Iseon felt.

"Brothers? You son of a bitch! You were hoarding it all for yourself."

Iseon didn't mind hoarding money himself. He was just furious that Ilseon had done it secretly.

On his next turn, Ilseon retorted.

"Don't you know you only earned that fifty thousand taels because of me? If it weren't for me, you'd be stabbed to death in some gambling den by now. Kaak, ptui!"

Their loyalty had forged their relationship, but once that bond crumbled, it shattered instantly.

The two men proceeded to reveal all the assets of the deceased Samseon and Saseon. Their only thought was to impress Geom Mugeuk and survive. Iseon also harbored a vengeful desire to see Ilseon dead.

Once they had no more assets to reveal, Geom Mugeuk pressed both of their acupoints.

The two men, who had been hurling insults at each other, finally fell asleep.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Go Wol.

"Tomorrow morning, take these two to the banks and recover all the assets."

"Yes, I understand."

Geom Mugeuk intended to keep them alive until then, just in case Ilseon had provided the wrong bank password.

Geom Mugeuk then made a request to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Please help Strategist Go tomorrow."

"I will."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded obediently.

"I thought you'd give me an earful for squeezing money out of villains like this."

"Do you have any idea how much Go Wol and I suffer because of that squeezed money?"

"I apologize."

"I didn't say it to take credit. I meant that the villain's money is being put to good, valuable use."

With the funds from the Miracle Deity Loan, the task of organizing the intelligence network could finally be completed.

"I heard all about what kind of men they are from Go Wol. Why are you letting those bastards sleep? Hang them upside down!"

"Understood. When they wake up, I'll start by pulling out their fingernails."

Of course, that was a joke. No matter the evil, Geom Mugeuk's established rule was to end it by granting death. He did this for his own sake, not for theirs.

After speaking with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk approached the Fist Demon. The Fist Demon stared up at the moon, seemingly unconcerned with the events unfolding nearby.

Geom Mugeuk stood beside him and also looked up at the moon.

"Do you know what I realized while traveling this time? That I've lived a life too buried in martial arts. I've spent my whole life training and my whole life fighting."

Geom Mugeuk had once said something similar to Lee Ahn, warning him not to live a life of only training. The Fist Demon was now feeling that same regret.

"I realized it just a moment ago. This is the first time I've looked up at the moon for so long. Does that make any sense? To have lived my whole life without ever looking at the moon for even a short while."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze also turned to the moon.

"From now on, you should try to enjoy life a little."

"I plan to."

If the Fist Demon could keep that promise and truly step back from martial arts, perhaps he could shatter the cliff before him. For one's martial arts to change, one's life must change first.


The next day, Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took Ilseon and Iseon to the banks. The password was correct. They recovered the money, the entrusted gold, and liquidated all other assets.

Ilseon had amassed this great fortune in just a few years, which meant there had been many victims.

Ilseon and Iseon tried everything to get on Go Wol's good side, but Go Wol ignored them completely. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, did speak to them.

He only said things they didn't want to hear, like how they would go to the most painful hell or that he had bet on which of them would survive. They pretended not to hear him.

Once most of the assets were settled, Geom Mugeuk had the two men sit before him again.

"Now, I suppose we should talk about the financier?"

Ilseon believed this answer would decide if he lived or died.

I can't tell him everything! But I can't show any sign of hiding anything either!

That was the key. The problem was, he knew very little about the financier.

How can I package this to survive?

Ilseon glanced at Iseon. He thought that since that bastard knew nothing, he had a chance to score definite points here.

I can live. I offered up far more assets, and if I provide information on the financier, I will live!

Ilseon took a deep breath and began to speak.

"I've only seen the financier once."

"When?"

"It was when I first joined hands with him."

"Do you know who he is?"

"I don't. There was a screen between us, so I couldn't see his face, but I'm sure of one thing. Judging by his voice, he was a man who sounded quite old."

"I guess I'll have to start searching for every man who sounds quite old. I wonder how many of those there are in the world?"

Flustered by Geom Mugeuk's mockery, Ilseon quickly added more.

"The men the Fist Demon killed yesterday are the Eight Handed Phantom Sword. They wouldn't move for money alone, so the financier isn't just a rich man. He must be the master of a large sect or someone with great power."

Just then, Iseon blinked.

Ilseon spoke quickly.

"There's no need to release his acupoint. That bastard knows nothing about the financier."

"He says you don't. What should I do? Do you have better information?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Iseon blinked even more rapidly.

Geom Mugeuk sealed Ilseon's acupoint and released Iseon's.

Unexpected words flowed from Iseon's mouth.

"I've spoken with him directly. Without a screen."

Ilseon, his acupoint sealed, let out a groan and blinked frantically, trying to signal that Iseon was lying.

"Tell me in detail."

"It was the very day Ilseon met him. I was waiting in the driver's seat of the carriage in the manor's courtyard. The financier came out first, and as he got on the carriage, I saw him give a slight bow to the coachman. It was clearly a gesture of courtesy."

Ilseon struggled so hard that his sealed acupoint was released.

"That's a lie! Why would the financier bow to a coachman?"

"It's the truth. I saw it clearly."

With both men able to speak, the room grew noisy.

"He's making it up. If that happened, he would've told me then. Why didn't you say anything?"

"And say what? That you were fooled by a subordinate like an idiot? That the real financier seemed to be the coachman? What do you think you would've done? You would've beaten me up while telling me to stop spouting bullshit. Am I wrong?"

Ilseon couldn't refute it. That was exactly what he would have done.

"You bastard! What kind of trick are you trying to pull? You want to live that desperately?"

"Desperately? Where did that come from? Is that something you cooked up in that filthy mind of yours?"

I gestured for Ilseon to be quiet, then said to Iseon.

"Keep talking."

"I even spoke with the coachman while I was waiting. He was an ordinary man. He had a round, good-natured face, and oh! He had a tattoo on his chest. I happened to see it when he bent over."

"What kind of tattoo?"

"It was a golden pig tattoo. It was so strange to see a pig tattooed on a person's body that I still remember that tattoo vividly!"

Thinking he was providing important information, Ilseon stepped forward.

"This guy's specialty is lying. Don't believe him. The things he'll do to survive..."

"......"

Ilseon, who stood before Iseon, vanished. His face shattered by my strike, he tumbled into the distance, a corpse.

The startled Iseon stared at me. His shock soon turned to joy.

"I survived!"

He was ecstatic enough to fly.

"That one was clearly the worse of the two. It's only right that you die second."

Iseon flinched. Dying second? Surely he means later, when I'm old and gray, right? But it wasn't. The gaze Geom Mugeuk fixed on him was nothing but cold.

"Please spare me!"

"From the beginning, the four of you committed acts for which you could not survive. Just be content that I'm sending you off cleanly."

"Keep your promise! You son of a bitch! Who the hell are you? Who are you to..."

"......"

Iseon flew to where Ilseon lay and met his end.

Geom Mugeuk showed no hesitation in eliminating them. He neither hoped for their reform nor granted them the grand meaning of dying at the hands of the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord by revealing his identity.

When he turned around, the Fist Demon was walking toward him.

"Weren't you planning to dig up the ones behind this?"

"I was."

"But is it alright to kill them all?"

"I've found out who's behind it."

A round build and a golden pig tattoo on his chest. It was someone I knew well before my regression. He sometimes became a coachman, a construction worker, or a waiter. He enjoyed hiding his identity and was an extremely greedy individual.

"To kill him, I need Father's permission."

The Fist Demon was startled by Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Who in the world is it?"

A single name flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"It's Jisaeng."

The Fist Demon immediately thought of one person.

"Don't tell me? The Golden Pig of the Evil Alliance?"

"Yes. That's him."

"He's behind this incident?"

The Fist Demon's expression hardened. It wasn't because his opponent was Jisaeng or belonged to the Evil Alliance. It was because Jisaeng was the loyal servant of one man.

Jisaeng was the head of the Extreme Army, the Evil Alliance's most elite organization, which took orders only from the Evil Alliance Chairman. He was also the man most favored by the alliance's second-in-command, Yayul Han.

Jisaeng was one of the four most cherished subordinates of Yayul Han. Those subordinates had pledged their loyalty by getting tattoos on their chests, and Jisaeng was said to have tattooed the Golden Pig, vowing to earn a never-ending supply of money for life.

"That money ultimately goes to Yayul Han."

Geom Mugeuk felt as if fate itself was leading him, and not just because of this incident.

Yayul Han.

He was the enemy of one person, someone with whom Geom Mugeuk also had a deep connection. That person was Demonic Physician.

The person Demonic Physician had asked him to kill someday, when he performed the Divine Eye Technique, was Yayul Han. Although Demonic Physician hadn't mentioned the name directly, Geom Mugeuk already knew.

Yayul Han had massacred Demonic Physician's family right before his eyes. From that day on, Demonic Physician had lived for the sole purpose of killing Yayul Han. When he had heard Demonic Physician's request, he had vowed to move when his skills were sufficient. He felt that the time had now come.

The Fist Demon noticed that I was not going to give up.

"You can't touch Yayul Han!"

"Why not?"

"If you mess with him, a war could break out."

"A war won't break out. There will be a commotion and all hell will break loose, though."

"You're serious."

In the past, Demonic Physician had asked Father to kill him, but Father had refused.

Yayul Han held the absolute trust of the Evil Alliance Chairman. He was a figure whose significance went beyond that of a mere villain from the unorthodox sects.

"I considered the mastermind of this incident to be the most vicious. Hiding in the shadows, he used underlings like Ilseon to suck the lifeblood of young people until they died. In a few days, it will probably be reported to Jisaeng that all his pawns are dead. Then Jisaeng will just create other pawns and repeat the same thing. Even if Jisaeng dies, another Jisaeng will take his place."

These were precisely the kinds of people, the absolute evil that Geom Mugeuk envisioned.

It was an evil that the orthodox sects couldn't touch and that ordinary people couldn't even approach.

His father had once asked him what he thought the Demonic Path was. At that time, he had answered like this.

[I believe it is our Cult's unique conviction to strike down absolute evil.]

To capture the great evils that even the orthodox sects were helpless against, that was the Demonic Path as he saw it. The name of the Demonic Cult should make those evils tremble in fear. That was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult he wanted to create.

"An ordinary person would have to back down and say there's nothing they can do. They'd have to endure it, but we're not ordinary people, are we? We don't have to endure, do we? The reason I trained and worked myself to death was so I wouldn't have to endure in times like these. Why should we endure? They should be the ones to endure. They should stop tormenting people and stop their damn bullshit."

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. Geom Mugeuk stared back silently.

In terms of personality, the Fist Demon was the person most likely to be swayed by this argument. In terms of his relationship with his father, he was the least likely.

Finally, breaking the long silence, the Fist Demon announced the end of their journey.

"Let's return to the Cult. This slacker's journey is over."

The journey that had begun so suddenly came to an equally sudden end, but it was too soon for disappointment. As the Fist Demon turned his broad back, he added something unexpected.

"To get the Cult Leader's permission, all the Demon Supremes will have to step up."


Chapter 205: Please Grant Me Permission

Go Wol worked in his room.

He drew up a budget, deciding how to use the funds from the Miracle Deity Loan. He calculated, organized, and planned. The work was endless.

Just then, the person who made this hardship easier rushed in.

"The Second Young Lord and the Fist Demon are returning to the cult," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader announced.

Go Wol's brush paused for a moment, then started moving again.

"When?"

"It seems they're planning to leave right now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched Go Wol focus only on his work. "The Second Young Lord is leaving. Aren't you sad?" he asked.

"Sad? He's a busy man. When it's time to go, he has to go."

"I'm going with them."

Go Wol remained engrossed in his work.

"I'm really going! I'm not kidding!"

"If the Cult Leader goes, I'll return with you."

He had only said it mischievously because Go Wol was only working, but Go Wol's reaction was unexpected. He really meant it.

"Really?"

"Yes. If the Cult Leader goes, I go too. I won't do this alone."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled.

"Even if you don't mean it, it feels good to hear. Alright, where would we go? We have to finish the work."

"I'm telling you, let's go."

"It's fine. I've already been there and back."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the type of man who would fly to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and back at a single word from Go Wol.

"Besides, it'll be chaotic if we go back now."

"......"

"The Second Young Lord says he's going to kill the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance."

Go Wol flinched. Of all the news the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had delivered, this was the most shocking.

"Yayul Han?"

"Yes, that bastard!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew about Yayul Han. He had even met him in the past.

"Even for the Second Young Lord, that guy won't be easy."

Go Wol had never met Yayul Han personally. He knew from rumors that Yayul Han was not a foe to be taken lightly, but that was not the problem.

"The Cult Leader will never allow it anyway."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said earlier about his demonic path and his attitude toward evil.

"When the Second Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon... he's going to change a lot."

Go Wol paused his brushstrokes for a moment. "Hasn't he already changed a lot?"

And they themselves stood at the center of that change.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk entered.

"It seems you've already delivered the news that our Cult Leader is leaving. I think we should be on our way."

"Please travel safely," Go Wol said.

"I'm leaving you behind to suffer again."

"There isn't much work left. I'll finish it up well and return."

"What about the funds?"

"I think I can finish up with the money collected from the Miracle Deity Loan."

"That's good. Let's keep in touch via messenger pigeon."

"Yes. Please take care, Young Lord. Ah, and you can use the completed regional information network anytime."

Geom Mugeuk felt reassured just hearing those words. If the information networks of the All-Knowing Hall and Go Wol were combined, he would become the person who could get the most information the fastest in the murim.

"Have you thought of a name for this intelligence organization?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Please decide, Young Lord."

"I'd like to name it the Hidden Moon, after your name. What do you think?"

Go Wol's eyes wavered. He was grateful for Geom Mugeuk's consideration.

"I like it very much. Thank you for your thoughtfulness."

"I'm the one who should be thanking you. I'm sorry for entrusting you with such a difficult task from the very beginning."

"On the contrary, I'm grateful that you entrusted me with such a heavy responsibility from the start."

While Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol said their goodbyes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Fist Demon also shared a brief farewell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted the Fist Demon first.

"It was good to see you this time."

"I didn't know you were so dedicated to my disciple, Cult Leader. I thank you."

In truth, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not close to any of the Demon Supremes. He had been somewhat close to the Demonic Buddha, but their relationship had soured. He had a chance to get closer to the Fist Demon this time but had been too reserved to have any deep conversations.

"Let's have a drink next time we get the chance," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said sincerely.

"Hey, Second Young Lord. You absolutely have to get that permission."

This, too, was sincere.


The Fist Demon and I ran using movement arts.

We had taken our time on the way here, enjoying ourselves, but on the way back, we dashed forward at a frightening speed. We ran without rest until it grew dark, covering a distance that had taken several days in just half a day.

"Let's camp here for tonight. Please sit down for a moment."

I skillfully cleared the area. I spread out leaves to make a comfortable place for the Fist Demon to rest.

I was grateful to him. I had never imagined he would permit this. Considering his relationship with Father, he should have been the most opposed, but he had prioritized his relationship with me instead.

While the Fist Demon circulated his qi with his eyes closed, I built a campfire in front of him.

I caught some game and cooked it. I had stopped by an inn before we left and bought seasonings, so I was able to serve him a rather delicious meal.

"You brought seasonings too?"

"Of course. This is the most important thing when traveling a long way. How does it taste?"

"It's delicious."

"Do you know whose recipe this seasoning is?"

"It tastes like what the Cult Leader used to make."

I was startled by his words.

"You've had Father's cooking?"

"I had it once or twice a long time ago. There was a time when the Cult Leader and I traveled around a lot. We fought a great deal back then."

For a moment, I imagined Father and the Fist Demon.

Two men, the Heavenly Demon and the Fist Demon.

An image of Father in his youth comes to mind. Next to him, I can see a young Fist Demon. The boy who fought in the fighting pits became the Fist Demon, and the young man who chose that boy became the Heavenly Demon.

I pictured the two most blunt, manly, and belligerent men in the murim roaming the jianghu. They would have feared no one and been intimidated by no one. Just as I fought back-to-back with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, those two must have also fought while relying on each other.

At night, they would have built a campfire like this, eaten meat, and drunk alcohol. They probably would have spoken very little.

Perhaps the Fist Demon was now reminiscing about his younger days during this camp with me.

"I have alcohol here, too."

I took out the alcohol I had brought and poured him a cup. Sharing a cup with the Fist Demon across the campfire had a certain charm.

"The return journey is always the more important part of a trip," the Fist Demon said.

"Why is that?"

"Do you know when a journey is finally complete? It's when you open the door to your room, think, 'Ah! I'm finally back!' and throw yourself onto your bed. So right now, we're running toward that final moment. This is even more important than the excitement of setting out."

The Fist Demon looked at me with a strange expression.

"How do you know that so well?"

Because my past life was a series of long journeys, and I had no room of my own to return to.

My room back then was the yard of the Ghostly Sage's house. I remember seeing his surprised face when I brought back the materials for the grand technique. I felt a brief moment of relief, thinking, Ah! I did it!

"This journey with you, Master, was wonderful."

I get along well with this straightforward and quiet man. I may be talkative, playful, cheerful, and loud now, but my original self was very similar to the Fist Demon.

"By the way, when you get back, you should start by reducing the time you spend participating in the Iron Fists' training."

The Fist Demon, perhaps intending to do just that, asked for specifics.

"Should I participate in just one each day? The White Fists today, the Green Fists tomorrow. Like that."

"No. Then you'd have to see them every day, wouldn't you, Master? Don't do that. Supervise all four groups in a day as you usually do, but only participate once every five days."

"Five days?"

"For the other four days, do whatever you want, Master. Make that time entirely your own."

"What about the late-night training sessions?"

"Do as you please with those. Come if you want to come, rest if you want to rest."

The Fist Demon nodded. This slacker's journey had changed the Fist Demon's life. I looked forward to the results of that change.

When day broke, we ran and ran again. When our inner arts ran low, we would sit together and circulate our qi to recover. We ran without pause and returned to the cult.


When I returned to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, Father was in the smithy.

Our Cult's smithy boasts the largest scale in the murim. Inside the massive smithy, hundreds of bare-chested men melted iron and hammered steel. The sweltering heat, the smell of sweat, and the scent of iron filled the air.

CLANG! KANG! CLAANG!

I had always found the sound of hammering steel pleasant. The perilous intensity of clashing swords was contained in that sound. That was why it always sounded so fiery.

The men who met my gaze bowed their heads. I gave them a light nod and walked through the place.

I could see Father in the distance. His presence was distinct even here, with so many people coming and going. He stood out like a single red dot in a picture where everyone else seemed to be in black and white.

Father stood with Chief Gwak, the head of the smithy, also called the Divine Hand. Chief Gwak showed Father a newly forged sword. Whenever he created a new weapon, he always sought Father's opinion before mass-producing it.

The two of them were so seriously examining the sword that I waited at a slight distance.

The man who wields a sword best in the world and the man who forges a sword best in the world shared their opinions. Could there be a more moving scene in this smithy?

If a newly forged sword like this was approved, it would be mass-produced to replace the swords of our Cult's martial artists. The smithy usually improves its swords about once every five to ten years. These improved swords are distributed to all our martial artists. Though they can use other swords, most use the ones from our smithy. The quality is just that good.

Just then, Father turned this way. Our eyes met. A short, simple, yet welcome greeting passed between our gazes, a silent exchange of 'You're here?' and 'Yes, I've returned.'

I greeted Father in a loud, resonant voice.

"Have you been well in my absence? Your son has completed his important mission in the Central Plains and has returned."

Father replied, "Important mission? I heard you went to slack off with the Fist Demon."

"I have no idea who could be spreading such disgraceful rumors."

Of course, it was me. Whenever I left for the Central Plains, I sent news of myself through the All-Knowing Hall. I had to cooperate with them to ensure their active help later.

Chief Gwak looked at us with a slightly surprised expression. The sight of Father and me conversing so comfortably must have been unexpected.

"Come here and look at the new sword."

I examined the sword Father handed me. After inspecting it closely, I shared my thoughts.

"It's a bit lighter than the previous sword, and the length is just a little longer."

A look of admiration flickered in Gwak's eyes. "It's a subtle difference, but you noticed."

"Of course. I've trained so much with the swords you've made, Elder."

"What do you think of it?"

"Lately, I've been doing more fist-fighting than swordsmanship, so I honestly don't know."

I laughed it off. I could have made a suggestion if I wanted to, but with Father present, there was no need.

Father conveyed his thoughts to Chief Gwak.

"I think it would be good if it were just a little lighter. The current length is perfect."

"I understand, Cult Leader."

Father's thoughts were the same as mine. He then pointed out something I had not even considered.

"Make the grain on the sword's hilt a little finer. It seems more slippery than before."

"I understand, Cult Leader."

"You've worked hard."

"I will contact you again when it's complete."

Father left the smithy. I bid farewell to Chief Gwak and followed him out. The men standing along Father's path all stopped their work and bowed. Their respect and fear for Father were like the scorching fire they handled.

"When did you arrive?" Father asked.

"I just got here."

"Where is the Fist Demon?"

"He'll arrive in about seven and a half minutes."

"Didn't you come together?"

"He suggested we have a movement arts race at the last minute."

After a brief pause, I spoke to Father.

"Um, I've become the Fist Demon's disciple."

Father's steps paused for a moment. I had told him about this in advance and even received his permission, but I felt tense for some reason.

I wonder what Father is truly feeling.

Is he displeased? Or indifferent? Or does he think it's a good thing?

No matter how hard I tried, it was truly difficult to know Father's heart. This matter certainly held some meaning for him, but he showed no emotion about it whatsoever.

"What about the fist techniques?"

"I've been taught the Thunder Arhat Fist up to the sixth fist."

"It seems that man still doesn't know how mischievous you are. He should have taught you the last two fists only after seeing how you progressed."

"Father. Martial arts are lost to history because Masters get needlessly petty like that."

We walked across the Grand Training Ground toward the Heavenly Demon Hall. Passing cult members bowed to Father.

"Father. I have a favor to ask. It's very important."

We stopped in the middle of the Grand Training Ground. I wanted to speak to him here in this open space, not in the Heavenly Demon Hall. This was a matter of the Central Plains, something outside our Cult.

"I want to kill Yayul Han of the Evil Alliance. Please grant me your permission."

He could have roared at me.

Instead, his signature sneer formed on his lips.

"Absolutely not!"

He even added 'absolutely' before 'not'. With that firm refusal, Father turned and walked away.

"I'm going to start working to get your permission now. That's what I wanted to tell you."

Father just walked away without a word. His back seemed to say it for him. That no matter what I did, he would not give his permission.

I had declared war on Father. From now on, I had to find a way to persuade him. Getting his permission would perhaps be even more difficult than killing Yayul Han.

In any case, watching Father's back as he walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall, I felt like I had truly returned to the cult.

"Ah! It's good to be home!"

I had returned to my delightful home, where giant demon statues brandished swords and daos from all directions.


Chapter 206: The People Who Refused

After meeting Father, I went straight to the physician's clinic.

He was treating a critically ill patient. The patient must have been severely injured, because the entire area was a sea of blood. The first scent of my return was iron from the smithy, followed by the smell of blood.

I asked, "Is there anything I can do to help?"

"It's fine."

I stood back and watched the physician work. Covered in blood, he did everything in his power to save the patient's life.

People who reached the pinnacle of their field, like Chief Gwak of the smithy or the physician, felt similar. The physician's effort, concentration, and absolute will to save a life resembled Chief Gwak's determination to forge a good sword.

The treatment had been like a war. When it finally ended, the physician walked over to me.

"Have you been waiting long?"

"Not at all. Is it really okay for me to witness the miracle of a dying person being brought back to life for free?"

"He was going to live anyway."

How can that be, when he worked so hard to save him? The patient's life was saved by the luck of having him as his physician.

The physician washed his hands and face with water from a basin in the corner. Seeing his skinny arms, I felt a pang of sympathy.

"I haven't been able to visit often, using being busy as an excuse. I apologize."

"No, it's fine. Seeing you once in a while like this is enough. I've been hearing news of you. Thank you for making me think, 'I made the right choice,' every time."

"It's all thanks to you."

"Are your eyes okay?"

"There are no problems at all. The only issue is that I can see too well."

"That's a relief."

The moment I decided to kill Yayul Han, I wanted to see the physician.

I also came to see the physician to muster up my courage after hearing Father's 'absolutely not'. If I had my way, I'd tell him right now that I plan to kill Yayul Han, but I have to get Father's permission first.

"Since you've come all this way, have a cup of tea before you go."

"I'd like that."

I chatted with the physician about various things. I planned to tell him everything that had happened, but another patient arrived, so I had to get up.

"I'll visit again."

"You're busy, there's no need."

I will definitely be back soon.


The next person I visited was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat in his yard, leaning against his Blood Heaven giant dao, which was planted in the ground. He circulated his qi, and the heat from his training lingered in the air. While I was slacking off with the Fist Demon, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not stopped his training.

"Elder! I've returned."

I greeted him excitedly, as if returning in glory, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon received my greeting nonchalantly, as if he had just seen me yesterday.

"If you've returned from a long journey, you should be resting. Why did you come here?"

"What do you mean, why? I might not greet others, but I have to pay my respects to you, Elder, and I have something to report."

"What report?"

I sat down facing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I've become the Fist Demon's disciple."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at me but said nothing.

"What's with this dry reaction?"

"What kind of reaction were you expecting?"

"'You became a disciple without my permission?' and getting angry. Or, 'If you were going to become a disciple, you should have become mine,' and getting jealous."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then said something unexpected.

"Other than the Fist Demon, no Demon Supreme would take you as a disciple."

"What do you mean by that?"

"In terms of personality."

"What about you, Elder?"

"I like disciples like Daeryong. A disciple I can teach by working him to the bone."

"Ah! Poor Detective Seo."

"That's the price for recklessly grabbing another man's pant leg."

He said this because their master-disciple relationship began at the Alluring Inn, where a drunk Seo Daeryong had grabbed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's pant leg.

Of course, I knew. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon talked like that, but he cared a lot for Seo Daeryong. If he did not, he would not have chosen him as the next Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"If I took you as a disciple, I'd get an ulcer in less than a month."

"I can't deny that."

"On the other hand, the Fist Demon wouldn't get an ulcer."

"Why is that?"

"Because he's not the type of person who thinks about working someone to the bone in the first place. If the Cult Leader and I are fire, he is water."

I thought the Fist Demon was fire, like Father, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sees him as water. Perhaps he's right. Maybe that's why they get along so well with Father, because they're fire and water.

"To be honest, I was worried you would be disappointed, Elder."

"Worried this narrow-minded old man would get sulky?"

"Narrow-minded? Not at all. It's just that your affection for me is deep."

"In the past, I would have been. The me before I met you would have definitely been disappointed."

"And now?"

"Now, I've changed. Because of you."

"Because of me?"

"You're the one who made it so that a narrow-minded old man like that couldn't walk with you, yet you ask such a thing?"

"......!"

I never dreamed he thought this way.

"After forming a bond with you, I began to reflect on myself. You constantly stimulated me. At first, you were irritating. Later, you were surprising, and now, you are moving me."

"Is your training also a part of that?"

"Yes. I have a premonition that if I just strut around, relying on my existing skills, I'll be swept away by the storm. You have already begun your ascension."

When I first met him, he told me that an ascending dragon brings a storm. He had spoken metaphorically, but those words had now become reality.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with an intense gaze. I did not joke around like before, calling myself a slippery loach.

He's right. If we just wander around, trusting in the skills we possess, we'll all die.

That was why I had to keep moving forward.

"I will use the first of the thirty-three favors I can ask of you."

At my words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon blinked and asked, "Thirty-three favors? Was there such an agreement between us?"

"Of course not. I just feel like I'll need your help thirty-three times in my life, Elder. I decided on it arbitrarily."

"By whose authority?"

"You can't even catch a cold until you've granted all thirty-three favors. Do you understand?"

My stubbornness also contained my wish for him to live a long life, so the Blood Heaven Blade Demon just laughed shortly, as if he found me hopeless.

"What is the favor?"

"Please persuade Father."

"The Cult Leader? How?"

"I want to get his permission to eliminate Yayul Han of the Evil Alliance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not surprised. He was so calm it made me wonder if it was okay for him not to be surprised.

"Why aren't you surprised?"

"Because you're a madman, so I figured you were capable of pulling something like this."

"Not the storm of an ascending dragon?"

"No. This is just madness."

"Please let me commit this act of madness just once."

"Let me at least ask the reason. Why are you trying to kill him?"

I told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon how Yayul Han used his subordinate, the Golden Pig Jisaeng Miracle Deity Loan, to lead the young people of the murim to ruin.

I can't tell him about the physician's revenge. It's a deeply personal matter.

"For a reason like that, the Cult Leader will not give his permission."

"That's why I'm asking you, Elder."

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "If you get permission... are you confident you can kill him?"

"I'll have to try."

"He's one thing, but the martial arts of the subordinates protecting him are also formidable. On top of that, if things go wrong, it could escalate into a war between our Cult and the Evil Alliance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was also worried about a war.

"Is it worth taking such a risk?"

"Young people who have just stepped out into the world are being deceived by those weathered scoundrels, forced to commit all sorts of evil deeds, and in the end, they die as cannon fodder or take their own lives. You ask if it's worth it? Yes, it is worth it."

Even without my promise to the physician, Yayul Han's evil deeds would continue.

In my life before regression, I was too busy searching for ingredients for the Great Art to pay much attention to the Evil Alliance. Even then, however, I consistently heard rumors about the evil deeds of Yayul Han's subordinates.

If fate has placed me before him now, I believe it's right to deal with him.

"Why was someone like you born in our Cult? And not as the son of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"It was probably so I wouldn't have to fight you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed lightly.

"There is someone in the Evil Alliance who will help me."

"......"

"It's the heir of the Evil Alliance, Bi Sayin."

Bi Sayin will surely help me, if only to repay our past debt and grudge. He'll be an excellent ally.

After contemplating for a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said the same thing as the Fist Demon.

"To change the Cult Leader's mind, all eight of the Demon Supremes will have to step forward. If you can demonstrate that much influence, the Cult Leader will have a reason to bend his own will."

My heart grew heavy. This was the opinion of the two people who knew Father best.

"The Eight Demon Supremes will be difficult. The Demonic Buddha and the Poison King support my brother, so they won't help."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled his dao from the ground.

"I wonder, will they be the only two who refuse?"

He went inside his house and added, "Your real relationships might just be starting now."


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's prediction was right.

The Flower Sword Supreme refused flatly. Her refusal was as clean as her swordsmanship.

"That won't do."

Her reason for refusing was also clean.

"Second Young Lord, I'm telling you this honestly because it's you. I don't want to fall out of favor with the Cult Leader over something like this."

I could understand. Since her youth, her respect for Father had been higher than anyone else's. She did not want to ask for something Father would never permit.

"I understand, Senior."

Honestly, I somewhat expected the Flower Sword Supreme to refuse. I feel more distant from her than the other Demon Supremes. We never had a chance to form a deep relationship outside of our duel.

"Are you disappointed?"

If I answer too stiffly, I'll truly disappoint her.

"Yes, I'm disappointed. This is too much!"

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled.

"You'll have to understand."

Only then did I manage a half-joking, half-serious smile.

"I understand. Father isn't an ordinary person, is he? I know how great the pressure must be, Senior."

"Thank you for understanding."

"I'm sorry, but this might not be the end of it. I may come to persuade you again."

"I suppose so."

However, it was not easy to get permission even from someone I considered a step closer than her.

Next, I visited the Drunken Demon. When I asked him to persuade Father, he suddenly pretended to be drunk.

"Ah! I'm suddenly feeling drunk."

The Drunken Demon slammed his head on the table and pretended to sleep.

As I drank my alcohol in silence, he spoke while still facedown.

"I'll grant any other favor. What do you need? If you want me to buy you drinks for life, I'll buy them. Need money? Should I go to the Valley of Evil and beat those guys up again?"

"Forget it. Just persuade Father."

At that, the Drunken Demon shot up from the table and jumped into the lake with a SPLASH.

The Drunken Demon swam frantically across the lake like a madman, then climbed back into the pavilion. He sat in his original spot, dripping water, and spoke with a tragic expression.

"I'd rather quit drinking."

The Drunken Demon vowed to quit drinking. I could not help but laugh hollowly.

"Is it that hard for you?"

"If I go to him, what do you think the Cult Leader will think? 'Look at this bastard. He knows full well I'm against it, yet he comes to persuade me?' The Cult Leader already dislikes me as it is."

"Why does Father dislike you, hyung?"

"He does. The Cult Leader hates drunkards, and he hates guys who use poison. The Cult Leader is a man of clear likes and dislikes. I can't do it! I absolutely can't! I'm sorry, little brother."

I did not press him any further.

It's one thing if it were another matter, but how can I not understand when it's about Father? Even if that wasn't the reason, you can't force someone to do something they don't want to do.

"If you're sorry, then no drinking for ten days starting today!"

"I'll quit drinking! I'm sorry!"

"Why are you sorry, hyung? I'm the one who should be sorry for pushing you with an unreasonable request."

"Our relationship can't turn sour over this!"

"Hyung, our relationship won't turn sour because I asked a favor, or because you refused it."

"Then why would it?"

"When we're not honest. You could have just said, 'I can't do it for this reason,' and that would be fine, but imagine if you had agreed just to please me. Trying to do something you don't want to would lead to irritation and anger. Eventually, you'd even come to hate me, wouldn't you?"

The Drunken Demon nodded with an expression that said he would have.

"You did the right thing by refusing, hyung. I'm going to ask you for a lot of favors in the future. 'Help me beat someone up,' 'I'm lonely, drink with me,' 'I need to persuade that person, help me.' You have to be honest like this then, too. You can't ever think, 'I refused last time, so I have to force myself to do it this time!' That's when our relationship will fall apart, understand?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me quietly, then said, "Starting today, you be the hyung. I'm serious."

"No, thank you. What are you saying to your little brother who lives for the fun of teasing his hyung? Hyung-nim!"

"Aigoo, I'm such a shameful hyung."

"It's one thing for other matters, but being afraid of Father is nothing to be ashamed of. I'm leaving. I'll probably be back about this again. See you then."

With that, I left the Drunken Demon's residence.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right. Persuading the Demon Supremes might be even harder than persuading Father.

So all eight of them have to talk to him for Father to give his permission? A sigh escaped me, but this was no time for despair. I had to find a way.

The next place I headed was to my fighting comrade. I was curious about his reaction.


Chapter 207: I Intend to Respond to His Courtesy

When I entered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room, I saw a long line drawn on one wall.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon faced the opposite wall, his back to the line.

"I definitely like the color of this wall better," I joked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. My gaze met his through the eyeholes of his mask. I saw a flicker of gladness in those holes.

I only communicated with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon through his eyes, but we shared a connection deeper than anyone else.

"Your mask changed," I noted.

"As expected, the Second Young Lord noticed right away."

The reason for the change was unexpected.

"Green Mask brought several masks he had made. He gave them to me and said he wanted to live a new life now. He said he was going to his pretty heart."

Green Mask had finally accepted the position of the Ghost Shadow Squad's First Division Leader.

"So, did you cut off Green Mask's arm?" I asked. He had once sworn he would not let Green Mask go without at least cutting off an arm.

"I didn't cut it."

"Why not?"

"Didn't he ask me to be sure to tell the Second Young Lord before cutting it? But since the Second Young Lord was away from the cult, I couldn't cut it."

How could that be the reason? He had let Green Mask go to live the life he wanted.

Well done, my Smiling Demon. If things had continued like this, Green Mask would have lived an unhappy life until he grew old, never becoming a Demon Supreme.

"That's admirable."

"Do you really think so?"

"Yes. You're truly admirable."

"Now that I've received such a compliment, I suppose I won't be able to cut off his arm in the future."

His eyes smiled through the mask's holes. In his relationship with me, he was not the extreme evil, but the Smiling Demon.

"I heard the news that you left the cult with the Fist Demon."

"I went out to slack off, but I came back as the Fist Demon's disciple."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot up from his seat.

"You must be better at fighting now!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had no interest in my Master being the Fist Demon. He was excited that I had become stronger.

"Yes, I've gotten a little stronger!"

The one I could say such things to most comfortably was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Our relationship was like Father's and the Fist Demon's when they were young.

"Smiling Demon, I have a favor to ask."

I trembled inside.

How would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon receive my request?

"I want to kill Yayul Han of the Evil Alliance. To do that, I need Father's permission. Please persuade Father."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered without hesitation.

"I will."

He asked nothing. Not why I had to kill Yayul Han, nor how I would do it.

My heart surged at his attitude. He would have granted any request I made.

He was the only person in this world who would grant my request simply because it was mine.

I was happy. This pure joy was a feeling I had not experienced in a very long time. I was so happy I felt the urge to jump up and down.

"Thank you so much."

Even while understanding the other Demon Supremes' refusals, a part of my heart must have been disappointed. I knew this because of how good I felt now.

I didn't know you would accept so easily.

I was about to say those words but stopped. It felt like no words could possibly express my gratitude to him.

Instead, I conveyed my gratitude in a different way.

"If I get permission for this, please help me then."

Smiling Demon, let's go. Let's go fight magnificently together again. That is all I can do for you, and... thank you so much.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon saw my fervent gaze and laughed pleasantly.

"Very well."

The more dangerous our fight, the more his blood would boil.

"Who has agreed so far?" he asked.

"The only one who has said he will definitely persuade Father is the Smiling Demon."

"Am I number one?"

"That's right. The Smiling Demon is the first."

Neither the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nor the Fist Demon had directly said they would persuade him. Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would step up. The Fist Demon would step up as well. Right now, three Demon Supremes would definitely help.

"I feel good for some reason," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

"Thank you for being my first."

I looked at the long line drawn on the opposite wall. The Smiling Demon's gaze followed mine.

I hope that wall stays for a long time.

I did not say this either. Even without words, he would feel the same way.

Later, when I become the Heavenly Demon, I plan to take that wall and hang it in the Heavenly Demon Hall.


I found the Fist Demon standing at the bottom of a cliff.

I stood next to him.

I wonder if this cliff looks different to him now that he's back from his journey.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said he would step up for me," I said.

The Fist Demon looked at me with a surprised expression.

"The Smiling Demon? That man?"

The Fist Demon seemed to find it unexpected that it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and not someone else.

"Are you two close?"

"We are."

"He's not an easy person to get close to."

"If we're going by that, are you an easy person, Master?" I asked, looking up at the cliff. "You're someone who's trying to bring this cliff down in one blow."

The Fist Demon's gaze followed mine to the cliff. The wall we saw now was not this cliff. It was a wall higher and harder than this one.

"The Cult Leader won't permit this. Saving those young kids might be important to you, but to the Cult Leader, it's not important at all. To be honest, it's the same for me. It's probably the same for the other Demon Supremes too."

I understood Father and the Demon Supremes. They were always like that. Even now, they had changed so much you could say they were different people.

Nevertheless, I strive for change because I believe that if we change, the martial arts will change, and our destiny will change. If I just let everything pass by like in my past life...

Because they are not important to me. Because it has nothing to do with me. If I live a life letting everything pass by like I did before my regression... I feel like I will be swept away again by Hwa Mugi, who appeared like destiny.

Master, you cannot bring down this cliff unless you yourself change.

"As we discussed on the snowy mountain, the Cult Leader dreams of unifying the murim," the Fist Demon said. "If you kill Yayul Han, it will create a variable in the grand picture the Cult Leader is painting. There's no way the Cult Leader will permit it easily."

"Then I must create even more variables. Because I am determined to stop Father's unification of the murim at all costs."

I was resolute. The Fist Demon silently gazed at my stubbornness.

"Will you persuade Father, Master?"

The Fist Demon sank into his final deliberation.

Why would the Fist Demon not want to avoid clashing with Father? No, because he is the Fist Demon, that feeling would be the strongest.

Finally, the Fist Demon nodded.

"I will."

"Thank you, Master."

This is why. This is why I made you my Master. Because you are a man who does not back down, no matter how difficult it gets.

I had not heard an answer from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but I would not go to confirm it again. I was certain that he would definitely help me.

And my certainty was correct. The first person to see Father was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


Walking the path of blood, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stopped below the grand throne.

"It has been a long time."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's polite greeting, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin spoke.

"Are you the one to fire the first shot?"

Geom Woojin had already guessed why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come.

"What can I do? A young man wants to try something big, so an old man like me should at least help out."

"If a young punk is about to cause reckless trouble, shouldn't we old folks stop him?"

"That's right. Thinking back to when we were young, those were truly immature times, but then again, wasn't that also the most passionate time we ever had?"

"Do you have no passion now?"

"If these burnt-out embers can be called passion, then yes, I have some."

Though the words were exchanged calmly, the Heavenly Demon Hall filled with a tense energy.

Geom Woojin rose from the grand throne and slowly descended the stairs.

"Shall we take a walk?"

"Very well."

Geom Woojin walked the path of blood with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and exited the Heavenly Demon Hall. The two of them walked together in the courtyard.

"He made his request in the middle of the grand training grounds over there. Asking for permission to kill Yayul Han. It wasn't a request, it was a declaration."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked in a more relaxed tone, "Children are a pain, aren't they?"

A smile that he never showed to Geom Mugeuk formed on Geom Woojin's lips.

"You should experience it too. It's a shame."

"That's the one area where I'm happier than you, Cult Leader. Please don't say such things, even as a joke."

There was a time when the two of them conversed more comfortably than this. If he had known time would pass so quickly, he would have spent more time with the Cult Leader. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt a renewed sense of regret. What on earth had he spent all that time doing?

"I don't know about the other Demon Supremes, but I never thought you would fall for the boy like this. What exactly do you like about him that made you switch sides?"

"I've thought about that several times myself, but I have nothing to say other than this. Your son has a strange charm."

"A strange charm, you say."

This time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke.

"Haven't you felt it? I think you must have felt it too, Cult Leader."

"I called that a cheap sentimentality, perfect for getting oneself killed."

Geom Woojin did not go so far as to say that his description of 'cheap sentimentality' had changed to 'naive sentimentality'.

"I've fallen completely for that cheap sentimentality."

A faint smile also formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. Although he had come on a sensitive and important matter, this conversation after such a long time felt good.

"Cult Leader, please just give in this once."

At the casually tossed remark, Geom Woojin firmly shook his head.

"In the future, when Bi Sayin takes the seat of the Evil Alliance Chairman, Yayul Han will become a lingering source of trouble for the Evil Alliance. The current Evil Alliance Chairman might deal with Yayul Han before he dies. There's no reason for us to eliminate him."

"Instead, Bi Sayin will be greatly indebted to the Second Young Lord because of this. There will be gains to match the losses."

"The people of the unorthodox sects only hold onto grudges for a long time. They are not the type to remember favors."

"But the Second Young Lord will remember that his father made a great concession for him."

Geom Woojin clasped his hands behind his back and silently looked over the grounds of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not push any further. He had said all he needed to say.

Just then, a person appeared.

It was the Fist Demon, who had been on his way to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Are you planning to take me on in succession?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed and replied to Geom Woojin's joke.

"I wonder why that big fist switched sides."

In the meantime, the Fist Demon approached them.

"Have you been well?"

The Fist Demon politely greeted Geom Woojin, then also greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You came first."

"I thought you would come too, Fist Demon. Oh, and congratulations on taking the Second Young Lord as your disciple."

Then Geom Woojin interjected.

"Is that something to congratulate? It's something to offer condolences for."

The Fist Demon's gaze met Geom Woojin's in mid-air. It was a look filled with a deep trust that only the two of them could feel. That was why this situation was difficult for the Fist Demon. Fortunately, with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon present, the atmosphere did not become too serious.

"I have a rough idea of why you've come, so let's see your joint attack."

"I don't know if a joint attack is a wise choice. Because you're someone who gets stronger the stronger your opponent is."

With an expression that said, 'And you know that!', Geom Woojin asked the Fist Demon.

"Why did you switch over to the boy's side?"

"I guess I lost my mind while slacking off for the first time in my life."

Geom Woojin was not satisfied with that answer.

"Tell me the real reason."

The Fist Demon was lost in thought for a moment before revealing his honest feelings. It was an unexpected answer.

"I suppose I've been lonely all this time."

"!"

Both Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon were startled. They truly never expected to hear the word 'lonely' come from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"On our way here, we had a movement arts bet at the end. He was so fast I couldn't catch up. As I was trudging along by myself, do you know what I thought? I was bored. For the first time in my life, I felt the emotion of boredom."

The Fist Demon looked at Geom Woojin and added, "I suppose that's why I switched sides."

The gazes of the Fist Demon and Geom Woojin locked in mid-air. The Fist Demon carefully said what he had been thinking the entire way here.

"He is my first disciple, and as his master, I wanted to be of help, so I have come to commit this rudeness. I apologize, Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon bowed deeply in apology. His loyalty to the Heavenly Demon was incomparable to any other Demon Supreme, so Geom Woojin did not reprimand him at all.

Just then, Geom Woojin's gaze went over the Fist Demon's shoulder.

"I can somehow understand you two, but that man over there... I can't understand him at all."

A man was walking toward them. Wearing a white mask, it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon politely greeted the Heavenly Demon, then also exchanged greetings with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon.

And then he said something unexpected.

"I was number one, but it seems you two cut in line."

It was already incomprehensible that he had stepped forward, and now a joke like this?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke, representing the feelings of the three people who were already there.

"I guess getting involved with the Second Young Lord makes everyone go crazy like this."

Geom Woojin asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "What on earth is your reason?"

The moment he heard that question, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recalled the moment when the boy had supported his slipping mask. That was all it took.

If anyone else had asked, he would not have answered, but because it was Geom Woojin's question, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied.

"The Second Young Lord is a person who knows courtesy."

At those words, not only Geom Woojin, but also the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon were startled. The word 'courtesy' coming from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mouth? Since when did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon care about courtesy?

The three of them could feel it. The courtesy the extreme evil spoke of was not general etiquette, but contained a more fundamental meaning. It was courtesy toward a person.

"I intend to respond to the courtesy the Second Young Lord has shown me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned around and took off his mask. Then, after putting on a new mask he had brought from his robes, he slowly turned back.

It was not the pure white mask he had worn until now. It was a gruesome mask of a smiling evil spirit. The red-painted eyes were torn long like a ghost's, and the crimson mouth was also smiling up to his ears. This mask was the Undying Ghost Mask, which the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore when going to war.

"Please grant the Second Young Lord's request."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had come here with the mindset of going to a battlefield. He was prepared for the Heavenly Demon's wrath and did not shrink from the possibility of falling out of favor. He had come here today prepared to die.

As if to say this much was necessary to persuade the Cult Leader, the two eyes behind the mask were shining more intensely than ever before.

"This is the first and last request I will ever make."


Chapter 208: The Sword Supreme Said She Wouldn't Come

A heavy silence fell.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon played his strongest card by calling it his last request.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't expected the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to make such a move. The mood was now too serious for jokes.

The Fist Demon's heart pounded, and he unknowingly clenched his fists. He felt like he was standing with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on the battlefield the man had just created.

Geom Woojin stared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon without a word.

The air grew cold. Geom Woojin's pressure, heavy as a mountain, crushed down. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon felt a suffocating tightness, his body aching as if being torn apart. He felt like he was falling into a pit lined with sharp blades.

Feeling the pain, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon closed his eyes and saw a vision. He stood on a battlefield where blood flowed like a stream and shouts echoed all around. Flames soared and hidden weapons flew everywhere. In the middle of it all stood the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The person before him was not Geom Woojin, but Geom Mugeuk. With his mask pushed up, Geom Mugeuk looked at him and spoke. The words were inaudible, but he could read his lips.

I want to see more of the Smiling Demon's world.

The moment Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and pulled his mask down, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returned to reality.

Geom Woojin now stood where Geom Mugeuk had been.

Their eyes met. At the same time, the immense pressure crushing him began to slowly disappear.

Geom Woojin said sternly, "I can tolerate seeing your back while you wear the Undying Ghost Mask, but don't look at me with that mask on."

The Undying Ghost Mask was worn for the battlefield. It was the Heavenly Demon's solemn warning to never point a blade at him under any circumstances.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed his head.

"Please forgive me, Cult Leader."

Though Geom Woojin had warned him sternly, his expression showed no displeasure. Forgiveness was already written on his face. He would overlook it this one time.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon could feel it. This incident had actually made Geom Woojin look favorably upon the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. His manliness had pleased him. That was precisely the kind of person the Heavenly Demon liked.

As if to prove it, Geom Woojin added a word.

"What will you do if you have another favor later in life, calling this your last request?"

"Even if I have a favor to ask, I will endure it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had given up the opportunity that would be granted to him.

"I will only accept it as your first request."

It was Geom Woojin's consideration, a promise to grant his next request as well. Though it was a rude act, Geom Woojin embraced the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with great magnanimity.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed his head, his eyes filled with emotion.

"Thank you."

He turned around again, took off the Undying Ghost Mask, and put his original white mask back on.

To the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, that blank white mask now felt more terrifying than the demon-painted Undying Ghost Mask.

Just then, two more people appeared. Surprisingly, they were the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Drunken Demon was completely drunk.

"We greet the Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon and the Sword Supreme stood side by side and greeted the Cult Leader.

"It would be proper to see you after sobering up, but I didn't have the confidence to face you sober, so I had a drink. Please forgive me."

The Drunken Demon immediately looked out for the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Ah, the Sword Supreme said she wouldn't come, but I dragged her here by force."

This was the Drunken Demon's friendship. He wanted to prevent her from being the only one who didn't help Geom Mugeuk, without straining her relationship with the Heavenly Demon. There was a clear difference between coming here and not coming.

Although she had followed him, the Flower Sword Supreme felt troubled. Her head screamed, You absolutely shouldn't come! but her heart worried, Is it okay for me to be the only one left out?

To her, the Heavenly Demon was always a difficult and respectable person, but the three Demon Supremes who had arrived earlier now caught her eye.

Why did they all accept Geom Mugeuk's request? Aren't they afraid of the Cult Leader's fiery wrath?

She felt a pang of disappointment, wondering if there was a relationship she didn't know about. At the same time, she wondered if she was being too selfish. Even looking at the Drunken Demon now, she honestly couldn't understand why he was struggling so much.

Geom Woojin asked the Drunken Demon, "Did you also come because of Mugeuk?"

The Drunken Demon had told Geom Mugeuk that the Cult Leader disliked him, but Geom Woojin showed no sign of it.

The Drunken Demon spoke as if to excuse his late arrival.

"I refused the Second Young Lord's request to persuade you, Cult Leader."

"Then why did you come?"

"I came because I was ashamed. I was the one who first pestered him to become sworn brothers, yet I was ashamed of myself for backing down when he actually needed help."

The Drunken Demon's voice trembled. Considering how talkative and good at joking he usually was, it was clear how nervous he was now.

Geom Woojin did not ask the Drunken Demon why he had fallen for Geom Mugeuk. Did he really dislike him?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked instead.

"How did you end up falling for the Second Young Lord? We've all spoken, so you should speak too."

The Drunken Demon glanced at Geom Woojin before speaking cautiously.

"The Second Young Lord makes me drunk. When I see him, I think of alcohol. It's fun to drink with him, and when he's not around, I miss him and drink again. To be honest, there have been several people like that in my life. However, the Second Young Lord has something else special about him."

"What is that?"

"While making me drunk, he also constantly sobers me up. Just like when I'm standing before you now, Cult Leader. He gets me drunk, then sobers me up. Then gets me drunk again. The Second Young Lord is the only one who does both of these things at the same time."

The Demon Supremes quietly listened, each recalling their own Geom Mugeuk.

Just then, Geom Woojin abruptly asked, "If he's so special, why did you refuse Mugeuk's request?"

"I'm sorry, but may I answer after having a drink?"

It was a rude request, but one only the Drunken Demon could make.

When Geom Woojin nodded, the Drunken Demon chugged the alcohol from his waist. As the liquor went down, life returned to his eyes.

The Drunken Demon stared intently at Geom Woojin and said, "It's because of you, Cult Leader."

Tension began to fill the air again.

"Because of me?"

"Yes, because of you, Cult Leader, I became a worthless older brother who couldn't even look after his younger brother."

"Why is it because of me?"

"Because my desire for you not to dislike me was greater, Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon thought that if he didn't say it today, he never could. He had wanted to say it to the Cult Leader just once. Why do you hate me so much? Please don't hate me like that.

"Did you think I disliked you?"

"Do you not?"

The atmosphere grew increasingly tense.

The Flower Sword Supreme's telepathy flew to the Drunken Demon.

[Are you crazy? Stop it!]

The Drunken Demon glanced at her.

[If I don't say it now, I'll regret it on my deathbed.]

The Drunken Demon took out his alcohol again and drank deeply. Then, he brought up a story he had never told anyone.

"I tried hard to look good to you, Cult Leader! But you never once acknowledged me!"

He never thought he would say it in front of the other Demon Supremes, but emotions always burst out at moments like this. Or perhaps he wanted someone to listen to his feelings.

Geom Woojin said nothing.

"Shut up! You drunkard!"

The Flower Sword Supreme shouted. Just as the Drunken Demon had looked out for her, she was now the only one looking out for the Drunken Demon.

"You drunkard! Why did you come here? Did you come to whine about your pathetic life? You said you had to step up for your younger brother, didn't you? That you would step up even if it meant being hated by the Cult Leader and getting kicked out? You said I had to be here too? That it was the only way you'd have something to say to the Second Young Lord later? So what is this? Why are you having a drunken tantrum instead of saying what you need to say? In front of whom, do you dare!"

She was not normally a person who got this angry, nor did she talk this much. However, she deliberately acted angrier, hoping it would somehow appease Geom Woojin's wrath.

Whether he knew her heart or not, the Drunken Demon yelled back.

"Seeing the Cult Leader's face, I forgot everything! What are you going to do about it!"

"Don't pretend to be drunk! You're still a long way from being truly drunk!"

At that, the Drunken Demon flinched.

"You drunkard! Even I would dislike you. Babbling on, borrowing courage from alcohol. Why does he hate you? Because you do hateful things, that's why."

"Yeah, you're so great! Our lofty Sword Supreme! You're just so high and mighty! As for me, I'm already on his bad side, so it's fine, it's fine!"

Just then, Geom Woojin spoke abruptly.

"I do not dislike you."

A moment of silence fell. Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Woojin.

"I disliked your Master."

The Drunken Demon was stunned. It was the first time he had heard such a thing. Even his master had never said anything of the sort.

Geom Woojin said nothing more. He didn't scold the Drunken Demon for his rudeness, nor did he apologize for the misunderstanding. He also didn't say why he disliked his master.

The Drunken Demon stared at Geom Woojin and asked, "Did you truly not have even a shred of dislike for me?"

"I did not."

A wall that had been blocking the Drunken Demon's heart crumbled down. A ray of light streamed in from beyond the collapse.

"If I had known this, I would have thrown a drunken tantrum sooner."

As if he had never been throwing a tantrum, the Drunken Demon was calm and serious.

"Not even knowing this was the reason... On days I came back from seeing you, Cult Leader, I would drink too much. Why does he look at me so coldly? What mistake did I make? I couldn't sleep, lost in all sorts of thoughts."

The Drunken Demon could now look Geom Woojin in the face. Ever since he started thinking the Heavenly Demon disliked him, he hadn't been able to look at Geom Woojin properly.

"I apologize to you, Cult Leader, but the drunken fit I threw today will likely remain the best one of my life."

Geom Woojin asked, "So? Are you also going to ask for a favor regarding Mugeuk?"

The Drunken Demon answered resolutely.

"No. I will not ask for a favor."

Geom Woojin looked around at the five Demon Supremes.

Since he had become the Heavenly Demon, this was the first time five Demon Supremes had come to him because of one person.

"That boy is rewriting the history of our Cult."

Geom Woojin spoke into the empty air.

"Bring Mugeuk here."


When I arrived, Father and the five Demon Supremes were lined up, staring at me.

I thought they would try to persuade him individually, so I didn't expect all five to be in one place. Moreover, even the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who had refused, were there.

"Your son has come, answering your call."

Fortunately, Father's expression wasn't that bad. I made eye contact with each of the five Demon Supremes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave a slight nod, signaling that the situation was okay.

The Fist Demon conspicuously clenched his fist just for me. With that action, he conveyed what this place had felt like.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was smiling. From the relief in his eyes, I could tell he had just gone through a major ordeal.

The Drunken Demon was looking at Father. I could sense that another change had occurred in his life. Standing beside him, the Flower Sword Supreme smiled at me.

"The five people I like are all here!"

At that, the Drunken Demon, still looking at Father, said in a voice full of intoxication, "Why are you leaving out the Cult Leader? It's six."

"I was leaving you out, Hyung."

"...Ah."

The Drunken Demon took a drink. Seeing him drink so openly in front of Father, it seemed a real storm had indeed broken out. I could just hear about today's events from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Drunken Demon later.

I stood before Father. I was inwardly nervous about what the outcome would be.

It was at that moment.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly walked over and stood next to me. This single action told me what kind of display he had put on today.

His eyes behind the mask smiled at me.

I've done everything I can.

Thank you so much, Smiling Demon.

We exchanged feelings with our eyes.

Next, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed and stood beside me.

"I don't know what all this fuss is about in my old age."

"I'm sorry."

The next person to move was the Fist Demon.

"You're my first disciple, so I can't help it."

Three Demon Supremes came and stood on my side.

Their eyes, as they looked at Father, were filled with apology. They were not confronting Father. They were showing their will to protect me.

Just then, the Drunken Demon, who had been looking at Father, walked over to my side.

"Looking at Mugeuk, I just can't do it. I have to help too. By any chance, did you dislike my Master because he was fickle?"

Geom Woojin answered the Drunken Demon's question.

"It was the opposite. When he got drunk, he would never yield his stubbornness."

"Then that's a relief. I'm probably the most easily swayed among the Eight Demon Supremes."

"Isn't that a problem in its own right?"

"Then please tell the next Drunken Demon. That you disliked his master for being too easily swayed."

Before the Heavenly Demon, the Drunken Demon finally became at ease. He had to build enough trust to become the only person who could have a drunken tantrum in front of the Heavenly Demon. That was the path the Drunken Demon had to walk in his relationship with Father.

And I had a premonition that this change in relationship would change the person known as the Drunken Demon.

This time, the Drunken Demon looked at me and smiled.

"Wait until this worthless hyung becomes cool."

The Drunken Demon was speaking from the heart.

"If you promise to become less cool than me."

The Drunken Demon handed me his flask. A promise with the Drunken Demon is made with alcohol. I drank from it and returned it to the Drunken Demon. The Drunken Demon drank as well.

After drinking, the Drunken Demon walked over to the Flower Sword Supreme.

He took her hand and brought her over to this side.

"I believe the Cult Leader's decision is right."

"I know. Still, your place to stand today is here."

It was enough that her intentions had been conveyed to the Cult Leader.

Even in the midst of this, the Drunken Demon placed her next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and returned to his own spot.

And so, five Demon Supremes lined up to my left and right. When we struck the Valley of Evil, there were four, but now with the Fist Demon joining, there were five.

Father silently looked at me and the Demon Supremes. He didn't seem pleased or displeased. Then again, this was probably a first for him too.

That ridiculous sneer formed on Father's lips as he looked at me. Yes, in a situation like this, no smile was more fitting.

"Fine. Normally, I would have only permitted it if all eight Demon Supremes had come, but today, the extreme evil one did the work of three."

If the extreme evil one counted for three, that made seven in total.

"Bring just one more person before me, and I will permit this matter."

"Who is it?"

A name flowed from Father's lips. The very person I had not met even once since my return, the name of the final Demon Supreme.

"The Poison King."


Chapter 209: The Cult Leader Has No Intention of Losing That Bet

The person Father wanted was the Poison King.

The Demon Supremes' expressions hardened at the mention of the Poison King. They glanced at each other. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed, a sound only I could hear, which told me this task would not be easy.

Father seemed confident the Poison King would never step forward, just as the Demon Supremes' reactions suggested.

"Can you do it?"

"I will try."

Father looked at me with a provocative gaze.

Can you really pull this off? If you truly accomplish this, I will acknowledge you.

Father's gaze turned to the Demon Supremes.

His eyes held no emotion, yet I sensed subtle differences in that impassive gaze.

The way Father looked at the Fist Demon was different from how he looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and different still from how he looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

If only Father knew how much the Flower Sword Supreme respected him. It would be nice if he gave her even a slightly warmer look.

His final gaze rested on the Drunken Demon. With a calmer gaze than ever before, the Drunken Demon met Father's eyes.

After this silent exchange with the Demon Supremes, Father turned and walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The Demon Supremes and I bowed our heads in respect.

What is Father thinking right now? Will a day ever come when I can sit across from him and hear him openly share the feelings and thoughts he had at this moment?

Once Father left, I bowed my head to the Demon Supremes.

"Thank you so much."

The Flower Sword Supreme said, embarrassed.

"There's no need to thank me. I was dragged here by the Drunken Demon."

"Even that was a great help."

"What do you mean?"

"If all five of you had pushed him, Father, being only human, might have gotten very angry. However, since the Drunken Demon and the Sword Supreme Senior acted as a buffer, his heart must have softened."

The Drunken Demon fussed needlessly.

"I'm ruined. Acting like a drunk in front of the Cult Leader!"

At that, the Flower Sword Supreme snatched the liquor bottle from his waist and gulped down some alcohol.

"I'm the one who said too many useless things in front of the Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon took the bottle back and drank.

"It's because of this worthless friend."

"As long as you know."

I cut into their conversation.

"No, you all gathered because of me, so it's my fault."

I bowed respectfully to the Demon Supremes once more.

"I'll repay you for today's events for a long time to come. You can't imagine how reassured I feel having the five of you here. Thank you so much. Since we're all gathered today, let me just say one thing... Ah, wait! I'll make it short. I'm not that talkative. Let's all get together and plan a strategy to recruit the Poison King...."

The five Demon Supremes had already departed in five different directions without a single glance back.

"You're all too much!"

Since I did not have five bodies, I launched myself after one of them.


I chased after the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

He seemed pleased I had followed him, yet he acted needlessly grumpy.

"Why didn't you follow the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"To me, Elder is always the best."

"I thought extreme evil was the best for you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon recounted what had happened.

"Earlier, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon risked everything. The Cult Leader, myself, and the Fist Demon... none of us knew he would go that far."

I didn't know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had come on so strong. Lord Smiling Demon, I have received your response loud and clear.

"I should have been there."

"That's what made it even more amazing. The fact that he did it even without you there. You can't do something like that unless you genuinely care for someone."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was amazing in that moment. He had every right to be jealous of my relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, yet he relayed everything exactly as it happened, even calling it amazing. How could I not like this man?

"When on earth did you two get so close?"

"I'm not sure myself. We just sort of became friends."

"Friends? What's the age difference between you two?"

That is what I am saying. I am so much older. I have lived even longer than you, Elder.

"Isn't there such a thing as a friendship that transcends age?"

"This great friendship is making me thirsty. Go get some tea."

I brought the teapot from the bedside table and poured a cup for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The sight of his still-gaunt arm pained my heart.

"Have you been eating well lately?"

"Why the sudden talk about meals?"

"To me, Elder's health is the most important thing. What does the Poison King matter, and what does some silly permission matter?"

"Such insincere words."

Still, he seemed pleased. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank his tea with a faint smile.

"You were the first one to go to Father today, weren't you?"

"That's just because I'm impatient. Don't read any meaning into me going first."

"I will read meaning into it. The Elder who rushed to Father first for my sake!"

"Alright, honestly, I was planning to boast a little about being the first one there, but today, I was completely defeated by that masked fellow."

It seemed that masked fellow had moved the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart today.

"Even so, it seems like everyone's efforts were in vain."

He sighed when he brought up the Poison King. The other Demon Supremes' expressions had reflected a similar sentiment.

"Is it that difficult to bring him in?"

"It would've been easier if he had said to bring all of the Eight Demon Supremes instead. We could have held a Demon Supreme assembly and pushed for it politically. However, by specifically naming the Poison King, he prevented that from happening. The Cult Leader... he's surprisingly clever."

"Do you know anything about the Poison King?"

"I have no personal connection with him. From what I've seen, he's a man with a firm world of his own, and he's very prideful. He's crazy about poison. That's all I know."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's worry was not about those personality traits. It was about this.

"In the face of the Poison King's poison, can you still be yourself?"

Can I be myself in the face of the Poison King's poison?

I understood his worry. Poison instills a fundamental fear, the fear of dying without a proper fight. For that reason, martial artists were most reluctant to face the Poison King, along with the deceased Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"No matter how silver-tongued you are, or how good you are at flattery, can you really be so bold in front of the Poison King, a poison user? He's someone who could poison you without a trace and make you die of illness years later."

In fact, I could be the boldest. Since poison did not work on me, he was, to me at least, the weakest of the Eight Demon Supremes.

That was actually why I was worried.

The moment I wrongly wounded his pride, bringing him before Father would become impossible forever.

Before my regression, the Poison King was already dead when I returned to our Cult for materials for the Great Art. The next Poison King was in the Demon Supreme's seat.

I know how he died, and I know how many people he took with him when he died.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me as I was lost in thought.

"Do you have a method in mind?"

"Of course. I must somehow learn the secret to making the Poison King my ally from you, Elder."

"If you use the methods I have, you'll become estranged even from those you're close to."

As he said this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at me.

"If I had to give you advice, I'd say do what you do best."

"What's that?"

"The Cult Leader called it a cheap sentimentality that's perfect for getting yourself killed."

I burst out laughing. It was surprising that Father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had such a conversation. The fact that Father used that expression with someone else was proof that we had grown one step closer.

"Unleash it, just as you did with me and the other Demon Supremes."

Look the other person straight in the eye, and if you have something to say, say it without delay.

I dealt with people based on those two beliefs. Whether they would work on the Poison King was another matter.

"I understand, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took something from his robes and held it out to me. It was the highest-grade Antitoxin Bead I had given him as a birthday present.

"Take this with you. I've washed it clean, so don't say it's dirty."

I looked down at the Antitoxin Bead in silence. This was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart, and lately, that heart kept shaking my own.

I took out two Antitoxin Beads from my robes and held them in my cheeks.

"I'll go with my cheeks full like a squirrel! You keep this one, and if I fall to the Poison King, bring it and save me."

"No way! I'm never going to that filthy pit of poison."

I knew he would be the first to come running, so I would not let that happen.

"Please rest. I'll be on my way now."

"Don't overdo it. It might seem like a grand affair your destiny hangs on right now... but when you look back, it's all nothing."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

The day had already grown dark by the time I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

The pressure to do well sometimes weighs me down when everyone is watching me, observing what path I will take.

At times like these, there is always someone who comes to mind. Forgetting the Poison King and Father's permission, I followed the pull of my instincts, seeking solace as I slowly made my way.


Lee Ahn was once again dedicating herself to tireless training.

A maturity born from painstaking effort showed in the nine forms of the Soaring Sky Sword Art she performed.

CHWARAK.

Her sword qi split into two in front of her chest. Her inner arts were still insufficient to divide it further, but she had succeeded in accurately executing the Ominous Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIK. SHWIIK!

The two streams of sword qi shot through the air like arrows and embedded themselves to the left and right of my face. Her sword was on my left, and the sword-shaped sword qi was on my right.

The girl who used to be too engrossed in training to notice my arrival now launched the Ominous Sky Strike at me.

"I can finally send you out to the Central Plains with peace of mind. It's time for you to descend the mountain, Lee Ahn. Try not to kill too many people."

"I refuse, Young Lord. I'm going to stick right by your side and live comfortably like this forever. Ah! Although that comfort is about to end."

"Congratulations."

"You heard, right? Green Mask Senior has finally joined as the First Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Her voice trembled. This was a major event in her life, aside from matters related to me. The successor to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had become a Division Leader in the organization she led.

"How do you feel?"

"Nervous."

"The most important thing is to believe in yourself. People know these things instinctively. 'Ah, that person has no confidence to lead us. We're screwed. We're all going to die like dogs in the end.'"

Lee Ahn sighed.

"I believe in myself, of course. I'm just worried if my abilities will be up to the task."

"If you can't trust yourself, trust your backer."

At that, Lee Ahn lifted her head and grinned.

"That's something I can trust."

"Consult with Green Mask and start building the organization in earnest. There's one principle. Create the most elite organization in our Cult. Look at their skills, and look at their character. You're not creating a group of butchers who are merely skilled, but a trustworthy elite force. Fill it with people like Jang Ho or Detective Seo. Got it?"

"......"

"From now on, your eye for people is more important than your technique. That's what will save you."

Lee Ahn's life as the head of an organization was just beginning.

I talked with her about various things, and being with her put my mind at ease. The moon, which had looked forlorn when I arrived, now warmly illuminated the world outside the window.

As I left, I did not forget one last joke. She had endured all those side effects to become beautiful, yet all she did was train. I had to say something.

"I thought you were the world's number one beauty, but I guess not."

For a moment, Lee Ahn tensed up, wondering what I meant.

"You've gotten even prettier than before you left the Cult. If you're the world's number one beauty, you're not supposed to get any prettier, right?"

I left her there, her face turning red. Lee Ahn was not getting any sleep tonight.


The next day, on my way to meet the Poison King, I stopped by to see the Insect Physician.

He happened to be free of patients and looked surprised to see me.

"Second Young Lord, I've been seeing you often lately."

"Watching you save people, Physician, just makes me feel good for some reason."

How could the Insect Physician not know I had come with a purpose?

"I don't know when another patient might rush in, so state your business quickly."

"There's something I'd like to ask you, Physician."

"Speak."

"Do you happen to have any dealings with the Poison King?"

I asked as if I did not know, though I was aware the Insect Physician was the only person the Poison King interacted with. It was one of the few pieces of information I had about the Poison King.

"One of you is a person who saves lives, and the other is a person who kills with poison, are you not? They say opposites attract, so I thought perhaps you two might share a friendship."

"Why the Poison King?"

"There is something I want from Father, and he has set a condition that I must persuade the Poison King to come with me."

The Insect Physician shook his head.

"In that case, the Cult Leader has no intention of losing that bet."

The Insect Physician also believed I could not persuade the Poison King.

"I know you are a remarkable person, Second Young Lord. However, the Poison King will not be easy."

"Do you have any words for me?"

The Insect Physician hesitated for a moment. He was likely contemplating how much he should say, caught between his friendship with the Poison King and his relationship with me.

"In all my life, I have met many poison users, but I have never seen someone as sincere about poison as the Poison King. His pride is just as strong. He's a man who believes the only person he cannot kill with his poison is the Cult Leader."

This was also why I could not carelessly reveal my Myriad Poison Immunity. The moment I wrongly wounded his pride and self-esteem, I would ruin everything.

"Wait a moment."

The Insect Physician left for a moment and returned with a small medicine bottle.

"This is the best antidote I have. I can't guarantee it will neutralize all of the Poison King's poisons, but it should be helpful."

I returned the antidote to him.

"Please use this medicine for something more important."

"Why is that?"

"For the Poison King to poison me would only be possible if he were plotting a rebellion at the risk of his own life. At that point, he would use a poison that no antidote could cure."

"You are right."

The Insect Physician nodded.

"Then I will see you again."

I visited the Insect Physician because he would be the most helpful person in persuading the Poison King in the future.

There will be something you can help me with in the future, and that task will not just be for my sake, but for yours as well, Physician.

As I got up to leave, the Insect Physician said one last thing.

"Do you know what the Poison King's dream is? It's to achieve complete mastery of all the poisons in this world and leave them behind in a book. Even now, he is silently researching poisons all by himself. The key will be getting him to come out of his laboratory. He's a man with no interest in the world."

The Poison King had lied even to the only person he interacted with. His dream was not to achieve complete mastery of the world's poisons.

He was a man who dreamed of becoming the World's Best Poison Master, one who would bring the murim to its knees with his poison.

Leaving the infirmary, I headed toward the southwest of the Cult's territory. There lay the Thousand Poisons Forest, where the Poison King lived.


Chapter 210: In the Middle of the Grand Martial Arts Training Ground

An old man with stark white hair sat at the entrance of the Thousand Poisons Forest. He had an extraordinary aura and wore several poison pouches on his waist. The pouches symbolized the poison masters of the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The old man had nine pouches in total.

A person wears a single pouch when they first learn poison arts, while the Poison King has twelve. The nine pouches on this old man showed he was a great master.

"I am Geom Mugeuk. I've come to see the Poison King."

I greeted him politely, and the old man identified himself.

"This old man is called Sangseon."

He was the Poison King's right-hand man and one of the four great poison masters of the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"A person of high standing has come out to greet me."

"Since a distinguished guest has arrived, it's only right for this old man to greet you personally."

I had sent word in advance that I was coming, but I didn't expect Sangseon himself to come out.

"Follow me carefully."

I followed Sangseon into the truly dense forest.

"Among the territories of the Eight Demon Supremes, this Thousand Poisons Forest is the largest."

It was vast enough for him to boast.

SSSSSS.

I saw a snake with a peculiar appearance on the path.

"That's the White Blood Snake. Its blood is uniquely white. If you're bitten by that thing and don't take an antidote, you won't last even a moment before you die."

A thousand kinds of poisons supposedly existed here. The Thousand Poisons Forest was a place where a single wrong step among the poisonous herbs, insects, and snakes meant your corpse would never be found.

Along the way, I also saw poison masters gathering poisonous herbs. The poison masters here were called Poison Fangs, and the number of pouches on their waists varied.

After passing through the dense forest, I arrived at the Poison King's residence. It was a circular building, low but incredibly spacious.

"I'll wait here. Have your talk and then come out."

"Thank you."

I went inside the building.

The interior was not divided. It was one large, single space.

Everything was there. Dozens of bookshelves and desks, all sorts of contraptions with unknown purposes, a bed and table, a wardrobe, a display cabinet, and even a wooden tub for bathing. Everything a person needed to live was in this space. This was the Poison King's room.

The Poison King squatted in the middle of the room, surrounded by scattered items, reading something.

This was my first meeting with the Poison King.

Before my regression, I had only seen him once or twice from a distance in my youth. When I returned in my old age to find materials for the Great Dharma, he was already dead. So, today was the first time I saw him up close.

My first impression was that he looked youthful and scholarly.

People often imagined the Poison King as a stooped old man, or someone whose face and body were ravaged by poison, with boils, inflammation, and peeling skin. The current Poison King, however, was very neat.

Despite being middle-aged, he looked truly young. If our Cult held a competition for the most youthful-looking face, I'm certain the Poison King would win first place.

He looked so young that people would think we were friends if we walked together. He also exuded an incredibly intelligent aura. Just by his appearance, he looked even smarter than Head Strategist Sama Myeong.

If not for his dark green robes and the twelve pouches on his waist, anyone would have mistaken him for a scholar. No, he looked like a handsome youth who could be a scholar's student.

Ah, so the Poison King was this youthful-looking.

Perhaps his growth stopped at some point because of the poison? The thought was plausible.

With such an innocent face, he committed those acts? He dreamed of becoming the World's Best Poison Master and dominating the murim?

The Poison King had truly lived a life that did not match his appearance.

As I approached him, the Poison King spoke, his eyes still fixed on his book.

"Bring me the blue bottle on the desk over there."

The Poison King's voice was as young as his appearance.

I picked up the blue bottle he mentioned and walked over to him.

"Be careful. If even a single drop of the Blue Poison splashes on you, you'll die."

I won't die! Even if you poured every poison in this room on me, I wouldn't die!

The Poison King mixed the poison I handed him with another poison in front of him.

The moment he mixed it!

BANG! A loud noise erupted as poisonous smoke billowed up. I stepped back and quickly waved my hands. It was a boisterous welcoming ceremony.

WHOOOOSH.

I released my qi, gathering and trapping the billowing poisonous smoke between my hands.

I was about to guide it out the window.

"No! Wait!"

The Poison King ran and brought a large sack.

"Put it in here."

I funneled the poisonous smoke I had gathered into the sack.

The Poison King tied the sack's mouth tightly with a string, then tossed the sack filled with poisonous smoke next to a table.

Then he started rummaging through his books again.

"What on earth went wrong?"

He was lost in deep thought. He still hadn't given me a single glance. He wasn't deliberately ignoring me. He was completely immersed in his own world.

I slowly looked around the interior. Countless bottles stood on the display cabinets lining the walls. I could tell they were all either poisons or antidotes. It was like a study where poisons were shelved instead of books.

"Ah! Was this the problem? Hey, bring me the Evil Poison Grass over there."

From the countless poisonous herbs scattered on the desk, I brought him the Evil Poison Grass.

He showed no reaction, even when he saw I had correctly brought him the right one from among the numerous herbs.

"Put that here and go get a bucket of water."

He kept sending me on errands. Bring this, bring that. I moved about busily. In the meantime, he pounded and ground the herbs.

When he mixed the Blue Poison into the new combination, it didn't explode this time.

"It worked! It worked! The Evil Poison Grass was the problem!"

The Poison King was overjoyed that the mixture had worked properly.

Then he noticed me standing next to him.

"But who are you?"

Our dear Poison King, asking so soon.

"Did you know who I was when you ordered me around like that?"

"I thought you were one of my boys. Who are you?"

"I'm Geom Mugeuk."

"Ah, right. You said you were coming today. So it's you. The talk of the Cult, Geom Mugeuk. What brings you here?"

His tone and attitude didn't change at all, even after learning my identity.

He acted like a frantic eccentric, but a faint green glow had emanated from his eyes since I entered this room. It meant his emotions were consistently controlled. This alone was a reminder that a Demon Supreme is, after all, a Demon Supreme. One should never forget it.

"I have a favor to ask."

"What favor?"

"Please persuade Father."

The Poison King suddenly thrust his face toward mine. His skin was fair and smooth. How can someone who handles poison have such good skin?

"No."

The Poison King refused flatly without even hearing the details.

"It's okay for me to refuse, right? This isn't some kind of pressure from the Cult Leader's son, is it?"

"It is not."

"Good, a young punk shouldn't learn such nasty tricks. Your business is done, so why are you still here?"

The Poison King was bewildering, but he was no pushover.

"No, I'm leaving. I'll see you again."

I bowed politely and walked out. Sangseon, who had guided me earlier, waited for me at the entrance. He didn't ask a single thing about what had happened inside.

"Please send word that I'll visit again tomorrow."

"I will."

I memorized the path as I followed him out of the Thousand Poisons Forest.


The next day, I went to the Thousand Poisons Forest again.

Sangseon again guided me to the Poison King's residence, but he took a different path from yesterday. I understood his intention. He was trying to prevent me from learning the way.

It was a futile attempt. He didn't know how good my memory and sense of direction were. Today, I learned one more path to the Poison King's residence.

When I arrived, the Poison King was digging in the ground near the house.

"I'm sure it was here?"

The ground was dug up in several places. It seemed he had buried something and couldn't find it.

He looked cute with dirt on his face and body like a child. The cuter he looked, the more bizarre I felt, knowing what he would do in the future.

In the future, thousands of martial artists would die by his poison. He had literally caused a massacre.

The Poison King ignored my greeting, completely absorbed in his digging.

I borrowed a shovel from Sangseon and started digging too.

A peculiar light flickered in Sangseon's eyes as he watched me.

The Poison King, on the other hand, only cared about finding what he was looking for. It wasn't an act. He was genuinely engrossed, even bursting out laughing by himself. At a glance, he looked like a complete madman.

Now I clearly saw why the Demonic Physician said the key was to get the Poison King out of his laboratory. I also understood why everyone said the Poison King would be difficult to persuade. This man lived completely in a world of his own.

I dug in a few spots nearby and gathered whatever I found to the side. All sorts of things came out. A box, bugs and larvae, a snake, trash, and strange tools.

Just as I was digging in another spot.

"Ah! Why is that over there?"

The Poison King shouted and came over to where I was digging. What he was looking for was among the things I had gathered.

The box he picked up contained a sticky, foul-smelling liquid.

"Kyah! It has aged well!"

"Was this what you were looking for?"

The Poison King looked at me and gasped in surprise.

"When did you get here?"

This was both an act and not an act. He had recognized me, and he had also forgotten me.

"I arrived a while ago. It looked like you were searching for something, so I started digging too."

"Good job, good job."

He laughed cheerfully, then his expression suddenly turned serious.

"I'm sure I refused you yesterday."

"Today, I came purely to help you, Poison King. After seeing you yesterday, it seemed you needed someone to help."

"Is this a scheme to steal and learn my poison arts?"

"Can one steal and learn the Poison King's arts that easily?"

"Not a chance."

"Then it should be fine."

The Poison King stared at me intently. The green glow in his eyes felt like it was digging into my own. Of course, that light had no effect on me, as I had mastered the Divine Eye Technique.

Instead, I sensed something about him. In that moment, I pictured an image in my mind.

The Poison King strode out of his own world and stood on the borderline with the outside world.

In this moment, he was not an eccentric.

I could tell. The man before me now was the one who sought to become the sole poison master of the murim. He had crossed that borderline only once, and thousands of people died at that time.

"Let's see how well you work."

His feelings showed on his face. I'll make it so hard for him that after just one day, he'll never want to come back!

The Poison King gave me work. He gave me real work with the intention of chasing me away.

"Unpack the poisonous herbs over there and sort them here."

I did as he ordered. I brought the poisonous herbs piled in sacks and sorted them.

I abandoned my intention to persuade the Poison King. I also discarded any desire to make a good impression on him. My only thought was to stay with him and figure out what kind of world he lived in. I would never be able to persuade him if I couldn't understand his world.

"Now, organize the newly arrived poisonous herbs over there too."

Once a day, poisons procured by the Poison Fangs from the Central Plains were brought here. It would have been fine if it were just poisonous herbs, but there were also many kinds of disgusting poisonous creatures.

I handled the poisonous herbs and creatures skillfully. After achieving Myriad Poison Immunity, my aversion to poison had completely disappeared. Before, just the thought of poison would make me frown and want to stay away, but I no longer felt that way.

He seemed surprised that I was so good at the tasks he gave me.

"I thought you'd act all high and mighty since you were raised in luxury, but you can actually work, huh?"

I was originally well-versed in poisonous herbs. That is why I easily passed the gate related to poisonous herbs at the Little Heaven Cave trial in the past.

Of course, the poisonous herbs handled here were so vast that they far surpassed my knowledge. Whenever an unfamiliar poisonous herb came in, I asked the Poison King. What is this? What is that? I kept asking until he was about to say, "Stop asking!"

When the day's work was done, the Poison King asked me about the poisonous herbs he had taught me. Since he couldn't find fault with my work, he attacked my memory.

"What did I say the name of this poisonous herb was?"

"It's the Wild Orchid. It's a poison that's usually ground up and added to spicy food. That way, it's completely unnoticeable."

I even repeated the explanation he had given me exactly.

"Then what about this poisonous herb?"

"That is the Black Mountain Hundred Days Grass. Once poisoned, the effect lasts for a hundred days, causing the victim to slowly sicken and eventually die."

I explained it exactly as he had told me.

"You brat! Why are you so smart?"

His eyes blazed with the determination to find fault with me tomorrow for sure. In that moment, he looked just like a childish brat my own age.

"I'll see you tomorrow!"


I visited him again the next day.

'He'll probably come for a few days and then stop,' was the Poison King's great miscalculation. He would never know what kind of person I am when I set a goal, and what efforts I make to achieve it.

Today, too, I finished the day's work by doing what the Poison King ordered.

I made no effort to deliberately get closer to him. I didn't start conversations, nor did I try to make a good impression. I didn't even use my flattery skills.

That must have been why the Poison King was the first to bring this up.

"Doing this won't change my mind. I never go back on my word. If I were to go back on it, I'll shout 'I am a dog' in the middle of the grand martial arts training ground in front of everyone and bark five times."

It was a moment of him steeling his resolve to never give in. He said it to make me stop coming, but I also steeled my own resolve.

"Since you've set such a condition, Poison King, I must set one too. If I fail, I'll also gather everyone in the grand martial arts training ground and shout. I'll shout 'A tiger father has a dog son' and bark five times."

Perhaps because it was an unexpected response, the Poison King laughed out loud.

"I look forward to seeing the Cult Leader's expression then."

As I made the bet, the Poison King, perhaps excited, brought out paper and a brush.

"Alright, since you'll be coming often, let's write a pledge first! A pledge stating that you came to the Thousand Poisons Forest of your own free will, and that you won't hold me responsible even if you get into an accident and are poisoned while working. How about it? Do you have the guts to write it?"

Looking into his excited eyes, I provoked him back.

"Only if you write one too, Poison King."


Chapter 211: A Single Plan Within No Plan

The Poison King guessed my intention. "What kind of agreement?"

"Is it something like, I have to teach you one poison art a day in exchange for you writing an agreement?"

I shook my head. "No, that's not it."

"Then is it an agreement that says I won't hold you responsible if you, Second Young Lord, steal my poisons or secretly learn my poison arts here?"

"Poison King, I'm afraid of your poisons and poison arts. I'd rather stay as far away from them as possible."

"Then what in the world is this agreement about?"

The agreement I wanted was something the Poison King could never have predicted.

"It's an agreement that if you lose this bet, you'll come out of your world, Poison King."

The Poison King flinched, his expression twisting strangely.

"What kind of world is my world?"

"A world where you research alone, mix alone, think alone, and laugh alone. A world where you dig in the ground alone. That's the world I'm talking about."

He thrust his face close to mine. His unbelievably young face was right in front of my nose.

In that moment, I felt it. His body moved closer, but the person known as the Poison King retreated from me. He stood on the borderline between his world and the outside, then stepped back to hide himself away.

"All you have to do is take me with you and get the Cult Leader's permission, right?"

"That's right. That's why I came."

"Then whether I'm in a world like that or not has nothing to do with you, does it?"

"It does."

"How so?"

"Because I'm the one who will become the Heavenly Demon. The next Heavenly Demon wants our Cult's Poison King to roam the world, not be a lonely man all by himself."

"!"

"Now, will you write the agreement?"

The Poison King didn't answer for a moment. He must have been curious about my true intentions and my motive for setting such a condition.

But he'll never find out. He can never know I'm thinking of preventing that terrible incident in the future.

"Why are you hesitating? It would only happen after you've become a dog anyway. It doesn't matter, does it?"

I had even added the condition 'if you lose the bet'.

He hesitated even though he thought he couldn't possibly lose. Leaving this place was clearly a great burden to him.

I didn't push him. I just picked up a brush.

"Anyway, fine. I'll write it. There's so much to learn from you, Poison King, so of course I should write an agreement."

I wrote an agreement stating that if I was poisoned by any substance in the Thousand Poisons Forest, it would be my own responsibility, not the Poison King's. I even stamped it with my hand seal.

The Poison King looked genuinely surprised that I actually wrote the agreement. He clearly hadn't expected me to write one when I first brought it up.

"Are you an idiot? Now I won't be responsible even if I poison you to a painful death."

"That won't happen."

"And what's with that confidence?"

"Because only smart people can master poison arts. You, Poison King, are the smartest among the Demon Supremes, so you wouldn't do something so reckless."

I looked around as I spoke.

"Now that I'm here, I understand. The one who masters poison arts is the smartest person of all. You have to memorize countless poisonous herbs and substances. To create a poison, you have to test hundreds, even thousands of combinations, don't you? On top of that, you have to create the antidotes, and you also have to master the art of administering poison. Would the person at the pinnacle of such intelligent people do something so foolish? No way. You might laugh while digging alone, but you wouldn't do something like that."

The Poison King's eyes widened. His reaction was as cute as his appearance. He blinked his large eyes a few times before saying in amazement.

"You talk a lot, and you talk well."

The Poison King was genuinely impressed.

Poison King, I haven't even started yet.

"You won't be bored with me around. Now, I'll get back to what I was doing."

I handed him the agreement and continued my work. I brought over a sack of poisonous herbs and untied it. The Poison King watched me organize the herbs, then suddenly spoke.

"What should I write? You wrote one, and I didn't. That just makes me look petty, doesn't it?"

He had finally decided to write the agreement.

"Ah, it's nothing much. Just 'Leave the Thousand Poisons Gate once every ten days.' That's enough."

"That's all it takes?"

"......"

"Can I just stand in front of the Thousand Poisons Gate entrance and then come back in?"

"That's fine. As long as you leave this place."

"What's the point of that?"

"Because the scenery you see from here and the scenery you see from the main gate will be different."

The Poison King stared at me silently.

He's probably wondering what this is all about. If he's a madman, then I'm also called mad. Let's do this, Poison King. Let's see who's crazier.

The Poison King wrote the agreement and stamped his seal.

"Second Young Lord, you've lost. I'll never be persuaded, so this agreement is just a scrap of paper. How are you going to break a will like mine?"

In truth, I had no special plan to persuade him. I would just treat him the same way I had been, as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"I'll have to do my best."

"Do you really think I look like someone who would bark in the training grounds?"

"At least once in your life."

"How did the other Demon Supremes fall for someone as careless as you? I don't understand."

The Poison King's eyes filled with confidence and intelligence. He was a different person from the one who had been digging in the ground with a dirt-covered face.

"Be careful. From now on, I'm not responsible even if you die."


The next day, I worked hard as if nothing had happened.

The Poison King considered my every action intentional. Whenever I spoke, he would habitually say this.

"Even so, I know it's all a trick to get on my good side. It's a waste of effort!"

But I didn't care what he thought.

If I had one plan within my lack of a plan, it was this.

Don't focus on the person, focus on the work.

I learned the work with sincerity. I wasn't trying to learn poison for any particular use. I did it because working here was a new experience for me, and a first experience always has something to teach.

"When else would I get to carry sacks of poisonous herbs on my back and sort them? This is a valuable experience for me."

I was trying to live differently than before. It was something I had never experienced, even before my regression.

Think differently, use the body differently.

I hope this will positively impact my life and martial arts. Sometimes you can't come up with an idea no matter how hard you focus, but then it suddenly pops into your head while you're taking a bath or walking down a road.

It's the same. I hope this unfamiliar work in the Thousand Poisons Forest will have a fresh impact on my life and martial arts. I hope to achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God while sorting poisonous herbs. I hope to realize a new aspect of life while mixing poisons.

With those thoughts, the work here was no longer nerve-wracking, but enjoyable.

I believed that if I continued like this, an opportunity to move the Poison King's heart would surely come. That opportunity would arrive when I became genuinely immersed in the poison arts.

"Be careful! This time, you have to pour in exactly half!"

When else in my life would I get the chance to mix the fifteen ingredients of the Soul Shattering Acid?

"That's it! It's done!"

I followed his instructions precisely. With my level of martial arts, my actions were nothing but precise. I could probably work more to his liking than anyone else in the Thousand Poisons Gate.

"By the way, do you always do all this work by yourself?"

"......"

"That must be difficult."

I knew why he didn't carelessly allow poison masters in here.

His residence was filled with so many deadly poisons that a careless disciple causing an accident would become a huge problem.

In fact, the All-Knowing Hall strictly surveyed and investigated the Thousand Poisons Forest. Any use of poison had to be reported, and its inventory was always inspected.

After finishing the Soul Shattering Acid mixture, I smiled with pleasure and honestly shared my thoughts.

"This is fun! What poison are you going to mix next?"

Of course, he didn't believe me.

"I think you'd be a better street actor than the Heavenly Demon."

"Next time we go to the Central Plains, how about we join a performance troupe? With your looks, Poison King, I think you could even aim for a leading role."

The Poison King looked disgusted. His expression clearly said, I don't even want to leave this place, and you want me to what? Take the lead in a play?

"I see that in your imagination just now, Poison King, you poisoned all the actors on stage and everyone in the audience to death."

"And do you think you would've survived, Second Young Lord?"

As he spun around, I shouted after him.

"The performance is canceled!"

He walked away, pretending not to hear.


The Poison King had little interest in other people's affairs.

Since this was the level of interest he showed me on such an important matter, I could guess how he usually viewed others. To him, people probably existed somewhere below his poison herbs.

Of course, he sometimes asked questions impulsively. Just like now. The Poison King was grinding poison herbs when he suddenly asked.

"Hey, Second Young Lord, be honest. You're trying to steal and learn poison arts here to poison your brother, aren't you?"

I answered while transferring water into a large container.

"Everyone knows I'm here with you, Poison King. If my brother were poisoned to death, who would they suspect first? I'm the one who should be worried about my brother being poisoned."

THUMP, THUMP! Instead of a rebuttal, the sound of the Poison King grinding his poison herbs grew louder.

"I have no interest in poisoning people. If I were to learn just one thing from you, Poison King, I'd want to learn something else."

"What is it?"

He still didn't look at me, focusing only on grinding the poison herbs. He could drift into his own world again at any moment, but my answer was sure to pull him back to this one.

"I want to learn the art of detoxification. Isn't the pinnacle of the poison arts detoxification, not administering poison?"

For a moment, the grinding stopped. His gaze fixed on me. It was the most surprised expression he had worn since we met, because I had stated exactly what he was thinking.

"It's only been a few days, but I've felt that creating a perfect antidote seems more difficult than creating the poison itself. That led me to this thought. A person who can create an antidote to surely detoxify their own poison. A person who can instantly detoxify an opponent's poison. Isn't that person the true master of the poison arts?"

This meant one could only grasp the ultimate secrets of the poison arts when they perfected detoxification as well as administering poison.

"Where did you hear that?"

From the next Poison King, who learned the poison arts from you.

"It's just my own thought. The analogy might be a bit strange, but it's the same with martial arts. Capturing someone alive is harder than killing them."

I threw down the gauntlet. It was a challenge most advantageous to me, with my Myriad Poison Immunity.

"Choose a poison and teach me its detoxification method. I'll detoxify, and you, Poison King, will administer the poison. How about it? Let's have a match!"

You've practiced the poison arts your whole life, so you can win something like this, can't you? Isn't this a matter of pride?

I didn't provoke him like that. A rash provocation would only be counterproductive.

Poison King, just agree to it. Say let's have a match!

If he just agreed, this bet would be my victory.

But the Poison King was not so easily swayed.

"No."

I asked, "Why not?" to the Poison King's firm refusal.

"Do you think I don't see your little trick? You're hoping I'll say something like, 'If you can detoxify my poison, I'll consider it my loss in the bet.' Right? That's what you want to hear, isn't it?"

I didn't deny it. In fact, if this wasn't about me, I would have wanted to applaud him.

"You just have to win the bet, don't you?"

"How can you guarantee I'll win? The detoxification method is also my method."

The Poison King started grinding the poison herbs again.

"Go practice your barking, Second Young Lord."


That evening, I went to see Father.

The more I knew the Poison King, the more frustrated I felt. At times like this, I needed someone to strengthen my resolve. No one was more suitable than Father.

I visited him just before he slept, so I saw Father's pajamas once again.

"That's a different flower pattern from last time. This must be the greatest protective armor in all of murim. Enemies will see it and think, 'Nah, there's no way the Heavenly Demon would wear pajamas like this,' and just walk on by. That outfit is the safest one you have!"

Father gave me a look that asked how long I would spout nonsense, but he seemed to have known I would come eventually.

"You knew, didn't you, Father? That the Poison King wasn't someone who would be swayed by me."

"Have you given up already?"

"Of course not. It's just that I've never seen someone so trapped in their own world."

That characteristic sneer formed on Father's lips.

Yes, I came today to see that very smile.

Seeing that smile gave me strength. In fact, it made me feel better.

Yes, enjoy yourself for now. I will definitely bring the Poison King before you.

I asked the question I had wanted to ask for a while.

"Father, you dislike the Poison King, don't you?"

Father neither confirmed nor denied it. As a man who truly loved martial arts, he naturally disliked things like poison arts or soul-manipulation techniques.

"If you dislike him, why do you let him live? You should just kill him."

"Because he is most threatening to our enemies."

"Couldn't he start a rebellion, or go mad and poison the people of our Cult?"

"If we are to use the Poison King as a weapon for our Cult, we must accept that level of risk."

"What if my brother or I die in the process?"

"That, too, must be accepted."

"That's the kind of thing you say when you have about ten other children hidden away somewhere."

"Why do you think I don't?"

"You'd better not. Dealing with just one brother is already such a headache."

A faint smile touched Father's lips. If Sama Myeong or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said that, he might have burst out laughing.

"It's always been like this, but whenever I face a solid wall, I think of you first, Father. Seeing your face like this is enough. I'll take my leave now. Oh, and if things keep going this way, I might end up showing you a bit of filial impiety at the grand training grounds soon."

After that banter, I was about to turn and leave when Father suddenly asked, "Do you think the Poison King is trapped in his own world?"


Chapter 212: The Poison in Which Pouch

Do I think the Poison King is trapped in his own world?

"Isn't he?" I asked Father, thinking it was obvious.

Does Father not think so? What kind of person does he think the Poison King is?

Father hadn't brought it up to describe the Poison King or his world. He said it to ask me a question.

"How open is your world?"

Father looked at me for a moment, then silently returned to his residence.

I stood there thinking about what Father had said, and then I understood. I understood the meaning behind his words.

Father was asking me this.

What's the difference between you, who preaches a new demonic path, and the Poison King? To others, aren't you also trapped in your own world?

Of course, this didn't mean I was the same as the Poison King, who disliked meeting people and preferred to be alone. It meant my approach to the Poison King was wrong. From such a perspective, the Poison King would never open his heart.

The Poison King must have felt it. He must have sensed that I saw him as someone trapped in his own world. Countless people must have looked at him that way. I was no different. Demanding a written promise that he would leave the Thousand Poisons Forest was a mistake from the start.

"Thank you, Father! As expected, you are the wisest and most magnanimous person in the world..."

Before I could finish, the lights inside the house went out.

"...and the coldest."

I bowed respectfully toward Father's residence before turning back to my own.

Giving me a clue put Father at a disadvantage, but he still enlightened me. It was an act of affection for a son who, beyond their wager, was asking for his help.


The next day, I went to the Thousand Poisons Forest, but the Poison King was not in his residence.

I searched the surrounding forest for him. After a while, I found the Poison King deep within the woods.

He was lying face down on the ground, having a staring contest with a snake.

The Poison King could carry a conversation just fine, but once he became absorbed in something, he wouldn't notice if someone died right next to him.

Even now, he was lost in a state of self-forgetfulness, unaware that I had approached. This was why I thought he was trapped in his own world. I considered him an eccentric and, without realizing it, subconsciously thought I was superior to him.

This was what Father had made me realize. He told me not to think that way. The Poison King wasn't trapped, he was simply living his own life.

As I got closer, I saw it was no ordinary snake.

It was a Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake, a spirit beast with one of the deadliest poisons. It was called the Flower Queen because it loved flowers, and Seven Steps Snake because even a martial artist with profound inner arts would die before taking seven steps if bitten.

Just then, the Poison King spoke to the snake.

"Hey, you've gotten arrogant now that you're bigger. Since when did you start holding your head up so stiffly and defying me?"

At that, the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake, which had been flicking its tongue, lowered its head. It seemed impossible, but it truly looked as if it understood his words.

"And I told you, I don't care about other things, but don't eat the Gwihwacho fruit without permission, didn't I? Why don't you listen? Do you want to be soaked in fiery liquor to come to your senses?"

The Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake coiled up and tucked its head inside its body.

Does it really understand human speech? It must be a coincidence, right?

I had seen all sorts of things in my life, but this was a first.

Just then, another snake slithered past them. This one was the Yin Yang Blood Viper, whose poison was just as potent as the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake's. This too was a snake not easily seen.

"Wola!"

The Yin Yang Blood Viper stopped and looked at the Poison King. As the creature flicked its tongue, the Poison King said, "You know this guy, Wangi, is a player, right?"

The Yin Yang Blood Viper looked at the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake and hissed, flicking its tongue.

"If Wangi bothers you, come and tell me. Got it?"

I couldn't tell if it really understood him, but as soon as he finished speaking, the Yin Yang Blood Viper disappeared into the undergrowth.

"You can go now, too!"

With that, the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake vanished into the forest.

It was truly a sight that was hard to believe even after seeing it.

The Poison King got up from his spot and was startled to see me.

"Whoa! You scared me!"

"I'm the one who's more surprised. How can you be so startled, as if you never expect anyone to be near you?"

Of course, if someone had approached with killing intent or malice, the Poison King would have noticed instantly. One should never underestimate the martial arts of a Demon Supreme. A Demon Supreme is, after all, a Demon Supreme. If they were to go on a rampage, no one could predict who would defeat whom. They simply do not reveal their true abilities.

"If you asked a group of assassins which of the Eight Demon Supremes they'd like to kill, they'd all line up for the Poison King! Even an assassin on his first kill would succeed and leave."

"If they did, they'd get bitten by Wangi and die."

"Don't tell me, you've even given the snakes names?"

"Is this the first time you've seen a Poison King who names his snakes?"

The Poison King strode away.

Of course it's the first time! I thought, following closely behind him.

"Since when have you been so close with snakes?"

"I started wandering around catching snakes when I was seven. Wangi and Wola were around even back then."

"You were young."

"In our time, everyone started at that age."

A mix of sorrow and joy filled the Poison King's eyes as he recalled his childhood. This was a clue as to why he hated the idea of leaving this place.

"If you've been here since you were seven, then this place must be your world, Poison King."

The Poison King stopped walking and glanced at me.

"And you said you wanted to take me out of this world?"

"No. I now regret saying that."

"......"

"My desire to show you the outside world is still the same, but I shouldn't have said it that way. I sincerely apologize for being arrogant."

When you're sorry, you apologize sincerely. I didn't add any excuses for why I had to act that way. Excuses are for the one who forgives to attach to their forgiveness.

However, I couldn't tell if he had heard me. He had already stopped walking and was staring at a poisonous insect on a tree.

I smiled unknowingly at the sight of the Poison King getting lost in something again.

What is he thinking about now? Perhaps he's trying to communicate with that poisonous insect.

This is his world, and it is an open world.


A few more days passed.

I silently focused on my work, and the Poison King still enjoyed getting lost in his own world.

The thing that changed over those few days was my attitude toward the Poison King's world. Now, I tried to understand his world, the world where a seven-year-old boy went around catching poisonous snakes.

Today, the Poison King was lost in thought again, staring at poisonous mushrooms growing in a wooden box.

Then, he casually turned his head and shouted, "You scared me!"

I was standing quietly beside him, also looking at the wooden box he had been staring at.

"Are you going to keep scaring me?"

"Seeing those poisonous mushrooms grow so well puts my heart at ease. Doesn't this mean I've become a poison master too?"

"How long has it been that you're already talking about being a poison master?"

"I think I'll just live here too. The Thousand Poisons Forest feels like my home now."

"It's a mistake to think anything will change just because you're acting all friendly like this."

"It's better if you don't change. You're perfect just the way you are now, Poison King."

"What?" the Poison King shouted, looking at me.

"It won't work! These cheap tricks won't work on me!"

The volume of his voice gradually increased as he denied me. It was proof that I was getting closer to him.


Sangseon always guided me from the entrance of the Thousand Poisons Forest to the Poison King's residence.

"I can go in by myself now."

"Still, dangerous poisons could appear."

That probably wasn't the only reason. He still guided me through various confusing paths, never letting his guard down around me.

I felt this stemmed from a deep loyalty to the Poison King. The eyes of someone who genuinely likes and is loyal to another person are bound to show it.

"Elder, there's something I'd like to ask you."

"Speak."

"Since when have you known the Poison King?"

"I've known him since he was a child."

"What was he like in his childhood?"

Sangseon stopped walking. "Why do you ask?"

"I'm curious."

"He wasn't much different from how he is now. He was intelligent, thoughtful, cheerful, and bright. He also had the qualities of a leader."

I forced myself to swallow the words, Isn't he completely different from how he is now?

I felt Sangseon wouldn't take my joke as a joke. His affection for the Poison King wasn't simple loyalty, but more like that of an uncle or a parent.

Seeing him reminded me of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


I didn't know if the Poison King was intelligent, thoughtful, cheerful, bright, and had the qualities of a leader, but one thing was certain. He was cute. It wasn't just because of his youthful appearance. For instance, there were things like this.

The Poison King wore twelve pouches on his waist, and each pouch had a picture drawn on it. They were the twelve animals of the zodiac, anthropomorphized in a colorful and cute style you would expect on children's clothing. I had overlooked them at first, but now I could see.

"You picked these out yourself, didn't you?"

"I drew them."

I was shocked. He drew all of these himself?

"No one in the world would ever know that the Poison King's deadliest poisons were inside such cute pouches."

Shouldn't the poison pouches of the Poison King be decorated with evil spirits, or fearsome characters like 'demonic', 'kill', 'evil', or 'death'? When all those pouches opened, hell would unfold. In fact, that contrast made them feel even more bizarre and terrifying.

"Which pouch contains the most fearsome poison? Surely it's not the one in that cute rabbit pouch, is it?"

"Should we check and see?" he asked, moving to put his hand in the rabbit pouch.

"I'll pass!" I waved my hands dismissively and scrambled backward.

The Poison King broke into a smile at the sight but then quickly composed himself. It was the first time he had smiled brightly at me. It seemed he was surprised at himself for smiling. I pretended not to have seen any of it.


The next day, we had an important poison concoction to make.

Unlike usual, the Poison King explained today's poison-making process with a serious expression.

"This Heavenly Heart Poison here is an ingredient for the Dark Soul Poison, one of the deadliest poisons I use. A single drop can easily kill dozens of people. Now, you stand far over there... you've already backed away."

I was standing by the door, ready to bolt at any moment.

The Poison King looked for something on his desk. "It was here, where did it go?"

"What are you looking for?"

"My gloves." He was looking for the green leather gloves he used when handling poison.

"Are you perhaps talking about these?" I held up the gloves I was wearing.

"Why are you wearing them?"

"Because you said it was such a dangerous poison."

"Then what about me?"

"Why does the Poison King need gloves?"

"Aren't you going to bring them here right now?"

I quickly took them off and brought them to him.

"What's in your mouth?"

I took out the Antitoxin Beads I was holding in both cheeks and showed them to him. The Poison King shook his head with a dumbfounded expression at the sight of me holding two.

"With all this, I don't think even I could kill you."

Of course, he was joking. If the Poison King decided to kill me, I couldn't block his poison even if I held a hundred Antitoxin Beads.

I was also playing a prank on him. It was part of my effort to get closer. If he truly was a bright and cheerful person when he was young, then those parts of him must be dormant somewhere in his heart.

The Poison King put on the gloves and began to concoct the poison in earnest.

"If the amount is off even slightly, blue smoke will rise. Then it's a failure. You have to be really careful and focused. This is a method that only I can perform."

The Poison King showed me how to mix the Heavenly Heart Poison to create Amheunjeoldok. Since I couldn't identify the other ingredients, it was more like he was showing me how carefully the process had to be carried out, rather than teaching me how to make it.

He could have sent me out and done it alone, but it seemed he wanted to show off.

"Did you see that? How carefully and cautiously it must be handled."

"......"

Just then, blue smoke billowed up from behind him.

"Poison King!"

"You, get out of here!"

I quickly dashed outside. The Poison King drank an antidote from his robes and then poured a nearby liquid onto the source of the smoke.

CHIIIIIIK!

The smoke billowed up even more.

"Poison King! Poison King!"

He wasn't coming out quickly. I hesitated, wondering if I should run in and save him.

Just then, the Poison King emerged, waving away the poisonous smoke.

"Are you alright?"

"Of course I'm alright." He fanned away a puff of poisonous smoke that came from his mouth.

"The path of the poison arts is truly not an easy one."

"I failed on purpose. To warn you that you have to be careful."

"......"

"......"

"Of course you failed on purpose. There's no way the Poison King, the best poison user in all of murim, would fail at concocting a poison he uses all the time..."

"Enough."

"......"

I smiled brightly at him. The Poison King looked back at me with a face that didn't know how to react.

Oh, Poison King, you don't know yet. You don't know who will be standing in the training grounds.

It was at that very moment. Sangseon ran to where we were and reported urgently.

"An investigator from the Sanzu River Hall named Seo Daeryong has come looking for the Second Young Lord, saying it's an urgent matter."


Chapter 213: Because We Are Demonic

"I wouldn't have come all this way if it weren't truly urgent."

I quickly explained my situation to the Poison King.

Since this was the first time one of my subordinates had sought him out, the Poison King told Sangseon to bring Seo Daeryong quickly.

Sangseon returned a moment later with Seo Daeryong.

"Director, I think you need to leave immediately."

"What is it, Detective Seo?"

"A major incident happened in the Demon Village. A martial artist, who was just drinking normally, suddenly started swinging his sword, killing or injuring dozens of people."

I shouted in shock.

"Where?"

"At Yanghwaru."

Yanghwaru was one of the many brothels in the Demon Village.

"Was it a drunken brawl?"

"No, sir. Witnesses said blood suddenly poured from the killer's eyes and nose before he went berserk. The damage was worse because his martial arts skills were exceptional."

The moment I heard that, I recalled an incident from before my regression.

I immediately said goodbye to the Poison King.

"Poison King, I must take my leave for today."

Seo Daeryong and I hurried out.


Execution Martial Artists were controlling the area around Yanghwaru when Seo Daeryong and I arrived. The thick stench of blood hit us before we even stepped inside.

A young boy among the onlookers caught my eye. The boy, who looked about thirteen or fourteen, shouted at the Execution Martial Artists.

"My mom and my little sister are in there! Please, go check on them. They work in the kitchen! Mom! Su-ya!"

I left the boy behind and entered with Seo Daeryong.

The inside was a sea of blood. Bodies lay everywhere as Execution Martial Artists checked for survivors.

"Everyone was drunk, which made the damage even worse."

The dead were not just martial artists. Courtesans and cooks had been killed too.

A dead, middle-aged woman lay in a corner of the kitchen, clutching a young girl. The girl looked just like the boy shouting outside.

I looked down at the mother and daughter's bodies and sighed. This was a child who would have been running around helping her mother in the kitchen.

Beside me, Seo Daeryong turned his head away, unable to watch.

"Where is the bastard?"

"On the third floor."

I started walking again. The gruesome scene continued all the way there.

The man was dead, slumped against a wall at the end of the third-floor hallway. He was a young man in his early thirties. Blood from his eyes and nose had dried on its way to his chin. He died with his eyes rolled back, the whites stained blood-red.

Seo Daeryong followed me and said in a trembling voice.

"I've never seen such a horrific sight."

I knew. I knew the cause of this incident.

Gwangpok!

Gwangpok was an inner arts amplifier that temporarily boosted one's inner arts when consumed.

Depending on the dose, these amplifiers could boost inner arts for fifteen minutes to an hour. The increase was usually ten to twenty percent and would return to normal after time passed.

Gwangpok became explosively popular because it increased inner arts by a much greater amount. Gwangpok provided an increase of thirty to fifty percent.

But its side effects were as deadly as its benefits were great. What I saw now was that side effect.

The Evil Alliance was selling this Gwangpok. They also sold Heukbi, the Qi Dispersing Poison I faced at the duel tournament after my regression. Gwangpok and Heukbi were the Evil Alliance's two main products.

"What's his identity?"

"He's a Demonic Sword from the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. They say he never caused trouble and was even promoted last year."

That must have been the problem. He must have secretly taken Gwangpok for that promotion.

"Send his body to the Insect Physician immediately. You're in charge of the cleanup here."

"Director, I don't know why this happened, but I'm determined to find out."

The look in Seo Daeryong's eyes was the same one he had when I first met him as an investigator for the Sanzu River Hall. It was the look of a man determined to uncover the truth behind his senior's death.

I looked at Seo Daeryong and nodded once.

"Take good care of the boy outside."

Seo Daeryong nodded vigorously.


I watched the Insect Physician perform the autopsy.

The Insect Physician examined the body from all angles and surmised the cause of death.

"His qi center is severely swollen and damaged, so it looks like a powerful inner arts amplifier was used. Losing his mind and rampaging seems to be a side effect."

The Insect Physician had accurately identified the corpse's condition.

"Actually, this isn't the first time I've seen a body like this. One came in late last year in a similar state. Back then, he just went wild on his own before dying. This time, he caused a catastrophe."

Gwangpok had not yet fully spread throughout the murim. Its side effects, initially hushed up, were now becoming a serious problem as more people used it.

"He probably wasn't in his right mind when he caused this. This man... he should've increased his inner arts through training. What kind of greed drove him to this?"

She spoke to the corpse as if scolding it, then turned away. This was one of the reasons Gwangpok continued to spread. 'He shouldn't have taken it in the first place.' Since the user bore the primary responsibility, the Evil Alliance rode that sentiment to make even more money.

The Insect Physician covered the body with a white cloth and washed her blood-stained hands. The news of so many innocent deaths had dampened her spirits.

The Insect Physician changed the subject.

"How are things with the Poison King?"

"We've been meeting every day."

The Insect Physician looked startled.

"Every day? Really?"

"I'm learning his work in the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"As expected. You really are different. So, what's the Poison King like?"

"He's brighter than I expected."

The Insect Physician nodded, as if she had sensed that bright side of him too.

"It took me a while to realize that, but you've noticed it already."

"Well, we're stuck together almost all day."

"Do you really want to win your bet with the Cult Leader that badly?"

I looked down at the cloth-covered corpse and said softly.

"Now I have one more reason I must win."


Father and Head Strategist Sama Myeong waited in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

I strode down the Path of Blood to report to them.

"The Insect Physician identified the cause as the side effect of an inner arts amplifier."

Neither of them seemed surprised, which meant they already knew about the side effects.

"You already knew, didn't you?"

Sama Myeong answered.

"Yes, several incidents, large and small, have been reported in the Central Plains."

"It's the Evil Alliance's work, isn't it?"

"How did you know?"

"I was hit with a Qi Dispersing Poison during the last Shinma-jaengtu. My investigation revealed it was Heukbi, a poison made by the Evil Alliance. I had a feeling this was their doing too."

"It's an inner arts amplifier sold by the Evil Alliance called Gwangpok."

As expected, Sama Myeong knew about Gwangpok.

I asked him again.

"Who in the Evil Alliance makes Gwangpok? You know, don't you, Head Strategist?"

Sama Myeong glanced at Father. Father looked at me for a moment, then nodded.

Only then did Sama Myeong reveal the name.

"It's Aecha."

I knew Aecha very well.

"The Black Snake."

"That's correct."

He was one of Yayul Han's four subordinates. While Jisaeng, creator of the Miracle Deity Loan, had a Golden Pig tattoo, Aecha had pledged his loyalty with a black snake tattoo.

This is my chance to speak. As you can see, Yayul Han is behind all sorts of evil deeds. That man is absolute evil.

But I didn't. If I couldn't win the bet and bring the Poison King before Father, the Black Snake would be beyond my reach anyway.

I remained silent. My silence expressed my fury and strengthened my resolve.

"The main department will submit a detailed report on the incident. I'll report again if anything else is confirmed."

I walked back down the Path of Blood and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

This was probably the first time I had met them and left without a single joke. On top of my fury over the Miracle Deity Loan, I quietly piled my fury over Gwangpok.

Father and Sama Myeong silently watched me leave.

I engraved the lesson Father had taught me into my heart.

From someone else's perspective, my world is also a closed world.

Yes, I admit it. Establishing a new demonic path to eliminate absolute evil is still something that exists only within my own world.


That night, I stood alone before the Fist Demon's cliff.

I stared at the cliff, just as the Fist Demon had.

I clenched my fist and infused it with inner arts.

HWIIIIING!

The air swirled around my fist, sounding like an approaching storm cloud.

SHWIIIIIIK!

I started to throw a punch at the cliff but stopped at the last moment.

I knew I couldn't destroy it yet. The day I throw a real punch at this cliff will be a once-in-a-lifetime event.

Just then, a welcome voice spoke from behind me.

"If you hit it with those baby hands, you'll only hurt yourself."

I smiled and turned around.

The Fist Demon walked toward me.

"Master!"

Seeing him after so long felt welcoming. After seeing the Poison King's fresh face, this fearsome face and massive torso truly made me feel like I was in the Demonic Cult.

The Fist Demon's gaze fell on my clenched fist.

He read my anger and said calmly.

"Disciple."

"Yes, Master."

"When you're truly angry, open your clenched fist like this."

The Fist Demon's enormous palm opened before me, bigger than my face.

"And then!"

CLAP!

The Fist Demon clapped his hands loudly.

"Clap once, then clench your fist again. That punch will hurt more."

"There'd be no need to clench it again. An enemy between those palms would be crushed just the same."

The Fist Demon, of all people, was telling me to open my fist. I engraved this deep and profound lesson into my heart.

I made the joke to the Fist Demon that I couldn't make in front of Father and Sama Myeong.

"Master, when you used to stand here, I thought you were just planning to destroy this cliff."

"......"

"Weren't you just standing here whenever you got angry? Am I right?"

The Fist Demon couldn't deny it and laughed.

I bowed to him and walked away, my tightly clenched fists now open.


The next day, I went to the Thousand Poisons Forest as usual.

The Poison King strolled through the woods near his house, holding a collection container.

"About yesterday's incident..."

Just then, the Poison King said something surprising.

"Gwangpok, right?"

The Poison King had also known it was Gwangpok just from hearing about the side effects.

"You knew?"

"Of course, I know. My poison apprentices travel all over the Central Plains gathering poisonous herbs and substances. The bastards from the Evil Alliance also wander around looking for medicinal herbs to make their drugs. That's why we know their movements best."

The Poison King frowned.

"I even warned them not to make that crap."

"Do you know who makes it?"

"I do. There's an idiot called the True Venom Sage."

The True Venom Sage. He was a famous poison arts master in the unorthodox sects. The Poison King scowled deeply, as if the very thought of him was repulsive.

"Even among people who use poison, there are lines you don't cross, but this bastard's methods are just too third-rate."

"Many innocent people died because of those third-rate games. A woman even died holding her child. A fact like that won't even make it into our Cult's report. It'll just say, 'Total number of deaths, so-and-so!' The mother and daughter's deaths will be buried in that single line. If their vengeful spirits watched over this world, the child would ask her mother, 'Why doesn't anyone care that we died?'"

The Poison King stared at a poisonous insect on a tree, ignoring my words. I didn't get angry. Just as I lived in my own world, he lived in his.

"What's that poisonous insect's name?"

I asked about his world, and he answered with mine.

"What's the point in avenging them?"

"I remember it's an ingredient for Cheongsaldok, but I can't recall the name."

"It's hypocrisy. Just self-satisfaction from helping someone."

We spoke past each other, neither of us listening.

"Ah, what was it? The name's on the tip of my tongue."

"The dead are dead. That's the end of it."

The Poison King looked at me, and I looked back. We stared at each other in silence. It was the longest the Poison King had ever looked at me.

Then, we returned to our respective worlds.

"It's Su. The name of the little girl who died in her mother's arms."

"That poisonous insect is the White Spotted Bug. It's not an ingredient for Cheongsaldok, but for the Five Poisons Perfume."

The Poison King then asked with the most serious face I had seen on him yet.

"Tell me the real reason you're doing this."

"When I say it, everyone says the same thing. 'Are you from the orthodox sects?' 'Are you some righteous hero?' When that happens, I ask a question, just like that child's vengeful spirit. A helpless woman dies, a child dies, young people are dying, and we're supposed to not care because we're the Demonic Cult? If that's what those orthodox sect bastards think, then what in the world are we supposed to think as we live?"

The Poison King didn't answer.

I didn't press him. I clapped my hands once and said energetically.

"Let's go. We have a lot of poisonous insects to catch today, don't we?"

But he didn't move. He sank to the ground right where he stood.

I had no choice but to sit down next to him.

The Poison King watched poison ants crawl past his feet. Since I was already sitting, I finished what I wanted to say, whether he was listening or not.

"The dead child has an older brother. He was outside the blood-soaked brothel, shouting for his mother and sister. I want to tell that boy I came back after killing every last person who killed his family. Normally, no one can kill those people, but we could kill them because we are demonic."

The Poison King kept his gaze on the ants and said.

"I really can't understand you."

"You should never support me. If you're not careful, someone like me could become the next Heavenly Demon."

"I wouldn't support you even if I died."

But the Poison King was the truly incomprehensible one, because he added this.

"Does it really have to bark five times?"


Chapter 214: We Are the Hounds of Hell

For a moment, I could not say anything. It was a silence of surprise and joy. His words meant he had lost the bet.

"Watch out! You'll step on the ants!"

I flinched, nearly stepping on an ant.

I could not understand why he was letting me win. Was it because of the relationship we had built? Was it because of the Evil Alliance's True Venom Sage, whom he disliked? Was it because of that boy who lost his family? Or maybe it was because of those poison ants marching in a line.

In any case, the reason did not matter.

"The Poison King!"

I threw my arms around the Poison King and hugged him with all my might.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

The Poison King suddenly dangled a poison pouch from his waist next to my face.

"Do you want to die? Are you going to let go?"

"......"

I scrambled back.

The Poison King stood up.

"Let's go. Let's go bark, and then go to the Cult Leader."

He meant to act on it immediately.

"The Poison King, I'll bark in your place."

"......"

"You've given your permission so readily, so I should repay you. Haven't I only been learning from you until now, the Poison King?"

"You'll really bark for me?"

"......"

At my sincere reply, the Poison King smiled.

"Aren't you smiling a little too brightly?"

"I've gone from a dog to a human, of course I should be happy."

"Let's go."

We had to move before he changed his mind. We headed straight for the grand training grounds.

"Please wait here at a distance. I'll go and give a good, hearty bark."

As I was about to head to the training grounds, the Poison King stopped me.

"You stay here. I'm the one who's going to bark. I'm not a man who breaks his promises."

"Will you be alright?"

"Will you be alright? You're someone who could become the Heavenly Demon."

"Didn't you say you wouldn't support me even if you died?"

"I won't."

My gaze and the Poison King's locked in mid-air. His face still looked so young, but his eyes were deep. He would not support me, but he had the maturity to worry about what would happen if I became the Heavenly Demon. This was the true nature of the man called the Poison King.

"I'll bark. You stay here."

The same the Poison King who hated even stepping outside the Thousand Poisons Forest started walking toward the training grounds.

Watching him, I added a new principle to my life.

Never rashly judge anyone's world.

I resolved to look people in the eye, say what needed to be said without delay, and never judge anyone rashly. I was adding principles to my life, one by one.

As soon as the Poison King appeared, all eyes in the vicinity focused on him. He drew their gazes naturally, without revealing any particular qi. The presence of a Demon Supreme was beginning to make itself felt.

The cultists were shocked. The rarely seen the Poison King had appeared in the middle of the grand training grounds.

Not only did people stop in their tracks, but they also poked their heads out of building windows. A crowd began to gather around him. Among them were some who were seeing the Poison King for the first time.

At first, they approached, thinking, That's the Poison King? He's that young? Then, they would belatedly cover their noses and mouths and retreat far away.

The Poison King waited for as many people as possible to gather. He could have barked quickly when there were few people around and claimed he had kept his promise, but he did not. He too was a man among men. Just a man who hated going outside.

Hearing the news, people continued to flock to the area.

Among them was the Demonic Army General Jang Ho. It had been a while since I had seen him, and Jang Ho looked as reliable as ever. I gave him a nod, and from a distance, he respectfully bowed his head.

Having heard the news, Seo Daeryong, the Sanzu River Hall investigators, and even the execution martial artists all rushed out. Seo Daeryong sent me a telepathic message with a shocked expression.

[Director, what's going on?]

[I'm on my way to reveal the mastermind.]

[What? What do you mean?]

[You said it yourself at the brothel where the incident happened, didn't you? That you wanted to find out why something like this occurred.]

[I did.]

[I'm on my way to find out.]

[At the training grounds?]

[Yes, this is the starting point.]

Seo Daeryong wore an expression that asked what I meant, but I did not explain further.

And so, the grand training grounds became crowded with people. Everyone's gaze was fixed on the Poison King. The Poison King who conversed with snakes with a youthful face, the Poison King who fell into contemplation while looking at poisonous insects, the Poison King who drew cute pictures on his poison pouches, stood proudly without batting an eye under the gazes of so many cultists.

Everyone knew. If the Poison King decided to kill everyone present right now, if those twelve poison pouches at his waist were opened, everyone here would be annihilated.

When he judged that enough people had gathered, the Poison King raised his hand. The murmuring instantly died down.

In that moment, when so many people did not even dare to breathe, the Poison King let out a loud bark.

Everyone was stunned. They never imagined that the Poison King would gather people just to bark like a dog. Some even fled in shock, thinking the Poison King had gone mad and was about to release his poisons.

Right then, another shout echoed through the place.

"A tiger father has a dog son!"

The one who shouted was, of course, me. I also let out a loud bark as I walked toward the Poison King.

The Poison King looked at me, his expression asking, What are you doing?

How could I let him bark all alone?

"Let's bark together."

"No! You're..."

"It's alright."

I gave him a confident smile of self-respect. It showed that something like this could never touch my dignity as the future Heavenly Demon. This was not a matter of self-respect. It was about my friendship with the Poison King, a sign of my gratitude. I would not let him bark alone.

The second time, I barked first.

The Poison King looked at me, completely baffled, but an unconcealable smile touched his lips.

I will grow closer to the Poison King. So that later, when I reveal, 'I have Myriad Poison Immunity!' I will see joy on his face, not some other emotion. That is my goal. It is by no means an easy one. After all, the Poison King and Myriad Poison Immunity are polar opposites.

We barked together.

Since we were barking anyway, we barked long and coolly, like the howl of a wolf. Are all dogs the same? We were not some neighborhood mutts, but magnificent dogs loyal to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult! We are the hounds of hell that tear evil apart.

The onlookers murmured. They all wondered what was happening, but no one dared to laugh at us.

It was right then. Someone in the crowd who had been watching started barking along with us.

It was none other than Seo Daeryong. When Seo Daeryong barked, the Sanzu River Hall investigators barked, and the execution martial artists barked. The Poison Fangs began to bark, and Jang Ho barked too. Everyone was surprised when the Demonic Army General barked, and then the loyal Demonic Army soldiers also began to bark.

Other cultists followed suit. In an instant, the grand training grounds became a complete madhouse.

In that pandemonium, we barked together amicably five times.

This moment of barking together was far more exhilarating than watching the Poison King lose the bet.


After creating a huge ruckus, I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall with the Poison King. Before we opened the doors and entered, the Poison King took out several pills and swallowed them.

"What kind of medicine are you taking?"

His answer was unexpected.

"It's medicine to calm the mind."

I asked him, bewildered.

"You didn't take any when you were barking in front of all those people?"

"This is ten times more nerve-wracking than standing in the training grounds. Right now, I'm not going to meet the Cult Leader. I'm going to defy the Cult Leader."

Father had been certain that the Poison King would never come over to my side. For him to have been won over so easily, it was tantamount to picking a fight, going beyond mere defiance.

"Besides, the Cult Leader hates me."

"Father is a martial artist to the bone, so he tends to be harsh toward anything unorthodox, but he dislikes poison arts, not you, the Poison King. Father is often misunderstood in matters like this."

"I refuse your consolation."

"It's not consolation. Think about it. If he truly disliked you, the Poison King, would he have proposed this bet? Would you, the Poison King, allow such an important bet to be made with someone you truly hate?"

That seemed to make some sense, as the Poison King did not offer a rebuttal.

"And so what if Father dislikes you a little? You can live with being disliked a bit."

"Do that, and you'll get dragged away without a soul knowing."

"Don't worry. He might boil all the other Demon Supremes in a cauldron, but he won't boil you, the Poison King."

"Because he can't eat me due to the poison?"

"No. Because if you weren't here, the Poison King, the Murim Alliance would invade immediately."

"You don't have to suck up to me anymore. I'm going to keep my promise anyway."

"I refuse. I'm going to keep sucking up. The impression you made on me today will last forever."

"You're saying that because you know I won't survive today, aren't you?"

We stepped into the Heavenly Demon Hall and walked side by side down the path of blood toward Father. It seemed Father had already heard the news that we had barked in the grand training grounds. The atmosphere was solemn and frigid.

After paying his respects, the Poison King looked at Father and spoke politely.

"Cult Leader. Please grant the Second Young Lord's request."

Father glared fiercely at the Poison King.

"You were the one I trusted."

The Poison King wore a troubled expression.

"I apologize."

"What on earth swayed you?" Father asked with a genuinely curious expression.

The Poison King seemed to ponder his answer for a moment.

"I was moved by the Second Young Lord's mourning."

At his unexpected words, both Father and I were surprised.

"Many people died in this incident. I was moved by the Second Young Lord's mourning for those unknown individuals."

I had not known the Poison King was thinking such things. He had acted as if he was not paying attention, but he had heard everything and was thinking deeply about it.

"I believe you can tell what kind of person someone is by seeing how they mourn for others."

The same the Poison King who had been trembling before the door spoke eloquently and confidently in front of Father.

Father's gaze turned to me.

"Are you happy?"

"I feel like I could fly. With the Demon Supremes supporting me together, I've achieved something for the first time. This will be a day I'll never forget for the rest of my life."

I conveyed my joy honestly. In truth, this was all thanks to Father. Thanks to his sharp rebuke.

How open is your world?

With that one phrase, I had realized that the Poison King's world was not a closed one, and in reality, it was not. If he were someone who truly lived in a closed world, he would not have barked in the training grounds, nor would he be standing in this place right now. I had simply been looking at him with a closed perspective.

It's thanks to you, Father.

However, I did not say those words here and now. This was a moment when I had to give Father a chance to be angry.

I believe it. I believe that at least half of Father's heart had been hoping for me to win. I chose to believe that.

As always, Father kept his promise.

"Fine. I grant your request."

I performed a deep bow on the spot.

"Thank you, Father."

I know this wasn't an easy decision for Father either. That's why I have to handle this matter well.

"If you've made such a request, it must be because you're confident you can handle it without leaving any evidence that we were involved, right?"

"Yes, I will do my best."

"Your best isn't enough. You must handle it without leaving any sign that we were the ones who killed them."

To deal with the Evil Alliance's second-in-command, Yayul Han, and his four limbs, without them knowing it was our doing. This too was a near-impossible mission, but I answered energetically.

"Yes! I will do so."

To receive this permission, all the Demon Supremes had stepped forward, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had even risked his life, and the Poison King had barked in the training grounds.

Then I have to pull it off, perfectly.

Father had already returned to his usual self. He was not the type to look back once he made a decision. He did not hold grudges.

"Who will you go with?"

"I will go with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"The two of you might not be enough. With three, I can rest assured."

Just as the Poison King made a horrified face, Father's gaze turned to him.

"You will accompany him and help."

"I can't! Cult Leader!" the Poison King jumped, horrified.

"You can't?"

At Father's low question, the Poison King quickly replied.

"No. I can."

Father's expression seemed to say, You thought you'd get away with that so easily? Have a taste of this. I stand corrected. Father does hold grudges.

Father rose from his seat.

"The Poison King, listen."

As Father revealed the qi of the Heavenly Demon, the Poison King bowed his waist to show respect.

"Yes, Cult Leader."

"From this moment on, I permit the use of the Twelve Absolute Poisons."

"I accept your solemn command."

The Poison King's primary poison, the Twelve Absolute Poisons, could only be used with Father's permission. That was a testament to how terrifying the Poison King's poisons were.

After respectfully bidding farewell to Father, the Poison King and I left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"You said you were nervous, but you spoke even better than I did."

"That was all the medicine's effect."

The Poison King let out a sigh so deep it seemed the ground would collapse. The man who hated even leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest was now being sent out to the Central Plains.

"It's dangerous outside the Thousand Poisons Forest!"

"Actually, you're the most dangerous one here, the Poison King."

The Poison King glared at me, his eyes screaming, This is all your fault.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know it would turn out like this either."

"I'm not going. I refuse."

"Alright. I'll go with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. You can hide well in the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"If I did that, I'd really get dragged away."

The Poison King threw a tantrum at nothing in particular.

"When I go out, I'm going to kill everyone. I'll stop by every village and annihilate them all. You don't think I can do it?"

He really, really did not want to go out.

"It seems you were worried about me, considering our opponent. I can tell, since you're sending out our Cult's greatest hidden weapon."

"That's not enough to console me, not at all!"

With slumped shoulders, the Poison King walked toward the Thousand Poisons Forest.

I shouted after him.

"We'll be leaving as soon as possible, so please get ready, and thank you so much for today!"

At that, the Poison King walked away, barking. He was a very angry dog.

Smiling at his retreating back, I turned my steps toward the Valley of Evil.


Chapter 215: Participate From the Beginning

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat alone in the white room again, staring at the wall.

My worries that he might go mad disappeared once I learned the white wall helped his martial arts training.

Upon entering his room, I spoke.

"The Smiling Demon, let's go fight."

The Smiling Demon's eyes smiled brightly behind his mask when he heard I had permission. This was the same Extremely Evil Smiling Demon who wore the Undying Ghost Mask to meet Father and help me.

"Excellent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon readily agreed. He showed no fear, even knowing his opponent was Yayul Han. He was simply delighted to fight alongside me.

"We'll be dealing not only with Yayul Han, but also with the four subordinates under his command."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled through the mask's eyeholes. He was the type who rejoiced when the enemy was stronger, but that didn't mean he was arrogant or failed to assess his opponent accurately.

"Yayul Han is a strong man. This could be a tougher fight than any we've had before."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wasn't letting his guard down. He understood the danger better than anyone, which made me even more grateful. He had stepped forward knowing exactly what the task entailed.

"The problem is, we have to finish them off without leaving any evidence that we were the ones who killed them."

"The Second Young Lord is smart, so you'll find a way."

"You have to help me, the Smiling Demon."

"I'll just handle the killing."

He said it easily, but I could feel the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze deepen. The opponent forced deep thought. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to me in a calm tone.

"Sometimes, when I fight, I forget who I am. That's when it's most dangerous. The Second Young Lord I know is someone who knows himself better than anyone. That's why I'm not worried."

"And I'm not worried because I have you, the Smiling Demon."

We looked at each other and smiled, treating each other with goodwill and gratitude.

I feel the urge to banter with him. I want to joke around.

But I held back. Mistakes happen at times like this. Etiquette should be maintained when you're close, but it becomes harder the closer you get. So, I treated him with even deeper respect.

"Oh, and another Demon Supreme will be joining us for this task."

"Who is it?"

"By Father's command, the Poison King will be coming with us."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked slightly troubled when I mentioned the Poison King.

"I have no personal acquaintance with him."

Who did? That was true for both the Poison King and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"In the process of arranging this, I got to know a little about the Poison King. I thought he was a decent person."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon still seemed uncomfortable. Liking me was one thing, but his relationships with the other Demon Supremes were another matter entirely.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked to the opposite wall and stood before a line he had drawn.

"The Poison King... he's probably around here."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pointed to the beginning of the line.

"Still, he's on the line."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at my words. Since it was already decided, he accepted the situation.

"We'll just have to hope the Poison King's poison doesn't kill us by mistake."

I can't quite picture the two of them together either. The combinations of the Demon Supremes are difficult to match. Which two would be the best fit?

"When can you depart?"

"I'm ready anytime."

"Then let's depart tomorrow morning."

"Very well."

As I turned to leave, I spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"This was all thanks to you, the Smiling Demon. Thank you once again."

"If we don't return alive, you'll have to use the word 'responsibility' instead of 'thanks'. Save your greetings for after the job is done."

After speaking, the Smiling Demon looked at the wall again.

I stared at the white wall with him for a moment, then bid farewell and left the room.

As I walked out of the Valley of Evil, the Faceless Warriors I encountered looked at me with greater favor. Some even bowed and greeted me, saying they enjoyed what happened earlier. My popularity had risen even more after I barked in the grand training grounds. They were a group that preferred strange antics anyway.


After leaving the Valley of Evil, I went straight to the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Poison King was in the middle of packing. I came to tell him we were leaving tomorrow morning, but he was already busy gathering things as if he expected it.

"How'd you know we're leaving tomorrow morning?"

"After all the fuss you made to get this chance, of course you'd leave right away."

"As expected, you're brilliant."

"If I were so brilliant, would I have gotten myself into this crisis?"

To him, the crisis wasn't facing Yayul Han. The crisis was leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Poison King packed poisons into a shoulder bag. He packed all sorts of poisons in pouches, containers, and bottles.

"Is it necessary to bring so much poison?"

The poisons the Poison King already carried were enough to kill countless martial artists, yet he packed an excessive amount of spares.

"You never know what might happen."

Despite wanting to die rather than go, his preparations were thorough. It was his personality. Without such a meticulous nature, he could never create so many poisons and antidotes.

The Poison King put on a thin robe to hide the poison pouches on his waist. The robe also had several inner pockets, which he filled with more poisons.

"I'll be carrying a leather pouch, so if you give me some, I can carry them too."

"Are you planning to destroy the Evil Alliance? Forget it."

"You look like you're ready to do just that right now."

He pretended not to hear and packed something else. Next, he wrapped a leather belt around himself. It held about twenty poison-coated throwing knives.

"You throw throwing knives too?"

"Better than you, I bet."

That's unlikely, but I'm surprised the Poison King uses throwing knives.

On top of that, the Poison King also packed a fan.

It was his unique poison weapon, the Emptiness Fan, used mainly for administering poison. Killing everyone by spreading poison is easy. Killing just one person in a room of dozens is difficult.

One had to be careful when the Poison King gently waved the Emptiness Fan. You never knew where the wind to hell would blow.

In the future, the next Poison King would evaluate his master, the current Poison King, like this.

The greatest master of poison arts in the last three hundred years.

"I'm telling you now, I'm not killing Yayul Han. I'm just tagging along. I'm just going to watch!"

"If you're just going to watch, why are you packing so much poison?"

"So I can watch with peace of mind."

This was his personality. Both the meticulousness and this anxiety.

"How long will it take?"

"I don't know. I plan to handle it as quickly as possible, but I don't know what the situation will be when we get there."

"Let's handle it as fast as possible and come back. Got it?"

"It would be faster if you helped."

"I don't know about anything else, but that bastard, the True Venom Sage, I'll have to deal with him myself."

The Poison King seemed annoyed about this particular incident.

"If you're going to sell medicine, at least make it properly before you sell it. This is why we get a bad name. It's why the Cult Leader hates me."

"But you can't leave any trace that you used your poison arts, the Poison King."

"Am I going to leave a corpse behind for display?"

He meant he would melt the corpse without a trace.

In any case, if the Poison King takes care of the True Venom Sage, I won't have to reveal my Myriad Poison Immunity.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow morning."

I left him to finish packing and exited the Thousand Poisons Forest.

As he led me out, Sangseon spoke.

"Please take good care of the Poison King."

I knew how much Sangseon worried about and cherished the Poison King. He must be even more concerned since it was his first time leaving the cult in a long time.

"I think I should be asking the Poison King to do that, but yes. I'll escort him well and bring him back."

"Today is the last time I'll guide you. From now on, you'll have to come alone."

He had always guided me through confusing paths, but today he led me out using the easiest and best route.


After leaving the Thousand Poisons Gate, I visited the physician's office.

I could finally say the words to the physician.

"Tomorrow, I leave to kill Yayul Han."

The physician stood blankly, shocked, then staggered. I released my qi to envelop his body, sat him in a chair, and brought him water.

The physician asked in a trembling voice.

"How did you know it was him?"

He had asked me to kill a man but had never told me his name.

I said nothing. Soon, the physician cried out, 'Ah!'. He must have realized I heard the name from Father, since he had asked him for this favor before and been refused.

"Did the Cult Leader permit it?"

"Yes. Six Demon Supremes helped me with this task. My recent visit to the Poison King was also to get his permission for this."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"I wanted to tell you after I received permission."

Passion flooded the physician's face.

"I have lived only for this day."

His life was one of torment. He lost his family before his eyes and survived alone, dreaming of revenge while treating patients as self-punishment. He probably never slept peacefully. He probably couldn't taste even the most delicious food.

I've never had a child, but I can't even imagine the depth of sorrow and resentment from watching your child murdered before your eyes.

"I could have killed him and told you after, but I'm telling you now because I know how important this is to you, Physician. I'm telling you from the beginning that it's starting now. This way, you can participate from the very beginning."

The physician would tremble, tense, and worry until I returned. He wouldn't be able to sleep.

Still, I believe telling him was the right thing to do.

The physician recalled the day he desperately wanted to forget but never could.

"It was when I was young. I was treating a critically ill patient when Yayul Han barged in. He demanded I immediately treat the person he brought. I told him I couldn't. That if I stopped the treatment now, this person would die. Even with a sword to my neck, I upheld my principles as a physician, and that day, I saved them both. I saved the person I was treating, and I saved the person that bastard brought."

"But why?"

"He said he never let anyone who disobeyed his orders live. It was his own principle, and he would uphold it. He said he would spare my life since I saved his subordinate. In exchange..."

Tears streamed from the physician's eyes.

"I regret it. I should've just done what he said. I regret it dozens, hundreds of times a day. If I could only go back to that day... I'd follow his orders. I'd follow his orders even if the patient I was treating died."

I said nothing. I knew no words could comfort him.

He led me to his personal quarters within the physician's office. The room was so small and shabby it was hard to believe it was his. It contained only a single hard bed, a small desk, and a chair. The few books on the desk and a single old lamp seemed to show his entire life.

There was a secret door in that room. He opened a small door hidden in the wall, and we went inside.

The hidden space perfectly recreated the physician's old home.

The place where his wife used to cook, the place where his son used to run and play, and the room where the family of three used to sleep.

He was still there, in that place, on that day. He hadn't left it for a single moment.

"My young son always wanted to play with me. Every time, it was because Daddy was busy. Because Daddy had to save a patient. Because Daddy had to go buy medicinal herbs. I kept putting it off and putting it off, but still, my son never hated me. That little boy said to me, 'When you're not busy, you'll play with me, right? Right? You're working so hard for us, right?' I still can't forget the look in his eyes that day. At times like that, my wife would say, 'Don't overwork yourself. Take care of your own health first.' How can I call myself a physician when I couldn't even save my own child, my own wife!"

Finally, the tears the physician held back streamed down his face. He tried hard to stop them, but they only flowed more. It was the first time I had ever seen the physician cry.

I went and hugged the physician. I held him tight and patted his bony back as he squeezed his eyes shut and wept silently. I wasn't hugging him as the Second Young Lord. It was my pre-regression self, who had lived a much longer life, hugging a younger brother living this difficult, lonely life. Physician, you can stop suffering now. I will end it for you.

A moment later, the physician calmed himself.

Our gazes met. His face looked relieved, in a way. It was a pain he had suppressed alone for so long.

"...I'm sorry. For making you do such a dangerous thing for my revenge."

I told him firmly.

"I will kill him and return without fail."

Today will be the last time I see his tear-streaked face.

"That bastard has probably forgotten I even exist."

That fact would probably infuriate him even more.

"I will make him remember."

I don't usually attach meaning to a villain's death, but this time is an exception.

"And so, I will whisper in the dying bastard's ear. That this death is the physician's answer to your pathetic principle."


Chapter 216: Are You Afraid of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

At dawn the next day, a carriage departed secretly from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The carriage carried Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Poison King.

Two people watched them from a distance. They were the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin and Head Strategist Sama Myeong.

"I should step down from my position as Head Strategist."

Geom Woojin looked at Sama Myeong, his expression questioning. Sama Myeong smiled self-deprecatingly.

"I never imagined the Second Young Lord would make the Poison King bark in the grand training grounds. I knew the Second Young Lord was extraordinary, but I didn't know he'd even bring down the Poison King."

Geom Woojin nodded.

"I feel the same way."

"And there's one more shock. I never thought the Cult Leader would permit this."

"What could I do? I made a promise."

Sama Myeong knew Geom Woojin was not a man who broke promises. That was why Geom Woojin should have refused from the start, but he had left an opening with the Poison King.

Could it be that the Cult Leader anticipated this outcome?

Sama Myeong thought that might be the case. He could never fathom Geom Woojin's heart when it came to Geom Mugeuk.

"During this mission, give my second brother full access to all information," Geom Woojin ordered.

"Yes, the All-Knowing Hall will provide its full support."

"And prepare for any unforeseen circumstances."

Two severe unforeseen circumstances loomed. The first was the mission succeeding, but the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult being exposed as Yayul Han's killer. The second was Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes failing and ending up in danger. Either outcome would have a severe aftermath. The Evil Alliance couldn't wage war on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but they would demand compensation. Refusing could push them to join the Murim Alliance. The death or serious injury of Geom Mugeuk or the Demon Supremes was an equally grave problem.

How could Geom Woojin not know this? Yet, he had given his permission.

Are you perhaps hoping this incident will destabilize the state of murim?

Sama Myeong knew Geom Woojin would one day draw his sword against murim. The thought suddenly struck him that perhaps Geom Woojin intended for this incident to be the beginning.

One thing was certain. It was not just the Demon Supremes who had changed. The Heavenly Demon had also changed, though Sama Myeong could not pinpoint how. The fact they stood here together watching the carriage depart, something that would not normally happen, proved it.

Second Young Lord, you must succeed and return.

The winds of change were blowing not only within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but toward all of murim.


Seo Daeryong drove the carriage.

Last night, I went to Seo Daeryong and told him we had to leave together tomorrow. He immediately started complaining.

"No way! What kind of dangerous place are you trying to drag me to this time?"

"It's nothing big. You just need to drive the carriage and run a few errands later."

"That makes it even more suspicious. It reeks of danger."

"That would be the smell of adventure. The smell of growth, and also the smell of memories."

"When you mix all that together, it becomes the smell of danger. I'm sorry, but I'm not going! I told you, winning the Young Dragon Tournament was the end of all my adventures for a lifetime. I'm going to spend the rest of my life just bragging about that, remember?"

"It has to be you."

"But there are so many demonic practitioners in our Cult."

"Because the fates of myself, our Cult, and murim are on the line. I need someone I can trust to keep the secret until death. At least there won't be any villainesses trying to seduce you."

"You're hitting me where it hurts again."

The one sentence that finally moved him was this.

"I'm going to handle that incident."

At that, the playful look vanished from Seo Daeryong's face.

"Then I have to go."

And so, Seo Daeryong came to the carriage this morning, determined to punish the mastermind behind the incident.

"But why are you taking a carriage? Shouldn't the two of you just go using movement arts?"

"Because it's not just the two of us."

"What?"

Seo Daeryong peeked inside the carriage and startled. He pulled me away and whispered.

"Why are those two in the carriage?"

"Because they're coming with me to help."

"You didn't tell me the carriage I have to drive is carrying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King! Hurry up and tell me everything. Who is the enemy?"

"Yayul Han."

Seo Daeryong blinked for a moment, then asked.

"I only know one Yayul Han... It's not him, right? Come on, why are you making such an extreme joke? Please tell me it's not him."

Just as he spun around to flee, I spoke.

"You can be the one to tell that child. Tell her we've returned after avenging her family."

Seo Daeryong turned back around. He walked toward the driver's seat with slumped shoulders.

"If you put it like that, how can I not go!"

I knew Seo Daeryong was just putting on a show. He might be scared, but he was not the type of man to back down from something like this.

He would want to avenge the child. Above all, it was a journey with me. On our last trip out of the cult, he became a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament.

Seo Daeryong was necessary for this mission. Take this carriage, for instance. If I had been driving, a truly suffocating silence would have filled the carriage with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King inside.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King had not said a single word to each other since their initial greeting. They really were not close.

I had expected as much and made no effort to force them to get along. If an opportunity arose for them to become friends, they would. If not, they would return in this same chilly atmosphere.

"We've received all current information on our targets from the All-Knowing Hall, and we're scheduled to receive additional information."

I had not told the two of them, but the Hidden Moon, led by Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, was also actively gathering information. Those two had also agreed to join us on-site and help with the mission.

"Our current destination is the location of the Golden Pig Jisaeng, the creator of the Miracle Deity Loan. I'll explain the plan once we arrive."

"We will follow the Second Young Lord's plan," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied politely.

The Poison King glanced my way. He looked like he wanted to say something but was holding back because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

[Let me ask one thing. Why does the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon like you so much?]

[But why are you sending me a telepathy instead of just saying it?]

[I'm not even close with that guy, so how can I ask? Does he have some dirt on you? Why is he being so nice?]

[I won't answer if you use telepathy. Be a man and just ask!]

The Poison King turned his head to the window.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon noticed the Poison King sending me a telepathy and looked at me. I smiled and gave him a nod. Just exchanging glances like this felt good. It was truly surprising.

The Poison King asked about something else, unrelated to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Does a plan that doesn't exist now suddenly appear when we arrive?"

"It will when the strategist who isn't here now arrives."

"A strategist? Strategist Sama?"

The Poison King did not know that Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had become my people.

"No, I have my own strategist."

"You already have a strategist?"

"You need a strategist to survive in this harsh murim. Doesn't everyone have at least one strategist who can't play Go?"

The Poison King looked incomprehensible. Normally, a harsh remark would have followed, but he seemed to be holding back because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. There were some benefits to having these two together.

[Are you afraid of the Smiling Demon?]

I expected him to tell me not to be ridiculous.

[Of course I'm afraid. Just looking at that mask makes my heart tremble.]

It was an unexpected answer. I never thought the Poison King would fear the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon this much.

[Right now, the Smiling Demon is probably trembling while looking at your poison pouch.]

[No way. That man is not afraid of death.]

I did not know he held the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in such high regard.

[What about you, Poison King?]

[I'm afraid of dying. Isn't that why I'm the guy who never even leaves the Thousand Poisons Forest?]

Are you afraid of dying? Or are you afraid of killing?

Instead of asking what I wanted to, I asked the Poison King something else.

"How does it feel to be out of the cult after so long?"

The Poison King's gaze turned to the scenery outside the speeding carriage.

"What is there to feel? I, too, once roamed the Central Plains until I was sick of it."

"You, the Poison King?"

"Do you think I earned the title of the Poison King in the Thousand Poisons Forest? In my youth, I traveled all over the Central Plains in search of poisons."

Why would a man like that hole himself up in the Thousand Poisons Forest?

I did not ask. When we reach a point where we can share our hearts, I will naturally find out. Let's hear it on the day I reveal that I have Myriad Poison Immunity.

Just then, a horse neighed urgently, and the carriage jolted to a halt.

An ordinary person would have been thrown forward, but the two Demon Supremes calmly kept their positions.

From the driver's seat, Seo Daeryong spoke urgently.

"I'm sorry! A deer suddenly jumped out from the bushes by the road."

"Since we've stopped anyway, let's take a short break. The horse seems startled too."

I got out of the carriage with the two Demon Supremes.

Seo Daeryong bowed to the two Demon Supremes, apologizing once more.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, whom he feared the most, could have been thrown into the front of the carriage. What if the impact had chipped a corner of his mask? Seo Daeryong's face was pale, as if he was imagining just that.

To ease the tension, I formally introduced Seo Daeryong.

"He is the head disciple of Elder Blade Demon. He is currently learning the Elder's unique martial arts."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not surprised, as if he already knew. The Poison King, however, was startled.

"A disciple of the Blade Demon?"

The fact that this small, frail-looking man was the next Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed to have surprised him.

I gave Seo Daeryong more backing.

"He's also my right-hand man."

The Poison King's gaze shifted to me. His eyes seemed to ask, 'He's even your right-hand man?' and I replied forcefully.

"Having him around is very reassuring."

At that, the Poison King's gaze returned to Seo Daeryong. Naturally, Seo Daeryong felt a hundred times more burdened.

"You praise me too much," Seo Daeryong said, bowing politely.

At the same time, a telepathy flew in.

[Don't do it! Please stop making me stand out to the Demon Supremes! Just treat me like I don't exist!]

As Seo Daeryong raised his head, I smiled.

"He also won the Young Dragon Tournament, a competition among the best prodigies of the orthodox sects."

Seeing Seo Daeryong curse at me with his eyes, I made sure to add a finishing touch.

"You two will meet him again in the distant future at a Demon Supreme assembly."

Having given up on everything, Seo Daeryong looked up at the sky with an enlightened face and laughed. I was done teasing him.

"Alright, let's depart."

We got back into the carriage.

Seo Daeryong, who had been driving cheerfully just moments before, now drove the carriage cautiously, like a novice coachman. He was afraid of having to stop suddenly again.

I shouted toward the driver's seat.

"If you're going to drive this slowly, you'll have to switch places with me. You want to come in here?"

The next moment, the carriage began to race forward at a furious speed.


The carriage ran and ran.

To avoid leaving a trail, we camped out instead of stopping in towns. When the alcohol and food ran out, I hunted and cooked myself to serve the Demon Supremes.

The Poison King, tasting my cooking for the first time, marveled that I was good at everything.

We continued driving until we arrived in the region where the Golden Pig Jisaeng was located.

Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted us at a safehouse there.

The Poison King saw not only Go Wol but also the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and asked me.

[Why is the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader here?]

[He has a special relationship with my strategist.]

[I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left his position as Cult Leader. So it was because of you.]

[But why do you keep sending telepathies? Speak confidently. 'Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, what are you doing here?' What is the great Poison King so afraid of?]

[Am I afraid? No, it's just awkward.]

[And barking in front of all those people was fine? Being defiant in front of Father was fine?]

[That was because I had to. I'm just uncomfortable around all these people.]

Still, I felt my relationship with the Poison King had progressed. He was being honest with me about his feelings.

After letting the two Demon Supremes unpack in their rooms, I met with Go Wol separately.

"You are incredible. To think you even moved the heart of the Poison King."

"Their actions are driven less by loyalty to me and more by goodwill or curiosity."

"I believe that goodwill can exert a greater power than loyalty."

"I hope so."

I believed my relationship with the Demon Supremes was just beginning.

Truly getting close to someone is difficult. Maintaining that relationship is even harder. In the space left when novelty fades, boredom and disappointment are bound to creep in. I still have a long way to go with the Demon Supremes.

"This matter must be handled more cautiously than any other," Go Wol said.

He knew the gravity of this situation better than anyone.

"Frankly, considering the skills of the Young Lord and the Demon Supremes, dealing with his four underlings won't be difficult. The problem is not leaving any trace of our Cult in their deaths, and also not making Yayul Han tense up as a result."

Go Wol already seemed to have given this a lot of thought.

"I will follow your plan."

I was not just saying that to make him feel good. I fully intended to follow Go Wol's words. How to nurture a good strategist? It's simple. Follow his plan and make that plan succeed. The more a strategist's confidence grows, the more brilliant his next plan will be. I just need to handle any deviations with improvisation.

"Our first target, Jisaeng, is creating a new Miracle Deity Loan. He recently found someone to entrust with the task."

This is why it is useless to just get rid of the underlings. Only by eliminating Jisaeng, who has tasted the money from the Miracle Deity Loan, will the Miracle Deity Loan itself disappear.

Go Wol's expression showed that a plan was already in place.

"It is said that he who chases a deer cannot see the mountain. In the end, it will be his own greed that kills him."

I guessed his plan and smiled.

"We'll have to teach the guy who likes immortals that among them, there are also evil immortals."


Chapter 217: May I Step In?

"Chairman Yang, didn't I tell you? A person can't live only for profit. Sometimes you have to take a loss, but you lost a few measly coins and ran to the Murim Alliance for help? Is the Murim Alliance your personal problem solver? You tattle to them at the drop of a hat. The Murim Alliance is busy too, lining their own pockets. So don't do this ever again. Got it?"

The man called Chairman Yang, collapsed on the floor, gave no answer. He was already dead. The Golden Pig Jisaeng continued to nag the corpse.

Jisaeng looked irritable. He was bone-thin, nothing like his moniker, the Golden Pig. He did not tolerate mistakes, so his subordinates could barely breathe around him.

"Search this man's house and take anything valuable. Get rid of anyone who might cause trouble later."

"......"

The subordinate who received the order went outside. As always, they would make it look like a mercenary raid and then set the place on fire.

For now, Jisaeng had to squeeze his surroundings like this. The reason was the damned Miracle Deity Loan.

Jisaeng pressed another subordinate.

"Have you found them?"

"We haven't found them yet. We've dispatched more people, so there should be news soon."

The bastards in charge of Miracle Deity Loan had taken all the assets and fled. Their escape had caused a major disruption to Jisaeng's financial situation.

The investigation revealed that Ilseon and Iseon, who ran Miracle Deity Loan, had come to the battlefield themselves to collect money. The bastards had even liquidated all their other assets and disappeared. Just thinking about them made Jisaeng's anger flare.

Stupid bastards!

If they had just kept working under him, they could have made much more money.

He didn't know about the other one, but he never thought Ilseon, who was smart and cautious, would kill the goose that lays the golden eggs.

Jisaeng couldn't know their specific thoughts or circumstances. They might have fought among themselves, or another problem could have arisen. Perhaps someone else had taken them out.

The smell of money was like the smell of blood. It always attracted packs of hyenas. Whatever the reason, if Jisaeng caught them, he planned to tear them to death with a mountain keep. Even if others had already killed them, he would kill them one more time.

"Find them no matter what! If you can't, you'll be the ones to die."

"Yes! Understood."

The subordinate's face turned pale. He knew it wasn't a joke and ran out.

Just then, another subordinate came to report.

"Big Tiger is waiting at the Seojangwon."

The Four Iron Sword Tigers.

Jisaeng had recruited individuals with notorious reputations in the unorthodox sects. He intended to put them in charge of Miracle Deity Loan.

It would have been better for his direct subordinates to handle the job, but the nature of Miracle Deity Loan made that impossible. They needed people completely unrelated to the Evil Alliance in case problems arose. It would be especially troublesome if the Murim Alliance took issue with the matter.

Jisaeng exited the building and walked to a carriage. A man with a round face sat in the driver's seat, looking up at the sky.

When Jisaeng came out, the driver greeted him politely.

"Let's go to the Seohogwan."

The carriage departed, and the subordinates followed on horseback.

Jisaeng sent a telepathic message to the driver.

[Elder, please see if the Four Iron Sword Tigers are suitable.]

His tone was exceedingly polite and respectful.

This man, posing as a driver, was the real Golden Pig Jisaeng.

Previously, Iseon had told Geom Mugeuk about a tattoo on Jisaeng's driver. That person was this very man.

[Aren't you good at judging people by now?]

[I haven't learned even one-hundredth of your insight, Elder.]

[Excessive humility is flattery.]

[I apologize, Elder.]

[Trust your own eyes and make the judgment.]

The man had lived as the fake Jisaeng for over a decade. He thought like Jisaeng and lived like Jisaeng. Sometimes, he even felt he was the real Jisaeng.

During those years, no crisis had ever endangered his life. One might think it was fine to reveal himself and live openly now, but the real Jisaeng lived by thoroughly concealing himself.

The man thought Jisaeng was truly amazing. From what he knew, Jisaeng had amassed a fortune so vast he couldn't spend it all in a lifetime. If it were him, he would never be able to wear such shabby clothes and act as a driver.

[How are the finances for this month?]

[We are still short twenty thousand taels for the payment to the higher-ups.]

He couldn't report to the higher-ups that the tribute for the month couldn't be delivered because of some problem.

That's your problem.

That was always the stance of the higher-ups.

[Do not worry. I will handle it somehow so that it does not affect the higher-ups and you, Elder.]

[Do so.]

When things like this happened, the real Jisaeng never once offered to cover it with his own money. The man usually thought Jisaeng was a truly great person, but this side of him was disappointing. Did he have to be so obsessed with money?

Then again, this was also remarkable in its own way. He was a man with a firm philosophy on money. He lived for the fun of earning and saving it. To him, money was everything.

So, he had asked him once before.

"Why don't you become independent?"

He thought that with the real Jisaeng's mind, he could build an enormous fortune anywhere. Currently, he paid more than two-thirds of his earnings as tribute to Yayul Han.

At that time, the real Jisaeng had answered.

"No matter how much money I earn, people like me will eventually rip it all away."

It meant that someone with a powerful backer would eventually take it.

"Excessive greed brings disaster."

Hearing the greediest person he knew say such a thing, the fake Jisaeng felt a strange emotion. If excessive greed truly brought disaster, then Jisaeng would be disaster itself.

The carriage arrived at the Seohogwan.

The fake Jisaeng and his subordinates went inside first. The real Jisaeng got off the carriage. In truth, this was his favorite moment, second only to making money.

Watching the world while hiding his identity.

He felt a strange pleasure knowing no one recognized his true self. He enjoyed the joy of becoming like a god, manipulating humans like pieces on a game board.

The real Jisaeng clasped his hands behind his back and began to wander around the courtyard.


Big Tiger, the first of the Four Iron Sword Tigers, waited for Jisaeng in the reception hall.

A special screen hung between them. Set up by the subordinates, it allowed Jisaeng's side to see out, but not the other way around.

"I am honored to meet such a distinguished person."

This was the moment the fake Jisaeng had to become the real Jisaeng.

This fake also felt a strange pleasure. He became the grand figure known as Jisaeng, one of the four members under the Evil Alliance's second-in-command, Yayul Han.

Everyone bowed their heads before him. He wished the pleasure that power gave him would last forever.

"You've worked hard coming all this way."

"When the Elder summons, one must run a great distance in a single breath."

Jisaeng looked at the man sitting before him and felt inwardly pleased.

Just perfect.

He had liked this one most among the various candidates from the start. In Jisaeng's eyes, he looked less like a tiger and more like a wild dog. That made him perfect.

Someone with a sane mind could not handle a job like Miracle Deity Loan. Only those who felt no guilt destroying a person's soul could do it. Thus, it was a job for wild dogs, not tigers.

In that respect, the Four Iron Sword Tigers were suitable. Their pasts spoke for them. They were men who had committed evil deeds so vile they were hard to even speak of.

"I'll be honest with you. The ones who handled this job before had other ideas, so I dealt with them myself."

The fact that the bastards had run off with the money must never be known.

"Betrayal is death."

"I will offer my loyalty until death."

"After the work officially begins, even mentioning the main alliance means death."

"I will keep that in mind."

"If you just abide by those two things, you'll be able to earn a great deal of money."

"I will work as hard as an ox."

Big Tiger laughed. His laughter revealed a vulgarity he could not hide.

"And soon, I'd like to see your brothers as well."

"They are here with me. Please contact me anytime."

"I will be in touch soon."

"Understood."

Big Tiger bowed politely and excused himself.

After he left the Seohogwan, the fake Jisaeng came out and boarded the carriage.

[How was he?]

[Judging by his face, he is full of greed and pettiness, but at least he doesn't seem the type to betray easily, so he seems suitable for this job.]

[Then I will proceed.]

The carriage then left the area.


Big Tiger returned to his residence.

He was in a good mood. Though he went around saying he was evil from birth, he was getting tired of his wicked deeds. Jisaeng had chosen them just when he was thinking of pulling off one big job and retiring.

"You bastards! We did it!"

Big Tiger opened the door, stepped inside, and flinched in surprise.

Second Tiger, Third Tiger, and Fourth Tiger sat side-by-side on chairs, fast asleep.

A young man he had never seen before sat among them.

At first, he thought it was a young man his younger brothers had invited.

I told them not to bring in outsiders.

But another thought immediately followed. They invited someone over and then fell asleep? Or are they trying to prank me? They're doing something they've never done in their lives?

These thoughts flashed through his mind in an instant.

Big Tiger's deliberation did not last long. He turned his body as fast as lightning to flee.

Big Tiger's entire body froze.

A man in a white mask stood behind him, having appeared from nowhere. Their eyes met, and the icy gaze behind the mask paralyzed him. He had met all sorts of villains, but he had never seen such a terrifying gaze.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly reached out and lightly suppressed Big Tiger's inner arts. Big Tiger had been around the murim long enough, but he couldn't even lift a finger as his opponent touched his qi center.

Two more men entered behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They were the Poison King and Seo Daeryong.

"I'm not going to interfere. I'll just watch."

The Poison King walked past Big Tiger, went inside, and sat perched on the desk. Seo Daeryong closed the door.

Geom Mugeuk called to Big Tiger.

"Come closer."

Big Tiger slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

I have to keep my wits about me to survive!

That was his only thought.

When he got closer to Geom Mugeuk, he could finally see the other Tigers clearly. Their bodies were already stiff.

They're all dead!

Big Tiger's heart sank. Their bodies had no wounds. It looked as if they had been taken down without even drawing their swords. Who in the world were these people?

"Do you know who we are?"

"The Four Iron Sword Tigers, and you're the first, Big Tiger."

Hearing them identified so accurately, Big Tiger quickly spoke.

"We've been entrusted with an important job. You've made a big mistake."

"Being entrusted with the Miracle Deity Loan job by the Evil Alliance? What's so great about that?"

Big Tiger was shocked by Geom Mugeuk's words.

"You're doing this even though you know who's behind us?"

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped forward, stared intently at Big Tiger, and said, "Let's not waste any more time. Just give me a few minutes. I'll turn him into an obedient dog."

Every hair on Big Tiger's body stood on end, and his whole body trembled.

At that moment, the Poison King spoke politely to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I step in?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Poison King. The Poison King could not meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon readily nodded and took a step back.

"Please do."

It was the first time the two had shared a moment of understanding since leaving their Cult.

The Poison King fumbled in his bag, took out a medicine bottle, and said to Geom Mugeuk, "Why would you trust a man like that to get the job done? On the other hand, a Gu poison can certainly be trusted."

A hideous insect squirmed inside the medicine bottle.

"Once this thing settles in his brain, he'll cut off his own arm if you tell him to."

At those words, Big Tiger's face turned ashen. The thought of that disgusting thing entering his head already made him feel nauseous.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and asked the Poison King, "I thought you said you weren't going to get involved?"

"Seeing this guy made me want to test it out. It's been a while since I've tested it on a person."

"Unfortunately, we don't have time to test a Gu poison."

"Then feed him this at least."

The Poison King took another poison bottle from his bag.

"It's a poison that will cause all his internal organs to melt and kill him if he doesn't take the antidote every day. Tell him to try betraying us if he wants."

"It must not leave any traces of poison later."

"Whose poison do you think this is, that you'd worry about something like that?"

"Then this is perfect!"

The next moment, Big Tiger shouted urgently.

"Please spare me! What do I have to do?"

The gazes of the four men turned to Big Tiger. His whole body trembled. It was a bizarre combination of men who seemed to be neither villains nor righteous heroes.

He had experienced all sorts of villains, but these were the first to evoke such a primal fear. They seemed like opponents against whom no trick would ever work.

Geom Mugeuk approached him and said in a gentle tone, "Big Bro, I'll be in your care from now on."

The moment he heard those words, Big Tiger understood. They intended to take the roles of his brothers. That was why they had already killed his three younger brothers.

Geom Mugeuk held out the Poison King's poison to him.

"Big Bro, drink this first, and then let's talk about what needs to be done."

"I don't have to drink it! If you just spare my life, I'll do whatever you say! I'll swear on my name, on my parents, no, I'll swear to the gods of heaven and earth! If I don't keep my promise, may I be struck down by divine punishment and die!"

At that, Geom Mugeuk forced his mouth open and poured the medicine in.

"I don't believe you. Now, drink up!"


Chapter 218: To Invite Someone Over Just to Serve Cheap Liquor

A searing liquid burned down Big Tiger's throat.

He had never tasted anything like it. The moment he swallowed, Big Tiger knew he had ingested something forbidden.

The Poison King approached and handed him a black pill.

"Chew it thoroughly and swallow. Or all your insides will melt."

Startled, Big Tiger snatched the pill. A cooling sensation spread through him as the antidote took effect.

"You must take this antidote once a day until I completely detoxify you. For every two hours you're late, one of your organs will melt. Your heart will be the last to go."

Big Tiger's vision went dark, but a sliver of hope remained. They were keeping him alive for a reason.

"What should I do now?"

"You'll take us to Jisaeng. He's the second, I'm the third, and he's the fourth."

Geom Mugeuk first pointed to Seo Daeryong, then to the Poison King.

The Poison King asked with a surprised expression.

"Why me?"

"We need three people. As you can see, he can't step forward because he's wearing a mask."

He deliberately avoided using the title 'the Smiling Demon' in front of Big Tiger.

The gazes of the Poison King and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon met again.

"Given the circumstances, I'm asking this of you."

It was not something the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would normally ask, but he spoke politely to the Poison King.

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had stepped back earlier, the Poison King readily accepted.

"Very well. I'll do it."

Just then, Big Tiger spoke cautiously.

"They all look so young. I don't know if he'll believe it."

At that, Geom Mugeuk said something meaningful.

"Making him not believe is the core of this job."

Big Tiger did not understand. He asked the one question that had been bothering him.

"Since I've even taken poison, let me ask one thing. Who in the world are you people?"

"Who else? We're the beloved younger brothers of our Big Bro."

Geom Mugeuk pressed his acupoint, and Big Tiger collapsed into sleep.

After putting him to sleep, Geom Mugeuk addressed the two Demon Supremes.

"Strategist Go is proceeding with the plan. We should hear from Jisaeng within a few days. He's thrown out a sparkling, dazzling bait that Jisaeng can't possibly refuse."

This operation proceeded exactly according to Go Wol's plan. Geom Mugeuk had told Go Wol not to feel pressured and to plan comfortably.

Go Wol's enemy was not the Evil Alliance or Jisaeng. It was the pressure he felt as a strategist to handle things perfectly and thus look good in front of Geom Mugeuk.

Seo Daeryong tucked the corpses of the dead Four Iron Sword Tigers under his arms.

"I'll take care of the bodies."

"I'll help you."

Geom Mugeuk tucked the last corpse under his arm and followed Seo Daeryong outside.

He and Seo Daeryong dug a deep pit in the backyard and buried the three men. Considering their evil deeds, they should have been thrown on a mountain for beasts to eat, but since they had to impersonate the men, they could not.

"As expected, when I'm out with you, Director, the bodies pile up."

"It might be because of you."

"Because of me?"

"When we first met, you said our Cult would never change. Because of that, I resolved to make it change."

Seo Daeryong stared silently at Geom Mugeuk, then spoke softly.

"I only gave you one thing, but you, Director, repay me with ten."

This meant his words had been that thankful and encouraging.

Geom Mugeuk thought that for someone who knew gratitude like this, he could give not just ten, but a hundred.

Seo Daeryong looked at the corpses in the pit.

"Sorry. It seems you died because of me."

After covering them with dirt, Seo Daeryong tamped the ground with his feet. When he finished without leaving a trace, Seo Daeryong spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"Aren't you going inside?"

"Let's go in a bit. Let's give those two some time to get acquainted."

Seo Daeryong looked at the building.

"Come to think of it, the two scariest people in our Cult are in there."

Seo Daeryong was inwardly curious how Geom Mugeuk would describe the two of them.


The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked out the window while the Poison King needlessly organized the poisons in his bag.

Then, they both spoke at the same time.

"The Poison King..."

"The Smiling Demon..."

"Ah, you speak first."

"No, you speak first."

Silence followed until the Poison King spoke first.

"I never thought I'd end up in a place like this with you."

"The same goes for me."

"Do you know? When the Second Young Lord talks about the Demon Supremes, his eyes sparkle most when he mentions you, the Smiling Demon. It's like he gets excited. That's the feeling I get."

The eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyeholes smiled pleasantly, perhaps because he heard something he liked.

"It's the same for me. I think I also get excited when I'm with the Second Young Lord. I don't know why."

He would never know that in Geom Mugeuk's life before regression, he had wanted to befriend him. He was the only person who had shown his face while dying by Geom Mugeuk's sword. He would never know their deep connection continued from before the regression.

The Poison King, however, felt something different.

"I feel uneasy when I see the Second Young Lord. It's like he's a poison with no antidote."

This meant that once addicted, there was no solution. It also meant he did not want to fall into such a relationship.

"When we make poisons, we consider a poison without an antidote a failure."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze returned to the window. Far in the yard, the poison with no antidote walked this way, talking with Seo Daeryong.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke in a small, almost inaudible voice.

"I don't mind."


A few days later, a subordinate reported to Jisaeng.

"I've heard a strange rumor about the Four Iron Sword Tigers."

"What rumor?"

"About a month before they came here, they supposedly robbed an escort mission and got three top-grade Luminous Pearls."

Jisaeng startled at the words 'top-grade Luminous Pearl'. They were not only incredibly expensive but also so rare that money alone could not buy them. The wealthy magnates of the jianghu bought them as soon as they appeared, and the Four Iron Sword Tigers had obtained three?

"There's also a rumor that several of the Four Iron Sword Tigers died in the process."

"When we investigated them before, there was no such incident, was there?"

He had several candidates for the Miracle Deity Loan. After a thorough investigation, he had finally chosen the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

"It seems to be because it was a recent event."

Yet Big Tiger had shown no sign of it. When asked to see his brothers' faces, hadn't he said he would show them anytime? If several of only four had died, that meant everyone except Big Tiger was dead.

"It won't be difficult to confirm. We had to meet once anyway. Go tell the Four Iron Sword Tigers I want to meet."

One hour later, Jisaeng met the Four Iron Sword Tigers again at the same manor.

Again, a screen was lowered in front of Jisaeng, allowing only him to see the faces on the other side.

"We greet the Elder. These are my younger brothers. Now, greet him."

The three men removed their bamboo hats at Big Tiger's words. Jisaeng flinched in surprise the moment he saw them.

The young man to Big Tiger's left was handsome, with a clear, deep gaze that made it hard to believe he was one of the evil Four Iron Sword Tigers. The man on the other side was small and also did not fit their image. The last man looked so young he seemed to have just stepped into the jianghu, far from being one of the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

"You're younger than I thought."

"Being young, won't we work more passionately?"

Geom Mugeuk, the Poison King, and Seo Daeryong had not even bothered with a simple disguise. Fake beards might have avoided suspicion, but they deliberately chose not to wear them. This was all part of Go Wol's strategy.

Jisaeng asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Since when have you been one of the Four Iron Sword Tigers?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced furtively at Big Tiger and spoke in a trembling voice.

"It's been quite a while."

Jisaeng's mouth lifted at the corners when he saw Geom Mugeuk trail off without a precise answer.

The rumor might be true.

He thought that Big Tiger's brothers had died robbing the escort mission, and he had recruited new people.

Big Tiger spoke confidently, as if he had nothing to hide.

"Recently, my younger brothers were injured or left, so I took in new ones. They're all trustworthy men, so you don't need to worry about the Miracle Deity Loan."

Jisaeng concealed his fierce inner thoughts and spoke pleasantly.

"Seeing such young and gallant tigers gives me confidence. Please devote yourselves to the great cause. I'll reward you with the wealth of the Ghost Shadows."

"We will give our utmost loyalty."

And so, the first meeting between Jisaeng and the Four Iron Sword Tigers ended.


Three days later, the fake Jisaeng sent a telepathic message to the real Jisaeng from a moving carriage.

[The one called Big Tiger among the Four Iron Sword Tigers has top-grade Luminous Pearls.]

The real Jisaeng stopped the carriage. He was a man who would exchange telepathic messages even while driving, no matter how important the topic, but now he had stopped completely.

[Is that true?]

[Yes.]

The real Jisaeng could not hide his excitement. Top-grade Luminous Pearls were his favorite treasure, and he collected them by any means necessary.

Among treasures, two had prices that only ever rose: the Luminous Pearl and the Antitoxin Bead.

Jisaeng bought Luminous Pearls whenever he accumulated money. He did not buy cheap ones. He only sought top-grade Luminous Pearls.

He did not keep his money in a private bank, because Yayul Han or the Evil Alliance could one day search it and take everything. They had the power and capability to do so.

So, he kept only a portion of his money in the bank and converted the rest into Luminous Pearls. He chose them over gold, paintings, or art because they were small and light, making them easy to store and transport.

[Could it be that someone is trying to pull a trick?]

The fake Jisaeng answered confidently.]

[That's why I confirmed it again through an information broker. It's certain. They attacked an escort shipment, and three of the Four Iron Sword Tigers died in the process.]

He did not know that Go Wol was the one who spread the rumor and controlled the information in this region.

[The one strange thing, however, is that he took this job even after earning so much money.

[Have you ever seen that thing called greed be satisfied?]

That was something the fake Jisaeng felt every time he saw the real Jisaeng.

[Perhaps the man intended to hide in the Elder's shadow.]

[How many does he have?]

[He says three.]

Not one, but three. He did not need to hesitate for even a moment.

[Get rid of them as quickly as possible and retrieve the Luminous Pearls. Find others to entrust with the Miracle Deity Loan.]

[The Central Plains are full of trash like the Four Iron Sword Tigers. I will find new ones soon.]

He was a man whose greed for wealth could not be stopped by anyone.

[I was trying to get deer meat but ended up with a tiger's hide!]

Jisaeng laughed heartily and started the carriage again.

Only one thing could make him laugh so boisterously.


The Four Iron Sword Tigers received an invitation from Jisaeng.

When they arrived, food and liquor were set out. The side dishes were meager, and the liquor was so cheap it was hard to bring to one's lips.

Geom Mugeuk smiled, guessing the meaning behind the spread.

"Now that we're one family, how about removing the screen? I'd like to see the Elder's esteemed face."

Jisaeng laughed from beyond the screen.

"As expected of the young, you have spirit. Good."

The screen between them was removed. Jisaeng showed his face without concern, as he intended to kill them all anyway.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high.

"Come, let's have a drink together!"

Jisaeng did not raise his cup. He revealed a cold emotion, and the atmosphere chilled.

"Big Tiger, there's a rumor going around about you."

"What rumor are you talking about?"

"I hear you landed a big score?"

"I'm not sure what you're talking about."

"We're family now. Let's just have a look."

"I really don't know what you're talking about."

Big Tiger flatly denied it.

Jisaeng nodded.

"Yes, that's to be expected. I would've done the same. I understand."

As soon as he finished speaking, four martial artists entered the room. They were filled with killing intent, their skills superior to the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

They were Jisaeng's most cherished limbs. He mainly used them when he needed to kill people secretly.

"The three new guys don't know anything anyway, so kill them first."

At that, Geom Mugeuk said to Big Tiger.

"Our poor Big Bro is about to lose all his younger brothers again."

Big Tiger sighed at Geom Mugeuk's words and looked at Jisaeng. His gaze said it all.

You're in big trouble now.

An unknown unease made Jisaeng's heart turn cold. He shouted to his subordinates.

"Hurry up and kill them!"

The moment he spoke, the four men collapsed in unison, as if crumbling.

Jisaeng's face turned pale with shock. All four subordinates had died without even swinging a sword. His order was 'kill them', not 'die'. So why in the world did you guys...?

"Poison!"

The Poison King already waved a fan gently. It was his unique poison weapon, the Emptiness Fan.

Even though four people were poisoned at once, the others in the same space were perfectly fine. This admirable move was a poison art only the Poison King could execute. When he used poison, he lost all trace of cuteness or freshness. He became cold and ruthless, a completely different person.

Jisaeng shot up and drew his sword.

Just as he was about to shout and alert the real Jisaeng and the others outside, Geom Mugeuk brought an index finger to his lips.

"......"

He had only gestured for silence, but Jisaeng's muting point was already sealed.

"To invite someone over just to serve cheap liquor. This will be better."

Jisaeng stared at the small poison vial extended toward him and felt it. The greatest crisis of his life had arrived.

And it was a crisis far too great to have arrived.


Chapter 219: To Avoid Ending Up Like This

Big Tiger watched Jisaeng forcibly swallow the poison and felt a sense of relief. Another person now shared his predicament.

Treating a subordinate of Yayul Han, the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance, like this?

It was a sight Big Tiger found hard to believe, even as he witnessed it himself. His curiosity about these people grew stronger.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Jisaeng.

"If you don't take the antidote daily, your organs will melt and you'll die. You'll feel the greatest pain a human can endure. Scream if you want to."

Geom Mugeuk released Jisaeng's mute point. Jisaeng's mouth, clamped shut like a clamshell, remained closed.

Jisaeng was so shocked and bewildered that his mind went blank. He had the same thought as Big Tiger.

Just who are these people to treat me this way?

A new idea suddenly flashed through his mind.

Ah! Could this be a test of my loyalty?

The more Jisaeng considered it, the more plausible it seemed. They would torture him, demand the Alliance's secrets, and test his loyalty.

His gaze then fell upon his four subordinates, lying cold in death.

They'd test me by sacrificing them?

That couldn't be possible. What was the reason then?

Geom Mugeuk approached and held out an unexpected box.

"Open it."

When Jisaeng opened the box, he found three luminous pearls of the highest quality inside. These were the same pearls Geom Mugeuk had received for saving the Golden Manor Master, his daughter, and his grandson.

Jisaeng could not comprehend the situation.

Geom Mugeuk then said, "Take this to the real Jisaeng. I know your coachman is the real one."

The fake Jisaeng was too stunned to speak.

"You were planning to kill us and take these, weren't you? Am I wrong?"

That was true, but he never imagined he would receive them like this.

"You can either do as we say and just give this to him, or you can give it to him and reveal everything that just happened. The choice is yours."

"Why are you doing this?"

Why were they giving him a choice?

"Choose knowing this. You won't find an antidote for that poison anywhere else. Only that person over there has it."

The Poison King sat in his original spot, gently fanning himself. He paid no mind to the matter.

"Ah, and one more thing. Think about how your master will react if you reveal the truth. Do you really think he'll risk negotiating with us to save you? He'll assume he'd have to return these three luminous pearls and offer up even more."

The fake Jisaeng's expression remained rigid as he listened. He knew better than anyone what choice the real Jisaeng would make.

"Die for your loyalty, or live by giving him the luminous pearls. I'm not telling you to kill him. Just give him the pearls."

"Aren't you trying to harm the Elder?"

"Wouldn't that be a good thing for you? The higher-ups would probably put you in his position to replace Jisaeng."

"!"

It would be a lie to say he had never considered such a scenario. The words sounded tempting, an opportunity born from the worst possible situation.

"You can think it over on your way back."

Geom Mugeuk gave him no time to deliberate.

They're letting me live? And I'm supposed to give the luminous pearls to the Elder? Why?

His mind was not working properly in his flustered state.

The fake Jisaeng walked out of the building as if kicked out and headed for the carriage in the courtyard. The real Jisaeng sat in the driver's seat, staring blankly at the night sky.

The fake Jisaeng climbed into the carriage.

"Let's go!"

The carriage set off. The real Jisaeng ignored the absence of his direct subordinates, assuming they had stayed behind to deal with the corpses of the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

A telepathic message came from the real Jisaeng.

[How did it go?]

[It's been handled.]

The fake Jisaeng passed the box through the small window connecting to the driver's seat.

The fake Jisaeng knew the real Jisaeng was not a man who would suffer a financial loss to save him. That truth would not change even after a hundred years of service.

Jisaeng, in the driver's seat, opened the box of luminous pearls and broke into a wide grin. His eyes looked as if they were being sucked into the pearls.

Even now, the fake Jisaeng was still pondering.

What on earth are their intentions?

Why just give away the luminous pearls like this?

However, the moment he uttered the words, "It's been handled," the matter became irreversible. If he revealed the truth now, he would be killed for entertaining the thought of betrayal, even for a moment.

The carriage, carrying the two Jisaengs and their conflicting emotions, returned to their lodging.


There were moments when Jisaeng stopped being a coachman and became his true self. Meeting Yayul Han was one such time, and now was another.

A secret place was set up in the basement beneath the stables. In a space of a little over thirty-three square meters, he kept everything he owned. A small chair sat in the middle of the room, and display cabinets on all four walls held dozens of the finest luminous pearls. This was the fortune he had amassed over a lifetime.

Jisaeng added the three new luminous pearls to his collection. His hands trembled. One would think he would be numb to it after amassing so much wealth, but he savored this moment. With each new pearl, he felt the thrill of being alive. Nothing else brought him this much joy. He would sometimes turn off the lamps and scream like a madman as he watched the pearls glow in the darkness.

He lived a merciless life for this joy. He had to become even more vicious and cruel because he had to offer money to Yayul Han. A guilty conscience? He didn't think he'd ever felt one. Whenever someone mentioned guilt, his first thought was, Who told you to live like such a fool? If you think it's unfair, then try living like this yourself.

Just as he was sinking into that ecstatic joy again today, Jisaeng sensed a presence behind him.

He spun around like lightning, startled, to see someone standing at the door. It was the fake Jisaeng.

The fake Jisaeng finally understood. He understood why they had given the luminous pearls to the real Jisaeng. They had waited for this moment, for him to bring the pearls here, all to find this secret vault.

But how did they know he was collecting luminous pearls?

The real Jisaeng was just as shocked. No one would ever suspect this secret space beneath the old, shabby stable. Who would imagine treasure was hidden in such a place? Furthermore, the door only opened if one activated a series of hidden mechanisms throughout the stables in the correct sequence.

Jisaeng had checked his surroundings repeatedly before entering. He was certain no one was there. The fake Jisaeng shouldn't have been skilled enough to approach so closely without being noticed. Unless someone had an animal's night vision, they could not have seen what he was doing.

Damn it! Damn it all!

A wave of self-blame washed over him. He had grown complacent, letting his guard down after so many years without incident.

Regardless, one thing was certain.

Betrayal!

If he had been plotting for a long time to steal his fortune, perhaps it was possible to infiltrate this secret place.

Instead of asking how he got in, or why he was there...

"......"

A throwing knife flew from Jisaeng's hand in a surprise attack. He was a master of knife throwing arts. Posing as a coachman was easier for him since he did not need to carry a sword or dao.

The throwing knife, aimed at the fake Jisaeng's neck, stopped in mid-air.

Someone had reached out from behind him and caught the flying knife. It was Geom Mugeuk.

Rage surged within the fake Jisaeng. He had served him loyally for over a decade, only to be killed without a single question. Jisaeng should have at least asked why he betrayed him before trying to kill him.

Geom Mugeuk emerged from behind the fake Jisaeng, followed by Seo Daeryong and Big Tiger.

"You goddamn bastards!"

Upon seeing Big Tiger, Jisaeng mistook the intruders for the Four Iron Sword Tigers. It was a natural assumption. He believed the fake Jisaeng had conspired with the Four Iron Sword Tigers to steal his fortune.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

Once again, throwing knives flew from his hand.

However, Geom Mugeuk caught every one of his unerringly accurate throwing knives.

Jisaeng was aghast. This was not an attack the Four Iron Sword Tigers could have possibly blocked.

Geom Mugeuk gave him no chance to throw another knife. He closed the distance with the Hell Step and sealed Jisaeng's blood points. In a flash, Jisaeng's body went rigid. Terror seized him as he found Geom Mugeuk standing right in front of him.

"You're not the Four Iron Sword Tigers!"

"Of course we're not. How could the likes of the Four Iron Sword Tigers possibly handle you?"

Geom Mugeuk walked past him to admire the display cabinets.

"You've collected quite a lot."

"Who are you? Who are you!"

When Geom Mugeuk did not answer, the real Jisaeng's fury turned on his double.

"You damn fool! You idiot!"

The fake Jisaeng yelled back.

"I served you like a dog for fifteen years! And you throw a knife without even asking for a reason? You should have asked first! You should have asked if I was being threatened, you... you son of a bitch!"

Their once-good relationship shattered in an instant. The real Jisaeng's dignity and composure as an Elder vanished.

"Because you're not supposed to be here!"

"And why not? This is a filthy fortune you amassed by stealing, deceiving, and killing. Why can't I be in a place like this!"

"Did I do those things? You're the one who committed all those acts."

"How can you say that!"

The veins on both men's necks bulged as they shouted.

"You pathetic fool. Do you really think they'll let you live?"

"I'm going to take your place."

"Do you think the Alliance is that naive? They won't let you live, but even if you did survive them, the Alliance wouldn't let you live. With me dead, why would they leave a loose end like you? They'll just wipe the slate clean and start over. Just like we did when we created the Miracle Deity Loan."

The fake Jisaeng could not offer a rebuttal. The real Jisaeng had just dragged out the fear he had tried so hard to ignore, a fear buried deep in his heart.

"So I get devoured in the end. I was so careful to avoid this fate."

At Jisaeng's lament, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward.

"If you were truly that worried, you should have curbed your greed instead of just being more cautious."

Geom Mugeuk fired off a series of finger qi bullets, sealing the blood and mute points of the fake Jisaeng and Big Tiger. It was a clear signal for everyone to shut up and listen.

"Here's what's going to happen here today. You hired the Four Iron Sword Tigers for the Miracle Deity Loan, but they betrayed you. They were after your fortune from the very beginning."

Geom Mugeuk glanced between Jisaeng and Big Tiger.

"Of course, there's a significant difference in your martial arts skills, but we can solve that problem with this."

Geom Mugeuk opened a small vial right under Jisaeng's nose.

SSSSSS.

Smoke wafted from the vial and was forced into Jisaeng's nostrils.

"You've been hit with paralysis powder. You know what that is, right? It's a favorite tool of you unorthodox sects. It's a poison that lingers in the body, easy to find in an autopsy. Poisoned, you stagger and collapse."

Geom Mugeuk moved the immobilized Jisaeng like a puppet.

"Then, Big Tiger stabs you in the back with his sword."

Seo Daeryong did the same, manipulating Big Tiger's body. He placed a sword in Big Tiger's hand and moved his arm. Big Tiger's sword pierced Jisaeng's back.

Jisaeng's face contorted in pain, but with his mute point sealed, he could not even scream.

"Poisoned and stabbed, but you're not one to go down without a fight. You counterattack with a throwing knife."

This time, Geom Mugeuk pulled a throwing knife from Jisaeng's robes and threw it. The knife struck Big Tiger squarely in the heart. He collapsed, dead on the spot.

"You succeed in killing Big Tiger, but the wound in your back is fatal. You collapse here and die, forced to watch as someone steals the fortune you spent a lifetime amassing."

As if on cue, Seo Daeryong began stuffing all the luminous pearls into a sack he had brought.

"This must be worse than death for you, wouldn't you say?"

Jisaeng's eyes were bloodshot. He struggled to shake his head, pleading for them to stop.

"This is how everyone you stole from felt."

This would not resolve the grudges of the countless youths who had suffered because of the Miracle Deity Loan, but Geom Mugeuk intended to inflict the greatest possible agony.

"Yayul Han will send people to investigate your death. The culprits will be identified as the Four Iron Sword Tigers. Your subordinates will testify that you were trying to hire them, and we'll be leaving Big Tiger's corpse here."

Jisaeng looked as if he had much to say, but Geom Mugeuk did not release his mute point.

"We're taking everything you've collected your entire life. We'll put it to good use for you! Thanks!"

Jisaeng's whole body trembled. He died filled with nothing but rage and indignation. That was exactly how Geom Mugeuk wanted him to die.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze then shifted to the fake Jisaeng. The man stared back at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes pleading that he would never reveal what happened today. His face was filled with the hope of survival and the anticipation of becoming the real Jisaeng.

However, Geom Mugeuk shattered that hope.

"But there's one problem with this plan. The Evil Alliance won't believe that Jisaeng was taken down by the likes of the Four Iron Sword Tigers. So, we need a plausible mastermind. Someone who knew his identity, could poison him with paralysis powder, and could find his secret vault. What do you think, his right-hand man of fifteen years?"

Bewilderment and rage bloomed on the fake Jisaeng's face. However, the next words plunged him into even deeper despair.

"That's right. You're going to be the one who ran off with these luminous pearls, and they will never find you."

Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into his chest. The single blow shattered his insides, killing him instantly. Geom Mugeuk never intended to spare the man, who had committed all manner of evil deeds. He would be buried where no one could ever find him.

The dying Jisaeng looked at the fake's corpse and laughed, a 'serves you right' look on his face. The sight of him laughing while bleeding from the mouth was grotesque. However, he was not fated to die with a smile on his face.

Just then, Seo Daeryong, who had finished collecting the luminous pearls, let out a deliberate sigh.

"Is this always the fate of a right-hand man?" he asked.

"I think my right-hand man is too smart to end up like this."

"If you keep saying such nice things, how can I ever quit this perilous job as your right-hand man?"

"That's how they all get tricked and end up like this."

After that bit of banter, Seo Daeryong approached the dying Jisaeng.

"By the way, why did you keep looking over there? Even while you're so busy dying?"

For a moment, Jisaeng looked flustered. He suddenly coughed up a mouthful of blood.

"Now that's really suspicious."

If he had just glanced at it, Seo Daeryong would not have thought anything of it, but Jisaeng had stared at the wall with such deep regret, and that had caught Seo Daeryong's eye.

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong exchanged a nod and began to inspect the wall.

As Geom Mugeuk slowly ran his hands over the wall, his fingertips caught on something, and a crisp metallic click echoed.

In that instant, Jisaeng despaired as if his world were collapsing. It was a despair even greater than when they had taken his luminous pearls.

His mute point was sealed, preventing him from speaking, but his lips formed the words.

Anything but that.

JIIIIIING.

The floor in front of the wall opened up, and something began to rise from below.


Chapter 220: You Have to Be You

A dais rose from the floor.

A flat box covered with a green cloth sat on top of it.

Seo Daeryong and I gasped at the dazzling object inside the box.

It was a phosphorescent pearl, but unlike any we had collected. It was larger than a top-quality pearl and shone with a more brilliant light.

"It's a Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl!"

This was the king of phosphorescent pearls, the finest of them all.

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened in admiration. He stared at the object, which had only ever been a rumor.

"So it really did exist!"

A groan escaped from the floor. Jisaeng's eyes were bloodshot, the shock driving him to the brink of madness. All the other phosphorescent pearls combined could not buy this single one. Its value wasn't just in its brilliant light, but in the fact that it was the only one of its kind.

I calmly watched Jisaeng suffer.

The pain was not yet enough. He was paying for his sins, but his victims had their perfectly fine lives destroyed. If Jisaeng made hundreds, thousands of lives miserable, he deserved at least this much pain.

It would have been a mercy for him to simply die. Instead, he experienced terminal lucidity, forced to endure his final agony with a clear mind.

I carefully picked up the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl.

"Director, you're holding what's probably the most expensive object in the world. Please, let me touch it just once. Ah, no. I might drop it. I'll just look."

As I gazed at the mesmerizing light, I squeezed my hand.

"......"

A crack appeared on the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl.

The sight made the dying Jisaeng try to jump to his feet. Jisaeng's eyes flew open so wide they looked like they would tear.

Seo Daeryong screamed in his place.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

He probably wouldn't have screamed like that even if a knife stabbed him.

"I don't need to touch it! Why're you doing this!"

I squeezed a little harder.

CRUNCH.

The Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl began to shatter in my hand.

"Aaaaaaaargh."

Seo Daeryong screamed again. If Seo Daeryong reacted like this, I could only imagine how Jisaeng felt. Tears streamed from Jisaeng's eyes.

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled.

"I know you want to make that man suffer, but breaking the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl?"

His expression seemed to say, 'But this is going too far'.

"Quick, take off your shirt!"

"You really seem like you've gone mad!"

Despite his words, Seo Daeryong hurriedly took off his shirt.

"Spread it out in front of you!"

PATTER PATTER PATTER.

Shattered pieces of the phosphorescent pearl pattered onto Seo Daeryong's clothes.

I searched for something among the fragments.

Here it is!

I picked up something from among the pieces.

It was a single pill, black and lustrous like a pearl.

The Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill.

The Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill was the greatest of all poisons, a miracle herb created by combining countless extreme toxins.

"This Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl is a fake. It was made to hide this, the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill."

Before my regression, I heard that the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill was discovered inside a Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl. The fact came to light by chance after unorthodox martial artists fought fiercely over the pearl.

I knew who had the real Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl, but I had no idea Jisaeng possessed this fake one.

"It's the safest way to hide something in the world. No one would have the courage to break this."

Seo Daeryong and Jisaeng both looked stunned. They could never have imagined such a thing.

"How did you know?"

I answered the astonished Seo Daeryong as I always did.

"Is there anything I don't know?"

As always, Seo Daeryong shook his head and asked no more.

"If it were any other miracle herb, I'd share it with you, but only I can consume this. Only someone with Myriad Poison Immunity can take it."

Seo Daeryong is the only one who knows I have Myriad Poison Immunity.

"Even if I could take it, you should have it, Director."

Seo Daeryong glanced at the fake Jisaeng's corpse.

"If I were threatened like that man, I'd immediately run to you, Director, and tell you everything. I'd ask you to save me. I'd ask you to take responsibility. To save me then, you need to get stronger."

Seo Daeryong would likely yield to me with such words even if it were an ordinary miracle herb. He says I'm a person who returns ten for every one I receive? What about you?

"I wouldn't have gotten this miracle herb if it weren't for you. Thank you, Detective Seo."

If I hadn't noticed Jisaeng's regretful gaze at the wall, it would have stayed buried in this basement forever.

"You should name that miracle herb 'Right-Hand Man's Keen Eye'."

"I'll add 'who also has a keen eye' to your introduction."

"My introduction is so long now, I can't even memorize it anymore."

Seo Daeryong laughed pleasantly. How could anyone dislike someone attaching so much meaning to them? It is difficult enough to gain even a single meaning in our lives.

"I'll stand guard, so please take it now, Director."

I sat down on the spot and crossed my legs.

Jisaeng groaned again at the sight. He was in genuine agony, suffering a pain greater than seared flesh, but the heavens would not let him go easily.

I swallowed the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill in one gulp.

I considered it fate to acquire Myriad Poison Immunity and then find this miraculous poison pill here.

An energy hotter and more intense than any miracle herb I had ever taken passed down my throat. The pill's energy was so potent that my internal organs felt like they would burn away.

I circulated my qi to control my body and began to dissolve the pill's energy. The energy rushed through my blood vessels, spreading to the smallest capillaries in every corner of my body. I could never have handled such an energy without the final stage of the Meridians Strengthening Art and my Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution.

After I completely dissolved the pill's energy and circulated the true qi for one full cycle, an incomparably profound and pure inner arts filled my qi center.

The fullness in my qi center felt different from previous miracle herbs. It wasn't just a sense of having more inner arts, but of having climbed one step higher to the next level.

My inner arts itself seems to be telling me. I am now ready to face a new world.

"Congratulations, Director."

"I'll say it again, this is thanks to you. Thank you, my right-hand man."

I feel truly good. I have to get stronger. I must become stronger to protect everyone.

I composed my gaze, which had grown clearer and deeper. I neatly folded the green cloth that had wrapped the pearl and tucked it into my robes. It would be revealed later, but this cloth was also a very important artifact.

Just then, Jisaeng snapped his eyes open. I had thought he was dead. He was tenaciously alive, his gaze pleading desperately.

He pleaded for me to release the pressure point sealing his voice, just once.

He had so many questions and so much he wanted to say. I remained resolute.

"Have you ever once listened to the pleas of those who begged you?"

His regret and resentment peaked, and then the life faded from Jisaeng's eyes. His lips moved one last time.

It's all mine.

With those last words, he breathed his last.

He could have realized the futility of greed and put his life in order, but he clung to his avarice until the very end. Even in death, he boarded the ferry to the underworld shouldering all the phosphorescent pearls and chewing on the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill.

This is why the orthodox sects can never handle such venomous desire and malice. Someone would be deceived by that pathetic gaze and give him another chance. They would reason that he was begging so desperately, that he was facing death, that he was still human.

Evil doesn't simply grow on its own. It grows by feeding on the goodwill of others. Trying to sow malice in the heart of someone who showed kindness, even while dying, is absolute evil.

With this, all the villains related to the Miracle Deity Loan had finally met their end.

"I don't think I could do what you do, Director. I don't know if I could punish villains so resolutely."

"You shouldn't do it like me."

"What do you mean?"

I stared intently into his eyes.

"You have to be you."

A faint smile touched Seo Daeryong's lips.

"Yes, I will be me."

Seo Daeryong grabbed the sack of phosphorescent pearls. I tucked the fake Jisaeng's corpse under my arm.

I looked down at the real Jisaeng's corpse.

"Your death is only the beginning."

Everything vanished. The villains' lives, their greed, their shallow faith, their betrayal and lingering attachments, the wealth they amassed over a lifetime, and even Seo Daeryong and me. All of it, so intricately entangled, disappeared.


"The Second Young Lord is so outstanding, it seems we aren't needed."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced back at the Poison King.

The two had found it difficult to speak at first, but now they conversed quite often.

"Isn't that so?"

Geom Mugeuk had taken only Seo Daeryong, saying he would handle the finishing touches himself.

"Did you want to follow them?"

"Not necessarily, but."

In truth, the Poison King had wanted to follow. He felt disappointed that only the two of them went, as he wanted to see how things were handled.

"There will be many things in the future that require us to step up. Yayul Han especially isn't an easy opponent for the Second Young Lord to face alone."

A flicker of worry crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. The Poison King nodded in agreement. Even without going outside, he saw and heard things as a Demon Supreme.

"You could say Yayul Han is the most dangerous of virulent poisons, an extreme poison."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's worries didn't end with Yayul Han.

"I've heard there are absolute masters protecting Yayul Han, separate from the four. Yayul Han is strong, but those masters will be formidable too. We might have to risk our lives then."

Their opponent was the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance. He surely had hidden blades, but no one knew how sharp or numerous they were.

The Poison King asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Can you really risk your life for the Second Young Lord?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paused for a moment before answering.

"I enjoy fighting alongside the Second Young Lord."

To the Poison King, that sounded like he could risk his life for the Second Young Lord.

The Poison King felt envious. He had no one for whom he could risk his life, and no one who would risk their life for him.

That's why he said something unnecessary.

"As for me, I had no choice but to come out because I received an order from the Cult Leader..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared silently at the Poison King. His gaze asked, Is that really it?

The Poison King was about to agree, but he paused, lost in thought. Perhaps it was the Second Young Lord's condolences, his efforts, or the enjoyment of meeting him.

He realized other reasons might have influenced him. In the end, he couldn't answer.

"The weather is hot."

The Poison King needlessly opened his fan and began waving it gently.


Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong returned to their residence.

"The job is finished."

Geom Mugeuk told the Demon Supremes everything that had happened and what he had obtained. He didn't have to share the information, but he told them everything honestly, leaving nothing out.

He excluded only one thing, the matter of the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl and the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill. Explaining how he knew it was inside the pearl was a problem, and it was not yet time to reveal his Myriad Poison Immunity.

"We'll leave early tomorrow morning."

The Poison King asked.

"Who is the next target?"

"It's Aecha, the one with the black snake tattoo. He's also the head of the True Venom Sage, whom you, Poison King, are so eager to see."

"So I'll finally meet that third-rate poison monger."

Only the Poison King could make such a disparagement. The True Venom Sage was not an opponent to be taken lightly. He was a master of poison arts who represented the unorthodox sects.

Aecha had partnered with the True Venom Sage to sell drugs like Gwangpok and Heukbi.

"Poison King, have you ever met the True Venom Sage?"

"Never."

The Poison King shook his head.

"That's a relief. It would be hard to approach him secretly if you knew each other's faces. This time, I'll definitely need your help, Poison King."

The Poison King nodded. He had already decided to help actively. He truly disliked the True Venom Sage for creating and selling drugs with side effects. Putting everything else aside, this was a matter of a poison user's pride.

"According to Strategist Go's information, the True Venom Sage produces Gwangpok and Heukbi in the deepest part of Aecha's residence. Naturally, the security is iron-clad, making infiltration impossible."

Seo Daeryong carefully asked.

"But Gwangpok aside, is it okay to eliminate Aecha? Jisaeng is dead, so if Aecha dies right after, Yayul Han will get suspicious."

"We must give him a death that can't be suspected. One that seems like a coincidence."

"......"

Everyone's gaze turned to me. I had one method in mind, though I didn't know if it would work.

"Since this started with Gwangpok, I intend to end it with Gwangpok."


Chapter 221: Anyone Else Want to Say Who They Are?

That evening, I trained my martial arts in the mountains away from my residence. I devoted myself to training whenever I had a spare moment, even after leaving the cult.

The Poison King watched me with a suspicious look at first. He wondered if my training was just for show, but when he saw I didn't waste even the smallest pocket of free time, he shook his head and called me relentless. My training was far from ordinary.

For one's martial arts to change, the person must change first.

This was one of the ultimate martial arts principles I believed in, but it came with a condition. A person striving to change must also train to the point of death. If the will is there but the training isn't, the person may change, but their martial arts will not.

First, I trained in the Thunder Arhat Fist. Then I polished the Four Strides of the Wind God. I didn't neglect the Soaring Sky Sword Art either.

Finally, I trained by mixing all three martial arts. The key to victory against a truly powerful enemy would be how efficiently I could use these three styles.

My inner arts had risen thanks to the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill, and its quality had also changed. My inner arts felt deeper and purer. As a result, the same technique executed with the same amount of inner arts was now much stronger.

To finish, I stood on a high rock and watched the setting sun, concluding my training.


After finishing a round of training, Geom Mugeuk stopped by the marketplace.

He entered the home of an old woman said to have the best craftsmanship in town.

"Is it done?"

"It's all done. What do you think?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled after checking the item the old woman handed him.

"It's absolutely excellent."

Geom Mugeuk paid the promised price and left the house.

He returned to his residence and headed for the Poison King's room.

The Poison King was pacing his room alone, lost in thought. Something occurred to him, and he rushed to his desk to pick up a brush.

He wrote diligently about his thoughts, but when he got stuck again, he stood up and paced. He fell back into deep thought, then suddenly bolted up and wrote something down.

"You're not asleep yet?"

As Geom Mugeuk entered, the Poison King closed the booklet he was writing in.

"It's late. What brings you here?"

"I came because I have something to give you."

Geom Mugeuk held out what he had commissioned from the market.

It was a pair of gloves.

"What is this?"

The gloves exuded an unusual aura even at a glance.

"They are gloves made from the Heavenly Antivenom Silk."

The Poison King was startled.

"The Heavenly Antivenom Silk?"

The Heavenly Antivenom Silk was a cloth that blocked poison incomparably better than ordinary green leather gloves. If Top-Quality Heavenly Silk resisted external impact, then the Heavenly Antivenom Silk was an item that resisted poison.

"Where did you get something so precious?"

"I found it in Jisaeng's secret warehouse. I had the most skilled old woman in the market make them into gloves. Try them on. I had them made in the same size as the gloves you wore in the Thousand Poisons Forest, so they should fit well."

The green cloth wrapped around the fake Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl had been the Heavenly Antivenom Silk. It protected the energy of the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill inside. The person who hid the pill must have been a master of poison arts.

"Why are you giving something so precious to me?"

"Because it's precious. It's stranger that you, the Poison King, haven't had something like this until now."

"Have you ever seen a master calligrapher blame his brush?"

"A brush doesn't kill people. From now on, please use these when you handle potent poisons."

He also gave the Poison King the remaining cloth.

"I brought the rest separately, thinking you might have another use for it, Poison King."

After generously handing him the remaining Heavenly Antivenom Silk, Geom Mugeuk turned to leave.

"Well then, get some sleep. We'll be leaving early tomorrow."

Geom Mugeuk said his farewell and left the room.

It all happened so suddenly that the Poison King couldn't even thank him properly.

He stared blankly at the gloves and the cloth. Then, something caught his eye. Words were embroidered on the gloves.

On the back of one glove.

天上天下.

On the other glove.

唯我毒尊.

It was 'Yua Dokjon', but the original character for 'alone' (獨) had been replaced with the character for 'poison' (毒).

A look of deep emotion crossed the Poison King's face.

Becoming the Poison Sovereign was his dream, a dream he had never revealed to anyone. He had never even told Sangseon, who served him so devotedly.

Finally, the Poison King shook his head and said, "So this is why everyone falls for it, even when they know. Truly, a poison with no antidote."

However, he couldn't hide the pleasant emotion that touched the corners of his eyes.


A snake tattoo etched on the man's chest extended to his neck, its long tail wrapped once around it.

The man with the snake wrapped around his neck.

He was Aecha, one of Yayul Han's four key members. He had chosen a snake for a reason. He possessed the eyes of a snake. Seen alone, his eyes could be mistaken for a snake's. His cold and ferocious aura made him seem even more like a serpent.

Aecha spoke as he read the messenger pigeon.

"It says Jisaeng is dead."

The person who looked startled was the True Venom Sage.

"......"

The True Venom Sage was dressed neatly like a scholar, but his dark, wrinkled skin ruined the scholarly appearance he desired. His voice was also a grating, unpleasant rasp.

"As you know, that man used a fake as his front for a long time. It seems that fake bastard killed Jisaeng and ran off with his fortune."

Aecha delivered the news calmly, with no trace of mourning in his voice. He conveyed only facts, not emotions.

"That man was so cautious. He wasn't someone who would die easily."

Jisaeng's death was truly unexpected. He was the kind of person who wouldn't die easily, even if everyone else did.

The alliance's investigation, however, concluded that it was definitely the fake's work. They must have investigated thoroughly since the deceased was Jisaeng.

The True Venom Sage, who had been listening quietly, said something unexpected.

"Perhaps it was only natural."

He had said what Aecha wanted to say.

"That man pretended to be a stableman, acting like some great, mysterious figure, but in my eyes, he was nothing but a coward. A coward's end is never a good one."

A strange smile formed on Aecha's lips.

"Now that he's dead, the overdue evaluations are coming out."

It was a taunt, a rebuke for only saying this now.

For a moment, the True Venom Sage's irritation flared.

If I say what you wanted to say, you should at least not spit on it, even if you don't agree.

It was always like this. Aecha always said something unpleasant in these situations.

The True Venom Sage considered it a twisted desire for dominance. Aecha was a man who gained the upper hand by ensnaring others with negative words. This was how he handled his subordinates.

The True Venom Sage hid his discomfort and said with a smile, "Isn't that why they say only the dead are pitiful?"

Aecha had a cruel nature. The True Venom Sage had seen many times how those who fell out of Aecha's favor ended up dead. However, he had no intention of being intimidated.

HWAREUREUK. Aecha burned the messenger pigeon in the lamp's flame. He uttered no word of condolence.

When the pigeon had turned to ash, Aecha abruptly asked, "Have you still not dealt with the side effects?"

The corner of the True Venom Sage's eye twitched. This bastard must live as if he has three lives. It wasn't easy to consistently put someone in a bad mood like this.

"I'm working on it."

"You need to handle it quickly. An incident occurred on the Demonic Cult's side the other day. It will become a headache if the family of a key figure in the Demonic Cult or the Murim Alliance is affected."

In truth, Aecha feared neither the Demonic Cult nor the Murim Alliance. He feared the reprimand that would follow from Yayul Han. Yayul Han was the only person in the world he feared.

"I will resolve it as quickly as possible."

"By when can you do it?"

"Just give me six months."

"I'll give you one month."

The True Venom Sage's expression hardened.

He had asked for six months, anticipating the deadline would be shortened. He thought he would be told to finish within three months, but one month? This was blatant disrespect.

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men.

The True Venom Sage felt the urge to unleash poison on that face. For some reason, Aecha did not fear his poison. It was probably because of this that Yayul Han had assigned Aecha to keep him in check.

"I will resolve it as quickly as possible."

"Let's do that."

The True Venom Sage backed down for now, but Aecha needed to know. He was backing down because of Yayul Han, not because he was afraid of Aecha.

"Then I will take my leave."

"I'm counting on you."

Aecha glared with his snake-like eyes at the True Venom Sage's departing back.

So needlessly proud.

If he couldn't fix the Berserk Pill's side effects, they would have to give up on it, but they could never give it up, since most of their income came from the pill.

Old man, shouldn't admitting you were wrong be the first step?

The True Venom Sage had yet to admit his mistake in creating it.

Aecha, for his part, had his own accumulated frustrations.

Outside, the True Venom Sage asked a waiting subordinate.

"How many of those bastards for the experiment are left?"

"Seven are left."

"And the next test subjects?"

"They are on their way."

The Evil Alliance sent martial artists for the True Venom Sage's experiments. They were all individuals from the Evil Alliance's prison, scum of the earth who had crossed the line long ago.

"When are they scheduled to arrive?"

"It will take about twenty days."

"Too slow! You go and bring them as fast as possible. Whatever it takes, get here within ten days!"

"Understood."

The subordinate rushed outside.

The subordinate faithfully carried out his duty. He missed only one thing, that someone was watching him.


Ten days later.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

A man rampaged madly, blood pouring from his eyes and nose.

Watching this, the True Venom Sage sighed again.

The last of the seven test subjects had also failed. No matter how he varied the combination of medicinal herbs, he couldn't prevent the side effects.

The problem was tolerance.

At first, one pill was enough, but the more one took, the more tolerance they built, requiring larger doses. Side effects appeared as the dosage increased. Right now, this happened to about one in several hundred who overdosed, but it could become one in dozens as more people developed tolerance. If that happened, the murim would become a scene of utter chaos.

Just then, a subordinate came to report.

"The new subjects for the experiment have arrived."

"How many?"

"Twenty."

The True Venom Sage went outside with his subordinate.

Two Big Bro carriages were parked in the courtyard. Prisoners got out. The windowless carriages had transported them like cargo. They also had black sacks over their heads. With their inner arts suppressed, their frustration must have been immense.

Martial artists removed the sacks from their heads. The prisoners looked around. The martial artists surrounding them had an extraordinary aura, but not one prisoner showed any fear.

As always, when about twenty people with dead-end lives gathered, someone fearlessly stepped forward.

"You bastards! I am the Blood Snake, Yang Goeng!"

He was a villain once notorious in the unorthodox sects.

"I know the jianghu has lost its sense of righteousness, but is it right to treat a Senior like this!"

He was furious about being transported like cargo. They had covered a twenty-day journey in just ten days, so their suffering had been immense.

This level of complaint could have been overlooked, since they were short on people for experiments.

However, he was unlucky. In fact, several pieces of bad luck had overlapped.

First, the True Venom Sage was in a bad mood from another failed experiment. Second, Aecha happened to be watching from the other side.

The final piece of bad luck was that his alias included the word 'snake'.

The True Venom Sage walked toward him.

"So, Senior, you are the famous Blood Snake."

"That's right, it's me. Who are you?"

"I am this kind of person."

The True Venom Sage casually waved his hand.

Everyone watched, wondering what he was doing.

"Uwaaaaaaaack!"

Suddenly, the Blood Snake screamed.

He couldn't bear the pain and rolled on the ground. It was not a pain a human could endure.

Most people present had committed all sorts of evil deeds, yet they had never seen someone in so much agony. They couldn't imagine what was happening inside his body.

"Kill me... please!"

The words 'kill me' came from the Blood Snake's mouth.

The True Venom Sage looked down at him coldly.

The Blood Snake begged.

"...Please kill me!"

The True Venom Sage casually waved his hand again.

Then, the Blood Snake's body began to melt. With a single light gesture, a man dissolved into a pool of blood. This was the skill of the greatest poison master in the unorthodox sects.

No one there dared to even breathe loudly.

The True Venom Sage glanced at Aecha in the distance and gave a slight bow. His posture was polite, but the meaning was clear. Mess with me, and you'll end up like this too.

In response, Aecha snorted pointedly and turned back toward his residence.

Watching his retreating back, the True Venom Sage smiled with satisfaction and said, "Is there anyone else who wants to say who they are?"

No one dared to step forward.

However, the True Venom Sage would never know. At this very moment, one person wanted to reveal who he was.

The martial artists led the prisoners into the building.

Among those being led away in fear were Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King.


Chapter 222: Why Do I Feel So Bad When I Look at You?

The underground was set up like a prison.

The prisoners were each locked in solitary cells. Since Geom Mugeuk had been next to the Poison King, he was assigned the cell across from him.

"You all saw what happens to those who cause trouble," one of the martial artists threatened before they left the area.

A palm-sized window on the iron door provided a small relief. It allowed the prisoners to see into the cells, look at each other's faces, and even talk.

"Damn it! To get out of one prison just to be locked up in another!"

"This place is even filthier than where we were before."

"I heard the guards talking. They said prisoners are taken out and sent to a place for secret experiments."

"Damn it! We're all going to die like dogs at this rate!"

"We have to get out of here, no matter what!"

The prisoners cursed, each one adding their own complaints.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Poison King, whose face was visible in the window across from him.

[Have you ever been locked in a prison before?]

[Never.]

[I'm sorry for making you go through such an ordeal.]

[It's fine. When else would I get to have an experience like this? Don't worry about me.]

The Poison King truly sounded as if it were no big deal. He seemed like the type of person who would hate this kind of situation, but his calm face now suggested he could endure it better than any Demon Supreme.

[I saw earlier that the third-rate poison monger's poisoning skills were quite impressive.]

It was the first time Geom Mugeuk had praised the True Venom Sage. There must have been something only the Poison King could see.

[Well, he is the top poison arts master of the unorthodox sects, isn't he?]

[That's what makes me even angrier. With skills like that, he should have been making proper medicine.]

About two hours later, a meal was served. It was a splendid meal, like a last supper for those condemned to die.

Everyone began to eat ravenously. They had been intentionally starved on the way here, and the food was so excellent that one's chopsticks would move even on a full stomach. The reason for providing such delicious food was simple.

[The food contains Gwangpok.]

[They're already feeding us Gwangpok?]

[It's not just Gwangpok. They've thrown in all sorts of other drugs.]

[Seeing as they're starting the moment we arrived, it seems Yayul Han or Aecha ordered them to proceed quickly.]

That much was clear just from the fact that they had brought prisoners from twenty days away here in only ten days.

[This is actually better for us. It means we can escape this suffocating place a day sooner.]

[If you take the medicine I gave you beforehand, the Gwangpok will be neutralized immediately.]

Of course, even without it, they could not have poisoned him in the first place. If even an imperceptible poison did not work on him, there was no way these miscellaneous drugs would.

Like livestock being fattened, they ate only the food provided.

Those who had been spewing complaints before the first meal now found themselves subtly looking forward to the next. With excellent dishes and even alcohol one would only see at a top-class inn, the prisoners, who were used to eating garbage, ate and drank with wild abandon.

[You do have a solid plan, right?]

[Didn't you say you would leave everything to me?]

[It's because you look too carefree. Training your martial arts in a place like this?]

Whenever I had a spare moment, I would sit cross-legged in the middle of the prison and cultivate the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Opportunities to be left undisturbed all day like this were rare. Since I had not yet achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, I focused on cultivating it whenever the chance arose.

The Poison King seemed curious about my actions.

[What martial arts are you cultivating?]

I could not honestly tell him that I was practicing the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

[I'm cultivating my internal arts.]

[Why are you training so diligently?]

[Because I believe one must be strong to be free.]

[Aren't you strong enough already?]

[Not enough to enjoy the freedom I desire.]

[And what is the freedom you desire?]

After a brief pause, I told him.

[A life where I can stop my steps wherever I wish.]

Perhaps it was an unexpected answer, as the Poison King said nothing for a moment. It sounded like something anyone could do, but he knew well that it was something no one could do easily.

[The path you walk... is not one where you can stop your steps as you please.]

[That's why I'm trying. So I can stop my steps when I want to and look up at the sky.]

A life where, despite having close companions who have shared life and death, they do not bind each other. That was the freedom Geom Mugeuk desired.

The Poison King stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked.

[Do you have a dream, Poison King?]

What kind of dream did the Poison King have now?

[A dream, at my age? Don't be ridiculous.]

As if he did not want to answer, the Poison King disappeared from the small window.

Poison King, if you hadn't met me, things might be different, but now that we've met, I won't let you live your previous destiny.

That was why Geom Mugeuk had carved the characters for 'Dokjon' onto his gloves. He wanted to prevent his dream from becoming a dark ambition and make him think about what it truly means to be supreme under the heavens, out in the light.

Geom Mugeuk sat down and began to cultivate the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.


"Please have your meal!"

Seo Daeryong entered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room. On the tray in his hands were several neatly arranged dishes. Some were bought, and some he had cooked himself.

Had he ever been this nervous in his life? He probably had not trembled this much even when he reached the final duel of the Young Dragon Tournament.

"Thank you."

The words were low but gentle. The favor the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon held for Geom Mugeuk was extending to Seo Daeryong.

"Please let me know if you need anything!" Seo Daeryong bowed so low his back nearly folded.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "There's no need for such excessive courtesy. You, too, are a man who will one day become a Demon Supreme."

At the words 'Demon Supreme', Seo Daeryong's heart began to pound again. Could I really become a Demon Supreme on the same level as this terrifying Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Could I really?

He was about to just leave, but Seo Daeryong could not control the sudden surge of emotion and began to speak.

"I don't know if I'm worthy of that."

In that moment, his reason screamed at him. Hey, what are you doing? Shut that mouth!

His head urgently tried to stop him, but his mouth, won over by his heart, was already letting the words pour out.

"I became the Master's disciple by a stroke of luck, but I honestly don't know if it was because of my own abilities or because of the Director. I don't know if this is the right destiny for me, or if I'll end up tearing myself apart and dying by overreaching like this. Right now, I just feel like I'm being swept along. Can someone like me really become a Demon Supreme? Can I become like the Smiling Demon?"

After he finished speaking, Seo Daeryong felt as if he were floating in the air. What have I just done?

Ah! I've finally gone and done it. Of all the people in the world, why did I have to complain about my life to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Asking if I can become like the Smiling Demon? Is that a challenge?

Seo Daeryong hurriedly bowed his head. "I'm sorry. I must have lost my mind for a moment."

As he hastily turned to leave, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "The Second Young Lord seems to care for you a great deal."

Startled, Seo Daeryong turned back to look at him. The two eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eye sockets were staring right at him.

"Yes, I know!"

After saying it, Seo Daeryong realized his mistake. 'I know!' What do I know? I should have said, 'Thank you for telling me.'

He was so nervous that words were just slipping out. "That's not what I meant, my words just now were..."

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "I know that, too."

It sounded as if he was saying he knew exactly what kind of state Seo Daeryong was in as he spoke.

He met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. Those eyes were smiling. It was the first time Seo Daeryong had ever faced the Smiling Demon's smile. Seeing those smiling eyes filled him with fear.

"I made many mistakes today. I'm truly sorry."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said calmly, "If you made no mistakes in front of me, wouldn't that be the real mistake?"

Leaving the room, Seo Daeryong let out a sigh. He could not think about what had just happened. Did I at least say goodbye? It felt like he had been in a dream. To have such a long, one-on-one conversation with the most terrifying person in the world, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, was both an honor and terrifying.

Director! Please come back soon! Your precious right-hand man is going to cause trouble at this rate!


Three days after being locked in the prison, one of the prisoners began to show symptoms.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He screamed and pounded on the door, but it was no ordinary iron door and did not break. His face was visible through the small window. Blood streamed from his eyes and nose. He had lost his sanity and was rampaging wildly.

The prisoners did not know they had been brought here because of Gwangpok, so they just thought he had gone mad from being unable to bear the confinement.

"You crazy bastard! Stop it!"

"Shut up! You want to die?"

However, he only rampaged more fiercely. Seeing this, the Poison King grew angry.

[That third-rate poison monger sold this kind of drug for money?]

Speak of the devil, the True Venom Sage soon arrived and watched the rampaging man through the small window. The man rushed forward and slammed his face against the window opening, his killing intent exploding.

KWANG! KWANG!

He slammed his head against the iron door. The sight of blood streaming from his eyes, nose, and forehead was gruesome, but the True Venom Sage's gaze remained cold as he watched.

In the end, the prisoner slammed his own head against the wall and collapsed, dying instantly.

His subordinates, who followed him, skillfully carried the corpse away as if this was not the first or second time they had witnessed such a thing.

The True Venom Sage looked into the other prison cells. He checked the condition of each prisoner one by one.

He glanced into the cell where Geom Mugeuk was. Geom Mugeuk sat against the wall with his head bowed low, revealing no particular energy.

After Geom Mugeuk, he peered into the Poison King's cell. The Poison King sat in the middle of the cell and glanced toward the window.

The moment their eyes met, the True Venom Sage felt something different from him compared to the other prisoners.

Is he sneering at me?

No, that could not be, but he did not like the look in his eyes.

The Poison King lowered his head, casting his eyes down, and the True Venom Sage moved on to inspect the next cell.

After checking all the cells, as the True Venom Sage was turning to leave, he glanced into the Poison King's cell one more time. This time, the Poison King was sitting with his back turned, lost in a daze.

The True Venom Sage watched him for a moment before leaving with his subordinates. As soon as he was gone, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Poison King.

[How did it go?]

[What are you asking? Of course, it was a success.]

[As expected! You're amazing.]

In that brief encounter, the Poison King had managed to poison the True Venom Sage with Gwangpok. This was necessary so that when the Evil Alliance later conducted an autopsy, they would discover that he had been poisoned by Gwangpok. It was one of the main reasons they had infiltrated this place.

[To poison the top poison arts master of the unorthodox sects while looking him in the eye! Who in the murim would dare attempt such a feat, let alone succeed? You are the true Dokjon!]

[I only administered a minuscule amount so it won't be noticeable yet. I'll have to increase the dose little by little.]

The Poison King's words were humble, but his expression said, 'This much is nothing'.

Sensing that he wanted to boast more, Geom Mugeuk added to the praise.

[And you did it to a target outside while you were inside a prison cell. I'm going to boast about this to everyone when I get back! I'll tell Father about this magnificent feat. The Poison King's poison art was a masterpiece, Father!]

[There's no need to tell the Cult Leader.]

Hearing that I would tell Father, the Poison King acted shy but seemed to be subtly looking forward to it.

Was that why? The Poison King seemed more confident and dignified.

[I'll poison him a little more each time that bastard comes down here.]

The True Venom Sage thought he was the one conducting the experiment, but in reality, he himself was the test subject.


When a second and then a third victim appeared in succession, the prisoners realized something was being put in their food. Only then did the prisoners stop eating.

Then, the True Venom Sage appeared again. He walked slowly down the prison corridor and said, "I heard some people aren't eating their meals?"

Though all sorts of curses had been thrown around about tearing him to pieces if he came down, no one dared to step forward now. The image of the Blood Demon melting into a pool of blood was too shockingly seared into their minds.

"If you leave any food, you will die by my poison. I will show no mercy, even if you beg me to kill you."

He cracked a merciless whip, then threw them a rotten carrot.

"If you survive this place, I won't send you back to prison. I'll just let you go. Maybe one or two of you will survive."

No one believed him. However, the words were clearly effective. In the despair of watching their numbers dwindle one by one, this rotten carrot would ultimately become their only solace.

Just then, the True Venom Sage stopped in front of the Poison King's prison cell. Peering inside through the small window, he spoke to his subordinate.

"Open this door."

The subordinate opened the iron door to the Poison King's prison cell.

"Come out."

The Poison King walked out of the prison. It was an unexpected development that neither Geom Mugeuk nor the Poison King had anticipated.

The True Venom Sage stared at the Poison King and said, "Why do I feel so bad when I look at you?"

He, too, was an absolute master of the unorthodox path. It seemed he sensed some ominous fate in his encounter with the Poison King.

The True Venom Sage used his fingers to unpleasantly tilt the Poison King's chin upward. "Strangely, I don't like the look in your eyes."

Even in this moment, the Poison King's expression showed no fear at all.

Even if I sent a telepathic message saying, Poison King, put on a scared face!, there was no way he could make an expression he had never made in his life. Especially not in a situation where his mood was already as foul as it could be.

The True Venom Sage slowly raised his hand to slap him across the cheek. The Poison King's lips twitched. Don't. Not if you want to live. It was a hair-trigger moment where such words seemed about to burst forth.

Geom Mugeuk shouted from his small window.

"It's because you two look alike."

The Poison King and the True Venom Sage simultaneously looked toward Geom Mugeuk. One spoke with words, the other with a fierce expression.

"What? We look alike?"


Chapter 223: Dealing With a Poison Master Is Always a Dirty Business

Were the two of them similar?

The Poison King would have protested. They had nothing in common.

I said it to turn the True Venom Sage's attention to me.

I achieved my objective. The True Venom Sage's attention shifted from the Poison King to me.

That's right, deal with me.

"Don't people feel bad for no reason when they see someone who looks like them?" I asked.

The look in the Poison King's eyes said it all.

Me and this ugly bastard?

The True Venom Sage shared that question.

"Where exactly do we look alike?"

He clearly thought they didn't resemble each other at all.

"In my eyes, you two look very similar. Even your gazes and auras are the same. You're both rebellious in a way, yet you have depth."

The True Venom Sage frowned. His expression screamed, You're saying this crap in a situation like this? Rebellious? Depth? In this underground prison where people are dying?

"Weren't you that handsome when you were young?"

Why would he be upset about resembling a handsome person? The problem was that he didn't believe me.

"Cut the crap. Tell me why you stepped up to save this man."

The True Venom Sage blatantly revealed his killing intent. He looked ready to poison me if I spouted any more nonsense.

"I received his help in the prison."

"How much help did you receive to risk your life?"

I looked at the Poison King.

"When I was fighting like a dog, that man became a dog and fought alongside me."

The Poison King's face flickered with surprise and emotion. He hadn't expected that reason.

Fortunately, my words worked on the True Venom Sage better than any long explanation.

"What's with all this talk of loyalty among prisoners? If you act presumptuously one more time, you'll disappear into a pool of blood."

"Yes! I'll be careful."

The True Venom Sage looked between me and the Poison King with a displeased expression but didn't escalate the situation. Every one of them was an important test subject.

The True Venom Sage locked the Poison King back in the prison and left.

I sent a telepathic message to the Poison King.

"You did well to endure."

"Why'd you step in? I could've handled it myself."

"I know."

"You were worried I'd cause trouble, weren't you?"

"No."

"Don't lie!"

After a brief pause, I told him.

"On the contrary, I was afraid you would endure it."

"!"

The Poison King stared at me, startled.

"I was afraid you'd endure it. That you'd take the slap and endure that bastard's humiliation. The Poison King would've probably endured it for our plan."

The Poison King's large, clear eyes widened.

"What if your flattery didn't work and that bastard tried to kill you?"

"Then we would've had to flip the table. We'd stage it to look like that bastard killed everyone here from Gwangpok's side effects, then died himself. Then we'd leave."

"Then what about Aecha? He's the type to hole up in his den and rarely come out, isn't he?"

"If we think about it, we'll find a solution."

"The reason you took such a risk... was just because you didn't want to see me suffer?"

"Just? That's a very important reason. It's a big enough deal to be worth flipping everything over and going back."

He gave me a look that asked, is this more flattery? I revealed my true feelings.

"The proportion of sincerity in the mix of flattery and sincerity is steadily increasing."

The Poison King stared at me, then disappeared from the small window.


Every day, prisoners died.

Each time, the True Venom Sage came to the prison, confirmed their deaths, glared at the Poison King, and left. The Poison King's existence was still a thorn in his side.

He should have trusted his instincts more and questioned why that clear gaze grated on his nerves so much.

However, he was tired from continuous research failures and failed to examine the sense of crisis that constantly sent him signals.

On the contrary, Gwangpok poisoned him every day. The Poison King had administered the poison with such exquisite skill, and since the True Venom Sage had no reason to use his inner arts intensely in his daily life, he failed to recognize it.

As the True Venom Sage left, the Poison King asked me.

"If our plan works, will Aecha show up here?"

"He'll definitely show up. According to Strategist Go's investigation, Aecha and the True Venom Sage don't have a good relationship. If he hears the experiment was a success, he'll come to see for himself."

"Based on the trend so far, we should have a conclusion within about ten days."

The end was in sight.


For ten days, I focused solely on the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Sometimes, chaotic surroundings lead to unexpected focus. That was the case for me. In this cramped, squalid prison where prisoners died every day, I focused on my training more than ever before.

Finally, I progressed with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

It was the result of recent changes in my body from my rising inner arts, combined with the training here. Slowly but surely, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art advanced toward complete mastery.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had risen a level and was certainly different. It reacted to danger more quickly and sensitively, and it felt more closely connected to me.

The prisoners continued to die even as I trained.

I overheard the martial artists delivering food. If this attempt failed, they planned to continue the experiment by kidnapping ordinary martial artists.

These people didn't care about the lives of others if it was for their own goals. No, from the beginning, they had no regard for the lives of others.

They were absolute evil. Who could possibly stop masters like the True Venom Sage and Aecha conducting secret experiments in a place like this?

"Stopping such evil deeds is my demonic path."

For the first time since I had said those words, someone asked me about the next generation.

The Poison King asked me.

"And after you die? Do you think the next Heavenly Demon will be able to protect that demonic path? I'm asking if another person like you could possibly appear."

"Why should I worry about what happens after I die? The people who are left will figure it out."

"You worked so hard to establish a new demonic path. Wouldn't it be a waste if the next generation ruins it?"

Yes, they might ruin it. However, I believed that was something I couldn't control. No, I thought it was right not to get involved in the first place.

"It's not like they'll listen just because you order the future generation, is it? Will they listen if you ask them? They'll just watch how we live. If they think it's cool, they'll follow. If they don't like it, they'll change it."

Just as I did.


Just as the Poison King predicted, all the prisoners were dead on the tenth day.

Only Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King remained.

Food was provided for several more days, and naturally, the two did not die.

A few days later.

The moment the two had been waiting for arrived.

Finally, Aecha visited the underground prison with the True Venom Sage. Aecha, who had been secluded in his den, showed himself for the first time.

"Did you really succeed?"

"I did! See for yourself. Two successful formulas have been developed. We just need to research them further to make a more stable formula."

"Let's have a look!"

Aecha peered through the iron door's peephole into the prison where Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King were held.

His joyful eyes turned into snake eyes.

"They're both too young. Does it only work on young people?"

For a moment, the True Venom Sage almost cursed. It was always like this, but he didn't expect Aecha to pull this crap today of all days.

"Aren't you looking down on me too much?"

A cold wind blew between the two men.

"I was just saying. No need to get so worked up."

After that annoying remark, Aecha looked between Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King in the prison.

No matter how I look at it, they seem too young?

At that moment, Aecha's heart pounded. His sense of crisis activated fiercely.

What is this? This ominous feeling?

Like a gambler changing cards before an addict, the pinnacle of the Poison King's martial arts was unleashed on the unorthodox sects' greatest poison master. A small hole was all he needed.

"!"

Instantly, Aecha's expression hardened. He forced a smile and approached the True Venom Sage.

"You've truly worked hard!"

The moment he drew near.

SHWIIK!

Aecha drew his sword like lightning and stabbed the True Venom Sage's arm.

The surprise attack caught the True Venom Sage completely off guard.

The moment the True Venom Sage reflexively tried to spray poison, Aecha subdued his demonic acupoints a step ahead.

"Are you crazy?"

At the True Venom Sage's shout, Aecha grabbed him by the neck.

"What's wrong with you? Did you take Gwangpok?"

The True Venom Sage thought Aecha had gone berserk from Gwangpok. Otherwise, there was no reason for him to suddenly try to kill him.

Aecha couldn't be trying to get rid of him after the experiment's success. In preparation for such an event, only the True Venom Sage knew how to make Gwangpok. He hadn't written it down anywhere. It was only in his head. Knowing that, Aecha had no reason to kill him.

"The antidote! Give me the antidote!"

Aecha suddenly coughed up blood.

His face turned black. Only then did the True Venom Sage realize he had been poisoned. Aecha had attacked, misunderstanding that the True Venom Sage had poisoned him.

"You bastard! I knew you'd betray me like this someday!"

"It wasn't me! I'm telling you, it wasn't!"

If the two had been on good terms, they would have calmly assessed their surroundings, but their relationship was like that of enemies, so they could only think that the other was trying to kill them.

Just then, the subordinates of Aecha and the True Venom Sage rushed in from outside.

"What's going on?"

"The True Venom Sage has betrayed us! Kill them all!"

Aecha's subordinates drew their swords and stabbed the True Venom Sage's subordinates to death. It happened in an instant. Surprised by the claim that their leader had betrayed them, the True Venom Sage's subordinates couldn't immediately counterattack with poison.

After they were all dead, Aecha's subordinates rushed toward Aecha and collapsed one by one.

Aecha thought the True Venom Sage's subordinates had used poison. In reality, Geom Mugeuk had fired finger qi bullets to press their blood points and put them to sleep. They were the best witnesses to explain this situation.

Both the poisoning and the pressing of the blood points were done inconspicuously from inside the prison through the small window.

Aecha's eyes went wild as he saw his own subordinates collapse.

"You traitorous bastard! Give me the antidote before I kill you!"

Aecha gripped the True Venom Sage's neck even tighter. A little more force and it would break. Unable to breathe, the True Venom Sage choked out his words.

"If I'd really intended to kill you, you'd already be dead."

Since that was true, Aecha was momentarily confused.

Right, if he wanted to kill me, wouldn't he have used a stronger poison to kill me instantly? He wouldn't have allowed a counterattack like this either.

It was at that moment.

"......"

The key hanging from the waist of a fallen subordinate of the True Venom Sage floated into the air.

The True Venom Sage saw it first and his eyes widened.

The key flew through the air and opened the iron door of the Poison King's cell.

CHAK!

Startled by the sound, Aecha also looked in that direction.

The key flew through the air again and opened the iron door of Geom Mugeuk's cell.

At the sound of the CHAK, the hearts of Aecha and the True Venom Sage sank.

As the doors opened, Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King walked out of the prison.

Aecha was momentarily dazed.

Am I seeing things because of the poison?

Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King walked side by side toward the two men.

The True Venom Sage grasped the situation first.

"Kill them! This is their doing!"

Aecha snapped to his senses and swung his sword at Geom Mugeuk.

How could an attack that wouldn't have worked as a planned ambush possibly work now? Aecha's sword thrust futilely into the air. Geom Mugeuk closed the distance with the Steps of the Yama King and subdued Aecha's demonic acupoints.

Aecha stared at Geom Mugeuk with a shocked expression. It finally hit him. Something had gone terribly wrong. He shouldn't have subdued the True Venom Sage and stabbed his arm.

The Poison King strode forward and opened the poison pouch at the True Venom Sage's waist. The True Venom Sage inwardly rejoiced.

You dare touch my poison pouch? Good, hurry up and die!

Of course, he would die. If it could be touched so carelessly, would it even be the True Venom Sage's poison pouch?

However, his opponent handled the poison more skillfully than he did.

A gust of wind carried the True Venom Sage's poison to Aecha's face.

"No!"

Aecha's desperate cry turned into a horrific scream.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

Since it was a unique poison that only the True Venom Sage used, he would be the one who killed Aecha.

Then who would kill the True Venom Sage?

An unseen force moved Aecha's hand, which held the sword.

PUK!

It plunged into the True Venom Sage's chest.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

"Uuuuuggghhh!"

The two men let out wretched screams at the same time.

Geom Mugeuk went over, poked the True Venom Sage's eyes below the sockets with his fingers, and then flicked his nose.

Blood flowed from his nose and eyes. Since his body already contained enough Gwangpok administered by the Poison King, the conclusion would be that the True Venom Sage went berserk from Gwangpok's side effects, and the two destroyed each other.

"...Why, of all things?"

The Poison King gave a curt reply to the True Venom Sage's pained question.

"Because you made your medicine like shit."

Geom Mugeuk added nothing. He didn't say that a sword fight broke out and many innocent people died because of his medicine, or that a child who lost his family was left all alone. Those words would have been wasted on him. They wouldn't have left even a small scratch on his conscience.

However, for a man so full of pride, the Poison King's words must have been a deep wound.

This time, Aecha, his face half-melted by poison, asked Geom Mugeuk with difficulty.

"...Who are you? Who are you people?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him silently before speaking softly.

"That man is Gwangpok, and I am Heukbi."

He named the two main drugs they sold.

He wanted to say more, but Aecha's life ended there. Just fifteen minutes ago, he would never have imagined his life would end so meaninglessly.

The True Venom Sage watched Aecha's head fall and spoke to the Poison King.

"...I have something to say."

The Poison King moved closer to his side.

The True Venom Sage bit the inside of his cheek and spat out blood mixed with a potent poison.

CHWARRRRK!

The Poison King opened the Emptiness Fan to block it.

Blood trickled down the fan. Besides the True Venom Sage's blood, the fan bore the marks of many battles. The Poison King seemed to leave those marks as they were, without removing or replacing them.

"A third-rate poison master's poison won't work."

Thoroughly toyed with until the very end, the True Venom Sage trembled in agony and shame before his head finally slumped.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the two dead men in silence. This meant more than just killing one of Yayul Han's four subordinates.

This moment saved countless lives that would have died from Gwangpok in the future, and it achieved revenge for the boy who lost his mother and younger sibling. He could now go to Seo Daeryong. He could tell him to go back and tell the boy that his revenge was fulfilled. That no evil can stand before our Cult. So now, he should live happily, at least for himself. Their deaths held such meaning.

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully to the Poison King.

"You've truly worked hard."

He had suffered a great deal in this cramped, suffocating place. While Geom Mugeuk himself had spent all his spare time training, the Poison King, who was used to living in the nature of the Thousand Poisons Forest, must have felt truly stifled.

"Dealing with a poison master is always this difficult and dirty."

"I enjoyed it. Being with you, the Poison King."

"Stop releasing the poison. It's already enough."

"Pardon?"

The Poison King left the clueless-looking Geom Mugeuk and strode out first.

Just before leaving, Geom Mugeuk fired a finger qi bullet to release the blood points of Aecha's subordinates he had put to sleep.

A moment later, they heard a commotion behind them. "The True Venom Sage has gone mad!" "He betrayed us!" "Inform the higher-ups!" The two silently disappeared from that place.


Chapter 224: This Time, I Will Assist You

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lay on the roof, looking up at the sky.

He had only ever stared at white walls, so looking at the sky felt very unfamiliar.

Someone spoke from beside him.

"Even when you look at the sky, you only pick out the white clouds to see, don't you?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recognized the welcome voice, and his eyes smiled brightly behind his mask.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Thanks to you, it went well."

The speaker was Geom Mugeuk.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat up. The Poison King followed, entering the courtyard. The Poison King always had a clear and fresh appearance.

Geom Mugeuk now knew for certain how terrifying the Poison King was, despite his bright and youthful appearance. His use of poison was an art with fatal results. He was skilled enough to reach into the poison pouch of the greatest poison master in the unorthodox sects.

The Poison King sensed their gazes. He entered, snapping his fan open with a CHWAAAK and fanning himself gently.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rose and gave him a light clasped-hands greeting.

"You've worked hard."

"Don't mention it. I just followed the plan. The plan was excellent."

Geom Mugeuk then said, "If it weren't for the Poison King, we never would've accomplished this."

Geom Mugeuk now understood why his father valued the Poison King and why the murim feared him.

The Poison King looked up at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "Are you going to say that to everyone you meet?"

Geom Mugeuk knew what the Poison King meant. This was what the Poison King wanted to hear.

"Yes. Until the very last time I report to Father."

A flicker of satisfaction crossed the Poison King's eyes. He had heard what he wanted to hear.

CHWAREUREUK. The Poison King snapped his fan shut and went inside.

Geom Mugeuk said, "Ah, it feels so good to see the sky after being in prison."

Geom Mugeuk sat down. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remained standing. Together, they looked up at the sky.

After a moment, someone entered through the main gate.

"I'm back."

It was Seo Daeryong, returning from the market. His arms and chest were full of cooking ingredients.

"I'll prepare the meal. Please wait just a moment."

Seo Daeryong spoke while looking at the ground.

A long green onion covered his face, but that was not why he looked away. He could not meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"There were a lot of fresh ingredients today. I learned a new dish from an inn's cook that I haven't made for you before. I'll make it delicious for you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, watching Seo Daeryong babble without meeting their eyes. Seo Daeryong did not even know Geom Mugeuk was there.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "Thank you, as always."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, Seo Daeryong's gaze dug into the ground.

"It's only natural I do my job. Ah, and yesterday, I dreamt you returned, Director. Our Director has a knack for making people miss him."

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "I should've waited to come back until you missed me desperately."

Seo Daeryong looked up, surprised.

"Director!"

The ingredients tumbled from the wide-eyed Seo Daeryong's arms.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk used his telekinesis, and the falling ingredients floated in mid-air. In the prison, a key had floated. Now, it was green onions, vegetables, and meat.

Seo Daeryong hurriedly gathered them.

Seo Daeryong held the food, unable to hide his delight. Geom Mugeuk could tell. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not been there, Seo Daeryong would have flown to the roof and hugged Geom Mugeuk tightly, burying him in green onions.

Geom Mugeuk said, "Go to that boy and tell him we've taken revenge, so he should go and live his life."

Seo Daeryong felt a surge of emotion. He had been thinking of that boy throughout this vacation.

"Yes, I'll be sure to tell him that this is the demonic path of the next Heavenly Demon."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "That might reach my brother's ears."

At that, Seo Daeryong quickly corrected himself.

"I'll be sure to tell him that this is the demonic path of the Second Young Lord."

Geom Mugeuk leaped down lightly.

"Let's eat. I'm hungry, but are you crying?"

"Crying? No. It's because the onions are so strong."

Seo Daeryong went inside with the unpeeled onion.

Before following, Geom Mugeuk looked up at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on the roof.

Their eyes met. They gave each other a slight nod.

Geom Mugeuk always ate separately from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but he always made eye contact like this before a meal. It made Geom Mugeuk feel like they were eating together.


That evening, Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joined us.

"Young Lord!"

"Second Young Lord!"

The two of them were unchanging, as always.

"I suppose a filthy and dangerous drug won't be circulating anymore."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader praised my efforts and the Poison King's.

"You also worked hard, Poison King."

"It was a good experience."

"It must have been fun."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was inwardly envious.

He's been so devoted to me. I should make time to be with him separately someday.

After finishing our greetings, we all sat down.

While we dealt with Aecha and the True Venom Sage, Go Wol had finished investigating the next target.

"The next target is Yeo Bulgae."

Before Go Wol explained, I asked a necessary question.

"With two people dead in a row, won't Yayul Han be suspicious?"

"Of course he'll be suspicious, but what can he do? Plenty of subordinates saw the two of them fighting with swords. Plus, one was addicted to Berserk. In the end, he'll have no choice but to think it was just a string of bad luck."

"So there's no chance he'll recall the remaining two?"

"No. Besides, Yayul Han's personality is one that hates bending to external pressure."

Go Wol took it a step further.

"Since it's already happened, he'll probably look for someone new to fill the positions. He's not one to look back."

"There must be plenty of people. Masters from the unorthodox sects will be lining up to join the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance."

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward.

"Once Yeo Bulgae is also dead, he'll think differently. He won't believe a coincidence can happen three times."

At those words, Go Wol presented the next part of the plan.

"Therefore, I propose we eliminate Yayul Han before he learns of Yeo Bulgae's death."

"What about the last one of the Four?"

"He's always by Yayul Han's side. We'll have to deal with him at the same time anyway."

Kill Yeo Bulgae, then eliminate Yayul Han and his last subordinate before the death is known. In other words, Go Wol suggested we handle all three almost simultaneously.

"Good! Let's do that."

I accepted his opinion without hesitation.

"Thank you. I'll present the detailed plan soon."

The Poison King, who had been listening, suddenly asked a question.

"Once we kill Yayul Han, the Evil Alliance will suspect us, won't they?"

I answered instead of Go Wol.

"I have one solution for that. I don't know if it'll work yet, though."

The Poison King gave me a look that asked if I could really pull it off. In truth, I did not know either. I could not know what events awaited me.

"First, tell us about Yeo Bulgae."

Go Wol began his explanation.

"Yeo Bulgae has a rat tattoo on his chest. He manages hundreds of brothels in the Central Plains and is truly called the king of the night. The rat tattoo shows his will to earn money at night without sleeping."

"What's his personality like?"

"This man is also incredibly vicious. He built the current Nightless City by kidnapping women, taking daughters from families indebted to King Yama Loan, and using all sorts of vile methods. Furthermore, his lust is incredibly strong, and countless women have suffered at his hands. There are even rumors he sells the bodies of aged courtesans to practitioners of bizarre evil arts."

Just as Jisaeng died because of the Miracle Deity Loan, and Aecha and the True Venom Sage died because of Berserk, this man also deserved to die.

Father had given me permission to handle Yayul Han and all of the Four, so I intended to deal with every single one of them. If not me and the Demon Supremes, who else could eliminate a man who had become the king of the night? Especially one protected by the Evil Alliance's second-in-command.

"He's been expanding his brothels throughout the Central Plains and is now trying to expand his territory into Guizhou."

At that very moment, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"Did you say Guizhou?"

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes turned cold.

The Thousand Flower Palace was in Guizhou. The woman who liked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman Yeo Jong, was also there.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. I spoke without a second thought.

"This time, I will assist you, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, then rose and left.

Everyone looked at me, wondering what was happening, but it was not my place to say.

"We'll depart for Guizhou early tomorrow morning. Everyone, get ready."


After the meeting, I had tea alone with Go Wol.

"We need to be extra careful with this one."

I told Go Wol everything about the Thousand Flower Palace, Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman Yeo Jong, and her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Others might not know, but the strategist had to.

"Truly, the net cast by heaven misses nothing."

I nodded silently.

Go Wol grew worried when he learned of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's deep connection to the Thousand Flower Palace.

"One wrong move and our identities could be exposed."

"The Smiling Demon is well aware of that. There's no need to worry too much."

"When someone you care about is involved, unexpected variables can arise."

"There won't be any variables. You can trust me."

Go Wol smiled at my conviction.

"Why are you smiling?"

"I was just wondering if there was anyone the Young Lord trusted this much."

"There's you, isn't there? There's Detective Seo, too, and Lee Ahn, and General Jang. I trust them all the same."

Still, Go Wol seemed to sense a special difference in how I thought of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I ask you one thing?"

"What is it?"

"Have you never considered that the people you just mentioned might betray you?"

Go Wol seemed worried because I tended to form such deep relationships with people.

"Betrayal that's planned from the start isn't common, is it? Unless someone is swayed by another, don't people usually come to feel betrayed for one reason or another as they live their lives?"

Go Wol nodded, listening intently.

"The feeling of betrayal can be perceived differently depending on the person. Someone might leave because they're disappointed in the other person, but they could be branded a traitor just for leaving. It might be that the person letting them go is the real traitor."

I revealed my beliefs about parting with people to Go Wol.

"If someone wants to leave me, I'll send them off with more courtesy than when we first met. I won't make the person who leaves into a traitor."

A smile spread across Go Wol's face.

"At times like this, you seem more like an older brother than I do."

"It's because I'm an old soul."

I need to have many sincere conversations with Go Wol. The more accurately he knows what kind of person I am, the better a strategist he'll become. If I just hope he becomes a good strategist without this effort, that's when a traitor is made.

Just then, someone appeared.

"Can I join you?"

It was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Of course."

He sat down with us.

"Come to think of it, you seem to have lost some weight."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened, as if he had been waiting for me to say that.

"Someone nags me so much. I have no choice but to lose it. A man should have a dependable charm, you know."

Go Wol, who had been so serious with me, showed a different side.

"The Cult Leader was fat."

"I know. That's why I'm training so hard!"

The nature of his martial arts meant the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not move much, which caused him to gain more weight.

"You need to lose more. You're not there yet."

"Enough nagging! Bring me alcohol and meat! I'm going to devour it all today!"

If you only heard this conversation, who in the world would think this man was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? Who would think he was the man who was shackled back then?

Seo Daeryong joined us then.

"How was it? With the Smiling Demon?"

"It was scary."

"It didn't seem like it was just scary, though?"

"What do you mean?"

"You were talking a lot when you came in with food from the market?"

"Don't you know that people talk more when they're scared?"

However, it seemed it was not just scary.

"Honestly, I'm a bit sad about it too. Every time I brought the Smiling Demon his meal, my heart pounded so hard I could hear it in my ears. That strange tension was addictive."

Just then, someone else spoke from behind.

"Addiction is my specialty, isn't it?"

I turned and saw the Poison King.

"What are four men doing gathered around drinking tea?"

The Poison King sat down, commenting even though he did not particularly like alcohol.

"We were just talking about how our Detective Seo is addicted to the Smiling Demon."

"It couldn't have been easy to please that man."

Seo Daeryong seized the opportunity to tattle.

"I wasn't going to say this, but... the Smiling Demon is pickier about food than he looks. He doesn't really eat the same food twice in a row. So I had to wander the market forlornly like a wolf in the rain, wondering what side dishes to buy today and what to cook for him tomorrow..."

Just then, Seo Daeryong saw it. Everyone was looking behind him.

Seo Daeryong said with a mournful face, "...He's not here, right? Please tell me he's not."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat down next to Seo Daeryong.

"I was raised preciously, so I'm a bit of a picky eater."

Seo Daeryong hung his head low.

"And I have a big mouth. Please kill me."

"Your lifeline has shortened as much as my mouth has, so it's fine."

Seo Daeryong clutched his head at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's joke, and everyone laughed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not look offended at all. In fact, he seemed a little more cheerful and in a better mood than usual. That was how I knew.

Yeo Bulgae, you're in big trouble.


Chapter 225: A Precious Guest Will Arrive Today

The next morning, I went to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before we left.

"What is it?" he asked.

"Let's have only you, the Smiling Demon, and I go to the Thousand Flower Palace."

I believed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's personal relationship with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was a private matter that needed protection.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave an unexpected answer.

"There's no need for that. Let's all go together and proceed with the original plan."

"You don't have to do something you're reluctant about. We can have Strategist Go and the others cooperate from the outside."

"That's not why," he said, revealing an unexpected reason for his suggestion. "I want to introduce them to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

He meant the Poison King, Seo Daeryong, Go Wol, and even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is a very ambitious person, but she has been holding back on many things she wants to do because of me. Meeting and interacting with these people will be a great help to her."

I could tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon genuinely cared for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. He viewed her with a deep affection that went beyond simple fondness.

"And above all, they are people the Second Young Lord trusts, aren't they? So it's fine."

I think the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's decision is wise. There are times to hide things and times to bring them into the world. This was the latter. I did not think anyone in our group would harm the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. We looked at each other and smiled, sealing our decision.

When I left the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence, I found Go Wol in the courtyard preparing for our departure. He loaded luggage onto a carriage, his face full of worry.

"Strategist Go, don't worry so much. Enjoy it. As a strategist, you'll make countless plans in your life, but you won't often get to have me, the Smiling Demon, and the Poison King carry them out. So enjoy this situation."

Go Wol bowed his head with a grateful expression. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who stood beside him, added a jealous remark.

"The points I earn with a hundred words, you always get with just one."

"Trust Strategist Go. He'll give me one point and give you a hundred, Cult Leader."

After comforting my one and only strategist and the Cult Leader, I shouted.

"Alright, let's depart!"


The room was lavishly decorated. A specially made bed was large enough for ten people, and expensive furniture crafted by master artisans filled the space. Even a single doorknob was startlingly expensive, not to mention the rare ceramics and paintings.

A dozen women knelt in this splendid room. They wore thin clothes that revealed their skin, and though their ages and beauty varied, their expressions were identical.

Despair.

They stared at the floor with eyes that held all the despair in the world.

Yeo Bulgae sat in the center of the women, who were lined up on his left and right. His hair was white and his face was wrinkled, but his eyes radiated a passion that rivaled a young man's.

Yeo Bulgae was reading a message from a pigeon. It reported that Aecha had died, not long after Jisaeng's death.

A wrinkled, gnarled hand crumpled the message and threw it at one of the women's heads. The woman picked up the fallen paper and burned it in an oil lamp.

"What do you think of this?" Yeo Bulgae asked.

Hwang Yeom, who sat before him, answered politely. "They didn't show it outwardly, but they were the types who secretly looked down on us for being in the business of selling women."

He was indirectly saying they were better off dead. As Yeo Bulgae's right-hand man, Hwang Yeom knew his master better than anyone.

Indeed, Yeo Bulgae's feelings were no different. The deceased Jisaeng and Aecha were nobodies with excessive pride who often ignored people. He had never once seen them greet him first. Their deaths concerned him less than another possibility.

"I'm saying, isn't it possible an outside force has struck?"

"It's best to rule out that possibility."

"......"

"The investigation concluded that they definitely died due to internal conflict. The higher-ups must have investigated with keen senses. If someone had the skill to deceive them, would we even be alive?"

The wrinkles on Yeo Bulgae's forehead deepened.

"Are you anxious?" Hwang Yeom asked.

"Because the next target could be me."

He did not know that the women with bowed heads on either side of him held a single wish.

Please, let him be next!

"Just in case, I will summon all the experts we can mobilize," Hwang Yeom said.

Yeo Bulgae nodded. He usually joked, "Even the King of Hell wouldn't take me. He'd say I'd dirty up his hell."

That was a joke he only made when he felt confident he would not die. Now that he felt real danger, he reacted more sensitively to death than anyone.

"Just in case... contact the Yin Yang Ghost as well."

Hwang Yeom flinched at the name but soon answered obediently. "I understand."

In the past, this would have sparked a debate. Moving them cost too much money, and they might cause trouble if unleashed in the murim, which the higher-ups would not like. Now, it was good that such a process could be skipped.

Hwang Yeom knew him so well it felt like he had a second body. For instance, just by looking at Yeo Bulgae's eyes, Hwang Yeom could pick the exact woman he had chosen from among dozens.

"I'm not afraid of dying, but I haven't achieved all my dreams yet."

Yeo Bulgae's dream was to establish his brothel throughout the entire Central Plains, without exception. He had used all sorts of methods to expand his business, building brothels himself and stealing them from others.

He employed all kinds of methods in the process. He sent troublemakers to cause a ruckus, spread false rumors, drugged food to make customers sick, and even set fire to rival establishments.

One might wonder if such crude methods worked, but they were surprisingly effective. He would ruin a rival brothel's reputation to eliminate it or buy it for a pittance. Whenever he saw a brothel owner commit suicide, Yeo Bulgae felt a sense of pleasure.

"You must live tenaciously and achieve your dream. Here, this is a new dream for you to have, Pavilion Master."

Hwang Yeom held out a document containing information about the Thousand Flower Palace. Since the Thousand Flower Palace was the most famous brothel in Guizhou, where they planned to expand, they had decided to take it over first.

Yeo Bulgae's eyes gleamed with greed as he examined the contents.

"The estimated profits are enormous."

"It makes more money than any of our other locations in the Central Plains."

"Are the courtesans beautiful?"

"That, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is known to be very resourceful."

"You said the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is a woman, right?"

"That's right. She handles the courtesans well, and the customers well. Even the martial artists under her command respect her."

"Still, she's just a worthless bitch."

Looking down on women was his innate nature. He despised and hated them so much that Hwang Yeom suspected Yeo Bulgae might have been severely abused by his mother or another woman as a child. His pathological lust was clearly born not of affection, but of hatred.

"Her beauty?"

"I've heard she is quite beautiful."

Yeo Bulgae's eyes grew languid as he revealed his lust. His gaze turned to the women. All of them had once been Pavilion Masters of a brothel. To the world, they were known to be missing or dead.

They were women who had suddenly handed over their brothels to Yeo Bulgae overnight and disappeared. Their families and friends could never find them, no matter how hard they searched.

Yeo Bulgae had been kidnapping and collecting the most beautiful Pavilion Masters from the brothels he had stolen. It was a truly heinous act that would anger both heaven and man, but this fact was not known to the outside world. Even if someone had known, they would not have dared to confront Yeo Bulgae.

"Now the balance will be right."

There were nine women in total. When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman arrived, there would be ten.

Hwang Yeom nodded with an expression that said not to worry. It was a signal that he would deliver the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to Yeo Bulgae's bedchamber when the job was done.

"The Monochrome Blade Duo has already gone."

The Monochrome Blade Duo were Yeo Bulgae's limbs, figures not well-known in the murim. Their martial arts skills were formidable, but more than that, they had been raised from a young age to be ruthless swordsmen who only followed orders, devoid of human emotion.

In a case like the Thousand Flower Palace, where clumsy tricks would not work, he had immediately dispatched the Monochrome Blade Duo. He intended to kidnap the Pavilion Master directly and force her to stamp the contract. The nine women here had all suffered the same fate.

"Tell them to bring her here safely without laying a single finger on her!"

It was the same old worry of a lecherous old man.


"A precious guest will arrive today."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Yeo Jong, had her residence and inner courtyard cleaned since morning. She took more care than usual with her makeup and attire.

The maids and servants moved about diligently. They had learned that if the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said a precious guest was coming, a guest would indeed arrive. At first, they assumed she received a message, but after many unexpected guests arrived, they all knew she was a special person.

Today, however, it seemed even she was wrong.

The people who entered the inner courtyard were not precious guests, but uninvited ones. The Monochrome Blade Duo, dressed in white and black long robes, had stormed in.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sent the servants and maids inside. At the same time, the martial artists of the inner courtyard who protected her revealed themselves.

Though their side had more numbers, the Monochrome Blade Duo was not intimidated. The aura of the two men overwhelmed the entire group, and tension filled the faces of the Thousand Flower Palace martial artists.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked calmly, "Where are you from?"

The mafia from the Monochrome Blade Duo, dressed in black, said to her, "Our master wishes to see you. Let's go."

His tone was cold and blunt, devoid of any emotion. It sounded childish, as if a block of wood were speaking.

"Who is your master?"

"You'll know when you get there."

"I'm sorry, but a precious guest is arriving today, so we'll have to postpone this for another time."

Of course, those words had no effect on the Monochrome Blade Duo.

"There is no one more precious than our master."

With those words, the two men strode forward. Four of the eight Thousand Flower Palace martial artists blocking her path lunged forward. The remaining four surrounded the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Swords and daos clashed swiftly. They were the experts who had protected the Thousand Flower Palace until now, but the Monochrome Blade Duo's skills were superior.

Two of the four who rushed forward collapsed after less than ten exchanges, their arms and waists deeply slashed.

Just as the Monochrome Blade Duo raised their daos to end their lives, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman threw herself in front of them.

"If you want to kill these people, you'll have to kill me too."

Since their mission was to take her, the Monochrome Blade Duo lowered their daos. She pressed on the injured men's pressure points to stop the bleeding.

"Treat their wounds and wait. I'll be back."

"You can't, Pavilion Master!" the other martial artists shouted, stepping forward to stop her.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman firmly restrained them. "Everyone, stop!"

At her command, the martial artists froze. They all knew that if they continued to fight, they would die a dog's death. Never since the founding of the Thousand Flower Palace had such powerful experts invaded.

"If you lose your lives here in vain, I will be filled with regret and won't be able to live properly. Retreat and protect the main building. A precious guest will arrive today, so you can report this matter to him."

Forcing the martial artists to back down, she approached the Monochrome Blade Duo without any fear.

The members of the Monochrome Blade Duo looked at each other and tilted their heads. They had kidnapped many women, but they had never seen one so calm.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared intently at the two men. "I am good at seeing people's futures. However, the futures of you two are as dark as pitch, so I cannot see them well."

The Monochrome Blade Duo laughed coldly and strode toward her.

The mafia reached out his hand to subdue her vital points.

At that very moment, a single finger qi bullet flew in as fast as light.

PWEEE! THWACK!

The attack pierced the back of the mafia's hand, leaving a hole. He let out a short scream and tried to stop the bleeding.

PWEEE! THWACK!

This time, the bullet pierced the elbow of the other arm he was using to stop the bleeding.

"......"

The mafia instinctively ducked his body.

PWEE! THWACK!

His shoulder was pierced. The attack flew in so fast that he could not avoid it.

He turned his body toward where the finger qi had come from, but more bullets flew in succession. His stomach, waist, and knee were pierced one after another. The finger qi bullets poured down like rain, completely shredding his body.

"Uwaaaaaaaack!"

The mafia let out a desperate scream, as if releasing all the screams he had held back his entire life.

PWEEE! THWACK!

Finally, a bullet pierced his forehead, and he collapsed.

The finger qi bullets had flown in such rapid succession that everyone only saw him die. Even the man in white could only watch the mafia's death in this unexpected situation.

Only then did everyone's gaze turn to where the finger qi bullets had come from. A bright smile spread across the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's lips.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing a white mask, was striding toward them.


Chapter 226: The Man Who Comes to Save a Courtesan

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman saw only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The world around her vanished, leaving just him walking toward her against a stark white background.

"You've come, Orabeoni?"

The Thousand Flower Palace martial artists cried out in joy. They did not know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's true identity, only that he was the one person their Chairwoman called Orabeoni.

Just then, Baekdo moved like lightning. He darted behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, swiftly drawing his blade and pressing it against her neck.

"Stop! One more step and this bitch dies!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped.

Baekdo peeked from behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, using her as a shield while he glared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The eyes behind the mask were smiling.

The blade at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's neck trembled faintly. Baekdo had committed countless kidnappings and murders for Yeo Bulgae without ever feeling fear. He was a fearless killing machine, yet now he felt a foreign emotion. He felt fear.

"Who are you?" Baekdo demanded.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ignored him and looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, his gaze asking if she was alright.

She responded with an even brighter smile. "Who else would a man who comes to save a courtesan be? He's my patron, of course."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled at being called a patron.

Baekdo could not understand.

A mere brothel patron killed the mafia? I have to take a hostage? I'm feeling fear for the first time in my life? This is ridiculous!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke softly. "Close your eyes."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman obeyed.

The moment her eyes shut!

PWIING!

A finger qi bullet blew off Baekdo's exposed ear with a THWACK.

Baekdo moved to slash the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's neck without hesitation.

THWACK!

His elbow was pierced. The finger qi bullet flew with perfect precision, passing through his body without harming her.

He gritted his teeth, trying again to slash her neck.

"......"

This time, the back of his sword hand was pierced. The finger qi bullet struck the blade's hilt after passing through his hand, leaving her unharmed.

He had not expected such an accurate and precise attack. In the brief moment Baekdo reached for the falling blade with his other hand, his body was exposed.

PWIING! PWACK!

His left eye was pierced. He staggered back, and then his right eye was pierced.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He screamed desperately and stumbled backward.

PWIING! PWACK!

This time, his mouth was pierced.

Everyone understood. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was punishing the hand that held the blade and the mouth that had threatened to kill 'this bitch'.

Even as he died, Baekdo could not believe it. How can someone attack so boldly with a hostage? How can the attacks be so accurate? How can anyone fire finger qi bullets so quickly?

PWIING! PWACK!

Baekdo's forehead was pierced, and he collapsed. He died full of doubt. Was he really just a patron?

Deep emotion crossed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face. The stoic Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had shown his anger through action, not words. He was always like that, a man who acted instead of spoke.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced at the corpses of the Monochrome Blade Duo and the spreading blood. She said with a hint of regret, "I thought you might come, so I cleaned up nicely."

"It's fine. I like the smell of blood."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman strode over and threw her arms around the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He did not hug her back, but she was not disappointed. Considering his personality and their first meeting, him simply standing still was the same as him hugging her tightly.

The Thousand Flower Palace martial artists behind them bowed in unison, grateful for their master's rescue.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, "I have guests with me."

She understood his meaning and cleared the area. She sent the injured to a physician and had the bodies of the Monochrome Blade Duo removed. Then she sent the remaining martial artists to the outer courtyard, forbidding anyone from entering.

Then, Geom Mugeuk and his companions entered.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman greeted Geom Mugeuk first. "Second Young Lord, have you been well?"

"I have been," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"That martial artist didn't come with you?" she asked.

"I was afraid someone might snatch away our pretty heart, so I've kept her hidden safely in our Cult."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled. "She is destined for greatness. Even if you send her into the world, she'll navigate it well."

Geom Mugeuk knew she was an extraordinary woman. She had proven it just by seeing Lee Ahn's true beauty when she was overweight.

"Even if you don't believe my words, believe in that martial artist."

"No, I'll trust your words, Pavilion Master, and send her out."

She had to go out into the world anyway because of the Ghost Shadow Squad. Now that her Soaring Sky Sword Art had reached the ninth stage, and with Green Mask beside her, he was not too worried.

Next, Geom Mugeuk introduced the Poison King. "This is our Cult's Poison King."

An introduction to a mere brothel owner would normally be unthinkable, but the Poison King was not uncomfortable. A woman who called the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon 'Orabeoni' was no simple brothel owner.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman showed the Poison King courteous respect. She started to perform a full bow, but the Poison King stopped her with a gentle stream of qi.

"There's no need for such excessive courtesy."

Instead, the Poison King performed a polite clasped-hands greeting. "It's a pleasure to meet you for the first time."

It was a gesture of consideration for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Greetings to a noble person. I am Yeo Jong, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

She was not surprised by the Poison King's youthful appearance. Just as she had seen the truth beneath Lee Ahn's appearance, she seemed to see the truth beneath the Poison King's as well.

Seeing this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze toward the Poison King softened. Their relationship was still awkward. When he first left the cult, they had not made eye contact for days. Compared to then, they were now like childhood friends.

Next, Geom Mugeuk introduced Seo Daeryong. "This is my right-hand man."

"It's an honor to meet you. I am Seo Daeryong."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared intently at Seo Daeryong, then smiled. "It's been a long time since I've met someone with such a pure soul."

She had recognized Seo Daeryong's kindness at a glance. Seo Daeryong was moved. It was probably the first time in his life anyone had told him he had a pure soul.

Seo Daeryong shrugged at Geom Mugeuk, his expression saying, This is the kind of person I am.

"When you introduce me, please make sure to include 'pure soul'! You can leave everything else out."

"Doesn't that just mean you look like the type to easily lose out, get fooled by women, and be swindled?" Geom Mugeuk retorted.

Seo Daeryong looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman with a desperate expression, pleading for her to deny it. She merely smiled.

Next, Geom Mugeuk introduced Go Wol. "If he is my right arm, then this is my head."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Go Wol much like she looked at Lee Ahn. It was a gaze of awe and support for someone destined for greatness, but she did not say so.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes sparkled, wondering how Geom Mugeuk would introduce him.

"This is my reliable sponsor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "You can only be a sponsor if there's more to take."

"There's still plenty left to take," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"There is?"

"It hasn't been three years since the rich man went broke, has it?"

Geom Mugeuk made a face that showed he knew all about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hidden assets. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader needlessly snapped at Go Wol, "Don't go around talking about me!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not offended. He knew Geom Mugeuk was joking. He also knew that becoming useless to someone would be a much sadder fate.

And so, Geom Mugeuk introduced everyone. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman watched with a peculiar gaze as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Poison King, Seo Daeryong, Go Wol, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood by Geom Mugeuk's sides. What could she possibly be seeing right now?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head respectfully. "Welcome to the Thousand Flower Palace."

Geom Mugeuk's party returned the bow.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman guided them inside. "I'll prepare rooms for you to stay in."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then said to her, "Give us the ones next to your room."

From those words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman must have understood that our visit concerned her safety. Nevertheless, she did not ask before we brought it up. She was calm and prudent.

While everyone unpacked, I met with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to explain the situation.

"The enemy the Smiling Demon and I are facing runs brothels," I explained. "We heard he's targeting Guizhou, which is why we've come."

"Could that person be Yeo Bulgae?"

As expected, she knew of him. The Thousand Flower Palace gathered information for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, so she had already identified the man called the King of the Night.

"That's right."

"I know Yeo Bulgae is expanding his brothels across the Central Plains. The rumors about him are very bad."

"It seems the time has come for him to pay for those rumors."

Joy flickered in the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes. As a fellow brothel owner, she must have heard much about Yeo Bulgae's evil deeds.

"Pavilion Master, you wouldn't believe the look in the Smiling Demon's eyes the moment we heard Yeo Bulgae was advancing into Guizhou."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "I think I can imagine it." Her gaze held a deep trust.

Meanwhile, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mood remained somber, even after killing the Monochrome Blade Duo. What if I had arrived late? His anger toward Yeo Bulgae deepened, and he felt a rage that made him want to confront the man immediately.

In contrast, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was incredibly bright and calm, despite her near-death crisis.

Geom Mugeuk sensed something in her calmness. He thought she was a woman who understood her own fate. If we had not arrived, she would have made a different choice from the start.

"I'm jealous!" I said, just to make the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon feel awkward. He only continued to watch the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman silently.


A short while later, everyone gathered. Go Wol revealed the plan. "Today's incident was unexpected."

We had planned to arrive and deal with him slowly, but Yeo Bulgae struck the Thousand Flower Palace sooner than we expected.

"If he learns the Monochrome Blade Duo is dead, he might launch a full-scale attack on the Thousand Flower Palace. If we don't evacuate, there could be casualties. Even if we fend them off, the Evil Alliance will learn Yeo Bulgae was defeated here."

This place could no longer be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sanctuary.

"What are your thoughts?" I asked.

Go Wol glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "The plan I've devised requires the permission of the Smiling Demon and the Pavilion Master."

Go Wol then revealed his plan.

"Since he wants the Pavilion Master, you must go. The Young Lord and the Smiling Demon will pose as the Monochrome Blade Duo and take you to his residence. They wear distinctive clothes, so if you two wear black and white outfits with bamboo hats pulled low, you should get deep inside."

It was a surprising, unconventional plan. Its key was secrecy.

"His death must be revealed as late as possible." The plan was to strike Yayul Han before his death became known.

Go Wol added a cautious note. "If it weren't the Second Young Lord and the Smiling Demon going with her, I would never suggest sending the Pavilion Master to such a dangerous place."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Since the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had to go, he would follow the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's decision.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke first, her voice calm. "I'll go."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not deliberate for long. He nodded his permission.

Go Wol bowed his head, grateful they accepted the plan.

He then spoke to the Poison King. "I also have a favor to ask of you, Poison King. After we eliminate Yeo Bulgae, please protect the Pavilion Master until this is over."

It was a significant request, but the Poison King readily agreed. "I will."

The Poison King unfolded his fan and waved it gently. Now that he had given his word, who in the world could kill the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman?

The gazes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King met. They did not exchange words like 'I'm counting on you' or 'Don't worry'. Neither man made a show of things or repaid debts with words.

Finally, Go Wol spoke to Geom Mugeuk. "I will go ahead and prepare to deal with Yayul Han." His words were filled with conviction that the two of them would succeed and return.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Geom Mugeuk. "If such a handsome Monochrome Blade Duo had come, I would have followed them willingly from the start."

Everyone laughed at her joke.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Will you be Baekdo? Or the mafia?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered curtly. "White suits me well."


Chapter 227: I'm the Kept Man's Friend

"Get out of the way! You damned bitch!"

Yeo Bulgae flew into a rage and beat the middle-aged woman. She shielded the other woman with her body, absorbing the blows. She had stepped forward because she could no longer bear Yeo Bulgae's perverted torment, which went far beyond satisfying his lust. Having suffered the same fate, she knew the difficulty and shame all too well.

Yeo Bulgae grabbed the woman by her hair and threw her back. People called him the King of the Night, but when angered, he was just a ruffian. It would have been a relief if he only beat them like a ruffian, but Yeo Bulgae tormented people relentlessly.

"Excellent, just excellent. An old bitch like you must have to play this role to survive among your kind, right?"

Yeo Bulgae injected his qi into the woman's body, inflicting immense pain.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

The woman screamed, unable to bear the agony.

"You should endure it! Didn't you step forward to sacrifice yourself? Were you just pretending to stop me?"

The young woman she had tried to protect stepped forward and pleaded, "I'll do it! I'll do it! Please stop!"

Tears streamed from her eyes. The other women watching bowed their heads and wept.

They were powerless against Yeo Bulgae, and not just because they were captives.

Yeo Bulgae threatened them with their families' lives. Some had children, some had siblings, and some had parents. He threatened to find and kill their families if they resisted, ran away, or killed themselves. He had once brought back the family of an escaped woman and brutally murdered them in front of her.

What saddened them even more was that they were adapting to this humiliating, beast-like reality.

"You're all just lumps of flesh that exist for me. What right does a lump of flesh have to protect another?"

The middle-aged woman squeezed her eyes shut as tears flowed down her cheeks. She wished for death every day but could not die because of her son. If she took her own life, Yeo Bulgae would surely bring her son here and kill him as an example to the other women.

Please! Someone save us!

The woman's desperate gaze turned toward the clear blue sky far beyond the window.

Please!

Just as her desperation reached the heavens, a subordinate reported from outside.

"The Monochrome Blade Duo and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman have arrived."

Yeo Bulgae, as if he had been waiting, hurriedly opened the door and stepped outside.


The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered the large courtyard. The Monochrome Blade Duo followed behind her, their bamboo hats pulled down low. They were, of course, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

They had expected many obstacles to getting inside. Geom Mugeuk had been prepared to use his wits, but the task was unexpectedly easy.

A guard at the entrance had guided them here as if it were routine. Since the Monochrome Blade Duo had brought women here before, no one suspected this pair was fake. The real Monochrome Blade Duo must have been so terrifying that no one dared to make eye contact, let alone investigate them.

And so, they had arrived before Yeo Bulgae with ease.

The moment Yeo Bulgae saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he filled with admiration.

"Oh! She's to die for!"

He liked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's aura. She was noble yet haughty. What greater pleasure existed than breaking such pride and making her his slave?

He went back into the room and dragged the middle-aged woman out by her hair. He threw her down mercilessly.

"Look, this is the kind of place a bitch with beauty like that is coming to. You should be licking my toes all day, and you have the gall to protect someone?"

Yeo Bulgae had no intention of looking good for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. On the contrary, he intended to instill fear in her.

He threw the door wide open, revealing his palace of pleasure and the women's hell. The kneeling woman, the woman sprawled in the corner, and the woman lying on the bed all lifted their heads to look at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"They used to run brothels, just like you."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's expression hardened the moment she saw them. Though she rarely showed anger, her face was now a mask of fury.

"You! It wasn't enough to take their brothels, you're trying to take their very souls."

Yeo Bulgae laughed pleasantly.

"Even the way you talk is noble! You, I like you. I'll love you the most!"

The women in the room gave her a look of pity.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said in a calm tone, "I'm quite good at seeing people's futures."

It was one of those moments when a person becomes calmer the angrier they get.

"Can you see my future too?"

"Your skin is being flayed off as you're skewered on an iron rod and thrown into a pit of fire."

She described the punishment of Avici, said to be the most painful of all hells.

His expression hardened for a moment, but Yeo Bulgae soon smiled leisurely.

"Even the King of Hell wouldn't take me. He'd say I'd dirty his hell."

He recited his usual line, then sneered at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Only the weak prattle on about hell. So, does imagining me in a fiery pit make you feel better?"

"You're a coward. You act all bold on the outside, but you're a coward who fears death more than anyone."

"All the bitches in there were just like you at first. Full of pride, talking big. Not knowing what state they'd be in, what they'd be begging me for, just a couple of hours later. You think you won't end up like them, don't you? You think someone will come and save you? Yes, that's how people's minds work. Oblivious to what's right in front of them."

Just then, an unforeseen situation unfolded.

Hwang Yeom appeared with a group of masters. They blocked the way in front of Yeo Bulgae, protecting him like bodyguards.

"Who are you people?" Hwang Yeom asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman coldly.

Only then did Yeo Bulgae realize they were a fake Monochrome Blade Duo. He had been so captivated by the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's beauty that he had not examined them closely.

"Fakes? These crazy bastards!"

The thought of how close he had come to disaster made Yeo Bulgae's heart sink, and rage boiled to the top of his head. He soon composed himself.

When Yeo Bulgae snapped his fingers, the women in the room rushed out, knelt, and prostrated themselves with their chests to the ground.

Yeo Bulgae sat on them as if they were a chair. He did not need a chair, nor was he showing off his authority. He did it so he could use them as hostages if necessary. This was the kind of man Yeo Bulgae was.

"If they're fakes, then that bitch must be a fake too."

"Does it matter whether I'm the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman or not?"

"It does. There are plenty of beautiful women in the world, but there's only one owner of the place I'm after."

"I am the real Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

Yeo Bulgae believed her. A woman who could exude such an aura would not be common.

"Those idiot Monochrome Blade Duo must already be dead."

"My kept man has quite a temper, you see."

Finding her own words amusing, she laughed. The sight of her laughing made Yeo Bulgae grow hot. She was his type. He had seen countless women, but this was the first time he had been so drawn to one.

Yeo Bulgae's gaze shifted to the Monochrome Blade Duo.

So she came here trusting in them.

At a glance, they did not look like much.

"If you're the real Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, why did you come here?"

"I heard you were looking for me."

"And what do you think?"

"Ugly, insignificant, and pathetic. I came for nothing."

For a moment, Yeo Bulgae's expression turned cold as ice.

"I don't know what you're relying on to come here and pull this shit, but if you thought the Monochrome Blade Duo were all the subordinates I have, you've made a huge mistake."

Yeo Bulgae was not anxious. He could not be anxious even if he wanted to.

First, the three subordinates to his left were the Black Night Crow Trio. They were his long-time limbs and a cut above the Monochrome Blade Duo. Next to them, the man holding a long spear was his subordinate, the spear master Screaming Blood Spear. These four, plus the Monochrome Blade Duo, were the six masters who helped him become the King of the Night.

But today, there were more. With Jiseng and Aecha dead, he had brought in masters from the outside. The Evil Shadow Quintet, whom he had hired for a large sum, were infamous masters even among the unorthodox sects. He had not seen them fight himself, but their reputation was high.

And above all, there were the most dependable ones.

Two figures, a man and a woman, sat on a rock before the flower garden. Both wore bizarre makeup, making it difficult to tell who was the man and who was the woman.

They were the Yin Yang Ghost.

They were demons who used bizarre evil arts to drain their opponents' inner power. The male, the Yang Ghost, had mastered an evil art that absorbed a woman's yin energy, while the female, the Yin Ghost, absorbed a man's yang energy.

They loved to fight as much as they loved to absorb vital energy. Their inner arts were so powerful that most masters were toyed with before being sucked dry and killed.

Their personalities were also so cruel and vicious that they would slaughter entire families or groups if displeased. They were truly insane, so much so that even the Evil Alliance was reluctant to use them. In a situation like this, however, they were also the most trustworthy people.

So who was there to fear? Yeo Bulgae was full of confidence.

"So you're saying you were so angry that I tried to bring you here, you came in person to get revenge?"

Yeo Bulgae grew more sexually excited. Hwang Yeom, however, felt an unidentifiable unease, but ever since he was almost killed for interfering while Yeo Bulgae was engrossed with a woman, he never intervened again. He might get involved in other matters, but women were a territory he must never touch.

Instead of answering, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke to the prostrated women on the ground.

"Everyone, close your eyes. When you open them again, you will be able to return home."

At her words, the women's eyes wavered.

Looking into the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's calm and gentle eyes, it truly felt like it would happen. They all closed their eyes and prayed to the heavens. Please, let us return home.

At this sight, the old lecher's lust swelled even more.

"That bitch is truly overflowing with charm," Yeo Bulgae said to the Evil Shadow Quintet.

"Five heroes, kill those men and prove your worth."

In short, he was telling them to earn their pay.

As the Evil Shadow Quintet stepped forward, Geom Mugeuk stepped up. While the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had been buying time, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already formed a plan through telepathy. They knew how to fight, how to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and how to save the women.

Yeo Bulgae asked Geom Mugeuk, "If he's the kept man, then what are you?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "I'm the kept man's friend."

At his words, the gathered martial artists burst into laughter. Not a single one of them was tense.

"No matter how much you like your friend, should you really follow him all the way to hell?"

"It's because I like that pillar too. He's the pillar of my life as well."

Though hidden beneath his bamboo hat, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with a clear light.

Geom Mugeuk's composure gave Yeo Bulgae an inexplicable sense of foreboding. That feeling made him issue his command with even more force.

"Break all those damn pillars!"

The moment Yeo Bulgae's order fell, the Evil Shadow Quintet drew their swords in unison.

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly toward them, as if on a stroll.

He lightly dodged the attack of the third brother, who flew in first, and thrust his fist into the man's abdomen.

PWAK!

With a sickening sound, the third brother collapsed. Geom Mugeuk twisted his body and planted his fist in the face of the second brother, who was thrusting his sword from the side.

A light dodge, a light tap.

To the onlookers, the fight made them wonder, What is this?

The fourth brother, attacking from behind, jumped over the fallen third brother to launch his assault. However, that movement was within Geom Mugeuk's calculations.

Leaning his torso back, Geom Mugeuk lightly stabbed the man in the heart with a throwing knife.

PUK.

Stabbed in mid-air, the fourth brother flew forward with his own momentum. With the man now a shield, the first brother gave up his attack and twisted his body to dodge.

However, Geom Mugeuk's fist, anticipating the dodge, struck him hard in the chest. The first brother collapsed. The moment Geom Mugeuk turned around, the fifth brother clutched his throat and fell. A throwing knife, which had appeared from nowhere, was embedded in his neck.

Geom Mugeuk had combined the Fist Demon's fist arts, the Four Strides of the Wind God, and knife throwing arts to deal with them. The martial arts he displayed were so sublime they were difficult to recognize.

There were no complex motions or flashy movements. It was simply fast and precise, a movement without a single wasted effort.

That was why, to everyone watching, it looked like a staged performance where the men were deliberately falling. It seemed they were hit lightly by a fist, yet they could not get up.

Yeo Bulgae was confused. The Evil Shadow Quintet looked like amateurs, and their opponent looked like a master. He had never seen a fight like this before.

The Yin Yang Ghost, in fact, had grasped the situation most accurately.

They looked at each other and smiled. They had recognized at a glance that Geom Mugeuk was a formidable foe and were delighted. A stronger opponent meant more inner arts to absorb, and the Yin Ghost was itching for a taste.

It was at that very moment.

KABOOM! RUUUUMBLE!

Thunder echoed from the sky. Dark clouds gathered, threatening to pour down rain at any moment and darkening the surroundings.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly walked out and stood shoulder to shoulder with Geom Mugeuk. In a flash of lightning, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's white mask shone brightly beneath his bamboo hat. Geom Mugeuk knew just how furious the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was with Yeo Bulgae.

"You vile old lecher."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his mouth for the first time since arriving. He had not wanted to exchange a single word with Yeo Bulgae. His next words would be his last, making any further conversation unnecessary.

"You're always going on about hell every time you open your mouth. I'll send you to a real one."


Chapter 228: What Happens When You Touch My Woman

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finished speaking, and three crows took flight. The Black Night Crow Trio launched their attack.

The killing intent in his words was palpable, so they did not hesitate. They knew they had to kill their opponent to survive, especially since he was determined to kill Yeo Bulgae.

The Black Night Crow Trio rushed in from three directions.

From the left, they aimed for the shoulder. From the right, the side. From the front, the neck.

No one had ever withstood their combined assault. The night crows' skill had made Yeo Bulgae the king of the night. Their attack was perfect in every way, except for one fact. Their opponent was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon dodged the combined attack with a single step. Three swords grazed his body, but the eyes behind his mask remained calm and precise.

PING!

The first crow could not dodge the Blood Calamity Finger that flew right before his nose.

The first crow died with a pierced neck. Seeing this, the second crow screamed monstrously and swung his sword.

His rage created an opening, more than enough for a single finger qi bullet to penetrate.

PUK!

The last remaining man, the third crow, unleashed the most magnificent strike of his life. It only managed to slice off the tip of his opponent's bamboo hat.

If he had known his opponent's identity, slicing the hat would have been a boast for ages, but his life of evil under Yeo Bulgae granted him no such chance. He also died with a hole pierced through his forehead.

Just then!

SHWAAAAAAAANG!

Something flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back with tremendous power. It was the spear of the Screaming Blood Spear.

CHWAAAAAK.

The spear, flying at a terrifying speed, stopped just behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back.

Geom Mugeuk had caught the spear with his bare hand.

The Screaming Blood Spear stared, aghast. No one should be able to catch his spear with a bare hand. If they could, how could he be a renowned master in the unorthodox sects?

Geom Mugeuk plunged the spear into the ground.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned and lightly flicked the shaft of the grounded spear with his finger.

CHAENG!

The clear, ringing sound was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sign of gratitude.

Taking the sound as a signal, Geom Mugeuk surged toward the Screaming Blood Spear.

The Screaming Blood Spear quickly combined the two short spears at his waist. The distance gave him enough time to join them, but only if Geom Mugeuk had not been charging with the Hell Step.

SEOGEOK!

The newly connected spear split in two, along with its owner's body. Geom Mugeuk held a dao from the Monochrome Blade Duo, not the Black Demon Sword, but a master calligrapher never blames his brush.

At that very moment.

SEUEUEUEU!

Vines shot up from the ground and wrapped around Geom Mugeuk's entire body. It was an evil art that briefly bound an opponent.

The Yin Yang Ghost, who had been sitting by the flower garden, appeared on either side of Geom Mugeuk and snatched his wrists.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Through Geom Mugeuk's wrists, the Yin Yang Ghost's inner arts poured in like a waterfall.

Their martial art was the Heart-Rending Star-Absorbing Art. It was a wicked technique where they injected their powerful inner arts to make an opponent's heart explode, then collected all the inner arts and vital energy.

Even one of them alone could easily kill a decent master. They thought their opponent could never withstand the two of them.

That was a delusion born from not knowing Geom Mugeuk's skill with inner arts.

The inner arts continued to pour in. Geom Mugeuk should have been coughing up blood and suffering internal injuries by now, but he was perfectly fine.

The Yang Ghost gave the Yin Ghost a serious look, signaling her to stop. The Yin Ghost firmly shook her head. She knew from experience that stronger opponents had more delicious inner arts and yang energy.

Just a little more, just a little more!

It seemed as if Geom Mugeuk would cough up blood and collapse at any moment.

They injected more than half their inner arts, then two-thirds. As time passed, they could not give up. They could not stop, if only because of the inner arts they had already invested.

The Yang Ghost attempted the Weird Shadow Art. They were never supposed to use another martial art while absorbing inner arts, but the situation left him no choice.

Geom Mugeuk's shadow rose up. Normally, the shadow should have penetrated Geom Mugeuk's mind and inflicted internal injuries.

SEUSEUSEUSEU!

The shadow merged with Geom Mugeuk, then quietly returned to its original place.

The evil arts don't work!

The Yang Ghost coughed up a bowlful of blood.

Only when the two had reached the point of no return did Geom Mugeuk reveal his true skill. Far from dying, he spoke to them leisurely.

"What to do? Evil arts and inner arts are the fields I'm most confident in."

The Yin Yang Ghost realized Geom Mugeuk had tricked them. He had intentionally given them his wrists from the start. Now, they could not stop even if they wanted to. Their qi was endlessly sucked away as if into an abyss.

And so, the Yin Yang Ghost collapsed, their inner arts completely depleted and their blood vessels withered dry. They had lost their lives pouring water into a bottomless jar.

The duo's inner arts merged into Geom Mugeuk's qi center. His innate Heavenly Martial Body and new realm of power allowed him to assimilate their inner arts much faster and more purely than before. A vast ocean remains a vast ocean, no matter how many rivers flow into it.

Yeo Bulgae blankly watched his last hope, the Yin Yang Ghost, die. He dazedly looked around the courtyard. All the masters were dead, except for himself and Hwang Yeom.

I wish this were a dream.

Surprisingly, he wished all of this was a dream. His was a life spent fulfilling all sorts of base desires with Yayul Han's backing.

I can't give up!

Yeo Bulgae gritted his teeth.

He sent a telepathic command. "Take that bitch hostage!"

Hwang Yeom did not move at Yeo Bulgae's telepathy.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and take her hostage!" he urged again.

However, Hwang Yeom's acupoints for speech and movement had already been sealed. When in the midst of this chaotic battle had he been subdued?

His original plan was for Hwang Yeom to take the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman hostage while he took the other women hostage.

Since things had turned out this way, Yeo Bulgae threw himself toward the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

If I can just take that bitch hostage, I can live.

Just as he was about to subdue the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped in front of him.

Yeo Bulgae unleashed a palm technique with all his might, but how could an old lecher possibly handle the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? He was an opponent difficult to face even after a lifetime of training.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon easily neutralized the incoming palm technique with one of his own.

Only then did Yeo Bulgae see the face beneath the bamboo hat. He stared blankly at the white mask, startled out of his wits.

"You're!"

Before he could speak again, the Blood Calamity Finger was unleashed.

PING! PEOK!

A single, light-like finger qi bullet, held back until now, pierced his mouth. Yeo Bulgae screamed shortly and clamped a hand over the wound. Blood trickled between his fingers.

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke to the women.

"Now, everyone, open your eyes and look."

The women opened their eyes and were shocked by the scene in the courtyard. They had heard the fighting and desperately hoped for this outcome, but they never imagined Yeo Bulgae's powerful subordinates would all be corpses.

Amidst the scattered corpses, the number of holes in Yeo Bulgae's body increased.

PING! PUK!

His shoulder was pierced. The back of the hand he used to clutch it was pierced next.

Yeo Bulgae realized his opponent was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon of the Demonic Cult. He lost all will to fight and flailed about, begging for his life, but with his mouth pierced, the words could not come out properly.

He crawled on the floor, pleading to be saved.

Geom Mugeuk knew what that desperation would later become. He knew how many people a single moment of mercy and forgiveness could kill.

Fortunately, his opponent today was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mercilessly kicked him in the groin. The desire that fueled a lifetime of evil deeds shattered, and he let out a wretched scream.

"Uwaaaaaaak!"

Bloody water poured from his screaming mouth.

I'll survive somehow and get my revenge, no matter what!

Yeo Bulgae crawled toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again.

You son of a bitch! You bastard! I'll pay you back for this pain a hundred, a thousand times over!

Covered in blood, Yeo Bulgae forced a smile.

"...I'll live a good life."

His pronunciation was unclear, but they could tell he was promising to turn over a new leaf.

Of course, it did not work.

This time, the finger qi bullets pierced the joints of his arms and legs, aimed only at the spots of most pain. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon offered no advice, like living a good life in the next one. He completely ignored him.

Finally, he pulled the spear from the ground and plunged it into the squirming man's stomach.

The hell the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had spoken of was unfolding right here, not in the afterlife.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared coldly at the dying man, then extended a palm toward him. The pit of fire the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had mentioned was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

KWAAAAAAAANG!

His entire body was sent flying.

TEOLSSEOK.

He vanished into a bloody pulp. Only the broken spear rolled on the ground. This was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's answer to what happens when you touch his woman.

At the sight, some women cheered, some shed tears of joy, and others turned their heads away, unable to watch the gruesome scene.

Their reactions differed, but their emotion was the same. They felt only the joy of finally escaping this hell.

KWAREUREUREU, KWAANG!

As if it had been waiting, rain began to pour from the sky.

SWAAAAAAAAAAAA!

The women all looked up at the sky. They felt as if the rain was washing away all their past suffering.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman walked over to them.

"It's time to go home now."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman planned to take the women in until the matter was resolved. Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was the best person to help them now. She would soothe their wounds better than anyone.

The women bowed to the three of them.

"We will never forget the grace you've shown in saving us."

Tears streamed endlessly from their eyes as they thought of seeing their families again. How much must their families miss them? How much must they have searched?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman helped them to their feet.

The middle-aged woman who had tried to save the younger one earlier asked with a tear-streaked face, "Please, at least tell us our benefactors' names."

At that, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "As you heard earlier, this person here is a brothel owner, that person is her kept man, and I'm the kept man's friend."

Knowing he meant not to reveal their identities, the woman did not ask again.

Instead, she expressed their feelings. "We will live the rest of our lives never forgetting this debt."

It was now time to leave.

Geom Mugeuk approached Hwang Yeom, the sole survivor, whose acupoints for movement and speech were sealed.

He released Hwang Yeom's speech acupoint and asked, "Do you want to live?"

"......"

Hwang Yeom nodded his head frantically.

He was a subordinate befitting his master. With his master dead, what loyalty was there to speak of? Who in the world could dispose of Yeo Bulgae and his men so easily?

Geom Mugeuk used enhanced sword qi to quickly dig a hole in the ground, then used telekinesis to throw the corpses into it. He filled it in an instant.

The fiercely pouring rain washed away all the blood.

Meanwhile, the women cleaned up the courtyard, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought the Big Bro carriage that was parked in the backyard.

Geom Mugeuk said to Hwang Yeom, "On your way out, tell the subordinates that you and Yeo Bulgae have somewhere to be for a while. Try any funny business if you want. I'll throw you in a torture chamber until you die. I'll keep you alive and take you with me forever."

"That won't happen."

They loaded the women onto the carriage. Hwang Yeom took the reins himself, and Geom Mugeuk sat next to him.

The carriage departed from Yeo Bulgae's residence. Hwang Yeom acted his part well, forbidding entry to the inner court and doing more than he was told. At this rate, no one would know of Yeo Bulgae's death until they reached Yayul Han.


About five kilometers from there, the Poison King and Seo Daeryong waited.

Seo Daeryong took the reins. Now the Poison King was in charge of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the women.

"As promised, please let me live!"

"I never made a promise. I just asked if you wanted to live."

The moment Hwang Yeom tried to argue.

PEOK!

Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into his chest. A painless death was the price for his help. In truth, this lackey of Yeo Bulgae also deserved a painful death, but there was no time for that now.

Geom Mugeuk disposed of the body by digging a deep hole in a nearby forest.

Meanwhile, the Poison King and Seo Daeryong had finished their preparations to depart.

"Then, I'll leave them in your care."

When Geom Mugeuk entrusted the women to the Poison King, he said something unexpected. "When you get back, let's try making that poison we failed at before again."

It was his way of inviting him to visit the Thousand Poisons Forest again. It was his roundabout way of telling him to handle this business safely and come back.

"If you'll allow me to stand far away by the door again."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman also did not send Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon off with a grave face. "Please take good care of my husband."

"I always say this, but you should be asking the Smiling Demon to take care of me."

The person who was worried sick was Seo Daeryong. Handing over the Black Demon Sword he had been keeping, he said several times, "I know your skills well, Director, but please be careful. Be careful, and be careful again. If things go south, run! Don't be needlessly reckless!"

"If you're that worried, you can come with me."

At that, Seo Daeryong flinched and took a step back. "Unfortunately, there's no one to drive the carriage."

From the side, the Poison King remarked casually, "I can drive the carriage. Should I give it a try for the first time in a while?"

Seo Daeryong pretended not to hear and said to Geom Mugeuk, "Then I'll be waiting. As always."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and patted his shoulder once.

Keep growing, Seo Daeryong. The day will come when I'll fight alongside you.

After their farewells, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ran toward the place where Go Wol waited. They now had to face Yayul Han, but Geom Mugeuk was not afraid. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was watching his back.

SWAAAAAAAAA!

The two of them parted the pouring rain and ran without rest.


Chapter 229: Have You Come to Collect the Life Debt?

A man stepped out of a carriage. He had a well-built figure and a cold demeanor. The saying 'he wouldn't bleed even if you stabbed him' seemed to exist just for him. His expressionless face suited the phrase perfectly. He was chilling yet refined.

The man entered the wide-open manor. A plaque reading 'the Great Night Gang' hung at the entrance.

A gruesome scene unfolded inside. Over a hundred corpses were strewn everywhere. The members of the Great Night Gang had been massacred. Amidst the bodies, martial artists in matching red uniforms hunted down and killed the survivors.

It was a horrific sight, like a battlefield, but the man walked on without batting an eye. Blood splattered onto his shoes and pants, but he paid it no mind.

The sight of him walking through a sea of blood suited him perfectly. He exuded a powerful presence with every step. It was a terrifying presence, one that seemed impossible to stop unless he chose to halt himself.

The man was Yayul Han, the Evil Alliance's second-in-command.

The martial artists in red uniforms were from the Extreme Army. The Extreme Army was the most elite organization in the Evil Alliance, led by Yayul Han.

The Extreme Army martial artists bowed their heads respectfully as Yayul Han passed. The aura of each one was extraordinary.

Yayul Han entered the main hall.

Jong Sin, the Great Night Gang's leader, sat slumped in a large chair in the center. He was heavily injured and covered in blood. The corpses of Extreme Army martial artists lay around him.

"You bastard!" the leader of the Great Night Gang roared. His insides churned, and he suddenly vomited a mouthful of blood. "How could you! How could you do this!"

In contrast to the agitated leader, Yayul Han was perfectly calm.

He walked to a corner where a martial artist from the Extreme Army was still breathing. The man took pained breaths. His injuries were too severe, his condition beyond saving.

Without hesitation, Yayul Han placed a palm on the man's chest. The martial artist breathed his last as if falling asleep.

From behind, the voice of the Great Night Gang's leader reached him. "I'll say it now, but looking at your face always gave me the creeps and made me feel awful."

Yayul Han showed no flicker of emotion.

"You always hid your emotions." The leader of the Great Night Gang had never sensed any emotion from Yayul Han. He had never seen him happy, sad, or angry. "Are there any human emotions inside that body of yours?"

Yayul Han straightened up and calmly replied. "Must I have them?" His deep yet pleasant voice echoed through the main hall.

"What?"

"Those human emotions you speak of, are they truly necessary?" he asked so confidently that the leader of the Great Night Gang didn't know what to say.

"Hearing that from you is a bit bewildering. You haven't exactly lived a very human life yourself."

"Shut up!" the old man roared, only to vomit blood again. Dark red blood soaked his clothes. "Even so, I didn't live a life of framing and annihilating an entire sect."

They were annihilated today for conspiring with the Murim Alliance to stage a rebellion. The evidence was clear. A letter he had never written appeared, yet the handwriting was identical to his. A large sum of money he knew nothing about, received from the Murim Alliance, was in his treasury. There was also evidence of him leaking Evil Alliance secrets, testimonies, and even a witness who had seen him in a secret meeting with people from the Murim Alliance. Even to his own eyes, he was clearly a traitor.

"Let me at least know the reason. Why?" The leader of the Great Night Gang was certain Yayul Han had trapped him.

"You've forgotten."

At Yayul Han's words, the leader of the Great Night Gang flinched. It sounded as if he had made a grave mistake. "What are you talking about?"

"You once told me that if a person acts a certain way, it might displease others."

The leader of the Great Night Gang had no memory of saying such a thing. The memory was faint.

Did I say that?

"You couldn't hold back what you wanted to say. Unable to control your emotions while living in the murim? I despise people like that."

"So?"

Yayul Han said no more.

For a moment, the leader of the Great Night Gang was stunned. "Is that the only reason?"

"Killing someone I despise. Do I need a more certain reason than that?"

The leader of the Great Night Gang roared. "You crazy bastard!"

Compared to the agitated leader, Yayul Han was calm. "There are as many people in the world as grains of sand. Is there really a need to walk alongside someone I dislike?"

Yes, the leader of the Great Night Gang understood that much. Even if he didn't truly understand, he could pretend to. However, there was one part he could not comprehend at all.

"Then you should have killed only me!"

"To do that, I would have been too displeased."

"Even so... you're saying you killed all those innocent people over such a trivial matter?" The leader of the Great Night Gang let out a pained sigh.

Tears streamed from his eyes. He would have felt less wronged if this had been the result of some great grudge. He would have felt less sorry for his family and the martial artists of his sect. His clan was being annihilated because of a single remark he couldn't even remember.

The leader of the Great Night Gang spoke in a self-mocking tone. "This must all be fate."

"You may want to blame fate, but this is your fault. It's because of your insensitivity, calling another's feelings 'trivial'."

The leader of the Great Night Gang beckoned him closer. "Before I die, there's something I must tell you."

Had he sensed his death? The anger vanished from his face.

Yayul Han approached him.

Closer, closer. The leader of the Great Night Gang gestured with great effort. Yayul Han obediently granted his final request.

The distance between the two men closed.

SHWIIIIK!

The leader of the Great Night Gang mobilized all his remaining qi and unleashed a palm strike. The strained gesturing had been an act for this one move.

FLASH! SEOGEOK!

However, Yayul Han's sword was faster. His blade was so fast and precise it was invisible to the naked eye.

DERURURURU.

The severed head of the Great Night Gang's leader rolled across the floor. Yayul Han looked at the head and spoke coldly. "You old fool, did you really think I did all this for such a reason?"

After leaving words that would prevent the leader from closing his eyes even in death, Yayul Han went outside.

Just as he stepped out, it began to rain.

SWAAAAAAAH.

Yayul Han stood under the eaves for a moment and looked up at the downpour.

A man ran toward him through the rain and offered him a cloak. It was Cha Hwan, his body covered in dragon tattoos. He was the last living man of the Four.

His body was covered in dragon tattoos, but he brought to mind a black panther. He had dark skin and a sleek build. Even the whites of his eyes stood out starkly against his skin.

However, he was a man who wanted to be a dragon more than a panther. He prided himself on having the greatest loyalty among the Four. He believed Yayul Han kept only him by his side because he recognized that loyalty.

"That's alright. Let's get some rain for a change." Yayul Han walked into the rain.

Cha Hwan followed silently behind him. Behind them, the martial artists of the Extreme Army lined up and followed suit.


I arrived at the safehouse with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Go Wol was waiting for us with new information.

"Something unusual is happening within the Evil Alliance."

"What is it?"

"Recently, the Great Night Gang was annihilated."

"By whom?"

"The Great Night Gang committed treason by conspiring with the Murim Alliance. The evidence was clear, and in the process of their arrest, they were wiped out by the Extreme Army, led by Yayul Han. I believe this was Yayul Han's doing."

Go Wol had grasped the situation accurately.

The Great Night Gang had been annihilated by Yayul Han even before my regression. However, the timing had changed. Things that were meant to happen still happened, but the timing or the cause could subtly shift.

"What's your reason for thinking so?"

"First, from what I know, the leader of the Great Night Gang is not someone who would ever betray the Evil Alliance Chairman."

Go Wol had another, more decisive reason for his suspicion. "The timing is suspicious. Do you know when the Evil Alliance began investigating the Great Night Gang after receiving the tip about this incident?"

"When was it?"

"It was when Aecha died."

The timing was indeed suspicious.

Go Wol offered his judgment on the matter. "When two of the Four, his key subordinates, died, I believe Yayul Han became convinced that someone had intervened."

"Don't tell me."

"Yes, I think he believes the Evil Alliance Chairman is behind it."

This was completely unexpected.

"So he struck the Great Night Gang as revenge?"

"The leader of the Great Night Gang was a famous figure in the pro-Chairman faction. It was Yayul Han's warning of what happens when you mess with him."

It was a plausible speculation.

It was a well-known fact that Yayul Han coveted the Chairman's seat. For now, the Evil Alliance Chairman was too powerful for him to dare make a move, but the situation would change once Bi Sayin took the seat.

Public rumors even circulated that for the Evil Alliance Chairman to pass the seat to Bi Sayin, he would have to kill Yayul Han.

A tense power dynamic of mutual checks was being maintained.

"I think Yayul Han believes the Evil Alliance Chairman has started eliminating his key followers in order to make Bi Sayin the successor."

Our actions had triggered something that was bound to happen someday, but early.

"This is a golden opportunity. If we can use this situation well, we won't have to worry about the aftermath of killing Yayul Han."

A truly unexpected situation was waiting for us.

"You're saying we should kill Yayul Han and make it seem like Bi Sayin was the one who killed him?"

"That's right. It's not a bad deal for Bi Sayin either. He'll solidify his position as the successor, and we'll succeed in our mission."

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been listening with me. His eyes said he would follow my will no matter how the situation unfolded.

In that case, what needed to be done was decided.

"First, I should go meet my friend. Though I'm not sure if he still considers me one."


Bi Sayin was eating at a high-class inn he frequented. His face was still hideous. Slashed, crushed, and distorted. An appearance that made one's heart clench just by looking at it. However, his aura felt a bit brighter than the dark, heavy one he had before becoming the successor.

Around him, the Thirteen Evil Wolves ate with him, acting as his bodyguards.

A stream of telepathy reached Bi Sayin.

[Have you been well?]

Bi Sayin's chopsticks paused for a moment before moving again.

[You truly are fearless. To come all the way to the Alliance's Headquarters.]

The content of his words was gruff, but his tone was gentle. He owed me a life debt. If not for me, he would not have become the successor.

[I have something to discuss with you in private.]

[Say it here. Do you have any idea how difficult it is for the Evil Alliance's successor to go out alone?]

[Later, you'll live a life where your every word becomes reality. So for now, do something difficult. Let's meet at the summit of the mountain behind the Evil Alliance.]

Before leaving the inn, I saw it. A faint smile had formed on Bi Sayin's lips. It was the smile of someone who, if not a friend, was at least not an enemy.


I stood on the summit of the mountain overlooking the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

Before my regression, while wandering in search of materials for the Great Art, I had stood here and looked down at the Evil Alliance. I had stood in this very spot, thinking that regression would solve everything.

Just then, Bi Sayin's voice came from behind me. "What important business do you have to call someone out in the middle of the night? You could have just used telepathy at the inn."

I spoke without turning around. "I was afraid you'd flip the dinner table."

"Everyone knows I have a bad temper, so it would have been fine." Bi Sayin stood next to me.

"What if I pushed you from behind? Why don't you turn around?"

"Haven't we become close enough not to worry about such things?"

When I looked at him, Bi Sayin scoffed. "That's not it. You're acting relaxed because you know you could fall from here without a single scratch."

"That's also true."

As I smiled at him, Bi Sayin turned his gaze to the distant Evil Alliance building. "Have you come to collect the life debt?"

"Why just the life debt? I have to collect the successor debt too."

"What do you want?"

"Will you grant me anything?"

"If it's something I can grant."

I looked at him. Bi Sayin looked back at me. "Let's kill Yayul Han."

He was startled by my sudden words. "I knew you were a strange person, but I didn't realize you were this desperately insane."

A moment of silence passed before he asked. "Are you trying to start a war with us?"

"If that were the case, I wouldn't be having this conversation with you. I came to kill Yayul Han."

"Why are you trying to kill him?"

"The grudges he cultivated with blood have come full circle to me."

Knowing well what kind of person Yayul Han was, Bi Sayin didn't ask further. It wasn't as if the man had only one or two enemies.

"When you take the Chairman's seat, Yayul Han will definitely aim for your position. That's why the Evil Alliance Chairman must be contemplating it right now. When to get rid of Yayul Han, and if he isn't thinking that?"

"If he isn't?"

"Then the Evil Alliance Chairman has already chosen Yayul Han as his successor. It would mean he's passing the Chairman's seat to you knowing you will die."

"!"

He said nothing. His mind must have been in turmoil. Yayul Han was an enemy he had to kill to become the Chairman, but at the same time, he was the greatest power supporting the Evil Alliance.

"This attack on the Great Night Gang is merely a prelude to striking you."

Bi Sayin could not deny it. The death of the Great Night Gang's leader must have been a great shock to both the Evil Alliance Chairman and himself.

"Do you remember? I once said that someday, when I become the Heavenly Demon and you become the Evil Alliance Chairman, we should meet again, reminisce, and shake hands."

I stared into Bi Sayin's conflicted eyes. I knew well that this was not a decision he could make easily. However, my own success or failure also depended on this.

"I want to shake hands with you, not Yayul Han."


Chapter 230: What Was the First Decision That Came to Mind?

A gust of wind blew, heralding a new destiny. Countless thoughts raced through Bi Sayin's mind.

Suspicion came first.

What if this is all a ploy by the Demonic Cult to devour us?

However, he soon dismissed the thought. Others might resort to such tricks, but the Geom Mugeuk he knew was not that type of person.

"You don't need to get involved directly. I just need you to do one thing."

"What do you want me to do?"

"When I eliminate Yayul Han, I need you to take credit for it."

Bi Sayin was startled. He never imagined the requested help would be something like this.

"Why are you making such a request?"

"Because I don't want a war to break out between our Cult and your alliance, of course."

A war between the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance. Bi Sayin had imagined war with the Murim Alliance, but never with the Demonic Cult. In terms of military strength, the Evil Alliance would be annihilated. Of course, the Demonic Cult would also suffer immense damage, and the Murim Alliance would never miss such an opportunity.

Let the Demonic Cult's hands kill Yayul Han?

The discomfort of entrusting his nemesis to another was greater than the joy of killing with a borrowed knife. His pride was wounded. If Yayul Han was to be killed, shouldn't he be the one to do it?

Bi Sayin hid such feelings and expressed a different difficulty.

"The Chairman won't believe that I killed him."

"You can make him believe it. At the very least, you'll be able to smooth this over."

These were not empty words. Geom Mugeuk believed in Bi Sayin's abilities and potential.

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin asked, "Can you really eliminate Yayul Han?"

"That's my business."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward the Evil Alliance. Tightly packed torches lit the night, protecting the Evil Alliance.

"For you or me, taking that place is no easy task. The people who already occupy those positions hate change, and they don't trust us. We can't take it without effort. If we take it easily, it will be easily taken from us."

After a moment of contemplation, Bi Sayin spoke resolutely.

"I refuse. If he is to be eliminated, I will be the one to do it."

Bi Sayin turned and walked away. Geom Mugeuk called out from behind him.

"If you change your mind, come here when it's the Purple Orb. I'll be here every day."

Bi Sayin disappeared into the darkness without a word.


"What's the reaction from the Chairman's Hall?"

Cha Hwan answered Yayul Han's question. "It's quiet."

Yayul Han did not keep a strategist. He judged and decided everything himself. When someone asked why, he answered like this.

I've done well without a strategist, so I don't see the need for one. It was an arrogant statement, but as it became known, his followers within the Evil Alliance grew even larger.

"With Jisaeng and Aecha dead, our income has taken a major hit. Someone else can take over the Miracle Deity Loan that Jisaeng ran. The problem is the Berserk Pills that Aecha and the True Venom Sage made and sold. With the True Venom Sage dead, production has stopped. Why didn't you get the formula from the True Venom Sage beforehand?"

Cha Hwan could not understand. He could see Aecha not getting it, but Yayul Han should have obtained it long ago. The True Venom Sage was terrified of Yayul Han, after all.

"If I had done that, what would you have thought?"

"I would have thought you were thorough."

Yayul Han stared at Cha Hwan with cold eyes. Cha Hwan instinctively knew his answer was wrong.

"A leader who takes what his subordinates have can never be the best leader."

Emotion filled Cha Hwan's face. His expression showed how moved he was and how much he respected Yayul Han, but Yayul Han considered it a habitual display of emotion.

Easily moved. Easily respectful. It was an attitude Yayul Han did not particularly like. However, he kept Cha Hwan by his side because there was at least no deceit in this habitual emotion. A clear difference in temperature existed in the way the two men viewed each other.

"You can't kill the goose that lays the golden eggs! We have a long road ahead of us!"

"......"

Just then, a subordinate reported from outside. "Young Master Bi has come to see you."

A faint smile touched Yayul Han's lips. He had a feeling Bi Sayin would come, and his prediction was correct.

"Show him in!"

Then he gestured for Cha Hwan to leave.

"This subordinate will take his leave."

Cha Hwan left. A moment later, Bi Sayin stepped inside.

"Welcome, Young Master Bi."

"Commander, have you been well?"

Their gazes locked in the taut tension. Everyone acknowledged the two were rivals. They all thought one would die at the other's hand. They just did not know when.

"I hope I'm not taking up the time of a busy man."

"Our Young Master Bi is the busier one. Here, please sit."

The two sat facing each other at a table. A servant brought tea, but Bi Sayin did not even touch his cup.

"I heard about the Great Night Gang."

"Their resistance was too fierce, so I had no choice."

"Weren't you the one who pushed them too hard?" A rebuke hid within the soft question.

"The Extreme Army is a bit rough, but they are not people who enjoy killing for the sake of it."

Yayul Han had put the Extreme Army at the forefront. From this point on, any wrong word would be an insult to the Extreme Army, so he used this to silence Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin stared silently at Yayul Han. In terms of facial features, Bi Sayin looked more menacing, but Yayul Han's emotionless eyes overwhelmed that menace.

Bi Sayin had to admit it. He had been afraid of Yayul Han until now. He could not know what thoughts were inside that head that never once revealed emotion. Because he did not know, he was even more afraid.

"One can never truly know what's inside a person. To think the leader of the Great Night Gang, who dedicated his entire life to our alliance, would join hands with the Murim Alliance. Frankly, I'm afraid. When I become Chairman, what's to say another traitor like that won't appear?"

"Young Master Bi has an excellent character, so you will lead the alliance well."

"It's not as if the Chairman was betrayed because his character was lacking."

Yayul Han read a certain provocation and confidence from Bi Sayin. This demeanor, different from his usual self, deepened Yayul Han's misunderstanding.

It seems the Evil Alliance Chairman gave him a heads-up.

He must have told him that an invisible war has begun. Yayul Han did not know that this unusual attitude was because of Geom Mugeuk, not the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Can a brat like you really lead the unorthodox murim?

By the time I'm your age, I'll be a much greater person than you.

A brat is still a brat even when he grows up. You will never sit in the Chairman's seat.

These were the true feelings in their gazes. However, soft words, different from their true thoughts, flowed from their mouths.

"I have misspoken and caused a misunderstanding."

"Not at all. The matter is what it is, so I was being sensitive. I apologize."

After politely apologizing, Bi Sayin rose from his seat. "I should get up before I make any more mistakes."

Before leaving, Bi Sayin left one last remark. "I trust only you, Commander."

Yayul Han gave a reassuring nod.

Bi Sayin left the room. He had thought he needed to meet Yayul Han at least once before making his decision. He had hoped that seeing Yayul Han would make the decision easier, but it was still difficult.

To become the Evil Alliance Chairman, he had to kill him, but was now the time? And by borrowing the blade of the Demonic Cult?

When he became the successor after getting rid of Seok Gwanchu's grandson, he was confident he could handle anything that came his way. He realized he still had never made a major, life-altering decision.

Coming outside, Bi Sayin looked up at the sky. The weather had been gloomy for the past few days.


The next day, while he was eating at an inn, a telepathic message came to him again.

[Eating at the same place every day makes you a perfect target for assassination.]

It was Geom Mugeuk's telepathy.

[If you couldn't even wait a day and were going to seek me out like this, why did you say you'd wait at the cliff?]

[Waiting is one thing. I'm here now to persuade you. Our fates depend on this matter.]

Bi Sayin's chopsticks paused. He took a drink of alcohol with his meal. The First Wolf of the Thirteen Evil Wolves watched and asked worriedly.

"Is something troubling you?"

"First Wolf."

"Yes, Young Lord."

"Do you think I will become the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

"What are you saying? Of course, the next Chairman will be you, Young Lord."

"I'm asking if I'll still be in the Chairman's seat ten years after I become Chairman."

For a split second, the First Wolf hesitated to answer. Bi Sayin could tell. The one who made him hesitate was none other than Yayul Han.

The First Wolf answered, "We will protect you and keep you safe for your entire life."

Bi Sayin smiled and then resumed eating.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy came again.

[Those people will all die too.]

[There's no need to drag others into this just to persuade me.]

[I'm telling you that this isn't just your problem. It's the same for me. The people I've cared for, the people who were close to me. My failure will become their failure. Even if I don't want it to.]

Bi Sayin did not answer. Geom Mugeuk did not push him any further. Instead, he requested to see him one more time.

[I have something to say. Let's meet at the cliff later.]


"Why did you want to see me?"

When it was the Purple Orb, Bi Sayin came out to the cliff. Geom Mugeuk had arrived first and was looking at the stars twinkling in the night sky.

"The weather has been cloudy for a few days, so I couldn't see the stars, but they're so clear today."

Bi Sayin followed Geom Mugeuk's gaze and looked up. The stars were truly pouring down from the night sky.

After a long while, Geom Mugeuk spoke first. "There's something I tell people. My demonic way does not break tables."

Bi Sayin turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk continued speaking, still looking at the sky.

"I can't stand to see the powerful trample on the weak. When I see that, I can't bear it, whether it's people from our Cult, the orthodox sects, or the unorthodox sects. I don't know if you're aware, but Yayul Han's subordinates created something called the Miracle Deity Loan to manipulate and ruin young people. They made a drug called Berserk Pills and led even innocent people to their deaths. My demonic way is not being able to stand by and watch that bullshit."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze slowly moved from the sky to Bi Sayin. When their eyes met, Geom Mugeuk asked, "What is your unorthodox way?"

Bi Sayin could not say anything. He had a vague determination and ambition to rule the Evil Alliance well, but he did not yet have a concrete governing philosophy he could articulate. Perhaps it was natural. Bi Sayin was still young.

"If you find that answer, this decision might become easier."

Today, Geom Mugeuk was the first to leave.

Bi Sayin remained standing for a long time, late into the night.


The next day, Bi Sayin was already at the cliff. As soon as he saw Geom Mugeuk, he spoke coldly.

"Do you even know what you're trying to do?" His voice was low but filled with the anger he could not express yesterday.

"Do you have any idea what killing him entails? If it were an easy task, do you think I would have been enduring this, knowing full well he'll kill me someday?"

"I know it's difficult."

"No, you don't. I'll tell you why you don't. I heard something from the Chairman once. He said you shouldn't take Yayul Han lightly because he commands absolute masters. I'll tell you the name of one of them."

"Who is it?"

"The Five Thunder Divine Sword, Baek Haeng."

Geom Mugeuk was shocked. "That man is still alive?"

He was a master from a previous generation of the unorthodox sects who had practically devoured the unorthodox murim of his time.

"So leave while I'm letting you go nicely. Go back while your two legs are still intact."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "Our Cult has also identified one person."

"Who is the person you know of?"

"The Blood Calamity Bringer, Da Mal."

This time, it was Bi Sayin's turn to be surprised. He was the worst of the worst, a villain who had caused a bloodbath by killing hundreds of orthodox sect martial artists in one spot. His martial arts skills could not compare to the Five Thunder Divine Sword, but his wickedness was beyond description.

"These two might not be the only ones. Are you still going to do it?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Bi Sayin's question. "I will."

At the answer, which held not a shred of hesitation, Bi Sayin shook his head. "You really are crazy in a strange way."

"Even if I fail, you have nothing to lose. So why are you hesitating? Are you perhaps worried about me? Is that why you told me about the Five Thunder Divine Sword?"

Bi Sayin was slightly flustered. "What are you talking about? Why would I worry about you?"

"Why are you getting angry? I just asked."

"It's because you're talking nonsense."

Geom Mugeuk continued his persuasion in a gentle tone. "I know this isn't an easy decision."

"And yet you're still pushing me."

"You know from experience, don't you? With big decisions like this, the first one that pops into your head is often the right one. If you ignore that primal instinct, you end up making a bad move after long deliberation. What was the first decision that came to mind?"

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin answered. "It was to do it."

"Then let's do it."

Bi Sayin knew. The deliberation over this matter was endless. A month could pass, a year could pass, and he would still be agonizing over it. He just had to take the plunge.

And Bi Sayin took the plunge.

"Fine. Let's do it."

He decided to think of it simply. After all, if it were not for Geom Mugeuk, he would not be where he was today.

He came to collect a life debt, so let's repay that huge debt like this.

"Let's do it!"

At least, he seemed like someone who would not lead him down a bad path. That was who Geom Mugeuk was to him.

Geom Mugeuk was delighted and grateful to Bi Sayin for accepting his proposal.

"Thank you. You've made a very good decision. Without you, I wouldn't have even thought of proceeding with this plan in the first place."

"I just hope that when I look back on this moment later, I won't blame myself, thinking, 'Why did I make such a pathetic decision?'"

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him with eyes full of gratitude and said, "Let's not look back for now. Later, after we've become the Heavenly Demon and the Evil Alliance Chairman, we can look back then."


Chapter 231: What's Worse Than a Wrong Life

"Do you have a plan to kill Yayul Han?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at Bi Sayin's question.

"Not yet."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the incredulous Bi Sayin and spoke.

"Don't I need your permission before I can make a concrete plan?"

"Are you saying a plan will just magically appear if I give my permission?"

"It will."

"You truly are a reckless person."

Despite his words, Bi Sayin didn't seem upset. He actually felt relieved now that he had made a decision.

"Just promise me this one thing."

Bi Sayin laid out a condition. Since he had already given his permission, it was more of a request.

"You can kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword or the Blood Calamity Bringer, but you must not touch the Extreme Army. They aren't Yayul Han's personal subordinates. They're the Alliance's finest elites."

This was like asking someone to kill the Demonic Army General of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult but leave the Demonic Army alone. Losing Yayul Han was already a great loss, and this was an effort to minimize the damage.

"I understand."

Geom Mugeuk readily accepted.

Bi Sayin sighed.

"I don't know what I'm doing. If this goes wrong, I could be kicked out of my position as successor immediately, forget being killed by Yayul Han like my second brother."

"If you get kicked out, come to me. I'll take you in."

"I'd rather die than go there."

Bi Sayin's hideous face contorted. Geom Mugeuk could tell he was smiling pleasantly. It was an emotion one could never discern without watching him very carefully.

"Contact me if there's anything I can do to help. I'll be having lunch at that inn for the time being."

"Thank you."

With that, Bi Sayin left first.

Geom Mugeuk remained, gazing up at the night scenery of the Evil Alliance and the sky for a long while before he finally departed.


I returned to the safehouse and immediately gathered Go Wol, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The Evil Alliance's successor, Bi Sayin, has promised to handle the aftermath. Now, all we have to do is kill Yayul Han."

My words startled everyone.

"How on earth did you change his mind?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had asked the question, stared at me with surprised eyes, as did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Go Wol. They had thought persuading him would take time, but I had succeeded far too quickly.

"Don't young successors have their own way of understanding each other?"

"You really are..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, at a loss for words, could only shake his head.

"Bi Sayin agreeing to our request is good news, but there's bad news too. I've learned of another one of Yayul Han's subordinates."

We already knew the Blood Calamity Bringer was Yayul Han's subordinate.

"The newly discovered person is the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

Everyone was shocked at the mention of the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

Even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from the Outer Regions remembered him.

"Isn't he the one who once caused a storm of blood in the murim? He was even branded a public enemy of the murim."

"That's right. He's the one."

"I thought he was dead, but he was hiding in Yayul Han's shadow."

The Blood Calamity Bringer was already a difficult opponent, but the Five Thunder Divine Sword possessed skills a level above his.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked a question that suddenly occurred to him.

"Then can't we just leave them be and kill Yayul Han when he's all alone? They're human too, so they won't always be stuck together."

All eyes turned to me. The three of them were thinking the same thing, but there was a reason we couldn't do that.

"As I said, after Yayul Han dies, Bi Sayin will be the one who killed him."

Go Wol was the first to grasp my meaning.

"You're worried they'll take revenge on Bi Sayin."

I nodded.

"I don't know what kind of relationship they have, whether they'd avenge him or just leave. However, if there's even the slightest chance they decide on revenge, Bi Sayin will surely die."

"Now I clearly understand why you've stepped up to help Second Young Lord Bi Sayin."

He meant that Bi Sayin must have also realized my consideration for him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke up again.

"I'll help with this matter too."

I hadn't expected him to offer his help.

"Are you serious?"

"I have to help, if only out of shame."

He was ashamed for asking if we couldn't just kill Yayul Han, without considering that Bi Sayin could face retaliation.

However, I knew that was just an excuse. He was stepping forward to help me.

"Aren't they too much for the two of you to handle? Why? Don't you trust my skills?"

"If I can't trust your skills, Cult Leader, who can I trust? It's just that you have a more important job to do."

"What job?"

"Please continue to protect Strategist Go, just as you have been."

My gaze shifted to Go Wol.

"If our side is exposed, even by the slightest chance, Strategist Go could be in danger. At that time, you must protect him, Cult Leader. Because you've been here, I've never once worried about Strategist Go."

"Will you be alright?"

"I'll be fine, because I have the Smiling Demon."

My gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been listening quietly. In this tense situation, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled and spoke.

"Just trust me."

"Yes. I'll trust only you, Smiling Demon."

At that moment, I truly felt it.

Smiling Demon, just trust me. No matter the situation, I will never kill you.

This was my response to the kindness he had shown me.


Head Strategist Sama Myeong was in the operation command room.

Here, in a place known to be even safer than the Heavenly Demon Hall, a top-secret operation related to Geom Mugeuk was underway.

Sama Myeong had been on edge ever since Geom Mugeuk left the Cult. If an incident occurred, he had to quickly support Geom Mugeuk and steer the relationship with the Evil Alliance away from all-out war. He had to do all this without the Evil Alliance noticing.

So far, Geom Mugeuk was performing the mission much better than expected.

When he eliminated Jisaeng, then Aecha, and even Yeo Bulgae without revealing his identity, the chief strategist of the All-Knowing Hall had said this.

"If I were Yayul Han's strategist... I would have been completely fooled too."

Sama Myeong couldn't tell him that wasn't true, because even he couldn't be certain.

"Go Wol's abilities are extraordinary. The intelligence network he built in the Central Plains was designed to complement our All-Knowing Hall's, without overlapping."

"He's thinking ahead to when the Second Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon."

"He is truly painting a grand picture."

Just as Geom Mugeuk pushed for a new demonic path, he thought that when Go Wol took his seat, the All-Knowing Hall would also become new.

And today, a new report flew in.

The chief strategist entered Sama Myeong's office with a grave expression.

"The Second Young Lord's side has requested information on one person."

"Who is it?"

The chief strategist took a deep breath before reporting, a gesture that showed just how shocked he was.

"It's the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

Sama Myeong shot up from his seat.

"They say Yayul Han has the Five Thunder Divine Sword with him."

They already knew the Blood Calamity Bringer was one of Yayul Han's subordinates, but the Five Thunder Divine Sword was with him too?

"Yayul Han, the Blood Calamity Bringer, and now the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Can two people handle all of them?"

"I believe it will not be easy."

"What is the probability of success for this operation?"

"Before we knew of the Five Thunder Divine Sword's existence, we estimated it at forty percent."

This probability was analyzed by the All-Knowing Hall. Although they didn't know the precise level of Geom Mugeuk's martial arts, the analysis was based on his various accomplishments.

"However, assuming the Five Thunder Divine Sword assists Yayul Han, we expect it to drop to twenty percent. I will report the detailed analysis as soon as it's complete."

"Twenty percent."

The All-Knowing Hall's analysis of operation success rates was almost always accurate. A figure of twenty percent had to be considered a failure.

"If, by some chance, another master besides the Five Thunder Divine Sword appears, it could be less than ten percent."

It was no exaggeration. Sama Myeong was once again reminded that this was no ordinary matter.

"Send all the information we have regarding the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

"Understood."

Sama Myeong asked the chief strategist, who was turning to leave.

"What are your thoughts?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking what you think the success probability is."

"......"

He was the strategist among the subordinates who knew the most about Geom Mugeuk. After hesitating for a long while, he gave an unexpected figure.

"I see it as fifty-fifty."

Sama Myeong was startled.

"Twenty percent and fifty percent, that's too big a difference."

"It's my emotional analysis."

"Are you saying this Hall's analytical power is garbage?"

"No, sir. It's just my gut feeling."

Sama Myeong relentlessly pressed the flustered chief strategist.

"Why fifty percent?"

The chief strategist said.

"Aren't there people in the world who defy analysis? I believe the Second Young Lord is such a person."

Before another barrage of questions could come, the chief strategist quickly bowed and excused himself.

Sama Myeong gathered the report to present to the Heavenly Demon and rose from his seat. Yes, he's right. The Geom Mugeuk I've seen so far is a man who cannot be explained by numbers.

The same went for the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin, who had approved this mission. Perhaps this trait of defying analysis was the thing the two of them had most in common, Sama Myeong thought as he headed for the Heavenly Demon Hall.


Go Wol wracked his brain to formulate a plan.

This time, I didn't tell him to enjoy the situation. We had to make a proper plan and follow it precisely.

While Go Wol was planning, the rest of us spent our time in our own ways.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon put up white wallpaper in his room and began training by staring at it. I immersed myself in martial arts training in the backyard.

In this fight, I would have to use all my skills. It would not be an easy fight, but I would definitely eliminate Yayul Han. I had something I had to say in his dying ear. I had to let a man shackled by revenge, who had never once lived his own life, live the rest of his days in peace.

Someone spoke from behind me as I trained in the backyard.

"When you're working this hard, how can I possibly slack off?"

I turned to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walking toward me.

"Go Wol nagged me so much I got kicked out. He kept asking what I was doing when the Young Lord was still sweating it out."

"Since you're out here anyway, let's train together. You've been losing weight lately, Cult Leader, and your features are getting much sharper."

"Really?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked tempted. I took the opportunity to add another pleasant remark.

"I bet quite a few women chased after you when you were young. Am I wrong?"

"Well, the line of women following me was quite long."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stuck out his chin with a boastful expression. Looking at the thick flesh under his chin, he still had a long way to go.

"You have to reclaim that popularity."

"How is that easy at my age?"

"If you train and make your physical age ten years younger, you'll go back to ten years ago. If you make it twenty years younger, you'll go back twenty years."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at me intently.

"You have a way of making a man's heart flutter with such simple words."

"How can reclaiming one's youth be a simple matter? You must show me! Who knows what the future holds? Perhaps you'll transform into a version of yourself that's twenty years younger, Cult Leader. When I first met you, would we have ever thought we'd be having this conversation here?"

"That's true. You've completely turned my monotonous life upside down."

"So, do you regret it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seemed to ponder for a moment, then shook his head.

"If I were a little younger, I might have regretted it, but now I know. What's worse than a wrong life is a life lived with regret."

We usually just joked around, so it had been a while since we had such a serious conversation.

"When I was the Cult Leader, I thought that position was something incredible."

WHOOOOSH.

A sandstorm blew in. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, pulling me into a landscape of the Outer Regions. In the distance, the magnificent form of the Heavenly Wind Cult was visible.

"To be honest, at the top of that place, I would think to myself several times a day. I am the king of the Outer Regions. Countless people will envy me. Back then, even the sand I chewed in my mouth was as sweet as candy."

His gaze turned to me.

"Now that I've realized it's all meaningless, I no longer have any regrets."

"That's admirable."

"Admirable? It's not like I'm any better now than I was back then."

"You are better."

"Better? In what way?"

"Because now you have people who see you for who you truly are, Cult Leader."

Our gazes locked in the empty air.

He shook his head and spoke.

"To trade that for this look in your eyes! I'll go down as the biggest fool in murim history."

"You'll go down as the man who made the greatest choice in murim history."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled. I planned to keep telling him that his decision was valuable. What makes things difficult for a person isn't the sacrifice made for a decision. It's when no one acknowledges it. At least in our relationship, I would not let him feel that sense of loss.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly began to walk.

I followed him, walking across the wasteland where the sandstorm blew.

"You've asked me about this before, haven't you?"

There was another reason the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had deliberately activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique today. He brought up something he had forgotten.

"You asked if it was possible to make time flow differently in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique compared to real time."


Chapter 232: Are You Planning to Regret It Again Later?

I stopped walking. The passing sandstorm was not the reason. The question I had asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader before was very important to me.

"I asked you if time could flow slower inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique," I said, remembering the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's exact words. "And you answered, 'Bah, you rascal, what kind of nonsense is that!'"

I continued, "You also said that you and the previous Cult Leaders tried, but it was impossible."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader paused briefly. "You have a good memory," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "Those words were both true and false."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"It's impossible, no matter how much we researched and trained. I still feel that way. Bah, you rascal, what kind of nonsense is that!"

"Then what was the lie?"

"I called it nonsense, but there's a secret art passed down covertly among the Cult Leaders. It's called the Heavenly Space Secret Art."

My heart stirred when I heard those words. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader read my emotions and quickly added, "Don't get your hopes up. No Cult Leader has ever mastered the Heavenly Space Secret Art. They all researched and trained, but it was just a waste of time. I'm not even sure if it's a proper secret art."

I still felt an intense emotion. This matter was that important to me.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued to explain. "Records say the Heavenly Space Secret Art was created two hundred years ago. The Cult Leader then, Yeon Meongdeok, made time flow differently inside and outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He did this in seclusion after stepping down."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader added, "It was said that while two hours passed inside, less than one hour passed outside."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader again emphasized it was an impossible feat. "No one after Cult Leader Yeon has achieved it. It's understandable. Cult Leader Yeon had the most profound inner arts in our cult's history and was born with the Heavenly Martial Body. His martial arts were at an indescribably high level."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued, "An ordinary person couldn't understand the secret art Yeon Meongdeok left. Either that, or the secret art was fake."

"But why are you telling me this?"

Our gazes locked in mid-air.

"First, let me ask you something. Why are you so interested in this impossible task? Of course, anyone would dream of such a space, but you seem to have a specific reason."

There was a reason. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Once I inherit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I must completely master it. My goal isn't the tenth star, but the twelfth star.

But I lack the time. It might be different for other martial arts, but achieving the twelfth star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is not an easy task.

"There's someone I want to train enough to beat to a pulp."

"You're going to train even more just to beat someone up? I don't know who it is, but they've messed with the wrong person."

Yes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was right. Someone had messed with the wrong person.

Whether it's Hwa Mugi or me, one of us has seriously messed with the wrong person.

"When you first asked, I never imagined this moment would come." Then, astonishing words flowed from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips. "I will pass down the Heavenly Space Secret Art to you."

Our gazes locked. It was a secret technique no one had ever achieved, and not something the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would easily give away.

"I didn't succeed... but you just might."

My trembling gaze asked why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was showing me such favor. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader magnanimously revealed his heart. "Didn't you say it yourself? That in this place, you would take me as your Master."

"!"

"Isn't it natural for a Master to pass down a secret art to his disciple?"

I was genuinely moved. I knew what kind of person the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was. He was greedy and human, and I knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader regretted what he had already given me, yet, he was about to give again, to hand over another secret technique.

"Are you planning to regret it again later?"

"If I regret it, I'll regret it. I'm a man who has a knack for regret, aren't I?"

I was choked with emotion when I heard those words. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was truly giving his all for me.

Seo Daeryong once said I was a person who gives back ten for every one received. I should have said those words to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I gave him one, and he was repaying me with ten.

I prostrated myself on the spot. "Be as grumpy and boastful as you want. I'll put up with it for the rest of my life. Thank you so much."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes grew hot as he helped me to my feet.

"I don't know if you should thank me. I'm worried I'm wasting your energy and time by passing on a technique I couldn't even succeed at."

"Please leave what comes after to me."

"Now, listen carefully."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader passed down the oral formula for the Heavenly Space Secret Art. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader checked several times to make sure I had memorized it well.

"If this is possible, the amount of time slowed down would differ from person to person, right?"

"I suppose so?"

"Then someday, if someone's mastery peaks, it might be possible to stop time in there completely."

"You can't even crawl yet, and you're already dreaming of flying?"

"It's because I'm greedy when it comes to martial arts."

We looked at each other and laughed.

"That would be beyond human capability."

"I'll try to surpass it."

"I think it's impossible, but since it's you, a part of me is looking forward to it. I wonder how much you'll surprise me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would never know how grateful I was.

I will definitely polish the Heavenly Space Secret Art and astound him.


Alone, I opened a space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and unleashed the Heavenly Space Secret Art inside.

HWIIIIIIIIK.

The mystical sound of swirling wind surrounded me. I had not even passed the initial stage of the oral formula, but it demanded an immense amount of inner arts. I understood why everyone had failed and given up.

The secret art was abstruse, but the amount of inner arts it required was a far greater problem. At this rate, the time one could stay inside would be too short to be meaningful, even if they succeeded. Training martial arts here would consume even more inner arts, so no one would have dared to try.

However, it was meaningful to me. My inner arts were purer and more profound than anyone else's in this murim.

I also had firm faith. The inner arts efficiency for the Heavenly Space Secret Art would improve as my mastery increased, just like other top-tier martial arts. The Four Strides of the Wind God was a perfect example. As my mastery rose, my speed increased and the required inner arts decreased.

I practiced the Heavenly Space Secret Art with the conviction that I would succeed. I believed in myself. I also possessed the Heavenly Martial Body. I was confident my current martial arts level was higher than Yeon Meongdeok's when Yeon Meongdeok created this secret art.


The next day, I ran into Go Wol in the courtyard.

"Did something good happen?" Go Wol asked.

My gaze shifted to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader beside me. "Something good did happen."

The quick-witted Go Wol noticed it was related to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "You always say you dislike the Second Young Lord, so what did you give him this time?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared into the distance, feigning ignorance at Go Wol's question.

I smiled and asked Go Wol, "How about you?"

"I think I need a little more time. Right now, I need to use my eyes, not my head."

This meant Go Wol was monitoring and observing his target, trying to find a weakness in Yayul Han's daily routine.

Go Wol was busy all day, sending and receiving messenger pigeons and meeting with informants. I was not worried, since the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was with Go Wol.

"Take as much time as you need. Handle it with care."

"......"

"I'll go buy something delicious, so let's have dinner together."

I planned to feed them something truly special that night.


That day, I sold some luminous pearls from the battlefield and bought four roots of Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. I knew a black market merchant near the Evil Alliance Headquarters who sold miracle herbs, a benefit of my past life's experiences wandering the Central Plains. The merchant dealt in rare items at very high prices, but I spared no expense.

I returned to the safehouse with the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and called for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Go Wol, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I placed the ginseng before them and spoke firmly. "Alright, one root each. I won't take no for an answer. You must eat it right now, in front of me."

I do not normally share miracle herbs with anyone, as I once told the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Nevertheless, I wanted to share this one with them. It was support for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's coming fight, a gift for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's secret technique, and a tonic for Go Wol's hard work.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joked, "Why would anyone refuse this? If you don't want it, give it to me!"

Go Wol's face clearly showed he thought I should have his portion, but Go Wol knew my words were directed at him. Go Wol bowed his head deeply. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon expressed his gratitude with his eyes.

The four of us consumed the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng together. My inner arts were so profound that the ginseng had almost no effect on me. For the other three, however, it was a very helpful miracle herb. It would be most effective for Go Wol, who had the least inner arts, restoring his energy and improving his inner arts.

I sent Go Wol a special telepathic message.

[Take good care of your health, Strategist Go.]

Go Wol conveyed his gratitude with a deepened gaze.


Finally, Go Wol found a way.

"I've been investigating Yayul Han extensively. His residence is in the Evil Alliance's inner compound. He wakes up, trains, eats, and spends his day as the Commander of the Extreme Army. He only goes to the Chairman's Hall when summoned."

Go Wol continued, "He hasn't left the Evil Alliance at all since Jisaeng and Aecha died."

Yayul Han was being extremely cautious because he mistakenly believed the Evil Alliance Chairman was targeting him. This made it difficult to find an opportunity to strike.

"It won't be easy," I said.

"No. Striking him inside the Alliance is much more difficult."

Killing Yayul Han inside the Evil Alliance was something to avoid anyway. Since Bi Sayin had permitted this, I had to show the Evil Alliance some courtesy.

"I was curious if the Five Thunder Divine Sword and the Blood Calamity Bringer were also living inside the Evil Alliance like Yayul Han." Go Wol looked at me for my opinion.

"They won't be."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because they're both listed as public enemies of the murim. The Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance have an agreement to never hide anyone on that list."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader interjected, "Would those unorthodox sect bastards follow such an agreement?"

"Yayul Han is the one who would want to follow it."

"Why him?"

"Because he wouldn't want to give the Evil Alliance Chairman any leverage. There would be no better pretext for the Chairman to move against him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded, his expression showing he had not considered that.

Go Wol spoke again. "You've grasped the situation perfectly. The Five Thunder Divine Sword and the Blood Calamity Bringer aren't living in the Evil Alliance. So, I tried to find where they were living."

"They must have a residence near the Headquarters, right?"

"Yes, but it was hidden so well I couldn't find it easily. So I changed my method and monitored someone likely to visit them."

"Who? Yayul Han?"

"No. It was Cha Hwan."

Cha Hwan was the last survivor of the group of four.

"That man is Yayul Han's right hand," Go Wol explained. "Someone has to serve an old master like the Five Thunder Divine Sword, and Yayul Han wouldn't entrust that task to just anyone."

I judged it the right approach. Go Wol had made a smart decision.

"While monitoring Cha Hwan, I discovered something peculiar. He buys Shanxi Grain Wine once a month without fail." Go Wol gave a meaningful look. "The Five Thunder Divine Sword's hometown is Shanxi. The All-Knowing Hall's information says his favorite liquor was Shanxi Grain Wine."

"So he takes that liquor to the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

"That's right. I tailed Cha Hwan based on that and located the Five Thunder Divine Sword's residence."

"Well done!"

"The problem is Yayul Han. He's avoiding all outside contact because of this incident, so he isn't meeting with the Five Thunder Divine Sword. However, I found this in the data from the All-Knowing Hall. Please take a look."

I took the document Go Wol handed me. After reading it, I glanced at Go Wol with a meaningful expression. "It's the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday soon!"

"And it's his ninetieth birthday. They might skip other days, but Yayul Han and the Blood Calamity Bringer will definitely go to congratulate him on this day." Go Wol's eyes sparkled. "We'll take them out then. We don't need to risk fighting them all at once. We'll eliminate them one by one. First, we kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword, then we kill everyone who visits, one after another."

I patted Go Wol's shoulder firmly. "You worked really hard to find this."

"It's thanks to the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

I smiled, but Go Wol still looked worried.

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "It's an old man's birthday. We should go congratulate him too, shouldn't we?"

The two eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sockets began to burn with a blue flame.

"From now on, leave it to us!"


Chapter 233: It Would Be Strange If It Were Easy

A telepathic message found Bi Sayin as he ate a meal at an inn.

[Eat a variety of foods. You seem to always eat the same dish.]

Bi Sayin looked disbelieving as he replied to Geom Mugeuk's telepathy.

[Are you trying to meddle with my palate now?]

[I'm just looking out for your health. I'm naturally a bit of a meddler.]

[It's a real relief you're not part of the unorthodox sects.]

[Don't worry. Everyone says I seem like I'm from the orthodox sects, not the unorthodox sects.]

After their lighthearted banter, Geom Mugeuk revealed why he had contacted Bi Sayin.

[In two days, it will be the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday. I plan to take care of everything on that day.]

Bi Sayin's chopsticks froze. A wave of intense emotion washed over his face. The day that would finally change his destiny was only two days away.

[Is it alright for you to tell me all this?]

[For this matter, at least, you're on the same side.]

[What if I change my mind and tell Yayul Han everything? Or accidentally let it slip to someone?]

[I trust myself. I wouldn't have joined hands with such a fool in the first place.]

The corner of Bi Sayin's mouth twisted slightly. An onlooker might have thought he was frowning at bad food, but he was smiling.

Bi Sayin spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

[Let's meet at the cliff later tonight.]

[Let's do that.]

His expression suggested he had more to say.


That night, I arrived at the cliff early and waited.

After tonight, it would be the eve of the decisive battle. This time, even I felt tense and nervous.

"I don't know why I get the urge to push you off whenever I see your back."

I heard Bi Sayin's words from behind me and turned around with a smile.

"It's because you have a lot of pent-up anger."

"Is there a way to live as the successor of the Evil Alliance without building up anger?"

"When that happens, drinking heavily with the Drunken Demon and swimming in the lake helps. Anyone want a drink?"

"I don't really like alcohol."

"Reading a book with the Blade Demon is also a good option."

"I like books even less. Does the Blade Demon even read books?"

"Or you could have a duel with the Sword Supreme."

"How many people do you think would try to kill me using a duel?"

"How about a journey with the Smiling Demon?"

"I have no one to travel with."

"What about late-night martial arts training with the Fist Demon?"

"Listening to you is just making me angrier! Are you bragging about being close with the Demon Supremes?"

"You believe me? I thought you'd think I was making it all up."

Bi Sayin replied to that.

"If it's you... I think you'd be close with all of them."

Surprisingly, he believed everything I said.

"I have a way for you to relieve your anger."

I smiled at the curious man.

"Hang out with me!"

"!"

"After this is over, if you feel like you can't stand your pent-up anger anymore, come find me. Let's go have some fun."

Bi Sayin's eyes trembled slightly. In the past, he would have asked if I was crazy, but now he said nothing.

Perhaps Bi Sayin wanted to say, 'Let's do that!' I had always sensed a loneliness from him.

"I refuse."

Bi Sayin rejected the offer outright and took several sheets of paper from his robes.

"I wanted to see you because of this."

He handed me a secret document about the Five Thunder Divine Sword. It detailed everything from his martial arts to his birthplace, how he grew up, and who he fought, where, and why.

"I don't know if this will be helpful, but read it just in case."

"Thank you. This will be a great help."

Bi Sayin stared intently at me. A flicker of hesitation crossed his face before he finally spoke.

"After this is over, we might not have time to talk like this, so I'll say it now. Lately... I've been thinking about my own path."

It seemed my question about his path had stuck in his mind. Perhaps he wanted to meet today just to say those words.

He turned and strode away before I could reply.

"I'll look forward to the day I hear about your path."

Bi Sayin replied as he disappeared into the darkness.

"Just don't die before then."


The day before the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday, Geom Mugeuk scouted the residence.

Nothing was known about how many people were inside the manor or who lived there. He had to prepare thoroughly to carry out tomorrow's operation safely. Even with such preparation, variables always arose.

The manor was small and cozy.

It was a straight line from the Evil Alliance Headquarters and could be reached in an instant. However, reaching it by foot or carriage required a long, winding path through the forest. It was an exquisite location.

The manor was hidden so deep in the forest that even someone who passed the area daily would be surprised to learn of it, saying, 'There was a house there?'

Geom Mugeuk climbed a large tree that overlooked the manor. He flew to the high branch and landed without a sound. The thin branch only swayed lightly and did not break.

From there, Geom Mugeuk began to release his qi.

A few strands of qi went over the wall. The qi release technique his father taught him on his first hunt shone in moments like this. It allowed him to send out thin, long strands of qi like scouts from a great distance, where an opponent could not sense his presence.

He detected a person in the manor's courtyard.

Geom Mugeuk used the Divine Eye Technique to identify the person. He looked like an assistant who did menial chores for the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

Another presence came from the kitchen. Judging by the presence and movements, this person was elderly and had not learned martial arts. It seemed to be an old woman who prepared meals.

Geom Mugeuk's qi roamed throughout the manor. He found no one else. It seemed the two of them served the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

Geom Mugeuk's qi entered the building. As it passed through the hallway and into the innermost room, he detected a powerful aura.

It's the Five Thunder Divine Sword!

Geom Mugeuk did not push his luck. Confirming the Five Thunder Divine Sword's presence was enough for now. He quietly withdrew his qi.

Just as he retrieved all of his qi, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated, sensing danger.

The next moment!

TAK.

A man stood on the branch where Geom Mugeuk had just been. He appeared suddenly, shooting across the air like an arrow to land on the thin branch. It was a movement art of a true master. Geom Mugeuk was now beneath the tree.

The man looked around, then glanced down at the base of the tree. Geom Mugeuk was on the opposite side of the large trunk, hidden from view.

The man quickly turned and checked the other side of the tree's base.

Again, Geom Mugeuk was on the opposite side. Neither of them made a sound despite their quick movements. They both displayed exquisite movement arts.

The man tilted his head slightly, then leaped into the air and landed back in the distant manor. He entered the building where the Five Thunder Divine Sword was.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he watched.

This man, who had appeared from nowhere, had sensed the retracting qi and flown to its source. He possessed not only outstanding senses but also a high level of movement arts.

He's no ordinary master.

Unfortunately, the opponent's movements were too fast for Geom Mugeuk to get a proper look at his face.

Geom Mugeuk also quietly disappeared.


At that moment, Yayul Han ate alone at a large table in a spacious hall.

Cha Hwan entered, carrying a box.

"The gift for the Five Thunder Divine Sword has arrived."

Yayul Han gestured for him to bring it closer. Cha Hwan approached cautiously with the box.

He opened the box a short distance from Yayul Han. A fragrant scent wafted out.

"It is the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

It was the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, said to be difficult to obtain even for a thousand pieces of gold.

Cha Hwan finally couldn't hold back his thoughts.

"It's too much of a waste to give this as a gift."

Every year, Yayul Han gave a valuable gift to the Five Thunder Divine Sword for his birthday, but he had never given a gift as precious as the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

Yayul Han did not get angry at the complaint. He kept Cha Hwan by his side precisely for this honesty.

"It's a special birthday, so it requires a special gift."

"Of course, that's true, but."

"He is a man who is worth the price."

"......"

Cha Hwan could no longer complain. He carefully closed the box and placed it on the table.

The words, 'Then what on earth will you give that old man for his hundredth birthday?' rose to his throat, but he could not say them.

"Will you be going in person tomorrow?"

Yayul Han nodded.

"Considering the current situation, perhaps it would be better to just send the gift this time?"

After a moment of thought, Yayul Han spoke to Cha Hwan.

"I have to go. If I don't, I'll have invested the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng only to be cursed for it. Instead, let's go at a slightly different time this time."

Cha Hwan bowed his head respectfully.

"I will prepare accordingly."

"And call the Three Evils as well."

Cha Hwan flinched. Just hearing their names sent a chill down his spine.

"Then I can rest assured."

After Cha Hwan left, Yayul Han opened the box with the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng again. He looked down at it without a word. How could any martial artist resist the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng when it was right before their eyes?

Yayul Han picked it up and opened his mouth wide.

He only feigned a bite before putting the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng back in the box and closing it. He would not eat it. He would endure and endure to devour something much greater.


I returned to my quarters immediately.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Go Wol, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were waiting for me.

"How did it go?" Go Wol asked.

I let out a light sigh.

"I was almost discovered."

The three of them were startled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to me, "It seems that old villain didn't just get old by playing around."

"It wasn't him."

"It wasn't?"

"I'm not sure if he was a visitor or a guard, but his martial arts were extraordinary."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought of someone.

"Could it be Yayul Han?"

Go Wol replied, "No. Yayul Han has not taken a single step outside the Evil Alliance's inner circle."

"Not Yayul Han? Then could it be the Blood Calamity Bringer?"

Go Wol shook his head again at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's question.

"The Blood Calamity Bringer is known to not be on good terms with the Five Thunder Divine Sword. The possibility of them meeting alone is small."

I agreed with that opinion.

"I didn't get a good look, but he wasn't as old as the Blood Calamity Bringer."

This was not a good situation. If that master was visiting for the birthday, he would still be at the manor tomorrow. That meant one more expert to deal with.

A worried look appeared on Go Wol's face.

"Didn't we anticipate that there might be someone else from the start?"

"Yes, we did, but. If someone came today, couldn't a new master come tomorrow as well? Frankly, I'm worried."

"Strategist Go. Strategists may come up with excellent plans, but unexpected situations like this arise in the field. This will be a good experience for you too."

"I'd rather not have such experiences in an operation against Yayul Han and the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Especially when the one executing it is the Second Young Lord. Shouldn't we at least know who that person is?"

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had been listening silently and now spoke nonchalantly.

"Does knowing who it is change anything?"

This was the true nature of the man called the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Even if I had discovered ten masters today, he would have said the same thing.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words cleanly summed up the situation.

"You're right."

I smiled at him. The same thing dwelling in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes made me smile. A fighting spirit boiled up from deep within my chest. Yes, what did it matter who was there, or how many of them there were?

WUUUUNG!

The Black Demon Sword hummed long and low, having read my mind. Everyone's gaze turned to the sword as it hummed on its own. When I gripped its hilt, the Black Demon Sword fell silent.

"We're turning the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday into his death anniversary, and we're even sending Yayul Han along with him to the underworld... It would be strange if a task like this were easy."

I made my final decision.

"We proceed as planned."


The next day at dawn, I went to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before we departed.

"What is it?"

Instead of answering, I untied the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from my sword's hilt and gave him half. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew exactly what it was.

"Wrap it around your heart."

"I'll be fine."

"There's more than enough for both of us to wrap it."

"Then wrap it in two layers!"

"I can't. It would make my body sluggish. I'm also wearing the Ghost Armor on top of it."

Knowing I would not give up, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon accepted it.

"I will return it when the fight is over."

"Of course you have to return it. That stuff is precious."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed brightly.

We wrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around our hearts and abdomens right there.

After we finished our preparations, I drew the Black Demon Sword.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as if he had been waiting, lightly flicked the blade with his finger.

"......"

The clear sound always felt good and signaled the start of a decisive battle. We heard it and quietly left the room.


Chapter 234: If Even One Is Missed

"Master, happy birthday."

Sahyo, a disciple of the Five Thunder Divine Sword, bowed respectfully. He was the man Geom Mugeuk had seen yesterday.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword sat before him.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword looked truly bizarre. His face was taut like a young man's, unbefitting his ninety years. His arms and hands, however, were covered in fine wrinkles. The imbalance was grotesque.

"This is your birthday present."

Sahyo took a small box from his robes and offered it.

"This time, it's a special Pill of Youth, made by extracting the essence of girls no older than fifteen."

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's expression brightened at the words 'Pill of Youth'.

"How many?"

"Ninety."

A radiant joy spread across the Five Thunder Divine Sword's face, even though ninety precious lives were contained in the small pill. His smile pulled his skin even tighter, making him look more bizarre.

"It couldn't have been easy."

Gathering the essence of ninety people must have taken several years. It was a truly precious and rare medicine.

"As your disciple, it's my duty to show this devotion for your ninetieth birthday, Master."

The Five Thunder Divine Sword smiled, satisfied. As he grew older, he became obsessed with youth. The more his obsession grew, the more blood stained Sahyo's hands.

"For you, I'll pass down the next verses. This time, I'll specially impart three."

Sahyo prostrated himself and bowed deeply.

"Thank you, Master."

His expression stiffened as he lowered his head.

Damn old man, only three verses!

He received martial arts teachings every time he offered his loyalty.

He only needed the final fifth form to learn the entire Five Thunder Sword Art, but learning that last part was not easy.

Sahyo was a natural genius in martial arts. His movement arts were particularly outstanding, and he was gifted with a sixth sense beyond his five senses. His memory was also so good that he never forgot anything he saw or heard.

The only problem in his life was his master, the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Twenty years had passed since he became a disciple, yet he still hadn't received the complete martial arts transmission.

This is really too much. How much blood have I stained my hands with for your sake?

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's expression was exceedingly cold as he looked down at Sahyo.

You think I don't know what you're plotting, you bastard?

He knew Sahyo was a vicious disciple who might try to kill him once the martial arts were fully transmitted. From then on, he wouldn't even be able to take the Pill of Youth in peace, fearing it might be poisoned.

I'll tell you the final verses the moment I die!

When Sahyo raised his head, both of their expressions were normal again.

"I'm going to take the Pill of Youth. Leave for a moment."

"......"

Sahyo went outside. The Five Thunder Divine Sword took the Pill of Youth, his face satisfied.

He then quietly closed his eyes and began to circulate his qi.


Geom Mugeuk silently scaled the manor wall.

He first headed to the annex where the workers slept.

He entered each room and pressed their acupressure points. The situation would be over by the time they woke up.

Geom Mugeuk left the annex and moved carefully toward the main building.

Just then.

"......"

A sword pressed against Geom Mugeuk's neck.

"Move and you die."

The person holding the sword was Sahyo. He had just left his master's room and spotted Geom Mugeuk.

"It was you yesterday too, wasn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk answered without turning around.

"Yes, it was me."

"If you're not scared, you'd better have the skills to back it up. Turn around slowly."

Geom Mugeuk turned to face him. His expression showed no tension, despite being caught.

"Who sent you?"

"Does that matter? Sahyo."

Sahyo startled. He thought only his master knew his name.

He didn't know that the top-secret document Bi Sayin provided mentioned the Five Thunder Divine Sword had taken a disciple named Sahyo twenty years ago.

"How do you know my name!"

The moment his composure broke.

PING!

The Blood Calamity Finger flew in from behind him.

Sahyo was a natural-born master. He twisted his body to dodge the finger qi bullet and simultaneously tried to cut down Geom Mugeuk.

But in that fleeting moment, Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into his chest.

"......"

His body flew back. The attack would have ruptured his organs and killed him if he hadn't instantly raised his protective qi.

"Son of a bitch!"

He had no time for curses.

PING! PING!

Two more streams of the Blood Calamity Finger flew in.

Sahyo judged he couldn't dodge and block them, so he turned and swung his sword.

He released sword qi, neutralizing the incoming finger qi bullet.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk's sword descended from behind to split his head. It was too late to block. Sahyo barely twisted away, but blood spurted from his shoulder.

Sahyo was shocked. It had been a long time since a sword had cut him, but he had no time to check the wound.

PING!

A finger qi bullet tore into his side. The attack would have pierced his stomach if he hadn't dodged instantly.

Attacks flew from the front and back, giving him no time to breathe, let alone think. Seeing Geom Mugeuk's skill, Sahyo realized.

He got caught on purpose!

They had set a trap and lured him in.

He couldn't block the frantic attacks from both sides.

"Master! Please save me!"

He screamed in a final struggle. As he shouted, blood spurted from his body again.

"Master! You son of a bitch!"

Despite his desperate cries, his master did not appear. Sahyo knew his master considered the Pill of Youth more important. Stopping his qi circulation now would only grant a fraction of the pill's effects, but to let him die for that? Him, who had sacrificed his whole life like a dog?

"Uwaaaaaaaah!"

He unleashed a furious attack.

His body tattered, he unleashed the first, second, and third forms of the Five Thunder Sword Art. Sword qi poured down from all directions, but the death throes of a wounded beast only struck empty air.

No matter his natural talent, he was incomplete. That was why he couldn't block the pincer attack from Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SHUK!

The Black Demon Sword sliced a large diagonal gash across his back.

THWACK!

The final finger qi bullet pierced his forehead.

As Sahyo collapsed, his life flashed before his eyes. He didn't see his own life, but the faces of the girls he had killed for the Pill of Youth.

THUD.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at each other and nodded.

Geom Mugeuk already knew from Bi Sayin's data that Sahyo committed all sorts of evil for his master, so he didn't hesitate to eliminate him. The information Bi Sayin provided was proving helpful.

Just then.

SHWAAAAAAK!

The two turned and dodged as a stream of sword qi passed between them. It was a powerful and fast attack.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword had launched the attack.

He had heard his disciple's cry for help but couldn't stop absorbing the pill's effects.

"You bastards deserve to be torn to shreds!"

He couldn't absorb the Pill of Youth's full effects because the fight outside distracted him. That angered him more than his disciple's death. He was angry he couldn't get another Pill of Youth for a while. His desire for youth took precedence over everything.

I heard Yayul Han has been in sharp conflict with the Evil Alliance Chairman lately. How dare they strike my residence like this?

How did he handle things to let this happen!

His anger was aimed at Yayul Han.

Even now, he showed no fear. He was a man who had once devoured the unorthodox sects of murim.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's gaze fell upon the two men.

One is a greenhorn, and the other is wearing a mask?

Sahyo was defeated by guys like these? He felt puzzled.

His gaze fixed on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Could it be?"

At ninety years old, how could he not know the white mask of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? If Sahyo hadn't died, he would have just thought it was some guy in a mask, but for Sahyo to be killed so quickly, it had to be a Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult.

"Why are the Demonic Cult's grunts after me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled coldly.

Geom Mugeuk answered instead.

"What a monstrous face. You killed so many children just to become such a monster!"

The top-secret document from Bi Sayin also contained information about the Pill of Youth.

"After you die, even the maggots will spit in disgust and turn away!"

Would the Five Thunder Divine Sword, who had spent ninety years in the unorthodox sects, fall for such a provocation? He did.

"......"

The Five Thunder Divine Sword drew his sword.

"......"

Sword qi struck where Geom Mugeuk had been standing. It was as fast as lightning.

Geom Mugeuk had already stepped aside, dodging it.

"Ugly and hideous old man! Filthy, nasty, and wicked monster!"

KWANG! KWAKWANG!

Two more streams of sword qi struck down, but Geom Mugeuk dodged them with the Vanishing Step.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword was enraged by curses he hadn't heard in a long time. It was an insult from a young man still wet behind the ears. On top of that, he had never heard the curse about maggots spitting in his ninety years of life.

"I'll tear that mouth of yours...!"

The moment he spoke in his agitated state, Geom Mugeuk rushed in. This moment, when the Five Thunder Divine Sword was agitated and speaking, was when his qi and blood were in their greatest disarray.

Geom Mugeuk used the Hell Step to close in and unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIIIK!

A flash of sword light was about to bisect him horizontally.

KAAANG!

The Five Thunder Divine Sword blocked the Black Demon Sword with his own sword. He was astonished by Geom Mugeuk's attack speed. This was not a mouth that could be easily torn.

PING!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger flew toward the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Today's fight would start and end with a joint attack. Their opponents had committed evil deeds deserving of death, so martial artist etiquette was omitted.

The continuous joint attack flustered the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger flew toward the most troublesome spots, making it impossible not to block. Geom Mugeuk was an opponent one could not afford to have at their back.

After a few exchanges, a finger qi bullet grazed his left shoulder. The Five Thunder Divine Sword then unleashed his ultimate technique without holding back. He judged that he could never win if he dragged out the fight.

KWAK! KWAKWA! KWAK!

His sword qi curved and plunged like lightning. The Five Thunder Sword Art's qi struck the crown of the head, so anyone unfamiliar with it would die in a single blow.

Sahyo had died without properly displaying his swordsmanship, but the Five Thunder Sword Art was a supreme art modeled after lightning. It was a martial art nearly on par with those learned by the Demon Supremes.

KWASHIK! KWASHIK! KWAK-KWAK!

The sword qi grew even stronger with a bizarre sound.

The second form's lightning was stronger than the first, and the third form displayed terrifying power.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword was excited, pouring out his ultimate techniques after facing a strong enemy for the first time in a while. He laughed like a madman and continuously executed his sword forms.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon used their movement arts to dodge the showering sword qi.

They sometimes moved apart and sometimes crossed paths, making way for each other. Having fought together many times, they understood each other's intentions with just a look.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword poured his final fifth form onto the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He realized from their dodging that Geom Mugeuk's movement arts were superior. He decided to kill the relatively weaker Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first and then deal with Geom Mugeuk.

The most powerful martial art was about to be unleashed.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gazes met. They spoke with their eyes at the same time.

Now!

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also staked everything on this move.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

Violent sword qi rained down on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Though displayed by an enemy, it was a spectacular sight.

But instead of blocking the falling sword qi, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm toward the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

KWAAAAAAH!

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's eyes widened. It was a completely unexpected reaction.

Take you down with me!

However, it wasn't a 'take you down with me' tactic. Thirty-six streams of sword qi flew toward the attack aimed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike. The number of sword qi had increased due to his improved inner arts. Geom Mugeuk had unleashed the maximum number he could muster.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could die if even one was missed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, trusting Geom Mugeuk to block the attacks flying toward him.

PEPEPEPEPEPEPEPEPEONG!

Above the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's head, the Ominous Sky Strike's sword qi neutralized and dissipated all the sword qi from the Five Thunder Sword Art's fifth form.

The Ominous Sky Strike, executed with all his heart and soul, missed not a single stream of sword qi.

The moment the sword qi was neutralized,

KWAAAAANG!

the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm struck the Five Thunder Divine Sword's body. He couldn't dodge because he was pouring everything into his Fifth Technique. The Five Thunder Divine Sword raised his protective qi to its absolute limit.

The Extremely Savage Demonic Palm sent him flying into the wall.

WHOOOOSH!

The rising dust settled.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword leaned against the wall and expressed his rage.

I'll tear both of you bastards to shreds!

But he couldn't hear his own words. The Five Thunder Divine Sword felt puzzled.

Have my ears been injured?

In this urgent situation, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were looking at each other.

Why aren't they looking at me? The fight isn't over yet.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's gaze drifted downward.

"!"

Everything below his chest was gone.

The moment he saw it, the Five Thunder Divine Sword's torso slid down the wall. The last thing he saw was his bizarre face reflected in the pool of blood on the ground.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at each other and smiled.

No words were needed. At this moment, the Smiling Demon had become a true Smiling Demon, his smile incredibly captivating.

Geom Mugeuk found it immensely enjoyable to fight alongside him. With him, Geom Mugeuk wanted to fight until his heart burst.

The final move was an attack they could never have attempted without faith in each other. As they continued to fight, their trust deepened.

"Let's recover our qi first."

But the two did not get that chance.

RUMBLE.

The section of wall where the Five Thunder Divine Sword had died collapsed.

"Ah! No!"

Geom Mugeuk cried out in dismay. If the wall collapsed, the bastards wouldn't come in, and his plan to kill them one by one would be ruined.

But there was no need to worry.

As the dust settled, people appeared beyond the collapsed wall. People who shouldn't have arrived yet appeared all at once. They were Yayul Han, the Three Evils, the Blood Calamity Bringer, and Cha Hwan.

Yayul Han stood in the center of the group. He stepped over the broken wall and entered.

Yayul Han silently looked down at the bisected Five Thunder Divine Sword. A heart-freezing chill flowed from his body, but his indifferent eyes and expression held no emotion.

"Cha Hwan, as you wished, the present is no longer needed."


Chapter 235: If the World Can't Kill You

Five people climbed over the broken wall behind Yayul Han and entered the area.

Cha Hwan, a man covered in dragon tattoos, immediately walked to Yayul Han's side. Cha Hwan's expression hardened when he saw the Five Thunder Divine Sword's miserable corpse.

Cha Hwan had called giving the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng a waste, but he knew the Five Thunder Divine Sword was a true master.

Who in the world could kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword like this?

That was not the only corpse. The Five Thunder Divine Sword's disciple, Sahyo, was also dead. If Yayul Han, the Three Evils, and the Blood Calamity Bringer were not gathered here, Cha Hwan would have fled without a second thought.

Cha Hwan glanced at Yayul Han, who stared at the opponent with his usual emotionless face.

Next to Yayul Han, Cha Hwan saw the Blood Calamity Bringer.

The Blood Calamity Bringer was a skinny old man, gaunt as a skeleton. He carried a large iron disk with serrated blades on his back. The disk looked heavy, and it was the Blood Wheel, the Blood Calamity Bringer's unique weapon, known to shatter any other.

Finally, Cha Hwan's gaze turned to the Three Evils.

They were triplets with identical faces and clothes. They looked so alike it seemed as if one person had split into three.

Cha Hwan always shuddered when he saw the Three Evils, knowing the grotesque atrocities they had committed. No normal human could perform such acts.

Despite this, the Three Evils were almost unknown in the murim because they killed every single person related to their evil deeds. Seeing them felt not like three villains gathered together, but like a single evil three times more vicious.

In any case, with them here, their opponent will not leave this place alive today.

Cha Hwan stepped forward for everyone.

"Who are you bastards?"

The Three Evils recognized the man in the mask and answered in unison.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The three answered in perfect, bizarre sync, as if they had practiced.

Yayul Han seemed to have already recognized the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and asked calmly.

"The Cult Leader wouldn't have given his permission. Is this your own independent action?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not answer.

Geom Mugeuk spoke for them once again.

"Does wearing a white mask make everyone the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? We aren't from the Demonic Cult."

"Then who are you?"

"A ninety-year-old bastard's going crazy trying to get younger, so King Yama in hell ordered us to bring him in. That guy will have to suffer for the next ninety thousand years."

Geom Mugeuk scanned them all and added one more thing.

"You folks over there also look like you've sinned a lot. How about it? Let's board the boat to hell together. There happen to be six seats left."

Yayul Han's expression remained the same, but his eyes grew colder.

"Right, if you have the skill to kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword, you can afford this much arrogance."

Yayul Han did not send his subordinates out one by one to die. The opponents had killed the Five Thunder Divine Sword and his disciple.

Yayul Han stepped forward and said.

"We attack together and kill them!"

The six masters instantly formed a formation.

Geom Mugeuk had a premonition.

This will be the most difficult fight I have ever faced, both before and after my regression.

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword with a flourish and said.

"Alright, if the world can't kill you, we will."

The eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon blazed fiercely. The stronger the enemy, the crazier the Smiling Demon became. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk and said.

"One more time!"

Geom Mugeuk knew what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon meant. Without a word, Geom Mugeuk held out the Black Demon Sword.

TANG!

This sound was different from the usual light ring. Just as the enemy and the relationship between the two had changed, a deeper resonance spread out.

Both sides strode toward each other.

In that moment, no one gathered there was afraid.


Go Wol, who had been eating, ran out and threw up his food.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader followed Go Wol out and patted his back.

"It's my fault for forcing you to eat."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had forced Go Wol to eat, as Go Wol had been too tense to eat anything since yesterday.

"Cult Leader, I want to hear the sound of the Echoing Thunder Bell."

At Go Wol's words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader snapped for no reason.

"Aren't you sick of it? After being tied to that bell for so long!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt very guilty thinking about that incident.

"I'm not saying this to make you feel sorry, Cult Leader. I really just want to hear that bell. Listening to the sound of the Echoing Thunder Bell always calmed my heart."

"It's not because you want to talk to the demons carved on the bell, is it?"

"I kind of miss them too."

"Dream on. You'll never see or hear them again."

SHHHHH.

The surroundings changed. The two now stood in a field. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to come to the field that Go Wol liked.

"I wasn't planning on coming here anymore."

"Then why did you open it?"

"Because you seemed too anxious."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked up at the distant sky.

"They're probably in the middle of a fierce fight right about now, aren't they?"

"I suppose so."

"Should I go and help?"

Go Wol shook his head.

"Leave it to those two. This is their fight."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gazed at the distant sky and said.

"It's a three-person fight."

"What do you mean?"

"You're fighting right now too, aren't you? To the point of starving yourself."

"If you put it that way, aren't you too, Cult Leader? And the Poison King, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and Detective Seo. The people waiting at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. We're all fighting together."

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said abruptly.

"Don't worry. My disciple won't lose."

"Disciple?"

"There's something like that."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted as if Geom Mugeuk were right in front of him.

"You brat! You can't lose after taking so much from me! Don't you dare die!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had even passed down the Heavenly Space Secret Art to Geom Mugeuk.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was just joking to lighten Go Wol's mood, but Go Wol was still full of worry.

Go Wol looked at the clear, bright sky and the vast field and said.

"Will a peaceful day like this ever come to the murim?"

"It can't!"

"......"

"Because you'd be the first to lose your job."

Go Wol finally laughed. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had made him laugh in a situation where he could not even swallow water. Yes, Cult Leader, you win.

"Today is going to be a long day."


Yayul Han initiated a joint attack, not a chaotic brawl.

They fought tightly clustered, like a single person. They judged that they had the advantage and wanted to avoid any variables.

Therefore, Geom Mugeuk decided he had to kill Yayul Han first. Yayul Han was the smartest among them. If their leader fell, the others' morale would crumble.

The problem was that if Geom Mugeuk charged to kill Yayul Han, the other five would not help Yayul Han. They would jointly attack the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon instead.

If that happens, can the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon withstand the joint attack of those five? If he can, for how long? The problem was that Geom Mugeuk did not know the exact skill level of the triplets.

HWIRURURURURURU!

The Blood Calamity Bringer attacked first. The Blood Wheel he threw flew toward Geom Mugeuk with tremendous force.

It was large and fast.

The power in the Blood Wheel was too great to be deflected with a sword or qi. The Black Demon Sword would not break, but facing that heavy Blood Wheel with a sword was extremely inefficient.

HWIRIRIRIRI!

The Blood Wheel turned as if it were alive and attacked again.

When Geom Mugeuk dodged left, the Blood Wheel changed direction and flew toward his new position.

Geom Mugeuk hastily twisted his body in the opposite direction, and the Blood Wheel grazed past his face. The blades on the Blood Wheel were sharp enough to slice a person clean in half.

The Blood Calamity Bringer retrieved the Blood Wheel and sneered.

"Soon you'll be dancing with the Blood Wheel."

The Blood Calamity Bringer meant he could move the Blood Wheel as he pleased.

In this situation, Geom Mugeuk knew he should kill the Blood Calamity Bringer, not dodge the Blood Wheel.

The problem was that they also anticipated that.

"......"

The First Evil blocked the Blood Calamity Finger that Geom Mugeuk shot toward the Blood Calamity Bringer. The Second and Third Evils also clustered together, protecting the Blood Calamity Bringer. They would launch a joint attack when an opportunity arose.

Seeing the First Evil's movements, Geom Mugeuk remembered the Five Thunder Divine Sword's disciple, Sahyo. The First Evil's skill was on Sahyo's level, which meant there were three Sahyos. As triplets, their joint attacks would be outstanding. They were not ordinary enemies.

Geom Mugeuk made an instinctive decision about who to kill first.

If not Yayul Han, then it has to be them. I'll strike when they think they, at least, are not my first target.

[Let's kill the triplets first.]

[Understood.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed Geom Mugeuk's decision without a word.

HWIRYURURURURU!

The second Blood Wheel flew in again. The moment it grazed past and started to return, Geom Mugeuk rushed toward the First Evil.

KWAAAAAAA!

At the same time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The target was Geom Mugeuk's back as he rushed toward the First Evil.

Geom Mugeuk charged forward, driving the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm behind him like a strategist.

The First Evil was flustered by such an unorthodox attack. Geom Mugeuk's body also blocked his view, so for a moment, the First Evil did not know what to do.

CHAENG!

In the instant their swords clashed, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm struck that spot.

Geom Mugeuk escaped using the Vanishing Step and rushed toward the Second Evil on his right.

The First Evil, who had faced Geom Mugeuk, threw his body left a step too late.

The Black Demon Sword cut down the Second Evil.

"......"

It was the fast sword form of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike.

"......"

Swords clashed with a sharp ring.

Yayul Han had blocked the Blue Sky Strike. Yayul Han had figured out Geom Mugeuk's intention to kill the Second Evil while engaging the First Evil.

Their gazes met between their clashing swords.

A cold chill that could freeze the heart flowed from Yayul Han's sword.

The swordsmanship Yayul Han had mastered was the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique, based on extreme yin inner arts.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

The sword light from the two men's blades flashed in the air.

"Keuk!"

At that moment, the First Evil let out a short scream and collapsed.

Because Yayul Han blocked Geom Mugeuk, Geom Mugeuk failed to kill the Second Evil, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had killed the First Evil.

Earlier, Geom Mugeuk had dodged with the Vanishing Step. The First Evil, who dodged a step too late, had one of his arms blown off by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not miss that chance and attacked relentlessly, finally killing him.

When the First Evil died, the Second and Third Evils went berserk.

SHWIIK! SHWIIIK!

A continuous stream of sword qi flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The stable formation collapsed, and the chaotic brawl that Geom Mugeuk had wanted began.

The highly loyal Cha Hwan jumped into the fight to help Yayul Han.

Cha Hwan aimed his sword at Geom Mugeuk's back, but Geom Mugeuk used that attack as an opportunity. As Geom Mugeuk dodged the attack from behind, the three men's swords became entangled for a moment.

This time, Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step. In an instant, Geom Mugeuk vanished from Yayul Han's and Cha Hwan's sight. It was the power of the Four Strides of the Wind God, which Geom Mugeuk had completely mastered.

Yayul Han tensed, thinking he was being attacked.

But Geom Mugeuk was stabbing someone else in the back.

It was the Second Evil, who was madly charging to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

For this one move, Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step and the Hell Step in succession. In that moment, Geom Mugeuk had become a god of wind.

SHWIIIIIIIIK!

Once again, the Blue Sky Strike was unleashed.

This time, Yayul Han could not block the attack.

SEOGEOK!

The Second Evil's back was sliced in two, and he died instantly.

At that time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon fired a continuous stream of finger qi bullets at the Third Evil.

PING! PYING!

Geom Mugeuk's powerful sword qi joined the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger.

It was the sword qi emission form, the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

After launching the sword qi, Geom Mugeuk turned around and raised his protective enhanced qi.

The flying Blood Wheel struck him in the chest.

KWAAAANG!

JUREUREUK!

The impact pushed Geom Mugeuk back with the flying Blood Wheel before sending him flying. He tumbled across the ground.

"Got him!"

The Blood Calamity Bringer shouted in triumph.

"Damn bastard! How dare you act up in front of me!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped and landed in front of Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Calamity Bringer smiled triumphantly and said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"He's already dead. No one who's been hit by the Blood Calamity Bringer has survived..."

The Blood Calamity Bringer suddenly stopped talking.

Geom Mugeuk was getting up, disheveled, like a ghost.

"Here's a survivor right here."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his head, his eyes asking if Geom Mugeuk was okay.

Geom Mugeuk touched his chest and nodded.

His chest ached as if it would burst, but he had fortunately avoided a fatal internal injury. With the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the Ghost Armor, Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, and his protective enhanced qi all activated, not even the Blood Wheel could kill Geom Mugeuk.

The arm of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was soaked in blood. While dealing with the Third Evil, sword qi launched by Yayul Han had nearly severed his arm. Judging by the amount of blood, the wound was not shallow.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked with his eyes if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was okay, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

On the other hand, because the two of them took a risk, the Third Evil was now also a corpse on the ground. The Third Evil had failed to dodge the Blood Calamity Finger and the Burning Sky Strike that had flown in together.

Although they were injured, they had eliminated the biggest variable in this fight.

The most surprised person was the Blood Calamity Bringer. He could not believe that someone could be fine after taking a direct hit from his Blood Wheel.

"You, who are you?"

The Blood Calamity Bringer's voice trembled.

He was not the only one who was surprised. Cha Hwan also stared at Geom Mugeuk with shocked eyes.

The movement arts that made Geom Mugeuk disappear from his and Yayul Han's sight were one thing, but Cha Hwan could not believe that the Three Evils, whom he had trusted so much, were dead.

The Three Evils are dead? Those terrifying Three Evils? Those demonic Three Evils?

Cha Hwan could not grasp the reality that the corpses sprawled on the ground were the Three Evils.

However, the technique the opponent had just displayed was an attack that even Ten Evils, let alone Three, would have been helpless against.

For the first time, an emotion appeared on Yayul Han's face.

As the fight did not go his way, the corners of Yayul Han's mouth curled up in a self-deprecating sneer.

Geom Mugeuk let the Black Demon Sword hang, dripping with blood, and said to Yayul Han.

"Yes, life is about having to force a bitter smile several times a day, but you've lived too comfortably until now, haven't you?"


Chapter 236: And That Is Why This Fight Is Difficult

"......"

A bowl fell to the floor and shattered.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared silently at the broken pieces.

"Are you alright?" Seo Daeryong asked in surprise as he brought ingredients to the kitchen.

"Yes, I'm fine."

She tried to pick up the broken pieces, but Seo Daeryong stepped forward and stopped her.

"Please, just leave it. I'll clean it up."

This was a Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse. They were temporarily keeping the brothel owners here after rescuing them from Yeo Bulgae. The women had stabilized a great deal under the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's care.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been cheerful the whole time, had a dark expression today.

"Is something the matter?"

She paused briefly before answering.

"I had a bad dream."

Seo Daeryong knew from Geom Mugeuk that she was no ordinary woman. He couldn't just dismiss her dream as nonsense, but he pretended otherwise.

"Don't they say that dreams are the opposite of reality?"

"They do, don't they?" she said, forcing a smile. Her expression remained dark. Perhaps her ominous dreams had always been right.

Then, Seo Daeryong suddenly spoke.

"It won't affect him."

"Pardon?"

"I know from the Director that you're not an ordinary person, Pavilion Master. So I know this might be rude, but I'll say it anyway. That bad dream won't affect our Director, and if it doesn't affect the Director, it won't affect the Smiling Demon either."

Seo Daeryong crouched down and began to clean up the broken bowl.

"Before I met the Second Young Lord, my life was like this broken bowl. I had an unattractive appearance and a dark, twisted personality."

He picked up a broken piece and saw his face reflected in it. Seo Daeryong felt the distorted image, where only his form was faintly visible, was what he used to be.

"No one considered me important, and I thought of myself as insignificant, but after meeting the Director, my life changed. To some people, I might still be a broken bowl, but I believe I'm a useful vessel for something, somewhere."

Seo Daeryong finished gathering the pieces and stood up.

"Actually, I'm being modest. I think I'm more than that. The Second Young Lord put the broken pieces back together and made me into a priceless piece of porcelain."

He had become a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and might even become the next Director of the Sanzu Hall.

"He's the kind of person who can transform a life like mine. So, a bad dream won't affect the Second Young Lord."

A smile finally appeared on the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face.

"Yes. I suppose it won't."

Seo Daeryong took the bowl pieces and went outside. The Poison King was digging in a corner of the yard near a unique-looking flower. It seemed poisonous snakes or insects lived around it.

Although Seo Daeryong was usually too scared of the Poison King to speak to him, today he approached.

"The Pavilion Master had a bad dream. Her dreams tend to come true."

The Poison King replied without looking at Seo Daeryong.

"I'll drive the carriage when we return to the Cult. You can go help them if you want."

"Ah, I'm sure her dreams aren't always right."

Seo Daeryong was puzzled by one thing.

Why hadn't Geom Mugeuk asked the Poison King to go with him in the first place? Protecting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the rescued women was important, but the fight with Yayul Han was a matter of life and death.

Just then, the Poison King spoke abruptly, as if he had read Seo Daeryong's mind.

"Curious, aren't you? Why the Second Young Lord didn't ask for my help?"

"Yes, honestly, I am."

The Poison King answered while carefully observing an insect in the ground.

"Because killing Yayul Han isn't his only goal."

Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised face.

"He has another objective?"

The Poison King looked at Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong didn't dare meet those clear eyes, which looked much younger than his own.

"You're his right-hand man, aren't you? Then you should know."

"I'm a right-hand man with a bad head."

"I heard you were the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall."

Seo Daeryong was startled.

"The Director told you even that?"

"Your Director, he sure talks a lot."

A sense of pride swelled in Seo Daeryong's chest, inexplicably lifting his mood.

"So? What are your thoughts?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong spoke.

"I'm always just surprised by what the Director does, so how could I possibly know his inner thoughts? However, watching the Director, I sometimes have these thoughts. Why is he trying to do so much? Why is he trying to become so strong?"

Seo Daeryong continued, staring at the Poison King who was still digging.

"Could it be that he's aiming for something more than just becoming the successor? I get that feeling sometimes. What in the world is the Director looking at?"

The Poison King turned to him and asked.

"Why are you asking me that?"

"Ah! You're right. I'm sorry."

Seo Daeryong bowed politely and quickly retreated.

"I'll go help the Pavilion Master prepare the meal."

Seo Daeryong ran into the building.

The Poison King seemed lost in thought for a moment, then started digging in the ground again.


Yayul Han was confused.

When he first saw the Five Thunder Divine Sword's corpse, he thought a blade from the Evil Alliance Chairman had killed him. Surprisingly, it was the work of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, along with a young master of unknown identity.

The Chairman joined hands with the Demonic Cult?

He couldn't understand it. The Evil Alliance Chairman he knew would never join hands with the Demonic Cult, no matter how much he wanted to eliminate him.

Then does this mean the Demonic Cult intervened without the Chairman's involvement? But why?

Conflicts with the Demonic Cult could occur while conducting business in the murim. However, there had never been a conflict serious enough to risk their lives like this.

Yayul Han's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. The opponent's movements while dispatching the Three Evils earlier were a display of divine prowess. He's so young, yet his movements are better than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's? How could that be?

"I've never heard of someone like you in the Demonic Cult."

Yayul Han didn't recognize Geom Mugeuk's identity. As the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance, he had access to various reports from spies. That information naturally included the fact that the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord had recently been distinguishing himself.

However, it didn't occur to him that the young man before him was the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord. First, his martial arts were too exceptional for his age. Second, the son of the Heavenly Demon would never undertake such a dangerous task himself.

He thought he was a secret weapon raised by the Demonic Cult. Or perhaps a master from the Demonic Cult who had undergone Rejuvenation.

"I told you, we're not from the Demonic Cult. We're grim reapers specially sent by King Yama."

At Geom Mugeuk's mockery, an aura like a raging, cold blizzard erupted from Yayul Han's entire body.

This was Yayul Han's qi. It was so cold it could freeze one's body. When fear was added to this qi, an opponent would die without even lifting a hand.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk didn't stop provoking him.

"With this kind of cold, I wonder if it'll be a little less hot when you enter the fiery pits of hell?"

To continue provoking in such a tense situation was to acknowledge his opponent's strength. He could tell his skill just by looking at Yayul Han's qi. A single choice, a single mistake, would decide the outcome.

Then, Yayul Han spoke.

"I'll have to take you with me. With someone as annoying as you, I think I could even extinguish the flames of hell."

Cha Hwan, who had retreated due to his weaker martial arts, was startled.

It was the first time he had seen Yayul Han speak to an opponent like that. He could see the young punk was strong, but was he really this strong? Was it such a tight fight?

I must play a major role.

His heart beat rapidly. The desire to achieve something dominated him. He would jump in at the decisive moment when he saw an opportunity.

This time, the Blood Calamity Bringer laughed heartily and said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I never thought my Blood Wheel would get to taste the blood of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon showed no reaction. The Blood Calamity Bringer became somewhat embarrassed at this complete disregard.

"Anyway, you arrogant Demonic Cult bastards."

He was confident he could defeat the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had noticed that the wound the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sustained from Yayul Han's surprise attack was deep. He was a step below the Demon Supreme in skill, but in this situation, he had a good chance of winning.

Moreover, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's qi consumption was more severe. He had also used his inner arts while dealing with the Five Thunder Divine Sword and his disciple earlier.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's blood-soaked arm. Blood still seeped out despite him having pressed the blood dao to stop the bleeding. The wound was deep.

This fight, I have to end it as quickly as possible.

However, if he fought hastily, Yayul Han would kill him. He had to be urgent but not show it. He had to give his all but end it quickly. That is why this fight is difficult.

"By the way, your Chairman won't be happy if you mess with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Are you sure that's okay?" Geom Mugeuk said, trying to shake his enemies' resolve.

Yayul Han then asked.

"Didn't you say you weren't from the Demonic Cult?"

"Of course we are. Who else would try to eliminate you if not us."

"Why is the Demonic Cult trying to kill me?"

"I'll tell you when you're about to die."

"You'll die first. So tell me now."

"I don't want to."

For the first time in a very long time, Yayul Han felt annoyed. In his life, no one had ever dared to annoy him. If they had, they would already be a corpse.

However, Yayul Han soon controlled his emotions.

"Fine, I'll hear it when I die."

Seeing his calm eyes, Geom Mugeuk also calmed his own mind. Provocation tactics didn't work on Yayul Han. The only way was to kill him with pure skill.

HWIRURURURURURU!

The Blood Wheel cut through the air, and the fight between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Blood Calamity Bringer began.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lightly dodged the Blood Wheel as it flew swiftly through the air.

Simultaneously, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lunged towards the Blood Calamity Bringer.

SWOOSH!

SHWIIING!

At that moment, two streams of sword qi tore through the air.

One was Yayul Han's sword qi, trying to block the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's approach. The other was Geom Mugeuk's sword qi, trying to neutralize it.

"......"

The moment the sword qi collided in mid-air!

PING!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon fired a finger qi bullet. The returning Blood Wheel tried to strike the back of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's head.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon twisted his body to avoid the Blood Wheel. The Blood Calamity Bringer threw himself aside to dodge the Blood Calamity Finger.

After the tense first exchange, a moment of tension flowed through the area. It was a razor-thin match where no one knew what would happen.

Geom Mugeuk made a decision.

This kind of fight is disadvantageous.

Yayul Han could abandon the Blood Calamity Bringer at any time, but he could never abandon the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The moment he made that decision, Geom Mugeuk flew towards Yayul Han.

He decided not to worry about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's injury. Worrying about him was a mistake in the first place. He had to trust him.

If he truly wanted to help the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he had to focus on his own fight and kill Yayul Han as quickly as possible. He would make sure no one would ever dare launch sword qi at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

Flashes of light from Geom Mugeuk's and Yayul Han's swords flickered through the air, too fast for the naked eye to see.

The two were incredibly fast. They clashed on the left, then instantly exchanged blows on the right. They moved as if teleporting freely through space.

Geom Mugeuk's pure white sword light and Yayul Han's azure blue sword light clashed countless times.

KAKAKAKAKANGKANGKANG!

The two soared into the air, their swords clashing. The sword flashes in the sky were like fireworks celebrating this incredible battle.

They leaped down from the air and fought while running across the rooftops. Even as they ran, their swords clashed endlessly.

The sword light continued to flash until they dropped from the roof onto a wall.

The duel between the Soaring Sky Sword Art, at the Twelfth Star mastery, and the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique, also at the Twelfth Star mastery, was truly a battle between titans.

As the fierce battle continued, Geom Mugeuk momentarily injected more qi into the Black Demon Sword.

Caught off guard by the unexpected qi, blood burst from Yayul Han's mouth.

However, before the drop of blood could hit the ground, a sword flew through it.

PWAK!

Blood spurted from Geom Mugeuk's side.

Injecting more inner arts amidst such a fast-paced battle was reckless, and a reckless attack always came with a price. It was truly the skill befitting the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance.

They were neither surprised nor impressed by each other. They focused only on the fight. They knew from the fight just moments ago that they would die the instant their attention wavered.

The very moment a small distance opened between the two!

Yayul Han's first secret technique was unleashed.

SEUSEUSEUSEUSEUSEUSEUT!

Yayul Han's form split into ten, surrounding Geom Mugeuk. This cloning technique was the Ten Illusions Soul Splitting Art, one of the essences of the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique.

CHWAREUREUREUREUREUK.

Simultaneously, thirty-six sword-shaped qi surrounded Geom Mugeuk.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike. This was not the existing Ominous Sky Strike. What had originally split in front of his chest now formed a circle around Geom Mugeuk's body.

The martial art that had reached the Twelfth Star mastery was maturing further, revealing a new realm.

The moment the illusions rushed in, ten of the floating sword qi flew out in all directions.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

PEOPPEOPPEOPPEOPPEOPPEOPPEOK!

The sword qi and illusions collided and vanished. The real Yayul Han swung his sword to neutralize the incoming sword qi.

Twenty-six sword qi remained after eliminating the illusions!

Like hidden weapons launched from a mechanism, the sword qi shot towards Yayul Han all at once.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

Cha Hwan, who was watching, had his jaw drop. He had never seen or heard of such divine prowess in his life.

And what met that divine prowess was another divine prowess.

KWANGKWANGKWANGKWAKWAKWANGKWAKWANG!

The incoming sword qi was blocked by something and collided.

It was a sword wall. Not just any sword wall. It was a wall of sword qi as cold as an ice wall, the Blue Ice Wall, another essence of the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique.

SEUREUREUREU.

The wall of sword qi vanished like melting snow, revealing Yayul Han's figure behind it.

His eyes glowed with a ghastly blue light like a demon's, and he emitted a vicious killing intent.

At his aura, which declared that the real fight was starting now, the Black Demon Sword began to wail.

WUUUUUUUU!

Geom Mugeuk gripped the Black Demon Sword tightly and walked towards that vicious killing intent.

My friend, let's hold on just a little longer!

He said this to both of his friends.


Chapter 237: The One Who Sent Me

Yayul Han unleashed his entire aura.

WHOOOOSH!

A frigid wind began to blow. The cold energy felt like it could freeze a person's lungs with a single breath, and an incomparably evil aura was imbued within it. This immense, malevolent presence seemed to ask a single question.

How dare you try to challenge me?

However, Geom Mugeuk did not stop walking. His gaze remained fixed on Yayul Han's eyes.

"It might have worked on everyone else, but it won't work on me."

Geom Mugeuk also raised his own aura to its absolute limit and unleashed it.

The two men's auras clashed.

Yayul Han was shocked by Geom Mugeuk's aura.

An aura's strength was not determined simply by one's inner arts. It was the culmination of a martial artist's entire being, their innate nature, personality, values, and the martial arts they had learned. An aura was connected to the very essence of a martial artist.

The aura Yayul Han felt from Geom Mugeuk was something he had never experienced before.

At first, Geom Mugeuk's aura felt gentle and refreshing, like gazing at an endlessly vast, blue sky.

Yayul Han found himself standing alone amidst the blueness. The sky, the walls, and the floor were all blue.

He reached out his hand. SPLASH. In that moment, he realized it was not the sky, but water of incredible clarity. He was seeing the sky reflected on the water's surface.

An unseen energy pulled Yayul Han into the water.

He kept sinking. When Yayul Han looked down, he could not see the bottom. The terror of the deep sea clutched at his heart.

A brat that young possesses an aura like this?

The approaching Geom Mugeuk felt like a giant.

Geom Mugeuk, for his part, confronted an immense aura of his own.

He walked through a raging blizzard. He could not see ahead, and there was no end in sight. It felt as if he was walking alone across a snowfield in the extreme cold.

However, Geom Mugeuk felt no fear or loneliness. He simply walked on in silence. This terribly lonely road was the path he had walked his entire life.

After passing through the fierce snowstorm, he saw Yayul Han standing under a clear sky.

Yayul Han, too, had barely managed to swim up from the endless depths of the sea to stand before Geom Mugeuk.

Yayul Han asked in a trembling voice, "Who are you?"

"I am..."

Geom Mugeuk added in a whisper, "Didn't I say I'd tell you when you're about to die?"

SWOOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword suddenly sliced through the air.

CLAAANG!

Yayul Han barely blocked it. He had been so engrossed in Geom Mugeuk's aura that his head had nearly been lopped off.

The fear of death excited Yayul Han. Joy surpassed his anger. He had never been in such an insane fight before.

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG-CLANG!

The two men's swords clashed again, creating flashes of light.

The attacks were stronger than before, but neither man yielded an inch.

Geom Mugeuk knew the source of his strength. The miracle herbs, bought with money scraped together by the Four Evils from wicked deeds that had driven countless people to their deaths, were all accumulated in his qi center.

CLAAAAANG!

Sword met sword.

From behind his sword, Yayul Han glared murderously and shouted, "Who in the world raised a monster like you!"

"You did!"

"What?"

"I was born to devour bastards like you."

Killing intent filled Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

For a moment, Yayul Han saw an illusion. Within a pitch-black, shadow-like form, a pair of crimson eyes glared at him.

Yayul Han's grip on his sword tightened.

"If you can devour me, then try it!"

Emotions now showed on Yayul Han's face.

Anger, fear, excitement.

As the dam holding back his emotions crumbled, all sorts of feelings poured out.

In that moment, he unleashed tremendous power.

RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE!

Yayul Han's immense killing intent crashed down on Geom Mugeuk like an avalanche.

Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated, preventing his body from flinching.

If it had not, the attack flying at him would have been utterly fatal.

SWOOOOOOOOOSH!

Yayul Han's sword qi was different from what he had shown before. The strike was like an illusion of a demon made of ice, flying at him with a sword in hand.

Geom Mugeuk did not evade. Instead, he unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

Yayul Han's attack was a dynamic sword qi that seemed alive. Geom Mugeuk felt that if he rashly tried to dodge it, it would follow him to the end and strike true.

The two rough and tyrannical sword qi tore through the air and collided.

KABOOOOM!

The impact sent both men sliding backward.

Surprise filled Yayul Han's expression. He blocked even this attack?

Geom Mugeuk's expression answered in kind. I told you it wouldn't work!

WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH!

"......"

A blood wheel and a finger qi bullet crisscrossed the space between the two men. The duel between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Blood Calamity Bringer was still ongoing.

Geom Mugeuk could feel that the blood wheel's power had significantly diminished. However, he could not be happy. He had seen blood on the wheel.

Geom Mugeuk did not spare a single glance for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The moment he showed concern, a fatal weakness would be exposed.

That was why he had not looked at their fight even once since the battle began. Not that he had the luxury to, anyway.

At that moment, Cha Hwan jumped in.

He had judged this to be his chance. Geom Mugeuk and Yayul Han had just exchanged a major blow and were both pushed back. He had been waiting for this single moment the entire time.

SHWIIIIK!

The very instant he thrust his sword toward Geom Mugeuk in a surprise attack.

"......"

A beam of light burst from Cha Hwan's chest, splitting it open. It was as if he had launched hidden weapons from inside his body.

Blood spurted from Geom Mugeuk's arm. It was a terrifying attack that would have pierced his chest if he had not barely dodged it with the Vanishing Step.

Cha Hwan stared blankly down at the gaping hole in his chest.

The sword qi that Yayul Han had launched from behind had pierced through his chest and flown toward Geom Mugeuk.

Yayul Han was ruthless. He had used the moment his vision was obscured by Cha Hwan as an opportunity.

Cha Hwan could never have imagined it. The person to whom he had devoted such loyalty had used and discarded him in such a way.

What is this?

Cha Hwan was in too much shock.

Others got a small tattoo on their chest, but he had covered his entire body. He had served him without a single day of rest. If he had at least been told through telepathy, 'Sacrifice yourself,' he would have willingly laid down his life.

This isn't right, is it?

Right, those who use others are always like this.

Still, dying so miserably is embarrassing to the dragon tattooed on my body, isn't it? Truly, even if one were to use a broom left in a corner, they wouldn't use it so contemptibly. With that final thought, Cha Hwan's breathing stopped.

In the moment Cha Hwan's breath ceased, another battle was decided.

Until then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Blood Calamity Bringer had been fighting with all their might.

Initially, the Blood Calamity Bringer had opted for a battle of attrition. His inner arts were superior, and his opponent was already injured.

If I just hold out, I'll win!

He did not throw his blood wheels recklessly, instead focusing on blocking the Blood Calamity Finger.

However, as the fight progressed, he found himself getting drawn into it for two reasons.

The first was an unknown heat.

Looking at the piercing blue gaze from behind the mask, his inner arts would surge and his blood would flow faster without him realizing it. Before he knew it, he was launching blood wheels at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The second was the clear difference in skill.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon never moved according to his opponent's intentions. A battle of attrition? Says who?

If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not suffered internal injuries, the fight would have been over long ago. However, his qi circulation was not smooth.

When the fight began, the Blood Calamity Bringer was confident he could win. As the battle continued, however, his fear only grew.

Just die already! You demonic bastard!

The Blood Calamity Bringer used the last of his strength to push the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon into a corner.

WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH!

As he unleashed his hidden techniques, the blood wheels performed a dance of death. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's movements became increasingly precarious.

It's working! Just a little more!

The Blood Calamity Bringer mobilized even his final secret technique.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

Small blood wheels, used like throwing stars, cut through the air and joined the assault.

The chaotic, dizzying, and wild blood wheels were driving the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon into a corner!

"......"

THWACK!

A sound the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been waiting for a long time was heard.

CRASH-CRASH-CRASH-CRASH!

The blood wheels that had embroidered the air flew off, gouging the ground before smashing into a wall. The smaller blood wheels were also thrown to the ground.

The Blood Calamity Bringer watched the scene with a shocked expression.

Why can't I control them all of a sudden?

Just then, something trickled down his face.

The Blood Calamity Bringer absentmindedly wiped it away with his hand.

It was blood. Blood streamed down from his forehead.

The Blood Calamity Bringer lifted a small blood wheel he was holding and looked at his reflection. He saw his own face with a hole in his forehead.

When the hell...?

With that final question, the Blood Calamity Bringer's life ended, and his body collapsed.

Amazingly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had fired the Blood Calamity Finger through a tiny opening in the center of the madly spinning blood wheels. He had not missed the precise moment that opening aligned perfectly with the Blood Calamity Bringer's forehead. The Blood Calamity Bringer never expected such an attack, and because his own blood wheels obscured his vision, he was utterly unable to block it.


The fight between Geom Mugeuk and Yayul Han was also reaching its climax.

When even his move using Cha Hwan failed, Yayul Han's eyes changed. His black pupils completely disappeared, and his entire eyes, including the whites, turned blue. They had not just started emitting a blue light, they had completely changed color.

Geom Mugeuk sensed it intuitively. He was about to unleash his final secret technique.

Considering the divine prowess Yayul Han had shown so far, it was time for Geom Mugeuk to unleash his own final move.

The final form of the Soaring Sky Sword Art was unleashed.

It was the Eighth Form, the Returning Sky Strike, which he had never used in actual combat despite having achieved Twelfth Star complete mastery.

The Returning Sky Strike was a forty-four consecutive strike technique.

It was powerful, but it had one fatal weakness. The consumption of inner arts was too great. It was a martial art that required using almost all of one's inner arts.

Therefore, if it failed to kill the opponent, he himself would be in danger. It was truly a final technique.

Now, not only his eyes, but Yayul Han's entire body began to turn blue.

The Primordial Freeze!

It was the final secret technique of the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique, which gathered all the energy in one's body to annihilate the opponent. It was a secret technique that displayed power far greater than one's original abilities, and it too was a final gambit that could cost one's life upon failure.

Geom Mugeuk unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art Eighth Form, the Returning Sky Strike.

SWISH! SWIIISH! SWISH!

With the sound of wind brushing past his collar, lines from a sword began to be drawn across Yayul Han's body.

Emitting an extreme cold, Yayul Han began to swing his sword to block the attacks. If he managed to block all of the Returning Sky Strike, Geom Mugeuk would die.

SHIIING! SHING! SHIIIIING!

The speed at which the sword lines were drawn grew faster and faster.

Yayul Han's swordsmanship did not fall behind, blocking the attacks.

VIIING-

The Black Demon Sword cried out.

This was the first time the Black Demon Sword had cried out in the middle of an attack.

Geom Mugeuk felt that the Black Demon Sword had become one with him, protecting him by emitting demonic qi against the terrible evil aura radiating from Yayul Han.

Alright, let's end this!

Geom Mugeuk poured all of his mental energy into it.

SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SHIK!

CHANG-CHANG-CHANG-CHANG!

Fifteen strikes, sixteen strikes, seventeen strikes...

Yayul Han blocked them tenaciously.

Twenty-three strikes, twenty-four strikes, twenty-five strikes...

"Is this all you've got!" Yayul Han even shouted.

The sword lines were drawn even faster.

Thirty-four strikes, thirty-five strikes, thirty-six strikes...

Yayul Han was blocking the attacks, which were too fast to be seen by the naked eye, with the secret technique of the Primordial Freeze.

If it went on like this to the forty-fourth strike, Geom Mugeuk would lose.

However, Geom Mugeuk was not anxious and believed in himself. Right, you must have worked hard to get to where you are, but you couldn't have worked harder than me!

Thirty-seven strikes, thirty-eight strikes, thirty-nine strikes...

The moment it was racing toward the end!

"......"

With the sound of tearing flesh, the flashing sword light stopped. The sound of swords clashing also ceased. It was the forty-second strike.

Geom Mugeuk's sword was embedded in Yayul Han's heart. In the end, Yayul Han had failed to block Geom Mugeuk's Returning Sky Strike.

Yayul Han's body, which had turned a deathly blue, began to return to its original color.

Looking into Yayul Han's eyes, which were filled with surprise, anger, and fear, Geom Mugeuk said, "The one who sent me is a father who had to watch his family die before his very eyes."

Yayul Han wore a look of incomprehension. He probably thought he was dying for some grand reason, like a plot by the Evil Alliance Chairman or the Demonic Cult.

That was why this moment might be an even greater punishment for him. I'm dying for a reason like that? It would feel more unjust. He would die feeling even more rage.

"Even though you saved his subordinate, you killed the physician's entire family just because he continued to treat the patient he was saving."

For a moment, the light in Yayul Han's eyes wavered. It was as if he remembered, and at the same time, as if he was demanding to know if he was really dying for such a trivial reason he could not even recall.

"You had a principle of killing anyone who disobeyed your orders, didn't you? This is the Horse Physician's answer to your pathetic principle. It's the answer of a husband who lost his wife, and the answer of a father who lost his child! Go to hell!"

SHUUUNK!

As the Black Demon Sword was pulled out, blood gushed from his heart like a fountain.

CHWAAAAAAAAAA!

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaah!"

Yayul Han let out a desperate scream as he coughed up blood.

His blood rained down.

Geom Mugeuk did not avoid it. He stood in the rain of blood and slowly turned toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Having finished his fight, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was standing there, looking this way.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled brightly.

"It's all over, Smiling Demon."

The moment he took a step toward him!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to slowly collapse, as if crumbling.


Chapter 238: Now, It's My Turn

"The Smiling Demon!"

I used the Vanishing Step to lunge toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I caught his body just before he collapsed.

I laid him down gently and injected a stream of qi into his chest. His insides were a mess. Blocked and twisted qi and blood revealed a severe internal injury.

The situation was worse than I had thought. My heart sank when I tried to inject more qi for treatment. Using the Returning Sky Strike had completely depleted my inner arts.

I squeezed out what little inner arts I had left. A small amount of qi flowed into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body. I tried to clear the blockages, but it wasn't enough. If I left him like this, his qi and blood would run rampant, and the damage would be irreversible.

My heart pounded frantically. I drew up every last bit of my inner arts, and blood surged into my throat. My own body was in bad shape from fighting Yayul Han, but I couldn't worry about myself now.

As I focused all my strength on his internal state, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon regained consciousness and opened his eyes.

I spoke in my usual bright tone. "That was one hell of a fight, wasn't it?"

The two eyes behind the mask smiled.

Without the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I wouldn't have had such a great fight or achieved such a great result.

"...Yes, it was truly one hell of a fight," he said, his voice unusually weak. He seemed to know his end was near.

"Second Young Lord."

"Yes, the Smiling Demon."

"...I was glad to have met you, Second Young Lord."

His eyes fluttered shut. I squeezed out every last bit of qi I had and injected it into him. That small amount of qi held onto his life like a single drop of water in a desert.

"You have to protect me when I become the Heavenly Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes trembled, full of regret. They told me he was sorry for leaving before he could see me become the Heavenly Demon.

"You know my temper, right? I'll never give up on you, the Smiling Demon. So unless you plan on taking me with you, you'd better hang in there. I won't let you go like this. Pull yourself together."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tried to hold on, but the situation was beyond his control.

"If you die like this, I'll blame myself for the rest of my life. So don't you die!"

Just then, he coughed up a spray of blood. His qi and blood began to run wild. If I couldn't calm it down, he would die.

"No!"

The thought that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon might actually die drove me insane.

"Please! The Smiling Demon! Hang on!" I desperately squeezed out my qi again and again.

My only thought was to save him. I regressed so I wouldn't lose anyone... I can't lose the Smiling Demon like this.

But I had no more qi left. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's convulsions grew more violent.

My vision blurred as tears filled my eyes.

Have I ever cried before?

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon grabbed my hand.

He must have known how much I cared for him, and now, I knew it too.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly raised a hand to his mask, trying to show me his face one last time.

The Smiling Demon's eyes behind the mask were smiling. It was a brighter smile than any he had ever shown me before.

I grabbed his hand to stop him.

"I won't look! I'm not looking because I bet you're more handsome than me! Show me in fifty years!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed, then coughed up more blood. He gathered his last strength for his final words.

"Second Young Lord... will be a good Heavenly Demon."

He smiled at me until the very end, even as life faded from him.

"I don't regret the time I spent with you, Second Young Lord."

For the first time, I prayed to the heavens.

Save him!

I never prayed when I wandered the Central Plains, unable to find ingredients for the great technique. I never prayed when I was so lonely and exhausted that I wanted to die. I never even prayed when I was on the verge of death.

But now, for the first time in my life, I prayed.

Please! Save him! Just help me this one time!

Just then.

TUK.

Something fell from the grasp of the dead Yayul Han, who sat with his head bowed. It was a box.

I saw something peeking out of the open box and ran toward it.

It was the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Yayul Han must have brought it as a birthday gift for the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

With this!

I rushed back and helped the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sit up. I placed the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng in his mouth.

"Hold on with the ginseng's energy! Just hold on until I complete one circulation!"

Normally, this was a terrible choice. Taking a potent miracle herb like the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng with severe internal injuries would only wreck the body further.

But it was the only way. I believed in the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, and I believed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"The Smiling Demon, use your last bit of strength to chew and swallow it!"

My eyes met the Smiling Demon's.

Don't give up!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon struggled to chew and swallow the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

I immediately began circulating my true qi. It was the most urgent circulation of my life, and time seemed to stretch on forever.

Please! Please!

I had probably said the word 'please' more today than in my entire life.

After completing the fastest circulation of my life, I injected qi into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to check his body.

It was a relief. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had used the ginseng's energy to suppress his rampant qi and blood. He hadn't refined the energy with his inner arts, only temporarily suppressed the turmoil with its immense power.

His qi and blood could run wild again at any moment. I had to get him to a demonic physician immediately.

"Thank you, the Smiling Demon," I said, my voice thick with emotion.

I was grateful he held on. I was grateful for a relationship where I could give someone the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and still be the one saying thank you.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes spoke to me.

Thank you, Second Young Lord.

What more needed to be said?

I untied the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from around our chests. Then I hoisted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon onto my back and tied him securely with it.

He did his part. Now, it's my turn.

Hey, Smiling Demon, who gave you permission to leave? On the day a nobody like Yayul Han boards the boat to the afterlife, do you really think I'd let you get on that boat with him?

I enveloped the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body with my qi to keep him stable, then I started running. I ran with all my might, feeling as if I had learned the Swift Step for this very moment.


Bi Sayin sat in front of the manor's main gate when First Wolf Baek Cheolgi arrived.

"You shouldn't be wandering around alone like this," First Wolf said. "Didn't you promise you wouldn't?"

"Please let it slide just this once."

Bi Sayin had only allowed First Wolf to come here. He was the only person in the world Bi Sayin trusted.

First Wolf looked toward the manor. The smell of blood wafting through the broken walls told him a fierce battle had taken place.

"Whatever you see inside, try not to be too surprised," Bi Sayin said.

"This isn't the smell of blood from just one or two people. Where on earth is this place?"

Bi Sayin said in a low voice, "This is where my future will be decided."

As he walked inside, First Wolf replied, "Then I suppose my future will be decided as well."

The place was a sea of blood, bearing the raw traces of a fierce battle. As First Wolf looked around, he discovered Yayul Han's corpse and froze in horror.

Yayul Han!

First Wolf stared blankly at the corpse, too shocked to move. He couldn't believe what he was seeing.

Yayul Han is dead? That Yayul Han?

That single phrase was enough to describe him. That Yayul Han.

That wasn't all. Another corpse caught First Wolf's eye.

Even the Five Thunder Divine Sword!

It was the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

First Wolf already knew he was in league with Yayul Han. He didn't know if the Five Thunder Divine Sword was stronger or weaker, but one thing was certain. Yayul Han was the standard by which to measure his strength.

He died by being bisected at the torso?

It was a sight that was hard to believe, even seeing it with his own eyes.

The shocks kept coming. He was startled to see a blood wheel on the ground.

That weapon is a blood wheel. The only one who uses a blood wheel is the Blood Calamity Bringer, isn't it?

First Wolf then recognized the Three Evils.

The only triplets who would associate with these people are the Three Evils!

At this point, Cha Hwan's death was hardly surprising.

First Wolf walked back out of the manor. Bi Sayin still sat in front of the main gate.

"What in the world happened here?" First Wolf asked.

"Sit down."

First Wolf sat beside him, his heart still trembling.

"With these people, they could have declared war on the Murim Alliance," First Wolf said.

It was an exaggeration, but not an empty boast. If they had attacked someone, which murim sect could have stopped them?

When Bi Sayin first saw the scene, he was just as shocked as First Wolf. Even when Geom Mugeuk had promised to kill Yayul Han, a part of him had doubted it.

But Geom Mugeuk had really done it.

The man who used to nag him about eating a balanced meal had accomplished this unbelievable feat.

You are truly...!

The fact that Geom Mugeuk was the Heavenly Demon's son hit Bi Sayin anew. He had done something no successor in history ever could.

"Who on earth did this?" First Wolf asked.

Bi Sayin answered, "I did."

"What?" First Wolf was stunned.

"I'm going to handle this as if I did it."

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. I promised to take care of the aftermath."

"Who actually killed them?"

"You don't need to know that. It's better for you if you don't know, First Wolf."

First Wolf was confused, but that wasn't important right now.

"Fine. Let's say that's the case, but will the Chairman believe that you killed Yayul Han?"

"That's why I called you, First Wolf."

"What?"

"We have to start cleaning up now. We need to figure out how to make them believe I took care of Yayul Han."

First Wolf could tell. Just as Bi Sayin had said, his future and destiny were riding on this.

"My lifelong rival is dead," Bi Sayin said. "But my fight starts now."

Bi Sayin imagined the Demonic Cult invading one day. Could Geom Mugeuk really stop a thousand of their demonic practitioners? And where did this baseless confidence that it would never happen come from?

Bi Sayin missed Geom Mugeuk. He was a terrifying man, but Bi Sayin missed him and wanted to hear his nonsensical jokes.

It was as if he could hear Geom Mugeuk's voice in his ear.

How about it? Didn't I tell you to leave this to me? Now it's your turn. I believe you'll do well, and eat a balanced meal!

When Bi Sayin became the Evil Alliance Chairman, he wanted to tell Geom Mugeuk what his own evil path was.

So you must become the Heavenly Demon, too.


Night fell, but Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not return. Seo Daeryong was too anxious to leave the courtyard.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman came out.

Seo Daeryong joked, "It seems the two of them are out for a drink to celebrate killing Yayul Han."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at his absurd joke. "It seems so." Her expression was surprisingly more at ease than Seo Daeryong's.

"Did you happen to have a new dream?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"No."

"But you look so calm."

"You said it wouldn't work, didn't you, Detective Seo?"

Seo Daeryong sighed lightly. "That was true until the sun went down."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked, "Are you worried?"

"The Director has never failed to return on time," Seo Daeryong said. "He's the type to always open the door and stride back in as if nothing happened."

Just then, someone opened the door and came in. Seo Daeryong and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked up in surprise. It was only a martial artist from the Demonic Cult who managed the safehouse.

"It's an urgent messenger pigeon from the All-Knowing Hall."

Startled, Seo Daeryong hurriedly took the message and read it.

"It says the Director went ahead to our Cult because the Smiling Demon was injured."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's expression hardened. Seo Daeryong saw this and carefully added, "There was no report on how badly the Smiling Demon was injured."

The Poison King walked out from behind them. "He must be badly injured if they went straight to our Cult." He offered no words of reassurance.

"You, get ready to leave immediately," the Poison King ordered Seo Daeryong.

"......"

Seo Daeryong worried about the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but he received an order from the Poison King and moved quickly.

Seeing the worried Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, the Poison King made an unexpected offer.

"Let's go together."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled.

"You've never been to our Cult, have you?" the Poison King asked.

"That's true, but."

"Then how about a tour?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman understood his unspoken words.

This could be the last time, so go and see him.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head respectfully. "I will follow the words of a noble person. Thank you so much for your great consideration."

"Don't mention it. That man, the Smiling Demon, will be happy to see you when he wakes up, Pavilion Master."

"I'll be lucky if he doesn't scold me for daring to come."

"You know better than anyone that won't happen, don't you, Pavilion Master?"

The Poison King snapped his fan open with a sharp sound. Fanning himself gently, he went inside to pack. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman watched him go and bowed her head once more.

Then she went inside to bid farewell to the women they had rescued. The safehouse's martial artists would see them home safely.

A short while later, the three of them boarded the carriage.

Seo Daeryong shouted from the driver's seat, "Alright, we're off."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's gaze deepened as she looked out of the carriage. She worried about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and missed him terribly. She could see many things, but she couldn't sense anything about his fate.

It angered her. She could see the fates of others so well, yet she often couldn't see her own.

Was she afraid of going to the Demonic Cult? Of course not. To see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she would have boarded this carriage even if it were headed for hell.

Orabeoni, don't die.

She now sincerely meant the words she had always joked about with Geom Mugeuk.

Please take good care of my Orabeoni.

The person holding the reins knew her heart better than anyone. The carriage raced toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult faster than ever before.


Chapter 239: Did the Two of Them Fight the Entire Murim?

Ma-ui looked out the window.

The clinic had few patients today. Some days were like that, seeming to suggest a day of rest like the leisurely clouds. However, today was not one of those days.

The clinic door burst open and someone entered.

It was Geom Mugeuk, drenched in sweat and carrying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his back. An immense heat radiated from him.

"Please save him!" Geom Mugeuk said, then collapsed.

Startled, Ma-ui caught the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and laid him on a sickbed.

He moved to lay Geom Mugeuk on another bed, but Geom Mugeuk regained consciousness. "I'm fine," Geom Mugeuk said. "Please treat the Smiling Demon."

"You are not fine."

Ma-ui saw Geom Mugeuk's complete exhaustion. He ran on sheer willpower just to speak and move.

"The Smiling Demon first."

Since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the more urgent case, Ma-ui hurriedly checked his pulse. He noticed a powerful energy suppressing the man's wildly fluctuating blood vessels.

"What is this energy?"

"It's the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

Geom Mugeuk struggled to his feet and walked to the bed. His legs trembled so much that walking was difficult, but he couldn't stand by while he worried about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Ma-ui removed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's top. "If it weren't for the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, he'd already be dead," Ma-ui said.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's condition was still perilous.

Ma-ui quickly opened his acupuncture bag. Large and small needles packed the leather case tightly.

He began placing the needles with skillful hands. The essence of an inimitable medical art imbued each needle.

After placing the needles, Ma-ui performed moxibustion on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's qi center with an unknown medicinal herb. A unique medicinal aroma filled the clinic.

"Ughhhhh."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon let out a pained groan.

This time, Ma-ui took out a long, red needle and inserted it. He pushed it so deep one might wonder if such a long needle should go in that far.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's expression seemed to ease, but then he began to convulse.

Ma-ui quickly withdrew the needle and placed new ones in different acupoints. His hand movements were fast and precise.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's convulsions stopped.

The Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng's energy had kept the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon alive, but now it interfered with the treatment, posing the greatest risk. Ma-ui had to gather the energy in one place before he could finish.

Crises continued to arise, and Ma-ui skillfully overcame them, proving why he was known as a divine doctor. If it hadn't been Ma-ui, the patient's condition would have been impossible to even attempt treating. The process consumed an immense amount of mental energy, and sweat poured like rain from Ma-ui's forehead and body.

Geom Mugeuk watched the treatment with bated breath. He felt like he would die from exhaustion. He had run like a madman. Without exaggeration, it was more difficult than fighting Yayul Han.

Still, he couldn't take his eyes off them for a single moment.

After the war-like treatment finally ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon entered a stable condition.

"We've passed the first crisis for now," Ma-ui said. "It's not time to be relieved yet, but he's a man of great fortitude, so I believe he'll endure it well."

"Please, save him!"

He had run that long distance without rest because Ma-ui was waiting. He believed that if no one else could save the man, Ma-ui could.

Ma-ui nodded. "I will do my best."

"Thank you."

Only then did Geom Mugeuk's tension release, and he slumped to the floor.

Ma-ui checked Geom Mugeuk's pulse to assess his condition. Geom Mugeuk was also completely exhausted.

"How on earth did you make it here in this condition?" Ma-ui asked, astonished. In such a state, moving his own body would have been difficult, let alone running while carrying someone.

"Here, take this first."

Ma-ui handed him a pill. It was a medicine to replenish energy in cases of exhaustion.

"I'm fine."

"I'm not fine with it. Hurry up and take it."

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk took the medicine.

Ma-ui also applied an ointment to Geom Mugeuk's injuries. Looking at the wounds on both Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, it was clear they had fought a truly great battle.

Just then, a martial artist entered and delivered a messenger pigeon.

After checking the message, a surprised Ma-ui asked Geom Mugeuk, "Where did you run from?"

The message stated that Geom Mugeuk had departed with the injured Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and that Ma-ui should prepare. Astonishingly, Geom Mugeuk had run faster than the messenger pigeon.

Is this even possible?

And while carrying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, no less.

If it had been anyone else, he would have assumed there was a mistake. Seeing Geom Mugeuk's current state, however, he thought it might actually be possible.

In truth, there was something else Ma-ui wanted to ask.

He knew Geom Mugeuk had left to kill Yayul Han. He was curious about what happened, but he felt he already knew the outcome. They had returned too injured for it to be a success.

I'm sorry, I'm truly sorry.

As Ma-ui turned to check on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Geom Mugeuk spoke from behind him. "I delivered your message to Yayul Han."

"!"

Startled, Ma-ui turned around. Geom Mugeuk leaned against the wall, looking up at him.

"I looked into the dying Yayul Han's eyes and delivered it clearly. That this was your will."

Ma-ui was so shocked he could only stare with wide eyes, unable to speak. After a long while, Ma-ui finally asked, "Did you kill Yayul Han?"

"Yes, I killed him."

"Did you really... kill him?" Ma-ui's voice trembled, and soon his whole body shook.

"Yes, I killed him."

"Thank you, thank you so much."

Ma-ui sat facing Geom Mugeuk and clasped his hands.

"Please live the rest of your life in peace now. Your family would want that too."

A surge of emotion overwhelmed Ma-ui. He fell prostrate before Geom Mugeuk, still holding his hands. An indescribable feeling welled up inside him. He had wished for this moment for so long, imagining it thousands, even tens of thousands of times.

Suddenly, the image of his son came to mind.

Father, you're busy for our sake, right? When you're not busy, you'll play with me, won't you?

Tears streamed from Ma-ui's eyes. His son would have been middle-aged if he were still alive, but to Ma-ui, he remained a child.

I'm sorry I couldn't play with you more. I'm sorry I couldn't tell you I loved you more.

In Ma-ui's heart, his son smiled brightly.

The tears flowed even more freely.

Yes, when we meet again, I'll play with you a lot.

It was the moment Ma-ui finally set down the heavy stone he had carried in his heart his entire life.

When Ma-ui lifted his head from crying, he saw Geom Mugeuk asleep against the wall. The wave of accumulated fatigue, brought on by the relief that everything was over, had finally claimed him. He slept so deeply that he wouldn't notice if someone carried him away.

Thank you, Second Young Lord. I will never forget this debt of gratitude.


Just then, a person arrived.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered, his face full of worry. He had heard Geom Mugeuk went straight to the clinic upon arrival and had rushed over at once.

Although the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, lying on the bed receiving treatment, caught his eye first, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon went to Geom Mugeuk's side.

"Are you alright?"

"He ran all this way without rest while carrying that man. How could he be alright?"

However, Ma-ui's expression was relaxed. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk was safe.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled petulantly. "Why is that damn masked fellow so precious!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon crouched in front of Geom Mugeuk. Through the open collar of his clothes, he saw the Ghost Armor he had given him. It was covered in blood.

"Causing trouble in my old age."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon picked up a blood-soaked Top-Quality Heavenly Silk that had fallen beside the bed and wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. Then, he stood the sword up next to Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you really troubled?"

"What do you mean?"

"Look at your face reflected in that bronze mirror over there."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted his head and looked at the mirror. "What am I supposed to be looking at?"

Ma-ui simply gave an enigmatic smile. He could clearly feel it. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had changed recently, and he knew what had started that change.

Just then, the Fist Demon arrived.

"What happened?"

The man's massive build made the clinic feel completely full when he entered.

After greeting the two men, the Fist Demon first asked about the well-being of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lying on the bed. "Is the Smiling Demon alright?"

"We'll have to wait and see, but it seems he's past the crisis."

He seemed to have come just to check on the Smiling Demon, but Ma-ui knew better. The Fist Demon had come because he worried for his disciple's safety.

"Your disciple is only exhausted. He'll be fine after a few days of good rest."

A look of relief crossed the Fist Demon's fearsome face. Ma-ui realized for the first time that the Fist Demon even had expressions. He now knew his feelings for Geom Mugeuk ran deep enough that he wouldn't hide that relief.

Second Young Lord, you are truly remarkable.

However, that wasn't the end of it. Someone else entered the clinic.

"What's with these sorry states?" the person said. "Did the two of them fight the entire murim?"

The person who entered, reeking of alcohol, was the Drunken Demon.

He skipped the greetings and crouched in front of Geom Mugeuk. After staring silently at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, the Drunken Demon spoke to the other two Demon Supremes.

"When he wakes up, he'll be going around bragging about his heroic tales, so we'll have to avoid him for a while."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon chimed in. "We'll be lucky if he doesn't give a long-winded speech."

Just then, another person entered.

"What are you all doing next to an injured person?"

The Flower Sword Supreme was the last to arrive, her ageless beauty unchanged.

Ma-ui was inwardly surprised. He already knew that Geom Mugeuk associated with the Demon Supremes, but he hadn't expected all of them to show up.

The Drunken Demon clicked his tongue as he looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Little brother, what is this? No pretty women have come."

"I'm right here."

At the Flower Sword Supreme's words, the Drunken Demon spoke again. "Little brother, is it right for only old people like us to show up and not a single pretty, young woman? Back in my day..."

Just then, Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi arrived.

Surprised to see the Demon Supremes gathered, Lee Ahn's eyes widened. She didn't dare approach, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gestured for her to come closer.

When the Demon Supremes cleared a path, she sat down in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"He's only sleeping, so don't worry," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

At his words, Lee Ahn shed tears. The moment she heard that Geom Mugeuk was safe, tears just started pouring out.

Seeing him asleep from sheer exhaustion felt more heart-wrenching than if he had collapsed from his injuries. How tired must he be to not wake up even in a situation like this?

She was so upset and sorry that she hadn't been by his side. If the Demon Supremes and Ma-ui weren't there, she might have just shouted. That she would quit as the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad and follow him from now on. To please take her with him.

She wanted to offer her shoulder for Geom Mugeuk to lean on so he could sleep comfortably. Of course, she couldn't bring herself to do it with the Demon Supremes watching.

Cheon Sohwi also watched worriedly from behind. Since the Fist Demon was present, she stood at a slight distance and didn't step forward.

And there was one more person who would cap off today's visits.

Everyone's gaze turned to the door in unison. They knew who had arrived even before he entered the room. A person whose presence alone announced his arrival, without even releasing his qi.

The Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin had appeared.

The Demon Supremes, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi lined up on either side and paid their respects politely. "We greet the Cult Leader."

After receiving their greetings, Geom Woojin first asked about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's condition. "How is the Smiling Demon's condition?"

"Fortunately, he has passed the dangerous crisis. He is a very robust person, so he should return to his former self soon."

"Spare no medicine."

"You don't need to worry about that. The energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng is currently undissolved in his body. If he absorbs it after he recovers, he will become much stronger."

Everyone was startled at the mention of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked back at Geom Mugeuk. "Looks like that greedy brat even gave up the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng," he said.

Only then did Geom Woojin's gaze turn to Geom Mugeuk.

His gaze towards his son was indifferent. After looking down at the sleeping Geom Mugeuk for a moment, Geom Woojin said something unexpected.

"Leaving him here will only interfere with your treatment, so I'll take this one with me."

Geom Woojin strode over and lifted Geom Mugeuk into his arms.

Everyone was shocked at the sight. They had never once imagined the sight of Geom Woojin holding someone in his arms.

Even if he were to hold him, they would have expected him to use telekinesis. However, Geom Woojin bent down and personally lifted Geom Mugeuk into his arms.

To the Demon Supremes, the sight was utterly unfamiliar and shocking.

Geom Woojin ignored the Demon Supremes' surprise and walked out of the clinic holding his son.

"Still envious?" the Flower Sword Supreme asked.

The Drunken Demon answered her question. She had expected a typical reply, something like, 'Being held by the Cult Leader? No way! I'd hate it more than anything!'

"I wouldn't know. I've never been held by Father."

The Flower Sword Supreme turned to look at the Drunken Demon. "Are you drunk?"

The Drunken Demon just giggled and drank his liquor.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also grumbled petulantly. "That insolent brat! He tenaciously took my miracle herbs, but he gives away the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng?"

At that, Ma-ui came to Geom Mugeuk's defense. "If he hadn't given it up, that man would have died."

"Let him die then!"

After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left, the other Demon Supremes also bid farewell to Ma-ui and departed. Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi also bowed to Ma-ui before leaving.

Left alone, Ma-ui let out a light sigh. It felt as if a great storm had just swept through.

He walked over to the bed where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sleeping.

Ma-ui looked down at him with a gentle gaze. This man had fought alongside Geom Mugeuk for his revenge. Words could not repay such gratitude. He would repay it by saving the man's life.

"I am determined to save you, so hang in there, you giant dao wielder. If for no other reason, you must hang on for the sake of the one who carried you on his back and ran all this way, shouldn't you?"

Ma-ui looked out the window. The sky he had seen earlier now seemed to be saying this.

Like the clouds drifting leisurely across the sky, live the rest of your life in peace.


Chapter 240: He Finally Opened His Eyes

I opened my eyes.

My body felt so refreshed that I lay in the unfamiliar bed for a moment. I usually had all sorts of dreams when I slept for a long time, but this time, I slept soundly without a single one.

How long did I sleep?

A day? Two? I was so hungry I might have slept for ten days straight.

Then, a certain person came to mind, and I shot up.

"The Smiling Demon!"

I looked around and saw this was not the infirmary. It was an unfamiliar bedchamber I had never entered before. A fragrant scent wafted from the clean bedding. The bed and furniture had the dignity of antiques rather than feeling old.

Something on the wall caught my eye.

That thing hanging there is...!

To my surprise, this was Father's bedchamber.

My last memory was of the infirmary. Why was I sleeping here? A clean martial arts uniform was laid out beside the bed.

After changing, I looked around the bedchamber, bewildered. I was his son, yet this was the first time I had ever entered this room.

Father gave me his room?

I did not know the situation, but this fact alone moved me deeply. I lay back down on Father's bed. The thought that Father slept here made me want to stay a little longer. This might be a chance I would never get again.

Just then, Father's voice came from outside the window.

"If you're awake, come out."

I shot up from the bed and went outside. Father sat at a stone tea table in the courtyard, drinking tea.

"To realize this is the Heavenly Demon's bedchamber, shouldn't one normally see the symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul, or the Heavenly Demon Sword? But to figure it out from a pair of floral pajamas!"

The thing hanging on the wall was Father's floral pajamas.

At my playful remark, Father set down his teacup.

"It seems you're well enough to live now."

"I feel like I could fly."

In fact, my body was completely healed.

"Why am I in your bedchamber, Father?"

"Because I brought you here."

"You came to the infirmary?"

Father nodded at my surprised question.

"I wasn't the only one. All of your few connections came."

I could roughly guess who had come.

"Aren't those few people each a match for a hundred?"

A match for a hundred? They were a match for a thousand, even ten thousand.

"What happened to the Smiling Demon?"

My heart pounded with anxiety. Father was the kind of person who could casually sip his tea and say, 'The Smiling Demon is dead'.

"The Demonic Physician is still treating him."

I felt relieved at his words. The single phrase 'Demonic Physician' carried so much weight.

Just then, servants from the Heavenly Demon Hall brought me porridge. It was a light meal since I had starved for several days. This was Father's consideration.

"Have you eaten?"

"I have, so you go ahead."

"Yes, then I'll eat well."

I never knew porridge could be this delicious. After cleaning the bowl and drinking a cup of tea, I was still hungry, but I felt like I could live.

"Where did you get the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng?"

"Yayul Han brought it as a ninetieth birthday gift for the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

"What about cleaning up after them?"

"Bi Sayin decided to take care of it."

"Can he do it?"

"Yes, I believe he can."

"You've chosen that child as the next Evil Alliance Chairman."

"I think it's not a bad choice."

Just then, a martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Hall brought something and placed it before me.

"What is this?"

"Open it."

When I opened the box, I found a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng inside. I was stunned.

"Where did this come from?"

"Why? Do you think I cut open the Smiling Demon's stomach to get it?"

He must have brought one of the miracle herbs from the Heavenly Demon Vault. Only the Heavenly Demon knows what is inside, but I have a rough idea.

"Are you giving this to me?"

"......"

"Why are you giving me something so precious?"

"You willingly gave up a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng for my Demon Supreme, so of course, I should return it."

He emphasized the words 'my Demon Supreme'. It meant he was not my Demon Supreme yet.

"Are you perhaps afraid I'll steal the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from you?"

Then, he made my favorite expression. That characteristic sneer, formed by the corners of his mouth turning up.

"You don't want to eat it? If you don't, then don't."

"Of course not!"

As he was about to take it back, I quickly popped it into my mouth. It was sweet and slightly bitter, more fragrant and delicious than any miracle herb I had ever eaten.

I circulated my qi for one cycle. I completely dissolved the energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and made it my inner arts. As its energy was added to my own, which had reached a new level, my inner arts became even purer and more profound.

While I circulated my qi, Father stood with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the distant Great Sky Peak.

I went and stood beside Father. Instead of thanking him, I first offered my apologies.

"I'm sorry, Father."

A son who puts himself in danger is, for that reason alone, unfilial.

"As long as you know."

"I will not forget the grace you've shown me by granting me the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

Would he really have given me something this precious just because I gave one up for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? There was another meaning behind Father giving me the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, and it was a meaning I had guessed.

"You said it yourself. That you would have a succession battle without bloodshed."

"......"

"Has that thought still not changed?"

"It has not changed."

Father said nothing more.

I could tell. Soon, Father would decide on a successor. The Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng was a gift, a message to finish the succession battle well.

Eat this and do well!

Because I suspected this, I heard those words in my ear as I chewed the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

If Father was going to make a decision, then I too had to settle things with my brother one way or another.

"The two of us brothers will hold hands and come see you soon."

This was what Father wanted. The final test for selecting the successor.

Knowing my brother's personality well, I thought this might be even more difficult than killing Yayul Han. In terms of martial arts, he was no longer my match, and most of the Demon Supremes had become my people, which paradoxically made it a harder task. I did not know what kind of reckless moves my brother might try to make.

"If you're done eating, you may go."

"Can I go into the bedchamber, put on your pajamas, and sleep for just two more hours? It's so soft and nice that I don't want to leave."

Just as Father was about to say something, a martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Hall came and reported.

"The Poison King has returned."

As soon as I heard that, I gave a deep bow and ran off.

"Then I'll be on my way."

I could feel Father's disbelieving gaze on the back of my head.

I understand, Father. I will end the succession battle this time. Because I, too, have a long road ahead of me.


The carriage carrying the Poison King and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Look over there!"

Where Seo Daeryong pointed, a giant statue of a demonic spirit stood.

"Look at the other side."

On the other side, stone statues aimed swords and daos at each other. There were statues recreating the past Heavenly Demons and statues in the form of the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"It's incredible," she answered in awe.

But right now, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes were not taking in the statues. Her heart pounded fiercely. Soon, she would hear news of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

No news about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had reached them on their way here, so she did not know if he was alive or dead. The Poison King had not mentioned a single word about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's life or death. He did not even offer comfort by saying he would be okay.

From this side of the Poison King, Seo Daeryong felt that he was a very different person from how he appeared. He was not someone to be judged by his youthful, fresh-faced appearance. Staring blankly at poisonous herbs or digging in the dirt was only a part of him.

Amidst tight security, the carriage passed through the outer court and entered the inner court. The security became several times stricter. Now, the entire party disembarked from the carriage.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was looking around when her gaze suddenly froze on one spot. In the distance, Geom Mugeuk was walking toward them.

In that moment, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's heart pounded as if it would burst. What news would Geom Mugeuk bring? Please, let the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon be safe.

Geom Mugeuk drew near and spoke to her.

"The Smiling Demon is still undergoing treatment."

Geom Mugeuk told her honestly.

"I've done everything I can. Our Cult's divine physician also did his best. Now, it's up to the Smiling Demon."

At that, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled brightly.

"Then I don't have to worry."

She was a woman who trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as if he were the heavens. She was reassured because it was Geom Mugeuk, and not someone else, who told her. If Geom Mugeuk had done his best, then he truly must have done his best.

"You must be tired from your long journey, so please rest for now. We will treat you as an honored guest of our Cult until the Smiling Demon awakens."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head in thanks. The maids who had accompanied her guided her to a separate building.

After she left, Seo Daeryong ran to embrace Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you being so gross?"

"I'm just happy to see you, is this something you need to use movement arts to dodge? Would you have done this if Martial Artist Lee had run to you?"

Seo Daeryong rushed in again. This time, Geom Mugeuk did not dodge and obediently let himself be hugged.

"I was really worried this time."

"Then you should have come running. When Yayul Han surrounded me with his cloning technique, you should have come and taken on three of the clones."

"Heh! That bastard used a cloning technique too?"

"Was that all? A sword qi in the shape of a demonic spirit rushed at me like it was going to devour me."

Seo Daeryong stealthily took a step back.

"As you know, I'm a man suited to being an investigator. Don't use my top-of-the-class admission for the wrong things!"

If he was going to say that, his eyes should not be blazing like that.

"I'm going to go greet the Master."

After even Seo Daeryong left, only the Poison King remained. He had deliberately held back, wanting to speak with him quietly.

"You've worked hard, Poison King."

"What hardship did I have? You're the ones who suffered."

The Poison King asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you obtain what you sought to gain from this fight?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said, "Yes, I believe I have."

The Poison King stared intently at Geom Mugeuk's deepened gaze, then started walking toward the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"Come visit the Thousand Poisons Forest when you have time."

Dangling from his waist as he walked were the Heavenly Antivenom Silk gloves that Geom Mugeuk had given him as a gift.


Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes.

He could tell he was lying in the infirmary from the distinct medicinal scent that stung his nose. His last memory was of Geom Mugeuk's back.

He's running so frighteningly fast, so why does my body feel so comfortable?

He had fallen asleep thinking that.

When he examined his body, he found the battlefield within him was now calm. It was not the end of the war, but at least a truce had been called. He could tell from his body's condition. He had arrived safely at our Cult, and the Demonic Physician had treated him. The Demonic Physician was the only person who could treat this body.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly sat up. He perched on the edge of the bed and looked at the bronze mirror. The blood that had splattered on his white mask during the fight was still there. They had not even touched the mask while treating him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly recalled the moment he had sensed death. He had tried to remove his mask, and Geom Mugeuk had grabbed his arm.

"I'm not looking at that face because I think you'll be more handsome than me!"

Behind the mask, a smile formed on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's lips.

Just then, someone entered the room.

"You're awake?"

The person who entered was the Demonic Physician.

Even though he knew the man had saved him, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon skipped the greetings and asked about Geom Mugeuk first.

"What happened to the Second Young Lord?"

"In all my life as a physician, I've never seen someone so exhausted. To think he carried a Demon Supreme on his back in that state..."

A hint of worry flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

However, the Demonic Physician soon smiled.

"You don't have to worry. Right now, he could carry a Demon Supreme on his back and run back the way he came even faster."

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon feel relieved.

"I heard the Second Young Lord also did nothing but sleep for several days straight. Well, it's understandable he'd be tired, since he arrived earlier than a messenger pigeon."

Faster than a messenger pigeon? Yes, I remember. How desperately Geom Mugeuk had run. Even in that state, he shared his qi to make my body comfortable. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew very well how much mental energy that consumed.

Only after hearing the news about Geom Mugeuk did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon politely express his gratitude to the Demonic Physician.

"Thank you for saving me. I apologize for the late greeting."

The Demonic Physician shook his head.

"I am the one who should be expressing thanks."

The Demonic Physician bowed his head respectfully.

"Thank you for resolving the regret of my lifetime."

The son in the Demonic Physician's heart had now begun to age.

"Now, first, dissolve the energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng in your body. If the Second Young Lord hadn't made you take it, you, Demon Supreme, would not have survived until now."

This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remembered the moment Geom Mugeuk had made him consume the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. He also recalled the image of Geom Mugeuk sobbing, afraid he would die.

Feeling that he had so much to be grateful to Geom Mugeuk for, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon closed his eyes and began to dissolve the energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

While the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was circulating his qi, the Demonic Physician sent someone to inform Geom Mugeuk that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had awakened.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had dissolved all the qi, the gaze behind his mask grew even colder and deeper.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk, who had been waiting outside, stepped inside. Geom Mugeuk spoke to the masked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Your complexion looks especially good today."

How he had longed to hear Geom Mugeuk's playful banter. Seeing the blood on the mask, he said this.

"You even have a rosy blush on your face."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

They did not need to say a word to know how grateful they were to each other. For the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had just come back from the dead, one sentence was enough.

"Let's go fight again later."

"Sounds good."

No more words were needed.

"Oh, an honored guest has arrived at our Cult."

When Geom Mugeuk opened the door, the person waiting outside entered. She was none other than the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She had come all the way to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters because she was so worried about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but she had been constantly worrying whether she had come to a place she should not have.

However, the moment she saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, all those feelings vanished. She could tell. There had been no need to worry in the first place. She was this happy just seeing him.

What more reason did she need? Nothing else mattered. Even if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon got angry, she thought she had done the right thing by coming.

And the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon responded to her feelings perfectly.

"You've always said you wanted to see my room, haven't you?"


Chapter 241: Stop Getting Stronger!

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman felt deeply moved.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not gotten angry. Instead, he spoke the exact words she longed to hear.

"Yes, Orabeoni. I really want to see your room."

She fought back tears. She had endured countless hardships as the master of the Thousand Flower Palace and had never cried, but now, that single phrase from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nearly made her weep.

She felt as if her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and her affection for him, was being perfected in this moment.

They had never spoken of love, but his words sounded like a declaration to her. He had only offered to show her his room.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Thank you, Second Young Lord."

While she waited for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to awaken, she had heard the story from Seo Daeryong. She learned that Geom Mugeuk had carried the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his back for a long distance and had even given up the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, a treasure any martial artist would covet.

"All I did was carry him and run. Your thanks should go to the Martial Physician, not me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman then expressed her gratitude to the Martial Physician.

"Thank you, Physician."

"Not at all, madam. The Demon Supreme is so robust that there were no complications, so there's no need to thank me. I'll send the medicine you'll need to the Valley of Evil. You two may leave now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman left the medical room first.

The Martial Physician watched them go and thought of his wife. He remembered a time when they, too, had been like that.

Surprisingly, the memory of his wife calmed his heart, a feeling that was new to him.

The Martial Physician spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"I once thought I might feel empty after finishing my revenge."

"Do you feel empty?"

The Martial Physician firmly shook his head.

"Not at all. I feel so at ease and good. So much so that I wonder if it's even okay to feel this way."

"You're allowed to feel even more triumphant."

"Can you spare a moment? There's something I want to show you."

The Martial Physician led Geom Mugeuk to his quarters. He passed through a secret door and guided him to the place he had shown him before.

The room, once a perfect replica of his old home, had changed.

It was now a study. Bookshelves lined the walls, and a comfortable space was set up for reading. He was changing for a new life, one free from killing intent.

"Oh, the atmosphere is nice. Elder Blade Demon is also very fond of books."

"I know. I often discuss books with that friend."

The only person the Martial Physician could call a friend was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk noticed some pieces of wood in a corner.

"What are those?"

Next to the wood were tools for shaping and carving it.

"Father was a carpenter. When I think of him, I remember him carving wood in the yard. Now, I'm thinking of trying it myself, even if just as a hobby."

The Martial Physician sighed lightly and added, "There's no unfilial son quite like me. To only think of Father now that my heart is at ease about my son."

"Your father would have been the same."

The two men looked at each other and shared a pleasant smile.

Geom Mugeuk felt grateful. He was grateful that the man was trying to change and, above all, that he was showing this changed side to him.

Because of you, I am becoming this happy.

The Martial Physician was telling him this now.

Yes, this is how you must say it. Because only when you say it like this do I finally understand. If you don't say it, people won't know.

Thank you, Martial Physician.

For making me feel that risking my life was worthwhile.

And please, be happy.


For the first time in her life, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman walked through the inner grounds of the Demonic Cult.

The cultists they passed bowed their heads respectfully to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

They were all ferocious-looking men. These terrifying cultists, who looked like they could turn the murim upside down, greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as demurely as new brides.

She whispered so only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could hear.

"I'd forgotten what kind of person my Orabeoni is. You were always this amazing."

Being a man, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not dislike her words.

"From now on, I should hang my Orabeoni's mask in front of the Thousand Flower Palace. Then I'll dare those bastards to get drunk and cause a scene!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon simply smiled with his eyes at her joke, saying nothing. Since he was a man of few words, she did not mind his silence.

"I'm so nervous right now. That building is really unusual. Are there martial artists ambushing us over there?" After chattering on, she added one last comment.

"I'm sorry. For coming here on my own."

He had only listened to her other words, but to this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied.

"It's fine."

He then added a phrase he normally would never say.

"I was planning to bring you here someday."

Because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was usually so taciturn, she felt deeply moved by each and every word.

While they spoke, the two arrived at the Valley of Evil.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled by the scene at the entrance.

Countless members of the Faceless Warriors were lined up there.

They had all gathered at the news that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was returning after recovering from his injuries. All of them wore white, smiling masks. It was a terrifying yet magnificent sight. It was also the first time she realized the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had so many subordinates.

As the two passed, the nearby Faceless Warriors bowed their heads. The greetings continued like a wave, fervently welcoming the safe return of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman felt a sense of fear, but also a certain excitement. The gazes directed at her held a mixture of respect for the leader's woman and curiosity.

It was the first time the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had never brought a woman here before, had come to the Valley of Evil with one.

She felt that from this moment on, her destiny and her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would change.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman whispered a question.

"But how do you tell each other apart? When you're all wearing masks like that."

"You can't tell, but we all can."

"That's amazing."

Hearing that, she noticed the masks seemed to have slightly different shapes. Some had unique patterns or were painted with various colors.

After walking for a long while, they arrived at his residence.

Entering the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was shocked. She had never imagined a room with white walls on all sides.

She placed a hand on the white wall.

"It's such a clean room."

"It would be uncomfortable for you to stay here."

She was a woman who could endure anything as long as she was with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but looking at the room, which was devoid of a single piece of furniture, made her heart ache for some reason.

"Do you sleep here?"

She had not thought it possible, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"But there's no bed?"

"The only time I lie down to sleep is when I'm at the Thousand Flower Palace."

"Ah!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon loved to lie on her lap. To think he lived in a place like this when he was at the Demonic Cult. She had imagined he would sleep in a truly large and magnificent bed.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something unexpected.

"Why don't you take this opportunity to seriously pursue your dream?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled by his words. Her dream was to become the empress of the night and establish her brothels throughout the Central Plains.

"Now that Yeo Bulgae is dead and there's a power vacuum, this should be your chance."

This meant that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would back her. It was definitely an opportunity, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was not a woman to let it pass.

"Yes, I'll give it a try."

The two looked at each other and nodded. She knew that when it came to work, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was thorough and rational.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman achieving her dream would also be a great help to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

To rule the night also meant to rule information. After all, secrets tend to lose their power in the face of alcohol and beautiful women.

This time, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked about a line drawn on the wall.

"What is that line over there?"

It was the line he had drawn with Geom Mugeuk. It was the only thing that stood out in the white room, and she had been holding back the question since she first saw it.

"It's the line of my life."

It was an answer she could never understand, but the look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes as he gazed at the line seemed more pleasant than ever before.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood next to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and leaned her head on his shoulder.

"I guess that's why it's drawn so magnificently."


When I returned to my residence, Lee Ahn was waiting in the courtyard.

"What are you doing here?"

"What do you think? I was waiting for the sleepy young master."

"How did you know when I'd be back?"

"I was going to wait until you came."

I had heard from the Martial Physician that she had come and cried her eyes out while I was asleep. Her worried expression showed everything.

"Have you been starving? Your face is pale."

On top of that, her eyes were swollen as if she had been crying again.

"Just when I thought you were getting a little prettier, you've become ugly again."

"I lived just fine being a hundred times uglier."

"Let's go. I'll buy you something delicious. Let's empty out the Alluring Inn today, just the two of us!"

"I have something to tell you."

"Tell me on the way. I'm hungry."

I started walking ahead, and Lee Ahn followed behind me.

She followed me closely like a shadow, then suddenly spoke.

"From now on, take me with you. I'm going to be your bodyguard again."

I answered while continuing to walk.

"Alright."

"I'm not joking. I'm serious."

"I know."

Since I agreed so readily, Lee Ahn quickly ran up to stare intently at my face.

"Really?"

"......"

Just as she was about to jump for joy, she flinched and asked, "There's a condition, isn't there?"

"Of course."

"What is it?"

"You can be my bodyguard when you achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

Lee Ahn's face fell with an 'I knew it' expression of disappointment.

"I haven't even reached simple complete mastery yet, so when am I supposed to achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery? I might not be able to do it before I die of old age."

"Otherwise, I'd have to carry you back too, wouldn't I?"

"!"

She knew exactly what that meant, so she could not keep insisting. If I was in a life-threatening situation, she might not be of any help even with the Twelfth Star complete mastery.

"Stop getting stronger!"

"The correct answer is, 'I will get stronger!' my lord of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

And so, we arrived at the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village.

"Director, it's been a long time!"

Jo Cheonbae greeted me, looking the same as ever.

"Innkeeper, have you been well?"

"I'm always the same. I heard you've been very busy lately."

"Even while I was so busy, I was dying to eat your cooking. Please make me all of my favorites."

Jo Cheonbae headed to the kitchen with an excited spring in his step. I went up to our spot on the second floor.

"Did you know? The innkeeper always keeps this spot empty."

"For us?"

"Yes. So that we can sit here whenever we come."

"We only come occasionally. Why go that far? He must be losing money."

"No, a rumor spread that this is where the Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes sat. Business is even better because of the customers who come just to see it."

Lee Ahn lowered her voice.

"Do you think the innkeeper planned it?"

"He's a shrewd old man, so he might have."

Lee Ahn and I laughed at the same time. She seemed like a different person when she smiled brightly compared to when she was worried.

In any case, seeing Lee Ahn's smiling face made me truly feel that I was back in the cult.

"How are things going with the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"Green Mask is meeting with a few people. He said there are some trustworthy individuals. Things are progressing smoothly, and that's making me very worried."

"About what?"

"I'm the Captain, but I've barely met anyone, have I? The only person I knew was you, Young Master. Can someone like me really do a proper job as Captain?"

"You've dealt with me. Who couldn't you deal with?"

"Ah, does it come back to that again?"

Just then, Jo Cheonbae came up with alcohol and side dishes.

"Innkeeper, it's been a while. Have a drink with me."

"No, please, you two continue your conversation."

As always, Jo Cheonbae refused, but I pulled him down by his sleeve to sit.

"Just have one drink."

"Aigoo, I really shouldn't. Thank you, Director."

Jo Cheonbae accepted my drink.

"So this spot has become a famous attraction?"

"It just sort of happened. It's all thanks to you, Director."

"Next time Father or the Demon Supremes come, I'll ask them to leave a trace of their martial arts on the wall."

"A trace of their martial arts?"

"That way, the people who come to see this place will have something to look at, won't they? Next to the mark left by Father, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon can poke a hole with the Blood Calamity Finger, and we can ask Elder Blade Demon to write a poem on this table."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands, calling it an absurd idea.

"How could I possibly ask such esteemed people for such a favor? And if I did, I wouldn't be able to sleep for worrying that someone might tear down the wall or damage the table. Now then, please enjoy your meal."

Jo Cheonbae hurriedly got up and went downstairs. Although he had called it absurd, his expression was pleased as he descended, as if he enjoyed just imagining it.

I spoke quietly to Lee Ahn.

"If you're ever unsure about human relationships, it would be helpful to ask the innkeeper here."

There was likely no one who knew more about human relationships than Jo Cheonbae, who had encountered all sorts of people.

"I will."

I drank and ate with Lee Ahn. It had been a long time, and Jo Cheonbae's cooking tasted just as good as I remembered.

"Leave the cult with Green Mask. Go and meet Strategist Go and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and find some martial artists to bring into the Ghost Shadow Squad."

It was time to let her out of the greenhouse.

"And soon, Father will select his successor."

Lee Ahn was shocked by my words. She knew better than anyone how important this was in my life and how much I cared about it.

"Do you have a plan?"

"I have something in mind. I don't know if it will go as planned, though."

"What kind of plan is it?"

"If I had to give it a name..."

I drained my cup and said, "It would be something like The Great Gold Operation?"


Chapter 242: If Not a Chance Like This, Then When?

First Young Lord Geom Muyang stood alone on the edge of a cliff on the Great Sky Peak.

In the distance, the buildings of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult looked small.

Geom Muyang extended his hand. If he just grasped it, the entire Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could fit in his palm.

He opened the empty fist he had clenched in the air and recalled what Geom Mugeuk had once said.


"There's no coexistence for brothers in a power struggle? That they'll end up killing each other? Who the hell decided that? Why should we be swayed by the precedents and suspicions of pathetic bastards who can't even control their own desires? So don't even dream of being swayed. If you ever feel the anxiety that I might kill you, come find me."



If that were true, Geom Muyang should have gone to him at least ten times. He suffered from frequent nightmares recently. Every time, Geom Mugeuk killed him in his dreams with a smile on his face.


"You're so naive, Hyung. Did you believe everything I said? Well, I guess that's why you're in this mess. Did you think power could be shared? The greatest power in all of murim, at that? I'm grateful you're this naive, but... it's truly pathetic, so pathetic."



He would wake up cursing the boy. He hurled all sorts of insults, but Geom Muyang knew he was the one who lost every time. He knew that the words Geom Mugeuk uttered were, in the end, his own thoughts.

Geom Muyang had also been living a busy life.

He handled the Cult's internal affairs, met with Demonic Cultists of various ranks, and went out to take care of external matters. He was so busy that he even sacrificed his sleeping hours.

However, he could not keep up with Geom Mugeuk's unstoppable pace.

One moment Geom Mugeuk became a disciple of the Fist Demon. The next, he wandered the Thousand Poisons Forest for poisonous insects. Then he left the Cult with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and then...

Geom Muyang was not the kind of person who could bark in the training grounds, nor could he carry the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his back and run to the brink of death.

WAAAAAAAH!

The people's fervent cheers for Geom Mugeuk seemed to ring in his ears. He did not want to be a petty and narrow-minded person, but it was difficult to endure this maddening jealousy.

Just as he felt like screaming, the Demonic Buddha arrived. His short stature and golden radiance were the same as ever.

"You called for me?"

"Welcome."

The Demonic Buddha stood beside Geom Muyang at the cliff's edge.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon has awakened."

"I heard," Geom Muyang's voice was dry.

The Demonic Buddha could tell Geom Muyang was not in a good mood. It was only natural, as the Demon Supremes were turning to Geom Mugeuk one by one.

The Demonic Buddha understood Geom Muyang's feelings better than anyone.

"The Fist Demon still supports the First Young Lord."

The corner of Geom Muyang's mouth curled up slightly.

"But his disciple is Mugeuk."

He judged that the Fist Demon's support would not last long either.

"The Fist Demon is a man who separates public and private matters. He won't carelessly go back on his word," the Demonic Buddha quickly added.

"The Poison King will also support the Young Lord."

"While barking with Mugeuk in the training grounds?"

"That is why the Second Young Lord has moved further away from the succession. The one who will become the Heavenly Demon should not have acted that way."

"Are you aware that Mugeuk's popularity within the Cult has only risen since that day?"

"What's more important than popularity is the Cult Leader's will. The First Young Lord is the Cult Leader's eldest son, and he has given us faith since childhood that you would be the successor."

The Demonic Buddha tried to empower him, but Geom Muyang asked listlessly, "Lately, when I look at you and me, a thought comes to mind. A defeatist and a groundless optimist. Don't you think so?"

"Who is the defeatist?"

At the Demonic Buddha's question, Geom Muyang's expression soured slightly.

Geom Muyang probably had no idea. He had no idea that the Demonic Buddha had been frustrated and disappointed so many times in their relationship that he had nearly fallen into defeatism himself. That he had steeled his heart time and again to come this far.

The Demonic Buddha asked calmly, "I've never been an optimist, but even if I were, why do you think it is groundless?"

"Then do you believe I can become the successor?"

The Demonic Buddha stared into Geom Muyang's eyes and answered firmly.

"I believe."

"And that's the problem. Your judgment of the situation is this clouded. While we were stagnating and rotting, Mugeuk burst forth like a waterfall and flowed out to the sea."

"No matter how talented the Second Young Lord is, we only need to do one thing well."

"What is that?"

The Demonic Buddha raised his voice and shouted, as if from a mountaintop.

"The First Young Lord is more suited for the Cult Leader's position!"

His shout echoed several times.

When the echoes faded, the Demonic Buddha said, "That is all we need to convince everyone of. There's no need to feel your pride wounded or to be angry just because the Second Young Lord has captured the hearts of the Demon Supremes. The First Young Lord only needs to accomplish that one thing."

Geom Muyang burst out in a strained tone, "You're so frustrating! Do you, the Demonic Buddha, truly believe I'm more suited for the Cult Leader's position?"

The Demonic Buddha stated with certainty, "Yes, you are more suited."

"This is why I call it groundless confidence. Aren't you just left with me because you couldn't get chosen by Mugeuk?"

Geom Muyang spat out words he should never have said, words that would deeply wound the Demonic Buddha, without any filter.

Unexpectedly, the Demonic Buddha did not seem offended. Those words sounded like a scream.

Until now, Geom Muyang had hidden his true feelings when dealing with him. It made him wonder what Geom Muyang was thinking, but now, he was screaming that he was struggling.

"Those words are the ones that are truly groundless."

When the Demonic Buddha replied calmly, Geom Muyang took a small vial from his robes.

"Do you know what's in here?"

"What is in it?"

"It's imperceptible poison."

The Demonic Buddha was startled at the words 'imperceptible poison'.

"Are you saying you're going to kill the Second Young Lord with that?"

Geom Muyang answered without hesitation.

"There's no reason I can't kill him."

The Demonic Buddha stared at him and asked, "Then why are you taking it out here? Ask the Second Young Lord for a drink, slip it in, and kill him! Just kill him!"

After that outburst, the Demonic Buddha soothed him with all his heart.

"You know you can't do that, don't you? The Second Young Lord declared he would fight for the succession without bloodshed. If you poison the Second Young Lord, no one will follow the First Young Lord. Not the Demon Supremes, nor the Demonic Cultists below them."

Geom Muyang looked down at the vial and said, "That's why... I'm considering using it on myself."

SLAP!

Geom Muyang's head snapped to the side.

The Demonic Buddha had leaped up and mercilessly slapped him across the cheek.

A shocked Geom Muyang stared at him. He had never dreamed that the Demonic Buddha would lay a hand on him, so he was beyond surprised.

The Demonic Buddha held out his hand.

"Give it to me."

A cold aura, along with a golden radiance, emanated from the Demonic Buddha's body.

It was the first time Geom Muyang had seen it. The Demonic Buddha, this angry in front of him.

"Give it to me!"

Overpowered by his forcefulness, Geom Muyang gave him the vial.

The Demonic Buddha uncorked it and poured the contents over the cliff. Then he threw the bottle away as well.

The two were silent for a long time.

"I've... never been hit before."

"It's the first time I've ever hit a blood relative of the Cult Leader."

He had expected the prideful Geom Muyang to go berserk, but surprisingly, he was calm. Perhaps if he had been hit when he spoke of killing Geom Mugeuk, he might have exploded.

"I paid a high price for that poison. What a waste."

"What's a waste is the time you spent on such futile thoughts."

The corners of Geom Muyang's mouth, which had been curled up the entire time, returned to their proper place. Geom Muyang sat down. He had been looking down at the Demonic Buddha while speaking, but now they were at eye level.

"First Young Lord, look up at the sky for a moment."

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the sky.

Geom Muyang's gaze, which had been fixed on the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, also turned to the sky.

The Demonic Buddha wasn't originally this kind of person. Geom Muyang felt it. Both he and the Demonic Buddha had changed a lot. Everyone was changing as they became entangled with Geom Mugeuk.

"You must overcome your anxiety to become the successor. If the Second Young Lord has struck like a typhoon, then the First Young Lord must become a rock. Become a rock that stands firm even in a typhoon."

Geom Muyang's eyes wavered. This person, the Demonic Buddha, is sincere.

The last Demon Supreme remaining by his side.

Come to think of it, the Demonic Buddha had been there from the beginning.

He was the Demon Supreme who had stayed from the very beginning to the very end.

"I'm not a rock, but a mere pebble rolling in the typhoon. Elder, you should go to Mugeuk too! Mugeuk will understand your heart better. He'll be a better speaker than me, and more considerate."

"That's why I don't like it. That's my role, so why is the Second Young Lord doing it? I, the older one, should be considerate and understanding. Just as I'm trying to understand the First Young Lord right now."

Geom Muyang felt a surge of emotion.

The last time they met, he had said this to Geom Mugeuk.


"If you think the Demon Supremes are your people just because they smile in front of you, you're gravely mistaken. In the final moment, they will ultimately make the choice that benefits them."



He had lived with that mindset until now.

"Why did you choose me?"

The blowing wind rustled the hems of their clothes.

"I suppose I just like the First Young Lord more than the Second Young Lord."

The Demonic Buddha spoke with a laugh, as if joking, but Geom Muyang did not laugh.

When his life had been pushed to the edge of a cliff, someone was standing at that edge, protecting him.

The Demonic Buddha, who was only half the height of an adult, stood in front of him like a giant, blocking the way.

"Then I'll head down first."

The Demonic Buddha bid farewell and turned away.

"The Demonic Buddha."

"......"

"Actually, that medicine from before... it wasn't imperceptible poison. It's an internal injury treatment made by the Demonic Physician. I had no intention of drinking it whatsoever."

"I know."

Geom Muyang was startled.

"You knew?"

The Demonic Buddha took out an identical vial from his robes.

"Because I have one too."

"You hit me even though you knew?"

The Demonic Buddha smiled awkwardly.

"If not a chance like this, when else would I get to hit the First Young Lord?"

Without waiting for an answer, the Demonic Buddha quickly turned and descended the mountain.

Watching him go, Geom Muyang eventually let out a disbelieving laugh.

Geom Muyang also rose from his seat. Instead of the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, he looked up at the sky.

"...If I go on like this, I'll lose in the end."

He might have already lost.

Still, he could not just lose. He thought he had to do his best until the very end.

For some reason, it felt like he would not have a nightmare tonight.


"Are you going to keep getting on my nerves?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been reading a book, lifted his head and looked at me.

I was pacing back and forth in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's room.

"I'm in the middle of some important contemplation."

"And I'm asking why you're doing that important contemplation here."

"There are so many books here, I feel like I'm getting smarter."

"Then go contemplate in the Heavenly Demon Archives. You'll become the smartest person in the world."

"But you're not there, Elder."

I sidled up to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What can I do when you're the person I think of when I'm in a crisis?"

"Don't you have that mask-wearer you like so much? You're close enough to give him the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Go ask him."

I barely managed to suppress a laugh.

This stubborn old man gets jealous from time to time, which doesn't suit him at all. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was especially jealous of the Smiling Demon.

"Who could compare to our Elder? Tell the Smiling Demon to go stare at a wall in the Valley of Evil."

"That's not it, is it? You're not disturbing him so he can have a good time with the woman who came with him."

"So you know that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman came."

"Even if I don't want to know, all sorts of reports fly in all day."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon returned to his book.

"So go discuss that 'Golden Grand Operation' or whatever it's called with the mask-wearer or the drunkard."

I sat on the floor next to the window where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was reading.

"I came up with a grand name for the operation, but I haven't been able to make a single detailed plan. You've read so many books, surely there's a method in one of them?"

"You brat, this is a place to rest by avoiding those nonsensical operations. Find the answer out there."

"Fine. I'll stay here until I find an answer!"

"By whose permission!"

The moment I threw myself onto the bed, an invisible force pushed me away.

"Don't lie on the bed with clothes you've worn outside!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used telekinesis to move me to the front of the door.

I leaned against the window next to the door and contemplated.

"What on earth is your problem?"

"This operation is difficult because it's not about unconditionally making the Demonic Buddha my person."

"Why can't you make him your person?"

There was no way the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not know the reason.

"Because if I take the Demonic Buddha too, it would be cornering my brother too much."

I was worried that my brother might make a move he should not.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was looking at the situation from a different perspective than I was.

"Is that really so?"

"Is it not?"

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "If even the Demonic Buddha turns his back, wouldn't the First Young Lord give up cleanly? I had considered the First Young Lord to be that kind of person."

"!"

It seems I trusted my brother less than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did. It was probably because of how he tormented me when we were young. I had a prejudice that he would resort to vile and petty acts if cornered.

However, separate from me, the relationship between my brother and the Demon Supremes also existed. To the Demon Supremes, my brother was a man who knew when to back down.

"You have to give the First Young Lord a chance to properly admit defeat. The things you're worrying about now are more likely to happen when he has lingering attachments."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been looking down at his book while speaking, lifted his head to look at me.

"When you crush someone, you crush them completely. For the First Young Lord's sake, too."

I stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon without a word.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's what I always say, but I was just wondering how I would live without you, Elder."

"And it's what I always say, you'd live just fine sharing the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng with the mask-wearer."

"You're persistent."

"Right, worry about this grudge over here. Why are you worrying about their relationship? How arrogant."

I bowed my head respectfully to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Thank you. I've found the answer thanks to you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right.

Only when I faced him with my full strength would my brother laugh hollowly and admit defeat.

A half-hearted consideration would only wound his pride. I would make the Demonic Buddha my person, decisively. In fact, doing so would allow the relationship between my brother and the Demonic Buddha to reach a new point as well.

After leaving the Blade Demon's residence, I immediately headed toward the Demonic Buddha's residence, which was bustling with mad monks.


Chapter 243: As Much as I Struggle, So Does the Demonic Buddha

The Demonic Buddha resided in a massive temple called the Golden Buddhist Temple. Dozens of large and small buildings, mostly painted gold, made up the temple. The pagodas erected throughout the grounds also gleamed with a golden light.

The Sichuan statues at the entrance, meant to ward off evil, looked different from those at a conventional temple. Their terrifying forms resembled demons.

A great golden Buddha statue stood in the middle of the temple, as large as the giant stone statues throughout the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was said that when the Demonic Buddha's Great Golden Mara Art reached its zenith, the golden Buddha would appear and disappear as he performed his martial arts.

Monks of the Demonic Cult were normally called demonic monks. The monks of the Golden Buddhist Temple, however, were called mad monks, using the character for 'madness'.

When I announced my arrival, a mad monk with an enormous build came out to meet me.

"I will guide you."

I knew this mad monk. He was Daegwang, the Demonic Buddha's right-hand man. His build was as great as his madness.

He's the kind of man who could suddenly lunge at me and strangle me with those prayer beads without it being strange at all.

The large man made the Demonic Buddha look even smaller when they stood together. Despite this, the Demonic Buddha had made such a large man his right-hand.

He might have chosen Daegwang to show he has no inferiority complex about his short stature.

Passing mad monks greeted me, pressing their palms together. I had heard my popularity here had risen since I barked at the training ground. Of course, they officially supported my brother because the Demonic Buddha was his ardent supporter.

The Demonic Buddha was chanting in the main Dharma hall.

I had only ever seen him with my brother, so seeing him dressed in a monk's robe and kasaya, reciting Buddhist scriptures, felt incredibly unfamiliar. The only thing that reminded me he was the Demonic Buddha was the golden Buddha statue, which looked far more terrifying than a normal one.

After paying my respects to the statue, I quietly sat behind the Demonic Buddha. He showed no sign of finishing his chanting, so I silently closed my eyes and cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Lately, my martial arts training focused on two things. If I needed to be aware of my surroundings, I practiced the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. If no one was around, I practiced the Heavenly Space Secret Art. All the martial arts I had learned were important, but these two were also crucial. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was a martial art akin to having another life, and the Heavenly Space Secret Art was perhaps the most important martial art after the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from now on, essential for achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art on time.

Unfortunately, I was still researching the oral secrets of the Heavenly Space Secret Art. The incantations were so esoteric that performing the martial art was not easy.

Some time passed. The Demonic Buddha's chanting grew louder, and demonic qi started to swirl around me. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated naturally, protecting my body.

I thought I heard the chanting inside my head. Then I saw an illusion.

Pitch-black darkness.

A golden light shone from the distance. A figure began walking toward me. It was the Demonic Buddha, but in this illusion, he was tall. He walked right up to me and stopped, his face flustered.

The Demonic Buddha reached out his hand but it was repelled. An invisible, transparent barrier between us stopped him from crossing. It seemed the Demonic Buddha couldn't see me beyond it.

I understood. The Demonic Buddha had tried to invade my mind with the Great Golden Mara Art to read my thoughts but had been blocked. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had activated and prevented the intrusion. After all, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art I had learned, along with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, was an absolute demonic art that took precedence over any other.

The Demonic Buddha made a troubled expression, then turned and walked back into the darkness. The golden light vanished into the gloom.

Why did he appear before me with such a tall stature?

It occurred to me that perhaps, in that brief moment, I was the one who had looked into his mind.

The chanting that had echoed in my head gradually faded and then disappeared. When I opened my eyes, the Demonic Buddha had turned around to face me. He seemed flustered that his demonic art had not worked.

However, the Demonic Buddha pressed his palms together as if nothing had happened. "Second Young Lord. I'm glad you've returned safely this time."

"It's thanks to your concern." I also pressed my palms together and paid my respects.

"But wouldn't it have been more fortunate for you if I hadn't returned safely?" I asked.

The Demonic Buddha slowly rolled his prayer beads. "The Buddha said that all life is precious."

To hear about the preciousness of life from a man who made me worry those prayer beads might fly at me like hidden weapons.

My gaze naturally shifted to the golden Buddha statue behind him. Looking at the Buddhist painting behind the statue, I remarked, "Over there, demonic monks are tearing people to shreds, aren't they?"

At my unexpected words, the corners of the Demonic Buddha's mouth twitched upward slightly. He forcefully suppressed an incredulous laugh.

"Why have you come to see me? If you want to devote yourself to Buddhism, I'll personally shave your head. That'd be good. Then brothers wouldn't need to shed blood, just like you want."

"I like to have fun, so I'd get excommunicated for breaking my vows right away. My brother's more patient and quiet, so it'd suit him better. His head's a prettier shape, too."

Though we exchanged words like a joke, we were engaged in a tense battle of wills.

"The reason I came to see you today is..." I paused briefly before telling him. "Because of the Golden Grand Operation."

By telling him the name of the operation, I had officially begun it.

The Demonic Buddha asked with a suspicious look, "Golden Grand Operation? What is that?"

"It's an operation to make you, the Demonic Buddha, my man. Today is the day it begins."

In the end, the Demonic Buddha couldn't hold back his laughter. "I truly can't help but admit that you're a peculiar person. I admit it, I do."

"You used to call me a madman. I've improved."

The Demonic Buddha suddenly stopped laughing. "Don't underestimate the First Young Lord. The successor will be the First Young Lord."

"When I went to see the Demon Supremes, I should have visited you first, Elder. Then the Demon Supreme would be somewhere saying, 'Don't underestimate the Second Young Lord. The successor will be the Second Young Lord.'"

The Demonic Buddha scoffed. "You think I would've fallen for you just because of that?"

"What do you think would have happened?"

"Not a chance."

Seeing his unwavering loyalty to my brother, my first impression of him as a greedy political monk seeking power felt so wrong that he would be justified in feeling aggrieved.

"Why do you like my brother so much?"

"Your brother is..." He seemed to have a reason but didn't tell me.

I have a feeling I'll only hear that reason once the Demonic Buddha becomes my man.

"I believe the First Young Lord is more suited to be the Heavenly Demon," he said.

I nodded my head silently.

"Does that mean you think so too?"

"I admit that there are certainly things my brother does more meticulously and better."

"Then yield."

Instead of answering, I asked him, "Isn't it difficult dealing with my brother?"

"Are you trying to drive a wedge between me and the First Young Lord? It won't work."

"As I've said before, you, the Demonic Buddha, are a small giant. Gaining you was my brother's greatest fortune. I thank you."

"Why are you thanking me?" The Demonic Buddha gave me a suspicious look.

Knowing he wouldn't open his heart easily, I calmly conveyed my feelings. "I once told you that I intend to end the tradition of killing each other in the succession fight with this generation. I asked you, Elder, to help my brother from the side, as his strong pride makes it difficult for him to control himself. Do you happen to remember?"

"I remember."

"I believe it's all thanks to you, the Demonic Buddha, that my brother hasn't run wild until now."

"I said that if the First Young Lord were to run wild, I would pour oil on the fire. That I would incite him to burn everything down. So why do you think I would hold the First Young Lord back?"

I gazed at him and spoke calmly. "Because you know my brother better than anyone. If you hadn't been by his side, he wouldn't have been able to endure this long."

It was my sincere feeling. Regardless of whether I could win him over, I was genuinely grateful to him for steadfastly protecting my brother's side until I could come to him like this.

"I will take my leave for today." I respectfully pressed my palms together and bid him farewell.

The Demonic Buddha silently turned his back and began chanting again.

As I conversed with him, I realized one thing for certain. He may be the smallest in stature, but he was the most difficult person to win over.

It starts now.


The next day, I approached the Demonic Buddha as he was leaving the Golden Buddhist Temple and greeted him.

"Have you eaten?"

"I have not."

"Would you care to join me?"

I thought he would naturally refuse, but he readily accepted. "Let's do that."

I made a surprised face. The Demonic Buddha asked, "Why are you so surprised?"

"I didn't expect you to agree so easily."

"There's one thing you're mistaken about. I'm a very moderate and merciful person."

Moderate and merciful? He was saying such brazen things so nonchalantly.

"That's a relief. I was planning to follow you around every day."

The Demonic Buddha started walking first, and I followed behind him. "What do you like? Just say the word!"

Passing cultists stared at us.

Are their gazes filled with thoughts like, 'Is the Demonic Buddha now associating with the Second Young Lord too?'

However, the Demonic Buddha paid them no mind at all. In the past, he would've been uncomfortable if such talk reached his brother and caused misunderstandings.

The Demonic Buddha, walking forward with a resolute expression, looking only ahead... had definitely changed.


That evening, I went to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon again. Seo Daeryong, having finished his duties for the day, was receiving martial arts instruction. Between his work at the Sanzu River Hall and his martial arts training, Seo Daeryong was always the busiest person.

"I'll be waiting in the room," I said.

"Why are you here again?"

"Didn't I say I'd be staying over until I find an answer?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then shouted, "Don't lie on the bed without washing!"

"It's not like a woman's coming to this bed. Aren't you being a little too neat?"

At that, Seo Daeryong stepped forward for his master and raised his voice. "Who says that? That no woman comes here."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and I both stared at Seo Daeryong. The one who flinched more at those words was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Don't you dare disrespect our Master!"

A heavy silence flowed.

My eyes said, Daeryong, I don't think this is it!

Seo Daeryong's eyes replied, Director, what do I do?

"He had women lining up for him in his youth. He's still hale and hearty now." I sighed with my eyes, and eventually, Seo Daeryong's voice trailed off. "...So don't disrespect him."

Finally, Seo Daeryong hung his head low. "I will prepare for hellish training starting tomorrow."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said quietly, "Tomorrow? It starts now!"


Seo Daeryong's training didn't end until late at night. After sending his disciple off, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the room. I had been reading a book until then. I couldn't remember the last time I had read a book that wasn't a martial arts manual.

"Do you teach this late?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. "The kid is bright, so it's fun to teach him."

"He may not look it, but wasn't he the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat in a chair by the window. "So, why is the person who should be carrying out a grand operation here?"

"I told you, didn't I? Whenever I feel like I'm facing a crisis in life, I only think of you, Elder."

"It's not easy, is it?"

"He's an impregnable fortress. He's fiercely bound by his loyalty to my brother. You could say it's like the relationship between you and me, Elder."

"Then wouldn't a root of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng solve the problem?"

I feigned not hearing him and sighed. "It's not easy."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then smiled and recounted a past event. "I once had a drink with the Demonic Buddha at the Alluring Inn. At that time, I asked the Demonic Buddha the same thing. It's not easy, is it?"

"And what did he say?"

"The Demonic Buddha answered just like you, that it's not easy. It's funny, the two of you saying it's not easy in front of me."

I pictured the two of them drinking together. It must have been a very frustrating time for the Demonic Buddha. The very fact that he drank with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon proved it. Behind that resolute facade he showed me lay the anguish of the Demonic Buddha confessing to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon that it wasn't easy.

Leaning against the window, I looked at the moon and repeated once more, "It's not easy, really."

I was once again reminded that there is nothing more difficult than winning a person's heart. One would think it would get easier with my experiences with the various Demon Supremes, but when it comes to human relationships, it's always as difficult as the first time.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at the moon with me. "It's the matter of becoming the successor to the Heavenly Demon. How could that be easy?"

His words were a comfort. Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said abruptly, "Mugeuk."

For a moment, I was startled. It was the first time he had ever called me by my name. I looked at him with a trembling heart.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, still looking up at the moon, spoke calmly. "I know you've worked hard until now to win the hearts of us old folks. It's okay to rest when you're tired."

I gazed at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, deeply moved. The man who used to poke me in the side with a displeased look had now become my sanctuary.

What would I do without you, Elder? I was about to say it playfully, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon beat me to the punch.

"You can't live without me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me with a smile. I also smiled brightly.

"Thank you for your words. I'll also take a little rest and..."

It was at that very moment. A thought flashed through my mind.

If it's not easy for me, and it's not easy for the Demonic Buddha, then?

"Ah! As much as I'm struggling, the Demonic Buddha must be struggling too, right? He's not showing it on the outside, but his heart must be as anxious as mine, right?"

In the current situation, the best thing the Demonic Buddha could do was persuade me. The reason he readily agreed to have a meal with me today must have been because of that feeling.

"I was too hasty. Now isn't the time to push hard, but to slowly pull him to my side."

It was the moment the first detailed plan of the Golden Grand Operation was finally established.


Chapter 244: Because I'm Doing Nothing

The Demonic Buddha left the main prayer hall. It was time for a meal, so he expected Geom Mugeuk to be waiting at the entrance. Today marked the fifth day the Demonic Buddha had eaten with Geom Mugeuk.

They never talked about anything special. They exchanged a few meaningless pleasantries, ate, and then parted ways. Their meetings felt like a duel where opponents tested each other with feints.

Geom Mugeuk probably thought they were gradually getting closer, but he was sorely mistaken. The Golden Grand Operation? Why was someone else using his gold for an operation?

Sorry, but that operation is my operation.

The Demonic Buddha decided he would get closer to Geom Mugeuk. Then, he would turn the tables and persuade Geom Mugeuk to give up his claim to the Heavenly Demon's seat. This was the Demonic Buddha's plan.

If the Demonic Buddha could do that, he would not need to win over the other Demon Supremes. It was the fastest and most certain method.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk would not give up easily, but the Demonic Buddha saw a possibility because of Geom Mugeuk's personality.

The Second Young Lord is impulsive.

Geom Mugeuk was more emotional than anyone the Demonic Buddha had ever seen. That must be why the other Demon Supremes were won over. There was one more thing.

He's a man who always keeps his word.

Crucially, Geom Mugeuk wanted to end the succession battle peacefully.

There is definitely a chance.

The Demonic Buddha's life was not just spent chanting sutras. People said he was blinded by power because he had been diligently meeting people. He would use that experience to deal with Geom Mugeuk.

I'm different from the other Demon Supremes!

The Demonic Buddha steeled his resolve and left the Golden Buddhist Temple.

WHOOSH.

No one was at the entrance. Geom Mugeuk, who had waited for him every day, was nowhere to be seen.

Why didn't he come today? From what I've seen, Geom Mugeuk isn't the type to give up so easily.

The Demonic Buddha waited there for Geom Mugeuk for a while. He wondered if he had ever stood outside waiting for someone like this before.

Geom Mugeuk did not arrive, even after the Demonic Buddha's precious patience ran out.

Geom Mugeuk did not come the next day, or the day after. On the third day, the Demonic Buddha could not bear it any longer and went to Geom Mugeuk's residence.

What's going on?

There, the Demonic Buddha witnessed an unexpected sight. Geom Mugeuk was sprawled out like a corpse on a wide, flat rock in the yard.

The startled Demonic Buddha rushed over and looked down at Geom Mugeuk. Only then did Geom Mugeuk open his eyes. Their gazes met, one looking up and one looking down.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "You're here?"

"I thought you were dead," the Demonic Buddha replied.

"You must have been happy for a moment."

The Demonic Buddha sat on the edge of the rock.

Geom Mugeuk said, "It's comfortable here. Cool on the back, too. Why don't you lie down?"

"I'm fine."

Geom Mugeuk was clearly not his usual self.

The Demonic Buddha said, "You came every day, but then you stopped. I came to see if something was wrong."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the sky for a moment, then spoke softly. "Three days ago, on my way to see you, Demonic Buddha, I happened to look up at the sky."

The Demonic Buddha's gaze naturally turned to the sky as well.

"A single bird was flying across the cloudless sky," Geom Mugeuk continued. "As I watched it, a thought suddenly struck me. I'm envious."

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Why am I envious? I have movement arts. I can fly like that. I can even fly higher and faster. That's when I realized. Ah, I'm struggling."

This was a strategy, but one that contained Geom Mugeuk's true feelings.

"I've been running forward, only looking ahead," Geom Mugeuk said.

His life before regression was one thing, but he had run relentlessly even after returning. What he just said came from the heart.

The Demonic Buddha could not understand Geom Mugeuk's intention.

However, one thing was certain. The Demonic Buddha himself was someone who had only ever looked forward.

Born with a short stature, he did not want to die being mocked. He hated pity and help even more. He had gone through hell to reach his current position.

Second Young Lord, you wouldn't know what it means to only run forward.

Right now, the rock carried two men who had only ever run forward.

"I've been lazing around for three or four days since then," Geom Mugeuk said. "I'm sorry for not sending word."

To the Demonic Buddha, it did not seem like Geom Mugeuk was pulling a trick. A trick needed a purpose, and what could he possibly gain by lying here like a wreck?

Well, he has accomplished so much at such a young age. He must be tired.

The Demonic Buddha thought that if he used this exhaustion, he might make Geom Mugeuk give up the succession more easily than expected.

The Demonic Buddha subtly suggested, "How about taking a break for a while? Let go of the pressure of having to become the successor."

He prayed inwardly for a reply like, "Yes, I think I'll just give up on being the successor and all that."

However, Geom Mugeuk did not answer. Instead, he abruptly asked the Demonic Buddha a question.

"Aren't you tired, Demonic Buddha?"

Despite the sudden question, the Demonic Buddha did not reveal his feelings.

"I'm tired because of you," he said. "If you'd just back out of the succession race, I'd be full of energy."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly, then suddenly shouted. "Ah! That's the bird! The bird that ruined my meal with you, Demonic Buddha!"

A small bird flew here and there.

The Demonic Buddha asked, "How do you know it's that bird?"

"The way it flies is exactly the same. Look, isn't it saying, 'I'm so free, aren't you envious?'"

"To my eyes," the Demonic Buddha said, "it just looks like it's saying, 'My wings hurt so much from only flying forward, it's so exhausting.'"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha still watched the bird. He had said it like a joke, but he was serious. He did not envy that bird at all.

Watching it flap its wings ceaselessly felt like watching himself. He was always busy, moving with the First Young Lord, meeting people, managing the mad monks, and training his martial arts.

It's because you're weak that you struggle. It's the mentally rotten who complain about being tired. He had lived his life with those words on his lips. The years passed quickly, making him more anxious and his life even busier.

So what I have left is...

After a long while lost in thought, the Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Sometime during his reverie, Geom Mugeuk had fallen asleep next to him. The Demonic Buddha was inwardly surprised to see him sleeping so close.

He trusts me this much?

The Demonic Buddha thought it was an act. The Second Young Lord was as cunning as a fox, so this had to be a trick to make him think he was trusted.

It won't work on me, Second Young Lord.

The Demonic Buddha rose from the rock without a sound.

It won't work on me...

As the Demonic Buddha walked far away, out of the residence, Geom Mugeuk spoke softly with his eyes still closed. "Demonic Buddha, let's just put down this whole successor business and everything. Let's get some rest."

I'll pull gently, so just let yourself be gently reeled in.


Geom Mugeuk did not visit the next day either.

The Demonic Buddha naturally made his way to Geom Mugeuk's residence.

Geom Mugeuk was not home, but a servant came out of the building just then.

"Where has the Second Young Lord gone?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

"He received a message from the Thousand Poisons Forest and went there."

"The Thousand Poisons Forest?"

The Demonic Buddha, who was about to return to his own residence, turned his steps toward the Thousand Poisons Forest instead.

Although many thought the Poison King was on the First Young Lord's side, the Poison King had not yet officially announced his support.

Since such a person had summoned Geom Mugeuk, the Demonic Buddha intended to go and see. He wanted to know what they talked about and how they interacted. His steps toward the Thousand Poisons Forest quickened.


I came to the Thousand Poisons Forest for the first time in a while.

On the way, I met several poison users. After I barked with the Poison King in the training grounds, their looks were varied. They ranged from 'We wholeheartedly support the Second Young Lord' to 'How dare you turn our Poison King into a dog!'

When I arrived at his residence, the Poison King was concocting something. As I got closer, I saw it was not a poison he had made before.

"That looks like an extraordinary poison," I said.

The Poison King was so engrossed in making the poison that he did not even answer.

It was nice to see him so completely absorbed in his own world after such a long time. I looked around the room for a moment.

This place was exactly as it used to be. Not just the furniture, but even the medicine bottles and tools on display were all in the exact same spots.

Then, a certain sight caught my eye.

"HEOK! This is!"

As I was so startled, the Poison King looked up.

"It's something I was eating before and left behind," he said.

It was still sitting there, just as it was.

Aigoo, please clean up after yourself! Instead of nagging him, I framed his laziness in a nice way.

"The more dangerous the things you handle, the more everything needs to stay in its familiar place. Is that it?"

At that, the Poison King turned his gaze back to the poison he was making and replied, "No. I haven't had time to clean because I've been making this since I got back. I should use that excuse next time someone says it's messy."

Since long ago, not even Sangseon could enter this space carelessly. The Poison King even did his own cleaning. Come to think of it, he had let me into a space that was exclusively his.

While I tidied up a bit, the Poison King completed the pill.

"It's done!" he exclaimed.

Seeing the flash of ecstasy on his face, it was clearly a poison that was not easy to make. It had a vibrant, colorful hue, like a flower.

"It looks potent," I said. "Who on earth are you planning to kill with this? The Murim Alliance Chairman? The Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Then, the Poison King abruptly held it out to me.

"Eat it."

"You're going to poison the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Second Young Lord so openly?"

"Can't I?"

"Then my brother must be hiding behind that curtain."

Despite my words, I accepted the pill. "What in the world is this?"

"It's the Heavenly Qi Pill."

I was stunned at the words 'the Heavenly Qi Pill'.

Among poison users, the Heavenly Qi Pill was a legendary poison ranked within the top three. It was also a miracle herb, but not one that increased inner arts.

"I found the Amazing Soul Grass in a corner of the safehouse," the Poison King said. "No one had recognized how precious it was."

"Ah! Detective Seo told me. He said you dug up all the safehouses, Poison King."

"I did that to find the Silent Flower Snake that would be nearby. Where there is Amazing Soul Grass, there is always a Silent Flower Snake. The Heavenly Qi Pill is made by combining the fruit of the Amazing Soul Grass and the inner core of the Silent Flower Snake."

"Why are you giving me this frightening thing?" I asked.

"You should be asking why I'm giving you this precious thing."

The Poison King spoke, boasting about the effects of the Heavenly Qi Pill. "If you take the Heavenly Qi Pill, your constitution will become one that can withstand any heat or cold. Even without inner arts, you'd have a constitution that could survive being thrown naked into a desert or onto a snowy mountain."

That was not all. It would also give me a much greater advantage when facing martial arts of extreme yang or extreme yin.

"But the problem is, its toxicity is so strong that you'll die if you eat it, won't you?" I asked.

"That's right. Many have melted away trying to withstand it, greedy for the effects of the Heavenly Qi Pill."

The Poison King stared intently into my eyes and added a question.

"But you can survive it, can't you?"

"!"

For a moment, silence fell.

I could tell from his expression and his eyes.

"You knew," I said.

"Yes. I already knew that you have a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution. We were together for so long, did you think I wouldn't know?"

The Poison King was truly the Poison King.

"That's a shame," I said. "I was planning to reveal that fact at a dramatic moment someday."

"I was the one planning to dramatically reveal that I knew."

"You succeeded. I'm very surprised."

Even though he knew I had Myriad Poison Immunity, the Poison King was not as upset as I had expected.

"I thought you'd be very upset if you knew this," I said.

"Why would I be upset? You're the person I've been waiting for for a long time."

"Someone with Myriad Poison Immunity?"

The Poison King's eyes sparkled.

"I can test all sorts of poisons on you," he said. "Now, first, take this and tell me everything. How it tastes, how potent it is. What else I should add."

I playfully took a step back.

"I'm the Second Young Lord. The man who will become the Heavenly Demon. The hellhound who roamed the training grounds with you. I'm not a test subject."

The Poison King laughed at my banter. I only realized now, in my second life, that assuming he would hate Myriad Poison Immunity just because he was the Poison King was a prejudice.

"Then I will take it," I said.

I sat in a meditative posture and took the Heavenly Qi Pill. It was a truly potent poison. Without Myriad Poison Immunity, I would not have been able to dissolve its toxic energy.

Its taste was more bitter and potent than any miracle herb I had ever taken. It set a new record for bitterness and potency.

"You made it this bitter on purpose just to mess with me, didn't you?"

It was a complaint I simply had to make.

And so, I dissolved all the energy of the Heavenly Qi Pill. Unlike other miracle herbs, its energy did not settle in my qi center but seeped into the blood vessels throughout my entire body.

Now, I would not die of cold even if I fell into ice-cold water. I could bask in most flames as if they were a campfire.

I gave the Poison King a deep bow.

"I will never forget the grace you have shown me by bestowing this precious miracle herb."

"Forget the grace. Can you answer a question for me?"

"A hundred would be fine."

"Who is it that you're trying to face?"

The Poison King had sensed it. He knew my endless drive was fueled by some powerful goal.

"If I find more Amazing Soul Grass, I will let you know immediately."

That was my roundabout way of saying I could not tell him. It was half an answer, since I had not said, 'There is no such person.'

The look in the Poison King's eyes deepened. Just as he was about to say something, Sangseon came and reported.

"The Demonic Buddha has arrived."

"Why is the Demonic Buddha here?" I wondered.

The startled Poison King glared at me. "Of all things, you managed to make the Demonic Buddha come to the Thousand Poisons Forest. What kind of trick did you use?"

It seemed the Demonic Buddha had never once visited the Thousand Poisons Forest before.

"If I had used some kind of trick, he never would have come here," I said. "He's here because I'm doing nothing."

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

The Poison King quickly tried to leave through the back door. "Tell him I'm not here. That Demonic Buddha guy makes me uncomfortable."

I quickly blocked his path.

"I have a favor to ask."

"Later."

"If you grant my favor, I'll come running whenever you need to test a poison."

The Poison King sighed, then ordered Sangseon to bring in the Demonic Buddha.

"If I don't grant it, you'll just pretend to be busy that day, won't you? Or run away through the back door."

"You know I wouldn't do that."

"That's why I'm agreeing," the Poison King said. "So, what's the favor? You want me to persuade the Demonic Buddha to abandon the First Young Lord and join your side? Or should I poison him without a trace and bury him in the Thousand Poisons Forest?"

"It might be more difficult than that."

My request was something the Poison King had not expected at all.

"Just for today, please hang out with us."


Chapter 245: He Will Play with the Bloody Wind

The Poison King was speechless for a moment. He blinked, then asked.

"Are you asking me to play with you right now? And with the Demonic Buddha, too?"

"That's right."

The Poison King placed a palm on Geom Mugeuk's forehead to check for a fever.

"This must be a side effect of the Heavenly Qi Pill."

The Poison King even grabbed Geom Mugeuk's wrist and took his pulse.

"Is playing for one day that difficult for you?"

Geom Mugeuk blocked the Poison King as he tried to escape through the back door.

"You don't need to feel so burdened. I'll be with you."

"I'd rather you ask me to go bark at the training grounds again. Why on earth are you being like this?"

"I want to rest for a day. I also wanted to play with you, the Poison King. So let's just hang out for a day."

As the Poison King sighed, Sangseon announced from outside that the Demonic Buddha had arrived.

The Poison King cursed Geom Mugeuk with his expression and went outside.

"A distinguished guest has arrived."

"Have you been well?"

The two men greeted each other politely. The Poison King acted as if nothing had happened, receiving the Demonic Buddha with the dignity of a Demon Supreme. This was unlike how he had tried to run away, claiming the Demonic Buddha made him uncomfortable.

"Is this your first time in the Thousand Poisons Forest?"

"It is. On my way here, I saw that the scenery was spectacular everywhere."

"There are many even better places."

In truth, the Poison King had never been to the Golden Buddhist Temple where the Demonic Buddha resided. As someone who preferred seclusion in the Thousand Poisons Forest, he never had a reason to visit the residences of other Demon Supremes.

After finishing his greetings, the Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Second Young Lord, so you were here."

He said it as if he had come without knowing Geom Mugeuk was there. His acting was quite good. Geom Mugeuk knew full well that the man had come because of him, but he played along.

"As expected! It seems you and I are fated to meet, the Demonic Buddha. To think we'd run into each other in a place like this."

"It seems so."

"Seeing you like this makes me so happy. It seems the time I've spent with you recently wasn't in vain, the Demonic Buddha."

Even with the Poison King next to him, Geom Mugeuk expressed his feelings without hesitation.

"Won't the Poison King be disappointed then?" the Poison King interjected.

"Why would I be disappointed?"

"Is there anyone in our Cult who doesn't know of the special friendship between you two?"

He was referring to them barking together at the training grounds.

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk and shook his head.

"I've been through all sorts of things since meeting the Second Young Lord."

The Poison King sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

This is the biggest problem of all!

Geom Mugeuk turned his head, pretending not to have heard.

After the greetings were over, the Poison King guided the Demonic Buddha to the guest pavilion of the Thousand Poisons Gate.

"Come, this way please."

The place was like a rustic lookout pavilion, its harmony with the surrounding scenery creating a wonderful atmosphere. It was a place rarely used since there were almost no visitors, but Sangseon always kept it clean.

One person looked abnormally young, and one person was abnormally small. With Geom Mugeuk there as well, the gathering looked truly special.

"Did you handle your business outside the Cult well?"

"Thanks to your concern, it was handled well."

The conversation died down, and a brief silence followed.

Although the Demonic Buddha met many people, even he felt awkward in this situation. He had almost no interaction with the Poison King usually, and he really couldn't get used to that youthful appearance. Of course, he knew the other party probably felt the same way looking at him.

The Poison King's telepathy flew to Geom Mugeuk.

I can barely breathe already, and you want to play? A life-and-death duel would be more fun.

Fortunately, Sangseon brought tea, clearing the air.

"This tea tastes great!"

Geom Mugeuk drank the tea comfortably, but the Demonic Buddha only fiddled with his teacup, not bringing it to his lips. If one of his subordinates had drunk tea as casually as Geom Mugeuk in this place, he would have roared at them.

You're drinking tea served by the Poison King? You idiot! I'd rather you die by my hand!

That was how feared the Poison King was by everyone.

"To be honest, I came to see you today because of the Second Young Lord."

The Demonic Buddha glanced at Geom Mugeuk and continued.

"I heard the Second Young Lord was here, so I came to visit. Lately, I've been thoroughly enjoying my interactions with the Second Young Lord."

Geom Mugeuk could clearly feel that this Demonic Buddha was not the same as before. He showed a new side of himself, like a man who had bet everything on his dealings with him. Such candor was not characteristic of the Demonic Buddha.

"I'm curious. What do you usually talk about when you meet with the Second Young Lord, Poison King?"

At that, the Poison King said, "Today, I called him over and made him do some cleaning."

The Demonic Buddha flinched in surprise. He thought the Poison King was expressing displeasure at his question.

"It seems I've said something rude."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk cut in.

"I really did clean."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the surprised Demonic Buddha as if complaining.

"Did you think I got close to the Demon Supremes just by running my mouth? I put in a tremendous amount of effort too."

If he had really gone so far as to clean, it was clear that Geom Mugeuk's claim of being tired wasn't just a ploy.

"Even so, you should be more selective about your work."

He didn't add the words, since you are a body that could become the Heavenly Demon. After all, his goal was to prevent him from becoming the Heavenly Demon.

An awkward silence fell again at his words. In other words, it implied that the Poison King had assigned work indiscriminately.

However, the Poison King didn't express any displeasure toward the Demonic Buddha. He could just take it out on Geom Mugeuk instead.

Did you hear that? Those words that make people uncomfortable. How am I supposed to play with him?

He means no harm. You know that, right?

I can't even play by myself, how am I supposed to play with him?

Was he the only one? Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha were also people who had never really played in their entire lives. That was why Geom Mugeuk wanted to have a good time with them. It wasn't an opportunity that came often.

First, how about you give us a tour of the Thousand Poisons Forest?

Before Geom Mugeuk's telepathy had even finished, the Poison King spoke to the Demonic Buddha.

"Since you've come all this way, I will give you a tour of the Thousand Poisons Forest."

The Demonic Buddha was about to say he would see it next time, but Geom Mugeuk shot up to his feet first.

"Let's go. It'll be fun."

And so, the Poison King guided them into the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Thousand Poisons Forest was vast and dense. After walking for about fifteen minutes, they came upon a magnificent bamboo grove with a walking path.

"Oh, so there was a place like this."

It was a direction Geom Mugeuk had never been before. Past the bamboo grove was a giant tree that must have been a thousand years old, and behind it was a field where nameless flowers were in full bloom.

The three of them, captivated by the beautiful scenery, walked slowly.

The Demonic Buddha, who had been reluctant at first, gradually became immersed in the scenery of the Thousand Poisons Forest. Exclamations of "How nice," repeatedly escaped his lips.

"Be careful."

A colorful snake flicked its tongue from a tree.

"That's the White Spotted Snake. It carries a potent venom that even a master can't survive for a day without an antidote."

Geom Mugeuk figured the Poison King must have named that snake as well.

On the way, Geom Mugeuk asked about the poisonous herbs, insects, and snakes they saw, and the Poison King explained them with excitement.

The Demonic Buddha thought Geom Mugeuk's actions were an attempt to humor the Poison King.

I have to admit, he's diligent.

However, Geom Mugeuk asked about all sorts of things. The Poison King, in turn, told him everything he knew, and Geom Mugeuk listened with extreme seriousness.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha remarked, "The Second Young Lord is very curious."

"How many chances does a person get in their life to hear an explanation about poisons directly from the Poison King?"

In fact, Geom Mugeuk was trying his best to memorize everything the Poison King said.

It didn't matter to him since he had Myriad Poison Immunity, but who knew when someone else might get poisoned?

The Demonic Buddha also listened to the explanations beside them. He, who was always the one teaching, learned several new things for the first time in a while. There was a joy in learning.

After walking for a long time, they arrived at a valley with a cascading waterfall.

SWOOOOOSH.

They decided to take a short break there.

"I'm hot, so I'm going for a swim."

Geom Mugeuk casually threw off his top and plunged into the water.

"It's nice being with the Second Young Lord. It's never boring."

The Poison King nodded at the Demonic Buddha's words. It would have been a relief if it was just boring without Geom Mugeuk at this moment, but for the Poison King, it was an ordeal.

Just as the Poison King was wondering if he should jump into the water too, the Demonic Buddha brought up the topic of the succession.

"I admit the momentum is shifting toward the Second Young Lord. That's why the First Young Lord desperately needs your support, Poison King."

The Demonic Buddha intended to use this opportunity to secure an official endorsement for the First Young Lord from the Poison King.

"Whether the First Young Lord would be a better Cult Leader or the Second Young Lord would be a better Cult Leader, that's something no one can know, isn't it?"

Seeing the Poison King nod, the Demonic Buddha continued to speak.

"There are times when I look at the Second Young Lord and feel afraid. I worry that his strange fervor might drag the entire murim into our affairs."

At that, the Poison King, who had just been listening, suddenly spoke.

"And would that be so wrong?"

"It's not that it would be wrong, but..."

"I believe we shouldn't be worried about this fervor, but rather about the lack of it."

The Poison King had been awkward, but he said what he needed to say.

On the other hand, the Demonic Buddha felt the bewilderment of being hit right on the mark. He had always felt a sense of regret that the First Young Lord didn't have even a little of the same fervor as Geom Mugeuk.

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk, who had been swimming, was now shouting as he went under the waterfall. It was impossible to tell if he was shouting in pleasure or pain.

"I believe the Second Young Lord is more suitable to be the Heavenly Demon."

The Demonic Buddha was flustered by the Poison King's words. The Poison King had chosen Geom Mugeuk.

"Just because his martial arts are strong or he's more eloquent doesn't mean he'll be a better Heavenly Demon, does it?"

"That's not why. I see it in the Second Young Lord."

"What is it that you see?"

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk, who was sitting under the waterfall making a fuss, and said, "I see our destiny."

The Poison King admitted that because he liked his own world, he wasn't good at understanding other people's feelings.

However, he felt it. The more he looked at Geom Mugeuk, the more he sensed a great destiny approaching them.

He believed he could feel it precisely because he had spent so much time in his own world. Something that the Demonic Buddha, entangled in countless relationships, could never see.

"You've fallen for the Second Young Lord's intentions. You've been taken in by his schemes and tricks."

"If the Second Young Lord were that kind of person, his request to me today would have been to persuade you, Demonic Buddha."

"Then what did he ask?"

"He asked for the three of us to have fun together today."

"!"

In that moment, a thought struck the Demonic Buddha.

Ah, it won't be easy to defeat the Second Young Lord. How do you win against a madman like this?

The confidence he had at the beginning shriveled up instantly.

"If the Second Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon, it could instead bring a storm of blood."

"The Second Young Lord will be playing with that bloody wind."

The Demonic Buddha said no more. He could feel that the Poison King's decision was firm.

This won't be easy.

If he couldn't change the Poison King's mind, the only Demon Supremes supporting the First Young Lord would be himself and the Fist Demon, and the Fist Demon's support was only half-hearted.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk, who had been pretending to be a cultivator under the waterfall, swam over to them.

"Did you see my waterfall training? It was as if I became a martial artist dreaming of revenge through extreme training..."

Without hearing him out, the Poison King stood up and said, "There's still more to see. Let's go."

The Demonic Buddha also shot to his feet and followed him.

Geom Mugeuk shouted as he got out of the water.

"Why? Did I do something wrong? Let's go together! Hey, let me dry my clothes before we go!"

I told them to take a break. It looks like they had an important conversation in the meantime. Right, how could people who have never played in their lives play so easily? It's a relief they didn't end up fighting.

FWOOOOSH!

As Geom Mugeuk walked, he emitted his Hot Yang Qi. Steam billowed up, and his clothes began to dry in an instant.


I was grateful to the Poison King.

He was doing his best to grant my request. Otherwise, he wouldn't have made such a suggestion.

"Let's make a bet."

At the word 'bet', the Demonic Buddha showed interest. He was curious about what kind of bet it was, and he had a strong competitive streak and liked betting itself.

"What kind of bet?"

"In this forest, there is a poisonous herb called the Seven Lives Grass, which has seven-pronged leaves and purple berries. Let's bet on who can find it first."

"Isn't that too disadvantageous for us? You must be very familiar with the geography here, Poison King."

"I don't know where the Seven Lives Grass is either. I know for sure that it exists, but it seems I'm not fated to find it."

Since it didn't seem like he would lie about something like this, the Demonic Buddha asked again.

"If it's a bet, there should be a reward."

As the two of them pondered, I said, "Next time we have a chance, how about the losers treat the winner to a grand round of drinks at the Alluring Inn?"

The Poison King and the Demonic Buddha nodded. A competitive fire burned in the Demonic Buddha's eyes. For him, at least, this was more than just a bet for drinks.

"Alright. Let's do it."

And so, we wandered around, searching for the Seven Lives Grass.

It wasn't easy to find, even after searching for a long time. I even used the Divine Eye Technique to search, but I couldn't find it.

"I found it!"

The one who found the Seven Lives Grass was the Demonic Buddha, who had crisscrossed the forest with his small body.

The Poison King and I rushed to him using our movement arts.

"Is this it?"

"Oh! It is! This is the Seven Lives Grass."

The Poison King looked genuinely moved.

"To think you found something this precious. You truly have a talent for gathering spiritual herbs. We should go to that forest over there next time."

As he said that, the Poison King carefully dug up the Seven Lives Grass. He did it with such care that I asked, thinking, no way.

"You didn't propose this bet because you needed the Seven Lives Grass, did you?"

For a moment, the Poison King's back flinched as he was digging up the Seven Lives Grass.

The Poison King carefully placed the Seven Lives Grass in his robes and said to the Demonic Buddha, "When you visit next time, let's go out and play again. You are welcome anytime, Demonic Buddha!"

After saying his farewells as if bidding a final goodbye, the Poison King launched himself away.

He was gone just like that.

As the Poison King disappeared into the distance, the Demonic Buddha looked at me with an expression that said, 'What on earth just happened?'

"We've been had! He mobilized us as his personal gatherers!"

The Demonic Buddha took my words, which could have been serious, as a joke.

"He must have been very uncomfortable in this situation."

From far away, the Poison King glanced back at me.

His gaze said it all.

I had a great time playing. I'm leaving now.

"......"

My efforts end here. Now it's your turn.


Chapter 246: Now, Get Out of That Narrow and Stifling Place

"I want to play more," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "Play more."

The Demonic Buddha pinned all his hopes on changing Geom Mugeuk's mind.

"But let's get out of here," Geom Mugeuk suggested. "I don't want to wander a place teeming with poisonous insects without the Poison King."

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha turned back the way they came.

After the Poison King left, the Demonic Buddha's expression relaxed. He had clearly been uncomfortable around the Poison King, too.

"Thank you," the Demonic Buddha said.

"For what?"

"For coming all this way to find me, of course."

"You seemed to be having a hard time lately."

"I swam and took a walk for the first time in a while. I feel much better. How about you, the Demonic Buddha?"

"I enjoyed it, too," the Demonic Buddha replied.

But the Demonic Buddha didn't feel great. His heart grew more anxious after the Poison King revealed he would also aid Geom Mugeuk. Only one method remained. He had to change Geom Mugeuk's mind himself.

"They say only those who know how to play can truly play," Geom Mugeuk said candidly. "I was planning to have a blast with you today, the Demonic Buddha, but that's not so easy either."

The Demonic Buddha replied to Geom Mugeuk's words. "Since you're young, you might feel like you have to do something to be playing, but when you get older, resting is playing."

The Demonic Buddha paused and looked up at the sky. "It's been a long time since I've rested like this."

That brief glance at the sky revealed a man who always lived in a state of tension. He looked like someone who had surfaced from the deep sea just to breathe. When he spewed curses next to his brother, he just seemed like any other vicious Demon Supreme.

"The Blade Demon always tells me that if things get tough, you should rest before you continue."

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Do I look like I'm having a hard time?"

Geom Mugeuk gave an unexpected answer. "Whenever I see you, the Demonic Buddha, I get the feeling that you've lived more diligently than anyone else."

This wasn't flattery. It was sincere.

"You've worked hard until now."

The Demonic Buddha will probably think this is just flattery.

This was exactly what Geom Mugeuk had been practicing. If he had something to say, he said it without delay. He figured the Demonic Buddha must have wished for someone to genuinely acknowledge his hardships.

You've suffered a lot, the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha felt the sincerity in Geom Mugeuk's eyes. He tried hard to hide his emotions, but a flicker of passion crossed his gaze.

Damn it! How can someone so young look at a person with such deep eyes?

The Demonic Buddha started walking, and Geom Mugeuk followed quietly behind him. They walked in silence for a long time before stopping at a scenic spot.

"Let's rest here for a bit before we go," the Demonic Buddha said.

"Alright."

Geom Mugeuk dipped his feet into the clear, flowing stream.

"It's so cool and refreshing. You should dip your feet in, too, the Demonic Buddha."

"Aren't you scared?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

"Of what?"

"The Thousand Poisons Forest contains all sorts of poisons. How do you know what kind of poison might be in that stream?"

"I heard from the Poison King a long time ago. He said there are no poisons in flowing streams. Come on in."

"I'm fine."

"When was the last time you dipped your feet in a stream?"

The Demonic Buddha couldn't remember. Besides when he was very young, when had he ever done it? Had he ever done it at all?

"It's my wish! Please, just dip them in with me once."

"Do you have so few things to wish for?"

"I'm doing it so I can brag later," Geom Mugeuk explained. "'Back in my day,' I'll say, 'I dipped my feet in a stream with the Demonic Buddha, took walks, and even made bets on finding poisonous herbs. I did it all.'"

The Demonic Buddha laughed in disbelief.

"These feet have only ever splashed in places where blood flows. They deserve a luxury like this once in a while."

When Geom Mugeuk pulled him forcefully, the Demonic Buddha feigned defeat. He took off his shoes and dipped his feet in. They were small, radiant feet.

"I'm experiencing all sorts of things in my life," the Demonic Buddha muttered.

It was the same for the Poison King, who had called it the strangest of all strange things.

"It's cool and nice, isn't it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Demonic Buddha stared intently at him.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Because at times like this, you don't seem like a young man."

"It's because I grew up always watching Father's mood. You know what kind of person Father is, don't you?"

"He's not an easy person," the Demonic Buddha agreed.

His father was a panacea for explanations. When something was difficult to explain, blaming his father made people understand.

"The Demonic Buddha, what was the most joyful moment of your life?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Demonic Buddha fell into thought.

When was it?

The past years flowed through his mind like the stream at his feet, but no joyful memories came to mind. There must have been some.

Instead of answering, the Demonic Buddha asked, "What about you?"

"I've had several recently. As you know, I've been running around causing all sorts of trouble. If I had to pick just one, it was when I went hunting with Father."

Is that my only joyful memory? Of course not. He just didn't mention his dealings with the other Demon Supremes to the Demonic Buddha.

"What did the Cult Leader say when you went hunting?"

"He just scoffs whenever I talk. You know how he is, right?"

Geom Mugeuk imitated his father's scoff.

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "That's pretty close."

"I've been on the receiving end so many times that I'm good at it now."

Since the Demonic Buddha still couldn't recall a joyful moment, Geom Mugeuk listed more of his own.

"It was also fun when I left the cult and pretended to be someone else. Oh, and I have a right-hand man named Detective Seo. It's fun teasing him, too. You know the type, right? The kind of person who takes all your teasing. Not because they're a fool, but because they have a big heart. Oh, there's another one. I have a subordinate named Lee Ahn, the prettiest in the Central Plains. Her face is pretty, she's smart, and she's even kind-hearted. Just thinking about her is joyful. Also... it's joyful when I'm quietly by myself."

Even as Geom Mugeuk spoke, the Demonic Buddha couldn't think of anything.

"What about you, the Demonic Buddha?"

"I'm fine."

"No matter how happy you were, if you can't remember it, it's just gone, isn't it? Isn't that a waste? So please, try to think of just one thing, even if it's trivial."

Geom Mugeuk was persistent.

"If I were you, I'd give any answer just to get it over with," the Demonic Buddha said.

Just then, he blurted it out. "A cave."

The Demonic Buddha recalled his distant childhood. "There was a mountain behind my house that I used to climb often when I was young. There was a small cave there. I felt good when I was inside that cave."

His gaze deepened.

Small since childhood, he was different from other children. He could endure being teased and ostracized by his friends, but the fact that his parents and siblings treated him no differently left a deep scar on the Demonic Buddha's heart.

He first discovered the cave the day his younger brother beat him for the first time. His body was so small that he was no match for his brother, who was several years younger. What made him more angry and resentful than the beating was that his older brothers just watched and didn't stop it.

Crying, he wandered the mountain alone and discovered the cave. He could enter because of his small frame. The entrance was so narrow that other children had trouble getting in, but the Demonic Buddha could. Inside the narrow entrance was a small space where he could sit, with a crack through which he could see outside.

Being there calmed his heart and made him feel safe. From that day on, the place became the Demonic Buddha's sanctuary.

"I have a memory of feeling good when I was in that cave."

Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of pity.

He asked for a joyful moment, and the Demonic Buddha had to go all the way back to his childhood?

"Could you describe that cave and the surrounding scenery in detail for me?"

"......"

"Just because."

When the Demonic Buddha gave a rough description, Geom Mugeuk kept asking for more details. He only stopped after hearing enough to picture it perfectly.

"Why on earth did you ask?"

"Don't be surprised."

SNAP!

The moment Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, they were standing in front of the cave.

The Demonic Buddha was startled. It was the cave from his childhood. It was his own sanctuary, where he had crawled to hide from the world.

"Is this an illusion technique?" the Demonic Buddha's voice trembled. He knew Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were outstanding, but he didn't know he could use illusion techniques.

"It's a martial art called the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

When Geom Mugeuk answered honestly, the Demonic Buddha asked in a trembling voice, "Is it by any chance the martial art of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"That's right."

"Ah!"

As someone once closest to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Buddha knew about his martial arts.

"He passed this on to you?"

"Yes. Besides the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, only one other Demon Supreme knows I learned this. It's a secret even Father doesn't know."

"!"

The Demonic Buddha was shocked. "Why are you telling me a secret like this?"

"Because I had to tell you to bring you to this cave, the Demonic Buddha."

The Demonic Buddha pulled his feet from the stream and shot up from his seat. "Second Young Lord!"

He was truly angry. "This is what I'm worried about. This emotional side of you! This impulsive emotion that makes you reveal such a secret to me, your enemy!"

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the stream. "Why are you my enemy, the Demonic Buddha?"

"!"

"You will become my Demon Supreme, the Demonic Buddha. Just like the others."

Geom Mugeuk slowly turned his gaze toward the Demonic Buddha. Their eyes locked. The seated Geom Mugeuk and the standing man were at the same eye level, so the Demonic Buddha saw it clearly. Geom Mugeuk's gaze was more resolute and intense than ever. The playful Geom Mugeuk was gone. In his place was the man who would become the next Heavenly Demon.

"Please become my Demon Supreme."

The Demonic Buddha's heart surged at those words. A mix of overwhelming emotion and the desire to deny them churned inside him.

Geom Mugeuk continued calmly. "That's right. There are Demon Supremes I like more. Some I follow like my parents or Master, and others I consider brothers or friends. Just a moment ago, the Poison King was someone I would've gladly barked alongside like a dog."

"Yes, but why?" the Demonic Buddha asked. "Even if I'm not your enemy, I'd be at the very end of the line of Demon Supremes you cherish. Why did you tell me your secret?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to his feet in the stream.

SPLASH, SPLASH.

He kicked his feet playfully in the water and spoke calmly. "To be honest, I don't know either. I don't know if I should say something cool like, 'This is my decisive move!' or if it's just an impulsive emotion like you said. Or maybe it's respect for your loyalty to your brother."

Geom Mugeuk's splashing stopped.

"Or maybe it's that cheap sentimentality that's perfect for getting someone killed, just as Father said. I really don't know."

The Demonic Buddha said softly, "Someday, you'll make a big mistake because of emotions like these."

"Then, when that time comes, please stop me, the Demonic Buddha."

"!"

"I'm also trying to build that kind of relationship with you. When I told you I cleaned the Poison King's residence, did you tell me to be more selective? No. Even when I become the Heavenly Demon, I'll clean the Demon Supremes' rooms if necessary. That's the kind of Heavenly Demon I'll be. Please be by the side of such an emotional Heavenly Demon and stop me. Tell me, 'You can't do that, you emotional Heavenly Demon bastard!'"

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha refused. "I refuse."

He remained loyal to the First Young Lord.

They were silent for a moment.

Then, the Demonic Buddha suddenly said, "Make the cave entrance bigger. I want to go inside once. Oh, and there was a small crack in front, through which the village below was visible."

Geom Mugeuk changed the cave just as the Demonic Buddha described.

The Demonic Buddha crawled inside.

"How is it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Not great. It's narrow and stifling. I can barely breathe."

What was so great about this suffocating cave that I came here every day?

He looked at the village for a while. Geom Mugeuk had created the illusion so meticulously that smoke from cooking rice rose in the distance.

Back then, he would leave the cave and look down the path from where Geom Mugeuk now stood. He always hoped his mother or brother would come looking for him. Of course, that hope was never fulfilled.

Then one day, instead of going down the mountain, he went in the opposite direction and left his hometown. He had never returned.

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk through the narrow crack. Geom Mugeuk sat with his back to him, looking down at the village.

"If you think about it, you've probably had many joyful moments," Geom Mugeuk said. "Can an old memory like this really be the best one? Like when you first learned martial arts, or the day you became a Demon Supreme. There must have been a day when someone truly acknowledged you. There were probably many happier days that you just don't remember. How was today? Wasn't it enjoyable?"

A golden radiance burst from the narrow crack of the cave.

"Who in the world are you?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

Still facing away, Geom Mugeuk said, "I am the one who will become your Heavenly Demon. So now, please come out of that narrow and stifling place."

One might have expected a retort like, 'Hey, Second Young Lord!' but the Demonic Buddha came out of the cave without a word. He sat down next to Geom Mugeuk.

The two looked down at the distant village for a moment. Then they looked up and saw a single bird flying in the sky.

"It's that bird from back then!" Geom Mugeuk shouted. "You bastard, I'm not envious of you at all anymore!"

At Geom Mugeuk's shout, the Demonic Buddha thought, I really need to find a word to describe him other than 'madman'.

Geom Mugeuk flopped backward onto the grass. "I'm going to lie down for a bit."

A large, fluffy cloud passed through the blue sky.

"Look at that cloud. I made it, but isn't it spectacular? Ah, this is nice."

Geom Mugeuk had looked at the sky with the Demonic Buddha several times recently, but this moment felt the most relaxed. He felt the tension that always emanated from the Demonic Buddha finally loosening.

Yes, this is enough. That looseness is enough.

Geom Mugeuk wasn't doing this to become the successor. He cherished the Demonic Buddha because he would one day be his Demon Supreme. He just hoped his feelings would reach him.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha also slowly lay back.

He supported his head with both arms and looked up at the sky before closing his eyes.

He recalled lying here as a child, looking up at the sky. The feeling of grass tickling his back, the sound of birds, the rush of the stream, and an ant tickling his foot. The old memories merged with his present sensations, coming back to him vividly.

Geom Mugeuk saw a faint smile form on the Demonic Buddha's lips. He closed his own eyes, his heart at peace.

A cool breeze blew, and sleepiness gently washed over them.


Chapter 247: Drunk on Alcohol, Drunk on Moonlight

The Demonic Buddha opened his eyes. He shot up, startled, but found himself still inside the world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Geom Mugeuk slept beside him.

I fell asleep?

He had thought Geom Mugeuk was just acting when he saw him lying on a rock. He had never fallen asleep so defenselessly, not once since becoming a Demon Supreme, or even long before. This was the first time.

The Demonic Buddha looked down at Geom Mugeuk without a word. Geom Mugeuk slept with a peaceful expression on his face.

Now I understand.

No other words were necessary. He understood why the other Demon Supreme had been captivated by the Second Young Lord. How could anyone refuse when a person like this asked them to be his Demon Supreme?

Sensing the Demonic Buddha's presence, Geom Mugeuk woke up.

"Did I wake you up for no reason?"

"Not at all. It was brief, but I slept soundly."

"Let's leave now."

"Alright."

Before leaving, the Demonic Buddha glanced back at the cave.

"I don't think I'll have any reason to miss this cave in the future."

The Demonic Buddha had hidden in that place as a child and had now emerged. He suddenly thought it might be time for his adult self to come out of his own cave.

"Then I'll release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

When the Spacetime Manipulation Technique disappeared, the two of them stood by the stream in the Thousand Poisons Forest again.

"Let's head back."

"Already?"

"What do you mean, 'already'?"

"I want to hang out more."

"What's so fun about hanging out with an old man like me?"

"It is fun, and we need to get some drinks."

"Drinks?"

"We need to get drinks from the Poison King, who used us as gatherers."

They had promised that whoever found the Seven Lives Grass first would be bought drinks.

"Today? Right now?"

"Can you come back here next time and say, 'Hey, Poison King. Didn't the loser of our last bet agree to buy drinks?' Can you make a demand like that?"

Of course, that would never happen. The Demonic Buddha wouldn't bring it up even if they ran into each other. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't mentioned it, he would have forgotten completely.

"If today passes, we won't be able to punish the Poison King."

"Are you really going to see this through to the end?"

"What'll you do if you're already tired? It might seem like we've been out for a long time, but it's only been half a day. I'm not comparing, but I've gone on excursions with other Demon Supreme for dozens of days. You know that, right?"

"That sounds exactly like a comparison."

"Come on, let's go. You're not at an age where you get tired of having fun this quickly!"

The Demonic Buddha let himself be dragged along as if he couldn't resist, but his steps were quick and light as they headed for the Poison King's residence.


Jo Cheonbae, the owner of the Alluring Inn, spoke politely to the youthful young man entering the tavern.

"We're not accepting any more customers today. I'm sorry."

Speaking carelessly to someone just because they looked young could lead to big trouble. In fact, the younger they were, the more cautious he had to be. From a businessman's perspective, the most frightening thing was the sword of a reckless youth who swung it without thinking of the consequences.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk stood at the second-floor railing, looked down, and remarked, "I suppose I should say my farewells to the owner."

He and the Demonic Buddha had arrived about an hour ago.

"Are you leaving already?"

"No. It's because I don't think I'll be seeing you again."

"What do you mean by that?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke chillingly to the bewildered Jo Cheonbae. "You see, you just told the Poison King of our Cult that you wouldn't sell him any drinks and that he should leave."

Jo Cheonbae's gaze shifted to the young man. He was startled out of his wits.

"Oh my! I didn't recognize you. I'm so sorry!"

As Jo Cheonbae was about to prostrate himself, the Poison King stopped him.

"There's no need to make a fuss."

Then, Geom Mugeuk added, "He can't help but make a fuss. I'm sure he doesn't know it, but our owner here is probably more afraid of the Poison King than any other Demon Supreme."

When the Poison King looked at Jo Cheonbae, the owner lowered his head, not daring to meet his eyes.

"Am I really the scariest?"

"Originally, yes, but I was surprised by how young and handsome you are. You're the most handsome man in the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk, who was watching, didn't let it slide. "Owner, what about me?"

"You, Director, are the Greatest of All Time handsome man."

Then the Poison King asked coldly, "So you're saying I'm not the best?"

"Oh my! That's not it. What I meant was..."

The Poison King left the flustered man behind and came up to the second floor.

Jo Cheonbae looked up at Geom Mugeuk on the second floor with a deeply moved expression.

Thanks to you, Director, I've even had the honor of serving the Poison King. I have no regrets now.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and conveyed with his eyes.

You don't know yet. No one knows who else might come.

The Poison King joined them at the table on the second floor.

"I didn't think you would come."

"How could I not come when you left this?"

The Poison King took out a letter that Geom Mugeuk had written. When he and the Demonic Buddha had gone to the Poison King's residence, the Poison King had fled through the back door. Geom Mugeuk had left a letter with Sangseon, and the Poison King had read it.

"If you don't buy me drinks, I'll buy my own and storm the Poison King's residence. I'll bring not only the Demonic Buddha, but also Detective Seo, Lee Ahn, the Demonic Army General, and Cheon Sohwi!"

The Poison King scowled. "How could I not come when you say something like this!"

If Geom Mugeuk had written that he would spread rumors about the Poison King not keeping his promise, he wouldn't have come. The Poison King didn't care what others thought. However, a large group flocking to the Thousand Poisons Forest to drink and make a racket was something the Poison King would never tolerate.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason he came. He had interpreted the letter as another of Geom Mugeuk's requests for help, an extension of 'Please hang out with us today'.

"I'm sorry. How much must I have wanted to hang out with the Poison King to do such a thing?"

"Didn't we hang out to our heart's content?"

"We have to hang out for seven days and nights to say we've really hung out. I'm prepared to stay up all night."

The Poison King waved his hands dismissively, saying he couldn't because sleeping past the time of the Purple Orb would make his morning difficult.

"The one who looks the youngest is making such a fuss!"

"You just wait until you're my age!"

The Demonic Buddha felt uncomfortable again now that the Poison King had arrived, but he was also a little glad. The Demonic Buddha knew the Poison King wouldn't have come just because of the letter. It meant his relationship with Geom Mugeuk was deep.

He could understand getting close to the Drunken Demon through drinking. However, becoming this close with the Poison King, who lived in his own world, was unbelievable. To the Demonic Buddha, the Poison King was the most uncomfortable and difficult person in the world.

"Well, let's have a drink."

The three of them toasted and drank. It was the first time the Demonic Buddha had drunk with them.

Seeing the Demonic Buddha coolly empty his cup, Geom Mugeuk asked, "Wasn't it your principle to never eat any food when in the Poison King's presence?"

"That's right."

"But you're eating so comfortably."

"If the Poison King decided to poison me, what difference would it make whether I ate the food or not?"

The Poison King smiled faintly, his expression saying, 'Yes, that's right.' That was why the Poison King was so fearsome. If he decided to use poison, not even a Demon Supreme could stop him.

The Poison King sent a telepathy to Geom Mugeuk.

[You two came out quite late. What were you doing?]

[We were resting with our feet in the stream.]

[The Demonic Buddha too?]

[Yes.]

[I can't imagine it.]

He would never believe they had slept side by side.

They drank another glass of alcohol. The fine liquor Jo Cheonbae had saved and the delicious dishes naturally lifted their spirits.

"This is why I come to the Alluring Inn."

When Jo Cheonbae brought a new dish, Geom Mugeuk said to the Demonic Buddha, "Why don't you leave a phrase or a trace of your martial arts on that wall over there, to mark your visit?"

"......"

"Most of the Demon Supreme have been to this spot, even Father. From now on, I plan to have each one leave a mark whenever they visit. Isn't that a great idea? And the first one will be the Demonic Buddha!"

The words 'the first one' stirred the Demonic Buddha's heart. A needless competitiveness kicked in. He thought that if everyone was going to write something, it would be better to be first.

"Then, let me just..."

Just then, a sound came from behind.

SKSKSKSK.

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha turned around. The Poison King was already writing on the wall with his chopsticks. He wrote a single line of text in splendid calligraphy.

The Poison King was here.

The Poison King said to Geom Mugeuk, "You wanted me to do this, right?"

"Yes, but I was just offering the first chance to the Demonic Buddha."

"Was that so? I didn't hear you."

Geom Mugeuk believed the Poison King had simply been lost in his own world and hadn't heard the conversation. The Demonic Buddha, however, took it as a challenge.

The Demonic Buddha's body glowed with a golden light as he formed a hand seal.

"......"

He left a trace of the Great Golden Mara Art on the wall. It looked like a golden dragon with its mouth open, about to devour the Poison King's words. It was the Demonic Buddha's petty revenge for having the first spot stolen and a manifestation of the highest level of martial arts, leaving only a mark without piercing the wall.

"WAAAAAH!"

The people from the tavern had come up at some point and now admired the wall. The Poison King's writing and the Demonic Buddha's martial arts blended together perfectly, as if coordinated. Would the onlookers ever imagine the dragon wanted to eat the words?

Amidst the cheers, the Demonic Buddha sat down as if it were nothing, but his face was filled with pride.

The Poison King sent a telepathy to Geom Mugeuk.

[Getting sulky over something like this. He's such a child.]

[And what about the one who couldn't wait and just wrote it first? You two should be friends!]

[No way, that guy is so uncomfortable to be around!]

When Geom Mugeuk looked over, he saw Jo Cheonbae grinning from ear to ear in the distance.

They drank again, freely. No one urged anyone to drink or forced conversation. They let silence be and went with any idle chatter. They drank comfortably.

While drinking, Geom Mugeuk looked out the second-floor window. It wasn't late, and many people were passing by. As he blankly watched the people, he saw the Poison King blend into the crowd and disappear. The Poison King had already paid for the drinks and left without a word of goodbye.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha asked from behind him, "How can I trust you? That your heart won't change when you become the Heavenly Demon."

And here he was, asking this after suggesting they put everything aside to drink and relax.

Without turning around, Geom Mugeuk answered, "I don't know."

These were people for whom taking a single day off was this difficult.


When the Demonic Buddha returned to his residence, someone waited in the courtyard. It was Geom Muyang.

"Young Lord!"

The Demonic Buddha was drunk and held a bottle of liquor.

"Have you been drinking?"

"Yes, I had a drink for the first time in a while."

"Please give me a drink as well."

"Of course. I'll go get a cup."

"No, just give it to me."

Both of them were acting strangely. The Demonic Buddha wasn't the type to buy and carry liquor, and Geom Muyang wasn't the type to drink straight from the bottle.

"I just met with the Second Young Lord and the Poison King today. I was just drinking with the two of them."

"I see."

After each took a sip of liquor, the two men's gazes naturally turned to the night sky. The Demonic Buddha thought that he had looked up at the sky a lot today. He had looked during the day with Geom Mugeuk, and now at night with Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang glanced at the Demonic Buddha. His flushed red cheeks mingled with the golden light, glowing in a unique color. It wasn't just the color. Today, the Demonic Buddha was different.

Geom Muyang's heart grew heavy as he guessed the cause. He had hoped that even if everyone else left, the Demonic Buddha would stay by his side. He hadn't expressed it, but he had been anxious.

To be honest, he had once wished for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or another Demon Supreme to become his right-hand man. That was before he knew the Demonic Buddha would do so much for him.

"It seems the Poison King has completely turned to the Second Young Lord's side," the Demonic Buddha said honestly.

He had to make Geom Muyang face reality now. Words like 'It will be fine' or 'I will try harder' would only push him further toward the edge of a cliff. Now was the time to walk back from the cliff's edge with him.

I think this is as far as we can go, First Young Lord.

However, the words wouldn't come out. He couldn't bring himself to say them.

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Muyang. Geom Muyang was calm, even at the news that the Poison King had turned his back. In the past, he would have pretended to be fine before spitting out a cold remark or shifting the blame to the Demonic Buddha. He would have reacted sharply. However, Geom Muyang was as calm as if he had expected it.

"Now, only the Fist Demon remains."

The Demonic Buddha was grateful that he had said 'the Fist Demon' alone, not 'the Demonic Buddha and the Fist Demon'. It meant Geom Muyang believed he was an exception who would not change.

He could see that Geom Muyang had grown. He had endured and endured, tormented by the daily desire to kill Geom Mugeuk. He must have been tempted to use any means to kill him first and see what happened, and he had endured it admirably. Whether because he was wary of the Heavenly Demon, because of his relationship with Geom Mugeuk, or because he wasn't inherently a villain. In any case, he had endured well.

That's why he really wanted to say the words.

Let's see it through to the end! I will play the role of a one-man army.

However, he didn't. Those words would have been a lie to the First Young Lord.

The Second Young Lord is an opponent you cannot defeat.

Did Geom Muyang read the resignation in his eyes?

Drunk on alcohol and moonlight, the Demonic Buddha now understood why he was the last one remaining. It wasn't because Geom Mugeuk had approached him last. The result would have been the same even if he had been approached first.

His parents had failed to protect him, but he wanted to protect the First Young Lord until the very end. Because of that feeling, the First Young Lord was both a son and himself to the Demonic Buddha. Even if the First Young Lord did not become the successor, he would not leave his side.

"From the Demon Supreme's perspective, what kind of person is Mugeuk? Please tell me honestly."

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha said, "I don't know what kind of person he is."

With that answer, Geom Muyang was certain. Even the Demonic Buddha had been swayed by Geom Mugeuk. He could tell just by seeing him carrying a liquor bottle. A liquor bottle in the Demonic Buddha's hand? He had never seen such a thing.

"In the sense that you don't know what kind of person he is, Mugeuk resembles our father more than I do."

Geom Muyang smiled at the Demonic Buddha, gave a slight bow, and turned away.

As he walked away, the Demonic Buddha called out, "First Young Lord!"

"What is it?"

"The one who resembles the Cult Leader is you, First Young Lord."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, I'm certain."

Geom Muyang, who had been walking slowly, turned to look back.

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the night sky and drank straight from the bottle. He drank for a long time without stopping.

Geom Muyang realized the time had come for him to make a decision.


Chapter 248: When Are You Going to Kill Me?

After leaving the Demonic Buddha's residence, Geom Muyang walked slowly through the inner court of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

He walked while carefully observing each of the inner court's buildings. He had never looked at these buildings in detail before.

The martial artists standing guard greeted him politely.

When Geom Muyang accepted their greetings, the martial artists exchanged puzzled glances. Geom Muyang was always in a hurry and had never properly returned a greeting before.

Walking through the inner court, Geom Muyang arrived at the Eastern Fist Garrison.

Although it was late, the Fist Demon was awake.

Geom Muyang followed a guide and arrived before a cliff.

The Fist Demon stood before the cliff and spoke without turning around.

"I plan to shatter this cliff with a single blow. That's my dream."

Geom Muyang looked up at the massive, seemingly endless cliff. He thought it was an impossible task, even for the Fist Demon.

"If it's you, Fist Demon, you'll surely achieve that dream."

Only then did the Fist Demon turn to face him.

"Greetings, Fist Demon."

"First Young Lord, welcome."

Every time Geom Muyang saw the Fist Demon's terrifying face, which made even the cult's demonic statues look kind, he felt a natural fear.

"I apologize for visiting so late at night."

"Not at all. I was awake for my late-night training."

Surprisingly, the Fist Demon still attended the late-night training sessions. Geom Mugeuk had not participated since returning to the cult, but Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi attended consistently.

The Fist Demon did not want to seem like he stopped attending just because Geom Mugeuk was absent. He had continued to go, and these days, he never missed a session because of Cheon Sohwi.

He hadn't realized it when Geom Mugeuk first mentioned it, but as time passed, he saw that her talent and character were flawless for the next Fist Demon. So, he would give her separate instruction during their training.

The Fist Demon found this late-night training enjoyable.

Honestly, it might have been because he was with two young, beautiful women. It could have been Cheon Sohwi, who held absolute respect for the Fist Demon, or Lee Ahn, who made him laugh with her unexpected jokes. For a man who had been a sincere teacher his entire life, these sessions had become a valuable and enjoyable time.

"So, what brings you here?"

The Fist Demon could sense from the late-night visit that Geom Muyang was on the verge of a major decision.

"You're the only one, Fist Demon, who has announced official support for me."

"I'm not a man who breaks his promises."

"If you had met Mugeuk first, would you have made that promise?"

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Muyang as if to pierce through him. Still not used to the Fist Demon's face, Geom Muyang slightly bowed his head to avoid his gaze.

"If that were the case, I would have announced my support for the Second Young Lord."

Geom Muyang was actually glad the Fist Demon answered so honestly. He had come to see him today precisely because he knew this was the kind of man the Fist Demon was.

"What kind of person is Mugeuk?"

"Wouldn't you, his older brother, know better?"

"No, I don't know him well."

The Fist Demon's gaze turned back to the cliff.

"I said the same thing to the Second Young Lord as I did to you earlier. I told him my dream was to shatter this cliff."

Geom Muyang was curious. He wondered how Geom Mugeuk had responded.

"He said he wanted to shatter it too."

Geom Muyang felt it in that moment. To the Fist Demon, at least, those words were the correct answer.

"Perhaps the one to shatter this cliff one day will be the Second Young Lord. That's the kind of person your brother is."

It must have been because of this small difference. These small differences must have accumulated, creating the gap that now existed between him and Geom Mugeuk.

"Couldn't those words have been a lie? Couldn't he have said that just to get on your good side?"

They were desperate words he would not normally say, but Geom Muyang seemed determined as he revealed his honest feelings.

"Of course, that's possible."

"Then why did you believe him?"

The Fist Demon understood how Geom Muyang felt. Geom Mugeuk could wrap even them around his finger, so it must have been impossible for the young Geom Muyang to deal with him.

"Because the Second Young Lord showed me with his actions. He came to the Eastern Fist Garrison and rose from the White Fists to the Black Fists."

"With Mugeuk's martial arts skill, that wouldn't have been a difficult task!"

The Fist Demon calmly asked the agitated Geom Muyang.

"If it was such an easy task, why didn't you do it?"

"!"

Geom Muyang could not answer. He knew it too. The Fist Demon was not talking about just martial arts skill. He meant that when actions followed words, belief gained power.

The Fist Demon's gaze turned back to the cliff.

After a moment, Geom Muyang asked.

"May I ask one last question?"

"Go ahead."

"Do you believe that it would be better for our Cult if Mugeuk becomes the Heavenly Demon?"

"Why do you ask me that?"

"Because I feel that among the Demon Supremes, you would give the most honest answer."

The Fist Demon was lost in thought for a moment. He had a premonition that his answer would greatly impact Geom Muyang. Nevertheless, the Fist Demon spoke honestly.

"Before I answer, I'll say one thing. Regardless of my answer, my official position of supporting you won't change."

"Thank you."

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Muyang and said without a hint of apology.

"I have higher expectations for the Second Young Lord's Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

It was a cruel answer for Geom Muyang, but he had answered honestly.

Those words flew and lodged themselves heavily in Geom Muyang's chest.

"Thank you for speaking honestly."

Geom Muyang bowed politely with a trembling voice and turned away. Before leaving, he looked up at the cliff one last time. Looking at it again, he did not have the courage to even think about shattering it.

The Fist Demon watched his departing back, then turned to head to the late-night training.

He offered no words of comfort or encouragement.

Because the cliffs given to each person had to be overcome by themselves.


My brother came to see me.

Dressed neatly in a martial arts uniform with his sword at his side, my brother stood under the moonlight with a different feel than usual.

My brother said abruptly.

"Let's have a match."

I could tell. This was to decide the successor by the outcome of this fight. He had come knowing he would lose.

"Alright. I've wanted to beat you up for a while now."

"This isn't a joke."

"I'm not joking either. You're a vicious brother who tried to instill a fear of the murim in his younger brother, who was about to become a martial artist. You deserve a beating, don't you?"

"If it has caused you that much resentment, then by all means."

"Don't talk like it's no big deal."

"Even so, I won't apologize."

As if by agreement, we did not speak of fighting over the succession. We just acted as if we were settling an old score.

My brother drew his sword, and I drew mine as well. Except for when we dueled as children, this was the first time we had pointed our swords at each other like this.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art versus the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

My brother had reached ten-star complete mastery, and I had reached twelve-star complete mastery. Even without that difference, the gap in experience, skill, and inner arts was too vast for my brother to defeat me.

I would not hold back. However, I would not overwhelm him at once, allowing him to use every technique he could.

"Be careful, I'm coming for real."

My brother, after a serious warning, unleashed the First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIIIK!

A single streak of sword light flew to cut me in two, but my own Equal Sky Strike was faster and more powerful.

KWAAANG!

My brother was shocked to see his First Technique nullified so futilely in mid-air.

With a surprised face, he unleashed the Second Technique, but this time too, a more powerful Second Technique nullified it.

Third Technique, Fourth Technique...

As the exchange continued, my brother's despair grew deeper. He must have known I was stronger, but he probably did not know I was this much stronger.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said it.

Crushing him completely would be the best path for my brother. I agree with those words.

I revealed all of my skills, enough to make my brother feel despair.

That was the path for my brother. So that he would never harbor any other thoughts. So that he would accept that not becoming the successor was not a disappointment, but the natural outcome.

My brother must be looking at a wall. A wall taller and larger than the cliff the Fist Demon was looking at.

When the Soaring Sky Sword Art did not work, my brother charged, swinging his sword. He must have come knowing he would lose. However, as defeat became a reality, my brother grew desperate.

I want to be the successor!

However, that desperation could not bridge the gap in our skills.

TAAANG.

The sword flew from my brother's grasp and fell to the ground.

After staring at the sword with a dazed look for a moment, my brother glared at me and said.

"Actually, I was planning to beat you with these fists."

"Of course! A man's gotta use his fists!"

I sheathed the Black Demon Sword and told my brother.

"But what can you do? I'm a disciple of the Fist Demon."

"......No techniques."

At my brother's words, I laughed out loud. For him to say something like that in this situation was a good sign.

Alright, brother. I'll beat you up for sure.

The two of us clashed with our fists. Whether it was swordsmanship, fist arts, or just brawling, how could my brother possibly defeat me?

PWAK! PWEOK!

My fists slammed into my brother's face and body.

This was the punishment for instilling fear in his younger brother because of his own greed. We had to settle the score.

PWAK! PWEOEOK!

These were fists meant to forgive my brother.

Even while being beaten to a pulp, my brother never used his inner arts. He could have taken the opportunity to try and kill me, but he did not. He did not even attempt it.

This is why. Brother. The reason I wanted to bring you back alive. Father probably saw it first. What kind of person you are.

And just as my exhausted brother was about to collapse!

My brother's fist connected with my face.

I took one solid hit. It seems I also had some feelings of guilt towards my brother. If I had not regressed, he would have become the successor.

But brother, me becoming the successor is for your own good too. Let's at least live this life. Whether we get along or fight tooth and nail, let's survive.

And so, the fight that was not a fight came to an end.

My brother, having succeeded in landing the final blow, smiled with satisfaction and fell flat on his back.

HUU, HUU, HUU.

My brother's ragged breaths contained everything.

His breathing slowly began to even out.

Until then, I also lay down next to my brother and looked up at the night sky.

Lying down, my brother asked.

"Can you do a good job?"

He was probably hoping I would say no, or that there was even a sliver of a chance I would say, 'you do it'.

"I can do better than any of the Heavenly Demons in history."

"Damn it!"

My brother shouted while lying on his back.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!"

He screamed as if in a final struggle. Many people in our Cult must be hearing this shout. This shout was deciding my brother's fate and mine.

After he stopped shouting, my brother let out a deep sigh. He exhaled all his last lingering attachments with that breath.

"You really have to do a good job."

"I will."

"The successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult can't be joking around and acting flippant. You can't do that!"

"That's because you haven't seen me when I'm serious. You'll be begging me to tell a joke."

"Don't do things like that!"

"Alright."

My brother had completely given up on the succession. That was why this question was also sincere.

"When are you going to kill me? At least give me time to get my affairs in order before you do."

"Why is your head so full of such negative thoughts? Let's say my darkness was instilled by you, but who planted it in you?"

"You're the strange one."

My brother had given up on everything, but there was no need for that. Because I needed him.

"From now on, you have to help me."

"Don't say such nonsense."

"I'm serious. I don't need a puppet brother. I don't need a wounded and depressed brother. I need my real brother."

I got up first and extended my hand to my brother, who was still lying down.

After I get rid of Hwa Mugi, I might even give you his position. We don't know what we will be like then. So, brother, take my hand.

My brother sat up on his own without taking my hand. He wiped his bloody nose as he sat and said.

"This is embarrassing."

"Be proud. You've got a killer of a brother, don't you?"

"I want to kill you. For real."

And the next moment.

My brother extended his hand to me. It was a hand asking to be pulled up.

The moment I saw that outstretched hand, a surge of emotion welled up inside me. There were so many things I wanted to say that I could not say anything at all.

I grasped that hand tightly. I could feel my brother gripping my hand back just as tightly.

I forcefully pulled my brother to his feet.

After staring at me for a moment, my brother raised a fist in front of me and said.

"If you don't act like a proper successor from now on, you'll get another beating from me!"

I smiled at my brother. It was the first smile I had smiled because I genuinely liked him.

"If someone bullies me, can I call for you?"

"You crazy bastard."

My brother started walking towards the Heavenly Demon Hall first.

I had said I would bring my brother to our father, but now my brother was leading me.

The cultists standing guard were startled to see the two brothers walking side by side late at night, their faces bruised.

"Shouldn't we wash up a bit before seeing Father?"

"We have to go like this to show him what an extreme evil, atrocious younger brother you are for beating up your older brother."

And then my brother said.

"Make sure to tell me before you kill me... and if anyone bullies you, make sure to tell me."

A gust of wind blew, fluttering our clothes. It was a wind heralding a new beginning.


Chapter 249: The Reason I Have Called You All Today

I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall with my brother.

Father was already there with Head Strategist Sama Myeong. He should have been asleep at this hour. His presence meant he had received a report that we fought and were on our way.

A strange tension filled the hall as my brother and I walked side-by-side.

Father looked down at us wordlessly as we approached.

"Father."

My brother, who always addressed Father as 'Cult Leader', called him 'Father'. He used to find it hard to even look at Father, but today he stared straight at him.

Then, he spoke the most difficult words of his life.

"I will withdraw from the succession contest."

Father rarely showed his emotions, but a quiet passion surfaced in his eyes. It was a feeling mixed with joy and pity.

"Will you not regret this?"

"No, I won't."

"Once a decision is made, it can't be reversed."

My brother looked at me. "I want to see the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult led by my younger brother."

Our gazes met. This moment would torment my brother for a long time. He would regret it again and again.

Thank you, Hyung. I may not be able to prevent that regret, but I'll make it the most precious emotion of your life.

My brother looked at Father again.

"This is my earnest request, Father."

I hadn't expected my brother to be so proactive. He was not the same brother from before my regression. My brother had changed after I regressed, growing through various emotional shifts. Now that he could look at Father like that, their relationship would also change.

I sent a telepathic message to Father.

[I brought Hyung back looking truly magnificent, didn't I?]

[He was always a magnificent child.]

[Are you discriminating against me because he's the eldest son?]

The corner of Father's mouth curled up slightly as he looked at me. Father, I'll spend my entire life jesting just to see that smirk. Please, don't let that smile fade!

Father's gaze returned to my brother. He must have known how difficult this decision was for my brother.

And Father accepted my brother's sincerity, right here and now.

He issued a command to Sama Myeong.

"Activate the Eight Demons Edict immediately."

The Eight Demons Edict was a supreme order. It summoned not only the Eight Demon Supremes but also all the demonic practitioners they commanded.

"I will obey your command."

In the dead of night, a truly unprecedented order was given.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was teaching Seo Daeryong late into the night. He smiled with satisfaction at the technique Seo Daeryong displayed.

"Well done!"

Seo Daeryong felt like he could fly at his master's praise. The praise was especially moving because his master was so stingy with it.

"Thank you!"

Seo Daeryong, who was always full of jokes around Geom Mugeuk, was on his best behavior with his master. In his heart, his master was more precious than the Heavenly Demon.

When the training ended, Seo Daeryong presented a book.

"I asked an investigator stationed outside to acquire this for me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled when he saw the book. It was a book he had wanted to read.

"This must not have been easy to find."

"I was lucky."

"What money do you have?"

It was a rare edition, so it must have cost a great deal.

"I'm still single, so my monthly salary just piles up."

"For the crime of spending lavishly, it's back to hellish training starting tomorrow."

"Ah! The hellish training was supposed to end today."

Though he feigned annoyance, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was inwardly touched.

Just then, a bell rang out.

DEEEENG! DEEENG!

"What bell is this, in the middle of the night?"

It was no ordinary bell. The sound was clear and deep, unlike any he had heard before.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered Seo Daeryong's question.

"It's the bell announcing the Eight Demons Edict."

Seo Daeryong asked in surprise, "What could be happening at this hour?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gazed toward the Heavenly Demon Hall and said softly, "Either a war has broken out..."

Seo Daeryong tensed at the word 'war'.

"Or what was bound to come has finally arrived."

A war wouldn't have broken out, so it had to be the latter.

"If that's the case, you'd better train harder in your martial arts. If you want to keep being the right-hand man."

The mention of being the right-hand man made him realize it was related to Geom Mugeuk. Still, Seo Daeryong couldn't figure out what was going on.

"Open the wardrobe at the very end and bring out the blood-colored robes!"

Seo Daeryong went inside the house and opened the last wardrobe. A set of ceremonial robes as red as blood was hanging there.


At that moment, the Drunken Demon was drinking with the Flower Sword Supreme at the Drunken Dream Palace.

Yeo Bin, one of the three great drunkards, set down the side dishes. As she was about to turn away, the Flower Sword Supreme spoke to her. "Have a drink from my cup."

Yeo Bin politely accepted the drink and drank it. She then poured a drink for the Flower Sword Supreme before withdrawing.

Once she was gone, the Flower Sword Supreme said, "Just accept her when she says she likes you. Don't regret it later."

The Drunken Demon drank the alcohol he held.

"A woman suffers if she meets a man who loves to drink."

"Isn't that girl also one of the Three Drunkards?"

"Exactly. If we're both drunkards, are we supposed to earn money just to spend it all on alcohol?"

The Flower Sword Supreme shook her head at the Drunken Demon's ridiculous excuse.

"You're my friend, but I really don't understand..."

DEEEEEEENG!

The resounding bell made the Drunken Demon, who had been leaning back, straighten up. In an instant, the Flower Sword Supreme was already flying across the lake, her white martial arts uniform fluttering.

Watching her, the Drunken Demon shook his head this time.

"If it's the Cult Leader's command, you'd jump into hell just as quickly, wouldn't you?"

Yeo Bin ran to the Drunken Dream Palace.

The Drunken Demon set down his cup and said, "Sober everyone up!"


The Poison King was concocting a poison.

It was called the Seven Lives Extreme Medicine. Its main ingredient was the Seven Lives Grass, discovered by the Demonic Buddha in the Thousand Poisons Forest. It was a mystical poison that made its victim feel pleasure for seven days, only to die on the final day while experiencing pain equal to all the pleasure they had felt.

He worked while wearing the Heavenly Antivenom Silk gloves that Geom Mugeuk had gifted him.

DEEEENG!

The Poison King ignored the bell and focused only on his work.

Just then, Sangseon entered holding some clothes. Without lifting his head, the Poison King said, "Tell them I can't go."

"Do you think you can handle the consequences of refusing the Eight Demons Edict with that poison?"

Sangseon went to him and held out the clothes.

The Poison King reluctantly took the clothes and complained, "When I actually get there, it probably won't even be that important."

"Hurry and change your clothes. The Poison Disciples are preparing."

When Sangseon brought the poison pouches from the wall, the Poison King was mixing poisons again. Sangseon had to forcibly pull him away to get him dressed.

Once the Poison King was properly dressed, with twelve poison pouches tied to his waist, he looked just like a tall and handsome murim Young Lord.

As the Poison King left his residence, he said, "Now I've made the Second Young Lord do all the cleaning."

He had a precise guess about today's summons. It was worth it to have played along with him.


The moment he heard the bell, the Demonic Buddha's hand stopped turning his prayer beads.

He could tell that the First Young Lord had finally made his decision.

It was a moment he had been waiting for, but also a moment he had prayed would never come.

...First Young Lord.

A golden radiance burst from his body. The light was more intense than ever, as if showing his turbulent emotions.

Only after praying for the First Young Lord did the Demonic Buddha rise from his seat.

First Young Lord, let us go and see where fate leads us.


The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was circulating his qi.

He had now fully recovered from his injuries. Thanks to the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, his inner arts had become even more profound. His body itched with energy, and he wanted to run out and fight alongside Geom Mugeuk right away.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, sitting beside him, said softly, "I dreamt that Orabeoni was going on a night outing."

She was sensing the winds of fate blowing through the Divine Cult.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes and rose.

"If your dream says so, then I must prepare."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened a closet hidden within a white wall.

A dozen masks hung there. Each mask held a different meaning.

"You choose for me."

"It seems it will be a celebratory occasion, so how about that mask?"

She pointed to a brilliantly colorful and ornate mask. It was the Happy Ghost Mask, used for major cult events or banquets.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took out the Happy Ghost Mask as she instructed.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman turned away so she would not see him change his mask. She was walking the path of fate, loving a man whose face she did not know.

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finished changing his mask, the bell began to ring.


The bell rang out during the late-night training session.

The Fist Demon stopped training and said to Lee Ahn, "You'll need to prepare a congratulatory gift."

Because the First Young Lord had visited, the Fist Demon had an idea of what this nighttime summons meant.

The quick-witted Lee Ahn understood at once.

"Finally!"

Tears welled up in her eyes. She had perhaps been waiting for this moment more eagerly than the person it concerned.

"That's all for today's training."

Then, he gave an order to Cheon Sohwi.

"You go ahead and prepare the Iron Fists!"

Cheon Sohwi accepted the command for such a major event with a moved expression.

"I will obey your command."

Cheon Sohwi leaped away and disappeared.

Before leaving, the Fist Demon said one more thing to Lee Ahn.

"The Second Young Lord will want to see you. Go and get ready."

"Yes! Thank you."

Lee Ahn leaped toward her quarters. She had waited so long for this moment and could not be late. She would take out the clothes she had saved and put on makeup. She would congratulate Geom Mugeuk looking her most beautiful for this important moment.


Torches blazed on all four sides of the grand training ground.

Geom Woojin sat on the central platform, while Geom Mugeuk stood facing him. Geom Muyang had stepped aside to stand next to Sama Myeong.

The elite demonic practitioners of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, including the Demonic Army, surrounded the grand training ground like an iron wall.

Now, the Eight Demon Supremes and their subordinates began to enter.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived first, dressed in red. He entered with the colossal Heaven Destroying Dao slung across his back, followed by the Blade Fiends of the Southern Blade Sect.

CHUK CHUK CHUK CHUK CHUK CHUK!

Though famous for being fierce, they entered in perfect formation without a single misstep.

Next came the Flower Sword Supreme, dressed in a pure white martial arts uniform. The Demonic Swords of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect followed her. Normally, they would exchange fierce glares with the Blade Fiends, but today, no one even glanced at the other side. They lined up behind the Flower Sword Supreme in perfect order, as if competing.

The Fist Demon arrived next. Following him were the Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison, who had entered the murim with only their bare fists. They wore formal attire and bracers on their wrists, which were engraved with the demon symbol of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Though they used bare fists, they did not fall behind in the battle of wills. Their clash of spirits was often more intense than that of the Demon Supremes.

Next, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme entered. Though she was still young with relatively low martial arts, the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum following her lacked no presence. Even amidst the demonic qi filling the training ground, their ghostly energy eerily announced their arrival.

The procession continued. The Drunken Demon entered next. He walked with steps that seemed both drunk and sober, and the Drunkards followed him. Though they were drunk, they too were in perfect formation. The drunken energy they emanated seemed to intoxicate even the demonic and ghostly energy that had dominated the grounds.

Next, the Demonic Buddha entered. He had a calmer expression than ever before. The Mad Monks following him, however, were different. Dressed in golden kasas, they entered chanting Buddhist verses with crazed eyes, sweeping the grounds with yet another kind of energy.

This time, the Poison King entered. The Poison Disciples following him had more confident expressions than any other demonic practitioners here. They were filled with a confidence that bordered on arrogance. Their faces clearly said, 'If we decide to, all of you will die.'

The last Demon Supreme to enter was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. A fiery heat could be felt from his eyes behind the Happy Ghost Mask. Behind him, the Faceless Warriors followed, wearing white masks with red lines drawn on them like bloodstains. Their cold gazes announced who they were.

As the elite demonic practitioners of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult gathered, the area was engulfed in a heat that felt like it could explode at any moment.

Only one person could cool that heat in an instant.

The Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin slowly rose from his seat and walked forward. Even among these countless demonic practitioners, he exuded a singular presence.

The demonic practitioners all bowed at the waist and shouted.

"The Supreme Heavenly Demon the Invincible Divine Cult!"

It was a thunderous roar that truly shook the heavens and the earth.

After the shouts ended and the grounds fell silent, Geom Woojin finally spoke. "The reason I have called you all today is to make a momentous announcement."

His low, heavy voice flew into everyone's ears as if embedding itself there.

Tension flowed, and not a single breath could be heard.

"Mugeuk, listen well."

Geom Mugeuk showed his respect and said in a loud voice, "I will receive your solemn command."

Geom Woojin declared in a voice more resonant and powerful than ever, "From this moment on, I shall make Mugeuk the next Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

It was the moment Geom Mugeuk officially became the successor.

Geom Mugeuk raised his head and looked at his father. He wanted to say so many things, but now was the time to show respect and follow the heavenly mandate.

"For the future of the Divine Cult, I will devote my body and soul so as not to tarnish the cult's reputation."

Geom Woojin patted Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. The encouragement in his father's eyes and touch was sincere.

[Well done, my son.]

That single telepathic message made Geom Mugeuk feel as if all his past struggles had been rewarded.

[Thank you, Father.]

Geom Mugeuk slowly turned to face the demonic practitioners.

Their gazes flew toward Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk released his qi. He held nothing back, opening it all.

Those who knew Geom Mugeuk and those who did not were all overwhelmed by his presence and powerful qi. If his father was a blood-red dot in a black and white painting, Geom Mugeuk was a sky-blue dot. If his father was a large dot, Geom Mugeuk was a small one.

The eight Demon Supremes all bowed at the waist to show their respect.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

The demonic practitioners of the eight factions behind them, and even those surrounding the area, all performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed their heads.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

A deafening shout echoed through the grounds.

The status of Second Young Lord and Young Cult Leader was the difference between heaven and earth. Not only the demonic practitioners of our Cult, but now no one in the murim could treat Geom Mugeuk lightly.

WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

A roar that shook the heavens and the earth continued.

Geom Mugeuk's chest swelled with emotion.

He had run this far for this very moment. A new history was now unfolding, not only for Geom Mugeuk but also for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

When the endless cheers subsided and the grounds grew quiet, Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward the Demon Supremes.

Towards his Demon Supremes.

It was his first step as Young Cult Leader.


Chapter 250: In the Midst of the Fervor

Eight Demon Supremes stood in a line, watching Geom Mugeuk. Every cultist gathered there focused on his movements.

Geom Mugeuk walked first to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Blade Demon."

"Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was intense.

"It's all thanks to you, Elder, that I was able to become the successor."

With all the cultists watching, Geom Mugeuk loudly gave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon credit.

At his words, the blade demons standing behind the Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared and released their demonic qi. If the Heavenly Demon hadn't been present, they would have shouted, "Blood Heaven! Blood Heaven!"

Geom Mugeuk watched them with pleasure. Thanks to these aggressive and rough fellows, he had reached the final stage of the Meridians Strengthening Art and achieved Myriad Poison Immunity.

Thank you, you blade demons!

Others would have been startled to hear it, but Geom Mugeuk found them endearing.

He respectfully conveyed his feelings to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I respect you, Elder!"

Geom Mugeuk said it with sincerity. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the first Demon Supreme to become his person and had given everything without holding back.

"It's thanks to the Young Cult Leader's outstanding capabilities. What has this old man done?"

"Please continue to guide me well in the future."

Since it was an official occasion, the two men showed each other proper respect.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to let it pass so formally. In his usual tone, completely different from his current calm voice, he sent a telepathic message.

[Elder, let's drink later! Let's have a grand celebration! By the way, a Young Cult Leader can lie in bed without washing, right?]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was very pleased by Geom Mugeuk's unchanging banter.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew Geom Mugeuk would be like this even if he became the Heavenly Demon. It was this very character that had made him fall so deeply for the man named Geom Mugeuk.

[Are you trying to get scolded by the Cult Leader for fooling around? Focus!]

Next, Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"The Sword Supreme."

"Young Cult Leader."

"I ask for your continued guidance in the future. Thanks to you, Sword Supreme, my swordsmanship has improved greatly."

The Flower Sword Supreme was inwardly flustered. Their duel didn't deserve such high praise, especially since she had lost. He was saving her face in front of her subordinates.

Indeed, the demonic swords' expressions brightened. They too roared and released their demonic qi.

They tried to shout louder and release even greater demonic qi than the blade demons before them.

Even on a day like this, the blade demons and the demonic swords were engaged in a war of nerves.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and said, "The Young Cult Leader's talent for martial arts is a gift from the heavens, so my help must have been insignificant."

"You're being too modest. Please continue to guide me well in the future."

"I will."

Next, he stood before the Fist Demon.

Geom Mugeuk knew deep affection hid behind that fearsome face. That was why he also knew how powerful that man's straightforward punch was.

Geom Mugeuk wanted to shatter a cliff himself, but he also wanted to let the Fist Demon shatter one. He wanted to make his dream come true.

"Master."

"Young Cult Leader, now that you've become a person of high status, I think I should stop being your Master."

"I learned about life from your fists, Master. No matter what position I rise to, you'll always be my Master."

Because it meant Geom Mugeuk would serve him as Master even as the Heavenly Demon, a pleasant smile graced the Fist Demon's fearsome face.

At that, the iron fists also roared. They were the ones who had learned fist techniques alongside Geom Mugeuk.

They had grown fond of Geom Mugeuk during training, so they sincerely congratulated him on becoming the Young Cult Leader. Among the Black Fists at the very front stood Cheon Sohwi.

This time, he stood before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

He felt sorry that he hadn't been able to take care of Cheongseon separately while looking after the other Demon Supremes and leaving the cult to face enemies.

"Demon Supreme."

"Young Cult Leader."

Fortunately, her face showed no disappointment. On the contrary, she was more favorable than anyone.

She knew well that she would not have risen to the position of Demon Supreme if it weren't for Geom Mugeuk. Moreover, her connection with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had taught her martial arts, was also because of Geom Mugeuk. That was why she was determined to become stronger as quickly as possible to repay that debt.

Geom Mugeuk showed her proper respect, just as he had with the previous Demon Supremes.

"The martial artists say that the scariest person in our Cult is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Please continue to be our Cult's most fearsome blade!"

"Please help me a great deal, Young Cult Leader!"

The shamans released their ghostly energy in unison. The torches held by the cultists flickered as if in a wind from the spreading energy. A gloomy aura, as if ghosts might appear at any moment, filled the air.

Next, he stood before the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a flushed face.

"The Drunken Demon."

"Young Cult Leader."

"Learning about alcohol and the jianghu from you, Drunken Demon, has been a great help. I'll be in your care in the future as well."

At the same time, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message.

[I want to call you brother.]

[I want to call you 'little brother'.]

[Should we just go for it?]

[Don't. If we do that, I'll really get on the Cult Leader's bad side.]

Unlike the playful telepathic exchange, the Drunken Demon spoke in a calm and stern manner.

"Come anytime. The alcohol for the Young Cult Leader is always ready. Now, this drink is to celebrate you becoming the Young Cult Leader."

As the Drunken Demon drank the alcohol from his waist, the drunkards behind him all drank in unison. The alcoholic aura they emitted mixed with the demonic qi and ghostly energy, swirling around the area. The atmosphere grew more and more intense.

Next was the Demonic Buddha.

He was the Demon Supreme Geom Mugeuk felt most sorry for in this place today.

"Congratulations, Young Cult Leader."

He was calm. He was not foolish enough to blame Geom Mugeuk for the First Young Lord's failure.

"Thank you."

"The future of our Cult rests on you, Young Cult Leader, so I hope you never forget that."

"I will keep that in mind."

The Demonic Buddha's gaze went over Geom Mugeuk's shoulder toward Geom Muyang in the distance. Geom Mugeuk could feel his concern for Geom Muyang.

"We monks will pray for the Young Cult Leader's future."

As soon as the Demonic Buddha finished speaking, the mad monks began chanting sutras in unison, praying for Geom Mugeuk's future.

Geom Mugeuk knew. At the very least, the Demonic Buddha would be praying for Geom Muyang.

Please protect my brother until the end, Demonic Buddha.

That was Geom Mugeuk's honest feeling.

Geom Mugeuk now stood before the Poison King. Seeing the Poison King put his mind at ease, and a smile formed on his face. At some point, the Poison King had become such a pleasant person to him.

"The Poison King."

"Young Cult Leader."

"Thanks to your teachings in the Thousand Poisons Forest, I will be largely free from the danger of poisonkilling intent in the future. Thank you."

"You have a constitution that is naturally strong against poison, so as long as you keep my words in mind, you'll never die from poison."

A telepathic message immediately flew to the Poison King.

[Thanks to you playing with me that day, I was able to become the Young Cult Leader like this.]

[If you're so grateful, let's make another bet on finding poisonous herbs.]

Geom Mugeuk deliberately lowered his telepathic voice.

[I am the Young Cult Leader. I'm a different person from the herb-gathering Second Young Lord.]

[Come and do some cleaning, too.]

Of course, it didn't work on the Poison King.

The Poison King's eyes shone clearly as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

With this, you must have taken one more step toward the person you must face.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk stood before the last Demon Supreme.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore a brilliantly colored mask.

"The Smiling Demon."

"Young Cult Leader."

The two men stared at each other without a word. Just from the look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes behind the mask, Geom Mugeuk could tell how happy he was.

Geom Mugeuk felt it was an immense stroke of luck to have met someone he could trust so deeply in his life.

"The mask is splendid."

"It's the mask I wear when attending a celebratory banquet. It's a mask that's perfectly suited for today's occasion."

The two eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were smiling within the eyeholes.

Geom Mugeuk no longer needed to scrutinize the true meaning behind his smile. At least when it came to him, what he saw was all there was.

"I will look forward to the day we go out to fight again."

"I, too, will be waiting."

Having finished speaking, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. At that, the Faceless Warriors standing behind him followed suit and laughed in unison. It was a grotesque laughter. It was the Faceless Warriors' own way of congratulating him on his ascension to Young Cult Leader.

The laughter of the Faceless Warriors spread through the place. The ghostly energy of the shamans swirled in all directions, and the sound of sutras echoed along with the fierce demonic qi.

They were not the only ones Geom Mugeuk acknowledged.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned from the cultists of the eight factions to the martial artists of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

In the distance, he could see the figure of the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho. As direct subordinates of the Heavenly Demon, they would be the first to throw themselves into the fray if anything happened.

He politely gave a clasped hands greeting toward Jang Ho. The roars of the Demonic Army added to the fervor.

He also expressed his gratitude to the investigators and execution martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall with a clasped hands greeting. They too congratulated him with a great roar. Among the investigators, Seo Daeryong stood smiling brightly.

[Congratulations, Director! No, Young Cult Leader!]

[I'm counting only on my right-hand man!]

[Please, trust some of your other body parts too!]

Smiling pleasantly, he also paid his respects to the heads of other organizations with a polite clasped hands greeting. The roars reached their peak.

And finally, Geom Mugeuk looked for one person. A person who could not be hidden no matter how large the crowd. His eyes met with Lee Ahn, who was standing among the cultists.

[You look even prettier today.]

[Since all the cultists are gathered, I was thinking of seducing someone young and handsome if I find one.]

[Even if you combine all the guys here, it won't work.]

[Don't say that. I'm not that special.]

[No, not you. I mean they can't compare to me.]

She laughed. She really liked that Geom Mugeuk hadn't changed even after becoming the Young Cult Leader.

[Congratulations, Young Cult Leader.]

[It's thanks to you protecting me.]

She would never dream that this moment today existed truly because she had thrown her body on the line for him.

Receiving everyone's congratulations, Geom Mugeuk ascended the platform. There were still people to whom he had to convey his thanks.

This time, Geom Mugeuk went to greet Head Strategist Sama Myeong.

"Strategist."

"Congratulations, Young Cult Leader."

Sama Myeong had watched Geom Mugeuk's process of rising to this position closer than anyone. He worried because Geom Mugeuk was too outstanding, and he felt uneasy because he was unpredictable. Even right now, he had never imagined he would say something like this.

"Now that I've become the Young Cult Leader, please teach me some Go behind Father's back."

Sama Myeong smiled at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"That would be difficult."

"You don't wish for me to win, Strategist!"

"I only wish for peace in our Cult. As long as it's not about Go, the All-Knowing Hall will always help the Young Cult Leader."

After exchanging pleasant greetings with Sama Myeong, Geom Mugeuk went to Geom Muyang, who was standing there blankly.

Isn't he the most uncomfortable person in this place? Everything he sees before him could have been his. How regretful must he be?

"Brother, I'm counting only on you."

If it had been just the two of them, Geom Muyang would have shouted, 'You crazy bastard, stop it!' but he couldn't do that now.

"I entrust our Cult to you."

Geom Mugeuk suddenly pulled Geom Muyang into a tight hug.

[Are you crazy?]

[You're the crazy one, brother. For yielding this great position to me.]

[You crazy bastard, get off me!]

A roar erupted at the sight of the two men. They had kept their promise to have a succession battle without seeing blood.

Geom Mugeuk finally stood before his father.

"Father."

Geom Woojin took Geom Mugeuk and walked forward.

As the two stood side by side, a roar erupted.

Just by standing together, immense power was vested in Geom Mugeuk. He was a Young Cult Leader clearly acknowledged by the Heavenly Demon.

And so, amidst roars that seemed as if they would last forever, the late-night announcement of the successor came to an end.


Geom Muyang was walking alone.

The entire cult was bustling with noise, truly in a festive mood.

He wanted to put on a good-natured face and get swept up in the atmosphere, but it wasn't easy.

His role ended here. The role of a supporting character being hugged by the protagonist on stage.

As he was walking slowly while looking down at the ground, someone called him from behind.

"Muyang."

When he turned around, it was his father.

"...Father."

Geom Woojin said to him in a gentle tone.

"Let's eat together."

The moment he heard those words, Geom Muyang felt a surge of emotion. Before he could compose himself, his vision blurred. Geom Muyang clenched his teeth and forced himself to hold it back. He didn't want to show his father a crying face on a day like today.

"I was getting hungry anyway."

"Let's go. The cooks will be awake today, so let's ask them to make your favorite food."

The two walked side by side toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Walking with his father like this, memories of past days surfaced in Geom Muyang's mind.

The days he had strived to look good in his father's eyes.

He had done his best to fulfill his role as the eldest son. He wanted to look good to his father. He wanted to receive his father's praise, and he wanted to be acknowledged by his father.

The surest way to do that was to become the successor. He had thought he would be miserably abandoned if he failed to become the successor...

"Are you disappointed?"

"No, I feel rather relieved."

Now, Geom Woojin was no longer looking at the eldest son, but at his son. To Geom Muyang, Geom Woojin was not the Cult Leader, but his father.

Geom Woojin offered no words of comfort.

However, to Geom Muyang, his father's simple words, 'Let's eat together,' were a greater comfort than any consolation. He was so grateful.

Geom Woojin walked ahead, and Geom Muyang followed a few steps behind.

The moonlight silently and gently illuminated the path of the father and son as they walked.


From a distant rooftop, I was watching Father and brother walk away.

Originally, I had planned to have a drink with my brother.

But I stepped back after seeing Father taking care of him. We could drink some other time, but a meal with our father on a day like today would be something my brother would never forget for the rest of his life.

Because of my regression, perhaps my brother had become a source of pain for Father.

I was grateful to Father for taking care of my brother like that. A father is a father.

I leaped up and landed on the top of the tallest spire in the cult.

Standing there with my arms crossed, I looked around at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, in its festive mood, was completely abuzz. It was a joyful and exciting atmosphere for the first time in a long while.

In the midst of that fervor, I thought about the things I had to do in the future. My mind was calm, and I was confident I could handle what was to come.

I stood there alone at the top until the fervor subsided and the dawn began to break.


Chapter 251: Now is the Time for Everyone to Become Stronger

Becoming the Young Cult Leader changed nothing. My path was set, and my tasks were decided. I had to become strong and kill Hwa Mugi.

But reality had changed in other ways.

The first change stood in a line in my residence's courtyard. A symbol engraved on their chests told me who they were. It was the image of a demon on a shield.

"We're from the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit."

Bodyguard martial artists were dispatched from the Heavenly Demon Hall as soon as I became the Young Cult Leader.

"I'm Cheokyeon, and I'll be responsible for the Young Cult Leader's safety from now on."

He wore an eyepatch over one eye. A one-eyed bodyguard was rare, which made him look very special. The bodyguards behind Cheokyeon each stated their names and greeted me. There were twelve of them in total. They explained they would protect me in shifts of six, day and night.

I knew Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards well.

Cheokyeon lived a fate that burned brightly like a flame before vanishing. They were my older brother's bodyguards when he was the Young Cult Leader. They all died with him the day Hwa Mugi attacked. Not one of them fled. They were men who offered their lives as a testament to their loyalty.

Thank you.

I thanked them in my heart.

"From now on, we'll protect you, Young Cult Leader."

That loyalty was now directed at me. These were more fates I had to change.

The only problem was that I didn't need them.

They would try to stay by my side constantly, but I had many things that required me to move quickly. I would also take many actions they couldn't understand. I had to make them keep their distance somehow.

I couldn't believe I had such a task on my first day as Young Cult Leader.

Telling them, 'I don't need you, so you may leave,' was pointless. They weren't the type to leave just because I said so. The problem couldn't be solved that way.

This was a problem for Hwi, the head of the bodyguard unit and Father's personal bodyguard. Of course, it wouldn't be easy.

Bodyguard martial artists are the most conservative people in the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. It's impossible to protect a target without being conservative. Stronger masters tend to overestimate their skills, making them difficult to protect. I was a prime example, already thinking of how to send my bodyguards away.

"Rest for a moment."

I was about to meet Hwi to settle things, but Cheokyeon seemed to have read my mind.

"The bodyguard Captain told us this. The Young Cult Leader might try to send you back, but you have nowhere to return to. If you send us back, we'll have to leave the bodyguard unit."

Hwi had anticipated my move and acted first. He understood my personality well and made it clear that dismissing the bodyguards was not an option. For better or worse, I had to keep them with me.

"Then are you all completely my men now?"

"Our official affiliation is with the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, but in practice, yes."

I told Cheokyeon, "Take off your eyepatch."

Cheokyeon flinched but quickly removed the eyepatch. He wasn't wearing it because of an injury. The pupil hidden beneath it was blood-red.

I approached Cheokyeon, looked into his eye, and said, "You've learned the Ghost Eye Art."

The Ghost Eye Art is an ocular art passed down among bodyguards for finding hidden people. Learning it is extremely painful, and the user cannot normally use the eye. For a single moment of crisis that might never come, one had to give up an eye for life.

"Isn't it painful?"

"It's bearable."

"Stay still."

I placed my palm over his eye. A fine stream of qi flowed in and soothed his pupil. When I removed my hand, Cheokyeon bowed his head.

"Thank you."

Cheokyeon looked at me, bewildered. He probably never imagined I could manage his pain like this.

"It's just a temporary measure."

It was the same with Lee Ahn, and now with Cheokyeon. Protecting someone demanded too great a sacrifice. This might not be a problem unique to our Cult, but the burden our Cult placed on its bodyguards was too harsh.

"I understand that if you completely master the Ghost Eye Art, you can use this eye normally."

"That's correct, but achieving complete mastery is an incredibly difficult task."

"I'll help you."

Cheokyeon's red eye widened in surprise, as if he were seeing a ghost.

"How old are you?"

"I'm twenty-nine."

He was young. The bodyguards with him were also younger or a similar age.

"I may be young, but this is my twelfth year in the bodyguard unit."

This meant he passed the bodyguard unit's test at seventeen. Since ordinary skills weren't enough to enter the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, Cheokyeon's talent had to be outstanding.

"The juniors with me are also young, but I can vouch for their skills."

Of course, they were. They were sent to bodyguard the Young Cult Leader. Hwi must have sent young masters who would lead the next generation, masters with both skill and loyalty.

Uncle Hwi, you've chosen really well.

After all, these men had already proven their character with their deaths.

"How much do you know about me?"

"We're aware of almost everything that's happened recently."

"Then you must have some idea of my personality."

"I have a very slight inkling."

"Tell me."

Cheokyeon hesitated for a moment, then spoke cautiously. "I think you're not an easy person to serve."

I nodded. "If you can let go of just one thing, you'll get along with me better than anyone."

"What is that?"

"Impatience. You just need to let go of the impatience to become my bodyguard right now."

Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards looked puzzled. They had already been assigned as my bodyguards, so my words were baffling.

"I don't understand what you mean."

Instead of answering, I asked a question. "What is your ultimate dream?"

"To become the best bodyguard."

"Then is your dream to be the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard? Or the Cult Leader's bodyguard?"

After a brief pause, Cheokyeon answered. "Of course, our final dream is to become the Cult Leader's bodyguard."

The other bodyguards would have the same goal.

"That's why I'm saying you need to let go of your impatience."

They still looked like they couldn't understand my intentions.

"Bring thirteen wooden swords."

Realizing I intended to test their skills, Cheokyeon immediately had a subordinate bring wooden swords. A moment later, we each held a wooden sword. I dipped my sword's tip in white powder.

"Alright, think of the man at the end over there as me. Protect him."

They immediately formed a protective formation around the man I indicated. They were tense.

"You don't need to worry about me getting hurt, so do your best to block me. Alright, here I come."

I rushed toward them.

They tried to block me, but they couldn't stop my determined attack. I unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God and broke through their formation. They stumbled and collided as their swords swung at empty air. They exposed impenetrable openings, tripped over their own feet, and lost sight of me for an instant.

Just as they thought, What in the world is happening?, I leaped back to my original spot.

The twelve bodyguards stared at me, dazed.

What did he just do?

None of them had dropped their swords. No one had been struck.

Then, one of them gasped.

"......"

The others startled in shock. They looked more horrified than if they had been stabbed. Without realizing it, white powder had been dabbed on everyone's heart. Their leader, Cheokyeon, was no exception, and neither was the comrade they were protecting. More astonishingly, the powder had been applied without them knowing when or how. In the blink of an eye, they had all died.

"With your current skills, do you think you can bodyguard me?"

Cheokyeon's face turned red, as did the others'. Despite the skill difference, the helpless defeat was incredibly shameful for them as bodyguards.

"I'm not trying to humiliate you. I'm showing you reality. To protect me, you have to be much stronger. The masters I'll face from now on will be like this."

I approached them, meeting each person's eyes as I spoke.

"You couldn't stop me today, but you must stop me next time. You can't stop me alone, but twelve of you together must. Don't waste time guarding me while I eat or sleep. Use that meaningless time to train your martial arts."

Having them follow me around to bodyguard me right now was meaningless.

"Then are you saying we should only train in martial arts continuously?"

I shook my head at Cheokyeon's question. "You have your own positions, so I can't have you do that. We must move together for official events, but there's no need to waste time playing bodyguard during my daily life or when I'm with the Demon Supremes."

For them, this was a heaven-sent opportunity. They were the type to sacrifice sleep just to train amidst their difficult bodyguard duties.

"Discard thoughts like, 'These are the rules of the bodyguard unit,' or 'It goes against the principles.' We will establish new rules. When I tell you to stand down and rest, you will accept my command unconditionally. If I don't call for you, that time is for training. Train to become the number one bodyguard in murim."

At my unexpected words, the eyes of Cheokyeon and the other martial artists wavered.

"I need that kind of bodyguard."

I slowly approached and brushed the white powder from Cheokyeon's chest, revealing the bodyguard unit's symbol.

"I need the shield on your chests to be a shield of ten-thousand-year cold iron that no one can pierce."

I could feel Cheokyeon getting emotional. They were still young and moved by my words. Becoming the best bodyguards was their dream, and now they had an opportunity.

"If you keep your promise to me, I'll make one of my own. I'll take you all with me to the very end. When I become the Heavenly Demon, you will be my bodyguards."

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards were stunned. Usually, the Heavenly Demon's bodyguards are replaced upon succession, but I had just declared I would take all of them with me.

"If a problem arises and you get kicked out of the bodyguard unit, I'll take responsibility and accept you, but that won't happen."

Cheokyeon couldn't decide if this was the right way to proceed.

"Instead of giving you a lot of time, I'll check your skills frequently. Anyone who is lazy will be sent away immediately. This might be a more difficult task than bodyguarding me."

Now was the time for everyone to become stronger. I had to make my bodyguards strong, no matter what.

Cheokyeon looked at his subordinates, asking for their opinions instead of deciding alone. I felt telepathy flash between them. I liked his way of handling things.

"I learned the Ghost Eye Art to see ghosts... but right now, I feel like I'm possessed by one."

Cheokyeon's expression showed he was making an emotional decision. He then added, "We've decided to follow the Young Cult Leader's words."

The bodyguards behind Cheokyeon shouted in unison. "We will become stronger. We'll bet our futures on you, Young Cult Leader."

I could feel their determination.

"Become strong. So that in the future, you may become the greatest Heavenly Demon's Guard in all of murim."

They would be able to do it, because I would help them.

And we had to succeed, if only to kill Hwa Mugi.

"Where are your quarters?"

"They've been prepared nearby."

"I'll have them rebuilt with the best facilities, including an attached training ground."

They all looked deeply grateful.

"Well, since it's the first day, shall we all go together?"


I led the bodyguards toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The bodyguards followed gallantly behind me. Their gazes were cold and confident when dealing with the cultists, unlike how they were with me. They had the authority to cut down anyone to protect me. While on duty, they could even skip greeting a Demon Supreme. I was the only one who had scolded them. They were not lacking in any way.

As we walked, the cultists parted like water.

They didn't dare block our path. The way they looked at me had also completely changed. Before, they used to reveal their emotions, whether it was support or disapproval. I could read their minds to some extent.

But now that I was the Young Cult Leader, they didn't dare reveal their feelings. They showed absolute respect and greeted me politely. Whether they liked me or not didn't matter. They knew that getting on the bad side of the next Heavenly Demon meant death.

The bodyguards waited at the entrance, and I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall alone.

Father sat on the grandmaster's chair, as always.

I walked the path of blood and stood at the bottom of the stairs.

"I trust your health has been robust and your days peaceful?"

"Why are you doing something you never do?"

"Well, as the Young Cult Leader, I should at least offer this level of greeting."

The corners of Father's mouth curled up.

"Act as you usually do."

I smiled pleasantly and asked Father, "Did you get to talk badly about my brother and me to your heart's content?"

"I couldn't. Your brother isn't the type to badmouth people behind their backs."

Father, you looked really cool yesterday taking care of my brother.

"I kept my promise to bring him here holding his hand, so from now on, you need to help a little too, Father."

Father didn't answer, but I believed he would help with my brother's problem one way or another.

"You kept singing the song of 'successor, successor,' but you'll have many things to do from now on."

I knew that. I had many internal matters to handle and events to attend, especially external events in Father's place.

"I'll show off this handsome face I got from you to the world."

In truth, I was counting on the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I had to master it somehow to secure more time.

Father looked down at me in silence, then suddenly asked, "Are you ready?"

I knew instinctively.

The moment I had been waiting for had finally arrived.

"I am ready."

At my calm reply, Father rose from the grandmaster's chair.

"Follow me."

I followed Father toward something more important to me than the position of successor. Though I walked slowly, my heart began to pound as if it were sprinting.


Chapter 252: That is the Nine Calamities Demonic Art

I followed Father down an unfamiliar path.

I had never walked the path behind the Heavenly Demon Hall before. Even before my regression, when I returned to the Cult for materials for the Great Art, I never came here.

Father led me to a beautifully decorated garden and told me it contained formations.

"Follow my footsteps exactly."

The garden's formations made up the Nine Lakes Evil Spirit Misdirection Formation. It was a terrifying, deadly trap. Anyone who failed to find the correct path of life would be chased by evil spirits until they died.

I carefully followed, stepping exactly where Father stepped.

Once we passed through the Nine Lakes Evil Spirit Misdirection Formation, the view changed completely. A large, castle-like building now stood where nothing had been moments before.

This was the Nine Calamities Demonic Palace, a place more secret than any other in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Father pressed his palm against a small panel beside the door and injected his qi. The massive door slowly opened. Only those who had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art could enter this place.

I stepped into a new world.

A single sight overwhelmed me the moment I stepped inside.

A giant stone statue of the seated Heavenly Demon Soul dominated the room. It looked exactly like Father on his grand throne.

The Heavenly Demon Soul held out its hand. I knew instinctively that its palm was the place for the Heavenly Demon.

A thrilling shiver ran through my body when I saw the Heavenly Demon Soul. I felt a powerful urge to climb onto its outstretched hand and stand tall. A desire to meet my own Heavenly Demon Soul consumed me. It was difficult to keep my composure.

Then, Father's words made my heart tremble even more.

"I, too, received the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from Father in this very place."

A memory of the past flickered in Father's eyes as he seemed to recall that day.

What kind of person was grandfather to you, Father?

Father had never once spoken about my grandfather.

But I have so many things I could tell my children about you, Father.

I slowly looked around. In that vast space, the past and present coexisted.

One wall held a mural depicting the Demonic Cult's beginnings. The scene was frightening, bizarre, and primal. Its paintings and statues were so vivid they seemed ready to leap out and move at any moment.

Another image beside it showed the Demonic Cult in a later era. As time passed, the Cult changed, and the depictions of demonic people and spirits were different.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art has been passed down through long ages, changing and improving little by little, sometimes being lost and then reconnected."

Details of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art were also written on the wall.

The wall recorded when the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was born and detailed the era when it had nine techniques. It also described a time when the art was divided into the Nine-Transformation Demonic Sword Style, the Nine-Transformation Demonic Blade Style, and the Nine-Transformation Demonic Fist Style, becoming a demonic art with seven techniques in its first half and seven in its second. It even chronicled a period when the art was lost to darkness. The entire process, up to its restoration as nine techniques, was recorded in detail.

"So the Nine Calamities Demonic Art has continuously changed."

"It was inevitable. Fools and geniuses have appeared in every era."

Father's gaze returned to the statue of the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"But amidst all those changes, the one thing that never changed was the Heavenly Demon Soul."

The techniques changed with the era, but the Heavenly Demon Soul did not.

It was the ultimate existence, summoned only upon achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I had already seen an image of the Heavenly Demon Soul several times before coming here. I felt it watching me in the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's cave, and I saw it again while enduring the Murim Alliance Chairman's tyrannical pressure.

I could not forget its gaze. It seemed to find me pathetic, yet it also seemed to long for me, and even pity me.

"Have you ever summoned the Heavenly Demon Soul?"

Father nodded.

This meant he had completely mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and could summon the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Father, did you lose to Hwa Mugi even after summoning the Heavenly Demon Soul? Or did you fight without summoning it? What kind of battle took place that day?

Even now, I could not easily associate defeat with Father's resolute profile. I did not know if I would ever learn what happened that day, but one thing was certain.

That would never happen again.

"If I achieve complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, can you and I each summon a Heavenly Demon Soul?"

"That's right. It is known that the Heavenly Demon Soul differs slightly depending on the person who summons it. The Heavenly Demon Soul I summon and the one you summon will be different."

A Heavenly Demon Soul different from Father's. I imagined two Heavenly Demon Souls standing tall, facing each other, and eagerly anticipated that moment.

"My Heavenly Demon Soul... might be quite talkative."

A faint smile touched Father's lips, which for him was the equivalent of a hearty laugh.

"I don't know if I'll be able to see it in my lifetime."

He was teasing me, but his words also implied the difficulty of completely mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Father leaped up, landing on the palm of the Heavenly Demon Soul statue.

"Come up here."

As if I had been waiting, I leaped up and landed beside him.

I reached out and touched the statue's hand. It felt cold like stone.

The symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul was engraved in the center of the palm, shaped for a person to sit. It seemed Father had also received the Nine Calamities Demonic Art right here.

Father gazed at me and asked again.

"Are you ready?"

I looked at Father and replied.

"I want to feel the true sensation of the Heavenly Demon Soul."

Father's majestic pressure then filled the hall.

Finally, Father spoke the words I had so desperately longed to hear.

"From this moment, I will transmit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to you."

My body trembled as I faced this great destiny. My once-calm heart began to pound again.

I sat down and straightened my back into a proper posture.

I breathed thinly, long, and steadily until my breath and consciousness became one. I was finally ready to accept my destiny.

This palm was no ordinary place. I did not understand the principle, but the flow of qi and demonic qi was much smoother here.

"A technique is a process for the sole result of killing and maiming, and the movements that optimize that process. Your achievement will depend on how well you understand this."

Father started with the profound principles of martial arts, then began reciting the incantations of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I closed my eyes and began to memorize the incantations.

It was more difficult than any martial art I had ever encountered. I could usually grasp the basics just by listening, but the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was composed of entirely new concepts.

I focused all my mind on memorizing Father's words. Understanding and interpretation could wait.

"...The Shingwol must be cold, and the Subun must be hot. If the Hawan is the leaf, the Geonri must be the root. Only when chaos becomes order and a roar becomes silence will the Jungwan turn to life and the Geogwol to death. When the Jungjeong is clear and tranquil, the Danjung..."

The incomprehensible incantations continued endlessly. After a long time, the final incantation concluded.

"...To stand tall and alone in this world, that is the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

When Father finished, I exclaimed without realizing it. Understanding could come later. I knew instinctively that the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was an incredible martial art. The dignity and grace of this absolute demonic art wrapped around me like an overwhelming emotion.

"How much did you memorize?"

"I've memorized all the incantations themselves."

Father acted differently than usual. He normally would have said, 'Then let's go,' and stood up. Instead, Father repeated the incantations.

"Now, listen again."

He was more serious than ever while teaching the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. This was likely because the art was taught directly, not through manuals. Misremembering or misinterpreting even a single character could be fatal.

Father repeated the incantations three times, then told me to recite them.

I began to recite the incantations.

Father looked satisfied when I recited them perfectly from beginning to end.

"Perfect."

I bowed deeply to Father.

"I'm so happy. Thank you, Father."

I was too overwhelmed with emotion to say anything else. I felt only joy and gratitude.

I thought the transmission would end there. I expected him to say, 'I've taught you, now it's up to you to learn it.'

But that was not the case.

Father then passed on a few key principles and the core of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. He did not explain everything, but he precisely pointed out parts I might find confusing.

"Have you memorized this as well?"

"Yes, I have."

"I'm telling you this so you don't wander down unnecessary paths."

"Thank you, Father."

Father perched on the fingertip of the Heavenly Demon Soul, and I sat beside him.

"Father lectured me on the entire key principles of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, from the first incantation to the last. He taught me how to interpret them and how to train. Even with all that, it took me a very long time to achieve complete mastery."

Father looked at me.

"I will not teach you the entire key principles."

This was not surprising, as it was just like Father. His reason, however, was truly astonishing.

"You must also know that even with the same martial arts, it can change greatly depending on how one interprets it."

Then he said the most surprising thing I had heard since meeting him.

"I want to see your interpretation of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"!"

I was startled. Truly startled.

And I knew what those words meant. Father acknowledged me as a martial artist. No, it was more than that.

"Show me, your Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

He wanted to see a Nine Calamities Demonic Art superior to his own. Father, a man of immense pride, was saying this to me now.

"So, carve your history into this place!"

My heart swelled with emotion. The joy of Father's acknowledgment was even greater than the joy of receiving the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Tears I had held back before now threatened to fall.

Father stood up before I could answer.

"Let's go."

He had returned to his usual blunt self.

I did not say I would show him, because I truly intended to.

Thank you, Father.

I think... I've really done well by returning.


I left the Heavenly Demon Divine Palace and climbed to the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

I stood alone, reciting the incantations of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art over and over, striving to engrave them into my mind forever.

My life was on the line here. Everyone's lives were on the line here.

I also mulled over the key principles and insights Father had taught me. Without them, learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art would have taken much longer.

I forgot even hunger as I immersed myself in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. My mind was clear and pure, and I felt ecstatic.

I was not there, nor was Father. In the end, even the Nine Calamities Demonic Art disappeared. I entered a true state of selflessness and perfectly engraved the art into myself.


The first place I went after coming down from the Great Sky Peak was the Alluring Inn.

Jo Cheonbae rushed out to greet me as I entered.

"Young Cult Leader! My sincerest congratulations! When I heard the news that you had become the Young Cult Leader, I wanted to visit you within the Cult's grounds."

He looked like he truly wanted to hug me.

So I pulled him into a sudden hug. Jo Cheonbae looked shocked enough to faint.

"You shouldn't do this to someone as lowly as me."

"'Lowly,' this is the last time you'll say that. It's rude to say such things to a friend, isn't it?"

Jo Cheonbae exclaimed, "Aigoo," at the word 'friend' and waved his hands dismissively. Nothing more needed to be said. Emotion filled Jo Cheonbae's wrinkled face.

"There has never been anyone like you, Young Cult Leader, and there never will be again."

"Show me that emotion through your cooking! I'm starving to death!"

I went up to the second floor.

I looked at the wall where the Demonic Buddha and the Poison King had left their marks and saw a new message beside them.

Blood Heaven, had a drink with disciple and left.

Surprisingly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had come with Seo Daeryong, had left the message.

It was amazing enough that they had come for a drink together, but he had even mentioned his disciple. I smiled, picturing the two of them.

A moment later, Jo Cheonbae came up with alcohol and side dishes.

He looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's new writing on the wall and said.

"Elder Blade Demon came by a while ago and left that. It's all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader."

"It might have been thanks to me at first, but now it's because of our host's skill with drinks and cooking. Do you know how picky those people are?"

I tugged on Jo Cheonbae's sleeve as I spoke.

"Have a drink with me."

"Yes, I'll pour you a celebratory drink."

"Did you know? This is the first celebratory drink I'm receiving."

"Aigoo! This lowly... no, is it alright for you to receive your first drink from me?"

"I know, right? I thought of you, the host, before any of the Demon Supremes. I wonder why?"

Jo Cheonbae answered wittily.

"Could it be because you were hungry?"

"I have been starving for a few days, actually."

We laughed together.

I am different from before.

I had gone from Second Young Lord to Young Cult Leader, and now I had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

However, I will continue to live an unchanging life.

I will live a life where I can share a drink with Jo Cheonbae like this.

The tenth star of complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art can be achieved in the training grounds.

However, I believe the twelfth star of complete mastery cannot be achieved in the training grounds. I believe the path to the twelfth star is found in a drinking session with Jo Cheonbae, in a single line drawn on the wall by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and on a moonlit walk with Lee Ahn.

My absolute, unchanging principle regarding martial arts.

For the martial arts to change, the person must change.

And I also know.

That a demonic path that does not break the table is ten times harder than one that does. Jo Cheonbae is a milestone on the demonic path I will protect. When the smile disappears from his face, my demonic path will be heading the wrong way.

So, this is enough for my celebration. A grand one, with just the two of us.

"Now, let's have a drink, host!"


Chapter 253: What is Harder Than Embracing

Becoming the Young Cult Leader brought another change.

I moved to a new residence deep within the inner court. The house was large, the training ground was large, and it had flower gardens and walking paths. It was a much better house than my previous one. The number of maids attending me also increased significantly.

The first thing I did in my new residence was change the interior to my liking.

Truthfully, I camped so much before my regression that I can sleep well anywhere. However, my sleeping place has now become important.

I would be busy as the Young Cult Leader and busy with training. This space was precious because it would become my sanctuary amidst all that busyness.

I switched to a large bed and laid out plush, cozy, pure white bedding. I placed a desk by the window where sunlight streamed in. I also added a comfortable chair where I could sit and read.

The bookshelf was filled with books the Blood Heaven Blade Demon recommended.

My goal is to read them all within the year, but I don't know if I'll even get through half of them.

I pulled out a book and sat in the chair by the window. Then, clutching the book, I threw myself onto the bed. I rolled around on the plush, pleasant white covers.

"Yes, this is it."

I lay down and read the book.

Does reading a collection of poetry and paintings help with martial arts training? Of course, it does. Focusing solely on martial arts might be helpful up to a certain level, but once you reach my level...

TUK!

"Ouch!"

I had dozed off, and the book fell on my face.

Right, I can dodge the sword of a master, but I can't dodge this.

I lay on the bed for a moment, savoring the brief tranquility. Once I left this bed, I would have to train like a madman and charge forward. That is why I was so grateful for this moment. Being grateful for the obvious is the way to a happy life.

My residence was not the only thing that changed.

As promised, I had the bodyguards' old, cramped quarters demolished. I built them large, spacious lodgings with an attached training ground. When all the bodyguards pitched in to help the laborers, the quarters were completed in no time.

I also made sure to provide the best possible beds and furniture. They were naturally pleased that I took care of such details so meticulously.

Their leader, Cheokyeon, thanked me on behalf of everyone.

"Thank you so much."

By keeping my promise, I was showing them what kind of person I was.

"For the time being, I'll also be focusing on my training, so don't look for me unless it's important."

With that, I headed straight for my personal training ground.

I had two training grounds. There was a large one outdoors and a smaller, personal one indoors. I went to the indoor training ground to train.

Though smaller than the outdoor one, it was more spacious than any other indoor training ground. It was probably the largest and best-decorated one after Father's. You could tell just by looking at the eighteen types of weapons lined up against the wall. They were far too excellent for training purposes.

The walls, ceiling, and floor were also sturdily built to withstand any impact. Truly, everything changed once I became the Young Cult Leader.

Right, new wine in a new wineskin, new martial arts in a new training ground!

My heart trembled as I prepared to begin my training in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in earnest. It was an absolute demonic art that no trickery or demonic qi could penetrate. The training for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which I had longed for even in my dreams, had finally begun.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art consisted of nine techniques. Six techniques were used by a person, and three were used by the Heavenly Demon Soul. One could achieve complete mastery by perfectly mastering only the six techniques used by a person.

However, in that case, the Heavenly Demon Soul would be unable to unleash its techniques. The Heavenly Demon Soul is powerful on its own, but it is even stronger when it uses its techniques.

Imagine something as massive as a demon king using techniques as swiftly as a human attacks!

Therefore, I had to master all nine techniques to achieve complete mastery.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art was a completely different martial art from the Soaring Sky Sword Art. If the Soaring Sky Sword Art was a sword art, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was, true to its name, a demonic art. Using each technique consumed an immense amount of inner arts, and its power was naturally incomparable.

I calmly began my training, starting with the mind cultivation method. This was the most crucial moment in the training. A single misstep could lead to qi deviation, so I moved my true qi slowly and cautiously. This was the first time in my life I had practiced a mind cultivation method with such concentration.

Fortunately, I succeeded in circulating my true qi for one full cycle according to the oral formula. If not for the key principles Father had taught me, I would have been stuck right from the start.

I had not started training the techniques yet. I would begin the real training only when I could comfortably circulate my qi with the mind cultivation method. I circulated my true qi for one cycle, then two, then three.

As I circulated my qi, I came to my senses and realized that six hours had passed in a flash. I had been so engrossed in the mind cultivation method that I had not even noticed I was hungry. Each time I circulated my qi, the inner arts in my qi center reacted differently. I could feel the pure and profound inner arts slowly starting to heat up.

While I was happy to have found a martial art I could immerse myself in, I also felt a sense of fear. I had a premonition that the road ahead was very long.

"I'm hungry, so let's eat first."

Today, I cooked myself. I chopped firewood, started a fire, and prepared the meat.

I can't just eat something simple and rush back to training. Especially when doing such important training, I have to eat better and rest better to maintain my body and mind in peak condition.

I grilled plenty of meat and called the bodyguards to eat with me. They were surprised that I had cooked myself and even more surprised that I had called them to eat together. They were most surprised that the food was actually edible.

"I'll cook for you again next time. Look forward to it."

Before they left, I called their leader, Cheokyeon, aside.

"How's the training?"

"Everyone is doing their best," Cheokyeon replied.

"I'll check in on you all soon, so tell them to work even harder."

"They will all be pleased."

"Wait. Let me see your eye."

"It's fine."

"I'm not fine with it."

Cheokyeon removed his eyepatch. It was redder than when I had seen it before. The pain must be considerable.

"If you keep enduring hardship, your personality will sour."

I placed my palm over his eye and infused it with qi to soothe it.

I could have taught him the method, but with his current martial arts skill, it would be difficult for him to achieve this kind of effect. The eye requires extremely delicate handling.

"It feels even more comfortable than when you did it for me before," Cheokyeon said.

Perhaps that's the case. There might be a difference in me before and after learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art that I myself am not aware of.

Cheokyeon bowed his head deeply.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

To me, it was a trivial gesture, but to him, it was not.

"I always used to tell the old bodyguard I kicked out that building affection with a bodyguard is like scoring points to ask them to die in your place. That it's a despicable act."

I said it because I was curious how he would respond.

Cheokyeon covered his eye with the eyepatch again and said, "With or without affection, I will simply fulfill my duty."

It sounded like a heartless reply, but I could tell.

He doesn't protect someone because he likes them, but rather, he likes the version of himself that protects someone. Yes, that's it. Lee Ahn was the special one.

"The meat was delicious."

Cheokyeon bowed once more and turned away.

He seems like a blunt person who is faithful to his work, but I still don't know what kind of person he truly is. When you look at someone, you have to look closely. Closely enough to remove their eyepatch.


In the evening, I trained in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The problem was the Heavenly Space Secret Art. With the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I felt like I was taking it one step at a time, but the Heavenly Space Secret Art was complete darkness. I tried this and I tried that, continuously making various attempts.

It's so difficult even for me, so it's no wonder the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head and said it was absolutely impossible.

If only someone could just say, 'Ah, that's what it is!' Just that one phrase would be enough. Then again, it's probably because no one has ever heard that one phrase that no one has succeeded until now.

Still, I did not give up. To achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I must master the Heavenly Space Secret Art to a level where I can create a definite time difference.

"Agh, I don't get it either!"

TTAK!

With a snap of my fingers, I opened the space I liked. It was a transparent sea and a pure white sandy beach, a blue sky and a broad-leafed tree. A comfortable chair sat beneath it, and a single crab scuttled by.

"Nice, so nice!"

I flopped down right there.

I don't know why I like this place so much.

Lying here with my eyes closed felt so good. The gently rustling breeze made me feel sleepy.

Still, there was a hopeful sign. Ever since I started learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the overwhelming difficulty of the Heavenly Space Secret Art felt subjectively a little easier. There was also how Cheokyeon said his eye felt more comfortable.

Could it be that the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was having some kind of effect without me realizing it?


Cheokyeon visited Geom Mugeuk's residence.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk's reply came from inside the training ground.

"Come in."

When Cheokyeon entered the training ground, Geom Mugeuk was nowhere to be seen. Instead, an incense stick burned in the center of the training ground.

I definitely heard a voice from inside?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly appeared from behind. He stood there, holding an incense stick.

"Where were you?" Cheokyeon asked.

He wondered if Geom Mugeuk was practicing a concealment technique, but Geom Mugeuk gave an incomprehensible answer.

"I was hoping to be in a different time than you."

"Pardon?"

Geom Mugeuk walked over and compared the incense stick in the training ground with the one he was holding. Seeing that their lengths were the same, he sighed. The Heavenly Space Secret Art was a series of failures.

"What is it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Cheokyeon, who had been staring at the incense, quickly reported.

"Word has come from the Valley of Evil. They say the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is leaving today."


When I arrived at the Valley of Evil, the Faceless Warriors who would bodyguard the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were preparing a carriage in the courtyard.

"Did I call you here when you're so busy?" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

"The Pavilion Master is leaving, so of course I have to come and say goodbye."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had not yet come out. Only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was in the courtyard.

"Aren't you sad to see her go?" I asked.

"I am."

I was startled. I had expected an answer like, 'Her body is healed, so now we should live our own lives.'

"Then why are you letting her leave? Why don't you ask her to stay longer?"

"She is a woman with big dreams," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said. "I believe watching over her from a step away is the best thing for her."

I never knew the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon thought this way.

"That's truly amazing of you."

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was about to say something, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman emerged from the building. She had put on beautiful makeup and wore a lovely dress, wanting to look her best for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before she left.

"I've been in your care for a long time," she said as she bid her farewell.

I spoke with a regretful expression. "Our Cult, which was once so gloomy, shone brightly because of your presence, Pavilion Master. I suppose it will become a world of darkness again."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled brightly at my words.

"Knowing it's not true but still feeling good about it... I suppose I'm getting old, too."

"Please stay and enjoy yourself a little longer," I said.

She glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "Orabeoni's body has fully recovered, and you must be busy with work. I should get going."

Her eyes were pleading for a response from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

This was another test!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon avoided the many wrong answers and chose the correct one.

"Stay a while longer. The work can wait."

A smile spread across the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face.

"If you had said you were busy, I would have unpacked my bags again."

She gazed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, conveying her sorrow at their parting. The two of them looked at each other without a word. That made their farewell all the more poignant.

She bid me farewell as well.

"Second Young Lord, you will become a great Young Cult Leader."

"By any chance, can you see my future too?"

She shook her head.

"It's not that you can't tell me because the future is too terrible to speak of, is it?"

"On the contrary, I would have to tell you then. You are my benefactor, after all."

The moment I saved the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I became her benefactor.

"I cannot see the futures of those who bear too great a destiny," she explained. "Young Cult Leader, you possess a destiny that I cannot handle."

She added one last thing.

"Please take good care of my Orabeoni."

I replied with the same greeting as always.

"That's what I should be saying to you!"

And with that, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman left.

Since I had come all this way, I did not want to leave just yet. I walked through the Valley of Evil with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and vented my frustrations.

"My martial arts training has hit a wall recently."

"If it's a martial art that could stump the Young Cult Leader, it must be a formidable one," he said.

He probably thinks it's the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but the problem is the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

After walking in silence for a moment, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly brought up the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Earlier, you said that my consideration for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was amazing."

"Because it's not an easy thing to watch over someone with that kind of heart."

"It's not that difficult," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said. "Because we are not clinging to each other."

We naturally stopped walking. I could not understand what he meant.

"The first time I met her was also for my own benefit. It was to obtain information through the brothel. It's the same now. If she takes control of all the brothels in the world, I will possess all that information. There is a selfish motive."

"By that logic, the Pavilion Master would be the same," I said.

After all, it was something she could not easily achieve without the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's support.

So, in some ways, the two of them might have an ideal relationship. They have feelings for each other, and on top of that, they have clear business objectives.

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and I are a step apart," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with clear eyes. "That's why we can see each other better than if we were clinging to one another."

He looked at me.

"Young Cult Leader, you should also try taking just one step back from that martial art. Just one step."

The moment I heard those words, I felt it. I realized that my heart had been so rushed that I had been clinging to the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I had thought I could only obtain it by embracing it so tightly it was suffocating.

"It might actually be more difficult to take a step back than to cling to it," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

Right now, he and I were standing a step apart, facing each other. Perhaps that is why I could see so clearly. I could see not only the clear eyes behind his mask but also the heart of the Smiling Demon, who was trying to help me in any way he could.

I filled my expression with gratitude and said to him, "See? I told you I'm the one who should be looking after you."


Chapter 254: Yesterday is Like Today

I decided to accept the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's advice and take a step back from the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Of course, it wasn't as easy as he said. We are martial artists, people who always charge forward.

First, I reduced my training time for the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I used that time to practice the Nine Calamities Demonic Art instead.

Right, this isn't the time to worry about other martial arts.

With this mindset, I focused on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Honestly, if it weren't for the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I would have wanted to train in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art all day.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art was a truly profound and high-level martial art. Its difficulty held a magical allure that drew people in. Its core technique alone was incomparable to other martial arts. The inner arts cultivated through it were also far greater than my previous core techniques.

If Father were here, I would have definitely joked with him.

[You're telling me you were learning this amazing martial art all by yourself!]

I became completely engrossed in training the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. For now, I focused on accustoming my body to its breathing method instead of its techniques. Even that alone was enjoyable.

Of course, that didn't mean I had completely lost interest in the Heavenly Space Secret Art. The more I learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the more I realized I needed the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

I also realized something else. Reducing my training time was not the answer to taking a step back. This method was wrong.


When I arrived at the residence of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon of the Southern Blade Sect, he was reading a book. I stood at a distance and watched him.

My heart strangely calmed whenever I saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book by the window.

I want to read books but can't read much, so maybe I'm finding some vicarious satisfaction?

Just then, a telepathy from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reached me.

[Stop peeking and come over.]

[You can send telepathy quite far. Can you perhaps use the Thousand Li Telepathy Art?]

[Look who's talking!]

I walked over to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Aren't you busy? I've never seen such an idle Young Cult Leader."

"I am busy."

"And yet?"

"No matter how busy I am, isn't my place right here? Right next to our Elder!"

I leaned against the windowsill and rested my arms on it.

"Honestly, I've been quite free lately."

"A Young Cult Leader should be looking for work to do."

"I don't want to. Things will suddenly pile up all at once. I'm just going to rest while I can."

"Then why did you come here instead of resting?"

"Because I'm most at ease when I'm with you, Elder. I came here to rest."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head, but he was clearly pleased. I entered the room and made a needless jest.

"Ah, this is nice! How do you smell so good even at your age?"

"You don't need to feed a fish you've already caught."

"It's not flattery, I'm serious."

I looked over the books on the bookshelf and mentally noted the interesting ones.

I plan to buy them later and put them on my own bookshelf. If I buy them, I'll read them someday.

"Have you read all of these books?"

"Unlike someone, I don't buy them just for decoration."

"Someone once said that buying a book is the first step of reading."

"You like looking at the books on the shelf more than reading them, don't you?"

"I'll read them all someday! I'll read even more than you, Elder."

"Do you think these are all the books I've read?"

I looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in surprise.

"No way, you're a Demon Supreme. What am I supposed to do if you open your secret vault and it's filled with books instead of weapons or miracle herbs?"

"If a sword comes flying, I'll try blocking it with a book."

The sight of him holding a book, which once seemed so out of place, now suited him more than him holding the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"There's some tea I just brewed over there. Drink it if you want."

"As a matter of fact, I was just craving a cup of tea."

I sat at the tea table and drank the tea.

"It's the same tea, so why does the tea you brew taste better, Elder?"

"It's because you enjoy making an old man work."

I pretended not to hear and stroked the tea table.

"I should get a tea table just like this for my room."

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked abruptly, "Is something troubling you?"

He knew me better than anyone, as expected. I fidgeted with my teacup and asked him.

"Have you ever taken a step back?"

At my question, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze shifted from his book to me.

"From what?"

"From the thing you desire most, Elder."

He seemed to ponder my question's intent for a moment before answering firmly.

"Never."

His expression seemed to say his life was only about moving straight ahead.

Of course, to someone who didn't know him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would seem like that kind of person. That stubborn old man didn't look like someone who would ever back down.

However, he had already taken several steps back by accepting me. I was the one who charged straight ahead. I went straight for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to open the door to his heart, and he stepped back to accept me. If he had also charged straight at me, our relationship would have been different.

"Why the sudden question?"

"I was wondering how one can take just a single step back."

Having been through thick and thin, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon probably guessed what I meant.

"Among the books you've read, is there one called 'How to Take a Single Step Back'?"

"How could such a thing exist?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze started to return to his book but then turned back to me. He was curious, after all.

"Seeing a smart kid like you worrying about something, the subject must be extraordinary."

"It's a martial art."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would probably think that martial art was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. It was a concern that arose after I became the Young Cult Leader.

"But why are you trying to step back?"

"It's so profound and difficult that I've hit a wall, so I'm trying to look at the martial art from a slight distance. I also wonder if it's not working out precisely because I desire it too desperately."

"And it's not that you're not desperate enough?"

"I don't think that's it. I'm confident in my efforts, at least."

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "But trying to step back from that martial art to find a solution like this... isn't that actually getting closer to it?"

"!"

In that moment, a realization flashed through my mind. I couldn't hold back and shot up from my seat.

"That's right! I wasn't stepping back, I was embracing it even more fiercely."

I ran to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"If I'm going to embrace someone, it should be you, Elder! Elder!"

"Stay away, you're disgusting!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used telekinesis to push me back, forcing me to sit at the tea table again. Then, he deliberately lowered his voice and said, "Young Cult Leader, please maintain your dignity."

I slurped down the remaining tea and replied, "Nope, I'm going to abandon it even more. I've found the answer."


"The prodigal son has returned! I've rejoined you!"

The three members of the late-night training group stared at me. I had been too busy to participate at all, but I suddenly showed up today.

Lee Ahn said to me, "You've become the Young Cult Leader, but you're still going to attend the late-night meetings?"

"Yep. I'll still do it even when I become the Cult Leader."

"We wouldn't like that."

Thanks to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, I had a realization. To take a step back from the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I had reduced my martial arts training time and tried to find other methods. Now, the conclusion I reached was to just do things as I used to.

It was like before I started learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art or the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Back then, I still trained diligently in martial arts. The difference was that there was no pressure in my training. I sparred hard with the Demon Supremes and trained in every spare moment. I did it naturally, without the burden of having to achieve something by a certain time.

In that process, I had continuously grown stronger and improved.

I had to step back. Not from martial arts, but from the pressure and the impatience. If I just lived hectically like before, it would be achieved at some point.

"Please bestow your teachings upon me after so long."

The Fist Demon took off his shirt as if to say 'let's do this properly'. A fearsome face on a perfectly muscular body, a sight I hadn't seen in a long time. I took off my shirt as well. Compared to him, my hands and body were like a baby's.

I felt sorry to the Fist Demon for neglecting my fist arts training, especially after pestering him so much to become his disciple. I performed the Thunder Arhat Fist alongside the Fist Demon. Normally, preoccupied with the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I wouldn't have even thought of performing the Fist Demon's martial arts.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi were also engrossed in their training beside us. Lee Ahn's skills had improved again in the meantime. I could tell from this brief glimpse how dedicated she was to her training.

When our eyes met for a moment as she performed a technique, I gave Lee Ahn a smile. She smiled back faintly.

Cheon Sohwi looked at the Fist Demon with an expression that said, 'Did you just see that blatant display of affection in front of a maiden, Fist Demon!' She then flinched, surprised at herself. She was startled that she had unconsciously expressed such a thought to the intimidating Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon pretended not to notice and continued training. It was while we were training like that.

KWAREUREUNG!

A sound of thunder erupted from my outstretched fist. Not just me, but Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi, who were training beside me, were also startled.

"Was that sound from me?"

"Yes, that sound came from your fist."

Everyone was surprised, but I was the most surprised of all.

"What happened? To be honest, I've neglected my fist arts lately. Today was the first time in a while that I've practiced them. Why on earth did it make a thunder sound?"

The Fist Demon gave me a look that said 'how should I know' before silently resuming his training.

Did I get stronger in the meantime? Or was it because I unknowingly took a step back from the fist arts?

One thing was certain. After learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, my martial arts had begun to stir.

KKWAREUREUREUNG!

This time, a thunder sound came from the Fist Demon's fist. It was a louder thunder than the one from my fist.

"Hey, why are you making that sound now when you haven't been? You didn't make it while we were training, did you?"

The Fist Demon ignored my protest and continued training.

"Hey, why did you have to do it on the very day I first made a thunder sound! Are you perhaps jealous...?"

KWAREUREUNG!

My words were drowned out by the Fist Demon's thunder.

"This is too mu..."

KKWAREUREUREUREUREUNG!


I was heading to my residence, my body tired, when I suddenly thought of someone and changed direction. I thought of a person who would be awake even at this late hour, and indeed, he was.

"What are the stars telling you, Hyung?"

At that, the Drunken Demon, who was looking up at the night sky from a boat on the lake, answered.

"The stars are saying this. Your fate is the best in all of murim!"

The Drunken Demon turned to me and smiled warmly.

"You're here?"

I stood at the lake's edge and used Flying Over Water, crossing the water in a single breath to land on the boat.

"You're showing off your skills freely now."

On the day I was chosen as the successor, I demonstrated my qi before all the cultists. Now that I had even become the Young Cult Leader, there was no reason to hide my skills.

"I'm not the type to hide things. I'm someone who likes to step up and get attention."

"Actually, me too."

"Is there any other reason we became sworn brothers? Let's go get some attention in the Central Plains next time!"

"I know a lot of good places. Let's go!"

Could he possibly know as many as I do? We should have a drink together somewhere with good liquor and a great view.

We filled each other's cups to the brim.

"Congratulations on becoming the Young Cult Leader."

"Your help was a big part of it, Hyung. Thanks."

"Maybe the fifth biggest part?"

"You're drunk, my Hyung. Seeing you being self-deprecating again."

We toasted and emptied our cups.

"Kyah, this is good!"

"As expected! Liquor is best enjoyed with my Hyung."

It felt so good to drink with him after such a long time. We drank back and forth, sharing all sorts of stories. I comfortably told him about my struggles with being stuck in my martial arts.

The solution was very much like the Drunken Demon.

"Drink! The answer is in the liquor. Once you're drunk, everything will be resolved."

"You really are the person with the best fate in the world, Hyung."

"Drink. In liquor, there is life, there is the jianghu, there is everything."

We drank again. Drinking with the Drunken Demon after so long, the liquor went down like water.

The Drunken Demon told all kinds of stories. He gossiped about the Demon Supremes. He talked about the women he met in his youth. He talked about martial arts. He seems to speak carelessly when drunk, but he never crosses the line. That's why I always think this. The only time the Drunken Demon makes a mistake is when he's sober.

PLOP!

Eventually, the Drunken Demon jumped into the water, and I jumped in with him. After swimming around the lake, we floated on our backs, looking up at the night sky.

"This place is still nice."

"When you're enjoying yourself like an immortal here, it feels like time has stopped. An hour ago feels like now, and now feels like an hour from now. Yesterday is like today, and today is like tomorrow."

Hyung. That time, I have to be the one to stop it.

Perhaps because we were talking about time, the Heavenly Space Secret Art came to mind. The blood vessels inside my body appeared, overlapping with the night sky. I had tried various methods until now, sending qi from one vessel to another, then from here to there. There were still so many possibilities left.

Stop it. Why am I thinking about that at a great moment like this?

I'm here playing with the Drunken Demon precisely to take a step back from the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

PLOP!

I dived back into the water. However, the next moment, I poked my head out of the water again. I again imagined my blood vessels and superimposed them over the stars.

Not here, not there either. Where was it just now?

Then, I found a spot where the blood vessel I envisioned and a star perfectly aligned.

I found it!

A thrill ran through my entire body.

Is it a simple coincidence? Or...?

What if I circulate my qi in the order of those constellations? It feels like something might happen.

Could it be that the Heavenly Space Secret Art was a secret art created by observing the constellations in the sky?

"Hyung!"

"What's wrong?"

"I think I solved that problem I mentioned earlier."

The Drunken Demon was startled. Soon, he burst into a hearty, delighted laugh.

"See, what did I tell you? Drinking solves everything!"

"I'm leaving first! Hyung, thanks. Let's talk again later."

From the water, I shot straight up into the air. Changing direction in mid-air, I flew towards the lake's edge.

From behind, I heard the Drunken Demon's voice.

"This Hyung is always here."

Starlight poured down on the Drunken Demon as he floated on the water.

*

I returned to the training ground and prepared two incense sticks. After lighting both sticks at the same time, I placed one in an incense burner and activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

The created space was an empty void. I designed it to heighten concentration and minimize the consumption of inner arts. There, I recited the incantations of the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I moved my qi in a different sequence than before, following the order I had realized from observing the constellations.

Did it work?

I couldn't tell yet whether it had worked or not. At my current level, I would only know by leaving this space and comparing the time. Even a small difference would be enough. As long as the Heavenly Space Secret Art has begun!

Please!

It was my desperate wish to somehow achieve the Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

When the incense had burned a certain amount, I released the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

SEUSEUSEUSEUT

The world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique vanished. Emerging from it, I slowly walked toward the lit incense stick. I crouched in front of the incense burner and planted the stick to the same depth.

My heart trembled as much as my gaze, which was fixed intently on it.

The two incense sticks were burning at different lengths.


Chapter 255: You Decide

"I did it!"

I cheered, truly happy. I jumped up and down on the spot, overwhelmed with joy.

I had finally taken the first step in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The time difference was not yet significant, but the fact that I had succeeded was what mattered.

What if I continued to train in the Heavenly Space Secret Art and could double the time difference? I would be able to have twice as much training time as others. Three times, four times... what would happen if the Heavenly Space Secret Art reached its peak?

The important thing was inner arts. A greater time difference would demand more inner arts.

I needed to gather more inner arts and raise the level of the Heavenly Space Secret Art even higher.

It all depended on my effort.


The next day, I collected all the money left on the battlefield. I even sold the remaining night-luminescent pearls.

With that money, I headed to the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"Greetings to the Young Cult Leader."

Sangseon personally came out to guide me. It seemed he now greeted me this way because I had become the Young Cult Leader.

"You can treat me as you always have," I said.

"I cannot do that."

The poison masters I met along the way also bowed their heads respectfully, a change from before.

"It was a very good decision not to engage in a fratricidal struggle with the First Young Lord," Sangseon said.

"Thank you for saying so."

After we arrived at the Poison King's residence, Sangseon withdrew.

The Poison King was not home. I looked around and found him in a nearby forest, practicing his poison arts.

I smiled the moment I saw him.

Two poisonous snakes coiled next to the Poison King, watching him train. They were the same snakes the Poison King had named before.

Black smoke billowed from the Poison King's fingertips and formed a shape. Surprisingly, the smoke created a rabbit.

The rabbit-shaped smoke flew forward, and the snakes chased after it. They were like excited puppies running after a ball.

When a snake pounced on the rabbit, the black smoke vanished with a POP.

New smoke rose from the Poison King's fingertips. This time, a butterfly fluttered away. The snakes excitedly slithered after the butterfly again. They moved with incomparable speed and agility. The smoke vanished again.

The snakes raised their heads and flicked their tongues, anticipating what he would send next.

Just then, a large cloud of smoke flew from the Poison King's hand. The smoke, shaped like a tiger, charged at the snakes. The startled creatures disappeared into the forest.

I thought he had chased the snakes away because he knew I was there.

But that was not it. The Poison King paced back and forth, contemplating something. Even when he trained, he was lost in his own world.

Then he saw me and was startled.

"When did you get here?"

"Since the rabbit was hopping. Is that real poison?"

"If it were, the kids would all die."

He meant that even spirit beast snakes could not withstand his ultimate poison if he used it lightly.

"It's a harmless version I use for practice. What would happen to the forest if I used real poison every time I trained?"

He was not conserving his poison but cherishing the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"But you train too, Poison King?"

"Don't martial artists fear me the most?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was one, and so was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who trained facing a wall. The Demon Supremes all trained in their own ways. A swan's feet are this busy beneath the water's surface.

The Poison King sat on a rock, wiped his sweat, and asked, "What brings you here?"

"I came because I missed you, Poison King."

"If you missed me, you would've come sooner."

"I've been busy."

"You had time to drink with the Drunken Demon?"

"Has that rumor already spread? Their lips are so loose."

I sat down next to him.

"How does it feel to be the Young Cult Leader?"

"It's exciting. New martial arts, a new house. People are polite, and I don't have to be on edge and fight with my brother anymore. Isn't that natural?"

"That's unexpected. For some reason, I thought you wouldn't be excited."

"I like being in the spotlight. Why else do you think I talk so much?"

As we talked, the Poison King once again drifted into his own thoughts. I could not tell if he was thinking about me, the poison arts he had just displayed, or the snakes that had disappeared. These moments no longer bothered me. It seemed I was beginning to understand his world.

A moment later, the Poison King's gaze fell on the small leather pouch I was holding.

"What's that?"

I handed the leather pouch, full of bank notes, to the Poison King.

The Poison King checked the amount and looked surprised.

"This is quite a large sum."

"Please use this money to acquire highly poisonous miracle herbs."

The miracle herbs available on the market were too expensive for their minimal effect.

In contrast, miracle herbs made from poisonous herbs or the spirit cores of poisonous creatures were relatively cheap. This was likely because they were mostly used in special cases or for treatment.

Thanks to my Myriad Poison Immunity, this was an opportunity for me to get miracle herbs on the cheap. I had enough inner arts and had not planned on spending money on miracle herbs, but the Heavenly Space Secret Art had changed my mind.

"Why miracle herbs? You already have a lot of inner arts, don't you?"

"I'm greedy when it comes to inner arts."

After a brief pause, the Poison King asked, "Are you planning to conquer murim or something?"

"Yes, I am."

He probably knew very well that I was not that kind of person.

"Give me the money. I'll kill them all for you."

A smile naturally spread across my lips.

"Just hearing you say that is reassuring."

"Then I'll take the money."

"The miracle herbs are even more reassuring."

A dragon formed from the tips of the Poison King's fingers.

It let out a mighty roar in the air, then flew towards me.

POOF!

The smoke dissipated upon impact with my face. Behind it, the Poison King said, "Come back in twenty days."

The Poison King would spend the money far more economically and effectively than I ever could.

Of course, I did not forget to confirm.

"You can't get lost in thought and forget to buy the miracle herbs. Look at me, look me straight in the eyes. If you forget, I won't be your poison experiment subject anymore."

The Poison King did not answer and started training again.

Looking back from a distance, I saw crows flying up in all directions. As I watched the black smoke bursting everywhere, I wondered what would happen if that were real poison. Everyone had a good reason to fear the Poison King the most.


I reallocated my training time. Fifty percent went to the Heavenly Space Secret Art, forty percent to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and the remaining ten percent was spent rotating between the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and the Fist Demon's fist techniques.

While the core martial arts were important, the supplementary ones were also crucial. The Four Strides of the Wind God would harmonize with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Thunder Arhat Fist would protect me if my sword was knocked from my hand, and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would shield me in the final moments. The balance between these martial arts was important.

It had already been ten days since I began training the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in earnest.

The heart technique was now quite familiar to my body. The amount of innate true qi accumulated through the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's heart technique was incomparable to my previous one, and I recovered used inner arts much faster.

After finishing my training, I sat by the window enjoying a cup of tea when a message arrived, summoning me to the Heavenly Demon Hall.


When I arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall, Father and Sama Myeong were waiting together.

Whenever Sama Myeong was present, it always meant a mission was being assigned.

I slowly walked into the tense atmosphere.

After greeting Father and Sama Myeong, I spoke with high spirits.

"Is it finally time to show this handsome face, which resembles Father's, to the world?"

The corner of Father's mouth twitched upward slightly.

"Your banter never tires."

"I should at least try to be funny. No matter how serious the world gets, we should live with a smile. Where is it? I'll go and take care of everything."

Then, Sama Myeong spoke with a smile.

"It seems the Young Cult Leader's handsome face will have to be shown on another occasion. We have summoned you today for a different reason."

The reason I was called was for something I had not expected.

"Now that you have become the Young Cult Leader, you must step down from the position of the Sanzu Hall Director, and we must appoint a new one."

Lately, I had entrusted most of the Director's duties to Seo Daeryong. I was very busy, and I had other intentions as well.

"Who are you thinking of appointing as the new the Sanzu Hall Director?"

At my question, Sama Myeong looked at Father.

Unexpected words came from Father.

"You decide."

I was stunned. I truly had not expected him to tell me to choose the next the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Now that you are the Young Cult Leader, you should have that much authority."

Those words were truly moving. Father was not looking at me as a father right now. The Heavenly Demon was looking at his successor. The Cult Leader was looking at the Young Cult Leader.

My thoughts on the Sanzu Hall Director were firm.

"If it were any other position, I might not be so sure, but the Sanzu River Hall is the most important organization for the discipline of our Cult. Therefore, the right person must be seated there."

That is why the person I recommend is!

"I would like to make the Sanzu River Hall's the Special Investigator, Seo Daeryong, the next the Sanzu Hall Director."

Neither Father nor Sama Myeong seemed very surprised, as if they had expected it.

"He works well. He has a strong sense of responsibility. He even has a good background. He's the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple. Oh, right, and he entered the Sanzu River Hall with the top score."

Sama Myeong carefully interjected.

"As you said, Detective Seo is a fine person. However, he seems to lack the experience to be appointed Director just yet."

"That lack of experience won't be much of an issue within the Sanzu River Hall itself. He has already sufficiently demonstrated his abilities while handling my duties."

That was also the reason I had entrusted my work to Seo Daeryong. To show that he was fully capable of acting as the Director.

"For the head of an organization, a person's character is more important than their experience. Look at the Demonic Army of the past and the Demonic Army of today. Didn't it become a completely different organization once Jang Ho became its leader?"

Neither Father nor Sama Myeong could deny that. I spoke with all my sincerity to Father and Sama Myeong.

"I recommend Seo Daeryong! I vouch for him."

Father, who had been looking down at me quietly, said, "Don't vouch for people so carelessly."

Even as the Heavenly Demon, he was still a father.


That afternoon, Seo Daeryong came to find me while I was in the middle of training.

Seo Daeryong was completely flushed.

"I'm on my way from the Heavenly Demon Hall."

It seemed Father and Sama Myeong felt the need to interview Seo Daeryong directly.

"I thought I was going to faint. I'm still having trouble breathing."

Seo Daeryong staggered over and leaned against a wooden training dummy in the corner.

"I heard from the Head Strategist. That you, Young Cult Leader, recommended me for the position of the next the Sanzu Hall Director."

Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"Me, a Director? And the Sanzu Hall Director at that! Ah, just thinking about it again makes it hard to breathe."

Seo Daeryong gasped for air, looking like someone who had just broken through an encirclement.

"If it's that hard, you don't have to do it. You can do it next time."

"Right? That's right. No. That's not it. When will an opportunity like this ever come again! Ah! Me, a Director."

Seo Daeryong wandered around the training ground like a madman.

He then tripped on a weapon rack, fell, and sat on the floor with his head hung low.

"So, did you go and tell them you couldn't do it?"

Then, Seo Daeryong took something out from his robes. I could not see what it was since his back was turned.

"What is that?"

"The new second-in-command."

"What do you mean?"

"Until now, the second-in-command in the Sanzu River Hall office was a flowerpot that the Flower Sword Supreme brought as a gift. From now on, this is the new second-in-command."

He stood up, walked over to me, and held out what was in his hand. It was an identification plaque. On the ornate plaque, engraved with the symbol of the Heavenly Demon Hall, were four characters written in a powerful script.

The Sanzu Hall Director.

"They said the official appointment ceremony will be held later."

The position of the Sanzu Hall Director had been given to Seo Daeryong. Father and Sama Myeong had acknowledged my first decision as the Young Cult Leader.

Seo Daeryong's eyes trembled as he looked at me.

"How could I refuse? When you vouched for me and pushed for me, who am I to decline? I shouted that I would work hard, even if it cost me my life. I don't remember much of what happened after I shouted. I don't even know how I got out of the Heavenly Demon Hall. Ah! Did I even greet the Cult Leader properly on my way out? When I came to my senses outside, this identification plaque was in my hand."

I gave Seo Daeryong a strong hug and said, "Congratulations, my right-hand man. Congratulations, Director of the Sanzu Hall."

Seo Daeryong's face filled with emotion as he looked at me. A mere investigator had become the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple, and now, the Sanzu Hall Director. It was hard to imagine what he must be feeling.

"Later, when you're facing a terrifying enemy, you might resent me. You might think, 'He should have just let me live as an ordinary investigator!'"

"You'll listen to that resentment, won't you?"

"Anytime."

"Then I'll give it a try."

"It'll be even harder to learn martial arts while being the Sanzu Hall Director, but train like your life depends on it. When you get older, you'll want to train like your life depends on it, but your body won't be able to keep up."

"You say that like you've experienced it yourself."

"I'm the Young Cult Leader who knows everything, aren't I?"

We looked at each other and laughed happily.

"I have another story to tell my grandson."

"I didn't recommend you for your sake, or for mine."

"Then for what?"

"For the people that the Sanzu River Hall, which you will lead, will protect. For those who have to endure injustice just because they lack power."

Seo Daeryong's eyes sparkled. The dark and gloomy man of the past was no more. There was only the present him, who seemed capable of handling anything entrusted to him.

Seo Daeryong, who had been staring at me with a fiery gaze, grinned and said, "Did you know? The second-in-command I raised, no, the third-in-command flowerpot, has borne fruit."

Yes, Daeryong. Raise the Sanzu River Hall well, just like that plant.


On the day I had promised to meet the Poison King, I headed to the Thousand Poisons Forest with a heart full of anticipation.

During that time, I had focused intently on my martial arts training. I did nothing but eat and train. Sleep and train, eat and train. I slept soundly in my new bed and cooked one meal for myself each day. Sometimes, I brought my bodyguards to eat with me.

I trained all day long. I worked hard, with the mindset that this could be my last training session. At the very least, my failure should not be because I did not try hard enough.

"Has the Poison King been well?"

Sangseon answered my question.

"He has been busy. This was the first time he has been away for so long."

I felt a surge of guilt and emotion. I knew very well how much he hated going outside.

I finally arrived at the Poison King's residence.

As I opened the door and stepped inside, a scent different from usual struck my nose.


Chapter 256: Murim Will Grow Tense

Miracle herbs lay on a long table.

It looked like a shop that sold miracle herbs. Each one had a distinct fragrance, and they all mingled into a unique aroma.

At a nearby table, the Poison King was completely engrossed in compounding medicines.

I examined the miracle herbs on the table while I waited for the Poison King to finish his work.

I recognized some of the herbs, but most were unfamiliar. The quantity far exceeded my expectations.

Presently, the Poison King finished compounding the medicine and placed it on the table.

"You're here?"

"What were you doing?"

"I mixed the ones that are more effective when combined."

Combining these highly toxic miracle herbs to enhance their effects? That's a statement only the Poison King could make.

"I heard you went to the Central Plains yourself?"

"If I didn't? How else could I have gotten these items in twenty days? I mobilized my entire network for the first time in a long while."

The word 'network' sounded awkward coming from the Poison King, who lived as a recluse in the Thousand Poisons Forest. His connections must be precious and reliable. Mobilizing his network meant he was now indebted to someone.

"I'm greatly indebted to you."

The Poison King approached me, his eyes twinkling. His look seemed to ask, So, how are you going to repay me?

"Whenever you need my help, please don't hesitate to call on me."

"It won't end with just once or twice."

"I'd be happy to see the Poison King often."

The Poison King went to the end of the table. He picked up the first miracle herb and handed it to me.

"Here, take these in order, starting with this one."

It seems he even decided the order I should take them in.

"What would happen if I took them all at once?"

"With your Myriad Poison Immunity, you won't die, but all hell will break loose inside you. Just take them as I give them to you."

Before taking it, I asked the Poison King a question.

"Please tell me how much each of these costs."

"Why? Don't you trust me?"

"If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't be asking."

For someone who would never deceive you, asking like this is a form of courtesy.

The Poison King told me the price of each miracle herb. When I added up the total, I was surprised.

"This is more than the money I gave you."

"The last miracle herb was too good to pass up, so I chipped in a bit."

"More than 'a bit.' It looks like you sold off one of the pillars of the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"Do you even know how many pillars the Thousand Poisons Forest has? Now hurry up and eat."

He hates going out more than anything, yet he went himself and even added a large sum of his own money. How could I not be fond of the Poison King?

"Then I'll take it gratefully."

"The first one is the Black Ocean Pill. Take it and circulate your qi for one full cycle."

The moment the Black Ocean Pill entered my mouth, my face contorted.

"Ugh! It's so bitter. Why is it this bitter?"

"It's poison. Did you expect it to be sweet?"

I began to dissolve the Black Ocean Pill's medicinal effects with the heart technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Since my Yang Do was large for accumulating inner arts, I could absorb a great amount of the medicinal effect.

"Next is the One Myrtle Poison. It's highly compatible with the Black Ocean Pill, so your internal energy won't clash."

He isn't giving them to me from least potent to most. He's giving them according to the compatibility and properties of each miracle herb.

"Next, take the Soul Stealing Pill."

Just when I thought it had gotten a bit better with the One Myrtle Poison.

"No matter what, this is just wrong. Ugh."

I tried to spit out what was in my mouth, but the Poison King covered my mouth to stop me.

After forcing it down, I spoke to him.

"You're getting revenge on me now because I asked you to buy miracle herbs, aren't you?"

"To fill your qi with subtle and fragrant miracle herbs, you'd have to pay several times more."

It was also a privilege only someone with Myriad Poison Immunity could enjoy.

"And the truly bitter medicine hasn't even come out yet."

I shot up, made a clasped hands greeting, and bid him farewell.

"A true master fights well even without inner arts."

I tried to run away, but the Poison King forced me back down.

I was half-joking and half-serious. With a little exaggeration, it felt like my tongue and intestines were melting away.

Each time a miracle herb dissolved in my body and its medicinal effects spread through my circulatory system, I would take a new one.

"I figured as much, so this time I prepared something a bit sweet. Drink up."

To think that the Myraid Blood Poison Extract was considered one of the sweet ones!

Even after that, I continued to take the miracle herbs.

The Demonic Soul Divine Pill, the Hundred Soul Purification Powder, the Thousand Scorpions Blood Essence, the Dark Yin Pill, the Yin Yang Two Poisons Grass, the Celestial Nirvana Fragrance......

They were truly miracle herbs that I had only heard of by name, or had never even heard of at all. There were multiple doses of some, and only a single dose of others.

This was the first time I had ever taken such a wide variety of miracle herbs in succession. Not just me, but likely no one in the entire jianghu had ever done so.

"It's really okay to take all of these, right?"

"I don't know either. This is a first for me too."

The Poison King looked thrilled. He too had likely never seen someone dissolve so many poisons at once. In fact, he was even more excited than I was.

Someday, in the book he will have completed, this very moment will be recorded. What would the title be?

The Correlation Between Myriad Poison Immunity and Toxic miracle herbs?

No. The title would be something like this.

How the Poison King Tormented Someone with Myriad Poison Immunity?

Seeing how delighted he looked today, he was more than capable of coming up with such a title.

Taking all the prepared miracle herbs took a long time. I would take one, circulate my qi for a full cycle, then take another and circulate my qi again. I diligently dissolved the medicinal effects. By dissolving the medicines with the heart technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I absorbed a far greater amount of their effects than before.

There were a few ordeals in the middle where the bitterness and toxicity were so intense I felt like I was going to die. After all, even with the same poison, being poisoned by it was a completely different matter from consuming it directly.

"Here, this is the last one, the Myraid Poisons Divine Pill."

This was the very medicine the Poison King had bought by adding a large sum of his own money. Of all the poisons I had consumed so far, it boasted the most powerful effect.

I dissolved the medicinal effects of the Myraid Poisons Divine Pill with the heart technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The medicinal effects raged through my entire circulatory system. Then, like water from a valley flowing into a river and eventually into the sea, the effects became inner arts and gathered in my qi center.

Even after taking all the miracle herbs, I circulated my energy several more times to control the inner arts within my body.

Only after confirming that all the medicinal effects had become pure inner arts did I slowly open my eyes. A tremendous amount of inner arts had been added to my qi center.

If it hadn't been for the Poison King, I wouldn't have been able to gain even a quarter of this inner arts with that money. He must have bought high-quality medicines cheaply, and the order of consumption was perfect.

Now, in terms of inner arts, I'm more confident than anyone in the murim. It isn't just because the quantity increased. The purity of my inner arts has also deepened to an incomparable degree. Getting stronger is one thing, but this will be a great help in my training of the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

I could tell from the Poison King's expression how much deeper my gaze had become. The next moment, the Poison King was even more surprised. With Origin Reversal, that deep gaze had suddenly become an ordinary one.

"How much stronger are you going to get?"

I answered calmly.

"I will become strong enough to protect everyone."

As I rose from my seat, the Poison King said to me.

"We are the ones protecting you. The Demon Supreme protects the Young Cult Leader."

I stared intently at the Poison King before speaking abruptly.

"The Poison King."

For a moment, the Poison King flinched. I was not displaying my usual polite demeanor, but a heavy, imposing dignity.

"Then become stronger!"

"!"

After saying that, I strode out of the room.

As soon as I left, I poked my head back through the open door. The Poison King was still staring in my direction with a dazed expression.

"You're not mad, are you?"

"Acting like the Heavenly Demon already?"

"Who else would I play this prank on if not the Poison King?"

"There are plenty of others, aren't there? The Smiling Demon, the Blade Demon, the Drunken Demon!"

I lowered my voice again, making it stern.

"The one this lord wished to play this prank on was the Poison King."

At the end of that banter, I added my sincere feelings.

"The Poison King, I will never forget the favor you've done for me today."


Long after Geom Mugeuk had left, the Poison King remained lost in thought.

"You called for me?"

To Sangseon, who had arrived after being summoned, the Poison King said something unexpected.

"Report to the Heavenly Demon Hall that we are doubling the poison production of the Thousand Poisons Forest."

Sangseon was startled. That wasn't all.

"Increase the training intensity for the poisoners, and while you're teaching the kids, you should train as well."

"If we do that, the murim will grow tense."

The Murim Alliance, in particular, might go on high alert. Everyone was on edge regarding the poisons entering the Thousand Poisons Forest. The fact that we had gathered highly toxic miracle herbs this time might have already been reported to the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance. They were that sensitive when it came to poison.

The Poison King rose from his seat. A black energy began to rise around his body like a heat haze. It was the Heaven Destroying Poison Gas, which the Poison King emitted whenever he revealed his presence.

Enveloped in the black mist, the Poison King muttered.

"Let them be tense."


On the day of the Sanzu Hall Director inauguration ceremony, investigators and enforcement martial artists from the Sanzu River Hall came to Seo Daeryong's residence to bodyguard him.

In the past, on the day Geom Mugeuk was inaugurated, Seo Daeryong had visited with the enforcement martial artists, but now the tables had turned. The investigator who came today was the most senior one, the Special Investigator Gong Myeong.

"Director, let us go."

He must not feel good, since a man so much his junior has become the Director.

"Investigator Gong, I'll be in your care from now on."

"I will serve you with all my loyalty."

"After joining the Sanzu River Hall, I learned a lot from you, Senior. I will start putting what I learned from you to use now."

Seeing Gong Myeong's pleasant smile, Seo Daeryong suddenly had a thought.

I wasn't this kind of person before.

I was someone who couldn't even make eye contact properly. Someone who always jumped to negative conclusions. In the past, I would have immediately thought, He's probably cursing me on the inside even while he's smiling, right?

However, now I was trying to convey my sincerity. I was trying to understand the other person's feelings.

Under the guard of Gong Myeong and the enforcement martial artists, Seo Daeryong arrived at the Sanzu River Hall. He found the investigators and enforcement martial artists lined up in rows.

"We greet the Director!"

Seo Daeryong's appointment to the Director position was unconventional. While some among them were inwardly displeased, they were all of one mind on a single point. Because Seo Daeryong had worked so diligently, everyone acknowledged his competence.

At that moment, someone arrived to lend him support.

"Director, congratulations."

Turning at the voice from behind, he saw the Demonic Army General Jang Ho walking toward him. Seo Daeryong was surprised, as he hadn't expected him to be here.

"General! You've come in person."

"Of course I had to come."

They were the two who used to drink together at the Alluring Inn when Lee Ahn wasn't around. Now they stood facing each other as the Demonic Army General and the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Do you know? I've always wanted to be a martial artist like you, General Jang. That hasn't changed."

Jang Ho grinned his characteristic manly smile. Whenever Seo Daeryong looked at Jang Ho, he always thought of him as a man like a towering mountain. He vowed to become such a martial artist himself.

When the Demonic Army General came to congratulate him in person, the investigators and enforcement martial artists wore surprised expressions.

Then, another person appeared. Lee Ahn had come to congratulate him. Her beautiful appearance seemed to brighten the entire area. Moreover, as her martial arts skills had reached a master's realm, she had truly joined the ranks of experts. The enforcement martial artists present were stunned by her beauty, and then stunned again by her powerful aura.

"Congratulations, the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Thank you, Martial Artist Lee."

"I knew this day would come."

At Lee Ahn's words, Seo Daeryong whispered.

"But I didn't!"

Jang Ho and Lee Ahn laughed together.

Just then, another person arrived. Seeing the newcomer, the investigators and enforcement martial artists all bowed at the waist in unison, showing their respect.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Lee Ahn also bowed respectfully.

Geom Mugeuk walked over and spoke respectfully.

"Congratulations, the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes trembling with emotion.

To Seo Daeryong, who was so choked with emotion he didn't know what to say, Geom Mugeuk gave a single nod, his eyes full of trust. That was enough.

Gong Myeong came to Seo Daeryong and said.

"Everyone is gathered. Please say a few words."

With a trembling heart, Seo Daeryong stood before everyone. He had anticipated having to say a few words and had even practiced at home, but he was still incredibly nervous.

"The former Director was someone who surpassed human limits. Now, a mere human has finally taken charge of the Sanzu River Hall."

At his words, everyone burst into laughter.

"On the day the former Director was inaugurated, he said this in this very spot. 'I don't know if we will become happier or unhappier, but one thing is certain. Our hearts will beat faster than before.' The Director kept that promise. My heart is certainly beating faster than it used to, and I believe all of your hearts are as well."

Everyone wore expressions of agreement. Geom Mugeuk's the Sanzu River Hall was a completely different organization than it had been before. They had all received the gratitude of countless people who had been cleared of false accusations.

"I cannot make your hearts beat faster than the Young Cult Leader did. However, I am confident I can do this much. I will strive to keep our hearts, which have grown so warm thanks to the Young Cult Leader, from ever growing cold."

Applause and cheers erupted.

As he finished his speech and was about to go inside, the last person to arrive and offer congratulations appeared.

At his appearance, not only Seo Daeryong but also Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and Jang Ho were startled.

Surprisingly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had appeared. He strode forward arrogantly, the Heaven Destroying Dao slung across his back. At the sight of his overwhelming presence, all the Sanzu River Hall martial artists tensed up.

"Master!"

Instead of offering words of congratulations, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon drew the giant dao he wore on his back alongside the Heaven Destroying Dao. Though it was a giant dao, it was slightly smaller than the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave it to Seo Daeryong.

"Use this from now on."

Even at a glance, it was no ordinary dao.

"It's the blade I used when I was young."

Seo Daeryong was stunned. A gift from his gruff Master? Moreover, if it was the blade he had used in his youth, it was a priceless gift of immeasurable value. Deeply moved, Seo Daeryong felt tears welling up in his eyes.

After giving him the dao, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned and walked away without another word.

Seo Daeryong performed a deep bow toward his departing Master, conveying his gratitude.

"Thank you, Master."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left without looking back.

The investigators and enforcement martial artists watched this scene with astonished eyes. It was understandable that Geom Mugeuk would come, since he and Seo Daeryong were so close, but they had never expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to appear here.

No one looked down on Seo Daeryong. Even if they wanted to, they couldn't. With the Young Cult Leader, a Demon Supreme, the Demonic Army General, and the world number one beauty all coming to congratulate him, who would dare to disrespect him?

Seo Daeryong bowed politely to Geom Mugeuk, Jang Ho, and Lee Ahn before turning away.

Having turned, he slung the giant dao onto his back just like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Then, leading the investigators and enforcement martial artists, he entered the Sanzu River Hall.

In his retreating figure, walking confidently with the giant dao on his back, Geom Mugeuk saw the silhouette of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


Chapter 257: A Human Will Inevitably Die

"Detective Seo was so cool," Lee Ahn said as we returned to my residence together. I was taking her to see the new place I moved into after becoming the Young Cult Leader.

"You seem like a completely different person from when I first saw you."

"That's because I've worked hard in the meantime," I replied. Since Lee Ahn would be offended to be called second-best when it comes to effort, I added, "But don't think, 'I should work harder too.' You're already overworking yourself enough as it is."

"I refuse. I'm not going to just overflow a little. I'm going to work hard enough to overflow torrentially."

I could guess what Lee Ahn was thinking. She must feel like she's the only one falling behind while everyone else pulls ahead.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"For what?"

"I'm only just now getting to see your new residence. In the past, I would have visited on the very first day you moved." She seemed sorry for the late visit. Her already slumped shoulders drooped even further.

"If we're going by that logic, then it's the same for me. I didn't even do a 초giant dao after coming to my new house, did I?"

"You were busy, Young Master."

"You were the busier one. What's more important, looking at a room or our work? The answer is obvious. So there's no need to feel sorry at all." I led her into the house. Its scale, much larger than before, startled her.

"Ah! It's really big."

"This person here is the Young Cult Leader of our Cult!" Passing maids came out and politely greeted Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn accepted their greetings with a smile. She was even more surprised when she entered my room.

"It's so different from the room I expected." The bookshelves filling the walls, the large bed with pure white bedding, and the desk and chair by the sunlit window seemed different from her expectations.

"This isn't your taste, is it, Young Master?"

"This is my taste."

"I never knew. You should have told me."

Before my regression, I did not have anything like 'taste'. I did not care whether the bed was large or small, or whether there were bookshelves or wardrobes. My only interest was in becoming the successor.

That was why I grew distant from the succession. I saw nothing. I did not see people properly, and I did not even care what was in my own room. At the time, I thought I was passionate, but thinking back now, I feel it might have been an escape into passion.

"There are so many books." She took an interest in the bookshelves first.

"Now that I'm the Young Cult Leader, I have to look knowledgeable."

"This book is incredibly thick."

"Don't take it out! It's for decoration. It's a pain to put back."

"I can't even pull it out if I wanted to. To think there's a book that requires inner arts to remove!" She examined another bookshelf. "There are a lot of books here that Elder Blade Demon has, aren't there?"

She had once borrowed and read books from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Yeah. I wrote down all the books he has there and filled this shelf with the same ones. The Elder knows books well, after all."

She took a book from another bookshelf and looked at it intently. "There's a book like this, too." The book she held was titled 'Escaping a surround the perimeter'.

"Have you read it?" I nodded.

"I've read it."

"Do you think you could escape if you followed this?"

"I didn't read it to escape. I read it to prevent escapes."

She laughed at my words. "You're someone who can order 'Deploy the surround the perimeter!', Young Master, but I might get trapped in a surround the perimeter by the Murim Alliance, so please lend me this book."

"By all means."

"Please lend me this one and this one too." She picked out a few books. She used to read mostly poetry collections, but the books she chose now were all about secret methods for surviving in the murim.

"Do you still read books these days?"

"I try to read for at least a quarter of an hour before bed. I have to build up indirect experience somehow." It seemed she was still worried about becoming a frog in a well.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

She turned towards me.

"You think having a lot of worldly experience is better, don't you?"

"Of course. Isn't it?" Lee Ahn's eyes widened.

"That's right. Someone with a lot of worldly experience is cool and reliable. They have insight, and they can offer new teachings or experiences to those around them. However, it also means they've gone through and suffered all sorts of dirty things to get that way. They experience all the dirty and cheap things and see the very bottom of humanity. They even come to harbor distrust and disgust for mankind. In a person's life, could such experiences be only a good thing?"

Before my regression, I went through many things. Yes, thanks to that, I became stronger and survived. So what? Can I say my life is better than Lee Ahn's, who has silently walked the path of a bodyguard? I might have a higher chance of survival if thrown somewhere, but that does not mean it is a better life.

"What I'm saying is that you don't have to feel so regretful about your life, lived silently while walking a single path. You don't need to have all the miscellaneous wounds and pains packaged under the name of experience. You can fight without them, and you can win without them. I believe it. A moment will come when the life you've lived through hard work will protect you more powerfully than any other experience."

As I reached out my hand, a poetry collection pulled itself from the shelf. The book floated through the air and into her hands.

"So read what you want to read, too." I had seen her glance at that book twice.

Lee Ahn stealthily approached me, stared intently, and said, "It seems bloodline really is a thing."

I stared back at her with a 진Ji Han expression befitting her words. Then, as if suddenly embarrassed, Lee Ahn avoided my gaze and feigned indifference. "The bed is really wide and nice. It's soft, isn't it?"

"If you're curious, lie down on it."

"How dare I lie on the Young Cult Leader's bed! You thought I'd say that, didn't you?" She threw herself onto the bed.

However, her body floated just above it.

"Not with the clothes you wore outside! Now I understand why Elder Blade Demon didn't let me lie down." I floated her back to her original spot.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she said with a 진Ji Han face, "I recently selected five people for the Ghost Shadow Squad. I looked at their 인Chengdu and their skills. As you said, I'm aiming for an elite organization rather than just numbers."

"You're doing well."

"Oh, and I'm leaving the cult tomorrow with Green Mask and his subordinates. I'm going to find people to join the Ghost Shadow Squad. I should have left earlier, but I postponed it to see the Sanzu Hall Director's inauguration ceremony. While I'm out, I'll also go see Strategist Go and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader." She was officially stepping into the jianghu.

Sensing the worry in my gaze, she smiled and said, "Don't worry, I have nine tails, don't I?"

"Come back stronger!"

She rose from her seat, gave a polite clasped hands greeting, and said, "Yes, Young Cult Leader!"


I devoted myself to my martial arts training. Across both my lives, before and after my regression, this was the period I trained my martial arts the most diligently. Perhaps knowing I was immersed in a martial arts trance, Father postponed all the various events within the cult.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I could not help but train these martial arts diligently.

First, with the Heavenly Space Secret Art, the more I trained, the more a time difference seemed to be created between the outside and inside of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. However, the difference was still minuscule, so it was not yet at a stage where I could use the Heavenly Space Secret Art for actual training.

Using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, then using the Heavenly Space Secret Art again, and then training martial arts inside it required using inner arts three times over. In comparison, the time difference between the outside and inside was not yet significant, so the time it took to recover my inner arts was longer.

I felt impatient, but I did not rush. This was not a martial art that could be achieved overnight, and consistency is the lifeblood of training. Repeat and repeat again. If I do that, I will find myself at the next stage before I know it.

Next was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Once I became familiar with its heart law, I began training in earnest, starting from the First Stance. It was an esoteric and profound martial art, but I calmly analyzed the oral formulas and progressed little by little. Today, I planned to unleash the First Stance for the first time.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance. From the very first technique, it was simply annihilation. It meant that if you are human, you will surely die.

I gazed at the wooden dummy in front of me and calmed my mind. When I felt my body and mind were ready, I drew the Black Demon Sword.

SHAAAAK.

In a single moment, the dummy's head flew off. The sword form was faster than the Blue Sky Strike, the fast sword style of the Soaring Sky Sword Art. So, was the First Stance a success? It was a failure.

I slowly approached and examined the headless wooden dummy. A faint sword line remained on its back. There were no marks on the left or right sides.

The Human Destroying Stance was a technique where, at the moment of execution, four streams of sword qi flew in simultaneously from the opponent's front, rear, left, and right.

Imagine it. In a flash, what if sword qi flew in not from one place, but from four places at once? And it was not sword qi aiming for the same spot. They flew from four directions, each aiming for a different place. The frontal sword qi would fly towards the neck, the one from behind towards the back, the left sword qi towards the waist, and the right sword qi towards the legs.

However, only the frontal sword qi flew properly, while the sword qi from the other three directions failed to manifest correctly. I closed my eyes for a moment and recalled the oral formulas. After organizing them in my mind, I unleashed sword qi at a new wooden dummy.

I examined the wooden dummy again. This time, its back was severed, but the neck was intact. I repeated it over and over, but the First Stance would not unfold as I intended. I was missing something.

Father had said he wanted to see my interpretation of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. At this rate, how could my Nine Calamities Demonic Art ever surpass Father's? The only thing I could rely on was the Heavenly Martial Body, but even I could not be sure if I could wield a Nine Calamities Demonic Art that surpassed Father's.

As I was wracking my brain, I had a sudden realization. The greed of wanting to learn a Nine Calamities Demonic Art stronger than Father's was actually holding me back. Added to that greed was the desire to be acknowledged by Father, weighing down my ankles even more heavily.

This is not my way.

I immediately left the training ground.


When I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall, Father was looking out the window with his hands clasped behind his back.

"Come up here."

"......"

I walked the path of blood, climbed the stairs, and stood side-by-side with Father. It always felt good to stand here next to Father and look out at the cult's Jeong Gyeong, and now I stood here as the Young Cult Leader.

"I have decided to double the amount of poison production in the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"Why is that?" I asked, feigning ignorance.

Father looked at me. He knew I had been in contact with the Poison King recently, so he must have guessed that I had influenced this decision. His gaze turned back to the window. After a moment of silence, Father said softly, "Do not provoke the Poison King. He is a man who could be the beginning and the end of everything."

I knew what that meant. A war could start because of him, and a war could also be ended by him. Martial artists have no choice but to be sensitive to poison. A lifetime of training could be ruined by a single poisoning.

"I will keep that in mind."

Father turned to me and asked, "Why have you come today?"

"I came because I have a favor to ask of you, Father."

"What favor?"

"Please use the Human Destroying Stance on me."

Father flinched, surprised by the unexpected words. "You finally become the successor, and now you want to die?"

"Of course not." I opened the front of my robes. "I'm wearing Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and even the Ghost Armor. I'm asking you to use just enough power not to kill me."

"The reason?"

"I want to experience it directly to get a feel for it." Normally, I should have learned more from Father. However, since he had only given me the bare minimum interpretation because he wanted to see my version of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it was a reasonable request for him to grant.

"Very well."

Once Father gave his permission, I stepped back to create some distance. Words like 'Are you ready?' or 'Here I come' were all omitted.

Father immediately drew the Heavenly Demon Sword from his hand.

"......"

A truly short and light sound of wind. In that moment, I was startled. Four demonic spirits had attacked simultaneously from all directions.

Father's Human Destroying Stance was not just four streams of sword qi. It was a sword qi where terrifying illusions of four demonic spirits appeared simultaneously from the north, south, east, and west and swung their swords. They were fearsome enough to freeze the body just by seeing them.

KAAANG! KAANG!

I blocked two, one grazed me lightly, and the other hit my body squarely.

PAK! PWAAK!

When the sword qi collided with my protective enhanced qi, I was sent flying and rolled across the floor.

"......"

It really hurt. I had blocked it using Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, the Ghost Armor, and even protective enhanced qi, but my back hurt so much it felt like it would break. It was a good thing Father had controlled his inner arts. If he had unleashed it to its limit, I could have died from this single move. Even if I had not died, I would have suffered a fatal wound.

It was the first time I had felt the terror of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and at this moment, I was curious about something.

"By any chance, if my realm in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art rises, will these demonic spirits also manifest in my Human Destroying Stance?"

Father nodded. "Similar, but different demonic spirits will appear."

Similar, but different. He meant that because I would be interpreting the Nine Calamities Demonic Art differently and completing the martial art, different demonic spirits would appear.

My heart began to pound. Seeing the Heavenly Demon Soul is still a long, long way off, so I want to see my own little demonic spirits, even if just in the Human Destroying Stance.

"Is this sufficient?" Father asked.

"It is more than enough." I massaged my back, bowed, and was about to turn away when I asked him, "By any chance, have you given those demonic spirits names?"

That sneer formed on Father's lips. "The Poison King likes to name things. I suppose I've been influenced, since I've been spending a lot of time with him lately."

After politely bowing to Father, I turned away. The achievement in my martial arts is not mine alone. If I produce a Human Destroying Stance different from Father's, he too will receive some inspiration from my Nine Calamities Demonic Art. By influencing each other, we will both grow stronger.

At the end of the path of blood, I said to Father, "When I visit again, I will bring four friends with me."


Chapter 258: Someone to Discuss Swordsmanship With

I left the Heavenly Demon Hall and headed for the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

Why should I struggle alone when there's someone I can discuss swordsmanship with?

This was my way. If I didn't know, I asked. I gained enlightenment while talking about other things. If I really didn't get it, I would just say to hell with it and go have fun.

I had neglected the Flower Sword Supreme because of the other Demon Supremes and various incidents, so I planned to make up for it now.

I was a runaway duel friend, returned.

Just as I had changed, so had the Flower Sword Supreme.

When I arrived at the Flower Sword Supreme's thatched house in the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, I was startled.

Her thatched house had changed. The once-cozy cottage was now a large mansion. The yard was larger, and the flower garden she tended had also expanded.

The only thing unchanged was the Flower Sword Supreme's beautiful, age-defying appearance. She greeted me warmly.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

"Have you been well?"

"I'm always the same."

"The house has changed."

The Flower Sword Supreme followed my gaze around the property and smiled serenely.

"I decided to change the atmosphere."

The old thatched house was a home meant to be seen by others. It was a statement that she was a noble person who had cast off worldly desires to walk only the path of martial arts.

Now, she had shed her pretense and was showing her honest desires.

Why has her heart changed?

"You must be busy these days. What brings you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see you, Sword Supreme."

"You came at a good time. Please, come in."

I followed the Flower Sword Supreme inside. The interior was lavishly decorated.

"May I look around? I've been interested in decorating rooms myself lately."

"Feel free to look."

I slowly looked around the room. The furniture and decorations were ornate and luxurious. She made no effort to hide that she had spent a lot of money on the interior.

"It's truly wonderful."

Then, something caught my eye.

This is?

A book sat on the table. It was the collection of poems and paintings from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's bookshelf. Of course, it could have been an identical copy.

But a single book drew my attention so strongly because it involved the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme.

"I must get a display cabinet like that for my room. I like it very much."

"I didn't know you had such a hobby, Young Cult Leader."

After looking around, we sat facing each other at the tea table.

As I drank the tea, I recognized the taste. It was the same tea I had drunk when I visited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's home.

"I believe Elder Blade Demon drinks this tea as well."

"Is that so?"

I didn't miss the way the Flower Sword Supreme flinched. The book, and now the tea.

These two!

I couldn't help but smile inwardly. If the book and tea weren't a coincidence, their relationship must have changed.

"Aren't you curious why I changed the house?"

"Did you have a change of heart?"

"I felt like I wanted to live a little differently."

I looked around again. "To be honest, this room suits you much better than the old one, Senior. It's splendid and beautiful."

"You think so?" the Flower Sword Supreme smiled pleasantly.

Although we talked and smiled, she and I maintained a certain distance. It was neither too close nor too far, definitely more than a single step, but it wasn't uncomfortably far.

About five steps. That was the distance I perceived between the Flower Sword Supreme and myself.

"I came today as a duel friend," I said, challenging her to a duel. Fortunately, she readily accepted.

"I'd be happy to. I'm just not sure if a duel with me will be of any help to you."

"I learn a lot just by watching you draw your sword, Senior. If I didn't think it would be helpful, I wouldn't have suggested a duel, would I?"

"Can't you just leave that mouth of yours behind?"

"My mouth is needed in many places, so that would be difficult."

We went out to the training ground.

We stood facing each other, about ten paces apart. Her aura changed, as if we had never been joking just moments before.

It wasn't just the house that had changed. I could feel her aura was different.

She's been dedicating herself to training!

She was honed as sharp as a treasured sword. I had once compared the Demon Supremes' efforts to the paddling feet of a swan, and the Flower Sword Supreme best fit that analogy. Behind her swan-like elegance was an unseen effort.

What could have made her change like this?

I revealed my own aura without hiding it. Tension filled the Flower Sword Supreme's face as she looked at me, and her gaze grew cold.

The Flower Sword Supreme lunged first.

"......"

A sword flew toward me. I couldn't see her form. She had completely hidden her body behind the sword, becoming one with it.

The One Flower Sword and the Black Demon Sword clashed mid-air, creating sparks. Dozens of sword lines from the two blades instantly embroidered the air before vanishing.

Although she had lost our previous duel, the Sword Supreme was still the Sword Supreme. Her recent dedicated training shone through, elevating this duel to an even higher level.

Flashing sword lights, we soared into the sky together. The demonic swords of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect stopped to watch the gleaming lights in the air. The glinting flashes reflecting the sunlight were a magnificent sight.

CLAAANG!

With a final, long metallic ring, we landed on the ground.

Her sword wasn't knocked from her hand, and my sword wasn't at her throat, but the Sword Supreme must have known. She knew she had been defeated.

"You grow endlessly." She couldn't hide her bitter expression. Her training had failed to catch up to my growth.

I took care to preserve her pride.

"It's only because you went easy on me, Senior. I've shown all my cards, but don't you still have one last move left?"

All the Demon Supremes hid one final move for the very end. The Flower Sword Supreme was no exception.

"It's a move I hope I never have to use in my lifetime."

In other words, it was a hidden trump card that required her to risk her own life.

"Let's go inside."

Back inside, we quenched our thirst with cold tea and discussed swordsmanship.

We talked about the duel we just had. I took it a step further, sharing what I had felt when I previously achieved Twelfth Star mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

The Flower Sword Supreme listened intently, asking questions whenever she had one.

Someone of the Sword Supreme's skill would naturally know how sincerely I was speaking. She would know this was the essence of martial arts, something one would never share with someone they didn't cherish.

The Flower Sword Supreme's face gradually flushed with excitement.

When I finished speaking, she rushed out to the training ground.

"Wait! Just wait a moment."

She swung her sword alone in the middle of the training ground. Then she would suddenly stop her sword and fall into thought. She would swing it again, then stop.

She had an epiphany. She had found a way to overcome a wall she couldn't surpass through solitary training, all from our conversation.

She must have trained alone for a very long time after becoming a Demon Supreme. At the end of that lonely, blocked path, she had met me.

After swinging her sword for a long while, she returned, her face still flushed.

"Didn't you come to see me because you wanted to gain some enlightenment about swordsmanship from me?"

"That's right. To be honest, my swordsmanship has hit a wall recently."

"Then why are you imparting your martial arts knowledge to me?"

I calmed my aura and spoke with dignity.

"Because you will become my Demon Supreme in the future."

She stared at me without a word, so I calmly continued.

"Besides that, there are two other reasons."

"Two more?"

"First, I believe that when you break through your limits, Sword Supreme, that enlightenment will return to me. We're duel friends, aren't we?"

She nodded. "And the second reason?"

"Senior, you're the only one among the Demon Supremes who uses a sword, aren't you? The only person I can discuss swordsmanship with is you, Sword Supreme. You know Father's personality well. Who else would I learn from? Who else could I influence? For me, there is only you, Sword Supreme."

Of the three reasons, this one seemed to resonate with her the most. A wave of emotion passed over her.

"That's why I should have visited you first, and most often..."

I said honestly, "I always thought you would stay just as you are, Sword Supreme. It's a selfish and bad thought. I should have taken care of the good people first."

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke in a somewhat self-deprecating voice. "I'm not that good of a person. Perhaps you took care of everyone in the right order after all..."

A hint of regret flickered in her eyes.

We fell silent for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts.

I didn't offer any obvious consolations like, 'No, you're a good person, Sword Supreme.' The words needed right now were different.

"May I come again tomorrow?"

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded with an expression that said I was welcome not just tomorrow, but for a lifetime.


"Since when did you like flowers?"

Despite the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, I kept staring at the flowerpot on the windowsill.

"It looks like some kind of sly flower."

On my way back to my residence, I had stopped by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's place and saw something new on his windowsill. It was a pot with a flower planted in it. If I had come here first, I would have just assumed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had bought it.

"What in the world is inside the head of someone who calls a flower sly?"

"Where did you get the flower?"

"Someone gave it to me."

Since he had given the Flower Sword Supreme the book and tea, she must have given him the flowerpot in return. Or vice versa.

Hyung Drunken Demon, you're amazing!

It seemed the Drunken Demon's efforts to reconcile the two had finally borne fruit.

"......"

"An acquaintance gave it to me."

"So, who?"

"You're being noisy while I'm trying to read."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon refused to say the Flower Sword Supreme had given it to him. I didn't press him further. I also managed to hold back my teasing.

How happy must he be right now? It was the Flower Sword Supreme, of all people. Resolving past misunderstandings and conflicts, even exchanging gifts.

I should hold it in. I can tease him later.

"Stop staring! If I accidentally release my qi, the flower will die."

If that happened, he might unleash a lethal technique on me.

Daeryong, this flowerpot is more precious than the one in the office. If you drop it while training, you will have to endure at least a year of hellish training.

"I'm leaving now."

"Why are you leaving so soon?"

"I'm in the middle of hellish training these days. I'm probably the one training the hardest in our Cult."

"You've already become the Young Cult Leader. What more glory from the Ghost Shadows are you trying to attain by working so hard?"

Because our relationships had completely changed from before my regression, if I died now, the Demon Supremes would all die too. Would the Blood Heaven Blade Demon just stand by and watch me die?

That is why. To save them all.

I'm doing this so if anyone has to jump into hell, it'll be me.

Please, enjoy that glory from the Ghost Shadows, my Elder. Live happily in your later years, getting along with the Sword Supreme and traveling through the Central Plains.


The next day, I had another duel with the Flower Sword Supreme.

Her eyes were a little bloodshot, as if she hadn't slept all night.

"I didn't sleep well because I was training yesterday."

It seemed she had spent the whole night working to turn yesterday's enlightenment into actual skill.

I dueled with her again. Since we knew each other's moves, we began to use increasingly powerful techniques. By the end, the exchange was almost like a real battle.

After the duel, we talked about our fight. Since the pattern was similar, most of what we said overlapped with yesterday's conversation, but we talked as if it were the first time.

As we talked, the conversation sometimes branched out. We talked about our swordsmanship training as children, and I even learned how to grow flowers.

I went the next day, and the day after that. I went with the intention of making up for all the times I hadn't been able to see her. I was determined to keep going until she got tired of me and told me to stop coming.

The duels were similar in pattern, but we could feel a change.

Even with the same technique, the speed and the amount of qi infused were different. Some days it was fast, other days it was slow. An opportunity to test one's own sword arts so freely was not something that came easily.

And then, this morning.

I used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

SHAAAAAK!

The sound was different.

SLICE! SLICE! SLICE! SLICE!

I ran over in surprise and saw the wooden dummy had been cut into exactly four pieces.

"I did it!"

I had finally succeeded in making the sword qi fly in from four directions simultaneously. It seemed my duels and conversations with the Sword Supreme had helped.

After that day, I dedicated myself even more to my training.

I had a desire to see the form of the lesser demon in the Human Destroying Stance. That desire pushed me to the limits of my efforts.

I made sure to visit the Sword Supreme once a day for a duel and to discuss martial arts.

If someone were watching us, they might think we were just repeating the same thing over and over, but it wasn't the same.

We grew within the power that repetition provides.

As the Sword Supreme grew, I grew as well. She grew under my influence, and I, in turn, was influenced by her growth. We were burning with a fervor known only to those who wield the sword.

There was a change in our relationship as well.

"I changed the house because of Senior Blade Demon," she revealed honestly.

"Lately, I've been trying to forget my past grudges with Senior Blade Demon and get along with him. In the process, I found myself thinking a lot about the old days. Back then, I liked splendid and pretty things. That was who I was. While thinking about that, I impulsively changed everything. It's embarrassing, but it wasn't a change I made after deep consideration."

It must have been a longing for her younger days. The days she desperately wanted to return to.

"You did well. If you miss the thatched house later, you can just change it back."

"Wouldn't that make me seem too fickle?"

"I think it would make you seem like a free spirit."

"Yes, I'm not at an age where I need to worry about what others think anymore," the Flower Sword Supreme said with a pleasant laugh. In that moment, I realized the distance between us had shrunk from five steps to three.

Even amidst all this, my training continued.

I trained day and night. One day, after repeating the Human Destroying Stance countless times.

SHAAAK!

The sound of the Human Destroying Stance changed again.

In that very moment!

I saw it. A pitch-black entity slicing the wooden dummy's neck.

Finally!

One of the four demons had appeared.


Chapter 259: What Father Wanted to See

Unfortunately, I couldn't see the demon's face. The first demon to appear materialized directly in front of the wooden dummy, so I could only see its back.

The demon sliced four spots from the wooden dummy, then vanished.

A difference existed between being cut by an appearing demon and being cut by sword qi alone. When the demon appeared, the speed and power grew faster and stronger. The true Human Destroying Stance could only be completed when the demons manifested, considering their demonic qi and the visual and psychological effects.

I unleashed the Human Destroying Stance again.

SHWAAAK!

The demon appeared again. This time, I could only see its back as well.

A mix of joy and disappointment washed over me.

I wanted to see what you looked like! I worked so hard to see your face, not your back!

Then, a thought crossed my mind.

Ah! I can just bring a bronze mirror!

I started to get the bronze mirror but changed my mind. I felt I shouldn't go to such lengths just to see it. I decided to accept the order in which the martial arts manifested. If you don't want to show me, then fine.

I'll see the other demons' faces first.


"Did something good happen?"

The Flower Sword Supreme noticed that Geom Mugeuk's expression was particularly bright today.

"I've had a breakthrough in a swordsmanship that was giving me trouble."

"Ah! That's a relief."

The Flower Sword Supreme was pleased. She had progressed greatly while dueling and discussing martial arts with Geom Mugeuk. Gaining an achievement at the Demon Supreme level was a truly difficult feat. She had never dreamed she would achieve a breakthrough to the next level in such a short period.

"You are truly an unpredictable person."

When Geom Mugeuk first visited, she thought he would come for a day or two and then stop. She had assumed he was visiting as a form of networking now that he had become the Young Cult Leader.

That wasn't the case. What Geom Mugeuk had said on the first day was true.

You are the only person I can talk to about swordsmanship, Senior.

Geom Mugeuk genuinely wanted to discuss swordsmanship with her. He intended to teach the profound meaning of martial arts and also to learn. Although she had practiced swordsmanship her entire life, this was the first time she had ever contemplated, debated, and discussed the sword so seriously.

This opportunity made her realize how much she had longed for such a time. A duel friend. Geom Mugeuk had approached her as a true duel friend. Now, those words held a deeper meaning for her than any other relationship.

So, these words were her true feelings.

"Young Cult Leader, you are the only one I have to talk with as well."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and drew his sword.

"Shall we share a few moves then?"

When they soared into the air, all the demonic swordsmen came out to watch. They fought so high up that their figures were not clearly visible. There were only countless flashes of swift sword light. The demonic swordsmen watched, captivated, as if possessed.

Whenever Geom Mugeuk finished a duel and prepared to leave, he would always say this to the demonic swordsmen he met.

"I learn a great deal from the Sword Supreme every time. I envy you all."

The Flower Sword Supreme felt happy when she heard these words. Whether it was flattery or sincere, hearing such high praise from Geom Mugeuk was an incredibly joyous thing.

A man who generously shares his martial enlightenment and says such things to her subordinates... how could she not fall for him?


My training continued.

Father, who heard I was crazy about training, continuously postponed the external events the Young Cult Leader was supposed to attend. The Demon Supremes didn't seek me out either. The Drunken Demon might have come to ask for a drink, but even he didn't visit. Within the Cult, there was nothing but talk about the Young Cult Leader who was mad about martial arts.

I only dueled with the Sword Supreme. After returning from the duels, I practiced the Human Destroying Stance like a madman.

So many wooden dummies were sliced apart that a metal dummy arrived at my training ground. It was a special steel dummy made from a mixture of thousand-year cold iron and steel, one that couldn't be cut by sword qi.

KAAANG! KANG! KAAANG! KAAANG!

The crisp sound of metal rang out repeatedly. I saw the demon's back so many times that I even started to think, Hey, can't you turn your head just once?

I repeated the stance again and again.

Today, a gift from that tedious repetition arrived.

SHWAAAAK!

The sound of the Human Destroying Stance changed again. In that moment, I saw it. Another demon revealed itself behind the steel dummy. It was the appearance of the second demon.

This time, I could see the demon's face. I was momentarily startled.

It wasn't frightening. Surprisingly, my first impression was this.

He's handsome!

The demon I had summoned was surprisingly handsome. It was the kind of face you'd get if you showed an artist the Poison King's face and told them to draw a demon based on it.

Is this even okay?

I was truly surprised. Could it be that this demon reflects the heart of the person using the martial art? I hadn't thought that the demon's face needed to strike fear into the opponent. I had only focused on wanting to see the demon's face.

Is that why a demon like this appeared, instead of a frightening one?

Now I was curious about the appearance of the demon showing its back. Would it look the same? Or would it be different? To confirm if their faces are all different, I have to manifest the demons on the left and right as well.

Curiosity drove my desire.


"I think I'll have to stop my training for today."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded with an expression that said she had expected this.

"Are you planning to go into seclusion training?"

"How did you know?"

"A hunch. I could feel your fervor rising recently. The moment has come for you to pour everything out one last time."

"You are amazing, as expected."

The way the Sword Supreme looked at me was different again from when I had first come to ask for a duel.

"Young Cult Leader, thank you so much."

"I was grateful as well."

I had grown incomparably closer to her. I now felt I was standing about two steps away from her. That distance came from her personality. Some people, no matter how close you get, will never allow you within one step.

"I'll visit again if I hit a wall in my martial arts."

"I'll be ready to welcome you."

I read the determination in her eyes. If she grew one more time from here, our Cult would welcome a new Flower Sword Supreme.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the training ground. For the time being, this was the end of his time here.

"The next time you come, it might have returned to being a small yard with a thatched hut."

"It will be an even more thrilling duel with a free spirit."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and looked at the training ground with him.

"Since it's the last day, would you spare me some time today?"

In truth, I had prepared something for her today.

"Seo Daeryong, who became the Sanzu Hall Director, is like my right-hand man. So I'd like to hold a small celebration for him today."

"If that's the case, I should make time."

"I've also invited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Since he is Seo Daeryong's Master, I felt it was right to invite him."

The Flower Sword Supreme could tell. He was trying to bring her along to naturally create a setting for her and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Will you wait a moment? I'll change my clothes and come out."

"Yes, please take your time."

Today, she took longer than usual to wash up, put on makeup, and choose her clothes.


Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme arrived at a hill with a green field below the Great Sky Peak. Drinks and food were prepared there. It was a banquet Geom Mugeuk had arranged in advance by asking the cooks.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked around and remarked, "Was there a place like this around our Cult?"

"There are many wonderful places if you look in every nook and cranny. You should travel and rest from now on."

"What fun is it to go alone."

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong arrived. The two men, each with a giant dao slung over his back, now looked like a master and disciple to anyone who saw them. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wore a neat robe he didn't usually wear. His hair was also neater than usual.

Geom Mugeuk barely suppressed the urge to make a teasing comment.

"You've arrived?"

"Why go through the trouble of a celebration?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled.

"Why are you so grumpy when your disciple has attained a high position?"

At the Flower Sword Supreme's words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said nothing.

Seo Daeryong greeted the Flower Sword Supreme politely. "Thank you for taking the time to come."

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong poured drinks for everyone. After a few drinks, I went for a walk with Seo Daeryong. I had deliberately left the two of them alone. Today's gathering was more for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon than for Seo Daeryong. I had given Seo Daeryong a heads-up about it beforehand.

"How's the Director job?"

"I'm still so busy adjusting that I can't think straight."

Seo Daeryong stopped walking and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I've been having nightmares lately. Dreams where I'm wandering around looking for you, Young Cult Leader, in a crisis. It's something I should be handling, but in the dream, I'm only looking for you. When I finally find you, you look at me coldly and say, 'Why did you take that position when you don't have the ability?'"

"I wonder if that only happens in your dreams?"

"Aish, I'm being serious."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "Realistically, something like that might happen once in a lifetime, if at all. Don't waste your energy on things that won't happen."

"What if it does happen?"

"You'll have to solve it with this."

Geom Mugeuk lightly tapped the hilt of the giant dao Seo Daeryong carried.

Seo Daeryong stared at the hilt, worn by his master's hands, and nodded. "That must be why every day has to be a hellish training session."

The two of them turned to go back.

"Let's stay a little longer."

In the distance, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were drinking and talking. Their expressions were bright.

"It's a good time for them!" Seo Daeryong laughed at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I went to see him earlier to come here together, and it seemed like he was playing Captain. He seemed to be trying on several different outfits. It was the first time I'd ever seen my Master like that."

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon smile made Geom Mugeuk feel good too.

That's right, forget all about the past now. Lock the door to the past, and there's no need to peek into the future. Just live happily like that.

"A spring breeze should be blowing for you too."

"I'm a lost cause. Go on ahead without me. I'm even busier now. My life is just work and training!"

Seo Daeryong watched the youthful freshness in the distance that defied age, his eyes full of envy.

"Is it really okay if I go first?"

"You have to take me with you! I'm your right-hand man!"


Time passed quickly. I went into seclusion wondering when I would come out, and before I knew it, I was leaving the training hall after one hundred days.

Without even shaving, I headed straight for the Heavenly Demon Hall. Father was guarding the Heavenly Demon Hall, looking the same as ever.

"What's with your appearance?"

"I wanted to see you, Father, so I rushed straight here. This way, it looks like I really suffered."

Overjoyed to see him, I started with a joke. "I was dying to eat something delicious. Please develop some food other than nutrient balls or beef jerky that can be used during seclusion training!"

Father greeted me with his unchanging smile. "For a lazybones to train for a hundred days, that's quite something."

"Those guys are so shy, it was really hard to get a look at them."

I tried to discard my desire for Father's approval. I thought that pressure was holding me back. Nevertheless, my heart trembled at this moment. It seemed I hadn't been able to discard it all. The desire to be acknowledged by Father for my martial arts.

"Let me introduce you to my friends."

After calmly settling my mind, I unleashed the First Stance.

SHWAAK!

The crisp sound of wind. Four streams of sword qi cut through the air. Four demons revealed their forms. They were my demons, the ones I had wanted to see so badly.

They looked different from the demons Father had shown me. Surprisingly, my demons each had a different appearance and feel. There was a frightening one and a handsome one. One gave off a strange sense of mystery, and another looked clever.

Father was surprised by their different appearances. He must have naturally assumed they would look the same. In truth, I was surprised too. I never expected demons with such different feelings to emerge.

The four demons didn't vanish immediately like Father's did. For a fleeting moment, it was as if they were looking at me, trying to communicate.

SHHH.

The next moment, the demons vanished as quickly as they had appeared.

Father had risen from his grand chair. He couldn't hide his surprise.

"Was this what you wanted to see, Father?"

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, completed with my own interpretation, different from Father's.

Father, who had been looking down at me without a word, slowly nodded.

"Yes, it was something like this."

I recalled the conversation I had with Father on the day he passed down the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to me.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art has continuously changed."

"It couldn't be helped. Fools and geniuses have continuously emerged in every era."

I will become one of those geniuses and unfold a more advanced Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I felt that Father's expectations had changed. At least when it came to martial arts, he wouldn't just be admiring me. He would strive to show his own changes. He would try to compete with me and win. He would genuinely help where he could, and win where he must. That's Father for you.

"Thank you for postponing the external affairs the Young Cult Leader had to handle."

"The first button is always the most important."

It was Father's consideration, telling me to properly master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art First Stance. Thanks to him, I have fastened the first button correctly. Now I just need to learn the Heavenly Space Secret Art and calmly fasten the rest one by one.

"I will leave the Cult immediately and take care of everything."

"Before you go..." Father said as he stepped down from his grand chair. "Let's eat together. You've worked hard."

Father is even using those evil arts he supposedly hates. The hardships of a hundred days vanished completely with those few words.


Chapter 260: Your Names Are

I ate with Father, our first meal together in a long while.

I loved this time so much. Whether we played Go or ate a meal, I cherished this quiet, wordless conversation with Father.

I usually joked around a lot, but this moment was probably the closest I got to my true self. I had, after all, lived almost my entire life in silence.

"Wasn't the training difficult?"

"My body wasn't tired, but enduring the tedious repetition was hard."

"How did you endure it?"

"Eventually, I emptied my mind. I told myself this repetition would be my lifelong task. Even if I escaped this boredom, another kind would just be waiting for me, so I should just do it. As I did, the repetition and boredom felt like they became one with me."

Father smiled. It was not a sneer, but a smile of sincere congratulations. His expression showed he believed I had found the right path.

I explained to Father in detail how I interpreted the First Stance. I described the trials and errors I went through and how I trained repetitively.

I spoke as if I were excitedly boasting, but I was actually giving Father information.

For his reference.

Father would strive to create a better technique by comparing my interpretation with his own. I prayed he would succeed.

I didn't regress to become stronger than Father or to defeat him. I came here to survive alongside him.

"If you're done eating, let's go for a walk to digest."

I followed Father outside. He looked at the distant summit of the Great Sky Peak and suggested, "Let's race to see who gets there first."

Father had proposed a movement arts competition for some reason.

"You haven't forgotten that I said we should have a match once I achieved complete mastery of the Swift Step."

"How about it? Are you confident?"

"Of course, I'm confident. For your information, even the Demon Supremes were all blown away by me."

"You can start first!"

"Then you'll have to run while looking at nothing but my back, won't you?"

I shot forward the moment the words left my mouth. This way, Father would have an excuse even if I happened to win.

I dashed forward at a terrifying speed using the Swift Step.

Could even Father keep up with this speed, now that I have achieved complete mastery of the Swift Step?

It was so fast that I had my doubts.

Just then, I thought I heard a fierce wind behind me.

When I turned my head, I saw Father next to me.

Father flew, standing perfectly erect in the air as the hem of his clothes fluttered. This was not a matter of speed.

Amazing!

While I ran for my life, Father flew with aloof elegance. The Heavenly Demon Flight Step, which he had mastered completely, suited him so perfectly it seemed made just for him.

Right, if it's not cool, it can't be slow either.

I ran with all my might. I thought I was running as fast as light, but Father reached the summit first.

"I lost. I lost in style, and I lost in speed. It seems even the god of wind is no match for the Heavenly Demon."

As I bowed my head deeply, Father remarked, "The Swift Step is fast as well."

Although he never acknowledged other martial arts, Father recognized the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Then, unexpected words flowed from Father's mouth.

"You will achieve the same result when you reach complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Flight Step."

They were words of acknowledgment, but Father had a reason for suggesting the competition and for what he just said.

"I will pass down the Heavenly Demon Flight Step to you."

I knew why. It was because of what I had told him about the First Stance. Since I taught him one thing, he had to teach me one thing in return. That was his mindset. Father never simply accepted things without giving back.

"Thank you, Father."

I prostrated myself on the spot.

"At your current level, having grasped the pinnacle of movement arts, you should learn it without difficulty. Achieving complete mastery will not take very long either. Now, listen carefully."

Father then transmitted the oral secrets of the Heavenly Demon Flight Step. The transmission ended only after he confirmed several times that I had memorized them correctly.

I gave Father a deep bow.

"I am so happy, Father."

My joy was not just because the Heavenly Demon Flight Step was the greatest movement arts in the murim. Nor was it because I could create an even faster movement arts by combining it with the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I was happy because I had now inherited all of Father's unique martial arts. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and now the Heavenly Demon Flight Step. This was the moment I learned all the core martial arts Father had mastered. My heart swelled with emotion.

"You may rise."

I stood side by side with Father on the cliff at the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

In the distance, the entire landscape of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was visible.

"When I became the Young Cult Leader, I came up here with Father."

I looked at Father standing next to me. I imagined Father in his youth and pictured my grandfather standing beside him.

"Father's dream was the unification of the murim."

That was a fact I had not known.

After a brief pause, I asked Father, "What about you, Father?"

Father gave no answer. I knew. I knew Father dreamed of unifying the murim, and he knew that I was aware of that fact.

I brought up a difficult topic, something that had to be said at least once.

"Even if you achieve the great feat of unifying the murim and receive the praise and respect of everyone in the world... you will not receive my respect."

My words could have made him erupt in anger, but Father said nothing. He now knew well what kind of heart his son possessed.

We silently gazed at the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the sprawling horizon and sky beyond it.

To lighten the heavy atmosphere, I spoke in a cheerful tone.

"Father, please give my friends some names. I've been thinking about some cool names myself. I thought about a ghost theme, like Night Demon, Blood Demon, White Demon, and Sky Demon, but that seemed too gloomy. So I considered something more elegant with a moon theme, like Bright Moon, Waning Moon, the Hidden Moon, and Sparkling Moon, or if not that, then based on colors..."

Father interjected at that exact moment.

"East, West, South, North."

I flinched.

"You're joking, right?"

Father looked at me with a completely straight face.

"Not even Plum, Orchid, Chrysanthemum, and Bamboo, or Clear Wind and Bright Moon, but East, West, South, and North?"

I couldn't tell if he meant malicious demons didn't deserve names, if he was reacting to what I said about unifying the murim, or if he genuinely thought East, West, South, and North were good names.

"East, West, South, North!"

He stated it once more, as if confirming it.

What could I do when Father was being like this?

Ah, I'm sorry. My dear demons!

"Oh, now that I hear it, it sounds great. East Demon, West Demon, South Demon, North Demon. Easy to remember, too. It's perfect. If anyone asks, I can proudly say Father named them!"

I would tell everyone Father was the one who named them! Despite that, Father did not even flinch.

In the end, the names of the four demons were confirmed as East, West, South, and North!


After descending the Great Sky Peak, I headed straight for the All-Knowing Hall.

I was going to hear from Head Strategist Sama Myeong about what I needed to do next.

As I entered the All-Knowing Hall, the strategists I encountered greeted me politely.

Their gazes were favorable. Given the nature of their work, they knew more about me than anyone, so the change in their eyes was worth noting.

After passing through several layers of strict security, I entered the operations room of the All-Knowing Hall. Sama Myeong was in a meeting with other strategists in the conference room.

I told the strategist who greeted me to let Sama Myeong be, and I waited in the operations room for the meeting to end.

The place operated at a frantic pace.

Messenger pigeons constantly arrived through a dozen holes in one wall, divided by region. Strategists sorted them according to the matter at hand.

One strategist ran around with documents. Another diligently wrote something, yet another moved dozens of different colored flags pinned on a map of the Central Plains. Not a single person was idle.

The murim was peaceful, but this place was a warzone. No, perhaps the murim was peaceful because this place was a warzone.

A short while later, Sama Myeong came out of the meeting and was startled to see me.

"Young Cult Leader, when did you arrive?"

"I just got here. I told them not to disturb you and that I would wait until the meeting was over."

"Let's go to my office."

"Let's just talk here. It's wonderful to see the strategists at work. It makes me think I should live more diligently."

"That's not something for a person who just came out of seclusion training to say. Please get some rest now."

"And that's not something for a person who has a mountain of tasks for me to say, is it?"

Sama Myeong and I looked at each other and smiled.

"How was your training?"

"As soon as I came out, I ran to boast to Father without even shaving."

The word 'boast' contained the entire result.

"Congratulations."

"It's all thanks to you, Head Strategist, for coordinating my external schedules. I'm sure my work has piled up. What should I start with?"

"First, you must visit the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch. The Hunan Branch is the first point of conflict should a war with the Murim Alliance break out, and Jiangxi is a strategic point for dealing with the Evil Alliance. Therefore, visiting these two Branches and meeting their Branch Managers is the first thing the Young Cult Leader must do."

"I understand."

"I will send the official mission order tomorrow morning."

"Yes, I will see you when I return."

As I was about to turn and leave, Sama Myeong said, "From now on, the Young Cult Leader will have a great influence on the fate of our Cult."

I smiled and told him, "That's why I plan to visit you often, Head Strategist."


I left the All-Knowing Hall and walked toward my residence.

On a quiet path, a man in a mask appeared before me. The person who dropped his concealment and revealed himself was the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard Captain, Hui.

"Ahjussi!"

"Young Cult Leader."

"Please just call me Geuk, like you did when I was young."

"I cannot do that."

I was overcome with emotion seeing him after so long.

"How long has it been? You have more gray hairs now, Ahjussi."

"I'm getting older too."

"It's because you have it tough serving Father. He's extremely demanding, isn't he? Does he give you a hard time?"

"It is the greatest joy of my life."

The Hui I knew truly was that kind of person. A man whose entire life was his duty as a bodyguard. A man for whom Father was everything.

"You used to give me piggyback rides on snowy days."

When Hui smiled, his two eyes under the mask curved like moons.

"You remember that?"

"Of course. I loved it so much back then."

After we exchanged greetings, Hui revealed why he had sought me out.

"Please take the bodyguards with you when you leave the Cult this time."

I could not answer readily. I had originally planned to go alone. He had anticipated this and come to me.

"To be honest, this is not for the Young Cult Leader's sake. I am well aware that your skills are such that bodyguards would be more of a burden."

Hui did not beat around the bush.

"It is for my juniors. Those kids will grow into excellent bodyguards if they are with you, Young Cult Leader. I have watched your recent actions. The Young Cult Leader I saw was an ocean. An ocean vast enough to embrace all of my juniors."

Given his personality, it could not have been easy for him to come and say such things to me. That was how much he cared for the Heavenly Demon bodyguard unit and his juniors.

That day, they all died with us.

If this was a request from Hui, who had dedicated his entire life to Father, then yes, I should take not just twelve, but twelve hundred of them.

"I will go with them."

Hui bowed his head respectfully.

"Thank you."

"Not at all, Ahjussi."

I also bowed my head respectfully to Hui.

When I raised my head again, Hui was already gone. He was not the type to repay a debt with words, so he would surely try to repay today's debt someday.

Hui Ahjussi, there's no need for that. You and your juniors have already paid with your lives.


My bodyguards were training in the martial arts training ground.

I watched them train for a moment before stepping inside.

They stopped their training and greeted me in unison with a clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Their powerful greeting was filled with spirit.

"Have you been training continuously for the past hundred days?"

Cheokyeon stepped forward to answer.

"Yes, we have trained every single day without fail."

"But why are there only six of you?"

"We do not know when we will be deployed on a bodyguard mission, so we live in day and night shifts. We switch the shifts once a month."

In other words, the night shift trained from evening until morning. I thought that was truly amazing.

Since it had been a while, I checked Cheokyeon's eyes first.

Knowing that refusal was futile, Cheokyeon obediently removed his eyepatch.

I looked into his crimson pupils and said, "The level of your Ghost Eye Art has risen by one stage."

Cheokyeon was startled.

"That's right. Did you figure that out just by looking at the color of my eye?"

"The color has changed from before."

"I look in the mirror every day and couldn't even tell."

I had distinguished the difference with the Divine Eye Technique.

My heart was drawn to his eyes because of the Divine Eye Technique. I had learned the Divine Eye Technique for myself, but he had learned the Ghost Eye Art for someone else, and that someone else ended up being me.

Although he might say it was all his choice and destiny, sacrificing one's eyes for another is never an easy thing to do.

I infused my qi into his eye to soothe it.

"It feels different."

"How so?"

"The pain has lessened significantly."

If that was the case, it was likely due to the change in my inner arts. It had become much more powerful and pure.

"Tomorrow, you will leave the Cult with me. An official mission order will arrive from the All-Knowing Hall early in the morning."

The expressions of Cheokyeon and the bodyguards brightened. They were finally getting their first mission.

Their unconcealable excitement and joy were palpable. They were so happy, it would have been a huge mistake to leave them behind.

"Thank you for trusting us."

"Protect me well starting tomorrow. I'm counting on you all."

With a resounding reply, Cheokyeon and the bodyguards bowed their heads. Right, since we're going out anyway, let's come back having grown even stronger.

The next morning, two carriages left the Cult.

It was my first official departure as the Young Cult Leader, formally attended by bodyguards.


Chapter 261: My Murim Is Not Far Away

The carriage was different from the one I usually rode.

It was a special carriage for the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, built from a light yet sturdy material. It could withstand most impacts and was pulled by powerful horses equipped with armor for emergencies.

The day shift guarded the carriage on horseback. Cheokyeon rode inside with me to explain the bodyguard mission.

"The night shift is in the carriage behind us. They'll rest and switch with us in the evening."

I did not need a night bodyguard, just as I did not need a day bodyguard. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art would wake me if anyone approached while I slept.

Still, I let them proceed. Hwi wanted them to become excellent bodyguards, and experience was essential for that.

Of course, I also had something to do to speed up their training.

"Stop the carriage for a moment."

Cheokyeon ordered his subordinate in the driver's seat to stop the carriage.

I had the night shift's carriage pull up alongside ours and gathered everyone before me.

Then I walked to the carriage. The symbol of the Heavenly Demon Hall was engraved on the exterior, but a cover currently hid it.

SHWIIIIIIK.

I ripped the cover off with a satisfying tear, revealing the image of a fearsome demon.

"From now on, we won't travel while hiding our identities. All of you, change into the official uniforms of the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit."

The bodyguards wore plain martial arts uniforms.

Cheokyeon said, surprised, "According to regulations, we can't do that."

"We make our own regulations. Do as I command."

Conflict flickered in Cheokyeon's eyes, but his hesitation was brief. While guarding me, they had already strayed far from the existing rules.

He ordered his subordinates to change their clothes.

Cheokyeon and all the bodyguards changed. The official uniform of the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit was simple yet striking. A shield was embroidered on the left chest of the black uniform, and inside it was a drawing of the demon symbolizing the Heavenly Demon Hall. The character for 'demon' (魔) was embroidered in a powerful script on their black masks. That was enough.

Their entire atmosphere changed once they put on the official uniforms.

I looked at each of them and said, "Impressive. Among all the uniforms in our Cult, I think yours are the coolest."

They smiled faintly and glanced at each other.

"I know moving like this will be much harder for you. It'll be more dangerous, and unexpected things will happen. If you were ordinary bodyguards, I wouldn't have done this, but you're the ones who will guard the Heavenly Demon in the future."

Strength entered their eyes at the words 'the Heavenly Demon'.

"When Father moves officially, has he ever hidden his identity? That's why. You'll all experience and practice this from now on. You are openly guarding the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

"Yes! We'll protect you with our lives!"

"Please, just protect me without sacrificing your lives. Got it?"

My joke eased the atmosphere slightly.

Cheokyeon, perhaps thinking this was a good opportunity, announced the numbers assigned to each of them.

"During bodyguard operations, we'll call each other by numbers, from One to Twelve. Young Cult Leader, please call us by those numbers as well."

Cheokyeon was Number One. The numbers were assigned based on their experience in the bodyguard unit. The youngest, Number Twelve, was eighteen years old and looked obviously youthful.

I went and stood before Number Twelve.

He's too young to die protecting someone else.

"Do the Seniors give you a hard time for being the youngest?"

"They treat me so well because I'm the youngest that it's agonizing!"

I patted the young man's shoulder for his perfect answer, then boarded the carriage.

"Let's depart!"

The carriage set off again.

Cheokyeon could have ridden with me, but he rode on horseback with the other bodyguards. He had likely been in the carriage earlier only to explain the mission.

He was the leader, but he worked on equal footing with his subordinates. In fact, he led by example and worked even harder. Hwi might have valued this side of Cheokyeon, which could be why he came to see me personally. He saw the potential for Cheokyeon to become a good bodyguard.

Our first destination was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch.

The journey by carriage would take some time, so I settled in for a leisurely trip.

It was a good opportunity to train in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

The carriage was so well-made that it barely shook. I could focus on the Heavenly Demon Defense Art comfortably.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art has two stages left. My goal on this trip is to raise it by one stage.

How long had we been traveling?

Cheokyeon shouted from outside, "We will take a short break."

The carriage stopped.

While the horses rested, I also got out of the carriage and sat on a rock.

The bodyguards stood guard in all directions around me, focusing all their senses on their surroundings.

My honest feeling? If you're all spread out like that, how am I supposed to protect you?

"Cheokyeon."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Cheokyeon, who had been standing guard at the front, approached me.

"Show me the martial arts you've learned."

My words startled Cheokyeon. He realized I intended to review his martial arts.

"This isn't an opportunity that comes often, so hurry!"

"Yes! Young Cult Leader!"

The mission was important, but he was not foolish enough to miss this chance.

"The martial art I've learned is the Secret Shadow Sword Technique."

He announced his sword technique and began to perform the forms.

The other bodyguards turned their backs, as it was polite not to watch another person's unique martial arts.

Cheokyeon performed all the techniques of the Secret Shadow Sword Technique.

"It's a good sword technique."

I corrected his bad habits and posture and told him how he should train in the future. I did not say much. I pointed out just one, most important thing.

"Thank you!"

Cheokyeon expressed his gratitude with a moved face. The other bodyguards could not hide their envy.

"No need to be so envious. Number Two, step forward!"

When I tried to review everyone's martial arts, Number Two said in a fluster, "You must be busy. You can look at ours later."

"You're the ones who are busy."

"Pardon?"

"I can see the Branch Manager at a leisurely pace. It's just a courtesy visit, but your martial arts need to be improved as quickly as possible. If a sword qi flew at your back right now, could you block it? So, come on, your martial arts!"

Number Two performed his martial arts without further delay. Just as I had with Cheokyeon, I told him what he absolutely needed to fix and how he should train.

I reviewed the other bodyguards in turn. It did not take much time. The answer was obvious with just one look.

I could feel their excitement. It was a level of teaching they had never experienced. Since they still had so much to learn, they would grow stronger with every word I spoke.

"Thank you. We'll strive to improve even more in the future."

I'm teaching them this time so they don't die.

At night, I also pointed out the things the night shift martial artists needed to fix.


On the third day after leaving the Cult.

KRRRRRUMBLE!

Thunder roared, and rain began to pour down. It rained so hard that driving the carriage became impossible.

"We'll have to take a break."

Cheokyeon stopped the carriage under a large tree.

The bodyguards stood in the rain, surrounding the carriage.

"Don't stand there looking pathetic in the rain. Everyone, get inside the carriage."

"We're fine."

"That's an order."

Cheokyeon insisted they could not, but he ultimately could not defy my will and came inside.

Six people came inside. Since it was a large carriage, they could all sit facing each other. I handed them something to dry themselves with.

"Don't feel awkward. Don't mind me, just watch the rain outside."

I heated water in the kettle with True Samadhi Fire and poured them warm tea. Everyone's eyes went wide at the sight.

"We'll drink it well!"

They were still stiff and found it difficult to interact with me. Even their gazes, which were supposed to be on the window, were all fixed on the window opposite me.

We silently watched the falling rain.

SHWAAAAAAAAA!

Sitting huddled together, sipping tea and watching the rain, had its own charm. After dealing with the old Demon Supremes, being with these young men felt refreshing.

Cheokyeon spoke cautiously. "We're supposed to be protecting you, Young Cult Leader, but for some reason, it feels like we're the ones being protected."

I smiled faintly and asked Cheokyeon, "With the skills to enter the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, you could've joined other organizations. Why did you apply to be a bodyguard?"

He answered without hesitation. "I've wanted to be a bodyguard since I was young. I always thought bodyguards looked cool. I believed that protecting someone was honorable."

"Do you still think the same way?"

Cheokyeon's answer did not come as quickly this time.

"I do."

I saw pain in his eyes and thought perhaps he was regretting his choice. It was already a difficult job, and his eyes must have been hurting terribly.

Just then, I made eye contact with Number Three. He had the gentlest impression among the day shift.

"What about you?"

"I thought I had more talent for protecting than for killing."

"What is a talent for protecting?"

"I don't find protecting someone boring. I think it might be because I have an introverted personality."

Then Number Nine chimed in without being asked. "I judged that bodyguard missions were relatively safe. I want to live a long life."

His comrades all smiled as if they had heard this before. He seemed to enjoy making his colleagues laugh.

These were words I would never hear from Hwi. He had lived, and was still living, in an era of devotion.

These young martial artists were certainly different from the Seniors. Of course, that did not mean they lacked a sense of duty compared to Hwi. Nor did I think Hwi was old-fashioned compared to their rational and individualistic attitudes. I just felt that the times were changing.

As I sat lost in thought, the pouring rain began to subside.

Cheokyeon spoke as if he had been waiting. "We'll depart now."

Before they got off, I asked, "Is anyone's hometown in Hunan province?"

My sudden question made them look bewildered.

"No one?"

Then Number Three, who had said protecting suited him, stepped forward. "My hometown is here in Hunan."

"Are your parents in your hometown?"

"Yes, my mother lives there alone."

"When was the last time you saw her?"

"I think it's been about three years."

"Let's stop by on our way."

Number Three was startled. "No, it's alright. We're on a mission, we can't do that."

"A few days' delay is fine. How much could the Hunan Branch Chief possibly want to see me? But how much must your mother want to see you? It's not polite to come all this way and just pass by. This isn't a request, it's an order, so let's go!"

And so, the carriage began to head toward Number Three's hometown.

I know well that all sorts of people live in every corner of these Central Plains, and all sorts of things happen. I know how far humans can fall, how cruel they can become, and how many martial artists lose their way and wander in that perilous realm.

My murim isn't far away. Jo Cheonbae of the Alluring Inn is my murim, and the hometown of Number Three who guards me is my murim. This is how I don't lose my way.

The carriage ran on, cutting through the clear blue sky as if the heavy rain had never happened.


Not far from his hometown, the running carriage slowed. I lifted the curtain and looked outside. A shattered carriage lay overturned on the side of the road. Bloodstains dotted the ground, and traces of a fierce battle remained.

Cheokyeon's voice came from outside. "I'll find out what happened."

Number Two questioned a nearby resident to learn what had occurred.

"A few days ago, a shipment from the Hunan First Escort Agency was attacked and plundered. The Head Escort, several escorts, and porters were killed in the process."

"Isn't the Hunan First Escort Agency the largest escort agency around here?"

"That's right."

Usually, no one dared to touch a shipment from a region's largest escort agency. A place like the Hunan First Escort Agency would have deep ties with various sects, and messing with them would invite retaliation.

Something unusual, something that should not have happened, had occurred.

Of course, it was not our place to intervene. I immediately said to Cheokyeon, "Alright, let's pick up the pace."

"......"

The carriage began to run at an even faster speed.


The carriage arrived at Number Three's hometown.

"That's it."

Number Three pointed toward a small inn.

It was the Dohyeon Inn, named after him. I heard on the way that Number Three had set it up for his mother with the money he earned after joining the God of War of our Cult.

"It was my mother's dream to run an inn."

Just because they're of the demonic path, does that mean there are no filial sons?

We stopped the carriage in front of the inn.

When we entered, there were no customers and no owner. Surprised, Number Three called out loudly for his mother.

"Mother!"

But no one was there. An inn rarely closes its doors, so a look of worry crossed Number Three's face.

I went into the kitchen and checked the furnace. "This kitchen was used for business as recently as yesterday. So don't worry."

Just then, a bright-looking child entered the inn. "They're not open today. The owner lady and the cook are at the Wind and Water Mountain Villa."

The child introduced himself, saying he worked as a waiter when it was busy.

I asked the child in a friendly manner, "Do you know why they went there?"

"This morning, martial artists from the Wind and Water Mountain Villa came and took them. They said they needed food to be cooked."

If that was the reason the inn was closed, it was a relief. Murim sects sometimes mobilized people from inns when they needed a cook.

"Where is the Wind and Water Mountain Villa?"

"It's at the end of the western road over there."

"Thank you."

I pressed a coin into the child's hand. He thanked me happily before leaving.

This time, I asked Number Three, "Do you know about the Wind and Water Mountain Villa?"

"I don't know it well. I left home at a young age to train in martial arts, and I've only seen my mother once every two or three years since then."

He hung his head low, but no one would think he had done anything wrong. He was a most filial son for consistently visiting his mother, even if it was only once every few years.

"Young Cult Leader, please wait a moment. I'll clean a guest room for you first."

Number Three acted nonchalantly, but I knew his inner thoughts. He must have wanted to run to see his mother right away. He must also have been worried, hearing she was taken by a murim sect.

I stood up from my seat. "His mother is working, so how can we young people just sit around? Let's go help her and bring her back early."

Number Three waved his hands at my unexpected words, insisting it was fine, but I boarded the carriage. All the bodyguards mounted their horses, and Number Three mounted his as well. An undeniable joy flickered across his face even as he said no.

"Let's go, to the Wind and Water Mountain Villa!"

The carriage began to race toward the Wind and Water Mountain Villa.


Chapter 262: If It Tastes Bad, You Die

Hwa Sun's hands trembled with fear.

"If it tastes bad, you bitch, you're a dead woman!"

The martial artist's words echoed in Hwa Sun's ears as he left the kitchen.

Hwa Sun never dreamed the atmosphere would be like this when she was first dragged to the Wind and Water Mountain Villa. Merchants came when a martial family called and left when told. That was their life, but Hwa Sun never expected such a murderous air.

Those words were not a simple threat.

"Be careful. Two people have already died in this kitchen today."

A serving maid secretly told Hwa Sun this while bringing ingredients. The maid was an acquaintance of Hwa Sun. The maid would occasionally stop by the inn for noodles or dumplings when she went to the market. Hwa Sun always gave her generous portions and told her to eat more.

"A terrifying master came to the villa. His palate is so picky that he tore out the villa cook's tongue and killed him. The cook from Bukwha Village who was dragged here next died even more horribly. What're we going to do!"

The terrified maid stomped her feet, but the sight felt strangely distant to Hwa Sun, as if it were happening to someone else.

Hwa Sun kept making mistakes while cooking. She added the wrong spices. Her trembling hands dropped a bowl.

I know how skilled the cook from Bukwha Village was. If his skills weren't enough, mine won't be either. Did they really kill him?

What if I die?

Her heart grew heavy when her son's face came to mind. Hwa Sun missed him so much. It was about time for him to visit.

It was at that very moment.

"Mother!"

The startled Hwa Sun turned her head. Her son stood at the kitchen entrance.

"Hyun! Is that you, Hyun? Hyun!"

Hwa Sun was so shocked it was a wonder she did not collapse.

Samho ran and hugged his mother.

"Mother!"

"Hyun!"

Hwa Sun clutched her son, too overwhelmed with emotion to speak.

Soon, however, Hwa Sun lowered her voice.

"Why're you here? Go! Go wait at the inn!"

"Mother, what's wrong?"

"Just go! I'll explain later, so just go."

Hwa Sun could only think about sending her son away.

Unlike his frantic mother, Samho calmly took Hwa Sun's hand.

"Why have you gotten so thin?"

His mother had aged so much in the past three years. Samho could tell she had suffered a great deal.

Tears streamed from Hwa Sun's eyes as she held her son's hand. Despite her fear, Hwa Sun was happy and glad to see him. Tears of joy continued to flow.

Samho also teared up seeing his mother's tears.

"I'm sorry I couldn't visit more often."

"No, it's not that. You must be tired from work. It's okay, it's okay. Now, we've said our hellos, so go and wait."

Hwa Sun's heart raced. It would be a disaster if the villa's people saw him here.

"Go! Mom will make you a meal later."

Hwa Sun tried to force her son away. Seeing his face was enough.

Hwa Sun knew her son was the God of War in the Demonic Cult, but she did not know what kind of work he did. Hwa Sun just assumed he must be going through all sorts of hardships to establish himself.

Just then, other people entered the kitchen. It was Geom Mugeuk and his colleagues.

Hwa Sun startled, thinking a martial artist from the villa had arrived.

"My son just stopped by for a moment. He'll be leaving soon. He's going."

Then, Geom Mugeuk strode forward and greeted Hwa Sun politely.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mother."

Samho introduced Geom Mugeuk to the surprised Hwa Sun.

"He's the one I serve."

The unexpected situation startled Hwa Sun. She quickly tried to bow, but Geom Mugeuk swiftly stopped her and took her hand.

"My name is Mugeuk. Please treat me comfortably, like a son."

The moment Hwa Sun looked at Geom Mugeuk, her heart, which had felt like a battlefield, calmed.

It was probably because of his eyes. In her life as a merchant, Hwa Sun had seen countless people, but this was the first time she had seen someone with such clear eyes.

Hwa Sun felt comfort and relief. She was convinced that if he was a person with eyes like these, she could trust him with her son.

"I'm in the presence of a noble person."

Not knowing Geom Mugeuk's identity, Hwa Sun assumed he was the Young Lord her son served.

"My son, I ask for your kind care."

"Thanks to your son, I'm doing well. You have a wonderful son."

"It's thanks to the Young Lord's good care. Thank you."

Samho then introduced his other colleagues.

"These are my colleagues."

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards greeted Hwa Sun.

Cheokyeon spoke on their behalf.

"Hyun is so good at his job that we receive a lot of help from him."

"Please take good care of my son."

Hwa Sun felt regretful. If only they had met under different circumstances. She would have cooked for them and treated them to delicious food herself. This was the first time her son had ever brought colleagues home.

I have to get them out of here.

Hwa Sun thought the problem could become even bigger if they were discovered as a group. It was not just about her own son. She would be endangering the precious sons of other families as well.

They were all so young. Dozens of martial artists were at the Wind and Water Mountain Villa. Besides, had Hwa Sun not heard that a terrifying master had arrived?

"You should quickly escort the Young Lord down to the inn. There's food in the kitchen you can serve him, so make sure he's taken care of. Now go! Go!"

Just then, a man's voice came from outside.

"Is the food ready? I told you clearly. If it tastes bad, your life is..."

The martial artist entering the kitchen flinched.

Inside, men lined both sides, staring at him.

"Who... who are you people?"

The man tried to draw his sword, but his arm would not move. His vital points were already sealed.

When on earth?

Geom Mugeuk approached the man and casually draped an arm over his shoulder.

"You have to die if the food tastes bad? Why?"

Geom Mugeuk asked in a friendly manner, but his eyes were colder than ever.

"Th-that's..."

"Never mind. I'll find out when I meet him myself."

Geom Mugeuk went to Hwa Sun.

"Mother, is the food ready?"

"Yes, but it's gotten cold, so I think it needs to be reheated."

"That's alright. I happen to have a talent for heating things up. Today, I'll make it very hot."

Geom Mugeuk placed the dishes Hwa Sun had made on a tray and lifted it.

Then Geom Mugeuk ordered the bodyguards.

"Your mission today is to be Mother's bodyguard. Protect her as you would your own parents."

Samho and the other bodyguards formed a line around Hwa Sun. It was the formal Big Bro formation for six people to bodyguard one person.

Geom Mugeuk kicked the butt of the martial artist whose vital points were sealed.

"Let's go."

The martial artist's vital points suddenly released. Terrified by Geom Mugeuk's incredible martial prowess, the martial artist led the way.

If I can just get to where there are more people!

The martial artist led the way. Geom Mugeuk followed, carrying the tray.

Behind them, six bodyguards walked, surrounding Hwa Sun.

Hwa Sun still felt anxious, but her son beside her gave a confident expression that reassured her. Hwa Sun did not know what was happening, but she was happy just to see her son like this. She prayed and prayed that today's events would end safely.

Many of the villa's martial artists were in the wide front courtyard.

The martial artist in the lead sent them a look.

What are you doing? Get over here and subdue these bastards!

However, something astonishing happened. The martial artists passing by and those running toward them all froze like stone statues.

Their vital and mute points were sealed in an instant.

The martial artist in the lead was horrified.

He's subduing them while carrying a tray? How?

It was as if a poison spread through the air. The moment they met Geom Mugeuk's gaze, their vital and mute points were sealed. Whether they were far or near, a master or a novice, no one was an exception.

"Ah!"

Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards gasped in admiration at the incredible sight. They had heard rumors that the Young Cult Leader's martial arts surpassed the Demon Supreme's, but they never knew it was this amazing.

And so, they entered the building and headed for the residence of the Wind and Water Mountain Villa's Chairman.

The martial artists guarding his door also froze instantly. One had been about to say, 'Who are you people?' and was stuck with his mouth agape. The martial artist next to him had been glaring and was frozen in a strange expression.

Inside the room, two men were talking.

The Bloodhand Sword sat in the seat of honor. He had committed all sorts of evil deeds and was already listed as a public enemy of murim by the Murim Alliance.

Opposite him sat Lee Yeom, the Wind and Water Mountain Villa's Chairman.

"No matter how you look at it, your demand is too excessive."

"Not just the number one escort agency in Hunan, but every escort bastard in the Central Plains will think of me as their sworn enemy. Shouldn't my share be larger?"

"Didn't we promise to split it three ways from the start?"

"On second thought, it doesn't seem fair. Don't you and that other guy just sit in a corner and each take a third?"

"I was the one who provided the information for this job."

"Then reduce his share."

"Do you say that knowing who he is?"

"And do you think I'm doing this without knowing who I am?"

Lee Yeom sighed inwardly. This was why you should not join hands with scum like this.

Lee Yeom himself had been vehemently against it, but it ended up like this because that person had been stubborn. Perhaps that person had even anticipated this situation. Since his own share would not be taken, it was a way of telling Lee Yeom to handle it himself.

Just then, the door opened and Geom Mugeuk stepped inside.

Geom Mugeuk revealed no qi, so the two men assumed he was just a servant bringing food.

Geom Mugeuk placed the food on the table.

The Bloodhand Sword told Geom Mugeuk, "Wait here for a moment."

The Bloodhand Sword picked up his chopsticks and took a bite of the food.

"Ptooey!"

He immediately spat the mouthful onto the floor.

Lee Yeom frowned. The Bloodhand Sword had not brutally killed two cooks because the food tasted bad. It was to pressure Lee Yeom. It was a way of saying, 'If things go wrong, I can kill you just like this. Give me more money.'

The Bloodhand Sword's martial arts skill was a level above his, so Lee Yeom had no choice but to endure the humiliation. Still, the man could not act completely recklessly because of that other person.

Still, Lee Yeom could not give in. If he gave the man what he wanted, nothing would be left for him after participating in this perilous affair. After all, Lee Yeom was the one who had discovered that this escort mission was a huge score, the kind that only comes around once every few years.

"Who made this?"

"It was made by Lady Hwa."

"Where is that bitch now?"

"She's outside the door."

"Tell her to come in at once!"

"Why do you ask?"

"She made such tasteless food, so her tongue must be pulled out. What's the use of having such a worthless tongue?"

Geom Mugeuk turned his head toward the door, and it opened as if on cue.

Hwa Sun stood in the hallway before the door. Three bodyguards stood on either side of her. Cheokyeon and Samho were at the front.

The Bloodhand Sword assumed they were martial artists from the Wind and Water Mountain Villa. He glared at Lee Yeom.

"What do you think you're doing?"

Lee Yeom could not understand what was happening. He had never ordered anyone to protect that woman. On closer inspection, they were not his men.

Just then, Lee Yeom saw the emblem on Cheokyeon's chest.

That emblem? No, it can't be.

Lee Yeom grew tense. Only one organization in all of murim used a demon as its symbol. He had heard that ordinary demonic practitioners could not use that emblem, only the elites could.

Did that person send them? But why are they protecting that woman?

Lee Yeom's mind was in turmoil.

The things that would surprise Lee Yeom were only just beginning.

Geom Mugeuk picked up a new pair of chopsticks and ate the food.

"It's delicious, though. I think the problem is with your tongue."

The Bloodhand Sword was so dumbfounded he laughed hollowly. A person does not just suddenly go mad, so he assumed Lee Yeom had also ordered this.

"What do you think you're doing!" the Bloodhand Sword roared at Lee Yeom.

Lee Yeom silently watched Geom Mugeuk, trying to read the situation.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Bloodhand Sword and said coldly, "Eat it again."

"Agh, this crazy son of a bitch!"

The Bloodhand Sword moved to cut down Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk fully revealed his demonic qi. A colossal demonic qi pressed down on the Bloodhand Sword.

"......"

The Bloodhand Sword could not move a single finger.

What is this? Uuuugh!

The Bloodhand Sword had never felt such a dreadful demonic qi. The pressure was like Mount Tai crushing him, making it impossible to breathe. Fear washed over him that he might actually suffocate. A master of his caliber, dying from qi alone? It sounded absurd, but it was happening right now.

The Bloodhand Sword had lived his entire life without fear, but in this moment, he felt the terror of death. His spirit would not break even against a demonic practitioner, yet now, he did not even dare to look this young opponent in the eye.

Just then, the crushing demonic qi lessened slightly.

"I said, eat it again."

Not daring to disobey, the Bloodhand Sword ate the food.

"...It's delicious."

"Why are you telling me? You should tell the person who cooked it."

The Bloodhand Sword turned his head to look at Hwa Sun.

"It was delicious."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said.

"Again!"

This time, the Bloodhand Sword spoke politely.

"It is delicious, Lady Hwa."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Hwa Sun.

"He says it was delicious."

With a trembling heart, Hwa Sun nodded once.

"Please wait a moment. I'm just going to talk with these people for a bit and then I'll be out."

The door closed, and the bodyguards led Hwa Sun to the end of the hallway.

The very moment the door closed.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk slammed the chopsticks he held into the Bloodhand Sword's forehead.

The Bloodhand Sword slumped forward. His head hit the table as he died.

Lee Yeom was so shocked he felt his heart would leap from his mouth. He never imagined Geom Mugeuk could kill the Bloodhand Sword in a single move, or that he would. Geom Mugeuk had not even looked at the man sitting next to him as he struck.

The Bloodhand Sword had survived until now despite committing all sorts of evil deeds. To think he was killed with a chopstick without another word was shocking.

"You said you were splitting the stolen goods three ways?"

"I'll give it all up! Take my share too!"

"Who is the last person?"

Lee Yeom said in a trembling voice, "Weren't you sent by him? To take this whole score for himself?"

"I asked who that person is."

Lee Yeom wondered what on earth this situation was and hesitated to answer. Geom Mugeuk picked up the remaining chopstick. There was no need to threaten him by poking his cheek or forehead.

Having seen it disappear into the Bloodhand Sword's forehead, Lee Yeom knew he could not withstand that chopstick.

"It's Commander Yeo!"

Geom Mugeuk finally understood. He understood why Lee Yeom had mistaken him for someone sent by that person.

"It's Yeo Sogwang, the head of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch!"


Chapter 263: A Meal Cooked by Mother

"The Branch Manager of the Demonic Cult is behind the escort robbery?"

Geom Mugeuk's aura turned cold when he heard the name that should not have been spoken.

"Commander Yeo agreed to handle the cleanup so this incident won't escalate."

As the master of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch, he wielded enough power in the region to make such a promise.

"What's the evidence of his involvement?"

"There's... no evidence. He's not the type to leave any behind. I'm the witness."

The moment Lee Yeom uttered Yeo Sogwang's name, he crossed a bridge of no return. He had to abandon Yeo Sogwang to survive.

"What if you're framing the Branch Manager?"

"Then you can kill me."

Judging by his attitude and desperate eyes, Lee Yeom was telling the truth. In fact, it was not shocking or surprising.

It's easy to understand when I think back to the Demonic Army General from my first regression. He used the Demonic Army for personal gain. If I've been policing the inside until now, it's time to start policing the outside too.

"How did you find out about the Hunan First Escort Agency's escort mission?"

"I have a man among their Head Escorts."

"Who is it?"

"It's Yang Daenam."

Once Lee Yeom started talking, he showed no hesitation.

"First, let's see what you plundered from this escort mission."

"This way. Please follow me."

Lee Yeom rose from his seat, his body feeling heavy. He realized his inner arts had been suppressed at some point.

I was suppressed without even realizing it.

Lee Yeom realized his opponent's martial arts far surpassed an ordinary master's. Killing the Bloodhand Sword with a single chopstick wasn't because the Bloodhand Sword had let his guard down. This man probably could have killed the Bloodhand Sword with a small wooden toothpick.

He's a master far stronger than even Commander Yeo.

His skills were one thing, but he also showed no fear of Yeo Sogwang. A Branch Manager of the Demonic Cult was a person of great power. Who on earth was this man?

Lee Yeom activated a hidden device on the bookshelf. A wall rotated, revealing a secret space.

Inside were three large boxes, filled to the brim with gold ornaments.

Geom Mugeuk grew angry at Lee Yeom and Yeo Sogwang when he saw the plundered wealth. This was worse than desperate men committing a crime for a big score.

Both men likely possessed great wealth already, and there were plenty of ways to make money without resorting to this. Yeo Sogwang especially would have received considerable tribute money from various places.

And yet they commit an act like this?

Geom Mugeuk suppressed his surging anger and asked calmly.

"Did the Bloodhand Sword accomplish this alone?"

"The job was easy because Head Escort Yang leaked the travel route in advance. We set a trap and launched a surprise attack."

"Even your methods were cheap."

Lee Yeom, who had been tattling enthusiastically, shut his mouth. He cautiously observed Geom Mugeuk's expression.

"You have plenty of money, so why did you do this?"

"......"

"Aren't you going to answer?"

"Isn't it... better to have more money?"

"That'd be true if it were money you earned."

Lee Yeom couldn't say anything and hung his head. He wanted to be honest. He wanted to scream that in the murim's dog-eat-dog world, the one who gets robbed is the fool.

You think the same way, don't you? You damn hypocrite!

Geom Mugeuk left the room and ordered Cheokyeon, who waited in the hallway.

"Tell the heads of the local Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall to come here at once!"

"Yes, I understand!"

Lee Yeom was startled. Through his dealings with Yeo Sogwang, he had heard that the Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall were core organizations of the Demonic Cult. To summon the heads of such core organizations so casually?

Then Lee Yeom's gaze fell on Cheokyeon's chest. He had only seen the demon at first, but now he also saw the shield surrounding it.

Could it be?

He had once vaguely heard about this symbol during a drinking session.

The Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit?

Lee Yeom's gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

Then this man is? N-no way... the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? Gasp!

Lee Yeom's heart sank. He had truly messed with the wrong person.

His legs gave out, and he prostrated himself on the floor.

"Please spare me! I failed to recognize someone of your high stature."

No matter how Lee Yeom begged, Geom Mugeuk's gaze remained cold.

As if to prove Lee Yeom's guess, the local heads of the Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall rushed over like the wind.

Geom Mugeuk handled the matter swiftly and decisively.

First, Geom Mugeuk explained the incident to the heads. He informed them that since the Hunan Branch Commander was involved, they couldn't use demons from that branch. The Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall had to step in instead.

After his explanation, Geom Mugeuk ordered the Special Investigator of the Sanzu River Hall.

"First, return the plundered goods and the Bloodhand Sword's body to the Hunan First Escort Agency and explain the situation. Also, tell them to deal with the Head Escort, Yang Daenam, who leaked the mission information."

"Understood."

Lee Yeom watched nervously. Then Geom Mugeuk turned to him.

"And send that man to our Cult and lock him in the prison."

Locked in the prison of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Lee Yeom's vision went dark.

"No! Please spare me!"

Geom Mugeuk asked nonchalantly.

"Did you really think you could get away with something this big?"

"That's why I confessed everything, isn't it?"

"And that's why I haven't killed you, right?"

Lee Yeom was speechless. This was a time for a bribe. However, since Geom Mugeuk had ordered the goods returned, that wouldn't work either.

Geom Mugeuk gave him a choice.

"Fine, then choose. Do you want to go to our prison? Or do you want to go to the Hunan First Escort Agency?"

Lee Yeom knew that both choices meant death.

"Please spare me! I only made the plan!"

"This isn't your first time doing something like this, is it?"

"It is the first time."

Lee Yeom's voice trembled, and he couldn't meet Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

How could it be his first time? I just watched the Bloodhand Sword brutally kill the cooks he brought. That alone is enough to guess what kind of life he's lived.

"In my eyes, you're the most vicious of the three."

Geom Mugeuk punched without hesitation.

PWAAAK! KWAAJIK!

Lee Yeom's chest caved in, and he died instantly.

KURURURUNG!

A sound like thunder erupted from the fist, startling everyone. It was as if heaven itself had delivered punishment.

Geom Mugeuk continued his orders.

"Dismantle the Wind and Water Mountain Villa, and distribute all the money from it to the families of those who died in this incident!"

"Understood."

While Geom Mugeuk cared for the victims' families, there was another reason to handle it this way.

"The Hunan First Escort Agency is one of the orthodox sects, right?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Each region had places where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's influence was strong, and others where the Murim Alliance's or the Evil Alliance's was strong. Naturally, influence was stronger closer to a faction's Headquarters and weaker farther away.

Hunan Province was a place where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's power was strong.

However, not all sects here followed and supported the Demonic Cult.

There were relatively fewer, but many sects still followed the orthodox or unorthodox factions. Hunan Province clearly had branches of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance.

"Notify the Murim Alliance so there are no misunderstandings. Tell them we'll deal with Yeo Sogwang ourselves."

The All-Knowing Hall interacts frequently with the Murim Alliance, so they'll handle it well.

"For the time being, place this village under special management. It's where my bodyguard's mother lives."

Cheokyeon watched from the side as Geom Mugeuk handled things decisively yet meticulously.

Being the Young Cult Leader really isn't a job for just anyone, he thought.

Having finished his work, Geom Mugeuk went to Hwa Sun, who rested in a guest room.

"It's all over. Let's go back now. I'd like to eat a meal cooked by mother."

Hwa Sun felt relieved. She could tell from Geom Mugeuk's bright expression that things were resolved well. Her anxiously pounding heart finally calmed.

"Of course, I should cook for you."

"I told you to speak comfortably."

"I can't do that. This is more comfortable for me, Young Lord."

Outside, the bodyguards moved in a formation that protected Hwa Sun.

When they arrived at the carriage, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Samho and Hwa Sun.

"Only the two of you should ride in the carriage."

Hwa Sun looked bewildered.

"So you can have a nice chat with your son after so long. Now, get in. We're leaving."

Geom Mugeuk climbed into the driver's seat. Samho protested, but Geom Mugeuk settled it with a single phrase. "It's an order."

The carriage carrying Hwa Sun and Samho raced toward the village.

After they had been riding for some time, Hwa Sun's laughter drifted from the carriage.

It's the most pleasant sound I've heard since leaving the Cult.

Geom Mugeuk had no memory of his own mother, who passed away when he was very young. On days like this, he sometimes missed her.

Mother, your sons are living well without fighting.

The bloodless succession battle with his brother had also been for his late mother's sake.

The carriage arrived at Hwa Sun's inn.

Hwa Sun got out of the carriage and finally felt safe upon seeing her inn.

Geom Mugeuk treated her warmly, like her own son.

"Mother, we're hungry!"

Hwa Sun rolled up her sleeves and went into the kitchen.

For the first time in a long while, Geom Mugeuk and the bodyguards ate a home-cooked meal filled with a mother's care. Her cooking was truly delicious.

Hwa Sun felt so happy watching her son eat with his colleagues.

The scene overlapped with the image of him as a child, flocking to the house with his neighborhood friends to eat.

When did he grow up so much.

The little boy her son once was had become a grown man eating with his colleagues. Her heart swelled with pride and emotion.

Geom Mugeuk cleaned his bowl and spoke to her.

"I want to bring you to our Cult and eat your food every day."

She felt relieved.

With my son serving such a good superior, I won't have to worry about him.

She brought out more rice and side dishes.

"Young Lord, have another bowl! I added extra meat for you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at her words.

"I'll cherish your son more than any of the other guys!"

She laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke, and the bodyguards laughed along.

Hwa Sun was sincerely grateful to Geom Mugeuk. Although she didn't know the details of what happened at the mountain villa, she could feel he had resolved it.

Thank you, Young Lord.


Geom Mugeuk's party stayed there for four more days.

They normally would have left the next day, but Geom Mugeuk wanted to give more time to Hwa Sun and Samho, who had reunited after three years.

Samho made up for his filial duties to his heart's content.

On the third day, Samho took his mother to a nearby temple. They ate delicious food and admired the beautiful scenery on the way. When his mother's legs hurt, Samho carried her on his back.

When Samho asked if she would live in the Demon Village, she shook her head. She didn't want to be a burden to her son or leave the hometown where she had lived her entire life.

Four days later, Geom Mugeuk's party reluctantly bid Hwa Sun farewell and set off toward the Hunan Branch.

During a short break, Samho approached Geom Mugeuk.

"I heard you ordered my hometown to be placed under special management."

Cheokyeon must have told him.

"Of course. From now on, visit your mother more often. That's an order, too."

Samho realized then that he had been too neglectful of his mother, using his busy schedule as an excuse.

"Thank you so much. I won't forget the grace you've shown me."

"Thanks to you, I ate my fill of your mother's delicious cooking. I should be the one thanking you."

When the break ended, Cheokyeon took the driver's seat, saying he would drive.

"I'll drive as fast as possible."

"Let's go slowly. We're not in a hurry."

Cheokyeon asked, puzzled.

"Don't we need to go quickly?"

"......"

"What if the bastard realizes his corruption has been exposed and runs away?"

There's no chance of that. The Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall aren't that sloppy. They'll ensure he knows nothing until we arrive.

"Resign as Branch Manager because of this? That's unlikely. If he did, that would be its own punishment. He'd live his whole life in regret, but that won't happen."

Lee Yeom said Yeo Sogwang left no evidence. There's no way he'd get scared and run away preemptively.

"They're all humans full of greed, so they can't distance themselves from this lump of avarice."

And so, the carriage made its way leisurely toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch.


Yeo Sogwang looked out the window.

His comfortable, kind-looking appearance made him look nothing like a demon.

"Is there still no word from Chairman Lee?"

His right-hand man, Hwang Pyo, answered Yeo Sogwang's question.

"Not yet."

Word should have come that the goods were sent, but there was no news from Lee Yeom.

"Could it be... that bastard has other ideas?"

Yeo Sogwang shook his head firmly.

"He's not that kind of person."

Besides, the blade used this time was the Bloodhand Sword. Yeo Sogwang used that greedy bastard precisely to prevent unforeseen issues. The Bloodhand Sword wouldn't dare have other ideas, as he wasn't easy to deal with.

"What about the Young Cult Leader?"

"He's later than scheduled."

"He's trying to have a battle of wills. He learned bad things at a young age."

"Have you heard the rumors? They say the Second Young Lord, the new successor, is truly extraordinary."

"Of course he's extraordinary."

Nevertheless, Yeo Sogwang was relaxed.

"Even so..."

He's still just a hot-blooded youth. No matter how he tries to hide it, there's an unavoidable childishness that comes with age. I plan to melt him with sweet words.

I'll show him exactly how I climbed from an ordinary martial artist to a Branch Manager.

"So come quickly, Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 264: My Reputation Depends on You

Geom Mugeuk entered the Hunan Branch with a commanding presence, flanked by bodyguards on his left and right.

Yeo Sogwang and all his subordinates came out to greet the Young Cult Leader.

Cultists from the Hunan Branch lined both sides of the path and shouted thunderously.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Yeo Sogwang walked out to meet Geom Mugeuk, seeing him for the first time.

He's truly handsome.

He was not just handsome, but refreshingly so, with confident eyes. This was for the better. The easiest people to manipulate had either high self-esteem or a strong inferiority complex.

Yeo Sogwang was particularly skilled with the prideful. He was better than anyone at catering to their moods, which was how he had risen to the position of Branch Manager.

"It's an honor to meet you, Young Cult Leader."

Yeo Sogwang bowed deeply. His back was as flexible as the political skills he had honed his entire life.

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Yeo Sogwang.

"You make a very good impression."

"I hear that from time to time."

"They say in the jianghu to be wary of faces like yours, don't they?"

Yeo Sogwang smiled, even though Geom Mugeuk provoked him with their first greeting.

"That's right. One must be wary of all the other bastards. However, in this murim, there are exactly two exceptions. One of them is you, Young Cult Leader. Now, please, let's go inside."

Yeo Sogwang led Geom Mugeuk into the main hall.

A banquet had been prepared there.

As Geom Mugeuk entered, musicians began to play and dancers began to dance. The cooks started heating and serving the dishes.

"Now, please take the seat of honor."

Usually, an honored guest would rest on the first day and attend a banquet the next evening, but not this time. The Young Cult Leader would have traveled comfortably, and he was still in his prime.

Yeo Sogwang had to show him from the very beginning that life with the head of the Hunan Branch was enjoyable. If Geom Mugeuk said he was tired, they could just hold another banquet tomorrow. When it came to entertaining people, Yeo Sogwang was more confident than anyone in the jianghu.

Geom Mugeuk sat in the seat of honor, and Yeo Sogwang sat beside him.

Cheokyeon took out a silver needle and checked each dish for poison. The other bodyguards stood at a slight distance around Geom Mugeuk, guarding all directions.

Geom Mugeuk watched them and smiled. They were like kids when they were with him, but among other people, they were clearly different. Their presence was extraordinary.

"Your bodyguards are young."

"They're young, yet they were chosen to be the Young Cult Leader's bodyguards, so how skilled must they be? They are people who would not be out of place in any elite unit of our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk said this loudly so all the bodyguards could hear.

Seeing this, Yeo Sogwang made a mistake.

Just as I thought! He has that characteristic bravado of a young man.

However, he did not know that Geom Mugeuk had genuinely praised them to boost his subordinates' pride.

"Truly, the presence of each and every one of them is extraordinary."

Yeo Sogwang played along with Geom Mugeuk's praise.

This time, Geom Mugeuk offered a pleasantry.

"Isn't the Hunan Branch a strategic point for our Cult to keep the Murim Alliance in check? That is why I visited this place before any other Branch."

"Entrusting such a grave duty to a person as lacking as myself makes my shoulders heavy."

"As long as they aren't heavy from carrying other things."

Yeo Sogwang did not waver, even at the meaningful words.

"I am only loyal to the Cult."

"As expected! It's no wonder Headquarters trusts Commander Yeo. Let's have a drink."

The two men toasted and drank.

Putting down his cup, Yeo Sogwang remarked casually.

"The Young Cult Leader's great fame has resounded all the way here to Hunan."

"What kind of rumors?"

"The rumor that you are the greatest talent among all successors in history."

Geom Mugeuk put on a pleased expression.

"Moreover, you are incredibly handsome. I can dare to say with confidence that you are the most handsome among the prodigies of the murim."

"Our Commander Yeo is gilding my ugly face."

"I speak from the heart. Please, ask my subordinates. I am a man who cannot lie."

Yeo Sogwang called over his right-hand man, Hwang Pyo.

"What do you think?"

"Not just among prodigies, he is the most handsome among all martial artists."

At his words, Yeo Sogwang laughed loudly.

"Oh, I have made a mistake. Not just prodigies, but all martial artists."

This sort of thing had happened many times before. Yeo Sogwang would give a compliment, then Hwang Pyo would step up and give an even bigger one. Then Yeo Sogwang would laugh, hoho, and repeat the compliment.

It was their method for entertaining people. A compliment about appearance was always effective, especially if the target was young.

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly.

Yeo Sogwang thought he smiled because the compliment pleased him, but Geom Mugeuk was actually smiling for a different reason.

So this is what it felt like. Everyone must have been quite pleased, huh?

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing. Let's have another drink."

"Excellent. To the birth of a new murim hero!"

Yeo Sogwang was good at receiving Geom Mugeuk's words. Whatever Geom Mugeuk said, Yeo Sogwang would agree and elevate him by saying he himself had not thought of such a thing. He was truly a man with a knack for groveling.

Yeo Sogwang was good at flattery. However, he did not know that the one smiling foolishly at his flattery was the true incarnation of the Divine Art of Sycophancy.

"Our Commander Yeo, have a drink!"

Hearing the word 'our' attached to his title, Yeo Sogwang smiled inwardly.

Now it was time to add the finishing touch.

As the alcohol took effect and the atmosphere ripened, Yeo Sogwang beckoned a woman over.

She was one of the dancers from earlier. The woman, noticeably beautiful even among the others, slowly walked over.

Yeo Sogwang introduced her.

"She said she desperately wanted to greet the Young Cult Leader when you arrived. If it's not too much trouble, please grant her a cup of wine."

The woman came and bowed politely to Geom Mugeuk.

"My name is Yakran."

She was beautiful. Her beauty was so outstanding that no man could resist if she truly tried to seduce him.

Yakran approached and picked up the wine bottle.

"I will pour a cup for the esteemed guest."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk shot up from his seat and swept her into his arms. Everyone was startled by the sudden action.

"Now, we'll drink later. Commander Yeo, wait right there."

Holding her, Geom Mugeuk dashed out of the main hall. The flustered bodyguards ran after him.

Yeo Sogwang was also flustered, but he soon shouted in a loud voice.

"As expected, a hero loves a beauty! The bedchambers are in the building to the left as you exit!"

Yeo Sogwang could not help but smile at how easily things were going.

Wine and women, they always work.

Of course, he had not expected it to work so passionately and easily.

Meanwhile, Yakran was extremely surprised.

First, she was surprised by the Young Cult Leader's impulsive action. Next, she was surprised that she had floated through the air as he ran. The Young Cult Leader had pretended to hold her but had not actually touched her body.

An unexpected situation unfolded after they entered the room.

He had rushed in as if he would toss her onto the bed, but Geom Mugeuk gently set her down in a chair. An invisible energy seated her.

That was when she saw his eyes. His handsome face did not even register. He looked at her with such clear eyes. Is it okay for a cultist's eyes to be this clear?

Geom Mugeuk spoke in a tone as gentle as his gaze.

"You know who I am, right?"

"......"

His words were gentle, but an unknown atmosphere made her voice tremble.

"How many times has this happened?"

"What do you mean?"

"Yeo Sogwang must have forced you to entertain like this before, right?"

Yakran was startled. She was surprised that he had noticed and that he was trying to dig into Yeo Sogwang's background.

Fear washed over her. If she got caught in a power struggle, she would die.

"It seems even my status can't make you open your mouth."

How could she dare refuse to answer him?

"No, it's not that. It's just that if Commander Yeo finds out what I've said... he'll kill my family back home."

"Did that man threaten to kill your entire family?"

"......"

"How did you feel then?"

"I was scared, and I was angry."

Was it because he was the revered Young Cult Leader? Or was it because his deep eyes seemed to peer into her heart? The answer she should have agonized over came out easily.

"Yes, you should be angry. You're supposed to be angry at a bastard who threatens to kill your family."

Yeo Sogwang had threatened her since she was young. If he told her to come to a drinking party, she came. If he told her to pour drinks, she poured. She was even forced into his bed.

But she could not refuse.

Yeo Sogwang held her family's lives hostage, not her own. Her sick father, her young siblings, her hardworking mother.

The bastard threatened and brainwashed the young girl. He told her this was how the world worked. That she could earn more money by staying close to power. That she could save her father if she sent more money for medicine.

She hated it. She hated serving drinks to strangers so much she could die. She had thought of killing herself several times but could not because of her family.

She begged Yeo Sogwang to stop, but he was not an opponent a pure, young girl could handle.

After hearing her whole story, Geom Mugeuk approached her. He gazed at her for a moment and then said softly.

"I'm sorry. I came too late, didn't I?"

The moment she heard those words, something surged up from deep within her chest. Tears suddenly streamed down her face. She thought she had no more tears left, but once they started, they would not stop.

She tried to stop crying, but she could not. She wanted to scream at Geom Mugeuk. Why did you come only now? Why only now.

The girl she was in her childhood would have screamed like that.

But that young girl was no longer there.

"...I'm sorry."

There was only her, the victim, apologizing.

The next moment, a gentle energy enveloped her, lifting her head on its own.

Her heart grew calm in the gentle energy, the likes of which she had never felt before.

Perhaps that was why she mustered her courage and asked the one thing she had been curious about.

"Why did you think I was forced to come here?"

Yeo Sogwang had clearly introduced her as a dancer who wanted to see the Young Cult Leader.

"It was because of your eyes when you walked up and looked at me."

"Because of my eyes?"

"I saw the anger in your eyes."

She was startled. She thought she had looked at him gently. Had he read the feelings hidden within?

"My right-hand man looked at me with the same eyes at first. He was mired in anger and defeatism, believing the organization would never change."

Yakran's face was no longer the one that had trembled in fear.

"What will happen to me if I don't tell you about Commander Yeo?"

"I'll just let you go."

"Really?"

"Yes. I'll have to find another way. He's a corrupt man anyway, so I'll eventually find evidence to make him pay for his crimes."

Yakran still hesitated. Geom Mugeuk did not push her and rose from his seat.

"You can forget this conversation and act as if nothing happened. I will make sure that bastard pays for his crimes."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to leave, she spoke.

"Wait."

When Geom Mugeuk turned back, she asked.

"The person you said had the same eyes as me, what happened to him?"

"He rose to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director. It's a position for punishing those who have given up on being human."

Yakran's eyes trembled. A moment later, surprising words came from her lips.

"Wait, if you leave now, they'll doubt the Young Cult Leader's virility."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened, not expecting such a joke. It was not in his character to let a joke like that slide.

"You are the first woman to ever look out for the most important reputation of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

Yakran also laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"My dream was to die on stage while dancing, but it looks like I'll die doing something crazy like this."

She walked to the table and began to write names with the paper and brush there. She started with the most recent person. Among them was a name Geom Mugeuk would know.

The Bloodhand Sword.

The mere fact that she had entertained him was proof of Yeo Sogwang's involvement. He would make all sorts of excuses, but it would not be easy for him to get away from Geom Mugeuk.

Besides the Bloodhand Sword, the names of several other influential figures came out one after another.

She also wrote down in detail what had happened to her. To write about her own experiences meant she was staking her life on this.

Yakran handed the paper to Geom Mugeuk.

"This... is my life."

"No. This is your new life."

From now on, she would be able to live a different life.

Geom Mugeuk had Sam-ho come in.

"Escort this Young Lady to the All-Knowing Hall. Have the martial artists there escort the Young Lady to her hometown, and find a way to treat her sick father."

Yakran's eyes went wide with surprise. It was so moving it was hard to believe.

"He's not going to follow me and kill my whole family, is he?"

To her half-joking, half-fearful question, Geom Mugeuk spoke coldly to Sam-ho.

"Now, go and annihilate this Young Lady's family and return!"

At that, Sam-ho said to Yakran in a blunt tone.

"I recently visited my mother for the first time in three years."

Yakran looked at Sam-ho in surprise.

"She had aged a lot in that time. Money is important... but you should visit before it's too late."

Geom Mugeuk watched Sam-ho and smiled faintly. He got a glimpse of what kind of man Sam-ho was.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Yakran, whose eyes had reddened at the thought of her parents.

"If you were that worried, you shouldn't have written this in the first place, and do you think our Cult couldn't find your family's home if you didn't tell us?"

Yakran gave an awkward smile.

"Are you going to punish him today?"

"......"

"I want to see it too. The sight of him dying."

Even if he died, her scars would remain for a lifetime. If they were going to remain anyway.

"Then there's something I want to see too. When he dies, show me your dance."

Yakran slowly nodded her head.

"Yes. I want to show you, Young Cult Leader. I don't know if I can dance well in front of a corpse, though."

Geom Mugeuk and Yakran walked out of the room.

The bodyguards looked at Geom Mugeuk with awe. They had been startled when he first swept her up and ran, but after hearing the conversation, they were once again filled with admiration. The more they learned about Geom Mugeuk, the deeper their loyalty became.

Geom Mugeuk bantered with Yakran.

"The reputation of my virility depends on your expression."

Yakran smiled and said.

"Don't worry, I'm a performer."

The two returned to the banquet hall.

Geom Mugeuk walked with his chest puffed out confidently. Yakran followed behind with a satisfied smile, her head slightly bowed.

Yeo Sogwang sidled up next to Geom Mugeuk and asked casually.

"You seem to be in a good mood?"

Geom Mugeuk nudged him in the side and grinned.

"Because today, I'm going to see the most wonderful dance of my life."


Chapter 265: I'm a Demon, So What's Wrong With Killing a Few People?

Geom Mugeuk returned to the seat of honor and sat down. When Yeo Sogwang tried to take the seat beside him, Geom Mugeuk had Yakran sit there instead.

Yeo Sogwang did not feel bad about being pushed from his seat. He actually admired Geom Mugeuk.

Running to a room holding a woman while so many people are watching? And then seating her next to him so openly? I could never imagine doing that.

In any case, events were unfolding just as Yeo Sogwang intended.

He's completely fallen for it.

If Geom Mugeuk was this impulsive, perhaps Yeo Sogwang could seize the opportunity to advance to Headquarters. Filled with anticipation, Yeo Sogwang tried to flatter Geom Mugeuk even more.

"Look at the dancer's expression. She's completely lost in happiness. Then again, what woman wouldn't be captivated by our Young Cult Leader's manliness?"

Yeo Sogwang's gaze shifted to Yakran. Her expression was different than usual. She had always looked at him with fear, but now she seemed strangely confident.

Foolish wench. She must think she owns the Young Cult Leader just because she slept with him once.

She did not realize that getting involved with the Young Cult Leader had shortened her life. When the Young Cult Leader decided to end their relationship, he would not just leave her be. Even if it was not the Young Cult Leader, one of those bodyguards would take care of her.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Yeo Sogwang a question.

"Our Commander Yeo, what do you hate the most?"

Yeo Sogwang racked his brain, wondering why the Young Cult Leader was asking such a thing. He could not guess his intention. The question seemed obvious, yet the Young Cult Leader had an unpredictable side.

"......"

Things he hated? Of course, there were. He hated everything that hindered his career advancement or got in the way of accumulating wealth. He especially hated when someone saw through his intermediate mastery, but he could not say any of those things out loud.

"I hate those bastards from the orthodox sects who are trying to bring down our Cult. I hate their hypocrisy."

"As expected! Having our Commander Yeo with us is reassuring. Now, on that note, have a drink from me."

"Thank you."

As Geom Mugeuk poured Yeo Sogwang a drink, he asked casually, "Commander Yeo, have you saved up a lot of money?"

Yeo Sogwang flinched inwardly but quickly feigned hardship.

"How I wish that were true. As you can see, I have more than a few subordinates to look after. It's like I have no fate with money. It all slips away as soon as it comes in."

"Commander Yeo, stop feigning poverty and lend me some money."

Suddenly asking to borrow money? Is he asking for a bribe? Or is this just a drinking game joke?

He tried to grasp the Young Cult Leader's true intentions, but he just could not figure out what he was thinking.

Yeo Sogwang smiled and took a wallet from his robes.

"If our Young Cult Leader needs money, I suppose I'll have to part with my pocket money."

He opened the wallet and said, "I have eighty taels. I can lend you this, at least."

Geom Mugeuk accepted the money, then shook his head.

"This isn't enough."

Does he really want a bribe?

Yeo Sogwang had climbed to his current position by offering many bribes. He could usually tell how much someone wanted just by listening, or even calculate the right amount without a word, but the Young Cult Leader wanted a bribe? Here, in such a public place? It was so far beyond common sense that no matter how hard Yeo Sogwang tried, he could not grasp the hidden motive.

Alright, let's see about this.

Yeo Sogwang smiled and rose from his seat.

"Please wait a moment."

Yeo Sogwang left the main hall.

Yakran, sitting beside Geom Mugeuk, looked at him with a puzzled expression, but he offered no explanation.

The bodyguards also exchanged glances, but none of them could guess Geom Mugeuk's intentions.

A moment later, Yeo Sogwang returned with a small box.

"Here it is."

On his way back, Yeo Sogwang had reached a conclusion. It was true when Geom Mugeuk ran off holding Yakran, and it was true now.

The Young Cult Leader is enjoying the attention. He's someone who likes to stand out far more than I thought.

What would a Young Cult Leader have to fear? He must think it is cool to say, 'Look, I take bribes this openly.'

This foolish Young Cult Leader. This is just leaving behind a weakness. If it becomes a problem later, is he planning to silence everyone here by killing them all?

Geom Mugeuk looked inside the box.

"Oh, you've saved up a lot of money."

"I'm giving you all the money I've saved."

Geom Mugeuk closed the box and spoke again.

"Commander Yeo."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"Give me more."

For a moment, Yeo Sogwang's expression soured. He quickly replaced it with his usual good-natured smile, a true talent in itself.

"Didn't I tell you that's my entire fortune?"

"I know you have other assets saved up separately."

"I do not."

Yeo Sogwang was smiling and waving his hands in denial when Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"What about the money you earned by joining hands with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?"

Yeo Sogwang startled. He was so shocked that the words 'How did you know that?' almost slipped out.

Of course, the seasoned Yeo Sogwang handled it without showing any surprise.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Why be like this between us? I understand completely. With a meager salary, you have to earn some side income to take care of your subordinates. Isn't that right?"

The amount he had gained from the Heavenly Peace Sect affair was too large to agree with that. Moreover, he had killed over twenty people to bury the secret. It must never be revealed.

How much does he know?

For now, Yeo Sogwang flatly denied it.

"There seems to be a misunderstanding. I have certainly interacted with the Heavenly Peace Sect, but that was for handling Branch affairs."

He had a fake ledger prepared for such occasions, fabricated to show the incoming money was used for the Branch.

Then, Geom Mugeuk gestured for him to bring his face closer. Yeo Sogwang, inwardly tense, leaned in. He feared a fist might fly at him at any moment.

Fortunately, that did not happen. Something more terrifying than a fist flew at him instead.

"Then how much did you take from the Clean Night Gang Chief?"

"!"

"Don't you remember? Then do you recall the money you received from the Western Spear Sect's Vice Sect Leader?"

Several more names followed one after another.

Yakran, listening beside him, was inwardly surprised. Those were the names she had written down for him. When she gave him the paper, he had seemed to just glance at it, but he had memorized it all perfectly.

Yeo Sogwang's eyes wavered. He was a man who rarely got flustered, but this time, his composure shattered.

What? How on earth did he find out?

No, that was not important. The important thing was how to get out of this situation.

"Our Commander Yeo's expression has stiffened. I always liked your smiling face."

Yeo Sogwang forced a smile. The situation required improvisation, but with so many names mentioned, his mind became a jumble. He was unsure what to say. The greatest crisis of his life had suddenly ambushed him.

"Now I get it. I know what our Commander Yeo hates the most. Giving up his own money. Am I right?"

Yeo Sogwang's lost gaze turned toward Yakran, who sat next to Geom Mugeuk.

At that moment, their eyes met. The instant he saw her confident gaze, he knew.

Damn it! That damned wench told him everything!

She had followed his orders so well for so many years that he never dreamed a situation like this would occur.

"Did that dancer perhaps say something to slander me?"

"Why do you suddenly say such a thing? Could it be that Commander Yeo has some connection to this woman?"

In that moment, Yeo Sogwang realized he had misspoken. He should have denied everything unconditionally. He absolutely could not afford to be entangled with Yakran.

However, the pressure did not end there.

"Where is the cargo from the number one escort agency in Hunan?"

Yeo Sogwang's vision went dark. The Young Cult Leader knew all about his corruption.

"It's slander! It's a conspiracy by someone to bring me down!"

"......"

Yeo Sogwang's gaze turned to Yakran again.

"Is this that dancer's doing?"

He could not answer yes. If he did, everything about forcing her to entertain guests would be revealed. More importantly, he had introduced such a woman to the Young Cult Leader. He would have a better chance of survival by just being a corrupt martial artist.

He already knew when he came here. He came to get me. If so?

Yeo Sogwang dropped to his knees and bowed his head low.

The music that had filled the hall stopped. Everyone held their breath. The sight of Yeo Sogwang, who wielded absolute power in Hunan, on his knees was utterly unfamiliar.

"Please show me mercy and forgive me. I was momentarily blinded by greed."

He could only hope for the Young Cult Leader's impulsive and unique personality to emerge. He prayed Geom Mugeuk would laugh heartily and say something like, 'Something like that is nothing.' Isn't he someone who likes to stand out? Please! Stand out by forgiving me! Show off!

However, at the moment he was supposed to stand out, Geom Mugeuk instead became calm and cold.

"Where is the money you've saved up all this time?"

"...It's in the bank."

"Not that. Not the money you put aside for show in preparation for the Sanzu River Hall's audit. I'm talking about the money you scraped together so tenaciously."

Yeo Sogwang said nothing. He could not. To survive the killing intent, he had to give up the money immediately, but what kind of money was that?

Geom Mugeuk beckoned to Hwang Pyo, who stood far off.

Hwang Pyo ran over with a tense face and knelt beside Yeo Sogwang.

"You know where the money is hidden, don't you?"

Geom Mugeuk unleashed his killing intent on him. At once, all the hair on Hwang Pyo's body stood on end. He felt as if blood was draining from his body. A chilling fear that he could really die washed over him.

"Tell me the truth, and I'll let you live."

Hwang Pyo's heart pounded. He had always thought he could die for Yeo Sogwang. However, when faced with actual death, he was scared. Had Yeo Sogwang really treated him well enough to be worth dying for?

Geom Mugeuk read his wavering heart perfectly.

"You must have watched your master accumulate immense wealth. What did he give you?"

He gave him scraps, and he made a huge fuss about it, too.

Hwang Pyo looked at Yeo Sogwang kneeling beside him. Seeing him look so haggard and unlike his usual self, Hwang Pyo understood. His loyalty was only valid as long as Yeo Sogwang held power over his life and death.

"...The assets are hidden in a temple called Yanghosa."

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to Cheokyeon.

Contact the All-Knowing Hall right now and have them retrieve everything!

Yes, I understand.

Hwang Pyo pleaded desperately.

"I confessed honestly, so please let me live!"

At that very moment!

PUAAAK!

Yeo Sogwang drew his sword and sliced off Hwang Pyo's head. Gushing blood splattered onto Yeo Sogwang's body and face.

Yeo Sogwang wiped the blood from his face. More than resentment for Hwang Pyo, he felt regret. He should not have trusted him to the end. This bastard, that wench. He should have used them for a few years, then gotten rid of them and found new ones.

Yeo Sogwang spat on Hwang Pyo's corpse and said coldly, "Who do you take me for, a fucking idiot? Did you think you could live after spouting such nonsense next to me?"

His always-smiling expression vanished as if he had taken off a mask. This was his true face. He had not known his mask would be stripped away so easily, all because of that strange Young Cult Leader.

"Young Cult Leader, you never intended to let this man live from the beginning, did you?"

"You must have lived your whole life sucking up and worrying about what others think. Are you trying to read someone else's mind even at the very end?"

The sword in Yeo Sogwang's grip trembled. He spoke as if lamenting.

"It's unfair. I never even got to spend the money I saved my whole life."

"You were addicted to making money. You should have seen people and the world while spending money. You only ever saw the money."

Yeo Sogwang thought that might be true. He had felt a greater thrill when earning money than when spending it.

"......"

He wanted to refute it, but the words would not come. He, who was known for being eloquent, could not think of anything in front of the damned Young Cult Leader. Could the life he had built for so long really crumble in an instant like this? Was it really happening? It truly felt like a dream.

Yeo Sogwang screamed with all his might.

"It's possible! I'm a demon, so what's wrong with killing a few of those insignificant bastards?"

Normally, he would never have said such a thing. It was something only low-life thugs would say.

It would not have been so miserable if Geom Mugeuk had at least played along and said, 'Right, I'm a demon too. So what's wrong with killing a guy like you?' But Geom Mugeuk just stared at him with impassive eyes.

Yeo Sogwang screamed as if in his death throes.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

Just as Yakran could not handle him, he could not handle Geom Mugeuk.

Yeo Sogwang lunged forward. His sword flew toward Geom Mugeuk, then suddenly changed direction. He aimed the blade at Yakran's heart, blaming her for everything.

PUUK!

A sword plunged into flesh with a tearing sound.

Yeo Sogwang's sword stopped just before Yakran's heart. Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword was embedded in his chest instead.

Geom Mugeuk said to Yakran, "The ghost that tormented you now disappears from this world."

When he pulled out the sword, Yeo Sogwang fell backward, dead.

"Send away the ghost in your heart along with him now."

Yakran understood why Geom Mugeuk was saying this. He meant she should not suffer for the rest of her life from the scars she received because of Yeo Sogwang.

Gazing at Yeo Sogwang's corpse, she took a deep breath and said, "I will dance."

She had been waiting for this moment.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said, "Don't dance here. Dance on a stage later. A dance shouldn't be performed in a place like this, where dirty blood flows, but on a stage."

"But you promised, didn't you?"

From Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes that stared at her without a word, Yakran understood. Geom Mugeuk had made that promise just so he could say these words to her.

"There's no need to vent your grief. He's not even worth it. Perform your greatest dance on your stage."

Tears welled up in her eyes.

"Why are you being so good to someone as insignificant as me?"

Geom Mugeuk stood facing her.

"Because the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has wronged you."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at her and said politely, "I will apologize on its behalf. I am sorry."

The tears Yakran had been holding back streamed down her face. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was apologizing. To an insignificant life that could be snuffed out with a flick of his finger. How could she possibly cling to past wounds in the face of this?

She gave Geom Mugeuk a deep bow.

"I will never forget this kindness. Please come and see my dance someday."

The other dancers and musicians who were there also bowed their heads.

Watching this, Cheokyeon could feel it. Geom Mugeuk's demonic path, which had once lingered on the meal cooked by Samho's mother, had today lingered on that woman's dance.

And now, he felt he could see it, just a little. What it was they had to protect. The eyes that had ached so much they felt like they would fall out, hurt a little less.


Chapter 266: No Matter What Anyone Says, It's the Young Cult Leader

Only Geom Mugeuk and the bodyguards remained in the empty banquet hall.

Geom Mugeuk had the bodies cleared away, then sent everyone else out. He wanted to have a drink with the bodyguards.

I perched on a table and picked up a bottle of liquor.

"Your shift change is soon, right? Come on, everyone, have a drink."

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards silently accepted the drinks. They no longer argued that they couldn't drink on duty. A unique relationship had formed between us.

"You've all worked hard."

I raised my cup high, and they all raised theirs and drained them.

Drinking a single cup of liquor in the empty, storm-swept banquet hall had a strange charm.

You should at least rest at times like this.

Some might call being a bodyguard cool, but it's a difficult job without a sense of duty. They aren't main characters, supporting characters, or even minor roles. Their job is to be the background.

"Do you ever drink before going to sleep?"

Cheokyeon answered my question.

"We drink sometimes. On a day like today, we probably would have."

"A day like today?"

Instead of answering, Cheokyeon asked me a question.

"Doesn't punishing evil ever tire you out?"

"That's why we lose. Because we get tired. The other side is like weeds that grow back the moment you turn around, but this side is the farmer who has to pull them out one by one."

Cheokyeon's eyes trembled slightly. His gaze soon shifted to the bloodstain where Yeo Sogwang's body had been.

"When I first saw Yeo Sogwang, I didn't know he was that kind of person."

"You can't be fooled by first impressions. Petty men are skilled at disguise. If you meet someone and they give you an overly pleasant feeling, you should be cautious first."

"In that sense, I suppose I'm fortunate."

Being one-eyed, Cheokyeon made a strong first impression. He couldn't compare to the Fist Demon, but he had a slightly milder version of Jang Ho's look.

"You have a pretty handsome face when you take off your eyepatch, don't you? Manly, too."

"Me? This is the first I'm hearing of it."

Just as Cheokyeon's mood began to lift, I quickly added my warning.

"This is what I'm telling you to be careful of. Things that make you feel good for no reason!"

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards laughed together.

"Will you be departing for the Jiangxi Branch tomorrow?"

"I'd like to, but I have to finish things up here before I go."

Cutting someone down isn't difficult. The aftermath is always hard. You have to clean up the mess the bastard made and find a replacement.

"I'm not in a hurry. Let's take our time."

Would it be any different there? Good and bad people were all mixed together, just living their lives.


The next morning, a rumor spread through the Hunan Branch that the Branch Manager was dead.

Since so many people witnessed Yeo Sogwang's death, the details of why he died also became known. Today the rumor was confined to the Branch, but it would spread throughout the Hunan region within a few days.

Now, every Branch Manager in the Central Plains would fear me. I didn't think that was a bad thing. Discipline required them to be scared stiff and on edge.

That afternoon, the head of the All-Knowing Hall's Hunan region visited me again.

"We've recovered all the assets Yeo Sogwang hid in the private bank. What should we do with this money?"

"Send all the money to Headquarters."

"Understood."

Father, your son is out here working hard and earning money! I should boast playfully to him about it.

"Until the higher-ups appoint a temporary Branch Manager, you will have to stay here at the Branch for the time being, Young Cult Leader."

I had cut down the Branch Manager without appointing a successor, so it was unavoidable. Even without the All-Knowing Hall martial artist's words, I had already planned to stay and help with the aftermath.

They had entrusted me with selecting the Sanzu Hall Director, so they might accept my suggestion for the new Branch Manager here as well.

"When you return, immediately send me information on the executive-level personnel under the Branch Manager. Send all available information."

"Understood."

After receiving the information from the All-Knowing Hall, I immediately interviewed the potential candidates for the next Branch Manager.

A single interview couldn't reveal a person's true character, but their past actions offered clues.

I recorded my impressions of each person and sent the report to the All-Knowing Hall. The next step was up to Father and the All-Knowing Hall, whether they sent a new person or chose from my list.

After finishing my work, I went to the training ground to practice the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Lately, I felt a tingling sensation whenever I trained, an instinct telling me a breakthrough was near.

My prediction was correct. On the third day of training, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art reached the next stage. I was now one step from complete mastery. Once I crossed that final stage, I would have two lives.

It's usually difficult to pinpoint the reason for an advancement in such a profound art, but this time I knew. It was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Learning it had undoubtedly influenced my Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I immediately performed the First Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I was curious what effect the advancement of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had on it in return.

First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

The East Demon, West Demon, South Demon, and North Demon appeared at once, tearing space to shreds.

The fearsome one, the handsome one, the mysterious one, and the intelligent-looking one were all the same as ever.

Yet something had changed.

They lingered just a little longer than before. The advancement in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had also affected the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Of course, that didn't mean I was having an emotional exchange with them. It was still the stage of my one-sided courtship.

East, West, South, North, I'll be counting on you from now on!

Will the day ever come when those demons respond to these feelings of mine?

It was different now, of course, but that day would be when my Nine Calamities Demonic Art became completely different from Father's.


That day, after Geom Mugeuk finished training, two men came to see him. One of them introduced himself first.

"My name is Chungsik. I know it's rude, Young Cult Leader, but I've come to ask a desperate favor."

Chungsik's voice trembled with nervousness.

Geom Mugeuk recognized him.

"You're the musician from the banquet."

Chungsik looked startled that Geom Mugeuk recognized him.

"You recognize me?"

"I do. I don't easily forget a face. What brings a musician to see me?"

Chungsik glanced back at the middle-aged man with him.

"This is my friend."

The other man introduced himself.

"I am Haesong, a vegetable seller in the local market."

Haesong seemed even more nervous than Chungsik.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Geom Mugeuk."

"It is an honor to meet such an esteemed person."

"What business brings you to me?"

Haesong struggled to speak. He had practiced what to say, but now his heart pounded so hard that the words wouldn't come out.

Unable to watch any longer, Chungsik spoke for his friend.

"Before you came here, Young Cult Leader, this friend's son was unjustly assaulted. He was injured so badly that a physician said he might be crippled."

Haesong bit his lip hard. This was why he couldn't speak. Thinking of his son filled him with such indignation and emotion that he was on the verge of tears.

"Who was responsible?"

"There's an organization in the Hunan region made up of young martial artists. They call themselves the Martial God Society."

"Who led the assault?"

"The son of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and the son of the Clean Night Gang Chief."

The Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang. These were the same sects that had allied with the deceased Yeo Sogwang. They were already slated for investigation, and now they had revealed themselves in this unexpected way.

Since the heavens wouldn't let these sects slip through the net, I suspected their evil deeds were even greater than they appeared.

"We know how rude it is for lowly people like us to come and ask such a favor of you, Young Cult Leader, but that day, we saw you step forward for Yakran. We thought that if it was you, Young Cult Leader, you would be able to resolve my friend's unjust situation."

Chungsik's gaze turned to Haesong.

"I'm a man who has lived his entire life just playing music. This friend is the one who bought me an instrument when I was poor and helped me learn to play. I want to repay that kindness, even if it costs me my life."

Haesong lowered his head. Even a simple vegetable seller knew how burdensome and dangerous it was to approach the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader. His friend had risked his life for him, and in truth, Haesong had risked his own. He would never have come for any other reason.

Haesong's voice trembled as he spoke.

"Honestly, I was giving up. How could a mere market vendor stand against the Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang? But my friend told me your arrival, Young Cult Leader, was an opportunity from the heavens."

Haesong looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I want to make them pay for their crimes."

He had trembled the entire time, but in that moment, his eyes were a father's eyes.


Haesong's wife was startled. When the musician suggested her husband see the Young Cult Leader, she had thought it was a fool's errand. She never believed the Demonic Cult's leader would meet a mere musician. She had worried they would only get a severe beating for their trouble.

But now the Young Cult Leader had come in person, and his bodyguards stood guard around her house. She was so shocked she was out of her mind.

Inside the room, Haesong's son, Haejin, lay groaning in pain.

His injuries were obviously severe. A physician had treated him, but he remained bedridden. In his current state, he couldn't dream of being a martial artist, let alone living a normal life.

Hearing the door open, Haejin forced himself to speak through the pain.

"Mother, I'm okay. I'm feeling much better."

Haejin tried his best to endure the pain so his mother wouldn't worry. Haesong's wife held back tears as she sat beside her son.

"Haejin, an esteemed person has come to see you."

Haejin opened his eyes then, but he was in too much pain to see clearly.

"Let me take a look."

Geom Mugeuk turned Haejin onto his side and placed a palm on his back.

He infused a bit of true qi to regulate the boy's qi and blood, and Haejin's ragged breathing immediately subsided.

Seeing this, Chungsik, Haesong, and his wife were relieved and overjoyed. It was the first time Haejin had looked so peaceful since the injury.

Geom Mugeuk cleared the blocked qi and blood channels and reset the broken bones. He performed the difficult treatment instantly with minimal pain. If not for the DUDUK, DUDUK sound, they wouldn't have known what he was doing.

"What happened?"

Haejin's expression eased, and he recounted what had happened.

"I went to work at the banquet hall. You can earn more money serving liquor and food at a prestigious family's banquet than working at an inn."

Haesong sighed. His son had used his hard-earned money to attend a martial arts academy. If Haesong had more money, his son wouldn't have needed such work. Chungsik had told him not to blame himself, but as a parent, he couldn't help it.

"My dream is to become a martial artist."

"You were born with a good constitution, so you'll be able to become a fine martial artist. You should thank your parents."

"Really?"

Haejin looked at his parents, a bit more clear-headed. The couple forced a smile, trying to hide their sorrow.

Geom Mugeuk asked again.

"What happened there?"

"I was carrying liquor for the banquet for a while, and during a break, I practiced the movement arts I had learned. I shouldn't have practiced..."

Haejin sighed with regret before continuing.

"Just then, a passing Young Lord Seo saw me and asked if I had learned martial arts. When I told him I attended a martial arts academy, he told me to have a duel with Young Lord Seok, who he was with. I insisted that I didn't want to, but..."

Haejin's expression turned indignant, then flickered with fear. The memory made his anger surge, but the fear of being beaten to death had also left a deep scar.

Now I understood. They used the duel as an excuse for the assault to avoid responsibility. This probably wasn't the first or second time they had done this.

"How is my body?"

"Fortunately, no vital blood vessels were damaged. I just cleared the vessels that were blocked by your injuries. You don't have to give up on your dream."

"Thank you so much."

Tears streamed down Haejin's cheeks.

Chungsik, Haesong, and Haesong's wife were also overjoyed. They had only hoped he wouldn't be crippled, but now their son could dream of becoming a martial artist again. They were even happier than their son.

"Are banquets held often?"

"They're held once every three or four days."

"Now, get some deep sleep."

Geom Mugeuk pressed one of Haejin's acupoints, and he fell into a peaceful sleep.

"Leave the rest to me, and just focus on your son's treatment."

The three of them bowed deeply to Geom Mugeuk. They never imagined the Young Cult Leader would help them so readily. It felt like a dream.

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk said to Haesong.

"I came because I saw the look in your eyes. You are the one who saved your son."

As Geom Mugeuk stepped outside, he heard Haesong finally break down and weep. The cries of his wife and friend soon joined his.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Cheokyeon, who was waiting for him.

"Send word to the All-Knowing Hall again. Tell them to send over materials on the Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang, and find out when the next banquet is."

"Yes, I understand."

As they walked toward the carriage, Cheokyeon added a comment.

"You're truly amazing."

"What is?"

"The way you take care of all these matters one by one."

"I ride in a carriage you guys drive, treat someone with true qi, then ride back to punish some fools. What's so amazing about that? The musician's courage to seek me out for his friend, that's amazing. A father's courage to demand justice for his son against powerful sects, that's amazing. A son's endurance, pretending not to be in pain for his mother, that's amazing. The word 'amazing' should be for things like that."

But Cheokyeon shook his head firmly.

"No. No matter what anyone says, you're more amazing, Young Cult Leader."

Cheokyeon opened the carriage door. As Geom Mugeuk climbed in, he said, "Getting stubborn, are we? You're changing. It's a bit rebellious."

Cheokyeon closed the carriage door.

"And whose fault do you think that is?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at Cheokyeon through the window. He felt that his bodyguards, once a gray background, were slowly filling with color.

And so, the carriage raced off to handle a matter that was both amazing and not amazing at all.


Chapter 267: You're Not on My Level

The next day, a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall rushed over.

"Here is the information you requested on the Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang."

He explained that the All-Knowing Hall had opened a temporary branch near the Hunan Branch just to provide me with information quickly. This was the power of the Young Cult Leader.

I examined the documents the martial artist handed me.

"The scale of the Heavenly Peace Sect is quite considerable."

I knew it was a large sect, but its size and internal stability were substantial.

"Yes, it's undeniably the number one sect in Hunan. They maintain neutrality by interacting with our Cult, the Evil Alliance, and the Murim Alliance in a four-four-two ratio."

Other sects besides the Heavenly Peace Sect also maintained thorough neutrality while building their own power. It was mostly large sects like the Heavenly Peace Sect that did so.

"What was the business you were pursuing with Yeo Sogwang?"

"We're investigating that matter, but we haven't uncovered anything yet. Both Commander Yeo and the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader handled things very secretively."

If the All-Knowing Hall's intelligence network couldn't find it, an external investigation seemed impossible.

"I see. Pause that investigation for now and look into the succession structures of the two sects. Investigate in detail who will inherit the family when the current Sect Leader steps down, and which successor would be most advantageous to us."

"Understood."

After the martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall left, I immediately called for Cheokyeon.

"The banquet?"

"It is this evening."

"Select fifty of the most skilled martial artists from the Hunan Branch and have them stand by near the 연President."

"Understood."

After Cheokyeon left, I stared silently out the window.

While you were making your perfect deals, your children, who should have been the most perfect, were becoming the worst.


Today, as always, the young men and women of the Martial God Society laughed, chatted, and drank at the 연President.

At their center was Seo Cheong of the Heavenly Peace Sect.

This gathering was maintained strictly by the logic of power. The greatest influence was one's family, followed by one's personal martial arts skill.

Seo Cheong was a predator who belonged to the highest tier in both categories. He was the Chairman of the Martial God Society.

The second-in-command was Seok Pung of the Clean Night Gang.

However, Seok Pung was not drinking beside Seo Cheong, but in a corner.

They were once as close as inseparable friends, but recently, Seo Cheong's attitude toward him had changed. Seo Cheong treated him coldly for some reason, and their relationship had naturally grown awkward.

"Orabeoni, give me a drink too."

"Pour it yourself."

Many beautiful women surrounded Seo Cheong, but he wore a bored expression.

Lately, drinking wasn't fun, and playing with women wasn't fun either. He needed something hot and stimulating. To be honest, he wanted to kill someone.

A few months ago, he had fought with some martial artists from the Yonghwa Bang. At that time, Seo Cheong couldn't hold back and cut them down. He killed three people. That was Seo Cheong's first murder.

He and Seok Pung, who had been with him, secretly buried their bodies.

It started after that day. The day he started wanting to kill people. He couldn't forget the thrill of stabbing a person. He killed two more people after that.

The first was a middle-aged woman walking on a road at night. She knew no martial arts, but he couldn't resist the sudden urge and impulsively cut her down. He rummaged through her belongings to make it look like a bandit attack and then left.

His heart didn't beat as fast as the first time. So, a few days later, he killed another person. This time, it was a low-ranking martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch. Was it because he killed someone he shouldn't have? This time, his heart pounded even faster than during his first murder.

Once he tasted blood, an uncontrollable desire for slaughter awakened within him.

Seo Cheong drained his cup and stood up. As he left his seat, he bumped into Seok Pung. It was unclear if it was an accident or intentional, but Seok Pung felt displeased.

Seok Pung knew. He knew when Seo Cheong's attitude had changed. It was because of his own slip of the tongue. While drunk, he had carelessly brought up the story of the Yonghwa Bang martial artists Seo Cheong had killed. He had mentioned it lightly, saying something like, 'Those bastards back then,' but he knew he had made a mistake when he saw the look in Seo Cheong's eyes completely change. Damn it! He's holding a grudge for way too long.

Seo Cheong was returning from the latrine.

He noticed someone practicing movement arts in a secluded corner.

Not long ago, another guy had been practicing movement arts just like that. A guy who just carries liquor has the audacity to practice martial arts? So he had made the man duel Seok Pung and had him crushed.

Thinking this was a good way to cure his boredom, Seo Cheong beckoned to his companions. They swarmed over. Upon seeing the young man practicing, they exchanged mischievous glances as if they had found a new toy.

"......"

At Seo Cheong's call, the young man practicing movement arts turned around.

Seo Cheong was startled when he saw him. It wasn't the face he expected. He had anticipated a somewhat foolish and naive face, but this was a handsome Young Lord. It was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"Who are you?"

For someone who just carried liquor, he had an air of dignity and grace. His reaction was not that of a mere worker.

"And who are you?"

When Geom Mugeuk asked back, the crowd erupted in laughter. Their faces filled with anticipation, eager to see what would happen to the person who had gotten on Seo Cheong's nerves.

"You've got a lot of pride, huh? Then again, for a martial artist, pride is life."

Seo Cheong mentioned pride. It was a method he always used. If he gently fanned the flames with pride, his opponent would always jump in like a moth to a flame. It worked especially well when many eyes were watching, like now.

"Since you're acting like a man, you should show off your skills. How about a duel?"

"With whom? You?"

The crowd burst into laughter again. Among the prodigies of Hunan, no one could defeat Seo Cheong.

"You're not on my level."

Seo Cheong gestured with his eyes to Seok Pung, signaling for him to be the opponent.

Seok Pung's expression hardened. It was the same last time, and now again.

Am I on the same level as a brat like that? Making him fight such a person was a blatant attempt to humiliate him in front of everyone.

"I did it last time, so this time..."

"You do it!"

Seo Cheong cut him off coldly. With so many people watching, Seok Pung's pride was wounded. However, he had to endure it. Not because of skill, but because of the Heavenly Peace Sect's power.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Seok Pung.

"Then who are you?"

"I am Seok Pung of the Clean Night Gang."

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed with exaggerated admiration.

"Oh! I heard the successor of the Clean Night Gang was an outstanding talent. The number one prodigy in Hunan in terms of skill! So it was you! It's an honor!"

Seok Pung was bewildered by the unexpected reaction. It had been a very long time since someone had praised him in front of so many people. Especially recently.

Then, Geom Mugeuk tilted his head and muttered as if to himself.

"Ah, or maybe not? If you're the most skilled in Hunan, there's no way you'd take orders from someone else, right?"

In that instant, Seok Pung's expression stiffened. Whether the words were sincere or intentionally mocking, they were a perfect provocation.

This time, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Seo Cheong.

"You must be amazing, ordering around the successor of the Clean Night Gang like a subordinate. Who are you?"

The praise directed at him was instantly transferred to Seo Cheong, and Seok Pung's face flushed red. Seeing Seo Cheong's sly smile made his anger surge even more.

"Shut up! What does someone like you know to be spouting such nonsense?"

Seok Pung was about to lunge at Geom Mugeuk.

"If you attack me like this, you'll really be admitting you're that man's subordinate."

Seok Pung flinched and froze.

Geom Mugeuk began to rattle him. Now, Seok Pung was the one jumping into the blazing bonfire of pride.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and remarked.

"It really seems to be true. Everyone's looking at you like you're that guy's subordinate."

Seok Pung looked around.

Someone should have stepped up and said they were friends, not in a superior-subordinate relationship, but everyone was too busy watching Seo Cheong's reaction to say anything.

Instead, Seo Cheong stepped forward.

"Why are you getting swayed by that bastard's attempt to drive a wedge between us?"

Seok Pung was even more irritated by Seo Cheong, who used the expression 'getting swayed' while trying to stop him. The words that followed were even more annoying.

"Stop whining like a little girl and just duel that weirdo already."

He knew full well how infuriating such words were, yet he said them on purpose.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Seok Pung.

"But hey, if you two really fought, you'd win, right?"

"!"

It was a question he had desperately wished someone would ask, and at the same time, a question he could never answer.

"You're just putting up with it because the Clean Night Gang is weaker than the Heavenly Peace Sect, aren't you?"

It was true. If they fought seriously, he was confident he could beat Seo Cheong. Seok Pung had a better physique, and he didn't think his martial arts were inferior in any way.

A silence fell over the place. A short while later, Seo Cheong broke the silence.

"Why aren't you denying it?"

However, Seok Pung said nothing.

Seo Cheong's gaze turned cold.

"You're not going to say anything until the end?"

Still, Seok Pung remained silent.

Harsh words spilled from Seo Cheong's mouth.

"Look at this bastard. You really think that, don't you?"

In truth, Seok Pung wasn't just not speaking, he couldn't speak.

His mouth wouldn't open. It was strange. His mute point certainly hadn't been sealed, but it felt as if some invisible energy pressed down on his jaw and the crown of his head. He thought it was probably because he was so angry at Seo Cheong.

Seo Cheong grabbed him by the collar.

"You really thought that?"

POW!

Seo Cheong's fist snapped Seok Pung's jaw to the side. In that instant, the pressing force vanished.

"Th-that's not it..."

POW! POW!

Fists rained down on Seok Pung's face. Not expecting to be hit, Seok Pung's anger flared to its peak.

Dodging the fourth punch, Seok Pung threw a punch of his own.

POW!

Not expecting Seok Pung to fight back, Seo Cheong was sent flying. Lying on the floor, Seo Cheong's eyes widened.

"How dare you! Are you crazy?"

Seok Pung was the one who was more surprised and flustered. His fist had flown out without him realizing it. This time, too, some invisible force had been at work, but Seok Pung believed it was his long-suppressed anger finally exploding.

Seok Pung roared.

"You bastard! Stop looking down on people!"

The words he had held back for so long finally burst out.

Seo Cheong got up, radiating killing intent.

"It seems our Young Lord Seok has had many complaints until now."

Seok Pung felt both fear and relief at the same time. However, the fear gradually began to grow.

Damn it! You crazy bastard! What have you done?

He knew very well how cruel Seo Cheong was. Especially with everyone watching, the man would surely come at him to see it through to the end.

It was then. A stream of telepathy reached him.

"Shall I help you?"

The one who sent the telepathy was Geom Mugeuk.

Seok Pung had completely forgotten about his existence. Come to think of it, today's incident had happened because of him. Annoyingly, the man was watching the situation with his arms crossed.

"That guy will use the duel as an excuse to cripple you. With that same method you two often use."

"What are you?"

"Don't want my help? Then don't take it."

Seo Cheong pushed the onlookers back to create space.

"Young Lord Seok, I request a duel. Surely you won't run away like a coward, will you?"

Seok Pung's mind raced.

"How are you going to help?"

"Reveal the evil deeds Seo Cheong has committed! Then I'll help you."

"He'll really try to kill me then."

"It's the same now, isn't it?"

Seok Pung felt the killing intent rising in Seo Cheong's eyes. He thought he might really be killed. The man lived and died by his pride, and he had just been hit in front of everyone. He was the type to at least cut off a limb.

On the other hand, killing or injuring Seo Cheong in the fight would also be a problem. If he messed with the successor of the Heavenly Peace Sect, they wouldn't just let it go.

Driven into a desperate corner, Seok Pung looked at Geom Mugeuk. This whole thing had started because of him, yet no one was paying him any mind. He was like a demon. Perhaps that was why he felt he could trust him.

Just as Seo Cheong was approaching, Seok Pung shouted loudly.

"A while ago, you murdered the Yonghwa Bang martial artists you fought with and buried their bodies."

In an instant, a dead silence fell. Until now, it had just been an interesting event, but now the situation had become serious.

Seok Pung shouted again.

"You also stabbed a passerby to death, and you even killed a demonic practitioner."

All the things he had told Seo Cheong when they were close were now pouring out.

Seo Cheong, resolving to kill Seok Pung no matter what, looked around and spoke.

"None of you believe that nonsense, right?"

Only a heavy silence filled the air. A few who met Seo Cheong's gaze laughed awkwardly.

"Of course we don't believe it!"

"We don't believe it."

Seo Cheong was triumphant. Even if they did believe it, no one would dare speak a word of what happened today.

Just then, a single phrase echoed through the 연President.

"I believe it."

The one who spoke was Geom Mugeuk. Everyone's gaze turned toward him.

The corner of Seo Cheong's mouth curled up.

"Alright, let's say you believe that nonsense. So what are you going to do about it?"

To Seo Cheong's question, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied.

"Something like this?"

Geom Mugeuk pointed to the door and snapped his fingers.

Then, the doors began to open slowly.

CREAAAK.

The first person to step inside was Cheokyeon.

The bodyguards followed him, and behind them, fifty demonic practitioners from the Hunan Branch filed in.

"Who the hell are these bastards?"

Those nearby tried to block them but were mercilessly beaten and thrown aside by Cheokyeon and the bodyguards.

Someone recognized the emblem on Cheokyeon's chest.

"It's the Demonic Cult! They're demonic practitioners!"

At his shout, everyone froze.

Only then did everyone see the demonic emblem engraved on their chests.

Screams erupted from all over. Some trembled uncontrollably, some immediately dropped to their knees, some were caught trying to escape through a window, and others hid under tables. It was utter chaos.

Even Seo Cheong was shocked.

They're really demonic practitioners!

As haughty as he was, he wasn't so bold as to raise his voice in front of the Demonic Cult.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to his subordinates.

"Since Seok Pung has revealed all his crimes, lock Seo Cheong in the prison and begin the investigation."

Seo Cheong shouted reflexively.

"By whose authority! You bastard!"

At that, Cheokyeon revealed his cold demonic qi and roared.

"Watch your mouth! This is the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

At those words, Seo Cheong was utterly astonished. Seok Pung and the others were horrified.

Someone quickly dropped to his knees, and all the others followed suit.

"Please spare us!"

Everyone cried out to be spared.

Amid the uproar, Seo Cheong stood blankly, muttering with a dazed expression.

"...The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Why? Why would the Young Cult Leader come here?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward him and said.

"We're not on the same level, but shall we have a special duel?"


Chapter 268: Everyone is Always So Oblivious

Even when challenged to a duel, Seo Cheong stood his ground and refused to back down.

His pride was everything to him. With Seok Pung and the others watching, he refused to kneel as they had.

Geom Mugeuk repeated the words Seo Cheong had said at their first meeting.

"'You have strong pride?' Well, for a martial artist, pride is life."

Killing intent surged within Seo Cheong the moment he heard those words. An image of himself stabbing Geom Mugeuk to death flashed through his mind.

I'll cut down all the cultists who rush at me. I'll stand tall, drenched in blood, while everyone stares in shock and admiration. The fantasy alone was thrilling.

He hated Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes, which seemed to see right through his desires.

"How could I dare cross swords with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

No matter how wounded his pride was, Seo Cheong was not foolish enough to attack the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"When someone begged you like this, did you grant his request?"

Seo Cheong was confused at first, but then he remembered. Not long ago, the man he had crushed in a duel had begged the same way. He had pleaded that he was no match and asked to be forgiven just once.

"Why are you doing this to me?"

"Didn't that friend over there already explain why?"

"Everything that guy said is a lie!"

At that, Seok Pung, who was kneeling, shouted.

"I know where he buried the bodies."

Seo Cheong ground his teeth as he watched Seok Pung lunge forward, as if ready to die together.

"That moronic bastard!"

The two men glared at each other, their eyes burning with the desire to kill.

Seo Cheong's gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk.

"They were all just unimportant people. A low-level martial artist, a passing traveler. I'll compensate for everything."

Geom Mugeuk opened his energy pathways and released his demonic qi.

In that moment, Seo Cheong felt as if he had plunged into an ocean of unfathomable depth.

The pressure instantly constricted his entire body, making it hard for Seo Cheong to breathe.

He tried to resist, but it was useless. The inner arts techniques he had learned since childhood, his swordsmanship, his methods of controlling his mind, none of it worked.

A scream escaped his lips. He felt like he would be crushed to death or suffocate.

You bastard! Why the hell are you doing this to me! You've probably killed all sorts of people too!

Unable to bear it any longer, Seo Cheong screamed.

"Please, stop!"

Then, as if it were a lie, the demonic qi crushing him vanished.

Seo Cheong opened his tightly shut eyes and saw Geom Mugeuk's legs in front of him. While enduring the demonic qi, he had unknowingly fallen to his knees.

His face flushed with shame, and he shot to his feet.

Honestly, I don't understand. It's unfair. If it were anyone else, maybe, but shouldn't the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult understand me better? To him, those people must be even more insignificant.

"I said I'll compensate. I'll pay their families more money than they'll ever see in their lifetimes. Wouldn't that make their deaths even more valuable?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled.

Not knowing what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, Seo Cheong naturally misunderstood that smile. He did not realize that his fate had already been sealed with death, or a pain greater than death.

Yes, this is it. The Demonic Cult can't touch our Heavenly Peace Sect.

His father had once told him that the Heavenly Peace Sect was a proud sect desired by the Demonic Cult, the Evil Alliance, and even the Murim Alliance.

"Call Father."

"Alright, I'll call him."

Seo Cheong felt relieved at Geom Mugeuk's ready reply.

It's fine, I'm okay. It's no big deal. Nothing will happen to me for killing a few insignificant people. That demonic practitioner was just a low-level martial artist anyway.

Thinking it was a relief he had not killed anyone important, Seo Cheong shook off his fear. As always, everything would be resolved once his father arrived.

Next, Geom Mugeuk approached Seok Pung.

Kneeling on the ground, Seok Pung trembled in fear as Geom Mugeuk came closer. He was confused. He could not tell if this situation had happened because of the Young Cult Leader, or if he had escaped a near-death crisis at Seo Cheong's hands because of the Young Cult Leader. He could not make sense of anything.

"You just go and testify exactly as you said before."

At that, Seok Pung's gaze shifted to Seo Cheong, who was standing ahead.

Geom Mugeuk drove his point home.

"Sure, you might be scared of the Heavenly Peace Sect and change your testimony, but from that point on, who should you be afraid of?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly clenched his fist in front of the man's face.

The moment his fist was fully clenched!

KWAKWANG!

A sound like thunder erupted from his fist.

"Uwaaak!"

The thunderous sound exploding before his eyes made Seok Pung panic. It was a real thunderclap. Thunder from a fist? If he were hit by that fist, his entire body would turn to dust.

"No, I'll tell you everything honestly. There are more evil deeds that bastard has committed."

He thought that if he tattled on all of Seo Cheong's crimes, he himself could get away safely. He did not even consider things like burying the bodies together or unilaterally beating a young man who worked here nearly to the point of crippling him as crimes. Geom Mugeuk did not bother to shatter that delusion.

"As expected. You looked smart from the moment I first saw you."

Watching this, Seo Cheong scoffed.

Even so, he can't touch me. If he could have, he would have done it already.

The ones he could threaten were gangs like the Clean Night Gang. The sound of thunder made him even more certain.

When Geom Mugeuk gave the signal, the Hunan Branch cultists came forward. They subdued the inner arts of Seo Cheong, Seok Pung, and the other men before leading them away.

Seo Cheong shook off the hands of the martial artists who tried to grab his arms.

"I'll walk on my own two feet!"

Seo Cheong remained defiant to the end.

Because he was so defiant, the expressions of the other men being dragged away with him also relaxed somewhat. After being terrified, they were now being led away without anyone getting hurt, which made them think, 'This isn't such a big deal, is it?' They knew nothing.

In the empty banquet hall, only Geom Mugeuk and his bodyguards remained.

Cheokyeon said to Geom Mugeuk.

"You resolved it without lifting a finger."

"Didn't I tell you? This matter isn't a big deal."

"I thought you would crush Seo Cheong in a duel."

"His father is coming to see him, so would that be right?"

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk was thinking of two fathers.

This incident began with the father of Haejin, who was assaulted here, and it will end with the father of Seo Cheong, who assaulted him.

"Let's see how this father reacts."


The Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, Seo Baekjong, was in the middle of a meeting.

With his intense gaze and cold impression, he was a legendary figure who had raised the Heavenly Peace Sect from a mere small sect in Hunan to the number one sect in Hunan. Having spent his entire life running only towards success, he was working today as well to make the Heavenly Peace Sect even stronger.

Just then, his subordinate, Yoo Maeng, rushed in and reported via telepathy.

[The Young Lord has been captured by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch.]

Seo Baekjong showed no agitation at Yoo Maeng's report.

[Have them wait until the meeting is over.]

Seo Baekjong remained calm even at the report that his son had been captured. He finished the meeting he was in. He showed so little change in emotion that it was hard to believe he had even received Yoo Maeng's report.

After the meeting ended and he had sent everyone out, he finally asked.

"Was he taken by the Young Cult Leader?"

"Yes, that's what I've heard."

After Yeo Sogwang's death, rumors that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader was at the Branch had spread widely throughout the Hunan region.

"Did he know he was my son when he took him?"

"......"

For a moment, an unconcealable displeasure flickered in Seo Baekjong's eyes.

"How did it happen?"

Yoo Maeng reported cautiously.

"It seems the Young Lord committed murder."

Seo Baekjong was not surprised at all. His reaction made it impossible to tell if he already knew, or if he simply did not care about such a trivial matter.

"Who did he kill?"

"Several people, but the problem is that a martial artist from the Demonic Cult's Hunan Branch seems to be among them."

"Foolish!"

He was not calling him foolish for killing. It was anger at his failure to clean up properly after the killing.

"Since it was revealed in front of everyone, it seems it won't be easy to cover this up."

"But why was he captured by the Demonic Cult?"

"The Young Cult Leader was apparently there."

"Did my son invite him?"

"That hasn't been confirmed. What has been confirmed is that a fight broke out with the Clean Night Gang's Young Lord Seok at a banquet, and during that process, Young Lord Seok seems to have revealed everything."

Yoo Maeng was always amazed by Seo Baekjong's composure. Even in a situation where his son had been captured by the Demonic Cult, he did not react emotionally. It would have been natural to show anger and killing intent towards Seok Pung, but he showed no sign of it.

And what was more surprising was that he would surely remember and retaliate for things that seemed to be buried and forgotten beneath this composure. Once this incident was over, Seok Pung would definitely not be safe.

"Prepare the carriage."


Seo Baekjong politely greeted Geom Mugeuk.

"Greetings, Young Cult Leader."

"It's a pleasure to meet you for the first time, Sect Leader."

Seo Baekjong was inwardly surprised by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. First, he was surprised by how young he was, and second, by his looks, which would stand out anywhere.

"I didn't know the Young Cult Leader was so handsome."

"Thankfully, I don't resemble Father, so I hear that often."

At the mention of the Heavenly Demon, Seo Baekjong tensed inwardly.

"The Cult Leader would be disappointed to hear that."

"Actually, if I resembled Father, it would be more convenient for my killing intent. Our Sect Leader wouldn't be able to treat me so comfortably either."

"It seems I was rude in our first meeting."

"No, please don't misunderstand. I like things to be comfortable."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly.

Seo Baekjong inwardly felt that the Young Cult Leader was not an easy person to deal with. By throwing out such words before the conversation began, he made his opponent uncomfortable, naturally seizing the initiative and gaining the upper hand.

Quite impressive.

Then again, no matter how young he was, one should not take the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult lightly.

"I heard my son has caused some trouble."

"We should have met under better circumstances, Sect Leader."

"It is my fault. I was too busy with work to educate my son properly."

Seo Baekjong stood from his seat and gave a polite clasped hands greeting. It was an apology meant to make Geom Mugeuk stand up with him and say it was alright, that such things can happen when one is young, but Geom Mugeuk remained seated. He even said this.

"So it seems."

Seo Baekjong politely bowed his head again.

Look at this little punk.

Though he felt indignant, his tone became even more polite.

"As you know, our Heavenly Peace Sect is the number one sect in Hunan. We have the most disciples and the most masters."

After showing off his power like that, he apologized once more.

"Because of that, I have neglected my household. I ask for your understanding and leniency."

"I would like to do that, but the crimes committed are too great, which makes it difficult."

"There will be many things our sect can do for your esteemed cult. We will atone for his sins for the rest of our lives by carrying out those tasks."

He was speaking indirectly, but he meant he would give him money. Most of the serious problems he had faced in his life had been solved with money and swords, so he was trying to solve this one with money as well. After all, he could not face the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult with a sword.

In the end, isn't money what you want? How much do you want? Two hundred thousand taels? Three hundred thousand taels?

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"I believe you've done a lot of that with Commander Yeo."

At the mention of the deceased Yeo Sogwang, Seo Baekjong flinched in surprise.

So this was it.

Now Seo Baekjong understood. His son was not the only sinner in the world. The reason Geom Mugeuk had specifically captured his son was to pressure him into revealing what he had done with Yeo Sogwang.

He's not asking for one or two hundred thousand taels, but telling me to cough up millions!

He did not know Geom Mugeuk's true intentions. It was something he would not be able to understand even if told. That this all started for the sake of a child who served drinks at the banquet hall, and that the matter concerning Yeo Sogwang was to make an example to establish discipline in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Branch. Even if he were told, he would suspect there was another hidden meaning.

"I'm sorry, but I don't know what you're talking about."

"When it comes to this kind of situation, without fail..."

Geom Mugeuk added with a bright smile.

"Everyone is always so oblivious."

The gazes of the two men locked in mid-air.

Seo Baekjong realized this was not a problem that could be solved this way. His opponent wanted something he could not give.

"I have taken too much of a busy man's time. I will take my leave for today."

Seo Baekjong gave a polite clasped hands greeting and then left the room.

After he left, Cheokyeon entered the room.

Geom Mugeuk said to Cheokyeon.

"That bastard Seo Cheong, I should have beaten him to a pulp."

"What do you mean?"

"He's leaving without even seeing his son's face, isn't he?"

"Isn't it because he's angry?"

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat and walked to the window.

"No. It's because he didn't come for his son."

No matter how angry or hateful he felt, if his son was captured by the Demonic Cult, it would only be right to at least see his face and check if he was hurt, but right now, Seo Baekjong is completely preoccupied with how he will deal with me from now on. You two don't see each other either, do you? You really, truly don't see each other.

The figure of Seo Baekjong walking away in the distance was visible.

"If he had come as a father, my fight would have been much harder."

Just then, Seo Baekjong, who had briefly stopped walking, looked back this way.

Geom Mugeuk waved from the window. Seo Baekjong politely bowed his head and turned away.

"Instead of that meaningless greeting, you should have met your son."

Whether to scold him, beat him, or promise to save him. You should have met your son. Then again, if they had that kind of father-son relationship, this incident might not have happened in the first place.


Late at night, Seo Baekjong was sitting alone by the river, fishing.

The sound of footsteps could be heard from beyond the thick fog.

JEOBEOK JEOBEOK.

Someone approached with steady steps, making a sound as if they would walk this way no matter what happened in the world.

A man emerged, parting the fog.

He wore a bamboo hat pulled down low, obscuring his face, but he was a man with a strange aura.

Looking at the lake where his fishing line was cast, Seo Baekjong said.

"My son has been captured by the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

The words 'the Demonic Cult' were spoken, and the words 'Young Cult Leader' were spoken. Even though the two words combined to become the most dangerous phrase in the murim, the man in the bamboo hat answered without hesitation.

"We will take care of it."

The man disappeared into the fog, making the same sound of footsteps as when he arrived.


Chapter 269: I'm Seeing Your Father in a New Light

STEP, STEP.

A man in a bamboo hat walked with steady footsteps until he arrived at a small workshop.

The man removed his bamboo hat and threw it at the wall. The hat landed lightly on a yellow robe hanging there.

He was a middle-aged man with long, slender eyes. The mysterious energy in his gaze suggested he had overcome countless schemes, and the dark cast of his face showed he had weathered many storms.

The man sat on a small chair and began to carve a wooden doll.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Only the sound of a carving knife cutting wood filled the small space. With extraordinary hand movements, the man carved the wood, creating a finger-sized wooden doll.

Just then, a young man entered the workshop without a sound. He was handsome, with a gallant and refreshing appearance and a spirited glint in his eyes.

He approached the middle-aged man from behind. His movement arts were extraordinary, as he made no sound while walking or even drawing his sword.

SHIIING.

The young man's drawn sword touched the side of the middle-aged man's neck.

The scraping sound stopped. It was not because of the sword at his neck. The small carving knife that had been in the middle-aged man's hand now floated before the young man's eyes.

The young man sheathed his sword and tried to grab the carving knife from mid-air.

However, the carving knife did not budge, as if held by something invisible.

The young man tried to move it with his qi, but it was useless. When the young man finally gave up, the middle-aged man spoke.

"A master isn't defeated by an attack from behind. That's why they're called masters. When you kill a master, you must look them in the eye and kill them."

The young man asked, "Isn't that more difficult?"

"It's easier. Only when you realize that can you become a true master who can kill other masters."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

The sound of the carving knife scraping wood resumed. The knife that had floated in the air was now back in the middle-aged man's hand. The motion was so natural it seemed the knife had never left his hand.

"I'll keep that in mind, Master."

The young man bowed his head respectfully.

The two were master and disciple.

Through the window, one could see martial artists standing around the workshop. The characters for 'Myeolma' (Demon Slaying) were engraved on their chests, the same as on the young man's.

These were the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade, the elite of the Murim Alliance.

The young man was Jin Hagun, grandson of the Murim Alliance Chairman and leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade. He was the older brother of Jin Haryong, who had a connection with Geom Mugeuk. After joining the Demon Slaying Brigade, Jin Hagun had risen to its leadership based solely on his skills.

The middle-aged man was his master, Baek Cheongeong.

"You haven't been neglecting your training lately."

Jin Hagun had not yet learned the martial arts of his grandfather, the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon. His grandfather wanted him to become the successor fairly, through his own abilities. Jin Paecheon had officially declared he would give his grandson no special treatment.

"I've been training, even cutting back on sleep."

Jin Hagun walked to a display stand in the workshop's center. On it, Baek Cheongeong had arranged hand-carved dolls of martial artists in a fight scene.

The scene was so vivid it looked like a real battle between martial artists in white robes and those in black robes. It seemed to depict a fight between black and white.

Looking down at it, Jin Hagun said, "The recent rumors from the Demonic Cult are unsettling."

Baek Cheongeong silently focused on his carving.

"They say that Geom Mugeuk, the new Young Cult Leader, is expanding his influence by taking control of all the Demon Supremes."

Even then, Baek Cheongeong acted as if it were nothing, turning the wooden doll he was carving to inspect it from all angles.

"To be honest, that man is on my mind."

At that, Baek Cheongeong's hands stopped. He rose from his seat and walked over to his disciple at the display stand.

"How does this battle here look to you?"

"The martial artists in white robes seem to be at a disadvantage."

"There are more martial artists in white. Why do you think that is?"

"It's because of this one."

Jin Hagun pointed his finger at a black-robed martial artist who was leading the fight and brandishing a sword.

"Good eye. It is because of this one. This one has seized control of the board and is leading the fight."

Baek Cheongeong lowered his body and looked at the wooden martial artist doll with his small, long eyes.

"Do you want to play this role?"

"Yes, I want to stand in that position. No, I will definitely stand there."

"Yes, you've been like that since you were young. You were never afraid to take on a challenge, and you never gave up."

Jin Hagun's heart swelled whenever his master praised him. It was why he trained harder in everything and tried never to give up. Since his parents had passed away early, he had lived thinking of Baek Cheongeong as a father.

"The one standing in this position right now is Geom Mugeuk."

Jin Hagun could not refute it. He knew that Geom Mugeuk had ascended to the position of Young Cult Leader more spectacularly than any successor in history.

On the other hand, what about him? He had not even officially risen to the position of successor yet.

Baek Cheongeong slowly touched the doll with his finger.

"How are you going to break this momentum?"

Jin Hagun answered as if he had been waiting for the question.

"I've received a report that Geom Mugeuk is currently in the Hunan region. They say he is pressuring the Heavenly Peace Sect by holding the child of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader captive there."

He was paying close attention to the movements of Geom Mugeuk, whom he considered his rival.

"The Heavenly Peace Sect is a sect with formidable power, but it can't face the Demonic Cult alone. If you can rescue them from the clutches of the Demonic Cult..."

Baek Cheongeong's gaze turned to the hero doll.

"You will be able to lead the fight from now on."

Jin Hagun asked cautiously, "But isn't the Heavenly Peace Sect a sect that originally went back and forth between the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance?"

It was known that the Heavenly Peace Sect's interactions were split, with four parts for the Demonic Cult, four for the Evil Alliance, and only two for the Murim Alliance.

At that, Baek Cheongeong's gaze returned to the doll.

"Do you think you can stand in that position by doing easy things?"

Jin Hagun was a man confident in all matters, but he could not boast about this particular task.

"If I had my way, I'd lead the Demon Slaying Brigade to strike the Hunan Branch and rescue the son of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, but..."

Doing so would trigger a war with the Demonic Cult. Far from becoming a hero, he could become a sinner for the ages.

After pondering for a moment, Jin Hagun said cautiously, "In dealing with the Demonic Cult, the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade has a unique authority that can be used during their term. If the Chairman accepts my special authority, I can pressure the Demonic Cult in the name of the Murim Alliance. However, I don't know if the Heavenly Peace Sect is a sect worthy of such an effort."

"The Heavenly Peace Sect is a large sect in its own right, but there are dozens of small and medium-sized sects that follow it. If you can turn the Heavenly Peace Sect to the orthodox sects, there will be no greater achievement."

"I know that the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader is not an easy man to deal with. The fact that he has managed to walk the tightrope between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic so vexingly well until now is proof of that, and he might later collude with the Evil Alliance and ignore the help we gave him."

Jin Hagun thought of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, who had a foot in every camp, as a fox-like man.

Then, a surprising remark came from Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"I will take care of that matter."

Jin Hagun was startled. Although his master was well-versed in the affairs of the jianghu, he had never directly intervened in the matters of the murim. The reason for it was something that would move Jin Hagun.

"If you accomplish this, you will have made a decisive contribution to becoming the successor of the Murim Alliance. That is why I am stepping in."

Jin Hagun respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting.

"Thank you very much, Master."

Now that his master had stepped forward, there was no reason to hesitate.

"Then I will proceed with the matter at once."

As he was about to leave, Jin Hagun flicked the hero doll with his finger, knocking it over.

After Jin Hagun left, Baek Cheongeong continued to carve the doll.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

After some time, Baek Cheongeong went to the display stand and set the fallen doll upright.

Then he placed a newly carved doll in the center of the board. The doll, which could have been himself or Jin Hagun, stood haughtily with its arms crossed.


Several days had passed since the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader Seo Baekjong's visit.

Seo Baekjong had taken no action to save his son. It was clear he would not give up on his son so easily. Geom Mugeuk quietly waited to see what his opponent would do, all while practicing the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The more he trained in the Heavenly Space Secret Art, the more it began to show a slight time difference. The moment he could gain a temporal advantage by comparing the recovery time of his inner arts with the time gained by using the Heavenly Space Secret Art, all his training would unconditionally be done while using the art. As it was a heaven-defying secret art that went against time, it was not easy, but he trained and trained again.

After finishing his training, he was having tea in the main hall when Cheokyeon entered with Seo Cheong. Geom Mugeuk had ordered him brought, as Seo Cheong had pleaded to see him.

As soon as he stepped inside, Seo Cheong shouted in protest.

"Why haven't you contacted Father?"

He had been locked in the Branch's prison. Although he had been imprisoned, his spirit was not broken at all.

"I did contact him."

"Don't lie. If you had contacted him, there's no way he wouldn't have come yet. Young Cult Leader, Father isn't such a stubborn person. If you talk to him with an open mind, you'll be able to get what you want."

This was the conclusion Seo Cheong had reached while locked in the prison. The Demonic Cult was doing this to pull the Heavenly Peace Sect to their side. Otherwise, there was no reason to imprison him. They would not imprison the successor of the Heavenly Peace Sect just for killing a few insignificant passersby or low-level martial artists.

"Your father has already been here."

Seo Cheong was startled by Geom Mugeuk's words.

"What are you talking about? You mean he came and left without seeing me?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, Seo Cheong was shocked and bewildered.

"That's ridiculous!"

He stood there blankly for a moment, then began to pace back and forth, rambling incoherently.

"If you're going to try and drive a wedge between us, do it properly. If you're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, then act like one and contact Father as you promised."

He walked to the table and tried to pour tea with a trembling hand. However, feeling his own hand shake, he turned back.

He alternated between believing and not believing that his father had visited.

"Even for someone like you, you're in big trouble now. The fact that Father left without even seeing me means he's really angry."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked abruptly, "How much do you know about your father?"

For a moment, Seo Cheong flinched.

"Young Cult Leader, how much do you know?"

Geom Mugeuk thought that his appearance was no different from his own before his regression.

If I had experienced something like this back then, I would have argued just like this. I would have lashed out even more aggressively, saying, 'What do you know that makes you so arrogant?' The fact that I had almost nothing to say about my own father would have pushed me to do so.

At that moment, a subordinate from the Branch delivered an urgent messenger pigeon from the All-Knowing Hall.

He thought it was a message about the new Hunan Branch Commander, but it contained truly unexpected news. It was an order to release Seo Cheong.

Geom Mugeuk was surprised. A decision like this from the All-Knowing Hall meant that his father had also given his permission. That meant immense power had intervened.

The fact that the detailed circumstances were not written down was likely his father's intention.

Now, how are you going to handle this matter?

Even after becoming the Young Cult Leader, his father's tests continued.

"Release our Young Lord Seo."

Cheokyeon was also surprised by the order but soon released Seo Cheong's inner arts.

Seo Cheong, looking happy enough to fly, shouted loudly.

"What did I tell you? Didn't I say it would turn out like this?"

He strode over to the table, poured tea, and drank it.

"Care for a cup?"

Seo Cheong laughed heartily and drank his tea. As if nothing had happened, he had returned to his true nature.

He glared at Cheokyeon and said in a threatening tone, "I remember every single face I've seen here."

When Cheokyeon glared back more frighteningly with his one eye, Seo Cheong turned his gaze to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk was smiling at him.

"Why are you smiling?"

"Because it's amusing. I've been feeling a bit let down. Catching our Young Lord Seo isn't the end, is it? Young Lord Yang, Young Master Jin, Young Lord Cheon... all sorts of Young Lords will keep sprouting up no matter how many you pull out, but they moved our Cult? A matter that I, the Young Cult Leader, am handling, and they've twisted it?"

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely pleased.

"This is many times more amazing than them storming this place to rescue you. I'm seeing your father in a new light."

"You're only realizing that now? I am the successor of the Heavenly Peace Sect!"

He strode out, shouting loudly.

"We won't be seeing each other again."

"We'll be seeing each other again soon."

As Seo Cheong ran out without looking back, Cheokyeon asked, "What happened?"

"It seems the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader moved either the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance."

Otherwise, the Heavenly Demon Hall would never have made such a decision.

"What do you plan to do?"

"Since they've blocked our Cult's All-Knowing Hall, I'll have to use my own."

Cheokyeon felt that Geom Mugeuk was, on the contrary, excited. It was the joy one feels when meeting a strong enemy.

In a situation like this, as a bodyguard, he should be perfectly rational, yet he realized he was just as excited. He was secretly looking forward to what would happen next. A bodyguard should be hoping for nothing to happen.

While Cheokyeon let out a light sigh, Geom Mugeuk walked outside.

"Where are you going? I will escort you."

"You can't. Just wait here."

"I can't follow..."

He couldn't. The moment Geom Mugeuk kicked off the ground, he instantly became a dot and disappeared.

"...I suppose not. I will be waiting."

Just then, Samho, who was in the courtyard, said to Cheokyeon, "It's not easy, is it?"

Cheokyeon rubbed his aching eye and nodded. Truly, Geom Mugeuk was the easiest, and at the same time, the most difficult leader to protect.

Cheokyeon looked up at the sky where Geom Mugeuk had disappeared and muttered softly.

"But it won't be easy for his enemies either."


Chapter 270: Can You Handle It?

"Aren't you going back?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

Go Wol ignored the question. His gaze only shifted between the baduk board and the book in his hand.

"The job's all done now, isn't it? Let's go back!"

They had finally finished creating an intelligence organization in the Central Plains.

Geom Mugeuk had named the organization the Hidden Moon. Go Wol didn't add any suffixes like 'Dan' or 'Dae'. He decided to use the name exactly as Geom Mugeuk had given it.

"Let's go!"

"I'm not going."

"......"

"I'll go back when I can beat the Head Strategist at baduk."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could understand the true intention behind Go Wol's words. It meant he would return only after managing the Hidden Moon to become a better organization than the All-Knowing Hall, which was led by the Head Strategist. No matter how well-made an organization was, there was a clear difference between one managed by its leader running around in person and one that was not. This was especially a time when the leader's diligence was needed, right after the organization's creation.

"Do you think the Second Young Lord will even acknowledge you for doing this?"

"Not Second Young Lord. It's Young Cult Leader."

"He's one and the same. Now that he's achieved his goal, you and the Demon Supremes will all get the cold shoulder. He'll shove you into a corner, and when he sees you, he'll probably say something like, 'Who were you again?' He won't even call you 'that strategist' anymore. He'll probably say, 'Get out of the way, you're a nuisance. The Young Cult Leader is passing through.' That's just how life is, even if you don't want it to be. Who wouldn't want to look out for themselves?"

Go Wol spoke while still looking at the baduk board and his book.

"Aren't you tired of saying that by now?"

"I'll say it again and again until the day I die. You'll hear it again and again. Listening like that is what close friends do."

"Then aren't we a little too close?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said nothing more and walked to the window.

"It's not working! Pretending to be sulky."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been walking to the window, turned naturally as if he hadn't been heading that way at all. This time, he walked to the bed. Just as he touched his forehead to feign a fever, Go Wol spoke first.

"Stop pretending to be sick, too!"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally returned to his original spot.

"Let's just bad-mouth the Second Young Lord. That's the most satisfying thing to do. Where were we?"

"'Get out of the way. The Young Cult Leader is passing through.'"

Even while claiming he was tired of it, Go Wol had been listening to everything.

"Now that he's become the Young Cult Leader and the Hidden Moon is complete, you're going to be pushed to the back burner. Sooner or later, he's going to casually ask what you think about merging the Hidden Moon with the All-Knowing Hall. What are you going to do then?"

"If he suggests we merge, then we'll have to merge."

"This is why you look so delicious to the Second Young Lord. He's going to tear off all your flesh and lick your bones clean."

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind them.

"You really are bad-mouthing me every time we meet."

Startled, they turned to see Geom Mugeuk standing there with a smile.

"You have an amazing talent for showing up only when we're bad-mouthing you," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

"Isn't it because you spend most of the day bad-mouthing me?"

"Sometimes I bad-mouth you all day and even in my sleep."

Though his words were harsh, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face was full of delight.

Geom Mugeuk politely greeted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a clasped-hands gesture.

"You've worked hard, Cult Leader."

"Why are you suddenly acting like this? Is this some new technique of giving a rice cake to the one you hate?"

"I heard the news that the Hidden Moon is complete. If you hadn't been by his side helping, Cult Leader, things wouldn't have progressed so smoothly."

"So you two have been contacting each other again. Without me!"

This time, Go Wol politely bowed to Geom Mugeuk.

"I can finally greet you formally. Congratulations on becoming the Young Cult Leader."

"Your contribution was great."

"Even if you had propped up a broom in my place, it wouldn't have affected the grand scheme of things."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader interjected. "Stop being so humble. People will think it's actually true. Tell him you worked yourself to death. No matter what you say, humans only think about how hard their own lives are."

Go Wol smiled. "Our Cult Leader worked very hard. Please acknowledge and praise him."

"You worked hard," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his voice. "Stop pretending to be nice and say what you really mean!"

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol looked at each other and smiled.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the baduk board behind them.

"Are you finally becoming a perfect strategist who is also good at baduk?"

Geom Mugeuk walked toward the baduk board.

Go Wol stood with him in front of it.

"Shall we play a game?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I've just started learning, so I'm still a long way off."

Contrary to his words, however, the situation laid out on the board was far beyond a beginner's level.

"The fight over here is fierce," Geom Mugeuk noted.

Go Wol uttered a meaningful remark. "Doesn't it resemble the current situation?"

The moment he heard that question, Geom Mugeuk knew. Go Wol had already grasped everything that happened at the Hunan Branch. He thought that perhaps Go Wol had been playing baduk alone while pondering that very problem.

"This move was played to save stones that were meant to be sacrificed. It's too deep to be called a probing move, and somewhat reckless to be a move to rescue the sacrificial stones."

Go Wol's gaze shifted from the baduk board to Geom Mugeuk.

"It's the move the Murim Alliance played to save the Heavenly Peace Sect."

Indeed, Go Wol already knew the situation. Furthermore, he had even grasped things Geom Mugeuk did not know.

"Jin Hagun, the grandson of the Murim Alliance Chairman and the master of the Demon Slaying Brigade, invoked his unique authority to move the Murim Alliance. The Cult Leader accepted their demands. Of course, I understand it's customary that if we accept their demands like this, the Murim Alliance will accept a demand from our Cult later on."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Since it was also a way of testing his son, his father was likely watching this move with great interest.

"But do they know what Seo Cheong did?"

"I believe they have grasped it to some extent."

Except for the main culprit, Seo Cheong, and Seok Pung, who exposed his crime, all the other members of the Martial God Society were released. Through them, word of what happened at the banquet must be spreading to some degree.

"And yet they're still pushing forward?"

"Because the gain is great enough to endure the criticism."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. The Murim Alliance Chairman he had seen was a domineering but just man.

"Perhaps their grandson is also being tested."

Go Wol understood his meaning at once and nodded.

"How should we respond now?"

Geom Mugeuk had rushed all the way here to hear this answer.

It was worth the rush. Go Wol had already formulated a plan.

"The reason the Heavenly Peace Sect has been able to walk a tightrope between our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance until now is not just because of their own strength, but because of the thirty or so small and medium-sized sects that follow them, and most of them are not factions that follow the orthodox sects, but followers of our Cult and the Evil Alliance."

"They must be dissatisfied that the Heavenly Peace Sect has joined hands with the orthodox sects."

"That's right. We'll use this opportunity to absorb all of their sects. If we do that, the Murim Alliance will have made a lot of noise but gained nothing of substance."

"That's a really good plan!" Geom Mugeuk was greatly pleased.

However, Go Wol was also aware of the problems with his plan.

"The problem is the reaction of the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Peace Sect when we do that. They certainly won't stand by idly, so we must prepare for it."

He was right. There was no way they would just watch such a situation unfold.

When conflict escalates, clashes can occur. As long as his father had ordered Seo Cheong's release, he couldn't engage in a power struggle with them.

After pondering for a moment, Geom Mugeuk picked up a white stone.

"They're trying to unreasonably save dead stones, so they must be punished. However...."

TAK!

Geom Mugeuk placed the stone in a different location from where the fight was unfolding.

"If I openly rush to capture them, they'll struggle desperately to live. So I think I'll make a move on the opposite side of where I intend to capture."

"A feint to the east while attacking the west," Go Wol said.

At Go Wol's words, Geom Mugeuk gave a meaningful smile.

"In reality, that person is to our east."


Geom Mugeuk raced toward the east.

The Swift Step, which he had completely mastered, made the Central Plains feel small to him.

Having run faster than a bird, Geom Mugeuk met him there. The welcome person he had wanted to meet was eating at an inn again today.

[I told you to eat a balanced meal, but you're still a picky eater.]

Bi Sayin chuckled at the incoming telepathy.

First Wolf, who was standing nearby, asked him, "Why are you smiling?"

"I was just thinking of a silly person."

After Yayul Han's death, Bi Sayin had completely seized real power. He had become the solid successor of the Evil Alliance in both name and reality, and many people followed him. It was safe to say that all of this was thanks to Geom Mugeuk.

[Let's meet at the cliff tonight.]

[Let's stop meeting now.]


That night, when Bi Sayin arrived at the cliff, Geom Mugeuk was sitting perched on the edge.

"I don't know why I get this urge to push you off whenever I see your back."

"Go ahead and give me a good shove today. Once you realize it's useless, you won't have such thoughts from now on."

Bi Sayin came and stood next to Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you here again?"

"Why do you think? I came because I need your help."

"Why is the Demonic Cult always seeking help from the Evil Alliance?"

Though he said that, Bi Sayin's heart was pounding. Just when he was starting to feel bored with his repetitive daily life, Geom Mugeuk would suddenly appear before him like this.

Geom Mugeuk, still seated, looked up at Bi Sayin's face.

"Oh, from this angle, your face is quite handsome. Your scar looks cool from here, too. If you ever find a woman you love, be sure to have her sit here while you stand there."

"Stop with the nonsense and just state your business."

"Let's do one job together."

"What kind of job are you proposing?"

"Lately, the Murim Alliance has been getting greedy, but when it comes to greed, we're not people who would be left out, are we?"

Bi Sayin's expression turned slightly serious.

"Are you talking about the Heavenly Peace Sect matter?"

As expected, Bi Sayin already knew about the matter concerning the Heavenly Peace Sect. He had heard the news that the heir of the Heavenly Peace Sect had been captured by Geom Mugeuk. He had naturally expected them to request help from his side, but unexpectedly, they joined hands with the Murim Alliance. Because of that, the Evil Alliance and Bi Sayin had been on high alert.

"As I thought, you knew everything."

"How could I not know when you're causing such a ruckus? Even the kids playing in the neighborhood probably know."

"As you know, I like being the center of attention."

"So? Why did you come here?"

Separate from his goodwill toward Geom Mugeuk, this was a very important matter. It was about a major neutral power taking one side.

"We can't just stand by and watch, can we?"

"You should be able to handle this on your own, shouldn't you?"

He knew better than anyone how outstanding Geom Mugeuk was. That was why Bi Sayin was suspicious of Geom Mugeuk.

"Of course, I could have handled it alone. If it weren't for Father, that is."

"What do you mean?"

"An official order came down. To release the heir of the Heavenly Peace Sect. In other words, it means not to clash with them head-on."

"So? You're going to use me instead?"

"Something like that."

Bi Sayin said firmly, "I refuse."

As he was about to turn away, Geom Mugeuk said, "Let's split it three ways."

For a moment, Bi Sayin froze. How could he just leave after hearing those words?

"What do you mean?"

"The small and medium-sized sects that follow the Heavenly Peace Sect are mostly followers of our Cult and your alliance. They must be very dissatisfied with the Heavenly Peace Sect's arbitrary decision this time. Let's absorb all of them."

Bi Sayin was startled. He had been so focused on the Heavenly Peace Sect that he hadn't thought that far.

"Why are you giving me a chance instead of absorbing them all yourself?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"For three reasons. First, as I said before, it's a difficult situation for me to move unilaterally and clash with them, but if you get involved, the situation changes."

"The second reason?"

"What's the point of forcibly dragging in those who want to be under you? They'll just betray us later. If we were in a desperate situation, we wouldn't care about the means, but I don't want to expand our influence just for show. That's the old way."

Bi Sayin's scar twitched. He wondered what hidden intentions Geom Mugeuk might have, but he couldn't figure it out. If his opponent were anyone else, it would be easier to grasp their intentions, but because it was Geom Mugeuk, it was truly difficult.

"What's the last reason?"

"Because I'm curious. As you know, the Heavenly Peace Sect has mainly interacted with our Cult and you, but when a crisis hit, they joined hands with the Murim Alliance. Shouldn't they have joined hands with you? Their lives and fates are on the line, yet they made a move that defies common sense. What on earth is the inside story? Who is the one leading this? Aren't you curious?"

Bi Sayin also answered honestly.

"I'm curious too. No, I'm more curious."

"In fact, I believe that reason alone is enough for you to get involved."

After pondering for a moment, Bi Sayin said abruptly, "What will you do if I get greedy? What if I try to absorb the Heavenly Peace Sect as well?"

The Heavenly Peace Sect had interacted with the Evil Alliance as much as with the Demonic Cult, so it wasn't impossible for them to join hands with the Evil Alliance.

"Be greedy."

"What?"

"If you can, join hands with the Heavenly Peace Sect."

"Do you hate those orthodox sects bastards that much?"

"That's not it. It's because I also intend to absorb the Heavenly Peace Sect. Since I desire it this much, it wouldn't be right not to acknowledge your desire. Let's compete. To see who gets the Heavenly Peace Sect."

Bi Sayin looked down at Geom Mugeuk without a word. From the first time they met until now, he made him feel like he was facing a wall. However, it wasn't a wall that crushed him. It was a wall he wanted to overcome. A wall that stimulated him not to stay as he was.

Bi Sayin said abruptly, "I feel like pushing you off again."

At that, Geom Mugeuk held out his hand, asking to be pulled up.

With a look of disbelief, Bi Sayin shook his head.

"I really think you need to get counseling from a divine physician."

"Even our Cult's demonic physician is head over heels for me, so that's impossible. If you won't help me up, I'll have to get up on my own. Oof. My back."

Geom Mugeuk got up from his spot, feigning pain.

Bi Sayin made his final decision.

"See you in Hunan."

It was his way of saying he accepted the proposal.

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "Bring some masters who can create an intimidating atmosphere. We don't know what might pop out from their side. Also, I need a justification to make a move."

At that, Bi Sayin said provocatively, "Can you handle it?"

"Why should I handle it? I'll call for them too. Demon Supremes who are even more terrifying than your people."

"You really never lose, not even once."

Bi Sayin turned and disappeared into the darkness.

"You're getting cooler and cooler!"

At the words coming from behind him, Bi Sayin ended up letting out a laugh.

When he turned back to say something, Geom Mugeuk was already gone. He was flying far away, among the stars in the night sky.

Looking up at Geom Mugeuk and the twinkling stars, Bi Sayin said softly, "I will be able to handle you. I will definitely become that kind of person."


Chapter 271: We're Here Too

Heavenly Peace Sect Leader Seo Baekjong looked out the window. He saw the usual sight of martial artists laughing as they passed the training grounds.

A long time had passed since his son's release, yet the Demonic Cult remained quiet.

As expected! He's incredible.

Seo Baekjong thought of the man in the bamboo hat. He had asked the man because he believed he could do it, but he never expected him to handle it so cleanly.

The days of walking a tightrope between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic were over. Now indebted to the orthodox sects, the time had come to join them. Of course, he had to join them in a way that brought the Heavenly Peace Sect maximum benefit.

Just then, his subordinate, Yoo Maeng, entered.

"You called for me?"

Seo Baekjong gave him a secret order.

"Send this invitation to the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade and also spread the word to the sects that follow us."

He planned to hold a secret banquet.

He knew the leaders of the sects following him were dissatisfied with his decision to join the orthodox sects. He had to appease their complaints quickly. Gathering them took an eternity, but they could fall apart in an instant.

His persuasion alone could not resolve this. Jin Hagun, leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade and future Murim Alliance Chairman, had to come and placate them himself.

Now, I will gather the people, so show me what you are capable of.


Little Sword Gang Chief Jong Yeom was more nervous than ever.

As the leader of one of Hunan's top ten sects, he had never been this nervous. He paced back and forth in the main hall, drank water then tea, sat then stood, and went in and out of the latrine. He walked the courtyard only to return inside, repeating the cycle several times.

To his son, Jong Tae, this side of his father was completely unfamiliar. His father, always so dignified, was this nervous? He was even breaking out in a cold sweat.

"Just who is the guest coming today?"

His father had sent all the gang members outside for various reasons. Only a few trustworthy martial artists remained inside the headquarters. His intention to greet the guest in secret was clear.

It was certain that someone important was coming, but his father would not tell him who.

"There's no good in knowing beforehand. Even when you find out who they are later, you mustn't show any agitation. Just follow my instructions quietly."

Just then, a subordinate reported from outside.

"The guests have arrived."

The door opened, and a man stepped into the main hall.

The moment Jong Tae saw him, he froze. The young man's face bore a terrifying scar. He also exuded a faint, evil energy.

A master from the unorthodox sects!

The one who entered was Bi Sayin, heir of the Evil Alliance. Thirteen martial artists followed him. They were the Thirteen Evil Wolves who protected Bi Sayin.

They spread out to every corner of the main hall, dominating the space. The aura of each one was formidable.

Jong Tae felt suffocated by them alone, but the truly terrifying people entered last.

The two who entered last exuded a fearsome energy, making Jong Tae's knees feel weak. They were absolute masters from the Seven Evil Masters.

The Evil Eccentric.

He had mastered the Great Iron Cleave, a close-combat art using the entire body, to its absolute limit. He was known to crumple an iron sword with his bare hands as if it were paper.

His eccentric and cruel personality made him infamous in the murim. He was famous for killing his opponents by inflicting excruciating pain, making him a master from the unorthodox sects no one wanted to meet.

The Light Flash.

He was known as the greatest master of fast sword techniques in the unorthodox sects. The Thunder Chasing Triple Swords he mastered was known as the fastest among the unorthodox fast sword arts.

His personality was taciturn, so no one knew his thoughts or how he lived. A man with a fast sword but a slow mouth, he was also a master ranked within the top seven of the unorthodox sects.

Bi Sayin had accepted Geom Mugeuk's advice and brought two terrifying masters with him.

"Greetings, Young Master. I'm Jong Yeom, leader of the Little Sword Gang."

"A pleasure. I've heard much of Chief Jong's reputation."

After exchanging greetings, Bi Sayin introduced the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash.

Upon learning their identities, Jong Yeom and Jong Tae turned pale and bowed deeply. The absolute masters of the unorthodox sects, whom they had only heard of, were right before their eyes.

Jong Tae finally understood why his father had been so nervous. He also understood why he had not told him who their guests were. If he had known beforehand, he would have been trembling beside his father.

"This is my son."

Jong Tae politely offered a clasped hands greeting. Although it was a difficult and dangerous meeting, Jong Yeom had deliberately brought his son along. He knew well what a great experience a meeting with such influential figures would be for a martial artist.

"Your son looks very handsome and intelligent."

"He's still a child with many shortcomings. You, go and bring some tea."

Jong Tae, filled with tension, brought the tea.

The teacup he carried trembled. Both Bi Sayin and Jong Yeom saw the tremor, but neither said a word. It would have been stranger if he did not tremble while serving tea to the heir of the Evil Alliance, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash.

After serving the tea, he stood a short distance away and listened to the conversation between his father and Bi Sayin.

"Please, take the seat of honor."

Jong Yeom offered the seat of honor, but Bi Sayin did not take it.

"The seat of honor is for you, Chief Jong."

Bi Sayin was essentially saying, 'I'm not here to take your place'.

As Jong Yeom cautiously sat in his own seat, Bi Sayin got straight to the point.

"I'm sure you're aware the Heavenly Peace Sect has joined hands with the Murim Alliance."

"Yes, I am."

"I'll ask you directly. Does Chief Jong wish to follow the orthodox sects?"

Before hearing the answer, Bi Sayin quickly added.

"Please don't misunderstand and think I brought these two peerless masters to pressure you, Chief Jong. I brought them to show you that we'll be the ones protecting the Little Sword Gang from now on."

Indeed, as if briefed by Bi Sayin beforehand, the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash quietly drank their tea without revealing any of their energy.

The fact that they remained still made Bi Sayin seem even more impressive. He was a person who could make such terrifying men sit quietly and drink tea.

"No matter what you answer, our alliance won't bring any harm to the Little Sword Gang. I promise you on my name. So please, speak comfortably."

"Yes, I will."

Jong Yeom knew that the fate of the Little Sword Gang would change depending on his answer.

"This gang doesn't wish to follow the orthodox sects. I'm the kind of person who breaks out in hives just thinking about them. The only reason I've followed the Heavenly Peace Sect until now is because they maintained a deep relationship with the Evil Alliance."

Before making his decision, Jong Yeom calmly conveyed his concerns.

"Here in Hunan, the Demonic Cult's power has been strong for generations. Our gang stayed under the Heavenly Peace Sect's shadow to avoid the Demonic Cult's blade."

At that, Bi Sayin's eyes filled with conviction as he spoke resolutely.

"From now on, we'll block that blade for you."

This only added to Jong Yeom's worries.

"The Heavenly Peace Sect won't look kindly on us either."

Bi Sayin replied even more firmly.

"Then the Evil Alliance won't look kindly on the Heavenly Peace Sect."

Jong Yeom stared at Bi Sayin's face. Seeing this, his son Jong Tae was inwardly surprised and impressed. He never thought his father, who had been trembling so much, could show such a confident side. He was not intimidated at all and was securing the promises he needed.

"Can you promise me that?"

"I promise you in the name of the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman."

Jong Yeom did not drag it out any longer. He immediately rose from his seat, offered a polite clasped hands greeting, and said.

"From this day forward, the Little Sword Gang will share its destiny with the Evil Alliance."

Bi Sayin rose from his seat and returned the clasped hands greeting.

"The Evil Alliance will share its destiny with the Little Sword Gang."

It was the moment the new destiny of the Little Sword Gang was decided.

Bi Sayin immediately bid them farewell. He had many more sects to visit.

Before leaving, Bi Sayin said to Jong Yeom.

"Many sects will share the Little Sword Gang's will. So you can proceed with confidence."

And with that, Bi Sayin, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash left.

Only after they left did Jong Tae finally let out a sigh of relief.

"Were you trying to watch your son die of shock?"

"As you live in the murim, you'll experience things like this many times. You must handle them as calmly as you did today."

He knew his son would handle it well. If his son had been frivolous, he would not have had him attend this meeting.

"But shouldn't you have gotten the promise in writing, with a contract or something?"

"If they intend to break their promise, what meaning would a mere contract have?"

Jong Tae was seeing a new side of his father. He had thought his father was just someone who always bowed and scraped before the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, always laughing heartily.

"I'm truly surprised you made such a decision in an instant."

"It wasn't in an instant."

"Pardon?"

"From the day they secretly sent word for a meeting until now, I haven't slept a wink."

Jong Yeom looked at his son and said.

"How could I make a simple decision when all our lives are on the line?"

Realizing his father's outstanding qualities anew, Jong Tae respectfully bowed his head. The fact that this moment felt so moving must have meant he had never truly respected his father until now.

"Thank you for allowing me to be here."

Even in this moving moment, his one worry, above all else, was the Demonic Cult.

"Will the Demonic Cult really just stand by?"

"Of course they won't just stand by. Now that the Evil Alliance has made its move, they'll start to move as well."

Jong Yeom's gaze fell upon the door through which Bi Sayin had walked out.

"With the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult's appearance in the Central Plains, the slumbering murim has begun to stir."

"No matter what comes our way, I'll handle it with the flexibility of a bamboo."

That was what his father always used to say, but now, his father's thinking had changed. Just as the heir of the Evil Alliance had come to this place today, his son would have to lead the Little Sword Gang in the future.

Jong Yeom hoped his son would live his life safely rather than become a hero of the murim. Just as he himself had lived.

"Your father survived by acting like bamboo, but even bamboo eventually breaks in a great wind. You should live like flowing water."

These were the words he wanted to give his son in the face of the coming wave of change.


The gatekeeper of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch guarded the main gate, same as always.

Standing guard all day was incredibly boring. He often made small talk with the others on duty, and today, a subordinate shared a rumor.

"It seems the Heavenly Peace Sect is secretly planning to hold a banquet."

"A banquet? Where'd you hear that?"

"I know the person who supplies food for their banquets. There's also a rumor that some incredible masters from the Murim Alliance will be coming."

That was not the only rumor.

"There's also a rumor that masters from the Evil Alliance have entered Hunan. The atmosphere feels unusual."

From the Demonic Cult's perspective, both rumors were unwelcome.

The gatekeeper said to his subordinate.

"The mood isn't great these days, so don't go running your mouth for no reason."

"But are we just going to back down to those orthodox sect bastards like this?"

"Enough!"

"Yes, sir."

The gatekeeper paused for a moment before speaking.

"From what I've seen, the Young Cult Leader isn't someone who'll simply back down."

All the subordinates nodded. They had personally witnessed him deal with the Hunan Branch leader and capture the Heavenly Peace Sect's heir. The Young Cult Leader was clearly a person who defied expectations.

Just then, one of the martial artists shouted.

"Someone's coming."

In the distance, two people walked toward them.

They walked slowly, but the feeling was chilling. The gatekeeper wondered if only he felt it and glanced at his subordinates. Their faces were also tense. One subordinate already gripped his sword's hilt tightly.

The gatekeeper's gaze returned to them.

They're just walking slowly, so why am I trembling like this?

Their figures gradually became clearer.

One of the subordinates spoke in a trembling voice.

"Should we sound the alarm?"

Normally, that was a ridiculous suggestion. Sounding the alarm for a visitor without even knowing who it was? A demonic practitioner showing fear? The subordinate who suggested it should have been beaten with a club for such a thing.

However, the gatekeeper hesitated.

Should I sound the alarm?

In that time, the two people drew closer. The fear grew as they approached. Now, all the subordinates had their hands on their swords. They had a premonition that if these two were enemies, they would all die. To think martial artists with such a presence existed.

"Sound the alarm!"

One demonic practitioner ran inside. Soon, a bell rang out.

DANG! DAAANG!

Even as the alarm bell echoed, the two people continued their steady approach.

The two people arrived at the main gate.

One was an old man with a gaunt appearance and cold eyes, carrying a huge giant dao on his back. The other was a muscular giant with a face so frightening it was hard to meet his gaze.

The gatekeeper felt the demonic qi emanating from the two men and finally felt a sense of relief. Nevertheless, his heart pounded, and his body trembled. From their suffocating presence, the gatekeeper finally understood.

They're Demon Supremes!

Only then did the demonic practitioners realize who the two were. They had heard countless stories about the Demon Supremes, even if they had never seen them. That enormous giant dao, those enormous fists, and that powerful, inimitable demonic qi and presence.

They were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon.

The martial artists at the main gate all bowed at once to show their respect. They rejoiced, shouting inwardly.

We're here too!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked in a low voice, his small eyes sharp.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?"


Chapter 272: Why Us, of All People?

Jin Haryong blocked her brother, Jin Hagun, as he walked to the carriage.

"You're attending the banquet?" she asked.

"What are you doing here?"

"What do you mean? I came to see my brother off."

"Why are you doing something you never do?"

They had lost their parents early and grown up relying on each other, so they cared for one another deeply, but Jin Haryong had never come to see him off before.

"Is it because of that man, Geom Mugeuk?" Jin Hagun asked.

"What do you mean?"

"Did you come out because you're worried about him?"

Jin Hagun knew his sister had connected with Geom Mugeuk during the last Young Dragon Tournament. He also knew she had survived then because of Geom Mugeuk's help.

Jin Haryong could not confirm or deny it. If she admitted worrying about her brother, his pride would be wounded, but if she said she worried about Geom Mugeuk, it would cause a misunderstanding.

"He's not an easy opponent," she said instead. "Don't let your guard down for a second. I came to tell you that."

"I'm also aware of his extraordinary nature. I'll be careful."

As he moved to get into the carriage, Jin Haryong grabbed her brother's arm.

"When you face him, you have to cast aside your preconceptions. Don't think, 'He's a demonic being, so he must be like this.' He's not the kind of person you think he is, brother."

Jin Hagun did not understand what his sister worried about. He had never met Geom Mugeuk.

"That man, Geom Mugeuk, has grown too powerful," Jin Hagun said. "If we don't break his momentum now, we won't be able to do anything about him later."

Jin Haryong had also heard news of Geom Mugeuk. The reports were astonishing. She remembered when he first introduced himself to her with a pseudonym.


"My name is Geom Yeon. Not the 'Yeon' (緣) for connection, but the 'Yeon' (煙) for smoke. I will be here for a moment, and then I will disappear like smoke."



Perhaps to her, he was not Geom Mugeuk, but Geom Yeon. He had truly vanished like smoke when everything ended. That must be why she thought of him from time to time. She had heard he became the Young Cult Leader and wanted to congratulate him.

Unaware of her feelings, Jin Hagun considered Geom Mugeuk an enemy.

"I believe," he said. "I believe that righteousness can overcome any evil. So don't worry."

Jin Haryong spoke cautiously. "What if he's a demonic hero?"

A righteous demonic martial artist. The thought had not occurred to her when she saw Geom Mugeuk, but after they parted, the word 'demonic hero' would suddenly come to mind. He was a demonic hero unbound by convention, who always protected what needed protecting. He did not hesitate with frustrating righteousness but smashed through obstacles.

"Could such a person possibly exist?" Jin Hagun scoffed. "That's just a term made up by storytellers. Upholding righteousness isn't so easy. It's something demonic beings, obsessed with survival of the fittest, could never accomplish."

With that, the carriage carrying Jin Hagun departed. The martial artists accompanying him followed on horseback.

Watching them go, Jin Haryong sighed lightly.

"I was telling you to cast aside those preconceptions."

She believed in her brother, but a part of her also believed in Geom Mugeuk.

However, Jin Hagun's actions today were a struggle for supremacy in the murim. When ambitions clashed and desires ran wild, there was no telling what might happen.

Her eyes, watching the carriage speed away, filled with worry. Seeing herself worry in a way she never had before, she realized she had become an adult, and the murim was changing radically toward a new era.


"Why us, of all people?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon demanded as soon as we met.

But I could sense his excitement. The Demon Supremes were needed, and he was the first to be called.

"It's because we need to create an atmosphere of fear," I explained. "As if the Hunan Branch is on high alert, even though you haven't done anything."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at the Fist Demon, then nodded as if to say, 'Then you've chosen well.' He was one of the few people in the world who could react that way in front of the Fist Demon.

"Then why me?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked. He had naturally assumed creating fear was the Fist Demon's role.

"The Elder is in charge of fear?"

"What?" The startled Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked back at the Fist Demon again. "Then why did you call this guy?"

"Because we need a smart person, too."

"This brat!"

Before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could erupt, I rushed forward to embrace him. "Elder! I've missed you."

In truth, the Fist Demon was the face of the operation, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the spicy ginger.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used his movement arts to evade my hug.

"I was being completely humiliated here in Hunan! You have no idea how much I wished for you two to come!"

"I'm sure you were the one doing the humiliating. Who were you tormenting?"

"It's a misunderstanding!"

After our boisterous reunion, I greeted the Fist Demon. "Master, I've wanted to see you."

The Fist Demon said gruffly, "What help do you need?"

He was the kind of person who, if I said, 'I want to conquer the murim!', would just reply, 'Let's go!' without another word. He was that reliable. The warmth I could feel beneath his gruffness was all the more pleasant.

It's so good to see you again, Master.

With the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon here, it felt like I had gained an army of thousands.

"Now, since you two are here, shall we take on the entire murim?" I asked, then explained the current situation.

"...Since the Evil Alliance has entered the picture, we have more than enough justification to make our move."

"You must have already decided with the Evil Alliance which sects each side will absorb," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. As expected, the veteran understood the core of the joint operation without me needing to explain.

"As expected of the Elder!"

The sects that supported the Evil Alliance and our Cult were clearly divided. There was no need to argue with Bi Sayin over this point.

"And the Evil Alliance?"

"They're in the process of absorbing the sects now."

At that, the Fist Demon shot up from his seat. "Let's go too. There's no time to waste."

Just showing the Fist Demon's face would be enough to end this matter.


A banquet was prepared at the Heavenly Peace Sect. It was held at night, with reliable martial artists stationed as guards.

Seo Cheong was excited to meet the man who would become the Murim Alliance Chairman.

They said the successor is young, so I should try to sweet-talk him. This could be a good chance to advance into the Murim Alliance.

He had experience mingling with and leading Hunan's young prodigies. He felt confident he could handle young guys.

On the other hand, Seo Baekjong stared anxiously at the entrance. The arrival time had passed, but none of the leaders of the sects that followed the Heavenly Peace Sect had come. It would be a disaster if Jin Hagun arrived before them.

Growing impatient, Seo Baekjong pressed his confidant, Yoo Maeng. "Why hasn't anyone come?"

How would Yoo Maeng know? When he hesitated, Seo Baekjong interrogated him.

"Are you sure you sent the message correctly?"

"Yes, I am."

"Perhaps you told them the wrong date?"

"No. How could I have been careless with a matter of this importance?"

"Then why aren't they coming? Go and check at once."

Even after sending Yoo Maeng, Seo Baekjong could not sit still. He had a bad feeling. Normally, they would have arrived early just to stay on his good side.

Just then, a subordinate ran in and reported, "The Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade has arrived."

Seo Baekjong was startled. Jin Hagun had arrived earlier than promised.

The doors opened, and martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade swarmed in, securing the perimeter.

Seo Cheong watched in shock. When the first martial artist entered, he thought that man was the Captain. The aura of the Demon Slaying Brigade members was so extraordinary it could cause such a misunderstanding.

When his eyes met a nearby martial artist's, Seo Cheong quickly looked away. Their presence was incomparable to the prodigies he usually associated with.

Soon after, Jin Hagun entered the room. As the Captain, his aura was different from his subordinates. Jin Hagun possessed a dignity that made it difficult to treat him carelessly.

Seo Cheong's plan to smoothly approach him, starting with, 'Let's get along well as young martial artists,' and aiming for, 'I'll guide you to a wonderful place,' crumbled. He could not even meet Jin Hagun's eyes and lowered his head.

An old man followed behind Jin Hagun. He wore pure white robes and held a single sword to his chest. His atmosphere was like that of a celestial being who had descended to the mortal world.

His presence overwhelmed everyone. Seo Baekjong recognized him at a glance.

It's the Sword Immortal (劍仙)!

He had seen him once from a distance, surrounded by masters and receiving a warm welcome. He was a peerless master with an unforgettable aura.

The Sword Immortal, Lee Haksin, was an absolute master of the orthodox sects and one of the murim's most renowned swordsmen. He was also a friend of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, who had asked him to assist his grandson on this trip.

Seo Baekjong rushed forward to greet Jin Hagun. "Welcome, Captain."

"It's a pleasure, Sect Leader."

"Thanks to your help this time, my son was able to remain safe. I won't forget this debt of gratitude."

Jin Hagun merely nodded and introduced Lee Haksin. "The Sword Immortal Elder has specially accompanied us on this journey."

Seo Baekjong's waist bent so low it nearly touched the floor. "It is an honor for my family to meet the Sword Immortal Elder."

"A pleasure," the Sword Immortal said. His greeting was a single word. He was not pleased about absorbing the Heavenly Peace Sect, as it meant accepting those who had not walked the path of righteousness for political reasons. It went against his beliefs, but he had come to grant his friend's request.

"Here, please have a seat."

Jin Hagun sat at the head seat, while the Sword Immortal stood a short distance away. Though senior, he focused solely on protecting Jin Hagun, as they had already discussed. Jin Hagun focused on the purpose of his visit.

The Demon Slaying Brigade members pricked the banquet food and alcohol with silver needles, checking each one for poison.

"No one else has arrived yet," Jin Hagun observed.

Seo Baekjong flinched. Everyone should have been here waiting. Something unthinkable had happened.

He tried to act nonchalant as he poured some alcohol. "In my greed to spend some time alone with you, Captain, I called them to come a little later."

He then changed the subject to show off his influence. "There are over thirty sects that follow our main sect. If we absorb all of them, the Murim Alliance could seize control of Hunan."

It might seem his side should be subservient because they had saved his son, but the essence of this matter was different. He was still the one holding power.

The rescue of his son should be interpreted this way. How badly must they have needed the Heavenly Peace Sect to risk a clash with the Demonic Cult and intervene? Besides, the thirty-some sects that followed the Heavenly Peace Sect were also part of the deal.

I have to lead the negotiations to my advantage.

Jin Hagun, on the other hand, was sparing with his words. His opponent was a sly old fox. When dealing with such a person, one should be reserved and say only what is necessary. If one talks too much, a seasoned opponent will find a weakness.

"As you might guess, most of them are followers of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance," Seo Baekjong continued. "To absorb them into the Murim Alliance, you, Captain, will have to show them overwhelming strength."

Jin Hagun was determined to win them over. If he could not, the matter for which he had used his unique authority would only be a half-success.

"I want to show them my strength, but they haven't come," Jin Hagun said with a smile.

Seo Baekjong took it as a joke. "It seems they are too afraid to dare meet the Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

After that, Seo Baekjong tried to stall with small talk, but no matter how long they waited, the others did not appear.

Anxiety burned in Seo Baekjong, and his hands trembled. He was staking his family's future on this gamble, but the very people who needed to show up were absent. Something must have happened.

At first, Jin Hagun thought Seo Baekjong was playing a power game. Soon, however, he intuited that something was wrong. Just then, the doors to the banquet hall finally opened.

"They're here!" Seo Baekjong shouted, looking pleased. He had hoped they would all swarm in, but only one person stepped through the doorway.

In that moment, as all eyes fixed on the newcomer, the members of the Demon Slaying Brigade leaped to protect Jin Hagun.

CHAENG.

They drew their swords in unison.

The person who entered without concealing his malevolent energy was Bi Sayin. The Thirteen Evil Wolves also drew their swords and stepped forward. The Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves faced off, swords aimed at each other.

Behind Bi Sayin, the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash entered. The expressions of the Demon Slaying Brigade members hardened. These were masters who surpassed their own skills, and their malevolent energy was suffocatingly thick.

It was at that very moment.

HWIIIIIIIIII!

A stream of clear energy blew like the wind, pushing back the encroaching malevolent energy. It was the aura of the Sword Immortal. As the malevolent energy receded, the Demon Slaying Brigade's expressions relaxed.

In response, the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash unleashed their malevolent energy even further. The Sword Immortal did not yield to their combined assault.

An invisible battle of qi erupted between them, and a taut tension filled the air. A bloody battle could break out if someone so much as dropped a sword.

As the atmosphere grew hostile, Bi Sayin turned and spoke politely to his companions. "For now, I must have a word with the Captain over there, so how about you Seniors save your reunion for a little later?"

The malevolent energy from the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash subsided. They followed the Young Alliance Chairman's command without fail. The Sword Immortal also withdrew his aura and stared intently at the two masters. They knew each other well, and their gazes exchanged a conversation.

[You're still alive?]

[With so much evil overflowing in the world, I have no time to die.]

However, as they were escorting important people, they did not engage in further conflict.

Bi Sayin stepped forward. "I am Bi Sayin, the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

When he revealed his identity, the atmosphere in the hall froze. Seo Baekjong, in particular, trembled with fear. Someone who should never have appeared had shown up.

He finally understood why the leaders had not come.

They've all turned their backs on me!

At Bi Sayin's appearance, Seo Cheong retreated to a safe distance, preparing to flee at any moment.

Jin Hagun stepped forward and offered his greeting. "I am Jin Hagun, Captain of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade."

It was the first meeting between the two. They looked at each other, sizing one another up. They were opponents who would become lifelong rivals.

"How is it that you've become an uninvited guest?" Jin Hagun asked.

Bi Sayin smoothly deflected the rebuke. "That's why I came to ask. Why an invitation that should have come to us went to your side instead. I believe it must have been a mistake."

"Unfortunately for you, it was no mistake," Jin Hagun retorted. "Sect Leader Seo has already decided to join forces with the Murim Alliance."

At that, Bi Sayin looked at Seo Baekjong. "Is what he says true?"

How could Seo Baekjong dare to say yes?

Jin Hagun stepped in on behalf of the cornered man. "Hey, what do you think you're doing, coming into someone else's territory?"

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men. Jin Hagun had no intention of backing down. The same was true for Bi Sayin. The Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves were all tense. A chaotic battle could erupt at any moment.

It was at that very moment.

KIIIIIIIIK.

The door slowly opened, and a new person appeared. Everyone's gaze turned toward him.

Seo Baekjong was utterly shocked. Bi Sayin's appearance was already a disaster, but now another person who should never have come had arrived.

Geom Mugeuk stepped inside, radiating demonic qi. All twelve of his bodyguards followed him.

The confronting Demon Slaying Brigade and Thirteen Evil Wolves split, also facing off against the Heavenly Demon Hall's bodyguards.

Behind Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon followed.

At the appearance of the two Demon Supremes, the Sword Immortal, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash were all startled. They all knew each other.

Instantly blanketing the area with demonic qi, Geom Mugeuk said coldly, "Since we're talking about territory, let's get one thing straight. This is our territory."


Chapter 273: The Great Orthodox-Unorthodox War at this Drinking Party

Geom Mugeuk's arrival pushed the situation into a new phase.

Bi Sayin wasn't surprised, as he had expected Geom Mugeuk to come. Jin Hagun, however, was startled.

So that's Geom Mugeuk!

The martial artists who entered earlier wore chests adorned with shields and demons. They were the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards. The two men with extraordinary presences who followed them must be Demon Supremes.

The old man carrying a giant dao larger than his torso had to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The man who looked forged from steel must be the Fist Demon. The moment Jin Hagun saw the Fist Demon's face, his heart dropped. He had never seen such a terrifying face.

So the Demonic Cult has made its appearance, is that it?

Jin Hagun felt flustered, but he also understood. The Demonic Cult had tried to swallow the Heavenly Peace Sect first, so it was natural they wouldn't simply back down.

Seo Baekjong was the most horrified by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult must be furious, since Seo Baekjong had used the Murim Alliance's power to get his son out. What did it mean for Geom Mugeuk to appear here leading Demon Supremes?

Seo Baekjong had endured all sorts of trials, but his heart shriveled in this moment.

One wrong move and I'm dead.

If the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman or that Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult tried to kill him, would Jin Hagun risk his life to stop them? The matter would surely become a public issue, but that would be after he was already dead.

He had walked the tightrope between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions well until now. Now, he had to walk it perfectly. That rope was his lifeline.

Meanwhile, Seo Cheong felt confused. Bi Sayin's entrance had filled him with fear, but now that Geom Mugeuk had also appeared, he was simply bewildered. What in the world is this situation?

Then, his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. Geom Mugeuk's expression seemed to say it all.

I told you we'd see each other again soon, didn't I? You just stay right there.

A surge of indignation rose in Seo Cheong.

Don't be ridiculous!

Seo Cheong, who had retreated to a corner, now walked forward.

You can't do anything to me anyway!

He didn't understand what was happening. Whenever a crisis arose, he had lived his life with the complacent thought, It'll work out somehow.

He actually felt relieved that the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions were all gathered. His instincts told him that with so many people here, someone was bound to protect him.

He didn't know that all these people had come to devour the Heavenly Peace Sect. He didn't know that this time, it would not just 'work out'.


Geom Mugeuk walked toward Jin Hagun. The Demon Slaying Brigade nervously aimed their swords. The Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards aimed their swords right back. The subordinates were more tense than Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun.

Geom Mugeuk parted the bodyguards as he walked forward.

"I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Jin Hagun parted the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade as he walked forward.

"I am Jin Hagun, Captain of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade."

With a few steps between them, the two men's gazes locked in midair.

This was the historic meeting between the certain future Heavenly Demon and the likely future Murim Alliance Chairman.

Jin Hagun was inwardly surprised. Geom Mugeuk was different from what he had imagined. Besides being young and handsome like his second brother, Geom Mugeuk's eyes were clear and deep. He gave off no evil feeling at all. Jin Hagun suddenly recalled what his younger brother had said.

"What will you do if he's a righteous demon?"

Jin Hagun immediately rejected his brother's words. It was a prejudice born from appearance. He absolutely could not be fooled by looks.

Geom Mugeuk felt that Jin Hagun looked exactly like Jin Haryong. Despite his youth, Jin Hagun's eyes held a sense of justice and righteousness. If one wished for the murim's well-being, they should hope for Jin Hagun to become the next Chairman. If one dreamed of unifying the murim, they should hope Jin Hagun did not.

The war of nerves between the Demon Slaying Brigade and the bodyguards lined up behind them was fierce. As they glared at each other, their eyes showed not an inch of retreat.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Jin Hagun.

"Instead of standing here like this, shall we sit and properly discuss the territories?"

At that, Jin Hagun turned and walked to the drinking table. He then pointedly sat at the head of the table and gestured for them to sit to his left and right.

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly at the sight. Not bad. Geom Mugeuk's first impression of Jin Hagun was a passing grade. If he had met the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson and found a brat like Seo Cheong, he would have been truly displeased, but Jin Hagun's gaze was good, and his presence was strong.

Bi Sayin moved first. He strode forward.

He didn't sit where Jin Hagun had gestured, but sat directly opposite him.

Then Bi Sayin stared at Jin Hagun without a word. A silent battle of wills had begun between the two men.

Geom Mugeuk's smile deepened at the sight. Right, there was no way Bi Sayin would meekly do as Jin Hagun dictated.

Jin Hagun may have lived his entire life as the protagonist, but here, he would learn that he could also be a supporting character.

Geom Mugeuk sat in the spot Jin Hagun had indicated. This naturally placed him in the middle of the confrontation between Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin.

"The most entertaining thing in the world is watching a fight, and this is a fight between the heirs of the orthodox and unorthodox sects? I've got the best seat in the house."

Even with Geom Mugeuk's jest, the tension in the hall didn't ease.

Instead, with the three of them seated so close, a hair-trigger war of nerves erupted.

The Demon Slaying Brigade, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards stood in lines behind their respective masters, glaring at one another. The men who had accompanied their leaders were high-level masters, but these men were also elite martial artists who could fight extremely well. If a fight broke out, the place would become a sea of blood in an instant.

Cheokyeon sent a telepathic message to the bodyguards lined up with him.

"Don't be tense!"

"No matter what happens, we must protect the Young Cult Leader's safety."

"Don't be afraid."

He continued sending telepathic messages to soothe them. In truth, he was also speaking to himself. He had never imagined he would have to bodyguard Geom Mugeuk in a situation like this. He was realizing it all over again. His master was the most difficult leader to bodyguard in the entire murim.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Fist Demon, the Sword Saint, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash stood naturally a short distance away. The tension was completely different now that the Demon Supremes had joined. Although they didn't show it, they were all prepared to strike at any moment.

The gazes of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Sword Saint met.

"It has been a while."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon greeted the Sword Saint first. The Sword Saint accepted his greeting.

"Has it been about ten years?"

"It seems longer than that."

The Sword Saint was a man who loathed the unorthodox sects and the Demonic Cult, but his gaze toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't so bad. It seemed there was some past connection between the two.

"To think we would meet in a place like this."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied to the Sword Saint's words.

"I am glad to see you look healthy."

"You have gotten thinner."

Just then, the Evil Eccentric stepped forward.

"Why are you two acting so friendly when you're not even close?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said to him.

"Your habit of butting in where you don't belong is still the same, I see."

"And your habit of looking down on people is still the same, Senior."

The Evil Eccentric addressed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as Senior.

"Now that you know I am still the same, it would be best for you to stay quiet."

The Evil Eccentric scoffed but didn't argue further. Regardless of their martial arts level, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was more difficult to deal with than the Sword Saint. Indeed, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the spicy ginger of the murim, was showing exactly why he had to be called here.

Meanwhile, the Fist Demon stood with an expressionless face, his two fists hanging loosely at his sides. That alone made everyone tense. It wasn't just because of his face. His presence was immense. The Fist Demon just standing there and the Fist Demon facing his enemies gave off completely different feelings.

Jin Hagun picked up a wine bottle and filled a cup. He acted as if he were the host, in place of Seo Baekjong. He had to face both the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance, and he strove not to be overwhelmed by their presence.

"I have heard many rumors about you, Young Cult Leader."

Jin Hagun was especially wary of Geom Mugeuk. His opponent was a demon, and not just any demon, but the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. He was hailed as the greatest successor in history for making even the Demon Supremes his own people. Jin Hagun was extremely tense, not knowing what tricks his opponent might pull.

"What kind of rumors were they?"

"Most of them were hard to believe."

"Then what do you think, now that you see me in person?"

Honestly, Jin Hagun had no sense of what kind of person his opponent was.

Instead of answering, Jin Hagun raised his cup high. He knew better than anyone that when you are unsure, silence is the wisest choice.

"Let's have a drink!"

The three men toasted and drained their cups. It was truly the first drinking session among three men that would be recounted for ages in the history of the jianghu.

As he filled the second cup, Jin Hagun asked.

"It seems you two are not strangers."

He could tell from the way Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin didn't greet each other separately.

"That is correct. We have met before."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Bi Sayin and greeted him.

"Have you been well?"

He wouldn't reveal that they had plotted this together, but he didn't bother to pretend they were strangers either.

Bi Sayin replied bluntly.

"I was doing fine until you showed up."

He acted curtly because Jin Hagun was watching, but he was grateful to Geom Mugeuk. Thanks to Geom Mugeuk, he had absorbed fifteen small and medium-sized sects in Hunan into the Evil Alliance. Of course, that didn't mean he intended to yield the Heavenly Peace Sect. They had agreed to compete fairly.

"I'm not going to yield," Bi Sayin sent via telepathy.

Geom Mugeuk replied to Bi Sayin's telepathy.

"I was planning on yielding."

"How can you lie without a single change in your expression?"

"Was it obvious?"

Bi Sayin turned his head away with an expression that said Geom Mugeuk was impossible. The taut tension with Jin Hagun instantly dissipated as he exchanged telepathic messages with Geom Mugeuk. If he didn't know what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, he would have considered him a frivolous man, but now he knew. The most difficult person to deal with here was Geom Mugeuk.

In the meantime, telepathic messages also passed between Jin Hagun and Seo Baekjong. Everything at this meeting would be decided not by the words spoken aloud, but by the ones that were not.

"You must not lose your nerve," Jin Hagun sent.

"I'm counting on you, Captain," Seo Baekjong replied.

Contrary to his words, however, Seo Baekjong was inwardly anxious. With the unorthodox sects and the Demonic Cult coming at them with such determination, he even considered that he might have to switch boats depending on how the situation unfolded.

And then, the inevitable arrived.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Baekjong standing beside him and spoke.

"Now, Sect Leader Seo, why don't you join us for a drink as well?"

Seo Baekjong sat down next to Jin Hagun and accepted a cup of wine.

Bi Sayin continued what he had been saying before Geom Mugeuk's arrival.

"Sect Leader Seo, are you really going to walk the same path as the Murim Alliance?"

Seo Baekjong still hesitated to answer.

His choice of the Murim Alliance was because of the man in the bamboo hat, Jin Hagun's Master, Baek Cheongeong. It was a relationship he couldn't easily betray, but the same was true for this side. He couldn't just say to the heir of the Evil Alliance, 'Yes, we betrayed you.'

Seo Baekjong glanced at his savior, Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun gave him a look that said, There is no need to be intimidated by them. Speak your mind with confidence.

Geom Mugeuk, observing their reactions, asked Jin Hagun.

"Is this your first time meeting Sect Leader Seo?"

"It is."

Jin Hagun wanted to show Seo Baekjong that he was confident in front of Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin. However, his answer gave Geom Mugeuk another question.

"That is very strange. If you two are strangers, then who on earth did Sect Leader Seo trust to ask you for help?"

The gazes of Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin turned to Seo Baekjong.

Normally, he should have said something like, 'I have always admired the orthodox sects.'

But he couldn't predict how this situation would unfold. He was being careful with his words in case an opportunity arose to side with the Demonic Cult or the unorthodox sects. What if Jin Hagun got angry? It didn't matter. After all, all three of them wanted the Heavenly Peace Sect. It was a precarious situation, but he still held the handle of the knife.

Then Geom Mugeuk asked bluntly.

"Who was the person who acted as a bridge between you two?"

Geom Mugeuk had asked about the very point he was most interested in, about who had orchestrated this whole affair.

At Geom Mugeuk's piercing question, Seo Baekjong and Jin Hagun said nothing. They should have said there was no such person, but the sudden question caught them off guard.

There is definitely someone.

It was the moment Geom Mugeuk's suspicion turned into certainty.

Someone who knows both Jin Hagun and Seo Baekjong connected them.

He had to find that person. It wasn't just because he had connected Jin Hagun and Seo Baekjong. It was because he possessed the guts to stand against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Who on earth could it be?

Jin Hagun, sensing that Seo Baekjong was wavering, immediately sent a telepathic message.

"Sect Leader, you must trust us."

"I do trust you, but as you can see, they don't look like they'll give up easily."

"We will not give up either."

"Give me your assurance."

Seo Baekjong demanded of Jin Hagun.

Since Jin Hagun couldn't give up the Heavenly Peace Sect, he declared with firm resolution.

"Now that the Heavenly Peace Sect and our Alliance have joined hands, we will absolutely protect the Heavenly Peace Sect. Threatening the Heavenly Peace Sect will be considered an attack on our Alliance."

As if in response, the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade raised their momentum.

Then Bi Sayin said coldly.

"That is what you think. I have yet to hear an answer from the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader."

As if on cue, the Thirteen Evil Wolves also raised their momentum.

Bi Sayin sent a telepathic message to Seo Baekjong.

"The sects that followed you have all turned their backs. Now, if a problem arises in Hunan, who will help the Heavenly Peace Sect? Do you think that Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade will protect you here for the rest of his life? This isn't a threat, I'm telling you the reality."

How could Seo Baekjong not know such a reality?

"The best path is to come with us."

Seo Baekjong looked at Geom Mugeuk, thinking that realistically, that might be the wise choice.

There were three ropes. Two of them dangled right in front of him, begging to be grabbed, but the last rope was far away.

Why aren't you making me an offer?

As if reading his mind, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said.

"I am finding this great orthodox and unorthodox war at this drinking party quite amusing. So please, don't dare say you will follow our Cult."

At those words, everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. They all knew well that Geom Mugeuk wouldn't give up the Heavenly Peace Sect so easily. Faint smirks appeared on the lips of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon.

Bi Sayin felt a sense of unease.

Don't tell me?

He had an ominous premonition. By the time they stood up from this table, Seo Baekjong would declare his choice to join the Demonic Cult. A premonition that Seo Baekjong would insist on following the Demonic Cult even if they refused.

And Geom Mugeuk's first secret attempt to make that premonition a reality began.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to Jin Hagun.

"Commander Jin, let me ask you one thing."

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk with a look that said no tricks would work on him. Then, words he could never have imagined came flying at him.

"Do you want to become the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

Jin Hagun was startled. He never thought he would be asked such a question.

To the wide-eyed Jin Hagun, words even more powerful than before flew in, shaking him to his core.

"Do you know? You are currently giving up on becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman yourself."


Chapter 274: Not an Orthodox-Unorthodox Great War, but the Great Orthodox-Demonic War

Becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman was Jin Hagun's lifelong dream. He grew up watching his grandfather and constantly heard people say, "You must succeed your grandfather."

Jin Hagun naturally assumed the position would be his, but his grandfather announced he would pass the role to someone with the necessary ability and qualifications. So Jin Hagun tried relentlessly. Becoming the Chairman was his entire life. He could not imagine a life without it.

But now, Geom Mugeuk was telling him to give up on becoming the Chairman himself? It was the most shocking thing Jin Hagun had ever heard.

Seeing Jin Hagun's expression harden, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon glanced at each other. They knew Geom Mugeuk had sent a telepathic message. Having experienced Geom Mugeuk's methods themselves, they could guess the state Jin Hagun was falling into.

Bi Sayin, sitting opposite them, also saw the expression.

No!

Of course, Bi Sayin did not interrupt the conversation between the two.

The frantic Seo Baekjong, however, had no such courtesy. Seo Baekjong sent a telepathic message to Jin Hagun.

[What are you two discussing?]

He knew he should not have interfered, but Jin Hagun's expression was unsettling.

[Wait a moment.]

At the curt reply, Seo Baekjong sensed something was wrong. Jin Hagun had told him to wait, but Seo Baekjong could not.

[If the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader is pulling some trick, you can't fall for it!]

Jin Hagun shot Seo Baekjong a cold look. The qi of the man who led the Demon Slaying Brigade, the Murim Alliance's elite unit, overwhelmed Seo Baekjong.

Faced with the sharp reaction, Seo Baekjong could not interfere any further. He had a bad feeling. His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. From the moment Seo Baekjong first saw him, he knew Geom Mugeuk was not an easy opponent. Could Jin Hagun truly handle that man? Seo Baekjong sensed that an unexpected variable had emerged.

Jin Hagun sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You're giving up the Chairman position yourself? What does that mean?]

He tried his best to remain calm, but his voice trembled.

[It means that if you obtain the Heavenly Peace Sect, you won't be able to obtain the position of Murim Alliance Chairman.]

Jin Hagun's heart, which he had struggled to calm, began to beat rapidly again. The words 'Murim Alliance Chairman' were like a weakness to him.

This is a trick. I must not fall for it.

Jin Hagun drank the wine before him. After composing himself, he asked calmly.

[Tell me the reason.]

Geom Mugeuk did not answer immediately. Everyone around them focused on the two. They all felt it. A very important conversation was taking place.

The Sword Saint sent a telepathic message to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[As long as I'm here, it would be best not to try any foolish tricks.]

It seemed the Sword Saint felt some unease. They were such high-level masters that they could notice emotional changes just from a shift in the air.

[This is an era where old men can't interfere even if they want to. We can only watch.]

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's reply, the Sword Saint said stubbornly.

[One must interfere when it's necessary.]

The two men's personalities certainly had similarities.

[Isn't that why our Cult can't strike the orthodox sects?]

It was a high compliment, saying they could not attack because the Sword Saint was there. The Sword Saint smiled faintly.

[Why are you sacrificing so much for your juniors who aren't even that grateful?]

[It's not a sacrifice. It's living a righteous life.]

[Live your own life while you're at it.]

If anyone else had said that, they would have been met with a fiery rebuke. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, however, was an exception.

[At this point... I've lived my whole life this way. How could that life change so easily?]

[It can change.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk. The Sword Saint wondered what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's last words meant, and his gaze also turned toward Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun.

At that moment, Jin Hagun was pressing Geom Mugeuk.

[I said, tell me the reason!]

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently and replied.

[You already know the reason, don't you?]

The moment he heard those words, Jin Hagun's heart sank. Geom Mugeuk had begun to dig up what he had tried so hard to ignore and bury.

Jin Hagun's gaze went past Geom Mugeuk to someone seated far away. It was Seo Cheong.

Seo Cheong was the one who had killed an innocent person. Jin Hagun had been constantly deliberating on how to deal with him. That was why he had not offered a single friendly word when Seo Baekjong first introduced his son.

[What do you mean?]

After asking, Jin Hagun regretted it. He had pretended not to know, hoping there might be another reason.

Damn it.

Even if there had been another reason, he should not have asked. He, who dreamed of becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman, was pretending not to know just to avoid the truth?

It would have been different if there was another reason, but Geom Mugeuk had struck his weakness precisely.

[I'm talking about Seo Cheong.]

Jin Hagun unknowingly clenched his jaw.

Get a grip! Don't get played by him.

Unfortunately, his opponent was not one to be swayed by such resolve.

[Didn't you come here knowing full well what crimes he committed?]

[I...]

Jin Hagun struggled to answer calmly.

[I was planning to consider his punishment after concluding the matter with the Heavenly Peace Sect.]

[Punish him later?]

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk asked.

[Shouldn't it not be that way?]

Geom Mugeuk's words flew and struck him like throwing knives. Those were words Jin Hagun himself should have said.

You of the Demonic Cult, you of the unorthodox sects, shouldn't it not be that way?

Geom Mugeuk could feel Jin Hagun's agitation. That was why he was hopeful. Jin Hagun was still young. He still had much to learn and experience. If he was someone who knew shame, it was fine. Kicking the blankets in regret during one's youth was fine.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy continued.

[The moment you obtain the Heavenly Peace Sect, you'll fail the test given by the Murim Alliance Chairman.]

[A test?]

At the word 'test', Jin Hagun's mind snapped to attention.

[That's right. This is the Chairman's test.]

[How do you know that?]

[Because I've met your Chairman.]

[Are you telling me, his grandson, that you know because you've met the Chairman many times?]

[Correct. The number of times you've met him is incomparably greater. However, Commander Jin.]

Geom Mugeuk stared straight at him and asked.

[Until now, have you been looking at your grandfather properly?]

For a moment, Jin Hagun flinched. Had he been looking at his grandfather properly?

Of course, I was.

The words did not come out right away. His grandfather... was such a difficult person for him.

[What are you trying to say?]

Jin Hagun's voice rose slightly. His composure was already broken, and he was becoming agitated.

[I'm saying that sometimes you can't see someone properly precisely because they're close to you. At least, that was the case for me.]

Geom Mugeuk honestly conveyed what he had felt. He knew that no matter how many rhetorical tricks one used, sincerity ultimately moved a person's heart.

[Until recently, I couldn't see Father properly. I couldn't see him because I was scared, and I couldn't see him because I thought I could see him anytime. Only recently have I started trying to see him properly. That's why I said that. Even if you see someone a hundred, a thousand times, if you don't look properly, you might know less than someone who has seen them only once.]

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Jin Hagun could not deny Geom Mugeuk's words. However, he could not blindly believe them either. He thought that his grandfather might not be thinking that way at all, and that he might be falling for Geom Mugeuk's trick. He was confused.

[I'm suspicious of you. How can you be so sure that these words aren't just a ploy to take over the Heavenly Peace Sect?]

Then, Geom Mugeuk struck his core once more.

[Then why are you looking at me?]

[What do you mean?]

[If you have doubts, you should be looking at your grandfather. Isn't that where you should find the answer?]

"!" Suddenly, Jin Hagun recalled the time he went to greet his grandfather before leaving for this place.

Come to think of it, his grandfather had not said a single word about the Heavenly Peace Sect. Nothing about how they must obtain it, or how he should conduct himself.

He had simply told him to have a safe trip. The look in his eyes as he watched him.

Were those the eyes of someone who would be pleased to obtain the Heavenly Peace Sect without punishing the unjust?

No.

Perhaps he had known all along. He had just pretended not to. It was something his master had proposed for his sake. Was it not possible that his master had simply said what he himself wanted to say?

Let's achieve a great merit and become the successor!

Jin Hagun's face flushed hot. No matter how much he pretended not to know, no matter how much he used his master as an excuse, he knew. He knew he had wanted this.

[The person who connected you with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader doesn't wish for you to become the Chairman.

Jin Hagun's expression instantly hardened.

From that reaction, Geom Mugeuk could discern one thing.

It's someone close to Jin Hagun.

It had to be someone closer to Jin Hagun than Seo Baekjong.

Jin Hagun trusted his master. He respected and followed him more than anyone. The reason his master had proposed this was also to help him become the Chairman.

I must trust my Master! I can't fall for this attempt to drive a wedge between us!

Bi Sayin watched Jin Hagun's expression change from moment to moment.

What on earth did he say to throw Jin Hagun, whom I just met, into such a state of passion?

Then again, the answer was clear when he thought about himself. He considered how his own emotions had changed since meeting Geom Mugeuk. What was truly unfolding at this drinking party was not an orthodox and unorthodox great war, but the Great Orthodox-Demonic War.

Bi Sayin sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You are truly the greatest villain in this murim!]

[Our telepathy is getting tangled. Send it later!]

[No! Please let them get tangled so you misunderstand.]

Bi Sayin was surprised that he was saying such things. He truly had not known he was the kind of person who could joke like this with someone. He had thought that with this hideous scar, he would never be able to have a sincere conversation with anyone.

While this happened, Seo Cheong sent a telepathic message to Seo Baekjong.

[Why is it so quiet?]

[They're conversing through telepathy.]

[Someday, I'll get revenge on that Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Father, please avenge me!]

Seo Baekjong found his son, who could not even read the room, pathetic. It was not even 'I will get revenge', but 'please avenge me'. Compared to the three heirs over there, he was even more pathetic.

However, it was ultimately his own responsibility for raising him this way.

[Don't act rashly and stay quiet.]

He had thought that the position makes the man, that if he created a great position and passed it down, his son would become a person worthy of it. It was a complacent thought. Raising a child required more effort than even a fraction of the effort it took to grow the Heavenly Peace Sect. No, it required more effort than all of it combined.

The price for evading that responsibility was now speaking before his very eyes.

[Just in case, should I quietly run away?]

Seo Baekjong sighed and replied.

[It's already too late. So stay put.]

Meanwhile, the telepathy between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun continued.

[Fine, let's say you're right. Then why are you telling me this? Is it to take the Heavenly Peace Sect for yourself?]

[Of course, that's part of the reason, but there's a bigger reason.]

[What is it?]

[Because I want you to be a person who upholds principles.]

A cold qi emanated from Jin Hagun's body. He did not want to hear a demon talk about principles.

As he unleashed his momentum, those around him tensed up all at once.

The Demon Slaying Brigade raised their inner arts. The Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards and the Thirteen Evil Wolves also raised their momentum, preparing to counterattack.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was perfectly calm.

[Later, when you or I become the Cult Leader and the Chairman, the lives of thousands, tens of thousands, will depend on our decisions. At that time, I hope we don't make the wrong choices. You, me, and that Young Alliance Chairman over there. I hope we become people who uphold principles.]

Jin Hagun's outstretched qi subsided. He could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was speaking with sincerity. His eyes were saying this. Become a good Chairman. So let's not start a war in our era.

I lost.

It was the single phrase that surfaced in Jin Hagun's mind.

Whether Geom Mugeuk's words were lies or sincere, it was his complete defeat. He had to admit it. Whether Geom Mugeuk was a swindler or a true demonic hero, he was at least a person superior to Jin Hagun. A person he found difficult to handle.

I'll have to try harder. Ten times, a hundred times harder than now!

So that someday, when he became the Chairman, he would not lose the Murim Alliance to the Geom Mugeuk before him.

Jin Hagun said calmly.

[I will become a person who upholds principles. Not because you want me to, but because that's the kind of person I've always wanted to be.]

[I believe you'll become such a person.]

[Are you mocking me?]

[Mockery should be reserved for bastards like that Seo Cheong over there. Shouldn't it be directed at Seo Baekjong, who tries to protect such a man just because he's his son? Isn't that why we exist? If not for us, who could restrain the children of massive sects like the Heavenly Peace Sect?]

[You are truly...]

It was a complete defeat to the very end.

Jin Hagun's gaze suddenly turned to Bi Sayin, who sat opposite him.

Their eyes met. Bi Sayin had been so engrossed in Geom Mugeuk that he had not even realized Jin Hagun was looking at him like this.

Bi Sayin silently poured wine into Jin Hagun's empty cup.

The feeling was a little different now compared to when he had provocatively sat opposite him at the beginning.

Jin Hagun drank the wine Bi Sayin had poured. To think that wine poured by the heir of an unorthodox sect could be so comforting.

It was not just Bi Sayin's feelings that had changed.

Seo Baekjong was looking at him with a strange expression. His eyes seemed to ask a question.

Surely you're not going to fall for that Demonic Cult bastard and abandon us, are you?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's telepathic message arrived.

[Are you worried about your promise with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?]

How perceptive he was. Yes, Jin Hagun was worried. Just a moment ago, he had boasted for them to trust only him, but now he could not bring himself to say that his mind had changed. Moreover, so many people were watching, which made it even harder.

[I'll resolve this so that you won't be in an awkward position. Is that alright?]

The word 'no' rose to Jin Hagun's throat. In terms of momentum, he did not want to be swayed by Geom Mugeuk any longer. However, he had to let go of the Heavenly Peace Sect. Only then would he have something to say to his grandfather when he returned.

How on earth did he plan to resolve it without making things awkward? He was extremely curious about the solution.

The moment Jin Hagun gave a slight nod, Geom Mugeuk ended the long telepathic conversation and opened his mouth.

"Come now, let's have a drink and relax."

They all drank together. Everyone was curious about how the telepathic conversation between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun had concluded.

Geom Mugeuk set down his cup and said nonchalantly.

"This matter was never meant to get this big. As you all know, this whole affair began because our Sect Leader Seo here tried to protect his son, who has committed multiple murders. It's a matter of familial bonds, so I understand. However, given that the deceased were innocent people..."

Just then, someone cut Geom Mugeuk off.

"What is the meaning of that?"

It was the man who had lived his entire life for good deeds and justice, the Sword Saint.


Chapter 275: I Told You Not to Choose Our Cult

He had, of course, said it for the Sword Saint to hear.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat. He clasped his hands and greeted the Sword Saint politely.

"I couldn't greet you formally before. It's an honor to meet you."

The Sword Saint studied Geom Mugeuk with a sharp gaze. Just as before, he was impressed by Geom Mugeuk's eyes and spirit.

To have such clear eyes despite having learned demonic art? Truly astonishing.

The Sword Saint's gaze shifted to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon standing behind Geom Mugeuk. He recalled what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said earlier.


"He can change."



Was he referring to this Young Cult Leader when he spoke of changing one's life?

The Sword Saint asked again in a low, stern tone.

"Repeat what you said before."

"I expected that you were unaware. If you had known, you wouldn't have condoned it."

The Sword Saint had only accompanied Jin Hagun to protect him at the request of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon. He did not know what business Jin Hagun was on. He had no interest in it in the first place.

"Are you saying what you said before is true?"

"That's correct. That man, Seo Cheong, murdered a passerby simply because he wanted to slaughter someone, and he also killed one of our Cult's martial artists. There are other victims as well. When I, who happened to be in Hunan, tried to punish Seo Cheong, the Murim Alliance stepped in to stop me."

The Sword Saint asked Jin Hagun with cold, sunken eyes.

"Commander Jin, is what he said true?"

If Jin Hagun answered yes, a fiery reprimand would fall upon him, given the Sword Saint's personality. It would not matter if he were the Murim Alliance Chairman himself, let alone his grandson.

Jin Hagun saw Geom Mugeuk's intention. Geom Mugeuk meant to use the Sword Saint to escape this situation.

"It is true."

In that moment, anger flared from the Sword Saint.

Jin Hagun quickly added.

"However, one fact is missing."

Jin Hagun looked at Seo Cheong and spoke.

"I was also planning to give Seo Cheong a fitting punishment for his crimes."

Jin Hagun knew this was the most natural way to cut ties with the Heavenly Peace Sect.

"What kind of punishment?"

"I intended to lock him in prison. He would've had to stay there for the rest of his life."

The Sword Saint looked at Jin Hagun with suspicious eyes. Jin Hagun could just be making a hasty excuse now that the Sword Saint had stepped in.

Jin Hagun met the Sword Saint's gaze confidently. In truth, he might have done it, or he might not have. He decided to believe in himself, that he would have punished him one way or another.

Finally, the Sword Saint's expression softened.

"Yes, I knew you would."

The Sword Saint believed in Jin Hagun, which was why he supported him. He had watched Jin Hagun since he was young. He knew well that Jin Hagun had lived more diligently than anyone and was an upright child.

"I believe in you."

"I will strive to improve so as not to disappoint you."

Jin Hagun felt relieved that things had not proceeded with him absorbing the Heavenly Peace Sect. Thinking about it now, he had been truly blinded by greed.

Of course, this did not mean the Sword Saint's anger had vanished. Its target had simply changed.

The Sword Saint's gaze turned to Seo Cheong. Seo Cheong should have had the sense to run over, but he stood frozen in place, terrified.

Seo Baekjong called out loudly.

"What are you doing? Come here at once!"

The Sword Saint was already angry. If they got on his bad side, they could lose their lives right here.

"I said, come here!"

Seo Baekjong shouted and sent a telepathic message.

[Do as the Sword Saint says. Come here and beg for forgiveness as if your life depends on it!]

[Please save me, Father! I can't go to prison! I'll die if I go.]

[Shut up! This is no time to be whining!]

As Seo Baekjong flared up in anger, Seo Cheong walked toward the Sword Saint with a terrified expression.

Seo Baekjong's urgent telepathy flew to Jin Hagun.

[Please stop him!]

[Now that the Sword Saint has stepped in, there's nothing I can do. As you know, Sect Leader, the Sword Saint is the Chairman's close friend and a man who has performed righteous deeds his entire life, is he not?]

[Are you really going to do this? Do you think that person will just let this slide?]

Seo Baekjong mentioned Jin Hagun's Master.

Indeed, his master was Jin Hagun's biggest concern.

However, not only had the Sword Saint intervened, but Jin Hagun had also decided to cut ties with the Heavenly Peace Sect. He believed his master would surely understand his decision.

[Even he cannot go against Elder Sword Saint's will.]

Meanwhile, Seo Cheong stood before the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint asked him with a cold gaze.

"Is what I heard from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult earlier true?"

Seo Cheong hesitated, not knowing what to say. His gaze shifted back to Seo Baekjong.

If he were innocent, he would have denied it and pleaded his case. This action alone was as good as admitting to everything.

Seo Baekjong stepped forward in his place.

"This is a matter still under investigation, and the truth has not yet been revealed."

He tried to somehow escape the moment. He expected Jin Hagun to agree with him, since Jin Hagun would feel sorry for him.

However, the Sword Saint asked Geom Mugeuk instead.

"Young Cult Leader, is what this man says true?"

"No. All of his crimes have already been brought to light."

At that, the Sword Saint scolded Seo Baekjong with a cold gaze.

"Do you dare lie to me?"

The Sword Saint was displeased even with the idea of locking him in prison. His life had been one of punishing those who killed the innocent, regardless of their status.

Seo Baekjong bowed his head as if admitting fault and sent a telepathic message.

[Hurry up and kneel! Beg!]

Only then did Seo Cheong fall to his knees. He was thoroughly terrified.

Anything but prison!

Seo Cheong pleaded with the Sword Saint.

"I made a mistake because I was drunk. I don't remember what happened that day. Please, forgive me."

In that moment, the Sword Saint's expression grew even colder. The word 'mistake' came out before 'I was wrong', and he used the excuse of being drunk on top of that.

As they say, you can know ten things by seeing one. The Sword Saint immediately grasped what kind of person Seo Cheong was.

"A mistake?"

"Yes, it was a mistake."

"Then why did you kill the other person?"

"That's..."

He could not think of an excuse. He lifted his head and begged.

"Please forgive me just this once."

"I am asking why you killed him."

At the frost-like rebuke, Seo Cheong's mind went blank.

In that completely blank state, an emotion surged up from deep within Seo Cheong's heart. It was anger, the one he had used most often against others in his life.

Seo Cheong was angry. No one had ever cornered him like this before.

The next moment, he shouted.

"Because I wanted to kill him!"

A moment of silence fell over the place.

"Because it was thrilling when I killed someone."

Seo Cheong lifted his head, looked around, and shouted even louder.

"You all know that feeling, don't you? You've killed more people! Why are you picking on me!"

Everyone there just stared at him with cold eyes.

Seo Baekjong ran to him.

SLAP!

Seo Baekjong mercilessly struck Seo Cheong across the cheek.

"Shut up!"

"Why did you hit me? Did I say something wrong?"

He should have known his father hit him to save him, but the agitated Seo Cheong was seeing red.

"Why is that Elder trying to punish me? This isn't the Murim Alliance's territory, it's the Demonic Cult's territory, isn't it? If I'm to be punished, it should be by them!"

SLAP! SLAP!

Seo Baekjong struck Seo Cheong without mercy.

Who could he blame? It was his own fault for raising his son this way.

Seo Baekjong could feel it. The Sword Saint's anger had reached its peak. He thought that at this rate, the Sword Saint might kill Seo Cheong.

He quickly sent a telepathic message to Bi Sayin.

[We will join forces with the Evil Alliance.]

Bi Sayin did not answer his desperate telepathy right away. He now held all the cards.

Bi Sayin was impressed with Geom Mugeuk. To drag the Sword Saint into this and lead things this way? Looking only at the result, it might seem like something anyone could think of, but this was something not just anyone could accomplish.

While Seo Baekjong sent his brief telepathic message to draw in the Evil Alliance, Seo Cheong could not wait and caused more trouble.

He was angry at his father. He misunderstood that the person who should be saving him at all costs was keeping his mouth shut to save himself, and he was even hitting him.

Since there was usually no affection or trust between the blood relatives, only extreme thoughts came to mind in an extreme situation.

Misunderstanding that his father had abandoned him, Seo Cheong spat out words he should never have said in his terror.

"You've killed people too, Father, haven't you?"

Flustered, Seo Baekjong quickly said to the Sword Saint.

"He's just scared and spouting nonsense, please pay him no mind."

Seo Baekjong turned to Seo Cheong and scowled.

[Shut up! Do you really want to get this father of yours killed too?]

He had said it in his haste, but it was a slip of the tongue. Seo Cheong interpreted those words as 'If you're going to die, die alone!' Seo Cheong screamed as if in his death throes.

"You poisoned the Evil Poison Sword and buried him in the bamboo forest on the back mountain, didn't you? You also killed the Three Wolves of Hunan, and the Destruction Sword!"

A sudden silence fell.

A name that should not have been mentioned came out. While the Three Wolves of Hunan and the Destruction Sword were figures from between the orthodox and unorthodox, the Evil Poison Sword was a martial artist belonging to the Evil Alliance.

Seo Baekjong looked at Bi Sayin with a flustered expression.

[So the missing Evil Poison Sword was buried on our Sect Leader Seo's back mountain.]

[It's a misunderstanding.]

[No need for excuses. The Evil Poison Sword wasn't one of my people anyway.]

[Then will you join hands with us?]

[Unfortunately, that would be difficult. Even if we are unorthodox sects, we have our pride, don't we?]

He could not accept them after knowing they had killed an unorthodox sects martial artist. There were too many eyes watching. Geom Mugeuk had rolled a whole pumpkin vine his way, but it had tumbled right out of his grasp.

In the end, Seo Baekjong clung to the rope that was furthest from him.

"We will join hands with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Please accept us."

Seo Baekjong did not even send a telepathic message. There was no time to coordinate the situation with telepathy now. His son was one thing, but now his own life was in danger. The only one he could trust was the Demonic Cult.

Seeing this, Bi Sayin sighed. So it ended up like this after all. When Geom Mugeuk had first jokingly told them never to choose the Demonic Cult, Bi Sayin had a premonition that it might end up this way.

And it really happened.

"Didn't I clearly say I didn't want you? I told you not to choose our Cult."

"Please, accept us."

"I said no! Go over to the Murim Alliance that you like so much."

"Please!"

"That Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman over there looks scary, but he's a good person. Go to him."

"Please accept us into the Divine Cult! I'm begging you!"

Seo Baekjong grabbed Geom Mugeuk's pant leg and begged.

"This is troublesome."

It truly did not deviate one bit from Bi Sayin's prediction.

In the end, Geom Mugeuk pretended to give in and said suggestively.

"Fine, but I have one condition."

"Please, state it."

"Your son is going to prison. As long as the Heavenly Peace Sect's loyalty doesn't waver, I will postpone his execution."

It was not forgiveness. Life in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's prison would bring more pain than death.

At those words, Seo Cheong was horrified and began to thrash about again.

"Save me! Why me! Why should I suffer for killing a few insignificant things! Father, save me!"

He had lived his entire life haughty, but this was the moment he would taste the true terror of the world.

"You hypocrites! You all kill indiscriminately, so why can't I!"

Seo Baekjong sighed. It seemed as if his son was shouting whatever the grim reaper whispered in his ear.

In the end, Seo Cheong hurled curses at Seo Baekjong as well.

"What kind of father abandons his own son! How dare you lead a sect! You bastard!"

The bond between the two was completely severed in that moment.

Seo Baekjong thought that this might be a better path for the sake of the Heavenly Peace Sect. The Heavenly Peace Sect would continue to run well, and in any case, his son was alive. That was enough.

Seo Baekjong calmed his heart that way.

Just then, the Light Flash, who had not said a single word until now, strode forward and called out to Seo Baekjong.

"Sect Leader Seo."

The moment Seo Baekjong casually turned toward him.

SHWIIIIING!

"......"

The Light Flash cut him down in a single stroke. His swordsmanship was so fast that his blade was not even visible.

No one had expected him to kill Seo Baekjong, so everyone was startled. His son, Seo Cheong, was especially engulfed in shock. He collapsed on the spot, his face pale with fear that he would be next.

The Light Flash bowed his head to Bi Sayin and said curtly.

"The Evil Poison Sword was my sworn brother. I will gladly accept the punishment for moving without orders."

Even Geom Mugeuk had not known that fact. When the indifferent heavens turn their attention to the world, there is no escape.

The Sword Saint, who was watching this, sent a telepathic message to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[This situation, did you create it?]

He thought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been sending telepathic messages and planning the strategy throughout the meeting today. The Sword Saint remembered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as that kind of person.

[I wish I had...]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not one to lie about such things.

The Sword Saint's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

[I suppose I'll have to live a long life.]

He had belatedly realized that even he had moved according to Geom Mugeuk's will.

[If you keep meddling like that, you won't hear good things from the young folk.]

[That's fine.]

And so, the Heavenly Peace Sect was dealt with.

With Seo Baekjong dead and Seo Cheong imprisoned, the new leader of the Heavenly Peace Sect would now be someone who followed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Everyone's gaze naturally focused on Geom Mugeuk.

Today, Geom Mugeuk had achieved it all. He had absorbed the Heavenly Peace Sect and made Seo Cheong pay for his sins. Standing there with a silly grin and no tension, he now felt like a different person.

If someone were to say that nine out of ten rumors are exaggerated, the people present here would at least shake their heads and say this. That the remaining one was Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk. They stood facing him as if forming a circle.

Just as their meeting had been, the first farewell of the three successors, a first in murim history, was about to begin.


Chapter 276: Give That Mouth a Rest

The three men looked at each other. More precisely, Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk.

The way Jin Hagun gazed at Geom Mugeuk had changed since they first greeted each other.

He suddenly recalled what his younger sister told him before he left.


"You have to look at him without any preconceptions. Don't think, 'He's a demon, so he must be like this.' He's not the kind of person you think he is, brother."



Now Jin Hagun understood exactly why his sister had said that. Geom Mugeuk was not the person he had imagined. Jin Hagun felt a growing curiosity toward the man who might become his lifelong rival.

Just then, someone spoke.

"...It's unfair."

Everyone's gaze turned to the speaker.

Seo Cheong sat collapsed on the floor, staring in their direction. Blood from Seo Baekjong's body soaked his backside, but he looked half-dazed.

"I said, it's unfair."

Screaming wildly earlier had felt good, a relief. These hypocrites! Haven't you killed people too!

But that was all. A terrible emptiness followed that moment. No one paid any attention to him. It felt as if he had never shouted at all.

He had always lived as the protagonist.

Now, no one gathered here gave him any attention.

He should have been enraged by his father's death and terrified of life in prison. Instead, he writhed with a sense of victimhood, feeling ignored and abandoned.

"So, spare me."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him with emotionless eyes. If Seo Cheong had clutched his father's corpse and spewed curses, perhaps a sliver of sympathy might have surfaced.

But even at the very end, Seo Cheong only thought of himself.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Two bodyguards subdued Seo Cheong's inner arts and dragged him outside. They sealed his acupuncture points to stop him from shouting, so he was hauled away helplessly. He would soon be taken by the Hunan Branch's demons to the hellish prison at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk said nothing to Seo Cheong and did not acknowledge his pleas. He gave him no attention at all.

He simply threw Seo Cheong into hell without attaching any meaning to it.

This was Geom Mugeuk's consistent attitude when dealing with a villain who deserved to die.

From that sight, Jin Hagun got a small sense of what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. If it had been him, he would have certainly said something. 'Your father died because of you, so live the rest of your life in repentance.' But Geom Mugeuk completely ignored him, not even offering a cold glance. That felt more terrifying and cruel.

Jin Hagun felt he had gotten a proper taste of the murim today. It was a very spicy taste, but not an unpleasant one. It was a taste he wanted to experience again.

At the same time, he felt a desire. Next time, I want to be the one doing the cooking and show them a proper taste.

"I won't forget what happened today."

It might have sounded like a promise of revenge, but it was his way of thanking Geom Mugeuk. If not for him, Jin Hagun would have fallen out of his grandfather's favor.

Geom Mugeuk replied with a gentle gaze and a smile.

"Become a good Chairman."

Jin Hagun decided to believe only half the sincerity in that gaze. He had never heard of a successor to the Demonic Cult advising someone to become a good Chairman.

Standing behind them, the Demon Slaying Brigade, the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves also stared at each other. They felt that this meeting was not the end. When would they meet again?

Geom Mugeuk bantered playfully as they said their final farewells.

"It's a shame to part ways. Let's go for a drink."

However, Jin Hagun pretended not to hear and bid farewell to Bi Sayin.

The cup of alcohol Bi Sayin had silently poured for him earlier had been a great comfort.

"Next time, I'll pour you a drink."

Bi Sayin gave a slight nod. Will the day truly come when I receive a drink from a successor of the orthodox sects? Perhaps it might. Ever since meeting that Geom Mugeuk, unimaginable things have kept happening.

"Well then, let's meet again."

Jin Hagun strode out first. As the Demon Slaying Brigade was about to follow, Geom Mugeuk spoke to them.

"Come on, let your Captain go and let's have a drink, just us. We can drink with our bodyguards and chat. How much is your monthly salary, does it come on time, what are the mission conditions like? Aren't we all curious about each other?"

The members of the Demon Slaying Brigade followed Jin Hagun out with bewildered expressions. One of them let out an involuntary chuckle before hastily schooling his features. The Demon Slaying Brigade, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards drinking together? Is that even plausible?

The last person from the orthodox sects to leave was the Sword Saint.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon greeted him first.

"Let's meet again next time. Take care."

"Don't you worry. I've found a reason to live a long life."

"The juniors don't like it when you meddle in their affairs."

"You should put on some weight."

The Sword Saint glanced at his reason for needing to live a long life, then left.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Bi Sayin.

"Now that all the stuffy orthodox sects people have left, let's have a drink, just us men!"

However, Bi Sayin also pretended not to hear and walked away.

Bi Sayin knew. He knew that Geom Mugeuk had intended to give him the Heavenly Peace Sect, if Seo Cheong hadn't acted out at the last moment. Yes, how can one defeat a lucky bastard?

Still, by coming out this time, he had gained fifteen sects in the Hunan region, a great contribution to the alliance.

"Come on, I said let's have a drink! How heartless!"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's shout from behind, Bi Sayin strode out of the place. There was no need to say thank you. Someday, Geom Mugeuk would appear before him again. He would show that back of his that made one want to push him right off, sitting on that cliff and surprising him again. Bi Sayin even looked forward to that moment. I'll repay this debt then.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed him, and the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash walked out. The two masters also left after looking intently not at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Fist Demon, but at Geom Mugeuk. Everyone felt it. The person who had created today's outcome was Geom Mugeuk.

Once they had left, Geom Mugeuk laughed heartily.

"As expected! I have no one but our Demon Supremes."

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon were not there. The two were already walking toward the door.

"Where are you going?"

"The work is done, so we have to go."

"What, did you all conspire against me? Why is everyone doing this to me?"

Geom Mugeuk scurried over and blocked the two of them.

The bodyguards also moved, forming a line. The Third Tiger looked at Cheokyeon, his eyes conveying the words he had said before, 'Serving him is truly not easy.'

Cheokyeon replied with his eyes, 'Isn't that what makes it fun?'

He showed a dignity that not only other successors but even the Sword Saint could not treat lightly, yet when he joked around like that, he felt like a completely different person.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the two Demon Supremes.

"Phew, I talked so much I thought my mouth was going to die."

It truly was the Battle of Ma Jang Hu, which began with words and ended with words.

The Fist Demon clenched his fist.

"Thanks to that mouth, I didn't have to use this fist."

However, the stoic Fist Demon's eyes held praise. You handled it well.

"I was able to chatter freely because I trusted in that fist."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon tried to exit through the door.

"Now, give that mouth a rest too. We're leaving."

"Hey, you're the least busy person in the world, why do you keep trying to leave?"

"I have to teach Daeryong, and I have to read books. I'm busy too."

Then the Fist Demon added his own reason.

"I have to do my late-night training too."

Geom Mugeuk held onto the two of them.

"Don't be so cold, leaving right away! You came all this way, stay just a little longer. Who knows? An opportunity to use that fist of yours refreshingly might come up."

At his meaningful words, the Fist Demon asked.

"Is something going on?"

"Let's go, I'll tell you on the way."

Geom Mugeuk squeezed between the two so they couldn't leave, linked arms with them, and walked out together.

"You have to travel diligently while you're even a year younger. What will you do if you already prefer being at home? Later, you won't be able to travel even if you want to!"

Watching the rare sight of him walking with the two fearsome Demon Supremes on either side, the bodyguards also left.


We returned to the Hunan Branch.

I immediately dismissed all the bodyguards and told them to rest.

If I were to die at the Hunan Branch while with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon, I would die anyway, even with bodyguards present.

The bodyguards withdrew and had free time for themselves for the first time in a while. Those who wanted to sleep, slept. Those who wanted to drink, drank, and those who wanted to train, trained.

I had a modest drinking session with the two Demon Supremes.

The two of them seemed like they wouldn't get along, but they were surprisingly compatible. Although the Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed like a fussy old man, he had a manly disposition that matched well with the Fist Demon's personality.

I coolly emptied the first cup with the two Demon Supremes.

"Thank you for coming like this. Thanks to you two, things went smoothly."

They were truly people whose mere presence was a source of strength. They had now become people I could tell anything to and rely on completely.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon set down his cup and asked.

"So, what do you plan to do now?"

"I have to go to the Jiangxi Branch."

Meeting the heads of the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch was the purpose of leaving the cult this time.

"The head of the Jiangxi Branch must have a pounding heart."

The head of the Hunan Branch was dead, and the leader of the representative sect here, the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, was also dead.

"If he hasn't committed any sins, there's no reason to be anxious."

"He'll be anxious anyway. Hearing that someone who brings a storm of blood with him is coming to visit."

I poured them another drink.

"That's unfair. Where else would you find someone who loves peace as much as I do?"

"But there's something I need to take care of before I go. That's why I hoped you two would stay."

I told the two of them about the mastermind behind this incident.

"There's someone who connected the deceased Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and Jin Hagun. The Heavenly Peace Sect Leader asked him for help, and he immediately moved the Murim Alliance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes glinted. He instinctively felt this was someone hiding their claws.

"Then he must be a powerful person."

This meant the incident might not be a simple case that started with the Hunan Branch head's corruption.

"When I sounded out Jin Hagun earlier, I noticed that he is very close to that person."

"The possibility of him being an insider in the Murim Alliance is high."

"Yes, that's highly likely."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately understood my intentions.

"You intend to catch the bastard."

"At the very least, I have to find out who he is. It's not just because he's a threat to me. It bothers me that such a person is around Jin Hagun. In other words, it means he could manipulate the person who will become the future Murim Alliance Chairman."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon nodded at the same time.

"How do you plan to find out?"

"That's what you have to tell me, Elder. Why else would I have brought you all this way? I brought you here to hear what I should do in a situation like this."

"Trying to work an old man to the bone. Good for you."

However, contrary to his words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked pleased. It is always enjoyable to be acknowledged by someone and have it confirmed that you are an essential being.

After pondering for a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised a question.

"But why did he go this far?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why did he get involved in this matter, even mobilizing Jin Hagun? Was he that close to the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?"

"According to the All-Knowing Hall's investigation, there was no one in the Murim Alliance that close to him."

"Then why? It wouldn't be his own achievement anyway, but Jin Hagun's. The Murim Alliance would reap all the benefits."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's point was sharp. I had been focusing on 'who,' but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was focusing on 'why.'

"Either he was someone trying to help Jin Hagun build achievements..."

"Or it means he absolutely needed the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded at my words.

"If that's the case, he will definitely show some kind of reaction to this incident. You can use that reaction as an opportunity to catch him."

"As expected! You're the best, Elder. How would I live without you?"

"The mask-wearer, the poison-user, the drunkard, the duel-addict..."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at the Fist Demon sitting next to him.

I laughed.

"You should have said the fist-fighter."

"You'd live just fine with your Master."

Still, he showed some courtesy to the Fist Demon since he was right there.

"If he wasn't next to you, it would have been 'fist-fighter,' right?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank his alcohol instead of answering, and the rarely smiling Fist Demon showed a smile.

"I'll send word to the All-Knowing Hall and also order my own intelligence organization to focus all their networks on this matter."

The Fist Demon, who had only been listening until now, finally opened his mouth.

"I'll see how they react before I go back."

It seemed the Fist Demon had decided he might be needed to help.

"As expected! How would I live without my Master?"

I wanted to hear 'the bookworm' come from the Fist Demon's mouth, but he just silently tilted his cup.

I emptied my cup with him. I was curious to see how the opponent would react.


When Jin Hagun visited his master's house, Baek Cheongeong was carving a wooden doll.

"I have returned, Master."

Baek Cheongeong did not acknowledge the greeting and focused only on carving the wood.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Jin Hagun watched his master's expression. He couldn't tell if Baek Cheongeong was still unaware of the news from Hunan or if he had already heard. Jin Hagun had met with his grandfather upon his return and had come straight here.

His grandfather's reaction was better than expected. When Jin Hagun told him that he had ultimately given up because he could not forgive the evil deeds of the Heavenly Peace Sect's successor, his grandfather's face clearly showed joy.

It was horrifying to imagine what kind of emotion would have shadowed that expression if he had returned after acquiring the Heavenly Peace Sect. He once again felt gratitude toward Geom Mugeuk.

I will definitely repay you someday.

The problem was his master. He had, in the end, failed the task his master had suggested.

He'll understand, right? The purpose of recommending this task was also to make me the successor, after all.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

As he stared at his master's back, he suddenly remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said.


"Have you been looking at your grandfather properly until now?"



It wasn't just his grandfather. He hadn't been looking at his master properly either.

Because he was my grandfather. Because he was my Master.

From now on, he would look properly. Straight at the other person, without any preconceptions.

Since his master was still focused on carving, Jin Hagun looked around the workshop as usual and went to the display shelf where the dolls were set up.

A small doll lay fallen in front of the hero doll that was leading the fight. It was a doll he hadn't seen when he left.

Just as Jin Hagun was setting the fallen doll upright, his master spoke from behind him.

"Leave it lying down."


Chapter 277: Can You Handle It?

Jin Hagun pulled his hand away from the doll he was about to stand upright.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

The sound of wood carving started again.

Normally, the Master would not have cared if the doll was standing or lying down.

Who could this doll be?

Jin Hagun looked down at the fallen doll again. His gaze kept returning to it for some reason. In the end, Jin Hagun did not dare set it upright. Instead, he stealthily flipped over the doll that lay face down.

In that moment, Jin Hagun startled.

The wooden doll was him. It was only the size of a finger, but he instinctively knew it was him. The clothes and the hair were the same.

"Is this me?"

At the low question, the sound of wood carving stopped.

"Yes, it's you."

Jin Hagun looked at his master, bewildered.

He says it's me, yet he tells me to leave it lying down?

Jin Hagun could tell his master knew what happened in Hunan.

Even so.

He would have preferred his master's anger. This felt worse than being scolded. What was my Master thinking while carving this doll and leaving it here? He felt a disappointment and distance he had never experienced before.

I thought he would understand why I did it.

He decided his master must be acting this way because he did not know the circumstances.

"The son of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader murdered innocent people."

The Master silently focused on his carving. It was a sign for Jin Hagun to continue speaking.

Jin Hagun could not mention the most important part of his explanation. He would have to admit he realized giving up the Heavenly Peace Sect was his grandfather's test. Wouldn't that imply his master had not realized it was a test?

"I had no choice because the Sword Supreme stepped in."

The Master said nothing. Jin Hagun could not tell if his master already knew or simply thought it was an excuse.

In the past, he would have been fidgeting anxiously, begging for forgiveness first.

However, Jin Hagun simply stared at his master.

What would Geom Mugeuk have done?

The thought came to him as if by magic, perhaps because he had been thinking about Geom Mugeuk the entire way back.

An image of Geom Mugeuk surfaced in his mind. His face smiled brightly as he looked at Jin Hagun.


"Let's have a drink!"



One thing was certain. Geom Mugeuk would have handled a moment like this with a smile.

Right, getting worked up means you lose.

Jin Hagun said calmly, "I'm sorry for disappointing you."

Instantly, the sound of wood carving stopped.

Baek Cheongeong slowly raised his head and looked at Jin Hagun.

Before, Jin Hagun's heart would have pounded as if it might burst, but strangely, he felt no fear.

A peculiar light flickered in Baek Cheongeong's eyes. He sensed his disciple was different.

Baek Cheongeong put down the doll he was holding and rose from his seat. He then walked slowly toward Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun quietly watched his master approach. In the past, his mind would have raced.

The Master must be feeling this way. What should I say to appease his anger?

But the Jin Hagun of now thought something different. Geom Mugeuk's words were embedded in his heart.


"Have you been seeing clearly until now?"



Jin Hagun watched his master walk toward him. He observed his master's gaze, his footsteps, the movement of his hands, and even his expression.

Unfamiliar.

Baek Cheongeong's gaze shifted from his disciple to the doll lying on the display stand.

"Were you disappointed that your doll was lying down?"

Jin Hagun replied in a calm tone, "Because it's the first doll you made for me, Master."

Baek Cheongeong stood the doll up in its place.

"Is that better?"

Jin Hagun glanced at the doll for a moment, then laid it down again.

"No, I was defeated by Geom Mugeuk this time. It should stay down."

Baek Cheongeong nodded as if he had been waiting for that reaction.

"That's right. You should have somehow gotten the Heavenly Peace Sect in your hands and saved them."

Jin Hagun silently looked at Baek Cheongeong. It still felt unfamiliar. He realized he had never looked at his master's face so closely from the side. He had only ever glanced at his master and his grandfather. He had lived his life seeing people that way.

"When a war breaks out someday, hundreds of people from the orthodox sects could die because of the Heavenly Peace Sect. Can you bear that responsibility?"

In the past, he would have immediately prostrated himself and begged for forgiveness. His Master's words would have resonated with him. Even if they had not, he would have considered them right.

Now, he did not feel that way. Instead, a thought came to mind.

Why is he using an extreme example that hasn't even happened?

He suddenly recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

[The person who connected you with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader does not wish for you to become the Chairman.]

He had thought it was nonsense at the time, but now a small doubt began to grow in his heart.

"My thinking was short-sighted."

At those words, Baek Cheongeong's expression softened slightly.

"Good, as long as you understand. We must find a way to reclaim the Heavenly Peace Sect now."

"I will think about it."

Baek Cheongeong returned to his seat. Before resuming his carving, he said one more thing.

"The Chairman would have wanted that as well."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

His Master's words were, to the very end, contrary to Jin Hagun's thoughts.

Is that really what he would have wanted?

His grandfather had been genuinely pleased that he had given up the Heavenly Peace Sect. Because he had tried to see his grandfather clearly, he was able to read that emotion. If he had not, he would have bowed his head and agreed. He had not been looking at his grandfather properly before.

Today, Jin Hagun finally understood the importance of Geom Mugeuk's words about seeing clearly.

Setting everything else aside, shouldn't we, of all people, not forgive someone like Seo Cheong? We are the orthodox sects. Among them, we are the one who will become the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Master of that Chairman.

After meeting Geom Mugeuk, his master looked different.

Or perhaps, only today did he realize his master might be a completely different person than he had perceived.


That night, Jin Hagun had a nightmare.

A shadow-like being with an unclear face chased him all night. No matter how much he ran, his pursuer knew where he was and tracked him down.

Even now, the thing followed him from far behind.

He was too exhausted to run.

As he trudged along in despair, people on the roadside stared at him. He recognized some faces. There were people he trained with when he was young, and there was the throwing knife. People he was not even close to. Why are they appearing? Nightmares always summon those you have forgotten.

He walked past them and kept going. Meanwhile, the pursuing shadow drew closer.

He thought he was going to die. Just then, someone called out to him.

"Commander Jin!"

He looked up and saw Geom Mugeuk leaning on the second-floor railing of a tavern, looking down at him.

"Come on up and have a drink."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly, just as he had when they last parted.

As if possessed, Jin Hagun went up to the second floor of the tavern. He was glad to see him.

He stood with Geom Mugeuk at the railing. The pitch-black shadow that had been chasing him only looked up from the tavern entrance, unable to enter. He could feel the terrifying shadow was afraid.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke abruptly. He repeated what he had said at the banquet. "Isn't that why we're here? If not us, who can stop a guy like that?"

The moment he looked at Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun woke from the dream.

"......" Drenched in sweat, Jin Hagun sighed. It was not strange for Geom Mugeuk to appear in his dream. He had thought about him constantly since they met.

However, his choices in the dream had been foolish. He had just been chased helplessly. He should have fought directly, led the Demon Slaying Brigade to fight, or gone to his grandfather for help. He had just let himself be chased.

What angered him more was that he had given up in the end. The memory of trudging along in despair was vividly etched in his mind.

Shaking off the nightmare, he shot up from his bed.


Jin Haryong was surprised by Jin Hagun's visit.

"So you do things you don't normally do too, Orabeoni?"

Jin Hagun had not visited her quarters recently.

"People can change."

"Don't change too much, it's scary."

Jin Hagun looked around the room and sat down. Jin Haryong knew her Orabeoni would not visit for no reason, so she asked, inwardly tense.

"How did it go?"

"I failed."

"You look pretty good for someone who failed."

"It was half a failure and half a success."

Jin Haryong gave him a questioning look, but Jin Hagun did not answer. He himself did not know what was right and what was wrong right now.

"Geom Mugeuk, what was he like?"

"I don't know."

"Don't be like that, tell me."

"I said I don't know. I don't know him."

Jin Haryong nodded.

"You saw him well, then."

If she were asked what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, she too would have no other answer.

Just then, Jin Hagun said something unexpected.

"Haryong, have you ever experienced something in your life that you couldn't understand?"

Jin Haryong looked at Jin Hagun, surprised.

"Right now."

Jin Hagun gave a faint smile.

"I'm asking seriously."

Had she ever experienced something like that? Ah, she had.

"When I met that person, Geom Mugeuk, I couldn't understand anything at all."

"How did you get through it?"

"I didn't get through it. I was swept away by that person, Geom Mugeuk, and it just passed."

Now, Jin Hagun knew exactly what she meant.

Jin Haryong could tell a wave of change was crashing into her Orabeoni's life. She did not ask if it was because of Geom Mugeuk. She knew he would not admit it, if only for his pride.

Then Jin Hagun asked about something unexpected.

"Do you still hold the prodigy gathering?"

"I do."

"A lot of people must come."

"Do you think they come to see me? They come to get on Grandfather's good side."

Jin Haryong regularly invited prodigies from the orthodox sects. It was less a personal gathering and more a way for the Alliance to manage them. She was in charge of that task.

"There's someone I want you to invite."

"......"

Then, an unexpected name came from Jin Hagun's lips.

"Someone who must be seen without prejudice."

Jin Haryong was startled. He was talking about Geom Mugeuk.

"Why him?"

Jin Hagun answered, "I need his help. Invite him as your guest, and arrange for him to meet me. Make it look like a coincidence."

He could not summon Geom Mugeuk directly. The man who would become the Murim Alliance Chairman could not ask for help from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Are you serious?"

Jin Hagun nodded. It was no wonder his sister was so surprised. Even he thought this was a crazy idea.

But he felt it instinctively. The unfamiliarity he felt from his master constantly stimulated his survival instincts. If he could continue living in ignorance, it would be one thing, but the doubt in his heart grew day by day.

This could not be postponed, nor was it a time to worry about pride. He needed an outsider's help, someone who could look at the situation objectively, not an insider with vested interests. He felt he could not be as helpless as he was in his dream.

"But why?"

"You don't need to know."

"Let me ask again. Is the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade in a situation where he needs the help of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

Jin Hagun replied, "Let's just say your Orabeoni is in a situation where he needs your friend's help."

Even he thought it was absurd, but his instincts were desperately telling him, even using a dream. He needed him.

Jin Haryong hesitated. This was the first favor her Orabeoni had asked of her since they grew up, yet she hesitated.

For her, Geom Mugeuk was also a good memory. She wanted to use this as an excuse to see him again.

However, getting him involved with her Orabeoni was a different matter. It was a relationship between the successor to the Murim Alliance and the successor to the Demonic Cult.

That was why she was anxious. Was it okay to drag a demon into her Orabeoni's affairs?

"Can you handle it?"

After a brief pause, Jin Hagun shook his head.

"Geom Mugeuk? I can't. I need his help precisely because he's someone I can't handle."

Because he had grasped his opponent so accurately, Jin Haryong was actually relieved.

"Then it's settled."


I was training in the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Since my regression, I have met all sorts of people and handled all sorts of matters, but I have never forgotten that martial arts training is the most important thing. Whenever I had time to myself, I always immersed myself in training.

The Heavenly Space Secret Art progressed little by little. It was truly as slow as a turtle. However, I did not give up. I trained and trained, hoping my level might suddenly jump up one day. Of course, that never happened.

When I had to be in a place with people coming and going, I would close my eyes for a moment and practice the Heavenly Demon Self-Defense Technique. With only one stage left until complete mastery, I trained with all my might.

As for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I repeatedly practiced only the First Stance whenever I had a spare moment. Few opponents could survive the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which had reached the Twelfth Star mastery, but if one did appear, I intended to kill them with the First Stance. So I practiced it again and again. I had seen the four evil spirits so many times that I now felt a sense of intimacy with them. The time they lingered was also increasing minutely.

After finishing my training and taking a short break, I saw the Fist Demon taking a walk outside the window.

The Fist Demon stood tall at the edge of the yard, gazing at the distant mountains over the wall.

"Master."

I stood side by side with the Fist Demon.

"Shall I guess what you were just thinking about?"

At that, the Fist Demon showed interest.

"What was I thinking?"

"You were thinking about a cliff, weren't you?"

"If anyone heard that, they'd misunderstand and think I'm crazy about destroying cliffs. Why did you think that?"

"Because your back said so, Master."

The Fist Demon looked at me with a questioning expression.

There are people whose backs tell you who they are. Father is like that, and so is the Fist Demon.

The reason I feel a sense of loneliness when I look at his back is probably because I know how steadfast that back is. It is a back that would walk alone toward thousands of enemies without hesitation if Father commanded it.

"Master, I don't think you should destroy the cliff."

"......"

"When would we ever clean all that up? Besides, it looks cool with the cliff there, doesn't it?"

The Fist Demon looked at me and smiled. I like this man's smile, a smile I do not get to see often.

Just then, a martial artist from the Hunan Branch came and delivered a messenger pigeon. Unexpectedly, it was sent by Jin Haryong.

[You told me to be sure to tell you if something strange and incomprehensible ever happened in my life, right? Well, that time is now.


Chapter 278: Are You Nervous Seeing the Number One Beauty of Hubei After So Long?

I went to the residence of the Fist Demon and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was reading a book.

"What book are you reading all the way out here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without lifting his head.

"Since you won't let me go home, I have to read here."

"Where did you get that book?"

"It seems there's a library for the Branch martial artists."

Would martial artists even read books? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the type to find something to read even in a token library. He truly loved books.

"Stop reading that. Read this first."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally closed his book and looked up.

"A messenger pigeon came from the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter."

"Why his granddaughter?"

"She sent an invitation to a prodigy gathering and a request for help. It's undoubtedly related to this incident."

"So they're starting to show a reaction."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had advised me to respond based on their reaction. Word came from an unexpected person.

I surmised that whoever connected the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and Jin Hagun was now pressuring Jin Hagun because of the recent failure. Jin Haryong must want to see me because a problem has arisen for her Orabeoni, Jin Hagun.

The Fist Demon asked, "What are you going to do?"

"A friend is asking for help, so I have to go."

The Fist Demon's expression turned serious.

"You must be cautious about going to the Murim Alliance."

Contacting them before was different. Now that I was the Young Cult Leader, my actions could become the Cult's official stance.

"I'll move with caution."

The Fist Demon said firmly, "We'll go with you."

He spoke without asking the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's opinion. They had clearly already decided to move with me until this matter was over.

"If you two attend, the entire Murim Alliance will go on high alert. You're the ones who put our Cult's Hunan Branch on high alert, after all."

The two Demon Supremes smiled faintly. They must have also found the Hunan Branch high alert incident amusing. The Poison King or the Drunken Demon might have been able to attend the banquet with me, but these two had to move without being noticed.

"Please stay at the nearest Murim Alliance safehouse. If I need help, I'll send word immediately."

Just as the two Demon Supremes nodded, Cheokyeon arrived. He reported that someone was here. An unexpected messenger pigeon was followed by an unexpected visitor. Coincidentally, both were women.

"Martial Artist Lee has arrived."


Lee Ahn entered the Hunan Branch. She wore a mask and a different martial arts uniform than usual. All the Branch martial artists stopped and stared at her.

Her beauty shone through the mask, but the qi she exuded was even more extraordinary. Her very gait projected the aura of a master, overwhelming ordinary martial artists. She wore a black martial arts uniform and a black mask. The words 'the Ghost Shadows' were embroidered in white on the mask.

Green Mask followed behind her with about ten martial artists. They all wore the same attire, and every one of them exuded an extraordinary aura.

"Lee Ahn!"

Lee Ahn looked over at my call. Normally, she would have run to me shouting, "Young Master!" But conscious of the eyes around her, she walked slowly instead.

[You got a new martial arts uniform? It looks great!]

Lee Ahn quickly replied to my telepathy.

[Don't talk to me! I'm going to give a cool greeting.]

[Right now, you're moving the arm and leg on the same side.]

[Stop it! Don't tease me! This is my first formal greeting to the Young Master, so I'm going to do it coolly.]

She walked up to me and offered a polite clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

[Such pretense!]

[Endure it!]

The martial artists with her lined up behind her.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

After their resounding greeting, Lee Ahn introduced them.

"This is the first squad of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Green Mask stepped forward and greeted me.

"I'm Green Mask, the Division Leader of the first squad. I offer my formal greetings to the Young Cult Leader."

The first squad of the Ghost Shadow Squad was finally complete. Green Mask still wore his blue mask, but his eyes looked incredibly trustworthy. He was a man who had turned down a Demon Supreme position to be a Division Leader. I believed his first squad would be superior to any other in the murim.

"It's only the first squad for now, but it'll gradually expand."

I could feel Lee Ahn's pride. Green Mask added his loyalty.

"We only carry out the Young Cult Leader's orders."

"Any order?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"What would you do if I ordered you to go and kill the Murim Alliance Chairman right now?"

It was a suicide mission, but Green Mask answered without hesitation.

"We'll carry out the order immediately."

"What if Father gives an order? And what if that order conflicts with mine?"

Green Mask was flustered for a moment but soon answered calmly.

"We only follow the Young Cult Leader's orders."

"I appreciate your loyalty, but I make an exception for Father's orders. Consider Father's orders as my own and follow them. Understood?"

"Yes, I understand!"

I patted Green Mask's shoulder, feeling a deep trust.

"I'll be counting on you from now on."

"I will serve you with all my loyalty."

I made my real request through telepathy.

[Take good care of your Captain, more so than me.]

Green Mask answered with his eyes. His gaze was more trustworthy than any words.

I walked past Green Mask to stand before the first squad members. They were all young. Since Lee Ahn and Green Mask had carefully selected them, I knew I could trust them. As I passed, each member removed their mask and stated their name.

I made eye contact with each of them, then spoke.

"There's something I always tell your Captains. Cherish yourselves the most. Live for your own happiness."

Their expressions showed they had heard this before. Lee Ahn must have told them about me.

I asked one of the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists, "Do you know why it was named the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"I heard it was named with the will to become the Young Cult Leader's shadow."

"Yes, that's right. You are my shadows."

I felt Cheokyeon tense up behind me. The Ghost Shadow Squad's aura was no less than that of the bodyguards. Calling them 'my shadow' must have sparked a strange rivalry.

He probably considers himself and his men to be the shadows.

I pretended not to notice and continued speaking to the Ghost Shadow Squad.

"It'd be strange if the main body is happy but the shadow is unhappy, right? So don't make me a bad guy. Make sure the shadow is happier than the main body. I believe this organization will only get stronger when you're happy. Now, repeat after me. We will become happy shadows!"

"We will become happy shadows."

The first squad members looked awkward as they repeated the words. They might have heard I was a peculiar Young Cult Leader, but they probably never expected to repeat such a chant.

Happiness. The word had never been emphasized in any Demonic Cult organization before. It probably didn't exist in the orthodox or unorthodox sects either.

Just then, Lee Ahn cut in.

"But you all know that his words don't mean you should become cowards, right?"

"Of course!" they answered resoundingly.

"You've worked hard coming here. Cheokyeon, provide the Ghost Shadow Squad with food and rooms. Captain, come see me for a moment."

After the Ghost Shadow Squad went to rest, Lee Ahn and I walked through the flower garden.

"How did you get here?"

"I heard you were here, so I stopped by on my way back to our Cult. It was on the way."

"You didn't just come to show off your first squad members?"

"Was it that obvious?" she laughed awkwardly.

She had rushed straight here just to show them off.

"I wanted to show them to you first, Young Master. How are they? My subordinates."

I paused, wondering how to tease the tense girl, but she beat me to it.

"That's a relief. Thank you for saying I chose well."

"I didn't say anything, though?"

"I can tell you're just thinking of how to tease me. If I'd messed up, you wouldn't even be thinking about it."

Lee Ahn was too quick-witted. I offered sincere congratulations instead of teasing her.

"Yes, they all looked fine. You worked hard selecting them."

Lee Ahn beamed. That one sentence seemed to reward all her past hardships.

"How have you been?"

"Traveling through the Central Plains, I realized I'd been living in a well. I also felt how truly important experience is."

"In that sense, let's go have one more experience together. The invitation arrived the day you got here. It must be fate that we go together."

The messenger pigeon from Jin Haryong arrived the same day as Lee Ahn. I thought it was fate telling me to have these two brilliant women meet. I believed the meeting would help them both grow.

There was another reason, too.

I recalled my conversation with Jin Haryong.

[Do you have a girl back home? A girl you like?]

[There's a woman prettier than you.]

[Prettier than me? Then the credibility of your words just plummeted.]

[You're the number one beauty of Hubei, right? She's the world number one beauty.]

[You have to show me next time, that world number one beauty!]

I had planned to introduce them if the opportunity arose. Now, it finally had.

"Who sent the invitation?"

I smiled faintly. "The person who made my credibility plummet."


Jin Haryong held the gathering as usual.

Prodigies made all sorts of efforts to participate. One had to stand out in their region just to receive an invitation. The gathering's biggest advantage was building connections with children from other sects. Just getting noticed by Jin Haryong made the event meaningful.

The young prodigies secretly dreamed of marrying Jin Haryong. Most were the best and brightest in their own towns, so they dreamed big. She was the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, the number one beauty of Hubei, and an outstanding martial artist. As a marriage partner, she was the best in the orthodox sects murim.

Of course, they realized it was an unattainable dream once they met Jin Haryong in person. She led the gathering excellently but never revealed personal feelings. Especially after the last Young Dragon Tournament, she allowed no openings.

"Is something wrong? You seem tense."

Jin Haryong's bodyguard, Chu Ho, asked with concern. She seemed particularly tense today.

"I'm fine."

She didn't necessarily expect Geom Mugeuk to come. Their statuses were now clearly different. Coming to the Murim Alliance was a great risk, so he was more likely to stay away.

Nevertheless, she felt a baseless expectation. For some reason, it felt like Geom Mugeuk would come. He was the kind of man who inspired that.

Meanwhile, people gathered in the banquet hall. They exchanged greetings, all trying hard to make themselves known.

She peeked from behind the curtain, but Geom Mugeuk was nowhere to be seen.

Is he not coming?

She put aside her disappointment and hurt pride. Her Orabeoni desperately needed him.

"It's time for you to go out."

At Chu Ho's words, she composed herself. Her expression was completely different as she went outside. When she appeared, everyone clapped and cheered. First-time attendees were greatly impressed by the number one beauty of Hubei.

Usually, she would start by thanking the esteemed martial artists for coming.

"Welcome, my friends."

She started with a joke. Laughter erupted, and the atmosphere immediately lightened.

"When my grandfather starts a speech, no one can even blink, no matter how boring it is, right? Well, it's okay to doze off now."

Laughter followed again. Jin Haryong wasn't originally so easygoing, but she had changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. She was trying to change, though even she didn't know why.

"You must have heard some unusual news lately. News from the Demonic Cult, and news from the Evil Alliance."

Everyone's expression stiffened at the mention of the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance. Most were children of prestigious families and had heard rumors about the heirs. The rumors about the Demonic Cult's heir were especially incredible.

"Those rumors tell us why we must gather and unite. A person more formidable than any heir in history has appeared. Our grandfathers and parents won't be the ones to face him. We are."

A heavy silence fell over the hall.

Jin Haryong paused her speech and looked around at them. The young martial artists had to awaken. They had to genuinely change to face him.

At that very moment, Jin Haryong's eyes met someone's among the prodigies.

She startled the moment she saw him.

When on earth did he come in?

Geom Mugeuk stood among the crowd, smiling.

Ah! He came!

A surge of gladness welled up inside her. His eyes were unchanged. They were still clear, deep, and pure, yet looked like they could play a prank at any moment.

She was grateful. When she asked for help, he hadn't refused. He, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, now stood alone among the orthodox sects. All because she had asked him to come.

She stared at Geom Mugeuk and continued her speech.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult in the rumors is no ordinary person. They say he's stronger, smarter, and braver than anyone else, and he even keeps his promises well, right?"

Geom Mugeuk's smile deepened.

"So we too must get our acts together and build our skills. If we let our guard down, the sword of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader will one day pierce our hearts. So let's all join forces and strive! For the peace of the murim! There's no time to doze off."

The prodigies cheered enthusiastically.

In the noisy hall, the two of them just gazed at each other.


After her speech, Jin Haryong immediately met Geom Mugeuk in the rear garden.

"You really came."

"We agreed to be friends, didn't we?"

"It's just awkward seeing you after so long."

"You can be comfortable. I came as a friend."

Seeing Geom Mugeuk up close, Jin Haryong felt needlessly nervous. With her Orabeoni's problem weighing on her, all sorts of thoughts crossed her mind.

He really came as a friend, right? Could I be getting deceived by this man?

Gratitude and fear mixed within her. She tried to ease her tension with a playful remark.

"So, are you nervous seeing the number one beauty of Hubei after so long?"

"Well, I'm someone who sees the world's number one beauty all the time."

"Bragging again?"

"I thought you'd say that, so I brought her."

"Then let's see her, that world number one beauty."

Until that moment, Jin Haryong thought Geom Mugeuk was joking.

Geom Mugeuk turned his head. In the distance, Lee Ahn stepped out from behind a building. Jin Haryong was startled, realizing he had really come with a woman.

Lee Ahn emerged from the building's shadow and walked slowly toward them.


Chapter 279: You Never Know

Lee Ahn wore a bamboo hat with an attached veil.

As Lee Ahn drew nearer, Jin Haryong's eyes widened. Her figure was slender yet sensual, a physique one did not see every day.

Still, Jin Haryong maintained her composure for the moment.

Lee Ahn walked right up to the two of them and slowly removed her bamboo hat.

Jin Haryong was stunned the moment she saw Lee Ahn's face.

Jin Haryong had always been confident in her own looks. No matter how beautiful a woman was, she tended to look ordinary standing before Jin Haryong.

However, this person was different. She had distinct and refreshing features, clear eyes, and resilient skin that seemed to glow.

Jin Haryong wondered if it was even possible for someone to be so captivatingly beautiful.

The reason Jin Haryong was more surprised and impressed than most was that she herself knew more about beauty than anyone else.

She had often been the subject of comparison and had met many beautiful women. That was why she knew. It was not easy to be that beautiful.

There was one more thing.

Something made Lee Ahn perfect. It was Lee Ahn's aura. Her aura was gentle yet intense. Looking at her felt like seeing a single plum blossom blooming on a snowy day.

A master!

No prodigy Jin Haryong had seen until now had ever displayed such an aura. It was an aura that overwhelmed not only them, but even herself.

She's a greater master than I am.

She's this beautiful, and she's strong in martial arts too? Surely her personality can't be good, right? Her voice must be strange? Truly, such silly thoughts even crossed her mind.

While Jin Haryong was lost in thought, Lee Ahn smiled and greeted her.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Lee Ahn."

Her voice was like jade beads rolling on a silver tray. Her personality was still unknown, but judging by external factors alone, she was perfect.

"I'm Jin Haryong."

Jin Haryong's voice trembled slightly. It hadn't trembled when she gave a speech to all those prodigies earlier, but in this moment, it did.

In contrast, although Lee Ahn faced the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, every word she uttered overflowed with confidence.

"I've heard a lot about you. It's an honor to meet such a distinguished person. You're truly beautiful. I've never seen anyone as beautiful as you."

A single thought surfaced in Jin Haryong's mind.

Look who's talking!

To think a day would come when she would be outmatched in looks.

Her astonished gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk puffed out his chest with an annoyingly proud expression.

"This is the kind of person I am."

As if she couldn't believe it, Jin Haryong checked again.

"Is she really your girlfriend?"

At the word girlfriend, Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk in surprise.

"She was looking down on me for not having a girlfriend, so I told her I did."

Jin Haryong's heart pounded for her own reasons, and Lee Ahn's heart pounded for hers.

"So, is she your girlfriend or not?"

Just as Geom Mugeuk was about to answer, Lee Ahn replied.

"I'm not."

At that moment, Jin Haryong felt an unidentifiable sense of relief.

"We're much closer than a girlfriend."

Jin Haryong flinched.

Though it was a brief reaction, Lee Ahn could feel it.

Miss Jin likes the Young Master.

It was an intuition she could feel as another woman.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman.

The qualifications that all men in the world desire have become the worst possible conditions for a relationship with the Young Master, I see.

Lee Ahn smiled and said, "I've served as his bodyguard since we were young. That's what I meant by our long time together."

At that, Jin Haryong glanced at Geom Mugeuk and commented, "It must have been difficult, serving that person."

"It wasn't easy."

As the two women stared at him simultaneously, Geom Mugeuk grinned and said, "People always become friends faster when there's a common enemy."

Then, Jin Haryong asked provocatively, "Are we really common enemies?"

"What do you mean?"

Jin Haryong said to Lee Ahn, "If he considered you a subordinate, I don't think the word girlfriend would have ever come out of his mouth."

At her probing words, Lee Ahn stated firmly, "You misunderstand. To me, he is the noble Young Cult Leader, and I've never dared to harbor such feelings."

Her feelings for Geom Mugeuk were deeper than anyone's. However, she was a mere bodyguard, and Geom Mugeuk was of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline. She, on the other hand, was all alone in the world, not even knowing who her parents were.

"You never know what can happen in the world."

Jin Haryong's words were directed at Lee Ahn, and perhaps, also at herself.

Just as Lee Ahn had sensed Jin Haryong's affection for Geom Mugeuk, Jin Haryong also sensed that Lee Ahn was in love with Geom Mugeuk.

For a brief moment, a strange current flowed between the two women.

Jin Haryong said to Geom Mugeuk, "Anyway, I take back calling you a braggart."

"Then we're good. My credibility has been restored."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk revealed the reason he had brought Lee Ahn.

"I didn't bring Lee Ahn here to have you two fight over your looks."

"Then?"

The reason was quite unexpected.

"I brought my friend to introduce her to another friend. I thought you two would get along well."

The words 'another friend' flew into Jin Haryong's heart.

So he really did think of me as a friend.

She felt a strange mix of happiness and a slight sense of disappointment.

After introducing the two women to each other, Geom Mugeuk got to the point.

"Where is Commander Jin?"

"Why my Orabeoni?"

"Didn't you call me because of Commander Jin?"

"How did you know?"

Honestly, this man was no longer surprising.

"Your Orabeoni must have asked you to arrange a chance meeting."

"How did you know that, too? Don't tell me. Are you spying on us? Did you plant people around me?"

Her words made Geom Mugeuk laugh because she was being serious, not joking.

"I wish I really had spies that skilled. The problem is, people with that much skill don't become spies."

That meant Geom Mugeuk had figured it out through deduction. Right, this was the kind of person he was, so it made sense that her Orabeoni would ask for his help.

"Do you think of me as a friend?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Then make me a promise. You can't harm my Orabeoni. If it comes to that, kill me instead. Got it?"

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "Did you hear that? If I order you to kill Commander Jin, you can just kill this person here."

"Isn't that too harsh an order after introducing us as friends?"

At Lee Ahn's words, Jin Haryong smiled faintly.

"My Orabeoni is in the guest room at the far end of the rear garden. He's on standby to come out and meet you when I send word."

"I'll go and meet him."

"My Orabeoni's pride will be hurt."

"If he wanted to protect his pride, he wouldn't have called me in the first place. See you later, then."

Having said his piece, Geom Mugeuk walked toward the place Jin Haryong had indicated.

Once the two of them were alone, an awkward silence briefly fell between them.

Jin Haryong asked Lee Ahn, "Would you like to go to the banquet with me?"

If the two beautiful women returned to the banquet hall together, it would surely cause an uproar.

Lee Ahn politely declined.

"Please invite me next time. I don't think today is the right place for me."

"Yes, then I'll see you next time."

They politely greeted each other with a clasped hands greeting.

After walking a few steps, Jin Haryong looked back at Lee Ahn.

"Will we be able to see each other again?"

Jin Haryong felt a curiosity toward Lee Ahn. She was curious about what kind of woman Lee Ahn was, and how the Geom Mugeuk she knew differed from the Geom Mugeuk that Lee Ahn knew. The fact that Lee Ahn was beautiful also drew her in.

"Of course. I'll always be with the Young Master. If you wish to see me, please seek out the Young Master."

"I will."

Jin Haryong returned to the banquet hall, and Lee Ahn quietly disappeared into the shadows.


Jin Hagun waited in the guest room.

His plan was to go there naturally and meet Geom Mugeuk when his sister sent word. After all, it wasn't strange for him to participate in a gathering of prodigies.

This is insane.

What would happen if his master found out? Their relationship would probably become irreparable. If his grandfather found out? He would also be greatly disappointed. Because a problem had arisen, and instead of solving it himself, he had involved a member of the demonic sect. Knowing all this, he had still brought Geom Mugeuk into it. That was how great a sense of crisis he felt.

It was at that very moment.

Someone passing by the window stopped and looked inside.

The person who met Jin Hagun's eyes was Geom Mugeuk.

"Commander Jin! Why are you here? I was on my way to attend the meeting at your sister's invitation. I was just looking for the outhouse, what a coincidence this is. It seems we're truly bound by fate."

Jin Hagun, who had been staring at Geom Mugeuk, finally let out a sigh.

"Stop the ridiculous acting and come in."

Geom Mugeuk entered the house with a smile.

"How did you know?"

"Because if my sister hadn't told you, there's no way we'd be meeting here. You're not the type of person to get lost looking for an outhouse, are you? And you're certainly not someone I'd run into by chance like this."

"As expected! Our Commander Jin is so smart. We'll have to use our heads a lot when we take on the Murim Alliance later."

"I'm not in the mood to play along with your jokes right now. So stop it."

Jin Hagun worried about how this moment would be remembered in his life. He stood at a crossroads, wondering if it would begin with 'It was a truly foolish choice,' or 'If not for that choice back then, I wouldn't be who I am today.'

"How did you know I was the one who called you?"

"Because I know how important the Murim Alliance is to you."

"What do you know about me?"

"Aren't you the man who gave up the Heavenly Peace Sect to become the Chairman? That fact alone shows how much you want to be the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Jin Hagun acknowledged the statement with his silence.

"Are you perhaps bothered by the fact that you called me? You don't need to worry about that."

Jin Hagun waited for his next words with a questioning look.

Then, unexpected words flowed from Geom Mugeuk.

"You're not the successor yet, are you? If a successor had called a successor, that could certainly be a problem, but right now, the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade has called his sister's friend. Not to ask for help, but to investigate something."

"Then you came because you were called by a mere Captain of the Murim Alliance who isn't even a successor, didn't you? The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, of all people."

"I'm fine with it. I'm a big-minded person."

"You have some nerve saying that about yourself."

"If I don't say it, you wouldn't know I was this big-minded, would you? Since you're so busy worrying about public opinion that you don't need to care about."

"You really are..."

"A person who knows how to praise himself and insult others at the same time."

How could one possibly win against Geom Mugeuk in a battle of words? In the end, with an expression that said he was impossible, Jin Hagun just shook his head.

Geom Mugeuk stood up, poured tea from a kettle on a corner table, and asked, "Why did you call me?"

Now that he had to answer, Jin Hagun hesitated. Should he really talk about his master? About his master, of all people.

Geom Mugeuk brought over two cups of tea. The action was so natural it seemed as if Geom Mugeuk was hosting Jin Hagun.

"I'll try to guess why you called me."

After looking down at his teacup for a moment, Geom Mugeuk said abruptly, "You're afraid that you'll end up killing that person with your own hands."

"!"

In that instant, Jin Hagun's eyes shot wide open.

"You called me because you couldn't bring yourself to kill him. To use me as your sword."

It was an unexpected statement, but at the same time, it hit the nail on the head.

Jin Hagun admitted that he had recalled Geom Mugeuk's words from deep within his heart. That he might have to kill his master in the end. Once that premonition had surfaced, it had never left his mind.

"Why didn't you tell the Chairman about something this important?"

Under Geom Mugeuk's intense gaze, Jin Hagun felt it was time to reveal everything.

"Because he wouldn't believe me, and even if he did, I thought that person would find out first in the process of handling this matter. There are likely many people within the Alliance who serve as his eyes and ears."

"Who is that person?"

Jin Hagun finally revealed his identity.

"My Master."

This was the first time Geom Mugeuk had heard of his master's existence.

"You had a Master?"

"It's not known to the outside world, so you wouldn't know. My Master extremely disliked being known to the world."

One thing was certain. When Hwa Mugi was pushing back the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall and the Murim Alliance Chairman and all his relatives were killed, his master was not among the victims. At the very least, he was not the type of person to die protecting his disciple.

"I realized through this incident. That my Master is strange."

"That's right. Masters are always strange. My Master is trying to demolish a cliff with his fists."

He couldn't tell if Geom Mugeuk's words were a joke or the truth, but that was truly how he felt.

"I'd rather have a Master who was strange in that way."

"How was he strange? Tell me in detail."

"I don't have any concrete evidence. It's just a feeling, and yet I called you... maybe I'm the strange one."

"You're not strange, you're just too smart."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Jin Hagun lifted his head.

"What do you mean?"

"Even from my perspective, this whole affair was certainly strange. It was strange from the very beginning when the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader asked your side for help."

"Couldn't it be that my Master and the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader were close?"

"Then let me ask you one thing. Did your Master mention revenge?"

Jin Hagun's heart sank for a moment. He had been so focused on the sense of unease from his master that he had missed that point.

Jin Hagun shook his head. That wasn't the only thing he had missed.

"Did he mourn the death of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader? No, did he even ask who killed him?"

There was no mourning, nor did he ask who the killer was. Why hadn't he thought of this? It was such a basic thought. Suddenly, he recalled something Geom Mugeuk had said.


"You mean that sometimes you can't see things precisely because they are close to you."



Because when something happens, countless past memories and one's relationship with that person come to mind first, rather than such objective judgments.

"So what did your Master say?"

"He said we should reclaim the Heavenly Peace Sect. He told me to find a way."

"For a relationship that's only this deep, why would the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader ask your Master for help? What kind of relationship do they have? Objectively speaking, isn't it strange? The Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson is in an incomprehensible relationship with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, who is under the influence of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Your instincts were working well. Your choice to call me was also excellent."

Geom Mugeuk's barrage of compliments continued.

"That's why I look forward to when you become the Chairman. I want to work with a wise person like you."

Geom Mugeuk was endlessly provoking him. Then again, he was the kind of person who could shake people up like this, so it was natural that he was the first person Jin Hagun thought of in a moment of crisis. He must have been the one who came to him even in his dreams and gave him faith.

Jin Hagun no longer hesitated or wavered.

"What should I do now?"

Until the very end, Geom Mugeuk was the spokesperson for Jin Hagun's inner thoughts.

"Since they tried to play with you, shouldn't you become a dangerous toy?"


Chapter 280: I Must See for Myself

Jin Haryong's body was at the President's banquet, but her mind was elsewhere.

Even while greeting and speaking with the prodigies, her thoughts drifted to Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn. She recalled Lee Ahn's beautiful image and felt her prayer. Then, she pictured Geom Mugeuk standing beside Lee Ahn.

Is Orabeoni doing well?

In her distracted state, the prodigies trying to win her favor went completely unnoticed.

They included handsome men and skilled martial artists, but compared to Geom Mugeuk, they all seemed like children. It was a side effect of knowing him.

The meeting felt especially long. When it finally ended, she returned to her residence and found Jin Hagun waiting.

"Orabeoni!"

Jin Haryong never thought she would be so happy to see him.

"I was just about to go see you. What happened?"

Judging by Jin Hagun's expression, their talk had ended well.

Instead of answering, Jin Hagun asked a question.

"How was the meeting?"

"It's the same old boring stuff. Memorizing names and faces, listening to bragging, and pretending to be friendly. Then it's 'Let's overthrow the Demonic Cult! Let's defeat the Evil Alliance!'"

"That boring work will one day protect the orthodox sects of the murim."

"You can protect the murim, Orabeoni. My role ends here."

"Do you think there'll be anywhere to hide if the Demonic Cult takes over the murim?"

Her Orabeoni also suffered from a side effect, one that came from living as the Chairman's grandson. The fear that the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance could invade had been rooted in his heart since childhood.

"Orabeoni, do you really think Geom Mugeuk is the kind of person who dreams of unifying the murim by slaughtering us all?"

She couldn't picture it, no matter how hard she tried. The image of Geom Mugeuk standing on a mountain of corpses just didn't fit.

"I don't know. I don't know what kind of person he is, but one thing is certain. If he dreams of unifying the murim, stopping him won't be easy."

This was not a problem for their grandfather to solve. It was a matter for Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong's generation.

"You can never know if you can trust someone during the process. That trust is only proven by the result. We're still in the process."

This applied to his relationship with his master and with Geom Mugeuk. Doing well a hundred times meant nothing. If they showed their true colors at the last moment, it would be a catastrophe.

"Oh, you know how to say things like that now. How impressive, Orabeoni!"

After a short pause, Jin Hagun spoke.

"Geom Mugeuk said that."

"Ah!"

Jin Haryong grew solemn for a moment, then burst out laughing.

"My successful Orabeoni has finally met his match."

Even after hearing this, Jin Hagun didn't feel angry or displeased.

She was the only person he could open his heart to. The only one with whom he could comfortably have such sensitive conversations.

"Orabeoni, what do you think of him?"

Jin Haryong was curious about her Orabeoni's opinion of Geom Mugeuk.

Like her, Jin Hagun had much to say about Geom Mugeuk. He was clearly a trustworthy person, but Jin Hagun didn't know how far that trust should extend.

Nevertheless, Jin Hagun acknowledged his counterpart.

"He is a person on a different scale than me."

Jin Hagun held out one hand, cupping it as if holding a ball.

"If I am a person of this size."

He then used both hands to mime holding a large ball in front of his chest.

"Geom Mugeuk is a person of this size. To face him and win, I'll have to start by acknowledging this."

Her Orabeoni had certainly changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. The fact that her prideful Orabeoni would admit such a thing proved he was different.

Jin Haryong liked the change, but she was also worried. She worried he might fall too deeply for Geom Mugeuk.

"You can handle it, right?"

"I have to try. If I can't do it now, I won't be able to do it later either."

Jin Hagun's gaze was resolute. Though he was receiving help, she could feel his determination not to be swayed by Geom Mugeuk.

"Watch how I overcome this."

Jin Haryong clenched her fist, her expression full of belief.

This time, Jin Hagun asked a question.

"How about you? You saw Geom Mugeuk for the first time in a while, didn't you?"

Her clenched fist went limp.

"It's even more repetitive for me. I'm always surprised and flustered, but today, he wasn't the problem."

Jin Haryong imitated Jin Hagun.

"If I am this beautiful, then this time I met someone who is this beautiful."

Seeing her brother's confused look, Jin Haryong smiled.

"I realized that Hubei was just a vast well."


Jin Hagun arrived at Baek Cheongeong's workshop.

At the door, he remembered Geom Mugeuk's advice.

'Don't be self-conscious, just act as you normally would. Rather than trying to look good, subtly reveal that you are dissatisfied with this recent matter. That way, he won't suspect you.'

However, Baek Cheongeong was not in the workshop.

Jin Hagun was about to leave when his eyes fell on the display shelf. A black cloth covered the shelf where the dolls were kept. It was sometimes covered, but this cloth looked different.

As Jin Hagun slowly approached and reached for the cloth, he sensed a presence behind him.

When Jin Hagun turned, Baek Cheongeong stood in the doorway.

"Master."

"You've come?"

Though curious about what was under the cloth, Jin Hagun left it alone and walked toward his master.

Baek Cheongeong walked past him, sat in his usual seat, and began to carve.

SAGAK SAGAK.

Lately, his master spent much more time carving. It used to seem like just a hobby.

He even covered the display case. What could he be carving?

"So, have you thought about how to reclaim the Heavenly Peace Sect?"

His Master's gaze remained fixed on the doll he was carving.

"I'm thinking of persuading the masters within the Heavenly Peace Sect who support the orthodox sects. Since the Heavenly Peace Sect has long remained neutral, their loyalty to the Demonic Cult isn't strong. Of course, the same goes for our main alliance or the Evil Alliance. The sect's atmosphere changes with the Sect Leader and high command, so it will take time, but if we can win over the orthodox-leaning masters..."

As Jin Hagun spoke, he carefully watched Baek Cheongeong's every move. He could tell his master was not listening attentively.

Is my Master really waiting for me to find a solution?

As if to confirm his suspicion, Baek Cheongeong cut him off.

"Isn't your pride wounded?"

He provoked Jin Hagun in a calm tone.

"The three heirs of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions gathered in one place. Two returned with lavish gifts, but you alone came back empty-handed."

Mentioning his pride and comparing him to the other heirs angered Jin Hagun, but he forced himself to answer calmly.

"I don't believe this is a matter of pride. Hunan was originally their territory. The Heavenly Peace Sect Leader's son was a monster in human skin. My gift was never there in the first place."

Jin Hagun faithfully followed Geom Mugeuk's advice. He didn't simply admit fault or follow his master's opinion.

"Why is the Heavenly Peace Sect so important to you, Master?"

"Do you think I'm doing this because of the Heavenly Peace Sect?"

"You're not?"

"I am not."

"Then what is it for?"

A surprising answer came from Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"To prevent a war."

Jin Hagun froze at the word 'war'.

"What do you mean?"

"Hunan borders Hubei, where the Murim Alliance Headquarters is located, and has historically been a strategic key point. However, the Big Bro sects that maintained neutrality there have fallen into the hands of the Demonic Cult. This means the balance has been broken."

"Isn't it a bit of a leap to say a war will break out?"

"Why do you think this alliance exists? It exists to eliminate even that slim probability. Wars can start from the smallest, most trivial incidents. This time, you've greatly increased the probability of a war breaking out. All because of your greed to become the Chairman."

For a moment, Jin Hagun was speechless. Before meeting Geom Mugeuk, he would have completely accepted his master's words. He would have even blamed himself for being greedy.

But not anymore. No matter how plausible it sounded, he would judge it later.

Hiding his inner thoughts, Jin Hagun asked with a deliberately flustered expression.

"Then what should I do now?"

The Master's reply was cold.

"Why are you asking me that? You're the one who caused this, so you should be the one to find the answer."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Baek Cheongeong began carving again. Recognizing the silent dismissal, Jin Hagun bowed his head and left, thinking that he still didn't understand his master at all.


"Lower your arm a little more, and put more strength into your left leg."

Geom Mugeuk observed and corrected Lee Ahn's technique.

Lee Ahn's Soaring Sky Sword Art had improved even further since he last saw it. Of course, she still needed much more time and effort to reach complete mastery. She had to train relentlessly, letting the art mature within her until it was ready to burst open like a flower bud.

"Put more power into your waist. If your center collapses, your entire stance will collapse."

The two were training at the safehouse Jin Hagun had arranged.

"Focus! Why can't you focus today?"

"I'm sorry."

For some reason, she couldn't focus on her training today. She didn't know why.

This isn't an opportunity that comes often. I have to focus!

Lee Ahn swung her sword with all her might. After the training session ended, she apologized again.

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

She expected a scolding, but Geom Mugeuk's reaction was unexpected.

"It was actually good. Sometimes you don't seem human. People have moments where they can't focus, and they make mistakes. This is how it should be."

"I appreciate you saying that, but I'm still disappointed. It's been a while since you personally taught me, Young Master."

"I'll teach you often until you achieve complete mastery, so don't worry."

Pleased, Lee Ahn swayed her body as if dancing. She seemed much more liberated compared to the rigid girl she was when he first regressed.

Yes, she's changing little by little. These changes will accumulate and one day become a different life. Lee Ahn, in this life, you won't die in a pool of blood. I'll make sure you can live your life dancing just like this.

Lee Ahn moved around him like a child and asked.

"By the way, Young Master. Did you really bring me here to introduce me to Miss Jin?"

"No."

"Then why did you bring me?"

"Why else? I just made an excuse because I wanted to come out and have fun with you for a change."

Lee Ahn glanced back over her shoulder.

"A few of my tails are missing. You took them, didn't you, Young Master?"

Knowing she meant it was an excellent answer, Geom Mugeuk pretended to stroke his own tail.

"Actually, I had more tails to begin with."

As they laughed together, Jin Hagun arrived.

He expected to find only Geom Mugeuk, so seeing a woman with him, Jin Hagun waited from a distance.

"Come on over."

Only when Geom Mugeuk called out did Jin Hagun approach.

In that time, Lee Ahn had put on a mask. Of course, the mask couldn't hide her beauty.

"I am Lee Ahn, who serves the Young Cult Leader."

"I am Jin Hagun of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

"Well then, I'll let you two talk."

"We'll see each other next time."

Lee Ahn bowed politely and went into her quarters.

Jin Hagun knew at a glance. He knew who his sister meant when she mentioned a great beauty.

Geom Mugeuk came up beside him and asked suggestively.

"Are you smitten?"

Jin Hagun gave Geom Mugeuk a look that said, 'What are you talking about?'

"There's no need to be shy. Isn't it natural for a man to fall for a beautiful woman? I understand completely."

"Do you fall for women you've just met so easily?"

He couldn't let that comment slide. It was like drawing a sword in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"One can fall in love at first sight."

"Not me. I don't give my heart to someone I don't even know."

Since he was obviously being sincere, Geom Mugeuk attacked from another angle.

"Ah, Lee Ahn. You'll have to try harder. It seems you weren't beautiful enough to move the heart of this iron wall of a man. I'll pass on the message to her. That she wasn't beautiful enough to move your heart."

Jin Hagun became flustered.

"What are you talking about! Don't you dare tell her something like that!"

"But it's true, isn't it? 'How dare she try to move me with mere beauty! Her beauty is not enough to move me!'"

"No! She is beautiful enough."

"Then are you smitten?"

Finally, Jin Hagun shook his head with a look of defeat.

"Think whatever you want."

Geom Mugeuk smiled victoriously.

After their banter, Jin Hagun recounted his visit to his master.

"I went to see my Master."

Jin Hagun relayed the conversation verbatim.

Geom Mugeuk contemplated for a moment. Watching him, Jin Hagun felt a strange tension. Geom Mugeuk's expression was completely different from when he had been joking moments ago.

In a moment, the words that come from Geom Mugeuk's mouth must also be able to come from my own. I must be able to think like that. Only then will I be able to face Geom Mugeuk.

"Did your heart waver after hearing his words?"

"Isn't it possible that my Master did it for the true peace of the murim?"

"Nonsense. If he was truly for the peace of the murim, he shouldn't have tried to rescue the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader's son in the first place. Think about it. The Murim Alliance pressured us to release someone the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had captured for punishment. Father let it slide, saying it was a test for me, but what would have happened if we had reacted harshly? That would have brought us one step closer to war."

Jin Hagun nodded. He regretted that he couldn't say these words to his master on the spot.

"I need to see your Master in person."

"Are you serious?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He judged that drawing out the Master's true nature through Jin Hagun would be too difficult. The opponent was moving too cautiously.

"How? My Master will never agree to meet you."

He had lived a secretive life. Jin Hagun thought that no matter how capable Geom Mugeuk was, he couldn't possibly find a way to see his master.

Just then, another person entered the area. It was Jin Haryong.

"Orabeoni, you're here too."

"What are you doing here?"

"I have no business with you two. I came to see this martial artist."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to her.

"Lee Ahn is in her room. The room at the end of the hall. Oh, and go tell Lee Ahn that she's still not enough to move your Orabeoni's heart..."

"Stop!"

Jin Hagun urgently cut him off. Guessing the situation, Jin Haryong said to Geom Mugeuk.

"Even if you're going to play with him, make sure you put him back where he belongs."

"Of course. He's the most dangerous toy in the murim."

Jin Hagun gestured for the confused Jin Haryong to go inside and not bother with them.

After she left, Jin Hagun said with a serious expression.

"Are you going to keep joking around at a time like this?"

"I've thought of a way to meet your Master."

Geom Mugeuk spoke meaningfully to the surprised Jin Hagun.

"I thought of it thanks to your sister."


Chapter 281: The One Who is Lost

"Was our reunion too soon?"

Jin Haryong stood at the door and greeted her warmly.

Water dripped from Lee Ahn's hair. She had just finished her martial arts training, washed up, and changed into comfortable clothes.

"A reunion with a welcome person is better the sooner it happens, right? Please, come in."

Jin Haryong smiled and stepped inside. Lee Ahn felt her spirits lift. Some people could do that with just a single word. Perhaps that was why Jin Haryong had come.

As Jin Haryong sat, she noticed a bottle of alcohol on the table.

"Were you about to have a drink?"

"Ah, I found some alcohol when I was looking around," Lee Ahn said. It seemed to be alcohol prepared for visitors to the safehouse.

"Could you pour me a glass too?" Jin Haryong asked.

"Of course. Please wait a moment. I didn't prepare any side dishes since I was just planning to have a simple drink."

"It's fine. Let's just drink."

"Are you sure?"

"You don't think that just because I'm the Chairman's granddaughter, I only drink with a grand feast, do you?"

Lee Ahn laughed and shook her head. The two poured each other a drink and toasted.

"Did something good happen today?" Jin Haryong asked.

"Why do you ask?"

"The alcohol, and this martial artist's expression seems bright."

Something good? Of course, there was. She had received martial arts instruction from Geom Mugeuk for the first time in a while. What made her feel even better was what he had said.

[Then why did you bring me?]

[Why else? I made an excuse because I wanted to come out and hang out with you for the first time in a while.]

How could I not be completely loyal to him? He passed down martial arts only the Heavenly Demon's bloodline could learn, always said my happiness came first, and said things like that.

Lee Ahn did not answer, but Jin Haryong could feel it. She could tell Lee Ahn's good mood was related to Geom Mugeuk.

Lee Ahn naturally changed the subject. "Isn't it hard? Living as the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"This martial artist asks the opposite," Jin Haryong said.

"Pardon?"

"Everyone else asks how great it must be to be the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter."

"I guess I'm a negative person," Lee Ahn mused.

"I've never seen a negative person admit they're negative."

Jin Haryong emptied her cup and looked at Lee Ahn. "It's hard. Much harder than you'd think."

"I thought so."

"It must be hard for this martial artist too, right? Serving someone who isn't easy to serve."

Despite her question, Jin Haryong felt a pang of envy for the woman who had been with Geom Mugeuk for so long.

"It's not hard," Lee Ahn said. "When I'm with him, things happen that would never happen in a lifetime. Like sometimes, I even get to drink with the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Jin Haryong completely sympathized with Lee Ahn's joke.

"Right? You can never tell what will happen in the world."

My relationship with Geom Mugeuk, and this very situation.

The two talked about this and that. With each empty cup, they exchanged stories of their different lives, one in the Murim Alliance and one in the Demonic Cult. A subtle atmosphere sometimes flowed between them. They talked about Geom Mugeuk, then martial arts, and then Geom Mugeuk again.

Honestly, Jin Haryong had hoped to find a flaw in Lee Ahn, but the more they talked, the more she thought, This woman is great.

When the bottle was empty, Jin Haryong stood up. She did not suggest they drink more. Instead, she made a startling proposal.

"Martial Artist Lee, shall we be friends?"

"So impulsively?" Lee Ahn asked. "This is only our second time meeting."

"What does it matter?" Jin Haryong countered. "The world of martial artists is a place where you might even kill someone you've just met."

Jin Haryong had never asked anyone to be friends before. People lined up for the chance, but she had never initiated it, yet here she was, asking Lee Ahn after only their second meeting.

I know myself as little as I know the unpredictable ways of the world, Jin Haryong thought.

"Are you really okay with this? Becoming friends with a demon?" Lee Ahn asked.

"I'm fine," Jin Haryong replied. "What about this martial artist?"

Lee Ahn stared silently at Jin Haryong for a moment, then smiled brightly. "How could I possibly refuse the chance to gain a wonderful friend like you?"

In that moment, Jin Haryong's brief regret, Did I say that for nothing?, completely vanished.


Jin Hagun visited the Master again.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

"Have you found a way?" the Master asked.

The Master kept asking about the method. Jin Hagun now understood.

The Master's goal isn't to hear the method. He wants to push me into a corner, to get a tighter grip on me. The fastest way to ensnare someone is to make them feel intimidated.

"No. I came to see you today for a different reason."

At the firm reply, Baek Cheongeong stopped carving the wood. He looked up, and Jin Hagun candidly revealed his thoughts.

"I know that you've been very disappointed in me lately. Although I made excuses to you, Master, I have been deeply reflecting."

Baek Cheongeong's expression remained unchanged.

"I have a favor to ask of you, Master," Jin Hagun continued.

A hint of curiosity flickered in Baek Cheongeong's eyes. Jin Hagun was right. It was unlikely he would ask for something in the current atmosphere. This meant the favor was very important.

"Speak."

"During the previous Young Dragon Tournament, a connection formed between Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, and Haryong."

Jin Hagun sighed lightly. "It seems Haryong took a liking to him back then."

Baek Cheongeong listened in silence.

"That foolish child invited the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult to this prodigy gathering," Jin Hagun explained. "And now, the Young Cult Leader is secretly here at the main headquarters."

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is here at the main headquarters?" Baek Cheongeong's gaze intensified.

"I only found out about it a short while ago myself."

"Are you telling me that Geom Mugeuk came here to see Haryong?"

"Yes, it seems he also has feelings for my sister."

Baek Cheongeong did not believe it. "The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult I've heard about is no pushover. You've faced him and suffered at his hands, so you should know that well. A man like that came to the main headquarters just for a woman?"

"That's right. He is no ordinary man. Which is precisely why there can be no other reason."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Would such a clever man choose to come to the Murim Alliance alone? There's only one reason a smart man becomes a fool."

Jin Hagun was repeating some of Geom Mugeuk's own words.

[Will this work on Master?]

[It will work because it's about your sister. Matters of blood relatives are incomprehensible and inexplicable.]

Baek Cheongeong still looked disbelieving. "So? What is it you want to ask?"

Jin Hagun made a request Baek Cheongeong had not expected at all.

"Please meet with Geom Mugeuk."

Baek Cheongeong, who rarely showed emotion, could not hide his surprise. "What are you saying?"

"Please meet him and warn him," Jin Hagun pleaded. "Tell him to back away from my sister."

Baek Cheongeong looked dumbfounded. He truly had not expected such a request. "After losing the Heavenly Peace Sect, you're now asking me to help you not lose your sister?"

Though the words were painful, Jin Hagun did not back down. "I can lose the Heavenly Peace Sect, but I absolutely cannot lose my sister."

"Then why don't you, her older brother, warn him?"

"He won't listen to me. While handling the Heavenly Peace Sect matter, he thoroughly ignored and toyed with me. He's the type to approach her even more, just to spite me. The Geom Mugeuk I saw was that kind of persistent man."

"If you can't do it, you should ask the Chairman."

"Don't you know Grandfather's personality? He'd kick him out immediately. It'd be a relief if he didn't attack him out of anger. If he's kicked out, that man will surely hold a grudge. He's a madman who'd come to the Murim Alliance alone just to see my sister."

"This is not a matter for me to step into. How can I handle something that neither the Chairman nor you can?" Baek Cheongeong refused firmly.

Jin Hagun knelt on the spot. "You, Master, know better than anyone what my sister means to me. Until now, I have served you, Master, as if you were Father."

Because it was true, the moment was incredibly painful and frustrating for Jin Hagun.

"Please, grant this lacking disciple's earnest request."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Baek Cheongeong carved the wood, lost in thought. Jin Hagun remained kneeling. An unknown amount of time passed.

When Baek Cheongeong finished his carving, he finally spoke.

"Bring him tomorrow."


"The Master has agreed," Jin Hagun said happily.

Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he had expected it. "I knew you could do it."

Praise was not important right now. "What exactly do you plan to do when you meet him?" Jin Hagun asked.

"I'll have to decide."

"Decide what?"

"Whether he's someone to be kept alive, or someone who must be killed."

Geom Mugeuk stared into Jin Hagun's eyes. "Will you trust my decision?"

"How can I trust someone like you who loves to play pranks? I will only trust my own judgment." Jin Hagun stood up.

He stopped at the door as he was about to leave. "Have you ever felt like you were lost?"

It was a thought he had been having lately. Even as he proceeded with the plan, part of his mind was tormented. The Master is a good person, and you're being used by Geom Mugeuk right now.

"Never," Geom Mugeuk replied. "I have an excellent sense of direction."

Jin Hagun's expression soured, as if to say, Another joke. Just as he turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk spoke from behind him.

"It's not that you're lost, isn't it that you've forgotten where you're going?"

"Isn't that the same thing?"

"Don't they say all roads in the world are connected? If you know where you need to go, you can't get lost."

"What if you've even forgotten where you need to go?"

"Then you should sit on the floor and cry your eyes out."

"Don't joke."

Geom Mugeuk recalled wandering the Central Plains, searching for ingredients for the Great Art. Sometimes it was so hard that he really had wanted to burst into tears.

"You can ask people you meet. If there's no one, you can look at the constellations. If you still don't know, you can even throw a shoe and leave it to fate. If you still don't know after all that, you just have to walk wherever your feet take you."

"Aren't you afraid?"

"What's there to be afraid of? You're already lost anyway."

"!"

Jin Hagun paused, lost in thought. He sighed. "You are truly... a strange person."

"As expected, you people are so polite. Everyone in our Cult called me a madman."

"Then you must be a strangely mad man. I'll see you tomorrow morning."

Jin Hagun then left.

Geom Mugeuk gazed out the window for a moment.

Jin Hagun is still young, so he doesn't know. He doesn't know what it truly means to be lost. A person who is truly lost doesn't even know they are lost.


The next day, Jin Hagun brought Geom Mugeuk to the Master's workshop.

"Master, I have arrived. I've come with the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult."

"Enter."

When they stepped inside, Jin Hagun was startled. The Master looked different. He wore a magnificent red robe with a longsword at his waist. Jin Hagun remembered the Master wearing such a splendid outfit when they first met.

Geom Mugeuk's and Baek Cheongeong's gazes met. It was difficult to read the emotions in Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes or Baek Cheongeong's long, narrow ones.

Amidst the taut tension, Geom Mugeuk unleashed his presence to ascertain his opponent's martial arts. A deep abyss began to pull Baek Cheongeong in, regardless of his will.

Baek Cheongeong countered with his own unique presence.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and suddenly found himself in a dense forest of endlessly soaring trees. The endless scenery washed over him with a sense of loneliness, as if he had been dropped alone outside the world.

While Baek Cheongeong was drawn into the abyss, Geom Mugeuk walked into the forest. Sunlight shone down and birds chirped.

A person with such a bright presence? No. If he were that kind of person, Jin Hagun wouldn't have called him.

Geom Mugeuk walked deeper into the forest. The scenery repeated endlessly, tempting him to stop. Geom Mugeuk shook off the temptation and pressed on.

Neither his own will nor his opponent's presence guided him. Instead, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art surprisingly led him forward.

There is something over there.

It was hidden so deeply that he never would have found it without the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. This also meant his opponent's martial arts were formidable.

Finally, in the deepest part of the forest, Geom Mugeuk discovered a wooden carving of a person. The carving stood with its arms crossed, so vivid it felt alive. Only its face was uncarved and flat. A mystical feeling flowed from it, as if the wood might shift at any moment to form a human face.

As Geom Mugeuk approached the carving, the surrounding trees began to move. Their trunks extended and living branches blocked his path, menacingly surrounding him.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk knew.

The Thousand Wooden Souls Art!

It was the ultimate secret art, performed using all the trees in the world.

Surprise and intense emotion overcame Geom Mugeuk. It was not because the secret art was a mystical one where trees moved at will and small wooden dolls grew to attack like masters. It was because he knew who had used this martial art.

After Hwa Mugi went into seclusion, his followers created the World Alliance. Twelve absolute masters ruled that organization. The world called them the Twelve Zodiac Kings!

In the past, they operated as the Twelve Zodiac Kings while hiding their identities, perhaps fearing future revenge from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

The eighth of those Twelve Zodiac Kings was the one who used the Thousand Wooden Souls Art.

Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded violently.

It's the Wood King!

This was the first time since his regression that he had met a follower of Hwa Mugi.


Chapter 282: What Kind of Person Are You?

He could not remember the last time he felt this excited. His heart pounded like crazy.

Hwa Mugi.

The moment has finally come to see a fragment of you. Where are you and what are you doing now? How strong are you now?

The thought of Hwa Mugi made anger boil like lava throughout his body. Perhaps the trees sensed that intense emotion.

SHHHHHHH.

Tree branches extended from all directions, closing in on Geom Mugeuk to pressure him. Hundreds, even thousands of branches swarmed him. He could not possibly dodge or cut them all down.

At that moment, CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK!

Something materialized in the four cardinal directions around Geom Mugeuk. He was surprised to see the four demons of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

The demons blocked the way like shields. Frightened by their vicious aura, the branches dared not advance and retreated.

Geom Mugeuk had not known the four demons would appear within the Wood King's qi to protect him. They were terrifying, handsome, mysterious, and clever beings.

If they are this formidable, what would the Heavenly Demon Soul be like?

At the same time, Baek Cheongeong sank into an abyss.

Such qi at such a young age?

No matter how deep he went, there was no end. Just as Geom Mugeuk had walked endlessly into the forest, he swam down into an endless abyss.

He was curious about what lay at the end of that darkness.

His instincts warned him it was dangerous to go deeper, but Baek Cheongeong could not bear the curiosity. He had a premonition that something incredible waited deep within the darkness.

His breath ran short and the increasing pressure felt like it would crush his body, but Baek Cheongeong continued downward. He was about to give up, thinking he could endure no more.

PAT. He felt the world turn off and on again.

Baek Cheongeong stood in the middle of a battlefield. Blood flowed like a river and corpses were strewn everywhere. There were corpses of humans, demons, and fiends. Nothing was alive. No, one person remained.

A man stood with his back turned, looking up at the sky.

Is that Geom Mugeuk?

The man's back, however, was one that only a person who had overcome all the world's hardships could possess. He thought that no matter how great the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was, someone so young could not have a back that carried such a weight of time.

Then who could it be?

The moment he tilted his head in confusion, the space vanished. Baek Cheongeong was back in the deep abyss.

SHWAAAAAAAK.

He was pulled toward the surface at a terrifying speed. The moment the abyss spat him out, Geom Mugeuk's qi disappeared.

Simultaneously, Baek Cheongeong's qi also vanished. Geom Mugeuk, who had been in the forest, and Baek Cheongeong, who had been in the water, both returned to reality.

The two men stared at each other without a word.

Geom Mugeuk's heart was still in turmoil.

You who followed Hwa Mugi. What are you doing here now?

He wanted to ask so many things, but he could not ask any of them.

Whether he killed him, spared him, or investigated his background, he had to be cautious as long as it was related to Hwa Mugi.

Geom Mugeuk transformed his boiling anger into a relaxed smile and greeted him first.

"I am Geom Mugeuk from the Divine Cult."

"I'm Baek Cheongeong."

He stated only his name, with no further explanation.

"I heard from your disciple on the way here."

At that, Baek Cheongeong's gaze turned to Jin Hagun. Jin Hagun tensed internally, worried about what Geom Mugeuk would say.

"What did he say?"

"He said you're the person he trusts the most."

Baek Cheongeong's gaze shifted from Jin Hagun back to Geom Mugeuk.

"You came to see Haryong?"

"I've come a long way to find the lover I adore."

The words sounded like a joke to Baek Cheongeong, so he stared into Geom Mugeuk's eyes with his own small, long ones. As he looked into those deep eyes, the back of the man from the qi vision overlapped with Geom Mugeuk.

This young, bright appearance seemed so different from the figure of the man in the qi vision.

Who is that man?

Baek Cheongeong walked to the guest table.

"Sit. A guest has arrived, so I must serve tea."

"I'll prepare it, Master."

"I'll do it. Stay seated."

"Yes, Master."

Jin Hagun sat with Geom Mugeuk, avoiding his gaze. He focused completely on his role for the day. His nerves were on edge as he sensed the undercurrents flowing between Geom Mugeuk and his master.

Baek Cheongeong brought the tea.

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk tasted the tea. Seeing him drink without checking for poison, Baek Cheongeong asked, "What would you do if it were poisoned?"

"Did you put any in?" he asked, taking another sip.

Jin Hagun could feel it. A strange war of nerves unfolded within the seemingly trivial conversation.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the workshop as he drank his tea.

"You seem to like martial arts."

The workshop was decorated with Baek Cheongeong's carvings. An aura emanated from everywhere, one that could only be felt by someone who had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

He knew he would only understand how the carved wooden tiger would transform and attack if he fought it.

Then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon a display stand covered with a black cloth.

"What's under there? May I take a look?"

When Baek Cheongeong said nothing, Geom Mugeuk rose and walked over. He took the silence as permission to look.

Geom Mugeuk removed the cloth from the display stand.

The dolls were still engaged in a fight, but Jin Hagun noticed a change.

The dolls' positions have changed!

The hero doll, which his master had called Geom Mugeuk, was now on the opposite side. It stood right next to the fallen Jin Hagun doll.

A new doll stood where the hero doll had been. Judging by its appearance and features, the doll was undoubtedly Baek Cheongeong himself.

In the end, Baek Cheongeong was speaking through the dolls. He believed that Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun were on the same side.

Once the cloth was lifted, Baek Cheongeong revealed his inner thoughts.

"Young Cult Leader, did you come to kill me?"

Baek Cheongeong did not believe Geom Mugeuk had come for Jin Haryong. It was a question one could only ask if they believed they were the target.

Geom Mugeuk was not flustered by the sudden question.

"If you thought so, why did you agree to meet?"

"If the Demonic Cult were to try to kill me, where in this jianghu could I hide?"

Baek Cheongeong's gaze turned to Jin Hagun, who looked wronged.

"You still don't trust me."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the dolls on the display stand.

"That's probably because your Master is someone who has never truly loved a woman. Don't worry. I only came to the Murim Alliance to see Miss Jin. If I intended to kill you, would I have gone through such an unnecessary and complicated process? Don't forget which Young Cult Leader I am."

That was also why this meeting had been arranged. He wanted to know Geom Mugeuk's exact intentions.

"By the way, you've made these dolls really well."

Geom Mugeuk lowered his body to look closer.

"It's as if they could come to life and jump out at any moment."

Geom Mugeuk knew. These small wooden dolls were more terrifying than any other craft in the room.

He isn't making dolls, he's carving subordinates, and these can't be the only things he has carved in his entire life, can they?

Then, Geom Mugeuk pointed to one doll.

"Who is this doll?"

The doll he pointed to was not the hero doll, the Jin Hagun doll, or the opposing Baek Cheongeong doll. It was one of the countless dolls standing around them.

"Only this doll has no face carved into it."

It was the faceless doll Geom Mugeuk had seen in Baek Cheongeong's qi. It certainly had to be a doll with some meaning.

"Who is it supposed to be? You?"

Surprise flashed across Baek Cheongeong's face. He seemed surprised that Geom Mugeuk had singled out that specific doll among so many.

"It could be anyone."

At Baek Cheongeong's answer, Geom Mugeuk bent down to look closer.

"It seems only this one isn't involved in the fight."

Even without an expression, the doll exuded composure.

From behind, Baek Cheongeong asked, "If there are those who fight, there are also those who watch. Are you a fighter, or a watcher?"

Geom Mugeuk watched the dolls for a moment, then picked one up. It was the Jin Hagun doll that had been lying fallen next to the hero doll.

Geom Mugeuk glanced between the doll and Jin Hagun. Anyone could tell it was made in Jin Hagun's likeness.

Geom Mugeuk stood the Jin Hagun doll upright next to the hero doll.

He was showing directly that he was neither a fighter nor a watcher, but someone who helps others stand up.

Jin Hagun stared at his own doll, now standing. It was such a small thing, but for some reason, he felt a surge of emotion.

No, it was not a small thing. The Master who had taught him for ten years had made a doll of him and left it knocked over.

"I've seen enough."

Geom Mugeuk covered the display case with the cloth and turned back to Baek Cheongeong.

"I only came today because the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade said I absolutely had to meet you to see Miss Jin. Now, say what you have to say. I have to go see Miss Jin."

Jin Hagun sent a telepathic message to Baek Cheongeong. [Master, please say something firm to intimidate him.]

Despite the telepathy, Baek Cheongeong said nothing. He turned his gaze away from them and looked out the window.

"If you have nothing to say, I'll be on my way."

Geom Mugeuk walked out without hesitation.

Jin Hagun wanted to stay and demand why he had said nothing, but Baek Cheongeong's gaze remained fixed outside the window. It was a clear dismissal, telling him to leave, so Jin Hagun also left quietly.

Outside, Jin Hagun walked alongside Geom Mugeuk. Once they were far from the workshop, Jin Hagun finally asked, "Is he someone to be killed, or someone to be spared?"

Jin Hagun was curious about Geom Mugeuk's assessment of his master.

"I thought you said you don't believe what I say?"

"I'll just take it into consideration."

Of course, he is someone who must be killed.

Instead of answering, however, Geom Mugeuk showed Jin Hagun what was in his hand.

"When did you take this?"

Jin Hagun was surprised because Geom Mugeuk held one of the dolls from the display case. It was the faceless doll.

"Why did you take it?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the doll.

"Aren't you curious? Who he had in mind when he made this doll."

"If you were curious, you should've left it there."

"I think I'll carve this face myself."

"What?"

What on earth is he talking about? To Jin Hagun, Geom Mugeuk was truly an incomprehensible person.

"One thing is certain, your Master is no ordinary person. I definitely felt that he is, at the very least, not someone who should be the Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson."

"Did you perhaps exchange telepathy with my Master?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"Then what was it about my Master that made you think that?"

"Honestly, just from seeing him once like this, I still don't know if he's a villain and therefore someone who must be killed."

Of course, he will die by my hand. It is only a matter of when and how.

"But his attitude toward you was definitely a problem."

Geom Mugeuk pointed out the part Jin Hagun would most easily understand.

"The look in his eyes and his attitude when dealing with you couldn't be seen as that between a master and a disciple. It was cold and detached. Even if you had made a great mistake, he should have covered for you in front of an outsider, but your Master focused only on me. No, he was focused on himself. That man does not consider you his disciple."

Jin Hagun thought he would feel relieved after hearing a conclusion, but his heart remained just as troubled.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked, "What did you think of your Master? You must have had many thoughts as well."

Jin Hagun revealed his honest feelings.

"I don't know. I'm still suspicious of my Master, and I'm suspicious of you too."

This was precisely why he felt so lost. He felt his master had changed and his survival instincts had kicked in, but he had called Geom Mugeuk without any proof that his master was a bad person.

What if I'm being used? What if I've misjudged? These thoughts kept trapping him in a fog.

Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly with an understanding look.

"That's why a definite enemy is better than an ambiguous friend."

Jin Hagun realized he was struggling because he did not know who was a friend and who was an enemy.

Why did the person who made me realize this have to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

Geom Mugeuk stopped at a fork in the road.

"You go on ahead. I have somewhere to be for a moment."

"Where are you going?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"That thing I said about having a good sense of direction and never getting lost, that was a lie."

This was what he wanted to say to Jin Hagun.

"I rush, I wander, and I get lost often too. Maybe that's why I don't really like people who loudly insist their way is the only right way..."

"Why are you suddenly saying that?"

"It just came to mind."

After speaking, Geom Mugeuk launched himself forward using his movement arts.

Watching him disappear into a dot, Jin Hagun looked up at the sky. Geom Mugeuk's words came to mind.

To find the way, ask people, look at the sky, and if that doesn't work...

This is crazy, he thought, taking off his shoe.

He then threw it upwards. The fallen shoe pointed in the same direction Geom Mugeuk had just disappeared.

Of all the luck. Is even coincidence telling me to follow Geom Mugeuk? No way. The first round is always a practice run.

Jin Hagun threw his shoe once more. He threw it higher than before, but the coincidence repeated. He threw it again, and again.

When it finally landed pointing in the direction he wanted to go, he put his shoe back on.

"As if you've ever rushed or wandered. Don't try to comfort me for no reason. I'll find my own way with my own strength."

Jin Hagun walked vigorously toward his residence.

He tried not to think about it, but the image of his doll, once lying down and now standing, kept coming to mind.


Chapter 283: Whose Spot Is This?

Moonlight settled on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had planted the Heaven Destroying Dao in the yard. He leaned against it and drank. Wine always tasted best when he leaned on the Heaven Destroying Dao.

Just then, a welcome voice came from behind him.

"You always have a book in your hand. Why a wine cup today?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled as he drank.

Geom Mugeuk sat beside him. They used to sit facing each other, but now it was more comfortable to sit side by side.

"Please give me a glass, too."

Geom Mugeuk drank the wine the Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered.

"Kya, that's good."

"Aren't you busy with your work?"

"No matter how busy I am, I have to see the people I want to see. You were bored without me, weren't you?"

"If I'm bored, I can read a book. If I'm still bored after that, I can drink."

"What about Master?"

"He's training in the backyard."

He was likely training alone since he could not go to the late-night training sessions.

Come to think of it, Cheon Sohwi must be training alone too. No, she might be enjoying her freedom and playing around.

"What's troubling you?"

He's so perceptive.

"Are you reading the heavens or something?"

"An old man has to be perceptive. Why? Did the orthodox sects murim mobilize everyone to catch you? Are they saying they'll surround the perimeter?"

"If that were the case, it wouldn't even be a worry. 'Let's bounce, Elder!' That's all I'd need to say."

When his mind grew complicated, he sought out the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He did not seek an answer, but simply found that being with him like this put his mind at ease. He often found answers during their conversations.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured him a drink and said, "Don't try to do too well."

"Do I look like I am?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. Geom Mugeuk realized he had tensed up without knowing it. He was being extremely cautious because the matter involved Hwa Mugi.

"When you're dying later, do you think you'll die thinking, 'I should have done better then'? Not a chance. You'll think, 'I should have seen that person one more time. I should have said one more kind word.' That's what life is when you die."

The more he learned about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the more unexpected sides of him he saw.

When he first met him, could he have ever imagined he was the kind of person to say such things?

Of course, some parts of him had changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk thought he said these things because he read a lot of books.

"Then I'm doing well. I came to see you, Elder, so I wouldn't have any regrets."

Though he was pleased inside, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not forget the one thing he always said.

"I'm sure you think of me a lot. You're probably thinking of the Mask-wearer, the Drunkard, the Fist-fighter, and the duel-lover."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked up at the moon.

"You must not be able to see because of this big sword, but you, Elder, are always at the very front of that line."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also smiled and looked up at the moon with him.

"Elder, what do you think you'll regret the most?"

His gaze deepened slightly.

Is he recalling his youth when things could have worked out with the Flower Sword Supreme? Or is he thinking of another, unspoken regret?

"I have no regrets or lingering attachments."

A faint smile touched Geom Mugeuk's lips.

Yes, he wished for him a life without regrets, and for killing intent. Not just a life without regrets in words, but a truly regret-free life.

"I met Master Jin Hagun today."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze intensified at Geom Mugeuk's words. He knew that Baek Cheongeong was the one who held the key to this matter.

"How was he?"

"He was no ordinary man. Both in his schemes and his martial arts."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"If he weren't, there would be no reason for us to be here."

"However we decide to handle this, I think we must be cautious."

"It won't be easy. Even if you are cautious, your opponent will not be."

"What do you mean by that?"

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said something unexpected.

"Anyone who makes an enemy of you will inevitably become anxious and fearful."

"It feels good to hear a compliment from you, Elder, it's been a while. Please compliment me more! Don't worry, I won't get arrogant."

"You should be a little arrogant."

Geom Mugeuk laughed loudly, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed along with him.

The two men drank.

It would have been nice to just drink pleasantly, but Geom Mugeuk had come today for a reason.

Geom Mugeuk took something out from his robes.

"Have you ever seen this before?"

It was the doll he had taken from Baek Cheongeong's workshop.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"It's an unsettling-looking thing."

The body was perfectly carved, but the blank face made it look even more unsettling.

"Do you happen to know about the Thousand Wooden Souls Art?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon startled when he heard the words 'the Thousand Wooden Souls Art'. His gaze shot to the wooden doll.

"Don't tell me this doll is used for that martial arts?"

As expected, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew about the Thousand Wooden Souls Art. His knowledge and insight regarding the murim's various sects and martial arts were exceptional.

"That man, Baek Cheongeong, was practicing it. He also carved this doll."

"That can't be!"

There was a reason for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's surprise.

"The Thousand Wooden Souls Art was the martial arts of a mysterious sect called the Wood Heaven Clan, but the Wood Heaven Clan was already annihilated. You're saying someone who practices that martial arts is still alive?"

"Annihilated?"

Geom Mugeuk knew about the Thousand Wooden Souls Art, but he did not know that their clan had been annihilated.

"They were wiped out over a decade ago."

"How were they annihilated?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"Almost nothing is known about it. Befitting a mysterious sect, their end was also shrouded in secrecy."

Baek Cheongeong is a descendant of the annihilated Wood Heaven Clan?

An unexpected truth was revealed.

"The Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson is a descendant of the annihilated Wood Heaven Clan? This is certainly unusual."

"Jin Hagun knows nothing about this. I expect the Murim Alliance Chairman probably doesn't know either."

"I heard the secret arts of the Wood Heaven Clan are as subtle and secretive as the energy of a forest. If he was determined to hide it, it's possible they wouldn't know, but how did you find out?"

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art reacted. It seems the martial origins of the Thousand Wooden Souls Art stem from demonic art."

This was because the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was the absolute demonic art that took precedence over any other, standing at the pinnacle of all demonic art.

A descendant of an annihilated mysterious sect has infiltrated the Murim Alliance? And not just in an ordinary position, but as the Master of the Chairman's grandson, with Hwa Mugi behind him as well?

"What should I do? Please give me an answer, Elder!"

No matter how much he feigned distress, there was no answer the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could give.

"I don't know. I've lived my life killing everyone without thinking about the consequences."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon tilted his cup and added, "That's why for a novice, killing is difficult, and for a master, saving a life is difficult."


At the same time, Jin Haryong met with Jin Hagun.

"What happened?"

Jin Hagun hesitated to answer his sister's question. He could not bring himself to say that his master did not think of him as a disciple. Instead, he only relayed part of what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"He said that since it was their first meeting, he wasn't sure yet."

Jin Haryong sensed two emotions in her brother's expression, anger and hope. She could guess the target of each.

"Orabeoni."

"What?"

She wanted to tell him that she believed in her Orabeoni and that he should believe in himself, but she knew Jin Hagun's personality. Such words would only hurt his pride and be counterproductive in this situation.

"I guess you're a martial artist through and through, Orabeoni."

"What do you mean?"

"When a crisis comes, your eyes start to sparkle."

Jin Hagun gave a bitter smile. The sparkling eyes belonged to his sister. He did not need to see his reflection to know what his own eyes looked like.

"But don't try to bear that crisis all by yourself. Thinking it's cool to handle things alone, I see that as just bluffing."

The little kid who always cried and asked for piggyback rides had grown up so much. She was now comforting him.

"If you're having a hard time, Orabeoni, maybe it's because your trust is half-hearted?"

"What do you mean?"

"If you're going to trust Geom Mugeuk, you have to trust him completely, but you can't. Why not just go all in and trust him? You asked for his help because you trust him anyway, right?"

"What if I lose everything because of it?"

"So? If you were going to lose it, wouldn't you lose it even if you didn't trust him?"

"!"

"When I see that person, Geom Mugeuk, I've never felt like his door was closed. It felt wide open, so open that I felt I couldn't enter carelessly. If the other person can open it anyway, wouldn't it be better to get rid of a flimsy lock? Ah, I've talked too much. Get some rest."

As she was about to leave, Jin Hagun said, "Thank you."

Jin Haryong felt her Orabeoni was growing. He did not get angry, and his pride was not hurt. In the past, the atmosphere would not have even allowed for such a conversation.

Jin Haryong mimed holding a ball to her chest, just as Jin Hagun had done when comparing himself to Geom Mugeuk. No, she made the ball seem much bigger.

"To me, Orabeoni is this big!"


The next day, I went to see Baek Cheongeong.

He was not surprised at all, as if he had expected my visit.

"The Young Cult Leader seems to have a lot of free time."

He felt different from yesterday, now that I knew he was a descendant of the annihilated Wood Heaven Clan.

Baek Cheongeong, what is he doing here?

The question was the same, but the feeling was different. I knew I would not get the answer from him. Last night, after leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I immediately sent an urgent messenger pigeon to Go Wol. I told him to work with the All-Knowing Hall to find and send all information related to the Wood Heaven Clan. I would get the answer from Go Wol.

"Unless we go to war with you people, what is there for a Young Cult Leader to be busy with?"

"Do you have time to see me? You must be busy trying to meet Haryong."

"Commander Jin is vehemently blocking me. He says I can't meet his sister until his master's permission is granted. That the moment I make contact with her, a war will break out."

"It seems you're afraid of a war breaking out while you stroll through the Murim Alliance as the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"It wasn't that obvious threat that scared me. I'm just understanding Commander Jin as a fellow man trying to protect his younger sister."

Baek Cheongeong turned and went inside. He did not close the door, which meant I should come in. I followed him, grumbling unnecessarily.

"Even so, he shouldn't be like this. His own sister was the one who invited me."

Baek Cheongeong pretended not to hear. He sat down and began to carve wood. Since I arrived, he had done nothing but carve wood in front of me.

But now I knew how terrifying this moment was. Every time we met, he was creating his subordinates.

He asked as he carved the wood, "If I told you not to meet her, would you go back?"

I wandered around the workshop and asked back nonchalantly, "Would you do that?"

I don't think so. He'll try to use me in whatever way is advantageous to him.

"Of course. I have to accept my disciple's wishes."

"You seem to care for your disciple a lot."

Baek Cheongeong neither confirmed nor denied it.

What does he truly think of Jin Hagun in the depths of his heart? Is he planning to use him to his heart's content and then discard him? Or does he have feelings for him as a true disciple?

"I won't back down until you let me meet her. I'm the type of person who does what he says he'll do."

As I spoke, I lifted the cloth covering the display shelf. The dolls' positions had changed again since yesterday.

All the dolls stood in a formation, forming a circle around an empty space. They were posed as if drawing their weapons, clearly intending to strike an opponent.

However, there was no doll in the center.

"Whose spot is this?"

"That will depend on how you act. You could stand there, or Hagun could stand there."

"Why are you excluding yourself?"

Baek Cheongeong raised his head and stared at me.

"Didn't you say so yesterday? That you didn't come to kill me."

"That's right. I did."

"In that case, it's highly likely to be you."

I took the doll out from my robes. It was the faceless doll I had taken yesterday.

"Or it could be this person."

He did not mention it, perhaps because he already knew I had taken it.

"I want to try carving this doll's face myself."

He reacted immediately to those words. Baek Cheongeong looked at me and asked, "Who are you going to carve?"

"Since you're the one who made this in the first place, you must know who it is."

Our gazes tangled in the air.

"He can be anyone."

"Will you teach me how to carve? I'll try to finish it."

He started carving the wood again, as if my words were not even worth a response.

SAKAK SAKAK.

I put the faceless doll back inside my robes.

Then I took another carving knife and a piece of wood from the workbench and began to imitate him.

"This carving knife is still a blade, isn't it? And I have some skill when it comes to using blades."

I roughly followed his movements and carved.

Will he be able to move the one I made too? Probably. It's also made of wood, after all. Or maybe, since he didn't make it himself, it might not move according to his command.

I carved the doll for a long while. Once it roughly took a human shape, I showed it to him.

"How is it? Doesn't it look quite plausible?"

Baek Cheongeong looked as if he could not understand me at all.

"What is your real purpose?"

"To win Miss Jin's heart."

He was half in doubt. If he believed me, it was unbelievable. If he did not, he would wonder why I was acting this way.

"If you allow me to meet her, I will repay you."

"Repay me?"

"If you receive something, you should give something in return, shouldn't it?"

"I wouldn't want anything from a demonic practitioner, even if it were a thousand pieces of gold."

"What if I give you something more important than a thousand pieces of gold?"

Curiosity flickered across Baek Cheongeong's face.

"For example, what if it's the Heavenly Peace Sect?"

Surprise flashed in Baek Cheongeong's eyes. The words were clearly unexpected.

"I know that you connected the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and Commander Jin. Why did you move for the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?"

I mentioned the Heavenly Peace Sect at an unexpected moment to observe his reaction.

"I was merely trying to save the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader's son from your grasp."

"You must have known his son was a villain. Aren't you from the orthodox sects?"

"Good and evil are relative concepts. To be honest, aren't you the greater villain?"

"That's right. It certainly seems relative. I get the feeling that you're a greater villain than I am."

A faint smile touched his lips. It seemed like a sneer of denial but also a smile of acknowledgment.

The conversation ended. Baek Cheongeong's gaze returned to the wooden doll he was carving.

SAKAK SAKAK.

He was endlessly creating subordinates.

What is he planning to use so many dolls for? Just what is he plotting?

"I'll come to learn again tomorrow."


After Geom Mugeuk left, Baek Cheongeong finished carving the doll.

He fiddled with the doll for a moment, looking down at it. Then he got up and walked slowly to the display shelf.

"That doll can be anyone..."

Baek Cheongeong placed the doll he had made in the center of the encirclement. He said in a tone as subdued as his gaze, "And anyone can come here."

The finished doll was a young woman.


Chapter 284: Not a Probe, but a Decisive Blow

Baek Cheongeong crossed the forest deep in the night.

Fireflies swirled around Baek Cheongeong, illuminating the pitch-black darkness and guiding his way.

Trees and grass moved on their own to create a path wherever he passed. A path appeared where none should have existed, and the foliage returned to its original state after he passed.

After walking for some time, Baek Cheongeong stopped deep within the forest.

SHHHHHHH.

The grass swayed and tree branches moved, though no wind blew.

Figures began to appear from between the blades of grass. They were people whose clothes and even skin tone seemed to have become one with the forest.

A man walked out from among them. This man, who felt like a thin blade of grass swaying in the wind, was Chorim, Baek Cheongeong's true disciple. More precisely, he was a disciple of the Wood King.

While Jin Hagun had learned swordsmanship, Chorim had mastered Baek Cheongeong's true unique martial arts, the Thousand Wooden Souls Art.

Baek Cheongeong said to Chorim, "The time has come."

A faint green light flowed from Chorim's eyes.

"Isn't this much faster than the original plan?"

"A variable has appeared."

"We aren't ready yet."

"It can't be helped."

"What on earth is the reason?"

Baek Cheongeong recalled Geom Mugeuk, who had visited him for the past three days.

Geom Mugeuk had sat beside him, mimicking the act of carving wood.

Geom Mugeuk made idle chatter and pestered Baek Cheongeong to meet Jin Haryong. He also brought alcohol and snacks, insisting they eat together. He even suddenly complimented Baek Cheongeong's appearance, saying his long, slender eyes were very charming.

Then Geom Mugeuk would relay various news from the murim. He knew a lot and possessed wit and insight. The man's mouth never rested. Time seemed to fly when with Geom Mugeuk.

On the third day, Baek Cheongeong suddenly thought it would be nice to have such an amusing fellow as a subordinate or disciple. Then he realized.

This man is poison.

He was not just any poison. He was a poison more terrifying than a potent venom that kills instantly. He was a poison that slowly intoxicates you without you even realizing it, leading you to death before you know it. It was a poison that made you die without even knowing why.

His instincts told him.

This man knows something.

How? I was hidden so well. I even deceived the Chairman for all those long years.

However, assuming Geom Mugeuk knew about him, his actions became understandable.

His instincts spoke again.

That man with the silly grin is a grim reaper who has come to devour you.

Baek Cheongeong decided then.

If fate has sent this man to me, I will accept him as my destiny.

Yes, waiting for ten long years was enough. It was time to move.

Baek Cheongeong handed something to Chorim.

It was the female doll he had made earlier.


Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong stood facing each other in a field.

Their gazes were sharp as they fixed on one another. At their third meeting, they had decided to have a duel.

Suggesting they become friends at their second meeting was unusual, but having a duel at their third was even more so.

At first, Lee Ahn had suspected Jin Haryong's intentions. Why would the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman go out of her way to befriend her?

It must be because of the Young Master.

She wanted to find out information about Geom Mugeuk. Or to keep Lee Ahn in check.

However, during their second meeting, Lee Ahn felt that Jin Haryong genuinely wanted to be friends with her.

This duel was only possible because Lee Ahn understood that sentiment. Otherwise, she would have suspected Jin Haryong was trying to kill her through the duel.

The two women drew their swords and rushed toward each other.

The difference in their skills was clear.

Before even twenty exchanges had passed, the sword flew from Jin Haryong's hand.

A surprised Jin Haryong asked, "What martial arts is that?"

After asking, Jin Haryong realized her mistake. It was incredibly rude to abruptly ask about someone's martial arts right after losing a duel.

"Ah, I'm sorry."

She politely offered a clasped hands greeting.

"I have learned a great deal."

Lee Ahn returned the clasped hands greeting with an apologetic expression.

She wanted to tell Jin Haryong about the swordsmanship, but she could not.

The Heavenly Demon had permitted it, but the fact that she had been taught the Soaring Sky Sword Art should not be known to the outside world if possible.

"I knew you were stronger than me, but I didn't know you were this strong."

"I thought it was polite not to hide my skills if we're friends."

Jin Haryong had desperately wanted to win when it came to martial arts.

She had lost to Seo Daeryong at the Young Dragon Tournament in the past, and today she lost to Lee Ahn again. She was continuously losing to the young members of the Demonic Cult.

If this fight had been a life-or-death battle instead of a duel, I would be dead.

The only consolation was that both of them were very close to Geom Mugeuk. That was why both Seo Daeryong and Lee Ahn were special people.

She tried to shake off her sense of defeat as she picked up the fallen sword and sheathed it. She did not pick up the sword out of useless jealousy only to stab her own pride. Right, a sword belongs in its sheath, and pride is something others protect for you.

"You have a pretty face, a good personality, and you're strong in martial arts. Isn't that cheating?"

Though she said it like a joke, Jin Haryong was being sincere.

Lee Ahn returned the sentiment.

"Isn't that what you've heard your whole life?"

Lee Ahn genuinely thought Jin Haryong was beautiful. Of all the women she had seen so far, Jin Haryong was the prettiest.

Jin Haryong felt that Lee Ahn's words were genuine, not the consolation of a victor. It was just amazing that such a beautiful woman considered her to be even more beautiful.

Because of that, her steps on the way back were light.

"Ah! This path is so pretty."

"It's a place I come to when I feel frustrated sometimes. It's my secret walking path."

As they walked back, chatting about this and that, Jin Haryong revealed her inner thoughts.

"Honestly, I'm worried about Orabeoni."

"Don't worry. You will absolutely not regret calling for the Young Master."

Although Jin Haryong had brought it up because she wanted to hear those words.

"You really trust your Young Cult Leader."

"I trust him more than I trust myself."

"Having someone you can trust that much in your life is a truly great blessing."

"You can trust him too, can't you?"

"What?"

"You said you decided to be friends with the Young Master too, right? Then trust him."

It was what Jin Haryong had said to her Orabeoni. To trust Geom Mugeuk completely, not half-heartedly. Now she was hearing those same words from Lee Ahn.

A strange image of a large fish called 'trust' eating smaller fish one by one flashed through her mind.

Lee Ahn's faith put Jin Haryong's mind at ease a little. If all of this ended with them being deceived by the Demonic Cult members, it would be like being conned by a male and female swindler duo. The fact that she was having such thoughts showed she still did not trust them completely.

And yet, seeing as she was saying this, she deserved it if she got conned later.

"Let's meet again tomorrow. I don't know when we'll see each other again once you go back, right?"

"Okay, see you tomorrow."

Lee Ahn readily accepted. They might never see each other again in their lifetime. Or they might have to meet on a battlefield where they would have to kill each other. Their relationship with Jin Haryong was that kind of relationship.

"Same time, same place."

"Okay."

Did Geom Mugeuk know? When he introduced them to be friends, that they would become friends like this for real.

After parting with Jin Haryong, Lee Ahn walked for some time. She felt an unexplainable chill, stopped her steps, and turned around.

Jin Haryong had already disappeared from the beautiful path.

Lee Ahn stared for a moment at the unchanged path, then started walking again.


Today, as always, I went to find Baek Cheongeong.

But he was not in his workshop. He had been there every day for the past few days, so where could he have gone?

Anyway, thanks to that, I was able to focus on my training all day today.

The main training was the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

Was it because of the Wood King's appearance?

My concentration was different from usual. As a result, the Heavenly Space Secret Art also showed better results than my usual training.

I repeated it, and repeated it again. I did it again and again, even when my whole body rejected it out of boredom.

Training is like filling a large barrel by adding a single drop of water to it every day.

You have to endure it even if it is tedious. You have to pour that one drop of water, painstakingly created throughout the day, into that place where it makes no visible difference. You must not sigh while looking at the large barrel that shows no change from yesterday to today. You must also endure the temptation that asks if you are going to spend your life filling it, suggesting you stop and find other pleasures.

Because only by enduring can you encounter that one special drop among the countless others.

Today, that special drop came in the form of a state of selflessness.

Forgetting that I was even training, my entire consciousness became completely immersed in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The state of selflessness is truly a gift from the heavens.

The catalyst for this state was Hwa Mugi. The thought that he might appear heightened my concentration even more, and that led me to the state of selflessness. Water poured into the barrel.

When twenty hours, which felt like a single moment, had passed.

Finally!

The Heavenly Space Secret Art had reached a stage where it was more effective than training martial arts in reality.

Even considering the time it took to recover spent inner arts, it was now more effective to train martial arts within the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I had finally begun to have more time than others.

"I did it!"

The moment I confirmed that fact, a thrill ran through my entire body. I felt so happy I could fly. I was as happy as when I received the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from Father. I was so overjoyed that I jumped around inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

This was the beginning of my training in earnest. My time would gradually increase, because I was mastering the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Heavenly Space Secret Art.


Geom Mugeuk had just come out of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and was taking a short rest when Lee Ahn entered the room.

"Oh? When did you get back?"

It seemed she thought Geom Mugeuk had gone out and returned, since he had been training inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique the whole time.

"Young Master. Have you by any chance seen Miss Jin?"

"No. Why?"

"We promised to meet today, but she didn't show up."

"Is that so?"

"Did something happen? She's not the type of person to break a promise."

"And she didn't send someone with a message either?"

"No. So I'm a bit worried and it's bothering me."

Geom Mugeuk recalled that Baek Cheongeong had been absent from his workshop. One person who would not break a promise, and another who would not be away from his workshop. Coincidentally, both situations had occurred at the same time.

"When did you last see her?"

"Yesterday afternoon."

"Where?"

"We met in a field to the west and had a duel."

"And you parted ways after that?"

"We took a walk together on a narrow path and then parted."

"Was there anything strange then?"

At that, Lee Ahn, with a slightly anxious expression, relayed what had been bothering her.

"On my way back, I had a strange feeling, so I did look back."

One more suspicious circumstance was added. If someone at Lee Ahn's level had felt something, then something must have happened.

Then, something happened that would complete this sense of anxiety.

Geom Mugeuk could feel numerous martial artists surrounding the safehouse from a distance. Such a large number of people had to be martial artists from the Murim Alliance. Geom Mugeuk could guess what the situation was.

"If it was a narrow path, there must have been many trees around, right?"

In a forest, someone like Baek Cheongeong could have deceived Lee Ahn's eyes and abducted Jin Haryong. Because the only person who would abduct her right now was Baek Cheongeong.

He didn't just make a probing move, he delivered a decisive blow.

Seeing Geom Mugeuk's serious expression, Lee Ahn asked worriedly, "Miss Jin, she'll be okay, right?"

"For now."

After kidnapping the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, there is no way to end this matter amicably. That means he intends to see it through to the end, one way or another.

The only fortunate thing was that Baek Cheongeong was a cautious man. Even if he intended to kill her, he was not the type to kill her from the very beginning. However, if they could not rescue her in time, her life could not be guaranteed.

What does he want? To kill me? Or something else?

How on earth does he plan to handle the aftermath?

"The Murim Alliance martial artists will storm this place soon."

"I just felt them too."

Geom Mugeuk opened the door and went out into the yard.

Lee Ahn pulled up her mask to cover her face, pressed down her bamboo hat, and followed him out.

Dozens of masters surrounded the place in layers from all directions. The pressure they exuded was extraordinary.

This was the first crisis Lee Ahn had faced since coming to the Central Plains, but she was calm. Being with Geom Mugeuk, her heart was surprisingly steady.

A moment later, a group of martial artists entered the yard.

The person leading them was the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon. The masters who served as the Murim Alliance Chairman's bodyguards followed him in.

"It's been a while."

Instead of a greeting, Jin Paecheon asked abruptly, "Where is Haryong right now?"

When he had arrived and why he had come was not important. Right now, Jin Haryong was Jin Paecheon's priority.

"I don't know either."

"I'll ask again. Where is Haryong right now?"

It felt as if Jin Paecheon's furious energy was about to erupt at any moment. If not for their past connection, he would have already struck out to subdue Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy message to Jin Paecheon.

[Chairman.]

[Why are you sending a telepathy message instead of speaking aloud?]

[Because his eyes and ears might be here.]

[Whose?]

[Baek Cheongeong's.]

For a moment, Jin Paecheon's expression hardened.

[Do you even know who he is?]

[Yes, he is the Master whom Young Master Jin learned from for ten years. Young Master Jin felt he was in danger from that Master and asked me for help.]

Jin Paecheon wore an expression of disbelief. How could he believe it? The fact that his own grandson felt endangered by his master and asked the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult for help.

[It may be hard to believe, but it is the truth. Where is Young Master Jin right now?]

[He is away handling matters for the Demon Slaying Brigade.]

[So he even timed it with Young Master Jin's absence. He must have hoped for a clash between you and me here.]

[At the time Haryong disappeared, that man, Baek Cheongeong, was with me.]

Geom Mugeuk now understood why Baek Cheongeong had not been in his workshop. He had been with the one person who could provide him with the most solid alibi for this incident. That meant he had a subordinate skilled enough to abduct her.

[He planned it quite well, but Baek Cheongeong missed one crucial fact.]

[What is that?]

[The fact that you, Chairman, trust me.]

Jin Paecheon asked coldly.

[Why do you think I trust you?]

[Because you know, Chairman, that if I had orchestrated this, I would never have put myself in this situation. You must trust me this time, just like last time.]

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Paecheon with exceptionally clear eyes and calmly added.

[This time too, I am the only one who can save Miss Jin.]


Chapter 285: Trust for Trust

Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon was confused.

He had faith in Geom Mugeuk, but he struggled to believe Baek Cheongeong had kidnapped his own granddaughter. Jin Paecheon had just shared tea and conversation with the man yesterday.

Geom Mugeuk said, "First, please dismiss your attendants. With you here, Chairman, it's not like I can run away, is it? And even if I were lucky enough to escape, you'd know exactly where I went."

He had a point. As the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk would not abandon his position to hide in the mountains. His destination was clear.

Jin Paecheon dismissed everyone, leaving only his closest bodyguards.

Geom Mugeuk slowly looked over the remaining bodyguards. Jin Paecheon saw that Geom Mugeuk truly believed one of Baek Cheongeong's people was among them.

"What? Are you suspicious of these men too?"

"No, I trust your judgment, Chairman. Now I can speak freely. I was investigating Baek Cheongeong at Young Master Jin's request. I used Miss Jin as an excuse to come here. From the start, when Young Master Jin asked for help, we made it seem like I came because Miss Jin invited me."

He then briefly explained the situation, but Jin Paecheon still could not believe it.

"Should I trust the man who's taught my grandson without incident for ten years, or should I trust the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? In this situation, who would you trust?"

"Then why are you just leaving me be?"

The answer lay in Geom Mugeuk's last words.


"Because if I had orchestrated this, I would never have ended up in this situation."



Jin Paecheon knew what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was from their past encounters. The rumors he had heard since then only confirmed his assessment.

Of course!

Moreover, the Demonic Cult kidnapping his granddaughter would mean war, yet there were no signs of war preparations from them at all.

Jin Paecheon asked, "Are you truly saying that man, Baek Cheongeong, is behind this?"

"......"

"Would you be willing to confront him?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "Of course, but he won't be in his residence."

Jin Paecheon sent a telepathic message to his fastest subordinate, ordering him to bring Baek Cheongeong here.

"If what you say is true, why didn't Hagun ask me for help?"

"He probably thought you wouldn't believe him. You don't believe me even now, do you?"

"If Hagun had told me!"

"You would've believed him even less. You would've just assumed that a conflict had arisen between the two of them."

Jin Paecheon could not deny it. It was just as Geom Mugeuk always said. Sometimes, being too close prevents one from seeing clearly.

"There's one more reason. Young Master Jin suspected that Baek Cheongeong had eyes and ears within the Murim Alliance. That's also why I spoke to you via telepathy earlier."

Jin Paecheon decided to trust Geom Mugeuk's perspective. It seemed unlikely that the man who had already saved his granddaughter once would now try to harm her.

"Very well, then. Why did that man, Baek Cheongeong, kidnap Haryong?"

"At first, I thought he was targeting me, but now I'm not so sure. I doubt he'd escalate things this far just to get rid of me, no matter how much of a thorn in his side I am. Since he doesn't know about our relationship, Chairman, he must have expected a huge fight to break out here."

If that happened, the problem would escalate from one between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Paecheon to one between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance. He could not have been unaware of that.

Geom Mugeuk was certain there was a reason he did not know.

"Please let me go. I'll rescue Miss Jin and find out the reason."

Jin Paecheon closed his eyes and said nothing. He had been forced to entrust his granddaughter's safety to Geom Mugeuk last time, and now he had to do it again?

Some time passed. The subordinate sent to Baek Cheongeong's residence returned and reported that he was not there, just as Geom Mugeuk had said.

"Why does it have to be you?"

"Because this was aimed at me. If you get involved, Chairman, he'll deny everything one way or another, and you might never find Miss Jin."

Jin Paecheon shouted furiously.

"How dare you threaten me? I'll find my own granddaughter."

Jin Paecheon suddenly fired a finger qi bullet, subduing Geom Mugeuk's and Lee Ahn's blood dao.

Lee Ahn was startled and caught completely off guard, but Geom Mugeuk was not surprised at all.

"Your granddaughter is no blood relative of mine, so what more can I do? Do as you please."

Jin Paecheon scoffed and yelled, "Now you show your true colors. Escort these two to the Alliance."

"You won't be able to handle the consequences if you touch me."

"Silence!"

At the Chairman's shout, distant martial artists turned to look. The nearby bodyguards came and led the two to a carriage.

As she was dragged away, Lee Ahn said urgently, "What are we going to do if they take us away like this?"

"We can't exactly fight the Murim Alliance Chairman, can we?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke in a loud voice for all to hear, sounding as angry as the Chairman. He did not whisper like her.

"What about Miss Jin?"

"She's his granddaughter. He'll find her himself."

"But you have to ask him! You have to persuade him. What are we going to do if we're taken away like this?"

"You saw him, didn't you? He's completely stubborn. There's nothing we can do."

The bodyguards loaded the two of them in, and the carriage departed immediately.

Lee Ahn could not understand the situation. Was he really giving up on Jin Haryong so easily just because the Chairman was difficult? Was he really reacting with such irritation? It was so unlike Geom Mugeuk.

Inside the moving carriage, Lee Ahn asked cautiously, "This isn't real, is it?"

The irritation vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face as soon as they were alone in the carriage. His usual expression returned.

"Of course not."

Only then did Lee Ahn sigh in relief.

Right, of course not.

A short while later, the carriage stopped in a deserted area. Jin Paecheon was waiting for them when they stepped out.

He had put on an act, worried that Baek Cheongeong might have planted someone among his men. If there was a spy, they would report that Geom Mugeuk was being escorted to the Murim Alliance.

Jin Paecheon had decided to fully trust Geom Mugeuk's words.

He fired another finger qi bullet, releasing their subdued blood dao.

Geom Mugeuk had not dodged the first finger qi bullet because he trusted the Chairman.

It was trust for trust. Jin Paecheon said nothing else.

"Save Haryong."

Their gazes met.

Geom Mugeuk knew. It could not be easy for the Chairman of the Murim Alliance to entrust his granddaughter's life to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult for a second time.

Geom Mugeuk also wasted no words.

"I'll bring her back."

Seeing the sincerity in Geom Mugeuk's eyes, Jin Paecheon nodded once before climbing into the carriage. He felt he had made the right choice.

Of course, even though he entrusted the matter to Geom Mugeuk, he also intended to move heaven and earth to save his granddaughter.

Watching the carriage depart, Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "Go straight to our Cult's safehouse and tell the two Demon Supremes exactly what happened."

"Any other message?"

"After that, the matter can be left to the judgment of the Demon Supremes."

This was the faith he had in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon. He believed they would assess the situation and act appropriately without instructions. His faith in Lee Ahn was the same. He believed she would convey everything that happened without missing a single detail.

After Lee Ahn left, Geom Mugeuk launched himself in the opposite direction. From the Chairman to Lee Ahn, everyone was acting on faith.


Jin Haryong opened her eyes in an unfamiliar place.

It was a log house. Everything in the room was made of wood. The bed she lay on was made of whole logs joined together, and all the furniture and utensils were also wooden.

Why am I here?

She then remembered the last moment.

After parting with Lee Ahn, she had been walking when the wind blew a shower of leaves upon her. The moment the leaves touched her body, her vision went black, and she lost consciousness. The leaves must have been laced with a sleeping drug, or someone had used them to cast some kind of evil art.

She first checked her physical condition. Her inner arts were suppressed, but she had no other injuries.

She immediately got up and checked the door. She had trained in martial arts since childhood, even without her inner arts. Thinking a mere wooden door would be no match for her, she pushed with all her might, but it did not budge.

This is no ordinary door.

She realized it was not just a simple log door.

She examined the walls, floor, and ceiling in detail, but it was unlikely a prison room would have an exit.

Could this be Baek Cheongeong's doing?

He was the most likely person to have kidnapped her in the current situation. Still, even after it happened, she found it hard to believe.

Even if he's in conflict with Orabeoni, he'd kidnap me?

Just then, she heard someone walking toward the door.

Jin Haryong lay back down and pretended to be asleep. She hoped the person entering was not Baek Cheongeong. If he showed his face to her, it would mean he intended to kill her in the end.

Please!

The door opened, and someone entered. A man's voice followed.

"If you're awake, get up."

Her opponent already knew she was awake.

Jin Haryong sat up and looked at the man. Fortunately, he was a stranger. He was Chorim, Baek Cheongeong's disciple.

As Jin Haryong stared at him silently, Chorim asked, "Why aren't you saying anything?"

"Someone worth talking to wouldn't treat another person like this, would they?"

She was defiant, even with her inner arts suppressed. If they had intended to kill her, they would have done so already. They must be keeping her alive for something.

"Aren't you curious who I am?"

Jin Haryong realized the man before her was her kidnapper. He carried the same scent she had smelled from the leaves.

"I'm not curious who you are. I'm curious if you know what you're doing. Have you properly wagered your life?"

Chorim simply smiled, not falling for the provocation.

"You must be thirsty. Have some tea."

Although she was thirsty, Jin Haryong did not touch the kettle beside her.

"Why did you kidnap me?"

Instead of answering, Chorim poured tea from the kettle into a cup.

"It's a healthy tea, so you can drink it."

He drank the tea first to show it was not poisoned.

He then poured tea into another cup and offered it to her.

Jin Haryong did not take the cup. Instead, she carefully examined her opponent's face, hands, and clothes, desperately searching for any clue or weakness that could help her escape.

Chorim placed the teacup on the table and turned away.

"I'll have a meal prepared for you shortly."

Only after he left did Jin Haryong open the kettle's lid. It was not just water, but tea mixed with medicinal herbs.

She was so thirsty she wanted to gulp it down, but she closed the lid again. She could not drink it without knowing what kind of herbs they were.

However, she could not hold out indefinitely by refusing water and food.

She had never dreamed she would be subjected to this so close to the Murim Alliance Headquarters. She had told her bodyguard, Chu Ho, to wait far away during her duel with Lee Ahn. He was probably panicking and searching for her by now.

In this crisis, she thought of one person first. That person was not her grandfather or her Orabeoni.

But Jin Haryong quickly stood and began searching the room for anything that might help her escape.

In the murim, survivors are not those with trustworthy people around them, but those who find their own way to live.


I arrived at Baek Cheongeong's workshop.

It was empty. The first thing I did was pull the cloth off the display stand.

All the dolls had been cleared away except for one. Lying on the floor was the hero doll that Baek Cheongeong had called Geom Mugeuk. The rest were gone.

He must have left this doll for me to see. This was not a doll. It was a display of his composure and mockery.

I took the doll and left immediately.

How will I find where Baek Cheongeong has gone?

One thing was certain. He would not be far from the Murim Alliance. He had spent time with the Murim Alliance Chairman while Jin Haryong was kidnapped to assert his innocence. This meant he had no intention of leaving the Murim Alliance.

If so, Baek Cheongeong must be nearby in a place where he could best exert his power. A forest.

"I will find you with the Swift Step!"

I ran at a terrifying speed and landed in a nearby forest. I released my qi after landing.

I was not looking for Baek Cheongeong. I was looking for his wooden dolls. When I first visited his workshop, I had felt a certain energy. It was a strange aura I never would have felt if I had not learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and it emanated from everywhere.

I tried to find the energy that flowed from those wooden dolls. Since there were so many, I was confident I could find it.

When I did not feel the energy, I used the Swift Step again to move. I released my qi to search, then moved again. In a flash, I was releasing my qi from five kilometers away. The Swift Step, which I had completely mastered, was truly showing its worth today.

I searched like that for some time.

Found it!

I had finally found the energy from the workshop.

I slowly walked toward the energy's source. The dense forest blocked my path, but trees and grass could not stop me. I pushed deeper into a place where a path seemed impossible. The strange aura grew stronger as I went. At the end of the path was a wide, plaza-like space.

I was startled the moment I stepped into it. The place was arranged like a circular dueling arena, packed on all sides with small wooden dolls.

These were the dolls Baek Cheongeong had carved in his workshop over the past ten years. The thousands of dolls looked like they could grow and rush toward me at any moment.

I placed the hero doll I had brought in the center of the plaza. This created a formation where thousands of dolls were poised to attack it.

Just then, a voice spoke.

"I told you, that place is yours."

Baek Cheongeong revealed himself and slowly walked out.

I looked down at the lonely hero doll instead of at him and replied, "I thought it might be me. I do enjoy being the center of attention."


Chapter 286: When I Hear the Word Revenge

"This was it, the place where I parted with Miss Jin."

Lee Ahn pointed to the end of the narrow path.

"And Miss Jin walked that way."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon listened to Lee Ahn's story. They wore bamboo hats pressed low to hide their faces. The Heaven Destroying Dao was also wrapped tightly in white cloth. Fortunately, the area was secluded, so they did not encounter anyone.

When Lee Ahn returned to the safehouse and reported what had happened, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke first.

"Leaving that kid alone is the best way to help him."

This was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's assessment of Geom Mugeuk. However, his actions differed from his words.

"It's not like we'll need to help, but just in case, shall we go get some fresh air?"

The Fist Demon, with his usual taciturn expression, followed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lead.

The Fist Demon began inspecting the area around the path. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply watched him quietly. It seemed strange that he left the search entirely to the Fist Demon, but there was a reason.

"It seems she was captured here."

Lee Ahn asked the Fist Demon, "How did you know?"

Normally, she would have been too scared to speak to him. After their late-night training sessions, however, she had grown a little more comfortable with the Fist Demon.

Ah! To think that if I had to choose the most comfortable person among the Demon Supremes, I'd pick the scariest-looking one, the Fist Demon!

"Look at the footprints here."

There were footprints on the ground, but they were so faint that Lee Ahn would not have noticed them if the Fist Demon had not pointed them out.

"How did you even spot these?"

"I took an interest in the art of tracking in my younger days."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon praised him.

"If he hadn't become a Demon Supreme, he would have become the world's number one tracker."

The thought of that big, scary man learning the art of tracking seemed unfitting, yet, at the same time, another thought occurred to her.

Not just anyone can become a Demon Supreme.

They were the eight people who had risen to the highest positions in the Demonic Cult after the Heavenly Demon. Geom Mugeuk was so exceptional that the Demon Supremes often seemed to follow his lead, but each one could shake the murim on their own.

"Fortunately, the kidnapper was careless, thinking no one would follow. This way."

"Lead the way."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Lee Ahn followed behind the Fist Demon.

Their pace grew slower. Even if the Fist Demon had learned tracking in his youth, using that ability properly now was not an easy task.

Just as they were about to give up, the Fist Demon found the trail. He discovered traces where someone had pushed through the forest.

"It's Mugeuk."

It was a trail Geom Mugeuk had left intentionally.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head and remarked, "He'll do anything to work this old man to the bone!"

Contrary to his words, relief flashed across his face. Lee Ahn could tell. Although he had said that leaving Geom Mugeuk alone was the best way to help, he was genuinely worried. She could also see that the taciturn Fist Demon was willing to use his old skills just to find Geom Mugeuk.

Lee Ahn felt happy for Geom Mugeuk because of their affection, and a little envious at the same time.

I want to have people like this in my life, too.

Geom Mugeuk had not only taught her martial arts, but he was also influencing the direction of her life.

Lee Ahn smiled faintly and said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "Let's hurry and go scold him!"

And so, the three of them began to cut through the forest.


"How did you find this place?"

Though he acted nonchalant, Baek Cheongeong was greatly surprised by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. This was his personal hideout, which no one had ever discovered. Of course, one or two herb gatherers had stumbled upon this place in the last ten years and died, but he never thought someone would intentionally seek it out.

"I threw my shoe to divine your location, and it pointed right here."

"Right, you were always one to spout nonsense."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him. "And what kind of person are you? Someone who kidnaps a woman to advance his schemes?"

"You see clearly. I'm the kind of person who will achieve his goal, even if it means kidnapping a woman."

The energy from the thousands of dolls began to grow stronger, a sign that Baek Cheongeong's emotions were heightening.

"Where is Miss Jin?"

"Haryong is fine."

"Haryong? Are you qualified to say Miss Jin's name?"

"Qualified? I've never seen anyone who discusses qualifications actually have any. What about you? Are you qualified to ask me about qualifications?"

"Me? I'm overflowing with qualifications. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, here to save the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman. How about that? Ever seen someone like me? What qualification could I possibly lack?"

A sneer formed on Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"Right, you must have escaped by bewitching the Chairman with your sweet talk, just like now."

He had expected that Geom Mugeuk would not fall into his trap so easily. After all, Geom Mugeuk was the one who had forced him to advance his plans in just a few days.

"What is this all about? At this point, you could at least tell me, couldn't you? Tell me. Why are you doing this?"

"Since you brought up qualifications, let's first see if you're qualified to hear my story."

As Baek Cheongeong extended his hand, a deep green verdure seemed to pour from the eyes of the dolls closest to Geom Mugeuk.

SSSSSSST!

Ten of the dolls grew in size.

They drew their weapons as if they were living people. The sight of wooden dolls moving so naturally was truly bizarre and eerie. Their weapons were also wooden, except for the blades. The blades were neither steel nor wood, yet they shone sharper than any other.

Geom Mugeuk was now directly confronting the Thousand Wooden Souls Art, which he had only ever heard about. Of course, he was neither surprised nor flustered.

At that reaction, Baek Cheongeong felt both puzzled and admiring.

He's not surprised at all.

How could he be so calm when small wooden dolls grew to human size and started moving? Was it because he had experienced all sorts of demonic arts since he was young?

Of course, that did not mean Baek Cheongeong thought Geom Mugeuk could overcome the Thousand Wooden Souls Art. No matter how great the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was, his youth could not overcome experience.

Geom Mugeuk knew the fastest and most certain way to break this martial art was to kill Baek Cheongeong directly. Baek Cheongeong would surely protect himself in many ways, but at least Geom Mugeuk would not have to face all the dolls.

However, Geom Mugeuk did not charge forward. His main purpose was not to kill Baek Cheongeong, but to rescue Jin Haryong and find out about Hwa Mugi. For that reason, he respectfully received the first move.

The moment Geom Mugeuk drew his sword, ten wooden dolls charged at him simultaneously.

Geom Mugeuk unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God. No matter how fast the dolls were, they could not keep up with his wondrous movements. He cut them down decisively without using the Soaring Sky Sword Art, treating them as if they were people.

How could ten ordinary masters possibly kill Geom Mugeuk? Of course, the dolls had frightening aspects that were different from humans. They had no emotions, no fear, and no mercy. They only followed orders, regardless of their opponent.

What was even more frightening was that they felt no pain.

Moreover, they even had regenerative abilities. If an arm holding a sword was cut off, a sword would grow from the other arm to continue the attack. If both arms were cut off, they would charge forward, ramming with their torsos.

They only stopped moving when their torsos were bisected or their heads were cut off. The neutralized dolls then returned to their original size.

While dealing with these ten dolls, Geom Mugeuk thoroughly grasped their characteristics and movements. Watching him not waste a single move, Baek Cheongeong was inwardly impressed.

He's really no ordinary person.

After eliminating all ten dolls, Geom Mugeuk feigned distress.

"What are you going to do if I die from this?"

"If you die, you die. Why? You think I can't kill you?"

"I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, the Young Cult Leader."

"You may be a big shot in the murim, but to me, you're nothing more than a meddler who suddenly appeared in my life. Like a carriage that suddenly rushes at you when you turn a corner."

"Not a carriage, the Demonic Cult. A war is going to break out because of this, a war."

He tried to test the waters with the word 'war', but Baek Cheongeong was completely unfazed. Perhaps that was what he wanted. His goal in clashing with the Chairman was to cause a dispute between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

"I've shown my qualifications, so answer my question."

"Didn't I just answer you? If you want to talk to me again, show your qualifications again."

This time, twenty wooden dolls grew larger.

Twenty dolls out of thousands was a truly insignificant number. The frightening thing was not the twenty dolls, but the thousands that remained.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not afraid. Using the Thousand Wooden Souls Art must also consume inner arts. Baek Cheongeong could not move the dolls indefinitely, and when it came to a battle of inner arts, Geom Mugeuk was confident against anyone in the world.

This time, Geom Mugeuk dealt with them differently.

SHWAAAAAAAK!

Before they could charge, Geom Mugeuk's sword qi swept over them. It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike, which he had mastered to the Twelfth Star. The sword qi could not be dodged. It was so fast and powerful that it cut down all twenty dolls simultaneously.

"Keuk."

Baek Cheongeong let out a low groan. The shock of his Thousand Wooden Souls Art being cut down all at once traveled through his body.

Twenty of them in a single move?

Baek Cheongeong could not believe it. Since he had started using the Thousand Wooden Souls Art, he had never been so helplessly defeated.

Despite showing such an amazing move, Geom Mugeuk was calm. He slowly walked over and sat down where the dolls had been. Then he picked up a doll next to him. He fearlessly fiddled with it, even though it could grow and attack at any moment.

"What on earth happened to you?"

With his playfulness gone, Geom Mugeuk gave off a different vibe. His clear, deep eyes seemed as if they would listen to any story. Though he was an enemy, he seemed like he could offer a comfort that not even an ally could.

Was it because of those eyes? A scene surfaced in Baek Cheongeong's mind. That place, on that day, filled only with corpses. The events of that day, branded onto his heart like a hot iron.

Then Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked, "Are you trying to get revenge?"

Baek Cheongeong stared at Geom Mugeuk. He had resolved never to tell his story, but looking at Geom Mugeuk, he felt an urge to speak. He wanted to hear what this eloquent and strange man would say.

"Then what are you trying to do? Are you aiming to become the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson-in-law? Or are you trying to get on his good side and then kill him?"

Geom Mugeuk fiddled with the doll. "I'm trying to get revenge, too."

Baek Cheongeong was startled. It was the most surprised he had been since meeting Geom Mugeuk. He had never imagined the word 'revenge' would come from his mouth.

"Against whom?"

"You see? When you hear the word 'revenge', aren't you immediately curious about who it's against?"

Geom Mugeuk placed the doll he was holding back in its spot.

"Shouldn't you listen to my story first, in order?"

At that moment, four dolls around Geom Mugeuk suddenly grew and launched an attack.

SHWIIIIK!

The four dolls were cut down simultaneously.

Geom Mugeuk reacted as if he had known the attack was coming. His martial arts already overwhelmed the dolls' attacks.

Baek Cheongeong could tell. With this method, he could not harm a single hair on Geom Mugeuk's head. He would have to use his trump card to have a chance at victory.

TUK TUK.

The dolls fell, cut apart, as they returned to their original size.

Instead of cursing him for the surprise attack, Geom Mugeuk picked up the fallen pieces and placed them back in their original spots.

"Are you mocking me?"

"If I were mocking you, I would have stomped on these or pissed on them. At the very least, I know how diligently you carved each and every one of these. I know because I tried to copy it. Carving these is no ordinary task."

"No matter what you say, you won't be leaving here alive today."

"Then you can tell me, can't you? Since I'm going to die anyway. The same goes if you die. Since you're going to die anyway, is there any reason you can't talk? Why are you so full of worries that you're even shouldering the burdens of what happens after you die?"

Those words struck Baek Cheongeong's heart. Yes, he was carrying all sorts of lingering attachments and worries, even though he did not fear death itself.

"You're quite good at spouting sophistry."

"Tell me. I want to know your story."

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Baek Cheongeong could feel that Geom Mugeuk genuinely wanted to know, and not just to gain an advantage in their fight.

Finally, Baek Cheongeong slowly extended his hand.

Dolls a little distance away from Geom Mugeuk grew to human size. They did not charge at Geom Mugeuk. Instead, they began to fight amongst themselves in the center of the clearing.

Geom Mugeuk understood. Baek Cheongeong was showing him what he had experienced. The clearing had now become a stage for his past.

A masked doll cut down the other dolls. Male dolls and female dolls all fell to its sword, completely helpless. The Thousand Wooden Souls Art was even demonstrated on the stage, showing small dolls growing larger to try and stop the attacker.

It's the Wood Heaven Clan.

He was showing the annihilation of the Wood Heaven Clan. The scene of his entire clan being killed would enrage Geom Mugeuk more than anyone. Familiar faces overlapped with the falling dolls.

The masked doll cut down every last person. From this, Geom Mugeuk could tell that a single person carried out the annihilation that day.

"You want to know why I spent ten years in the Murim Alliance carving these? Why I don't care whether a war breaks out or not? Why I fearlessly kidnapped the Chairman's granddaughter? Watch closely and see why I've been waiting for the perfect moment of revenge!"

As his words ended, the doll that had committed the massacre turned its head toward Geom Mugeuk.

The moment he saw it, Geom Mugeuk was startled.

It wore a mask, but he recognized those sharp and intense eyes. It was someone he knew.

He was none other than the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon.


Chapter 287: Who Handled That Matter?

A heavy silence fell.

The wooden Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk. Its completely blank expression felt eerie and intense.

SSSSSS.

The wooden doll returned to its original size, like an actor exiting a stage after the curtain falls.

Geom Mugeuk looked past the doll on the floor to Baek Cheongeong.

"Did the Murim Alliance Chairman annihilate your family?" Geom Mugeuk's voice trembled. Even for someone who had experienced so much, this incident was shocking.

Baek Cheongeong, however, enjoyed Geom Mugeuk's reaction.

Come now, oh-so-clever Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult! What will you say now?

"Why? You don't believe the Murim Alliance Chairman would do something like that?"

Geom Mugeuk stated firmly, "That's right. I don't believe it. The Chairman I saw wasn't that kind of person."

Jin Paecheon was certainly a domineering man, but he was not one to massacre an entire family. No matter how little one knew what was in a person's heart, it was impossible for that Jin Paecheon to have done such a thing. No. That couldn't be right.

"Fine, then what was the Chairman's reason for doing it?"

Baek Cheongeong refused to answer. "I've said all I need to say."

His actions implied the conversation would only continue if Geom Mugeuk could block his next attack. Baek Cheongeong once again unleashed the Thousand Wooden Souls Art.

SSSSSS.

This time, three dolls grew in size. They walked forward slowly, their movements and aura different from the previous doll.

Geom Mugeuk could tell they were special, even among the dolls. In human terms, they were not just masters, but exceptional masters.

Despite facing an even stronger enemy, Geom Mugeuk sheathed his sword.

Baek Cheongeong gave him a quizzical look.

SHIIIIK.

Geom Mugeuk surged forward first with the Hell Step. He crossed the space in the blink of an eye and threw a punch.

"......"

KWARRRREUNG!

An explosive sound rang out with a clap of thunder. The doll in the middle never even had a chance to attack before its head was blown clean off.

It was the Fist Demon martial art, the Thunder Arhat Fist's first form, the Black Cloud Asura.

The remaining two dolls attacked without hesitation.

SHWIIK! SHWIK!

Two swords flew in, aiming for Geom Mugeuk's vital points.

I got him!

The attack was so fast and precise that Baek Cheongeong believed it had succeeded.

But just as the two swords pierced Geom Mugeuk's body, his form vanished.

Teleportation!

A clap of thunder erupted simultaneously, burying Baek Cheongeong's surprise.

KWARRRRREUNG!

A second clap of thunder exploded. The head of the doll on the left burst apart.

The last doll attacked without faltering, ignoring the flying fragments.

However, Geom Mugeuk was no longer there. This time, he had used the Shadow Step.

KWARRRRRRRREUNG!

A third, even louder clap of thunder echoed as the last doll's head shattered. A well-trained hunting dog cannot catch a tiger. All three were finished in a single blow.

The three dolls shrank to their original size and fell to the floor.

Baek Cheongeong's entire body trembled. He never imagined he would feel such fear here, in a forest full of his dolls.

Geom Mugeuk picked up one of the broken dolls.

"These dolls are different."

"They were, but you made them ordinary."

"I didn't want to waste time."

"You're trying to waste my ten years of time."

Geom Mugeuk stared into Baek Cheongeong's eyes. "What about Miss Jin's time? Have you thought about her past and her remaining days?"

Thinking of Jin Haryong weighed on his mind, but another anger came first.

"What about my family, who died unjustly! My brother, my sister-in-law, my nieces and nephews! What about my nephew's children? Can you even imagine? The heart of a parent who died holding their child! How I felt when I unfolded that blood-soaked baby blanket! Do you have any idea what I saw in that blanket!"

Baek Cheongeong's eyes were bloodshot.

SSSSSSSS.

His rage flowed into the dolls, which began to grow again.

This time, there were two. The fewer their number, the more special their aura.

The two dolls attacked first. They were incredibly fast, undoubtedly created to imitate a master of the fast sword.

They moved so quickly that even Baek Cheongeong, their creator, could not see the fight clearly.

Since he couldn't see, he could only listen. The sound of swords clashing rang out continuously, followed by three distinct sounds that marked the finale.

SHIIIIK! SHUK! CHAK!

The moment Geom Mugeuk's sword returned to its sheath.

TUK, TUUK!

The heads of the two dolls fell and rolled on the floor.

He had unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's fast sword style, the Fifth Technique, Blue Sky Strike.

It had been a while since he used the Blue Sky Strike, and it was faster than before. Even at the same Twelfth Star complete mastery, his proficiency had matured, unleashing the technique with even greater power.

Baek Cheongeong was too stunned to speak.

Even the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult shouldn't have neutralized those fast sword dolls so quickly. He had expected at least five hundred exchanges. He thought Geom Mugeuk would be unable to cope and would be severely injured.

Geom Mugeuk's reaction was even more surprising. He could have boasted about his martial arts but didn't mention it. A fight of this level seemed meaningless to him. His only interest was in that man's life.

"Please answer my earlier question. Why did the Chairman annihilate your family?"

"Why is that so important to you? Whether the Chairman did it because he went senile or was bored, why does it matter? What if the Murim Alliance Chairman is a hypocrite, and what if he isn't! In the end, you Demonic Cult bastards just plan to get rid of everyone and swallow this murim whole, don't you?"

"Even if we eat it, we'll cut out the rotten parts first. So please tell me."

He deliberately used the word 'rotten'. Whatever the truth, that was what Baek Cheongeong believed.

"Did you see it yourself?"

"Are you trying to say it wasn't the Murim Alliance Chairman's doing just because I didn't see it myself?"

Every word he uttered was laced with fury. Geom Mugeuk knew how great that fury must be and calmly tried to soothe him.

"I'm not on the Murim Alliance's side. I'm simply curious about the truth."

"If you're not on the Murim Alliance's side, then why are you in front of me?"

It was because of Hwa Mugi. If he hadn't known about the connection to Hwa Mugi, he wouldn't have approached Baek Cheongeong this way.

"It's because of Miss Jin."

Baek Cheongeong scoffed but finally answered. "I didn't see it myself. By the time I returned, it was already..."

The memory of that moment surfaced, and Baek Cheongeong couldn't continue.

"But why are you so certain it was the Chairman's doing?"

"There was a witness."

"......"

"The chief steward of our household. He was dying, covered in blood. Those were his last words. That the culprit was the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk said nothing. The Murim Alliance Chairman might have killed them, or he might not have. One could never know what was in a person's heart.

However, he first considered the possibility that it wasn't true because Baek Cheongeong would later become a follower of Hwa Mugi.

"No matter how I think about it, the reason for the Chairman to annihilate your family..."

A thought flashed through Geom Mugeuk's mind. He recalled a fact he had forgotten. There was one reason the Chairman would annihilate them.

"You killed the Chairman's son and daughter-in-law!"

His expression hardened. Baek Cheongeong said nothing, but his reaction was telling.

"You knew about it too."

"Does my knowing it lessen his sin? If you want revenge, you should only do it to the person who committed the act. Why did he kill everyone?"

His protest was justified. The sorrow of losing a child was understandable, but annihilating another family for it was clearly wrong.

"But I have one question. If that's the case, why did the Chairman let you live? It was obvious you would try to get revenge like this."

"Because after that incident, I was processed as dead."

He had entered the Murim Alliance with a new identity.

"Who handled those matters? Did you do it yourself?"

Faking one's death and becoming the Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson was a difficult task. Even the Demonic Cult's All-Knowing Hall would have to handle it with care.

"Of course."

His answer came after a moment of hesitation. It was a lie. Geom Mugeuk was certain someone was behind him.

"So? What is it you want to say?"

Geom Mugeuk brought up something shocking. "What if that incident wasn't the Chairman's doing?"

"!"

"What if a third party was involved? What if they deceived you and the Chairman?"

As Baek Cheongeong's expression crumpled into a deep frown, Geom Mugeuk added an even more shocking statement. He would never have made such a hypothesis if he hadn't known of Hwa Mugi's existence. However, the Chairman's character and Hwa Mugi's existence led to this assumption.

"What if the death of the Chairman's son and his wife was all planned from the very beginning?"

Baek Cheongeong seemed to be in shock, staring blankly for a moment. He had never once considered those words. What is this bastard saying? It's nonsense.

"And what would they gain from that?"

Geom Mugeuk presented his final conclusion.

"......"

"!"

"You. Driven mad by revenge, enduring for ten years while embedded deep within the Murim Alliance. You, who would become the decisive throwing knife to kill the Chairman."

Killing intent radiated from Baek Cheongeong's body. He denied everything. No, he had to deny it. If Geom Mugeuk's words were true, then what he had carved for ten years was his own foolishness. It would mean a doll had been carving a doll.

"What the hell do you know! Do you think just flapping your mouth and saying whatever you want makes it true? What do you know!"

His anger was born from bewilderment. What if those words are true? That deep anxiety raged inside him. He would have dismissed these words as a fabrication from anyone else.

But these were the words of Geom Mugeuk, who overwhelmed him with martial arts. They came from the extraordinary person who had forced him to advance his own plans.

The trees began to grow, feeding on his surprise, fear, and anxiety.

Tree branches grew from the ground around the two men.

These were no ordinary trees. They could not be cut even with swords. The secret technique of the Thousand Wooden Souls Art was being unleashed. The growing trees formed walls and a ceiling, leaving nowhere to run. The two men faced each other in a sealed space made entirely of wood.

Other branches wrapped around Baek Cheongeong's body, forming armor. In this place, not even sword qi or enhanced sword qi could cut this armor.

"You've ruined everything. Jin Haryong will die because of you."

Geom Mugeuk calmly asked him, "What did you say to me earlier? Didn't you shout about why he killed the family instead of just the person responsible? But what are you doing now?"

"Because they did it first!"

"Weren't you the ones who started it?"

No, perhaps it was Hwa Mugi.

"Let Miss Jin go. I know you originally had no plan to kill her."

Vines rose from the ground and climbed up Geom Mugeuk's legs. They began to slowly bind his entire body, immobilizing him.

"The person who helped you infiltrate the Murim Alliance orchestrated all of this."

Geom Mugeuk saw Baek Cheongeong's eyes waver. The branches climbing his body paused for a moment. There must have been someone.

"Tell me who it is."

"There is no one! No such person exists! Do you take me for a fool!"

Other trees grew around Geom Mugeuk and became long spears. They aimed like octopus tentacles, stabbing at Geom Mugeuk from all directions as fast as a scorpion's tail.

Geom Mugeuk raised his protective enhanced qi to block the attack.

TANG! TAAANG! TANG!

The wooden spears made a metallic sound as they collided with his protective enhanced qi.

Even if he cut them, they grew back. Even if they shattered, another tree would grow and attack. They attacked endlessly, trying to tear through his protective enhanced qi. The only way to stop this attack was to kill Baek Cheongeong, hidden inside the armor.

TANG! TAAANG! TANG!

The attack inside the enclosed space was several times stronger than one from the outside.

"It's not too late. Let's face that person together!"

Baek Cheongeong hesitated, feeling Geom Mugeuk's sincerity. What if his words are true?

"Please! Don't make me kill you."

In the end, however, he did not trust Geom Mugeuk.

Baek Cheongeong pushed his inner arts to their absolute limit. Blood trickled from his mouth, but he didn't stop. A dozen spears attacked a single point, Geom Mugeuk's heart.

TANG! TAAANG! TANG!

At this rate, his protective enhanced qi would eventually be pierced.

"If you die, a war with the Demonic Cult will break out. Even if I can't kill him, the Heavenly Demon will."

The wooden spears merged into one. It turned a darker color, the final attack into which Baek Cheongeong would pour all his inner arts. In this space, that attack could no longer be blocked.

SHWAAAAAAK!

It flew toward Geom Mugeuk's heart.

The very next moment.

"......"

The flying wooden spear stopped right in front of Geom Mugeuk's heart. Its sharp edge vanished, and it fell to the floor with a thud.

Five figures now stood before Geom Mugeuk.

Four demonic spirits surrounded Baek Cheongeong. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art's First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance, had been unleashed.

The wooden armor, which could not be cut even by sword qi, was sliced apart and fell to the ground with a clatter. His martial arts, rooted in demonic art, could not block the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

When the demonic spirits vanished, Baek Cheongeong's entire body was soaked in blood.

Baek Cheongeong stared at Geom Mugeuk with a dazed look. He felt he didn't have much time left.

Geom Mugeuk took a doll from his robes. It was the doll whose face he had said he would carve himself.

A face was now carved into it. Over the past few days, visiting Baek Cheongeong's workshop, Geom Mugeuk had carved Hwa Mugi's face.

"Was that person this man?"


Chapter 288: You Gave Me Hell

Baek Cheongeong stared at the doll.

Geom Mugeuk focused on the change in his expression.

Is the doll the cause?

Baek Cheongeong's dazed eyes cleared. It was a phenomenon of terminal lucidity, where one's mind becomes clear just before death.

His reaction was unexpected. Baek Cheongeong looked at the doll and laughed.

"Why are you laughing?"

Baek Cheongeong's gaze shifted from the doll to Geom Mugeuk.

"I should have taught you how to carve when you asked."

The doll was that poorly made.

Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"Isn't this excellent for a first piece?"

"Just don't go around saying I taught you."

Blood streamed steadily from Baek Cheongeong's mouth as he spoke, though he was not even conscious of it. Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of regret. He had not wanted to kill him.

"I feel dizzy."

As Baek Cheongeong's body slowly collapsed, the surrounding trees began to disappear back into the ground. The final secret technique's enclosed space vanished, and sunlight illuminated Baek Cheongeong's pale face.

"Just tell me if it was him!"

Baek Cheongeong knelt, looking at the grass around him. As his life faded, the grass and trees died with him.

"You gave me hell... why should I tell you anything?"

It was not just resentment for being killed. The hell was dying with the suspicion that he might have lived as someone's puppet for the past ten years.

He raised his head and looked at the wooden dolls set up all around. Those dolls were also losing their energy. The dolls I carved for the past ten years weren't for myself?

"......Don't talk nonsense."

He denied Geom Mugeuk's words.

The surrounding grass and trees shook violently as if a strong wind had blown. His anger was imbued in them, but they also seemed to mourn his death.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over and sat facing him. Their eyes met.

"I will get revenge. I'll get your revenge too. So please, tell me!"

Geom Mugeuk knew the more desperate he was, the angrier Baek Cheongeong would become, but he could not help it. It was too important to know if Baek Cheongeong had heard his words.

Baek Cheongeong's eyes began to close.

"No! Don't die!"

Geom Mugeuk placed his palm on Baek Cheongeong's chest and injected qi. Baek Cheongeong coughed, splattering blood on Geom Mugeuk's face and body, but Geom Mugeuk did not stop.

Baek Cheongeong opened his eyes again.

"Yes... you said you wanted revenge too?"

Geom Mugeuk held the doll out in front of him again. He said nothing, but Baek Cheongeong understood. The face carved on the doll was Geom Mugeuk's enemy.

The truth finally flowed from Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"Your revenge has nothing to do with me. The person who approached me... was not him."

Geom Mugeuk was startled.

"It wasn't this person?"

"He... did not look like this."

In the final moments of his life, he did not seem to be lying.

"Then who was it? How can I meet him?"

However, Baek Cheongeong did not tell him. The last person he thought of before he died was Jin Haryong.

"......I'm sorry to Haryong."

Deep regret filled his face.

"I told them to kill her if I didn't return on time."

Startled, Geom Mugeuk shouted urgently.

"Where is she?"

He had never imagined that Baek Cheongeong would have given an order to kill her.

"......It's already too late."

"Where is she!"

Baek Cheongeong used his last ounce of strength to look to one side. A flash of movement followed as Geom Mugeuk flew in that direction using the Swift Step.

"......I will apologize to that child in the afterlife."

With those final words, Baek Cheongeong's head slumped.

As he died, all the surrounding trees withered and died with him.

Now, only the wooden dolls, completely devoid of energy, silently watched over his death.


Jin Haryong's heart sank the moment she saw Chorim enter the room. The look in his eyes was different from usual. It would have been a relief if they held killing intent, but instead, his eyes were filled with apology.

"You've come to kill me."

Chorim readily admitted it. The Master had given a strict order, so he had to kill her.

"I have no personal grudge against you."

For the first time, Jin Haryong felt the presence of death. I'm going to die? It did not feel real.

"I don't want to die in a stuffy place like this. Let me see the sky one last time."

When Chorim hesitated, she pleaded again.

"Please."

"Very well."

The moment Chorim turned to open the door, Jin Haryong lunged.

SHWIIIIK! PAAT!

She swung what was in her hand and stabbed at Chorim's neck. It was a wooden nail that had been stuck in the bed.

She felt she had missed as Chorim dodged. She kicked the door open and threw her body outside.

After rolling on the ground, she started to jump up and run but froze.

Chorim walked out from the hut behind her, clutching his neck.

"I understand."

Blood flowed from his neck, but the wound was not deep. Chorim was a master. Killing him with a surprise attack while she had no inner arts was no easy task.

Even though he was behind her, Jin Haryong did not run. No, she could not run.

Dozens of martial artists waited in front of the door.

Jin Haryong turned back to Chorim.

"What the hell do you understand? You're not the one dying, I am. You think acting all gentlemanly will lessen your guilt? You're worse than a vile scoundrel."

"I understand everything."

"Fine, if you really understand me as you say..."

Jin Haryong raised the wooden nail. With her inner arts suppressed, she was no match for him, but she had no intention of dying while just staring at the sky.

"Surely you're not going to kill me while my inner arts are suppressed? Release them. Let's have a proper fight."

Even if her inner arts were released, her chances of survival were slim with so many enemies. Still, she tried to find a way.

"If you release my inner arts, I'll fight with this as my weapon. Your subordinates are watching. You should act like a leader."

She had hoped to provoke his pride into releasing her inner arts, but Chorim had no intention of doing so.

"You are the greatest prodigy of Hubei. If I carelessly release your inner arts, could I handle you?"

"So? You're going to kill a woman resisting with a wooden nail while her inner arts are suppressed, like a coward?"

Even if she had to die, she would not go down quietly. She had to at least scratch his pride and wound his heart.

Chorim spoke in a slightly annoyed tone.

"This makes me feel a little better."

Jin Haryong charged. Even with her inner arts suppressed, she had the skills to reach the finals of the Young Dragon Tournament. The wooden nail in her hand stabbed sharply through the air. She naturally aimed for vital spots like the eyes and neck, places that could incapacitate an opponent instantly.

After a dozen exchanges, Chorim's fist flew straight into Jin Haryong's face.

PWAK!

Jin Haryong was sent flying.

"My apologies. I seem to have struck the face of Hubei's greatest beauty."

The watching subordinates burst into laughter. Chorim and his men were all enjoying the situation.

Touching her face, Jin Haryong got up from the ground.

"From now on, live honestly. This is your true self. Kidnapping, beating, killing, and jeering with delight."

Chorim did not deny it. As she said, he was not a good person. Everyone here was the same. They were criminals on the run with deep grudges against the Murim Alliance, people who could not live in the light. Otherwise, they could not have hidden here for the past ten years.

Baek Cheongeong had made a promise. Once he killed the Murim Alliance Chairman, he would grant them all a pardon.

SHWIIIIK! SHWIK!

Jin Haryong's attacks only cut through the air.

Amidst the onlookers' laughter, Jin Haryong aimed for just one move.

A lucky shot.

But Chorim's skill level was not one where luck would work.

PWAK!

This time, a blow to the stomach sent her flying. The pain made it hard to get up, but she shot to her feet and charged again.

After toying with her a few more times, Chorim decided to end it. Tree roots grew from the ground, wrapping around her legs and arms and immobilizing her completely.

Chorim raised his hand. A leaf flew from somewhere and landed in his palm.

It was an ordinary leaf when it flew, but it radiated a sinister aura once in his hand.

"Your death will not be in vain. You will become fertilizer for these trees."

Jin Haryong shot back coldly.

"Why? Because you despicable things can't even become fertilizer?"

At those words, Chorim revealed his true colors. He spoke to her with a wicked glint in his eyes.

"If it weren't for the order to be polite to you and never touch you, you would have died while receiving the love of all of us."

A look of regret flashed across Chorim's face. Knowing what that meant, Jin Haryong felt the greatest killing intent of her life. She truly wanted to kill him. To die at the hands of someone like this was too unfair.

Chorim raised the leaf sword to slit her throat.

Even in the moment of death, Jin Haryong did not close her eyes. She stared straight at him, trying not to show any fear, but her heart filled with despair.

So this is how I die.

She never thought her end would be like this. She had at least thought she would die more gallantly.

She had hoped to die nobly, reflecting on her past life. The thought of her grandfather and Orabeoni grieving made her even angrier.

Losing his granddaughter after his child, her grandfather's grief would be beyond words. Her Orabeoni, too, would lose the only person he could open his heart to.

If they had done this to her, they would be prepared to harm them as well.

When her thoughts reached that point, the person who came to mind was Geom Mugeuk.

You're the only one I can trust.

To think she would be thinking of him in her final moments.

Just as the leaf sword was about to fly and cut her neck!

SHWAAAAAAAAK!

A piercing sound of wind tore through the air, followed by screams.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

A giant dao swept through the martial artists, flying toward them.

Chorim retreated, dodging the giant dao as it cut through his subordinates.

"......"

The giant dao embedded itself in the stone wall behind them.

A shocked Chorim looked in the direction the giant dao had flown from. A path had been cleared through his subordinates, with a dozen of them lying in bloody heaps on either side.

"Raise the Ironwood Wall!"

TSEUREUREUREUK!

Trees rose from the ground in the direction the dao had come from, beginning to form a shield.

The wall erected in front of Chorim was the largest and thickest. After raising it, he approached Jin Haryong again.

"No matter what, I will kill you!"

Just then, Jin Haryong saw it.

Someone leaped lightly over the giant dao stuck in the wall behind Chorim.

The movement was so light and nimble that not even the sound of wind could be heard.

Only when the person landed right behind Chorim did he sense a presence and turn around.

What he saw was a single line.

SHWIIIIIIIIK!

SEOGEOK.

A swiftly drawn sword sliced his head clean off.

Chorim's head fell without him even letting out a death cry.

The person who appeared before the fallen Chorim was none other than Lee Ahn.

The giant dao that had flown in was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Heaven Destroying Dao.

Lee Ahn had been clinging to the giant dao as it flew. Because the dao was larger than a person, they had missed her hiding on the other side of the blade.

It was a feat made possible by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's inner arts and by Lee Ahn's skill, which had reached the level of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

At Chorim's death, one of the martial artists screamed as if having a seizure.

"Kill those bitches first!"

They charged toward Jin Haryong and Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn had no time to release Jin Haryong's inner arts.

Lee Ahn cut down the charging martial artists. After she felled four in a row, the enemies changed their strategy. They targeted her attempt to protect Jin Haryong as a weakness.

"Fire sword qi!"

The martial artists capable of using sword qi all fired at once.

Lee Ahn shouted to Jin Haryong.

"Get behind me!"

She could not evade. To save Jin Haryong, she had to neutralize all the incoming sword qi.

SHWAAAAAAAAK!

A dozen streams of sword qi simultaneously rushed toward Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn was not confident she could block so many at once, but she did not dodge. She could not let Jin Haryong die.

In that desperate moment!

SHWIIIIK!

PUUUUK!

Something descended in front of the two women, embedding itself in the ground and blocking the incoming sword qi.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWAKWA! KWAAAANG!

The sword qi struck it repeatedly but failed to break or penetrate it, dissipating completely.

Lee Ahn saw it. The giant dao blocking their path, and the person who had planted it there.

Surprisingly, it was the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had somehow flown over, pulled the giant dao from the wall, and planted it firmly before the two of them.

At the same time, a sound like thunder erupted with a boom.

URRRRRRUMBLE! KWAAAANG!

The Ironwood Wall they had erected shattered, sweeping away those who were nearby. The one who had destroyed the Ironwood Wall, which they were confident would never break, with a single punch was none other than the Fist Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in front, the Fist Demon was behind.

One of the enemies saw the Fist Demon and shouted.

"Kill that monster first!"

The moment he finished speaking, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said curtly with a look of pity.

"Oh dear."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong, who were exposed, behind the Heaven Destroying Dao for cover.

The next moment.

A deafening thunderclap was heard.

KURRRRRUKWAKWANG!

Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong had never heard such a loud and terrifying thunder. It was so loud they wanted to cover their ears.

The next moment!

HWAAAAAAAAAAAAANG!

An enhanced qi of immense power rushed past the sides of the planted Heaven Destroying Dao. If the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not been supporting the dao with both hands and infusing it with qi, the force would have ripped it out and sent it flying.

A single thunderclap.

And then, silence.

Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong cautiously peeked out from behind the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The two women were stunned by the sight that unfolded outside.

There were no survivors. In a single blow, the enhanced qi from the fist had swept everyone away and turned them into corpses.

The Fist Demon stood alone, his large fists hanging at his sides.

Seeing that sight, even Lee Ahn, who was on his side, felt fear. He was completely different from when they trained together. In a real battle, the Fist Demon was truly another person. Lee Ahn saw clearly today why the Heavenly Demon trusted him the most among the Demon Supremes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground and slung it on his back. The Fist Demon began to walk toward them through the corpses.


Chapter 289: You Wouldn't Have Done That

The joy of survival mixed with the presence of the two Demon Supremes, making Jin Haryong's heart pound harder.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood beside them with his giant dao. The Fist Demon walked slowly toward them. Both men were truly terrifying.

So these are the Demon Supremes!

Until now, the Demonic Cult had been an abstract concept for Jin Haryong. She had only heard they were fearsome and cruel. The Demonic Cult she had actually met was Geom Mugeuk, who was young, handsome, and quick with a joke.

But today, she felt she had seen the real Demonic Cult.

The approaching Fist Demon's face was frightening, but Jin Haryong tried her best to remain calm.

"Thank you so much for saving my life."

Her gratitude was for both the Demon Supremes and Lee Ahn.

"I'll be sure to repay this debt."

Jin Haryong feared the Demon Supremes, but she did not dislike the two men who had saved her.

The Demon Supremes simply nodded once, not making a show of their deed.

Her Orabeoni would call her crazy if he heard, but she grew curious about the Demon Supremes.

After greeting the two men, Jin Haryong looked at Lee Ahn.

She knew how dangerous it was to fly while clinging to a dao, especially one that had flown while killing enemies.

Like the Demon Supremes, Lee Ahn also did not make a show of having saved her.

Lee Ahn released Jin Haryong's inner arts and joked playfully.

"Friend! We were supposed to meet. How could you break our promise?"

The word 'friend' resonated more deeply with Jin Haryong than any other word she had heard. At that moment, the friendship between the two women grew stronger.

Jin Haryong touched her own face.

"That's why I'm in this state, isn't it? My face is all I have."

Lee Ahn gave an unexpected reply to her half-joking, half-deprecating comment.

"Then from today on, you'll have to show something else."

Jin Haryong understood. Lee Ahn did not use her own beautiful appearance as a weapon. That was why Lee Ahn was so strong and could call her beautiful. Lee Ahn was telling her again that appearance was not important to them.

That's right. From today on, the number one beauty of Hubei is no more. I will become the number one sword of Hubei, and I will advance toward becoming the world's number one sword. I will never again face a crisis of death from someone like Chorim.

She also learned a great lesson today.

Life and death had been decided by a hair's breadth. If she had simply given up and tried to die, she would have been dead before Lee Ahn and the Demon Supremes arrived.

But because she had fought until the end, she survived. She felt certain that even heavenly luck chooses from among those who never give up.

Just then, something as fast as light rushed toward them.

SWOOOOSH.

Geom Mugeuk landed using the Swift Step. He landed so naturally that it seemed he had been there all along.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and sighed in relief. He saw that the Demon Supremes and Lee Ahn had arrived in time to save Jin Haryong.

"You sure took your sweet time. If it weren't for these gentlemen, I'd already be dead."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Jin Haryong's joke.

"That's why I'm close with them."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon. His faith in their judgment had been correct. They were two men who repaid trust with trust.

"You can puff out your chests even more. You're truly magnificent!"

"Where were you dawdling? You made an old man suffer."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's worried gaze, however, was fixed on the bloodstains on Geom Mugeuk's clothes.

"But it was worth making the old man suffer, wasn't it?"

"Hey, you rascal!"

Just then, the Fist Demon asked Geom Mugeuk a question.

"Are you hurt?"

"It's not my blood. I'm fine."

The Fist Demon nodded.

Watching their conversation, Jin Haryong finally realized that Geom Mugeuk was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. She felt the rumors about him seizing control of the Demon Supremes were wrong. He had not seized control. He had made them his people. The two men looked at Geom Mugeuk the way her grandfather looked at her, and also like her Orabeoni.

She could tell. Lee Ahn and the two Demon Supremes had saved her, but ultimately, she had survived thanks to Geom Mugeuk. They would not have moved if not for Geom Mugeuk.

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman owing her life twice to a demonic practitioner! I'm completely ruined."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn laughed together at her playful complaint.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the two Demon Supremes.

"Please wait with Lee Ahn at the safehouse. I'll take Miss Jin to the Murim Alliance and then join you."

"Is it all over now?"

"No, there's one thing left to confirm before I go."

He had to confirm if the Murim Alliance Chairman had really annihilated the Wood Heaven Clan.

No matter how he thought about it, it seemed unlikely that Jin Paecheon would commit such an act, but it was another story if Jin Paecheon had fallen into someone's conspiracy.

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the distant Murim Alliance and repeated a joke he had made before, this time seriously.

"This time, I might really have to say, 'Run, Elder!'"


Jin Hagun strode into the Chairman's Hall.

Jin Paecheon, who had been staring out the window, turned around urgently.

"What happened?"

"We mobilized the Demon Slaying Brigade and searched the entire West Lake area, but we couldn't find her. Has there been any word from the Green Dragon Brigade yet?"

Jin Paecheon shook his head.

"What about the Flying Tiger Squad?"

Still, Jin Paecheon shook his head. Despite dispatching all of the Murim Alliance's elite forces, they could not find Jin Haryong's whereabouts.

Baek Cheongeong, the presumed kidnapper, had made no demands. They were burning up with worry.

"Why don't you just announce it to the murim?"

They were searching in secret, which limited the search. A public search might produce a witness.

However, Jin Paecheon shook his head. The kidnappers were bold enough to take the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter. They were unlikely to have been spotted, and a public announcement could attract the Evil Alliance or other villains.

Jin Hagun expected his grandfather to say, 'This is all your fault!', but Jin Paecheon said no such thing, proving Jin Hagun's worry was narrow-minded. Jin Paecheon was not the type to shift responsibility when cornered.

"Is there still no word from Geom Mugeuk?"

Jin Paecheon silently nodded.

The situation was gradually turning Geom Mugeuk into their last hope.

The more that happened, however, the more complicated Jin Hagun's feelings became.

Could I have really been deceived?

What if all of this was Geom Mugeuk's conspiracy?

The image of his sister, captured by Geom Mugeuk, came to mind.

He thought Geom Mugeuk might capture his sister and blackmail him at a crucial moment.

The fear of losing his sister filled him with all sorts of thoughts. His sister was the only person in the world who truly understood him.

He had never once thought he would lose his sister. Now that it was becoming a reality, he could not control his fear.

What if he lost his sister?

His own life would also change drastically.

At that moment, Jin Paecheon was thinking the exact opposite.

"That boy was confident that he alone could save her."

Jin Hagun felt that his grandfather believed in Geom Mugeuk.

When Jin Hagun had rushed back after hearing the news, his grandfather had not trusted Geom Mugeuk.

His grandfather had answered his question of who was responsible with, "Either Geom Mugeuk, or Baek Cheongeong."

Staring intently at him, his grandfather had asked.

"Who do you think it is?"

Back then, he had not fully trusted Geom Mugeuk and had hoped the Murim Alliance martial artists would find her.

But now, his grandfather believed in Geom Mugeuk. It was not a belief born of trust, but of desperation. He was stronger than anyone, but with his granddaughter's life on the line, Jin Hagun felt he had become an ordinary grandfather.

"I'll go and search again."

Just as Jin Hagun was about to leave, a Chairman's Hall martial artist ran in.

"Haryong Young Lady has returned."

Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun were startled.

Jin Paecheon shot up from his grand chair and leaped down.

Soon after, Jin Haryong entered the hall.

She walked in first, and Geom Mugeuk followed her.

"Grandfather!"

Jin Haryong ran and hugged Jin Paecheon. Tears poured out as soon as she saw her grandfather. After this brush with death, she realized anew how significant her grandfather was in her life.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm okay."

Her face and body were injured, but she had no internal injuries.

"Welcome back, welcome back."

Tears welled in Jin Paecheon's eyes. He had a heart of iron, but seeing his granddaughter return safely overcame him with emotion. He could not remember the last time he had cried.

Jin Haryong also reunited with Jin Hagun.

"Orabeoni."

Jin Hagun hugged his sister tightly.

"I'm sorry."

All of this had happened because of him. It had all started when he began to doubt his master.

"Why are you sorry, Orabeoni? It's my fault for being careless and getting caught."

"Don't say that."

After the reunion reminded them how precious they were to each other, Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun turned their intense gazes to Geom Mugeuk.

Saving Jin Haryong was more important to them than anything else. It was a greater deed than saving their own lives.

"Thank you so much for saving Haryong."

Jin Paecheon formally expressed his gratitude with a clasped hands greeting.

Geom Mugeuk also responded with polite courtesy.

"Miss Jin is not only the Chairman's granddaughter, but also my friend. Please don't worry about it."

A life debt is repaid by saving a life. Jin Paecheon resolved that one day, he would save Geom Mugeuk's life.

Meanwhile, Jin Hagun was ashamed for having doubted Geom Mugeuk, even for a moment.

I still have a long way to go.

In the past, it would have ended with shame and inferiority, but now it was different. He felt he had to try harder. Geom Mugeuk stimulated him even now. He was a person whose very existence was a stimulus.

"First, go get treated and rest. We can catch up later. You, talk with me for a moment."

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong noticed that their grandfather wanted to speak with Geom Mugeuk separately. Since their conversation could wait, the two of them obediently withdrew.

"Yes, Grandfather."

As she walked away with Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong turned back.

"I'm so happy to see you again, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon smiled and nodded. The thought of what would have happened if he had never seen that child again made his heart sink.

Only the two of them remained in the Chairman's Hall.

"What happened to that person, Baek Cheongeong?"

"He is dead."

He had expected as much since his granddaughter had returned, but hearing the words from Geom Mugeuk felt strange.

"Did he say why he kidnapped Haryong?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something surprising.

"Baek Cheongeong is the younger brother of the Wood Heaven Clan's patriarch."

For a moment, Jin Paecheon's eyes widened.

How could he have forgotten about the Wood Heaven Clan?

"They all died."

"No. Only one person, the Patriarch's younger brother, survived."

"I was under the impression that he died as well."

"He faked his death."

Jin Paecheon now understood Baek Cheongeong's dual nature. Could this whole affair be related to his son's death?

Then came the most important question.

"I would like to ask you, Chairman. Were you the one who annihilated the Wood Heaven Clan?"

A heavy silence fell.

Geom Mugeuk did not think this was a silence of admission. If Jin Paecheon had really committed the act, he would not have fallen into such a suspicious silence. This silence had a story behind it.

At last, Jin Paecheon let out a short sigh and began his story.

"That day, I went to find them for revenge. It was revenge for my family, so I went alone."

His expression contorted as if the scene from that day replayed vividly in his mind.

"When I arrived, they were all already dead."

Jin Paecheon proved he was telling the truth in the most powerful way he could.

"I swear on my dead son and daughter-in-law. I did not kill them."

For a man who valued honor, swearing on his son meant his words were true. He too knew how important it was to reveal the truth.

The events of that day had remained a great scar for Jin Paecheon.

"Seeing that sight snapped me to my senses. Do you know what I thought as I looked upon that scene, after having rushed there like a madman for revenge?"

After a brief pause, Jin Paecheon loaded the emotions of that day into a long sigh.

"I thought it was a relief."

Geom Mugeuk listened silently.

"I, the Murim Alliance Chairman, thought it was a relief. I truly thought that if this hadn't happened first, I might have committed such an act myself. I, who should have mourned and been angered by the innocent deaths!"

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened. Anguish was evident on his face.

"You would not have annihilated them, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon stared intently at Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you really think so?"

No, it was impossible to know. How could one presume to know how far a parent who had lost a child would go? Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk spoke firmly.

"Yes, because you are not that kind of person, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon let out another long sigh. It did not suit his usual domineering demeanor. It showed how much this incident had remained a great scar in his life.

He must have been tormented all this time, disappointed in himself for thinking he might have annihilated them and for feeling relieved upon seeing that scene. As someone who had lived his entire life for righteousness, that wound must have been deeper for him than for others.

Geom Mugeuk repeated his earlier words once more.

"You would not have done that, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon's pupils trembled. At this moment, he knew. He had wanted to hear these words from someone for a very long time, and he had wanted to say these words himself.

That's right, I would not have done that.

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a deepened gaze.

"Why do you trust me this much? You don't even know me that well."

"Yes, I don't know you well, Chairman. However, isn't one thing certain?"

Geom Mugeuk added calmly.

"Isn't it because you are the kind of person who would not have done that, that I am able to stand alone in the middle of the Murim Alliance?"


Chapter 290: If the Demonic Cult is Cooler Than Us

A certain resonance echoed deep within Jin Paecheon's heart.

It was a feeling he had never experienced. As the Murim Alliance Chairman, he had met countless people and endured all sorts of experiences. His emotions, dry as a fossil, now operated only out of habit. He laughed, angered, and grieved habitually.

But the resonance he felt now was real.

He had lived his life deliberately ignoring a deep wound. He wanted to cut the wound out, but the more he tried, the larger the scar it left. So he covered it up and lived on. He knew it was festering inside but pretended not to. He thought everyone lived with a wound of that magnitude anyway. He had too much to do. He was the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Now, Jin Paecheon felt the pus from the wound being washed away as it began to heal. He had told himself the same thing dozens, even hundreds of times.

I wouldn't have done that.

His own words never healed the wound in his heart, yet when someone else said it for him, his emotions surged. He had a premonition that he could now be free from that wound.

To feel this way over just a few words.

Normally, his pride would have been hurt. He would have tried hard to deny it, but as he looked at Geom Mugeuk, who gazed at him with clear, deep eyes, his stirring pride quietly fell back asleep.

"Thank you for saying that."

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly. The Chairman was the kind of person who could say those words at this moment. Acknowledging one's own wound and speaking those words was truly important. The final treatment was always up to the person. The Chairman had now properly wrapped the final bandage on his wound.

"Unlike you, Chairman, Baek Cheongeong refused to acknowledge it until the very end."

Geom Mugeuk naturally steered the conversation back to their previous topic.

"Until now, I believed the one who annihilated them was the brother of the Wood Heaven Clan Sect Leader. He wasn't there on the day of the annihilation, and his body was found shortly after, an apparent suicide."

"In conclusion, that body was not his."

Jin Paecheon must have investigated the matter meticulously at the time, since it was related to the Wood Heaven Clan, yet he was still deceived.

"Then who annihilated them?"

"Someone used Baek Cheongeong's thirst for revenge. They helped fake his death and helped him infiltrate the Murim Alliance with a new identity. I suspect that person is the one who annihilated the Wood Heaven Clan."

Jin Paecheon fell deep into thought. Faking a corpse and infiltrating the Alliance was not a simple matter of personal enmity. This was war. The opponent did not rely only on schemes. By annihilating the Wood Heaven Clan, they had also proven their martial prowess.

"You must keep in mind that someone is targeting the Murim Alliance."

Geom Mugeuk added another sentence to prevent any unnecessary speculation about the Demonic Cult.

"This time, they tried to kill me as well to instigate a war with our Cult. Therefore, that bastard is also an enemy of our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk did not mention that the killing of the Chairman's son and daughter-in-law might have been part of that person's plot from the beginning. That part was still uncertain.

"I will investigate thoroughly to find the mastermind."

"I'll find that bastard too. If you ever need my help, please call on me anytime. I also want to help catch this mastermind."

Geom Mugeuk limited the offer to himself, not the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He lessened the Chairman's burden by suggesting they join hands personally, rather than forcing an alliance with the Demonic Cult.

Jin Paecheon readily accepted.

"I will."

"Then I'll see you next time. I'll meet with Young Master Jin and Miss Jin, then leave immediately."

"Wait."

Jin Paecheon called out to Geom Mugeuk, who was turning to leave. He slowly approached.

As a master like Jin Paecheon drew near, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own. For this moment, however, its effort was in vain.

Jin Paecheon suddenly embraced Geom Mugeuk.

"Not as the Murim Alliance Chairman, but as Haryong's grandfather, I am truly grateful to you."

Geom Mugeuk hugged him back.

"Please take care of yourself until we meet again."

Of course, he did not forget to add a playful remark.

"If there's ever been another Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult who was hugged by the Murim Alliance Chairman, tell them to step forward!"

Jin Paecheon laughed heartily before speaking honestly.

"I'm paying you back with a hug. If I had my way, I would've wanted to reward you with something grand. The Alliance's treasure vault is filled with all sorts of miracle herbs and divine weapons."

"Then give them to me. Please, give them to me!"

When Geom Mugeuk spoke without reservation, Jin Paecheon laughed.

"I'm sorry, but I must refuse. I'm afraid you'd use that added power to strike us."

"Aren't you more afraid of leaving a debt of the heart?"

"!"

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"That is why I will decline any material reward."

Watching Geom Mugeuk's back as he politely bowed and turned to leave, Jin Paecheon thought what a true shame it was.

What if he wasn't the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

He recalled the time Jin Haryong had brought Geom Mugeuk, saying she would marry a servant.

If only he were a servant.

This was Jin Paecheon's true feeling, one he could never voice to anyone.


Jin Haryong screamed and shot up.

She turned her head and saw she was in the physician's room.

"Are you okay?"

Jin Hagun had rushed in, startled.

"I dreamt I died."

In the dream, the Demon Supremes arrived after Chorim killed her. She thought they would at least shed a single tear, but Lee Ahn was so busy talking with them that she did not even care that Jin Haryong had died. That was more of a nightmare than death itself.

Why am I so disappointed when we've only properly met three times?

But those were not just any three times. The first time, they became friends. The second, they dueled. The last, he rescued her. A connection like this was truly rare.

"That won't happen now."

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because I'll make it so."

"That's something I have to make happen."

Although she smiled, strength filled Jin Haryong's eyes. Jin Hagun felt that his younger sister had grown through this incident.

"How long was I asleep?"

"About one hour."

Jin Haryong sat up. She felt anxious that Geom Mugeuk might have left while she slept. Even if she had to send him off, she had to say goodbye first.

"Where's Geom Mugeuk?"

"He's waiting outside. He said he'd say goodbye when you woke up."

Jin Haryong was inwardly touched that Geom Mugeuk had waited for her.

As she was about to go outside, Jin Hagun spoke.

"You know, right?"

"What?"

"That it's impossible. Don't give him your heart in the first place."

"Why? Are you worried? Worried that your only little sister might lose her heart to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

To her surprise, Jin Hagun nodded.

"Yes, I'm worried that might happen."

"Isn't this when you're supposed to say, 'I trust my sister, I'm not worried about that'?"

"No, I'm worried."

If the person in question had not been Geom Mugeuk, she would have been offended, but Jin Haryong actually felt good. At least it was a matter of whether she would be paired with Geom Mugeuk.

"Orabeoni, I'm not as naive as you think."

"Then that's fine."

As she was about to leave, Jin Haryong found herself worrying about Jin Hagun instead.

"Are you okay, Orabeoni?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm telling you not to get swept up by him."

At that, Jin Hagun revealed an unexpected thought.

"Forcing yourself not to get swept up is worse. Even if you get swept up, you just have to do it selfishly."

"Selfishly?"

"Take all the good influence he gives, and don't let your own core be shaken."

Jin Haryong wondered if that would really work. If human relationships could be cut as cleanly as a radish, what was there to worry about? By that logic, the same applied to her. She had told him not to worry because she was not naive.

But can I really withstand Geom Mugeuk with just that?

"I guess we really do share the same blood. You're far from naive too, Orabeoni."

With that, the two of them went outside.

Geom Mugeuk stood in the physician's yard, looking up at the sky.

Jin Haryong stood next to him.

"What are you looking at so intently?"

"See that sky-blue color over there? That's the color of my enhanced sword qi."

"I guess it's better than a dreary color. To be struck down and killed by such a beautiful color."

At her words, Geom Mugeuk smiled and turned his head.

"Is your body okay?"

"Thanks to you."

"I waited to see your face before leaving. See you next time."

Jin Haryong was deeply saddened by her parting with Geom Mugeuk. She wanted to be with him a little longer.

Stay and hang out a little longer. Even for a few days.

But her inability to even say such words defined the nature of her relationship and destiny with Geom Mugeuk.

"Before you go, tell me this. How can I become as strong as you?"

"By training to death."

"But it seems like you're always just playing around?"

"True training is done where no one can see."

Just then, Jin Hagun slowly walked toward them.

"I heard from my grandfather about the mastermind."

He could not believe someone had manipulated his master.

Geom Mugeuk gave him the credit.

"This matter was brought to light thanks to you. If you hadn't noticed that something was strange with your Master, you might have suffered a disaster later on."

The mere thought was horrifying to Jin Hagun. If he had remained oblivious, Baek Cheongeong would have led them to ruin at a critical moment.

Jin Hagun returned the credit to Geom Mugeuk.

"It's thanks to you. I was able to figure it out because you told me not to look at an opponent carelessly, but to look at them properly."

From now on, Jin Hagun would strive to live by looking properly at everyone he faced. He would reform not only the Demon Slaying Brigade but also the Murim Alliance organization.

Geom Mugeuk offered his final farewell.

"Be careful in all things."

"You too."

Jin Hagun expressed his gratitude one last time.

"Thank you for saving my sister."

"Don't forget, and be sure to repay me later."

Thinking the reply was typical of Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun smiled faintly.

"Well then, let's meet again next time."

Geom Mugeuk also bid farewell to Jin Haryong.

Jin Haryong said with a smile.

"We're still friends, right?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"There's a tavern near our Cult Headquarters with good liquor and a good owner. I'll invite you there sometime."

Will such a day ever really come?

The moment Jin Haryong nodded, Geom Mugeuk kicked off the ground. He soared into the air and vanished from sight in an instant.

"Orabeoni, I think we need to step it up. We can't let the Demonic Cult be cooler than us, can we?"

Jin Hagun walked away with long strides, without a word.

She knew her Orabeoni's personality better than anyone. He would not lose.

Following behind him, Jin Haryong glanced back toward the spot where Geom Mugeuk had disappeared. She soon began to walk with vigor as well. Her Orabeoni was not the only one who had gained an epiphany.

This was her first step toward becoming not the First Beauty of Hubei, but the First Sword of Hubei.


In the safehouse kitchen, Lee Ahn was cooking.

She did not know why the sudden thought occurred to her, but she felt the urge to cook for the two Demon Supremes herself. She knew three or four dishes and cooked the one she was most confident in.

"Well then, please enjoy your meal."

"You eat with us too."

"I'm fine."

The Fist Demon even gestured for her to join, so Lee Ahn ate with them.

Eating at the same table as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon? Isn't this clearly a punishment?

As she sat there, tense, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon ate the food and commented.

"It's bland."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not the type to be considerate of the cook.

"Ah! I'm sorry. I made the seasoning a little weak. I'll go and make it again."

Just then, the Fist Demon grabbed the bowl Lee Ahn was about to take away.

"He said you have to eat bland food to be healthy."

"......"

"The Physician of Miracles said so."

Lee Ahn was inwardly touched. She had not expected the Fist Demon to say something like that.

The Demon Supremes are so different up close compared to how they appear on the outside.

Then again, the impression she gave on the outside and her actual personality were completely different too.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked curiously. "Why did you suddenly decide to cook for us?"

Of course, there was a reason. She had been moved and felt a sense of respect after seeing the two Demon Supremes in battle. Their strength and intensity had left a great impression on her, now that she was beginning to act in earnest as the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad. That was why she wanted to treat them to a meal she had carefully prepared.

"It's not a chance that comes often."

To that, she added something Seo Daeryong always said when they were drinking.

"When I have children later, I'm going to tell them. That when their mother was young, she personally cooked a meal for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon."

"Make sure you also tell them it was bland."

Lee Ahn gave an awkward laugh at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words.

Just then, the Fist Demon spoke up unexpectedly.

"A child that resembles you and Mugeuk would be incredible."

Lee Ahn was startled by his words. At first, she thought she had misheard. Flustered, she quickly said, "How could I possibly marry the Young Cult Leader? Even though I've become a Captain, I was just a common martial artist."

"What does that matter? Neither the Cult Leader nor Mugeuk are the type to care about such things."

At the Fist Demon's words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also nodded with an expression of agreement.

She was truly grateful to the Fist Demon for saying that. However, something always weighed on her mind. It was the first thought that came to her whenever she thought of marriage. Normally, she would not bring it up, but for some reason, she wanted to say it in front of these two fearsome men. The words came out naturally.

"I don't even know who my parents are."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered a word of comfort.

"Family is the enemy. It's fine not to know."

She was grateful to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for saying that as well.

Just then, the Fist Demon said something completely unexpected.

"If that truly weighs on your mind, I will become your father."

Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled by those words. One can only imagine how surprised Lee Ahn must have been. She was so shocked and flustered that she dropped the chopsticks she was holding.

She had never had a private conversation with the Fist Demon.

So why? Does he think favorably of me from the late-night training sessions? Or is there another reason? Is it a joke? Did I mishear him this time for sure?

All sorts of thoughts ran through her head, and she did not know what to say.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk entered.

"I'm back."

Geom Mugeuk immediately grasped the frozen atmosphere.

"Nothing happened to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult even in the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall, so what on earth happened at the dinner table in the safehouse?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon broke the silence.

"It's because the food is bland."


Chapter 291: What If That Terrifying Man Becomes Father-in-Law?

"I said that if Lee Ahn wants, I'll become her father."

At the Fist Demon's bombshell declaration, everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk. They were curious to see his reaction.

Unexpectedly, Geom Mugeuk only blinked, showing no surprise.

"You're not surprised?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk seemed to find his own reaction strange.

"I know, right? Why am I not surprised?"

He was teasing the Fist Demon, of course. Geom Mugeuk looked back and forth between the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn.

"A father and daughter who are such polar opposites? Maybe that's why I'm not surprised."

If anyone else had said that, they might have needed the Heaven Destroying Dao's shield, but the Fist Demon readily agreed with Geom Mugeuk's teasing. Even he thought they were polar opposites in appearance.

"Will no one believe it?"

"Would you believe it, Master?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon chimed in, turning a serious question into a joke.

"They'd probably think she was kidnapped."

The Fist Demon nodded, acknowledging that statement as well.

Just then, Lee Ahn spoke abruptly.

"Father!"

Startled gazes focused on Lee Ahn. The Fist Demon was the most surprised of the three men. Lee Ahn stared at the Fist Demon and spoke again.

"If a daughter like me is acceptable, please take me as your daughter."

The Fist Demon's eyes widened. It was the first time he had looked so surprised since they met him.

"Would a father like me be alright?"

The Fist Demon's voice trembled in a way that truly didn't suit him. The voice of the man who wouldn't blink before ten thousand enemies was trembling.

"You are more than I deserve."

Tears welled in Lee Ahn's eyes. She felt so moved that such an incredible person would become her father. She was truly, tearfully grateful.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk, her eyes asking a question.

Is it... is it okay for me to do this?

It was an impulsive decision for her too. It might have been the most important decision of her life, yet she made it in an instant.

Is it really okay to do this?

Geom Mugeuk's bright smile answered for him.

"Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

After taking a deep breath, Lee Ahn asked the Fist Demon again.

"May I ask just one thing?"

"Anything."

"Why did you say you would take me as your daughter?"

The Fist Demon's answer was simple.

"Because I wish I had a daughter like you."

No other words could have pleased Lee Ahn more.

Lee Ahn rose from her seat and bowed deeply to the Fist Demon.

"I'll be in your care from now on... Father."

As she said the word 'Father', emotion overcame her.

"The word 'Father'... today is the first time I've ever said it in my life."

She had never once said 'Daddy' or 'Mommy'.

She had resented the parents who abandoned her. She tried to understand their reasons, missed them, hated them, and tried to forget them. She had resolved to never become a parent like them, or rather, to not become a parent at all. To just live alone and die quietly.

Pent-up emotions surged, and tears streamed down her face.

Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Fist Demon watched silently as her shoulders shook. They let her cry her heart out. The strongest men in the world stood there for a long while, watching over her.

When her sobs subsided, the Fist Demon helped her to her feet.

Seeing her tear-stained face, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tossed out a joke.

"Now that you're ugly, you finally look a bit like a father and daughter."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't one to meddle in others' affairs. However, he was quick with jokes and banter when it came to the Fist Demon. It meant he got along well with the Fist Demon and liked him. To think he'd complained about being ostracized at the Demon Supreme gatherings.

A powerful aura emanated from the Fist Demon as he looked at Lee Ahn.

"When I return to the Cult, I will officially announce that you've become my daughter. From now on, as long as I live, no one in the murim will dare to treat you carelessly."

At the Fist Demon's declaration, tears once again streamed from Lee Ahn's eyes.

"This is the last time I'll cry. I won't cry anymore."

She tried to force a smile, but the tears wouldn't stop.

The very existence of parents had always been her deepest wound. She had never wanted to talk about it with anyone but Geom Mugeuk. From now on, she would live her life bragging about her father. What does your father do? Father is the Fist Demon!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with a surprised expression, "When you first brought it up, I thought you were joking."

Geom Mugeuk picked up where he left off.

"He's not the type to joke about something like this, is he?"

"That terrifying man as a father-in-law?"

"I know. I wonder what kind of son-in-law could possibly handle him."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that screamed, I'm talking about you!

Whether he knew what the other man was thinking or not, Geom Mugeuk teased Lee Ahn.

"Lee Ahn, what are you going to do? Your chances of marriage are over."

Then, the Fist Demon interjected.

"Why can't she just marry you?"

At the Fist Demon's words, Lee Ahn waved her hands dismissively.

"Please don't say such things. Young Master, please don't pay it any mind."

The Fist Demon glared at Geom Mugeuk, waiting for an answer.

"But I like my food salty."

"From now on, you'll eat it bland!"

So that's how you're going to play?

Geom Mugeuk spoke to him with a meaningful smile.

"Can you handle having the Heavenly Demon as your in-law?"

The Fist Demon flinched. He had only thought about Lee Ahn, not that far ahead. The only person in the world who could make him freeze, as an in-law? The Cult Leader as an in-law?

"Hello! I'm right here! The bride with absolutely no intention of getting married is right here!"

Amidst this chaos, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stroked his chin and imagined that day.

"If they really do get married, all hell will break loose."


That night, the Fist Demon trained his martial arts alone in the safehouse's backyard. He seemed to be soothing his complicated feelings with martial arts training.

With his shirt off, his muscles were as perfect as if painted by an artist.

"When will my body become like yours, Master?"

I also took off my shirt and stood beside him, practicing the Thunder Arhat Fist. We trained bare-chested when practicing fist techniques to observe every single muscle movement.

Training with him after so long felt refreshing.

The Fist Demon had me repeatedly practice the fifth fist, the Vajra Asura. It was a technique that could save one's life in a crisis by temporarily making the body as hard as steel. I hoped it could produce a temporary Diamond Body effect if used with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

"Why are you focusing on teaching me the Vajra Asura?"

"Looking at the current situation, it seems you need to protect your own body first."

Since the mastermind who targeted the Murim Alliance Chairman had appeared, he judged that I, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, could not be complacent.

The Fist Demon repeatedly recited the secrets of the Vajra Asura. Some parts I had heard before, and some were new.

If I didn't understand something, I asked immediately, and the Fist Demon taught me with sincerity.

"Now, withstand this!"

"Surely you're not going to hit me with that fist, are you?"

"Why not?"

Before the words even finished, the Fist Demon's fist flew at me.

WHOOOOSH!

KWAANG!

I didn't even think to block before the attack pushed me back. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art and the Vajra Asura activated together, dissipating the impact.

When I walked back unharmed, the Fist Demon was greatly pleased.

"Well done. The Vajra Asura will save your life one day. Never neglect it."

"I will keep that in mind."

After that round of training ended, we sat side by side to catch our breath.

"May I ask the reason?"

Despite the abrupt question, the Fist Demon knew what I was asking.

"Didn't I tell you? I wished I had a daughter like Lee Ahn."

"I mean the real reason."

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon spoke.

"I also don't know my parents' faces. That's why I know better than anyone how that child feels."

It was the first time I had heard about his personal history.

"When I was young, I gritted my teeth and denied their existence. I tried not to even think about revenge. Having a desire for revenge would mean acknowledging them. I tried my best to completely erase them from my life."

"What about now? Don't you want to find your parents? Don't you want to tell them that you've lived this well even without them?"

The Fist Demon shook his head, revealing a sense of emptiness.

"I wish I had even that kind of petty desire for revenge left in my heart."

It sounded like he had become barren, devoid of even such emotions.

"To think that someone like me is trying to make someone family."

I was grateful to the Fist Demon for showing his human side. It meant he trusted me that much.

"No, you did the right thing."

"Do you really think so?"

"I want Lee Ahn to be happy, and I believe becoming your daughter will be the greatest happiness for Lee Ahn. It was the right choice for both Lee Ahn and for you, Master."

A smile formed on the Fist Demon's fearsome face.

I like this moment. A smile forming amidst the fearfulness. The Fist Demon looks quite cool at times like this.

"Thank you for saying so."

Who would have thought I'd end up having this kind of conversation with the Fist Demon? He was usually a man of few words, but he spoke better than anyone when he needed to.

"It might be difficult for you from now on."

"......"

"You've never been a father before, have you? What will you do if your daughter rebels?"

The Fist Demon raised his fist.

"Won't this work?"

"If that worked, would people say that raising a child is harder than becoming a Sword God?"

The Fist Demon lowered the fist he had playfully raised. That precious fist shouldn't be lowered so powerlessly.

"But it will work elsewhere."

"Where?"

"You're gaining a daughter who is the world's number one beauty. You'll have many occasions to use your fists."

Knowing what I meant, the Fist Demon clenched his large fist again.

"This should be interesting."

"It will be interesting for you, Master. I'll pray for your opponents in advance."

A person's life is so unpredictable. Who could have imagined that Lee Ahn would become the Fist Demon's daughter?

"Perhaps, Master, you might really be able to shatter the cliff."

At my words, the Fist Demon asked with a puzzled look.

"Isn't it the opposite?"

He must have been thinking, How can I shatter the cliff when I've become so soft and weak to affection?

"For one's martial arts to change, the person must change first."

The Fist Demon mulled over my words.

"I have to change to be able to break it?"

"Taking someone as an adopted daughter, is that something you ever imagined doing?"

The Fist Demon slowly shook his head.

"You have changed, Master. I believe that change will help you break through your limits."

The Fist Demon looked down at his fist and said abruptly, "Perhaps when the sound of thunder no longer comes from my fist, I might be able to shatter the cliff."

A Thunder Arhat Fist that makes no sound of thunder is unimaginable.

However, there was an even more terrifying thought than ear-splitting thunder.

A fist that flies without a sound and overturns the heavens and the earth!

The thought of it made it impossible for the Fist Demon and me to just sit still. We shot to our feet and threw our fists. Our training didn't stop until dawn.


The next day, I said goodbye to everyone.

"I will go to the Jiangxi Branch."

The original purpose of leaving the Cult this time was to visit the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch before returning.

Until a new clue related to Hwa Mugi appears, I have to live my own life. Steadfastly, without being swayed.

"You're going alone?"

"Yes. Escort the two of them back to the Cult. Oh, and on your way back, tell the bodyguards who are on standby to return as well."

"You're going to leave the bodyguards behind and go alone?"

"This time, it's an undercover inspection."

I went to the Hunan Branch openly with bodyguards, so this time I plan to visit secretly. I hope the Jiangxi Branch Chief is not a corrupt person like the Hunan Branch Chief.

"I'll be on my way. Don't think about working this old man to the bone anymore."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said his piece and walked out the door. I shouted at his retreating back.

"Considering the results we got from working you to the bone, I think that'll be difficult."

Don't worry. If I ever need the Demon Supremes again, I'll call the other ones this time.

Next, I parted with the Fist Demon.

"Thank you for your teachings yesterday."

"Be careful."

The Fist Demon also walked towards the door. That broad back now had more to protect, but it seemed to be in a better mood as it filled the doorway on its way out.

After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon left, Lee Ahn finally spoke her mind.

"I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"For making such an important decision without discussing it with you first."

"You didn't decide it in advance either, did you?"

"I feel like I should have at least asked you via telepathy at the moment of decision."

That must have weighed on her mind all night, causing her to lose sleep.

Yes, it's because she's this kind that she deserves to be the Fist Demon's daughter.

"It's because it's such an important matter that you decide it that way. Following your instincts."

"What if it was the wrong choice?"

"You'll have to endure it. Suffer under a scary father."

She made a face as if imagining it, then pretended to clutch her head.

"He's not just a scary father! He's the scariest father in the world!"

"He's the second scariest, so don't worry. There's a poor child with the number one scariest father standing right in front of you."

Lee Ahn laughed at my joke.

"Trust your instincts. Your martial arts, and your heart. The stronger you become, the more correctly your instincts will function."

"I'll keep that in mind, Young Master."

"I'll see you back at our Cult later."

"Please be careful."

Lee Ahn, who was about to walk out, turned back at the door.

"To become the Fist Demon's daughter... It's all thanks to you, Young Master, that I've come this far. Thank you so much."

"Lee Ahn, our journey might not have even started yet."

A surprised Lee Ahn looked as if she couldn't even imagine what lay beyond.

"Just how far are you planning to go?"

"Even I don't know that."

"It doesn't sound like a joke anymore."

"Because it's not a joke."

My life's goal isn't just to kill Hwa Mugi. The goal is to live this life happily and well. To do so, I must kill Hwa Mugi. My life will continue even after I kill Hwa Mugi. Mine, and my people's.

"Young Master, you told me before, didn't you? To rest if things get hard."

"I did."

"You look very tired right now."

It probably wasn't just because of the training until dawn. My nerves have been on edge lately thinking about Hwa Mugi. No matter how much I hide it, Lee Ahn alone can sense and read my emotions.

I smiled at her and nodded.

"Alright, I'll take a rest."

And with that, she too left.

I stood for a moment in the safehouse's yard and looked up at the sky. I try to look whenever I have a spare moment. Every time I do, the sky seems to say this. Right, no matter how busy you are, live your life while looking at me once in a while.

I know better than anyone that once you start getting swept away by life, it's hard to even lift your head once. Just like my life before I regressed.

Back then, I didn't look at the sky, only the ground. I only looked for ingredients to fill my pockets. I only looked for ways to kill my enemies. The sky must have been just as blue back then...

Hoping that this trip to Jiangxi would be a somewhat comfortable and peaceful journey, I left the safehouse.

So, you villains, you all take a break too! Please


Chapter 292: If Only All Customers Were Like This

Pyeon Jung was lucky.

The driver had traveled from Jiangxi to Hubei but couldn't find a return fare for two days. Then, he finally secured a carriage heading back to Jiangxi.

Carriage rental businesses hired drivers like Pyeon Jung, found them jobs, and took a cut of their earnings.

Pyeon Jung asked the manager of the rental business a question.

"Where is the customer going?"

"To the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Jiangxi Branch."

Pyeon Jung lowered his voice.

"Is he... a demonic practitioner?"

"He didn't look like one."

Still, Pyeon Jung felt nervous. Too many drivers died after getting caught in fights between unorthodox sects and demonic practitioners.

Pyeon Jung cleaned the carriage while he waited. The customer finally arrived, a young and handsome man.

"I'm Pyeon Jung. I'll serve you well."

"I'll be in your care. It's not urgent, so you don't need to rush."

"Understood."

Hearing the young man's greeting, Pyeon Jung knew.

He's not a demonic practitioner.

He had driven for several demonic practitioners, but none were ever this polite.

Pyeon Jung was, of course, mistaken. The man was the most famous demonic practitioner of all, Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk planned to travel to Jiangxi by carriage. He would train the Heavenly Demon Defense Art on the move and stop to admire any good scenery. He wanted a leisurely journey with plenty of rest.

"Alright, we're departing now."

The carriage set off.

After some time, Pyeon Jung glanced back through the driver's window. Geom Mugeuk sat with his eyes closed, either sleeping or deep in thought.

Yes, customers like this are the best.

Inside, Geom Mugeuk cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Concentrating was easier while traveling. The wind against the carriage, distant birds chirping, and the chatter of passersby sometimes sharpened his focus.

When he tired of training, he gazed out the window at the scenery, just as he did now.

This is what resting is.

The rest Lee Ahn mentioned probably wasn't this, but taking short breaks from the Heavenly Demon Defense Art was a luxury in his current situation.

Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes again. He recited the tedious incantations of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art with the focus of a beginner. It was another drop in the bucket.


That evening, the carriage stopped at an inn. Drivers all had their preferred resting spots, but they shared one thing in common.

"I've heard drivers' inns have good food."

"That's right. We travel so much, we know which inns have the best food."

The two men entered the inn together.

"Well, please get some rest."

"Let's eat together."

"I'm fine."

Drivers had a rule to eat separately from customers. Some customers bought them meals, but they usually ate and slept alone until it was time to leave.

"I don't want to eat alone. Let's eat together."

Pyeon Jung pretended to relent and sat down. A free meal meant saving money, which was a good thing for him.

"You know this area well, so what do you recommend? What's the best dish here?"

Pyeon Jung recommended a few dishes. Geom Mugeuk ordered everything he mentioned.

"Come on, I'm hungry. Let's eat a lot."

For a driver, Geom Mugeuk was the best kind of customer. He invited Pyeon Jung to eat but didn't pester him with questions.

Some customers made a show of their kindness. Others boasted until your ears hurt, or asked about your income and told you to live differently.

Geom Mugeuk, however, just stared blankly out the window.

If anything, Pyeon Jung was the one who wanted to talk. He wanted to ask what the Master did for a living and why he was going to the Demonic Cult Branch.

But Pyeon Jung asked nothing. He was old enough to know that getting involved with a martial artist was a bad idea.

The food arrived shortly, and Geom Mugeuk ordered alcohol. He poured a cup for Pyeon Jung.

"I have to drive, so I'll just have one cup."

Pyeon Jung felt truly alive, drinking and eating well for the first time in a long while. He had been saving money lately by barely eating enough to survive.

Really, if only all customers were like this, being a driver would be a decent job.

A driver's life was full of anxiety, not lucky days like this one.

He felt shameless staying silent while being treated, so he cautiously asked a question.

"Is this your first time in Jiangxi?"

"No."

"I see."

He wanted to ask why Geom Mugeuk was going to the Demonic Cult Branch, but he held his tongue.

"That was a good meal."

Geom Mugeuk didn't start a conversation, worried it would make the driver uncomfortable. He learned from his mercenary days that staying quiet was the most considerate thing to do.

After the meal, Geom Mugeuk headed to his room and asked Pyeon Jung a question.

"Why aren't you going up?"

"I can just sleep in the carriage. Please go rest."

Pyeon Jung usually slept poorly in the carriage to save every penny he could.

Geom Mugeuk paid for a room for him.

"I'm really fine."

"I want to ride in a carriage driven by someone who has slept well."

He couldn't refuse such an offer. If only all customers were like this!

Pyeon Jung felt great as he entered the guest room.

How long has it been since I've slept in a bed?

He slept soundly that night, feeling better than the Murim Alliance Chairman himself.

Geom Mugeuk's kindness continued. He invited Pyeon Jung to eat and got him another room. Pyeon Jung waved his hands in refusal, but Geom Mugeuk insisted that ensuring the driver's well-being was a matter of his own safety.

In the end, they ate together, and he slept in a good bed.

He ate and slept happily the first day, but on the second day, a dish reminded him of his wife and children. It was a meal his children loved, one he had bought for his first child's birthday last year. Or was it the year before?

He wished he could pack up the food and take it home to them.

He looked up and saw Geom Mugeuk watching him. As if reading his mind, Geom Mugeuk asked a question.

"Do you have children?"

"I have two."

"How old are they?"

"Seven and nine."

"You must miss them."

Pyeon Jung smiled and nodded. He missed them terribly. Sometimes he wanted to turn the carriage around and rush straight home.

That night, his children appeared in his dreams.


Geom Mugeuk occasionally had him stop the carriage at scenic spots.

In the distance, the sun set over a river. The red light spread across the shimmering water, creating a spectacular view.

Geom Mugeuk watched silently with his arms crossed.

Thanks to him, Pyeon Jung also watched the sunset for the first time in ages. He couldn't remember the last time he had simply watched the sun go down.

Usually, sunset meant he had to hurry to an inn before dark. It was a signal for anxiety. Today, he realized how beautiful it truly was.

"My heart told me to. It said I looked tired and should rest, so I'm trying to listen to it."

"Ah, I see."

Pyeon Jung responded as if he understood, but he didn't. His heart? He misunderstood and wondered if the man had a heart condition.

They traveled until they were a day from their destination. There, Geom Mugeuk caught Pyeon Jung getting a refund for the room from the innkeeper. Geom Mugeuk had just stepped out for fresh air. He saw everything but pretended he hadn't and went outside.

"Ah!"

Pyeon Jung sighed. He shouldn't have done that, considering the man's sincerity. Even if Geom Mugeuk understood, Pyeon Jung felt pathetic.

The incident bothered Pyeon Jung all the next day. When they stopped to rest the horses, he approached Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm sorry about yesterday."

"It's fine."

He could have left it there, but a thought struck him. He would have made fearful excuses to a mean person, but to a good man like this, just saying sorry felt cowardly.

Right, I should explain properly.

"Last year, my second brother had a terrible fever. I had to borrow money for medicine. We were living on a tight budget, and in a moment of desperation, I borrowed money I never should have."

"So you took out a King Yama Loan."

"That's right."

Pyeon Jung sighed.

"It wasn't even a large amount. I borrowed ten taels for the treatment. A year later, it's become seventy taels, even after I've paid over twenty taels in interest."

That was why he slept poorly in the carriage. He had to pay the interest and feed his family, but the debt only grew.

"It's my fault. I borrowed it even though I knew how high the interest was."

He didn't regret it. Without that money, his second brother would have died or been crippled.

Then, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"How could that be your fault, Master Pyeon? The ones at fault are those who give out King Yama Loans with such ridiculous interest rates."

The title 'Master Pyeon' made Pyeon Jung's heart swell. No one had ever addressed a driver with such respect.

Whenever he spoke of the loan, everyone told him it was his fault for borrowing the money in the first place.

"What's the name of the place you borrowed from?"

"It's a place called moneylender."

"Let's stop there first."

"You can't. Those men are violent. Some know martial arts, and I've heard they have fearsome backers. They've been giving out King Yama Loans here for a long time, and they're still powerful."

Pyeon Jung felt a mix of hope that he could escape this hell and fear that this good man would be killed.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him blankly.

"I think you misunderstand. I'm going there because I need money."

Pyeon Jung didn't know whether to believe him. The man had spent money so freely, and now he suddenly needed a King Yama Loan?

"Let's go."

What could he do? The customer insisted. The carriage changed direction.


Surprisingly, when they arrived at moneylender, Geom Mugeuk actually borrowed money.

"How much can you lend me?"

Jo Yang, the man in charge, scanned Geom Mugeuk from head to toe.

"We don't usually lend to outsiders..."

He let his sentence trail off, which meant he would lend the money.

"Do you have any collateral?"

"No. Should I leave this sword?"

"How much is a sword worth? We don't accept swords as collateral."

Most swords martial artists offered as collateral were worthless. Too many tried to pass off cheap blades as famous ones.

"My sword would be disappointed to hear that."

Jo Yang glanced at the sword. He saw the blood-stained cloth wrapped around it and scoffed.

He decorated it to look impressive.

"If you don't have collateral, you can get a guarantor."

Geom Mugeuk looked back at Pyeon Jung.

"Would you be my guarantor?"

Pyeon Jung startled. Squeezing blood from a stone. He wondered if Geom Mugeuk brought him here just for this.

"I'm joking. Father told me never to be a guarantor, not even for family."

The tense Pyeon Jung sighed in relief.

"If I have no collateral and no guarantor, how much can I borrow?"

"We can lend you up to ten taels."

"Alright, I'll borrow ten taels."

"Here, write your personal information on this loan agreement and leave your handprint."

Geom Mugeuk did as he was told, writing his information and leaving a handprint. They lent him the money with lightning speed.

"If you don't pay it back on time, interest will be added. There are always bastards who complain later that the interest is too high. They're shameless scoundrels who come crawling for money then spout that nonsense."

Pyeon Jung lowered his head. Jo Yang's words were meant for him.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk sided with Pyeon Jung.

"They must have been desperate to borrow at such a high interest rate. The ones who exploit that desperation are the shameless ones."

Jo Yang's expression hardened for a moment, but the seasoned man didn't get angry. He knew exactly how troublemakers like this ended up.

You fucking idiot. Let's see if you're still talking like that later. I'll show you what it's like to want to repay a debt but be unable to.

Jo Yang checked the information on the loan agreement.

"So you're from Guangxi. You've come a long way. I trust you wrote your address correctly. Your father's name is Geom Woojin, a fine name. You should know, we have a branch in every province. We'll verify your information and be in touch."

"Do as you wish."

"I'm telling you now, don't even think about running. Your family will have to pay instead. We'll go find your father."

"Father has a lot of money."

With that, Geom Mugeuk left with Pyeon Jung. The courtyard was full of men wearing swords. It was a large-scale King Yama Loan operation.

As soon as they left, Pyeon Jung asked the question he had been holding back.

"Why on earth did you come to this place?"

He had worried there would be a sword fight, but he was also hopeful. He hoped the Master would draw his sword, kill them all, and declare, 'You have no debt.' It was a selfish thought, but it was what he truly felt.

"Didn't I say I came to borrow money?"

"Did you really come just for ten taels? Master... you don't need that money, do you?"

Considering how Geom Mugeuk had spent money on their journey, borrowing ten taels made no sense.

"I absolutely need it."

He hadn't come just for the King Yama Loan. He planned to start his secret inspection of the Jiangxi Branch from here. Corruption always followed money.

Two men began to follow them from a distance. It was an obvious tail, a message that they were being watched.

"Isn't it a loss to lend ten taels and then have two men watch him?"

Geom Mugeuk showed the ten taels in his palm.

"This isn't just ten taels, is it?"

Pyeon Jung gasped, suddenly understanding. Starting with ten taels, those men would suck a person dry for life. The loan wasn't for ten taels. It was for hundreds, even thousands. Just like his own debt.

"Let's see just how they plan to collect these ten taels."


Chapter 293: Where Does a Man Named Geom Woojin Live

"Let's eat together before we part," Geom Mugeuk suggested.

Pyeon Jung stepped back, declining the offer. "It's alright."

"We've eaten together every day on the way here. Wouldn't it be strange not to eat on our last day?"

It was not particularly strange, but Geom Mugeuk was already pulling Pyeon Jung's sleeve.

"Which inn has the best food? Let's go there."

Geom Mugeuk led them through the marketplace. Pyeon Jung had found a good customer, a luxury for his palate until the very end.

As they walked, a fierce-looking man blocked Pyeon Jung's path and held out a hand. Pyeon Jung gave him two-thirds of the money he had just earned.

The man took the money and left without a word. He offered no greetings, curses, or threats. Geom Mugeuk found this even more heartless. The hard-earned money vanished before Pyeon Jung could feel anger, sadness, or anything at all.

After a few more steps, Pyeon Jung sighed. "At first, I protested and resisted. I told them it was unfair."

His difficult past continued to unfold.

"They even beat me up in front of my wife and child. I endured that, but I gave up on everything when that bastard held a knife to my son's throat."

Now, resigned to his fate, he simply tried to get by, saving and working more each day.

Pyeon Jung glanced at Geom Mugeuk, who said nothing.

"That's the place," Pyeon Jung said. "Their cooking is the best."

Inside the inn, Geom Mugeuk secured a room for his stay. He then joined Pyeon Jung on the first floor to eat, ordering the inn's best dishes for them to share.

He has so much money, so why did he borrow ten taels? He'll just get caught up in complicated matters for no reason.

Pyeon Jung spoke cautiously. "If you're thinking of doing something to the moneylender, please don't. They aren't ordinary thugs. Their organization is large, and they're everywhere in the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk filled his cup. "You don't have to worry about me."

As usual, Geom Mugeuk ate his food and drank his alcohol in silence. Pyeon Jung also ate quietly.

When they finished, Geom Mugeuk bid him farewell. "You must be tired, so go rest. Thank you for your hard work driving the carriage here."

Geom Mugeuk called the inn owner. He had another reason for insisting they come here. The owner brought out packaged food.

"I asked for dishes the children would enjoy," Geom Mugeuk said. "Take this and feed them."

Geom Mugeuk had noticed Pyeon Jung often got lost in thought while eating and realized he was thinking of his children.

Pyeon Jung felt a surge of emotion, touched that Geom Mugeuk even considered his children. "Why are you being so good to me?"

"It's a reward for bringing me here safely."

A lump formed in Pyeon Jung's throat. He knew people met good souls and had lucky days, but no one had ever shown him such kindness.

Pyeon Jung thanked him several times before heading home, his hands full of food. His steps quickened at the thought of his children's overjoyed faces.

Pyeon Jung might think their relationship as driver and customer had ended, but their connection was not yet over.

Geom Mugeuk watched him leave, then took the ten taels from his robes and stared down at it silently.


Deokchul was nervous. He had spent three months as a trainee investigator for the moneylender and was now heading out for his first official investigation.

Let's do a great job and get recognized.

An investigator's job was to visit a debtor's address and confirm their family lived there. This was more important than collecting the money itself, as the family served as a hostage to prevent the debtor from fleeing.

Deokchul grew more tense as he neared the address.

They said the Demonic Cult Headquarters is in this area. This place is truly a den of demons.

He had already lost count of the demonic practitioners he passed, each one reeking of demonic qi.

He was scared but could not back down. He had to do this job well to become an official investigator.

Deokchul checked the address on the paper and started walking again. He tried to act natural, walking at a leisurely pace like a frequent visitor. He knew a single mistake in demonic practitioner territory could get him killed.

Deokchul entered the Demon Village. Vendors sold various goods as he passed through the market.

"Lots of good items here, come take a look!"

The goat-bearded vendor's call drew Deokchul in. He felt he could not refuse. He feared that if he said no, the vendor would twist his cunning-looking goatee, and some retired demonic practitioner would pop out, shouting, 'Do you know who I am?'

All sorts of items filled the display stand, from dolls carved like the Heavenly Demon Soul to merchandise for the Demon Supremes. A white mask of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also hung there.

These Demonic Cult bastards are truly insane. To think they're selling all this stuff.

The Heavenly Demon Soul doll was terrifying. Deokchul thought he might have a seizure if he saw it in his sleep. Has the person who made this ever even seen the Heavenly Demon Soul? No, there's no way some doll maker has seen him, right?

Next to it stood dolls of the Eight Demon Supremes. The Fist Demon doll immediately caught his eye. It was twice the size of the others, with a face as imposing as the Heavenly Demon Soul's.

The goat-bearded vendor quickly explained, "That is the Fist Demon. It's very well made, true to his actual proportions."

His fist is the size of a person's head, and you're telling me it's real? Do you take me for a fool?

Deokchul put down the Fist Demon doll and examined the one next to it. It stood out for being the complete opposite of the Fist Demon.

"That one is the Poison King," the vendor said, spitting with excitement. "He's very handsome, isn't he? Look at the twelve poison pouches. We meticulously crafted every single wrinkle."

Deokchul was inwardly skeptical.

The Poison King is this young and handsome? I know I'll never see the real person, but is it okay to scam people like this?

Then there was the Flower Sword Supreme doll. It radiated the beauty of a middle-aged woman in a pure white martial arts uniform. Deokchul did not even know the Sword Supreme was a woman, so how could he believe this?

They just made these up as they went along.

The Demonic Buddha doll sealed Deokchul's disbelief. It was half the size of the other dolls and glowed with a golden color.

They made it half-sized to cut costs.

Besides, how could a human body emit a golden light?

Deokchul picked up the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll. Its stubborn gaze was captured well. He tried to draw the Heaven Destroying Dao from its back. Oh, this one is cool.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon doll, wearing a white mask with its arms crossed arrogantly, sent a chill down his spine. He found himself trying on the hanging mask for no reason.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme doll controlling a puppet and the Drunken Demon doll lying on a rock drinking alcohol were also cool. They were just all arbitrarily made up.

"If you buy all Eight Demon Supremes at once, I'll give you a thirty percent discount."

"I'll buy them next time."

As Deokchul tried to leave, the goat-bearded vendor blocked his path. He had already identified Deokchul as a greenhorn from out of town.

The vendor's eyes seemed to say, You're just going to leave after looking at everything? You're not buying after drawing the Heaven Destroying Dao? After trying on the mask? Really?

Pressured into buying something, Deokchul picked up the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll. "I'll buy this."

Only then did the goat-bearded vendor smile brightly.

Just as Deokchul turned to leave, having been strong-armed into buying the doll, a golden radiance approached from ahead.

Deokchul squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. He was not seeing things. The real Demonic Buddha was walking toward him.

Deokchul looked back at the doll on the stall.

It's identical!

The Demonic Buddha glanced at Deokchul as he walked past. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll in Deokchul's hand trembled.

Should I have bought the Demonic Buddha doll?

His heart pounded. Surely he won't kill me for buying a different doll, right?

Just then, a voice came from the opposite direction. "Welcome."

Deokchul turned and saw a young man standing there. It was First Young Lord Geom Muyang.

"First Young Lord."

Deokchul held his breath.

First Young Lord? Am I really standing where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord and the Demonic Buddha are meeting?

Geom Muyang spoke to the Demonic Buddha. "You paid last time, Demon Supreme, so I'll buy the drinks today."

"Excellent."

The Demonic Buddha smiled brightly and walked on. Their relationship had improved after Geom Mugeuk became the Young Cult Leader.

The Demonic Buddha had protected Geom Muyang to the end when he failed his bid for the position. Freed from the power struggle, the two had begun a new friendship.

The Demonic Buddha glanced at Deokchul as he passed. By then, the goat-bearded vendor had firmly pressed the Demonic Buddha doll into Deokchul's other hand.

Now holding two dolls, Deokchul hurriedly escaped the area.

Lingering near the Demonic Cult. I must have a death wish. Alright, let's hurry up, confirm it, and go back.

"Past the Demon Village, walk five hundred paces west, and around the corner of the rocky mountain..."

When he arrived, Deokchul's jaw dropped. He checked the paper in his hand again.

This is definitely the place, but...?

Deokchul lifted his head and stared at the scene before him. An endless stretch of magnificent buildings and colossal demonic statues stood tall. It was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. This was his first time seeing it. He checked the address again. It was correct.

This is insane!

What kind of madman borrows money and writes this as his address?

Ah! No, wait. Could it be someone who works at the Demonic Cult Headquarters? If so, I have to go check if the person on the paper is here.

Should I go to the main gate and ask, 'Does a man named Geom Woojin live here?' What if they reply, 'How many people do you think live here?' and chop off my head with a single strike?

Ah, what should I do? This is my first official mission!

As Deokchul racked his brain beneath the massive wall, two people approached in the distance.

If they look friendly, I'll ask them.

But they were people he could never ask.

The two were the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn, just returning to the Headquarters.

As the massive figure drew closer, Deokchul realized he had seen the man before. Where have I seen that build? Then he remembered the doll the vendor was selling, the one with fists the size of a human head.

It's the Fist Demon!

Startled, Deokchul stepped aside and bowed his head low. The two continued their conversation as they walked.

"Father."

"What is it?"

They're father and daughter? No way! Ah! She must have been kidnapped. Damn demonic practitioner.

"I just felt like calling you."

"You're silly."

"Father!"

"Stop playing around!"

She can't be calling that scary man because she actually likes him. Is she sending me a request for help?

I'm sorry, Young Lady! Only a few people in the entire murim could save you from the Fist Demon!

He carelessly lifted his head for another look at the woman and met the Fist Demon's eyes. It was the most terrifying face he had ever seen. His knees went weak, and every hair on his body stood on end.

The scary doll had not properly depicted the real Fist Demon. The man was far more terrifying.

The dolls in his hands were of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha.

I should have bought the Fist Demon doll!

The two passed in front of Deokchul.

Just as he sighed in relief and turned away, an old man carrying a giant blade walked toward him.

Deokchul looked at the man, then back at the doll in his hand. They were identical.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

Deokchul honestly felt like screaming.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at Deokchul with stubborn eyes and asked abruptly, "What are you doing there?"

Deokchul startled at the question.

He never imagined the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would speak to him. Unsure how to answer, Deokchul hesitated, then held up the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll.

Please spare me! I bought this doll, too.

Just then, a voice came from above. "I'm waiting for my drinking companion to return."

Deokchul turned to see a man sitting on the high wall, drinking. He realized the question was not for him, but for the man on the wall. The man was the Drunken Demon.

"I rushed out when I heard you two had returned, but the person I wanted to see hasn't come," the Drunken Demon said.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon started walking again. "You know her. She's the type to meddle in all worldly affairs."

The Drunken Demon looked into the distance, in the direction the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come from. "I know. Isn't that why I miss her more?"

"If you miss her that much, stop drinking and go look for her."

In the past, he would have told him to stop his drunken antics, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had grown more lenient toward the Drunken Demon as the three of them, including the Flower Sword Supreme, spent more time together.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked toward the main gate of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Drunken Demon started drinking again.

Deokchul did not know how he escaped. He ran and ran until he burst into a random tavern in the Demon Village.

"Give me some alcohol," he ordered the moment he sat down. His throat was dry and his legs trembled. Still, he could not just leave. If he returned without confirming his first official mission, his trainee period might be extended.

Jo Cheonbae brought the alcohol. The tavern Deokchul had stumbled into was the Alluring Inn.

"I served you because you seemed in a hurry," Jo Cheonbae said in a low voice. "But we have an important guest right now, so you must drink quietly."

Deokchul gulped down the alcohol. To hell with the guest, I have to save myself first. He really thought his heart would pound out of his chest.

As Jo Cheonbae turned to leave, Deokchul asked, "Innkeeper, do you know where a man named Geom Woojin lives around here?"

For a moment, the tavern fell silent. Everyone's gaze turned to Deokchul, then shifted to the second floor. A man sat there drinking with his back to them.

Reacting to the sudden shift, Deokchul quickly asked, "Is that him?"

Jo Cheonbae's voice trembled. "It is, but... he's probably not the person you're looking for."

"Everyone says it's not him."

During his training, all he ever heard were denials. 'I don't know such a person.' 'He's not my son.' 'We lost contact a long time ago.' What did he mean, it was not him?

Before anyone could stop him, Deokchul rushed up to the second floor.

So I'm not meant to die here.

He had found Geom Woojin.

It's the will of the heavens for me to become an official investigator!

Deokchul approached Geom Woojin, who drank alone on the second floor. He held out the paper and asked, "Are you the one who lives at this address?"


Chapter 294: Why Didn't You Buy My Doll?

Geom Woojin raised his head. He stared intently at Deokchul, then checked the address on the paper.

"This is my place."

"Ah, so I've come to the right place."

Deokchul smiled and sat across from him. He had just become the first commoner to have a private audience with the Heavenly Demon, but he had no idea how momentous the occasion was.

"Your son is Geom Mugeuk, correct?"

Deokchul's mission was clear. He had to coax the man with sweet words, confirm he was the boy's parent, and get his signature as a guarantor.

"Your son borrowed money. So, you'll need to act as his guarantor."

A momentary silence fell over the tavern. Jo Cheonbae, the customers on the first floor, and the hidden bodyguards all witnessed this incredible moment in history.

Then, Geom Woojin laughed out loud.

Downstairs, Jo Cheonbae startled. He had never seen the Cult Leader laugh before.

Even the hidden bodyguard Hwi had not seen the Heavenly Demon laugh so cheerfully in a very long time.

A smile still lingered on Geom Woojin's face as he spoke.

"I've never had a son who would make his father a debt guarantor."

Deokchul seemed to expect this. He stood and slyly moved to sit beside Geom Woojin.

Jo Cheonbae watched in shock, clenching his fists. The other customers' hearts pounded in anticipation.

Please, don't let a severed head roll down to the first floor!

Everyone else knew the danger, but the man himself was oblivious. He had no idea how much peril he was in.

Deokchul poured a drink for Geom Woojin and consoled him.

"Everyone says that, but what can you do? He might be a rascal, but you still have to pay it back for him."

Thankfully, he did not pat Geom Woojin on the shoulder.

Don't touch his body!

Jo Cheonbae prayed desperately.

"Let me be honest with you. If your son can't repay the money, people will come looking for you. The people who collect debts are scary, so you need to be careful."

Geom Woojin seemed to enjoy the situation. He had never experienced anything like it.

"You don't need to worry about me."

"Then please read this first. You can sign it after you've read it slowly."

Deokchul placed the document before Geom Woojin, then stood up to give him time to read.

"......"

Writings on the wall caught his eye. It was a wall where the Demon Supremes had left messages and signatures.

"A lot of famous people have visited."

Messages ranged from 'the Poison King was here' to traces of the Great Golden Mara Art left by the Demonic Buddha. Next to it, a message from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also remained.

Blood Heaven, had a drink with a disciple and left.

"Ooooh! The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left something too!"

He glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll hanging from his waist. Since he had seen the man in person and bought the doll today, the message felt strangely familiar, as if left by an acquaintance.

Just then, a signature caught his eye. The calligraphy was more powerful than any other writing there.

the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin.

Deokchul jumped in surprise.

"Oh! The Demonic Cult Leader was here too. Waaaaah! Did you see this?"

Deokchul looked around.

The people on the first floor stared at him anxiously.

When was the last time I got this much attention?

Deokchul felt a sudden thrill, and his mood lifted for no reason.

"The cook here must be skilled."

He said loudly to those below, then added in a voice only Geom Woojin could hear.

"Then again, the best restaurants are always these shabby-looking places, right?"

He turned back to Jo Cheonbae on the first floor and shouted.

"To think the Demonic Cult Leader visited this place! You could change the tavern's name to 'The Tavern Visited by the Heavenly Demon'. If it were me, I'd change it right now!"

Jo Cheonbae shook his head, his expression screaming, Please, stop!

Then Deokchul flinched and looked back at the wall.

"Huh? Come to think of it, the Demonic Cult Leader's name is also Geom Woojin."

Deokchul glanced at Geom Woojin, then back at the wall.

Jo Cheonbae and the people on the first floor watched with anticipation.

He's finally figuring out who he's talking to! Hurry up and beg for forgiveness!

Deokchul seemed to stare at Geom Woojin, and then he spoke.

"It must be inconvenient having the same name as the Demonic Cult Leader."

A silent sigh spread through the first floor like a wave.

Deokchul never once considered that the man before him could be the Heavenly Demon.

"Now, please sign. You have to do it anyway. Is there any parent who can win against their own child?"

"I have no such son."

"If you don't, your son will be dragged away by scary people."

"To do that, they'd have to be scarier than the people whose names are written on that wall."

Deokchul assumed it was a joke. The world's scariest people were named right there. Anyone scarier could only be found in the afterlife.

"I understand. It's true. You raise these kids, and they all think they grew up on their own. Here, here, take this brush. You can sign right here. I'll have to have my own kids and go through the same thing to understand, 'Ah, so this is how my parents felt.' Don't hesitate, just write your name."

At that, Geom Woojin signed the document as if he could not refuse.

"Well done. This is all for your son's sake."

Looking down at the document, Deokchul flinched again in surprise.

Jo Cheonbae and the customers on the first floor grew hopeful again.

Yes, compare it to the writing on the wall! Turn your head! Please!

As if their wish was granted, Deokchul slowly turned to look at the wall.

His eyes widened. It seemed he was finally about to realize the Heavenly Demon's identity.

"Not only is the name the same, but the handwriting is identical too! Wow, how strange!"

Jo Cheonbae muttered, "Aigoo." The customer beside him lost his grip and dropped his chopsticks. Another clutched his head, sighed, and spilled his drink.

"Surely, you don't look like him too, do you?"

The thought of meeting the Heavenly Demon in such a place never crossed Deokchul's mind.

"Be careful. You could easily be misunderstood for impersonating the Heavenly Demon."

Just then, someone entered the tavern.

At his appearance, everyone on the first floor held their breath.

The man strode inside and walked up to the second floor.

Deokchul glanced over absentmindedly, saw the man, and gave a friendly bow. He thought he recognized the person, but then he yelped. He did know him. The newcomer was none other than the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon remembered seeing Deokchul earlier below the Headquarters' walls.

The Fist Demon's gaze seemed to say:

What are you, that you keep catching my eye?

Jo Cheonbae and the customers tensed up again. The danger had just doubled.

The Fist Demon greeted Geom Woojin politely.

"I heard you were here, so I came to see you. I have just returned."

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes, Cult Leader."

At the words 'Cult Leader', Deokchul blurted out without thinking.

"He's not the Cult Leader, he's just a look-alike!"

Another sigh erupted from the first floor.

Geom Woojin laughed, and the Fist Demon wore a look of disbelief.

Why on earth?

Blinking at the reactions around him, Deokchul's expression gradually changed. Come to think of it, there's no way the Fist Demon would mistake a look-alike for the Cult Leader, is there?

The look-alike's reaction was also strange. Did you have a good trip?

Why would he say that? Because he wasn't a look-alike. He was the real deal.

By the time Deokchul reached this conclusion, his face had turned pale. He groaned, his entire body trembling like a leaf.

The Fist Demon asked Geom Woojin.

"Who is that man?"

"He came here saying I need to be the guarantor for my son's debt."

The Fist Demon stared at Deokchul with a dumbfounded expression.

"No! Absolutely not! There's been some kind of mistake. I was wrong! Please spare me!"

He prostrated himself flat on the floor. With the man's identity as the true Heavenly Demon revealed, Deokchul had just set a new record. He had seen four Demon Supremes and the Heavenly Demon himself in a single day.

Just then, Geom Woojin asked abruptly.

"Why didn't you buy my doll?"

Since no 'Cult Leader' doll existed, the question was why he had not bought the Heavenly Demon Soul doll. This was truly the greatest ordeal Deokchul had faced all day. Jo Cheonbae and the first-floor customers tensed up again.

Then, the Fist Demon chimed in.

"What about my doll?"

Deokchul looked down at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha dolls stuck in his belt. The large dao and the golden glow were far too conspicuous.

Ah! So in the end, I should have bought the Heavenly Demon Soul doll and the Fist Demon doll today!

Am I going to die because of a single choice? Goatee, I'll never forget you, even in death.

Deokchul did not know what to say. Finally, he spoke in a dejected tone.

"Your dolls were too scary, so I couldn't buy them."

His honest answer was an excellent choice. Geom Woojin laughed, and the Fist Demon laughed with him. The reward for making the Heavenly Demon laugh heartily for the first time in ages was completely unexpected.

Geom Woojin took a piece of paper from his robes and flicked it. It flew slowly through the air and landed in Deokchul's hand.

To his surprise, it was a bank note worth a thousand taels.

"On your way, buy one of my dolls and one of this friend's dolls too."

Deokchul was so shocked his eyes went wide. A silent wave of astonishment spread through the first floor.

"You don't want it?"

"What? No! I'll buy them! I'll buy them right now."

Deokchul, who had been lost in delusion all day, perfectly understood the man's intention in this final moment.

"I'll quit this job immediately and go back to my hometown to live a good life! With the money you've given me, I'll buy land, become a farmer, and live as a dutiful son to my parents."

Having given the correct answer, Deokchul flew through the air. It was not his spirit, but his actual body.

With a single wave of Geom Woojin's hand, Deokchul soared through the air and landed lightly on the first floor.

Gasps of admiration erupted from the first floor. He had received only pitiful sighs all day, but now he finally earned everyone's envy.

Jo Cheonbae said with a kind smile.

"I'll need your signature too. I think we need to commemorate you as the luckiest man in the world."

"Thank you so much for having me as a customer. I'll be sure to visit again someday!"

With tears welling in his eyes, Deokchul gave a polite bow toward the second floor and then left.

I used to work for a moneylender. I went on my first mission, and... He had spent a day no one would ever believe.

Jo Cheonbae looked up to the second floor. Deokchul had been disrespectful several times, yet the Cult Leader had shown mercy and even given him a new life. Jo Cheonbae felt a sincere respect for the Cult Leader.

Above all, he was overjoyed that the Heavenly Demon had laughed out loud today.

Jo Cheonbae wrote today's date on the wall behind the counter and left a message.

The day the Cult Leader laughed heartily.

In all his years selling liquor, today was unforgettable. He had never felt so good.

On the second floor, the two most powerful men in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult began to talk. The Fist Demon was the person Geom Woojin trusted most, so their conversation was comfortable and natural.

"You seem pleased."

"In my entire life, did you ever think I'd be in a position to become a debtor?"

"Being with Mugeuk, you experience things you could never imagine. For instance, gaining an unexpected adopted daughter."

The Fist Demon had come to tell the Heavenly Demon this news first.

"I have decided to take Lee Ahn, Mugeuk's former bodyguard, as my adopted daughter."

Geom Woojin was rarely surprised, but this news astonished him.

Geom Woojin filled the Fist Demon's cup to the brim.

"Congratulations."

The Fist Demon coolly drained the cup he received.

This time, the Fist Demon filled Geom Woojin's cup.

"Gaining a disciple and a daughter. I'm blessed in my later years."

"A daughter is better than a son. You raise a son, and..."

Geom Woojin's gaze drifted to the window, far in the distance.

Still, today, he kind of missed the son who would make his father a debt guarantor.


Geom Mugeuk was holed up in his guest room, completely absorbed in training the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

Now, all his training was done within the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Naturally, he was able to train for much longer. The more time he gained, the more he could train, which in turn allowed him to gain even more time.

While he was training, Jo Yang, the moneylender who had lent him the money, came to visit.

"In all my time doing this job, I've seen all sorts of crazy bastards, but you're the first one I've seen write the Demonic Cult Leader's name as his father."

When Deokchul left the moneylender, he reported the results of his first and last investigation. He called the client a madman for using the Demonic Cult Leader's name. After all, the Heavenly Demon's son would have no reason to use King Yama Loan.

"You couldn't have even met the Demonic Cult Leader, so how can you call it impersonation?"

"You may have been counting on that, but we met him."

"Father?"

"He was supposedly drinking at a shabby tavern?"

This time, Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. It was a laugh that sounded exactly like the one Geom Woojin had let out at the Alluring Inn.

"Why are you laughing?"

"I was thinking of Father."

The image of his father drinking alone at the Alluring Inn came to mind. Thinking of his father's back, which carried the weight of everything, made him miss him.

"Are you only going to come to your senses after you're dragged to the Demonic Cult, have your skin flayed, and get thrown into a salt barrel?"

"Do you have the guts to take me to the Demonic Cult?"

Jo Yang's eyes turned fierce.

"You seem to think we're just some delinquents running King Yama Loan."

"Are you not?"

A cold sneer formed on Jo Yang's lips.

I've been bored lately, and now an interesting fellow like this appears.

I wonder how I should crush this guy. Jo Yang did not let his thoughts show. The greatest pleasure was politely guiding someone to hell.

"I was told to reveal who Father was, so I did. I was told to write down the address, so I did."

Geom Mugeuk insisted, but Jo Yang did not get angry. The clause in the loan agreement would be punishment enough.

"It's understandable for someone young and reckless. I get it. People often write down fake addresses. Instead, from now on, it's one hundred taels."

"One hundred taels? Didn't I borrow ten taels?"

Jo Yang took the loan agreement from his robes and showed it to him.

"Look here. Isn't it written at the bottom of the agreement? 'If the address or family relations are written incorrectly, the borrower must repay ten times the borrowed amount.'"

"The print is too small to even see, and the wording is too difficult."

"Isn't providing correct information on a loan agreement basic? Anyway, the money you borrowed is now one hundred taels. Naturally, the interest will also be calculated based on a loan of one hundred taels."

"Why do you keep saying I wrote it falsely? I'm telling you, I wrote it correctly."

Jo Yang said in a soft tone.

"What will you do if I bring a real demonic cultist?"

He clearly looked like he had something to rely on.

Since asking directly would not get him the answer he wanted, Geom Mugeuk muttered softly, as if to himself.

"Demonic cultists? From a mere King Yama Loan operator."


Chapter 295: Can You Handle My Interest?

That was the one thing Jo Yang hated hearing most, especially from someone who took out a King Yama Loan. People usually said it when they looked down on them, but even if the whole world said it, the one person who absolutely should not was the very person who came to borrow from the King Yama Loan.

"If you have a demonic practitioner, I'm telling you to bring him out," Geom Mugeuk provoked him again.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk read the emotions in Jo Yang's eyes and expression.

If I could just do what I really want!

He must have someone he trusts in the Demonic Cult. Is it the head of the Jiangxi Branch? Or another demonic being? Speak! Who is it that you trust?

However, Jo Yang had dealt with all sorts of debtors for a long time and was no pushover. He had a firm conviction when it came to tormenting his opponents.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? What's the point of bringing in swordsmen to beat up a guy who spouts such ridiculous bluffs? Violence or threats aren't what plunges slippery bastards like him into hell. It's gifting them the suffocating reality of having to work their entire lives just to pay back the money, with no other choice.

"Since you have the Demonic Cult Leader as your father, I suppose you can afford to be so bold."

It was a sarcastic remark, but Geom Mugeuk took it at face value.

"The guts of you people who went to see Father are even more impressive."

"Are you really going to insist until the end that you're the son of the Demonic Cult Leader?"

"That's right. I am the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. I've made myself clear, so don't say anything foolish later. Don't ask how you could have believed it, or if I would have believed it in your shoes. I'll tell you this plainly. If it were me, I would have believed it. Because my life is precious."

Of course, Jo Yang didn't believe him. He had visited today after receiving a message from their investigator. This guy was the most shameless bastard in history to impersonate the Demonic Cult Leader's son.

"Very well, our dear Young Cult Leader."

"So you finally believe me."

"Starting tomorrow, I will send someone to collect the interest every day."

"Every day? Don't you normally collect it once a month?"

"The rules have changed."

From tomorrow, this detestable bastard's life would change from one of shamelessness to one of hardship.

"Can you just change it so recklessly?"

"It's written in the loan agreement. It says we can change the method of collecting interest as we see fit."

Geom Mugeuk confirmed the clause, written in letters the size of sleep dust in the loan agreement, and shook his head.

"Did you lend money to an ant? This is really too much."

"We're just following the established rules. You should have read it carefully before signing."

The toxic clauses were hidden in a truly breathtaking way. This was how moneylenders sucked the marrow from the bones of the poor.

"You're the so-called Young Cult Leader, so wouldn't you be able to pay back this amount in no time if you just put your mind to it?"

"Can you really handle my interest?"

Jo Yang smiled faintly at that. "Have you ever seen anyone who hates money?"


The next day, while Geom Mugeuk ate at the inn, a fierce-looking man strode up and abruptly held out his hand.

"I'm here to collect the interest."

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and saw the same man who had collected money from Pyeon Jung. He was the same bastard who had beaten Pyeon Jung before his wife and children, and even held a throwing knife to his child's throat.

A few nearby customers put down their chopsticks, quietly paid, and left. Those who remained averted their gazes. This alone showed what kind of man he was and how he usually behaved.

"My nickname is Mad Dog. So you'd better know what to do from now on. When you see me coming from a distance, have the interest ready. Got it?"

This Mad Dog, who knew how to torment people and enjoyed it, was the ordeal Jo Yang had sent.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at him and asked, "But aren't you afraid, when your opponent is a martial artist wearing a sword like this?"

Mad Dog carried a sword, but he was not a martial artist with inner arts.

"Why? You think you can draw that sword and kill me just because you're some martial artist? Go on, try it! The moment you do, you and your family are finished. You think our organization will let you live? We start by tearing the family to shreds."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, undermining the intimidation attempt. "Then you won't even be able to start."

Mad Dog's expression hardened until his face truly resembled a vicious dog's. "They said you were a bastard lost in the delusion of being the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. I guess it's true."

Mad Dog threw Geom Mugeuk's bowl of food to the floor, shattering it. A tense atmosphere filled the air, as if a fight could break out at any moment.

The inn's owner and waiters, who were watching, wore pitiful expressions. They knew better than anyone that no matter how kind and diligent a person was, once they got entangled with a moneylender, they could never return to their original life, and of all people, Mad Dog was in charge? The bastard had rampaged so much that there wasn't a single person in the village who hadn't been beaten by him.

"Young Cult Leader. What are you going to do now?"

"What do you mean? He broke the Young Cult Leader's rice bowl, so he must be punished. Now, if I give the signal, the Demon Supremes will appear from outside."

At the words Demon Supreme, not only Mad Dog but everyone in the inn flinched. The term carried a primal fear.

"Not there, look over there."

Mad Dog's gaze followed where Geom Mugeuk pointed. The inn's customers also looked in that direction.

"One, two..."

Geom Mugeuk started counting as if to give the signal. For a moment, Mad Dog tensed. Surely, they won't actually appear, right?

Just as the tension peaked, thick with the feeling that someone was about to appear, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Three!"

However, no one appeared. Everyone's eyes turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you believe that? Do you think the noble Demon Supremes would come all this way to deal with scum like you?"

His tension broken, Mad Dog was dumbfounded. The fact that he had been nervous, even for a moment, made him furious. Just as he was about to unleash a torrent of curses, Geom Mugeuk took some money from his robes.

"Here, here is the interest!"

Faced with this polite attitude, Mad Dog's urge to explode subsided. Still, he felt like he was being played.

This bastard, you're on my list now.

"Should've done that from the start. A young punk like you doesn't know how scary money is."

Geom Mugeuk dropped a coin onto Mad Dog's palm. It seemed to fall lightly.

HWAAAAANG.

"......"

The moment the coin landed, it became too heavy to bear. The coin crushed Mad Dog's hand, slamming it into the floor.

"Uwaaaaah!"

The impact shattered the bones in Mad Dog's hand. He tried to lift the coin with his other hand, but it wouldn't budge.

"It hurts, it hurts! Someone get this off me! Aaaaargh!"

His hand hurt terribly. The weight grew heavier and heavier, feeling as if it would bore a hole right through his palm.

"There's still interest left. Give me your other hand."

Mad Dog, prostrate on the floor, looked up at Geom Mugeuk. In that instant, he knew. A coin couldn't be this heavy. Geom Mugeuk must have used some kind of trick.

Mad Dog's voice trembled. "Please spare me."

The dog that had been so vicious just moments ago had turned into a puppy on the verge of tears.

"No way! You said you'd go to Father if I didn't pay the interest. Take it."

Mad Dog tried to flee, but the hand holding the coin pinned his body in place. An unknown force compelled his other hand forward.

"Ughhh! Please spare me!"

"What are you talking about? I'm telling you to take the interest."

Geom Mugeuk lightly placed a coin on the other hand.

HWAAAAANG!

"......"

This time, too, his hand could not bear the coin's weight and slammed into the floor. A louder scream erupted from Mad Dog's mouth.

With both palms pinned to the floor, Mad Dog was left in a state of deep prostration. The onlookers glanced at each other, unconcealable joy flashing across their faces. He was a man who had terrorized them far too much.

"Uuuuugh. It hurts so much."

Geom Mugeuk treated the screams as a side dish and tilted his cup. "That's right, you should know how scary money is."


Having heard the news, Jo Yang rushed to the inn with his swordsmen. He had expected the man wouldn't pay obediently, but he hadn't thought he would cause trouble on the very first day.

"If you all flock here to collect two coins, won't you be operating at a loss?"

Pretending not to hear Geom Mugeuk, Jo Yang kicked the unconscious Mad Dog to wake him.

"What are you doing?"

When Mad Dog regained consciousness, the coins on his palms had become light again.

"Ughhh. My hands hurt so much."

Jo Yang examined Mad Dog's hands. The bones in both were crushed, making a normal life impossible for him.

"Please treat my hands first."

"It's no use. You'll have to live as a cripple for the rest of your life."

At that, Mad Dog let out a monstrous scream.

Jo Yang mercilessly slapped Mad Dog across the face. "Snap out of it! What the hell happened? Were you hit with a rock? Or trampled?"

"The thing is, the coins were too heavy to hold."

"What are you talking about? Were you dreaming?"

He could understand being beaten up, but the claim that coins had become heavy was incomprehensible.

Jo Yang glared at Geom Mugeuk. "What kind of trick did you pull?"

"A trick? He came to collect the interest, so I just gave it to him. Then he started rolling on the floor by himself, making a huge fuss about how much it hurt."

Geom Mugeuk took it a step further. "Do you people also engage in blackmail and threats? Trying to extort money with an act like this? How much are you going to raise it from one hundred taels this time?"

Jo Yang calmly asked the inn owner and waiters what had happened. They repeated exactly what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"When he gave him the coins, he started rolling on the floor saying it hurt."

It wasn't just one or two people who had seen it.

Jo Yang could tell Geom Mugeuk had pulled some trick with the coins. He had never heard of making coins so heavy that a person couldn't move.

"Do you know who we are, acting like this?"

When Jo Yang lowered his voice, Geom Mugeuk imitated him. "And do you know who I am?"

He quickly switched to a playful tone. "Ah, that's right, you do know, don't you? That I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

Jo Yang's expression hardened. He had thought he was just a madman lost in delusion.

So he's a guy with a trick up his sleeve, is that it?

As the swordsmen were about to carry Mad Dog out, Geom Mugeuk picked up the coins that had fallen on the floor. "You have to take the interest."

Geom Mugeuk held out the two coins Mad Dog had dropped.

Having heard what happened, Jo Yang didn't dare extend his hand.

"It's the interest you love so much, isn't it? Aren't you going to take it?"

Many eyes were watching. If they returned like this, the moneylender's prestige would plummet. The head of the moneylenders, in particular, was a man who believed the business was over if they were looked down upon by a debtor. It was obvious that a thunderbolt of wrath would fall upon him.

Jo Yang gestured with his eyes to a swordsman beside him. The chosen man stepped forward reluctantly.

"Here, your interest is served!"

The moment Geom Mugeuk dropped the coin.

HWAAAAANG!

"......"

The swordsman's hand was also slammed into the floor. He too had failed to withstand the coin's weight.

"Uwaaaaaaaaargh!"

The swordsman shrieked as his bones shattered. Another swordsman rushed forward and tried to lift the coin, but it wouldn't budge.

Seeing this with his own eyes, Jo Yang was utterly shocked. He had never seen such a sight. This was no simple trick.

He was a master!

The swordsmen all drew their swords at once. It was not to avenge their comrade, but a reflexive action born of fear. Jo Yang raised a hand to stop them. When their opponent was such a master, mere moneylender swordsmen could not handle him.

Geom Mugeuk held out the remaining coin. "If you came to collect interest, you should take the money. Why are you drawing your swords?"

Jo Yang asked in a trembling voice, "What is your purpose in approaching us?"

There was no way a master like this would have borrowed money from them because he lacked ten taels.

"Purpose? I just borrowed the money because I needed it, didn't I? You were the one who increased the debt to one hundred taels, and you were the one who said you'd collect interest every day. If you hadn't changed the rules, we wouldn't even have met today."

Jo Yang couldn't refute it. He was clearly the one who had created this situation.

"Here, take your interest." Geom Mugeuk held out the remaining coin.

The first swordsman was still screaming, his hand pinned to the floor. No one else dared to step forward. Jo Yang looked back at his men, but they all avoided his gaze.

In the end, Jo Yang passed the buck to the collapsed swordsman. "He was the one who was supposed to take it, so give it to him."

"Let's do that."

Geom Mugeuk strode forward.

"Aaaaargh! Please! No!"

The coin dropped, and his other hand was also crushed. The screaming man passed out. Everyone was terrified by Geom Mugeuk's unhesitating and ruthless display.

"How would you lot, who just walk around extorting money with swords, ever understand? Money earned through labor is this heavy."

Jo Yang had a gut feeling that things had gone terribly wrong.

But this was not the end. Geom Mugeuk picked up the coin from the unconscious man's palm. "You said no one hates money, so why is everyone refusing to take it?"

Geom Mugeuk once again held the coin out to Jo Yang. "You have to take the interest."

The moment their eyes met, goosebumps erupted all over Jo Yang's body. He had dealt with all sorts of bastards, but he had never been this terrified.

"Hold out your hand."

Geom Mugeuk's attitude was completely different.

Jo Yang didn't dare disobey. The fear that he would die if he refused dominated him. Jo Yang's outstretched hand trembled violently.

The coin fell into Jo Yang's hand. He squeezed his eyes shut, but thankfully, it wasn't heavy this time.

Opening his eyes, Jo Yang spoke urgently. "We won't take the interest, or even the principal. Let's just consider it all paid off."

As he hurriedly turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk spoke coldly from behind him. "By whose authority."

When Jo Yang turned back, Geom Mugeuk had placed two new coins on the table.

"Come back for the interest tomorrow. If you don't, I'll come find you."


Chapter 296: Who on Earth Did You Lend Money To?

Jo Yang stopped in his tracks while returning to the moneylender.

His heart pounded so hard he thought it might burst. The image of Geom Mugeuk's stare and the coin piercing his palm replayed in his mind.

One of the swordsmen returning with Jo Yang asked, "Aren't you coming?"

"Go on ahead, and keep your mouths shut about what happened today."

"......"

Jo Yang sent the swordsmen away and sat by the roadside. He had never experienced anything like this. He felt angry, his pride was wounded, and he was scared.

Working as a moneylender was his calling. He felt the thrill of an absolute master when people bowed to borrow money. Coaxing them with sweet words was truly entertaining.

And seeing them cry and beg because they couldn't pay a few pennies of interest? He felt a sense of relief from their misfortune. This job of controlling and manipulating someone's life made him very happy.

But for the first time, a crisis shook his haughty life. More terrifying than his hand being pierced was the fear that he might not be able to do this job anymore.

How do I handle this?

He had to resolve this before it reached Cheokpae, the head of the moneylender. If Cheokpae found out... Jo Yang shook his head. Cheokpae was a man who always made someone take responsibility for losses.

Geom Mugeuk might pierce his hand, but Cheokpae would pierce his throat. That was the kind of man Cheokpae was.

Just then, Jo Yang made eye contact with some passing villagers. They flinched, bowed their heads, and quickened their pace. He could feel their fear in their hurried steps.

Was this finally punishment for the evil deeds he had committed while ruining other people's lives?

However, Jo Yang was not the type to reflect on his actions. If he were, he wouldn't be in this situation. He was the type to think this way instead.

I have to get rid of that guy, no matter what.

Thinking of the right person for the job, Jo Yang shot up from his seat. He started walking, casting an even more irritable glare than usual at the people he passed.


The next day, Jo Yang did not come to collect the money.

"I did say I'd come find you if you didn't show up."

Geom Mugeuk went straight to the moneylender. Someone else was in Jo Yang's spot today, lending out money.

When Geom Mugeuk asked where Jo Yang was, he was told the man was sick and hadn't come in.

Geom Mugeuk went out to the training ground and shouted.

"Jo Yang! I've come to give you the interest, so come on out! Jo Yang! Master Ju! Master Ju!"

The commotion brought the moneylender's swordsmen out to watch. He came to pay interest? A debtor who was always busy running away?

Since the moneylender's establishment, there had never been a commotion like this, so everyone watched with curiosity.

"Jo Yang! Come on out!"

Hearing the news, Jo Yang rushed out of the building.

"......"

Unlike yesterday's cold demeanor, Geom Mugeuk smiled warmly at him.

"I heard you were sick, but you look perfectly fine."

"What do you think this place is, causing such a disturbance?"

"Didn't I say I'd come find you if you didn't show up?"

Even so, Jo Yang never imagined he would come here and cause a scene. Who did he think was here? This was a place that handled large sums of money. Did he think there wasn't a single master who could kill him?

So, the first thought that entered Jo Yang's mind was this. Beyond how skilled he was, or what his intentions were.

This guy is insane.

Geom Mugeuk extended his hand to him.

"Here, take the interest."

Otherwise, this wouldn't be possible.

The watching swordsmen murmured among themselves. Those who had been at the inn yesterday took a tense step back, while the others snickered, excited by the spectacle.

It was at that very moment.

"Is that him?"

A man with a deep voice appeared. He dragged a blood-soaked man with one hand.

As he appeared, the swordsmen all bowed their heads. He was Janhak, the true swordsman of this moneylender.

Janhak was the one who stepped in when there were problems with martial artists. He was also the first person Jo Yang went to see after returning yesterday.

A single fact could explain what kind of person he was. Everyone joked that his name was short for Janhak-mudo, meaning cruel and inhuman. Some people actually believed it.

That was how cruel a man Janhak was. Everyone who exposed and resisted the moneylender's evil deeds had been killed by Janhak.

"Yes, that's him."

At Jo Yang's answer, Janhak threw the man he had been dragging forward. The man rolled limply on the ground.

Geom Mugeuk approached and examined him. His entire body was a wreck, but he barely managed to open his eyes.

"......Please kill me."

That was his first word. How severe must the pain be for him to say that, without even knowing who he was talking to.

On the other hand, Janhak, the one who had done this, was relaxed.

"At first, that bastard was as full of spirit as you are. He flew over that wall like he was soaring and landed in the middle of the courtyard. A real hero had arrived."

At that, the watching swordsmen burst into laughter.

"Standing there, that bastard went on a long speech. Something about justice, something about righteousness. He treated us like money-grubbing trash. Without even knowing who the real trash was."

Just then, the man reacted to the word 'trash'.

"......I'm trash, I'm trash."

Those were words Janhak had forcibly drilled into him. The man was half out of his mind from the harsh torture.

Geom Mugeuk examined his body. His qi center was shattered and the muscles and tendons in his limbs were all severed. He would have to spend the rest of his life bedridden. His body was beyond recovery, even by a divine physician. That bastard had committed an act no human should.

While Geom Mugeuk was examining him, Janhak approached silently. He had already heard from Jo Yang what his opponent had done with a coin yesterday. If it was true, the man was a considerable master.

He decided to subdue him with a surprise attack and play with him for a while instead of the other guy. While he was defenseless, distracted by that dying piece of trash.

You idiot! What's all this nonsense about compassion and morality? I'll fix that mindset of yours for good!

Just as Janhak launched himself forward to strike with his palm.

SHIIING!

THWACK.

A gust of wind sounded, followed by the sound of something being pierced.

THUD!

Something embedded itself in the wall of the building behind them.

CRACKLE.

The impact was so great that spiderweb-like cracks spread out from the object.

Jo Yang was startled when he saw what was stuck in the wall. It was a coin.

Blood trickled down from the coin, running down the wall.

Blood? Why is there blood? Could it be?

Jo Yang reflexively looked at Janhak.

Janhak still stood in the same spot. He touched his forehead as if it itched. He seemed to be trying to say something, but only an unintelligible mumble came out.

Soon after, his body slowly collapsed.

"......"

Blood flowed from the forehead of the already dead man.

The coin had pierced Janhak's forehead, passed through the back of his head, and then flown into the wall.

Everyone was horrified by his death. They had seen Janhak in action countless times. They knew how many martial artists he had killed and toyed with.

But to die with his forehead pierced by a coin, without even swinging his sword once? It felt so unreal, as if he were acting in collusion with the young man.

At Janhak's death, tears welled up in the tortured man's eyes. He had endured with the sole thought that if he ever escaped, he would kill that bastard.

"You may want to repay him with the same torture, but he's not even worth that. Wouldn't that be treating that bastard like a human?"

As always, Geom Mugeuk placed no value on the death of an evil man. It was the only way to deal with the endless stream of villains, like pushing aside a stone blocking the path.

However, he did place value on this man. He was a stranger whose name he didn't even know, but he understood the man through his actions.

"No one else came over that wall for the sake of others. Not the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, not the Evil Alliance, not even the Orthodox Alliance. They were all either uninterested, had joined hands with them, or would call them a necessary evil."

Geom Mugeuk tightly gripped the man's hand.

"You have lived a noble life. Thanks to you, many people will be freed from their suffering."

A faint smile formed on the man's lips. With his eyes, he made a final request to be killed, and Geom Mugeuk granted it. It was a sign of respect for him.

"Please, go in peace, Master."

Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on the crown of the man's head. There was no pain in his touch. The man passed away with a peaceful expression.

After laying him down, Geom Mugeuk rose to his feet.

The men who had been snickering just moments ago now stood with bated breath.

It seemed like he would erupt in a storm of rage and wipe them all out, but Geom Mugeuk was calm. That made him even more terrifying to Jo Yang.

Geom Mugeuk held out the remaining coin to Jo Yang.

"There's one more left. Should I give it to you? Or will you come and get it?"

Jo Yang knew that 'giving it to him' meant another coin would be embedded in the wall.

"No, sir. I'll take it."

Jo Yang ran forward and held out his hand. His heart pounded and he felt dizzy.

In the tense situation with everyone watching, Geom Mugeuk slowly placed the coin on his palm.

This time, my hand might really be shattered...

However, today too, the coin was placed lightly on his palm.

"......What is it that you want?"

As if to say it was none of his business, Geom Mugeuk lifted the man's corpse into his arms. He strode away and said, "Make sure you come to collect the interest tomorrow."


Jo Yang went straight to see the leader, Cheokpae.

To save his own life, he had to report it himself before the report went up the chain. If he didn't take the first beating, the later one would take his life.

Cheokpae did not reside at the moneylender. He didn't consider a place where countless people came and went every day to be safe.

He lived in a fortress-like manor in a secluded location. Layers of masters protected him, and deep within the inner court was a harem of beauties. He was a man who certainly knew how to spend the money he earned.

Jo Yang took a deep breath in front of Cheokpae's residence to calm his mind. Having worked under Cheokpae for a decade, he knew very well what kind of person he was. He was the most selfish person Jo Yang knew. He treated others' lives as if they were flies. Perhaps that was why he was able to make this business prosper.

The madman claiming to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult turned out to be a master.

If he made this report, Cheokpae would throw whatever was at hand at him. If he was peeling an apple, a fruit knife would come flying. If he was painting, an inkstone would come flying. He was the type to throw the inkstone, not the brush.

Fortunately, Cheokpae was looking at a ledger and flicking an abacus. He looked like a violent wolf, but when it came to calculations, he became a fox.

It was wise to keep one's mouth shut when he was calculating money.

The sound of the abacus beads stopped for a moment.

"There was an incident involving a master."

Cheokpae was not particularly agitated. In the moneylender business, murim masters had interfered many times. They had always resolved it somehow and overcome the crisis.

"A young man borrowed ten taels."

"Ten taels?"

Cheokpae looked up at Jo Yang with a gaze that said, 'You surely didn't come to me over a problem worth a mere ten taels'.

"Janhak died because of it."

SWISH. THWACK!

An abacus flew and struck Jo Yang's head. Unluckily, he was hit by the corner, and blood trickled down his forehead.

"Didn't I tell you to properly distinguish the ones who would cause trouble from the start?"

"I'm sorry."

"A guy who's been eating the rice of King Yama Loan for so long can't even handle one thing properly."

Repeating his apologies, Jo Yang bowed his head.

"What kind of man is he?"

"He's a madman who claims to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

THWACK!

Something else flew and struck Jo Yang in the face.

"How can a madman kill Janhak?"

Jo Yang apologized again and bowed his head deeply. But it's not like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult killed him, is it? He forced himself to swallow the words.

"How will you take responsibility?"

"I will humbly accept any reprimand."

"Are you sure he's not one of the Demonic Cult bastards?"

"The investigator sent word that he isn't. From what I've seen, he's not a demonic practitioner either."

Cheokpae gestured for Jo Yang to leave, as if he couldn't stand the sight of him. It probably ended at this because he had been leading the moneylender well lately without any mistakes.

Left alone, Cheokpae said softly, "You investigate and handle it yourself."

Then, a short reply of 'Yes' was heard from behind the wall.

Cheokpae took a new abacus from his desk drawer and started calculating again.

"Why isn't this adding up?"

When working on the ledgers, there are days when the calculations just don't add up. Wrong again and again. Today was one of those days.


The next day, Cheokpae summoned Jo Yang, who rushed to his residence again.

Cheokpae stood in the middle of the courtyard with a grave expression. A corpse lay in front of him. It was his subordinate, who had left yesterday under Cheokpae's orders.

Jo Yang knew very well how skilled he was. He was a right-hand man that Cheokpae had spent a fortune on, someone who could easily handle the likes of Janhak.

And he also knew who had killed him.

Two coins were placed on the corpse's forehead.

It was as if the coins were saying, 'Today's interest has been paid.'

Jo Yang's heart sank. The fear he had felt until yesterday was nothing. Jo Yang felt a primal terror rising from deep within his chest.

Jo Yang's gaze was fixed on the coins.

"What are these coins?"

The two coins had now become the most terrifying things in the world.

"It's today's interest."

Cheokpae glared fiercely at Jo Yang.

"You...... who on earth did you lend money to?"

Jo Yang had expected Cheokpae to react this way. He was a man who always looked for someone to blame when a problem arose.

You're the one who sent a man to kill him!

Swallowing the words he wanted to say yet again, Jo Yang said, "I'll go and find out what that bastard wants."

"Can't you tell just by looking at this? What that bastard wants is our money. What other business would a master like that have with us?"

Cheokpae was a man convinced that those who opposed him were after his money. This assumption was surprisingly often correct.

"You said that bastard claimed to be a demonic practitioner?"

"He was bluffing, saying he was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"Are you sure he's not?"

"Absolutely not."

As things reached this point, Jo Yang began to think that the investigator's report might have been wrong. However, he answered with the word 'absolutely'. Because it absolutely had to be untrue.

In that case, Cheokpae's solution was already decided.

"The fake should be handled by the real one."

After all, he had spent so much money for a day just like this.

"We'll have to show him just how terrifying the real Demonic Cult is."


Chapter 297: Why Me?

Cheokpae felt no sadness for his lost subordinates.

The dead were dead. This reaction to losing his right-hand man revealed how little Cheokpae valued even himself.

"I must keep that bastard tied down until I return."

Jo Yang knew Cheokpae's personality well. He knew that if he let Geom Mugeuk go, he would die. He was already straddling the line between life and death.

For now, his only task was to faithfully collect the interest.

The next day, the swordsman sent to collect the interest returned with a mangled hand.

It was the same the following day. They had hoped for mercy on the second day, but Geom Mugeuk showed none.

When swordsmen returned with mangled hands for two days straight, the moneylender's swordsmen grew agitated. Some suddenly fell ill and took to their beds. A few vanished, claiming urgent business.

The swordsmen cursed Geom Mugeuk's heartlessness, but Jo Yang disagreed. Their opponent was showing mercy. If he had been truly heartless, no one from the moneylender would have survived.

Why didn't he kill them all that day?

When Jo Yang closed the eyes of the man Janhak had tortured, Jo Yang despaired. Ah, we're all going to be annihilated now. But Geom Mugeuk had not done that. There was surely a reason he kept them alive.

In any case, he had to collect the interest today as well.

"Today, I will go myself."

At Jo Yang's words, the anxious swordsmen's faces brightened, relieved they would not be chosen. As a manager, Jo Yang could not blindly send any more swordsmen, so he decided to go himself.

Not a single person followed to act as his bodyguard. Jo Yang left the moneylender with a bitter feeling. Yes, he understood. Even he would not have followed.

Geom Mugeuk greeted him with a face more welcoming than any of his own subordinates.

"Why've you come? Have you already run out of subordinates?"

"They're all afraid."

"Even so, you don't seem like the type to worry about your subordinates."

"What do you know about me?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently.

"You're overflowing with confidence. Did someone go to call for some great master?"

The remark hit its mark. Jo Yang tried his best to hide his surprise.

How perceptive he is. I was acting scared. How on earth did he notice?

"It won't be easy to find a master greater than the one sent to kill me back then."

Jo Yang knew Geom Mugeuk meant Cheokpae's right-hand man. He was right. That was why Jo Yang had gone to the Demonic Cult for help.

Jo Yang changed the subject with a question.

"Why didn't you mangle my hands?"

This was what he was most curious about. It was not as if he had done anything good for him.

Geom Mugeuk took out two coins and placed them on the table.

"Because I might need those hands of yours."

The unexpected words bewildered Jo Yang. Geom Mugeuk said no more and went to his guest room.

Jo Yang picked up the coins.

He was about to leave when he looked down at his own hands.

He needs these hands? Why?


"It seems the Branch Manager has started digging into your background, Captain."

A pained groan burst from beneath a house-sized boulder.

A man was carrying the massive boulder. Even with inner arts, it was an unbelievable sight.

THUD.

The boulder crashed to the ground. A man walked out from behind it.

He had a sturdy physique and a sharp, tiger-like impression.

the Demon Sword Commander Jung Ak.

This one line explained everything about the man.

The Demonic Sword Squad was the elite force of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, a military organization stationed at the Jiangxi Branch, the very front line, in preparation for war.

Jung Ak, befitting the leader of an elite organization, was a master with powerful martial arts and abundant combat experience.

"Reporting something like that while I'm holding this heavy thing, is that your way of trying to kill me?"

The subordinate who had reported was Chahwi, the First Division Leader of the Demonic Sword Squad and Jung Ak's right-hand man.

"Shouldn't I get to be Captain once before I retire?"

Jung Ak was so cold and resolute that even his own Demonic Sword Squad feared him. Chahwi was the only person he spoke with informally. Their relationship was free of secrets, a testament to Chahwi's deep loyalty.

"That man's investigating my background?"

"Yes, he's secretly dispatched people."

In terms of rank, a Commander was higher than a Captain. However, an elite organization like the Demonic Sword Squad held an authority that transcended rank. So, in cases like this, they usually maintained a facade of mutual respect.

But at the Jiangxi Branch, that was not being properly observed.

"That man really loves making enemies, and we were the ones who did all the fighting."

Jung Ak took off his sweat-soaked clothes and washed his body in the flowing water. Scars covered his entire body, a testament to the history required to become Captain of the Demonic Sword Squad.

As he washed himself, he continued.

"How nice would it be to live on good terms? Comfortably, among people who are neither enemies nor friends."

"We don't know what ulterior motives he has behind that facade of integrity."

"No, that man just has a sickness. He's the type who can't stand it if he's not acting all high and mighty."

Having finished washing, he put on the fresh clothes that had been prepared for him.

"So? Is there anything that could become a problem?"

"I've made sure everyone keeps their mouths shut for now."

Jung Ak was, just as the Branch Manager suspected, a corrupt martial artist. He secretly took bribes from various sects within Jiangxi.

On the other hand, the new Branch Manager who arrived last year had an upright character and absolutely did not permit bribery. As a result, even more bribes were offered to Jung Ak. Jung Ak accepted and pocketed every single one.

"They're offering to share their overflowing money, so I don't know why he lives so difficultly. I can just take the money those vermin give me and make decisions as I please."

And that was what he actually did. He did not accept all their demands just because he took their bribes. He ignored requests he thought were wrong and granted those he felt were acceptable.

The four words that made it possible, the Demon Sword Commander.

Of course, most of the bribes they offered were in preparation for things that had not yet happened.

"We're fighting their anxiety for them, aren't we? How great is that?"

Chahwi smiled faintly at Jung Ak's joke.

The problem was that this matter was not something they could just laugh off.

"As you know, he's not just ordinarily meticulous. Once he starts digging like this, he'll eventually find out."

Jung Ak's eyes gleamed coldly. The Branch Manager's investigation was an all-or-nothing wager. Their relationship had been good at first.

Where on earth did it go wrong?

Jung Ak slowly walked to the boulder and drew his sword.

He swung it lightly, as if cutting a branch.

CRAAAAAACK.

The massive boulder split in half.

Chahwi performed a respectful clasped hands greeting at the astonishing move.

"For the peace of the murim..."

Jung Ak caressed the smooth cross-section of the boulder.

"The Branch Manager can be replaced, but we must remain."

Just then, as if by fate, a visitor arrived.

Another subordinate arrived to report.

"A guest has arrived."


Cheokpae waited in the secret room.

This was the place Jung Ak used for secret meetings.

Cheokpae wore a bamboo hat and a shabby robe to hide his identity.

When Jung Ak entered, Cheokpae shot to his feet and bowed politely.

"It's been a long time."

"Didn't I tell you not to come looking for me unless I called?"

Jung Ak's reaction was cold. He had always openly looked down on Cheokpae and his King Yama Loan.

Then you should have looked down on my money, too.

Cheokpae hid his thoughts and prostrated himself on the ground.

"How desperate must I be to have come to see you like this?"

"What is it?"

"Someone impersonating a Demonic Cult member has interfered. He's a master we can't handle."

He deliberately omitted that the man was impersonating the Young Cult Leader. Given Jung Ak's personality, he would have surely used it as an excuse to back out, questioning why Cheokpae expected him to deal with such a madman.

"Impersonating our Cult is a grave crime. How great are his skills?"

"Great enough that I had to rush here. Please, help me!"

Normally, with the Branch Manager suspecting him, Jung Ak would have refused without a second thought, but an idea flashed through his mind.

"Alright. I'll take care of it."

Cheokpae was bewildered by his ready agreement.

"But there's one thing you must do for me."

"Please give your command."

"Make sure word gets to the Branch Manager that someone is impersonating a Demonic Cult member. This isn't something I can handle on my own."

Cheokpae understood.

Since the opponent is a master, he plans to use the Branch Manager to get rid of him instead of moving himself. Such a cunning mind.

It did not matter. As long as that bastard was eliminated.

"I'll do as you command."

In truth, Jung Ak was hatching a plan far more ruthless than Cheokpae imagined.

The head of the Jiangxi Branch dies while trying to capture the one impersonating the Demonic Cult? And the Demonic Sword Squad takes revenge? Would that work?

If he had lived a life of doubt, he would not have reached his current position. I have to make it work.

This was the life Jung Ak had lived.


The next day, Jo Yang came again.

"Our Master Jo, you come alone so fearlessly now."

"You said you needed my hands, so I should at least be able to protect them, right?"

Jo Yang had been too curious to sleep all night.

"Why on earth do you need my hands?"

Then, the most surprising words Jo Yang had ever heard flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Because I'm thinking of making you the head of the new moneylender."

Jo Yang shouted without realizing it.

"That's absurd!"

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm.

"Why do you think it's absurd?"

"Because..."

There were many reasons, but they were reasons he had never thought about or spoken aloud before.

"Weren't you going to kill me?"

The Geom Mugeuk he perceived was not one to let villains live.

"That's right. I was originally planning to kill you, but I've come to need a villain."

Geom Mugeuk revealed his plan.

"If you people are a necessary evil, then I'll make you a proper one. From now on, the moneylender of the Central Plains will lend money at a common-sense interest rate. For now, it's just this one, but someday, I'll change every King Yama Loan in the Central Plains the same way."

Now Jo Yang understood. He had been kept alive, his hands left intact, to continue flicking the beads of an abacus.

This man before him was truly dreaming an impossible dream.

The words burst out of him involuntarily.

"What in the world are you?"

The answer he had heard several times came out again.

"the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"You're just a madman!"

This man drilled holes in foreheads and shattered hands, yet he made Jo Yang shout like this. He kept making him lower his guard.

"So I end up hearing that from a loan shark, too. If the Demon Supremes heard you, they'd roar with laughter. They'd be too busy teasing me for a while."

Jo Yang shook his head.

He was either a complete madman... or he was acting like a child in front of the real Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Do you think that's possible?"

"I wouldn't know. You're the one who has to take charge and see it through."

How could he not be confused by this?

"No matter how strong your martial arts are... you're going to die anyway."

"Then you should help me."

"What kind of Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult asks a loan shark for help?"

Jo Yang found his own joke funny and laughed to himself before quickly schooling his expression.

Hanging around a madman is making me go mad, too.

"Fine, let's say that's the case. Why me? You could just appoint someone suitable, couldn't you? Someone who isn't greedy for money like me."

This was personally what Jo Yang was most curious about.

"Because it's a place that deals with so much money, that person would also become corrupted. You, on the other hand, can't fall any further. If you break your promise to me and do something foolish, it'll be easy to kill you without any guilt."

To think that was the reason.

"You're being too harsh to my face."

"You're mistaken if you think I'm sparing you. This won't be an easy task. You'll have to manage the organization thoroughly, and you won't be able to embezzle a single penny."

This was the punishment Geom Mugeuk had given him.

"Just like the people who paid you interest, you'll have to work your fingers to the bone until you die. You'll spend your whole life collecting the interest you once wrongly took, but properly this time."

"And if I refuse?"

"You'll die on the same day as Cheokpae."

Geom Mugeuk placed two coins on the table, one by one. The action seemed to say, this coin is for Cheokpae, and this one is for you.

Seeing the coins, Jo Yang's heart pounded wildly again. At this rate, he felt it might burst and kill him before a coin could pierce his forehead.

Was it fear of death? The vanity of becoming the moneylender's master? Or the suffocating thought of a boring job for the rest of his life? Whenever Jo Yang was with this man, his heart raced.

Geom Mugeuk asked calmly, as if he were listening to Jo Yang's heartbeat.

"Are you afraid?"

"Of course I'm afraid."

"Even if you fall into the sea, you can survive with just enough space to stick your nose and mouth out. No matter how vast the sea is, all you need is this much."

Geom Mugeuk cupped his hands into a cylinder in front of his face.

"Think carefully about whether that little breathing hole is me or your leader. You'll have to decide quickly. A big wave is coming soon."

Jo Yang looked down at the coins on the table. These two coins were trying to change his destiny.

How did he feel? He wanted to live. He lacked the spirit or courage to say, 'I would rather choose death than live a life of atonement.'

This man will be torn to shreds and killed as soon as the real Demonic Cult shows up. So why does my heart keep wavering? Why do I want to say, even now, 'I will follow your will, so please let me live!'? Why does it feel like I have to?

Jo Yang took the coins and spoke as he left.

"That wave, it's coming for you first. So you'd better find your own breathing hole."


Chapter 298: You Bastards! This Person Here Is

At the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Jiangxi Branch, Hojyung examined the documents piled on his desk. His most frequent daily task was to meticulously review reports sent from each Branch.

Just then, the Demon Sword Commander, Jung Ak, entered his office.

"Are you busy?"

"Welcome. What brings you here without notice?"

"I just stopped by because I wanted to see you, Commander."

"I'm glad you came."

One man secretly investigated the other, and the other knew he was being watched, yet, they greeted each other more warmly than usual.

Jung Ak looked at the stack of documents on the desk.

"So this is why the complaints have been so widespread."

"What do you mean?"

"Because you handle your work so meticulously, Commander, people are complaining that it's hard to work for you. You should look after your subordinates' morale a bit."

Jung Ak smiled as if joking. Hojyung replied calmly.

"Isn't the failure to look after small details the reason for most disasters?"

"As long as our Commander is here, those bastards from the Evil Alliance wouldn't even dare provoke us."

"How could that be because of me? It's all thanks to our Captain and the Demonic Sword Squad."

Their gazes locked. Both men smiled with their lips, but not with their eyes.

"By the way, have you heard the rumors about someone impersonating our Cult lately?"

"I've heard them. I've already ordered an investigation."

"I had my own people look into it. It seems to be true, not just a rumor."

Hojyung's expression grew serious. Impersonating the Divine Cult was a matter Headquarters also considered extremely important.

"Do you happen to know who he is?"

"I don't know his identity, but I know someone who can approach him."

"If you give me the information, I'll send my subordinates to capture him."

"It's not something you should take so lightly. They say the man is a considerable master."

Hojyung looked confused.

"A master like that is impersonating our Cult? That's strange."

"We'll find out once we capture and interrogate him, but can the Branch handle it?"

Jung Ak's words were a clever prod at Hojyung's pride, implying his squad would step in if the Branch could not handle it.

"We will handle it."

Hojyung did not fall for the provocation. It was a matter for the master of the Jiangxi Branch to resolve. He should only ask for help from the Demonic Sword Squad if the Branch failed.

"Your subordinates could be in danger."

This was why Jung Ak had visited. He worried Hojyung might not act himself and would just send his subordinates.

"I will personally lead my subordinates."

"Ah, if you're moving personally, Commander, then I can rest assured."

Jung Ak thought to himself.

That's your weakness. That vain pride of yours.

He would have answered differently. He would have pointed out that the Demonic Sword Squad exists to handle such dangerous tasks.

"Then I will have my handler lure him in."

"I would be grateful if you did."

As Jung Ak was about to leave, he added with a smile.

"Let's have a drink after this is over."

"Sounds good."

Hojyung also parted with Jung Ak with a pleasant expression.

That drinking party will be your last.

He had information that Jung Ak was taking bribes. He might have turned a blind eye to one or two instances. The Demonic Sword Squad was a crucial elite organization, essential to the Jiangxi Branch.

However, Jung Ak periodically received tribute from too many places, and the amounts were too large. There was a limit to what Hojyung could overlook. It felt as if Jung Ak was taunting him, 'I've committed corruption. So what? What are you going to do? Fire me?'

I'll be the one to cut off your head.

Jung Ak, turning to leave, thought the same thing. The only difference was that he meant it literally.


"The Demonic Cult has finally decided to make a move."

Jo Yang flinched at Cheokpae's words. He should have felt relieved that Geom Mugeuk was going to die, but he did not.

"Tomorrow, you will bring him to the abandoned temple in the west. Can you do it?"

"I can, but... will I be alright?"

"I've already put in a good word for you. They'll take care of you when you get there."

"I understand."

"If you make a mistake, we all die. Keep that in mind!"

That night, Jo Yang had a dream. He dreamt he was floating happily in the sea under the warm sunlight.

The moment he imagined Geom Mugeuk being hacked to pieces by the demonic practitioners, his body tensed and began to sink. He flailed, fell off his bed, and could not fall back asleep until morning.


When Jo Yang went to find Geom Mugeuk, he was meeting someone at the inn. It was the first time Jo Yang had seen him with anyone there, so he observed them carefully. The other man handed Geom Mugeuk something like a letter.

Geom Mugeuk examined its contents, then said a few words to the man. At times like this, he looked so serious that he truly seemed like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

The man who delivered the letter left the inn. Jo Yang, standing at the entrance, glanced at the man as he passed. He was an ordinary person, the kind you could see anywhere.

Jo Yang approached Geom Mugeuk.

"Who was that man?"

"He's from the All-Knowing Hall."

"The All-Knowing Hall?"

"The greatest intelligence organization of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"You're bluffing again, the moment we meet!"

Jo Yang shook his head but could not help asking.

"So? What on earth did you talk about with that so-called top intelligence agent?"

"I was looking into the Jiangxi Branch. About the Branch Manager, and the Demon Sword Commander too."

Jo Yang flinched at the mention of the two men.

"If it's real, let me see that letter."

Geom Mugeuk extended the hand holding the letter. The moment Jo Yang reached for it.

FWOOSH.

Flames erupted from the letter in Geom Mugeuk's hand, burning it away.

"If you saw our Cult's secrets, you wouldn't survive."

Stunned, Jo Yang stared blankly as the paper turned to ash and scattered. He had heard that true masters could burn paper like this with True Samadhi Fire.

"Now do you believe my true identity?"

Geom Mugeuk expected an affirmative answer.

"If you're such a master, why are you crazy?"

Geom Mugeuk swirled the rising ashes with his hand and laughed.

"To make you believe me, I guess I'll have to line up the Demon Supremes behind me."

Jo Yang stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

You won't get the chance. Because today, you die.

Geom Mugeuk also stared intently at Jo Yang.

"You don't seem to have slept well. Is something troubling you?"

By now, Jo Yang was no longer surprised by Geom Mugeuk's uncanny ability to guess things.

"There's somewhere you need to go with me today."

"Let's go."

When Geom Mugeuk readily agreed, Jo Yang was taken aback.

"How can you agree without knowing where we're going?"

"I'll find out when we get there."

"What if I've set a trap? Are you looking down on me? Thinking a trap of mine is nothing?"

"That's not it. If you kill me, you can't collect my interest, can you? You're a man who collects money, not lives."

At the unexpected answer, Jo Yang could only shake his head.

"You and your words."

Jo Yang walked in front, and Geom Mugeuk followed.

Jo Yang's mind was a mess. His relationship with this strange man would end soon. He would never have to see this madman again.

Jo Yang glanced back at Geom Mugeuk. Unaware he was walking to his death, he followed leisurely, watching the merchants.

"That outfit over there would look good on you. Shall I buy you one?"

"Use that money to pay your interest. Damn it! Stop talking nonsense and just follow me."

Why was he so irritated? The reason was simple. He did not want to kill Geom Mugeuk. What was so pitiful about that guy with his silly smile?

Jo Yang suddenly thought of the coin Geom Mugeuk had placed on his palm. Yes, this feeling must stem from his gratitude for not having his hand crippled.

After leaving the marketplace, Jo Yang stopped at a fork in the road and sat on a rock.

"Let's rest for a bit."

"You need to work on your stamina. Your body is like this because you're always sitting around counting money."

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him. After a moment of silence, Jo Yang suddenly asked.

"If you really are the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult... what on earth are you doing here?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"As you can see, I'm meeting people. I'm meeting the coachman trapped by you people his whole life over the ten taels he borrowed for his child's treatment. I'm meeting you, who sticks a straw in him and sucks his blood, and I'm meeting the nameless vigilante who jumped over the wall to save that man."

As Jo Yang listened, his heart began to tremble. They were not words that should make his heart tremble, yet he often experienced this sensation with Geom Mugeuk.

"Why would a demonic practitioner try to fix King Yama Loan? Even the orthodox sects are just watching. You're a demonic practitioner!"

"There can be beasts in human form among the orthodox sects, and there can be demonic practitioners who can't stand to see such things. Isn't that how it is? Besides, the matter of King Yama Loan is for you to carry on in the future, not me."

"How can a guy like me do something like that? Like you said, I've spent my whole life just counting money and enjoying others' misfortune. How could I possibly do something so grand?"

"It's not a grand task. It's a normal one."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at him calmly.

"If you've lived like a parasite, try living a life where you can soar freely. Even if you can't become a butterfly, can't you at least become a moth?"

In that moment, Jo Yang wished Geom Mugeuk really was the Young Cult Leader. He felt a desire to live a new life, even if that task was a punishment. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

That was why he grew even angrier. Because Geom Mugeuk was not the Young Cult Leader. The Young Cult Leader would not be sitting in front of a mere loan shark, talking about such things.

"I don't want to hear your crazy talk anymore! Take this road and leave!"

Jo Yang's voice trembled.

"Leave by this road and never come back to Jiangxi province. If you come back, you'll die."

Jo Yang had decided to save this crazy master. He had never once lived for someone else. His entire life had been selfish. He did not know why the target of his one and only act of kindness had to be such a madman, but what could he do when his heart was moved?

"The people who are going to kill you are waiting. So go. I'll tell them you realized it was a trap and ran far away. I don't know if they'll believe me, though."

Had he ever taken such a risk for someone else? Absolutely not.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"I think it's because I've never seen someone as strangely crazy as you."

Then, as if he knew the real reason, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"That's probably not it."

Geom Mugeuk looked deep into Jo Yang's heart.

"It's because you are a truly selfish person with strong survival instincts. Your instincts know. This is the way to live."

"You really! Even when I'm showing you kindness! The real demonic practitioners are waiting!"

"I know."

"You know?"

"Didn't you see me receiving the report earlier? I have a clear view of the Jiangxi Branch's current movements."

Jo Yang threw up his hands in surrender.

"Right. This is what a real madman is like. You're perfect."

"And if you go alone, you'll die."

Geom Mugeuk stood up first and started walking. For some reason, those words sounded chilling, so Jo Yang followed without a word.

I don't know anymore.

This was already an unreasonable kindness on his part. Someday, he would look back on this day. That madman was the only person I ever wanted to save in my entire life. That is how the memory would begin.

And so, the two of them arrived at the temple.

As they entered the courtyard, dozens of ambushing demonic practitioners from the Jiangxi Branch revealed themselves. They all drew their swords at once, unleashing their demonic qi.

Branch Manager Hojyung walked out from among them.

"For what reason have you been impersonating a demonic practitioner?"

Hojyung did not recognize Geom Mugeuk. They had met long ago when Geom Mugeuk was a child. Since then, Hojyung had been rotating through various Branches and had not seen him again.

"I have never impersonated anyone."

Hojyung's expression turned cold.

"We already have a witness."

Hojyung looked at Jo Yang.

"Did that man impersonate our Cult?"

Jo Yang was flustered by the cold question. This was not what he expected. Cheokpae had said they would take care of him.

From the question and the demonic qi flying at him, he felt no consideration for himself. They were simply treating him as an accomplice.

Damn it!

His anger was directed at Cheokpae. He had not been taken care of. Perhaps Cheokpae, seeing him get too close to Geom Mugeuk, had hoped they would die together.

"Stay right behind me. It would be a shame to get hit by a stray blade."

Here, the only person who cared about him was Geom Mugeuk.

"I asked if that man is the one who impersonated our Cult!"

When Hojyung asked again, Jo Yang ignored him and spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"The demonic practitioner who colluded with the moneylender is not that man."

At those words, even Hojyung tensed and waited for him to continue.

"The person who colluded with the moneylender is..."

At that very moment, someone leaped over the roof and landed in their midst.

It was the Demon Sword Commander, Jung Ak. On the roof and surrounding walls, the Demonic Sword Squad martial artists appeared. Even Hojyung was surprised by his sudden appearance, but Jung Ak focused on Jo Yang, exuding a cold demonic qi.

"Who is the demonic practitioner that colluded with the moneylender?"

Jo Yang knew he would die the moment he identified Jung Ak. No, he had a premonition that he would die eventually, even if he did not reveal it here.

As he was paralyzed with fear, Geom Mugeuk took two coins from his robes and held them out.

"Come to think of it, I haven't paid today's interest. Take it."

Two coins were placed on Jo Yang's palm.

Jo Yang stared down at them silently, then handed the coins back to Geom Mugeuk.

"The interest is too much. The interest I've already paid is more than enough to cover the principal."

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled brightly.

Jo Yang summoned all the courage he had saved up his entire life, and even all the courage he would ever have until the day he died.

"The one who took a bribe from the head of the moneylenders, Cheokpae, and promised to kill you is that man right there, the Demon Sword Commander."

A cold demonic qi erupted from Jung Ak's body. Simultaneously, the demonic practitioners of the Demonic Sword Squad also unleashed their demonic qi.

He was going to die anyway! Like a runaway carriage, Jo Yang shouted at the top of his lungs.

"You bastards! This person here is the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult! All of you, kneel and worship him!"

Ah, so I'm going to die as a madman.


Chapter 299: You Won't Come, and We Won't Wait

Laughter, not worship, filled the air. The source was Jung Ak. He wasn't flustered at all, even though they had accused him of taking a bribe.

"Don't tell me you've been impersonating the Young Cult Leader?" Hojyung asked, letting out a dry laugh despite listening seriously.

However, Hojyung had clearly heard what Jo Yang said earlier.


"The one who took a bribe from Cheokpae and promised to kill you is that man right there, the Demon Sword Commander."



If those words were true, then Jo Yang was now someone Hojyung had to protect.

Hojyung asked Jung Ak, "What brings you here, Captain?"

"I thought you might need support, since the opponent is a master."

Hojyung didn't believe him. If that was Jung Ak's intention, he would have led the Demonic Sword Squad himself from the start. He had only appeared the moment his name was about to leave Jo Yang's lips. It was clear he had shown up to pressure Jo Yang into silence.

"As you heard, Captain, that man has pointed you out. It would be best for you to step back for now."

"Surely, you don't believe that man's words, do you?"

"Of course not. However, since he testified in front of everyone, we must conduct a formal investigation."

"That man is a King Yama Loan lender."

At that, Hojyung asked Jo Yang, "Is that true?"

Jo Yang flinched at the cold question. "It is, but what I told you is the truth."

Hojyung did not trust those who ran King Yama Loan.

Watching Hojyung's expression harden, Jo Yang remembered just how formidable Geom Mugeuk was. Everyone scowled and ignored him like this, but no one dared to step forward and try to eliminate him.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk casually interjected. "When you can't refute the content, you attack the messenger."

Jung Ak's eyes turned fierce at those words.

Hojyung placated Jung Ak. "If it's not true, I will punish him severely for false accusation. Don't worry."

Outwardly, Jung Ak was composed. Inside, he was looking for any opportunity to get rid of Jo Yang. If they returned to the Branch and a full-scale interrogation began, the fact that he took a bribe would become public knowledge. If his other bribes were also revealed, he would not only have to step down from his position as Captain but would also be thrown in prison.

Jung Ak's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. "And what are you going to do with our Young Cult Leader?"

"I will deal with him myself as well."

"Isn't that treason?"

No one laughed at his joke.

Meanwhile, Jo Yang looked at Geom Mugeuk. Even though everyone else was sneering, Jo Yang did not. He had already resolved himself to die anyway.

"Young Cult Leader, what do you plan to do now?"

Right, since it's already started, I'll be the Young Cult Leader until the very end.

As if he had been waiting, Jung Ak drew his sword. "How dare you speak the name of the Young Cult Leader!"

He was about to charge forward and cut down Jo Yang.

Hojyung blocked his path. "Stop."

"Step aside. I can't stand by and watch someone so insolently impersonate the Young Cult Leader."

"I can't do that."

The two men glared at each other, the hidden rift between them now deeply revealed. In truth, Jung Ak had expected Hojyung to block him.

[Kill that bastard!]

A telepathic message flew to his subordinate, Chahwi. This was his chance, while Hojyung was blocking him.

Chahwi launched a surprise attack with his sword qi.

SHIIIIIIK!

A single, fierce stream of sword qi flew toward Jo Yang. It was a powerful attack, meant to sweep away both him and Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

Startled by the explosion, Jo Yang fell onto his backside. He saw Geom Mugeuk's back. Geom Mugeuk had stood his ground and lightly dispelled the incoming sword qi with a swing of his sword.

"Attack together and kill them!"

At Division Leader Chahwi's command, the members of the Demonic Sword Squad all drew their swords in unison.

At the same time, Hojyung shouted, "Block them!"

The members belonging to the Branch also drew their swords. A tense atmosphere filled the air between the two groups, their blades aimed at each other. If they fought, the Branch martial artists could not handle the elite Demonic Sword Squad.

It was at that moment.

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward and released his aura.

SWAAAAAAAAAAK!

Geom Mugeuk's aura spread out in all directions. A massive wave crashed down upon them. There was nowhere to run and no way to escape.

All the cultists were plunged into water. An abyss pulled them endlessly downward. They resisted, struggling with all their might not to be dragged down. However, Geom Mugeuk's aura allowed no resistance. Their bodies felt like they would explode, and they couldn't breathe.

Uwaaaaaaaah!

They screamed, but no sound came out.

At the bottom of that abyss, they saw it. They saw the figure of Geom Mugeuk, standing alone and emitting light in the pitch-black darkness.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk's aura vanished. The Geom Mugeuk of the abyss transformed into the Geom Mugeuk of reality, standing before them.

Gasping for breath, everyone was horrified. They didn't need to see him draw his sword to know. They knew that Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were overwhelmingly superior to their own. They also knew that the thing that had suffocated them was demonic qi.

Geom Mugeuk said to Hojyung, "It's been a while. At the celebration for your appointment as Branch Manager, you greeted everyone like that, didn't you? You said you would meticulously examine the small things to prevent great disasters."

Hojyung remembered it vividly. It was the greeting he had given at the celebration after being appointed as Branch Manager for the first time. How could he forget that moment?

"Were you there at that time?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Who is your Master?"

Just then, a person appeared. Hojyung was startled to see who it was.

"Branch Manager Lim!"

It was Lim Jeong, the head of the All-Knowing Hall's Jiangxi Branch. She, who never showed herself unless it was for an important matter, had revealed herself here.

"What brings you here?"

Before coming here, Geom Mugeuk had met a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall and, through him, had asked Lim Jeong for this favor.

"I am here to deliver the order that all martial artists belonging to the Jiangxi Branch are to serve the Young Cult Leader with all their hearts."

Everyone was shocked at the mention of the Young Cult Leader. Weren't they the very ones who had been mocking the fake Young Cult Leader just moments ago?

"No way!"

Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk, and Lim Jeong said in a loud voice, "That's right. This person is the Young Cult Leader."

A silence of shock and astonishment fell.

The first person to recover was Hojyung. He showed his respect by prostrating himself on the ground. "Greetings to the Young Cult Leader!"

At that, not only the cultists of the Branch, but also Jung Ak and the Demonic Sword Squad all showed their respects in unison. Under any circumstances, respect for the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader was absolute.

"Greetings to the Young Cult Leader!"

The voices of the cultists echoed thunderously. In truth, even if Lim Jeong hadn't confirmed it, his magnificent aura alone was enough to prove he was the Young Cult Leader.

Now, the only person left standing there blankly was Jo Yang.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled faintly. "You believe me now, even without the Demon Supremes standing behind me, right?"

Belatedly coming to his senses, Jo Yang cried out and prostrated himself flat on the ground. "I failed to recognize a person of your stature and have committed a grave discourtesy."

"Discourtesy? You were the only one who believed I was the Young Cult Leader."

Jo Yang was overcome with emotion. He couldn't believe it. Did this mean that all this time he had been meeting, collecting interest from, and conversing with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? He had even called him a madman.

"You're going to have to work hard from now on."

Now he finally understood the source of that absurd confidence. It was an order from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, so how could he neglect his moneylender duties?

"I will work with a repentant heart for the rest of my life."

His life had been saved, what more could he ask for? Just moments ago, he had been flailing in the sea, but now he was beginning to float comfortably again. A warm sunlight shone down on him.

Conversely, a great wave was crashing in Jung Ak's heart.

Why on earth is the Young Cult Leader here? The one targeting me was Hojyung, wasn't it? Could he have joined hands with Hojyung to target me?

However, judging by Hojyung's surprised reaction, it was certain that he hadn't anticipated the Young Cult Leader's appearance either.

"Now, everyone rise!"

All the cultists there rose from their positions. They still stared at Geom Mugeuk with eyes of surprise and awe. This was the man who would become the next Cult Leader. If he ordered them, 'Die!', they had to die instantly.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward Jung Ak. "Captain Jung, you've taken quite a lot of bribes."

Before Jung Ak could make an excuse, Lim Jeong spoke first. "We have confirmed that gold from the moneylender was stored in various affiliate banks under Captain Jung's name. The investigation is ongoing, so we expect other evidence to emerge soon. Furthermore, investigations have begun into places other than the moneylender."

If someone else had said it, he could have insisted it was a fabrication, but these were the words of the All-Knowing Hall's Branch Manager.

Nevertheless, Jung Ak held his head high and spoke as if it were nothing. "I didn't extort it from them. They offered it voluntarily."

"Would they have given you money if you weren't the Demon Sword Commander?"

"It was their choice."

He was defiant because his subordinates were watching. The moment he showed a servile attitude, their respect for him would vanish.

"Did you share that money with your subordinates?"

A momentary silence fell. The only person he had shared the money with was his right-hand man, Chahwi.

"I was planning to share it."

He would have been better off not saying that. At his pathetic excuse, the gazes of the Demonic Sword Squad's subordinates turned cold.

"I believe the authority of the Demonic Sword Squad should not be damaged by such a trivial matter." Jung Ak tried to somehow escape the situation.

However, his opponent was Geom Mugeuk. "That's why."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the members of the Demonic Sword Squad. "Because you are the Demonic Sword Squad. Even if we were pushed back to Headquarters by the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, as long as we hear news that you are alive, we will not lose hope. We have faith that you will break through the enemy lines and come to save us. That is the faith our Cult has in you, the Demonic Sword Squad."

Pride bloomed on the faces of the Demonic Sword Squad members.

"That is why you must be different from others. You can't just snatch up a bribe when it's offered. 'This much should be fine,' you think? It's not fine. If you were the kind of people who would take a bribe and think nothing of it, then we wouldn't wait for the Demonic Sword Squad. We would think that instead of choosing to break through the enemy, you compromised for an easier path. You won't come, and we won't wait."

Jung Ak's expression twisted, but the members of the Demonic Sword Squad were sympathizing with Geom Mugeuk's words.

Jung Ak shouted in protest, "Why are you worrying in advance about something that hasn't even happened?"

"Because I am the one who will be your Cult Leader. Others might not, but I have to, I have to worry about that."

Jung Ak couldn't refute him.

And another crime was added to his list. "The reason I can't forgive you is not because of the bribe. You hoped that Branch Manager Ho would die or be injured here today."

A stir went through the surroundings at those words.

"That's not true. If that were the case, why would I have come here?"

"Because the mission to find the one who harmed the Branch Manager would have fallen to you anyway. You probably intended to wrap everything up here. Kill Branch Manager Ho and get your revenge."

"Why would I do that?"

The one who answered was Hojyung. "Because you found out I was investigating you."

Now, Hojyung could be certain. "So that's why you came to me and induced me to go on the mission myself."

Just as Jung Ak was about to scream that he was being framed, he met the eyes of his subordinates. Those eyes, which used to fear him, were now filled with distrust and disappointment. Their respect was vanishing.

"If you lose me, it will be a great blow to our Cult's military strength."

"Considering the possibility that your sword might be aimed at us for money, it might actually be a gain."

"That would never have happened."

"You never know. What would happen if you were offered too much money to refuse?"

To the resentful Jung Ak, Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly. "This is why. This is why you shouldn't have accepted it in the first place. Whether what you say is true or not, everything ends up a mess like this. You become the kind of person who looks like they'd sell me out for a few coins."

Geom Mugeuk said with sincerity, "Pay for your crimes and start over. I will give you another chance then."

Jung Ak let out a long sigh for the first time.

How many years will I have to live in prison? Five years? Ten years?

"I don't want to do that."

The choice Jung Ak made was to kill Hojyung and then die himself. He had to resent someone, and the target of that resentment was not himself.

This is all your fault!

He threw himself at Hojyung and drew his sword.

"......"

His swift sword was about to slice through Hojyung's body. Then, his sword, which could slice through massive boulders, was blocked by something and then shattered.

JJAENGGANG!

The moment he identified his opponent, Jung Ak's eyes widened.

PUAIIIAK!

The opponent who broke his sword and then slashed his chest was a terrifying demon.

SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK!

From the left, the right, and from behind, the swords of demons flew in. His entire body was sliced apart, and Jung Ak died.

Those who watched were so shocked they couldn't even breathe properly. They knew that the only demonic art of the Young Cult Leader that summoned demons was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, so they all bowed their heads. This time, it was not out of respect for Geom Mugeuk, but for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art itself.

Taking that opportunity, Chahwi, who had been Jung Ak's subordinate, tried to fulfill his dead leader's will. He was struck down and killed by Hojyung's sword.

The Branch martial artists were surprised by Hojyung's skill. They had only ever seen him at his desk, meticulously shuffling through documents, but Hojyung was a much greater master than they had thought. Because he had never once shown off his skills, their admiration was even greater. If they had known, they would have grumbled less about the increased workload.

Unlike the morale-boosted Branch martial artists, only gloom hung over the Demonic Sword Squad. Although their leaders had been corrupt, they had still lost their commander and a Division Leader.

Geom Mugeuk soothed their hearts. "Around this time, at the tavern I frequent in the Demon Village, everyone will be drinking. They'll be worrying about money, children, work, and people. They'll have all sorts of worries, but at least they won't be worrying that martial artists from the Evil Alliance will burst through the tavern door and kill them. Why? Because you all are protecting this Jiangxi Branch."

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his sincere and honest feelings. "I know we give you the best treatment, but it's still not enough. With your skills, you could go out and earn ten times more, but in exchange, you wouldn't get the honor of being the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's most elite, the Demonic Sword Squad. You might ask if honor puts food on the table, but you must live on honor. Because you are the ones who use that honor to let others eat in peace."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk added one last thing. "Even if no one else recognizes you, I will."

Pride and determination filled the eyes of the Demonic Sword Squad martial artists. What did it matter if it was just words of comfort? It was comfort from none other than the man who would become the Cult Leader.

"We will pledge our lives and our loyalty."

The comfort for them was not the end, but just the beginning.

"Now, everyone, follow me."

Both the Demonic Sword Squad and the Branch martial artists followed Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk also spoke to Jo Yang. "Lead the way."

"Me?"

"This is the stage where you're the main character. You have to go."

Jo Yang understood. Geom Mugeuk intended to take all of them to Cheokpae's manor. It wasn't because he thought highly of Cheokpae.

It was because Geom Mugeuk had said this to Lim Jeong of the All-Knowing Hall.

"Send word to the Evil Alliance. Tell them it's the Jiangxi Branch's unity rally day, so they are not to touch us for today."


Chapter 300: Today, We Forget All Worldly Cares

Have I ever had an experience like this while living in the jianghu?

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult walked right beside him. The Demonic Cult's Branch Manager followed, with the Demonic Sword Squad—the cult's finest—behind them. The demons of the Branch brought up the rear.

Have I ever walked while leading such a group?

Jo Yang felt like he was dreaming. A strange sense of pride swelled within him, and it felt good.

Then, fear suddenly struck him. Any single one of these people could cause an uproar among ordinary martial artists.

As fearful thoughts arose, Jo Yang glanced at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk was the same person who first came to borrow money, even now that Jo Yang knew he was the Young Cult Leader. He wasn't arrogant or intimidating. How can a person be like that?

Still, Jo Yang didn't dare start a conversation with him.

It was nice when we could talk comfortably. It was nice when Geom Mugeuk was a debtor.

While lost in these silly thoughts, they arrived at Cheokpae's manor.

Jo Yang lowered his voice and whispered, "I'll have them open the gate."

Before he could finish his sentence, a demon from the Demonic Sword Squad stepped forward.

KABOOM!

The demon smashed the gate, and the others surged inside.

Swordsmen appeared from all directions, flinching in surprise. The demons of the Demonic Sword Squad unleashed their demonic qi, revealing their identities.

"All of you, leave if you don't want to die."

The swordsmen hesitated, looking at each other.

The demon who had warned them swung his sword. A single line of sword qi shot past the swordsmen and sliced through a stone pagoda in the flower garden behind them.

A single stone pagoda saved everyone. The swordsmen scrambled toward the entrance. The demons kicked them from behind, driving them all out. They fled, clutching their heads.

The Demonic Sword Squad was unstoppable. They smashed the second gate and entered as hidden weapons rained down from the rooftops.

The demons in the lead lightly swung their swords, deflecting the projectiles.

"From now on, if you throw even one more hidden weapon, you die."

The attackers on the roof froze. They only just realized their opponents were demons.

"You bastards, you should see who you're throwing at," Geom Mugeuk remarked as he passed. The demons followed him. The men on the roof fled in the opposite direction.

Jo Yang watched, bewildered by the unfamiliar sight.

He knew demons were fearsome, but he never imagined this. He had been terrified every time he passed this place. For the demons, Cheokpae's fortress was just a walking path.

Beyond the next gate, a dozen martial artists blocked their way.

These were the men Cheokpae boasted about, calling them masters of joint attacks. Jo Yang remembered Cheokpae saying they cost hundreds of taels a month, his tone a mix of lament and pride. Cheokpae spared no expense to protect his own life with the money he squeezed from others.

The martial artists formed a sword formation. The Demonic Sword Squad simply walked forward as a group.

"Shall we show you what a real joint attack is?"

The Demonic Sword Squad didn't even need to form a sword formation to intimidate them. The clustered group of martial artists scattered in all directions. Jo Yang saw this and shook his head.

Why in the world did he spend hundreds of taels a month?

Of course, Jo Yang understood. He could imagine the terror of the Demonic Sword Squad pushing their way in.

The demons seemed to be intimidating people randomly, but they moved with order. They looked like they were just walking, but they thoroughly surveyed their surroundings. When one person moved, another filled the empty spot, maintaining their formation. Their tactics varied with the terrain and the opponent. These were skilled movements born from long training.

Three masters stood at the final gate. They looked like they cost not hundreds, but thousands of taels.

"We are the Jiangxi Ghost Trio. Who dares!"

Just then, the first of the three ghosts recognized Branch Manager Hojyung.

"Why are you?"

Hojyung put a finger to his lips in a shushing gesture. He shook his head with an expression that said now was not the time for them to step in. That gesture was a sufficient warning.

"Thank you for letting us pass."

Even a hundred ghosts could not have faced them, let alone three. Thankful for being spared, the three ghosts also left.

They reached the inner court without spilling a single drop of blood.

The last gate was open. Cheokpae waited in the courtyard.

He bowed with the calmest face he could manage.

"I'm honored to meet such esteemed guests."

Cheokpae hadn't fled because he misunderstood the situation.

He thought the real demons had arrived after dealing with the impersonator. Since Jo Yang was with them, it was a natural conclusion.

"If you'd sent word in advance, there wouldn't have been such a mistake. My subordinates have committed a great discourtesy. I apologize."

Cheokpae carefully observed his visitors. He saw Branch Manager Hojyung was present. He also confirmed the Demon Sword Commander was not there.

He had thought Jung Ak would use the Branch Manager when he asked him to handle this matter. It seemed Jung Ak had indeed used the Branch Manager for today's affair.

He's taking all the money for himself!

Cheokpae found the situation strange. The Hojyung he knew didn't accept bribes. Why is this man here?

Cheokpae glanced at Jo Yang. He had sent Jo Yang along, secretly hoping they would die together.

He's a tough one to kill. Fine, you can just work until you die.

Cheokpae's eyes asked, What is this situation? What could Jo Yang say? He simply turned his head and avoided Cheokpae's gaze.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk held out a coin to Cheokpae.

"Here, take it."

"What is this?"

"It's the interest."

Cheokpae's heart sank. He remembered the two coins placed on his subordinates' corpses. An ominous premonition washed over him.

"I said take it."

The moment Cheokpae absentmindedly took the coin.

WHOOOOSH.

SLAM!

The coin grew heavy, slamming his hand into the ground.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He screamed, but no one came to help him.

"Now, there's one more. Take this one too."

Cheokpae looked up at Geom Mugeuk with a pained expression.

"Why, why are you doing this?"

"What do you mean why? You borrowed money, so you're paying the interest."

"You don't have to accept it."

"You have a pleasure palace, don't you? You need to receive interest to maintain it, no?"

"Please forgive me! Please spare me!"

But he couldn't refuse. An unseen power forced his other hand open.

WHOOOOSH!

SLAM!

His other hand was also crushed.

Cheokpae lay face down with his palms up, as if bowing to the heavens. He had lived his entire life without knowing pain and now made a huge fuss.

Jo Yang understood.

Geom Mugeuk made Cheokpae receive the coins this way instead of killing him immediately to show him something. To show him that the stories contained within the interest he would receive from now on were this heavy.

Jo Yang bowed his head with a look of understanding.

Then, Geom Mugeuk lightly struck out with his palm.

THWACK!

Cheokpae's head shattered, and he died instantly. It was the end of a life lived for money, a life that had ruined countless others. He had earned so much, yet his death was lonely and left nothing behind.

Geom Mugeuk summoned all the subordinates from the moneylender business.

After lining them up, he introduced Jo Yang.

"From now on, the owner of the moneylender business is Jo Yang. Anyone with a complaint can leave right now. I'll let you go alive."

A few men who were on bad terms with Jo Yang left. Those who had wanted to quit this line of work also took the opportunity to leave.

Geom Mugeuk gave a stern warning to those who remained.

"From now on, follow the new chief's orders well."

"......"

Just like that, the owner of the moneylender business changed overnight.

Hojyung was inwardly impressed by Geom Mugeuk's decisive actions. These were not things one could do simply by having high martial arts. This was the path of someone who knew exactly what he was doing and what he had to do next.

"Well then, let's all have a drink together today."

It was a joyful day for Hojyung as well, but he couldn't hide his concern.

"The core of our Cult's Jiangxi Branch is all here today. Shouldn't we send at least some of the forces back?"

"Are you worried the Evil Alliance might try something?"

"I sent them a separate notice, so I doubt that'll happen... but still, this is a first."

Since his appointment, Hojyung must have worried about the Evil Alliance every day. It was natural for him to be tense in a situation like this.

"You don't have to worry. The Evil Alliance isn't the same Evil Alliance of the past."

Geom Mugeuk's confidence came from his trust in Bi Sayin. If Bi Sayin heard this news, he would take his subordinates to a tavern, not an armory.

A large drinking party was set up in the training ground.

All the fine liquor Cheokpae had collected was brought out. All sorts of dishes were ordered from the famous inns and taverns in the market.

They had almost never gathered like this to drink. It was the first time the demons of the Branch and the Demonic Sword Squad had mingled together.

Once everyone's cup was filled, Geom Mugeuk raised his high and shouted.

"Alright, today, let's forget all worldly cares and drink to our heart's content!"

Everyone drank their liquor heartily.

The Demonic Sword Squad demons looked at Geom Mugeuk with extreme favor. They respected him for the comfort he had offered earlier and for his overwhelming martial arts.

Geom Mugeuk mingled with them comfortably.

He told them stories about the Headquarters and the Demon Supremes. Their eyes especially sparkled at the stories about the Demonic Army, whom the Demonic Sword Squad considered their rivals.

The demons lost track of time, captivated by Geom Mugeuk's broad experience from the Central Plains to the Outer Regions and his unique wit.

Even amidst all that, Jo Yang sat next to Geom Mugeuk without moving a muscle. He didn't even go to relieve himself. What if someone else takes my seat while I'm away, and I have to sit among the demons? I'd rather wet myself! He desperately defended his spot.

After chatting with the demons, Geom Mugeuk went over to Hojyung, who was drinking quietly by himself. He left Jo Yang behind. Jo Yang, trying to follow, wore the expression of someone left alone in hell.

"It's tiring playing with the kids."

Hojyung laughed at his words. Geom Mugeuk laughed as well.

"I'm the youngest one here by age, yet I'm saying this, aren't I?"

"Just listening to you, you sounded like the oldest person here. When on earth did you have all those experiences?"

"They're just things I've picked up here and there."

The two men emptied their cups. Hojyung poured Geom Mugeuk a drink and asked.

"But how did you remember what happened to me back then?"

"The moment I saw you, Branch Manager, I remembered that day at the President's banquet. Your words were impressive, and you have the same face as you did back then."

"What are you talking about. I've gotten much older."

This time, Geom Mugeuk filled Hojyung's cup.

"It must be hard for you, trying to take care of every little detail."

"It's my personality, what can I do? I can't sleep if I just leave things be."

As a man of principle, Hojyung must feel a certain sorrow. He suffered the unique hardship of being criticized for doing things he believed were for the good of everyone. How could he not wish for a comfortable life?

Geom Mugeuk emptied his cup and said, "Isn't there a time when hardship, after you've done it for a long time, becomes a source of strength?"

He had experienced that feeling when gathering materials for the Great Dharma before his regression.

At first, it was so hard and lonely. Back then, he would fall asleep with this hope. Tomorrow will be better.

As time passed, he began to think differently. Tomorrow will be hard too. It's harder because I'm trying to avoid the hardship. Tomorrow will be hard, and the day after will be hard too. It's not just me, everyone is having a hard time.

When more years had passed, he realized. In the end, that hardship had made him grow the most. It was a loathsome enemy and his only friend.

"That's why you look strong, Branch Manager."

Hojyung looked at Geom Mugeuk's deep gaze, which didn't match his age. He felt that Geom Mugeuk, too, had gone through many hardships. Yes, he must have gone through all sorts of things while fighting for succession to become the Young Cult Leader.

"Stay strong, Young Cult Leader!"

"Let's both stay strong!"

The two men talked late into the night about the affairs of the Jiangxi Branch. Geom Mugeuk silently listened to everything Hojyung had to say.


He found Jo Yang in the backyard.

Jo Yang was sitting alone in front of a bonfire, avoiding the demons.

"What are you doing?"

"Ah, I was just sitting here."

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him.

"Everyone's a good drinker."

"That's because you haven't seen the Drunken Demon."

The Drunken Demon and those other demons who drank without getting tired were people from another world.

But Jo Yang felt he would miss this person in front of him. He was the person furthest away, even within that other world.

"Will I be able to see you again, Young Cult Leader?"

"I don't know either. We might see each other often, or we might not see each other again until we die."

"I'll be working diligently, so if you come to Jiangxi, please be sure to stop by. I'll be sure to send in the work-related reports without fail."

"Jo Yang."

"......"

Jo Yang's face was flushed red, either from the firelight or his nervousness.

"Someday, a crisis will come. That crisis will tempt you with these words. Ah, what the hell, you only live once, right? Jo Yang, your sins are already great, so I can't forgive you if you do something stupid. So if such a temptation arises, come find me."

"Are you telling me to come to the Demonic Cult Headquarters?"

"Yes, come and ask for me at the main gate."

Jo Yang briefly imagined the scene. He saw himself standing at the main gate of the Demonic Cult Headquarters, saying, 'I've come to see the Young Cult Leader.' Then the demons at the gate would ask, 'Who are you?' No, since he was a guest of the Young Cult Leader, they'd ask, 'Who might you be?' Then he'd say, 'I'm a moneylender from the distant land of Jiangxi.' Ah, I don't really want to imagine what comes next.

"I'll have to work my butt off so that I don't have a reason to visit you."

Geom Mugeuk laughed along with Jo Yang's joke. A Young Cult Leader who laughed like this.

"Here, this is a final gift."

Geom Mugeuk handed him two taels.

Jo Yang respectfully accepted the money. It was the two coins he had continuously received since meeting Geom Mugeuk. This was the last time.

Clutching the coins tightly, Jo Yang asked, "Why are you being so good to me, someone who is nothing more than a mere moneylender?"

"I hear that a lot," Geom Mugeuk said, staring at the bonfire.

"I guess that's just the kind of person I am."

Jo Yang abruptly stood up and gave Geom Mugeuk a deep bow.

"I will never forget the grace you've shown me by giving me a new life. I don't know if I'm a Song Chung, a maggot, or a larva, but whatever I become, I will definitely try to spread my wings at least once."

Geom Mugeuk silently watched embers leap from the bonfire, dancing as they flew up.


Two days later, Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to Hojyung and the other demons of the Jiangxi Branch.

"Are you returning to the Headquarters?"

"If I stay any longer, I'll just be a hindrance to your work."

When Hojyung remained silent, Geom Mugeuk joked playfully.

"You really seem to think so."

"You're not someone I can order around."

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"The Headquarters will be appointing a new Demon Sword Commander soon."

"I suppose I'll have to fight another hard battle then."

The day will come when hardship becomes strength.

Geom Mugeuk conveyed the words he had said that day with his eyes.

As long as Hojyung was here, there was no need to worry about the Jiangxi Branch.

Then, the Jiangxi Branch inspection is complete.


After bidding farewell to the Jiangxi Branch, Geom Mugeuk visited the home of the horseman Pyeon Jung.

"I'm looking for a skilled horseman."

Pyeon Jung had just heard from the moneylender that he no longer had to repay his debt. They said the money he had paid over the principal would be returned after calculating the interest on the Red Orb.

At the unbelievable news, he had hugged his wife and wept buckets. Their children, not knowing what was happening, had cried along with them.

Pyeon Jung, his eyes swollen, could tell. He didn't know how it happened, but the man in front of him was the one who had done it.

Pyeon Jung bowed his head, conveying his deep gratitude in his heart.

"Where shall I take you?"

Then came the most perilous destination in Pyeon Jung's history as a horseman.

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters."

When he was first asked to go to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Jiangxi Branch, Pyeon Jung's heart had dropped.

But now, he was not afraid. Instead, he smiled brightly and repaid the favor with what he did best.

"I will take you to your destination safely."


Chapter 301: Only for the One with a Connection

The journey with Pyeon Jung was incredibly pleasant. I trained in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art in the carriage Pyeon Jung skillfully drove, and we stopped at delicious inns to eat. Just like on the way there, we stopped the carriage to admire any scenic spot we found. We saw a rainbow rising over a waterfall, and I listened to the coachman's life story over a drink.

After we arrived at the Demon Village, I paid Pyeon Jung for his return trip as well.

"There are many vicious demonic practitioners here, so it's dangerous to take a passenger on your way back. This money isn't for you. It's for you to buy your kids a new set of clothes, so don't disregard my sincerity."

Pyeon Jung looked like he had much to say, but he settled for just one sentence.

"I'll eagerly await the day I can serve you again."

I would probably never see this man again, but human connections are unpredictable. Who knows if a day will come when I ride in the carriage of a white-haired Pyeon Jung.

"Travel safely on your way back."

After sending Pyeon Jung off, I entered the Demon Village.

"Ah, this is great! This smell!"

The unique scent of the Demon Village welcomed me. I finally felt like I was home.

"Young Cult Leader!"

The person running toward me was Jo Cheonbae of the Alluring Inn. Jo Cheonbae ran so enthusiastically that I worried he might fall.

"Innkeeper, have you been well?"

"When did you return?"

"I've just arrived. Seeing our innkeeper as soon as I get here must mean I'll have great luck today."

"Aigoo, please don't say that! Who am I to deserve such words."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands dismissively, but he was beaming. Seeing Jo Cheonbae really made me feel like I was back.

Jo Cheonbae was on his way to the Alluring Inn with a cart full of ingredients.

"You buy the ingredients yourself."

"Of course. I personally select each fresh ingredient myself. Now, let's get going."

Just as Jo Cheonbae was about to push the cart, I had him sit on it.

"Let's sit and go together."

I sat next to Jo Cheonbae at the front of the cart.

Jo Cheonbae blinked and asked, "If we both sit, who's going to pull the cart?"

"We pull it with our hearts."

Thinking I was joking, Jo Cheonbae laughed. "I'll push you. Please, try riding in my cart for the first time!"

The moment Jo Cheonbae tried to get off, the cart began to move on its own.

"Aigoo! It's moving by itself!"

Of course, I was moving the cart with telekinesis. Jo Cheonbae found it fascinating and exclaimed in admiration repeatedly.

"I've worked at the tavern since I was young and have experienced all sorts of things, but this is a first for me."

"Actually, it's a first for me too."

"Is it alright to use your precious inner arts for something like this, Young Cult Leader?"

"Those precious inner arts are always used on trash. If anything, this is the most precious task they've been used for."

Jo Cheonbae looked at me and said, "If I were a martial artist, I would've definitely served you, Young Cult Leader."

"I would hate that."

Jo Cheonbae tensed, worried he had misspoken. I smiled and spoke to him.

"Then the Alluring Inn wouldn't exist, would it? I have plenty of subordinates, even if you're not one of them."

A deep smile formed on Jo Cheonbae's lips.

And so, we arrived at the Alluring Inn.

I went up to the second-floor seat where I always sat and drank.

"Do you still keep this place empty?"

"Yes, it's a spot for you, Young Cult Leader, and other special guests."

"Isn't this a loss for you, innkeeper?"

"I've spent my whole life struggling just to avoid losses like that. It's about time I had some fun like this."

Jo Cheonbae gazed fondly at the signatures of the Demon Supremes carved into the wall.

I looked at it with him and was startled.

"Father left one too!"

"He came about a month after you left the Cult, Young Cult Leader."

"Did he come alone?"

"Yes, he came twice, and both times he was alone."

I pictured Father sitting here alone, drinking.

Leaving a signature there couldn't have been an easy thing for him to do. How could I not love him for this? Father is truly Father.

"Would you like a drink?"

"I have to greet Father first. I'll stop by later."

"Then I'll see you later."

My steps quickened as I left the Alluring Inn. After seeing Father's signature, I wanted to see him even more.


In front of the Heavenly Demon Hall, the head of the bodyguards, Cheokyeon, was waiting. It seemed word of my return had already spread.

Cheokyeon quickly scanned me from head to toe, checking for any injuries.

"I'm relieved you've returned safely."

Cheokyeon must have been angry that I had sent the bodyguards away and gone to the Jiangxi Branch alone, but his eyes showed only relief at my safe return.

"You'll have to get used to this. We have a long road ahead."

"No matter what you say, it's not something one can easily get used to."

He was right. If I died, they would have to take full responsibility.

As Cheokyeon was about to turn away, I asked him, "How's your eye?"

"It's fine."

"Let me see."

This time, Cheokyeon obediently removed his eyepatch without any argument. The red energy in his eye suggested he had made progress in his training.

"Once you get past this critical point, you'll enter a stage where the pain lessens."

I placed my palm over Cheokyeon's eye and infused it with a gentle qi.

"I'm the one who can best tell when the state of your martial arts changes, Young Cult Leader."

"Does it feel different?"

"Yes, it feels different from the last time you checked on it."

His eye minutely sensed changes that I myself could not even perceive.

"When on earth do you train?"

"I might look like a slacker, but I'm surprisingly diligent. I trained the whole way here in the carriage."

Although I said that, I did not think the change came from practicing the Heavenly Demon Defense Art in the carriage.

Did it not change when I watched the sunset with Pyeon Jung?

Did it not change when I placed a coin in Jo Yang's hand?

Did it not change when I was listening to the troubles of Branch Manager Hojyung?

I still believe that for martial arts to change, one's life and one's self must change first.


Finally, the father I had longed to see was sitting in the distance. I strode down the path of blood to the foot of the grand throne. Father was protecting our Cult, looking the same as ever.

"I have returned. Have you been well in my absence?" I greeted Father with proper etiquette.

Whenever I leave and return, I always see Father first. I have done this many times, offering the same greeting, but the emotion in my heart feels different each time. The more I do it, the happier and more pleased I am to see Father.

"Every time you leave, you return with blood on your hands."

In Hunan, and in Jiangxi. There was no room for excuses.

"Isn't it all because I take after you, Father?"

A sneer touched Father's lips. It was so good to see that sneer after such a long time.

Father had changed a lot, too. He used to be someone who only ever looked down from that grand throne.

"Let's go out for a walk."

These days, Father enjoys walking with me like this.

I followed Father out of the Heavenly Demon Hall. We walked together along a small path built through the rear garden.

"I met a good coachman and learned of many excellent inns. There are hidden gems in the most unexpected places. I'll take you to all of them later."

I did not talk about the people who died by my hand. Father would have already received a report through the All-Knowing Hall anyway. I wanted to tell Father about things like this.

I wanted to tell him where the scenic spots were and where to find a teahouse with a good atmosphere. I wanted to tell him how people were living. Just as Father had come from his grand throne to this rear garden, I now wanted to go out into the Central Plains with him.

"Do you know how much interest King Yama Loan is charging these days? They're crazy bastards."

I told him about King Yama Loan and relayed the conversations I had with the martial artists of the Demonic Sword Squad.

"If you personally send a gift to the Demonic Sword Squad, their morale will rise significantly."

"I will."

When Father readily agreed, I could not help but joke.

"Your favoritism is too much."

"What favoritism?"

"You're so different toward me as the Young Cult Leader compared to when I was the Second Young Lord."

"I have to be. That's how you'll know how precious your position is. Why? Should I treat you like I used to?"

"You mean back in the days when my handsome face was almost pierced by your finger qi bullet? No, thank you!"

I really like moving forward into this new relationship with Father.

Father paused his steps for a moment and gazed at the Great Sky Peak in the distance.

The thing I wanted to say to Father most was this.

"Next time, let's go out and have some fun together."

"If I make a move, the jianghu will be shocked."

"Let them be shocked. Stop protecting the Heavenly Demon Hall and now... go protect your own life, Father."

For a moment, I felt Father's back flinch.

I do not want Father's entry into the murim to become a war. I want his entry to be a pleasant journey.

"It's because I want to have fun with you, Father."

Father just silently gazed at the distant Great Sky Peak.

Right, how could even he not want to go out? No one can know the pressure of that seat without sitting in it.

"I hear the Fist Demon has a daughter now."

"I was surprised too. I didn't think Master would make such a decision."

"You did not intervene?"

"I may like to meddle in all sorts of things, but not this time. It's a matter between a parent and a child, how could I dare interfere?"

"It was unexpected."

Was Father the only one who was surprised?

"He seems like he'd live well even if left alone in the world, but he must have been lonely. What do you think? Would you like to have a daughter too, Father?"

For some reason, Father readily nodded.

"What if I disappeared and you got a daughter instead?"

Father nodded even more firmly.

"That's too harsh!"

It felt good to act playfully in front of Father after so long.

"Follow me."

Father led me deep into the rear garden of the Heavenly Demon Hall. We passed through all sorts of barriers that forbade outside intrusion and then through a series of secretly laid formations. Finally, I could see our destination. It was my first time here, and I was shocked when I read the sign.

The Heavenly Demon Vault.

He had brought me to the treasure vault of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Ah! This is my first time here."

I followed Father inside.

Countless weapons glittered with sharp edges. Miracle herbs and spiritual grasses exuded all sorts of fragrances, tempting anyone who entered. There were also innumerable dazzling jewels like night-illuminating pearls and the Antitoxin Bead.

As a martial artist, my eyes were first drawn to the weapons and miracle herbs.

There were swords, daos, and spears, but also axes, wheels, sickles, rulers, fans, brushes, and needles. Truly, all kinds of divine weapons were on display. Every single one was a divine weapon that would cause a storm of blood if it appeared in the murim.

That was not all. Among the miracle herbs, there was not a single Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Only the highest-grade miracle herbs and spiritual grasses, like the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, were stored here, sorted by their yin and yang properties.

Eight miracle herbs were stored separately.

"These ones here are miracle herbs that will be immediately distributed to the Demon Supremes if a war breaks out."

There were also poisons and hidden weapons for use in war. The hidden weapons were forbidden weapons, banned from use in the murim. The poisons were for mass destruction, capable of taking hundreds, even thousands of lives at once. Entire bottles of the expensive imperceptible poison were there. Just seeing the amount of poison prepared sent a chill down my spine.

If a war broke out, these poisons would be delivered straight to the Poison King, wouldn't they?

In one corner, protective armors were piled up. Stacked like that, they looked like cheap martial arts uniforms from a marketplace, but each one was a protective armor difficult to obtain in the murim. These, too, would be distributed to the Demon Supremes and the heads of each organization if a war broke out.

Father was steadily preparing for war.

Father, I respect you more than anyone, but we can't have a war.

Father knows how I feel. Nevertheless, he is showing me this to persuade me.

That this is the path you and I must walk.

Then, Father said something unexpected.

"Choose one from among these."

His words were truly something I had never expected.

"It is my gift to the Young Cult Leader."

Because it was such an unexpected gift, the feeling was even more moving.

After becoming the Young Cult Leader, I had heard 'Young Cult Leader' countless times, but now I felt like I had truly become the Young Cult Leader.

"Can I really choose anything from here?"

"Once you become the Heavenly Demon, it will all be yours anyway. Of course, for now, it's just one."

Choosing one among these priceless treasures was a heart-pounding affair.

Which of these would be the most helpful to me?

I walked past the weapons and miracle herbs and went to another area.

"Where are you going? There are no miracle herbs over there."

Father naturally assumed I would choose one of the miracle herbs. Since I had the Black Demon Sword, the treasured sword after the Heavenly Demon Sword, I did not need another weapon.

"Somehow, the fact that you showed me that area first makes me think there's something better over here."

I continued walking, looking at the items in the vault. There was truly a bit of everything. There was a cushion that replenished yin energy and an incense burner that boosted yang energy. There was even a mechanical doll that performed martial arts and a statue of a beautiful woman that danced. The mechanical doll's martial arts seemed to be at the ultimate level, and the dancing statue looked like it would perform an unparalleled movement art.

However, I kept walking past them.

There were all sorts of precious, splendid, and strange things, but nothing captured my heart.

Just as I was about to turn back, something caught my eye.

It was a square lump of iron, the size of my palm.

"What is this?"

"It's called a Secret Box."

The name implied it was a box, but there was no lid to be seen anywhere.

"What is it used for?"

"I do not know either."

When I looked back at Father, he shook his head with an expression that truly said he did not know.

"It's an item that has been passed down in our Cult for a long time. Nothing has been discovered about where or how it's used. Only the saying that it will open only for the one with a connection has been passed down."

"What about you, Father?"

Father nodded. "To me, it was nothing more than a lump of iron."

It opens only for the one with a connection.

Could this feeling of being drawn to it be that connection?

I wanted to choose this. More than anything else, this dull lump of iron caught my eye.

Even though I knew the chances were high that I was not the one with the connection, I still wanted to choose this among all these treasures. My deliberation was not long.

"I'll take this one."


Chapter 302: Now is the Time for Us to Get Stronger

"Are you serious?"

Father's single question held a deeper meaning. Are you really going to make such an uncertain choice? The box might have no affinity with me, and even if it did, something completely useless could emerge.

"If it has no affinity with me, I'll use it to bash an enemy's head in. Or I can just melt it down and forge a sword."

"Well, the choice is yours."

"I've only shown you my perfect side until now. I'll choose this to show you that I sometimes make mistakes."

I slowly reached my hand toward the Secret Box. The moment I carefully touched it, I let out a deep sigh.

"Ah!"

Hearing me, Father asked, "What's wrong?"

"When I picked this up, I was supposed to feel some kind of thrill, or hear a mysterious GUUUUUU ringing sound that only I could hear."

I sighed again. "I don't feel anything."

Father shook his head. "It was your choice. If you had looked between the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, you would've seen a vial containing a few drops of Blue Sky Stone Essence."

"No, right? Please tell me you're joking!"

I ran over to where the miracle herbs were. A vial of Blue Sky Stone Essence was truly there, nestled between the miracle and spiritual herbs. Its milky, brilliant glow seemed to mock me. You didn't see me?

"You should've told me sooner!"

"Why would I tell you when I was supposed to be hiding it?"

I looked at Father with a deliberately pained expression. "Don't tell me there's something else, is there?"

Father thoroughly enjoyed teasing me. "How could that be all in our Cult's treasury? There's also the Extreme Snow Ice Fruit."

I went to Father's side and said quietly, "Let me take it back."

"Impossible!"

Right, he wouldn't be Father if he let me take it back.

"Don't use these! Please leave them as they are! You have to save them until I become the Cult Leader! Father!"

I found it amazing that Father kept these in storage. Doesn't Father have any greed? He must be saving them for a decisive moment, not for now. As I expected, Father was painting a bigger picture.

I looked down at the Secret Box. "You bastard, you're more precious than the Blue Sky Stone Essence!"

I was just putting on a show for Father, but my instincts still drew me to this Secret Box. I didn't feel that heart-sinking feeling one gets after making the wrong choice.

This feeling that I would have chosen the Secret Box even if given another chance wasn't just foolish stubbornness trying to deny a wrong choice. This dull lump of metal was still intensely pulling me in.

Father was no different. He wore an expression that said 'serves you right for messing around', but he also seemed to be anticipating something. He wondered if I could solve the secret that he couldn't.

"It'll open when the time is right. It'll say something like, 'O destined one, you have chosen well! My pride was hurt when you compared me to that measly Blue Sky Stone Essence!'"

"Right. You have to live with at least that much hope."

I shouted 'O destined one!' once more and tucked the Secret Box into my robes.

Ah, why is this so heavy!

I left the Heavenly Demon Vault with Father. We talked as we walked back. In fact, I received a greater gift than the Secret Box today. The fact that Father gave me a congratulatory gift was the greatest gift of all.

"What are you going to do now?"

"I have to train. When I get tired of training, I'll hang out with the Demon Supremes. Even if you ask, 'Hanging out again?', I'll still hang out. Even if you ask, 'Aren't you sick of it?', I'll still hang out."

I glanced at Father and asked indirectly, "Should I call for you too when I hang out?"

Father scoffed but didn't tell me not to call him.

"Father, what I said earlier about wanting to hang out with you wasn't just empty words. Let's go hang out together soon. If Strategist Sama tries to stop us, we'll secretly run away together in the middle of the night. We'll just bolt using the Heavenly Demon Flight Step and the Swift Step."

In the end, Father never said, 'Let's do that'.

"Then I'll take my leave. Thank you so much for the gift."

I bowed politely and started to turn away when Father spoke. "Let's play a game of Go sometime soon."

I smiled widely. "You'll have to be on your toes from now on. My strategist has started learning Go."


As I left the Heavenly Demon Hall, the daytime bodyguards, including Cheokyeon, fell into line behind me with crisp steps. It was a silent greeting and a welcome.

"You've all been training hard."

I could tell the results just by their revealed auras and the way they walked. They had clearly gone through grueling training.

Right, let's all get stronger. Now is the time for all of us to get stronger.

I went straight to find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Elder!"

I started running toward him happily but stopped in my tracks. An unfamiliar scene unfolded before me. A flower garden had been created in the yard, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was meticulously pruning a flowering tree with his large Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Oh my! I thought I came to the Southern Blade Sect, but it seems I've arrived at the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. It's been a while, Sword Supreme. Why have you gotten so ugly?"

"Stop with the nonsense and go sprinkle some water over there."

"......"

It seemed he had been getting along well with the Flower Sword Supreme and learned how to grow flowers from her.

It didn't suit his appearance at all, but I knew. Tending a flower garden was a fitting task for the book-loving Blood Heaven Blade Demon. A certain softness existed behind his manliness.

"If you give too much water to one spot, it'll die. Water them evenly."

I did as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon instructed and watered another spot. "It seems you're getting along well with the Sword Supreme these days."

"She's busy, having fallen for martial arts training late in life. She won't even meet me, saying she doesn't want to show her face without makeup."

It seemed she had dedicated herself to martial arts since our last duel. For the Sword Supreme, who loved to dress up, to not wear makeup meant she was truly serious.

"It's because of you, isn't it?"

"It is not."

"What do you mean, 'it is not'? What's with this competitive spirit at her old age?"

There are things you only understand when you're old. Things you thought were nothing special when you were young look different now, don't they? Isn't that true for you too, Elder? Gifting a sword to a disciple and growing flowers? Would that have been conceivable in the past?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon added one more thing. "Don't just look after the mask-wearer. Take care of the drunkard too."

"The Drunken Demon Hyung-nim?"

"The day I returned, he was on the roof, drinking and waiting for you."

"Aigoo, my pathetic hyung. He must have been acting all miserable while drunk again."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said nothing more about the Drunken Demon. In fact, just looking out for him was a significant change.

"Alright, that's enough. That's it for today."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stopped pruning and went inside. When I tried to follow, he tried to chase me out.

"You've seen my face, so that's enough. You don't need to worry about me."

"I'm most comfortable and happy here."

"I'm uncomfortable. I'm more comfortable alone."

I quickly went inside and threw myself onto the bed, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's telekinesis stopped me mid-air.

"I'm the Young Cult Leader! The Young Cult Leader, I tell you!"

My body slowly flew toward the window.

"Not even if you become the Cult Leader! Go wash up, change your clothes, and lie down."

While the Blood Heaven Blade Demon changed, I sat by the window. A book he had been reading lay on the table. It was about how to tend a flower garden.

Although the book was completely unrelated to his blade arts, I believed his Heaven Destroying Dao would become even more powerful. Sometimes, one can gain enlightenment while pruning a flowering tree rather than cutting off an enemy's head.

Besides, if the Flower Sword Supreme sprinted ahead with her training, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wouldn't just stand by. He would run alongside her, if only to not lose. It wasn't what I intended, but everyone was getting stronger together.

"Elder. Do you know what this is?" I took the Secret Box from my robes and showed it to him.

I expected him to be curious, but he continued changing his clothes and spoke nonchalantly. "So it's the Secret Box."

"How do you know?"

"How would I not know? The Cult Leader made a huge fuss trying to solve its secret in his youth."

This confirmed that a young Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Father were once close. Their relationship seemed more distant these days.

Anyway, if Father made such a fuss himself, he should have tried to stop me. So typical of him.

"Why is that in your possession?"

"I received it as a gift for becoming the Young Cult Leader. No, I chose it."

"Even so, why did you have to choose that of all things?"

"'It only opens for one with whom it has an affinity.' How could I resist after hearing that? You would've chosen it too, Elder."

"I wouldn't have chosen it. A person as unlucky as me couldn't possibly have an affinity with a treasure."

That was what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said when we first met. That his life had been one of misfortune.

I stared at him intently. "But that's not true anymore, is it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly and nodded. "Now, I might choose it."

Of course, you should. You should, if only for my sake. I came running to see you right after seeing Father.

My gaze turned to the Secret Box. "One day, it'll suddenly open with a CLICK. I'm going to tell it 'Open, please open' every day until it does, so it'll open just because it's sick of hearing me."

After putting the Secret Box away, I stood up. "Well then, I'll be going. Don't forget that I still came to see you first, Elder."

"Showing off."

Though he said that, I knew the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was inwardly pleased.

After leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I returned to my own. I had planned to see the Fist Demon as well, but I postponed it until tomorrow. I didn't tell the bodyguards to rest. It was my first day back, and they must have wanted to be on duty.

"I'm counting on you!"

"Don't worry and get some good rest!"

I left the bodyguard duty to them and entered my residence. Even though I had been away for a while, it was cleaned spotlessly.

"Still, it's good to be home."

I lay on the bed and immediately went to sleep. I hadn't had a single day of deep sleep since leaving the Cult. I had substituted sleep with circulating my qi and poured all my remaining time into martial arts.

Today, I planned to sleep soundly and relieve my travel fatigue. No matter how much of a master one is, a long carriage journey is bound to be tiring.


When I woke up, it was already night. I slept deeply without a single dream and felt refreshed with a clear head. Lying down, I gazed for a moment at the night sky through the window. Come to think of it, the view from here is nice.

After rolling around in bed for a while, I went outside. The bodyguards had been replaced by the night shift.

"You're awake?" The person leading the night shift was Sam-ho.

"I'm hungry. I want to eat your mother's home cooking."

A smile naturally formed on Sam-ho's face. "I thought you might be hungry when you woke up, so I've prepared a light meal."

Another bodyguard brought the prepared meal to my room.

"Let's all go in and eat together."

"We've already eaten."

"How do you manage your meals?"

"We eat before the night shift begins, and we take turns eating in the early morning."

"Your days and nights are swapped, so don't just eat whatever. Eat properly. You'll ruin your stomach."

"Thank you for your concern."

"Don't just thank me with words. Make sure you do it!"

I went into the room and ate. He called it a light meal, but it was a proper meal. Not knowing when I would wake up, they had prepared dishes that would be fine even when cold. After eating, I drank a cup of warm tea. Sitting by the window, my mind grew calm.

It was a joy of daily life that I hadn't felt in a very long time. If there is joy in being with people, there is also happiness in being quietly alone like this. The more I joke around with people, the more precious my time alone becomes.

Then I recalled my life before my regression. Back then, I was so sick and tired of being alone. People are so fickle.

After finishing my meal, I took the Secret Box from my robes and placed it on my palm. I examined it carefully.

What could this be? If it's a box, what could be inside?

I shook the Secret Box. It just felt like a solid lump of metal, not a box. Father and the previous Heavenly Demons must have tried everything. Injecting qi, soaking it in water, applying heat.

So I planned to do nothing. They said it opens if there is an affinity, not when you solve a secret.

"Alright, if you don't want to open now, open whenever you feel like it."

As I was looking at the Secret Box, Sam-ho spoke from outside. "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon has come to see you."

I went outside and saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing under the moonlight, wearing his white mask.

"The Smiling Demon!"

"Young Cult Leader!"

"I was planning to visit you tomorrow. What brings you here?"

I was tense, wondering if something had happened, but his reason was truly unexpected.

"I came because I wanted to see you."

"!"

"Haven't you always been the one to visit me, Young Cult Leader? There should be times when I visit you too."

A surge of emotion washed over me. He was the one who always stood looking at a white wall whenever I visited. No matter how much it helped his training, I always felt bad about him being alone in an empty room.

But now, he had come out of that room on his own to find me. Today, Father stepped down from the Grand Tutor's chair, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came out of the white room.

The bodyguards standing guard looked surprised. They probably never dreamed that the fearsome Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would say such a thing.

"What about your trip outside the Cult?"

"Thanks to your concern, the trip went well."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze had grown deeper.

"Somehow, your aura feels different, Smiling Demon."

"Thanks to the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng you gave me, Young Cult Leader, I have made an achievement in my martial arts. Thank you very much."

"How could that be because of a mere ginseng? It's thanks to your efforts, Smiling Demon."

The Smiling Demon laughed out loud, perhaps finding the expression 'mere ginseng' amusing. "I've seen your face, so that's enough."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon immediately bid farewell, as if he had truly come just to see me.

There are times when a single action is more moving than a hundred words. This was one of those times.

I went to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's side as he turned to leave and walked with him.

"What do you mean, that's enough? We haven't seen each other in a long time, we can't part like this. I'm going to hang out with you all night, Smiling Demon. I've already declared to Father that I'm going to have fun."

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "Judging by how things have been, I don't know if the fate of murim will let you have fun, Young Cult Leader."

Even without something as grand as fate, I probably wouldn't be able to just hang out. Of course, today was an exception.

"Then we'd better hurry. Before that bastard called fate gets in the way."


Chapter 303: Our Relationship is as Light as a Feather

I was with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon atop a giant stone statue in the great training ground.

I sat on the fingertip of the demonic statue's outstretched hand while the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood beside me. Below us, the grand and splendid nightscape of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult spread out in a single glance.

He had suggested we play all night, but what would we do? For the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and me, simply being together like this was our way of playing.

Suddenly, I recalled my first meeting with him.

I remembered his figure standing alone, almost assimilated into the white room, and the first words I had said to him.

[What are you looking at?]

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had replied.

[I was looking at nothing.]

Now, I asked him again.

"What are you looking at?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered.

"I'm watching someone slack off. Do you see that guy with the torch down by the western wall? He was supposed to patrol back and forth, but he's been squatting in the middle and resting for a while now."

I laughed aloud at the unexpected answer. His change made me happy.

My Divine Eye Technique let me see the bored expression on the ant-sized martial artist. My telepathy flew toward him. It was the Thousand-Li Telepathy, a technique I could now use since my inner arts and martial studies had reached a certain realm.

[You should stop slacking off. A scary person is watching you.]

At my telepathy, he shot up and resumed his patrol.

"He must have heard what you said, Smiling Demon. His hearing is sharp."

Despite my joke, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not hide the surprise in his eyes. He realized I had sent a Thousand-Li Telepathy. After all, he knew my skills best.

Our gazes returned to the man, whose discipline had suddenly sharpened. As he patrolled back and forth twice, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke abruptly.

"If it weren't for you, Young Cult Leader, I would have died back then."

Making someone indebted to you can certainly lead a relationship in your favor. A life debt is the ultimate advantage.

However, I did not want that kind of connection with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I actually thought this life debt was a hindrance to our relationship.

"If it weren't for me, you wouldn't have been in danger of dying in the first place."

I stood up from my seated position and looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I conveyed my true feelings to him.

"I hope you don't think you owe me a life debt, Smiling Demon."

"......"

"Because then the relationship becomes heavy. The moment you think you owe someone, the relationship gets distorted. When you want to complain or curse someone out, you can't, right? But I want to. If you do something wrong, Smiling Demon, I'll curse you out without hesitation, and I want to hear those curses too. I want you to curse me when I'm wrong. I don't want a relationship where we hold back just because 'he's the one who saved my life.'"

Seeing the look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes deepen, I continued.

"I believe that truly long-lasting relationships are as light as a feather. Like a feather that spins into the air when the wind blows and gently flutters back down when the wind stops. I don't want to build an impregnable fortress with you, Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It might feel good at first, like the relationship is firm, but later, those bricks will become a burden. You'll think, 'What should I do to impress him this time?' or feel the disappointment of, 'I thought we were this close, but this is all he thought of me?' I just hope our relationship can be as light as a feather, so we can see each other comfortably until the day we die."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with a clear light.

Until the day we die.

I hoped he would understand that the core of my words lay in that phrase. I hoped he would realize this was a relationship I wanted to maintain until the very end.

And the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon understood my true feelings well.

"I almost died because of you, Young Cult Leader. Buy me a drink later."

This is why I like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I answered with a wide smile.

"That's right. Let's make time to go see the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sometime."

That was the one place where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could become the Smiling Demon and drink with the most ease.

And so, we stood on the fingertip of the demonic statue, watching the night deepen over the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.


The next morning, I first visited the Eastern Fist Garrison. After seeing Father and meeting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, I had to greet my Master.

"Master!"

At the Fist Demon's residence, a scene as unfamiliar as the one in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's flower garden unfolded.

The Fist Demon and Lee Ahn were dueling.

He was not teaching her fist techniques. He countered Lee Ahn's Soaring Sky Sword Art with his Thunder Arhat Fist.

Could there be any training more helpful than a real fight with the Fist Demon? I felt she would achieve complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art faster than I thought. Once she did, no ordinary master could kill her, unless they were a Demon Supreme.

Everyone I met was immersed in martial arts. It made me think that perhaps our approaching destiny was pushing us into a great battle.

Since I knew both martial arts well, watching the duel naturally led to a hypothesis.

What if it were me?

I became the protagonist of the duel. I was Lee Ahn wielding her sword, then the Fist Demon throwing his punches. My own form overlapped with their fight. Sometimes my movements mirrored theirs, and other times I performed different moves entirely.

At the end of that imagination, I even pictured myself fighting both of them at once. I fought the Fist Demon with the Soaring Sky Sword Art and fought Lee Ahn with fist techniques.

A fierce two-on-one battle.

When the fight ended, I stored away the enlightenment I had gained. At my current level, I gained martial achievements like this even from a duel I watched without any particular thought.

When I opened my eyes, the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn had finished their duel and were looking at me. They probably thought I had closed my eyes to avoid watching.

"Master."

"You're here?"

After I exchanged greetings with the Fist Demon, Lee Ahn greeted me cheerfully.

"Young Master."

"Lee Ahn. You can't go easy on him just because he's your father!"

I could feel Lee Ahn wanted to retort to my joke, but she tried hard to hold it back in front of the Fist Demon.

If it had just been the two of us, she probably would have joked, 'Ah! Must I defy even the laws of heaven and family to become stronger?'

"Father is very envious of you, Master."

"Me?"

"That you gained a daughter. To be honest, I would be too. Me or my brother? Lee Ahn is a hundred times better."

Lee Ahn's face flushed slightly.

"Did the Cult Leader really say that?"

Ever since Father had permitted Lee Ahn to learn the Soaring Sky Sword Art, he had become an absolute being to her.

"He might even challenge you to a match soon, Master. To make that adopted daughter his daughter."

The Fist Demon played along with my banter.

"Tell him not to covet my daughter."

Since the Fist Demon was not the type to say such things, Lee Ahn's face flushed even redder with emotion.

"Well then, please talk."

Lee Ahn excused herself.

The Fist Demon led me out of his residence.

"There's somewhere we need to go."

We arrived in front of the lodgings for the members of the Eastern Fist Garrison. When the Fist Demon and I made a surprise visit, the members were startled.

All the passing members politely performed a clasped hands greeting and showed their respect.

"Tell everyone to come out."

At the Fist Demon's command, all members of the Eastern Fist Garrison gathered in the training ground. Everyone from the White Fists to the Green Fists, the Red Fists, and even the top masters of the Black Fists assembled. Cheon Sohwi was among them.

The Fist Demon had never come here and called an assembly like this, so all the members were tense.

As the Fist Demon raised his aura, the air grew cold and heavy. He was emphasizing the importance of his announcement. In that suffocating moment, he made a surprising declaration.

"From this day forward, I will take Cheon Sohwi as my second disciple and simultaneously decide that she will be the next Fist Demon."

Everyone was stunned by the unexpected declaration.

Cheon Sohwi was so shocked that she stood there blankly, her eyes wide and her mouth agape.

Belatedly coming to her senses, she knelt and showed her respects.

"I don't know what to do, being entrusted with such a weighty position despite my shortcomings. I will strive with all my might and never disappoint you."

Her voice trembled. She was probably so dazed she did not even know what she was saying.

After Lee Ahn became his adopted daughter, Cheon Sohwi would have been the most disappointed person. She must have thought that Lee Ahn would now become the Fist Demon's successor. That was why her surprise was so great.

"I believe you will do well."

At those words, Cheon Sohwi shed tears of emotion. I could feel the resolve she was making in that moment.

Everyone cheered and congratulated her. She was the most skilled in the Eastern Fist Garrison. Therefore, this decision followed the general consensus. While some might be inwardly dissatisfied, they would not dare to show it openly.

"Junior Sister, congratulations."

My congratulations would also lend great strength to this decision. After all, the next Cult Leader was congratulating her.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

"From now on, you should call me Senior Brother."

"...Senior Brother."

Having announced his successor so suddenly, the Fist Demon abruptly left. I followed him out.

"Why did you bring me along?"

"So that Sohwi will think you had an influence on this decision, of course."

It was a consideration for my sake. He had brought me along to imply that the next Fist Demon should serve the next Cult Leader well.

"To think my Master was such a meticulous person!"

Come to think of it, all the Demon Supremes possessed their own unique brilliance and meticulousness. They were people who had put in an amount of effort incomparable to that of an ordinary martial artist, and it was a position that could never be achieved with a clumsy personality.

"You did well. Junior Sister will become a more splendid Fist Demon than anyone."

I imagined Cheon Sohwi having inherited all of the Fist Demon's martial arts. It would be truly magnificent. She would become a person more suited for that position than anyone else.

"The Cult Leader was pleased when you returned to greet him, wasn't he?"

"He even showed me the Heavenly Demon Vault."

"He has acknowledged you as his true successor."

"I'm grateful for that, but..."

I paused my steps for a moment. I had something to say to the Fist Demon regarding the Heavenly Demon Vault. It was something I had to say to the Fist Demon, not any other Demon Supreme.

"Seeing the miracle herbs in the vault, I could tell that Father is preparing for war."

The Fist Demon said nothing. How could he, who had Father's trust, not know that fact? If a war were to break out, the Fist Demon would be the vanguard commander.

"I have a favor to ask of you, Master. It might be a very difficult favor."

"Speak."

"If Father decides to crush the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, he will reveal his intentions to you first among the Demon Supremes, Master."

The Fist Demon listened to my words in silence.

"I won't dare ask you to defy Father's will. Even if I did, you are not the kind of Master who would bend your principles."

"Then what is the favor?"

"Please let me know. I will be the one to persuade and stop Father, so just let me know."

This alone was an incredibly burdensome request. It would be tantamount to leaking such an important matter to me. Moreover, he could not know how I would stop Father.

Nevertheless, the Fist Demon accepted my request.

"I will tell you."

He said nothing else. He did not even make a show of how difficult a task this was. This was the true nature of the man called the Fist Demon.

"Thank you."

I also said nothing else and simply bowed my head respectfully.

After bidding farewell to the Fist Demon and leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, I found Lee Ahn waiting at the entrance.

"I couldn't ask comfortably earlier because Father was here. Did you handle the matter with the Jiangxi Branch well?"

I walked up to her, stared intently at her face, and asked.

"Honestly, you weren't worried about me at all, were you?"

"Ah! Was I supposed to be?"

She reacted as if it were a joke, but I could feel that she had not been worried at all.

"I miss the days when you would stomp your feet and worry only about me."

"Did I do that? I don't really remember."

She took my banter as a joke as well.

"The only thing I vaguely remember is someone saying, 'Find the happiness in your own life!'"

"I don't know who it was, but I doubt they meant for you to be this happy."

Knowing it was a compliment about how well she was doing, Lee Ahn smiled brightly.

"How does it feel to have a father?"

"It's bewildering. This is a moment when I need your advice, Young Master."

"I've never been a parent myself."

However, if the relationship between a parent and child is ultimately a relationship between two people, then this is what I wanted to tell Lee Ahn.

"If you try too hard to be good, it will be burdensome for your Master too. Think about it. He took you in as his daughter because he likes you, but you're trying too hard, watching his every move, and being all stiff. Would that be good? Or, you could be endlessly bright and cheerful. So funny that he can't help but laugh whenever he sees you. You might make mistakes along the way. That's fine. Why? Because you're his child. So, you should never miss a chance to be funny. Make your father laugh. I think you'll be able to find the answer to your relationship there."

Lee Ahn looked at me suspiciously.

"You have children, don't you? You have about five of them hidden somewhere, right?"

"Imagine five kids like me growing up? Ah, how horrible."

"Why horrible? I think it would be really reassuring."

Lee Ahn, who had spoken without thinking, blushed. It seemed that for a moment, she had imagined those children as hers and mine.

She quickly changed the subject.

"About the Ghost Shadow Squad's Second Division Leader. I was thinking of bringing over the younger sister of the Ghostly Sage we met before."

"Do as you see fit."

The moment had finally come for Seo Jin to enter my life. Whether she would actually come or not was up to Lee Ahn.

After parting with Lee Ahn and leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, someone spoke from a rooftop.

"Since you're so busy, when on earth are you planning to come to me?"

It was the Drunken Demon's voice.

I kept walking without looking up.

"Get in line."

I could feel the Drunken Demon walking along the rooftop, following me.

"The line is too long. Where are you going now? The Poison King? The Sword Supreme? First Young Lord? The Demonic Buddha? The Sanzu Hall Director? The Demonic Army General?"

He did not mention the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Fist Demon, or the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He already knew I had met them.

"Were you disappointed? That I didn't visit you first, Hyung?"

"Disappointed? You have to take care of the Elders first."

"Right, I would have gone if you waited. What's the rush that you came like this?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had told me that the Drunken Demon was waiting for me. That was why he had also told me to take care of him. For him to go this far, he clearly had something to talk to me about. I threw a joke that I could only make to the Drunken Demon.

"What is it? Did you make some kind of mistake while you were sober?"

The Drunken Demon gave a faint smile at my words.

Just as he was about to say something, he looked behind me and spoke.

"The line really is long. Let's talk later."

When I turned around, an unexpected person was walking this way. It was someone who was not even among those the Drunken Demon had just mentioned. She was none other than the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Cheong Seon.

She walked slowly toward me and said with a serious face.

"I have something I must urgently discuss with you, Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 304: What Are You Betting Your Life On?

I walked with Cheong Seon through the inner court.

"Like I've said before, I believe I only became a Demon Supreme thanks to you, Young Cult Leader."

"I appreciate that, but you became a Demon Supreme because of your own abilities."

"That's probably why I came to see you today, Young Cult Leader. You're someone who believes in me like this."

When we reached a secluded spot, I asked her.

"What is it?"

Cheong Seon struggled to speak. She had mustered the courage to come, but the words would not leave her lips.

Is it because of martial arts?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader taught her, but he is absent now. There must be many things she is struggling with.

Or? Could it be?

The name of a man connected to her came to mind.

She hesitated for a long time before finally speaking. I had hoped her problem was the former, but it was the latter.

"There's a man I dated before I became a Demon Supreme. He is Sa Woojong of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect."

In my life before returning, Sa Woojong was under the influence of soul-stealing arts when he tried to kill the Flower Sword Supreme, only to be killed in return. After his death, it was revealed that he had loved the Flower Sword Supreme as a woman, but at the time, the person who had cast the soul-stealing art on him was never discovered. Of course, I now know that person was Cheong Seon.

"After I rose to the position of Demon Supreme, I declared our breakup. Even so, he couldn't let go and kept lingering around me. After some time passed, I thought he had forgotten me and was living well, but he suddenly came to me the other day. He said that if I don't agree to see him again, he'll expose everything that happened while we were dating."

Sa Woojong. What a pathetic bastard. He resorted to blackmail instead of trying to succeed on his own.

"It happened before you became a Demon Supreme, so it shouldn't matter, should it?"

That was not the only threat.

"In the past, at his request, I stole my Senior Brother's fan. He's threatening to expose that as well."

At that time, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was periodically using the Great Mind Control Technique, which involved pulling out people's hearts to absorb their life force. The person who told me that fact was none other than Sa Woojong. Of course, he didn't tell me out of goodwill. His goal was to use the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme to keep me in check.

A corpse sacrificed to the Great Mind Control Technique was discovered, and along with the body, the fan of a Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme disciple was found. The person who stole it was Cheong Seon, at Sa Woojong's request. Regardless of his intentions, Sa Woojong helped me stop the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's evil deeds, and I couldn't kill him just for dragging the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme into it, so I let him live, and now, he has reappeared like this.

"If that gets revealed, my reputation will be tarnished."

If she were a completely established Demon Supreme, she would not be having this dilemma, but because she was still consolidating her power and growing her organization, she took this matter very seriously.

"To be honest..."

Demonic energy flared in her eyes. She did not hide her killing intent.

"I even considered getting rid of him."

"Why didn't you?"

Sa Woojong's swordsmanship is not ordinary, but it is no match for her soul-stealing arts now that she is a Demon Supreme. She could have lured him out and killed him without a trace.

"There are two reasons. First, a suspicion arose. This man is cautious and suspicious of everything, so why would he make such a reckless threat to me? He could be silenced by death for this."

That was certainly a strange point. The Sa Woojong I knew was also a cautious man who never revealed his true intentions. There must be a reason for such a person to suddenly act so recklessly.

"The second reason was something he said carelessly. 'Everyone has a weakness. You think the Sword Supreme doesn't?' The moment I heard that, I realized. Ah, this man holds the Flower Sword Supreme's weakness too. He's served the Sword Supreme for a long time, so it's certainly possible. That's when I felt this wasn't something I should handle myself. I realized I couldn't just kill him. The person who came to mind then was you, Young Cult Leader."

I smiled at her. She passed. I had just been thinking with the Fist Demon about how each Demon Supreme had their own brilliance and meticulousness. This was a perfect example.

She must have known instinctively that she should not handle it on her own and should tell me. Both reasons she gave were warnings not to be swayed by momentary emotions.

Her instincts must have also told her this was the way to grow closer to me. They were functioning well.

"You made a very good decision. I'll handle things from here."

Cheong Seon's tense expression relaxed. She could sleep soundly now, considering the results I had shown so far. She deserved that reward for her smart choice.

Before we parted, I said one more thing.

"You must know that the Demon Supremes most feared by the orthodox and unorthodox sects are the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Poison King. I hope that tradition of fear continues."

Cheong Seon silently bowed her head and left. That pride would be the greatest motivation for her efforts.

After she left, I walked in the opposite direction.

Is it a simple threat? Or does he really know the Sword Supreme's weakness? If there is a weakness, what could it be?

My heart grew cold. Those who try to achieve something by holding a weakness over someone are the worst of the worst.

With that, I headed for the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.


"The Sword Supreme isn't meeting anyone these days."

The demonic sword guarding the entrance spoke cautiously when I arrived. It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right. She was focused solely on her martial arts training.

"Just let her know that I am here."

"Yes, please wait a moment."

The demonic sword hurried inside.

While I waited, Sa Woojong happened to walk across the training grounds.

He saw me and bowed his head respectfully.

"My greetings are late. Congratulations on becoming the Young Cult Leader."

"It's been a while, Martial Artist Sa."

He looked the same as always. He used to be the one who dealt with visitors for the Flower Sword Supreme. Now, he was just an ordinary demonic sword, pushed from his position as second-in-command.

He bowed politely again and continued on his way. Who would know that behind that nonchalant act, he was blackmailing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? I let it slide last time, but this time will be different.

Just then, the demonic sword who had gone to report to the Flower Sword Supreme returned.

"She says you may enter."

If you want to know how hard someone is trying, you just have to see how they use their spare moments. A truly diligent person never wastes the time that we so carelessly let slip by.

Just as I trained in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art whenever I had a chance to sit down, the Flower Sword Supreme was the same.

She swung her sword in her front yard. Even in the short time between her subordinate's report and my arrival, she refused to waste a moment, using it to practice her swordsmanship.

The aura she exuded as she swung her sword was clearly different from before.

Everyone is really getting stronger.

However, what truly surprised me was not her martial arts accomplishment.

She had no makeup on her face at all. I had heard about it from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but I never imagined she would have a completely bare face like this.

She looked like a completely different person. Not that she was ugly without makeup, but the feeling she gave off was entirely different.

She sensed my surprise and looked slightly embarrassed.

"This is the first time. Showing my face without makeup to someone else."

I could tell.

She was not just showing me her face without makeup.

She was showing me her will. That she had changed. That she was no longer the Sword Supreme obsessed only with her former beauty. Look, my will. My will to face you even after removing my makeup.

"To see your bare face, Senior! It's an honor."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled faintly at my emotional exclamation.

"What honor? I'm just shabby and old."

"On the contrary, you're even more beautiful."

"Don't say such nonsense."

"It's not just flattery, you're truly more beautiful. So much so that I wonder why you wore such heavy makeup until now."

My persistence made her ask suggestively.

"Do you really mean that?"

"Has no one ever told you that?"

"Because I've never shown it to anyone."

It seems she had lived for a very long time thinking that her made-up face was naturally the beautiful one.

"You look far more charming now. Clean and elegant."

"What about these wrinkles?"

"They are as beautiful as the lines your sword created just a moment ago, Senior."

The Sword Supreme laughed pleasantly.

"As expected! The only person who can make me feel this good is the Young Cult Leader."

"I only spoke my honest thoughts."

No matter how much she applied makeup and adorned herself, could she ever match the beauty of Lee Ahn or Jin Haryong? However, compared to other middle-aged women at least, the Sword Supreme was overwhelmingly beautiful even without makeup. In that world, the Sword Supreme was the Lee Ahn and the Jin Haryong.

"I've felt this for a while, but you truly never seem to get tired. Even you must get exhausted taking care of people. How can you say such pleasant things?"

"It's because I'm a flatterer."

She shook her head and stared at me intently.

"Only those with high self-esteem can truly compliment someone. I'm envious of your self-esteem."

Judging by her appearance and aura, she seemed like she would have the highest self-esteem among the Demon Supremes, but at times like this, her self-esteem was at rock bottom.

"I believe that getting closer to the Demon Supremes is the path to my own strength. I think of every word I say as swinging my sword once, then twice. I train until my arm feels like it will fall off, so compared to that, this is easy."

"Isn't dealing with people more difficult?"

"Aren't you doing training that's too easy?"

"Ah! I suppose the intensity of my training was too low."

We looked at each other and laughed. That's right, dealing with people is ten times harder.

"I have something to tell you, Senior."

"Go on."

"Sa Woojong is..."

A flicker of discomfort crossed her face when I mentioned his name.

"...causing trouble."

No matter how I dealt with Sa Woojong, I had to report it to her beforehand. I did not mention her weakness, nor did I say that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was involved.

"Please don't ask for the details, and just leave it to me."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded silently.

If I had my way, I would have dealt with Sa Woojong immediately without telling the Flower Sword Supreme.

However, that was not an option. Sa Woojong was a despicable man, but he was not a fool.

Sa Woojong, what on earth are you betting your life on?


"Third-in-command, if you want to bloom, you must wait for spring."

Seo Daeryong sighed, staring at the flowerpot that had been demoted from second-in-command to third.

"No, spring will never come for us."

He had been busy every day since becoming the Sanzu Hall Director.

His desk was piled high with work. Becoming the Director meant there were many things to do and many people to meet. He thought becoming the Sanzu Hall Director meant he could change the world with his own hands. Surprisingly, the world continued on, unchanged.

"Ah! I really don't want to work."

You know those days? The kind of day you just don't feel like working for no reason. The kind of day you keep staring out the window.

He banged his head on the desk. THUD. THUD.

The workload was similar even when Geom Mugeuk was the Sanzu Hall Director and he was assisting him. He had handled most of it himself back then, too.

But now that the work was officially his, the feeling and pressure were different. The same tasks felt much harder.

"The days when I left the cult with the Young Cult Leader were the best."

In particular, the moment he competed in and won the Young Dragon Tournament was truly unforgettable. The roar of the crowd from atop the duel stage! A moment of glory he could no longer bring up with Lee Ahn or Jang Ho because he had bragged about it so much!

"Ah! I want to go back! To that time!"

Just then, the door creaked open.

Seo Daeryong, who was slumped over his desk, shot up like lightning. He straightened his back and asked in a low voice.

"What is it that you rush in so urgently?"

A welcome voice replied.

"If you go back to that time, who will change our Cult? Director."

Seo Daeryong shot to his feet and exclaimed happily.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk stood at the door, smiling.

"Is it tough?"

Seo Daeryong made a tearful face.

"It's tough."

It was the first time since becoming the Sanzu Hall Director that he had so comfortably admitted things were tough. Who would have thought the person he was saying it to would be the second most difficult person to deal with after the Heavenly Demon?

"I gave it to you because it's tough. Otherwise, I would've kept doing it."

"That's so mean!"

Shouting for the first time in a while, Seo Daeryong felt a sense of joy, and he realized it. He had really missed Geom Mugeuk. Being the Sanzu Hall Director was good, being a Blood Heaven Blade Demon disciple was good, it was all good, but he had missed Geom Mugeuk the most.

"If it's that tough, let's trade jobs."

"With you, Young Cult Leader?"

"Alright, I'll tell you what you'd have to do. Go meet the Drunken Demon and listen to his worries, check if my brother and the Demonic Buddha are doing well, meet the Poison King and dig up some poison herbs. You also have to play Go with Father, and train in martial arts all night."

He had missed this Geom Mugeuk, who joked with him the same as always, regardless of his status.

"Suddenly my job feels incredibly easy. I'm going to endure it while collecting my monthly salary until I die. I've put down roots here."

Geom Mugeuk's comfort did not end with jokes. He stared quietly into Seo Daeryong's eyes and said.

"You're working hard, my right-hand man."

Hearing the words 'right-hand man' for the first time in a long while, Seo Daeryong felt a surge of emotion. He had been so busy he had even forgotten that he was Geom Mugeuk's right-hand man. Yes, that one phrase, 'you're working hard,' was enough. When there was someone who recognized his struggles, how could he not endure more?

Yes, people need to be recognized. If no one acknowledges your efforts, even picking up trash on the street becomes a difficult task. Seo Daeryong was learning firsthand how he should treat his subordinates in the future.

"Hard work? My life is someone else's dream. I have to work hard. I'll work myself to death! Spring has come with you, Young Cult Leader. I will make a flower bloom in my heart!"

After his cheerful outburst, Seo Daeryong asked.

"But what brings you to the Sanzu River Hall?"

The old Geom Mugeuk would have said, 'Let's do a job together.' Today, however, he properly acknowledged Seo Daeryong's authority.

Geom Mugeuk's expression grew more serious than ever.

"I have a favor to ask of you, Director Seo. Let's you and I catch a nasty villain."


Chapter 305: The Reason The Two Of Them Look Good Together Is

Seo Daeryong felt like he could fly.

He finally understood why he could not focus on work today. A heart-pounding event like this must have been waiting for him.

Seo Daeryong lowered his voice and answered.

"Catching villains is the job of this Hall, Young Cult Leader."

That was as far as he went with setting the mood.

"Phew, I wish I could be more comfortable, at least when I'm with you, Young Cult Leader."

The hardest part of his job was maintaining his dignity as the Director. He had grown so used to joking and being playful with Geom Mugeuk that it felt even more difficult.

"By the way, who's the bastard we need to catch?"

"Sa Woojong."

Seo Daeryong knew him. Sa Woojong was once the Flower Sword Supreme's right-hand man.

Geom Mugeuk explained that Sa Woojong had gone to see Cheong Seon. He did not mention Sa Woojong bringing up the Flower Sword Supreme's weakness, since that could be a personal matter.

"Something's suspicious. So, what's my Hall's duty?"

"Conduct a secret special investigation on him."

Once a special investigation began, they would learn everything about Sa Woojong. This included his assets, duties, martial arts, and relationships, even his hobbies and daily routines. They could find out everything.

"Request support from the All-Knowing Hall as well."

"Understood."

Seo Daeryong then raised a question.

"But if he threatened a Demon Supreme, isn't that a grave crime in itself?"

Depending on the severity, the crime could be punishable by decapitation. That was how absolute a Demon Supreme's position was within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Seo Daeryong wondered why they were conducting a grand investigation instead of resolving it simply.

"Sa Woojong should know that too. I'm wondering why someone who knows that would do such a thing."

"I know, right? Why would he do that? Unless it's a desperate struggle before death... he must have something to rely on, right?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded in agreement.

"Let's find out what it is."

"I'll begin the investigation immediately."

In truth, Seo Daeryong was not curious about the reason. He was just happy to be working with Geom Mugeuk again.

"I'm leaving. If you don't want to work, switch with me!"

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, Seo Daeryong spoke from behind him.

"I'm glad you've returned."

Although Seo Daeryong still loved to joke, Director Seo Daeryong now had a new, different sense of reliability. He just could not feel the change in himself.

"Then I'll be in your care, Director Seo."


After leaving the Sanzu River Hall, I went straight to the Thousand Poisons Forest.

Last time, my inner arts had greatly increased thanks to the potent miracle herbs the Poison King acquired.

The Poison King had even added his own money. I was most grateful that he, a man who hated going outside, had personally gone to the Central Plains to get them.

Our handsome Poison King is probably out there today, lonely, digging in the ground and looking for poisonous insects.

"Poison King! I'll help you dig!"

Then, a surprising scene unfolded before my eyes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's flower garden was surprising, and so was the duel between the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn, but when I thought about it calmly, this scene was the most surprising of all.

The Poison King and the Demonic Buddha walked out of the forest side-by-side. It was really the Demonic Buddha, not an impostor. The two were even having a conversation.

"Ah, to think you have such a good eye! It's truly amazing."

"This much is nothing special."

The Poison King's bag contained poisonous herbs. They seemed to have been gathering them together. Seeing those two together here, without me, felt so unfamiliar.

The Demonic Buddha and I once made a bet in the Thousand Poisons Forest to find poisonous herbs. The Demonic Buddha found them, and I joked it was all the Poison King's scheme to use us as gatherers, but the Demonic Buddha is here again?

I shouted toward them.

"Be careful! One of you is an impostor!"

The two glanced at me, then ignored my joke and continued their conversation.

"How on earth did you find it so quickly? Please tell me your secret."

"What secret could there be? I was just lucky."

"Truly, Demonic Buddha, you have the innate talent of an herb gatherer. I recommend you change your profession, even now."

The Demonic Buddha replied seriously to this ridiculous suggestion.

"I'm thinking of making it a hobby. Traveling to places with good air seems to be good for my health too."

I shook my head and shouted to Sangseon.

"They're both impostors!"

Sangseon merely smiled.

I really had not expected this. I never thought these two would be hanging out.

"What were you two just doing?"

The Poison King said excitedly.

"The Demonic Buddha found the Nine Yin Grass today. It's something I've been searching for for years."

From the way he talked, this was not his first time here.

"Was there a bet this time too?"

The Poison King sighed regretfully.

"I lost this bet too."

"What was at stake?"

"A meal. Sangseon, please prepare the food."

Sangseon smiled and said.

"I thought you'd lose this bet too, so I've already prepared it."

A grand meal was set up in the residence's front yard.

I sat down and joined them. Sangseon brought me a bowl of rice and chopsticks.

"How much does a single root of the Nine Yin Grass go for?"

"At least a hundred thousand taels, right?"

"And you're settling it with just one meal?"

"What's important is that I won the bet."

I whispered to the Demonic Buddha.

"You're being deceived by a vicious gambler."

The Demonic Buddha answered while enjoying the food.

"The Poison King isn't that kind of person."

To think such words would come from the mouth of the world-weary Demonic Buddha.

One pretended to deceive, and the other pretended to be deceived. They were a truly adorable pair.

The Poison King pulled the dish in front of me toward the Demonic Buddha.

"You eat just a little. This was made for the hardworking Demonic Buddha to eat."

"I'm the Young Cult Leader. Not the Second Young Lord, the Young Cult Leader! I'm someone who can flip this table!"

The Poison King pretended not to hear and only took care of the Demonic Buddha.

"Please eat a lot."

"It tastes good."

"If you're like this after visiting just two places, the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch, you two would've become sworn brothers by the time you've toured the entire Central Plains."

Only Sangseon laughed at my words.

The two of them were polar opposites. One enjoyed his time alone, never leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest. The other traveled around meeting all sorts of people and engaging in politics.

Seeing the two of them together, a thought suddenly occurred to me. Perhaps in their hearts, they each longed for the other's life.

The Poison King might be envious of the Demonic Buddha, who roams the world freely. The man who, despite his short stature, meets people without hesitation. Meanwhile, the Poison King, more handsome than anyone, is cooped up in the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Demonic Buddha might be envious of the Poison King. He might be tired of wandering and tired of people, and now wants to live a quiet life of his own.

Could that be why these two look so good together right now?

If so, what kind of life do I want?

When I kill Hwa Mugi and stand before my own life, what will I do and how will I live? I keep asking myself this whenever I have time.

I'm trying not to fall into the trap of 'Let's think about it after I finish the important things first!' Something even more important might be slipping away right now without me realizing it.

The Demonic Buddha, who had been eating, suddenly asked.

"The Fist Demon has been busy. It's your influence, isn't it?"

He had taken two disciples, saved his daughter, and even chosen a successor. It was natural for him to draw the Demonic Buddha's attention.

"You know Master's personality, don't you? He's not someone who can be influenced by anyone."

"It might be a different story if it's you."

"You overestimate me."

The Poison King stared only at the Nine Yin Grass while he ate. I know he's genuinely, completely engrossed in that poisonous herb. Right now, the Poison King's mind is probably filled with only one thought. He wants to go inside quickly and create a new poison with that Nine Yin Grass.

"When are you going to see your brother?"

"Why would I rush to see him? I'll go last."

"I had a drink with the First Young Lord the other day. He brought you up."

"I'd be lucky if he didn't just curse me."

I had never once in my life missed my brother, but today, I did.

"There is a heart of the defeated that the victor can never know. Your brother is a great defeated one."

"He became that way because you, Demonic Buddha, remained by his side."

The Demonic Buddha looked at me.

"You don't have to say things like that anymore."

"I'll keep saying it. It's not flattery, it's sincere."

I felt the golden aura emanating from the Demonic Buddha's body grow slightly more intense.

While I talked with the Demonic Buddha, the Poison King could not wait any longer. He took the Nine Yin Grass and went into his residence. Through the window, I could see him engrossed, cutting the herb.

"We should get going."

"Let's."

I left the residence with the Demonic Buddha. Sangseon did not follow. He bowed politely from where he stood.

A moment later, the Poison King's voice echoed from far behind me.

"Where did the Young Cult Leader go? Where are you going! You have to be my poison tester!"

I had promised to be his poison tester in return for him buying the miracle herbs.

I pretended not to hear and quickened my pace.

Then, the Poison King also shouted at the Demonic Buddha.

"Let's make our next bet finding the Immortal Slaying Grass!"

A smile formed on the Demonic Buddha's lips.

I felt that he had changed a lot too. The way he left the Thousand Poisons Forest proved it. In the past, he would have chosen the shortest path and diligently moved his short legs. Now, he walked slowly along a scenic, winding path, even stopping for a moment to admire the scenery.

I suddenly remembered what I had said to him in front of the cave on the hill of his hometown.


"Please come out of that narrow, suffocating place."



I thought that perhaps the Demonic Buddha had already left that cave and set out to find a new life.

"Next time, he'll use you as a gatherer again to find the Immortal Slaying Grass."

The Demonic Buddha walked at a leisurely pace and replied.

"The meal was to my liking... so it's fine."


At the same time, Sa Woojong walked through the marketplace of the Demon Village.

He walked past the Alluring Inn and continued down until a small flower garden appeared on the outskirts. The place sold flowers, trees, and seedlings.

A well-known rumor within the Northern Heaven Sword Sect said that he frequently visited this flower garden.

Originally, he used to frequent a flower garden called Big Bro's during his time as the Flower Sword Supreme's right-hand man.

But now that he had handed over that role to another demonic sword, he came to this flower garden on the outskirts instead. Sometimes he just sat blankly before leaving.

Everyone understood this behavior. They knew how great his desire to become the Flower Sword Supreme's successor was. It would not be strange to hear news of his suicide. His sense of loss was that great, but no one came to comfort him. It was the result of only looking forward and running for success.

The flower garden's owner was a woman with a benevolent appearance.

"Welcome."

Sa Woojong did not even acknowledge her greeting. He sat in a corner of the garden as if it were his own house and stared blankly at the trees. The flowers had all withered, leaving only evergreen saplings.

Since this was not a new occurrence, the woman left him alone.

He seemed to be trying to escape the five desires and seven emotions by looking at the plants, but he was not free from worldly afflictions. He was strolling through secular desires.

I even offered up a man for you, and you abandon me?

He hurled all sorts of curses and insults at her. Does she even know what it feels like to offer a man to the woman you like? He did not consider that he was the one who had initially tried to use a man to get the Sword Supreme in his grasp.

The target of his love-hate relationship was not just her.

As soon as Cheong Seon became a Demon Supreme, she announced their breakup as if she had been waiting for it. His last bastion for becoming the Sword Supreme had crumbled.

For a while, he lived only to nurture his hatred. He had dreams every day. Some days he dreamed of killing the Flower Sword Supreme and then himself. On other days, he dreamed of killing Cheong Seon and then himself. Some days, he killed both women and then himself. Yes, if he could not become a Demon Supreme anyway, he would kill them both and then himself.

He never intended to achieve anything through his own efforts, so the end of this abandoned desire was always death. He just could not carry it out because he lacked the skill to kill them.

At the end of this despair, someone approached him.

It was the person sending him telepathy right now.

[Did you meet the Soul-Stealer?]

Surprisingly, the person sending the telepathy was the woman who owned the flower garden. Sa Woojong did not frequent this place because of his anguish. He was not a weak person who would visit a flower garden to forget his pain. He would rather kill and be killed.

[I did as you said, but she did not try to kill me.]

Sa Woojong was extremely polite. He was not someone who trusted easily, nor was he one to bow his head. However, this woman had approached him during his most agonizing time and won him over in an instant.

She was a woman who dared to aim for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, yet she gave him the belief that she could succeed. Sa Woojong had already experienced the terror hidden within her ordinary appearance.

With this, he became entangled with three women. He thought that he was fated to succeed only through women.

[Meet the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme again and provoke her. You must make her use her soul-stealing art to kill you.]

[I will do so.]

Since Sa Woojong was not one to die meekly, the woman's words included a contingency plan.

[The moment the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme uses her soul-stealing art, you must activate the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art.]

The Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art.

It was a secret art from the Outer Regions, thought to be long lost. The technique could block an opponent's soul-stealing art and cast it back on them. However, it only worked on a partner with whom one had slept.

That was why he was chosen for this job. He did not care about the woman's intentions. It did not matter if she used the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme as a puppet to kill the Cult Leader or the Young Cult Leader after she fell to the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art. Only one thought occupied Sa Woojong's mind.

[You must keep your promise.]

At Sa Woojong's reconfirmation, the woman paused while moving a sapling as large as her torso. She straightened her back, wiped the sweat from her forehead, and sent a telepathic message. It was a reward Sa Woojong could never refuse.

[If you succeed in this, you will become the Sword Supreme, and the Flower Sword Supreme will become your woman.]


Chapter 306: What Kind of Demon Supreme Believes in Superstition?

After leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest, I headed for the Great Drunken Forest.

As always, Yeo Bin of the Three Great Drunkards guided me to the Drunken Demon.

As we crossed the lake by boat, I asked her, "Is the Drunken Demon still drinking a lot these days?"

"He cut back a lot for a while, but I think he's been drinking heavily again lately."

Her eyes pleaded with me to talk some sense into the Drunken Demon. Yeo Bin was the only woman who loved him and genuinely cared for him.

We arrived at the island and went up to the Drunken Dream Palace.

The Drunken Demon was already drunk.

"Did you really have to come to me last?" the Drunken Demon asked, not hiding his disappointment. "Am I the lowest-ranked among the Demon Supremes? There's no other explanation."

"I had to meet you last so we could drink comfortably, Hyung."

"A fine excuse."

"Oh my, you have to understand, Hyung. It's been a tiring day."

I stretched my legs out and sat comfortably in front of the Drunken Demon.

"Don't you know? I'm most comfortable when I'm with you, Hyung."

"You probably just think I'm a pushover!"

"Is that so?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head as if I were hopeless and poured me a drink. His expression had already softened. Sometimes, a single phrase like 'Is that so?' was more powerful than a long-winded excuse.

We drank together.

The strong liquor burned its way down my throat. It was even stronger than the alcohol the Drunken Demon used to drink.

"You said you cut back on drinking, but you're drinking something even stronger."

"If it's too strong, drink this one."

The Drunken Demon fetched another bottle from a pile in the pavilion and poured it for me. He, however, kept drinking his original strong liquor.

What on earth is troubling him?

I was curious but didn't ask first. There are only two ways to get the truth from a drunkard. Sober him up, or get him even more drunk.

"Here, have another drink!"

Whatever his worries were, drinking with the Drunken Demon like this after so long lifted my spirits.

"The atmosphere is amazing."

The thick water fog and the moon, shining hazily through the clouds, enhanced the mood of the night.

"Even when I was away, this place always came to mind whenever I thought of drinking. I'd wonder, is Hyung drinking? Is he floating in the lake?"

"It's too cold to go in the water much anymore."

"Time really flies."

It felt like spring just yesterday, but it was already cold. We drank for a moment, lost in our own thoughts. The Drunken Demon was definitely drinking more than usual.

"That female martial artist was really worried about you drinking so much, Hyung."

"Yeo Bin is always worrying."

"Treat her well while she still cares. Don't regret it later."

"Regret?"

The Drunken Demon gave me a look that asked what I meant, but I didn't answer. Why ask when you already know? He might seem to do nothing but drink all day, but the Drunken Demon was a delicate and sensitive person. How could he not know that Yeo Bin liked him as a man? He had to be pretending not to know.

Come to think of it, none of the Demon Supremes had started a family. The Fist Demon was the only exception, having recently had a daughter. Everyone else lived alone like this.

Is it because family is the enemy, as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon always says? Or is it because family is a weakness?

"There's somewhere we need to go for a moment."

The Drunken Demon had me get on a boat.

He rowed to the shore opposite the entrance. After we got off, the Drunken Demon walked into the forest. I had only ever visited the Drunken Dream Palace, but the Great Drunken Forest was a vast place.

After walking for a while, a thick fog surrounded us. Something felt strange. When I looked closer, I realized it wasn't fog. It was the qi of alcohol. I had never seen alcohol qi spread out like a mist before.

"If you're exposed to this, you'll get drunk and collapse. It's not the kind of alcohol qi that can be expelled with qi, so an ordinary person could never pass through. Stick close behind me."

As the Drunken Demon walked, the alcohol qi parted, creating a path.

The parted alcohol qi merged back together after we passed, as if it were alive, and the path vanished.

I couldn't even use movement arts to dash through. The alcohol qi, spread like a fog, obscured my vision, and the path was as complex as a maze. In the end, this path was the forbidden ground of the Great Drunken Forest, a place only the Drunken Demon could traverse.

Once we escaped the maze, the alcohol qi finally cleared.

A single building stood before my eyes.

"This is where the Great Drunken Demons have brewed and drunk their alcohol for generations."

I followed him inside. The place was set up like a brewery. The facilities looked old and worn, but every single one of them seemed extraordinary. On the display shelves along the walls were the favorite liquors of the previous Drunken Demons.

"I like to drink a variety of alcohol, so I don't drink much from here. Besides, while I have a talent for drinking, I'm not very good at brewing. So I just come here to rest sometimes."

A strangely shaped cup sat in the center of the brewery.

The Drunken Demon looked down at it with a grave expression.

"A while ago, the alcohol spirit spoiled."

A rotten smell was indeed coming from it.

"This has never happened once since I became a Demon Supreme," the Drunken Demon added with a dark expression.

"It's a bad omen."

Now I understood. I finally knew why the Drunken Demon had looked so troubled.

"Am I perhaps going to die?"

"You don't seem to want to die."

"There's still so much alcohol I haven't drunk yet."

"Don't worry. If you die, Hyung, I'll buy all the alcohol in the Central Plains and pour it on your grave."

The Drunken Demon sighed. His heart, sensing the bad omen, felt as if flocks of birds were taking flight and herds of animals were running before an earthquake. I truly never imagined he was this serious for such a reason.

"What kind of Demon Supreme believes in superstition?"

"My Master once said something. That if the alcohol spirit spoils, something terrible will happen. That there will be a problem for the Great Drunken Demon or a problem for our Cult. Of course, I didn't believe it."

But now that the alcohol spirit had actually spoiled, he seemed deeply disturbed.

"If it bothers you that much, tell your father."

"No! I just finally cleared up the misunderstanding with the Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon had originally misunderstood that his father hated him. He cleared up the misunderstanding, however, after learning that his father hated his master, not him.

"I even gave the Cult Leader a gift of alcohol. We've been on good terms, but if he hears that the alcohol spirit has spoiled, won't he feel uneasy? He'd think, 'Of course, like Master, like disciple. What a bunch of unlucky drunkards.'"

I wondered why he would worry about such things, but this was how sensitive the Drunken Demon was, especially when it came to his relationship with his father.

"Father will dismiss it as a superstition and move on. He's that kind of person."

I examined the cup containing the alcohol spirit and asked, "How do I clean this up? Don't startle me by saying something like, 'I accidentally broke it, and it was a thousand-year-old treasure of the Great Drunken Forest.'"

"Why? You're going to clean it now? It's fine. I'll do it later."

"What do you mean, later? You're just going to clean it by yourself while thinking all sorts of depressing and negative thoughts. Let's clean it up quickly while I'm here."

Together with the Drunken Demon, I emptied the spoiled alcohol spirit from the cup.

While I fetched water and washed the cup, the Drunken Demon prepared to brew new alcohol.

As I washed the cup, I said to him, "It didn't spoil because of you, Hyung. There's someone trying to throw our Cult into chaos these days. It probably spoiled because of that unlucky bastard."

"You don't have to make things up just to comfort me."

"I'm not making it up. I've mobilized both the Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall to investigate him."

"Is there really someone like that?"

"There is. I shouldn't underestimate you, Hyung. You even figured this out."

Despite that, the Drunken Demon's expression didn't relax. I couldn't just stand by and watch another Demon Supreme be consumed by superstition.

"Hyung, do you think a person's future is predetermined?"

"To some extent."

"I don't. Depending on what I say to you right now, our relationship could change in an instant, so what exactly is supposed to be predetermined? I think the alcohol spirit spoiled because it was destiny's way of making you bring me here. If that hadn't happened, I would have never known a place like this existed. Who knows what the future holds? Maybe one day I'll be in a crisis and have to flee to this place. This isn't a bad omen, it's a great notification from fate to save your little brother's life."

"You really have a way of spinning things."

He laughed in disbelief, but it seemed to have eased his ominous feelings quite a bit. The Drunken Demon's expression brightened.

"You were waiting for me so you could hear something like this, weren't you?"

The Drunken Demon readily admitted it.

"It was more than I expected."

"Please use my services often in the future, customer!"

I placed the clean cup back in its original spot and said, "The price for my services is just a glass of alcohol and my superstition-loving Hyung."


When I returned to my quarters, the night shift bodyguards greeted me warmly.

"You look tired."

Since returning from the Jiangxi Branch, I had been meeting people almost without rest, and they weren't exactly ordinary people.

"I'm going to rest now, so don't disturb me."

I entered my room as if I would throw myself onto the bed immediately, but instead of sleeping, I opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

My way of dealing with bad omens was training. If something ominous happened, I just had to eliminate it. I would endure by becoming a being that even misfortune could not touch.

I'm trying this hard to endure. Misfortune, what can something like you possibly do to me?

Within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, I once again used the Heavenly Space Secret Art to make time flow differently. Through painstaking effort, I had managed to make time flow twice as fast as the outside world. I wasn't hoping for infinite time. Creating a tenfold time difference was the ultimate goal of the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Just enough time to achieve complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Twelth Star, please.

Today's training was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I had only trained the First Stance repeatedly until now, but I instinctively felt it was time to learn the Second Stance. Such was the state of my martial arts, having reached the pinnacle.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Second Stance, the Great Annihilation Stance.

If the First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance, was an attack aimed at a single person, the Second Stance, the Great Annihilation Stance, was a technique for dealing with multiple opponents.

When I unleashed the Second Stance, a single demonic fiend appeared silently before me with its back turned.

It was the most terrifying-looking of the four demonic fiends that appeared in the First Stance.

For a moment, the creature's body seemed to sway slightly.

SHHHHK.

The demonic fiend split. It divided into a total of three.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The three demonic fiends thrust their swords, sweeping forward.

Nothing remained in their wake. It was an attack that wiped out everything in its path.

The higher my mastery of the Second Stance, the more times the fiend would split. Eventually, it would become a technique that split into dozens of copies, wiping out everything in sight. Of course, the amount of inner arts' Yang Do consumed would also increase with the number of divisions.

How many times can Father make it split?

I will surpass the number Father can create.

I wonder, what is my limit?

My heart pounded as I imagined the demonic fiends sweeping past, annihilating everything before them.

The thought of it made it impossible to sleep.

I immersed myself in training this technique until morning, and by sunrise, I was in a state of near exhaustion.

Now, it was truly time to rest.

I released the Heavenly Space Secret Art and activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique again. My most cherished space unfolded.

A hot sun, a blue sea, a white sandy beach, and a comfortable chair under a broad-leafed tree.

It had been a really long time. I had saved it on purpose. To open it on a day like this.

I flopped down into the chair as if collapsing.

Looking at the sea and sky, as blue as the color of my enhanced sword qi, my mind grew calm.

Whether the alcohol spirit had spoiled, whether Sa Woojong was causing trouble, or whether there was someone pulling the strings. In this moment, I forgot it all and rested.

I took the Secret Box from my robes and placed it beside me. I had drawn eyes and a mouth on the Secret Box, like a person. It was a wide, smiling face.

I had said I would eventually open it by telling it to 'open, open' every day, but I had never actually said 'open' to the Secret Box since I obtained it.

"You rest too. It must have been so hard all those years with people urging you to 'open, open'. You rest, and I'll rest."

Sleep washed over me. The demon of slumber guided me to a being I hadn't seen in a long time.

In my dream, I was standing in the sky.

Above a sea that resembled the sky, within my qi.

Then a shadow fell, and the world darkened. I turned to see something enormous blocking the sun. At first, I thought it was a tidal wave as high as a castle wall, but it wasn't.

The Heavenly Demon Soul.

The being that had shown itself to me several times had appeared in my dream. The Heavenly Demon Soul was looking down at me with its arms crossed. With the sun at its back, I couldn't see its face clearly.

But I knew instinctively. This was my Heavenly Demon Soul.

I wanted to see its face, so I stared intently at the Heavenly Demon Soul, but in this moment, not even the Divine Eye Technique worked.

Do you also wish for me to reach you sooner?

The Heavenly Demon Soul just looked down at me in silence.


Three days later, I received the first report in Seo Daeryong's office.

"Despite thoroughly examining Sa Woojong's financial status, we haven't found anything suspicious."

"No trace of money changing hands either?"

"Correct. Analyzing his saving and spending habits, he's a man with little interest in money."

Seo Daeryong asked cautiously, "Could it be that he really just wanted to die at the hands of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

I shook my head. "That's actually worse. Your words mean he was moved by something other than money, right? If he were a righteous warrior, he might have acted for a great cause, but he's not that kind of person."

"So you believe there's someone behind him, Young Cult Leader."

"I'm considering all possibilities."

Considering Baek Cheongeong of the Wood Heaven Clan, who had infiltrated the Murim Alliance, we couldn't guarantee that there wasn't someone like that in our Cult. For any incident that occurred from now on, we had to always consider the possibility of someone pulling the strings.

"This is the surveillance report on Sa Woojong's daily routine."

I calmly reviewed his day, written on the paper. In a daily routine no different from that of an ordinary martial artist, one thing stood out.

"What's this flower garden here?"

"He's been visiting that flower garden frequently lately. They say he just goes there and sits blankly for a while. Since he was someone who helped the Flower Sword Supreme tend to her garden, it wouldn't be strange for him to frequent it."

"No, that is strange. If I were him, I wouldn't even want to look at flowers. I wouldn't have been suspicious if he had randomly gone to learn the guqin, but he periodically visited a place that everyone would assume is normal and not be suspicious of?"

"When you put it like that, it does seem suspicious. Ah, it's a real relief you weren't in my class, Young Cult Leader. I never would have graduated at the top."

I chuckled at his banter and rose from my seat.

It was clear where I was going next. Seo Daeryong looked at a flowerpot on the windowsill and remarked, "Hey, number three, looks like you're about to get a friend."


Chapter 307: Why Are the Flowers Entrusted to Me

To visit the flower garden naturally, I needed one person's help.

"Are you moving?"

Lee Ahn looked up from the clothes and luggage scattered around the room.

"You're here?"

Lee Ahn was preparing to leave the cult. She was about to depart to meet Seo Jin, the Ghostly Sage's younger sister.

"It's a long journey, so there's so much to prepare. I need a change of clothes, a formal outfit for meeting Young Lady Seo, and some food in case I get hungry. I've also packed wound salves and antidotes. I probably don't need medicine for adjusting to new water, right? I've got a map, too, and..."

"What are these?"

"Ah, these are bowls for camping, this is seasoning, and this is a leather hide to sleep on."

I pulled all the bowls from her leather pouch.

"Don't cook anything that requires bowls. For seasoning, just take salt. What's this?"

"It's a book to read when I can't sleep."

"Since when do you read so much? Pick just one!"

I helped her pack. Or rather, I helped her unpack.

"When are you leaving?"

"Tomorrow morning. I was just about to come say my goodbyes."

"You're going alone?"

"Yes. I'm going to try and persuade her, woman to woman."

If Seo Jin, a descendant of the Ghost Sect, joined the Ghost Shadow Squad, our strength would increase significantly. She was skilled not only in formations but also in ghost arts.

"No matter how much luggage you have, you can take this much, right? Here, try this on."

I held out what I had brought. It was a leather belt for the waist, densely packed with small throwing knives.

"These are throwing knives I specially commissioned from Artisan Gwak of the smithy. Use them when you're in danger. It's a farewell gift."

"Ah! Thank you, Young Master!"

Lee Ahn was deeply moved by the unexpected gift. She wrapped the leather belt around her waist, then quickly drew a throwing knife and threw it at the wall.

Four throwing knives stuck into the wall. If a person had been drawn there, the knives would have hit the arms and legs.

I drew a throwing knife from her belt and threw it.

The knife landed in the neck.

"Always here."

It was advice to be ruthless when facing an enemy.

"Remember this. Your clumsy mercy could get someone else killed."

Lee Ahn nodded once, then threw another knife.

It struck right next to mine.

I gave her a nod that said, 'Well done.'

Lee Ahn retrieved the throwing knives from the wall and put them back on her belt.

"I really love it! Thank you, Young Master."

"Don't be too frugal with them. I'll have more made when you run out."

"I'll be careful and come back safely. Don't worry."

"I'm not worried. Why would I worry about the direct Captain of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader and the daughter of the Fist Demon? On that note, shall we go for a short walk?"

"As you can see, I'm busy. Please pick that up for me, and bring me the clothes hanging over there."

"A woman who rejects the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult!"

Of course, Lee Ahn was only joking about being busy.

"I'd have to go even if you asked me to walk all the way to the Outer Regions."

She came to my side and almost linked arms with me but flinched. Before, she would have piggybacked on me or linked arms without a second thought. It seemed she found it difficult to treat me so casually now that I was the Young Cult Leader.

When we left my residence, the bodyguards waiting outside greeted her.

Lee Ahn greeted them back. As they were my two closest organizations, they were subconsciously aware of each other. To be precise, the bodyguard captain, Cheokyeon, was a bit more conscious of it.

When the bodyguards followed us, Lee Ahn showed a hint of confusion. It had been a while since we were alone, so she probably hadn't expected me to bring them.

I felt sorry for not telling her in advance, but today's outing was more official than personal.

After leaving the Headquarters, we entered the Demon Village. It felt good to walk with Lee Ahn after so long. We looked at goods in the market and chatted about various things until we soon arrived at the Alluring Inn.

When I walked right past it, Lee Ahn asked in surprise, "Huh? Aren't we going to the Alluring Inn?"

"No."

She seemed to have assumed that since we were in the Demon Village, we were naturally going to the Alluring Inn.

We continued down the path and arrived at the flower garden on the outskirts, the one mentioned in Seo Daeryong's report.

"Buy a flower. One that blooms well through the winter."

"No way. Did you come here to buy me a flower?"

When I nodded, she was even happier than when she had received the throwing knives.

"This is the first time I've ever received flowers as a gift!"

Before we entered, the bodyguards went inside first to search the area.

A woman with a benevolent appearance, who seemed to be the owner, came out from the garden's backyard holding a flowerpot. The moment she saw us, she startled and put the flowerpot down.

She looks familiar.

I had definitely seen the woman somewhere before, but I couldn't remember where. It certainly wasn't from buying flowers.

There's something about her.

I examined her qi. A casual look would not have revealed she was a martial artist. The woman was that good at concealing her qi.

My guess was correct. Sa Woojong must have visited this place because of that woman. A simple rendezvous would only require one or two visits, but the report said he came often, almost daily. He must have been learning something from her.

"Owner, please recommend a flower that would suit this beautiful Young Lady."

The middle-aged woman bowed her head politely. "We have flowers befitting one so noble and beautiful. Come, this way please."

She took Lee Ahn and introduced her to the flowers. Judging by her extensive knowledge, anyone would have thought she owned the garden.

If she's a master capable of disguising herself this well, I should be able to remember her.

With a sense of doubt, I looked around the flower garden. Baek Cheongeong's workshop had a sinister energy from the dolls, but here, there were just ordinary flowers and trees.

She wasn't one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings who followed Hwa Mugi.

Then was she someone I saw during my mercenary days? Or when I was searching for materials for the grand technique?

I even examined her body shape. I thought I might recognize her body or her gait if not her face, but still, no one came to mind.

While I was thinking, Lee Ahn chose a flower.

"She said this is the longest-living flower tree. A really pretty flower will bloom from this bud."

Then she flinched in surprise. "Ah! Come to think of it, I have to leave the cult tomorrow, don't I?"

I smiled. "Don't we have a flower-tending expert?"

Lee Ahn, guessing who I meant, smiled in relief.

I paid the middle-aged woman for the flower. She might have found my sudden visit suspicious.

However, she would be confused. I brought Lee Ahn without saying anything, and her happiness was genuine, not an act. I also deliberately brought the bodyguards. She would probably overthink it, assuming someone wouldn't bring such a large entourage on an investigation.

Hey, who are you? If this is the first time I've seen you, why do you look so familiar?


The next day, I stopped by Seo Daeryong's office. He was watering a flowerpot. There were now two flowerpots on the windowsill.

"This is the pot that Martial Artist Lee left in your care," Seo Daeryong joked.

"Do you know what Martial Artist Lee said when she left this with me?"

"If you kill the flower, she won't let you get away with it?"

"It would've been better if she had. I could've at least protested, asking what kind of threat that was for someone making a request."

Seo Daeryong imitated Lee Ahn.

"'Ah! Look at this flower bud. It'll be so pretty when it blooms, won't it? I'm so, so excited. It's the first flower I've ever received from the Young Master. The flower will have bloomed by the time I get back. Right?'"

Seo Daeryong shook his head. "You should have seen her eyes. They were sparkling with anticipation, with a hint of tears. Ah! How could I possibly kill this flower?"

Seo Daeryong had been thoroughly bested by Lee Ahn's advanced tactic, which was more terrifying than any threat.

"Why are the flowers entrusted to me always ones that I absolutely cannot let die!"

Sighing, Seo Daeryong looked at the flowerpot. "Grow well here next to your Orabeoni."

"Why Orabeoni?"

"They look alike, don't they? The flower tree that the Sword Supreme gave me is..."

The next moment, I kicked open the door to Seo Daeryong's office and ran.

I remembered who she was.

Hwan Yeo!

I had never seen her before. I mistakenly thought I had because I knew someone who looked similar to her.

The Fifth King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings who followed Hwa Mugi. The Illusion King, an absolute master of illusion and soul-stealing arts.

Hwan Yeo and the Illusion King were twins.

The fact that the Illusion King had a twin Noona was revealed long after he was active as one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. The Illusion King rose so successfully because of Hwan Yeo, who operated in secret.

Furthermore, the Illusion King and Hwan Yeo were famous for being fearsome and vicious. They mercilessly killed anyone who stood in their way. They were heartless fiends who used soul-stealing arts to make parents kill their children, wives kill their husbands, and friends kill their friends. Everyone feared them.

Hwan Yeo's target is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme!


"The Sword Supreme has a confidential message to deliver."

Seeing the demonic sword from the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, Cheongseon sighed. The person bowing his head was Sa Woojong. She had refused to meet him, so he had come openly, using an errand for the Sword Supreme as an excuse.

"Follow me."

Cheongseon dismissed her subordinates and led Sa Woojong to the guest hall. Once they were alone, Cheongseon's expression hardened.

"Don't you know that faking an order from the Sword Supreme is a grave crime? If she finds out, she won't let you get away with this."

"Then go tattle to the Sword Supreme."

Sa Woojong acted like a twisted, heartbroken child.

"Are you really going to be like this? If you're a man, you should know how to give up."

"That's not something you should be saying, kicking a man aside just because you've become the Demon Supreme."

"Do you think I abandoned you because I became the Demon Supreme?" A sneer as cold as her gaze touched Cheongseon's lips.

"You have someone else you like, don't you?"

She had belatedly realized that Sa Woojong was in love with the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Did you think I wouldn't know you were thinking of that woman when you were in bed with me?"

It was something that hurt her pride as a woman so much she didn't even want to say it.

In truth, she hadn't dreamed of such a thing at first. No matter how outstanding her appearance was, she couldn't have imagined he would love the Flower Sword Supreme, a woman old enough to be his parent.

Sometimes he would stare at the painting on the wall with a passionate gaze, but she had thought it was just respect for the Sword Supreme. However, once the blinders were off, she could see it was the gaze of a man looking at a woman. He had even looked at the Sword Supreme's painting while in bed with her. The thought alone made her want to kill him.

However, since she had entrusted this matter to Geom Mugeuk, she had to placate him and send him away.

"You should be grateful I even let you live. Go back now."

Sa Woojong provoked her to the very end. "What can I do? The Sword Supreme is more charming. Any man would feel the same."

Cheongseon clenched her fists. What angered her more was that he thought he could spew such nonsense and she wouldn't be able to kill him.

"You know what? Surprisingly, the Sword Supreme's skin was better."

Sa Woojong chose the method that would infuriate a person the most. He compared them again and again.

"Stop it. If you don't want to die."

Cheongseon endured, but Sa Woojong provoked her further, even making things up.

"The Sword Supreme smells nice. Is it because she practices evil arts? I never said it, but you had a nauseating smell. You might not know, but I even had to hold my nose sometimes..."

Cheongseon whipped around. Her eyes, even the whites, had turned completely black.

KIIIIIIII.

With a bizarre sound, black energy erupted from Cheongseon's eyes.

HAAAAAAA.

At the same time, red energy erupted from Sa Woojong's eyes. If Cheongseon's soul-stealing art produced a ghostly sound, the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art echoed with the cries of a passionate man and woman.

The red energy coiled around the incoming black energy like a snake and flew toward Cheongseon's eyes. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that only a person who had slept with the target could have.

I did it.

As the red energy rode the black energy and penetrated her eyes, Sa Woojong was ecstatic. He imagined becoming the Demon Supreme and making the Flower Sword Supreme his woman.

Just then!

!

Sa Woojong's eyes flew open. Against his will, his right hand began to draw his sword.

What? No!

The woman from the flower garden had said it clearly. The moment the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art took effect, Cheongseon's soul-stealing art would be broken.

But the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art definitely took effect, didn't it?

Even now, the red energy was occupying her eyes and pushing out her black energy. However, Cheongseon's soul-stealing art still controlled his body.

SHIIING.

He aimed the drawn sword at his own neck.

Only then did Sa Woojong understand.

She tricked me.

He realized too late that it couldn't break the opponent's soul-stealing art. He, who was so cautious and suspicious, had been tricked by her as if possessed.

Could it be me too?

The moment he suspected that the woman from the flower garden might have placed some kind of suggestion on him!

"......"

He cut his own throat with his sword.

At that very moment, Geom Mugeuk rushed into the guest hall.

Sa Woojong was collapsing, a fountain of blood spraying from his neck. Beyond him, Cheongseon was visible.

The red energy of the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art had now completely driven the black energy from her pupils. The red energy filling her eyes gradually shrank to a dot, and then her eyes began to return to normal.

Geom Mugeuk could tell.

Cheongseon has been hit by a soul-stealing art.

Originally, their target would have been the previous Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but because I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme in this life, the target naturally changed to Cheongseon. Now I knew for sure.

The traitor before my regression was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.


Chapter 308: Oblivious to the Heart of the Person Beside You

I felt relieved that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the traitor.

What if one of the other Demon Supremes had betrayed us? Even if he lived a different life now, I could never have looked at him with a clear conscience.

Now, I could surmise one thing. The Murim Alliance had Baek Cheongeong, and our Cult had the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. This meant someone was plotting something within the Evil Alliance as well.

A glimmer of hope sparked within me. Until now, Hwa Mugi had felt like a natural disaster, an absolute being no human could stop. I now knew, however, that those events resulted from meticulous preparations over many years.

Cheong Seon's eyes returned to normal.

When she regained her senses, she gasped at the sight of Sa Woojong's corpse before her.

Then, she saw me and flinched in surprise.

"Young Cult Leader?"

Cheong Seon immediately started blaming herself. She did not know about the Soul-Stealing Art used on her, but her other memories were intact. She clearly recalled losing her temper and using the Soul-Stealing Art on Sa Woojong.

"I fell for his provocation."

Cheong Seon looked down at the corpse with a complicated expression, as if she had not intended to kill him this way. They had once shared bodies, yet they met such a catastrophic end.

"I have no face to show the Young Cult Leader."

Her voice trembled slightly. She seemed deeply sorry and embarrassed for killing Sa Woojong after promising to leave him to me.

"I really can't understand it. That man acted like he wanted me to kill him. It was the same last time, but today, he seemed completely determined."

Since it had already happened, I comforted her.

"It seems he wanted to die at the hands of a Demon Supreme. If he was determined to die and provoked you, you couldn't have done anything."

"No, no matter what he said, I should have been more patient."

She was genuinely regretful. This incident would be a great learning experience for her. If she was to live as a Demon Supreme, she needed to control her emotions against any provocation.

"He was a man who deserved to die. However, Sa Woojong was a martial artist of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, so we can't simply bury this incident."

A worried look crossed Cheong Seon's face. If this problem escalated, it would become gossip.

"Demon Supreme."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"Can you trust me until the end?"

Cheong Seon's eyes trembled slightly. Nothing gives more strength than having someone to rely on when cornered. She nodded.

"Leave what happens next to me and return for now. I'll have the Sanzu River Hall take care of the body."

As she turned to leave, Cheong Seon asked me a question.

"But how did you know to come here?"

I could not tell her about Hwan Yeo.

"I had Sa Woojong under secret surveillance. I received a report that he went to meet a Demon Supreme, so I came to see what he was thinking."

"I see. I'm ashamed to say it, but I'll leave the rest to you, Young Cult Leader."

Cheong Seon gave a polite clasped-hands greeting and then left.

Alone, I looked down at Sa Woojong's corpse. He had claimed to know the Flower Sword Supreme's weakness, but that secret was now buried forever with his death.

Hwan Yeo.

Her personality is no different from before my regression. She used him to her heart's content and then eliminated him.

If Hwan Yeo is in the flower garden, where could the Illusion King be? Is he nearby? Or somewhere else?


After leaving the guest hall, I went straight back to the Sanzu River Hall.

Seo Daeryong had been wondering what was happening since I had suddenly rushed out during our conversation. If Seo Daeryong had not mentioned the flowerpot, I would not have thought of Hwan Yeo.

"Sa Woojong is dead."

Seo Daeryong was startled. He had just been reporting surveillance details on the man, so he was shocked to hear he was already dead.

"As expected! Whenever the Young Cult Leader rushes out, villains invariably end up dead."

I shook my head at his half-joking, half-serious remark.

"It wasn't me this time."

"Then who killed him?"

"The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

Seo Daeryong asked in surprise.

"What on earth happened?"

I only told Seo Daeryong that the owner of the flower garden was the mastermind behind this incident.

"That woman used Sa Woojong to cast the Soul-Stealing Art on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Is that even possible? Ah, of course, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is still young."

"Still, it's not an easy feat. It just shows that our opponents are not to be underestimated."

Seo Daeryong's expression turned serious. This was a conspiracy targeting a Demon Supreme.

"Do you know who the woman from the flower garden is?"

I could not reveal Hwan Yeo's identity, even to Seo Daeryong, so I shook my head.

"Halt the special surveillance and monitor the flower garden. Use skilled people and do it discreetly. These people plot against a Demon Supreme. Have them monitor only major movements from a distance, and send the enforcement martial artists to retrieve Sa Woojong's body."

"Understood."

I could not predict Hwan Yeo's next move. I did not know if she would leave now that she had cast the Soul-Stealing Art, or if she would remain nearby to control the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"What do you plan to do now?"

This matter could not be resolved by me and the Sanzu River Hall alone. The Soul-Stealing Art might not work on me, but I could not break a spell cast on someone else.

"I must send a messenger pigeon telling them to return at once."

"To whom?"

"To the only person who can solve this."

He is the only person, but two will come.


"I've lost."

The old man admitted defeat. He was renowned in the area for his skill in Go. About a month ago, a young man had come seeking to learn, so he had been teaching him for a fee per game.

At first, the skill gap was so wide they played with a handicap, but the young man's skill improved with every game until he eventually surpassed him. Now, his skill had improved to an unbelievable degree.

"How did your skill improve so quickly? Were you perhaps deceiving me from the start?"

The person learning Go from the old man was Go Wol. He smiled, placed the lesson fee beside the Go board, and stood up.

"Thank you for your teachings."

It was a final farewell, implying he would no longer come to learn.

"Just one more game!"

However, the old man had already lost three games in a row.

"Please don't be too upset. It's all thanks to your excellent teaching, Elder."

Go Wol bowed politely and left.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been watching from the side, spoke to the old man.

"That's right. That fellow was a Go master from the beginning. He's the most devious bastard in the world, so he was tricking you from the start. Just to show off by turning the tables on an old man."

However, the old man did not agree with him at all. The sparks of his defeat flew toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You're the one who looks more devious."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader squatted down next to the old man.

"Ahem, perhaps it's because you only play Go, but you don't seem to know how to judge people. I'm a man who has never once been called devious in my entire life."

"You look so inherently devious that everyone was probably cautious around you, right? You likely never had the chance to be devious."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had become the devious one while trying to tease Go Wol, flared up.

"I'm a murim master. You shouldn't speak so carelessly to me."

"I'll be eighty-seven the day after tomorrow. What are you going to do about it?"

The two had a fiery staring contest. The old man's invincible aura, that of an old man who would not mind dying tomorrow, pushed back the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Just then, Go Wol called out to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from a distance.

"What are you doing? Hurry up!"

Like a sulking child, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader swept the stones on the Go board into a mess.

"Must be nice being old!"

He leaped into the air and landed next to Go Wol, who stood far away before the main gate. From behind him, he heard the old man's shout. Hey, you devious bastard!

The two of them left the house.

"Old people have no fear."

"You think he's not scared? He just noticed that our Cult Leader is a kind-hearted person. He read you completely."

"Why do people take me for a pushover when I treat them nicely!"

"You didn't exactly treat him nicely, did you? You just whined next to him the whole time, saying you were bored, hungry, and asking when it would be over."

"What? Did you get close to the Go teacher already? Are you two in on this together?"

Go Wol laughed and quickened his pace.

"Let's go to the next Branch now."

"Again? You're a Go master now, so let's just go back."

Go Wol had said he would not return until he became a Go master, but that was just an excuse. In truth, he was pouring all his energy into ensuring the intelligence organization, the Hidden Moon, was running properly. He was visiting each Branch to inspect and observe. He was striving to create a system where everything would run smoothly, even without a leader present.

"The Young Cult Leader won't acknowledge any of this. He'll only show up when he needs something and say, 'Help me with this, tell me about that! As expected of our Strategist Go!' He'll just praise you with words."

As he said this, he looked back. He was looking back just in case, because Geom Mugeuk had a habit of appearing whenever he was bad-mouthed.

"You're not hoping the Young Cult Leader will show up, are you?"

"What are you talking about!"

Sometimes, he missed Geom Mugeuk. That was why he would sometimes bad-mouth Geom Mugeuk even more, hoping he would appear from behind saying, 'There you are, bad-mouthing me again.'

"That heartless bastard has forgotten about us, and after how much money we make for him."

They sold any suitable information to other martial artists, excluding the highest-grade intelligence sent to Geom Mugeuk. The profits from that were used to run the organization.

The All-Knowing Hall was directly operated by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but the Hidden Moon was different. It was impossible to run such a vast organization, spread like a spiderweb across the Central Plains, with only Geom Mugeuk's money.

"The Second Young Lord is a greedy man."

"He's not greedy. He gave me a large sum of money when he visited last time. He even ordered me to use it for personal expenses."

"He should, after making you work so hard, but what about me? Why did he only give it to you?"

"You're rich, aren't you, Cult Leader?"

"Where is that written? Is a rich man's hardship not a hardship?"

Just then, Go Wol said something unexpected.

"I should be the one to reward that hardship."

"Why you?"

"Because your voluntary hardship was for my sake, wasn't it? Not for the Young Cult Leader."

As he spoke, Go Wol took something from his robes and handed it to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was stunned when he saw what it was. It was a house deed. What was more surprising was that the owner was listed as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You said you wanted a house in the Central Plains, right? It's your house, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand trembled as he held the deed.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had wanted a house in the Central Plains. He would occasionally mention wanting to buy one while drinking with Go Wol. When he was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, his grand dream was to advance into the Central Plains. Now, even while roaming freely, he lamented how difficult it was to secure even a small house.

The moment he bought a house in the Central Plains, he felt it would be like leaving the Outer Regions and truly settling down.

"I bought it with the money I received from the Young Cult Leader this time, plus my monthly salary so far."

"Why would you buy this!"

Go Wol answered calmly.

"I thought it would be nice if you had a house, Cult Leader. It's my gift."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was deeply moved. He had received countless gifts more valuable than this in his life, but he had never been this happy.

"I have a lot of money."

"I know. You could buy hundreds of houses like that."

"Thousands, more like!"

"But you never bought a single one, did you? Why not? You could have bought one in each region as we traveled the Central Plains."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said nothing. Go Wol was seeing right through his heart.

"'Is it okay for me to buy this?' That's what you were thinking. After all, you're the former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. You felt somewhat sorry toward your juniors back in the Outer Regions."

How did he know? He certainly had felt that way.

"I don't feel sorry! Why would I? I made them Cult Leaders and made sure they all had their positions before I left."

Then Go Wol brought up another reason.

"You were probably conscious of the Young Cult Leader, too. 'He went out to help the strategist, but he's just buying houses!' You didn't want to look like that, did you?"

Of course, he had felt that way too. How well he knew his heart.

"Why would I care about the Second Young Lord! It's my money, I can buy what I want."

"Then why didn't you buy one?"

However, there was a more decisive reason than those.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader revealed the reason with an expression that said, 'How can you not know my heart?' "I can't just buy a house for myself, can I? If I'm going to buy a house, I should buy two nearby so we can live as neighbors, right? I can't just buy one for myself. I have to discuss it with you first. You're so busy with work, how could I ask you to go house hunting? What? You don't like it? You don't want to live next door to me?"

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked away and spat out his words.

"And you call yourself a strategist when you don't even know the heart of the person beside you. Second Young Lord, you picked the wrong man! You'd be better off bringing that Go teacher from before and making him the strategist! That old man who was so good at guessing I was devious would be a hundred times better."

Then, Go Wol took something else from his robes.

"That's why I bought another house nearby. This one is in my name."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood there for a moment as if his soul had left him. After staring blankly at Go Wol for a long while, he abruptly asked.

"It's smaller than my house, right?"

Go Wol laughed out loud.

"I know our Cult Leader's personality too well for that. I bought a smaller one."

"Then that's fine."

"Your house, Cult Leader, won't compare to the one you used to live in. Don't be disappointed later when you see how small it is."

"I should be disappointed. I'm the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader! The former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gazed at a distant mountain. Looking at Go Wol, he felt like he was about to cry. He was happy to receive the house, but Go Wol buying his own house right next to it made him ten times happier. That was the real gift.

Later, I'll build you the biggest house in the Central Plains. A house even bigger than the Second Young Lord's.

This was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heartfelt promise.

Just then, a subordinate came, delivered a messenger pigeon to them, and left.

"Who's it from?"

"The Young Cult Leader."

"See? How can I not bad-mouth him? On such a fine day, what kind of work is he trying to give us now, sending a messenger pigeon? Tell him we can't! Tell him we won't!"

Go Wol held out the messenger pigeon to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"It says he needs your help, Cult Leader, not mine."

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched in surprise, his eyes widening.

"Me? Not you, but me? Are you sure? He really needs my help?"

"It says he desperately needs your help, Cult Leader, and asks you to return quickly."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's shoulders puffed up to the sky as he feigned a grumpy mood.

"What? Now that there are no sacred relics to take, he's trying to work me to the bone?"

"Should I send a messenger pigeon saying you can't go, then?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pretended to give in.

"Let's go back! We can check out our new houses while we're at it!"

As he followed the man who was now striding forward, Go Wol said.

"The houses we bought are in the opposite direction of the Headquarters."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pretended not to hear and quickened his pace.

Go Wol smiled and followed. They were finally returning to the Headquarters. It was a pleasant return, coming after successfully establishing the intelligence organization.

In contrast to what happened at the Go teacher's house, this time it was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader up ahead, gesturing and urging him on.

"What are you doing? Hurry up!"


Chapter 309: There Are No Villains Who Like Flowers

When I visited, the Flower Sword Supreme was training with her sword again, her face bare of makeup.

I knew exactly why she was so engrossed in martial arts. For masters like a Demon Supreme, a breakthrough was a rare, miraculous event. The Flower Sword Supreme was the type of person who would seize such a moment and make the achievement her own.

She soared into the air, brandished her sword in a flurry, then turned toward me.

Her provocative gaze said it all.

Come on!

If she wanted a fight, I had to give her one. I kicked off the ground without hesitation, soared into the air, and rushed toward her.

The Black Demon Sword and the One Flower Sword clashed repeatedly in mid-air. I attacked faster than in our last duel, but she still managed to block my strikes.

Seeing her clearly improved skill, I pushed my power and speed even further.

The swords clashed so rapidly that the distinct CLANG, CLANG, CLANG blurred into a single, continuous SHIIIIING.

Dozens of sword lines bloomed brilliantly before vanishing, again and again. The exchange was too fast for any observer to discern the attacks and defenses.

The speed of our swings continued to climb.

It was not I and the Flower Sword Supreme fighting. It was instinct thrusting the sword and instinct blocking it. A single mistake could mean a severed arm or a sliced neck. This duel was more real than an actual battle.

Our speed reached its absolute peak.

TANG!

An unfamiliar sound erupted, and we descended to the ground together.

THUD.

The One Flower Sword was embedded in the ground.

She had dropped her sword again.

I sensed no regret or shame from the Flower Sword Supreme. Despite losing, she wore a satisfied expression. In that exchange, she must have displayed swordsmanship superior to any she had ever performed.

She asked me.

"How far are you planning to take me?"

She understood my intention to push her to her limits. She knew I wanted her to never be satisfied, to never stop.

"I intend to go to the very end."

To the very end.

Yes, I intend to go to the very end with these Demon Supremes.

"......"

"I've told you before. You're the only one, Senior, who can stimulate me like this by exchanging swordsmanship. The only people I can cross swords with so freely are Father and you, Senior, but I can't spar with Father this often, and our fights become a different kind of battle. That's why my duels with you are incredibly precious to me."

After a brief pause, I conveyed my sincere feelings.

"I want to walk this path with you until the very moment we let go of the swords in our hands."

A wave of emotion crossed the Flower Sword Supreme's face.

She looked down at her empty hand and asked.

"Do you remember when we had our first duel?"

"I remember."

The Flower Sword Supreme also revealed her honest feelings.

"Around that time, I was thinking something like this. I'll remain a Demon Supreme for about ten more years, then pass the position to my successor and enjoy a comfortable retirement."

Looking down at her empty palm, she raised her head to look at me.

"Back then, I could see my destination. As a martial artist, and as a Demon Supreme. The finish line of my life, where people were lined up to cheer and congratulate me. I can still see it. A path I just had to walk without any worries or thoughts, but you, you're putting me back at the starting line. I feel like I'm standing at the starting point all over again."

I gazed into her eyes and calmly said.

"It might seem comfortable and enjoyable once you cross that finish line, but it will only be good for about a month. From the next day on, you'll be bored and restless. 'I should have done more when I was even a year younger.' 'Isn't it too empty to end it like this?' All sorts of idle thoughts and regrets will torment you, Senior."

A faint smile formed on the Flower Sword Supreme's lips.

"And you know this without ever having been there?"

"I have a vivid imagination."

Getting blackmailed by Sa Woojong, being captivated by a lust for power that didn't suit her. She was too precious a person to waste her life like that.

The Flower Sword Supreme held out her hand. The One Flower Sword pulled itself free from the ground and flew into her grasp. Holding the sword, she declared.

"I am standing at the starting line again. Until the moment I die, I will never let this sword leave my hand."

I could feel it. The woman before me was different from the Flower Sword Supreme before my regression. A person's life can change so much depending on who they meet and who is by their side.

"Why did you come today?"

"Sa Woojong was killed by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme flinched, surprised by the unexpected answer.

"What happened?"

I told her the story as it was, leaving out the parts related to Hwan Yeo. The result was a death caused by a crime of passion.

"Sa Woojong committed a grave sin deserving of death by threatening and insulting a Demon Supreme. However, since one of your demon swords was killed by another Demon Supreme, it could tarnish your reputation, Senior, or that of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect."

After thinking for a moment, she asked me.

"How do you think this matter should be handled?"

"For the sake of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, I hope you can make an exception just this once. She is establishing her position within the Western Illusion Sanctum. If this incident becomes prominent, her standing will be diminished."

The Flower Sword Supreme accepted my request.

"Handle it quietly."

"Thank you."

"But do let me know where he was buried. He was someone who served me once, after all. I should at least pour him a cup of wine for the road."

After she finished speaking, she began to swing her sword again.

I bowed politely and left.

Just before leaving the Flower Sword Supreme's residence, I glanced back.

She looked up at the sky, her sword hanging loosely at her side. I could sense a complex mix of emotions from her. I did not want to know about her relationship with Sa Woojong, or what her weakness had been.

I just hope this incident becomes a turning point that changes her life, and maybe even her swordsmanship.

As I was leaving the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, Seo Daeryong was waiting for me.

"We received a message from the team monitoring the flower garden. The seedlings that used to arrive daily didn't come yesterday or today."

That meant only one thing.

"She's planning to leave."

I could not let her go like this. I had to hold her here somehow. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader might not be able to undo the soul-capturing art and might need her to do it. I also needed her to find the Illusion King.

"What are you going to do?"

I answered as I walked toward the main gate of the Headquarters.

"What do you think? I have to stop her from leaving. Send me as many enforcement martial artists as you can get."


Hwan Yeo prepared to leave the flower garden.

She had received the report that Sa Woojong was dead. His death meant the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art had succeeded. All she had to do was retreat for now and return in a year to check on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

With an ordinary martial artist, she could succeed with the soul-capturing art in one go and turn them into a puppet, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had mastered the art herself, could not be controlled at once. The Cheokhon planted in her mind needed to take root and grow. The process was like planting a seed and raising a flower. When the bud bloomed into a full flower, she would be able to control the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme completely.

Just then, a group of martial artists swarmed in. One person entered through their midst.

Hwan Yeo was startled when she identified the person. It was Geom Mugeuk. He had brought not only his bodyguards but also the enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall.

"A distinguished guest has arrived again."

"You seemed to recognize me immediately the other day, too. How did you know me when we've never met before?"

"Who in the Demon Village doing business here wouldn't know of you, Young Cult Leader? It's an honor to see you again."

While plotting her work here, the news she had heard most frequently were rumors about Geom Mugeuk. Most were hard to believe, but she knew. She knew all those rumors were true. Therefore, she also knew she had to be extremely cautious when dealing with Geom Mugeuk.

That was why Hwan Yeo was suspicious of Geom Mugeuk's visit. Once could be a coincidence, but twice?

Did he notice something?

If not, there was no reason for the Young Cult Leader to show up in person like this.

Of course, that did not mean she was anxious. There were plenty of ways to escape. She could use her soul-capturing art right now to make the bodyguards draw their swords and kill the Young Cult Leader. She could then slip away in the ensuing chaos.

"My subordinate really liked the flowers she bought that day."

"There's no better gift for a beautiful woman than flowers."

If he had visited for such a reason alone, she would have definitely been suspicious of the Young Cult Leader. However, Geom Mugeuk asked her directly.

"Let me ask you one thing."

"Please, go ahead."

"Do you know the martial artist who has been visiting here frequently lately?"

When he mentioned Sa Woojong, Hwan Yeo was inwardly surprised but showed no hint of it.

"Of course. He always used to come, look at the flowers and trees, and then leave."

"His name is Sa Woojong."

"He never told me his name."

"He died a short while ago."

"Oh my! How did that happen?"

Hwan Yeo acted deeply saddened. Her performance was so excellent that anyone would have thought she had unknowingly grown fond of the demon who visited every day.

"Our Cult is investigating his death. That's why I'm here."

"Ah, I see."

Hwan Yeo bowed her head, showing a fearful expression.

"But seeing as you're investigating personally, Young Cult Leader, was he a person of high status?"

"His death is related to a Demon Supreme of our Cult."

Now that he had revealed this, Hwan Yeo was inwardly puzzled.

Did he find out about the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?

No. If that were the case, he would not have just come here like this. He would have brought other Demon Supremes to capture her.

He doesn't know about me yet.

Geom Mugeuk's attitude toward her also seemed to be one of mere suspicion.

"So, do not leave the flower garden for the time being."

"I'm a person with nowhere to go."

"Then why have the seedlings that came every day stopped arriving?"

Geom Mugeuk intentionally revealed that they were monitoring the flower garden.

"I stopped them because I'm not feeling well and plan to rest for a few days."

Geom Mugeuk gave her a suspicious look.

This way, she won't be suspected.

If I had come for another reason and acted naturally, she would have found it suspicious. It was better to just say, 'I'm watching you, so don't leave!' This had a higher chance of keeping her here, and to that, I added one decisive thing.

"If you get scared and leave, I will declare you a public enemy of our Cult and send a pursuit team after you. A sketch of your face will be distributed throughout the entire Central Plains, so you'll have nowhere to hide."

Geom Mugeuk knew her weakness precisely. These people moved in secret. The thing they were most cautious about was revealing themselves to the outside world. A sketch of her face posted all over the Central Plains? That would be the last thing they wanted.

Indeed, Hwan Yeo's heart grew heavy.

Damn it.

Revealing herself was something she absolutely could not allow.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the flowers Lee Ahn had bought and smelled their fragrance.

"Do you know what I said when my subordinates reported that this flower garden was suspicious?"

"What did you say?"

"There are no villains among people who like flowers."

Geom Mugeuk left the flower garden with the people he had brought.

Hwan Yeo silently watched him leave.


"Ah! How long has it been since I've been to the Headquarters?"

Stepping into the Headquarters, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took a deep breath. It was not the Heavenly Wind Cult, but the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters, yet it felt as comfortable as returning home.

The two of them entered the inner court and headed straight for Geom Mugeuk's residence. It was not his old residence, but the large, fine one he received after becoming the Young Cult Leader.

"Your house has gotten pretty grand since you became the Young Cult Leader, hasn't it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader examined Geom Mugeuk's residence, something he had never paid attention to before.

"Power really is a good thing."

"If you're jealous, go back to the Outer Regions. The Cult Leader's residence was ten times bigger than this, wasn't it?"

"Who said I'm jealous? I'm just saying."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader peered inside from the window.

"Where did the Second Young Lord go? We're here, so he should have been waiting for us. Don't tell me he forgot he even called us? Ah, that's right. I called you, didn't I? That matter is all resolved. Since you're here, why don't you rest for a few days and then go handle your other business? I'm busy, so I'll be going now."

He had imitated him so often that he could now impersonate Geom Mugeuk better than anyone.

"He might have gone from a barely tolerable Second Young Lord to a villainous Young Cult Leader."

Just then, a welcome voice came from behind.

"You never fail to speak ill of me when I'm not around."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader grinned to himself without turning around. Yes, this was the voice he had wanted to hear so badly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned around.

Geom Mugeuk stood there, looking the same as always.

"I'm still a barely tolerable Young Cult Leader. It'll be a while before I become villainous."

"We'll see about that."

Even though he had missed him, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader acted needlessly grumpy.

"You've worked hard, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at Go Wol standing beside him.

"If you're going to say that, you should say it to him."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Go Wol and said.

"You worked hard."

Go Wol smiled.

"I was only doing what I was supposed to do."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chimed in, praising Go Wol.

"Even if it were his own business, he couldn't have worked that hard. Young Cult Leader, you should buy your strategist some restorative medicine. He went through a lot."

Go Wol shot the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader a look, as if to tell him to stop talking nonsense.

"I'll buy him the best restorative medicine there is."

"You'll buy some for me too when you do, right?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud.

"Don't just laugh, make sure you buy it. Don't make a man sad over food. So, what help do you need that you summoned this great body of mine?"

"It's about the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

After the previous Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died, Cheong Seon inherited the soul-capturing art from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. At the mention of a matter related to her, the playfulness vanished from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face.

"What about that child?"

Geom Mugeuk got straight to the point.

"Unknown individuals have cast the soul-capturing art on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

The moment those words were spoken, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's aura changed.

WHOOOOOSH!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's aura awakened a person's primal fear.

Dark clouds gathered from all directions, instantly darkening the surroundings. A gloomy atmosphere formed, as if a typhoon was about to strike. The sound of a bell carried on a desolate wind blowing from afar.

Each time the bell rang, gates opened from the ground. All sorts of black monsters began to leap out. It was as if the gates of hell were opening one after another.

The creatures shot out at high speed and rushed toward their opponent without hesitation. Of course, they were not real monsters, but illusions manifested from his aura.

Hundreds of monsters charged toward Geom Mugeuk.

The ghastly feeling that came with each one passing through his body cooled his fighting spirit and broke down his mental fortitude. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own.

If it were someone with weak inner arts or a weak will, this aura alone would have been enough to make them swing their sword around and rampage like a madman.

It was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's enraged aura, something I had never seen before.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader now was not the usual man who joked and bantered. He had returned to his true form. The absolute ruler of the Outer Regions Murim, who had achieved complete mastery of the Great Calamity Demonic Art, the greatest technique of the Outer Regions.

Emitting a ghastly blue light from his eyes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said coldly.

"They dared to touch my disciple?"


Chapter 310: Just Take Me to That Damned Woman

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's qi completely overwhelmed Geom Mugeuk.

He felt the Cult Leader's fury in the illusion of charging beasts.

If he had not activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, his blood would have boiled from the man's qi, and he would have had to resist drawing his sword.

This was the qi of a true master who had reached the pinnacle of a martial art.

I need to calm his anger.

Geom Mugeuk dodged the charging monsters, waving his hands and speaking playfully.

"I'm not the one who touched your disciple. Oh my, I'm going to die!"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader withdrew his qi.

The rampaging beasts vanished instantly. Dark clouds dissipated, and the surroundings brightened. A bell that tolled like a heartbeat opening hell's gates faded away. With its final, lingering chime, he could feel the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's emotions subsiding.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze returned to normal.

"Where is Cheong Seon now?"

His calm question was laced with concern for her.

This is why you have to look at people closely. No, even though I thought I was looking closely, I never knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had this side to him.

It's a moment that makes me realize again how hard it is to truly know a person, to understand all their different, layered facets.

"The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is fine."

Only then did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face relax.

"She'll be very happy to know you were so worried, Cult Leader. Thanks to you, I almost died, though."

"Stop exaggerating! You held up just fine."

"I had to use the Heavenly Demon Defense Art!"

He deliberately mentioned the Heavenly Demon Defense Art to save the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. Sure enough, his mood instantly improved. After all, he acknowledged his father as the world's number one.

Go Wol, who stood behind the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, chimed in.

"Cult Leader, do you really care about your disciple this much? You don't usually dote on her like this, do you?"

"I don't. What do you mean, dote on her?"

Perhaps feeling embarrassed, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave another reason.

"It's not because of Cheong Seon, it's because of my pride! How dare they touch my disciple? This is an insult to me. Surely they couldn't have been unaware she's my disciple, right? Ah, or were they? They must have been ignorant to do something like this, right?"

Geom Mugeuk firmly shook his head.

"Not a chance. The person who planned this definitely did their research."

"Who in the world is it?"

"It's a woman."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tilted his head. He could not think of any woman he knew who practiced soul-stealing arts and would commit such an act. The same went for men. Daring to touch a Demon Supreme of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Their entire clan would be annihilated if they were caught. Who could it be?

"Who is this woman?"

"She's a woman disguised as the owner of a flower garden in the Demon Village."

"I'll have to see for myself. Before that, let me see Cheong Seon first."

"I'll go and bring her. By the way, your disciple doesn't know she's been subjected to a soul-stealing art."

"I figured as much."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened. He might be neglectful about other things, but he never took matters related to soul-stealing arts lightly.

As Geom Mugeuk left, Go Wol spoke to him.

"Cult Leader."

After calling his name, Go Wol said nothing more.

We're always together, so how could I not know what's on Go Wol's mind? It's a warning not to get swept up in emotions, since this concerns my disciple.

"What are you worried about? You know full well what a rotten person I am."

Go Wol nodded, his expression clearly saying, 'I know very well'.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted. He had temporarily hidden his dignity until his disciple arrived.

"You're supposed to deny it! You should say you're worried because the Cult Leader is surprisingly affectionate! You should at least say it, even if you don't mean it!"


Black energy rose from Cheong Seon's fingertips and wrapped around her arm.

The black smoke transformed into armor shaped like fish scales. The Illusion Armor Art seemed successful, perfectly protecting her arm, but then...

"......"

A sound like cracking metal echoed as the scales burst in all directions with a PUFF, scattering into smoke.

Cheong Seon clutched her arm, her face contorting in pain. She had recited the incantation incorrectly and nearly injured her arm severely.

After killing Sa Woojong, she could not focus on her martial arts training.

Is it because of guilt? Not a chance. I'm not that soft-hearted. With her venomous and harsh personality, the regret of not controlling her own emotions tormented her instead.

The events of that day replayed in her mind, and she imagined handling it calmly. I should have answered like this. I should have handled it this way. I should have held back.

Perhaps it's because of the Young Cult Leader. I should have shown him a more impressive side of myself.

I'm the only one who will be the next generation's Demon Supreme. Even if the other Demon Supremes grow old and die, I will live to serve Geom Mugeuk when he becomes the Cult Leader. I keep having lingering regrets, feeling as though I've ruined the start of such an important relationship.

Just then, a subordinate's voice came from outside.

"The Young Cult Leader has arrived."

"Show him in."

Since she had just been thinking of Geom Mugeuk, she was inwardly surprised. How timely.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk entered.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Demon Supreme."

The two exchanged a clasped hands greeting. Cheong Seon worried inwardly that the issue with Sa Woojong had escalated.

However, Geom Mugeuk brought incredibly good news that belied her worries. Two pieces of it, in fact.

"The Flower Sword Supreme has decided to let this incident pass quietly."

Cheong Seon felt greatly relieved. She was so pleased she had to force a neutral expression, unable to rejoice openly.

"The Sword Supreme made a concession for you, Demon Supreme."

How could I not know? This result was only possible because Geom Mugeuk mediated so well.

"I won't forget the grace you've shown me."

Then, Geom Mugeuk delivered the other piece of good news.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has returned."

"Ah! Master has!"

"He looked for you first, Demon Supreme, as soon as he returned."

I want to tell her. I want to tell her how furious her Master was when he heard she was under a soul-stealing art. I want to tell her that even if he doesn't show it, he cares for her deeply. I'll tell her when all this is over, hoping their relationship will deepen.

"Where is he?"

"He's waiting for you at my residence now, Demon Supreme."

This time, Cheong Seon did not hide her joy.


Geom Mugeuk and Cheong Seon returned to the residence.

"Master."

Cheong Seon tried to appear confident, but a certain pressure always plagued her.

When will the Soul-Stealer grow strong enough to be like the other Demon Supremes?

Although no one dared to say such a thing, the question followed her like an obsession.

To her, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was like a sturdy fence. She was even happier to see her Master after so long, perhaps because Sa Woojong's death had left her depressed.

"Did you have a good trip, Master?"

Cheong Seon knelt and paid her respects.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader discerned the level of her martial arts just from Cheong Seon's qi.

"You've trained hard while I was away!"

Cheong Seon was delighted her Master recognized her achievements. She had trained harder than anyone to catch up to the other Demon Supremes. Now that her Master acknowledged her efforts, she felt all her past hardships were rewarded.

"Thank you, Master."

"Rise."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared intently into her eyes. It was the first time her Master had looked at her like this, and Cheong Seon grew inwardly flustered. She tried to lower her head.

"Look me straight in the eye."

"Yes, Master."

Cheong Seon raised her head and met her Master's gaze.

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol watched tensely. They could only hope the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could break the soul-stealing art.

"Now, perform the Heart Soul Art."

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's examination continued, Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol excused themselves. It was not proper to watch a Demon Supreme perform her martial arts, even if they knew he was trying to identify the soul-stealing art.

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol walked together in the inner garden.

"You've worked hard, haven't you?"

"Not at all. I enjoy working, so please don't worry about it."

"Don't say that. He'll think you really like to work and give you even more."

Go Wol smiled.

Geom Mugeuk decided to give Go Wol a little more information.

"Keep in mind that the ones behind this might be the same group that caused the Murim Alliance incident."

Go Wol was not as surprised as he had expected, even though the matter was serious.

"Did you anticipate this?"

"Both plots targeted the highest echelons, so I suspected they might have the same mastermind. If you're right, Young Cult Leader, I predict their schemes are also in the Evil Alliance."

As expected, Go Wol has a good grasp of the situation.

"There's no harm in being cautious, so gather information with that in mind."

"Understood."

"And for now, stay here at my and the Cult Leader's residence. I'll get Father's permission soon and create a small-scale Hidden Moon Headquarters for you."

At that, Go Wol carefully declined Geom Mugeuk's offer.

"I must ask you to postpone that."

"......"

"If that happens, the Hidden Moon will become an official organization of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Please make the Hidden Moon official when you become the Cult Leader, Young Cult Leader."

He means that for now, he wants it to remain an organization just for me, carrying out only my orders.

Geom Mugeuk's bright smile expressed his joy at this loyalty. His eyes also said, 'Thank you, Go Wol'.

"Strategist Go."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"As you know, we have a long road ahead. Pace yourself and get some rest. I'm worried you'll burn out from working too hard."

"Don't people collapse from exhaustion because the work is hard, but because no one recognizes their efforts? Since you recognize them so well, Young Cult Leader, I have no worries."

Go Wol added with a smile.

"Besides, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exaggerates. I don't work hard enough to collapse."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud at the rare joke.

The two resumed their walk. This long-overdue stroll was precious, as they did not know when they would be busy again.


When he returned to the residence with Go Wol, Cheong Seon was gone.

"How did it go?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had figured out exactly what afflicted Cheong Seon.

"She was hit with the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art."

It was a martial art that neither Go Wol nor I had ever heard of. That was understandable, since the art was not from the Central Plains and had been lost long ago.

"It's a martial art from the Outer Regions, said to have been lost long ago."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression was stiff because it was a martial art from a very particular place, even among the arts of the Outer Regions.

"It's a martial art of the now-defunct Blood Cult."

The Heavenly Wind Cult's predecessor was the Blood Cult. He seemed unsettled that a martial art lost long ago, one not passed down to the Heavenly Wind Cult, had suddenly appeared.

Rumors of the 'revival of the Blood Cult' floated like ghosts in every era. Naturally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was more sensitive to them.

But to state the conclusion first, Hwa Mugi has no connection to the Blood Cult. After Hwa Mugi closed off the three factions of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic, no incidents related to the Blood Cult's revival occurred, even when the Twelve Zodiac Kings ruled the Central Plains.

In any case, the important thing right now was this.

"Can you break the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art cast on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked between Go Wol and me with a serious expression. He wanted to convey that he could not, but his desire to show off interfered. In the end, he could not hold back.

"Of course. I am the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

Go Wol and I cheered.

"As expected! You're the best, Cult Leader!"

"Amazing, Cult Leader!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shrugged his puffed-up shoulders and continued to boast.

"The one who became the medium is dead, right?"

He knows about Sa Woojong's death.

"How did you know?"

"The Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art can be cast in reverse when the other party tries to use a soul-stealing art during intercourse. The conditions are very specific, but what reason would there be to use a soul-stealing art on someone you're sleeping with?"

"When you're trying to kill them, I suppose."

"If Cheong Seon tried to kill him, then he'd be dead. You said the mastermind is a woman, so she wouldn't have acted directly. She must have used some man as a medium, and she would have let Cheong Seon kill the man to tie up loose ends."

"You really seem like a different person! Who in the world is standing before me? Are you under a soul-stealing art, Cult Leader?"

"That's an insult, right? Not a compliment?"

I was not just flattering him. When the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did his job, he truly felt like a different person.

"The dead man was merely a medium. The Soul-Controlling Mark is imprinted on the body of the woman who taught him the incantation. If I use a grand technique to extract and destroy it, the Cheokhon implanted in Cheong Seon will naturally disappear as well."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes grew cold, emanating a chilling blue aura.

"I'll take responsibility for my disciple's life and death. So just take me to that damned woman."

I trust the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I trust that he will subdue Hwan Yeo and succeed with the grand technique. When it comes to soul-stealing arts, who could I trust if not him? However, there's one problem.

"What will happen to the woman when the grand technique is performed?"

"She won't survive having the Soul-Controlling Mark forcibly extracted. If you're going to turn someone into a puppet, you should be prepared for that."

"There's something I need to find out before that woman is killed."

Namely, where the Illusion King is.

If Hwan Yeo is killed, the Illusion King will definitely seek revenge. I know very well how much those twins care for each other.

The Illusion King sharpening his blade of vengeance from the shadows, with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as his target?

That's not a situation I want at all. If we're going to kill Hwan Yeo, we have to kill the Illusion King with her.

"I'll let you know when it's time for the grand technique. Please bear with it until then."

The chilling blue light flowing from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes faded.

"Good, because putting so much force into my eyes was getting tiring."

After rubbing his eyes and making another playful comment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked me.

"What on earth are you thinking?"

I'm thinking about how to save him. How to keep him from living a life targeted for revenge by someone like the Illusion King.

"I'm just thinking about how to make our Cult Leader's performance look as cool as possible."


Chapter 311: Thank You For Telling Me Your Weakness

Did my words please him?

"I shouldn't just look after my other disciple. I need to take care of this one too." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader snapped his fingers, activating the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

When I learned the Spacetime Manipulation Technique from him, I promised to serve him as my Master, at least in this place.

"Disciple. What troubles you?"

Instead of answering the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's playful question, I looked around. We were in the middle of a battlefield. Blood flowed like a river and corpses were piled high.

"Why on earth did you open a place like this? Where are we?"

"I thought a place like this would suit you."

I knew he was not just joking, so I asked him calmly.

"Is this what my heart looks like to you, Cult Leader?"

He stared at me intently and asked back.

"Isn't the reason you get stronger every time I see you because your heart is a constant battlefield?"

This was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader without his playful demeanor. He was a man who could instinctively smell blood.

"I'm sorry, but my heart is like this."

This time, I imitated the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and snapped my fingers. He always liked to snap his fingers when he opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"......"

The scene changed. Now, we stood in a beautiful field where white petals scattered in the wind.

"My heart is like this."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked around, then smiled and asked.

"Isn't this the kind of place you dream of?"

I did not argue and just smiled faintly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader picked up a fallen petal and said, "Sometimes when I'm here, I get confused about which world is real. It's probably because I want to stay in the space I created. What about you?"

"It's the same for me. Sometimes I want to forget everything and escape here. It feels so good to rest in this place."

The sun, the sea, a sandy beach, and a comfortable chair under a broad-leafed tree. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader probably had his own personal space, just like me.

"If this place becomes a sanctuary, it's a paradise. If it becomes a refuge, it's a hell. Both here and in the outside world."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tossed the petals in his hand into the air.

"Now, I'll ask again. What's on your mind? What are you trying to find out from the mastermind?"

A flicker of worry crossed his face. I appreciated his concern, but I could not tell him about the Illusion King.

"You're a man who stirs up storms. To think you'd even attract those who cast Soul-Stealing Arts on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Anyone hearing that would think they appeared because of me."

"Wouldn't this have gone unnoticed if not for you? In that case, you can say they were revealed to the world because of you."

It was sophistry, but he had a point. If it were not for me, Hwan Yeo would have simply been remembered as the flower shop owner before disappearing.

"Still, this is related to the Blood Cult, so I'll handle it."

He was trying to protect me. He intended to take responsibility for this incident that began with the Soul-Stealing Art and see it to the end. I was grateful he cared so much.

"Cult Leader, I have something to ask you."

"What is it?"

"What is the weakness of those who have mastered the Soul-Stealing Art?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at me with a bewildered expression, as if asking what kind of question that was.

"Are you now asking me to reveal my own weakness?"

"Isn't it better to get rid of bad things quickly?"

"Go Wol! Look, this is the Young Cult Leader you admire so much. Didn't I tell you? He's not just the Young Cult Leader, he's a wicked Young Cult Leader."

Though he joked, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader must have realized my question was aimed at finding the flower shop woman's weakness.

"You can just leave it to me. What on earth are you trying to find out from that woman?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader began to walk slowly. I followed him down the path carpeted with flower petals. With each step, he seemed to travel back in time, recalling a moment from long ago.

"I can't forget the first time I succeeded with the Soul-Stealing Art. Anyone who's mastered it would feel the same. How fascinating is it to make people move according to your will? But after a few successes, a sudden fear creeps in. What if someone stronger than me controls me just like this?"

This was why Seo Daeryong once said the former Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the most fearsome of all the Demon Supremes. He said it was better to die cleanly by a blade than to be controlled like a jiangshi and die miserably.

"Do you know what happens after that phase passes?"

I listened quietly to his words.

"The human mind starts to look ridiculous. You see even the strongest-willed people fall to the Soul-Stealing Art and think human will is nothing special. Do you know what happens then?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader paused and looked at me.

"People start to look ridiculous."

Was he ashamed of his past self? His gaze shifted from me to the distant mountains beyond the path.

"When people look ridiculous, the world eventually starts to look ridiculous too."

"How did you overcome it?"

"Overcome it? I couldn't."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader revealed his honest feelings.

"You think you change when you become a master? That's like the baseless assumption that you become wise when you get old. A wise young man becomes a wise old man."

For the first time since we met, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed.

"It would have been different for you. Even if you mastered the grandfather of Soul-Stealing Arts, you wouldn't look down on others, but ordinary people like us are different. There's always a price for stealing another's mind."

Perhaps he was confessing that he had been that way when he kept Go Wol in shackles.

But I knew. He told me he had not overcome it, but he already had. When he released Go Wol from his shackles, he began to see people differently.

"Somewhere in that woman's heart, there must be arrogance, conceit, and emptiness. She'll look down on your mind, on people, and on the world. A part of her heart will be a gaping, black hole."

A gaping, black hole in her heart.

I knew exactly what that meant. In my life before regression, I had a similar hole in my own heart. It was endlessly deep, a void that nothing could fill.

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke abruptly.

"......"

He believed he had started to fill that hole because of me.

"If not for you, I'd still be in the Heavenly Wind Cult's main hall. I'd be looking at the same sacred object every day, living in fear of losing it, keeping Go Wol tightly bound. I thought I was living the most comfortable life in the world, but it was anything but. Looking back, I was the one in shackles."

A shower of white petals rained down on us.

"So? Was that helpful?"

How should I thank him for giving me everything, even his own weakness?

Yes, this one word will be my answer.

"Yes, Master."

As if he had never been serious, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed heartily and said loudly.

"Since it's been a while, should we stay a bit longer before we go?"

I let him enjoy the feeling of being a Master to his heart's content, and we stayed for a long while before leaving. Inside was spring, but outside, winter was coming.


I entered the Demon Dragon Court, where the Demonic Army resided. Passing Demonic Army soldiers recognized me and bowed respectfully. It had been a while since I had seen these brutes.

The Demonic Army was not what it used to be. Their eyes and movements showed discipline and spirit. It was all thanks to one man.

"I heard you returned, Young Cult Leader."

The Demonic Army General Jang Ho greeted me with a commanding presence. They say the position makes the man, and the Jang Ho of today felt completely different from the man he once was. He now fit the role of the Demonic Army General better than anyone.

"I came because I wanted to see you, General Jang."

"I should have come to see you first. I apologize."

"A busy man like you doesn't need to. An idle person like me should be the one to visit."

Jang Ho laughed. He knew very well how busy I was. I was the one who was too busy to be seen, even for a greeting. In any case, seeing the gruesome scar on his face felt so welcoming that it really hit me how long it had been.

"How have you been?"

"I'm the same as always. If anything, Martial Artist Lee and Director Seo have gotten so busy we can't even meet for drinks."

"Lazy people always pretend to be busy."

Jang Ho laughed again. Like Seo Daeryong, he probably did not have many chances to laugh with his subordinates. Both organizations required their leaders to have absolute authority. Yes, you should at least laugh comfortably like that when you're with me.

It was the same with the Fist Demon and Jang Ho. When these normally stoic men laughed like this, it made me feel good too.

"You've lived up to my faith in you."

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't I tell you? That you'd become the greatest Demonic Army General in history."

"You praise me too highly."

It was not excessive praise. He was already hearing such things. My words seemed to make Jang Ho recall the past.

"I still haven't achieved my wish."

"What wish?"

"When you appointed me as the Demonic Army General, I told you. I said I wanted to be a person like you, Young Cult Leader. The kind of person who makes others feel like they can overcome any difficulty just by being with them. I haven't achieved that wish."

"Haven't you already achieved that?"

I said to his puzzled expression, "I ran into a difficult problem, so I came to you, didn't I? I need your help."

Jang Ho's expression brightened. The words "I need your help" would please him more than any compliment.

"I heard the Demonic Army's training includes drills against evil arts and illusions."

"Yes, we conduct special training to prepare for masters from unorthodox sects."

"Including the Soul-Stealing Art?"

"We have a special unit composed of those with innately strong mental fortitude."

"Lend them to me for support."

A flash of joy crossed Jang Ho's face. He had not worked with me recently, but now he finally had a chance to be of help.

"When do you need them?"

"Right now."

A short while later, I left with Jang Ho and about twenty Demonic Army soldiers. I could feel Cheokyeon and the bodyguards waiting outside tense up. Mobilizing the Demonic Army meant that something truly dangerous was about to begin.


Hwan Yeo could not leave the flower garden. The Young Cult Leader had threatened to plaster her face across the Central Plains if she left before the investigation ended. Above all else, she could not let her identity be revealed, but she couldn't just stay here indefinitely, not knowing when the investigation would end.

Just then, a man pulling a cart entered the flower garden to deliver seedlings and pots. As he unloaded a flowerpot from the cart, he sent Hwan Yeo a telepathic message.

[I have a report. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has returned to the Demonic Cult Headquarters.]

Hwan Yeo's expression instantly turned grave. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been absent, had returned at this specific moment?

Could it be?

Did he realize I used the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader might be able to detect it. No, they must have already noticed something to have summoned him back.

[I think you should leave.]

Despite the worried telepathy, she remained calm.

[Don't make a fuss.]

[My apologies.]

After a moment of thought, she gave an order.

[Have the Hyeolryeong on standby and tell Gwisuk he might have a visitor.]

The man flinched in surprise but quickly replied respectfully.

[Understood.]

Having received his orders, the man pulled his cart and left the flower garden.

Hwan Yeo was just about to pick up and carry one of the delivered flowerpots. Just then, a wooden wind chime hanging under the eaves made a sound.

Hwan Yeo picked up a pot from the cart and headed toward the back of the garden. The moment she turned the corner, she vanished instantly.

Wuuuuuuung.

She walked through a place filled with a low hum. The surrounding walls writhed as if alive, covered in grotesque protrusions. It felt like walking through the belly of a monster.

Her appearance had also changed upon entering this place. Her lips were now crimson, and her eyes were slanted menacingly. That was not the only thing that changed. The flower in the pot she held had transformed into a carnivorous plant. Judging by its sinister aura, it likely ate more than just insects.

She passed through a complex, maze-like corridor and entered a small space. As she stepped into the eerie room, the wall in front of her began to squirm and bulge outward.

Jjiiiiiiiiik.

A man's face pushed through. It was a bizarre sight, like a face struggling to emerge through a transparent membrane. His voice was naturally strange as well.

"He wonders why you haven't returned."

It was a message from her younger brother.

"Tell him I can't return yet."

"He will ask for a reason."

"Later. Tell him I'll explain later."

"He's worr..."

Before the messenger could finish, she waved her hand. The wall grew taut as if repelling the man, and the protruding face vanished.

She threw herself back, lying down. The floor rippled and rose, enveloping her like a comfortable bed. This was her favorite place, the only space where she could truly rest.

She closed her eyes for a moment, pondering how to handle the situation. The problem was the Young Cult Leader. The fact that she could not read his thoughts irritated her.

Jjiiiiiiiiik.

Again, a face pushed out from the same wall. A face struggling to break through the membrane.

[I said I'll handle it.]

The next moment, she flinched in shock. It was not the face of the subordinate who connected her to her brother. The face pushing through the membrane looked strangely familiar.

"......"

Someone tore through the membrane and thrust his face in. To her astonishment, it was Geom Mugeuk. Their eyes met, and Geom Mugeuk grinned.

"So there are villains among flower lovers after all."

At that moment, Hwan Yeo's eyes flew open.

It was a dream.

She had briefly fallen asleep and dreamed. It was the first time she had ever dreamed about someone she was wary of.

Just then, she heard someone calling for her from the garden outside.

"Owner! Are you here, owner?"

It was the voice of the man from her nightmare.


Chapter 312: That Door Can Never Be Opened

Geom Mugeuk called out to Hwan Yeo in the flower shop's garden.

"Is the owner here?"

Just then, Hwan Yeo walked out from the back of the shop.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

She greeted him warmly, having returned to her original appearance as the kind-hearted flower shop owner.

"So you were here, owner. I was about to call for an artist to draw a wanted poster. I thought you might have fled."

Hwan Yeo's expression froze slightly. Geom Mugeuk laughed.

"It's a joke. Why would our owner run away when she hasn't committed a crime?"

Geom Mugeuk walked over to a flowerpot in the corner as if he were familiar with the place.

"You have new flowers."

"They just came in."

Geom Mugeuk crouched down to admire the flowers.

This was the Young Cult Leader's third visit. There was clearly an intention behind it.

Is it because of the dream I had a little while ago? Hwan Yeo felt more anxious than during his previous visits.

Her subordinate had reported that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had returned.

Perhaps he realized that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme fell victim to the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art.

Then why isn't he capturing and killing me? What is he hesitating for?

The Young Cult Leader could launch a surprise attack at any moment. She prepared to use her illusion arts instantly.

Despite the tension swirling in her heart, Geom Mugeuk remained calm.

"I understand why that dead martial artist kept coming here. For some reason, I feel at ease when I come here."

"I'm truly grateful that you see it in a good light."

"Do you know anything about that martial artist?"

"No. He was a man of very few words."

When she used Sa Woojong, she never imagined she would come under this much suspicion. Since he was having an affair with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, she had naturally thought the focus would be on that.

Why did things get so twisted?

The answer to that question crouched right before her eyes.

"Do you find it strange that I visit so often?"

"No. I knew you were already close with the people of the Demon Village. Aren't you on special terms with the owner of the Alluring Inn over there?"

A cold smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips. Her casual words held an underlying threat, a warning that he knew who she cared about.

Geom Mugeuk stood up and turned toward her. The cold smile vanished, replaced by a pleasant laugh.

"You know a lot about me."

"I know you're someone who doesn't care about another person's status. Since you're friendly with a tavern owner, you can be friendly with a flower shop owner too, right?"

Their gazes tangled in mid-air. Their behavior toward each other was perfectly natural.

"Do you have any family?"

It would be nice if she said, 'I have a twin brother'. However, she was not such an easy opponent.

"No, I don't."

"You must be lonely by yourself."

"I live considering the flowers and trees as my family."

While talking today, Geom Mugeuk felt certain. It would take a very long time for the name of the Illusion King to come from this flawless woman's lips.

It would not be easy even when winter passed and spring flowers bloomed. However, this woman was too dangerous to spend a long time working on.

"I have some news to tell you, owner."

If it would not work in a peaceful situation, he would have to corner her.

"What news is that?"

"There's good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?"

"Let's hear the bad news first."

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has returned to solve this case. Since it involves the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will investigate the case himself. In a little while, he will lead the Demonic Army here personally and search the flower shop."

Because Geom Mugeuk exposed the information so openly, Hwan Yeo was confused. If he truly suspected her, he would have come with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is confident. He said that if he comes and looks himself, he will definitely find a clue."

She was not worried about the flower shop. There was no evidence here related to illusion arts or soul-controlling arts. There was also no evidence that could reveal her true identity.

The problem was herself.

What if the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader saw her in person? He might see through to her true nature. She could hide it from the Young Cult Leader, but she was not confident about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

I have to leave before I run into the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The reason she had not left immediately after her subordinate reported the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's return was precisely because of this Young Cult Leader.

Couldn't she prevent him from releasing a wanted poster and sending a pursuit team after her?

What if he came here first and told her this because he truly trusted her? It was still suspicious, but what if it was true?

"I still think you're innocent. There's no such thing as an evil person who likes flowers."

Right, she had nothing to lose. After all, she was confident she could escape from the Young Cult Leader.

"What's the good news?"

"Let's have a meal together. I'll pay."

Hwan Yeo was surprised by the unexpected proposal. Why would he want to eat with her? To poison the food? There had to be easier ways to subdue her.

This man was truly impossible to figure out. Because she could not settle on an answer, she kept getting swept up in his pace.

"Isn't that even worse news? I'll get indigestion if I eat with someone as noble as you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud.

"Just as I thought. I had a feeling our owner was a pleasant person."

Despite Geom Mugeuk's pleasantries, Hwan Yeo was serious.

"You treat me comfortably, Young Cult Leader, but it's very difficult for me. Just meeting you is hard enough, but if I were to meet someone like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, I would collapse. If you truly believe I'm innocent, please allow me to close the flower shop for a while and visit my hometown."

Even if a wanted poster was released and a pursuit team chased her, what were the chances she would be caught?

The problem was that the person who entrusted this job to her would consider her incompetent.

If her identity was exposed and the Demonic Cult chased her, her brother would take the lead role. She would be in a supporting role. That was not what she wanted. She wanted to be the light, not the shadow.

"You said you believed me, didn't you?"

"Of course."

"Then I'm asking you. Please let me go."

"I'll let you go after you meet the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I'll be by your side, so don't worry."

Hwan Yeo stared intently at Geom Mugeuk. The look in her eyes changed.

"A noble person speaking with two tongues. You said you didn't suspect me, didn't you?"

"I don't suspect you."

Now, Geom Mugeuk moved the situation to the next phase.

"Suspicion is for when you're uncertain. You are the definite culprit, so why would I suspect you?"

"!"

Hwan Yeo was stunned. She had never imagined Geom Mugeuk would say something like this.

"To think a person who likes flowers was the villain."

Coincidentally, Geom Mugeuk said something similar to what he had said in the dream.

Hwan Yeo could tell.

He was playing with me from the very beginning!

However, there was one thing she was curious about.

"Since when did you know?"

Hwan Yeo's aura changed. Her true self emerged, the one who could cast a soul-controlling art on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and stand confidently before the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"From the beginning."

He meant he knew since he came to buy flowers for a woman.

Hwan Yeo sighed.

"So you were trying to find out why I orchestrated this."

She had thought that was obvious. However, Geom Mugeuk's answer was unexpected.

"You don't know the reason either, do you?"

For a moment, Hwan Yeo's expression hardened coldly.

"You're just doing what someone told you to, aren't you? You don't know what his purpose is, do you? Whether he's trying to kill me, or Father, he wouldn't have told an expendable pawn like you."

Hwan Yeo's aura grew rough. The anger in her changed aura admitted Geom Mugeuk's words were true.

"Until now, your status as the Young Cult Leader must have been a shield to protect your life. Will that shield work on me too?"

"I don't know about that either. I don't know what kind of spear you're holding."

It was at that very moment.

Beyond the flower shop's wall, a group of martial artists approached from a distance.

The person in the lead was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and those following him were the Demonic Army. The group was so large they were clearly visible even from afar.

"While they search the flower shop, let's have that meal."

Hwan Yeo coldly accepted the offer.

"I'll buy that meal."

The moment she clapped her hands!

The surroundings changed.


They were in a space within an illusion.

Before his eyes was a restaurant that sold alcohol and food.

The Ghost Restaurant.

Hwan Yeo stood in front of the restaurant, her appearance changed. Her eyes were slanted, and her lips had turned bright red. Her appearance in the illusion was the polar opposite of her usual one.

"If I'd known you had a face like this, I wouldn't have asked you to eat with me."

At my words, Hwan Yeo frowned and sneered coldly.

She walked ahead, and the door of the Ghost Restaurant opened wide on its own.

I followed her inside.

The restaurant was bustling with customers. As I entered, the laughing and chatting crowd fell silent. Everyone's gaze turned toward me.

Their unfocused, empty eyes held no souls. They were ghosts.

A powerful ghostly qi filled the restaurant. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own and began to protect me.

I slowly walked to where Hwan Yeo was sitting. Her eyes were full of leisure. I could tell that she felt absolutely safe, at least here in the Ghost Restaurant.

An old man stood next to her.

"This is Gwisuk, the owner of the Ghost Restaurant."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. This old man was also an absolute master of illusion arts.

Recalling events from before his regression, the Illusion King and Hwan Yeo, like the other Twelve Zodiac Kings, had many subordinates. This old man named Gwisuk must have been one of them.

"Gwisuk, the person who came with me today is a precious guest from the Divine Cult, so please take special care of him."

Gwisuk glared at me coldly.

"How could there be anyone of noble status in the Demonic Cult! They're all insignificant things."

A powerful ghostly qi could be felt in his voice. If Hwan Yeo was skilled in soul-controlling arts, I could feel that the old man specialized in ghost arts.

I shouted at the back of Gwisuk as he strode away.

"Hey, owner. Our Cult has changed a lot, so drop your prejudice!"

Hwan Yeo was impressed that I showed no fear.

"I really have to admit it. At your age, it's difficult to even imitate such an aura and composure."

"If you get tangled up with our Demon Supremes, you'll realize this is nothing. Phew, nobody knows what those people were like at first. Who could know how my insides have been burnt black?"

The energy of soul-controlling now flowed openly from Hwan Yeo's long, slanted eyes. She was attempting to read my inner thoughts using her soul-controlling art. However, her evil arts were ineffective because the Heavenly Demon Defense Art was active.

"If you weren't trying to figure out my intentions, then why were you watching me?"

"Because I was curious, of course. Who is the mastermind behind this?"

"Why did you give up without finding out? If you hadn't mobilized the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, you could have learned more about me."

"You're not someone who would answer easily."

She nodded her head with an expression that said he saw her correctly.

"And I decided that you weren't worth spending my precious time on."

I spoke as if I had given up on everything, but I hadn't. If this final gambit doesn't work, I will take her hostage to draw out the Illusion King. I will find out even if I have to torture her. I will find out no matter what it takes. This is a matter of life and death for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. If all else fails, I will turn the target of revenge to myself and wait for the Illusion King.

This is my way of repaying the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who gave me everything without holding back.

Just then, a waiter brought the alcohol. The waiter was also a ghost with two empty eyes.

I sniffed the alcohol.

"Isn't this the kind of alcohol that only the dead drink?"

When I mentioned the word 'dead', the noisy surroundings quieted down, and everyone looked this way.

The ghostly qi contained in their empty eyes. If it were not for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, I would have been gripped by fear, my whole body trembling.

My eyes met with a ghost sitting next to me. I felt a desire to lunge at me coming from it. However, it did not dare to attack.

Hwan Yeo knew the exact reason why.

"Young Cult Leader, what you're trusting in must be the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. That's right, you, who have learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, cannot be killed by illusion arts."

This is the majesty of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The majesty of an absolute demonic art that no evil arts or illusion arts can penetrate.

"If you knew, why did you bring me here?"

"Because even if I can't kill you, I can trap you."

I scanned the surroundings with the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique. There was no bluish light anywhere. Just like in the fight with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, it would not be easy to find a way to break the illusion.

"If I kill you, this place will disappear too, right?"

Even in the face of death, she was full of confidence.

"I can guarantee this. If you kill me in this place, Young Cult Leader, you will never be able to escape. You'll have to live trapped here with those ghosts forever. It's the same even if I kill myself. The moment I die, the method to break the illusion itself will disappear."

As if to prove her words were true, the ghosts all looked this way at once. Their empty gazes seemed to say, 'Stay with us forever'.

I looked at the door we came through. Hwan Yeo saw my gaze and said confidently.

"That door can never be opened from the inside."

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will come to save me."

"You don't know what the situation is like outside that door, do you?"

Hwan Yeo boasted leisurely.

"That door can't be opened even if the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grandfather came, let alone the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader himself."

The moment her words ended.

CREAAAAAAAK.

The door began to open slowly with a loud noise.

Startled, Hwan Yeo shot up from her seat. Not only her, but the expression of Gwisuk, who peeked out from the kitchen, was also grave. The ghosts also stared at the door all at once.

The door opened, and a person stepped inside.

It was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. A ghost that had been clinging to his shoulder fell to the floor with a THUD. A ghost's severed hand was stuck to his ankle.

"Who said that? That I couldn't open it?"

Beyond the open door, the outside was visible. Indeed, just as Hwan Yeo had said, the scenery was different from when I entered. It was the very image of hell, with flames soaring in the distance and a rain of blood falling. The corpses of ghosts were strewn endlessly as far as the horizon.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had broken through all those ghosts to come find me.

"I have quite a few things to get back from our villainous Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 313: What Would You Have Done Without Me?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was a completely different person from his usual joking self. An unapproachable dignity flowed from him.

The ghosts in the restaurant reacted differently than they had to Geom Mugeuk. They had shown curiosity and blatant hostility toward Geom Mugeuk.

But they did not dare act that way toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. They had all seen the hellscape beyond the open door, where the corpses of other ghosts lay scattered.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked slowly through the ghosts until he stood near Geom Mugeuk and Hwan Yeo.

Gwisuk peeked out from the kitchen, his expression stiffening at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's arrival. Anyone else could have shown up, but the one person who should never have appeared was here.

Seeing that reaction, Geom Mugeuk had a thought. Perhaps these two know the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader better than I do.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader reached the two and looked coldly at Hwan Yeo.

"Are you the one? The bitch who touched my disciple."

Hwan Yeo's expression twitched. She had never heard such a vulgar insult. If she had, she certainly would not have tolerated it.

But she did not dare ask, 'Was that pathetic bitch your disciple?'

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

To think the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's presence would be this dependable within an illusion.

"Inside this illusion, Cult Leader, you are the Heavenly Demon."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's shoulders puffed up proudly.

"What would you have done without me getting dragged all the way here?"

"I had faith in you, Cult Leader."

As they bantered, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked with his eyes if Geom Mugeuk had learned what he needed to know. Geom Mugeuk slightly shook his head.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to Hwan Yeo, as if to find out himself.

"The Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art is a soul-capturing art of the Blood Cult that was lost long ago. How did you learn it?"

Hwan Yeo said nothing. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not know her, but she knew him well. While learning illusion arts, the name she heard most often was not the Heavenly Demon or the Murim Alliance Chairman, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"So the famous you has become a dog of the Demonic Cult."

Geom Mugeuk watched to see how the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would react to her provocation. This was the same man who always flew into a rage at Go Wol's provocations.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader clearly showed how his heart for a friend differed from his heart for an enemy.

"Isn't a dog a hundred times better than humans who secretly plot and scheme from behind?"

Just then, a ghost rushed in from behind in a surprise attack.

As the creature tried to bite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's neck, he spun around and grabbed the ghost by its collar.

"Where did you learn such bad habits. Biting from behind, you're just like your master!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slapped the ghost's cheek. The slap looked playful, but his hand moved with the profound principles of a master illusionist.

A light flashed once in the soulless ghost's eyes before vanishing.

THUD.

The ghost fell to the floor, now a corpse.

The other ghosts in that spot rushed forward.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader dealt with them just as naturally. He lightly subdued their violent charge and made them headbutt each other.

POW!

Again, the two ghosts' eyes flashed and then went dark. They did not die from the impact. They died from the profound energy in the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hands.

The ghosts all rose at once and let out monstrous screams.

KIHIHIHIHIHIHIHI.

It was a soul-shaking ghostly wail.

Geom Mugeuk's protective qi activated, controlling the sound.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted.

"Quiet, you bastards!"

His shout rang out like the Lion's Roar, silencing the ghostly wails.

All the ghosts were struck with fear.

At that moment, Gwisuk quietly chanted an incantation. Demonic energy began to surge from the ghosts' bodies.

Hwan Yeo also leaped back and began her own incantation.

Madness flowed from the ghosts' eyes, like a martial artist who had taken a pill to amplify their inner arts. They felt twice as strong from Gwisuk's spell, and now twice as strong again.

Geom Mugeuk did not stop them. The simplest way to end this fight was to eliminate those two, but Hwan Yeo absolutely could not be killed. She had to use a grand technique to remove the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art from Cheong Seon. This was also the last chance to find out about the Illusion King.

The ghosts rushed in from all sides, emitting demonic energy and killing intent. They swung their palms at vital points. They swung, clawed, bit, and tore with suffocating demonic energy. Their entire bodies were weapons.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took the lead and faced them.

He demonstrated how he had broken through the countless ghosts outside.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's movements were faster than expected. The assumption that his martial arts were weak because he practiced illusion arts was just a prejudice.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader weaved through the ghosts. He used a light movement art, as if dancing, and tapped their foreheads and chests with his palms.

His touch looked light, but it was not a light technique. At his hand gestures, the rampaging ghosts collapsed one after another like straw dolls.

Black energy rose from Hwan Yeo's and Gwisuk's bodies. Their incantations grew faster, and the ghosts grew even more powerful.

The demonic energy filling the hall was suffocating. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated more powerfully to protect my body. If it weren't for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, it would not have been easy to withstand this energy.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, faced them unshaken.

He used ghosts as shields to block attacks. He held them like dolls and swung them around. Whether they were slapped, hit on the back of the head, or struck in the stomach, they became corpses.

As the ghosts disappeared one by one, Hwan Yeo's and Gwisuk's expressions grew increasingly stiff. They eventually gave up their incantations, judging it was impossible with these things.

The remaining ghosts became corpses even faster.

POW!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader delivered a proper blow to the last ghost. Its body shattered as it flew past the two casters and slammed into the wall.

In an instant, all the ghosts inside had become corpses. Since they had no souls, calling them corpses felt awkward.

Gwisuk and Hwan Yeo looked at each other. They had not expected to kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with the ghosts, but they had not known he would handle them all without a single injury.

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely impressed.

"I didn't know the Cult Leader was so nimble."

"I lost weight because of Go Wol's nagging."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was impressive, like discovering a painter's hidden talent for art or a musician's for music.

His eyes proved it. In a situation where he would normally be cracking jokes, he watched the two with deepened eyes. He did not let his guard down on the battlefield.

Gwisuk stepped forward, as if the real fight was about to begin.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at him calmly and said to Geom Mugeuk, "The demonic energy is thick. Be careful."

He did not underestimate Gwisuk.

Gwisuk strode forward, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked out to meet him.

"You are a disgrace to the Outer Regions Murim."

Gwisuk jabbed at the fact that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had joined hands with Geom Mugeuk. He thought it was the biggest weakness, but he did not know their true relationship.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded.

"Let's say I'm a disgrace. Then what are you? The pride of the Outer Regions Murim?"

Because he had gained Go Wol and Geom Mugeuk, being called a disgrace did not anger him at all. In the past, such words would have made him jump up and down.

"If you're going to insult someone, you should at least reveal who you are, right? Who might you be?"

What could they say, operating while hiding their identities?

Instead of answering, Gwisuk called his subordinates from the kitchen.

A group of figures dressed as cooks walked out. There were so many that it was hard to believe they had all been in the kitchen.

There were nine in total. They held square kitchen knives, and a red demonic energy flowed from their eyes and blades.

They were not living beings, but a much stronger demonic energy overflowed from them than from the previous ghosts. If the ghosts were disorderly, these were well-trained martial artists.

This time, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward.

"I will handle them."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Geom Mugeuk with a hint of worry. No matter how strong Geom Mugeuk was, this was a world within an illusion.

"I think the next ones will be stronger, so I'll take on the weaker ones first."

At Geom Mugeuk's composure, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook off his worry. Right, if I can't trust Geom Mugeuk, who can I trust?

The cooks' momentum grew sharper. Although they existed only in the illusion, they could understand human speech and even possessed emotions.

They rushed toward Geom Mugeuk.

SWISH! SWOOSH! SWIIISH!

The knives flew in with sharp, air-slicing sounds and began to change.

Their attacks were fast and unpredictable, executed with perfect coordination. In an instant, dozens of sword lines embroidered the air.

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

Hwan Yeo and Gwisuk once again chanted their incantations, trying to pressure Geom Mugeuk with demonic energy.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader released his energy, blocking their power.

The two energies collided at the boundary where Geom Mugeuk and the cooks fought. It was a two-on-one energy battle, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not pushed back.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword cut the chest of the cook who attacked from the front. The attack was deep enough to slice the body in two, but the opponent did not fall.

The second one was the same. It did not fall even when its heart was pierced. No fatal wound could stop them.

Unlike the ghosts, they could not be killed unless one found and struck their exact weak point.

Smiles appeared on Hwan Yeo's and Gwisuk's faces, even as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pushed back their inner arts. They were confident that no matter how skilled the Young Cult Leader was, he could not handle them here.

If Geom Mugeuk had not put the Bloodeye Holy Water in his eyes, and if he had not received the Divine Eye Technique, this fight would have become a grueling battle just as they predicted.

But when he used the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique to focus on them, a part of their bodies glowed with a bluish light. For some, it was an arm. For others, the left knee glowed.

How can they be a match for me when I know exactly where to strike?

He unleashed the Shadow Step, the Vanishing Step, and the Hell Step in succession. The Four Strides of the Wind God was faster and more precise than before. Geom Mugeuk himself could feel it, and those watching could not hide their surprise.

In a flash, Geom Mugeuk moved like someone who had transcended time and space.

He accurately thrust his sword toward the glowing blue weak points. The beings that seemed like they would charge even with their heads cut off died instantly and collapsed.

Each time Hwan Yeo and Gwisuk were surprised, another one fell.

Gwisuk tried to intervene but could not find the right moment. Geom Mugeuk revealed no openings. If Gwisuk recklessly jumped in, he would surely die by that sword as well.

Just like that, the nine cooks were instantly turned into corpses.

Gwisuk asked with a shocked face, "How did you figure out the weak points?"

He was astonished at how Geom Mugeuk could see them.

Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"It's all thanks to you, Cult Leader."

If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had not blocked their demonic energy, his body would have been much heavier. It would have been a difficult fight, no matter how visible the weak points were. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's contribution was great.

Gwisuk misunderstood this expression of gratitude.

"As expected, you are a cowardly man."

He thought the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had told Geom Mugeuk the weak points. In a way, it was true. The Bloodeye Holy Water was a sacred object of the Heavenly Wind Cult.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not bother to make an excuse.

"You put out things that don't die even when their hearts are pierced, and you're talking about cowardice?"

After spitting out those words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Geom Mugeuk. Their gazes met. They were worried about each other, but their trust was growing. This was the first time they had fought together so directly.

This time, Hwan Yeo stepped forward.

"This time won't be easy."

Blood began to drip from the ceiling.

Each drop grew larger on the floor, eventually rising up as a terrifying monster. Disgusting and fearsome beings rose one after another. They were larger than the Demonic Army. Dozens of huge monsters filled the restaurant.

"I don't know how you found the weak points, but these Hyeolryeong will be different. A Hyeolryeong can never be killed unless this space is broken."

Indeed, no bluish light was visible on the beings called Hyeolryeong.

Geom Mugeuk slowly backed away and said to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, "I told you the next ones would be stronger."

"Won't the ones after that be even more terrible?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was reading Geom Mugeuk's mind perfectly.

"Are you worried about me?"

He's saying they must have more tricks, and my intention is to take on the stronger enemy myself. How quick-witted he is.

Although he trusted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader more than anyone, Geom Mugeuk wanted to face the more dangerous enemy himself.

You came to get me, but I will be the one to get us out. I will get you out without a single scratch.

"Of course not! Please take on the next ones too, Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk knew he had to answer this way for the next words to come.

"Not a chance! You take the next one."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood in front of Geom Mugeuk, blocking his way.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his back.

The back of the man who joked while insulting himself was his back, and this back that showed no fear before the terrifying Hyeolryeong was also his back. The feeling his back gave was different from others.

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

The Hyeolryeong approached with terrifying momentum, shaking the floor.

It seemed it would not be easy even for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, so Geom Mugeuk was inwardly tense, preparing to jump into the fight at any moment.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held out his hand, and a drop of ink fell into the air.

That small dot instantly grew, and a large black hole appeared.

"It's dangerous!" Gwisuk shouted from an instinctive sense of crisis.

WHOOOOSH!

The black hole began to swirl, sucking in the Hyeolryeong.

The Hyeolryeong were instantly sucked into it. It was a hole that could not be resisted. It would suck in anything, regardless of the target.

The sight of those large and frightening Hyeolryeong being powerlessly sucked in felt surreal.

Once it had consumed all the Hyeolryeong, the black circle shrank back to a dot and disappeared with a POP.

It was as if nothing had ever happened.

Hwan Yeo, Gwisuk, and even Geom Mugeuk stood blankly, astonished by this overwhelming illusion art.

Words that only the absolute master of illusion arts could say flowed calmly from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mouth.

"You may have opened it, but this is my world."


Chapter 314: What Kind of Life Have You Lived?

Geom Mugeuk saw a new side of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader today. He saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's world, the one within the illusion.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader once spoke within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.


"Sometimes, when I'm here, I get confused about whether this is the real world or that is. It must be because I want to stay in the space I've created, right?"



Geom Mugeuk now understood the true meaning behind those words.

It was not a simple desire to stay, like the one Geom Mugeuk felt on the sandy beach. Why would the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, so powerful in this world, want to return to the outside?

"Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

"Please forgive me, even if I have done things wrong."

"Then there would be too much to forgive. Why? Are you scared? Afraid you'll be sucked into a place like that and disappear?"

"I don't even want to imagine it."

"I'm the one who doesn't want to imagine it. The thought of you tearing through that thing and coming out."

"You overestimate me! I'd rather you curse at me like you usually do."

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader conversed while watching Hwan Yeo and Gwisuk. Even as they joked, they never lowered their guard.

As a martial artist, Geom Mugeuk offered sincere respect.

"You're magnificent, Cult Leader."

Acknowledgement always felt good, but it felt even better coming from Geom Mugeuk.

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exchanged a look. Facing their enemies, the two felt an unusually deep connection.

Meanwhile, Hwan Yeo and Gwisuk had not given up, despite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's overwhelming illusion. They still had techniques left.

"This time, it's my turn."

As Geom Mugeuk stepped forward, Hwan Yeo did the same.

While Gwisuk mastered ghost arts and commanded the dead, Hwan Yeo mastered soul-capturing arts.

"Young Cult Leader, I tried to avoid touching you if possible."

Her goal had been to quietly plant her people in the Demonic Cult. If she had known it would come to this, she would have targeted Geom Mugeuk instead.

"Touching a Demon Supreme is the same as touching me," Geom Mugeuk replied coldly.

The moment he spoke, a dark red light poured from Hwan Yeo's slitted eyes.

SWOOOOOSH.

The light shot instantly into Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

Instantly, both of them stopped moving. They stood frozen with their eyes open, as if time had stopped.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Gwisuk watched quietly. Reckless interference during a soul-capturing art could endanger both caster and target.

"You must have known she'd use a soul-capturing art on the Young Cult Leader, right?"

"I knew."

"Why didn't you stop her? Aren't you worried now that the Young Cult Leader has been hit by the soul-capturing art?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied leisurely to Gwisuk.

"Not just me. Even if all eight Demon Supremes of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were here, they'd all say the same thing."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader added, staring quietly at Geom Mugeuk, "You don't know because you haven't experienced it."


Hwan Yeo did not choose an aggressive soul-capturing art that would make Geom Mugeuk kill himself or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. She instinctively felt such a method would fail.

Instead, she chose the Inner Demons Devouring Art.

This soul-capturing art peered into an opponent's mind, finding their weaknesses through their inner demons. It was an ultimate secret art, sometimes delving into a subconscious even the target did not know existed.

It was a lost illusion art of the Blood Cult. Only Hwan Yeo could perform it in the murim, and it would be lost forever if she died.

WHOOSH.

Hwan Yeo found herself standing in a raging blizzard on a snowfield.

This is his mind.

The empty space held only Geom Mugeuk's footprints. She slowly followed them.

When Hwan Yeo cast the Inner Demons Devouring Art, the scene varied with each person. Some showed their proudest moments, while others revealed shameful, lifelong secrets. Still others showed their deepest regrets or most precious treasures.

It did not matter what she found. She would turn the opponent's joy, pain, and secrets into inner demons and shake him to his core. She would amplify the fear of losing joy until it drove him mad. She would nurture his pain until it grew so large he took his own life. She would make the fear of his secret being revealed so great he could never sleep.

This was the Inner Demons Devouring Art.

Hwan Yeo could not use it often, as each use consumed a vast amount of her innate qi. Peering into another's mind was a dangerous and difficult task.

Hwan Yeo wondered what she would find at the end of the footprints. What would Geom Mugeuk look like? What was his secret?

She walked, following the footprints in the snow. She did not know how long she walked. No matter how far she went, Geom Mugeuk never appeared. This had never happened before. Usually, something appeared after a short time.

Hwan Yeo quickened her pace. The blizzard intensified, making it difficult to walk.

No matter how far she walked, only the footprints stretched on. Geom Mugeuk was nowhere to be seen.

Is something wrong?

No. Standing alone in the empty space, she understood.

This was Geom Mugeuk's life.

A lonely life, walking an endless road through a blizzard.

The wind carrying the blizzard also carried his emotions. Hardship, desperation, desolation. The silent footprints contained everything.

What kind of life have you lived?

Unable to consume any more innate qi, Hwan Yeo stopped the Inner Demons Devouring Art.


Hwan Yeo and Geom Mugeuk regained their senses simultaneously.

She stared at Geom Mugeuk, dazed.

"What are you? You're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, aren't you? You're so young. So what was that?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Gwisuk were both curious about what she had seen.

"You're in a position that all the demonics in the world envy... so why are you so lonely?"

Geom Mugeuk did not answer.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Geom Mugeuk. The mind Hwan Yeo saw was endlessly lonely, yet this was the same Young Cult Leader who always teased and joked with him.

While the others were silent, Hwan Yeo kept speaking.

"I know you've made all the Demon Supremes your people, so why on earth are you alone?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been listening, spoke.

"It seems you have a dark hole in your heart too."

This was the same hole the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had mentioned before, the one that inevitably forms in the hearts of illusion art practitioners.

"Why wouldn't I have one?"

"Your hole must be different from ours. It's probably the kind of hole one would want to enter with a torch, just to see."

"You'll be disappointed."

"I'm going in to make fun of you. It's fine."

Geom Mugeuk gave the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader a faint smile, then looked at Hwan Yeo.

"When you were looking at me, I was looking at you too. I saw that dark hole in your heart."

Hwan Yeo startled.

What does he mean?

As she wondered, Geom Mugeuk spoke an unexpected name.

"I saw your younger brother."

Hwan Yeo froze. Geom Mugeuk had mentioned someone he could never have known. Shocked, she looked at Gwisuk, wondering if he had told Geom Mugeuk about her brother, but that was impossible.

Did he really see my mind? How?

In truth, Geom Mugeuk had not seen her mind. He only spoke as if he had because he already knew about her brother. Now that the topic was raised, he might get some clues.

"He's a younger brother who looks just like you."

All strength drained from Hwan Yeo's body.

He really saw.

She had never dreamed someone would look into her mind, and it was not the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but Geom Mugeuk.

Is the Nine Calamities Demonic Art really that formidable?

"You hate your younger brother, don't you?"

Hwan Yeo's pupils trembled.

In her life before regression, Hwan Yeo had done many things for the Illusion King, but he always took the glory. The fact that he had a twin sister was revealed much later.

She was not truly devoted to her younger brother. She knew unavoidable circumstances had made her the darkness and the Illusion King the light.

Geom Mugeuk could clearly feel the love-hate relationship in her reaction.

"Because of you, Young Cult Leader, I'm going to hate him even more."

This job is ruined. Even if I'm lucky enough to survive, the important tasks will go to my younger brother as punishment for this failure.

Just then, Gwisuk sent a telepathic message.

[Get out of here first.]

[Gwisuk, you can't face them alone.]

Gwisuk judged her presence would not change the outcome. He had to at least save her.

[When you get out, ask your younger brother for help.]

Before Hwan Yeo could reply, her figure vanished in a flash.

Hwan Yeo had not left on her own. Gwisuk had forcibly sent her away.

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were not flustered by her disappearance.

"Do you know how to break this place?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader answered Geom Mugeuk's calm question.

"What great method could there be? If the cook dies and the owner dies, the restaurant closes."

Gwisuk's expression stiffened. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew the exact method. If the cooks and Gwisuk himself died, this place would disappear.

It was the first crushing defeat of his life. Strangely, he felt at ease. If he had to lose, then losing to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader meant his death would not be in vain.

"However, I won't go alone."

Gwisuk's aura changed. Killing intent and malice surged from him as his appearance shifted. His eyes and ears grew long and slitted, just like Hwan Yeo's had. A pale blue ghost fire ignited around his body.

Geom Mugeuk was certain that few masters of ghost arts were as strong as Gwisuk.

Geom Mugeuk took a step back.

"Fortunately, it's your turn to fight, Cult Leader."

"Isn't it your turn?"

"Didn't I just deal with the soul-capturing art?"

"You were just on the receiving end. You didn't fight, did you?"

"There was a tremendous battle in my mind."

The conversation ended.

Gwisuk charged them, thrusting a palm that burned with ghost fire.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not evade, meeting the palm strike with his own.

"......"

The palms collided with a loud roar, and both men flew back.

Gwisuk was pushed back much farther. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader blew on the ghost fire that had transferred to his hand, extinguishing it.

Gwisuk despaired when he saw that. The inextinguishable ghost fire had been put out. This meant he could never defeat the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader in a direct fight. He felt a clear skill gap that he could never overcome.

In the end, that's the only way.

The ghost fire around Gwisuk's body burned even more fiercely, looking as if it would incinerate him at any moment.

Blood droplets burst from his skin. Hundreds, then thousands of droplets shot out, filling the air. These were not ordinary blood. They were imbued with resentful ghostly qi and contained the final essence of the illusion master Gwisuk. It was a suicide technique that poured out all his innate qi.

"It will definitely pierce one person's protective enhanced qi. Cult Leader, choose. Will you stand in front of the Young Cult Leader, or behind him?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not hesitate.

He moved to stand proudly before Geom Mugeuk.

"Because this is my world."

But Geom Mugeuk would not let the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stand in front of him.

He was already unleashing his own final move.

"I'm sorry, but it's my turn."

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art Second Technique, the Great Annihilation Stance.

The evil spirit that appeared before Geom Mugeuk split into four.

"......"

With an ear-splitting explosion, the blood droplets launched. Thousands of them burst in all directions, leaving no room to escape.

Simultaneously, the four evil spirits surged forward, sweeping everything away.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The blood droplets flew toward the evil spirits.

PAKPAKPAKPAKPAKPAK!

Gwisuk had been confident the droplets would pierce protective enhanced qi, but they could not penetrate the evil spirits. The four spirits became a shield for Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as they charged toward Gwisuk.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

The room was stained entirely with blood, but the path of the Great Annihilation Stance remained clean.

Where the evil spirits had passed, only a pool of blood that was once Gwisuk remained.

Watching this, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader repeated Geom Mugeuk's earlier words.

"If I've done anything wrong, please overlook it."


Hwan Yeo staggered through the space she had created. It was the same place where she had her earlier nightmare. This moment felt even more like one.

She held out her hand, and a bell descended from the squirming, living ceiling.

DING DING DING!

She rang it urgently.

It was a signal for her brother's side to receive a call. Just as a sound would play in the garden scenery when a call came, this sent a signal to the other side.

After ringing the bell, Hwan Yeo went to the wall to wait.

Hurry! Quickly!

As she waited for the communications person to arrive, she sensed a presence behind her and spun around.

She startled violently. Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood before her.

She was no longer surprised that they had breached her space. She could tell that Gwisuk had already been defeated.

When Gwisuk forcibly sent her away, she expected him to use a suicide technique, yet the two of them were perfectly fine.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze shifted to the wall behind her, and his expression grew cold.

"Is that the Infinite Length Wall? Thousands of lives must have been sacrificed to make that."

Truly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew everything about illusion arts.

"If you come any closer, I'll kill myself!"

She knew they could not kill her because of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied coldly.

"......"

"!"

"I can just find a new disciple."

Since her opponent reacted this way, she could not easily kill herself.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader strode to the Infinite Length Wall as if he already knew how to use it. He stuck his head inside, looked around for a moment, then pulled it out.

He then rushed to Hwan Yeo, suppressed her inner arts, and grabbed her by the neck.

"Do you want to die!"

Geom Mugeuk had never seen him so enraged.

He looked ready to snap Hwan Yeo's neck and kill her.

Geom Mugeuk calmly grabbed his arm and asked quietly, "What's wrong, Cult Leader?"

"Do you know where that other side is?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader named an unexpected place.

"It's the Heavenly Wind Cult."


Chapter 315: Such is the Life of One Who Carries a Sword

The fact that Hwan Yeo contacted someone in the Heavenly Wind Cult meant one thing.

The Illusion King was in the Heavenly Wind Cult.

The enraged Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted at Hwan Yeo, "If you don't tell me what you're plotting, I'll snap your neck."

Threats did not work on Hwan Yeo. Even with her inner arts suppressed, she was not the least bit intimidated. She glared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, her eyes saying, If you're going to kill me, then kill me.

GRIP.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand tightened on her neck. He had every reason to snap it right there. She had touched his disciple and plotted against the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"Cult Leader, for the sake of the Heavenly Wind Cult and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, you can't do this."

At my words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader let out a long breath and slowly removed his hand from her neck.

I quickly sealed Hwan Yeo's muting acupoint to prevent her from biting her tongue and committing suicide.

"It seems she contacted them through that wall, so someone should appear soon."

If they discovered Hwan Yeo's capture, they would prepare countermeasures. We had to reveal her capture as late as possible.

"Can you control that woman with soul-stealing arts?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head.

"An illusion master of this caliber can't be controlled with soul-stealing arts."

Then there was no other choice.

"Let's get out of here for now."

If they looked over and saw no one, they would wait for contact again. They might think something urgent came up for Hwan Yeo. This was a problem to think about after we left.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waved his hand with a SWISH.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Hwan Yeo, and I were suddenly standing in the middle of the flower garden.

Hwan Yeo's already stiff expression contorted even more. She must have felt anger and shame seeing us enter and exit the space she created so easily.

Outside the flower garden, Jang Ho waited with the members of the Demonic Army.

"Are you alright?"

I nodded in response to his question.

Jang Ho was relieved to see us return safely. He must have been deeply worried, since Hwan Yeo and I had suddenly vanished, followed by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked me, "What's the plan?"

"We need to go to the Heavenly Wind Cult and crush them all. Let's go, I'll help too!"

As if that was what he wanted to hear, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spun around, his sleeves fluttering.

He strode toward the gate, then stopped and came back into the flower garden.

"What should we do first?"

He knew he could not just go right now. He had just shown how impatient he was.

"First, we have to undo the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art cast on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. We also need to meet with Strategist Go and form a plan on how to return to the Heavenly Wind Cult, whether to infiltrate or return openly."

As we had already experienced, this was an enemy we had to be cautious with.

"As you've seen, our opponents are no ordinary people. This woman alone spent a long time hiding as a gardener to cast the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. The enemy in the Murim Alliance had been in hiding for ten years. It's likely the same for the Heavenly Wind Cult. If we move rashly, they'll disappear beneath the surface and become a lingering source of trouble."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. He too was a fiery old ginger who would be insulted to be called second-best, so he understood what I was saying.

"The matter of the Heavenly Wind Cult is my business as well."

At these words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader calmed his excitement.

"Let's do what needs to be done first."

I feel that through this fight, my relationship with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has grown one step closer. I'm beginning to see things I hadn't seen before and feel emotions I hadn't felt before.

I released Hwan Yeo's muting acupoint.

I precisely pressed a blood dao in her jaw to prevent her from biting her tongue. She could speak, but she could not exert enough force to bite down.

"Do you want to save your brother?"

A sneer formed on Hwan Yeo's lips.

"I know you have no intention of letting me or my brother live. So stop wasting your effort and kill me."

"If you manage to stay alive somehow, maybe your backer will save you, right?"

Was it because she feared her backer? Or was it because her pride was wounded?

Hwan Yeo denied it. "I planned this alone. I don't take orders from anyone."

"If you don't have a backer, then what you're doing makes no sense."

"What do you mean?"

"You, an inheritor of the Blood Cult's illusion arts, are trying so hard to get the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme in your grasp? To the point of pretending to be a gardener for years? Why? Do you want to become a Demon Supreme? You can't become one by doing that. Or is it for money? Targeting Father? Why? Assuming you planned this alone, I just can't understand it."

Hwan Yeo just listened to my words in silence.

"But if we assume someone ordered you to do this, it becomes very easy to understand. Using you, an illusion master, to get the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme in their grasp. It makes sense, right? Who else but you could touch the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? And using your brother, also an illusion master, to infiltrate the Heavenly Wind Cult. It makes perfect sense, doesn't it?"

She could not offer any rebuttal.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been listening, chimed in. "At times like this, you seem smarter than Go Wol."

"What I know, Strategist Go also knows."

"No, no. You're different somehow."

Just then, Hwan Yeo spoke abruptly. "You're a monster."

She is the one who looked into my heart before my regression. Perhaps those feelings from back then are still hidden somewhere in my heart. Yes, the me from back then was a monster.

"How can a person catch a monster like you? It takes a monster to catch a monster."

Would she really cooperate in catching the Illusion King? Unlikely. No matter how jealous and competitive she was with her brother, she probably didn't hate him enough to want him dead. If she had, she wouldn't have lived that kind of life before my regression. One of them would have died fighting.

Even without Hwan Yeo, I had to find some kind of helpful clue. Dealing with the Illusion King would surely be harder than dealing with Hwan Yeo.

Just then, something caught my eye. Newly arrived flowerpots sat unorganized in a corner.

I immediately called for Jang Ho.

"There is someone you all need to capture."


Returning to the cult, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader met with Go Wol first.

When he learned there was a problem in the Heavenly Wind Cult, the first person he wanted to see was Go Wol.

Even though the incredibly reliable Geom Mugeuk was by his side, Go Wol came to his mind first.

Yes, perhaps it was because he wanted to hear these words.

"Those bastards must not know what the Heavenly Wind Cult means to you, Cult Leader. This time, make them understand properly, Cult Leader."

To that was added another moving phrase.

"It's a precious place to me, too. Cult Leader, don't forgive them."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a surge of emotion. He was grateful and sorry that Go Wol would call that place, which brought to mind shackles, a precious place. As he was lost in thought with complex feelings, Go Wol doused his own rising anger.

"Cult Leader. Follow me and take a deep breath. Breathe."

"What are you doing?"

"Just follow me."

Go Wol took a loud, deep breath, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader reluctantly followed suit.

"Am I a child? Having to calm down by taking deep breaths."

"You are a child, aren't you? When it comes to the Heavenly Wind Cult, you're going to lose your mind, right? You're going to act like a child."

"I won't."

"All children say they won't. The fact that you do it anyway makes you a child."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader repeatedly took deep breaths, following Go Wol. It was not the deep breaths that calmed him, but the sentiment from Go Wol, who went this far for him.

"I'm afraid someone will see."

"They'll probably think you're practicing a peerless secret art from the Outer Regions."

"I just came back from performing so magnificently. You should have seen it!"

"I know without seeing. How well you must have done, Cult Leader."

"Even though you didn't see."

In truth, the person he most wanted to show his great performance to was Go Wol. He wished Geom Mugeuk would hurry up and tell him what happened.

"I know. Even if no one else in the world understands, I do. How magnificent you must have been inside the illusion. Since I know, entrust this matter to the Young Cult Leader and assist him from the side."

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared.

"This is my business."

"That's why I'm saying it. You won't be able to see things objectively. You're already someone who sees the world as you please."

"Then come with me and help. If I act foolishly, nag me from the side. I need to go say hello to the evil spirits carved on the Echoing Thunder Bell."

Go Wol shook his head.

"If the enemies are users of illusion and soul-stealing arts, then people who can stand against them should go. I'll only be a hindrance. Give my regards to the evil spirits of the Echoing Thunder Bell for me."

"No! One madman who talks to a bell is enough!"

Go Wol looked out the window toward his distant homeland and said, "You're getting excited again. Breathe!"


At the same time the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader met with Go Wol, I was meeting with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

I told her that she had been afflicted by the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art when she killed Sa Woojong.

"I didn't know about it at the time either. I found out while chasing the mastermind."

I was careful not to hurt her feelings. No matter how young she was, Cheong Seon held the status of a Demon Supreme.

I was especially careful not to wound her pride. The fact that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had fallen for a soul-stealing art could be a great wound to her.

"If it were any other martial arts, it wouldn't have worked, but since it was a demonic art of the Blood Cult, it couldn't be helped."

Fortunately, she accepted it wisely.

"Can the soul-stealing art cast on me be broken?"

"Fortunately, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said he can remove the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was relieved and delighted.

"Where is Master now?"

"He is waiting for you, Demon Supreme. Let's go together."

I took her to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who waited in another room.

In the room were the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Go Wol, and Hwan Yeo, who was asleep with her demonic and sleep acupoints sealed.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme gave a deep bow to express her gratitude.

"I will never forget this kindness, Master."

I decided to make her vague sense of being moved more concrete.

"Do you know what the Cult Leader said when he first learned of this?"

I imitated the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"'How dare she touch my disciple? Take me to that bitch.'"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a deeply moved expression. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's shoulders puffed up to the sky again.

"It was nothing."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes said to me, More, more!

"And that's not all! A master of ghost arts said this. 'Not even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grandfather could open that door.' Right at that moment! The Cult Leader opened the door and walked in. Ah! You should have seen the vision of hell unfolding behind the Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waved his hands dismissively and said, "I told you it was nothing."

The fingertips of his hand, waving for me to stop, said to me, Just a little more!

"When the Cult Leader snaps those fingers, the world changes! I saw that world properly this time."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme sent him a look of sincere respect. I was saying it half-jokingly, but for the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, it was the future she dreamed of.

"Master, someday I too will unfold my own world."

She still has a long way to go. She has a sharp and selfish personality. However, we don't know what she will be like in ten years. I just hope she grows splendidly, like the other Demon Supremes.

"At least, I think you have the best fortune in the murim when it comes to having a Master. I hope you protect that fortune well."

At my sincere advice, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme bowed her head in thanks. Beyond her, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a satisfied expression. Beyond him, Go Wol was smiling again.

"Now, then, let's begin the grand ritual."

Since no preparations were needed other than the people involved, we decided to proceed with the grand ritual here.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader woke Hwan Yeo. Seeing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme there, she seemed to foresee her own fate.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had the two women sit side by side.

A unique, unknown pattern was engraved on Hwan Yeo's back. This was the very Soul-Controlling Mark the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had spoken of.

He had said that if that was extracted, the Cheokhon sleeping in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's body would come out.

He had said it was a difficult and dangerous grand ritual, but I was not worried. It was a grand ritual performed by none other than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

He'll handle it well on his own. Yes, he'll handle it well.

Trust isn't born from words, but from actions. Today, he clearly showed what kind of person he was.

Before the grand ritual began, Hwan Yeo spoke.

"I'd like to speak with the Young Cult Leader for a moment."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at me, asking for my consent.

I nodded, and everyone else left, leaving the two of us alone.

"Just this morning, I didn't know. That my end would come so suddenly."

"Such is the life of one who carries a sword."

"I have a favor to ask."

She made an unexpected request.

"If you see my brother, tell him. Tell him I didn't betray him."

By the time I could deliver that message, he would also be fated to die. I don't know if this request has any meaning.

"Do you believe I'll keep my promise?"

"I do."

"Why do you believe me?"

"Because I saw inside your heart. Someone who has walked such a desperate path will keep their promise."

"And here I thought you called me a monster?"

"That's because you're my enemy. I'm dying because of you, can't I at least say that much?"

"You're not dying because of me. You're dying because you planted the Yin Yang Reverse Soul Art in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. You're dying because you erected a wall that could only be made by sacrificing thousands of people. Know the reason for your death before you die."

Hwan Yeo stared at me with a complex gaze. I could feel her anger, the desire to kill me, and also a desperate plea to save her. However, having looked into my heart, she would know that none of it would work on me.

Her final regret was this.

"...I should have lived my own life."

She must have been talking about a life of her own, not entangled with her brother or her backer.

She said nothing more and closed her eyes.


When I came outside after seeing the grand ritual begin, Jang Ho was waiting.

The man standing next to him, his demonic acupoints sealed, was none other than Hwan Yeo's subordinate.

The Demonic Army was the Demonic Army. With only the information that he supplied flowers and pots to the garden, Jang Ho had captured him in less than two hours.

"Take him and interrogate him thoroughly. Make him confess everything he knows."

"Understood."

In this situation, I had to find even the smallest clue that could help.

"And since an important grand ritual is in progress inside, have the Demonic Army stand warden."

Giant figures surrounded my residence where the grand ritual was taking place. It was the most reliable wall in the world.

For a while, I walked with Jang Ho along the wall of the Demonic Army. Just by walking with me, the Young Cult Leader, it would raise Jang Ho's prestige as their commander.

THUD! THUD!

As we passed, the members of the Demonic Army saluted in a disciplined manner.

I stopped for a moment and looked up at the sky.

When you're fighting frantically, you forget to look up at the sky. Even I, who tells myself to look up, to look up, forget.

"The woman we captured earlier was regretting things. Saying she should have lived her own life. What about you?"

To the question of whether he was living the life he wanted, Jang Ho answered confidently.

"The Young Cult Leader I serve is by my side, and the subordinates I lead are behind me. This is the very life I wished for."

I looked at Jang Ho. He stood beside me, looking more reliable than anyone.

"General Jang."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"A great enemy is coming."

No other words were needed. He did not ask what kind of enemy it was. He just gave a silent nod at my words. He would prepare in his own way.

Jang Ho glanced back at the members of the Demonic Army standing behind him and added bluntly, "No matter how great they are, can they be greater than us?"


Chapter 316: Because I Miss That Sandstorm

The Great Ritual was in its final stages.

Violet energy extended from the fingertips of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's left hand.

The living energy moved to extract the Soul-Controlling Mark engraved on Hwan Yeo's back. The mark, etched like a tattoo, lifted from her body as if it were a nail being pulled.

Slowly, very slowly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader focused his entire mind, tolerating no mistakes.

The moment the Soul-Controlling Mark was completely extracted, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader extended his right hand over the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's head and cried out sharply.

A red energy shot from the crown of her head like a tree pulled up by its roots. It was the Cheokhon that had been embedded in her skull.

The Soul-Controlling Mark and the Cheokhon floated above his fingertips, then flared up in flames and vanished.

As if on cue, both women collapsed.

"Hooooo."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader caught his breath and slowly withdrew his hands. The violet energy that had bloomed on them was gone.

The Great Ritual had ended safely.

A moment later, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme pushed herself up from the floor.

Welcome news awaited her.

"The Cheokhon in your body is gone."

"Ah! Thank you, Master."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's body was drenched in sweat. Such profuse sweating from a master of his caliber showed the immense mental exertion of the ritual.

"You've saved my life."

"I performed the Great Ritual, but the Young Cult Leader uncovered this plot. Don't forget that."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave the credit to Geom Mugeuk. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme knew a closer bond between them was for the best, so she willingly pledged her loyalty.

"I'll pledge my loyalty to the Young Cult Leader, Master."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's gaze turned to Hwan Yeo. Anger flared, and she raised her hand, ready to smash the woman's skull.

"There's no need. She's already dead."

Hwan Yeo had died the moment the Soul-Controlling Mark was forcibly extracted.

"Cheong Seon."

"Yes, Master."

"As you live your life, you'll peer into the minds of countless people. You'll control countless people as you wish. Every time you do, there's something you must see."

"What is that?"

"The hole in your heart. The higher the level of your Soul-Stealing Art, the larger that hole will grow."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme vaguely understood her Master's worry.

"Then what should I do?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader considered what to say. Don't look down on people. Don't look down on the world. He left the solution to his disciple.

"You must find how to fill that hole yourself. Don't forget that the hole exists, and look into it often. If you keep looking, you'll find your own way."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme performed a deep bow. She felt grateful to have a Master who cared for her so deeply.

"If the day ever comes when this foolish disciple falls into that hole, please, Master, you must pull me out."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled.

"That's a favor I should be asking of you. I've been cultivating it my whole life, so how large must my hole be?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was inwardly moved by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's frank words. A vague distance had always existed between her and her Master, but she felt they had grown closer through this incident.

"Go out and tell the Young Cult Leader to come in."


I spoke with Jang Ho for a long time, the first real conversation we'd had in a while.

Seeing me talk with him for so long surprised even the Demonic Army.

How could a conversation with the stoic Jang Ho be that interesting?

This was a display for the Demonic Army, to show them how much I trust and cherish Jang Ho.

After all, no one would converse for so long during the Great Ritual unless they truly liked the person. It was my effort for his sake.

Thanks to my efforts, I even learned that Jang Ho's childhood dream was to be a painter.

"I'm thinking of trying to paint when I retire."

Hearing that, I left for a moment.

"Wait here."

I vanished with the Swift Step and returned in a flash, holding paper, brushes, and paints. I had gone to the Demon Village and bought the very best.

"Don't put it off. Start today."

Jang Ho was flustered, not expecting me to have actually gone to buy him these things. The members of the Demonic Army behind him also looked surprised.

"Try painting tonight. Even for just fifteen minutes before you sleep. If you have nothing to paint, try painting those large subordinates of yours, or maybe that magnificent scar on your face."

I know. What's needed for something like this isn't time. When you find time, other things to do always come along with it.

What's needed isn't time, but a catalyst. For example, the Young Cult Leader forcing painting tools upon you.

Jang Ho lowered his head and politely accepted them.

"I'll try painting starting today."

"I wonder if I should've bought you a brush made of ten-thousand-year cold iron. It looks like your rough hands will break all of these."

Jang Ho laughed pleasantly at my banter. He was the third person whose smile I wanted to see, no matter what. Father, the Fist Demon, and Jang Ho.

I will keep making these stoic men, who have lived their lives without knowing laughter, smile.

Just then, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme walked out of the residence.

I knew the result of the Great Ritual just by looking at her expression.


Only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Go Wol, and I remained in the residence.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had returned to her duties, and I had entrusted Hwan Yeo's body to the Demonic Army for burial. Her face looked peaceful, perhaps because she had left her final words with me.

Now it was time to plan our trip to the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"Strategist Go, what should we do?"

Go Wol had already been thinking about it while the Great Ritual was underway.

"I recommend you go to the Heavenly Wind Cult officially."

"As the former Cult Leader returning?"

"No. As an official visit from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

I glanced at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He would want to be the protagonist of his own return. Go Wol had already thought that far ahead.

"If you return with the Young Cult Leader, your prestige as Cult Leader will rise even higher. It will be you who made this visit happen."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened at those words.

"They will have infiltrated the Heavenly Wind Cult's high command. That's why going officially will make it easier to operate. Now that you're the Young Cult Leader, you also have a justification for the visit."

He was right. Sneaking into the Heavenly Wind Cult and moving around would not be easy.

"Won't they soon know that Hwan Yeo has disappeared?"

"Ignore it."

"Ignore it?"

"Instead, if you act like you know nothing, they'll be uncertain. They'll wonder, 'They know we exist, yet they're making an official visit?' They will have doubts."

"What if he senses the danger and disappears?"

"If the woman from the flower garden invested years of effort, the other side did the same. Would they give up so easily?"

He was right. The Illusion King was a man whose pride pierced the heavens, and his abilities were just as outstanding.

Go Wol turned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"He was there since you and I were there, Cult Leader. We left without ever knowing."

"!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. He had not considered that possibility.

"He held his breath, waiting for an opportunity, and began to move in earnest when you left, Cult Leader."

I picked up where Go Wol left off.

"Just like how on this side, they moved when the young Cheong Seon became a Demon Supreme."

"Correct."

"Alright, I'll follow your words. We'll visit officially."

I followed Go Wol's will without a second thought.

Isn't the best way to empower a strategist to trust and follow him?

"I'll provide support from as close as possible while trying to get more out of the one being interrogated. Oh, and it's customary for a Demon Supreme to accompany the Young Cult Leader on an official visit. Considering our opponent, you must choose the Demon Supreme for this trip with care."

"Do you have anyone in mind?"

"It would have to be a Demon Supreme who is strong against illusion arts."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew exactly who that was.

"It's the Demonic Buddha. The Demonic Buddha is strong against illusion arts."

Accompanying the Demonic Buddha? It did not matter to me, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the problem.

Originally, among the Eight Demon Supremes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was closest to the Demonic Buddha. The Demonic Buddha had been the one to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

However, I knew their relationship had since soured, and they were now on awkward terms.

For whatever reason, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward.

"I'll go and speak to the Demonic Buddha myself."

Right, the one who tied the knot must be the one to untie it.

"Then I'll go get permission from Father first."

Since it was an official visit, I had to report to Father and receive his permission.

We each rose from our seats to handle our assigned tasks.


The Demonic Buddha was in the Great Buddha Hall.

A terrifying golden Buddha statue gazed down coldly. In that place, devoid of mercy, the Demonic Buddha chanted a sutra alone.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader entered and sat behind him. When the chant finished, the Demonic Buddha asked without turning around.

"What brings you here?"

It was awkward. In the past, they had always greeted each other with hearty laughter, regardless of their inner thoughts.

"Have you been well?"

"Could I have been well?"

Since the Demonic Buddha was famous for supporting the First Young Lord, there was no way he could have been well.

The Demonic Buddha turned around and looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"As you can see, I'm like a dog that was chasing a chicken."

"That dog looks to be in good shape."

It was not because the golden light from the Demonic Buddha's body was particularly bright. The Demonic Buddha's expression truly looked more at ease than before.

"What's the secret?"

"Wouldn't you know?"

The Demonic Buddha was asking. Don't you know? How peaceful one's mind becomes when one lets go of everything. Come to think of it, both men had let go of their greed for power.

An awkward silence flowed between them for a moment. Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader abruptly asked.

"Don't you think I've lost some weight?"

The Demonic Buddha looked at him in disbelief.

"Did you come here just to brag about that?"

"That's right. I came to tell you that I've become as comfortable as your face looks."

The Demonic Buddha could already feel it. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had also changed a lot. He was not the man he used to be, someone who smiled on the outside but was full of schemes. Now, he somehow looked at ease.

"I came to ask a favor."

"Speak."

"Some vile bastards are playing tricks in the Heavenly Wind Cult. The Young Cult Leader will be going with me under the pretext of an official visit. Please come with us and help, giant dao."

"Why me?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader conveyed his honest feelings.

"A Demon Supreme must accompany us, and among them, you're the most comfortable one for me to be around."

The Demonic Buddha stared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, then refused with a single word.

"I refuse."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was at a loss for words at the immediate refusal.

"Then it can't be helped. Stay well."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rose from his seat. As he was about to leave, he spoke, though one might have expected a venomous remark.

"I'm sorry for the harsh things I said to you back then."

When their relationship had soured, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had mocked him, treating him like golden dung.

"Why the sudden apology? It won't make me go with you."

"That's not why I'm apologizing."

"Then what is it for?"

"I've learned something while spending time with the Young Cult Leader and Go Wol. The most important thing between people is apologizing. That one apology is more important than a hundred nice words. I only realized that recently. I've lived my whole life without ever apologizing, so my apology is late. I'm sorry."

The Demonic Buddha was flustered. After all, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not the only one who had spoken harshly back then.

After he finished, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to leave, but the Demonic Buddha called out to him.

"Since you're here, have a drink of defeat before you go."

"You have alcohol in the Buddha hall?"

"Is alcohol the only thing here? There are demons, there's alcohol, and if you search around back there, you'll probably find a corpse too."

Indeed, the Demonic Buddha brought two bottles of alcohol and handed one over.

The two men drank straight from the bottles.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sat down so he was not looking down on him.

The Demonic Buddha stared for a long while at a mural of demonic monks engaged in slaughter before revealing his inner thoughts.

"Back when I was striving to make the First Young Lord the Young Cult Leader, that was all I could see. When I looked at people, I only saw if they would be helpful in the succession struggle. Whatever I did, I only saw if it would be helpful. I was crazy about it."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader listened in silence.

"I thought everything would be resolved if the First Young Lord became the Young Cult Leader. I thought that if I visited later and apologized for my rudeness, they would understand. That's what I thought. Thinking about it now, if the First Young Lord had become the successor, I wouldn't have apologized to anyone."

And now that Geom Muyang had not become the successor, he too apologized to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I was sorry back then, too."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader silently held out his bottle, and the Demonic Buddha drank after a light toast.

"Let's call this a drink of victory, not defeat. Well then, let's meet again next time."

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was about to exit, the Demonic Buddha asked from behind him.

"When do we depart?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned around in surprise. The Demonic Buddha added as if to himself.

"Because I miss that sandstorm, too."


Father was on the training grounds.

He stood alone in the midst of the heavy, settled demonic qi, holding the drawn Heavenly Demon Sword.

Just the sight of his back as he held the sword filled me with an unapproachable fear.

Father asked without turning around.

"How far have you mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

"I have mastered up to the second form."

"Then try and block this."

Father turned swiftly toward me.

The moment he aimed his sword at me, a fiend appeared before him.

It was a fiend with a completely different appearance from my own. That creature, chilling just to look at, was the fiend Father had summoned.

I knew instinctively. Father was about to unleash the Great Annihilation Stance.

The only thing that can block the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is the Nine Calamities Demonic Art itself!

A fiend appeared before me as well. In terms of appearance, mine looked more terrifying. Mine was terrifying, Father's was ruthless.

Though born from the same martial arts, the fiends were merciless. They glared fiercely at each other with eyes that promised to annihilate their opponent.

SHHHHHHK!

The two fiends facing each other began to divide.

Mine stopped at four, but Father's fiends continued to multiply.

The divided fiends lined up before Father. He, who had completely mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, had created forty-four in total. The sight was a truly bone-chilling spectacle.

Four versus forty-four.

However, Father was not one to go easy on me.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Could I really block this?

My four fiends charged powerfully toward the oncoming fiends that were sweeping everything away.


Chapter 317: I Want to Fight More

It was forty-four against four, but in reality, it was a four-on-four fight. The evil spirits only pushed forward in a straight line. If the evil spirits could turn and focus on us, Father would not have split them into so many in the first place.

How could we possibly block forty-four evil spirits?

That was what I had thought.

The moment my four evil spirits clashed with the ones sent to meet them, I was startled. The other surging evil spirits stopped in place. I had assumed only the first four would collide while the rest swept past us.

So he can stop them like this!

My own realm was still low, so I did not know the technique could be used this way.

Then, could it be? They aren't going to rush us, are they?

Fortunately, the evil spirits remained still. The pressure was immense. Four evil spirits fought each other while forty more stood menacingly on either side.

KWANG! KWAKWANG! KWANG! KWANGKWANG!

A tremendous clash raged on. The evil spirits could sweep away anything, yet they could not push each other back. They fought like martial artists on a battlefield's front line, knowing that if they fell, everyone behind them would die. A deafening roar erupted and sparks flew each time their swords and bodies collided.

Beyond the evil spirits, I could see Father. He must have been consuming an enormous amount of inner arts to split into forty-four, yet Father remained serene. He was showing me what the Great Annihilation Stance looked like at complete mastery. He was also asking me what kind of Great Annihilation Stance I would master in the future.

My four evil spirits began to be pushed back. I poured my inner arts to the limit, but I could not match Father's evil spirits, which were born from complete mastery. Just as firewood cannot overcome lava's heat, I was not yet his match.

The four evil spirits held on until the very end before dissipating, as if they knew I would die if they collapsed. My only choice now was to use the Vanishing Step to escape. I had to get completely outside the range of the Great Annihilation Stance.

However, I did not want to do that.

At that moment, my eyes met Father's.

I will not run.

I drew upon the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and raised my protective enhanced qi. I also activated the Vajra Asura, the Fifth Form of the Thunder Arhat Fist, to temporarily make my body as hard as steel.

Come on! Let's see if you can kill me even with this.

KWAKWANG!

I collided head-on with a surging evil spirit. The shock vibrated through my entire body, but I endured it. If I could withstand this first clash, I could endure the rest. I blocked the evil spirit's descending sword with the Black Demon Sword. The terrifying power felt like it would tear my arm off, but I gritted my teeth and swung my sword.

KAANG! KAAANG! KANG! KAANG!

A series of sharp, metallic sounds rang out. The evil spirit's attacks were fast, precise, and powerful. It was as if Father himself was striking me down. It was a continuous, chaotic battle. I could never have experienced a fight like this if my opponent was not Father. Father pushed me to my limits, and I strove to defeat the evil spirit in return.

Just enduring is meaningless. I will destroy it, no matter what.

My lightning-fast attack struck the evil spirit. It felt like striking thousand-year-old cold iron. My own arm hurt more.

KAANG! KANG! KAAANG! KANG!

At the final moment of our exchange, the Black Demon Sword accurately pierced the evil spirit's heart.

PUUUUK!

It had felt like striking steel until now, but this time I heard flesh tear.

SSSSSSSSS.

The next moment, the evil spirit began to dissipate. As the evil spirit I fought disappeared, the others vanished with it. Strength left my legs, and I collapsed.

I could tell Father had withdrawn the Great Annihilation Stance at the last moment. That was why I could pierce its heart.

So this is Father's Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Father walked slowly toward me. I breathed raggedly. My whole body ached as if I were dying, and I had felt death at my doorstep, but I looked up at Father and spoke.

"I want to fight more."

Father smiled. It was not his usual sneer, nor the laugh that escaped when he could not hold back my banter. For the first time, I felt he was smiling as one martial artist to another.

"Then you should get up."

I groaned and got back up. I could feel Father's fervor. Seeing me take on the Great Annihilation Stance with my whole body instead of running had ignited a fire in him too. He probably did not expect me to block it to that extent.

"Perform the Third Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

This meant Father would oversee my practice of the Third Technique. This was a miraculous encounter only the Young Cult Leader could obtain, a reward for my fighting spirit. I performed the Third Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art for the first time.

The Third Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

The Third Technique did not summon evil spirits or use a sword. The First Technique, the Human Destroying Stance, targeted a single person. The Second Technique, the Great Annihilation Stance, was for mass slaughter. The Third Technique, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, was a defensive technique that erected a wall of enhanced qi. It was fundamentally different from a sword wall made of sword qi.

As the Third Technique, it was certainly difficult. Even when I circulated my true qi according to the mnemonic, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall did not form properly.

"I'll replenish my true qi for a moment."

I wondered if I lacked inner arts, so I sat cross-legged and circulated my true qi for one cycle, but it was not a problem with my inner arts. The Impenetrable Demonic Wall still would not form easily.

"Why is this so difficult?"

"Because defense is harder than offense."

Yes, that was right. I always felt offense was difficult, but defense was truly harder. I realized that more and more as my realm increased. I asked Father about the parts I did not understand, and he explained them in detail. In a single moment, I gained an understanding that would have taken months to achieve alone.

I tried again, asked about the parts where I got stuck, and repeated the process.

"It worked!"

HUUUUNG!

The Impenetrable Demonic Wall finally erected itself with a deep, magnificent sound of wind. It was a wall of sky-blue enhanced qi, the same color as my enhanced sword qi. It towered like a fortress, large enough to hide several dozen people. The more I trained, the sturdier the wall would become. I wanted to keep looking at it, but I had consumed too much qi and could not maintain it for long.

Suddenly, I grew curious about Father's Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

"I want to see your Impenetrable Demonic Wall, Father."

A wall ten times larger than this will probably be created, right?

Father was in a good mood today. He performed the Third Technique as if to say, Alright, I'll show you.

HWIIUNG!

The sound of the wind was more concise and light. I was startled when I saw the Impenetrable Demonic Wall that appeared before Father. It was a completely different Impenetrable Demonic Wall from what I had imagined.

Father's Impenetrable Demonic Wall was small. It was a shield just large enough to hide one adult. I could tell by the white energy flowing from it like mist. It was so concentrated with enhanced qi that no attack could ever break it. It was harder than diamond, harder than thousand-year-old cold iron.

"As your realm increases, the demonic wall will become smaller."

"But it will become harder instead, right?"

Father nodded and said resolutely.

"The Impenetrable Demonic Wall that has reached complete mastery cannot be pierced by any attack."

His words naturally brought a question to my mind.

"Even with the Great Annihilation Stance?"

"If both have reached complete mastery, it would be decided by whose martial talent is superior. The purity of one's inner arts would also be a factor."

My heart pounded. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art always made my heart race like this.

"I want to see my own Impenetrable Demonic Wall at complete mastery, and with it, I want to try blocking your Great Annihilation Stance."

I could feel an even hotter fervor in Father's eyes as he looked at me. He was probably imagining himself shattering my Impenetrable Demonic Wall. We were more than father and son. We were martial artists seeking the pinnacle of martial arts.

"I will repay the grace you've shown me today by not being pierced on that day. I will become an opponent you must fight with all your strength."

That seemed to be the answer Father wanted, because it was the first time he had ever said something like this.

"I will be waiting."

I will go to you, Father, and that won't be our final destination. You must go even further with me.

I walked out of the training grounds with Father. I could feel he was in a good mood, which made me feel good too.

"Have you solved the secret of the Secret Box?"

"I haven't solved it yet."

I took the Secret Box from my robes.

"Say hello to Father."

Father saw the eyes and mouth drawn on it and sneered openly.

Right, if I'm going to see Father, I have to see this smile too.

"What have you tried?"

"I haven't tried anything. Is that why this fellow is smiling so comfortably?"

I put the Secret Box back into my robes. I had a vague feeling that my connection with the Secret Box would come naturally. Until then, we would just be friends.

"Did the great soul-stealing ritual end well?"

As expected, Father knew everything. The All-Knowing Hall was an outstanding organization, and Go Wol never hesitated to provide it with information.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader broke the soul-stealing technique cast on the Demon Supreme. He also took care of the mastermind."

Father's aura turned cold. He was naturally displeased that someone had dared to touch a Demon Supreme of our Cult.

"It seems they're in league with the one who plotted the incident in the Murim Alliance before. We've also discovered that those bastards have infiltrated the Heavenly Wind Cult. It looks like I'll have to go to the Outer Regions with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

Father nodded.

"Take the Demonic Buddha with you."

As expected, he left no openings. Father knew precisely that the Demonic Buddha was strong against illusionary arts.

"And when you return, let's have a meal, the three of us, with your brother."

He was not just suggesting a meal. He meant that no matter how busy I was, I should also take care of my brother.

"I'll buy the meal!"


The next morning, we gathered in one place. The party heading to the Heavenly Wind Cult would be my bodyguards, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Demonic Buddha. The Demonic Buddha would have had to go anyway since Father told me to take him, but it seemed he had already agreed with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader beforehand.

"I feel so reassured with you coming with us, Demonic Buddha."

"There must have been many other Demon Supremes who wanted to go with you besides me?"

He would not believe me if I denied it anyway.

"There were some, but our Cult Leader strongly insisted that he wanted to go with you, Demonic Buddha."

As I spoke, I glanced at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He pretended not to hear and looked away, but I could feel his ears perking up.

"He said that you, Demonic Buddha, would protect us better than the other Demon Supremes."

The two of them were reserved and did not speak to each other, but they did not look uncomfortable. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha. It was a combination that seemed like it would and would not work.

Just then, Cheokyeon came and reported.

"Preparations for departure are complete."

Just as we were about to board the carriage, someone arrived. It was, unexpectedly, the Poison King.

"The Poison King! You came all this way to see me off on my long journey."

The Poison King ignored my cheerful greeting and walked past me. His eyes were fixed on only one person. He gave a cursory greeting to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader before approaching the Demonic Buddha. Surprisingly, he had come to see the Demonic Buddha.

"I heard you are leaving for the Outer Regions."

"I will be accompanying the Young Cult Leader to the Heavenly Wind Cult."

"So I have a favor to ask."

The Poison King took a few sheets of paper from his robes.

"I only found out last night that you were leaving, so I stayed up all night hastily preparing this."

Indeed, his eyes were bloodshot and his hair was disheveled. The papers he held out showed drawings of various poisonous herbs. They detailed not only their appearance but also where they grew and their characteristics.

"These are poisonous herbs that grow in the Outer Regions. If you happen to spot any while passing by, please get them for me."

The Demonic Buddha let out a hearty laugh at the request. The Poison King was probably the only person who could act this way toward him. It was the first time I had seen the Demonic Buddha laugh so heartily.

"Very well. If I spot them, I will be sure to dig them up for you."

The Poison King's expression brightened.

"Ah, I feel a bit sorry about this, but."

The Poison King took a few more sheets of paper from his robes.

"I left these out because I thought I was giving you too much, but since you're going anyway, maybe these too. Ah, is it too much? I'll just pick a few from here. This one is absolutely necessary..."

The Poison King agonized, picking one then another.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha took all the papers from the Poison King.

"Give them all to me."

"You'll do that for me?"

"Wouldn't that increase the chances of bringing back at least one more?"

I could feel it. The Poison King was genuinely happy. He was a man who was sincere about poisonous herbs.

"Hey, why don't you ask me?"

"The Demonic Buddha is someone who sees things you cannot. Just go and try not to get in the way."

I could not let that slide. I shouted to the Demonic Buddha.

"You're being used! Once he has no more need for poisonous herbs, you'll be abandoned just like me!"

The Demonic Buddha shuffled through the papers and said to me.

"Will a day ever come when the Poison King doesn't need poisonous herbs?"

At those words, I saw the Poison King give a strange smile. This was the Poison King who had stepped out of his own world and into reality. I liked this Poison King who stood on that borderline.

"I'll be back."

Instead of telling him to be careful, the Poison King said.

"Be sure to dig them up and return."

As the Poison King turned to leave, our eyes met.

"Aren't you going to say goodbye to me?"

"You? Of course you'll have a safe trip."

That 'of course' contained so much of his trust in me.

"Since you're already out, why don't you come with us?"

"No. I hate sand and dust."

"But you just gave him a mountain of papers asking him to dig in that very sandstorm."

The Poison King scurried away without a backward glance.

Watching him leave, the Demonic Buddha smiled faintly, folded the drawings, and tucked them carefully into his robes.

"When did you get so close to the Poison King?"

I thought perhaps the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was a little jealous. He probably thought he was the one closest to the Demonic Buddha.

"We're not close."

"Then why are you doing him a favor like this?"

"I'm not close with you either, but I'm still going to the Outer Regions, aren't I?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had a reply for that chilly remark.

"Don't change too much."

"Look who's talking."

And so, we departed, with these two already bickering.

"Alright, let's go pull out some hidden poisonous herbs."


Chapter 318: The Answer Is Not Here

Two days had passed since we left the Central Plains and entered the Outer Regions.

Cheokyeon shouted from outside, "It's a sandstorm!"

I quickly stuck my head out the carriage window.

WHOOOOOSH!

A massive sandstorm blew in from the distance. A wall of red sand surged toward us like a giant tidal wave. The terrifying sight made me wonder if this was what the end of the world looked like.

"To the west! Full speed!" I commanded.

The carriage changed direction and began to race away.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sat with a relaxed expression, as if he had experienced such things many times. The Demonic Buddha and I, however, watched nature's wrath with alarm, preparing ourselves to be swept up in the sandstorm.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Buddha, and I could endure being swept away by the storm, but the horses and carriage, not to mention the bodyguards, could be blown far away. Even if we had to abandon the horses and carriage, we had to save the people and ensure they were not harmed.

WHOOOOOSH!

As the massive wall of sand drew closer, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

I want to block that storm by raising the Nine Calamities Demonic Art Third Technique, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

It was said that the higher the realm of the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, the smaller the demonic wall becomes.

However, I wished my demonic wall was different. I wished that my Impenetrable Demonic Wall, having surpassed the tenth stage to reach the twelfth stage of complete mastery, would be large enough to block that sandstorm.

I imagined the tenth-stage shield growing larger and larger, becoming a colossal wall. A great fortress wall that nothing could break.

Fortunately, the carriage narrowly escaped the sandstorm's reach thanks to our quick judgment and swift escape.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to me, "How do you like it? A taste of the Outer Regions."

"It's spicy from the start," I replied.

We watched the sandstorm pass behind the carriage, sweeping everything away. I wondered how people could live in a place like this, but after traveling for a while, we saw a father and son herding livestock.

The young boy helped his father, driving the animals with a long stick. They were people who knew in advance when a sandstorm was coming and where to move. We stopped the carriage for a moment and watched them.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly asked, "Have I ever told you that I never wanted to leave the Outer Regions? I keep forgetting things these days."

"What if you have, and what if you haven't? You can just tell me again."

"I don't want to. Telling the same story over and over again. Don't I sound like a senile old man?"

"I'll take it as a sign of your charming humanity."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze returned to the father and son herding livestock in the distance.

"A long time ago, Go Wol said something to me. He asked if I had ever seriously considered advancing into the Central Plains, even though I always sang the song of it. I couldn't deny his words back then. To be honest, I liked living here. There's a unique charm here that you can't feel in the Central Plains. Ah, of course, I admit it. It was probably because I lived without any worries. After all, sandstorms like that don't rage before the Cult Leader."

Just then, the Demonic Buddha interjected, "It's because you're a country bumpkin."

When the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at him, the Demonic Buddha continued, "Why do you need so many useless reasons to say you like your hometown? It's so uncool."

His rebuke sounded more like frustration. He was asking why the man had to add that last part about living without worries as the Cult Leader. He could have just said it proudly. I liked this place, and I did not want to leave.

The two of them had been like this the entire way here. They would go all day without saying a word, then bicker over something trivial, and then show they cared for each other like this.

He did not show it on the outside, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was on edge and tense. If I could feel it, then of course the Demonic Buddha could feel it too. The Demonic Buddha was needlessly picking a fight and saying such things likely to ease the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's tension.

Someone who did not know him might wonder if the Demonic Buddha had such a considerate side. They might think it unexpected, but it is not. Among the Demon Supremes, the Demonic Buddha is a deeply considerate person who values loyalty.

That was why I had thought of him, who had been loyal and faithful to his brother, as a little giant.

"Alright, let's get going again."

The carriage picked up speed, heading toward where the sandstorm had come from.


Many things happened on the way to the Heavenly Wind Cult.

A group of bandits, relying only on their numbers, attacked and lost their lives. A few of the bodyguards got sick from the water and suffered from stomachaches.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader found some medicinal herbs nearby and fed them to the men. He then made the hard-to-believe claim that young people these days are too weak, saying that when he was young, he was fine even after drinking water mixed with blood and poison.

The Demonic Buddha, as always, threw in a comment. "Why are you nagging so much? They say when you get old, you should close your mouth and open your wallet."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not one to meekly shut his mouth. "It's because I'm lonely, lonely! What's the point of knowing everything when you're old? None of the young ones ever ask. What this herb is, what effects it has, since when I knew about it."

Knowing he was not just joking, I smiled at him.

That was not the only hardship of the journey. Cheokyeon got lost and wandered several times. There were many places where the map and the actual terrain were different. Ironically, the Demonic Buddha knew the way better than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Isn't this your territory?"

"That's why I know it even less. My subordinates always transported me, so how would I know the way?" protested the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was surprisingly bad with directions.

Another problem on the journey was finding a place to sleep. As we went deeper into the Outer Regions, it became difficult to find an inn.

Cheokyeon announced, "We'll have to camp here for the night." He got out of the carriage and began to prepare for camping.

The bodyguards divided their roles and moved with perfect coordination. While keeping watch, they lit a bonfire and prepared the hunted animals for dinner.

I personally took care of the sleeping arrangements for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha. I laid down soft grass on the ground and placed a soft animal hide on top.

As I fussed over their beds, the Demonic Buddha said, "Don't worry about us, just take care of your own sleeping spot."

"I'm young, aren't I? I'm fine sleeping on a bed of gravel. Here, please sit."

"You only look young. There are times when you feel more like a senior than that directionally challenged man over there."

As the Demonic Buddha teased, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader deliberately wiggled his bottom like a child. "It's comfortable, very comfortable."

The Demonic Buddha also looked pleased with his bed.

Then I made my own bed even plusher than theirs. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was watching, had a dumbfounded expression.

"Yours is a plush tiger skin?"

"I'm the Young Cult Leader, aren't I?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head in disbelief, and the Demonic Buddha had an I-knew-it expression. For the first time in a while, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha were in complete agreement.

"Did you see that? That shameless face?"

"And he said he could sleep on gravel!"

Lying on the plush hide, I laughed and then asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, "What kind of person is the next Cult Leader?"

"He's someone I chose and raised as my successor from the beginning. He's a trustworthy person."

Of course, he must be a trustworthy person. However, with the Illusion King involved, there is no telling if that trust will remain intact. That bastard is surely somewhere around the new Cult Leader.

"Finding him is up to you, Cult Leader. You know the Heavenly Wind Cult better than anyone." I trust him. A person who could give up the position of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for the sake of friendship with someone was rare. I believe in his special nature.

"Don't trust me too much. As you know, I'm an indecisive and emotional person."

"That's why I like you. I don't like people who are too steadfast."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave me a look that asked what kind of sophistry I was about to spout.

"I like people who can change and adapt to the situation. People like you, Cult Leader. I like people who can admit when they lack confidence, just like this. Isn't that better than pretending to know things or pretending to be confident, only to cause a huge accident? And you've already shown it, haven't you, Cult Leader? Who you are in the fields you know well, who you are in your own world."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the Demonic Buddha and shook his head. "When I'm with the Young Cult Leader, even not being steadfast can feel this good!"

The night in the Outer Regions deepened.


Finally, we arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult.

A grand welcoming ceremony awaited us when we reached the main gate. Hundreds of martial artists were lined up, and a long red carpet was laid out. It was an overly dazzling welcome.

In front of them, the new Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Jo Baekta, had come out himself.

"Greetings, Cult Leader," I said with a clasped hands greeting.

"You've worked hard coming all this way." Jo Baekta was wearing the unique, colorful and ornate attire of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and his face was painted with various patterns used in illusion arts, also in vivid primary colors.

Was it because of that? In a favorable light, it seemed like a thorough attempt to reveal nothing of himself in their first meeting. Unfavorably, he gave off a somewhat sinister feeling.

"The rumors that the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult is the most talented in history are widespread, so I have been looking forward to this."

"Rumors are always bound to be exaggerated."

"The rumor that you are the most handsome man doesn't seem to be exaggerated at all."

Contrary to his appearance, he was a man skilled in conversation.

After greeting me, he next greeted the Demonic Buddha.

"I greet the Demon Supreme."

"Greetings to the Cult Leader."

"I greeted you when you came last time."

"I remember."

Back then, the Demonic Buddha had no idea Jo Baekta would rise to the position of Cult Leader so quickly.

Finally, Jo Baekta greeted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He ran up and grabbed his hand.

"Master, it's been a long time."

"Have you been well, Cult Leader?"

Now that he was the Cult Leader, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also showed him proper courtesy.

They say the position makes the man. The disciple he had not seen in a long time was much more confident and composed than before. Jo Baekta was one of the disciples he had raised from a young age, his martial arts were the most profound, and his loyalty to him was deep. That was why he had been chosen as the successor early on.

"I wanted to see you so much that I couldn't wait in the Cult Leader's hall and ran out like this." His words implied that if the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had not come with us, he would have received me in the Cult Leader's hall. It might have been different if the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was visiting, but this was a visit from the Young Cult Leader.

"Now, let's go inside."

The three of them walked together, following Jo Baekta.

As we walked, he introduced various buildings of the Heavenly Wind Cult to me and the Demonic Buddha. He showed a cheerful and bright side, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a strange dissonance from his demeanor.

Was he always like this?

The Jo Baekta he knew was a calm person of few words.

The three of them then entered the Cult Leader's hall.

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled. The interior had changed a lot from when he was the Cult Leader. The grand chair was on a higher platform and had been replaced with a larger one, the walls were repainted a new color, and the statues, paintings, and decorations were all different.

"The interior has changed a lot."

"My subordinates suggested it would be good to change it, so I accepted their proposal."

"You did well. New wine must be put into new wineskins."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed no sign of it, but I could feel it. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not in a good mood.

I could understand his feelings. It was a position he had passed on before it was time, yet the man had completely changed the Cult Leader's hall to his liking as soon as he ascended. How could he possibly feel good?

On top of that, Jo Baekta took it a step further.

Upon entering the Cult Leader's hall, Jo Baekta went up to the grand chair and sat down. As a result, he was now looking down on the three of them.

Of course, his words were still polite.

"For a long time, your Cult Leader's family has not visited our Cult. So for the Young Cult Leader to visit us like this is truly a memorable occasion."

There was a barb in his words, implying that they had not sought them out until now.

"Isn't that all thanks to the former Cult Leader who is here with us?"

Jo Baekta's gaze turned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"He is a treasure to our Cult."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled at him, but just as I expected, his mood was very foul.

His guest was the Young Cult Leader, and he himself was the Cult Leader, so one could argue he could receive him while sitting on the grand chair. However, was not he, the former leader, also present today? They could have talked in the guest seating area below, but he insisted on looking down from up there.

A few formal words were exchanged with me. After we spoke of our hopes for a long and peaceful relationship between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Heavenly Wind Cult, Jo Baekta said, "You must be tired from your journey, so please rest today and we can talk tomorrow. We will hold a banquet tomorrow to welcome the Young Cult Leader."

"Thank you for the welcome."

The Demonic Buddha and I left the Cult Leader's hall first.

Now, only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta remained in the Cult Leader's hall.

Then, Jo Baekta came down from the grand chair. "Master, please don't be angry. I deliberately asserted my authority because the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was here."

"Do you think authority is established by sitting in a high place and looking down?"

A moment of silence flowed. Soon, Jo Baekta lowered his head.

"This disciple's thoughts were shallow."

As he lowered his head, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "No. I didn't mean to rebuke our Cult Leader. Raise your head. The Cult Leader of the great Heavenly Wind Cult does not bow his head so easily."

Jo Baekta raised his head with a bright face. At times like this, he looked like his old disciple self again.

"I'm so happy that you've come, Master. Please rest well before you leave."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly walked out of the Cult Leader's hall. He could not easily get used to the changed hall.


When the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader returned to the guest quarters, I could see from his expression that something was wrong.

"How was it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader expressed the unease he had been feeling all along. "Something is strangely different. I can't tell if he's naturally changed after becoming the Cult Leader, or if I'm thinking this way because I suspect something is going on behind the scenes."

I asked cautiously, "Could he have been subjected to Soul Bewitchment Art?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head firmly. "That's not it."

If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader says it is not, then it is definitely not.

"Then from now on, you must adhere to one thing." I told the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader my first principle after my regression.

"Look at him clearly. Don't just glance at him, look at him properly, but you must look at him without any preconceptions. You must discard all such thoughts like, 'My disciple was originally like this,' or 'he was originally this kind of person.'"

If you can look at him properly like that, you will be able to find it.

"The answer is not with you, Cult Leader. Don't fall into the trap of thinking you have to find something within your own heart. The answer lies in the person you are looking at."


Chapter 319: It's Always Because of the Young Cult Leader

That night, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader strolled through the courtyard, unable to sleep. Geom Mugeuk's words rang in his ears, a reminder to look at his opponent properly and without prejudice.

He had failed to see his disciple, Jo Baekta, without prejudice. He had focused only on their differences.

Is this my personality? I don't seem like this before.

Swayed only by his emotions, he had not looked at Jo Baekta properly.

He changed the entire Cult Leader's Hall just like that? If he had any respect for me, he wouldn't have done that.

Looking at it coolly, however, the respect Jo Baekta had for him and the act of changing the Cult Leader's Hall were separate matters. Jo Baekta might have changed it after deciding it was not a big deal, or there could have been another reason.

Yes, Geom Mugeuk was right. The answer was not in his heart but with Jo Baekta. He should have been looking into Jo Baekta's eyes, not at the changed Cult Leader's Hall.

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader paced the front yard lost in thought, the Demonic Buddha walked out, illuminating the darkness with a golden light.

"Of the three Cult Leaders, which one is keeping you from sleeping?"

"Three Cult Leaders?"

"Is it our Young Cult Leader? Or the current Cult Leader of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

"Who is the last Cult Leader?"

The Demonic Buddha stared intently at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Only then did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader realize the Demonic Buddha meant himself, the former Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed self-deprecatingly. "The problem is always because of the last Cult Leader."

But the Demonic Buddha offered a different answer. "No. The reason we can't sleep is because of the Young Cult Leader."

How could he not know? If not for the Young Cult Leader, this situation would not exist. That Jo Baekta would still be a man staring only at the Cult Leader's Hall, wondering, When will I become the Cult Leader?

The thought was chilling. Go Wol would still be bound to the Cult Leader's Hall. No, since he had the key to his shackles, Go Wol might have even left him by now.

He himself would be jumping up and down, ordering Go Wol's death without knowing what kind of person he was. The thought of living such a life was terrifying.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sat on a rock to meet the Demonic Buddha's gaze. The Demonic Buddha probably would have lived a different life too, if not for the Young Cult Leader. If it had been a different Young Cult Leader, would the First Young Lord have become the successor?

Just then, the Demonic Buddha said something unexpected. "Honestly, I'm enjoying myself these days."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled. The word 'crazy' almost slipped from his mouth. To think the word 'enjoy' would come from the Demonic Buddha's lips. He was human, so he could feel joy, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never thought he would reveal that emotion to him.

"This feeling of living a life that isn't mine is enjoyable. Have I been living too tedious a life until now?"

He had given up the power struggle, come all this way to help the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and now received papers full of drawings of poisonous herbs. He was certainly living a different life.

"The thought, 'What would it be like to live a different life,' I'd never once had it before."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader listened, then said abruptly, "Come to think of it, I don't think I've ever looked at you properly."

Not when they were once like friends, not when they fought during the succession battle, and not even now. It felt like he had never once seen him properly.

The Demonic Buddha was not upset. He sympathized with the meaning behind the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words and easily came to a conclusion.

"That's why the Young Cult Leader is responsible for all of this."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded with a smile. "Yes, it's always because of the Young Cult Leader. It's because of our arrogant and smart Young Cult Leader who keeps the adults from sleeping."

These days, the most fun he had was badmouthing the Demonic Buddha and Geom Mugeuk. The most exciting times were always when he was cursing Geom Mugeuk.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked up at the night sky. The moon in the Outer Regions looked more desolate and lonely. Then, he realized his mistake.

There I go again. Looking for the answer in my heart first.

He looked at the moon again. The moon in the Outer Regions and the moon in the Central Plains were the same. Yes, he would practice even while looking at the moon. The answer is in that moon.


The next day, they held a strategy meeting before the Welcoming Banquet.

"By now, the person behind this will have lost contact with the woman from the flower garden," Geom Mugeuk began. "They'll naturally think we got to her. There will be two possible reactions. They'll either lay low or retaliate."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha showed no fear. They did not think anyone would dare take revenge on the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Demonic Buddha, and the former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

However, Geom Mugeuk knew the opponent was the Illusion King who had lost Hwan Yeo. No one knew how he would react, so Geom Mugeuk awakened their caution.

"As you saw with the woman from the flower garden, they use the lost demonic arts of the Blood Cult. You don't know what might pop out, so you must not lower your guard."

The mention of the Blood Cult was effective on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. His gaze intensified. He was someone who believed in the conspiracy theory that people were trying to resurrect the fallen Blood Cult.

"Cult Leader, please carefully observe the attendees at today's banquet to see if anyone has been affected by soul-capturing arts."

He gave a different request to the Demonic Buddha. "The enemy might try to catch us off guard and approach you, Demonic Buddha, instead of me or the Cult Leader. Please be mindful of that and watch for any suspicious individuals."

Geom Mugeuk stood up energetically. "Now, let's go. The war starts now."

He left the guest hall with the two men. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha walked on either side of Geom Mugeuk. Here in the Outer Regions, they were his wings.


At the Welcoming Banquet, all of the Heavenly Wind Cult's key masters gathered, not just the five Head Elders.

Not everyone in the Heavenly Wind Cult was a master of illusion. Some were pure martial artists who did not use illusions. Elder Ho Yang, who now greeted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader warmly, was one such person. He was a master swordsman, one of the Three Great Swordsmen of the Outer Regions.

"It's been a long time." Since he could no longer use the title Cult Leader, Ho Yang felt awkward about what to call the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Have you been well?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"Thanks to you, I've been well. You seem to have lost a lot of weight."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled with satisfaction. That was the phrase he most liked to hear these days.

"Your face also looks at ease," Ho Yang added.

"Thank you. You look very well too."

In the past, he would have naturally thought, Since we had a good relationship in the past, he must naturally be favorable to me now.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader calmly gazed at him. Is that really true? Now, this question felt heavy.

This is what Geom Mugeuk was talking about. Do not judge based on hasty assumptions from past relationships, personalities, reputations, pleasant words, or even slips of the tongue. Instead, look straight at the gaze, expression, and words directed at you now, and listen properly.

"I was sorry for not having valued and employed you more," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I respected you as a pure martial artist. I was grateful for your service as the God of War of our Cult. I thought I should treat you better, but I kept putting it off and missed the chance. I'm sorry."

He apologized to him. Apologizing like this was another change that came after meeting Geom Mugeuk. Apologizing to Go Wol, to the Demonic Buddha, and now to Ho Yang. Yes, he would apologize to them all.

He could feel Ho Yang's bewilderment. Ho Yang could not hide his feeling of, What on earth is his intention?

Yes, the relationship between himself and the man named Ho Yang was just this distant. A distance that created the thought, Why is this person suddenly being so kind? The vague familiarity he had felt earlier was an emotion that existed only in his own heart.

As he tried to look closely, he began to see things he had not seen before.

"I just said it because I thought I wouldn't have another chance if not today."

"Thank you for thinking of me that way."

Following Ho Yang's lead, other Elders also came to greet the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. After exchanging greetings with each of them, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "But I don't see Elder Seong."

Ho Yang said cautiously, "Elder Seong has voluntarily stepped down from his position as Elder."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was shocked. Elder Seong was the man known as the Star Elder, the head of the five Head Elders. He was also the person he had cherished the most.

"What was the reason for his resignation?"

"He said he wanted to rest now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recalled what Elder Seong had said when he stepped down as Cult Leader.


"I will serve the new Cult Leader until this life ends."

"I'm leaving, trusting only you."



That was the kind of person Elder Seong was, yet he stepped down saying he wanted to rest? That could not be. There must be a reason.

Meanwhile, people also came to greet Geom Mugeuk. The chance to meet the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult in person was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, so everyone introduced themselves to make an impression.

Just then, a woman offered a bold greeting. "If I had known the Young Cult Leader was this handsome, I would have already escaped the Outer Regions."

She was a middle-aged woman with a friendly appearance. Unlike the rough and bewitching people of the Heavenly Wind Cult, she had kind eyes.

"I'm Gu Suk."

"I am Geom Mugeuk."

Geom Mugeuk knew she was one of the five Head Elders and a woman who had followed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader closely.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked over. "If you fall for the Young Cult Leader, you really will end up attempting to escape the Outer Regions."

Gu Suk smiled brightly and greeted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Like my Orabeoni?"

"Orabeoni?"

At that word, not only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader but everyone around them was startled.

"Now that you've stepped down as Cult Leader, I should call you Orabeoni. Don't you remember? I said I would call you Orabeoni once you stepped down."

Honestly, he did not remember. She would not make something like that up, so he realized anew how poorly he had listened to what others said.

"I thought you were joking."

"I have never once joked."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader just blinked and listened, but Geom Mugeuk could feel it. She respected the former Cult Leader.

"Young Cult Leader, I hope I have a chance to treat you to a drink before you leave," Gu Suk said.

"I'm available anytime. How could I miss the chance to learn about alcohol and life from a beautiful older sister who has been through it all?"

At Geom Mugeuk's pleasantries, Gu Suk beamed and scolded the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, telling him to be at least half as good as the Young Cult Leader.

While there were cool and straightforward Elders like her, there were also Elders like Wang Hyo who only greeted him and then observed quietly.

Laughter came from the side. When Geom Mugeuk turned, the Demonic Buddha was sitting on the edge of a table, talking with people. He had met many people and had a talent for leading conversations.

Just then, Cult Leader Jo Baekta entered the banquet hall. The martial artists of the Heavenly Wind Cult all showed their respects and welcomed him. The pattern on Jo Baekta's face from yesterday was cleanly gone.

Perhaps that was why the bewitching atmosphere from before felt pure today.

Jo Baekta attended to Geom Mugeuk first. "Today is a day for you, Young Cult Leader, so please eat and drink to your heart's content."

"Today is the first time I've learned that the alcohol of the Outer Regions is this delicious."

"It is a special liquor prepared for a distinguished guest."

Next, he greeted the Demonic Buddha, and finally, he attended to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Master, did you sleep well?"

"Thanks to the consideration of our Cult Leader, I slept comfortably." He deliberately said 'our Cult Leader' loudly for everyone to hear. He did not know how the mastermind had infiltrated, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a responsibility to protect Jo Baekta and the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"Cult Leader."

"Yes, Master."

"Returning to the cult after so long, I suddenly miss the Echoing Thunder Bell. Would it be possible to see it?"

"Of course. I will escort you."

He had said it because he wanted to be alone with Jo Baekta, but he also genuinely wanted to see the Echoing Thunder Bell. Jo Baekta left the banquet hall and led the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader towards the Cult Leader's Hall.

The Echoing Thunder Bell wasn't in the place we went to yesterday, though?

Though puzzled, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader silently followed Jo Baekta.

Inside the Cult Leader's Hall, Jo Baekta went to the throne, sat down, and infused qi into the armrests. The surrounding walls began to rise.

GUUUUUUUNG.

Behind the walls were display cabinets storing the sacred treasures of the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"Since I was changing the interior anyway, I changed the storage for the sacred treasures like this as well."

"It's a very elaborate mechanism. Impressive." Of course, it did not suit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had lived for the pleasure of looking at the sacred treasures.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked slowly, looking at the treasures. Seeing them after so long brought a new wave of emotion. He had taken all of these with him to the Divine Cult.

The Echoing Thunder Bell was placed in the center behind the throne. "It's really been a long time."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened as he looked at the bell. It had been so long since he had seen the demon carved on the Echoing Thunder Bell.

Go Wol says hello.

Jo Baekta, standing right next to him, said quietly, "Do you remember what you said to me when you left the cult?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched for a moment. What did I say when I left?

He had been in such a daze back then. His only thought was to finish his business quickly and return to Go Wol, but even so, he could not remember those words? Just like how he had forgotten what Gu Suk had said earlier.

This was not a matter of having a good or bad memory. This was a matter of his attitude toward life. An attitude of being so absorbed in his own emotions that he did not look at others properly and did not listen to their words. To him, reality was perhaps a world inferior to the one within his illusions.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned from the Echoing Thunder Bell to look at Jo Baekta.

Jo Baekta calmly repeated the exact words the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had said that day. "I couldn't achieve my dream, but you must achieve yours."

Hearing those words, he remembered. Yes, he had said that. What else could a departing person say? He had meant that Jo Baekta should remain Cult Leader for a long time and die in that position.

Jo Baekta also turned to look at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Their gazes met, with the demon of the Echoing Thunder Bell between them.

"I intend to achieve that dream."

"What is your dream, Cult Leader?"

For some reason, he felt that words that should not be spoken were about to come out. His premonition was correct.

"The unification of murim."

"!"

Yes, that much was still acceptable. It was a dream the head of a great power like the Heavenly Wind Cult could have at least once.

The problem was the words that came next.

"I believe I will now take the first step."


Chapter 320: The Wave That Follows Told Me So

The disciple felt unfamiliar. He spoke of unifying the murim and seemed like a completely different person.

This was the disciple the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had trusted to protect the Heavenly Wind Cult better than anyone. He had even passed down the position of Cult Leader to Jo Baekta.

Concerned, he checked if the man had fallen under a soul-controlling art, but that was not the case. Jo Baekta was not under the influence of any such technique.

What if it's a soul-controlling art I don't know about? If a technique like that existed, its user would already rule the murim.

Taking the first step toward unifying the murim? You crazy bastard! Do you have any idea what kind of path that is?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader forcefully suppressed his urge to shout and treated Jo Baekta with the respect a Cult Leader deserved.

"How do you mean?"

It was a joke, Master. That was what the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hoped to hear. Yes, let's just laugh it off.

However, Jo Baekta spoke calmly, his face completely serious.

"I must first unify the Outer Regions Murim."

The Heavenly Wind Cult was not the only power in the Outer Regions. Though not as numerous as in the Central Plains, many sects vied for supremacy there as well.

In the Outer Regions, the Heavenly Wind Cult held a position similar to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult in the Central Plains. Naturally, factions equivalent to the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance also existed.

"Surely you don't mean to start a war?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"It'll be impossible to make them submit without shedding blood."

Jo Baekta then pushed even further.

"Please help me, Master. With your help, I can unify the Outer Regions more easily. Please, help for the sake of our Cult."

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's anger exploded.

"Silence! You insolent fool!"

A cold aura erupted from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's body.

SWOOOOOSH!

Jo Baekta's expression did not change. He showed no fear, as if he had anticipated this reaction from the start.

"It is a foolish dream!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted.

"Why is it a foolish dream? A martial artist dreams of unifying the murim, so why is that foolish?"

"Do you say that without knowing how many people a war will kill? Thousands, tens of thousands will die."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's voice grew louder, but Jo Baekta's tone became even calmer.

"Since when did you care so much about people's lives, Master?"

"!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. His disciple was crossing the line. No, the moment Jo Baekta mentioned taking the first step, he had already crossed it.

"Why is that a dream only the Demonic Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance can have? Is it a dream we aren't allowed to have? Since I was young, the thing I heard most from you and the Seniors was advancing into the Central Plains. If this was how it was going to be, why did you all say such things?"

Questioned so pointedly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was at a loss for a response.

In that moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remembered someone arrogant and clever. If it were him, the one who kept adults from sleeping at night, he would have said something sharp to bring this idiot to his senses. All the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader himself could manage was this.

"You're not in your right mind right now."

Jo Baekta, acting like a truly mad man, walked over to the Echoing Thunder Bell and struck it.

DONG! DOOONG!

The sound of the Echoing Thunder Bell resounded through the Cult Leader's hall. It was like a declaration that a new era had begun. To hear the sound of the Echoing Thunder Bell, which he had so longed to hear, in this way...

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader found the situation utterly surreal.

He felt as if the bell toll would signal people to rush out from behind the screen, shouting, "It's a surprise welcome party for the Cult Leader's return!"

Of course, no such thing happened. Jo Baekta's gaze was the most serious it had been since they had met.

"Did you leave the cult in your right mind, Master?"

Yes, just as the man said, he truly had not been in his right mind back then. He felt guilt for that. However, that guilt was for the Heavenly Wind Cult, not Jo Baekta. It was not something he should hear from the one who had inherited everything from him.

"Anyone else can say that, but shouldn't you be the one person who doesn't?"

"No, others may not be able to, but I can."

DOOONG!

The Echoing Thunder Bell rang out again.

The demon carved on the bell seemed to look at him and sneer. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader clenched his fists. His anger had simmered enough and was now about to boil over.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's words echoed in his mind.


"The answer does not lie with you, Cult Leader."



Ah, I'm getting worked up again and not seeing things clearly. I was fighting with my own heart again.

As the bell's sound faded, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader forced himself to calm his emotions.

"Fine. Let's say I acknowledge your dream, but you! You haven't even achieved complete mastery of the Great Calamity Demonic Art, so what makes you dream of unifying the murim?"

If Jo Baekta had at least reached the pinnacle of illusionary arts, it might be a different story. The allure of such power would be understandable.

However, it would take at least another ten years for Jo Baekta to achieve complete mastery of the Great Calamity Demonic Art.

Jo Baekta caressed the Echoing Thunder Bell and answered calmly.

"In a duel tournament, martial arts skill would be the most important thing. However, in the task of unifying the murim, other things will be more important."

"What other things?"

Jo Baekta did not answer. Instead, he walked toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You've seen the Echoing Thunder Bell, so you should return now. The Elders will be waiting for you, Master."

When Jo Baekta infused qi into the mechanism of the grandmaster's chair, a wall descended in front of the sacred object.

A wall also descended in front of the Echoing Thunder Bell. As the demon on the bell disappeared behind the wall, it seemed to say this.

You're a has-been. You can't beat the young ones. When the back waves of the Yangtze River push, you must be pushed away.

Fortunately, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pushed the negative thought away.

You demon bastard, the wave that follows told me so. He told me to please stop fighting these lonely battles in my heart. My back wave is one that tells me that until I'm sick of hearing it. Got it, you bastard!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader calmed the storm raging in his heart and looked at Jo Baekta again. Right, I will only look at the you of this moment.

He read a powerful will in the eyes directed at him. This man was serious.

"You must have known I would try to stop you, so why did you tell me?"

He had expected to hear something like, You lost the right to stop me when you left the Heavenly Wind Cult. However, Jo Baekta revealed a reason he had not anticipated at all.

"No, I didn't know. How could I possibly know your heart, Master? You might have offered to help. You could have grown tired of your lot, just looking after the Young Cult Leader. Since there was a chance it could make achieving my dream several times easier, of course I had to tell you. Now, let's go."

Jo Baekta began to walk first.

Just a moment ago, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been thinking this.

Who was it that turned his once-calm disciple into this?

But now, watching the back of the man walking away so confidently, he felt he no longer knew. Perhaps Jo Baekta had always been this kind of person, and he had simply failed to see it.

Perhaps he was only now paying the price for never once asking his disciple what his dream was.


"I just don't know."

Those were the first words the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader uttered upon returning to the guest hall.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader told Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha everything about the conversation he had with his disciple in the Cult Leader's hall.

His emotions were even more intense than before. He had held back a lot in front of his disciple while trying to control his heart. It all came bursting out now.

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha were stunned after hearing the story. They had never imagined the new Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would be proceeding with such a plan.

"I wanted to handle it like you would, but it didn't work out so well. I feel like I was completely blindsided."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not put on a false front of pride before Geom Mugeuk. Seeing that he had no reservations in front of the Demonic Buddha either, it seemed worthwhile to have come together through the sandstorms.

"Don't tell me to be patient anymore! Don't tell me to look closely either! I'm just going to shout as I please, get angry as I please, and think as I please! Ugh, I should have just smacked that crazy bastard on the back of the head."

The Demonic Buddha, who was listening, nodded with an expression that said, 'That suits you.'

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He was grateful that the man was listening to his words and trying. You did well, Cult Leader. With the Illusion King in the background, we must be cautious, and then be cautious again.

"The fact that he revealed his plan to you, Cult Leader, probably means that preparations are already more or less complete."

A problem as serious as discovering where the Illusion King was hiding had arisen. Geom Mugeuk had no desire for the Heavenly Wind Cult to be embroiled in a war.

In any case, one question naturally arose.

"If the person behind this influenced this decision, what benefit is there in driving the Outer Regions into a war?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been so focused on his disciple that he had not thought that far.

"What could it be for?"

"We'll have to find that out from now on."

What did the Illusion King want?

If his goal was to take control of the Heavenly Wind Cult, he wouldn't have guided things toward starting a war like this.

What exactly had happened between the Illusion King and Jo Baekta?

Before his regression, the Heavenly Wind Cult had not started a war in the Outer Regions. A change in people led to a change in events.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Do you regret it? Placing that man in the Cult Leader's seat."

The word 'of course' was about to come out but got stuck in his throat. Did he truly regret it? If so, why was the answer not immediate?

Geom Mugeuk asked differently.

"If you went back to that time, would you choose someone else?"

After a moment of thought, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader answered.

"Even if I went back, I would still choose him."

No matter how he thought about it, Jo Baekta was the best choice at the time. However, if he could go back, he would ask the man his dream. Before that foolish dream could grow, he would plant a different one.

He would raise a disciple who could say, "Why are you poking at that, you bastard! Won't you get lost?" even if someone were to poke at the dark desires deep in his heart.

"Then that's all that matters. You can set your disciple straight now."

"......"

"That is an answer you must provide, Cult Leader. This is the Heavenly Wind Cult, after all. What will you do?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rose from his seat and said.

"First, there's someone I need to meet."

There was no need to attract attention, so the Demonic Buddha and the bodyguards were left behind. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Geom Mugeuk secretly left the guest hall.


The place Geom Mugeuk arrived at with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the home of the Star Elder, who had been the Chief Elder among the six Head Elders.

He was the person the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had cherished most during his time as Cult Leader.

"He is not a man who would break his promise to me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader trusted him.

His house stood alone in a wasteland where sandstorms blew. It felt desolate, but it also had a certain atmosphere.

Moreover, being in a wide-open space had the advantage of being able to see anyone approaching.

The main gate was open.

"Elder Seong."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader called out from the courtyard, but no one came out.

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exchanged a look and entered the house together.

The house was empty.

"Judging by the accumulated dust, it seems the house has been empty for quite some time," Geom Mugeuk said.

At Geom Mugeuk's words, a look of concern crossed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face.

Given the circumstances, the Star Elder's absence felt ominous.

The two of them looked around inside. It was neat and tidy. One could tell his personality just by how organized the house was.

"Does he have a family?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"He was always alone."

"Who was he closest to?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought for a moment, then let out a sigh.

He did not know who the Star Elder was close to, yet he called him the person he cherished most. His was a life lived caring only about how others treated him.

"I don't know what I was thinking, living like that."

"Don't blame yourself too much. Most people are similar."

"Aren't you different?"

I was the same. No, I was worse.

"I'm the Young Cult Leader, am I not?" Geom Mugeuk said.

"I was the Cult Leader!"

"Cult Leader!"

"Yes, Cult Leader."

"No, I mean, look at this."

Geom Mugeuk had discovered something.

Next to the desk, there was a piece of burnt paper.

"The house was so neatly organized, yet these ashes weren't cleaned up. It seems he saw this and rushed out in a hurry."

Unfortunately, only a burnt corner of the paper remained, and the contents were unknowable.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader carefully examined the paper by touching it, then said something surprising.

"Can you restore the contents of this?"

"No."

"I can."

Geom Mugeuk was startled by his words.

"Is there an illusionary art for that? Please teach me that too!"

"There is no such illusionary art."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood up, left the burnt ashes as they were, and went outside.

Geom Mugeuk followed him and asked.

"You said you could restore it?"

"I'm going to restore it now."

"Shouldn't you at least take the burnt ashes with you?"

"That paper is a secret missive treated with a special chemical. When heat is applied, the real message appears."

"How did you know that?"

Then, a surprising answer came from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Because I chose it."

"Is it a secret missive used by the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

"No."

Then how did the Cult Leader know?

And he chose it himself? What did it mean that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had chosen that paper?

"Go Wol nagged so much about how we had to choose something cheap and of good quality. Saying it was to save you money."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk understood.

The answer was already there in the words, "I chose it," and "I can restore the contents."

"It's the secret paper used by the Hidden Moon."


Chapter 321: Our Cult Does Not Permit It

I waited in a remote forest on the outskirts for the martial artist Go Wol had sent from the Hidden Moon.

Once the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I decided to move, no one could monitor us.

Unless the Illusion King moved personally, tracking our movements would require someone with the stealth and movement arts of Uncle Hwi, Father's bodyguard. A person with such skills was incredibly rare.

"Cult Leader, as you said, if Elder Seong is a man of deep faith, he must have been forced to step down from his position."

"Did that disciple of yours pressure him and drive him out?"

"That's highly likely. He might have desperately opposed the plan to unify the Outer Regions."

And now Elder Seong was missing.

"Do you think Jo Baekta killed Elder Seong?"

I answered honestly. "There's a possibility."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze turned cold.

"If he did... I will not forgive that bastard."

I said nothing. This was an issue between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and his disciple, so his will was what mattered.

Just then, a man arrived.

The man introduced himself as Hwang. He was the Hidden Moon's person in charge of the Outer Regions.

His gait alone told me his martial arts and movement arts were extraordinary.

Despite his skill, he looked ordinary. This was a characteristic of the Hidden Moon's active martial artists. They were so plain they would never stand out in a crowd.

"I've brought the information you requested. Elder Seong asked us to look into a certain smithy."

"Where is it?"

Hwang mentioned an unexpected place.

"It's the New Champions Smithy."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tilted his head.

"The New Champions Smithy? Was there such a place?"

He had never heard of the New Champions Smithy in the Outer Regions.

"It hasn't been around for long and isn't very large, so you probably wouldn't know of it," Hwang explained.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. He likely assumed that since he didn't know about it, I wouldn't either, but I knew about the New Champions Smithy.

In my life before returning, the New Champions Smithy had another name.

The number one smithy in the Central Plains.

Back when Hwa Mugi and the Twelve Zodiac Kings dominated the murim, the New Champions Smithy was the most famous smithy in the Central Plains. It was the best, controlling hundreds of regional smithies and supplying weapons to most major sects. They amassed enormous wealth selling weapons.

So this is where the New Champions Smithy began!

I had thought the New Champions Smithy had no connection to Hwa Mugi or the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

But seeing them appear now, it was clear they were connected.

"This is unexpected. I thought Elder Seong would have been investigating the Grand Sun Sect or the Black Sand Gang."

In terms of power, the Heavenly Wind Cult was like the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Grand Sun Sect was like the Murim Alliance, and the Black Sand Gang was like the Evil Alliance. When Jo Baekta said he would unify the Outer Regions, he meant to strike the Grand Sun Sect and the Black Sand Gang and bring them to their knees.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had naturally expected an investigation related to them, so his confusion about a smithy he had never heard of was understandable.

"Do you happen to know why he requested an investigation into the New Champions Smithy?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked just in case, but the answer was what we expected.

"We couldn't find out the reason. Here is the information he took with him."

"Thank you."

Hwang left immediately.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I stood there and read the documents about the New Champions Smithy together. The information was varied. It included personal details of the Chief and his workers, detailed records of weapon production and supply, and even a layout of the buildings.

"That disciple of mine's plan to start a war must be connected to the New Champions Smithy. Elder Seong must have realized this and commissioned the Hidden Moon to investigate."

"I think so too. Elder Seong ran out while looking at these documents. Something must have caught his attention."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head as he read.

"I absolutely hate numbers."

A large portion of the data was numerical. How much was produced, how much was earned, how much was spent.

Just then, something strange caught my eye.

"Look at this. This is the amount of iron purchased last year. It's ten times more than the year before."

"I see."

"And this is the amount of weaponry they sold last year."

"Compared to the iron they bought, they didn't sell that many weapons. The difference is too large, isn't it?"

"But they purchased even more iron this year. They must have had a lot of stock left over."

"It's certainly suspicious."

We looked at each other, nodded, and immediately shot off toward the New Champions Smithy.


Before visiting the New Champions Smithy, we bought veiled bamboo hats to cover our faces. We decided to pose as customers.

"It's larger than I thought."

"According to the documents, they bought land near the smithy last year and expanded."

Numerous carts loaded with goods moved back and forth. The sounds of hammering iron and working bellows came from all directions.

A guide greeted us.

"How may I help you?"

"We've come to buy swords."

"There are many types for different swordsmanship styles."

"The finest quality swords."

"Please follow me."

The man guided us somewhere. I followed him and surveyed our surroundings. Coming as a customer allowed us to look around openly.

In every building, muscular, bare-chested men frantically forged weapons.

At a glance, nothing seemed suspicious. It looked like an ordinary smithy.

We entered the place the man led us to, where various swords were on display.

"Please, take your time and look around."

After examining the swords, I asked the man, "Don't you have anything better than these?"

"We have premium quality items, but they're very expensive."

"Let's see them."

"Please wait a moment."

A moment later, a muscular young man entered, not the previous guide.

"I am Hojyung."

Hojyung. This man was also in the information from the Hidden Moon. Since the Chief rarely showed himself, Hojyung effectively ran the smithy. We came as customers specifically to meet him.

"You wish to see our premium items?"

He opened a box he had brought and handed me a sword.

I drew the sword and examined it. It wasn't a famed or treasured sword, but it was very well-made for an ordinary one.

"Give me twelve of these."

"Twelve of them?" Hojyung was startled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader next to me also looked at me in surprise.

"You're not really going to buy them, are you?"

"I am. We've come a long way, and they're working hard. I'm buying a sword for each of the bodyguards."

"Buy them with your own money!"

"Of course."

Seeing a potential big customer, Hojyung asked cautiously, "Excuse me, but may I ask where you are from?"

I tapped the veil on my bamboo hat, signaling that I didn't want to reveal my identity.

"My apologies. It seems this is your first time doing business with us, so I was discourteous."

As someone who dealt with many martial artists, Hojyung's words and actions were very polite.

"Someone introduced me."

"Who was it?"

"Elder Seong of the Heavenly Wind Cult."

When I mentioned Elder Seong, I carefully observed Hojyung's expression.

"Ah, I see. He is a very respectable man."

He showed no sign of being flustered. I felt that Hojyung, at least, had nothing to do with Elder Seong's disappearance. Was Elder Seong even missing? It would be a relief if he had gone into hiding voluntarily.

"Then you'll be taking the swords with you directly."

"That's right."

"Understood. Please wait a moment."

Hojyung went inside to prepare the swords.

I left the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader there and quickly went outside. The Hidden Moon's information included a layout of the buildings, so I moved without hesitation.

I encountered people along the way, but they didn't notice me.

I had completely mastered the Shadow Step. It made them blind to my presence and guided me deep into the smithy.

I moved between the various buildings, using the Swift Step, the Shadow Step, and the Vanishing Step.

A large building stood in the most secluded corner. The sound of metal striking metal came from within.

I could feel martial artists hiding around it. The iron-tight security suggested this was where the Chief forged swords. This alone showed it was no ordinary smithy.

Can they truly detect my Shadow Step, which has reached complete mastery?

I didn't test that today. I wasn't looking for the Chief. I was looking for the iron they had purchased. All that iron had to be stored somewhere, but I couldn't find where it was kept.

Could they have secretly forged everything and sent it somewhere else?

But the smithy was too small for that.

Just then, I saw a vacant lot overgrown with weeds.

According to the Hidden Moon's documents, this was the land they had bought last year. They had bought it while actively planning something. Why buy it just to leave it neglected?

I released dozens of strands of qi to survey the area and check for anyone hiding.

Then, I felt something from the ground of the vacant lot. I first thought it was a hidden person, but it wasn't.

All of my qi focused on that spot.


"The swords are ready."

Hojyung brought twelve swords, well-packaged in leather and tucked into a long satchel.

Only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was in the room.

"Where did the other gentleman go?"

"He felt a bit stuffy and went out for some fresh air."

"I'll go get him."

Hojyung was about to go outside, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stopped him.

"First, let's settle the payment for the swords."

He held Hojyung back to buy time, but he was inwardly suspicious.

No way. Did the Young Cult Leader calculate this far? That I would buy time by paying? Yes, that ruthless and greedy Young Cult Leader is more than capable of it. Go Wol, oh, Go Wol. I came all the way to the Outer Regions just to get ripped off.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader paid the price.

He took out the money as slowly as possible, counting it two or three times to confirm.

When the payment was finished and Geom Mugeuk still hadn't returned, Hojyung went outside.

Geom Mugeuk had returned at some point and was stretching in front of the building.

"The swords are all ready."


Only after we landed far from the New Champions Smithy did I tell the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader what I had found.

"I found out where that iron is."

"Where was it?"

"There was a secret workshop underground. They were making weapons there."

By releasing my qi, I had discovered a large underground space. I could feel constant, minute vibrations and noise coming from it.

"The scale was enormous."

"So they were preparing for war there."

A war required a massive amount of supplies.

But more important than supplies was keeping the preparations secret from the enemy. Jo Baekta had joined hands with the New Champions Smithy to secretly prepare war materials. More precisely, the Illusion King must have connected the two of them.

"There must be a considerable amount of supplies stockpiled there."

"What will you do now?"

"I need to meet with Jo Baekta."

The moment to finally meet him alone had come.

"What for?"

"He revealed his plan to you, Cult Leader, which means he expected the information to reach me. If so, he must have something to say to me. He's shown one card, so I need to see what other cards he's holding."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave a meaningful smile. He was probably thinking, My disciple has finally met his match.

"Oh, and this is the money for the swords. Please take it."

"It's fine. Consider it my gift to the young ones."

"Are you going to regret it again later?"

"If I'm going to hold this over your head for a long time, I have to be the one to pay."

I gave him the satchel with the swords.

"Then please give it to them yourself. The bodyguards will be thrilled if you give it to them, Cult Leader. I'll be going to the Cult Leader's hall."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took the satchel.

"While I take the credit, you go show him the true power of the next wave."


When I entered the Cult Leader's hall to meet Jo Baekta, he was drawing a pattern on his face in front of a bronze mirror.

"Young Cult Leader, please wait a moment."

Jo Baekta greeted me from the reflection.

"Take your time."

I walked up behind him and watched as he created unique lines, unlike any in the world.

"Our Cult has three patterns. The Gyohwa symbolizes our Cult, the Cheonhwa is for war, and the Punghwa is drawn upon death. The pattern I'm drawing now is the Cheonhwa, for heading into battle."

Indeed, its colors and shape were intense. The one I saw on the first day was the Gyohwa. Now I was seeing the Cheonhwa.

"What do you think? Would you like to try drawing one?"

"I'll pass. You must not have heard the rumors about me. I'm a pacifist, you see."

In the bronze mirror's reflection, Jo Baekta looked at me with a faint smile.

"You seem to be quite timid."

"Isn't it the timid who start wars?"

Jo Baekta's hand flinched and paused for a moment before he resumed drawing.

"Be wary of cowards. You never know what they might do."

I asked him in a calm tone, "You must have known that telling the Cult Leader meant it would reach my ears. Why did you reveal it?"

"Because the Master I remember was not one to speak of our Cult's important matters to others."

"The Master would probably say the same. The you that the Master remembers was not a disciple who would commit such a nonsensical act."

He laughed in the reflection.

"What's the real reason for all this?"

"I did it to get your permission. After all, if we're to wage war, we need your permission, whether it's explicit or tacit, don't we? If we just went ahead, you could use it as a pretext to strike us. You're more than capable of doing that, aren't you?"

Finally, Jo Baekta completed the Cheonhwa on his face and turned around.

"Permit our war."

I could tell from his confident eyes. He would start the war even if I didn't permit it.

What has made you so agitated? What has filled you with such confidence? What has deluded you into thinking the sandstorms of the Outer Regions cannot be pierced by the blades of our Cult?

"Very well. I will state our official position."

To see his hand, I would have to push him hard.

I spoke to him in a cold, authoritative tone.

"Our Cult does not permit your war."

An unreadable heat flared in Jo Baekta's eyes.

I threw cold water on that heat.

"So go wash your face and erase it all."


Chapter 322: You Did Not Fail

A ferocious aura erupted from Jo Baekta's body.

The words "our Cult does not permit your war" didn't anger Jo Baekta much. He had expected them. However, the command to wash his face was an unspeakable insult that wounded his pride.

You think you're that strong?

Ghostly wails echoed all around, pressing down on Geom Mugeuk with demonic energy. It was the Great Calamity Demonic Art, an art Jo Baekta had not yet fully mastered.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated, protecting Geom Mugeuk's body. As Geom Mugeuk stood there comfortably, Jo Baekta drew out even more of his inner arts.

Are you really that strong!

He was indeed that strong. Unfazed by the demonic energy, Geom Mugeuk strode confidently toward Jo Baekta.

"What's causing all this commotion? This isn't some back-alley brawl over a brothel. What gives you the right to talk about unifying the Outer Regions and dream of conquering the murim?"

Geom Mugeuk walked right up to Jo Baekta.

"I doubt those distracting patterns on your face will lead you to victory in war."

Resolve flashed in Jo Baekta's eyes as he revealed another one of his cards. A crimson energy flowed from his eyes and merged with the demonic energy he had already released.

In that instant, Geom Mugeuk knew.

That energy is not the Great Calamity Demonic Art!

The crimson energy engulfed Geom Mugeuk, and his surroundings changed. He was no longer standing in the Cult Leader's hall.

The walls and floor undulated as if alive. The space felt familiar, like the inside of a beast's entrails. It was the same kind of space Hwan Yeo, the woman from the garden, had created.

But this space felt different from Hwan Yeo's. The color and shape were not the same. He could feel both the energy of the Great Calamity Demonic Art and Hwan Yeo's energy.

The two martial arts have merged!

The combined energy was even more powerful. The Illusion King must have been the one who enabled the two martial arts to merge.

Jo Baekta seemed different, not because of soul-stealing techniques, but because the merging of two powerful martial arts had affected his personality. The Illusion King's persuasion and brainwashing must have contributed to that.

The Illusion King gave him his own martial arts to make him stronger? Not a chance. If it worked like that, he would've just stolen Jo Baekta's martial arts and absorbed them himself.

The end of this combined martial art is death.

Geom Mugeuk was certain. The Illusion King had proven in his past life that he acted only for himself.

The Infinite Length Wall stood at the front of the space. A face protruded from it.

Someone poked their face out from the other side.

"Young Cult Leader, did you ask me to show you?" Jo Baekta's face emerged from behind the thin membrane, his voice echoing bizarrely.

"I probably can't kill you, since you've learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but I can trap you in here forever."

His confidence in unifying the murim came from this powerful martial art, which he believed could imprison even the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

I can guess his final card. If the Illusion King gave him his martial arts, he must also believe the Illusion King will help him. The Illusion King helping with this combined art? Now his excitement and confidence make sense.

"What martial art is this?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Jo Baekta answered confidently, "The Angcheon Hyeolryeong Art!"

Geom Mugeuk could feel an energy powerful enough to justify his confidence. However, it was no different from taking Gwangpok, the unstable inner arts amplifier the Evil Alliance had previously sold.

"Don't you know that growing stronger this way always comes with a price?"

Jo Baekta laughed. His expression, visible on the undulating membrane, showed no anxiety.

"Isn't the price for you all to pay? You who've grown complacent, trusting only in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art! How is it? Have you seen enough of my abilities now?"

Geom Mugeuk gave no answer. As he was lost in thought, Jo Baekta asked him, "What are you thinking so hard about?"

How can I get him to tell me about the Illusion King?

"I was wondering how I could get out of here."

As Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword, Jo Baekta sneered. "The membrane looks thin, so you think it'll tear easily?"

Shaking the membrane with a relaxed laugh, Jo Baekta had no way of knowing what Geom Mugeuk saw.

Geom Mugeuk had activated the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique. He saw a bluish line in the membrane, a path that would allow him to break through.

Of course, not all solutions were this easy. Some illusions and evil arts could only be solved by overcoming life-or-death risks, like his past fight with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

However, the method to cut the membrane of the Infinite Length Wall was clearly visible to Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

"......"

The Black Demon Sword cut lightly through the air.

"......"

The membrane tore like cloth. Jo Baekta, who had been pressing his face against it, plunged his head through the opening. He stared in astonishment, his eyes wide. Geom Mugeuk had slashed the membrane without leaving a single scratch on his face.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk thrust his hand through the tear, grabbed Jo Baekta by the collar, and pulled him inside. Jo Baekta was dragged into the space.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at him as he lay collapsed on the floor. "You said I could never leave here?" he said coldly. "Are you confident enough to spend the rest of your life with me?"

Jo Baekta reflexively dispelled the space. For a moment, it seemed they were returning to the Cult Leader's hall as the space vanished.

SHHH.

They returned to the space they were originally in.

"!"

Jo Baekta was startled. He had recited the incantation and returned to the Cult Leader's hall, but something had dragged him back into the space. He recited the incantation again. The walls and floor only undulated and quaked, but the space did not disappear.

Something is wrong!

He was inwardly flustered. He had never failed to exit this space before. His gaze turned to the torn wall.

Is it because of that?

He looked around. The space was similar to the one he had created, but the color and feeling were different.

Tearing that thing changed something!

An unknown foreboding made Jo Baekta's heart sink.

"Calm down and try again," Geom Mugeuk said.

Jo Baekta tried again, but the space still did not disappear. He ran to the Infinite Length Wall and tried to exit through the spot Geom Mugeuk had torn. A new membrane had formed behind the torn one. He injected his qi into the membrane, but it only stretched uselessly.

Jo Baekta turned to Geom Mugeuk and shouted, "You try tearing that wall again."

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword and struck the membrane. It did not tear. Whether he stabbed or slashed, the membrane only stretched and rippled.

"How did you tear it before?"

"I don't know either," Geom Mugeuk replied. "I got angry seeing your mocking face, so I tore it. Does someone have to stick their face through from that side for it to be torn?"

Jo Baekta did not answer. He did not know either.

"We'll be able to get out somehow," Geom Mugeuk said. "Surely we won't be stuck, right?"

Unlike the relaxed Geom Mugeuk, Jo Baekta's fear grew steadily.

That carefree man doesn't know how terrifying this place is. If we can't dispel the space, we'll starve to death.

"Are your inner arts being consumed?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Jo Baekta checked his inner arts, then shook his head.

Geom Mugeuk leaned against the wall and sat down with a thud. "That's a relief, at least. If not, we would've died from our innate true qi being depleted. Rest and try again."

Geom Mugeuk is right. Getting agitated won't solve anything.

Jo Baekta calmly examined the wall. The squirming movement of the entrail-like wall was subsiding, and its color gradually darkened. The wall was dying.

"Did you really think there would be no side effects from merging another demonic art with a great one like the Great Calamity Demonic Art?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

He had. Jo Baekta had believed there would be no side effects because there hadn't been any until now. He sat down and began to circulate his qi, intending to calm his mind, replenish his inner arts, and try again.

When he opened his eyes after one cycle, Geom Mugeuk was examining the wall. Jo Baekta calmly recited the incantation again, but it was still a failure.

At that very moment.

DRIIIP.

Blood began to stream down from all the walls. The blood flowed without stopping, as if announcing their imminent death.

Startled, Jo Baekta looked around and fell into despair. "There's nowhere for the blood to drain."

Blood pooled on the floor. If it kept rising, he would eventually drown.

Drowning to death in the blood of my own illusion? With the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

Jo Baekta stood there blankly for a moment, finding the situation too absurd. Then, a fierce hostility surged within him. He gathered his qi, and a crimson energy formed in his hands.

"This is all your fault!" Jo Baekta extended his hands to unleash his enhanced qi at Geom Mugeuk.

But Geom Mugeuk was faster. He rushed forward with the Shadow Step and threw a punch.

THWACK!

Struck in the chest, Jo Baekta flew back, hit the wall, and collapsed.

Geom Mugeuk grabbed him as he lay submerged in blood, raised him up, and suppressed his inner arts. The blood had already risen to their knees.

"Why is it my fault? It's your fault for running your mouth about unifying the Outer Regions when you can't even dispel something you created."

Geom Mugeuk mercilessly struck the back of Jo Baekta's head. "This is from your Master! After your Master met you, he came back and said, 'Ugh, I should have smacked that crazy bastard on the back of the head.'"

Jo Baekta gritted his teeth. He was furious, but this was not the time for fighting. The blood was rising quickly. He felt terror as he watched it, the first time he had ever feared death.

Geom Mugeuk provoked him. "If your Master passed down the Cult Leader position to you, you should've thought about protecting it. What can you do when you can't even protect the good fortune given to you!"

"Good fortune? What good fortune?" The words were like a taboo to him.

"I was always the one who was supposed to inherit the Cult Leader position!"

"Isn't it better that you inherited it earlier?"

"Better? I wasn't ready to become the Cult Leader back then. It was a position I should've inherited after I had trained more and mastered the Great Calamity Demonic Art, but Master just threw the position at me and left."

The things he had buried deep in his heart burst out.

"He told me not to worry because many people followed him. Don't make me laugh! Those people follow Master, not me. Why doesn't he get that? Why doesn't he know that what they say in front of Master is different from what they say in front of me!"

The blood had now risen to their chests.

"Do you know what I was like after Master left? Every single day was like sitting on a cushion of thorns. I worried if someone was after my position. If they were looking down on me. I couldn't even sleep properly for fear of being assassinated, and then what? He says that while everyone else might say that, I shouldn't? How can he say that when he doesn't even know how I've lived."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The childishness he sometimes sensed from Jo Baekta stemmed from resentment toward his master. He should have endured and overcome by reframing 'because of' as 'thanks to', but he had not.

"He was the only one who truly understood me."

The Illusion King must have squeezed into the cracks of his resentment, anger, and fear. Jo Baekta wanted to say that man was a hundred times better than his damn Master.

"He said he was the last descendant of the Blood Cult."

That was not wrong. After the Illusion King and Hwan Yeo, the martial arts of the Blood Cult had not appeared again.

"He said he was trying to live quietly, but his mind changed when he saw me being abandoned by Master and ascending to the Cult Leader position."

The Illusion King must have pretended to be his greatest source of strength when he was weakest. He must have melted Jo Baekta's heart by teaching him the demonic art of the Blood Cult.

Jo Baekta looked at his reflection in the blood that had now risen to his chest. He suddenly used the blood as a mirror and began to draw the final pattern on his face. It was Punghwa, one of the three patterns, drawn on the face of a dead person. Of course, it did not draw well with blood.

"I wanted to go to the battlefield with the Cheonhwa he drew for me."

The moment he heard those words, Geom Mugeuk knew. "Was that person the painter in the Cult Leader's hall?"

As if he thought this was the end, Jo Baekta nodded. "He was the one who taught me how to draw the facial patterns."

The Illusion King's hiding place was finally revealed.

"He was the one who taught me how I should live, how great of a person I am." The blood had now risen to just below their chins.

Is this how I die?

Jo Baekta's eyes suddenly met Geom Mugeuk's. An inexplicable joy was nestled in Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes.

"What are you so happy about that you're smiling? What's so great that you're acting all high and mighty until the very end?"

"If it were the usual me, I would've boasted a lot, but I've held back a lot today."

The words that followed were even more incomprehensible.

"Your attempt to dispel the space did not fail. I simply succeeded."

"What?"

"Come to think of it, I'll be your junior disciple in here."

"What nonsense are you talking about?"

"He only passed it down to me, so you wouldn't know." The blood had risen to their faces, and they had to stand on their tiptoes to talk. "There's a gesture your Master always makes whenever he opens and closes this space."

Geom Mugeuk raised his hand high out of the blood.

Jo Baekta instinctively felt that something was wrong, but the thought was brief. The blood rose above both of their faces.

Just as they were sinking into the blood, Geom Mugeuk's extended fingers snapped.


Chapter 323: If You're Going to Compare, Do It This Way

Geom Mugeuk and Jo Baekta stood in the Cult Leader's Hall.

The hellish, illusory world that had filled with blood vanished in an instant.

Jo Baekta stared at Geom Mugeuk with a dazed expression. Just a moment ago, blood had poured into his nose and mouth. He had despaired, thinking he was truly dying.

Are we dead?

The moment felt too vivid for him to believe he was dead.

Jo Baekta touched his face, then looked around again. He was not dead. Geom Mugeuk, who stood calmly before him, was also clearly alive.

"......How did this happen?"

Geom Mugeuk had dispelled the space Jo Baekta created with the Angcheon Hyeolryeong Art. He then used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to create a nearly identical space.

Jo Baekta did not know Geom Mugeuk could use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He naturally assumed they had returned to the space he himself had created.

From the moment Geom Mugeuk deployed the technique, all his words and actions had been an act. It was all to discover a single fact. Now, he knew who the Illusion King was.

Unaware of the situation's inner workings, Jo Baekta could not comprehend what was happening.

"I'm asking what you did."

The mission was not yet over. Resolving the conflict between Jo Baekta and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was as important as killing the Illusion King. To Geom Mugeuk, it was even more important.

"I am the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

He did not mention learning the Spacetime Manipulation Technique from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Jo Baekta already resented his master, and such a statement would only wound his pride.

"Are you saying you were the one who broke the illusion?"

Jo Baekta did not realize Geom Mugeuk's goal had been to identify the Illusion King, so he ignored what Geom Mugeuk had said about the painter. He was only curious about how they had escaped that space.

"Did you say we've grown complacent, relying only on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art? Who in the world said that? A person who'd say such a thing has likely never met me or Father, nor have they even visited our Cult. Why do you believe such a person?"

The words struck a nerve. Jo Baekta could not reply.

"For now, come with me."

"Where are we going?"

"Don't you have things you need to sort out with your Master?"

Jo Baekta had just poured out his heart about his master while drowning in blood.

The thought of actually meeting his master and saying those things made his chest tighten. He had only spoken of his master because he faced death. He lacked the confidence to reveal his feelings face-to-face.

"I have nothing to sort out with my Master."

Geom Mugeuk did not insist. He knew things would be different once the two of them were actually face-to-face. The important thing was to get him there, one way or another.

"Very well. It's a matter between the two of you, so I won't interfere. Still, let's go. I have something to say in front of everyone."

Jo Baekta, still curious about how they had escaped the illusion, nodded his head.

"Let's go."

He then left the Cult Leader's Hall with Jo Baekta.


"Your Young Cult Leader bought these swords for you all."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader handed the swords he had bought from the New Champions Smithy to the bodyguards. He did not take credit for himself. Instead, he said they were a gift from Geom Mugeuk, who had come all this way for his sake.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?"

"He's stopping by the Cult Leader's Hall. He told me to give these to you first."

The bodyguards were overjoyed after inspecting the swords. What could be a better gift for a martial artist than a weapon? Moreover, the swords they received were better quality than their own.

"Famous swords and treasured swords are all fine, but the best weapon for a martial artist is one that feels like an extension of their own hand. The problem is, a time will inevitably come when that best weapon breaks, and you'll have to fight with another. Therefore, until you reach a level where you can fight with a fallen tree branch like your Young Cult Leader, you should train with a variety of swords. A martial artist is one who prepares in advance. A wary martial artist is one who lives a long life."

He spoke as if offering wisdom, but his words were imbued with his own hard-won enlightenment.

The bodyguards all expressed their gratitude in unison with a clasped hands greeting.

Leaving them behind, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader entered his residence.

The Demonic Buddha sipped tea while looking over the illustrations of poisonous herbs the Poison King had given him.

"Are you seriously planning to dig those up?"

"I plan to try digging them up on my way back after we've finished our business here. There are quite a few that can't be harvested once the weather gets colder."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew very well what kind of person the Demonic Buddha used to be. He found it hard to adjust to this new side of him.

"I didn't realize you were this close with the Poison King."

"That's not the reason," the Demonic Buddha said unexpectedly.

"Have you ever tried something new? I don't mean the repetitive tasks you performed as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but something entirely new."

Of course, he had. He had personally recruited people and purchased secret maps. Most things he did while traveling the Central Plains with Go Wol to create the Hidden Moon had been new experiences.

"For me, it was gathering herbs. The joy of finding an herb I was searching for was something I'd never experienced before in my entire life."

Furthermore, the Poison King had been genuinely delighted by the poisonous herbs he had gathered. Had his actions ever made someone so happy before?

Surprisingly, it was the first time. He had never seen such a reaction from his family, nor in his life as a martial artist. It was the same even when he became a Demon Supreme. Was there ever any reason for someone to be that happy because of him?

"I've lived my entire life making others fear me......"

That was why he never knew what it felt like to make someone happy. He never thought he could feel a greater joy from another's happiness than from his own achievements.

For a moment, the two men were lost in their own thoughts. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt he was likely the person who could best understand the Demonic Buddha's heart.

"How did things go on your end?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader told the Demonic Buddha what had happened at the New Champions Smithy.

"Your disciple has been quite busy, it seems."

"Who can I blame?"

"Aren't you the type who always blames others?"

"That's right, and you were always good at making such spiteful remarks."

The two men looked at each other and smiled. Such caustic banter felt unfamiliar now. If only one of them had changed, they would not have been able to laugh like this, but both had changed, and both were content with that transformation.

The person who had decisively influenced both of their changes was one and the same.

"And the Young Cult Leader?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied, his gaze fixed on the distant Cult Leader's Hall outside the window.

"He went to see that disciple of mine. He went with firm resolve, so by now, he's likely peering into the black hole in that disciple's heart."


Geom Mugeuk and Jo Baekta entered the residence.

Seeing his disciple arrive with Geom Mugeuk, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader intuited that Geom Mugeuk had discovered something.

"Master."

"Welcome, Cult Leader."

Unlike their last meeting, Jo Baekta acted awkwardly toward him. Certain that something must have happened, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Did you find out what hidden card that disciple of mine was holding?]

[I even found out who is backing him.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought in admiration. He truly is the Young Cult Leader. After all, even he had been utterly helpless. How could his disciple have possibly managed?

[Why did you bring my disciple here?]

[It seems he has something to sort out with you, Cult Leader, but he won't be willing to open his heart easily.]

The Demonic Buddha moved to excuse himself.

"I will step out for a moment."

Then Geom Mugeuk said to him, "Please stay, the Demonic Buddha."

Right now, Jo Baekta wanted someone to acknowledge the pain he had suffered. Since he had already spoken to Geom Mugeuk, Geom Mugeuk thought the Demonic Buddha's presence might help him open his mouth. Sometimes, a third-party witness is more necessary than the people directly involved.

Geom Mugeuk, Jo Baekta, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Demonic Buddha sat down around the table.

"What exactly did you bring me here to say?"

"First, I believe you should tell your Master what you told me."

Jo Baekta's expression hardened instantly.

"I told you clearly that I have nothing to sort out with my Master."

"Then your Master will go his entire life without knowing what is in your heart. Is that what you want?"

Of course, that was not what Jo Baekta wanted, but he was still reluctant to tell his master about his feelings from back then. He did not want to look like a child throwing a tantrum, and he no longer desired to look good in his master's eyes.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke first.

"Did you resent me?"

"No. I don't resent you. What is there to resent? If anything, I should be grateful that you chose me to be the Cult Leader."

Everyone could feel the deep resentment laced in Jo Baekta's words. He was really saying, I have always resented you, Master.

Geom Mugeuk was curious to see how the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would react.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had resolved that he would never forgive his disciple if he had killed Elder Seong. In this situation, not knowing whether Elder Seong was alive or dead, could he truly treat his disciple gently?

After staring silently at Jo Baekta for a long moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke in a low voice.

"I am sorry, my disciple."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader apologized with sincerity.

This, in turn, flustered Jo Baekta. He had never expected his master to apologize like this.

"Why are you apologizing? I told you, I don't resent you, Master."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader simply looked at him without a word.

The moment their eyes met, Jo Baekta felt a surge of emotion welling up inside him. That look in his eyes, as if he understood everything! That kind of gaze was so infuriating.

"Isn't everyone just living their own life?"

In the past, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would have exploded in anger. He would have roared about such pathetic whining, shouting that what Jo Baekta had received was the throne of the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions. He would have yelled that it was not a position obtained so easily, without pain or sacrifice.

But the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader apologized again.

"I am sorry."

Geom Mugeuk could sense that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had grown. Jo Baekta did not know how difficult it was to offer such an apology in this moment. Regardless of the outcome concerning Elder Seong, he was apologizing for what needed an apology.

"Why do you keep apologizing? I'm telling you, I'm fine!"

Jo Baekta shot to his feet, ready to storm out.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "I never had any intention of advancing into the Central Plains. I liked the Outer Regions."

"Then why did you always talk about advancing into the Central Plains?"

"Yes, I was always singing the tune of advancing into the Central Plains. That was because my heart and my mouth were not in sync."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader let out a sigh.

"Because I, like you, grew up hearing only those words. My Master, and my Master's Master before him, all lived and breathed the wish of advancing into the Central Plains. Eventually, it became a wish that was not truly my own."

"So that's it? It's always the same with you. Master, you were always someone who only thought of yourself. You say you liked the Outer Regions after you left for the Central Plains? Do you really expect me to believe that now?"

Geom Mugeuk sensed it. In that moment, Jo Baekta was thinking of the Illusion King. He was comparing his master to him.

Now was the time for him to step in. This reconciliation would never be possible without the truth about the Illusion King.

"That painter is someone who approached you intentionally, Cult Leader."

Jo Baekta flinched at Geom Mugeuk's words. Soon after, however, he responded coldly.

"Don't be ridiculous."

Geom Mugeuk did not try to persuade him with emotion. He simply stated the facts.

"It wasn't just you. These people have infiltrated our Cult and the Murim Alliance as well."

"!"

It was a shocking revelation, and Jo Baekta was stunned.

"This has already happened, so the facts can be verified."

"I can't believe it."

"On our side, they targeted the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and in the Murim Alliance, they targeted the Chairman's grandson. I will have our Cult's the All-Knowing Hall officially deliver the facts to you."

Jo Baekta grew flustered as specific details were mentioned.

"Why do you think I am here? As you yourself said, neither the Cult Leader nor the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has ever officially visited the Heavenly Wind Cult. Why would I have come all this way in person?"

At the end of this string of truths, Geom Mugeuk asked a question.

"Cult Leader, have you ever suspected him, even once?"

Of course, he had not. For a moment, his heart sank. Now that he thought about it, he had never once suspected the man. He had met him naturally, came to trust him, and had continued to do so until now.

Jo Baekta tried to deny Geom Mugeuk's words.

"What kind of trick are you trying to pull now?"

He was the type to be suspicious of everything, so why had he never suspected that man?

"The one pulling tricks is him. He exploited your resentment toward your Master to win your heart. If my words are lies, then I, with the authority of the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, will permit your unification of the Outer Regions. No, we will support your unification of the Outer Regions."

Jo Baekta was taken aback.

"Are you serious?"

"I am."

Geom Mugeuk revealed his honest intentions.

"Do you know why I'm handling this in such a troublesome way? I could just seal your acupoints, put you to sleep, and deal with him myself."

He was right. His inner arts were still suppressed. If they put him to sleep and the three of them went after the painter, he would not be able to handle them.

"Then why are you doing this?"

"Your Master said it. He said that even if he could go back in time, he would still choose you as his successor. That there was no one else but you."

"!"

"This isn't for your sake. I want to prove that he chose his disciple well. I don't wish for him to carry the scars of this incident for the rest of his life. For his sake, I am willing to endure even greater trouble."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a surge of emotion. They were more moving than anything Geom Mugeuk had ever said to him. In that moment, the distance between the two of them closed by another step.

Jo Baekta, for his part, looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a subtle and complicated expression.

"You said that man told you how you should live and what a great person you are?"

Geom Mugeuk remembered his exact words from within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"You shouldn't compare that man and your Master that way. It isn't difficult to become a hero to someone who needs a person to lean on. If you must compare, then compare what that man is willing to give up for you. Your Master gave up his position as Cult Leader. He rushed all the way here the moment he heard you were in danger. Now, go and test for yourself what that man is willing to give up, what he is willing to do for you."

Only then did Jo Baekta understand Geom Mugeuk's intention. He wanted him to uncover the man's true identity for himself, all out of a desire for him to reconcile with his master.

"What will you do if I pretend to test him, but instead tell him everything through telepathy?"

Then you will die by my hand, along with that villain.

Instead of voicing that cold reality, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and spoke calmly.

"The one I trust is not you, but your Master. I trust that he would not, at the very least, have passed down the position of Cult Leader to a complete and utter fool."


Chapter 324: Just For Today, Think of Him as an Enemy

Jo Baekta could not decide immediately.

Instead, he asked for some time alone with the Master. This was what Geom Mugeuk had wanted.

Once Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha went outside, only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta remained in the room.

Jo Baekta broke the long silence.

"If we really go back, will you still make me the next Cult Leader?"

"......"

"Even me, who dreams of unifying the murim?"

"Yes. Even so, I will make you the next Cult Leader."

Despite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's firm answer, Jo Baekta remained suspicious.

"Why would you do that?"

"Because I believe you'll protect the Heavenly Wind Cult the best."

"Is starting a war what you call protecting it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader directly conveyed his remorse and regret to his disciple.

"If I could go back, I would have asked you. I would have asked what your dream was. If by chance you answered that it was to advance into the Central Plains, I would have told you this. That dream isn't our dream, but a dream that one of our ancestors once had. Then I would walk the wastelands with you and show you what a wonderful place the Outer Regions is, and how strong the people who live in these sandstorms are. Because I believe you, more than anyone, can protect and cultivate these Outer Regions."

Jo Baekta was angry.

"You're only telling me this now? If you hadn't returned like this, isn't this something you would have never told me?"

"Because I would have believed you were doing well. Because I didn't know this was how you felt. If I had known, I would have rushed here long ago."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gazed at his disciple and said, "That's why I said I was sorry. I'll keep saying it until your heart is at ease."

Their gazes locked in midair. A sandstorm blew beyond the window behind them.


Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha stood side by side in the courtyard, looking up at the sky.

It felt like only yesterday they had lain on a rock looking at the sky. Now, they stood together in the distant Outer Regions, doing the same.

The Demonic Buddha spoke abruptly.

"That fellow's fate will change today, too."

He must have meant Jo Baekta, but his fate would also greatly affect the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. For that reason, Geom Mugeuk hoped their relationship would conclude well.

"I'm worried about the Cult Leader."

The Demonic Buddha replied, still looking at the sky.

"Young Cult Leader, don't be cheeky! That kind of worrying is for adults to do about you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly.

"Like how you worry about me, Demonic Buddha?"

"I only worry about your brother."

The cold words were, in a way, more comforting. He was, as always, taking good care of his brother.

"Did you say my brother brought me up during a drinking session?"

The Demonic Buddha nodded at Geom Mugeuk's question.

"He did."

"He wasn't wondering how to take back the Young Cult Leader position?"

"I almost wished he was."

The Demonic Buddha's eyes filled with concern as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"When a person suddenly loses their goal, their life is bound to be shaken. He might pretend to be fine on the outside, but it must be very difficult for him. So don't you be arrogant and worry about your elders, just take good care of your brother."

"As expected, you are a little giant to me, Demonic Buddha."

"More nonsense!"

The Demonic Buddha averted his gaze with an awkward expression, but Geom Mugeuk knew he loved being called a little giant the most. The giant of the past stood tall through flattery, but now, these words were spoken with sincerity. To Geom Mugeuk, the Demonic Buddha was a little giant.

He felt that the man who had emerged from the cave was now beginning to build his own house. He was laying the foundation by taking care of his brother, raising the pillars by agreeing to go to the Outer Regions together, and covering the roof by promising to gather medicinal herbs. In this way, he was building his own house.

He hoped that when the house was complete, he would invite his brother, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Poison King, and even himself to hold a small banquet. He sincerely wished for him to live a golden life.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze followed the Demonic Buddha's back to the sky.

Just then, Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards approached to express their gratitude.

"Thank you for the gift of the swords!"

"Why are you thanking me?"

"We heard that the Young Cult Leader gave them to us as a gift."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bought them for you."

"Ah! The Cult Leader said that the Young Cult Leader bought them."

"He probably didn't want to take credit. Make sure to greet him when you see him later!"

As they withdrew, the Demonic Buddha laughed.

"Why are you laughing?"

"That man Pungcheon might have paid the money, but you were the one who wanted to buy them, weren't you?"

The Demonic Buddha's intuition was, as expected, astonishingly sharp.

"Why do you think so?"

"Because he's not the type of person to look after your bodyguards. Even if he's changed a lot, a person doesn't change that much all at once. He probably paid while grumbling."

Just as Geom Mugeuk was smiling, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta walked outside.

Jo Baekta walked up to Geom Mugeuk.

"I think it's time to see if I'm a fool to the very end," Jo Baekta said.

Geom Mugeuk released the inner arts he had suppressed in him.

"You've only ever seen him as an ally until now," Geom Mugeuk said. "So for today at least, try looking at him as an enemy."


The Illusion King was painting a picture.

He looked exactly like Hwan Yeo, tall and with a manly, magnanimous air.

However, the painting he created did not suit his appearance at all.

It was a dark and bizarre painting, filled with the aura of death.

A gate reminiscent of hell's gates stood in the center, surrounded by horribly dead corpses and beasts.

But the strangeness was only just beginning.

The painting moved. A painted man walked out from a small path next to the gate, looked this way, and spoke.

[All preparations are complete.]

His voice was audible only to the Illusion King.

[However, they say not to touch the Young Cult Leader yet.]

[Any other mentions?]

[None. They only mentioned the Young Cult Leader.]

[Are you certain that the one who killed Hwan Yeo was Pungcheon?]

[The circumstances suggest so.]

As the Illusion King nodded, the man who had finished his report disappeared back down the path.

Just then, he heard a presence outside, and Jo Baekta entered.

"Master."

He called the Illusion King 'Master'. The Illusion King rose from his seat and showed Jo Baekta courteous respect.

"Welcome, Cult Leader."

"What kind of painting were you working on today?"

The Illusion King showed him the painting. Jo Baekta flinched in surprise upon seeing it.

"Your style is different from usual."

He was someone who usually painted the beautiful landscapes of the Outer Regions. He painted smiling people, dogs, and cats, but today's painting was completely different.

"Even I feel like painting something like this sometimes."

Of all days, why is he painting something like this on the day I came to visit?

"Where does this gate lead?"

"It is the gate that leads to my hell."

At the meaningful reply, Jo Baekta stared at the Illusion King.

But only the painting was different. The Illusion King served him tea as usual, with a good-natured smile.

Jo Baekta fiddled with his teacup, recalling what Geom Mugeuk had said.

[If he offers you tea or alcohol, there will probably be some kind of drug in it.]

It was one of the few things Geom Mugeuk had told him before he came here. Thinking back, he was always served tea when he visited this place.

At first, his bodyguards would check for poison, but that process was omitted after he started learning martial arts from him. He had been drinking it all this time without any suspicion of what might be in it.

What if he thought of the other person as an enemy, just as Geom Mugeuk had said? The thought sent a chill down his spine.

"Please drink. We have a new tea, and it tastes excellent."

"The aroma is very nice."

Jo Baekta only savored the aroma before setting the tea down and continuing to speak.

"Earlier, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult came to see me alone, so I told him to grant me permission to unify the Outer Regions."

"And what did he say?"

"He told me to show him my ability. He said he would see if I was qualified. So I used the Angcheon Hyeolryeong technique to show him my power."

At that, the Illusion King's expression hardened.

"Didn't I tell you not to use the Angcheon Hyeolryeong technique if possible?"

"I had no choice."

Jo Baekta mimicked what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"Our Cult does not permit it. So go wash your face and come back. That arrogant Young Cult Leader!"

Jo Baekta couldn't contain his anger and slammed his hand on the table. The table shattered, and the tea spilled.

"If I ever get to strike the Central Plains, I want to wipe out the Demonic Cult first."

The Illusion King calmly wiped the area and cleaned up before brewing more tea. In the past, he would have felt sorry and grateful, but Jo Baekta's heart was different now. He was seeing him as an enemy, just as Geom Mugeuk had said.

Is he trying to make me drink the tea no matter what?

It was the same action, but the feeling it gave him was completely different.

The Illusion King asked as he placed the tea on a new table. His persistence, never forceful, was even more frightening.

"So what happened?"

"The Young Cult Leader broke through my Angcheon Hyeolryeong technique."

"That's impossible."

"I experienced it myself."

"Then you must have fallen for his trick."

Jo Baekta questioned the Illusion King's assertion.

"Why are you so confident? It's not like you've experienced the Nine Calamities Demonic Art yourself."

For a moment, the Illusion King's expression stiffened. He usually showed discomfort whenever the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was mentioned, but today his face looked angrier than usual.

Jo Baekta quickly apologized.

"I'm sorry, Master. I was rude and sensitive because the Angcheon Hyeolryeong technique didn't work."

His expression still stiff, the Illusion King asked, "Why do you think the Young Cult Leader came to the Outer Regions?"

"I don't know his true intentions."

Of course, that was a lie. He had heard they came to capture the very man before him.

Just then, the Illusion King caught him off guard.

"He came to capture me."

Jo Baekta flinched. The Illusion King had revealed something Jo Baekta thought he would hide.

"How could he know of your existence, Master?"

"I planted one of my people in the Demonic Cult, but that person was recently caught, and my existence was revealed."

"Why did you plant someone in the Demonic Cult?"

"Do you know why I'm so sensitive about the Nine Calamities Demonic Art? It's because the Blood Cult fell to that very art. Our Cult and the Demonic Cult are mortal enemies. No reconciliation can wash away that blood. As the last descendant of the Blood Cult, how could I just stand by and watch them?"

The ingredient for a perfect lie is nine parts truth.

Hearing him speak with so much truth mixed in, Jo Baekta felt inwardly confused. Could this side be right and the other wrong? Jo Baekta tried his best to find the truth.

"I will never give up."

"As you should. The Cult Leader will surely achieve a great feat."

"But there is a problem. I rashly revealed that I learned another martial art, so given the Master's personality, he won't just let me be. Master, please help me."

Staring intently at Jo Baekta, the Illusion King took out a small vial from his robes, smaller than his little finger.

"Feed this medicine to the Master! It's colorless and odorless, so if you mix it in his alcohol, he'll never notice."

Jo Baekta was shocked. He knew without asking. It was poison to kill the Master.

"It doesn't take effect immediately. The poison will activate after three days, so no one will suspect it was a drug administered by the Cult Leader."

He never imagined he would be told to kill the Master by poisoning him.

"They say a man isn't a man if he's not ruthless. If you don't kill him, you, the Cult Leader, will be the one to suffer."

In that moment, Jo Baekta's heart grew cold. What could be more cowardly than killing an enemy by poisoning their drink?

Had he really respected and liked such a person?

The Illusion King read his heart perfectly.

"Are you disappointed in me?"

Jo Baekta answered honestly.

"I didn't expect you to tell me to poison his drink."

"To deal with him, you must fight a battle of life and death. If you, the Cult Leader, use the drug, it's a fight you'll win unconditionally. If so, shouldn't you use it? Is there anything more precious than your life?"

After a brief pause, Jo Baekta asked with cold eyes, "Is it for my sake? Or is it to save yourself, Master?"

"We are already in the same boat. Is there a difference between the two?"

"You're right. Then the boat won't sink. Instead, I'll become the man who poisoned the Master at a drinking party."

There was no need for further comparison. Just as the curtain of the Infinite Length Wall had been torn, the scales fell from Jo Baekta's eyes.

And yet, the Illusion King was composed.

"They have already planted the seeds of doubt in our Cult Leader's heart."

"They were seeds I should have planted and nurtured myself from the beginning."

The Illusion King's gaze turned cold. His polite smile vanished, making his face as unfamiliar as a stranger's.

"I knew you would fall for them, but I didn't know you would fall so easily."

He had already guessed Jo Baekta's true reason for visiting.

Telling him to use the poison was the Illusion King's test. It was a test to see if Jo Baekta had gone over to the Young Cult Leader's side.

Jo Baekta lamented his past foolishness.

"So you really did approach me intentionally."

He had wanted to escape the difficulties he faced after becoming the Cult Leader. The man before him had served as an excellent sanctuary.

He had badmouthed the Master with him. He had brainwashed him, saying the Master was a coward but that he would become a great Cult Leader. Nothing was more comforting to a weak heart than someone who would curse a hated person alongside you.

That place was not a sanctuary. It was a hell disguised as a sanctuary.

Master!

The person who came to Jo Baekta's mind now was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

I'm sorry.

Jo Baekta secretly raised his inner arts. He knew the Illusion King was stronger than him, but he felt no fear. The excitement born from regret dominated him.

However, the Illusion King's illusion art overwhelmed him.

WHOOOOOSH!

With a deep resonance, the surroundings changed.

The place where the two of them stood was no longer the Illusion King's residence.

Corpses were strewn about, and beasts that looked like they came from a painting growled from all sides.

In front of them stood a large gate.

That gate?

It was the very same gate the Illusion King had earlier called the gate to his hell.

Amazingly, they were inside the painting the Illusion King had drawn.

"What are you trying to do?"

"What were you trying to do? Did you test me, believing those humans would protect you?"

At those words, Jo Baekta hurriedly turned his head.

Far away in the sky, a giant-like Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked down at him. Beyond the horizon, a Demonic Buddha who had become a true giant also watched.

Jo Baekta could tell. The three people who had entered the residence were looking into the painting.

He and the Illusion King had not moved. They had truly entered the painting.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not looking at the Illusion King, but at him.

His gaze was filled with worry.

The moment he saw that gaze, something knotted up in his heart completely melted away.

...Master!

He felt so sorry for his master. He had been ungrateful for being given the position of Cult Leader. Like a child, he had only resented him and messed things up, and yet, his master had apologized to him again and again.

I ruined everything. Master, I'm sorry.

As if this was the result of his foolishness, the gate began to open.

In front of the open gate, the Illusion King spoke.

"Your Master will know. He'll know how dangerous this place is. It's a place where even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader must risk his life."

As he stretched out his hand, Jo Baekta flew helplessly toward him as if being sucked in.

From beyond the closing gate, the Illusion King's voice could be heard.

"Will your Master truly open these gates of hell to save you?"

As his words ended, Jo Baekta's desperate cry flowed out from between the closing gates.

"Don't come, Master! You can't come...!"

The gate that had swallowed the two men slammed shut with a deafening roar.


Chapter 325: This Is What You Say in Times Like These

Two people were inside a painting. The painting depicted them identically to their real selves, and their movements were vivid.

While the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Jo Baekta, I saw the Illusion King. It was the same Illusion King I had seen before my regression.

Illusion King, so you were here during this time.

Inside the painting, the Illusion King took Jo Baekta and disappeared through a door.

My gaze and the Demonic Buddha's naturally gathered on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. His gaze deepened as he looked at the painting. He must have sensed the ominous energy beyond that door.

"Quite impressive."

The statement acknowledged the Illusion King. That was to be expected. This world was the Illusion King's creation. The Illusion King was a more skilled master than Hwan Yeo, which was why he ultimately made a name for himself.

"It's dangerous. I'll go alone."

At those words, I smiled.

"I was wondering who your disciple took after."

"What do you mean?"

"If you truly wanted to go alone, you wouldn't have mentioned that it was dangerous, would you?"

It was just like when Jo Baekta shouted not to come as he was dragged away. His words were more burdensome than simply asking for help, just like saying he would go alone because it was dangerous.

"Even if I said I'd leave you behind, you're not the type to listen to me, are you?"

"We came together, so we should finish it together."

There was no way I would let the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader enter that painting alone.

"Are you ready?"

"I am."

The Demonic Buddha also nodded.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chanted an incantation before the painting.

HUUUUUUUUUNG.

A deep resonance sounded, and suddenly we stood before that very door. In an instant, we had entered the painting.

The feast of illusions, unfolded by a master who had reached the pinnacle, was truly a work of art.

Large beasts gathered from all directions, baring their teeth. They seemed frightened by the aura emanating from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, and did not dare to attack. They acted as if they would pounce on me and the Demonic Buddha at any moment.

The Demonic Buddha strode toward them. The beasts bared their teeth and growled, but they could not bring themselves to attack the Demonic Buddha either. He reached out and stroked a beast's head. Surprisingly, the creatures remained still.

I witnessed firsthand just how strong the Demonic Buddha was against illusions.

Meanwhile, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood before the door. He closed his eyes for a moment to calm his mind, then placed his palm on the door. As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recited an incantation and pushed slowly, the door began to open with a loud noise.

We entered side by side.

Beyond the door, a long corridor awaited us. It stretched on with no visible end, as if we could never return once we passed through.

"When I saw his face, he looked so much like that woman from the garden. They must be twins or siblings."

As we walked, I told the two of them that the Illusion King and Hwan Yeo were related by blood.

"Then this place must be even more dangerous," the Demonic Buddha said.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. He must have sensed it too. Since he was the one who killed Hwan Yeo, one of them would not leave this place alive.

"You don't seem nervous at all," I said.

"With the two of you here, why would I be nervous?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader then asked the Demonic Buddha, "Why aren't you nervous?"

"With the two of you here, I'm sure you'll handle it."

This time, I asked, "What about you, Cult Leader?"

"Me... because I'm here. Damn it! I feel like I'm the only one at a disadvantage!"

I laughed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's joke. I could feel it, though. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was definitely more tense than when he had faced Hwan Yeo. It seemed there was a certain energy that only masters of illusion could sense.

We continued walking down the long corridor.

"This illusion art was also lost from the Blood Cult."

"I've felt it before, but you seem to have a deep knowledge of the Blood Cult martial arts, Cult Leader."

"Because we are the Blood Cult."

The predecessor of the Heavenly Wind Cult was the Blood Cult.

"A long time ago, after being defeated in the war against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, all the leaders of the Blood Cult died. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult knew they couldn't completely eradicate the Blood Cult. It would have required too great a sacrifice to kill all of them spread throughout the Outer Regions. So, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult wished for a new Blood Cult to be born."

"And that is the Heavenly Wind Cult."

"Yes. In the early days, I heard the faction that wanted to preserve the Blood Cult as it was and the faction that wanted to discard the name 'Blood Cult' were fiercely opposed. However, since the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult supported the side that wanted to establish the Heavenly Wind Cult, it was eventually reborn as the Heavenly Wind Cult. For a while, a pro-Demonic Cult version of the Heavenly Wind Cult was passed down, but at some point, it broke away from that influence."

Throughout that long history, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult also underwent many changes.

"This man is one who has properly inherited the Blood Cult demonic art. There must be a faction trying to re-establish the Blood Cult."

"Are you talking about a secret society?"

"It's probably not a secret anymore. They kidnapped the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and even dragged in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader."

We reached the end of the corridor. Three doors awaited us. Exuding a mysterious aura, they seemed to say, 'Your life and death will be decided by which door you choose.'

"Which one should we enter?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened as he looked at the three doors.

"It's a trap. If we go through one together, we'll be separated. We have to enter separately to meet."

"Then let's each go separately."

"I'll take the middle one."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chose the middle door. The Demonic Buddha and I entered the left and right doors, respectively.

When I opened the door and entered, another corridor appeared. As I walked, I looked back, but the door I had entered through was gone. There was no turning back now.

When I emerged from the door at the end of that corridor, neither the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nor the Demonic Buddha was in sight.

In that moment, I realized the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had deceived us. He intended to face the Illusion King alone. Those three doors were a message from the Illusion King for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Get rid of the other two and come alone.

This fight was between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Illusion King. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader must have wanted to protect me and the Demonic Buddha.

The place I entered was a banquet hall. Dancers danced, and musicians played a cheerful tune. Young women holding bottles of liquor gestured for me to come closer.

The atmosphere of this place lent weight to my speculation.

You rest here.

I looked around, searching for an exit, but the bluish light was not easily visible. Since this space was also created by illusion, there had to be a way to break it somewhere.

Just then, a man from the banquet hall walked over to me.

"Please rest comfortably. If there is anything you desire, just tell me."

"Where is the way out?"

"The door will only open when the time is right. It will not open before then."

SHWIIIIK! SEOGEOK!

I cut the man down in a single strike.

The fallen man vanished into black smoke with a PUH sound.

Because of that, the music stopped. Everyone froze and stared at me. Of course, they were not human. They were malevolent spirits formed from ghostly energy.

I looked around at them and asked, "Anyone who knows how to get out of here, raise your hand!"

Instead of raising their hands, they rushed at me from all directions.


In contrast to the banquet hall Geom Mugeuk entered, the place the Demonic Buddha entered had a murderous atmosphere. It was a pitch-black darkness where one could not see an inch ahead. Even the usual radiance of his shining body could not illuminate his surroundings.

The Demonic Buddha could feel it. There was something here. He quickly formed a hand seal with his fingers.

The Turning Scripture Light Stamp!

A golden radiance burst from the Demonic Buddha's body. In that instant, the place became visible. Dozens of monsters shielded their eyes from the light. Reacting to the light, they all roared in unison. The great, piercing cry felt like it would burst his eardrums.

A new hand seal formed in the Demonic Buddha's hands.

The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp!

The next moment, a storm of golden enhanced qi erupted from the Demonic Buddha's palms.

SHWAAAAAAAAAAAAK!

The tremendous enhanced qi surged like a wave, sweeping away all the monsters.

PUK! PEOEOK! PUK! PUK! PUK!

The monsters vanished into black smoke.

The Demonic Buddha strode forward and opened the door to the next room. It was a plaza-like space, ten times larger than the previous room.

The malevolent spirits filling the place all turned to look at the Demonic Buddha at once. Their blood-red eyes and torn mouths were a sight that made him want to close the door again.

However, the Demonic Buddha raised one corner of his mouth and entered. He even slammed the door shut, as if to ensure none could escape.

The malevolent spirits shrieked and rushed toward the Demonic Buddha from all directions, trampling over each other in their haste.

In the midst of that pandemonium, a new golden hand seal was being formed.


The Illusion King and Jo Baekta entered a wide hall. It had stone statues and murals on all sides, and a large grand chair. The place, filled with unknown patterns, was clearly somewhere Jo Baekta had never been before, yet it felt familiar.

"Where is this place?" Jo Baekta asked calmly. Cursing and acting hostile was not a wise choice. He had to find an opportunity.

"Isn't it the place you're in every day?"

"Don't tell me. The Cult Leader's hall?"

It was different from the current Cult Leader's hall and also different from the hall during his master's time.

"It's the Blood Cult's Cult Leader hall."

"Yes. This is the true Cult Leader's hall."

A look of deep emotion filled the Illusion King's eyes as he looked around. He truly respected and loved this place.

"This is where the true demons of the Outer Regions lived. Not pathetic brats like you."

The word 'brat' stabbed him in the chest. Now, however, was not the time to act like one.

"Why did you bring me here?"

"To use you as a hostage."

Jo Baekta's heart sank, but he spoke as if it were nothing.

"That's a really tasteless thing to say."

"Because your Master is not someone you can afford to be stylish with."

Jo Baekta could tell. The Illusion King genuinely acknowledged his master. He had cursed him so much when they were together. Thinking back, those curses were ultimately directed at himself.

"My Master won't come."

"He will."

"He doesn't care for me that much."

"If that were true, he wouldn't have rushed all the way to the Outer Regions. The Young Cult Leader came to kill me, but your Master came to save you."

After staring blankly for a moment, Jo Baekta suddenly changed his demeanor.

"Come to think of it, I think my life is better than yours."

The Illusion King stared silently at the sudden shift.

"You're a coward, you have no pride, and you're even despicable, aren't you? You're probably just a faithful son of a bitch who follows someone else's orders."

Jo Baekta charged forward fearlessly.

"You always groveled before me. 'Cult Leader, you've arrived?' 'Did something good happen today?' 'You, Cult Leader, are the one who will lead the new murim.' 'Cult Leader, Cult Leader.' Licking yesterday, licking today. If I had told you to lick, you probably would have licked the soles of my feet."

The Illusion King extended his hand, and Jo Baekta went flying. His inner arts were already suppressed, leaving Jo Baekta helpless in his grasp. The only weapon he had left was his mouth.

"What are you so scared of that you suppressed my inner arts? You said this was your hell, didn't you? You cowardly bastard! Lick my asshole!"

Despite the barrage of taunts, the Illusion King did not get angry. Instead, he smiled.

"How unexpected. To think you care for your Master this much."

The Illusion King saw right through Jo Baekta's intentions. He realized Jo Baekta was trying to provoke him into killing him.

"If you want to die so badly, go ram your head on that statue's horn and kill yourself. I wonder if you have the courage for that."

The Illusion King threw Jo Baekta in front of the statue.

Jo Baekta stared at the statue with trembling eyes. The horn on the beast's forehead was as sharp as a spear. As he stared at the sharp horn, he felt death approaching.

Memories of his childhood with his master flashed through his mind like a revolving lantern.

Come to think of it, his master had cherished him exceptionally. He acknowledged his talent and even praised him to his peers, telling them to learn from Baekta. On the days his master praised him, he was too happy to sleep. On the day of the Blood God Festival, he would call him to strike the Echoing Thunder Bell together.

While doing so, his master would stroke his head and say, 'You will inherit my position.'

I resented and denied my Master just because he failed me once after doing well ten times. You stupid, foolish bastard! If someone does well ten times and fails once, they should be remembered as someone who did well nine times.

Reproaching himself, Jo Baekta squeezed his eyes shut.

I cannot be a burden to Master any longer.

He ruthlessly threw his face toward the horn.

PUH-EOK!

He thought he would die, but the statue's horn crumbled like soft clay.

From a distance, the Illusion King laughed and clapped. He had changed the horn with his illusion art.

"This is why I can't kill you. How could I kill such a precious hostage who thinks of his master this much?"

Jo Baekta threw himself toward the wall. Before he could hit his head, however, he flew into the Illusion King's grasp.

Gripping Jo Baekta, the Illusion King looked down at him.

"If your Master dies, it will be because of you."

It was a horrifying thought. He tried to bite his tongue, but his jaw would not clench.

"...Please, just kill me."

Just then, someone entered the hall.

"In times like these, instead of asking to be killed, this is what you say," a clear, ringing voice said.

The person who strode in was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"'If Master dies, it's because of you.' 'If Master dies, it's because our Master's martial arts are weak.' 'Master's death has nothing to do with me.' And to bastards like that who try to play with people's hearts, you say this. 'Get the hell out of my sight, you son of a bitch!'"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke calmly to Jo Baekta, who stared at him with impassioned eyes.

"From now on, I will teach you again, one by one."


Chapter 326: It's Because You Don't Know Him

Jo Baekta turned to the Illusion King, the man who had toyed with his heart. He was about to speak.

Won't you get lost? You bastard!

Sensing Jo Baekta's intent, the Illusion King spoke first.

"I've already heard it, so don't bother."

The Illusion King was not tense despite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's appearance, but he was not careless either. He used Jo Baekta as a shield and spoke from behind him.

"Welcome, Cult Leader. Please understand, even if the situation looks like this."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could feel the Illusion King's true power, despite his cowardly act of taking a disciple hostage. The man was not just skilled. He was the type to do anything to achieve his goals.

"It's fine. Isn't acting so scared a way of showing me respect?"

They were fated to kill each other, yet they treated one another with courtesy. Perhaps they could be courteous precisely because they were fated to kill each other.

Unlike with Geom Mugeuk or the Demonic Buddha, nothing had blocked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's path here. The Illusion King had indeed invited only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to this place.

"The reason masters always die is because of their pride. It would've been difficult to handle if the Young Cult Leader or the Demonic Buddha had come with you."

"Having too many people just makes a fight chaotic. You don't know the Young Cult Leader because you've never dealt with him. You'd get so fired up before the fight even started that you'd smash your own head against that wall."

As he spoke, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader clasped his hands behind his back and leisurely looked around. "So this was the Blood Cult's throne room. Oh, was this the original appearance of the blood demon?"

The blood demon painted on the wall was quite different from the version passed down in the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"This is where the real members of the Blood Cult lived."

"How would you know without having lived here? I'd think it was more of a mess than it is now. Wouldn't this grand hall have been swarming with things rampaging, starved for blood?"

The corner of the Illusion King's eye twitched slightly.

Seeing his reaction, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader casually asked, "You're one of them, aren't you? The secret society trying to revive the Blood Cult?"

"Calling it a secret society is too grandiose. It was true at first."

"But not anymore?"

"Reviving the Blood Cult isn't my ideal."

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally turned his gaze to his disciple. "That's how you should be. Doesn't even a man like that try to find his own dream? You should let go of the advance into the Central Plains you've heard about since you were young, just like that."

Jo Baekta still stared at his master, wrapped in intense emotion. His only worry was that his master might die because of him.

"Are you okay, Baekta?"

Hearing his name and the question of his well-being, Jo Baekta felt a surge of emotion. He wanted to say so many things, but he did not know what. The only words that came to mind were these.

"Please don't surrender to this man because of me. I'm not worthy of it."

The Illusion King watched with an intrigued expression, curious how the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would respond.

"Do you know what the Young Cult Leader said when I told him I was going alone into this painting because it was dangerous?" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader brought up the story of Geom Mugeuk.

"The Young Cult Leader said it was just my way of begging him to come with me. So if you're worried about me, you should say the opposite. 'Please save me. If you're my Master, you have to save me. Save me! Even if you die, save me!' Like that. Then wouldn't I be so annoyed that I wouldn't care if you lived or died?"

Though said in jest, the words struck a chord in Jo Baekta's heart.

That's right. The more composed I act, the greater the pressure on him to save me will be.

After reaching that thought, Jo Baekta repeated the words his master had said.

"Please save me. Even if you die, Master, you must save me."

At those shameless words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded as if he had been waiting.

"Alright, I'll save you."

That was not the response Jo Baekta hoped for, so he was flustered.

This isn't right, is it? Master.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes seemed to say, It's okay. Leave it to me now, my disciple.

Because of that, Jo Baekta could not just stand by. He quickly spun around and tried to slap the Illusion King's cheek. The Illusion King, however, caught his hand and stopped him.

Jo Baekta glared at the Illusion King and made one last effort.

"You bastard, you don't have to get lost. Instead, kill me and have a proper fight with my Master. You won't be able to fight to your full potential while worrying about me. I'm also a hostage holding you back. So kill me and pour out everything you've got."

The Illusion King stared silently at Jo Baekta, then spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader beyond him. "This must be why you're concerned."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. He did not bother hiding his true feelings from the Illusion King, who had surely been through thick and thin.

"Nothing happened when I was so close with my disciple, but now that we're apart, a catalyst like this appears."

That is why catalysts are so frightening.

Meeting Geom Mugeuk was the catalyst that changed his life entirely. His relationship with Go Wol changed, and eventually, his own life changed. Coming to the Outer Regions this time had also greatly changed his relationship with his disciple.

Thus, a catalyst can sometimes take precedence over effort when changing relationships between people. Just like how he had become enemies with this Illusion King.

"I understand that you killed my Noona."

"I did."

"How did she die?"

"She died when the Soul-Controlling Mark left her."

The Illusion King nodded silently, as if he understood. "Originally, I was supposed to go to the Demonic Cult, and Noona was supposed to come here, but she was stubborn. The Demonic Cult mission must have seemed bigger to her. She was like that since she was young. She always wanted to beat me somehow. Though she never once succeeded."

No sadness or mourning could be felt from the Illusion King. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell. This man was someone who lived only for himself.

"Killing your disciple would make things fair, then."

"It's useless to try and shake my composure like that. I've already sensed that you're not foolish enough for that."

He had retorted with words implying the Illusion King could not beat him in a straight fight, but the Illusion King remained unfazed.

"He is a disciple who would throw away his life for his master like a piece of straw, so you must save him."

"I'll try."

In that moment, Jo Baekta did not let go of the thread of hope. He was just looking for an opportunity. For his master's sake, he would grab the bastard's pant leg and not let go.

If he could save his master by doing so, he would gladly die, and if by some miracle he survived, he would live the rest of his life for his master.

It was at that very moment.

SWOOOSH!

STAB!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thrust his hand into the empty air to his left. Blood dripped from the empty space where there had been nothing.

A corpse, bleeding from the neck, fell with a thud. It was a subordinate of the Illusion King who had been approaching stealthily to launch a surprise attack while they were talking.

Wiping the blood from his hand on the man's clothes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"By the way, why did you put the idea of unifying the Outer Regions into my disciple's head?"

"Well, that was for your disciple's dream."

Jo Baekta flinched for a moment, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke calmly, as if showing him how to handle such a situation. "Thanks to you, my disciple has found his true dream. I should be grateful, really."

His past self would not have been able to handle this so flexibly. Meeting Geom Mugeuk and seeing a new side of Go Wol had changed him. They bickered and fought, and through it all, he had grown as well.

In a flash, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader disappeared and then reappeared.

STAB!

A blood-stained hand emerged from thin air. He had caught another enemy approaching stealthily. Instead of condemning the surprise attack, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bragged about his weight loss to the Illusion King.

"I've lost some weight recently, so my movements have gotten faster."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked around for other hidden enemies, then walked toward the Illusion King to start the fight in earnest. Before that, he asked about Geom Mugeuk.

"What about the Young Cult Leader?"

"He will be fine."

"No, I mean, did you lock him up properly?"

"He is trapped in a place he cannot escape. Even if he breaks through that place, there are three more gates that are absolutely impenetrable."

"Only three?"

"What do you mean, only?"

"I'm telling you, it's because you don't know him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader unleashed his qi.

SWOOOOOOOSH.

A powerful demonic energy, unlike any he had ever experienced, spread in all directions. Blue flames began to burn in both of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hands.

"Then I'd better hurry. If I want to show off when the Young Cult Leader arrives."


"Ah! This isn't right."

I had opened the door with great momentum, only to close it again.

After defeating all the evil spirits in the banquet hall, I found the solution and the next door.

The solution was hidden under the guqin the musician was playing. My experience finding hidden solutions helped. A first-timer would have found it truly difficult.

The next room was the problem. When I opened the door a moment ago, a giant snake was coiled in a room as large as a plaza.

It was the Blood Poison Python, king of venomous snakes. Thousands of other venomous snakes slithered around the Blood Poison Python.

Just opening the door for a moment released incredible poisonous energy and a foul, fishy smell. The poison was so potent an ordinary master would have had to circulate their qi just from opening the door. Besides, I can't stand snakes.

"Cult Leader, fight well. I'll trust you and head back."

Of course, I could not do that. I could trust the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to take down the Illusion King, but Jo Baekta was now a variable. The affection for his disciple could create any number of dangerous situations.

I had to get there as quickly as possible and create the variable known as 'Geom Mugeuk'.

I suddenly recalled when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rescued me from an illusion. I remembered the hellscape beyond the open door. He was the one who broke through that path to save me.

Right, even if all the snakes in the Central Plains were here, I would break through.

I drew the Black Demon Sword, opened the door again, and went inside. The nearby venomous snakes rushed toward me.

SHHHK! SHHHHHK!

I swung the Black Demon Sword and cut them down. Poisonous energy spewed out as the snakes burst.

The other snakes moved in unison. They were no ordinary snakes. They shot into the air and lunged toward me.

The next moment, I unleashed a single technique. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Third Form, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. A massive wall of enhanced qi erupted in front of me.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The snakes that crashed into the wall of enhanced qi exploded, spreading poisonous energy thickly. The poison stimulated all the venomous snakes in the room.

The Blood Poison Python raised its massive body and charged toward me.

BOOM!

The Impenetrable Demonic Wall shook with a loud explosion. Wounded by the enhanced qi, the Blood Poison Python began to thrash about, crushing smaller snakes to death in the chaos.

The Blood Poison Python spat out a stream of venom.

TSSSSSSSSSS!

The extremely evil poison would melt anything it touched. It was incredibly toxic. A thick poisonous fog rose. I would never have withstood it without my Myriad Poison Immunity.

The venom began to melt the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. Maintaining the wall consumed a tremendous amount of my inner arts.

For the first time in this fight, I tried something new. I unleashed another technique while maintaining the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

A demonic spirit appeared in front of the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. I had just unleashed the Second Technique, the Great Annihilation Stance.

SSSSSSSSSS.

The demonic spirit split into six. My martial arts achievements had grown, so I could now create six clones instead of four.

"Go!"

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The six demonic spirits swept through the snakes, pushing forward.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

All the snakes in their path were sliced to pieces.

The target was the Blood Poison Python in front of me. Could I really catch it?

The Blood Poison Python, which had been melting the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, sprayed its venom at the demonic spirits. Drenched in venom, the demonic spirits pushed forward regardless.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

FWAAAAAAAK!

I saw it. The six demonic spirits severed the Blood Poison Python's body.

The severed head and tail sections began to writhe in agony. The creature thrashed, crushing the surrounding venomous snakes to death.

The writhing Blood Poison Python charged at the Impenetrable Demonic Wall with its severed body.

KWAAAAANG!

The Impenetrable Demonic Wall shook violently, but the severed body could not break it.

THUD!

The Blood Poison Python collapsed to the floor, twitched one last time, and vanished with a BANG! It released a burst of noxious poison. Then, all the other venomous snakes also began to disappear.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Normally, I would not have been able to pass through this room filled with poisonous fog, even after defeating them.

But I crossed the space, opened the door behind where the Blood Poison Python had been, and stepped inside.

Surprisingly, the Cult Leader's throne room was beyond the door.

The moment I saw the scene unfolding there, I froze. The place was shattered in all directions, filled with traces of a bloody battle and strewn with corpses.

My gaze was drawn to the grandmaster's chair in the distance. Someone familiar sat there.

To my astonishment, it was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He was covered in blood, his head hanging low.

The corpse lying before the grandmaster's chair was none other than Jo Baekta. In the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had failed to protect his disciple.

My heart began to pound like crazy at the thought that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader might be dead.

I launched myself toward him. Had I ever been this shocked in recent memory?

After landing before the grandmaster's chair, I called out to him.

"Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not move.

"Cult Leader."

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader struggled to open his eyes and looked at me.

"...I couldn't kill him."

"Cult Leader."

"...I'm sorry."

The life faded from his eyes, and he was about to lower his head again.

"Cult Leader!"

Just as I was about to support him.

SHHHHHHK!

STAB!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand reached out to subdue my demonic pressure points, but I stopped it before my chest. Conversely, my ten-thousand-year cold iron throwing knife was embedded in his heart.

A black energy swirled in his two eyes, and a dark demonic qi flowed out.

"...How did you know?"

He was a fake Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Because the Cult Leader I know wouldn't have said 'I'm sorry' as his last words. He would've said something like, 'I'm dying because of you. Give me back my sacred object, Young Cult Leader! Try living well without Go Wol and me!' That's the kind of person the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is."

The moment I conveyed my belief, the fake Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's body burst into black smoke and scattered. The corpse of Jo Baekta on the floor also disappeared into a puff of smoke.

I believe.

"That man might die from getting stabbed while drinking in the Demon Village, but he won't die in an illusion here. Because this is his world."

I strode confidently toward the door behind the grandmaster's chair.

A moment ago, I had felt what it would be like if the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader died. Even though a part of me suspected a trap, my heart had pounded as if it would burst. I absolutely could not let the scene I saw here become reality.

I drew the Black Demon Sword, forcefully opened the door, and leaped inside. It did not matter what awaited me beyond the door. Just as you came to save me.

This time, I'm coming for you!


Chapter 327: You Have Already Saved Me

Corpses formed a mountain.

It was no metaphor. Demon corpses truly filled the space. At the very peak, the Demonic Buddha sat with closed eyes, chanting a sutra.

PWAK PWAK PWAK PWAK PWAK PWAK PWAK!

The demons vanished one by one into black smoke. He had dealt with them all at once, so they disappeared together.

Once all the demons were gone, a door became visible beyond them.

The Demonic Buddha hurried toward the door.

I never thought I'd feel this kind of worry. He was genuinely concerned for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Aren't we friends? In the past, their closeness was just words and hearty laughter. He never would have taken such a risk to save him then, but lately, he had come to understand him. When he first heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had quit, he had thought, What kind of foolishness is this? Now, he understood.

Is that why? He did not want the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to die here.

He opened the door and entered a wasteland.

WHOOOOSH!

A sandstorm immediately blew in and engulfed the Demonic Buddha.

"Dammit."

This damn illusion, this damn sandstorm... it's all so tiresome.

How am I supposed to get out of this endless wasteland?

Just then, something caught the Demonic Buddha's eye.

A flower bloomed in a crack between the rocks. The Demonic Buddha stood before it for a long while, looking down at the flower.

WHOOOOOSH.

He thought he heard an unusual sound from behind. Suddenly, the surroundings darkened as a shadow fell over him.

When the Demonic Buddha turned, a massive demon of incredible size looked down at him. It was a demon formed from clumps of sand.

The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp!

Golden enhanced qi swirled from the Demonic Buddha's palms.

SHWAAAAK! PWAK!

The enhanced qi struck the demon's chest.

The next moment.

SHWIRL.

The surrounding sand swirled and instantly filled the hole.

SHWAAAAK! PWANG!

A second blast of enhanced qi blew a hole in the demon's face, but the result was the same. The sand instantly filled the gap.

SHWIIING!

The demon extended its hand, and sand poured out with a RUSH.

It was not just sand. A sharp enhanced qi, capable of tearing a body to shreds, swirled within it.

The Demonic Buddha threw himself aside to dodge the attack.

KWAKWANG!

The ground where the Demonic Buddha had been standing was deeply gouged as dust kicked up.

As the Demonic Buddha stepped back, the giant demon slowly advanced to stomp on him.

The Demonic Buddha quickly formed a hand seal.

The Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp!

A shadow then formed around the demon.

The demon turned its head to look back.

Above its head, the palm of a giant Buddha statue, far larger than the demon itself, struck down at it. A golden radiance emanated from the hand.

KWAAAAANG!

"KUEEEEEEEEEK!"

The demon shrieked and disintegrated into sand.

As the Demonic Buddha put his palms together in prayer, the golden hand became a halo of light and vanished into the sandstorm.

Only a giant handprint remained deeply imprinted on the ground where the demon had been.

A door appeared where the giant demon had vanished.

As the Demonic Buddha started walking toward the door, he saw the flower from before lying on the ground.

The Demonic Buddha picked up the flower. He looked at it for a moment before tucking it into his belt.

Then, he strode into the next room.


As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gathered blue energy in both hands, the Illusion King hid behind Jo Baekta.

"I'm not your opponent," the Illusion King said.

CLANK, CLANK.

The iron doors to the left and right of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader opened. An illusion expert emerged from each.

The Illusion King introduced them. "These are the Bloodhand Warriors who protect the Blood Cult."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied, "They're just imitations made to mimic the Bloodhand Warriors. Hey, don't forget. The Blood Cult is an organization that has already vanished."

Finishing his words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader extended his hand.

SHWIRL!

With the sound of a fierce wind, one of the Bloodhand Warriors was sucked into the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grasp.

It was the same technique the Illusion King had used to pull Jo Baekta earlier. The two men's techniques were similar, yet different.

The man's body twisted in the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grip, unable to resist.

"Keeeeuk."

Demonic energy flowed from the Bloodhand Warrior's eyes. It was not human energy.

KWADEDEUK.

His body twisted like a wrung-out cloth, and he died.

"How long did it take to create this place?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell this space within the painting was not created by the Illusion King's ability alone.

It was a setup prepared over hundreds of years by those dreaming of the Blood Cult's revival, a culmination of the Blood Cult's illusion arts.

"It has existed since I first joined this organization."

"So you abandoned that long history to chase your own dream."

"You know it too, don't you? That sometimes in life, the wind blows in unexpected directions."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. As he was about to reply, the other Bloodhand Warrior charged at him in a surprise attack.

The warrior rushed in, aiming for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's vital points.

SHWIIK! PUUK!

A sharp whistle sounded as something invisible pierced his torso. The charging Bloodhand Warrior collapsed.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader mimed pulling something from the body. His actions made the invisible weapon seem like a long spear.

"How about it? I'd like to test it against your formless qi."

Using invisible enhanced qi like a weapon was a technique that existed in both the Blood Cult and the Heavenly Wind Cult.

Naturally, the Illusion King refused. If he were the type to accept such an offer, he would not have taken Jo Baekta hostage in the first place.

"That would be rude to those waiting for you."

CLANK, CLANK.

The iron doors on both sides opened again. This time, two Bloodhand Warriors emerged from each.

"How many of you Bloodhand Warriors were there again? I read about it a long time ago, so I can't remember."

The Illusion King's relaxed smile made it clear he had many more prepared. Having them appear in waves was a tactic to drain his opponent's inner arts.

"Isn't it a waste to throw them away like this?"

"This organization was created for that very purpose."

The cold-hearted Illusion King was not concerned about expending the Bloodhand Warriors.

The Bloodhand Warriors also charged forward without fear.

SHWAAAAENG!

Invisible formless qi flew from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand.

PWAK!

The Bloodhand Warrior charging at the front was pinned to the wall. Since the spear was invisible, he looked as if he were dead and floating in mid-air.

The remaining three Bloodhand Warriors rushed in, striking with their palms simultaneously. A palm technique filled with demonic energy flew toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The spot where the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been standing shattered, but he was already gone.

The Bloodhand Warrior in front had his back broken. The one on the left took a palm strike to the chest. The last one had his neck pierced.

The iron doors opened again. This time, four Bloodhand Warriors walked out from each side. They knew no fear. Within this illusion, the Bloodhand Warriors were just killing machines that only followed orders.

"I take back what I said before. I take back that the old Blood Cult was more bloodthirsty and rampant than this. You're worse."

At the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mockery, only a cold sneer formed on the Illusion King's lips.

The eight Bloodhand Warriors who emerged this time had a different attack style. They scattered and began chanting an incantation in unison.

Red threads shot from their fingertips, creating a red spiderweb in all directions.

The threads pressed in like an inescapable net, tightening around the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"It's dangerous, Master!" a startled Jo Baekta shouted, but there was nowhere to escape.

SEOGEOK.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader split into a dozen pieces and vanished.

He reappeared behind the Bloodhand Warrior attacking from the east.

HWIRIRIK.

SEOGEOK.

The blue energy in the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hands became a long thread and sliced off the Bloodhand Warrior's head.

Before he could fall, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's blue thread cut through the air again.

PWAK!

The Bloodhand Warrior in front collapsed, his forehead pierced.

HWIRIRIRIRIK.

Red and blue threads tangled in mid-air.

But the red threads could not keep up. The blue thread slipped through the intricately twisting lines.

Each time the blue thread pulled taut, a Bloodhand Warrior's body was sliced apart. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's movements, using threads of enhanced qi, were a display of the pinnacle of illusionary martial arts.

The Illusion King remained composed even as the Bloodhand Warriors died, since he had expected him to withstand this level of attack.

He knew better than anyone how much inner arts each technique the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader used consumed. No matter how profound the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's inner arts were, he could not face all the Bloodhand Warriors.

The iron doors opened again. This time, eight men walked out from each side.


FLUTTER, FLUTTER.

A blue butterfly landed on a Bloodhand Warrior's shoulder.

SEUREUREUK.

The Bloodhand Warrior slumped over and died.

The butterfly that had defeated the last Bloodhand Warrior popped and vanished in mid-air.

The last of the thirty-two Bloodhand Warriors who had emerged from both doors was defeated.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader still stood with his hands behind his back, looking relaxed and noble.

But Jo Baekta could hear his master's breathing, which had been silent before. His Master was getting tired.

His Master was indeed fighting a difficult battle. The Bloodhand Warriors were threatening, but the real problem was the Illusion King. He would launch surprise attacks and harass his master mid-fight, posing a constant threat. Whenever his master tried to sweep them all away with a grand illusion, he would invariably interfere.

...Master.

If it weren't for me, my Master would have tried to kill the Illusion King first, no matter what.

Now, thirty-two Bloodhand Warriors emerged from each room. A total of sixty-four.

A fierce battle erupted between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and them. They swarmed him like bees, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader used every martial art and illusion he possessed to face them.

The Bloodhand Warriors were sent flying, beaten to a bloody pulp by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's palm technique.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader dodged their attacks with illusions. Each time he unleashed a martial art, the Bloodhand Warriors fell as corpses, but his inner arts were continuously consumed.

KWANG! KWAANG!

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was pushed back while blocking a barrage of palm strikes with his protective enhanced qi, the Bloodhand Warriors' attacks rained down on him. On top of that, the cowardly Illusion King's attacks were added to the mix.

Enduring the impact, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader swung both his palms. Blue enhanced qi swept through the space, crushing several more Bloodhand Warriors.

In the midst of the urgent battle, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's telepathy reached Jo Baekta.

'Three, two...'

He only counted the numbers, without another word.

But he knew what his master wanted.

"......"

Jo Baekta tried to slam the back of his head mercilessly into the Illusion King standing behind him.

Because the Illusion King was focusing all his attention on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's fight, the headbutt nearly struck him in the face.

The moment he stepped back to dodge it.

SHWAAAAAAAK!

Jo Baekta ducked, and the enhanced qi blast fired by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader swept over the spot.

KWAAAAANG!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rushed toward that spot.

It was a reckless attack, so he allowed the Bloodhand Warriors to land consecutive blows. However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader endured them with his protective enhanced qi and flew toward Jo Baekta.

Just as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was about to escape with Jo Baekta into the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

HWIRIRIRIRIK.

An invisible thread pulled Jo Baekta back a step ahead of him.

The Illusion King, who had retreated, had snatched him first.

The rescue attempt failed. The Bloodhand Warriors' attacks poured down on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWANG!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader focused on the fight with them once more.

When he had finished off all the remaining Bloodhand Warriors, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's breathing was ragged. Blood trickled from his mouth. He had suffered internal injuries from recklessly using his qi.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had a premonition that he might die in this place. In front of Geom Mugeuk, he had boasted that this was his world, but everyone has their limits.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wiped the blood from his mouth and looked at Jo Baekta. He remembered when the boy was a child, the kid who used to look up at him with bright, intelligent eyes.

"Strangely, I took a liking to you. You stood out among all those disciples. Baekta. Even if I could go back, I would still make you my successor."

Tears that Jo Baekta had held back streamed down his face. An unknown sorrow welled up inside him. I can do well now. If only I can live, I can really do well now.

Just then, the Illusion King whispered to Jo Baekta.

"You were right. It's time to focus on the fight."

The Illusion King felt that the time had come for him to step in for real.

When the final doors opened, sixty-four Bloodhand Warriors would emerge from each room. If he attacked with them, it would be the end for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Watch closely. Watch how your Master dies. After that, I'll destroy your qi center, sever the tendons in your limbs, cut out your tongue, and throw you in prison. I'll make you live the rest of your life remembering today."

Jo Baekta despaired. He did not mind his own suffering. What was not okay was his master dying because of him. I'm sorry, Master. I'm truly sorry.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to his disciple, "Where is there a Heavenly Wind Cult Leader who sheds tears inside an illusion? Wipe your tears."

Jo Baekta wiped his tears.

"And what did I tell you to say when you meet a guy like that?"

Jo Baekta turned to the Illusion King and said, "You cowardly bastard! Won't you get lost?"

Jo Baekta saw the apology in his master's eyes. His Master was sorry for not being able to save him. How could I ever repay such a great debt of gratitude?

"Master, you have already saved me."

Because you saved my soul, which is more precious than life itself.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gestured for the Illusion King to come forward.

The Illusion King took a few slow steps forward and stopped.

"Still, you've waited the longest. Shouldn't I let you get some air?"

He was not one to take risks until the very end. With sixty-four Bloodhand Warriors waiting behind each iron door, there was no need for him to step forward first.

The very moment he was looking at the iron doors with a satisfied smile!

A faint sound came from beyond the iron doors, something crashing and vibrating.

The sound grew louder and louder.

KUNG! KWOONG! KUNG! KWAJIK! KWADEUK!

Screams seemed to mix with the sound of wind, and then the noise subsided again.

And then, silence fell.

"......"

The door opened, and light streamed out.

The person who walked out, glowing with a golden radiance, was the Demonic Buddha. Behind the Demonic Buddha, the corpses of the Bloodhand Warriors who had been waiting there were scattered about.

At his appearance, the expressions of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta brightened. In contrast, the Illusion King's face hardened coldly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze fell on the flower tucked into the Demonic Buddha's belt. Yes, saying 'thank you' was not enough. No amount of gratitude would be enough. So, he grumbled.

"You had time to pick a flower? While your friend was struggling for his life."

The word 'friend' came out naturally, and it was accepted just as naturally.

"Still, I think I got here earlier than the Young Cult Leader, don't you?"

"The Young Cult Leader is always late. He only rushes over like the wind when he needs something, demanding this and that, making a person's blood boil."

It was right at that moment, as the Demonic Buddha was nodding in agreement.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

A sweeping sound echoed.

KWAAAANG!

The door opposite the Demonic Buddha shattered, and something shot out.

They were the six demons of the Great Annihilation Stance.

Not even a corpse remained in the corridor the six demons had cleared.

Everyone held their breath at the sight of the demons. They were divisions of the most terrifying-looking demon among the four cardinal demons, so the sight of these six demons standing side by side was truly overwhelming.

The Demonic Buddha put his palms together and bowed his head toward them. It was a sign of respect for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

As the six demons slowly faded, Geom Mugeuk walked out, the Black Demon Sword dangling from his hand and dripping with blood. He was covered in blood, his clothes were torn, and he was covered in wounds. His state showed how difficult the previous gate had been and how desperately he had broken through.

Geom Mugeuk's and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's intense gazes met in mid-air. What words were needed?

"Anyway, it seems our Cult Leader only badmouths me when I'm not around."


Chapter 328: Live to the Fullest, Then Flee

The Illusion King stared at Geom Mugeuk in utter disbelief.

You broke through all those gates?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader told the Illusion King, "Didn't I tell you? It's because you don't know this man."

The Demonic Buddha's gate had been difficult, but the Illusion King felt certain that Geom Mugeuk's gate was impassable, especially the one with the Blood Poison Python.

"It's impossible to pass without Myriad Poison Immunity."

He had assumed the poison would stop Geom Mugeuk from even trying. This was why he judged he could trap the Young Cult Leader without killing him.

Geom Mugeuk stood beside the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and remarked, "Because I'm close with the Poison King."

The Demonic Buddha also moved to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's other side. "I'm close with the Poison King too."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a joy he had never known as the two men stood reliably by his side. Just a moment ago, he had prepared for death. Words could not describe his overwhelming emotion. Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha had rushed to save him from that desperate situation.

After the joy, another emotion washed over him.

The Young Cult Leader is here!

For some reason, he believed Geom Mugeuk could rescue Jo Baekta. It was because of who Geom Mugeuk was that they had all become so entangled, always chanting 'Second Young Lord' or 'Young Cult Leader'.

Young Cult Leader, I'm counting on you.

Geom Mugeuk's next action proved that this joy and faith were not misplaced, sweeping the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader into an even greater storm of emotion.

Geom Mugeuk secretly placed a hand on his back and began infusing a stream of qi to treat his internal injuries.

You really are...!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew for certain that Geom Mugeuk was fundamentally different. His consideration for the internal injuries and his boldness to infuse inner arts while standing were both remarkable. An ordinary person would never even think of such a thing in this situation.

The treatment eased the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's insides and improved his complexion.

Then, Geom Mugeuk's telepathy arrived.

[It's alright if we lose him, so please don't overexert yourself.]

To Geom Mugeuk, chasing the Illusion King and rescuing Jo Baekta were important, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's safety was paramount.

The Illusion King hid completely behind Jo Baekta.

Though still a hostage, Jo Baekta's expression was brighter than ever.

Now that those two are here, Master will be safe.

Despite his happiness, his heart felt heavy. How could the Illusion King handle a joint attack from three people? He was the problem.

Seeing his face redden with shame, Geom Mugeuk comforted him. "In our Cult, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was caught, and so was the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson. There's no need to be ashamed. They just approached so meticulously."

The Illusion King brought a finger to Jo Baekta's neck. "Leave now, if you don't want your disciple to die." The finger looked ready to pierce Jo Baekta's neck at any moment.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, "We have disciples in our Cult too, so wouldn't it be fine to lose one?"

Before the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could answer, the Illusion King spoke first. "Your bluff won't work. I already know how much the Cult Leader cherishes his disciple."

The Illusion King grew impatient. He could not afford carelessness against any of these three, even one-on-one.

His only silver lining was that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was injured, and the other two must have used much of their inner arts. They would not have had time to recover after rushing here.

Even so, facing three people alone was not easy. Even if the sum of their inner arts was less than his own, the situation was hardly advantageous. His opponents were absolute masters who could produce the unexpected with even a handful of qi.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader reacted unexpectedly to the Illusion King's threat. "Since our opponent is who he is, let's say our goodbyes now. I'm sorry I couldn't save you."

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. They sensed this was no ploy. He was truly saying a final farewell to his disciple.

Jo Baekta felt his master's heart in that gaze. The words were enough for him. "Even if I could go back, I would definitely live my life as Master's disciple again."

As they spoke, the Illusion King's expression hardened. The more Jo Baekta's value as a hostage diminished, the higher the probability of his own death became.

If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not here, he might escape with illusion arts, but with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader present, even that was difficult. He could not rashly leave this space, where his martial arts were far more powerful than outside. He trusted in this place, the legacy of the Blood Cult.

"Are you going to cowardly attack me three against one?"

Jo Baekta responded to the Illusion King's words. "You cowardly bastard! Hiding behind me, is that something you should say? Kill me and then kill yourself. You and I, both pathetic lives, let's die together!"

The Illusion King ignored him and looked at Geom Mugeuk, as if to say, 'You're the one who decides anyway.'

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "Don't look at me. Frankly, the person you're holding hostage isn't important to me. If you wanted to take a hostage, you should have taken one of these two here...."

He turned his head toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Illusion King's gaze naturally followed.

Geom Mugeuk's figure flashed as he surged toward the Illusion King.

SWOOOOOSH.

He launched a surprise attack at the very moment he seemed least likely to move. The attack showed he did not care if Jo Baekta died.

The Illusion King was caught completely off guard.

He instinctively tried to kill Jo Baekta but stopped. Geom Mugeuk moved so fast that the Illusion King felt he would lose an arm. Proper instinct would have been to block with Jo Baekta instead of dodging.

The moment the Illusion King vanished, Geom Mugeuk grabbed Jo Baekta and surged backward.

SHWISH!

Geom Mugeuk thrust his sword toward his landing spot, anticipating the Illusion King might be hiding there.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted, "Dangerous!"

He thrust out a palm, aiming his technique at Jo Baekta's shadow.

The Illusion King had been hiding in Jo Baekta's shadow, about to launch a surprise attack on Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

The false shadow disappeared, and Jo Baekta's real shadow returned.

Geom Mugeuk quickly unsealed Jo Baekta's inner arts, allowing him to use his power again. They had rescued Jo Baekta thanks to Geom Mugeuk's bold decision.

There was no time to celebrate the rescue.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader signaled that the Illusion King was still concealed in the space.

The Illusion King's concealment art was at its peak. He used the Blood Wind Shadow Art, a pinnacle technique of the Blood Cult. In concealment alone, his skill was not inferior to his father's bodyguard, Hwi.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Demonic Buddha.

[I need light!]

The Demonic Buddha quickly formed a hand seal.

The Turning Scripture Light Stamp!

Light erupted from the Demonic Buddha's body and illuminated the space. In that fleeting moment, Geom Mugeuk activated the Divine Eye Technique and saw it, a spot where light reflected differently.

SHWIIIIK.

PWAK!

Blood splattered in mid-air as the Illusion King appeared.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader surged forward to drag him out, but he hid again by a hair's breadth.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader plunged his hand into the empty air and pulled him out once more.

PAPAPAPANG!

The revealed Illusion King and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exchanged palm strikes in mid-air.

The Illusion King was not pushed back at all. Because of his internal injuries, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was actually at a disadvantage in inner arts.

Geom Mugeuk threw himself forward to help. The Demonic Buddha moved to protect Jo Baekta, in case the Illusion King targeted him again.

The Illusion King thrust out both palms with all his might.

KWAAANG! KWANG!

He pushed back Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, then unleashed his trump card. If he saved his secret technique now, he would die without ever using it.

HWIRURURURURU.

A blood-red mist enveloped the Illusion King's body. When the mist disappeared, his appearance had changed.

His skin looked like red steel. His eyes turned crimson and emitted a vicious bloodlust.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recognized the technique and shouted a warning. "Be careful! It's the Iron Blood Heaven Destroying Art!"

The Blood Cult's demonic art had various schools. The Illusion King inherited the Hyeolryeong school's art. The Iron Blood Heaven Destroying Art was its final secret technique. It drew out all the body's qi and blood energy, turning the body to steel for a time while unleashing several times one's original power. Its power was even greater because he used it in this space.

SWOOOOOSH!

The Illusion King surged toward Geom Mugeuk without hesitation.

PAPAPAPAPANG!

He rushed forward, throwing a continuous barrage of punches. The assault was too fast and powerful for a sword. Geom Mugeuk raised his protective enhanced qi and met him with fist techniques.

The impact of the Illusion King's final secret technique surged through his body with each clash.

Geom Mugeuk unleashed the Vajra Asura, the defensive stance of the Thunder Arhat Fist, and activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. He was hard-pressed just to block.

Formless qi from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand struck the Illusion King's back.

The Illusion King only staggered once before continuing his attack, pouring everything into Geom Mugeuk.

KWANGKWANGKWANGKWANG!

The Demonic Buddha did not stand by.

The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp!

Raging enhanced qi flew toward the Illusion King, who dodged just before impact.

The attack then flew straight toward Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk dodged in the opposite direction.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The spot where they had been was obliterated.

The Illusion King immediately flew at Geom Mugeuk again. Using the Iron Blood Heaven Destroying Art, he kept up with the movements of the treasured armor.

The Illusion King aimed only for Geom Mugeuk. He knew that among the four of them, Geom Mugeuk was the most threatening.

The Blood Cult's demonic art could never block the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. That was why he had to kill Geom Mugeuk first.

Jo Baekta looked for an opportunity, but he could not attack recklessly while Geom Mugeuk and the Illusion King were entangled.

The Demonic Buddha looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who understood his intention from the gaze.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chanted an incantation.

The Illusion King tried to sink away but shot back up as a black hole appeared beneath his feet. It was not a trap to make him fall, but to stop his attack for a brief moment.

That moment was enough.

Geom Mugeuk threw himself backward to create distance.

The Demonic Buddha's hand seal was complete.

The Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp!

A giant palm slammed down on the Illusion King.

KWAAAAANG!

The Illusion King raised both hands and blocked the attack. Both he and the Demonic Buddha raised their qi, locked in a tense struggle.

Then, the situation the Illusion King feared most unfolded.

Geom Mugeuk, having bought time and distance, unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's First Technique, the Human Destroying Stance.

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!

Four demons appeared from the cardinal directions and slashed the Illusion King.

"......"

A sound like shattering ice echoed as the red skin on his body crumbled away like broken metal.

The Illusion King stood revealed, blood trickling from his mouth, his face pale.

The joint attack by Geom Mugeuk, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Demonic Buddha was as perfect as if practiced countless times, yet it was executed with momentary wit. Against opponents like them, there was no way the fight would proceed as he wished.

FADE...

Despite his severe injuries, he vanished. Three doors appeared in his place.

The pinnacle of illusion arts was truly admirable.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and said seriously, "You can't go alone this time."

"I wouldn't go even if you pushed me."

"Which door should we take?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought for a moment, then pointed to the third door. "That one."

The four of them threw themselves toward the door together.

After they disappeared, something surprising happened.

FADE...

The Illusion King reappeared in the same spot and made the three doors vanish.

He then coughed up a bowlful of blood. The breaking of the Iron Blood Heaven Destroying Art had caused a great internal injury.

Still, a smile of accomplishment crossed his face. "Whichever door they enter, they'll be directed to the last gate. It'll take them at least two hours to get out."

It was the Illusion King's trick. He had not fled through the doors but had deceived them with the possibility.

First, I will escape this place and run far away to a place they cannot find. Next time, I will definitely get my revenge!

Just as he was about to chant an incantation to leave,

"......"

a sword pierced his heart.

The Illusion King raised his head and saw Geom Mugeuk standing before him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Buddha, and Jo Baekta were beside him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader told the Illusion King, "I saw through your trick."

While pretending to enter the door, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had taken the other three into the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, deceiving the Illusion King just as Geom Mugeuk had once deceived Jo Baekta.

The Illusion King's lips moved to speak, but Geom Mugeuk's attitude toward villains was consistent. He had no need to hear a villain's final, curse-like words.

SHWIIIIIIK!

"......"

Geom Mugeuk pulled the sword from the Illusion King's heart and struck off his head without hesitation. The Illusion King's head rolled across the floor, eyes wide open. The Illusion King was finally eliminated.

"First, let's get out of here."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chanted the incantation, and the four of them were standing before the painting again.

Everyone sighed lightly, relieved to finally escape the dreadful painting.

Jo Baekta prostrated himself before the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Master."

A wave of emotions washed over him. He truly did not think he would live. He was grateful to his master for risking his life to save him, and also to Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha. After thanking everyone, he spoke his heart to his master.

"I vowed several times within the illusion that if I survived, I would live for Master. Please, just say the word. I'll live the rest of my life according to Master's will."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke with a gentle gaze and a calm tone. "Do you think that's what I want? If I were that kind of person, would I have abandoned the position of Cult Leader and left?"

"...Master."

"You must live for yourself. If you live as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, you live for the you who became the Cult Leader. If you run away like me, you live for the you who ran away."

This was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's final lesson, one he was also telling himself.

"Even if you run away, live to the fullest, then run away."

Jo Baekta could not raise his head.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader helped his disciple to his feet.

Geom Mugeuk watched the two, then crumpled the Illusion King's painting in his palm.

FWOOSH.

He ignited it with the True Samadhi Fire and watched the ashes fly up.

"Don't believe in the secret society for the revival of the Blood Cult anymore," Geom Mugeuk said. "From today on, it's a conspiracy theory and a rumor."


Chapter 329: I'll Bet My Wrist That a Poisonous Herb Like This Doesn't Exist

If resurrecting the Blood Cult wasn't the goal, then what was it all for?

Jo Baekta wondered about that.

"Why did that man push me to unify the Outer Regions?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha looked just as confused as Jo Baekta. All eyes naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Why is everyone looking at me?"

"Aren't you our Young Cult Leader? The one who sees through all the universe's secrets?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was joking, certain Geom Mugeuk wouldn't know, but Geom Mugeuk saw right through the jest.

"I have a guess."

Geom Mugeuk called it a guess, but he was certain.

"It's because of the New Champions Smithy."

Everyone looked puzzled. Jo Baekta spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"That's where our Cult secretly had its weapons and armor made."

"I know. I've already been there with your Master. We also found the Big Bro's workshop in the basement."

Jo Baekta's face flushed red. The New Champions Smithy was a critical part of his shameful past.

"It seems that man planned to use the war to make the New Champions Smithy the greatest smithy in the Outer Regions."

This guess was based on his life before regression, where the New Champions Smithy had actually become the greatest smithy in the Central Plains.

"The war would've lasted a long time. The New Champions Smithy would have secretly sold weapons to the forces opposing the Heavenly Wind Cult, too."

After all, nothing made a smithy wealthier than a long war.

"Investigate it later. If you find any proof that the New Champions Smithy contacted other factions in the Outer Regions, my guess will be correct."

Jo Baekta felt those words were true. While inciting Jo Baekta, the Illusion King had constantly stressed thorough war preparations through the New Champions Smithy and told him to prepare for a long conflict. In the end, that bastard had used him completely.

"Speaking of the New Champions Smithy, there's one last thing to confirm."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader guessed what Geom Mugeuk wanted to confirm and sent a telepathic message.

[I'll do it myself.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared into Jo Baekta's eyes and asked calmly.

"What happened to Elder Seong?"

At first, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been doubtful, but now he believed Jo Baekta hadn't killed Elder Seong. During the hostage situation, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remembered why he had chosen Jo Baekta in the first place.

So the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was certain. Though the Illusion King had deluded Jo Baekta into chasing a vain dream, Jo Baekta was not the kind of person to commit such an act.

"What are you talking about? Did something happen to Elder Seong?"

"He's currently missing."

Jo Baekta's reaction made it clear he hadn't killed Elder Seong.

"Don't tell me! Was it that man's doing?"

Geom Mugeuk felt even more relieved than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. If Jo Baekta had killed Elder Seong, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not have forgiven his disciple.

And no matter the punishment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would have suffered an irreversible wound to his heart.

Jo Baekta blamed himself, his face gloomy.

"Ah! If something happened to Elder Seong, it's my fault. If I hadn't gotten tangled up with that man, Elder Seong would've never left the cult. I didn't even know he was missing."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader comforted his disciple.

"His fate isn't known yet, so don't blame yourself too much."

The four of them then left the Illusion King's residence.

As they headed for the Cult Leader's hall, a martial artist delivered a messenger pigeon and left. It was from Go Wol, who would put the finishing touch on this incident.

"Strategist Go found out where Elder Seong is."

Both the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta were startled.

"Is he alive?"

"Yes, he's alive."

"Where is he?"

Geom Mugeuk mentioned the same place again.

"The New Champions Smithy."


The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta, along with the Heavenly Wind Cult's masters, wiped out the New Champions Smithy. They safely rescued Elder Seong, who was trapped in the basement.

In the process, all masters associated with the Illusion King lost their lives.

The workers who knew nothing were spared and scattered. Just as the Illusion King vanished, the New Champions Smithy also disappeared from the murim.

While the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta reunited with Elder Seong, I wandered a nameless mountain in the Outer Regions with the Demonic Buddha, searching for poisonous herbs. The Heavenly Wind Cult's affairs were now their own to resolve.

The medicinal herbs in the Outer Regions were different from those in the Central Plains.

Even if it wasn't the right herb, the Demonic Buddha carefully examined any new one he saw. He drew the herbs on paper and noted their traits, just as the Poison King had organized his own findings.

I thought the Demonic Buddha might truly enjoy this work, but I also thought he might be immersing himself in herb gathering to protect himself, as if he couldn't bear it otherwise. I couldn't know what was in his heart.

"Could this be the herb?"

The Demonic Buddha came over to check at my shout.

"It's identical! I've finally found it! Poison King, just you wait! I'm coming back with the herb I found! Not the one the Demonic Buddha found, but the one I found!"

The Demonic Buddha had memorized all the herbs, so I was the one checking the paper. The Demonic Buddha compared the herb in the drawing with the one I had found.

"It looks similar, but this isn't it."

"Jealousy and obstruction won't work on me. Get away from the poisonous herb!"

"It's supposed to have five leaves, but doesn't this one have six? Look here. It's even noted that the six-leafed ones are common."

"I had a hard time finding even this common one! Isn't this too difficult? We haven't found a single one in two hours."

"If it were that easy to find, I wouldn't have asked for your help."

"Aigoo, my back."

The Demonic Buddha bent over again, examining the grasses.

"Stop whining. That's the same back that was fine after being beaten with the Iron Blood Heaven Destroying Art."

"Is a working back the same as a fighting back? I can't search anymore! I can't do it!"

Geom Mugeuk flopped down on a rock.

"What a fine thing to do while an adult is working."

"The view of the sky from here is nice. You should lie down for a bit, too."

The drifting clouds were peaceful. This brief rest felt precious. Of course, I couldn't just rest while the Demonic Buddha was working.

I shot up and spread the drawings of the poisonous herbs around me.

"I've never seen plants like this in my life. This is the Poison King's way of messing with us! I'll bet my wrist that a poisonous herb like this doesn't exist."

Just then, as if on cue, the Demonic Buddha held up a poisonous herb.

"Found it!"

When I compared the herb the Demonic Buddha brought with the drawing, it was identical.

"It really existed."

"Which wrist is it?"

"I guess I should only make bets with the Demonic Buddha after I achieve an indestructible body."

The Demonic Buddha placed the herb on the rock and ran off to dig for more.

"You just dug one up! Take a break before you dig for more!"

The Demonic Buddha ignored my words and diligently scanned the area.

I sat on the rock and silently watched the Demonic Buddha gather herbs. Come to think of it, the Demonic Buddha was always moving busily on those short legs. It was the same when he tried to make his brother the successor, and it was the same now as he dug for herbs. He was a naturally diligent person.

"Found another one!"

The Demonic Buddha returned with another poisonous herb. It was also one of the herbs on the paper.

"You set this up, didn't you? You hid the poisonous herbs here beforehand and planned this to get my wrist!"

It was astonishing how well the Demonic Buddha found these poisonous herbs.

"Isn't that why the Poison King asked me for this favor?"

As the Demonic Buddha was about to dig for more, I grabbed him and forced him to take a break.

The Demonic Buddha pretended to give in. He dusted off his hands and sat on the edge of the rock to rest.

"You coming with me this time has been a really big help."

"Me? I was just a folding screen."

"A folding screen that protected our lives."

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha asked.

"Hey, Young Cult Leader."

"......"

"Who are the ones behind this incident?"

The Demonic Buddha had heard me tell Jo Baekta that our Cult's Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson were targeted.

"A certain organization is secretly operating within the murim's important organizations, trying to establish its roots. We still don't know what organization it is."

"Does the Cult Leader know?"

Go Wol shared all information with the All-Knowing Hall. Naturally, Go Wol knew a certain organization operated in the shadows.

"Since the Head Strategist knows, Father probably knows as well."

The Demonic Buddha nodded, looking relaxed. This must be the faith the Demon Supremes had in Father.

"They're the ones who roped in a successor to the Blood Cult's orthodox illusion arts. Be careful from now on."

"Are you worried about me?"

"You have to protect our Cult well so I can keep living this kind of life, don't you think?"

The Demonic Buddha ended his short break and set out to find more herbs. I shouted after him.

"Please let me say I found just one of these roots! That way I can go back and brag, too! Please!"

The Demonic Buddha pretended not to hear. He bent down and moved deeper into the thicket.


When I returned after digging up the poisonous herbs, Jo Baekta was waiting for Geom Mugeuk in the Cult Leader's hall.

"I asked for you because I have something to tell you, Young Cult Leader."

With Elder Seong's safe return, Jo Baekta's expression was bright. Compared to when I first met him, he seemed like a different person. This must be his true self.

Jo Baekta slowly looked around the Cult Leader's hall.

"I felt the Master's bewilderment when he first saw this place. He must have been surprised since I completely renovated it. In fact, I was aiming for that when my resentment for the Master was at its height. Still, I don't plan on changing this Cult Leader's hall. The old hall was frankly very outdated."

Jo Baekta had properly accepted his master's advice to live for himself.

"I plan to live diligently here."

"I believe the Cult Leader will do well."

"Thank you so much for your help this time. If I get the chance, I'll definitely repay this debt."

"I did it for your Master. There's no need to thank me."

"That's why I'm even more grateful."

After all, Geom Mugeuk wasn't the only one who had grown closer to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader through this incident.

"In that spirit, I'd like to give you a gift, Young Cult Leader."

When Jo Baekta manipulated the grandmaster's chair, the four walls rose to reveal divine artifacts.

"Choose one from our Cult's divine artifacts."

"Are you serious?"

"I am."

What was a divine artifact in comparison? Geom Mugeuk had saved his life and even restored his relationship with his master.

Still, Geom Mugeuk found Jo Baekta's offer unexpected.

"May I really choose one?"

"Of course. However, the Echoing Thunder Bell is not an option."

"I know that much, but does the Master know about this?"

"Why? Do I need the Master's permission?"

"That's not it. Just don't regret it. I'm not one to refuse a gift."

"Hurry and choose before I change my mind."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the divine artifacts. He first went to the Echoing Thunder Bell to greet the evil spirits.

I'll be leaving soon, so I won't be able to see you all anymore.

The evil spirits of the Echoing Thunder Bell now felt like friends, just like the evil spirits of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Next time, I'll return with Go Wol.

Geom Mugeuk examined the divine artifacts one by one. He had seen them all before when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave him the Blood God Pill and the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

If he were to choose, the Blood God Divine Robe first caught his eye. It was a treasured armor worn like a cloak and impervious to blades. If not that, there was the Flaming Pill. It was less effective than the Blood God Pill but could still greatly boost one's inner arts.

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly, looking over the divine artifacts again.

As he circled the hall, he felt a faint vibration in his chest.

"......"

To his surprise, the Secret Box in his robes had vibrated slightly. This was the first time it had reacted since he obtained it.

Geom Mugeuk could tell the Secret Box was reacting to the divine artifact before him. To be certain, he moved away and approached again. It vibrated faintly once more in front of that same divine artifact.

The divine artifact the Secret Box reacted to was a black iron orb, slightly smaller than a fist.

"What kind of divine artifact is this?"

"It's called the Black Orb because it looks like a black eyeball."

"What is it used for?"

"I don't know. It's been passed down in our Cult for a very long time."

Geom Mugeuk had seen it before but had simply passed it by.

Only with the Secret Box nearby could he know the two objects were related.

What if this Black Orb is the key to unlocking the secret of the Secret Box?

If so, it made sense why the secret remained unsolved. None of the previous Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Leaders who possessed the Secret Box would have ever come near the Black Orb.

The thought that he might unlock the Secret Box's secret made his heart pound.

"I'll choose this one."

"Are you sure about that one? The previous Cult Leaders researched it extensively but concluded it was just an iron bead."

"But it was still placed among the divine artifacts, wasn't it? That makes it seem even more special."

"I didn't expect you to interpret it that way."

"I'll take this."

Geom Mugeuk took the Black Orb. As if confirming his choice, the iron box in his robes vibrated once more.

"Thank you for the precious gift."

Geom Mugeuk accepted this as fate. Obtaining the iron box, coming to the Outer Regions, and receiving a divine artifact from Jo Baekta. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't saved Jo Baekta, he would not have obtained the Black Orb.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader entered the hall.

"What's that?"

Geom Mugeuk quickly tucked the Black Orb into his robes.

"Don't tell me. You didn't squeeze a divine artifact out of my disciple, too, did you?"

"I didn't squeeze it out of him. The Cult Leader gave it to me as a gift."

"By whose authority!"

"Not the retired Cult Leader's authority, but the current Cult Leader's right here!"

Geom Mugeuk said, swiftly darting away to escape.

"From now on, when you curse me, you can include this incident, too!"

Sure enough, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader immediately shouted.

"Stop! You shameless Young Cult Leader, robbing both master and disciple blind!"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk left the Cult Leader's hall without a single glance back.

Left alone with his disciple, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's vein-popping expression softened into a gentle one.

"Thank you for granting my request."


Chapter 330: There's Just One Thing I Can't Do

Surprisingly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had requested that Jo Baekta give Geom Mugeuk a sacred object as a gift.

"Do you know why I told you to give the Young Cult Leader a gift?"

"Isn't it because you're grateful for what happened this time?"

"Of course, that's part of it, but there's a bigger reason."

"What is the reason?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader then said something unexpected.

"It's because of you, Cult Leader."

"Because of me?"

The gift was meant to forge a stronger bond between Geom Mugeuk and Jo Baekta. In fact, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's own relationship with him had started with the gift of a sacred object.

There was a big difference between simply parting ways and expressing gratitude with a sacred object.

Even if the other person did not expect a reward, the virtue of refusal was entirely up to them. Even that refusal became a gift.

"Don't lose this bond with the Young Cult Leader. It's for your sake as the Cult Leader, and for the sake of the Heavenly Wind Cult."

Only then did Jo Baekta understand his master's profound intention. He also realized once again just how highly his master thought of Geom Mugeuk.

"To be a good Cult Leader, you must be greedy for people, not things. Even if you use up all the sacred objects over there, make sure you have people around who can protect you, Cult Leader."

"I understand."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared intently at Jo Baekta and asked, "Really? Do you truly think people are more important than the sacred objects here?"

"Well..."

Jo Baekta could not answer with conviction. Just yesterday, someone else had manipulated him.

"Yes, human relationships are dreadful, aren't they? Forming relationships, trying to maintain them, being disappointed, being betrayed. There's truly nothing so mentally draining. Still, you must prioritize observing and managing people. Do you know why?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was telling his disciple all the things he had not been able to say until now.

"It's because you're the Cult Leader. If you lived an ordinary life, you wouldn't need to place so much importance on human relationships. However, a Cult Leader is ultimately someone who governs people. You must be able to handle not only our Cult, but also allied organizations, and even your enemies. Don't forget that the fate of the Heavenly Wind Cult and everyone living in the Outer Regions will change depending on who you keep by your side and who you use."

He quickly added before Jo Baekta could reply, "This isn't something I, who spent my days only looking at sacred objects, should be saying, is it?"

"Isn't that precisely why you're qualified to say it?"

The two of them faced each other and smiled.

"By the way, what did the Young Cult Leader choose?"

"He chose the Black Orb."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked confused for a moment, but then he nodded. To choose only the best things, and then to choose the most worthless thing. He thought it was just like the Young Cult Leader.

"It's not just anyone, it's the Young Cult Leader, so there's no need to feel it's a waste. A moment ago, you were the one who received a gift. So, if you get the chance later, give him another one."

This meant that forming a bond with Geom Mugeuk with a single sacred object was actually a gain.

He should not have felt this way, but Jo Baekta felt a pang of jealousy toward Geom Mugeuk. At the same time, he resolved to become someone his master could trust like that.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was reading his disciple's inner thoughts.

"Don't be hasty. It wasn't until I was more than twice your age that I began to think deeply about my life. Before that, it feels like I just lived life being mindlessly pushed around."

To think I'd feel like my real life was just beginning at this age.

"So don't be impatient. Your real life may not have even started yet."

Jo Baekta did not want to part with his master.

"Are you going to return with the Young Cult Leader?"

He was afraid his master would say he had to go. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled and said, "I'm going to stay with our Cult Leader for a while. We'll train together, drink together, and talk about old times."

For now, his disciple was his priority over Go Wol and even Geom Mugeuk.

His disciple still had much to learn compared to those two, so he wanted to stay with him a little longer and teach him.

Jo Baekta beamed a bright smile.

"Thank you, Master."

Feeling jealous one moment, then happy the next. Seeing myself swing between joy and sorrow in such a short time. Yes, what Master said is right. I still have a long way to go.


My heart pounded as if it would burst the entire way from the Cult Leader's hall back to my quarters.

The anticipation that I might finally solve the secret of the Secret Box, a secret that even previous Heavenly Demons could not unravel, made my steps quicken.

After ordering the bodyguards not to let anyone disturb me, I entered my room.

I took out the Secret Box and the Black Orb from my robes and placed them side by side on the table.

"Hey, Secret Box, you've got a friend now."

Because I had drawn a smiling face on the Secret Box, it really looked happy to have made a friend.

What could be the relationship between these two?

I picked up the Black Orb and placed it on top of the Secret Box. Nothing happened. To think it vibrated to make me choose the Black Orb.

"If you're going to be so distant, why did you look for this friend?"

I waited for a moment, but the Secret Box showed no reaction.

I turned the Secret Box and placed the Black Orb on another side. Still no reaction. I placed it on another side, and then another.

"Even if a handstand is uncomfortable, just bear with it for a bit."

The moment I flipped the smiling Secret Box upside down and placed the Black Orb on its bottom surface.

SWOOOSH.

The Black Orb began to be sucked into the Secret Box.

I had never imagined the Secret Box would absorb the Black Orb like this, so I could only stare at it in astonishment. The Black Orb slid right into the Secret Box as if a drop of water was being absorbed.

I raised my qi to prepare for any contingency and watched the Secret Box with bated breath.

Even after waiting for a long time, the Secret Box remained as it was.

"You! You ate your friend!"

The moment those words ended.

"......"

The Secret Box vibrated once.

"You... can you understand me?"

The Secret Box shook and vibrated again. The vibration was so strong that the table shook. The fiercely vibrating Secret Box then floated into the air.

The Secret Box began to spin rapidly in mid-air.

WHIRRRRRRRRRR!

It felt like it would explode at any moment, or fly off somewhere.

What should I do?

There was no time to think for long. I followed my instincts. After raising my protective enhanced qi to its limit, I snatched the floating Secret Box out of the air with my hand.

At that very moment!

SHWAAAAAAAAAA!

A sound I had never heard before rang out, and something pitch-black began to emerge from the Secret Box.

That pitch-black thing was not smoke, nor liquid. It was not like inner arts or an aura, nor was it light. This thing, which I could not describe with words, was something I was seeing and feeling for the first time in my life.

The thing that came out of the Secret Box spread from my hand, up my arm, and into my body. It did not spread anywhere else. It spread only through my body, like ink on paper.

PAAAAAAAAAAAH.

I watched as it spread. I could feel it instinctively. This was not an energy that meant to harm me. If it had been, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would have activated. If it had been, I would have instinctively thrown the Secret Box to the floor.

However, I held the Secret Box tightly and watched as the thing transferred to me. It shimmered like light, it was like a wave, and it gave off a certain feeling like an aura. It was pitch-black in color, but the sensation was as refreshing as drinking clear water.

HWAAAAAAAAAK!

The moment it spread from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

"......"

A brilliant light erupted from my entire body. It was so bright that I squeezed my eyes shut.

When I opened my eyes again, the light was gone. The thing that had spread through my body had already disappeared into me.

I hurriedly checked my body.

The energy from the Secret Box had clearly seeped deep into every part of my body, but there were no particular changes. My inner arts had not increased, nor was there a clump of unresolved energy anywhere in my qi center.

However, I could feel it. It remained in my body. It existed somewhere inside me.

What in the world is this?

It was at that moment.

THUD!

The Secret Box spat out the Black Orb it had swallowed.

The ejected Black Orb rolled across the floor.

I picked up the Black Orb and examined it. It no longer had its initial lustrous, ink-black color. It had now become an ordinary lump of metal.

I knew intuitively. The energy hidden within the Black Orb had been absorbed into me through the Secret Box. This was the moment the secret of the Secret Box was revealed.

The Secret Box was a device for absorbing energy contained in other things.

Without something like the Black Orb from which to absorb energy, the Secret Box was truly worthless. How could anyone have ever uncovered this secret?

The reason I uncovered the secret was, ironically, because I had not tried to solve it. I was able to solve it because I simply carried it in my robes like a friend.

And another premonition came to me.

This did not feel like the end. I had a feeling that if there were other objects containing energy besides the Black Orb, I could absorb it with this Secret Box.

You, what is your true identity? Who made you?

As if nothing had happened, the Secret Box just stayed upside down, smiling brightly at me.

Now that I know which side is up, I'll have to draw a new face on it.


The next day, we parted ways.

While the bodyguards who had woken up early were busy preparing the carriage, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta came out to see us off.

"Have a safe trip back."

In response to Jo Baekta's farewell, I told him something I had really wanted to say.

"As you've experienced it yourself, you know there are those who plot in the shadows. I hope you'll be careful from now on."

"I will. You too, Young Cult Leader, take care."

Next, I said my goodbyes to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Even though it was not a long farewell, feeling this sad must mean I have grown quite fond of him.

"Do you know what I felt while dealing with the New Champions Smithy this time?"

"What did you feel?"

"They didn't know where they belonged or what goal they were striving for, and yet, they were well-coordinated and functioning smoothly. Do you know who they reminded me of? It was the Hidden Moon. An organization made up of meticulous cells, but one that operates under a perfect system."

So, what he wanted to tell me was this.

"There must be someone truly brilliant behind it all, like you or Go Wol."

Someone of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's caliber could tell how large and ferocious this monster was just by touching its tail.

"I will keep that in mind when I face them. Thank you for letting me know."

"I'll send word to Go Wol separately. I won't be staying there for too long."

"Please have a comfortable stay."

"Our Young Cult Leader, who cleaned out the Heavenly Wind Cult, farewell."

He was beaming, thinking he could use this to tease me for a while.

I did not just let it slide either.

"Looking at the sacred objects this time, I saw there were many desirable ones left."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted to Jo Baekta.

"Protect our sacred objects from the Young Cult Leader!"

If my farewell with him ended with such jokes and banter, my parting with the Demonic Buddha was very blunt.

"I'll be going first."

"See you at the cult."

However, the look in their eyes toward each other was different from when they had arrived.

And so, the Demonic Buddha and I left the Heavenly Wind Cult. Three of us came, but two of us were returning. However, in my heart, it felt like four were going back.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Jo Baekta watched from the main gate until our carriage disappeared from sight.


The journey back was leisurely.

When we saw a high mountain, we would stop the carriage and climb it to dig for poisonous herbs. We camped under the stars in the wasteland.

For meals, we cooked the beasts the bodyguards hunted. I taught the bodyguards everything from how to prepare the animal hides to which parts of the meat were tasty and how to cook them so they would not be tough. Thanks to that, the bodyguards' cooking skills improved day by day.

"Truly, Young Cult Leader, there's nothing you can't do."

I shook my head at the bodyguards' admiration.

"There's just one thing I can't do."

"What is it?"

Without telling them, I sighed and turned away.

And so, after another good meal, we lay down to sleep with the campfire between us.

Lying down and looking up at the night sky, I said to the Demonic Buddha, "Come to think of it, the Demonic Buddha, you're a star too."

From across the campfire, the Demonic Buddha turned to look at me.

"What do you mean?"

"Like the stars, you always shine on your own, don't you?"

I could see the Demonic Buddha's face beyond the flickering flames. As if he had gotten used to it now, he stared at me and said, "I don't have things like sacred objects like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader does."

"But you have poisonous herbs, don't you?"

The Demonic Buddha had dug up seven, but I still had not found a single one. The one thing I could not do, which I had not told the bodyguards, was gathering medicinal herbs.

"Please, just give me one!"

The Demonic Buddha made a face that said 'not a chance' and then turned over to face the other way.

I know what he's thinking. He wants to hear the Poison King say that our Demonic Buddha is the best. He wants to be the special person who can find the poisonous herbs that no one else can.

The more he acted like that, the more I wanted to mess with him.

Just as I silently got up and tried to tiptoe toward the box of herbs the Demonic Buddha had gathered.

The Demonic Buddha, still lying down, reached his hand out toward it.

A golden light shot out from his palm, becoming a golden dragon that coiled around the box protectively. It was the Demonic Buddha's unique demonic art, the Great Golden Mara Art.

"That's too much! I'm the Young Cult Leader! The man who will become the next Heavenly Demon!"

As if to say it would not work, the golden dragon let out a draconic roar and bellowed fiercely.

"Yes, I should sleep. I'm sleeping."

I lay down again. A short distance away, the head bodyguard, Cheokyeon, who had been watching us, could not hold back his laughter. When his eyes met mine, he quickly turned his head the other way.

The Demonic Buddha, who was lying with his back to me, called out to me softly.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, the Demonic Buddha."

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha said, "Thank you."

I was looking at the stars in the night sky. The starlight was exceptionally bright tonight.

"Me too."

We did not ask each other what we were thankful for.

And so, cutting through the sandstorms of the Outer Regions, we returned to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.


Chapter 331: Did You Dig Up the Poisonous Herbs?

A rushing palm technique slammed into the upright giant dao. A loud BANG echoed, but the giant dao did not break.

"Don't be afraid! The moment you fear, you die!" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shouted.

Seo Daeryong had blocked the palm technique, holding the giant dao up like a shield. This was the same giant dao the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had gifted him, the one his master had used in his youth.

"Alright, here I come again!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon unleashed an even more powerful palm technique.

Seo Daeryong infused qi into the giant dao and held it upright.

KWAKWANG!

The attack was stronger than before, but he held his ground.

Fear gripped Seo Daeryong from behind the upright blade. The attack felt like it would tear his arms off. He thought he might die if a stronger one came.

What if Master is overestimating me? Should I tell him I can't block anymore?

Then, the characters engraved on the blade's edge caught Seo Daeryong's eye.

Peerless (無雙).

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had carved them in his youth. Seo Daeryong could feel his master's mindset from those days, the will to never lose contained in those two characters.

Right, I'll endure! Even if my arms break, I'll endure!

He clenched his teeth and drew up his qi. An even stronger palm technique flew at him.

SHWAAAAAAK!

The merciless attack collided with Seo Daeryong's will.

A moment later.

KNOCK KNOCK.

The sound of someone knocking on the blade made Seo Daeryong come to his senses. He lifted his head. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood beside the blade, looking down at him.

Did I lose consciousness while standing?

"Are you alive?"

"I think so."

Seo Daeryong's face was pale, his arms trembling uncontrollably.

"Did I block it?"

"......"

Overjoyed, Seo Daeryong tried to raise both hands but screamed. His entire body ached too much to move, not just his arms. The pain was so intense he felt like he might die.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pressed the hilt of the blade. The giant dao plunged into the ground with a THUD.

He seated Seo Daeryong against the dao and infused qi into his chest to treat his injuries. If Seo Daeryong had blocked one more time, he would have died.

"You were afraid the blade would break, weren't you?"

"......"

Seo Daeryong answered honestly.

"It's natural to be afraid, but you must believe," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. "You must have faith that you can block any attack with my blade. The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique begins and ends with that belief."

"I'll keep that in mind."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took a pill from his robes and offered it to Seo Daeryong.

"Take it."

"What is this?"

"It's the Demonic Essence Pill."

Seo Daeryong startled at the words 'the Demonic Essence Pill'. The Demonic Essence Pill was a miracle herb representing the Demonic Cult. It was the same one Geom Mugeuk had obtained from the Little Heaven Cave.

"I asked the Cult Leader and got one specially."

"Something so precious! I can't."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at Seo Daeryong and spoke coldly.

"Then is my disciple not precious?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"No, sir!"

"Then take it."

Surprised and flustered, Seo Daeryong could no longer refuse. He took the Demonic Essence Pill and circulated his internal arts, dissolving its medicinal effects.

The pill's energy circulated through his blood vessels, becoming a great inner art stored in his qi center.

When Seo Daeryong slowly opened his eyes, his gaze had deepened. A profound inner art, incomparable to before, stirred within him. He was so moved he couldn't tell if it was a dream or reality. He never thought he would take a miracle herb like the Demonic Essence Pill in his lifetime.

Seo Daeryong rose and bowed deeply to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I'll never forget the grace you've shown me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given him his own youthful blade and now the Demonic Essence Pill. He truly considered Seo Daeryong his successor.

This is the result of getting drunk at the Alluring Inn and clinging to his trouser leg. I will not let go of that hand until I die.

"You need this level of inner art to handle the latter half of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. "The training from now on will be much harder."

"I'll definitely succeed."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded proudly. He knew Seo Daeryong worked hard, even cutting back on his duties as Sanzu Hall Director and his sleep. If he overcame this hurdle, Seo Daeryong would become a true master.

The two left the training ground. Walking side by side, each with a giant dao on his back, they exuded an overwhelming aura.

"Is there still no news from the Young Cult Leader?"

"I received word that he's on his way back, but I don't know exactly when he'll arrive."

Seo Daeryong missed Geom Mugeuk terribly. He had even appeared in his dream a few days ago.

I need to meet him quickly and boast about how Master bestowed the Demonic Essence Pill upon me.

Just then, a blade ghost from the Southern Blade Sect reported to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Young Cult Leader is said to have arrived."

Seo Daeryong's expression brightened.

"Go on," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"......"

Wanting to see Geom Mugeuk before he met the Cult Leader, Seo Daeryong dashed off like the wind.

In his haste, he missed the gladness on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face, a look equal to his own. All Seo Daeryong wanted was to see Geom Mugeuk.


"Why the late-blooming passion?" the Drunken Demon asked.

The Flower Sword Supreme emptied her cup instead of answering. "It's nice to drink after so long."

The two were at the Drunken Dream Palace in the Great Drunken Forest.

"What's with the martial arts training?" he asked. "Is the Murim Alliance invading? Or is there some sword-wielding bastard you need to impress?"

Even without rumors, her appearance told the story. It was a look that would have been unimaginable in the past.

She once wore only pristine white, but now she sat before the Drunken Demon without makeup, her gray martial arts uniform stained with dirt. She had been training right up until she arrived.

"I'm the Sword Supreme, after all. I have to see it through with the sword."

"So why? Why all of a sudden?"

The Flower Sword Supreme poured wine into her own cup.

"What's the big deal about a martial artist training?"

The words 'Because I'm ashamed' rose in her throat, but she couldn't say them. The Drunken Demon would pry into every detail, and she couldn't give him that answer.

The matter with Sa Woojong was shameful. Her past self, so concerned with appearances, was also shameful. Looking back, her conflicts with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon were the same.

"Still, it's good to see."

The Drunken Demon's words lifted her spirits.

"I hear you've been cutting back on drinking and training lately too?"

The Drunken Demon was no longer just a drunkard. Now that he controlled his drinking, the look in his eyes was different. He wasn't the type to sit and drink alone while everyone else changed.

"This is all because of the Young Cult Leader."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled faintly. It was true. She and the other Demon Supremes had changed because of the Young Cult Leader.

"It's about time for him to arrive, isn't it?"

"He'll get here when he gets here."

The Flower Sword Supreme guessed why the Drunken Demon was sulking.

This time, Geom Mugeuk had taken the Demonic Buddha with him when he left the cult. The Drunken Demon must have secretly hoped to be asked along. Besides, didn't the Demonic Buddha support the First Young Lord? She could see his disappointment. He was good at spouting nonsense when drunk, but not at showing his emotions like this.

Young Cult Leader, it seems it really is because of you.

The Flower Sword Supreme drained her last cup and rose.

"Why? Leaving already?"

"I have to train."

"No! You haven't been here in a while, stay and hang out longer."

"Next time. Today's training is important."

The Drunken Demon drained another cup at her words.

"The Young Cult Leader abandons me, my friend abandons me. Right, my only friend is alcohol."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at Yeo Bin, one of the three great drunkards, walking toward them.

"Is that really so?"

The Drunken Demon knew what she meant but didn't look away from his cup.

Yeo Bin approached and reported politely.

"The Young Cult Leader is said to have returned."

The Drunken Demon shot up from his seat.

"Where are you going?"

"My little brother went all the way to the Outer Regions and came back. I have to go see him."

To the Flower Sword Supreme, his words sounded like, Let's see how well he did, going without me!

"Don't go and make a drunken scene!"

"Am I a child, to make a scene there?"

The Drunken Demon leaped up and crossed the lake using Flying Over Water.

Right, everyone else had taken turns leaving the cult with Geom Mugeuk. It's understandable that he'd be upset, since he'd never gone once despite their brotherly relationship.

The Flower Sword Supreme boarded a ferry with Yeo Bin.

"He's a handful, isn't he?"

Yeo Bin, who was rowing, knew she meant the Drunken Demon and smiled faintly.

The Flower Sword Supreme usually never spoke to her, but today she had something to say. She spoke as a fellow woman, and also out of affection for the Drunken Demon.

"I regret my past self. Please, don't be like that."

Though much was left unsaid, Yeo Bin understood.

The boat carrying the Flower Sword Supreme quietly crossed the misty lake.


Poisonous smoke rose from various places in the Thousand Poisons Forest. It was a special training day for the poison users. Most who came to train wore one to three poison pouches on their waists.

Due to the nature of poison arts, they could not often train by spreading poison externally like this. Because there was nothing as dangerous as a poison user with clumsy skills. So, when they did train, it was under the strict control of the Seniors. When they released poison, Seniors with at least five poison pouches would immediately neutralize it. Because if the poisonous smoke were to be carried outside by the wind, a terrible incident could occur. Neutralizing poison is always more difficult than releasing it.

A short distance away, another training was underway. They entered a poison-filled space, concocted an antidote from prepared herbs, and then exited. It was a perilous training where being late meant death. Seniors with seven or more poison pouches directly supervised this place.

In another area, training in throwing poisoned hidden weapons was in full swing. One had to master the art of hidden weapons before using poison freely. The instructing Senior explained the most common cause of death for poison users. The number one cause of death for a poison user is dying from their own poison!

After one round of training, all the poison users gathered. The Poison King stepped before them.

"In a real fight, when martial artists face us, there are two reactions. They either run without looking back, or they charge at us fiercely. Their only thought is to kill us before we can spread our poison. Because they attack while holding their breath, most of you will be defeated without even getting a chance to use your poison properly. At best, it's a take you down with me situation."

The Poison King standing before them was completely different from his usual self. For this moment, he had come out of his own world to instruct his subordinates. The rookies did not truly understand the meaning of the twelve poison pouches on his waist. Their respect would grow as the number of pouches increased.

"The most important martial art for a poison user isn't releasing poison or using hidden weapons. It is movement arts. If they chase you, you must run while releasing poison. If they run, you must chase them even faster. You must evade an opponent swinging a sword while holding their breath. Your lives depend on that battle against time. Understand?"

A thunderous reply came from the poison users.

"Alright, then let's begin training."

At his word, the Senior poison users began the movement arts training. The Poison King stood silently, watching them.

Just then, Sangseon came to report.

"The Young Cult Leader has retur..."

Before he could finish, the Poison King vanished. Everyone witnessed firsthand what the Poison King's movement arts were like.


I stood at the cult's entrance and took a deep breath. Our Cult has a unique smell. When I return after being away, that scent brings a sense of relief, a feeling that I'm finally back.

The first person to greet us was Seo Daeryong.

"Young Cult Leader!"

If we had been alone, he would have rushed in and hugged me. Instead, Seo Daeryong approached with a composed face.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Have you been well, Director?"

His true feelings came through telepathy.

[I missed you! Please take me with you next time!]

[Who will guard the Sanzu River Hall?]

[It runs just fine without me! I'm going with you no matter what! I'm telling you right now!]

[Alright, let's go. We'll cross a room full of the Blood Poison Python and thousands of poisonous snakes. We'll pass through a place where a giant evil spirit tries to stomp you to a pulp. You should also enjoy the thrill of your own shadow rising up to kill you.]

[......]

[......]

[Unfortunately, I must protect the Sanzu River Hall. For some reason, the organization just doesn't run without me.]

How could I not know his desire to go out with me? He must miss the time we went to the Young Dragon Tournament together.

So hurry up and get stronger, my right-hand man!

If Seo Daeryong was the first to welcome me, then the Poison King was the first to welcome the Demonic Buddha.

He rushed over like the wind and landed before us. He urgently asked the Demonic Buddha, "My poisonous herbs! Did you dig up the poisonous herbs?"

I blocked the Poison King's path. "I'm back. I've returned safely from the life-threatening Outer Regions!"

The Poison King pushed me aside and looked only at the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha's eyes lit up as he faced him. This was the very moment the Demonic Buddha had gone through all that trouble for.

"Here they are."

The Demonic Buddha set down the box he had been carrying. The Poison King squatted before it. Seo Daeryong and I also squatted down to watch. When he slowly opened the box, poisonous herbs were laid out in a row.

"Oh! You dug up so many? The Cold Poison Grass and even the Brave Buddha Grass! This Little Poison Grass is really hard to find. Thank you. Thank you so much."

The Poison King was overjoyed, as if he could jump. He wasn't just putting on a happy face. He was genuinely happy about obtaining the poisonous herbs.

How could the Demonic Buddha have been neglectful in his task?

"Truly a heaven-sent talent."

"I was lucky."

The Poison King finally glanced at me.

"What did you dig up?"

I would have loved to answer his completely unexpectant gaze with, 'I dug up more'.

Instead, I pointed to one of the herbs the Demonic Buddha had dug up. "When we were digging that one, I was the one who suggested we dig on that mountain. If it weren't for me..."

The Poison King ignored my lame excuse and gathered the box. He said to the Demonic Buddha, "Come over for a meal later!"

"Let's do that."

Their gazes intertwined. I shouted into the space between them.

"I'm going too!"

But the Poison King left without answering.

As the Demonic Buddha watched the Poison King's retreating back, his face showed no trace of the hardship he had endured.

"I knew it would be like this," I said. "You should have given me just one root. You're so heartless, Demonic Buddha!"

Just then, someone spoke from behind.

"Then you should go with someone kind next time."

I turned to see the Drunken Demon walking toward us.

The Demonic Buddha looked at me meaningfully.

"Now it's your turn to take credit."


Chapter 332: I Try to Console Him in My Own Way

Geom Mugeuk had a gift for the Drunken Demon. On the way back, Geom Mugeuk had stopped at a famous distillery in the Outer Regions to buy some liquor.

Cheokyeon unloaded boxes of liquor from the carriage. It was not just one or two bottles. Geom Mugeuk had bought several different kinds so the Drunken Demon could drink them over time.

"Don't tell me you bought this for me?"

"I bought the kinds you like, but I'm not sure how they'll be. I intentionally left out the ones that are too strong. For your health."

The Drunken Demon felt flustered by the unexpected gift. He had only come to ask Geom Mugeuk if he had a good trip with the Demonic Buddha without him, but he received a gift instead.

The Demonic Buddha spoke on Geom Mugeuk's behalf.

"The Young Cult Leader stopped by several places in the Outer Regions for you. He didn't shy away from the trouble of going to faraway places on purpose."

The Demonic Buddha took credit like this to make up for the guilt of not giving the poisonous herbs to Geom Mugeuk.

"Well then, you two talk. I'll head to the Cult Leader's hall first."

The Demonic Buddha took his leave.

After the Demonic Buddha left, the Drunken Demon examined the liquor. He was not moved just because Geom Mugeuk had bought him alcohol. All the liquors from the Outer Regions that the Drunken Demon had mentioned were good while drinking with Geom Mugeuk were there. Geom Mugeuk had remembered all of them.

The Drunken Demon picked up a bottle, opened the stopper, and drank straight from it.

The liquor tasted incredibly sweet.

"Give me a sip, too."

Geom Mugeuk also drank the liquor the Drunken Demon handed him.

"It definitely tastes different from the liquor of the Central Plains. I'll come by soon, so let's have a drink together."

Just then, someone else appeared.

"Did you have a good trip?"

She was the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Drunken Demon asked her, "I heard you were busy with your training?"

She came because she missed Geom Mugeuk. She wanted to show him that she was still training, without any makeup on. She also had one more thing to say.

"I came to tell you to take our drunkard with you next time you go out, but it seems there's no need for that."

She looked at the boxes of liquor and asked, "You bought a lot. Is there no gift for me?"

"I'm sorry, but this time, the only gift is for our Drunken Demon."

At that, the Drunken Demon asked Geom Mugeuk, "What about the Cult Leader's?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, the Drunken Demon was inwardly flustered but also pleased.

Normally, this would be a moment for playful banter, but he could not bring himself to do it in front of the Flower Sword Supreme. How could she not know? The reason she was here was to protest him taking only the Demonic Buddha.

The Flower Sword Supreme asked Geom Mugeuk, "What about the matter you went for?"

"I handled it well."

"Yes, since you were the one who went."

"There were dangerous moments, too."

At that, the Flower Sword Supreme repeated what she had said before.

"Yes, since you were the one who went."

She meant that storms and clouds followed Geom Mugeuk.

"Now that you're back, stop by sometime."

"Yes, I'll visit you soon."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Drunken Demon and asked, "Should I help you carry these in?"

The Drunken Demon nodded. If he used his qi, ten boxes or even a hundred would be nothing. It was not as if she was asking because she did not know that.

The Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme picked up the boxes of liquor bottles and walked away side by side.

After walking for a while, the Flower Sword Supreme suddenly said to the Drunken Demon, "Demon Supreme, let's grow up a little."

The Drunken Demon had nothing to say in response.

After the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme left, another Demon Supreme arrived. This time, it was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Did you have a good trip?"

Since this trip to the Outer Regions had started because of her, she had to come out to see him.

"Thanks to your concern, I had a safe trip."

After exchanging greetings, she looked for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Where is Master?"

"The Cult Leader remained at the Heavenly Wind Cult."

Geom Mugeuk quickly told the surprised woman, "He said he would come as soon as his business there is finished, so it shouldn't take too long."

A look of disappointment crossed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face. It was clear she had been waiting for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader more than anyone. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was currently exploding in popularity among the disciples.

After she left, Seo Daeryong said, "Just how many Demon Supremes have come? Let's see. One, two... a whopping four of them have come."

To that, Geom Mugeuk replied, "No, five."

"What? Did I miscount?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to a giant stone statue standing far in the distance.

"There's one over there, too."

"Who is it?"

It looked so small that Seo Daeryong could not recognize who it was.

However, with the Divine Eye Technique, Geom Mugeuk saw clearly. He was happier to see this person than anyone.

The person wearing a white mask and watching this way with his arms crossed was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He was on top of the same statue where they had stood together before.

The Smiling Demon!

Even from so far away, he had been watching for his return.

Last time, he had said it. That when Geom Mugeuk returned to the cult, he could be the one to come and meet him first. He had not just stopped at those words and actions then. He had come out to greet him first this time as well.

Thank you, the Smiling Demon. I will visit you later.

Geom Mugeuk did not know if he could see it, but he bowed his head in that direction before turning toward the Cult Leader's hall.

Because right now, he missed his father too much.


In the Heavenly Demon Hall, Father was with Head Strategist Sama Myeong. The Demonic Buddha had already greeted the two of them and left.

"I've returned, Father."

He received my greeting with a blunt expression, but I was so happy and glad to see Father. I hoped this feeling would show on my face. I hoped Father would recognize it.

"Strategist, I have returned."

"You've worked hard, Young Cult Leader."

He had already received a full report of the events in the Outer Regions through the Hidden Moon.

"Until now, our headquarters failed to detect any movements of the Blood Cult's revival. It is entirely my oversight."

"No. Before that man died, he told me that the revival of the Blood Cult was his goal, but he had a change of heart. As if to prove it, he even tried to destroy the sacred ground left by the Blood Cult at the last moment. He was a man who moved for his own personal desires."

Of course, Sama Myeong probably had some idea. After all, Baek Cheongeong, who had been operating secretly in the Murim Alliance, had no connection to the Blood Cult whatsoever.

"There may be remnants, so please be careful."

"They're the ones who should be careful. Whose son did they mess with?"

Sama Myeong smiled at my joke.

Just then, Father, who had only been listening to our conversation, suddenly asked me, "What kind of people are they?"

He cut straight to the point. He was asking for my intuition.

"They are very dangerous people. More dangerous than any organization that has appeared in the murim so far. Because no one has ever thought of messing with the orthodox and unorthodox and the Outer Regions all at once."

Father slowly nodded his head, as if he agreed with my words.

Father looked at Sama Myeong and said, "It seems you'll be busy."

His words carried his intention to handle it carefully and well, and they also contained his trust in the Head Strategist.

"I will report as soon as new information comes in. Please, you two talk now."

Sama Myeong bowed politely and excused himself.

Father came down from the grand master's chair.

"Let's take a walk."

"......"

Father enjoys walking with me these days. Walking together in the inner garden was good for me in many ways. Every time the cultists passing by saw us like this, their respect for my authority and their loyalty would grow.

"Oh, and Father. I've solved the secret of the Secret Box."

Father was so surprised he stopped walking.

I took the Secret Box out from my robes. Then I told him about absorbing the energy of the Black Orb at the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"If you wish, I will return it to you."

"It is an item that has found its fate with you, so it is yours now."

Father's way of always moving me. At times like this, the words 'a father is a father' come out on their own.

Father reached out and grabbed my wrist instead of the Secret Box. A stream of energy flowed in through my wrist. He was checking to see if there was anything wrong with my body.

"I feel some kind of energy inside you, but I cannot identify what it is. However, it doesn't feel malicious."

I looked down at the Secret Box I was holding. As Father said, fate had reached me. I feel that this fate is by no means a bad one.

"If I feel anything wrong with my body, I will tell you immediately."

I could not feel the energy of the Black Orb, but I could feel Father's worry. It is an energy more precious and empowering than any other in the world.

"Oh, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained at his cult. Through this incident, his relationship with their current Cult Leader has become stronger. Just like you and I, Father."

"You think our relationship has become stronger?"

"Stronger is not enough to describe it. It's sticky, thick, and hot. Ah! This feeling, I can't express it with words."

A sneer formed on Father's lips. Seeing that smile, a pleasant sense of relief washed over me. I felt like I had truly returned.

"Isn't there someone else you should be getting closer to?"

I smiled and said to Father, "As a matter of fact, after greeting you, I was planning to go see my brother first."


Tension filled the air in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's smithy. It was the moment of the final test for a newly developed weapon. The weapon to be tested today was a pair of gauntlets for those who use fist techniques.

"These newly developed gauntlets are made of a material so thin and soft that you can barely feel them on your hands. However, their durability has been greatly improved, preventing them from being cut by swords or daos."

The person explaining was Craftsman Gwak of the smithy. Standing before him was the First Young Lord, Geom Muyang.

The person who planned and pushed for the development of these gauntlets was Geom Muyang himself. He was in charge of various important duties within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

At first, Geom Muyang had expected to be pushed into an insignificant position.

However, Geom Mugeuk shared important parts of his own duties with him. These tasks were not limited to administrative work. He also entrusted him with matters related to the main elite organizations within the cult and duties concerning the Eight Demon Supremes. It was a practical demonstration of his trust in his brother.

The durability test was a success. The gauntlets were not cut despite being struck with a sword. The onlookers cheered in unison.

"Not only that, but the power of the fist has also been enhanced by more than ten percent."

"You've truly worked hard."

"The First Young Lord is the one who worked hard."

In fact, Craftsman Gwak had shaken his head several times during this project. When it came to meticulous work, he was not one to fall behind anyone, but compared to the First Young Lord, he felt like a slacker who did a shoddy job.

Geom Muyang would visit several times a day to check on the progress. If there was even the slightest issue, he would ask for it to be remade.

However, Geom Muyang did not just give orders. He personally investigated, researched, and led by example, so the smithy could not complain. Thanks to that, they succeeded in creating more excellent gauntlets than ever before.

"For now, these are gauntlets for fifty people. First Young Lord, please deliver them to the Eastern Fist Garrison yourself."

He thought that with this much effort, Geom Muyang deserved to take them personally and take the credit.

"Thank you for your consideration."

"I think the Fist Demon will be very pleased to see these gauntlets."

"Someday, we will have to make gauntlets that the Fist Demon himself can wear."

Although the quality was outstanding, they were still standard-issue gauntlets.

"Please, have those gauntlets made at a different smithy."

Geom Muyang gave a faint smile at Chief Gwak's joke.

Just then, someone spoke from behind.

"As expected! You're taking care of your own."

When the two turned around, they saw Geom Mugeuk entering.

"Developing something for the person who supported you first, I see."

During the succession battle, the Fist Demon had officially announced his support for Geom Muyang.

Unlike in the past, Geom Muyang received the words gently.

"Isn't that obvious? From now on, I'm only going to develop things for the Fist Demon and the Demonic Buddha. If you don't like it, you can kick me out."

"I can't do that, you're too good at your job."

Geom Mugeuk politely bowed to Chief Gwak.

"It's been a while, Chief."

"I heard you had returned."

"May I try on the gauntlets?"

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk put the gauntlets on his hands. Chief Gwak watched with a somewhat nervous heart. It was a well-known fact that Geom Mugeuk had inherited the Fist Demon's fist techniques. A master of fist arts was now conducting the first test.

After putting on the gauntlets and swinging his fists around, Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly and said, "These are excellent. May I have them?"

Only then did Chief Gwak also relax.

"Of course."

"As a memento, please leave your name on them, Chief. Wouldn't that increase their value tenfold?"

Chief Gwak smiled and excused himself, telling them to talk.

As Geom Muyang was about to lift all the boxes of gauntlets at once, Geom Mugeuk took half of them.

The two of them walked side by side.

"The Demonic Buddha's help was huge on this trip."

"He is a good person. You shouldn't be rude to him."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Geom Muyang and smiled.

"Why are you smiling?"

"When I look at you, you take good care of the people around you. Developing these gauntlets first, for example."

"It's like locking the stable door after the horse has bolted."

"That horse didn't go far. It's still around the stable."

Geom Muyang also let out a small laugh.

"Thank you."

At that, Geom Muyang spoke rather coldly.

"Do you know that I regret the past several times a day? Do you know that I fall asleep every night imagining myself as the successor? I'm not someone you should be thanking, so don't thank me."

"That's why I'm thankful."

"What?"

"I'm thankful that you're telling me this. In the future, if you're boiling with anger and just can't stand it, come find me and tell me like this. If I'm not around, go to the Demonic Buddha. If that doesn't work, go to the Fist Demon. If you really can't bear it, go to Father."

"Why is Father last? You should leave Father out of it."

"Telling Father will probably be the most relieving, don't you think?"

Geom Muyang stopped walking and looked at me.

"You need to get closer to Father. Putting aside all this Young Cult Leader business. We're his sons, aren't we?"

I try to console my brother in my own way.

"Father and the Demonic Buddha are worried about you, but I'm not worried about you. I have no intention of consoling you either. You'll do fine on your own. I, of all people, know how tough you are, don't I?"

Geom Muyang smiled faintly, self-deprecatingly.

Of course, I know. I know how quickly a person can crumble once they start to fall apart.

When our hearts begin to tempt and whisper to us, we come to realize. Our will is not bound by a lock made of ten-thousand-year-old cold iron. Sometimes, it is tied with a cloth knot that comes undone with a slight pull.

"Have you ever asked Father?"

"What?"

"What he's having a hard time with."

For a moment, Geom Muyang flinched.

"Have you asked?"

"I haven't asked either. It seemed like a job for the eldest son to do first."

My brother stared at me intently.

This was the method I chose to console my brother. Because if he falls into self-pity, he will sink into an endless abyss.

"I think it's time for us to start taking care of them. You go first, because you're the older brother."


Chapter 333: When Revealing an Aged Desire

The Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme arrived at the Great Drunken Forest.

"Leave the box of liquor here," the Drunken Demon said. "I'll carry it from now on."

The Flower Sword Supreme ignored him and continued walking.

"Let's have a drink before we go."

"Weren't you so cold and about to leave when I tried to hold you back?"

"We've got good liquor now, don't we?"

Of course, that was not the real reason. She had noticed the Drunken Demon's sunken mood and wanted to comfort her only friend.

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke to Yeo Bin, one of the Three Great Drunkards, who came to greet them.

"Let's drink together today."

"I'm fine, thank you."

"I'm asking because I want to drink."

Yeo Bin looked at the Drunken Demon. The Drunken Demon glanced once at the Flower Sword Supreme, then nodded to Yeo Bin.

"Then I will go get some side dishes."

The Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon went up to the Drunken Dream Palace first.

"Why are you doing something you never do?" the Drunken Demon asked.

As he asked, the Drunken Demon found the answer himself.

I secretly worked behind the scenes to help the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme reconcile. Thanks to me, much of their long-standing conflict has been resolved. Even though the Flower Sword Supreme doesn't know that, she's trying to connect me with Yeo Bin. Is this really how life comes full circle?

"I'm tired of doing the same thing all the time," the Flower Sword Supreme said.

She held out her hand. A bottle of liquor rose from the box they had brought and flew to the pavilion where she sat.

"You have a golden touch, picking out the most precious and expensive bottle from all that liquor. Then again, it is the hand of the Sword Supreme, so it must be the most noble."

In the past, that joke might have slightly offended her.

But I don't feel any anger now. Because I'm doing my best right now. Yes, right now, my hand is a precious hand.

The Flower Sword Supreme poured a drink for Yeo Bin, who had brought the side dishes.

Yeo Bin politely received the drink and emptied her cup. The Flower Sword Supreme saw Yeo Bin's hand tremble with tension as she held the cup.

"Have another."

The Flower Sword Supreme poured her a second, and then a third cup. After drinking three cups in a row, Yeo Bin's hand no longer trembled.

"It seems like just yesterday that you came to the Great Drunken Forest. So much time has already passed."

"Do you remember that time?"

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded. She remembered because few women were among the drunkards. Of course, that did not mean Yeo Bin held any significance in the Flower Sword Supreme's life. Only recently, as the Flower Sword Supreme's heart changed, had she begun to notice her.

Life must change for martial arts to change. This was the opposite of what Geom Mugeuk used to say. As her martial arts changed, or more accurately, as her heart toward martial arts changed, her life was changing. In this way, life and martial arts influence each other like two sides of a coin.

"Back then, you were young, I was quite young, and your Demon Supreme over there was quite handsome."

The Drunken Demon laughed silently. Normally, he would have boasted about being more handsome now, questioning how youthful immaturity could compare to the charm of a middle-aged man. Today, however, the Drunken Demon was calm.

The three of them drank. The Flower Sword Supreme did not draw the Drunken Demon into the conversation. She let him drink alone and talked with Yeo Bin. She asked various questions but, like the seasoned Sword Supreme she was, avoided anything that would make Yeo Bin uncomfortable.

Except for one question.

"Don't you want to get married?"

The Drunken Demon shot the Flower Sword Supreme a look that said she was asking something unnecessary. Ignoring his gaze, the Flower Sword Supreme waited for Yeo Bin's answer.

"No, I have no thoughts of it."

"Why not?"

"What man would like a wife who drinks like this every day?"

"You could just meet someone who also likes to drink. Aren't there plenty of men in the Great Drunken Forest?"

Yeo Bin simply smiled.

"What about your Demon Supreme?"

The Drunken Demon cut in. "You're talking nonsense! Are you drunk?"

The Flower Sword Supreme faced the Drunken Demon. "Yes, I'm drunk. Why aren't you drunk when you drink so much? If you're the Drunken Demon, you should be drunk!"

Their gazes tangled in mid-air.

The Flower Sword Supreme then said what she had intended to say all along.

"Do you know why you've been so sulky and angry lately?"

The Drunken Demon flared up. Sulky? Are you going to say that kind of thing in front of my subordinate?

However, the Flower Sword Supreme continued. "It's because you're holding it in. Holding it in because you're older, holding it in because you're a Demon Supreme. What is this damn age? What is this damn face? Look, friend. The older you get, the more you need to know how to reveal your desires with class. You have to, if you want to stop being angry and sulky."

Though I myself failed to reveal my desires with class. That's why. It's the reason I have something to say on this topic. Because whenever I fall into thought, even for a moment, I invariably recall my own shameful desires from the past.

"Stop your nonsense and go. Stop depleting someone else's precious gift."

"I don't want to."

"Then I'll go."

The Drunken Demon grabbed a bottle of liquor, descended from the Drunken Dream Palace, and set a boat afloat on the lake by himself.

The two women watched the Drunken Demon's boat as it slowly drifted toward the moon's reflection on the water.

"Actually, I was saying that to you," the Flower Sword Supreme said. "I know that friend of mine won't listen to such words."

Yeo Bin looked at her with a surprised face.

"If you endure and endure, at first, you'll become sulky. Later, you'll become angry."

Knowing full well what she meant, Yeo Bin could not answer.

"Are you scared? That this life of watching from the sidelines might disappear?"

Still, Yeo Bin said nothing.

"If so, don't be afraid. You've watched for long enough. That's just a lingering attachment, a habit. It's time to let that life drift away."

Silence fell upon the Drunken Dream Palace and the lake.

After some time, a cool breeze blew from somewhere. The wind sobered up the Flower Sword Supreme, and her mind cleared.

Am I in any position to give someone advice? What do I know so well about Yeo Bin?

She felt she had gone too far out of concern for the two of them. Should I say I can't remember because the liquor from the Outer Regions was too strong?

"I was drunk when I said it, so don't think too deeply about it."

Just as the Flower Sword Supreme was about to get up, Yeo Bin finally spoke.

"You saw correctly, Sword Supreme. I have already passed the sulky stage and am now angry. It has been several years since I became angry."

It was the first time she had revealed her inner thoughts. Because she had always maintained a polite attitude, one could not feel her anger.

"Seeing how I'm still trembling like this, I suppose I'm afraid that even this angry life will disappear."

Yeo Bin's eyes trembled, having revealed her innermost feelings to someone for the first time.

The Flower Sword Supreme had nothing more to say. So, she filled Yeo Bin's cup to the brim, the greatest courage one could give a fellow drunkard.

"For today, try being a real drunkard."

After saying that, she leaped away. She crossed the lake with movement arts too splendid and elegant for someone who claimed to be drunk.

When she landed on the shore and looked back, she saw Yeo Bin flying toward the Drunken Demon's boat on the lake, holding a bottle of liquor.

A smile formed on the Flower Sword Supreme's lips.

I envy her youth, which allows her to act first, even if she might regret it later.

However, it's okay. Because from now on, I too plan to live while revealing my desires, but with elegance and class.


I arrived at the Eastern Fist Garrison with my brother.

Since I had once trained with everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists, every person I passed was a familiar face. Their gazes and attitudes toward me were completely different now.

Receiving polite greetings from the Iron Fists, I entered the inner courtyard.

In the inner courtyard's training ground, the Fist Demon was training the Black Fists. He personally instructed only the Black Fists, while Cheon Sohwi was in charge of training the rest of the Iron Fists.

"Master! I'm back."

"You're here?"

After a long time, even the Fist Demon's scary face was a welcome sight.

Compared to his blunt greeting for me, the Fist Demon greeted my brother with a gentle gaze.

"You've arrived, First Young Lord. Please put that heavy thing down here."

I was not one to just stand by. "The box I'm holding is heavier! Are you discriminating against people?"

The reason for the discrimination was quickly revealed.

"I've heard it several times from Chief Gwak. That the First Young Lord went through a lot of trouble to make the gauntlets."

"It was my duty," Geom Muyang said. "Today, I've brought the completed gauntlets."

Geom Muyang opened the box and showed him the gauntlets.

Meanwhile, Cheon Sohwi, who had missed her chance to greet me and had only bowed, came over and whispered a greeting.

"I'm so glad you returned safely, Young Cult Leader."

"I told you to call me Senior Brother when we're alone."

Cheon Sohwi glanced at the Fist Demon and my brother with a look that said, But we're not alone right now, are we?

I said it again so those two could hear, a shout disguised as a whisper.

"It's a relief to have such a kind junior sister under such a heartless Master."

The Fist Demon looked at me and said, "The kinder she is, the shorter your junior sister's lifespan will be."

"That won't do. Kind junior sister cancelled! Junior sister, this is the ruthless jianghu!"

Those watching smiled. Since everyone knew my personality well, the atmosphere was good.

The Fist Demon picked up the gauntlets and examined them.

"You've put a thin steel mesh in the palm."

"That's right. It's light yet incredibly strong. The smithy's technology was concentrated in that part."

The Fist Demon handed the gauntlets to Cheon Sohwi.

Cheon Sohwi put on the gauntlets and tested their power.

"First of all, the fit is very good."

She had an Iron Fist bring her a sword.

"Strike with all your might!"

The Iron Fist who brought the sword struck forcefully. She blocked the blade with her palm. Despite the considerable force, her palm was unharmed.

The watching Black Fists exclaimed in admiration.

The Fist Demon nodded in satisfaction.

"These are excellent gauntlets. You've worked hard."

"For now, fifty people can use them, but within a few months, we will produce and send enough for all the Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison."

"It must be thanks to your efforts. Thank you."

The Fist Demon expressed his sincere gratitude. Geom Muyang smiled with satisfaction, his past hardships melting away.

While Cheon Sohwi distributed the gauntlets to the Black Fists, we walked through the inner courtyard together.

The Fist Demon spoke mainly with Geom Muyang, not me. They discussed various work-related topics, from the gauntlet production to what kind of support the Eastern Fist Garrison needed.

Walking silently with them, I felt it clearly. My brother was indeed better at this kind of work. It was a moment that made me realize anew that for a job to be done properly, someone needed to have a meticulous and thorough personality.

It was when we said our goodbyes and turned to leave that the Fist Demon sent a telepathy.

[Welcome back.]

[I'll visit again later.]

This single word of telepathy was enough of a welcome from my Master. It felt better than being welcomed by hundreds of exploding firecrackers.

At the entrance of the Eastern Fist Garrison, I said to Geom Muyang, "I'm hungry. Let's eat together."

"Since when did we eat together?"

"When I went to the Outer Regions this time, I thought a lot about Father and you."

After a brief pause, Geom Muyang said, "Let's have a meal with Father soon."

I could tell. It was his answer to my words about taking care of Father. It meant we would do it together.

"You're buying."

"No way. You're the rich one, you buy it."

Surprisingly, I was starting to like my brother.

However, I can't let my guard down. Mistakes between people happen at times like this. When you're just starting to like someone. At times like these, you have to open your eyes wider and watch the other person.

I stood for a moment watching my brother's back, then turned in the opposite direction. I headed for the Southern Blade Sect.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in his residence.

"I've returned, Elder."

"You should be recovering from your journey. Why did you come here?"

"Seeing you is how I rest, Elder, but why are you organizing books?"

He was taking out collections of poetry and literature and putting martial arts manuals in their place.

"These are manuals I read when I was young. I'm going to have that Daeryong fellow read them."

"Everyone is overflowing with love for their disciple."

"Everyone?"

I was originally referring to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I mean that I'm also loved by the Fist Demon."

"Don't be ridiculous. You're lucky if you don't get beaten up."

"Should I help you organize?"

"I'm done."

I squatted down and rummaged through the books the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had piled up.

"There are a lot of new books I haven't seen. Please lend them to me."

"Do you even have time to read?"

"Even if I don't, I have to make time."

As I looked through the books, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was organizing the bookshelf, asked, "Were they the same kind of bastards as that guy from the Murim Alliance?"

I had been with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon when we caught Baek Cheongeong of the Murim Alliance.

"Yes, they seem to be on the same side."

"This damn murim never has a peaceful day."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not ask any more about it and picked out a few books for me.

"I'll lend you more when you've read them all."

"I'll visit again."

Tucking the books under my arm, I returned to my residence.

Cheokyeon was waiting and held out a bottle of liquor.

"What's this?"

"It's a gift."

"A gift?"

"When you were buying a gift for the Drunken Demon, we pooled our money and bought a bottle."

I saw it was one of the more expensive liquors among those I gifted to the Drunken Demon. It seemed my bodyguards had secretly bought a bottle for themselves when I bought mine.

"Where did you guys get the money?"

"You might not know who we are, but we are none other than the bodyguards of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader. We get paid a lot."

It was a self-deprecating joke from Cheokyeon. They probably felt like they were the ones being protected, not the ones protecting me.

"Thanks for the gift. I'll savor it."

"Then we will take our leave."

After Cheokyeon left, I washed myself and changed into new clothes.

Instead of turning off the lights and lying in bed, I took the book and the liquor.

TAK.

I opened my own space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

A clear sea, a white sandy beach, a blue sky, a broad-leafed tree, and a comfortable chair beneath it.

"You rascals, I missed you!"

I laid my body down on the comfortable chair.

"Ah, this is nice."

The happiness here was truly something! The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader says that those who learn illusion arts must be wary of getting lost in their own worlds, but I can't give up this space.

Looking back on my past life, the most important and necessary thing as I got older was my own space and my own time. At least here, I could forget all the worldly affairs and quietly enjoy my own rest.

Today, I added one more thing to my sanctuary.

A small chair appeared next to my chair. I placed the Secret Box on top of it.

"How is it? Do you like it?"

The Secret Box seemed to like it too, as it was smiling brightly.

Leaning back in the chair, I sipped liquor and read my book. The only sounds were the wind, the cry of gulls, and the turning of pages. Even if they offered me the entire murim, I would not trade it for this moment.

Thus passed the first day back in the cult, which had been busier than the journey itself.


Chapter 334: Do You Like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon That Much?

The next morning, an unexpected person visited my residence.

It was Jang Ho.

"Young Cult Leader."

"What brings you here this morning?"

"I heard you returned, so I came to greet you. Did you have a good trip?"

"I came back after getting a dreadful amount of sand blown in my face."

"I've never been to the Outer Regions. I'd like to go at least once."

"When you feel the grit of sand crunching in your food, you'll think, 'Ah, now I understand why our Young Cult Leader said it was so dreadful.'"

Jang Ho laughed. He rarely smiled before his subordinates, so he always reserved that wonderful laugh for me.

"Oh, and please take this."

Jang Ho held out what he had brought. I unwrapped the paper and found a painting inside.

It showed the back of a man standing on a cliff with a sword at his waist. The moment I saw the painting, I knew who it was. It was me.

"Who is this frighteningly handsome man?"

"It is you, Young Cult Leader. My skill is still a mess, but I wanted my first painting to be of you. I didn't dare to draw your esteemed face, so I drew your back instead."

When he told me he wanted to paint after retiring, I had bought him the tools artists use. I never imagined his first work would be of me.

"I didn't know you were this talented."

This was not empty flattery. It was a magnificent painting, truly like the work of a professional artist.

"This is the first time I've ever received a painting as a gift."

"It's my first time too. Giving a painting as a gift."

"I should go boast to Father. I'll tell him, 'Although the Demonic Army General receives his salary from you, Father, he gave a painting to me.'"

Though he knew I was joking, Jang Ho grew flustered, as if just imagining it made him sweat.

"Please, spare me that."

His flustered reaction amused me, so I continued to tease him.

"How much do you think I could get if I took this to the Central Plains and sold it? 'A painting by the Demonic Army General of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!' The price would be whatever I name, wouldn't it? You're not buying? Really not buying? You'd offer only that much for it?"

Jang Ho waved his hands with a troubled expression, begging me to stop.

"Thank you. I'll treasure it for the rest of my life."

"When my skills improve, I'll draw a better one for you."

"Next time, draw me from the front. It'd be a waste of this handsome face, wouldn't it?"

I did not miss Jang Ho's momentary flinch.

"What? Don't tell me you don't think I'm handsome?"

Now, Jang Ho's counterattack began.

"You have a face that the youth of today would prefer."

"But it's not a handsome face?"

He did not answer, but his expression agreed.

"Then who do you think is handsome? Pick someone we know."

Could it be the Poison King? No, the Poison King looks younger than me, so probably not. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is handsome, but there's no way he's seen under the mask. Ah, then it must be the Drunken Demon.

I thought this, but an unexpected name came up.

"Isn't the Fist Demon handsome?"

"What? Are you crazy?"

The words 'Are you really crazy?' escaped my lips on their own.

"He's manly and cool. Isn't he handsome?"

"Do you really think so?"

"......"

Realizing he was serious, I shook my head and sighed.

"I'm truly disappointed in your taste. Please, tell me you were joking before you leave!"

Jang Ho laughed as if he had expected this reaction. However, he never changed his mind in the end.

"Well then, I'll see you again."

Jang Ho bowed politely and left the residence.

After he left, Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards came to look at the painting.

"It's a magnificent painting."

"Right? To think he was going to let such talent go to waste. You all should pick up a hobby too. For your own lives, a single brushstroke might be better than a hundred sword swings."

Knowing that I was now sincere, the bodyguards' reply was thunderous.

"Yes, Young Cult Leader!"

I spoke as I left my residence.

"I'm going to ask you about it later, so be sure to think of something. Oh, and hang the painting somewhere it can be easily seen in my room. I'm going to the Valley of Evil. You don't need to follow me."


When I entered the Valley of Evil, it was different from usual.

The place had a festive atmosphere.

Every building was lavishly decorated. The masks of the Faceless Warriors were all painted in vibrant, colorful hues. Bonfires burned in various places, with people roasting meat and carrying jars of alcohol. Their masks lacked their usual frightening feel. Today, everyone was excited.

I asked one of the Faceless Warriors who recognized me and bowed.

"What's going on?"

"Today is the Demon Supreme's birthday."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's birthday?"

"That's right."

"Don't tell him I was here."

For now, I left the Valley of Evil.

I did not know it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's birthday. It would be one thing if I had not known, but now that I did, I could not go empty-handed.

What should I give him as a gift?

In the past, I gave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a top-grade Antitoxin Bead for his birthday. Our relationship back then was different from our relationship now, so even that was a huge gift at the time.

After pondering for a moment, I ran straight to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"I came again because I wanted to see you, Father."

Father looked at me with suspicious eyes. Visiting again today after greeting him yesterday was undoubtedly suspicious.

"Would you like to play a game of Go?"

"I'm busy."

"Then how about a duel?"

"What is it you want?"

I spoke carefully to Father.

"Please let me take just one more treasure from the Heavenly Demon Vault."

Father did not even ask why.

"Impossible!"

Right, he had specially opened it to commemorate me becoming the Young Cult Leader. He would not just give me something if I showed up out of the blue and asked.

"What can I do for you to give it to me?"

"What can you possibly do?"

"I can massage your shoulders. I'll massage them for the rest of your life."

"I despise others touching my body."

"Am I 'others'?"

Of course, it was a futile attempt.

"I'll come to play Go with you every day."

"Playing with a novice weakens one's skill."

"I'll train diligently in martial arts every day."

"Do as you please."

"Do you happen to have a hidden daughter? A daughter you secretly hid away, concealing her identity because you were worried she'd be in danger. She's growing up somewhere with an ordinary status, right? But then, that daughter falls into peril. 'Son, go and rescue her in secret. You're the only one I can trust. I'll give you a treasure in return.'"

The corners of Father's mouth curled up, full of ridicule.

"If I were worried she was in danger, wouldn't I keep her here in our Cult?"

"Well, you might have hidden her because you were worried about my brother, who was mad with ambition."

"Looking at your current state, I'm more worried about you."

"What can I possibly give to a man who has everything in the world? Just give it to me!"

At my shameless demand, Father rose from his grand chair. I thought he was about to say something like, 'Do I need to beat you to your senses?'

"Let's walk."

I strolled through the inner garden with Father. Every cult member we passed bowed their heads respectfully.

Surprisingly, our walk led us to the Heavenly Demon Vault.

"Choose one and come out."

His easy compliance made me feel uneasy instead.

"Why are you giving it to me so readily?"

"So that you don't accumulate futile desires."

"What do you mean by that?"

"'When I become the Heavenly Demon, I'll use it as I please.' That kind of desire."

I could understand Father's heart.

"You're thinking that far ahead?"

"Because it's that important. Both you and the Heavenly Demon Vault."

The words 'both you' made my heart swell with emotion.

What was more surprising was that Father already knew.

"Do you like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that much?"

"So you knew."

He knew that today was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's birthday and had guessed that my visit was to get him a gift.

He could have asked what was so great about that person.

"Bring it out."

A short while later, I came out of that place with a treasure.

"No futile desires have accumulated. Instead, my respect and affection for you have piled up high..."

Father walked away with long strides without hearing me out.

I stood for a moment, watching Father's back. Usually, his back made me feel all sorts of emotions. It was large and dependable, yet lonely and desolate. Today, however, I felt a deep affection for me emanating from it.

When I first regressed, a part of me was definitely confident because I had lived longer than Father. A feeling of, I've lived longer than you, Father!

And now I feel it.

Separate from having lived longer, and separate from the kind of life I lived, there is a different kind of strength that comes from being a father.

I want to be a father like Father.

I'm someone who uses all sorts of words with others, from flattery and banter to jokes, but I want to be the kind of father who silently shows his son through his actions. I've never wanted children in my life, but in this moment, I do.

Up ahead, Father stopped and looked back at me. His gaze seemed to ask if I was coming, and I walked toward him with long strides.

"I'll visit you every day, massage your shoulders, play Go with you, and give you an allowance often, and... let's go together! I was wondering who the Demon Supremes took after, always walking off like that. Father!"


When I arrived at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence, he was sitting alone in a pure white room. He was just sitting there, even though it was his birthday.

"Smiling Demon!"

"Young Cult Leader!"

The two eyes within the eyeholes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask turned toward me, smiling brightly. Was it because we could communicate with just our gazes? Just looking at him, the gaze of the Smiling Demon stirred a surge of emotion in me.

"I saw you standing on the stone statue yesterday."

"I thought you might be tired from your long journey, so I intended to greet you from afar. How did your trip go?"

"I handled it well and returned. With the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha there, nothing could have gone wrong even if it wanted to."

Perhaps the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was disappointed that he could not fight alongside me.

"Oh, happy birthday!"

"Thank you."

"If I had been just two days later, I would have arrived after it was over."

"It's not that big of a deal."

"It is an important day. It's the day the Smiling Demon was born."

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something unexpected.

"Actually, I don't like celebrating my birthday."

"For someone who says that, it's quite a festival outside, isn't it?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked to the window and looked outside. I stood beside him. The area around the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence was decorated even more lavishly. In front of it, the Faceless Warriors were gathered, chattering as if it were their own birthday.

"It wasn't always like this, but I told them to use my birthday as an excuse to enjoy themselves freely for the day. I also told them to share any gifts that came from the outside."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, too, was showing a different side of himself than before.

I took out what I had brought from my robes and said, "Still, this gift is not for them."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recognized the gift I handed him at a glance.

"This is...!"

His two eyes trembled.

"It was just gathering dust in a warehouse, so I brought it in case you might need it."

What I had brought from the Heavenly Demon Vault was a pair of bracers worn on the wrists. One could feel their preciousness just by looking at them. One was embroidered with the image of a roaring black dragon, and the other with a soaring tiger.

The Black Dragon Flying Tiger Armor.

Known to be impervious to swords and blades, and even uncuttable by sword qi, it was one of the finest artifacts among wrist guards. It was an especially necessary treasure for those like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who do not use swords or daos, for defending in urgent situations.

The gaze of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon deepened as he looked down at it for a moment.

"No one in the world would call the Heavenly Demon Vault a warehouse."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me.

"Do you know how precious this is?"

"I know that this precious thing is just gathering dust in the treasury."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me intently and said, "Didn't you say that a relationship must be as light as a feather to last a long time? That you didn't want to build an impregnable fortress with me? That you wanted our relationship to be as light as a feather so we could be comfortable until we die? If you do this, what will you give me for my next birthday? And what must I give you in return?"

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in silence for a moment.

"Couldn't you think of it this way? That in a past life, this Young Cult Leader sinned against me, and he's trying to repay it in this life."

"You already repaid it when you saved my life."

"I must have sinned twice, then."

"Young Cult Leader!"

"Smiling Demon!"

In any case, if I were to fall into danger, he is the one who would come running first. He is a man who would willingly throw away his life.

Therefore, I did not need to worry that this gift would be a burden to him. Whether I gave it to him or not, he would act the same.

"Please accept it, Smiling Demon."

Our gazes locked in mid-air. In the end, he could not refuse my earnest wish.

"Very well."

"Ah, what a relief. If you had refused until the end, Father would have teased me about this for the rest of his life."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rolled up his sleeves and put the Black Dragon Flying Tiger Armor on both wrists. It suited the white-masked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon perfectly.

"This is the most precious birthday gift of my entire life."

"If anyone ever breaks that record, be sure to tell me. I can't stand being second place."

His two eyes, deepened within the mask, conveyed his gratitude.

"What will you do if the other Demon Supremes find out?"

"They'll probably look forward to what I'll give them on their birthdays."

"And if you can't give them anything?"

"They'll probably think I like the Smiling Demon the best."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

It was the pleasant laugh of the Smiling Demon, which I had not heard in a long time.


After leaving the Valley of Evil, I went straight to the Demon Village.

I intended to go to the Alluring Inn to see Jo Cheonbae and have a meal.

The Demon Village, which I returned to after a long time, was no different from when I had left.

The bustling marketplace was crowded with people coming and going.

There were peddlers hawking their wares, an old man pulling a cart and shouting for people to move aside, women browsing goods, and men grabbing each other by the collar. Lovers walked hand in hand with smiles, and children ran around while a woman shouted at them not to run.

Seeing this scenery after returning from a life-or-death battle, it definitely looked different.

Only by realizing that the seemingly ordinary daily life might not be so ordinary after all, can one find happiness within it.

When I arrived at the Alluring Inn, I was so surprised that I stood there blankly for a moment.

The door of the Alluring Inn was closed. It was the first time. This place had never been closed before. Was he sick? Or did something happen?

Just then, someone came up and spoke.

"Young Cult Leader, I'm the one who runs the fruit stall down the street."

He was someone I had seen often while coming and going through the Demon Village. He was also close with Jo Cheonbae.

"The owner of the Alluring Inn left with his wife a few days ago, saying something had come up at his in-laws' place."

I knew that Jo Cheonbae had a special relationship with his wife.

"Do you happen to know what happened?"

"I didn't hear the details, but I overheard that someone in her family got involved with a martial artist."

The words 'involved with a martial artist' made my heart sink. In most cases, such situations rarely ended well. Moreover, the fact that he had closed the inn and left in such a hurry meant the situation was that urgent.

Of all times, it had to happen when I was away from the Cult. With Lee Ahn also far away, Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho probably had not been holding their gatherings at the inn recently either.

"Do you know where his in-laws live?"

After hearing the location of his in-laws' home, I immediately shot off.

Using the Swift Step, I left the Demon Village in an instant. The best-case scenario would be for me to arrive first, and the next best would be to not arrive too late.

I prayed it was nothing serious, but if he was caught up in something dangerous, the only thing to trust was the owner's experience. After all, he had gone through all sorts of things while running an inn here.

Innkeeper, just hold on until I get there!

Having reached its limit, the Swift Step began to surpass its boundaries once again.


Chapter 335: I Run a Tavern in Front of the Demonic Cult

As they neared the house, Yang In grabbed Jo Cheonbae's sleeve.

"Honey."

"What is it, wife?"

"You should just go back. I'll handle this. Go back and run the business."

He was a husband who had married into a poor family with a widowed mother and two daughters, taking on the role of a son. The family had faced many troubles over the years. Each time, her husband had stepped up to resolve them. Jo Cheonbae had even arranged her younger sister's marriage.

However, they had never faced a martial artist like this before. Unease crept over her. She was afraid something terrible would happen to her husband.

"How are you going to handle it? Don't say such nonsense. Let's go."

Jo Cheonbae started walking again.

"It's been a while since I've been here. I should visit more often."

Running the business made it difficult to visit his mother-in-law as often as he would have liked. Fortunately, his sister-in-law and her husband lived nearby, so he fulfilled his filial duty by sending them living expenses.

When the two arrived, his mother-in-law, Mother Yoon, ran out to greet Jo Cheonbae.

"Son-in-law Jo!"

Her old, bony hands were a pitiful sight.

"You must be tired from the journey."

She always took care of her son-in-law before her own daughter. It had been that way since their wedding day. It was her own way of showing love for her daughter.

"......"

Yang In hugged Mother Yoon. Her mother had gotten so thin since she last saw her.

Her younger sister, Yang Seon, was at the house. Her eyes were so swollen from crying that she was almost unrecognizable.

"Sister-in-law."

"Brother-in-law."

Seeing Jo Cheonbae and Yang In, she burst into tears again.

Yang In went and hugged her younger sister.

They had heard the general situation from the Insect Physician via messenger. Yang Seon's husband, Chong Hak, worked as an escort for the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency. He had been caught trying to steal goods during a mission.

"Where is Son-in-law Chong?"

"He's being held at the escort agency right now. An escort said... they're going to cut off both his hands in front of everyone..."

Yang Seon couldn't finish, sobbing uncontrollably.

Jo Cheonbae and Yang In were shocked.

"Cut off his hands?"

Jo Cheonbae had known this was no ordinary matter when he came.

Escort agencies punished insiders who stole goods with extreme severity. With so many bandits on the outside, they could not afford to have thieves within their own ranks.

He had closed his tavern and rushed here because he knew this.

But to cut off both hands? That was the most severe punishment possible. What on earth had Chong Hak tried to steal?

"Unnie, Brother-in-law. You know he's not the kind of person to steal from others, right? Someone must have framed him."

They knew. The Chong Hak they knew would never do such a thing. There had to be another reason.

Desperate, Yang Seon pleaded with her brother-in-law.

"Brother-in-law, you run a tavern in front of the Demonic Cult, don't you? Do you know anyone there? If someone from the Demonic Cult stepped in, they could clear his name, couldn't they?"

People I know? There are many. I know the Young Cult Leader, the Sanzu Hall Director, the Demonic Army General, the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad, the Demon Supremes, and even the Heavenly Demon.

However, none of them would help with this. They were honored guests he had met only because of the Young Cult Leader. Normally, they were people he could not even make eye contact with.

The only person he felt comfortable asking was Geom Mugeuk. He was a special person, but Geom Mugeuk had gone to the Outer Regions and was not here.

He could not ask the low-ranking demonic cultists who were regulars at the Alluring Inn to travel for several days to his hometown to solve this problem. He was not close enough to anyone to ask, and even if someone agreed, a low-ranking cultist could not resolve this matter.

As her husband fell deep in thought, Yang In scolded her sister.

"What are you talking about? So what if he knows someone? Are you trying to make this a bigger deal?"

"No. I'm sorry, Unnie. I was just frustrated. Don't worry about it, Brother-in-law."

"It's alright, Sister-in-law. It's understandable."

What couldn't she say at a time like this?

Jo Cheonbae stood up.

"I'll go to the escort agency."

Mother Yoon grabbed Jo Cheonbae's hand, shedding tears.

"I'm sorry to trouble you like this."

"Please don't say that. This is about Son-in-law Chong. If you wait here, I'll go and resolve it."

Jo Cheonbae went outside. His wife, Yang In, followed him.

"I'm going with you, honey."

"It's fine, you wait here."

"I'm sorry."

"Stop saying you're sorry."

If they were talking about apologies, he was more sorry for the lifetime of hardship she had endured after meeting him. She was his devoted wife who had trusted and struggled alongside him even when he did not have a single penny.

"Be careful. Don't do anything reckless. Son-in-law Chong is important, but you're more important, okay?"

She felt sorry for her sister, but these were her true feelings. A life without her husband was unimaginable.


Jo Cheonbae approached the escort guarding the entrance of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency and bowed his head.

"Greetings."

"Who are you?"

"I am Chong Hak's older brother-in-law."

The escort's expression stiffened slightly. He clearly knew of Chong Hak.

"You can't see him right now."

"I know. You must be cold out here. Here, please take this first."

He offered the man food and wine wrapped in paper, which he had bought from a tavern on his way.

"I can't accept this."

The delicious smell tickled the escort's nose. Jo Cheonbae had bought the side dish most favored by martial artists.

"Keep it and eat it inside when your shift changes. I'll just leave it back here."

Jo Cheonbae placed the wine and food behind a pillar. He knew the minds of martial artists well and acted skillfully, giving the man no chance to refuse.

"I would be grateful if you could just tell me if he's unharmed. We're family, we need to know if he's alive or dead."

As Jo Cheonbae pleaded earnestly, the martial artist could not bring himself to refuse that much.

"He's not dead yet, so don't worry."

"I heard they're going to cut off his hands."

Cutting off both hands was no different from killing him. If the bleeding was not stopped and treated immediately, he would die on the way to a physician. Even if he survived, what kind of life would he have?

"If you commit a crime, you must be punished."

"That's right, of course. So, when will the punishment be carried out?"

"In six hours. We'll call the villagers and carry it out."

Six hours? Jo Cheonbae's vision went dark. There was far too little time.

"Now, you should leave."

"Sir escort, please, just let me see his face once."

Jo Cheonbae discreetly showed a money slip he had prepared in his sleeve. It was a slip for thirty taels.

It was too much money just for a brief glimpse of someone's face. Jo Cheonbae knew. A bribe had to be an amount difficult to refuse for it to be effective.

"There's another person guarding over there besides me."

It meant the money was not enough.

"If you can make it happen, I will give ten taels to the guards over there, and thirty taels to you, sir escort. Please, just let me see his face."

The escort opened the gate and peeked inside to check the situation.

"Follow me. Give me the money first."

"I'll give it to you when we get there."

The escort looked displeased, but greed had already swayed him.

Jo Cheonbae followed the escort inside.

After exchanging words with the escort guarding the warehouse, the man gestured for Jo Cheonbae, who waited behind a tree, to come over.

"Just for a moment."

Jo Cheonbae handed him the forty taels from his coat and entered the building.

Chong Hak lay collapsed inside, tightly bound. His face and body were a mess, as if he had been tortured.

Even when shaken, he did not regain consciousness easily.

"Son-in-law Chong."

After being shaken several times, he barely managed to open his eyes.

"Hyung-nim? Hyung-nim!"

"Are you alright?"

"Hyung-nim!"

Tears streamed from his eyes, which were filled with a sense of injustice.

"I didn't steal anything. I was framed!"

As his voice started to rise, Jo Cheonbae covered his mouth.

"Shh! But why would they frame you?"

"I saw something I shouldn't have."

Just as he was about to say more, the escort came in and pulled Jo Cheonbae out.

"We have to go. The replacement is coming."

He followed the escort back to the entrance.

"If you breathe a word of what happened today, you're dead."

It was a threat, telling him never to reveal the bribe.

"Get lost."

Jo Cheonbae left the escort agency.

His heart was heavy. If Chong Hak had simply stolen something, he might have been able to prevent the punishment with bribes, but what if he was caught in some kind of conspiracy?

Jo Cheonbae quickly hired a carriage and went to a certain place.

It was a Branch of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, located about two hours away from his in-laws' house by carriage.

It was a small Branch. A cultist with an incomparably more menacing look than the escort agency guard stood at the entrance.

The cultist scanned Jo Cheonbae up and down with cold eyes. Before he could ask anything, Jo Cheonbae politely introduced himself.

"This humble one is Jo Cheonbae, who runs a tavern in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters."

"......"

"I would like to see the Branch Manager here."

"For what reason?"

"I have something to tell him in person..."

SHIIING.

The cultist drew his sword without a word.

"Aigoo!"

Jo Cheonbae cried out. He thought he was about to be stabbed, but thankfully, the blade only aimed at his neck.

"Why would someone who runs a tavern want to see the Branch Manager?"

"My younger brother-in-law has been wrongly accused. I came to ask the Branch Manager for help."

"This guy is crazy. Are you not going to get lost?"

The words, "The Young Cult Leader sent me," rose to his throat, but he could not say them. He could not dare to use the name of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Even if Geom Mugeuk forgave him, the other cultists would not.

He considered offering the money he had prepared, but the atmosphere told him they would just take his money and he still would not get to meet the Branch Manager.

Yes, this is normal. This is the typical relationship between a tavern owner and a cultist. Disregard was the default, a relationship where they could threaten you with a sword. Only because of the one-of-a-kind Young Cult Leader had he become a special tavern owner.

Jo Cheonbae returned home again.

Yang In, who had been waiting anxiously in the yard, ran to him. She was relieved that her husband had returned safely, but he brought news like a bolt from the blue.

"They're going to cut off Son-in-law Chong's hands in two hours."

Yang In's heart ached, thinking of how heartbroken her mother and sister would be.

Jo Cheonbae silently hugged his quietly sobbing wife. She did not see the flash of determination in his eyes.


People gathered at the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency.

The agency intended to cut off Chong Hak's hands in front of the villagers. That was their established law.

Chong Hak's muting point and blood dao had been sealed. When he was dragged out obediently, it looked as if he was quietly admitting his guilt.

The person conducting the proceedings was Head Escort Gong Chan.

"Will you confess your crime obediently?"

With his blood dao sealed, Chong Hak could not answer, nor could he shake his head.

However, the people did not know this.

Among the murmuring crowd was Jo Cheonbae's family. They had hired and brought a physician. Even if his hands were cut off, they intended to treat him on the spot and somehow save his life.

"Since he has admitted his guilt, I will cut off both his hands to make an example of him!"

At that cry, Mother Yoon staggered as if she would collapse, and Yang Seon wailed.

"Honey! Honey!"

Chong Hak looked at his wife with eyes full of injustice and grief. He had never committed a crime in his life, and he never imagined he would be framed and have his hands cut off. Bad things always happened in an instant.

Just as Gong Chan drew his sword, Jo Cheonbae stepped forward.

"I am that man's older brother-in-law."

Everyone's attention focused on him.

"We have not heard anything about this incident. I believe you should at least explain what happened."

When Jo Cheonbae stepped forward, Yang In, Mother Yoon, and Yang Seon were all startled. They were afraid that Jo Cheonbae would also get into trouble.

"The investigation is already over. That man tried to steal escort goods, and he is receiving his punishment."

Gong Chan shot him a threatening look that said, Do you want a taste of this too? But Jo Cheonbae was determined to save his brother-in-law.

"What exactly was he caught trying to steal? It's not as if you failed to recover the stolen goods. To cut off both his hands just for attempting to steal seems like an overly harsh punishment."

Yang In's hand, gripping Jo Cheonbae's arm, trembled.

"An overly harsh punishment?"

Gong Chan's eyes turned fierce.

Jo Cheonbae was not intimidated. He had seen all kinds of gazes at the Alluring Inn.

From the man's reaction, Jo Cheonbae sensed that reasoning would not solve the problem. In the end, there was only one method he could use.

"Even the Demonic Cult doesn't handle matters like this."

When the Demonic Cult was mentioned, the surroundings fell silent.

"I know the masters of the Demonic Cult. Please, just wait until they can come and mediate."

Gong Chan's expression was completely rigid. The Demonic Cult inspired fear. If they got involved on the wrong side, an entire escort agency could be annihilated.

"Who in the Demonic Cult do you claim to know?"

"I know the Sanzu Hall Director."

For a moment, the surroundings froze. The villagers might not have known, but the escorts knew what position the Sanzu Hall Director held.

"I also know the Demonic Army General."

When the Demonic Army General was also mentioned, the area grew quiet. He did not bring up the Demon Supremes or the Young Cult Leader. Going too far would be counterproductive.

Just then, an escort who knew about Chong Hak's family history came and whispered something in Gong Chan's ear.

"That man runs a tavern near the Demonic Cult."

"A tavern?"

"It's a shabby, small-scale tavern."

A sneer crossed Gong Chan's face.

"A mere liquor seller dares to use the Demonic Cult's name to threaten me?"

Gong Chan was angered and ashamed that he had been momentarily scared.

"If I send word, they will come."

Having already heard that he was just a tavern owner, Gong Chan no longer listened to Jo Cheonbae's words.

"Drag that man over here!"

At that, his sister-in-law Yang Seon cried out.

"No! My brother-in-law just said that because he wanted to save my husband! Please forgive him!"

Yang Seon was seized with terror, afraid that her brother-in-law would also be dragged away and harmed.

In the end, Jo Cheonbae was also dragged forward.

With his blood dao sealed, Chong Hak could only watch with a devastated heart.

After getting married, the person he had truly liked was Jo Cheonbae. He had not realized how reassuring his presence was. He felt so sorry for making him go through such an ordeal.

"Since you used the Demonic Cult to threaten this escort agency, I will cut out your tongue."

Yang In and Yang Seon screamed.

"No!"

"Please, forgive him!"

Mother Yoon fell to the ground and begged.

"My son-in-law, please forgive him just this once! Punish this old woman instead."

Jo Cheonbae, trembling with fear, said to Gong Chan.

"Give me time to verify my words. For the sake of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency, do not be hasty."

Gong Chan roared.

"Shut up! You worm-like bastard, threatening me to the very end. I'll cut out your tongue first."

"If you touch me, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult will not let you go!"

He had hoped to scare him, but it only had the opposite effect.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? This guy is completely insane. Let's say you do know the Young Cult Leader, just like you claim. Do you really believe the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would come all the way here to help you?"

He screamed that he did, but it was no use. Escorts grabbed both of Jo Cheonbae's arms. They really intended to cut out his tongue.

Just then, something pure white landed on Jo Cheonbae's shoulder.

He looked up and saw that it had started to snow. People raised their heads to look at the snow.

Why did it have to snow at a time like this?

They say it is human destiny not to know what lies an inch ahead. He never thought his tongue would be cut out here. However, he did not regret it. He could not just stand by and watch his kind brother-in-law have his hands cut off unjustly.

Still, he could not help but be afraid. Could I survive if my tongue is cut out? I would need the bleeding stopped to live.

In the distance, he could see his wailing wife's face.

I'm sorry, this husband of yours is so powerless, I'm truly sorry.

Behind his wife, he could see Mother Yoon and Yang Seon sobbing.

Mother-in-law, I'm sorry. Sister-in-law, I'm sorry.

It was the very moment Gong Chan was about to shove his hand into Jo Cheonbae's mouth.

SHWIIIIIIIIK.

A fierce gust of wind seemed to blow.

"......"

Something shot from the sky and crashed onto the training ground as if it had been thrown.

People screamed. The Head Escort and the other escorts drew their swords, causing a commotion.

Everyone's gaze turned to that spot.

The thing that had flown in was a person. He was lying spread-eagled in the middle of the training ground, panting for breath. His hair was disheveled, and his entire body was drenched in sweat. Only the sound of his ragged breathing could be heard.

Jo Cheonbae, confirming who it was, was startled. His dumbfounded face slowly spread into a smile, and then he grinned brightly.

Then, his chest swelled with emotion, and his eyes filled with tears. He clenched his teeth, trying not to cry out loud, but a sob, fufu heuk, escaped.

As everyone watched, the man lying on the training ground looked up at the sky and said.

"Innkeeper, the first snow is falling."


Chapter 336: I Like the Food My Son-in-Law Makes

Geom Mugeuk lay there for a moment and stared up at the falling snow.

He had run the entire way without rest, only stopping to replenish his inner arts.

The constant running pushed his Swift Step past the tenth stage of complete mastery into the eleventh, the first step toward the twelfth. He wondered just how fast the Swift Step would be when it finally reached that level.

More importantly, he was happy he had arrived in time. Geom Mugeuk thanked the heavens.

Thank you so much.

He was also grateful to Jo Cheonbae.

Thank you for holding on.

As if answering his gratitude, snow gently settled on Geom Mugeuk's face, hands, and body.

After another moment of watching the snow, Geom Mugeuk pushed himself up.

Everyone present still stared at Geom Mugeuk, who had fallen from the sky.

Geom Mugeuk straightened his messy hair. Everyone looked surprised at his unexpectedly young face.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jo Cheonbae. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

That man is the standard for my demonic path. When tears no longer flow from his face, my demonic path will be properly established.

Jo Cheonbae could not form a proper sentence.

"How...... how."

He had never imagined Geom Mugeuk would appear here.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at him and said, "I came to see the owner."

Hearing those words, Jo Cheonbae was once again overcome with emotion.

"I went for a drink, but you were closed."

Jo Cheonbae was deeply moved that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had run all this way for him.

Young Cult Leader!

He couldn't think of what to say. He was just so grateful. He didn't need words. His tears and expression said everything.

Head Escort Gong Chan, who had been about to cut out his tongue, stepped forward.

"Who might you be, Master?"

If he was an acquaintance of the tavern owner, he should be a nobody, but this young man's appearance had been too spectacular.

He first thought the man had simply fallen from the sky, but the impact would have severely injured even a master, yet this man appeared unharmed. He wondered how that was possible.

The problem was the man showed no signs of martial arts training. There was no way he could have reached Origin Reversal at such a young age.

Geom Mugeuk ignored Gong Chan's question. He walked over to Jo Cheonbae's mother-in-law, Mrs. Yun, who was prostrated on the ground.

"Please get up, Mother. Your sons-in-law will be fine now."

Geom Mugeuk helped Mrs. Yun to her feet, then did the same for Yang In and Yang Seon.

"Allow me to introduce myself formally. I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Silence fell over the area.

Gong Chan was so shocked he could barely breathe. The surrounding escorts were also too stunned to speak.

"......"

One shocked escort dropped his sword, but no one noticed.

If Jo Cheonbae hadn't mentioned the Young Cult Leader earlier, they would have thought they misheard or that this man was a lunatic.

But the very Young Cult Leader Jo Cheonbae had spoken of had just dropped from the sky.

Gong Chan, naturally, did not believe it.

"It's a lie! The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult wouldn't come here alone looking like that!"

His clothes were caked in dust and mud, his body was drenched in sweat, and his hair was a mess. No one would mistake him for the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Geom Mugeuk explained to the three women, "Please understand my unsightly appearance. I rushed here as soon as I heard that the family of someone I like and respect was in danger."

He glanced at Jo Cheonbae, indicating that Jo Cheonbae was the person he liked and respected.

Normally, Geom Mugeuk would have handled this without revealing his identity.

But he revealed his identity today for Jo Cheonbae. He wanted to show Jo Cheonbae's family. He wanted to show his wife, mother-in-law, sister-in-law, and brother-in-law that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had rushed here to save him. He wanted everyone to see.

This was Geom Mugeuk's consideration for Jo Cheonbae, who had always welcomed him with an unchanging demeanor.

The sentiment reached Jo Cheonbae, who clenched his jaw to suppress his surging emotions.

"Mother, I love the food and drinks your son-in-law makes the most. Even Father, the Heavenly Demon of our Cult, goes to enjoy your son-in-law's drinks and food. He is a truly precious person to me, and to our Cult."

Mrs. Yun was so shocked and moved she didn't know what to do. She looked from her son-in-law to Geom Mugeuk, then to her daughter, and back to her son-in-law.

She didn't know what to say and just kept repeating, "Such a noble person, such a noble person." In truth, she didn't know what 'Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult' meant. She just felt he must be someone important.

Jo Cheonbae's wife, Yang In, was truly astonished.

She had heard many stories about the Young Cult Leader from her husband, but she had secretly thought they were exaggerations.

He might have come to the tavern, but is he really that close to my husband?

Her husband said the Young Cult Leader treated him like a friend.

No way, really?

That 'no way' was now becoming reality right before her eyes.

"Greetings, Young Cult Leader."

Yang In tried to prostrate herself again, but an invisible force lifted her up.

Her younger sister, Yang Seon, pleaded, "Please save them. My husband and my brother-in-law, please save them."

Geom Mugeuk smiled to reassure the three women, then turned toward Jo Cheonbae. Even while talking, Geom Mugeuk emitted several streams of qi, allowing him to sense the slightest movements behind his back.

Two escorts still held Jo Cheonbae's arms, and Gong Chan clutched a throwing knife. They were confused, wondering if he was the real Young Cult Leader.

"He's a fake Young Cult Leader!"

Gong Chan came to his own conclusion. This had to be a plot between Jo Cheonbae and the young man to save Chong Hak. His earlier crash must have been a clumsy fall from a lack of skill. Thinking of it that way, everything made sense.

"This was supposed to end with just your tongue and hands being cut off, but now it looks like your head will be chopped off."

The three women screamed as Gong Chan moved to stab Jo Cheonbae's neck with the throwing knife.

Geom Mugeuk thrust out both hands.

First, his left hand produced an astonishing result.

WHOOOOSH!

The two escorts holding Jo Cheonbae flew backward, blown away by an invisible, violent force.

It looked like they were simply flung away, but it was a move that displayed the pinnacle of martial arts. In that brief moment, their hands were forced open, and only the two men were sent flying while Jo Cheonbae remained in place. Even more astonishing, the two escorts got up without any injuries.

His right hand performed an even more astonishing move.

TING!

A sharp metallic sound rang out.

Everyone looked at the throwing knife in Gong Chan's hand. It was broken.

Startled, Gong Chan threw the broken throwing knife to the ground.

Sure, you can use a palm technique to send escorts flying, but breaking a throwing knife with telekinesis?

Others might think he used a hidden weapon, but only Gong Chan knew the truth. Nothing had flown toward him. The throwing knife had simply broken on its own.

When Gong Chan looked up from the broken knife, Geom Mugeuk was already in front of him. The moment their eyes met, an unknown fear seized Gong Chan, and his body froze.

Only then did he realize.

He's the real Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult!

Still, he couldn't understand.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult came in person to save a tavern owner? Looking like this? Alone? Why?

Geom Mugeuk took another step closer, and Gong Chan shrieked in terror.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk simply sealed Gong Chan's demonic acupoints. He didn't beat or intimidate him. When the full story came out, some would live and some would die. He already had a feeling which side Gong Chan would be on.

"Didn't you hear me? I am the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Geom Mugeuk's attitude was calm and polite. This wasn't for Gong Chan's sake. It was for Jo Cheonbae's mother-in-law, Mrs. Yun, his wife, Yang In, and his sister-in-law, Yang Seon.

Geom Mugeuk looked around. He hadn't released his demonic qi, but his overwhelming presence made the escorts shrink back.

The escorts threw their swords to the ground. They lowered their heads, not daring to meet his gaze. It didn't matter if he was a fake. They had no intention of challenging someone with such skill.

Only then did Mrs. Yun, Yang In, and Yang Seon truly realize that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had arrived.

Geom Mugeuk told the nearby escorts, "Bring five comfortable chairs."

The escorts ran to get the chairs without a word.

Geom Mugeuk unsealed Chong Hak's acupoints and demonic acupoints.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the moved Chong Hak. "Give your thanks to your brother-in-law."

Chong Hak's fervent gaze turned to Jo Cheonbae. Jo Cheonbae had stepped forward to save him even before the Young Cult Leader arrived.

"I really did well with this marriage."

Jo Cheonbae and his family laughed at Chong Hak's words.

Chong Hak coughed painfully after he spoke.

Geom Mugeuk quickly sat Chong Hak down. He placed a palm on his chest and infused a stream of qi into him.

The harsh beating had severely damaged his body, but fortunately, the injuries were not crippling. He would recover after some rest.

After soothing his internal injuries, Geom Mugeuk led him to his wife.

"Honey!"

"I thought you were going to die!"

"I'm sorry."

"No, it's okay. I'm so glad. So glad."

The family gathered, embracing Chong Hak and crying.

The townspeople watched the scene. Geom Mugeuk hadn't sent them away on purpose. He had to show them Chong Hak being cleared of the false charges. Even after he left, these people had to continue living here.

That was why Geom Mugeuk handled the matter carefully. He acted not with emotion, but with calm and decisive composure.

Some of the watching escorts knew Chong Hak's character as a porter. They had found it strange that Chong Hak would touch the escorted goods, and they also felt that cutting off both his hands was too excessive a punishment.

Meanwhile, the escorts brought the chairs.

He placed the chairs in a row and had Jo Cheonbae and his family sit.

"Please, sit here comfortably."

"I'm fine."

"No, you can sit comfortably."

He seated Mrs. Yun in the most comfortable chair and had the rest of the family sit down.

As Jo Cheonbae sat, his heart pounded with a new kind of tension.

Just then, his wife, Yang In, gently took his hand. Her hand was also trembling. Jo Cheonbae tried his best to control his fear. He had someone to protect right beside him.

Yang In mouthed the words, "You're amazing, honey."

Jo Cheonbae squeezed her hand tighter. He was glad his life was saved, but he was happier that he could protect his family. He was also very happy to be acknowledged by his wife and her family.

Thank you, Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jo Cheonbae, "Now, let's hear what happened."

Jo Cheonbae calmly explained the situation. "My younger brother-in-law is a porter here at the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency. He was framed as a thief during the last mission and was about to have both his hands cut off."

Jo Cheonbae recounted what he had heard from Chong Hak. Since Geom Mugeuk could predict ten things after being told one, he grasped the core of the explanation about the Insect Physician.

"So this whole mess isn't because my brother-in-law touched the escorted goods, but because he saw something."

Geom Mugeuk asked Chong Hak, "What did you see?"

Chong Hak looked at Gong Chan and said, "I happened to see Head Escort Gong secretly meeting a man. The look in his eyes when he saw me was so sharp that I got scared. I thought the incident had passed, but when I returned from the mission, I was a thief. No matter how much I think about it, that's the only reason I can think of for being framed."

"Was the person Head Escort Gong met someone you knew?"

"No, it was someone I saw for the first time, but that person had a large mole on his forehead."

The mole must have been the source of the trouble. It wasn't just that Chong Hak saw him meeting someone, but that he saw him meeting someone with a mole.

Everyone looked at Gong Chan. He glared at Chong Hak with a stiff expression, filled with regret.

I should have disguised it as an accident and killed him there.

He couldn't because he had to report to someone within the escort agency. He had been told to report even the most trivial matters and never handle them alone.

Handling the matter afterward was also a problem. He had suggested faking a bandit attack and killing the entire family. However, the other person said they should kill him in a way that benefited the agency. If they cut off his hands and let him bleed out, he would die soon enough. That would enforce discipline and kill the man. He considered it killing two birds with one stone.

Geom Mugeuk approached Gong Chan. "Why did meeting someone become a reason to cut off that man's hands? Who was it? If you speak honestly, I'll spare your life."

Though I'll cut off your hands and tongue.

Gong Chan, not knowing the omitted words, wavered.

Just then, a door in the escort agency building opened, and someone walked out.

"Stop right there."

The middle-aged man who appeared had a magnificent build and an intense gaze. He was Woo Sochu, the head of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency. He possessed a formidable aura for the head of a mere escort agency.

"I am Woo Sochu, the head of this agency."

He had hidden himself until now, only appearing at the decisive moment.

"A distinguished guest has arrived. I will escort you inside. Please, come in."

Geom Mugeuk politely refused. "That will be difficult, since my people are here. Let's talk here. The snow makes for a nice atmosphere."

Woo Sochu interpreted Geom Mugeuk's refusal as an act of oppression.

"Even if you're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, is it right to oppress an orthodox sect's escort agency like this?"

"Ah, so the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency is with the orthodox sects? After seeing you frame an innocent man and try to cut off his hands, I thought you were part of the unorthodox sects."

Woo Sochu's expression hardened.

"If you mess with us, the Murim Alliance Chairman won't forgive you."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at him and smiled. "Have you ever met the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

Woo Sochu couldn't answer. He had seen the Chairman from a distance at a large event, but he had never met him privately.

"I thought so. You probably say that because you haven't. If the Murim Alliance Chairman knew you were trying to cut off an innocent man's hands and tongue, he would have smashed your heads to pieces himself. Now, stop with the empty threats and come down here."

Geom Mugeuk walked across the fresh snow toward Jo Cheonbae's family. CRUNCH CRUNCH. He lightly brushed the snow from Chong Hak's shoulder and said, "You defend your person, and I'll defend mine. Let's determine who is right and who is wrong here on this pure white snow."

Woo Sochu remained where he was, looking down at Geom Mugeuk.

"I've been treating you with courtesy, so it seems you're failing to grasp the situation. The person standing before you is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, who almost lost a friend. So..."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been polite until now, added in a low, cold voice, "Get down here while I'm asking nicely, Woo Sochu."


Chapter 337: Because I Thought My Sword Would Hurt Less

Woo Sochu was confused. He hesitated for the same reason Gong Chan had.

Is this man truly the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

Fine, maybe the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would come alone. Maybe his appearance could be disheveled, but would he rush here to save a tavern owner's family? Would he stand while lowly people sat in chairs? Would he brush snow off a porter's shoulder?

This was impossible by Woo Sochu's common sense.

He is not the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. It can't be.

He was certain. Still, he could not refuse the man's demand. The martial arts used to subdue Gong Chan were not fake. Woo Sochu had watched from inside and couldn't see the details, but he saw Gong Chan go down without a fight. This was no ordinary skill.

"If the Young Cult Leader tells me to come down, then I must come down."

Geom Mugeuk watched him slowly walk down the stairs and spoke coldly. "You shouldn't be coming down because I told you to. You should be coming down for your subordinate whose life is on the line. You shouldn't be walking so leisurely. You should've leaped down to check on him first."

Woo Sochu felt a surge of irritation. The man had called his name, ordered him down, and now spoke words he could not refute. It was humiliating. His escorts and the village residents were watching, which made his anger boil.

This made the five people sitting behind Geom Mugeuk an even greater eyesore.

Insignificant wretches!

He had never been humiliated like this by his inferiors. Once this was over, he would make them pay.

The other three, besides Jo Cheonbae and Yang In, did not dare to meet Woo Sochu's gaze.

The Head of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency was the most powerful person in the region. Now, they were sitting while the Agency Head stood.

"It hurts," Yang In's younger sister said. Frightened by Woo Sochu's glare, she had squeezed her sister's hand too tightly.

"Sorry."

"Seon, it's okay now," Yang In spoke confidently, even with Woo Sochu listening. She was certain the man was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, so she truly believed everything would be okay.

Yang In looked at Jo Cheonbae, her eyes asking a question.

It's going to be okay, right?

Jo Cheonbae nodded vigorously, reinforcing his wife's comfort. "Don't worry, sister-in-law."

"Brother-in-law!"

"This is a once-in-a-lifetime moment. You can enjoy it."

Jo Cheonbae knew what kind of person stood before them like a fortress wall. A fortress might crumble, but that back would not.

This was the man who made the Demon Supremes visit his shabby Alluring Inn and leave their words on the wall. This was the man who brought the Heavenly Demon to his tavern.

His strength was entirely different from martial arts prowess. He was the one and only Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, a man who had never existed before and would never exist again.

This gave Jo Cheonbae a desire to live a long life. What will the Young Cult Leader be like when he becomes the Heavenly Demon? What will the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult be like under his leadership? What will become of the demonic practitioner murim he creates? He wanted to see it all.

Yang In gazed quietly at her husband. He never spoke about the tavern's affairs, but she knew how hard it was to deal with drunkards. He had changed after the Young Cult Leader came to the tavern. On days Geom Mugeuk or a Demon Supreme visited, her husband's eyes would sparkle like stars as he excitedly recounted the day's events. He looked at Geom Mugeuk now with those same eyes. Today, the star was at its brightest.


Geom Mugeuk became polite and calm again. His primary goal, before any punishment, was to clear Chong Hak's name.

"Now that you're down here, let's hear it together. Aren't you curious, Agency Head? Why did Head Escort Gong try to murder an innocent porter to silence him?"

Woo Sochu immediately retorted. "I wasn't trying to kill him. I was trying to cut off the hand that committed theft. Murder to silence him? A man doesn't die just because his wrist is cut off, does he?"

Geom Mugeuk was certain Gong Chan had intended to kill Chong Hak. "Could he survive getting both hands cut off here and make it to a physician? Let's say I cut off both of your hands. Are you confident you could run to a physician and survive without using movement arts? A person who hasn't learned martial arts would pass out the moment their hands were severed."

Woo Sochu could not argue. The blood loss would be so severe that even he would struggle to survive without proper help.

The watching residents looked at each other and murmured. They thought they were summoned to see a thief punished, but an unexpected truth was being revealed.

The escorts already suspected a conspiracy from Gong Chan's and Woo Sochu's reactions. They watched for now. Their opponent was, after all, a very special Demonic Cultist.

Geom Mugeuk said to Gong Chan and Woo Sochu, "You tried to kill not only a man's life, but also his honor."

Chong Hak sighed deeply. Hearing Geom Mugeuk's words in front of everyone felt like a weight lifting from his chest. The false accusation of theft had tormented him most, especially since he had never coveted what belonged to others.

Geom Mugeuk approached and once again brushed the snow from Chong Hak's shoulder. TUK, TUK.

Yoon watched this silently before speaking softly to her eldest daughter. "He may be young, but he's like an adult."

Only the eyes of an old person who had weathered the world's storms could see such things.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk questioned Woo Sochu. "Agency Head Woo, I have a question. Head Escort Gong seems impatient and cruel. So why didn't he kill this man during the escort mission? He certainly has the personality for it."

Gong Chan, his face filled with fear, glanced between Geom Mugeuk and Woo Sochu.

Geom Mugeuk stared directly into Gong Chan's eyes. "Perhaps you had to return and report to someone?"

Who would a Head Escort have to report to? Naturally, everyone's gaze turned to Woo Sochu.

"Was that person Agency Head Woo?"

Gong Chan did not answer. His reaction was an answer in itself.

"A denial isn't coming out immediately, I see."

At that, Woo Sochu said quickly, "A confirmation didn't come out either. How can he answer properly when you're threatening to kill him?"

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The moment Gong Chan was about to answer, Woo Sochu had sent him a telepathy message.

"What did your Agency Head send you via telepathy? Did he threaten your life? Did he promise you a large sum of money if you get through this? Did he offer to make you the Grand Head Escort? Or all three?"

Gong Chan stared at Geom Mugeuk with a shocked expression.

What in the world is this man?

Amazingly, it was all three.

Gong Chan had reported to Woo Sochu upon his return. The entire affair was carried out under the Agency Head's strict orders.

The Agency Head had also just threatened him via telepathy. He offered a stick, saying Gong Chan would die by his hands if he confessed, and a carrot, promising a large sum of money and the Grand Head Escort position.

Of course, since his opponent was Geom Mugeuk, it was never going to work.

"I'm sorry, but it's useless even if he offers you a hundred million gold. If you don't speak honestly right here, you'll die by my hand."

At that, Woo Sochu tried to persuade Gong Chan. "If that person is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, he can never kill you. A demonic practitioner killing the Head Escort of an orthodox escort agency? The Young Cult Leader himself? The murim would be in an uproar. Trust me."

In the end, Gong Chan kept his mouth shut. If he could survive this crisis, he would gain immense wealth and the Head Escort position. He believed Woo Sochu would save him, if only to save himself.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned cold as he revealed his demonic qi.

"Indeed. If you were the type to listen to reason, you wouldn't have done this in the first place."

The demonic qi flew not toward the others, but solely at Gong Chan.

Gong Chan looked around and found himself standing in the sea. The thought that it was beautiful was fleeting. He began to sink under the water.

A black abyss awaited below, and he could see nothing. It was not an illusion. He truly could not breathe, just like drowning. How was this possible with qi alone?

The pain was too much. He wished for unconsciousness, but Geom Mugeuk's qi manipulation directly reflected Geom Mugeuk's will.

The excruciating pain continued. Just as he was about to die, he was given a few gulps of air, only to be dragged back into the agony of suffocation.

Please! Please! Just kill me!

The pain was so great that the words 'kill me' came out before 'save me'.

Then, Geom Mugeuk's voice was heard.

[Do you want to live?]

Will? Loyalty? If he could just breathe right now, he would even offer his soul.

Yes, please save me!

[Then speak honestly.]

Gasping for breath, Gong Chan snapped his eyes open and shouted, "The Branch Manager gave the order!"

Woo Sochu couldn't say a word. He looked as if he were admitting it.

But he was not admitting it. Without anyone knowing, Geom Mugeuk had sealed his acupoints for speech and movement.

This was the same tactic Geom Mugeuk used earlier, sealing their acupoints to make them look guilty as they tried to cut off Chong Hak's hand.

Woo Sochu was horrified. No matter how strong his opponent was, it should have been impossible to seal his blood dao without him noticing.

He really is the Young Cult Leader!

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk's questioning of Gong Chan continued. "Then who is the man with the mole on his forehead?"

"I don't know either. The Branch Manager told me to meet him, so I did. He told me when and where to receive the next shipment."

"Do you know what the shipment is?"

"I don't know."

"When are you scheduled to receive the next shipment?"

"We're supposed to receive it in three days at the Clear Water Forest."

Geom Mugeuk asked something more important. "What was the reason for trying to cut off Chong Hak's hand?"

"When I reported that Chong Hak had seen our rendezvous, the Branch Manager said to take care of it by cutting off his hand."

It was the moment Chong Hak was completely cleared of the false accusation.

The escorts and residents all turned to look at the Branch Manager. His face turned bright red, and he could not say a word.

"Which escorts were involved in this matter?"

"Only me. The other escorts just did as they were told. No, I'm the same. I only acted as the Branch Manager commanded."

He passed all the responsibility onto the Branch Manager.

"I've told you everything, so you'll let me live, right?"

Gong Chan was not the only one tense about the answer. Jo Cheonbae's family, standing behind Geom Mugeuk, was even more nervous.

Chong Hak, in particular, prayed in his heart. Please don't let that man live! He feared Gong Chan would seek revenge later if spared.

"Why should I?"

When Geom Mugeuk asked back, Gong Chan raised his voice. "Didn't you say you'd let me live if I told you everything?"

"You didn't speak when I told you to, did you? You only spoke because I pressured you with my demonic qi. Isn't that right?"

Gong Chan could tell Geom Mugeuk had never intended to let him live. The moment he tried to curse Geom Mugeuk, he found his speech acupoint sealed. It was a skill so uncanny it could make a ghost weep, a skill that could seal even a ghost's acupoints and render it helpless.

There was no word of advice, no 'be a good person in your next life'. Geom Mugeuk thoroughly negated Gong Chan's existence.

WHOOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's merciless fist flew toward him.

KRRRRRUMBLE!

At the same time, a sound like thunder echoed, as if divine punishment were descending.

PWAAAK.

A single blow shattered his ribs. Gong Chan flew backward and slammed into a building wall, already dead before he hit it.

"You tried to cut off an innocent man's hand, and you tried to cut out my friend's tongue. You were already a dead man."

He said this for the residents and escorts to hear. They needed to understand what this death meant so Chong Hak's family could continue to live here.

The escorts and residents who were watching thought it was a just outcome.

Chong Hak let out a sigh of relief.

Knowing how he felt, Yangseon hugged her husband tightly.

Yang In felt it. The moment Geom Mugeuk said 'friend', her husband's hand, which she held, tensed.

Jo Cheonbae said in a trembling voice, "You're too good a friend for me."

Geom Mugeuk turned to him and smiled. "Of course. Am I not the man who will become the Heavenly Demon? I'm too good a friend for anyone."

Geom Mugeuk's pleasantry put Jo Cheonbae at ease, and he felt good.

"You have no idea how grateful I am."

Jo Cheonbae would live the rest of his life with a grateful heart.

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "I should be the one thanking you."

"Pardon?"

"Rather, you saved me, Innkeeper."

Geom Mugeuk gave a faint smile to Jo Cheonbae, whose eyes had widened in confusion, and then turned away.

Thank you for allowing me to protect my demonic way, Innkeeper.

Geom Mugeuk walked up to Woo Sochu.

"Fortunately, it seems the matter of right and wrong has been clearly settled."

That was not the only thing released. Woo Sochu's blood dao had also been freed at some point.

"You! Do you know what you've done? You just killed the Head Escort of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency!"

He shouted, looking at the escorts.

"This is a separate matter from Gong Chan's crimes! A demonic practitioner has killed an orthodox martial artist! This is an attack on the orthodox sects by the Demonic Cult!"

His shouts echoed emptily. No one agreed. The moment his order to cut off Chong Hak's wrist was revealed, the Branch Manager's authority vanished. He was just a hypocrite who tried to kill an innocent person for his own gain.

"If you touch me, the Great Orthodox-Demonic War will break out! Countless people will die because of you!"

Compared to the agitated man, Geom Mugeuk was calm.

"It's already clear you can't grasp the situation and won't listen to reason, so I'll do things my way. No, I suppose it's your way."

Just as Woo Sochu was wondering what that meant.

SWOOOSH.

Woo Sochu's left hand extended forward on its own. His movement acupoint was already sealed, so he could not resist.

"What are you trying to do?"

"What you were trying to do. Didn't you gather all these people to show them that sinners receive punishment?"

Geom Mugeuk held out his hand. The sword at the waist of Gong Chan's distant corpse unsheathed itself. It flew through the air and into Geom Mugeuk's hand.

"My sword is too sharp, so I thought it might hurt less."

Realizing Geom Mugeuk's intention, Woo Sochu was terrified.

"Stop! Don't do it! Stop!"

"It's fine. You said it yourself, didn't you? You don't die from having your wrist cut off."

"Why are you doing this, Young Cult Leader! Young Cult Leader! Please!"

"Fine, I'll give you a chance."

Words as terrifying as his cold gaze flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"If you don't answer my question by the time I count to three, I'll cut off your left hand first and then ask again."

Geom Mugeuk raised the sword, ready to strike at any moment, and asked, "Who is the man with the mole on his forehead? One, two..."


Chapter 338: A Place Where You Cannot Die Even If You Want To

"Three!"

Geom Mugeuk counted to three and swung his sword down without hesitation.

Woo Sochu shouted urgently, "It's not a mole!"

SHIIIIK.

The descending sword stopped mid-air.

PAAT.

The blade cut his wrist, and blood trickled down. Fortunately, it only sliced the skin, not the bone.

This crazy bastard! He really meant to cut it off!

A chill ran down Woo Sochu's spine. He had never been so startled in his life, a testament to how comfortable his life had been.

"Not a mole?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"That thing on his forehead, it's not a mole. It's a tattoo."

"A tattoo? What kind?"

Woo Sochu hesitated.

"One, two."

This time, the answer came when Geom Mugeuk counted to two.

"A snake's head."

"A snake?"

"He has a snake's head tattooed on his forehead. It's black, so you must have mistaken it for a mole."

There was only one group of madmen in the murim who tattooed snake heads on their foreheads.

"Don't tell me it's the Black Snake Society?"

At the mention of the Black Snake Society, not only the escorts but also the residents turned pale. Chong Hak felt goosebumps crawl over his body when he realized what he had seen was the society's symbol.

The Black Snake Society was an unorthodox sect known for committing all sorts of evil deeds. They were among the most notorious villains of the unorthodox sects.

"Did you accept a delivery from the Black Snake Society!"

Woo Sochu hung his head low, unable to answer.

The escorts' expressions hardened. One of the middle-aged men among them could not hold back his anger.

"Agency Head, is what he said true?" he shouted.

Woo Sochu lifted his head and glared at the man. His eyes sent a clear message. Even if I did something wrong, how dare a punk like you question the Agency Head?

He was truly a hopeless case.

The other escorts also glared at Woo Sochu with cold eyes. He accepted a delivery from the Black Snake Society of all places.

Unable to endure their stares, Woo Sochu finally yelled, "It was all for the escort agency! What the hell do you know?"

Geom Mugeuk tapped his sword against Woo Sochu's wrist.

Woo Sochu, who had been shouting at the escorts, startled.

"Don't cut it! Please!"

Seeing his terrified state, the escorts sighed. They felt ashamed to have served such a man as their Agency Head.

"What was the cargo?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I don't know."

"That can't be right. No matter how blinded by money you are, a man like you wouldn't have joined hands with the Black Snake Society without even knowing what the cargo was."

Geom Mugeuk raised his hand.

"One, two..."

"I don't know, I really don't know."

"Three."

SHIIIIK.

SEOGEOK!

The sword sliced through his wrist.

TUK.

Woo Sochu's eyes widened as he saw his own hand fall to the ground. He had thought, surely not.

PWAAAAAK!

Blood spurted from his wrist, and Woo Sochu screamed.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

The onlookers turned their heads and closed their eyes.

Jo Cheonbae and Chong Hak watched with wide eyes. If Geom Mugeuk had not arrived, the hand on the ground would have been Chong Hak's.

The gushing blood stopped. Geom Mugeuk had fired a finger qi bullet to press his blood point.

Just as Woo Sochu was about to spit resentful curses at Geom Mugeuk.

SEUREUREUK.

His right hand lifted into the air by itself.

Woo Sochu was scared out of his wits.

"No! Stop! You crazy bastard, stop!"

Geom Mugeuk started counting again.

"One, two!"

Woo Sochu shouted, "It's children!"

A momentary silence fell. It was an answer no one had expected.

"The cargo is children?"

"That's right. I put children, who were put to sleep with the Turtle Breath Holding Technique, into boxes and transported them to the location they wanted."

The Turtle Breath Holding Technique made one fall asleep as if dead, allowing them to be transported like objects for days. The boxes containing the children were likely camouflaged with soft goods packed on top. This method allowed many children to be moved quickly without attracting attention.

"Please, take me to a physician," Woo Sochu pleaded desperately, picking up his severed hand. Only someone like a divine physician could reattach it.

Geom Mugeuk's reaction was cold.

"Why did they entrust this job to you? They could've used an escort agency from the unorthodox sects, couldn't they? Or the Black Snake Society could've transported them. The faster you answer, the faster you can go."

"I asked the same thing. They said the Murim Alliance had caught on and was monitoring them."

Geom Mugeuk remembered a story about the Black Snake Society kidnapping children with excellent martial potential. They sold them for huge sums of money to accumulate wealth. He recalled it as an event that happened much later.

"They said the head of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade was personally investigating. That's why they were laying low."

The head of the Demon Slaying Brigade is Jin Hagun, the grandson of the Murim Alliance Chairman. My encounter with Jin Hagun changed his path. As his fate changes, the fate of the murim will change as a result.

"Please! Please take me."

"I still have questions."

"I'll answer them after we go to the physician."

"No! Answer here."

Woo Sochu's eyes filled with unconcealable hatred and resentment.

"How much more money did you receive?"

"I received ten times the usual payment."

After answering, Woo Sochu felt gazes directed at him.

He turned his head and saw everyone staring at him. The residents and the escorts all had families. They were fathers raising children, and they were someone's child themselves. For that reason, their gazes could not be kind.

"You think you're any different..."

Before Woo Sochu could finish his sentence.

SHIIIIK.

SEOGEOK!

This time, without even counting, Geom Mugeuk cut off his right hand as well.

Woo Sochu screamed as he watched the blood gush out. With both hands severed, he was in a state of insanity.

"This is what you were going to do to that man. You, at least, are guilty of a crime," Geom Mugeuk said.

Screaming, Woo Sochu tried to press his blood points with his chin to somehow stop the bleeding from his arms.

Just as he thrashed about like a madman.

KURURU! KWANG!

The sound of thunder, like a divine punishment, echoed.

Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into Woo Sochu's face. His face caved in, and Woo Sochu fell backward, his breath cut short. Geom Mugeuk did not even allow him a final word.

Jo Cheonbae and his family were shocked, bewildered, and also relieved.

Geom Mugeuk sent the residents away first.

"I think you can all go back now. Since this matter is related to the Black Snake Society, it would be best if you kept quiet about today's events for the time being."

As long as the Black Snake Society was involved, no one would dare spread the story.

After they had all left, Geom Mugeuk asked the escorts, "Who should I speak with now regarding the escort agency's affairs?"

The escorts' gazes turned to one person. The man everyone acknowledged was the same one who had questioned Woo Sochu earlier.

"Head Escort Hwang Won."

"For the time being, you will act as the temporary head of the escort agency."

"I will."

Normally, Geom Mugeuk would not have interfered in the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency's affairs, but since Chong Hak was a porter there, he decided to take an interest in their future.

"Please lend me a dozen or so sets of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency escort uniforms."

"May I ask why?"

"As you've heard, they are supposed to receive the cargo at the Clear Water Forest in three days. I plan to take some of our Cult's Branch martial artists and rescue those children first."

"Won't word of what happened here reach their ears?"

"If they don't show up because of that, then there's nothing we can do. However, if we're lucky and get to the Clear Water Forest before this news does, we can at least save the children in this shipment."

Hwang Won stared intently at Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you trying to save them? You're..."

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Aren't you people more cruel than the bastards from the unorthodox sects?

He asked with that thought in mind, but a surprising answer came back.

"Because they're children. I may not care about others, but shouldn't we at least save the children?"

If they had not witnessed what Geom Mugeuk had done today, they would never have taken his words at face value. However, the escorts had seen everything from beginning to end.

"Can we discuss this amongst ourselves for a moment?"

"Go ahead."

Hwang Won spoke with the escorts and then came to an unexpected conclusion.

"We will go with you to the Clear Water Forest. If they don't see familiar faces, those bastards will get suspicious. They might not even show themselves at all."

A few of the escorts stepped forward. It seemed not all, but some of them had volunteered.

"It could be dangerous," Geom Mugeuk warned.

"We know."

"Then why do you want to go?"

"We are martial artists of the orthodox sects. Although we just transport other people's goods, we are still members of the orthodox sects. This is a golden opportunity to save kidnapped children. We can't just pretend we don't know."

They did not say it, but they trusted that with this Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, they could handle this matter well.

"Please help us restore the reputation of our escort agency that the Agency Head has dragged through the mud."

"The Black Snake Society might retaliate later."

It seemed they had already thought about that.

"As soon as we rescue the children at the Clear Water Forest, we will report this to the Murim Alliance and ask for help."

"Good. Let's do that."

Geom Mugeuk accepted their request. If they went together, handling the matter would certainly be more advantageous.

He got a set of escort clothes from Hwang Won and changed, then promised to meet them at the Clear Water Forest in three days.

Geom Mugeuk borrowed a carriage from the escort agency.

"Now, please get in. We have a place to go."

He had Mrs. Yoon, Yang In, Yang Seon, Jo Cheonbae, and Chong Hak all get into the carriage.

"I'll drive the carriage," Chong Hak offered.

Geom Mugeuk declined. "Take care of your wounds. If you don't treat them well now, you'll suffer for the rest of your life."

He forced Chong Hak into the carriage.

Jo Cheonbae and his family sat facing each other. Sitting together in one space like this, they finally felt a sense of relief that their family had safely overcome the crisis.

The voice of the person who had made this miracle possible came from the driver's seat.

"Then, we'll be on our way."


The carriage ran for half a day without stopping.

It entered a forest path, forging a new trail where there was none, before finally stopping.

"You'll have to get out and walk for a bit."

Geom Mugeuk led them into the forest. After a while, a place thick with fog appeared.

"From now on, could you please follow me, stepping exactly where I step?"

The women did not know why, but Jo Cheonbae and Chong Hak, who had seen and heard many things, understood. They were about to pass through formations.

Geom Mugeuk walked very slowly, considerate of the elderly Mrs. Yoon. They followed his guidance through the formations and arrived at a manor standing amidst the magnificent scenery of a winter waterfall.

A middle-aged man greeted them politely.

"Welcome."

Jo Cheonbae could sense that he was a master of the Demonic Cult.

The snow-covered manor was incredibly beautiful.

"I've never seen such a wonderful manor before," Yang In exclaimed.

"Me too, Unnie," Yang Seon added.

Jo Cheonbae asked Geom Mugeuk, "Where is this place?"

"This is a safehouse of our Cult. It's not an ordinary safehouse, but a special one that only those at the level of Demon Supreme or higher can use. It's a place where you cannot die even if you want to."

Everyone was shocked to hear it was a safehouse of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. They never imagined Geom Mugeuk would bring them to a safehouse, and a special one at that.

"Since the Black Snake Society is involved, I thought it would be best to be cautious. Please rest comfortably here until this matter is resolved."

Geom Mugeuk took absolute care of Jo Cheonbae's family's safety. He eliminated even the slightest one-in-a-million chance of danger.

"How can we possibly stay in such a precious place?"

"Because you are a friend of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

"Just how moved are you trying to make me?"

"I'll be looking forward to free side dishes at the Alluring Inn."

Jo Cheonbae was so grateful he did not know what to do. It was a debt he could not repay even if he made free side dishes for the rest of his life.

The reason Geom Mugeuk brought them here was not just for safety.

"When was the last time you went on a trip?"

Jo Cheonbae was flustered by the unexpected question. When was it? He did not even need to think.

Jo Cheonbae gave his wife an apologetic look.

"Then have you ever closed the tavern just to rest?"

"Never."

He had closed for family matters, but never for himself. He opened the doors every single day without fail. He opened it when he was sick and when he was tired. There were days he really wanted to rest, but he opened it on those days too.

"Young Cult Leader? Don't tell me?"

"Yes. Please think of this as a trip, a long-overdue vacation. Get plenty of rest."

Jo Cheonbae did not know what to say. He was so moved that his mind went blank.

"For me, it's an easy task that only requires me to move my mouth. It's not such a big deal, so please don't feel burdened. I will come get you as soon as the job is done."

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk conveyed a few matters to the middle-aged demon via telepathy and gave a final order.

"Serve these people as you would serve me."

The middle-aged demon bowed his head respectfully.

In a flash, Geom Mugeuk became a distant dot and disappeared.

Jo Cheonbae and his family stood still, watching him go.

The middle-aged demon who managed the place guided them with a kind smile.

"Now, please come inside."

"Oh my, yes."

Jo Cheonbae and his family entered the manor. The carpets on the floor, the furniture in the hallways, and every single painting on the walls were all precious and luxurious items.

"This is the first time in my life I've been in a place like this."

It was the first time for all of them, not just Yang In.

As they passed by, they saw a cook in an open kitchen preparing dishes one could only eat at high-end restaurants.

The middle-aged demon had prepared three separate rooms, one for Mrs. Yoon, one for Jo Cheonbae and his wife, and one for Chong Hak and his wife. The rooms were even more luxuriously decorated.

"Are we allowed to do this?" Yang In asked.

Jo Cheonbae shook his head. "I don't know either."

Yang Seon laid Chong Hak on a bed with a fluffy, pure-white blanket.

"Now, don't worry about anything and just rest."

Perhaps Geom Mugeuk had requested it before he left, because the safehouse's physician came, checked Chong Hak's pulse, and left some medicine.

Moved by this, Yang Seon smiled brightly and said, "Brother-in-law is right. This is a moment that won't come again."

Jo Cheonbae and Yang In entered their room. Mrs. Yoon had been given the largest room to her eldest son-in-law.

The two of them sat on the bed and stared blankly out the window. A truly stormy day had passed. Jo Cheonbae wondered if he was dreaming.

Yang In felt the same way.

"To think a day like this would come in my lifetime."

"I know, right."

In the distance, the sunset beautifully painted the sky. He could not even remember the last time they had sat side-by-side like this and watched a sunset.

"You've worked so hard all this time, dear."

Today, those words sank deeper into his heart. Yes, this one phrase was enough. Because he could not say this one simple phrase, their precious hard work had become a living hell.

"You've worked hard too."

Jo Cheonbae knew. He knew how tenaciously his wife had lived, raising their children and enduring all sorts of hardships.

Just then, a servant girl announced from outside, "Dinner is ready."

In this surreal reality, the two of them sat blankly for a moment.

Then, Jo Cheonbae stood up first and held out his hand to his wife.

"My wife, let's go have dinner."

Yang In smiled, took her husband's hand, and stood up. It was the first vacation of her life.

"Then shall we go and eat a meal prepared by someone else for once? I'm going to eat a lot."


Chapter 339: Irrefutable, Impossible to Silence

Geom Mugeuk and the escorts from the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency waited in the Clear Water Forest. Geom Mugeuk wore an escort's uniform and looked like a young, new recruit.

[The time has come, but they haven't arrived.]

Geom Mugeuk replied to the telepathic message from Hwang Won, the temporary agency head.

[Give the order to return immediately.]

[Shouldn't we wait longer?]

[No, give the order right now.]

Hwang Won took Geom Mugeuk's advice.

"We're turning back."

At his command, the escorts turned their carts around.

Just as they were about to leave the Clear Water Forest, a man blocked their path. He wore a bamboo hat pulled low to hide his face. He was the Thirteen Black Hands of the Black Snake Society.

"Where is Head Escort Gong?"

He had been hiding and watching them, only revealing himself when they started to leave.

Hwang Won answered the Thirteen Black Hands' question.

"Head Escort Gong is dead."

Geom Mugeuk had told him to tell the truth if the contact asked.

"Dead? How did he die?"

"He was killed by those bastards from the Demonic Cult."

Hwang Won reported the facts, considering the man might have already heard the news.

"I don't know the full details myself. Only that he got tangled up with the Demonic Cult bastards and was beaten to death."

The Thirteen Black Hands was not particularly surprised. The Gong Chan he knew did not seem like the type to live long. He was arrogant, ignorant of his place, and had an irritating gaze.

"The agency head sent me in his place as the one in charge," Hwang Won said.

The Thirteen Black Hands glanced at the escorts behind Hwang Won. They were the same men he had seen last time, except for a young escort who looked like a new recruit.

"Just give me the goods. You can confirm with the agency head later."

Geom Mugeuk had also instructed Hwang Won to adopt this stiff, business-like attitude.

When the Thirteen Black Hands did not answer, Geom Mugeuk sent Hwang Won a quick telepathic message.

[Be more forceful.]

Hwang Won's expression hardened as he spoke the words Geom Mugeuk gave him.

"Frankly, I don't like these secretive escort missions. I'm only doing this because the agency head ordered it. I'll go back and report that your side refused to entrust the goods to us."

Hwang Won turned to the escorts.

"We're leaving."

Their side had nothing to lose. This was the core of the plan.

The Thirteen Black Hands glared at Hwang Won's back for a moment, then dropped his suspicion.

"Wait. Follow me."

They followed him to a secluded part of the forest. There, they found a cart loaded with goods and a dozen martial artists from the Black Snake Society. The men did not cover their faces, and the menacing black snake head tattoos on their foreheads were clearly visible.

As soon as Geom Mugeuk saw the crates, he released his qi to check for any life force inside, wary of a trap.

Fortunately, he felt breathing. It was faint and barely perceptible. It's children!

Geom Mugeuk nodded, and Hwang Won gave the order.

"Move them quickly."

The escorts began transferring the crates to their own carts.

Hwang Won asked the Thirteen Black Hands a question.

"Where should we take them?"

"I already told you the destination, didn't I?"

Geom Mugeuk had prepared a response for this exact situation.

"You think that secretive Head Escort Gong would have told us that before he croaked?"

When Hwang Won had asked if being so aggressive was wise, Geom Mugeuk explained it was a trick to misdirect their attention.

Indeed, the Black Snake Society members focused on Hwang Won's attitude. One of their swordsmen stepped forward to warn him.

"You! Watch your mouth."

The Thirteen Black Hands restrained his subordinate, then spoke to Hwang Won.

"Take the goods to the Flowing Sword Sect by Purple Orb the day after tomorrow. If you're even a moment late, you will die by my hand."

Just as the destination was revealed, something happened.

SHWIIIIK.

A throwing knife flew through the air and lodged in the neck of the swordsman who had just issued the warning.

As he collapsed, martial artists ambushed them from all directions.

"It's an ambush! Defend!"

The ambushers' skills, however, overwhelmed the Black Snake Society swordsmen. They could not counter the attacks and fell one after another.

Geom Mugeuk had the escorts form a defensive circle to avoid getting caught in the fight.

The Thirteen Black Hands launched himself toward the forest behind him.

THWACK. He tumbled to the ground. The force of the fall knocked off his bamboo hat, revealing his face. A black snake head tattoo was also engraved on his forehead. The snake's shape was different from his subordinates' tattoos, suggesting it denoted a higher rank.

A person walked out from the forest.

The one who had subdued the Thirteen Black Hands was, surprisingly, Jin Hagun, the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade. He walked over leisurely and sealed the acupoints of the Thirteen Black Hands, who was clutching his stomach in pain.

By then, the other Black Snake Society swordsmen had all been killed or subdued. The situation was resolved in an instant.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists surrounded the escorts and aimed their swords at them.

One of the martial artists ran over and opened a crate. He lifted the silk covering and found a sleeping child inside.

"There's a child here."

"Is the child unharmed?" Jin Hagun asked.

"Yes, the child is asleep due to the Turtle Breath Holding Technique."

Delighted, Jin Hagun opened another crate himself. A child was sleeping inside it as well.

Just then, another martial artist approached and reported to Jin Hagun.

"Those men are escorts from the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency."

At that, Jin Hagun roared.

"Escorts from the orthodox sects were dealing with the Black Snake Society?"

The Demon Slaying Brigade had only been tracking the children. They did not know that people from the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency were coming for the rendezvous.

"Drop your weapons and all of you, kneel."

Hwang Won's heart sank.

We're here with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, at a place where the Black Snake Society is transporting children. Will the Demon Slaying Brigade really believe our story?

The truth would eventually come out. Many people had witnessed what happened at the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency.

However, if a fight broke out here, they could all die without ever getting a chance to explain. In that brief moment, such worries plagued Hwang Won.

"Kill anyone who doesn't kneel!"

At the order, Hwang Won commanded the escorts to kneel for now.

Jin Hagun held one of the children. He then noticed a Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist beside him staring at someone. The other martial artists were doing the same.

Still holding the child, Jin Hagun turned around.

Everyone was kneeling except for a single young escort who remained standing. He grinned at Jin Hagun and offered a greeting.

"Been well?"

Jin Hagun's eyes widened when he recognized Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

This is the man who appears in my dreams. The detestable man who is always one step ahead, even in my dreams, and here he is, smiling in an escort's uniform.

"Why are you here?" Jin Hagun asked.

"I came to acquire some children to use as ingredients for a grand ritual."

Hwang Won, still kneeling, was horrified by those words.

What if he actually believes him? Gasp! Don't tell me that was the real reason? Did he trick me and bring me here? That's right, there's no way the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would come to rescue children, right?

Unused to Geom Mugeuk's banter, such thoughts momentarily crossed his mind.

Fortunately, Jin Hagun was accustomed to Geom Mugeuk's jokes.

"Joking the moment you see me again?"

"It's a long story. To put it simply, I came to rescue the children."

"If I'd known this, we wouldn't have had to come."

Though it sounded like a joke, it was high praise for Geom Mugeuk.

"Everyone, rise."

At Jin Hagun's words, the kneeling escorts got to their feet. They were relieved but also surprised. They knew the Young Cult Leader was an extraordinary person, but they never imagined he had this kind of relationship with the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"We obtained information that the Black Snake Society bastards were kidnapping and selling children, so we launched an investigation. We've finally found the evidence," Jin Hagun explained.

"You've found out they're selling the children, but what will you do about the buyers?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Of course, we won't let them go either."

Jin Hagun wanted to storm the Flowing Sword Sect immediately and punish them. However, the Flowing Sword Sect belonged to the unorthodox sects. He could not just charge in without clear evidence. A single misstep could escalate into an irreversible conflict with the Evil Alliance.

"From now on, we will secretly investigate the Flowing Sword Sect. If we find evidence that they purchased the kidnapped children, the main brigade will not forgive them," Jin Hagun declared.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at his firm resolve.

"Spoken like the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

He was not being sarcastic. He meant it sincerely and could feel a different kind of spirit from Jin Hagun than before.

"However, there's a problem with your plan, Captain. If the promised children don't arrive, they'll realize something is wrong and destroy all the evidence. They might even pin it on a disposable subordinate and cut their losses."

Jin Hagun agreed and asked for Geom Mugeuk's opinion.

"Then what should we do?"

"Let's continue our escort mission."

Not only Jin Hagun, but also the Demon Slaying Brigade members and the escorts stared at Geom Mugeuk in astonishment.

"The children are asleep because of the Turtle Breath Holding Technique anyway, so we can't force them awake. They'll only wake up when the time comes. Let's deliver the children and find evidence that the head of the Flowing Sword Sect is involved."

"What if something happens to the children in the process?" Jin Hagun asked.

"If an accident happens with you and I both there, wouldn't that be a natural disaster?"

Jin Hagun considered it. He would have refused if anyone else had made this proposal, as he had no intention of gambling with the children's lives.

However, the person he would be with was Geom Mugeuk. He knew well what kind of man Geom Mugeuk was.

His deliberation was not long. If they did not uproot this problem properly, children would continue to be kidnapped in other ways.

As Jin Hagun nodded, Geom Mugeuk shouted to the escorts.

"Let's continue the escort mission."


Hwang Won looked back.

He saw Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun sitting side-by-side on a cart. They were not just two escorts or two masters. They were the son of the Heavenly Demon and the grandson of the Murim Alliance Chairman, sitting next to each other.

It was a sight he would never see again. Hwang Won and the escorts were having a truly astonishing experience.

"Is the Chairman well?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"He's still as robust as ever."

After a brief pause, Jin Hagun spoke again.

"He sometimes talks about you."

"What does he say?"

"'If you have to kill one person among the demonic practitioners, make sure you kill the Young Cult Leader.'"

Geom Mugeuk laughed and countered.

"It must be the opposite. 'If you have to save one person among the demonic practitioners, make sure you save the Young Cult Leader.'"

"Think whatever you like."

Through their conversation, Hwang Won and the escorts realized that what Geom Mugeuk had told Woo Sochu was true. He was undoubtedly well-acquainted with the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"And Miss Jin?"

"Still as reckless as ever."

Contrary to his words, however, Jin Haryong had also changed. She was no longer immature but was growing into a central figure for the orthodox sects' prodigies.

"By the way, why are you out here alone?" Jin Hagun asked.

"I left in such a hurry that I couldn't inform anyone."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. He knew Geom Mugeuk did not lie, so he must truly be alone.

"It seems the Cult doesn't even look for you, since you're a disowned son."

"I suppose so. So at least you should treat me warmly."

Jin Hagun averted his gaze with a look of disbelief. However, he soon spoke in a calm tone.

"Since that day, I've been trying to see people for who they truly are."

Geom Mugeuk smiled without a word. Jin Hagun felt that the true essence of the man named Geom Mugeuk could be seen when he was silent like this, looking up at the sky with clear, deep eyes. One should not be fooled by his chatter.

And so, the carts continued on, finally arriving at the Flowing Sword Sect.


Late at night, the carts entered through the back gate of the Flowing Sword Sect. Man Hong of the Flowing Sword Sect received the goods.

"Move them carefully. Don't stack them, place them separately."

The escorts from the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency moved the crates into a warehouse. Once all the crates were moved, Man Hong handed them a heavy pouch filled with silver.

After the escorts left, Man Hong opened the crates to check on the children.

Just then, a man entered the warehouse. He was Dae So, the head of the Flowing Sword Sect. He was an absolute master of the unorthodox sects who had established his own school with the Flowing Sword Art.

"Did they say we absolutely have to use those orthodox sects bastards?" Dae So asked.

"They say it can't be helped. It seems the Demon Slaying Brigade is thoroughly investigating anyone connected to the Black Snake Society, even those who just had a drink with them."

"Damn them! How many children came in this time?"

"Fifteen."

"When will they wake up?"

"They should wake up in six hours."

"Call me when the kids wake up."

Just as Dae So was about to leave the warehouse, a commotion erupted outside. It sounded like the clashing of weapons.

"......"

The warehouse door burst open, and a group of martial artists stormed in, led by Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun walked up to Dae So and calmly introduced himself.

"I am Jin Hagun, head of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

"A pleasure to meet you. It is an honor to meet the famous head of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

Dae So maintained his composure, despite guessing why his guest had come.

"No matter how famous you are, I'm not sure if it's acceptable to trespass on another's sect like this."

"My apologies for that. The matter was urgent, so it couldn't be helped."

"What matter is that?"

"Recently, the Black Snake Society bastards have been kidnapping and selling children. Our brigade has been tracking their evil deeds and confirmed that crates loaded with children entered this place, the Flowing Sword Sect."

Jin Hagun's gaze shifted to the crates.

"I believe those are the crates. May I check them?"

"And if I say no, you won't?"

"If that were the case, I wouldn't have entered in the first place."

Jin Hagun nodded, and two Demon Slaying Brigade members opened the crates. They confirmed that children were sleeping inside.

"I know nothing of this," Dae So flatly denied, despite the evidence. "I just came here to speak with a subordinate. What is all this?"

"I don't know either. I will call the person in charge of this place and find out."

He was trying to pin the crime on a subordinate and escape, just as Geom Mugeuk had predicted.

Just then, a voice came from behind.

"That's a lie, isn't it?"

A startled Dae So turned to see someone rising from behind the crates. It was Geom Mugeuk, who had been hiding there.

"It's useless to deny it. I heard everything."

Of course, Dae So did not accept this meekly. He calmly challenged Jin Hagun.

"I don't know what that young martial artist claims to have heard, but who would believe the words of a subordinate you planted?"

"He is not my subordinate."

"And you expect me to believe that?"

"I wish he were my subordinate, but he is a man whom no one in this world can make their subordinate."

Dae So looked back and forth between Jin Hagun and Geom Mugeuk with a puzzled expression, unable to understand what he meant.

"It doesn't matter whether he's your subordinate or not. Judging by his clothes, he seems to be an escort, which makes him nothing more than a petty thief who snuck into a warehouse. I cannot accept such a person as a witness."

Both men were at ease. The winner of this fight had been decided from the very beginning.

Jin Hagun spoke calmly.

"Unfortunately for you, you can't refute him, it won't be easy to insist otherwise, and silencing him by murder is impossible. In fact, everyone except you will believe his words..."

Jin Hagun turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's mouth was itching to speak. He twitched his lips with an expression that said, When is it my turn to talk?

"You've just met the one witness you should have never encountered."


Chapter 340: Confess and Go to the Murim Alliance, Resist and Go to the Demonic Cult

Dae So studied Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression.

What is that young punk saying?

Annihilation was impossible? What a ridiculous notion. If Dae So set his mind to it, there was no one he could not kill. He had lived his entire life that way.

He mocked and killed those he could defeat in front of everyone. He stabbed those he could not defeat in the back. If that failed, he hired an assassin organization or persuaded an acquaintance to poison his target.

For a man who lived like that, the idea that annihilation was impossible was simply laughable.

He's bluffing. He's just trying to get a confession out of me somehow.

Dae So asked Geom Mugeuk with a relaxed smile, "The head of the Demon Slaying Brigade thinks so highly of you. You must be quite the person. Who are you, exactly?"

Geom Mugeuk revealed his identity.

"I am the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader."

After a moment of stunned silence, Dae So burst out laughing. It was the most absurd answer he had ever heard.

"Yes, I suppose you'd need a status like that for what the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade said to be true."

Dae So spoke as if he acknowledged it, but he did not believe it at all.

"Then let me ask you one thing. What is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult doing with the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade? That group was created to annihilate demons."

Geom Mugeuk opened the box, looked down at the sleeping child, and answered.

"We're carrying out a trash cleanup operation."

Dae So's expression twitched.

Geom Mugeuk adjusted the child into a more comfortable position and continued speaking.

"If you ask martial artists who the most evil people are, most will say it's us. It's truly unfair. When you get out in the world, you find so many disgusting bastards you wonder if they're even human. This case is no different. Kidnapping someone's child to sell for money, and who knows what the buyer plans to do with them. This is the kind of trashy thing even we don't do."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted from the child to Dae So.

"What exactly are you trying to do?"

Calling the act trashy before asking this question was the same as calling Dae So trash.

Dae So wanted to rush over and hack the man to pieces.

However, he could not do that. Since the box containing the child was found in his warehouse, he had to find a way out of this situation.

He quickly sent a telepathic message to Man Hong.

[You'll have to suffer a bit. I'll get you out as soon as possible.]

[Yes, Sect Leader.]

Man Hong was truly reluctant. The head of the Demon Slaying Brigade had personally raided this case. He had no idea what would happen if he was dragged away. However, he could not disobey the Sect Leader's command. His only choices were death or capture.

Man Hong stepped forward.

"Actually, I'm the one who did it. I'm sorry."

Dae So pretended to be shocked and scolded him.

"Is that true?"

"I didn't know it was a kidnapped child. I only requested that they get me some children."

"You fool! You should have investigated properly before proceeding."

"I'm sorry."

Dae So also put on an apologetic expression.

"My subordinate says he didn't know they were kidnapped children. It's also my fault for not looking into it beforehand."

He tried to frame it as a minor mistake that occurred during business. The subordinate insisted he did not know, and Dae So insisted he was unaware. Now, what could they do?

Unfortunately for them, they were not just dealing with Jin Hagun.

Geom Mugeuk raised his hand high.

"That's why you need a witness. The witness is right here. I heard everything. I even heard you say to call you when the child wakes up."

Dae So glared fiercely at Geom Mugeuk, but the man was not intimidated at all. Right, he must have been given the role of witness because he's this kind of person.

"Since there's a witness, you'll have to come with us for now," Jin Hagun said.

"I will not go."

A tense atmosphere flowed between Jin Hagun and Dae So. Dae So knew that the moment he was dragged away, the problem would become a headache.

"You will have to go."

"Are you threatening me right now?"

"If you've committed a crime, it's a threat. If you're innocent, it's a request for cooperation."

Dae So could feel it. They were not going to leave on good terms.

"I was going to praise Commander Jin's sense of justice in rescuing the children and let this slide, but since you're being so stubborn, I can't. Does Commander Jin understand what kind of situation this is right now?"

"Go on."

"The Murim Alliance has attacked the unorthodox sects. This could be the beginning of a war between the orthodox and unorthodox."

Dae So deliberately used the provocative phrase 'war between the orthodox and unorthodox'. It was time to push hard.

He knew Jin Hagun's weakness well.

"Commander Jin has not yet become the official successor. What do you think will happen if you cause such a major conflict with the Evil Alliance? Shouldn't you be more cautious, for your own sake?"

Just then, Geom Mugeuk annoyingly interjected.

"And what about you? Will you be okay if you start a conflict with the Murim Alliance?"

Finally, Dae So could not hold back and bellowed.

"You, shut up!"

He lost his composure at Geom Mugeuk's taunting. Every time he tried to do something, the man would cut him off.

Seeing him explode with anger, Jin Hagun smiled inwardly. Right, it's infuriating. I know that feeling well.

Perhaps deciding words were no longer enough, Dae So shouted towards the outside.

"Come in."

At his command, Flowing Sword Sect martial artists who had been waiting outside flooded in.

The Demon Slaying Brigade drew their swords and faced them, completely unintimidated. The number of Flowing Sword Sect martial artists who swarmed in was greater than expected, and their aura was extraordinary.

The Flowing Sword Sect commands this many masters?

This was why Dae So could afford to be relaxed. He was confident that, at the very least, he would not be dragged away from this place.

"Did you think we would tremble in fear just because you're the Demon Slaying Brigade?"

They were not the only ones. The two people Dae So decisively trusted entered last. They were two old men in distinctive attire.

Jin Hagun recognized them at a glance.

"The Blue White Dual Sword!"

As their alias suggested, one wore a blue martial arts uniform and the other wore a white one. Even their shoes and scabbards were blue for one man and white for the other.

They were infamous masters from the unorthodox sects. If the Demon Slaying Brigade were young, rising masters, these two were seasoned veterans of the old jianghu.

The aura of the Blue White Dual Sword overwhelmed the Demon Slaying Brigade. It looked like a difficult fight would erupt if they joined forces with the masters of the Flowing Sword Sect.

"I didn't know you were with the Flowing Sword Sect," Jin Hagun said.

Dae So took Jin Hagun's words as a reprimand.

"You? These two Seniors were traversing the murim before Commander Jin was even born. Show some respect."

He seemed to want Jin Hagun to treat them as murim seniors, but Jin Hagun's reaction was cold. He had no intention of respecting the infamous pair.

The two old men began a conversation, as if for everyone to hear.

"The Murim Alliance Chairman was a few years younger than us, wasn't he?"

"I think he was three or four years younger."

"He had an unusual personality even when he was young."

"Who would have known he'd become the Murim Alliance Chairman like this?"

They had likely never even met his grandfather, but hearing them mention him in such a way made Jin Hagun's eyes grow cold.

"He is not someone you should speak of so carelessly."

At that, the man in white smiled and said in a gentle tone.

"That's right. He is a man worthy of respect. We had no intention of insulting your grandfather. Likewise, we do not wish to be insulted either. We will handle what has happened here and inform you of the results, so please withdraw."

"For you, the face of the Murim Alliance, to come to the Flowing Sword Sect, which carries the true lineage of the unorthodox sects, is quite rude."

"If you act like this, it will put the Chairman in a difficult position as well."

"Look here, we are men with no lingering attachments to life. If you and we were to fight, who has more to lose?"

The two old men took turns, relentlessly assailing Jin Hagun with their words.

Though many of their words were grating, they were old masters acknowledged by the unorthodox sects, so Jin Hagun could not treat them carelessly.

Of course, there was one exception.

"Obviously, you have more to lose."

The one who cut in was Geom Mugeuk. Jin Hagun was still too young to deal with old men from the unorthodox sects.

"How greedy must you be to show up in a warehouse overflowing with desire like this? You should have elegantly performed your Golden Basin Handwashing and lived like an old tale behind a folding screen. What greed possessed you to tear through that screen and come out?"

The two men's expressions hardened coldly, but Geom Mugeuk continued speaking.

"The things you've collected your whole lives must be piled up somewhere. You probably don't trust each other enough to even say where or how much you've hidden, right? Am I right?"

The two men's faces flushed bright red.

The man in blue openly revealed his killing intent and asked, "Who is that ill-mannered punk?"

At that, Dae So smiled and said, "He claims to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

When the Blue White Dual Sword showed surprised expressions, Dae So quickly added, "It's crazy nonsense."

Only then could the Blue White Dual Sword understand. Would any sane person mock them like this?

"That man is someone the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade hired as a witness to frame me."

Dae So quickly sent a telepathic message.

[Just get rid of that man.]

The man had been a thorn in his side, and now he had gratefully committed this act of disrespect. Dae So now had more than enough justification to kill him.

As the Blue White Dual Sword walked forward, the Demon Slaying Brigade moved in unison to block their path.

The man in white said to Jin Hagun, "As Commander Jin heard, that man was rude to us. Regardless of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic, there are murim laws that a martial artist must abide by. Even from your perspective, you can't just let this slide, can you?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk laughed and said, "Open the way. Let's see if they truly have no lingering attachments to life, just as they claimed earlier."

The Demon Slaying Brigade looked at Jin Hagun, who in turn glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

Even in this situation, Geom Mugeuk overflowed with confidence. Yes, at first glance, he looks like a complete madman, but once you get to know him, you realize. You realize just how thoroughly calculated that confidence is.

"Open the way."

At Jin Hagun's command, the Demon Slaying Brigade parted to the left and right, creating a path.

The Blue White Dual Sword walked slowly down that path. They showed no fear, even while walking between the lines of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

As they were walking, they suddenly stopped.

The man in blue looked down at his hand. It was trembling uncontrollably, as if spasming.

The man in white looked at him with a surprised expression.

"What's wrong?"

The man in blue shook his head. This was the first time his hand had ever trembled so suddenly.

This time, the man in blue was surprised. The cheek of the man in white was twitching uncontrollably.

"Why are you...?"

The man in white began to tremble not just in his face, but all over his body. The man in blue was the same. Their legs began to shake. This had never happened since they first entered the murim.

[Is it poison?]

[It's not poison.]

[Then what is it?]

The gazes of the two men, communicating via telepathy, turned towards Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the child in the box, then slowly raised his head to look at the two men.

The moment their eyes met Geom Mugeuk's, the Blue White Dual Sword knew.

It's because of him.

This was not the abyssal energy that Geom Mugeuk usually displayed.

The energy Geom Mugeuk now directed at the two men was pure killing intent. His clear intention to kill them announced that this path, opened by the Demon Slaying Brigade, was a path to hell.

"What are you doing? Come on."

The Blue White Dual Sword swallowed hard.

Dae So, who was watching, was puzzled. The killing intent was directed only at the Blue White Dual Sword, so Dae So did not know why the two men had stopped walking.

"What's the matter, Seniors?"

The one who answered Dae So's question was Geom Mugeuk.

"Your precious Seniors are trembling."

Dae So did not know what that meant, but it was clear something was wrong. The enraged Blue White Dual Sword should have roared by now, but they remained silent.

Geom Mugeuk took a step towards the two men.

Overwhelmed by his presence, the Blue White Dual Sword simultaneously stepped back.

"Didn't you say you no longer have any lingering attachments to life?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned frighteningly cold. The Blue White Dual Sword did not dare meet his eyes and lowered their heads.

Seeing this, Jin Hagun understood.

His skills have improved again in that short time!

Geom Mugeuk was completely overwhelming the Blue White Dual Sword, old masters of the unorthodox sects.

He was showing a different side of himself than the last time they met. It felt like for every one step Jin Hagun took to catch up, Geom Mugeuk moved ten steps further away.

"Who are you, Master?"

From the white-sworded man's mouth came not the word Master, but Master.

"Didn't that man over there tell you earlier?"

The white-sworded man, startled, quickly turned to Dae So and asked, "This man, is he really the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

Dae So answered in surprise.

"No. What are you talking about..."

In that moment, Dae So flinched and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Really the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

"I told you earlier, didn't I? The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader."

Dae So's voice trembled involuntarily.

"Why is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult here?"

"I told you that too, didn't I? I'm in the middle of a trash cleanup."

The Blue White Dual Sword reprimanded Dae So.

"Did you push us in front of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

"I didn't know either."

The Blue White Dual Sword looked at each other, exchanged a glance, and then retreated.

"It seems there was a misunderstanding, so we ask for your understanding, Young Cult Leader."

Setting aside that their opponent's skill overwhelmed them, they knew that messing with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would not lead to a peaceful death. This was not the time to think about pride.

Dae So could now understand what Jin Hagun had said earlier.

He understood the meaning of his words that he could not refute, could not insist, and could not annihilate.

"I heard it myself. I am the witness."

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's loud declaration, Dae So also understood the meaning behind the words that everyone but him would believe that statement.

Who would dare refute what the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult claimed to have heard? Especially when even the Blue White Dual Sword had tucked their tails and retreated.

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "Confess obediently, and you'll be dragged to the Murim Alliance. Resist to the end, and you'll be dragged to our Cult. The choice is yours."

Dae So's heart sank. Dragged to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? He could at least reason with the Murim Alliance, but being dragged to the Demonic Cult would be the absolute end. He could tell just by looking at the Young Cult Leader. That madman who hangs out with the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and shouts about cleaning up trash was insane. He could not be dragged to a den of madmen.

"You are affiliated with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance, while I am merely from a single sect."

"For a mere sect, you were trying pretty hard to intimidate us earlier, weren't you?"

"A frightened dog is bound to bark loudly."

He was desperate enough to say such things. This was his only way to survive.

"I demand that this matter be handled under the mediation of the Evil Alliance."

The Evil Alliance would never abandon him and the Flowing Sword Sect. He had made his contributions and believed they would surely save him.

"I believe that is the fair way to handle this. If it goes on like this, it's too unfair to me. Rumors will spread in the jianghu that we were framed."

"What if the Evil Alliance also acknowledges your crime?"

"Then I will also admit to it cleanly."

Geom Mugeuk stared silently at Dae So, then nodded readily.

"Fine, call them. Let's get all three together and see who the real villain is."


Chapter 341: Do You Believe Me? Do You Believe the Young Cult Leader?

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists removed the children from the crates. They carefully moved them to carriages waiting outside.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun stood side by side and watched.

"What on earth are you thinking?" Jin Hagun asked.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, why did you have to call the Evil Alliance?"

Geom Mugeuk's presence had made even the Blue White Dual Sword back down. He could have just taken Dae So away, yet, Geom Mugeuk had insisted on calling the Evil Alliance.

"He claims he's being wronged," Geom Mugeuk said. "I'm just trying to handle things fairly."

"As if you'd be so considerate of a villain's feelings."

Jin Hagun sensed there was another reason why Geom Mugeuk had called the Evil Alliance.

Could it be that he wanted to see Bi Sayin?

He could only guess at Geom Mugeuk's true intentions.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked a question. "What do you plan to do about those bastards from the Black Snake Society?"

The Black Snake Society had kidnapped the children. They must have made a fortune from it. Even without the Flowing Sword Sect, they would continue their kidnappings.

"Once we secure evidence through the Flowing Sword Sect's leader, I'll make sure they're punished."

Jin Hagun stated his resolve firmly, but it would not be an easy task.

The Black Snake Society was a vast organization with roots all over the Central Plains. They had recruited many masters with immense profits from all sorts of ventures. They were also known to provide significant financial support to the Evil Alliance.

"It won't be easy," Geom Mugeuk noted.

"Even so, we can't just let those who kidnap children go free, can we?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Jin Hagun's spirit. Jin Hagun sensed it was a smile of acknowledgment and felt pleased.

There is a certain thrill in being acknowledged by an enemy, especially if that enemy is Geom Mugeuk.

"Let's start by changing the name of the Demon Slaying Brigade," Geom Mugeuk suggested. "How about the Evil Slaying Squad or the Villain Slaying Squad? Is there any need to slay demons like us when we're being so well-behaved these days?"

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk in disbelief. Inwardly, however, he agreed. The term 'demon slaying' seemed unnecessary for the Demonic Cult led by Geom Mugeuk. Of course, Jin Hagun did not reveal this thought.

"You're only well-behaved these days. How do we know when you'll cause a ruckus again?"

"Don't you know? I love peace."

"I don't. I only know that wherever you go, blood flows freely."

"That's because villains flock to wherever I go."

A thought crossed Jin Hagun's mind as they talked. If things continued like this, they might really have to change the Demon Slaying Brigade's name. The Demonic Cult of today was certainly different.

While the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists took the children out, only three or four members remained by Jin Hagun's side.

On the other hand, the Flowing Sword Sect still had numerous masters. An invisible war of nerves unfolded between them and the Demon Slaying Brigade. Despite being outnumbered, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists showed no fear, a clear sign of their training.

Dae So walked up to the two men.

"I've sent an urgent messenger pigeon to the Evil Alliance," Dae So said, looking relaxed. "Someone from the Evil Alliance should arrive as soon as possible."

Jin Hagun told him, "Until then, I believe our Sect Leader will have to stay with us."

"I wouldn't leave even if you pushed me out the door."

His attitude was different from when he had begged them to call the Evil Alliance.

"It'll take a while for someone from the Evil Alliance to arrive, so I'll host you comfortably. Let's go inside and have a drink first."

He was confident the problem would be resolved once someone from the Evil Alliance arrived. Since he had explained the situation, at least someone of Commander rank or higher would come. The Evil Alliance would never let him be dragged away by these people.

"It's stuffy in here," Geom Mugeuk said. "Let's get out."

Geom Mugeuk walked out of the warehouse.

The Flowing Sword Sect martial artists gathered at the entrance parted to the left and right, making a path.

Among them were the Blue White Dual Sword. They had berated Dae So for making them confront the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. They seemed like they would have left in anger, but they still lingered near Dae So.

Geom Mugeuk guessed they had a deep connection with the Flowing Sword Sect, whether for money or some other reason.

The Blue White Dual Sword still couldn't believe Geom Mugeuk had overwhelmed them with his presence alone. Did we fall for some kind of trick? Or were we just mistaken for a moment?

As Geom Mugeuk walked out, he glanced at the two of them. The moment their eyes met, all of the Blue White Dual Sword's doubts vanished. Their survival instincts scolded them. For masters like you, feeling it once should be enough!

Geom Mugeuk came outside, followed by Jin Hagun. The carriages carrying the children departed, escorted by some of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Dae So subtly asked Geom Mugeuk, "Young Cult Leader, why don't you call for your people?"

"That's because of our Sect Leader here."

"Because of me?"

"The fewer people there are, the more options our Sect Leader has, wouldn't you agree?"

"Options?"

"The option to kill us, of course."

"No matter how bold I may be, how could I dare commit such an act?"

Dae So was inwardly startled. His question about why the demon followers were not coming had included a tiny bit of the intention Geom Mugeuk mentioned. He had to be prepared for any possibility.

"Now seems like the perfect opportunity," Geom Mugeuk continued. "A good number of the Demon Slaying Brigade have left. How about it? You could kill us all and claim the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade fought to mutual destruction. You seem to have a talent for making shameless, baseless claims."

If the Blue White Dual Sword had not been suppressed by Geom Mugeuk's presence, this might have become his final option.

"How could I possibly dare? Now, it's cold, so please, let's go inside."

Jin Hagun said, "We'll stay here."

"It's cold. Please go inside."

"We're fine."

The Demon Slaying Brigade pitched tents in the Flowing Sword Sect's training ground and made their quarters there. They did not want to be entertained by members of the unorthodox sects. It was also safer to be in an open space than to enter the enemy's interior.

"Then, Young Cult Leader, you should go inside," Dae So offered.

"I'll stay with you," Geom Mugeuk replied to Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun nodded to his subordinate. "Prepare a place for the Young Cult Leader to rest as well."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists lit a bonfire in the training ground.

Although he had given the order himself, Jin Hagun found the scene very unfamiliar. Camping and lighting a bonfire in the training ground of an unorthodox sect? He felt that since meeting Geom Mugeuk, he was experiencing all sorts of strange things.

The more he got to know the man named Geom Mugeuk, the more surprising his experiences became. That must be why. In a situation like this, where he normally would have been too on edge to get a wink of sleep, he felt at ease.

And through this camping trip, Jin Hagun came to know one thing for certain.

Geom Mugeuk did not waste a single moment. Judging by his usual behavior, one would expect him to wander around teasing the Flowing Sword Sect martial artists or pestering Jin Hagun for a drink, but Geom Mugeuk had secluded himself in a tent, quietly circulating his qi and immersing himself in training.

His composure and confidence must stem from this effort. This man was truly not to be taken lightly.


News finally reached Dae So that someone from the Evil Alliance had arrived.

"Who came?"

His subordinate, Man Hong, reported with a shocked expression. "The Young Alliance Chairman has come."

"What?"

Dae So was stunned. He had requested they send someone of high rank, but he never expected the Young Alliance Chairman himself to come.

"Why did the Young Alliance Chairman come?"

"It seems he came personally after hearing that the heirs are here."

"But why?"

For him, who did not know the relationship between the three, it was a natural question.

Originally, if a Commander-level figure had come, he planned to escape this crisis by showering him with bribes.

Is he trying to abandon me?

An unexplainable doubt bloomed in Dae So's mind.

"Let's go out for now."

Dae So hurried outside with Man Hong.

A group of martial artists entered the Flowing Sword Sect. The person leading them was the Evil Alliance's heir, Bi Sayin. Those following him were the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

The scars on Bi Sayin's face were cut, crushed, and distorted, so frightening it was hard to look at him directly. His aura was dark and cold. His appearance was unchanged, but his eyes were different from the last time he met Geom Mugeuk. They were the eyes of a much more mature person.

"We greet the Young Alliance Chairman!"

The Flowing Sword Sect martial artists all prostrated themselves at once. The Blue White Dual Sword were no exception. To unorthodox sects, the heir of the Evil Alliance held absolute authority.

Dae So prostrated himself with them. "It's truly an honor to meet you, Young Alliance Chairman."

"It is good to meet you. All of you, rise."

Dae So and the Flowing Sword Sect martial artists rose.

"I don't know if you remember me, but I met you at the Evil Alliance when you first became the heir."

"I remember."

"It's such an honor that a person of your stature has come here personally."

Dae So bowed deeply once more. An unexpected person had arrived, but his life and death now depended on Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk was squatting in the yard, warming himself by the bonfire.

Bi Sayin had come knowing that Geom Mugeuk was here. If it were not for him, he would not have come himself. Even so, the moment he saw Geom Mugeuk, he could not stop his heart from stirring.

"It's cold. Come over here and warm yourself by the fire." Geom Mugeuk waved his hand and smiled brightly.

Unaware of their relationship, Dae So's voice grew louder. "That is the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman. Show some respect!"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Bi Sayin and said, "Your Young Alliance Chairman isn't the only important person here. We're important people too."

Seeing his eyes twinkle with mischief, Bi Sayin thought, So I've met Geom Mugeuk again.

Geom Mugeuk shot to his feet and showed exaggerated respect. "It is an honor to meet you, Young Alliance Chairman!"

Seeing the playful, deep bow, Dae So made a huge miscalculation.

It worked! He's scared! The Young Alliance Chairman's foul appearance did the trick.

He never imagined the two were exchanging telepathy.

[Are you eating well? Not being a picky eater?]

His first telepathic message is about my eating habits? I swear, I'm going to push him off a cliff one day.

[Seeing as your tiresome nagging is the same as ever, you must not be a fake Young Cult Leader.]

[You've gotten more handsome than before.]

[What are you trying to ask for now, laying the groundwork like this?]

[You, and Commander Jin too. You all know me too well now!]

Just then, Jin Hagun walked out from a tent. Bi Sayin knew Jin Hagun was here too, but he did not know they would be camping.

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun silently exchanged a clasped hands greeting. They were not as familiar as he was with Geom Mugeuk. Of course, they did exchange a conversation with their eyes.

[Did you get caught up in this man's schemes again?]

[You know it too, don't you? That you can't avoid him just by trying.]

[You're right. If I could, I wouldn't be here either.]

After finishing their silent greeting, Bi Sayin walked to the bonfire and sat down.

"Sect Leader, you come here as well."

"......"

Dae So headed over with a bewildered heart. Why the bonfire? He had a bad feeling.

They all sat around the bonfire. Behind Bi Sayin stood the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and behind Jin Hagun stood the Demon Slaying Brigade. A tense atmosphere flowed between them. Regardless of their leaders' relationship, they were like sworn enemies.

"What happened?" Bi Sayin asked.

Dae So explained the situation favorably to himself. "My subordinate made a mistake while rescuing children with martial talent. He failed to confirm that the children were kidnapped by those bastards from the Black Snake Society. I knew nothing about it, but they're trying to frame me and drag me away."

Bi Sayin glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

"That's a lie," Geom Mugeuk said. "I personally heard the Flowing Sword Sect's leader talking with his subordinate. That man knew the children were kidnapped."

Dae So flatly denied it. "It's a lie. I knew nothing. This is a conspiracy by the orthodox sects and the Demonic Cult to eliminate my sect."

He tried to escalate the issue into a conflict between the orthodox and unorthodox factions.

"Young Alliance Chairman, do you believe me? Or do you believe the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

"Of course, I believe our Sect Leader."

However, Bi Sayin's gaze was directed at Geom Mugeuk. He believed Geom Mugeuk.

[What on earth do you want?]

There must be a reason why Geom Mugeuk called him here.

Instead of an answer, Geom Mugeuk threw a question at Dae So. "Why were you rescuing children with a talent for martial arts?"

"I intended to raise them as elites of my sect from a young age."

"Then let's see the children you bought before."

At that moment, Dae So flinched. "This is the first time I have bought children."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently. "It's not the first time, is it?"

"It is the first time. Why do you think it isn't?"

"Because I heard you, Sect Leader, talking with your subordinate."

Their conversation was not one you would have when buying children for the first time. It was clearly a frequent occurrence.

"The children you bought before, where are they now?"

"Didn't I say it was the first time?"

Then, truly unexpected words flowed from Geom Mugeuk's mouth. "The truth will be revealed if we have a confrontation with the leader of the Black Snake Society."

When he mentioned calling the leader of the Black Snake Society, Dae So was startled. Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun were also surprised.

"Will the leader of the Black Snake Society come to a place like this?" Even Jin Hagun, who asked the question, thought he would not come.

"He definitely won't come if we call him," Geom Mugeuk said. "But didn't someone who can summon him just arrive?"

Everyone's gaze turned to Bi Sayin.

"When the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman summons him, can he really ignore the call?"

Jin Hagun finally understood why Geom Mugeuk had called Bi Sayin here. It was to make him summon the leader of the Black Snake Society.

He intended to summon him directly and stop the kidnapping of children. He was trying to handle the Flowing Sword Sect's business and the Black Snake Society's at the same time. If he could persuade just one person, he could stop both the seller and the buyer.

This man, really.

Jin Hagun thought that this was a man who thought in ways that would never occur to him.

Meanwhile, Bi Sayin's expression grew serious.

[Do you have any idea how difficult a position that puts me in?]

[Isn't it more difficult that your people are kidnapping and trading children?]

There was no longer any trace of playfulness in Geom Mugeuk's expression or voice.

Bi Sayin remembered. Those eyes were the same ones he had when he asked that question long ago.

What is your way?

Now, Geom Mugeuk was waiting for the answer. Is your way one that permits the kidnapping and trading of children?

As the atmosphere shifted toward summoning the leader of the Black Snake Society, Dae So became desperate. If the leader came and revealed that he had sold children to him multiple times, his guilt would be confirmed. There was an even more serious problem than that.

Dae So's urgent telepathy flew to Bi Sayin.

[Absolutely not.]

To Bi Sayin's questioning gaze, an unexpected telepathic message was added.

[Those children... were being sent to the Evil Alliance.]


Chapter 342: Such a Long Way of Saying He Looked Cool

Surprise unleashes its power when least expected.

This was true for Bi Sayin's surprise.

[What are you talking about?]

His telepathic voice trembled, and his eyes widened in shock.

[It's exactly as I said. The children from the Black Snake Society were sent to the Evil Alliance. I'm just a middleman.]

Dae So never intended to reveal this secret, but with the head of the Black Snake Society about to be summoned, he could not simply stand by. He could not afford to be dragged to the Murim Alliance or the Demonic Cult to pay for his crimes.

[I was only following orders.]

[Whose orders?]

[I can't say.]

Bi Sayin knew of no organization within the Evil Alliance that purchased children. This meant someone was conducting the business in secret.

[Tell me who it is.]

Bi Sayin's tone was chillingly low, but Dae So did not reveal the name.

[If you don't speak, you might die by my hand.]

The threat on his life had no effect on Dae So.

[Even so, I can't say.]

Dae So was certain Bi Sayin couldn't kill him over this. Buying and sending the children ultimately served the Evil Alliance.

You can't kill me.

[Can you take responsibility for what you've just said?]

[How could I lie in a situation like this? First, you have to send those two back.]

Bi Sayin gave no reply to Dae So's telepathy.

[Young Alliance Chairman, this will become a headache if it gets out.]

Bi Sayin was lost in thought.

As their telepathic conversation deepened, Geom Mugeuk guessed the children were being sent to the Evil Alliance. It was the only thing that could make Bi Sayin hesitate so much.

He offered no advice. Bi Sayin was deciding his own destiny. His choice would affect not only his personal fate but also the fate of the Evil Alliance and the entire murim.

Bi Sayin, please make the right choice!

After a long deliberation, Bi Sayin finally spoke.

"Sect Leader Tae just confessed. He said he knew children were being purchased regularly."

Dae So was horrified. He never imagined Bi Sayin would say such a thing. This was only the beginning of Bi Sayin's unexpected actions.

"Young Alliance Chairman! Why are you doing this? Didn't you understand what I told you?"

"I understood. You said those children were sent to the Evil Alliance, right?"

Silence fell over the room.

Dae So was aghast. He never thought Bi Sayin would reveal such critical information in front of everyone. The Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves were right there.

The words Are you crazy? rose in his throat. He almost spat them out.

Geom Mugeuk had already guessed it, but Jin Hagun had not.

The surprise wasn't that the children went to the Evil Alliance, but that Bi Sayin revealed it. The Evil Alliance Jin Hagun knew always covered up and hid incidents.

They were villains by nature. In fact, he had expected their telepathic conversation to go differently.

[They are making such a big deal out of the kidnapping of a few measly children.]

Would Bi Sayin's thoughts be much different? He was probably just conflicted because of his relationship with Geom Mugeuk.

But Bi Sayin's response completely surpassed his expectations.

He's admitting it this readily?

Even Jin Hagun would find that difficult.

Bi Sayin explained why he revealed the truth.

"It takes ten lies to hide one secret. I don't intend to keep this a secret."

He saw Geom Mugeuk looking at him and smiling. That smile told him his choice was not wrong.

Yes, I might be swayed by Geom Mugeuk.

His head voiced its concern, but his heart replied.

That's okay.

Geom Mugeuk was pleased. This day would eventually become a moment in the past, but this choice would greatly impact Bi Sayin's life.

Well done, Bi Sayin. This is how you must live to forge your own path.

Jin Hagun sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Young Cult Leader, did you know things would turn out this way?]

[I didn't know the children were sold to the Evil Alliance, but I believed the Young Alliance Chairman wouldn't bury this.]

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk's deep gaze was fixed on Bi Sayin.

[We may be witnessing the birth of an excellent future Chairman of the Evil Alliance, one who will be remembered in murim history.]

Bi Sayin handled the situation wisely.

Bi Sayin asked Dae So.

"When the Alliance wanted children, did we tell you to kidnap them?"

"That wasn't the case."

"Then it's not the Alliance's fault. Why did you give the task to the Black Snake Society?"

Dae So couldn't answer.

Geom Mugeuk saw through his thoughts.

"It must have been cheaper. The hard part of this job isn't finding talented individuals, it's persuading their families. After a long persuasion, you have to compensate them properly, but by working with the Black Snake Society, the job became simple. All they had to do was kidnap them. Weren't you able to sit back and earn a large sum of money for doing nothing?"

Dae So couldn't refute a single word. Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he had read his mind.

Bi Sayin seized the opportunity.

"You tarnished the Alliance's honor for your own selfish greed."

He was framing the incident as Dae So's fault, not the Evil Alliance's. He limited the blame to Dae So and the Black Snake Society.

"I can't understand why the Young Alliance Chairman is acting this way."

Bi Sayin acknowledged his words.

Yes, if I hadn't met Geom Mugeuk, I might have dismissed this as nothing.

He would have lived a completely different life.

But meeting Geom Mugeuk had greatly influenced him. The moment Geom Mugeuk asked, "What is your path?" his life had changed.

"It might have been natural until now, but not anymore."

Bi Sayin commanded the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

"Send a messenger pigeon to the head of the Black Snake Society immediately. Arrange a meeting."

He showed his determination to resolve the child abductions once and for all.

"Tell him that if he doesn't show up, the Black Snake Society will disappear from the murim."

One of the Thirteen Evil Wolves ran out to send the messenger pigeon.

Dae So realized he had no idea what kind of person the Young Alliance Chairman was.

Was the Young Alliance Chairman this kind of person?

Dae So asked with a trembling heart.

"Then what will happen to me?"

Bi Sayin pressured him calmly.

"Sect Leader Tae, I'm not a broad-minded person. Nor am I magnanimous enough to overlook someone who challenges my authority."

Bi Sayin glanced subtly at Geom Mugeuk. The quick-witted Geom Mugeuk understood immediately.

"We will take Sect Leader Tae."

Geom Mugeuk's words made Dae So's heart pound. He thought Bi Sayin wouldn't send him to the Demonic Cult, but Bi Sayin nodded slightly. Before Bi Sayin could give permission, Dae So shouted.

"No. Absolutely not the Demonic Cult."

Geom Mugeuk smiled amiably.

"We'll treat you well."

Dae So knew that was impossible. If they dragged him away, they would destroy his qi center, torture him, and throw him in prison. Death would be better.

"Young Alliance Chairman, I beg you."

He pleaded, but Bi Sayin remained cold. He needed to hear about the mastermind behind the incident.

"If you're sending me away, please let me go to the Murim Alliance."

Jin Hagun joined their operation.

"I refuse."

"Why are you doing this? Take me with you!"

"I don't want to. Your crime is too severe."

In other words, he should be dragged to the Demonic Cult to suffer a more terrible fate.

Geom Mugeuk feigned an expression of injustice.

"You're all being too harsh. Anyone would think our Cult is a den of monsters. Our Cult's prison is also a place where people live. Once you adapt, it's quite livable."

This was more terrifying than a direct threat. Dae So finally broke. He could accept anything else, but not being dragged to the Demonic Cult.

[Commander Pyo arranged this matter.]

An unexpected name came up.

[Commander Pyo? Which Commander Pyo?]

There was no Commander with the surname Pyo. Then, one person came to mind.

[Don't tell me? The former Black Dragon Commander?]

[That's correct.]

Pyo Jigwang.

He was once the Commander of the Evil Alliance's Black Dragon Brigade but stepped down after a severe injury over a decade ago. Bi Sayin had heard Pyo Jigwang was now a wreck, mooching drinks at the President's office. He was a person who had faded from memory.

[Why him?]

[He came to me several years ago. He said the Evil Alliance was secretly creating a clandestine organization and needed children with outstanding martial talent for it. He warned me it was top secret and that I'd die if I leaked it.]

[He stepped down from the Commander position. You believed him?]

[That's why he said the higher-ups entrusted him with the task. He claimed the Evil Alliance's fate rested on this secret organization. He gave me a large sum of money as an advance, an amount Commander Pyo couldn't have gathered on his own. He also promised the Alliance would provide various benefits later.]

[Did he keep his promise?]

[He did.]

Thanks to him, the Flowing Sword Sect expanded its influence and even welcomed the Blue White Dual Sword as guests.

Bi Sayin could tell this wasn't a simple child abduction case. Something was happening within the Evil Alliance that he didn't know about. Something even he, the Young Alliance Chairman, was unaware of.

"We will handle this person's punishment."

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun readily accepted Bi Sayin's decision.

"Escort Sect Leader Tae to the main headquarters."

At Bi Sayin's command, the Thirteen Evil Wolves sealed Dae So's blood points and led him away. Dae So didn't dare resist.

As they dragged him away, he looked at Bi Sayin with pleading eyes. At least he was grateful he wasn't being sent to the Demonic Cult.

[If you want to live, help me from now on.]

Bi Sayin had secured Dae So because he needed his help to investigate this matter.

Bi Sayin told the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

"We're going to meet the head of the Black Snake Society right away."

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun naturally went with him. Geom Mugeuk had something to say to Bi Sayin, and Jin Hagun wanted to see the matter through to the end.

Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin, and Jin Hagun rode together in a single carriage. The Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Demon Slaying Brigade rode on horseback, guarding the carriage.

The martial artists of the Flowing Sword Sect, including the Blue White Dual Sword, could only watch as the storm that swept away their Sect Leader receded.

The Blue White Dual Sword finally relaxed and began to speak.

"This is the first time I've seen the three heirs of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions travel together."

"It's probably a first in murim history."

"Do you think the Sect Leader will return alive?"

Even the Blue White Dual Sword didn't know the answer to that.

But they knew one thing. They had survived this long by strictly following one principle. When the wind and rain blow, lock your doors and stay inside.

The two turned to go inside.

"Close the gates."


The wind blew in through the carriage window.

Bi Sayin silently watched the wind flutter the hem of Geom Mugeuk's clothes.

That morning, he never dreamed he would ride in a carriage with these two to meet the head of the Black Snake Society. He certainly never imagined he would be the one to issue a warning to the Black Snake Society.

He felt uneasy, unsure if this event would be a disaster or a blessing for him, the future Chairman of the Evil Alliance.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Bi Sayin.

"I have seen your path clearly."

Right, this was why.

He had made this decision to show that his path, at the very least, protected children.

"My path, how was it?"

"It was cool."

"I can't believe you. You're so good at telling sweet lies."

It seemed he wanted more compliments.

Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"It was really cool."

He pulled the silent Jin Hagun into the conversation.

"What did you think? Young Alliance Chairman, wasn't he really cool?"

"I'm not someone who calls a person 'cool' to their face as easily as you do."

Jin Hagun turned his head to look out the window.

"However, I do believe today's decision and the choice to meet the head of the Black Snake Society are the right things to do."

Geom Mugeuk laughed.

"He's saying 'cool' in such a long way."


That night, only Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin, and Jin Hagun stood side by side on a meadow under a sky full of stars.

They had left the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Demon Slaying Brigade at the campsite.

The time had come to tell Bi Sayin.

"A certain power is plotting to control the murim."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk's next words were even more surprising.

"They've infiltrated our Cult and the Murim Alliance. They were even in the Heavenly Wind Cult of the Outer Regions."

Bi Sayin was startled. Jin Hagun's serious expression told him this was no joke.

"In our Cult, they targeted the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. In the Murim Alliance, they targeted Commander Jin here. In the Heavenly Wind Cult, they targeted the new young Cult Leader."

"Surely not?"

"That's right. I believe they have an agent operating secretly in the Evil Alliance too."

It was hard to believe. Bi Sayin wouldn't have believed it if anyone but Geom Mugeuk had said it.

"I'd rather die than be defeated by scum like them. They're the type to secretly infiltrate, find our weaknesses, and stab us in the back. The moment we start suspecting each other, we'll be defeated one by one. Let's at least join forces to deal with these people. Let's show them this isn't a jianghu that can be handed over to bastards like them. For the sake of the murim we will lead in the future."

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin suddenly asked.

"Is that really the only reason? Aren't you the mastermind behind it all?"

"If you ask me so openly, do you really expect me to say, 'Yes, I'm the mastermind'?"

"If that's the case, we're doomed anyway. So, tell me in advance. From now on, I'm only going to eat what I want and be a picky eater."

Geom Mugeuk felt Bi Sayin had certainly matured. Making such a joke meant he had gained some peace of mind.

"There's another reason."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the night sky, and the other two followed his gaze to the twinkling stars. As they wondered which star was their own, Geom Mugeuk calmly shared his true feelings.

"Because we are enemies, but also friends."


Chapter 343: Today, It's the Fifteen of the Evil Path

The gazes that had been watching the stars now gathered in one place.

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk still looked up at the night sky with clear, deep eyes.

The word 'friend' sounded incredibly unfamiliar. Did that man really say the word we think he did?

"Since when were we friends?" Bi Sayin asked bluntly.

Jin Hagun felt the same way and waited for Geom Mugeuk's answer.

"Was I the only one who thought of us as friends?"

"Do you really think we can be friends?"

"I think we can."

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin asked again, "What if someone betrays you, thinking you were friends?"

Even neighborhood friends experienced turmoil, questioning if someone had changed or betrayed them, yet the three successors of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic paths were supposed to become friends? A betrayal between them would put the lives of thousands, even tens of thousands, at stake.

"Then let's think of it this way. Oh right, we were enemies, weren't we? Let's not get upset. Let's not even think of it as a betrayal."

"Your sword would already be piercing my heart. Would I even have time for such thoughts?"

Though Bi Sayin's expression was fearsome and his words were grim, his gaze was softer than ever. He imagined a life where he was friends with Geom Mugeuk.

He pictured a scene where Geom Mugeuk, the future Heavenly Demon, himself, the future Evil Alliance Chairman, and Jin Hagun, the future Murim Alliance Chairman, all met to laugh and chat together. He saw himself, even with white hair, looking dumbfounded at Geom Mugeuk's unchanging banter.

However, just as ideals differ from reality, the words that left his mouth were different from his heart.

"If rumors spread that I've become friends with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, I'll be kicked out of my position as Young Alliance Chairman."

Jin Hagun then joined the conversation.

"What about me? Becoming friends with the successor of the Demonic Cult and the successor of the Evil Alliance? Forget becoming the successor, my grandfather could beat me to death."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun.

"Come to think of it, Commander Jin hasn't become the successor yet. Let's help him become the successor."

Jin Hagun replied with a serious face.

"It's not a position I can get just because you help me. I can only ascend to it when I have the qualifications to become the Chairman and have become a vessel of that caliber."

A sense of pride was evident in his voice, implying that the successor of the orthodox sects could not be chosen so easily.

"As expected, you're drawing a line between us."

Geom Mugeuk moved right next to Bi Sayin and acted friendly.

However, Bi Sayin took a step to the side, avoiding Geom Mugeuk.

"You're all so cold!"

The three men now stood facing each other in a circle.

Jin Hagun asked Geom Mugeuk, "What kind of murim do you dream of?"

It was a question Bi Sayin had also wanted to ask.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze once again turned to the stars in the night sky.

"The murim I dream of is one where your righteous path, your evil path, and my demonic path harmonize. I believe fate gave us these statuses and heaven-shaking martial arts not so we would dream of unifying the murim by sacrificing countless people."

A relationship of mutual trust would only be possible if they were all convinced that none of them dreamed of unifying the murim.

"I wasn't close with Father, nor was I close with my brother. I lived without understanding the heart of a bodyguard who would lay down his life for me. So I always ask myself. What in the world do you plan to do by unifying the murim when you can't even take care of those around you?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze left the stars and returned to the two men.

"I think becoming friends with you is more difficult than unifying the murim."

He said it like a joke, but his words were filled with sincerity.

"Because the easiest thing for a martial artist is to fight and kill each other. So instead of this easy life, let's take on a more difficult challenge. Let's try to become real friends."

"!"

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun had never considered such a thing. Geom Mugeuk was right. Becoming true friends was a hundred times more difficult than fighting.

"There is too much evil in the world that we must kill. There is also absolute evil that cannot be killed unless it's us. Look, isn't there even evil that tries to devour us? Let's live while beating them down. Let's gather and drink, gossip about our subordinates. Let's travel together. The murim I desire is that kind of murim."

Could that really be possible?

Bi Sayin muttered without realizing it, "It's like a dream."

"Then let's live our whole lives dreaming."

Just then, as Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun were lost in their thoughts, a meteor shot across the night sky.

Geom Mugeuk clapped his hands together and quickly made a wish.

"Please let me unify the murim!"

Jin Hagun shook his head with a dumbfounded expression, and Bi Sayin smiled faintly.

They stood there for a long time afterward, under the pouring stars.


The leader of the Black Snake Society, Chu Gwong, hardened his expression as he looked out the window.

"Now they're watching us openly."

Across from his building, two martial artists from the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade were looking their way. They had started pressuring the Black Snake Society a few months ago, and now they were conducting open surveillance.

Chu Gwong was a man who broke the stereotype that a large, hot-tempered person was ignorant. He was quick-witted and skilled at cunning tricks.

In business, he was heartless and cruel, eliminating competitors by any means necessary.

However, even he could only watch the observers across the street. As long as that thorn in his side was called the Demon Slaying Brigade, he could not simply pull it out.

"What about the Thirteen Black Hands?"

"There's no news yet," answered his right-hand man, Song Chung.

Contact was lost with the Thirteen Black Hands after they went to deliver the kidnapped children to the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency.

"It seems those bastards from the Demon Slaying Brigade took them down."

The leader of the Black Snake Society scowled. The very thought of the Demon Slaying Brigade made him shudder.

"It seems we'll have to ask the Evil Alliance for help."

This was not a decision to be made lightly. The Evil Alliance never helped for free. If they received help, they would have to provide a huge sum of money disguised as a donation, and they already gave a lot of money to the Evil Alliance.

Just then, another subordinate entered, delivered a messenger pigeon, and left.

"It's a messenger pigeon from the Evil Alliance."

Since the pigeon arrived while they were discussing the Evil Alliance, the leader of the Black Snake Society and Song Chung were startled.

After reading the message, the leader of the Black Snake Society irritably crumpled the letter and threw it at Song Chung.

"Insolent bastard!"

Song Chung unfolded the crumpled letter and read it.

It was a message from the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance requesting a meeting. It included a note saying that if he did not show up, the Young Alliance Chairman would eliminate the Black Snake Society from the murim.

Song Chung first tried to soothe his enraged leader.

"It seems the young brat has gotten arrogant after becoming the successor."

Killing intent radiated from the body of the Black Snake Society's leader. Normally, when he got this angry, bodies would be piling up, but given the opponent, only his anger piled up.

"But why does the Young Alliance Chairman suddenly want to see me?"

The message only contained the demand, time, and place for the meeting. No reason was given. This made the leader of the Black Snake Society even angrier.

"Isn't it a ploy to establish discipline?"

"We're not even directly under the Evil Alliance, so what's with this discipline?"

"When have those bastards from the Evil Alliance ever cared about such things?"

Compared to the offended leader, Song Chung saw this message as an opportunity.

"If you invest in the Young Alliance Chairman now, it will be easier to expand your business in the Central Plains. When you meet, you should also subtly ask for help with the Demon Slaying Brigade problem."

Being offended was one thing, but this was the obvious course of action. Business was business.

"This year's harvest is a waste. In the end, I'm getting fleeced one way or another. How much will be enough?"

He believed in one immutable truth. The surest way to win someone over was money. If you failed, it was because you did not have enough money.

"He's not a man who lacks money, so why not give him something else?"

"Like what?"

"Give him the Sun Moon Sword."

"Are you crazy?"

There was a reason to snap. The Sun Moon Sword was the most cherished of all his treasured swords.

"Will there be many opportunities to meet the Young Alliance Chairman? Let's make him our man for sure this time."

"What if he fails to become the Chairman? We won't know until the day he ascends to the Chairman's seat, will we?"

"Isn't that what makes it a difficult investment?"

After a moment of contemplation, the leader of the Black Snake Society made his decision.

"Fine, let's give him the Sun Moon Sword."

There was also the problem with the Demon Slaying Brigade. It was a waste, but the opponent was worth that much. I'll give it to him and then squeeze everything I can out of him one way or another.

"Instead, I'm taking everyone from Heuk Il to Heuk Sip. Call Heuk Ya and Heuk Gyeon too."

Song Chung was startled. "That's too excessive."

"It has to be excessive."

"You know Heuk Gyeon's personality, don't you? We don't know what kind of trouble he'll cause. He's the type of bastard to go berserk even in front of the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman."

"That's why I'm taking him," the leader of the Black Snake Society said, refusing to yield.

"Even when we're giving things away, we can't look like pushovers. He needs to be tense, knowing how dangerous we are, for the value of the gift to increase."

Knowing his leader never changed his mind once it was made, Song Chung accepted his will.

"Understood. I will follow your orders. Shall we depart now?"

The leader of the Black Snake Society rose from his seat.

"We have to go. He said he'd erase us from the murim if we don't."


When they had almost arrived at the meeting place, Geom Mugeuk had the carriage stopped.

He then said to Jin Hagun, "Let's change our clothes for today's main character."

"What do you mean?"

"Isn't today's meeting a place for the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman to teach the mafia sects a lesson? It's not a place for the Demon Slaying Brigade. We should have the Demon Slaying Brigade wait and change into the attire of the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

Jin Hagun had planned to go with Bi Sayin to pressure them. He thought that if the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance and the leader of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade warned them together, the effect would be doubled.

However, Geom Mugeuk was trying to elevate Bi Sayin's authority.

"Fine, let's do that."

Jin Hagun readily accepted his opinion.

Bi Sayin felt Geom Mugeuk's consideration for him, but he pretended not to notice and said nothing.

"Give us two sets of clothes."

The Thirteen Evil Wolves gave the two men spare sets of clothes.

As they changed, Geom Mugeuk said, "Today, we won't be the Thirteen Evil Wolves, but the Fifteen of the Evil Path. Let's welcome the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Wolves!"

In truth, it took great courage for Jin Hagun to wear these clothes. He himself did not mind, but if someone found fault with it, he could be heavily criticized.

However, watching Geom Mugeuk change while bantering about the pants being too short for his long legs and the color not suiting him, Jin Hagun reflected on himself.

This is nothing. What's truly important is who is inside the clothes. Is it a timid person who worries about things that will seem trivial later, or a great person who willingly wears another's attire out of consideration?

After he finished changing, Geom Mugeuk did not forget one last piece of banter.

"So, will you be the Fourteenth or the Fifteenth?"


The leader of the Black Snake Society had arrived first and was waiting.

Around him, the elites of the Black Snake Society stood in rows.

In the murim, the Black Snake Society was seen as a pack of wild dogs. They were an organization that swarmed any profitable venture to tear off a piece, pushed forward with numbers, and kept crawling back no matter how many times they were killed.

However, that was only half the story of the Black Snake Society.

The leader of the Black Snake Society was not a dog, but a tiger. He was a clever tiger who knew that acting like a dog was the way to survive for a long time.

Heuk Il through Heuk Sip were also tigers. Beyond those ten, they might have been wolves, foxes, or dogs, but the ones the leader cherished were respectable masters.

Of course, the most reliable person was Heuk Ya.

In terms of martial arts skill alone, he was the strongest person after the leader of the Black Snake Society.

He was a man of few words with a quiet personality, but he loved slaughter and enjoyed stepping into fights he did not need to, just to create a sea of blood.

The last to appear was Heuk Gyeon.

He too was second only to the leader of the Black Snake Society. If Heuk Ya was second in martial arts, Heuk Gyeon was second in having a foul temper.

He was a villain famous even within the Black Snake Society, a group that committed all sorts of evil deeds like murder, assault, and rape. He was in charge of the tasks that a human being could not possibly bring themselves to do.

"What in the world did you call us all here for?"

He was the only one who spoke to the leader of the Black Snake Society so familiarly. Having served the leader since their youth, he was also the only person who was not intimidated by him.

"The Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance contacted me, asking for a meeting."

"Why would he do that?"

"He's probably thinking, 'I've become the successor, so where's my tribute?'"

Heuk Gyeon's gaze turned to the long box placed next to the leader of the Black Snake Society. Seeing the sun and moon crest on the box, Heuk Gyeon asked with a look of disbelief.

"Don't tell me that's the Sun Moon Sword?"

"It is."

"You're going to give it to the Young Alliance Chairman?"

When the leader of the Black Snake Society nodded, Heuk Gyeon shouted furiously.

"No! Why would you give that precious sword to that bastard? Just give him some money and send him away."

Heuk Gyeon knew very well how much the leader of the Black Snake Society cherished this sword. He glared at Song Chung and said, "That bastard with nothing but a mouth must have told you to give it away."

Heuk Gyeon hated Song Chung. He was originally the one beside the leader, but Song Chung had pushed him aside.

Song Chung's expression stiffened.

This ignorant bastard is already running wild.

This was why he had said they should not have called Heuk Gyeon.

Just as the two men were tensely confronting each other, someone spoke.

"Here they come."

In the distance, a carriage and its guarding martial artists appeared.

The leader of the Black Snake Society said to his subordinates, "We should at least let our esteemed guest know this much. Just how dirty his hands will have to get to erase us from the murim."


Chapter 344: Because I Do Not Allow It

The approaching carriage stopped about 30 meters away.

The fifteen martial artists guarding the carriage dismounted. Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun were among them.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society stared only at the carriage. He was tense about meeting the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman. He had only heard rumors and had never met the man in person.

Just what kind of person is he?

The carriage door opened and Bi Sayin stepped out.

This was not the same Bi Sayin that Geom Mugeuk teased, nor the man who joked about being a picky eater.

He was the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance. He exuded a strong presence with a cold, chilling aura that reeked of blood.

As expected! A successor is a successor, after all!

Those watching felt a surge of admiration.

Bi Sayin walked slowly toward the Lord of the Black Snake Society. The Thirteen Evil Wolves, now the Fifteen Wolves, followed behind him.

Seeing Bi Sayin's face up close, the Lord of the Black Snake Society had a single first impression.

He's damn scary!

He had heard rumors that the Young Alliance Chairman had a strong presence, but he never expected it to be this intense. The martial artists guarding Bi Sayin also looked far stronger than he had anticipated.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society's gaze naturally drifted to one person. The man revealed no aura, yet his eyes were drawn to the youngest martial artist standing at the end of the line.

When their eyes met, the man grinned.

Is he crazy?

The Lord had never seen a bodyguard smile in a situation like this.

However, now was not the time to worry about that.

"Greetings, Young Alliance Chairman."

The Lord of the Black Snake Society bowed politely, but Bi Sayin only gave a slight nod in return.

"I have heard much of the Commander's reputation."

The chilly response confirmed the Lord of the Black Snake Society's prediction.

As expected! He's trying to establish his authority?

In truth, that was not the reason for Bi Sayin's coldness. He felt no goodwill toward people notorious for all sorts of dirty deeds, especially after learning they even kidnapped and sold children.

"I've prepared fine liquor and dishes in the village below. Shall we go together?"

"No need. Let's talk here."

"Very well. The weather is also quite pleasant, as if it knows a distinguished guest has arrived today."

The Lord of the Black Snake Society gestured to Song Chung with his eyes. Song Chung then brought over a box containing the Sun Moon Sword.

"This is a small token of my sincerity."

He offered the box to Bi Sayin.

Can he still act so stiffly after receiving this?

This gift would surely soften his attitude.

First Wolf stepped forward and received the box instead. He had to check for hidden weapons.

Once he confirmed it was safe, he took the sword from the box and handed it to Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin drew the Sun Moon Sword.

Its sharp edge instantly captivated every swordsman present.

"It's a fine sword."

It could not compare to Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword, but it was a renowned blade that ranked among the best ordinary treasured swords. The Lord of the Black Snake Society had clearly put great thought into the gift.

"It suits you well, Young Alliance Chairman."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's telepathy reached Bi Sayin.

[Give me that sword.]

He was not the type to ask for a sword out of greed.

[What are you planning to do now?]

[You should at least give a gift of this caliber to the youngest of the Fifteen Wolves.]

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk. He wondered what the man's scheme was, but he could not fathom that abyss-like mind just by looking at him.

"Fifteenth Wolf!"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk walked forward, and Bi Sayin bestowed the sword upon him.

"This is a welcome gift for becoming the Fifteenth Wolf."

"I will accept it gratefully, Young Alliance Chairman!"

Geom Mugeuk accepted the sword without hesitation.

Jin Hagun saw this and knew. Bi Sayin would never give a sword from the Black Snake Society to Geom Mugeuk, so this was clearly Geom Mugeuk's intention.

After accepting the sword, Geom Mugeuk turned and bantered with Jin Hagun via telepathy.

[Didn't I tell you to become one of the Fifteen Wolves? He gave it to me because I'm the youngest and cutest.]

[If you're cute twice more, he might give you the Evil Alliance itself.]

[Then half of the wish I made on a shooting star would come true.]

When Bi Sayin gave the Sun Moon Sword to his subordinate, the Lord of the Black Snake Society and all his martial artists were startled.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society was especially shocked. He had given a sword he cherished dearly, only for it to be given away to a subordinate right in front of him.

This is a deliberate slight against me.

Unbearable anger surged within him, but he struggled to suppress it.

The one who could not hold back was Heuk Gyeon. He suddenly shouted.

"Young Alliance Chairman!"

He had lived his entire life with haughty pride. Not even the title of the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman could stop him.

He had been looking for an opportunity to show his loyalty to the Lord of the Black Snake Society and to prove his nerve to others.

It was also a chance to put Song Chung, who was always sucking up to the Commander, firmly in his place.

"That sword is a gift our Commander gave to you, Young Alliance Chairman. Isn't it a breach of etiquette to just give it away to a subordinate?"

Bi Sayin merely stared at him with a fearsome face, as if finding him pathetic.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society quickly stepped in.

"A breach of etiquette? What is this insolent remark to the Young Alliance Chairman? Apologize at once!"

Of course, the Lord of the Black Snake Society felt the same way as Heuk Gyeon. Heuk Gyeon had satisfyingly said what he himself had wanted to say. That was partly why he had brought him along.

At the Lord's rebuke, Heuk Gyeon lowered his head.

"My apologies. I committed a discourtesy because I believed that sword is not one that just anyone can wield."

However, he radiated lingering dissatisfaction, not a sincere apology. If the other party had not been the Young Alliance Chairman, curses would have already flown from his mouth.

The other martial artists of the Black Snake Society standing behind him thought the same. The atmosphere grew tense.

Bi Sayin sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Is this what you wanted?]

An unexpected reply came back.

[It's still lukewarm. We need to bring it to a rolling boil.]

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Heuk Gyeon.

"Did you say not just anyone can wield it? I am not just anyone."

As Geom Mugeuk spoke condescendingly, Heuk Gyeon's face hardened. He was barely holding back because of the Young Alliance Chairman, yet this young punk was talking down to him.

"The Young Alliance Chairman cherishes me more than a mere sword like this. Isn't that right, Young Alliance Chairman?"

When Geom Mugeuk asked him directly, Bi Sayin wore a troubled expression. Jin Hagun, who was watching, felt relieved that he was not in that situation.

In the end, Bi Sayin gave a slight nod.

"See? He said he cherishes me more, didn't he?"

Watching the triumphant Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin sighed inwardly. He could already hear Geom Mugeuk's voice in his ear. 'You said you cherished me, so why are you doing this? Didn't you say you cherished me?'

He's going to tease me with this for a while.

Meanwhile, the Lord of the Black Snake Society could not understand the situation. The Young Alliance Chairman gave the sword to a subordinate, and then that subordinate asked if he was cherished.

Just what kind of trick are they trying to pull?

The situation was just getting started. Geom Mugeuk pulled out several sheets of paper from his robes to heat up the atmosphere even more.

"Actually, I did some prior investigation on you all. I received this before arriving here."

The papers contained information about the Black Snake Society sent by the Hidden Moon. It detailed who had committed what acts and how they had conducted their business.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society looked at Bi Sayin, his expression asking what on earth was going on.

However, Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk with a similar look. It seemed he had not read the papers in that young punk's hand either.

Judging by this reaction, it did not seem like a pre-arranged act.

What in the world are these guys?

If he had investigated them, he should have shown the report to the Young Alliance Chairman. Why was he keeping it in his robes? The Lord of the Black Snake Society found it strange no matter how he thought about it.

Geom Mugeuk pushed one person into the ever-growing flames.

"Who here is Heuk Gyeon? Let me see your face."

Heuk Gyeon was startled to be called out so suddenly.

Moreover, the one who called him was the youngest punk who had been getting on his nerves.

"That's me."

The dissatisfaction he could not express toward the Young Alliance Chairman turned into anger directed at Geom Mugeuk.

"You've got eyes, a nose, and a mouth. No matter how I look at you, you seem human. So how could you commit such acts?"

Heuk Gyeon flared up in rage. If it were not for the Young Alliance Chairman, he would have already drawn his sword and charged.

Seeing Heuk Gyeon on the verge of exploding, the Lord of the Black Snake Society stepped in. If he did not stop him now, a sword fight would break out.

"He is someone who serves a distinguished person. Don't act so recklessly!"

While saying that, he asked Bi Sayin.

"By the way, for what reason did you summon me?"

After a series of unexpected events, he was only now asking why he was summoned. Bi Sayin's answer was just as unexpected.

"I summoned you because I have an order to give you."

An order? He used the word 'order', not 'request'.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society was inwardly displeased, but he smiled even more brightly.

"Please give your command."

Unexpected words flowed from Bi Sayin.

"I hear you've been kidnapping and selling children."

The Lord of the Black Snake Society was so surprised he was at a loss for words.

What is this now?

It seemed Bi Sayin already knew, so he could not lie. There was no need to lie. What was the problem with something like this?

"That is correct."

Then, Bi Sayin gave a firm command.

"From now on, cease this activity."

Not only the Lord of the Black Snake Society but all the martial artists of the Black Snake Society were surprised.

"May I ask the reason?"

In this very moment, Bi Sayin could feel he had changed. If he had not met Geom Mugeuk, this would never have happened. These were words he would never have said.

Bi Sayin asked himself. Is this something you truly want to do? Or are you doing it reluctantly because of Geom Mugeuk?

He found the answer to that question.

"Because I do not allow it."

The cause might be Geom Mugeuk, but he himself could not tolerate this act. The path of evil that involved kidnapping and selling children was not his path.

"From this point on, if you kidnap even a single child, your Black Snake Society will disappear from the murim."

Since getting out of the carriage, Bi Sayin had not released even a sliver of his aura. He said these words calmly, but a dreadful and heavy silence flowed through the area.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society had reached his limit. His pride was wounded beyond repair, and his anger had reached its peak.

"Do you understand?"

After the Black Snake Society established itself, no one had dared to order him around. He had gouged out the eyes and cut off the limbs of those who opposed him, throwing them as pig feed. That was the life he had lived.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society ultimately lowered his head and answered.

"I understand."

Just as Bi Sayin turned to walk back to the carriage, someone shouted from behind.

"Return the sword before you go!"

The one who shouted was Heuk Gyeon. The Lord of the Black Snake Society could endure it, but Heuk Gyeon could not. He had used up a lifetime's worth of patience just holding back this long.

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at him.

"If you can take it, then try."

As if he really meant to, Heuk Gyeon stepped forward.

The expressions that hardened now did not belong to Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin, or Jin Hagun.

It was the martial artists of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. Although Geom Mugeuk was not a true member, he wore the same attire as them.

Yet, a punk from the Black Snake Society had dared to challenge him. This was a clear sign that he looked down on them.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society quickly shouted.

"If you do that, you will face retaliation. Stand down!"

Geom Mugeuk moved just as the Lord of the Black Snake Society intended. He looked at Bi Sayin and said.

"Let's agree that even if I die, you will absolutely not take revenge."

How could the Lord of the Black Snake Society or Heuk Gyeon possibly know that all of this was Geom Mugeuk's intention?

Bi Sayin nodded.

"I swear on my name as the Young Alliance Chairman. This duel will end as a duel between two men."

Heuk Gyeon drew his sword and stepped forward. He could not match Heuk Ya, but he was still the third strongest in the Black Snake Society.

Geom Mugeuk took out the Sun Moon Sword.

"Shall we test how good this sword is?"

Knowing that Heuk Gyeon's pride would make him fight as is, the Lord of the Black Snake Society intervened.

"That would be unfair. Use your own sword."

Geom Mugeuk glanced down at his Black Demon Sword.

"Then it would be far too unfair, wouldn't it?"

The Lord of the Black Snake Society had no way of knowing what he meant.

"Well, if you insist. Let's do that."

Geom Mugeuk walked forward.

Heuk Gyeon only thought of defeating his opponent and earning merit. He would reclaim the Sun Moon Sword and once again take his place by the side of the Lord of the Black Snake Society.

"I'll show you the skills I've honed through real combat, rising from the very bottom!"

Heuk Gyeon thrust his sword and charged.

PUUK!

In an instant, Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword was embedded in his left shoulder.

"......"

It was so fast he did not even know how he had been stabbed. He wondered if this was a dream.

Again, PUK!

This time, Geom Mugeuk stabbed the right shoulder. Only then did excruciating pain surge from his previously stabbed left shoulder. The moment Heuk Gyeon screamed, the Black Demon Sword stabbed his elbows in succession.

Geom Mugeuk usually finished his opponents in a single strike, but today was different.

He severed the joints in the most painful places, one by one.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

A terrible scream erupted, but Geom Mugeuk's sword did not stop. With each stab, he severed the places where a human feels the most pain.

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun looked at each other. It was the first time they had seen Geom Mugeuk kill someone so painfully. He did not act without reason, so the two of them silently watched Geom Mugeuk's actions.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society did not dare to stop him. It was too late anyway. Heuk Gyeon was already in tatters after being stabbed dozens of times. More surprisingly, he was still breathing. That meant the one doing the stabbing was an expert of that caliber.

When there were no more places to stab, a single line of sword light streaked across the last remaining spot.

His head, separated from his body, rolled to the side of the Lord of the Black Snake Society. His dream of being by the Commander's side was fulfilled.

The Lord of the Black Snake Society looked down at Heuk Gyeon's head, which stared up at him with wide-open eyes.

The martial arts of a mere bodyguard were at this level? And the youngest one at that?

Had he been bluffing about showing them how dirty their hands would have to get to erase them, when faced with people like this? His body trembled uncontrollably.

Bi Sayin's telepathy reached Geom Mugeuk.

[This was your intention from the beginning, wasn't it?]

From the start, he never intended to just give the Black Snake Society a warning and leave.

[That's right. By my standards, these people also belong to the category of absolute evil.]

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin asked.

[What will you do if I, too, fall into that category of absolute evil someday?]

Geom Mugeuk walked over to him and handed him the messenger pigeon he had received earlier.

[There's no way you would become someone like this, is there?]

As Bi Sayin read the contents, his expression grew increasingly grim. The acts committed by these people, led by Heuk Gyeon, were not simple evil deeds. Their atrocities were so cruel and inhuman that even a demon would shake its head. Raping a young daughter in front of her parents was a common occurrence, and they had once locked a family with no knowledge of martial arts in one place and burned them alive.

Now he understood why Geom Mugeuk had asked for the Sun Moon Sword and steered the atmosphere in this direction. He could also see why he had killed Heuk Gyeon so painfully.

Normally, Geom Mugeuk would have just wiped them all out. Instead, he was deliberately setting the stage to kill them and holding back as much as possible, considering Bi Sayin's position and authority.

Bi Sayin's face flushed with heat. After all, these people belonged to the same unorthodox sects as him.

Bi Sayin strode toward the Lord of the Black Snake Society. He held out the messenger pigeon to him and asked calmly.

"Is all of this your doing?"

While the Lord of the Black Snake Society hesitated, unsure how to answer, a chilling, blue killing intent flowed from Bi Sayin's eyes.

"I'm asking if you ordered this."


Chapter 345: Be Warier of That Person Than the Enemy

"No, please spare me!"

The words of pleading escaped the Black Snake Society leader's lips.

The Young Alliance Chairman's youngest bodyguard had turned Heukgyeon into a bloody mess before beheading him. Heukgyeon had not even managed a single proper sword swing during the fight.

How could he even think of resisting?

Demonic qi radiated from Bi Sayin, menacingly constricting the Black Snake Society leader's body.

As a martial artist of the unorthodox sects, the Black Snake Society leader had encountered demonic qi many times, but this was stronger than any he had ever felt. The scent of blood was thick in Bi Sayin's enraged demonic qi.

"Does that mean your subordinates acted on their own?"

Cornered, the Black Snake Society leader dragged an innocent person into the situation. He yelled at Song Chung.

"What in the world is going on?"

Song Chung was the person the Black Snake Society leader yelled at.

Dragging me into this kind of situation? When he knows full well how bad my relationship with Heukgyeon was? Song Chung was dumbfounded, but it was not the time to blame the Black Snake Society leader.

"I wasn't aware of this either. Heukgyeon is an uneducated and base man. It seems he went around committing wicked deeds behind the Commander's back."

Everyone knew of Heukgyeon's evil deeds, but if Song Chung said Heukgyeon was just that kind of person, the blame would shift to him for not stopping it.

Bi Sayin sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[How accurate is the information written here?]

It was information from the Hidden Moon, so its reliability was unquestionable.

[It's information sent by the person I trust and cherish the most. You can consider it on the same level as information from our Cult's All-Knowing Hall.]

Having confirmed the information's reliability, Bi Sayin asked Song Chung a question.

"What's your name?"

"It's Song Chung."

Bi Sayin shuffled through the paper he held and found the information on Song Chung.

Song Chung's heart began to pound. His life or death depended on what was written there. That paper was truly the Grim Reaper's Book of Life and Death.

Fortunately, a sword did not come flying at him. The evil deeds written on the paper were apparently not severe enough to warrant death.

Meanwhile, the Black Snake Society leader, having caught his breath, prostrated himself and pledged.

"There will be no more kidnapping of children. I'll also properly crack down on the excessive evil deeds of my subordinates."

Instead of answering, Bi Sayin walked over to Heukgyeon's corpse. It seemed he was going to look at the body, but he was not.

Bi Sayin drew his sword and dipped its tip in blood. Then, he drew three bloody lines on the paper he held.

Bi Sayin handed the paper to the Black Snake Society leader.

Three names had been crossed out with blood. They were the ones within the Black Snake Society whose evil deeds were the most severe. He had not said a word, but the Black Snake Society leader understood what Bi Sayin meant.

"Heukya, come here for a moment and look at this."

He called over Heukya, who had been standing silently.

The moment Heukya walked over and looked at the paper.

SHWIIK!

The Black Snake Society leader drew his sword in a surprise attack, slashing at Heukya's chest.

However, Heukya dodged the attack as if he had sensed it in advance.

"I knew you'd do that."

"Don't resent me! It's because your evil deeds run deep."

The two men engaged in a bloody battle.

The Black Snake Society martial artists were so surprised they did not know what to do as the two strongest men in their society suddenly began a bloody battle.

"Kill Heukya!"

"Kill the Commander! He's trying to kill us all!"

"That's a lie! Attack Heukya together and kill him! That's an order."

The scene instantly descended into chaos.

Heuksam, who had subtly slipped back, launched himself away to escape. He knew that in a situation like this, fleeing was the best course of action.

However, First Wolf was already blocking his path, having received Bi Sayin's order.

Heuksam did not dare think of breaking through and retreated. After seeing Heukgyeon die without lifting a finger, no one would draw their sword against the Thirteen Evil Wolves today.

The other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves also formed a perfect encirclement, making escape impossible.

Bi Sayin watched their fight silently with his arms crossed.

Heukya's martial arts were inferior to the Black Snake Society leader's, but the rage of betrayal made him fight like a madman. It was a fight where losing meant death, so sword qi flew wildly.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun watched the fight from outside the Thirteen Evil Wolves' encirclement.

SHWIIIIK.

Jin Hagun pulled on the hem of Geom Mugeuk's clothes, yanking him closer.

A stray sword qi flew from afar, grazing past the spot where Geom Mugeuk had been.

"You saved my life!"

"Saved you? I bet you could've dodged it ten times over."

"Commander Jin."

"Why are you lowering your voice?"

"I truly hope you become the successor."

"Why are you suddenly saying this?"

"It just occurred to me that it would be good. I'm telling you while I'm thinking of it."

He said it like a joke, but one could feel he was speaking his true feelings.

"How could that possibly go my way?"

His grandfather and the Chairman, Jin Paecheon, was a man who would mercilessly push aside even his own grandson from the line of succession if he made a mistake.

"Why do you want me to become the successor?"

Because I'm a pushover? He had expected such an answer might come.

"Because I think you'd do a good job."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Whether a friend or an enemy, they have to be someone who's good at what they do. That's the only way it's fun to play with them and worthwhile to fight them."

This time, Geom Mugeuk pulled him closer.

SHWIIIIIK.

Another flying sword qi passed through the spot where Jin Hagun had been standing.

"I saved your life! Don't you ever forget it!"

Listening to his banter, Jin Hagun wondered how his relationship with this man would end. Could they really become friends?

Meanwhile, the fight ended.

One person stood while the other lay on the ground, a corpse.

There was no upset. The winner, as expected by skill, was the Black Snake Society leader.

Heukya had fought many battles, but he had only fought battles he could win. Slaughter unrelated to martial arts skill was no help in saving his own life.

That was not the end. Since three names were crossed out on the paper, the Black Snake Society leader launched surprise attacks and killed Ilsam and Ilpal. With skills even lower than Heukya's, they could not withstand the Black Snake Society leader's ambush.

"It's all finished."

Bi Sayin responded to the Black Snake Society leader's report.

"Now, four of the five most vicious people in the Black Snake Society are dead."

"Five people? There were only three names crossed out."

Even including Heukgyeon, that was four people. The Black Snake Society leader picked up the paper again, wondering if he had missed one.

It was at that very moment.

SHWIIIIIK.

SEOGEOK.

Bi Sayin's sword sliced through the Black Snake Society leader's neck.

The paper the Black Snake Society leader held was also cut. Coincidentally, the part with the Black Snake Society leader's name was sliced off.

A red line was visible beneath it.

That line, which looked as if it had been drawn, was the line drawn on the Black Snake Society leader's neck.

PUAAAAAK!

The next moment, the Black Snake Society leader collapsed, spewing blood from that line.

Bi Sayin did not forgive him.

The evil deeds he committed to establish the Black Snake Society were bad enough, but his greatest sin was leaving the evil deeds of subordinates like Heukgyeon and Heukya unchecked.

The remaining Black Snake Society martial artists trembled in fear. They thought they would surely be annihilated.

However, Bi Sayin did not kill them.

"From now on, do nothing and stay put. Go back and wait without even breathing until our people arrive!"

The members of the Black Snake Society bowed in unison and shouted.

"Thank you for sparing our lives."

Having escaped death, they left the place.

From this moment, new tidings would spread throughout the unorthodox sects' murim. News that the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman had personally delivered a crushing blow to excessive evil deeds. Some would resist, and some would welcome it.

One thing was certain. Whether the evaluation was positive or negative, he would be judged differently than he was yesterday. Bi Sayin had taken another step into a different world.


Bi Sayin walked over to Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun.

"You probably wanted to kill them all, but this was the best I could do."

"Wanted to kill them all? You thought I was a murderer? Let's go look in a bronze mirror together. We'll see who has a face closer to a murderer's."

"It's people who look perfectly normal like you who tend to commit terrifying acts when you get to know them."

"It's frustrating, but I have to admit it."

After that round of banter, the playfulness vanished from Bi Sayin's face. Words he had been hesitating to say slipped from his lips.

"This is our unorthodox sects."

He did not say it out of pride, but out of shame. At least for today, he felt a deep sense of self-loathing.

Jin Hagun was about to say that just as there are bad people in the orthodox sects, there are good people in the unorthodox sects.

However, Geom Mugeuk spoke before he could.

"They were like trash."

Bi Sayin did not get angry. Rather, hearing it said so bluntly put his mind at ease.

Seeing that, Jin Hagun realized the words he was about to say would have been a completely unhelpful consolation.

How does Geom Mugeuk know people's hearts so well? And he's younger than me.

"Still, you don't need to be depressed. Because that's not your unorthodox sects."

"What do you mean?"

"Your unorthodox sects isn't over there, it's right here, isn't it?"

He wondered what he meant. Then Geom Mugeuk looked at the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

"Aren't these people your unorthodox sects? Those guys over there aren't your direct subordinates yet, are they? You're not even the Chairman."

Jin Hagun thought to himself, Well done.

Yes, this was exactly the kind of comfort Bi Sayin needed right now.

One had to be able to say they were like trash. One had to be able to say he was not even the Chairman.

To do that, all the things Geom Mugeuk had done for Bi Sayin up until now had to come first. Visiting tirelessly, bantering tirelessly, and being considerate tirelessly.

That was why the word 'trash' became a jewel embedded in Bi Sayin's heart.

"Commander Jin, you should say something too."

Look at him, taking care of me even in this situation.

"I'm not yet ready to use the word 'trash'."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Jin Hagun.

"This is why you have to become the Chairman. Our lives as Chairmen will be fun only if you're an interesting person."

"This is the first time in my life I've been called interesting."

A faint smile formed on Bi Sayin's lips as he listened to their conversation. When he was with Geom Mugeuk, he would find himself smiling like this without realizing it.

Geom Mugeuk said to Bi Sayin.

"You handled things well today. I wouldn't have been able to make such a wise choice."

Bi Sayin knew. It was only possible because of Geom Mugeuk's concession. Thanks to him, he was able to maintain his authority in front of his subordinates.

And then came the decisive words.

"Your apostles, I like them."

He did not show it on the outside, but Bi Sayin was deeply moved. Those words felt better than a hundred compliments.

Geom Mugeuk asked Jin Hagun.

"What do you think?"

"I'm not the type of person who says 'I like them' to someone's face as easily as you do."

Jin Hagun looked at the corpses strewn in the distance.

"However, I do think that at least today's problem with the Black Snake Society was handled very well."

At that, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said.

"Now you see why he talks in such a roundabout way, right?"

The three of them smiled together.

Geom Mugeuk returned the box containing the Sun Moon Sword to Bi Sayin.

"Here, take this."

Then, Bi Sayin said something unexpected.

"This is your gift."

"A gift?"

"It's a commemorative gift for joining the Thirteen Evil Wolves as the youngest member."

Everyone here knew how valuable the Sun Moon Sword was. It was a treasured sword that could not be easily obtained no matter how much money one had. That was why they could also tell how grateful Bi Sayin was to Geom Mugeuk.

"Tonight, you'll regret giving it away and won't be able to sleep."

"That might be true."

"Are you still okay with it?"

Bi Sayin nodded.

"Have I ever told you this? It's not because of the gift, but your face is handsome. The Fist Demon's Master, the Demonic Army General, and you. You three Commanders are hideous and scary, but the more I look at you, the more handsome you seem."

"You're definitely complimenting me because of the gift."

Geom Mugeuk hugged the box containing the Sun Moon Sword, delighted. He was so happy that it made one think it was a gift well given.

"I can't just stay still after receiving such a precious gift. From now on, you can boast. That the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was here as the youngest member of your Thirteen Evil Wolves. Spread the rumor as much as you like."

The Thirteen Evil Wolves had already experienced Geom Mugeuk and knew him well enough to take his banter as just that, banter.

"If a rumor like that spreads, won't you be kicked out of your position as Young Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk replied to Bi Sayin's concern.

"Then I'll come find you, so you have to take me in. Let's hang out for the rest of our lives."

Shaking off the absurd thought that it would be truly nice if that happened, Bi Sayin said to his subordinates.

"You've all heard how troublesome it could get, so make sure none of you spread any rumors."

"......"

A thunderous reply was heard.

Bi Sayin said to the two men.

"I intend to return to the main headquarters."

The time had come to root out those operating in the shadows within the Evil Alliance.

Geom Mugeuk chimed in.

"I'll go too."

Since this matter was not just a problem for the Evil Alliance, Bi Sayin nodded. If they were enemies plotting against the entire murim, it would be foolish to stubbornly insist on handling it alone.

"I'll gratefully accept your help."

Now, only Jin Hagun's decision remained.

"I will return to the Murim Alliance now."

In fact, just coming this far dressed as one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves was already pushing it. Besides, he could not possibly take the Demon Slaying Brigade to the Evil Alliance's Headquarters.

Bi Sayin expressed his gratitude to Jin Hagun.

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it. Be warier of that person than the enemy."

"Thanks for the advice."

Geom Mugeuk, who was listening, said.

"At least pretend to whisper!"

And with that, Jin Hagun left.

The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade, who had been hiding far away, revealed themselves and greeted Jin Hagun.

Before leaving, Jin Hagun stood on a ridge with his subordinates. He watched the carriage running toward the distant Evil Alliance.

The sunset painted the world red, carrying Jin Hagun's desire to go with them, and began to swiftly chase the receding carriage.


Chapter 346: Let's Kill Him First

The carriage sped toward the Evil Alliance.

Bi Sayin stared silently out the window, thinking about the mastermind behind the incident.

An enemy plotting against the entire murim. How grand.

History showed that individuals who caused such major incidents appeared once every few generations.

Normally, their plotting would have continued. This time, however, everything was exposed because of one person. They chose to execute their scheme in an era where that man existed.

Bi Sayin's gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk, who sat across from him.

Geom Mugeuk had his eyes closed. Whenever their conversation paused, he would fall into training and recite some kind of oral formula. Geom Mugeuk seemed like a man brimming with talent, but Bi Sayin now learned he was, in fact, a man of great effort.

Bi Sayin's gaze moved to the seat beside Geom Mugeuk. The box for the Sun Moon Sword, which Bi Sayin had given as a gift, was propped up there. Bi Sayin had told him to put it in the luggage compartment, but Geom Mugeuk stubbornly kept it by his side like a child.

Just then, the carriage jolted violently.

CLATTER.

The shake lifted them from their seats and sent the sword box flying.

The box looked like it would crash to the floor with a THUD, but it hovered in mid-air before gently descending to its original spot.

Geom Mugeuk had protected the sword box with telekinesis. Bi Sayin had thought Geom Mugeuk was circulating his qi or sleeping, but even then, he paid attention to the sword box.

"I'm grateful you cherish my gift, but wouldn't it be more comfortable to discard the box and just wear the sword?"

Geom Mugeuk replied with his eyes still closed.

"Because I'm going to give the sword as a gift. Wouldn't it be better to give it in its sword box?"

The box was the official case for the Sun Moon Sword, handsomely engraved with a sun and a moon.

"Who are you giving it to that you're being so careful?"

"I'm going to give it to my heart."

Bi Sayin looked at him, wondering what kind of joke this was. Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes.

"There's someone as important to me as my own heart. Would I give such a precious sword to just anyone?"

The image of Geom Mugeuk sincerely caring for someone suited him. At the same time, Bi Sayin felt Geom Mugeuk was also a different kind of person.

"Because you seem like the type who'd give a treasured sword even to a stranger on the street."

"You've got me wrong. I hate being at a disadvantage. If I gave a sword to a stranger, it'd be because I was aiming for something they have that's ten times more valuable."

"Then what are you aiming for by giving it to that heart of yours?"

"My heart is an exception. That person tries to give me everything they have, even if I'm not aiming for anything."

At those words, Bi Sayin wondered who he would give a gift to.

No one came to mind.

If he had to choose, he might give one to the First Wolf of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. It occurred to him then that he did not yet have a friend to whom he could readily give such a precious gift.

He hoped the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would not become his only friend.

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk again. Geom Mugeuk was not his usual playful self. He watched the passing scenery with a calm, deep gaze.

Just as Bi Sayin turned to the opposite window, Geom Mugeuk spoke abruptly.

"My demonic path and your evil path, both have a long way to go. If it's built wrong, we build it again. If a better idea comes along, we tear it down and build it again. So let's not be in too much of a hurry."

"Why are you suddenly saying that?"

"It just came to mind. I've found that if I think I'll say something later, I end up forgetting and never saying it. So these days, I try to say everything as it comes to mind."

"So that's why you're so talkative."

"Isn't a talkative Young Cult Leader better than a silent one whose intentions you can't fathom?"

"The problem is that even though you're a chatterbox, I still can't figure you out."

Geom Mugeuk smiled enigmatically and looked out the window again.

Bi Sayin would never know how lonely Geom Mugeuk's life was before his regression, or how precious this talkative life felt to him.

"What did the master of the Flowing Sword Sect confess?"

Geom Mugeuk had guessed that Dae So, the master of the Flowing Sword Sect, had revealed something.

"He said the person who arranged for the Flying Sword Gate to retrieve the children was the former Black Dragon Commander, Pyo Jigwang."

Pyo Jigwang.

The name was not in Geom Mugeuk's memory. He was probably a disposable pawn, used and then discarded by someone.

"Pyo Jigwang stepped down as the Black Dragon Commander over a decade ago after a severe injury. He has been living like a wreck ever since."

"Someone must have recruited him."

"It seems so. Considering he secured various benefits for the Flying Sword Gate, the person behind Commander Pyo must be someone with power."

Geom Mugeuk had naturally assumed as much.

"It might even be someone you know well."

Bi Sayin acknowledged Geom Mugeuk's words. If it was a powerful figure within the Evil Alliance, there was no way Bi Sayin would not know them. The question was who.

"Why did they say they needed the children?"

Bi Sayin hesitated before answering. What if this incident was unrelated to the organization that had infiltrated the Demonic Cult and the Murim Alliance? What if it was truly a secret organization within the Evil Alliance? That would be like revealing the Evil Alliance's secrets to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Did they say they were creating a secret organization?"

Bi Sayin flinched. Geom Mugeuk was so perceptive that it was impossible to deceive him.

Bi Sayin answered honestly after Geom Mugeuk read his worries perfectly.

"Are you worried that this secret organization might be unrelated to the one I mentioned?"

"......"

"Even so, if a secret organization is being prepared without your knowledge, isn't it a problem? You'll gain advantages by leaking information to me. So think of it in a positive light."

Geom Mugeuk had followed him to the Evil Alliance, saying he would help. If Geom Mugeuk got angry and asked if Bi Sayin was planning to hide information, Bi Sayin would have no excuse.

However, Geom Mugeuk was considering his position.

"If it really bothers you, handle that part discreetly. Let me know if you need help."

Geom Mugeuk was still making him the protagonist.

Right. If I had intended to calculate gains and play tricks on a man like Geom Mugeuk, I should never have brought him along in the first place.

"No, I will share all the information. Please help me."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. It was the same smile he had shown when he handled the matter with Dae So publicly.

You're doing well.

The smile seemed to say just that.

Whether Geom Mugeuk knew his thoughts or not, he began to narrow down the masterminds.

"If a secret organization is actually being formed within the Alliance, who would know about it?"

"Most information comes to me one way or another. However, if it's something that proceeded without my knowledge, it must have been led by the Chairman and the Head Strategist."

The two most difficult people to deal with in the Evil Alliance were mentioned.

Are they connected to the mastermind?

Geom Mugeuk immediately ruled one person out.

The Evil Alliance Chairman. He was killed by Hwa Mugi before my regression, so he can't be on the same side.

"What kind of person is the Head Strategist?"

"He's a man with incredibly strong loyalty to the Chairman. If you suspect the Head Strategist, I'd tell you it's a waste of time. His loyalty to the Chairman and the Evil Alliance is very deep."

One could never know a person's heart. However, if he excluded the Head Strategist as Bi Sayin suggested.

"Who else could it be?"

"Who else?"

"Isn't it possible that someone proceeded with this without those two knowing?"

If this was done without the knowledge of the Evil Alliance Chairman or the Head Strategist, it could be called treason. In that case, it was highly likely to be the work of the people Geom Mugeuk had mentioned.

"To have the power to grant benefits to the Flowing Sword Sect, it would have to be someone at the Director or Commander level. It could also be someone at the Elder level."

"Let's keep our options open and consider various possibilities."

"First, I will discreetly investigate Commander Pyo."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at Bi Sayin's words.

"There's no time for that. By the time we arrive at the Evil Alliance, the mastermind will know that the master of the Yellow Dragon Escort Agency is dead and the master of the Flowing Sword Sect has been taken to the Evil Alliance. The person behind this will think they can no longer retrieve the children and that their own identity might be revealed."

He was right. Investigating discreetly would only give the opponent time to prepare.

"Let's tackle this head-on. The martial artists active in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Heavenly Wind Cult were nearly at the level of a Demon Supreme. Their infiltration methods were also extraordinary. If we don't push them with speed, they'll cut their tails and disappear."

Bi Sayin agreed with Geom Mugeuk. However, there was a problem.

"It won't be difficult to capture and investigate Commander Pyo. However, something he said bothers me. The master of the Flowing Sword Sect said Commander Pyo told him that the fate of the Evil Alliance was at stake with this secret organization. If he truly believes he's carrying out a secret mission for the Alliance, he won't confess easily. He might even kill himself."

That was not the only concern. Bi Sayin had one more.

"The mastermind who ordered this might kill Commander Pyo to cut their losses."

Geom Mugeuk had a solution for that concern. It was an unimaginable method.

"Then let's kill him first."

"What?"

Bi Sayin's eyes widened as he stared at Geom Mugeuk, but the incomprehensible words continued.

"Let's cut off that tail and take it for ourselves first."


"Just how long are you going to live like that?"

At someone's shout, the noisy banquet hall fell silent. Everyone's gaze turned to the two people there.

"I used to respect you once, but why have you become so broken?"

Pyo Jigwang had once again gathered martial artists at the banquet hall to boast about his exploits as a Commander. Perhaps he got too carried away while drunk, because someone had stepped forward to scold him.

"Aren't you ashamed in front of your juniors?"

The opponent was a martial artist who had been his subordinate in the Black Dragon Brigade. Just as he said, the man had once followed his orders well.

Ashamed in front of my juniors? Of what? What's so shameful about telling old stories while drunk?

He wanted to yell.

How much I've dedicated myself to the Alliance! And you people can't even listen to a story like this?

However, he could not bring himself to say the words. The people around him looked at him with pity. It was not the first time they had seen him like this.

Pyo Jigwang staggered out of the hall. He was not that drunk, but he stumbled on purpose. He felt that if he did not, he would feel even more miserable.

In the past, he had truly acted like a wreck. Recently, however, he was only acting the part to show he was still a useless person.

Experiencing something like today made his heart sink. He had never intended to receive such a rebuke from a former subordinate.

If he were a real wreck, he would have smashed a bottle and screamed. Now, he just turned away with a bitter heart.

If my martial arts were the same as before, would you all have been able to do this?

As long as this thought lingered, his bitterness could only deepen.

He had just turned onto a quiet path.

Suddenly, a masked person blocked his way.

Before Pyo Jigwang could even ask who it was, the masked person drew their sword and charged.

Pyo Jigwang tried to draw his sword to block, but the opponent's movements were too fast.

I'm going to die like this!

Just as despair washed over him.

CHAENG!

Someone stepped in front of Pyo Jigwang and blocked the opponent's attack.

Having failed the surprise attack, the masked person fled in an instant.

The man who blocked the attack turned toward Pyo Jigwang. Pyo Jigwang was startled when he confirmed the identity of the person who saved him.

"Young Alliance Chairman?"

Several martial artists from the Thirteen Evil Wolves leaped after the fleeing masked person.

"Are you alright?"

"You saved my life."

"I'm glad I wasn't too late."

Pyo Jigwang was inwardly surprised and puzzled.

"Young Alliance Chairman, why are you here?"

"I didn't save Commander Pyo by chance. I was on my way to meet you, Commander Pyo."

"Me?"

For Pyo Jigwang, this was completely unexpected.

Just then, the members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves who had chased the masked person returned.

"We lost him. He was a master of movement arts."

However, Pyo Jigwang did not realize that the number of martial artists who gave chase had increased by one upon their return. The masked person who had attacked Pyo Jigwang was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk had pretended to flee, changed into the uniform of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and returned with them.

Of course, Pyo Jigwang had no way of knowing such a fact. He was just wondering why Bi Sayin had come to find him.

"Who was the one who tried to kill you, Commander?"

Pyo Jigwang shook his head.

"I don't know either."

One thing was certain. They had undoubtedly tried to kill him. The sword that flew toward him had been filled with true killing intent and aimed precisely at his heart. If it had not been for Bi Sayin, he would be dead.

"Why did you come to see me?"

"Commander Pyo's name came up during the investigation of the Black Snake Society kidnapping children and handing them over to the Flowing Sword Sect. I've also heard that you asked the master of the Flowing Sword Sect to retrieve the children. They said it was to create a secret organization. Is that true?"

Pyo Jigwang was flustered. He never imagined Bi Sayin would suddenly seek him out and ask such things. Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, Bi Sayin was tackling the issue head-on.

"It seems the assassin from before was sent to silence you, Commander Pyo, because I found out about this."

Bi Sayin deliberately emphasized the words 'to silence you'. Geom Mugeuk's plan was to get Pyo Jigwang's confession by making it seem as if the people who gave him the job were trying to kill him.

"What kind of secret organization are you creating? What is happening without my knowledge?"

Pyo Jigwang said nothing.

He did not suspect for a moment that the Young Alliance Chairman had orchestrated this attack. There was no reason for Bi Sayin to do such a thing. Crucially, Pyo Jigwang had always anticipated a moment like this.

If the secret operation is leaked, they will try to eliminate me. That day has finally come.

A sacrifice for the great cause. He felt that what was bound to happen had finally happened.

"I know that you are someone who has dedicated himself to our Alliance, Commander Pyo, and that you are not someone who deserves this kind of treatment. So please, allow me to protect you, Commander."

Pyo Jigwang had resolved to sacrifice himself for the Evil Alliance, so he simply bowed his head and gave no answer.

"I understand. I will withdraw for now. Instead, I will assign one of my subordinates to you as a bodyguard."

"Please don't sacrifice your subordinate for no reason."

"If you have such concerns, then please tell my subordinate everything."

Bi Sayin turned to his subordinate and said, "Protect Commander Pyo well."

"I will obey your command."

The person who stepped forward after receiving the order was Geom Mugeuk.

The operation began. They would catch a tail that did not even know which body it was attached to, and then they would find that body.

"I will protect you."


Chapter 347: Tell Me Your Story

"Are we just going to leave those two be?" First Wolf asked on the way back to the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

Bi Sayin had sent Geom Mugeuk to Pyo Jigwang as a bodyguard but had given no further orders.

"The Young Cult Leader will take care of it."

His statement wasn't born of indifference, but of faith. He believed that if Geom Mugeuk couldn't find out, no one could.

First Wolf, who had watched silently, finally voiced his concerns.

"I know the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is a remarkable person, but please don't trust him too much. No matter what he says or does, in the end, he's nothing more than a demon."

First Wolf held a deep-seated distrust of demonic people. Besides, the relationship between Bi Sayin and Geom Mugeuk was abnormal.

"I will."

Bi Sayin understood First Wolf's worry and readily accepted his concern. He knew a long-held prejudice was not likely to change in an instant.

"First Wolf."

"Yes, Young Alliance Chairman."

"First Wolf, what's the most memorable moment of your life as a martial artist?"

The sudden question flustered First Wolf.

"I don't think I've ever thought about that question before."

"Think about it now."

First Wolf paused, lost in thought. He followed the stream of time back, recalling a moment that shone dazzlingly in the sunlight.

"I think it was when I first became one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

He remembered his happiness then. Many things happened after that. He achieved great merits and earned a lot of money, but he never felt as happy as he did in that moment.

"I started as the youngest of the Thirteen Wolves, and before I knew it, I became the First Wolf."

"How long has it been since you became one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves?"

"It's been twenty-nine years."

"We'll have to hold a celebration for your thirtieth anniversary next year."

First Wolf's face flushed slightly.

"But why did you ask me that?"

"Because for me, that time feels like right now. Even if thirty years pass, when I look back on the most memorable moment of my life, I think it will be now."

This very moment, riding a carriage through the Central Plains with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the successor of the orthodox sects. This very moment, uncovering a conspiracy with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Would anything this exciting and thrilling ever happen again?

"Still, don't worry too much. I'm not the type of person to wholeheartedly trust and become completely absorbed in someone."

First Wolf knew a person's heart didn't always follow a plan.

However, he kept the thought to himself. He believed the problems from Bi Sayin never feeling like he was shining on his own would be just as significant as any trouble caused by the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Looking more radiant than ever, Bi Sayin strode forward.

"Let's go. We have a lot to do as well."


Pyo Jigwang glanced at the young man following him.

When their eyes met, the young man smiled brightly. It was, of course, Geom Mugeuk.

Poor bastard, he doesn't even know what predicament he's in.

His young, handsome face was too precious to die.

"What's your name?"

"It's Geom Yeon. The 'Yeon' is from the character for smoke. It's Geom Yeon because I'll disappear like smoke when our meeting is over."

Pyo Jigwang judged the young man's personality from the unprompted explanation.

How naive.

Perhaps because an assassin had nearly killed him, the words 'disappear like smoke' resonated deeply with Pyo Jigwang today.

"Do you know why you have to protect me?"

"I have a general idea."

"That assassin from before might come to kill me again. Aren't you afraid?"

Geom Mugeuk lightly tapped his sword, confident in his own skills.

The sword was tightly wrapped in blood-stained bandages. Pyo Jigwang didn't know what kind of sword it was or what bandages were wrapped around it, so he dismissed the gesture as childish confidence.

"How long have you been serving the Young Alliance Chairman?"

"A few days."

It was not a lie. He had only started wearing the clothes of the Thirteen Evil Wolves a few days ago.

Pyo Jigwang frowned.

I was planning to die a magnificent death alone, but now it looks like I'll die with a rookie burden attached to me.

Pyo Jigwang's house was on the outskirts, not far from the Headquarters. A mountain stood behind the house, and a stream flowed nearby.

Though it was in a scenic location, his house felt devoid of warmth. There was no food, and the bedding looked like it hadn't been washed in ages. It was the thin kind he used in summer. It clearly showed what his usual life was like.

"I only come here to sleep sometimes, so there's nothing here."

He lay down on the bed.

"You don't need to protect me."

Pyo Jigwang was certain this young man could not protect him alone. Several martial artists had pursued the assassin and failed to catch him.

If the Young Alliance Chairman was truly worried about me, he would have left more martial artists.

He must have realized how skilled the assassin was after their clash. He probably left only this young man, thinking that even a group of subordinates would all die anyway.

The thought made him feel the young man was just as pathetic and pitiful as his own soon-to-be-dead self.

"Please get some sleep."

After a brief farewell, Geom Mugeuk went outside.

Pyo Jigwang tossed and turned, unable to fall asleep.

Various emotions he had not felt in the earlier chaos now washed over him. He was prepared for death, but fear still crept in as its approach became real.


"I need you for the sake of the Alliance."



He remembered the man's expression when he entrusted him with the job.

At first, he refused.


"I'm already a broken man. Please find someone else."

"That's why I chose you. No one will figure out this operation."



Honestly, he felt bad that he was chosen because he was broken, but in the end, he accepted. He said it was out of loyalty, but it was actually for himself. He wanted to show those who had looked down on him that he was doing something more valuable than them. It was a secret operation, so he could not say it, but he wanted to scream it in his heart.

Go ahead and look down on me all you want! I'm doing something a hundred times more important than you are.

Perhaps that person had anticipated these feelings of his.

After that, he lived diligently and did as he was told.

But now that the secret was revealed, they were trying to kill him off so easily.

If the man had come in person and tried to kill him while saying something like, 'I'm sorry, it can't be helped,' he would not have felt so sorrowful.

He would have smiled and died willingly, but they just sent an assassin to kill him without a word? He wasn't angry they were trying to kill him. He was angry they treated him as insignificant in the process.

It wasn't for you. It was out of loyalty to the Alliance.

In the end, he was so disappointed that he had to console himself like this.


Pyo Jigwang dreamed of being chased by assassins.

In his dream, he was neither calm nor bold. He ran through the mountains to escape the killing intent, dug into the ground to hide, and even concealed himself in foul-smelling filth.

Then, he woke up at dawn.

A thick cotton blanket covered him, though he did not know when it had been placed there. It seemed the young bodyguard had found it and covered him.

Pyo Jigwang got out of bed and walked to the window.

Geom Mugeuk stood alone in the yard, looking up at the night sky. A pang of guilt struck Pyo Jigwang when he saw him standing guard, sleepless.

Sensing his presence, Geom Mugeuk turned towards him. "Are you awake?"

"Aren't you cold?"

"I'm fine."

He said he was fine, but the midwinter dawn wind was bitterly cold.

"What were you thinking about?"

"I was thinking about people."

"......"

"People who I think might be thinking of me at least once."

Geom Mugeuk thought of people whose names would make Pyo Jigwang faint, and of someone currently enjoying a once-in-a-lifetime vacation.

Pyo Jigwang leaned against the window and asked. "What's your family like?"

"I have a father and an older brother."

"Your mother?"

"She passed away when I was young."

"Your father must have had a hard time raising you boys. How is he now? He must be happy you joined the Evil Alliance, right?"

If he heard the news that I left home and came to the Evil Alliance, he'd be wearing that characteristic sneer of his.

"He probably doesn't like it."

"......"

"He hates the Evil Alliance."

Pyo Jigwang smiled faintly, since it was the same for him. His parents had strongly disapproved of him joining the Evil Alliance and had begged him to join the Murim Alliance instead. They did not know how wicked their son was.

"The dawn wind is cold, so come inside. If you can protect me from out there, you can protect me from in here too. Come in."

Geom Mugeuk came inside, feigning reluctance.

"I'll just warm myself up for a moment and then go back out."

"There's nothing better for warming up."

He found some alcohol. In a house with nothing to eat, there was alcohol.

"Do you like to drink?"

"I do."

He could have refused, saying he was on duty. Pyo Jigwang felt the young man was honest with his feelings, perhaps a trait of his generation's martial artists.

Pyo Jigwang poured Geom Mugeuk a cup of alcohol and filled his own.

He might die before seeing the morning sun. It would not be strange if hidden weapons flew through that window right now. If not today, then tomorrow, or within a few days. At this rate, he would die together with this young man.

Pyo Jigwang emptied his cup first, and Geom Mugeuk followed suit.

"I don't want to sound like I'm nagging, but you shouldn't carelessly drink alcohol given to you by others. What would you do if it was poisoned?"

"I'll be careful from now on."

He felt good when the young man readily agreed. He missed such a natural reaction. No one had treated him properly for the past ten years, though he knew he had brought it on himself.

"After I got injured, everything changed. My life, my surroundings, everything changed. Those who didn't dare to even meet my eyes started glaring at me. Those pieces of trash."

"Not all of them were trash. The trash must have blinded you, preventing you from seeing what was important."

Pyo Jigwang looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that said, 'What do you know?'

"I'm sorry. I overstepped. It's just that for me, the memory of someone cursing and yelling at me lasts longer than praise."

Pyo Jigwang could not completely deny his words. There were certainly people who had genuinely cared for him back then, but they had all disappeared while he was busy hating and resenting those who looked down on him.

"Speak honestly. What orders did the Young Alliance Chairman give you? He told you to find out a person's name from me, didn't he?"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk answered readily. Pyo Jigwang expected him to feign ignorance. The unexpected reaction defied his expectations. This young man kept surprising him.

"You'll never hear it from me. So give up."

"The reason you're hiding it, Commander, must be out of loyalty to the Alliance. It's the same for me. We're just being loyal in our own ways."

The word 'loyalty' felt foreign to him today. It was probably because a thought kept popping into his head.

You and I, we've both been abandoned.

He felt like a ghost. The person was abandoned, and only loyalty remained, drifting aimlessly. Pyo Jigwang took a drink, with that ghost as his side dish.

"If I were you, I would have run away."

Pyo Jigwang wanted to die alone. He wanted to board the boat to the afterlife alone and with composure. He did not want to apologize to this young man who was already on board.

"I would have made up any excuse to run."

Then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked him.

"I heard you were the Commander of the Black Dragon Brigade."

"I was."

"What was it like back then?"

"What was it like?"

"I heard that in the past, the Black Dragon Brigade fought against the Murim Alliance at Sin Yapyeong despite being outnumbered and won a great victory."

"How did you know that?"

"It's a famous story, isn't it?"

Pyo Jigwang's eyes trembled slightly.

"Yes, I was there too. It was when I was a rookie, just like you."

"I'm curious. About the battle that day."

The story he had been proudly telling at the banquet earlier was also about this battle at Sin Yapyeong, right before his former subordinate humiliated him.

It felt strange to see the young man ask about that time with sparkling eyes, especially after his recent humiliation.

"You wouldn't know since you've never fought in a real battle, but when you truly face an enemy, your heart pounds like it's going to explode."

"Were you afraid that day too?"

"I was. If my comrades and the Seniors weren't with me, I would have turned and run. It was especially true that day. From the far end of the plains, the bastards from the Murim Alliance were swarming in like a colony of ants..."

He recounted the battle of that day. As he spoke, he kept remembering the subordinate who had cornered him at the banquet.

He wondered if this young man sitting in front of him was bored on the inside, thinking of it as an old man's boast.

His fear was groundless, just an old man's anxiety. Geom Mugeuk listened to his story better than anyone. He did not just let it go in one ear and out the other. He listened intently, asked questions, and reacted enthusiastically.

As Geom Mugeuk listened to the glorified tale, he could tell this was the most brilliant and memorable moment of Pyo Jigwang's life.

The long story ended. Geom Mugeuk had been with him in that battle from beginning to end.

"Thank you. For listening."

"No, thank you for telling me. You were so cool."

The moment he heard those words, Pyo Jigwang felt an unknown emotion welling up inside him.

It was a story he had repeated many times after getting injured and stepping down from his position as Commander, but he had never felt such an overwhelming emotion.

He soon realized why. No one had ever listened to his story so seriously and with such excitement. Everyone else had been bored, listening only out of courtesy.

He realized today that what he had longed for for so long was to see someone listen to his story with such sincerity.

Because after he got injured, that was the only thing he could do.


When Pyo Jigwang opened his eyes, he found himself lying in bed.

When did I fall asleep?

He was covered with a blanket again. The young man outside must have taken care of him.

Sunlight streamed brightly through the window. He had survived, for now.

Getting out of bed, he looked out the window and saw Geom Mugeuk standing in the yard. It seemed he had been standing there all night.

"Aren't you hungry?"

"I am hungry."

At the honest answer, Pyo Jigwang came outside with a disheveled face.

"Let's go get something to eat."

The two of them left the house and started walking towards the market.

Pyo Jigwang said abruptly.

"We're like fish caught in a net. We don't know when the fisherman will pull it up. You should at least get out. There's still a chance."

That net won't be an ordinary one. Unless the demonic, orthodox and unorthodox surround the perimeter in three layers.

"You know, don't you? To ask my fisherman not to lift the net, you have to tell me the name."

Pyo Jigwang silently shook his head.

Geom Mugeuk seemed to expect this and wasn't disappointed at all. Instead, he smiled brightly.

"Then please tell me another story. I want to hear more of your stories, Senior."


Chapter 348: Where is There Room for Loyalty?

The Evil Alliance's marketplace was no different from the Demon Village.

Merchants laughed, chattered, and shouted within the bustling crowd. Aside from the martial artists' auras, the scene could have been the Murim Alliance or the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was a sight that suggested people live the same way everywhere.

"What are you looking at so curiously?"

"I've been so focused on training that it's been a while since I've come out here."

"You must have worked hard to be serving the Young Alliance Chairman at such a young age."

Pyo Jigwang took Geom Mugeuk to his favorite restaurant.

"This is a place I come to often. The food is pretty good."

However, the owner and waiter did not treat Pyo Jigwang like a regular at all.

"I've gotten into a few fights here," Pyo Jigwang said, feeling comfortable enough with Geom Mugeuk to speak so naturally.

How was that possible in just one day? Pyo Jigwang had always been like a hedgehog with its quills up, but it was true. He felt at ease with Geom Mugeuk.

"Getting your body injured must have been a great blessing for the owner of this place."

"What do you mean?"

"If not, wouldn't this whole place have been blown away?"

How could Pyo Jigwang not enjoy being with someone who listened so intently and even made jokes like this?

Reflecting his mood, Pyo Jigwang ordered good liquor and several of the restaurant's most expensive dishes.

"Aren't you overdoing it?"

"It's money I can't spend if I die anyway, right?"

"You should spend it wisely. As long as I'm protecting you, you will never die."

"Your confidence is something else."

Instead of picking up his chopsticks, Pyo Jigwang poured liquor into a cup.

"That person is not someone you can handle," he said, speaking of the mastermind for the first time.

"Even if I can't handle it, don't I have my fisherman?"

Pyo Jigwang drank his liquor without a word, ignoring the question about Bi Sayin.

Geom Mugeuk sensed his thoughts. Pyo Jigwang believed Bi Sayin could not handle the mastermind behind this incident.

"The food is delicious."

The restaurant was well-known, and the food was indeed quite good. If Jo Cheonbae were here, he would have joked about evaluating the Evil Alliance's cuisine as a representative of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Don't just drink, you should eat too."

"You eat a lot."

Pyo Jigwang had no appetite. The thought that he might die soon had made it vanish. The only person who could bring it back was not a skilled chef, but Geom Mugeuk.

"How did you become the Black Dragon Commander?"

Pyo Jigwang began, "You have no idea how hard I worked," then glanced at Geom Mugeuk again.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes sparkled as he listened intently while eating, proving he had not asked just to be polite.

As Pyo Jigwang recounted his past, he grew more excited. How could he not be? He was boasting about the greatest achievement of his life.

"My rival at the time was from a very good family. You can't even imagine how much he played politics."

"So you overcame it with skill alone."

"You could say that."

"How could someone who only relies on their backing ever win against the experience and effort of someone who rose from the bottom?"

A smile naturally formed on Pyo Jigwang's lips.

He had overcome difficulties with skill. Now that he thought about it, no one had ever said that to him, not even when he was a Commander before his injury. Was his life that unfortunate? Despite having so many people around him, no one had ever offered those words.

Geom Mugeuk's words made him feel so good that he wondered if he had been treated so poorly for ten years just to meet this person today.

"Please tell me another story."

Geom Mugeuk understood Pyo Jigwang's heart well. As a mercenary, he had met many martial artists who became mercenaries after being injured. Some had damaged qi centers and could not use inner arts, while others had lost an arm or a leg.

Kicked out of their organizations, they lived as third-rate mercenaries, since the sword was all they knew. When they got drunk, they always boasted about their glory days. It was less boasting and more venting their frustrations.

"Is my story interesting?"

"It is."

Pyo Jigwang stared at Geom Mugeuk. The youngster kept showing a side of himself that defied his expectations.

"Do you know what my first impression of you was? I thought you'd be very talkative. When I heard you say your name meant 'performance' not 'destiny,' I thought you'd talk a lot, but it turns out you're a good listener."

"No, I'm very talkative. I'm just holding my tongue because we haven't gotten that close yet."

Pyo Jigwang laughed, finding the words amusing. He couldn't believe he could laugh when death was so near.

"I wonder if we'll have time to get closer."

Geom Mugeuk answered the self-deprecating question with confidence.

"I will protect you."

"Instead of that, let's hear your story now."

"My story is too long."

How could Pyo Jigwang possibly know the meaning behind that smile?

"You must have gone through a lot."

"Don't even mention it." Geom Mugeuk waved his hands as if he did not even want to think about it.

"With your personality, I'd think you'd have a lot of people around you."

"That's why I'm lonelier."

"Lonelier?"

"There are so many people, but when it comes down to it, there's no one to meet. It's so sad when no one looks after you. Everyone makes the same excuse. They thought someone else would take care of it. That's how people like us end up with a black hole in our hearts."

"A black hole?"

"It's something a person I like told me. That everyone has a black hole in their heart. A hole you shouldn't fall into or stare into for too long."

Pyo Jigwang thought the young man was saying strange things, but he also thought of his own hole. He had one too. It was so deep and large that he could not help but fall in, no matter how hard he tried.

I wish I had met this kid a little earlier.

If I had, would my fate have changed? Could I have lived a different life, not one where I'm silenced by murder?

"If you're done eating, let's go."

"Let's go."

The two left the restaurant and headed home.

"Go get some sleep."

"I can't do that. I have to protect you."

"How long can you stay awake to protect me?"

I really can't understand the Young Alliance Chairman. He should have at least sent someone to take shifts.

"Did you, by any chance, make a mistake with the Young Alliance Chairman?"

Of course. He'd faint if he knew how much I flustered and teased him.

"I told the Young Alliance Chairman that I was looking forward to a wonderful master-disciple relationship. Could that have been a mistake?"

Pyo Jigwang wore a look of disbelief.

"A new martial artist to the Young Alliance Chairman?"

"Then when can I say it? I feel like it would be even harder to say as a Senior."

This is why he fell out of favor. That sparkling gaze must have been annoying. Because he shone brighter than him.

But to throw away a good kid like this.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to Pyo Jigwang.

A good kid? Am I already thinking of him that way just because he listened to me?

Pyo Jigwang felt anew just how lonely his life had been.

While lost in such thoughts, they turned onto a quiet path.

Four masked figures blocked their way.

This was not what Pyo Jigwang had arranged with Bi Sayin. The mastermind of this incident had sent people to silence him. Judging by their auras, they were hired assassins.

Pyo Jigwang's heart sank.

It's finally here.

The moment came much sooner than he had expected.

Fate is such a cruel bastard. To present death at the most pleasant moment. It could have come a few days later.

His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. I wanted to hear this kid's story too. I still have stories I want to tell.

Above all, he felt sorry.

This young man is dying because of me.

Pyo Jigwang spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"It seems the fisherman is pulling up his net. I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry."

At the heartfelt apology, Geom Mugeuk drew his sword.

"I might get pulled up if my fisherman is pulling, but I have no intention of being reeled in by their fisherman."

Simultaneously, the assassins launched themselves forward. Two rushed at Geom Mugeuk, and the other two rushed at Pyo Jigwang.

Pyo Jigwang closed his eyes. He was already prepared for death and did not put up a clumsy resistance. He would end his life with dignity.

SHWIIIIK.

He heard the sound of a sword cutting through the air toward him. He thought it was the end.

PUUK!

He thought his own body had been stabbed, but it was not. Geom Mugeuk had somehow blocked the way and stabbed the opponent first.

Another sword flew at him from behind. The assassin who had first targeted Geom Mugeuk had changed targets and attacked Pyo Jigwang.

I'm going to die this time.

Just as he thought that, his body was pulled backward. He dodged the incoming sword as Geom Mugeuk pulled him close.

PUUK!

Geom Mugeuk's sword pierced the heart of the assassin who had attacked from behind. His movements were fast, clean, and without a single wasted motion.

The two remaining assassins flew at Pyo Jigwang at the same time. It was a desperate attack, determined to kill Pyo Jigwang even if they died.

Ah! This time, I'm really going to die!

But both attacks missed, cutting through empty air. Just before the blades struck, an unknown force threw Pyo Jigwang to the ground, causing the attacks to miss.

The price for their one-sided attack was death.

Geom Mugeuk's sword stabbed the neck of the assassin on the left, was instantly pulled out, and then stabbed the heart of the assassin on the right. The series of movements was as natural as a choreographed duel.

Of course, Pyo Jigwang, who was on the ground, did not see this artistic move.

I'm alive again?

Pyo Jigwang got up and looked around. The four masked men were all lying on the ground as corpses.

"What happened?"

"Didn't I tell you I would protect you?"

At that very moment.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Hidden weapons flew from the trees above.

Geom Mugeuk swung his sword to deflect the weapons and shouted to Pyo Jigwang.

"Run behind that tree!"

Pyo Jigwang ran frantically with Geom Mugeuk and hid behind a large tree. Geom Mugeuk held out his sword, checking the blade for the enemies' reflections.

"There are three in the tree to the east, and two more are hiding behind the bushes below it."

Of course, if Geom Mugeuk used his true skills, he could have finished everyone here in an instant.

But he did not. To Pyo Jigwang and his enemies, he was a martial artist of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. As the youngest member who had been hiding his skills, he displayed just this much of his ability.

"It's not too late. Leave me and go."

Pyo Jigwang never thought he would say such a thing to save someone he had known for less than a day. This person was no greenhorn, but still.

"You've already taken care of four of them, so the Young Alliance Chairman will understand."

Just then, someone dropped from the tree.

SHWIIIIK!

It was a completely unexpected ambush. Pyo Jigwang thought he was surely going to die this time.

I'm really dying!

However, just before the opponent's sword could embed itself in his head, Geom Mugeuk gently pulled him. The descending sword grazed his ear. It should hit my shoulder, right?

PWAAAK!

The assassin who launched the surprise attack spewed hot blood and rolled on the ground, now a corpse. Pyo Jigwang once again failed to see exactly how Geom Mugeuk had dealt with him.

I'm alive again? How on earth?

Before he could ask, Geom Mugeuk pulled him again.

"Behind that rock over there!"

Pyo Jigwang ran with Geom Mugeuk. He was confused. He could not just stand there, but fleeing like this was not what he wanted.

PAK PAK PAK PAK PAK!

Throwing knives flew and stuck into the ground at their feet, but no matter how skilled the assassin was, how could they hit their mark when Geom Mugeuk was leading the run?

Narrowly dodging the attacks, the two safely hid behind the rock.

"I told you to leave me and go!"

"The enemy is trying to silence you, so why are you accepting it?"

"You don't understand my heart."

Leaning against the rock, Geom Mugeuk looked at him.

"Is it because of your loyalty to the Alliance?"

Pyo Jigwang gave Geom Mugeuk a look that said, 'of course.'

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward the distant corpses.

"Those men are hired assassins. What kind of alliance sends hired assassins after a subordinate they gave a job to? Where exactly is there room for loyalty in this messy situation?"

"!"

Just then, another assassin climbed over the rock.

"......"

As Geom Mugeuk slit his throat, assassins jumped out from behind a tree and threw hidden weapons.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Seeing a dozen hidden weapons flying toward him, Pyo Jigwang thought this was finally, truly the end.

Please, you at least have to live!

PUK PUK PUK PUK PUK PUK PUK!

He opened his eyes at the sound of tearing flesh. Geom Mugeuk had already killed the assassin on the rock and was now standing in front of him, using the corpse as a shield. All the hidden weapons were embedded in that body.

What, I'm alive again?

Before he could say anything, Geom Mugeuk pulled him and started running into the mountains.

"......"

Behind them, the assassins now fully revealed themselves and began to chase them in a swarm.

As he ran frantically with Geom Mugeuk, Pyo Jigwang had only one thought.

Why do I keep living?


Chapter 349: I Never Gave My Permission

Bi Sayin entered the long corridor.

Steel wolves flanked the path to the Chairman's Hall, poised to pounce at any moment. A distinct, stifling killing intent suffocated anyone who passed through the corridor.

He often wondered if the old rumor was true. The rumor claimed the steel wolves would animate if an intruder entered, tearing at the person's throat until their body was ripped to shreds.

Bi Sayin passed through the corridor and opened a large door. A man with his back turned stood at the end of the Chairman's Hall. His build was ordinary, neither thin nor fat. He had a back one might see anywhere on the streets.

But Bi Sayin knew this was the back of a man who could not be found anywhere else in the murim.

He was the Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang. He was the greatest master of the evil path and the absolute ruler of the unorthodox sects murim.

Bi Sayin was Baek Jagang's disciple. Baek Jagang had no blood relatives because he believed family would weaken his heart. In other words, his own heart would not be weakened.

Bi Sayin walked nervously to the bottom of the stairs. Standing before the Chairman always intimidated and tensed him.

"It looks like it's going to rain."

Baek Jagang's deep, resonant voice echoed throughout the Chairman's Hall.

"It will be the first rain of this winter."

Normally, Bi Sayin would have given a stiff greeting and reported his return. Today, however, he responded to the Chairman's words.

Though he didn't want to admit it, this was Geom Mugeuk's influence. He had taken Geom Mugeuk's advice to see people for who they were and decided to see the Chairman differently.

This different response elicited another.

"Come up."

Bi Sayin climbed the stairs and walked to where the Evil Alliance Chairman stood. This was the first time he had been summoned to this place, which overlooked the entire Headquarters.

Only after standing side-by-side with Baek Jagang did he finally offer a polite greeting.

"I have returned, Chairman."

Baek Jagang slowly turned his head to look at Bi Sayin.

His two eyes were as small as buttonholes, like mere dots. Bi Sayin sometimes thought those eyes might one day widen in surprise, as if Baek Jagang was hiding his real eyes. They were that small.

It was not easy to read Baek Jagang's emotions from his eyes. Conversely, the Chairman could see into the depths of a person's heart with those same small eyes.

"You've taken care of the Black Snake Society?"

His voice, however, was better than anyone's. Every time Bi Sayin heard it, he wished for a voice like that.

"Yes, I have eliminated the head of the Black Snake Society and some of its leadership."

"The reason?"

What should I say? If he answered honestly, he would say, 'I did it because the Black Snake Society was kidnapping children and committing evil deeds.'

That was not the correct answer. Bi Sayin thought he didn't know the Evil Alliance Chairman well, but he knew that much.

Bi Sayin gave the answer he thought was correct.

"The bastard acted arrogantly."

When Baek Jagang laughed loudly, his already small eyes disappeared. His eyes were small, but his mouth was unusually large. His guffaw truly sounded hearty.

Even if the Chairman knew the real reason he had dealt with them, this was the required answer. This was the kind of person his master was.

"Since it has come to this, I plan to gradually absorb the Black Snake Society while monitoring our external reputation."

Baek Jagang wore a satisfied expression. He was a man who would do anything to make the Evil Alliance stronger, and the root of that reason was the Demonic Cult.

"That man, Geom Woojin, will definitely start a war to unify the murim. We must prepare for that day."

He was convinced that the current Heavenly Demon would start a war.

"If he starts a war, he'll strike us first."

"Why us and not the Murim Alliance?"

"Because the Murim Alliance won't get involved in that fight."

Baek Jagang predicted the Murim Alliance's reaction.

"They will never intervene. They'll hope that we and the Demonic Cult will fight each other to ruin. Even if they had the mind to help, would they join hands with us?"

Countless orthodox sects elders would oppose helping the unorthodox sects. It was a matter the Murim Alliance Chairman would find difficult to push through, even if he wanted to.

"Even knowing their teeth will grow cold if their lips are gone, they will never help us. They are the type to mumble about righteousness with their bare gums even after their teeth are all pulled out."

Despite his hatred, Baek Jagang's judgment was cold and clear.

"If by some chance a war breaks out between the Demonic Cult and the Murim Alliance, we must help the Murim Alliance. The Demonic Cult will surely try to monopolize the murim. The same goes for when you become the Chairman."

That was how dangerous Baek Jagang considered the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and Geom Woojin.

Bi Sayin believed the Chairman's strength lay in his lack of useless pride. The Chairman never overestimated the Evil Alliance's power. Instead, he proceeded with everything assuming they were a step below the Demonic Cult and the Murim Alliance. Bi Sayin believed the Evil Alliance's current strength stemmed from the Chairman's thorough grasp of reality.

"I will keep that in mind."

You don't have to worry about when I become Chairman. A war won't happen in our generation. The problem is this current era.

He knew that, separate from his grasp of reality, Baek Jagang also dreamed of unifying the murim. He had never spoken of it, but Bi Sayin could feel it.

With those small eyes, Baek Jagang wanted to look down not just on the Evil Alliance, but on the entire murim. He was enduring and enduring for that one decisive blow.

"I have something to ask."

Bi Sayin chose direct confrontation to handle this matter.

"Is there a secret organization being nurtured within the main alliance that I am unaware of?"

"Why do you ask that?"

"I discovered that the Black Snake Society was providing kidnapped children to the main alliance through the Flowing Sword Sect. If it's not an organization authorized by the main alliance, then I believe someone is raising a private organization."

It was a serious matter, but Baek Jagang showed no particular reaction. He simply stared at Bi Sayin in silence.

"If that is the case, this matter cannot be overlooked."

Bi Sayin did not avoid the intense killing intent flowing from the Chairman's small eyes. There was no need to be afraid. He was the Chairman, and Bi Sayin was his successor. He calmly accepted the gaze he would not have dared to meet in the past.

"You've changed recently."

Bi Sayin did not hide his change. Only two people in the world could see through his heart, and he was not confident he could hide it from them. One was Geom Mugeuk, and the other was the Chairman before him.

"On this trip, I met the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade. They too were growing stronger by the day. If I don't want to lose, I must also strive harder."

Was the Chairman pleased with his confident attitude? A wide smile spread across Baek Jagang's large mouth.

Baek Jagang's gaze turned back to the window. He looked at the gathering storm clouds and finally answered the first question.

"I have never authorized such an organization."


SHWAAAAAAA!

Geom Mugeuk and Pyo Jigwang hid in the bushes, watching the downpour. They were taking a short breather after running frantically from the assassins.

"Your skills are more outstanding than I thought."

"Didn't I tell you? That I would protect you."

Pyo Jigwang had thought his confidence was incredible, but it seemed it was not just confidence.

"I am the one who protects the Young Alliance Chairman. I won't be easily taken down by assassins."

At the word 'assassin', Pyo Jigwang suddenly remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said earlier.

"What kind of alliance in the world sends hired assassins after a subordinate they've given a job to? Where is there any room for loyalty in this messy situation?"

Sensing Pyo Jigwang's wavering heart, Geom Mugeuk seized the moment.

"Did that man warn you that he would kill you if you didn't keep the secret?"

Pyo Jigwang slowly shook his head. That was what upset him the most. He was being treated like dog droppings on the side of the road.

"It may be presumptuous of me to say, but I have an idea why that man chose you, Commander."

"Why is that?"

"A normal person would jump up and be furious, but you're accepting this attempt to kill you and destroy evidence as a matter of course, aren't you? That man knew. He knew how a person deep in despair would react in a situation like this."

What if that was why he had chosen him?

Pyo Jigwang's face flushed hot. It was an incredibly humiliating thought.

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk made a shushing motion. He thrust his sword into the dense grass behind Pyo Jigwang. A single scream cut through the air as a body fell forward.

"An entire assassin organization has come. It's probably because they realized you made contact with the Young Alliance Chairman, Commander. No matter how many bodyguards the Young Alliance Chairman assigned, it shows their determination to eliminate you at all costs."

In other words, they were that desperate. The man behind it likely didn't act himself to avoid exposing his identity. No matter how much they tortured this assassin organization, no trace of him would be found.

"Even though an entire organization has been mobilized, they still can't kill me while you're protecting me alone."

"That's about right. Let's go, we need to move."

The two of them ran along the mountain path again.

More assassins attacked. Pyo Jigwang didn't realize they weren't running away. Geom Mugeuk was intentionally hunting the assassins down and eliminating them.

Trained only to kill, the assassins knew no fear.

However, no amount of courage could overcome a skill gap as vast as the one between heaven and earth. No surprise attack worked.

Geom Mugeuk dispatched the assassins with such ordinary movements that Pyo Jigwang almost believed they were unskilled.

Geom Mugeuk swung so lightly, yet they couldn't dodge. Pyo Jigwang couldn't understand how an assassin would let a simple kick twist his jaw.

But the terrifying momentum of their attacks always brought forth the same cry.

This time, I'm really going to die!

Those words, which he had screamed in his mind countless times, burst out again.

PUUK!

A sword point appeared right before Pyo Jigwang's eyes. Blood dripped from its tip.

The sword was not the assassin's. It was Geom Mugeuk's sword, which had pierced through the back of the assassin's head.

It looked like a hasty throw meant to kill the assassin, but the move demonstrated a flying sword technique superior to any other.

"Are you all right?"

"I'm fine."

"It seems all the assassins have been dealt with now."

Pyo Jigwang was startled. When told to run, he ran. When told to duck, he ducked. He was dragged along when pulled and fell over when pushed. Just like that, the fight was over.

It's over? Does that mean I survived?

With a disbelieving face, Pyo Jigwang looked at Geom Mugeuk.

SHWAAAAAAA!

Geom Mugeuk washed the blood from his face and body in the falling rain.

Suddenly, his appearance felt unfamiliar. This was not the young martial artist who had excitedly agreed with and listened to his words.

The sight of him calmly washing off the blood made him seem like a true martial artist who had navigated the perilous realm and endured all sorts of hardships. Was that why? For some reason, he looked lonely.

"Let's go."

"Where to?"

Where do we go now?

However, Geom Mugeuk knew exactly where they had to go.

"To that bastard. We have to go and confront him. Ask him why he handled things this way. If he wanted to finish the job, he should have come and finished it himself. Why send assassins? We have to demand to know why he looks down on me so much."

Geom Mugeuk was saying the words that Pyo Jigwang wanted to say.

"I believe this matter was not authorized by the alliance."

Pyo Jigwang flinched for a moment but then shook his head.

"That can't be."

Since the time was right, Geom Mugeuk delivered the decisive words he had been saving.

"If the Evil Alliance Chairman had authorized this, he would never have sent hired assassins. I've heard it before. That the people the Evil Alliance Chairman hates the most are hired assassins."

"!"

In that moment, a memory surfaced in Pyo Jigwang's mind.

During his time as the Black Dragon Commander, he had discussed this with his subordinates. The Chairman truly hated assassins, so no one with an assassin background ever succeeded in the current Evil Alliance. He had even said it himself.

Goosebumps erupted all over Pyo Jigwang's body. He had forgotten. After his injury, his demotion, and living like a wreck, he had completely forgotten that detail.

If that person was someone who followed the Chairman's will, wouldn't he have not mobilized assassins?

The powerful question naturally brought to mind his past conversation with that person.

"Is this an operation that the Chairman also knows about?"

"Of course. That is also why the secret must be kept at all costs."

At the time, he had naturally thought the Chairman knew. He figured that was why this person had stepped forward. That was why he thought the Young Alliance Chairman shouldn't get involved either. It was a secret operation that even the Young Alliance Chairman had not been told about.

Why had he never once doubted it?

He already knew the answer to the question that arose in his mind.

He had just wanted to escape that situation. He had wanted to escape and boast to those who had ignored him, 'I'm doing something this great, you idiots!'

"If this was carried out without the Chairman's knowledge, then this is treason."

Pyo Jigwang's heart sank. If those words were true, the bastard had dragged him into an act of treason. Pyo Jigwang was utterly confused.

"Let's find out what the truth is together."

Just yesterday, Pyo Jigwang had believed that he alone knew the truth. He was a man who would not have listened to anyone. Now, however, he was asking this.

"Can we do it?"

"You were prepared for death anyway, weren't you?"

Yes, that was right. He didn't know how many times he had closed his eyes today, thinking, 'I'm going to die now.' He would just have to close them one more time.

Pyo Jigwang looked at Geom Mugeuk and nodded.

Now, the situation had changed.

"From now on, we aren't the fish. Let's become the fishermen. Cast the net with me. Then we'll hear what that fish, who's been pretending to be a fisherman, has to say."


Chapter 350: I Have a Knack for Being Targeted for Elimination

Pyo Jigwang knew the time had come to reveal the name. He finally spoke the mastermind's name.

"The person who came to me was Hwang Seokgyeong."

"Who is Hwang Seokgyeong?"

"He's an instructor at the Evil Alliance Pass."

The name was completely unexpected.

When someone joins the Evil Alliance, they first enter the Evil Alliance Pass. There, they receive the basic training required of a member and get assigned to an organization. They undergo a formal test, and the most skilled individuals naturally go to elite organizations. Hwang Seokgyeong was an instructor at that very place.

The revelation was truly a surprise. Geom Mugeuk had expected the mastermind to be a Commander, Director Seo, or someone of Elder rank, but an instructor who tests and assigns martial artists?

This fact made the situation feel even more dangerous.

"You believed a mere instructor?"

"He's not just any instructor. Everyone knows Instructor Hwang because he's so skilled. That's why I believed him."

Pyo Jigwang trusted him more precisely because he was an instructor at the Evil Alliance Pass. He thought an instructor from the pass seemed fitting for creating a secret organization. Since Hwang Seokgyeong was an instructor there, Pyo Jigwang naturally assumed he had the Alliance's permission.

Pyo Jigwang looked at Geom Mugeuk, relieved.

"Now that you know the name, you can escape the net. Go tell the Young Alliance Chairman who the mastermind is. Also, tell him I'll gladly accept my punishment."

If found guilty of treason, he would spend the rest of his life in prison.

Pyo Jigwang looked up at the sky. The heavy rain was finally subsiding.

It's all over now.

He felt relieved, yet a strange anger simmered within him. He was supposed to live his own life, but someone had played him for a fool. He couldn't take revenge himself. He couldn't defeat Instructor Hwang with his own hands.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"He's probably just a subordinate."

"Just a subordinate?"

"The master of the Flowing Sword Sect said so. He said he received benefits from the Alliance. Instructor Hwang may be skilled and famous, but he's not powerful enough to grant benefits to the Flowing Sword Sect."

Hearing this, Pyo Jigwang realized it was true.

How did this young martial artist grasp a point I hadn't even considered so quickly?

"We have to find out who the mastermind is through him."

Pyo Jigwang had lived thinking that knowing about Instructor Hwang was a great secret, but he too was just a disposable pawn, moving on someone else's orders. If so, would an assassin be sent after him now that Instructor Hwang's identity was exposed?

"There's another problem," Geom Mugeuk pointed out, raising a point Pyo Jigwang had missed.

"Is there any proof that Instructor Hwang entrusted this task to you, Commander? A secret letter he wrote, or an order given in front of witnesses?"

Pyo Jigwang shook his head. Of course there was no such thing.

"Then Instructor Hwang will flatly deny ever ordering it."

That seemed likely. Hwang Seokgyeong had already sent an assassin to kill him. A man that shameless would have no conscience about speaking honestly. In contrast, Pyo Jigwang was a man who had lived a wrecked life. Whose words would they believe? The outcome was obvious.

"So, we can't catch him in the end?"

"No, we have to."

"......"

"We have to make him admit with his own mouth that he ordered this, and we have to find out who the mastermind is."

"So, how?"

Geom Mugeuk seemed to ponder for a moment.

"If he's dragged before the Young Alliance Chairman, he'll never open his mouth."

That was true. Raising a private organization without the Alliance's permission was a crime punishable by beheading. He would have no reason to talk.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Pyo Jigwang without a word.

"You don't mean... you're not suggesting the two of us meet him, are you?"

"No."

Geom Mugeuk made a startling suggestion.

"You must meet him alone, Commander."

Pyo Jigwang was startled.

"If you don't meet him alone, he'll never confess the truth."

"But he'll try to kill me."

"I'll hide and protect you."

Pyo Jigwang had never expected such a proposal from Geom Mugeuk. This young martial artist never moved as he predicted.

"So, you mean you'll hide from Instructor Hwang's sight and appear to save me when he tries to kill me?"

"That's right. You have to make him admit that he ordered this. It would be even better if he reveals the mastermind."

Pyo Jigwang worried. To avoid being spotted by Instructor Hwang, Geom Mugeuk would have to be quite far away. Could he really protect him from a sudden attack?

Then, a thought occurred to him. What if he died at Instructor Hwang's hands? His life should have ended today anyway. This was a chance to confront that bastard. He had to make him confess and pay for his crimes. He wouldn't go down alone.

Pyo Jigwang stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment. When they first met yesterday, he never imagined he would reveal the mastermind to him. He also never thought Geom Mugeuk would save his life several times. Most of all, he was grateful that Geom Mugeuk had listened to his story.

"Fine. Let's do it."

As if the heavens acknowledged his resolve, the rain stopped and the sun began to shine.

"Well, let's go."

Pyo Jigwang walked off with long strides.

Geom Mugeuk spoke. "The way down is this way."

Pyo Jigwang changed direction and walked over. Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at his awkward expression.

Don't smile so brightly. It makes me afraid to die.


Hwang Seokgyeong walked over from a distance.

Pyo Jigwang waited for him in front of his residence with a trembling heart. This was the first time he had sought Hwang Seokgyeong out. Hwang Seokgyeong would surely be surprised to see him.

"......"

He thought he heard the wind, and then he was suddenly in a tree. Someone had snatched him up and leaped into the air, sealing his acupoints in an instant. The person who subdued him and brought him up the tree was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk held a finger to his lips, shushing him.

What on earth is he doing?

Geom Mugeuk had been so confident until they arrived. He had told Pyo Jigwang not to worry, that he would protect him no matter what.

But why the sudden change?

Soon after, Hwang Seokgyeong leaped up to that very spot. The tree where the two had been was empty. Hwang Seokgyeong jumped down again and walked to his residence.

Geom Mugeuk and Pyo Jigwang were already far away.

Only after they were a safe distance from Hwang Seokgyeong's residence did Geom Mugeuk release Pyo Jigwang's acupoints.

"What on earth was that about?"

The reason was simple. Geom Mugeuk recognized the man's face.

Geom Mugeuk had used the Divine Eye Technique to observe Hwang Seokgyeong approaching from a distance. He recognized him immediately. He was no mere subordinate.

He was the Third King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. The Brawling King Cheonya.

During the era when the Twelve Zodiac Kings ruled murim, the Brawling King was called the god of fighting. He loved to fight and hated to lose. Countless masters lost their lives at his hands. He was a man who had bet his life on fighting. His martial arts skill was said to be among the top three of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. Some said he was first, others said third. A rumor even claimed his dream was to defeat Hwa Mugi.

That Brawling King was living as a mere instructor in the Evil Alliance under the name Hwang Seokgyeong. A conspiracy was unfolding with him at its center.

"That man is not a fish you can catch with a net."

Pyo Jigwang's attention was no longer on Hwang Seokgyeong.

"You're not one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, are you?"

Geom Mugeuk gave a faint smile.

"I've become more curious about who you are than who that man is."

"If I reveal my identity, I'll be targeted for elimination. Are you okay with that?"

"Don't worry. I have a knack for being targeted for elimination."

After the lighthearted exchange, Geom Mugeuk revealed his true identity.

"I am the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk."

For a moment, Pyo Jigwang froze. Normally, he would have disbelieved it, thinking, 'Bah, what nonsense.'

"You really are the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

He just knew. He knew this person was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. That single introduction explained all of his extraordinary qualities. It also explained why Pyo Jigwang himself had not died.

A wave of shock followed. The person who had listened so well to his story was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? The person who had saved him was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

"Why is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult here?" His voice trembled.

"I'm handling this matter together with your Young Alliance Chairman."

Even after revealing his identity, Geom Mugeuk still treated him with respect.

"What will happen to me now?"

Would he be dragged to the Demonic Cult? Was the part about being targeted for elimination not a joke?

"What would you like to happen?"

He had only thought of dying, never about the life that might come after.

"Think about it now."

The first thing that came to Pyo Jigwang's mind was this.

"I want to live a new life."

He wanted to leave everything behind and start over.

"But my sins are too great..."

He had, in effect, helped those who committed treason against the Alliance.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently before saying something incomprehensible.

"By any chance, are you good at giving shoulder massages?"


"Uwaaaaaaah!"

By the time Pyo Jigwang finished screaming, they had arrived. Geom Mugeuk had carried him on his back the whole way.

It was Geom Mugeuk's Swift Step, which had surpassed the tenth stage of complete mastery to reach the eleventh. His running speed was so fast that the surrounding scenery blurred. Pyo Jigwang felt the constant tension of falling off a cliff.

This is a dream.

That was his only thought. No master could run this fast, especially while carrying someone.

There was one thing he didn't know. Even while running, Geom Mugeuk had emitted qi to ensure the person on his back was comfortable. An ordinary person would not have been able to withstand this speed.

The place they arrived at was a manor. The name on the plaque was the Nirvana Dream, spelled with the character for 'wish' instead of 'manor'. This was the same place they had visited when Seo Daeryong was injured. It was here that Geom Mugeuk had gained Myriad Poison Immunity.

As they entered the courtyard, an old woman walked out from the building.

"Who have you brought on your back this time?" she asked.

It was the owner of this place, the Insect Physician. She still had a bandage wrapped around her arm and rubbed her shoulder as if it ached.

"Physician! I've missed you."

Geom Mugeuk ran up and lifted her into a hug.

"What are you doing? It's embarrassing."

"What do you mean? I'm just happy to see you."

He was so happy to see her after such a long time.

"Your skills have improved since I last saw you."

The Insect Physician, who was also well-versed in martial arts, recognized Geom Mugeuk's growth at a glance.

"It's all thanks to my dear older sister."

She shook her head with a look of disbelief at his playful 'older sister' comment, but she was very happy to see Geom Mugeuk. Although she didn't show it, her happiness was even greater than his.

"Who is that gloomy soul?"

It seemed she could see Pyo Jigwang's entire life just by looking at his face.

Geom Mugeuk introduced Pyo Jigwang.

"This is Pyo Jigwang, who served as the Black Dragon Commander of the Evil Alliance. Now, greet her. This beautiful lady is the Insect Physician."

Pyo Jigwang also knew of the Insect Physician.

"The Insect Physician? Aren't you the Divine Physician who is skilled with insects? I heard you're so skilled in medicine that you can cure all sorts of illnesses and even bring the dead back to life using insects."

He thought she was a figure of legend and was astonished that she actually existed, but why had Geom Mugeuk brought him here?

"You must have heard other rumors too, haven't you?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Pyo Jigwang glanced at the Insect Physician, unable to speak.

The Insect Physician herself answered instead.

"That I'm called a money-grubber because I'm obsessed with money?"

Geom Mugeuk told him the truth.

"She used that money to support abandoned children. She sends them food, sends them to schools, and sends them to martial arts academies. She provides them with a way to live and sends them out into the world. She is someone who has lived her entire life for orphans."

"I never realized you were such a wonderful person."

Pyo Jigwang politely performed a clasped hands greeting to show his respect.

"But why did you bring me here?"

"You said you were good at shoulder massages, right? The Insect Physician Elder often has aching limbs and needs someone to massage her shoulders."

It meant he was to become the Insect Physician's disciple and live a new life here.

"Give him a trial period, and if you decide he's not a good fit, feed him to your insects."

"You couldn't bring me a younger one?"

"Would any young fellow stick around in a backwater place like this these days? Besides, he's younger than he looks."

Pyo Jigwang couldn't bring himself to protest, 'What's wrong with my face!' He had been told a few times that he looked older than his age.

The Insect Physician sat down on a rock.

"Come here and massage my shoulders."

With a dazed heart, Pyo Jigwang went and massaged her shoulders. He could feel her bones, which were pitifully small and frail.

"Aigoo, that feels good," the Insect Physician said to Geom Mugeuk. "You didn't forget me."

"How could I forget you, Physician?"

She felt a surge of emotion. She had thought their connection was just a passing one, but Geom Mugeuk hadn't forgotten and had come to see her, even bringing a disciple. Lately, the thought of being forgotten had felt strangely sorrowful.

"I think I should be going now."

"At least stay for a meal."

"My next opponent is quite formidable. This time, I might be the one getting carried here."

Their gazes met. Don't get hurt. The Insect Physician's worry was conveyed through her eyes.

"If you're in that state, your opponent must already be on his way to the afterlife."

"Of course! The only one who recognizes my true worth is you, Divine Physician!"

As their conversation washed over him, Pyo Jigwang was lost in his own thoughts. One day he was confessing the mastermind, and the next he was suddenly the Insect Physician's disciple. Was it okay for a life to change so drastically?

Then he met the eyes of Geom Mugeuk, who stood before him. Geom Mugeuk spoke with clear, deep eyes.

"Whether it's the demonic path or the evil path, we must protect the children."

The moment he heard those words, Pyo Jigwang understood. He understood why Geom Mugeuk had brought him here. It was not for the Insect Physician, but for him. The Insect Physician had lived her entire life for orphans. In contrast, he had been in charge of sending children kidnapped by the Black Snake Society to the Evil Alliance. Although he hadn't committed the crime himself, he couldn't say he was without sin.

That was why Geom Mugeuk had brought him here. To atone for his sins while serving the Insect Physician. To live a second life. He had been given a new life when he should have spent his days in a dark prison. If not for Geom Mugeuk, his life would have already ended.

Sorrow and gratitude mixed together. An indescribably complex emotion swirled in his heart. A single tear fell.

DRIP.

Pyo Jigwang was flustered. He had never shed a tear in his life. He hadn't cried when told he could no longer use martial arts, nor when facing death, but now, tears were falling. Who was he to be given such a chance? A fool who just gets used by others?

When the startled man wiped his tears with his sleeve, Geom Mugeuk was already a dot in the distant sky. He had disappeared before Pyo Jigwang could even say thank you.

The words Geom Mugeuk had said when they first met came to mind.

When our meeting is over, I will disappear like smoke.

Thank you, Young Cult Leader.

The teardrop he had shed fell on the nape of the Insect Physician's neck. Feeling its warmth, the Insect Physician said in a loud voice.

"You brat, if you don't want to become insect food, massage harder!"


Chapter 351: Everything But Breathing is a Lie

Bi Sayin ate at his usual inn. The Thirteen Evil Wolves scattered nearby, guarding Bi Sayin as always.

A martial artist approached First Wolf, gave a report, and left. First Wolf then relayed the message to Bi Sayin.

"It's a report from the Young Cult Leader."

He had already heard that assassins were pursuing Geom Mugeuk and Pyo Jigwang. Bi Sayin wasn't worried because Geom Mugeuk was their protector. The outcome was just as he expected.

"The assassins have been annihilated."

First Wolf provided the details. "We checked the bodies. The assassins were from the Nine Lakes Society. All of them are dead, so the organization has suffered a major blow."

Bi Sayin wasn't angry that they tried to kill Pyo Jigwang. He was furious they did so knowing Pyo Jigwang was under Bi Sayin's protection.

Geom Mugeuk wore the uniform of the Thirteen Evil Wolves while guarding Pyo Jigwang. The enemy knew one of Bi Sayin's subordinates was on guard, yet they sent assassins anyway.

They dared to try and kill my subordinate as well?

This was a direct challenge to his authority as the Young Alliance Chairman.

"Is it impossible to find out who hired them?"

First Wolf shook his head with a troubled look. "The Nine Lakes Society is famous for taking any client and for not conducting background checks."

That was why the organization was so popular in the world of assassins. Their popularity had allowed them to become one of the largest assassin groups in the Central Plains.

"And the Young Cult Leader?"

"He vanished with Pyo Jigwang."

Bi Sayin knew Geom Mugeuk couldn't be defeated by assassins. He was likely with Pyo Jigwang somewhere safe.

The Evil Alliance Chairman had not ordered the creation of the child-using organization. This made the information Geom Mugeuk would bring back crucial.

"We shouldn't have left it all to the Young Cult Leader," First Wolf said.

Bi Sayin did not reply. He did not need to explain his beliefs to First Wolf. His friendship with Geom Mugeuk was something he might have to carry alone in his heart for his entire life.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk sent Bi Sayin a telepathic message.

[Don't say such things. You should say, 'I trust my friend, the Young Cult Leader.']

A smile formed on Bi Sayin's lips. He had been waiting for this message while he ate.

[Why didn't you just come here instead of sending a telepathy message? You're a proper member of the Thirteen Evil Wolves too.]

It was a rare joke from Bi Sayin, but the situation was too serious for humor.

[I'd like to, but I can't for now. They sent assassins as soon as they found out Pyo Jigwang contacted you. Now that they've failed, they'll be watching you closely. They might be monitoring you right now, suspecting you know the secret.]

Bi Sayin's expression hardened. This fight was different from the ones he fought to become the successor. The opponent's provocation felt even worse.

[Let's meet at the cliff later.]

[Let's do that.]

[Come carefully, and watch out for a tail.]

Geom Mugeuk's presence vanished. Bi Sayin put down his chopsticks and stood. He had finished all the side dishes, even the ones he normally skipped.


Dozens of martial artists ran across the Evil Alliance Pass training ground. They used only their basic stamina, not their inner arts.

As they ran past their limits, people began to collapse.

"You applied for the Black Dragon Brigade, didn't you? If you give up here, you can't get in."

Instructor Hwang Seokgyeong spoke as he looked down at a martial artist gasping on the ground.

To enter a desired organization, one needed not only martial skill but also the required physical and mental fortitude. Failing this test meant assignment to a lower-ranked organization.

"I can't do it anymore. I'm sorry."

Hwang Seokgyeong whispered in the man's ear. The nearly defeated martial artist immediately got up and started running again.

His colleague, Instructor Cha, watched and then approached him. "What did you tell him this time?"

Hwang Seokgyeong smiled. "I told him if he acts weak, another guy will snatch his fiancée back home."

Instructor Cha was impressed. "As expected. You've even memorized the personal details of all the new members who joined this time."

This was why Hwang Seokgyeong was known as the best instructor. He knew everything about the dozens of new martial artists who joined each month. He memorized their hometowns, families, personalities, hobbies, and which organization they had applied to.

He was known as the Brawling King for many reasons, but the most decisive one was his intelligence. He was strong because he was smart.

"Hey, Instructor Hwang. You don't get a higher monthly salary for working this hard. Just take it easy."

Hwang Seokgyeong simply smiled his good-natured smile.

Instructor Cha had no idea. He did not know how different this instructor persona was from Hwang Seokgyeong's true nature, that everything but his breathing was a lie.

When the training ended, the martial artist who had heard the whisper ran over to thank him.

"Thanks to you, I didn't give up. Thank you."

With a kind face, Hwang Seokgyeong patted his shoulder. "You have to succeed and return home in glory."

"I'll do my best."

To any observer, he looked like an instructor who cherished his juniors.

The moment Hwang Seokgyeong left the training ground, he was no longer an instructor. He was the Brawling King. A telepathic message reached him from somewhere.

[The assassins are all dead, and Pyo Jigwang has disappeared.]

He stopped walking for a moment at the unexpected news.

[Didn't you say one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves was protecting him?]

[That is correct.]

[And all the assassins are dead?]

[Yes, that is correct.]

The Brawling King started walking again. He had a bad feeling, which was why he had used external assassins instead of his own people.

[Did the Young Alliance Chairman set a trap? If so, he might have already figured out my existence.]

The Brawling King's judgment was accurate.

[Get them ready.]

[Who is the target?]

He then made a decision that would determine the fate of the unorthodox sects murim, without a shred of hesitation.

[Bi Sayin.]


Late that night, Bi Sayin found Geom Mugeuk sitting on the edge of a cliff.

Bi Sayin sat beside Geom Mugeuk. "Where is Pyo Jigwang?" In the past, Bi Sayin would have stood, but now he naturally sat next to his friend.

"I sent him off to live his second life."

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk with a questioning expression. "Don't tell me Commander Pyo left?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"As of now, isn't he the only person who knows who's behind this?"

Pyo Jigwang must have had a reason for leaving, but Bi Sayin could not understand it. Geom Mugeuk, more than anyone, should have known that fact.

Soon, Geom Mugeuk revealed a reason that shocked Bi Sayin. "He told me who the mastermind was before he left."

Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

Yes, he had believed Geom Mugeuk would find the person behind it all. That was why he had him protect Pyo Jigwang. He just had not expected him to find out in a single day.

If it had been anyone else, Bi Sayin would have thought it was a lie obtained through some evil art.

But Bi Sayin was certain. He was sure Pyo Jigwang had genuinely wanted to tell Geom Mugeuk.

"You really are..."

Bi Sayin could not think of the right words to describe him. Of course, Geom Mugeuk did not miss the opportunity.

"Your amazing friend."

Bi Sayin could only hope this feeling would not change. He still lacked the confidence to defeat this man, now or ever. His pride no longer even stung.

His surprise was only just beginning.

"Who is the mastermind?"

"Do you know someone named Hwang Seokgyeong?"

Bi Sayin turned to face Geom Mugeuk completely. The name was completely unexpected.

"Are you talking about Instructor Hwang of the Evil Alliance Pass?"

"So you know him."

He had considered several potential masterminds, but Instructor Hwang was not one of them.

"That's hard to believe. Truly hard to believe."

Hwang Seokgyeong was an instructor who represented the Evil Alliance Pass. He had a good reputation, good skills, and a good personality.

Geom Mugeuk understood Bi Sayin's surprise. He himself had found it unexpected, so Bi Sayin must be even more shocked.

The problem, however, was not that an instructor was the mastermind. The problem was that the mastermind was the Brawling King.

"I observed him secretly today. He was hiding his martial arts."

Geom Mugeuk did not say it vaguely. He stated it as a fact. This was an opponent Bi Sayin also had to be extremely careful with.

"Then he must be a member of that shadowy faction you mentioned."

"I believe so."

"I will capture and interrogate him at once."

Geom Mugeuk stopped Bi Sayin, who was about to stand.

"His skills are no ordinary matter. You must never face him alone. I think it would be difficult even if you and the Thirteen Evil Wolves attacked together."

"!"

Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk in disbelief. He wondered if it was a joke, but Geom Mugeuk's expression was more serious than ever.

"The problem isn't just him. The master of the Flowing Sword Sect said they gave them concessions, so powerful figures within the alliance must have joined Instructor Hwang. It could be one person or several. There's no need to be so surprised. The one who infiltrated the Murim Alliance invested ten years. I don't think this one is much different."

Bi Sayin realized this matter was far more serious and dangerous than he had thought. Without Geom Mugeuk, this conspiracy would have continued to unfold. The thought sent a chill down his spine.

"By now, he must know that the attempt to kill Pyo Jigwang failed. Won't he run away then?"

Another person might have. However, the Brawling King possessed overwhelmingly superior martial arts and great pride in his skills. He was not the type to run away from a problem.

"Considering the time he's invested in the Evil Alliance, he won't back down easily. He'll be watching to see what you do."

The thought of people plotting against the Evil Alliance made fighting spirit boil in Bi Sayin's chest.

He had to remain calm. Geom Mugeuk had said Instructor Hwang's skills were far superior to his own.

If the opponent was such a master, the wisest choice was to ask the Evil Alliance Chairman for help.

Realistically, it was the best course of action. Emotionally, it was the worst. It was the same as asking the Evil Alliance Chairman to handle something he could not.

Another problem was his collaborators. He had to find out who they were. He would not be able to sleep soundly with such people nearby.

"If we capture him alive, will he confess who he's working with?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at Bi Sayin's question.

"He won't confess. No, considering his skill level, capturing him alive will be impossible in the first place."

Geom Mugeuk once again emphasized the Brawling King's skill. He was warning Bi Sayin to be careful, as he was now directly involved.

After a moment of thought, Bi Sayin spoke cautiously. "Could you help me one more time?"

"For the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance, I can gladly invest. Pay me back later with hefty interest. What can I help you with?"

Bi Sayin made a truly unexpected request. "Would you like to take a tour of the Evil Alliance Pass?"

He wanted Geom Mugeuk to enter as a new recruit and approach Instructor Hwang.

"New martial artists enter the Evil Alliance Pass every month. If it's you, couldn't you approach Instructor Hwang and find out who he's working with?"

This was not a request one could make to an ordinary person. He probably could not have even asked Jin Hagun, the master of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

The mission itself was extremely difficult, with no telling how long it would take. It was something Bi Sayin could not do himself, and something no one else could do.

Unless, perhaps, it was the man who had made Pyo Jigwang talk in a single day.

"He'll be focused on my movements. He won't expect someone to approach as a new martial artist, so you can dig in from the inside."

Geom Mugeuk always gave a positive answer, telling Bi Sayin to trust him. This time, however, he shook his head.

"I'm not confident I can do that."

He had some idea of what kind of person the Brawling King was. He was smarter than anyone. In this situation, a conspicuous new martial artist would definitely arouse suspicion. It would be anything but easy.

Bi Sayin wore a strange expression.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's just that I'm realizing you're human too."

"You didn't see me as human until now?"

"You've never shown a human-like side before."

"I've been pestering you to be friends all this time, and you say I'm not human-like! Isn't that what's truly inhuman?"

After their banter, Geom Mugeuk revealed the reason for his refusal. "I don't think the opponent will give us that kind of time."

Bi Sayin was curious. What did Geom Mugeuk see in Hwang Seokgyeong to be so cautious? Why did he hold him in such high regard?

"When you go back, wear the best protective armor you have. It's fine to wear two or three layers."

Geom Mugeuk had surprised him several times today, but this statement surprised him the most.

"You can't be serious? You think he'll try to kill me too? That he'd be that reckless?"

Geom Mugeuk's repeated warnings had all led to this single point.

"That's right. If I were him, I would kill you first."


Chapter 352: Even After Cheating Death, You Must Banter

A thought surfaced in Bi Sayin's mind during the silence.

If you were that person, I would surely be dead.

No matter how strong and fearsome Hwang Seokgyeong was, he could not compare to you. The mere thought of Geom Mugeuk as an enemy was terrifying.

"If I'm destined to die anyway, do you think wearing two or three layers of protective armor will save me?"

"If you were destined to die, you wouldn't have met me. So wear as many layers as you can."

Their gazes locked. Bi Sayin could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was genuinely worried that he might die.

"Wouldn't it be better if I died? The Evil Alliance would fall into chaos."

Geom Mugeuk brought him back to reality, responding to the insincere words.

"I don't want to say this to you, but even if you die, the Evil Alliance won't fall into chaos. It'd be the same if I died, or if our friends in the Murim Alliance died."

That was true. The death of a successor would not throw the Evil Alliance into chaos unless the Cult Leader or the Chairman died.

"Rather, they'll unite with a will for revenge and become a stronger Evil Alliance. How about it? Will you make a sacrifice for the Evil Alliance?"

"I'll pass."

Bi Sayin briefly imagined what would happen after he died. The Thirteen Evil Wolves would be grief-stricken, and First Wolf would be the saddest. What about the Chairman? How sad would he be? He couldn't clearly picture the reaction, which made him think he still didn't know the Chairman very well.

The third person he thought of was Geom Mugeuk.

Would this person be sad if I died?

Just as he chided himself for such a useless thought, Geom Mugeuk spoke unexpectedly.

"If you die, I'll avenge you. I'll chase them to the ends of the Central Plains and kill every single person involved."

He was so good at reading people's minds.

"Thanks for saying so."

A faint smile touched Bi Sayin's hideous face. For some reason, he felt that Geom Mugeuk would truly dig to the very end for revenge.

"You look cool when you smile like that. When you find a woman you like later, you should smile for her sometimes."

"More nonsense!"

They exchanged jokes in a situation where he might die. It was something that could only happen with Geom Mugeuk.

I could die?

It would be a lie to say he had never had such a thought. However, he had let his guard down without realizing it after becoming the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman.

'Would anyone dare to kill me?'

Now it was time to change his way of thinking.

'How dare you live as a martial artist and be so careless?'

Moreover, he never would have known about the situation if Geom Mugeuk hadn't told him directly.

"Alright. I'll prepare for his ambush."

"Make sure you wear protective armor."

"I'll wear two layers."

Geom Mugeuk was relieved, knowing that Bi Sayin had taken him seriously. Of course, his prediction could be wrong, but there was no harm in being careful.

"Among the official uniforms of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, is there one with a mask?"

"There is."

Most bodyguards belonging to large organizations had masked uniforms. They were people who had to secretly protect their targets while hiding their identities.

"From now on, have them wear that. Give me a set, and take one person out of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. I'll take his place."

"Are you really going to go this far?"

"I am. Why? You don't like it?"

"It's fine with me, but I feel sorry."

"I'll make sure to collect it all back later, with interest."

What Bi Sayin wanted to ask was this.

"You're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. If it becomes known that you acted as my subordinate, it won't be good for you."

This was different from what he had done with Jin Hagun and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Apostles. Now, he was trying to protect him in earnest.

"Right now, it's not the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult going under the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman. It's Geom Mugeuk going to Bi Sayin."

"!"

Bi Sayin had a premonition. He would not forget Geom Mugeuk's words for a very long time.

"I haven't done anything for you to deserve you going this far."

"If you put a scale between people, they're business partners, not friends. In a relationship, it's natural for one person to like the other more. That's me."

He was truly grateful for and fond of the Geom Mugeuk who would say such things. From the day he was born until he became the successor of the Evil Alliance, he had never once thought he would make a friend. He had thought it was impossible.

Geom Mugeuge added with a smile.

"Actually, it's for my own sake. If someone other than you were the Evil Alliance Chairman, I might die of frustration. If a person like you is the Chairman, my happiness level will go up. So don't worry about it. Just assume I'm doing it because I want to."

This was why he liked him even more. Although Geom Mugeuk seemed to be taking all the credit, he was actually someone who didn't like to show off.

I've lost.

Bi Sayin admitted it. He had lost, even though Geom Mugeuk had come under him. Admitting it put his mind at ease.

The two of them stood there silently for a long while on the windy cliff.


The next day, two things had changed. The uniforms of the Thirteen Evil Wolves had changed, and one of the masked men among them was Geom Mugeuk.

"Isn't the mask a little uncomfortable? I think it would be better to change the inner fabric to something softer."

The Seventh Wolf nodded in agreement at those words, then averted his gaze under First Wolf's reproachful stare.

First Wolf was not pleased that Geom Mugeuk had entered the inner court of the Evil Alliance. He would never have allowed it if not for Bi Sayin's bodyguard duty.

Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin exchanged telepathy whenever they had a chance.

[Won't you be unnecessary inside the Alliance?]

[I think this place is actually the most dangerous. Aren't assassinations always carried out in the place considered safest?]

Bi Sayin looked out the window. The thought that those trying to kill him were here made the familiar scenery of the Evil Alliance feel alien today.

First Wolf spoke to Bi Sayin.

"Let's go. There is a meeting with the Commanders."

As he left his residence, he sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Are you really going to follow me all the way to the meeting place?]

[I have to.]

[Are you doing this to steal the secrets of our Alliance?]

[You're only just realizing that?]

Geom Mugeuk really intended to follow him all day. He wouldn't have done this if his opponent wasn't the Brawling King. The Brawling King he knew truly loved to fight, and just as much as he loved it, he hated to lose.

The conspiracy he had been carrying out within the Evil Alliance was also a kind of fight to him. He would try to never lose this fight. To not lose in the current situation, he had to eliminate Bi Sayin, the person who most directly threatened him.

Eliminating Bi Sayin before the fire spread to the Evil Alliance Chairman would be the surest choice for victory.

First Wolf sent a telepathic message to Bi Sayin.

[I understand that you trust the Young Cult Leader, Young Alliance Chairman, but you shouldn't show him the inner workings of our Alliance like this. It will become a problem later if the Chairman finds out.]

[I know very well what you're worried about, First Wolf. However, just this once, please trust my judgment.]

First Wolf looked at Bi Sayin. Feeling that his eyes were not those of someone being swayed by Geom Mugeuk, First Wolf nodded. He decided he would just have to be more vigilant himself. After all, completely trusting a demonic practitioner was foolish.

And so, Bi Sayin attended the meeting.

When positioning the Thirteen Evil Wolves outside the meeting hall, First Wolf placed Geom Mugeuk as far away as possible to prevent him from hearing the conversation inside. Geom Mugeuk obediently followed First Wolf's words.

Coming out after the meeting, Bi Sayin saw Geom Mugeuk standing at the end of the hallway. He could tell what had happened without an explanation.

[Please understand. First Wolf is a very rigid person by nature.]

[I understand.]

Bi Sayin moved about as usual. He ate one meal a day at his usual inn, and today was no different.

While eating, he sent a telepathic message to First Wolf.

[What's the situation with Hwang Seokgyeong?]

He had already sent spies to watch him.

[He's no different than usual. In fact, he's training with more intensity than usual.]

If one didn't trust Geom Mugeuk, one might think he was framing Hwang Seokgyeong, who was acting so normally.

Bi Sayin glanced at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk stood near the inn's entrance, clearly looking outside.

[You're sending me that suspicious look again. I told you to trust me.]

[How can I not be suspicious when I have a subordinate with eyes in the back of his head?]

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at him. The two eyes above his mask were smiling.

[Isn't it tough?]

[It's killing me. I just had a quick meal while standing earlier. I'll have to treat my bodyguards better from now on.]

[Come over here and eat with me.]

[No. I'm going to keep suffering and hold it over your head for a long, long time. I'll bring this up every time we meet.]

After finishing his meal, he returned. Nothing happened that day. Nothing happened the next day either. Hwang Seokgyeong also went about his day as usual.

Three days passed like that.

Today, Bi Sayin was eating at his usual inn again.

[The Young Cult Leader might have misjudged.]

Bi Sayin did not react to First Wolf's telepathic message. Today, Geom Mugeuk was again standing near the entrance, looking at the scenery outside. Over Geom Mugeuk's shoulder, he could see passersby, merchants hawking their wares, and children running around.

Right, he's only human. He can't be perfect.

Having finished their meal, Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves left the inn.

On their way back to the Alliance, a girl carrying a flower basket approached them. He had not seen her before.

"Buy some flowers. Selling them cheap."

The Thirteen Evil Wolves grew wary of her. One of them went to inspect the girl. On the surface, she showed no signs of having learned martial arts. Her basket held only flowers. She was, in every way, an ordinary flower girl.

As Bi Sayin passed in front of her, the girl held out a single flower. He was about to pass by, but Bi Sayin turned toward the girl.

"How much for one?"

"For a noble person like you, I'll give it for free."

"Do you know who I am?"

"You're the Young Alliance Chairman, aren't you? Father told me to be polite if I saw the Young Alliance Chairman."

"Where is your father?"

"He's sick. He's lying down at home."

"Give me all the flowers you're selling."

"Really?"

The girl's eyes widened in surprise.

"I'll buy them specially to commemorate our meeting today."

Just as he took out money to hand to her, the girl said, "I'll give you this flower too."

The moment the girl took the flower from her hair and tried to put it in the basket.

TAK.

First Wolf quickly subdued the girl by striking her blood points and snatched the flower she was holding.

"It's the Yin Yang Absolute Poison Grass. When the yin poison grass in this child's hair combines with the yang poison grass in the basket, it instantly releases a fragrance containing a deadly poison."

Everyone stared at the girl. Her face had already turned black as she slowly collapsed.

After examining the dead girl, First Wolf reported with a grim expression. "It seems she was set up to be poisoned by a lethal toxin the moment she removed the flower from her hair."

It was a vicious assassination that sacrificed a life, whether she willed it or not.

Just as everyone's attention focused on the girl, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Watch your back!"

While everyone's eyes were on the girl, a passerby behind Bi Sayin seized the momentary gap to attack.

KWAAAAANG!

A loud explosion erupted as dozens of steel needles shot from the cylindrical hidden weapon in his hand.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISH!

Geom Mugeuk crossed the space with the Vanishing Step, swinging his sword to deflect the hidden weapons.

That wasn't the only attack. Across the street, a man who had been looking at a street vendor turned and fired another hidden weapon, which also launched with a loud explosion. The Thirteen Evil Wolves threw their bodies forward, swinging their swords.

Just as another man appeared on the opposite roof and was about to fire a hidden weapon!

SEOKEOK!

His arm, holding the hidden weapon tube, was severed and fell. Geom Mugeuk's sword had flown up in an instant and cut off his arm. Geom Mugeuk had deflected the first volley, killed that opponent, and then immediately rushed to the rooftop. His movements were so fast that onlookers mistakenly thought someone else had blocked the attack.

The ambusher with the severed arm tried to take out another hidden weapon with his other hand, but he couldn't do with one arm what he had failed to do with two.

PUUK!

The Black Demon Sword pierced his neck.

By the time Geom Mugeuk landed on the ground, all the assassins had been subdued. The Thirteen Evil Wolves surrounded Bi Sayin, and in their midst, First Wolf was shouting.

"Young Alliance Chairman!"

A hidden weapon was embedded in his chest. All the hidden weapons had been focused on Bi Sayin, and because they flew in so quickly from a close distance, not all of them could be deflected.

"I'm fine."

When Bi Sayin's lapels were opened, he was wearing protective armor underneath. He wore not one, but two layers. The hidden weapon was stuck, unable to penetrate the armor.

Three of the Thirteen Evil Wolves who had blocked the hidden weapons were injured. However, all of them had avoided fatal wounds. They too had all been wearing protective armor.

Geom Mugeuk's and Bi Sayin's eyes met.

[Well done.]

[Because of your nagging, I borrowed protective armor from the Evil Alliance's treasury and had the Thirteen Wolves wear it too.]

In the end, it was a very good decision.

[What about me? You gave it to everyone but me? You should have given me one too!]

[I figured you'd block them just fine on your own. We were short on protective armor, too.]

[And yet you wore two layers?]

[You told me to wear two layers!]

The two bantered like that. That was Geom Mugeuk, who had to banter even after cheating death.

Soon, Geom Mugeuk dropped his playful tone and said calmly, "The flower girl was a decoy to draw attention. They intended to attack when our gazes were diverted to her."

"How did you know that?"

Because the opponent was the Brawling King. Those acting under his orders wouldn't be so clumsy.

"I had a bad feeling."

Bi Sayin realized that Geom Mugeuk had been right. The enemy was truly trying to kill him.

That crazy bastard! He's really trying to kill me? Right in front of the main Alliance headquarters?

If it hadn't been for Geom Mugeuk just now, he might have been killed. Even if he had survived, the damage to the Thirteen Evil Wolves would have been great.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves knew this as well and bowed their heads to Geom Mugeuk to express their gratitude. Even First Wolf, who had been displeased with Geom Mugeuk, joined them.

Bi Sayin corrected his earlier thought. That man wasn't perfect because he was human? Not a chance.

This person is perfect. He's not human.

First Wolf collected the hidden weapons used by the assailants.

"The hidden weapons they used are the Blood Heaven Needle Rain, which has been designated as a forbidden hidden weapon throughout the entire murim."

Not only was it impossible to obtain through normal channels, but three units of the Blood Heaven Needle Rain, which required an enormous sum of money, had been mobilized. They were trying to kill him with a forbidden weapon. The opponent had no pride or honor as a martial artist, only the goal of slaughter.

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk with an angry face.

Geom Mugeuk wore an expression that said he would silently follow Bi Sayin's decision. He didn't thank him for saving his life. He planned to settle the debt of gratitude all at once after this whole affair was over.

"Using a forbidden hidden weapon... they lack the fundamentals of a martial artist."

Bi Sayin started walking toward the Alliance. Since he had received a greeting from them, it was time to go and return the favor.

"Let's go check if they teach the fundamentals properly at our Evil Alliance Pass."


Chapter 353: Your First Sigh

Martial artists surrounded Hwang Seokgyeong.

"Thank you for everything."

"I couldn't have endured it without you, Instructor."

"I'll be sure to visit you next time."

Today, this class of trainees finished their training at the Evil Alliance Pass. They would now depart for their respective organizations within the Evil Alliance. Among the instructors, Hwang Seokgyeong was by far the most popular.

"Don't forget that you are the pillars of the Evil Alliance," Hwang Seokgyeong said. "Please, endure well even when difficulties arise!"

"Yes! Instructor!"

As the martial artists left, his colleague, Instructor Cha, approached him.

"As expected, you received the most gifts again this time."

Hwang Seokgyeong's arms were full of gifts from the departing martial artists. He could not hold them all, so many were also piled beside him.

The connections did not end here. Many martial artists who left this place came to see Hwang Seokgyeong whenever they faced difficulties, and he always gave them his unsparing advice.

"If I had met an instructor like you, I might not be working here as an instructor myself," Instructor Cha said.

"What's wrong with being an instructor?"

"Don't you get tired of it? The same words, the same work, every time."

Hwang Seokgyeong asked Instructor Cha a question.

"Do you know how many martial artists have passed through our hands?"

"It must be an enormous number."

"That's right, a great many people know us. Aren't we probably the most well-known people within the Evil Alliance? What greater power could there be?"

"Great power? What are you talking about? We're just instructors at the Evil Alliance Pass. It might be different if we rose to Commander or Director, but who's going to acknowledge us?"

"Why do you think we can't rise? Is there a rule that says we have to be instructors forever?"

"Sure, you go get successful. Become a Commander, become a Director."

"And the successor, too."

"What? Don't make jokes like that, even as a kid. Well, I'm off. Enjoy your vacation."

The instructors were on vacation until the next class of trainees arrived.

The moment Instructor Cha left, a subordinate's telepathy arrived as if it had been waiting. This was the moment Hwang Seokgyeong became the Brawling King.

[They have failed.]

The Brawling King's expression hardened at his subordinate's report.

[The Young Alliance Chairman? How badly was he injured?]

[He was not injured at all.]

[Then how many of the Thirteen Evil Wolves died?]

He assumed they had thrown their bodies on the line to save the Young Alliance Chairman.

[No one died.]

The Brawling King's voice gradually rose at the incomprehensible report.

[What kind of master intervened?]

[No. They say only the Thirteen Evil Wolves were there.]

[Nonsense!]

The Thirteen Evil Wolves blocked their joint attack? They could have been lucky. However, not even heavenly fortune could stop an assassination that mobilized three units of the Blood Heaven Needle Rain.

The Brawling King recalled the incident where assassins had failed to kill Pyo Jigwang and were annihilated.

[Someone definitely intervened.]

Otherwise, a result like this is impossible.

[What should we do?]

As he pondered for a moment, an urgent telepathy arrived from his subordinate.

[The Young Alliance Chairman has arrived.]

The Brawling King's gaze turned to a man organizing training equipment across the grounds. That was his subordinate, Sahon, with whom he had just exchanged telepathy.

Sahon worked as a menial laborer at the Evil Alliance Pass. He lived as if he had only learned third-rate martial arts, and no one had noticed his true identity.

Bi Sayin appeared next to the bowing Sahon.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves walked behind the confidently striding man. Bi Sayin exuded a powerful presence as intense as his fearsome appearance.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves following him all wore masks, so their expressions could not be seen.

As they passed, Sahon discreetly raised his head and looked at their backs. All thirteen of them were uninjured.

Even he could not understand it. How on earth did they block that attack?

Just then, one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves walking at the very back turned around.

Sahon hurriedly bowed his head to avoid the gaze.

When he raised his head again, the member of the Thirteen Evil Wolves who had turned back was once again facing forward and walking on.

What was that? Did he feel my gaze?

That's impossible. There's no way the Thirteen Evil Wolves could have felt that subtle gaze from a moment ago.

Sahon quickly pulled his cart and left the area. A menial laborer loitering with the Young Alliance Chairman present would look suspicious to anyone.

The Brawling King put down the gifts he held and politely greeted Bi Sayin.

"What brings the Young Alliance Chairman here?"

He appeared like an instructor surprised by the Young Alliance Chairman's sudden visit. He truly seemed to have nothing to do with the recent incident.

On his way here, Bi Sayin had wondered how Hwang Seokgyeong would react. He expected a flat denial of everything, but he had not imagined such a natural greeting.

"Instructor Hwang, it's been a while. When did we last meet?"

"I greeted you briefly at the New Year's banquet this year."

"Ah, that's right."

Until then, I never dreamed I would reunite with him like this. Is this man really the one behind the incident? Was he the one who gave those men their orders?

"Please, come inside."

"It's alright. I was just passing by and came to see your face for a moment, Instructor Hwang."

The Brawling King's gaze shifted to the Thirteen Evil Wolves. Geom Mugeuk stood partially hidden behind the other members, concealing his presence.

Therefore, the Brawling King did not notice that a master like Geom Mugeuk had joined the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Not a single one of them is injured?

Although he felt an unknown sense of crisis, the Brawling King did not waver. Nothing excited him as much as the thrill of danger.

The Young Alliance Chairman came here knowing I'm the one behind this. The fact that he had come here, after never visiting before, meant just that.

Is this a probe? Or a declaration of war?

Was he always this kind of person? The Bi Sayin he had analyzed was not this type of person.

"What are all these?" Bi Sayin asked, looking at the gifts on the floor.

"These are things the recent class gave me as they left."

Bi Sayin picked one of them up.

"May I open it?"

"Of course."

Bi Sayin was about to open it but then handed it to the Brawling King.

"It seems dangerous."

"What do you mean?"

"Since when has there ever been a good training instructor? Wouldn't someone hold a grudge and try to poison you?"

The Brawling King gave a good-natured laugh at Bi Sayin's joke.

"I doubt it. After all, once training is over, there's no one more memorable than the instructor."

Judging by his current appearance, Instructor Hwang was truly a good man, far removed from any conspiracies.

"Are you satisfied with your work as an instructor?"

"I consider it my calling."

Listening to their conversation, Geom Mugeuk suddenly had a thought.

Why an instructor, of all things?

There must have been many ways to infiltrate the Evil Alliance and establish a position. With the Brawling King's skills, he could have reached the position of Director by now. To say it was simply to avoid attention was unconvincing, as there was no one who didn't know of Instructor Hwang of the Evil Alliance Pass.

While Geom Mugeuk was lost in thought, the conversation between Bi Sayin and the Brawling King continued.

"I was ambushed today."

"What? An ambush? Are you alright?" the Brawling King asked, startled.

"Fortunately, I'm fine."

"How dare they!"

"Their identities were unknown, but they were people who used golden dragon hidden weapons."

"Good heavens! Such shameless people who don't even know the honor of a martial artist! They're scum!"

Seeing him calmly call himself scum, Bi Sayin confirmed that the man before him was no ordinary person.

"Since they dared to try and kill the Young Alliance Chairman, you must capture them and punish them by decapitation. The Young Alliance Chairman is the pillar and future of the evil murim."

In truth, Bi Sayin had expected a different kind of meeting.

He had expected to find something suspicious about him, for him to make some strange remark or reveal a peculiar presence.

He might have been in a situation where he could roar, 'How dare you try to kill me?' He had even thought about what he would say then.

He thought there would be some special circumstance. Even if there was not, he thought he would be able to find it.

However, his opponent revealed nothing of his true identity. He was perfectly Instructor Hwang. It was as if he were saying, 'You've got it all wrong.'

How should I deal with someone like this?

Bi Sayin felt it. He was still not strong enough. The only thing that came to mind was, 'It was you, wasn't it?' But if it had been Geom Mugeuk, he would have said something to turn the situation to his advantage.

He felt he should not have rushed here so emotionally. He was not Geom Mugeuk, after all.

If the charge was a mistake, he had to at least retreat properly.

Bi Sayin bid farewell to the Brawling King with a smile.

"On the day I received a baptism of hidden weapons from assassins, our dear instructor received a mountain of gifts. It makes me think I need to live more diligently."


Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin stood side by side on a cliff.

Despite the First Wolf's warning to be careful, he had come here alone with Geom Mugeuk.

Is there a power that a place can give? Standing here with Geom Mugeuk, he felt he could be more honest. Bi Sayin felt that now, more than ever, was a time to be honest.

"The bastard trying to take my livelihood, I'll never forgive him. I'll kill him and every single person involved, without exception. Am I the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance for nothing?"

He was sincere, and he wanted to ask Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm a more selfish and evil person than you think. Will you still be my friend? Don't tell me later that you didn't know I was such a wicked person."

Geom Mugeuk knew exactly where Bi Sayin's distress, which poured out in a torrent of words, was coming from.

"Do you regret going to see Instructor Hwang?"

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin asked, "If it were you, would you have gone to see him?"

That was the question Bi Sayin had wanted to ask.

"Even if I were to go, I wouldn't have gone today, at least."

"May I ask why?"

"Because most of the decisions I've made when I was angry, I ended up regretting."

"I thought so."

His anger had boiled over at the fact that the man had tried to kill him. He had gone to see him, but he regretted it after he got there. Because nothing had happened, the man's momentum had pushed him back.

"Then why didn't you stop me?"

"Because you have to experience it yourself to truly feel it."

How cold reality is. Even ideals boiling like lava can become mere dreams, swept away in icy water.

As Bi Sayin let out a light sigh, Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"That's your first sigh."

It was not just his first sigh in front of Geom Mugeuk. It was his first sigh in front of anyone. Bi Sayin deliberately let out another, louder sigh. He showed how much closer they had become with that sigh.

Geom Mugeuk laughed and comforted him.

"It's fine. We both know about each other anyway. We should at least exchange greetings before we fight. Besides, we learned something from this visit."

"What is it?"

He had spoken so casually that Bi Sayin thought it was nothing important.

"I figured out the bastard's objective."

A startled Bi Sayin almost blurted out, What? You crazy bastard! How on earth could he have figured out the man's objective from today's meeting? Did he secretly steal and read his diary or something?

"Did we meet a different person?" he asked, because he had not noticed anything at all.

Geom Mugeuk pointed out something completely unexpected.

"Looking at the pile of gifts, a question came to my mind. Why is he building up such a reputation? If he's plotting in secret, it would be better not to stand out. Would someone planning such a grand conspiracy really go out of his way to expend his energy being nice to the martial artists of the Evil Alliance Pass?"

Hearing that, Bi Sayin also found it strange. He grew anxious, worried that some shocking conclusion would come from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"Over the past years, the martial artists he has produced must have started taking up key positions in the Evil Alliance. There will be Division Leaders, and Captains. Someone who promoted quickly might have even become a Commander."

Bi Sayin asked cautiously, "So, what is his objective?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Bi Sayin and answered.

"......"

Bi Sayin was speechless for a moment. At first, he did not understand what that meant. Then, a single thought struck his mind.

"Don't tell me you mean he's aiming for the successor's position?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"He is trying to become the Evil Alliance Chairman."

"!"

He never imagined that the mastermind behind this incident, that Hwang Seokgyeong, would try to become the Evil Alliance Chairman. The distance between an instructor and the Chairman was far too great.

"The reason he tried to kill you without mercy is probably because it's something he would have to do eventually anyway."

If the person speaking had not been Geom Mugeuk, he would have exploded in anger, shouting about what ridiculous nonsense it was.

"Is that even possible?" Bi Sayin's voice trembled.

"Originally, this must have been the plan. I don't know how many years from now it would be, but he would kill you, the successor, and then assassinate the Evil Alliance Chairman as well. I don't know the method. In any case, once the Chairman's seat is vacant, he will reveal his overwhelming martial prowess and challenge for the position. By then, there will be almost no masters left to stop him."

"You can't become the Chairman just by being strong in martial arts. The members of the alliance won't acknowledge him."

"Which members are you talking about? The powerful figures he's currently allied with? Or the martial artists he has produced?"

"!"

"Public opinion and the atmosphere within the alliance will support him. Not just a mere instructor, but a respected instructor will reveal his hidden skills and rise as a hero."

Bi Sayin's heart sank.

"He won't be able to kill the Chairman."

"You know it's not easy to block a hidden blade, don't you? Especially a blade that has been sharpened and waiting for a very long time. Of course, this is my prediction. It could be wrong."

Bi Sayin did not think Geom Mugeuk's speculation was baseless. This was a man who had already tried to kill him, the Young Alliance Chairman, without a shred of hesitation.

Bi Sayin was lost in his own thoughts for a long while. Geom Mugeuk offered no advice. This was something he had to decide and resolve on his own.

Finally, Bi Sayin reached a conclusion.

"I will not ask the Chairman for help."

He decided to handle this matter with his own strength.

"If by some chance I die, please make sure to tell the Chairman the full story behind this incident."

"I will."

Bi Sayin said to Geom Mugeuk, "Isn't this the part where you're supposed to say something like, 'You won't die'?"

Geom Mugeuk did not say what he wanted to hear.

"This decision could get you killed."

He said it with sincerity. His opponent was the Brawling King, after all. No matter what path he took, it was a fixed future that he would have to face the Brawling King in a final battle.

"Why aren't you trying to stop me?"

Because you have to overcome it yourself to become stronger.

"Because it's not your life on the line?"

Bi Sayin laughed. It was the loudest he had laughed since they met.

"That's a good laugh. Make sure you laugh like that when you meet a woman."

"While you're spouting that nonsense, are you going to watch until the very end to see just how tenacious my life is?"

"Watching a fight is always fun."

"That man's efforts to steal my livelihood were commendable, but it seems his luck, at least, couldn't match mine."

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Unlike his words about just watching, Geom Mugeuk had been fighting alongside him from the very beginning. He was waiting for him to grow, being patient with him, and pushing him to become the protagonist who resolves the situation.

With this kind of luck, with a friend like this, I cannot lose to that bastard.

"Let's go. I don't know about later, but for now, there are still people who would jump up in protest at an instructor becoming the Chairman."


Chapter 354: He Dies If Left Alone

As Bi Sayin departed, his subordinate Sahon approached the Brawling King, pulling a cart.

"I'll move the luggage for you."

Sahon loaded the gifts from the martial artists onto the cart. The Brawling King sat down on it as well.

The two began a telepathic conversation as they left the training grounds.

[Did the Young Alliance Chairman figure it out, as expected?]

The Brawling King nodded slightly. He had anticipated this the moment the assassins failed to kill Pyo Jigwang.

[Then why did you come to see him?]

[It was a declaration of war, and I wanted to boast. To show him that assassins like the ones you sent won't work.]

[He's still young.]

Sahon sneered. A question, however, lingered in the Brawling King's mind.

[He's definitely different from before.]

He just could not pinpoint what had changed.

[Did you find out how he survived today's ambush?]

The Brawling King shook his head at Sahon's question.

[Could the Chairman's side be helping him?]

[It's not the Chairman. If the Chairman had intervened, he wouldn't handle things this way.]

[In that case, the Young Alliance Chairman will undoubtedly ask the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash for help.]

The Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash were members of the Seven Evil Masters. They were powerful experts Bi Sayin had once brought to a gathering of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions to show off his influence.

[He probably will.]

[If we give him time, we'll be at a disadvantage. I'll lead my subordinates and handle him myself before he can meet them.]

[There's no need for that.]

The Brawling King lay down among the luggage on the cart and spoke a cryptic message.

[The Young Alliance Chairman will die if we leave him be.]


After descending the cliff, Bi Sayin immediately sent a messenger pigeon, then rented a carriage and a driver. He left the Thirteen Evil Wolves behind to avoid attracting attention and headed to his destination with only Geom Mugeuk.

Bi Sayin silently gazed at the scenery outside. He calmed his mind and braced for the great battle to come. He was prepared for death. This fight was more dangerous than any he had ever faced.

Of course, a part of him wanted to avoid it. A corner of his mind constantly whispered for him to run to the Evil Alliance Chairman.

[Have you forgotten already? You regretted the decision you made in anger, didn't you? It's the same now. You'll regret this choice when it's over. Go to the Chairman now, report this, and let him resolve it.]

With a complicated heart, Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk sat still with his eyes closed, as always.

Then, Geom Mugeuk spoke abruptly.

"Are you regretting again?"

"It's like you have eyes on the back of your head and on your eyelids."

"That's why I seem like a monster, isn't it? Just say I see with my heart."

Geom Mugeuk slowly opened his eyes.

"Whenever you're in a carriage, you seem to close your eyes and chant something. What on earth are you training?"

"I'm training in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art."

Bi Sayin was inwardly flustered. He had not expected Geom Mugeuk to mention a unique martial art of the Heavenly Demon.

"Is it okay for you to tell me such a secret?"

"What does it matter? I'm not telling you the oral secrets, so what's the harm in telling you the name of the martial arts?"

There are levels of mastery that cannot be imitated, no matter how much one learns through words. A single phrase escaped Bi Sayin unconsciously.

"I admit defeat."

"I think it's fine to admit it like that."

"So? I should just let you drag me around?"

"What does it matter? While being dragged along, you can see the stars, the birds, and the clouds. The person doing the dragging might act all high and mighty at first, but after a while, they'll get tired too. They'll be wishing someone would drag them for a bit."

Bi Sayin looked at him as if he were truly incorrigible.

"You say that so easily for someone who's never lost to an opponent."

"There's Father, you know? He reads me completely anyway, so I don't even try to hide things in front of him. Phew, you should see the way Father scoffs at me."

It was hard to believe someone could put this Geom Mugeuk on the defensive. Then again, he was Geom Mugeuk's father, so it seemed possible.

"What kind of person is your father?"

"You people probably have more information than I do."

Bi Sayin smiled faintly at the half-joking, half-serious remark.

"I'll introduce you next time. Meet him in person and judge for yourself."

Will the day ever come when I, Bi Sayin, greet the Heavenly Demon?

"You're getting serious again. The Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance isn't greeting the Heavenly Demon. A friend is greeting his friend's father."

A friend's father.

In his life, that phrase was as unfamiliar as the word 'friend' itself.

"But why don't you ask who we're going to meet?"

Because I already know. Geom Mugeuk had already guessed who Bi Sayin was going to ask for help.

"Which of the two are you going to meet first?"

Bi Sayin shook his head.

"Do you know something? When I see you like this, you really lack humanity."

He felt sorry after saying it, thinking that a person without humanity would not be helping him.

"Let me ask one more thing."

"Go ahead."

"Do you think that Senior Eccentric or Senior Flash won't be enough?"

When he had seen Instructor Hwang, his skills seemed to be on the level of an instructor from the Evil Alliance Pass. That meant his skills were enough to overwhelm Bi Sayin.

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"I don't know if they attacked together, but if they fight him alone, there's absolutely no chance of victory."

Bi Sayin had expected it to some degree, but he was still surprised. An opponent that required two of the Seven Evil Masters to attack together.

Geom Mugeuk then added an even more shocking statement.

"Even for the two of them, it will be difficult if their coordination isn't perfect."


The carriage arrived at the meeting place.

"Young Alliance Chairman, welcome."

"Thank you so much for taking the trouble to come."

"The Light Flash is waiting inside. Come, let's go in."

They were the two members of the Seven Evil Masters who had a deep friendship with the Evil Alliance. To be precise, they were followers of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

The Evil Eccentric glanced over, confirming Bi Sayin had only one attendant.

"You came quietly."

He had met Geom Mugeuk before but did not recognize him now.

Geom Mugeuk wore a mask and kept his head down, avoiding eye contact. He also revealed an aura only on par with one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

The Evil Eccentric failed to recognize Geom Mugeuk because he never imagined the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would act as one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves to bodyguard Bi Sayin.

Geom Mugeuk also entered the room. No one thought anything of it, since the Thirteen Evil Wolves always moved with the Young Alliance Chairman.

A table with drinks was set up in the room where the Light Flash waited.

"Thank you for coming, Senior."

The Light Flash, a man of few words, simply nodded in greeting.

Bi Sayin sat at the table and sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Will you reveal your identity and sit with us?]

[It's fine. I'll stay here.]

Geom Mugeuk stood in attendance a short distance behind Bi Sayin.

"We were having a drink while waiting. Here, Young Alliance Chairman, have a cup."

They made light conversation as they drank. They talked about how they had been, about the Evil Alliance Chairman, and about recent incidents in the murim.

Then, the Light Flash offered a drink to Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk turned his head and drank the alcohol under his mask.

Bi Sayin was inwardly impressed.

The Young Cult Leader has the skill to hide his presence even in front of these two.

After a few rounds of drinks, the real conversation began.

"So, Young Alliance Chairman, for what reason did you ask to see us?"

"There is something I must ask of you two Seniors."

Bi Sayin was cautious.

Even the Evil Eccentric, who treated him pleasantly now, was an absolute master infamous in the murim for his eccentric and cruel personality. The Light Flash only seemed less evil because of his quiet nature, but his sword was faster than his words.

The respect they showed Bi Sayin was respect for the Evil Alliance Chairman. Bi Sayin had not yet built a personal friendship or trust with them.

"I have discovered a certain hidden faction that threatens our alliance."

At those words, the gazes of the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash intensified.

"Who are they?"

"Their leader is the Evil Alliance Pass instructor, Hwang Seokgyeong."

When Bi Sayin revealed Hwang Seokgyeong's name, the two looked bewildered. They seemed more surprised that it was Hwang Seokgyeong than by the news of a hidden faction threatening the Evil Alliance.

"If you know who the opponent is, you should just get rid of him. Why did you ask to meet us?"

"He is hiding his skills."

"To the extent that you need us?"

"Yes, I need both of you."

Silence fell. Bi Sayin conveyed the opponent's strength without hiding anything. He did not make the foolish mistake of downplaying Hwang Seokgyeong's skills just to save their pride.

The Evil Eccentric asked, half-believing and half-doubting.

"Does the Chairman know as well?"

"He does not know yet."

"Why haven't you told him?"

This next part was crucial for persuading them.

"He got entangled with me in the first place, and he even tried to kill me."

"He tried to assassinate you?"

"That's right. That is why I want to finish him with my own hands."

The Evil Eccentric stared at Bi Sayin.

"So you want to handle this well and gain recognition from the Chairman."

Bi Sayin answered this honestly as well.

"That is correct."

The Evil Eccentric looked back at the Light Flash, who just drank his alcohol without a word.

The Evil Eccentric did not readily agree to help.

"If what you say is true, this is quite a dangerous matter. What is our reason for helping?"

Bi Sayin did not say it was an opportunity to achieve great merit for the Evil Alliance. He did not say it would be a way to bestow a favor upon the next Evil Alliance Chairman. He also did not mention that a mere instructor was dreaming of becoming the Chairman.

"I won't beat around the bush. When I become the Chairman, I will give you both what you desire."

"Do you know what I want?"

"On the day I ascend to Chairman, I will give you the secret manual for the Crushing Soul Shadow Steps from the secret vault."

The Evil Eccentric's eyes glinted.

The Crushing Soul Shadow Steps was a secret manual the Evil Eccentric desperately wanted. When learned with his unique martial art, the Great Iron Cleave, it produced a much stronger effect. Unfortunately, he had not been able to learn the Crushing Soul Shadow Steps.

The reason he had done so much for the Evil Alliance Chairman was precisely to obtain that manual.

It was a double-edged promise. If he accepted this condition, he would help Bi Sayin with all his heart, hoping for him to become the Evil Alliance Chairman as soon as possible. However, after giving him the manual, Bi Sayin would no longer be able to use him.

"Is there any guarantee you'll keep your promise?"

"I will write it down in a document if you wish."

Only then did the Evil Eccentric nod.

"Fine, I accept on that condition."

This time, Bi Sayin looked at the Light Flash.

"I am not aware of what you desire, Senior. Please tell me what you wish for."

Then, for the first time, the Light Flash opened his mouth.

"I want your life."

Silence filled the room for a moment.

Soon after, the Evil Eccentric chuckled.

"You have to be a man of few words for a joke like this to land."

Bi Sayin laughed along with him.

The Light Flash, however, did not laugh. Words poured from him, though he normally spoke little.

"While you were out greeting the Young Alliance Chairman, I put Qi Dispersing Poison in the alcohol. They said it was specially made by improving a dark poison, and indeed, even you didn't notice. Unless you have a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution, you won't be able to use your inner arts for the next hour. Of course, I took the antidote beforehand."

Instantly, the Evil Eccentric checked his inner arts. His expression grew cold and hard. His inner arts were truly scattered.

"What are you doing? What kind of prank is this? It doesn't suit you."

Instead of answering, the Light Flash continued.

"The one who kills the Young Alliance Chairman here today will be you. It will be handled as if you vanished from the murim after killing the Young Alliance Chairman. A large sum of money will be deposited into your estate's account, and circumstantial evidence that you accepted a contract for the kill will also be discovered."

The Light Flash spoke these horrifying words without batting an eye.

"You crazy bastard! Are you dying to die? Do you think I'll just go down without my inner arts?"

He sounded confident, but he was in despair. Fighting the Light Flash without his inner arts would be like a martial artist fighting a child.

"I'm sorry for using the Qi Dispersing Poison. Don't be too angry. It's because I didn't underestimate your skills. I will bury your corpse in a sunny spot."

Bi Sayin was equally shocked and bewildered. He could not handle the Light Flash even with his inner arts, but the problem was that Geom Mugeuk had also drunk the alcohol.

Come to think of it, the Light Flash was the one who gave Geom Mugeuk the drink. Bi Sayin should have been suspicious when the quiet man insisted on giving his subordinate a drink.

"Did you join hands with Hwang Seokgyeong?"

The Light Flash gave no answer, but his silence was an affirmation.

"Why did you join him?"

The Light Flash glanced out the window for a moment, then spoke softly.

"I fought him and lost. I promised to become his subordinate if I lost."

A sense of respect could be felt in the way he referred to Hwang Seokgyeong.

Bi Sayin could tell that Hwang Seokgyeong was truly as strong as Geom Mugeuk had said. It probably was not just because of the promise. It seemed the Light Flash had become a subordinate in earnest, captivated by Hwang Seokgyeong's strength.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk, who had been standing behind them watching everything, finally spoke.

"Isn't the human heart a truly unknowable thing? I expected the traitor between you two to be the Evil Eccentric."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, everyone turned to look at him. Not only the Evil Eccentric but also the Light Flash looked puzzled at his sudden intervention. Their exchange was not a conversation between a leader and a subordinate.

"Don't tell me you predicted this situation?"

"Hwang Seokgyeong surely predicted that you would go to meet them, and yet, he didn't stop you. He wouldn't stop you even though two of the Seven Evil Masters could become his enemies? Isn't that suspicious?"

Hearing it now, Bi Sayin thought it made sense. Why couldn't I think of these things so clearly back then?

"Then why didn't you prepare for it?"

"What kind of preparation?"

"You shouldn't have drunk the alcohol."

"He was trying to force it down my throat with his eyes wide open, how could I not drink? Should I have spit it out in front of him?"

SHWIIIIK!

A swift sword cut through the air.

THUD.

The mask, sliced by the sword, fell away. Geom Mugeuk had not dodged, knowing the attack was not meant to kill him. Accurately reading an opponent's intention and choosing not to dodge required even greater courage and skill.

His face now revealed, Geom Mugeuk touched his chin and mouth as he spoke.

"The mask was uncomfortable anyway, so thanks for cutting it off. I really need to change the inner fabric of this thing."


Chapter 355: Didn't I Say I Could Use Inner Arts?

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader!"

The Light Flash and the Evil Eccentric recognized Geom Mugeuk simultaneously. Geom Mugeuk had made an unforgettable impression during their first meeting.

"Why are you here?" they asked, completely surprised by Geom Mugeuk's presence.

The Light Flash and the Evil Eccentric reacted in opposite ways. A sliver of hope bloomed in the Evil Eccentric's heart. A new variable had appeared just as he faced death.

The Light Flash, however, looked utterly dismayed. He had been moments from framing the Evil Eccentric and killing the Young Alliance Chairman. Now, he would have to kill the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult too. His actions were already extraordinary, but killing the Young Cult Leader would turn the murim completely upside down.

Frustrated by the unexpected variable, the Light Flash strode over, poured himself a drink, and drank it.

How should I handle this?

He debated whether to report this to Hwang Seokgyeong immediately or handle it independently. Reporting it and waiting for a response would take time.

A bigger problem was that his plan had been exposed to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

The Light Flash looked at Geom Mugeuk. His relaxed gaze seemed to convey his confidence that they couldn't kill him.

Young Cult Leader, you've met your match this time.

He decided how to handle this troublesome matter.

The Light Flash looked at the Evil Eccentric and said, "At least you won't have to be framed for killing the Young Alliance Chairman."

Guessing the Light Flash's intention, the Evil Eccentric responded coldly.

"You crazy bastard."

Both he and the Light Flash were villains among villains. He had lived his whole life not trusting people, but he still had a part of him that trusted the Light Flash, with whom he had spent time. He had even liked his taciturn personality. He had been deceived by that silence. He was angrier at himself for being fooled than at the one who had fooled him.

His martial arts, the Great Iron Cleave, was a close-combat art that used the entire body. Without inner arts, he couldn't even attempt a surprise attack.

What would happen if the three of us, the Young Cult Leader, the Young Alliance Chairman, and myself, rushed him? Couldn't we do something even without inner arts?

However, he knew better than anyone how fast the Light Flash's sword was. Without inner arts, his close-combat arts would be nothing more than a massage, and the other two's attacks would be like children's swordplay.

The Light Flash's decision was just as the Evil Eccentric had predicted.

"Because it'll be handled as if the Young Cult Leader and the Young Alliance Chairman fought and destroyed each other."

Geom Mugeuk said to Bi Sayin, "In the end, the thing you were worried about is happening. Us fighting and killing each other."

"You're making jokes in a situation like this?"

"If friends die on the same day at the same time, isn't that a valuable thing in its own right?"

Bi Sayin was in no mood to entertain Geom Mugeuk's banter.

I'm going to die like this?

He had trusted the Light Flash and the Evil Eccentric. That was why he had drunk the alcohol without any suspicion. He had thought it was natural to trust them since they followed the Evil Alliance Chairman. Come to think of it, they were people who had no connection to him at all.

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk's words about looking at people properly and closely came to mind. Yes, this too was ultimately the result of not seeing people for who they were.

After he died, what would happen to the Evil Alliance? What about the Chairman? The ones who had drawn in even the Light Flash would not be easy opponents.

As he faced death, his final worry was not for himself.

"You must not kill the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Even if you kill us, please let that man go."

To think I'm asking someone to save another person when I'm about to die? Bi Sayin felt like a stranger to himself.

"The Young Cult Leader will promise. He'll promise to never speak a word of what happened here. A man of his stature, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, won't break a promise lightly."

When the Light Flash showed no particular reaction, Bi Sayin tried to persuade him more desperately. "Try to think from the Young Cult Leader's perspective. This all happened within the Evil Alliance anyway. It has nothing to do with him, does it? There's no way he would reveal today's events by tarnishing his own honor. If you kill the Young Cult Leader, the Demonic Cult will find you all and kill you."

Bi Sayin turned to Geom Mugeuk and said, "Isn't that right? You tell him."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said, "I'll talk."

"What?"

"He's the man who killed you right before my eyes. I can't just let it be. Not only will I tell everyone, but I'll also get revenge."

Bi Sayin was frustrated. This Young Cult Leader, now is not the time for jokes. Please, just this once, play along with me.

Hiding his inner thoughts, Bi Sayin calmly persuaded the Light Flash. "The Young Cult Leader is originally good at saying things he doesn't mean. Don't make this a bigger issue, just let the Young Cult Leader go."

As he said this, Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk and conveyed with his eyes, 'I'm not joking. So you shouldn't joke either.'

Of course, Geom Mugeuk would not meekly comply with that wish.

"You, right now, are the coolest I've ever seen you."

Just stop! Bi Sayin stopped himself from erupting in anger. Right, it's already come to this. He's not going to spare him just because I ask, or kill him if I don't.

"If the person trying so hard to save me isn't cool, wouldn't that be a problem too?"

After saying that, Bi Sayin gave a bitter smile. So I'm bantering even at a moment like this. Fine, I'd rather die laughing and joking with him. Thinking that, his heart felt at ease.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Light Flash.

"Look at that man's eyes."

Bi Sayin followed Geom Mugeuk's gaze and looked at the Light Flash's eyes. They were cold, revealing no emotion.

"He has no intention of letting me live."

How could Bi Sayin not have known? He just didn't want Geom Mugeuk to die like this too.

Bi Sayin let out a long sigh.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have dragged you into this."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said, "That's your second sigh."

I want to show him my tenth, my hundredth sigh, but our relationship ends with just two sighs.

It felt like he could overcome any crisis as long as he was with Geom Mugeuk. Even in this matter, Geom Mugeuk had pushed him to be the protagonist, but in a corner of his heart, there was a part of him that trusted him.

But he had forgotten. While marveling at Geom Mugeuk's incredible abilities and laughing at his banter, he had forgotten that he too was human.

"I'm truly sorry."

At his apology, which he uttered like a lament, Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"There's no need to be sorry."

Watching them, the Evil Eccentric said to the Light Flash, "Even their new, unripe friendship is so poignant, but what is this between us?"

The Light Flash pretended not to hear and said nothing.

This time, Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Light Flash.

"You will become a protagonist who will go down in the history of the murim. Because you will have killed the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman, and one of the Seven Evil Masters in one place."

Then, the Evil Eccentric added a word.

"Make sure to leave in that record that you killed them with Qi Dispersing Poison!"

The Light Flash, deciding not to drag it out any longer, moved to draw his sword.

Geom Mugeuk quickly asked, "Let me ask one thing before I die. Where are the children who were kidnapped and taken away?"

"Why do you ask that?"

"I got involved in this because of that incident, so shouldn't I at least know before I die?"

However, that was something the Light Flash also didn't know.

"I don't know."

"Then who in the Evil Alliance did that person you respect join hands with?"

Geom Mugeuk tried to find out anything he could through him.

But this time too, he shook his head. It seemed he really didn't know.

"You're just a man being used as Hwang Seokgyeong's sword."

Geom Mugeuk added to Bi Sayin, "Later, this man would have been used as a sword to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman."

It seemed entirely possible. He would have continued to build trust like this and, at a critical moment, played the role of assassinating the Evil Alliance Chairman. If he used poison, hidden weapons, and every other means available, couldn't he have assassinated the Evil Alliance Chairman? What if the Brawling King also joined in?

What was more worrying was this. With the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult also dead, the relationship between the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance would rapidly deteriorate. If misunderstandings piled up, it was a situation where a war could break out. In such a situation, could the truth behind these deaths be properly revealed? In the meantime, those bastards would just be looking to profit from the chaos.

Bi Sayin conveyed his frustrated heart to Geom Mugeuk. "I wish you would say this. 'Actually, I can use my inner arts.' I wish you would say it with a smile, like one of your usual jokes. If only we could survive because of it..."

"If we survive?"

"I'll gather people and dance."

He was a man who had never danced in his life. He was the type to think he would rather die than dance in front of people.

Would he make such a ridiculous condition just because he wanted to live?

He wanted to live. He didn't want to die like this, not even if he had to die.

There was still so much to do. He hadn't even sat in the grand chair of the Chairman's Hall yet. He hadn't established his own path. He hadn't met a woman to love. He hadn't drunk with his friend at the tavern in front of his house... He hadn't even greeted his friend's father yet.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Bi Sayin, smiled brightly, and said, "Actually, I can use my inner arts."

Bi Sayin smiled back. His rough, scarred face brightened. Yes, dying with a smile like this suits being with Geom Mugeuk.

I was glad to be your friend.

The Light Flash drew his sword and said to the Evil Eccentric, "Still, because of our bond, I'll kill you last."

"We've known each other for twenty years and traveled together for seven or eight. What a great bond indeed."

The Light Flash pretended not to hear and walked toward Bi Sayin.

"I have no ill feelings toward the Young Alliance Chairman."

His heart was beating fast, but Bi Sayin was dignified. He stared at the Light Flash calmly, unafraid of death.

Heavens, please protect the Evil Alliance!

The Light Flash's sword flew forward.

SHWAAAAAAK!

"......"

Bi Sayin's eyes flew wide open.

Blocking his view was Geom Mugeuk's back. He had crossed the space in an instant and blocked the incoming sword with the Black Demon Sword.

"......"

There was no time to talk.

The Light Flash, whose sword was crossed with Geom Mugeuk's, immediately unleashed his unique martial arts, the Thunder Chasing Triple Swords. From that single block, the Light Flash knew. If he used any other shallow tricks, he would simply die. He poured all his inner arts into his signature martial arts.

Even with inner arts, the result won't be different!

How could a human dodge a falling thunderbolt? He was confident that if he unleashed the Thunder Chasing Triple Swords at this distance, he could definitely kill Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

SHWIIIIIIK!

It was an attack so fast it was invisible to the eye, but there were humans who could dodge thunderbolts.

Even if he dodges one!

The second sword of the Thunder Chasing technique was unleashed in rapid succession. Sword light flashed, and in an instant, a dozen sword-lines poured toward Geom Mugeuk.

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

But Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword blocked all the attacks. If one side was a thunderbolt, the other was a thunderbolt too.

The Light Flash was surprised and flustered. Until now, only one person had ever blocked the second Thunder Chasing Sword unleashed at this distance.

Right, he's the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, so maybe he can block it, but he won't be able to block the final third sword.

Just as the Thunder Chasing Triple Swords, which would sweep away everyone present, was about to be unleashed.

PUUK!

With the sound of tearing flesh, the clash of swords stopped.

The sudden silence indicated that the match had ended in a single move.

The Light Flash's gaze slowly turned toward his own chest.

The Black Demon Sword had pierced through his chest. He couldn't believe he had missed that attack.

"...Faster than me?"

The Light Flash slowly raised his head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

Those clear, deep eyes belonged to a different person from the one who had been bantering with Bi Sayin earlier.

Looking into his eyes, which were losing their vitality, Geom Mugeuk said coldly, "The moment you put Qi Dispersing Poison in the liquor bottle, everything you had accomplished as a martial artist vanished. Now, you are nothing."

The Light Flash's lips twitched as if to say something.

SHWIIIIK! SQUELCH!

There was no exception for him. The Black Demon Sword, pulled from his chest, sliced off his head in a single stroke.

THUD.

It was the moment the Light Flash, one of the Seven Evil Masters and a master of the swift sword, died without leaving a single word.

Flicking the blood from the Black Demon Sword with a satisfying SHWAAK, Geom Mugeuk turned toward Bi Sayin and grinned.

"Didn't I say I could use my inner arts?"

Along with the joy of being alive, a thrill ran through Bi Sayin's entire body. It was a moment where the gates of hell had opened and then slammed shut again.

"How on earth?"

"It seems the Qi Dispersing Poison doesn't agree with my constitution."

Ah! Just how long is this man going to keep surprising people like this?

"How far do you plan on dragging me around?"

"Didn't I tell you? To let yourself be dragged along comfortably, look at the stars, and watch the clouds. One day, a time will come when you'll think, 'those were the good days.' And then, when I get tired, you can drag me for a bit."

The two men's gazes met in mid-air.

Bi Sayin didn't say thank you. He had decided to settle his gratitude at the very end. Now, a life debt was added to that gratitude. Will I ever be able to settle all of this?

Bi Sayin wasn't the only one who was surprised. The Evil Eccentric was staring at the Light Flash's corpse with a dazed expression.

He was stunned by Geom Mugeuk's skill. The Qi Dispersing Poison not working on him was a second brother, and he had blocked all of the Light Flash's attacks at such a close range, and then he killed him with an even faster swift sword technique.

Even though the swift sword technique wasn't Geom Mugeuk's unique martial art, he had defeated the Light Flash with what was essentially a basic skill.

He's much stronger than us!

He knew the Young Cult Leader was a special person, but he didn't know he was this strong.

He politely performed a clasped hands greeting and expressed his gratitude to Geom Mugeuk.

"Young Cult Leader, I owe you my life. If you ever need any help in the future, please contact me."

"I will. From now on, please take good care of my friend."

As he said this, he looked at Bi Sayin. It seemed like a polite request, but it was a warning to the Evil Eccentric not to treat Bi Sayin carelessly.

The Evil Eccentric looked at Bi Sayin. The two men had a conversation with their eyes.

[How on earth did you become friends with a person like this?]

[I don't know either. When I came to my senses, I was already his friend.]

The three of them walked out of the building.

"By the way, when are you going to keep your promise?"

"What promise are you talking about?"

"The promise that you'd dance in front of people if you survived. I'm reserving a front-row seat."

"When did I ever make such a promise?" Bi Sayin flatly denied it.

"I'm sorry, but I have a witness."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Evil Eccentric.

"You heard the promise the Young Alliance Chairman made, didn't you?"

The Evil Eccentric looked back and forth between Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin. It was already decided whose side he had to take.

"What promise? I didn't hear anything."

"In your life, you'll have more occasions to meet the Young Alliance Chairman than me?"

The Evil Eccentric laughed awkwardly and changed the subject.

"A mere instructor dares to aim for the Evil Alliance Chairman's seat? Come on, let's go. We can't stand to see others succeed, after all."


Chapter 356: I Know Who He Is

Three people sat inside the carriage, each lost in thought.

Geom Mugeuk cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art with his eyes closed. He never wasted a single moment, focusing entirely on his training.

Learning martial arts sometimes brought a certain feeling. It was a tingling sensation, a moment like a flower bud about to burst, the feeling right before reaching the next level. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art felt exactly like that to him now.

Haven't we gotten pretty close? Just take one more step.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art remained just one step from complete mastery, teasing Geom Mugeuk whether it knew his feelings or not.

The person who had actually taken a step closer to Geom Mugeuk stared out the carriage window, lost in an absurd thought. He imagined himself dancing in front of people.

He hated people who broke their promises more than anything. He could treat it as a joke and endure Geom Mugeuk's pestering, but he didn't have to force himself to dance. Still, he wanted to show Geom Mugeuk that he was a man of his word. He always kept his promises, no matter how unpleasant the task.

Of all the things I could have said, why did I have to say I'd dance.

While Bi Sayin looked profoundly contemplative, he was actually dancing in his imagination. Next to him, the Evil Eccentric thought of the Light Flash and made a silent vow.

I will never let my guard down again.

He believed humans were a species not to be trusted. He had lived his whole life that way, but perhaps age had softened his heart for a moment.

This was why he worried about Bi Sayin. He could feel that Bi Sayin trusted Geom Mugeuk.

Young Alliance Chairman, if you trust people carelessly, you will regret it greatly.

He had been tricked by a man of too few words, and now Bi Sayin was being tricked by a man of too many.

He did not share these thoughts with Bi Sayin. He was not the kind of person to say such things. This was his true nature.

Inwardly, however, he paid close attention to the relationship between Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin. The life debt he owed Geom Mugeuk was one thing, but he still had ties to the Evil Alliance and martial arts he needed to receive.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke, his eyes still closed.

"What do you plan to do now?"

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk was asking for his opinion first again. In the past, he would have accepted it without a second thought. Now, he understood that asking him first was a sign of consideration.

Geom Mugeuk surely had a better plan, yet he asked anyway. Bi Sayin knew Geom Mugeuk was truly intelligent, which made such consideration even more difficult for him.

"Since he tried to kill me, I'll kill him too."

All that remained was a fight to the death.

The only problem was Hwang Seokgyeong's skill. His skill was so great that the Light Flash, one of the Seven Evil Masters, had fought him, lost, and come to respect him.

Even so, he couldn't just ask Geom Mugeuk, 'Please kill him for me.' It wasn't a matter of pride. With no guarantee of victory, he could be putting Geom Mugeuk in danger, which was the last thing he wanted.

Besides, this was a matter for the Evil Alliance.

How should I resolve this?

He had sought help from the Light Flash and the Evil Eccentric, but now only the Evil Eccentric remained. He alone was not enough.

He thought of other masters in the Evil Alliance who might help. The problem was that some might have already joined Hwang Seokgyeong. Since the Light Flash had been recruited, it wouldn't be strange if others had been as well.

"I just want to take care of everyone who joined that bastard. I was wondering how to find them."

He didn't want to ask Geom Mugeuk for a solution, so he turned to the Evil Eccentric.

"Senior, I'd like to ask for your opinion. Is there a way to root them out?"

It would have been a great time to propose a brilliant plan and prove that old ginger is spicier, but the Evil Eccentric couldn't think of anything.

"Leave the thinking to the young folks. When it's time to beat that bastard down, I'll take the lead."

The Evil Eccentric clenched his fist. The Qi Dispersing Poison was gone, but the unpleasant feeling remained. He would not let the bastard who recruited the Light Flash get away. He had always lived by repaying those who harmed him with a hundred times the pain.

"I'll contemplate it a little more."

Bi Sayin turned to look out the window, his heart anxious and frustrated. If they tried to kill him, they might also try to assassinate the Chairman. The Evil Alliance Chairman he knew wouldn't be taken down by a simple ambush, but their opponents were no ordinary bastards.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk questioned Bi Sayin as if scolding him.

"Why don't you ask me for a method?"

Bi Sayin felt too ashamed to ask for another favor. He had just incurred a life debt moments ago.

"I see you don't want to see the stars or the clouds," Geom Mugeuk joked, implying Bi Sayin didn't want to be dragged along by him.

"If you don't want to, then don't. I just had a good idea."

Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes again.

Geom Mugeuk waited for a long time, but Bi Sayin didn't ask. He opened his eyes again. Bi Sayin still stared silently out the window.

"Hey, I said I had a good idea!"

"I heard you."

"Aren't you going to ask?"

"I'm not going to ask."

"I want to act smart. Please give me a chance!"

A faint smile touched Bi Sayin's lips as he looked outside. This was just like Geom Mugeuk. He could have taken credit but humbled himself instead. Bi Sayin realized anew that true self-esteem doesn't need to show off.

"I don't want to! I don't want to see you acting smart."

"Just listen this one time."

"Fine. Let's hear it."

"Until now, Hwang Seokgyeong probably hasn't been meeting with his allies. He'd assume you're watching him."

"That's likely."

Then, Geom Mugeuk made an unexpected suggestion.

"What if you were dead?"

"!"

Bi Sayin wasn't the only one who was startled. The Evil Eccentric, listening nearby, was also surprised.

Bi Sayin understood what Geom Mugeuk meant.

"Are you suggesting we trick Hwang Seokgyeong into thinking I'm dead?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"If he believes you're dead, the bastard will definitely contact his collaborators. He'll need to discuss what to do next."

It was a plausible plan. The idea was to take advantage of the carelessness that would come when the obstacle disappeared.

"To do that, wouldn't we have to inform the Chairman?"

"That's for you to decide."

Bi Sayin thought for a moment. Informing the Chairman meant involving him from now on. He had wanted to resolve this himself, but the enemy was powerful. He felt the time had come to ask for the Chairman's help.

One concern was that acting according to a script might make their reactions seem unnatural, but what would happen if they proceeded without informing him? He couldn't predict the reaction, especially from the Evil Alliance Chairman. What if he didn't feel sad at all about his death? The human heart was pathetic. Even with the Evil Alliance's fate at stake, he worried about his own feelings getting hurt first.

"He might just appoint a new Young Alliance Chairman."

It was unlikely, but the Evil Alliance Chairman was the kind of person who might do just that.

"Take this opportunity to see who's next in line after you."

Bi Sayin smiled faintly at Geom Mugeuk's half-joking, half-serious words.

After a moment of thought, Bi Sayin made a decision.

"I'll inform the Chairman and proceed from there."

Bi Sayin had another reason for his decision.

"If I go missing, First Wolf will be summoned to the Chairman's Hall."

"He'll talk about me?"

Bi Sayin shook his head.

"It's the opposite. I can't let that happen. First Wolf will never speak about you."

He had faith in his subordinate's loyalty. He believed First Wolf would keep the secret even if the Evil Alliance Chairman asked.

"I can't make that man lie to the Chairman."

Lying to the Chairman was a grave crime, regardless of the reason.

Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"Your care for your subordinate is admirable."

"Stop with the nonsense and do me one favor. Please keep an eye on Hwang Seokgyeong. It's my job, but as you can see, I'm a dead man."

He knew it was a difficult task, given his opponent's martial skill. That was why he asked Geom Mugeuk. He didn't want to, but he had no choice. The person he trusted most right now was Geom Mugeuk.

"Alright, let's do that."

Seeing Geom Mugeuk agree so readily, Bi Sayin had a thought. He might have to seat him in the front row and perform that dance someday. He didn't want to be someone who broke a promise to a person like this.


"A rumor is circulating that the Young Alliance Chairman is dead."

Sahon's report was startling, but the Brawling King showed no agitation.

"The atmosphere in the Chairman's Hall is unusual. The ant swarm has been released, and the Evil Squad Commander has been summoned."

The Blood Ant Army, also known as the ant swarm, were Evil Alliance elites specializing in search and investigation. The Evil Squad was an organization directly under the Chairman's Hall, elites who followed only the Evil Alliance Chairman's orders.

"Is he really dead?"

The Brawling King slowly nodded. They said he would die if left alone, and indeed, the Young Alliance Chairman was dead.

"How on earth did you take care of him?"

The Light Flash had used Qi Dispersing Poison. It was a task impossible to fail.

"They're investigating while keeping the Young Alliance Chairman's death a top secret, but the matter is so grave that the Chairman's Hall is already in disarray."

The Light Flash had decided to cut contact and go into hiding after this job. No matter how much they investigated, they would not uncover the truth.

"He should have reported to the Evil Alliance Chairman sooner. The Young Alliance Chairman made a foolish choice."

The Brawling King disagreed with Sahon. He would have handled it alone too. Of course, he wouldn't have died like that. He would not have lost any fight.

"And he has requested to see you."

"In a situation like this?"

The Brawling King tilted his head. He had expected not to be contacted for some time, given the circumstances. Since the man was cautious, there had to be a reason for the meeting.

"Tell him we'll meet tonight."

"Yes, I understand."

The Young Alliance Chairman's death pushed the situation into a new phase.


That night, the Brawling King stood in a field far from the Purple Orb, the Evil Alliance Headquarters. The area was open on all sides, a place where no one could hide and watch.

He stood with his hands clasped behind his back and looked up at the moon.

A man appeared. He wore a bamboo hat pulled down low and walked slowly to the Brawling King's side.

"It has been a while, Liege."

The voice belonged to a middle-aged man. He addressed the Brawling King as Liege, and his steady tone suggested a calm personality.

"There's no one around. You can take it off."

"I know your martial skill better than anyone, Liege, but it's still best to be cautious."

Not trusting his skills was a breach of etiquette, but the Brawling King was not displeased. The man was just that important.

"What did you want to see me about?"

"I'm here to inform you of an important fact."

"Speak."

The man in the bamboo hat revealed an astonishing fact.

"The Young Alliance Chairman is alive."

The Brawling King's expression hardened at the unexpected words.

"Are you certain?"

"Yes. The Young Alliance Chairman contacted the Chairman directly through First Wolf."

The man surprisingly knew the secrets of the Chairman's Hall in detail.

The Brawling King finally understood why the man had requested this critical meeting.

Does that mean the Light Flash is dead?

The Light Flash he knew would not have been defeated so easily. Moreover, he was the one who decided to use Qi Dispersing Poison.

"Then why did the Young Alliance Chairman pretend to be dead?"

Amazingly, the man in the bamboo hat had accurately grasped Bi Sayin's intentions.

"It must be to uncover my existence behind you, Liege."

All of this pointed to one fact.

"I don't know who it is, but a very intelligent and powerful master is helping the Young Alliance Chairman."

Then, after the bad news, came good news.

"I know who that person is."

The man finally took off his bamboo hat, revealing his identity. His action emphasized the importance of his next words.

Their gazes met under the moonlight. This was the man the Brawling King had worked hardest to recruit. The Brawling King was smarter than anyone, but the person before him was far more intelligent.

The answer to how he knew the top secrets of the Chairman's Hall lay in this man's identity. He was Hyeok Sagun, the Evil Alliance's vice strategist. Surprisingly, he was the vice strategist of the Evil Alliance. Since Head Strategist Hwang Seocheong had been suffering from old age for the past two years, Hyeok Sagun had been acting as the Head Strategist. As the illness worsened, all that remained was for him to be officially appointed.

"The one helping the Young Alliance Chairman is..."

The Brawling King had heard many surprising things today, but Hyeok Sagun's next words were the most shocking of all.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk."

It was Hyeok Sagun, the man who knew everything.

Yet, there was one fact he did not know. Someone was watching him right now. From a distance so great that even the Brawling King could not detect it, someone was clearly seeing his face.

From a great distance, where they looked as small as ants, Geom Mugeuk used the Divine Eye Technique. He saw the man's face clearly when he took off his bamboo hat.

Geom Mugeuk did not know the faces of all the masters in the Evil Alliance. However, he knew who this person was. He never thought this person, of all people, would have joined the Brawling King. He was more difficult to deal with than anyone else in the Evil Alliance.

The Brawling King joined hands with Hyeok Sagun?

In that moment, the identities of both Geom Mugeuk and Hyeok Sagun were revealed.


Chapter 357: I'll Kill Them and Retire Today

The Brawling King heard the words 'the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult' and leaped high into the air, scanning his surroundings.

He descended to his original spot only after confirming no one was around. His reaction alone showed how much he was wary of the Demonic Cult.

"Why the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

For the Brawling King, this was the appearance of someone he never expected.

Hyeok Sagun, however, knew a fair amount about the relationship between Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin.

"I understand the two formed a connection while engaging in activities outside the alliance."

The Brawling King was surprised, but his past questions were suddenly answered.

The assassins' annihilation, his own identity's exposure, the Light Flash's failure. When he factored the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult into those questions, the answer came easily.

"Right, that could be it."

The Brawling King had also heard rumors about how outstanding this particular Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was.

"Do you know where they are now?"

"They're hiding in a safehouse near the Headquarters."

Since he held the role of Head Strategist, he knew the safehouse's location and who had come to stay there.

"Is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult with them?"

"No, he's currently with the Evil Eccentric."

The Young Alliance Chairman was hiding in a safehouse pretending to be dead, while the Young Cult Leader was probably digging into his background.

"What should we do?"

Hyeok Sagun was the only person whose opinion the Brawling King ever asked. The Brawling King highly regarded his intelligent and level-headed abilities.

Above all, Hyeok Sagun knew exactly what he wanted. He would read his intentions and formulate plans accordingly.

"Since the Young Alliance Chairman wishes to be a dead man, we must kill him."

Furthermore, his ability to execute was exceptional. He handled matters he was certain about first and reported later. He was that confident.

"I've already sent people."

"It won't be easy with the Evil Eccentric there, will it? Who did you send?"

Hyeok Sagun revealed the names of those who would resolve this situation.

"I sent the Hellish Dual Swords."

They were figures just as unexpected as the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"They were still alive?"

They were individuals who had earned a formidable and infamous reputation in the unorthodox sects murim.

They too were masters who had belonged to the Seven Evil Masters. It was known that after committing all sorts of evil deeds, they were branded a public enemy of the murim, trapped by the Murim Alliance's perimeter, and killed in a joint attack.

"It seems our alliance smuggled them out just before they died. They've been used in secret by the alliance since then. I only found out recently after taking the job of Head Strategist."

He had faith that the Hellish Dual Swords could kill the Evil Eccentric and Bi Sayin.

"Finding out they're in a safehouse, using the Hellish Dual Swords. Won't your involvement become a problem later?"

Hyeok Sagun made such worries seem like baseless fears.

"Would a busy man like myself have the time to plot such a thing?"

One could tell from his meaningful smile. He had someone else prepared to take the fall for this incident. He would also eliminate a political rival who was a thorn in his side.

Hyeok Sagun's handling of the matter was not just perfect on the Young Alliance Chairman's side. The countermeasures against Geom Mugeuk were already complete.

"The problem is the Young Cult Leader. We must not kill him under any circumstances. If we do, all our plans will get tangled. We have to send him back to the Divine Cult."

The Brawling King nodded with an expression that showed he thought the same.

"Do you have a method in mind?"

"There are two ways. The first is to send him back by force. To defeat him without killing him, you, Liege, would have to step in personally."

"What if he resists to the end?"

He was confident he could win against the Young Cult Leader. The problem was if he refused to leave, using the Demonic Cult as his backing.

"I doubt he's genuinely helping the Young Alliance Chairman. He must have some ulterior motive. He'll back out once he feels his own life is in danger."

"And the second method?"

"We use the Evil Alliance Chairman to send him back. Right now, the Evil Alliance Chairman doesn't know that the Young Alliance Chairman is maintaining such a deep friendship with Geom Mugeuk. Once he finds out, he'll definitely send the Young Cult Leader back. The Young Alliance Chairman will get a severe scolding."

He had been deliberately blocking the information to use it at a decisive moment.

"If it were you, which method would you choose?"

"The second method is safer and more certain."

"Then why did you mention the first method first?"

"Because I know it's the method you desire, Liege."

The Brawling King smiled with satisfaction.

"I look forward to our future together."

What he had given him was the position of Head Strategist. What he was now to receive was the position of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

The Brawling King had recruited Hyeok Sagun a long time ago. Without the Brawling King's material and moral support, he would never have risen to the position of vice strategist.

There had been several decisive moments in Hyeok Sagun's life that would determine his fate. He was smart, but was he the only smart one among the strategists?

The Brawling King had eliminated those who would have become powerful competitors in advance. They died from illness, and they died in accidents. Because it was done slowly over time, it was never discovered.

"Proceed with the second method."

"Yes. I'll move the Evil Alliance Chairman to send the Young Cult Leader back first."

Hyeok Sagun put on his bamboo hat again.

"Then, please take care of yourself until we meet again."

Hyeok Sagun slowly walked away and left the place.

Left alone, the Brawling King looked up at the moon again.

"Young Alliance Chairman, you'll die today as you wished. No, perhaps you're already dead?"

When the moon set, the sun would rise.


Bi Sayin and the Evil Eccentric were staying at the safehouse.

It was late at night, but neither of them could sleep. They sat in a small pavilion in the courtyard, drinking tea.

Though he appeared calm, Bi Sayin's mind was completely preoccupied with the current situation.

Will Geom Mugeuk find out who's behind this? How will the Evil Alliance Chairman view my handling of this matter? Just how strong is Hwang Seokgyeong? All sorts of thoughts surfaced, complicating his mind.

Perhaps moved by the faint moonlight, the Evil Eccentric made a carefree remark.

"When I retire, I'd like to live in seclusion in a place like this."

The Evil Eccentric seemed to like this place. It was difficult to find from the outside, and the inside was secluded and elegant.

"You should buy a house in a place with better scenery."

At that, the Evil Eccentric shook his head.

"Perhaps because I've lived a life where I've made many enemies, being in a closed-off place like this where no one knows about it actually puts my mind at ease."

This place certainly gave off a feeling of safety.

"Young Alliance Chairman."

"Yes, Senior."

"Don't forget your promise."

"On the day I become Chairman, I'll give you the manual for the Three Strikes of the Ghost Shadows."

This was the reason the Evil Eccentric was risking his life to help Bi Sayin. When Bi Sayin answered readily, the Evil Eccentric finally offered a piece of advice.

"Listen, Young Alliance Chairman. Don't be fooled by another's kindness. Everyone has a dark heart."

He was telling him not to trust Geom Mugeuk. A life debt was a life debt, but one should also be suspicious when necessary.

How could Bi Sayin not know what he was worried about? Geom Mugeuk was a person he himself was worried about.

"I'll keep that in mind."

After answering politely, Bi Sayin asked a question.

"There's something I'd like to ask you, Senior."

"Go ahead."

"You've already ascended to the Seven Evil Masters, so is there a reason you wish to become even stronger?"

He had thought perhaps he dreamed of becoming world number one, or the strongest under the heavens, but that was not it. As the Evil Eccentric looked down at his empty teacup, his eyes filled with rage.

"It's because there are people I want to kill."

"Who are they?"

Just as the Evil Eccentric hesitated to answer, the gate leading from the courtyard to the outer grounds opened, and someone appeared. It was the martial artist who managed the safehouse.

The moment they saw him, Bi Sayin and the Evil Eccentric shot to their feet.

The martial artist, reeking of the hot stench of blood, collapsed. His back was stained crimson.

Two men walked in, stepping over the corpse.

Recognizing them, the Evil Eccentric's expression hardened coldly.

"The Hellish Dual Swords!"

Bi Sayin was startled at the Evil Eccentric's words.

The Hellish Dual Swords were men who had once made the murim tremble in fear.

The King Yama Sword and the Thousand Armed Sword.

Together, the two were called the Hellish Dual Swords.

They seemed similar, yet their auras were completely different.

If the King Yama Sword had a rough and powerful feel, the Thousand Armed Sword seemed cold and flawless, without a single opening.

What surprised Bi Sayin was not that his opponents were the Hellish Dual Swords.

How in the world did they find this place?

It was impossible for this secret location to be breached. In other words, the Evil Alliance's security system had been breached.

The Hellish Dual Swords also recognized the Evil Eccentric.

"Has it been ten years?"

The Evil Eccentric answered the King Yama Sword's question.

"It's been twelve years."

The Evil Eccentric remembered their last meeting precisely.

"For the sake of our old acquaintance, Junior, you should leave."

They were younger, but they called the Evil Eccentric 'Junior'. This was because when the Evil Eccentric had risen to the rank of the Seven Evil Masters, they had already been among the Seven Evil Masters before him.

The two of them occupied one spot among the seven great masters under the name the Hellish Dual Swords, but each of them had the skill to occupy a spot on their own. They were not one combined entity.

That was why they were considered the strongest among the seven great masters. If their swords had not dulled, this fight would be hopeless.

Bi Sayin could feel the Evil Eccentric's conflict. He could tell the skill of the Hellish Dual Swords from it.

Even the Evil Eccentric isn't confident he can handle them.

A heartless decision soon followed.

"Young Alliance Chairman, please understand."

What those words meant was this. I'm leaving, so you die here.

How could you be so cowardly?

He could have shot back coldly, or he could have begged him to save his life.

But Bi Sayin did not. He felt he certainly would have in the past. Why were these words coming out?

"I'm sorry that I won't be able to give you the manual with my own hands. I hope you safely kill those you wish to kill."

He was not this kind of person.

Trying to be cool even when I'm about to die? This is something Geom Mugeuk would say. Ah, I might have really been influenced by him. Geom Mugeuk would survive 멋지게 even while acting this leisurely, but I'll end up dead.

Bi Sayin did not feel disappointed or betrayed. Those were feelings one felt only from someone they deeply trusted.

In the past, he would have regretted it at this moment. I should have just reported everything to the Chairman from the start. He did not even feel that regret.

I've definitely changed!

That is why he felt a sense of loss. Life-threatening crises kept coming, and each time, he felt regret. He wanted to live longer and feel himself change. He wanted to show that change to him.

And so he wished again.

He wished that, like a lie, Geom Mugeuk would be perched on that wall, smiling and saying something like this.

If we survive this time, let's really dance.

But today, of all days, such a thing would not happen. Because he was in a truly safe safehouse. A place where there was no reason for him to come running.

The Evil Eccentric stared at Bi Sayin for a moment, then turned his back and walked away.

The Hellish Dual Swords silently watched him pass.

The moment the Evil Eccentric brushed past the two men.

SHWIIIIK!

HWAAAANG!

The Evil Eccentric and the Hellish Dual Swords simultaneously spun around and unleashed a sword strike and a dual palm strike at each other.

Though he pretended to abandon Bi Sayin and leave, the Evil Eccentric knew. He knew they were letting him go so they could ambush and kill him easily. He knew better than anyone what kind of men they were.

"......"

With a loud explosion, they were all pushed back.

The Hellish Dual Swords retreated three steps, while the Evil Eccentric, who had faced both of their inner arts, was pushed back a full seven steps.

"Your cowardly tricks are the same as ever."

The King Yama Sword sneered at the Evil Eccentric's mockery.

"You're still as quick-witted as a rat."

The Evil Eccentric leaped through the air and landed next to Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin was surprised and moved that he had come toward him instead of running away.

"Why did you come this way?"

When they exchanged blows just now, he could have ridden the momentum and leaped over the wall to escape.

Then the Hellish Dual Swords would have split up, one chasing the Evil Eccentric while the other tried to kill him.

Or they could have let the Evil Eccentric go and finished things by just killing him. After all, he was likely their target for today.

Whatever situation unfolded, his chances of survival would have been greater than now. There was no way the Evil Eccentric did not know that.

"Earlier, you asked who I wanted to kill after becoming stronger, right?"

Only then did Bi Sayin understand. The people he wanted to kill were the Hellish Dual Swords.

"Then shouldn't you have left even more so?"

He must have wanted the Three Strikes of the Ghost Shadows manual because he believed he could not win yet.

The Evil Eccentric let out a light sigh. He was right. As he could tell from their clash just now, he still could not beat them.

The skill gap between Bi Sayin and them would be even greater. In the end, it was an unwinnable fight.

So why did he stay? Leaving the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance to die bothered him, but there was a bigger reason.

This is all because of the Light Flash.

He felt dirty after being betrayed by the Light Flash. He had been cursing him out this whole time, but if he ran away like this, he would be no different from him.

If Bi Sayin had said something cold or cursed at him, he might have run away after that exchange of blows.

But seeing him send him off with kind words, he ultimately could not leave. He should not have advised him not to be fooled by kindness.

"Because I want to receive the manual from you."

Bi Sayin could not tell. Had the man changed because he was about to die? Or had he changed because his own attitude toward him had changed?

He thought that the ways of people were truly unknowable.

"If I'd known it would come to this, I would've stolen that manual and given it to you sooner."

The Evil Eccentric clenched both his fists tightly. An immense aura, one that had resolved for death, flowed out from him.

"I don't need it anymore. I'm going to kill them and retire as of today."

Bi Sayin slowly drew his sword. A sharp chill emanated from its blade.

"On the day of your Golden Basin Handwashing, I'll prepare the largest and most splendid golden basin in the jianghu."

"And if I can just survive today... I'll dance on that day, too."


Chapter 358: If I Get Stabbed Twice, You Get Stabbed Once

Bi Sayin calmed his mind and steeled his resolve.

I can do this. I can win.

This was an absolutely disadvantageous fight. The Evil Eccentric was one of the Seven Evil Masters and on par with their opponents. The problem was Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin lacked both inner arts and practical combat experience. Moreover, the two enemies had traversed the murim together their entire lives. This was Bi Sayin's first time coordinating with the Evil Eccentric.

But Bi Sayin was not afraid. He had not been since he decided to send the Evil Eccentric off with good intentions. He had changed.

I am the successor of the Evil Alliance.

He would fight without regret, even in death.

Bi Sayin's expression turned grim. His already fearsome face looked even more terrifying.

"Take the one on the left."

The Evil Eccentric told Bi Sayin to fight the King Yama Sword. The composed Thousand Armed Sword was a more difficult opponent, but that was not the only reason.

The Evil Eccentric judged that the King Yama Sword's temperament would lead him to toy with Bi Sayin. If Bi Sayin could just hold out, the Evil Eccentric planned to kill the Thousand Armed Sword and then help.

"I won't be able to last long."

Bi Sayin had been taught the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique, the unique martial art of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

However, he could only use the first sword, the White Heaven Stance. Since his level was only at the fourth star, he had to land a precise hit.

There is only one chance.

To get that chance, Bi Sayin planned to use his own unique martial art, the Four Soul Chasing Swords, which he learned before the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique.

As the Evil Eccentric walked toward the Thousand Armed Sword, Bi Sayin naturally stood face-to-face with the King Yama Sword.

The King Yama Sword's aura was formidable and filled with killing intent. Just looking at him created tension, a feeling that an unknown attack could pierce Bi Sayin's heart at any moment. Bi Sayin focused all his senses and asked a question.

"I was under the impression you were dead."

"You people brought us back."

"You people?"

"Yes, you people."

Bi Sayin understood. The Evil Alliance had saved them.

"Who sent you here?"

"I told you, you people."

Bi Sayin could feel the man's hostility toward the Evil Alliance. They were nothing more than swords being used by the Evil Alliance. The only difference was that they were butcher knives for oxen, not chickens.

The King Yama Sword drew his sword and launched himself forward.

CHAENG!

Their swords clashed once. Over their crossed blades, Bi Sayin glared at the King Yama Sword. They had only exchanged a single blow, but Bi Sayin's arm ached as if it would fall off.

How much pain are you in?

The King Yama Sword's expression, however, was serene.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

A dozen blows flashed between them in an instant. Their swords locked again.

"As expected of the Young Alliance Chairman."

The King Yama Sword's eyes filled with leisure as he saw Bi Sayin's arm tremble faintly.

"I never thought the day would come when I'd kill a Young Alliance Chairman."

"If you kill me, do you think the Chairman will just let you be?"

"We only did what you people ordered. What if he doesn't?"

Who on earth are 'you people'? Bi Sayin was extremely curious about who was behind this.

"Young Alliance Chairman, don't blame me."

"Why would I blame you? If a sword stabs me, I should blame the one holding it. I'll blame the 'you people' you mentioned."

Bi Sayin said it hoping to anger him, but the King Yama Sword was calmer than he appeared.

"Fine, let's both blame the one holding the sword."

"Will you concede the first move?"

"It's a request from the Young Alliance Chairman. I should at least grant this much."

Bi Sayin leaped back from their locked swords and unleashed his technique first. He did not spare his inner arts.

The Four Soul Chasing Swords, First Sword, Soul Severance.

A pure white sword qi rose from Bi Sayin's sword like a wave and surged forward.

KWAANG!

The ground shook with a deafening roar. The King Yama Sword dispelled the powerful attack by emitting his own sword qi.

The impact pushed them both back, but Bi Sayin stumbled several more steps than his opponent.

"If my inner arts weren't lacking, I would have been more than a match for you."

The King Yama Sword scoffed, seeing right through Bi Sayin's intention.

"You've been making futile efforts for a while now. Do I look like some lowlife who would fall for such a petty provocation?"

"If you were, a provocation like this wouldn't have been necessary."

Bi Sayin treated him politely. It was not out of respect, but to keep himself from getting agitated.

If this turns into a chaotic brawl, I'll be at a disadvantage.

He had to lead this into a battle of martial arts proficiency. He was confident that the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique and the Four Soul Chasing Swords were superior to the King Yama Sword's swordsmanship. He had to find a way to properly utilize their level.

"Young Alliance Chairman, no matter what trick you use, it will be useless."

"See all my moves before you say that."

The Four Soul Chasing Swords, Second Sword, the Soul Binder.

Five streams of sword qi swirled left and right as they flew toward the King Yama Sword. They looked like five living dragons swooping down on him.

Sword qi poured from the King Yama Sword's blade as well. They were wolves that devoured dragons. The dragons, not yet fully grown, were all devoured by the monstrously large wolves.

The Third Sword, Iron Soul, and the Fourth Sword, Mad Soul, were also ineffective.

The King Yama Sword proved with his skill what it meant to be one of the Seven Evil Masters. Conversely, the more impatient Bi Sayin became, the weaker his swordsmanship grew.

"Wait! Let's take a short break before we fight!"

The King Yama Sword sneered openly at Bi Sayin's words.

"Do you think stalling for time will make the Evil Eccentric come help you?"

"It seems likely, doesn't it?"

"On the contrary, you'll be the one facing both of us, won't you?"

The two men glanced over at the fight between the Evil Eccentric and the Thousand Armed Sword.

The Evil Eccentric's Great Iron Cleave was truly incredible. He dodged and parried the Thousand Armed Sword's attacks with his bare body while launching counterattacks.

SHWAAAAAAK!

The Evil Eccentric dodged an incoming sword, then shot his elbow toward the Thousand Armed Sword's chest.

The Thousand Armed Sword narrowly avoided it and swung his sword. This time, his blade grazed the Evil Eccentric's neck.

Enhanced qi exploded from the tip of the Evil Eccentric's fist as it flew in again.

PWAAANG!

The Thousand Armed Sword twisted his body to dodge. Emitted sword qi then swept through the spot where the Evil Eccentric had been standing. The Evil Eccentric did not leap far away to evade. He tried his best not to let the distance between them grow.

It was a hair-raising match. A single mistake could mean death.

Bi Sayin and the King Yama Sword stood for a moment, watching the breathtaking exchange.

"If you truly trust your friend, let's wait until that fight is over. I'll gladly take on both of you."

But their fight was too evenly matched for that.

"If such cheap tricks worked, would we have survived this long?"

The King Yama Sword thrust his sword, pressing his attack.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

The difference was not just inner arts. The gap in combat experience was too great.

The King Yama Sword had been through all sorts of battles, so it was not easy for Bi Sayin to find an opportunity.

PWAK!

Blood spurted from Bi Sayin's arm.

SHWIIIIK!

The moment he flinched was a crisis. The King Yama Sword's follow-up attack was ferocious.

Too late to dodge!

But in the next moment, the King Yama Sword was the one who dodged. The Evil Eccentric had come to save Bi Sayin.

WHOOOOOSH!

The Evil Eccentric rushed in as fast as lightning. He tried to send the King Yama Sword flying with his back and shoulder.

It was such a major attack that the King Yama Sword withdrew his own attack to dodge.

PWAAANG!

But the Evil Eccentric had to pay the price for disengaging from his fight. An incoming sword qi struck his back.

A groan escaped him as he coughed up blood. His protective enhanced qi had prevented his body from being sliced, but his insides were shaken.

Seizing that moment, the King Yama Sword's blade flew toward the Evil Eccentric's neck.

CHAAAAENG!

This time, Bi Sayin threw himself forward to save the Evil Eccentric.

The Evil Eccentric wiped the blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.

The King Yama Sword spoke to the Evil Eccentric.

"You weren't this kind of person, were you? What on earth did you agree to receive from the Young Alliance Chairman?"

"When I agreed to receive something from the Young Alliance Chairman, I wasn't this desperate, but now that I've decided not to receive anything, I find myself determined to save him."

The King Yama Sword and the Thousand Armed Sword exchanged incomprehensible glances.

Only Bi Sayin understood what the Evil Eccentric had said. Because he was the same.

He had experienced a sense of peace in the face of death. That was why he had been able to send the Evil Eccentric off with kind words.

"Thank you in advance. I don't think I'll have another chance to say it."

The Evil Eccentric firmly shook his head at Bi Sayin's thanks, which were tinged with defeat.

"Thank me after we win."

Bi Sayin could tell from the look in his eyes. Those were not just empty words. He truly meant for them to win.

"You're fighting well right now. Much better than I thought. I believe in you."

A flame ignited in Bi Sayin's heart. Just a moment ago, the thought of giving up had been growing. The idea that he would use the White Heaven Stance as his final move, and lose if it failed, had dominated his thoughts.

Suddenly, it occurred to him that he might have been approaching this fight from the wrong direction.

What if I don't aim for just one chance, but fight truly skill for skill?

He was the one who had proudly become the successor of the Evil Alliance. He must have become the successor because he had something special. Something that would not let him die so easily in a place like this.

Right, let's not underestimate myself. This is the time for bluffing!

Burning away his thoughts of giving up, Bi Sayin charged.

Dozens of sword lines cut through the air. Sparks flew every time their blades met. The pattern of the fight was the same as before, but it was clearly a different battle.

Now, Bi Sayin no longer aimed for a single decisive blow. Because he had been focused on that one move, he had not been able to pour everything he had into the fight. That difference was huge.

Blood spurted from Bi Sayin's side.

In exchange for his side, however, he had slashed the King Yama Sword's shoulder.

It was the King Yama Sword's first injury.

Seeing blood, the King Yama Sword's attacks grew even fiercer, but Bi Sayin was pleased. He could feel that his opponent's composure had crumbled.

Bi Sayin poured everything he had into the fight. If you're one of the Seven Evil Masters, then I'm the successor of the Evil Alliance. If you've experienced all sorts of battles, then I learned martial arts directly from the Evil Alliance Chairman. If I get stabbed twice, you better be prepared to be stabbed once. I'm younger than you, so I'll endure.

Blood spurted from Bi Sayin's arm again. His leg was slashed to the point of staggering, and his waist was cut too. For every two times he was hit, the King Yama Sword shed blood once.

Fortunately, the protective armor he wore allowed him to avoid fatal wounds.

The fervor of Bi Sayin, who had changed his mindset, was creating a miracle.

PUUK!

The King Yama Sword's arm was deeply slashed.

The next moment, the Evil Eccentric shouted.

"Watch out!"

Bi Sayin threw his body aside to dodge the incoming attack. The attacker was, surprisingly, the Thousand Armed Sword.

He had judged that the King Yama Sword was in danger and had intervened. He too had to pay a price.

"......"

The Evil Eccentric, who had charged in right behind, struck his torso squarely with his shoulder.

The Thousand Armed Sword rolled on the ground. The King Yama Sword retreated, swinging his sword.

Bi Sayin was the one who was surprised.

He came to save the King Yama Sword!

It meant Bi Sayin was fighting that well. He could tell. The other three were all paying attention to the other fight because they could not die. If one side collapsed, it would become a two-on-one fight. He, on the other hand, was immersed in this fight like a madman. His opponent could only exert eighty percent of his power, while he was exerting one hundred and twenty.

The Evil Eccentric and the Thousand Armed Sword clashed again, and Bi Sayin began to fight the King Yama Sword.

He fought like a madman, but unfortunately, his fervor began to cool. He started to be pushed back, little by little. One hundred seconds, two hundred seconds, three hundred seconds. As time passed, the one with more inner arts and experience was bound to have the advantage.

Bi Sayin felt a sense of regret. He had thought the skill gap between them was large, but it was not that big of a difference. That is why he felt regret.

It was not dying to an unbeatable enemy that was regrettable. It was dying to an enemy he could have killed if they had met just a little later.

There was a limit to what he could endure with youth and grit. He had lost too much blood, and his movements gradually slowed.

Bi Sayin was driven into a final corner. He leaned against a wall, panting for breath, as the King Yama Sword slowly approached him.

This is the end.

He only had enough strength left to thrust his sword one more time.

Was it because he had lost so much blood?

The movements around him appeared in slow motion, like a kaleidoscope of memories flashing before his eyes.

Even in slow motion, he could feel the intensity of the fight between the Evil Eccentric and the Thousand Armed Sword. The Evil Eccentric was too pressed in his own fight to come and help.

The King Yama Sword said something as he walked toward him, but Bi Sayin could not hear it. It just looked like his mouth was moving.

Then he started seeing things.

At first, it was a dot in the distant sky. Everything moved slowly, but only that dot moved quickly. The dot grew larger and larger as it approached.

He read the look of certain victory on the King Yama Sword's face.

Even then, the dot visible over his shoulder was still growing larger.

The King Yama Sword thrust his sword.

Bi Sayin could clearly see the sword flying toward his neck. The problem was that his own movements were also in slow motion.

With his last ounce of strength, he also thrust his sword.

Two swords flew toward each other.

In the midst of it all, the dot he had seen earlier moved several times faster than his and the King Yama Sword's movements. Was it a bird? Or a rock? Could it be a person?

He saw a distant wall crumble. The thing that had fallen from the sky kicked off the wall and soared again.

The dust from the shattered wall slowly billowed out, but the thing that had destroyed it was already gone.

In that time, the King Yama Sword's blade had reached his neck.

Just as the cold sword touched Bi Sayin's neck, someone dropped down and grabbed the King Yama Sword's arm tightly from behind.

The sword could not advance any further. It stopped.

In that very instant, time returned to its normal speed.

SHWIIIIIIK!

PWAAAAAK!

Bi Sayin's sword did not stop. It stretched out to pierce the King Yama Sword's flesh, bone, and heart.

It was not a hallucination. The sensation in his hand was real. He could see the King Yama Sword slowly collapsing.

A person stood behind him.

It was Geom Mugeuk, drenched in sweat and breathing heavily.

Geom Mugeuk had moved so fast that the distant, crumbling wall was only now falling to the ground.

Bi Sayin's eyes slid shut. He no longer had the strength to stand. He leaned against Geom Mugeuk's body as if collapsing and spoke with his last bit of strength.

"...Save Senior Eccentric."


Chapter 359: The Best Young Alliance Chairman I've Ever Seen

Before the fight, the Thousand Armed Sword had one question.

"I heard earlier that you seem to hold a grudge against us?"

He racked his brain but could not recall any grudge with the Evil Eccentric. How could he possibly forget something involving the Evil Eccentric?

The Evil Eccentric did not explain why he wanted to kill them. The Thousand Armed Sword would not understand and would likely just laugh at him.

There was a woman the Evil Eccentric cared for. She was a widow who ran a small restaurant while raising a child. He would occasionally stop by for a meal.

He had no special relationship with the woman. They were simply the restaurant owner and a customer.

Strangely, he felt drawn to her. He could have taken her if he had wanted, but he did not. Just watching the woman and her child put his heart at ease.

For him, who had lived a life of evil, she and that space were a sanctuary.

Then, the incident occurred.

The Hellish Dual Swords, branded as a public enemy of the murim, were on the run. They massacred the customers in the restaurant. The woman and her child died then as well.

Even though he had no relationship with her, the Evil Eccentric decided he had to kill the Hellish Dual Swords to avenge her.

He still did not understand the feeling. He did not know if it was for her sake, or because he could not stand seeing the two of them run rampant as the Seven Evil Masters.

Later, he heard news that the Hellish Dual Swords had been trapped and killed.

However, the Evil Eccentric did not believe it. They were not the type to die so easily.

Heaven had finally brought them before him. It seemed she truly was a significant person in his life.

The Evil Eccentric explained his revenge this way.

"Did we ever have a grand reason for killing people?"

The Thousand Armed Sword laughed, but his eyes did not match his mouth.

"That's true."

The fight between the Evil Eccentric and the Thousand Armed Sword began.

The Evil Eccentric was a man who did not fear swords, but the Thousand Armed Sword's blade was terrifying. Just as rocks turned to tofu under his fists, iron bars turned to radishes under the Thousand Armed Sword's blade.

It was the same for the Thousand Armed Sword. How dare this man prance around bare-handed in front of his sword? He would dice him up in an instant, leaving not even a trace behind.

However, if his opponent was the Evil Eccentric, he could easily end up looking like a fool who relied solely on his sword.

They knew each other too well. They knew the skills of the Seven Evil Masters.

The skills of the two men were evenly matched.

It was a confrontation between close-combat arts and swordsmanship, both at their peak.

Dazzling techniques hid deception, and light movements concealed fatal moves filled with killing intent. Having fought their way across the Central Plains their entire lives, their skills were as outstanding as their infamy.

Ultimately, this fight was about who could better control their inner arts and who would make the first mistake. Even the smallest mistake meant death.

All this flashiness was part of the process. In the end, a single, simple technique would decide life and death.

Even while fighting, the two men watched the battle between Bi Sayin and the King Yama Sword.

He wanted to kill the Thousand Armed Sword as quickly as possible and save Bi Sayin, but it was not going as planned.

The only relief was that Bi Sayin fought unexpectedly well.

Just hold on a little longer.

The fight raced toward its climax.

The two men created some distance and briefly separated. He saw the Evil Eccentric's gaze turn to the sky behind him.

At that moment, the Thousand Armed Sword read the word formed by the Evil Eccentric's twitching lips.

He's coming.

Yes, the Evil Eccentric had definitely muttered 'He's coming' to himself.

He could not turn to look at the sky. He suspected it might be a trick to distract him for a surprise attack. Who was coming?

What made him more uneasy was the joy blooming on the Evil Eccentric's face. It could not be faked.

Then, he heard a faint, unfamiliar sound of wind.

SHWIIIIIIIIIIIIII.

It was a sound he had never heard before. Something was truly coming. It was a sound from a great distance that he would never have noticed if the Evil Eccentric had not pointed it out.

However, he had no time to look back. The Evil Eccentric began to pour out his last ounce of strength, pressing him relentlessly.

In a fight between masters like them, overexerting oneself always came with a price.

However, the Evil Eccentric pushed himself, unleashing a barrage of attacks. He seemed to be trying to prevent him from looking back, certain the fight was about to end.

What in the world was coming? Was it the grim reaper himself?

In the midst of that fierce battle, he heard it.

The wall behind him crumbled.

Someone really came.

He saw someone fly in, leap off the wall, and rush toward the King Yama Sword. He wanted to help, but he could not. The moment he registered what was happening, the newcomer already had a hold of the King Yama Sword's arm.

PUUUUK!

He saw Bi Sayin's sword pierce through the King Yama Sword's heart.

The Thousand Armed Sword's concentration shattered.

That fleeting moment was what the Evil Eccentric had been waiting for throughout the entire fight.

"......"

The Evil Eccentric's elbow slammed into the Thousand Armed Sword's jaw.

Despite the soul-shattering impact, the Thousand Armed Sword struggled to keep his senses.

The moment he swung his sword to defend against a second attack, the Evil Eccentric was nowhere to be seen.

No!

The Thousand Armed Sword despaired. For masters of their level, losing sight of an opponent was the same as losing their life.

KWADEUDEUDEUK.

With the sound of breaking bone, the Thousand Armed Sword's neck spun around a full circle. He saw the Evil Eccentric's face behind him, then the original scenery in front of him again.

It happened so fast that he did not even realize his neck was broken. He saw the fallen King Yama Sword in the distance and could finally confirm who the Evil Eccentric had said was coming. He recognized it was a young man.

Like a lantern flame extinguished by a sudden gust of wind, his world instantly went dark.

The life vanished from the Thousand Armed Sword's eyes. His neck broken, he collapsed like a bale of straw.

"Haaaaa."

A long breath escaped the Evil Eccentric's lips.

Looking down at the Thousand Armed Sword's corpse, the Evil Eccentric recalled the woman from long ago. She had smiled brightly, saying she had given him a double portion of lamb.

Thinking about it now, he realized he had liked that woman.

Actually, the portion was too much for me. Now, may you rest in peace.

He now said the words he could not say to the woman back then. In this world, there is such a thing as revenge for someone whose hand you have never even held.

The Evil Eccentric raised his head and looked toward Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk staunched the unconscious Bi Sayin's wounds by pressing on his blood points.

"Did you hear what the Young Alliance Chairman said?"

"What did he say?"

"He was a complete wreck, and he said, 'Please save Senior Goe'."

The Evil Eccentric's eyes trembled slightly.

"What kind of thing is that to say to the person who was beating the hell out of him?"

"It looked like a close call."

"I'm telling you, it wasn't!"

Completely exhausted, the Evil Eccentric also collapsed to the ground. He had been cut in several places and had suffered internal injuries.

Moreover, his mental energy was severely depleted. As the tension left him, sleepiness washed over him.

"To the person who was winning just fine, what kind of..."

As his head drooped, his bravado fell asleep with him.


When Bi Sayin opened his eyes, he was lying on a bed.

He saw an unfamiliar ceiling and smelled the pungent scent of medicine.

I'm alive.

An indescribably joyful relief washed over him. He really thought he was going to die this time.

He remembered Geom Mugeuk looking at him at the end, panting from exhaustion. He remembered the look of relief in his eyes.

Anyone who saw you would think you were the one who fought.

Bi Sayin examined his body. He was covered in bandages, and the smell of wound salve was overwhelming. How many places had he been cut? He could remember more than six.

He tried to sit up but cried out in pain and lay back down. His whole body ached as if someone had beaten him up all night.

Just then, Bi Sayin's eyes caught sight of two sets of protective armor leaning against the wall.

Looking at the blood-soaked armor, he was struck anew by how fierce the last battle had been. He could not even remember how he had fought at the end.

Ah! What about Senior Goe?

He was so worried about the Evil Eccentric that he could not stay in bed.

As he was groaning and trying to sit up again, he heard Geom Mugeuk's voice from outside.

"You're injured, where do you keep trying to wander off to?"

Then, a welcome reply came.

"I'm telling you, I'm fine."

"I'm telling you, you're not. If you don't treat this properly now, your bones will ache when you get older."

"I'm already old enough, and they already ache enough!"

Bi Sayin lay back down on the bed. A smile had unknowingly formed on his lips. Though he was injured and a powerful enemy still remained, for this moment, his heart was at ease.

When he fell asleep and woke up again, Geom Mugeuk was in the room.

"You're awake?"

"How long was I asleep?"

"You slept for almost a full day. Aren't you hungry?"

"I'm fine."

Sometimes, when you feel really good, you do not even realize you are hungry. It was exactly like that now.

"By the way, where is this?"

"It's one of our safehouses."

To think I'd live to see the day I'd be in a safehouse of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Help me sit up."

As Bi Sayin tried to get up, Geom Mugeuk gently pushed him back down.

"Are people from the unorthodox sects always this impatient? You seem even more hot-tempered than the people of our Cult."

"That doesn't sound like something the person who flew here in such a hurry yesterday should say."

He postponed saying 'thank you' again. He felt that settling his debt of gratitude could not be done in a single day. He would have to take out the thanks from his basket of gratitude one by one as he lived his life.

Geom Mugeuk opened the window wide.

"The weather is really nice today, too."

He watched Geom Mugeuk's back as he gazed out the window.

He did not know why, but when Geom Mugeuk was silent, he seemed lonely, especially when looking at his back as he stared at something in the distance.

"How did you know to come?"

Geom Mugeuk answered, still with his back turned.

"I rushed over because I missed you."

"Stop with the nonsense."

The moment he confirmed that Hyeok Sagun, the Head Strategist, had joined hands with the Brawling King, Geom Mugeuk had dashed toward Bi Sayin's safehouse using the Swift Step.

Hyeok Sagun would have known that Bi Sayin was alive, and he would also have known the location of the safehouse.

If not for that split-second decision, Bi Sayin and the Evil Eccentric would have died.

"The person who joined hands with Hwang Seokgyeong is..."

Bi Sayin tensed. Not many people knew the location of the safehouse and could dispatch the Hellish Dual Swords.

Geom Mugeuk turned to face Bi Sayin and said, "It's Hyeok Sagun."

"!"

Bi Sayin was shocked. He had thought it had to be someone of that caliber, but he never imagined it would really be Hyeok Sagun.

"Really?"

"I confirmed it myself."

Bi Sayin felt a tightness in his chest and could not bear to lie down any longer. He endured the pain and forced himself to sit up.

This time, Geom Mugeuk did not stop him. He extended his hand, and a soft, cotton-like energy flowed out, helping Bi Sayin sit up.

Bi Sayin leaned against the wall, lost in thought.

He remembered the way Hyeok Sagun used to smile at him. For some reason, he always felt good when he saw the young man. He had felt that once Hyeok Sagun officially became the Head Strategist, the Evil Alliance would be transformed.

But all of that was a facade, a lie?

Anxiety overshadowed his anger. Hyeok Sagun was a more difficult enemy than any other in the Evil Alliance because he was closer to the Evil Alliance Chairman than anyone else.

"Are you worried?"

Bi Sayin nodded. He would have to face Hwang Seokgyeong's martial arts and Hyeok Sagun's intellect.

"I survived again thanks to your help."

"No, this time you survived on your own."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Because you met an enemy stronger than you and held out until the end. All I did was grab his arm once. You were the one who killed him."

Geom Mugeuk gave all the credit to Bi Sayin. Another 'thank you' went back into the basket of gratitude.

"You fought really well. You're the best Young Alliance Chairman I've ever seen."

A smile spread across Bi Sayin's rough face.

"Even though you've only seen one Young Alliance Chairman."

This time, Geom Mugeuk grinned broadly. Seeing that smile from Geom Mugeuk made him truly feel that he had survived.

Just then, the Evil Eccentric entered the room.

Bi Sayin tried to perform a clasped hands greeting while still seated but let out a groan. Right, both of his arms were cut.

"It's fine. Stay as you are."

"Are you alright, Senior?"

The Evil Eccentric also reeked of medicine and was wrapped in bandages.

"I'm fine."

He was grateful that he was alive. If only he had survived and the other man had died, he would have felt guilty for the rest of his life whenever he thought of him.

"I survived because you saved me, Senior."

"How could that be because of me?"

As he said that, the Evil Eccentric glanced at Geom Mugeuk. Because Geom Mugeuk had arrived just in time, both he and Bi Sayin had survived. He now owed him his life twice over.

He wanted to say thank you, but he felt inexplicably grumpy.

"When can we leave? The food of the Demonic Cult really doesn't suit my palate."

He was uncomfortable staying in a safehouse of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Before meeting Geom Mugeuk, he was a man who always put the word 'damned' before the Demonic Cult.

"As for me, my work is done, so shouldn't I be on my way?"

He had killed the ones he needed to kill, so there was no need to be greedy for a secret manual.

"I'm thinking of retiring to a place with nice mountains and clear water."

At that, Bi Sayin said to him, "Please postpone that retirement."

"Why? Did you start feeling like buying me the world's biggest golden basin was a waste?"

"Of course not. Before you soak those hands in a basin, I'd like to borrow them for a while. Since you've already saved me once, please take responsibility for this life from now on."

Having lived as a martial artist, Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone the significance of overcoming a life-or-death crisis together. That is why he also knew how important this moment was for these two men.

Bi Sayin bowed his head respectfully and made his request.

"Please help me become a good Chairman."

Bi Sayin did not raise his head. His posture conveyed his determination to remain bowed until he received permission.

"I am a man with many enemies and many flaws. Keeping me by your side will cause a great deal of backlash."

"I'll tell them all to get lost."

A faint smile appeared on the Evil Eccentric's lips.

"That's what you think now, I'm sure."

The Evil Eccentric did not accept easily. After looking at the bowed Bi Sayin for a moment, the Evil Eccentric glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "I'll give you double what the Young Alliance Chairman is offering. Come to our side."

Bi Sayin, still with his head bowed, could not help but let out a dry laugh. Geom Mugeuk was someone who could not resist joking around even in a situation like this.

"Your food doesn't suit my palate."

After refusing flatly, the Evil Eccentric approached Bi Sayin and helped the bowed man to his feet.

"There's no need to keep me by your side just for my sake. In fact, I'll be able to help you better by taking a step back."

It meant he would help quietly without stepping into the forefront. It was also a sign of his will not to throw his weight around using the Chairman's authority.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

"Don't forget the biggest and best golden basin."

It was the moment Bi Sayin, who had only relied on the Thirteen Evil Wolves, gained an ally more dependable than anyone else.

Geom Mugeuk congratulated the two with his eyes. Naturally, a few people he missed came to his mind.

Just then, a cultist who managed the safehouse came and delivered a messenger pigeon.

"This is an urgent messenger pigeon sent from the Evil Alliance through the All-Knowing Hall to you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk checked the contents of the messenger pigeon.

"What does it say?"

To Bi Sayin's tense question, Geom Mugeuk replied with an expression that said what he had been expecting had finally arrived.

"Your Chairman wants to see me."


Chapter 360: The Young Alliance Chairman Is Bewitched

"It's a trap."

Bi Sayin's expression grew cold. Hyeok Sagun angered him more than the Hellish Dual Swords who had tried to kill him.

"Hyeok Sagun set this trap to lure you in and kill you."

Geom Mugeuk thought Bi Sayin was mostly correct but wrong about one thing.

"It's a trap, yes, but it's probably not meant to kill me. In this situation, they wouldn't try to make an enemy of our Cult. Right now, they're hell-bent on killing you."

The Brawling King is a smart man, and Hyeok Sagun works for him. Their intelligence makes some things easy to predict. At the very least, this was not a scheme to kill him.

"They probably intend to send me back to our Cult."

Their plan was to separate him from Bi Sayin, then kill Bi Sayin.

"You'll meet the Chairman even though you know that?"

"I must."

"The Chairman won't like you."

Bi Sayin's expression darkened. He already worried how the Chairman would react to this incident. Now, Hyeok Sagun, the man who served the Chairman, was the traitor.

He must have driven an irreversible wedge between me and the Chairman.

What could Hyeok Sagun have said about him? He did not even want to think about it.

However, Geom Mugeuk speculated differently.

"He wouldn't have done that."

Geom Mugeuk anticipated something Bi Sayin had not considered.

"On the contrary, he would've pretended to be on your side all along. He would've sided with you, claiming you were with me to dig up information."

The sentence jolted Bi Sayin. He blinked, unsure what Geom Mugeuk meant.

"That way, when you call him a traitor, it'll backfire perfectly."

The words hit Bi Sayin hard.

"So he'll distrust me instead."

"He'll think the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult bewitched you and that you're framing the Head Strategist."

A chill ran down Bi Sayin's spine. Hearing it laid out, it sounded very likely. The thoughts of clever people always surpassed his own.

"Sometimes, praise can be a more powerful tool for sowing discord."

Geom Mugeuk's words impressed not only Bi Sayin but also the Evil Eccentric, who listened nearby.

A truly fearsome man has become the Young Cult Leader.

Even the current Heavenly Demon possesses talent ranked among the best of all his predecessors. Could that Heavenly Demon have shown such insight at a young age? He was certain he could not.

"What do you plan to do?"

"I have to meet the Evil Alliance Chairman. I'm the only one who knows Hyeok Sagun joined a clandestine power. My testimony is the only evidence. If I can't persuade the Chairman, your life and your position as Young Alliance Chairman will be in jeopardy."

He had barely survived, only for another crisis to arrive.

Geom Mugeuk asked Bi Sayin.

"Can you send a messenger pigeon to the Chairman without Hyeok Sagun knowing?"

Bi Sayin thought for a moment, then mentioned one person.

"I can send it through First Wolf."

He was the person he could trust the most.

"You can't get caught."

"You can trust him."

Geom Mugeuk immediately wrote two messages for the pigeons.

One was a reply to the message that had just arrived from the Evil Alliance. It stated that he would personally visit the Evil Alliance Headquarters to meet the Evil Alliance Chairman.

He gave that message to a subordinate at the safehouse and told him to send it to the Evil Alliance.

The other message was to be delivered secretly to the Chairman.

"This messenger pigeon must be delivered to the Chairman without Hyeok Sagun knowing."

"What did you write here?"

"I asked to meet him alone, outside the Evil Alliance. I wrote that I'll kill you if he doesn't meet me."

"You, really!"

"It's a joke, a joke."

"Don't say things like that, even as a joke. If you jest with the Chairman like you do with me, you could get killed."

"I'll keep that in mind."

That would not happen, but if he failed to handle this properly, the Chairman would not believe him. The Chairman would try to send him back to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to separate him from Bi Sayin. That would make Bi Sayin's situation very difficult.

"Do you have a plan?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at Bi Sayin's worried question.

"I'm going to start thinking about it now."

Bi Sayin was about to ask what he meant but suddenly realized something.

If it were me, I'd still be agonizing over whether to meet the Chairman or not.

But Geom Mugeuk had already decided to meet him and was now planning his next move. That was why Bi Sayin kept trusting him. It felt like Geom Mugeuk already had a complete plan.

Geom Mugeuk approached the bed.

"Are you okay?"

Bi Sayin could tell Geom Mugeuk was not asking about his injured body. He was asking if his heart was okay amid the chaos.

What would have happened if it weren't for Geom Mugeuk? Could I really have endured it? As a martial artist, as the successor of the Evil Alliance, I don't want to say such things, but.

I'm okay because you're here.

Bi Sayin could not say his inner thoughts aloud.

The Chairman might not believe it. He'll probably think I'm being deceived by you. He might even scold me for being a fool.

Anyone in the Evil Alliance would think that. They would not believe the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult approached him with good intentions. That was why this fight was so difficult.

Still, I won't doubt you.

As long as I doubt, I can't move forward. This doubt wouldn't be about Geom Mugeuk. It would become doubt in myself, self-reproach for failing to judge a person correctly.

That was why Bi Sayin could answer.

"I'm okay."

Of course, someone in the room was not okay.

The Evil Eccentric, who had been listening, interjected.

"I'm grateful you saved him, but don't forget I'm keeping an eye on you."

Normally, those were words Geom Mugeuk should have said to him. That he should take good care of Bi Sayin, that he was watching.

"Both of you should tend to your wounds. The time to fight again is coming."


Hyeok Sagun's expression was stiff as he walked toward the Chairman's Hall.

The Hellish Dual Swords' failure to kill Bi Sayin at the safehouse was unexpected.

So it's come to this.

If Bi Sayin had died at the safehouse, the Evil Alliance Chairman would have definitely suspected Geom Mugeuk. They were together until his death, so suspicion was unavoidable. The crisis with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would have escalated and soured relations, but he and Hwang Seokgyeong could have slipped away from the incident's aftermath.

Now, he had to make the Evil Alliance Chairman send Geom Mugeuk back to the Demonic Cult. The process would test his own loyalty.

Of course, he was confident. He would frame the incident as Bi Sayin falling for Geom Mugeuk's scheme.

Young Alliance Chairman, you're finished either way.

Before entering the Chairman's Hall, Hyeok Sagun paused in the hallway and looked at the steel wolves.

The idea that these wolves could stop intruders was just a legend. After all, the wolves just watched him come and go.

Hyeok Sagun thought he would get rid of these iron lumps first when the Brawling King became the new Chairman.

Hyeok Sagun entered the Chairman's Hall.

The Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang stood with his hands clasped behind his back. He faced a window behind the grand master's chair that overlooked the Headquarters.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult replied. He says he'll come to see you, Chairman."

Baek Jagang did not answer Hyeok Sagun's report.

"It seems the Young Alliance Chairman is with the Young Cult Leader."

A cold aura emanated from Baek Jagang.

"He's been doing useless things."

He had disliked the plan from the moment Bi Sayin sent word about feigning his death while with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. He never would have permitted it if Hyeok Sagun had not told him to trust the Young Alliance Chairman and leave it to him.

"Could it be?"

Hyeok Sagun guessed what worried the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"If the Young Alliance Chairman were dead, the Young Cult Leader wouldn't have dared to reply that he'd come see you, Chairman."

Baek Jagang nodded slowly, and Hyeok Sagun continued his report.

"The safehouse ambush is still under investigation. We're thoroughly investigating everyone who knew its location. We'll soon find out who leaked the information."

He planned to use this incident to eliminate his political rivals. He had already prepared fabricated evidence.

Baek Jagang showed no emotion, but he was furious.

A secret had been breached. Someone had tried to kill the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman. Someone had dared to draw a sword against the Evil Alliance.

The worse situation was this.

"What are the chances it was the Young Cult Leader's doing?"

If so, it meant Geom Mugeuk was using Bi Sayin.

"The Young Alliance Chairman is a brilliant man. He would never be so easily taken in by the Young Cult Leader."

Just as Geom Mugeuk predicted, Hyeok Sagun defended himself by pretending to trust Bi Sayin completely.

Baek Jagang interpreted Hyeok Sagun's behavior politically. The young Head Strategist was planning for the future, likely aiming to remain Head Strategist when Bi Sayin became Chairman.

"The Young Alliance Chairman must be using the Young Cult Leader to gain something."

"Not the other way around?"

After a brief pause, Hyeok Sagun said.

"Please trust the Young Alliance Chairman."

Bi Sayin would swing an axe to kill him, but he would only chop his own foot. He would be accusing a staunch supporter of being a traitor.

"You keep a close watch."

"Don't worry, Chairman. I'll take my leave now."

After Hyeok Sagun left, a hidden person reported.

"First Wolf requests an audience."

It was Ingung, the Evil Alliance Chairman's bodyguard Captain.

"First Wolf? Let him in."

"He requests a secret, private audience. No one else can know."

The situation took an unusual turn. Anyone else would have been suspicious, but Baek Jagang knew. He knew how deep First Wolf's loyalty to the Alliance ran.

"Bring him to the training grounds."


First Wolf entered the Evil Alliance Chairman's personal training grounds.

Outsiders could never enter this place without permission. Only Baek Jagang and Ingung, his bodyguard Captain, had access.

Baek Jagang wiped a steel training dummy with a cloth. It was not ordinary iron. It was forged with Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron, a special creation for the Evil Alliance Chairman that could not be cut by sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Countless sword marks scarred its surface, from faint scratches to deep gashes.

Baek Jagang knew when and how each mark was made. He knew the technique used and the heart behind the blow.

The fact that he remembered every single one hinted at the depth of his training.

He could now cut the steel dummy down in a single blow, but he did not. He wanted to pass it down to Bi Sayin as it was.

"I greet you, Chairman."

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Baek Jagang greeted him warmly. He was a man who clearly distinguished between people he liked and disliked. He liked First Wolf.

"I heard you asked to see me alone?"

"Yes, the Young Alliance Chairman sent a messenger pigeon. He asked that it be delivered only to you, Chairman."

First Wolf was nervous. He knew a single misstep today could cost him the Evil Alliance Chairman's favor, and even his life.

"Does that mean I'm not to tell Strategist Hyeok?"

All messenger pigeons coming into the Alliance passed through the Head Strategist.

"He specifically said to deliver it without Strategist Hyeok's knowledge."

Baek Jagang's expression grew subtle. He had suspected it was about Hyeok Sagun when First Wolf requested a secret meeting.

"Did he give a reason?"

"No, he just said to be sure to deliver it to you, Chairman."

First Wolf took the messenger pigeon from his robes and presented it to the Chairman.

Baek Jagang read the message and was startled. First Wolf had never seen the Chairman so surprised.

Baek Jagang lifted his head and looked at First Wolf.

"Do you know what's written here? It says Strategist Hyeok is involved in this incident and was behind the safehouse attack. It says the Young Cult Leader will meet me in person to explain."

"!"

The unexpected words startled First Wolf. He never imagined the messenger pigeon contained such a message.

"Do you think so too?"

Baek Jagang watched First Wolf intently. First Wolf knew how well those small eyes could read a person's heart. The Chairman magically knew if someone was telling the truth or a lie.

Do I deny the words of the leader I serve, or do I deny the Head Strategist who serves the Evil Alliance Chairman?

"I believe that if a subordinate starts judging the one he serves, he can no longer protect him properly."

It was the best answer First Wolf could give.

Then Baek Jagang asked again.

"What kind of man is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, from what you've seen?"

He had evaded the question once, but he could not avoid it again.

First Wolf answered honestly.

"He was a remarkable person."

"Do you think the Young Alliance Chairman has been bewitched by him?"

First Wolf hesitated. He wanted to say no, but.

"Yes, the Young Alliance Chairman is bewitched."

He wanted to add something for Bi Sayin's sake but could not think of what to say. That the Young Cult Leader did not seem so bad? That he could be trusted since he saved Bi Sayin?

No. To the Evil Alliance Chairman he knew, such an answer would only do more harm than good.

"And I can understand why the Young Alliance Chairman was bewitched."

He had answered honestly. The Evil Alliance Chairman would make his own judgment.

"You may leave now."

First Wolf bowed politely and left. He was not sure if he had answered correctly or if he had harmed Bi Sayin.

After First Wolf departed, the Evil Alliance Chairman asked the empty air.

"What do you think?"

Ingung answered.

"There's a lot I don't understand. It would be best if you didn't meet him."

"Then should I inform Strategist Hyeok of this?"

Ingung could not answer easily. It was a matter of who he trusted more.

"I find it hard to believe Strategist Hyeok is a traitor."

That he tried to kill the Young Alliance Chairman? It was unbelievable. On the other hand, could the young Young Alliance Chairman be swayed by the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? That was also hard to believe, but still, perhaps?

Baek Jagang, however, had not reached a conclusion. A strong, unusual light gleamed in his small eyes.

"Isn't that what's so curious? He asks to meet me, knowing I'd never believe him? What on earth is that bastard thinking?"

Having served the Evil Alliance Chairman for a long time, Ingung could tell Baek Jagang was already intrigued by Geom Mugeuk. He was thinking, 'Well, look at this one.' First Wolf's comment that he could understand the bewitchment had been the deciding factor.

If Baek Jagang had decided to meet him, then Ingung knew what he had to do.

"I'll set a new meeting place and send word."

They had to control the situation, not the other party.

Baek Jagang nodded silently and looked at the steel dummy.

The image of a person overlapped with the steel dummy. The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, was the person who best suited the expressionless steel.

He was the person Baek Jagang acknowledged most and hated most. Above all, he hated those arrogant eyes that seemed to look down on people.

Let's see how well you've raised your son.


Chapter 361: If You Had a Son Like Me

Bi Sayin focused on recovering his body. He circulated his qi again and again.

After several qi circulation sessions, Bi Sayin rose. His entire body ached, but he refused to stay idle out of frustration.

Bi Sayin walked into the courtyard and found Geom Mugeuk looking up at the sky. He watched Geom Mugeuk's lonely back for a moment before approaching.

"What are you staring at so blankly?"

Geom Mugeuk turned to Bi Sayin and smiled. He smiled so easily now. He was always one step ahead in planning, execution, and even relationships.

Can I ever return a smile that bright? Can I completely shake off the suspicion that Geom Mugeuk is only meeting me to use me? It's a continuous cycle of trust and doubt.

"I'm trying to make a point of looking at the sky. When was the last time you looked at it?"

"It's been a while."

"Then come over here and let's look at it together."

Bi Sayin sat beside Geom Mugeuk and looked up at the sky.

"Your qi feels like the sea, so why do you like the sky so much?"

"I like the sea too. Let's go next time. We can hit on the female martial artists there."

Imagining Geom Mugeuk flirting with women at the beach is hilarious. How awkward would I look standing next to him?

"Is your body feeling a bit better?"

"I'm much better now."

"That's a relief."

Geom Mugeuk looked from Bi Sayin back to the sky. Bi Sayin joined him, watching the clouds drift silently.

"What kind of person is the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Geom Mugeuk knew little about the Evil Alliance Chairman. They had all died before he could properly know them. His only information on either the Murim Alliance Chairman or the Evil Alliance Chairman came from historical records.

Bi Sayin hesitated, then sighed lightly. He had wondered what to say, only to realize he did not know his master well either.

"It hasn't been long since I started trying to see my Master clearly, so I don't know him well either."

Geom Mugeuk nodded at the honest answer.

"Actually, it's the same for me. I try so hard to see Father for who he is, but if you asked me about him, I wouldn't know what to say."

"Is it difficult because they're our fathers and Masters? Or is it just always this difficult?"

"Isn't it both?"

The two men looked at each other and smiled faintly. A smile now suited Bi Sayin's rough face.

"Are you nervous about meeting the Chairman?"

"I am."

"I think this is the first time I've seen you nervous."

"Before, I was just pretending to be strong. Now that we're friends, I'm being honest."

Bi Sayin shared his honest feelings too.

"I'm sorry for leaving this to you."

No matter how much it hurts, it's my duty to go. I should have gone myself, even in a cart. What would the Evil Alliance Chairman think if I sent Geom Mugeuk in my place while I'm perfectly alive?

He considered insisting on going himself or asking to go together. His instincts stopped him. They told him to leave it to Geom Mugeuk, to not cling to useless pride. He had to step in when needed and step back when required.

Instead, he wanted to say at least this.

"I'm receiving your help now, but there will be a time when I can help you."

"Isn't that why I asked for a favor in advance? To pull me along then. The more you get used to me, the more you'll realize I'm not that special. When that time comes, please think this way. Let's not let familiarity consume what's precious. Let's not ignore our old bond."

Is that really true? It seems like Geom Mugeuk will keep surprising me until my hair turns white. Even when I'm old, I'll probably be saying things like this. Isn't it about time you got tired? Please stop being so clever. Please stop surprising people.

Even if that was not the case.

The more I get used to you, the more I will respect you.

Bi Sayin still could not completely show his true feelings.

Just then, a safehouse member arrived with a letter. It was a secret message from the Evil Alliance.

"The Chairman sent word. He wants to see you separately."

First Wolf did it.

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk. His fate now rested on this meeting.

"I'll be back."

As Geom Mugeuk rose, Bi Sayin stood with him. He almost joked about not getting scolded by the Chairman, but he held his tongue.

"Please, explain things well to the Chairman."

Prove my instincts were right this time too, my friend.


Geom Mugeuk arrived at a windy field. Baek Jagang already waited for him in the middle of the open space.

The moment Baek Jagang saw Geom Mugeuk approach, he knew.

He's definitely that man's son.

Geom Mugeuk revealed no demonic qi or special aura, but Baek Jagang knew instantly.

They look alike.

Geom Woojin's image overlapped with Geom Mugeuk's before separating again. Baek Jagang imagined the two walking side by side.

Well, in terms of looks, it's a bountiful harvest.

He was more handsome than Geom Woojin, whose appearance was cold and intense. Instead of an arrogant gaze, Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes were captivating.

"Greetings to the Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk bowed respectfully.

Baek Jagang knew he was the Young Cult Leader but pretended otherwise.

"How can I believe you're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

He wanted to see how Geom Mugeuk would react.

Geom Mugeuk feigned a surprised expression.

"Who in this world would dare deceive the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

"The murim is full of masters. Such a person might exist. Is there any guarantee you're not an assassin sent to kill me?"

"If someone could assassinate the Evil Alliance Chairman while under his suspicion, they wouldn't be working as an assassin."

Baek Jagang's expression did not change. Finally, Geom Mugeuk touched his own face and exclaimed.

"Have you ever seen an assassin this handsome?"

Baek Jagang laughed in disbelief at the jest.

No one usually joked with him, so he was weak to this kind of humor. If Geom Mugeuk knew that, he was a clever young man indeed.

"Honestly, I've never seen an assassin."

"Of course not. What kind of fool would try to kill the Chairman?"

His casual words acknowledged and elevated the Evil Alliance Chairman. Just as with the Demon Supremes, he tried to please Baek Jagang without overt flattery.

Baek Jagang's first impression was strange. Geom Mugeuk was different from his father and from the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon. Perhaps it was his small eyes, but it was hard to read his thoughts.

"Talk with me for a bit, and you'll think, 'Ah, this guy really is the Young Cult Leader.' By the time we part, you'll be so sad to see me go that you'll ask, 'Why don't you come to the Alliance with me?' After a few days, you'll be offering me the Grand Tutor's chair."

"You're quite full of yourself."

"If I didn't have this reckless confidence, how would I dare face the Chairman?"

Baek Jagang had been wary from the start, believing Geom Mugeuk bewitched people. He was confident he would not be swayed.

Still, the conversation was refreshing. It had been a long time since anyone had spoken so freely in front of him.

Especially someone who would say this.

"What do you think it would be like to have a son like me?"

"I would definitely hate it."

Baek Jagang answered firmly.

Honestly, me too.

Geom Mugeuk agreed. It would be more burdensome than hateful. In that respect, he thought he and Baek Jagang might have something in common.

Baek Jagang stared into Geom Mugeuk's clear eyes and asked.

"I heard you like to bewitch people."

"I just like people. That's why I'm often suspected of being a flatterer."

"That's because I've never seen a demonic practitioner who likes people."

"Today, you finally see one."

Baek Jagang stared intently at Geom Mugeuk. The rumors about his ability to detect lies were true. When someone lied, Baek Jagang felt it. Ah, this person is lying. Goosebumps would crawl up his neck.

"Please watch me today. Judge whether I'm bewitching you or if I simply like you."

He still sensed no lies from Geom Mugeuk. He was just curious about the source of this confidence. It was not easy to be so bold in front of him.

"Why did you ask to see me?"

"I asked to see you today to tell you the truth."

"What truth? That the Alliance's vice-strategist, the one set to become Head Strategist, is a traitor?"

"That's right."

"Not some evil truth steeped in the Demonic Cult's schemes?"

"Truth shines brightest in the darkest and most evil places."

Geom Mugeuk knew Baek Jagang would not accept it easily. Acknowledging it meant he and the Evil Alliance had been played by those bastards.

"Where is Sayin now?"

"He's recovering from his injuries at our Cult's safehouse."

As he spoke, Geom Mugeuk saw a flicker of annoyance and worry cross Baek Jagang's face.

"How badly was he hurt?"

"He sustained serious but recoverable injuries."

"Who did it?"

"Haven't you received a report yet? Then again, it's better to report late if you want to fabricate evidence. The Hellish Dual Swords ambushed the Young Alliance Chairman. Hyeok Sagun sent them."

Geom Mugeuk watched Baek Jagang's reaction.

Baek Jagang showed no emotion. He either had not yet decided who the traitor was, or he considered Geom Mugeuk's words a complete lie.

"And you didn't send them?"

"It was my first time meeting them. It was also my last."

Baek Jagang stared with his small eyes, as if trying to pierce through Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk could have met the gaze calmly, but he deliberately averted his eyes as if afraid. It was a step back, a show of respect for the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"He's being protected by the Evil Eccentric of the Seven Evil Masters at our Cult's safehouse, so you don't have to worry. Ah, unless the Chairman doesn't trust the Evil Eccentric."

"At least he's not someone who would harm Sayin. I can't trust you, on the other hand."

"Please don't think of me as a demonic practitioner. Think of me as your disciple's friend. Trust your disciple's judgment more than me."

"A friend. I've never had one, so I wouldn't know."

He was a tough opponent. He seemed open and candid, yet his inner thoughts were hard to read.

"You'll know when you see Hyeok Sagun's next move."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm saying you should see who he frames. Hyeok Sagun will use this incident to eliminate his political rivals. He's probably planted all the evidence already. Watch carefully who he points his finger at."

Geom Mugeuk was not trying to change Baek Jagang's mind in one meeting. Haste always ruins things. The bigger the matter, the more a desire for quick results ruins everything.

He could leave now and meet again after Hyeok Sagun dealt with his rivals. He would meet him ten more times, or even a hundred if needed. He had to approach this matter with that mindset.

"I will see you again then so we can talk."

"There's no need for that."

"Pardon?"

"I understand. Take your hands off the Alliance's affairs now."

This was the exact reaction Geom Mugeuk had feared most. Whether Baek Jagang believed him or not, he was trying to make him back off.

"Go back to the Demonic Cult."

When Geom Mugeuk did not answer, Baek Jagang released his qi. The demonic energy flew toward Geom Mugeuk and pressed down on him.

His energy demanded an immediate answer, so powerful it was impossible to breathe. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own to protect Geom Mugeuk's body.

Normally, he would have joked, "I'm going, I'm going right now," and retreated. There was no need to reveal his skills.

However, Geom Mugeuk held his ground. His instincts told him to.

I have to endure this.

He even adopted a relaxed expression, as if to provoke Baek Jagang.

Baek Jagang's demonic qi grew stronger. The energy swirled around Geom Mugeuk like a tornado, its force shattering rocks and sending them flying.

Baek Jagang's power was immense. If not for his instincts, it was a dangerous energy he should never have tried to withstand.

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk endured.

Just as Baek Jagang's demonic qi peaked, Geom Mugeuk's expression brightened and he shouted.

"I did it!"

At the same time, unable to hold on, Geom Mugeuk flew backward and tumbled across the ground.

Only then did Baek Jagang withdraw his demonic qi.

Baek Jagang approached, wondering why the boy had endured. Geom Mugeuk shot to his feet and announced.

"Thanks to you, Chairman, I've achieved a new level in my martial arts."

While withstanding Baek Jagang's demonic qi, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had reached complete mastery. His recent training had stimulated it, and today it yielded an unexpected result.

Geom Mugeuk had never dreamed he would master the Heavenly Demon Defense Art in this meeting. The ways of great martial arts were truly unpredictable.

Geom Mugeuk gave a deep, formal bow.

Baek Jagang was startled. He never expected the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult to bow to him.

"The Chairman must have guessed why I was holding on and sent your energy until the very end. Thank you so much."

Of course, that was not why Baek Jagang had pushed him. He wanted to know the extent of Geom Mugeuk's martial skill. A small part of him also thought, How dare he arrogantly endure?

"Why are you telling me this? You didn't have to say anything, did you?"

"I have to tell you if I want to thank you. It's an achievement I made thanks to the Chairman, after all."

Baek Jagang had met Geom Mugeuk with great suspicion and was not particularly impressed. He was well-spoken, witty, and smart. That was all. How could anyone be bewitched by a guy like this?

But to bow without hesitation and express gratitude like this?

Come to think of it, he had not felt goosebumps on his neck even once today.

"Your father won't be pleased when he finds out, will he?"

Baek Jagang recalled the arrogant Heavenly Demon's displeased expression.

"If he knew you helped his son reach a new level, he would thank you, Chairman. He'd probably tell me to bow ten times if I had to. Father isn't someone who would ruin the greater good for his pride."

It was a comparison with the Heavenly Demon, a provocation Baek Jagang could never avoid.

Well, look at this rascal?


Chapter 362: To Think You Raised Your Son This Well?

"Then I will be on my way."

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely and turned away. The core of this provocation was to turn and walk away. His father would not send him back for a greater cause, but Baek Jagang would.

Geom Mugeuk strode away. His steps showed no hesitation, even as his desperation grew.

Please call me back, hurry up and call!

"Wait."

A triumphant smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips at Baek Jagang's call.

Geom Mugeuk turned back to face him.

"What is it?"

"Where do you think you're going?"

"Didn't you tell me to return to our Cult?"

Baek Jagang's small eyes narrowed into thin slits, like sideways lines. If he let Geom Mugeuk go, he would become a man who ruined a greater cause for his pride.

Of course, he knew Geom Mugeuk was provoking him. The problem was the object of comparison, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin.

He did not mind losing to others, but he never wanted to lose to Geom Woojin. Geom Woojin was his lifelong rival, a man he loved and hated, acknowledged and despised.

"Did your father really tell you to bow to me ten times?"

How could Baek Jagang not see through his provocation? It was time to be honest. Geom Mugeuk sighed lightly.

"I lied. Father would've been furious."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head to Baek Jagang.

"I'm sorry for using such a cheap trick."

Geom Mugeuk frankly admitted he had provoked Baek Jagang on purpose.

"So you know it was cheap?"

"......"

Baek Jagang's expression softened slightly at the admission.

"That's how desperate I am."

"If anyone should be desperate, it should be me. Why are you desperate?"

Although he appeared calm, Baek Jagang felt a sense of crisis. The safehouse had been breached, his successor had been attacked, and the Alliance's vice strategist was the prime suspect.

He was not taking this matter lightly. If he were, he would not even be here. He just refused to show his anxiety to the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk's desperation, on the other hand, was purely personal.

"I consider the Young Alliance Chairman a true friend. I want that friend to safely inherit the Chairman position."

Baek Jagang felt his intuition, which usually warned him of lies, remain silent. His sense worked on many opponents, but not on everyone. He was not a fortune teller, after all.

He would have to make an exception for this Geom Mugeuk.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult telling the truth? That's impossible.

"Why do you want to be friends with Sayin?"

Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation.

"Because I believe that with him, we can open a new path."

"A new path? What is this new path you speak of?"

"I don't know that either. It's a path the Young Alliance Chairman must find. However, whether it's my demonic path or the Young Alliance Chairman's path, I believe our era will surely have a new ideal."

Geom Mugeuk knew what Baek Jagang was thinking. Before his regression, he had been the same. If some greenhorn talked about ideals, he would have thought the exact same thing.

You only say that because you don't know reality.

He had lived that reality to its very end. He had lived that life, sometimes insignificant, sometimes amazing, overcoming all sorts of pain and hardship.

Of course, he knew that did not mean he could speak the right answer. It did not mean he would live this life well just because he had lived before. He knew that even if he lived a hundred more times, he could not live well without effort. He also knew that having lived before could hold him back and throw his life into an abyss.

Baek Jagang, that's why I'm trying. If I just let things be, a bitter reality awaits where you, me, all of us die, and the Twelve Zodiac Kings rule the murim.

"What do you feel when you think of Father?"

As expected, Baek Jagang's eyes glittered when his father was mentioned.

"First, you get angry and want to fight and win, right? When I think of the Young Alliance Chairman, I feel happy. The first thing that comes to mind is wanting to meet up, laugh, chat, and have fun. Our murim won't be one where we fight and hate each other. We'll be at the beach, hitting on the Young Lady Seos and having a good time."

"That's nothing but a childish ideal."

"Why is that?"

"Because humans with power are never satisfied. You, and Sayin, you'll both change."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky for a moment.

"Before coming here, I sat with the Young Alliance Chairman and looked up at the sky. We imagined a time when our hair would be as white as those clouds. Will we really change?"

Baek Jagang did not answer. His expression seemed to ask, Do I really need to spell it out for you?

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Then we'll try to change for the better. We'll try our best to change in a way that's less bad."

Baek Jagang stared silently at Geom Mugeuk. He had to admit, just for making him listen to such ridiculous talk, this kid was no ordinary fellow.

A dream.

Come to think of it, he had never thought about it. How could a dreamer rule the path of the unorthodox? It was a place where you could die just by closing your eyes.

Suddenly, he wanted to hear those words from Geom Mugeuk's mouth. 'You were right, Chairman. My thoughts were nothing but a childish ideal.' He wanted to teach Geom Woojin's son a lesson.

Geom Mugeuk knew that ideals or friendship would not capture his interest. The most powerful way to grab his interest was this.

"Father once spoke about you, Chairman."

Sure enough, Baek Jagang's gaze intensified.

"What did he say?"

"It might be disrespectful, but may I repeat it exactly as he said it?"

"Go on."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"For a bastard from the unorthodox sects, he has big dreams."

Baek Jagang laughed in disbelief again. The words should have offended him, but they felt like an acknowledgment, so it was not so bad.

Yes, if it's Geom Woojin. He's someone who has the right to say such things.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked a question.

"Is the dream you dream, Chairman, the same as Father's dream?"

Baek Jagang flinched for a moment. He knew Geom Woojin dreamed of unifying the murim. He had even warned Bi Sayin about it.

Now, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was asking.

Do you also dream of unifying the murim?

It was a question no one had dared to ask, and a topic he had never answered. He omitted the obvious reply, I don't know what dream your father dreams.

He still was not sure what kind of person this young Young Cult Leader was, but he could tell he was someone with whom he could communicate without spelling everything out.

"What if it is?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said calmly, "I ask that you dream a different dream."

Baek Jagang roared, spewing his anger.

"That dream, are you trying to let only your father dream it?"

A powerful qi swept over Geom Mugeuk. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art, which he had completely mastered, protected him much more comfortably than before.

"No, I'm going to wake Father up too."

The oppressive qi vanished as Baek Jagang burst into laughter. It was the first time he had laughed out loud since they met.

"You know your father less than I do. The moment you shake your father to wake him, you'll lose your chance to become the next Heavenly Demon. He might just smash your head in his sleep."

That was how the Evil Alliance Chairman saw his father.

Geom Mugeuk sighed.

"Perhaps."

In at least one respect, Baek Jagang was definitely drawn to Geom Mugeuk. It was the way he conceded when he had to. He lacked the useless stubbornness of merely clever people, so he was not frustrating to deal with.

He had another appealing point. He never allowed for a dull moment with his unexpected remarks.

"Chairman, I'm hungry."

This too was something Baek Jagang had never heard since becoming the Evil Alliance Chairman. Who would dare look at him and say they were hungry?

"Please buy me a meal."

The kid knew. It is hard to heartlessly turn away someone who says they are hungry.

Baek Jagang thought of Geom Woojin again, of his incredibly blunt and cold demeanor.

How on earth did a man with that personality manage to raise a kid like this?

Right, I should at least feed him before sending him away.

Baek Jagang spoke into the air.

"Prepare the carriage."

The bodyguard Captain, Ingung, replied.

"......"

While waiting for the carriage, the two silently gazed at the river flowing far below the mountain.

"I like this place. It's quiet, and the scenery is excellent."

"When I have someone I want to kill secretly, I summon them here."

Geom Mugeuk glanced at his feet before looking back at Baek Jagang.

"You're not joking."

"I'm not."

"Was I, by any chance, about to be killed too?"

"It was a close call."

It was not so much that Baek Jagang liked Geom Mugeuk, but that he enjoyed this kind of conversation. He had lived a rigid life ever since becoming the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"Do you still have people you want to kill these days? I'd think someone at your level, Chairman, would have no one left to kill."

"There are still many. Resentment tends to build up with age."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly.

Seeing that smile, which seemed to say 'I know all about that,' Baek Jagang thought to himself.

What does a young fellow like him know?

That was why he felt the urge to keep digging at him. He wanted to show him that no matter how clever he was, he was still just a kid.

"Why? Do you think your father doesn't kill? You may only see his noble and dignified side, but bodies are piling up every day in unseen places. Are the orthodox sects bastards any different? They're probably killing people left and right, accusing them of being demons and branding them as unorthodox sects."

This was likely why he did not believe in ideals, why he tried to hold only cold reality in those small eyes.

"In your ideals, I suppose no one dies."

"No. I'm going to kill even more people."

"!"

Baek Jagang stared at Geom Mugeuk with a puzzled expression.

"You're probably wondering what the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is talking about, but I hate those who have given up on being human. I'm going to kill every last one of them."

Since this was not something the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult should say, and even less so to the Evil Alliance Chairman, Geom Mugeuk concluded with a playful remark.

"The saying that where there is good, there must also be evil... I have a feeling the evil side made that up, you know? Just to try and hang on. By any chance, was that a saying you created, Chairman?"

Baek Jagang realized something. He was not a man without laughter. He had almost laughed again at the question.

"In your demonic way, it seems we would be the ones to die the most."

"That's why I'm supporting and cheering for the Young Alliance Chairman, to prevent that from happening."

Baek Jagang realized this young Young Cult Leader was not an easy opponent.

Suddenly, he missed Bi Sayin. The thought that Geom Woojin had raised his son so well, while he himself had been complacent, crossed his mind.

Just because he was outmatched by Geom Woojin, he could not let his child be outmatched as well.

Child? Yes, a disciple or a child, what's the difference.

He could not tell if it was his sense of defeat, knowing he could never surpass Geom Woojin, or because he usually thought of Bi Sayin as a son, but at this moment, he was engaged in a parenting rivalry.

Meanwhile, the carriage arrived. Ingung, wearing a bamboo hat pulled down low, drove it. To avoid attention, he had brought a common carriage from the marketplace, not one from the Evil Alliance.

The two men climbed inside. Bamboo hats with veils were prepared inside for their secret excursion.

"Where are we going?"

"Didn't you say you were hungry?"

The carriage took the two men to a shabby restaurant a little away from the market.

"It's a place I come to occasionally."

And so, the two men ate a meal there.

Geom Mugeuk was once again amazed by the surprising experiences life sometimes offered. Eating a meal with the Evil Alliance Chairman in front of the Evil Alliance Headquarters? Could he have ever imagined this when he first set out for this place?

"I also have a favorite spot in front of our Cult. If I get the chance next time, I'd really like to take you there, Chairman."

Baek Jagang gave a slight nod, but he believed that day would never come. Unless a war broke out and he conquered the Demonic Cult Headquarters, but would food even go down then? Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

While they ate, Geom Mugeuk brought up Hyeok Sagun.

"Until now, Hyeok Sagun has likely played the role of an excellent strategist, better than anyone. Thinking back, he was too perfect, and probably very lucky as well. From now on, look at him as if he were a traitor. You will surely see a different side to him."

He was not worried that doing so would expose him. Baek Jagang was not a man who easily revealed his inner thoughts. Besides, he was also examining other aspects.

"Assuming what you say is true, then the Head Strategist who stepped down due to illness must have been his victim as well."

"Yes, I believe he was poisoned."

"Then why didn't you say so?"

"Because I knew you would figure it out eventually, Chairman."

Baek Jagang looked at Geom Mugeuk. He did not know what kind of face was truly behind that veil, but one thing was certain. Despite being so talkative, he meticulously controlled what he said and what he did not.

At the center of his deepening interest in Geom Mugeuk was Geom Woojin.

He raised his son this well? That cold-hearted man?

This thought kept returning to his mind. He did not want to lose, at least not in this battle.

"When is the day he said he would come to the Alliance?"

"In two days."

"We'll see then."

Baek Jagang changed his mind about sending Geom Mugeuk away.

As he was getting up, Geom Mugeuk said, "Before you go, please give the Young Alliance Chairman a good scolding."

"A scolding? Why?"

"He must feel very guilty for not being able to come out himself. If he hears that you scolded him, Chairman, his heart will actually be more at ease."

Baek Jagang was genuinely surprised.

In a situation like this, he's being considerate of Bi Sayin's feelings? And such an easy-to-miss emotion at that? This young fellow?

Now he understood a little why the word 'bewitching' had come up.

"Don't get used to it."

Geom Mugeuk looked puzzled at Baek Jagang's words.

"What do you mean?"

"Tell Bi Sayin that, and he'll understand."

It seemed to be from a past conversation between Baek Jagang and Bi Sayin.

"I will pass on the message."

After parting with Geom Mugeuk, Baek Jagang climbed into the carriage. The light from his small eyes was so intense it seemed it could swallow the world.

Look at these rascals!

The one added to his list of 'rascals' was, surprisingly, Geom Woojin.

Although it was a battle fought only in his mind, the 'farmers' had now joined the fray, turning it into a two-on-two fight.


Chapter 363: I Used to Be the Most Impatient Person in Murim

Geom Mugeuk returned to the safehouse.

Bi Sayin had waited the entire time for Geom Mugeuk to come back.

"How did it go?"

Bi Sayin was so curious about the meeting between Geom Mugeuk and the Evil Alliance Chairman that he wanted to grab Geom Mugeuk by the collar and shake him.

"Let me catch my breath. I just met the fearsome Evil Alliance Chairman, not some random person. Let me get some water."

"I'm sure you were terrified. So how did it go?" Bi Sayin asked, limping anxiously after Geom Mugeuk.

"You'll be using movement arts again soon."

"I'm in agony right now. Stop teasing me and tell me what happened."

Geom Mugeuk took a refreshing drink of water and turned to Bi Sayin.

"As you can see, I didn't come back beaten up."

"So what did the Chairman say? Did he believe us?"

"He was half-convinced and half-doubtful."

Bi Sayin would have preferred complete trust, but their situation was far too disadvantageous.

He felt relieved that the Chairman believed even half of it. Right, Geom Mugeuk went, so how could he have failed? I believe him. Who else would I believe? He was certain Geom Mugeuk had explained things better than he ever could have.

"How was the Chairman? Was he hurt anywhere?" Bi Sayin's voice trembled slightly. Worry for his master showed clearly on his rugged face.

"The Chairman is safe, so don't worry."

Only then did Bi Sayin feel relieved. Now that Hyeok Sagun was confirmed as an enemy, he couldn't help but worry. He wanted to run to the Chairman's side and protect him right now, but he could only lament the reality that stopped him.

"You've worked hard. Please rest."

He wanted to ask if the Chairman had mentioned him, but he couldn't bring himself to speak. If he heard the words, 'He said nothing of the sort,' he would feel needlessly disappointed. It was only natural, since his innocence was not yet proven. The human heart was a funny thing.

Just as Bi Sayin started to turn away, Geom Mugeuk said the words he had been waiting for.

"The Chairman had a message for you."

Bi Sayin spun around in surprise. Expectation and fear mingled in his heart.

"What did he say?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at Bi Sayin and relayed the Evil Alliance Chairman's exact words.

"Don't get used to it."

At first, Bi Sayin tilted his head, not understanding.

"That was the message the Chairman sent. He said you'd understand if I told you."

"Don't get used to it? Don't get used to it."

As Bi Sayin repeated the words, he flinched. A storm of emotion crossed his face as he remembered when he had heard that phrase before.

"The Chairman was hoping you'd recover quickly."

Geom Mugeuk should have said, 'He was probably hoping,' but he could feel that Baek Jagang had been genuinely worried about Bi Sayin.

"Thank you."

Bi Sayin knew it. Geom Mugeuk going alone had produced the best possible result. His Master's words proved it. If Baek Jagang had been in a bad mood, he never would have sent that message.

Bi Sayin returned to his room. He entered and immediately drank the medicine that had been left to cool. He remembered the day the Chairman had said those words to him. On that day, too, he had been in a room filled with the smell of medicine.

It was the day he returned injured from a mission for the alliance. He was greatly trusted as the Chairman's disciple, so the failure shocked his spirit more than it injured his body.

The Chairman had come to the medical ward. He stood next to Bi Sayin, who lay on the bed.

[Don't get used to defeat.]

The moment came back to him vividly. The moment his master looked at him and spoke.

[If you get used to defeat, your life becomes third-rate.]

Tears burst from his eyes the instant he heard those words. The shame of failing the mission swallowed his heart, overwhelming any gratitude he felt for the Chairman's visit. He was at an age when embarrassment paralyzed reason.

[Are you frustrated?]

[Yes.]

He wiped his tears and tried to sit up.

[I will go back and succeed. I will definitely succeed this time.]

His Master gently forced him to lie back down.

[Who isn't frustrated when they lose? But if you act out just because you're frustrated, that's also third-rate.]

[What must I do to become first-rate? How can I keep winning?]

Instead of answering, his master picked up the medicine beside him and changed his bandages.

He didn't know it then, but he thought he understood now. Don't be swept away by emotion. Tend to your body first. You should be changing your bandages, not drawing your sword. His Master had answered by wrapping the bandages, showing that one could become first-rate only by learning to calmly control one's emotions and look after oneself.

"Ah! Master."

Back then, he hadn't understood that deep meaning. He was just frustrated and ashamed, wanting only to succeed in the mission again.

Just like right now. He felt the exact same way. Hurry, hurry, hurry. I have to hurry and get rid of those bastards. I have to hurry and prove my innocence to the Chairman.

Goosebumps covered his entire body. He realized the emotions he felt now were no different from the impatient feelings of his youth.

"Master!"

Tears welled up in Bi Sayin's eyes. That day he had cried from frustration, but now he cried because he missed the Chairman. He cried from immense gratitude that his master remembered a day he himself had completely forgotten. Tears fell because he was so sorry.

Bi Sayin slowly unwrapped his bandages and applied new medicine. As he calmly examined his wounds, he recalled the fight. New thoughts on how he should have handled his opponent came to mind.

This wound was telling him how he could become first-rate, even without rushing in like a madman unable to overcome his anger.

"...Master."

Bi Sayin slowly wrapped the new bandage around his wound.


Baek Jagang sat on the grand chair in the Chairman's Hall. After meeting Geom Mugeuk, one person kept coming to his mind.

Geom Woojin.

Meeting Geom Mugeuk had felt like meeting Geom Woojin. It was as if Geom Woojin was not holding out a sword and asking, 'How is my swordsmanship?' but rather, 'How is my son?'

Naturally, the image of Geom Mugeuk came to mind.

[Please buy me a meal.]

Baek Jagang wondered if Bi Sayin could really handle such an absurd fellow. He needed to be taken down a peg.

Of course, this all assumed that Hyeok Sagun was the mastermind, just as Geom Mugeuk had said.

Just then, the voice of the bodyguard Captain, In Gung, echoed from the air.

"Strategist Hyeok has arrived."

"Let him in."

A moment later, Hyeok Sagun entered the hall. Baek Jagang silently watched him approach with his small yet proud eyes.

"How long has it been since you joined the alliance?"

"This year marks the seventeenth."

"And how long have you been Head Strategist?"

"It's been almost two years."

"Has it been that long already?"

Hyeok Sagun sensed that Baek Jagang was different from usual. However, he didn't find it strange. In the current situation, it would be stranger if Baek Jagang were the same as always.

"Where have you been? When I came to see you earlier, I was told you had left the alliance headquarters."

"I went out for a meal for the first time in a while."

Hyeok Sagun knew there was a restaurant Baek Jagang frequented.

"The situation is precarious, so please be careful for the time being."

He had been monitoring the Chairman's movements. However, if the Chairman moved secretly with only the bodyguard Captain, as he did today, Hyeok Sagun was bound to lose track of him.

Hyeok Sagun was not in a good mood. Everything needed to proceed smoothly under his plan, and unexpected situations should not keep arising.

"I've found out who ordered the raid on the safehouse."

This was the very matter he had been told to watch, to see who Geom Mugeuk would name.

"Who was it?"

"It's Commander Beon of the Extreme Army."

The moment he heard those words, qi erupted from Baek Jagang's body. He, who rarely showed emotion, now displayed his anger for all to see.

The Extreme Army was the most elite organization directly under the Chairman. After the original Commander, Yayul Han, stepped down, the new Commander, Beoncheon, had shown immense loyalty to Baek Jagang.

He points to Beoncheon?

If Beoncheon was the mastermind, it was like having his own right arm cut off. At the very least, what Geom Mugeuk had said was true. He had said Hyeok Sagun would use this as an opportunity to eliminate a political rival.

"Is there proof?"

"It is here. The Demonic Cult was behind it."

Hyeok Sagun walked up the steps and handed the documents he had brought to Baek Jagang. For a traitor, he was far too calm. He didn't even get goosebumps. It meant either he wasn't lying, or he was a person on whom this sense did not work.

After handing over the evidence, Hyeok Sagun returned to his original spot and bowed his head with a look of shame.

"It seems the Young Alliance Chairman has fallen for the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

If Baek Jagang hadn't met with Geom Mugeuk beforehand, he would have listened to this report with a different mindset. With such clear evidence, would he not have suspected Bi Sayin?

He thought not. He would have believed that Bi Sayin had gone over to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

The thought was chilling. It was chilling to think that this Hyeok Sagun had betrayed him, and just as chilling to think that Geom Mugeuk had framed this Hyeok Sagun as a traitor.

Of course, Baek Jagang still stood in the middle. This could all still be a grand scheme by the Demonic Cult.

"How should we handle this?"

"We must relieve Commander Beon of his position and make him step down from the Extreme Army."

"Do so. However, let's handle it after I've met the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"As you wish. Then I shall take my leave."

As Hyeok Sagun bowed politely and turned to leave, Baek Jagang spoke.

"I can't believe it. The fact that Sayin joined hands with the Demonic Cult."

"I feel the same."

"Organize your opinion on who to choose as the next successor and report to me."

"Understood."

A faint smile appeared on Hyeok Sagun's face as he turned and walked away.

Of course, he did not know.

The gaze of Baek Jagang watching his back was not that of a Chairman, but of King Yeomra holding a scale, watching to see which way it would tip.


Geom Mugeuk stood on a thousand-foot cliff. He looked down into the bottomless abyss, then fearlessly threw his body off the edge.

SWIIIIISH.

Geom Mugeuk plummeted rapidly. He fell defenselessly, as if he had lost consciousness. Even for him, a fall from this height without any defense would surely mean death. He was doing something so perilous to test how the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would react.

Hey, Defense Art, I'm going to die if I keep falling like this. Are you just going to watch?

Geom Mugeuk trusted the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

However, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art did not activate. Are you trusting me? Could it be that you know this isn't a real crisis? Or are you supposed to let me crash into the ground and be half-dead before you step in to save my life?

It was time to circulate his inner arts and use his movement arts. Geom Mugeuk held out until the very last moment.

I'm really going to die at this rate!

Then, at the very last moment, the qi inside Geom Mugeuk's body moved on its own.

"......"

He twisted his body in mid-air to right himself as his hands and feet moved automatically. He used the Heavenly Demon Flight Step he had already learned, instantly reducing his falling speed before landing lightly. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art itself, having reached complete mastery, had performed the movement.

"Hooo."

Geom Mugeuk let out a sigh of relief.

"You punk, I almost died of shock."

But soon after, Geom Mugeuk cheered. He had been happy in front of Baek Jagang, but that was not even a tenth of his true joy. Geom Mugeuk jumped up and down at the bottom of the cliff, delighted.

"This is the martial arts of the Heavenly Demon!"

His voice echoed thunderously. Regardless of his life before regression, Geom Mugeuk was a martial artist. An achievement in martial arts made him happiest. Since it was the unique martial arts of the Heavenly Demon, his joy was beyond words.

Now that he had achieved complete mastery, it would wake him automatically if it sensed killing intent while he slept. It would also react more reliably to protect him in dangerous moments. Not only that, but there were likely other benefits of complete mastery that he had yet to experience.

"I'll be counting on you from now on, my dear Defense Art."

His father had said it. Once you achieve complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, you will never die. It was as if he had gained another life.

He also believed that the complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would positively influence the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The two martial arts were fundamentally very close.

Now, only the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art remained.

If only I can manifest the Heavenly Demon Soul before my very eyes. Not the Heavenly Demon Soul of the tenth star, but the one that has achieved the Twelfth Star complete mastery.

For that moment, he had to raise the level of the Heavenly Space Secret Art even further. At this rate, there wasn't enough time.

I am moving forward like this, one step at a time.

Perhaps because he had achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, he missed his father even more today.

If I told him I achieved complete mastery, he would clench his fists and say, 'Shall we test it out?' I wouldn't even mind being hit by that tremendous fist.

Father, I miss you!


The next day, Geom Mugeuk left the safehouse to meet the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"Be careful."

"Your eyes are very swollen."

"More nonsense! We don't know what Hyeok Sagun might have plotted!"

"It's not a matter of what he might have plotted. He's probably already done it. He would have given the Evil Alliance Chairman evidence that you and I conspired together. That's the only way he can drive me away from you."

Bi Sayin sighed lightly.

"If only I could go, I would want to follow you."

He wanted to see the Evil Alliance Chairman. This was the first time since meeting Baek Jagang that he had ever missed him this much.

"Don't rush. The opponent has spent many years crafting this conspiracy. Don't try to catch up to it all at once."

Bi Sayin could see that Geom Mugeuk and Baek Jagang had something in common. They tried to be calm, especially in crucial moments. They didn't look for answers from the outside. They trusted themselves and found the answers within.

"If you get a chance, please tell the Chairman that I will live according to the words he gave me."

"I will."

With that, Geom Mugeuk left the safehouse. Bi Sayin didn't go back into his room but watched him leave. Just then, the Evil Eccentric came and stood next to Bi Sayin.

"Don't be too anxious. An opportunity will soon come for the Young Alliance Chairman as well."

"It's alright if an opportunity doesn't come. Until two days ago, I was the most impatient person in this murim, but not anymore."

Bi Sayin gave a relaxed smile to the Evil Eccentric, who looked at him with a puzzled expression.

"Because now is not the time to draw my sword, but to wrap my bandages, and the sword drawn by a man who has wrapped his own bandages will be far more terrifying."


Chapter 364: This is the First Lie

Two men walked down a hallway. Bodyguard Captain In Gung led the way, with Geom Mugeuk following him.

As they neared the Chairman's Hall, Geom Mugeuk stopped and looked up at a steel wolf.

"So this is the famous wolf of the Evil Alliance," Geom Mugeuk said. "I heard it comes to life to stop intruders in an emergency. Is that true?"

In Gung didn't answer Geom Mugeuk's question. He hadn't said a single word while guiding Geom Mugeuk. In Gung rarely showed himself, but today was a special case.

"Hey wolf, if you come alive later, don't bite me." Geom Mugeuk then thrust his hand into the wolf's mouth.

Suddenly.

"Uwaaaaaah!"

Geom Mugeuk screamed in pain.

Despite the realistic acting, In Gung just stared silently at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk pulled his hand from the wolf's mouth and smacked his lips. "I just played a little prank since you're so quiet."

In Gung started walking again with a stoic expression, and Geom Mugeuk followed him.

Inside the wolf's mouth, Geom Mugeuk had felt a strange energy, one only a master of his level could perceive.

A large door opened, and the two men entered the Chairman's Hall. In Gung stepped behind Geom Mugeuk and vanished.

It was a high-level concealment technique, like the one Geom Mugeuk's father's bodyguard, Hwi, used.

Far in the distance, Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang sat on the grand chair.

Geom Mugeuk spoke as he walked toward him. "A red carpet lies on the path to our Cult's Cult Leader. Everyone calls it the path of blood. I don't know why. Maybe because the path to becoming the Heavenly Demon is so dangerous, or because the one who walks it decides the fate of so many."

From the distance, Baek Jagang replied. "Have you ever looked beneath that carpet?"

"No."

"There are probably mechanisms hidden beneath it that even masters can't avoid."

Geom Mugeuk stopped, crouched, and examined the floor. "There are some here too!"

The floor was densely packed with small holes designed to launch poison needles. If they all fired at once, it seemed unlikely any master could survive. It was a poison meant to protect the Chairman's Hall, not one a single sip of antidote could cure.

"They're more trustworthy than people."

Right, it would be stranger if the Evil Alliance Chairman trusted people.

"When I return, I'll be sure to lift the carpet."

Geom Mugeuk stood and started walking again. He reached the grand chair's foot and bowed politely.

"I never thought I'd have a reason to enter the Evil Alliance's Chairman's Hall."

"Same here. I never thought I'd welcome you."

"Chairmen always look their best on the grand chair."

Geom Mugeuk acted as comfortable as if he were before the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader.

"Aren't you afraid of me?"

"Of course, I am. You're the most frightening person after my father."

"Then why do you act like you're not afraid?"

"In my experience, the people who seemed scary never actually harmed me. The ones who tried to hurt me were all smiling with pleasant faces."

Baek Jagang smiled to make a point. His eyes curved into short crescent moons.

"Did they smile like this?"

"That makes me feel even more relieved."

"......"

"Because you're even scarier when you smile, Chairman."

How could anyone beat Geom Mugeuk with words?

How could such a son be born to that quiet man, Geom Woojin?

After the greetings, Geom Mugeuk asked seriously, "Who did Hyeok Sagun point to?"

"He pointed to the person who follows me most loyally."

The betrayal of Ju Beoncheon of the Extreme Army was a greater shock than hearing Bi Sayin had been bewitched by Geom Mugeuk.

"All the evidence points to you as the masterminds. So why should I believe you?"

"Don't believe me. Believe your disciple."

Geom Mugeuk relayed Bi Sayin's words. "He said he'll live as you told him to. His eyes were swollen, probably from crying over your words. With his eyes swollen on that face... I had to force myself not to tease him for being ugly."

Baek Jagang stared into Geom Mugeuk's eyes. "I believe Sayin. It's you I can't trust."

"If I had plotted to take over the Evil Alliance, I wouldn't have chosen a scheme that divides a master and disciple."

"......"

Geom Mugeuk could have given many reasons, but he chose the most emotional one. "It's just not cool."

Baek Jagang had expected a strange answer, but because it wasn't cool? One corner of his mouth curled up.

Geom Mugeuk continued. "If it were me, I would've sent a duel request. I'd have suggested we fight like martial artists in that field where you summoned me. The winner takes the murim! That's my way. That's why I don't dream of unifying the murim. It's a dream that can never be achieved with such a naive heart."

After a brief pause, Baek Jagang asked, "Isn't that why it's a dream that can be achieved?"

Geom Mugeuk saw it. For a moment, a certain heat rose in Baek Jagang's small pupils.

Baek Jagang was thinking something similar. He was also the kind of man who believed the winner of a single fight should take all.

"I thought you viewed the murim coldly and realistically, Chairman, but you have an emotional side too."

Baek Jagang didn't answer. He had never considered it. No one had ever dared to speak of his duality.

"If that's the case, then you should give up on your dream of unifying the murim too, Chairman!"

A roar erupted from Baek Jagang. "You brat!"

Baek Jagang's shout echoed like thunder. "How dare you say such a thing in my Chairman's Hall!"

He appeared angry, but Baek Jagang wasn't. When would he ever hear someone tell him to give up his dream? It was something that had never been said before and would never be said again.

"I misspoke! Please forgive me."

More interesting was the relaxed look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes as he apologized. Just as Baek Jagang wasn't truly angry, Geom Mugeuk wasn't truly sorry.

Geom Mugeuk was reading his mind perfectly. It was only their second meeting, yet he acted like someone Baek Jagang had known for a long time.

"You probably find it hard to believe me for this reason. Someone really tried to swallow the Evil Alliance? Even pushing out the Head Strategist? Right?"

Now, Geom Mugeuk made his move.

"Did you know? Our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and even the Outer Regions' Heavenly Wind Cult have all experienced similar incidents."

Baek Jagang, who had been composed, shot up from the grand chair. This time, he couldn't hide his surprise. 'What is this nonsense?' was written all over his face.

"A shadowy force exists. An organization plotting against the entire murim at once."

Geom Mugeuk then revealed the bigger problem to the disbelieving Baek Jagang.

"Your problem, Chairman, isn't that such a shadowy force exists."

"Then what is the problem?"

"The bigger problem is that you haven't been briefed on it. Why wouldn't Hyeok Sagun report to you, Chairman?"

"!"

"Spies must have reported it, so you should be able to confirm the details. If they were meticulous enough to eliminate all reporting spies and subordinate strategists, then secretly request cooperation from our Cult and the Murim Alliance. They'll surely inform you of the facts officially."

If that was true, it would be irrefutable proof that Hyeok Sagun was behind this. For a strategist not to report something so important was a grave crime in itself.

Baek Jagang immediately summoned bodyguard Captain In Gung and gave a telepathic order. In Gung vanished instantly. The Evil Alliance Chairman handled matters without hesitation.

Although Baek Jagang ordered an investigation, he didn't completely trust Geom Mugeuk yet. This matter would decide not only his fate but that of the Evil Alliance.

"If we assume you're right, and Hyeok Sagun is the head, then who's the body?"

"It's the Evil Alliance Pass instructor, Hwang Seokgyeong."

Baek Jagang knew Hwang Seokgyeong. To know a mere instructor's name meant he performed his duties excellently.

"Then why didn't you say so when we first met?"

"Because this problem had to be unraveled one piece at a time."

"He's a very dangerous man. I believed it was better to inform you at the right time rather than provoke him rashly."

"And now is the time?"

"At least now, you're half-believing and half-doubting."

Their gazes met in mid-air.

"This is why I have to doubt you."

"This is why you must believe me. Would someone like me scheme so obviously?"

Though it was only their second meeting, Baek Jagang agreed with Geom Mugeuk. He thought that if Geom Mugeuk had plotted this, it would have been more meticulous.

"Strategist Hyeok will arrive soon."

The time for a three-way confrontation had come. The fact that Baek Jagang hadn't made them wait here from the start suggested his trust in Bi Sayin was significant.

"Ah! I'd like to call my strategist too! I might seem smart because I talk well, but I'm actually closer to this side."

He tapped the Black Demon Sword at his waist.

Baek Jagang considered it useless banter, but Geom Mugeuk genuinely thought of Go Wol. He now had to win a war of words against the Evil Alliance's deputy strategist.


A moment later, Hyeok Sagun entered.

Hyeok Sagun walked in calmly, paid his respects to Baek Jagang, and then greeted Geom Mugeuk.

"I am Hyeok Sagun, the deputy strategist."

"I am Geom Mugeuk from the Divine Cult."

Hyeok Sagun observed Geom Mugeuk carefully, but he couldn't discern anything from Geom Mugeuk, who had reached Origin Reversal.

"I've heard many rumors about the Young Cult Leader's outstanding talent."

"Rumors tend to be exaggerated."

"I don't think so. You have the nerve to visit our headquarters after orchestrating such a thing."

"What thing did I orchestrate?"

"Did you not bewitch the Young Alliance Chairman?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and nodded. "I admit it. He's a person I quite like."

"Then are you admitting the Divine Cult was involved in this incident?"

"What if I was, and what if I wasn't? But if that were the case, wouldn't it be too unfair for the Young Alliance Chairman, who barely escaped death?"

"I know the raid on the safehouse was also staged by you."

"If, as you say, the Young Alliance Chairman and I joined hands, why would we do that? We would've quietly targeted the person sitting over there."

"You tell me. Why did you do it?"

Baek Jagang sat between them like a judge, watching their verbal battle.

"There is clear evidence of your involvement," Hyeok Sagun said.

"I have evidence too," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"What evidence?"

"The clear evidence you mentioned is my evidence."

"What on earth does that mean?"

"Because if we had orchestrated it, such clear evidence would never have been found."

Hyeok Sagun scoffed. "Do you think such ridiculous sophistry will work? Present your evidence."

"Fine, I'll present my evidence."

Hyeok Sagun grew inwardly tense.

Could he really have evidence?

After heightening the tension, Geom Mugeuk said abruptly, "I saw it."

"What?"

"I saw you plotting it."

Hyeok Sagun was inwardly shocked that Geom Mugeuk pointed at him. "Are you trying to frame me now?"

"I'm not framing you. I'm saying I saw you orchestrate this incident."

Hyeok Sagun smiled, looked at Baek Jagang, and said, "As you can see, the Young Cult Leader is being unreasonable."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk caught him off guard. "Why don't you ask? Shouldn't you ask when and what I saw you plotting? Doesn't an innocent person usually ask that first? Or did you skip it because you already know what it's about?"

Hyeok Sagun faltered. He should have done as Geom Mugeuk said, but he had been too hasty.

"Because it's not even worth mentioning."

Baek Jagang, who had been watching, said quietly, "Your testimony can't be considered evidence."

When Baek Jagang took his side, Hyeok Sagun smiled faintly, feeling triumphant. As long as there was clear evidence, Baek Jagang would have to believe him. The more this Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult displayed his dazzling eloquence, the more suspicion would grow.

"You should leave now," Hyeok Sagun said. "The only reason you're still alive is because you are the Young Cult Leader. If you go any further, not even the title of the Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader will protect you."

"Fine, I'll go."

Hyeok Sagun wondered why he was giving up so easily.

"I may be leaving," Geom Mugeuk said, "but I'll meet the people who are on their way before I go."

"Who is coming?" Hyeok Sagun asked.

Then, a surprising statement came from Geom Mugeuk. "Our Cult's Divine Physician and the Poison King are on their way."

Hyeok Sagun flinched. The Divine Physician was known to be more skilled than the divine doctors of the Evil Alliance or the Murim Alliance, and the Poison King was with him?

"They say your Head Strategist stepped down due to old age, but I believe he fell ill from poison. The Poison King and the Divine Physician will confirm it."

"!"

Hyeok Sagun was shaken. He had been struck from a completely unexpected angle.

"Those two are on your side. How can we trust them?"

"Of course, they're people of our Cult. However, they're individuals who value their own honor more than anyone."

"If they received an order from the Cult Leader, they might lie."

"That is for the Chairman to judge."

The gazes of both men turned to Baek Jagang.

The most surprised person in the room was not Hyeok Sagun, but Baek Jagang.

When Geom Mugeuk said the Poison King and the Divine Physician were coming, a chill ran down his spine. He had detected Geom Mugeuk's lie.

It turned out Geom Mugeuk was someone his senses could read. He could guess the reason for the lie. It was to corner Hyeok Sagun using the Divine Physician and the Poison King.

What shocked Baek Jagang was that this was his first lie. Which meant?

I think of the Young Alliance Chairman as a true friend. I hope that friend can safely inherit the Chairman's position.

I will wake my father too. I will ask him to dream a different dream.

Our murim will not fight or hate each other. We'll have fun flirting with the Young Lady Seos by the sea.

There's a regular spot in front of our Cult. If I get the chance next time, I'd really like to take you there, Chairman.

The words Geom Mugeuk had spoken flashed through his mind.

So everything he's said until now was sincere?


Chapter 365: Just Thinking About It Makes Me Angry

Baek Jagang could not believe it.

Does the current Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult really think that way?

He questioned if Geom Mugeuk sincerely considered Bi Sayin a friend, did not want to fight him, and wanted to buy him a drink. This was Geom Mugeuk, the rumored greatest successor in the Heavenly Demon's history. This was the Young Cult Leader who had even bewitched the Young Alliance Chairman and the First Wolf.

Hyeok Sagun was the first to see the disbelief in Baek Jagang's eyes.

Perfect!

He completely misinterpreted this disbelief. How could Baek Jagang possibly believe the Physician of Evil or the Poison King?

Refuse him! Hurry and say no!

Hyeok Sagun grew anxious. If both the Poison King and the Physician of Evil examined the Head Strategist, they would surely expose the poisoning.

At that point, even I won't be able to do anything. For your own sake, you must refuse.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk also read the disbelief in Baek Jagang's eyes. Geom Mugeuk did not know about Baek Jagang's ability to detect lies, so he tried his best to persuade him.

[It was a lie to drive them into a corner. Please, just this once, trust me. Please pretend to accept the Physician of Evil and the Poison King.]

Even without the telepathic confession, Baek Jagang now believed Geom Mugeuk. He knew for certain who was telling the truth.

Baek Jagang finally spoke. With Hyeok Sagun present, he did not agree so easily.

"What will you do if the two of them come and confirm he wasn't poisoned?"

Geom Mugeuk could tell Baek Jagang was willing to grant his request. The two were not coming anyway. Now he needed a condition Hyeok Sagun would also find acceptable.

"I'll reduce our Cult's influence in the Jiangxi region by half."

The Jiangxi region was a strategic point for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult in its dealings with the Evil Alliance.

"Can you put that in an official document?" Baek Jagang asked.

"I can."

Baek Jagang again felt a chill run down his spine. His senses worked perfectly.

As if to prove it, Geom Mugeuk's telepathy followed.

[I can't do that for you. If I did that without Father's permission, I'd be kicked out that very day! Unless, perhaps, you'd adopt me as your son.]

Baek Jagang struggled to suppress a smile. What an incorrigible fellow, making such a joke at a critical moment.

"Very well. We'll have them confirm it when they arrive."

Hyeok Sagun showed his dissatisfaction with the unexpected decision.

"Surely, you don't believe the Young Cult Leader's words, do you?"

Baek Jagang stared at Hyeok Sagun with his small eyes. Hyeok Sagun instantly realized he had spoken rashly. If his own words were true, there was no reason to get agitated.

As a strategist, he should have welcomed this decision. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult halving its influence in the Jiangxi region was a great benefit to the Evil Alliance.

"I will follow the Chairman's will."

Baek Jagang asked Geom Mugeuk, "When will they arrive?"

"It will take about ten days."

Geom Mugeuk had deliberately set the time as long as possible. He wanted Bi Sayin to recover from his injuries and join the fight. This was not his fight, but Bi Sayin's. It was also Baek Jagang's and the Evil Alliance's.

"Good. You will stay in the Alliance until then."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Hyeok Sagun with suspicious eyes.

"In the meantime, the vice strategist could kill the Head Strategist to destroy the evidence."

Geom Mugeuk had hit the nail on the head. Hyeok Sagun had been thinking about how to get rid of the Head Strategist without arousing suspicion.

"What nonsense are you spouting? The Head Strategist is like a teacher to me."

"Exactly. So why did you do that to someone who is like a teacher to you?"

Hyeok Sagun glared at Geom Mugeuk with cold eyes.

He had always handled clever strategists with ease, but the much younger Geom Mugeuk was abrasive and difficult to deal with.

Was he intimidated by the title of Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? No. Something about this man was suffocating. He was the kind of person who would make it difficult to even place an order if you met him as an inn waiter.

Baek Jagang ended the tense battle of wills.

"Stay near the Alliance until the Poison King and the Physician of Evil arrive."

"Thank you, Chairman."

Hyeok Sagun felt the tide had turned. A new phase had begun.

"That will be all for today. Strategist Hyeok, stay for a moment."

Baek Jagang sent Geom Mugeuk out but kept Hyeok Sagun. It seemed like he trusted Hyeok Sagun, but it was the opposite. Now was the time to reassure and placate the enemy.

"Thanks to that young brat's bravado, we stand to gain a great profit."

His term for Geom Mugeuk had changed from 'Young Cult Leader' to 'brat'. He was showing that he trusted Hyeok Sagun, not Geom Mugeuk.

If that were true, you shouldn't have accepted the Poison King and the Physician of Evil.

Hyeok Sagun disguised his frustration as concern for the Evil Alliance.

"With all due respect, you shouldn't have accepted the Poison King and the Physician of Evil. The Poison King is the most dangerous man in this murim. We don't know what he might do if he enters our headquarters. Above all, I'm concerned for your safety, Chairman."

He put his concern for the Chairman first, trying to change his mind.

It was a futile effort, as Hyeok Sagun had no way of knowing Baek Jagang's true thoughts.

"When they arrive, watch them closely."

If they were really coming, Baek Jagang would have stopped them. Letting the Poison King into the Evil Alliance was unthinkable. He would not even be able to drink water in peace. Hyeok Sagun could figure that out too, which was why Baek Jagang made a preemptive move.

"But why is the Young Cult Leader being so stubborn?"

A sharp, probing gaze flew toward Hyeok Sagun.

This isn't really your doing, is it?

Baek Jagang had always been a suspicious person. Trusting Hyeok Sagun blindly would feel out of place. It was a suspicion meant to prevent suspicion.

"It seems he's trying to buy time."

"For what?"

"I will look into it."

No matter how smart Hyeok Sagun was, he was no match for the experienced Baek Jagang. Baek Jagang relentlessly unsettled him to keep him from having other thoughts.

This time, Baek Jagang unleashed a cold, murderous aura, revealing his anger toward Geom Mugeuk.

"Calling the Physician of Evil and the Poison King to confirm is a truly arrogant ploy. It disregards the credibility of our Alliance, doesn't it?"

"You're right. Besides, even if he promises the Jiangxi matter in a document, he might not keep that promise."

Hyeok Sagun pointed out new problems, trying to change Baek Jagang's mind, but it was not easy.

"The Young Cult Leader is a man full of pride. He'll keep his promise, if only for his ego. That man, Geom Woojin, is going to be furious."

Hyeok Sagun forcefully suppressed a sigh.

If the Poison King and the Physician of Evil came and revealed the Head Strategist was poisoned, he would be finished. He was the one who had received the poison from Hwang Seokgyeong and administered it.

Until now, there had been many things that hindered his rise. People blocking his path, trying to trip him up. Each time, he had overcome them with Hwang Seokgyeong's help. However, this time was different. The scale of the obstruction was catastrophic. It was bigger than all the bad things that had happened until now combined.

"Then I will take my leave."

Hyeok Sagun bowed politely and turned to leave when Baek Jagang spoke from behind him.

"Investigate it thoroughly. We can't let that young brat make a fool of us, can we?"

"Don't worry, Chairman."

Hyeok Sagun bowed with a reassuring expression, then turned away again.

Because of that young brat, the Chairman is now going to die.


That night, Hyeok Sagun appeared at the same place where he had met the Brawling King before. Across the field, he could see Hwang Seokgyeong.

Hwang Seokgyeong had arrived first and was waiting for him again. He was never late. Seeing him, Hyeok Sagun felt the suffocating feeling from dealing with Geom Mugeuk all day begin to dissipate.

Now he understood. The suffocation had been an instinctual signal that he needed help. Only someone of Hwang Seokgyeong's caliber could place the desired order with that waiter.

Hyeok Sagun cut to the chase.

"The Young Cult Leader has summoned the Physician of Evil and the Poison King."

The Brawling King's expression hardened. He instantly realized why they were coming.

"It's because of the Head Strategist."

"That's right. That Young Cult Leader is no ordinary man."

The Brawling King first asked for Hyeok Sagun's opinion. Even when he had already decided, he always asked the strategist first.

"What should we do?"

Hyeok Sagun had already prepared himself on his way here.

"Is there a way to stop the Poison King and the Physician of Evil from coming?"

The Brawling King thought for a moment, then shook his head.

Not only could they not kill the Demon Supreme and the Physician of Evil carelessly, but even if they had to, it wouldn't be easy if their opponent was the Poison King. If they failed to kill him in a single blow, their side would be annihilated. That was the Poison King.

"In that case, there is only one way. Although the timing is much earlier than planned, haven't we made many preparations for this moment?"

This decision would change his and Hwang Seokgyeong's fate. It would change the fate of their subordinates, the Evil Alliance, the unorthodox sects murim, and the entire murim.

Hyeok Sagun asked with a grim look in his eyes, "Are you ready?"

Compared to the grim Hyeok Sagun, the Brawling King looked relaxed. He had lived his life as a battle. He lived every moment with the mindset that he would die if he lost, so he could answer at any time.

Under the bright moonlight, the Brawling King answered as if he had been waiting.

"I am always ready."


At the same time, another meeting took place elsewhere.

Geom Mugeuk stood in the same field where he had met the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Baek Jagang entered the field.

"I knew you would come here. First, I must apologize."

"It's fine that you lied to me."

"No, it's not because of that. My lie has put you in danger, Chairman. They'll think that if the Physician of Evil and the Poison King investigate together, the poisoning will surely be revealed. In the end, they'll try to finish this before the two arrive."

"How do you mean, finish it?"

"They won't just run away."

Words that should not have come from Geom Mugeuk's mouth slipped out.

"They will try to kill you, Chairman."

Even at the words that they would kill him, Baek Jagang showed no particular reaction.

"And they'll pin the crime on me. They will never miss that opportunity."

Geom Mugeuk continued speaking calmly.

"Originally, this would have happened a few years, or perhaps a decade, from now. The timing changed when your disciple and I became friends."

He should have said, 'when I appeared', but Geom Mugeuk said it was when he became friends with Bi Sayin. He tried to show off their friendship whenever he had the chance.

His father alone was enough to dream of unifying the murim. Just stopping his father was a difficult enough task.

"You will stay out of this fight," Baek Jagang said.

Of course, since this was an Evil Alliance matter, it was right to follow the Chairman's will. However, knowing the opponent was the Brawling King, Geom Mugeuk could not do that.

He believed that in a one-on-one fight, the Evil Alliance Chairman would defeat the Brawling King. The problem was that the Brawling King would use any means necessary to win. The Brawling King was a man obsessed with victory, not fair play.

"Are you worried about me?" Baek Jagang asked.

"If you get hurt, I won't be able to face your father."

"That won't happen. I've learned movement arts properly, so I'm confident in my ability to escape."

Baek Jagang figured Geom Mugeuk must have a reason for wanting to get involved.

"Why do you want to be a part of this fight?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"It's because of the Young Alliance Chairman. He'll want to be in this fight more than I do. Since his injuries haven't fully healed, I will protect him by his side."

No chill ran down Baek Jagang's spine.

He suddenly tried to imagine it. A murim where the Demonic Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman were friends.

Not a single scene came to mind. For him, such a murim did not exist.

Then he remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said.


"Whether it's my demonic path or the Young Alliance Chairman's unorthodox path, I believe there will surely be a new ideal in our era."



"I'll say it again, that friendship will not come to be."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something startling.

"I'm someone who also believes in a friendship between you, Chairman, and Father."

"What? With your father?"

It was bewildering. The look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes as he spoke of a friendship between the Heavenly Demon and the Evil Alliance Chairman was not that of a naive boy dreaming simple dreams. That clever, sly fox of a man was speaking with sincerity.

"You've never had a proper conversation with Father, have you? From what I can see, I think you two would get along well."

"While eyeing each other and wondering how to kill one another, you mean?"

Baek Jagang felt his liking for Geom Mugeuk grow with each meeting. He felt an inexplicable kinship and was curious about what this fellow would say next. Above all, it was fun to be with him. Even now, he was talking about a friendship between the Heavenly Demon and the Evil Alliance Chairman, something no martial artist had ever considered.

The father of a man like this?

He thought, Perhaps? but then quickly shook his head. Just thinking about the condescending look in Geom Woojin's eyes made him angry. Friendship? What nonsense!

"Please allow me to fight alongside the Young Alliance Chairman!"

"Do as you wish."

The usual Baek Jagang would never have given this permission. He was not the type to let someone else interfere in the Evil Alliance's affairs. This time, however, he decided to acknowledge their friendship.

"Enjoy your soon-to-be-broken friendship while you can."

"Thank you."

Baek Jagang's path to becoming the Evil Alliance Chairman had not been smooth. He had not even started a family, to prevent his heart from growing weak. Back then, he believed it was the right thing to do. Now that he was older, he sometimes imagined a different life. This feeling was especially strong now, looking at Geom Woojin's son.

Sayin, you're going to have a tough time ahead of you. You can't lose to Geom Woojin's son, can you?

Geom Mugeuk and Baek Jagang also looked up at the same moon that the Brawling King and Hyeok Sagun were watching.

"When this is over, may I ask you for a favor?"

"What favor?"

"I'll tell you after it's over."

In Baek Jagang's life, who would have dared to state their terms later? That was why this moment was so novel. He could nod with curiosity instead of annoyance.

"They will pour out all the forces they have gathered until now," Geom Mugeuk said.

"To face me..."

Baek Jagang's small eyes filled with bright moonlight as he spoke.

"They'd better have gathered a lot."


Chapter 366: Because He Looked Lonely for Some Reason

When Geom Mugeuk returned to the safehouse, Bi Sayin was cultivating his qi in the courtyard.

"You're back?" Bi Sayin greeted Geom Mugeuk with a relaxed expression.

Geom Mugeuk observed Bi Sayin carefully, his eyes filled with suspicion.

"Who are you?" he asked.

Bi Sayin didn't answer, thinking Geom Mugeuk was trying to pull another prank.

"I asked who you are. My friend, the Young Alliance Chairman, isn't someone who makes such a comfortable face. My friend only looks that happy when he's challenging an enemy to a duel. Get out of my friend's body right now!"

Bi Sayin shook his head incredulously. "Can't you go a single day without playing a prank?"

"I have to get them all in while I'm still young. Look at your Master or Father. Aren't they so stoic and boring? We'll become like that too when we get older."

"You'll still be playing pranks even at that age, won't you?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned, unable to deny it. "How did things go where you went?"

"The talk went well. Nothing much, except that those bastards are going to ambush the Chairman."

"What!" Bi Sayin asked quickly, knowing Geom Mugeuk didn't joke about such matters. "What happened?"

Geom Mugeuk relayed everything that had happened to Bi Sayin.

"I've cornered him like that. Now, the only option they have left is to kill the Chairman and take over the Evil Alliance. I'm sorry. It was the only way to draw them out."

Bi Sayin could have gotten angry that the Chairman was in danger, but he simply nodded silently.

"Why aren't you angry?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Didn't you say it was the only way?"

Geom Mugeuk could definitely feel that his relationship with Bi Sayin was different. The once-distant man now stood right in front of him.

"They won't dare to attack while he's in the Chairman's Hall."

The Chairman's Hall itself was a fortress, and countless unseen masters guarded its surroundings. One or two might be able to enter with Hyeok Sagun, but a large number of enemies could not invade in the first place.

"They'll aim for when he leaves the alliance headquarters. The vice strategist is the first to know the Chairman's schedule."

Geom Mugeuk nodded as if he had the same thought. "The reason I said the Physician of Evil and the Poison King would arrive in ten days was because I hoped you would participate in this fight."

A tremor crossed Bi Sayin's face. The tremor left an even stronger impression because his face was so hideous and frightening.

"I understand your sentiment, but there's no need for that." Bi Sayin said something unexpected. "Make your plans without factoring me in."

"Will that be alright?"

Bi Sayin nodded.

Do not get used to it.

After hearing those words from his master, Bi Sayin could control his heart. He realized that now was not the time to fight, but a time to change his bandages. A time to cool down, not to boil over.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. Bi Sayin had grown a lot.

"You've changed a lot."

"It's thanks to someone."

Their gazes gently intertwined in the air.

"Then get some rest."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, Bi Sayin spoke from behind him.

"Thank you."

It was just one phrase, but it was filled with Bi Sayin's sincerity.

"In that case, don't just pay me back with words. Grant me one favor." He was making the same request to Bi Sayin that he had made to Baek Jagang.

"Tell me what it is."

"I'll tell you after this is all over."

Then came a surprising promise from Bi Sayin. "Whatever it is, I will surely grant it."

To say he would grant anything without even hearing it, and for those words to come from a man who always kept his promises, was greater and more valuable than any other expression of gratitude. It was also the moment the debt of gratitude he was owed was fully repaid.

"What will you do if I say I want your position?"

Bi Sayin turned and walked into the building as he replied, "Then I will challenge for the position of Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk shouted after him, "That thought will vanish once you meet Father."


The next day, Geom Mugeuk went to the Chairman's Hall again.

Walking down the corridor, Geom Mugeuk stopped in front of the steel wolf that stood there again today.

"Do you like that wolf?"

At the unexpected question, Geom Mugeuk looked with a surprised expression at Ingung, the bodyguard Captain who was guiding him.

He had peppered Ingung with all sorts of questions on the way here today. When do you sleep while being a bodyguard, how much do you have to learn stealth to reach such a level, who controls the poison needle holes under the Chairman's Hall. Of course, Ingung had not answered a single word.

But now, Ingung had spoken to him first.

"Did you know? This is the first time you've spoken to me since we met."

"It seemed you were paying close attention to that wolf."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned back to the wolf. A witty remark like, 'So you spoke to me because of the wolf, not because of me,' could have come out, but Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly with a deepened gaze.

"Because he looked lonely for some reason."

That was why he liked it. It was like looking at his father, like looking at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sitting alone in a pure white room, like looking at the Evil Alliance Chairman walking across a windy field, and like looking at this bodyguard Captain silently guiding him, and it was also like looking at himself from his life before regression.

Ingung's gaze also turned to the wolf. It was an unexpected answer. He had passed through this place countless times but had never once had such a thought. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was certainly different from the martial artists he had seen so far. Then again, that was probably why he was standing in this corridor.

Geom Mugeuk said something else unexpected. "I feel like this wolf will come to life someday."

Those words were also spoken with sincerity. Because he had a feeling. He didn't know what it was, but there was a strange pull drawing him in.

Ingung looked at Geom Mugeuk. None of his subordinates believed in that legend.

You believe something that even we don't.

Geom Mugeuk patted the wolf's head once. "Hey you, don't doze off, guard well!"

He resumed walking, guided by Ingung again.

Before the door to the Chairman's Hall opened, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Ingung. "He is strong."

Ingung was always present whenever he met the Evil Alliance Chairman. Having listened to all their conversations while hidden, he knew what Geom Mugeuk was talking about.

"I understand," Ingung replied politely.

He had reminded him of the Brawling King's skill because it was something the bodyguard Captain absolutely needed to know.

The door opened, and Geom Mugeuk went inside.

The Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang, sat in a grand chair with his eyes closed, lost in thought. Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone how important moments of contemplation were for masters of the Evil Alliance Chairman's level, so he walked as silently as possible.

Only when Geom Mugeuk approached the foot of the grand chair did Baek Jagang finally open his mouth. "Was it your plan to kill me after coming and going so freely like this?"

It was Baek Jagang's joke about his silent approach.

"To kill the Evil Alliance Chairman, wouldn't I have to put in at least this much effort? Ah, but I need more footwork training. I think I need to be able to approach about ten steps more stealthily to put my friend in that seat."

Baek Jagang's eyes flashed open. Indeed, banter was most enjoyable when the other party didn't hold back like this.

"Have you come up with a plan?"

"As you know, the strategists in our alliance are a problem. What are your thoughts?"

"It's not like I have any particular ideas."

Contrary to his words, Geom Mugeuk had already formulated a plan.

"They won't make a move while you're in the alliance headquarters, so you need a natural reason to leave. That way, they won't be suspicious."

As Baek Jagang nodded, Geom Mugeuk continued.

"You'll go out to meet the Physician of Evil and the Poison King. The Head Strategist who has fallen ill is currently hidden outside, isn't he?"

During their last meeting, he had asked for measures to be taken, saying Hyeok Sagun might kill him to destroy evidence. So, the Chairman had taken the Head Strategist to a secret location.

"You'll go to greet the two of them, using the excuse that you don't want to let the Poison King and the Physician of Evil into the Evil Alliance. Tell Hyeok Sagun that you'll take them straight to the Head Strategist. It's a perfect opportunity for them. They won't believe that I killed the Chairman alone, but they will believe it if you say the Poison King poisoned him."

Baek Jagang was impressed. He thought that Geom Mugeuk had probably been thinking this far ahead from the very beginning, when he lied about the Poison King and the Physician of Evil coming to corner Hyeok Sagun.

"Let's do that." Baek Jagang accepted Geom Mugeuk's plan.

"What did Sayin have to say about this matter?"

"The Young Alliance Chairman said that he doesn't have to fight, so we should make our plans without worrying about him."

Baek Jagang felt that the words he had conveyed had been properly delivered to his disciple.

"Still, I'm going to bring the Young Alliance Chairman out."

"......"

"Because this is the Young Alliance Chairman's fight too. If he misses this chance, he'll regret this day for the rest of his life. I don't want to leave my friend with such a regret. Don't worry, I'll protect him well."

No goosebumps rose on Baek Jagang's skin.

There were people with whom this sense connected, and people with whom it did not. He thought it would have been better if Geom Mugeuk was someone with whom it did not connect. In almost every relationship where the sense had connected, what remained was disappointment. The biggest reason he didn't trust people was because of this sense.

Could you be the exception?

This thought probably arose because of the unexpectedness this young Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had shown so far, but it was unlikely.

"Worry about yourself instead of your friend. Do you know how many poison needle holes are under your feet right now?"

"Oh my," Geom Mugeuk exclaimed with a fuss. "I guess I just shouldn't look at the floor! Thankfully, I like looking at the sky."


Several days passed, and the day before the Chairman was scheduled to leave the alliance headquarters arrived.

"Phew, another grueling battle will begin tomorrow."

At Instructor Cha's complaint, Hwang Seokgyeong, who was moving training equipment with him, smiled. Tomorrow was the day a new batch of recruits would enter the Evil Alliance Pass. Instructor Cha's complaint was an annual event that always came after a short break.

"Think of them as the cornerstones that will protect the alliance."

"They're precious cornerstones to you, who's so popular. To me, they're just dreadful. I wonder what kind of brat will piss me off this time."

Hwang Seokgyeong put down the load he was carrying and said to Instructor Cha, "By the way, I won't be able to come in tomorrow."

"You? What for? Are you sick somewhere?" Instructor Cha was startled. Hwang Seokgyeong was the most diligent person at the Evil Alliance Pass. For him, who never missed a single day, to say he couldn't come in on the first day of receiving new recruits was bound to be a surprise.

"I have somewhere to go."

"Where?"

Hwang Seokgyeong just smiled and didn't answer. "I'll lock the warehouse door and head back, so you can go on ahead."

"Would you do that?"

Instructor Cha walked a little way, then turned back and asked, "If there's anything I can help with, let me know."

Looking at him, Hwang Seokgyeong smiled brightly. "It's alright. It's something I have to do myself."

It's a job only I can do.

After parting with Instructor Cha, Hwang Seokgyeong returned to the warehouse where he had taken out the training equipment.

Entering the warehouse, he moved aside a dusty pile of unused tools stacked in the corner. When he operated an elaborate device hidden in the wall, a door leading to a basement opened. Hwang Seokgyeong went inside, and the door closed automatically.

The place was a small secret chamber, faintly lit by luminous pearls embedded in the walls.

A treasured armor hung on the front wall. It was a sacred object that would make nine out of ten martial artists scream if they knew what it was.

the Invincible.

the Invincible divine armor was his most cherished treasured armor and a protective suit he wore only for important battles.

After completely undressing, he put on the Invincible. Made from a mixture of various special fabrics and the Heavenly Silk, it clung to his body like a second skin. Thin yet powerful, it was an absolute divine artifact of murim that could not be obtained even for a thousand gold pieces.

That wasn't all. Hwang Seokgyeong put on guards that protected his wrists and shins.

the Twin Souls.

These protective gears, named the Twin Souls, couldn't compare to the Invincible divine armor, but they were still rare artifacts of the jianghu.

Next, he wrapped a leather belt for holding throwing knives around his waist. He opened a box beside him, revealing it was full of throwing knives. Like the divine artifacts before, this leather belt and the throwing knives were not things one could see commonly. Hwang Seokgyeong slowly and carefully inserted them into the leather belt.

His movements as he prepared for battle were calm and serious.

The last thing he put on was a pair of gloves.

the God of War.

Also made of a special material that made it feel as if he wasn't wearing anything, this was a qi-enhancing treasure that protected his hands from not only sword qi but also enhanced sword qi, and it pushed the power of his fists to the extreme.

It was the first time. The first time he was going into a fight wearing all of these things.

After putting his outer clothes back on, Hwang Seokgyeong came out of the secret chamber and went up. He stacked the original luggage back on top of the secret chamber entrance, and there, he also set down his swordsmanship manual. Today would be the last time he would enter this place.

When he finally put down his sword, he transformed from Instructor Hwang Seokgyeong of the Evil Alliance Pass into the Brawling King on the eve of the decisive battle.


Chapter 367: It's Okay to Be a Little Less Cool

Late at night, Bi Sayin paced alone in the safehouse courtyard. Tomorrow was the day the Chairman would finally depart from the alliance, and Bi Sayin had said he would stay behind.

Should I have said I'd go?

He decided not to go, worried his unhealed body would be a burden, but if something happened to the Chairman, he would regret it for the rest of his life.

Surprisingly, he wasn't worried about Geom Mugeuk. Even if Geom Mugeuk had to flee, he would manage it. He was the type to fall into water and persuade the fish to help him out.

Will the Chairman understand my heart later? What if he misunderstands and thinks I didn't come because I was scared?

Bi Sayin soon shook his head. He couldn't believe he was worrying about himself in a situation like this.

Just then, someone approached from behind.

"You can't sleep because your mind's troubled, can you?"

He turned and saw the Evil Eccentric.

"It's tomorrow, you said?"

"......"

Bi Sayin wanted to ask the Evil Eccentric to help the Chairman. He even wanted to order him. "This is an order from the Young Alliance Chairman, so you must go."

But he couldn't do that. He couldn't tell the Evil Eccentric to go to a dangerous place where he might die while Bi Sayin himself stayed behind. If the Evil Eccentric intended to help, he would have offered on his own.

"Don't worry too much. You know what kind of person the Chairman is, don't you?"

He knew. He knew better than anyone, and that was why he worried. The Chairman was not a man who would ever back down. He was normally cold and realistic, but in a fight, he was like fire. He was the manliest man Bi Sayin knew.

And as always, someone else appeared to solve his worries.

"If you're worried, let's go together!"

Surprised, Bi Sayin turned to see Geom Mugeuk entering the courtyard.

"Why're you here?"

"Why else? I came to take you with me."

Geom Mugeuk held something out. In his hand was protective armor. It was the same armor that had saved Bi Sayin's life when he wore two layers of it. The blood-soaked armor was now clean.

"I came by earlier and washed it at the stream. You're going to see your Master for the first time in a while. You can't go reeking of blood, can you?"

It was washed perfectly clean and was completely dry.

"I was worried it would smell if it wasn't fully dry, so I put it on myself and used my Yang qi to dry it."

"What?"

"I made quite a scene by myself in the middle of the night."

He pictured Geom Mugeuk by the stream, washing the armor, then wearing it to dry it with his Yang qi.

Surprise, confusion, and gratitude washed over Bi Sayin, and he stood there blankly. This Young Cult Leader was truly impossible to predict. The final emotion that crowned all others was joy.

A bright smile spread across Bi Sayin's rugged face.

"Alright, let's go."

It was right to go. The happiness he felt proved this was the right thing to do.

"That's right. It's a matter of the Evil Alliance, so you have to go."

Bi Sayin nodded vigorously.

When the fog in his heart cleared, a man remained. He was a disciple who wanted to protect his master, unafraid to lose his life.

Yes, let's do this. Let's give it a try. Even if I die, I'll die there.

"Help me, friend."

At the word 'friend', Geom Mugeuk broke into a wide grin.

"Of course. Aren't I your true friend? Don't you ever forget that I'm the only friend who risked his life to help you when you were in trouble! And the friend who will later roam the beaches with you is also me. The Young Ladies, I'll charm them all for you!"

Bi Sayin knew that Geom Mugeuk was surprisingly bad at taking credit. He felt burdened by gratitude and disliked boasting.

He thought that behind all that chatter, a man even more taciturn and blunt than himself might be hiding.

Bi Sayin put on one set of the protective armor and held the other out to Geom Mugeuk.

"You wear one."

"I'm already wearing one. So you should wear two layers this time as well."

The Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the Black Demon Sword's hilt was already wrapped around Geom Mugeuk's vital points.

Just then, the Evil Eccentric, who had been listening, interjected.

"There might be poison inside the protective armor."

It was a barbed joke, a warning not to trust Geom Mugeuk completely.

"With you here, Senior, at least the Young Alliance Chairman won't be poisoned to death."

Geom Mugeuk sincerely hoped the relationship between these two would develop well. Bi Sayin, it's up to you.

Bi Sayin spoke to the Evil Eccentric.

"Will you help me and accompany the Patriarch tomorrow?"

The Evil Eccentric answered without hesitation.

"If the Young Alliance Chairman goes, then I have to go too."

He hadn't offered to help the Chairman, but he was willing to move for Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin realized something. If he had forced the Evil Eccentric earlier, he wouldn't have received such a willing answer. He gained something now because he had held back then. He had to remember that. A rushed heart forgets the proper distance with others.

The person who most influenced this realization was already busy. Geom Mugeuk bid them farewell.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow morning. I'll come pick you up."

"Where are you going this late at night?"

After saying something incomprehensible, Geom Mugeuk vanished in an instant.

"Because you're not the only one who needs to wear protective armor."


Late at night, a shirtless Baek Jagang trained in his personal training ground. His opponent was an iron dummy forged from ten-thousand-year cold iron.

The iron dummy became Geom Woojin, then Hwang Seokgyeong, and then even Baek Jagang himself. He could have sliced it in a single blow, but only light, crisp sounds echoed from the dummy.

After a round of swordplay, Baek Jagang approached the iron dummy. He slowly caressed the marks he had just carved. So many lines covered the surface that it looked like a single plane.

However, Baek Jagang knew exactly which marks he had just left. This was a higher realm than simply cutting the iron. His finger savored this realm as it traced the sword lines.

The lines told a story. They told that he had not inherited the Chairman's seat easily. They told that he too had walked a path of blood to reach the grandmaster's chair.

Just then, the bodyguard Captain's voice came from outside.

"The Young Cult Leader has arrived."


Geom Mugeuk stood before the steel wolf again today.

"What brings you here so late?"

"I couldn't sleep, so I came to see you."

If it were anyone else, Baek Jagang would have assumed it was nervousness, but he thought that wasn't the case for Geom Mugeuk. There had to be a reason for his visit.

"Why aren't you coming inside?"

"Ah, I like it out here."

Baek Jagang stood side by side with Geom Mugeuk.

"I heard you said this wolf would come to life?"

It seemed the bodyguard Captain had relayed his words.

"For some reason, I feel like it would be good if it came to life."

"Are you hoping for a crisis to hit our alliance?"

"Ah, I suppose so. No wonder! I had a feeling it would come to life so intensely."

This was why conversations with Geom Mugeuk were interesting. He casually said things no one else dared to say.

"I heard you said he was a formidable enemy?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke into the empty air.

"Aren't you telling the Chairman everything I say? Are there no secrets between us?"

Only after joking did the playful look disappear from Geom Mugeuk's face.

"Yes, he's probably the strongest enemy the Chairman has ever faced."

"As much as your father?"

"Not quite to that extent."

Before a relaxed smile could form on Baek Jagang's lips, Geom Mugeuk spoke first.

"But he's not an enemy you can be complacent about."

He knew such words could wound the Evil Alliance Chairman's pride, but he gave the warning anyway.

"Are you afraid I might die?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered.

"Yes, I am."

The words rang true to Baek Jagang. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was genuinely worried he might die. How was he supposed to take this?

"There should be protective armor for you, Chairman. I ask that you wear it when you leave the alliance."

"Why the armor?"

"The opponent will be wearing protective armor."

He knew from his past life that the Brawling King wore protective armor. The Brawling King didn't just wear armor. He used all sorts of artifacts and divine objects if it meant he could win.

This was common knowledge because the Brawling King was never ashamed of such things. He was only ashamed of defeat.

A man as strong as the Demon Supreme without any aids was now using the best artifacts. That was why he worried for the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"I felt this before, but you seem to know this person well."

What should I say?

"Yes, I have information about this person."

He said nothing more, knowing that speaking longer would only create openings. He had already mentioned similar conspiracies in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Heavenly Wind Cult. Baek Jagang would likely assume he learned it while resolving those incidents.

"Please don't misunderstand. I'm not saying this because I'm looking down on you, Chairman."

"I know that, but let me ask you this."

Baek Jagang stared intently at Geom Mugeuk.

"If it were your father, would he have worn it?"

After thinking of his father for a moment, Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"He wouldn't have worn it."

Baek Jagang emitted a cold aura.

"Then why are you telling me to wear it?"

"Because I would've told Father to wear it too."

In the same situation, he would have recommended it to his father as well, even though his father would have never worn it.

"I know. I know your pride and self-respect as a martial artist, Chairman. You're the kind of person who would face an opponent with a single sword even if they came wrapped in all the treasures of the world. I know well that both Father and you, Chairman, are that kind of person. That's why you are the Cult Leader, and that's why you are the Chairman."

"If you know, then why are you telling me to wear it?"

"Because I'd wear it. I would go out wearing the best protective armor in layers. I would do so even if I became the Cult Leader."

Baek Jagang stared intently into Geom Mugeuk's unwavering eyes. He was curious why this young Young Cult Leader, who would be responsible for the next generation, was saying such things.

"Because the honor of a Cult Leader, as I see it, doesn't lie in the coolness of winning under unfavorable conditions."

"Then where does your honor lie?"

"It lies in the result of killing those who must be killed. That's why it's okay to be a little less cool. I don't need to spin tales of heroism. I just want to return safely and see my people. I want to return safely, drink with them, and talk with them. I won't say a single word about the enemy who is already dead. I'll take off the blood-stained protective armor, and I'll laugh and chat. People will think in their hearts, 'Yes, if it's the Cult Leader, he can definitely kill them.' My honor lies there."

It was something Baek Jagang had never thought of before. When he was with Geom Mugeuk, things he himself lacked kept unfolding before him. Everything Geom Mugeuk had said before was for this conclusion.

"I hope that you, Chairman, do not get even a single scratch. I hope that becomes your honor, Chairman."

Not a single word from Geom Mugeuk sounded false to Baek Jagang.


The next day, the Evil Alliance Chairman's carriage moved down the road. The few martial artists running alongside it were the Evil Alliance Chairman's personal bodyguards. Only the most skilled had accompanied this secret procession.

Inside the carriage were Baek Jagang and Vice Strategist Hyeok Sagun.

"Are you nervous?"

At Baek Jagang's question, Hyeok Sagun turned from the carriage window.

"No, I'm not."

"You seem more nervous than usual."

Of course, Hyeok Sagun was nervous. His fate would be decided today.

He believed Hwang Seokgyeong would win, but the location would become a perilous battlefield. Unknown variables could threaten him.

"Regarding this, may I say just one thing?"

"Go ahead."

"Honestly, I was disappointed. I thought it would have been better if you had trusted me completely, if you were going to trust me at all."

"You were disappointed that I didn't tell you the Head Strategist's whereabouts."

"......"

Hyeok Sagun quickly bowed his head and apologized.

"I apologize for my disloyal words, Chairman."

"No. You're only human. It's natural to feel that way."

Hyeok Sagun did his best to hide his true self. The Chairman was a sharp man, one who could see right through people with his small eyes. That was why Hyeok Sagun was hiding his excitement today with disappointment. He had to get to the place where Hwang Seokgyeong was waiting.

How long had they been traveling?

Just as the carriage began to slow, Baek Jagang brought up something unexpected.

"Today is the day they're accepting new recruits at the Evil Alliance Pass, isn't it?"

"That's right, it's today."

At the mention of the Evil Alliance Pass, Hyeok Sagun grew tense inside.

"I heard Instructor Hwang took a leave of absence today?"

"Yes, I heard it's the first time that's ever happened, but how do you know?"

"Isn't he famous for his diligence? Do you know what's going on?"

"I heard he had an urgent personal matter."

"I think I know where that man went."

The carriage had come to a stop. Baek Jagang's gaze turned to the window.

"There he is."

Up ahead, the Brawling King stood blocking the road.

The Brawling King fully revealed his aura, exuding an immense presence. It was enough to explain Geom Mugeuk's worry. The bodyguards, already instructed by the main palace, remained calm.

Baek Jagang slowly disembarked from the carriage. The Brawling King's fighting spirit surged toward him like a storm of blades, but Baek Jagang spoke with utmost composure.

"Isn't this too extravagant a vacation for you?"


Chapter 368: Give It Nicely, or Suffer Painfully

Baek Jagang felt the Brawling King's fighting spirit rage around him. The sharp energy dug into his flesh, tearing at him and demanding he charge forward.

His first thought was...

This man has seen real combat!

Baek Jagang's chest burned and his fists clenched. This opponent stimulated a martial artist's primal urge for destruction, the desire to sweep everything away in a single brawl.

The Brawling King felt a similar, yet different emotion. Baek Jagang's relaxed gaze and his single comment, "Isn't your vacation a bit too extravagant?", made every hair on the Brawling King's body stand on end.

One wrong move and I'm dead!

This heart-stopping tension was precisely the feeling the Brawling King loved most.

He imagined the Evil Alliance Chairman lying dead. Just the thought sent a thrill through his body. It promised a joy greater than all his past victories combined, a pleasure he would never experience again.

I will definitely win.

The intense fighting spirit and heat from the two men swept through the area.

Feeling the swirling energy, Hyeok Sagun belatedly stepped out of the carriage. The plan proceeded as scheduled, but strangely, he had a bad feeling. The Evil Alliance Chairman's calm reaction was understandable. He was an extraordinary man.

But the bodyguards' reactions bothered Hyeok Sagun. Though Hwang Seokgyeong blocked their path, they stared calmly at the Brawling King. They looked as if they had anticipated this very moment.

Hyeok Sagun feigned ignorance and addressed the Brawling King.

"Instructor Hwang, didn't the Chairman ask you a question? For what reason do you dare to block the Chairman's path?"

Liege, the day has finally come. I pray you achieve your great ambition!

Finally, the Brawling King subdued his fighting spirit and spoke calmly.

"Did you say my vacation was extravagant? That's fine. When this vacation is over, I'll be returning to the most extravagant position in the Evil Alliance."

Baek Jagang actually smiled when his opponent revealed his clear intent to kill.

"My position isn't as extravagant as you might think."

"I'll experience that emptiness for myself."

The Brawling King lightly struck his right fist against his left palm.

PANG!

The deafening crack of air signaled hidden masters to reveal themselves.

The first to appear was a middle-aged master carrying a blade curved like a crescent moon.

the New Moon Blade.

He was one of the Seven Evil Masters. After the Light Flash tried to kill Bi Sayin, another of the Seven Evil Masters had now appeared as an enemy.

the New Moon Blade greeted Baek Jagang politely, "It's been a long time, Chairman."

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to your excellent leadership of the unorthodox murim, I have been well."

"I'm glad to hear it."

"I apologize in advance for how things have turned out."

"It's fine, these things happen."

Baek Jagang did not ask why the New Moon Blade sided with the Brawling King. The Brawling King must have offered him a sufficient reward. Baek Jagang considered it natural for people to follow their own interests.

The second person to appear was an old man covered in wrinkles. He looked over a hundred years old, though he was not.

the Green Slayer Ghost.

He was a master from a previous generation who belonged to no faction. A legendary figure branded a public enemy by the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions, the infamous villain was here in the flesh.

The Green Slayer Ghost's appearance was more surprising than the New Moon Blade's. His inner arts were far more profound than contemporary masters, making him a much more difficult opponent.

the Green Slayer Ghost acted familiar and asked Baek Jagang, "I saw you when you were a child. Do you remember?"

Baek Jagang shook his head.

"Well, you were only about this big."

He lowered his palm to his waist, as if measuring a child's height. Then his hand suddenly snapped up and unleashed a palm technique.

SWOOOSH!

KWAANG!

Bodyguard Captain Ingung blocked the palm technique, which surged forward with green energy.

Overpowered, Ingung was pushed back. The other bodyguards supported his back and lent him their inner arts. He only stopped sliding backward when two more men joined them.

the Green Slayer Ghost revealed his few remaining teeth and grinned. "Oops, my hand slipped."

Ingung and the bodyguards quietly stepped aside.

Baek Jagang stood behind them and silently watched the new figures appear.

This time, a grotesque, hunchbacked old man walked out slowly.

the Poison Tyrant.

He was a poison master who had once made a name for himself. He disappeared after being branded a public enemy for using a forbidden mass-slaughter poison. Now, he had shown himself here. This Poison Tyrant was the one who created the poison used on the Head Strategist.

Bodyguard Captain Ingung's expression hardened when the Poison Tyrant appeared. The Poison Tyrant was more threatening than any enemy who had appeared so far.

"Antidotes!"

At Ingung's command, the bodyguards all took Antitoxin Beads from their robes and put them in their mouths.

The Poison Tyrant cackled mockingly. "How long do you think you can last with those pathetic Antitoxin Beads?"

Even the Antitoxin Bead had its limits. If the Poison Tyrant suddenly used poison in a chaotic battle, even the Chairman could be endangered. Their own safety was a secondary concern.

the Brawling King, the New Moon Blade, the Green Slayer Ghost, and the Poison Tyrant.

However, they were not the only ones prepared.

About fifty martial artists revealed themselves from all directions. They surrounded the area with blazing eyes. These were the followers of the Brawling King, who would later be known as the Fighting Wolf.

They were extremely belligerent masters, crazed for battle and unafraid of death. If the other masters were tigers, these men were hunting dogs.

Hyeok Sagun smiled as he looked at them. These men had prepared for this day for a long time. They would have prepared more under normal circumstances, but this was enough.

Even the Chairman won't be able to withstand this.

PANG! PANG!

The Brawling King clapped his fist and palm together again to get everyone's attention, then issued a command.

"Kill the bodyguards first, then join the main fight."

The Fighting Wolf all drew their weapons in unison, radiating killing intent.

The Brawling King felt no shame in ganging up on someone. If he did, the Poison Tyrant would not be here.

Baek Jagang now understood why Geom Mugeuk had pleaded with him yesterday. His opponent would use any means necessary to kill him. Geom Mugeuk had asked him not to seek a fair fight.

The bodyguards, with Antitoxin Beads in their mouths, drew their swords. They blocked Baek Jagang's left, right, and rear, leaving only his front open.

The enemies gradually closed in. In the tense situation, someone shouted from a distance.

"Wait just a moment!"

The shout carried clearly to where they stood.

"Hey, you! The tall one, sixth from the left! Put down the hidden weapons and wait a moment!"

The speaker's eyesight was so good that he was right. The sixth Fighting Wolf from the left, a tall man, was indeed taking out hidden weapons.

Everyone looked toward the voice and saw a single carriage rushing toward them.

Hyeok Sagun's expression soured. He recognized the owner of that mischievous voice.

Young Cult Leader!

Indeed, the person driving the carriage was Geom Mugeuk.

The Brawling King raised a hand, ordering the Fighting Wolf to stop their charge and watch.

The approaching carriage stopped in front of Baek Jagang.

"Thankfully, you haven't started yet."

The New Moon Blade, the Green Slayer Ghost, and the Poison Tyrant looked at the Brawling King with puzzled expressions. The Brawling King answered their unspoken question.

"That man is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

The three nodded. They seemed to already know Geom Mugeuk was involved, and they gave him a fresh look.

"He's younger than I thought."

Geom Mugeuk recognized them. He knew who the grotesque, hunchbacked poison master and the master with the curved blade were.

"You're all scarier than I thought."

Geom Mugeuk's attitude was far from polite. It was so relaxed it seemed like a joke, and it made them all frown. They did not know the real jokes had not even begun.

The carriage door opened, and Bi Sayin stepped out first.

Geom Mugeuk introduced him in a loud voice, like an announcer at a duel tournament.

"He is the successor of the Evil Alliance, who has overcome death and returned like an immortal! He may be ashamed of me, but he is definitely my friend!"

Bi Sayin was now unfazed by this level of jesting. He immediately greeted Baek Jagang with a trembling voice.

"It has been a long time, Master."

The Master's gaze upon his disciple was incredibly gentle.

"Is your body alright?"

"Thanks to your concern, I am fine."

Bi Sayin saw the situation and thought he had done the right thing by coming.

Next, the Evil Eccentric stepped out of the carriage.

"This is the Evil Eccentric of the Seven Evil Masters, who has recently tasted the true bitterness of life due to a friend's betrayal!"

How could he say such a thing in this situation? Ah, this guy is truly insane!

the Evil Eccentric pretended not to hear and greeted Baek Jagang with a polite clasped hands greeting.

"Have you been well?"

"It's been a while."

"The Young Alliance Chairman's concern for the Chairman is great."

His words implied he was there for the Young Alliance Chairman. Bi Sayin felt grateful to the Evil Eccentric for speaking up for him.

Bi Sayin recalled how Geom Mugeuk treated him. If Bi Sayin could do even half as well, he was sure he could build a good relationship with the Evil Eccentric.

Next, the Evil Eccentric's gaze turned to the New Moon Blade.

"Why are you here?"

The Evil Eccentric could not understand. Among the Seven Evil Masters, the New Moon Blade was the least interested in the murim's affairs, yet here he was.

"It just happened that way."

"I never thought the day would come when I'd have to fight you."

"What else would you expect from the unorthodox path?"

"True. Since it has come to this, let's fight well with no regrets."

"Let's do that."

The person most surprised and flustered by the appearance of the three was Hyeok Sagun. His original plan was to fall back and retreat once the joint attack began. The bodyguards would be too busy protecting the Chairman to pay him any attention.

But their appearance created a problem. Hyeok Sagun now had to either retreat or move behind Hwang Seokgyeong.

Would that Geom Mugeuk really let him go?

The Brawling King, however, was not shaken by the unexpected variable. His mindset was simple, just crush any variables that appeared.

"Kill them all!"

Just then, others appeared.

"Stop!"

Thirteen masters descended with brilliant movement arts. It was the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

First Wolf shouted at the Fighting Wolf, "Your opponents are over here."

Bi Sayin's eyes met theirs. The Thirteen Evil Wolves gazed at him with fervor.

We greet the Young Alliance Chairman!

Bi Sayin's eyes also grew fervent.

Yes, if I can overcome this crisis! I'm confident I can do well from now on. Yes, I will win! I must win!

The reinforcements were not just them.

Another cold voice was heard.

"Who is the one who framed me?"

The man with a ruthless aura, as if he would not bleed if stabbed, was none other than the Commander of the Extreme Army, Beoncheon. Behind Beoncheon, the elite martial artists of the Evil Alliance's finest, the Extreme Army, revealed themselves in unison.

"How dare you attempt to assassinate the Chairman! Not a single one of you will leave here alive!"

The Fighting Wolf turned to face the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extreme Army. Beoncheon then repeated the Brawling King's earlier words.

"Finish these men, and aid the Chairman!"

The elites of the Extreme Army drew their swords in unison at the thunderous shout. The momentum and morale of the Evil Alliance Chairman's side soared.

It was at that moment that Geom Mugeuk saw it.

He saw the Poison Tyrant stealthily trying to put his hand into a pouch at his waist.

Geom Mugeuk knew instinctively that the Poison Tyrant was about to spread a mass-slaughter poison to eliminate the Extreme Army's martial artists first.

Having spent much time with the Poison King, Geom Mugeuk knew the psychology and movements of poison users better than anyone. That was why he had watched only the Poison Tyrant, the most dangerous person here.

The Extreme Army's martial artists likely did not all possess high-grade Antitoxin Beads. Their mid-grade beads could not block the Poison Tyrant's poison.

Geom Mugeuk shouted quickly, "Wait a moment, Elder Poison Tyrant!"

"Let's ask one thing before we fight."

The Poison Tyrant's hand, heading for the pouch, paused.

"Elder, did you use poison on the Head Strategist? I heard it was a high-level poison that even deceived the eyes of the Evil Alliance's Divine Physician."

"Yes, it was a poison I created."

"Is there an antidote? Our Cult's Poison King told me. The true essence of the poison arts lies not in administering poison, but in creating the antidote."

The way Geom Mugeuk spoke created an atmosphere where one would claim to have an antidote even if one did not exist.

The Poison Tyrant took a small pouch from his robes. Fortunately, he had the antidote.

"Here it is."

"Give it to me."

"Why should I?"

"Because if you give it to me now, you'll die a clean death. If you don't, you'll die a painful one."

The Poison Tyrant sneered scornfully. "Yes, I've heard the rumors. The reckless Young Cult Leader is causing a stir in the Central Plains, is he?"

The Poison Tyrant glanced at the Brawling King, asking if it was okay to kill the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. The Brawling King gave a slight nod. The plan was to make it look like the Young Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman had fought and destroyed each other. Everyone would believe it if the Poison King's help was supposedly involved.

The Poison Tyrant held out the pouch. "If you're confident you can take it, come and get it yourself."

At the Poison Tyrant's provocation, Geom Mugeuk walked toward him.

Bodyguard Captain Ingung knew exactly what kind of poison master the Poison Tyrant was. He looked back at Baek Jagang, his expression asking if he should stop Geom Mugeuk.

Baek Jagang silently watched Geom Mugeuk. He could guess why Geom Mugeuk confronted the Poison Tyrant. It seemed like it was for the antidote, but it was not.

The Poison Tyrant was the most dangerous one. To return safely, the Poison Tyrant had to be killed first. Baek Jagang himself had been thinking the same thing.

Baek Jagang recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said yesterday.

The honor I believe in lies in the result of killing those who must be killed.

Can you truly kill those who must be killed and return safely?

The others also watched the scene with tense eyes.

Bi Sayin, the Evil Eccentric, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and Ingung all watched. Though their experiences differed, they had all witnessed Geom Mugeuk's surprising abilities. They wondered if that surprise and specialness would work on the Poison Tyrant.

Geom Mugeuk fearlessly walked right up to the Poison Tyrant.

The Poison Tyrant considered this courage to be recklessness.

He must believe I won't kill him because he's the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, right?

Otherwise, no one in the jianghu could walk up to the Poison Tyrant so confidently. No one could look at him with such a relaxed gaze.

You foolish demonic practitioner, your arrogance will lead you to hell.

Just as Geom Mugeuk was about to take the pouch from his hand.

PWAAAK!

A poison mist exploded around the two of them.

Bi Sayin screamed, "No!"

He tried to run and save him, but a poison mist already filled the area around Geom Mugeuk.

I never imagined he would be defeated so helplessly. You should have had a plan, shouldn't you? I thought you would kill him before he could detonate it. Because you're Geom Mugeuk.

It was at that very moment.

STAB! STAB!

A sword flashed from within the poison mist, followed by the repeated sound of tearing flesh.

WHOOSH.

A whirlwind formed around the two, gathering the surrounding poison.

"......"

The poison mist caught fire and began to burn.

Swirling flames engulfed the area around the two men. Everyone watched the incredible sight with astonished faces.

The poison mist burned away completely, rising into the sky with the wind and disappearing.

Geom Mugeuk and the Poison Tyrant were still standing there.

The Poison Tyrant was still holding the antidote pouch forward.

Geom Mugeuk took the pouch. The Poison Tyrant tried to speak.

PWAAAAK!

Blood gushed from his neck and heart as the Poison Tyrant fell backward.

Everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk, shocked. How could he use such an exquisite technique to gather poison and burn it with pure yang energy? But before that, how did he withstand the Poison Tyrant's poison?

Geom Mugeuk spat out two Antitoxin Beads, which had made his cheeks bulge like a toad's. He did not need the beads but held them to hide his Myriad Poison Immunity from everyone.

"Did you think you could ignore the top-grade Antitoxin Bead used by the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? You gave me the antidote, so as promised, I gave you a clean death."

Baek Jagang and the Brawling King were doubtful. They thought the Poison Tyrant must have used a poison that even a top-grade Antitoxin Bead could not stop. In reality, the Poison Tyrant had used a deadly poison that no bead could counter, but they had no way of knowing this.

Regardless, the martial artists on the Evil Alliance Chairman's side knew one thing for sure. Geom Mugeuk had saved their lives from a terrible poison.

Geom Mugeuk put the Head Strategist's antidote in his robes and addressed them.

"Alright, now you can all take out the Antitoxin Beads you're holding in your mouths and let's fight comfortably."


Chapter 369: How Tenaciously He Must Have Insisted

Bi Sayin was the most moved person at that moment.

Countless martial artists of the Evil Alliance would have died if Geom Mugeuk hadn't killed the Poison Tyrant.

Above all, Bi Sayin was glad Geom Mugeuk was safe. He never thought a day would come when he'd be happy that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was unharmed.

The bodyguard captain, Ingung, spat out his Antitoxin Bead and looked at Baek Jagang.

The Chairman must have believed the Young Cult Leader would succeed.

Ingung marveled at their different perspectives. In truth, Baek Jagang had been just as uncertain.

However, he had felt an inexplicable anticipation, a baseless hope that this Young Cult Leader who constantly showed him a world he did not possess would not die in vain.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves also looked at Geom Mugeuk with immense gratitude. During the past fight against Seok Gwanchu and Baek Manggi, several of the Thirteen Evil Wolves had been killed or injured. A generational shift occurred after Bi Sayin became the successor, inevitably weakening their combat strength compared to when they first met Geom Mugeuk. If the Poison Tyrant had spread his poison, they too would have suffered great losses.

The First Wolf's gaze turned to Bi Sayin. He had once disliked Geom Mugeuk and was wary of him getting close to Bi Sayin, but now he could say it with certainty.

-I believe the Young Alliance Chairman's choice was the right one.

The juniors would grow under Bi Sayin. If they survived today's battle, the Thirteen Evil Wolves would once again become the martial artists representing the Evil Alliance.

Bi Sayin joyfully replied to the First Wolf's telepathy.

-You have no idea how much strength your presence gives us, First Wolf.

-I will continue to serve you with all I have.

The martial artists of the Extreme Army felt the same. They would have suffered the most damage.

Commander Beoncheon felt an additional goodwill. He had heard from the Chairman that he would have taken all the blame if Geom Mugeuk hadn't intervened. Because of that, his favor toward Geom Mugeuk was even greater.

If the Evil Alliance martial artists were this surprised, their enemies must be as well.

The Fighting Wolf's morale was completely broken. The New Moon Blade and the Green Slayer Ghost, who had appeared with the Poison Tyrant, exchanged glances.

The Poison Tyrant they knew was an old man who had endured all sorts of hardships.

And yet he was killed so easily?

Even they found the Poison Tyrant difficult to deal with. Who here could face him comfortably?

The New Moon Blade and the Green Slayer Ghost naturally looked toward the Brawling King.

The Brawling King showed no disturbance at the Poison Tyrant's death. Lingering on the dead was no help in a fight.

The Brawling King calmly observed Geom Mugeuk. His first impression was similar to the Poison Tyrant's. He sensed a relaxed confidence, the kind one might assume came from the Heavenly Demon's bloodline.

However, it was now clear his composure was not that simple. The Brawling King looked deeper, beyond the surface.

Then, the Brawling King smelled it.

The scent of blood.

An image of Geom Mugeuk surfaced in the Brawling King's mind. He saw Geom Mugeuk standing alone on a battlefield, a single sword hanging loosely at his side.

He felt they were the same kind. He saw that Geom Mugeuk hid his true nature behind a mask of youth and playfulness.

This is a man who must be killed today.

The Brawling King had a gut feeling that today's fight would not be easy. He wondered how he could possibly win.


Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk approached Hyeok Sagun.

Hyeok Sagun was shocked by the Poison Tyrant's death. Inwardly, he had trusted the Poison Tyrant the most.

"Why are you still here? Shouldn't you be on that side?"

"Are you trying to slander me again?"

Hyeok Sagun had a premonition that Geom Mugeuk would not leave him alone.

Geom Mugeuk immediately started to get on his nerves, tattling to Commander Beoncheon of the Extreme Army.

"This very vice strategist is the one who framed you."

"Don't believe the Young Cult Leader's words. It's slander."

After speaking, Hyeok Sagun realized his response was inappropriate. He had reported to the Chairman that there was evidence of Beoncheon joining the Demonic Cult, yet now he called it slander. He should have said this to Beoncheon.

There is evidence that you have joined hands with the Demonic Cult.

This was the first time one person had caused him to make so many slips of the tongue.

It's all because of this bastard.

His long-laid plans were crumbling. Even now, the man unsettled him.

"Aren't you afraid?"

"Of what?"

"You must've gotten this far with that man's help, but once he becomes the Evil Alliance Chairman, do you think he'll let you live?"

"What are you talking about? What kind of forced accusation are you trying to frame me with now?"

"Let's say you became the Chairman. Would you want a strategist who was forcibly promoted with someone else's help? Or would you want a truly skilled Head Strategist?"

"!"

How could Hyeok Sagun not have had such thoughts? He had deliberately buried them deep in his heart. The higher his desire for success, the deeper he buried his worries.

He trusted Hwang Seokgyeong. He would be the Chairman, and Hyeok Sagun would be the Head Strategist. He dreamed only of a brilliant future where they would stand together by the Chairman's Hall window, reminiscing about the past.

And now, Geom Mugeuk had dug up what Hyeok Sagun had buried so deep. He learned for the first time that the deepest buried things are the ones that pop out with just a slight poke.

Don't try to drive a wedge between my Liege and me!

Hyeok Sagun almost said it aloud. Those words should not be spoken. He could not yet reveal he was on the same side as Hwang Seokgyeong, who stood over there.

"Don't try to drive a wedge between the Chairman and me."

This was the proper response.

Geom Mugeuk struck a nerve once again.

"You're deceiving yourself so much just to cross those twenty-something steps to where that man is."

"!"

For a moment, Hyeok Sagun was speechless.

Geom Mugeuk relentlessly shook him, then shouted to the Brawling King.

"If you don't back down, I'll kill your strategist right here."

However, the Brawling King did not retreat a single step.

"Look at his reaction. You still think you won't be discarded after you've served your purpose?"

Hyeok Sagun was inwardly flustered. Geom Mugeuk's earlier words echoed in his mind. Would you want a strategist who was forcibly promoted? Or would you want a truly skilled strategist?

"Now, frankly confess what you've hidden as your last resort and come back to our side."

At that, the Brawling King, who had been watching, stepped forward.

"Stop trying to hide your identity. The Chairman already knows. He's just mocking you."

Hyeok Sagun looked at Baek Jagang in disbelief. If Hwang Seokgyeong said something like that, Baek Jagang should have reacted to him, but Baek Jagang didn't even glance his way. From that, he knew.

He really knew.

The source of the anxiety and unease he had felt the entire way here was finally revealed. He didn't even ask why he had betrayed them.

Bi Sayin didn't spare him a glance either. Since Hyeok Sagun had tried to kill him, he should have at least hurled some curses, but he was completely ignored.

Following their master's will, neither Beoncheon nor the Thirteen Evil Wolves looked at him.

Finally, he looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk offered him one last word.

"Look carefully. There might be a large cauldron behind you, ready to boil you alive."

It was a remark he would have rather not heard.

The Brawling King said to Hyeok Sagun.

"Come here."

Is it really okay to go like this? Won't someone ambush and kill me?

He had such worries, but there was no other choice.

Hyeok Sagun slowly walked toward the Brawling King.

He felt terrible. He had intended for his betrayal to be revealed in a more dramatic and spectacular way.

He had planned to look down at the dying Baek Jagang and say, 'I was the one who betrayed you.'

Then the Chairman would lament, 'I can't believe it. You were the traitor?'

The Brawling King might be the one to kill the Chairman, but he had been greedy, wanting to be the final protagonist. He had imagined his final moment with the Chairman countless times.

However, he now walked toward the Brawling King, his identity revealed so anticlimactically.

He wished someone would at least curse him, but no one paid him any mind.

Hyeok Sagun felt to his bones that being ignored was more unpleasant than being hated.

The Brawling King capped off this worst-case finale.

The Brawling King didn't say anything meaningful to him.

You've worked hard until now. A new history will now begin. It's thanks to you that we've come this far.

Hyeok Sagun desperately hoped for such praise. A single word from the Brawling King could blow away this complete disregard.

"Go stand in the back."

However, that one phrase was all he said.

The Brawling King's gaze returned to Baek Jagang.

Hyeok Sagun realized it. At this moment, he was just a hindrance to the fight.

Even while understanding the Brawling King, he couldn't help but feel disappointed. He unknowingly clenched his fists and walked to the back. The water in the cauldron hanging in his heart began to boil.

The Brawling King asked Baek Jagang.

"Since when did you know?"

"A few days."

"You couldn't have had any proof."

Baek Jagang nodded. That was true. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't appeared, he wouldn't have thought Hyeok Sagun had betrayed him, even until the very last moment.

Who would dare think that someone would recruit a strategist, make him the Head Strategist, kill the Young Alliance Chairman, and even aim for the Evil Alliance Chairman's position?

Baek Jagang's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"He insisted tenaciously. How tenacious must he have been for me to believe the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult over my own alliance's deputy strategist?"

He described it as tenacious, but in truth, 'charming' was a better word. The moments with Geom Mugeuk were refreshing and fun. That was why he was ultimately able to come this far.

Would Geom Mugeuk miss a chance to joke at a moment like this?

"Ah! It was truly an effort that brought tears of blood. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is trying this hard, so what are you doing here instead of accepting the new recruits you're supposed to? Did you get tired of giving others a new start and decide to get one for yourself?"

The Brawling King felt one could be deceived by such words. His opponent looked at him from a battlefield covered in blood. The Poison Tyrant had died because he failed to see that.

The Evil Eccentric stepped into the heavy silence.

"It seems you've all had enough conversation."

The Evil Eccentric pointed to one person.

"You. You and I will fight."

His opponent was the New Moon Blade of the Seven Evil Masters.

"If we must fight anyway, it's more dignified to fight first."

This meant that as time passed, the battle would become a chaotic melee. The New Moon Blade accepted his proposal to fight now rather than later.

"You speak the truth."

As the two stepped forward, the other martial artists stepped back, naturally creating a space for them to fight.

Everyone held their breath. It was a battle between two of the Seven Evil Masters.

Bi Sayin worried about the Evil Eccentric. After all, he had come here today for his sake, and his body had not yet fully recovered.

Senior, please be careful.

In response to Bi Sayin's worry, the Evil Eccentric gave a single nod, his back still turned.

The New Moon Blade drew his crescent-moon-shaped blade. He emitted a sharp aura and launched the first attack.

The crescent moon, beautiful in the sky, became ferocious when it descended to earth.

SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWIIIIIIK!

Dozens of blade lines appeared in an instant. The Evil Eccentric sought a path between the lines dividing life and death. As a master of the Great Iron Cleave, a close-combat art, he had to get close.

They knew each other's skills well, so the fight instantly grew fierce. Blade qi flew and enhanced qi blasted from their bodies, sweeping through the surroundings.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

Even watching was extremely dangerous. They fought without any regard for the people around them.

The onlookers unleashed their own sword qi to block the stray attacks. At times, they threw their bodies aside to dodge.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Half-moon shaped blade qi shot out in succession. It was a powerful attack, capable of erasing bone and flesh without a trace from a mere graze.

Screams erupted from all around. Unable to dodge in time, members of the Fighting Wolf were swept away by the blade qi.

The onlookers retreated. Those with weaker martial arts moved even farther away.

Amidst the chaos, Baek Jagang and the Brawling King faced each other. They did not watch the fight, only staring into each other's eyes. Blade qi grazed past their faces, but they did not move a single step. They were perfectly still, as if standing in a different space.

From the moment Baek Jagang knew his opponent had brought the Poison Tyrant, he stopped seeing him as a martial artist and started thinking of him as an assassin. If he was someone for whom only victory mattered, then he would treat him accordingly. His opponent was someone who could jump into this fight at any moment to launch a joint attack.

Go on, try and make a move.

Because Baek Jagang kept him so strongly in check, Geom Mugeuk could watch the two fight with a relaxed mind.

He projected himself into their fight. He became the New Moon Blade, then he became the Evil Eccentric.

The New Moon Blade's martial art was a blade art, while Geom Mugeuk's was a sword art. The Evil Eccentric used close-combat arts, while he used fist arts. Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk perfectly superimposed his own martial arts onto their movements. If it were me, I'd do this. If it were me, I'd do that.

Watching a life-and-death battle between two of the Seven Evil Masters was a great help to Geom Mugeuk.

A single mistake would lead to defeat. They fought on a razor's edge. He thought the loser would feel truly wronged.

The only difference was their reasons for fighting.

And it seemed the Evil Eccentric's reason was more special and stronger.

The Evil Eccentric's elbow pierced through the flashing blade light and struck the New Moon Blade's shoulder.

A momentary stagger. That was the end. If the Evil Eccentric were the type to miss such an opportunity, he would never have become one of the Seven Evil Masters.

PWEOK! KWAJIK.

The Evil Eccentric slammed his back and shoulder into the New Moon Blade's chest. As the New Moon Blade stumbled back coughing up blood, the Evil Eccentric suppressed his demonic acupoints and wrapped an arm around his neck from behind.

"Do you have any last words?"

"This feels filthy."

"Isn't living and dying filthily the way of us heretics?"

KWADEUK!

The New Moon Blade's neck bone snapped at a right angle. He died instantly.

The Evil Eccentric slowly turned and walked back. Everyone watched him in silence.

Blood trickled from the corner of the Evil Eccentric's mouth because he had overexerted his inner arts.

Bi Sayin ran out to meet him.

"Are you alright?"

The Evil Eccentric nodded, his face pale.

"A fight like this wasn't so bad."

It meant that after a lifetime of fighting only for himself, he had fought for someone else for the first time.

"I will never forget this moment."

In that moment, Bi Sayin was Geom Mugeuk, and the Evil Eccentric was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.


Chapter 370: Raise Your Hand If You Think He's Ugly!

"First, please circulate your qi."

Bi Sayin worried about the Evil Eccentric. His complexion was so pale that he looked ready to collapse at any moment.

"Don't worry. I've been through worse than this and come out fine."

Before sitting down, the Evil Eccentric glanced at the corpse of the New Moon Blade.

He saw the image of the Light Flash's corpse overlapping the body. He also saw the form of the Thousand Armed Sword of the Hellish Dual Swords. The day had come when he would kill members of the Seven Evil Masters with his own hands.

When life changes drastically, it strikes like an assassin's throwing knife. It never gives a warning.

Even while doing various jobs for the Evil Alliance, the Evil Eccentric had always kept one foot back. He was always prepared to pull out if things went south. That was the kind of man he had been.

He had waded in too deep.

However, as he had told Bi Sayin earlier, this feeling was not bad. It was certainly awkward to do something for someone else.

The Evil Eccentric sent a telepathic message to one person.

[Is this what it is normally like?]

The recipient was Geom Mugeuk. He had asked abruptly, without context, but Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation.

[This is just the beginning.]

Did he know what I was asking to give such an answer?

[Then what happens later?]

[You will regret it. You'll think, Why did I get so involved and put myself through this? You might even die because of those unfitting emotions.]

Geom Mugeuk knew exactly what he was being asked and answered accordingly.

[But it will be different when you die.]

[How?]

[At least you won't leave behind words like 'this feels disgusting' like the New Moon Blade did. You will leave different words. I will listen carefully to the very end.]

[I'll live longer than you. I'll show you the tenacious life of the unorthodox sects.]

The Evil Eccentric closed his eyes and began his qi circulation exercise.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Baek Jagang.

Feeling the gaze on him, Baek Jagang looked over.

After drawing his attention, Geom Mugeuk immediately looked at the Brawling King. His gaze said it all.

I will handle the Brawling King now, so please watch over your disciple for a moment.

The Brawling King was an opponent one could not ignore for even a moment.

Then, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message.

[What you see may not be everything. This is a conspiracy aimed at none other than the Chairman.]

Geom Mugeuk then gave an extreme example.

[Father could walk out from those bushes back there.]

To think he could speak so pleasantly while reminding me of the danger!

Baek Jagang once again felt a strong sense of jealousy toward Geom Woojin.

I admit, you've had a bountiful harvest with your son.

He admitted it was not just a good harvest, but a great one.

But isn't farming something you do every year?

There was hope. After all, the Evil Eccentric had stepped up for Bi Sayin. Winning over such a difficult person meant that Bi Sayin now had the capacity to gain a true supporter.

Geom Mugeuk sent another telepathic message.

[You must not be harmed in the slightest. I will help as well.]

Seeing him repeat what he had said before, it seemed Geom Mugeuk truly intended to conclude things this way.

Very well, I shall enjoy your great harvest this year.

Yes, if he was going to properly compete with Geom Woojin in raising a son.

[Alright, I won't be harmed in the slightest.]


While the atmosphere on the Evil Alliance's side was good, the same could not be said for the Brawling King's side.

With the deaths of the Poison Tyrant and the New Moon Blade, the morale of the Fighting Wolf plummeted.

No matter how much they loved to fight, they did not enjoy a losing battle.

These were men who could make opponents bow their heads with a mere glance, but now, that gaze had no effect. Their opponents were the martial artists of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extreme Army. They were foes they might not win against even if their own morale was sky-high.

Naturally, everyone's gaze turned to the Brawling King.

He was not shaken at all. He did not try to encourage the Fighting Wolf or force their morale up. In fact, his calm demeanor soothed the anxiety of the Fighting Wolf.

The Brawling King spoke politely to the Green Slayer Ghost.

"Senior, please step forward and handle this."

The Brawling King trusted his skills. Although he worried about his hot-headed and foul temper, he was not overly concerned, as the man had weathered many storms.

The Green Slayer Ghost stepped forward and addressed the Evil Alliance martial artists.

"Your side already pointed one out, so it's fair for our side to point one out too, right? Surely the elites of the Evil Alliance won't swarm me like a pack of dogs because you're scared of this old man, right? You bastards, your Chairman is watching!"

He grinned, revealing the few teeth he had left.

A faint smile touched the Brawling King's lips. Yes, just do that.

On the other hand, Baek Jagang's expression hardened. He knew there was no one here who could face the Green Slayer Ghost in a one-on-one fight. Moreover, the man would not nominate Geom Mugeuk.

The Green Slayer Ghost spoke to the Evil Eccentric.

"How about you step up first? I'm talking to you, the one running wild trying to become the greatest master of the unorthodox path after killing all the Seven Evil Masters."

He picked a fight with the Evil Eccentric, perhaps because he had some personal connection to the New Moon Blade.

Of course, the Evil Eccentric was not one to be trifled with. The Evil Eccentric, who had his eyes closed, opened them.

"And what are you trying to gain by standing there?"

For a moment, the Green Slayer Ghost's expression twitched.

"Did a public enemy of our alliance really expect to be treated as a Senior? Just how despicable a life did you live to become a public enemy to the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions all at once?"

The Green Slayer Ghost took a step forward, leaking killing intent.

At that, Bi Sayin stepped in front of the Evil Eccentric to protect him.

"Stand back."

The Green Slayer Ghost gave him a pathetic look.

"Young Alliance Chairman, unless that hideous face of yours can be converted into martial arts skill, don't you dare block my path."

The Green Slayer Ghost deliberately provoked Bi Sayin. His target was never the Evil Eccentric, but Bi Sayin from the start. Knowing their relationship was strong, he had picked a fight with the Evil Eccentric to draw Bi Sayin out.

If an agitated Bi Sayin charged at him, he planned to take him hostage. If he rushed just ten steps, he intended to snatch him up like a hawk.

It was the best way to turn the tables now that the Poison Tyrant and the New Moon Blade were dead. If they held him hostage, the Evil Alliance could not engage in a chaotic brawl. Their plan was to pick them off one by one and then, at the end, eliminate the Evil Alliance Chairman with the Brawling King.

"Since no one has likely been honest with you, Young Alliance Chairman, I'll tell you. Your face is disgusting to even look at."

When had he ever been told his face was disgusting? Bi Sayin felt awful. In the past, he might have fallen for this provocation. He was truly angry.

However, the Bi Sayin of today was different. How would Geom Mugeuk react? Anger is one thing, but he wouldn't let that emotion dictate his actions, would he?

"There was someone who told me this face was handsome."

"Who on earth?"

At that, Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk said with a troubled expression.

"...It was a joke."

Bi Sayin laughed. He was satisfied with himself for becoming someone who could laugh in a moment like this. He was certain this change would make him stronger in the future.

He was also grateful to Geom Mugeuk for building a relationship where he did not feel bad at all even after hearing it was a joke. That grateful person always looked after his feelings with great care. After his banter, he never forgot to add words like these.

"You do look a bit cool when you laugh like that."

Since all the Evil Alliance martial artists were watching, Geom Mugeuk praised Bi Sayin once more.

"Someone who doesn't know how to judge a face will only see your scar, but someone who does will recognize how handsome the face beneath the scar is."

It was not about looking at his inner self. Geom Mugeuk hoped these words would work like magic. He hoped people would think, He looks okay now that I look again. He hoped such people would increase one by one.

"And your laugh greatly resembles that of the Fist Demon, the Demon Supreme of our Cult. It's my favorite laugh, second only to Father's."

How could he not be grateful when he said such things in front of everyone? After meeting Geom Mugeuk and hearing these words repeatedly, his long-held inferiority complex was fading. He was so thankful and happy right now that he thought he might shake it off completely after today.

"Then I'll have to create more reasons to laugh."

"Isn't that up to you?"

Listening to their conversation, the Green Slayer Ghost felt like he had been drawn into something. Far from provoking his opponent, he felt he had helped improve their relationship, which disgusted him. In any case, he had failed to take Bi Sayin hostage.

The Green Slayer Ghost's gaze returned to his original target.

"You, come out."

The opponent he pointed to was Beoncheon, the Commander of the Extreme Army.

"I will be your opponent."

Beoncheon was not at all intimidated by the Green Slayer Ghost. This was the spirit of the man named Beoncheon. That was why he led the Extreme Army, the Chairman's most elite unit.

The Evil Alliance has numerous pavilions and corps. However, in a situation like today where it is unclear who to trust, the first organization mobilized is the Extreme Army.

He was the leader of such an organization. Therefore, he was not a man who would be intimidated even if his opponent was not just the Green Slayer Ghost, but the Brawling King as well.

That was why Baek Jagang had to stop this fight. No matter how strong Beoncheon was, he could not handle the qi of the Green Slayer Ghost, a master from a previous generation.

However, if he stepped in to stop it, that Green Slayer Ghost would mock Beoncheon's honor and pride with all sorts of insulting words. He had to respond cautiously as his subordinates were watching.

Baek Jagang found himself looking at Geom Mugeuk without realizing it. He hated to admit it, but he felt himself relying on him in this moment.

And Geom Mugeuk once again began to meet the Chairman's expectations.

Geom Mugeuk spoke politely to the Green Slayer Ghost.

"Before you two fight, may I say just one thing to our old master?"

"What is it?"

"Actually, when it comes to being ugly, the old Senior is uglier than the Young Alliance Chairman."

"What?"

Not expecting such words, the bewildered Green Slayer Ghost's expression soured.

"I'm telling you this because I was afraid you might die in the fight without knowing the truth."

Die at the hands of Beoncheon? This too was a provocative statement. However, the words that bothered him more were these.

"Are you saying that I'm uglier than the Young Alliance Chairman?"

"That's right."

Geom Mugeuk knew. The Green Slayer Ghost might be unsightly now with his missing teeth and many wrinkles, but in his youth, he was known as a handsome Young Lord.

He was a man who took great pride in his appearance. That was also the reason he had mocked Bi Sayin's looks.

"Even if I imagine your younger face and compare, you are definitely uglier. I apologize."

When he bowed his head deeply and apologized, the Green Slayer Ghost became even angrier. If he had just hurled insults saying he was uglier, it would have been a meaningless accusation, but this polite apology made him feel truly awful.

This brat is quite something!

He knew he was being deliberately provoked, but he could not avoid it. He just could not admit that he was uglier than Bi Sayin. It was a face he himself had called disgusting.

"You don't seem to believe me, so shall we check?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke loudly to everyone present.

"Alright, then let's see who is uglier. Everyone who thinks the Young Alliance Chairman here is ugly, please raise your hand!"

Everyone was flustered, not expecting such a question.

Baek Jagang was surprised, and even the Brawling King was surprised. Not a single person there was not surprised. A beauty contest in this situation?

Naturally, no one from the Evil Alliance's side raised their hand. Even if they thought so, who would dare? Conversely, some from the Fighting Wolf also failed to raise their hands in time due to the sudden question.

"Then, everyone who thinks our old master is ugly, raise your hand!"

As soon as he finished speaking, Geom Mugeuk shot his hand up, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves followed suit. Then, all the martial artists of the Extreme Army also raised their hands.

At that moment, Bi Sayin's eyes widened.

Baek Jagang had raised his hand. He had never dreamed that his master would raise his hand for him in such a ridiculous situation.

Master!

It was just the simple act of raising a hand, but he was deeply moved.

He did not know. His Master's action also contained an apology for having doubted him this time.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Green Slayer Ghost.

"Look here. Aren't there far more people who think our old Senior is ugly?"

"You brat, isn't that just because there are more of you?"

"Isn't it the same?"

"What is?"

"Aren't you, Senior, also acting as you please just because you're old? Mocking your junior for being ugly, isn't that all because you have more inner arts?"

"!"

They were unexpected words, so the Green Slayer Ghost was momentarily speechless. This was Geom Mugeuk's true intention.

"Earlier, the previous Senior picked someone of a similar age and skill to fight, but you, old Senior, are not doing that, are you? If you want fairness, our side should also send out people equivalent to your age."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm saying that we'll send out a number of people equal to your age, so let's fight. Or you can just confidently admit that you're uglier."

"You crazy bastard, how can you say that!"

He had brought up appearances to provoke Bi Sayin, but he was now caught in Geom Mugeuk's provocation instead.

"Are you pulling this cheap trick because you think you can beat me by attacking together?"

"Just admit you're ugly and fight Commander Beoncheon!"

"What kind of ridiculous nonsense is this?"

"No, I've spoken out of turn. Please, continue with your duel."

"This brat!"

"What's so shameful about a man admitting he's ugly."

In the end, the Green Slayer Ghost could not hold back any longer and shouted.

"Fine! I'll kill you all at once."

As soon as his words fell, Bi Sayin stepped forward first.

"Let's have a match to see who's uglier."

As if he had been waiting, Geom Mugeuk followed.

"If my friend goes, I go too! Our side's combined age is still far too low, so I'll join forces with one more person."

Geom Mugeuk glanced back and forth between First Wolf and Beoncheon, then spoke to First Wolf.

"Commander Beoncheon was not only pointed out, but he was also falsely accused this time, so please yield."

First Wolf nodded readily. If Geom Mugeuk and Beoncheon stepped up, he would not have to. Besides, if a crisis befell Bi Sayin, he planned to intervene regardless of any promise. For that, it was better to stay out of it.

The Green Slayer Ghost belatedly came to his senses.

Ah, this was not the plan.

He had snapped in a fit of anger, and now three people stood before him.

Anyway, it was because of this damned temper of his that he had become a public enemy of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. It never got better, no matter how old he got.

It was the Brawling King who brought the situation under control.

"The ages do not match."

The Brawling King said to Geom Mugeuk in a calm tone.

"You should step out, and First Wolf should step in."

Geom Mugeuk had expected the Brawling King to intervene, so he readily accepted. The Brawling King would never allow him to fight alongside them.

"Then I'll be in your care, First Wolf."

First Wolf took his place.

An image surfaced in the Brawling King's mind. The image of Geom Mugeuk, who had spouted so many words, jokes, and absurdities, returning to the blood-soaked battlefield. Standing there alone, looking this way with an endlessly deep gaze. Because he could not see that side of him, the Green Slayer Ghost was being played so helplessly.

In the spot where only Beoncheon should have stood, Bi Sayin and First Wolf now stood together.

Having stepped back, Geom Mugeuk looked at Baek Jagang.

His gaze seemed to say, "My efforts can only go this far."


Chapter 371: Fight with Style

Baek Jagang was genuinely moved.

Three men now stood where Beoncheon should have fought alone. They could launch a joint attack without damaging Beoncheon's honor before his subordinates. Who else could have achieved this against the Green Slayer Ghost?

He had once scoffed at the idea of being bewitched by the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, but now he had to admit it.

How could one not be captivated by such a person?

Above all, he was grateful for the chance to raise his hand for his disciple. The raw emotion on Bi Sayin's rugged face was plain when he raised his hand. Baek Jagang felt deep regret for ever doubting such a disciple.

This was why he would not trust Geom Mugeuk. Knowing Geom Mugeuk could captivate even him, he would trust him even less. After ninety-nine truths, a single lie could ruin the Evil Alliance. Still, he had to show his gratitude.

Baek Jagang gave Geom Mugeuk a slight nod.

It was not a greeting to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. It was a greeting from the martial artist Baek Jagang to the martial artist Geom Mugeuk, ignoring age or status. It was a thank you for protecting their honor and their faith in a disciple.

Geom Mugeuk, his expression now serious, bowed his head respectfully in return.

Watching them, the Green Slayer Ghost understood. Geom Mugeuk had orchestrated this from the start. He knew he had been provoked, but he never imagined Geom Mugeuk was working at the Chairman's request.

He wanted to curse Geom Mugeuk, but it would be like spitting into the wind. Instead, his anger turned toward the three men before him.

"Did you think the outcome would change just because there are three of you? You would've died with dignity, but now you'll just die disgracefully, tangled up with each other."

The Green Slayer Ghost believed the result would not change. The fight would only end when one side was annihilated. It was just a matter of order.

"Who should I kill first?"

The three men secretly exchanged telepathy. Bi Sayin took the lead.

[I'll take the center, so please support me from both sides. We must stay within two steps of each other. He'll try to toy with us at first, so we can't miss that chance.]

Bi Sayin burned with determination to kill the Green Slayer Ghost. He did not show it, but he was afraid and trembling. His opponent was a master stronger than them, and the Evil Alliance Chairman and his martial artists were all watching.

He had fought many battles, but he had never trembled like this. The tension came from a single thought.

If I make a mistake, First Wolf and Commander Beoncheon will die.

As the worry made him stiffen, Geom Mugeuk's telepathy arrived.

[Don't worry about the other two.]

Bi Sayin nearly shouted, 'Are you inside my head!'

[If you fight defensively, you'll lose. Fight like it's a one-on-one battle, whether they live or die. That's the only way you can win.]

[!]

He instinctively knew Geom Mugeuk was right. He had to trust the other two. If he tried to protect them, all three would die.

[Fight with style.]

Geom Mugeuk's final advice was unexpected. It was not a command to fight desperately or cautiously. With style. Bi Sayin knew it didn't just mean to be flashy. The strange words felt like a guide.

Right, with style.

Bi Sayin drew his sword, and Beoncheon and First Wolf drew theirs. The martial artists of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extreme Army roared their support. The Fighting Wolfs shouted back, not to be outdone.

Amid the roars, Bi Sayin attacked first. He did not use the Chairman's martial arts, of which he only knew the First Technique. Instead, he used his own fully mastered Four Soul Chasing Swords.

He unleashed the First Sword, Jeolhon. A pure white sword qi raged from his blade like a wave. The Green Slayer Ghost did not evade. He met the attack head-on with a palm technique.

"......"

The ground shook from the explosion. The Green Slayer Ghost blocked the attack without moving a step, as if boasting of his inner arts. At the same time, Beoncheon and First Wolf launched sword qi from the left and right.

Again, the Green Slayer Ghost thrust out both palms and neutralized their attacks. A cloud of dust rose from the explosions.

They expected him to mock them, but the Green Slayer Ghost vanished with the dust cloud.

SHWAAAAK!

In a flash, he appeared behind Bi Sayin, striking down with a palm.

Bi Sayin twisted his body and barely dodged, but he could not avoid the follow-up strike. It was too fast. As Bi Sayin raised his protective qi to brace for impact, First Wolf rushed in and thrust his sword.

First Wolf used the Heavenly Yang Seven Hands. He unleashed the Fast Sun Stance, the fastest of its seven techniques. His attack was desperate, willing to sacrifice himself to save Bi Sayin.

The Green Slayer Ghost abandoned his attack on Bi Sayin and dodged. The fight was in his favor, so there was no need to risk injury. As he dodged, Beoncheon's attack flew at him.

Beoncheon's sword poured down like a torrent. He used the Soul Shocking Sword Technique, a style based on speed and extreme yin.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

The Green Slayer Ghost stayed just ahead of the blade's tip, never letting it pierce his body.

The Green Slayer Ghost's speed was incomprehensible for his old body. His movements explained how he had survived for so long.

Bi Sayin unfolded the Second Sword of the Four Soul Chasing Swords, the Soul Binder. Five streams of living sword qi curved through the air to engulf the Green Slayer Ghost.

The Green Slayer Ghost leaped into the air, and the sword qi changed direction to pursue him. They were like dragons chasing a Yeouiju, but they would not get the pearl this time.

After dodging mid-air, the Green Slayer Ghost shot down like a beam of light. His new target was First Wolf.

The Green Slayer Ghost unleashed a series of palm techniques as he descended.

KWANG! KWAAAANG!

The ground where First Wolf had stood exploded and overturned.

First Wolf threw himself aside to dodge. The dust cloud before him parted, and the Green Slayer Ghost charged through. A palm glowing with pure white light flew toward him.

It was the White Bone Piercing Palm, filled with the energy of extreme yin. A direct hit would cause a severe injury.

Too late.

An injury would make him a burden, so First Wolf thrust his sword, intending to trade his life for an arm.

I'm sorry, Young Alliance Chairman! This is as far as I go.

At that moment, the White Bone Piercing Palm changed direction. The Green Slayer Ghost disappeared.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

Sword qi swept through the spot where he had been.

It was the Third Sword of the Four Soul Chasing Swords, Cheolhon. The Green Slayer Ghost could have killed First Wolf, but it would have cost him a severe injury, so he twisted away. Bi Sayin had saved First Wolf.

First Wolf had no time to offer thanks. The Green Slayer Ghost was already attacking Beoncheon.

KWAAAANG!

Overpowered, Beoncheon was pushed back. First Wolf flew to him, caught him, and pushed qi into him, stopping their slide.

Bi Sayin unleashed a barrage of attacks to prevent a follow-up. The other two joined in. They fought without thinking of what came next. Conserving inner arts against the Green Slayer Ghost was arrogant. They had to pour everything out before they were depleted.

The Green Slayer Ghost was stronger. His every move was a stream of killing intent, yet in this perilous situation, Bi Sayin felt a glimmer of hope.

We can do this!

Their coordination was better than he had feared, precisely because they were not trying to coordinate. If they had tried to match moves, the fight would have been harder. They would have hesitated, afraid of interfering with an ally's technique. It would have become a series of one-on-one fights.

But now it was different. Bi Sayin fought as if in a duel, unconcerned if his own sword qi injured First Wolf and Beoncheon. The attack that saved First Wolf was a direct result of Geom Mugeuk's advice. He hadn't attacked to save, but to kill. The result was the same, but the mindset was different.

This was only possible because First Wolf and Beoncheon fought better than he expected. In the end, Geom Mugeuk was right. Trusting them and focusing on the fight was the best way.

The leisure vanished from the Green Slayer Ghost's face. The fight was not as easy as he had thought. He had overlooked one fact. All three of them were fighting with their lives on the line.

Beoncheon fought for the honor of the Extreme Army Commander, First Wolf fought to protect Bi Sayin, and Bi Sayin fought for the Chairman and the Evil Alliance.

Frustrated, the Green Slayer Ghost vented his anger on an unrelated target. A palm technique aimed at Bi Sayin suddenly flew toward the watching martial artists of the Extreme Army.

The attack was too fast and powerful for them to dodge. Their deaths would shatter Bi Sayin's focus and satisfy his anger. The men at the front unleashed their own palm techniques and shouted.

"Get back!"

Since they could not dodge, they resolved to use their full power to save their comrades behind them.

KWAAAANG!

An explosion erupted in a cloud of dust. The martial artists at the front looked at each other, unharmed. They should have been swept away by the palm technique.

Baek Jagang had neutralized the attack. His hand was extended, but his gaze remained fixed on the Brawling King. Baek Jagang slowly withdrew his hand.

All the Extreme Army martial artists bowed their heads respectfully. They would be dead if not for the Chairman.

The Brawling King could have attacked, but Geom Mugeuk released his energy as a warning.

If you move, I move.

The Brawling King did not move. He was certain that if he failed to kill Geom Mugeuk today, Geom Mugeuk would become a great threat later, even if he became the Evil Alliance Chairman. Could he stop a prepared Geom Mugeuk?

The Green Slayer Ghost's attack was a signal. The martial artists of the Extreme Army charged the Fighting Wolfs.

"Kill them!"

Both sides rushed each other, their fighting spirit already at its peak from watching the duel. The Thirteen Evil Wolves also joined the fray.

Baek Jagang and the Brawling King did not stop their standoff. They had to fight eventually. With the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the Evil Alliance had the advantage in numbers and skill.

Still, the Brawling King just watched. If he intervened, the Evil Alliance Chairman and Geom Mugeuk would jump in, starting a chaotic melee. He could not easily join even if he wanted to.

Meanwhile, Bi Sayin's fight reached its climax.

SHWAAAAAAK!

The Green Slayer Ghost's fingers bent into a claw as they dug toward Bi Sayin.

He was using his unique martial art, the Bloody Iron Claws, with the White Bone Piercing Palm. Bi Sayin had nearly died from that attack twice before.

The powerful Bloody Iron Claws, able to shatter flesh and bone with a graze, flew toward Bi Sayin's chest. Bi Sayin made a dangerous choice. He failed to completely evade, and the Green Slayer Ghost's fingers scraped across his chest.

KWADEDEUDEDEUK!

In the moment his chest was torn apart, the Green Slayer Ghost thought, Got him!

The fight's balance was broken. The Green Slayer Ghost turned toward Beoncheon with a triumphant smile, but Bi Sayin, who should have been dead, flashed his sword.

SHWIIIIING!

From point-blank range, he unleashed the Fourth Sword of the Four Soul Chasing Swords, Gwanghon.

"......"

Unable to dodge Gwanghon, the Green Slayer Ghost took the blow. He spewed blood from his shoulder and staggered. From the left came the Creation of Souls, the final technique of the Soul Shocking Sword Technique. From the right came the Taeyang Style, the final technique of the Heavenly Yang Seven Hands.

PUUK!

He dodged the Creation of Souls but not the Taeyang Style. As he staggered again.

PUUUUK!

Bi Sayin's sword pierced his chest.

Impaled, the Green Slayer Ghost coughed up blood and stared at Bi Sayin in disbelief.

"...But you were definitely hit by the Bloody Iron Claws?"

The Green Slayer Ghost's eyes fell on Bi Sayin's chest. Two layers of protective armor were torn away. The claws had ripped through the armor but had not reached Bi Sayin's body. The gamble had paid off.

Bi Sayin stared at him and said in a low voice, "Even up close, I'm still better looking."

"...damn it!"

PUK! PUUK!

First Wolf's and Beoncheon's swords flew in, embedding in his neck and heart. The Green Slayer Ghost collapsed, dead on the spot.

The three men sighed in relief. It was their first time coordinating, yet they had killed the Green Slayer Ghost. They exchanged heated glances. No words were needed. They were now comrades who had faced death together.

Bi Sayin looked first at the Evil Alliance Chairman. Baek Jagang gave him a bright smile, the broadest smile Bi Sayin had ever seen from his master. He felt their relationship would start anew from this day.

Bi Sayin's gaze then turned to Geom Mugeuk. He had won because of Geom Mugeuk's telepathy. He won because he poured everything out instead of fighting defensively. He won because he fought as if it were one-on-one.

My life debt to him keeps growing, yet he's looking at me with such a bright smile.

Then, a single line of telepathy arrived from Geom Mugeuk.

[Your fight had style.]

As if in response, the martial artists of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extreme Army roared in unison.

Their battle was over. With the Thirteen Evil Wolves, there was no upset. All the Fighting Wolfs were dead, while the Evil Alliance's casualties were not significant.

Only the Brawling King and vice strategist Hyeok Sagun remained. Hyeok Sagun stood frozen and silent, but the Brawling King was composed. Everyone's gaze fell on the Brawling King.

Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly to him. "You thought from the start that it didn't matter if all these men died."

He was too composed about his men's deaths. Geom Mugeuk was certain he had another trick. He could not be trusting only in his own skill when his opponent was the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"What on earth is the card you've been hiding?"

The Brawling King did not answer, so Baek Jagang finally stepped forward. He walked forward slowly, his presence overwhelming everyone. Baek Jagang slowly drew his sword. An aura more menacing than the blade flowed from his small eyes.

"I'll hear that answer through my sword."


Chapter 372: The Fist Asks and the Sword Answers

The decisive battle that would change the Evil Alliance's fate had finally arrived.

A standing Baek Jagang and a Baek Jagang with his sword drawn were two completely different men. The very air began to flow differently, as if Baek Jagang was making its current his own.

Beoncheon and First Wolf moved their subordinates far back. They were not to interfere in the fight between the Chairman and the Brawling King. Besides, no one there had the skill to do so.

Bi Sayin stood beside Geom Mugeuk, silently watching the Chairman and the Brawling King.

This was the first time he had ever seen his master in a life-and-death battle. He believed his master would win, but he trembled anyway. It was not because he doubted the Chairman's skill.

He trembled because this was the path he also had to walk. One day, when he became the Evil Alliance Chairman, a day like this would come for him too.

What kind of person will I be, standing there?

Geom Mugeuk felt his Heavenly Demon Defense Art activate on its own. The fully mastered art warned him that he stood in a space dominated by another. His mind and martial arts had become one.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the Brawling King. If he had sensed the change in the air, the Brawling King must have felt it too.

Now, what will you do?

The Brawling King slowly raised his hands.

"......"

He forcefully struck his left palm with his clenched right fist. He had done the same thing when he first confronted the Evil Alliance martial artists here.

DUWOOONG!

A wave pulsed from the Brawling King's hand, shaking the air that Baek Jagang dominated. The space, however, did not break.

PAAANG!

The surroundings vibrated with an even louder sound. He tried to dig into the cracks and reset the atmosphere, but the space Baek Jagang created held firm. It seemed to say, From now on, you breathe only with my permission.

Despite this, the Brawling King was not afraid. He had his own secret technique to counter an opponent's momentum. He focused his mind, and everyone except Baek Jagang turned to black and white in his vision.

Only his target, Baek Jagang, remained in his original colors. The rest became monochrome, like an ink wash painting.

That was not all. In the black and white world, if someone drew a sword or used inner arts, that part would be marked in red. This allowed him to instantly identify the most dangerous opponent, even among hundreds of people. It was a secret technique born from intense concentration training.

Today, however, he had a special experience.

He could not remove the color from one person. The person whose color did not fade, even though he was not the target, was Geom Mugeuk. No matter how hard the Brawling King tried to erase his presence, Geom Mugeuk's color remained. The opponent's presence was overcoming his concentration.

How in the world?

As the Brawling King stared at Geom Mugeuk, the Evil Alliance martial artists also turned their gazes toward Geom Mugeuk. Goodwill flowed from their eyes. He was, after all, the one who had saved their lives today.

The Brawling King glanced at the corpses of his subordinates, then spoke calmly.

"You, the variable, created this result."

Geom Mugeuk replied.

"How could their deaths be my fault? It's because of you, who plotted to swallow the Evil Alliance whole. It's because of the greed of those who joined you, and it's because of the will of these people, who fought you and risked their lives for their comrades."

Geom Mugeuk saw right through the Brawling King's thoughts.

"Weren't you planning to kill all those subordinates to silence them once you became the Evil Alliance Chairman anyway?"

He had planned a hero's tale where an instructor from the Evil Alliance Pass rises to become Chairman. He never would have let those mobilized in the process live.

"That's why you could be so calm about it."

The Brawling King could not deny it. It was true. The moment he became Chairman, he intended to discard everything and start anew.

"So stop blaming others for no reason, and have a safe trip at the hands of the Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head to Baek Jagang.

"Then, I'll leave it to you."

He asked politely, as if only the Chairman could handle this.

"This man can only be eliminated by you, Chairman."

In front of the subordinates, Geom Mugeuk showed the utmost respect. Baek Jagang suddenly remembered something Geom Mugeuk had said before.

"My honor doesn't lie in being cool. I want to return safely and see my people. I want to return safely to drink and talk with them."

Baek Jagang glanced at Bi Sayin. Yes, he too had a reason to return.

The moment Geom Mugeuk finished speaking, the Brawling King saw the color drain from Geom Mugeuk's body. He was completely entrusting this fight to the Evil Alliance Chairman and erasing his own presence.

Truly incredible!

The Brawling King stretched his body. He felt good. As long as opponents like these existed, he could fight like a madman. The thought of the immense ecstasy he would feel killing such people fueled his desire to win, no matter the cost.

PANG! PAANG! PAAANG!

The sound of his palm and fist colliding echoed like a drumbeat, raising the Brawling King's morale.


Baek Jagang did not yield the first attack. He saw his opponent not as a martial artist, but as an assassin. He was a man who would do anything, and Baek Jagang was determined not to show any openings.

Baek Jagang's figure flashed, and he was already in front of the Brawling King, thrusting his sword.

SHIIIIIIK!

The attack, filled with killing intent, aimed for the Brawling King's neck.

TTAANG!

The Brawling King flicked the blade away with his fingers and threw a punch at Baek Jagang's chest.

Baek Jagang's deflected sword sprang back like a coil and swung up in a semicircle. The two men's offense and defense intersected in straight and curved lines.

When the first exchange ended, the Brawling King landed lightly about ten meters away.

TUK.

The front of the Brawling King's clothes was split open. Baek Jagang's sword had been faster, forcing the Brawling King to abandon his attack and pull back.

A look of ecstasy crossed the Brawling King's face as he looked at his torn clothes.

"You're really stro..."

Before he could finish, a sword line passed through the space where his mouth had been.

SHIIIIIIK!

Dodging the swift attack, the Brawling King's fist flew toward Baek Jagang's face. His own attack was so fast his arm was invisible.

"......"

The space where Baek Jagang's face had been exploded. The powerful attack would have shattered anything with a physical form.

Having dodged the fist, Baek Jagang's sword slashed diagonally. Though the attack minimized blind spots, the Brawling King dodged it and launched a counterattack.

Even without using unique martial arts that required great inner arts, a terrifying exchange of life-and-death blows continued. The confidence that they could kill each other with a single strike, a single punch, shot between them like light.

To the onlookers, only dozens of lines were visible, appearing and disappearing. They were lines of death that would decide victory in an instant.

It was an exchange that revealed their fundamentals as martial artists. It was a dialogue of thrusts, slashes, dodges, and punches that flashy techniques could never convey. The fist asked, and the sword answered. The sound was like the wind, and at times, like the rain.

"......"

Then, with a sound like a bursting drum, the two separated.

"Hoo, hoo."

The Brawling King's breathing immediately grew ragged, showing how strenuous the exchange had been. In contrast, Baek Jagang's breathing was stable. Their breathing revealed whose fundamentals were superior.

Baek Jagang gave the Brawling King no time to rest. He flashed forward, his sword fast and precise.

The Brawling King blocked the perilous attack with the back of his hand.

SHUKAK! SHUKAK!

Baek Jagang's sword began to carve out space. It was a gruesome attack that would carve out a man's life if he remained.

The Brawling King took his first step back. Just as he seemed to be losing ground, his fist flew in, hook-like and unusually light.

Normally, Baek Jagang would have parried it lightly with his sword, but instinctively sensing danger, he desperately twisted his body away.

WHOOOOOSH!

A massive gust of wind erupted.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The ground and grass behind him were swept away, creating a huge trench. The tremendous attack made even distant trees and rocks disappear. If he had not realized the fist's true essence was hidden in that light move, he would have been seriously injured.

Watching, Bi Sayin clenched his fists. Would I have been able to recognize the power in that light fist? Probably not. This was a level of skill on a different dimension from the Green Slayer Ghost. The Brawling King was a heartless man, but his martial arts were profound.

Baek Jagang recognized his opponent's technique.

"The Revolving Wind Cloud Fist!"

It was the martial art of Makyeo, once called the god of the battlefield.

"As expected! You recognize it."

"If it's the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, then I can acknowledge it."

An intense light poured from Baek Jagang's eyes.

To counter that momentum, the Brawling King stomped his foot.

"......"

JJEEEEEOOOOK!

The ground split in all directions like a spiderweb.

A single crack shot past, splitting the ground between Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin. Bi Sayin felt uneasy. Is it foreshadowing some ominous future?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk lightly leaped over the crack and stood beside him. He then silently stared at the fight.

Ah! This is it.

It was as simple as crossing over. What was I so worried about?

If someone asked what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, Bi Sayin could now answer. He was someone who crosses the line first. He just hops over and says, let's be friends. He does not stand on pride, wondering who should make the first move.

Bi Sayin watched Geom Mugeuk's side profile. His expression, engrossed in the fight, was the most serious he had ever seen. This was the true face of the martial artist Geom Mugeuk.

...Even if he approached me to kill me.

Bi Sayin's gaze returned to the fight. He had missed dozens of moves, but it was okay. Learning from that simple leap would help him grow far more. For him, that little hop was a much harder task than the soaring leaps he was now watching.

Unable to withstand Baek Jagang's attack, the Brawling King soared into the sky.

Baek Jagang shot up after him.

The two flew up at a terrifying speed and vanished from sight. Only Geom Mugeuk, who had mastered the Divine Eye Technique, could see what was happening high in the sky.

A moment later, someone fell at a terrifying speed and slammed into the ground.

"......"

The person who fell with enough impact to crater the earth was the Brawling King.

Lying on his back, he immediately rolled to the side.

CHWAAAAAK.

A streak of sword qi sliced through the spot where he had been. The deep, straight line would have bisected his body.

Baek Jagang landed right after and pressed his attack like a raging storm. The Brawling King tried to speak, but Baek Jagang gave him no opportunity.

If he were fighting the Heavenly Demon, they would have talked, drank, and fought again, perhaps for seven days and nights. Baek Jagang, however, did not grant the Brawling King that kind of value.

Sword and fist cut through the air. Their movements were so fast that sound could not keep up.

In the end, the Brawling King resorted to a perilous move. In a life-and-death duel, the disadvantaged side always takes risks.

SHIIIIIIK.

"......"

He caught the incoming sword blade with his bare hand. None of the onlookers expected him to dare such a thing.

Simultaneously, his elbow flew toward Baek Jagang's chest.

PAPAPAK!

Baek Jagang twisted, pulled, and pushed the blade as fast as lightning, but the palm was not cut.

SWAAAAEK.

The elbow grazed past Baek Jagang. It was a decisive move, but Baek Jagang narrowly avoided it.

As their bodies crossed, the Brawling King aimed a headbutt at Baek Jagang's face, a move as unexpected as catching the sword.

"......"

The hilt of Baek Jagang's sword, now free from the Brawling King's grasp, struck his face. At the same time, Baek Jagang's sword strike cut through the air like a thunderbolt.

SEOKEOK.

With a final sound, the two men's movements stopped. It was the price for the recklessness of trying to catch the sword and headbutt the Evil Alliance Chairman.

A long gash was cut across the Brawling King's chest.

However, not a single drop of blood flowed. Only his clothing had been cut.

Baek Jagang's gaze turned to the Brawling King's hand. He had clearly slashed the palm before the chest, yet no blood had been drawn.

As if feeling pain, the Brawling King frowned and touched his chest. He then slowly took off his outer garment, revealing a treasured armor underneath.

"This is the Invincible Divine Armor. The finest treasured armor that cannot be cut by any sword."

He then held up both hands.

"These are the God of War. Gauntlets that can also be called the best. Please consider it a courtesy to you."

Just as Geom Mugeuk had predicted, he wore treasured armor. It was the Invincible Divine Armor and the God of War, the finest armors, equivalent to the positions of Cult Leader and Chairman in the martial world.

"That's fine. You'd need that much to face me. However, seeing that armor makes me wonder one thing."

Baek Jagang emitted a new aura.

His sword vibrated once, and a bluish light began to swirl around it. For the first time, the sword was imbued with enhanced sword qi. A new energy shimmered around Baek Jagang's body.

Baek Jagang spoke, his small eyes making him look all the more terrifying.

"That treasured armor of yours, it had better be truly uncuttable."


Chapter 373: Hot, Cold, and Lonely

The Invincible divine armor had lived up to its name, remaining uncut until now.

But could the Brawling King guarantee the Evil Alliance Chairman's sword would not cut it?

The Brawling King tried to erase the doubt that briefly surfaced in his mind.

"The Invincible is the Invincible for a reason, isn't it?"

Baek Jagang retorted.

"Do you believe anything in this world is invincible? There is only the human desire for something to be invincible."

Love, dreams, hope.

Baek Jagang never believed in such things. He was a thorough realist.

"If you're so cynical, why do you believe in the Young Cult Leader?"

Baek Jagang could tell the Brawling King was trying to plant seeds of doubt in his mind to shake his resolve. In a fight between him and the Brawling King, not even a speck of concentration could be lost.

"I don't believe in the Young Cult Leader. My disciple is the one who believes in the Young Cult Leader."

"Your disciple is being deceived by the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

The Brawling King's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. Like everyone else, Geom Mugeuk appeared in black and white, but his eyes alone glowed red. With a black and white body and red eyes, Geom Mugeuk looked like a malevolent demon.

"Look at that young Young Cult Leader's eyes. Do you see the ambition and desire dwelling within them?"

He would have ignored any other words, but since the Brawling King mentioned Geom Mugeuk, Baek Jagang answered his question.

"It seems you see a scorching heat in his eyes. To my eyes, I only feel the chill of a frozen snowfield."

The Brawling King saw heat, and the Evil Alliance Chairman saw cold.

Geom Mugeuk joked with them.

"You've both seen correctly. My left eye is hot, and my right eye is cold."

He then looked at Bi Sayin standing beside him and smiled. This composure amidst the tension was possible only because of his absolute faith in the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Honestly, Bi Sayin felt neither heat nor cold from Geom Mugeuk. All he saw was that mischievous glint in his eyes, as if Geom Mugeuk was always thinking of what nonsense to say next.

However, looking into those mischievous eyes, one could read a single emotion.

Geom Mugeuk asked Bi Sayin, "Don't tell me you see something in my eyes too?"

Bi Sayin nodded and answered honestly. It was something he could not have said if not for an opportunity like this.

"You look lonely."

He had not felt it at first, but he felt it now. That Geom Mugeuk was a lonely person. It was probably because he, too, knew well what loneliness was.

"A friend sees best, after all. How lonely must the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult be to come to the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman and ask to be friends?"

"I hope your loneliness doesn't lead to a strange end."

"Our end will be cackling, laughing, and playing until we die of old age."

The Brawling King cut into their conversation, his voice cold.

"Whether it's hot or cold, I see greed in your eyes. Can you be confident that your greed is smaller than mine?"

"At least it's not a greed that seeks to take what belongs to others, like yours. Let's just say I have some personal business."

However, I won't let that business consume my life. The reason I live both hotly and coldly is not solely to kill Hwa Mugi.

It's for my own life.

It's because I want to live with the people I care about.

When this fight is over, I will completely forget the Brawling King and go back to meet my people. I won't be restless, worrying and fretting about what might come next or who might appear.

Someday, even after I kill Hwa Mugi, I will continue to live the life of the Young Cult Leader and ascend to the position of the Heavenly Demon. I don't know what other events will occur in that process, or what kind of life will await me even after becoming the Heavenly Demon.

Only one thing is certain. A life spent pouring everything into one villain is enough with the one I had before my regression.

While eating a meal with the Demon Supreme, I'll say I'm stepping out for a moment, then go kill Hwa Mugi. While hunting with Father, I'll briefly go kill him instead of a tiger.

If they ask where I've been, I'll smile and reply that I just went to take care of some business.

I hope that becomes my life this time around. I will work to the point of death to create such a life.

The people here could never know Geom Mugeuk's heart. His feelings were only conveyed as a sense of heat, cold, and loneliness.

"What if that personal business is to bewitch your disciple?"

Until the very end, the Brawling King tried to provoke Baek Jagang.

The very moment Baek Jagang glanced at Bi Sayin.

SHWAAAAAAK!

A surprise palm technique flew from the Brawling King's hand.

However, Baek Jagang twisted his body and dodged the attack. The palm technique grazed past his face, but Baek Jagang did not even blink.

Baek Jagang said in a calm tone, "The only certain thing here is your greed beneath that treasured armor."

Baek Jagang aimed his sword, flowing with enhanced sword qi, at the Brawling King.

"You don't have to show me. I'll tear that treasured armor myself and see what's inside."

The moment he finished speaking, a verdant enhanced sword qi scattered into the air and flew toward the Brawling King.

A red enhanced qi gathered on both of the Brawling King's fists as he countered. A tremendous enhanced qi also unleashed from the Brawling King's fists.

With the explosive sound of enhanced qi colliding with enhanced qi, the two different colors mixed. The red and blue enhanced qi spread brilliantly, embroidering the air like a work of art from a painter's brush.

PWAAAAANG!

Dozens of strands of blue light split from the initial clash and shot out. They were not being destroyed and scattered. They all turned at once and flew toward the Brawling King.

It was an unexpected attack, so the Brawling King had no time to dodge. He raised his protective enhanced qi to its limit.

I have the Invincible, so I can withstand this!

The enhanced qi, which had split into dozens of strands, merged into one in front of the Brawling King and formed a new shape. The blue enhanced qi created a wolf.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk knew. The wolf's form was identical to the wolf in the Evil Alliance's the Chairman's Hall. It was the lonely wolf that guarded the evil path, the Blue Wolf.

the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique Fourth Technique the Blue Wolf Stance.

With an ear-splitting howl, the giant wolf swallowed the Brawling King whole.

The moment the enhanced qi struck the Brawling King, the Evil Alliance martial artists gasped collectively. The aura that spread with the Blue Wolf's howl sent shivers down their spines. The hair on their bodies stood on end, and they felt an urge to shout. It was the first time they had seen the Chairman's powerful morale-boosting technique in a real battle.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

A sound like something bursting came from the Brawling King.

Soon, the Brawling King's figure became visible beyond the settling dust.

Blood trickled from the mouth of the Brawling King, who had blocked the enhanced qi with his hands crossed in front of him.

TUDUDUDUK.

The Invincible divine armor was cut, and blood flowed from the Brawling King's body. A single move from Baek Jagang had pierced through both the Invincible divine armor and the Brawling King's protective enhanced qi.

The Brawling King looked down at the severed Invincible divine armor with shocked eyes. The Evil Alliance Chairman's words echoed in his ears.

Do you believe anything in this world is invincible?

If the Invincible divine armor was in this state, the Twin Souls that protected his wrists and shins were completely tattered and torn.

Of course, it was only because of them that the Brawling King could still stand.

The Brawling King gritted his teeth.

He had thought he was behind by about one move, but he was wrong. It was clearly two moves. Considering the hidden techniques he had yet to reveal, he could be behind by three or even four moves.

He's even stronger than I thought.

Geom Mugeuk was thinking the same thing.

This was also the reason why the Evil Alliance Chairman dreamed of unifying the murim.

His father, the Evil Alliance Chairman, and Jin Paecheon, said to be the most tyrannical of all the past Murim Alliance Chairmen.

The great heroes of an era had all gathered by coincidence. He thought that perhaps Hwa Mugi's birth was an inevitability brought about by these three men.

Baek Jagang looked at the blood flowing from behind the Invincible divine armor and said softly, "Your greed is shedding tears."

Faced with the aura from those small eyes that seemed to ask if it was regret or fear, the Brawling King clenched his fists.

Baek Jagang began to press the Brawling King.

As their enhanced qi collided, a series of explosions erupted.

With his protective armors damaged, the Brawling King took even greater impact.

However, the Brawling King did not back down.

A red energy flowed from his eyes as he pushed his inner arts to their limit.

The Brawling King surged forward and threw his fists.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist Third Technique the Chaos Lightning Dance.

Dozens of fists, as fast as light, embroidered the air.

Baek Jagang dodged all of those fists. They were so fast that the onlookers could not tell which fist he dodged or how.

Only Geom Mugeuk saw the movements of the two men clearly.

"Ah!"

Admiration escaped him automatically. The Brawling King's move was truly incredible. If he were not an enemy, it was a move worthy of praise.

And for the Evil Alliance Chairman, who dodged all of those praiseworthy attacks, he felt a sense of awe.

The Brawling King's attack did not end there. A follow-up technique connected to the flurry of fists was unleashed.

the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist Fourth Technique the Forbidden Scarlet Lock.

The final fist of the Chaos Lightning Dance opened wide. A chain-shaped red enhanced qi unleashed from the Brawling King's palm.

CHWARRRRRRK!

The chains instantly wrapped around Baek Jagang.

It worked!

No matter how strong the Evil Alliance Chairman was, once caught by the Forbidden Scarlet Lock, he would not be able to move until his next attack landed.

the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist Fifth Technique the Cloud Wind Door!

SHWIIIIK.

The Brawling King's strike, filled with killing intent, flew toward Baek Jagang's face. If the Cloud Wind Door were to strike his face, where his protective enhanced qi was relatively weak!

It's over.

Just then, the Brawling King saw it. The sword was not in the hand of the chained Baek Jagang.

"!"

The next moment!

PUUK!

Baek Jagang's sword descended silently from the air, piercing through his shoulder from above.

The Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique Sixth Technique the Shadowless Stance had been unleashed.

The sword pierced the Brawling King's bone and flesh.

"Uwaaaack!"

As the Brawling King's true qi was severed.

PAPAPAPANG!

With a series of loud bangs, the Forbidden Scarlet Lock that had bound Baek Jagang shattered into pieces and vanished.

PWAAAAK!

The sword embedded in his shoulder pulled itself out and flew into Baek Jagang's hand.

Blood gushed from the Brawling King's shoulder.

The Brawling King hurriedly pressed his blood dao to stop the bleeding, but the wound was deep. He could not face him even with an uninjured body, and now he was in a state where he could no longer hold on.

The Brawling King's choice was to flee.

He began to run for his life. Despite his severe injury, he ran at a frightening speed.

Baek Jagang pursued him even faster.

"......"

Baek Jagang slammed the desperately fleeing Brawling King to the ground.

"......"

He rolled on the ground from the heavy impact, but the Brawling King shot back up and started running again. The spectators also moved, following the two. They covered dozens of meters in an instant.

Bi Sayin subdued Hyeok Sagun's demonic acupoints, roughly tucked him under his arm, and moved along with them.

His master was fleeing, and he was being miserably dragged along.

However, hope had not yet vanished from his eyes, which should have been full of resentment.

Again, the enhanced qi launched by Baek Jagang struck the Brawling King's back.

"......"

The Brawling King collapsed face-first onto the ground.

Having given up on fleeing, the Brawling King sat up, panting for breath.

"I made a promise not to harm a single hair on his head. Let's end this fight here."

In that desperate moment, as Baek Jagang prepared the final blow!

The Brawling King, on the contrary, smiled.

"In that case...... you have lost."

Just as the Brawling King gave a meaningful smile.

About a hundred enemies appeared from all directions. This was the reason he had fled this far. For the final move he had hidden here.

The person at the forefront was Sahon, the Brawling King's right-hand man.

Those who appeared with him were not adults, but children.

There were children not yet ten, and some over thirteen or fourteen. The oldest looked to be about seventeen or eighteen.

Geom Mugeuk knew.

They were the children who had been kidnapped earlier.

The children's eyes were lifeless. They had been brainwashed by some special method.

Strange bags were strapped to the children's chests.

They leaped into the air in all directions at once. Simultaneously, the bags on the children's chests burst, scattering a white powder everywhere.

PWEOK! PWEOK! PWEOK! PWEOK!

The amount of powder that burst from a single bag was extraordinary. Since over a hundred bags burst simultaneously, the surroundings were instantly covered in the powder.

"It's Hwangcheon."

Hwangcheon was a poison for mass destruction, the most strictly forbidden poison in the murim. The bags that spewed this poison were created by the late Poison Tyrant.

The Brawling King had made the children wear them. It was a plan to frame the Demonic Cult's the Poison King for everything.

When they first appeared, he used the children to prevent them from being wiped out in a single blow. The Brawling King was a man who would use not just children, but even babies, if it meant he could win.

The Evil Alliance martial artists all took out their Antitoxin Beads and put them in their mouths.

"The Antitoxin Bead can't block this."

Previously, Geom Mugeuk had created a whirlwind to burn away the Poison Tyrant's poison, but this time it was impossible. Such a large amount had spread in all directions in an instant that even Geom Mugeuk could not do anything about this immense poison.

Bi Sayin threw himself forward to protect the Chairman first.

"Hurry and get away."

However, the Evil Alliance Chairman was already exposed to the poison.

"It will be the Demonic Cult's the Poison King who killed you!"

The only three people here who had taken the antidote beforehand were the Brawling King, Hyeok Sagun, and Sahon. Hyeok Sagun was a person the Brawling King absolutely needed in order to become the Evil Alliance Chairman.

The Brawling King smiled triumphantly. He would be able to withstand the poisoned Evil Alliance Chairman's attacks while fleeing. Time was on his side.

Winning like this was all that mattered. To win by any means necessary, this was the moment he would seize the greatest victory of his life.

Just then, the smile vanished from the Brawling King's lips.

His eyes caught sight of Sahon looking around with a bewildered expression. The Brawling King also looked around.

Nothing was happening.

The children were still standing, and the Evil Alliance martial artists exposed to the poison had not collapsed. They should have all been dead by now.

Belatedly, the martial artists of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extreme Army subdued the demonic acupoints of the dazed children.

The Brawling King had never properly shown his emotions before, but this time was different. He was shocked and bewildered.

"......"

Why was not anyone collapsing?

Baek Jagang and all the other Evil Alliance martial artists present were just as surprised. They all knew how potent a poison Hwangcheon was. Geom Mugeuk was also at a loss.

Could it be?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze, which had been scanning the area, turned to the sky. As his eyes fixed on a spot, everyone else's gaze naturally followed his.

A person stood on the branch of a giant tree, looking down at them with his arms crossed. He was a young, handsome boy. At his waist, he wore twelve pouches, each painted with an animal of the zodiac.

"Poison King!"

At Geom Mugeuk's surprised cry, a faint smile formed on the man's lips.

It really was the Poison King. The story about the Demonic Physician and the Poison King coming was a lie, but somehow, the real Poison King had appeared here.

His robes fluttering in the blowing wind, the Poison King began to slowly descend from the air as if a heavenly god was descending.


Chapter 374: Sell It for Travel Expenses

All eyes turned to the Poison King.

In murim, the Poison King was a mysterious figure shrouded in rumors. People said his victims died without ever knowing they were poisoned. They claimed that making eye contact with him caused instant blindness. Some whispered he had killed hundreds with a single drop of poison and even slept in a vat of toxins.

Rumors painted him as a hunchbacked old monster or even a middle-aged woman. He was truly the subject of countless misunderstandings and exaggerations.

Today, the martial artists of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extreme Army saw the Poison King in person. They were shocked. They never dreamed the Poison King would be such a young, beautiful boy.

The Poison King remained relaxed and aloof, unfazed by the many eyes on him.

The Poison King's gaze fell upon Geom Mugeuk. His deep eyes watched Geom Mugeuk for a moment.

"Greetings, Young Cult Leader."

Normally, the Poison King would skip greetings to dig for poisonous herbs. Today, he showed a completely different side for Geom Mugeuk's sake.

"Greetings, the Poison King."

Geom Mugeuk also bowed politely with a clasped-hands greeting.

The Poison King projected a solemn aura that overwhelmed the area. It was an unfamiliar and new sight.

After acknowledging Geom Mugeuk, the Poison King paid his respects to the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"It's an honor to meet such a distinguished person."

"I've heard much of the Demon Supreme's reputation. It's a pleasure to meet you."

The Poison King calmly exchanged greetings with Baek Jagang. Though the Poison King was usually lost in his own world, he now stood on the boundary between his world and the outside.

Baek Jagang felt more tense than when he had fought the Brawling King. He was confident he would not die against the Brawling King, but he had no such confidence against the Poison King.

He felt he might be able to kill the Poison King, but he would ultimately die as well. The Poison King inspired that kind of fear. Today, however, Baek Jagang conveyed gratitude instead of wariness.

He owed the Poison King a great debt. He knew without asking who had detoxified the Yellow Springs.

"There will come a day when I repay today's debt."

"It was for our Cult's Young Cult Leader, so please don't mind it too much."

Was it really for me?

Geom Mugeuk was certain it was not. The Poison King knew he had Myriad Poison Immunity. Detoxifying the Yellow Springs was not for him, but to save these people. Or perhaps it was for the children.

The Poison King before his regression and the Poison King now were the same person, yet he was living a completely different destiny. Geom Mugeuk knew they were all standing on a borderline. Changing one's destiny did not require a grand catalyst, just as the Sword Supreme who once sought to be Cult Leader was the same man now devoted to martial arts.

Others had come with the Poison King. Sangseon, who served him, and five Poison Fangs also appeared. Sangseon carried nine poison pouches, and the other Poison Fangs had at least seven each. The peerless masters of the Thousand Poisons Forest had truly come together.

"How on earth did you get here?"

Sangseon answered instead.

"Strategist Go requested an investigation after we obtained confidential information that the Yellow Springs, a weapon of mass destruction banned in murim, was being moved in large quantities toward the Evil Alliance."

They had come at Go Wol's request. Go Wol must have considered the Yellow Springs a major threat to his own safety. Of course, the Poison King did not have to come himself. Go Wol was merely Geom Mugeuk's personal strategist, not a member of the All-Knowing Hall. He could have just sent subordinates to investigate.

Yet, the Poison King had come personally for Geom Mugeuk. He must have really not wanted to come.

Thank you, the Poison King.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Poison King.

The Poison King walked toward the children whose paralysis acupoint had been suppressed. Several people stood near him, but the Poison King deliberately approached a child standing close to the Brawling King.

The Brawling King glared coldly, but the Poison King paid him no mind, far from being intimidated. His attitude dared the Brawling King to try and kill him.

The Poison King pulled back the child's eyelid and pulled out his tongue to examine it.

"They didn't use Gu poison, but put a suggestion on the children through other means."

He then examined the pouches the children wore on their chests.

"What a strange thing they've made. Sangseon, let's take one of these. Take it and study it, but isn't this bag a bit big for children to carry?"

His words contained a rebuke for entrusting such a task to children.

Geom Mugeuk knew how much the Poison King hated those who used such poisons of mass destruction indiscriminately. As someone who cherished the art of poison, he utterly detested those who used it recklessly, especially on children.

Right now, the Poison King was probably feeling an intense desire to kill the Brawling King. If this had not been the Evil Alliance's affair, the Brawling King would already be dead.

The Poison King walked past the Brawling King, muttering to himself as if to make a point.

"From what I heard earlier, it seems you even frame innocent people."

To say such a thing while walking past him was both a dismissal and a provocation.

The Brawling King was already pushed to his limit, but he could not attack the Poison King. His conflict was palpable as he debated striking the man who had ruined his plans. In the end, he could not attack.

He knew better than anyone what a terrifyingly skilled person was hidden behind that youthful appearance. This was the Poison King, whom even the Poison Tyrant had feared. No matter how brave he was, he wanted to avoid a death where his internal organs melted away.

Geom Mugeuk felt it anew. He understood why martial artists feared the Poison King most and why the Poison King possessed the most powerful deterrent to war.

The Brawling King's gaze now turned to Baek Jagang and Bi Sayin. It was a shame. If he had killed those two, the Evil Path would have been his. Losing the fight, and losing everything with this defeat, was a true shame.

His resentful gaze finally landed on Geom Mugeuk.

It's because of that bastard.

The Poison King would not have come if it were not for that Young Cult Leader. From the very beginning, everything had gone wrong because of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. A deep hatred welled inside him. He felt he had to kill that bastard, even if it meant his own death.

"I have one last request. Let me fight the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

Baek Jagang refused flatly.

"Nonsense."

The Brawling King provoked and taunted Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you going to remain a cowardly Young Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled. When Bi Sayin, standing next to him, also smiled, Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Why are you smiling?"

"I smiled because it seems that man knows far too little about you. Ah, how wonderful it would be if you were the type of person to fall for such a simple taunt."

Would it really be wonderful? Bi Sayin's head asked, and his heart answered. No.

"How shameless. How can you even utter the word 'coward' after seeing those children?"

Despite Bi Sayin's mockery, the Brawling King only provoked Geom Mugeuk.

"Geom Mugeuk, fight me!"

Everyone looked at Geom Mugeuk. With clear, deep eyes, he shook his head.

"I can't do that, because the Poison King here isn't someone who would stand by if something happened to me. It would be less painful for you to just die by the Chairman's sword. If you're hit by the Poison King's poison, you'll die feeling the agony of your whole body melting. Isn't that right, the Poison King?"

When Geom Mugeuk looked back, the Poison King was no longer there. He was squatting in front of a martial artist from the Extreme Army some distance away.

"Move your foot, please."

The startled martial artist moved his foot, revealing a plant behind it.

"Ah, I saw correctly."

The Poison King carefully dug up the poisonous herb.

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly as he watched the Poison King, who had returned to his own world. Everyone else might think there was some other meaning to the Poison King's actions, but no one would know. Right now, he was genuinely engrossed in digging up a poisonous herb.

Just then, the Brawling King launched a surprise palm technique.

An explosion erupted.

The Brawling King's palm technique was aimed at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk extended one hand, neutralizing the attack while still looking at the Poison King. The Poison King was still digging up the herb, and Geom Mugeuk was watching him do it. The two of them completely ignored the Brawling King.

"You bastard! I'll definitely kill you!"

The Brawling King's composure shattered. He threw the knife he wore at his side. He displayed truly astonishing knife-throwing arts, but the weapon failed to reach its target.

Baek Jagang deflected the throwing knife. He would no longer tolerate the Brawling King's desperate struggles.

"Look. Is there anything as grand as the Invincible you believed in here? There is only greed and regret."

With the Poison King present, Baek Jagang had no intention of dragging out the fight any longer. He immediately pressed his attack.

SHWAAAAANG!

"......"

The Brawling King suffered a large wound on his arm. He could not withstand Baek Jagang's assault and was helplessly pushed back after a hard strike disrupted his true qi.

Tyrant's Heaven-Shaking Fifth Technique, the Rotating Destruction Stance.

Baek Jagang's flying sword qi split into dozens of blades, surrounding the Brawling King from all directions. There was nowhere to escape.

Just as the final move was about to strike the Brawling King.

SHWIIIIING.

A black hole appeared beneath the Brawling King's feet, and he vanished as if sucked into it. Everyone was startled by the sudden event.

Left on the ground were his severed Invincible divine armor, tattered protective gear, blood-soaked clothes, and the God of War gauntlets. He had vanished completely naked, leaving all his gear behind.

Someone rescued him!

Baek Jagang raised his qi and scanned his surroundings, but he could not feel any other presence. Someone had used a surprising evil art to extract him.

Baek Jagang looked at Geom Mugeuk. His gaze asked if Geom Mugeuk could feel a presence, but Geom Mugeuk also shook his head.

"The secret art used to rescue him is no ordinary one."

No one among the Twelve Zodiac Kings used such martial arts. Unless the Illusion King were alive.

Then who could it be?

One thing was certain. The mastermind behind this incident had clearly been watching the Brawling King. Perhaps it was only natural. After all, our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Heavenly Wind Cult had all failed before.

It's someone who knows the Brawling King's personality. They watched until the very end and rescued him at the last moment.

He could not figure out who it was. He did not know what situation 'they' were in at this time.

Though the Brawling King had escaped mid-fight, Baek Jagang showed no unease. His confident expression showed he believed he could simply kill the Brawling King again if he ever returned.

"His grudge against you is deep, so be careful."

"It seems that man was fated to die by my hands."

Just then, the Poison King sent Geom Mugeuk a telepathic message.

[That won't happen.]

[Pardon?]

[I don't know where that hole leads, but it would have been better for him to die here.]

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Poison King had already poisoned him with a terrible and frightening poison.

[I thought he would die by the Evil Alliance Chairman's hand before the poison spread.]

It seemed the Poison King simply could not forgive the Brawling King. He had delivered a symbolic punishment to the man who used children to deploy poison, but it had become a practical one.

If the Poison King said he would die, he would definitely die. Geom Mugeuk trusted the Poison King's skills. He also believed in the karmic retribution for using a forbidden poison in a forbidden way.

[As expected! Our Poison King is a man of foresight.]

Just then, someone nearby shouted.

"Come on! I'll kill at least one of you before I die!"

Flustered by his master's disappearance, Sahon swung his sword in a final, desperate struggle.

At that very moment, someone approached him silently from behind and wrapped an arm around his neck.

UDUDUK.

Sahon's neck broke without a chance to resist.

The person who appeared from behind him as he collapsed was the Evil Eccentric. He had belatedly arrived after meditating to recover from his injuries where the fight first broke out.

"Are you all right?"

At Bi Sayin's worried question, the Evil Eccentric nodded.

"I'm fine."

"That's a relief."

Bi Sayin looked at him with a sincere heart. From now on, he would no longer make cursory judgments about people. He had desperately wished for this moment. He vowed that if he survived, he would build all his relationships better.

When the time comes to put it into practice, I will not make the mistake of succumbing to annoyance and laziness. From now on, I am Geom Mugeuk. I will follow at least half of his effort.

Left alone, Hyeok Sagun's only way to avoid pain was to bite his tongue and commit suicide, but he could not do it. He believed the Brawling King would come to save him. No, he had a premonition that he would not come, but dying was too frightening.

Bi Sayin told him coldly.

"You will have to pay the price for dreaming a futile dream."

The martial artists of the Extreme Army dragged Hyeok Sagun away. The children were also transported to the Alliance.

And so, the long battle with the Brawling King came to an end.

Baek Jagang said to Geom Mugeuk.

"First, let's return to the Alliance together. Even if we must part ways, we should have a farewell drink."

He could not just send away Geom Mugeuk, who had saved them. Geom Mugeuk readily followed.

"Yes, let's go. Please give me the most delicious liquor in the Evil Alliance."

Baek Jagang extended his hand, and the God of War gauntlets flew from the ground into his grasp. He then gave the God of War to Geom Mugeuk.

"This is the only thing that's somewhat useful. You take it."

He said it casually, but the God of War was the finest of all gauntlets. It was a precious artifact of incalculable value, a truly great gift. He did not regret it at all. It was terrifying to think what would have happened without Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you giving this to me?"

"You came a long way, so sell it for travel expenses. What? You don't want it?"

"Of course not!"

Geom Mugeuk quickly took the God of War.

"I'll return in a golden carriage."

This time, Baek Jagang spoke to the Poison King.

"Demon Supreme, you should also come to the Alliance with us."

"I have business to attend to, so I must take my leave now."

The Poison King bid farewell to Baek Jagang. Baek Jagang did not press him further. He also did not wish for the Poison King and his poison users to enter the Evil Alliance.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Poison King.

[Go to the safehouse and wait! I'll be there soon. Don't leave first, let's go back together!]

He could go to the safehouse where Jo Cheonbae's family was resting, and they could return together.

[Let's dig up some poisonous herbs together on the way.]

[Why didn't you bring your exclusive collector? I'm talking about that precious person for whom you even prepare separate meals, something you don't even do for the Young Cult Leader.]

[That person is busy these days.]

The Poison King led his subordinates and left. Watching his retreating back, Geom Mugeuk wanted to follow.

Please wait a little longer. I will go as soon as I finish things here.

After parting with the Poison King, Geom Mugeuk headed for the Evil Alliance with Baek Jagang.

As they walked, Baek Jagang asked as if a thought had suddenly occurred to him.

"You said you had a favor to ask of me after this was over, didn't you?"

Baek Jagang was curious what kind of favor it could be. Bi Sayin, walking alongside them, was just as curious. Geom Mugeuk had said he had a favor to ask of him as well.

"Do you want a martial arts manual or an artifact stored in the Alliance's treasury? Or perhaps you want miracle herbs?"

"No, that's all right. What I want is for you, Chairman, to go somewhere with me."

"Where?"

Geom Mugeuk then said something Baek Jagang could never have imagined.

"I'd like to buy you a drink at my regular tavern in front of our Cult."


Chapter 375: No Ignoring Me Just Because the Mystery is Gone

Geom Mugeuk saw it for the first time. He saw Baek Jagang's eyes widen. Of course, they were still small even when wide.

Is that the best you can do, Chairman?

Both Bi Sayin and the Evil Alliance Chairman possessed a cool, unique charm. The more one looked at Baek Jagang's small eyes, the more charming they became.

"Did you say that tavern is in front of the Divine Cult?"

"It's in the Demon Village."

"You want to take me there?"

"......"

Baek Jagang stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment before looking at Bi Sayin.

Before the Chairman could speak, Bi Sayin sighed.

"He's serious. He's always been this crazy."

Still, Bi Sayin used the word 'person' instead of 'fellow'.

Baek Jagang asked again.

"Did you intend to ask this from the beginning?"

"That's right."

"Was this your goal? To lure me to the Divine Cult and kill me?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed. In Baek Jagang's mind, he was likely already surrounded by the Eight Demon Supremes in a tavern before the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, facing a joint attack.

"No. I have absolutely no intention of harming you, Chairman."

Baek Jagang felt no killing intent.

Right, if that was his goal, the Poison King wouldn't have detoxified the Yellow Spring poison.

"What's the reason for taking me to the Divine Cult?"

"Didn't I tell you? I want to treat you to a drink there."

"Can't we just buy drinks here?"

"The owner there is an excellent cook. The tavern's atmosphere is great, too."

"Speak honestly. What is it for?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered.

"It's because I hope you will meet Father."

Even if it's unofficial, the Heavenly Demon can't just stand by while the Evil Alliance Chairman comes to the front of our Cult. Father will definitely come to the tavern to meet him.

"With your father? Why?"

"There are two reasons. First, it's because of this recent conspiracy. Those bastards targeted the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman and the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson. They also targeted our Cult's Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. With such people active in the shadows, I believe it would be meaningful for you two to meet at least once."

Baek Jagang nodded. Geom Mugeuk was right, but that was not a compelling reason to meet. They could exchange messages by pigeon, or their strategists could share information. He felt the real reason was the second one.

"The second reason?"

Then Geom Mugeuk revealed his true intention.

"I hope the two of you meet and become friends. For some reason, I think you'd get along well."

And then, I hope Father and the Evil Alliance Chairman will distance themselves from the dream of unifying the murim. Countless lives depend on a single toast between them.

Baek Jagang stared at Geom Mugeuk with utter disbelief.

"That reason is better than a murim treasure or a legendary miracle herb?"

"Yes, it's better. Of course, I know this isn't a decision to be made lightly."

He spoke casually, but the matter was serious. It meant the Evil Alliance Chairman would travel toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He would have to consider his bodyguards. Would he bring only a few experts, or a large-scale force?

"Are you saying this with your father's permission?"

"To be honest, I haven't received it yet, but this isn't something that requires permission. It's just me personally escorting you, Chairman, and treating you to a drink."

If this were handled officially, Father would never permit it. He hates the Evil Alliance and its Chairman. Then again, it's not like he's fond of the Murim Alliance Chairman either.

In any case, he could make the meeting happen even without permission.

Baek Jagang started walking again. He walked for a moment, lost in thought, then stopped.

"Fine. Let's say I go. Will the Murim Alliance just stand by? They'll think the Divine Cult and our alliance are joining forces to plot something."

"I will take responsibility and ensure there are no misunderstandings on that point."

"How will you do that?"

"I'll have to go to the Murim Alliance Chairman and tell him directly. I'll say, 'I arranged this meeting for such and such reasons. Please don't misunderstand.'"

Baek Jagang knew Geom Mugeuk was sincere.

Perhaps, if it's this kid?

He thought Geom Mugeuk might actually be able to calm the Murim Alliance. He found himself already thinking such things, he who had been so confident that a young man could never sway him.

Just then, the carriage for the Chairman arrived.

"See you at the alliance later."

Perhaps needing time to think, Baek Jagang left first with his bodyguards, leaving the two of them behind. The martial artists of the Extreme Army escorted the children and followed. The Evil Eccentric also departed, promising to meet them again.

Now, only Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves remained.

The two men began to walk slowly. The Thirteen Evil Wolves scattered at a distance, walking with them and acting as bodyguards.

The fight with the Brawling King already felt like a dream to Bi Sayin, but Geom Mugeuk, as if to stop him from dwelling on past villains, immediately threw a new problem at him.

Since he had known Geom Mugeuk for some time, the request he made to the Chairman was not strange. However, Bi Sayin had one concern.

"What will you do if they meet and a fight breaks out? No one could stop them. Aren't you afraid?"

Geom Mugeuk answered with a question of his own.

"Do you trust your Master?"

"Of course, I do."

"I trust Father too. So, a fight won't break out."

He was telling him to trust the adults, and they were hardly ordinary adults.

Even if a fight breaks out, it'll be fine. In fact, I hope they have a good spar. You can't ignore the camaraderie martial artists build when they trade blows.

When Bi Sayin silently nodded, Geom Mugeuk asked with a suspicious look.

"Why are you so readily accepting everything I say? It's making me nervous."

"It's a period of acceptance."

"There's such a period?"

"There is. I learned it all from you. That not knowing something isn't what hurts one's pride, but not trying to fix it is what's truly shameful."

His ready admission showed how much Bi Sayin had changed. Perhaps because he was still young, Bi Sayin had a stronger desire to learn and change than anyone Geom Mugeuk had ever met.

As if it just occurred to him, Bi Sayin asked again.

"Right, what was it you wanted to ask of me? Was it to go to the tavern with you?"

"No. If the Chairman agrees, you'll be coming along anyway. Why would I need to ask you that?"

Geom Mugeuk's request was just as unexpected as the one he had made to Baek Jagang.

"Let me take one thing I want from the Evil Alliance's treasury."

Bi Sayin's eyes widened. He stopped walking.

"Why are you so surprised? For saving your life, I can surely ask for that much, can't I?"

"Of course, you can."

"Are you disappointed? Thinking, 'Why is he so greedy? He should have asked for something to deepen our friendship!'"

"That's not it."

"I'd rather be an incarnation of greed for a moment than have lingering regrets."

Bi Sayin walked in silence for a moment. Then he stopped and revealed his inner thoughts.

"I wasn't disappointed, I was honestly flustered. I thought you'd ask for something else. If you were me, how would you react in this situation?"

Geom Mugeuk gave a strange smile, thought for a moment, and then answered.

"If it were me, I'd say this. 'Fine, I'll give you a gift from the secret vault. Is there anything else you want besides that?'"

"You'd offer to give more?"

"What if I answered that I wanted more treasure?"

"'Fine, I'll give you that too. Is there anything else you want?' I'd keep asking like that. I'd keep asking until I got the answer I wanted. If he has any conscience, he'll say it. I'd give him ten treasures until then."

"Is there a reason you have to do that?"

"We're friends, aren't we?"

Bi Sayin's eyes narrowed as he asked suspiciously.

"Are you perhaps aiming for ten of our alliance's treasures right now?"

"You noticed?"

Bi Sayin, who had looked disbelieving, felt his rough face relax a little.

"Didn't I tell you? I'm not that great of a person. I'm greedy and I try to take care of my own things first. Since that's the kind of person I am, don't have any preconceptions or illusions about me."

Bi Sayin felt as if Geom Mugeuk was telling him something directly.

Shatter the illusions between people, my friend. That's how a friendship lasts.

Bi Sayin couldn't know the truth. Geom Mugeuk had another reason to enter the treasury, the Secret Box. He hoped the Evil Alliance's treasury held an artifact the Secret Box could absorb. He knew he would never get another chance to enter it.

"You're truly a person I can't figure out."

"After a little more time passes, you'll find out. That I'm an easier person to understand than you are. When that time comes, no ignoring me just because the mystery is gone."

A warm gust of wind blew.

"The weather has warmed up a lot. At this rate, spring will be here before we know it."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky. Bi Sayin followed his gaze and also looked up. People often forget to look up, even when they try to remember.

"What kind of place is your regular spot?"

"It's a place with good drinks, a good owner, and good customers. You'll like it if you go. You might even end up coming there to drink every day."

"Isn't it too far to go just for a drink?"

"Train hard in your movement arts."

The two men, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves with them, stood there for a long while, looking up at the sky.


After returning to the Evil Alliance, the two men went straight to the Chairman's Hall.

"I'll go get permission from the Chairman, so wait here."

Even as the Young Alliance Chairman, he could not just enter the Evil Alliance's treasury as he pleased.

"Even if you have to push it, make sure you get permission."

Bi Sayin replied as he walked toward the Chairman's Hall.

"This is when you're supposed to say, 'Don't push yourself too hard.'"

"I really want to go in! I really want to have it! Please! Use all of your friendship!"

As he walked away, Bi Sayin gestured as if covering his ears.

After Bi Sayin left, Geom Mugeuk looked at the steel wolf statue in the hallway. It looked identical to the azure wolf that appeared when Baek Jagang used his martial arts.

As he studied it, someone dropped their concealment and appeared.

"You're looking at the wolf again."

It was the Evil Alliance's bodyguard Captain, Ingung.

"Strangely, I'm drawn to this thing."

He was so drawn to it that he wanted to say the wolf statue was the one thing he desired. Of course, he could not do that.

"Thank you for your help this time."

Ingung expressed his gratitude to Geom Mugeuk. He had revealed himself just to greet him.

"Don't mention it. You worked hard, Captain."

Though it was not obvious, the bodyguards had fought the hardest battle. They remained concealed, ready to sacrifice themselves if the Chairman fell into crisis. The mental toll had been immense.

That was why Ingung and the bodyguards felt the most gratitude toward Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King. They were people who existed solely to save the Chairman.

Just then, the door to the Chairman's Hall opened at the far end of the hall, and Bi Sayin walked out. He came out sooner than expected. It meant either a ready approval or an immediate refusal.

"Well then, I'll be going."

Ingung vanished without a sound.

Bi Sayin walked up to Geom Mugeuk and said confidently.

"Let's go, I got permission."

"I knew it!"

"If you say one more word, I'll cancel it."

Geom Mugeuk covered his mouth with his hand and laughed.

The two men left the Chairman's Hall. As they walked side by side through the inner courtyard, Geom Mugeuk asked cautiously.

"You didn't get scolded?"

"I did."

"Give me a blindfold. I'll go with my eyes squeezed shut."

"What will you do if I push you into a trap?"

"Are you going to?"

"If I do, I'll push you off a cliff. A cliff that's about three thousand meters high."

The two men arrived at the treasury.

They passed through several heavily guarded gates on the way. They had to get past concealed experts, dangerous mechanisms, and mysterious formations before they finally reached the treasury.

They did not blindfold him. Bi Sayin knew that for an expert of Geom Mugeuk's level, a blindfold was meaningless.

"I'm not trying to brag, but even I have never chosen freely from here."

"I'm truly grateful. I know I got this chance because you value me. I'll probably never forget this gratitude for the rest of my life. I won't be able to sleep for a while. When I have a child later, I'll be sure to tell them. 'You know your father's friend, Chairman Bi? When he was young...'"

"Stop! I'm sorry. I was bragging a little."

Bi Sayin entered first with an expression that said, 'Sigh, I shouldn't have said anything.'

All sorts of treasures were there.

There were peerless secret manuals that would cause a bloodbath if they reached the murim, treasured swords everyone would know by name, and protective armor comparable to the Invincible. The room was filled with dazzling treasures.

The two men walked together, slowly looking at the displayed items.

"When you become the Chairman later, won't all of this be yours? I'll have to get on your good side from now on."

"Anyone who heard you would think the Divine Cult doesn't have a treasury. You probably have an even bigger one. If I asked you to trade, would you or wouldn't you?"

"...I wouldn't."

"And you're still complaining!"

As he looked around, Geom Mugeuk felt a hot, fervent energy.

This place is also preparing for war.

It was the same as the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The weapons, protective armor, and miracle herbs to be distributed to martial artists when war broke out were well-organized. The Evil Alliance was also clearly preparing for that day.

"The Chairman must have been really grateful to you. He's not one to ever let an outsider into this place."

"It's probably because of you."

"Why because of me?"

"Because he wanted to help you keep your promise to me."

Was that really the reason? Bi Sayin was not sure. He still did not know the Chairman's heart well. Still, he hoped that was the reason. Geom Mugeuk was the only person who understood such feelings. He no longer doubted him. He knew such words were a sign of his consideration.

Geom Mugeuk passed by all the secret manuals, treasured swords, protective armor, and miracle herbs.

Geom Mugeuk ignored his own greed. He focused on the desire of the Secret Box.

Secret Box, this is your only chance. Hurry up and choose.

However, the Secret Box did not react, even as he passed all sorts of rare artifacts.

"Is there another place?"

"There's a section where they keep things less valuable than what's here."

"Let's see that place too."

"Are you looking for something specific?"

"I'm looking for something that really calls to me. It's not here."

So they looked around the other section as well. It was certainly filled with less valuable items compared to the first treasury.

"If it were me, I would have only shown you this place."

Joking like that, Geom Mugeuk calmly looked around the second section. This place had more common jewels and ornaments than weapons or treasured armor.

The further into the corner they went, the more worthless the stored items became. The two men walked almost to the very end.

Just as he was about to give up, thinking there was nothing in the Evil Alliance...

"......"

The Secret Box reacted.


Chapter 376: The Banquet is Canceled

It was a small lump of iron. Unlike the round Black Orb the Secret Box had absorbed from the Heavenly Wind Cult, this was a fang ornament. It looked like it had fallen from an iron beast. The ornament was too heavy to wear, making it useful only as a decoration.

"I'll take this one."

Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised face.

"Are you serious?"

"I am."

"Can I take a look at it?"

"Be my guest."

Bi Sayin examined the ornament closely. No matter how he looked, it was just an iron fang.

There's no way Geom Mugeuk would have chosen it for no reason, right?

"Why do you want this?"

"I was strongly drawn to it."

"I really can't figure you out."

This was not the first time Bi Sayin had felt this way since meeting Geom Mugeuk, but this instance was the most baffling.

"Didn't I get the Sun Moon Sword from you and the God of War from the Chairman? This is enough for me."

"And here you were, worried about losing your mystique. The curiosity of why you chose this alone will last me a lifetime."

Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin walked out of the treasury together.

"I never dreamed I'd go through things like this with you."

Bi Sayin was not the only one. Geom Mugeuk had never imagined living such a life after regressing. While struggling alone in the Central Plains for materials for the Great Art, he had soothed his heart by thinking of his post-regression life. He never could have imagined walking side-by-side with the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman out of the Evil Alliance's treasury.

"There will be many more unexpected things in the future. Let's live our lives being surprised like this."

Though younger, Geom Mugeuk was someone Bi Sayin could always rely on.

There was one thing he wanted to ask such a man.

"Aren't you afraid?"

"Afraid of what?"

"I mean, of those who plot these conspiracies against us. We don't know what else they'll do while hiding in the shadows, do we?"

His fear was natural, since he believed the Brawling King had escaped alive.

Now that the frantic battle was over, Bi Sayin had a moment to breathe and realize how perilous the whole affair had been. If not for Geom Mugeuk, he would have died many times.

Young Cult Leader, what on earth are you thinking?

Geom Mugeuk answered calmly.

"What is there to be afraid of? I'm living my life more diligently than they are. If I'm defeated even after doing my best, then it can't be helped. I'll just have to die willingly."

"!"

Those words would become a guidepost for Bi Sayin's future.

Even while offering such grateful words, Geom Mugeuk was the one who felt thankful.

"Thank you for keeping your promise."

When he thought of the mountain of gratitude he owed, this moment felt incredibly shameful.

Bi Sayin strode ahead and said, "Don't be late for the evening banquet."


Geom Mugeuk returned to the guest quarters the Evil Alliance provided.

He entered the room, locked the door, and closed the windows. He placed the Secret Box and the iron fang from the treasury on the table. He had already seen it absorb the Black Orb once, so he would not be surprised by what happened next.

By the way, it seems you can absorb things of different shapes too.

"You were hungry, weren't you? Here, eat up!"

However, the Secret Box did not move.

"Eat. Why aren't you eating?"

It had definitely vibrated, but the Secret Box did not absorb the iron ornament.

"Did you change your face to another side in the meantime?"

He turned the box and placed the fang on a different side, but it still did not absorb it.

"What? Was it not this one? Was it something else next to it?"

Of course, that could not be. It had definitely reacted to this fang.

Trying different ways was useless. Eventually, Geom Mugeuk gave up.

"You must be full."

The Secret Box just kept smiling brightly, just as he had drawn it.


That evening, a palace attendant guided Geom Mugeuk down the corridor toward the Chairman's Hall.

The palace attendant stopped at one spot and turned. As expected, Geom Mugeuk had stopped in front of the steel wolf.

"You won't be able to see it after today, so please take a moment to say your farewells. I will be waiting in the Chairman's Hall."

The attendant felt sorry for not giving him proper time before, seeing how much he liked the wolf statue. This consideration, of course, stemmed from the goodwill of having saved the Chairman.

"Thank you. I'll be there soon."

Once the attendant was gone, Geom Mugeuk bid the wolf farewell.

"I guess I won't be seeing you anymore either."

He could not figure out why this wolf had captivated him so.

Was it because my past life before regression resembled this lonely wolf? Perhaps.

"I won't see you again. Take care."

Geom Mugeuk patted the wolf's head and started to turn away, but he froze. A thought struck him like lightning.

He took the fang ornament from his robes.

Could it be? No, it can't be.

Geom Mugeuk placed the fang into the steel wolf's open mouth. He put it where a fang should go, but there was no change. The other side was the same.

I knew it.

He was about to leave, but since he had already started, he tried inserting it into the upper jaw.

At that moment, a blue radiance shot from the wolf's two eyes.

SWOOOOOSH!

In that instant, the wolf seemed to come alive.

Geom Mugeuk drew on his inner arts and stepped back. Fortunately, the wolf did not attack him.

Instead, something rolled from inside the wolf's mouth with a CLANK.

Geom Mugeuk was startled when he saw it.

What came out was a blue-tinged orb. If the one absorbed before was a black Black Orb, this was a blue Green Orb. It was even the same size.

This fang was the key to retrieving the orb hidden inside the steel wolf. Now he understood why the wolf statue had drawn him in. It was not him, but the Secret Box that had led him. Or perhaps the energy of the Black Orb it had absorbed had pulled him here.

VMMMMMM.

The Secret Box in his robes vibrated.

He took out the Secret Box and placed the Green Orb on top of it.

SLUUURP.

The Secret Box began to absorb the Green Orb as if it had been waiting. The hard orb seeped into the box like a liquid.

After completely absorbing the Green Orb, the Secret Box vibrated once.

SHHHHHH!

Something tinged with blue energy emerged from the Secret Box.

It was the same as with the Black Orb. It was not smoke, liquid, inner arts, or light. That indescribable something spread from Geom Mugeuk's hand and arm throughout his entire body.

This time, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art did not activate. Instead, a refreshing sensation spread through him. Geom Mugeuk's instincts were certain. This energy would not harm him.

The moment the energy spread from head to toe, a radiance burst from Geom Mugeuk's body. The light was so intense he could not open his eyes.

When he opened his eyes again, the blue energy was completely absorbed into his body. He had absorbed a second energy through the Secret Box.

However, his body felt no change. The two energies did not meet or mix. They simply lay dormant, each deep within him.

He thought it was because he had not yet absorbed all the necessary energy to bring about a change.

The Secret Box spat out the Green Orb, now an ordinary stone. He took back the fang from the wolf statue and stored the Secret Box and the stone in his robes. Then he expressed his gratitude to the wolf.

"I will not let what you held be used in vain. Thank you, Cheongrang."

The wolf stood majestically in its usual pose, as if it had never shot blue energy from its eyes.

Geom Mugeuk slowly made his way toward the Chairman's Hall.


Sitting in the grand master's chair, Baek Jagang thought of the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin. That condescending gaze was still vivid. He had met him twice, and both times, his eyes were the same.

Would the third time be any different?

In the past, he would have refused in a single word. The reason he now contemplated it was not because of the recent conspiracy, nor was it because he wished to befriend Geom Woojin. It was because of Geom Mugeuk.

He raised a son like that? That Geom Woojin?

He could not believe it. He wanted to meet him and confirm it himself. He wanted to confirm that such a son was born like a mutation, uninfluenced by Geom Woojin, but what if Geom Woojin had raised him that way? That thought was truly infuriating.

"What are your thoughts?"

Standing below the grand master's chair, Bi Sayin answered calmly.

"I think you should go."

"The reason?"

"Because I believe in you, Chairman."

"Because you believe in me?"

"Because you are the only person in this world I truly believe in."

Baek Jagang looked down at his disciple with a surprised expression. This kid never used to say such things.

He's changed.

"After meeting the Young Cult Leader, I've been thinking a lot that I need to change."

"Because you have to change to win?"

He had naturally assumed so, but Bi Sayin had other thoughts.

"No, I have no intention of winning."

"Is it not that you lack the confidence to win?"

"I've changed the dream itself. Not a dream of winning, but a dream of going together. Perhaps that will be a harder fight for me than one of winning or losing."

It is more difficult for a martial artist not to draw his sword than to draw it.

"It will be very difficult next to such an extraordinary person. I'll be compared, my pride will be hurt, and I'll feel a lot of self-loathing. However, I want to try. Instead of being satisfied as the head of a snake, I want to dream of ascending with a dragon, even if I get tangled up with it. Even if I fall and die in the process, I'll have seen the sky, so I will have no regrets."

Bi Sayin spoke his mind without any intimidation. This was also the first time he had ever spoken so much in front of the Chairman.

Baek Jagang was inwardly satisfied.

The disciple's words were right. Right now, winning or losing was not important. What mattered was the momentum. It was better for him to state his convictions like this than to make empty boasts about winning just to look good.

He had lived his whole life without children. As he got older, he sometimes felt a sense of regret.

There stands my son.

He felt that way. His son-like disciple was saying he would walk a path he himself could not. Yes, a snake is just a snake, no matter how big it gets.

Just then, news of Geom Mugeuk's arrival came. A moment later, the doors to the Chairman's Hall opened and Geom Mugeuk stepped inside.

As he reached the front of the grand master's chair, Baek Jagang asked first, "Did you rest well?"

"Thanks to you, I rested comfortably."

He must have heard what I chose from the treasury, but he didn't ask about it.

Once he gives permission, that is the end of it. That decisive nature of not looking back was very similar to his father's. That was why he hoped the two might get along.

Instead, he asked something else.

"What kind of person do you think I am?"

A brief silence followed the sudden question. Bi Sayin was also curious about what Geom Mugeuk would say.

After a moment of thought, Geom Mugeuk broke the silence.

"To be honest, I haven't known you for long, so I don't know what kind of person you are. However, just seeing you lead the Unorthodox Path with dignity while competing with Father, you must be a great man."

He spoke humbly, yet his words elevated both his father and Baek Jagang.

"Since you are the person my friend here respects the most, you must be a respectable person to me as well."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze, which had briefly turned to Bi Sayin, now fixed on Baek Jagang.

"But what I said before was an answer based on others. I want to give you my own answer, based on what I purely feel. I want to know more about who you are, Chairman. So, let's go to my tavern for a drink."

Baek Jagang looked down at Geom Mugeuk, lost in thought. If he went, he would meet Geom Woojin. This decision could change not only his own fate, but that of the Evil Alliance as well.

Finally, Baek Jagang made up his mind.

"Today's banquet is canceled."

He then added a surprising reason.

"We'll drink at your usual tavern."

A bright smile spread across Geom Mugeuk's face at Baek Jagang's decisive choice.

"Thank you so much, Chairman."

"However, as you said, you must resolve the Murim Alliance issue yourself. After that, we can set a specific schedule, but if the Murim Alliance does not accept, this decision is canceled."

"I understand. I will contact you as soon as it is resolved."

Geom Mugeuk knew how difficult this decision was for the Evil Alliance Chairman. Who would knowingly jump into enemy territory? He had just put his life on the line.

"I still don't know what kind of person you are, Chairman, but I must say this."

"Say what?"

"You're admirable."

Since he did not get goosebumps, it seemed the Young Cult Leader genuinely thought he was admirable.

"I'll pass on the flattery."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and bowed respectfully.

"Then, please take care until we meet again."

Geom Mugeuk exited the Chairman's Hall.

The Evil Alliance Chairman was someone I didn't know well before my regression, but he's such a decisive person. I like him, this man.

He waited for a moment in front of the Chairman's Hall, and Bi Sayin followed him out.

"Are you leaving right away?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Bi Sayin's question.

"Where are you going now?"

"I have to stop by the safehouse to pick someone up and take them to our Cult. I also have to see the Poison King. After stopping by our Cult, I'll go to the Murim Alliance again. If things go well there, I'll send word immediately."

"You're so busy."

Appearing and disappearing abruptly was his specialty, but this time, the parting with Geom Mugeuk felt particularly regrettable.

"I suppose you'll meet Commander Jin when you go."

Jin Hagun had been disappointed that he could not come along for the Evil Alliance matter, and now Bi Sayin was in the same boat.

"You should come with me too."

"The Murim Alliance Chairman would just love to see the three of us hanging out together. If I go, I'll just get on his nerves for no reason. Why are you looking at me like that?"

Then came Geom Mugeuk's surprise question.

"When are you going to dance?"

Bi Sayin's flustered face flushed hot.

"Surely the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman wouldn't go back on his own words, would he?"

"I'll keep it, I'll keep it!"

Now even his ears were turning red. He could not let his guard down for a second around this Geom Mugeuk.

Fortunately, First Wolf came to his rescue, handing over the sword case he had been keeping.

Bi Sayin then passed it to Geom Mugeuk.

"Here is the Sun Moon Sword you left in my care."

"Thank you for the gift."

Geom Mugeuk's lips twitched, about to ask about the dance again.

"I'm currently holding two swords."

"Then I'll hold back. I have to."

This playful and persistent man would tease him about this for a long, long time. He would eventually have to dance at some point.

After some final banter about the dance, the two parted on good terms.

"I will definitely persuade the Murim Alliance Chairman, so let's meet at our Cult."


Chapter 377: Flattery Reaches a Peaceful Ear

"What are you looking at so intently?"

Jo Cheonbae's mother-in-law, Yoon, approached a young man staring at something in a corner of the safehouse courtyard.

The young man watched a small insect crawl through the flowerbed. Yoon had never seen him before during her stay.

The young man remained silent, still watching the insect, so Yoon apologized.

"Did this old woman disturb you? I'm sorry, martial artist."

Yoon treated everyone at the safehouse with the utmost respect. She was polite to the martial artists and even the servants. Her politeness came from gratitude, not fear.

Her life had been nothing but hardship, but lately, she enjoyed incredible comfort. They served precious dishes at every meal and always provided fresh clothes. It was the first time she had ever worn silk. She slept in late and even took naps, things she had never done before. How could she not feel grateful to the people here?

Just as Yoon turned to leave, the young man spoke.

"It's called a Dragon Poison Insect. You can only find them in this region."

"Ah, I see."

Yoon walked over and squatted beside the young man. He looked young, but his voice and aura seemed mature.

The insect crawled away into the grass. Yoon noticed the young man's waist and commented, "Your coin purses are very cute."

He wore several pouches, each painted with one of the twelve zodiac animals. Usually, only merchants wore so many.

Of course, she thought, he can't be a merchant if he's here.

The young man then said something unexpected. "I've tried your son-in-law's cooking before."

Yoon was startled.

"......"

"I also live near there."

"Oh, is that so? Please visit often! Our Jo is a truly kind and diligent man."

Yoon was delighted that he was a customer at her son-in-law's tavern.

"Are you hungry? There's food in the kitchen. I can bring some for you."

She assumed his youth meant he did menial chores. Even if he was a martial artist, he was probably a low-ranking one.

"It's alright."

"Nonsense, you're at a growing age. Just wait here a moment."

Yoon ran toward the building.

The young man watched her go and muttered to himself, "My growing days are long past."

A moment later, Yoon returned with a tray of food, but the young man was gone.

"Where could he have gone so fast? If only he'd waited a little longer."

She felt quite disappointed.

Just then, Jo Cheonbae walked out.

"Our Jo, aren't you hungry? Should I get you something to eat?"

His mother-in-law always tried to feed him the moment she saw him.

"I'm fine. Besides, I should be the one getting you meals."

"Nonsense. You've been busy taking care of others your whole life. You should rest well at times like this."

And you haven't, Mother-in-law? You've worked much harder than I have.

While staying at the safehouse, Jo Cheonbae experienced several psychological changes. At first, he felt bewildered but pleased, only regretting that his married children couldn't be there. As days passed, however, he grew anxious. Was it okay to live in such luxury? Could he leave his tavern unattended for so long? Eventually, he adopted an 'oh, whatever' attitude and decided to rest. What mattered most was that his family was comfortable. Besides, he couldn't leave just because he wanted to.

"By the way, what's that food for?"

"I was going to give it to a young man I took a liking to, but he already left."

"Who was it?"

"A cute and handsome young man."

Jo Cheonbae tilted his head, confused.

There's no one like that here, is there?

"Oh, he said he's been to your tavern too."

"What? To my tavern? That can't be right."

Just then, the young man returned, his hands full of unidentifiable medicinal herbs.

"Elder, your knees looked like they were giving you trouble."

"When you get old, everything hurts, but how did you know about my knees?"

Her knees were a chronic problem.

"If you boil this and drink it, walking should become a bit easier."

"Oh, you shouldn't have. Thank you, truly, thank you."

Yoon was so moved she didn't know what to do.

"Our martial artist isn't just handsome. Here, put those down and have some of this."

Yoon treated the young man like her own grandson.

Jo Cheonbae watched the scene and turned pale. His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. He was too stunned to speak.

His mother-in-law patted the Poison King on the back, urging him to eat and remarking how rare it was to find such a kind young man.

"Aaaah! You can't do that!" Jo Cheonbae shouted.

The Poison King and Yoon looked at Jo Cheonbae.

"What's wrong with you?" Yoon asked.

Jo Cheonbae ignored her and bowed his head to the Poison King. "Oh my goodness! The Poison King!"

How could he not recognize the Poison King, who had left his name on the tavern wall?

Yoon belatedly realized the young man's noble status and grew flustered. "Oh my! I failed to recognize someone so important. Please, kill me!"

The Poison King stopped Yoon from prostrating herself and gave her the medicinal herbs.

"I can't accept something so precious."

"I'm giving you this because I owe your son-in-law a debt. Please don't worry about it."

After that, the Poison King went straight into the building.

When the Poison King arrived the day before, the safehouse steward told him Jo Cheonbae and his family were there. He deliberately kept his arrival secret so they could relax. They likely had the best rooms, and he knew Jo Cheonbae would insist on giving them up if he learned of his presence. It wasn't just about the rooms. His presence would be a great burden, which was why he had spent two days quietly in the guest hall with his subordinates.

The Poison King also knew how much Geom Mugeuk cared for Jo Cheonbae, so he had helped him maintain his dignity in front of his mother-in-law.

"Thank you, thank you so much, the Poison King!"

Jo Cheonbae was deeply moved as the fearsome Poison King gave him the herbs and left.

"Jo, I'm worried I might have made a terrible mistake."

"Not at all. If you had, would he have given us something so precious?"

"He is a truly gracious man."

She bowed deeply toward the building the Poison King had entered.

"I can't believe the luxury I'm experiencing, all thanks to you."

"I'll brew the herbs for you."

Jo Cheonbae's heart pounded as he took the herbs.

Herbs from the Poison King himself?

His hands trembled, and he was careful not to drop a single leaf.

He found himself missing someone. All this happiness was a gift from that person.

"Young Cult Leader, please return safely. When you do, I'll...!"

At that very moment, a voice asked, "You'll do what?"

Startled, Jo Cheonbae turned to see Geom Mugeuk walking toward him. Geom Mugeuk had used the Swift Step to race here like the wind after leaving the Evil Alliance.

"Young Cult Leader!"

At Jo Cheonbae's shout, the Poison King opened a window and appeared.

"You're here sooner than I thought."

"I missed the Poison King, so I rushed here like the wind."

"More like you missed the proprietor over there."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Jo Cheonbae. "Of course, I missed our proprietor too."

Jo Cheonbae was overjoyed to see Geom Mugeuk return safely. A wave of relief washed over him. He felt as if he had been floating in a dream and his feet were now finally on solid ground.

"I don't know how I can ever repay this kindness."

"There will be a way."

"Pardon?"

"A special guest will visit the tavern later, so please show off your skill Hwi then."

Jo Cheonbae blinked, unable to decipher Geom Mugeuk's meaningful gaze. He hadn't said anything like this even for a Demon Supreme.

Who in the world is coming that warrants such a comment?

Meanwhile, Yoon and the rest of Jo Cheonbae's family came out to welcome Geom Mugeuk.

"Thanks to you, our family has made memories we'll never forget. Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk took Yoon's hand and looked at her warmly. "Please stay healthy, Elder."

Since they were leaving the next day, Jo Cheonbae prepared that evening's dinner himself. He wanted to personally serve everyone he was indebted to.

He served drinks and food to Geom Mugeuk, the Poison King, the Poison Children, the safehouse's martial artists, and all the servants.

While Jo Cheonbae showed his skill Hwi, his wife went to each person who had cared for them and expressed her gratitude.

The Poison King seemed lost in his own world during the meal. Sangseon, sitting beside him, poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk instead.

"Thank you for everything."

The Poison King had been changing since meeting Geom Mugeuk, a change Sangseon had long hoped for. For him to be here sharing a meal with the Demonic Buddha, instead of gathering herbs in the Thousand Poisons Forest, would have been unimaginable before.

"I'm the one who should be thanking you. We overcame a great danger because you came with me."

"When you go back, please visit the Thousand Poisons Forest sometime."

"Some other time. I plan to greet Father, then leave the cult immediately to visit the Murim Alliance."

"I suppose you'll be turning the Murim Alliance upside down this time."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Sangseon's joke. "Hardly. It's a simple matter. I just need to meet the Murim Alliance Chairman and ask for his understanding on one issue."

The Poison King, who had apparently been listening the whole time, interjected. "Will it really be that simple?"

At the Poison King's words, Geom Mugeuk drained his cup. He didn't know the answer himself.

How will Jin Paecheon take it?

This was a situation neither he nor the Murim Alliance Chairman had ever experienced.

When the pleasant dinner ended, Geom Mugeuk said to Jo Cheonbae, "Let's go back now."

The most splendid vacation of Jo Cheonbae's life was over.


After returning to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, Geom Mugeuk went to the Heavenly Demon Hall first.

"Father, I have returned."

Father greeted me from his usual seat.

"I hear you stirred things up in the Evil Alliance."

"That's a misunderstanding. I didn't get involved, I only watched. I'm sure you've already received a full report from the All-Knowing Hall, though."

I told Father what happened in the Evil Alliance. I always made sure to tell Father directly, as I had always done. It didn't matter if he already knew the details. Speaking to him truthfully made it a conversation, not a report.

"I believe there is still a mastermind behind it all."

All that matters is that Father doesn't let his guard down. As long as he and I remain vigilant, we can stop them, even if the rest of the world doesn't.

"They might try another trick, so you and I must be watchful."

I emphasized that we couldn't let our guard down.

"Just defending is not the best solution."

He meant he would find and eliminate them first. That was Father's way. He had probably already ordered the Head Strategist to begin.

"If that's possible, it would be the best way."

However, considering how meticulous they've been, they won't be easy to find.

"Oh, and I invited the Evil Alliance Chairman to the Alluring Inn."

I said it casually, as if it were nothing. Father had no reaction. I couldn't look at his face, so I lowered my head and muttered.

"I know you dislike the Evil Alliance Chairman, Father, but if you actually meet him, he might be a surprisingly decent person, don't you think? And also..."

There was still no reaction. I cautiously raised my head to look at Father. His gaze was perfectly clear.

Do you have any idea what you are doing?

Normally, I could have stopped by the Murim Alliance on the way here to take care of that matter. However, I felt it was important to tell Father now. I needed his permission and had to gauge his reaction. If he refused, I would have to persuade and negotiate. After all, there is a huge difference between telling him now and telling him after the fact.

The corners of Father's mouth slowly curled up. The expression said he knew exactly what I was up to. It was his sneer, one I had not seen in a long time. A sense of relief finally washed over me.

Ah, I'm home.

Father must have already seen through my reasons for inviting the Evil Alliance Chairman. As expected, Father didn't ask why.

"The Murim Alliance won't just stand by, will they?"

"That's why I'm going to speak to the Murim Alliance Chairman in person."

"And you think that man, Jin Paecheon, will accept it?"

Like the Poison King, Father did not see this as a simple matter.

Of course, I had one thing I was counting on.

"I have allies on the Murim Alliance's side, too. Two of them, in fact."


"Master!"

The Fist Demon looked up from the cliff he was trying to bring down. "You're here?"

I wanted to bring Bi Sayin here just to tease him. 'See?' I'd say. 'Compared to my Master, your face is downright adorable.'

"I just returned from my business with the Evil Alliance. I saw Father and came straight here, Master."

After making my promptness clear, I stood beside him and looked up at the cliff.

"By any chance, is this cliff... growing?"

I read the 'what do you mean' in the Fist Demon's eyes, then looked back at the cliff and elaborated. "Somehow, it seems bigger and taller."

A strange light flickered in the Fist Demon's eyes. "And it's not that you've grown?"

I guessed what he meant but pretended not to know. "Shouldn't your opponent feel more pathetic the more you grow?"

"That's what third-raters do. The first-rate see their opponents more clearly as they grow."

That must be why true masters are humble.

Had my martial understanding deepened after mastering the Heavenly Demon Defense Art? The cliff truly felt more imposing.

"Then this cliff must look even more immense to you, Master."

"Hearing flattery in my once-peaceful ears, I see someone has indeed returned."

"Did only flattery return? I have a gift for you, too."

I gave him the gauntlets, which the Fist Demon recognized.

"The God of War!"

"So you recognize them."

"Anyone who practices fist arts would know them. Where did you get them?"

"I received them as a gift from the Evil Alliance Chairman."

The Fist Demon looked dumbfounded for a moment, then nodded as if to say, For you, I suppose that's possible.

"Why are you giving me something that was given to you?"

"Would the God of War rather be on my hands, or on yours, Master?"

He had always fought with bare fists, so I thought he might refuse, but he accepted them readily.

"Yes, I suppose I'll need them to bring down that cliff."

Yes, I wasn't the only one growing.

I could tell by how readily he accepted them, without a hint of pride. The Fist Demon was also growing.

I could see why the God of War were considered the greatest gauntlets. They were so flexible they fit the Fist Demon's massive hands perfectly.

"I think I understand the saying that every treasure has its master. They really suit you."

The Fist Demon clenched his huge fists in front of me. It was his way of saying thank you.

Yes, this is how it should be. We all have to become stronger. While they conspire in the shadows, we will grow stronger in the light. Let's see who comes out on top.


After bidding the Fist Demon farewell, I entrusted the Sun Moon Sword to my bodyguards and immediately left our Cult. Since I had to depart right away, I decided to greet the other Demon Supremes after I returned from the Murim Alliance.

"You're leaving us behind again, aren't you?"

The head bodyguard, Cheokyeon, sounded resigned.

"Looks like I'll have to this time, too."

He tried to sway me with a self-loathing gaze that screamed, We're completely useless, but it had no effect.

In the end, Cheokyeon shouted, "Then at least know this! If something happens to you, Young Cult Leader, we all die too!"

Right. If something happens to me, they'll all die anyway.

"If you want to follow me, get stronger! More! More!"

As I passed through the Demon Village, I saw the Alluring Inn. It was open for the first time in a long while. The market folk were gathered inside, chatting with Jo Cheonbae. He must have had so much to say.

Proprietor, don't start yet. You still have the most important bragging to do.

I unleashed the Swift Step and raced toward the Murim Alliance.

Even as I flowed through the world like a beam of light, I saw flowers along the path beginning to bud.

Spring was coming.


Chapter 378: We Live in the Same Murim

"Miss Jin, please accept my sincere feelings."

The young man confessed, his eyes pleading with sincerity.

Jin Haryong's reaction was calm, a stark contrast to the love-struck young man. This was a side effect of her time leading the prodigy meetings as the beauty of Hubei.

"Young Lord Im."

"Miss Jin."

She had tried various methods of refusal. She would ask how well they knew her, state that they had work to do, or claim that work came before love. The method she used now, however, was the fastest and most certain.

"I have someone I like."

The young man looked startled. This statement usually prompted one of two reactions. Some would give up and turn away. Others, like this man, couldn't let go until the very end.

"Who is it?"

"And if you knew? Are you going to go to that person and stop them, Young Lord Im?"

At this point, they split into two types again. There were those who realized they had gone too far and backed down. Then there were those like this man, who tried to see it through.

"If I can. I want to show you how much I like you, Miss Jin, even if it means doing that."

Someone might have told him that winning a woman required boldness. Perhaps that method had even worked for him once or twice, but it would not work on her.

"What if someone came now and tried to stop you from getting what you like, Young Lord Im?"

"I wouldn't just let it happen."

"I feel the same way."

Jin Haryong's gaze turned cold. If he did not back down here, she would have to release her qi.

Fortunately, the young man stopped. He bowed his head and apologized.

"Please forgive my rudeness. I'm not usually like this."

Only then did Jin Haryong's expression soften.

"I'll see you at the next meeting."

The young man bowed deeply before leaving.

Just then, Chu Ho, Jin Haryong's bodyguard, stepped forward from where he had been standing at a distance.

"Shall I take measures to prevent him from coming to the meetings?"

He had been so rude, yet claimed not to be that kind of person. Chu Ho wanted to deal with him sternly, but Jin Haryong was more generous.

"Let him be. If you do that, his life will become unnecessarily gloomy and dark."

Having received confessions often, she knew how to handle people.

"Can someone just stop liking a person whenever they want? You have to give him time. Whether he comes or not should be his choice."

Chu Ho felt that Jin Haryong had become much more mature at some point, and he knew exactly when that had happened.

"But do you really have someone you like?"

Jin Haryong gave Chu Ho a look that asked why he was asking such an obvious question.

"You always refuse with those words. I was wondering if it was an excuse, or perhaps...?"

"I do."

She then asked Chu Ho, who was pretending to be surprised.

"You already knew, didn't you? Why pretend you don't, between us?"

"I'm sorry. I just thought the Young Lady might want to talk about him to someone."

Chu Ho knew. He knew that Geom Mugeuk had taken a place in Jin Haryong's heart.

She never revealed those feelings to anyone. It would be a relief if she could just confess like the young man from earlier.

Chu Ho was worried she might get sick from bottling it all up. That was why he hoped she would confide in him.

"Are you worried about me?"

"No."

"It's not enough to worry about. I just miss him sometimes. On days like this, I want to see him even more. He appears in my dreams very occasionally. It's about that much."

And on a cloudless day like today.

She remembered his words.

"See that sky blue over there? That's the color of my enhanced sword qi."

His other words also came to mind.

Jin Haryong recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said before he left.

"There's a tavern near our Cult Headquarters with good liquor and a good owner. I'll invite you there sometime."

Liar.

Then again, was Geom Mugeuk really a liar? The problem was likely where he and she were born.

Jin Haryong had said it was not enough to worry about.

That's what it means to like someone as a man.

But Chu Ho did not say those words aloud. The two of them could never be together. Jin Haryong surely knew that as well.

"He'll probably show up unexpectedly one day and surprise me."

It was at that exact moment.

Someone spoke from behind them.

"I guess that day is today."

The two turned in surprise. Geom Mugeuk stood there at a distance.

"Have you been well?"

Jin Haryong asked, her face full of surprise.

"Since when were you here?"

"Just now."

Fortunately, it seemed he had not heard her conversation with Chu Ho.

She turned to Chu Ho and said.

"Find out where my Orabeoni is right now."

"I understand."

Chu Ho immediately followed the order. He knew it was also a request for him to leave them alone for a moment. Normally, he should not leave his post, but Geom Mugeuk was an exception. He knew that if Geom Mugeuk had ill intentions, his presence would be useless anyway. The fact that he had not even noticed him standing behind them was proof enough.

"Shall we have a drink?"

"Sounds good."

Jin Haryong's mood brightened. She only felt this unique flutter of excitement when she met Geom Mugeuk.

The two went to the inn where they had first met and ordered noodles and liquor.

Geom Mugeuk did not rush. Persuading the Murim Alliance Chairman was an important task, but his relationship with her was just as important.

Eating, drinking, and joking with her. This was his life. It was as important as killing his enemies.

"How have you been?"

At Jin Haryong's question, Geom Mugeuk made a fuss.

"Don't even ask. You wouldn't believe what amazing things have happened."

"Tell me. Everything."

Geom Mugeuk looked at her. He thought she would say, "What a bluff!" but she looked ready to hear it all.

"I heard from my Orabeoni. That you went to the Evil Alliance with the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman. You don't know how on edge our Alliance was, do you?"

This was why he had come. The Murim Alliance was on high alert, watching every single move of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance.

"Didn't you know? That when you move, the murim starts to move with you?"

"They're just worried a loach will muddy the waters."

Now Jin Haryong knew.

Her grandfather and the Murim Alliance worried about the wish-granting jewel this dragon before her would grasp upon ascending. Would it be a sky-blue one, or one filled with blood?

"Is everything okay with the Evil Alliance?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded once.

A thought crossed her mind for a moment.

Then again, he was the one who went.

To her, Geom Mugeuk was this kind of person.

"I'm the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, and yet I'm relieved to hear that the Evil Alliance is okay!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled at her banter.

"Because it's also a friend's business."

"A friend?"

"A friend of a friend is a friend."

"My grandfather would faint if he heard. Especially if you've even become friends with the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman. You alone are enough."

It was nice talking about anything with Geom Mugeuk. They could talk about the fate of the murim or how the noodles were salty today. He was the kind of person who seemed to understand and accept anything she said. He was someone who would show her a new perspective.

"By the way, what about Lee Ahn?"

"She's busy these days. She's out on business."

Lee Ahn had left to recruit Seo Jin, the Ghostly Sage's younger sister, as the Ghost Shadow Squad Division Leader. For the first time in her life, she was forging her own destiny alone in the Central Plains.

"I miss Lee Ahn."

"Then go see her."

"Easier said than done."

"What's so difficult? If you want to see her, come visit anytime. Or we can come to you."

"That's your murim. It's not possible in my murim."

"We live in the same murim."

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

She wondered if they were really in the same murim. To her, Geom Mugeuk was still a dream-like person who appeared suddenly and vanished like smoke.

"Actually, I came because I have a favor to ask of you and Commander Jin."

"What kind of favor?"

"I need to meet the Chairman and persuade him about something. I need a second and third backup plan in case I fail to persuade him myself."

"Am I the second backup plan?"

"Commander Jin is the third."

"What on earth is the favor?"

"Let's meet your Orabeoni and talk about it all at once."

Jin Haryong met dozens of new prodigies every month, but it was always frustrating and tedious. She had been with Geom Mugeuk for less than fifteen minutes, and her heart was already starting to pound.

Just then, Chu Ho entered the inn. Geom Mugeuk was the first to rise from his seat.

"Well then, shall we go meet the third backup plan?"


Jin Hagun was training in the martial arts training ground.

The training ground was scorching hot from his energy.

These days, he was pushing himself to his limits.

He felt an impatience, a feeling that he could not go on like this if he wanted to face Geom Mugeuk, and was it just Geom Mugeuk? He could clearly feel the heat in the eyes of his more realistic rival, Bi Sayin, as well.

His training was not the only thing that had changed.

As he had told Geom Mugeuk, he tried to observe people more carefully. He would think twice about things he would have previously dismissed with a simple 'I see'. He tried to understand the other person's position instead of judging by his own standards.

Something had happened a while ago.

One of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists requested leave. Although the leave overlapped with a mission, he readily granted it. In the past, it would have ended there.

Jin Hagun called him aside and asked for the reason. It turned out there was a family conflict over selecting an heir. Since the Demon Slaying Brigade was mostly composed of children from prestigious families, such problems were common.

Jin Hagun went a step further than just asking.

"Do you need my help by any chance? If you do, tell me anytime."

The man refused the help, but he was deeply moved that Jin Hagun had offered.

He had never said such things before.

Of course, the sentiment was always there. They were comrades who had crossed battlefields together. How could he not have such thoughts? But he had never said it directly.

Through this opportunity, Jin Hagun realized anew how powerful words were between people.

He used to think they would naturally know how he felt.

Saying something like that after the situation is over is just an excuse.

He used to wonder what need there was for words between them.

No, you have to say it directly for the other person to know.

After trying it, he understood. With his personality of always keeping his word, it was not easy to even say such things.

What if his subordinate really asked for help? What if he mentioned a family member and asked him to pressure them to back down?

You have to be prepared to go that far to even make the offer. Only then can you answer without flinching, "Alright, leave it to me."

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk came to mind.

Was that man, who said all sorts of things, prepared to take responsibility for every word he uttered?

He could not picture Geom Mugeuk avoiding responsibility with some ridiculous excuse.

You must live a tiring life too.

Having tried it himself, he was realizing how difficult it was. He even began to think that his own bluntness might have been a form of escapism.

Just then, news of a visitor arrived, and two people entered the training ground. It was Geom Mugeuk and Jin Haryong.

"It's been a while."

He must have been very surprised, since he was just thinking of Geom Mugeuk.

"We haven't seen each other for a while, and you've already become distant. It's me, your friend."

He was so happy to see him that he could not properly express his delight.

"Why are you here?"

"So blunt! What do you mean, why? I came because I missed you."

Jin Haryong, who was next to him, tattled.

"That's a lie. He said he came because he needs our help."

Jin Hagun was worried about his already excited sister, but he was just as excited himself.

"What is it?"

"I've invited the Evil Alliance Chairman to the regular tavern in front of our Cult."

For a moment, Jin Hagun thought the invited person was Bi Sayin. He mistakenly thought Geom Mugeuk had come to say, "I've invited Bi Sayin, so you should come too."

"I'm not going."

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Haryong stared blankly at him, realizing he had misheard. At their gazes, Jin Hagun flinched and asked again.

"Who did you say you invited?"

"The Evil Alliance Chairman."

Only then did Jin Hagun's eyes widen.

He had clear limits. Just as he had misheard, the idea of inviting the Evil Alliance Chairman to a tavern in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters simply did not exist in his mind.

But Geom Mugeuk always leaped far beyond that line. He would leap over and give a reason that Jin Hagun himself would never have.

"I just wanted to treat him to a drink."

If it had been anyone else, he would have thought it a ridiculous lie, but now he knew well what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. He must have made a deep enough impression on the Chairman during his visit to the Evil Alliance to be able to invite him.

And Jin Haryong was just as surprised.

"We haven't seen each other in a while, why are you making such a joke?"

"It's not a joke."

She knew it was not a joke. The thought that this was so like him was already surfacing.

Jin Hagun asked again.

"Did the Evil Alliance Chairman accept the invitation?"

"He said he would accept if the Murim Alliance Chairman accepts this meeting with pure intentions."

"Pure intentions? How can it be accepted with pure intentions when the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance are holding a secret meeting?"

"A secret meeting? Is there such a thing as a secret meeting that's revealed so openly?"

"Whatever it is! The Chairman will never allow it."

He knew better than anyone how much his grandfather was wary of and disliked the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance. The only reason he had formed a friendship with Geom Mugeuk was because of his deep relationship with his grandchildren, and because he had later saved their lives. It was a truly exceptional case.

"That's why I came to ask for help. For the two of you to persuade him with me."

"You could have just invited him without telling us in the first place, couldn't you?"

At Jin Hagun's probing question, Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk with the same thought.

"I couldn't do that."

"......"

"You and I are friends, aren't we?"

The real reason for inviting Baek Jagang was to prevent a potential future war. However, if this invitation made the Murim Alliance believe the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance had joined hands behind their back, it would do more harm than good.

"Even if it wasn't a condition set by the Evil Alliance Chairman, I would have come to ask for permission."

A thought suddenly occurred to Jin Hagun. What if it were him? If it was something he had to do, regardless of the intention?

Wouldn't he have just proceeded without creating unnecessary variables, and later said, 'Sorry, it just turned out that way'?

As that thought came to mind, his face flushed slightly. It felt as though Geom Mugeuk was swimming in the ocean of friendship, while he was only dipping his ankles in.

"The two of you, persuade the Chairman with me."

Jin Hagun shook his head firmly.

"Absolutely not!"

Jin Haryong was the same. She shook her head.

"I can't do it either. You don't know our grandfather well enough. If we bring that up, we'll be kicked out of the Alliance."

"If you get kicked out, our Cult will take you in!"

"My Orabeoni won't be able to become the heir either."

"How about taking this opportunity to free yourself from the desire for power?"

"Wise words, heir of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

Then, Geom Mugeuk let out a feigned sigh.

"Ah! I never thought I'd be abandoned by my friends!"

The moment he heard those words, a suspicion arose in Jin Hagun's mind.

Did he really not expect this? That clever man?

The thought suddenly struck him that perhaps Geom Mugeuk had not come simply to ask for their grandfather's permission.

No way...?

His sister, who was quicker on the uptake, voiced the thought that had crossed his mind.

"You're not thinking of inviting Grandfather too, are you?"


Chapter 379: Is That Look in Your Eyes Still the Same?

Geom Mugeuk did not answer. Instead, he asked Jin Haryong a question.

"Which do you think is harder? Getting permission or inviting the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Jin Haryong could not compare them, but one thing was certain.

"Both are impossible. There's no way Grandfather would ever drink with the Demonic Cult Leader or the Evil Alliance Chairman in the same room."

Geom Mugeuk lowered his head, his shoulders slumping.

"Right. I guess I'll go see the Chairman to carry out this impossible mission. All by my lonesome, solitary, and lonely self."

Geom Mugeuk walked to the entrance, but the two did not stop him. He returned to his original spot.

"You guys are too much. Is this how friends are supposed to act?"

Just then, Jin Hagun asked a question.

"Why did you invite the Evil Alliance Chairman? You wouldn't have called on the Demonic Cult just for a drink. Even if that was your intention, the Evil Alliance Chairman wouldn't have agreed. How did you persuade him?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"Out of a desire for there to be no war."

Of course, the two of them could not possibly understand the deep meaning behind his words. Geom Mugeuk could not tell them that his father or the Evil Alliance Chairman dreamed of unifying murim.

"So if the Evil Alliance Chairman has a drink in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the war will disappear?"

"I believe it will."

Jin Haryong believed him. This absurd answer. It was not because Geom Mugeuk's reply was firm.

The reason was simple. If Geom Mugeuk had not saved her life, she would no longer be in this world.

"Were you serious earlier? That you'd take me in if I get kicked out of the Alliance?"

"I'll even throw you a welcoming ceremony."

Jin Haryong briefly pictured the scene. She saw herself, kicked out of the Alliance, standing in the rain at the main gate of the Demonic Cult. Her bodyguard, Chuho, carried a bundle of her belongings.

Then, Geom Mugeuk would open the gate and come out, joking around.

—From now on, you're my handmaiden.

Geom Mugeuk was the type of person who would pull such a prank and more. Yes, her faith in Geom Mugeuk was not just because of the life debt she owed him.

"Alright, I'll help you."

A sense of ease washed over her. She felt this decision was the right one.

"Orabeoni, don't get involved. If you do, you'll really lose your position as successor."

Jin Hagun looked at his younger sister.

How can it be so easy for her?

Such clear limits existed in his own heart. A boundary line was drawn all around him.

It was a line he had never crossed. He had never considered a life where he was not the successor. The same went for a life of defying his grandfather.

However, his sister leaped over that line with ease. In that respect, Geom Mugeuk and Jin Haryong had something in common.

Jin Hagun quietly looked into his own heart. What did he truly want? Would crossing that line be reckless bravado? Or would it be a new challenge? Unable to know without trying, Jin Hagun was conflicted.

"Orabeoni, I told you not to worry about it. You understand Orabeoni's situation, don't you?"

Instead of saying he understood, Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun. His gaze hoped for a secretary beyond the limits.

It's not like you're going to take responsibility for my life, so why are you looking at me like that?

Jin Hagun's gaze turned to Jin Haryong.

"You can't do this alone."

"What?"

"If you go alone, you'll really be kicked out. If we go together, at least we won't be expelled."

"Orabeoni, you'll help too?"

Jin Hagun nodded.

Jin Haryong never thought her Orabeoni would make such a decision.

"Did you really give up your lust for power?"

"It's the opposite. This is to protect my power."

Jin Hagun's reason for helping was also simple.

"Because I don't want a war either."

In the end, it meant that he also believed Geom Mugeuk's words. That Geom Mugeuk was extending an invitation because there was a reason.

Geom Mugeuk knew what a huge decision Jin Hagun had made. He had bet his position as successor.

"If you get kicked out, I'll protest in front of the Murim Alliance and demand your reinstatement."

If Jin Haryong had just imagined the main gate of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, Jin Hagun now pictured the main gate of the Murim Alliance.

He imagined Geom Mugeuk standing in front of the Murim Alliance's main gate, holding a banner that read, 'Reinstate my friend Jin Hagun as the successor!' It was an embarrassing thought.

This man is more than capable of doing it.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun.

"Thank you. I'll never forget what you've wagered on this decision for the rest of my life."

This was something Jin Hagun learned.

What need is there for words between us? Geom Mugeuk would say it like this. Thank you. I won't forget.

Once they decided to help, Jin Hagun's and Jin Haryong's gazes naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"So? What's your plan?"


The first person to visit Jin Paecheon was Jin Haryong.

"What brings you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see you, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon may have had a tyrannical personality, but his love for his granddaughter was certain. Besides, the granddaughter who was once so prickly seemed to have definitely matured recently.

"You had the prodigy meeting today, didn't you?"

"Yes, it went well."

"Are there still prodigies who like you these days?"

"Of course. There was one today, too."

"Is there anyone among them you like?"

"It's hard to find a man as wonderful as you, Grandfather. You must have been popular with the female martial artists when you were young, right?"

A bright smile spread across Jin Paecheon's lips. It was a smile reserved for his granddaughter, one that others rarely saw.

"Seeing how sweet your words are today, it seems you have a favor to ask of me."

"You're mistaken. I'm being sincere."

"If you like him, I'm willing to accept him without being greedy. Don't you know? I'm a man who even accepted a servant as a potential grandson-in-law."

Jin Paecheon mentioned Geom Mugeuk while observing his granddaughter's reaction. He worried that she could not make up her mind because of Geom Mugeuk.

"I should have held onto him back then."

Hearing the regret in her words, Jin Paecheon stared intently at his granddaughter.

"I'm joking, Grandfather."

"Of course it has to be a joke."

Wouldn't Jin Paecheon feel regretful too? If Geom Mugeuk had been, at the very least, an ordinary demonic practitioner, Jin Paecheon might have forced the issue and sent her to him somehow.

No, what am I thinking. How could he marry his own granddaughter to a demonic being? It was just a lingering attachment born from how exceptional the boy named Geom Mugeuk was.

Just then, Jin Hagun entered the Chairman's Hall.

After he politely greeted Jin Paecheon, Jin Haryong asked him a question.

"My dear Orabeoni, it's been hard to see your face lately."

The two of them acted as if they had met by chance.

"The rumors are flying that you're completely absorbed in your training these days."

"What brings you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see Grandfather. What about you, Orabeoni?"

Then, Jin Hagun spoke to Jin Paecheon.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is outside. He says he has come to ask a favor of you, Chairman."

They had gathered separately like this so it would not look like they were plotting something.

Jin Haryong put on a realistic act of being surprised. The thought that Geom Mugeuk was standing just outside that door made her tremble for no reason. She did not need to act.

"Before you let him in, I have a favor to ask of you, Chairman."

"Speak."

"I don't know what favor the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult will ask, but if it's something you can grant, please lend me your support."

There was a reason Jin Hagun was making a request he normally would not.

"You must be aware that we handled the child kidnapping case during the last Demon Slaying Brigade operation. On my way here, I asked the Young Cult Leader, and he said he broke the brainwashing on the children and sent them back to their respective homes. Were you perhaps aware of this?"

Jin Paecheon nodded. He had already received a report regarding the matter. The news that the children were rescued safely had greatly pleased him. That was why he felt inwardly pleased to hear that Geom Mugeuk had come.

"Since that was a matter for the Demon Slaying Brigade, it means I now owe a debt to the Young Cult Leader. I would like to repay it on this occasion."

Jin Paecheon readily accepted his grandson's request.

"I will do so."

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk entered the room.

He bowed politely, showing his respect.

"Chairman, have you been well?"

"Welcome."

Jin Paecheon observed Geom Mugeuk with a calm gaze. His eyes were clearer and deeper than when he had seen him before.

His level of martial arts has risen even higher than before.

The more Jin Paecheon looked, the more he coveted him, and for that reason, the more regretful he felt.

Geom Mugeuk also greeted Jin Haryong as if they were meeting for the first time.

"Miss Jin, it's been a while. Have you been well?"

"It's inconvenient without a servant."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at her joke.

"For Miss Jin, I can play the part of a servant anytime."

Even though she knew he was just bantering, his words made her heart flutter.

"I heard about your great work in the Evil Alliance. You rescued all the children, didn't you? That's truly wonderful."

Jin Haryong praised Geom Mugeuk's achievement once more. Today's meeting was not about getting her grandfather's permission, but about winning his heart.

"I was just lucky, that's all. The Evil Alliance also helped me actively."

After exchanging greetings, Geom Mugeuk stated the reason for his visit in a calm tone.

"While handling matters in the Evil Alliance this time, I became indebted to the Evil Alliance Chairman. So, I have invited the Evil Alliance Chairman to my regular tavern in front of our Cult."

Jin Paecheon said nothing. His qi began to settle.

The surroundings instantly grew cold, as if a window had been thrown open in the middle of winter.

The Chairman's once-gentle gaze shot out like an ice pick, but Geom Mugeuk's words continued.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman said he didn't want to cause any unnecessary misunderstandings with you, Chairman. So I told him I would go and speak to you so that no misunderstandings would arise. That is why I came to see you. To tell you that it's nothing to worry about, so please don't misunderstand."

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened, and his gaze grew even colder. To him, it sounded like the Demonic Cult was joining hands with the Evil Alliance.

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong considered this a relief. If the other party had not been Geom Mugeuk, a roar of anger would have already erupted.

Jin Haryong spoke coldly in her grandfather's stead.

"So you're saying you're going to have a secret talk with the Evil Alliance. Since you'd be found out anyway, are you making a preemptive confession?"

"It's true that it would be found out anyway. However, this isn't a secret meeting, but a personal matter between the Evil Alliance Chairman and myself. We'll be meeting at a tavern where everyone can see, so the entire murim will know about it."

Geom Mugeuk emphasized that it was not a secret meeting.

"If I really wanted to meet in secret, would I do it at a tavern in the Demon Village?"

"Why did you choose that place?"

It was an unplanned question, born purely from her personal curiosity. It was also because it was the place he had once said he wanted to invite her to.

"The place where I intend to host the Evil Alliance Chairman is called the Alluring Inn. The owner's name is Jo Cheonbae. He's a good person, his skills are good, and the atmosphere is good too. If you sit on the second floor there, have a drink, and look outside, you can understand the reason why I must live."

Jin Haryong was curious.

What does he see from there?

"The tables there are sturdy, so they won't break even if a martial artist comes. The customers who go there might be surprised if the Evil Alliance Chairman shows up, but they won't be scared."

"How can that be?"

Geom Mugeuk's heartfelt answer came.

"Because my demonic path is there."

A moment of silence followed.

Who could possibly know the deep meaning contained in those words?

However, because they were words she could not understand, Jin Haryong wanted to go there even more.

She returned to the original plan, revealing a coldness that was different from her true feelings.

"You're trying to delude us with plausible words, but this is something I cannot permit."

There was a reason Jin Haryong stepped forward to object. If she showed any sign of agreeing with Geom Mugeuk's opinion, her grandfather would worry and become even more furious.

On the other hand, Jin Hagun stood silently. Having already mentioned that he had a debt to repay, he only showed a slight hint of being in a difficult position.

"Whether you join hands with the Evil Alliance or not is your business, but at least don't deceive us!"

Her clear, sharp voice echoed through the Chairman's Hall.

"Deceive you?"

"You say it's a private meeting with you, Young Cult Leader, but there's no way the Cult Leader of the Divine Cult won't come to meet the Evil Alliance Chairman, is there?"

Jin Paecheon was also worried about that point. In the end, it would become a meeting between the Heavenly Demon and the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"When you meet, you'll exchange messages via telepathy, won't you? The martial arts of those two are so profound that the only person who could detect it is Grandfather. In the end, you and the Evil Alliance could secretly plot something."

She subtly emphasized that they could not recklessly conspire if her grandfather was present.

"It is a misunderstanding."

Jin Haryong said to Jin Paecheon.

"Grandfather, you must not permit this."

As Jin Haryong got worked up and angry first, Jin Paecheon lost his chance to get angry. Her anger, coming from someone who seemed likely to side with Geom Mugeuk, was truly effective.

"Ryeong, calm yourself for a moment."

"This is an act of deceit against you, Grandfather, and our Alliance!"

"I told you to stop!"

"I'm sorry, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon asked Jin Hagun, who had been watching the situation silently.

"What are your thoughts?"

Jin Hagun presented a completely new perspective.

"What are you plotting? Do you intend to lure the Evil Alliance Chairman and kill him?"

For a moment, Jin Paecheon was inwardly startled. He had been focused only on the idea that the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance were trying to join hands. He had never considered that the Demonic Cult might kill the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Since that was also a very plausible suspicion, Jin Paecheon paid close attention to Geom Mugeuk's reaction and response.

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk was too flustered to answer.

"Are you asking if we're planning to strike the Evil Alliance on this occasion?"

"Don't make such a ridiculous misunderstanding."

"If the Evil Alliance Chairman dies in some unforeseen accident during this meeting, the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman will take the Chairman's seat, won't he? And aren't you close with that Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman?"

Jin Haryong picked up where Jin Hagun left off. This was the most crucial moment of today's plan.

"Then you'll have the Evil Alliance in the palm of your hand! I think I finally understand why you tried so hard to get close to the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman."

Jin Paecheon considered it a plausible speculation. Was there any guarantee it would not happen? Moreover, Geom Mugeuk, who was always so confident, looked somewhat intimidated, as if he had been hit where it hurts.

"Am I wrong?"

"I only came to ask for permission. If you don't want to grant it, just say no. Don't resort to such wild speculation."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Paecheon.

"If your will is the same as your granddaughter's, Chairman, then I will take my leave."

Seeing him try to withdraw without arguing the rights and wrongs any further, Jin Paecheon felt something was suspicious. He became certain that there was definitely some kind of scheme behind this unconventional event.

The balance between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic will be broken?

Suddenly, Jin Paecheon recalled the image of the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin.

Whenever he thought of him, the first thing that came to mind was his cold and arrogant gaze. The gaze full of ambition that said he would never be content with just being the Demonic Cult Leader.

Is that look in your eyes still the same?

Geom Mugeuk politely performed a clasped hands greeting and turned away.

"I will take my leave now."

Just as Geom Mugeuk was hastily turning away, Jin Paecheon spoke.

"Wait."

His shocking declaration followed.

"I will also attend this meeting."

A startled Geom Mugeuk said urgently.

"No, you don't have to come. You just have to not misunderstand the meeting between our Cult and the Evil Alliance. There's no need for you to come!"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's attempts to stop him, Jin Paecheon declared resolutely.

"I said I'm going too!"


Chapter 380: I Fended Them All Off Even When I Was Alone

Jin Paecheon expressed his firm intention to attend.

Geom Mugeuk looked bewildered and spoke weakly.

"I will also invite you, Chairman, to this meeting."

Geom Mugeuk remained faithful to his act until the very end.

Jin Haryong was amazed at this outcome. Although she had played a significant role, she never imagined things would actually turn out this way.

In the end, it all went according to his plan.

What if this man were an enemy? Could Orabeoni and I handle him?

She once again keenly felt the vague fear from before.

In any case, their joint plan was a success. The Murim Alliance Chairman's visit to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had become a reality.

Jin Haryong shifted from her role in the three-person operation back to being the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter.

"How will you guarantee the Chairman's safety?"

A peerless master or two would surely follow the Murim Alliance Chairman's procession. However, since the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult extended the invitation, they were responsible for his safety.

"Our Cult will take responsibility. How could we be negligent after inviting such a distinguished guest?"

"Who will protect him from you?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed as if it were a joke, but Jin Haryong was serious.

"Promise me that you'll protect him. Promise you'll take responsibility so that nothing happens."

Her gaze said it all.

You know it too, don't you? That I did all this because I trusted you.

She trusted Geom Mugeuk more than the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. She truly did. She had acted with the resolve to be kicked out and left standing in the rain before the Demonic Cult's main gate.

Geom Mugeuk met her gaze and replied.

"I promise."

Jin Haryong only felt relieved after sensing the sincerity in his clear, deep eyes.

Grandfather, I'm sorry for deceiving you, but I believe this is the right thing to do.

She believed Geom Mugeuk's words that they could prevent a war. She believed this choice would ultimately be for her grandfather's sake.

Geom Mugeuk spoke politely to Jin Paecheon.

"I will speak with our Cult's strategist to coordinate the schedule. Thank you for making such a momentous decision."

The thought of the three of them meeting brought Baek Jagang to Jin Paecheon's mind.

Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've seen him.

Although he considered Baek Jagang a notch below Geom Woojin, he knew the man was no ordinary figure. A worry naturally arose.

"But if the Evil Alliance Chairman hears that I'm going, won't he change his mind?"

"I'll have to go and tell him myself."

"You're going in person?"

"I can't deliver such an important change of plans by messenger pigeon."

This was about seating the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman before the Demonic Cult Headquarters. If necessary, he would have to go back and forth ten, even a hundred times.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely.

"Then I shall take my leave. I'll see you at the tavern in front of our Cult."

"Alright. Let's see what your demonic path is like."

Jin Paecheon sent Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong out with Geom Mugeuk to see him off.

Left alone, Jin Paecheon spoke into the empty air.

"I'm going to get an earful from the strategist."

A deep male voice then came from the empty air.

"Do you really think the Demonic Cult Leader will kill the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

"I don't know. How could I know what's in his heart? The Geom Woojin I saw over a decade ago wasn't the type to resort to such shallow tricks, but how can I know what kind of person he has become now that the rivers and mountains have changed?"

Jin Paecheon slowly walked to the window and looked outside.

He could see Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun, and Jin Haryong standing side by side in front of the Chairman's Hall.

There were several reasons for his decision to attend this meeting. There was the concern that the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance might join hands and pull some trick, and there was also his curiosity about that young martial artist, Geom Mugeuk. How on earth did he manage to drag the not-so-easy Baek Jagang all the way to the Demonic Cult?

Furthermore, he was already aware that Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong held a great liking for Geom Mugeuk, which made him think he should probably take a closer look at Geom Mugeuk himself.

However, these reasons alone would not have prompted his decision without consulting his strategist. The biggest reason Jin Paecheon decided he had to go was this.

He felt the time had come to meet the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin again.

When they had met before, Jin Paecheon had read Geom Woojin's ambition to unify the murim. He had suspected that Geom Woojin might one day start a war.

That was why he had devoted all his strength to protecting the orthodox sects' murim.

Now, he thought he had to confirm it before he got any older.

If he still has that look in his eyes.

I cannot let those eyes look upon Jin Hagun. Because it's a gaze my grandson cannot handle.


Jin Hagun sighed as soon as they left the Chairman's Hall.

"Why are you sighing? You should be cheering."

Jin Hagun ignored Geom Mugeuk's words and spoke to his sister.

"We might have just put the Chairman in danger with our own hands."

He felt like he had woken up after a wild night of partying. He always got this feeling when he hung out with Geom Mugeuk.

"Aren't you worried?"

Jin Haryong, on the other hand, was calm.

"Worried about what?"

"The worry that we might have been tricked by him."

Geom Mugeuk cut in.

"Please, have conversations like that using telepathy!"

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong ignored him and continued their conversation.

"He could have tricked us."

"Right?"

"It could be a conspiracy to harm Grandfather and the Evil Alliance Chairman in one place."

"But you don't look worried at all."

"Because you're worrying enough for the both of us, Orabeoni. If not, with my personality, I probably wouldn't be able to sleep properly starting today. In that sense, thank you for being born first."

Jin Hagun shook his head as if she were hopeless and glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk was looking up at the sky.

"How's the sky when you look up from in front of the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall?"

"It's the same. The sky is the sky whether you see it from here or there. That's why I have no ambition for this place."

His words held Geom Mugeuk's true feelings. He kept letting them know whenever he had the chance that he was not greedy. So they should not doubt him.

Again and again. He would keep saying it, even if it was bothersome. Doubt was inevitable, but being bothered was a choice.

"Still, it's better seeing it with you two."

Jin Hagun recalled the provocative look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes from earlier, the gaze that dared him to cross the line drawn in his heart.

I crossed it as you intended, and it turned out as you intended.

That was why he kept making jokes like this.

"So, is your plan to kill us all complete now?"

A slight smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips as he continued to look at the sky.

"I said the same thing to the Evil Alliance Chairman in a similar situation. That's not my way. My way is to send a duel request. We have a match, and the loser backs down cleanly. I'm not so... as to conspire to take something."

Geom Mugeuk did not finish his sentence.

Looking back at his pre-regression self, these words would fit.

I have no affection for people or the world.

Perhaps that was why he was the way he was now. He felt regret and longing for that empty life lived only for revenge, a life where he gave no meaning to people, the world, or even himself.

Having seen the depths of loneliness, he now intended to go to the very end in the opposite direction. He would walk that path willingly, even if a greater regret awaited him.

"I prefer to have fun. I like a seat on the second floor of the Alluring Inn more than sitting on that high grand chair."

Now, both Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong believed these words. That was why they had schemed together today.

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk said to the two of them.

"Do you know why I was able to proceed with this matter so confidently?"

"Why is that?"

"Because I trust Father. I believe that no matter what situation I create, he won't let it become the worst-case scenario. So if you can't trust me, trust your Chairman."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk gave the two a cheerful clasped hands greeting.

"I won't forget your help this time, and you must come to our Cult together."

Even if ordered not to, Jin Haryong planned to follow, even if it meant hiding in a carriage's luggage compartment. She really wanted to visit the Alluring Inn.

That was why this moment of parting felt so regrettable.

"Are you going back to the Divine Cult?"

"No. I said I'm going to the Evil Alliance."

"Ah, right. You really live a busy life."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly and vanished in a flash. He disappeared like smoke, just as he had arrived.

"You're just going to leave like that?"

Jin Haryong stood there for a long while, staring at the spot where Geom Mugeuk had disappeared.

I miss him already.


Just as Jin Haryong said, it was indeed a busy life.

He had run nonstop, even skipping sleep, to arrive at the Evil Alliance Headquarters. He was truly getting proper training in the Swift Step.

Geom Mugeuk first stopped by the inn that Bi Sayin frequented. Bi Sayin was there eating a meal today as well.

Bi Sayin's chopsticks paused at the incoming telepathy. "If you eat noodle dishes too often, you'll gain weight."

A smile reflexively appeared on his face. It was the world's only voice that would nag the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman about picky eating. As always, he could see Geom Mugeuk's figure in the alley across the street.

"What brings you here? I expected to see you only at your tavern."

"Something urgent has come up that I must report to the Chairman."

"Then why don't you go report to him yourself?"

"How disloyal! You have to be there with me."

"Isn't it because it takes too long to get to the Chairman without me?"

Waiting, waiting some more, and getting permission. One had to pass through all sorts of security networks to finally reach the Chairman's Hall. It was the same at the Murim Alliance. In that respect, Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin were also shortcuts to the Chairman's Hall.

"You noticed?"

Geom Mugeuk's laughter echoed via telepathy.

Of course, Bi Sayin knew that was not the real reason. He knew that Geom Mugeuk always came to find him first to place him at the center of things.

"What is it?"

"Listen to it together with the Chairman."

"How much are you planning to surprise people this time?"

"It's not that kind of thing."

"I understand."

Geom Mugeuk stopped Bi Sayin as he was about to get up.

"Take your time, finish your meal, and then get up."

"How can I eat when you're waiting over there?"

"That's all the more reason to eat well. Don't they say a martial artist's strength comes from his meals? You can wait a hundred days, see if I get up without eating. You can cause the biggest trouble imaginable, see if I get up without eating."

Bi Sayin shot up from his seat and shouted.

"Did you cause trouble?"


Geom Mugeuk was at the Chairman's Hall with Bi Sayin.

"So, the Murim Alliance Chairman has also decided to come to this meeting?"

"Yes, that is correct."

"Things have gotten bigger."

"You can just think of it as gaining another drinking buddy."

"And that drinking buddy is Jin Paecheon."

The Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang, disliked Geom Woojin, but he disliked Jin Paecheon even more.

"The three who despise each other are gathering?"

What was supposed to be a private drinking session for two had turned into a tripartite meeting of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic.

Since he had become the Evil Alliance Chairman, the three of them had never once met in the same place.

"Was this your plan from the beginning?"

"No, it wasn't. At first, I only intended for Father and you, Chairman, to meet, but I changed my mind along the way."

"Because it was easier to invite the Murim Alliance Chairman than to ask for his understanding?"

"That was part of it, but a more important reason arose."

"What reason is that?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said.

"It's because I felt that if not for this opportunity, the three of you might never have the chance to meet together in this era."

"!"

Seeing as he did not get goosebumps, Geom Mugeuk was telling the truth.

"What's wrong with not meeting?"

"Looking back later, I thought I would find it regrettable. That the three who dominated an era had never gathered in one place."

Come to think of it, Baek Jagang realized he had never deeply considered a tripartite meeting. He had always thought the next time they met would be the day one of them died.

Bi Sayin, who had been listening silently, suddenly had a thought.

Is that why you rush over to me like this, whenever you get a chance to see me?

In that respect, in their generation, they did not need to worry about the three of them not being able to see each other. That Geom Mugeuk would try to call them out to meet at any given moment.

"Did you come all this way just to tell me this?"

"This meeting started thanks to you, Chairman, so of course I had to come and tell you in person."

"What if I say no? What if I say I don't want to because that old man from the Murim Alliance is frustrating?"

"I would still have to try to persuade you. Whatever you desire, just say the word. I will take responsibility and make it happen."

What did he desire?

What he desired was to raise Bi Sayin to be more splendid than the Geom Mugeuk before him, and to fill Geom Woojin's arrogant eyes with envy.

"I'll attend. Let's meet at the tavern."

Geom Mugeuk beamed and bowed respectfully.

"Thank you so much for your understanding. As expected, you are a man of action, Chairman."

As Geom Mugeuk bowed politely and turned to leave, Baek Jagang asked one last question.

"What is the ultimate goal you hope to achieve with this meeting?"

Geom Mugeuk turned back to him and said.

"Sayin here, and Commander Jin of the Murim Alliance. When the three of us get together, it's really fun."

Bi Sayin's lips twitched as he listened.

Shouldn't you ask us whether it's fun or not?

He wanted to quip like that, but he could not bring himself to say it in front of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"Wouldn't it be fun if the three of you gathered as well? My goal is to make this meeting an enjoyable one."

"An enjoyable meeting? We'd be lucky if the atmosphere isn't murderous."

"That would be fun in its own way."

Baek Jagang warned of one danger.

"Those people who targeted us this time, you said there was someone behind them, right?"

"That's right."

"What will you do if they target this opportunity?"

Geom Mugeuk answered calmly.

"It will be fine."

"How can you be so sure?"

"I fended them all off even when I was alone, and this time, the three of you will be together, won't you?"

A strange smile played on Baek Jagang's lips.

For now, I'll have to be satisfied with being second best in raising a son.

Those words also represented Baek Jagang's will to at least make his son win against the Murim Alliance's successor.

Bi Sayin had no way of knowing the meaning behind his master's burning gaze directed at him.

"Then I will see you on that day."

Bi Sayin followed Geom Mugeuk out to see him off.

"You really aren't worried."

"Why should I be worried? Now that the three of them have given their permission, the matter is out of my hands."

Geom Mugeuk did not flinch even at the look that seemed to ask if he was not being too shameless.

"Let's live in our own murim."

When he first heard those words, they felt like castles in the sky, but now, he could feel a bit of substance to them. The existence of their own, young murim.

"There's the bodyguard issue, and coordinating the schedule will take some time. What will you do until then?"

"I'll play with the Demon Supremes during the day and train at night. That's how I'll spend my time. Don't you dare stop me from playing!"

"Must be nice. You have people to play with."

"Don't you have five more people to play with than I do?"

"!"

For a moment, Bi Sayin was surprised. Five more than the Eight Demon Supremes would be thirteen, meaning the Thirteen Evil Wolves. Bi Sayin had never once thought about playing with the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

"Well then, see you later."

In a flash, Geom Mugeuk became a dot in the distant sky and disappeared.

Beneath the sky where he had vanished, the Thirteen Evil Wolves stood in the distance.

A thought suddenly occurred to him. Geom Mugeuk must have started with the Demon Supremes in a similar state. No, the Thirteen Evil Wolves at least had loyalty. Geom Mugeuk must have befriended the Demon Supremes from a much more difficult and awkward state than this.

Right, if I'm going to imitate him, I should do it properly.

"Today, put down your bodyguard duties, buy some alcohol, and let's go hang out somewhere with a nice view. We can catch up on things. Oh, is there anyone among you who can dance a little?"

As surprised gazes focused on him, Bi Sayin looked up at the sky.

"The weather is too nice to play alone."


Chapter 381: To Me, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon Is

"...And that's how I ended up inviting the Murim Alliance Chairman to this meeting as well."

Upon returning to the Cult, I immediately reported what had happened to Father. Head Strategist Sama Myeong was also present, since he was responsible for coordinating the meeting schedule and the bodyguards.

When Father heard I had invited the Murim Alliance Chairman, he shook his head in disbelief. Sama Myeong just stared at me without a word.

"Our strategist, you expected this would happen, didn't you?"

Of course, I expected it. This is the inevitable flow of history.

That was what I had hoped to hear.

"What are you referring to? Are you talking about how the Young Cult Leader suddenly left the Cult to save a tavern owner and invited the Evil Alliance Chairman to our Cult? Or how you went to ask for the Murim Alliance Chairman's understanding and ended up inviting him as well?"

Come to think of it, I went out to save Jo Cheonbae and his wife, and it led to all this. I hadn't realized it. Perhaps Jo Cheonbae's destiny created all of this.

"I'm sorry. You're already a busy man, and I've given you a huge task."

"Do you even realize how huge it is?"

If the person who caused this mess wasn't the Young Cult Leader, and if we weren't in Father's presence, he might have roared at me, asking if I knew what I had just done.

"The Young Cult Leader has accomplished something no one else could."

"Is that a compliment?"

Sama Myeong's expression said it all. A compliment? Hardly. Of course, since he was in front of Father, his words differed from his thoughts.

"It is a compliment."

He looked like someone who wanted to start a lecture with the words, 'However...'

I understood Sama Myeong. Having lived his entire life as a strategist, he disliked variables and changes. This incident was likely the biggest event of his career.

"There is much to prepare. Especially since this is the first tripartite meeting, much confusion is expected. The biggest problem among them is the bodyguard issue. Both the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance will try to bring as many masters as possible. The more people there are, the higher the probability of an incident. I'm saying that one wrong step could lead to a war."

However, we couldn't ask them to come with only a minimum number of bodyguards. That's why prior coordination was absolutely necessary, and the person who would have to engage in a war of nerves with the strategists from both sides was Sama Myeong himself. I felt sorry for him, but what could I do? Destiny had led us here.

I turned my gaze from Sama Myeong to Father, who looked down at me without a word.

Before my regression, I would have trembled under that gaze. I wouldn't have even been able to meet his eyes. That was why my relationship with Father only went backward instead of forward.

Father was probably looking at me without much thought. He was likely thinking, What should I do with this troublemaker? and clicking his tongue. Should I wonder if he was disappointed in me, if he regretted making me the Young Cult Leader, or if he was thinking of my brother?

I must never forget that the wings of imagination I spread alone can be torn to shreds by the beast called misunderstanding.

"Are you very angry?"

"Of course! Who decided on a tripartite meeting? Strategist, contact the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance immediately and tell them it's canceled!"

Father's voice boomed throughout the Cult Leader's hall.

However, his eyes held no irritation or anger as he looked at me.

I could tell. Father was getting angry on Sama Myeong's behalf to appease him. It was also a scolding meant for me.

"You can't, Father!"

"What do you mean, I can't!"

Sama Myeong cautiously stepped forward.

"Please calm yourself, Cult Leader. Since the Young Cult Leader has already made a promise, it would be best to proceed with this as planned."

This way, I could uphold Sama Myeong's dignity and give him a chance to take my side.

"Thank you, strategist."

"Still, it's a relief. The Young Cult Leader already has a strategist."

He shook his head with an expression that perfectly conveyed how difficult it would be to live as my strategist. That was our Head Strategist, always holding a grudge.

"That's too harsh!"

Sama Myeong's joke eased the atmosphere somewhat.

I looked at Father again.

What could he be thinking right now? Does he want to see the two Chairmen?

No matter how hard I looked, Father was truly difficult to understand.

In any case, what was done was done. There was something I absolutely had to tell Father.

"This meeting is for the three of you, but it will have a great impact on the three of us. Where else would we learn? This is a once-in-a-lifetime meeting of the Cult Leader and the Chairmen."

Then I told him the same thing I had told the others.

"I did it because I trust you, Father."

Finally, that characteristic sneer formed on Father's lips. It had been a while, but it suited him well.

"Then I will take my leave."

As I turned to leave, the back of my head felt hot.

Why do you dream of unifying the murim? I will stop you until the very end, Father.

Right, the gazes heating the back of my head must be three, not two.

Before leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I shouted into the air.

"Uncle Hwi! I'm sorry."

I didn't forget to apologize to Hwi, my bodyguard. He was another person who would be on edge because of the tripartite meeting.


"Elder!"

After leaving the Cult Leader's hall, I immediately headed for the Southern Blade Sect, where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was.

I ran to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence as if reuniting with a long-lost family member. Since I had only seen the Fist Demon last time before leaving the Cult again, it was a long-awaited reunion with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

There was no one in the courtyard.

I walked slowly and peeked inside through the window, where I saw an unexpected sight.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was lying on the bed, asleep.

It's not time for him to be sleeping yet.

I was about to turn away when I flinched. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon taking a nap? That had never happened before.

I turned back, carefully opened the door, and went inside. I walked without a sound, afraid I might wake him.

However, at the last moment, I turned my steps from the bed to the bookshelf. I stood there looking at the new books the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had bought.

"Didn't you come in because you were worried about me?"

I turned to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looking at me with his eyes open.

"No?"

As if. He would never know how startled I was. When I entered the room, I had felt the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's suppressed presence, which was why I had subtly changed direction.

"I was waiting to give you a good scare when you came closer to check my breathing."

"Why would I check your breathing? Are you the type to pass away in bed, Elder? You'll go out fighting spectacularly on the battlefield, leaning against the Heaven Destroying Dao."

"You brat! How can you speak so easily of an old man's death?"

Contrary to his words, an undeniable smile formed on his lips. After all, that was the end he dreamed of.

"But why are you taking a nap? You've never done that in your life."

"I do sometimes. You'll see when you get older."

Was it just my imagination? His voice, usually so gruff, lacked its usual strength.

"Did you handle your business outside well?"

"I caused some trouble."

"It'd be strange if you didn't cause trouble, wandering around like that. What kind of trouble?"

This matter was still a top secret known only to Father and Sama Myeong.

"I invited the Evil Alliance Chairman to the Alluring Inn."

He must have been incredibly surprised.

"You invited who?"

"The Evil Alliance Chairman."

"The Evil Alliance Chairman I know? Baek Jagang?"

"You know him?"

"I do."

He really was well-connected and knew many people.

"That can't be right. That suspicious man accepted your invitation?"

With a look of disbelief, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat up in bed. He poured himself a cup of cold tea from the small table beside him.

"I invited one more person. That's why I'm worried."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied nonchalantly.

"You've invited the Evil Alliance Chairman, who would dare cause trouble? As long as it's not the Murim Alliance Chairman, it's fine."

A moment of silence passed.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched, his eyes blinking as he stared at me.

"It's not him, right?"

When I didn't answer, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked again.

"It's not him, is it?"

"......"

"Don't tell me."

"Why wouldn't it be?"

As I said that, I feigned distress and clutched my head.

"I don't know why I'm like this either!"

I was being dramatic, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't react. His gaze toward me was deep.

"Even the Murim Alliance Chairman accepted the invitation? How on earth? Even for you, that's..."

"I don't think they accepted the invitation because of me."

"Then why?"

"The three of them must have had a desire to see each other at least once. Otherwise, would this have ever happened?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been nodding silently, revealed a cold aura.

"The two Chairmen are coming to our Cult? This is a chance to take care of both sides at once."

After saying it as if it were his own thought, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon quickly added, "What will you do if the Cult Leader thinks like that?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon believed Father might harbor such thoughts.

"At least this time, he won't do that."

"How can you be so sure?"

Honestly, I wasn't completely sure. I just trusted Father.

"Because they are guests invited by his son."

"What if he values his grand ambition more than his son?"

"Then you must stop him, Elder. Only you will be able to stop him."

We stared at each other without a word.

Just then, Seo Daeryong entered.

"Huh? Young Cult Leader!"

Seeing me, Seo Daeryong approached happily.

"When did you arrive?"

"Today. What's this? Your eyes look different."

I could tell at a glance that Seo Daeryong had made a great achievement in his martial arts. If his skills had been improving steadily until now, today he felt distinctly stronger.

Then, a surprising fact was revealed.

"Yesterday, Master opened my Conception and Governing Vessels."

I now understood. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't been playing a prank. He had been napping because he was genuinely tired.

Seo Daeryong held medicinal herbs in his hand. It seemed he had gone to the physician to get some restorative medicine.

"Let me check your condition."

I didn't ask, 'May I check?' Knowing how worried I was, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't push away my hand as I grabbed his wrist and pushed a stream of qi into him.

"I'm fine."

Fortunately, he was fine. Because his martial arts were so strong and his inner arts so profound, he had opened the Conception and Governing Vessels without using his innate true qi.

Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels was a process an ordinary master must go through to become a peerless master. Since he had taken him as a disciple, I thought he would do it for Seo Daeryong someday, but that day had already come. It was likely because Seo Daeryong had trained so diligently.

I spoke up on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's behalf.

"You know, right? Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels is so dangerous that it's usually only done for blood relatives."

"I know."

"Then that's good."

Seo Daeryong's gaze was fervent. Knowing Seo Daeryong's personality, I could tell how grateful he must have been.

"I'll go heat up the medicine I brewed. The physician said this one is the most effective."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nagged Seo Daeryong.

"You brat, how much is your monthly salary that you're buying medicine?"

"Don't underestimate me, I'm the Sanzu Hall Director. I earn a lot of money."

Seo Daeryong went outside to heat the medicine.

When I looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with an emotional gaze, he needlessly raised his voice.

"I didn't do it for the kid. If he's my disciple, he should at least be at that level."

The words 'my disciple' no longer sounded awkward coming from him.

"I like you the best, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, feeling awkward, lay back down on the bed.

"Enough. I'm going back to sleep."

I wasn't one to just leave because he said so. I sat down on the edge of the bed.

"To be honest, I acted all confident, but how could I not be worried? What if the meeting I envisioned turns into a truly dangerous situation? What if Father really smiles at me while holding two heads dripping with blood in his hands?"

"Why are you complaining to me?"

"Then who else can I say this to?"

"Go tell it to the Masked One. Or the Drunkard or the Poisoner."

I continued, pretending not to hear him.

"Was I only afraid of Father? I was also worried you might not like it, Elder. Or that you might have some unknown grudge against the Evil Alliance Chairman or the Murim Alliance Chairman. What if you can't hold back and try to kill them when you meet?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with his eyes closed, "If the grudge were that deep, I would have gone to find them already."

"That's true, right?"

"You never know. One of the Demon Supremes might explode with emotions they've been holding back that day."

"No, that can't happen!"

As I was feigning distress, Seo Daeryong came in with the heated medicine.

"Master, please drink your medicine!"

"I should drink that medicine. I'm so anxious I'm going to die first."

As I tried to snatch the medicine, Seo Daeryong dodged with his movement arts.

"This is for the Master!"

"Since when did you care so much for the Elder? Director Seo, it's me! The former Sanzu Hall Director and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader! The person you serve as your right hand!"

"Until the Master finishes all this medicine, you're one-armed!"

Watching Seo Daeryong respectfully offer the medicine to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, a smile naturally formed on my lips. In my life before regression, these two had never even exchanged a single word.

Over this current scene, I saw an image of Seo Daeryong entering my office with a gloomy expression when we first met. Over that, another image overlapped, of him drunk and clinging to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's leg, and the image of him overjoyed after receiving the giant dao as a gift.

And what other images will overlap on top of this one? When all those images are layered, what kind of picture will remain in the end?

After drinking the medicine, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lay down again. Seo Daeryong and I quietly left the room.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke with his eyes still closed.

"Everything will be fine."

That one heavy yet calm phrase put my mind at ease. Truly at ease.

Even though I've regressed, no matter how perfect I seem or how hard I try to live, I am also someone who needs to hear words like these. That I'm doing well, that things will be fine. To me, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is that kind of person.

"Detective Seo, let's sleep here with our Elder tonight."

"Sounds good."

Swept up in the mood, Seo Daeryong was fearless.

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes flew open as he shouted.

"Who said you could! Go! Sleep in your own homes!"

Hearing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's shout, I finally felt like I had returned home. If someone were to ask how I could walk such a perilous path, I would answer that it was because I had a place to return to.

"Get out, you brats!"

If I were the type to obey meekly, I wouldn't have suggested it in the first place.

With an excited face, I dashed out and shouted, "I'll go get my pajamas! Let's go, my right hand!"


Chapter 382: Saying the Smiling Demon's Face is Big

Though it might sound unbelievable, we really did pack our pajamas and go back.

"Are we really allowed to do this?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"Of course we are!"

"Now that I think about it, I have some urgent business at the Sanzu River Hall."

Seo Daeryong finally came to his senses and tried to escape our midnight adventure, but I refused to let him go so easily.

"When will we ever get to do something like this again? And think about it. He might've told us to go, but do you think he really meant it? He's probably thinking, 'Why aren't those rascals here yet? Playing with them makes me feel young and so happy.'"

Is that what he's thinking? Seo Daeryong moved his feet, half-believing and half-doubting. There was a reason he pushed himself today, despite his fear of the Master.

"I never dreamed I would open the Conception and Governing Vessels."

A feverish excitement swept over Seo Daeryong. He felt gratitude and worry for the Master, the thrill of opening his Conception and Governing Vessels, and the joy of seeing me again. The mix of emotions left him agitated. He felt that if he was going to cause trouble, he should do it right.

When we returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, he was asleep. This time, he was truly asleep. We stood by the window and watched him sleeping soundly on his bed, then quietly slipped out.

Sleep well, Elder.

I walked through the inner gardens of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult with Seo Daeryong.

"It's been a while, walking like this with you, Young Cult Leader."

"That's because our Director Seo is so busy."

"You should show your face more often before saying things like that."

I laughed awkwardly, and Seo Daeryong laughed with me.

"Time flies, doesn't it? The days are hard, but before I know it, a few days have passed, and then suddenly a month has gone by. Is it always like this?"

After asking the question, Seo Daeryong shook his head.

"I'm the older one, yet I'm asking the Young Cult Leader about the passage of time."

I wanted to tell him that his youthful time was not yet moving at even a quarter of its true speed. It was still only at the third stage of the Swift Step. Once time achieves complete mastery, it sweeps away all memories and rushes far into the distance.

Should we spend this time in a valuable way, then?

"Shall we go see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

Seo Daeryong yelped, "Aigoo!"

"Just say you hate me instead. Just challenge me to a duel and beat me up!"

"Are you that scared of the Smiling Demon?"

"Shouldn't I be?"

"You've spent time with him before."

It was when we were dealing with Yayul Han's subordinates. While the Poison King and I carried out our plan, Seo Daeryong had briefly stayed with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had even personally bought side dishes and ingredients from the market to cook meals for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You two got close then, didn't you?"

"Close? I couldn't even make eye contact with him! I was just desperately waiting, wondering when you would come back, Young Cult Leader."

"If you talk to him, you'll see he's a good person. If he were that scary, would I like him so much?"

I could feel Seo Daeryong wavering slightly.

"Imagine looking back on today in about ten years. You'll think, 'Ah, how much fun would it have been if I had gone to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with the Young Cult Leader back then? Why was I so hesitant and scared?'"

When I finished speaking and turned around, Seo Daeryong was already running far away. Having opened his Conception and Governing Vessels, he ran even faster than before.

Well, if it were that easy, he wouldn't be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"At least help me move the bed before you go!"

Far in the distance, Seo Daeryong stopped.

"The bed? What bed?"

"You wouldn't know since you haven't been, but there's nothing in the Smiling Demon's residence. If we want to sleep there, we have to bring a bed."

Seo Daeryong blinked.

"So you're taking a bed to the Valley of Evil?"

"We can't just show up in the middle of the night and demand a bed, can we? And we can't sleep on the bare floor. I want to sleep comfortably in my own bed."

"But you're really taking a bed?"

We really took it.

Seo Daeryong and I carried the bed from my residence together. I took the front, and Seo Daeryong took the back. The cultists on guard duty stared at us with surprised eyes. Neatly folded, clean bedding and pajamas sat on top of the bed, drawing even more attention.

"You can move this by yourself, can't you?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"It's heavy."

"Heavy? You're someone who could just float it over with telekinesis. I'll just carry it myself."

"I can't make the Sanzu Hall Director do something like that."

"This is more embarrassing! Anyway, I'm only helping you move it, and then I'm leaving immediately. I've made myself clear! You can't go back on your word later."

When we arrived at the entrance to the Valley of Evil, Seo Daeryong recalled something.

"Do you remember? The first time you came to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I was waiting right here."

"I remember. You even brought a sword, ready to jump in and save me if things went south."

"That's right, and now we're walking right into the Smiling Demon's residence."

"Did you bring your sword?"

"Please, don't make jokes like that. My heart feels like it's going to explode as it is."

Seo Daeryong took several deep breaths to calm his trembling chest.

"Don't be nervous. You're going to be a Demon Supreme too, aren't you?"

"Saying that makes me even more nervous! The fact that I'm becoming a Demon Supreme is still the most surprising and nerve-wracking thing in the world to me. I still have nightmares sometimes. A dream where I'm still that endlessly gloomy investigator from the Sanzu River Hall, full of nothing but complaints about the cult. A dream where a different person is sitting in front of me when I first went to meet you, Young Cult Leader."

"It would have changed anyway."

"Pardon?"

"Your destiny wasn't changed because of me. You changed it yourself."

Seo Daeryong fell silent, lost in thought.

Finally, we entered the Valley of Evil. The Faceless Warriors guarding the entrance, as well as those passing by, stared at us with strange expressions.

[Everyone is looking at us strangely. That one in the yellow-striped mask just laughed.]

[Should I eliminate him?]

[The number of people who need to be eliminated keeps growing.]

And so, we arrived at the residence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.


"Smiling Demon, I've come to impose on you for the night!"

As Geom Mugeuk entered so cheerfully, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled from within the holes of his blank white mask.

Who in the world would come to him and say they wanted to stay the night? Who would show up carrying a bed and even pajamas?

"Have you been kicked out of your home?"

"I caused some major trouble recently, so I'm on the verge of it."

"The Young Cult Leader is always welcome."

"If you keep this up, you might get kicked out along with me, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. It was a sound I had not heard in a long time.

"Your mask has changed."

"As expected! You noticed."

It seemed a new Faceless Warrior had taken up making masks after Green Mask left.

"Is the mask more comfortable?"

"Please pass this on to Green Mask. Tell him it's much more comfortable than the ones he made."

"I'll be sure to tell him."

That was his way of conveying his longing for Green Mask.

Seo Daeryong bowed politely.

"It's been a long time."

Seo Daeryong was inwardly shocked. He had heard there was nothing in the room, but he had not expected it to be so literal. There was not a single speck of dust, but something did catch his eye. A long horizontal line and a vertical one were drawn on the wall. Why were those left untouched in this pristine room?

"Your eyes have improved," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with an incredibly cold gaze.

The comment confused Seo Daeryong.

That's a compliment, right? It has to be a compliment, right?

He was so terrified of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that the words sounded more like, 'Your eyes look good, let's have a go.'

"The Master recently bestowed a great teaching upon me. It is thanks to that."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon simply nodded once without a word.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Where should I put the bed?"

"Wherever you feel comfortable."

"Then I'll put it over here."

He placed the bed against one wall. It was the first piece of furniture ever placed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's empty room.

I brought a bed because I wanted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to start sleeping in one. The white walls were related to his martial arts, but his habit of sleeping while sitting up was for a different reason.

Before my regression, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had wanted to be my friend. He had once said to me, [How can a man who bears the name 'extreme evil' sleep comfortably? It is the least, and only, conscience I possess.]

At the time, I thought it was just a boast to get closer to me. I figured he must have a separate, lavish bedchamber. After my regression, as I formed a new relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I realized he had been sincere.

I could not tell him back then. Even if I had known he was sincere, I would not have. At that time, I had not opened my heart to anyone.

Now, the time had come to tell him.

You can rest comfortably now.

He was living a different life now, and he would continue to live a different life in the future. Today's bed was the first step in advancing my relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Could I possibly borrow this entire wall? It seems like a hassle to move it every time."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, then readily nodded at the sudden request.

"Please do."

"Thank you. Next time I come, I'll bring a tea table to put next to the bed, and a small wardrobe over here for a change of clothes. This wall is mine now."

Seo Daeryong watched this unfold with a stunned heart.

He's moving his whole life in here? Into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room?

He had originally planned to say his goodbyes and leave, but now he was curious about what Geom Mugeuk was up to.

Seo Daeryong spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"If you feel this is an abuse of the Young Cult Leader's power, please report it to the Sanzu River Hall. We will investigate immediately."

It was the joke of Seo Daeryong's entire life.

Knowing how much courage it must have taken him, Geom Mugeuk forced himself to keep a straight face and suppress his laughter.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just stared at him silently, with a look that said he did not know how to respond.

What did I just say? Did I just joke with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Seo Daeryong, are you insane?

Seo Daeryong's telepathy flew to Geom Mugeuk.

[Save me! Please, fix this!]

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had no intention of helping him out of this amusing situation.

[It seems opening the Conception and Governing Vessels has made you bold. Who should we appoint as the next Sanzu Hall Director?]

Just as Seo Daeryong's panic reached its peak, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"It will be fine. He's going to paint all the furniture white anyway."

At the deadpan reply, Seo Daeryong forced a smile.

"I think white will suit this room well."

With those words, he was about to hurry and say his farewells.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon approached Seo Daeryong.

Why is he coming over? That joke, was it unforgivable after all?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped next to a flinching Seo Daeryong.

"In terms of furniture placement, it would be better to put the wardrobe over here."

"You think so?"

Just having the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing next to him made it hard for Seo Daeryong to breathe.

How did the Young Cult Leader become so close with such a terrifying person?

Looking at the relationship between the Young Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes was awe-inspiring, beyond mere admiration.

Seo Daeryong subtly took a step to the side. He wanted to move to the opposite side of the room, but he did not dare.

I must be crazy, why did I even come here?

To be honest, half of it was curiosity about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence. The other half was bravado. He had thought, I'm the Sanzu Hall Director and I've even opened the Conception and Governing Vessels, so it should be fine to visit at least once, right?

Fine? What was fine about it? Why walk into hell of your own accord!

Just as he was looking for a chance to say his goodbyes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at Seo Daeryong. The two eyes within the eyeholes seemed to be smiling, but it was terrifying.

This moment of eye contact was his chance.

I'll be on my way now!

Just as he was about to say those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke first.

"I was in your debt back then."

"Pardon?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's look said, Have you already forgotten? Seo Daeryong's mind went blank.

"I'm saying you went through a lot of trouble cooking for me, a picky eater."

He was talking about the time Seo Daeryong had cooked for him. He was referring to the moment Seo Daeryong had been caught joking that the man was a picky eater and had been scolded for it. You remembered that too?

"Not at all, it was my duty."

He even managed a smile and was about to say his farewells, but this time Geom Mugeuk started talking about what had happened since he left the cult.

"I don't know where to begin."

Before, he had told the story while perched on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's bed. Now, he told it while sitting on the bed he had brought himself. He recounted how he killed the infiltrator in the Evil Alliance, how he invited the Evil Alliance Chairman, and then how he invited the Murim Alliance Chairman as well.

Seo Daeryong had heard parts of the story before and missed other details while heating up medicine. As he listened, he found it so interesting that he forgot all about leaving and became engrossed in Geom Mugeuk's tale.

During a brief pause, Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message.

[But why are you telling him everything in such detail?]

He had asked because he thought there might be a reason, and there was.

[So that he can handle any situation that might arise later on his own. Information is power.]

He was not telling the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon everything just to chat. He was preparing them for any future possibility.

Anyway, he had heard the story well. Now that he had heard it twice, he would definitely not be hearing it again.

"I should..."

Just as he was about to say he would be leaving, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought up the topic of martial arts. When that conversation ended, Geom Mugeuk asked about the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. The story of the woman who loved the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon expanding her brothel business in the Central Plains was so interesting that Seo Daeryong was afraid he would be told, 'You may leave now.'

Then they also discussed the state of the murim.

Seo Daeryong realized for the first time that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was surprisingly knowledgeable in various fields and enjoyed conversation.

Eventually, when the topic of the Valley of Evil's masks came up again, Seo Daeryong could not hold back. Geom Mugeuk's banter had trained him. His head and heart held back, but his mouth did not.

"My head and face are smaller than they look, you see, so masks suit me well."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at him fixedly. Next to him, Geom Mugeuk put on a deliberately shocked expression, creating an atmosphere of terror.

"No, I don't mean that your face is big, Smiling Demon."

That's not it! Geom Mugeuk's expression became even more shocked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot up from his seat and walked toward Seo Daeryong.

I should have left earlier.

Seo Daeryong squeezed his eyes shut.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked past Seo Daeryong and out of the room. He returned shortly after with a white mask in his hand. It was a brand new one, recently made.

"Try it on."

Seo Daeryong's heart pounded like crazy.

If the mask doesn't fit, is he going to rip off the parts of my face that stick out with his own hands? Is that it?

Fortunately, the mask fit. It was a little tight, but he pretended it was perfect.

"It fits perfectly!"

"It's a gift."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong was bewildered. He had never expected the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to give him a mask.

After listening to the two of them talk until dawn, Seo Daeryong dozed off. He never thought he would fall asleep in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room. He had nodded off while sitting on the floor, leaning his back against the bed.

When he awoke, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were standing side by side at the window, watching the faintly brightening dawn. They were not even conversing via telepathy, just standing there together in silence.

More than the image of them conversing, the sight of their backs as they stood silently looking in the same direction was etched into Seo Daeryong's mind.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned around.

Startled, Seo Daeryong closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep.

I have to go. I really have to go.

Pretending to be asleep like that, Seo Daeryong actually fell asleep.

When he opened his eyes, the sun was high in the sky. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was looking down at him. He was so shocked he almost screamed. Desperately holding it in, he looked around and found that Geom Mugeuk was already gone.

Yes, that man is a demon.

A demon who would leave him behind in hell for his own amusement. Yes, who dragged him into this white hell in the first place?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked bluntly, "When exactly are you planning to leave?"

Clutching the mask he had received as a gift tightly in his hand, Seo Daeryong finally uttered the words he had wanted to say all night.

"I'll be on my way now."


Chapter 383: Time for a Drink with Spring Greens

Seo Daeryong left the building and exhaled a breath he had been holding.

He had fallen asleep in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room. The memory felt unreal, like a dream. He couldn't even remember how he had left the room or gotten this far. In any case.

I'm alive!

Seo Daeryong looked up at the pouring sunlight. He felt like he had just survived a battlefield.

Still, how could he just leave me behind?

Just then, one of the Faceless Warriors guarding the entrance spoke to him.

"The Young Cult Leader left a message for you to stop by his residence before you go."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong quickened his pace toward Geom Mugeuk's residence.

Even if he told me not to come, I'm going. I challenge you to a duel. The Master must have anticipated this and opened my Conception and Governing Vessels!

Seo Daeryong ran like the wind. He burst into Geom Mugeuk's residence and shouted.

"Let's have a match!"

In that moment, Seo Daeryong flinched and stopped short.

The person in the yard turned toward him, and he cried out involuntarily.

"Oops!"

The person who turned around was the Flower Sword Supreme. He had just challenged the Flower Sword Supreme to a match.

"Director Seo?"

"The Sword Supreme!"

Seo Daeryong politely performed a clasped hands greeting. The Flower Sword Supreme returned the gesture with the respect due to a Director.

"A match with me? I'd be delighted."

She was completely engrossed in her martial arts training and would run five thousand kilometers for a duel.

"No, no. I wasn't speaking to you, Sword Supreme."

"Then were you speaking to the Young Cult Leader?"

It was too awkward to admit he meant the Young Cult Leader. He had escaped one battlefield only to land on another.

Ah! I've fallen into a double trap!

His thoughts raced, and he failed to notice the Flower Sword Supreme looking at him with admiration.

The qi she felt from Seo Daeryong was incomparable to when she first saw him.

Has there ever been a demonic practitioner who grew this quickly?

His defiant yet lively eyes reminded her of someone. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon in his youth had the same feeling. The giant dao he carried only strengthened the resemblance.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk came out holding a bowl of water.

"Our Director Seo has grown up a lot, hasn't he? It's about time he had a match with the Sword Supreme."

Seo Daeryong jumped and waved his hands into a blur.

"No, it's a misunderstanding! What are you saying!"

Seo Daeryong glared at Geom Mugeuk, cursing him with his eyes.

Are you really going to do this to me!

Geom Mugeuk handed the water to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I'm on very casual terms with Director Seo, so we often joke around."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled. She knew about the relationship between the two, so she also knew Seo Daeryong had challenged Geom Mugeuk. It wasn't strange. The Geom Mugeuk before her was on casual terms with everyone, even the tavern owner of the Demon Village.

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme bid farewell to Geom Mugeuk.

"Thank you for the duel today."

"Don't mention it. I learned a great deal."

She wished that were true. Geom Mugeuk grew even faster than she did. Every time they dueled, she felt like the Fist Demon staring up at a cliff.

The Flower Sword Supreme also bid farewell to Seo Daeryong.

"Let's meet again, Director Seo."

"Please take care until then, Sword Supreme."

As she was about to leave, the Flower Sword Supreme added as if she just remembered something.

"Oh, I heard that Director Seo is raising the flower pot I gifted to the Young Cult Leader a while ago."

Seo Daeryong flinched at the sudden mention of the flower pot.

"Is it still alive?"

"Of course. It's growing well."

It's ranked higher than me in my office. That thing is number one!

The Flower Sword Supreme hadn't brought it up as a joke. Her gaze deepened.

"Just as a flower will bloom from that bud, you too, Director Seo, will blossom fully."

It was a blessing, an expression of her hope that the much-improved Seo Daeryong would now make a name for himself as a martial artist. She had only mentioned the flower pot to say this.

After the Flower Sword Supreme left, Seo Daeryong asked Geom Mugeuk in a daze.

"She just praised me and left, right?"

"Sounded more like a warning not to kill the flower."

"Young Cult Leader!"

Only then did Geom Mugeuk smile and nod.

"The Sword Supreme has truly acknowledged you."

The fleeting moment of emotion passed quickly as Seo Daeryong began to complain.

"What good is that? My life is over now. Do you know what it feels like to open your eyes and see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon staring at you? Have you ever even heard of such a thing?"

"What are you talking about?"

"The words, 'Just when are you going to leave?'"

"I've never been such a nuisance."

"Thanks to a certain someone, I heard those words from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Those are words that would be nerve-wracking even from an ordinary person. Ah! My life is ruined. How could you do this to me! Leaving me behind?"

"I didn't intend to."

"Yes, you did. You were looking forward to the moment I opened my eyes and made eye contact with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

"If that were the case, I would have hidden outside the window to watch."

"Huh? You're right."

Seo Daeryong blinked. The Young Cult Leader he knew would have definitely teased him on the spot.

"I received word this morning that the Flower Sword Supreme would be visiting."

"Then you should have woken me up and brought me out."

Then, an astonishing story emerged.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped me."

"What?"

"He saw you were sleeping so soundly and told me to leave you be."

Seo Daeryong was stunned.

"Really? You're lying!"

Seo Daeryong couldn't believe it, but Geom Mugeuk's expression showed it wasn't a lie.

"Why would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon do that?"

"I don't know either. Maybe he's taken a liking to you?"

"But why?"

"I told you, I don't know."

Though he said that, Geom Mugeuk could guess. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon likely appreciated Seo Daeryong's life story. A mere investigator had become the Director of the Sanzu River Hall and a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Of course, he also knew Seo Daeryong was someone I cherished.

Seo Daeryong looked down at the white mask he was holding.

"Then was this gift also given out of goodwill?"

"Ask him yourself next time."

"Next time?"

He was about to wave his hands dismissively and insist there would be no next time, but he stopped. Was it because he had spent a day with him? Or because of what Geom Mugeuk had said? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't feel as frightening as he had yesterday.

"Probably not... Who am I, anyway."

Geom Mugeuk spoke in a calm tone to the man with the bowed head.

"You're my right-hand man, a power-hungry and cold-hearted man who loves only one woman, a rebel who raises his hand alone when everyone else is silent, yet a pacifist, a duel tournament champion who made a life-changing decision over a drink at an inn, and you even have a sharp eye."

The last part, 'and you even have a sharp eye,' was a joke Geom Mugeuk had shared with Seo Daeryong when he discovered the hidden Myriad Extreme Poison Divine Pill.

"You still remember all of this."

"They're the words I use to introduce you. Of course I do."

Seo Daeryong's heart grew warm.

The man before him never gave him a moment's rest. He seemed to ask, 'Is this really the extent of our relationship?' 'If we go a little further, won't something else be waiting for us?' He pushed his back and knocked on his heart. 'Don't grow weary of our bond. Let's not fall into the swamp of ennui.'

He was a man who always joked and flustered him, but his words and actions always held deep meaning.

Take just yesterday and today, for example. In a single night, he had helped him form a deep connection with two Demon Supremes. If not for Geom Mugeuk, how could he have formed a natural relationship with them? Would he have even had the chance to speak with two Demon Supremes?

Seo Daeryong might have joked back if Geom Mugeuk was taking credit, but Geom Mugeuk was already washing up and changing, hurrying to go out again.

"Where are you going now?"

"If our Cult had about three Demon Supremes, I wouldn't be this busy."

Meeting with the Demon Supremes was preparation for the tripartite conference and a form of martial arts training. His level was now high enough that he could gain new insights from a single joke with a Demon Supreme.

"Did you tell the Flower Sword Supreme everything about what was happening with the Orthodox Faction?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"You're truly diligent."

I have to be. Haven't I experienced it many times? The defending side is always at a disadvantage. Those who plot schemes look for their opponent's openings and relentlessly dig into their weaknesses.

"You must be the busiest Young Cult Leader in history."

"You have a lot to do too, don't you?"

"Me?"

"When they arrive, we need to show them that our Cult is disciplined. You're the one most responsible for that."

As Seo Daeryong nodded seriously, messenger pigeons flew one after another over their heads.

He could also see pigeons flying in the opposite direction. There were certainly more wings fluttering back and forth than usual.

"It's started, hasn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Seo Daeryong's question.

While the two of them talked on the ground, the conversations of strategists for the tripartite conference diligently crossed the sky above.


The Drunken Demon's reaction was different from what I expected.

Normally, his reaction would have been like this.

"You came last again. Right, I'm just a fish you've already caught. No, I don't even count as a fish. I'm just a decorative stone in the fish tank, aren't I?"

However, his reaction today was different.

"You're here?"

What is this comfortable reaction? Is he sober by any chance? But he reeks of alcohol.

"What's this? Is this how you have to smile to use the final secret technique of your unique martial arts?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Why aren't you angry that I came late?"

"Why would I be angry when my most cherished younger brother has come?"

I took a step back.

"Who are you? So they weren't just targeting the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Sit down. It's good to see you after so long. Let's drink all night today."

"This is weird. Really weird."

Just then, Yeo Bin of the Three Drunkards brought a dish over.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk saw it. The instant the Drunken Demon glanced at her, he knew. He knew the source of the Drunken Demon's change. A strange current flowed between them.

Something's going on between them!

As soon as Yeo Bin withdrew, he immediately asked the Drunken Demon.

"Did something happen with that female martial artist?"

"Nothing."

"You're going to tell me anyway, right? Then just say what you want to say! Go on."

"But if I tell you as soon as you arrive, won't I seem too frivolous?"

"Don't worry. The most talkative man in the world is sitting in front of you. What happened?"

Then, the Drunken Demon told him what had happened.

"I was drinking alone on a boat floating on the lake, and she flew onto the boat. Then she asked for a drink."

"And then?"

"She challenged me to a drinking contest."

It was something I had never expected.

"Oh! How cool. A woman who challenges the Drunken Demon to a drinking contest."

The interesting story continued.

"I said to her, 'Do you even know who you're challenging to a drinking contest?' She said she knew. 'Then what's the wager?' 'Let's grant the winner's wish.' 'Are you a child? Why make such a childish bet?' 'Are you not confident?' 'Of course not! Fine.' And that's how it happened."

I poured a full cup of alcohol into the Drunken Demon's empty glass. As if recalling that day, the Drunken Demon emptied his glass with a deepened gaze.

"She can really drink. Well, she's one of the top three drinkers, so of course she can, but when she drank with determination, she drank even better than I expected. The two of us drank all the alcohol in this pavilion. It wasn't enough, so we opened the liquor cellar and drank right there."

Imagining the scene, it must have been quite a spectacle.

"The result?"

"What are you asking? I won, of course."

I shook my head with a look of disbelief.

"You won? You clueless man. I can't believe you."

"In any other bet, maybe, but how could the Drunken Demon lose a drinking contest?"

"So? Did you make a wish?"

"I did."

"What was it?"

The Drunken Demon silently looked down at his empty glass.

I know he's not a man who gives his heart to a woman easily. Please, let his wish not have been, 'Don't ever do this to me again'!

"I told her to bring a dish of spring greens she made herself as a side for our next drink."

"!"

A bright smile spread across my lips.

"Why are you smiling?"

"Because my hyung is so cool."

I filled the Drunken Demon's glass to the brim.

"This is the coolest you've been since I met you, Hyung. You always seemed so pathetic. Now you finally seem like a man."

"So you finally confess to looking down on me."

The Drunken Demon smiled and clinked his glass against mine.

Yeo Bin, who had liked the Drunken Demon for a long time, must have bet everything she had that day. How nervous she must have been.

I couldn't know how their relationship would develop, but the Drunken Demon had understood her heart so well.

"These days, we just have a drink together sometimes, like friends."

Those drinking sessions must have created the Drunken Demon's relaxed demeanor.

"This is all your fault."

"Why is it my fault?"

"She said she gathered her courage because of you and the Flower Sword Supreme, and you had a big influence on the Flower Sword Supreme, right? So in the end, it's your fault. You've influenced me too."

Yes, it's probably my fault. I admit it. So many things have been changing since I regressed. In any case, among all those changes, this was a truly pleasant one.

"When you have that drink with spring greens, call me too."

"I'll think about it."

I smiled at his smug, boastful look and emptied my glass.

Hyung, just don't blame me later by saying 'It's your fault!' in a different sense.


While meeting with the Demon Supremes, I also devoted myself to my martial arts training.

At the core of my efforts was always grueling training. I trained when I met with the Demon Supremes, and I trained when I didn't.

Gaining a clue to enlighten my martial arts from a joke shared with a Demon Supreme was only possible because it was supported by the endless training I normally accumulated.

The moment a single word becomes a great enlightenment is like placing the final ornament on a tall tower built with great effort. Without the tower, there can be no final ornament.

I continued to refine the Heavenly Space Secret Art to gain more time, and within that time, I mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art with all my might.

About twenty days passed like that, and finally, the day arrived.

A strategist sent from the All-Knowing Hall came and reported to me.

"The date for the conference has been set."

It was set for a date not too far in the future. Because the three leaders' will to meet was firm, things had progressed faster than expected.

I immediately headed for the Demon Village.

Just then, Jo Cheonbae, who was stretching in front of the Alluring Inn in the distance, saw me and greeted me happily.

"Young Cult Leader, welcome!"

I walked toward him, who was smiling brightly, unaware of what was to come.


Chapter 384: I Cannot Tell You the Secret Ingredient

Jo Cheonbae was in a very good mood lately.

He enjoyed the most precious vacation of his life and even played the part of a wonderful son-in-law.

He truly could not ask for more.

It was all because of that person.

"Innkeeper, have you been well?"

He now lived a life where the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult greeted him with a bright smile.

"Young Cult Leader, what brings you here so early?"

"I came because I have something to tell you, Innkeeper."

"Please, come in."

Jo Cheonbae escorted Geom Mugeuk inside.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the Alluring Inn. It had not changed at all, even after some time.

"As expected! I feel at ease the moment I step inside."

"I don't know what to do with myself when you say such things."

Geom Mugeuk took his usual seat on the second floor.

"You should sit too, Innkeeper."

Jo Cheonbae sat across from Geom Mugeuk, feeling tense.

What could he possibly have to say to me?

Geom Mugeuk handed him a piece of paper with a date written on it.

"I think I'll need to rent out the entire Alluring Inn for this day. Would that be alright?"

"Of course."

This was Geom Mugeuk, the man who had saved his life and his family's lives. Jo Cheonbae would gladly let him rent it for a month, not just a day. If Geom Mugeuk asked for the inn itself, could he refuse?

"But who is coming that you need to do this?"

Until now, everyone had just shown up unannounced. The Heavenly Demon, unannounced. The Demon Supremes, unannounced. Who could be coming that required advance notice and renting the entire inn?

"There will be a meeting for our Cult. I boasted about you, Innkeeper. I insisted that we must hold it here."

"Thank you so much, Young Cult Leader."

At this point, a slight misunderstanding occurred.

Jo Cheonbae thought they were holding an internal Divine Cult meeting at the inn. It was a chance to sell some liquor and spread the Alluring Inn's name.

"Please prepare the alcohol and dishes with care. I apologize that I can't reveal who the guests are in advance. Also, I must ask you not to speak of this meeting to anyone outside until the day of."

"Of course, don't you worry."

Jo Cheonbae laughed heartily with confidence.

Finally, a chance to repay even a small part of my debt to the Young Cult Leader.

His gaze turned to the back wall. No matter how esteemed the guest.

I'm a man who has even hosted the Cult Leader!

Was that all? He had also hosted drinking parties for the Demon Supremes, the Demonic Army General, and the Sanzu Hall Director.

"When it comes to receiving esteemed guests, haven't I been through it all? Leave it to me!"

Innkeeper, this time the guests are people who mostly fight mid-air.

It was top secret, but Geom Mugeuk could have given Jo Cheonbae a hint. However, that would only backfire.

Jo Cheonbae would be too worried to sleep at night. He was the type of person to scale a cliff just to find good ingredients. No, Jo Cheonbae's heart might not even last until that day.

"Then I'll be counting on you, Innkeeper."

Truthfully, Geom Mugeuk would have preferred to just barge in as usual. He imagined the Murim Alliance Chairman arriving to a full first floor, saying, 'Let's clear a path,' and weaving through the crowd to the second floor.

He just wanted to show things as they normally were. Jo Cheonbae would handle them just fine, as he always had. A three-party summit held amongst the regular patrons!

Of course, he could not bring himself to insist on that. It would be too troublesome for the bodyguards.

"I'll be back later with my brother to eat."

"I will prepare your usual favorites."

After leaving the inn, Geom Mugeuk walked over to a middle-aged man in a bamboo hat who stood across the street.

"Did you not come in because of me?"

The middle-aged man took off his bamboo hat.

"You recognized me."

Surprisingly, he was Wang Suksu, the Cult Leader's former head chef.

The Head Strategist had apparently sent Wang Suksu to ensure the meeting went off without a hitch. It was a separate matter from trusting Geom Mugeuk, as the guests were the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"I came to see if the inn needed anything."

He said this, but he had come to inspect the place, to check the food and the sanitation.

"Please don't mind me and carry on with your duties."

"Will that be alright?"

Knowing Geom Mugeuk had chosen the location, Wang Suksu was inwardly concerned.

"I will be fine, but that inn probably won't be."

"Pardon?"

"How could a humble inn like that possibly please someone like you, Chef Wang? You won't like a single thing about it."

Wang Suksu had to admit it. He had also thought it was absurd to hold such a meeting in an inn like that.

"In that case, may I ask why you chose this place?"

There were many reasons, but Geom Mugeuk gave the one that would resonate most with Wang Suksu.

"The food is delicious."

As expected, Wang Suksu immediately understood and nodded.

"If that is the reason, then it is more than enough."

"Then I will see you later."

Geom Mugeuk watched Wang Suksu enter the Alluring Inn before heading toward Headquarters.

The person he met at Headquarters was his brother, Geom Muyang. He was in his office, handling work for the upcoming meeting.

"What is it?"

"I came to see your face, brother."

"I'm busy. If you've seen my face, you can go."

He acted gruff for no reason, but his face showed a hint of pleasure.

"Let's eat together. We can check out the meeting place while we're at it."

"I told you I'm busy."

"My brother has plenty of bad traits, but I never thought he'd become a poster child for armchair theorizing! How can anything get done right when you decide everything from a desk without seeing the site? You have to see it with your own eyes and say, 'Innkeeper, don't you think this needs fixing?' and 'Little brother, don't you think you should concede on this point?'"

Geom Muyang covered his ears and rose from his seat.


The two walked side by side toward the Demon Village.

"You're attending the meeting too, right, brother?"

"Why? Do you wish I wouldn't?"

"How could that be? I have to show off to the people from the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance that I beat this man to become the successor."

Geom Mugeuk was worried that Geom Muyang might say he would not attend.

However, Geom Muyang was surprisingly confident.

"If I don't go, won't they say I didn't show up because I was ashamed of being pushed out of the succession? I have to go if only to avoid that."

It could not have been something he wanted to do. Geom Mugeuk was grateful to his brother for agreeing to attend.

"On second thought, maybe I shouldn't have you come. Everyone will be whispering, 'With such a fine eldest son, why did they make the younger brother the successor?'"

"As long as you know."

"Commander Jin's siblings from the Murim Alliance will be there this time. We have to show them that we are the more impressive pair of siblings."

"Is that why you invited them?"

"Yes, I invited them to show off the kind of people I have around me. I'm serious."

"How childish."

As they talked, Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked.

"Do you still dream?"

"What dream?"

"The dream of you becoming the successor."

Come to think of it, he had not had that dream recently. He used to have it so often at first.

"I dream it every day."

Geom Muyang finally realized the dream had left him. It was not something he would forget, no matter how busy he was. He felt a sense of relief, yet also a twinge of disappointment.

"I'll dream it even on the day before I die of old age."

"That's pathetic."

"I'll dream it even in my grave."

Finding his own words amusing, Geom Muyang let out a faint smile.

Geom Mugeuk could feel that his brother had let go.

"If you keep dreaming, it might become a reality someday. Who knows what the future holds for people?"

Geom Muyang, who had been walking alongside him, stopped and shouted with an angry face.

"Don't you even dream of it!"

Very occasionally, he would picture it. The image of Geom Mugeuk passing the position of Heavenly Demon to him and leaving. The more he learned about his younger brother, the clearer that scene became.

"Why are you trying to wake me from my dream?"

Geom Muyang deliberately looked at his brother with an even colder expression. He had to be firm on this point.

"Once you've taken it, you hold onto it until the end. I won't forgive you for yielding. Got it?"

"I got it. I won't yield. Am I an idiot? To give up something so good?"

The two started walking again. They did not say another word until they reached the Alluring Inn.

At that moment, Wang Suksu was in awe.

The food tasted better than he had expected. It seemed simple, yet it had a deep flavor. It was a taste anyone could enjoy, yet it also had its own unique character.

"How did you make this broth?"

"I added a secret ingredient to a pork-based broth. Even if you're from the Cult, I can't tell you the secret ingredient."

"That's fine."

This elderly man had said he was from the Cult and wanted to taste the food before the meeting.

Having done business here for a long time, Jo Cheonbae knew better than anyone how the Divine Cult handled things. It was only natural for someone to come and inspect the place.

After taking another sip of the broth, Wang Suksu was deeply moved.

"It has a different taste from the first sip."

"Oh, no, not at all."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands humbly, but his shoulders were raised as high as the corners of his upturned lips.

"Ah, then please try this as well."

Even the Cult Leader has eaten this!

Wang Suksu tried the offered dish and looked very satisfied.

"This is good too. This one suits my palate the best."

Jo Cheonbae then said suggestively.

"Shall I pack some for you?"

"Would you do that?"

"To be honest, I've often been told since I was young that I have a natural gift for cooking. My tongue is sensitive too, so I know my flavors. I don't know if you're aware, but cooking, much like martial arts, requires talent."

"I would like to bring the Divine Cult's chefs here sometime to have a taste. To show them that such a deep flavor can be achieved even with such common ingredients."

"Oh, what are you saying. No, not at all."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands again. He was in such a good mood that his waving hands seemed like butterflies about to flutter away.

In his excitement, Jo Cheonbae finally noticed Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang standing at the entrance, watching them.

"Ah, Young Cult Leader. First Young Lord! When did you arrive?"

Jo Cheonbae bowed politely to the two.

"This guest here is from our Cult, here for a preliminary inspection."

Geom Muyang greeted Wang Suksu first.

"Chef Wang."

"First Young Lord."

At the words 'Chef Wang', Jo Cheonbae flinched. A chef? This man was a chef? Chef Wang?

Having done business here for so long, how could he not have heard stories about Chef Wang? Could it be? That Chef Wang?

Jo Cheonbae asked Geom Mugeuk in a trembling voice.

"Could this person be? No, right?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said.

"That's right. This is the former head chef of the Cult Leader."

Startled, Jo Cheonbae jumped. All the butterflies that had been soaring came crashing down.

"Aigoo!"

He had boasted about everything, from making seasonings to simmering broth, not just to any chef, but to the former head chef of the Cult Leader.

"This foolish man has been wielding a stick and lecturing on martial arts in front of a sword god."

Wang Suksu then shook his head.

"Sometimes, that stick can be sharper than the sword god's sword."

They say that truly delicious places are hidden in unexpected spots, and the Alluring Inn was just that. Even when Geom Mugeuk had said it was delicious, Wang Suksu had inwardly dismissed it, thinking, how good could it be?

Wang Suksu said to Geom Mugeuk.

"I am a person who believes there is a destiny between food and people. This taste must have played a part in the destiny between this inn and you, Young Cult Leader."

It was the moment Jo Cheonbae received recognition from the Cult Leader's former chef.

"I enjoyed the meal."

"It was an honor, Chef!"

Before leaving, Wang Suksu took all the food that Jo Cheonbae had packed for him. That gesture alone moved Jo Cheonbae.

"That delicious dish, please bring it up to the second floor."

Leaving him drenched in emotion, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang went up to the second floor.

Geom Muyang sent a telepathic message.

[It wasn't that good.]

[Why use telepathy? You should have said it out loud in front of the innkeeper, you meanie.]

[He's too moved right now. I don't think he would have heard me anyway.]

Jo Cheonbae just stared blankly at the back of the departed Wang Suksu.

"Sit here, brother. The view outside is good from here."

Geom Mugeuk offered him the good seat.

"Since I can't yield the grandmaster's chair, I should at least yield this seat."

Brother, do you know? To me, that seat is as precious as the grandmaster's chair.


When Jin Hagun came out of the meeting room, Jin Haryong was waiting.

"Took you a while?"

"They're in the middle of a battle of pride."

At Jin Hagun's words, Jin Haryong asked.

"What pride?"

"They're worried about the number of bodyguards compared to the Evil Alliance."

"Trying to take more?"

Jin Hagun shook his head.

"Trying to take at least one less."

Jin Haryong could not help but laugh. They were worried that having more bodyguards would make them look scared.

"They worry about the strangest things."

"It's an important issue for those people, but why are you here?"

"You took me off the meeting list, didn't you?"

"Yes, I heard they did."

"......"

"Because we can't both go."

Jin Haryong wore an expression that said, don't tell me.

"In case something happens, one of us has to survive?"

Jin Hagun nodded.

"Alright, go in and convince them. If you can't, then your Orabeoni will be the one staying behind."

Jin Hagun knew his sister's personality better than anyone, and also that she really wanted to see Geom Mugeuk.

"I was in the middle of convincing them anyway."

"You came for nothing. For not trusting your amazing Orabeoni."

"Am I really the best?"

Jin Hagun went back inside.

Jin Haryong smiled slightly and looked up at the sky outside the hallway window.

The clouds flowed across the sky, seeming to stand still, but time passed quickly.


Until the very moment of departure, Baek Jagang was in his personal training hall.

He had stayed there ever since the meeting date was set, preparing as if for war.

Today, too, he glared at the iron dummy.

In his eyes, Geom Woojin was now superimposed over the iron dummy.

He was still looking down at him with those arrogant eyes.

Just then, someone spoke from outside.

"Sayin. It is almost time to depart."

"Come in."

Bi Sayin entered the hall.

"Do you know who stands there?"

Bi Sayin looked at the iron dummy. The image of Geom Mugeuk was superimposed over it.

"Who stands there?"

"The Demonic Cult Leader stands there. Just as he looked when I met him ten years ago. He has been standing there ever since the three-party summit was decided."

Bi Sayin stared at the iron dummy with him for a moment before suddenly asking.

"Did you cut him down?"

For a moment, Baek Jagang was silent. The silence was long, but Bi Sayin did not think he had made a mistake. He was certain his master had been waiting for that question.

"I could not."

Bi Sayin liked this about his master. He did not hide the truth for the sake of face or pride.

"I understood in this place why I decided to meet him."

"What was the reason?"

"He had grown too large in my mind."

Bi Sayin could guess what those words meant.

"He will become smaller when you meet him this time."

A single anxiety surfaced in Baek Jagang's mind.

"What if he is even greater than the man I have built him up to be?"

Had he ever seen such a candid side of his master? Was it Geom Mugeuk who had changed his master, or was it Geom Woojin?

"Then you might understand a little of how I feel. The frustrating heart of a disciple watching a rival who only grows larger every time I see him."

Baek Jagang laughed silently.

Bi Sayin was pleased to see his master laugh. It felt like he took one step closer each time he laughed. He was fine even if it was just a delusion.

Soon, attendants came in with clothes. It was the ornate attire the Evil Alliance Chairman wore for official excursions.

However, Baek Jagang dismissed all the clothes.

He recalled the time he first stepped onto the unorthodox path and put on a single, clean black martial arts uniform.

The black martial arts uniform suited him perfectly, and it carried more dignity than the ornate attire from before.

"Let us go, to the Demonic Cult."


Chapter 385: Today, the Commanders are the Youngest

The day of the meeting finally dawned.

Jo Cheonbae started preparing for business earlier than usual. He wrote on a piece of paper and posted it prominently at the entrance.

Closed for the Day (今日休業).

Jo Cheonbae looked at the sign he had written and took a deep breath. Today's the day! You can do this, Chunbae.

"Is something happening today?" Mr. Yang from the cloth shop asked worriedly.

"There's a meeting of the Divine Cult at the inn today." Jo Cheonbae had kept it a secret until now, but he could finally reveal it.

Mr. Yang was naturally startled. "A Divine Cult meeting is being held at your inn?"

"That's right."

"Congratulations, congratulations." Everyone knew Jo Cheonbae was close with the Young Cult Leader. They also knew that not only the Divine Cult's Demon Supremes but even the Heavenly Demon had visited his inn, so the meeting was not surprising.

"Can I come watch later?"

"If you had that kind of courage, you'd be living a life where you wore those martial arts uniforms you sell."

Mr. Yang agreed he had a point and laughed heartily. "Do well."

"Thanks."

Songyi, who helped Jo Cheonbae in the kitchen, also came in earlier than usual. There was not much to prepare. Jo Cheonbae had already prepared everything in advance so dishes could be served the moment an order came in.

"Aren't you scared, Elder owner?" Songyi was terrified of the meeting that would take place today.

"Scared? What's there to be scared of?"

"Aren't a bunch of demonic practitioners coming here today?"

"Don't be scared. We have the Young Cult Leader. The most reliable person in the world is on our side, so what's there to be afraid of? Besides, it's only the wannabes who bother people. The true masters are gentlemen."

After reassuring Songyi, Jo Cheonbae went out the kitchen's back door.

In truth, Jo Cheonbae was just as nervous. The pressure of serving someone who dropped by unexpectedly was worlds apart from serving guests after preparing like this.

Just then, an old man came in through the back door.

"Elder, we're not open for business today, and you can't come in this way."

"Are you the owner of this place?"

"I am, but..."

"I have something to ask. My legs are aching, so let me just rest for a moment." The old man sat on a small wooden bench in the backyard.

The wrinkles on his face showed he was quite old, but his build was very sturdy. His sharp, tiger-like eyes suggested he must have had quite a temper in his youth.

Other than that, the old man seemed ordinary. Jo Cheonbae observed him with the intuition and keen eye he had developed from his long experience in business, but he did not look like a martial artist. He did not seem like a bad person either.

"I haven't seen you around before."

"I came from Hubei."

"My, you've come from far away. What brings you all the way here?"

"I came to meet someone."

"You must have had a hard journey at your age. Shall I get you a glass of water?"

"I'm fine."

"Who are you meeting that you came all this way?"

"An enemy, if you could call him that, and a close relation, if you could call him that."

At that, Jo Cheonbae asked cautiously, "Are you perhaps here to see your child?"

For a moment, the old man's face stiffened, and an undeniable shadow fell over it.

Jo Cheonbae thought his guess was correct. Cases like this were common. Old folks who had lived apart from their children traveled a long way, hoping to see their child's and grandchild's faces before they died.

"How long has it been since you've seen him?"

"It must have been over ten years."

Jo Cheonbae felt a pang of sympathy. Hadn't he himself just gone through a major family-related incident?

"Where did you agree to meet?"

"We agreed to meet at this inn."

"Oh dear! Of all the days, you picked today? The inn is closed today. What time were you supposed to meet?"

"I still have time, but I came early. I was also curious what sort of scheme he had in mind, choosing this place for our meeting."

The word 'scheme' told him everything. The relationship between this hot-tempered old man and his child was not good.

"You should reconcile, even if it's late."

"Should I?"

"Running a business here, I see all sorts of people. They hate each other to death and fight, but later, they all regret it. They wonder why they were so prideful when all they had to do was endure for a moment, be a little more generous. Aren't you and I past the age for being so sharp-edged, Elder? No, we're at an age where we should throw away our blades."

The old man stared intently at Jo Cheonbae without a word.

"If you keep putting it off, it'll be too late. When you see him, just say you were wrong first, Elder. Isn't that what being an adult is? You should cool your temper a bit."

"Why do you think I have a temper?"

"People like us can tell just by looking at a face. You had quite a temper in your younger days, didn't you?"

The old man gave a strange smile. "I did."

"I'm a man who's accurate when it comes to judging people." The image of Royal Chef Wang, whom he had failed to recognize, flashed through his mind, but he quickly pushed it away.

"Anyway, we're not open today, so please wait at the inn down the street. If someone comes looking for you, Elder, I'll be sure to tell them to go there."

Given the atmosphere today, it would not be easy to pass on that message. Should he ask the demonic practitioner guarding the entrance? He was needlessly worried that the old man might miss his child and never see him again.

Just then, the old man asked abruptly, "I heard the Demonic Cult Headquarters is near here. Have you ever seen the Heavenly Demon?"

Has this old man lost his mind?

"Whose name do you dare speak? If you say such things carelessly in the Demon Village, you won't die a peaceful death."

"My apologies."

Jo Cheonbae considered kicking him out immediately, but then felt sorry for the old man who had come from so far to meet his child, so he answered. "I have. The Cult Leader has visited our inn."

"What kind of person is he? Is he as fearsome as the rumors in the murim say?"

"He's only fearsome to the orthodox sects and unorthodox sects. To us, he is a benevolent person, and he is the one I respect the most."

"Because he protects you from the orthodox sects and unorthodox sects?"

"Of course, that's part of the reason, but..." Jo Cheonbae gave a surprising reason. "I like him because he is the Young Cult Leader's father."

It was the first time Jo Cheonbae had ever uttered such words. He himself had not known he felt this way.

But why is this old man looking at me like he knows something? What do you know about the Young Cult Leader?

Just then, Songyi's voice came from inside. "Elder, a customer is here!"

"Coming." Jo Cheonbae stood up. "You should go now. If you loiter around here today, you could get into big trouble, so please wait at the inn. Understood?"

"Thank you. See you later."

"I'm telling you, we won't see each other today!" Jo Cheonbae hurried into the building.

The customer who had come to the inn was an unexpected person.

"Huh? Lord General."

It was none other than the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho. He usually came for a drink wearing a plain martial arts uniform, but today he was dressed in the formal attire of the Demonic Army.

Seeing the terrifying demon emblem drawn on his chest, a sense of fear arose. Jo Cheonbae was automatically reminded, Ah, this man is the leader of that fearsome Demonic Army.

"General Jang, what brings you here?"

"I'm here to arrange the seating for today's meeting."

"Just give the word, sir. I'll do it."

"No, I'll take care of it myself."

Jang Ho went up to the second floor. There, he arranged the tables and chairs so that three people could face each other in a triangular formation.

Jo Cheonbae was inwardly puzzled. Are only three people coming to the meeting today?

He had thought many people would gather, but that seemed not to be the case, but for a meeting of just three people, Royal Chef Wang came to inspect the food, and the Demonic Army General himself came to arrange the seating?

Gasp! Could it be? Is the Cult Leader coming?

Then he quickly shook his head. If that were the case, the seating would not be arranged like this. The Cult Leader's seat would have been placed at the head of the table. Right now, the three seats were positioned equally, facing each other.

"But why are you doing this yourself, Lord General? And not having your subordinates do it."

"My subordinates will not be coming here today."

Jo Cheonbae did not know that no martial artist below the rank of Commander was allowed in the Alluring Inn today. Here today, the Commanders were the lowest in rank. The Commanders of each organization were stationed throughout the marketplace like ordinary martial artists.

"No one else will be allowed to enter the inn."

Jo Cheonbae was about to mention the old man but stopped. The man had already left anyway. If he said something and the old man was dragged away by the demonic practitioners for questioning, he would not be able to meet his child.

Just then, another person entered the inn.

To his surprise, it was the Fist Demon. Seeing that fearsome face, Jo Cheonbae's heart pounded.

It seems the Fist Demon is also attending the meeting.

The Fist Demon and Jang Ho greeted each other.

With the two of them standing side by side, the inn felt completely filled. Besides, weren't they the two most fearsome-looking men in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? With the two intimidating figures meeting, Jo Cheonbae could not even dare to look at them.

After a brief conversation with Jang Ho, the Fist Demon approached Jo Cheonbae.

Ah, I should have gone into the kitchen earlier.

The Fist Demon came right up to him and asked an unexpected question. "Are the food preparations proceeding without a hitch?"

The Fist Demon was asking him about the food preparations?

Jo Cheonbae looked at the Fist Demon with a surprised expression before hastily bowing his head. His face was too frightening to look at directly.

"Don't be surprised. I am in charge of security for today's meeting."

The Fist Demon is in charge of security? He's not attending the meeting as a main participant? Why?

"There are no problems with the food preparations. We can serve it whenever you order."

"Before the food is served, a martial artist from our Cult will come to test it for poison. It's not because we suspect you, but a matter of procedure, so please understand."

"Of course."

Jo Cheonbae went into the kitchen. He already felt his legs going weak.

Why would a Demon Supreme, and the fearsome Fist Demon at that, bother to explain things in such detail to a mere innkeeper? Normally, he would not have. He never would have. Not if it were not for the Young Cult Leader.

It was right then, as Jo Cheonbae was looking into the bubbling broth.

Another Demon Supreme entered the inn.

It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, carrying a large giant dao on his back. His attire was also different from usual. He wore a red robe symbolizing a blood-red sky. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon of today was not the same man who had read poetry and joked around with Geom Mugeuk.

A frost-like chill rose from his stubborn eyes.

Jo Cheonbae felt like he was suffocating, so he quickly turned his head and started trimming vegetables that did not need trimming.

Songyi asked with her eyes. And you said you weren't scared?

I'm scared, I'm really scared. He could not bring himself to say it out loud because of his pride.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked the Fist Demon, "Have you seen the Young Cult Leader?"

"I heard he stopped by the Cult Leader's place."

"I see."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly walked outside. The Heaven Destroying Dao on his back shone more coldly than ever.

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon after the Fist Demon, Jo Cheonbae felt immense pressure. The aura of the Demon Supremes today was different from usual. Even though they conversed calmly and just stood there quietly, something felt different.

Phew, get a grip. I have to pull myself together, if only for the Young Cult Leader's sake.

He opened a small window in the kitchen that faced the main street and took a deep breath. As he looked up at the sky to calm his mind, he saw someone.

Someone stood on the roof of the building across the street with his arms crossed. It was an unmistakable person. His white mask glinted in the sunlight.

Was it because the sight of him standing alone, relying on a single mask, looked lonely? Was it because the cherry blossom petals flying with the spring breeze, brushing past the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, were so beautiful? Jo Cheonbae stared at him as if mesmerized.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze slowly turned toward Jo Cheonbae.

Gasp!

Startled, Jo Cheonbae quickly ducked below the window. Did their eyes meet?

When he cautiously peeked his head up to look again, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was no longer there.

He let out a sigh and said, "Phew. The Smiling Demon is the scariest person after the Poison King."

When Songyi did not answer, Jo Cheonbae casually turned around.

"......"

He was even more startled than before.

The Poison King had entered at some point and was squatting next to Songyi. He looked at a snail-like bug crawling among the vegetables she was trimming. Songyi was frozen, her hand covering her mouth.

The Poison King was also in his formal attire. Dressed in a stylish robe of green and white, he had become a handsome Young Lord who caught the eye at a glance.

Even in her startled state, Songyi thought the twelve zodiac animal drawings on the poison pouch at the Poison King's waist were cute. If she knew what was inside, she would imagine the eyes of these cute animals turning bloodshot as they leaped out as monsters.

The Poison King placed the bug on a leaf and carried it outside.

As he left, Jo Cheonbae let out the breath he had been holding. "I admit it. I'm scared too."

Then Songyi said, gazing at the spot where the Poison King had left, "No, he's not scary."

"What?"

"He's cool."

Jo Cheonbae shook his head from side to side.

Just then, he sensed someone entering the inn. Jo Cheonbae peeked through the small window from the kitchen to the outside to see who had arrived.

The person who entered was the Flower Sword Supreme, dressed in a pure white martial arts uniform. On a day like today, she might have worn makeup for the first time in a while, but she came bare-faced. The traces of time were naturally visible.

Her face was also tanned from arduous training, creating a contrast with her pure white martial arts uniform.

Nevertheless, Jo Cheonbae felt that she looked more beautiful now than when she used to wear elaborate makeup. He wanted to go and tell her so. You look more wonderful and elegant now. Of course, he did not dare.

There was someone who said it for him. "You're the most beautiful Sword Supreme I've ever seen."

As she turned, the Drunken Demon stepped inside.

He too was properly dressed today. His clothes were embroidered with the image of a drunken god of wine (酒神) laughing. Of all his clothes featuring the wine god, he might have worn one depicting a fearsome, rampaging wine god today.

"I hear the spring breeze is blowing in the Drunken Dream Palace these days?"

"For someone who will be the future Cult Leader, her lips are so sealed."

The Drunken Demon smiled faintly, uncorked his liquor bottle, took a deep sniff, and closed it again.

Is today so important that the Drunken Demon is refraining from drinking?

Just as Jo Cheonbae was thinking that, a golden light poured in from outside the inn. The small giant, the Demonic Buddha, had arrived, revealing his undeniable presence.

His kasaya was embroidered with images of humans and demons suffering in the fires of hell. It looked as if the golden radiance he emitted was becoming flames to burn them away.

Furthermore, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme appeared as if she had been there all along, seeping into view. Her eyes, which had grown more mature since he last saw her, held a ghastly demonic energy. She was walking the narrow path between humans and ghosts.

It was the first time for Jo Cheonbae. Seeing all of the Eight Demon Supremes in one place. With them all gathered together in their formal attire, it was truly a magnificent sight.

Gathered like this in a marketplace that did not suit them, it became an even more unforgettable scene.

If he were a painter, he would have definitely painted this scene.

So it really was a meeting of the Eight Demon Supremes!

Then, a question naturally arose.

Jo Cheonbae's gaze turned to the second floor. All the Demon Supremes had gathered, so why were there only three seats?

Why isn't anyone sitting there?



Chapter 386: If I Had Known the Cult Leader Was Coming

Jo Cheonbae looked again at the Eight Demon Supremes standing on the street before the tavern.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood tall in the center with a giant dao at his side. The Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon flanked him, chatting casually. Nearby, the Poison King squatted down, inspecting something on the ground. The Demonic Buddha looked down at it with him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon perched on a roof's edge. He always preferred solitude and high places.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme looked up at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. She was young and struggled to mingle with the others, and her gaze suggested a sense of kinship with the solitary figure.

The Fist Demon, who was in charge of security, stood watching the marketplace with his large fists hanging at his sides. He wore the gauntlets Geom Mugeuk had gifted him.

The eight Demon Supremes protected the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The scene etched itself into Jo Cheonbae's heart like a painting, a story he could boast about to customers for years.

Jo Cheonbae was not the only one watching the Eight Demon Supremes. The merchants in the marketplace watched them, and among them stood the Commanders. This was a first for the Commanders too, being mobilized to stand guard like common martial artists. They were men who could not even remember the last time they had stood guard.

A sudden longing surged in Jo Cheonbae's heart for the one person who made such a sight possible.

Young Cult Leader, where are you? I miss you.


For this meeting, Father chose his most magnificent clothes. The key feature was on the back, where the rear view of the Heavenly Demon Soul was embroidered. The robe made it seem as if the Heavenly Demon Soul itself was walking when Father moved. It was an outfit that declared, I am the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin.

Our eyes met in the mirror as he changed.

"You look your absolute best today."

Today's protagonist was not me, not Jo Cheonbae, not the Murim Alliance Chairman, and not the Evil Alliance Chairman. The protagonist of the day, in my opinion, was Father.

However, Father seemed to think the protagonist was me.

"Well, I've gathered everyone like you wanted. What do you plan to do now?"

"As I wished?"

"Was it my wish, then?"

"Of course. Why else would the two Chairmen come? They're coming because they want to see you, Father."

Father's reflection in the mirror smirked at me. Father, you should see your expression right now. Is it really okay to smirk at someone so blatantly? Of course, I absolutely loved his signature smirk. It was the moment my banter worked, and it was also his answer.

This smirk had many meanings. Sometimes it meant 'You're getting cheeky', other times 'Is that really so?', or even 'Don't make me laugh'. Right now, it meant 'What an audacious brat'.

Father turned to face me.

"Let's go. If you've invited guests, you should be there first to wait for them."

For today, I walked quietly behind Father without my usual banter. The fearsome back of the Heavenly Demon Soul embroidered on his robe resembled Father's own back. It made me curious about my own Heavenly Demon Soul.

On the day I achieve complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, what form will my Heavenly Demon Soul take?

My brother, Geom Muyang, waited in front of our residence. Father's gaze toward my brother was gentle. He must have been proud that Geom Muyang was joining us on such a day.

"Father, please look at me with the same expression you have for Hyung right now."

Father did not answer and simply strode forward. My brother and I followed on his left and right.

"Our father, who only favors his eldest son. This is too much."

I thought he would ignore my words as usual.

"When your brother was young, he once had a fever."

Both my brother and I were startled. This was the first time our father had ever brought up something like this.

"The physician was away on business at the time. I used the Heavenly Demon Flight Step and ran all the way there, carrying your brother."

So that's when Hyung started acting strange! I wanted to quip but held back. My brother listened to our father with a look of utter shock and tension. If I'm this surprised, how much more so is he?

"Fortunately, the fever went down right away. The physician laughed, saying it wasn't serious enough for me to rush over like that."

Even this perfect man had his clumsy moments. In front of his sick child, he was not the Heavenly Demon, but a father. These were words I would have never heard if I had not regressed and changed our relationship.

Father added one more thing.

"So I feel a bit sorry."

After all, a parent experiences all sorts of trial and error raising their first child.

My brother said nothing and quietly walked behind our father. I could feel him suppressing a surge of intense emotion. I had a feeling that my brother would never forget the words our father said today.

Yes, it's thanks to Father that Hyung is holding up so well.

"What about me? Did I never have a fever?"

"You did. Yours was boiling hot."

"Then you must have run even faster."

A faint smile appeared on Father's lips. This smile, at least, was not a smirk, but one that recalled a time long ago.

"I stripped you naked and wiped you down with lukewarm water to bring the fever down."

"That's too much!"

Did Father, walking ahead, laugh? I had the illusion that the Heavenly Demon Soul on his back was laughing too.

The entire walk to the Demon Village, I pictured Father running while holding my brother, and Father wetting a cloth with lukewarm water to wipe my body down.

Yes, we've come this far. With every step we take closer, I'm sure I'll get to hear another story.

In the distance, the Alluring Inn came into view.


The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped down from the roof. The Poison King, who had been squatting lost in his own world, shot to his feet. The two who seemed like they would never emerge from their thoughts moved first. The rest of the Demon Supremes split to either side and looked toward the end of the street.

Jo Cheonbae could not bear the curiosity. He came out of the kitchen and peeked his head outside.

GASP!

At the end of the street, Geom Woojin walked toward them. Behind him, the Young Cult Leader and the First Young Lord followed, spread out like wings on either side.

The Cult Leader is really attending this meeting!

A shocked Jo Cheonbae froze on the spot. He wished someone would just pick him up and carry him to the kitchen. His feet would not move because he could not just duck back inside after seeing the Cult Leader approaching.

As Geom Woojin drew closer, the Demon Supremes performed a clasped hands greeting in unison.

"We greet the Cult Leader."

Their voices became one, echoing powerfully. The merchants who had been watching from outside had already gone back inside their buildings. In the marketplace, Commanders stood in a line at a set distance, their heads bowed. Jang Ho stood at their lead.

"Everyone, be at ease."

Geom Woojin's low but heavy voice resonated to the end of the marketplace. The bowing Commanders all raised their heads, revealing their dignified forms.

"Now, let's go inside."

Geom Woojin led the way in, and the Demon Supremes followed him. Jo Cheonbae was prostrated flat on the ground next to the entrance.

Geom Woojin recognized him.

"Rise."

"If I had known the Cult Leader was coming, I would've prepared with even more care and devotion."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke slyly from behind.

"Does that mean you didn't do your best? Innkeeper, there's only one father, but there are eight of them here."

A flustered Jo Cheonbae habitually waved his hands in denial.

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

Then he was startled again and quickly bowed his head. Waving his hands in front of the Cult Leader. He had done something for which it would not be strange to hear, 'Someone cut off those disrespectful hands!'

Geom Woojin glanced back at Geom Mugeuk as if he were pathetic.

You want to tease the innkeeper in a situation like this?

Sensing an opportunity, the Demon Supremes also looked at Geom Mugeuk. A barrage of reproachful gazes fell upon him.

"No, I was just trying to lighten the mood. You're all too much! You don't even breathe in front of Father and just abandon me!"

Of course, was that really the case?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's frosty gaze seemed to say, 'Oh, you rascal!' The eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed behind his mask. The Drunken Demon's gaze said, 'So you've already spread the rumor about what happened with Yeo Bin?' The Poison King never retreated into his own world in front of their father. The Fist Demon's strict gaze said, 'No pranks today'. Then there was the gaze of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the first of the next generation, the Flower Sword Supreme's soft yet intense gaze, and even the Demonic Buddha's unyielding gaze, which was on my brother, not me.

The Fist Demon guided Geom Woojin to the second floor.

"This way up."

Geom Woojin took one of the three seats on the second floor.

Watching the Fist Demon come back down, Jo Cheonbae was inwardly puzzled.

Why isn't anyone else going up? If not the Demon Supremes, then who on earth is he meeting?

The possibility that his counterparts were the Murim Alliance Chairman or the Evil Alliance Chairman was unthinkable. How could he possibly imagine that such a momentous meeting would take place in his own tavern?

The Demon Supremes stood on the first floor. Not a single one sat down. They gathered together in one area instead of scattering.

Who on earth is coming?

Just then, a person entered the tavern. Jo Cheonbae was startled when he saw the person. It was the old man he had seen that morning. Standing near the entrance, he rushed over to the old man.

"Old man, I told you not today. Why are you here? Go on, hurry up and leave."

Startled gazes all turned toward Jo Cheonbae.

Jo Cheonbae looked around at the Demon Supremes and said, "No, it's nothing. He's someone who had an appointment at our tavern today. There was a slight misunderstanding."

Then he quickly whispered in the old man's ear.

"Hurry and go. Everyone here is a fearsome person."

Only then did Jo Cheonbae see them. The martial artists lined up behind the old man stared at him with cold eyes.

"Yikes!"

Startled, Jo Cheonbae faltered and stepped back. He had seen all sorts of martial artists while running his tavern. The people lined up behind the old man were not just any masters. He could not put it into words, but he felt the same overwhelming presence from them that he had felt from the Demon Supremes.

Jo Cheonbae looked back at the old man in surprise.

The old man's plain clothes were gone, replaced by a magnificent, luxurious robe. An ascending azure dragon coiled around the two characters for 'chivalry' embroidered on his chest. His clothes were not the only thing that had changed. His entire atmosphere was different. The old man exuded an absolute dignity that overwhelmed the masters behind him, and his piercing eyes were like a true tiger's.

"Didn't I say we'd see each other later?"

Jo Cheonbae answered in a trembling voice.

"You must be the one attending the summit today."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been watching, stepped forward.

"This is the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Jo Cheonbae's eyes grew wider and wider. The words 'Murim Alliance Chairman' sounded so foreign. The Murim Alliance Chairman? The Chairman of the orthodox sects' Murim Alliance? Why is the Murim Alliance Chairman here? Has a war broken out? Is this a dream?

"I was the one who invited the Chairman to the Alluring Inn."

Too shocked, Jo Cheonbae stood with his mouth agape, unable to say a word.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over and greeted Jin Paecheon first.

"You've had a long journey."

"Not at all. It's been a while since I've been in this region, so the trip was enjoyable."

"This is the innkeeper I mentioned to you earlier."

Jo Cheonbae's heart pounded as if it would burst. He mentioned me to the Murim Alliance Chairman? And now he's introducing me?

"Innkeeper."

Even with the Murim Alliance Chairman before him, Geom Mugeuk looked at Jo Cheonbae with a calm gaze. A gentle energy spread from Geom Mugeuk's body and enveloped Jo Cheonbae. As it did, Jo Cheonbae felt his wildly pounding heart begin to calm.

It wasn't enough that he saved my life and my family's, but he's also holding a summit between the Demonic Cult and the Orthodox Faction at my tavern?

For the first time, Jo Cheonbae wished he could use telepathy.

Will I be able to convey this insane, passionate gratitude to him later?

"We're counting on your skills, Innkeeper."

Jo Cheonbae nodded his head vigorously.

Jin Paecheon said to Geom Mugeuk, "When I met the innkeeper earlier, I understood why you chose this tavern."

The Murim Alliance Chairman had been scolded by Jo Cheonbae. He had told him not to be so hostile and that the elder should apologize first.

"Once you've had the food and drink, you'll understand completely."

Jin Paecheon went up to the second floor. He declined the Fist Demon's offer to guide him and went up alone.

Among the martial artists who came with him were Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong. I wanted to joke around with them, but since this was an official meeting, I just exchanged a silent clasped hands greeting.

Jin Haryong, in particular, was already in a good mood just from seeing Geom Mugeuk. There's a thrill that only Geom Mugeuk can give. In the whole world, who else could stand in front of the Murim Alliance Chairman just to introduce a tavern owner?

Behind them were seven masters, carefully selected from the Murim Alliance. There was an old master with graying white hair and a young master who looked to be in his thirties. They were all former and current top masters of the orthodox sects, whose names everyone would recognize. These were people who could be honest with their feelings even in front of the Demon Supremes.

One of them wore an openly displeased expression. The Chivalrous Hero Lim Sanggon. He was displeased that Geom Mugeuk had taken care of Jo Cheonbae in front of the Murim Alliance Chairman earlier. Why introduce some tavern owner? It's nothing short of disrespecting us.

As he glared at Geom Mugeuk, a cold gaze shot toward him.

It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The warning in his eyes was clear.

How dare you send such a look to the Young Cult Leader?

At that, an old man next to the Chivalrous Hero glared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Taiyi Divine Sword Jingwang, a master of swordsmanship who had dominated the previous generation's murim with a single sword.

Filthy Demonic Cult bastards. He too let his feelings show plainly on his face.

This time, the Flower Sword Supreme stared at him coldly. Since both were individuals striving for the pinnacle of swordsmanship, it was only natural for them to be conscious of each other.

Jo Cheonbae was not watching this silent war of nerves. He was watching, as if mesmerized, as Jin Paecheon slowly made his way up to the second floor. Even though Jin Paecheon revealed no aura, the moment he stepped onto the second floor, Jo Cheonbae could feel the air on the first and second floors change.

A summit between the Demonic Cult and the Orthodox Faction is being held at my tavern! At my tavern!

Jo Cheonbae was so happy he felt like he might faint. He calmed his heart and took a deep breath. Now was the time to display his greatest skills.

Just as he was about to head to the kitchen, Jo Cheonbae spun around and looked up at the second floor. The one remaining seat caught his eye.

Huh? Then what's that seat for?


Chapter 387: We're Not on Smiling Terms

When he ascended the stairs, he saw the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin ahead of him.

For the first time in a long while, Jin Paecheon's heart pounded.

How long has it been since I've felt this excited?

Geom Woojin had risen from his seat and was waiting for him.

The Demonic and the Orthodox, the Orthodox and the Demonic. They were the leaders of two factions that had fought endlessly for ages.

The two men stared at each other in silence. It was their first reunion in over a decade. They should have exchanged courteous greetings, but both men remained silent. No words left their lips.

Jin Paecheon's first words broke the silence.

"Those eyes haven't changed."

Seeing Geom Woojin again, Jin Paecheon finally understood. He realized how much he hated this man and how much he detested the Demonic Cult. The Geom Woojin in his imagination had been a romanticized fantasy.

An immense wave of hostility washed over him. He wondered where so much hidden hatred could have come from.

His self-control, cultivated over years of meeting countless people, crumbled the instant he saw Geom Woojin's cold, arrogant gaze.

This man's gaze is the same. His ambition to swallow the murim is also the same.

Jin Paecheon's heart grew cold.

This time, Geom Woojin said calmly, "You haven't changed either."

The word 'you' grated on him. The statement that he hadn't changed grated on him as well. He could have taken it as a compliment, that he hadn't aged, but he did not.

Jin Paecheon had a fresh realization. He, a tyrant by nature, had been holding himself back a great deal lately.

As he harbored these thoughts, the air around them naturally grew cold.

The taut tension was not just flowing between the two of them.

It was the same on the first floor.

A tense battle of qi raged between the masters of the orthodox sects and the Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk stood before the lined-up Demon Supremes.

Jin Hagun stood before the lined-up masters of the orthodox sects.

Nearby, Jo Cheonbae had not yet made it to the kitchen. He watched the Murim Alliance Chairman go upstairs, but the battle of qi erupted before he could move. He couldn't muster the courage to be the only one moving through the stillness.

Thankfully, no one released qi potent enough to cause physical harm. It was, quite literally, a staring contest.

They exchanged glares sharp enough to pierce a heart or sever a neck.

A single word could have started a fight, but fortunately, no one spoke.

Jin Haryong saw it. Even in this touch-and-go situation, Geom Mugeuk was utterly at ease.

[Aren't you going to stop them?]

[How am I supposed to stop these people?]

Then again, it was absurd to think even Geom Mugeuk could stop people of this caliber.

Every one of them was skilled enough to become a regional hegemon.

[It'll be fine. I don't think your grandfather would bring someone reckless and foolish enough to start a fight in a place like this.]

Jin Haryong glanced at the masters beside her. She knew them all, but not well. She figured her grandfather must have kept them in check.

If anything, I'm more worried about what's happening up there.

Her gaze turned to the second floor again. Still, no conversation could be heard.

Are they talking via telepathy? Still, shouldn't there be the usual pleasantries? 'Welcome.' 'Have you been well?' 'Thank you for coming.' 'How's the Alliance these days?' 'Is the Cult running smoothly?' No matter how much you dislike someone, you should at least say that much.

The second floor was quiet. The first floor was quiet.

A tension thick enough to explode at any moment hung in the air.

It was at that very moment.

Jo Cheonbae, who had been looking up at the second floor, felt a chill run down his spine.

He turned and saw everyone inside looking toward the entrance in unison.

A man stood there.

The man wore a neat, black martial arts uniform. He swept his intense gaze over the masters of the Demonic Cult and the orthodox sects. His eyes were small, but his gaze was sharp.

With a single glance, the man's presence absorbed all the tension in the room.

Behind that man stood a young man with a fearsomely hideous face. Nine more martial artists were lined up behind him.

The Murim Alliance had brought one person less than the Eight Demon Supremes, while the Evil Alliance had brought one person more.

Baek Jagang was a thorough realist. He would sooner bring more people than bring fewer out of pride.

Jo Cheonbae could feel it. They possessed a presence similar to the Murim Alliance masters who had arrived earlier.

Their gazes showed no intimidation, whether directed at the Demon Supremes or the Murim Alliance masters.

Jo Cheonbae's gaze returned to the man in the black martial arts uniform.

His attire was that of a mere martial artist, but his presence overwhelmed everyone behind him. In that moment, the plain black uniform outshone all the splendid clothes in the room.

Geom Mugeuk shouted loudly, "The Evil Alliance Chairman has arrived!"

At the words 'the Evil Alliance Chairman', Jo Cheonbae groaned, 'EUH-HEUK!', and quickly covered his mouth.

He had wondered if today could hold any more surprises. It could.

"You've worked hard coming all this way."

Baek Jagang looked at Geom Mugeuk for a moment.

Geom Mugeuk was half the reason Baek Jagang had come. He was curious how Geom Woojin had raised such a son, and whether Geom Woojin had truly abandoned his ambition to unify the murim.

This matter went beyond a simple contest of raising children. It related to the Evil Alliance's future. The man before him was not yet fully formed. Baek Jagang couldn't guess what shape he would take when he was.

Baek Jagang strode toward the stairs leading to the second floor.

The Fist Demon tried to guide him, but Baek Jagang declined as expected.

As he was about to go upstairs, Baek Jagang stopped before Jo Cheonbae, who stood near the stairs with his head bowed.

Don't come over here! Please, just go upstairs!

Jo Cheonbae was having an incredible experience. He had met the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance Chairman, and now he stood before the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"Are you the proprietor of this place?"

Jo Cheonbae raised his head at the deep, resonant voice. It was a pleasant sound.

"Yes, I am."

After he answered in a trembling voice, Baek Jagang's gaze shifted from him to Geom Mugeuk.

"The Young Cult Leader praised you quite a bit."

Geom Mugeuk knew Baek Jagang said this for his sake and smiled. Baek Jagang returned a slight eye-smile and went up to the second floor.

You really do have to see people often. The more he looked at those small eyes, the more he thought they were cool.

Geom Mugeuk approached the dazed Jo Cheonbae.

"That's right. Today's meeting is the first tripartite meeting of this era between the Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman."

Jo Cheonbae finally understood the true nature of the meeting. The occupant of the final chair was now decided.

A meeting of the Demonic, Orthodox, and Unorthodox? In my tavern? The Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman are going to sit in my tavern's chairs? In our chairs!

He lifted his head with a bright face, only to flinch in surprise and bow his head again.

Everyone on the first floor looked his way.

People he would never have made eye contact with in his life were staring at him, a mere tavern owner.

A sudden fear gripped him, and his whole body trembled.

"I believe this is a more wonderful place than any other venue befitting a tripartite meeting."

Geom Mugeuk's calm voice and gentle gaze stopped the trembling.

That's right, if it weren't for the Young Cult Leader, I would already be dead. What is there to be afraid of?

Geom Mugeuk had praised him to both Chairmen. Jo Cheonbae found strength in that fact.

"I will do my best to cook for you."

Jo Cheonbae walked confidently toward the kitchen.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk called out loudly from behind him.

"For today, the proprietor is the king of all taverns in this world!"

For a moment, Jo Cheonbae's legs gave out, and he staggered, nearly collapsing.

Jin Haryong laughed out loud at Geom Mugeuk's words. She was caught off guard, and the laughter just burst out.

An old Murim Alliance master beside her turned to look. Jin Haryong struggled to wipe the smile from her face.

The Young Cult Leader really is a madman, and I'm a madwoman for coming all this way just to see that madman.

Meanwhile, those who only knew Geom Mugeuk by rumor glared at him. What in the world is he doing? Is he mocking us?

[Be wary of that tavern owner.]

They exchanged such telepathic messages, misunderstanding the situation. They thought Jo Cheonbae might be a hidden card from the Demonic Cult.

Bi Sayin, Jin Hagun, and Jin Haryong knew the truth. They knew the tavern owner was just an ordinary person. Geom Mugeuk's demonic way was to protect this ordinary man. No matter how many people filled this small tavern, he would never let that table be broken.

[You really are pulling this off.]

Geom Mugeuk replied to Jin Hagun's telepathy.

[We pulled it off. Of course, I didn't know they would hate each other this much.]

Then again, it was like sworn enemies meeting after a decade.

[Do you think you can resolve this smoothly?]

[I'll have to try.]

The staring contest on the first floor was now a three-way battle.

Their respective successors stood at the forefront, glaring at one another in lines.

The orthodox masters disliked the unorthodox just as much as they disliked the demonic practitioners.

The Chivalrous Hero Lim Sanggon glared at an unorthodox master he particularly disliked.

The Thunder Blade Cheonwang.

He was a master who had recently gained fame in the unorthodox sects. Several orthodox masters had died fighting him.

Lim Sanggon had hoped to meet him someday, and now he was here.

When the Chivalrous Hero glared, the Thunder Blade met his gaze without looking away.

The two men cursed each other with their eyes, their gazes gradually heating up.

If left alone, they looked ready to charge at each other without a second thought.

Just then, someone placed a hand on the Thunder Blade's shoulder.

The Thunder Blade turned. The Evil Eccentric, one of the Seven Evil Masters, shook his head slightly, telling him to stop.

The Evil Eccentric knew the Thunder Blade. By stopping him openly, he gave him a reason to back down. The Thunder Blade averted his gaze.

Bi Sayin gave the Evil Eccentric a look that said, 'Well done'.


The situation on the second floor was not much different.

When Baek Jagang reached the second floor, Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon rose to greet him.

The three men had finally gathered in one place.

The Demonic, the Orthodox, the Unorthodox.

The first meeting of the era.

Baek Jagang could tell.

He could guess the prior atmosphere just from the heavy energy flowing through the room.

Right, we're not the kind of people who can see each other with a smile.

Without the special variable named Geom Mugeuk, they might never have met until one of them died. Or perhaps, they would have met on the day they died.

Baek Jagang knew this was no atmosphere for greetings, so he sat in the remaining seat.

Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon sat down after Baek Jagang. As expected, they omitted greetings.

Baek Jagang looked at Geom Woojin first. Geom Woojin had a different feel after so long.

You're getting old, too.

However, his condescending gaze was the same as ever.

Baek Jagang then looked at Jin Paecheon, who ignored both of them and stared out the window.

Would Jin Paecheon, who hated Geom Woojin, like Baek Jagang any better?

Baek Jagang could tell.

He's already gotten a bit heated.

It must be Geom Woojin's gaze. If it makes me feel this bad, how much worse must that prideful, stubborn old man feel?

Is this meeting even possible?

At the same time, Baek Jagang had a doubt.

This man raised a son like that?

This cold, taciturn man raised that talkative, bright son? He wanted to ask right away.

How on earth did you raise that son?

Even with all three gathered, the room was quiet. Someone needed to lead the conversation, but none of them had any intention of doing so.

The silence upstairs heightened the tension on the first floor. At this rate, someone upstairs might just say...

Wipe them all out!

If that one phrase was spoken, this place would instantly become a sea of blood.

And the one to solve this heavy atmosphere was Geom Mugeuk.

"Master."

Everyone's attention focused on Geom Mugeuk.

The Demon Supremes who knew him all thought the same thing.

Right, now that the Young Cult Leader has stepped up, the atmosphere will change and the meeting will begin in earnest.

They were just relieved he hadn't called on them.

What kind of prank is he trying to pull?

The Fist Demon felt inwardly anxious but answered in a low, heavy voice.

"What is it?"

"It's about the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman over there."

This time, Bi Sayin flinched. Why me? He had a bad feeling.

Please don't say anything unnecessary!

Geom Mugeuk's question shattered Bi Sayin's desperate wish.

"That face, isn't it the type of face you prefer, Master?"

The question bewildered both of them. The room was so silent that Geom Mugeuk's words reached the three men upstairs and even Jo Cheonbae in the kitchen.

Everyone's gaze focused on the Fist Demon.

He was being asked to evaluate the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman's face at a tripartite meeting?

It was the kind of thing that could make thunder roar from the Fist Demon's fist, but the thunder only roared in his heart, with these words:

We'll see about this later.

He couldn't scold the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader here, and ignoring the question would be disrespectful to Bi Sayin.

"I like manly-looking faces. Yes, that's right. It's a face I like."

The usual Fist Demon would never have said such words, but the Fist Demon knew Geom Mugeuk had stepped up for this unstable, perilous meeting. So he played along for his disciple.

If someone else had said that, Bi Sayin might have been offended.

Is this bastard making fun of me?

But these were the words of the Fist Demon, a man whose intimidating presence alone could take on everyone here.

"Thank you for looking upon me favorably."

Bi Sayin expressed his gratitude with a clasped-hands greeting.

It would have been fine if it ended there.

"What about my Master's face?"

Bi Sayin was flustered. He never imagined he'd be asked about the Fist Demon's face.

[Why me? Why not tease Commander Jin over there!]

[Because teasing you is more fun.]

In the past, he would have been flustered and reflexively said something like, 'You look cool,' or 'You look even more manly.'

But now, things were different.

Bi Sayin looked at the Fist Demon first. He set aside his preconceptions and gazed at the Fist Demon calmly.

"Of all the people I have met in the murim, you have the most frightening face."

He spoke honestly, yet politely.

The Fist Demon didn't seem offended and accepted it as a lighthearted joke.

"Fortunately, this face is quite helpful for my line of work."

The present orthodox and unorthodox masters were surprised. He was very different from the Fist Demon of rumors.

In any case, the ridiculous conversation softened the explosive atmosphere on the first floor.

Geom Mugeuk added a final jest to Bi Sayin.

"Actually, I also like faces like our Young Alliance Chairman's."

Then Bi Sayin asked, "If you could trade faces with me, would you?"

"......"

This conversation alone revealed their relationship. They didn't hide their friendship from the masters gathered here.

Just then, Geom Woojin's voice came from the second floor.

"Mugeuk, come up."

Then, as if competing, Jin Paecheon said, "Hagun, come up."

Baek Jagang did not stay quiet either.

"Sayin, come up."

And so, the three of them went up to the second floor.

The three men on the second floor knew a meeting between just the three of them would be difficult. They hated each other too much. They didn't even want to look at each other, so what could they talk about?

The three successors stood next to their respective Cult Leader and Chairmen.

Then Geom Woojin said, "Muyang, you come up too."

Geom Muyang, not expecting to be called, went up to the second floor in surprise.

Geom Muyang stood opposite Geom Mugeuk, as if spreading his wings.

So you have two sons? How ridiculous. Jin Paecheon, a doting grandfather, could not stand for it.

"Haryong, come up."

Jin Haryong came up and stood opposite Jin Hagun. Jin Paecheon wore a proud expression.

Baek Jagang stared at the two of them with a look of disbelief.

Are you serious?


Chapter 388: Didn't We Form a United Front?

It was an unexpected joint operation between the orthodox sects and the Demonic Cult.

Baek Jagang looked at the proud Jin Paecheon, then turned his gaze back to Geom Woojin.

Geom Woojin drew his sword first. After all, he was the one who had called Geom Muyang up. The Heavenly Demon, boasting about his child?

It seems his appearance isn't the only thing that's changed.

He wondered if this change was what had nurtured Geom Mugeuk.

The person more flustered than Baek Jagang at this moment was Bi Sayin.

Everyone else had two people, but he was alone. This made him feel as if he had done something wrong, and he felt sorry for his master.

He wanted to shout on his master's behalf.

You two! You're being so childish!

You think so too, right? He shot Geom Mugeuk a look that said as much.

A telepathic message from Geom Mugeuk arrived as if waiting for it.

[You should have many children later! Have about seven and line them up! Get your revenge then.]

[How can you say that!]

He regretted looking over. Geom Mugeuk must have been waiting for a chance to tease him.

In fact, only Geom Mugeuk guessed his father's hidden intention in calling for his brother.

His father wanted to show them his two sons, who had ended the succession battle without bloodshed. He wanted to boast about his sons standing proudly on his left and right. This was both a boast and a compliment.

Right? The joy of letting someone live is greater than the joy of killing them, isn't it? Others might not know, but you do, Father, don't you? You know this is a much harder thing to do. Because you're someone who can kill anyone if you just set your mind to it.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. This moment, standing side-by-side with his brother, was his father's first and last time boasting about his children in his entire life.

Father, I'll make sure this isn't your last boast. I'll give you reasons to keep boasting.

While that happened, Baek Jagang's counterattack began.

"A tree with many branches has no peaceful days."

Were his years of living alone filled only with loneliness? Not at all. His was a life lived freely, without any regrets. How dare they boast of such a wearying path in front of his good life?

A shadow briefly crossed Jin Paecheon's proud face. Having sent a child off before him, Jin Paecheon was someone who had been hit squarely by that wind. A branch had broken, after all.

That was why he tried so hard to raise Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong with great care. For him, who had lived his life dedicated solely to the Murim Alliance and the murim, the two of them were the only private greed he allowed himself.

Just as the atmosphere was about to turn heavy, Geom Woojin spoke.

"But from those branches, flowers also bloom and birds also chirp."

Geom Mugeuk seized the opportunity and stepped forward.

"My brother is the flower, and I'm playing the role of the chirping bird."

At that, Geom Woojin looked at Geom Muyang and said, "Flowers do bloom."

Then, looking at Geom Mugeuk, he added, "And the wind also blows."

He corrected him just like that.

Geom Mugeuk's expression seemed to say, That's too harsh.

Jin Haryong smiled at the sight.

In another sense, she thought, Geom Mugeuk was indeed like the wind. A person who would suddenly blow in, cause a whirlwind, and then vanish. That was why she had come here in person, to find that wind.

Sure enough, the wind was blowing without fail at today's meeting as well.

Things I could never have imagined are happening.

She never dreamed she would be called up to a place where these three men were gathered. She certainly never imagined the conversation would be kicked off by them boasting about their children.

It was her first time seeing the Heavenly Demon this up close. Surprisingly, before the thought, That person is the Heavenly Demon, another thought came to her first.

He's that person's father.

They resembled each other, yet they didn't.

Geom Woojin exuded an intimidating pressure that made it difficult to even speak a word to him. It would have been the same even if she hadn't known he was the Heavenly Demon. It wasn't the dignity that came from his position. It was not the fear one felt from someone with a frightening appearance like the Fist Demon or Bi Sayin, but an intense presence that came from the man named Geom Woojin himself.

Normally, she should have felt fear and aversion.

But she didn't dislike it that much. In fact, she wanted to try talking to him.

I've wanted to meet you at least once.

Was it because he was Geom Mugeuk's father? Though it was her first time seeing him, it felt as if she had seen him many times, and she felt a strange sense of intimacy.

Her gaze then turned to Geom Muyang. This time, it was the same. He wasn't the First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

So that's his older brother.

He had a completely different feel from Geom Mugeuk. He seemed calm and composed, and looked like someone who wouldn't easily reveal his emotions. If he resembled anyone, it was her Orabeoni, not Geom Mugeuk.

Her eyes met Geom Muyang's, and she bowed her head slightly in greeting. Geom Muyang also gave a slight nod.

He and I do have something in common.

They were blood relatives who had been pushed out of the line of succession. Of course, she never had any ambition to become the successor in the first place.

I don't know who will marry you two, but the scariest father-in-law in the world will be waiting for them.

The prospective father-in-law would ask.

What does your father do?

He is the Heavenly Demon.

Just imagining such a situation was amusing. In any case, anything related to Geom Mugeuk always made her nervous, excited, and happy.

Her gaze then shifted to Bi Sayin.

Normally, his was a face not easy to look at, but strangely, it didn't feel that hideous to her.

It was probably because he was always with her Orabeoni and Geom Mugeuk, right?

This time, Jin Haryong observed Baek Jagang closely.

He had a completely different feel from the Heavenly Demon. He was also different from her grandfather.

Out of the three, he was the hardest to figure out just by his appearance.

However, that black martial arts uniform told a few stories.

Coming to a place like this dressed like that? Normally, it would give off this kind of impression.

'I'm not someone who cares about external appearances.'

However, she didn't sense any such intention at all.

Instead, she got this feeling. An intent to fight in the most comfortable attire for battle, should something break out here.

It felt as if that intent had swallowed up all other intentions, and it was so natural. A person who focused solely on himself, rather than on justification or face. Because of that, he too looked incredibly strong.

Looking around at the people on this floor, she let out a light sigh without realizing it. The fact that she was in a place like this was astonishing.

Did Jin Paecheon, who was nearby, hear her sigh?

"Are you aware that my granddaughter is known as the number one beauty of Hubei?"

Or was it because he was reminded of his dead son and daughter-in-law?

Jin Paecheon had never boasted about his grandchildren to the Murim Alliance martial artists or the people of the orthodox sects.

The Chairman is acting like a doting fool, boasting about his grandson and granddaughter.

This was something the proud and honor-bound Jin Paecheon could never allow.

Therefore, today's boast was one he had held back for a very long time. It was a boast directed at the two men before him, and also a boast directed at the masters of the orthodox sects on the first floor, who were pretending not to listen.

Jin Paecheon turned to look at Jin Haryong.

"This old grandfather thinks you're the world's number one beauty, but..."

As he said this in front of everyone, Jin Haryong's face flushed bright red.

No! Grandfather! Please!

She managed to answer calmly.

"There are so many beautiful people in the world. Others will tease me."

"Who would dare tease my granddaughter?"

At that, the gazes of Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun turned toward one person as if on cue. Even Geom Muyang, who was meeting Jin Paecheon for the first time today, looked at Geom Mugeuk standing beside him with an expression that said, Who else would tease her but this guy?

Jin Paecheon asked the subject of their gazes.

"What do you think?"

Jin Haryong was inwardly nervous about what words would come out of Geom Mugeuk's mouth. It was obvious he would tease her with some playful exaggeration.

"I think the same. If a world number one beauty pageant were held, Miss Jin would definitely win. She'd win even if the Chairman wasn't a judge!"

Jin Paecheon smiled in satisfaction.

The successors smiled faintly at Geom Mugeuk's answer. He could have just said, 'She's the most beautiful,' but he had to mention a world number one beauty pageant and even the judging.

Geom Mugeuk was probably the only person in the world who would answer the Murim Alliance Chairman's question like that.

Jin Haryong found Geom Mugeuk's answer amusing, but at the same time, it made her happy. She was grateful that he had said such a thing in front of her grandfather, even though the more beautiful Lee Ahn existed.

"Thank you for thinking so highly of me."

Of course, her inner thoughts were different.

[Even though you think the world's number one beauty is Lee Ahn.]

When she sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk, a reply came back.

[Even if your grandfather were the judge, Lee Ahn would still take first place, you know?]

Grandfather, this person is teasing me! I should tell on him.

Jin Paecheon was busy today. He had made up his mind. This time, he began to boast about Jin Hagun.

"They say there's no point in raising sons, but it depends on the son, doesn't it?"

As he said this, he looked at Jin Hagun standing behind him.

"Full of chivalry and responsible. Where could one find such an excellent son? I am proud of you."

Of course, he was his grandson, but he had called him a son to compare him with the other successors.

Jin Hagun was flustered. Jin Paecheon was not usually someone who took care of him like this. On the contrary, he had treated him more strictly and frighteningly, perhaps worried he would do something foolish by using the fact that he was his grandson. It had been such a long time since he had heard the words 'I am proud of you' that he was deeply moved.

Today's subjects of comparison were Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin, so how could he possibly say he was better than those two? However, for this moment, he set aside his humility.

"It is all thanks to the excellent teachings and guidance you have given me, Grandfather."

After saying it, he wondered when he had ever said such words to his grandfather. Had he ever? Surprisingly, he couldn't even remember.

It had been a long time since he'd been told he was a source of pride, but he realized he had never properly expressed his gratitude either.

Jin Hagun sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Do you know? I can't even remember the last time I thanked my grandfather.]

Geom Mugeuk had, at some point, become someone to whom he could comfortably convey his honest feelings at moments like this.

[Aren't we those sons from before? The ones there's no point in raising.]

This was probably why. Because he was someone who could read his heart and comfort him, and on top of that, a person who could show him the path forward.

[Still, when we finally mature, we do it properly, don't we?]

Jin Hagun felt that this meeting was meaningful just for making him realize this new aspect of his relationship with his grandfather.

Baek Jagang considered Bi Sayin to be still lacking compared to Geom Mugeuk, but he had never once thought he was lacking compared to Jin Hagun. He could permit second place, but third place was absolutely unacceptable.

No matter how much you boast, he's no match for my Sayin.

He resolved to make that point clear before this meeting was over.

In any case, after the three successors came up, the atmosphere on this floor changed. At the very least, a lively conversation had begun to flow.

The Demon Supremes were having similar thoughts about Geom Mugeuk.

As expected! Things only get resolved when the Young Cult Leader steps in.

Geom Mugeuk did not let this good flow go to waste. He shouted down to the floor below.

"Innkeeper, some drinks and food, please."

"Right away."

Jo Cheonbae went up with the drinks and side dishes.

He had gone in and out of this floor countless times, but he had never been as nervous as he was at this moment.

If I spill this, I'm spilling my life!

His hands were truly trembling, but he mustered all the courage he had.

He placed the drinks and side dishes at each person's seat. It was the most tense and suffocating moment of his life.

"Please enjoy."

As he was about to turn away, Jin Paecheon asked Jo Cheonbae a question.

"Do you know? Why the Young Cult Leader chose to hold this meeting at your tavern."

Jo Cheonbae never expected to be asked such a question by the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"I'm not sure myself."

Jin Paecheon believed there had to be another reason for holding the meeting at this particular tavern. No matter how good the drinks were, how good could they be? No matter how good the innkeeper's character was, how good could it be? Even if it were the best, why here?

Just then, an unexpected person answered in his stead.

"My son's demonic path is here."

The person most surprised by those words was Geom Mugeuk. He never dreamed his father would say such a thing.

A single phrase from his father's lips.

My son's demonic path.

Geom Mugeuk was so moved. He was so happy that he felt dazed.

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Woojin silently for a moment. He too had not expected Geom Woojin to answer. His son's demonic path is here?

If it had been about anything else, he wouldn't have continued the conversation, but since it was a matter concerning their children, he asked out of courtesy.

"Cult Leader, do you know what kind of demonic path your son walks?"

Everyone's attention focused on Geom Woojin. Those on the first floor were also listening intently to their conversation. The Demon Supremes, in particular, were curious about what his answer would be.

After a brief pause, Geom Woojin said, "I am trying to understand."

The word 'trying' sounded different to each person who heard it. Most understood it as a roundabout way of saying he didn't approve, but for Geom Mugeuk and those who knew him, it was different.

He's trying to understand me.

He could feel his father's heart just from the fact that he had answered in the first place. It wasn't an answer for the Murim Alliance Chairman. It was an answer for him.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon his father's back.

Thank you, Father.

Was it in courtesy for the previous question? Geom Woojin asked Jin Paecheon.

"Chairman, how much do you understand your grandchildren?"

Not expecting such a question, Jin Paecheon pondered how to answer. He answered honestly. He might have brushed off other topics, but he took stories about his own blood seriously.

"I am also trying."

He thought that perhaps, for the first time since they had sat down, they were forming a common ground.

Baek Jagang suddenly asked Jin Paecheon.

"In that case, Chairman, do you know what kind of righteous path your grandson dreams of?"

For a moment, Jin Paecheon was flustered. He had never had a conversation with him about that.

"You say you're trying, but I wonder if you're only trying with words."

It was Baek Jagang's polite counterattack. After being made to feel so absurd and bewildered, he was not one to just take it. Boasting about children? He hadn't even started yet.

Jin Paecheon was about to make an excuse when he glanced at Geom Woojin. Since he was the one who had brought up his son's demonic path, he hoped he would chime in with a word of support.

It would be better for Geom Woojin to say just one thing than for him to make a pathetic excuse.

The Chairman might not know because he hasn't experienced it, but having a proper conversation with a grown child is not as easy as one might think.

That would be enough. He wouldn't even ask for him to add that it's hard when they're young because they're young, and hard when they're older because they're older.

Didn't we just form a united front of the righteous and demonic? Didn't we just form a common ground regarding our bloodlines?

Looking at Jin Paecheon's expectant gaze, Geom Woojin said calmly.

"I have been conversing with him often these days."


Chapter 389: Where is the Young Cult Leader's Demonic Path?

The Orthodox-Demonic Alliance was dismantled in that moment.

What's that supposed to mean? That you've been talking with them often lately? Did you think I was looking at you to hear that answer? How dare you look me straight in the eye and backstab me like this?

Baek Jagang's expression brightened. He fired the signal flare that announced the new formation of the Evil-Demonic Alliance.

These heretics of the evil and demonic paths!

Ignoring their reactions, Geom Woojin spoke again to prove his words were sincere.

"We hunt together, fish together, and play Go together."

Geom Mugeuk was startled.

"Huh? We've never gone fishing, have we?"

Jin Paecheon's eyes glinted coldly for a moment. Is he making things up? Claiming to talk with his children when he doesn't? Despite the suspicious glare, Geom Woojin remained composed.

"Are you my only son?"

Geom Mugeuk had asked because he guessed his father had fished with his older brother. His father was not one to lie. He wanted to show everyone that his father also took good care of his brother.

"That's too much! Please go fishing with me too, Patriarch!"

Geom Woojin pretended not to hear. He looked at Jin Paecheon and said, "The time with my son was good, but it was also necessary time for myself."

Their gazes met in mid-air.

That arrogant and haughty gaze could make one feel unpleasant just by looking at it. That was how Jin Paecheon knew. It was not a lie. A gaze like that felt no need to lie.

"Yes, children are good, and time for oneself is also good."

Jin Paecheon's gaze turned cold.

"Then what about your people?"

The excited atmosphere instantly cooled. This was not a grandfather boasting about his children. It was a question from the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon.

Baek Jagang also watched silently. He waited to see what answer Geom Woojin would give.

Geom Woojin stared at the wine bottle before him. Depending on his answer, he might not even pour the first cup.

"Do you think you could stop us by sacrificing that time?"

The moment he finished speaking, the atmosphere changed. It grew cold and heavy.

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk. Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong also looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk did not look back at them. He looked at his father's back. Both his father and the Heavenly Demon Soul tattooed on his back were beings who did not look back. They only moved forward.

His father had briefly looked back for his son's sake, but now he looked forward again. He looked at the entire murim. He had just asked the Murim Alliance Chairman if he could stop them.

The masters of the orthodox sects on the first floor reacted first. They all released their auras simultaneously, preparing to strike at any moment. The Demonic Cult Leader's words were a clear provocation.

The masters of the unorthodox sects also prepared. They exchanged telepathy, planning their moves for when the Demonic Cult and the orthodox sects clashed.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood with his arms crossed, watching the orthodox sect masters before him. He wore a serious expression, as if contemplating who he would cut down first.

But he was actually thinking about something else. He believed that as long as Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk were upstairs, a fight would not break out. He was thinking of Seo Daeryong. Listening to the conversation, he realized he had never had a deep conversation with his own disciple either.

I should see him separately soon.

He was surprised at himself, but he did not dislike the feeling. In the past, he would have been disgusted. He had believed such soft emotions would only hasten one's death. He suddenly recalled something Geom Mugeuk once heard from the Cult Leader.

What cheap sentimentality, perfect for getting yourself killed.

Yes, that was how he would have thought. He had lived his life that way, just like the Cult Leader, but these days, he often thought that among all his emotions, that one might be the most precious.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head toward a heat he felt beside him.

The Flower Sword Supreme had already chosen her opponent. If a melee broke out, she intended to kill the Taiyi Divine Sword.

The Taiyi Divine Sword had also read her killing intent. A part of him secretly hoped a fight would break out.

Every last one of those Demonic Cult bastards must be wiped out.

That had always been his unchanging conviction.

As the atmosphere grew murderous, the Drunken Demon uncorked a wine bottle and took a long swig. The faint scent of alcohol heightened the tension.

Of course, one person remained relaxed. The Poison King had opened a window and rested his chin on the windowsill, looking outside. Someone might have sent a chilling aura his way, but no one dared to pick a fight with the Poison King. One might kill him, but everyone would die together. The Poison King had always been that kind of existence.

The taut tension continued.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy to Baek Jagang.

"Please stop them."

"Me?"

Baek Jagang was surprised to be asked for help, but it was not an unpleasant feeling.

"Then who else can stop them?"

"We'd welcome a fight between the orthodox sects and the Demonic Cult, wouldn't we?"

"What if they grow fond of each other while fighting?"

"That would be troublesome."

Among the three of them, Baek Jagang was the most flexible.

"Sayin, pour me a cup of wine."

"Yes, Master."

Bi Sayin filled Baek Jagang's cup. Both Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon understood his intention, unless they were truly going to have a life-or-death battle.

"Mugeuk, pour a cup of wine."

"Yes, Father."

Not to be outdone, Jin Paecheon also said, "Hagun, pour a cup of wine."

"Yes, Grandfather."

And so, the three men each drank a cup.

Jin Paecheon put down his cup and asked Geom Mugeuk, "You said your demonic path is here?"

"That is correct."

"Where is this demonic path?"

At Jin Paecheon's question, everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. Not only Jin Paecheon, but Baek Jagang was also curious. Where in this tavern could his demonic path possibly be?

An unexpected answer came from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Aren't you looking at it right now?"

"What do you mean?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jo Cheonbae, who stood awkwardly, not yet having managed to go downstairs.

Only then did Jin Paecheon realize that Geom Mugeuk's demonic path was Jo Cheonbae.

"That innkeeper is your demonic path?"

"That is correct."

Jo Cheonbae himself was the most surprised of all. Although he had grown accustomed to being surprised lately, this set a new record.

Have you ever been the Young Cult Leader's demonic path? This man must be drunk, and in front of the Demonic Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman, no less. Hoho, very drunk.

This time, Jin Paecheon asked Jo Cheonbae, "Are you the Young Cult Leader's demonic path?"

"How could I dare."

Jo Cheonbae was so flustered he did not know what to say.

"Tell me what you think. I want to hear the thoughts of the person involved. I'm not intimidating you, so answer comfortably."

Just because he said to be comfortable, how could this situation possibly be comfortable? The flustered Jo Cheonbae looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at him. As always, Geom Mugeuk's gaze seemed to say, I am here, so do not be afraid.

How could he ever repay this person who bestowed such great meaning upon someone as insignificant as himself? Repaying it with his life was already far from enough.

"I..."

As Jo Cheonbae began to speak, the surroundings became so quiet that not a single breath could be heard. He could feel everyone's attention focused on him.

Aigoo, my heart! Stop pounding so hard!

Jin Paecheon smiled and said, "Think of me as the person you saw this morning and speak. You spoke well then, didn't you?"

He had not just spoken well. He had even scolded the Chairman.

Jo Cheonbae took a deep breath and began to speak. In truth, he wanted to say these words not to Jin Paecheon, but to the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin. Since this might be his only chance, Jo Cheonbae mustered his courage.

"The Young Cult Leader opened a Sanzu River Hall Branch across from our tavern. He told us to go there and report any injustices. We've lived our whole lives being pushed around by martial artists, but we've gotten to see the Sanzu River Hall martial artists in person and even filed reports there. Nowadays, we've become friendly with them. When we have delicious food, we sometimes bring it over for the people at the Branch."

His voice trembled, which made his words feel all the more sincere.

"The Young Cult Leader often comes to my tavern to drink, and he told me this. My demonic path does not break tables."

The masters on the first floor heard this for the first time. They looked at each other and exchanged glances. Did I hear that right? It doesn't break what?

"Since then, the people who would get drunk, beat people up, and cause trouble have gradually disappeared. The martial artists who treated the merchants here like servants have also disappeared. The number of people dying in accidents has decreased, and the number of people going missing has also decreased. I don't know what the demonic path is, what the orthodox path is, or what the evil path is."

Jo Cheonbae spoke with his eyes squeezed shut. The only thing giving him strength was his devotion to Geom Mugeuk.

"However, if I had the choice and was told to pick just one 'path' from all the paths in the world, I would choose the Young Cult Leader's demonic path without hesitation. I would choose it even if I don't know what it is. I can guarantee that it's not just me, everyone living in the Demon Village would do the same. Because when everyone else was far away, only the Young Cult Leader was by our side."

Since he had already started, Jo Cheonbae revealed feelings he had never spoken of before.

"I hope that the Young Cult Leader doesn't take on any great tasks in the future. Because he will undoubtedly be considerate of everyone he meets and act for the sake of all. I'm worried that those tasks will be too difficult for him. I'm worried he'll become exhausted."

As if possessed, Jo Cheonbae finished speaking and bowed his head deeply.

"My humble self has overstepped my bounds. Please forgive me."

His body trembled violently. Now that he had finished, fear washed over him. He could not remember what he had just said. Did I commit some unforgivable rudeness?

Geom Mugeuk approached him and said gently, "Thank you, innkeeper. What other innkeeper in the world would speak for me in a place like this?"

"It would be the other way around. What Young Cult Leader in the world would speak for a tavern owner? For the Young Cult Leader's sake, I would have no regrets dying right here."

Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and Baek Jagang all silently watched Jo Cheonbae's fervent gaze. It was the same for Geom Muyang, Bi Sayin, Jin Hagun, and Jin Haryong. The Demon Supremes and the masters on the first floor also watched.

Some deeply understood the relationship between the two. Others did not understand it at all. There were those who thought it was a trick, an act. There were also those who found it pathetic.

It was at that moment.

GURGLE.

With a clear sound, Geom Woojin poured wine into the cup before him.

"Innkeeper, come and receive a cup of wine from me."

"!"

At Geom Woojin's words, Jo Cheonbae's face went pale.

"How could I dare!"

He trembled, but he could not refuse the command. Jo Cheonbae rushed over and respectfully received the wine.

"Drink it, and then pour me a cup."

After drinking the wine, Jo Cheonbae poured a cup for Geom Woojin. His hands shook so much that the wine overflowed.

Miraculously, the wine flowed back into the cup. Geom Woojin had used his supreme telekinesis to return it. Not a single drop fell to the floor. That was the first time Jo Cheonbae's eyes met Geom Woojin's. It was a brief moment, but it was a gaze Jo Cheonbae would never forget.

It was at that moment.

"Receive a cup of my wine as well."

Surprisingly, Jin Paecheon spoke. Jo Cheonbae's sincere heart for Geom Mugeuk had reached the Chairman. That was why these words were genuine.

"I still don't understand the Young Cult Leader's demonic path, but at least I think I understand why it is here."

Jin Paecheon offered a cup of wine to Jo Cheonbae.

Baek Jagang did not remain idle either. He silently gestured for Jo Cheonbae to come closer. Baek Jagang said nothing. He simply poured wine for Jo Cheonbae, then lightly clinked his own cup against it in a toast.

"......"

The clear sound of the cups clinking echoed softly through the tavern. That sound became a signal, and the tense atmosphere relaxed once more.

Geom Mugeuk said in a loud voice, "Father, Chairmen, we will have a drink as well."

After Geom Woojin and the two Chairmen nodded, Geom Mugeuk took the four of them to a corner on the second floor and sat down.

"Innkeeper, bring us wine first!"

"Yes, coming!"

Jo Cheonbae brought over wine and cups. It was at that very moment, as they all sat around, about to have a drink and greet each other.

Something flew up from behind them and slowly floated over to their table. The object, moved by telekinesis, was a stir-fried mushroom dish. It landed precisely in front of Bi Sayin.

From behind came a single remark from Baek Jagang.

"These are the mushrooms our Sayin likes."

Bi Sayin's eyes widened. It was the most flustered he had looked since they had met him.

Then, the duck dish on Jin Paecheon's table flew through the air and landed in front of Jin Hagun.

"Hagun, it's the duck you like. Don't drink on an empty stomach."

Then, a dish rose from a table that seemed like it would never float. A dish flew from Geom Woojin's table and landed in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"But this is a dish I hate?"

Then Geom Woojin said, "I sent it because it's a dish I hate."

From where Geom Mugeuk sat, he could only see his father's back. It was as if the Heavenly Demon Soul was smiling.

"As expected! Blood is thicker than water, so our tastes are the same! Still, the dish Father sent is the best."

At Geom Mugeuk's cry, Jin Hagun shouted, "No! The dish the Chairman sent is the best."

Not to be outdone, Bi Sayin shouted even louder, "No! The dish my Master sent is the best."

At this new competition, Jin Haryong smiled with an expression that said they were hopeless. They say men are children no matter how old they get, and to understand men, you just have to study children, and these men are protecting the murim.

"Why are you laughing like that?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, she raised her cup high and said, "Because I feel so reassured. Now, let's all have a drink together!"


Chapter 390: What the Murim Needs for Peace Right Now

Baek Jagang sent the mushroom dish to Bi Sayin purely to show off to Jin Paecheon. He was saying, 'I even know all the dishes my disciple likes'.

However, Jin Paecheon already knew his grandson's favorite dish.

Well, he is his grandson, so they must have eaten together often.

In truth, Baek Jagang enjoyed this situation. He truly had not expected today's meeting to unfold this way.

Jin Paecheon bragging about his grandson felt like releasing pent-up feelings, which was unexpected. The new side of Geom Woojin, who he expected to be only cold and ruthless, was also intriguing.

Can blood truly not be denied? Geom Woojin's unexpected actions resembled Geom Mugeuk's eccentricity.

Conversely, it meant that Geom Mugeuk's blood might also contain Geom Woojin's cold and cynical nature.

In any case, today he had clearly seen where Geom Mugeuk's demonic path was headed.

His demonic path was not an answer cobbled together for the question, 'What is your demonic path?' He had not thought, 'Wouldn't a vague answer like this be plausible?' The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult walked a firm path, perhaps even firmer than his elders.

Baek Jagang's gaze turned to Geom Woojin.

Your son's demonic path is not your own.

The two men's paths were not just slightly different. They were in complete opposition.

What do you plan to do from now on?

He could find no answer in Geom Woojin's cold eyes.

In any case, Jin Paecheon was surely having the same worries.

What do you think? About this father and son.

However, Jin Paecheon currently focused on something else.

"Geom Cult Leader."

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Woojin for a moment.

"Will you accept a cup of wine from me?"

Jin Paecheon had been deeply moved when he heard Jo Cheonbae's words. Geom Mugeuk had accomplished something that even the chivalrous heroes of the orthodox sects could not easily do. This should have happened in a tavern before the Murim Alliance, not the Demonic Cult.

From the Murim Alliance Chairman's perspective, how could he not be pleased that the next Cult Leader was such a person?

That was why he wanted to offer a cup of wine to the man who had raised Geom Mugeuk. There was no other meaning behind it. He still hated the Demonic Cult, and he still hated the Demonic Cult Leader.

He worked up the courage to say it, but Geom Woojin seemed to dislike the idea too.

"I refuse."

Geom Woojin did not state his reason for refusing.

"You'll accept the tavern owner's wine, but not mine?"

Geom Woojin still gave no answer and filled his own cup.

Jin Paecheon could guess the reason.

He doesn't want to get close. Because I'm someone he will kill one day.

The ambition to unify the murim in Geom Woojin's eyes remained unchanged.

Even if they faced each other and smiled, even if they drank together, even if they were swept up in a heated competition of bragging about their children, even if ten side dishes were sent flying in a dazzling display.

The fact that they would become enemies the moment they left the tavern would not change. Their camaraderie was just an illusion.

Jin Paecheon also filled his own cup and drank alone.

Then what will you do? Will you walk that path even if it means blocking your son's way?

This time, Jin Paecheon looked at Baek Jagang.

Baek Jagang was lost in thought, fiddling with his wine cup.

The enemy was not just one.

One should not underestimate those small eyes. While distracted by the Heavenly Demon, one's head could very well fall by Baek Jagang's hand. He was a man who possessed that level of skill and ambition.

One could tell just by looking at that black martial arts uniform. When the time came, he would move with speed and decisiveness.

A common joke claimed that if the three leaders of the era had been born in different times, three separate wars would have broken out. The venerable masters of the murim always mentioned this when joking about his own hegemonic nature.

And I'm supposed to go fishing and hunting with my grandchildren, leaving you all to your own devices?

Suddenly, an image flashed through Jin Paecheon's mind. He saw himself standing blankly with a fishing rod, staring in bewilderment at the burning Murim Alliance.

These are people who cannot be trusted.

Jin Paecheon turned his head to look at the person who, despite all this, had created today's gathering.

Can you walk your path without being devoured by your father?


Unlike the adults' heavy atmosphere, the mood among the younger generation was bright.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk led the mood.

"Alright, let's start by introducing the new face. This is my older brother, who lost the succession battle and is now covetously eyeing my position."

In the past, he would have offered a sharp rebuttal, but now Geom Muyang could only let out a hollow laugh.

"I am Geom Muyang."

He greeted them curtly. Geom Mugeuk knew. Given his brother's personality, just being here together was him making every possible effort.

Jin Haryong had heard a lot about Geom Muyang through her Orabeoni.

At one time, every martial artist believed this man would become the successor.

Then she heard the news that the succession struggle in the Demonic Cult had ended without shedding a single drop of blood.

At first, it was truly hard to believe. Only after getting to know Geom Mugeuk properly did she think it might be possible, but could just one person's efforts accomplish such a thing? It must have been possible because this Geom Muyang was also an extraordinary person.

Jin Haryong's gaze, which had been on Geom Muyang, shifted to Geom Mugeuk sitting beside him.

How can they be so different, even though they're brothers?

Her thoughts seemed to reach Geom Mugeuk.

"What do you think, seeing my brother?"

The question was meant to fluster her, but Jin Haryong answered calmly.

"I feel a sense of kinship."

"What kind of kinship?"

"Isn't it similar to my own situation? The miserable fate of eventually being eliminated by the successor."

She directed the end of her joke at Geom Muyang.

"My life is hanging by a thread, you see."

She wondered if it was alright to speak this way to the Demonic Cult First Young Lord, whom she was meeting for the first time, but Geom Mugeuk's influence was indeed great. With him by her side, such banter came out naturally.

Fortunately, Geom Muyang did not seem offended.

Geom Muyang recalled a past event.

The moment Geom Mugeuk became the successor, he had asked, 'When are you going to kill me?'

That was why her joke resonated with him. Only those who accompanied a successor could know the feeling.

"Will you accept a drink?"

It was unexpected that he would offer her a drink. She accepted it gladly.

"Alright. Let's have a drink, fellow sufferers."

Geom Muyang filled her cup to the brim with wine.

Jin Hagun, who was watching, said, "Didn't you hear what grandfather said earlier? Who would dare touch the world's number one beauty, his granddaughter who is the apple of his eye?"

After receiving the wine, Jin Haryong poured a drink for Geom Muyang and asked, "What about it? What if the Cult Leader orders you to kill me?"

Geom Muyang did not answer and drank his wine.

Jin Haryong gave Jin Hagun an 'I told you so' look and said, "At least it wasn't something he could say with confidence in this place."

Jin Haryong also emptied her cup.

She found this gathering so refreshing. To think she was trading jokes and drinking with two people she would never have met in her entire life if not for Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Muyang expressionlessly. Honestly, he was displeased. He should have at least said something like, 'How could I kill such a precious person?' The joke was about his sister's life, so his nerves were on edge for no reason.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk poured Jin Hagun a drink and said, "Please understand. My brother is naturally curt. He's a lot like you."

Like me? In what way?

Then again, thinking about it, he realized he probably would not have said anything in the same situation either.

This time, Geom Mugeuk filled Bi Sayin's cup. Geom Mugeuk's hands and mouth were busy taking care of everyone.

"It's good that you're not curt."

"This is the first time I've heard from you that I'm not curt."

Then again, was that the only thing he was hearing for the first time?

Someone who knows how to look at faces will recognize how handsome the face beneath the scar is.

He had even been called handsome.

"Young Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

Bi Sayin asked with a serious gaze.

"Why did you gather us all in one place?"

The gazes of the four people turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"What's with those looks? Are you thinking something like, 'A guy like you must have some grand, hidden intention or plan'? I don't. I just started this because everyone seemed so tense, thinking we should meet and loosen up. The whole thing just got this big."

"Then how are you going to end this meeting?"

"Can't we just have our fun and then go back? Judging by the personalities of those three over there, the moment one of them abruptly stands up and says, 'Let's go,' that'll be the end of it."

Geom Mugeuk said to the dumbfounded group, "Those three should rest for today, at least, and maybe share a few jokes. I think that's the most meaningful thing about this gathering. They're people who have never had fun in their entire lives. They probably don't even know how to."

In truth, the same was true for Geom Mugeuk himself. He knew a life of running toward a single path, but did he really know what it was to take care of himself and have fun for his own sake?

Jin Haryong glanced toward the Cult Leader and the Chairmen. They were not even conversing, each lost in their own thoughts as they drank. They could probably hear everything said here, no matter how quietly they whispered.

A thought occurred to her. Perhaps, as Geom Mugeuk had said, it was far more difficult for the three of them to rest comfortably, even for a moment, than it was to devise a plan for peace in the murim, and perhaps it might yield a better result than any grand plan.

It was at that very moment.

SREUNG.

The sound of a sword being half-drawn came from the floor below. At the sound, a sudden silence fell over the place.

Geom Woojin drank his wine quietly. Jin Paecheon had a slightly worried look in his eyes. Baek Jagang, on the contrary, smiled faintly.

Geom Mugeuk was about to get up from his seat to stop the fight before it escalated.

Just then, Geom Muyang grabbed Geom Mugeuk's shoulder to stop him and stood up first. It was a sign that he would handle it.

At the unexpected sight, Geom Mugeuk looked at his brother with a surprised expression.

Not only the others at the table, but also Geom Woojin and the two Chairmen looked at Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang walked to the railing, looked down, and politely introduced himself.

"I am the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult First Young Lord, Geom Muyang."

There were puzzled looks that he, not Geom Mugeuk, had stepped forward.

The one who had half-drawn his sword was the Taiyi Divine Sword. He was in a battle of wills with the Flower Sword Supreme. Her fearless gaze had bothered him the entire time, but his pride would not let him look away.

He had already lost his composure. This was his warning that he might draw his sword if she did not look away.

Geom Muyang did not single out the Taiyi Divine Sword, instead addressing everyone.

"I know full well who all of you here are. I also know that if not for the Cult Leader and the Chairmen, you would not be standing there."

He began his speech on a positive note.

"Since you are such people, you must also know how difficult it was to make this meeting happen today. The person who accomplished that impossible task is my younger brother. That is why, for today, I want to let my brother rest. I don't want him to have to step in and stop a fight from breaking out here. Today, I will be the one to let him rest."

Geom Woojin listened to his son's words in silence and tilted his cup. Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were also listening quietly to Geom Muyang.

The Taiyi Divine Sword, who had half-drawn his sword, looked up at Geom Muyang with a cold gaze.

Looking at him, Geom Muyang spoke. His extremely polite tone changed, becoming provocative and intense.

"How far are you all willing to go?"

He said 'you all', not 'you'. He did not target the Taiyi Divine Sword alone. If he provoked him before everyone, the Taiyi Divine Sword would have no choice but to escalate the situation for the sake of his pride.

"I can go very far. You might wonder what I'm saying when I'm not even the successor, but because I am not the successor... I can go all the way to the end."

This was Geom Muyang's will, almost a threat. If they messed with him, he would see it through to the end.

"So, you all should rest today as well. Haven't you fought tirelessly your entire lives to reach your positions?"

He turned to leave, then added one last thing.

"You've seen my younger brother, who calls a tavern owner his demonic path. That's right. As you can see, he's a madman. I am that madman's older brother. So unless you plan on seeing things to the bitter end with madmen, do not mess with us today."

The tavern was silent.

A brighter light flowed from the Demonic Buddha's body. The Demonic Buddha was smiling with pride. He felt that his time dedicated to the First Young Lord had not been in vain.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon strode forward, sat down at a table, and said, "Owner, bring wine here."

It was a display of confidence, as if saying, 'Come at me if you dare.' It also showed his will to not drink while looking at the faces of those orthodox and unorthodox sect bastards. This was the kind of person the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had always been.

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat, the Demon Supremes also sat down at his table and the one next to it.

"......"

The Taiyi Divine Sword's blade, which had been half-drawn, slid back into its sheath. He had not intended to draw it all the way in the first place, but how could he, when the Demonic Cult acted like this?

Not wanting to be pushed back by the momentum, the masters of the orthodox sects and unorthodox sects also sat down at tables near where they had been standing. Some confidently turned their backs, while others remained standing, staring at their opponents.

The only thing the murim needs for peace right now is delicious wine and food!

With this thought, Jo Cheonbae diligently carried out the wine and side dishes he had prepared. Right, a fight was bound to break out when people just stood around in a tavern without drinking.

Geom Muyang returned to his seat and preemptively spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"Don't say anything!"

"How do you know what I was going to say?"

"Whatever it is, don't say it!"

How much must he have suffered to act like that? I know that feeling all too well, Bi Sayin thought, nodding as he raised his cup. Jin Hagun's and Jin Haryong's cups clinked forcefully against his. It was a toast of empathy.

"This is nice, resting like this thanks to you, Hyung. If I had gone to stop them, there would've been trouble. I would've gotten worked up and said, 'The Cult Leader and the Chairmen are just sitting there, so who are you to draw your sword on a day like today? Get up here.' Then the person next to him would've..."

Geom Muyang pushed a wine cup toward Geom Mugeuk, telling him to just drink.

"Let that mouth of yours rest a bit."

He spoke curtly, but how could Geom Mugeuk not know his brother's heart was looking out for him? How much courage it must have taken for him to step forward just now.

Geom Mugeuk relaxed his posture, leaned back comfortably in his chair, and stretched out his legs.

"Yeah, let's rest a bit."

It was comfortable. In this moment, he felt as relaxed as if he were lying on that beach within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. No, perhaps it was even more comfortable than that.

Jin Haryong watched him smile foolishly with his eyes closed. For some reason, she suddenly thought he looked lonely, but the thought was fleeting.

The dish of duck that had been placed before Jin Hagun began to stealthily move across the table on its own.

While everyone watched, the duck dish moved in front of Geom Muyang.

"If you wanted some, you should have just said so."

Geom Muyang was flustered by Jin Haryong's words.

"No! I didn't do it."

"Of course you didn't!"

Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk at the same time.

Under the flood of gazes, Geom Mugeuk slightly opened one eye and said with a smile, "My brother likes duck too."


Chapter 391: Even If We Fight, Let's Keep It Between Us

Geom Muyang silently gazed at the duck dish before him.

Perhaps it was because they shared the same blood. Though they did not see each other often, Geom Muyang could sometimes see deep into his younger brother's heart. This was one of those times.

The duck had playfully swum over to Geom Muyang, but he knew its true meaning. His brother was thanking him. Geom Mugeuk excelled at cheesy remarks, but at this moment, he conveyed his feelings in silence.

Who's calling whom blunt?

Meanwhile, Jin Haryong imagined herself in Geom Muyang's position, stepping forward for Geom Mugeuk.

If it had been me, could I have stepped up for my Orabeoni like that? Probably not. Even if she had, she could not have commanded the atmosphere so powerfully. It would have been impossible without a heart that truly cared for her brother. After all, Geom Muyang had been prepared to see it through to the end.

Jin Haryong was not the only one moved. Bi Sayin also remarked softly, "Having a brother seems like a wonderful thing."

Bi Sayin had never once regretted being alone, but today, he felt a little envious. To have a brother who would step up for you like that.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke with his eyes still closed. "If you're that envious, you can take me as your older brother."

"You mean younger brother!"

Geom Mugeuk kept smiling with his eyes closed.

"You're not even sleeping, so why are your eyes closed?"

"This is the first break my brother has ever given me. I have to rest."

At that, Geom Muyang said, "I told you to rest that mouth of yours. Eyes open, mouth shut."

"I'm in such a good mood that my mouth can't rest."

Bi Sayin also envied that the brothers had ended their succession battle without shedding blood. How much blood had he shed to become the successor? All succession battles were like that. The lives of martial artists were like that. It had always been that way. He had lived his life thinking that, but now, two people who were different stood before him. By joking around, they were asking if life really had to be that way.

Jin Hagun drank quietly. A strange emotion stirred within him, making the alcohol go down smoother than usual. This too was because of Geom Muyang. He already knew Geom Mugeuk was an extraordinary person, so nothing he accomplished would be strange.

However, seeing Geom Muyang's actions had complicated his feelings. Admiration, jealousy, and shame all mixed together. It was probably worse because he had been told they were similar.

How are we similar? Aren't I better?

He had secretly harbored such thoughts, but Geom Muyang's actions made him ashamed of his own arrogance.

Just then, Jin Haryong poured alcohol into Jin Hagun's cup. She said nothing, but she understood her Orabeoni's troubled heart.

"I'm looking forward to the future."

Her words meant they still had a long way to go, but she was also genuinely looking forward to it. What kind of murim would unfold when these people became the Cult Leader and the Chairmen? Seeing all three of them in one place filled her with even greater anticipation. It was different from when she had only vaguely imagined it.


Meanwhile, the atmosphere on the first floor had completely relaxed.

Small, close-knit groups gathered to drink. They had not expected much from the shabby tavern, but both the alcohol and the food were excellent.

"This tastes pretty good."

Having heard such praise twice, Jo Cheonbae entered the kitchen with a wide grin. He had heard it from both orthodox and unorthodox sects martial artists. The thought of boasting about this to his regulars already made him happy.

"Another bottle of alcohol over here!"

"Yes, coming!"

I will protect the peace of the murim! As Jo Cheonbae bustled about, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon filled the Flower Sword Supreme's cup.

"I'm sorry."

She had provoked the Taiyi Divine Sword earlier. It would have been fine if she had just looked away first, but her pride would not allow it.

"It's because you're young."

"Young? Do you know how old I am?"

"At your age, you're young. If I were your age..." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon trailed off.

"What would you do if you were my age?"

"I don't have anything specific in mind, but." In truth, he did. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not say what it was and quietly drank his alcohol.

"Why don't you just live as if you are my age?"

"How can I live like that when I'm not that age?"

The Flower Sword Supreme lightly struck the table three times and declared, "From now on, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is the same age as the Flower Sword Supreme."

The Drunken Demon, drinking beside them, chimed in. "You must have a lot of pent-up feelings for the Senior. You're trying to become friends and let it all out, aren't you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly. "I suppose so."

For some reason, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured a drink for the Drunken Demon. He always said how he hated the sight of the drunkard. "I know you put in a lot of effort to help things between me and this person."

He knew the Drunken Demon had played a big role in mending his relationship with the Flower Sword Supreme. Even without knowing the full details, he had heard from the Flower Sword Supreme that the Drunken Demon had tried very hard.

"Well, it's what friends do."

He tried to subtly work his way in, but the Flower Sword Supreme refused. "Friends? Don't even dream of it!"

"But you said the Senior became younger too?"

"She's only the same age as me."

Next to the three, who enjoyed a pleasant atmosphere for the first time in a long while, was the Poison King. He still leaned against the window, looking outside. The blowing wind rustled his hair. If any women had been passing by, they all would have stopped, but the outside was strictly controlled.

The Demonic Buddha approached his side. "What have you been looking at all this time?"

"I was just feeling a bit stuffy, so I was looking out. The spring air is nice too."

He researched and manufactured poisons in his residence within the Thousand Poisons Forest, so he never felt confined there. However, he felt stuffy in other places like this. It was also because he was always roaming the Thousand Poisons Forest for poisonous herbs and insects.

"Are there any poisonous herbs you're looking for these days?"

"Of course there are. There are plenty of spring-blooming poisonous herbs that I need."

"I'll pay you a visit soon."

The Poison King's expression brightened. The Demonic Buddha was a true master at finding poisonous herbs.

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the second floor. "It would be nice if he could go with us, but he's so busy."

The Poison King's gaze also turned to the second floor. He knew the once-stiff atmosphere there had relaxed after the successors went up, with Geom Mugeuk at the center of it all. As the Poison King was about to look back at the window, he made eye contact with one of the masters from the unorthodox sects.

The person who offered a clasped hands greeting was the Evil Eccentric. Having fought alongside him against the Brawling King, he knew the Poison King had saved the Evil Alliance martial artists. The surrounding unorthodox sects masters stared at him, but he ignored them.

The Poison King returned the clasped hands greeting with respect before looking back out the window.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme approached the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who sat alone in a corner of the tavern.

"May I sit here?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. He had not touched the alcohol or the food.

"I know you don't eat outside food, but I'll just fill your cup."

She was concerned about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been alone on the roof earlier and was alone now. It was not a romantic attraction, but a sense of kinship.

The two eyes behind the white mask stared silently at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme before speaking abruptly. "I envy you."

"What do you mean?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked up at the second floor. With that single action, she understood his words. He meant, I serve the current Heavenly Demon, but you are young and serve Geom Mugeuk as a Demon Supreme.

"You truly seem to enjoy difficult tasks, Smiling Demon."

Knowing she meant that serving Geom Mugeuk was no easy task, the two eyes within the mask's eyeholes smiled.

The Fist Demon stood near the entrance with his arms crossed. He was responsible for today's security and did not let his guard down for a moment. The Commanders outside reported the security status frequently, and the Fist Demon kept all his senses on high alert. This was also why Geom Woojin trusted him the most. When given a task, he always carried it out flawlessly.

The Cult Leader and the two Chairmen were still drinking by themselves. An awkward atmosphere had lingered ever since Geom Woojin refused Jin Paecheon's earlier offer of a drink. Then again, it was better to listen to the successors joke and talk than for the three of them, who disliked each other, to have an awkward conversation.

Jin Paecheon recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said earlier.

They're people who have never had fun in their entire lives. They probably don't even know how to have fun.

He was right. Jin Paecheon truly had no memory of ever having fun. His life had been a constant race to the top since he was young.

At this point...

He did not just lack the knowledge of how to have fun, he did not even want to.

Working is my fun.

He had lived his entire life with that mindset. It was a glorious life, to have risen to the position of the Murim Alliance Chairman. However, the fact that he had not had even a small bit of leisure was regrettable. If he had consciously tried, could he have made time for that leisure? If he had, would he have failed to reach this position? Nothing in life was more futile than hypothesizing 'what if', so it was impossible to know.

Just then, Geom Woojin's gaze turned to Jin Paecheon. Their eyes met and locked. Geom Woojin's arrogant and haughty gaze softened for a brief moment.

"Will you give me a drink?"

He had refused a drink before, but now he was asking for one. For whatever reason, Jin Paecheon could feel that those words had not come easily.

Why did you change your mind?

He did not ask. He knew the man was not the type to answer anyway.

You refused before! Am I the kind of person who gives you a drink when you ask and stops when you say so?

He did not assert his pride like that either. The one who had bent his pride was Geom Woojin. Was it because he heard what Geom Mugeuk said? That he wanted them to have fun and rest during this meeting. Was that why he changed his mind?

As Jin Paecheon approached with the alcohol bottle, Geom Woojin also rose from his seat. Jin Paecheon poured the drink while standing.

"Thank you."

Baek Jagang, watching this, neither offered nor asked for a drink. He did not stand apart, nor did he get deeply involved. The unorthodox, between the orthodox and the demonic. He was always at an appropriate distance.

This time, Geom Woojin looked at Baek Jagang. From Geom Woojin's gaze, Baek Jagang sensed he had something to say to them. Baek Jagang also took his cup and approached.

And so, the three men stood close to each other, at a distance where they could reach out and touch one another. With their skills, it was a distance from which they could inflict a fatal wound with a surprise attack. For that reason, this distance was also one of trust.

The reason Geom Woojin had called them over was not to have fun together. It was the opposite.

"Now, let's talk business."

Jin Paecheon's and Baek Jagang's expressions turned serious. Geom Woojin released his qi, enveloping the area to prevent their voices from leaking outside.

"You must be aware that there is a mastermind behind this incident."

Of course. Jin Paecheon's grandson and granddaughter had nearly been killed, and Baek Jagang had even fought the Brawling King himself.

Then, a surprising statement came from Geom Woojin's lips. "Even if we fight, let's keep it between us."

It meant they should not let others interfere in their fights. In other words, they should join forces to eliminate those bastards.

"Our Cult intends to share all information related to those bastards with you and make their extermination our Cult's top priority."

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were surprised. They had not expected Geom Woojin to lay his cards on the table first. Traditionally, the side that reveals its thoughts first in a negotiation is at a disadvantage. The Demonic Cult Leader could not possibly be unaware of that. Moreover, as a man of immense pride, it would have been natural for him to wait for them to suggest joining forces first.

Geom Woojin shattered all such expectations.

Has this man changed? Or is there some other scheme at play?

Various thoughts raced through Jin Paecheon's mind.

Can I trust the words of this Demonic Cult Leader?

It was impossible to know. The time had come to rely on the one thing that had always helped him, the very thing that had allowed him to survive until now. His instinct.

His instinct did not tell him whether the Demonic Cult Leader's words were true or not. Instead, it made him turn his head. In the distance, he could see Geom Mugeuk. His instinct was telling him to look at Geom Mugeuk, and he heard its whisper. If you're not sure, trust that kid. The kid who dragged you and that Evil Alliance Chairman to a tavern in front of the Demonic Cult.

Finally, Jin Paecheon revealed his honest feelings. "To be honest, I've never had a proper conversation with my grandchildren. That's right. I don't know what kind of righteous path that child dreams of."

Jin Paecheon's eyes deepened as he looked at Jin Hagun. "I want to see the righteous path that child walks. It will surely be a beautiful and magnificent path. Yes, to see that path, we must crush all those vile people who scheme from the shadows."

Jin Paecheon's gaze returned to Geom Woojin. "Very well. This Alliance will also share all information related to those bastards and make exterminating the mastermind our top priority."

It was the moment the Murim Alliance decided to join hands with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Geom Woojin's and Jin Paecheon's gazes turned to Baek Jagang. He had already reached a conclusion. He had not spoken with Geom Woojin enough to know if his lie-detecting senses worked on the man, but at least during their conversation today, he had not felt any chills run down his spine.

"When the orthodox and demonic are moving, can the unorthodox be stubborn? Let's show those bastards just who they dared to mess with."

His small eyes smiled. He spoke humbly, as if yielding to the orthodox sects and the Demonic Cult, but his gaze was one that would not back down from anyone.

No more words were needed. The three men's cups clinked in the air.

It was the birth of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic alliance, an event unprecedented in the history of the murim. From now on, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance would share all information regarding the mastermind, track down their enemies, and even provide support if needed.

Geom Mugeuk had opened his eyes at some point and was watching the three men toast. The other four were doing the same. The moment their voices were cut off, they knew the three were having a very important conversation. That was why they could guess the toast signified the formation of a tripartite alliance.

This was what it meant to trust his father. Regardless of what his father thought of his demonic path, he was at least someone who knew what needed to be done in any given situation. That was why he had been at ease even after arranging this meeting. He had figured his father would take care of the rest. As expected, his father was his father.

"Honestly, they really don't know how to have fun."

Everyone smiled at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"We can't just let a historic moment like this pass by. Let's celebrate properly in place of those who don't know how to have fun. We'll drink till we're wasted, sing songs, and..."

Geom Mugeuk gave a meaningful grin and looked at Bi Sayin.

"Why are you looking at me?"

Startled, Bi Sayin saw it. A colossal dark cloud bringing a typhoon, a tidal wave soaring to the sky, lava spewing fireballs. No, a crisis more severe than all of that, the greatest crisis of his life, was bearing down on him.


Chapter 392: A More Exciting Song!

"The time has finally come."

Bi Sayin's heart sank at Geom Mugeuk's words. Bi Sayin knew exactly what that mischievous gaze demanded. The inevitable had finally arrived.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

Bi Sayin feigned ignorance.

Who would dare question me when I look this fearsome?

Unfortunately for Bi Sayin, his opponent was Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm talking about the time to keep your promise."

Geom Muyang, Jin Hagun, and Jin Haryong grew curious. They wondered what kind of promise Geom Mugeuk meant.

At the same time, they shared another thought.

Poor guy. What weakness did Geom Mugeuk catch this time?

For now, however, their curiosity outweighed their sympathy. The same was true for Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and Baek Jagang, who stood a short distance away.

Bi Sayin pleaded with his eyes.

Surely not? Here? Please tell me it's not true.

If that were the case, Geom Mugeuk wouldn't have brought it up in the first place.

"Don't you think there's no better time or place than now to keep that promise?"

Geom Mugeuk's use of 'that promise' only heightened everyone's curiosity.

Bi Sayin's heart pounded. It had not beaten this fast even when Bi Sayin waited below the stage for his first duel.

Geom Muyang remarked suggestively, "I don't know what's going on, but don't needlessly embarrass the Young Alliance Chairman."

"He was the one who made that promise."

Bi Sayin anxiously drained his cup.

"You're not going to give up, are you?"

"What would you do if you were me?"

Bi Sayin hated it, but he had to admit the truth.

What if our situations were reversed? What if I had the chance to tease Geom Mugeuk like this?

"I wouldn't be able to give it up."

"If I miss this chance, I'll probably regret today for the rest of my life."

Bi Sayin agreed. The people gathered today were a group that would be difficult to bring together again in a lifetime.

For that very reason, however, Bi Sayin could not agree to do it. Bi Sayin offered another excuse.

"The masterminds behind today's summit might be watching."

"They might be."

"And you want me to do it in this situation?"

Bi Sayin was asking if it was really okay to be seen dancing.

"On the contrary, I hope they see it."

"What?"

"I want to show them that even with you lurking, we are living well. That we are living our lives to the fullest."

Bi Sayin could tell this was not a joke, but a sincere statement.

"If we can't live our lives properly, then even if we eliminate them later, it won't be a true victory. Let's not give them any meaning."

This was what Geom Mugeuk always wanted.

Oh, I'll be right back. Where did you go? Oh, it was nothing, please continue what you were saying.

Bi Sayin drank again. His expression showed he was contemplating just getting drunk.

Geom Mugeuk changed his strategy.

"Young Alliance Chairman."

When Bi Sayin looked up, Geom Mugeuk spoke with a gentle expression.

"It's alright. I was just teasing you."

"Really?"

"Even if it's a promise, it'd be difficult to keep it in a situation like this. It's a shame, but I'll have to give up. Now, now, let's not worry about it and just drink."

Bi Sayin should have been happy that he did not have to dance, but for some reason, Bi Sayin was not.

Unable to hold back any longer, Jin Haryong asked, "What on earth is going on?"

"You don't need to know."

Just then, Bi Sayin blurted out, "I promised to dance in front of people."

Jin Haryong froze with a gasp. Not only Jin Hagun, but even Geom Muyang was surprised.

As all eyes flew toward Geom Mugeuk, he waved his hands dismissively.

"Why are you looking at me! The Young Alliance Chairman made the promise on his own."

Of course, Jin Haryong did not believe Geom Mugeuk.

"No way! It must have been a demon's temptation."

Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun nodded at the same time.

"You must have pushed him from behind into a trap!"

"The one who's always looking for a chance to push me from behind is that Young Alliance Chairman!"

"No way! He would never do that."

"Since when do you know him so well?"

This time, Geom Muyang stepped forward. "I'll apologize on my brother's behalf."

Ironically, their actions helped Geom Mugeuk. Given Bi Sayin's personality, Bi Sayin could not hide the truth when they spoke like that.

"No, it's true that I said I would dance."

Bi Sayin downed three consecutive cups of alcohol.

"I will dance."

Everyone tried to stop Bi Sayin.

"Please, hold back!" Jin Haryong started.

"Don't get tricked by my brother." Geom Muyang also tried to stop him.

"Don't push yourself." Jin Hagun tried to stop him too.

If I were in Bi Sayin's shoes? Ah, what a horrifying thought.

"I can't become a petty man who doesn't keep his promises."

"I think it would be better to be a petty man." Jin Haryong said regretfully, then looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Look at that satisfied expression."

Then, Geom Mugeuk delivered the final blow to Jin Haryong.

"So? You don't want to see it?"

"......"

Bi Sayin shot up from his seat, swept up in the atmosphere and the alcohol.

If I have to do it someday, then yes, better to do it today!

Youthful bravado fueled his decision. Bi Sayin also wanted to show Geom Mugeuk that he keeps his promises. In the end, Bi Sayin charged toward the typhoon, the tsunami, and the lava.

Bi Sayin strode over to Baek Jagang.

Since Baek Jagang's group had heard the entire conversation, Baek Jagang wore an expression that said, Are you really going to do it?

"A long time ago, I made a promise to myself. If I escaped that crisis, I would dance in front of people. I intend to keep that promise today."

Everyone seemed to understand. Bi Sayin's words held another meaning. The crisis had been immense, and Bi Sayin had overcome it with Geom Mugeuk. This was not just any promise, and this was not just any dance.

Baek Jagang quietly gazed into his disciple's eyes.

You had this side to you?

Bi Sayin's face was flushed red. It was impossible to tell if it was from alcohol or excitement.

"If you made a promise, you must keep it."

Baek Jagang granted his permission, as expected of his cool and straightforward personality.

Bi Sayin returned and made a request to Geom Mugeuk.

"Please make the preparations."

"Are you really going to do it?"

Instead of resentment, Bi Sayin showed the gaze of a man who had made his resolve.

"I'm seeing a new expression from you again."

"I was deceived by your words and came this far."

"We still have a long way to go. I'm going to see all of your expressions."

Bi Sayin's eyes trembled. Bi Sayin now knew, surprisingly, that those words were sincere.

From the railing, Geom Mugeuk called down to Jo Cheonbae on the floor below.

"Innkeeper, go and bring the musicians."

"Understood."

As Jo Cheonbae was about to run out, the Fist Demon stopped him and sent a telepathic message to the Commanders.

The Commanders rushed out like arrows and brought back musicians from a nearby brothel.

When the musicians arrived, Bi Sayin went down to the first floor. On the second floor, Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and Baek Jagang stood at the railing and watched.

The four who had been with Bi Sayin followed him down.

All the masters drinking on the first floor looked at Bi Sayin. A few were already drunk.

Bi Sayin announced to them, "To commemorate today's historic three-party summit, I will perform a dance for all of you."

Everyone was stunned. When the musicians arrived and took their places, they had assumed it was just to liven up the mood, but the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman was going to dance?

The masters of the Evil Alliance looked to the second floor. Baek Jagang stood at the railing, watching silently, as if he had already given permission. In that case, it was not their place to argue.

An old master from the unorthodox sects asked, "Then are you planning to perform the Thousand Transformations Dance of Death?"

The Thousand Transformations Dance of Death was an ultimate martial art of the unorthodox sects. No one who witnessed the dance was said to survive.

"No."

"Then are you planning to perform the Primordial Soul Stealing Dance?"

The Primordial Soul Stealing Dance was a dance of death known to drive those with weak inner arts mad upon seeing it.

"No."

"Then you will perform a normal sword dance?"

To most martial artists, a dance meant a sword dance performed with a sword.

"No. I'm just going to dance a normal dance that common people do. The kind of dance you see at a festival."

The old master and the others did not understand Bi Sayin's words at first.

What does he mean by just dancing? That he'll perform a common dance? You? Here? Why?

"Our Young Alliance Chairman must be drunk."

At the old master's words, the surrounding masters looked up at Baek Jagang again. Their gazes asked if he would not stop Bi Sayin, but Baek Jagang just looked down silently.

The masters of the orthodox sects were just as bewildered as those from the unorthodox sects. However, everyone had been drinking, and they were curious about what kind of dance the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman would perform.

The Demon Supremes looked not at Bi Sayin, but at Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head, scolding Geom Mugeuk with a look that said, Aigoo, you rascal!

Geom Mugeuk put on an aggrieved expression. Of course, none of the Demon Supremes believed his act.

The Poison King's gaze was particularly distant.

Ah, I fell for that devil's trick and barked in the training yard.

The inn's windows were thrown wide open. People watched while sitting or standing, and some even came outside to see.

Bi Sayin stood in the middle of the road outside the tavern.

"Oh, what is to be done."

Before Bi Sayin even began, Jin Haryong's face turned red. She felt more embarrassed than he did.

"I guess we won't be able to see Young Alliance Chairman Bi for a while, right? He might go into a hundred years of seclusion training."

Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun also ganged up on Geom Mugeuk.

"You villain!"

"This time, you've gone too far."

"I'm telling you, he made the promise on his own."

Geom Mugeuk's protests were futile.

"Even so, you just had to bring up that promise at this specific time, didn't you?"

Geom Muyang hit the core of the issue, but Geom Mugeuk had a decisive counterattack.

"So? You're not going to watch?"

"......"

Geom Muyang, Jin Hagun, and Jin Haryong all pretended not to hear and looked in different directions.

"Young Alliance Chairman Bi! You're amazing!"

As Geom Mugeuk cheered and clapped, the three people next to him also clapped along.

The old masters of the orthodox and unorthodox sects showed slight displeasure. They did not like seeing the successors mingling like this in the first place.

However, they did not dare to openly scold them in front of Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and Baek Jagang.

Bi Sayin closed his eyes.

Bi Sayin felt completely alone, as if he had been thrown into the world all by himself.

Finally, the music began.

His body would not move.

Ah, if this were a fight, I would have just died.

Watching Bi Sayin, Jin Haryong covered her eyes.

"Ah, I can't bear to watch."

"Me neither."

When Geom Mugeuk also covered his eyes, Jin Haryong challenged him.

"Why are you covering your eyes?"

"Now that it's happening, I can't bring myself to watch either."

"You killed the man, and now you're scared of the blood?"

The musicians played again. They must have been shocked. They were suddenly called to perform for the Demonic Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, the Evil Alliance Chairman, the Demon Supremes, and the greatest masters of the orthodox and unorthodox sects. Above all, the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman was about to dance to their music. The musicians were as stunned as Bi Sayin.

Yes, this must be a collective dream.

The music flowed again. This time, Bi Sayin began to dance.

"......"

Jin Haryong removed the hands covering her eyes.

Bi Sayin was a better dancer than she had thought.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been peeking through his fingers, opened his eyes wide. Even though Geom Mugeuk was the one who made him do it, he felt just as embarrassed and nervous.

"He's pretty good, isn't he?"

Bi Sayin danced quite plausibly. It was not a clumsy dance. His hands and feet followed the rhythm well.

In truth, Bi Sayin had learned to dance from Sadopallang of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. Sadopallang, who once ruled the back alleys of Hangzhou, had passed on his secret dance to Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin had practiced that dance diligently whenever he had time. Bi Sayin had anticipated that a day like this would come. He just did not know it would be today.

Geom Mugeuk could tell.

He practiced and practiced.

This was the kind of person Bi Sayin was. Someone who always tried to keep his promises and strove to do well at whatever he did.

However, Bi Sayin's dance soon reached its limit. He was not a born dancer, and it was a dance he had learned in a hurry. He also lacked practice.

As the movements became repetitive, embarrassment made his limbs feel awkward. One needed to be shameless in times like these, but Bi Sayin could not. His body tensed up, and his true skill began to show.

His confidence vanished, and his pitiful movements revealed his awkwardness to everyone.

Geom Woojin tilted his head slightly and looked at the sky.

Jin Paecheon cleared his throat.

Baek Jagang gently closed his small eyes.

Should I have come alone?

At that very moment, as everyone from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions felt sorry for Bi Sayin, someone leaped into the dance.

"Let's dance together!"

The person who jumped in, crashing the party, was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk began to mimic Bi Sayin's dance. A dance he was trying for the first time could not be any good, but Geom Mugeuk diligently followed the movements.

Geom Mugeuk deliberately danced in an exaggerated and ridiculous manner, causing laughter to erupt from all around.

"This is such a fun dance!"

Then, getting more into the spirit, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"A faster song, please."

The musicians played a faster song.

Geom Mugeuk's joints bent here and there. It was a bizarre dance that made one wonder where on earth he learned such a thing.

Laughter erupted again, and this time, Bi Sayin copied Geom Mugeuk's dance.

Bi Sayin's hideous face was even more flushed.

No one could possibly know how happy Bi Sayin was when Geom Mugeuk jumped in.

Even if someone had saved him right before he died, surrounded by enemies, Bi Sayin would not have been this happy.

"Brother, let's dance together!"

Geom Mugeuk ran over and tried to forcibly drag Geom Muyang out.

"......"

Geom Muyang's sword was halfway drawn.

Geom Mugeuk changed direction and tried to pull Jin Hagun out.

SHIIING.

The sword was drawn even further.

Just then, someone jumped in on their own.

It was Jin Haryong.

No! Haryong!

Before Jin Paecheon could stop her, Jin Haryong was already moving to the rhythm.

It was not because she was a good dancer. Jin Haryong was also extremely shy about stepping forward in situations like this.

However, seeing Geom Mugeuk step up for his friend, she wanted to help too. She wanted to share the embarrassment. The moment she had that thought, her body impulsively jumped in.

With Jin Haryong joining in, the atmosphere brightened. She danced gracefully, and Geom Mugeuk danced excitedly. Bi Sayin, in a daze, danced this way and that. The musicians began to play with even more excitement.

The three-party summit was a first, but it was also likely the first time since murim's founding that martial artists from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions had gathered to dance together.

The glow from the Demonic Buddha's body shone even brighter. The Demonic Buddha, who had wandered all over the Central Plains, tapped his foot and swayed to the rhythm, as if he had also had his fun back in the day. His movements suggested he might have jumped in if so many eyes were not watching.

Even the masters of the orthodox and unorthodox sects, who had initially watched with displeasure, now relaxed their stiff expressions, as if watching children's antics.

Baek Jagang watched Bi Sayin dance diligently.

Jin Paecheon had seen that kind of expression many times before. It was the kind of face that says, No matter how great someone else's child is, my own child is the best.

This time, Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Woojin, who stood on the opposite side.

Geom Woojin was silently watching Geom Mugeuk dance.

I hope you will lose to your son. If your first defeat is at the hands of your son... wouldn't that be alright?

Jin Paecheon's gaze returned to the dancing youths.

"Even when the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic gather, they can have this much fun."

Youth is such a wonderful thing. Why couldn't I have had this much fun when I was young? Fighting and more fighting. Killing a few this time, then killing someone else the next. Did I spend my entire youth like that? Without ever laughing so freely, without ever playing so excitedly.

Then, Baek Jagang remarked.

"Perhaps it's more enjoyable precisely because they are from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions."

Jin Paecheon nodded.

Jin Haryong moved her hands and waist cutely, as if telling them to follow her. Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin copied her dance. As the three synchronized their movements, it looked as good as a group dance.

Bi Sayin did not realize it. Bi Sayin, who had never laughed properly because he hated revealing his hideous face, was now smiling more brightly than he ever had in his life.

Lost in the ecstasy of the dance, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"A more exciting song!"

Was it because the wind, carrying the full spirit of spring, cooled their sweat?

The three dancers did not tire.


Chapter 393: Chairman, Please Leave a Word as Well

Jin Hagun envied his younger brother's courage. His younger brother had been like that since childhood, always jumping headfirst toward anything he wanted. He was, after all, the child who had boldly told their grandfather he would marry a servant.

Then Jin Hagun looked at Geom Muyang, who stood beside him watching the three of them dance.

What could this man, who is said to resemble me, be thinking? Could he be envying his younger brother, just like me?

Jin Hagun's gaze shifted to the second floor. His grandfather's expression was gentle as he watched his younger brother. To think Jin Hagun would see his grandfather with such a relaxed face, standing between the Demonic Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman.

His dancing younger brother, his grandfather with the two leaders, and himself with the Demonic Cult First Young Lord. None of it felt real.

Jin Hagun's gaze finally landed on the person who had created this fantastical situation.

Yes, how could that man not be embarrassed?

He must be enduring it for his friend. The Geom Mugeuk I know would have jumped in even if it were a battlefield surrounded by thousands of enemies, not a dance floor.

I have to run the murim together with this man. To keep pace with him, I just need to never forget this moment, to know how much effort is required.

Bi Sayin, with that fierce face, must also be making that effort by following such a cute dance. At least he is one step ahead of me.

Geom Mugeuk shouted to the musicians, "Alright, play the last song now!"

Thinking it was the last one, the trio's movements became even more dazzling. The dance had started out embarrassing, but now they were completely immersed, releasing all their pent-up anger. When would they ever get another chance to dance to music like this?

The final song ended, and silence fell over the once-noisy marketplace.

Bi Sayin belatedly came to his senses. He remembered dancing to the music and Geom Mugeuk jumping in, but not much else. He could not recall what kind of dance he had performed, or how.

It felt like a storm had just passed. A tidal wave had swept through the marketplace, and lava had burned his heart. A wave of awkwardness washed over him.

Should I run into the tavern?

Just as Bi Sayin was pondering this, Geom Mugeuk announced in a loud voice, "The dance performance of Bi Young Alliance Chairman ends here."

Applause erupted from all around. The three of them bowed with a clasped hands greeting. The Commanders guarding the marketplace gave them fervent applause, and Jang Ho shouted thunderously, "That was amazing!"

Out of courtesy to Bi Sayin and Jin Haryong, Jang Ho did not single anyone out, but the compliment was naturally directed at Geom Mugeuk.

Young Cult Leader, you were the most amazing!

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and waved at Jang Ho and the Commanders.

Watching this, Jin Hagun had a thought. Had he ever seen a leader wave to his subordinates with such a bright face?

Does he not know the sad truth that humans ultimately betray the kind, not the fearsome? Impossible. He must know it better than anyone. He knows, yet he still smiles and waves like that.

The trio of dancers walked toward the entrance.

"How was it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Instead of answering, Geom Muyang retorted, "Tell me the truth. You wanted to dance, didn't you?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed at his brother's joke. "I think I have a talent for dancing."

Geom Muyang turned away, pretending not to hear. Everyone followed him into the tavern.

Jo Cheonbae, who stood at the entrance, said with a moved expression, "There have been countless performances in the Demon Village marketplace, but today's was the best!"

The scene of them dancing in front of his tavern was etched in Jo Cheonbae's mind like a painting. He would never forget this sight, just like the image of the Demon Supremes standing there.

Meanwhile, the masters from the unorthodox sects stared at Bi Sayin with displeased expressions. Some sneered, while others looked at him as if he were pathetic. Though they did not show it openly, most of their expressions were negative. It was inevitable. The heir to the Evil Alliance had danced without any regard for his dignity.

In the past, such reactions would have surely consumed Bi Sayin. He would have thought his heart was pounding because of them and blamed himself for dancing a dance he should not have.

But it was different now. His heart was not racing because of them. This pounding came from the joy of keeping a promise and the friendship that had shared in his embarrassment. Therefore, Bi Sayin paid no mind to those sending him looks of disapproval.

They were the Master's people anyway. When he became the Evil Alliance Chairman, new people would stand in their place.

The people I need to be mindful of are the ones who will be standing there then.

Bi Sayin thought he had changed and grown a lot just by coming this far, but Geom Mugeuk, wiggling his hips, had pulled him up another level.

Geom Mugeuk was now looking at the Demon Supremes, playfully showing them the dance moves he had just performed.

The Demon Supremes each showed different reactions. Some shook their heads, some averted their gazes, and some smiled. However, no one sneered or looked at him pathetically. A deep sense of intimacy and camaraderie existed among them.

Watching them, Bi Sayin realized his thinking had been wrong.

I have to change things now, not later.

Those Demon Supremes were not Geom Mugeuk's but the current Heavenly Demon's, yet they still reacted like that. If they were like this, what would Geom Mugeuk's own Demon Supremes be like? If Geom Mugeuk had jumped in, all eight of them might have danced with him.

I must strive to change the expressions of those unorthodox sects masters right now, to make them like those of the Demon Supremes.

Bi Sayin looked at the unorthodox sects masters again. Then, with an expression that seemed to say, 'It's because I'm still young,' he politely gave a clasped hands greeting.

What great difference could one gesture make? And yet, amidst the still-disapproving gazes, he felt a few of them soften, if only slightly.

Yes, in relationships with people, there is no 'later'. If you can't do it now, you won't be able to do it later either.

Even in this brief moment between finishing the dance and going to the second floor, Bi Sayin was stimulated by Geom Mugeuk. He was not letting that stimulation pass by but was trying to learn from it and change.


They went up to the second floor, where Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and Baek Jagang stood looking in their direction.

Bi Sayin walked over and stood before Baek Jagang. "I have returned after keeping my promise."

Bi Sayin was inwardly nervous. He had gone out to dance, swept up in the heat of the moment, but now reality had returned. Thinking back, even telling his master he was going to dance was a crazy thing to do, especially with the Demonic Cult Leader and the Murim Alliance Chairman right beside him. He tensed, expecting a fiery scolding.

"You need to practice your dancing a bit more," Baek Jagang said.

Only then did Bi Sayin feel relieved. "Yes, Master."

Bi Sayin's deep gratitude was written all over his face.

Thank you, Master. I will never forget the great consideration you have shown for your disciple today.

Jin Paecheon looked at Jin Haryong and shook his head with an incorrigible expression. She simply melted her grandfather's heart with a charming smile.

Geom Woojin looked at Geom Mugeuk with his characteristic sneer.

Now you're even dancing in front of your father?

Yes, Father. If I can see this sneer of yours, which shows you reacting to and enjoying something new, I will do anything.

The heirs gathered together again and drank.

Bi Sayin drained his drink, feeling incredibly unburdened. Had he ever felt so lighthearted in his life? He had even danced in front of all these people. What in the world could he not do?

Bi Sayin expressed his gratitude to Jin Haryong. He knew she had jumped in for Geom Mugeuk, but her joining them had helped them end on a good note. It was fun, too.

"Thank you for joining us."

"I had fun, too," Jin Haryong replied.

Bi Sayin deliberately did not thank Geom Mugeuk. He waited for the playful complaint, 'Why aren't you thanking me?'

"That was the coolest I've ever seen you!" Geom Mugeuk said, always breaking expectations.

Bi Sayin stared at him without a word. This was the Geom Mugeuk who had jumped in to dance with him in that bewildering moment. He could have bowed to him if asked, yet this man was the first to tell him he was cool.

Do you know? I'm going to live a cool life just like you. That's why it's been so damn hard lately. It's so difficult trying to keep up with you without tearing myself apart.

"Is that a compliment for a martial artist?" Bi Sayin asked.

"It's a compliment because you're a martial artist," Geom Mugeuk replied. "What other martial artist in the world could do something like this?"

Listening to their conversation, Jin Hagun agreed. The things Geom Muyang had shown earlier, and what Bi Sayin had just done, were all things he himself could not do.

Geom Mugeuk asked him, "Do you regret it? Not dancing with us."

Normally, Jin Hagun would have answered that he could not do it even if he died. This time, however, he said nothing. A part of him honestly wondered what it would have been like if he had tried.

Geom Mugeuk, having read his mind, smiled. "Then say it out loud and clear. 'If I get the same chance again, I will definitely dance!' Say it coolly."

Jin Hagun turned to Bi Sayin and asked, "Is this how you fell into his trap?"

Bi Sayin nodded. "That's right. By the time I came to my senses, I had already made the promise."

The others smiled at his words.

Even as they drank together, they felt a sense of regret. They knew it would not be easy to create another gathering like this once this moment ended, so they were sad to see the time pass. Once they left the tavern, this moment would remain only as a memory and a longing.

They wanted to drink all night, but the moment to part finally arrived.

Jin Paecheon looked at Baek Jagang. A single glance was enough to understand it was time to go. Baek Jagang nodded. When they first arrived, they had not wanted to exchange a single word, so even this exchange of glances was great progress.

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang rose from their seats together. "Thank you for the invitation."

Geom Woojin stood up. "Thank you for coming all this way."

They exchanged brief but proper farewells. They were still enemies, but they would join hands, at least until they uprooted the forces behind this incident.

The heirs also bid each other a reluctant farewell.

Geom Mugeuk said to Bi Sayin, "You looked cool keeping your promise."

Those were the words Bi Sayin had wanted to hear most from Geom Mugeuk. The biggest reason he had mustered his courage was to show Geom Mugeuk that he keeps his promises. How thorough he was. Geom Mugeuk did not forget to mention that point.

"Even if you say that, I'm never making a promise like that again," Bi Sayin replied.

Next, he parted with Jin Hagun.

"Let's get together again once you officially become the heir," Geom Mugeuk said. "We'll throw a celebration and party all night!"

Jin Hagun had not yet officially ascended to the position of Young Alliance Chairman.

"Let's do that," Jin Hagun replied.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk said goodbye to Jin Haryong. Of the three, she was the most reluctant to part, but she tried hard not to show her disappointment.

"Do you think rumors will spread about me dancing?" she asked.

"It'll be me, won't it?" Geom Mugeuk countered.

"If I knew this would happen, I would have danced better."

Geom Mugeuk looked around at everyone. "Miss Jin seems disappointed, so this won't do. Let's have the five of us dance one more time."

Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun simultaneously half-drew their swords.

"Look at that," Geom Mugeuk said. "The two of them are exactly alike."

And so, they exchanged their reluctant farewells. It felt like they could have partied all night if they followed their hearts.

Before going down to the first floor, Jin Paecheon asked, "Surely, you did not write that phrase, did you, Cult Leader Geom?"

He had noticed the names written on the wall when he first came in. At the time, he had assumed it was just graffiti by drunkards, but now he thought it might not be the case.

"I am the one who wrote it," Geom Woojin answered.

Jin Paecheon was startled. That meant the words left by the Demon Supremes were all real too. In all his life, he had never seen masters leave their names on the wall of a murim tavern or inn, and these were not just any ordinary masters.

Just then, someone said from behind, "Chairman, why don't you leave a word as well?"

He turned to see Geom Mugeuk standing behind him.

"Me?" Jin Paecheon was flustered. He was a man who rarely lost his composure, but he had been surprised and flustered many times since coming here.

"Won't it look strange to others?" Geom Mugeuk asked. "This is a place where you all have left your names."

"Wouldn't it look amazing instead?" Geom Mugeuk countered. "The Murim Alliance Chairman confidently left his name here. How incredible."

No, that would not be right.

"People will look at it without much thought," Geom Mugeuk continued. "They'll just think, 'Oh, I see. He must have written it.'"

The moment he heard those words, Jin Paecheon recalled the feeling he had earlier. He remembered regretting his past youth, where he had never laughed so brightly or played so freely.

What was there to think so much about? Why was my life so serious?

Yes, let's leave a few words.

Jin Paecheon took a step toward the wall where the phrases were written. He was about to write his phrase there but turned to another wall instead. It felt wrong to write above the Heavenly Demon's words, and it also felt wrong to write below them. He was the kind of person who cared about such things.

Jin Paecheon's sword was drawn. He carved a phrase onto the wall with his sword. With a single, fluid stroke, he wrote from the first character to the last without any hesitation.

The Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon, witnesses a new demonic way here.

He had left those words for Geom Mugeuk. If not for him, he would not have left any words. No, he would not have even come here in the first place.

"Thank you," Geom Mugeuk said, expressing his gratitude with a polite clasped hands greeting.

Then, he turned to look at Baek Jagang. Baek Jagang did not hesitate.

"If the righteous and the demonic go, the evil must follow."

He left his words below Jin Paecheon's, not worrying whether it was above or below. While Jin Paecheon's calligraphy was powerful and grand, Baek Jagang's was neat yet swift.

The Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang, witnesses his disciple's dance at the Alluring Inn.

It was a historic moment, as the words of the Heavenly Demon, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman were all engraved on the wall of the Alluring Inn.


Chapter 394: My Meeting Has Finally Ended

"Why's it gotten so quiet outside?"

Jo Cheonbae turned his head at Songyi's words.

He was in the kitchen, wrestling with the food. Stir-frying, boiling, grilling. He worried it might be late or taste bad, so he poured all his effort into cooking.

Jo Cheonbae cautiously peeked his head out of the kitchen. The once-bustling first floor had gone silent. Everyone stared up at the second floor.

Jo Cheonbae stepped out of the kitchen and also looked up. He was surprised to see the Evil Alliance Chairman writing a message on the wall.

Gasp!

Jo Cheonbae clamped a hand over his mouth.

He could not see the words, but another message appeared above the Evil Alliance Chairman's. It was unmistakably the writing of the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Ah!

Jo Cheonbae's legs trembled with surprise and excitement. He thought there could be no more surprises. Today, Jo Cheonbae's heart was growing stronger.

Bi Sayin saw the message his master left on the wall and bowed his head deeply, as if embarrassed. A smile still formed on his lips.

The message was left at the three-party talks, so it was bound to become a hot topic in the murim. It was a message that could go down in history for a very long time.

His Master surely knew this, yet he had mentioned Bi Sayin. Even now, his master made him the protagonist, not himself or Jin Hagun.

After leaving their messages, the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman descended. The Heavenly Demon and the successors followed them down together. The sight of them descending the stairs was deeply engraved in Jo Cheonbae's heart. Every scene unfolding here moved him.

The martial masters on the first floor did not know what was said upstairs. Geom Woojin had prevented any sound from leaking out before the leaders spoke.

But they could guess the historic meeting had ended successfully. The leaders' expressions and the messages they left on the wall were proof enough.

Jin Paecheon was about to leave. He smiled at Jo Cheonbae, who stood before the kitchen. "The alcohol and the food were delicious," he said.

"Oh my, thank you," escaped Jo Cheonbae's lips automatically. He normally would have run over and bowed deeply, but he could not do that before the Heavenly Demon. He bowed from the waist in front of the kitchen to show his gratitude.

Jin Paecheon walked out, followed by Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong. Behind them, the masters of the orthodox sects spread out and followed. They trailed their Chairman's back quietly and with discipline. One would never guess they had been drinking and chatting loudly just moments before.

Before they left, one more incident occurred, known only to those involved.

The Taiyi Divine Sword glared at the Flower Sword Supreme one last time.

The Flower Sword Supreme did not avoid his gaze.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood beside her. He sent a telepathic message to the Taiyi Divine Sword.

'Stop staring already.'

The Taiyi Divine Sword glared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The man was not intimidated and sent another cold remark.

'Before I gouge your eyes out.'

The Taiyi Divine Sword was flustered. He had not expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to use such crude profanity and could not lash out. The man's fierce aura made it clear that any reaction would lead to a fight.

He could not start a fight now, regardless of whether he would win or lose against the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Cult Leader and the Chairmen had just said their farewells after a successful meeting.

He knows that and is acting this way.

The Taiyi Divine Sword glared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, then whipped his head away.

Anyway, these damn Demonic Cult bastards!

He was truly sick and tired of the Demonic Cult.

The Flower Sword Supreme sent the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a telepathic message. 'What did you say?'

'I politely told him to stop looking.'

The Flower Sword Supreme knew that could not be right. The Taiyi Divine Sword's reaction was not to a polite remark.

'Thank you, my friend.'

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at her, dumbfounded.

'We're the same age now, aren't we?' she replied.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly. His response to the Taiyi Divine Sword certainly fit the phrase 'If only I were ten years younger!'. The profanity he used was something he would have said forty years ago. He never would have done it if not for the Flower Sword Supreme.

Next, the unorthodox sects left.

Baek Jagang glanced at Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk before he departed.

Let's see on harvesting day.

He thought that if their side's 'seed' was Bi Sayin, the competition of raising successors might be a worthy challenge.

Baek Jagang went outside. The masters of the unorthodox sects spread out and moved behind him.

After seeing off all the masters, Geom Woojin left last. Geom Muyang and the Eight Demon Supremes followed behind him, spreading their wings.

And so, everyone left. Only Jo Cheonbae and Geom Mugeuk remained in the Alluring Inn.

Ah, there was one more person.

"Songyi. You worked hard today."

He paid Songyi for her labor in the kitchen and sent her off. He gave her double pay for all the work and packed a load of leftover food for her.

"Thank you! You should get some rest too, Elder."

Once Songyi left, only Geom Mugeuk and Jo Cheonbae remained.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jo Cheonbae with a gentle gaze.

"You've truly worked hard."

"Ah, it feels like a dream." Jo Cheonbae plopped into his seat, then shot back up. "Um, may I go up to the second floor for a moment?"

"Let's go together."

Jo Cheonbae stood before the second-floor wall, deeply moved.

"I never knew a day like this would come."

The Heavenly Demon, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman had all left messages on his tavern wall. No other tavern in the world was like this. There never had been, and there likely never would be again.

At the same time, Jo Cheonbae became afraid.

"I'm scared."

"What are you afraid of?"

"What if this wall gets damaged?" The thought terrified Jo Cheonbae, and his body trembled. What if someone graffitied the wall? What if they destroyed it? What if they stole the entire wall?

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Who would dare make an enemy of both the orthodox and unorthodox? Even if they managed to steal that wall, where would they sell it?"

Geom Mugeuk knew these words would not completely reassure Jo Cheonbae. The man would remain anxious and worried.

"Even if that happened, it would have its own meaning."

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

"Someone damages the wall for some reason and disappears. I'm saying that would also become a moment in history. It might even become a more interesting piece of history."

Jo Cheonbae never expected Geom Mugeuk to say something like that.

"All that matters is that you, the owner, remember this moment. Then it will last forever. Look. Would anyone who left their mark on that wall get angry if it were damaged? They'd probably just come back and write on it again."

The heavy boulder on Jo Cheonbae's chest finally lifted.

"So let's remember this moment well in our hearts."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Jo Cheonbae could not understand how such a young person could be so considerate.

"May I offer you a drink?"

"Of course. I'll have a drink from the owner."

Jo Cheonbae respectfully poured Geom Mugeuk a drink.

"As expected! The owner's drink is the most delicious." Geom Mugeuk drank it down refreshingly, then picked up the bottle. "Have a drink of my alcohol as well."

He poured Jo Cheonbae a full cup.

Jo Cheonbae politely received the drink and emptied his cup. As he drank, he finally felt it. The biggest event in his life as a tavern owner had ended.

Then Jo Cheonbae saw it. Geom Mugeuk sat quietly, looking out at the street beyond the tavern.

It was a quiet side, different from when he laughed and chatted. Jo Cheonbae now knew. That calm, lonely demeanor was the Young Cult Leader's true self.

"Owner, I'll be on my way now."

Jo Cheonbae could not think of what to say. What words could convey his immense gratitude? He gave his usual greeting to tavern customers.

"Come again, customer!"

How could Geom Mugeuk not know his heart? Geom Mugeuk played along and greeted him like a regular.

"Sell a lot, owner."

As Geom Mugeuk left, the marketplace people who had been holding their breath began to enter the tavern. Jo Cheonbae's boasting would likely continue late into the night. He probably would not even let them cough near that wall. As long as those people are alive, the wall is alive too.


I returned to Headquarters and went straight to the Cult Leader's hall to see the protagonist of today's meeting. Father, who had led the talks to success, was not there.

"He said to bring you to him when you arrived, Young Cult Leader."

The bodyguard, Hwi, guided me to the Cult Leader's private hot spring behind Father's residence. He usually did not let me come this far, but he allowed me in today for some reason.

Father soaked in the hot spring, steam rising in billows around him.

"A bath with Father after so long! This is great!"

I started to take off my clothes, but Father held out his hand. My robe's open lapels closed, and telekinesis pushed me back.

"That's too much! Please let me in too!"

Father shook his head firmly.

"You put miracle herbs in that water, didn't you? If I soak in there, my skin will get as strong as steel, right? Is that why you're doing this alone?"

Father gently closed his eyes. "It's ordinary water. Passed down for a long time."

"Then shouldn't you at least put some miracle herbs in it? This is where the Heavenly Demon bathes."

"Why don't you buy some and put them in yourself."

"Natural is always best for everything."

Right. No matter how much Father has changed, he is not the type to bathe with me. Just letting me come this far is a big change.

"Then I'll just sit here and soak up some steam."

I sat in front of the hot spring.

"How was it, meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

"They were the same as ever."

He must have seen things I could not. They must have held a different meaning for Father.

Father stared at me quietly, then said softly, "You look tired."

At those words, the tension that gripped my heart all day melted away.

As expected! Father noticed.

I was tired. Really tired.

I had danced, laughed, and joked, but I was tense from the beginning of the meeting to the end.

My nerves were on edge in case those bastards were plotting something. I was even more tense because Father, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman were all present. Conspiracies, by nature, exploit such moments of complacency.

Fortunately, the meeting ended without incident.

I think our enemies didn't make any clumsy attempts precisely because they are strong. They made the right judgment. They calculated that if they tried to plot something while we were all gathered, they would be the ones to lose in the end.

Facing an external enemy while the orthodox and unorthodox were gathered would only unite our side even more.

"It seems I was more worried than I realized."

Father nodded.

"Aren't you going to tell me I did a good job?"

"You did a good job."

"It was a compliment I had to poke Father in the ribs for, but it still feels good." I looked around the hot spring. "I remember being in here."

For a moment, the corner of Father's eye twitched. The steam obscured my vision, but the Divine Eye Technique let me see his expression clearly.

"I remember crying that it was too hot. You carried me in your arms, Father. I remember my brother, too. He sat before me, pretending it wasn't hot at all. Thinking back, even then, my brother wanted to look good for you."

"Even after becoming the successor, you still badmouth your brother when he's not around."

"You saw how cool he was earlier, didn't you? He's a brother you can't let your guard down around."

How could these words be an insult? Father must have known I brought it up to say how cool my brother was.

After a brief pause, I spoke respectfully to Father.

"Thank you, Father."

"For what?"

"For everything."

My demonic arts are blocking Father's. He must have confirmed that again today. It must bother him, yet Father shows no sign of it.

After a brief pause, Father said, "You must be tired. Go and rest."

"Yes, Father. You rest as well."

Of course, I did not just leave.

SPLASH.

I playfully flicked water at Father before running away.

Of course, not a single droplet reached Father.

Next time, I'll scrub your back for you, Father. Though I don't know if that day will ever come.


I returned to my residence and used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to create my second personal space.

My first space was a beach with a blue sky and sea. This new space was a snowfield with pure white snow piled in all directions. I created a small hot spring there, inspired by Father's.

This place had only two things. Snow and stars. Only pure white snow and the stars in the night sky were visible.

How about this, Father? Isn't this place more atmospheric?

I took off my clothes, folded them neatly, and placed the Secret Box on top.

Then I soaked my body in the steaming hot spring.

"Ah! This is nice!"

I sat looking up at the star-filled night sky, feeling all my fatigue melt away.

I finally realized the meeting was over. The other people's meeting ended earlier, but my meeting was only now over.

Today's meeting was only truly over for me after I talked with Jo Cheonbae, met Father, and confirmed everyone was safe.

A pleasant relief washed over me. The weariness mixed with the warm water, making me feel even better.

PLUNGE.

I submerged myself completely, head and all.

Above the water, the stars of the night sky shimmered as if they were dancing.

This time alone was wonderful. If you truly respect someone, you must respect their time alone. Right now, I was respecting myself to my heart's content.

Ah, I'm not alone right now, am I?

I poked my head out of the water and spoke playfully to the Secret Box.

"Are you cold? Want to come in too?"

Thanks to this guy, I've already absorbed the Black Orb and the Green Orb. I don't know how many more I need to absorb for the energy to become complete.

Truly, if it were anyone else, they would have focused all their attention on uncovering the secrets of the Secret Box or the energy absorbed into their body, but I'm relaxed.

It started that way, so I left it to fate. We're just going along together like this, like friends.

Still, I was sometimes curious.

"How many more energies are left to absorb?"

The Secret Box was unlikely to answer.

"Actually, you don't know either, do you?"

The Secret Box just smiled brightly, as always.


Chapter 395: She's Only Nice in Front of Us

The next morning, I was in my personal training ground.

I had slept soundly for the first time in a while. I woke up feeling so refreshed that I wondered if I had ever greeted a morning so clearly in recent memory.

Feeling well-rested and lighthearted after finishing a major task, I decided to attempt something I had been putting off.

In the center of the training ground, where no one could enter without my permission, I unleashed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and the Heavenly Space Secret Art consecutively.

Time inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique began to flow slowly.

Thanks to the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I could now use three times more time than in reality.

This was an incredible advantage, but it still wasn't enough to achieve my goal of completely mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art the Twelth Star. I needed to secure more time.

Nevertheless, I spent half my training on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I didn't dedicate all my time to the Heavenly Space Secret Art because I never knew what might happen.

I unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art within the world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

The First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

SAAAAAK!

Terrifying apparitions of four demonic spirits appeared simultaneously to the east, west, south, and north. The chilling figures swung their swords.

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!

One was fearsome, one was handsome, one had a strange mystery, and one looked smarter than anyone. They were always a reassuring sight. I had seen them so often they now felt like friends.

They had also changed. The four demonic spirits were faster and stronger than before. I could also control them more freely, from their points of appearance and attack directions to the timing of their disappearance.

If I can achieve complete mastery and summon the Heavenly Demon Soul, could I form an emotional bond with them? Would the Heavenly Demon Soul and the lesser demonic spirits have a relationship with me like the one I have with the Demon Supremes?

I felt a pointless sense of anticipation.

Next, I executed the Second Stance, the Great Annihilation Stance.

SWOOOOOSH.

Originally, the fearsome-looking demon would split into six. Now, two more were added, allowing it to split into eight.

CRUMBLECRASHCRACK!

The eight demonic spirits swept through everything in front of them, pushing forward. The Great Annihilation Stance always felt incredibly satisfying to unleash.

The Third Stance, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

A massive wall of enhanced qi rose before my eyes. Just as Father said, the wall had shrunk as my level increased. It was smaller than when I first learned it.

When I reached the final stage, it would become as small as a shield that could block a single person.

However, I had a grand plan for this technique. My goal was to erect the completed, shield-sized Impenetrable Demonic Wall at its current size but with its full power. It was impossible with tenth-star mastery, but maybe with Twelth Star mastery?

Until now, I had only repeatedly trained up to the Third Stance.

Today, I intended to execute the Fourth Stance for the first time. My perspective on martial arts had changed after facing the Twelve Zodiac Kings, and with my increased level, I felt the time had finally come.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art Fourth Stance. The Darkness Flash.

The moment I executed the stance, my surroundings flickered. It felt like I had blinked.

It was a failure, but not a bad start.

I recited the incantation again and attempted the Fourth Stance.

This time, the surroundings darkened and then brightened again. The period of darkness was longer than before, as if someone had covered a lantern with their hand and then uncovered it.

I repeated it again and again.

Like most martial arts, the later stages of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art required a greater amount of inner arts. This Fourth Stance demanded an enormous amount, making it a technique I couldn't use carelessly.

Even with my vast inner arts, I had to pause between attempts to replenish my energy through meditation.

The attempts continued.

Finally!

WHOOSH!

Complete darkness descended upon my surroundings.

The world went black, as if the sun's light had vanished. It was a pitch-black void where I couldn't see an inch in front of me, as if light had never existed. Even the Divine Eye Technique could not penetrate this blackness.

SHIIING.

A single streak of light cut across the darkness.

It was a single streak of light said to be able to cut through anything.

After the light passed, the surroundings brightened.

I was facing an imaginary enemy, but if I had unleashed it against a real person, his severed body would be lying over there.

I did it!

I executed the Darkness Flash once more.

Darkness fell on all sides.

SHIIIIING.

This time, the light slashed diagonally. The user could determine the direction of the flash.

Filled with accomplishment from successfully executing the Fourth Stance, I stood alone in the space of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and laughed out loud.

Supreme martial arts like the Nine Calamities Demonic Art could be learned in a single day if it came easily, but it could also take months, or even years, if it proved difficult.

Of course, this wasn't the end for the Fourth Stance, just as my other techniques continued to evolve.

The more I trained, the deeper and more powerful the darkness would become. It was said that the Darkness Flash at complete mastery could not be blocked by any protective enhanced qi.

When the darkness descends, the opponent will surely die.

This was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art Fourth Stance, the Darkness Flash.


When I finished my training and came out, a welcome visitor had arrived.

"Young Cult Leader!"

The giant dao he now wore suited him perfectly, giving him the natural dignity of the Sanzu Hall Director. It was Seo Daeryong.

"Have you eaten?"

"No."

"I'm hungry. Let's talk over lunch."

I had a servant bring lunch for Seo Daeryong and me. I was starving, having trained for much longer than the time that passed in reality.

"Congratulations on successfully concluding the summit yesterday."

"Thanks."

"That's all anyone in the cult is talking about right now."

"Just the dancing, I bet?"

Seo Daeryong couldn't deny it and laughed awkwardly. The incident where the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman danced, joined by the Divine Cult Young Cult Leader and the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, was a major event. News of it would soon spread across the entire Central Plains.

"I should've been there."

Right, Seo Daeryong would have danced along. He would have complained about how embarrassing it was, but he would have jumped in even before Jin Haryong.

"I considered sneaking in to watch, but I couldn't do that."

Since only Commanders were mobilized for security, he, a Director, was unable to attend.

"I didn't care about the others, but I wanted to see Miss Jin again."

"Why didn't you come? You could've kicked open the tavern door and shouted, 'I am the champion who defeated Miss Jin in the Young Dragon Tournament final duel!'"

"If I did that, I'd have been beaten up by the orthodox sect masters. No, wait, Master would've beaten me up first."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Seo Daeryong's jest.

"What about the results of the summit? Did it go well?"

"The orthodox and unorthodox have agreed to make it their top priority to join forces and eliminate those bastards."

"You've truly accomplished something amazing."

At Seo Daeryong's admiration, Geom Mugeuk spoke humbly.

"It was Father's accomplishment."

Seo Daeryong quietly stared at Geom Mugeuk's face.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I just thought you could afford to brag at times like this. You've achieved a great feat that will never be seen again in this world, haven't you?"

This was why Seo Daeryong had come today. He came to tell him this, just as Geom Mugeuk had always done for him, praising him for every little thing. Empowered by that encouragement, the once gloomy investigator had come this far.

"This humility is a calculated brag."

"You've succeeded. You look great even when you're being humble."

Seo Daeryong asked various questions about the summit. He asked what the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman were like, which masters had accompanied them, and whether Jo Cheonbae was nervous. He asked about everything he was curious about.

"Are you disappointed? That you couldn't be there?"

"A little."

"You should have asked. I would have granted your request."

If it had been Seo Daeryong, I might have even placed him next to Jang Ho.

"Everyone already knows that I'm close to you, Young Cult Leader."

He didn't want to be the subject of gossip about personal favors. It was to prevent harm from coming to Geom Mugeuk, more so than to himself.

"So what? This is the time to show it off. To say, 'I cherish our Director Seo this much, so no one better bother him but me!'"

"No one better bother me? That's not a compliment!"

Even though it was a joke, Seo Daeryong felt good.

The two of them finished their meal and went out to the courtyard.

"Don't just eat whatever because you live alone. Make sure you eat proper meals."

"I will."

Seo Daeryong, who was about to leave, stopped in his tracks.

"By the way, have you heard any news about this martial artist?"

"No."

"You don't know where she is either?"

"She's probably fine."

At the nonchalant reply, Seo Daeryong shook his head with a look that said, 'How can you be so indifferent!'

"You might not remember, but there's a person among your subordinates named Lee Ahn. She was the woman called My Heart Lee."

Geom Mugeuk played along with Seo Daeryong's jest.

"I think I might remember."

"That's so harsh! You should at least know where Martial Artist Lee is and what she's doing!"

"Do you know?"

"I do. This martial artist is in the North Sea right now. Her heart is freezing in that cold place!"

"In the North Sea? Why is she there?"

"I don't know that part."

Lee Ahn's purpose for leaving was to recruit Seo Jin, the Ghostly Sage's sister, as a Division Leader for the Ghost Shadow Squad. Since it was her first solo trip, I had told her not to rush and to see many places. It seemed she had gone all the way to the North Sea.

"Aren't you worried?"

"What's there to worry about? This is a chance for her to travel and experience the jianghu. Meet some villains, meet some perverts."

You fool, who's worried about whom?

Lee Ahn has nine tails. She also knows the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

She's only nice in front of us. If anyone should be worried, it should be the enemies who stand before her.

Geom Mugeuk trusted Lee Ahn. He trusted her skills and intelligence, but he trusted something else even more.

She was the one who saved me and brought me back like this. I believe in our connection, and I believe in her destiny.

However, it seemed Seo Daeryong felt differently.

"Ah, I'm worried our innocent Martial Artist Lee is getting scammed somewhere."

"Like you during the duel tournament?"

Back then, Seo Daeryong had been almost completely fooled by a woman.

"Why are you bringing up such an old story? I won't fall for that anymore. I'm a spicy ginger now."

"To me, you still look like a crisp green apple."

Seo Daeryong pretended not to hear and changed the subject.

"She has to check her food with a silver needle every time she eats. I wonder if she brought enough hidden weapons. If she goes around without her veil, all sorts of guys will flock to her."

"But how did you know Lee Ahn was in the North Sea?"

"I went and asked the First Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad. He said the last contact they received was from the North Sea."

It seemed he had gone to ask Green Mask.

"Have you been to the North Sea?"

"Of course."

"I've never been. Then have you been to the Ice Palace too?"

"Naturally."

"Don't tell me you've met the Ice Empress too?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Of course, that was before his regression. He had a connection with the Ice Palace back then.

"If you go to the entrance of the Ice Palace, they have people frozen and displayed in a line."

"Hey, no way."

"It's true. They've frozen everyone who opposed the Ice Palace and put them on display. It's a powerful warning. This is what happens if you oppose us!"

"Those people must all be dead, then?"

"Who knows. Maybe they'll move like jiangshi when the ice melts."

Seo Daeryong flinched, as if the mere thought was terrifying.

"That's not all. On the snowy mountain behind the Ice Palace, there are snowmen living there. Those snowmen cultivate a spiritual herb called the Snow Ice Grass, and if you eat its fruit, you can gain immense inner arts."

"Really? You can't just lie to me because I've never been there."

"Don't believe me if you don't want to."

Seo Daeryong was already hooked. This kid was worrying about others when he was so easily fooled himself.

The stories of freezing people for display, the snowmen, and the Snow Ice Grass were all just legends.

"If you're that worried about Lee Ahn, go look for her."

"What about the Sanzu River Hall?"

"Take a vacation and go. I'll make sure you can leave your post."

"What about my monthly salary?"

"Of course you won't get it. It's a personal matter. You have to sacrifice that much for Lee Ahn."

After blinking and pondering for a moment, Seo Daeryong took a step back.

"We're not that close, and I get cold easily."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Seo Daeryong's jest.

"Well then, I'll be going."

After Seo Daeryong left, Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky. He realized that despite waking up in such a good mood, he had started his day without once looking up.

Lee Ahn, how is the sky in the North Sea?


After sending Seo Daeryong off, Geom Mugeuk headed to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

Geom Mugeuk was about to enter energetically while calling for the Elder, but he stopped in his tracks.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in the flower garden in a corner of the courtyard. It was the same garden where he had once pruned a flower tree with the Heaven Destroying Dao.

There, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was planting flowers with the Flower Sword Supreme.

The man who stood so proudly before the masters of the orthodox and unorthodox sects yesterday felt like a completely different person from the man planting flowers now.

Just then, someone whispered beside Geom Mugeuk.

"They say a late bloomer is a scary thing."

He turned to see the Drunken Demon. It wasn't something he should be saying, considering the nice atmosphere he had with Yeo Bin these days.

"He's been like that all morning."

"Hyung, what are you doing here?"

"I had something to say to the Sword Supreme."

"Then just go and say it."

The Drunken Demon's gaze shifted toward the two of them.

"Why would I ruin a good mood they haven't had in a while?"

It was worth hesitating. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon probably didn't know. He was likely unaware of the huge smile on his face as he planted flowers with the Flower Sword Supreme.

It seemed spring had come to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart as well.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shouted from inside.

"What are you two whispering about like a couple of rats?"

Geom Mugeuk shouted back.

"Don't mind us! We're just passersby! Two rats passing by!"

He walked away from the place with the Drunken Demon.

"Why were you looking for the Sword Supreme?"

"There was something bothering me a little, so I wanted to consult with her."

"What is it?"

"Forget it. It's nothing important."

However, Geom Mugeuk didn't just let it go.

"Hyung, don't a lot of problems that arise later happen because we dismiss them as nothing important now? What is it? Hurry up and tell me!"

When Geom Mugeuk pressed him, the Drunken Demon revealed what was on his mind.

"There's a place that sends me alcohol every year. Every single year, without fail, they send alcohol when March comes, but this year, the alcohol hasn't arrived."

If it were an ordinary sect, he wouldn't have bothered to bring it up.

"Where is it?"

An unexpected name flowed from the Drunken Demon's lips.

"The North Sea Ice Palace."


Chapter 396: I Said No! This Is a Trip!

The words 'the North Sea Ice Palace' sparked a thought in my mind.

Lee Ahn, it must be fate telling me to go see you.

I had not even considered the place, yet I heard its name twice today. It was not just a passing mention, either. Both Lee Ahn and the Drunken Demon were people deeply connected to me.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"I was just thinking that my Hyung is the kind of person who gets annual liquor gifts from the Ice Palace."

"You're the only one who ignores me. Out in the world, people acknowledge me."

Of course, I knew. I knew better than anyone how terrifying the Drunken Demon was when he got truly drunk and rampaged. Only someone like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would dare call him a drunkard.

"But is the Ice Palace not sending liquor a big enough deal to discuss with the Sword Supreme?"

Panic flickered in the Drunken Demon's eyes for a moment.

"That's because you don't know how delicious their Ice Wine is."

"Then, since we're on the topic, shall we go to the North Sea Ice Palace together?"

"The two of us?"

"If they don't send the liquor, we can just go drink it there. Surely they wouldn't refuse us a glass of Ice Wine if we showed up, right? Let's have a glass of Ice Wine on a snowy mountain peak."

The Drunken Demon always lamented that I put him on the back burner, and it bothered me. I wanted to use this chance to spend time with him.

Drinking Ice Wine with the Drunken Demon on a snowy peak, surrounded by swirling flurries?

Ah, just thinking about it is exciting. It would be an unforgettable moment.

Besides, I had just enjoyed a hot spring in a snowy field yesterday.

Yes, this is fate telling me to go to the North Sea.

"Let's go together."

I expected him to agree, but the Drunken Demon surprisingly refused.

"I'm good."

"What? You said you wanted to hang out with me every day. Were those just words? You said you wanted to go on a trip, didn't you?"

"It's because I have something to do."

His expression made it clear he had a reason.

Could he have some unspeakable reason related to the Ice Palace?

I was curious but did not press him.

I treated the Drunken Demon more informally than any other Demon Supreme. I could have pried, asked what was wrong, or even joked that he did not want to leave Yeo Bin, but I did not.

When someone signals their limit, you have to back off. We often make mistakes and act rudely toward people we're comfortable with. The more comfortable the relationship, the more considerate you should be, especially considering the other person's effort to create that comfort.

So I changed the subject.

"Hyung, what did you think of yesterday's summit?"

"Do you know why I particularly liked this summit?"

"What is it?"

"I loved that it was held in a tavern. I love even more that your demonic path is in a pub."

The Drunken Demon's words made me laugh. His comment added another layer of meaning to the Alluring Inn, a place where my demonic path and his path of liquor met.

We chatted for a while before parting. Neither of us mentioned the North Sea again.


After leaving the Drunken Demon, Geom Mugeuk returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

He had originally come to thank the Blade Demon for helping the summit succeed. Now, his purpose had changed. He was here to say farewell before leaving for the North Sea.

The Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme stood in the courtyard. They talked while looking at the flowers they had planted.

Geom Mugeuk quietly stood beside them.

"The flowers are really beautiful," he remarked.

Just looking at them makes me feel good.

The Flower Sword Supreme watched Geom Mugeuk gaze at the flowers. She sensed he was not just pretending for her sake. He genuinely loved them.

"Should I plant some flowers in your courtyard too, Young Cult Leader?"

"No, they'd die quickly since I wander so much. I have to head out again this time, too."

"Where to?"

"Something came up, so I have to go to the North Sea."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked surprised at the words 'North Sea'.

"Why there?"

"According to my right-hand man, my heart is freezing over there."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not understand Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"What are you planning to do this time?"

"Could anything be more surprising than the summit between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions?"

"With you, there could be."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed and shook his head.

"I thought spring had come, but a blizzard is starting to rage again!"

The Flower Sword Supreme added to his words.

"I see blood will be sprinkled on the pure white snowfields."

Considering everything I've done, I guess I deserve to be misunderstood like this.

"No, please don't misunderstand! I'm just going to meet someone! I'm going to see Lee Ahn. We'll laugh, chat, and look around. I'm going to find a restaurant with a skilled chef in the North Sea."

The two of them pretended not to hear. They just looked at each other and sighed.

"I wonder how many will die this time."

I said no! This is a trip to the North Sea!


Before leaving for the North Sea, I diligently said my goodbyes. Last time, when I left to save Jo Cheonbae's family, I had rushed out as if running from home. This time, I said farewell to everyone. My plan was to tour the Central Plains with Lee Ahn after we met.

Father said only one thing.

"Don't cause trouble!"

My Master, the Fist Demon, added a warning.

"The Ice Empress is a cold person."

I know. I know just how cold she is. Her disposition perfectly suits the name Ice Empress.

I could not meet the Poison King or the Demonic Buddha. They had gone deep into the Thousand Poisons Forest again to gather poisonous herbs.

"This is too much! How can you two always hang out without me?"

I left the message with Sangseon, asking him to pass it on. The words merely echoed through the Thousand Poisons Forest.

Of course, I said that, but I feel their time together is a positive influence on them both.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme calmly revealed her inner thoughts.

"I hope I can go with you next time."

I told her what I thought would give her the most strength.

"You're the first Demon Supreme of the next generation. When the time comes, there will be many opportunities like this."

Seophon, don't forget that now is the time to bury yourself in effort. Only by going through this can you become the Demon Supreme you admire. Do you think the Fist Demon's great fists or the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's shining mask were made from nothing?

I can only hope she grows into a wonderful Demon Supreme.

But the person who moved me most was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I was startled when I entered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence. The room had changed. A new bedstead stood against the wall opposite the one I had brought him. Surprisingly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat on it. He, who always stood in the middle of the empty room, was now sitting on a bedstead.

"The Smiling Demon!"

"You've come?"

"Finally, the Smiling Demon has his own bedstead."

"I took this opportunity to get one."

I was truly happy. He had understood why I moved my bedstead into his room. He understood my wish for him to sleep comfortably in a bed.

"Sleeping on a bedstead is more comfortable than I thought."

I sat on my bedstead and looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his own bedstead opposite me. His position had changed, so his perspective would change too. This change would also change him. Like me, the Smiling Demon was gradually growing stronger.

"I intend to visit the North Sea."

"For what reason are you going?"

"I'm going to see a pretty heart."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was beside me when I first used the phrase 'pretty heart', so he knew who I meant.

"I used to think I should leave her alone so she could become strong. I thought I shouldn't look after her, but it seems I've reached my limit. I have to go see her."

The eyes behind the white mask smiled charmingly. He recalled a joke he once made to tease Lee Ahn.

"If the heart you speak of is that ugly heart I know," he said, "it will be beating just fine even in a cold place."


The Drunken Demon came to see me that night.

"Care for a drink?"

"Sounds good."

We always drank at the Drunken Dream Palace, but today we sat facing each other in the front yard of my residence.

"I'm planning to go to the North Sea, even if I go alone. You remember Lee Ahn, my former bodyguard? She's there now. Since you brought up the Ice Palace, Hyung, I feel like I have to go see her."

"The reason I said I wouldn't go with you is..."

It seemed to be bothering him. He always grumbled that I never hung out with him, but when I finally asked, he was the one who refused.

"Inside the Ice Palace, there's a place where they brew liquor called the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar. I know the brewmaster there."

I asked, just in case.

"Is the brewmaster a woman?"

The Drunken Demon flinched and nodded.

Hyung, don't be so surprised. I can already guess what's going on.

"She likes you, Hyung."

The Drunken Demon did not answer. He just drank his liquor in silent affirmation.

A romance between the Drunken Demon and a liquor artisan at the North Sea Ice Palace. He must have refused her feelings for a long time, but the liquor stopped coming right when he opened his heart to Yeo Bin, so he must think the woman is heartbroken.

"You think she stopped sending liquor because she heard about you and Yeo Bin, don't you?"

But he shook his head firmly.

"No. If she sent the liquor with such personal feelings, I wouldn't have accepted it."

I could feel the sincerity in his words.

"The liquor the brewmaster sends is truly excellent. Our relationship is between a person who makes liquor and a person who drinks it."

A master brewer and the greatest drinker. That was their relationship.

"Then why did you say you wouldn't go?"

The Drunken Demon then said something unexpected.

"The fermenting liquor has gone bad again."

I had once helped the Drunken Demon clean up his spoiled liquor mash. He had called it a bad omen, something that had never happened since he became a Demon Supreme. Now, that same mash had spoiled again.

"So I'm brewing it again and watching over it. I said I wouldn't go because it's hard to leave right now. I was going to tell you earlier but didn't want you to worry."

I could tell. Many things have changed since I regressed, but I still haven't been able to change the fate Hwa Mugi is bringing.

"Was it the same as before?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm asking if the rotten smell was as strong as last time."

Fortunately, the Drunken Demon shook his head.

"It spoiled less than before. Last time was awful, wasn't it?"

I wonder what this difference could mean, but if I assigned meaning to it in the first place, I might as well assign meaning to this too. I'll believe the situation has improved.

The liquor brewed this time will surely spoil less. This summit must have changed our fates a little more.

"Hyung, don't worry too much. If it spoils, brew it again. If it spoils again, just brew it again."

Brew it and brew it again. This was my exact attitude toward dealing with Hwa Mugi and facing evil. I would not assign it too much meaning.

Hwa Mugi, I won't let you become my everything. You're the one who should be restless and obsessed with me. You should be the one thinking, 'Why isn't it working? Why isn't he taking the bait?' You should be the one feeling anxious and burning up inside.

Perhaps the best revenge isn't killing him, but living a happy life myself. Hwa Mugi? Who was that again?


The next morning, the Drunken Demon showed up just as I was about to leave the Cult.

"Let's go together."

The Drunken Demon had already come prepared for a trip.

His attire was different. He wore the same outfit from the summit, but the painting on it had changed. Back then, it depicted a drunken, laughing god of liquor. Today, it showed the god floating on a boat in a moonlit lake, drinking alone. It looked like a scene from a painting.

"That outfit is really cool. If you have a spare, give me one."

"I'll give you one when we get back."

I did not ask why he had changed his mind. Some things you can understand without asking.

"Let's run to the North Sea using our movement arts. I'll match your pace, Hyung."

The Drunken Demon looked dumbfounded.

"You'll match my pace?"

"Of course. The faster person has to match the slower one's pace."

"You've never properly run with me, have you?"

"Same to you, Hyung."

"Shall we make a bet?"

A movement arts bet with me? That's like betting Father on who can sneer better.

"We're people who drink and fight. What do we do when we get into trouble after drinking? We run! We're experts at running away."

The Drunken Demon was full of confidence.

"If I lose, I'll give you this."

The Drunken Demon took a small liquor bottle from his robes.

"It's the Fire Dragon Wine."

The Fire Dragon Wine was one of the best miracle herbs that came in liquor form. It was a truly precious drink.

"You're going to give me something this precious?"

"Its properties just don't match my inner arts, so I've only been storing it."

"You're doing this because you think I'd feel burdened if you just gave it to me as a gift, right?"

"Just try not to fall and cry!"

The Drunken Demon had wagered something big. Offering the Fire Dragon Wine first meant he wanted something from me, too.

"What if you win, Hyung? Is there something you want?"

The Drunken Demon's condition was unexpected.

"If I win, grant me one favor."

"What is it?"

"I'll tell you when I win."

"What to do? I guess I won't even get to hear that favor."

We set a destination and started running.

The Drunken Demon was certainly fast. He was fast enough that I wondered if he was the fastest among the Demon Supremes in movement arts. He had not offered the Fire Dragon Wine just to give it away. This was a bet he intended to win.

Unfortunately for him, he was not as fast as my fully mastered Swift Step.

Hyung, I still have a conscience. I'll listen to your favor while I drink the Fire Dragon Wine.

Faster and faster, we raced northward at great speed.


Chapter 397: So Much for a Pretty Heart

The Drunken Demon's movement arts were fast. His initial speed was only a fraction of his true ability, and he grew faster the more he ran.

Just how much trouble did he get into while drunk to become this fast?

He was so fast it made Geom Mugeuk want to joke. This was how the Demon Supremes were. They had drunk, joked, and even swum in a lake together, yet the Drunken Demon had never mentioned his movement arts were this fast.

The other Demon Supremes were the same. They never mentioned their own martial arts, let alone boasted about them. That was the frightening thing about true masters.

Did an unexpected twist occur? Unfortunately, no. No matter how fast the Drunken Demon was, Geom Mugeuk had the Swift Step, which had surpassed tenth-star mastery and reached the Eleventh Star.

"I'm going on ahead!"

After running at a similar pace, Geom Mugeuk accelerated as they neared their destination. He didn't hold back or act carelessly. He couldn't, not with the Fire Dragon Wine on the line.

Geom Mugeuk pushed the Swift Step to its limit and arrived first.

The Drunken Demon arrived a moment later, panting for breath.

"What are you? Why are you so fast?"

"I saved my strength for the final moment."

The Drunken Demon knew that wasn't the reason he lost. He was panting, while Geom Mugeuk breathed calmly. It meant he was no match from the start.

He even thought that if Geom Mugeuk had used his full ability from the start, he could have gone to a nearby village, bought snacks, and waited with them laid out.

"I've never lost when it comes to movement arts before."

"I'm the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk looked around smugly.

"Now, where would be a good place to drink our Fire Dragon Wine?"

Will he actually give me the Fire Dragon Wine?

"Follow me."

The Drunken Demon flew off using his movement arts.

Geom Mugeuk followed using the Heavenly Demon Flight Step, a technique he practiced occasionally. He flew with a ramrod-straight back and crossed arms, a deliberately haughty posture.

It's a movement art that suits Father so well. Flying in such a haughty posture and then slowly descending by walking on air! Ah, this is it!

This was why Geom Mugeuk couldn't give up on the Heavenly Demon Flight Step, no matter how much faster the Swift Step was.

The Drunken Demon led Geom Mugeuk to a small rock jutting from a cliff. It overlooked a spectacular view.

"On my way back to our Cult, I sometimes stop here for a drink."

In the distance, the Great Sky Peak was visible. The river before it sparkled under the sunlight, surrounded by a forest of reeds. The scene was as beautiful as a painting.

"If you're going to drink the Fire Dragon Wine, it has to be in a place like this."

The Drunken Demon took the Fire Dragon Wine from his robes and held it out to Geom Mugeuk.

"You're really giving it to me?"

"Why wouldn't I? We made a bet, didn't we?"

"But it's the Fire Dragon Wine."

"Still, I have to give it to you."

"You conspired with Father, didn't you? So you put some imperceptible poison in here, right?"

"I guess you don't want to drink it. Fine then."

"As if!"

As the Drunken Demon tried to put it back in his robes, Geom Mugeuk quickly snatched the Fire Dragon Wine from him.

The Drunken Demon took a cup from his sleeve.

"This will pour exactly three cups. It's more effective to drink it in portions rather than all at once, so drink it in three parts."

The Drunken Demon had run with such tenacity, yet he had also brought a cup. This made Geom Mugeuk think he might have intended to give him the wine as a gift all along.

The Drunken Demon took out another cup and poured wine from a gourd-shaped bottle at his waist. He would drink any alcohol when traveling, but he preferred to use his own cup.

"Well then, I admit defeat."

Geom Mugeuk vigorously clinked cups with the Drunken Demon and drank the Fire Dragon Wine. A searing heat burned down his throat. He now understood why he was told to drink it in three parts.

Geom Mugeuk immediately circulated his qi to assimilate the hot energy. It was pure yang energy, but Geom Mugeuk absorbed it into his blood vessels without difficulty.

The Drunken Demon was astonished when Geom Mugeuk assimilated all the energy in a single circulation. He knew Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were profound but hadn't expected him to absorb a cup of Fire Dragon Wine so quickly.

Geom Mugeuk clinked cups with him again and drank the second cup.

"Ugh, that's good!"

The second cup also set his body ablaze. It burned more with each sip, but the heat was manageable.

Geom Mugeuk drank all the Fire Dragon Wine in three parts and assimilated all its energy.

The potent energy circulated through his meridians, becoming inner arts that gathered in his qi center.

It was a larger amount than he had expected.

Geom Mugeuk already had more inner arts than anyone, but he needed even more. He was training in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, the Heavenly Space Secret Art, and the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

More inner arts shortened his training time, so he welcomed any amount.

After circulating his true qi, a clear, deep light settled in Geom Mugeuk's eyes before vanishing.

The Drunken Demon watched this, shook his head, and said, "I'll have to rewrite the section on the Fire Dragon Wine."

"What do you mean?"

"The secret manual passed down through generations says it takes three days to fully absorb the Fire Dragon Wine."

The Drunken Demon had expected him to circulate his qi for at least a day, yet Geom Mugeuk had absorbed all the energy in less than two hours.

"What are you? What in the world are you that you keep surprising people like this?"

Geom Mugeuk replied to the half-joking question in a dignified voice.

"I am the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, and who might you be?"

The Drunken Demon played along with Geom Mugeuk's jest.

"I am but a drunkard who lost a bet and was cleaned out of his Fire Dragon Wine. O, future generations! Never bet on movement arts against the Heavenly Demon Hall!"

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"Thank you."

"For what? You won it in a bet."

"What's your favor?"

"Why the sudden question?"

"Even without the bet, I should grant you a favor. Tell me! I'll grant you anything."

"Anything?"

"Even if you ask me to go pour your wine on Father's bed, I'll do it."

"That's not granting a favor, that's assassination, isn't it?"

They joked for a while, but the Drunken Demon never stated his favor.

"It's fine. I'll tell you later when the opportunity arises."

He didn't seem to want to say it, so Geom Mugeuk didn't press him.

"Let's have another movement arts bet next time."

"Next time, let's bet the Longevity Wine."

The Longevity Wine was another legendary wine that granted inner arts as potent as the Fire Dragon Wine.

"Should we go to the Ice Palace first?"

Geom Mugeuk was being considerate, but the Drunken Demon didn't accept.

"If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have even thought of going. Go meet your heart first. You do know where she is now, right?"

"If I knew where she was, I wouldn't be going. I'm going because I'm worried. I don't know where she is or what she's doing."

"How do you plan to find her?"

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the distant river glittering like jewels in the sunlight.

"Don't worry. That one...... it'll be harder not to find her."


The two of them ran toward the North Sea. They stayed in inns when they found them and camped when they didn't.

Geom Mugeuk demonstrated proficient camping skills. He expertly butchered a hunted animal and served it with a secret seasoning, greatly impressing the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon rejoiced that it was a perfect snack with alcohol. Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of guilt. He had cooked this dish for the other Demon Supremes several times and had even taught his bodyguards how to camp and cook.

They ran north, sharing stories they never had the chance to tell.

They ran, camped, and drank. After running ceaselessly, the two finally arrived at the North Sea.

"It's snow."

Spring had come to the Central Plains, but snow was piled high in the North Sea.

"I was disappointed it didn't snow much this year. Let's enjoy the view before we go back."

Watching the excited Geom Mugeuk, the Drunken Demon thought to himself.

Can we really have fun and return safely?

Strangely, being with Geom Mugeuk gives me an instinctive sense of crisis, as if something is bound to happen. It's probably just my imagination, right?

The two arrived at the village where Lee Ahn was last seen. It was located away from the center of the North Sea, so there weren't many outsiders.

The villagers wore fur hats and animal hides. Unfamiliar trees and plants grew everywhere, giving the North Sea a unique mystique.

Why did Lee Ahn come to such a distant place?

She must have come here for a reason.

The two men, dressed in thin martial arts uniforms, drew the villagers' attention. Passersby, shop clerks, and people in windows watched the strangers in silence.

"Let's go over there."

It was a peculiar tavern set up inside a cave.

As the two entered, the few customers inside turned to look at them at once. Their eyes were wary.

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon paid them no mind.

A waiter greeted them as they sat down.

"Welcome!"

"Bring us some alcohol and something simple to eat."

"Please wait a moment!"

The Drunken Demon looked around the interior, glanced at the ceiling, and said, "I don't think I'll even get drunk. Who knows when those things above our heads might fall."

Geom Mugeuk looked up. Long, spear-like icicles hung from the cave ceiling.

"It would be refreshing to break one of those off and put it in our drinks."

The Drunken Demon laughed and agreed to try it.

The waiter soon brought their alcohol and food. There was no need to break the icicles. The cups were frozen solid.

"If you drink from these, the alcohol will be cold."

Despite the cold outside, everyone drank cold alcohol.

"Excuse me."

"Yes, customer."

"Let me ask you something. Has a woman wearing a veil and carrying a sword been here?"

"No. No one like that has come here."

But Geom Mugeuk saw the waiter flinch for a split second. No amount of experience could hide that from Geom Mugeuk's keen eyes.

"We are friends of that swordswoman. We're not bad people, so please tell us."

The Drunken Demon chimed in.

"Look at our faces. Where on these faces do we look like villains?"

"In my experience, looks have nothing to do with whether someone's a villain. Anyway, I haven't seen such a person."

As the waiter withdrew, the Drunken Demon said, "Why would he pretend not to know when he clearly does?"

The Drunken Demon had also noticed the waiter was lying.

"He's trying to protect her because we look like villains."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Drunken Demon touched his face.

"This face? This handsome face? How dare you!"

The Drunken Demon was indeed handsome. He had the face of a handsome middle-aged man.

The Poison King, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with his mask off, the Drunken Demon, and me. I'm confident that if the four of us traveled together, we'd be called the Four Handsome Men or the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Either that, or she's involved with dangerous people who shouldn't be spoken of."

That was probably it. Otherwise, there was no reason to hide that he had seen Lee Ahn.

After a few drinks, the waiter brought their food. It was a local North Sea dish, unseen in the Central Plains.

As the waiter set down the food, Geom Mugeuk discreetly placed a silver coin on the table. The waiter flinched. It was far too large for a tip, at least ten days' wages.

The quick-witted waiter understood it was payment for information.

"Is this your first time here?"

"It is."

"Let me tell you about some places worth seeing nearby."

The waiter told them about places worth visiting in the area.

"If you go about two and a half kilometers east, there's a place where snow flowers bloom. It's a spectacular sight you can't see in the Central Plains. The temple to the south, the Cultivation Haven, is also worth a visit. Be careful not to slip on the stairs."

He mentioned a few more places before adding one last thing.

"Ah, and whatever you do, don't go toward the manor to the west. It's a dangerous place."

That was enough. He had just told them Lee Ahn had been here and gone to that manor.

The waiter took the money and went to the kitchen. It was a witty response. Even if problems arose, he hadn't said a single word about Lee Ahn.

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon left the tavern and headed west.

They followed the waiter's directions and found the manor.

The Drunken Demon entered through the main gate, looked around, and said, "The person you're looking for, didn't you call her a pretty heart?"

A single line cut across their vision.

The trees, the stone lantern, and even the back wall were all sliced through in a long, straight line. The cut was as precise as if made with a ruler, a testament to a clean technique.

Uncleaned bloodstains covered the ground. Presumably, anyone caught in that line was sliced apart.

The Drunken Demon clutched his collar as if cold and said, "That's not a pretty heart, that's a terrifying one."


Chapter 398: She Who Opens Her Heart to No One

Geom Mugeuk examined the cross-section of the severed stone lantern. Up close, the surface was not as smooth as he had thought. Still, a smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art is trying to transcend its form.

This was the final confusion that came just before achieving complete mastery. It was a natural phenomenon for those who mastered their martial arts too quickly. If one failed to overcome this state, they would often regress to a level even lower than their original skill. Martial arts tested a warrior in many ways.

Geom Mugeuk trusted Lee Ahn. He knew how much blood and sweat she had poured into her efforts. Lee Ahn's hard work would never betray her.

Next, he examined the bloodstains on the ground.

Lee Ahn was angry.

She had cut down her attackers without mercy. Knowing Lee Ahn's personality, she would not kill unnecessarily. They must have deserved to die.

Geom Mugeuk looked around, envisioning the battle by observing the traces and bloodstains. This was possible because his martial arts were exceptionally high, and he knew Lee Ahn's swordsmanship better than anyone.

He imagined them rushing at her from all sides. Lee Ahn drew her sword and cut them down. The imaginary blood from the falling enemies splattered precisely onto the real bloodstains, merging with them.

Geom Mugeuk moved, perfectly tracing Lee Ahn's movements.

"She cut down two here and stabbed the one rushing from this side. Then she turned again, blocked an attack, and stabbed the heart."

When Lee Ahn turned her head, she saw men about to throw hidden weapons.

She unleashed her sword qi. The men fell, and the tree and stone lantern behind them were sliced through. The stone lantern in Geom Mugeuk's imagination merged with the one now scattered on the ground.

The Drunken Demon was amazed by Geom Mugeuk's explanation. He had a rough idea of the situation, but to reconstruct it so accurately was astonishing.

Geom Mugeuk slowly entered the building.

The interior was empty, but it also showed traces of a fight. Bloodstains marked the hallway floor.

Finally reaching the main hall, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"The final battle took place here. She cut down two who blocked her way. She deflected hidden weapons that flew from behind that pillar to eliminate someone standing over here."

Geom Mugeuk walked further inside.

"She confronted the leader here."

Geom Mugeuk quietly examined the area around the chair.

"She didn't kill him. That means she wanted to find something out from him. The man here wasn't the final target. There's probably a problem with one of the large sects in the North Sea. We need to find it."

Even though this implied the problem had grown larger, Geom Mugeuk did not seem particularly worried.

The Drunken Demon asked, "Aren't you worried?"

"About whom? Lee Ahn? Or her opponent?"

After joking, Geom Mugeuk revealed his true thoughts.

"I would've been worried if she'd gotten involved in something ambiguous. If there were no clear traces here, I'd actually be more concerned, but now, I can sense a clear objective. Lee Ahn is moving according to a plan."

The Drunken Demon shook his head with an expression that went beyond admiration. Geom Mugeuk was certainly extraordinary.

He had experienced this extraordinariness many times on their journey, which was why his time with Geom Mugeuk was so interesting. He even felt a strange sense of security.

He used to feel this same security when they drank at the Drunken Dream Palace. After leaving the cult this time, he finally understood what that feeling was.

Normally, he should be the tense Demon Supreme responsible for the Young Cult Leader's safety. Instead, he felt protected, like he was traveling comfortably with a close younger brother. Yes, Geom Mugeuk turned this perilous journey into a trip.

The Drunken Demon followed Geom Mugeuk as he strode out and said loudly, "You were here that day, weren't you? You saw everything, right? And now you're just acting all high and mighty, aren't you?"


When the Black Fan Gang Chief Ju Gyo regained consciousness, he was in a dark warehouse. His movement acupoints were sealed, so he could not move a muscle. Fortunately, his speech acupoint was not sealed, so he could still talk.

Why am I...?

Then a thought suddenly occurred to him.

Ah! I was kidnapped, wasn't I?

He could not believe it. A woman in a bamboo hat had stormed the manor, cut down his subordinates in an instant, and subdued him.

She wore a veil with her bamboo hat, so he could not see her face. Even if she hadn't worn a veil, her movements were so fast he probably wouldn't have seen her face anyway.

If her goal wasn't to kill him, she should have asked him something, but the woman had asked nothing. She simply subdued him and tossed him here.

What is this about?

He had committed so many evil deeds that he couldn't guess which grudge this was about. The important thing was that he was still alive.

You shouldn't have left me alive. I'll make you realize who you've dared to touch.

He had a reliable backer. He was working on an important matter with one group in particular. If they found out the manor had been attacked, they would dispatch their masters to find him.

The Northern Blood Sect.

The Northern Blood Sect was one of the Three Masters of the North Sea. The North Sea Ice Palace boasted unrivaled power among them, while the Northern Blood Sect and the Ice Sword Sect were equals.

The three powers were both friends and enemies. They competed for supremacy but joined hands when pressured by the Central Plains.

The Northern Blood Sect was a gathering of cruel and fierce martial artists. Even the North Sea Ice Palace did not dare to provoke them carelessly.

The person Ju Gyo had joined hands with was Yang Chung, the son of the Northern Blood Sect Leader's second brother.

You'll lose your head for trying to touch Yang Chung.

He believed Yang Chung would come to rescue him soon. To Yang Chung, he was a business partner who had to be saved. As the son of the second brother, Yang Chung needed this venture to succeed to become the Northern Blood Sect's heir.

Just then, a groan came from his side.

"Ughhh."

Startled, he turned his head. Someone was sitting in a chair a short distance away. It was dark, he could not use his inner arts, and he had been so focused on his own capture that he had not realized someone else was there.

Ju Gyo carefully observed the person. The outline of a face became visible.

"HEOK!"

Ju Gyo let out a short scream.

"Young Lord Yang!"

To his surprise, it was Yang Chung. It would have been wonderful if he had come as a rescuer, but he had been captured as well.

If you, the one who's supposed to save me, are captured here, what am I supposed to do?

"Get a hold of yourself! Young Lord Yang!"

Ju Gyo shouted several times before Yang Chung finally woke up.

"Ju Gyo! How dare you!"

Yang Chung misunderstood, thinking Ju Gyo had captured him. He had just woken up in the dark and had only recognized Ju Gyo's voice.

"Don't misunderstand! I was captured too," Ju Gyo shouted to avoid any confusion.

In the disbelieving silence, Ju Gyo spoke quickly.

"Wasn't the person who kidnapped you, Young Lord Yang, a woman in a bamboo hat?"

At the mention of a woman in a bamboo hat, Yang Chung recalled his captor.

That was right. It was a woman in a bamboo hat. She had subdued his bodyguards in an instant, but her movements were so swift he could not discern her methods. He had not gotten a proper look at her face either.

"Then the giant dao?"

"The manor was wiped out."

Yang Chung was certain who was behind this.

"It's my brother. It must be his doing."

There was no one in the North Sea who would dare to touch him. If he had to name someone, it would be the North Sea Ice Palace and the Ice Sword Sect.

If it were the North Sea Ice Palace, they could achieve their goals without kidnapping him. A single command would be enough to make him obey. More importantly, kidnapping was not their way.

The Ice Sword Sect was also an unlikely possibility. They had joined hands to keep the North Sea Ice Palace in check. Their relationship was like teeth and lips. They both knew that without the lips, the teeth would get cold.

However, Ju Gyo doubted the culprit was the Northern Blood Sect's First Young Lord.

"He must know that if you're kidnapped, he'd be the immediate suspect. I don't think he'd do something like this. Besides, I've never heard of such a skilled female master serving under the First Young Lord."

"Then whose doing could it be?"

After pondering for a moment, Ju Gyo lowered his voice and spoke secretively.

"There is the matter that you and I are working on, Young Lord."

Yang Chung's expression hardened. There was indeed a matter he was working on with Ju Gyo. If they were captured together, it might be because of that.

"No matter who did this, we'll be freed soon. The main sect will know I've been kidnapped and will have started a search, and we also have Hwang Chu."

Ju Gyo knew about Hwang Chu. He was Yang Chung's right-hand man and a master of tracking. Not only was he a skilled tracker, but his martial arts were also formidable. Whenever something like this happened, Hwang Chu would resolve it.

"We can trust Master Hwang, can't we."

"So don't worry. They'll realize that leaving us alive was a big mistake. When we get out of here, I'll flay all the bones from that bitch with a mountain keep."

Just then, another groan was heard from behind them.

Startled that there was another person, the two looked back. It felt as if someone was hiding in the darkness, waking them up one by one at the most opportune moments.

Overcome with dread, Ju Gyo pleaded.

No way. It can't be, right? Please!

The two men were now accustomed to the darkness. Their surprise quickly turned into a lament.

Leaning against the back corner wall, his movement acupoints sealed, was Hwang Chu.

Seeing him captured here, it seemed he had been looking for them. The problem, however, was this.

Then who is going to find you?


Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon sat in a tavern in a bustling North Sea village. They had moved here from the first village because they predicted the next event would occur in this region, where the large sects were located.

Indeed, they heard the news they wanted. Many people were talking about it.

"I hear the Northern Blood Sect's Second Young Lord has gone missing."

"I heard that too. It seems the Northern Blood Sect has been turned upside down because of it."

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon listened from a short distance away.

The Drunken Demon poured wine into Geom Mugeuk's cup.

"To take on the Northern Blood Sect all by herself. She's truly got nerves of steel."

Both Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon knew about the Northern Blood Sect. It was one of the three powers representing the North Sea.

"Lee Ahn takes after me. She's fearless."

"What on earth is going on that she'd even kidnap a blood relative of the Northern Blood Sect's Leader?"

"She must have wanted to make her first trip into the jianghu a proper one."

The Drunken Demon took a sip of his wine and asked with interest, "So? Are you just going to watch like this?"

Now that she had touched a blood relative of the Northern Blood Sect Leader, they would not let this matter slide. Considering their number of masters and their overall scale, they were not an opponent to be taken lightly.

"For now."

Geom Mugeuk intended to watch and see how she would handle it. He knew better than anyone how important this experience was.

Lee Ahn, how are you going to resolve this?

Just then, people on the street began to murmur.

"It's the masters of the Ice Palace!"

Looking outside, they saw martial artists in white robes walking toward them.

The North Sea Ice Palace.

They were called the greatest of the murim's mysterious factions. They belonged to neither the orthodox, unorthodox, nor demonic factions and had always walked their own path. By never falling throughout their long history, they had proven their strength.

The qi emanating from the Ice Palace martial artists was clear yet cold.

The young woman leading them was the very picture of cold beauty. Geom Mugeuk knew who she was.

Han Seol, the only daughter of the North Sea Ice Palace's Saintess.

She was said to have a heartless personality, resembling the current Ice Empress. She was known for never having opened her heart to anyone, not even her own parents. The rumors about her were all fierce and cold.

A dozen masters followed behind her, each exuding a formidable aura.

Capturing everyone's attention, they stopped in front of the tavern.

They had been heading for the tavern from the start. Han Seol had her subordinates wait outside and entered alone.

When she stepped inside, the patrons lowered their heads and held their breath. A chilly air descended with her every step.

Han Seol stopped in front of Geom Mugeuk. He could not tell if her disposition matched the rumors, but one thing was certain. If the phrase 'cold charm' existed, it was surely meant for her.

Han Seol gazed at Geom Mugeuk with her clear, cold eyes and said, "Young Cult Leader, how about a glass of Ice Wine with me?"


Chapter 399: I Came to See You After So Long

It was a provocative first greeting.

Han Seol should have formally greeted Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon first. Instead, her first words were a suggestion to drink Ice Wine. She must have calculated that the Drunken Demon would not find a greeting related to alcohol rude. This meant she knew the person with Geom Mugeuk was the Drunken Demon.

It also showed the excellence of the Ice Palace's intelligence network in the North Sea.

If they knew about them, they might also know about Lee Ahn's movements. Geom Mugeuk knew this would not work in Lee Ahn's favor. The North Sea Ice Palace was not an enemy of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but they were not friends either.

Geom Mugeuk stared silently at Han Seol, wondering how different she was from the rumors.

"Do you like alcohol?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Han Seol looked slightly surprised before she answered calmly.

"I like drinking alone."

A slight smile formed on the Drunken Demon's lips at her honest answer. He, more than anyone, loved drinking alone.

"Pay your respects," Geom Mugeuk said. "This is the Drunken Demon, the Demon Supreme of our Cult."

Han Seol politely greeted the Drunken Demon with clasped hands.

"It's an honor to meet such a distinguished person."

"The rumors that the precious daughter of the Ice Palace is truly beautiful were true."

"You praise me too much."

Unlike rumors that she was heartless and cold, Han Seol seemed no different from an ordinary woman her age. However, Geom Mugeuk knew better.

A person's coldness or heartlessness is revealed not in their appearance, but in their decisions and choices.

Therefore, he could not have any preconceptions about her yet. He still did not know what kind of person she was.

Han Seol's gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk.

"You still haven't answered my question."

Geom Mugeuk left the decision to the Drunken Demon.

"Shall we have a drink?"

For a moment, Han Seol felt puzzled. If the Young Cult Leader and a Demon Supreme were present, the Young Cult Leader should naturally make the decision. Just as she made all the decisions, not the masters waiting outside.

But this Young Cult Leader asked the Drunken Demon for a decision instead of making it himself.

This time, the Drunken Demon looked at Han Seol.

Geom Mugeuk felt it. The Drunken Demon of this moment was not the pathetic older brother he always picked on.

There was a world and a life seen by the man who had reached the pinnacle of martial arts through alcohol. How does she appear to him right now?

"If it's Ice Wine, I can't refuse," the Drunken Demon answered.

Han Seol signaled to the martial artists outside. Her subordinate, Chan, entered with a pure white wine bottle and handed it to her.

"This is Ice Wine brewed at our palace."

When she opened the stopper, a captivating aroma spread through the tavern. The drinkers, who had been holding their breath, looked awestruck.

Many types of Ice Wine existed in the North Sea, but the one brewed at the North Sea Ice Palace was considered the finest. This fragrant and captivating scent was its signature aroma.

The wine poured with a clear, trickling sound.

Han Seol first poured a cup for Geom Mugeuk.

As she poured, she recalled what her mother, the owner of the North Sea Ice Palace, had said.

[The Young Cult Leader is no ordinary person.]

Han Seol had heard about Geom Mugeuk several times. He was changing the landscape of the murim.

[You must deal with him carefully. If you don't want to be devoured by him.]

Her mother had never said anything like that when giving her a task. It felt like her mother rated the Young Cult Leader higher than her.

Is this person really that amazing?

He grinned foolishly while commenting on the wine's aroma, which made him look rather frivolous. No matter how she looked, she could not see any authority that overwhelmed the Demon Supreme.

Han Seol next poured a cup for the Drunken Demon.

Finally, the Drunken Demon filled her cup.

"I also mostly drink alone."

The three of them toasted and drank the Ice Wine.

"Ah, this is truly delicious."

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely impressed. He had drunk Ice Wine before his regression, but it had not tasted this good. The taste of the same alcohol could change drastically depending on who you drank it with and in what situation.

"Why don't you suspect that it might be poisoned?" Han Seol asked.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Drunken Demon. Right, I can drink it because I have Myriad Poison Immunity, but Hyung, are you really okay drinking it so carelessly?

The Drunken Demon answered Han Seol.

"If you were to poison food or water, I might not notice. However, I can tell if even an imperceptible poison is mixed in alcohol. I can tell just by smelling it."

"Indeed, your reputation is not for nothing."

This time, Geom Mugeuk filled Han Seol's cup.

"It's a pleasure to meet you."

He did not know this woman well. However, he knew the kind of life this woman had lived before his regression. More precisely, he knew the kind of death she had met.

Geom Mugeuk asked Han Seol, "I imagine you have a reason for seeking us out."

"Yes, I do," Han Seol said, revealing her reason for coming.

"I'm sure you're well aware of the Northern Blood Sect, as they are quite a famous sect. The son of the Northern Blood Sect Leader's second brother has been kidnapped. Have you perhaps heard the news?"

"I heard people talking about it earlier."

"I believe the one who committed the act is a Divine Cult martial artist."

The atmosphere naturally grew cold and heavy.

"Why do you think so?"

"The kidnapper is so elusive that the Northern Blood Sect's martial artists have been completely unable to find any trace of them. Our palace has also stepped in, but we are not having an easy time finding them either. It's someone who is either extremely clever or has received professional training."

Worried because she's like a child left by the water's edge? That child is building a dam and fishing by the water. Lee Ahn, you're amazing.

"That's not enough to say it was our Cult's doing, is it?"

"There is decisive evidence."

Han Seol stared intently at Geom Mugeuk and added, "You, Young Cult Leader. You are the evidence."

Even at this provocative statement, Geom Mugeuk remained calm.

"Why am I the evidence?"

"Because you showed up in the North Sea at such a coincidental time."

"Circumstantial evidence, then."

"That's right. It's evidence that cannot be confirmed if you, Young Cult Leader, deny it."

Geom Mugeuk could understand Han Seol's reputation for being cold and heartless. She conveyed only facts, without embedding any emotion in her speech. While saying he was suspicious, she did not show a single suspicious expression or glance.

It was not a matter of speaking a lot or a little. She felt even colder because she said everything she needed to say without any emotion.

"You're right. I also think it's the work of my subordinate," Geom Mugeuk admitted readily.

"Then that makes things easier to say. This is strictly the territory of our palace. Have your subordinate release the child of the Northern Blood Sect Leader, and hand your subordinate over to us. If the kidnapped child of the Northern Blood Sect returns safely, we will mediate the situation and then return your subordinate to you."

Geom Mugeuk's expression was gentle, but his refusal was firm.

"I cannot do that."

"What do you mean?"

"If my subordinate kidnapped the child of the Northern Blood Sect Leader, there must be a good reason for it."

"That's right. There must be a reason. However, the murim is a place where the justification of an organization is more important than an individual's reasons."

"If you were the one who had to be sacrificed for the organization's justification, could you still say that?"

Han Seol looked at Geom Mugeuk and stated calmly, "Of course. I would willingly give myself up."

He felt that her words were sincere.

However, the emotion he felt from her words was not a spirit of sacrifice or loyalty. It was emptiness. A black hole that felt even larger because she was young and beautiful.

This woman has no lingering attachment to life.


Yang Chung could not understand the situation.

"When were you captured?"

A surprising answer came from Hwangchu's mouth.

"Two days ago."

"Does that mean you were captured before us?"

"It seems so."

A chill ran down the spines of Yang Chung and Ju Gyo. It meant their captor had captured Hwangchu, the master of tracking, first and then orchestrated the plan. This was completely unexpected.

"This incident was meticulously planned in advance."

"Who on earth is responsible for this? Who would dare to do this against the great Northern Blood Sect!"

Just then, someone spoke from the darkness.

"Isn't the important thing 'why' rather than 'who'?"

It was a woman's voice, the most pleasant he had ever heard.

Yang Chung shouted furiously, "Who are you?"

She had been in the same space, but they had not sensed her presence.

Before Yang Chung could spew curses, Ju Gyo quickly said, "If you release us now, we will treat this as if it never happened. Let's go our separate ways."

The woman's laughter echoed. The sound grew louder as a woman walked out of the darkness, revealing herself. She wore a bamboo hat and a veil. It was Lee Ahn.

"Who might you be?" Ju Gyo asked politely.

Lee Ahn answered, "I'm someone who came here at the request of a woman to save her husband. I came all the way from a very distant place. I never thought I'd end up coming all the way to the North Sea."

"Who on earth did you come to save?"

"Why? Would you even know if I told you the name?"

Ju Gyo could not answer. There were too many people captured because of them.

"You tricked people from all over the Central Plains, saying you'd help them make a lot of money, and brought them here."

Lee Ahn had investigated thoroughly. This incident was not a simple case of deception and kidnapping. They had brought only special individuals.

"All those people had unique constitutions, didn't they? What on earth did you gather them for? To use them as ingredients for some grand technique? Or are you trying to practice evil arts?"

Yang Chung and Ju Gyo did not answer.

"I've sent word to the Northern Blood Sect. If you release all the people you brought here, I'll release you too."

Yang Chung's expression hardened. This matter had been carried out in utmost secrecy. To protect that secret, his father might not release the people. His father was a man who valued the family more than his own blood.

Feeling the anxiety that he might not be released, Yang Chung said desperately, "Should I tell you what will happen if you kill us? In the end, the main sect will find you and kill you. They'll kill not only you, but your entire family too. Your in-laws, your distant cousins, everyone will die because of you. That's not all. They'll kill your neighbors too. They'll find and kill everyone who has ever exchanged even a single word with you. That's the only way to ensure something like this never happens again. So go on, kill me!"

Lee Ahn stared silently at Yang Chung. When she remained silent, he thought his threat had worked, but he was mistaken.

Lee Ahn took off her bamboo hat and removed her veil.

"Don't take it off!" Ju Gyo shouted, squeezing his eyes shut.

He was afraid they would be killed to silence them if they saw her face. Hwangchu also closed his eyes.

However, Yang Chung kept his eyes wide open, glaring at Lee Ahn.

He was about to curse but stood with his mouth agape, unable to speak. The damn woman who had kidnapped him was breathtakingly beautiful.

Words that the three of them could not understand flowed from her lips.

"I'm so grateful to the Young Master and those around him. Because they're the kind of people who wouldn't be fazed by threats like this."

A few scenes flashed through her mind.

[You're the one closest to Lee Ahn? Who are you?]

[I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.]

[And you!]

[The Director of the Sanzu Hall?]

[And you? I heard you even had a drinking party with her?]

[I'm the General of the Demonic Army.]

[And you!]

[The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman.]

[And you? I heard you're her new father?]

[......]

She laughed to herself at the silly imagination.

"And I'm so grateful that I can say this."

The smile vanished from Lee Ahn's face. She stared coldly at Yang Chung and said, "Make sure you tell them to come kill me. Please, be sure to even leave a will asking for revenge."


"I am a person who considers my subordinate's reasons more important than the organization."

Han Seol did not believe him. Even if he says such plausible things, in the end, the organization will come first. For the Young Cult Leader of all people to say such a thing. Did he think I was foolish enough to believe that?

"My subordinate is not the type of person to do something like this just because she was humiliated. She must have been asked for help or witnessed an injustice."

Han Seol could not understand Geom Mugeuk, who defended his subordinate, or the subordinate who would cause such an incident to help others. Why do they live so hypocritically?

"So you're saying you can't accept it because you believe your subordinate is right."

"That's right," Geom Mugeuk said, still calm.

"My subordinate has had a hard and tiring life serving the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. At times like this, there should at least be some reward for serving the Young Cult Leader."

Han Seol stated calmly, "The Northern Blood Sect has asked our palace for help. We have our own position to consider."

"Help them."

"Then that precious subordinate of yours might die. Are you okay with that?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Han Seol.

"If my subordinate is right, and the child of the Northern Blood Sect is wrong, will you still kill my subordinate?"

Han Seol stared back at Geom Mugeuk with a blank expression before asking in return, "Then what if the Young Cult Leader's subordinate is wrong, and the child of the Northern Blood Sect is right? Is it okay to kill your subordinate then?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly.

"In that case, I would have to rescue my subordinate and escape from here."

Han Seol wore a slightly dumbfounded expression.

"I believe I've said all I have to say. Please, continue your conversation."

Han Seol stood up from her seat. Just discovering that a Demonic Cult member was behind this incident made the meeting meaningful.

Then, Geom Mugeuk said, "Actually, we have another reason for coming to the North Sea. There is someone we very much wish to meet."

"Who is that?"

"The owner of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar. The Drunken Demon has mentioned many times what a remarkable person she is, so I have wanted to meet her for a long time."

Since this was the reason the Drunken Demon had come, he wanted to mention it in advance.

At that, Han Seol's expression hardened.

"What's wrong?"

Han Seol looked at Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon with a strange expression, then delivered the shocking news.

"The owner of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar has passed away."

The Drunken Demon flinched in surprise. Sorrow soon spread across his stiffened face. I came to see her after such a long time, and she's dead? When was the last time I saw her?

"When and how did she pass away?"

Han Seol did not answer Geom Mugeuk's question and just stared at the two of them. A hint of suspicion flowed in her cold eyes.

"Why have you two come looking for the owner at this particular time?"

It was clear that a single wrong word would lead to a misunderstanding. Since the Drunken Demon said nothing, Geom Mugeuk answered for him.

"Every year, the owner sent alcohol to the Drunken Demon. It didn't arrive this year. So we came to see if something had happened."

After a brief pause, Han Seol said quietly, "The owner took her own life a short while ago."

"......"

The cup the Drunken Demon was holding shattered. Wine spilled onto the table.

Han Seol said to Geom Mugeuk, "Please tell your subordinate to return the child of the Northern Blood Sect."

Leaving those words behind, Han Seol left the place.

Silence fell in the room. The wine that had spilled on the table dripped to the floor. Finally, the Drunken Demon, who had been watching silently, broke the silence.

"There's no way she killed herself."

He had a reason for his certainty.

"She had more pride in making alcohol than anyone and was satisfied with her work. She was someone who knew how many people became happy from the alcohol she brewed. It can't be."

The Drunken Demon would know the owner better than anyone. If so, she had not taken her own life but had been killed.

Geom Mugeuk nodded and drained his remaining cup of wine.

"To think I can no longer taste such fine wine."

Geom Mugeuk placed the empty cup down and clasped his hands in mourning.

The Drunken Demon emptied the Hyeollu wine gourd at his waist, then poured the remaining Ice Wine into it. He poured carefully, not spilling a single drop.

Through the clear, flowing Ice Wine, the Drunken Demon's face shimmered. The sorrow and anger in his eyes were also being poured into the Hyeollu along with the wine.


Chapter 400: If We Had Met, He Would Have Just Thrown a Drunken Fit

The Saintess's hall sat at the very top of the North Sea Ice Palace's tower. The tower itself looked like crooked icicles jutting toward the sky, a mystical sight.

At its entrance, Han Seol suddenly remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said.


"I am a person who considers a subordinate's reasons more important than the organization."



She abruptly turned to Chan, the subordinate who had followed her to the entrance.

"Do you have a reason, too?" she asked.

Chan looked confused. "What kind of reason are you referring to?"

"A reason that I would need to understand."

He could not comprehend the question.

"I do not," Chan answered curtly. Han Seol left him behind and entered the tower.

Chan watched her go, a strange expression on his face. She had never asked such a question before, and it sparked a thought.

Princess, has something come up that I need to understand?

Han Seol walked up the ice stairs. Everything in sight looked like ice. The structure was built with the North Sea Ice Palace's unique architectural techniques, made of something that was ice yet not ice. Light entered through the windows and reflected in various colors, adding to the mystique.

Even as she ascended the fantastical space, Han Seol's thoughts were extremely realistic.

This is normal. Why is the word 'understanding' even necessary between a leader and a subordinate? Even parents and children can't understand each other.

Her mother waited at the top of the tower.

Ice Empress Han Seogyeong. She was a woman of iron, reputed to have a heart made of ice.

She was also known as the most martially gifted among the recent generations of Ice Empresses. Of course, since she had never revealed her martial arts to the outside world, no one knew the true extent of her skills. The Ice Palace's strength lay in this secrecy and mystique, its power unrevealed.

"Saintess."

To Han Seol, she was not Mom, but Mother, and not Mother, but the Ice Empress. It had been that way since she was young. Her mother had never once held her in a warm embrace. If Han Seol took one step forward, her mother would take two steps back. She was raised strictly as a Princess, and to her, her mother was a stern Ice Empress.

If their faces had not been so similar that anyone could tell they were mother and daughter, Han Seol might have suspected she was not her biological mother.

Though they now stood less than five steps apart, the cliff between them was impossibly deep. They looked at each other from opposite ends of that cliff.

"The person who kidnapped the second brother of the Northern Blood Sect was, as expected, a martial artist from the Demonic Cult."

It was a significant report, revealing that the Demonic Cult had intervened in the North Sea's affairs. Despite this, the Ice Empress was not greatly perturbed.

"It was an act committed unilaterally by a subordinate, and the Young Cult Leader seemed to be covering for him."

The Ice Empress's eyes asked for a reason, but Han Seol could not answer. It was something she herself could not understand.

"He seemed to be a cherished subordinate."

Then, the Ice Empress spoke in a calm tone. "Even so, we cannot allow a blood relative of the Northern Blood Sect to die at their hands."

The Northern Blood Sect had asked for help, and her mother was trying to grant their request. Han Seol did not know what kind of deal her mother had struck with the Northern Blood Sect Leader.

"For now, I have told the Young Cult Leader to hand over the subordinate's whereabouts."

"If he is a cherished subordinate as you say, will he hand him over so easily?"

"I suppose not."

The Ice Empress's gaze flew toward Han Seol again, demanding the answer she was thinking of.

Did her mother, no, did the Saintess know how suffocating this was?

It had been this way since she was a child. Her mother believed she had to find the answers herself. That was how one became strong. As if that was the correct answer.

Mother, that answer is wrong.

She had wished her mother would be a refuge, a place to rest for a moment from a world that always urged her to find the answer. She had wished her mother would be waiting at the end of this road with open arms.

Now, even that lingering regret from the past had vanished for Han Seol.

"I will find a way."

She bowed politely and was about to turn away when she spoke as if she had just remembered something.

"Oh, the reason the Young Cult Leader came with the Drunken Demon was because of the deceased owner of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar."

"How did the Drunken Demon react to her death?"

"He didn't seem to believe that she took her own life."

"The Drunken Demon will not leave so easily, then."

The Ice Empress knew what kind of relationship the Drunken Demon and the owner of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar had.

"Then I will take my leave."

Han Seol bowed politely once more and turned away. Though she was her daughter, her report was no different from those of her subordinates. One might have found that regrettable, yet neither of them showed any sign of it.

From behind, the Ice Empress called out.

"Princess."

Han Seol turned back again.

"The Young Cult Leader is the one who brought about the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic summit. Do not underestimate him."

When her mother spoke so formally, it was to emphasize that something was truly important. Han Seol had not yet sensed that Geom Mugeuk was such a person, but she bowed her head respectfully.

"I will keep that in mind."

The Ice Empress watched the faint silhouette of Han Seol turn and descend the tower stairs through the transparent ice floor.


Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon stood on a snow-covered field. After standing for a long while, the Drunken Demon spoke abruptly.

"This is it. The place where the owner first told me she liked me."

That was back when he was still young, before he had even become a Demon Supreme.

"Why didn't you accept her feelings?"

The Drunken Demon turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

"Back then, my life was overwhelming with just alcohol alone."

"What do you mean?"

"The competitors vying to become the Drunken Demon were crazy about alcohol. On the other hand, I..."

"You didn't like alcohol as much as they did."

The Drunken Demon nodded meekly. This was the first time Geom Mugeuk had heard this. He had thought the Drunken Demon must have loved alcohol more than anyone from the very beginning.

Yes, sometimes life pushes us in such unexpected directions. A person who couldn't kill an ant might become an assassin, and someone who got chills just from looking at a blade might become a famous swordsman, and then, as if it had always been that way, they adapt all too well.

"You like alcohol now, don't you?"

At that, the Drunken Demon smirked. "Like it? It's my entire life."

Geom Mugeuk smiled with him.

"Her help was a big part of why I came to like alcohol this much. We were awkward at first, but gradually we exchanged letters, talking purely about alcohol. We talked about the stories she sent about liquor, and about all sorts of spirits from the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. She had been the Drunken Demon's kindred spirit, bound by alcohol.

"When you think about it, her help was a big reason I rose to this position and was able to achieve my martial arts. I knew she was such a grateful person, yet I only came to see her now. I'm this selfish of a bastard."

That was the reason for the Drunken Demon's rage. It was the sorrow of losing a kindred spirit and the anger at the reality that he could no longer turn back time.

That's just how life is.

Geom Mugeuk was about to say this but stopped himself. That was not what the Drunken Demon wanted to hear right now.

"You're a bad guy!"

The Drunken Demon nodded. "Yes, I'm a bad guy."

As if waiting for that confession, snowflakes began to fall. In the Central Plains, flower petals fluttered down, but here, it snowed.

The Drunken Demon looked up at the sky.

"I am a bad guy!" he shouted.

His shout echoed. Geom Mugeuk looked up at the snowing sky with him.

"Where in the world is there a good Demon Supreme? They're all bad guys. She'll understand you, Hyung. She must have been happy sending you alcohol. Maybe it was better that you exchanged letters without meeting. If you had met, you would have just thrown a drunken fit. You did well. That was probably better for her."

The Drunken Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. The kid would never know what a great comfort those words were.

Seeing his trembling eyes, Geom Mugeuk gave a silent nod and moved on.

"Still, we have to catch whoever did this, right?"

Since the Drunken Demon was convinced it was not a suicide, someone must have driven her to her death.

"To investigate that incident, we have to enter the Ice Palace."

Geom Mugeuk had already formulated a plan for the Drunken Demon's concern.

"The fact that the North Sea Ice Palace has stepped in on the Northern Blood Sect's matter means they have a reason to grant their request."

"That would make sense."

"So if we solve that problem for them, they'll let us investigate this incident."

The Drunken Demon understood Geom Mugeuk's intention. He planned to trade the return of the Northern Blood Sect Leader's second brother's son for permission to investigate this case.

"What if they've already killed the guy?"

"If they wanted to kill him, they would have killed him from the start instead of kidnapping him. The fact that they kidnapped him means it's probably to save someone."

"Do you even know where he is now?"

As expected, the answer came without hesitation.

"If he's pulled something this important, he would have informed Go Wol of his whereabouts through the Hidden Moon, even if no one else knows. You can tell just by the fact that he hasn't been discovered by the searches of the Northern Blood Sect and the Ice Palace. He's probably in the Hidden Moon's North Sea safehouse right now."

Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone how meticulous Go Wol's work was. Go Wol's safehouse would be a true safehouse.

"Don't you know your subordinate too well?"

"A heart isn't called a heart for nothing. Let's go."

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon began to walk slowly through the increasingly heavy snowfall.


"The deadline passed, and there was no contact from the Northern Blood Sect."

Lee Ahn never imagined the Northern Blood Sect Leader would abandon his own son.

They call it the ruthless jianghu, but this is too much. If it were me, I would have given my life for my child. Are you really going to be like this?

Although he had expected it, Yang Chung's heart sank to the floor now that it was a reality. His father had traded his son's life for the honor of the Northern Blood Sect.

Kill me!

He wanted to shout it proudly, but the words would not come out. He wanted to live.

"If you kill me, the main sect will surely take revenge," he begged, still trying to save his life in the wrong way.

On the other hand, Ju Gyo and Hwangchu did not cling to useless pride.

"Please, spare us!"

The two of them still had their eyes squeezed shut, their desire to live intense.

"Alright, you two open your eyes. It's time for all of us to think about this together."

Eventually, Ju Gyo and Hwangchu opened their eyes. Lee Ahn had lit a lamp in the dark room, so they could see her face. The two were startled. They had never dreamed that the woman who captured them would be so beautiful.

You crazy bitch! What are you?

Ju Gyo was so baffled that the words almost escaped his lips. With looks this beautiful, she could be living a much more exciting life than kidnapping a blood relative of the Northern Blood Sect.

"The threat didn't work. What should we do now?" Lee Ahn asked, coming closer to them. She was even more beautiful up close. "Should I cut off a hand and send it?"

Ju Gyo, who had been staring at her blankly, nodded inadvertently before flinching in surprise.

"Whose hand are you talking about?"

Yang Chung glared at him. Whose hand would it be? His own, of course. To ask when it was so obvious!

"It won't work! He's already given up on my life, so do you think sending a hand will work?" Yang Chung had already hidden both hands behind his back.

Lee Ahn threatened him. "It could be a bluff, right? Thinking, 'She wouldn't actually kill me.'" She whispered suggestively to Yang Chung. "I'll cut off your left hand, the one you don't use for your sword."

She grabbed the hilt of her sword as if to cut him immediately, and Yang Chung shrieked in terror.

"I told you it won't work!"

Lee Ahn took her hand off her sword. "Right? So what do we do? Should I really cut off your head and send it?"

The words coming from her pleasantly soft voice were all horrifying.

"So? What do you gain from that?"

"At least I'll feel a little better."

As Yang Chung trembled in fear, unable to say anything, Ju Gyo stepped forward. "Then we will kill everyone you're trying to save."

Lee Ahn stared at him intently. "Can't be helped, can it? What? Did you think I'd feel guilty for a reason like that? Weren't you all going to kill those people miserably anyway, even without me? No? Did you really bring them here to help them make money?"

Naturally, they said nothing.

"Alright, I've given my answer, so now you give yours. Otherwise, I'll just kill you all, send you to the Northern Blood Sect, and disappear like smoke."

There was a reason Lee Ahn was intimidating them. She thought that if she could get them to offer some answers, she might find a solution. Even a clue would be good.

What would the Young Master have done?

She pondered it, but it only made her feel that she still had a long way to go. There had to be a solution to this problem. A clear, correct answer that, when she looked back on this moment years from now, would make her kick her blankets in regret for not having done it.

But right now, she did not know what to do. It was just frustrating, as if a blanket was covering her face.

"Release me! I will go and persuade the Sect Leader," Ju Gyo said, trying his best to at least save himself.

It was a matter that wouldn't work even if they persuaded him together, but Yang Chung blocked his path. "You think that'll work?" he scoffed. He dismissed Ju Gyo's opinion and proposed a new plan. "Go and kidnap my older brother. Then Father will surrender."

Lee Ahn was dumbfounded. Like father, like son, these people were really something else. That was probably half-sincere. The other half was likely for this reason.

"Your brother is probably surrounded by masters right now. You're telling me to get caught, right?"

Struck where it hurt, Yang Chung flinched. "I was just stating my opinion."

"Wrong answer. Alright, next correct answer?"

The three captives racked their brains. In truth, what Lee Ahn would attempt was already decided.

I'll have to make a different offer to win them over.

She had people to save, after all. However, the moment she made a new offer, she would lose the upper hand. These were people who didn't even blink at the threat of their son's death.

It was better when I was just a bodyguard next to the Young Master, not thinking about anything.

Just as she was searching for an answer, someone knocked on the door from outside.

Not just Lee Ahn, but all three men were startled. Yang Chung looked back at the other two with a triumphant smile. The expressions of Ju Gyo and Hwangchu also brightened.

They're here! They've come to rescue us!

You're dead now!

They smiled coldly. Ju Gyo signaled with his eyes, telling them not to do anything rash and to keep their mouths shut. She could kill them all and then deal with the rescue party outside.

However, it was an unnecessary warning. Yang Chung wanted to live just as much as Ju Gyo did. Yang Chung did not even breathe.

Lee Ahn drew her sword and asked in a low voice, "Who is it?"

Then, a very welcome voice came from beyond the door.

"The right answer."


Chapter 401: Sorry, But This Is Just the Beginning

The three hostages' expressions stiffened in unison at the words from outside.

The correct answer?

If they had any sense, they knew the rescue team would not have politely knocked on the door. They would have broken it down and stormed in by surprise.

Most importantly, joy filled the woman's face.

"Damn it! It's one of her allies!" Yang Chung let out a deep sigh. "But who could it be that she's so happy?"

CREAK.

As the door opened, Lee Ahn lunged toward the person standing in front.

"Young Master!"

She threw herself into Geom Mugeuk's arms without a second thought.

"I missed you!"

She had embraced Geom Mugeuk many times before, but never had she felt such relief and happiness as she did today.

Yes, the correct answer had arrived! No, so what if it was the wrong answer? It was Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk had appeared precisely in this difficult situation.

Watching the scene, the three hostages felt fear at the newcomers' arrival, yet at the same time, they envied the man.

Who could he be that this beautiful woman is so fond of him?

Looking at his face, he was a young, handsome man.

Lee Ahn belatedly spotted the Drunken Demon standing behind Geom Mugeuk, looking at her.

"Ah! The Drunken Demon!"

Startled, Lee Ahn pulled away from Geom Mugeuk, her face flushing red.

The woman who, just moments ago, was contemplating whether to cut off arms or necks, was now showing such shyness!

However, that was not the problem for the three people currently held captive.

The Drunken Demon?

The three captives exchanged bewildered glances, their expressions asking, 'Did I hear that wrong?' They knew only one person by the name of the Drunken Demon.

Their gazes, desperately hoping they had misheard, turned back to the Drunken Demon.

The handsome middle-aged man, though revealing no special aura, possessed a presence that somehow drew the eye. Their gazes, observing his somewhat decadent aura and empty eyes, drifted to the wine bottle at his waist.

They might not know anything else, but they certainly knew that the Drunken Demon's unique weapon was a wine bottle.

I did not mishear!

A chill ran down their spines.

A Demon Supreme has come? Here? Why on earth?

The fear the Demon Supremes instilled in the murim was truly immense, and when the Drunken Demon glanced at them, the three men collectively lowered their heads, averting their gazes.

The Drunken Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes seeming to say, I might get picked on by you, but when I am out here, this is the kind of person I am.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at him. He knew the Drunken Demon was not feeling well, even if he acted nonchalant, so he tried to smile at him often.

Geom Mugeuk asked Lee Ahn, "Who exactly were you trying to rescue?"

"As expected! You knew without me even saying anything."

Lee Ahn explained why she had come all the way here. It began when she coincidentally met a woman while on her way to meet Seo Jin, the Ghostly Sage's younger sister.

"...I ended up here because I got a glass of water and listened to her story. It was truly expensive water, I suppose."

Geom Mugeuk knew this incident perfectly described Lee Ahn as a person.

She did not just throw herself into danger simply because she was a bodyguard or to save him. She willingly risked herself because of the kind of person she was.

"Was handling things like this always so difficult? I always thought it was easy, seeing Young Master handle everything so smoothly."

Lee Ahn sighed, looking at the three people she had kidnapped. It had been fine until she captured them, and she had thought she would just make a grand hostage exchange, take the rescued people, and leave.

"How could I have known that they would abandon their own child? So I was considering just killing these guys and leaving."

Those words, not truly from her heart, were meant for the three captives to hear. She needed to create an atmosphere of fear, no matter how she handled them.

Now, Geom Mugeuk took over the situation.

"Can you leave the rest to me?"

"Please, take care of it!"

What worries could she have with Geom Mugeuk? It was unlikely, but even if he messed everything up, what did it matter? To her, Geom Mugeuk was that kind of person.

Geom Mugeuk approached the three people and whispered quietly, "You guys were really in big trouble if I hadn't come. That pretty woman, you have no idea how scary she is when she starts snipping."

From behind, Lee Ahn said, "I can hear you."

At that moment, the three people were having similar thoughts.

Who is this young man? Is he a subordinate of the Drunken Demon?

Somehow, it did not feel that way. Given that the woman called him 'Young Master,' his status seemed high.

However, no matter how they looked, he did not seem to have practiced martial arts at all. His appearance and aura were exactly like that of a noble family's scion. Could a scion of a noble family associate with a Demon Supreme and commit such acts?

In any case, what needed to be done was clear, and Yang Chung decided he had to somehow use this variable to survive.

I will use this guy to survive.

Yang Chung politely asked, "Who are you, Young Master?"

He struggled to suppress the urge to retort, 'Just who the fuck are you?' and instead acted as courteously as possible.

"I am the savior who will rescue you."

It was an incomprehensible statement, but since he was being told he would be saved, Yang Chung thought this was his chance.

"If you save me, I will grant you anything you desire."

"Anything?"

"Yes. If you want money, I will give you money. If you want martial arts, I will teach you the martial arts of my sect. If you want fame, I will help you achieve it."

He recklessly made promises, whether they could be kept or not. His life was on the line, so what could he not say?

Lee Ahn, standing behind, smiled faintly. To whom was he offering money, and to whom was he offering martial arts? Moreover, their combined fame would not even come close to Geom Mugeuk's.

"Can you not give all three?"

"I will give you all three!"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes then became suspicious. "But your father refused the hostage exchange, didn't he? Would such a person pay money and give away martial arts?"

"That's..."

This point was truly the most shameful and infuriating part of Yang Chung's life.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk subtly suggested, "How about this instead? Tell us where the people we need to rescue are being held. Then we will rescue them. After that, we can release you, right? Our goal is to save those people anyway."

The moment she heard those words, Lee Ahn understood.

Ah! That was the correct answer.

To coax him into revealing their location and then rescue them directly.

Why did I not think of this simple idea?

It was a plan that should have obviously come to mind first. Surprisingly, it had not.

I only thought about exchanging hostages.

Her mind had been fixated on that, and no other thoughts had occurred to her. The opponent was a heartless individual who would even abandon his own child, yet she had been engrossed only in the idea of a fair exchange. No wonder the situation had not gone as planned.

If Geom Mugeuk had not come, she would have been kicking her blankets in frustration much later, thinking, 'Ah, why did I not think of that?'

Indeed, being with Young Cult Leader makes my heart feel at ease.

At that moment, Lee Ahn's gaze met the Drunken Demon's. The Drunken Demon seemed to convey, 'I understand that feeling too.'

Right now, she could comfortably watch, but what about the Young Cult Leader? What if he had to follow her around, cleaning up the messes her naive self made? It was truly a thought she wanted to avoid.

"You have to live first, don't you?"

Geom Mugeuk's persuasion was also for Lee Ahn's sake. She would surely want to rescue the woman's husband and the other people who had been captured.

The problem was that even if Yang Chung were released, the Northern Blood Sect would never release them. If they were going to release them, they would have agreed to the hostage exchange in the first place.

According to Lee Ahn, they had gathered people with unusual constitutions, so it seemed they were conducting some kind of experiment.

They were clearly plotting something that should not be revealed to the outside world.

Yang Chung, who had been contemplating, cautiously said, "They have probably already moved those people."

He was already halfway convinced.

"You know where they moved them, don't you?"

Of course, Yang Chung had a rough idea of the possible locations.

"Even if I tell you, the security is too strict, you will not be able to rescue them."

Geom Mugeuk pointed at the Drunken Demon. "Didn't you hear who he was earlier?"

Yang Chung's heart began to pound. He was afraid of the Drunken Demon, and he was afraid he would eventually confess.

"Besides, if we go and get caught, wouldn't that be better for you? Why? Are you afraid of being treated as a traitor? You can just say later that you told us the location to capture us."

Geom Mugeuk even provided an escape route.

"Will you really release us if I tell you?"

"I will release you."

"How can I trust that?"

"Because I am promising to release you."

Yang Chung hesitated. Looking at Geom Mugeuk's clear eyes and kind, handsome face, it seemed he would surely keep his promise. How could one trust someone based solely on their appearance? Come to think of it, he still did not know who this person was.

Looking impatient, Geom Mugeuk coldly turned away. "Then just die. What are you doing? Kill all three of them!"

At Geom Mugeuk's command, Lee Ahn drew her sword and approached the three men. A thick, unwavering killing intent surged forth, and Yang Chung cried out urgently, "I will tell you!"

Yang Chung finally confessed the locations. He named not just one place, but several possible locations.

"If the locations you mentioned are correct, you will wake up in your room in the Northern Blood Sect when you open your eyes again."

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Three streams of finger qi bullets flew simultaneously, suppressing their vital points. They fell asleep on the spot.

Of course, even if the locations were correct, he had no intention of simply releasing them. He still needed to negotiate with the Ice Palace and obtain what he could from them.

And that was not the end of it. Retribution for whatever the Northern Blood Sect had been plotting still remained.

Lee Ahn sighed and said, "Why did I not think of this from the beginning?"

"Even if you had, it wouldn't have worked then."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Because he would never have divulged it. He would have denied it to the very end. And you're not the type to torture people."

"Ah! He confessed because he realized his father abandoned him!"

"Exactly."

"I didn't even think of that part! Why do the answers always elude me!"

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk with renewed admiration.

Geom Mugeuk did not forget to show off.

"Your eyes, full of respect, always make me feel good."

After that playful banter, the three of them stepped outside.

Outside, the snow, which had briefly stopped, was now falling heavily.

"I am really getting my fill of snow viewing."

Lee Ahn looked up at the sky with a bright face. Geom Mugeuk felt anew that Lee Ahn suited winter well.

Lee Ahn ran out into the snowy courtyard.

Watching Lee Ahn run around like an excited puppy, Geom Mugeuk said to the Drunken Demon, "You take care of rescuing those people, Hyung. I am going to meet the Princess."

The Drunken Demon silently nodded and walked into the snow without a word.

Lee Ahn, who had been running around, paused for a moment and watched the Drunken Demon. Was it because she had never properly seen his back before? Or was it because of the heavily falling snow? Lee Ahn felt that the Drunken Demon's back, walking alone in the snow, looked somehow lonely.

"Is this a problem that can be solved with just one phrase, 'You take care of it'?"

"Why do you think we are called the Demon Supremes?"

"Thanks to that, I'm finally free!"

Lee Ahn flopped down onto the snow.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the snowy sky and said, "Sorry, but this is just the beginning."


Upon receiving Geom Mugeuk's summons, Han Seol arrived at the meeting place. Two people were waiting there.

The moment Han Seol saw the woman standing with Geom Mugeuk, she had a premonition. The woman wearing a bamboo hat and a veil was the subordinate who had kidnapped the Northern Blood Sect Leader's scion this time.

His subordinate was a woman.

The two were conversing comfortably. Even from a distance, their relaxed relationship was palpable. They seemed like friends, or perhaps like an older sister.

As expected, he lacks authority.

It was true in front of the Drunken Demon, and it was true in this situation as well.

This naturally led her to wonder if the rumors and achievements of the Young Cult Leader might be exaggerated. After all, the Demonic Cult could manipulate anything.

As Han Seol approached them, Lee Ahn politely offered a clasped hands greeting, "Greetings, Princess."

Han Seol merely tilted her head slightly, accepting the greeting. Her expression conveyed that a subordinate was merely a subordinate.

From her demeanor, Geom Mugeuk felt no bluntness or sense of authority. What he felt now was emptiness.

"Why did you wish to meet?" Han Seol asked.

Geom Mugeuk immediately got to the point. "I will return the Northern Blood Sect Leader's scion."

Han Seol calmly asked, harboring a glimmer of hope that things might turn out unexpectedly well, "Of course, there will be conditions?"

"Naturally."

"Speak."

"First, you must not hold my subordinate, who kidnapped them, accountable."

Han Seol's gaze flickered toward Lee Ahn before returning to Geom Mugeuk. "I wonder if the Northern Blood Sect will accept that."

She said that, but the Northern Blood Sect had no choice but to accept. They could blame and curse the storm that had blown in, but they could not charge head-on into it just because they were angry.

"Alright. We accept. Where is Young Lord Yang?"

"There is one more condition."

"What is it?"

"Allow us to stay in the Ice Palace for a while. We wish to temporarily reside here and investigate the death of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar Brewmaster."

Han Seol firmly refused. "Our palace does not house outsiders."

"My conditions are only those two."

"This is not something I can decide. I will discuss it with the Empress and inform you."

Just as Han Seol was about to turn away, Geom Mugeuk said, "It seems like you could decide something of this magnitude yourself. How about you make the decision and persuade the Empress? As a Princess, you must have that much authority, no?"

It was a provocation, but Han Seol did not let her pride show. "I do not have such authority."

"Take this opportunity to gain it."

Han Seol's eyes grew cold. "Is that not too transparent a scheme?"

"I consider it an opportunity for the Princess."

"What kind of opportunity?"

"The opportunity to formally negotiate with the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader. The Empress will also pay close attention to the process and outcome. She might even be anticipating it, seeing you proactively handle this matter."

Suddenly, Han Seol imagined herself giving that report.

I made this decision unilaterally. Please trust and support me, Empress.

How would her mother react if she said that?

This was the problem. She could not predict it at all. She still did not truly know what kind of person her mother was.

"I will contact you again."

Just as she was about to turn away.

"May I say something?" Lee Ahn, who had been silent until now, stepped forward. She slowly removed her bamboo hat and veil.

Han Seol could not take her eyes off Lee Ahn's face for a moment. It was not out of admiration for her beauty.

Han Seol was thinking one thought.

She is a person of a different caliber than me... When did I ever think this? Did I think it about Mother a long time ago?

At the same time, a question arose.

Why am I thinking this while looking at a mere subordinate of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader? Why am I feeling such a deep resonance?

She could not understand it herself.

"What do you want to say?"

It was the first moment the gazes of two contrasting women, one cold and one warm, met.


Chapter 402: What Kind of Scoundrel Drinks Alcohol in Broad Daylight?

"What I want to say is..."

Not only Han Seol but also Geom Mugeuk was curious about Lee Ahn's answer. Her stepping forward had not been a pre-planned action.

Lee Ahn calmly conveyed her true feelings. "I just want you to trust our Young Cult Leader."

A flicker of surprise crossed Han Seol's face, which rarely showed emotion. She truly had not expected the Young Cult Leader's subordinate to say such a thing.

"I know it is a difficult situation to have mutual trust."

"Then why did you say it?" Han Seol asked coldly.

Lee Ahn replied softly, "Because in this world, there are beings that transcend everything."

It was an answer that defied Han Seol's expectations from beginning to end.

Han Seol's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. "Is that transcendent being the Young Cult Leader?"

"Yes. Though it might sound like a madwoman's words to you, Princess."

Han Seol, who had been looking at Lee Ahn, now looked at Geom Mugeuk. Her eyes seemed to say, Alright, you explain this madwoman.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to simply follow her intentions.

"I am respected by my subordinates like this."

Han Seol glared at Geom Mugeuk as if trying to see through him.

She had already been skeptical of the mythical rumors surrounding Geom Mugeuk. After hearing Lee Ahn's words, her doubt turned into conviction.

Perhaps it really was fabricated.

Otherwise, a subordinate would not tell someone to trust his leader because he was a 'transcendent being.' She was either brainwashed, ordered, or truly insane. Whatever it was, it did not fit with a great hero who was changing the murim's landscape.

"Is not the beginning the hardest part? Once you get used to it, any task becomes easy, does it not? So, Princess, just go for it!" Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Lee Ahn. "Just like that child over there."

Lee Ahn bowed her head deeply. It was because there was someone who would speak like that no matter what trouble she caused, which allowed her to cause such trouble.

Lee Ahn mustered her courage and spoke once more. "Trust Young Cult Leader. You will never regret it."

Han Seol coldly snorted, then bid farewell to Geom Mugeuk and turned to leave. "I will contact you again."

As she departed, Lee Ahn sighed. "Did I ruin everything?"

"Transcendent was a bit much."

"The words just slipped out. I do not know why I wanted to help that cold person, though."

Were you not the one who came all this way for a glass of water?

Geom Mugeuk already knew the answer.

Lee Ahn found the answer in the surrounding scenery.

While dealing with the Northern Blood Sect matter, she had not noticed anything around her, but after meeting Geom Mugeuk, the scenery began to appear.

"Perhaps it was because the snowy landscape, which I have not seen in a long time, was so beautiful."


"The Young Cult Leader has made a new proposal."

Han Seol acted differently from what she had told Geom Mugeuk.

"He requested to stay in our palace for a while in exchange for returning the Northern Blood Sect's scion, and I accepted that proposal."

She had told Geom Mugeuk she would discuss it with the Ice Empress, but she informed her mother as if she had already accepted. This was not because of Lee Ahn's words to trust Geom Mugeuk.

She was curious about her mother's reaction. How would she react if Han Seol made a decision unilaterally?

She had expected anger or a cold reaction, but surprisingly, the Ice Empress was calm.

To the Ice Empress's questioning gaze, Han Seol replied, "Rescuing the Northern Blood Sect's scion is the priority."

"No, tell me the real reason you accepted. That was not the primary reason, was it?"

That was true. It was her mother who had made a secret pact with the Northern Blood Sect Leader. There was a reason that took precedence over the lives of those captured.

"I wanted to confirm something."

"What?"

How Mother would react to my unilateral decision.

However, she gave a different reason.

"The Young Cult Leader, as he appeared to me, was different from the rumors. So I wanted to observe him closely and confirm if he truly was such a remarkable person. And..."

Besides the reason that false rumors would not work, there was another reason.

"If the Brewmaster was truly murdered, as they believe, are you not curious? Who killed that person?"

The Ice Empress silently looked at her daughter. She might have said something about her changed demeanor, but she did not.

"You handle this matter yourself."

"Thank you, Empress."

Han Seol politely bowed and descended from the Empress's hall.

The Ice Empress walked to the window and looked outside. The snow-covered scenery of the Ice Palace was the same as yesterday, but today she looked at it with a different heart.


Yang Il, who had been listening at the iron door, sighed. The person from the front room had been dragged away and had not returned.

His companion, Lim, had also been dragged out days ago and had not returned. Nor did he believe they were resting in a clean, comfortable place. If they were, they would not have been confined in this gloomy, prison-like place to begin with.

"Hyun, Min..."

Tears welled up in Yang Il's eyes. He had never shed a tear in his life.

He missed his children terribly.

He had not realized it when they were together, but thinking that he might never see them again, only his children's faces kept coming to mind.

His already worried wife must be losing sleep by now.

The people who had brought them had done so with smiles, but they had not even allowed a single letter to be sent to confirm their safe arrival.

The reason they had come here was to test a new medicine developed by a famous physician. The largest physician in the village gathered people and conducted various examinations. Just undergoing the examinations paid several days' wages, so many people gathered.

And in the village, only he and Lim had the desired constitution.

They were told they would receive a large sum of money if they participated in the experiments for two or three months. It was an amount that would take years to earn with his current income.

His wife had warned him it was dangerous. His body could be harmed, and the large sum of money offered was suspicious. Moreover, they were outsiders.

After much deliberation, Yang Il decided to go.

There were others who wanted to go but could not because their constitution did not match.

Besides, the people who examined their bodies were very polite and dignified. They honestly told him that his health might be affected in some cases. This made him trust them even more.

Even with his wife and him working hard, they could not save much money. Just when they thought they had saved some, an expense would arise. Just when they thought they had diligently saved, another expense would appear.

He planned to open a small shop if he received a lump sum. He had lived a life of hard labor, but he did not want his children to live such a life.

Could his children endure the hardships he faced? His wife told him to trust the children, but Yang Il could not. No, he did not want them to suffer like this. Just a small shop for his family of four to live on! Please!

After leaving his hometown, he felt that something had gone wrong.

Instead of the people from the physician's office taking them, martial artists with swords escorted them.

They had come all the way to North Sea instead of their original destination, and they were confined in a secluded mountain lodge instead of a medical clinic. Going outside was forbidden, and even leaving the room was not allowed. Then, recently, they were moved to this place, which was designed like a prison.

I should have listened to my wife.

At that moment, a martial artist opened the iron door and entered.

"Let's go."

Yang Il's heart sank. It was finally his turn.

His heart began to pound wildly.

Am I going to die now? I cannot die like this.

Should he ambush the man in front of him and escape? Maybe headbutt him?

It was difficult even for an ordinary person, and his opponent was a martial artist. No matter how hardened his body was from construction work, he could not fight a martial artist.

Building houses, paving roads, building dikes. He had lived a life of rough and hard work, but he had never once hit anyone. He had a gentle nature.

Yang Il lay on the bed. The bed was much colder than he had expected. The martial artist tied Yang Il's arms and legs with leather straps connected to the bed, preventing him from moving.

As he was prepared, the door opened and four people entered.

A middle-aged man in a blue robe and three martial artists guarding him. One of the martial artists wore a mask, and his eyes were more intense than those of the middle-aged man in the blue robe.

The middle-aged man approached and looked down at Yang Il. His gaze was colder than the chill of the bed felt on Yang Il's back.

Yang Il desperately prayed. He did not know what kind of test they were conducting, but he hoped he would be the right person.

Please, just let me live!

He no longer needed money. If only he could return alive. If only he could see his wife and children again.

The middle-aged man officially began the test.

As he manipulated something beneath the bed, the bed began to grow even colder.

"Ughhhhh!"

A groan escaped him from the intense cold. He felt as if he would freeze to death.

"Save me!"

To Yang Il's plea, the man coldly said, "If you possess the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, which is found in only one out of a thousand people born with the Ice Cold Body Constitution, you will survive."

Yang Il despaired. Did that mean if he was not one in a thousand, he would die?

Just then, the middle-aged man in the room sniffed. "But what is this smell?"

A smell was coming through a small hole in the iron door.

"It's the smell of alcohol."

The middle-aged man's expression immediately hardened. "What kind of scoundrel drinks alcohol in broad daylight?"

One of the three standing martial artists went outside. "I will check."

The martial artist opened the door and stepped out. He was surprised to see the corridor ahead was like a thick fog.

What is this?

How could such a fog form indoors?

Sensing an unknown danger, the martial artist drew his sword.

In an instant, the fog surged in. The smell of alcohol emanated from this fog.

Fog with the smell of alcohol? Then this is!

It was alcohol qi.

Even those strong against alcohol, let alone those weak to it, would find it difficult to control their bodies under this aura. It was such an intense alcohol qi that it felt as if a dike holding alcohol had burst and flowed up to one's knees.

Then, without time to sense anything approaching, an arm with a clenched fist shot out from the fog.

The fist struck lightly, but the martial artist flew back, slammed into the wall, and lost consciousness.

The person who emerged from the fog was none other than the Drunken Demon.

The alcohol qi swirled around his body like armor. It was ordinary fog now, but in fact, it was the Drunken Demon's alcohol qi, capable of transforming into any form.

He opened the door and entered the room from which the martial artist had emerged.

WHOOSH.

Another martial artist, sensing that the situation outside was unusual, flung his sword at the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon lightly dodged the incoming sword, then lightly struck the martial artist's neck with the edge of his hand. The martial artist, struck lightly, collapsed and could not get up.

WHOOSH.

The fog-like alcohol qi that filled the outer corridor gathered around the Drunken Demon, swirling around his body like a heat haze.

The middle-aged man in the blue robe looked at the Drunken Demon with a surprised expression. His two subordinates were not so easily defeated. This meant the opponent's martial arts were truly powerful.

He did not despair yet. Among the three martial artists, the true expert was the masked man.

The Drunken Demon glanced at the two men, then examined Yang Il, who was lying on the bed. Frozen solid, he looked as if he would stop breathing at any moment.

It was a situation where the masked man could have ambushed him while he was distracted by Yang Il, but the Drunken Demon paid no attention. Even though the Drunken Demon had his back turned while looking at Yang Il, the masked man dared not attack. He felt as if the Drunken Demon's alcohol qi, swirling around his body, was watching him.

The Drunken Demon untied the leather straps binding Yang Il, then took his wrist. As a warm energy flowed into him, Yang Il breathed peacefully and regained consciousness.

Even after confirming the opponent's skill, the middle-aged man warned in a low voice, "Do you know who we are to do this? If you retreat now, you can keep your life."

Then the Drunken Demon readily revealed his identity. Since the North Sea Ice Palace already knew that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was involved in this matter, there was no reason to hide it.

"I am the Drunken Demon."

"!"

The middle-aged man froze, his face turning ashen. The masked man's expression also stiffened.

"Why are you here?"

If it had not been for the move he had just shown his subordinate, if it had not been for a realm where no weakness could be found even with his back turned, he would never have believed it.

It was definitely the Drunken Demon. This subtly emanating, profound alcohol qi and aroma could not be imitated by anyone but the Drunken Demon.

No, putting all that aside. The man before him exuded an unapproachable presence.

Yang Il was as surprised as they were.

This person is the famous Drunken Demon, one of the Demonic Cult's Eight Demon Supremes? Who in the world does not know them? There are even sayings like, 'If children cry, the Demon Supremes will come and take them away.'

"Is there a person named Yang Il among those who were brought here?"

Yang Il was startled when the Drunken Demon asked for him. "I am Yang Il. It is me."

He had never been personally involved with even a third-rate martial artist in his life, yet a Demon Supreme was looking for him. How does he know my name?

"That is fortunate. My purpose was to rescue you."

Yang Il could not understand the situation at all.

A Demon Supreme came to rescue me?

It felt like a dream. He looked down at the bed.

Ah, am I dreaming right before I die?

He thought that perhaps he was actually freezing to death on the bed, and this was a dream in his final moments.

It was too vivid to be a dream or a hallucination. Even now, the bed he was sitting on was cold enough to chill his backside.

"You came to rescue me? Why would such a noble person come for me?"

Yang Il's voice trembled. He had thought the Drunken Demon had come for something else and was just coincidentally rescuing him.

Then, a surprising answer flowed from the Drunken Demon's lips. It was probably the most surprising thing Yang Il had ever heard in his life.

"Your wife asked me to bring her husband home."

"!"

Yang Il's eyes widened in astonishment. How could his wife ask a Demon Supreme for such a favor?

"My wife? My wife has not even left the village since she married me..."

Yang Il immediately shook his head. Such a thing could not happen.

Ah, I must already be dead. Thank you, wife, for saving me even in a dream. Raise the children well, and live well. I am sorry I could not be with you until the end.

Amidst this, the dream-like reality continued.

"I'm a bit sensitive because I have not had any alcohol."

The Drunken Demon had put the Ice Wine the Brewmaster had brewed into his Blood Gourd but had not drunk it yet. He intended to drink that Ice Wine when he killed the one who killed her, so she could be with him in the moment of revenge.

"Am I more dangerous when I'm drunk, or when I'm sober?"


Chapter 403: Do You Think Selling Noodles Is Easy?

The middle-aged man in blue wanted to shout, Do you even need to ask? You are the damned Drunken Demon, so both would be dangerous.

Of course, he could not. He replied as politely as possible, "I did not know the Demonic Cult was involved in this matter. If I had, I would not have helped."

He was sincere. There was no good outcome from getting entangled with the damned Demonic Cult.

The Drunken Demon inquired, "Who are you?"

The man then glanced at the masked man, not treating him like a subordinate but looking for a reaction. When the masked man showed no response, the middle-aged man revealed himself.

"I am Hwang Ju, a scholar who researches the human body."

"Scholar, my foot! You are a butcher. How many people have died so far?"

Hwang Ju could not defend himself. So many people had died, he did not even know the number.

"What kind of tests did you conduct on them?"

Hwang Ju hesitated to answer.

At that moment, Yang Il, still on the bed, bravely interjected, "He said he was looking for a certain constitution. What was it? Ah, yes. The Extreme Cold Body Constitution. He said I could survive if I had the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

The Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

The Ice Cold Body Constitution was a constitution naturally strong against cold. Those born with it live their entire lives without ever catching a cold.

Among those with the Ice Cold Body Constitution, the Extreme Cold Body Constitution was especially specialized in resisting cold. A person born with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution would not die from cold, at least. For example, even if they entered ice water naked in the middle of winter, they might starve to death, but they would not freeze to death.

"This bed became terrifyingly cold."

At Yang Il's words, the Drunken Demon examined the bed, realizing it was no ordinary one.

"This must be the bed used to find the Extreme Cold Body Constitution." The Drunken Demon turned to Hwang Ju, demanding, "Why are you looking for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

Seeing Hwang Ju remain silent, the Drunken Demon's expression turned contemptuous. "I told you, didn't I? I'm sensitive because I haven't had any alcohol."

Hwang Ju looked at the masked man beside him again.

The Drunken Demon had realized from the beginning that the masked man was no subordinate. His eyes betrayed as much.

"He is the one sent to monitor you."

Finally, the masked man stepped forward. "It's a miscalculation if you thought we'd be afraid just because you're a Demon Supreme."

The word 'we' did not refer to Hwang Ju.

Two more masked men entered the room. Their aura differed from the martial artists the Drunken Demon had defeated earlier, their eyes as intense as the man who had been speaking.

Originally, three men had come to take turns guarding Hwang Ju and assisting with this mission. They were equal in skill and similar in temperament.

At their appearance, Hwang Ju's expression brightened. The masked man had remained silent, waiting for them to arrive.

If these three are together!

He thought they might stand a chance, even against the Drunken Demon.

WHOOSH.

The next moment, the alcohol qi swirling around the Drunken Demon's body scattered in all directions. Instantly, a thick fog settled in the room.

Hwang Ju could not see anything.

Please! Kill the Drunken Demon!

After a brief silence, Hwang Ju saw a sword blade glint, the blade of one of the masked men.

The next moment.

CRUNCH.

The sound of bones breaking echoed. The sword, visible in the air, twitched violently before being sucked into the fog and disappearing.

He's been hit!

Silence fell once more.

WHOOSH.

Another masked man swung his sword, imbued with qi, and the fog-like alcohol qi swirled around the blade.

His intention was to draw the vision-obscuring qi away and expel it, but the Drunken Demon's alcohol qi was no ordinary fog or smoke.

It seemed to wrap around his sword for a moment, then scattered in all directions, becoming even thicker.

At that moment, Hwang Ju glimpsed the Drunken Demon's figure fleetingly through the fog.

He moved leisurely, his hands clasped behind his back, even grinning at them.

Be careful!

Before the words could fully escape.

CRACK.

The masked man, who had been trying to dispel the alcohol qi with the edge of his hand, had his neck bone broken by the Drunken Demon's hand. He collapsed.

Before he could even hit the ground, the Drunken Demon vanished into the fog.

The last sword Hwang Ju saw flew toward him.

I need to kill him to silence him!

The remaining masked man, realizing he could not fight the Drunken Demon, had tried to kill Hwang Ju first. It seemed he had been given such an order from the beginning: to kill himself if such a moment came.

The incoming sword stopped before Hwang Ju's heart.

CRUNCH.

The sound of bones crushing echoed right in front of him.

As the thick fog dissipated, the masked man's figure became visible. The one who had swung his sword at Hwang Ju had his neck strangely twisted, life already drained from his eyes.

As he collapsed like a rag doll, the Drunken Demon stood behind him. It was truly an overwhelming difference in skill. He hadn't even touched the Blood Gourd, his unique weapon, at his waist.

Three of them could stand a chance?

There was no greater misconception.

So this is the skill of the Demon Supremes I have only heard about!

Hwang Ju's heart pounded as if it would burst.

The alcohol qi, swirling around the Drunken Demon like flames, vanished completely into his body.

"What's the reason you're seeking the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

Now, Hwang Ju had no reason to be cautious. "I don't know that either. I was just given the task of finding the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and received money for it."

"From whom?"

"......"

To Hwang Ju, who hesitated to answer, the Drunken Demon revealed the reality. "I could've killed you too a moment ago."

Hwang Ju looked at the fallen masked man's corpse, then decided to reveal who had requested it. "The person who gave me the money was..."

Just then.

WHOOSH.

Both sides of Hwang Ju's forehead instantly swelled.

THWACK! THWACK!

Both sides burst open, spewing blood.

Hwang Ju died instantly. Surprisingly, a powerful restriction had been placed on him, causing him to die if he attempted to mention the mastermind.

The Drunken Demon looked down at the corpse with a serious expression. It was truly a difficult suggestion and restriction, one that made someone die when they tried to give a specific answer. It meant a formidable individual stood behind this.

The Drunken Demon addressed Yang Il, who sat in terror. "Get dressed."

Yang Il, who had been naked until then, hastily pulled on his clothes.

This was not a dream after all.

Fully dressed, Yang Il followed the Drunken Demon out of the room.

Yang Il realized anew how reckless his idea had been, ambushing the martial artist who brought him and trying to escape.

Turning the corner of the corridor, they saw over a dozen unconscious martial artists.

The same was true outside the building, where dozens of martial artists lay scattered everywhere.

Seeing so many martial artists guarding this place, Yang Il realized this matter was no ordinary important task.

If I had the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, what on earth were they planning to make me do?

No matter how much he thought, he could not figure it out.

A short distance away, a carriage waited. It was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult North Sea Branch's carriage, which would take Yang Il to his hometown.

The people taking him would cooperate with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Branch in Yang Il's hometown to protect his family, so he no longer needed to worry.

"You don't have to worry about retaliation, so live well with your family."

Even if that weren't the case, by the time Yang Il arrived home, this matter would be over.

Yang Il could not believe he had survived. "It still feels like a dream. A Demon Supreme, of all people, rescued me!"

"I didn't rescue you."

"What do you mean?"

"If it weren't for your wife's earnest desire to save her husband, who else could send me all the way to this distant North Sea? You can hear the details from your wife when you return."

Yang Il was overjoyed at the thought of going home. He could see his wife and children again?

While imprisoned, he had resolved countless times not to be greedy for instant happiness anymore. Instead of desiring to earn money and make them happy, he would be present for every moment of his children's growth.

Thank you. I'll definitely live that way.

He bowed deeply. "Thank you so much for saving my life."

Yang Il intended to raise a glass every year on this day and remember the Drunken Demon.

"I'll make sure this bow is conveyed to the person who deserves it."

With that, the Drunken Demon began walking in the opposite direction of the departing carriage.

CRUNCH, CRUNCH.

Leaving the first tracks in the pristine white snow, the Drunken Demon's steps grew faster and faster. Soon, no more footprints remained in the snow.


Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn rented a carriage and returned to the Hidden Moon's safehouse.

The three hostages, whose vital points had been suppressed, were still asleep.

The two loaded them into the carriage.

"Once the Drunken Demon returns, let's go straight to the Ice Palace."

Lee Ahn could tell. Geom Mugeuk firmly believed the Drunken Demon would handle the matter well and return. Although he usually treated him like an older brother, at least now he regarded him as a Demon Supreme.

Lee Ahn wasn't worried about the Drunken Demon either. Rather, she worried about the Princess they had met.

"But will the Ice Palace accept Young Master's proposal?"

Even if the Drunken Demon rescued the captured person, it would be a problem if the Ice Palace didn't accept them.

"They'll accept."

"How can you be so sure?"

"You told the Princess, right? To trust me because I'm a transcendent being!"

"Stop joking. Why?"

Geom Mugeuk explained. "We gave them two conditions: not to punish you, and to allow us to investigate the Brewmaster's death in the Ice Palace."

"That's right."

"First, they can't touch you anyway. Not only can they not arbitrarily harm you, my subordinate, but you also had a legitimate reason to kidnap their scion. Most importantly, the Northern Blood Sect wants to keep this matter hidden, so they can't escalate it by punishing you."

"What about the second condition? What if the Ice Palace doesn't accept us?"

"The Ice Empress must already be well aware of the relationship between their Brewmaster and Drunken Demon-Hyung. It's a relationship forged over many years of exchanging letters and wine. If such a person shows interest in this death and she refuses? If she did, Drunken Demon-Hyung would become even more suspicious of the death and start digging deeper. In that process, he might uncover information the Ice Palace doesn't want revealed. The Ice Empress will anticipate that, so she can't easily refuse."

Lee Ahn was impressed. She hadn't thought of any of the reasons Geom Mugeuk mentioned.

"I want to quit. I don't think I can survive in this murim. It's a miracle I'm still alive. I want to retire and live in the countryside where martial artists don't come, selling noodles."

"Do you think selling noodles is easy? If you're dealing with people all day, you'll think, 'Ah! It was good when I was just swinging my sword next to Young Master without a care in the world,' and you'll want to rush back immediately."

Lee Ahn sighed. "Speaking of which, would you like some noodles? There were ingredients in the kitchen."

"Can you make them?"

"Noodles are easy enough."

"Let's eat. I'm feeling a bit hungry anyway."

"I'll go boil them right away."

As Lee Ahn disappeared into the kitchen, Geom Mugeuk leaped onto the carriage roof. Not a single feather-light sound was made as he landed.

Geom Mugeuk lay there, looking up at the sky.

Suddenly, he missed his father.

He missed the Demon Supremes too, but his father was always the first person he missed.

He would be sitting sternly on the Heavenly Demon Hall's grand throne, handling affairs.

Father, your son misses you so much. Are you thinking of me?

While he thought of his father, Lee Ahn quickly made the noodles.

"Where would you like to eat?"

"Let's eat here."

Lee Ahn, holding the noodles, lightly leaped onto the carriage roof. With her smooth movement arts, not a single drop of broth spilled. Her martial arts were improving day by day.

"Please eat."

Considering how quickly they were made, the noodles tasted excellent.

"Delicious! With this skill, you won't starve even if you quit. I'll invest in that noodle shop too!"

Lee Ahn was pleased. She had secretly worried Geom Mugeuk might say they tasted bad.

As the two slurped their noodles, the Drunken Demon entered the area.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn looked at him. The Drunken Demon nodded once toward them. The moment Lee Ahn saw that nod, she felt relieved, knowing he had rescued the person safely.

Of course, there was also disappointing news.

"I only managed to rescue that one person."

Lee Ahn was very regretful, but there was nothing she could do. She wouldn't blame herself, thinking she could've saved more people if she had done better.

No, she intended to channel that anger into punishing those who had orchestrated this whole affair.

"Are there any noodles left?"

"I can make them right away. But will noodles be enough? I'll buy you something delicious."

After all, he had stepped in for her.

"No, noodles are enough."

"Alright. I'll boil them right away."

"I want seconds too!"

"Okay!"

As Lee Ahn rushed to the kitchen, this time the Drunken Demon leaped onto the carriage roof.

"You worked hard, Hyung."

"What hard work?"

"Why were they taking people?"

"They were looking for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

"The Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

Among the various human constitutions, the Extreme Cold Body Constitution was truly rare to find.

"The moment the culprit tried to answer who gave him the orders, his head exploded and he died. It was a very powerful restriction."

The moment he heard that, Geom Mugeuk recalled an organization he had known before his regression.

The Blood Death Alliance.

Bound by blood, they feared no death. They sacrificed their lives without hesitation for the organization.

Everyone feared the Blood Death Alliance.

It was later revealed that they didn't sacrifice their lives out of sincere loyalty. They were under a powerful restriction that caused their bodies to explode and die if they betrayed.

As for the person who led that Blood Death Alliance, it was the Ninth King among the Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Blood King.

Another one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings had appeared.

A lower-ranked King wasn't necessarily weaker than a higher-ranked one, and the Blood King was the Zodiac King who best fit this description. It was known that he had chosen to be the Ninth King himself, saying he liked the number nine.

The Blood King was a powerful figure. First, he commanded countless subordinates, and those subordinates feared no death. They couldn't betray, and they didn't hesitate to use the Self Destruction Art.

Because of this, it was unknown what martial arts the Blood King himself used or how strong he was. All history related to the Blood King was the history of his subordinates, and their history of blood.

The Blood King is looking for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution? Why?

Geom Mugeuk looked around at the snow-covered surroundings.

How much blood will have to be spilled on this pristine snow?

Lee Ahn, who had brought the noodles, saw Geom Mugeuk's serious expression.

From that expression, she knew this Ice Palace matter would be anything but easy. Her chest swelled with fighting spirit.

Then her eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

"I'll just diligently boil noodles."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly at her playful remark.

Then the Drunken Demon suddenly said, "Don't worry."

When Geom Mugeuk turned, the Drunken Demon lay down, looking up at the sky, as if drinking in the Drunken Dream Palace.

His posture was relaxed, but his eyes, visible through his flowing hair, were deeper and more intense than ever.

"This Hyung will take care of everything."


Chapter 404: What Froze Her?

"Of all the times I have seen you, now is the coolest, Hyung."

The Drunken Demon, hearing such words again, responded with playful banter. "We just haven't met enough yet. Considering all the cool sides of me that remain, we're practically strangers. Nice to meet you, Young Cult Leader."

He loved to joke around like this, openly expressing his feelings, which sometimes made the Drunken Demon appear weak.

He was not. The Drunken Demon was stronger than anyone, believing his strength stemmed precisely from his wavering—a wavering to find his true place.

And he was more solitary than anyone. Whenever I saw him, I always imagined him sitting alone in a small boat, drinking.

I looked down at Lee Ahn, who stood beside the carriage, and told her, "Hyung says he'll take care of everything. This time, let's just enjoy the snow without a care. Find some good places to eat. Since we're here, let's try everything before we leave."

Lee Ahn smiled. "First, let's eat these noodles."

She lightly leaped onto the carriage roof, noodles in hand.

We sat side by side on the carriage roof, eating noodles.

"Oh? It's delicious? Why is it so delicious?"

The Drunken Demon exclaimed with exaggerated admiration.

"Right? I was surprised too. I thought the Heavenly Demon Hall's head chef had secretly visited."

Lee Ahn laughed happily. "Next time, I'll make you something even more delicious."

And so, we finished every last drop of broth on the carriage roof.

"Alright, now that we're full, shall we go?"

"I'll drive the carriage."

Lee Ahn leaped down and sat in the driver's seat.

"Departing now."

I remained on the carriage roof with the Drunken Demon. If we rode inside, those annoying guys would be sleeping. This was cooler, and far better.

As the carriage moved, the Drunken Demon mused, "Perhaps this Northern Blood Sect matter and the Brewmaster's death are related."

I nodded. While they could be separate incidents that happened by chance, one thing was certain: the Blood King, an extremely difficult and dangerous individual, was behind this.

"Eventually, all the truth will be revealed. We'll resolve both the Northern Blood Sect and the North Sea Ice Palace matters and return."

Seeing the Drunken Demon nod at my words, I added playfully, "Ah, my mistake. Not 'we,' but 'Hyung' will resolve it and return."

The carriage rapidly traversed the endless snowy plains toward the North Sea Ice Palace.


Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and the Drunken Demon ascended to the Empress's hall, guided by Han Seol. Since the North Sea Ice Palace had accepted the deal, they were formally greeting the Ice Empress.

Lee Ahn, who had been so nervous about her first meeting with the Ice Empress, marveled at the circular staircase that changed color with the light.

"It's truly built so beautifully."

Unlike her, Geom Mugeuk sensed a subtle killing intent emanating from this staircase, though it wasn't emitted by a person.

It's a trap mechanism.

Because the staircase was transparent, it seemed impossible for any mechanism to be hidden anywhere. He couldn't even imagine how these beautiful ice walls, stairs, and pillars would deal with intruders.

This was not just engineering. It was art.

Because of that, he had a premonition it would be more dangerous than any mechanism he had ever encountered. Even Lee Ahn, whose Soaring Sky Sword Art was so advanced, couldn't sense the presence of this mechanism at all.

And so, the three of them followed Han Seol up to the Empress's hall.

"Greetings, Empress."

Geom Mugeuk was the first to respectfully bow.

The Ice Empress also showed the proper courtesy for a Young Cult Leader.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk had met her in his life before his regression, though it was much later.

At that time, that cold woman was shedding hot tears at her daughter's death.

On the other hand, the Ice Empress met Geom Mugeuk for the first time today. It was the moment she finally met the protagonist who had endlessly surprised her through her spies' reports.

The Ice Empress carefully observed Geom Mugeuk's eyes and aura. Did he really accomplish all those things? This young man?

Geom Mugeuk didn't completely conceal himself, nor did he overly reveal himself. He had reached the realm of Natural Assimilation, which was more natural and perfect than complete concealment.

Her daughter had spoken of Geom Mugeuk with a hint of distrust, saying she wanted to observe him more closely. The Ice Empress thought that was natural; even she found him difficult to read.

"Is Cult Leader doing well?"

When the Ice Empress inquired about his father, Geom Mugeuk smiled and asked in return, "Have you met my father?"

"I met him a long time ago."

She had only seen him once, but he was a person not easily forgotten. Perhaps it was because his eyes were so intense.

"He's doing well."

"You handled a major affair recently, didn't you? I heard you spearheaded it."

The orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic conference wasn't held in secret but in the Demon Village, so it was natural for the Ice Empress to know about it.

"Now that I've met you, Empress, will you attend the next conference? I plan to invite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as well."

It was hard to tell if he was joking or serious, but the Ice Empress calmly nodded. "Be sure to invite me," she answered, as if it were a joke.

Geom Mugeuk confirmed once more. "If a five-way conference truly takes place, will you really attend?"

The leaders of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions, who had gathered once, gathering again? And with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader too? Would that even be possible?

"Inform me."

"I look forward to that day."

After exchanging greetings with Geom Mugeuk, she then greeted the Drunken Demon. "You've come a long way, Demon Supreme."

"It's been a long time since we last met."

"You remember."

"Of course."

The Drunken Demon had met the Ice Empress a very long time ago. It was before he was a Demon Supreme, and before she was the Empress.

Even then, she didn't have this feeling. Now she felt like an ice statue whose depths couldn't be fathomed, but back then, the Ice Empress was a pure woman who looked good in white clothes.

What had frozen her like this? The cold winds of North Sea? Her difficult life, striving to protect the Ice Palace as a woman?

"Time flows so quickly, life is truly fleeting."

The Ice Empress nodded at the Drunken Demon's words.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk introduced Lee Ahn. "This is my subordinate."

The Ice Empress had already been informed that Geom Mugeuk had brought the subordinate who caused this incident. At first, she couldn't understand. Why reveal her when it would be better to hide her?

"Greetings, Empress."

At Lee Ahn's greeting, the Ice Empress once again carefully observed her.

Was it because her beauty was excessive? Lee Ahn drew the Ice Empress's gaze more than necessary.

"Why did such a beautiful person cause such trouble?"

"I apologize. My experience is still lacking, and my handling of jianghu matters is immature."

Lee Ahn had much to say, but she politely apologized. After all, it wasn't something to hold the Ice Empress accountable for.

The person who spoke on Lee Ahn's behalf was Geom Mugeuk.

"She was as cautious as she was immature. She safely brought back those she kidnapped." Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the Ice Empress, adding, "Conversely, the Northern Blood Sect's handling of matters, despite their experience and skill, wasn't so. Why do they treat human lives so lightly?"

As he spoke, Geom Mugeuk observed the Ice Empress's expression. Did the Ice Empress know about the Northern Blood Sect's ongoing activities? He had deliberately brought it up to find out.

"I don't quite understand what you mean."

Her expression truly made it seem as if she knew nothing.

"Such an incident occurred. I'll explain in detail later."

Geom Mugeuk didn't press further. This wasn't the time to provoke the Ice Empress, but rather to investigate the Brewmaster's death.

As important as confronting the Blood King was, alleviating the Drunken Demon's distress was equally, if not more, crucial.

He would handle the Blood King as a secondary matter while resolving the Drunken Demon's affairs. Even if the North Sea were to be submerged in blood, Geom Mugeuk resolved to approach this matter with that mindset. Evil was trivial, and life was paramount.

The Ice Empress asked Han Seol, "Is Young Lord Yang safe?"

"Yes."

"Bring Young Lord Yang here, and guide the three of them to their accommodations."

"Understood."

Finally, the Ice Empress addressed the Drunken Demon. "You wish to investigate the death of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar Brewmaster?"

"That's correct."

"His death is regrettable, but I can't grant you much time for that investigation."

It implied that an order to depart could be issued at any moment.

"I'll do my best to hurry."

"Thank you for your understanding."

Thus concluded their first meeting, a silent probing that traversed between past and present.


Yang Chung, the second brother's son of the Northern Blood Sect Leader, awoke feeling a chill.

He found himself seated in a chair. Looking around, he saw the walls and pillars were all made of ice.

"Are you awake?"

Before him, a woman stood with her back turned.

"Who are you?"

The woman turned and walked towards him. She was none other than the Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace.

"Empress?"

Recognizing her, Yang Chung was startled. Surprisingly, this was the Empress's Hall of the North Sea Ice Palace.

"How's your body?"

"I'm fine. But why am I here?"

A most welcome piece of news was delivered to him.

"We made a deal with the Demonic Cult and brought Young Lord Yang back."

Realizing he was alive, Yang Chung's expression brightened considerably. "Thank you, Empress! I thought I was going to die at the hands of that Demonic Cult bastard."

He was uttering careless words, unnecessary in this situation, but the Ice Empress's expression remained unchanged. "It's fortunate you're safe."

Yang Chung couldn't understand. Why had the Ice Palace rescued him?

Just then, a middle-aged man entered the room. With eyes as sharp as a beast's, a chiseled jaw, and a formidable physique, he was clearly a powerful martial artist at first glance.

Yang Chung's face stiffened as he recognized the man. The one who had entered was none other than his father, the Northern Blood Sect Leader Yang Jin.

His ability to elevate the Northern Blood Sect to one of the North Sea's three major powers wasn't solely due to his martial arts prowess, having achieved complete mastery of the Twelve Northern Fists. Though he appeared like a bear, he possessed a sharper mind and greater ambition than anyone.

"Father!"

Even though he clearly knew his father had abandoned him, a sense of relief still welled up upon seeing him. Had his father perhaps requested the Ice Palace's intervention? Was there a greater purpose behind his father's actions?

This hope was fleeting, however, as Yang Jin spoke curtly, "You'll be leaving soon, so go downstairs first."

Yang Chung's chest tightened. Not a single word of concern for his well-being, for a son who had just returned from being kidnapped? His last shred of hope, that his father might have saved him, vanished into thin air.

Yes, Father abandoned me. The moment he refused the hostage exchange, that woman could have killed me on the spot.

Resentment and hatred mingled in Yang Chung's heart.

Both the Northern Blood Sect Leader and the Ice Empress sensed his emotions, but they feigned ignorance.

Leaving his father and the Ice Empress, Yang Chung turned and descended the ice staircase. He glanced up, but could only faintly discern them standing side-by-side, conversing. He couldn't hear what they were saying.

What are you plotting, abandoning even your own son? What kind of deal did the Ice Palace make with the Demonic Cult to rescue me?

As Yang Chung reached the entrance of the Empress's Hall, a man stood there with his back turned. Assuming him to be a subordinate, Yang Chung addressed him, "Where's the carriage?"

The man gave no reply, simply gazing up at the sky.

"I said, where's the carriage?!"

The sparks of intense emotion, ignited by his father, were now flying at an innocent person.

"Even returning alive, you're not the same as before, are you?"

The moment he heard the voice, Yang Chung flinched in surprise. The man standing with his back turned was Geom Mugeuk.

"I promised you'd wake up in your own room, but I couldn't keep that. Still, you saw your father, so that's enough, isn't it?"

Yang Chung's mind told him this: He had just barely been freed, there was no need to provoke this man again.

He was, however, a person who lived by his heart rather than his head. Especially when his father was mentioned, his anger flared further.

"I'll never forget the humiliation I suffered this time!"

In his defiant outburst, he believed that since the Ice Palace had made a deal, they wouldn't seize him here.

"A martial artist should naturally feel that way. Be sure to come for revenge next time."

As if I wouldn't come if you told me to!

Unable to shout that, Yang Chung felt provoked. The only thing he could think of was that he would never release those who were captured.

"You mean those people your subordinate kidnapped me to save?"

"Haven't you heard yet? You people killed all of them. Only one person barely survived."

At that moment, Yang Chung felt the air around him grow as cold as Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

"It would be fair if only one of you survived, wouldn't it?"

Would that be you? Or your father?

He didn't say it aloud, but Geom Mugeuk's eyes were asking just that.

His entire life, he had been the one to threaten, never the one to be threatened. Now, he was experiencing his first real threat.

Just then, the Northern Blood Sect Leader, having finished his conversation with the Ice Empress, descended to that spot.

Recognizing Geom Mugeuk, he greeted him respectfully. "It's my first time meeting you."

Yang Chung was surprised by how polite the greeting was. Even if Geom Mugeuk was the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader, wasn't his father one of the top three figures in the North Sea?

Geom Mugeuk received his greeting with a clasped hands greeting. "I've long heard of the Sect Leader's renown."

"It can't compare to the Young Cult Leader's."

He seemed to treat him specially, yet remained as calm as he would with anyone else. Geom Mugeuk knew well how difficult this was.

Unlike his son, Yang Chung wasn't a person swayed by emotions. The moment Geom Mugeuk saw him, he knew. This man would never pass his position to this second son.

"I'll formally invite the Young Cult Leader to our main sect soon."

"I'll be waiting."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader walked ahead, and Yang Chung followed behind him.

[It seems if only one person survives, it will be your father,] Geom Mugeuk's voice echoed in his mind.

These words poured oil onto the flames of hatred for his father. This statement would linger in his mind, creating discomfort and division between the two men. Geom Mugeuk had no intention of making things easy for them.

Yang Chung glared at Geom Mugeuk with a furious expression, then strode away from the spot.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been coldly watching his retreating back, suddenly asked, "Why aren't you curious?"

At that, Han Seol emerged from behind the building. She had been there for a while, not intentionally hiding, but simply not finding an opportunity to step forward.

"About what?"

"Why do you assume I'm not curious?"

Geom Mugeuk turned to her and asked, "Are you curious?"

"Of course I am."

It was a lie. In truth, she wasn't curious. She thought their schemes were obvious, to grow stronger, to maintain and expand their dominance over the North Sea.

She believed her mother would handle it anyway. Her mother would know everything. No one could plot in the North Sea without her mother's knowledge.

Geom Mugeuk, however, thought differently. "This time, it seems your mother will definitely need her daughter's help."


Chapter 405: The Evidence That It Wasn't Suicide

"What do you mean by that, all of a sudden?"

When Geom Mugeuk, as if reading her mind, spoke of helping her mother, Han Seol was inwardly surprised.

Geom Mugeuk had spoken with the mastermind of this incident in mind. If the Blood King was targeting the Ice Palace, they would have to combine their strength to stop him.

Of course, he couldn't tell her this directly.

"The Ice Empress accepted the conditions I proposed because she struck a deal with the Northern Blood Sect. She must have received compensation for  rescuing the Northern Blood Sect Leader's second son."

Han Seol could not deny his words.

"In this situation, we've entered the Ice Palace. Your mother will be preoccupied with the Northern Blood Sect's affairs, so I meant that you should manage our presence here."

Was that truly why he said it? It felt like something a bit more significant than that.

"Young Cult Leader, there's no need for you to involve yourself in the affairs of this palace."

"I said it for your sake."

Han Seol rarely held long conversations with anyone except her mother. She typically spoke only when necessary, and who would dare prolong a conversation with the Princess? Yet, this Young Cult Leader kept drawing her into conversation. No, he made it impossible for her to remain silent.

"Why would you do that for my sake?"

"I just want to help."

"There's no such thing as kindness without reason in this world," she stated firmly, then turned to leave.

She disliked receiving favors, but she disliked even more the situation where she had to return them once received. The exchange of emotions between people felt to her like trading hidden weapons coated with poison.

Geom Mugeuk walked behind her.

"Why are you following me?"

"That's not something someone who was eavesdropping on my conversation should say."

Han Seol bristled instantly. "Eavesdropping? I was merely..."

"Merely?"

"I just didn't have a chance to make my presence known."

"Just as there's no kindness without reason in this world, there's no excuse that isn't a cover for something."

Han Seol wore an incredulous expression and resumed walking. She then realized it had been a very long time since she had bristled like that. She truly disliked people who provoked others and manipulated their emotions at will.

"Don't delude yourself into thinking everyone in the world will fall for you. They're merely... pretending to like you because you're the Young Cult Leader. If you were a low-ranking martial artist, would they like you then?"

"They'd probably beat me senseless, saying I talk too much for a low-ranking martial artist."

Han Seol almost erupted in anger, wanting to say she wasn't joking, but she caught herself. He would only respond with more nonsense. She said nothing further and continued walking.

Passing martial artists respectfully greeted her. Han Seol consistently received their greetings with a blank expression.

Geom Mugeuk interjected at every turn. "Do you always treat your subordinates so stiffly?"

"We are martial artists. Why would we expect kindness?"

Ultimately, she stopped walking again. Her values were far too different from this man's.

"Are those people here to play? Can you joke around with them and then order them to go on a dangerous, life-threatening mission? If you order them, will they willingly go?"

Geom Mugeuk said nothing.

"Why are you silent?"

"You're speaking the truth, what can I say?"

Han Seol, who had been quietly staring at Geom Mugeuk, uttered her final words and turned away. "Even if you're not a low-ranking martial artist but the Young Cult Leader, you'll get thoroughly beaten someday."

Han Seol strode away, signaling him not to follow. From behind, Geom Mugeuk's words reached her.

"Let's have a drink sometime! The Drunken Demon is abstaining, so I can't drink! And Lee Ahn won't drink with me out of loyalty."

He's incorrigible. The Drunken Demon abstaining? What is that? His subordinate won't drink out of loyalty? So, does he think I lack loyalty, which is why he's asking me to drink? How much does he intend to provoke people?

With that, she departed from the place.

The playful expression vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face as he watched her. He couldn't approach her, shielded by an invisible wall, through conventional means, which was why he was trying to break through like this.

The reason for his actions wasn't to brighten her personality or fill the void in her heart. It was for her safety and that of the North Sea Ice Palace. If the Blood King had intervened in the Ice Palace, he would surely have extended his schemes to Han Seol as well.

Or he would attempt to. That had been their method until now.

Geom Mugeuk looked around. The towering buildings in this barren land and the colossal martial artist statues made of ice gleamed, reflecting the sunlight.

Blood King, where are you? Where do you hide that cruel, crimson blood?


The North Sea Ice Palace had provided a total of three rooms.

Geom Mugeuk told Lee Ahn, "You should stay in the middle room."

"Are you two going to protect me from both sides?"

"I have to protect you if I want to eat delicious noodles."

They had to be as careful as possible, as they didn't know what was happening in the North Sea Ice Palace. The Drunken Demon would take care of himself, and if he was just in the next room, the Heavenly Demon's Body Protection Art, which he had achieved complete mastery over, would react.

"Before coming here, I sent word to the Hidden Moon and the All-Knowing Hall. I asked them to focus all available intelligence on the North Sea Ice Palace and the Northern Blood Sect."

If the two intelligence organizations combined their strength, they would unleash formidable power.

"I believe the masterminds behind this incident are the same individuals who plotted in the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance."

The Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn nodded in agreement. These were the same individuals who had been secretly active in the Outer Regions' Heavenly Wind Cult. It would be strange if they weren't in the Ice Palace.

"Since we've been ambushed before, this situation is even more dangerous. Please be careful, Young Master!"

"It's fine, my Hyung will protect me. Right? Why aren't you answering? You said you'll take care of it previously! Why aren't you doing it again?"

At Geom Mugeuk's urging, the Drunken Demon feigned indifference. "Ah! I want to drink!"

"Don't revert to your old self!"

Watching their conversation, Lee Ahn smiled faintly.

She had never truly imagined the Drunken Demon to be this kind of person. She had always feared he was too drunk to even hold a conversation. She had expected him to erupt into a drunken frenzy when angered, consumed by emotion.

Most of all, she had thought he would drown his sorrow in alcohol, yet he understood that grieving while drinking wasn't true mourning. Instead, he had quit drinking and was calmly observing the world, mastering his own emotions, comforting himself in this way, understanding that only by comforting oneself could one truly mourn.

"We especially need to be careful of the Northern Blood Sect. We've uncovered something they were trying to hide."

At the Drunken Demon's words, Lee Ahn asked worriedly, "Then won't the Northern Blood Sect try to destroy all evidence and cut ties?"

"They will," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"Then is it alright for us to just stay like this?"

"It's fine. The act of trying to cut ties will become another clue."

"I see," she replied, as if understanding, but Lee Ahn sighed, unable to grasp exactly how he intended to deal with it.

She had never experienced this kind of fight before. The forces behind the scenes, the Northern Blood Sect, the North Sea Ice Palace. It truly felt like standing in the heart of enemy territory, surrounded by terrifying foes.

"How do you feel about it?"

"I'm trembling," she admitted. But after looking at the two people she would fight alongside, she added a qualifier to that trembling feeling. "In a good way."


The next morning, the investigation into the Brewmaster's death officially began.

Han Seol herself came to fetch the three. She treated Geom Mugeuk calmly, as if she had never bristled yesterday.

"First, I'll guide you to the late Brewmaster's room. The Empress ordered it not to be cleaned, so it has been preserved as is."

This was fortunate for the investigation of the incident. But why had the Ice Empress ordered it not to be cleaned? Was she close to her? Or did the Ice Empress also have doubts about her death?

"What was her cause of death?" the Drunken Demon asked.

Han Seol replied, "She drank poisoned wine."

At the mention of poisoned wine, the Drunken Demon's eye twitched. "Could she have been poisoned by someone else?"

"That's impossible. She left a will."

"May I see it?"

As if anticipating the Drunken Demon's request, she produced the will from her sleeve and handed it over. It contained a confession that life was difficult, an apology to the people of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar who made wine, and ended with a plea to the Ice Empress to forgive her disloyalty.

As the Drunken Demon read the will, a strange glint flickered in his sorrowful eyes.

"The investigation confirmed it was indeed the Brewmaster's handwriting."

"Yes, it's definitely her handwriting," the Drunken Demon conceded. Having seen her writing more than anyone, he knew the will was at least not forged.

"Where did she obtain the poison?"

"That wasn't investigated."

It seemed no investigation was conducted because her suicide was considered certain.

"What happened to the Brewmaster's body?"

"She was buried in the tomb where the palace's martial artists are interred."

Since she had already been buried, it was impossible to determine what kind of poison had been used from the body.

Han Seol led the three to the Brewmaster's room.

"I heard she had no family, so there was no one to claim the deceased's belongings."

In that sense, the Drunken Demon was also the Brewmaster's only family.

They entered the Brewmaster's room together.

Upon entering the room, the Drunken Demon mourned her for a moment.

I've known you for so long, yet this is the first time I've entered this room.

The room was neatly furnished. A small bed, just right for one person, was by the window, and next to it were a small desk and chair.

You must have sat at that desk and sent letters to me.

The image of her sitting there, writing letters, came to the Drunken Demon's mind.

Most of the books on the desk were related to wine. Various parts and devices used in the brewery were also placed in a corner, and the clothes she wore while working were neatly folded.

Everyone felt the same emotion. The Brewmaster truly was a person who knew nothing but wine.

On a display cabinet against one wall, dozens of wine bottles were collected. They were of various shapes.

"Since they're collected separately, they must be precious wines, right?"

The Drunken Demon didn't answer. No, he couldn't. Among the collected wines were those he had sent. Many of them were ordinary wines easily found on the market, yet she had collected them alongside the rare and precious ones.

That wasn't all she had collected. The Drunken Demon found a box under her desk. In it, she had carefully kept the letters she had received from him.

She collected all of these!

The Drunken Demon didn't know where the letters he had sent her were. Some might have been lost, others tucked away somewhere, but the Brewmaster had organized and stored the letters by date.

The Drunken Demon took one out and read it. It was worn from being read countless times.

Ah, that happened.

He remembered something from a very long time ago. The letter contained details he wondered if he had even shared. It was, quite literally, his own history contained within the letters.

"May I take the letters we exchanged?"

At the Drunken Demon's words, Han Seol readily replied, "Please do."

Even as he tucked the letters carefully into his chest, the Drunken Demon showed no emotion.

"Now, let's go to the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar."


The Hundred Wines Snow Cellar was bustling with activity. Behind those carrying raw materials on carts, the fermentation area was visible, as was the aging area. Others were bottling the finished wine.

After observing them at work for a moment, the man serving as the Temporary Brewmaster of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar was called over. He was said to be the person the deceased Brewmaster had trusted the most.

"I have some questions about the late Brewmaster."

"Please ask."

"Was there anything unusual about her before she died? Any different behavior?"

"No, there wasn't."

"Did she fight with anyone?"

"The Brewmaster was not someone who would fight with anyone."

They spoke with a few more people besides this man, but it didn't seem like there had been any internal conflict.

Before leaving the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar, the Drunken Demon investigated the wines produced there, including the types of wine being made, the production schedule, and where the wine was distributed.

Having completed their investigation, the four people left the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar.

"Since it's so clear that she committed suicide, is there any need for further investigation?"

If her suicide was confirmed, the three would no longer have a reason to remain in the Ice Palace.

Despite Han Seol's certainty, the Drunken Demon showed a different kind of conviction. "It definitely wasn't suicide, so we must investigate thoroughly. The Ice Palace must assist us even more actively."

Han Seol made a puzzled expression.

The Drunken Demon confidently stated, "During today's investigation, I found three pieces of circumstantial and direct evidence that it wasn't suicide."

"In what way?"

Not only Han Seol but also Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn wore curious expressions. Three pieces of evidence?

"First, even if she committed suicide, she wouldn't have died by drinking poisoned wine."

"She loved wine her entire life, so couldn't her final journey also have been with wine?"

The Drunken Demon firmly shook his head. "A drunkard like me might have, but she wasn't a drunkard; she was a person who made wine."

To Han Seol, who still didn't understand his meaning, the Drunken Demon added, "She would rather have thrown herself off a cliff than ever allow poison to be mixed into the wine she made. She was a person who purely loved wine."

Geom Mugeuk understood that sentiment this way: A martial artist might commit suicide by stabbing their own heart with their sword, but a craftsman who makes swords would not want to stain their own creation with blood.

"What's the other reason?"

"Earlier, I looked at the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar's schedule. Five days after her death, the Ice Wine destined for the Empress's palace was due to be completed. This premium Ice Wine could only be made during this season. It's also the most important day of the year for the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar. Yet, she committed suicide without completing that final wine? That's absolutely impossible."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn both nodded.

Although Han Seol didn't react outwardly, she also considered the Drunken Demon's words to be valid. It must have been a doubt obscured by the discovery of the will.

"What's the third and final reason?"

"That's the decisive one," the Drunken Demon said calmly, his eyes sunken. "She didn't leave a will for me."

He was certain that she wouldn't have left without saying anything to him, at the very least.

"By not leaving a will for me, she sent her final message: a plea for me to uncover the truth of her unjust death."

What if she wrote the will under duress? If she had anticipated her death, she might have left a final message for the Drunken Demon. However, by leaving no words at all, she informed the Drunken Demon that this death was not suicide. It was something only possible with deep trust.

"Do you know what their mistake was?" the Drunken Demon said, slowly caressing the blood tear hanging from his waist. "They killed the only person who could protect them. The only one who could stop me from going wild when drunk."


Chapter 406: Let Yourself Be Deceived by the Young Cult Leader

Geom Mugeuk could feel the Drunken Demon's resolve. He had made up his mind to kill everyone involved in this matter. Once his mind was made up, it was a decision Geom Mugeuk could neither intervene in nor should. This was a Demon Supreme's decision, after all.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Lee Ahn. She was looking at the Drunken Demon, her face flushed. Lee Ahn, too, instinctively sensed the Drunken Demon's resolve, a determination even more terrifying because he wasn't drunk.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Han Seol, wondering, do you feel it?

How could Han Seol not feel the Drunken Demon's emotions? She simply couldn't understand, however, why he would go so far.

Why go this far?

It didn't seem like a relationship that warranted such extremes. If he truly loved a woman, he wouldn't have stayed apart from her. They merely exchanged letters and drinks once or twice a year. Wasn't that all their relationship amounted to? Humans deceived and lied even while looking directly into someone's eyes. What could possibly be in a relationship where they hadn't even seen each other's faces?

She agreed on one point, though.

"It's true that the Brewmaster's death is suspicious."

Geom Mugeuk urged her, "Please have the Ice Palace actively assist us in resolving this incident."

"What do you want?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Drunken Demon, intending to entrust the entire matter to him.

The Drunken Demon, however, reacted unexpectedly. "Let the Young Cult Leader decide. The smarter person should use their head."

"Even though you just made such a brilliant deduction?"

"That was because I know the Brewmaster well."

The Drunken Demon's intelligence was evident just from making such a judgment. He looked at Geom Mugeuk and conveyed with his eyes, 'Take me to those bastards.'

Geom Mugeuk replied with his eyes, 'I will.'

Geom Mugeuk then told Han Seol, "Please grant me one favor. No other help is needed. Just that one will suffice."

Han Seol wondered. What kind of favor would be just 'one'?

"Princess, please join our investigation team."

Han Seol's eyes widened at the unexpected request.

"Let's solve this, the four of us!"

The Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn were greatly impressed. If Han Seol joined, they wouldn't need to make various separate requests to her in the future. Moving with her would allow them to handle most of the tasks that could be done from the Ice Palace.

It was truly the moment when a demon tempted her, saying, 'I want you.'

Furthermore, hidden within this request was another ulterior motive of Geom Mugeuk's, unknown to Lee Ahn and the Drunken Demon. He intended to keep her close because the Blood King might target her.

"Are you serious?"

"I am."

The words of refusal rose to Han Seol's throat. Her instincts rejected the idea of socializing with others. Nevertheless, the reason she didn't immediately refuse was that she, too, suspected the Brewmaster hadn't committed suicide. If that were the case, she had to find the culprit, even for the sake of the Ice Palace.

"But I'm already helping, aren't I?"

"But you're not helping as one of us, are you?"

"!"

He was right. She had unilaterally accepted this proposal and told her mother that she wanted to find out what kind of person the Young Cult Leader was. In truth, a more accurate expression would be that she wanted to show she could see through the exaggerated rumors.

Me? Become one of them?

Han Seol looked at the three people with a fresh perspective. It was truly a strange combination.

That excessively beautiful subordinate had come all the way to the North Sea to save the husband of a woman who had offered him a cup of water. The Drunken Demon, who was supposedly abstaining from alcohol, vowed revenge for someone with whom he had occasionally exchanged drinks and letters. And that swindler-like Young Cult Leader, praised as a transcendent being, was asking her to join them.

Han Seol shook her head with an expression of disbelief. Her decision, however, contradicted that action.

"Alright, I'll join. However, I have a condition."

"State it."

"While handling this matter, you must not hide anything from me."

"Very well, I will tell you everything without omission. In return, promise me that you mustn't avoid it if you dislike hearing it, nor complain that it hurts your ears."

Thus, Han Seol also became a member investigating this incident. The real challenge she had to overcome, however, was only just beginning.

"Then please move immediately. You can share a room with Lee Ahn."

"What?"

"Why are you so surprised? From now on, we're one family, so naturally, we should sleep together, eat together, and think together."

One family? Han Seol immediately regretted her decision to join them. Just agreeing to become a member was a huge decision for her.

What exactly do you want from me?

Despite sensing her resistance, Geom Mugeuk feigned ignorance, telling her, "There will be strength gained from the experience of eating and sleeping together. Try it this time."

Han Seol looked at Lee Ahn. Sleep with that woman? She had never slept in the same room with anyone else.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Lee Ahn. "I'm sorry for making this decision without consulting you beforehand."

"No, I'm fine," Lee Ahn replied, then told Han Seol, "Please grant me the honor of staying with the Princess."

The Drunken Demon also chimed in, "This is important to me, so Princess, please make an exception this once."

Though reluctant, Han Seol eventually agreed. "Alright, I will."

It wasn't because of the two of them. Han Seol had just begun a duel with Geom Mugeuk. She would definitely prove that Geom Mugeuk was someone who swayed and used people with his words.

"What should we do now?"

Not only Han Seol, who asked the question, but also the Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn felt lost. What kind of investigation should they conduct now? Should they meet more people around? Or should they examine battle records?

Fortunately, Geom Mugeuk already knew the path forward. "We must search for the motive. Why the Brewmaster? Among all the people in the Ice Palace, why specifically kill the Brewmaster of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar?"

And Geom Mugeuk found the answer in one person, stating it politely in Han Seol's presence.

"I believe the Demon Supreme already knows the answer."

The two women's gazes turned to the Drunken Demon. Everyone was surprised, but the Drunken Demon was the most astonished.

"I know the reason?"

"Yes. You might not know who killed her, but you know why she was killed."

"No? I don't know?"

The Drunken Demon was flustered, as if he had been accused of being the culprit, but Geom Mugeuk was resolute.

"No, you do know."

There was a reason Geom Mugeuk believed this.

"The Brewmaster had no problems within the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar, nor was she someone who had mastered powerful martial arts. She held no power, harbored no grudges, and possessed no secrets. So, what could be the reason?"

The reason the Drunken Demon knew was embedded in that final statement.

"Her death must certainly be related to alcohol."


As the carriage entered the Northern Blood Sect, Yang Chung finally felt a sense of relief.

I'm home.

The carriage stopped only when it reached the grand hall deep within the inner compound.

Yang Chung disembarked from the carriage. His father had not returned in the same carriage.

They could have had various conversations on the way back together, which meant his father was angry.

Yang Chung understood him. The Northern Blood Sect was more precious to his father than his own children. Since this incident had caused significant damage, it was natural for his father to be angry with him.

Conversely, once Yang Chung returned home, his resentment towards his father faded. When a hostage exchange was demanded, his father had abandoned him. Still, he was the father who had traded with the North Sea Ice Palace to save him. At least he had survived, so that was enough.

His father was alone in the grand hall. He had dismissed all the martial artists who usually guarded the place.

He intends to reprimand me for my mistake.

He wouldn't want to tarnish his son's honor in front of his subordinates. Feeling his father's consideration, Yang Chung's heart eased further.

"Father."

His father stood silently with his back turned, gazing out the window. Today, his back felt even more unfamiliar and terrifying.

Yang Chung immediately shifted the blame entirely onto the Demonic Cult.

"I truly didn't expect those Demonic Cult bastards to get involved."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader then asked coldly, "Why did you tell them?"

"What do you mean?"

"The location of the laboratory."

In that instant, Yang Chung's heart sank. He had forgotten. Forgotten the fact that he had told them all the possible locations where the captured people might be.

I told them out of spite. You refused the hostage exchange and abandoned me, so I did it out of spite!

The two of them usually did not have such frank conversations, however. Suppressing the surging emotions, Yang Chung spoke as Geom Mugeuk had instructed him.

"It was to lure them there and capture them. I believed that if the laboratory had been moved, you would surely have prepared a secret plan to counter any intrusion at the new location."

His father, however, was not swayed.

"If he threatened to kill you and you had no choice but to speak, you should have told him a location other than the laboratory. You should have insisted, 'I only know that one place.'"

It was a life-or-death situation, Father!

Yang Chung offered no excuses. The scolding should have ended there, but the real reprimand was only just beginning.

"Hwang Ju died because of you."

Hwang Ju was the person conducting experiments there.

So? Is his death more important? More important than your own son?!

These were words he had kept bottled up inside. He couldn't utter them, however. It would undoubtedly only provoke his father's anger further. His father would dismiss it as a childish tantrum, unable to distinguish between public and private matters.

"I was wrong. I will never make such a mistake again."

His father, however, did not forgive him.

"Leave."

"!"

"Go to Zhejiang and do not return until I tell you to."

Zhejiang was too far, impossibly far from here. Being told to go to Zhejiang was a declaration akin to death for Yang Chung.

He was shocked by the fact that his father intended to banish him. After all, his father had made his two sons compete for succession. He had not placed all his trust in his eldest son.

Because of this, Yang Chung had held onto hope. Hope that he, too, could become the successor.

Thus, he had truly done all sorts of things. For the Northern Blood Sect, and for his father. He had done all the things that should never be known to the world.

He realized now, however, that he hadn't dreamed with his father. He had dreamed alone.

"No! I won't leave!" Yang Chung screamed. He had never truly revealed his inner thoughts before, fearing his father, but now he wouldn't hold back. "I did everything Father ordered! If you told me to kill, I killed. If you told me to kidnap, I kidnapped. But now you tell me to leave? No!"

You used me like a hunting dog, then discarded me. If your son is a hunting dog, then what exactly are you, Father?

These were words he couldn't bring himself to utter. Considering what was about to happen, however, they were resentments he should have voiced.

STAB!

With the sound of flesh tearing, Yang Chung's words and movements ceased. His head lowered, and he gazed at the blood-stained blade protruding from his chest.

Was it because he was too shocked? It didn't hurt. He had seen swords pierce people countless times, yet this sight, now, was utterly unfamiliar.

Who was it? Someone who could enter this place?

Slowly, he turned his head to look behind him and saw that the person who had stabbed him was the very first person he had thought of.

It was Yang Seok, the eldest son of the Northern Blood Sect and his elder brother. His brother, who had always considered him a thorn in his side during the succession struggle, was certainly capable of such an act.

The person Yang Chung couldn't understand now was his father. His father, who was silently watching this scene.

His brother wouldn't have dared to commit such an act without his father's permission. He must have been told to kill him if he refused to leave.

"...If this was going to happen, why did you save me?"

A cold reply flowed from the resentful question.

"Because the bloodline of the Northern Blood Sect cannot be allowed to die by another's hand. They can only die by our own hands."

That was nonsense. If that were the case, he should have allowed the hostage exchange. Instead of killing him, he should have sent him to Zhejiang somehow. If he refused to go, he should have persuaded him. He should have forced him to go. His father, he would have...

Yang Chung's resentment ended there.

SPLURT!

The sword was roughly pulled out, and Yang Chung collapsed, spurting blood from his chest, and died instantly. Ju Gyo and Hwang Chu, who had been kidnapped along with Yang Chung earlier, had already been eliminated.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader told Yang Seok, "The Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader has begun investigating this matter while staying at the Ice Palace."

"I will cut off all tails that could connect us."

"This is a matter of life and death for our sect, so it must be handled carefully."

"Leave it to me."

After Yang Seok left, the Northern Blood Sect Leader looked down at his dead son. His heart ached. The pain was bearable, however. If the Northern Blood Sect were to collapse, that would be unbearable.


The Drunken Demon was pacing in the courtyard.

I know the answer. The answer is within me.

He considered Geom Mugeuk's conjecture plausible.

The Brewmaster wasn't someone who would incur anyone's grudge. If she had been caught in a conspiracy, it would surely be one related to alcohol.

As he paced, he took out a letter they had exchanged and read it. Then he walked again, stopped, and read another letter. He looked up at the sky, pondered various thoughts, and then continued walking.

Lee Ahn watched the Drunken Demon from the window inside the room. "The Drunken Demon seems to be deep in thought."

Han Seol sat on the bed, offering no reply. She hadn't even unpacked her luggage.

"Do you regret it? Your decision to join us?"

Han Seol merely gave her a cold look, remaining silent.

Lee Ahn stopped trying to converse and looked out the window again. The situation outside was serious, and so was the atmosphere inside. Geom Mugeuk, who had caused such great concern for the two women, had left, saying he would be back shortly.

Then, from behind, Han Seol suddenly asked, "Doesn't it occur to you that you're being deceived?"

Lee Ahn turned her head and looked at Han Seol. "By the Young Cult Leader?"

Han Seol nodded.

Lee Ahn understood how Han Seol perceived her. She believed Lee Ahn was being deceived and used by Geom Mugeuk.

She considered simply smiling and letting it go, but then decided against it. While she didn't mind being thought of that way herself, she couldn't tolerate Geom Mugeuk being perceived in the same light.

"Perhaps," she said, readily admitting it, but it was the beginning of setting Han Seol straight about Geom Mugeuk. "By letting myself be 'deceived', I cured the side effects of the martial arts I had learned. I hadn't mentioned it, but they were troublesome side effects."

Lee Ahn did not reveal the specific details of the side effects.

"By letting myself be 'deceived', I learned swordsmanship I could never have dreamed of, and became the leader of an organization I could never have dreamed of. By letting myself be 'deceived', I even became the adopted daughter of someone I could never have dreamed of in my entire life."

Han Seol wasn't curious about what kind of swordsmanship or organization it was, but she was curious about who this 'father' was.

"Who are you talking about?"

"It's the Fist Demon, our Cult's Demon Supreme." Lee Ahn answered honestly. It wasn't a secret, after all.

Han Seol was surprised to hear that Lee Ahn was the Fist Demon's daughter.

This woman is the Fist Demon's daughter?

Was that why the Young Cult Leader cherished this woman? No. Lee Ahn was saying that she was able to become the Fist Demon's daughter because she met the Young Cult Leader.

"By letting myself be 'deceived', I became drinking buddies with the Sanzu Hall Director and the Demonic Army General, and a Demon Supreme's disciple instead became a division captain in the organization I lead."

Since none of her continuous statements were ordinary, Han Seol suspected Lee Ahn might be lying. But would she dare lie so openly to her? About something that would be revealed if investigated?

"And now I'm having a conversation with the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace. If I hadn't been 'deceived' by our Young Cult Leader, my life would have been spent guarding a doorway."

Lee Ahn's eyes were clearer and calmer than ever.

"At this point, isn't a life of being 'deceived' quite alright?"

It wasn't merely to clear up misunderstandings about Geom Mugeuk. It was something she might have simply overlooked if it were anyone else.

Strangely, however, she felt a desire to properly inform Han Seol. That cold Princess wasn't even someone whose personality she would normally like.

"It's hard to believe, isn't it? Sometimes, I can't believe it myself. There are many times I wonder if this is a dream. That's why I told you before to try believing. Ah, but now I should say it differently." After a brief pause, Lee Ahn said, "Try letting yourself be 'deceived' by the Young Cult Leader."

The two women's gazes intertwined in the air. Han Seol couldn't understand, nor could she believe it. Lee Ahn's clear eyes, however, showed no hint of falsehood as she looked at Han Seol.

Just then, the Drunken Demon rushed into the room, searching for Geom Mugeuk. "Where's the Young Cult Leader? Where is he?"

"He went out, saying he had something to attend to. What's the matter?"

The Drunken Demon was slightly agitated, and for good reason. "He was right. The answer was within me all along!"


Chapter 407: If You Prepare, I Will Prepare Too

I was drinking tea at a teahouse, watching the people pass by.

People walked well on the snow-covered path without slipping. Like those who lived under the sandstorms of the Outer Regions, the people of this North Sea lived with the snow.

The person I was scheduled to meet here was someone I was meeting for the first time today, so I had no idea which passerby would suddenly enter the teahouse and take the seat opposite me.

The reason I wore a bamboo hat pulled low, out of sight of others, wasn't to hide myself, but because of the person I was meeting. Secrecy was paramount for him.

How long had I been there?

A middle-aged man naturally took the seat opposite me.

"Oh, it's cold."

The ordinary man, whose demeanor exuded benevolence, was none other than the North Sea Branch Head of the Hidden Moon.

Right now, all the intelligence agents of the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon were currently focused on the Northern Blood Sect and the North Sea Ice Palace.

Of them, the Hidden Moon had contacted me, stating they had an urgent report. Though the information could have been relayed telepathically from afar, I had wanted to meet them in person.

"Have a warm cup of tea first. You've worked hard."

I poured tea into his teacup. Though I couldn't offer alcohol to a subordinate who had worked so diligently, I wished to at least provide him a warm cup of tea.

Alcohol would have been better, but the reason I chose the teahouse instead of an inn for our meeting place was because of the Drunken Demon. I had promised Han Seol we'd drink together next time, but I resolved not to touch alcohol myself until the Drunken Demon did.

While I poured the tea, the man quickly sent a telepathic message.

[The Northern Blood Sect's Second Young Lord, Yang Chung, is dead.]

The news was unexpected. I had anticipated Yang Chung would be pushed out of the succession due to this incident. Yet he was dead?

The polite demeanor of the Northern Blood Sect Leader, who had extended the invitation, flashed through my mind.

He was far more ruthless than he appeared.

What exactly was he plotting, to go so far as to kill his own son? Any reason for his death could be fabricated. Since it was the Northern Blood Sect Leader's own son who had died, no one would dare step forward to investigate the cause.

This report allowed me to definitively surmise one crucial fact. The Northern Blood Sect was connected to the Blood King. Otherwise, they wouldn't have handled this matter so hastily, even going so far as to kill a son.

[Now, pay attention to the movements of the Northern Blood Sect's eldest son.]

[I will inform you as soon as any unusual movements are detected.]

[Thank you.]

The man departed first.

I remained for a moment, finished the remaining tea, then left the teahouse.

As I opened the teahouse door and stepped out, though, a thought suddenly struck me.

The name 'Northern Blood Sect' must have been fated. It was a door that would guide me to the Blood King.

Ah, Blood King. Did you know? The northern gate is actually the gate to the underworld.


When Geom Mugeuk returned, the Drunken Demon delivered welcome news.

"I found out why that person was killed."

He hadn't told Lee Ahn and Han Seol, intending to reveal it when Geom Mugeuk returned and everyone was present.

"I knew our Demon Supreme would figure it out."

In front of Han Seol, Geom Mugeuk addressed the Drunken Demon as the Demon Supreme, not by Hyung-nim.

Now that everyone was gathered, the Drunken Demon revealed how he had found out.

"First, convinced it was definitely related to alcohol, I examined the letters recently exchanged with her. Most of our conversations were about alcohol."

Since the Brewmaster had collected the letters, naturally, the ones she read were the ones she had sent. That made finding clues exceedingly difficult.

"Then I found this passage."

The Drunken Demon showed them a line.

[I also wish to try the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine.]

The Fragrant Snow Ice Wine was a drink Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn had never heard of.

Han Seol, however, knew a great deal about it.

"The Fragrant Snow Ice Wine isn't just an ordinary drink. It possesses special effects."

"What effects?"

"It's a drink that helps you endure the cold. Normally, alcohol warms the body, reducing the sensation of cold, but the effect of this Fragrant Snow Ice Wine is truly remarkable."

The Drunken Demon also knew the effects of the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine well. The moment he saw the words 'Fragrant Snow Ice Wine,' one fact immediately came to mind.

"The constitution those bastards were looking for this time was the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, wasn't it?"

The Extreme Cold Body Constitution and the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine. Both shared the commonality of enduring cold.

"Isn't that a coincidence?"

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn nodded.

At that moment, Han Seol raised a question. "Isn't that reason insufficient to say the Brewmaster died just because of it?"

"Yes, that's right." The Drunken Demon, readily admitting it, added another crucial reason. "As far as I know, though, the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine is a drink that can only be made with the Ice Palace's permission."

"That's right. Drinks with special effects require the Palace's permission."

"Earlier, when I examined past alcohol production at the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar, there was no mention of the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine."

"There wasn't? That can't be!"

If so, it was certainly suspicious.

"So someone secretly had it made for them," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Drunken Demon agreed with Geom Mugeuk's conjecture. "The fact that she told me about it meant she never thought the alcohol would be used for ill purposes. Perhaps someone she knew well had asked for it. Someone trustworthy, I suppose."

It was a conjecture he could make because he knew her well.

"Did she say who asked her to make it?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head, expressing regret. "She didn't reveal that much. She said it was a truly good experience making the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine for the first time, and I replied that I wanted to try it."

"To find the answer from just that passage... You're amazing."

Geom Mugeuk praised the Drunken Demon. His praise wasn't mere empty words; he spoke with genuine sincerity. The Drunken Demon was certainly smarter than he had thought.

"My head must be spinning because I'm not drinking alcohol!"

Smiling at the Drunken Demon's joke, Geom Mugeuk looked at Han Seol.

Han Seol understood what Geom Mugeuk wanted.

"I'll find out who asked for the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine to be made," she answered.

Still, doubt arose. Could she really find out? If it was made without the Palace's permission, the process would have been thoroughly hidden. Could she read her mind?

"Move with Lee Ahn."

Han Seol refused Geom Mugeuk's suggestion. "It's more comfortable investigating alone."

Sleeping in the same room was already burdensome. Now he wanted her to wander around with him during the day too? She thoroughly disliked the idea.

"I know."

"So why are you doing this?"

"It's because I'm worried you might be in danger."

It was an unexpected reason for Han Seol, as well as Lee Ahn and the Drunken Demon.

"Are you worried about my safety, a Princess of the Ice Palace?"

Geom Mugeuk relayed the news he had just learned. "Yang Chung is dead."

The most surprised person was Lee Ahn.

"He's dead? Why?"

"To the Northern Blood Sect Leader, he must have just been a lizard's tail."

That statement contained everything. He was a man who deserved to die anyway, having deceived and led so many to their deaths through his experiments. Still, the fact that his own father killed him was astonishing.

Han Seol was also surprised, but her surprise wasn't due to Yang Chung's death. She was surprised that Geom Mugeuk knew of his death before she did.

Their intelligence is better than ours? Not just anywhere, but here in the North Sea? Does Mother know this news?

Geom Mugeuk warned Han Seol, who was momentarily lost in thought. "You must never let your guard down. The death of the Northern Blood Sect Leader's child within the Northern Blood Sect itself. That is the essence of this fight."

To put it more broadly, it meant this was a fight where the Ice Empress's own kin could die within the North Sea Ice Palace.

"Therefore, move with Lee Ahn."

In Geom Mugeuk's gaze, Han Seol felt an undeniable authority. It wasn't an overbearing attitude. It was a compulsion stemming from a genuine concern for her well-being.

"Alright."

Han Seol no longer refused. Living as the Ice Empress's daughter, this was the first time she had ever felt such tension.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Lee Ahn. There was no need for words, telepathy, or even a nod. He knew she would handle it well. A single glance was enough.

As the two women left the room, only Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon remained.

"Those bastards are looking for a way to withstand extreme cold. Why? Are they trying to learn some martial art we don't know about? Or are they plotting a conspiracy related to the North Sea Ice Palace?"

At the Drunken Demon's question, Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat.

"I have somewhere to go. Drunken Demon, secretly protect Lee Ahn and the Princess."

"Where are you suddenly going?"

Geom Mugeuk said with an enigmatic smile.

"I'm going to prepare for the cold too."

"What do you mean?"

Leaving the curious Drunken Demon behind, Geom Mugeuk also left the room.

"Answer me before you go! Hurry! Didn't I say I'm sensitive because I've gone cold turkey?"


Even if Geom Mugeuk had wanted to answer, it was something he absolutely couldn't reveal. He had come to deal with matters related to his life before his regression.

The place he instantly arrived at, using the Swift Step, was a snow mountain. Within that vast snow mountain, the coldest and most biting winds blew in the Tempest Valley. This place was known to have the strongest winds in the world.

WHIIIIIIIIIIING.

Terrifyingly strong winds blew through a wind valley known to be impassable even for masters of martial arts. Winds that tore human flesh and bone raged there. Moreover, snow swirled with the wind, obscuring all visibility.

The people of the North Sea also called the winds here the Killing Tempest. It was literally a truly mad wind, a wind of death. It was so cold and fierce that even by activating inner arts to protect one's body, traversing the valley was no easy feat. It was truly a mystery created by nature.

After hearing the deduction that those bastards were seeking a way to prepare for the cold, I finally realized it was time to come here.

Before my regression, when I wandered in search of materials for the Grand Regression Art, I traveled everywhere. When I encountered places like this, I pushed even harder to enter. I had even come here.

Ugh, I truly don't have the confidence to live that life again.

WHIIIIING.

I continued walking deeper into the valley, pushing through the wind. The deeper I went, the stronger the wind became. The wind blew so fiercely it seemed capable of tearing even enhanced qi apart, and I had to expend qi just to avoid being blown away, making it truly difficult to go deeper.

It was around here.

As I went deeper, I entered a crevice in the right wall. It was a space where I could briefly hide from the wind outside.

My past self had also hidden like this. It must have been fate that I discovered a passage leading elsewhere at the far corner of this crevice. It was a time when I meticulously searched every nook and cranny.

There was another crevice, completely imperceptible to the eye. It was a narrow gap behind a spot blocked by thick vines. It looked utterly uninviting. The thought that I could easily get stuck and die if I tried to enter naturally crossed my mind.

I ventured inside. I continued through that place where barely one person could pass.

After passing through it all, a slightly wider space appeared. As if entering another world, sunlight streamed into the space, and grass and trees grew.

Outside, biting winds blew, but here, a stream gurgled. It was a place where one could feel the mystery of ancient times.

"It's been a long time."

In the center stood a lone tree. On that tree hung white fruits resembling suspended ice chunks.

These were the miracle herbs passed down through legend, the 10000 Year Snow Fruit.

It could grant far more inner arts than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, and it possessed one more astonishing effect. Not only did it strengthen one against cold, but it also allowed one to comfortably accept any cold-attributed energy.

Furthermore, it could block attacks imbued with extremely cold inner arts. For example, even if struck by the Cold Ice Palm, one's blood vessels would not be damaged by the cold. Conversely, one could also master the Cold Ice Palm more easily than anyone else.

Previously, I had gained a body with Extreme Temperature Immunity from the Heavenly Qi Pill obtained from the Poison King. This 10000 Year Snow Fruit was a miracle herb specialized in resisting cold. If these two miracle herbs were to overlap, I would be able to overcome even extreme cold beyond all limits.

In my life before regression, I couldn't consume the 10000 Year Snow Fruit. The cold contained within the 10000 Year Snow Fruit was so intense it couldn't be consumed casually. If one consumed it greedily, their blood vessels would instantly freeze. It was likely a miracle herb that only the Ice Empress, who had achieved complete mastery of the Cold Ice Divine Art, could consume.

I still remembered the words I had spoken as I left the 10000 Year Snow Fruit behind.

Let's meet again if fate allows.

At that time, I held the belief that I might regress and return to this place.

Now, I could attempt it. I had gained incomparable inner arts compared to before, my blood vessels had strengthened, and most importantly, I had achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I believed that the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, having achieved complete mastery, would protect my body from the cold emitted by this 10000 Year Snow Fruit.

If this belief was even slightly lacking, I shouldn't consume the 10000 Year Snow Fruit. It was clear I would suffer severe internal injuries.

Still, I felt that all of this was fate. I had discovered this place before my regression, achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and my enemies were trying to find and utilize the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

Fate was telling me it was time to consume the 10000 Year Snow Fruit, no, that I absolutely must consume it. Along with fate, my instincts also urged me.

If you prepare for extreme cold, I too will prepare.

Heavenly Demon Defense Art, I'm counting on you.

The moment I grasped the 10000 Year Snow Fruit, a coldness that felt like my entire body would freeze spread through me.

Just by touching it, the 10000 Year Snow Fruit warned of its danger. It seemed to say, 'Eat me and die.'

I didn't hesitate and consumed the 10000 Year Snow Fruit.

The moment it entered my mouth, I felt a coldness I had never experienced before. I had thought it would be hard and wouldn't melt easily, but I was wrong.

The instant it entered my mouth, it melted rapidly, and an extreme cold spread throughout my body.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had already activated, resisting the frigid cold.

HISSSSSS.

It was a coldness that would naturally make one scream. It was hard to believe such coldness truly existed in the world.

Even with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated, I felt a pain as if my entire body was freezing. I wanted to expel this energy from my body immediately.

Fear crept in. The fear that I might die.

Endure, I must endure.

Throughout the process of dissolving the 10000 Year Snow Fruit's energy, I recited the incantations of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, recalling evil spirits. I recalled the four cardinal directions, and the Heavenly Demon Souls I had seen in my illusions. I recalled everything related to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

When I still couldn't endure it, I recalled my father. I remembered his sneering face as he looked at me.

It worked. Surprisingly, even in this agonizing situation, a smile formed on my lips.

Enduring, enduring again.

The result was complete success. I absorbed all of the 10000 Year Snow Fruit's energy, and a large amount of inner qi was added to my qi center, and most importantly, I achieved what I desired. The cold energy of the 10000 Year Snow Fruit permanently settled throughout my blood vessels.

Now, unless an energy colder than the 10000 Year Snow Fruit were to invade my body, no cold energy would be able to affect me.

I was delighted at the thought of having another weapon to counter those bastards. This was how I would grow stronger and stronger.

"I will surely use this power for good."

After bowing to the 10000 Year Snow Fruit tree with clasped hands, I departed the place.

Passing through the narrow passage, I re-emerged into the valley where fierce winds blew.

WHIIIIIIING.

An immense wind assailed me. Even without activating qi to protect my body, the biting wind felt not cold at all.

To exaggerate slightly, the Killing Tempest had now become a mere spring breeze and a warm breeze to me.

Before my regression, I had turned back the way I came. I couldn't go any deeper into the valley then. Today, however, I was curious. What lay at the very end?

Thus, I began walking towards the source of the wind.


Chapter 408: Next Time We Meet, We Must Have a Drink

Han Seol and Lee Ahn were walking together through the inner gardens of the Ice Palace. Han Seol had been tasked with finding out who the Brewmaster had made the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine for, but she was truly at a loss.

Who should I ask?

This wasn't a matter of intelligence or foolishness. It was a matter of experience. She had never once investigated a case before. Still, she had no intention of giving up. Asking her mother for help was also not an option she considered.

"Let's return to the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar first."

Han Seol's attitude toward Lee Ahn had grown more respectful. Until now, she'd treated her merely as the Young Cult Leader's subordinate, but now she began to see her as the Fist Demon's daughter. Even as an adopted daughter, one couldn't treat the Demon Supreme's offspring carelessly.

"That's a good idea."

"Why do you say that?"

"When I saw the late Brewmaster's room, a thought struck me: 'This person truly loved making wine.' They likely spent more time in the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar than at home. So, wouldn't the answer we're seeking be found there?"

At Lee Ahn's words, Han Seol nodded slightly.

Everyone is so intelligent.

Geom Mugeuk, the Drunken Demon, and Lee Ahn had utterly shattered her preconceptions about demons. She'd always believed demons were cruel, violent, and unashamedly driven by their desires.

These three, however, were nothing like the Young Cult Leader, the Demon Supreme, or the subordinates she'd previously imagined.

Even so, I can't lose to demons.

Since the Drunken Demon had investigated the letter and uncovered a clue, Han Seol felt compelled to produce results of her own, not to impress the Young Cult Leader, but to prove herself to her mother. She yearned to present the image of a daughter who could overwhelm them.

Though she typically harbored no desire to impress others, such feelings still lingered when it came to her mother.

Yet, it wasn't that she liked her mother. No, perhaps her mother was the person she hated most.

"You've returned, Princess."

The Temporary Brewmaster of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar welcomed them, but Han Seol hadn't come to see him. Instead, she sought out Cho Myang, the individual responsible for wine ingredients.

Cho Myang grew visibly nervous at her visit.

"I have something to ask you."

"Please speak freely."

"You must be busy, so I won't beat around the bush. Did the late Brewmaster ever request ingredients for the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine?"

"N-No, she did not."

Cho Myang's voice trembled, perhaps from nervousness.

"This is important. You must not deceive me."

As Han Seol's cold gaze fixed on him, Cho Myang bowed his head.

Just then, Lee Ahn stepped forward. "I think he likely made a promise with the Brewmaster not to tell anyone."

Cho Myang, still bowed, remained silent.

"We suspect the Brewmaster passed away because of that wine."

The moment she uttered those words, Cho Myang visibly flinched.

"Isn't uncovering those responsible for the Brewmaster's death more vital than upholding a promise?"

Cho Myang's hesitation was palpable. A flat denial would imply a profound relationship with the deceased Brewmaster, and he wasn't the type to deceive without batting an eye.

Cautiously, Cho Myang raised his head and asked, "Did she truly pass away because of that wine?"

"We believe so." The Princess echoed Lee Ahn's assertion. "Opportunities don't always present themselves. If you squander this chance, there won't be another to re-examine the Brewmaster's death."

Though her tone was somewhat cold, her words proved effective. Cho Myang no longer concealed the truth, revealing the facts.

"She quietly summoned only me and asked me to procure the ingredients for the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine. She claimed it was a wine secretly requested by an esteemed person. She asked me to keep it a secret, and so I did. I apologize."

"Who did she say it was for?"

"That, I do not know."

"Was there anyone the Brewmaster was particularly close to?"

"There's no one in particular I can name. She generally preferred solitude."

With no further questions, Han Seol concluded her inquiry.

"You handled the wine ingredients and left no record, so you will be disciplined."

"I am prepared for that."

One could sense his profound respect for the Brewmaster. Indeed, that must be why he secretly provided the ingredients.

Lee Ahn warmly comforted him for his honesty. "The Brewmaster would surely be grateful as well."

With that, the two stepped outside. Lee Ahn felt the words 'don't punish him' rise to her throat, but she held them back. Even if she intended to forgive him, speaking up might inadvertently lead to his punishment.

"You're kind to people, unlike a demon would be."

Lee Ahn then asked, "In this murim, who do you think survives longer? The ruthless or the kind?"

"Well, obviously..." Han Seol didn't voice it. The answer was so clear she wondered if there was any need to speak it aloud.

Lee Ahn's thoughts, however, diverged from hers. "I'm of the belief that kind people survive longer."

Kindness? Han Seol had never experienced such an emotion. She'd never received kindness, nor had she ever treated others kindly.

That was why she disagreed.

Kindness in this ruthless jianghu? Hmph!

Just then, Cho Myang ran back to them. "A moment ago, I was too nervous to think clearly, but I've seen the Brewmaster drinking with Elder Seo a few times. He wasn't someone who socialized much, so it stuck in my memory."

Cho Myang bowed respectfully and then returned.

Lee Ahn smiled and said to Han Seol. "This, too, is a result of kindness."

Despite Lee Ahn's jest, Han Seol's expression had grown serious.

"What's wrong?"

"It's nothing."

Lee Ahn, however, sensed it. The moment she heard Elder Seo's name, something troubled Han Seol.

Lee Ahn calmly addressed her. "Wasn't it the Princess's condition that absolutely nothing should be hidden?"

You wouldn't be thinking, 'Don't you hide anything, while I will?' would you?

When Lee Ahn's gaze seemed to pose the same question, Han Seol finally uttered the words she'd hesitated to speak. "Elder Seo is the person my mother trusts the most."

Elder Seo was an influential figure within the Ice Palace, widely considered the Ice Empress's greatest supporter.

"In that case, the Brewmaster might have granted his request without worry."

He was a suitable person for the condition that the wine would be made for someone trustworthy. Elder Seo was also a man of excellent character. However, if the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine was believed to be connected to her death, and the recipient was Elder Seo, it presented a problem whether her mother knew about it or not.

The kindest people are the ones who survive?

"Elder Seo is also the only person my mother treats kindly."


WHIRRRRRRR.

The wind grew stronger, yet I pressed onward.

Originally, traversing this path was arduous, not only due to the wind's intensity but also the terrifying chill it carried. It was a coldness no human could withstand, demanding immense inner arts to block. Rather, one's inner arts were expended for two reasons, to keep from being blown away and to ward off the chill.

Now, however, I no longer needed to worry about the chill, only the wind's intensity.

Having already achieved Extreme Temperature Immunity with the Heavenly Qi Pill, and then consumed the 10000 Year Snow Fruit, its effects were truly miraculously astonishing.

This biting chill, enough to freeze blood, felt like nothing at all. I'd thought I would reach the end easily.

With every step forward, the wind grew more ferocious. The sound of the wind shifted with each stride.

I could guarantee it: unless one was chosen, they could never pass through this place. I, too, was a chosen person.

After my regression, I'd gained a tremendous amount of inner arts, mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Moreover, I'd consumed the 10000 Year Snow Fruit.

If even I doubted whether I could reach the end, then who on earth could possibly break through this place?

Why did they seek the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?

I briefly wondered if it was to break through this place, and that was one reason I'd tried to come here.

But having experienced it myself, that was definitely not it. They were clearly plotting something else.

As I advanced a little further, the wind blew so fiercely that I couldn't entertain any other thoughts.

I calculated my remaining inner arts, the distance to the end, and the increasingly strong wind intensity. I couldn't simply push my inner arts to their limit, nor could I conserve them too much, or I'd be blown away. I even calculated the minimum inner arts needed to protect my body if I lost strength and was swept away.

As I walked, using only the calculated amount of inner arts, I began to feel pain.

It hurt. It truly hurt. To think the wind could cause such agony.

I couldn't, however, raise my inner arts further to avoid the pain. Greater suffering awaited me later. I had to endure this pain to reach that place.

As time passed, an unexpected amount of inner arts was consumed. I even had to allocate some qi to protect my eardrums, as the wind's roar was so loud it could damage my hearing.

WHOOOOOOOOOOSH!

Why go there? What if I suffer internal injuries?

The desire to avoid pain endlessly tempted me. Had it not been for my life before regression, I would never have been able to push forward like this.

Back then, I was tormented by so many temptations. 'Give up. How can a human regress? Just give up now and live your own life.'

However, I had overcome those endless temptations and walked that lonely path alone.

I can walk this path too.

I walked and walked. The vast amount of inner arts within my qi center was, before I knew it, almost entirely depleted.

Just a little, a little more.

In the final moments, the sound of the wind vanished, and my surroundings grew silent.

Could it be a hallucination?

It would be disastrous if I fell into qi deviation now. If this was a premonitory sign, I had to give up immediately and turn back.

That was the final temptation.

I steadfastly continued my steps. Overcoming temptation had always been about taking that silent, resolute step forward.

ROOOOOOOOOAR!

The moment I overcame the temptation, a sound of wind I'd never heard before echoed once more.

I had finally reached the source of the wind. Its intensity had reached its peak. Using all my reserved inner arts, I pushed my enhanced qi and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art to their limits.

I'm here! Just this! Please!

Overcoming the pain of my entire body feeling torn apart, I took the final step.

The moment I passed through the wind valley and twisted my body to evade, the pain vanished as if by magic. I had escaped that tremendous wind.

"I did it!"

A gasp of 'I'm alive' escaped me naturally.

Wind still raged into the valley I'd just exited. It blew so strongly that the waves of wind were visible to the eye.

The source of the wind was the sky itself. From far away, wind descended diagonally from the heavens, fiercely blowing into the valley.

It looked as if a demon were sucking all the air from the world into its gaping maw. It was truly a mysterious, unfamiliar, and terrifying sight.

And I realized. Reaching this place itself was a greater miraculous encounter than any other.

Breaking through to this place, I had unleashed all the qi I possessed, every potential a martial artist possessed. After expending every last drop of my potential, I felt as if I could transparently see myself as a martial artist.

My martial arts realm ascended. I also felt as if I, as a person, had grown stronger.

It was a strange experience and sensation. I was certain this experience, felt for the first time in my life, would undoubtedly influence the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Leaving the demon's gaping maw that sucked in the wind behind me, I slowly moved forward.

Far behind me, a colossal cliff blocked the way, its top so tall it was invisible. A ridge of snow mountains completely obstructed the opposite direction. It was as if this place could not be entered unless one broke through that wind valley.

Before me, a spring landscape unfolded. Flowers bloomed, and birds flew. Rabbits and deer saw me but did not flee, their eyes holding the look of seeing a human for the first time. A mysterious aura overflowed, the primordial mystery of a place that had never allowed humans entry.

Suddenly, I saw a person standing in the midst of it all. With his hands clasped behind his back, he was an old man.

An old man in a place like this?

He certainly wouldn't be an ordinary person... a familiar figure came to mind.

Surely not? It couldn't be him, could it?

"Elder?" I cautiously called out to the old man.

The old man then slowly turned towards me. To my astonishment, he was the very old man who had regressed me.

"Elder!"

The old man smiled broadly and shook the wine bottle he was holding. "Didn't I say we'd have a drink next time we met?"

Those were the words the old man had spoken just before regressing me. I'd had a premonition that he might appear before me again someday. To think it would be today.

"I'm abstaining from alcohol, you know. Did you come at this exact time on purpose, just to tease me?"

The old man chuckled heartily. "You've become much brighter than before."

"Thanks to you."

The old man, who had been gazing at me with deep eyes, slowly approached and patted my shoulder. "You've suffered a lot, haven't you? You're doing well."

The moment I heard the old man's words, my chest tightened. Though I constantly strove to express myself in every way to others, it seemed I, too, had wanted to be comforted.

I must have yearned for comfort from someone who knew my efforts from beginning to end. Someone who knew I had lived so diligently from before my regression until now. Just to tell me I was doing well. That one phrase was all I needed to hear.

"I'm abstaining from alcohol right now, so let's have that drink another time."

"Are you leaving already?"

"As you know, many people seek me, so I'm quite busy."

Still, the implication that he might come to see me again filled me with a pleasant warmth.

WHIRRRRRRR.

A gust of wind blew, and the old man vanished before my eyes with the wind.

Along with him, the paradise-like scenery around me also disappeared. The trees, grass, and animals vanished with him.

Now, my surroundings were nothing but snow and ice.

He came and went in an instant, making it feel like a dream.

Was that a hallucination?

I'd used up all my mental energy and inner arts to the point of near exhaustion.

But no, it wasn't. The hand that patted my shoulder had been too vivid.

I was so glad and happy to see him again.

I'd forgotten to look up at the sky these past few days, so you came to see me directly? I'll look up often, so please watch over me until the end. Stop pretending to be busy all the time. And... thank you, truly.


Chapter 409: The One Moment He Lost His Temper

I did not simply leave the Wind Valley. After all the effort it took to enter this place, how could I just leave?

First, I thoroughly explored the valley's interior. It was the first time I had encountered a place so completely isolated from the outside world.

If I were to use this place as a safehouse, it would be the best. It was so secluded that even if an enemy knew it was here, they would never be able to enter, let alone attack anyone here.

Of course, bringing someone here to protect them would require far more inner arts than I currently possess, so I resolved that if I ever reached a level where I could enter this place with ease, I would build a villa here.

Before leaving this place, there was one crucial task I had to complete.

I immediately activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I could not simply leave this place without performing the Nine Calamities Demonic Art even once.

Breaking through here had forced me to use all my potential. In that process, I had gained new insights, and I wanted to confirm those achievements.

Even though no one else was present, I activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. This was not only to protect the valley's interior but also to perform the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

I needed the time, because more time would save the lives of me and those around me.

Within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, I performed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I meticulously executed the technique from its very beginning to the point I had mastered.

The First Technique: The Human Destroying Stance.

SHIIIIING!

To an enemy, they would appear terrifying and ghastly, but to me, the four familiar specters of evil spirits simultaneously emerged from the cardinal directions, brandishing their swords.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Today's Human Destroying Stance was different from before. While previous achievements had made the four specters from the cardinal directions faster and stronger, today brought a change in a different aspect.

Instead of vanishing immediately, they gazed at each other. The terrifying one stared at the handsome one, and the mysterious one exchanged glances with the intelligent-looking one.

Until now, I had only sensed instinct from them, but today, for the very first time, I felt they possessed reason and emotion.

It was truly a fleeting moment, but I sensed the four of them whispering! The feeling was unmistakable.

Among them, the intelligent-looking one glanced at me before vanishing. I could clearly sense a hint of regret at parting in its gaze.

Just before the four specters from the cardinal directions completely disappeared, I said, "It's good to meet you."

The four specters from the cardinal directions quietly vanished, leaving my words as a soliloquy, but it was the first time I had greeted them. I felt as though I had taken another step closer to the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Next, I performed the Second Technique: The Great Annihilation Stance. Just by observing the Great Annihilation Stance, I could clearly tell that my mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art had advanced.

WHOOSH!

Originally, the terrifying specter among the cardinal directions had split into eight, but now two more had been added, causing it to split into ten.

CRACKLE! CRACKLE! CRACKLE!

The ten specters swept forward, obliterating everything in their path. The Great Annihilation Stance was always a thrilling sight to behold, no matter when it was performed.

The Third Technique: The Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

How could a wall of enhanced qi be any different? The Impenetrable Demonic Wall had shrunk even further.

As it reduced its size, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall seemed to congratulate me on my achievement.

And then, the Fourth Technique: The Darkness Flash.

WHOOSH!

Darkness descended, deeper and heavier than any before.

SWISH!

A single streak of light cut through the darkness, faster and more potent than any previous flash.

The darkness deepened, and the light grew brighter.

I did not attempt the Fifth Technique. I instinctively felt that now was not the time to advance, but to refine the achievements I had gained.

I considered this achievement a gift from the old man. A present given to me for diligently doing well even after my regression. Me breaking through the wind and reaching this point was also thanks to his guidance.

"I will continue to strive forward."

To strive and strive again, so that even if the outcome was unfavorable, I could still say this: I did my best, so I have no regrets.

Only then could I dream of revenge, but paradoxically, such an attitude would also prevent me from being consumed by revenge and allow me to live my life fully.

Finally, when I left this place, I did not train arduously. After enduring the extreme inner arts at the source of the wind...

"I'm leaving nowwwwwwwww!"

I stopped resisting, let the wild winds carry me, and soared towards the entrance.

Exhilaration filled me.

If I ever miss the wind, I'll return here.


Han Seol fell into contemplation. The moment the name Elder Seo appeared, she grew serious. He was the person her mother trusted most, and the most respected figure in the Ice Palace.

The quick-witted Lee Ahn surmised where Han Seol's concerns ultimately lay. She fears the Ice Empress might be involved.

In other words, she did not trust her own mother.

That thought brought to Lee Ahn's mind a presence she had forgotten for a while. A name that was difficult to bear whether it was present or absent.

Lee Ahn managed her emotions, speaking calmly. "If he is an important figure in the Ice Palace, we should approach him cautiously,"

"First, I should meet Elder Seo. I'll go there alone."

"Do you usually visit him often?"

Han Seol shook her head.

"Then he will certainly be suspicious."

"What if we just tell him we came to investigate for such-and-such a reason?"

It would be fortunate if they discovered something that way, but this was Lee Ahn's concern.

"Can you tell if the other person is lying? I'm not confident. Especially if the person is an Elder."

Would Han Seol be particularly good at discerning it?

"If Elder Seo is involved in this matter, he will undoubtedly lie. If we can't detect his lies, then he'll just realize we suspect him, won't he? Our hand will be revealed before we even get to fight properly."

It was certainly a valid point.

"Then what should we do?"

Lee Ahn cautiously proposed something. "Let's inform the Young Cult Leader."

Han Seol's expression stiffened slightly. Give up already, after discovering Elder Seo through their own efforts? She wanted to uncover the full truth of this matter by herself.

Guessing her thoughts, Lee Ahn became even more cautious. "I believe the Princess has played a significant role just by finding evidence that Elder Seo is involved in this matter."

It was a suggestion she would never have accepted normally.

"Do you believe the Young Cult Leader will have a clever solution?"

"Yes, I do."

"How can you be so sure?"

"He has shown us so much until now."

Han Seol pondered for a moment.

"Alright, let's go back for now."

Since it concerned Elder Seo, they had to handle it carefully. Moreover, she also wanted to personally confirm what abilities the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader possessed.

Returning to their residence with such high spirits, they asked the Drunken Demon for Geom Mugeuk's whereabouts.

"The Young Cult Leader has gone out."

He should have been here at a time like this. They had returned to the residence, trusting in the Young Cult Leader, only for him to be absent right now.

Lee Ahn concealed her true feelings and smiled. "He must have gone to take care of something important."

At that, the Drunken Demon, with a playful glint in his eye, relayed words that didn't necessarily need to be said. "He said something about preparing for the cold?"

"Pardon?"

"He just said that and left."

"Did he go to buy clothes, perhaps?" Even after saying it, Lee Ahn's own answer felt inadequate. Sighing, she looked back at Han Seol. "Shall we go meet Elder Seo right now?"

Han Seol laughed at Lee Ahn's joke.

"Oh? You just laughed."

Han Seol replied, her expression serious. "Perhaps a sneer counts as a laugh?"

Just then, a voice came from behind them.

"A sneer is a laugh, too. In fact, I know the most magnificent sneer in the world."

They turned to see Geom Mugeuk entering.

Lee Ahn exclaimed, delighted. "Young Cult Leader! Where have you been?"

"I went for a walk in the wind."

Truly, he had walked in enough wind for a lifetime.


One hour later, visitors arrived at Elder Seo's residence.

"The Princess has arrived, accompanied by the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader."

Despite the unannounced visit, Seo Nak was not surprised. "Bring them in at once."

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk and Han Seol entered the main hall.

"It's an honor to meet you. I am Geom Mugeuk."

"I finally get to meet the protagonist of the rumors that have shaken the Central Plains."

The two exchanged polite greetings. Seo Nak possessed a benevolent smile, refined words, and dignified actions. He exuded a warm aura, as if he would forgive any wrongdoing with kind words.

Indeed, he seemed to be a figure highly respected not only within the Ice Palace but also among the martial artists of the North Sea.

"So, you are investigating the death of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar Brewmaster?"

"Yes, I received permission from the Empress. Before I am the Young Cult Leader, I am a junior in the murim, so please feel free to speak freely."

Geom Mugeuk also offered a relaxed smile, much like Seo Nak's. The meeting had a good start.

"Hers is a regrettable loss."

"Have you ever shared a drink with the Brewmaster?"

At Geom Mugeuk's casually posed question, Han Seol, surprisingly, grew tense. Cho Myang of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar had claimed the two had shared drinks on several occasions. Would Elder Seo speak the truth?

"I have drunk with her a few times, but we mostly talked about alcohol, so I don't know much about the Brewmaster herself."

Seo Nak did not conceal the facts.

"What are your thoughts on the Brewmaster's death?"

"I don't understand what you mean."

"Do you believe there was anyone who held a grudge against her?"

Seo Nak withheld his answer for a moment. "Are you, perhaps, here to investigate me?"

"Is there a reason we shouldn't be?"

A tense silence hung in the air at the provocative retort. Soon, Geom Mugeuk smiled, easing the tension. "It's a joke. Just a joke. When I said I should investigate the Brewmaster's acquaintances first, the Princess here suggested it. She said the most trustworthy person among his acquaintances was the Empress, and next was Elder Seo. That's why we visited you first. To rule you out as a suspect."

Seo Nak chuckled good-naturedly and looked at Han Seol. "Thank you for thinking so."

"Not at all." Han Seol bowed her head slightly.

"By the way, you've really decorated this main hall beautifully."

Geom Mugeuk walked to one of the walls and examined the display cabinet placed before it. Various ornaments were arranged there.

Meanwhile, Seo Nak gazed at Han Seol, his benevolent smile unchanging as always.

From a young age, she had regarded him like an uncle. She had also heard that her mother received much help from Elder Seo when she ascended to the position of Ice Empress.

Upon seeing his face here, a thought occurred to her.

This isn't right.

She had heard testimony that the Brewmaster had shared drinks with Elder Seo on several occasions, but there was no evidence that he had received the specific wine from her.

Normally, she should have been standing beside Seo Nak, observing Geom Mugeuk like what were these demonic martial artists doing here? Yet now, she was suspecting him alongside them.

How did it come to this?

When she vaguely considered it, Elder Seo seemed suspicious, but upon seeing his smiling face looking at her, she felt an unwarranted sense of apology. The human heart was truly different when seeing someone in person versus not.

"Have you heard the news about the Northern Blood Sect?" Geom Mugeuk asked, still examining the items in the display cabinet.

Han Seol was about to reprimand him for his rude demeanor, but Seo Nak raised a hand to stop her. He had not lost his composure in the slightest.

"What news are you referring to?"

"About how the second brother kidnapped people and conducted dangerous experiments."

"I have not heard anything."

"I see."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk glanced back, asking. "You're not asking what kind of experiments they were?"

"It's obvious. That second brother is quite an eccentric person, after all."

"So I've heard."

Geom Mugeuk did not continue the conversation, instead touching the ornaments in the display cabinet.

Han Seol felt none of the special qualities Lee Ahn had spoken of in Geom Mugeuk.

Transcendent? He's certainly transcendent in his rudeness.

"Is there anything else you wish to discuss?"

"No, we merely came to pay our respects today."

"Indeed, the Demonic Cult is still the Demonic Cult. Just a simple greeting can make one so tense."

"Why would you be tense if you are innocent?"

Han Seol hastily bid farewell. "We shall take our leave now."

"If you have any more questions, feel free to return. I will cooperate at any time."

"Thank you."

The two bowed and turned to leave.

As Geom Mugeuk walked towards the door with Han Seol, he suddenly turned back as if remembering something, abruptly asking, "Oh, by the way, where did you use the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine? Did you go somewhere cold?"

The one who was surprised was Han Seol. She had not expected Geom Mugeuk to ask such a question so suddenly.

Despite the abrupt inquiry, Seo Nak did not fluster, tilting his head as he replied, "The Fragrant Snow Ice Wine? Why would you ask me about that?"

"Didn't you receive it from the Brewmaster?"

"I have never received it."

His reaction was so natural that he did not appear to be lying.

"I see."

After politely bowing and turning to leave, Geom Mugeuk turned back once more, asking, "You're not asking again? How I knew you were given the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine. Don't people usually get curious when someone says something untrue about them?"

"What does that matter? What matters is that I did not receive it."

Seo Nak did not ask, but Geom Mugeuk informed him.

"The Brewmaster wrote in a letter sent to the Drunken Demon that she had given the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine to Elder Seo."

"I don't know why the Brewmaster would write such a thing, but I have never received the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine."

"It seems there might have been some misunderstanding."

After bowing, the two stepped out of the main hall.

Once completely outside, Han Seol asked, "Why did you do that?"

"I was probing him, trying to see if he would lie."

"You were the one who lied."

The Brewmaster had never mentioned Elder Seo to the Drunken Demon, after all.

"So, by lying yourself, did you manage to uncover Elder Seo's lie?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "I couldn't tell."

"Because Elder Seo didn't lie."

"Perhaps." Geom Mugeuk's ready admission was for the sake of his next words. "However, one thing was strange."

"What was it?"

"After we met today, there was only one moment when Elder Seo lost his temper. Do you know when that was?"

"You were so rude so many times, I can't tell. So? When was it?"

An unexpected answer flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips. "It was when I moved the items on the display cabinet."

Han Seol had not even noticed that such a thing had happened, nor that Seo Nak had lost his temper. Only Geom Mugeuk, who had subtly emitted his qi throughout the conversation to carefully observe Seo Nak's emotions, could have known.

"Did you see that display cabinet?"

"No."

"There wasn't a speck of dust, and the items placed on it were lined up with not an inch of error. It was to the point of obsessive compulsive disorder."

"Perhaps the maids clean it meticulously."

"Then that's even more problematic."

"What do you mean?"

"How terrifying must the owner be for them to clean it so perfectly?"

The problem was that it wasn't the maids' doing.

"If Elder Seo had no interest in the display cabinet, he wouldn't have reacted that way when I messed up the ornaments."

Through that incident, Geom Mugeuk uncovered an important fact.

"He possesses two contradictory aspects. A benevolent side that offers good-natured smiles, and a neurotic side that tolerates not even a single inch of disarray."

Han Seol was secretly impressed. Geom Mugeuk had grasped a fact in that short time that she, despite seeing him for so long, had never realized. She now understood a little why Lee Ahn had suggested informing the Young Cult Leader. His rude behavior must have all been calculated.

"Even so, it's just a personality trait, isn't it?"

It was a valid point. While contradictory personalities were unexpected, they were not proof that he was behind this incident.

"You're right. So, let's find out a little more."

"How?"

That, too, was a method Han Seol had not considered.

"This time, instead of objects, we'll shake up the people around him."

Han Seol was enveloped in a strange tension. The closest person among Seo Nak's acquaintances was someone who had never once shown signs of wavering throughout her life.

Can he truly shake my mother?


Chapter 410: One Must Look Back More Often

Returning to their residence, Geom Mugeuk and Han Seol recounted the events of their meeting with Seo Nak to the Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn.

As Geom Mugeuk finished speaking, Han Seol addressed Lee Ahn. "It was a good decision to leave it to the Young Cult Leader instead of handling it ourselves."

She had thought Geom Mugeuk was deceiving them, but this incident had slightly changed her mind. Even if he wasn't a transcendent being, he certainly possessed extraordinary qualities.

Geom Mugeuk's playful gaze turned towards Lee Ahn. "A subordinate who pushes work onto their leader?"

"A good leader knows when to pretend not to notice."

"It's difficult, even for a leader, to suppress killing intent."

"The Young Cult Leader lives a difficult life, unlike other leaders who live easily."

Han Seol still found such conversations unfamiliar. She was certain that such a casual relationship with a subordinate would inevitably lead to significant side effects.

"Do you know who is closest to Elder Seo?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Han Seol answered honestly. "The closest person to him is the Empress."

"Could you arrange a meeting with the Empress for tomorrow?"

"Certainly."

"However, I will go alone tomorrow."

"Why?"

Geom Mugeuk offered an unexpected reason. "Because in the presence of her child, she becomes a parent, not an Empress."

Han Seol believed Geom Mugeuk was still unaware of the Empress's relationship with her child.

"I don't think you need to worry about that."

"Because there are parental feelings that children can never truly know."

"How does the Young Cult Leader know a parent's heart? You aren't even married yet."

Geom Mugeuk was not one to be at a loss for words in response to such a question.

"When you have a father like mine as a parent, you naturally study parenthood diligently. What exactly is a parent!"

Geom Mugeuk saw the Drunken Demon chuckle at his words. Everyone feared and worried about his father, but perhaps not as much as the Drunken Demon. At least the misunderstanding that his father disliked him had been cleared, which was a relief.

Geom Mugeuk approached the Drunken Demon, who was drinking tea, and sniffed around him.

"Young Cult Leader, what are you doing?"

"I'm checking because tea doesn't quite suit the Drunken Demon. I'm wondering if there's alcohol in the teapot instead of tea." Geom Mugeuk poured tea into an empty teacup and drank it. "I feel a bit tipsy. Isn't this tea-flavored alcohol?"

"Drinking tea has become quite enjoyable."

"Still, you're holding back well, aren't you?"

"Don't you know? There's nothing as mysterious as the human body. My body is already adapting to tea as if I've never drunk so much alcohol."

"Not that. I mean, you're holding back well from just going and overturning everything."

The Drunken Demon drained his tea and said, "Yeah, but I can't hold on much longer."

Through his disheveled hair, the Drunken Demon's gaze was utterly cold.

Lee Ahn and Han Seol understood. The Drunken Demon wasn't holding back from alcohol, he was suppressing his rage.

Geom Mugeuk gazed out the window and spoke softly, "I'll drag them out soon. This place is too beautiful for villains to hide."

At that moment, he addressed the Drunken Demon as a brother, not as a Demon Supreme.

Everyone followed Geom Mugeuk's gaze, briefly looking out at the pristine white world beyond the window.

Knowing what kind of person the Blood King was, Geom Mugeuk briefly imagined that white world being covered in blood.

Still, I believe that everything will be fine.

Because that world would soon be covered again by pristine white snow.


The Ice Empress served me refreshments.

"It's my first time sitting with the successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"It's an honor."

"Go on, drink."

When I drank the tea without hesitation, the Ice Empress gave me a surprised look. It was as if she was wondering why a Young Cult Leader would drink without checking for poison.

"Before you came, I studied you, even the unusual aspects."

"What kind of person am I?"

Staring intently at me, the Ice Empress replied, "That isn't a question that can be easily answered."

"You've observed well. I am not an easy person."

I said it like a joke, but the Ice Empress did not smile, as if she truly believed it.

"There's progress in the investigation?"

"Yes, that's why I visited Elder Seo yesterday."

"Are you suspecting Elder Seo?"

I slowly drank my tea, pausing for a moment. "What do you think, Empress?"

"That's preposterous."

"There are suspicious circumstances."

"Is that so?"

"Yet you remain calm?"

"Because it's impossible." The Ice Empress made no secret of trusting Seo Nak more than anyone else. "You still haven't properly answered my question."

It was a direct demand for my thoughts.

"I am suspicious."

"The reason?"

"It's just a feeling."

Because if the forces behind this were to threaten the Empress, they would need someone of Elder Seo's caliber.

"So, you have no direct evidence."

Geom Mugeuk acknowledged with a smile.

"Why would Elder Seo kill the Brewmaster?"

"I don't know either."

"He is not that kind of person."

She reiterated her conviction, but I sensed a hidden distrust within that belief. If she truly trusted Seo Nak, she would have halted the investigation immediately.

There was another reason she allowed me to stay in the Ice Palace and investigate the incident.

What is it you truly desire?

I sensed a secret hidden deep within her eyes, something more than just finding the culprit who killed the Brewmaster.

This time, I probed the Ice Empress's thoughts by mentioning the Northern Blood Sect.

"I believe the Northern Blood Sect is also involved in this matter."

Despite the mention of the Northern Blood Sect, she showed no particular agitation. "Did you expect that?"

"Because their second brother was entangled with you all."

"You know he died, don't you?"

Naturally, the Ice Empress knew. "They say he committed suicide due to the shock of being abducted this time."

"Do you believe that?"

She drank her tea instead of answering.

"What do you think of those who would even kill their own children for their desires?"

"I am also that kind of person. Someone for whom the Ice Palace is more important than my own child."

Her reply was both self-deprecating and provocative.

"It seems the information I got about the Empress was incorrect. The Empress I read about cherishes her daughter more than anyone else."

The Ice Empress stared intently at me, her gaze asking how I knew that.

I may not know other things, but I know for certain how much you love your daughter. Even if you haven't properly expressed it until now, and even if you seem unaware of your own feelings.

"Well, that's fine."

I brought up someone who was effective and well-received in any situation.

"Because my father is the same."

Indeed, the Ice Empress smiled faintly. She would know well what kind of person the Heavenly Demon of this era was.

And this was what I wanted to say.

"Both my father and you are mistaken."

At my unexpected words, the Ice Empress showed a hint of surprise. She likely hadn't expected me to say that not only she, but even the Heavenly Demon, was mistaken.

"In what way?"

I first said to her what I had always wanted to say to my father.

"I want to tell you not to live a life where, after sacrificing everything for your organization, you look back and find no one there."

"!"

"You lived your life running for those behind you. You only looked forward and ran. How could you do this? I'm talking about a life of such lament. You must look back. Far more often, far more than you think is enough. Cruelly, seven or eight times out of ten, you won't even realize you've looked back. Because they, too, must look behind them."

I bowed respectfully to her and rose from my seat.

"I want to tell you that it's time to look back at your daughter. Fortunately, it seems she's still standing behind you."


The next day, I visited the Ice Empress again.

"What brings you here today?"

"I came again today, wondering if I had been too rude yesterday."

"I told you to talk to my daughter, yet you've returned."

Fortunately, she didn't seem angry about yesterday's events. Her daughter's well-being was likely an important matter to her as well.

"You haven't called your daughter yet, have you?"

The Ice Empress could not answer. If she were someone who could immediately look back just because she was told to, she would have been living that way from the start.

"I know that such things don't happen easily with just one word."

"So? Does that mean you'll keep coming until it happens?"

"That is my intention."

"What is your reason for this?"

While I had their well-being in mind, there was also another reason. It was because of Seo Nak. He would be watching my meetings with the Ice Empress.

I met her yesterday, I met her today. What if I meet her again tomorrow?

Considering his obsessive personality, I suspect he sought a certain perfection and order even in human relationships.

The Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader, who has clearly shown signs of suspecting him, meeting the Ice Empress every day? This would undoubtedly disrupt his order.

I needed to quickly find out what role he played in this matter. Was he merely a good-natured Elder with an obsession, or was he their pawn, or even the mastermind himself?

"What other reason could there be? I wish for the Princess's well-being. If it weren't for the Princess this time, I wouldn't even be here. I wouldn't be meeting the Empress so often either. Since you've studied me, you must know that I truly enjoy associating with prodigies. I'm even someone who dances with them."

No matter how hard you try to understand me, it won't be easy. Not as long as what you are certain is a lie is my truth.

"Have you ever felt lost?"

"......" The Ice Empress shook her head, her expression clearly showing her bewilderment. What is he trying to say now?

"I often do. It was like that yesterday, after I left the Empress. Who was I, to speak so presumptuously to the Empress? I had originally followed the Drunken Demon to the North Sea just to spend time with him." I bowed respectfully to her. "I apologize for my presumptuousness yesterday."

After silently gazing at me for a moment, she asked, "Did you say you were abstaining from alcohol?"

"Yes, an abstinence of loyalty."

"When does it end?"

I understood that she meant to invite me for a drink.

"Not far off," I said. Of course, I added a crucial remark, "If the Empress trusts me."


Seo Nak made his move that evening, the same day Geom Mugeuk had visited the Empress's palace for the third consecutive day.

"Welcome, Elder."

"I stopped by on my way."

From the time the Ice Empress was a Princess until now, Seo Nak had always been respectful towards her.

Seo Nak immediately stated the purpose of his visit. "I heard that you've been meeting frequently with the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader."

"He has visited me for three consecutive days."

Seo Nak cautiously inquired, "A Young Cult Leader wouldn't just make such moves without a hidden agenda. What did you perceive his true intentions to be?"

He used the phrase 'true intentions,' revealing his feelings about Geom Mugeuk.

"He told me to get along well with my daughter."

Seo Nak waited for her next words, thinking surely that couldn't be all.

"For three days, that was mostly what we talked about."

Seo Nak couldn't believe it.

Is the Empress deceiving me?

Such a thought was inevitable. Geom Mugeuk, in his dealings with him, had been remarkably shrewd for his age. Every probing word he uttered contained thorns and barbs.

Still, he had visited for three days just to tell her to get along with Han Seol? It was hard to believe.

"As you well know, Demonic Cultists are untrustworthy individuals."

"I don't trust them either."

If you don't trust them, why did you summon them?

Swallowing the words that had risen to his throat, Seo Nak said, "Regardless of the Young Cult Leader's true intentions, it would be best to send him away as soon as possible..." He then added with emphasis, "For the sake of the Ice Palace."

The Ice Empress then spoke softly, "You're saying 'for the sake of the Ice Palace' again."

Seo Nak flinched, about to ask what she meant, when the Ice Empress spoke first.

"You are right. It's not good for Demonic Cultists to stay long in the palace. I will tell the Young Cult Leader to resolve this incident within a set timeframe."

Although she readily agreed to his suggestion, Seo Nak noticed that the Ice Empress was different from usual. She was subtly, strangely different.

The Ice Empress had always stood at the distance and position she had set for herself. At that moment, he felt she was standing ever so slightly askew from her usual place.

"Yes. This is all for the good of the Ice Palace."

Seo Nak left those words behind and descended from the Empress's palace. As he walked down the stairs, he recalled the Ice Empress's words, 'You're saying 'for the sake of the Ice Palace' again.'

Again? Which time was she referring to?

It was a phrase he used habitually, so he couldn't pinpoint which instance she was referring to.

As he descended from the Empress's palace, Seo Nak encountered Geom Mugeuk at the entrance.

"Elder Seo?"

"Young Cult Leader."

The two exchanged greetings, facing each other.

"Are you leaving after seeing the Empress?"

"Indeed. And you?" Though he had revealed a side he didn't necessarily need to show, Seo Nak remained calm.

"I also came to see the Empress. If I had arrived a little earlier, we could have met her together. What a pity."

"I hear you've been visiting her frequently these days."

"Because opportunities to learn from the Empress's profound insights are rare."

"Then let's talk for a bit before you go."

"After seeing the Empress, I plan to go to the Northern Blood Sect."

At the mention of the Northern Blood Sect, Seo Nak, who had been turning away, halted his steps.

"Why the Northern Blood Sect?"

"They've lost their child, so their grief must be immense. I should go and offer my condolences."

"The Young Cult Leader is truly compassionate."

Seo Nak did not believe he was going to offer condolences.

He felt uneasy. Geom Mugeuk was moving about, disrupting his surroundings.

"Then I'll see you again next time."

As Geom Mugeuk bowed his upper body in a clasped hands greeting, Seo Nak saw a letter protruding from Geom Mugeuk's shirt pocket.

Could it be? Is that the letter that stated the Brewmaster gave me the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine?

Geom Mugeuk watched as the face that had always smiled kindly, regardless of the situation, hardened for the first time.

His order is starting to crumble.


Chapter 411: The Young Cult Leader Is So Skilled in Schemes

"Let's go up together!"

Seo Nak knew how strange his words must sound. Having seen the letter in Geom Mugeuk's possession, however, he couldn't simply let it be delivered to the Ice Empress.

At his words, Geom Mugeuk, who had been about to ascend to the Empress's chambers, halted.

"Didn't you just say you were on your way down after seeing the Empress?"

"I did. But didn't you express regret just a moment ago? That you couldn't meet the Empress together?"

"I was merely being polite."

As an awkwardness settled over Seo Nak's smile, Geom Mugeuk waved a dismissive hand, feigning a jest.

"Come, let us ascend together."

Following Geom Mugeuk up the stairs, the habitual smile vanished from Seo Nak's face.

If that letter concerned the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine, he had to prevent it from reaching the Empress's hands. Why? Because he had received the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine from the Brewmaster.

He had vehemently denied receiving it in front of Geom Mugeuk and Han Seol. If only Geom Mugeuk had been present, he could have dismissed it as a false accusation from the Demonic Cult, but Han Seol had been there too.

If he, a man respected by all, were to contradict himself, anyone would find him suspicious.

Did he prepare that letter in advance? Or receive it via messenger pigeon? Would there have been enough time for that? What if it's a different letter entirely?

Seo Nak's mind churned with these thoughts. When Geom Mugeuk had first sought him out and brought up the wine, he had dismissed it as a mere ploy to test him.

There really was a letter? What if the Empress sees it? How should I react?

If the handwriting was investigated, it would surely be revealed as the Brewmaster's. Still, he would have to insist it was a forgery, wouldn't he?

The Demonic Cult being involved offered a silver lining, as everyone would believe such a perfect forgery was entirely possible for them.

"What thoughts consume you so?"

At the entrance to the Empress's chambers, Geom Mugeuk had turned to face him.

What thoughts? The thought of striking you from behind, snatching that letter, and burning it.

Seo Nak offered a smile. "Nothing, let's go in."

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Nak entered the Empress's chambers.

When Seo Nak, who had just departed after greeting her, returned, the Ice Empress regarded him with a puzzled gaze.

"Ah, I encountered the Young Cult Leader at the entrance and we ascended together."

"I see."

If they met at the entrance, wouldn't it be normal to greet each other and go their separate ways?

The thought crossed her mind, but she didn't voice it. Instead, she felt a surge of curiosity. It seemed Geom Mugeuk had employed some trick to compel Elder Seo to follow him.

Young Cult Leader, what scheme have you devised?

Geom Mugeuk began to subtly prepare himself, readying a decisive strike. He started with a pleasant anecdote.

"Do you know? I told the Empress that Elder Seo was suspicious."

Despite this, Seo Nak maintained the relaxed smile only an innocent man could display.

"And the Empress replied, 'Elder Seo is absolutely not that kind of person.' She sternly rebuked me."

Seo Nak beamed, expressing his gratitude to the Ice Empress. "Thank you for your trust."

"You are the only one I truly trust."

Indeed, he had lived that way his entire life. Every martial artist in the North Sea Ice Palace acknowledged it.

Now, however, Geom Mugeuk was beginning to saw at that ancient, towering tree.

The Empress emphasized, "Let me reiterate here that Elder Seo is the one I trust most. He is a man who has lived solely for the Ice Palace."

Geom Mugeuk asked Seo Nak. "Does Elder Seo also cherish the Empress?"

"Of course. I cherish the Empress and the Ice Palace more than myself."

Geom Mugeuk fixed his gaze on him, then asked, "Then why did you do it?"

"Do what?"

"Why did you kill the Brewmaster of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar?"

Geom Mugeuk had now gone a step further, directly accusing Seo Nak of the murder. The atmosphere, which had begun with smiles, instantly turned frigid.

"What is your reason for insulting me like this?"

Both the accuser and the one evading the accusation carried themselves with an air of defiance.

At that moment, the Ice Empress felt a subtle sense of incongruity.

She had known Seo Nak for a very long time. Though he usually wore a jovial smile, he was by no means an easygoing person. He was particularly sensitive when it came to his reputation.

If the accusation of killing the Brewmaster was a false one, the Seo Nak she knew would have reacted with more anger, even if his opponent was the Young Cult Leader. Yet, at this moment, she sensed a subtle shrinking in him.

Most importantly, one phrase was missing.

Shouldn't he have asked the Young Cult Leader for evidence?

Unknown to her, that was a phrase Seo Nak absolutely could not utter. If he did, Geom Mugeuk would simply produce the letter from his robes and declare, "Here's the evidence!"

Still, the Ice Empress felt that peculiar incongruity. Even Seo Nak's decision to follow Geom Mugeuk back up had been strange from the start.

Elder Seo, swayed by someone so young?

It was truly a surprising and novel experience.

Then again, she was hardly in a position to judge. She herself had spent sleepless nights after Geom Mugeuk's warning to "look behind you."

While the words themselves weren't extraordinary, the thought that Han Seol was still standing behind her had fortunately lingered in her mind, preventing her from sleeping.

If that were the case, she needed to look back before it was too late. Not just once, as Geom Mugeuk had suggested, but to look back again and again. She had to keep looking back.

Yet, she still hadn't been able to summon her daughter privately.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been confronting Seo Nak, turned towards the Ice Empress. "Oh, by the way, I came to see the Empress today to..."

Simultaneously, Geom Mugeuk's hand moved towards the folds of his robe where the letter was kept.

Seo Nak swiftly interjected, changing the subject. "Young Cult Leader, you mentioned Seol to the Empress, didn't you?"

At this instant, the Ice Empress noted two facts. Firstly, Seo Nak was not one to interrupt someone mid-sentence. Even if he had a rebuttal, he would wait for the other person to finish before speaking softly and calmly.

Secondly, the topic he interjected with was Seol?

Incongruity piled upon incongruity.

Did Seo Nak truly want to say that?

No, of course not. It was a desperate utterance, blurted out the moment Geom Mugeuk moved to retrieve the letter. He knew better than anyone how uncharacteristic it was, but he had to somehow get through this moment.

Would it be better to let him present the letter and then claim it's a forgery?

In the brief silence that followed, the Ice Empress observed.

A smile bloomed on Geom Mugeuk's face as he looked at her. His eyes seemed to say, Observe closely, see what kind of man your Elder Seo truly is.

Geom Mugeuk turned back to Seo Nak. The hand that had been reaching for the letter naturally lowered.

"I mainly advised her to maintain a good relationship with her daughter. The Princess is more delicate than she appears."

"The Princess is delicate? I thought she had an unusually strong personality."

"It seems Elder Seo understands the Princess less than I do, despite me only knowing her for a few days. That's what happens when you don't truly see people, when you only glance. Prejudices accumulate, and you understand them even less."

"You are arrogant!"

Every single word was infuriating, yet Seo Nak had to keep speaking, anything to prevent that letter from being revealed. If Geom Mugeuk could just forget to deliver the letter and leave, he might find an opportunity to retrieve it somehow.

Of course, even at this moment, the Ice Empress's sense of incongruity regarding Seo Nak continued to grow.

Another thought occurred to her, if Geom Mugeuk's words from earlier might also apply to her. She hadn't truly seen Seo Nak, allowing only prejudices to accumulate.

Could this incongruity be the residue of those very prejudices?

How could she deny that she, too, had carried the burden of being the Ice Empress, always looking forward, running her entire life?

The stone Geom Mugeuk had cast struck Seo Nak, creating ripples that continued to spread, reaching even herself.

"You said you were going to the Northern Blood Sect, didn't you?"

"That is correct."

"Then go quickly. It would be rude to be too late."

Geom Mugeuk regarded him with a meaningful smile. "I will."

Geom Mugeuk bowed to the Ice Empress. "I will see you again."

Seo Nak felt a wave of relief. Even if the letter were delivered, he would somehow prepare, but preventing its delivery was the best course of action.

He's going to the Northern Blood Sect? How can I retrieve that letter?

Just as he was feeling that initial relief, Geom Mugeuk turned back to the Ice Empress and spoke swiftly. "This is a surprise gift! I came today specifically to present this to the Empress."

Only then did Seo Nak understand. Geom Mugeuk had been toying with him, pretending to forget, tormenting him until the very end.

This damned bastard! Does he think I'll simply admit it just because he hands that over?

The Ice Empress took the letter Geom Mugeuk offered and began to read. As she confirmed the contents, a startled expression crossed her face.

From that look, Seo Nak was certain it was that letter. Nothing else could have surprised the usually unreadable Empress to such an extent.

"That letter is a fabrication." Seo Nak's voice was low and steady. "When the Young Cult Leader came last time, he threatened me with that fabricated letter. But let me be clear. I have never received the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine."

His tone was calm and composed. Now that he had declared it to the Empress, there was no turning back. The wine had, for him, never been received.

The Ice Empress tilted her head in confusion. "What are you talking about? What Fragrant Snow Ice Wine?"

A sudden chill seized Seo Nak's heart.

It wasn't that letter!

This was the true deception. It was something that could have been left unsaid, yet he had brought up the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine with his own mouth.

"May I see that letter?"

The Ice Empress handed over the letter. It contained a list of several dishes and the names of nearby inns and restaurants.

Seeing this, Seo Nak understood why the Ice Empress had been surprised. At the very bottom of the letter, it read, 'These are dishes your daughter enjoys. Please spend some quality time together.'

"My subordinate, Lee Ahn, has been eating and sleeping with the Princess lately, which is how she found this out. The inns and restaurants listed below are the best places in this vicinity for those dishes. I personally sought them out, so you could dine with your daughter in a different atmosphere."

For the first time, Seo Nak's composure shattered. He revealed a new expression, neither smiling nor hardened. He tried to force a smile, but it wouldn't form.

That emotion was pure fury. His fury wasn't directed solely at Geom Mugeuk. It was also anger and disappointment at himself for being played by such a shallow trick. He had clearly considered the possibility that it wasn't that letter, yet he had been swept up in the strange atmosphere and convinced himself it was.

He did not realize, however, that today's mistake wasn't merely due to a momentary lapse in judgment. It had occurred because Geom Mugeuk had already begun to dismantle his established order.

Still, the walls Seo Nak had built over a long lifetime were thick. He recovered his composure, forcing a casual smile as if nothing untoward had happened.

"I overreacted, thinking the Young Cult Leader was simply too skilled in schemes. I hope the Empress will understand. Earlier, the Young Cult Leader tried to malign me with a misunderstanding."

The Ice Empress nodded, as if understanding everything. "No matter what evidence the Young Cult Leader brings, I trust Elder Seo."

"Thank you, Empress."

Seo Nak glared at Geom Mugeuk this time.

I lost this round.

The admission truly came unbidden.

"Young Cult Leader, whatever your intentions, you won't shatter the trust between the Empress and me."

After uttering those words, Seo Nak respectfully bid the Ice Empress farewell and departed. He should never have come up in the first place, but that detestable fellow had been waiting at the entrance, ready to ensnare him, and he had been helplessly caught.

Once they were alone, the Ice Empress asked Geom Mugeuk. "What is your reason for provoking him to such an extent? Are you trying to show me his true nature?"

She considered his methods too dangerous and extreme if that were the case.

Geom Mugeuk, however, offered an unexpected reply. "No."

"No?"

"While it's true I intend to reveal his true nature, it's not to show the Empress."

"Then to whom?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk bid her farewell and exited. "Please do visit the places listed there. Your daughter truly enjoys those dishes."

Geom Mugeuk descended from the Empress's chambers.

As he exited the entrance, Lee Ahn rushed towards him, her expression clearly indicating the gravity of the situation.

"Where?" he demanded.

"The Hundred Wines Snow Cellar!"

Geom Mugeuk didn't ask what had happened. If an incident had already occurred, reaching the scene as quickly as possible was the best course of action. He sprinted towards it using the Swift Step.

He arrived at the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar in an instant.

There was a compelling reason for Lee Ahn to have rushed to fetch him.

The place was a sea of blood. Amidst the numerous fallen bodies, a single figure stood. Martial artists of the Ice Palace had him surrounded in layers, their swords pointed at him.

The lone figure, drenched in blood, was the Drunken Demon.


Chapter 412: It Seems Someone's Finally Panicking

"Drunken Demon!"

At Geom Mugeuk's call, the Drunken Demon looked up.

Confirming he wasn't engulfed in madness and rage, Geom Mugeuk felt relieved. If the Drunken Demon had been in his right mind, he wouldn't have committed such an act.

"There's no need to explain twice anyway, so let's just wait."

Understanding Geom Mugeuk's words, the Drunken Demon nodded.

The Ice Palace martial artists surrounding him, however, grew even more tense at Geom Mugeuk's appearance. Several of them turned towards Geom Mugeuk, wary and convinced that the Drunken Demon was the one who had caused this incident.

A moment later, Lee Ahn arrived at the scene, followed by Han Seol.

The two women were startled. One of the deceased was Cho Myang, the person they had met at the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar, who was in charge of the alcohol ingredients. He was the very one who had informed them that Elder Seo had drunk with the Brewmaster several times.

The two women exchanged glances, then their gazes turned to different individuals.

Han Seol looked at the Drunken Demon first. Surely, you didn't kill them, did you?

Given the current situation, it looked like the Drunken Demon's doing to anyone.

Lee Ahn, on the other hand, looked at Geom Mugeuk first.

What should we do? It seems the Drunken Demon has fallen into a trap.

If it truly hadn't been Geom Mugeuk standing there with her, her heart would have pounded as if to burst.

Seeing Geom Mugeuk's calm gaze, however, her agitated heart settled as if by magic. His eyes seemed capable of resolving any danger the world threw at them.

No, even if he couldn't resolve it, it was fine. Just being with him was enough.

How long did they wait like that?

From all directions, martial artists wielding shields and spears appeared, beginning to seal off the surroundings.

They were the Northern Wind Squad, the elite martial artists of the North Sea Ice Palace, who obeyed only the Ice Empress's commands. Armed with armor and shields, they comprised individuals whose martial arts prowess surpassed any other elite organization within the Ice Palace. Their extraordinary gazes alone revealed their exceptional skill.

The Northern Wind Squad sealed off all directions like an iron wall, and some members lined up on either side, forming a path with their shields.

Through their perfectly coordinated ranks, the Ice Empress walked in. Behind her, bodyguards in pristine white martial arts uniforms followed.

Observing her from outside like this, however, her appearance was entirely different. Until now, she had only been seen in the Empress's chambers, appearing alone in the Ice Castle.

The Ice Empress silently gazed at the corpses. Her expression was utterly cold. She had confirmed that among the deceased, there were some who knew nothing of martial arts.

Only then did Geom Mugeuk question the Drunken Demon. "Drunken Demon, what happened?"

At last, the Drunken Demon opened his mouth. "That person contacted me, saying he had something to tell me and wanted to meet."

The corpse the Drunken Demon was looking at was none other than Cho Myang, whom Lee Ahn and Han Seol had met.

"As I was about to speak with him, the blood vessels in his neck suddenly burst. Following that, those who rushed over upon hearing the commotion also exploded."

Then someone shouted.

"How can we believe your words?"

The person who arrived next was Seo Nak. Though he had retreated from the Empress's chambers with a troubled expression just moments ago, his current demeanor was entirely different.

"With that much blood on your body, you expect us to believe you?"

The visible circumstances were unfavorable to the Drunken Demon. Covered in blood, he looked even more like a fiend.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward. "That's precisely why you can believe him."

As everyone's gaze turned to him, Geom Mugeuk calmly asked them. "If the Drunken Demon truly intended to kill them, would he have gotten blood on his body?"

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Drunken Demon and continued, "He could have avoided all the blood, even if they exploded right in front of him, had he truly intended to. The fact that his clothes and hands are covered in blood like that, however..."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk stated. "It means he was trying to save them."

The Drunken Demon silently nodded. Even without him needing to offer an explanation, Geom Mugeuk had accurately grasped the situation.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Ice Empress. "If the Demon Supreme truly intended to kill those people, he would have done so without anyone knowing. He wouldn't have been found here, covered in blood and surrounded. You know, don't you, what kind of individuals the Demon Supremes of our Cult are?"

Of course, the Ice Empress knew well. If the Drunken Demon had made up his mind, the martial artists who had initially surrounded him would already be corpses.

Seo Nak, agitated, demanded. "Then why is he standing there like that?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze remained fixed on the Ice Empress. "He waited here out of respect for you, Empress. He trusted that you would make a wise and sound judgment. If he had left this place, the problem would have only escalated."

A faint smile touched the Drunken Demon's lips. Yes, this was why he could remain calm. As long as Geom Mugeuk was present, he wouldn't be easily framed.

"You shouldn't easily trust the words of demons. Naturally, he should be detained until the investigation is complete."

Geom Mugeuk countered Seo Nak's resolute assertion. "That would be an unfair measure."

"Unfair? What do you mean by that?"

Geom Mugeuk said to the martial artists around him. "You all must have heard the rumor that we are investigating the death of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar's Brewmaster. While investigating that incident, we uncovered suspicious circumstances. Someone among the Ice Palace's masters had secretly requested the deceased Brewmaster to create the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine."

Seo Nak's expression instantly stiffened. He had never imagined that Geom Mugeuk would bring up such a matter in this very place.

"That master concealed that fact from us. Even after we revealed the truth, however, we did not detain him. Why? Because we respected the North Sea Ice Palace and the Ice Empress."

The surrounding martial artists exchanged glances, looking at one another.

Seo Nak could not retort. If the conversation dragged on, it would reveal that he was the suspicious individual in question.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned chillingly cold. Though he had never once shown anger since arriving at the Ice Palace, he now revealed an icy demeanor for the first time. "We respect you, but are you saying you won't respect us?"

If the Ice Empress hadn't been present, he would have unleashed his aura and pressured Seo Nak even more forcefully. However, out of deference to the Ice Empress, he maintained his decorum.

Han Seol was astonished by Geom Mugeuk's sudden change. The man before her was not the Geom Mugeuk who had spouted nonsense. This cold demeanor, in fact, suited the Ice Palace remarkably well.

Eventually, the observing Ice Empress stepped forward. "I understand the Young Cult Leader's words well."

After briefly glancing between the Drunken Demon and Geom Mugeuk, she commanded her subordinates. "Lower your swords."

The martial artists who had surrounded them lowered their swords.

Seo Nak did not give up until the very end. "Empress, you must not believe their words."

"Yes, the cause of death for the deceased must be thoroughly investigated." The Ice Empress said to the Drunken Demon. "Do not leave the palace without this Empress's permission."

She wouldn't imprison him, but he was not to leave arbitrarily. That was the Ice Empress's compromise.

To that, Seo Nak added. "Until the investigation results are out, the masters of this palace must monitor them."

The Ice Empress accepted that suggestion. However, she added one condition for Geom Mugeuk's sake. "Only until the investigation is complete."

The Drunken Demon awaited Geom Mugeuk's reaction. This matter had to proceed according to Geom Mugeuk's decision.

Geom Mugeuk said nothing, signifying acceptance of the compromise.

The Drunken Demon too readily accepted the proposal. "I will stay here."

As the Drunken Demon departed, Lee Ahn followed behind him.

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk said to the Ice Empress. "You asked why I provoked him to this extent, didn't you?"

Earlier, she had asked Geom Mugeuk why he was provoking Seo Nak to such an extent, and why he was trying to show her Seo Nak's true nature. He had replied that while he was indeed provoking him, it wasn't to show the Ice Empress herself.

Now, Geom Mugeuk answered that question.

"It seems someone's finally panicking."

He meant there was someone behind the scenes. Provoking Seo Nak was intended to provoke that hidden figure and draw him out.

"Then, I'll see you later."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to bid farewell to the Ice Empress and leave, he turned to Han Seol. "What are you doing, not coming along? Didn't you agree to become a member? Are you only a member when the situation is favorable?"

The Ice Empress and Seo Nak looked at Han Seol. The Ice Empress gazed at her daughter without revealing any emotion, while Seo Nak's reaction was the opposite.

Seo Nak shook his head with a firm expression, silently forbidding her to follow. She had never defied him until now.

"Let's go together."

Han Seol moved to follow Geom Mugeuk.

As the three departed, Seo Nak looked at the Ice Empress and said, "The Princess must not associate with the Young Cult Leader."

In that moment, the Ice Empress couldn't precisely discern if his demeanor was brazenness or genuine concern for the Ice Palace. She had, after all, spent a long time with him.

Betrayal all these years together? That's impossible.

This thought clouded her cold judgment.

"I will observe carefully."

The Ice Empress turned and departed from the scene.

As she left, the Northern Wind Squad and bodyguards swiftly withdrew from the area.

To the martial artists preparing to investigate the corpses, Seo Nak said with a sorrowful expression. "Leave me alone for a moment."

Everyone present knew how much Seo Nak cared for the people of the Ice Palace, so they all quietly withdrew, giving him space.

Seo Nak stood alone, looking down at the corpses. Instead of sadness or regret, he was lost in other thoughts.

He's helping me.

Just as he was cornered because of the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine, this incident occurred.

It was at that very moment.

SLOSH.

From the pooling blood, a stream began to flow. The blood flowed towards where Seo Nak's feet were. Thinking it was a natural occurrence, Seo Nak stepped aside.

Then, as if alive, the blood changed direction and flowed towards Seo Nak.

Startled, Seo Nak moved to the opposite side this time, avoiding it. The blood, however, changed direction again and flowed towards him again.

Stepping backward, Seo Nak demanded, "Is that you?"

The flowing blood stopped as if it had understood his words.

Seo Nak said in a trembling voice. "Thank you for this. I will now deal with them without making any mistakes."

As if it had understood his words, the blood, which had paused, slowly began to return to its original pool. Amazingly, no bloodstains were left on the floor where it had flowed.

The blood thus returned, as if absorbed back into its original pool.

Seo Nak slowly walked over and looked down at the pool of blood. The blood had, by then, returned to being ordinary blood.

He wondered if this incident hadn't been to help him, but rather to warn him.

His face was reflected on the surface of the blood. It was the resolute face of a man who had made a decision from which there was no turning back.


"Stop suppressing your anger and just drink some alcohol instead."

Despite Geom Mugeuk's words, the Drunken Demon drank tea.

"No. This is what makes me even scarier."

The opponent had trapped the Drunken Demon. In other words, they had trapped a Demon Supreme. He must have been furious, yet the Drunken Demon continued to only drink tea.

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn. "Whoever it is, they picked the wrong opponent."

Lee Ahn could also tell that the Drunken Demon was truly enraged. What was surprising was his self-restraint. Among the Eight Demon Supremes, he seemed the most prone to agitation, yet he was controlling himself more admirably than any other Demon Supreme.

"This must be why he could become the Drunken Demon."

As Lee Ahn genuinely admired him, the Drunken Demon offered an awkward smile. As a drunkard, he did try to control himself, but he was fundamentally an emotional person. His composure since arriving here was only possible due to a single desire.

That desire was to show Geom Mugeuk a splendid side of himself. He wanted to prove that jumping into a lake while drunk wasn't all there was to him.

Geom Mugeuk said to the three of them. "Thanks to this, we've confirmed something. Seo Nak is definitely connected to the forces behind the scenes."

Finally, the Blood King has begun to move. As soon as Seo Nak found himself in trouble, he acted immediately. He is not far away.

The one surprised by his words was Han Seol.

"Forces behind the scenes?"

"I believe someone is conspiring with him, plotting a grand scheme."

Unlike the Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn, who already knew this fact, Han Seol was unaware of such details.

"Why didn't you tell me beforehand?"

Geom Mugeuk answered her question. "That seems like a question you should ask the Empress."

"Mother knows too?"

"I believe so."

Han Seol's expression stiffened, feeling somewhat excluded.

Geom Mugeuk added, "I guess it's not solely the Empress's problem."

"What do you mean?"

"It means it's time for the Princess to have a conversation with her mother."

He now said to Han Seol what he had told the Ice Empress. He believed that what the two of them needed was a conversation.

"In my relationship with my father, I was the one who approached first. Considering my father, that was truly not an easy task. Yet, if they've raised us to our age, isn't it a child's duty to make them say something like, 'My child has grown so much'?"

Of course, Han Seol had never once thought that way.

"The relationship between the two of you isn't a matter of distance or closeness, nor of coldness or warmth. The problem is that it has solidified."

"!"

The word 'solidified' resonated in Han Seol's heart. She realized it was true. Now, even before feeling any resentment, she would simply think, 'Mother is just like that.' She had no intention of pulling what was distant closer, nor of warming what was cold.

"Why are you telling me all this?"

"It's because I'm overly meddlesome."

There had to be some intention behind it, but Han Seol couldn't fathom Geom Mugeuk's true motives. He was truly the kind of person who made one instinctively call him strange.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk. "Why did they frame the Drunken Demon?"

"They were that desperate. In other words, it also means Elder Seo is an indispensable person."

Through this incident, Geom Mugeuk had uncovered various pieces of information about their opponent. Moreover, he was already planning the next step.

"They've tied our hands with this incident."

Outside their residence, Ice Palace masters stood guard. It meant they would be monitored wherever they went.

"It's actually a good thing."

"A good thing?"

Not only Lee Ahn, but even the Drunken Demon and Han Seol looked at Geom Mugeuk with expressions of confusion.

"Conversely, whatever we plot, it won't be attributed to us."

"Ah! Because we're being monitored here! But it doesn't seem easy to slip out secretly."

"We won't be leaving. We have someone who can brilliantly accomplish that task in our stead."

Geom Mugeuk looked at one person. The Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn's gazes also followed Geom Mugeuk's, turning towards that same person.

Before even hearing their words, Han Seol shouted at the three people looking at her, "I refuse!"


Chapter 413: Worrying About the Drunken Demon, Who Only Drinks Tea!

To put it simply, Han Seol could not refuse. Even Geom Mugeuk's persuasion alone was difficult to bear, but today, he had an assistant. It was Lee Ahn.

"Looking at his corpse earlier, I had a thought. If we hadn't gone to find him, would he still be alive?"

Han Seol sensed Lee Ahn's fury over his death. Honestly, until Lee Ahn uttered those words, she had never once thought about that person.

No, she had completely forgotten him. He was someone she had only just met here. Could he truly weigh so heavily on her mind?

If it were pretense, then this itself was pretense. The very act of coming all the way to North Sea to save the husband of a woman from whom she had merely received a cup of water.

"Do you think he died because of us?"

"No, he died because of the bastard who killed him."

Lee Ahn did not indulge in unnecessary self-reproach. Having learned so much from Geom Mugeuk, she knew she should display this much wisdom.

"However, I don't want his death to be meaningless."

Han Seol snorted. At times like this, Lee Ahn's belief that kind people survive longer should waver. The deceased man himself had shown kindness when he provided the information.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk, displaying yet another facet of her wisdom. "Please avenge him."

She sensed that this was not an opponent she could handle. In such situations, she would simply move as Geom Mugeuk instructed.

"I will." After readily agreeing, Geom Mugeuk tended to Lee Ahn's heart. "Such events inevitably leave scars on the heart. Though the death of someone you barely know might seem like a shallow wound, it's a scar that remains forever. You'll likely keep thinking about it. Even seeing a stranger pass by will remind you."

Geom Mugeuk knew. Sometimes, such wounds lingered far longer and tormented a person more than the great injuries they themselves had directly suffered.

"Do not deliberately try to forget. That will only deepen the wound."

"Then what should I do?"

"It gets etched, and etched again. Another wound forms over that wound, and then another. You simply accept that your heart was originally meant to be etched with such patterns. Congratulations on the new pattern etched onto your heart this time."

A bright smile spread across Lee Ahn's lips. The only person in this world who would congratulate her on her pain, what more could she ask for?

"If my heart is like this, I can't imagine what Young Master's heart must be like."

Lee Ahn imagined Geom Mugeuk's heart. Was it a powerful heart, etched with dozens, hundreds of scars, capable of overcoming any situation? Or was it a pristine heart, forged from ten-thousand-year-old cold iron from the start, without a single mark?

"You know well what my heart is like, don't you?"

"Huh? How would I? Ah!"

Lee Ahn bowed her head deeply. She had momentarily forgotten that Geom Mugeuk referred to her as his heart, but it had just now dawned on her.

Watching that scene, Han Seol felt a strange sensation.

A leader who reproaches himself for the death of a stranger and offers comfort for it.

Before, it had seemed like pretense, a deceptive facade, but now, her feelings toward that relationship had changed. Surprisingly, she even began to feel a tiny bit of envy.

This time, Han Seol's gaze turned to the Drunken Demon.

Come to think of it, the Drunken Demon said he got covered in blood trying to save them, didn't he? Am I too inhuman?

These three individuals from the Demonic Cult kept making her think thoughts she had never entertained in her life.

To feel such emotions, and because of demons, of all people.

Geom Mugeuk said to Han Seol. "Help us."

"I refuse, I told you."

"There's a reason you cannot refuse."

"What reason?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk stated. "I believe their ultimate target is either you or the Empress."

Han Seol was not surprised. If it was true that Elder Seo was involved in the conspiracy, then the target of their blade was obvious. Still, she still couldn't believe it. He had been like family since her childhood. He was targeting her mother and her?

"Is there truly concrete evidence?" Han Seol asked again.

Geom Mugeuk replied firmly. "It became clear when they framed the Drunken Demon this time. Seo Nak is in league with them."

Han Seol remained silent for a moment. The expressions on the Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn's faces suggested they fully believed Geom Mugeuk's words.

"A person's heart can become as hard as a diamond, yet melt away like candy in an instant. He likely didn't harbor such intentions from the very beginning."

Whether the Blood King had exploited Seo Nak and changed his heart, or whether his heart had changed and the Blood King had then exploited him, he had ultimately changed.

Though she had needlessly cried out her refusal, Han Seol knew. This was a matter she had to handle herself. Someone from the Ice Palace had died, and the enemy was targeting her and her mother.

Can I truly trust these demons?

As this distrust gradually faded, Han Seol, conversely, grew more uneasy. She shouldn't let her guard down.

"There's something I'd like you to do outside," Geom Mugeuk said.

"What is it?"

"Meet the eldest son of the Northern Blood Sect. I believe the Northern Blood Sect is also involved in this matter."

Elder Seo, who I regard as an uncle, has allied with some hidden force, and now the Northern Blood Sect is also an accomplice?

Han Seol's chest tightened. If all of this were true, the Ice Palace was truly in grave danger.

"The Northern Blood Sect Leader and Elder Seo are still too formidable for the Princess to confront. Therefore, you should target the eldest son of the Northern Blood Sect. He surely knows something. Whatever it is, you must find it out."

Han Seol no longer hesitated. This was a matter to be decided while in motion.

"Alright, I'll meet him."

"Show him a taste so cold it makes his blood freeze."

"I will."

As she prepared to leave the room, Geom Mugeuk spoke. "Before you go, make sure to meet your mother first."

Han Seol, who had paused for a moment, exited the room without a word.

Once she had left, Lee Ahn asked anxiously. "Is it alright to send the Princess out alone?"

"Are you worried?"

"The enemies are not to be underestimated."

"Don't worry. Why would you worry about the Ice Palace Princess in North Sea? Instead, worry about our Drunken Demon, who's just sitting there drinking tea!"

At that, Drunken Demon's gaze fixed on Geom Mugeuk. "You intend to go out too, don't you? You're planning to draw their attention to her, then deal with things from behind, aren't you?"

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "You're becoming a genius now that you've gone cold turkey! You should quit drinking from now on. Such a good mind is too precious to waste."

"My mind is already steeped in alcohol."

Lee Ahn reproached herself internally.

And my mind is worse than that steeped one.

She had not the slightest inkling that Geom Mugeuk intended to leave secretly.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk. "What will you do once you're out?"

"As you saw earlier, the mastermind behind this incident is a vulgar and ruthless bastard."

They tried to frame the Drunken Demon and killed those unfamiliar with martial arts.

"If they act like this, we must deal with them in a fitting manner. I'll use the method you employed."

"My method? What method?"

"I'll kidnap both Elder Seo and the Northern Blood Sect Leader. If I cut off both their arms, the main body will reveal itself."

"Really?"

"Of course, it's a joke."

Although Geom Mugeuk said otherwise, he truly felt like doing so. Not just kidnapping, but simply eliminating both of them.

However, he couldn't. If he did, the Blood King would never show himself. Moreover, that bastard would kill countless people in retaliation. If he killed those two, that bastard would kill two hundred.

"I'm going crazy wanting a drink. Bring that bastard here quickly!" the Drunken Demon demamded.

Geom Mugeuk replied, "Alright, once we've dealt with all those bastards, let's truly drink our fill. That day, we'll become wasted dogs."

Lee Ahn raised her hand high. "Add one more wasted dog here!"

Geom Mugeuk arranged pillows and clothes on the bed to make it appear as if someone was sleeping. Though no one would dare enter this room without permission, he had done it just in case.

"Make it look like I'm still here. Then, I'm off."

"How do you plan to get past those people?"

"You're asking now?"

No matter how one looked, the number of people guarding outside made it seem difficult to slip away unnoticed. Each and every one of them was a master, unlike ordinary martial artists who merely kept watch.

As Geom Mugeuk prepared to exit, he said to the Drunken Demon. "Oh, Hyung. I couldn't say it earlier, but..."

Two gazes, filled with goodwill and curiosity, met in the air.

"Covering yourself in blood to save those people, that was impressive."

Leaving those words behind, Geom Mugeuk exited.

A smile naturally formed on the Drunken Demon's lips. Geom Mugeuk probably knew better than anyone how much effort he was putting in right now.

Someone who recognized his efforts, and someone who voiced it. That was Geom Mugeuk.

As that thought settled in...

I really want a drink.

Lee Ahn and the Drunken Demon watched through the window as Geom Mugeuk exited the area and activated the Shadow Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

The Shadow Step was a movement technique used for infiltration. Initially, it could only evade the eyes of one person, but as his mastery increased, so did the number of people he could evade.

Now, having achieved complete mastery, the Shadow Step slipped through the masters who were wide awake and exited the area.

"What did we just witness?" Lee Ahn's exclaimed.

The Drunken Demon, sipping his tea, remarked. "Ice Palace masters getting their noses cut off while wide awake."


Han Seol entered the Empress's chambers.

"Empress."

At Han Seol's visit, the Ice Empress recalled Geom Mugeuk's words.


"I wish to tell you that it is time you looked back at your daughter. Fortunately, it seems she is still standing behind you."



This was the first time they had met alone since hearing those words.

"What brings you here?"

"I came to see you because I have something to say."

"Speak."

Han Seol realized anew that whenever she visited her mother like this, they didn't even exchange a casual greeting. They always got straight to the point.

Naturally, Han Seol also recalled Geom Mugeuk's words.


"The issue with your relationship isn't about distance or closeness, or warmth or coldness. The problem is that it has solidified."



Upon actually being there, she realized that wasn't the problem.

Do I want to melt that solidified relationship?

She realized it was a matter of will. Her mother might not even want such a relationship with her.

Observing her daughter, whose eyes flickered with various thoughts, the Ice Empress sensed that she was different from usual.

Even as these thoughts occupied her, the conversation continued.

"I intend to meet the eldest son of the Northern Blood Sect."

"Why him?"

"The Young Cult Leader believes the Northern Blood Sect is involved in this matter. I intend to verify if that is truly the case."

It was both unfamiliar and encouraging. It was the first time her daughter had taken the initiative to investigate something.

"Is this something you wish to do?"

After speaking, the Ice Empress realized her choice of words had been mistaken. What she had just said was akin to asking, 'Did the Young Cult Leader order you to do this?'

"It is what I wish to do."

A brief silence ensued.

"Don't misunderstand. I only asked because it's something you don't usually do."

"It's alright. I suppose I can't help but be influenced by the Young Cult Leader."

If only such frank conversations could occur, or...

"You would do well."

"Thank you for your trust."

How wonderful it would be if such encouragement and gratitude could be exchanged, but reality was thus.

"If you mishandle the Northern Blood Sect, problems could arise."

"Yes, that's true."

Silence fell once more.

Normally, the Ice Empress would have said, 'It's still too soon.' However, with her daughter coming directly to her and offering to do something, the words 'no' did not come easily.

"Will you still try?"

"Yes."

Both of them had been unaware until now. They had lived without realizing it was strange, as this was how they always conversed. Yet, as they tried to open their hearts to each other, conversing with mutual awareness, it felt truly awkward.

"I will take my leave now." Han Seol bowed and turned to depart.

As she slowly walked towards the stairs, the Ice Empress spoke from behind her. "Have a cup of tea before you go."

The one who first mustered the courage was the Ice Empress. Yes, even if she had to forego her pride, the strict practitioner herself had to be the first to do so.

Han Seol was inwardly surprised. When was the last time she had sat and had tea with her mother? She couldn't even recall.

"I'll have it after I return."

Flustered, she refused, and the Ice Empress did not press further. There was no need to feel disappointed. Geom Mugeuk had said that even if one turned back again and again, cruelly, seven or eight times out of ten, the other person wouldn't even realize they had turned.

And this attempt clearly had an effect. As Han Seol descended the stairs of the Empress's chambers, she felt regret.

Should I have had the tea before leaving?


SMACK!

Yang Seok, the eldest son of the Northern Blood Sect, mercilessly slapped Si Bi's cheek.

"I apologize, Young Lord!"

Yang Seok, who was walking in a hurry, nearly collided with Si Bi, and the water she was carrying spilled, splashing a few drops onto his clothes.

"Are you making the Ice Palace Princess wait because of you? Or am I to meet the Princess in these wet clothes?"

The water hadn't even splashed noticeably. He was simply annoyed that she had blocked his path while he was on his way to meet the Princess.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

SMACK! SLAP!

Despite her apologies, Yang Seok continued to strike her mercilessly. Si Bi's lip split, and red handprints appeared on her cheek.

"There's no time for this."

At his subordinate's words, Yang Seok hastily departed.

It was fortunate, at least, that he had beaten her without using inner arts. He had simply left because he couldn't risk unluckily killing someone when the Ice Palace Princess was coming to meet him.

Shortly after Yang Seok departed.

Someone returned to the spot. It was Ha Jyeol, Yang Seok's bodyguard. He was the very one who had urged Yang Seok to leave earlier, citing lack of time.

"Let's see."

Ha Jyeol helped the fallen woman up and examined her injuries. Blood flowed from the torn wounds on her lip and cheek.

He wiped away the blood with his hand.

"I'm alright."

His touch felt burdensome, yet she dared not pull away from Ha Jyeol's hand. Moreover, had he not intervened earlier, there was no telling how much more she would have been beaten.

"Fortunately, your teeth don't seem to be injured."

Si Bi felt that Ha Jyeol's touch was truly hot. She did not know what changes were occurring on her face and in her eyes at that moment.

"It would be a disaster if you caught the Young Lord's eye for no reason, so make sure to stay in your room today."

"Thank you."

Returning to her room, Si Bi looked at her reflection in a bronze mirror. She had thought a lot of blood had flowed from the impact of the blows, but there was no trace of blood left on her face, not even a hint.

He just roughly wiped it with his hand, how could this be?

She was too focused on examining her face to notice. She didn't see the red circle that appeared and then vanished on her neck.

She would never know that her life was no longer her own, that she had given up something far too great in exchange for a small kindness.


Chapter 414: The Young Cult Leader is Asleep

"We've met three times?"

Han Seol had no recollection of seeing Yang Seok, the eldest son of the Northern Blood Sect, three times. She only remembered meeting him once before.

"Today makes it the fourth."

"I apologize. My memory isn't the best."

"No, it's understandable. You're a very busy person."

Yang Seok's pride was secretly wounded, but he acted magnanimous and hearty.

He was fond of Han Seol. And who wouldn't be? What young man living in the North Sea wouldn't be fond of her? Acquiring such a beauty would also mean gaining the North Sea Ice Palace, the most prestigious sect in the area.

She was, however, an ice beauty. He had never heard of her giving her heart to anyone.

"But what brings you here today?"

Han Seol first offered her condolences. "I heard about your younger brother. You must be deeply saddened."

"I'm not well, but I'm coping."

Yang Seok was secretly puzzled. This cold Princess wouldn't have come because of my younger brother. Wait, maybe...?

"I heard you're investigating the demons and the death of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar Brewmaster these days. Is it going well?" he asked.

"I'm looking into various things, but it's not easy," Han Seol replied.

On her way here, she had considered various approaches. How could she approach Yang Seok without arousing his suspicion? She had decided to frame her visit as an investigation into that incident, and thankfully, he had brought it up first.

"Do you perhaps know anything about that incident?"

"I'd like to help, but I know nothing."

Han Seol sighed lightly. "Are you aware that demons are present in the palace?"

"How could I not know? My younger brother died because of them."

Of course, if he were to speak his true feelings, it would be this: Thanks to those demons, I was able to get rid of my troublesome younger brother.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is committing all sorts of atrocities. He's pressuring us to quickly produce evidence for this incident too."

Yang Seok now clearly understood why Han Seol had sought him out.

...Isn't this an opportunity for me?

She was someone who wouldn't even spare him a glance, despite his desire to grow closer.

"I'll help with anything I can," he said eagerly.

While Yang Seok tried to make a good impression on Han Seol, Chan stood guard outside the guest hall where the two were.

Ha Jyeol walked towards the area.

Chan glanced at him indifferently, but in truth, he was observing Ha Jyeol carefully. Given his profession, he had encountered countless bodyguards throughout his life.

When he first saw Ha Jyeol, the man had possessed all the distinct characteristics of a bodyguard. His wary footsteps, his quick glances surveying his surroundings, his persistence in discerning even hidden weapons when observing an opponent, and his bloodshot eyes revealing chronic fatigue. He was, in essence, a bodyguard personified.

But he left his post?

After accompanying Yang Seok here, Ha Jyeol had briefly left his post once Yang Seok entered the guest hall. Even though this was inside the Northern Blood Sect, it was truly unexpected for someone guarding the successor, of all people, to leave his post.

What if an accident occurred in the meantime? What if a sudden fight broke out with the Princess? While these were unlikely scenarios, a bodyguard was precisely the kind of person who worried about things others wouldn't. It was an even more incongruous action for a bodyguard who appeared outwardly perfect.

Chan almost wanted to ask what could possibly be more important than guarding the successor. Of course, Chan couldn't have known that Ha Jyeol had returned the way he came to claim the blood of a maidservant as his own.

Just then, Ha Jyeol subtly looked up at the building.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing."

He definitely sensed something.

Chan also scanned his surroundings, but there was no one. Even when he raised his qi and searched more actively, he felt no presence nearby.

If he sensed something I couldn't, does that mean he's stronger than me? Then why did he pretend to notice nothing? Does he not care that the Princess of the Ice Palace is visiting?

Though various things bothered him, Chan didn't show it outwardly.

Meanwhile, conversation was in full swing in the guest hall. Of course, Yang Seok was primarily speaking, and Han Seol was listening.

Until she arrived here, Han Seol had worried if she could pull off such an act, but once she started, it proved easier than she expected. She even wondered if she might have a talent for deceiving others.

"I have one question."

"What is it?"

"How did your younger brother get involved with the Demonic Cult?"

Yang Seok's expression flickered for a moment, but he quickly replied nonchalantly, "Princess, you know, don't you? Those Demonic Cult bastards are like a pack of wolves, always trying to get involved and extort something."

Exactly. I had thought all demons were like that too.

"That's right, and the ones who came this time are truly strange. Would you meet the Young Cult Leader with me next time?"

Han Seol knew Yang Seok hadn't been entirely truthful, but she made plans for their next meeting.

This decision was entirely due to Lee Ahn. When handling a previous matter, at a moment of choice, Lee Ahn had said, 'We've done enough; let's leave the rest to Geom Mugeuk.'

The result had been surprisingly good, so this situation was in the same vein. Han Seol didn't want to keep meeting this person alone.

Yang Seok interpreted her proposal as a request for his help in dealing with the Young Cult Leader.

"Excellent. The North Sea sects should unite their strength."

"Thank you. Then I'll take my leave for today."

Yang Seok hesitated. He was reluctant to part with her. He never imagined a day would come when he'd share such a pleasant atmosphere with the North Sea Ice Palace Princess. Thanks to those Demonic Cult bastards, his younger brother was gone, and now he even entertained the pleasant fantasy of perhaps marrying a pretty wife.

Han Seol departed, accompanied by Chan. As they left, Chan glanced at Ha Jyeol. The man was still a perfect bodyguard, yet Chan continued to feel a sense of incongruity.

Once the two had left, Yang Seok said to Ha Jyeol. "She's a cold yet charming woman."

"If you put your tongue on ice, it tends to stick."

Yang Seok stared coldly at Ha Jyeol. He neither trusted nor liked him. Ha Jyeol was a bodyguard his father had assigned to watch over him.

Sometimes, seeing him put Yang Seok in a bad mood. Despite Ha Jyeol's consistently polite demeanor, there were strangely moments when he provoked Yang Seok. This was one of them.

Where does this insolent fellow get off telling me to be careful? Watch your own tongue, before I cut it off.

Just then, a martial artist rushed over to Yang Seok. "The Sect Leader is looking for you."


"I believe we can draw in the Princess."

Yang Seok reported his interaction with Han Seol to the Northern Blood Sect Leader.

"The Princess came to find something out through you."

"I suspect as much. I will, in turn, use her to gather information from their side."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader nodded. "Always be cautious."

"I'll keep that in mind."

As Yang Seok prepared to withdraw after his report, the Northern Blood Sect Leader detained Ha Jyeol. "You, stay a moment."

Yang Seok exited first. He disliked such moments. His father would listen to his entire report, then try to confirm it once more with that fellow. He would surely receive some report from his father regarding Han Seol. His father was, in any case, overly suspicious.

Trust your son a little!

However, reality unfolded completely differently from his expectations.

Once his son had left, the Northern Blood Sect Leader opened a secret door behind the main hall and led Ha Jyeol inside.

There was a space there meant only for the two of them. Within that space was a small hall. It was a bizarre and eerie place, decorated entirely in red. A strong scent of blood also permeated the air.

Upon entering the hall, the relationship between the two men reversed. Ha Jyeol's aura was different from when he was outside. A subtle, blood-red energy emanated from his eyes and body, so terrifying that merely being in the same space felt daunting.

"Still haven't found it?" Ha Jyeol demanded.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader replied courteously, "No, I just received word. My men have finally found someone with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and are escorting them here."

Ha Jyeol's expression brightened considerably, as this was truly the news he had been waiting for. "How long will it take?"

"They will arrive in three days."

"Three days!"

This was the first time Ha Jyeol had shown such a joyful expression. It underscored how crucial the search for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution was to him.

"Now that you've found the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, keep your promise."

Instantly, a crimson energy burst forth from Ha Jyeol's eyes.

"Ugh! Stop!"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader let out a terrified scream. Red circles appeared on either side of his forehead, swelling as if about to burst.

"Please spare me!" he pleaded desperately.

If they swelled just a little more, the blood vessels in his head would burst, killing him.

The perilous moment, as if on the verge of explosion, continued until the crimson energy in Ha Jyeol's eyes finally subsided. With that, the Northern Blood Sect Leader's swollen skin also receded.

"The promise will be kept when the Extreme Cold Body Constitution is brought before me."

"Understood."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader was secretly anxious. Would Ha Jyeol truly keep his promise once he obtained what he desired?

He had fallen prey to Ha Jyeol because of his greed. Greed had created a weakness, and that weakness had allowed something terrible into his blood.

Yes, ruin always stemmed from greed. Yet, it was also greed that had allowed him to reach this point.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader considered even this a part of the process. He would surely survive, just as he always had.

Ha Jyeol spoke calmly. "Until then, you must prevent those Demonic Cult bastards from making any moves."

"Don't worry. Haven't those Demonic Cult bastards been tied down under the Ice Palace's surveillance because of a massacre?"

A surprising statement flowed from Ha Jyeol's lips. "The Young Cult Leader was here today. The sensation was very subtle, but if it could evade my perception, it must have been him."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader quickly said, "I will inform Elder Seo immediately. Perhaps this unauthorized outing of his could be an opportunity. We only need three days."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader bowed respectfully, then swiftly exited the room.

As he turned, his eyes held a formidable resolve, ready to face destiny. Life or death would be decided in three days. No, perhaps this phrase expressed his true feelings more accurately.

Who dies, and who lives?

Meanwhile, Ha Jyeol, left alone, manipulated the back wall. He pressed, pulled, and pressed again in specific spots. As he carefully operated the mechanism, the door slid open, revealing another space.

A secret room within a secret room.

Inside was a massive tank. It was a special tank, made of ice that could only be crafted in the North Sea, allowing one to see inside. The tank was filled with blood-red liquid. All sorts of medicinal compounds were mixed within that blood.

A bizarre scent, one no ordinary person would ever have encountered, wafted strongly from it. Only the Drunken Demon would recognize that scent as the alcoholic fragrance of the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine.

A man was submerged within the tank. Normally, nothing should be visible within blood, yet strangely, his entire body was clearly discernible. It was truly a mystical sight.

He possessed long limbs, fantastic muscles, a truly perfect physique, as if sculpted by a master craftsman. What particularly drew the eye was the man's hair.

His hair was red like blood. His body, bathed in blood, created a mystical atmosphere unlike anything seen elsewhere in the world.

Ha Jyeol spoke to the man in the tank. "Master, I have finally acquired a specimen with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

The red-haired man submerged in the blood-red liquid snapped his eyes open and exuded an overwhelming presence that completely overshadowed Ha Jyeol.

Appearing young but by no means youthful, he was none other than the Blood King. Ha Jyeol was the his sole disciple, having inherited his martial arts.

The Blood King smiled. As he rejoiced, the blood-red liquid also seemed to rejoice with him, beginning to bubble and form blood droplets.

However, there was also unwelcome news.

"Another order has been issued for your return."

The Blood King snorted. "We will not return. Not even if it means staining the entire North Sea with blood."

Even from within the blood, his words were clearly audible, low yet resonating with deep power.


Seo Nak, leading the Ice Palace martial artists, stormed into Geom Mugeuk's residence.

Lee Ahn blocked the doorway. "What is the meaning of this?"

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?"

"He is currently asleep."

A sneer flickered across Seo Nak's face. "I received a report that the Young Cult Leader left his residence."

Lee Ahn's heart sank. If his unauthorized departure from the residence was revealed, the situation would become serious.

"That must be misinformation. He's asleep right now."

As she tried to close the door, Seo Nak extended a hand to stop her. Lee Ahn was determined not to back down, but Seo Nak had come with a clear intention.

"Step aside. If you obstruct the verification of the Empress's orders, that too will be an act of defiance against her command."

Seo Nak pushed his way inside with his masters. Unable to fight Seo Nak, Lee Ahn reluctantly retreated.

Seo Nak stared at the bulge on the bed.

"See? The Young Cult Leader is asleep. So everyone, please withdraw."

Lee Ahn diligently acted, even lowering her voice, but it didn't work on Seo Nak.

"I don't see a pillow."

This implied that a pillow had been placed to create the bulge. He seemed to have arrived already certain that Geom Mugeuk was not there.

"You, pull back the blanket yourself." Seo Nak ordered Lee Ahn.

Lee Ahn glanced at the Drunken Demon, but he simply gazed out the window with a carefree expression.

This isn't the time for that!

She wanted to scream, but he likely had no clever solution in this situation either.

"Hurry! Do you dare defy the Empress's orders so impudently?"

Despair settling in her heart, Lee Ahn reluctantly walked towards the bed and pulled back the blanket.

"!"

Everyone present froze.

Geom Mugeuk was lying there, hugging a pillow.

"In this cold North Sea, are you trying to take away my blanket too? Even when you see me hugging a pillow to sleep?"

Seo Nak's face flushed with embarrassment. "W-What in the world? Why are you...?"

Everyone was surprised, but the most astonished person at that moment was Lee Ahn.

Young Master, why are you here?

It was a miracle she didn't scream.


Chapter 415: It's Finally Time for a Drinking Party

Geom Mugeuk rose from his bed. "We meet often, these days."

Seo Nak stood blankly for a moment before speaking softly. "It seems there was some misunderstanding."

Unlike when he had aggressively pushed forward earlier, he was calm.

"It seems someone is trying to put Elder Seo in a difficult position with false information."

That's you!

Seo Nak felt his temper flare.

No, this isn't like me.

Getting entangled with the Young Cult Leader, he had been unable to control his emotions lately. It was the same when he burst in here. He should have checked under the covers more calmly and respectfully. Even if he had seen him in the bed, he shouldn't have been so surprised.

"I apologize for the discourtesy." Seo Nak composed himself by showing proper etiquette.

"This is not something that can end with a mere apology, so I will formally protest today's incident to the Empress."

"Do as you wish."

Seo Nak exited the room with the martial artists he had brought.

As they left, Lee Ahn exclaimed to Geom Mugeuk. "When on earth did you arrive?"

"A little while ago, when you opened the door for Elder Seo."

"Did you sneak in through the window?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

Lee Ahn glanced at the Drunken Demon.

Ugh, you knew he was here but pretended not to!

Still, she sighed in relief, sweeping a hand over her chest. "Ah! You startled me! I thought my heart was going to burst earlier."

The Drunken Demon mumbled, "He was probably clinging to the window to make your heart burst. I'm quite sure this man plotted to come in at just the right moment and surprise you."

Lee Ahn nodded, agreeing with the Drunken Demon's joke. "Of course, if he can just surprise someone, he'd hang there even in a blizzard. Alright, since you've startled people like this, you must have achieved something, right?"

Her words were meant to provoke Geom Mugeuk.

"I found the mastermind."

"Oh my!" Lee Ahn shrieked. She was even more surprised than when she had pulled back the covers earlier. "Really?"

"Yeah, I was lucky."

"You truly are the world number one at startling people!"

Geom Mugeuk had secretly infiltrated the Northern Blood Sect and witnessed Han Seol meeting Yang Seok. While everyone focused on that meeting, he had intended to investigate inside the Northern Blood Sect.

However, he saw the bodyguard who had accompanied Yang Seok leave his post. As it was no ordinary occurrence, he followed him and witnessed him casting the Blood Art using blood on a maid.

The man had acted as if he was caring for her, then instantly cast the Blood Art, making it impossible for him to save her even if he wanted to.

"Who was that man?"

"He is the head of the Northern Blood Sect heir's bodyguards."

The Drunken Demon and Lee Ahn nodded, their faces grim. Indeed, those scoundrels had been hiding in a completely unexpected place.

"Then did you intentionally reveal your identity to him?"

Earlier, Seo Nak had been dead certain that Geom Mugeuk was not here. He must have gotten the information from somewhere.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I wanted to gauge the level of his martial arts, and also confirm if the Northern Blood Sect and Elder Seo were connected."

"You confirmed both?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "And one more thing. The problem of us being held captive here will also be resolved. Since Seo Nak committed a great discourtesy to the Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, the Ice Empress now has to release us."

Lee Ahn, with a blank expression, asked Geom Mugeuk. "Do you know what I'm thinking right now?"

"What are you thinking?"

"Ah! How fortunate it is that I'm on your side, Young Master! How fortunate that I'm not your enemy!"

Do you know what I'm thinking? How fortunate it is that you are by my side, looking so bright?

"I was so startled, my heart feels stronger now thanks to you."

Geom Mugeuk now looked at the Drunken Demon, who was silently gazing out the window.

What is he thinking? Alcohol? Or the deceased Brewmaster? Or Yeo Bin, whom he left behind?

However, he was wrong. The Drunken Demon was currently thinking of Geom Mugeuk.

How could he be so intelligent? How could he handle things without ever getting flustered?

If Geom Mugeuk hadn't been here, he would have had to handle everything himself, but could he have achieved such a result?

For the first time in a long while, he thought that though Geom Mugeuk was younger than him, he felt more like an elder brother.

"Hyung."

Don't call me Hyung, call me Dongsaeng instead.

With such a silly thought, the Drunken Demon turned back to Geom Mugeuk. From the lips of his junior, who felt like an elder brother, came the words he had so eagerly awaited.

"It's finally time for a drinking party."


Returning to the Ice Palace, Han Seol headed for the Empress's chambers.

"I've come for tea."

Although Han Seol had said she would drink tea upon her return, the Ice Empress was flustered, not expecting her to seek her out immediately after coming back.

"Come in."

Han Seol sat at the tea table set up in the Empress's chambers, and the Ice Empress personally brewed the tea.

"I'll brew it."

"It's fine, just sit."

The Ice Empress began to brew the tea herself.

During this time, Han Seol silently watched her mother's back. She wanted to say something, but the words wouldn't come out.

Should I ask what kind of tea that is? Or should I bring up the Northern Blood Sect first? Or maybe, should I start by talking about the weather?

It had been too long since they started only speaking formally, so she didn't know what to say.

Suddenly, she realized that speaking was similar to martial arts. Just as a magnificent technique is useless if not ingrained in the body, no matter how earnest one's heart, the words won't come out if they don't stick to the tongue.

It was a moment when she keenly felt that words are spoken not with the head or heart, but with the mouth.

In the meantime, the Ice Empress brought the brewed tea.

"How does the tea taste?"

"It's good."

The conversation didn't continue, and only an awkward silence lingered.

The Ice Empress found the awkwardness no different.

What should I say to my daughter?

The Ice Empress was also pondering something she had never considered in her life, so the two of them simply drank their tea in silence.

They say you can tell how close a relationship truly is by how comfortable the silence is, but these two were still far from that. It was a suffocating silence, making one wonder what they would have done if the tea in front of them hadn't been there.

However, the Ice Empress did not want to break this silence with just any words. In a way, she preferred this awkwardness. It felt like a new relationship was beginning.

Finally, Han Seol broke the long silence. "Empress, between a ruthless person and a kind person, who do you think will survive longer?"

It was an abrupt question, but the Ice Empress answered it without hesitation. "The ruthless person."

Han Seol smiled faintly. "Your answer is the same as mine."

"Wouldn't all martial artists think the same?"

"Lee Ahn, who came with the Young Cult Leader, said that she thinks a kind person will survive longer."

Lee Ahn, she was a child who somehow caught my eye when I first met her.

"I was just curious. What do you think, Empress?"

Perhaps it was because of that question? For the first time, the Ice Empress spoke the words that were in her heart.

"I wanted to raise you strong. As a child who wouldn't waver even in the raging northern winds."

Han Seol's hand shook, creating ripples in the tea.

So? What about now? In your eyes, Mother, have I grown into such a child?

The Ice Empress was stunned. Only after conversing with her daughter did the she finally understand. Her efforts to create this meeting, and the words she had just spoken, were not due to a sudden change of heart or because of Geom Mugeuk.

Her instincts had known. That if things continued this way, she would lose her daughter. That she had already lost almost everything.

She had merely been ignoring it, using the excuse of being busy. She had always known that if things continued, she would just be an Empress passing on the Ice Palace, not a mother.

Perhaps she had been living with the thought that it might already be too late. Deliberately ignoring it, not wanting to confirm it.

It was then that Geom Mugeuk appeared. His words, 'Will she still be standing behind you?' struck her heart, ultimately leading her to this moment.

She desperately wanted to say these words. Though a little embarrassing, she truly wanted to say them to her daughter.

"You've grown up well, my child."

Silence fell.

It was just a single sentence, but Han Seol felt as if a part of the ice wall, frozen solid in her heart, had shattered and was pouring down.

The barrier was still immense, but its first crack held significant meaning.

Han Seol finished the tea she was holding, then set down the teacup. "Next time, I'll brew the tea for you."


To hold a drinking party in someone else's home, the owner's permission was required.

I observed, "You seem to be in good spirits."

The Ice Empress offered a faint smile. "My daughter visited."

The Ice Empress's expression revealed how that meeting had gone.

"Congratulations."

"It's thanks to you."

"I merely spoke the words. It was you, Empress, who chose to look back."

The Ice Empress felt immense gratitude towards Geom Mugeuk. Now she understood. The unbelievable shifts in her heart, as described in the reports about Geom Mugeuk.

"However, what should I do? I may have to spoil your good mood, Empress."

"What is it?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke seriously. "I intend to deal with Elder Seo. Please grant me permission."

At the shocking declaration, the Ice Empress remained silent. Perhaps she had anticipated that things would come to this.

"I saw a master using the Blood Art in the Northern Blood Sect."

At the mention of the Blood Art, the Ice Empress's eyes gleamed coldly. As far as she knew, there were no masters using blood qi in the North Sea. This meant that some conspiracy was underway within the Northern Blood Sect.

"He was connected to Elder Seo."

"Evidence?"

"There is none."

"So you intend to kill an Elder of the Ice Palace based solely on circumstantial evidence?"

"I believe this is sufficient. We must also consider the several mistakes and lies Elder Seo made previously."

In particular, his deception regarding asking the deceased Brewmaster to bottle the Fragrant Snow Ice Wine, which he hid from the Ice Empress until the very end, was decisive. During that process, the Ice Empress had also seen another side of Seo Nak.

"You won't find more explicit evidence from these individuals. They are all too cunning for that. Even if we took the time to find it, it would already be too late."

A brief silence fell.

I gave her ample time to think, then continued, "The opponent you should be concerned about right now, Empress, is not Elder Seo. Although he might be your primary concern due to your long acquaintance with him, he is merely an arm attached to the body. What you need to focus on are the head and the body."

He spoke the decisive words that would sway her.

"I am not the one making this decision."

"What do you mean?"

"Your bad premonition called us here, Empress. I am merely telling you that your intuition was correct."

Soon, the Ice Empress made her decision. It did not take long.

"I will deal with Elder Seo myself."

"Of course, you should. However, regarding the matter of Elder Seo, I hope you will first grant the Drunken Demon a chance."

Given the current circumstances, it was highly probable that Elder Seo was the one who killed the Brewmaster of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar. There was one more moment of deliberation, and this time, the decision was also swift.

"I will permit the drinking party. However, you must invite me as well."


Seo Nak was arranging the ornaments in the great hall. Whenever his mind was troubled, he would take out all the ornaments and redecorate.

He meticulously aligned them again. There was a pleasure in the perfection of arranging them in a precise line, without a single error.

As he was engrossed in this for a long time, he heard the sound of the great hall door opening behind him, but it was different from usual.

Normally, a subordinate's report of a visitor would precede the door opening. The door opening by itself like that meant an uninvited guest had arrived, and the subordinates guarding outside subdued.

Seo Nak said without turning around. "Please wait a moment. I'm almost done."

Only after perfectly aligning the very last one did Seo Nak turn around.

The person staring at him in the great hall was none other than the Drunken Demon.

When his eyes met the Drunken Demon's, he knew instinctively.

He's here to kill me.

Seo Nak sat at the guest reception table. "Thank you for waiting. Now, please, sit."

The Drunken Demon sat in the seat opposite him. Seo Nak placed one of the cups from the table in front of himself, and the other in the seat opposite.

"Perhaps it's from working so hard, but I'm thirsty. Would you pour me a drink?"

The Drunken Demon lifted the blood gourd hanging from his waist and uncorked it. The fragrant scent of Ice Wine the Brewmaster had made before she died wafted out.

The Drunken Demon took a deep sniff of the wine's aroma, then poured the liquor into the cup placed before him. However, he did not pour any for Seo Nak.

He drank alone. It was the first time he had drunk in a very long while. As the alcohol spread through his body, he closed his eyes contentedly, a pleasant expression on his face.

Drinking the Ice Wine brought forth a surge of longing for the late Brewmaster.

Seo Nak froze. Even though the Drunken Demon closed his eyes right in front of him, he could not attack. The alcohol qi, shimmering like a haze around his body, pulsed as if alive.

Slowly opening his eyes, the Drunken Demon asked. "Why did you kill that person?"

The Drunken Demon poured the second cup of liquor into his own glass.

Seo Nak fiddled with the empty cup in front of him and said. "Pour me a drink first, then ask. You have no compassion."

Even in this situation, he showed no fear whatsoever.

"You're confident you can kill me, aren't you?"

The Drunken Demon neither affirmed nor denied, simply staring at him in silence.

"That's all due to complacency. I was like that too. In this North Sea, there was no opponent who could make me feel tense."

Seo Nak, who had always lived with a carefree, smiling demeanor, began to reveal his true self. He unleashed his inherent qi, cold and intense enough to freeze the entire world. He was a far greater master than his known abilities suggested.

"Complacency is truly terrifying. As a Demon Supreme, you must have achieved everything you desired, right? You would have defeated enemies you shouldn't have been able to, winning again and again. In reality, your opponents weren't consumed by fear of you, but of the Demonic Cult."

The Drunken Demon remained completely unperturbed by Seo Nak's imposing aura. He drank another cup of liquor. Before long, the Drunken Demon's alcohol energy had settled around them like a mist.

"I'm the one drinking, yet you're spouting nonsense."

At the Drunken Demon's composure, Seo Nak bared his teeth and laughed. He, who had always worn a benevolent smile, now laughed like a beast revealing its fangs.

"That woman was weak. It should have been over once she secretly made it, but she kept worrying about it. One day, she came to me and said she thought she should tell the Empress the truth. Is your curiosity satisfied now?"

The Drunken Demon then gave an unexpected answer. "I wasn't curious at all. Isn't the reason people like us kill good people obvious? It's for trivial and selfish reasons."

"Then why did you ask?"

It was precisely then, as Seo Nak wore an expression of incomprehension, that someone's voice came from behind him.

"I said I was curious."

Cutting through the thick mist, the person who walked over and sat down was the Ice Empress. She gazed at Seo Nak and asked calmly.

"Was that act also for the sake of the Ice Palace?"


Chapter 416: For a Drunkard, Anything in Hand is a Weapon

Seo Nak was shocked by the Ice Empress's appearance. He was more surprised than when he instinctively realized the Drunken Demon had come to kill him.

"Empress."

At first, he tried to apologize for what he had said moments ago. Even if she had revealed her true colors, they had still spent years together. However, from the Ice Empress's cold gaze, he knew any excuse would be too late.

"Did you orchestrate this?"

"You haven't answered my question yet. Was killing the Brewmaster also for the sake of the Ice Palace?"

Since things has come to this...

"It's always been that way. All my choices are for the Ice Palace...because I am the Ice Palace."

The Ice Empress's eyes grew even colder. For Seo Nak to claim he was the Ice Palace in front of her was beyond rude, a direct challenge.

The surrounding air naturally grew colder.

Amidst it, the Drunken Demon silently tilted his wine cup.

Seo Nak had already overturned the drinking table, but the Ice Empress still treated him with courtesy. After all, he had done many things for her in the past.

"Was joining hands with those who use the Blood Art also for the sake of the Ice Palace?"

After a brief pause, Seo Nak said softly. "You knew all that?"

She knew, yet pretended not to?

Seo Nak's expression hardened, revealing his displeasure.

The Ice Empress found his face unfamiliar. It was horrifying to think he had lived for so long, hiding his true self. A shiver ran down her spine as she recalled Seo Nak making the frail Brewmaster write her will.

"I won't ask why you joined hands with them."

She repeated the words the Drunken Demon had said to Seo Nak earlier.

"Because it must be for some trivial and selfish reason."

At that, Seo Nak roared. "Shut up! How dare you! Even if everyone else in the world curses me, you shouldn't! Whose help did you have to get to that position? If I had harbored ill intentions when you ascended to the throne!"

This was what he ultimately wanted to say.

The Ice Empress understood. The root of this betrayal began here. He regretted not having usurped the throne back then.

"So? Did they promise you the throne?"

Seo Nak gave no answer, but the Ice Empress knew. It was the silence of affirmation. Had he not received such a promise, he would never have joined hands with them.

When had his heart changed? Having known him for so long, she expected a string of questions to arise, but facing him now, it wasn't like that.

Instead, she had no desire to converse. It was clear they would only exchange endless, petty words that would wound each other's feelings.

The bridge back was already burned. What good would it do to argue about what lay beyond it?

The Ice Empress looked at the Drunken Demon. As per Geom Mugeuk's request, she had decided to leave Seo Nak's fate to the Drunken Demon. She also believed it was better for herself.

The Drunken Demon set down his wine cup and said. "It won't take long."

"I'll wait outside."

The Ice Empress walked out into the mist from which she had come.

"You selfish bitch who can't understand anyone else's heart! You block of ice!"

At Seo Nak's curses, the Drunken Demon chuckled derisively.

"Why are you laughing?"

"Because you're pathetic. I see why they chose you."

Seo Nak's cold laughter carried killing intent.

The Drunken Demon closed the stopper of his Blood Gourd.

He still isn't afraid. Is he that confident of holding his own against me? Even so, with the Ice Empress outside, what is he relying on?

Seo Nak stared intently at the Blood Gourd. "Is that your unique weapon?"

The next moment, the Drunken Demon flipped the table in front of him.

CRASH!

The instant Seo Nak's palm strike shattered the table.

CRACK.

A chair flew and struck Seo Nak's shoulder. The Drunken Demon had slammed him with the very chair he had been sitting on.

Seo Nak was flustered. It was such an unexpected attack.

A wooden chair couldn't possibly harm him. Only the innocent chair had shattered and scattered. Did the Drunken Demon not know that?

The Drunken Demon's next words answered his question.

"What else would a drunkard's weapon be? Anything in hand is a weapon."

The Drunken Demon laughed like a vagabond, but Seo Nak did not. What vagabond in the world could strike someone by slamming a chair they held? It was a display of skill even greater than stabbing with a treasured sword.

Among martial artists, if one were to choose the most feared Demon Supreme, they would choose either the Poison King, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, or the Soul-Stealing Demon. No one would pick the Drunken Demont.

Now, however, if that question were posed to Seo Nak, it had become a question requiring some thought.

SWISH!

Seo Nak unleashed a palm technique, thrusting out a sudden strike. The Drunken Demon lightly twisted his body to the side, evading it.

CRASH!

The wall of the great hall behind him shattered, and the display cabinet placed there was demolished.

Seo Nak's gaze briefly flickered towards the broken ornaments scattered across the floor. He would no longer care. This would be a scene that heralded the beginning of his new life.

SWISH!

When the second palm technique flew in, the Drunken Demon vanished into the mist. No scream was heard, so he must have evaded it again.

Suddenly, Seo Nak felt his body was different from usual.

This isn't ordinary mist. It's alcohol qi.

Because of it, his body felt lightheaded and languid. His vigilance naturally loosened. This wasn't a matter of mental fortitude or the quantity of inner arts. His body was simply reacting to the alcohol's influence.

Seo Nak drew upon his inner arts and released a cold aura from both his hands.

Snap out of it! If I get drunk, I'll die!

Seo Nak's unique martial art was the White Ice Divine Palm. Even a light hit would cause a cold aura to enter one's organs, leading to lifelong suffering, and a direct hit would instantly freeze the entire body, resulting in immediate death. It was a terrifying martial art.

"Hey, Drunken Demon. Don't hide cowardly in the mist. Come out and face me honorably..."

SWISH!

Seo Nak twisted his body, dodging what flew in from the front.

CRASH!

What flew and shattered the wall behind him was a steel ball rolling on the floor. It had fallen from the previously broken ornament.

As he had said earlier, the Drunken Demon was fighting using everything he could get his hands on as a weapon. However, the trash he picked up from the floor flew more terrifyingly than an assassin's hidden weapons.

"A Great Demon Supreme, acting so cowardly..."

SWISH.

This time, an attack came from behind him. It was too late to turn around, so Seo Nak raised his protective enhanced qi and blocked it with his back.

THWACK!

The moment he was hit, he knew. It was the Drunken Demon's fist.

Seo Nak was thrown forward, then spun around sharply. His back ached as if it would break, but it was bearable.

The Drunken Demon stood where he had been, drinking.

As he drank, he stared at Seo Nak, and the moment Seo Nak met his gaze, a chilling wind swept through his chest. That languid yet decadent look contained a kind of killing intent and madness he had never witnessed before.

WHOOSH!

Seo Nak's surprise palm technique tore through the mist, swirling and flying forward.

The Drunken Demon, however, lightly evaded it with nimble footwork, then disappeared into the mist.

This place, overflowing with alcohol qi, was the Drunken Demon's world. The more skilled a master, the more they would realize how terrifying this mist was. For them, victory and defeat were decided by the slightest difference.

Just then, something gleaming tore through the mist and flew in.

WHIZZ! WHIZZ!

THUD! THUD!

What flew in rapidly pierced Seo Nak's shoulder and arm.

The Drunken Demon, emerging from the mist, held a dagger in his hand.

It was too fast for Seo Nak to evade in time. He swung a palm strike a step too late, but the Drunken Demon had already vanished back into the mist.

He's strong, stronger than I expected.

Seo Nak also moved quickly, trying to conceal himself in the mist. The mist, however, was not on his side. The mist around him, where he had lunged, dispersed, revealing his form.

SWISH! CRASH!

He blocked the palm technique that flew towards him, but his arm ached as if it would fall off, having been pushed back by the force.

Even palm techniques!

That wasn't all.

SWISH!

The Drunken Demon's fingers shot out from the mist, raking across him. His skin tore, and blood splattered.

This time, it's claw techniques!

Now Seo Nak knew for sure. The Drunken Demon had mastered all kinds of martial arts, because a drunkard's martial arts should be like this.

Punching, kicking, stabbing, rolling, throwing.

This was the Drunken Demon's martial arts. The haphazard fighting style of a drunkard was capable of breaking bones and tearing flesh.

The Drunken Demon reappeared. He was conspicuously drinking in front of Seo Nak. The more he drank, the stronger he became.

Seo Nak drew upon all his inner qi. The aura emanating from his hands, which had been blue, now turned pure white. He was about to unleash the White Calamity Palm, the most powerful technique among the White Ice Divine Palm's techniques.

He's not dodging? He's going to take the White Calamity Palm head-on? Good!

At that very moment, when he was secretly rejoicing, Seo Nak saw.

The surrounding mist instantly gathered around the Drunken Demon, then formed a single shape.

It was the back of a Wine God, standing with his back turned.

This was the Drunken Demon's unique martial art, shining amidst the various martial arts he had mastered.

SWISH!

The White Calamity Palm was unleashed. A massive enhanced qi, overturning the ground and tearing the air, flew towards him.

Simultaneously, the Wine God, who had been standing with his back turned behind the Drunken Demon, spun around and lunged forward.

From the Drunken Demon's unique martial art, the Wine God Art. The Fourth Cup, the Wine God Drinks.

The alcohol qi, flying in the form of the Wine God, merged and became a single beam of light.

BOOM!

The two massive enhanced qi collided, unleashing a tremendous explosion. The great hall was completely obliterated by the impact.

As the rising dust settled, the two figures were revealed. The Drunken Demon stood in his original spot. Seo Nak, on the other hand, had been pushed back more than ten steps.

The Wine God Drinks had completely overwhelmed and pushed back the White Calamity Palm.

"Gah!" Seo Nak's entire body was tattered. He vomited a gush of blood. It was an irreparable injury. The Drunken Demon had defeated him without even using his unique weapon, the Blood Gourd.

Seo Nak thought he was strong, but the Drunken Demon was stronger.

The Drunken Demon drank again. This last sip is for you, Brewmaster.

Facing his imminent death, Seo Nak raged. He wasn't angry about losing, but about those who had broken their promise.

"They said they would protect me..."

Blood trickled from Seo Nak's mouth. He hadn't just trusted his own skill.

Just then, a new voice echoed. "They didn't break their promise."

Something flew towards Seo Nak. He looked at it, only to realize that two corpses were thrown down before him.

"It seems you were quite important to them," Geom Mugeuk said, entering the residence.

The two martial artists had been ambushed in a secret part of Seo Nak's residence, and they were no ordinary practitioners. Not only were their martial arts skills excellent, but their stealth and movement arts were also superb, ready to whisk Seo Nak away if necessary.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Drunken Demon and asked, "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. You?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded, confirming he was fine, and looked to the other side.

"They're coming!"

Something was rushing towards them from beyond the mist.

WHIZZ!

The Drunken Demon instinctively twisted his body, but something grazed his face.

It was a drop of blood.

What flew like a hidden weapon was clearly a drop of blood, but it wasn't an ordinary drop of blood. It was blood qi shaped like a droplet.

Soon after, the one who launched the blood droplet appeared, as if pouncing on them. His eyes, face, neck, and hands were eerily red.

"Dodge!"

At Geom Mugeuk's shout, the two men dodged to either side.

BOOM!

The charging man exploded, splattering blood everywhere. The flying blood pierced through the shattered wall.

It was the Self Destruction Art again. The power of the blood qi unleashed upon death was immense!

This was why Geom Mugeuk was wary of and disliked the Blood King. He was a man who used his subordinates' lives in such a way.

This wasn't just someone who had learned the Self Destruction Art in a short time. This was a martial artist cultivated through long training to effectively use this Self Destruction Art.

Yet at the end of that effort awaited this single moment of self-destruction.

This is why fighting the Blood King is so disgusting!

This time, he truly had to ask.

"Are you alright?"

As the Drunken Demon nodded at Geom Mugeuk's question, about to reply, both men's gazes turned to a single point again.

Someone else was rushing towards them, and it wasn't just one or two.

"There are many this time!"

The Drunken Demon swept away the mist in front of him to secure his vision.

At that moment, the two men saw. A dozen or so figures, rushing towards them, seemed to leap into the air simultaneously.

BOOOOM!

They exploded all at once, unleashing the Self Destruction Art. As if they had been cultivated solely for this moment, they showed not a hint of hesitation. It was an Self Destruction Art designed to concentrate blood qi entirely forward.

WHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIZZ!

Hundreds of blood qi projectiles flew towards the two men! They flew in densely, leaving no room to dodge, accompanied by ear-splitting tearing sounds. They were too widespread to evade.

The Drunken Demon stepped in front of Geom Mugeuk. "Young Cult Leader! Behind me!"

The Drunken Demon blocked Geom Mugeuk, raising his protective enhanced qi to its limit. At the same time, he crossed his arms to cover his face.

In this moment of crisis, the Drunken Demon referred to Geom Mugeuk as the Young Cult Leader. For this instant, he was not just a younger brother, but the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, whom he, a Demon Supreme, absolutely had to protect.

The Drunken Demon pushed his inner arts to their limit. Considering the power of the blood droplets that had flown in earlier, injury was inevitable.

Nevertheless, even if he was hurt, he would not allow a single hair on Geom Mugeuk's head to be harmed. This was the pride of a Demon Supreme, who had come out to serve the Young Cult Leader.

THUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUD!

The sound of the flying blood qi striking something was heard.

The next moment, a fleeting silence fell.

The Drunken Demon slowly straightened the arms he had held before his face and looked up with a surprised expression.

The blood qi, which had flown with terrifying momentum, had not reached him.

Something stood before his eyes. A wall of enhanced qi, shining brilliantly as it reflected the sunlight.

The blood qi had poured in densely, leaving no place to escape, yet not a single strand of it could penetrate this shining wall of enhanced qi.

This colossal wall of enhanced qi, the greatest wall that protected all demonic practitioners.

It was the Impenetrable Demonic Wall of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.


Chapter 417: Someone Says They Can Even Open the Gates of Hell

Endless streams of blood qi flew in and crashed against it, but they could not pierce the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

The blood qi, which had flown in as if squeezed out to the very last drop, was completely dissipated.

The dozen or so martial artists who had soared into the air, using most of their blood for the Self Destruction Art, all lay sprawled on the ground, their chests gaping holes.

The Impenetrable Demonic Wall did not vanish immediately. Instead, it shimmered in the sunlight, revealing its magnificent form.

The Drunken Demon slowly turned his head. Geom Mugeuk, who had been behind him, was now standing beside him, his Black Demon Sword thrust forward.

"I couldn't let such an attack harm you, Hyung," Geom Mugeuk said.

This was not a normal attack, nor was it a final ultimate technique used at the end of a fierce battle. This was the Self Destruction Art unleashed the moment they saw him. Although it had 'skill' attached to it, it was an attack that could not be called martial arts.

He had deployed the Impenetrable Demonic Wall because he did not want the Drunken Demon to suffer even a single scratch from such an attack.

This scene was like a symbol.


"We are the sole existence in the murim capable of eliminating vile and malicious evil in an even viler and more malicious way, so we must find our reason for existence here. Only we can stop the evil that ordinary people cannot."



The Drunken Demon respectfully bowed his head towards the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, showing respect for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Only then did the Impenetrable Demonic Wall slowly vanish.

He turned to Geom Mugeuk. "Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

In this moment, having been saved by the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, their relationship was not that of older and younger brother, but of Demon Supreme and Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk also expressed his gratitude. "I will never forget how you stepped forward to protect me, Demon Supreme."

He uttered the words with sincerity. He had been truly moved when the Drunken Demon tried to block the Self Destruction Art with his own body.

After sharing their sentiments, Geom Mugeuk raised his qi and scanned for anyone else, but there was no one. These were all the individuals who had been hiding near the broken great hall.

Just then, the great gate leading outside opened, and the Ice Empress entered.

Behind her, in the distance, three or four corpses lay sprawled. All of them were frozen solid.

"A few fellows caught my eye, so I dealt with them."

She had tried to avoid getting involved in this fight as much as possible, and give the Drunken Demon priority.

Her gaze fell upon the dozen or so corpses lying on the ground.

They used the Self Destruction Art all at once.

She too had seen the wall of enhanced qi towering beyond the fence. How could she not know what incredible martial art had created it?

The Young Cult Leader has truly mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Still, if the Young Cult Leader's martial arts are like this, then how strong is the Heavenly Demon?

Geom Mugeuk said, "Those fellows recruited an Elder of the North Sea Ice Palace, joined hands with the Northern Blood Sect, and even used the Self Destruction Art without hesitation."

The Ice Empress felt that the situation was more serious than she had imagined. Although she always paid close attention to the murim's affairs to avoid falling behind, she had never once heard of such individuals.

The Ice Empress walked towards Seo Nak, who lay sprawled on the ground. Having been struck by the Drunken Demon's attack, his entire body was a wreck, barely clinging to life.

Just who did you join hands with?

The Ice Empress gazed down at him with cold eyes, then turned away without a word. She didn't even want to offer a single word of farewell.

As she turned away, Seo Nak rasped. "Han Yigyang..."

The Ice Empress flinched, halting her steps. She slowly turned back, looking down at Seo Nak.

Lying on the ground, Seo Nak smiled. His mouth was full of blood, making his appearance ghastly.

Han Yigyang was the Ice Empress's elder sister.

Long ago, she went through a succession war with her sister, and her soft-hearted sister had left the North Sea for her sake, voluntarily relinquishing the position of Princess.

Afterward, she did not seek out her sister. She did not want to hurt her further.

To be honest, it was closer to deliberately not looking into it. She worried that if their relationship continued, her sister might once again covet the Empress's position.

So she lived forgetting. Consciously at first. Then, naturally, she forgot.

Her elder sister only came to mind again precisely because of Geom Mugeuk.

When she received the report that Geom Mugeuk had concluded the succession struggle without bloodshed, she thought of her sister, whom she had forgotten.

Looking back now, there must have been a way. Couldn't the successor have been chosen peacefully, just as Geom Mugeuk had managed?

What was she so afraid of back then? Thinking about it now, although both she and her sister had survived, but their circumstances had changed dramatically.

Regardless, the Ice Empress felt a sense of debt towards her sister, because she could have enjoyed all that she herself was now enjoying.

Why is the dying Seo Nak talking about Unnie now?

Under her cold gaze, Seo Nak uttered, "I chose you, not Yigyang."

It was not the babbling of a dying man. Seo Nak's eyes, filled with terminal lucidity, were clear.

"Don't you want to see her?"

Not wanting to hear any more, the Ice Empress's hand glowed white, and she stretched out her hand to finish him.

"She might even have a family."

Seo Nak smiled, a knowing expression on his face. Blood overflowed from his mouth.

Is this it? His final revenge?

He knew some secret but refused to tell her. He knew that at this moment, anything concerning her sister would strike her the hardest. She wouldn't even bat an eye at any other words.

"What if she has a daughter? She would live her entire life without knowing her aunt is the Ice Empress, wouldn't she? She might have lost her parents early and be suffering as a servant somewhere. Or perhaps she's become a courtesan, selling her smiles and even body?"

The Ice Empress stared into his eyes, her voice calm. "I don't care whether she lives as a servant or a courtesan."

The Ice Empress did not speak harshly to Elder Seo. She remained respectful, as if no provocation of his would work.

"I've lived forgetting until now, did you think I'd suddenly become curious? Did you imagine I'd feel a pang of conscience from such trivial words? You are foolish until your dying breath."

Seo Nak's eye twitched, and the smile vanished from his face.

A pure white aura extended from the Ice Empress's hand, engulfing Seo Nak's body. Horrific pain spread through him.

"AAAAAAARGH!"

His entire body froze, and he writhed in extreme agony. He screamed for death.

"Even if you know, don't tell me where she is. It would only bother me. Shut your mouth!"

Even amidst that, Seo Nak writhed in agony, feeling a pain more extreme than any he had ever felt in his life until he died.

The Ice Empress gazed down at the corpse with a complex expression. Deep down, she had hoped. She had hoped he would beg for his life, pleading for the pain to stop, promising to reveal everything he knew.

However, seeing him die without speaking even through such agony, she concluded that his words were a final attempt to torment her. Even if it wasn't, she would choose to believe so. She had no intention of playing into his schemes.

The Ice Empress said to Geom Mugeuk. "I inadvertently revealed my weakness before you."

"Weakness? Empress, you too concluded a succession dispute among kin without bloodshed, and admirably so."

"My Unnie is the admirable one, not me."

"If she is such a wise Unnie, she will surely be living happily and well wherever she is."

She knew he spoke out of courtesy, yet Geom Mugeuk's words still offered her some comfort.

The Ice Empress changed the subject. "What do you intend to do now?"

"Next, I plan to strike the Northern Blood Sect."

The Ice Empress, in her heart, wished to lead her subordinates and sweep away the Northern Blood Sect entirely, but doing so would result in many casualties.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk uttered something unexpected. "If the Empress grants permission, I intend to visit the Northern Blood Sect with the Princess, on a reconnaissance mission."

Send her daughter to the Northern Blood Sect? The Ice Empress remained silent for a moment. Given how powerful the enemy was, she couldn't accept this easily.

"...So be it."

She had decided that if war broke out, it would be safer for her daughter to be by Geom Mugeuk's side. She had seen the wall of enhanced qi beyond the fence, and her daughter had shared tea with her. She trusted him because he was the one who made that possible.

"Please take charge of sweeping them away, Empress. This time, I will grant you priority."

The Ice Empress nodded. The Drunken Demon and the Young Cult Leader had come to uncover the Brewmaster's death. Now that they had revealed the truth about her death and exacted revenge, they could simply leave.

However, they were offering to fight the enemy together.

The Ice Empress felt grateful and reassured by Geom Mugeuk. "Then, we shall meet again."

After bidding farewell to Geom Mugeuk, the Ice Empress also respectfully parted ways with the Drunken Demon.

Once she departed, Geom Mugeuk turned to the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon handed the Blood Gourd to Geom Mugeuk. "Drink."

He never handed his unique weapon, the Blood Gourd, to anyone else, but this time, he allowed Geom Mugeuk to take it.

Geom Mugeuk coolly drank the Ice Wine from the Blood Gourd. "Ahh, so tasty! This must be the most delicious Ice Wine in the world!"

The Drunken Demon took back the Blood Gourd and drank its wine. "Yes! It's truly delicious!"

The two men deliberately raised their voices. The one who had brewed the wine would surely be listening from somewhere in heaven.

Having finished all the wine remaining in the Blood Gourd, the two men stood side by side, looking up at the sky.

The Drunken Demon was smiling brightly.

Geom Mugeuk had a thought. Perhaps, from the heavens above, the Brewmaster is looking down at him and smiling.


"Don't worry."

Hearing words from behind, Lee Ahn, who had been standing by the window, turned her head. Han Seol was perched on the bed, having just spoken.

"Mother went with him."

Lee Ahn had been staring blankly out the window, apparently looking worried.

She answered honestly. "To be frank, I was thinking about something else. I don't worry about Young Master's affairs. My own worries are already enough to crush me like a mountain. Why should I worry about whether the sun will rise tomorrow?"

Han Seol, who had been gazing at her for a moment, asked. "Because he's a transcendent being?"

Lee Ahn thought she was being teased. Of all the expressions to use, this one will haunt me forever!

"Yes, to me, he is a transcendent being."

Wanting to discuss this matter someday, Han Seol asked again. "If the Young Cult Leader told you to die, would you?"

It was a question she thought would not be answered easily, but Lee Ahn replied without hesitation. "Yes. I can die. I'd throw open the gates of hell and declare, 'Our Young Master sent me!' Ah, but if it's the Young Master, he'd probably make friends with the King of Hell and get an exemption while I suffer in a pit of fire."

Han Seol shook her head, barely holding back the words that had risen to her throat. After spending a few days together, a certain affection had formed, so she couldn't say it outright.

Lee Ahn uttered the words for her. "You were thinking I'm crazy, weren't you?"

At Lee Ahn's words, Han Seol wore an expression that conveyed, 'You know it then.'

Lee Ahn smiled brightly and looked out the window again. "Actually, that was the easiest question to answer, because he's absolutely not the kind of person who would tell me to die. That's why I can confidently boast about being able to die for him."

Han Seol looked at her back. Could such a deep bond truly form between people?

"Wouldn't that burden the Young Cult Leader?"

She felt she would be burdened. If someone looked at her with such expectation, thinking 'I must do better, I must show a better side,' the pressure would be immense.

"He wouldn't be."

"Why are you so sure?"

"Because he's not foolish enough to consider my words a burden. He'll simply be pleased. Thinking, 'My efforts were worth it.'"

Honestly, Han Seol envied Geom Mugeuk. Earning someone's absolute trust and support was truly no easy feat.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon returned to their dwelling.

Seeing the two men, Han Seol urgently asked. "Where's Mother?"

"The Empress has gone to the Ice Palace."

The news that Elder Seo was indeed a traitor and that he had died was conveyed.

Han Seol felt a sense of unfamiliarity. It wasn't Elder Seo's betrayal that felt strange, but the fact that someone was behind him.

She had treated him as an uncle since childhood, so he was like a significant elder figure to her. Yet, to think there was someone else pulling the strings of such a seemingly powerful person.

Han Seol worried about her mother. Her mother must have placed great trust and reliance on Elder Seo.

Suddenly, she realized this feeling was new to her.

I'm worrying right now.

To her surprise, she realized she had never once worried about her mother until now. Her mother had always been strong, and there had never been a reason to worry like this.

Still, just a moment ago, she had asked about her mother's well-being, and now she was concerned her mother might have been hurt. She felt a warmth in her heart for the very first time in her life.

Can a person's heart change so easily? No, am I even allowed to change like this? Will such a change make her hate me even more?

Han Seol suddenly felt like asking Geom Mugeuk about such matters. She had a feeling he would give her a clear answer. Still, she didn't ask.

"What do you intend to do now?" she said instead.

"By killing Elder Seo, we have declared war on them."

Now, the real fight had begun.

"Our next target is the Northern Blood Sect. Before striking them, we need to find out why the Northern Blood Sect wants the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. It would be good to infiltrate their ranks."

At that, Han Seol recalled a fact and offered, "When I met the two Young Lords of the Northern Blood Sect some time ago, I told them I would visit again with the Young Cult Leader. Let's go together."

Geom Mugeuk honestly conveyed the current situation. "It will be extremely dangerous. An opponent you were just speaking with might suddenly unleash the Self Destruction Art right before your eyes."

Is it because I can feel a burning passion in her heart that I've never felt before?

Han Seol felt strangely unafraid. She only thought that since it was an affair of the Ice Palace, she should take the lead in resolving it.

"Someone says they can even open the gates of hell." Han Seol looked at the smiling Lee Ahn and added with vigor. "I might not be able to do that, but I can at least open the Northern Blood Sect."


Chapter 418: The Drunken Demon Must Die

The Ice Empress gazed silently out the window. Her heart was so troubled, it seemed Seo Nak's final ploy had succeeded.

Just then, Han Seol entered. "Empress."

The Ice Empress turned towards her. "You've come?"

"I intend to visit the Northern Blood Sect with the Young Cult Leader."

Nodding at her daughter's words, the Ice Empress acknowledged the danger of the situation. Yet, having already decided to trust Geom Mugeuk, she allowed Han Seol to go, believing such experiences would forge her daughter into a true martial artist.

In truth, Han Seol hadn't come merely to report her visit to the Northern Blood Sect. She was worried about her mother, fearing she might have been hurt by Elder Seo.

You must express it in words.

Geom Mugeuk had told her this when she mentioned reporting to her mother, his perception so keen he knew precisely why she sought the meeting.

To express it in words. To her, it felt like a gateway to life and death.

In the past, this meeting would have ended with her mother's reply, 'Yes, go safely,' without even making proper eye contact.

This time, however, was different. Han Seol met her mother's gaze directly.

"Why are you looking at me like that?" the Ice Empress asked.

After a brief pause, Han Seol muttered, "I was wondering if you were alright."

The Ice Empress felt it, sensing the immense courage her daughter had mustered to utter those words. Even amidst the awkward atmosphere, their emotions clearly conveyed to each other.

"Let's have some tea."

"I'll make it today."

Han Seol personally brewed the tea while the Ice Empress sat at the tea table, silently watching her daughter's back. It was the first time her daughter had ever brewed tea for her, and thanks to it, her gloomy mood lightened considerably.

"You've grown up so much."

The moment those words reached her, Han Seol's hands, busy brewing tea, paused. Geom Mugeuk's words echoed in her mind once more.


"If you've raised us to this age, isn't it a child's duty to make you say something like, 'You've grown up so much,' at least once?"



A moment later, Han Seol brought the tea and set it down.

The two of them drank their tea in silence, but the atmosphere was less awkward than the previous time.

"I'm alright," the Ice Empress said.

She truly was alright. Elder Seo's betrayal didn't feel particularly impactful, as she had already suspected him, which was why she had allowed the demonic practitioners into the palace.

Han Seol felt relieved, as there was no hint that her mother was deliberately hiding her pain.

"That's a relief. Then I'll be going."

She tried to get up before things became awkward again.

"Wait a moment."

The Ice Empress rose from her seat, retrieving a set of protective armor she had prepared.

"This is the Heavenly Palace Armor. Wear it when you go."

The Heavenly Palace Armor was a protective armor passed down as a treasure of the North Sea Ice Palace.

Surprised by the unexpected protective armor, Han Seol felt an even greater surge of emotion.

"If they use the Self Destruction Art right before you, with no time to dodge, trust in the Heavenly Palace Armor and protect only your face with the Headwind Ice Wall technique. Then you'll be able to avoid severe injuries."

Her mother's worry for her daughter conveyed itself to Han Seol, causing her voice to tremble slightly as she bid farewell.

"I will handle it as you instructed. T-Then, I'll be going."

Han Seol descended from the Empress's chambers, clutching the Heavenly Palace Armor. She should have properly expressed her gratitude, but she had been too flustered, surprised, and moved to properly convey her thanks before leaving.

The change in their relationship brought her joy, but also worry.

Even Elder Seo, whom her mother had known for so long, had betrayed her. Humans were fickle, their intentions changing between sitting down and standing up.

She feared she might hurt her mother, or that she herself might be hurt, having lived for so long without considering others' feelings.


Ha Jyeol entered the secret chamber containing the tank. Today, as always, he felt the calculated chill that could only be sensed in this space.

The Blood King remained submerged in the bloody water of the tank. Once the one with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution arrived, the grand ritual would be completed, and he would emerge. To have to deliver such news with only two days left...

"Elder Seo is dead."

At Ha Jyeol's report, the Blood King, still submerged in the tank, snapped his eyes open.

"He was defeated by the Drunken Demon."

A low, deep resonance emanated from within the bloody water. "The Drunken Demon? I suppose he should be heavily injured by now?"

The Blood King assumed the Drunken Demon wouldn't be unharmed, guarded as he was by blood practitioners capable of using the Self Destruction Art.

"No, the Drunken Demon is unharmed. The Young Cult Leader and the Ice Empress were also present, and I presume they blocked the Self Destruction Art through a combined defense."

The Blood King's expression, submerged in the bloody water, hardened terrifyingly.

It took immense money and time to cultivate even one blood practitioner capable of using the Self Destruction Art. Moreover, Seo Nak was someone who had spent a long time meticulously working to completely take over the Ice Palace.

The bloody water in the tank felt as if it was growing even colder as the submerged Blood King slowly began to rise to the surface.

SPLASH.

He emerged from the bloody water, which streamed from his outstretched arms and body. The blood qi emanating from his eyes was so intense, not even his own disciple dared meet his gaze.

"I will not let the Drunken Demon live."

Ha Jyeol prostrated himself before the tank, as if bowing. "Please restrain yourself, Master!"

The Blood King's movements paused briefly. His cold gaze fixed on Ha Jyeol.

"The great undertaking is right before you. You only need to endure for two more days," Ha Jyeol begged.

Bloody water dripped steadily from the Blood King's body.

Ha Jyeol knew that it was hard for his master to endure even four hours out of the tank, much less two days. His Master was a man of blood, and that blood boiled like lava and froze like a glacier.

He desperately pleaded, "Please, just wait two more days. They haven't realized our true intentions yet. Seo Nak's death was discovered only because they were searching for the culprit who killed the Brewmaster of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar. Please, postpone the Drunken Demon's punishment until two days from now."

The Blood King silently looked down at Ha Jyeol.

SPLASH.

He submerged himself back into the bloody water, closing his eyes and saying nothing. In two days, the accumulated rage he had suppressed today would erupt, and the Drunken Demon would surely die.

Ha Jyeol's eyes hardened, revealing his resolve. "Even if it means sacrificing everyone in the Northern Blood Sect, I will definitely make sure everything goes smoothly for the next two days."


Emerging from the secret chamber, Ha Jyeol immediately returned to Yang Seok's residence, where Yang Seok waited at the entrance as he was about to enter the building.

"Where have you been again?"

"My apologies. I've just met with the Sect Leader."

Whenever he left his post, he always used the Sect Leader as an excuse.

Yang Seok was displeased with him, and not merely because he frequently left to meet his father. His father treated Ha Jyeol with an inexplicable caution, and a subtle secrecy existed between the two, always leaving Yang Seok with a bad feeling.

"It's alright. I understand you."

Yang Seok had now decided to change his strategy.

"Here, take this. It's for your hard work so far."

Yang Seok handed him an envelope.

Ha Jyeol took it, opening it to find three hundred tael banknotes inside. This was a considerable sum for his efforts. "I cannot accept this."

"It's my sincerity, so take it." Yang Seok insisted.

Ha Jyeol, feigning reluctance, finally accepted the banknotes.

Yang Seok intended to make Ha Jyeol his own man, using him to, in turn, uncover his father's intentions.

I should have done this sooner. Who doesn't like money?

Yang Seok regretted his oversight. His anger at his father, who was monitoring him, had prevented him from acting rationally. If his father gave Ha Jyeol a thousand taels, he would give two thousand.

"I look forward to working with you in the future."

"I will serve you with utmost loyalty."

Just then, a subordinate arrived to report a visitor.

"The Princess of the Ice Palace has arrived."

"She's here already?"

Although the Princess had said she would return, he hadn't expected her to come so soon.

"Is anyone accompanying her?"

"Yes, she came with a young man."

Yang Seok immediately realized the young man was the Young Cult Leader. The Princess had said she would bring him when she returned, and it seemed she truly wanted to resolve the conflict with the Young Cult Leader as quickly as possible, given how haughty he was rumored to be.

"Let's go."

Yang Seok led the way. He was eager to see what kind of person the Young Cult Leader was.

Ha Jyeol's expression, as he followed, was rigid.

The Demonic Cult is here already?

The Demonic Cult's movements were faster than he expected.

How long has it been since Elder Seo was killed? And they're targeting Young Lord Yang already?

They hit the mark. He would have done the same.

Ha Jyeol was also curious about the Young Cult Leader, who moved with such swiftness, so his steps quickened as he followed Yang Seok.


Han Seol waited in the reception hall with Geom Mugeuk. Unlike her previous visit, today they had a clear plan and strategy.

Han Seol usually didn't get nervous over trivial matters, but today she felt a tremor. She looked at Geom Mugeuk, who showed no signs of nervousness at all.

"Aren't you nervous?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded, asking in return, "Do you know why you're trembling so much?"

"Why?"

"Because you're trying too hard to do well."

His words were true. She definitely wanted to execute the plan perfectly.

"What if you're not perfect? Even if I make a mistake, the Young Cult Leader will handle it. Try to adopt that mindset. Then you won't be nervous at all."

Even without consciously adopting that mindset, just hearing Geom Mugeuk's words made Han Seol feel a little more at ease.

"Martial Artist Lee said that you would never send her to her death. However, if you'll die in her place, will you still not do it? Even if the Demonic Cult falls?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled, gazing at her. "That's right. I still won't do it. If my life depends on killing a subordinate who likes me so much, what's the point of living? It's the same for our Cult. If the survival of our Cult hinges on the life or death of one woman, it's better for it to be destroyed."

Han Seol looked at Geom Mugeuk, then turned her head towards the window, averting her gaze. "You're not bluffing!"

I can tell he's telling the truth. That's why it makes me even more annoyed.

Just then, the door opened, and two figures entered. Ha Jyeol stood guarding the entrance while Yang Seok walked towards the two, greeting them brightly.

"Princess, welcome."

"I've come to visit again because I have an esteemed person to introduce." She introduced Geom Mugeuk. "This is the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult."

Yang Seok bowed respectfully. "I am Yang Seok of the Northern Blood Sect. It is an honor to meet you."

"Pleased to meet you, I am Geom Mugeuk."

Yang Seok cautiously observed Geom Mugeuk. He was the type to mercilessly beat up anyone who nearly bumped into him on the street, but towards opponents stronger than himself, he always made sure to be polite and cautious.

What is this guy?

Geom Mugeuk was far younger and more handsome than he had imagined. He had expected someone rugged and fierce-looking.

"I heard the Young Cult Leader is personally investigating the death of the Hundred Wines Snow Cellar Brewmaster."

"That investigation is already complete."

"Complete?" Yang Seok had not yet received any news about it.

"The culprit was Elder Seo."

"Surely you don't mean Elder Seo Nak?"

"Why wouldn't I?"

Yang Seok was startled, but Geom Mugeuk could tell from his reaction that he was unaware of this fact. It was clear the Northern Blood Sect Leader was not sharing all information with his son.

"What happened to Elder Seo?"

"He's dead."

Yang Seok couldn't believe it. "If that were true, the North Sea should be in an uproar."

But why is it so quiet?

"Because we're not the type to work by spreading rumors."

Unable to believe Geom Mugeuk's words, Yang Seok looked at Han Seol. When he asked her with his eyes, asking if it was true, she gave a single nod.

Beginning with the announcement of Seo Nak's death, Geom Mugeuk slowly started to set the mood.

"Your younger brother sought out someone with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, do you know why?"

Yang Seok was flustered, not expecting Geom Mugeuk to ask so directly. "I know nothing about that matter," he claimed.

"You seem to be a very fortunate man. You didn't even know what your younger brother, who was vying for succession, was doing, yet you became the successor."

Yang Seok's expression hardened, knowing it was a sarcastic remark, but Geom Mugeuk continued to provoke him.

"Indeed. You became the successor thanks to us."

Yang Seok suppressed his anger with effort, speaking in a low voice. "Regardless of the reason, my younger brother died because of a demon from your Cult. How can you treat me like this?"

His words were polite, yet pointed, as if asking, 'Is it alright to act like this after killing someone?'

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned cold.

"Are you sure he died because of us? When he was released, he didn't seem like someone who would die at all. His desire for life was immense. Yet he committed suicide merely because he was kidnapped? Doesn't that strike you as odd?" Geom Mugeuk stared intently at him, then added, "Did you perhaps kill him?"

The atmosphere naturally tensed.

Han Seol interjected, "That's a baseless accusation."

"When searching for a culprit, isn't the first thing to consider who benefited most from the death?"

"Even so, it's not something to be handled based solely on suspicion."

In this situation, with Han Seol taking his side, Yang Seok's favorable impression of her naturally grew. All of this was Geom Mugeuk's pre-planned scheme: he would press, and Han Seol would defend.

Geom Mugeuk now moved to the next stage, walking towards Ha Jyeol, who stood at the reception hall's entrance. Geom Mugeuk had witnessed Ha Jyeol using the Blood Art on a servant, so he knew Ha Jyeol was directly connected to the Blood King.

As Geom Mugeuk suddenly approached him, Ha Jyeol secretly channeled his inner arts. He had observed Geom Mugeuk from a distance, but he couldn't get a clear sense of his opponent. It couldn't be an overwhelming skill, so he was only getting a strange feeling.

Geom Mugeuk came right up to him and asked, "What's your name?"

"It's Ha Jyeol."

Geom Mugeuk stared silently at Ha Jyeol. "The scent of blood is strong."

Has he figured out my identity? Ha Jyeol tensed, ready to strike at any moment.

"You were a mercenary before becoming a bodyguard, weren't you?"

At that question, Ha Jyeol felt relieved. The remark about the scent of blood didn't mean he had realized Ha Jyeol practiced the Blood Art, but rather that he didn't seem like a typical bodyguard.

"Among various martial artists, I truly like bodyguards and mercenaries. You happen to be both."

"Thank you for thinking highly of me."

While Geom Mugeuk engaged Ha Jyeol, Han Seol proceeded with the most crucial part of today's plan.

She let out a soft sigh and sent a telepathic message to Yang Seok. [I apologize, I shouldn't have brought him.]

Her words sounded as if she were saying, 'I thought you could handle that Young Cult Leader, but it seems even you can't do anything about him.'

Yang Seok's pride was wounded, but he couldn't curse at the Young Cult Leader, nor could he challenge him to a fight.

As his emotions grew complicated, Han Seol carefully sent another telepathic message.

[And I've debated several times whether I should tell you this...]

[What is it you wish to say?]

[I accidentally overheard the Young Cult Leader talking with the Drunken Demon.]

Thanks to her earlier defense of him, Yang Seok subconsciously felt that Han Seol was on his side.

[Tell me.]

But Han Seol continued to hesitate.

[It's alright, please tell me quickly.]

After seeming to deliberate until the very last moment, Han Seol spoke cautiously. [Try not to be surprised when you hear this.]

However, words that Yang Seok couldn't help but be surprised by flowed from her lips.

[The information I gathered from them suggests that the Northern Blood Sect Leader is considering someone else as his successor, not Young Lord Yang.]

His father was considering someone else as successor? It was like a bolt from the blue.

[They also said the purpose of acquiring the Extreme Cold Body Constitution was related to this new successor.]

With truth and falsehood mixed, Yang Seok was thrown into confusion. He couldn't dismiss it as nonsense, for he had killed his younger brother right in front of his father, and his father had watched without stopping him. His family was that kind of family, after all.

[Did they say who it was?]

Han Seol's gaze slowly drifted towards the reception hall entrance, towards the person currently engaged in conversation with Geom Mugeuk.

[They said it was Ha Jyeol.]


Chapter 419: The Most Terrifying Borrowed Blade

Yang Seok was greatly shocked.

Father considers him the successor?

His profound surprise stemmed from a deep sense of betrayal, and a single suspicion naturally assailed him.

Is that why he called him so often? Not to receive reports about me?

Just then, Han Seol sent him another telepathic message. [The Demonic Cult's information might be wrong. You should investigate properly.]

Geom Mugeuk had instructed her to say this, telling her not to deceive him but to empathize and think with him. Though she didn't yet understand why, she followed his orders.

No, the Demonic Cult's information can't be wrong.

Yang Seok knew well how excellent the Demonic Cult's intelligence network was. His father had always emphasized that the Northern Blood Sect should also possess an intelligence organization like the Demonic Cult's All-Knowing Hall.

Of course, there was this possibility.

What if Han Seol was lying?

Why would she? What would she gain by sowing discord between Ha Jyeol and himself?

Another possibility arose.

The Demonic Cult might have intentionally leaked false information to the Princess.

He preferred the latter possibility to the former. He hoped Han Seol wasn't allied with the Demonic Cult.

With nothing certain, and even the assumption that the information could be true, Yang Seok felt utterly confused.

Whatever the trick or reason, he underestimated me. I will never fall for such a petty scheme.

Yang Seok's gaze shifted towards Geom Mugeuk and Ha Jyeol.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk looked their way and called out loudly. "This friend here, he's a great fellow. Come, let's go together."

Geom Mugeuk led Ha Jyeol over to where Han Seol and Yang Seok were.

Naturally, Yang Seok and Ha Jyeol found themselves facing each other.

Seeing Ha Jyeol, Yang Seok's mind grew complicated.

Is it really you? Father made you the successor?

He wanted to grab him by the collar and demand answers, but he forced himself to calm his excitement.

Ha Jyeol noticed Yang Seok staring at him with an unusual gaze.

He couldn't imagine the reason was suspicion of him being the successor. Instead, he assumed it was resentment towards the Young Cult Leader's erratic behavior. Moreover, knowing Yang Seok harbored feelings for the Ice Palace Princess, Ha Jyeol understood this situation wouldn't be easy.

Geom Mugeuk, excited on his own, raised his voice. "It's fate that we've gathered like this. Let's all four of us have a drink together. I'd been abstaining from alcohol for a while, but that ended with Elder Seo's death. Come on, let's drink merrily, like barbarians unleashed!"

What could Yang Seok say when the Young Cult Leader wanted to drink? As a guest, he had to be entertained anyway, and even without Geom Mugeuk's urging, his troubled mind made him crave alcohol.

"Very well, I'll prepare the drinks."

He called for a servant to prepare alcohol in the guest hall.

Ha Jyeol, however, politely declined. "I'm afraid I'm unable to, as I have an appointment to see the Sect Leader. I'll take my leave now."

If I drink with Geom Mugeuk, my identity might be exposed.

With the great task just two days away, he had to be careful even of falling snowflakes, let alone the Young Cult Leader. How could he not know that the man chattering like a village woman in front of him was hiding his true, cruel, cunning self?

Yang Seok watched him retreat with a cold gaze. When they had met earlier, Ha Jyeol claimed he was on his way back from seeing his father.

They had been together ever since, yet now he claimed he had to go see his father again? Ha Jyeol could lie to the Young Cult Leader, but wasn't he also present?

He's just leaving without even glancing at me?

Geom Mugeuk, placing kindling on the flames rising in Yang Seok's heart, began to fan them. "Didn't I tell you? He's an interesting fellow. A bodyguard who leaves the person he's supposed to protect? Young Lord Yang, you must understand. This friend is from a mercenary background, isn't he?"

Yang Seok, surprisingly, defended Ha Jyeol. "In our sect, the Sect Leader's orders are absolute."

Though he smiled outwardly, smoke began to rise within his heart.

Is he truly ignoring me because he considers himself the successor?

Even normally, he was different from ordinary subordinates, possessing a subtle aura that made it impossible to treat him carelessly. His father also treated him differently from other subordinates.

Could all of that truly be because of this?

If he hadn't personally killed his younger brother, he wouldn't have been this suspicious. Having committed such an absurd act, he now believed that absurd things could indeed happen.

There was only one way to confirm this most quickly, and that was to meet his father and confirm it. However, he was reluctant.

What if the information the Demonic Cult uncovered was true? How would his father react? His father hadn't even blinked when his second brother died before his eyes; would he hesitate to kill his big brother?

As Yang Seok sank into dark thoughts, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to Han Seol.

[You did very well.]

Han Seol had perfectly executed her assigned task, lying without batting an eye. While relationships with people were difficult, deceiving them was not.

[Did I really do well? I'm so good at deceiving people.]

[You're not good at deceiving because you're a villainess, but because you're smart.]

[You truly seem to have an answer ready for anything.]

[That's because I'm smart too.]

Geom Mugeuk truly left her speechless.

Meanwhile, a table laden with drinks was set in the guest hall. Fine alcohol and dishes were prepared, and the three sat around it.

Yang Seok poured alcohol into Geom Mugeuk's cup, thinking inwardly.

If that information is true, this man knows I cannot be the successor, yet he shows no sign of it. He's certainly not an easy opponent.

Yang Seok emptied two cups of alcohol one after another.

"Oh, Young Lord Yang. You hold your liquor well."

However, Yang Seok's alcohol tolerance wasn't usually strong. Today, the alcohol went down like water.

After several more drinks, Geom Mugeuk and Han Seol began their planned conversation. Geom Mugeuk emitted his qi to prevent their upcoming discussion from leaking outside.

"Young Cult Leader, when will you return to the Divine Cult?"

"As you know, our task is complete, as I avenged the Drunken Demon by killing Elder Seo. All that remains is to return, but the Ice Empress asked me to investigate the issue with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, which is why I'm still here."

Geom Mugeuk revealed why he spoke of such an important matter so casually.

"To be honest, I have no interest in the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

Geom Mugeuk poured Yang Seok another drink.

"Young Lord Yang, please tell me everything you know about the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. Then I'll relay it to the Ice Empress and return to my Cult. If you don't wish to tell me, you can tell the Princess."

"I wish I knew anything," Yang Seok replied politely.

Indeed, he realized he knew nothing. He had only searched for those with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution alongside his younger brother, but he didn't actually know what purpose they served.

Suddenly, Han Seol's earlier words came to mind.

[They said the purpose of acquiring the Extreme Cold Body Constitution was also related to the succession.]

But I'm the successor? If I know nothing? Does that mean Ha Jyeol and the Extreme Cold Body Constitution are connected?

Geom Mugeuk summarized the current events in the North Sea with a single remark. "In any case, the avarice of old men."

It was clear that 'old men' referred to Elder Seo and the Northern Blood Sect Leader.

Despite the insult to his father, Yang Seok couldn't refute the words. No, he didn't even think to. His father was clearly harboring ambitions he hadn't even revealed to his own son.

Until now, he had simply trusted his father and followed him without question, but now, an unbearable sense of betrayal began to rear its ugly head.

"Come, let's drink."

Geom Mugeuk kept urging him to drink. Before long, Yang Seok's face was flushed with intoxication.

The North Sea affair had begun with the Drunken Demon's matter, and even at this moment, alcohol played a significant role.

Geom Mugeuk spared no means. As long as his opponent was charging at him with the Self Destruction Art, he had no intention of fighting fairly.

Han Seol sent a telepathic message to Yang Seok. [Ask the Young Cult Leader directly if that information is true.]

[Won't it be revealed that you told me?]

[I'm fine. Since I brought it up in the first place, I have to accept this much. Are you going to hand over the successor position to a subordinate like this?]

Yang Seok asked suspiciously. [Why are you trying to help me?]

Geom Mugeuk had anticipated he would ask this. Now was the moment for her to play her second most important role of the day, delivering a short, yet powerful, single sentence.

[I want you to become the Northern Blood Sect Leader.]

At her words, Yang Seok felt a surge of emotion. Already harboring feelings for Han Seol and intoxicated, he felt a thrill he had never experienced before the moment he heard her.

Geom Mugeuk could tell what telepathy Han Seol had sent just by looking at Yang Seok's expression. He pretended not to know, simply drinking, as Yang Seok finally drew his sword.

"Young Cult Leader, as one martial artist to another, I implore you."

"Why did you draw your sword? Scary."

"Did Father truly designate Ha Jyeol as the successor?"

The smile vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face. Instead of an excuse, he stared at Han Seol with cold eyes. "It was you."

Han Seol did not deny it. "That's right. I happened to overhear the Young Cult Leader conversing with the Drunken Demon, and I informed this person."

"You didn't 'happen to overhear,' you eavesdropped."

In truth, given her martial arts skill, it was impossible for Han Seol to eavesdrop on their conversation. However, Yang Seok currently lacked accurate information about the three people's martial arts skills, and even if he had possessed it, he was not in a state to judge rationally. All his attention was focused on whether the information was true or not.

"I'm sorry, I just wanted to help Young Lord Yang."

Han Seol bowed her head deeply. In her own way, she felt a strange thrill. This was a dangerous mission, even while wearing the Heavenly Palace Armor, yet surprisingly, this moment was enjoyable. It was fascinating how naturally she could perform such an act.

Yang Seok, unaware of her true feelings, stepped forward when she was cornered.

"Don't bother an innocent person. This is my problem, so let's resolve it between us."

He extended his wine cup. His expression suggested a man-to-man, martial artist-to-martial artist conversation.

"Did Father truly make Ha Jyeol the successor?"

Geom Mugeuk glared at Yang Seok with cold eyes. It was a coldness incomparable to when he had been smiling slyly moments before.

Han Seol could sense it. This contrasting reaction would heighten the credibility of his words from now on. She understood that overwhelming and deceiving an opponent wasn't just about speaking well. A single expression, a single glance, completely changed the feeling.

"You have learned a truth you should not have known."

With Geom Mugeuk acting this way, Yang Seok felt as if everything was true. He was increasingly swept away by the atmosphere Geom Mugeuk created.

"This is my affair. It's a truth I have every right to know. I demand again. Did you truly make Ha Jyeol the successor?"

Adopting an expression of resignation, Geom Mugeuk calmly replied, "That is correct."

"Do you have proof?"

"We invested all our intelligence resources into this matter. My word is proof."

With his serious expression, Geom Mugeuk truly did not look like someone lying. Yang Seok was confused. Had his father truly abandoned him?

"If the Sect Leader finds the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, you might find yourself in a difficult situation."

Though he phrased it as 'difficult', the implication was that Yang Seok could be eliminated. These words were intended to prevent him from seeking confirmation from the Northern Blood Sect Leader.

"That is why our Cult's All-Knowing Hall is also closely watching this matter closely. It's not common for someone to make another person the successor, even going so far as to eliminate their own kin."

This time, Geom Mugeuk directly used the phrase 'eliminate their own kin.' Every word he uttered was calculated.

Suddenly, Yang Seok wondered why his father had so easily permitted his younger brother's elimination.

Is it because we don't have the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, and are thus unnecessary?

The flames of suspicion, ignited in his heart, now began to emit black smoke.

"When searching for unique constitutions, isn't it usually for some grand technique? It might be a grand technique that shouldn't exist in the world, so our Cult is on high alert for various reasons. Thanks to that, I'm the only one inconvenienced."

Yang Seok's wavering belief now leaned further towards acceptance. There was no reason for Geom Mugeuk to lie about such a matter, because what would the Young Cult Leader lack that would make him stay in this cold North Sea?

"Now, I've been honest, so you too should speak frankly about what you know regarding the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

Yang Seok hesitated for a moment before finally opening his mouth. "I don't know precisely either. Father only said it was an important matter that needed to be handled secretly. Ah, he did say that the Extreme Cold Body Constitution would make our sect the foremost sect in the North Sea."

A chill swept through Han Seol's heart as she listened. Those words meant they intended to bring down the North Sea Ice Palace, and considering what they had done so far, their methods would certainly not be righteous.

If that's their plan, you won't be erased by the Demonic Cult, but by our hands.

Geom Mugeuk subtly offered a solution. "If you find the Extreme Cold Body Constitution first, this matter will be easily resolved."

He added casually, still appearing as if he had little interest. "If you find out, be sure to contact me, or the Princess here."

"I will."

The three resumed drinking.

At this moment, Yang Seok was resolving to change his own destiny.

I will seize the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and eliminate Ha Jyeol.

If his father truly intended to make Ha Jyeol the successor, then he naturally had to kill him. It didn't matter even if this information wasn't true.

It would simply be the death of a subordinate who had been a thorn in his side. If the information was true, he would save himself. If it was false, it would just be the death of a mere servant.

The problem was his father. If his father learned that he had seized the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and killed Ha Jyeol, he wouldn't simply stand by, would he? How could he avoid that responsibility?

Yang Seok raised his head and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

What if the Young Cult Leader seized the Extreme Cold Body Constitution? What if Ha Jyeol died by the Young Cult Leader's hand?

He intended to use Geom Mugeuk as a borrowed blade. After all, he was the most terrifying and powerful borrowed blade in the murim.

If that was merely a petty trick, he was now contemplating an even more terrifying thought, one he shouldn't have.

What if even Father died by the Young Cult Leader's hand?

Now, flames blazed fiercely within his heart, a conflagration of doubt, rage, and ambition.

All of this will be your doing. Yes, keep smiling like a fool.

As if he had truly read Yang Seok's mind, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and extended his cup. "Looking at you, it seems the doors of the Northern Blood Sect have opened wide."

Yang Seok didn't understand the meaning behind those words, but Han Seol did. She had said that Lee Ahn could open even the gates of hell, but she would open the doors of the Northern Blood Sect herself.

And Geom Mugeuk was now telling her that she had succeeded.

"Come, let's toast to the Northern Blood Sect!"

Amidst the clash of ambition and lament, a toast of admiration was added.


Chapter 420: Of Course, the Young Cult Leader Should Be Terrifying

As the drinking party drew to a close, Geom Mugeuk was acting like an old friend with Yang Seok.

"Young Lord Yang, come with me to the Central Plains."

"I'd be delighted. Please broaden my narrow horizons."

A few more drinks and they seemed ready to call each other brothers.

Throughout the drinking party, Han Seol tried her best to fulfill her role. She empathized with Yang Seok and occasionally took his side. While her actions were an attempt to understand him, they ultimately became an opportunity to understand herself.

So this is the kind of person I am. I can say things I don't mean, lie without trembling, and even observe Geom Mugeuk's intentions behind his words. I thought I was a truly cold person, but I've discovered other facets to myself.

Until now, she had always examined herself alone. Naturally, she had drawn her conclusions by herself.

This is the kind of person I am.

However, the conclusion she had reached then was clearly different from the one she discovered today.

Perhaps understanding oneself wasn't a conclusion reached by staring into a mirror alone. Was it not in the midst of people, seeing how one appeared, that the true self was discovered?

As Han Seol pondered this, her eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

"Princess, you should return now."

"And you, Young Cult Leader?"

"I'll be drinking with Young Lord Yang all night."

The moment he heard those words, Yang Seok felt overwhelmed by Geom Mugeuk's aura.

He's truly extraordinary. Even with the Ice Palace Princess here, how can he possibly be fine with drinking alone in this place without a single bodyguard? What if someone poisoned his drink? What if he was ambushed while drunk? Is he that confident he can handle it all?

...Yes, this is how it should be. Only someone of this caliber can cut down everything with his sword.

Yang Seok politely suggested, "We've had quite a bit to drink today, so how about we continue another time?"

Unfortunately, Yang Seok, who was trying to restrain himself, was also quite drunk. He might have thought he wasn't intoxicated, but from Han Seol's perspective, he was completely inebriated. He was simply too excited by the presence of the Young Cult Leader to realize how drunk he truly was.

"Another time? This is just the beginning!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed regretfully.

Yang Seok wanted to shout at Geom Mugeuk, 'Are you the Drunken Demon?', but he held himself back in time.

"I'll arrange another gathering," he said.

"Ah, that's a shame. Very well, let's meet again soon."

As Geom Mugeuk prepared to bid farewell and depart, he turned back.

"Oh, and be sure to contact me if you find someone with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk departed from the Northern Blood Sect with Han Seol.

Suddenly, he, who had been laughing and chatting casually during the drinking party, returned to his calm demeanor as if nothing had happened.

"Were you really planning to drink all night?" Han Seol asked.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "How could that be? Drinking is only enjoyable with good company, but I was stifled there!"

Han Seol nodded. She had thought as much. She had only asked because he was such a good actor.

"I had no intention of sending you off alone."

"Really?"

"Given the current situation, with no knowing how our opponents will act, how could I leave you alone? You must never move alone from now on. I even told Lee Ahn to stick close to the Drunken Demon."

Geom Mugeuk remained vigilant until this matter concluded. He had to be even more cautious because their opponent was the Blood King.

"To worry about the North Sea Ice Palace Empress's daughter in the North Sea..."

"That North Sea Ice Palace Empress even made her daughter wear armor."

There was no refuting that statement. Nevertheless, walking with Geom Mugeuk somehow felt reassuring.

Today, she had clearly witnessed how Geom Mugeuk manipulated Yang Seok, but the important thing wasn't that he deceived him. No, it was making Yang Seok believe he was using Geom Mugeuk.

Han Seol halted her steps.

Geom Mugeuk stopped, following her lead.

Their gazes intertwined beneath the moonlight.

"The more I see of you, the more terrifying you become."

It wasn't a joke. She never thought she would say such a thing to anyone. Even if she felt such fear, her nature was to conceal those emotions.

For some reason, though, she found herself being honest with Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk offered a smile. "Of course, I should be terrifying. I am the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Han Seol smiled faintly.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "And you should indeed be terrified. Consider the enemies we face. They gather people, experiment on them, and then kill them to find the special body constitution they desire. They use the Self Destruction Art without hesitation and even murder their own kin. Can a normal person possibly confront such individuals?"

Even while laughing, chatting, and drinking, he was thinking such thoughts.

Realizing this, Han Seol felt that Geom Mugeuk was indeed more terrifying than their enemies. She would rather face those enemies than Geom Mugeuk.

"If he finds the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, will he contact us?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "He will never contact us. He'll believe the Extreme Cold Body Constitution is his only trump card for protection. There will also be the expectation that it might make him stronger."

"Then why did you repeatedly mention the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

"Because it's an important card for us too."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. He had already anticipated Yang Seok's next move.

"His desire to survive will lead us to the person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."


Early the next morning, Yang Seok headed towards the Sect Leader's Hall. He suffered from a hangover due to excessive drinking, but the thought of meeting his father made him extremely nervous.

I must secure the person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

He didn't know why his father so desperately desired the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, but he had to acquire it no matter what. He couldn't let Geom Mugeuk get his hands on it either. The Extreme Cold Body Constitution would be his ultimate trump card for protection.

Yang Seok entered the Sect Leader's Hall.

His father was seated on the grand chair at the front.

His heart pounded with a tension he had never felt before. He had never entered this place with such a feeling.

"Did you sleep well last night?" Yang Seok walked up to the grand chair and greeted his father respectfully.

Seeing his father, all sorts of thoughts flooded his mind, and his mouth itched to speak.

Did you truly name Ha Jyeol as your successor?

He wanted to ask. He wanted to know why his father had abandoned his own son to make Ha Jyeol his successor.

Normally, he would have demanded an explanation. He should have been scolded, 'How could you misunderstand me so?'

However, his father and he were not on terms to have such a conversation.

Perhaps relationships weren't ruined simply because an incident occurred. He believed it depended on what the relationship was like before the incident, and at least in this case, that was true.

"Yesterday, the Young Cult Leader and the Princess visited and we drank late into the night."

Naturally, the Northern Blood Sect Leader was aware of this fact.

Frankly, Geom Mugeuk's visit was unwelcome. In just one day, the Extreme Cold Body Constitution would arrive at the Northern Blood Sect. After tomorrow, not only his own fate but also the fate of the North Sea would change. After tomorrow.

"How was he?"

"He's an extraordinary individual, just as the rumors claim."

"What was the reason for his visit?"

Yang Seok lied, "He asked about Elder Seo. He seemed to suspect if there was any connection to us."

In truth, the Northern Blood Sect Leader secretly welcomed Seo Nak's death. He and Seo Nak were the two Bloodmen who had joined hands, and now that Seo Nak was dead, his own importance had increased even further.

Just like the Outer Regions murim, the North Sea murim was an extremely conservative place. For someone new to establish themselves without the help of existing powers was several times more difficult than in the Central Plains. Furthermore, neither the Demonic Cult nor the Murim Alliance would stand idly by while a new power grew.

That made Seo Nak's death a great opportunity for him.

Yang Seok cautiously asked, "By the way, have you found the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

"Not yet."

At that moment, Yang Seok was deeply disappointed on two counts.

First, his father had lied. He already knew his father had found the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and was having it escorted here.

Second, the lie had come without a hint of hesitation. That was even more disappointing than being lied to directly.

Don't resent me later.

Yang Seok concluded that his father had abandoned him. This was the moment the tower of distrust, which Geom Mugeuk had built late into the night yesterday, was completed.

Thanks to that, Yang Seok actually felt a sense of relief. There was no need for complicated thoughts, all that remained was to fight and survive.

"Avoid getting entangled with the Young Cult Leader if possible. Nothing good will come from it."

"I will keep that in mind."

Yang Seok bowed respectfully, turned, and exited.

His father should have been honest today. He should have said, 'The person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution is arriving now, so we must be fully prepared. I'm telling you now, the Extreme Cold Body Constitution will be used for such-and-such a purpose. I apologize for telling you late.'

You shouldn't have done this to me, Father.

In this way, Yang Seok steadily built up justification for the betrayal to come.


The next day, a carriage sped towards the Northern Blood Sect.

Around the carriage, driven by a coachman with cold eyes, two martial artists followed on horseback. They had ridden without rest, changing horses periodically. Now, their destination, the Northern Blood Sect, was less than fifty kilometers away.

The speeding carriage slowed and came to a halt. A fallen tree blocked the path.

The three martial artists, including the coachman, scanned their surroundings with tension.

The guard captain, a martial artist seated in the driver's seat, warned the two martial artists, "Prepare for an ambush."

SWISH! SWISH!

At that moment, an unavoidable attack flew forth, despite their preparations for an ambush. A man, hidden behind a rock on the opposite side, suddenly rose and launched a surprise attack.

The two martial artists couldn't evade the rapidly flying hidden weapons in time, twisting their bodies as they fell.

The one who launched the surprise attack was none other than Yang Seok. In his hand was the Seven Steps Sure Kill, a forbidden hidden weapon in the murim. It was known that if launched within seven steps, it would invariably kill the opponent.

By then, the martial artist in the driver's seat had lunged at Yang Seok, swinging his sword.

Yang Seok, whose hidden weapon launch was delayed, met the attack with his sword.

A battle erupted between the two. The martial artist in the driver's seat was a master, but he was not strong enough to contend with the Northern Blood Sect's successor.

Before twenty moves had passed, the martial artist instinctively knew he couldn't defeat Yang Seok. He showed no hesitation in his final decision.

The martial artist's face flushed crimson.

Seeing the man attempt to use the Self Destruction Art right in front of him, Yang Seok was greatly alarmed.

Should I dodge, or should I block?

Just as he hesitated!

THWACK!

The martial artist's face shattered, and he collapsed. Someone had unleashed enhanced qi, killing the man before he could activate the Self Destruction Art.

A startled Yang Seok turned around to find Ha Jyeol standing there.

"You!"

Yang Seok was utterly shocked. He had not expected Ha Jyeol to appear here.

"Now you've finally done your job as a bodyguard properly."

However, Ha Jyeol hadn't killed the subordinate who was about to use the Self Destruction Art for Yang Seok's sake. It was because Yang Seok couldn't be killed yet. To continue using the Northern Blood Sect Leader, he needed to keep his son, who was a weakness, alive.

"How did you get here?"

"Am I not Young Lord Yang's bodyguard? Wherever Young Lord Yang goes, I must follow."

"Stop spouting nonsense!"

The smile vanished from Ha Jyeol's face. "Young Lord Yang, how did you know the carriage would come this way?"

"That's my question to you."

Yang Seok understood.

The dead men are his subordinates.

Otherwise, Ha Jyeol wouldn't have appeared here.

He uses people who employ the Self Destruction Art as subordinates? Just who are you?

Ha Jyeol's question, on the other hand, was how Yang Seok had discovered this location.

Although the escort mission had been hastily ordered upon news of finding the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, the three dead men were still individuals he trusted. He had used them to escort the Extreme Cold Body Constitution in utmost secrecy, yet Yang Seok had somehow discovered that it would pass through this location.

He immediately suspected there might be a traitor within.

However, Yang Seok had discovered the carriage's route through an unexpected method.

"As you know, my brother and I were long tasked with finding the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. Our main focus then was creating the shortest transport routes from various parts of the Central Plains to the North Sea."

They had to gather people, bring them to the North Sea, and experiment on them. Experiment, discard, then experiment again. The experiments themselves would finish within a few days, but the time it took to bring the subjects was too long.

"This time, you used your own people, but you utilized the transport routes we created. You ran along our routes, changing horses at the stables prepared in each region."

Only then did Ha Jyeol understand. Yang Seok had figured out which route they were taking through the records of horse changes. They had used those routes to arrive as early as possible, but he hadn't expected Yang Seok to notice that detail.

"You're smarter than I thought."

"If I were truly smart, I would have eliminated you long ago."

Ha Jyeol chuckled dismissively. That's something even your father can't do.

"Because of this incident, the Sect Leader will reprimand you severely, Young Lord Yang."

Yang Seok leveled his sword. "You'll be the one responsible for this incident."

He thought it was for the best. He intended to make it seem as though Ha Jyeol and these escorting martial artists had fought and mutually suffered severe injuries. Of course, he thought this because he was unaware of Ha Jyeol's hidden martial arts prowess.

"Before that, let's see who possesses the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

Yang Seok started to walk towards the carriage.

Ha Jyeol warned in a low voice, "If you open that door, you'll die by my hand."

A cold aura emanated from Ha Jyeol's body.

Yang Seok also drew upon his qi and turned towards him. As Ha Jyeol began to reveal his true nature, his qi was formidable.

Ha Jyeol hadn't even revealed a quarter of his qi, yet Yang Seok felt overwhelmed. Indeed, if he were an ordinary man, his father wouldn't have chosen him.

Astonished by his skill, Yang Seok once again realized that his father had abandoned him.

This man must die by the Young Cult Leader's hand. Should I abandon my sword now? Given that he saved me earlier, it doesn't seem like he intends to kill me.

Just as the two men faced each other in a standoff, a thick fog began to gather around them.

Yang Seok thought nothing of it. Fogs were a common occurrence at this early hour.

However, Ha Jyeol sniffed the air within the fog. "The smell of alcohol?"

"!" Yang Seok also caught the scent of alcohol clinging to the fog.

Realizing it wasn't just fog but a qi technique, Ha Jyeol shouted, "It's the Drunken Demon!"

Ha Jyeol's gaze darted towards the carriage. The carriage was already enveloped in the fog.

"Protect the carriage!"

At Ha Jyeol's cry, Yang Seok drew his sword and lunged towards the carriage.

WHOOSH.

Suddenly, the fog that had enveloped the carriage dispersed and vanished with the blowing wind.

Yang Seok, his sword still drawn, cautiously opened the carriage door. As he peered inside, his heart sank.

A person was seated, leaning against a chair, and wasn't the person he had expected.

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Yang Seok. "I told you to contact me if you found the person, didn't I?"


Chapter 421: I Can Handle the Cold Just Fine Too

A cry of 'Oh my!' burst from Yang Seok's lips. He was so utterly shocked he nearly swore aloud. How could he have imagined Geom Mugeuk would be inside the carriage?

Silence hung in the air for a brief moment, as if time itself had stopped.

"Why didn't you contact me?" Geom Mugeuk asked again.

Yang Seok belatedly offered an excuse. "Well... I only found out about it suddenly. I didn't have time to contact you. I was going to contact you right after I found them."

Such was his fluster, Yang Seok's voice trembled, and he even stammered.

"But how did you know to come here, Young Cult Leader?"

"How do you think I knew?"

Watching Geom Mugeuk retort as if posing a riddle, Yang Seok understood.

How else? He must have followed me. Damn it! He clearly didn't trust me and put me under surveillance.

He himself had been the one to guide Geom Mugeuk to the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

I should have been more careful.

His excitement over discovering the movement path had been too great.

Yang Seok was not the only one startled by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. Ha Jyeol, standing behind him, was even more surprised than Yang Seok, and it wasn't because Geom Mugeuk was inside the carriage.

Someone spirited away the person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

Something truly unacceptable had occurred. The Drunken Demon must have spirited them away earlier, while he was in a drunken haze. He needed to pursue the Drunken Demon immediately.

They didn't come this way. Behind that carriage. The opposite direction.

He strode purposefully towards the carriage. His intention was to feign approaching Yang Seok, then swiftly leap over the carriage and chase after the Drunken Demon. Since the person would be carried away, he might be able to catch them if he was lucky.

Neither the Young Cult Leader nor Yang Seok mattered. At this moment, only the Extreme Cold Body Constitution occupied his mind.

Geom Mugeuk saw right through his intentions. "Don't even bother trying. You can't catch up with his speed."

The moment Geom Mugeuk's warning fell, Ha Jyeol, on the contrary, launched himself forward.

WHOOSH!

Ha Jyeol's movement arts, as he lightly pushed off the ground and leaped, were excellent enough to disregard Geom Mugeuk's warning. He was about to leap over the carriage and fly away in an instant.

BOOM!

A thunderous explosion erupted in the air, and Ha Jyeol plummeted back to his original spot as if falling. Geom Mugeuk, who had instantly blocked his path as if teleporting through space, had delivered a palm strike.

Ha Jyeol's left arm throbbed from blocking the attack.

He's strong.

This time, Yang Seok was more surprised than the one who suffered the blow, Ha Jyeol. Had Geom Mugeuk burst through the carriage roof to block him, Yang Seok wouldn't have been this astonished.

However, Geom Mugeuk had vanished in the blink of an eye, and somehow, he had blocked Ha Jyeol in the air above the carriage.

When did he descend from the carriage and jump up?

Even if his martial arts were the weakest among the three present, wasn't he still the successor of the Northern Blood Sect? However, he had missed Geom Mugeuk's movements with his own eyes wide open. If Geom Mugeuk had intended to kill him, it meant he would have died without even knowing why.

After sending Ha Jyeol back to his original spot, Geom Mugeuk perched on the carriage roof.

"Should a bodyguard really leap over the head of the person he serves?"

He wasn't referring to himself, but to Yang Seok, who stood beside the carriage.

Yang Seok cried out, as if tattling, "That man tried to kill me!"

He finally realized it was time to execute the 'borrowed blade' scheme. Although the Extreme Cold Body Constitution he had intended to spirit away was gone, an opportunity had arisen to kill Ha Jyeol.

"Young Cult Leader! I earnestly beg you, please bestow upon that scoundrel a stern lesson that in this murim, there exists a strict hierarchy of superiors and inferiors."

Ha Jyeol scoffed. He had saved Yang Seok from dying by the Self Destruction Art, yet Yang Seok was acting so brazenly.

Geom Mugeuk chuckled, "I said from the first time I saw him that he reeked of blood."

Geom Mugeuk's composure plunged Ha Jyeol into contemplation.

It's already too late.

If an ordinary martial artist had taken the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, it would be one thing, but if the Drunken Demon had taken them, they would already be too far to track.

He truly hadn't anticipated such a variable. It was due to his complacency, assuming Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon would only focus on the Brewmaster's death. Regardless, what needed to be done in the current situation was clear.

I have to negotiate with the Young Cult Leader and retrieve person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

There were two ways to do this. First, he could retreat for now and slowly plan for the future. This was a safe and wise method, but the possibility of finding the Extreme Cold Body Constitution would become increasingly slim with time.

The problem was his master.

Would Master truly wait any longer?

His master, confined within the water tank, had reached the limits of his patience. If Ha Jyeol reported that the Extreme Cold Body Constitution had been taken by Geom Mugeuk, the Blood King would immediately emerge from the tank.

Ultimately, I have to settle this here and now.

Could he truly defeat this Young Cult Leader? The single move Geom Mugeuk had displayed moments ago was truly formidable.

Moreover, there was another problem. He could not rashly kill this Young Cult Leader. If he did, a greater problem would arise than failing to secure the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk was skilled enough that he might barely be able to kill him. Subduing the Young Cult Leader was impossible.

While he wrestled with this vexing situation, Geom Mugeuk gazed up at the sky from the carriage roof. Time was on his side. He held the hilt of the blade. Instead of pressing first, he simply needed to observe how Ha Jyeol reacted and respond accordingly.

The biggest reason for ruining things, even in a favorable situation, was failing to overcome impatience. It was the simple desire to win, to succeed, and to see good results more quickly, precisely because one was in an advantageous position.

He had to suppress that simple yet powerful desire. If one started to crumble in an advantageous situation, it would become uncontrollable. Being in a favorable position made one more rushed, more regretful, more angry. Moreover, the opponent would gain momentum for a counterattack, and then ultimately, everything would be ruined.

This is why the sky exists, to be looked at in such moments.

Watching Geom Mugeuk gaze up at the sky, Yang Seok felt a strange sensation.

"Don't look at me, look at the sky." Geom Mugeuk said.

"Ah, yes!" Yang Seok, startled, looked up at the sky. However, in the current situation, the sky was hardly something he could focus on.

Please, just kill him!

He wanted to eliminate Ha Jyeol first and then think. He believed he was executing the 'borrowed blade' scheme, but he failed to realize that he was merely a guide leading Geom Mugeuk to the Blood King.

At that moment, the surrounding air began to change as Ha Jyeol revealed the aura he had kept hidden. He fully unleashed the aura he had only shown a quarter of to Yang Seok earlier.

His hot yet heavy aura began to dominate the surroundings. As he revealed his true form, he became a completely different person.

Geom Mugeuk snorted. Indeed, his aura truly reeks of blood.

On the other hand, this chilling aura filled Yang Seok with a fear that made him want to vomit. He knew Ha Jyeol was a master, but he hadn't known he was this formidable.

Could the Young Cult Leader possibly lose?

In truth, he couldn't tell who was stronger. Ha Jyeol's presence, now fully revealed, was that overwhelming.

Worse, it wasn't just Ha Jyeol who instilled fear in Yang Seok. Seven Blood Warriors, who had been waiting a short distance behind Ha Jyeol, revealed themselves. Their gazes and stances alone indicated they were masters, and all of them could use the Self Destruction Art.

Ha Jyeol looked at Geom Mugeuk and demanded. "Where is the person who was in the carriage?"

He decided that he would pressure the Young Cult Leader into handing over the person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. He understood clearly from Ha Jyeol's choice that his opponent needed the Extreme Cold Body Constitution so desperately that he was willing to reveal his full power. "I can handle the cold just fine too, so why don't you take me instead?"

He's joking in this situation? Ha Jyeol's gaze towards Geom Mugeuk grew even colder. "You think I can't kill you just because you're the Young Cult Leader?"

"Of course not. Aren't you the kind of people who kill even their own kin? If you could, you'd try to kill my father too."

Yang Seok, standing nearby, inwardly flinched. He was precisely the kind of person Geom Mugeuk spoke of, someone who would kill his own kin.

Ha Jyeol asked Geom Mugeuk, "What do you want?"

His remaining in the carriage meant he wanted something.

Indeed, his guess was correct.

"Let me meet the person you serve," Geom Mugeuk said.

Ha Jyeol showed no outward reaction, but inwardly, he was shaken.

How did he know about Master?

On the other hand, Yang Seok misunderstood, thinking that the one Ha Jyeol served was his father.

Perhaps this is my chance.

He now unhesitatingly entertained a thought he shouldn't. The moment Ha Jyeol appeared here, he had believed his father had completely abandoned him.

Who should I side with?

Upon realizing Ha Jyeol was such a formidable master, he fell into deep contemplation. Aligning with Ha Jyeol wasn't the worst choice either. Seeing how Ha Jyeol had saved him, even killing his own subordinate in the process, Yang Seok didn't think Ha Jyeol would kill him.

Should I side with Ha Jyeol now? No. What if that scoundrel is defeated by the Young Cult Leader?

He would then be considered to have betrayed the Young Cult Leader.

They won't fight here, at least, will they?

As the esteemed Young Cult Leader, would Geom Mugeuk rashly risk his life? This wasn't even directly connected to the Demonic Cult.

However, the situation did not unfold as he expected.

"What if I refuse?" Ha Jyeol asked. Naturally, he would never let Geom Mugeuk meet his master.

Geom Mugeuk calmly stated, "Then the only reason to keep you alive will disappear."

Ha Jyeol could feel that Geom Mugeuk was serious.

He truly intends to kill me. Does that mean he's confident he can kill me?

He spread out his qi and scanned his surroundings, cheking if the Drunken Demon had returned. However, there was no one else around.

Geom Mugeuk intended to kill him alone. He didn't know what the outcome would be, but he was confident he wouldn't lose to Geom Mugeuk.

Even if Geom Mugeuk was the Heavenly Demon's son and had inherited the Heavenly Demon martial arts, he was still too young. He might have gained a lot of qi from consuming elixirs, but there was a limit to the amount of combat experience a youngster could have.

Moreover, he had never experienced the Blood Art.

Let's do this. The Young Cult Leader won't sacrifice his life for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, I only need to subdue him!

He was confident that once he revealed his killing intent, Geom Mugeuk would surely hand over the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

And if Geom Mugeuk died in the process, by some slim chance? Then, he would have no choice but to pin the blame on the Northern Blood Sect Leader. If he could just retrieve the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, it would be worth the risk.

"It seems our Young Cult Leader needs to taste some blood."

The seven Blood Warriors stepped forward. A crimson aura flowed from the swords they simultaneously drew.

These were masters capable of wielding blood qi like sword qi. Ha Jyeol expected that their combined attack, even if it couldn't kill Geom Mugeuk, would at least injure him. If he was lucky, he might even get an opportunity to subdue Geom Mugeuk in the process.

He truly thought so...

In a flash, Geom Mugeuk surged towards the Blood Warrior on the left with the Vanishing Step.

SWISH! CRACK!

He was unstoppable. Before the Blood Warrior's instincts or mind could even register Geom Mugeuk's attack, which had appeared in a flash before his eyes, the sword had already passed through his neck with overwhelming speed.

The Blood Warrior closest to him reflexively swung his sword, but it only cut through empty air. However, that miss came at a great cost.

Before the second Blood Warrior, whose heart had been pierced, could even collapse to the ground, Geom Mugeuk was already employing the Shadow Step.

He seemed to vanish before everyone's eyes, then reappeared between the two Blood Warriors standing in the center.

STAB! STAB! STAB! STAB!

Geom Mugeuk continuously stabbed the necks and hearts of the two Blood Warriors on either side. Once in the left heart, once in the right neck, once in the left neck, once in the right heart. Those four attacks were so fast they were invisible to the eye.

The two Blood Warriors collapsed instantly. Just as the fifth Blood Warrior's face and body turned red to activate the Self Destruction Art...

CRASH!

Another Blood Warrior collapsed. Geom Mugeuk instantly subdued the Blood Warrior activating the Self Destruction Art, spinning him around like a doll so his body faced another Blood Warrior.

BOOM!

The sixth Blood Warrior collapsed, struck by the Self Destruction Art. The blood qi unleashed by the Self Destruction Art possessed a power that even they themselves could not evade or block.

The seventh Blood Warrior also attempted to use the Self Destruction Art. However, this time, Geom Mugeuk was a step faster.

STAB! STAB! STAB! STAB! STAB!

The Black Demon Sword continuously pierced his entire body. As all his major blood vessels were instantly severed, his reddened face returned to its original color. Geom Mugeuk's sword had been faster than the speed at which he could activate the Self Destruction Art.

Just like that, in the blink of an eye, all seven Blood Warriors died.

Yang Seok trembled, his eyes wide. He had experienced real combat multiple times before and had watched others fight on numerous occasions. And now, a thought struck him that the fights he had witnessed until now weren't real fights.

Geom Mugeuk flicked the blood from his sword, sending a straight line of blood splattering onto the ground.

"The taste of blood isn't very good, is it?"

Ha Jyeol's expression was completely frozen. He knew the Young Cult Leader would be strong, but this strong? He had boasted he would make Geom Mugeuk taste blood, but it was he who had tasted Geom Mugeuk's blood, in a sense.

"As expected of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art," he said, naturally assuming Geom Mugeuk had used the Heavenly Demon's martial arts.

"What? I never used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Aren't you overestimating yourselves too much? Did you think I'd need to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art just to deal with your subordinates?"

Is he saying he only used the most basic swordsmanship?

Ha Jyeol's shock was natural. The Blood Warriors weren't just ordinary subordinates. He had spent an immense amount of time and effort cultivating those seven. They weren't meant to die like this.

"If you want to see the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, then guide me to your leader."

Ha Jyeol panicked. If those words were true, he felt he wouldn't be able to defeat Geom Mugeuk.

Of course, it could also be a bluff. A trick to intimidate him and gain an advantage in the fight. Regardless, Geom Mugeuk wouldn't let him go unless he spoke of his master.

No, I can't reveal anything about Master, even if I die.

Ha Jyeol drew his sword. A streak of crimson energy flowed along its blade.

Geom Mugeuk could feel a strength of a completely different caliber than what had flowed from the man's subordinates earlier.

"Whether it's the Nine Calamities Demonic Art or not, I'll find out for myself," Ha Jyeol said.

Geom Mugeuk instantly knew from Ha Jyeol's cold gaze and the hot blood qi swirling around. He had resolved himself to death.

"Then I'll just give you a little taste."

A question Ha Jyeol couldn't comprehend flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Which direction do you prefer? East, west, north, or south?"


Chapter 422: You Like The West?

Had he ever been asked such a question before a life-or-death battle? Which of the four cardinal directions did he prefer?

This is psychological warfare.

Of course, Ha Jyeol thought Geom Mugeuk's question was a ploy to confuse him. If so, he would calmly play along.

"I like the West."

Another incomprehensible statement emerged from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Oh dear. Why the West, of all places? "There's a handsome fellow, a clever one, and even a mysterious one."

What on earth is he talking about?

Unable to comprehend, Ha Jyeol merely scoffed. "Young Cult Leader, that's enough of your tricks. They won't work on me."

Though he feigned composure, he was on edge. The seven subordinates hadn't been killed in the blink of an eye by words alone. If he was lured in by that mouth, a sword would pierce his heart.

What trick is he planning to use?

Geom Mugeuk planned to try something he had never done before. He planned to manifest only the Western demon while unleashing the Human Destroying Stance of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. He would only make an appearance, he wouldn't strike!

He didn't intend to kill Ha Jyeol immediately. He needed to keep him alive to find out where the Blood King was hiding.

Is it possible?

As he advanced in his mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he gained the ability to control demons with ease. This prompted him to attempt the feat. However, he soon sheathed his sword.

"I've changed my mind."

His martial arts instincts deterred him from making that choice. While manifesting a single demon was possible, he realized that not killing the opponent went against what the demon desired.

In fact, summoning an demon of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art without killing the enemy was disrespectful.

Geom Mugeuk realized this anew.

I can feel a bond with them.

When he summoned them during his training in the Wind Valley, the demons didn't vanish immediately, they looked at each other. At that moment, he felt they possessed emotions. The clever-looking one among them even showed regret at parting before disappearing.

"I was thoughtless. My apologies."

Ha Jyeol thought the words were directed at him, but Geom Mugeuk had spoken them to the demons.

Regardless of what Geom Mugeuk said, Ha Jyeol drew forth his true nature, which had lain dormant deep within his heart. It was the nature he had suppressed while serving as Yang Seok's bodyguard in the Northern Blood Sect.

He was a rough and cruel man. He implanted the Self Destruction Art in his subordinates, mercilessly detonating those who lacked ability during training, and brainwashing the survivors with fear. He was the kind of person who would achieve his goals by any means necessary.

"You should have killed me when you had the chance!"

Ha Jyeol lunged at Geom Mugeuk, determined to make him pay for underestimating him.

Their swords clashed in the air.

Beyond their crossed blades, Geom Mugeuk's eyes held no emotion. He had been a Young Cult Leader spouting incomprehensible words and joking around, but as the fight began, his gaze transformed.

The demonic qi erupting from the clashing Black Demon Sword was suffocating. Resisting it, an even stronger blood qi surged from Ha Jyeol's sword.

Their swords collided repeatedly, sparking flames.

Ha Jyeol was fast and powerful. His martial arts combined swordsmanship and the Blood Art, but even without the Blood Art, his swordsmanship alone was formidable.

"Die! You Demonic Cult bastard!"

Ha Jyeol's eyes narrowed, spewing killing intent. His emotions intensified, reacting to the demonic qi.

A tremendous blood qi poured towards Geom Mugeuk.

Unfortunately for Ha Jyeol, the endlessly gushing blood qi was blocked by the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, which Geom Mugeuk had completely mastered. Geom Mugeuk also held the advantage in swordsmanship.

Ha Jyeol increased his attack speed. Still, no matter how swiftly he swung his sword, Geom Mugeuk blocked every strike.

Each strike contained powerful inner qi, and with every clash of swords, Ha Jyeol's arms ached as if they would tear off. The more they collided, the more he realized he was outmatched in inner arts as well.

Unable to endure further, Ha Jyeol abruptly retreated.

Instead of pursuing him swiftly, Geom Mugeuk calmly asked, "I asked you to let me meet the person you serve. If you die here, who will protect that person?"

A tremor flickered in the corner of Ha Jyeol's eye.

Oh? It's not just a simple leader, but either his kin or master.

The blood qi emanating from Ha Jyeol's body grew even wilder. As the fight progressed, his blood boiled.

SWISH!

Blood qi erupted from Ha Jyeol's sword.

Geom Mugeuk, too, did not evade, unleashing sword qi to counter.

CRASH!

Sword qi and blood qi collided, kicking up dust.

Ha Jyeol unleashed blood qi like a madman.

They clashed again and again.

"Die!"

Ha Jyeol roared, pouring out blood qi.

The power was enough to shake the earth and overturn the ground, yet Geom Mugeuk stood his ground, blocking every attack.

Ha Jyeol, who had been pouring out blood qi, ceased his assault and gasped for breath.

In contrast, Geom Mugeuk, serene, slowly approached him.

Ha Jyeol smiled. There was a reason he allowed Geom Mugeuk to get so close. Soon, a red aura unfolded silently behind Geom Mugeuk, like wings spreading.

WHOOSH.

That red aura instantly enveloped Geom Mugeuk, covering him as if snatching prey.

It was the Human Blood Armor, the secret technique of Ha Jyeol's unique martial art, the Infinite Evil Blood Art.

He's caught!

If one succeeded in trapping an opponent within the Human Blood Armor, the opponent would suffocate and die inside. It was a trump card, no matter what method was used, the blood barrier could not be torn open.

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk writhed within the blood barrier as if trapped in an egg.

"Die in there! Young Cult Leader!"

He was half-dominated by blood qi. He was consumed by the desire to simply kill his opponent, more so than his objective of finding the Extreme Cold Body Constitution or the repercussions of killing the Young Cult Leader.

Ha Jyeol gazed at Yang Seok with eyes craving blood.

"Please spare me! I was wrong!"

This was no situation for pride. Ha Jyeol's gaze made it seem as though he would rush over and kill him at any moment.

Suddenly, a blue light seemed to glow within the blood barrier.

THRUST!

The blue light, imbued with enhanced sword qi from the Black Demon Sword, tore through the barrier.

Ha Jyeol shrieked, "AAAAARGH!"

The Black Demon Sword, infused with blue enhanced sword qi, ripped the blood barrier open sideways.

RIIIIIP.

Ha Jyeol screamed, and the blood barrier writhed as if alive.

Through the torn blood barrier, Geom Mugeuk thrust his head out. "I don't like feeling confined."

With that, he roughly tore at the ripped blood barrier with both hands. Once torn, the blood barrier continued to rip under Geom Mugeuk's grasp.

Ha Jyeol's screams reached their peak.

THUD!

The Human Blood Armor vanished. Ha Jyeol, his face contorted in pain, demanded, "How on earth? That barrier can't be torn even with enhanced sword qi."

"From now on, when you pass on that martial art, make sure to tell them it won't work on the Young Cult Leader."

The scent of blood intensified from Ha Jyeol's body, and his eyes filled with blood. It wasn't a red aura, but actual blood.

The blood qi was now consuming him. He realized that unless he became a perfect blood human, he couldn't defeat Geom Mugeuk.

Blood orbs began to rise from his palms. Dozens of them floated up, then transformed into small throwing knives.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

He unleashed another one of his secret techniques, the Flying Dagger Blood Rain.

Dozens of hidden weapons rained down on Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk began to run.

WHOOSH WHOOSH WHOOSH WHOOSH WHOOSH WHOOSH WHOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk displayed astonishing movement arts amidst the raining blood-red throwing knives.

Yang Seok, watching, widened his eyes. The thought, 'How could he dodge that?' only came after Geom Mugeuk had already done so. His movements, as he dodged the raining blood-red throwing knives, were almost beautiful.

After dodging all the throwing knives and landing, a new secret technique awaited Geom Mugeuk. The Flying Dagger Blood Rain had merely been a ploy to trap him in this next move.

CRACKLE! SNAP! CRACKLE! CRACKLE.

Red lines materialized all around Geom Mugeuk. The blood lines trapped him, encircling him like a spiderweb. He was confined within the red lines, as if imprisoned.

This was the Clone Blood Net.

"Don't move. Touch the blood thread, and you die."

"Can I still move my mouth?"

Yang Seok, watching, almost let out a hollow laugh. A joke, even in this situation?

Conversely, the blood in Ha Jyeol's eyes turned even deeper crimson.

HISS!

The blood lines began to constrict around Geom Mugeuk.

"I'll cut you into dozens of pieces, leaving not even a corpse to find!"

The blood lines from all directions closed in, poised to sever Geom Mugeuk.

Even in this volatile situation, Geom Mugeuk remained calm. As he infused inner arts into the Black Demon Sword, it glowed with a blue enhanced sword qi.

"I don't believe your martial arts can overcome my inner arts and the Black Demon Sword."

His words stemmed from absolute confidence in himself.

SLASH SLASH SLASH SLASH SLASH!

The Black Demon Sword slashed in all directions.

CRACKLE! SNAP! THUD!

The blood lines all around began to be severed.

In this unbelievable moment, Ha Jyeol unleashed his final secret technique. The last move of the Infinite Evil Blood Art, which required half of his life qi.

A drop of blood rose from his hand, transforming into a butterfly that flew forth at Geom Mugeuk, who was emerging after severing the blood web.

POP.

The butterfly burst.

This was the Flying Butterfly Blood Poison.

His Master had said that the Flying Butterfly Blood Poison was a venom with power comparable to imperceptible poison. No one could stop it. However, it required half of one's life qi.

As the Blood Butterfly burst, Geom Mugeuk was completely engulfed in red smoke.

Ha Jyeol was certain the Young Cult Leader could no longer endure. It was then that his gaze finally turned to Yang Seok. "The Young Cult Leader died because of you."

Yang Seok felt wronged. Why was Ha Jyeol blaming him when he was the one who killed him? He dared not retort, however. Ha Jyeol's eyes were still filled with blood.

"Now the Demon Supremes will come and sweep away the Northern Blood Sect."

Yang Seok's expression turned to one of shock.

"Did you commit this act without even anticipating that?"

Yang Seok's surprise wasn't due to Ha Jyeol's words, however. Geom Mugeuk was walking out of the red smoke behind Ha Jyeol.

Ha Jyeol, seeing him belatedly, was aghast. He survived the blood poison? How on earth?

Every absolute truth he had learned from his master crumbled in that moment. He had never felt so powerless in his life. He felt ashamed for having worried, even for a moment, about Geom Mugeuk's death.

Geom Mugeuk, standing before him, felt like an insurmountable wall.

A thought suddenly occurred to him.

"You know I won't open my mouth, don't you?"

"Yes."

"You could have killed me earlier, couldn't you?"

"Yes."

"Why did you take such a risk?" Ha Jyeol asked, realizing that Geom Mugeuk hadn't kept him alive merely to ask where his master was.

"To get accustomed to the Blood Art. Your leader or master uses the same martial art, right?"

"!" Ha Jyeol's expression instantly froze. Joking around, speaking incomprehensible words... he had forgotten. He had forgotten how meticulous and terrifying this man was.

"I've lost." Ha Jyeol bowed his head in resignation. His tone became respectful. "If you spare me, I will tell you who my master is and where he is now."

"You should have done that earlier."

Geom Mugeuk slowly approached him.

When Geom Mugeuk had walked within five steps, a satisfied smile spread across Ha Jyeol's face. "Fool! Did you think I would tell you willingly? At this distance, you can never escape my Self Destruction Art."

He was certain he could kill Geom Mugeuk.

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk showed little surprise. His expression was as if he had anticipated this very situation. "Then did you think I would simply believe you?"

"What? Then why did you approach me?"

"Why, indeed? Because I'm still practicing, of course. Your master, whoever he is, will likely try such a trick, won't he?"

"You bastard! Let's see if you can maintain that composure even as you die!"

Instantly, Ha Jyeol's face flushed, and he activated the Self Destruction Art.

It was faster than his other subordinates' attempts. Its power would also be incomparably greater.

At that very instant, Geom Mugeuk vanished from sight.

Startled, Ha Jyeol halted the Self Destruction Art. Forcibly stopping it caused his qi and blood to tangle, making him vomit blood.

Geom Mugeuk reappeared. He had vanished from sight in an instant by activating the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

In terms of compatibility in martial arts, these two were truly at opposite extremes.

"No matter how quickly you use the Self Destruction Art, you won't be faster than me."

Ha Jyeol's face flushed again. This time, he tried to use the Self Destruction Art even faster than before. By the time he had recited all the incantations, however, Geom Mugeuk had already vanished.

"You... just how..."

Unable to continue speaking, Ha Jyeol vomited blood again. This time, forcibly stopping the Self Destruction Art made him vomit even more blood than before.

Yet, he couldn't die alone and meaninglessly like this. Ultimately, the martial art that had inflicted the greatest injury on him was the Self Destruction Art itself.

"AAAAAAARGH!" Ha Jyeol shrieked, roaring in fury.

Before he knew it, Geom Mugeuk had reappeared before him. "If a martial artist loses, they simply die. How despicable and cowardly is this?"

Geom Mugeuk gazed into Ha Jyeol's eyes. His own face was reflected in the blood-filled pupils.

Looking into that abyss, Geom Mugeuk calmly stated. "Do you know why I'm searching for your master so diligently? It's because I hate you. I hate those who refuse to acknowledge defeat, who try to drag others down like drowning ghosts."

Who in this jianghu could stop those who unhesitatingly use the Self Destruction Art? People avoided them because they were vile, cowardly, and terrifying. Who would relentlessly pursue and try to stop them like this?

Those who instill ultimate fear in others to gain their own advantage. They, too, are evil. An absolute evil that must be crushed and eradicated in the name of the Demonic Cult.

"...You'd have to keep me alive to find my master." Ha Jyeol tried to seize an opportunity, desperately continuing to speak.

Unfortunately, his opponent was Geom Mugeuk.

"You have no intention of telling me, do you? I'll find them myself."

Geom Mugeuk ceased conversing with him.

"You said you liked the West, didn't you?"

The moment those words ended.

Ha Jyeol felt a chilling killing intent from his side, and then he saw it.

The most terrifying thing he had ever witnessed in his life. A single sword strike, wielded without an ounce of hesitation by that terrifying entity.

SWISH! SLICE!

Ha Jyeol's severed head flew into the air, while various images reflected in the blood-filled pupils of his eyes. The sky was reflected, as was Geom Mugeuk's merciless gaze. Yang Seok's startled face was there, and the terrifying demon vanishing.

Then, the ground, grass, and sky blurred past quickly, then slowed, before darkness finally descended.


Chapter 423: I'll Need Stronger Alcohol Now

Yang Seok stared blankly at Ha Jyeol's head rolling on the floor. He couldn't believe that Ha Jyeol had been such a formidable master. Furthermore, Geom Mugeuk's skill, which treated such a master as a mere practice dummy and killed him, was astonishing and inspiring.

Truthfully, Yang Seok hadn't witnessed the clash between the two properly. It had been a blur of flashes and clashing sounds, and then the fight was over. The only thing he had clearly seen was the single move Geom Mugeuk displayed at the end.

What in the world was that fiend?

He knew the martial arts of the Demonic Cult were terrifying, but he hadn't expected an actual fiend to appear. When it appeared, he was so startled and terrified that he couldn't scream.

Yang Seok eyed Geom Mugeuk cautiously. The man who had offered to drink with him all night was completely different from the one who had just fought moments ago.

Even now, as Geom Mugeuk gazed silently up at the sky, he felt like a different person. His demeanor suggested that he was contemplating killing Yang Seok, which filled Yang Seok with dread.

Even if it means kneeling and begging profusely, I must survive first.

Attempting to steal the Extreme Cold Body Constitution alone, without contacting Geom Mugeuk, was certainly an act deserving of death.

If I had succeeded, the Extreme Cold Body Constitution would have become my trump card.

Yang Seok regretted his actions deeply. He had lost a trump card that could have been used to negotiate with his father and Geom Mugeuk. An extra life had vanished.

"Young Lord Yang."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Yang Seok's voice trembled as he replied. He prayed that Geom Mugeuk wouldn't say, "I'm sorry, but you must die, too!"

"Now, finding the mastermind rests with Young Lord Yang."

Yang Seok breathed a sigh of relief. However, the thought of having survived only made his body tremble more.

"Do you know anything about the mastermind?"

"No, I don't."

This was not the time to lie.

"Actually, the Sect Leader of my sect is involved."

He used the term "Sect Leader" instead of "Father."

"I only found out about it recently."

Geom Mugeuk could tell that Yang Seok was mistaken. He also realized that Yang Seok wanted to kill his father. That was why those words came out so readily.

"That man's master is not your father."

"It's not?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head decisively. "However, your father knows who Ha Jyeol served."

Yang Seol shuddered. Looking back, Ha Jyeol's Blood Art seemed stronger than his father's martial arts, not weaker.

Only now did he understand the relationship between his father and Ha Jyeol, and understood why his father had been so wary of Ha Jyeol. It wasn't just because Ha Jyeol was a formidable martial artist, but because there was an even greater master behind him.

So that's why he tried to make Ha Jyeol his successor. He must have succumbed to their threats.

Yang Seok misinterpreted the situation in this way. This thought should have led him to believe his father had no choice, but instead, he resented his father.

To succumb to external pressure and cast aside his own children!

He had already decided to use Geom Mugeuk to eliminate everyone and become the sect leader himself. He interpreted every situation in a way that justified his defiance of filial piety.

Furthermore, Ha Jyeol's earlier gesture had caused his blood vessels to swell, threatening to burst. It was only today that he realized something cursed had been implanted in his body.

Rage surged within Yang Seok. It was an intense killing intent, a desire to utterly annihilate everyone involved in this affair.

Geom Mugeuk, seeing through his thoughts, further fueled the conflict between father and son. Yang Seok's fervent desire to survive would create another opportunity. "Your father will soon learn that Ha Jyeol died because of you. Do you think he will forgive you then?"

"He won't forgive me."

Yang Seok wanted to protest, 'Why is it because of me?' but he dared not. Now was the time to impress Geom Mugeuk, not argue.

"I must find out who the mastermind is as quickly as possible. As I said before, Young Lord Yang is the only one who can uncover it."

With things having come to this, Yang Seok no longer hesitated. "What should I do?"

"Meet your father and find out who is behind Ha Jyeol."

"He won't tell me."

"Normally, that would be true. However, with Ha Jyeol's death, the situation has changed. If you approach him the right way, you'll surely uncover useful information."

"What method is that?"

An unexpected answer followed.

"Approach him honestly."

Having lived a life far removed from honesty, Yang Seok found this advice incredibly foreign.

"The outcome depends on how honest you are."

Yang Seok was doubtful. No, he was certain it wouldn't work. He had never been honest, and his father could discern lies better than anyone. Approaching him honestly would be a lie in itself.

Nevertheless, Yang Seok did not reveal his true thoughts. After all, he was far from honest.

"I'll give it a try!"

At that moment, Yang Seok had only one wish.

Yes, I'll find out somehow, so just eliminate my father and that person's master, then leave! Please, get out of my North Sea!


Upon returning to his residence in the Ice Palace, Geom Mugeuk found the Drunken Demon seated at a window table, drinking alone. Perhaps anticipating his return, two cups had been set out.

Seeing the cups, which had been prepared in advance, Geom Mugeuk's mood brightened. The cups represented the Drunken Demon's trust in him. The Drunken Demon had filled even the cups with alcohol, a further testament to that trust.

"Did you find out who the mastermind is?"

"No."

They were individuals who used the Self Destruction Art without hesitation. They were meticulous about keeping secrets. Of course, he had a strong premonition.

"But I think he's in the Northern Blood Sect."

Acquiring the Extreme Cold Body Constitution must be for the purpose of completing the Grand Ritual. If Ha Jyeol, his subordinate, was in the Northern Blood Sect, wouldn't the Blood King also be hiding there?

"Whether he's there or not, we need to deal with the Northern Blood Sect anyway."

Under the pretext of developing medicine, they conducted physical examinations and lured people with promises of large sums of money. Most of the people did not have the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, so they all died. This alone meant that the Northern Blood Sect Leader and Yang Seok had committed unforgivable acts.

"Oh, by the way, what about the person we rescued?"

The Drunken Demon rescued the person from the carriage with fantastic skill.

"We've hidden him in our Cult's safehouse for now."

"What kind of person is he?"

"A father who volunteered to earn money for his child's medical treatment."

The Drunken Demon had already taken care of everything Geom Mugeuk was going to do.

"I sent word to the branch nearest to where he lives and told them to treat the child before it's too late."

"That's amazing, Hyung."

"Amazing, huh?"

Honestly, the Drunken Demon only did it to impress Geom Mugeuk. He knew well what kind of person the Young Cult Leader was.

He wasn't the type of person to rescue someone and then ask others to take care of that person's child. He didn't care if others lived or died. He had spent his entire life drinking alone and caring for no one.

However, he was now acting for others. He was doing it all to make a good impression on Geom Mugeuk.

When he first became involved in the succession struggle, he never imagined that he would develop such a relationship with Geom Mugeuk.

"If it weren't for you, would I have rescued that man or sent word?"

"Same here. If Lee Ahn hadn't rescued the husband of the woman who gave him water, would I have been interested in the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

The Drunken Demon was about to ask, "But why did Lee Ahn come out into the murim and do that in the first place?" But he stopped himself, knowing Geom Mugeuk was embarrassed by praise.

"What will you do now?"

"He's lost both the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and his subordinate."

"He'll either come out for revenge, or he'll hide forever."

It was impossible to know which path the Blood King would choose. However, he was someone who always retaliated when wronged.

"Nevertheless, he will definitely seek bloodshed."

The Drunken Demon's gaze intensified as he looked down at his cup. "I'm going to need stronger alcohol now."


The Northern Blood Sect Leader was slightly agitated.

Today is finally the day.

The day had come for the person with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution to arrive. After completing the Grand Ritual, that person would reveal himself to the world.

He recalled what Ha Jyeol had told him long ago.

"Once you find the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and complete the Grand Ritual, the North Sea Ice Palace will be finished. The Ice Empress's martial arts will be neutralized, and you'll even be able to enter the Ice Palace Vault, which is so cold that only the Ice Empress can enter it."

The disappearance of the Ice Palace from this North Sea murim also meant that the Northern Blood Sect would become the foremost sect in the North Sea. That was his long-cherished wish.

I can't live my entire life suppressed by that woman.

Surprisingly, he had harbored such feelings since his youth. He had lived with an inferiority complex towards the Ice Empress. Perhaps that was why he had accepted their proposal so easily.

Today, I finally transform from a snake's head into a dragon's tail.

Being a tail didn't matter, either. He wouldn't stay a tail forever. One day, he would open its maw wide and devour everything, from head to toe.

For now, though, his top priority was to eliminate the North Sea Ice Palace by any means neccessary.

Like father, like son. They were both dreaming of 'killing with a borrowed knife.'

Just then, Yang Seok entered the room. "Greetings, Sect Leader."

"What brings you here?"

"I haven't seen Ha Jyeol all day, so I came to find him. I thought he might be here."

Of course, the Northern Blood Sect Leader knew where Ha Jyeol had gone. He had gone to retrieve the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

"I sent him away for a little while."

Yang Seok struggled to control his expression. Now that his trust had been broken, every single word grated on him.

He's never been honest with me, not once. And I'm supposed to be honest in a relationship like this? I wonder what kind of expression he'll make when he learns that man is dead.

If news of Ha Jyeol's death spread, he might be suspected. It was public knowledge that their relationship was not good.

Still, his father wouldn't simply suspect him without reason. Ha Jyeol's martial arts skill was vastly superior to his own.

You know that much, don't you, Sect Leader?

"I have a question."

"What is it?"

"Why are you looking for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

Caught off guard by the unexpected question, the Northern Blood Sect Leader looked at his son in surprise. "Why are you suddenly asking that?"

"I believe it's time for me to know. After all, this is something our sect has invested a lot of time and money into, isn't it?"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader silently stared at his son. He sensed that something was different from usual. "I'll tell you when the time is right."

Just then, a subordinate rushed in with news.

"Urgent report!"

"What is it?"

The subordinate glanced at Yang Seok once, then quickly reported, "The Young Lord's bodyguard, Ha Jyeol, is dead."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader's eyes widened.

Yang Seok had never seen his father look so surprised. He hadn't even made such an expression when his younger brother died.

He feigned surprise. "What in the world are you talking about?"

He had to put on the performance of his life. One misstep could expose his involvement in the matter.

"Report in detail!"

Unlike Yang Seok, who was raging, the Northern Blood Sect Leader remained silent. He showed no outward emotion, but two conflicting feelings clashed within him.

First, he was elated. The man who could make his blood vessels swell and kill him was dead. At the same time, a sense of worry surged through him. Ha Jyeol was a master that even he couldn't defeat.

Who in the world killed him?

His death surely meant a crisis for him, who had allied with Ha Jyeol.

Was it the Ice Empress?

The first person who came to mind was the Ice Empress.

"Where and how did he die?"

"He was found dead with his neck severed on the road leading to our sect. A carriage and over ten other corpses were also discovered nearby."

At the mention of the carriage, the Northern Blood Sect Leader understood.

The escort was ambushed!

He instantly knew that someone had seized the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

Whoever it is, they knew the Extreme Cold Body Constitution was being escorted to us today.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader gritted his teeth. He had invested so much time, money, and effort to obtain the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. It was a disaster. Something that should never have happened had occurred.

Meanwhile, Yang Seok ordered, "Track down the culprit! Investigate the dead and quickly find the cause of death."

"Yes, understood."

As the subordinate withdrew, Yang Seok asked, "What in the world did you send him to do?"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader did not reply.

What should I do now?

He had two options. First, he could inform the person in the secret chamber. He knew that Ha Jyeol served someone who was in a secret chamber within a secret chamber.

The problem was that he had never seen this person before. Ha Jyeol had been difficult to handle. How would he react to being confronted with the stolen Extreme Cold Body Constitution? He had no idea how that person would react.

The second method was to find the Extreme Cold Body Constitution himself. Ha Jyeol was dead, but securing the constitution might satisfy the person in the secret chamber. It could turn misfortune into a blessing and allow him to take over Ha Jyeol's role.

Yang Seok, for his part, seized the moment and made his move. "Father."

He, who had always addressed him as Sect Leader until now, said.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader gazed at Yang Seok intently.

"I know that you planned something with Ha Jyeol without my knowledge."

Yang Seok took Geom Mugeuk's advice and approached with honesty. Or rather, he feigned frankness.

"Please tell me what that matter is. Allow me to help you, Father."

It was precisely then, as the Northern Blood Sect Leader hesitated, wondering how to reply, that the secret door in the wall behind the grand chair began to open. It led to the secret chamber where Ha Jyeol held his private discussions. It was the door to the room that contained yet another secret chamber.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader stared at the opening door with an expression more horrified than when he had heard the news of Ha Jyeol's death. The door that should not have opened first was opening.

GASP!

Yang Seok grimaced and covered his mouth and nose with his hand. A terrible, unfamiliar bloodstench wafted out from between the open door.


Chapter 424: Nothing Is Inevitable

The door opened fully, and the Blood King stepped out. He had just emerged from a blood-filled tank, naked and dripping with blood.

The overwhelming stench of blood made Yang Seok want to bolt outside. He had never encountered such a potent blood scent. If alcohol had an essence, this would be it: the essence of blood, a scent that could only come from "blood essence."

In contrast, the Northern Blood Sect Leader stared at the Blood King, completely unfazed by the smell. He was younger than anticipated. He was handsome, and his long limbs and perfectly sculpted physique looked as if they were carved from stone. Adding to his striking appearance were his intense red locks that immediately drew the eye.

The first impression he exuded was more powerful than any martial artist the Northern Blood Sect Leader had ever seen.

He's insanely powerful.

Even though the Blood King hadn't revealed his aura, that thought arose from his mere first impression.

Yang Seok, however, was so overwhelmed by the blood stench that he couldn't properly assess the Blood King. Still, one fact became undeniably clear.

This is the mastermind.

The fact that he had been hiding in the secret chamber behind the Sect Leader's hall was shocking.

To hide such a secret... He should have told me, his own son.

Even at this moment, resentment towards his father filled him.

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP!

A dozen or so martial artists rushed out from the left and right doors, blocking the Northern Blood Sect Leader's path. They, too, grimaced at the horrific stench.

Normally, when the Northern Blood Sect Leader entered the secret door, he dismissed his subordinates beforehand. Today, however, he hadn't anticipated that the man in the secret chamber would emerge, so he hadn't sent them away.

The Blood King gazed down at the martial artists with indifferent eyes.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader perceived various sensations from that gaze. It wasn't a cold, emotionless stare. It was as hot, viscous, and terrifying as blood.

There was another sensation, a sense that order and logic did not apply to him, that he lived purely by instinct... or rather, by the allure of blood.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader knew, however, that this wasn't the full truth. If this man were merely a creature of instinct, he wouldn't have survived so long in the secret chamber. He possessed a terrifying patience that overshadowed everything else. That was the most frightening aspect.

The Blood King slowly extended both hands forward.

WHOOSH!

Ten crimson lines shot forth simultaneously from his outstretched fingers.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

Ten lines, one from each finger, pierced the martial artists' foreheads. They were not so weak as to die so futilely, yet with that single move, the martial artists collapsed and died simultaneously.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader had never seen such a martial art. It wasn't a finger qi bullet, nor was it a flying weapon.

The Blood King slowly advanced toward the sect leader's throne and sat down. As he walked, blood continued to drip from his body, revealing that he was stark naked. The immense aura and presence he exuded was compounded by the suffocating stench of blood.

The Blood King closed his eyes tightly, chanted something, and then extended his hand to the side. Blood flowed from his palm despite the absence of a wound.

DRIP.

Crimson smoke began to rise from the blood that fell to the floor.

CRASH!

The Blood King unleashed a palm strike, shattering the ceiling. The crimson smoke continued to ascend through the shattered ceiling. It looked as if he were sending a signal to someone.

Hearing the commotion, murmurs could be heard from outside. The Northern Blood Sect Leader roared, imbuing his voice with inner arts.

"Everyone, retreat!"

Soon, the commotion outside subsided, and silence fell.

Seated on the grand chair, the Blood King silently gazed down at the Northern Blood Sect Leader. The Northern Blood Sect Leader knelt on the spot and bowed.

"Greetings, Liege!"

Since becoming Sect Leader, no, since birth, this was the first time the Northern Blood Sect Leader had ever knelt before anyone other than his parents or Master. However, he knew instinctively that if he didn't kneel now, he would die by the Blood King's hand.

Yang Seok, who had been standing awkwardly, quickly knelt alongside him. He was astonished. He had sensed the naked man's power, but he never expected his father to kneel. Moreover, they hadn't exchanged a single word.

Liege?

That word, uttered by his father, sounded utterly foreign.

Only then did the Blood King finally speak, his voice low yet profoundly resonant. "How did Ha Jyeol die?"

Did he overhear the conversation from the secret chamber? Or is he connected to Ha Jyeol by blood? He knows that Ha Jyeol is dead.

"We don't know yet. We just received the news," the Northern Blood Sect Leader answered respectfully.

The Blood King rose from his throne and stepped forward.

With each step he took, the hearts of both the Northern Blood Sect Leader and Yang Seok pounded. Even the Northern Blood Sect Leader, who had weathered countless trials, felt fear. This man's aura was incomparable to Ha Jyeol's. He had never imagined that such a terrifying individual was in the secret chamber.

The Blood King approached Yang Seok. Up close, the Blood King's eyes were even more terrifying, and the intensified blood stench made Yang Seok feel like he was going to suffocate.

"You were present when Ha Jyeol died, weren't you?"

It wasn't a question, but an accusation. Yang Seok's vision blurred. Terror gripped him, but he desperately denied it. He feared that if he told the truth, he would be killed in excruciating pain.

"No, I wasn't."

However, the Blood King wasn't merely probing.

"I smell Ha Jyeol's blood on you."

"!?" Yang Seok's heart sank. He had watched the fight, so it was possible that a few drops of Ha Jyeol's blood had splattered onto him. But to smell it? Was that even possible?

The Blood King glared at Yang Seok coldly. "Who killed Ha Jyeol? Was it you?"

Yang Seok should have said he didn't know, but the Blood King's gaze was so terrifying that he squeezed his eyes shut and cried out.

"No, no! I didn't kill him!"

"Then who was it?"

Yang Seok didn't hesitate to confess the truth. "It was the Young Cult Leader."

The Blood King exuded a subtle blood aura from his body and placed a hand on Yang Seok's head.

As his hand touched Yang Seok's crown, Yang Seok begged, "Please! Spare me!"

He felt a strange energy enter his body from the crown of his head. He couldn't resist it. His entire body trembled like an aspen leaf, fearing that the energy might burst inside his head.

"Please!"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader did not step forward to help his son. He knew that even if he did, the Blood King wouldn't stop.

More than anything, he was furious with Yang Seok. Yang Seok had been present when Ha Jyeol died, yet he had brazenly lied to him. He had even feigned surprise at Ha Jyeol's death.

The Blood King removed his hand from Yang Seok's crown.

"Haa, haa..." Yang Seok didn't know what that energy was, but the thought that he had survived for now made him breathe heavily in relief.

"What happened to the one with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?" the Blood King asked again.

Yang Seok answered without hesitation, "The Drunken Demon took him."

At the mention of the Drunken Demon, the Blood King's eyes narrowed into slits, and his pupils turned crimson. When Seo Nak died, he had resolved in the tank that he would definitely kill the Drunken Demon. Now, the Drunken Demon had once again stood in his path.

Having lost both his subordinate and the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, the Blood King was uninhibited.

"Tell the Young Cult Leader I want to meet him."

Between his narrowed eyes, his crimson pupils were terrifying beyond measure.

"In the meantime, I will kill the Drunken Demon and retrieve the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."


"He'll target you, Hyung-nim," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Drunken Demon, who had been looking out the window, turned his head.

Geom Mugeuk repeated, "You killed Elder Seo and kidnapped the one with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. He'll definitely seek revenge on you, Hyung-nim."

"That's what I want."

The Drunken Demon showed no fear at all. He possessed the skill to back up such confidence. Still, he had to fear the Blood King's Self Destruction Art. His barrier qi wasn't quite enough to block it.

"I have a favor to ask," Geom Mugeuk said.

"What favor?"

"You must grant it."

"No. I refuse."

"......" Geom Mugeuk said nothing.

"...What is it?"

"Didn't you just refuse? Ah! You're truly something, Hyung-nim. To refuse this favor..."

Ultimately, the Drunken Demon couldn't contain his curiosity.

"Just tell me what you want first," he said, refilling the wine cups. "Oh, but don't tell me to quit drinking. I realized it when I quit this time. Without alcohol, the joy of life disappears."

"Anything but that, right?"

"And don't come looking for me last whenever you return to the Cult. And also..."

Such composure, even in this situation.

Geom Mugeuk chuckled and drew the Black Demon Sword from its sheath at his waist. "It's not a difficult favor..."

Feeling inexplicably disinclined, the Drunken Demon loudly declared, "I don't know what it is, but no! I refuse!"


Watching Geom Mugeuk approach from afar, Yang Seok's heart pounded as if it would burst.

"You must hold him back for as long as possible. If you fail, you will die."

The Blood King's cold warning echoed in his mind.

He'll really kill me.

The Blood King was different from Geom Mugeuk. He would truly kill him without an ounce of hesitation. If the look in his father's eyes when the Blood King gave his command was anything to go by, his father wouldn't help him either.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk arrived before him.

"You've arrived?" Yang Seok bowed deeply. His attitude towards Geom Mugeuk had completely changed from before. "I apologize for contacting you so urgently."

"Why did you want to see me?"

"I've uncovered information about the mastermind."

"What information?"

"Shall we walk for a bit?"

Yang Seok walked alongside Geom Mugeuk. The place they met was a secluded field a short distance from the Northern Blood Sect.

Yang Seok, who had been walking in silence, spoke cautiously. "I went to see my father. As you advised, I spoke honestly. I told him I wanted to be helpful. Then my father told me... I truly didn't realize that speaking honestly could be so effective."

"Where is the mastermind?"

"He said the person is at the Ice Sword Sect."

The Ice Sword Sect was one of the three great powers of the North Sea, alongside the North Sea Ice Palace and the Northern Blood Sect.

Even if things go wrong later, I can just pin everything on my father.

The Blood King was truly terrifying, but this opponent here was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Yang Seok needed to dig an escape route.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been quietly observing Yang Seok, suddenly asked, "Is the mastermind being at the Ice Sword Sect your idea, Young Lord Yang? Or did that person instruct you to say so?"

Yang Seok feigned composure and countered, "What do you mean?"

Yang Seok couldn't tell if Geom Mugeuk was merely probing or if he had truly seen through his lie.

"Indeed. Only the Ice Sword Sect would buy him enough time. That means the mastermind has revealed himself to you."

Even when he tried not to be surprised, being with Geom Mugeuk made it impossible not to be.

"Deceiving me once was enough, but you're trying to deceive me again."

Feeling he could no longer hide it, Yang Seok had decided to side with the Blood King because he was too terrifying. However, facing Geom Mugeuk again, he realized there was another kind of terror.

Before Geom Mugeuk, a man who seemed to peer into one's very soul, Yang Seok felt utterly exposed.

"I was wrong. Please spare me!" Yang Seok prostrated himself on the spot.

Damn quick-witted bastard! No matter what, I will survive!

He would kneel to this side, or kneel to that side. He would kneel again and again until his knees could no longer bend, just to survive.

"But when did you know I was lying?"

"When you suggested we walk together."

"Why that?"

"If you had truly uncovered information, you would have been eager to show it off the moment you saw me. But you suggested we take a walk? That's strange, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk had a precise understanding of Yang Seok's character.

"He forced me, I had no choice."

"Is there such a thing as having 'no choice'? There are only good choices and bad choices. It's the same today. The situation became like this the moment you met me. You could have just told me the truth, couldn't you?"

"......" Yang Seok had no excuse.

"What else did he say?"

"He just told me to meet the Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk quietly looked into his eyes and suddenly stated, "He said he would kill the Drunken Demon while you stalled for time, didn't he?"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk saw the undeniable turmoil in Yang Seok's eyes. "So, your job is to distract me while he goes to kill the Drunken Demon."

Startled, Yang Seok waved his hands in denial. "No!"

"Then what?"

"I merely..." Yang Seok tried to offer an excuse, but his words caught in his throat. This was not someone who would accept excuses. He knelt again. "Please forgive me. If you saw him, you would understand me. He's not human!"

His true thoughts, as he bowed his head deeply, were far from a desperate plea.

Forgive me. You arrogant bastards get pleasure from granting forgiveness, don't you?

He thought this because he didn't know how Geom Mugeuk was looking at him. His sins were already too great. His death was certain. It was merely a matter of timing.

"Go quickly. Shouldn't you go and help the Drunken Demon right now?"

However, Geom Mugeuk wasn't worried about the Drunken Demon at all.

"Why should I worry about a Demon Supreme? In this murim, only the Heavenly Demon is qualified to worry about the Demon Supremes."

It was a statement that upheld the Demon Supremes' pride, and it meant he trusted the Drunken Demon that much. Of course, Geom Mugeuk's composure and trust weren't solely due to his belief in the Drunken Demon's skill. The opponent was simply too powerful for that.

The Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around the Black Demon Sword that Geom Mugeuk held was no longer visible. The favor he had asked for was precisely to wrap that Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around the Drunken Demon's body.

The Drunken Demon had sworn he wouldn't wrap it, but Geom Mugeuk had ultimately made him wrap it completely not only around his heart, but also around his waist and other vital points multiple times. The fight with the Blood King was one where anything could explode at any time, anywhere.

And there was one more thing he trusted. He possessed the Swift Step, which allowed him to return without delay.

"Get up."

Yang Seok, who had risen, tried his best to appease Geom Mugeuk. "I believe you will eliminate him, Young Cult Leader. Thoroughly and satisfyingly."

"You won't see it."

Geom Mugeuk vanished from his sight in an instant.

Yang Seok, wearing a puzzled expression, didn't realize that his face and entire body had instantly turned crimson.

BOOM!

He exploded due to the Self Destruction Art. A terrifyingly powerful blood qi swept forward, but Geom Mugeuk had already entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Geom Mugeuk reappeared. Yang Seok lay dead, a large hole in his chest. The Blood King had mercilessly used the Northern Blood Sect's Young Lord as a sacrifice to target him, the Young Cult Leader.

He finally realized that the Blood King had truly emerged into the world. That bastard wouldn't have expected Yang Seok to kill him when even Ha Jyeol couldn't. This, then, was his greeting.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the gaping hole and murmured, "Yes, I'm glad to see you too, you madman."


Chapter 425: Come Here and Have a Drink

Lee Ahn and Han Seol went to the Ice Palace. They were there today for a special reason.

"I apologize for imposing," Lee Ahn said, bowing respectfully to the Ice Empress. "The Young Cult Leader strictly ordered that I must not leave the Empress's chambers."

"The Young Cult Leader has already been here," the Ice Empress replied.

Before departing the palace, Geom Mugeuk had already made a request, that Lee Ahn and Han Seol be looked after while they stayed together for a while. If it had been any other enemy, he would have let Lee Ahn move with them to gain experience.

He did not, however, for the Blood King. Even if Lee Ahn had achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, he would have still kept her confined to the Empress's chambers.

The Ice Empress did not consider it an imposition at all. It concerned the safety of her daughter and the Ice Palace, and it was a request made out of trust in her.

There had, however, been a small dispute before she accepted the request.

[Are you not underestimating the Ice Palace?]

His words sounded as if he were telling even her to hide within the Empress's chambers.

[If it were an ordinary enemy, I would have left it to the Empress and already departed the North Sea. But these individuals use the Self Destruction Art without hesitation. There will be great sacrifices.]

[Even so, they are enemies targeting this palace, so we must deal with them.]

Of course, besides the Ice Empress, there were many masters in the Ice Palace. If they stepped forward, it would be a great force, but it would also entail many sacrifices.

[They are not enemies, but monsters. And we are good at catching monsters.]

To the still-hesitant Ice Empress, Geom Mugeuk added one final persuasion.

[Let the demons catch the monsters.]

How could she refuse a request made as he humbled himself, a demon? Grateful, she was curious about one thing.

[Why are you helping us to this extent?]

Because they are Hwa Mugi's subordinates.

[Because I was treated to good wine.]

Following Geom Mugeuk's request, the Ice Empress had all the martial artists around the Drunken Demon's residence withdraw. She considered any defense an unnecessary sacrifice if the Blood King was moving personally.

Recalling her brief conversation with Geom Mugeuk, the Ice Empress looked at Lee Ahn. She was standing by the window, looking outside. She had been a woman who strangely drew her in from the first time they met.

"Your name is Lee Ahn, isn't it?" the Ice Empress asked.

Lee Ahn, who had been gazing out the window, turned to the Ice Empress and replied respectfully, "Yes, that's right."

"The Young Cult Leader seems to care for you deeply," the Ice Empress observed.

"He's always been a very affectionate person," Lee Ahn said.

"An affectionate Young Cult Leader, you say."

"You're watching the birth of a new Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Lee Ahn said it like a joke, but the Ice Empress took it seriously. After all, he was the Young Cult Leader who had restored her relationship with her daughter.

Perhaps as time passes, she will recall this day. That she saw the Heavenly Demon when he was still the Young Cult Leader.

Han Seol asked, "What was the Young Cult Leader like when he was younger?"

The Ice Empress looked at her daughter. It was the first time she had seen her show interest in someone. She had never been curious about others before. Indeed, thanks to Geom Mugeuk, she was experiencing many new things.

Lee Ahn hesitated for a moment before answering Han Seol's question. He hadn't always been like that. He was a good person, but not this good. Not until the day Geom Mugeuk suddenly changed, as if hatching from an egg, the day the succession tournament took place.

From the moment he returned after finishing the duel, Geom Mugeuk changed. On that day, Geom Mugeuk said this, "From today onwards, I will live a new life."

He truly kept his word. Geom Mugeuk changed, and that change transformed everyone around him. Herself, the Demon Supremes, and even the Heavenly Demon.

She recounted what Geom Mugeuk had said that day. "The Young Cult Leader believes people don't change little by little. He believes they change drastically when there's a turning point."

That's why she also tried to change. To become an exception to the saying, 'People never change.'

"He matured and changed a lot," Lee Ahn said.

As she replied with a smile, something caught Lee Ahn's eye. Far outside the window, red smoke was rising. It felt ominous, undoubtedly a signal.

"Ah! Smoke is rising over there too!" she exclaimed.

As if responding to that smoke like a beacon, another plume of smoke began to rise far away in the opposite direction.


"I'll raise your monthly salary next month," the Innkeeper said.

The Cook, in the kitchen, smiled faintly at the Innkeeper's words. He was a mute, but acquiring this Cook was the greatest fortune in the Innkeeper's life. The food tasted excellent. He had no major complaints about his treatment. He never capriciously threatened to quit. He simply cooked silently in the kitchen.

Just then, a guest remarked, "Looks like there's a fire? Look at that smoke."

"Why is the smoke so red?" another guest asked. "Shouldn't black smoke rise if there's a fire?"

The Innkeeper and the guest looked at the smoke rising in the distance.

Suddenly, someone shouted, "Oh, my goodness, you startled me!"

The Innkeeper turned his head, startled. The Cook, who had emerged silently without anyone noticing, was also looking at the smoke. He had never once left the kitchen during business hours.

"It seems a fire broke out somewhere over there," the Innkeeper said.

The Cook replied, "It's not a fire."

Both the Innkeeper and the guest were startled by the Cook's words. It was surprising enough that the Cook had left the kitchen, but it was the first time they had seen him speak like this.

"You can speak?" the Innkeeper asked.

The man who spoke felt completely different from his usual self.

"It's a signal from our master, calling us."

"What?" The Innkeeper's eyes widened in confusion, wondering what he meant.

THWACK!

The Cook's hand pierced the Innkeeper's heart.

"You don't need to raise my monthly salary," he stated.

The guest who was with them screamed and fled. As the Cook waved his hand, the fleeing guest's body was torn apart, spewing blood as he collapsed.

The Cook smiled as he looked down at the blood flowing from his hand and arm. He inhaled, sniffing the scent of blood, then walked outside, his hand still dripping blood. As he recited an incantation, red smoke began to rise even from the blood that had fallen from his hand onto the ground.

It was smoke to awaken someone else.


The Drunken Demon was sitting on a wooden platform in the courtyard, drinking wine. Dozens of wine bottles were scattered around him, along with a large wine jar. He was clearly determined to drink. It wasn't the same wine. He was drinking dozens of different types of wine from the North Sea.

The Drunken Demon took a sip from one wine, then another. Each time, he evaluated the wine.

This wine is light, that's good. This wine is strong, that's good. This wine is sweet, that's good. This wine is bitter, that's good.

He evaluated every wine not by what was bad about it, but by what was good.

Then he looked up at the wall and asked, "Care for a drink?"

A man was standing on the wall, looking down at him, having arrived without a sound.

He was the Blood King. He, who had been naked, now wore a red martial arts uniform. The strong scent of blood revealed his identity.

He had encountered no obstacles on his way here from outside. There were no martial artists guarding the area. It meant they knew he was coming and were waiting.

Behind the Blood King, far in the distance, red smoke was rising in various places. The tension of a war's eve could be felt in the rising red smoke.

The Drunken Demon took another drink. "Come here and have a drink."

The Blood King simply stared down at the Drunken Demon without a word.

"Suit yourself, then," the Drunken Demon said, drinking deeply. Even as he drank, his gaze remained fixed on the Blood King.

Hot and cold. Cold and hot. Both men had eyes that contained both heat and cold.

The scent of wine and the scent of blood. The two primal scents that stirred humanity mingled in the space where they faced each other.

The Drunken Demon acted as if he wasn't tense at all, but his body reacted differently. Instinctively, his body tensed, preparing for the opponent's attack.

He's here to kill me.

Geom Mugeuk was correct. He had said the mastermind would surely target him, and now he had come directly.

And the Blood King wasn't alone today.

A dozen martial artists climbed onto the wall where the Blood King stood. The man who climbed up right next to the Blood King was the Northern Blood Sect Leader. The others who came with him were the Northern Blood Sect Leader's trusted subordinates.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader asked the Drunken Demon, "Where have you hidden the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

The Drunken Demon rebuked him instead. "Why are you, the Northern Blood Sect Leader, being led around by this foul stench of blood?"

It was a remark that stung his pride, but the Northern Blood Sect Leader pretended not to hear and asked again, "I asked where the Extreme Cold Body Constitution is."

The Drunken Demon took a drink and replied, "Why do you keep asking? Did you leave it with me?"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader looked at the Blood King. Then the Blood King said in a low, resonant voice, "He won't tell us willingly. Kill him."

The Blood King accurately assessed the Drunken Demon. He seemed to be just idly drinking, but the Blood King understood that the Drunken Demon's essence was as potent as his blood. He was no easy opponent.

The Drunken Demon addressed the Blood King. "I have a question. May I ask it?"

The Blood King simply stared at the Drunken Demon without a word, as if daring him to ask.

"That Self Destruction Art you all use," the Drunken Demon continued, "when you explode, does that red head of yours explode too?"

It was an intentional provocation. He thought the Blood King would surely show some emotion, especially with the Northern Blood Sect Leader present. But the Blood King's gaze didn't waver.

He's calmer than he looks.

The Drunken Demon also sensed the Blood King's nature. His opponent wasn't a rampaging madman. He was the most difficult type of enemy to face, one who could be hot when needed, and cold when required.

SHING!

The one who drew his sword was the Northern Blood Sect Leader. Since the Blood King had given the order to kill, they had to step forward. Moreover, if they just stood by while the Drunken Demon provoked the Blood King like that, they might be killed by the Blood King himself.

When the Northern Blood Sect Leader drew his sword, his subordinates also drew their swords in unison. Their momentum was extraordinary. Though they revealed their killing intent, the Drunken Demon's gaze remained fixed on the Blood King. To send them forward, knowing full well they would be sacrificed, meant...

He wants to test my strength?

And perhaps also to deplete his inner arts. Despite exuding such a strong scent of blood, the man himself was utterly ruthless.

And that smoke! It must be a signal calling someone.

Meanwhile, the Northern Blood Sect Leader was equally ruthless. He had been forced to come with the Blood King, but he knew well how dangerous his current situation was. He was being pushed to face a Demon Supreme, after all.

Even if all my subordinates are sacrificed, I must survive.

First, the Northern Blood Sect Leader ordered three of his subordinates to attack. The three subordinates leaped down from the wall. After all, the number of people who could attack together was limited. The best strategy would be to engage in a rotating attack, wearing down the opponent's strength.

The three martial artists approached the Drunken Demon from three directions. The Drunken Demon remained seated, drinking wine.

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, a powerful surge of alcohol qi erupted around them, and in an instant, they all vanished into a mist. From within the mist, the whistling sound of swords being swung was heard. The sound of flesh and bone being severed was heard, as was the snapping of necks.

SWISH!

When the mist dissipated again, the Drunken Demon was still sitting there, drinking wine. The three men who had approached to kill the Drunken Demon lay sprawled as corpses around him. No one had seen how they died, as it had happened within the mist.

"If you prefer the scent of blood to the scent of wine," the Drunken Demon said, "I'll let you have your fill."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader's expression hardened. He had known the three would fall, but not so quickly. Moreover, fighting within a mist that completely obscured vision was absolutely disadvantageous.

"Unleash your sword qi and enhanced sword qi!" the Northern Blood Sect Leader commanded.

At his command, the remaining subordinates simultaneously unleashed their sword qi. Again, the alcohol qi obscured their vision.

WHIZZ! WHIZZ! WHIZZ!

Only after a barrage of sword qi did the Northern Blood Sect Leader order them to cease their attack. As the mist cleared, the chaotic state of the area was revealed. The ground was overturned and shattered.

The Drunken Demon was perched on the edge of the shattered platform, drinking wine. What was astonishing wasn't that the Drunken Demon was unharmed. It was that not a single wine bottle scattered around him was broken. In other words, it meant the Drunken Demon had protected the wine bottles amidst the flying sword qi.

Is this even possible?

The Northern Blood Sect Leader, as well as the other martial artists, were disheartened.

The Drunken Demon looked up at the Northern Blood Sect Leader and said, "I told you to come here and drink."

When no one replied, the Drunken Demon drank directly from the bottle. Since the Blood King still hadn't uttered a word, the Northern Blood Sect Leader was the one facing the Drunken Demon.

"It seems you're trying to buy time," the Northern Blood Sect Leader said, "but you shouldn't hope for the Young Cult Leader's help."

"You're the ones buying time," the Drunken Demon retorted. It was a rebuke, questioning why the Blood King and the Northern Blood Sect Leader weren't stepping forward themselves, instead sacrificing innocent subordinates. "Are you worried? Worried the Young Cult Leader will arrive before you kill me?"

Naturally, the Northern Blood Sect Leader was worried. He sensed that the Blood King held the Young Cult Leader's martial arts in high regard. If he had been confident in eliminating both of them together, he wouldn't have had Yang Seok lure the Young Cult Leader away.

"The Young Cult Leader cannot come," the Northern Blood Sect Leader declared. "He is already in our hands."

It was a remark meant to unsettle the Drunken Demon, but he didn't fall for it. "If that were true, you would've offered to trade the Young Cult Leader for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution right here and now."

More astute than anyone, and with absolute faith in Geom Mugeuk, the Drunken Demon even made a joke. "Don't worry. The Young Cult Leader always comes last for me."

The Drunken Demon slowly rose from his seat, holding the wine bottle. Though it was merely a drunk man rising from his seat, his presence made everyone tense.

"The one you should be worried about isn't the Young Cult Leader. It's me."

Even in this moment of taut tension, the Drunken Demon gulped down wine directly from the bottle. "Because you won't drink with me and just swing your swords around, I've been drinking alone."

The color of the alcohol qi shimmering around the Drunken Demon's body began to change.

"Because I'm very drunk."


Chapter 426: Blood Is Thicker Than Wine

A purple aura shimmered around the Drunken Demon's body.

He was truly drunk. His drunken state should have made them think, 'This is our chance!', but no one dared to rush at him, even as he swayed with half-lidded eyes.

Indeed, that was likely because he was the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon was truly swaying, deep in his cups. How could anyone possibly dare to attack him? Moreover, the languid gaze beneath his half-closed eyelids felt more terrifying than eyes filled with killing intent.

The Drunken Demon emptied the bottle in his hand, then picked up another from the floor. He drank again, consuming an amount of alcohol that seemed impossible.

"Ah, I'm getting drunk." The Drunken Demon staggered forward, then looked at the Northern Blood Sect Leader and the Blood King. "Come down already. My neck hurts from looking up."

The Blood King sat down. He settled into a comfortable position, as if intending to leisurely watch the fight from his seat.

This was a form of pressure on the Northern Blood Sect Leader. It was an unspoken command, 'I'll watch from here, so go die quickly.'

Damn it.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader simply could not fathom the Blood King. With Elder Seo of the Ice Palace dead, he believed the Northern Blood Sect was clearly needed to dominate the North Sea.

This man, however, was trying to use him as a consumable. He seemed utterly emotional, yet he hadn't even flinched at the Drunken Demon's provocation moments ago.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader looked at the smoke rising far behind them.

He even called his subordinates.

What exactly was his plan? If he escalated things like this, he wouldn't be able to handle the aftermath.

Regardless, now was the time to fight. Provoking the capricious Blood King was more terrifying than fighting the Drunken Demon. If he joined forces with the Blood King and won, he could achieve his long-held dream of becoming the strongest power in the North Sea.

"Kill him!"

At the Northern Blood Sect Leader's command, seven martial artists descended from the wall at once.

Facing the Drunken Demon, how could they not be afraid? Still, they clung to hope in their numbers, seven strong.

SWISH.

The alcohol mist that instantly rose obscured that hope.

From within the mist, the Drunken Demon's voice echoed. "If the mist rises, run west. Then you can live."

Still, no one fled through the escape route the Drunken Demon had offered.

They were not ordinary martial artists of the Northern Blood Sect. As the Sect Leader's personal limbs, they had committed all sorts of evil deeds throughout their lives, following his commands. They were one body, whether in life or death.

The alcohol mist that now rose was even more potent than before. Even a brief exposure to the mist caused them to begin feeling drunk. Attempting to expel the alcohol mist while still within it was a futile endeavor.

If it had been poison, they could have at least taken an antidote. The most terrifying aspect was that it wasn't poison, making it impossible to defend against.

WHOOSH!

One martial artist waved his hand, scattering the alcohol mist. The mist around his body briefly vanished, then reappeared.

The moment the martial artist waved his hand again, there, where the alcohol mist had vanished, stood the Drunken Demon.

The startled martial artist desperately thrust his sword, but it was already too late.

The Drunken Demon's palm lightly struck the martial artist's forehead first.

THUD!

The martial artist crumpled, but by the time he fell, the Drunken Demon had already vanished from that spot.

"I told you to run west if you want to live!"

Instead of running, however, the remaining martial artists unleashed sword qi towards the direction of the voice.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

Sword qi rained down, but no scream from the Drunken Demon was heard.

"West is that way. No, is it this way?"

The Drunken Demon's drunken voice echoed again. This time, one martial artist lunged in the opposite direction of the voice, thrusting his sword.

This must be a trick to lure us!

It was a choice he thought clever, but it couldn't outwit a drunken mind.

His sword sliced through empty air, and at the same instant, as if waiting, someone's arm wrapped around his neck from behind.

How did he read my thoughts?

CRACK.

With that final thought, the martial artist's neck snapped, and he collapsed.

"Ah, I'm getting drunk."

SWISH! SWISH!

Swords flew in from two directions, but the Drunken Demon had already vanished. Though clearly drunk, his movements were faster than anyone's. This was his domain, a place where even the Blood King dared not recklessly step.

"Your subordinates are all dying. Are you still not going to step in?"

The Drunken Demon's voice came from within the mist.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader, however, remained standing on the wall, unmoving.

Entering that mist without a plan means death.

Even from this distance, the scent alone was enough to make one drunk.

Inside, his subordinates must truly be drunk. Their bodies and judgment would be slowed. They needed to be faster than usual, not slower.

Truly, if it weren't for the Blood King, this was an opponent he should never have fought.

He had to find a weakness before all his subordinates died, no matter what.

A scream echoed from within the mist. It was another subordinate's scream.

One martial artist, unable to bear the terror, launched himself upwards, soaring above the mist. It was a choice to at least escape the alcohol mist.

WHIZZ!

Something shot through the mist like a swift projectile, shattering his jaw.

The dead subordinate might not have known what killed him, but the Northern Blood Sect Leader saw it clearly. It was a stone from the ground. For the Drunken Demon, anything he could grasp became a weapon.

Again, the sound of a heavy blow erupted from within the mist.

THWACK!

A martial artist, flung out of the mist, crashed against the wall where the Blood King and the Northern Blood Sect Leader stood. He had already died the moment he took a single punch to the abdomen.

This time, a martial artist burst out through the western mist. He was truly trying to escape to the west.

WHIZZ! THWACK!

A stream of enhanced qi shot out, obliterating him.

The one who struck the blow and killed him was the Northern Blood Sect Leader. This fight could not be known to the world. He could not permit anyone to defy his orders and flee.

The mist scattered left and right, revealing the Drunken Demon at its center. Only the area around him remained clear of the mist.

The Drunken Demon looked at the Northern Blood Sect Leader with drunken eyes. The emotions in that languid gaze were contempt and amusement.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader glared back, shouting. "They died because of you!"

Just then, the seventh martial artist, as if in despair, bowed his head deeply and walked towards the Drunken Demon.

"West isn't this way."

The very moment the martial artist lifted his head, the Drunken Demon hastily raised his protective enhanced qi, crossing his arms to shield his face.

The martial artist had already activated the Self Destruction Art, his face and body glowing a fiery red.

CRASH!

The blood qi erupting from his chest engulfed the Drunken Demon.

The impact sent the Drunken Demon flying backward, and he tumbled to the ground. The thick alcohol mist surrounding him vanished.

"We've defeated the Drunken Demon!" The Northern Blood Sect Leader shouted in delight. The Blood King hadn't simply driven them to their deaths after all. "So this was what our Liege had arranged!"

Although he was displeased that he hadn't been informed beforehand, the mere fact that he didn't have to fight the Drunken Demon was enough to make it tolerable.

"Let's go before the Young Cult Leader returns."

The Blood King, however, remained seated, staring at the Drunken Demon who lay fallen on the ground.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader's gaze naturally followed his.

"Ugh, that hurts."

To his astonishment, the Drunken Demon was slowly rising.

The Drunken Demon rubbed his chest, then took a drink first. It had been an unexpected, sudden explosion, a situation that should have caused severe injury.

The Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around his body, however, had prevented the blood qi from piercing him, allowing him to avoid a major injury.

Little brother, you saved me.

Geom Mugeuk had saved his life. He had truly insisted so stubbornly that he wear the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

A strange glint flickered in the Blood King's eyes as he watched the Drunken Demon. It was unbelievable that he was so unharmed after taking such a direct hit.

"He's wearing protective armor."

The Blood King stated to the Northern Blood Sect Leader with certainty.

As the gaze that had been fixed on the Drunken Demon turned to him, the Northern Blood Sect Leader understood.

He wants me to go out and fight too?

Ultimately, it meant he wanted him to go out and die as well.

The Blood King's eyes conveyed a message: Die here, or die fighting.

There are moments in life when one suddenly awakened from a dream.

Huh? Was it this? Huh? Was he this kind of person? Huh? He thought of me like this?

That moment when one's heart sank and goosebumps rose. The moment when one lost control of their expression, stammered, and flushed with shame.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader felt exactly that in this moment. He had thought he wasn't such an insignificant being to the Blood King, at least. He now realized, however, the Blood King regarded him no differently than the subordinates who had just died.

"Give me a drink too."

The Northern Blood Sect Leader leaped down.

Still, the Blood King was more terrifying than the Drunken Demon. He couldn't die on top of this wall, no matter what.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader slowly walked towards the Drunken Demon. He intended to launch a surprise attack when he received the drink.

There's only one chance.

Fighting within the alcohol mist would surely lead to defeat.

The Drunken Demon welcomed him with open arms. "Finally, I have a drinking companion. Is it really so hard to share a drink?"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader approached the Drunken Demon, step by step. He deliberately calmed his pounding heart, aiming for a single moment.

The two men were now close enough to reach out and touch.

"There are no cups, so let's just drink from the bottle." The Drunken Demon was about to offer the bottle directly, then, as if a thought suddenly struck him, he asked. "But Sect Leader, are you truly so afraid of that man?"

It was an unexpected question.

"I respect my Liege."

"What's so respectable about someone who pushes his subordinates into a death trap because he's afraid of his opponent?"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader felt bitter. He was the subordinate who had been pushed into the trap. He had believed he didn't deserve such treatment.

"Is that man blackmailing you?"

The Northern Blood Sect Leader offered no reply.

Weakness? He had two. The Blood Art, which could swell one's blood vessels and kill them, and his own burning desire to overthrow the North Sea Ice Palace and take its place.

What weakness had truly led him this far?

"Why not join hands with me and fight that bastard? Then, even if you die, you'll have no regrets, won't you?"

A cold sneer formed on the Blood King's lips as he sat on the wall.

"Look at how that man over there is smiling."

How could he possibly be smiling?

The very moment the Northern Blood Sect Leader carelessly turned his head.

SWISH! THUD!

The sound of flesh tearing was heard.

When the Northern Blood Sect Leader, with a shocked expression, turned back to the Drunken Demon, he saw a blood-stained dagger in the hand not holding the wine bottle.

What?

SPLURT.

The next instant, blood gushed from the Northern Blood Sect Leader's neck. The moment he turned to look at the Blood King, the Drunken Demon had struck like lightning, stabbing him in the neck.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader had only thought of ambushing the Drunken Demon, he never imagined the Drunken Demon would ambush and kill him. This was especially true because the Drunken Demon had displayed such overwhelming skill earlier and fought with such ease.

"My apologies. A drunkard's fight is always messy."

He wanted to say something in response to the Drunken Demon's words, but the wound on his neck was too deep.

He clutched his neck, but couldn't stop the flowing blood.

The Northern Blood Sect Leader collapsed as if crumbling. He died with wide, staring eyes, as if protesting the injustice of his death.

The Drunken Demon squatted down and closed his eyes. The man was going to kill him anyway. He knew all the deeds committed by the Northern Blood Sect in their search for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. It was only a matter of when to deal with him.

He had sensed that the Northern Blood Sect Leader wouldn't betray the Blood King in this fight. He had also felt that the reason he asked for a drink was to launch a surprise attack.

"Standing by someone like that never ends well."

Using the thick scent of blood emanating from the Northern Blood Sect Leader as an accompaniment, the Drunken Demon drank his wine. Of course, even as he drank, he never took his eyes off the Blood King for a single moment.

Cold and hot, hot and cold, intertwined in the air.

The Blood King spoke to the Drunken Demon for the first time. "Yet, you don't even have anyone watching by your side, do you?"

The taunt, aimed at Geom Mugeuk, did not affect the Drunken Demon.

Instead, the Drunken Demon went a step further. "The Young Cult Leader shouldn't come to such a dirty and dangerous place. For that, I'm truly grateful to you. He doesn't belong in a place that reeks of alcohol and blood. This hell is for people like you and me to grab each other by the collars and roll around in the dirt."

The Blood King looked down at the Drunken Demon with a strange gaze. "You are a strange one."

"It's because I'm drunk. No, it's because you're not drunk."

Rambling incoherently, the Drunken Demon drank again, to an excessive degree.

The Blood King observed, however, that the more the Drunken Demon drank, the more his eyelids drooped, yet his eyes shone with even greater clarity.

The Drunken Demon beckoned the Blood King to come down.

At that, the Blood King finally rose from his seat and leaped down.

Finally, the Blood King had stepped forward. In that place, thick with alcohol mist, the Blood King's blood qi began to surge.

"Blood is thicker than wine."

Blood qi and alcohol mist conceded not an inch to each other.

"How can you compare lowly blood to alcohol?"

Alcohol and blood, primal and violent scents, mingled as the two energies began to push against each other with taut intensity.


Chapter 427: The Scent of Blood and Wine is Ours Alone

Two powerful auras clashed, locked in a tense standoff.

Had anyone stood between them, even a master would have struggled to endure. It wasn't merely the immense power of the two men's qi that made it so. It was the very nature of their qi.

Simply being in its presence induced dizziness, nausea, and even a dulling of the mind.

On top of that, an unbearable, pungent scent of blood and a potent aroma of wine permeated the air.

"This is too much. I can't keep this up."

The Drunken Demon was the first to withdraw his alcohol qi. He had already expended considerable inner arts dealing with the Northern Blood Sect's subordinates. Though not severe, he had sustained injuries from the Self Destruction Art. He was at a distinct disadvantage.

He thus decided there was no need to continue this qi clash and waste more inner arts in such a situation.

With a look that declared his complete defeat in the qi clash, the Drunken Demon drank his 'defeat wine'.

"Ugh, it's bitter. So bitter."

In contrast, the Blood King did not withdraw his blood qi, leaving the surroundings saturated with it.

The thick, suffocating scent of blood qi filled the air, yet the Drunken Demon inhaled deeply, savoring the smell.

"Does your blood taste like this too?"

The Blood King glared at the Drunken Demon, his eyes questioning the meaning behind the words.

"My blood tastes of wine, you know. Does yours have this pungent flavor?"

Perhaps because the question concerned blood, the Blood King answered, "No one will ever know the taste of my blood. No one."

At that, the Drunken Demon provoked him. He clenched and unclenched his fist before his chest. He mimicked the explosive burst of the Self Destruction Art.

It was a clear declaration that he would taste the Blood King's blood then. This was no mere provocation. It was a powerful challenge.

The provocation sent a chill through the Blood King's veins. Mimicking the Self Destruction Art to mock him? A surge of unfamiliar emotion accompanied his rising fury.

No one had ever dared to be so insolent towards him. He knew it was a provocation, yet it was one he couldn't help but fall for.

Who, exactly, had forced him to abandon his grand technique and come out here?

The Drunken Demon's provocation didn't end there. He opened his robes, revealing the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk tied around his chest, stained with blood.

"Your blood will stain this too, won't it? I'll have to wash it clean before returning it."

The Blood King recognized the item the Drunken Demon wore as something given by the Young Cult Leader.

"You accepted such a trivial item and became the Young Cult Leader's dog?"

This was a counter-provocation to the previous one. However, when it came to Geom Mugeuk, the provocation had no effect.

"The dog is the Young Cult Leader."

To the Blood King's questioning gaze, the Drunken Demon uttered words that remained incomprehensible.

"You might not believe it, but the Young Cult Leader became a dog for our sake."

After all, everyone in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult knew Geom Mugeuk had barked alongside the Poison King in the training grounds for his sake.

The Drunken Demon offered no further explanation. He wasn't confident he could make the Blood King understand in such a short time. No, even if he explained all day, the Blood King wouldn't believe him. One could never truly understand Geom Mugeuk without experiencing him firsthand.

"But can you really afford to be so relaxed? Do you believe your subordinates will arrive first?"

Red smoke still billowed in various places far in the distance.

"Then our Young Cult Leader will come too."

"Are you worried? Worried your Young Cult Leader will come here and die?"

"He won't die. The Young Cult Leader won't."

The Drunken Demon was certain. Yet, the reason he wished he wouldn't come was different.

"It's just that I don't want him to fight people like us."

"People like us?"

"Yes, people like us."

Without explaining what kind of people he meant, the Drunken Demon gulped down his wine. Around his body, his alcohol qi flickered like flames.

"So, let's keep this pungent scent of blood and wine just between us."

SWISH!

A thick mist rose around the two men, and the Drunken Demon vanished into his alcohol qi.

The Blood King raised a hand, touching the alcohol qi that obscured his vision. It looked like mere mist, but it was potent alcohol qi, strong enough to induce intoxication just by touching it.

Throughout the Northern Blood Sect martial artists' battle, the Blood King had only one thought.

How will he fight within this alcohol qi? How will he break through it?

And he devised a method.

The Blood King extended one hand forward, all his senses on high alert, preparing for the Drunken Demon's ambush. From his fingertips, a scorching heat began to emanate.

His solution was to burn away all the alcohol qi with his Extreme Yang Qi. Given the nature of alcohol qi, it was easily flammable. The Drunken Demon's current alcohol qi was so potent it would burn even more readily.

Flames erupted from the Blood King's Extreme Yang Qi.

FLICKER!

As the alcohol qi ignited from his fingertips, a flicker of satisfaction crossed the Blood King's eyes, but it was only for a moment.

The flames that had erupted quickly extinguished. He had expected the fire to spread everywhere, but it only burned where his Extreme Yang Qi was unleashed before dying out instantly.

This time, he unleashed his Extreme Yang Qi with even greater force.

FLICKER!

Yet, it only burned a little more than before before quickly extinguishing. The alcohol qi gathered back in its place.

Then, from within the mist, the Drunken Demon's drunken voice echoed. "If you play with fire, you'll wet the bed at night."

The Blood King ignored him, raising his hand to grasp at the flowing alcohol qi around him. It felt as if it should all burn away, so why wasn't it?

"You can try for a hundred days, it won't burn. My alcohol qi isn't passionate enough to ignite like fire, just like its master."

SWISH.

The Blood King irritably unleashed a palm strike towards the source of the voice.

CRASH!

The sound of a distant wall crumbling echoed, but no scream from the Drunken Demon followed.

SWISH!

The Blood King spun around, catching something that flew at him from behind. It was a stone, hurtling with terrifying speed.

CRUMBLE.

The stone crumbled to dust in the Blood King's hand. Both the incoming qi and the qi that blocked it were so powerful that the stone couldn't withstand the impact.

"Do you think a mere stone like this can kill me?"

"That's why I prepared something bigger."

WHIZZ!

What flew at him was a large stone lantern that had stood in the courtyard.

CRASH!

The moment the stone lantern shattered and broke apart from the Blood King's palm strike, the Drunken Demon appeared from behind, unleashing a dagger.

SWISH!

The stone lantern hadn't been the only thing flying at him.

Dodging the Drunken Demon's dagger, which aimed for his heart, the Blood King unleashed a palm strike.

BOOM!

Palm technique clashed with palm technique, and pushed back by the force, the Drunken Demon vanished into the mist once more.

The Blood King's expression hardened. The Drunken Demon's recent ambush had been truly fierce. He realized that if he had harbored any arrogance, thinking 'Could a mere stone lantern kill me?', he would surely have been pierced by the Drunken Demon's dagger.

The fight, which had begun like a stroll, now turned truly violent.

This time, the Blood King sensed the Drunken Demon first, then charged forward, unleashing his blood qi.

CRACK!

Fist met fist. Both men slid back, an equal number of steps. Their skills were truly evenly matched.

Next, palm met palm, their palm techniques colliding. Again, they were pushed back the exact same number of steps.

It was at this moment that the Blood King unleashed his unique martial art first. As he slid back, blood orbs had already appeared on the Blood King's other palm.

Astonishingly, in that brief moment of collision and retreat, he had unleashed the Flying Dagger Blood Rain from the Infinite Evil Blood Art. In an instant, the blood orbs transformed into tiny throwing knives. They swept through the spot where the Drunken Demon had been.

Its power was incomparable to the Flying Dagger Blood Rain that his disciple, Ha Jyeol, had used. Dozens of holes were punched into the wall behind. The holes were tightly packed, leaving marks that confirmed no one could have escaped if they had been in that area.

Yet, there was no trace of the Drunken Demon's blood anywhere on the wall.

WHOOSH.

The alcohol qi briefly receded, revealing the Drunken Demon.

"Hold on! Just let me catch my breath." With a look that showed he had barely escaped danger, the Drunken Demon drank his wine. "Let's take it easy. I thought I'd never get to drink this good stuff again."

The Blood King also paused, catching his breath.

Neither had time to recover their inner arts through meditation. Even in this brief respite, they never took their eyes off each other.

"I feel bad drinking alone." The Drunken Demon looked at the Blood King and extended his wine bottle. "Just one drink."

The very moment those words ended.

CRACKLE!

A bolt of enhanced qi, like lightning, struck down towards the Blood King's crown.

The Blood King twisted his body in an instant, barely dodging, his face contorted. A deep hole had been gouged where he stood, and smoke billowed from it. His head had almost been pierced clean through.

The Drunken Demon's ambush was no ordinary attack. It was the Drunken Demon's unique martial art, the Wine God Art.

Specifically, it was the second cup, the Wine God's Drinks Alone. A single stream of enhanced qi fell from the sky, named for its resemblance to a god drinking alone.

"Do you really hate accepting a drink from me that much?"

With a grin, the Drunken Demon vanished into the rising alcohol qi.

The blood qi emanating from the Blood King's body intensified, and a crimson aura began to seep from his eyes. Fury surged within him at the thought that he had almost died.

As if aware or unaware of his rage, the Drunken Demon reappeared behind him, launching another ambush.

SWISH! SWISH!

The Drunken Demon's throwing knives sliced through the air, and the Blood King, spinning quickly, unleashed a palm strike that exploded in the void.

"That's going to hurt, you drunkard."

The Drunken Demon looked down at his trembling arm. A crimson aura swirled around it. He roused his qi, shaking off the crimson aura. The Blood King's attack had been that heavy.

"Wipe your blood first, then talk."

The Blood King also looked down at his arm. Blood flowed from a cut. The Blood King put his mouth to the wound.

The moment he sucked at the blood, as if drinking it, veins bulged across his face. His eyes stretched long and demonic, and blood qi surged forth. The Blood King's appearance and aura at that moment were terrifying, enough to make one afraid to even face him.

Of course, it had no effect on the Drunken Demon. Instead, it only provoked him further.

"Why are you so desperately searching for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

The Blood King's eye twitched menacingly. Truly, his opponent was deliberately targeting the very things that infuriated him most.

"What do you plan to do after extracting the Extreme Cold Body Constitution? Become resistant to cold and settle down in this North Sea?"

The Drunken Demon's slurred voice only angered the Blood King more. The Extreme Cold Body Constitution was not something to be carelessly blabbed about while drunk.

"As you know, I took the man with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. Should I buy you a padded coat as an apology?"

The Drunken Demon seemed to be rambling whatever came to mind, but every single word was calculated.

"So, if you were going to come, you should have come to us in the first place. Ah, or perhaps your skill is the weakest? Is that why you were pushed all the way to this North Sea?"

Ultimately, an expletive burst from the Blood King's lips. "Shut up! You drunken bastard!"

He could tolerate other insults, but not the insinuation that he was inferior within the organization. He prided himself on being the most formidable. That was why he could defy the order to return.

The alcohol qi also contributed to his agitation. Fighting within the alcohol qi, the Blood King had unknowingly become intoxicated by its fumes.

STAB!

Not missing this opportunity presented by his opponent's agitation, the Drunken Demon launched an ambush. His dagger appeared from the mist, stabbing into the Blood King's side.

THWACK!

As he stabbed his side and tried to vanish again, the Drunken Demon was struck hard on the shoulder by the Blood King's blow.

It was then that the Drunken Demon saw. The Blood King's eyes were utterly cold. While the Blood King had been hot with rage when he cursed, his counter-attack was cold. It was almost as if his earlier agitation had been half-intentional.

Throwing knives flew. Fists struck. Blood qi and alcohol qi clashed again.

They struck. They parried. They rolled. Truly, the two men engaged in a fierce battle. It was like a dragon and a tiger locked in combat.

Every move, every strike, was imbued with emotion. They fought as if facing a mortal enemy.

For both men, it was their first time engaging in such a tense life-or-death battle against an evenly matched opponent.

After a round of close-quarters combat, the Drunken Demon vanished into the mist once more. He had expected it, but the Blood King was proving far more difficult to deal with than anticipated.

Moving through his alcohol qi, drinking as he went, the Drunken Demon suddenly stopped. A single crimson line had been drawn before him.

The Drunken Demon looked to his side. There was a line there too. Crimson lines began to appear one by one, everywhere.

These lines began to draw a pattern, using the mist-like alcohol qi as their canvas. The Drunken Demon picked up a stone from the ground and threw it at one of the lines.

SLICE!

The stone was sliced in half, as if cut by a treasured sword. More and more crimson lines appeared around him, encircling him like a spiderweb. It was the Clone Blood Net, unleashed by the Blood King.

The Drunken Demon withdrew his alcohol qi. The mist-like alcohol qi vanished, clearly revealing dozens of crimson lines spread out around him.

Too many lines had already been drawn, making movement impossible. The only way out was to break through with protective enhanced qi, but that would mean risking severe injury.

Beyond the crimson lines, the Blood King's figure became visible. Though unleashing the Clone Blood Net had severely depleted his inner arts, he was smiling. He was confident that this move would surely kill the Drunken Demon.

He's truly trapped. There's no escape.

As if alive, the crimson lines began to tighten around the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon drew the unique weapon, Blood Tear, from his waist. "You don't know, do you?"

As he infused his unique inner arts into Blood Tear, it vibrated once and emitted a pure white light. The final cup of his Wine God Art, the Drunken Wine God.

The Drunken Demon uncorked Blood Tear and gulped down the wine within. As he did, the purple alcohol qi flickering around the Drunken Demon's body turned black. A pure white, crazed intoxication flowed from his eyes. That madness translated into action.

The Drunken Demon seized a crimson thread with his bare hand. "When we get drunk, we don't see anything."


Chapter 428: Why Fight Like This?

Sparks flew as the Drunken Demon's hand and the blood thread clashed, as if enhanced qi met enhanced qi.

SIZZLE!

Since the fight began, the Blood King had never been more surprised. He hadn't expected the blood thread to be caught with bare hands. And that wasn't all.

RIP!

The Drunken Demon gripped the blood thread with both hands and tore it apart.

"UGH!"

The Drunken Demon let out a scream of pain, yet he did not release his grip on the blood thread. At the peak of his cry...

SNAP!

The blood thread, capable of slicing through steel with a mere touch, snapped.

As the blood thread severed, a short cry burst from the Blood King's lips this time. "UGH!"

At that moment, the Blood King had connected the Clone Blood Net to his own qi to unleash even greater power. This single move was meant to kill the Drunken Demon. The snapping blood thread, however, sent a severe shock through the blood vessels.

The Blood King gritted his teeth and endured.

Surely he wouldn't tear it again?

The completely intoxicated Drunken Demon saw nothing but his target. Forgetting the pain he had just felt, he fiercely seized the second blood thread as if grabbing a clothesline, with as much force as his painful scream.

RIP!

Again, he tore it apart.

"UGH!"

As the second blood thread snapped, an even louder scream erupted from the Blood King than before. This time, he suffered a greater shock, and his blood vessels twisted. Ultimately, the Blood King could no longer endure and abandoned activating his technique.

WHOOSH.

The blood threads all around vanished.

At that very instant, the Drunken Demon began charging furiously toward the Blood King. This was no movement arts for unleashing martial arts. The Drunken Demon charged forward like an enraged bull, scattering his frenzied intoxication.

The Blood King was one who could block incoming sword qi and enhanced sword qi without even blinking. A sudden fear, however, gripped him now. He feared the Drunken Demon, who had torn the blood threads with bare hands and was now charging.

Not now!

He had consumed the Blood Tear wine and torn the blood threads. In other words, if the Blood King were caught by that crazed state, he too could be torn apart. Such power, however, could not possibly last.

There's only one way!

Just as the Drunken Demon, charging like a bull, prepared to throw a punch...

WHOOSH!

Something unfolded from the Blood King's body like wings, engulfing the Drunken Demon as if to devour him. It was the secret technique of the Infinite Evil Blood Art, the Human Blood Armor, being unleashed.

The Drunken Demon thrashed wildly within.

"Let me go! You bastard! You're dead if I get out!"

The Drunken Demon cursed and roared like a drunken lout. Just as the thrashing inside the blood membrane seemed to quiet, however...

RIP!

The Drunken Demon tore through the blood membrane and thrust his head out.

"You bastard, you're dead!"

The Blood King, without hesitation, unleashed a palm technique toward the Drunken Demon.

WHOOSH! THWACK!

Struck by the Blood King's single palm, the Drunken Demon was sent flying, his head still protruding from the blood membrane. The blood membrane rolled across the ground. As it lay motionless, one might have thought him dead. The Drunken Demon, however, began to crawl out of the blood membrane like a slug.

Leaping into the air, the Blood King continuously unleashed his blood qi.

CRASH! BANG! CRASH!

The ground ripped open, and dust clouds billowed. He poured out his blood qi, intending to obliterate everything in that spot.

After that barrage of attacks ended, the rising dust began to settle. From within, rough breathing could be heard.

As the dust cleared, the Drunken Demon stood amidst the deeply gouged holes in the ground. Having somehow escaped the blood membrane, he had endured even the torrent of blood qi.

Despite this, a smile played on the Blood King's lips. His strategy had succeeded.

Earlier, when the blood threads were severed, the Drunken Demon's surrounding qi had been black. Now, however, it had returned to purple.

The effect of the Wine God Art's final technique, the Drunken Wine God, had vanished. This ultimate technique required immense inner arts, and thus was never unleashed unless one faced imminent death.

Gasping for breath, the Drunken Demon spotted an unbroken wine bottle among those scattered at his feet and walked toward it. Though broken glass pricked his sole, drawing blood, the Drunken Demon paid it no mind.

This was also why the Blood King dared not rush him. The Drunken Demon was still completely intoxicated, still consumed by madness.

The Drunken Demon lifted the bottle and gulped down the wine.

From the start, he had placed dozens of wine bottles in this courtyard and drank from them. While fighting the Northern Blood Sect martial artists, he had protected his wine bottles even amidst torrents of sword qi. Now, however, most were drunk or shattered, with only a few remaining.

When the Blood King first heard that the Drunken Demon had arrived with the Young Cult Leader, he had secretly dismissed him. After all, he was considered the most easily dealt with among the Eight Demon Supremes. His true strength, however, was such that one could guarantee he was no less formidable than any other Demon Supreme.

Furthermore, their martial arts compatibility was critically poor. The vile scent of blood qi, which should have suppressed any opponent, was utterly overwhelmed by the Drunken Demon's alcohol fumes.

Their temperaments were likewise incompatible. The Drunken Demon simply didn't align with him. The fear instilled by the Blood Art, which should have been potent, had no effect on this alcohol-crazed man. That must be why he acted this way.

"Want some too?"

The Drunken Demon's tongue was so slurred from intoxication. He was clearly drunk enough to collapse at any moment, yet his eyes remained transparently clear.

The Blood King shook his head. Drink? In his current state, he wanted to kill anyone who dared drink in front of him. Wine? He didn't even want to smell it.

Blood streamed from the Drunken Demon's palm. It was a wound sustained when he tore the blood threads and blood membrane earlier. Even in his drunken state, he should have felt the pain. His soles, arms, and sides were also soaked in blood.

"Why are you fighting like this?"

"Because if I don't win, the Young Cult Leader will have to fight. Because I want to finish off a persistent pest like you with my own hands."

One cannot simply understand human relationships. It's only when things explode like this that one truly knows. How much one cares for another.

How much do I care for Geom Mugeuk?

"If the Self Destruction Art is unleashed, let it be on me!"

Such was his sentiment. After all, he was also protected by the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

"Is it because of the Young Cult Leader? What exactly has the Young Cult Leader done for you?"

The Drunken Demon swayed, reeking of alcohol, and slowly began to walk closer. "You can say that again. He only ever comes to me as a last resort."

The Drunken Demon's staggering wasn't solely due to intoxication. He was utterly exhausted, and his inner arts were nearly depleted.

Watching the Drunken Demon approach, the Blood King felt, for the first time in his life, a premonition that he might lose to someone. That fear ignited fury within the Blood King.

I'll kill him. This drunken lout, I'll kill him with my own hands! I'll beat him to death with my fists. Let's see what kind of expression your Young Cult Leader makes then.

Blood qi, brimming with killing intent, erupted from the Blood King's eyes.

The battle between the two was a clash of blood and wine. Their fight resembled those stimulating, primal scents, more emotional than logical. Curses came before words.

It was a battle where the outcome of 'must kill' preceded any 'why kill.' The conflict of blood and wine seemed destined to be such a relationship.

Both men channeled their remaining inner arts into their fists. They were not the Fist Demon, yet they fought with their fists like him.

THWACK!

The Blood King's fist struck the Drunken Demon's chest. Despite the heavy impact, the Drunken Demon did not retreat.

Was he enduring the pain, or was he too drunk to feel it?

The Drunken Demon did not dodge. Instead, he swung his own fist in return.

The Drunken Demon's first punch missed. His second fist, however, directly slammed into the Blood King's face.

The Blood King reeled as his jaw twisted. Though the punch landed squarely, he remained on his feet, dodged the Drunken Demon's follow-up punch and counterattacked.

Their fists intertwined, then one struck the Drunken Demon's shoulder.

They struck well and dodged well. Though it seemed like a wild flurry of punches, they were a Demon Supreme and the Blood King. It was then, as their spirited fisticuffs continued, that they seemed to be testing who would prevail.

THUD!

The Drunken Demon staggered.

Just as the Blood King lunged, unwilling to miss the opportunity...

CRACK!

The Drunken Demon's headbutt exploded against the Blood King's face. It was truly an unexpected attack.

A headbutt? The Blood King was utterly dumbfounded and enraged.

SQUELCH!

Simultaneously, the sound of tearing flesh echoed.

The Blood King, retreating while touching his nose, saw it. The Drunken Demon had suddenly leaped back a considerable distance.

Why?

When the headbutt attack had succeeded just moments ago, it should have been his chance to press the advantage.

At that very moment, the Blood King caught the scent of unfamiliar blood. The Blood King slowly looked down at his chest. The area over his heart was thoroughly soaked in blood. He felt something hot trickle down from his chest to his abdomen.

The Blood King's eyes widened.

When?

In the very instant he was struck by the headbutt, the Drunken Demon had, with lightning speed, stabbed his heart with a dagger.

From the beginning, the Drunken Demon had aimed for only that one move. Though seemingly unconscious from drink, it was his unique state of extreme intoxication.

The Drunken Demon had charged like a bull, not toward the Blood King himself, but toward this specific outcome.

Only then did the Blood King see the dagger clutched in the Drunken Demon's hand. It had been plunged so deeply that the entire blade was stained with blood.

"Didn't I tell you before? A drunkard's fight is this messy."

The Blood King had felt nothing until the moment he saw that dagger. Then, the strength drained from his legs, and he collapsed.

He hastily pressed his acupoints to staunch the bleeding. The wound, however, was in his heart. Merely stopping the surface bleeding would not suffice.

I'm dying like this? To that drunken lout?

In this place, on this day, wine proved thicker than blood.

The Drunken Demon stood a good distance away. Despite the success of his fatal attack, or rather, because of its success, he remained cautious. He didn't know when the Self Destruction Art might be unleashed.

From afar, his eyes met the Blood King's. As he quietly gazed into those eyes, one thing instinctively became clear.

"You mean to say...?" The Drunken Demon's eyes widened with genuine disbelief. "You haven't mastered the Self Destruction Art?"

Just as one comes to know an opponent better after a fight, he had a premonition that this was the case.

And from the Blood King's expression, he knew. The Blood King truly had not mastered the Self Destruction Art. He didn't want to die by blowing himself up.

"You, no matter what, this isn't right. Even if it's not for others, you, of all people, should end in a truly spectacular and grand explosion, shouldn't you?"

Even though he had made his subordinates explode with the Self Destruction Art.

The Drunken Demon slowly walked closer. "Before we fought, I told you, didn't I? Why I didn't want the Young Cult Leader to fight you. This is why. You and I, we're too..."

The Blood King gritted his teeth and mustered his inner arts. Though he hadn't mastered the Self Destruction Art, he had one last move to kill the Drunken Demon: the Flying Butterfly Blood Poison.

Using the Flying Butterfly Blood Poison would permanently erase half of his lifespan, so he couldn't use it recklessly. However, since he was going to die anyway, he could take the bastard with him.

A little closer. Just a little more.

As the Drunken Demon approached, he suddenly took a step back and retreated.

"What reason do I have to trust someone like you?"

The Drunken Demon, when drunk, could smell death even more acutely.

He retrieved a broken stone lantern from the ground. It was the very lantern he had thrown earlier during their fight, which had split in half.

The Blood King, guessing what the Drunken Demon intended, cried out, "No! Kill me like a martial artist!"

"No. This is perfect for you!"

WHOOSH!

The stone lantern, imbued with the Drunken Demon's last remaining qi, flew toward him.

CRASH!

The stone lantern crushed his face and upper body. Blood flowed from beneath the stone lantern. Far more blood than from ordinary people gushed from the Blood King's corpse.

The Drunken Demon staggered over, leaned against the stone lantern, and drank his wine. Finally, the battle for their lives was over.

Blood flowing from the ground soaked his buttocks. The Drunken Demon silently gazed down at the flowing blood. His own face was reflected in it.

WHOOSH! CRASH!

Two figures dropped down onto the spot.

The one who slammed his opponent into the ground as if throwing him away was Geom Mugeuk.

The man who lay dead in the deeply gouged ground was the very cook who had killed the innkeeper earlier. He had come here at the Blood King's summons. He died, however, without even seeing his master's face.

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon's gazes met.

Though there was so much he wanted to say, the words that left the Drunken Demon's lips were, "You're late again."

A surge of emotion swelled in Geom Mugeuk's chest. The Drunken Demon couldn't know how much he had longed to hear those words again.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Drunken Demon and sat down beside him. The Drunken Demon silently offered the remaining wine to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk took a long drink, then handed it back to the Drunken Demon. "I actually arrived a while ago."

Beyond the broken wall, corpses lay scattered. Like the cook who had died last, they were all subordinates summoned by the Blood King.

"Quite a few showed up."

They had continued to arrive throughout the two men's fight, and Geom Mugeuk had dealt with them as soon as they appeared.

The Drunken Demon knew. If even a few of them had interfered in that tense battle, he would have died.

Geom Mugeuk gazed intently at the Drunken Demon. "You were amazing, Hyung."

An irrepressible smile spread across the Drunken Demon's lips. This was the real answer to the bastard's question that he hadn't spoken.

Why did I fight like this for the Young Cult Leader? It was to hear these very words, "You were amazing, Hyung."

The Drunken Demon lifted the wine bottle, then winced. "Ah, now that the tension's gone, it hurts so much. I'm just going to lie down. My whole body feels like it's been beaten. Oh, right, I really was beaten half to death, wasn't I? Ugh. I'm going to die trying to look cool."

Feigning exaggerated pain, he lay down. The ground was soaked in blood. He paid it no mind, however, as he settled.

"If you arrived, you should have come to save me first."

Geom Mugeuk knew well that these words were not his true feelings. The Drunken Demon had genuinely wanted to kill the Blood King himself.

While the Blood King's subordinates were indeed a factor, there was another reason Geom Mugeuk hadn't joined the fight.

It was due to his concern that another of the Twelve Zodiac Kings might intervene. During the previous fight with the Brawling King, someone had rescued him at the end. There was ample possibility of that happening again. They could even intervene directly in the battle.

Therefore, to prepare for anyone disrupting the fight, he had meticulously guarded the perimeter. Even while dealing with the Blood King's subordinates, he had constantly watched for anyone approaching.

Was that why? Or was there another reason? This time, no one appeared.

Indeed, just as their side had changed incomparably from before, the enemy's circumstances must have also shifted greatly. Those who should have been alive were dying, and they must have failed to obtain what they sought.

"Snore..."

Turning at the sound of snoring, he saw the Drunken Demon was asleep. Having completely expended his inner arts and mental energy, he was utterly exhausted.

Geom Mugeuk started to lift him from the blood-soaked ground where he slept, then stopped. The sleeping Drunken Demon's expression looked too peaceful.

He wasn't lying in a pool of blood. He looked as comfortable as when he used to jump into the lake in front of the Drunken Dream Palace after drinking.

It was the very expression he wore while lying in the lake, gazing at the night sky's stars. The blood soaking his back seemed to evoke that very moment, like lake water.

Geom Mugeuk also quietly closed his eyes. He drank the remaining wine, recalling the stars in the night sky they had watched together while lying in the lake.

"The wine tastes good."


Chapter 429: I Am Strong Against the Cold

The Ice Empress stood by the window. Her gaze fixed on the distant residences of Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon. She had received reports of a battle commencing there a long time ago, but no report of its conclusion had yet arrived.

Though she yearned to rush there immediately, the Ice Empress deliberately maintained her composure.

Below the Empress's palace, outside the window, the Northern Wind Squad, the Empress's elite direct subordinates, waited. Not only them, but various organizations and masters of the Ice Palace were also on standby at their designated locations. Normally, all of them would have gone to fight.

"Let the demon handle the monster."

Are they handling it well? They aren't being devoured by the monster, are they? What if such a thing were to happen? The Demon King, having lost his child, would come here for revenge. At that time, perhaps no one would be able to stop him.

Han Seol silently watched the Ice Empress. Though her posture, gazing out the window, remained the same, her mother was different from usual.

For one, her attire was different. She wore a martial arts uniform, suitable for movement, and on her arms were items she didn't usually wear. The Great Ice Bangles, bracelets that maximized the power of ice arts, were visible beneath her sleeves.

She was, in essence, fully prepared to rush into battle at a moment's notice.

Han Seol's gaze, which had been on the Ice Empress, shifted to Lee Ahn. Unlike her mother, who exuded urgency, Lee Ahn was the picture of peace.

She was reading a book. It was one from the bookshelf in the Empress's palace. She had asked for permission to read it, and now she sat engrossed.

This was the first time anyone had been seen reading a book here. She had always thought the books on the shelf were merely decorative.

What book is she reading?

Han Seol walked over and sat down in front of Lee Ahn, who lifted her gaze from the book and looked at Han Seol.

"There's a Demon Supreme who loves books," Lee Ahn began. "He reads all sorts of books, so there's nothing he doesn't know. He always says that to be good at martial arts, you have to read a lot of books."

"You mean martial arts books?"

"No, he says to read without discrimination."

With that, she showed the cover of the book she was currently reading. It was, quite unexpectedly, a book about house-building in the northern regions.

"That helps with martial arts?"

"Who knows? Maybe while fleeing, I'll find a place to hide in a house built this way."

Han Seol's face clearly showed her incomprehension.

"Do I seem too carefree? Even with the Young Cult Leader fighting?"

Han Seol nodded honestly again. She knew that if it were her, she wouldn't be able to focus on a book.

"If the Young Cult Leader dies, I'll just follow him in death."

Han Seol's eyes widened as she stared, and Lee Ahn chuckled.

"It's a joke, a joke. I'd have to get revenge first before following him in death."

Lee Ahn smiled at the still-silent Han Seol. "That was also a joke."

"It's not funny."

Though it was no time for jokes, Lee Ahn tried hard to put her mind at ease.

Outwardly, she appeared peaceful and carefree, but a storm raged within her heart. Her heart pounded so hard she couldn't bear it without reading, and in her mind, she kept picturing Geom Mugeuk dying at the hands of his enemy. Situations where he could be saved if she just threw herself in and helped with a single move kept playing out.

Yes, this is a side effect of being a bodyguard for too long.

Before, when Geom Mugeuk left the sect alone and returned, she had vaguely thought he would be fine. Being close to him now, however, her worries had multiplied a hundredfold.

So the Young Master has been fighting battles like this all along.

Just then, Han Seol asked, "Would you like some tea?"

"Yes. I'll prepare it."

"No, keep reading your book."

Han Seol went to brew the tea.

Feeling uncomfortable just sitting, Lee Ahn walked over to her side. As she looked for something to help with, her gaze fell upon the tea set.

On the white teacup, two birds were depicted in flight, their appearance unique.

"Why are you looking at it like that?"

"The birds engraved on this teacup, I feel like I've seen them somewhere before."

Han Seol glanced at the Ice Empress, who stood by the window, then turned back to Lee Ahn. "That can't be."

It was meant to be an original design, but Lee Ahn still tilted her head in confusion.

"I've definitely seen it."

The Ice Empress turned her head towards Lee Ahn. A strange light flickered in her eyes.

Just then, a subordinate rushed up and reported urgently, "The battle has ended."


When the three women, who had rushed there in haste, arrived at the residence where the battle had taken place, they were speechless.

The place was a sea of blood. Dozens of corpses lay scattered everywhere, and the metallic stench of blood was so strong it made them want to cover their noses.

At the center of that bloody expanse were two figures. The Drunken Demon lay sprawled in the pool of blood, while Geom Mugeuk leaned against a broken stone lantern, gazing up at the sky.

The moment she saw them, Lee Ahn's heart plummeted. She had thought the Drunken Demon, lying in the blood, was dead.

However, a snoring sound reached her ears. The robust sound seemed to say, 'I'm fine, don't worry.'

Seeing the three women, Geom Mugeuk made a shushing gesture. He didn't want to wake the sleeping Drunken Demon.

He had also experienced the same state as the Drunken Demon many times, the overwhelming urge to sleep after fighting with all his might.

At such times, one must sleep. Giving in to what the body desperately craves is the best cure. Trust the body of a master.

Upon seeing the scene firsthand, the Ice Empress truly grasped the severity of the battle. If the Demon Supreme had fought to such an extent, she could tell how strong the enemy must have been.

She examined a nearby corpse. These were the subordinates of the Blood King, slain by Geom Mugeuk's hand.

Their trained bodies alone hinted at their martial arts prowess. They were masters. Had they also mastered the Self Destruction Art, many martial artists of the Ice Palace would surely have been sacrificed.

Yet, all their vital points had been severed by a sword.

He severed all their blood vessels before they could use the Self Destruction Art.

The cause of death alone revealed the extraordinary level of Geom Mugeuk's martial arts.

The Ice Empress looked at the Drunken Demon again. Perhaps it was because he lay in the blood? She felt an even greater sense of apology towards him. If not for him, countless martial artists of the Ice Palace would have been submerged in that blood.

"Let's go back."

Lee Ahn and Han Seol turned to follow the Ice Empress.

Before Lee Ahn turned away, Geom Mugeuk first waved his hand with a bright, 'I'm fine' expression.

The storm raging in Lee Ahn's heart subsided. She, too, smiled brightly before turning away.

Liking someone wasn't difficult. The truly difficult part was striving and struggling not to lose that person, not to lose that feeling of affection.

Happiness was constantly challenged by the anxiety that it might shatter at any moment. The storm in one's heart would not cease even by the next morning.


The Drunken Demon opened his eyes, feeling a cold sensation on his cheek. What had fallen on his cheek was snow. Snow was falling from the darkening sky.

He turned his head to the side and saw Geom Mugeuk gazing up at the snowy sky.

"You're awake?"

"How long did I sleep?"

"About six hours."

"Did my mouth twist? In this cold place..." The Drunken Demon stopped speaking.

It wasn't cold. The blood-soaked ground and the surroundings were warm.

He realized that Geom Mugeuk had warmed the surroundings with his Yang energy.

He let out a scream as he tried to sit up. "Oh my! It hurts. It hurts so much."

"Want some alcohol?"

"No thanks. My head feels like it's going to split."

He had drunk so much alcohol throughout the fight that his hangover was immense.

"If I drink again..."

"Hyung!"

"Don't call me hyung, I'm your dongsaeng (little brother). Ugh, my head hurts so much it feels like it's going to explode." The Drunken Demon, clutching his head, inadvertently looked down at the ground. "Ugh! What's this blood? Is it his blood? You didn't seriously leave me lying here, did you?"

"You don't remember anything, do you?"

"Ugh, the smell of blood is awful."

"You were even lying there smiling earlier."

"Were you drunk too?"

Then he looked at the sole of his foot and was startled.

"My foot! What's wrong with my foot now?"

A broken liquor bottle was embedded in the sole of his foot. He had fought while drunk, unaware that his foot was being torn.

The Drunken Demon pulled out the broken piece of bottle embedded in his foot. "Ugh, it hurts. You could have at least pulled this out while I was drunk."

"If I were going to do that, I would have pulled out what was stuck in your shoulder first."

At that, the startled Drunken Demon looked at his own shoulder. Only then did he notice a sharp sword fragment embedded in his shoulder.

"Ugh! What's this now? When did this get stuck in me?"

"There's one in your other arm too."

"Call the Demonic Physician! Tell the Demonic Physician to come quickly! A Demon Supreme is injured!" the Drunken Demon cried out, feigning exaggerated pain.

Geom Mugeuk snorted. Would he have just left the Drunken Demon lying there for a few hours?

He had already confirmed that the external injuries hadn't reached the bone and had secretly infused him with internal energy to check his body's interior. Only after confirming there were no internal injuries did he let him sleep.

"For a martial artist, scars are a badge of honor."

"But these injuries aren't even worth boasting about!" The Drunken Demon looked down at the blood still pooling on the ground. "He looked handsome and cool on the outside, but he was a pathetic bastard on the inside. He hadn't even mastered the Self Destruction Art himself."

Geom Mugeuk was also surprised by that fact. Before his regression, he didn't know much about the Blood King. He only knew of the cruel deeds his subordinates had committed.

"If he wasn't pathetic, he wouldn't have implanted the Self Destruction Art in his subordinates in the first place."

The Drunken Demon nodded, as if in agreement. More and more snow began to fall. The two men briefly looked up at the snow descending from the darkening sky.

"Now the Brewmaster can close her eyes in peace."

The events that began with the Brewmaster not sending alcohol had led to this point. It had started with the Drunken Demon and ended with the Drunken Demon. And at the heart of that incident was the most important task Geom Mugeuk had to resolve.

Fate, intertwined with the people around them, flowed onward.

"Before we go back, let's have a drink on top of the snowy mountain."

Geom Mugeuk chuckled at the Drunken Demon's words. "Alright, dongsaeng."


The Drunken Demon washed up, ate, and then fell asleep again.

The most skilled physician from the North Sea Ice Palace came to examine him and left. He also prescribed medicine to help his body recover quickly.

While the Drunken Demon rested, Geom Mugeuk was meeting with the Ice Empress.

"You've worked hard."

"Not at all. We are truly grateful that you allowed us to handle it."

She had a rough idea, but the Ice Empress was curious about one thing.

"Did you learn his objective?"

"The battle was too urgent for me to hear it directly, but I suspect he intended to neutralize your martial arts, Empress, by using the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

Geom Mugeuk added another conjecture.

"He has been searching for the Extreme Cold Body Constitution for a long time. If his sole purpose was to harm you, Empress, he would have utilized the Self Destruction Art more aggressively. I suspect there was another reason he needed the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. Do you have any ideas?"

The moment she heard his words, the Ice Empress recalled a reason. Nevertheless, she didn't answer immediately, as it wasn't something to be carelessly revealed to outsiders. She would never have told anyone else, but Geom Mugeuk, at least, had to be an exception.

"It seems he was targeting the Ice Palace Vault."

The Ice Palace Vault was a place accessible only to those who had mastered the unique martial art passed down to the North Sea Ice Palace Empress, or those who possessed the Extreme Cold Body Constitution.

"An ordinary person could never endure the cold there."

"In that case, he was definitely targeting the Ice Palace Vault."

With the enemy's specific objective thus revealed, the Ice Empress's heart grew cold. She deeply regretted not having killed him herself. At the same time, a thought occurred to her.

What if Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon hadn't come to the North Sea? What if they didn't kill Elder Seo, didn't spirit away the man with the Extreme Cold Body Constitution? What if they hadn't uncovered the Northern Blood Sect's alliance with those villains? Could we truly have withstood their conspiracy?

A confident answer that they could have stopped it did not come easily. But if they hadn't stopped it? She and Han Seol would have met their deaths, and the North Sea Ice Palace would have been seized by them.

Therefore, nothing was too precious to hide from Geom Mugeuk.

"Is there anything you desire? I will grant you anything."

After a moment of contemplation, Geom Mugeuk said, "There is one thing."

"What is it?"

"Please allow me to choose one treasure from the Ice Palace Vault and take it."

It was an unexpected request.

"What do you wish for? Tell me, and I will give it to you. Whether it's miracle herbs or a treasured sword, just name it."

"No. I wish to enter and see for myself."

It was because of the Secret Box. He had obtained the Black Orb from the Heavenly Wind Cult and the Green Orb from the Evil Alliance. He hoped he might find something related here as well. This was an opportunity that would be difficult to obtain again if he missed it.

"Didn't I just say? You cannot enter unless you possess the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

Geom Mugeuk replied with an enigmatic smile. "I am strong against the cold."

Believing Geom Mugeuk was not one to joke about such matters, the Ice Empress cautiously asked, "Do you also possess the Extreme Cold Body Constitution?"

"No, I do not."

"Then you cannot go there. Absolutely not."

Despite her emphatic 'absolutely not,' Geom Mugeuk spoke with confidence. "Please, just trust me."

Could he perhaps possess a demonic art that blocked the cold? Even so, it wouldn't be enough to withstand that level of chill.

"I've endured my father's cold and aloof disapproval."

"This is no time for jokes. You could die if you go."

The Ice Empress was certain Geom Mugeuk could absolutely not go there. Still, it was a request from the man who had saved the Ice Palace. She was also curious about his reason for insisting on going, and she wanted to coldly break his youthful stubbornness.

"Let's go. I'll listen to your regrets and reflections when I revive you."

Geom Mugeuk followed her out, remarking, "Doesn't everyone who comes to the North Sea experience their heart freezing and stopping at least once?"


Chapter 430: Three Reasons for Giving a Gift

Geom Mugeuk followed behind the Ice Empress. He had naturally assumed the Ice Palace Vault would be located outside the Ice Palace itself.

He had imagined it hidden deep within the North Sea, or perhaps somewhere in a blizzard-swept snowy mountain, a place so cold it would freeze one's heart.

Instead, the Ice Empress led Geom Mugeuk deep inside the North Sea Ice Palace.

"This is the first time it's been revealed to an outsider."

"It is an honor, Empress."

"It is a reward for saving my palace."

After passing through a series of gates guarded by the Ice Palace's elite martial artists, they arrived at a frozen lake.

"From now on, follow exactly where I step."

Geom Mugeuk immediately understood. This seemingly ordinary lake was covered in formations. What made these formations terrifying was their unexpected nature.

He had never before encountered formations laid out on a frozen lake. While others might be distracted by the tension of the ice potentially cracking beneath them, the true danger would lie elsewhere, ready to ensnare him.

Geom Mugeuk followed closely behind the Ice Empress, stepping precisely where she did.

What would happen if one failed to find the correct path? Would the ice crack, plunging them into the frigid lake, or would they be doomed to wander this frozen surface forever?

As the Ice Empress continued walking in silence, she abruptly asked, "Is that child, Lee Ahn, a descendant of a demon?"

"No, she was entrusted to our Cult when she was very young."

The Ice Empress continued her silent trek, appearing as if she had something more to say.

"But why do you ask?"

While Lee Ahn was certainly no ordinary person, in both appearance and disposition, it seemed unlike the Ice Empress to show such interest.

"No, it just occurred to me to ask. Watch your step."

The Ice Empress once again diligently stepped carefully as she crossed the lake.

After passing through the formations, they entered a valley. It was a narrow path, barely wide enough for three or four adults to stand abreast.

WHOOSH.

A biting wind swept through from the entrance. It wasn't merely cold, it was truly frigid. This was the true path leading to the Ice Palace Vault.

"It's suddenly grown colder."

A strange smile touched the Ice Empress's lips at Geom Mugeuk's words. "The cold hasn't even begun yet."

A slight thrill ran through the Ice Empress at the thought of letting the Young Cult Leader experience the true cold. While he had indeed saved the Ice Palace, he had also insisted on going to a place inaccessible to anyone without the Extreme Cold Body Constitution. She intended to show him the North Sea's biting chill.

"Come, let us go."

This time, the Ice Empress did not lead, but walked alongside Geom Mugeuk. She needed to observe his condition as they walked. Regardless of his mastery, a single misstep could mean death.

Indeed, with every step they took, the cold intensified.

"Don't force yourself to endure too much."

"I can still bear it."

The phrase 'lungs freezing solid' truly applied. It wasn't merely a biting wind that brought the cold, it felt like approaching the very source of extreme cold.

Each step led to an even colder space, and the next step beyond that was colder still. The change was drastic.

HISS...

Though no wind blew, a strange sound echoed.

"Are you alright?"

From the halfway point onward, the Ice Empress checked Geom Mugeuk's condition with every step.

Geom Mugeuk, however, remained perfectly fine. Though he felt the cold, it neither affected his body nor caused him any pain.

The Ice Empress worried Geom Mugeuk might freeze solid where he stood, yet he walked on without issue. In fact, he strode more vigorously than she did.

HIIIIISS...

No wind blew, but the strange sound grew louder with every step.

The Ice Empress grew increasingly astonished with each passing moment. If Geom Mugeuk didn't possess the Extreme Cold Body Constitution, then he must know another demonic art capable of enduring this cold.

Could such a demonic art truly exist?

The cold intensified with every step. This was not merely the kind of cold that would instantly freeze water exposed to the air. It was a cold that defied common sense and transcended all limits.

Neither Geom Mugeuk, who had consumed the 10000 Year Snow Fruit, nor the Ice Empress, who endured with her unique inner arts, could converse. Such was the overwhelming cold of that place.

Eventually, the two reached the end of the path. There, a colossal block of ice stood.

No, it was a massive wall of ice, and no ordinary ice at that. Its frigidity defied description, as if it were the very source of all cold in the world.

In essence, they had walked toward the origin of all cold in this world.

Astonishingly, there was a door in that ice wall. It was astounding that someone had thought to carve out a space and create an entrance within it.

The Ice Empress opened the door and stepped inside. Geom Mugeuk followed her.

The moment the Ice Empress closed the door, silence descended. The strange sound that had echoed in their ears vanished completely, and simultaneously, the insane cold disappeared as if by magic.

Inside, the cold was far less severe. It felt like entering a house made of ice.

In fact, Geom Mugeuk had a premonition that the further they went toward the center, the more the cold would recede.

Though conversation was now possible, the Ice Empress stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence for a long time.

Eventually, she pressed him again, "Do you possess the Extreme Cold Body Constitution and merely deceived me?"

"As I said before, I do not possess the Extreme Cold Body Constitution."

"Then do you have a demonic art that allows you to endure the cold?"

"No. No demonic art from our Cult could withstand this cold."

The thought truly crossed her mind. Could the Young Cult Leader know a unique martial art passed down only to the Ice Palace's Empress?

"Is there not one way to endure any cold? The legend passed down in the North Sea, that is."

The Ice Empress, momentarily stunned, recalled a certain fact. "Could it be? You?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly, unwilling to leave any lingering doubt in her mind by equivocating. "Yes, I consumed the 10000 Year Snow Fruit."

Geom Mugeuk observed the Ice Empress's eyes widen to their absolute limit. The 10000 Year Snow Fruit was a miracle herb passed down through legend. It was the pinnacle of miracle herbs, granting immense resistance to cold and allowing one to comfortably absorb any energy of a frigid nature.

"Does the 10000 Year Snow Fruit truly exist?"

Even the Ice Empress had considered it a legendary miracle herb, a mystery that existed yet did not.

"I was fortunate enough to encounter it."

The Ice Empress shook her head resolutely. "The 10000 Year Snow Fruit cannot be obtained by luck alone."

If it could, that spiritual fruit wouldn't have become a legend. And the one who obtained it is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? Yet this Young Cult Leader saved the Ice Palace. Is this a coincidence? The masterminds had targeted the Ice Palace Vault, and now the Young Cult Leader, who eliminated them, is here with me? Is all of this merely chance? Or are we standing face to face like this within the inevitable flow of destiny?

"Let us enter."

They slowly walked down a corridor made of ice.

At its end lay a vast space, the Ice Palace Vault. Walls, ceiling, floor, and display cases were all crafted from ice.

This place differed from other treasuries. Astonishingly, all the treasures were encased in ice, frozen in blocks of varying sizes, as if packaged within icy bricks.

The ice was incredibly transparent. Thus, the weapons encased within the stacked ice appeared to float in mid-air.

Geom Mugeuk had never witnessed such a mystical sight.

"It's truly magnificent."

The Ice Empress smiled. "Even ordinary Yang energy wouldn't easily melt it."

Reaching this place was difficult enough, but even if one did, extracting the treasures from within the ice would be no easy feat. She wondered what Geom Mugeuk would desire from this place.

Geom Mugeuk pointed to a sword among the treasures encased in ice directly in front of them and asked, "Could that be the Frozen Heaven Divine Sword?"

"It is."

It was a legendary sword, said to double in power when wielded by someone proficient in ice arts.

"And next to it, that's the Smashing Blade."

"You truly have exceptional insight into weaponry."

Beyond these, many other divine weapons were stored, accumulated by the North Sea Ice Palace over long ages.

Despite this, the Ice Empress had a premonition.

He won't choose a sword.

Though he hadn't drawn the Black Demon Sword in front of her, she sensed that the sword Geom Mugeuk carried was superior to any here.

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk marveled at each weapon, but he did not choose any of them.

Next to them, jewels floated in mid-air. Encased within small shards of ice, the gems appeared even more mystical. Among the jewels were truly priceless ones, so magnificent that even the finest Antitoxin Bead and Night-Illuminating Pearl floating nearby seemed paltry in comparison.

Geom Mugeuk, however, passed them by. He did, of course, walk slowly, wondering if the Secret Box might react.

The two orbs the Secret Box had acquired so far had never been found among precious items. They were always discarded or hidden.

He had hoped for a twist, that perhaps one would proudly sit among these valuable jewels, but the Secret Box showed no reaction at all. How wonderful would it be if one were proudly displayed atop these treasures?

Next, they came to a section displaying miracle herbs. Truly, there was an abundance of miracle herbs that money alone couldn't easily acquire. Even the least potent among them were treasures martial artists would dream of consuming.

Geom Mugeuk passed through this area as well.

To avoid giving the impression he was searching for something specific, though, he meticulously examined various items.

"Is there nothing you desire?"

"I intend to choose something that draws my heart, but I haven't found it yet."

He had surveyed all the sections displaying weapons, miracle herbs, and various artifacts, but the Secret Box remained unresponsive.

Is there nothing in the North Sea Ice Palace for the Secret Box to absorb?

He considered that it might not be reacting because everything was encased in ice, but there was nothing he could do about that. Everything here was in ice, and he couldn't very well ask the Ice Empress to melt it all.

Just as he was about to give up, Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon a large mural painted on a distant wall. It depicted a massive white dragon ascending, visible even from afar.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward it. Upon reaching the mural, the Secret Box in his pocket reacted.

He was startled. He had never expected the Secret Box to react to a mural.

Upon closer inspection, he understood why. The mural wasn't merely a painting. A blue jade was embedded where the white dragon held its dragon's orb, and red jade formed its eyes. Furthermore, jades of various colors were embedded throughout its claws and body.

Among these various jades was a white jade. The Secret Box was reacting to it.

It's the White Orb!

Had he not come to see the mural, he would never have discovered it.

Who on earth would hide these like this, and why?

It was impossible to know now. Since fate had brought him to it, he could only hope that one day he'd understand.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "May I choose one of the jades embedded in that mural?"

Naturally, the Ice Empress was surprised. She had certainly not expected him to request a jade from the mural. "Do you wish for the dragon's orb?"

"No." Geom Mugeuk pointed to the white jade embedded in the tip of the tail. "Please give me that tail."

While white jade was precious, it was incomparable to the treasures they'd seen earlier.

"May I ask why you specifically desire that one?"

"In our Cult, they often used metaphors like 'dormant dragon' or 'ascending dragon' to describe me. However, I always wish to live as a tail. I desire that white jade so I may never forget that sentiment."

The Ice Empress still wore a bewildered expression. She swiftly launched herself, extracted the white jade from the wall, and descended. No matter how closely she examined it, it was merely a white jade.

"Are you truly satisfied with just this?"

"Yes, it is more than enough. And simply touring the Ice Palace Vault has been an invaluable experience for me."

Receiving the white jade, Geom Mugeuk carefully placed it into his pocket. Unaware of the white jade's true significance, the Ice Empress misinterpreted his intentions.

He doesn't wish to trouble me.

If that were the case, she couldn't simply send him away like this.

The Ice Empress uttered something unexpected. "I am not satisfied."

Geom Mugeuk wouldn't have come if he hadn't intended to, but having come this far and saved the Ice Palace, she couldn't possibly send him off with just a single white jade.

She went to the section with miracle herbs. Using telekinesis, she brought down a block of ice from the highest stack of miracle herbs.

"In any case, only you can consume this."

As the Ice Empress's qi was infused, the ice melted, revealing a small orb.

At first glance, it looked like ice frozen into the shape of an orb. This was the pinnacle of North Sea miracle herbs, the Glacial Ice Essence. It was the supreme miracle herb among those with cold attributes, yet it possessed such extreme energy that it was known only to be consumable by those who'd taken the 10000 Year Snow Fruit.

"May I accept such a precious item?"

"If you don't consume it, it'll remain frozen here forever."

Even now, Geom Mugeuk possessed more inner arts than anyone else in the murim, yet he still thirsted for more. The techniques of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art required a vast amount of inner qi, and he also needed to open the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to train.

For him, more inner qi meant more time, and more time meant the power to protect everyone.

"Take it quickly."

"Then I'll no longer decline and accept it with gratitude."

Geom Mugeuk immediately consumed the Glacial Ice Essence on the spot. It was an incredibly frigid energy.

Had his body not been made capable of enduring any cold by the effects of the 10000 Year Snow Fruit, he would've frozen solid and died the moment he swallowed it. No, he wouldn't even have been able to swallow it in the first place.

The immense energy of the Glacial Ice Essence surged through his meridians. It raged like a mad northern gale, but his body had already endured even such insane winds.

After carefully regulating his qi several times, the Glacial Ice Essence's energy gathered in his qi center, transforming into pure inner arts.

Until now, he'd vaguely wondered if his inner arts were the greatest in the murim, but now he was certain. He possessed the most inner qi, but just that wasn't what delighted him most.

He was delighted that he could advance the realms of the Heavenly Space Secret Art and the Nine Calamities Demonic Art even faster.

Today had been a continuous series of surprises for the Ice Empress. She hadn't expected him to dissolve the Glacial Ice Essence so quickly. Thus, her third favor was even easier to decide upon.

"Choose one more."

"This alone is more than enough."

"There are three reasons why I am giving you three gifts."

"What are those reasons?"

"First, it's in return for uncovering the truth behind the Brewmaster's death and eliminating those behind it."

Geom Mugeuk understood that much. He was the benefactor who'd saved the Ice Palace.

"Second, it's for making me look back."

Geom Mugeuk understood. It was for telling her that her daughter still stood behind her, for reconnecting her with a daughter she might've lost forever.

"Third, it's a gift given in advance."

"What do you mean?"

"You'll understand someday. What those words mean."

It was an investment for her daughter.

When Han Seol becomes the Ice Empress, Geom Mugeuk will likely be the Heavenly Demon.

The Ice Empress was making a request in advance, asking him to look after the North Sea Ice Palace and her daughter in the future. If such a request could be bought with a single treasure, it was a cheap price indeed.

Geom Mugeuk surmised her intentions. Thus, he accepted her gesture for her daughter.

"Then I shall choose one more."

He surveyed the area once more. Since this gift wasn't for himself, he chose with even greater care.

"I will choose this for the last gift," he said, pointing at a wine cup.


Chapter 431: The Moment My Busy Life Stops

It was a gorgeous yet mystical-looking cup. The pure white ceramic was decorated to look like a moon hanging over a snowy field. Gazing at it quietly made one feel as if they were standing alone in a white, snowy field under the moonlight. A crescent moon on one side served as a handle, making it possible to carry at one's waist.

However, the cup's appearance was not what made it special.

"Do you know what kind of cup that is?"

The Ice Empress truly had not expected Geom Mugeuk to choose this cup.

"I've heard rumors of a sacred cup in the North Sea Ice Palace. Isn't that it?"

"You've seen correctly."

She began to explain about the cup.

The Ice Palace Chalice.

At a glance, it looked as if it were made of pure white porcelain, but the cup was actually made of metal. This specially alloyed cup was known to be incredibly light, yet would never break or bend. What was important was the cup's effect. The cup itself had a cold nature, so one could drink cool alcohol even in the middle of summer. It was also said that drinking from this cup would enhance one's inner qi and nourish the body.

Of course, the amount of inner qi gained was not more than what could be gained from meditating for the same amount of time, so it would be foolish to ruin one's health by drinking for the purpose of enhancing inner qi. With the exception of just one person in this murim. For the Drunken Demon, who lived and breathed alcohol every moment, this cup was certainly of great significance.

Moreover, only one such cup existed in the world, and it could only be obtained here in the Ice Palace Vault. For someone who loved alcohol more than life itself and would drink for the rest of his days, this cup would be the greatest gift.

"Are you sure you want this?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he answered.

"Because the Drunken Demon will like this cup more than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

That was not why the Ice Empress had asked. There were simply too many precious items here to choose a gift for someone else. She looked at a magnificent suit of protective armor displayed in the empty air on the opposite side and spoke.

"That Ice Armor could save your life. There are also miracle herbs that can grant you more inner qi than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, though not as much as the Glacial Ice Essence you just took."

"I'm fine."

Once she saw that Geom Mugeuk had set his heart on the cup, the Ice Empress did not recommend anything else.

When she extended her hand, the block of ice containing the cup flew to her. The Ice Empress easily melted the ice using her unique inner qi. A normal expert would have had to use an incomparably greater amount of inner qi to melt this special ice with their solar energy.

Freed from the ice, the Ice Palace Chalice revealed a mystical aura. A white energy shimmered around the cup, like a snowstorm sweeping across a snowy field. Its preciousness was evident just by looking at it, making it a cup that an ordinary person could not carry around. Countless people would try to snatch it away every single day.

"Here, take it."

The Ice Empress handed the cup to Geom Mugeuk.

He carefully accepted the cup, placed it on his palm, and marveled.

"It's a truly magnificent cup."

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely delighted at the thought of giving it to the Drunken Demon.

The Ice Empress could feel it. In this moment, Geom Mugeuk was as purely joyful as a young boy.

So the rumors were all true.

When she had heard the news that Geom Mugeuk had taken control of the Eight Demon Supremes, she had been half in doubt.

The Eight Demon Supremes are who they are. How could he control all of them? They wouldn't follow him sincerely. Some must have only joined hands on the surface. The Eight Demon Supremes were not a group that a young successor could handle so easily.

But seeing him now, the 'doubt' part of her 'half in doubt' vanished. If their relationship was one where he could so joyfully give such a precious gift, then the expression 'control' seemed insufficient.

"Thank you. I'll never forget the great favor you've shown me today."

Geom Mugeuk was sincerely grateful to the Ice Empress. Even though she had told him to choose whatever he wanted, it was not an easy thing to so readily give away a cup that bore the name of a sacred chalice.

"It's a small thing compared to what you've done for this palace. Now, let's go back."

Geom Mugeuk left the Ice Palace Vault with the Ice Empress.

SHIIIIIIII.

As they opened the door and stepped out, a strange sound accompanied the forgotten, insane cold that rushed in. Leaving behind the place where even conversation was difficult, the two of them walked away quickly.

As they were retracing their steps and about to leave the valley, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"Sometimes, those of my generation gather together."

The Ice Empress knew. She was also aware that the successors and siblings of each sect had all gathered at the recent three-party talks.

"I'll invite a certain Young Lady then."

The Ice Empress stopped in her tracks.

She knew why he wanted to invite her daughter, even without him saying it. Han Seol would have to leave this North Sea and meet many people to grow further.

But could she really send her daughter, who had never once been to the Central Plains? She was already so worried just thinking about it.

When the Ice Empress looked back at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes seemed to say it all.

Don't worry, I will take good care of her and bring her back.

It was a sign of his gratitude for the precious gift she had given him. Whether she could trust him enough to send her daughter was, however, another matter entirely.


When Geom Mugeuk returned, the Drunken Demon was lying in bed.

"How are you feeling?"

"I feel like I'm going to die from the pain."

Just a little while ago, when the physician had come and gone, he had received his treatment with great dignity. He had shown the majesty of a Demon Supreme without a single change in his gaze or expression.

He had been perfectly fine then, but upon seeing Geom Mugeuk, he began to whine.

"I can't even lift my arm. It hurts too much."

The Drunken Demon showed the sole of his foot while still lying down.

"Look here. If you'd taken out the bottle shard earlier, it wouldn't hurt this much."

"You're so persistent. Anyway, I brought you a gift."

"I'm dying of pain, what good is a gift?"

Geom Mugeuk placed a small box on the table.

"You really don't want it?"

"I don't want it."

"You'll regret it."

"It's alcohol, isn't it? You bought alcohol? So obvious."

The Drunken Demon pretended to be uninterested while sneaking a glance at the box.

"It's no use regretting it later."

As Geom Mugeuk moved to take the box back, the Drunken Demon asked casually.

"What is it? Let me just have a look."

"You'll just feel bitter then."

How could he possibly not look now?

"It's fine, just show me!"

"Just look with your eyes. I have to give it back."

Geom Mugeuk slowly opened the box.

The moment he saw what was inside, the Drunken Demon's eyes went wide. It was an item he would recognize even if no one else in the world did.

"Uwaaaaah!"

The Drunken Demon roared as he rushed to the table, running without even feeling the pain in the sole of his foot.

"No way, is this? Is it really that? It is, right? It's that thing, isn't it?"

He was at a loss for words. This was the one thing he wanted most.

"Why is this here?"

The Drunken Demon's voice trembled.

"I picked it up on the way."

"Stop joking!"

"I received it as a gift from the Ice Empress."

The Drunken Demon immediately understood. The Ice Empress must have given a gift as a reward for this incident.

"You gave up your own reward to get a gift for me."

"That would've been really touching, but I got my own thing too. So don't feel burdened and take it. Oh, wait. You said you didn't want it, right?"

"What are you talking about!"

The Drunken Demon spread his arms like wings to protect the cup. The arm he claimed he couldn't even lift was now forming a perfect defensive line.

"You'd have to take my life first! It's mine! Go away!"

How could the Drunken Demon not know? That Geom Mugeuk could have taken something else instead of this cup. He had given up the value of this Ice Palace Chalice to give him a gift. A wave of emotion crashed over the Drunken Demon's heart. It was the most precious gift he had ever received, and above all, the one he had wanted the most.

Geom Mugeuk had known the Drunken Demon would like it, but he hadn't known he would like it this much.

"Here, have a drink. I washed it clean before coming."

Geom Mugeuk poured some alcohol.

TORURURUNG.

It was the moment alcohol was poured into the long-sealed Ice Palace Chalice. Was it his imagination? The white energy shimmering around the cup seemed to grow stronger.

The Drunken Demon took a deep breath, then drank. The cold alcohol flowed down his throat, GULP GULP, without pause.

"Kyaaaaah! This is delicious!"

Geom Mugeuk shouted "Kyaaah!" along with him. It looked so delicious just watching.

"Me too, one glass!"

This time, the Drunken Demon poured a full glass. As he poured, the moonlight on the cup seemed to shine even more softly.

Geom Mugeuk drank the alcohol from the Ice Palace Chalice in one go. The alcohol was truly cold and delicious. An exclamation of Kyaaah! came out all by itself.

"This is amazing!"

The taste of alcohol always depends on the mood, and there would not be many days when it tasted as good as this moment.

"Here, one more for me."

"You're on medication, stop!"

"Just one more glass!"

Geom Mugeuk poured the drink and said, "I'm not giving you this cup so you can drink more. I'm giving it to you so you'll drink less. They said the cup has an effect that protects the body. So, think of my heart in giving you this, and every time you pour a drink into this, have one glass instead of two. Drink one delicious glass instead of two. With that kind of mindset."

His concern was conveyed. He was always nagging him to eat side dishes, and now he was nagging him here too.

"Never drink too much. Got it?"

"I know. But just one last glass. I have to have three."

"Fine, I'll allow it for today!"

The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

After drinking three glasses, the Drunken Demon fastened the Ice Palace Chalice to his waist, opposite his blood flute. The two artifacts looked strangely good together. Of course, that might have been because the person wearing them was the Drunken Demon.

"Well, get some rest."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, the Drunken Demon spoke from behind him.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

His words were devoid of any playfulness, so Geom Mugeuk also replied politely.

"You accomplished a great feat this time, Drunken Demon."


Back in my room, I activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to absorb the White Orb.

SNAP!

With a flick of my fingers, I was standing in a new space. It was not the usual beach I opened, but the second space, the one with a small hot spring in a pure white snowfield.

This was the very place I had created after taking a fancy to my father's hot spring. This space, after all, suited the North Sea so perfectly.

Only three things existed here. Pure white snow, the stars in the night sky, and a warm hot spring.

First, I took out the Secret Box and the White Orb from my robes.

VWOOOOM.

Upon seeing the White Orb, the Secret Box vibrated in response.

Even though this was the third time, I couldn't help but feel nervous.

I carefully placed the White Orb on top of the Secret Box.

SWOOOOOSH.

Then, the same wondrous sight as always unfolded. The hard White Orb seeped into the Secret Box like a liquid. After absorbing the entire orb, the Secret Box vibrated greatly.

SWOOOSH!

Something with a white aura began to emerge from the Secret Box. As always, it was not smoke, nor liquid, nor light. That indescribable thing spread from my hands and arms throughout my entire body.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art, which I had completely mastered, still didn't activate. That meant it was okay. I was absorbing this energy because I trusted the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

A refreshing sensation spread throughout my body.

The moment that energy spread through me, a radiance burst forth. It was a light so intense I couldn't open my eyes.

When I opened my eyes again, the white energy had been completely absorbed. I had now absorbed three energies through the Secret Box.

Just like the previous two times, there was no change in my body. The energies didn't meet and mix. It meant they weren't yet ready to create a big change, or perhaps that I needed to absorb more.

THUD.

The Secret Box spat out the White Orb, its energy now fully absorbed. It was just an ordinary stone.

"Just who in the world made you?"

As always, the Secret Box just seemed to be smiling.

After absorbing the White Orb's energy, I threw off my clothes and soaked my body in the steaming hot spring.

"Ah, this is nice!"

A cool breeze blew from above, while it was warm below. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the hot spring. This time alone is a precious moment for me.

After regressing, my life has been flowing by, packed full day after day. A continuous series of packed days. However, this moment alone in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique is when my busily running life slows down.

The slower the speed, the further I got from my life. I like this distance. Naked now, I have also cast off all responsibility.

"The murim is going to be destroyed? My Demonic Path is going to collapse? What do you want me to do about it! Don't disturb my rest!"

This irresponsibility slowed my life even more. The speed decreased and decreased until it finally stopped completely. The moment my busy life comes to a complete stop, I finally become free.

At the same time, I meet another version of myself.

The me from before the regression, who had become loneliness itself after it piled up and up. The me who ran for a single purpose, without rest, without ever properly comforting himself.

We stood facing each other across the large, black hole in my heart.

Is the me on the other side lonelier? Or is the me who smiles among countless people lonelier?

I couldn't easily find an answer.

Still, I wanted to say this.

[It's all thanks to you that I was able to come this far.]

I had said all sorts of kind things to the people around me, but this was the first comfort and thanks I had ever offered to myself.

[Thank you, really.]

I looked at the lonely me on the other side with a soft gaze. I don't wish for him to disappear. The me on the other side was, after all, still me.

[Just don't fall into this pit.]

At my words, the me on the other side sent a look that said it all. You be careful yourself. The one who always falls into the pit is the one trying to be perfect, the one who is smiling.

The next moment, the black hole between us turned back into the hot spring, and I was soaking my body in it. I looked up at the twinkling stars for a long time before getting out.

It was time to go back to reality.

"The murim can't be destroyed. My Demonic Path can't collapse. What else can I do? I have to go out and protect it."

SNAP!


Chapter 432: The Gates of the Ice Palace Are Open to You

The snow-covered courtyard was clean and peaceful. Snow on the trees looked like white blossoms, and icicles hanging from the eaves shone clear and transparent.

Stepping into this pure white space, Lee Ahn began to perform the Soaring Sky Sword Art on the untouched snow.

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon had returned safely.

Now, I just have to worry about my own life.

A good personality and a pretty face are often more of a hindrance than a help for survival in the murim if one's skills don't measure up.

She no longer trained for Geom Mugeuk with the mindset of a bodyguard. She trained for herself, believing this effort would ultimately be for his sake as well.

She moved back and forth across the snow, swinging her sword. The sight of the incomparably beautiful woman performing the Soaring Sky Sword Art on the pure white snow was like a painting.

After performing a round of the techniques, she looked down at the footprints left on the ground. She had never practiced on untouched snow before, so this was the first time she had seen her footprints so vividly.

"This is the First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike. And this is the Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike..."

Then, her gaze suddenly fixed on one spot.

"As I thought! This part is spread open again. What on earth is the problem? Please, someone tell me!"

Looking up at the sky, she was startled. Geom Mugeuk was floating above her head, though she hadn't noticed when he arrived.

"Young Cult Leader, what are you doing up there?"

"What do you think? I was looking to see where the problem was."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been looking down at her footprints from mid-air, descended.

She hadn't received Geom Mugeuk's instruction recently, so not wanting to miss this opportunity, she spoke quickly.

"When I perform the eighth form, the Sanzu River Strike, my back foot keeps splaying out to the right. I've been training constantly to fix it, but it just won't correct itself."

"Why won't it be corrected? Especially when you're aware of the problem?"

"It must be because my ability to interpret martial arts is lacking."

"Aren't you overestimating the Soaring Sky Sword Art?"

Lee Ahn turned to look at Geom Mugeuk.

He nodded with a serious expression, as if to say he wasn't joking.

Lee Ahn looked at the footprints again.

The Young Cult Leader's words mean that I might not be the one who's wrong, right? If that's the case, then what?

Staring down at the footprints, Lee Ahn became lost in thought.

How much time had passed?

"Could it have been something like this?"

Lifting her head, Lee Ahn flinched in surprise. The surroundings had grown dark without her realizing it.

Geom Mugeuk was watching her from the same spot he had been in before.

"Young Cult Leader? What just happened?"

"You fell into a state of selflessness."

She was even more surprised at the words 'state of selflessness'.

"But it felt like only a moment had passed?"

"That's what a state of selflessness is."

"And it wasn't even a problem profound enough to fall into a trance over."

"Then what kind of problem is profound?"

"I wouldn't know."

"It was a point worth contemplating deeply."

Then Lee Ahn asked in surprise.

"No way. You've been standing there this whole time?"

"I couldn't risk breaking you out of your trance."

Geom Mugeuk knew how important this moment was for her. After all, the vast majority of martial artists never experience it even once.

"You stood there until your legs hurt, all because of me."

"Considering the time you spent standing guard at my door, this is nothing."

"That was just my job."

She was grateful that Geom Mugeuk would say such a thing. Had she ever expected any reward for her work as his bodyguard?

Nevertheless, a single phrase like this made all her past hardships feel worthwhile.

Geom Mugeuk was someone who always practiced what he preached about expressing what needed to be said.

"So? What conclusion did you reach?"

"I think it's fine for it to be turned to the right. It's a stance that doesn't hinder me even if I'm attacked, and there's no problem linking it with other techniques. No matter how much I thought about it, there was no reason to keep it straight."

"Then why didn't you think of this until now?"

"Because there's no way the Soaring Sky Sword Art could be flawed."

In her mind, the Soaring Sky Sword Art was a perfect martial art. It was the art that the heirs of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult learned before mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Instead of answering with words, Geom Mugeuk showed her directly.

He began to perform the Soaring Sky Sword Art in the same spot where she had performed her techniques. His footprints began to appear in similar places.

Lee Ahn watched with wide eyes, not wanting to miss a single movement of Geom Mugeuk's Soaring Sky Sword Art.

It was the same technique, yet different. It was different yet the same, and the same yet different.

As they say, you see as much as you know. Watching it now felt completely different from when she had seen him demonstrate it before. It would probably look different again once she achieved complete mastery.

The footprints left behind.

What she focused on was the footprint she had been agonizing over earlier.

"Huh? Your foot is splayed to the right too, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"It means the answer you found was correct."

Lee Ahn was happy, but at the same time, she found it unexpected. But then why did the technique's description say the foot had to be in a straight line?

Geom Mugeuk resolved her question.

"I don't know if the creator of the martial art intended it or if it happened by chance, but this part acts as the biggest wall on the path to complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art. It's also the point where the tightly structured techniques first begin to find freedom."

His words meant that she had taken another step closer to the complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

She had worked hard and received much guidance from Geom Mugeuk, but she also possessed a natural talent for martial arts.

"Thank you so much, Young Cult Leader."

How could she have found the answer without Geom Mugeuk? If he hadn't told her to trust herself and not the sword art, she would never have experienced that state of selflessness.

"Now, let's slowly head back to our Cult."

"Young Cult Leader. I think I'll stay and continue the mission I was assigned instead of returning."

The original purpose of her leaving the cult was to recruit Seo Jin, the Ghostly Sage's younger sister, as the Ghost Shadow Squad Division Leader. But a woman's plea to save her husband had brought her all the way here to the North Sea.

"Should I go with you?"

Lee Ahn shook her head.

"I want to accomplish this on my own."

Her journey in the murim had brought her all the way to the North Sea after accepting a cup of water.

Regardless of whether she succeeded in bringing Seo Jin back, she had a premonition that she would return greatly grown after completing this mission. It would be even better if she could achieve complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art as well.

"Be careful when you accept a drink of water."

Lee Ahn beamed at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

Just then, a martial artist from the Ice Palace came and relayed a message from the Ice Empress.

"The Empress requests an audience with you both."

Geom Mugeuk could sense it. The Ice Empress had summoned them because of Lee Ahn.


The Ice Empress was waiting alone in the Empress's chamber.

After they exchanged greetings, the Ice Empress asked about what she was curious about.

"Was the Drunken Demon satisfied?"

She was curious about the Drunken Demon's reaction to receiving the Ice Palace Chalice.

Geom Mugeuk wanted to vividly convey how happy and excited the Drunken Demon was, but he considered the Drunken Demon's dignity.

"He was very pleased."

"That's a relief. Here, have a seat."

As Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn sat down, the Ice Empress served them tea.

Lee Ahn looked at the pattern on the teacup again.

"You said before that you thought you'd seen that pattern somewhere, didn't you?"

"Seeing it again, I'm sure of it. I've definitely seen it sometime before."

Geom Mugeuk saw it was a picture of two birds in flight, and it had a very unique feel.

The Ice Empress silently gazed at Lee Ahn. From the moment she first saw her, her eyes had been drawn to her for some reason.

Staring quietly at Lee Ahn, the Ice Empress made an unexpected request.

"May I check your pulse just once? I'll tell you the reason after I've checked it."

Lee Ahn was flustered by the unforeseen proposal. For a martial artist, offering one's pulse was the same as offering one's life, so they would never let someone check it unless they were injured or in a special situation. Of course, she didn't think the Ice Empress would harm her, but her hesitation was natural.

She glanced furtively at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk said nothing.

If he had judged it to be a situation where he needed to intervene, he would have. With this thought, Lee Ahn readily agreed.

"Yes, I understand."

As Lee Ahn obediently extended her arm, the Ice Empress took her pulse.

After examining her blood meridians for a moment, the Ice Empress's eyes widened. The emotion that flashed across her face was a passion she had held in her heart for a very long time.

Both Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn sensed her unusual emotion.

After calming her emotions by sipping her tea for a moment, the Ice Empress spoke calmly, her gaze still fixed on Lee Ahn.

"The pattern on this teacup was drawn by my Unnie, who left the Ice Palace long ago."

Lee Ahn still couldn't guess the identity of this unfamiliar passion the Ice Empress was revealing.

"Could it be that I saw the pattern your Unnie drew sometime?"

"Perhaps. One thing is certain, this pattern is unique in the world. No one else would draw such a pattern on a teacup."

The Ice Empress's voice was trembling. She, who had remained composed even when the Ice Palace was in danger, was now trembling.

"Before Elder Seo died, he mentioned my Unnie. At that moment, I felt it. That man had killed my Unnie."

At the time, Elder Seo had been completely loyal to her. He had displayed a twisted loyalty to prevent her Unnie from threatening her position as Empress.

"Before he died, Elder Seo told me. That my Unnie had a daughter. He said it ambiguously to torment me, but it was clear he meant she had a daughter."

Only now could Lee Ahn understand. Why she had checked her pulse, and why she was telling this story.

Lee Ahn's heart began to pound like crazy. She had never dreamed she would be having such a conversation in the Empress's chamber of the Ice Palace.

The decisive words flowed from the Ice Empress's lips.

"The women of our family are born with special blood meridians that are well-suited for learning ice arts."

From her trembling voice, the result was already clear.

"You are my niece."

Was she dazed from the shock? Despite the secret of her birth being revealed, Lee Ahn was composed.

She didn't know how to react or what to say.

She had lived her whole life thinking she had been abandoned by her parents as a child. But now, her mother was the Ice Empress's Unnie?

She looked at Geom Mugeuk. She truly wanted to ask him.

Young Cult Leader, they say I'm a blood relative of the Ice Empress. How am I supposed to react to this?

As if reading her mind, Geom Mugeuk asked.

"How do you feel?"

"I just..."

She was about to say she felt bewildered when a wave of emotion suddenly surged through her. The image of her mother, the Demonic Physician, who had lost her life to a villain, suddenly came to mind. All this time, she had thought her parents had abandoned her. She had resented them so much for it.

"I..."

Her throat choked with tears, and Lee Ahn couldn't continue.

Both Geom Mugeuk and the Ice Empress waited for her.

Only after a long while did Lee Ahn compose herself. She took a deep breath and then revealed her feelings.

"Even so, nothing will change."

She delivered the conclusion she had reached in a calm tone.

"In the future, I will continue to be the Fist Demon's daughter, the Young Cult Leader's former bodyguard, and a member of the Ghost Shadow Squad. I'm satisfied with my life. I don't want to change it."

It was an apologetic thing to say to the Ice Empress, who was her aunt, but this was her honest feeling. She felt she had to say this first, and no other words came to mind.

As if she had expected this reaction, the Ice Empress was also composed.

"Alright, do as you wish."

She felt sorry for Lee Ahn. Her Unnie's tragedy was, in the end, her fault.

Was it a twist of fate? Lee Ahn, who had become a victim of a succession battle, now trusted and followed the one person who had ended a succession battle without bloodshed.

"Thank you for growing up so well."

The Ice Empress was so proud of Lee Ahn. She was truly grateful that she had grown up so admirably.

"I heard the story that you came here to save the husband of a woman from whom you accepted a cup of water. I wouldn't have come, but my Unnie would have. You're just like your mother."

Perhaps an unavoidable fate had led her all the way here to the North Sea.

A fate imbued with her Unnie's earnest wish.

"From now on, the gates of the Ice Palace are open to you. Come whenever you wish."

"Thank you."

The Ice Empress wanted to hug Lee Ahn once. But she couldn't bring herself to ask for a hug.

Feeling flustered, awkward, and with a complicated heart, Lee Ahn was the first to offer a polite farewell.

"Then I will take my leave first."

"Alright, go and get some rest."

The words 'aunt' and 'niece' still did not come easily.

When Lee Ahn left the Empress's chamber, only Geom Mugeuk and the Ice Empress remained.

"She will need more time."

"I suppose so."

The Ice Empress was overjoyed at the thought of having found her Unnie's daughter. However, Geom Mugeuk put a brake on her soaring spirits.

"I think it would be best not to announce this fact officially."

"Why is that?"

"Didn't your Unnie leave because she hated the succession struggle? If it's revealed that Lee Ahn is your blood relative, someone like Elder Seo might appear one day, scheming to use that fact. In the end, your niece could end up sharing the same fate."

"!"

She hadn't thought of that. The desire to quickly reveal to everyone that she had found her Unnie's flesh and blood had been foremost in her mind.

The more I interact with him, the more amazing he is.

Since they had met, Geom Mugeuk had truly been flawless.

"We will be leaving at dawn tomorrow."

"Already?"

A sense of regret washed over her. To feel sad that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was leaving? Before Geom Mugeuk arrived, she would have thought it an absurd emotion.

But he had come, helped her restore her relationship with her daughter, found her niece, and saved the Ice Palace from crisis. Yes, with all that, it was perfectly fine to feel a little sad.

"Then, please take care of yourself until we meet again."

"May you achieve your great work."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, the Ice Empress spoke from behind him.

"When there is a gathering of prodigies, please invite Seol as well."

She was showing her intention to send her daughter to the Central Plains. Yes, if Geom Mugeuk was waiting in the Central Plains, she could trust him and send her.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and left her with an enigmatic joke.

"Of course. I'll have to invite her, if only because I'm curious about our Princess's dancing skills."


Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk stood side by side with the Drunken Demon on the peak of the snowy mountain.

"I was able to do it because you came with me."

It was the honest truth. If he had come alone, he wouldn't have been able to handle this grand conspiracy. He had killed the Blood King, but considering the process leading up to it, it wasn't an enemy he could have handled alone.

"If I were alone, I wouldn't have gotten this cup, and when I return from my excursions, I'd always be the last one you visit."

He was subtly pressuring Geom Mugeuk to visit him first from now on, but it didn't work.

"I'm still going to visit you last, Hyung."

"Why on earth?"

"Because it's comfortable."

"You mean because I'm easy!"

"I meet everyone else first so I can relax and have a drink with you at the end."

"A likely excuse."

Even if he didn't come at all, let alone last, how could he possibly feel upset with Geom Mugeuk?

Not only had he grown closer to Geom Mugeuk on this journey, but he also felt he had come to understand a little better what kind of person he was.

The two of them silently enjoyed the magnificent snowy landscape that could only be seen from the mountain's peak.

Before descending the mountain, the two shared a drink of alcohol.

They poured the last cup into the air from the top of the snowy mountain.

"Brewmaster, we drank our fill! We're heading out!"


Chapter 433: Called a Heart, And Treated Like a Heart

The next morning at dawn, the carriage carrying Geom Mugeuk and his party departed from the Ice Palace. Lee Ahn had decided to resume her suspended mission instead of returning to the Cult, so she chose to travel with them until they were out of the North Sea.

A person was waiting as the carriage left the entrance of the Ice Palace.

It was Princess Han Seol.

"I came out because I wanted to say goodbye."

Geom Mugeuk and the Drunken Demon gave a light nod from the carriage. Lee Ahn got out as their representative, since the two of them had things to talk about.

"I heard from my mother," Han Seol said.

She referred to her as 'mother', not 'Empress'. This was partly because she had recently grown closer to the Ice Empress, but also because the topic of their conversation was a family matter.

Lee Ahn quietly gazed at Han Seol. They were now cousins.

"You were surprised, weren't you? I was surprised too when I heard from the Empress yesterday."

"You're my Unnie, so please speak comfortably."

It was the first time in her life that Han Seol had ever called someone Unnie. In the past, those words would not have come out so easily.

Her relationship with her mother had changed recently, bringing about an inexplicable change in her heart. That was probably why this situation didn't feel so uncomfortable.

"I thought I was the younger sister."

Lee Ahn remained silent.

"I'm joking," Han Seol said.

"It's still not funny."

Han Seol was the one who had previously told Lee Ahn her joke wasn't funny. Today, however, a smile played on her lips contrary to her words.

"And this."

Han Seol held out a small box.

"My mother asked me to give this to you. She said to open it later."

The box was sealed tightly, preventing it from being opened right away. Lee Ahn didn't know what was inside, but she still had to express her gratitude.

"Please tell my aunt I said thank you."

Just as it was Han Seol's first time saying 'Unnie', it was also Lee Ahn's first time saying 'aunt'. It felt very awkward, but she showed her respect. She remembered how happy the Ice Empress had been to learn she had a niece.

"Well then, travel safely."

As she was about to turn away, Lee Ahn looked back at Han Seol.

"Seol, take care."

When Han Seol showed a surprised expression, Lee Ahn quickly added, "Is it too soon?"

"No. An Unnie is an Unnie."

Lee Ahn had a personality that knew how to be bold at times like this.

"Next time you come to the Central Plains, I'll show you around."

Han Seol nodded. It was an awkward and unfamiliar feeling. However, this feeling wasn't so bad either.

Lee Ahn climbed back into the carriage.

Geom Mugeuk leaned his head out the window and bid farewell to Han Seol.

"I'll invite you when all the prodigies gather. Let's meet then."

Han Seol did not yet know that this gathering was a special occasion where the status of the North Sea Ice Palace Princess would not be special at all.

And so, the carriage carrying Geom Mugeuk, the Drunken Demon, and Lee Ahn left that place.

Han Seol stood in place and watched the departing carriage. The three of them had truly come like the wind and left like the wind.

The Ice Empress approached her side. She had been watching from a distance before revealing herself.

"Mother, have you ever been to the Central Plains?"

The Ice Empress flinched in surprise at the word 'mother'. When was the last time her daughter had called her that? Since Han Seol was still gazing at the distant, disappearing carriage, it was impossible to know if she had said it intentionally or inadvertently.

"A few times."

"What kind of place is the Central Plains?"

Han Seol only knew of the Central Plains through people's stories and books. She wanted to hear what her mother thought of it.

The carriage moved further away, but it was the moment curiosity about the Central Plains first sprouted in her heart.

The Ice Empress walked slowly and caressed a snow-covered tree. The snow on its branches scattered and fell.

"In my youth, the Central Plains was this kind of place to me. A place I wanted to return from when I was there, and a place I wanted to go back to once I returned."

And as the years passed, that feeling gradually faded, and now her longing for the Central Plains was not as great as it was in her youth.

She liked the North Sea.

Neither the scattering spring flowers, nor the scorching heat of summer days, nor the beautifully embroidered autumn leaves could surpass the beauty of this snowy landscape.

However, this was her life, after all.

The Ice Empress's gentle gaze, now clearly different from before, turned to her daughter.

"Your Central Plains will be different, I'm sure."


The carriage sped southward.

Because it was a carriage provided by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult North Sea Branch, the martial artist in the driver's seat was extremely tense.

He couldn't believe he was driving the carriage carrying the Young Cult Leader and the Drunken Demon. They were even traveling without a single bodyguard.

He thought that maybe this was how they could avoid an attack. No one would believe the Young Cult Leader was riding in this carriage.

In contrast to the driver's anxiety, the inside of the carriage was peaceful.

The Drunken Demon, who had not yet fully recovered from his injuries, had taken over one side and was lying down. Of course, he didn't forget to exaggerate his pain.

"What's the rush, dragging your dying hyung along like this?"

"The job's done, so we have to go. I want to see my father, and the Demon Supremes. I want to see you, Hyung, and Daeryong and General Jang too."

"And I'm just..."

He was about to say he'd be left out again, but he stopped himself. With Lee Ahn riding with them, he couldn't bring himself to make such a joke.

Of course, he probably could have. Lee Ahn had been staring blankly out the window for a while now.

The Drunken Demon gestured with his eyes for Geom Mugeuk to take care of Lee Ahn, then closed his eyes and tried to sleep.

Geom Mugeuk looked out the same window Lee Ahn was watching.

Sensing that Geom Mugeuk was paying attention to her, Lee Ahn brought up what she had been wanting to say.

"Actually, I couldn't sleep a wink last night."

Geom Mugeuk figured as much.

"The Empress probably couldn't either."

At that, Lee Ahn turned toward Geom Mugeuk and asked with a worried expression, "Should I have visited her at dawn to say goodbye separately?"

She had debated it several times but couldn't bring herself to do it in the end.

"The Empress was watching us from a distance earlier."

"Really?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

He knew well the feeling of watching from afar, not wanting to be a burden.

Hearing that the Ice Empress had been watching her made Lee Ahn feel even more apologetic. Her gaze fell upon the box the Ice Empress had given her.

"Open it."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Lee Ahn carefully broke the seal and opened the box.

Inside was another, smaller box. She could see a booklet underneath, but she opened the small box first.

As she opened it, a unique fragrance spread throughout the carriage.

The scent was so strong that the Drunken Demon, who had been trying to sleep, shot his eyes open.

Inside the box was a pure white fruit. Spiritual energy emanated from it, making it clear at a glance that it was no ordinary item.

"What is this?"

Geom Mugeuk recognized it at once.

"It's a fruit of the Snow Ice Grass."

Geom Mugeuk had once joked to Seo Daeryong that if he went to the North Sea, he'd find a snowman growing the Snow Ice Grass. And now, here it was.

"Is it valuable?"

Earlier, when the Ice Empress had asked if she would really choose the cup when there were miracle herbs better than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, she had been referring to this very Snow Ice Grass.

Geom Mugeuk immediately called out to the driver.

"Stop the carriage for a moment."

The carriage came to a halt.

Geom Mugeuk took the box containing the Snow Ice Grass fruit and had Lee Ahn get out as well. He had her sit beside the carriage, then held out the fruit.

"You want me to take it here?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Receiving miracle herbs as a gift while I'm with you, that must be your good fortune."

When consuming miracle herbs, one needs a trustworthy person to watch over them. One could suffer severe internal injuries or fall into qi deviation if they couldn't handle the herb's effects, even aside from being unable to defend against external attacks.

Considering such dangers, where could she find someone as reliable as Geom Mugeuk?

"Is it okay for me to eat something this precious? You should have it instead, Young Cult Leader."

"Are you trying to start a war between our Cult and the Ice Palace?"

Lee Ahn smiled faintly at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

Once her life began to change, it changed dizzyingly. It felt like being swept away by the fierce waves of fate, regardless of her own will. Nevertheless, the reason she could remain brave and steadfast was likely because whenever she turned her head, there was always someone watching over her.

"Then I will gratefully accept it."

Lee Ahn carefully consumed the Snow Ice Grass fruit.

The fruit melted instantly in her mouth and spread throughout her body.

In that moment, a tremor ran through Lee Ahn's body. The energy spreading through her blood vessels was cold. It was so cold she wondered if it was even possible to be this cold.

However, the coldness was brief. Like a person with a fever from a cold, her body became as hot as fire.

Alternating between cold and heat, the energy of the Snow Ice Grass fruit churned violently inside her body.

Lee Ahn was flustered by this intense energy. She had mentally prepared herself, but she hadn't known it would be this powerful.

Can I absorb this?

She circulated her true qi, trying somehow to make the energy her own. Her efforts managed to somewhat tame the rampaging energy, but it began to scatter and leak out.

No!

However, with her current inner qi and skill, Lee Ahn lacked the ability to absorb the herb's full effect.

It was at that moment.

Geom Mugeuk's hand touched her back. A stream of qi entered her body through his palm. His qi helped her, drawing the scattering energy back into her blood vessels. It was only a single stream of energy, but it was more help than an army of thousands.

Even though Geom Mugeuk helped, he didn't help from the very beginning. He let her fully experience the process of absorbing the miracle herbs before helping at the last moment. This was the good fortune Geom Mugeuk had spoken of earlier.

Lee Ahn also struggled until the very end. She repeatedly controlled her true qi, absorbing the energy of the miracle herbs.

In the end, the energy of the Snow Ice Grass fruit became a vast amount of inner qi and gathered in Lee Ahn's qi center. The feeling of her qi center filling to the brim was an unforgettable pleasure. Because it was a miracle herb particularly well-suited to her constitution, the inner qi was even purer.

As a result, Lee Ahn's eyes became even clearer and more intense.

"The energy I feel in my qi center is completely different. Young Cult Leader, have you been living in such a wonderful world all this time?"

Just then, the Drunken Demon poked his head out of the carriage window.

"Do you really think your Young Cult Leader's world is limited to just that?"

"You're right, aren't you? If I'm a puddle, the Young Cult Leader must be the ocean, right?"

At her words, which implied their difference in inner qi was that vast, Geom Mugeuk waved his hands dismissively.

"The difference isn't that big."

She thought he was being humble, but then he added, "Maybe a stream and the ocean?"

The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

Lee Ahn bowed her head respectfully.

"Thank you for turning me into a stream."

"Save those thanks for when you see the Empress later."

He said that, but Lee Ahn knew. She knew how much his help had meant in absorbing the Snow Ice Grass. Without him, she would have lost a third of its energy.

The two of them climbed back into the carriage.

When she took out the small box that had held the fruit, she found a letter and a secret manual underneath.

The Frozen Ice Divine Art.

It wasn't the Empress's unique martial art, but it was her family specialty, one of the most renowned martial arts among the ice arts. The relationship was similar to that between Geom Mugeuk's Soaring Sky Sword Art and the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"She said the manual is a copy, so I should memorize it and then burn it."

Nothing else was written in the letter. The Empress had written nothing at all, likely worried that Lee Ahn would feel burdened.

"Is it okay for me to receive all of this? Just because we're related by blood?"

Geom Mugeuk gave a ready answer.

"You can tell just by this gift how much the Empress missed your mother. I think accepting it happily is the best way to honor both of them."

Lee Ahn said no more and began to memorize the secret manual.

Watching her, the Drunken Demon sent a voice transmission to Geom Mugeuk.

[When you call someone your heart and treat them like your heart, they really become your heart.]

This was the Drunken Demon's impression of Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn.

[If you can feel that, then it means it's time for you to take care of your own heart, Hyung.]

He was referring to Yeo Bin, who liked the Drunken Demon, but the Drunken Demon deliberately changed the subject.

[When I get back, I'll have to check on my liquor. Let's see if any of it has gone bad!]

Geom Mugeuk smiled and called out loudly to the driver.

"Let's get moving again!"


Of course, no matter how much stronger the heart had become, it was still a baby's heart left by the water's edge.

When they reached the point where they had to part ways with Lee Ahn, Geom Mugeuk said to the Drunken Demon, "Keep going straight. I'm just going to see Lee Ahn off and I'll be right back."

Lee Ahn insisted there was no need, but Geom Mugeuk sent the carriage on ahead.

"Get on my back."

"Why?"

"Hurry."

Without explaining, Geom Mugeuk lifted Lee Ahn onto his back.

And then he started running. The Swift Step truly cut through the air as fast as light.

The fact that it was comfortable being carried on his back even as he ran so fast was a testament to his skill. Geom Mugeuk's true level was not in his speed, but in that comfort.

But where is he going?

Lee Ahn was puzzled the entire time she was on his back.

Only after running for nearly a full shichen without rest did Geom Mugeuk stop.

"Where are we?"

"I don't know either."

Lee Ahn gave him a look as if to ask what kind of joke this was, but Geom Mugeuk had truly just run wherever his feet took him. The reason was something she had never expected.

"Just in case there was someone watching us."

Lee Ahn asked in surprise, "Was there someone watching?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. He hadn't sensed any observers nearby, but there was always a one-in-a-million chance that a master of stealth was watching. If so, that person could target and pursue Lee Ahn.

However, by running for a full shichen with the Swift Step like this, no observer would be able to track her movements.

"Aren't you being a little too cautious?"

"I'm just preparing for that one-in-a-million chance. For an irreversible event, the excuse of letting your guard down just once won't work."

Lee Ahn was always moved by and grateful to Geom Mugeuk, but never as much as right now. Suppressing her deep emotion, she asked playfully, "If you worry about me this much, how did you ever send me away before?"

The situation was different now. This was right after he had killed the Blood King.

"If a problem still arises after trying this hard, then there's nothing to be done about it."

She could tell he meant that after doing one's best, one shouldn't have regrets about the outcome.

Lee Ahn engraved Geom Mugeuk's teaching in her heart. In the future, she too would live this way.

"This tiny little stream will return as a river."


Chapter 434: The Cult Leader Awakens from His Slumber

After returning to the Cult, I headed to the Cult Leader's hall with the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon was slightly nervous at the thought of meeting my father.

Once, he had thrown a drunken tantrum in front of my father, begging him not to hate him so much. Although the misunderstanding was cleared up then, it didn't seem to have made him any more comfortable around my father.

"You can't leave before me! I'm going to greet him first and then leave."

He wanted to avoid a situation where he would be left alone to face my father.

"I wonder where that mysterious and fearsome Drunken Demon from the mist has gone?"

"He's probably drunk and sleeping under a carriage somewhere."

Still, he had even brought a gift for my father. Before leaving the North Sea, he had stopped by a famous brewery to buy liquor for him.

When I really looked at him, the Drunken Demon was someone who greatly wanted to make a good impression on my father.

And so, I entered the Cult Leader's hall with the Drunken Demon.

Father was sitting on the grand chair, as always. Whenever I entered this place, I was moved by the sight of my father, unchangingly protecting that seat.

"Father! Your son has returned!"

At the same time, I also feel fear.

What if that grand chair were empty? What if I had to be the one to protect it? Could I truly inspire the same unwavering faith as my father?

It's not that I'm afraid because I lack the confidence to inspire that faith. I'm afraid because I know I can.

My past life confirmed that I, too, am a person who can silently protect that seat just like my father. That's why I want to live a bright and free life this time.

"I've returned after finishing my work in the North Sea!" I greeted my father in a loud voice.

Beside me, the Drunken Demon bowed respectfully.

"I have returned, Cult Leader."

Father, looking down at the Drunken Demon, immediately noticed his condition.

"Are you injured?"

"I was hurt a little, but I'm fine now."

The Drunken Demon was already getting excited that my father had asked about his condition. I could feel the heat radiating from his face, even though he hadn't had a drink.

"I've heard about the matter in the North Sea from the Strategist."

I seized the opportunity and stepped forward.

"The Drunken Demon single-handedly took care of the leader of the shadowy force that was trying to swallow the Ice Palace."

I had made up my mind to properly boast about the Drunken Demon in front of my father today.

"Of course."

At those words, the Drunken Demon looked up at my father with a surprised expression.

Father looked at me, not the Drunken Demon, and said, "He's not the type of person to go somewhere and return defeated, is he?"

I could tell. Father already knew how strong the Drunken Demon was.

I didn't even have to look to the side to feel the Drunken Demon's overwhelming emotion. This was probably the first time he had been acknowledged like this by my father, especially in front of someone else.

"Thanks to him, I was safe. It was my first time seeing the Drunken Demon fight, and it was truly amazing. And more than anything,"

My gaze shifted from my father to the Drunken Demon. He also looked tense, wondering what I was about to say.

"He was cool. The Drunken Demon, avenging his friend."

I was saying it to praise him in front of my father, but it was also my sincere feeling.

I recounted the events in the North Sea in detail. Of course, my father had already received a report on the process and results through the All-Knowing Hall, but he naturally wouldn't know about the minor incidents that happened in between.

This was something I always did after returning from a mission outside the Cult. I felt that my bond with my father grew stronger when I reported what happened, as if I were just chatting away.

Today, I focused my story mainly on the Drunken Demon's exploits. I told it in such an entertaining way that he probably wasn't bored. I made it sound even more vivid than reality.

"...And so, as a token of her gratitude to the Drunken Demon, the Ice Empress bestowed upon him the Ice Palace Chalice."

Even if I hadn't mentioned it, my father would have already recognized the Ice Palace Chalice. A white energy shimmered around the cup like a halo, making it impossible to miss.

It would have been fine to just let it pass that he received it as a token of gratitude, but the Drunken Demon didn't let it go.

"The Young Cult Leader gave up his own gift to accept the Ice Palace Chalice on my behalf."

He could have looked at me with an expression that said he's not the type to give up his own things for someone else. But instead, my father said something unexpected.

"May I also have a drink from that cup?"

"Of course. As it happens, I bought some famous liquor from the North Sea to give to you, Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon walked up to where the grand chair was with calm steps.

Then, he poured the liquor he had bought into the Ice Palace Chalice and gave it to my father. His every action was careful and composed. Before entering the Cult Leader's hall, he had trembled at the mere mention of my father, but at times like this, a Demon Supreme is a Demon Supreme.

Father drained the cup in one go.

"The liquor is good, and the cup is good, so the drink tastes excellent."

The Drunken Demon was delighted that my father liked it.

"Would you like another glass?"

"Instead of that, let's have a drink together. It's been a while."

For a moment, the Drunken Demon's surprised eyes trembled. This also seemed to be a first, my father asking him to drink together.

"I'd love to."

The Drunken Demon replied with a happy face, then glanced at me, signaling for me to leave quickly.

Of course, I wasn't one to miss such a good opportunity to tease him.

You said I couldn't leave first?

Hurry up and go! Go!

Let's have the three of us drink. No, I'll call all the other Demon Supremes!

No! Do you know how rare an opportunity this is!

Only after teasing the Drunken Demon like that did I give my father a respectful farewell.

"Then I'll be taking my leave. I might have bad-mouthed Hyung a lot when he wasn't around, but you two can't bad-mouth me just because I'm not here!"

I was about to turn and leave when my father spoke up unexpectedly.

"Are you alright?"

I flinched for a moment and turned back toward my father.

What did he mean by that?

My eyes met my father's. As I looked at his gaze, which silently looked down on me, I understood why he had asked. If he had said the unspoken words, it would have been something like this.

You've been staining your hands with so much blood lately. Are you alright?

I could feel the nature of my father's worry.

Because no matter how much they were villains who deserved to die, continuously staining one's hands with blood was an act that wounded a person's heart and soul.

No matter how capable I appeared, to my father, I was still his immature youngest son in his twenties.

"That's why I'm not greedily trying to do everything myself and am asking for the help of the Demon Supremes. To protect myself."

The Drunken Demon was also listening to my words with a gaze that had grown as deep as my father's.

"I'm still alright. If I ever feel that it's becoming too much, I will come see you."

Father silently nodded.

"Then I will take my leave now."

I slowly walked out of the Cult Leader's hall.

Father, please don't worry. I've come this far, steadfast, even after staining my hands with tens of times more blood than this.

And above all.

"Young Cult Leader!"

From over there, Seo Daeryong was running this way with a bright smile. He was so happy to see me that I could feel his emotions even from this distance.

With people like this by my side, wouldn't it be a great disservice to my own life if I weren't alright?


Seo Daeryong greeted me as if a dead man had come back to life.

"I really wanted to see you."

He had been worried and had missed him.

He had become the Sanzu Hall Director and a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Even though he was in a situation where he should be living his own life to the fullest, without Geom Mugeuk, it felt as if the joy had vanished from his life.

So how happy must he have been when he received the report just a moment ago that Geom Mugeuk had returned? He had simply sprinted to the Cult Leader's hall in one breath.

"How have you been?"

Seo Daeryong replied to Geom Mugeuk's question.

"Me? It's the same as always. Dawn training, eat, handle the Sanzu River Hall's affairs, go to my Master for training, eat, and sleep. Really, every single day is so identical that you could shuffle them all up and it wouldn't make a difference. Is a person's life allowed to be this monotonous? And let me say in advance, I refuse to hear any talk about how an ordinary life is a happy one."

This guy is so talkative. How hard must it have been for him to act as the dignified Sanzu Hall Director?

"Aren't you the only one who doesn't know?"

"What do you mean?"

"That every day is different. Aren't you the only one who thinks they're all the same?"

For a moment, Seo Daeryong couldn't answer. Strictly speaking, the days were similar, but not exactly the same. Of course, he didn't readily admit it.

"The cases I handle are the same every day."

"The prisoners are all different, aren't they? Their personalities are different, and the reasons they committed their crimes are different."

"And I see the same subordinates every day."

"Those people's moods are different each day, their thoughts are different, the dreams they had are different, and what they ate is different."

"After work, my life is just seeing my Master and training all the time."

"You've opened your Conception and Governing Vessels and your martial arts skills have grown a lot, right? Your training would have naturally changed as well."

Geom Mugeuk was right. The techniques he had been learning from his master recently were different. As he grew stronger, the training became even harder.

"See? Your days are different."

"One thing is the same, though. The fact that I can never win an argument against you, Young Cult Leader."

"That's the one thing that will never change."

"And your smugness, Young Cult Leader!"

We looked at each other and laughed.

"Now it finally feels like you're back, Young Cult Leader. No one else says things like this to me. I need to hear things like this to live my life, nodding and thinking, 'Ah! I see.' From today on, every one of my days is different. I've just decided! Now I'm going to ask my subordinates. What did you eat for breakfast? Did you take a dump before you came out? What did you dream about last night? What have you been thinking about lately?"

I looked up at the sky with Seo Daeryong. Beautiful, flower-like clouds of various colors were drifting by leisurely.

Seeing Daeryong made me truly feel that I had returned to the Cult.

"Go on and get back to work."

"Where are you going now?"

"Now that I've seen your face, I have to go make the rounds with the Demon Supremes."

"You really don't get tired, do you, Young Cult Leader?"

Daeryong, it's not about the number. A single, dreadful person is more than enough to exhaust someone.

"Seriously, what would we have done if our Cult had sixteen Demon Supremes?"

To Seo Daeryong's joke, Geom Mugeuk replied as he strode away.

"If that were the case, our Drunken Demon-hyung's disappointment would have doubled."


"Elder!"

I ran toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with my arms wide open.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was reading a book in his room, held up the dao propped beside him like a shield.

"That's too harsh!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words came from beyond the Heaven Destroying Dao that blocked the space between us.

"You should be resting at home. What's so great about a face you see all the time that you have to come visit like this?"

He always says things he doesn't mean.

I moved past the Heaven Destroying Dao and perched on the edge of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's bed.

"By that logic, what's so interesting about the books you read all the time?"

"This is different."

As he said that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon warned me with his eyes not to lie down on the bed.

"I've returned safely."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't ask, but I went ahead and told him about my trip.

If I had made the Drunken Demon the protagonist when I spoke to my father, this time, I focused on myself.

"So right now, my father and the Drunken Demon are drinking together."

"The Cult Leader is drinking with that drunkard?"

Was he jealous? A strange light flickered in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes.

However, he soon returned his gaze to the book he was reading.

"Is reading books really that fun?"

"It is."

"You've read so much, is there still anything you don't know?"

"That's why it's fun. The more I read, the more it makes me realize how much I don't know."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted his head and looked at me.

"When you have a child later, make them read a lot of books. If they take after you, they'll be a natural at swordsmanship anyway."

Will I really live a life where I have children in this lifetime? I have no such thoughts right now.

"Hey, are you telling me to live a life that even you haven't lived, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly, with an expression that said that's true.

I watched his hand turn a page for a moment, then I suddenly asked him the same question my father had asked me.

"Do I look alright to you?"

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied, his eyes still fixed on his book.

"You don't look alright."

"Why not?"

"Because people who are alright don't ask things like that."

Was that why? Unexpected words flowed from him.

"Stay the night today."

This was the man who always chased me out, telling me to go home and sleep. The man who wouldn't even let me lie on his bed if I hadn't washed.

"What's the occasion?"

"Because you don't look alright."

I grinned widely and threw myself onto the bed.

"Sounds great!"

I thought he would catch me mid-air with telekinesis, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't.

"Ah, this is comfortable!"

No matter what, lying on this bed was the most comfortable. It was probably because of the special feeling the person known as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave off. To think this stubborn old man would become the most comfortable person to be around. To think he would become the person I wanted to run to and see first.

Lying on the bed, I gave an unasked-for answer.

"I'm alright, Elder."

"I know."

And then came a shocking statement.

"The one who isn't alright is the Cult Leader."

"!"

I shot up and stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I couldn't yet guess what he meant by that.

"I'm wondering if the Cult Leader hasn't woken from his slumber and begun to stretch."

I had already realized what those words meant, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon explained it again in simpler terms.

"I'm wondering if the Cult Leader hasn't begun to move in earnest to achieve his dream."

Father's dream was the unification of the murim.

"Now that he's made you his successor, he might think it's time to make his move."

"How long has it been since the Tripartite Conference ended?"

The good atmosphere from then is still so vivid. Even now, just hearing the sound of music from over the wall makes my body want to dance.

"If he were the type to care about that, he wouldn't have had such a dream in the first place. In fact, he might have been confident he could kill both of them that day."

"Are you thinking that just because he's drinking with the Drunken Demon right now? They can just have a drink, can't they?"

If it was just because of that, I felt it was too much of a leap in logic. However, that wasn't the only reason.

"A while ago, the Cult Leader met with the Masked One separately."

"!"

Father met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

If he had met the Fist Demon instead, I might not have had these suspicions. He is someone who would absolutely follow my father's orders.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is someone who will absolutely follow me, even if it means disobeying my father's command.

But to think he met him of all people? And on top of that, he's drinking with the Drunken Demon for the first time in his life? It was natural to arrive at this assumption.

"So, my father has started managing the Demon Supremes to wage a war."


Chapter 435: The One Who Awakened the Cult Leader's Dream

I had known for a while that my father dreamed of unifying the murim. The key question was simply when he would draw his sword, a matter of timing. If the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's speculation was true, the time was coming sooner than I thought.

"Haven't we failed to completely root out the hidden forces working within the various sects recently?"

He was thinking of war in a situation like this?

I knew my father well. He wasn't one to handle such a major affair emotionally. He was not the type to create another great enemy while already facing one. How could the Blood Heaven Blade Demon not know that?

Though they were distant now, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been closer to my father than anyone in their youth. Because of that, he knew my father better than anyone. His reason for making such a guess, despite all that, was this.

"As you know, the murim has been peaceful for a very long time. There haven't been any real fights. But this time, while dealing with those hidden forces, the Demon Supremes have awakened."

He was right. All the Demon Supremes had taken turns participating in the battles. They had experienced true combat by facing powerful enemies. For masters of the Demon Supreme level, the chance to face an opponent of similar skill was a miraculous encounter they might only get a few times in their entire lives.

"By dealing with them, we naturally began to prepare for war in earnest."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's truly surprising words began now.

"And most importantly, our Cult has gained a more powerful asset than any other."

"What do you mean?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me without a word.

"Surely you don't mean me?"

He nodded.

I knew he was right. My martial arts had grown the most in the process of dealing with the hidden forces.

"Because of you, the chances of our Cult achieving the unification of the murim have grown much greater."

That was also true. If I achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and joined forces with my father, we could unify the murim more easily than he could alone.

Finally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon added one last surprising remark.

"Perhaps the one who awakened the Cult Leader's dream... is you."

"!"

I couldn't refute his words. Whether it was true or not, what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said was persuasive. After all, I was the one who had influenced my father the most recently.

"Of course, my speculation could be wrong."

Father had changed a lot recently, too. He might have been influenced by how I treated the Demon Supremes and simply thought he should get closer to them. That would be truly wonderful. If not that, it could just be a way to placate the Demon Supremes to root out the hidden forces. How great would it be if that was his intention?

Truly, there was nothing more difficult than reading my father's mind.

The final reason for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's speculation lay in the distant past.

"The Cult Leader has dreamed of unifying the murim since he was young."

"Did you ever speak of it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes deepened as he recalled the past.

"It was before the Cult Leader even ascended to the position of the Heavenly Demon. At the time, the Cult Leader traveled the Central Plains with the Fist Demon, fighting everywhere they went. Just like you now, the two of them wandered around without a single bodyguard. Then one day, the Cult Leader returned to the Cult and told me with a flushed face."

In those days when everyone was young, what could my father have said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon relayed the exact words my father had said.

"This murim... I must have it."

The moment I heard those words, an image of my father in his youth came to mind. The image of that moment when he first held the dream of unifying the murim. What had prompted my father to dream of such a thing? Did he see the good side of the murim back then? Or its ugly underbelly?

"Since then, the Cult Leader has never once spoken of it again."

"It was probably the first and last time. Father isn't the type to go around revealing such dreams to just anyone."

When he wanted to tell someone about the passion boiling in his heart, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been the only one.

Because of that past between them, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could confidently say that my father, while he might give up on his two children, would never give up on himself.

My heart grew heavy. Could I make my father, who had held this dream for so long, give it up?

"What about you, Elder?"

"What about me?"

"What will you do if my father orders you to strike the Murim Alliance?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze dropped to his book. The signs of his inner conflict were obvious.

"Please speak freely. I'm prepared to be disappointed!"

I said it like a joke, but he did not take it as one.

"I'm not ready to disappoint anyone yet. Not you, and not your father."

His words told me exactly what was in his heart. No matter how close we had become, no matter how distant he had grown from my father, disobeying his father's command was by no means an easy thing. Putting aside all personal matters, their relationship was that of a Cult Leader and a Demon Supreme.

The very fact that he was agonizing over it like this showed how much he cared for me.

"I won't let you face a moment where you have to choose, Elder."

The same went for the other Demon Supremes. I would not let them fall into the dilemma of having to disobey my father's command for my sake. This was, in the end, a matter between my father and me.

"What do you plan to do?"

"You know what kind of demonic path I dream of, don't you? I have to persuade my father, one way or another."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze returned to his book. After staring blankly at it for a moment, he spoke softly.

"Not everyone can live the way they want."

I couldn't tell if he was speaking to me, to my father, or to himself.


I told him I would bring my pajamas and sleep over next time, then left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence. I had a feeling he would want to be alone.

I decided to think about this matter positively.

This was an opportunity. It was a moment for my relationship with my father, and my relationships with the Demon Supremes, to advance to the next stage. Becoming friendly is easy. The problem always comes after that.

We were now standing on a new testing ground for our relationships.

When I returned to my residence, a man was training his martial arts in the courtyard.

He was bodyguard captain Cheokyeon. The news of my return must have already been delivered, so it seemed he had been waiting at my residence for my arrival.

I watched him without interrupting his training. His skills had improved noticeably since I last saw him. It meant he had undergone grueling training while I was in the North Sea.

When his martial arts session came to an end, I revealed myself.

"Your skills have improved a lot, haven't they?"

At my appearance, Cheokyeon bowed respectfully.

"Young Cult Leader! I have been eagerly awaiting your safe return."

His face was full of genuine delight.

"I heard you had returned and was waiting. I sent the other bodyguards back to their training, though they wanted to stay with me."

His words alone were enough for me to guess how diligently they had been training. They were trying not to let even a single day disrupt their set training regimen.

"Take off your blindfold first."

"It's fine."

"I always say this, but I'm not fine with it."

His eyes reminded me of Lee Ahn's Self-Petrification Art. Seeing the hearts of these bodyguards, who were willing to endure such pain to protect someone, made me want to free them from their suffering as soon as possible.

The moment he untied the blindfold, I was stunned.

His eyes had returned to normal.

"You've achieved complete mastery!"

As if he had intended to surprise me, Cheokyeon finally smiled.

"It's all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader. Perhaps because you touched my eyes from time to time, I was able to achieve rapid progress in my training of the Ghost Eye Art."

I knew that wasn't the reason. He must have endured great pain and trained relentlessly.

"But why are you still wearing the blindfold?"

"It feels awkward to suddenly take it off."

"Take it off. If you do, the female martial artists will start following you around."

"Then I should definitely keep it on. I'm going to be following you around, Young Cult Leader."

Was it because the pain in his eyes was gone? He seemed much brighter than before. Still, perhaps feeling awkward after making an uncharacteristic joke, he quickly bid me farewell.

"Please rest well."

"Cheokyeon."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

I couldn't just let him go like this after he had waited up so late to see me.

"You have to stay for a celebratory drink."

I drank with Cheokyeon and we talked about this and that.

Just as I had reported what happened with my father, Cheokyeon relayed everything that had happened in the Cult. It was information he had carefully gathered, just in case it might be of help to me.

He also told me that the bodyguards' skills had improved significantly. He spoke of how hard they were all working.

"Perhaps because of their desire to accompany you, Young Cult Leader, everyone is training as if their lives depend on it."

I always told them. If you want to travel with me, you have to become stronger.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right. Our Cult's military strength was growing stronger on all fronts.

Especially those connected to me. They were all becoming stronger. Even the Flower Sword Supreme, who hadn't fought against the hidden forces, had grown stronger through her duel with me.

Maybe what he said was true after all.

Maybe it really was my fault that my father's dream had been reawakened.


The next day, I went to the Valley of Evil to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

In the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence, both my bed and his were still there, just as I'd left them.

In addition, there was now a desk and chair that hadn't been there before.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was peering at something at his desk.

"I've returned safely."

The two eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask smiled brightly as he looked at me.

"You've come?"

He welcomed me, unchanged.

"You've got a desk."

Of course, the desk and chair were painted pure white.

"I find it's quite convenient."

He then lifted what he was looking at to show me. It was a ledger filled with numbers.

"I've been studying something new lately."

Seeing him like that reminded me of when I followed him to the Central Plains. Back then, Green Mask had relayed the ledger's contents through voice transmission, but now he was reading it himself. It seemed he had learned how to read a ledger in the meantime.

I thought it was a good sign. When masters of the Demon Supreme level ascended to the next realm, they sometimes received inspiration from completely unexpected places. That's what made them frightening. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looking at a ledger.

This was a change that had occurred after I brought him the bed. I could feel the sentiment behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon placing a desk here. In response to my wish for him to lie down and sleep comfortably, he was responding with an even greater change. He was showing me, 'I've changed like this because of you.'

"How was the North Sea?"

"It was a cool and beautiful place. You must have gone there often, right?"

Since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon loved the color white, I thought he must have gone there very frequently.

"I've only been there once. I absolutely hate the cold."

I laughed out loud at the unexpected reason.

This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked a question.

"Then you must have visited the North Sea Ice Palace."

"Visited? I practically lived there for a while."

"It's known for not accepting outsiders. You truly are something else, Young Cult Leader."

I sat on the edge of my bed and told him in detail about what had happened in the North Sea. I especially made sure not to leave out anything regarding the Blood King and his subordinates.

Repeating the story could be tedious at times, but I didn't mind. I believed that a single piece of small information could later become a valuable tip that could save a life.

After relaying the story about the North Sea, I brought up the most important reason for my visit today.

"I heard you met with my father recently."

"Yes, I did."

"I'm curious about what you and my father discussed that day."

A flicker of puzzlement crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes behind the mask. I was asking about a conversation between the Heavenly Demon and a Demon Supreme. Even between close friends, it was not a topic to be asked about lightly.

"I know it's a rude question."

"You must have your reasons, of course."

I didn't hide anything about this matter from him.

"I'm worried that my father may have started to make his move to unify the murim."

At the words 'unify the murim', the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with an intense light.

"I got that impression yesterday when I saw him drinking with the Drunken Demon. I wondered if my father was finally drawing his sword in earnest."

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's expression show that he understood why I had asked such a question.

"When he met with me, he didn't mention anything related to the unification of the murim. It was all just about matters within the Cult and everyday conversation. He mostly talked about you, Young Cult Leader."

"About me?"

"Yes, he asked me to take good care of you in the future."

Father meeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just to ask him to look after me?

It was possible, given that my relationship with my father had improved recently.

Still, the feeling of unease did not go away.

"Are you worried?"

"Honestly, I am. Worried enough to come here and commit this rudeness."

Putting aside their relationships with me, what did the Demon Supremes think?

Since my regression, they had changed a great deal. My relationships with them had changed too.

But had their views and feelings toward the murim also changed? For instance, if I were to ask this question...

Would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon truly prefer a peaceful murim? Or would he want to run wild on a battlefield, unleashing his demonic qi?

Could I be certain that he preferred peace? Was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before me that kind of person?

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something. It was as if he had read my mind.

"I can endure it."

I knew the heart with which he spoke those words. This was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's feeling for me.

"I don't want to make you live a life where you have to endure, Smiling Demon."

His eyes asked, is there a way?

"We have to find one, starting now. I'll make it so that my father, and the Demon Supremes, say something other than 'endure'."

I still didn't know what words should replace 'endure'.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke softly, his eyes clear and deep.

"No matter what order is given, I will follow you, Young Cult Leader. Your demonic path is my demonic path."


Chapter 436: Even If We're Wounded, The Eight of Us Will Share The Pain

Sincerity filled the eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind his mask. His words, that he would follow me no matter the order, meant he would support me even if it meant defying the Heavenly Demon's command.

He could lose his life just for saying that. Defying an order from the Heavenly Demon meant death, regardless of one's rank or status. Just now, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had put his life on the line for me. Because of that, my gaze and voice trembled as I looked at him.

This must be why. Why my father met the Smiling Demon first among all the Demon Supremes.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me silently before saying something unexpected. "I hope you don't drag this matter into being an issue between a father and son."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm saying that you shouldn't let this incident drive a wedge between you two. Instead, make it an issue between the Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was worried about the relationship between my father and me.

"Young Cult Leader, you must make active use of the Demon Supremes. It might be different for other matters, but when it comes to war, the will of the Demon Supremes is absolutely crucial."

After all, not even the Heavenly Demon could make a unilateral decision about a war where everyone's lives were at stake.

"If more than half of the Demon Supremes oppose it, the Cult Leader will have no choice but to abandon his plan."

However, would the other Demon Supremes really be willing to side with me like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Probably not. Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had hesitated, unable to make a decision.

"I may have grown closer to the Demon Supremes, but it'll be difficult to make them go against my father's will."

"Of course, it'll be difficult. Nevertheless, to achieve your demonic path, Young Cult Leader, you must succeed."

I nodded silently and revealed my honest feelings. "It feels more difficult now that we're closer than before. In the past, I used all my flattery skills and practically bewitched them with all sorts of words, didn't I? Now, that feels a bit difficult. Is it finally time to return to my beginner's mind in flattery?"

Despite my joke, the eyes behind the mask remained serious.

"Do you think the Demon Supremes fell for those flattery skills?"

"They didn't?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stated firmly, "They fell for your sincerity, Young Cult Leader. The sincerity that was always present amidst the flattery and dazzling words you mentioned. The demonic path of the Young Cult Leader who would even protect a mere tavern owner. I believe everyone fell for that."

The reason he was more talkative than usual was likely because he was genuinely concerned for me.

"So you can be more unrestrained. Whether it's flattery or coercion, just shout that your demonic path is this and that they must follow you. Don't worry about the Demon Supremes. Don't worry about burdening them either. If those men make a decision, it's because they have a good reason for their choice, and they made that decision because they can handle it."

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon added, "There are eight of us. Even if we're wounded, the eight of us will share the pain. So don't hesitate. Draw that sword."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from before my regression wasn't this kind of person. Now, I could see that this passion existed deep in his heart.

That desire to be my friend, even in his final moments, must have stemmed from this very passion.

Smiling Demon, in this life, let's go all the way together. Let's be friends until the very end.

This is my answer to the Smiling Demon's passion.

I performed a polite clasped hands greeting to express my gratitude. "Yes, I'll keep that in mind. Thank you for your advice."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also gave me a polite clasped hands greeting. "It is I who should be thanking you."

"What do you mean?"

"Thanks to the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng you gave me before, my martial arts have risen by a level."

"Ah, congratulations!"

I was as happy as if it were my own achievement. No, I was even happier than when I achieved something myself.

And I couldn't accept this gratitude.

"That achievement probably wasn't just because of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

An increase in inner qi doesn't necessarily mean one's martial arts will advance to the next level.

Multiple factors must have been at play. The Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng would have had an effect, but so would everything from his life-or-death battle with me to the change of heart that led him to bring a bed into his room and study ledgers.

"My martial arts had been stagnant for a long time. It was very frustrating, but this time, I broke through. Thanks to that, there has been a great change in my martial arts as well."

He was overjoyed. Advancing to the next stage from the level of a Demon Supreme was an incredibly difficult feat. Wasn't this what he wanted to hear from me most right now?

"I look forward to our next fight."

As expected, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled brightly.

"Then I'll take my leave now."

Before I left, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon emphasized one thing. "To stop the war, you must bring one person from the Eight Demon Supremes to your side, Young Cult Leader."

"Who would that be?"

The person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had in mind was...

"The Poison King."

In fact, I was thinking the same thing.

Because in a war, the person who could inflict the greatest fear upon the enemy was the Poison King.

The moment war broke out, he would become the number one assassination target for both the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. Countless assassins and assassination squads would actually be mobilized to kill him.

He might even be classified as an enemy to be killed with higher priority than my father or me. That's how fearsome a being the Poison King, capable of mass slaughter, was.

I recalled the Poison King, alone in the forest. I pictured him lost in his own world, staring at poisonous herbs and insects, regardless of what anyone around him said.

"He's the most difficult person to persuade among the Demon Supremes."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with a meaningful look in his eyes, "That will be the same for the Cult Leader as well."


After leaving the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence, I went straight to the Drunken Dream Palace.

Meeting the other Demon Supremes was important, but finding out my father's true intentions was the top priority.

What on earth did he discuss with the Drunken Demon?

Yeo Bin, whom I hadn't seen in a long time, greeted me warmly and guided me to the Drunken Dream Palace.

"I'm glad you've returned safely, Young Cult Leader."

"It was thanks to the Drunken Demon."

"The Drunken Demon said he gained a lot from this trip."

"I realized for the first time on this trip just how wonderful the Drunken Demon is."

When I praised the Drunken Demon, Yeo Bin smiled faintly.

I crossed the lake to the Drunken Dream Palace on a boat she rowed.

The Drunken Demon sat perched on the railing of the Drunken Dream Palace, gazing at the lake.

At times like this, the image of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon staring at a white wall all alone came to mind.

Even from a distance, I could tell he was drunk.

"He has been drinking continuously since he returned from visiting the Cult Leader."

"Did he come back in a bad mood?"

"No, he's drinking because he's in a very good mood."

Just then, the ferry reached the island.

Seeing me, the Drunken Demon waved his hand and shouted, "You're here? Come on over! My little brother!"

He yelled excitedly, his words slurred.

When I went up to the pavilion, empty wine bottles were scattered everywhere. He was still pouring wine into the Ice Palace Chalice and drinking.

"What's with this binge? Didn't you promise you'd only drink one cup instead of two when using that chalice?"

"It's a special day, so let it slide just this once. I'm in such a good mood, I can't not drink."

Have I ever seen the Drunken Demon in such a good mood?

"Looks like your drinking session with Father went well. Did you drink a lot?"

"Don't even ask. We finished all the liquor in the Cult Leader's hall. I didn't realize it while we were drinking, but the moment I left his hall, the drunkenness hit me hard. I was so nervous being with the Cult Leader that I didn't even know I was getting drunk."

I could imagine how nervous he must have been without even seeing it.

"It's your first time drinking with Father, isn't it?"

"I've had a few drinks with him before. I drank with him when I first became a Demon Supreme, too. But back then, it was just a light cup or two. Or I was with other people. This was the first time I've had a proper drink with the Cult Leader."

"How was it?"

"It was good. It was really good."

"What did you talk about?"

"We talked about all sorts of things. The Cult Leader even remembered things from when I was young."

As if savoring the memory, the Drunken Demon drank happily.

"What made me feel the best was this. The Cult Leader said he was relieved to have sent you out with me. Ah, it's the first time I realized the Cult Leader trusted me this much."

The Drunken Demon looked genuinely moved.

Had my father really started managing the Demon Supremes? Or did he purely want to have a drink with the Drunken Demon?

"This is all thanks to you."

"Why?"

"If you hadn't accepted this Ice Palace Chalice, the Cult Leader wouldn't have suggested we drink, since he only suggested it because the liquor tasted so good."

"It might not be because of the chalice."

"You think not?"

"He might be trying to make you his right-hand man with this opportunity, you know?"

At that, the Drunken Demon shook his head firmly. "That's impossible."

"You never know."

After a brief pause, the Drunken Demon said, "I'm not the kind of person the Cult Leader would like. The Cult Leader likes people like the Fist Demon or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"Seeing you judge things so clearly, you're not drunk at all."

No matter what order was given, the Fist Demon was the type of person to follow my father's command without a hint of hesitation. This was the deep trust that the man known as the Fist Demon possessed.

The Drunken Demon gazed at the lake for a moment before asking abruptly, "Why did you come here?"

He had noticed that there must be a reason I came to the Drunken Dream Palace when there were so many other Demon Supremes to visit.

It was time to throw a stone into this calm lake.

If I honestly told him why I came, I would be pouring cold water on the Drunken Demon's good mood. It wasn't even a certainty yet. Should I just let it go?

There are times when you want to avoid troublesome and uncomfortable situations under the pretext of being considerate of the other person. This was one of those times. If I just didn't say anything, we could laugh and move on. If I brought it up, things would get serious, and faces would flush.

However, this was precisely the time to put myself in his shoes. How would I feel if he didn't tell me something honestly, claiming it was for my own good? Wouldn't that consideration end up hurting me?

Putting myself in his position, I think I'd be upset.

Setting everything else aside, what if the decisive reason he didn't tell me was because he didn't want to ruin my good mood? That's not right.

And one more thing. It might be different if it were a secret no one knew, but this was something both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were aware of.

"Did you enjoy it enough?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm asking if you've fully savored Father's affection."

The Drunken Demon's expression stiffened slightly. He had realized that what I was about to say was related to his drinking session with my father.

"I'm sorry to ruin your good mood. But this is something I have to be honest with you about."

I relayed the gist of the conversations I had with the two Demon Supremes earlier to the Drunken Demon.

"It's not certain yet. We're only guessing what's on Father's mind."

After hearing the whole story, the Drunken Demon was lost in thought for a moment.

"I've been thinking hard about yesterday's drinking session, and he didn't mention a single word about what you're worried about. He didn't give any hints either."

Then, as if suddenly craving a drink, the Drunken Demon downed several cups in a row.

His expression said it all. Right, there's no way the Cult Leader likes me!

"We don't know the exact details yet. He might have just been trying to resolve the distance between you two. Who can know what's on Father's mind?"

Refilling his cup, the Drunken Demon pointed out one thing. "Still, one thing is certain."

"What is?"

"He asked me to look after you, too. You said he told the Smiling Demon the same thing."

"He said that to you, too?"

The Drunken Demon nodded.

Father asked someone to look after me again?

"Did he just give up on the Smiling Demon and you and acknowledge you as being on my side?"

At that, the Drunken Demon sounded aggrieved. "Why would he give up on me?"

"What? Weren't you on my side?"

The Drunken Demon's expression turned serious as he replied, "Young Cult Leader, you must separate public and private matters."

His words were half-joking and half-serious, but they felt closer to being serious.

Right, and would it only be the Drunken Demon? No matter how close we've become, how could they refuse my father's command? There was no need to feel upset about this part at all.

However, I felt that I wanted to know the Drunken Demon's thoughts on this occasion.

"Even if that command is an order to start a war?"

The Drunken Demon gave no answer.

Did the Drunken Demon want to roam the misty battlefields, or did he want to stay here, drinking wine while gazing at this beautiful lake?

The Drunken Demon did not give a direct answer to my question.

"While dealing with those bastards who used the Self Destruction Art this time, I had a thought. These trash-like things are running rampant, not knowing how fearsome our Cult is."

I could feel that the Drunken Demon was speaking indirectly.

I want to sweep away everything that needs to be swept away.

Of course, that didn't mean the same thing as wanting to start a war, but I could tell it also didn't mean he wanted to live his life gazing at this lake.

"So you're on Father's side in the end."

"What do you mean, your side or my side?"

"It seems this matter will inevitably have to become a fight between sides."

The Drunken Demon drank his wine without answering.

"When I see Father, I'll be sure to tell him about your loyalty. I'll say, 'His loyalty to Father was stronger than our brotherly bond!'"

At that, the Drunken Demon said in a dejected voice, "Would he really like that?"

"What do you mean?"

"I feel like he'd dislike it, actually."

"Why would he dislike you for following him?"

The Drunken Demon drank again.

"The Cult Leader asked me to look after you, didn't he? For some reason, I feel like he might be expecting me to take your side."

The Drunken Demon looked at me and held out his cup. I drank the wine he poured for me, then poured him another.

"If you know that so well, why are you acting this way?"

"Why do you think? It's because I'm a drunkard."

Although the Drunken Demon had asked what was the point of 'your side' or 'my side', I could feel it. He was someone who truly wanted to be on my father's side.

Deep in the Drunken Demon's heart, there was a clear desire to be seen favorably by my father.

To the Drunken Demon, my father was that one person he wanted to impress and be acknowledged by more than anyone else.

I couldn't tell where the source of that longing came from. Whether it was because of the long-held misunderstanding that my father hated him, or if there was some other reason.

"Young Cult Leader."

Since the playfulness had vanished from the Drunken Demon, I also replied politely, "Yes, Drunken Demon."

"Make sure you persuade the other Demon Supremes."

"I will."

After giving a polite bow, I added with a shout, "What do you mean, you will! You abandoned me too, so who's going to take my side?"

"I'm sorry. I can't help it. He remembered a me that even I don't remember well."

"Next time I leave the Cult and come back, I'm visiting you last again!"

As I grumbled and was about to get up from my seat, the Drunken Demon said, "Thank you for being honest with me."

I gazed into his eyes and answered calmly, "Of course I had to. You're my brother."

At my words, the Drunken Demon smiled, deeply relieved.

Yes, the core of our relationship today lay here. I was honest with him, and he was honest with me.

Honesty can sometimes be a double-edged sword that hurts us, but we were people who knew how to handle a blade better than anyone.

That was why, even if he said he would take my father's side, we could still grow closer.

"Who's next?"

Someone who might know my father's true intentions.

I slowly walked down from the Drunken Dream Palace, clenching my fists.

"I'm going to try crashing against it head-on. I'm going to the biggest, hardest cliff."


Chapter 437: Do You Like Father More? Or Me?

A low rumble of thunder sounded from the clear sky.

The one whose eyes widened at the sight of the outstretched fist was Cheon Sohwi.

"Did you hear that?"

When the Fist Demon standing before her nodded, Cheon Sohwi cried out in excitement.

"Master! Your disciple has done it!"

Finally, the sound of thunder had erupted from her fist. She had become the Fist Demon's second disciple after Geom Mugeuk and had been chosen as the next Fist Demon. Since that day, she had diligently practiced the Thunder Arhat Fist taught to her by the Fist Demon. Today was the first time she had produced the sound of thunder.

The Fist Demon smiled, knowing better than anyone how hard Cheon Sohwi had worked. It was a rare smile, one he hardly ever showed.

"This is just the beginning."

"Yes, Master."

She was so happy she felt like she could fly.

She knew about the gossip and whispers circulating about her. The envy and jealousy were unavoidable. She was also aware of the concerns being raised, especially about a woman being designated as the next Fist Demon.

After all, the current Fist Demon's terrifying face, large build, and above all, his massive fists were the symbols of the Fist Demon.

She understood, which was why she would show them. She would show them exactly what the next Fist Demon could shatter with this small fist. She would prove it with her skill.

Just then, someone spoke from behind her.

"Congratulations, Junior Sister."

She turned in surprise to see Geom Mugeuk entering the training grounds.

"Senior Brother! You've returned!"

Having been completely absorbed in her training lately, she hadn't even known that Geom Mugeuk was back.

Geom Mugeuk returned her smile and then greeted the Fist Demon with proper respect.

"Disciple, I have returned after completing my trip to the North Sea."

"Welcome back."

The Fist Demon greeted him with his usual unchanging demeanor. His fearsome face was the same, and his muscular body seemed to shine even more brightly.

"Those fiends were plotting something in the Ice Palace's territory as well. They all ended up collapsing drunk, though."

"I heard. The Drunken Demon went through a lot of trouble."

It seemed he had already spoken with my father about the situation in the North Sea.

Master, do you know what Father is thinking?

Long ago, in his youth, if Father had told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon about his dream with a flushed face, wouldn't he now be telling the Fist Demon about it?

After exchanging greetings with the Fist Demon, he turned his attention to Cheon Sohwi.

"To already be making the sound of thunder. That's incredible."

"It's all thanks to Master's excellent guidance."

"I'll buy you a celebratory drink soon."

"Yes, Senior Brother."

Cheon Sohwi was extremely respectful to Geom Mugeuk. Not only was he her Senior Brother, but he was also the precious heir who would become the next Heavenly Demon. However, there was an even bigger reason. It was thanks to Geom Mugeuk that she had become the next Fist Demon. Her destiny had changed during the late-night training sessions with him.

Geom Mugeuk, who had started to walk away, turned back to her.

"Junior Sister, you're going to be a truly great Fist Demon."

In her heart, Cheon Sohwi wasn't calling Geom Mugeuk 'Senior Brother' right now. Nor was she calling him 'Young Cult Leader'.

Cult Leader, I will serve you with all my loyalty then.


The place I went to with the Fist Demon was a cliff within the Eastern Fist Garrison.

The Fist Demon's dream was to demolish this cliff with a single blow. I wondered how much that dream had grown.

I stood side by side with the Fist Demon and looked up at the cliff. It was still overwhelming. And the cliff resembled the Fist Demon who was looking up at it.

Could he really destroy this cliff?

Could I really persuade this Fist Demon?

After staring up for a long while, I started with a topic that might soften his heart.

"Lee Ahn has left to carry out her mission."

"I know."

"How?"

"She sent me a messenger pigeon."

It seemed the girl was definitely taking care of her father.

"Then you must have also heard the news that she found her family in the North Sea."

The Fist Demon silently nodded. Instead of asking if he was surprised by the news, I said this.

"The Ice Empress was very surprised by Lee Ahn's identity. The niece she found turned out to be Master's adopted daughter."

The one who should be surprised was over there, not here. I said it that way to elevate the Fist Demon higher than the Ice Empress.

"Did you happen to send a reply?"

To my surprise, the Fist Demon nodded, even adding the words, of course.

I tried to imagine the Fist Demon holding a brush, which would have been impossibly small in his large hand, and writing a reply. Since he wasn't someone who usually wrote letters, I wondered if he had struggled with what to write. Still, in that moment, he must have been a father, worrying about and missing his daughter.

"I heard that if you hadn't gone to the North Sea this time, Ahn would have been in danger."

"I'd like to say she would have handled it well even without me. But she probably would have been in danger."

The Fist Demon's gaze softened slightly. Right now, I wasn't just a disciple and the Young Cult Leader, but a disciple and Young Cult Leader who had also saved his daughter from a crisis.

This was my chance.

"Master. May I ask you a question that might be difficult to answer?"

He probably never imagined he would receive such a question from me.

"Do you like Father more? Or me?"

The Fist Demon stared at me with a dumbfounded expression.

"It's too difficult, isn't it?"

"No, I was surprised because it's such an easy question."

The Fist Demon looked up at the cliff again, and I looked at the Fist Demon.

Could I truly uncover my father's intentions from him, a man whose loyalty was higher and harder than this cliff? If I had the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, my father had the Fist Demon. If I could just get the Fist Demon on my side, it would be much easier to stop my father's dream of unifying the murim.

However, destroying the cliff before my eyes felt more difficult than destroying that great cliff over there.

"Father has been acting strangely."

"The Cult Leader?"

"He met with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon separately, and he even had a drinking match with the Drunken Demon."

Whether he was feigning ignorance or truly thought so, the Fist Demon asked me bluntly.

"What's so strange about the Demonic Cult Leader meeting a Demon Supreme?"

"It wouldn't be strange if it was something he did all the time."

The Fist Demon's gaze, which had been on the cliff, turned to me.

"What is it you're trying to say?"

"I want to know Father's plan."

"If you're curious, ask the Cult Leader yourself."

That was the worst possible move. Father had pointedly decided to have a drinking match with the Drunken Demon in my presence. He must have also known that word of his separate meeting with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would reach my ears.

When I first returned and stood on the duel stage, my father knew I had been afflicted with the Qi Dispersing Poison. Yet he didn't intervene and only watched. He watched to see how I would overcome it.

It was the same now. Father was watching me. This was like playing a game of Go. I have made this move. Now, what move will you make?

I intended to show my father. I would show him that more than half of the Demon Supremes oppose the war. It didn't matter if his recent attention to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon wasn't for that reason. As long as my father held the ambition to unify the murim, it was something he would have to face at some point.

"If he were the type to tell me just by asking, I wouldn't even be worrying. You know what kind of person Father is, don't you?"

The Fist Demon didn't deny that point.

"To be honest, I've been on high alert ever since I returned. Why is he suddenly managing the Demon Supremes when he never did before?"

"Could it be that he's started to move for the unification of the murim?"

Even though the words 'unification of the murim' were mentioned, the Fist Demon showed no agitation at all.

"Do you know what? You're acting strange right now too, Master. You're too calm. It's as if you already know everything. Please tell me what you know."

The Fist Demon's lips were sealed tight. To open those heavy lips, I frankly revealed my situation.

"Just in case my prediction is correct, I'm in the middle of trying to get the Demon Supremes on my side. I've met three so far. One is on my side, one is on Father's side, and one has yet to decide."

What caught the Fist Demon's attention was the one undecided vote.

"Who is the undecided Demon Supreme?"

"It's Elder Blade Demon."

The Fist Demon looked surprised for a moment, then nodded as if he understood.

"The Blade Demon must truly cherish you. For someone of his personality to be unable to make a decision."

He was right. It was either this or that. Being neither here nor there was something the Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't stand. However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was conflicted. He was enduring the criticism of being indecisive, solely for my sake.

"Master, you're on my side, of course, right? I mean. If you don't side with your disciple, whose side would you take?"

"I have two disciples, but only one Cult Leader."

"I'm a disciple and also the Young Cult Leader."

"Sohwi will probably take your side later."

I knew I couldn't change his mind with just a few words. So I asked him directly. The Fist Demon was not a man who liked to beat around the bush.

"If Father starts a war, will you accept that command?"

The Fist Demon's eyes shone with an intense light.

"If it's the Cult Leader's command, then of course I must accept it."

I stared into that fearsome face and said.

"That is why you, Master, must be the one to oppose it."

"What do you mean?"

"Because Father won't be able to ignore your words."

I knew this was a burdensome thing to say to the Fist Demon. I was essentially forcing my will upon him, a man living as a Demon Supreme. But as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, I was shouting out to the Demon Supremes. To join me on my demonic path. Yes, I believe it. My attack will be split into eight parts.

"A war must not happen, Master."

The Fist Demon stared at me silently, then began to take off his upper garment.

"Let's train. It's been a while."

"Are you planning to wage that war with me?"

Even at my joke, the Fist Demon's hands didn't stop removing his clothes.

The Fist Demon's upper body was revealed.

The perfect body of the Fist Demon was a sight to behold anytime. The large, thick muscles, forged through arduous training, didn't look sluggish at all. His body shone like a diamond.

A single sword scar ran across the Fist Demon's chest. I had heard before how he got that scar. It was from his days fighting in an underground arena, before he joined our Cult. A scar he received for refusing the threats of the underworld who were fixing matches. He was ashamed of the scar left by men he could now defeat with a single finger, but I had told him that the scar was cool.

It was a scar created by the precious courage of his youth, when he stood tall even in the face of death.

The first time I saw it, that was all I thought. But seeing it again today, the scar looked like a symbol that spoke of the man called the Fist Demon. I am a man who does not fear death.

I also threw off my upper garment and stepped forward.

"Ah! When will my body ever look like yours, Master?"

"If you could, would you trade your body for mine?"

"......"

RUMBLE.

The Fist Demon's tightly clenched fist let out a low cry.

"I'll confess in advance. I've been neglecting my fist arts lately because I've been focusing on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

I felt sorry to the Fist Demon because it was always pushed down the priority list in my training. However, he understood my situation well.

"There's no need to rush. Master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art first. You can learn this later."

I thought he was about to suggest a duel, but the Fist Demon gave his usual instruction.

We stood side by side and began to perform the Thunder Arhat Fist. We set aside the debate about the war and immersed ourselves in training.

KRAKOOM!

The Fist Demon's fists began to tear through the air. I started to execute the techniques with the exact same movements as the Fist Demon. As we performed the first fist, the Black Cloud Asura, the Fist Demon's thunder and my thunder erupted simultaneously.

The second fist, the Thunder Asura, tore through the air with punches too fast to be seen. The Heavenly Lightning Asura struck down heavily. The Iron Leg Asura was brilliant, and the Vajra Asura was solid. We were truly performing the same movements, like a body and its shadow.

However, the martial intent contained within the movements was completely different. If the Fist Demon was a deep sea, I was still merely a river.

We finished one round of training with the final sixth form, the Hell Lightning Asura, a thunderbolt struck down by the King of Hell. I had focused so hard that sweat was pouring down my body like rain. Training like this with the Fist Demon, bare-chested, was more intense than any other training.

"The power in your fists has changed."

Even though I used the same amount of force as before, he noticed that my inner qi had increased. Now that I could perfectly execute Origin Reversal, it wasn't easy to notice the changes in my realm. But it seemed I couldn't hide the power contained in these fists from him, no matter how I tried.

"As a reward for this incident, the Ice Empress bestowed upon me the Glacial Ice Essence."

The Fist Demon stared at me with a surprised face. He knew it too. What must precede the consumption of the Glacial Ice Essence.

"I was lucky enough to also be able to consume the 10000 Year Snow Fruit."

The Fist Demon's expression was asking. How could one consume the 10000 Year Snow Fruit and obtain the Glacial Ice Essence through luck alone?

"Can you generate a cold energy from your inner qi?"

The energy of the 10000 Year Snow Fruit had melted into all my blood vessels and organs.

"Yes, I can."

"Then try to perform the Thunder Arhat Fist with the coldest energy possible."

I performed the Thunder Arhat Fist again by myself. I did as the Fist Demon instructed, infusing my inner qi with cold energy. The feeling was completely different from before. Even with the same inner qi, the power was much stronger.

"The Thunder Arhat Fist was originally a fist art designed to shine brightest with extreme inner qi. The fact that you, my disciple, obtained the 10000 Year Snow Fruit and the Glacial Ice Essence means you have a deep connection with the Thunder Arhat Fist. So don't neglect it and be sure to achieve complete mastery."

"I will keep that in mind, Master."

The Fist Demon once again imparted his enlightenment on the Thunder Arhat Fist. It was a different teaching from the one he had given on the snowy mountain. Things he had omitted back then because they were unnecessary, and even new realizations he had gained since.

The Fist Demon truly taught without holding anything back. A man who becomes a true teacher when he is a teacher, and a true father when he is a father. This is the kind of man the Fist Demon is. This Fist Demon is my father's Demon Supreme.

When the Fist Demon's lesson ended, I bowed deeply to him.

"While Master bestows such great teachings, this disciple has been committing a rudeness to Master."

The Fist Demon helped me to my feet. In his blunt eyes, that day from long ago flickered.

"You know how I met the Cult Leader, don't you?"

When he was on the verge of being killed by the underworld thugs in the underground arena, my father saved him. The Fist Demon followed my father to our Cult and entered the Eastern Fist Garrison. When he became one of the Black Fists there, my father came to find him again. What my father said then was this.

[I will become the Heavenly Demon, so you become my Fist Demon.]

On that day, the Fist Demon became my father's man.

"I am a man who died long ago. The life I live now is a bonus granted to me by the Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon's gaze towards me deepened.

"I respect your demonic path."

His intense eyes were filled with sincerity.

However, that respect could not change his heart towards my father.

"But I will follow the Cult Leader's demonic path."


Chapter 438: The Cult Leader's War Has Begun

"So even if this murim becomes a sea of blood, I'll follow the Cult Leader's demonic path."

I could feel that the Fist Demon was speaking from the heart.

Right, this was the kind of person the Fist Demon was.

His loyalty could not be swayed by persuasion or appeasement. No threat could move him, and no personal relationship could penetrate it. He was a man who, once he pledged his loyalty, would see it through to the end.

Of course, that didn't mean I thought those words were the Fist Demon's true feelings.

How could he possibly want to turn murim into a sea of blood and kill people? If anything, such a desire might be hidden in the blood of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. But I knew well that the Fist Demon was not that kind of person.

Suddenly, an image of the Fist Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing side by side surfaced in my mind. The two of them faced each other. They were both displaying a will that contradicted their own desires.

Out of loyalty to me.

Out of loyalty to my father.

If their fates had been reversed, they would have been saying the opposite. Was it because they lacked conviction? Of course not. It was because they were passionate men who could suppress their own desires for the one they served.

That was why I felt a renewed sense of gratitude toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Seeing the Fist Demon made me realize just how much of a great help he had been to me.

And I was grateful to the Fist Demon too.

Because he had protected my father with such loyalty.

"I understand, Master."

I replied respectfully. There was no need to speak about what was right or wrong.

Father, the Fist Demon, and I all had desires and values that had been forged over long years.

And the words he had said.

I respect your demonic path.

Those words were enough.

"Thank you, Master."

Was it because I had backed down cleanly and because I was genuinely grateful?

He, who had been staring at me silently, suddenly spoke.

"Do you think the Cult Leader is preparing for war?"

It was a question that made me flinch. A question that felt like something big would follow.

"Isn't he?"

Then, the most surprising words I had heard from the Fist Demon since we met today flowed from his lips.

"The Cult Leader has already started the war."

I stared at the Fist Demon with a shocked expression. He simply left those words behind and strode away.

Watching his broad back, I felt my heart begin to beat rapidly.

Father's war has already begun?


After leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, Geom Mugeuk headed for the Demon Village.

He was thinking of having a drink, and he also wanted to see Jo Cheonbae.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Truly, the way Jo Cheonbae welcomed Geom Mugeuk was second to none, not even to any Demon Supreme.

"Have you been well, innkeeper?"

"Thanks to you, I've been doing just fine."

The customers drinking on the first floor of the tavern all rose at once and greeted Geom Mugeuk.

The people of the Demon Village liked Geom Mugeuk. Because he had established the Sanzu River Hall Branch in the marketplace and frequented the Alluring Inn, the village had become safer than any other in murim.

No one would believe it. The tyranny and crimes committed by martial artists in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters were fewer than those that occurred in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk sat in his usual seat on the second floor. Jo Cheonbae followed him up, first bringing only alcohol and some simple side dishes.

"How's business these days? Haven't customers been flocking in?"

After the tripartite meeting ended, the Alluring Inn became the most famous tavern in all of murim. It had become famous just for hosting the meeting, but it grew even more renowned because of the rumor that inscriptions left by the Heavenly Demon, the Murim Alliance Lord, and the Evil Alliance Chairman were there.

So I had expected the Alluring Inn to be swarming with customers.

"Customers do come by to see the wall sometimes, but it's not enough to disrupt business."

It seemed the irrepressible curiosity of martial artists couldn't overcome the high wall of being in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. There were no martial artists from the orthodox or unorthodox sects at all. The occasional customers were said to be mostly demonic practitioners or their families.

Then again, the people who left the inscriptions were so monumental that it might have made others feel uneasy. How could they not feel anxious, worrying that a demonic practitioner might suddenly jump up and say, How dare you look with such irreverent eyes? I'll gouge your eyeballs out!?

"They might even line up later."

After all the people who left the inscriptions have died, only then will this place become a famous spot. Just like how a painting becomes a masterpiece after the artist dies.

"I won't be around by then, either."

Jo Cheonbae feigned a sigh, but his expression was bright. He was living happily, boasting to the drunks at least once a day about the inscriptions. Being happy made him feel younger. Jo Cheonbae was practically rejuvenating because of that wall.

Jo Cheonbae went downstairs to prepare the food, and Geom Mugeuk drank alone.

His gaze naturally drifted to the inscriptions left on the wall.

The Murim Alliance Lord Jin Paecheon, saw a new demonic path here.

He recalled the image of the Chairman leaving that inscription. Then, the inscription left below it.

The Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang, saw his disciple's dance at the Alluring Inn.

The image of Baek Jagang also came to mind. He remembered the moment he danced with him that day.

However, if a war were to break out, the events of that day would become a cunning ploy by the Demonic Cult. They would think the tripartite meeting was held just to put them at ease.

Then, the words the Fist Demon had said echoed in his mind.

[The Cult Leader has already started the war.]

What did he mean? Who had he started a war with? The orthodox or unorthodox sects? Or the forces behind this recent incident?

Both cases were possible. One was his father's dream, and the other had wounded his father's pride.

But if such a move was underway, Go Wol would have noticed. Did it mean he was moving so secretly as to deceive even Go Wol's eyes? If not, then who could the target be?

This was a question I couldn't even ask my father. It was something the Fist Demon had specially told me for my sake.

As he was lost in thought, drinking a few cups of alcohol, Jo Cheonbae brought the side dishes.

"Innkeeper, it's been a while. Have a drink on me."

"Oh my, I gratefully accept this precious drink."

Jo Cheonbae accepted Geom Mugeuk's drink with a grateful expression and gesture. One of his strengths was that he never acted carelessly just because they had grown close. He knew mistakes were always made when one let their guard down out of familiarity.

Knowing this, he always maintained a consistent demeanor. Even if he were to receive a drink on his deathbed, he would be the type to accept it with gratitude. That's why he was someone you wanted to treat even better.

"It's been a while, and this drink from you, Young Cult Leader, tastes exceptionally good."

"Pour me a cup, too."

As Jo Cheonbae filled Geom Mugeuk's cup, he asked cautiously.

"Do you have something on your mind, by any chance?"

"Do I look like I have something on my mind?"

Jo Cheonbae gave a slight nod. After all, how could he not know after so many years of running a tavern? He could probably guess someone's emotional state just by the way they held their cup.

"I have many worries, as I'm standing against my father."

At that, a low gasp of Aigoo escaped Jo Cheonbae's lips.

"I shouldn't have asked, should I?"

"I didn't hear a thing."

I poured another drink for him as he shook his head and waved his hands dismissively.

"Still, I trust that our innkeeper's on my side."

Jo Cheonbae let out another pained 'aigoo' as he accepted the drink. Being close to Geom Mugeuk, he was now even experiencing what it was like to be on the side opposing the Heavenly Demon. Normally, he was the type to have just one drink and leave, but today, he accepted another.

"Do you happen to remember that day?"

"What day are you talking about?"

"When those esteemed individuals left their inscriptions on that wall, I was very worried."

What if the wall was damaged? What if someone stole it? It was a worry that truly kept him from sleeping.

"Thanks to the advice you gave me then, Young Cult Leader, I've been living with a peaceful mind."

To the anxious Jo Cheonbae, Geom Mugeuk had given this advice.

[If someone were to damage the wall for one reason or another on a certain day and disappear, that too would become a moment in history. Perhaps it might even become a more interesting piece of history.]

That was a great help to Jo Cheonbae. If he hadn't said that, he might have collapsed from a nervous breakdown.

It isn't some grand thing that makes a person anxious or puts them at ease. A single, casually tossed-out word can make someone stay up all night. That one word can become a lasting wound in the heart, tormenting a person.

However, he now realized the opposite was also true.

It would be more interesting if the wall disappeared instead.

Surprisingly, these words won the battle against his anxiety. Because humans can be hurt by a single word, he experienced firsthand that they could also be healed by one.

"Your words erased my worries as if by magic. I even find myself having extreme thoughts, like I'm almost hoping someone will steal that wall."

What Jo Cheonbae wanted to say was this.

"The things I worried about didn't happen so easily. So much so that I wonder why I was ever that worried. So please, don't worry too much. Everything will be alright, Young Cult Leader."

To that, he added his own special touch.

"Please wait just a moment. I'll prepare a special dish for you, Young Cult Leader!"

Watching him go down to the first floor, Geom Mugeuk felt his heart grow calm. There was a sense of relief that the Alluring Inn, that Jo Cheonbae, provided. That was why this place was also a world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, but in reality.

As he was drinking like that, someone entered the Alluring Inn.

The person who came up to the second floor with a giant dao on his back was none other than Seo Daeryong.

"Strangely, I had a feeling you'd be here."

"What brings you here at this hour? What about evening training?"

"We decided to take the day off today."

"Because of me?"

"Pardon? What do you mean by that?"

I wondered if Seo Daeryong had heard about the situation from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but that wasn't the case.

"Master said he was going to the Great Sky Peak, so he told us to rest today."

"Why the Great Sky Peak?"

"He didn't give a reason."

Seo Daeryong added playfully.

"As for the reason, I'm sure the Young Cult Leader, who knows everything in the universe, would know."

"Of course I know."

He had said it as a joke, so when I said I knew, Seo Daeryong's eyes widened.

"You know? Why did he go to the Great Sky Peak?"

"He went to sort out his troubled mind."

The view of the stars pouring down from the summit of the Great Sky Peak was truly a magnificent sight. He was probably standing there, organizing his thoughts about my father and me.

"Why's he troubled?"

"Because I'm the one who troubled him."

The Young Cult Leader and his master. Since it involved the two people closest to him, Seo Daeryong naturally became cautious.

"What on earth is going on?"

"Alright, you're my right-hand man, so you should know the situation."

Geom Mugeuk explained the current situation to Seo Daeryong. After hearing the whole story, Seo Daeryong's eyes hardened as he spoke.

"I wish I had the right to choose as well."

"Then it would've been one against three, not one against two, right?"

"You're so quick on the uptake."

Though he said that, Seo Daeryong knew for certain. If such a situation truly came, he would support the Young Cult Leader. Even knowing he would have to risk his life to defy the Cult Leader, he felt he would support Geom Mugeuk.

He felt a sense of relief rather than surprise at this realization about himself.

The relationship between Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes was one of equals, but he was different. Geom Mugeuk had turned a mere investigator into the Sanzu Hall Director and allowed him to become a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Beyond all that, he had led him, who had been gloomy and full of dissatisfaction, into a world of light.

This was the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was.

But still, how can I defy the Cult Leader?

He was relieved that he didn't seem to be the type to make such a cowardly excuse.

"This is such an important matter, we should hold a secret ballot!"

He was grateful and proud of the person he had become, one who could make such jokes without hesitation.

"So, who will you go to see now?"

The remaining Demon Supremes were the Flower Sword Supreme, the Demonic Buddha, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and the Poison King. Seo Daeryong couldn't tell who would side with the Young Cult Leader.

"I tried to bring down a cliff, but it didn't even budge."

Geom Mugeuk said as he drank his alcohol.

"I guess I'll have to climb the cliff and dig up some poisonous herbs, won't I?"


There are many ways to make someone your ally. You can persuade them with logical words, move their heart with emotion, or simply subjugate them with force. Or, there's the method of drawing them in through negotiation, giving what's to be given and taking what's to be taken.

And now, I was on my way to meet someone on whom none of those methods would easily work.

When I arrived at the Thousand Poisons Forest, it wasn't Sangseon who usually greeted me, but another poison user.

"Young Cult Leader, Sangseon has entrusted me with guiding you. Let's go."

I followed him through the Thousand Poisons Forest. Poisonous snakes flickered their tongues from tree branches. Beneath them, poisonous insects rustled with strange noises from within the thick piles of leaves.

It's been a long time since I was here, too.

I asked the poison user who was guiding me.

"Does the Demonic Buddha still visit often these days?"

"Yes, I understand he comes often to gather medicinal herbs."

The Poison King and the Demonic Buddha. They were a truly mismatched pair, both in appearance and personality. Yet, the bond we formed when the three of us gathered herbs together had blossomed into a friendship between the two of them.

Between the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha, the easier one to predict was the Demonic Buddha.

He was his older brother's man, through and through. His brother's opinion would influence him, and unfortunately, his brother would never defy our father's will. I couldn't be sure, but it was highly likely that the Demonic Buddha would also follow my father.

Even without his brother's influence, the Demonic Buddha had a great ambition for power. He was the type to side with war, not raise his hand for peace.

In that case, I absolutely had to get the Poison King on my side.

After walking for a good while, I arrived at the Poison King's residence. Sangseon was standing in front of it.

Why would he send a subordinate when he's just standing here with nothing to do?

The question was answered soon enough.

"It seems you'll have to wait a little."

"Is the Poison King in the middle of concocting an important poison?"

"No."

A completely unexpected answer came from Sangseon.

"The Cult Leader's here right now."


Chapter 439: Don't Tell Me Father is a Gatherer Too?

Father is here?

The Poison King plays the most crucial role in Father's unification of the murim. Father had come one step ahead of me to meet him.

Despite that, I felt a pleasant tension rather than worry. It felt different from before. If he had been testing me until now, this time I felt he intended to have a contest with me. It must mean he acknowledges me that much.

If that's the case, I should enjoy this contest with my father.

This whole process is a memory with my father, and it's my life. I always promise myself this. I won't live a life solely for revenge. One such life is enough. In this life, I'm going to enjoy myself, even a contest like this with my father.

I spoke loudly enough for my voice to be heard inside the building.

"Father, your son is here! Please let me in, too."

Sangseon looked flustered. I was probably the only person in the world who would shout at the Heavenly Demon like this. The Young Cult Leader is truly an incorrigible person. As I was looking at Sangseon's expression, my father's voice came from inside.

"Come in."

It was a strange situation.

Normally, the Poison King should have been the one to speak. He should have said something like, 'On behalf of the Cult Leader, I will escort the Young Cult Leader inside.' For Father to personally tell me to come in?

When I opened the door and went inside, an unexpected scene unfolded. From that sight, I could understand why Father had answered instead of the Poison King.

The Poison King was concocting a poison, and my father was helping him. It was a scene I could have never imagined, so I just stared blankly. In front of the Poison King was the vat he used to concoct poisons. Floating around it were a dozen or so bottles.

The person keeping those bottles afloat in mid-air was none other than my father. He was helping with the poison concoction using telekinesis from a spot far removed from the poison's range of influence. It was a distance as far away as the entrance where I stood.

"Black, a little more, please!"

GLUG.

"Green, stop!"

As he commanded, liquid poured from the floating bottle with the black paper label. The bottle with the green paper label stopped pouring its contents.

"This time, pour the blue, red, and purple simultaneously."

At that, the blue, red, and purple bottles floating in the air tilted at the same time, pouring out the liquids inside.

SSSSSSS.

Smoke rose from the mixed poison.

Even as he spoke, the Poison King's hands moved busily. Amidst the rising poisonous fumes, he stirred the concoction with a wooden stick and added other poisonous substances.

It was truly a magnificent sight. It might not look like much at a glance, but both my father and the Poison King were displaying their highest level of skill and concentration.

"Blue, stop for a moment! Brown instead."

Once again, at the Poison King's command, the blue bottle stopped and the brown bottle moved.

The level at which my father handled objects with telekinesis was truly exquisite and precise. It felt as if he had bestowed life and will upon the bottles.

The Poison King watched the falling liquid intently, mixing in powders to match.

The only person who could withstand the poison generated in this process was the Poison King. That was why he usually did this work alone.

Pouring this, mixing that. It was a truly dangerous and complex process underway when suddenly...

"Stop everything!"

At the Poison King's shout, all the bottles floating in the air stopped at once.

A single drop that shouldn't have gone in splashed and fell toward the vat.

The next moment, that single drop stopped in mid-air.

Father had stopped it with telekinesis.

Silence descended. With a single drop of liquid suspended in the air, it felt as if time had stopped.

It then flew back through the air and returned to its original bottle.

That was the moment the Poison King's poison concoction was finally complete.

The Poison King's face was flushed. He didn't even know I had come in. He was focused solely on the poison.

More than the fact that he was concocting a poison with my father, his desire to complete the poison was paramount. I knew very well that he never had any thoughts of doing things out of courtesy to the Cult Leader.

The Poison King took out the concocted poison, smelled it, and performed a few tests.

Is the Poison King in his own world right now, or is he in reality? I could always guess where the Poison King stood, but right now, I felt I couldn't tell.

After finishing a few checks, the Poison King's expression brightened. He announced with a face full of joy.

"Success."

The Poison King was truly, genuinely happy.

"It was mixed properly this time. I kept failing on my own, but thanks to the Cult Leader's help, I succeeded."

This, I believe, is the Poison King's greatest strength. For the sake of poison, he willingly accepts help from others. Asking the Demonic Buddha to dig up poisonous herbs is one example, and receiving help from my father today is another.

A person who easily gets lost in his own world might have put up a front of useless pride and been stubborn. However, he surprisingly has no such ego.

That's why I think the Poison King is a frightening person. Because he is someone you cannot define.

"Huh? When did you get here?"

The Poison King finally noticed me. He wasn't pretending not to see me. He had been so frighteningly focused on concocting the poison.

"I arrived a while ago."

"I succeeded in concocting the Myriad Deaths Poison."

"Congratulations."

The Myriad Deaths Poison was a new poison created by the Poison King, one he had failed to concoct dozens of times. Sangseon had helped, but as seen earlier, the process of mixing the poison was extremely tricky and difficult, making it hard to create. Yet, he had succeeded with my father.

"What a shame! I should have been the one to help you succeed."

"Then you would have failed again today."

This was the Poison King's way of thanking my father.

I belatedly greeted my father.

"It seemed you were in the middle of something important, so my greeting is late."

I must not forget. The one who let me in here was my father. He intended to show me the sight of him and the Poison King concocting a poison.

"I didn't know you were here."

"I was just passing by."

Father, do you know that everyone's fate changes drastically every time you 'just pass by'? Please don't ever say you should stop by the Murim Alliance!

I pictured a scene of myself and my father standing on a giant Go board.

In this phase of the game with the Poison King, the move my father just played was the 'poison concoction' move.

What conversation did Father and the Poison King have before I arrived? Did he ask him to look after me again? Or was he trying to firmly nail down the Poison King as his man?

"I've returned safely from the North Sea."

"Is that so?"

The Poison King answered my greeting perfunctorily. He was staring in wonder at the poison he had completed. He was completely engrossed in it. He was only bothering to answer and ask questions because my father was present.

"Did you get the poisonous herbs that only grow in the North Sea?"

"Well, I tried, but..."

I had actually looked for poisonous herbs from time to time on my way back. However, I couldn't find any worthy of being a gift.

"I think the poisonous herbs get shy and hide whenever they see me. It's all your fault, Father. I'm just too handsome, having taken after you."

A sneer formed on my father's lips. Seeing that sneer after so long made me feel good. Please smile often like that, Father. For now, please keep giving me tests rather than contests.

"Father, why don't you go out to gather poisonous herbs with the Poison King next time? Surely he won't be able to use you as a gatherer too."

I had intended it as a joke, referencing how he'd used a bet to make the Demonic Buddha his gatherer, but my father threw an unexpected question at the Poison King.

"When was that?"

At the random question, the Poison King paused to recall his memory.

"Four years and seven months ago."

"Has it been that long already?"

With a feeling of 'no way,' I looked back and forth between the two of them and asked.

"Don't tell me that four years and seven months ago was the day you two gathered poisonous herbs together?"

I could tell from the expressions on their faces as they looked at each other. That 'no way' was, in fact, true.

Father often surprises me, but this time, I was truly shocked. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn't picture my father and the Poison King gathering poisonous herbs together.

Moreover, the Poison King remembered that last day precisely.

It meant that it was a precious moment for him as well. It was also a moment that made me think winning the Poison King over to my side would be anything but easy.

Suddenly, the words of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to mind.

[The Cult Leader will be just as difficult to persuade.]

Somehow, I think my case will be even more difficult.

Just then, my father bid his farewell.

"I'll be on my way now."

At that, the Poison King bowed politely and respectfully. He didn't thank him again for helping with the poison concoction.

However, I had a feeling that if Father ever asked, When was that?, the Poison King would remember this very moment today and answer precisely.

Before leaving, my father looked at me. His gaze was saying this.

My move is over. Now it's your turn.

I could feel my father's confidence.

From my father's unique way, free of checks or coercion, I realized once again that composure comes from strength.


As soon as my father left the residence, I immediately asked the Poison King.

"Did you ask him to help with the poison concoction first? Is that why Father came?"

"I wouldn't dare. I was just about to concoct a poison when the Cult Leader arrived without notice. I was going to postpone it, but he offered to help."

He wouldn't have displayed that same level of concentration on the poison from the very beginning. They must have had some conversation during the preparation process.

"May I ask what you and Father talked about today?"

Then, a surprising answer came out.

"He didn't say anything."

"You mean he didn't say a single word?"

The Poison King nodded. He had come, helped with the poison concoction, and left just like that.

I could feel that this was a more powerful blow than persuading the Poison King with all sorts of words.

You just do that and leave? How am I supposed to win?

Trying to say anything contrary to my father's will to the Poison King right now would only be counterproductive.

Because my hundred words of flattery could never beat this heavy blow from my father, who helped with the poison concoction without saying a single word.

"I'll be going for today as well. I'm in the middle of a strategic retreat."

Still, I couldn't just leave, so I hinted that my reason for coming today wasn't just for a greeting.

It must have been a rather random remark, but the Poison King didn't ask what it meant. Father came, and then I came. He must have sensed that something was happening. For some reason, the Poison King stopped me.

"Since you're here, help me with something before you go."

"Just say the word."

"Let's bottle this poison first."

The Poison King brought a box. Inside were a dozen or so bottles, and the box was structured to store them without breaking. These specially made bottles were designed to be sealed perfectly so that no poison could leak out.

"I'll bottle it. You can rest."

The Poison King perched on a desk a short distance away and watched me silently.

I divided the Myriad Deaths Poison into the bottles. The poison filled exactly ten bottles. I could tell that he had intended to concoct exactly this one box's worth from the start. If the concoction hadn't been a success, it would have been too little or too much.

How many people could be killed with this poison? Hundreds? Thousands?

"Pack that up and follow me."

I put the bottles of poison back into the box. Carrying the box, I followed the Poison King.

The Poison King headed deep into the Thousand Poisons Forest.

I had wandered around here with him looking for poisonous herbs before. However, the place he took me to today was one I had never been to.

The Poison King forged a path where there was none, going deep into the forest.

Was there a place like this in the Thousand Poisons Forest?

As if we had entered a new section within the Thousand Poisons Forest, the place was filled with all sorts of poisonous creatures and plants that were more venomous and dangerous than those outside.

Moreover, the area we were walking through was a swamp. It was no ordinary swamp. It was a swamp of death from which a person could never escape if they fell in.

The mist that spread like a fog over the swamp was also mixed with poison.

Truly, this place needed no one to guard it, nor did it need any formations.

A place that no one could ever enter unless they had Myriad Poison Immunity or were the Poison King.

I crossed the swamp by stepping on the same stones and branches as the Poison King.

TSTSTSTS!

Strange sounds came from all directions, and as we walked, the Poison King would stop to examine the condition of the poisonous creatures. With a boyish face, he would explain to me what kind of creature it was and its current state. That one was angry because it couldn't find a mate, or that one was sick somewhere. He recognized things an ordinary person could not.

After passing through the swamp, there was a cave.

The cave was also full of poisonous things. If it weren't for the two of us, even an ordinary master would not have been able to take a single step into this cave.

At the end of the cave was a heavy iron door. When the Poison King opened the locked door and we entered, we found ourselves in a large warehouse.

The moment I stepped inside, I was overwhelmed by the sight that unfolded within.

The vast space was filled with bottles. There were hundreds of shelves, and bottles were placed upon them. I could tell. Everything in these bottles was poison. It was an enormous quantity, numbering over several thousand.

"All of our Cult's poisons are stored here."

This was the secret warehouse where the deadliest poisons of the Thousand Poisons Forest were kept. These were the poisons that would be unleashed upon the world if a war broke out.

Why did the Poison King bring me here?

"Put the poison you brought over there at the end."

I placed the Myriad Deaths Poison in a row where the Poison King pointed. The Poison King wrote the name of the poison on the bottles. The bottles placed next to them also had their own names written on them.

Snake Poison, Madness Poison, Blood Poison, Guts Melting Poison, Severing Poison, Soul-Severing Poison, Annihilation Poison, Yin-Yang Poison, Shadowless Poison, Corpse Poison, Parasite Poison, Soul-Losing Poison...

There were truly countless kinds of poisons. Every terrifying poison that existed in the world was here.

Strangely, the arrangement of the poisons was completely different from what I had expected. I thought the more powerful poisons would be deeper inside, but bottles of imperceptible poison were displayed right next to the entrance. It was an arrangement that gave the impression of, 'The more powerful it is, the faster you should take it out to use.'

"What would happen if all the poisons here were released into the world?"

From behind me, the Poison King answered.

"Everyone would die."

It was an answer that was not merely an exaggeration.

I was curious about the Poison King's thoughts. So, before asking whether he was on my father's side or mine, I asked this first. It was the first time I had asked him this question since we met.

"Poison King, why do you make poisons?"


Chapter 440: The Poison King's Place, Decided by My Father

Could there be a question more provocative and rude than asking the Poison King why he makes poison?

If our relationship wasn't as good as it is now, he might have immediately snapped. What kind of question is that to ask the Poison King? Or he might have retorted, "Then why do you practice swordsmanship?"

Fortunately, the Poison King knew my question wasn't thrown out without thought.

Instead of answering, he simply stared at me.

I slowly walked over and entered the space between the display cabinets.

"There are so many poisons here."

The number of poisons just in this aisle was immense. Many must have been passed down through generations in the Thousand Poisons Forest, but the Poison King must have collected many himself. There were also likely many newly created poisons, like the one from earlier.

"Why do you pour all your passion into making poison, like you did just now?"

This question was both fundamental and deeply personal. He could answer as a Demon Supreme or for personal reasons. It was a question whose answer would change depending on how he took it.

I turned back to the Poison King and added another question.

"You've dedicated your entire life to poison, haven't you? What does poison mean to you, Poison King?"

For a moment, I saw a small flicker of passion in his eyes that I had never seen before.

He must have been called strong countless times and a fearsome man just as often.

But had he ever been told that he had dedicated his life to poison?

Was the statement burdensome? The Poison King's gaze shifted to the poisons on the opposite side from where I was looking.

A moment of silence passed.

The Poison King still hadn't answered my question about why he makes poison.

I threw out a new question. This too was the first time I had asked him this since we met.

"Or do you wish to one day stain the world with the blood of poison?"

This was his life before my regression.

This time, the answer came quickly. The Poison King replied without turning back.

"If I must."

I was actually relieved. I felt that such an answer was further from a sea of blood than a promise that it would never happen. The one who takes their own life isn't the person who was crying yesterday, but the one who was smiling.

Was I not worried he would commit such an act again? Not at all. I know better than anyone how the same person can change depending on their situation, environment, and the people around them. Because the Poison King from before my regression and the Poison King now were completely different people. No, they were the same person, but living a different life. Just like me now.

"It seems I've asked a pointless question. Please forgive my rudeness."

At that, the Poison King, who had been staring blankly at the poison vials, slowly shook his head.

"I've never been asked such a question before."

Indeed, who would dare ask the Poison King why he makes poison? His inability to answer wasn't because of my question.

"I've never seriously thought about it either."

My younger self would not have believed him. I would have thought he was just trying to sound cool. But I know now. The closer one gets to a state of mastery, the less one tends to think about it.

"You must have. You just can't remember it now."

"Yes, I suppose I must have at some point. But I can't remember when that was."

"It seems that even you, the Poison King, cannot avoid being swept along by life."

I said it playfully, but the Poison King's expression remained serious.

He walked over and picked up the bottle containing the Myriad Deaths Poison he had made today. The look in his eyes as he gazed at it seemed to ask a question.

Why did I make this? Without giving up, even after failing so many times.

Before he could sink deeper into his thoughts and enter his own world, I answered for him.

"To protect our Cult."

To the Poison King, this was clearly the wrong answer.

"The Cult Leader is here, so why would I need to protect it?"

The time had come to properly explain why I had come to see him.

"The people of the orthodox sects or unorthodox sects probably fear you, the Poison King, more than my father."

At the root of that terror was this fear. The fear of dying without even getting to fight properly. If you die fighting, no matter who the opponent is, you wouldn't feel it was unfair. But a fight with the Poison King is over if you take one wrong breath or drink one wrong sip of water.

The reason the Poison King was the most powerful deterrent to war might not be the fear of mass slaughter, but the fear of not wanting to die a pointless dog's death.

"There's a reason I asked you that question earlier."

I told the Poison King everything that had happened since I returned, even my worry that my father might be dreaming of the unification of the murim.

Even after hearing the whole story, the Poison King's expression didn't change at all. He must have known from the start when he brought me here that I had a separate reason for visiting the Thousand Poisons Forest today.

"Even if everyone opposes the Cult Leader's dream, shouldn't you be the one to support it?"

"It seems he didn't just give me good looks, but his stubbornness as well."

"You intend to block the Cult Leader's path?"

Although I felt terribly sorry toward my father, I silently nodded and began to persuade the Poison King.

"I want these poisons to remain here forever."

"Are you trying to make me useless?"

"It's the opposite."

"The opposite?"

I slowly touched a poison vial placed before me. The paper attached to the bottle read 'the Flaming Soul Death Poison(炎魄絶命毒)'. It was a terrifying poison that, with just a few drops, would spread like flames and snatch away all life in the vicinity.

"Because your terror and dignity will be maintained as long as these poisons are here. The moment you, the Poison King, use poison on the murim, that terror will turn to fury. Your dignity will be covered by resentment."

The Poison King said nothing.

"The essence of the poison arts is not in poisoning, but in detoxifying."

It was something I had told him before. Since he had taught his own successor this way, he clearly held such a belief.

"When you saved everyone by detoxifying the Poison Tyrant's poison last time, you were so magnificent, Poison King."

I couldn't know what he was thinking at this moment, but I conveyed my sincere feelings.

"Please, don't live as the Poison King who poisons for my father's demonic path, but as the Poison King who detoxifies for mine."

I said everything I wanted to say, because I had a premonition that I had lost to my father, who had silently helped with the poison-making and left today.

"I apologize for the rude request."

I bowed my head respectfully.

It was a demand I was making without knowing his true feelings.

The Poison King, who had been silent until then, suddenly spoke.

"You are mistaken about one thing."

That one thing was something I had truly never considered.

"Do you think the Cult Leader intends to use me to achieve the unification of the murim?"

"Is that not the case?"

"Four years and seven months ago, when I went to gather poison herbs with the Cult Leader, he said this to me."

And then, a surprising truth was revealed. The Poison King relayed the exact words my father had said to him that day.

"I will not unify the murim with poison. There is no need for poison arts in my murim."

I was stunned. I never imagined my father would have said such a thing. I knew he disliked the poison arts, but to think he would say it directly to the Poison King.

"Weren't you disappointed?"

"I was. But I wasn't offended. It was much better than him pretending not to dislike the poison arts."

This was how my father treated the Demon Supremes.

And those two men had made poison together today without exchanging a single word. I might not know for sure, but perhaps there was an understanding that only the two of them shared.

The Poison King relayed the last thing my father had said that day.

"To me, you are not someone who will strike the murim, but someone who will protect our Cult. Even if my unification of the murim fails, our Cult will not fall because of you."

That was the place my father had decided for the Poison King. The final bastion.

"I promised that day to follow the Cult Leader's will."

I could now finally understand the Poison King's end in my life before regression. When the Cult Leader's palace was overrun and my father passed away, the Eight Demon Supremes gave up on revenge. Until now, I thought it was because they were overwhelmed by Hwa Mugi's absolute martial prowess. I thought they had chosen life over death. That's why I considered it a betrayal, though I also understood it was a losing battle.

But today, for the first time, a new thought occurred to me. Perhaps a different situation had unfolded that day, one I didn't know about. A situation where everyone had to give up on revenge. Because I felt that the Poison King, at least, would not have just stood by. Yet he did not seek revenge, and later caused a tragedy, meeting a miserable end.

We were probably thinking of the same person, but the Poison King broke the reverie.

"It's because I like poison."

It was the answer to my earlier question. He had been unable to give this simple answer for so long. It couldn't have been that he couldn't think of it. Do I still truly like poison? Or have I forgotten that feeling and am just making poison out of habit? He must have been unable to answer because he was searching for the answers to the various questions that followed.

"Of course it's because you like poison."

When I said it as if I already knew the answer, the Poison King looked at me.

"Someone who doesn't like poison couldn't squat for a few hours just to watch a poison insect crawl, could they? Such a person wouldn't give names to their poisonous snakes. You truly love poison, Poison King. Please, you must show me what lies at the end of that love and dedication for poison. You must let me know."

These were words he had likely never heard from anyone, because he was the Poison King. I believe there are words that the Poison King, my father, and even the me who regressed want to hear, need to hear. Words that must be heard in any person's life. I had just said those words to the Poison King.

The Poison King smiled at me. Joy and gratitude filled his eyes as he looked at me.

"I can't let this good mood go to waste. So, are you on my father's side, Poison King? Or mine?"

The answer to this question came quickly. The Poison King walked out of the storeroom and stated calmly.

"I am on no one's side."


The one who gave a clear answer was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I will follow the Cult Leader's will."

She made her decision without even feigning contemplation.

She had listened to the situation while practicing her swordsmanship in the training yard and uttered those words as she executed her final technique. After finishing a round of training, she strode to the edge of the training yard and gulped down the water she had placed there.

There had been a change since I last saw her. She had stopped wearing makeup at some point, and now her hair was white.

"This is my natural, unadorned hair."

The red camellia flower engraved on the scabbard of the One Flower Sword created a stylish contrast with her white hair.

"You become more magnificent with each passing day, Sword Supreme!"

"Of course! I knew you'd say that."

Was her appearance the only thing that had changed? I could feel that her martial arts realm, which had already ascended a level, was now advancing toward another.

"I appreciate your praise, but I will still follow the Cult Leader's will."

I had expected as much. When it came to respect for my father, she was second to none.

What if I couldn't persuade her? The remaining Demon Supremes were the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Demonic Buddha. Even if the young Demon Supreme, Seobhon, sided with me, if the Demonic Buddha followed my father, then half of them would already be on his side. Since the Poison King said he was on no one's side, even if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sided with me, it would be four to three.

"That's too harsh! Have you forgotten? I'm your duel friend, Sword Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme gave a smile filled with apology.

"We've gotten quite close, haven't we?"

"Yes."

"And you know how grateful I am to you, right?"

"I do."

"No, I don't think you do. How grateful I am. But I must say this."

The Flower Sword Supreme revealed her honest feelings about the matter. Words I never expected came from her.

"I'm worried the Cult Leader won't start a war."

Our friendship was one thing, but her conviction was a separate matter.

"I believe the Cult Leader can achieve the great task of unifying the murim. As you know, the Cult Leader is a truly outstanding man. An opportunity to fulfill our Cult's long-cherished wish has come, and if we miss this chance, the future generations of our Cult will regret this time for ages to come."

It occurred to me that perhaps the biggest reason she trained so arduously was to one day fulfill the dream of unifying the murim with my father.

"Perhaps the birth of a son like you can be seen as a trial for the Cult Leader. Great undertakings are always accompanied by trials. That's fate at work."

Though her words could have hurt me, she looked at me and continued to speak calmly. By being honest with me instead of deceiving me, she was offering her apology.

"I sincerely hope the Cult Leader overcomes the trial that is you. And I truly hope he achieves his great work."

The Flower Sword Supreme asked with a gentle gaze.

"I'm sorry if your feelings are hurt."

I answered with a smile.

"Not at all. In fact, thank you for speaking so honestly."

"I'm grateful you think so."

"The next time I visit, I'll come as your duel friend."

I bowed politely to her and turned to leave.

Then, from behind me, the Flower Sword Supreme said something unexpected.

"Don't be too disappointed. From what I can see, you're winning this match right now."

Confused by her incomprehensible words, I turned back to her.

However, she had already drawn her sword and resumed her training.

"That's why I'm unconditionally on the Cult Leader's side."


Chapter 441: With One Drawn Sword, All of Them

It had been a while since I last visited the Western Illusion Sanctum. A demonic energy that could sway a person's heart emanated from the towers, the bizarre decorations, and even the flowers swaying in the garden.

The demonic energy was as strong as ever, but the shamans I passed were not as hostile as before. They greeted me politely, showing respect for the Young Cult Leader.

Following the guiding shaman, I walked between houses built like snail shells. The path was so bewitching and dazzling that anyone less than a master would have had to close their eyes to avoid dizziness.

At the end of that path was a cone-shaped building, the residence of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The room was filled with swirling patterns from the walls and ceiling to the floor. Inside, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme greeted me.

"Young Cult Leader, you've arrived?"

The demonic energy flowing from her eyes was even more intense than when I had last seen her.

"I believe this is the first time we've met here."

"Are you alright? If you're uncomfortable, we can go outside to talk."

Just being here was unsettling due to the room's dizzying patterns. She was being considerate, worried that I might be uncomfortable. Of course, since the Heavenly Demon Defense Art protected me, it was a needless concern.

"When the previous Demon Supreme was here, this place was nauseating and dizzying. But now, it's beautiful and mysterious."

I knew she was doing well. Though she became a Demon Supreme at a young age, she had already taken complete control of the Western Illusion Sanctum. The shamans recognized her as the new Demon Supreme. All that remained was to master her unique martial art and build her experience.

"What brings you here?"

She was different from the other Demon Supremes. Because she was still so young, she was a person closer to being my Demon Supreme rather than my father's. This very moment was one where the next generation's Heavenly Demon and Demon Supreme stood face to face.

I told her the current situation exactly as it was. I didn't omit or add anything just because she was young. I respected her as a Demon Supreme.

"To get straight to the point, there is only one Demon Supreme on my side."

I hadn't revealed who it was, but surprisingly, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme guessed correctly.

"Could that person be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"How did you know?"

She told me that during the tripartite meeting, she had felt a kinship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, seeing him stand alone and separate from the others.

"During the last tripartite meeting, the Smiling Demon envied me. He said it was because I was young and could serve the Young Cult Leader for a long time. That's when I guessed it might be the Smiling Demon, because of his thoughts for you, Young Cult Leader."

She still remembered their conversation vividly.

"Do you know what I said to the Smiling Demon then?"

"What did you say?"

"I said, 'Smiling Demon, you truly seem to enjoy difficult tasks.'"

I laughed out loud. She, who had always been somewhat stiff when dealing with me, was now speaking comfortably.

It meant her position had stabilized and her confidence had grown. Like the other Demon Supremes, no, she who still had a long way to go was growing faster than anyone.

"If it weren't for you, Young Cult Leader, I wouldn't have been able to ascend to the position of Demon Supreme."

"You don't need to make your decision for that reason. Decide as you wish, Demon Supreme."

At that, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme asked with a peculiar look in her eyes.

"Are you serious?"

Her eyes held a playful glint, as if asking if I really didn't need her help. Of course not. If that were the case, I wouldn't have come.

"No. I desperately need your help, Demon Supreme."

At my honest answer, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled. Her silent smile now suited her demonic energy quite well.

"As I said, the situation is unfavorable. You might even fall out of favor with my father."

That was the most important part for the other Demon Supremes, but not for her.

"You don't have to worry about that. I'm already outside the Cult Leader's favor."

It didn't mean that my father hated her. It meant that more time and effort were needed to gain his favor. To my father, she would still be considered an incomplete Demon Supreme. She accurately grasped where she stood and what kind of person my father was.

"Will someone like me be alright?"

I gave her a polite clasped hands greeting.

"You may stand outside my father's favor, but to me, you stand at the forefront."

Those words were enough. The demonic energy flowing from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's eyes grew even more intense.

"All the spirits of our Cult will follow you, Young Cult Leader."


The Demonic Buddha was making a stone statue in a small clearing, a short distance from the great golden Buddha. The sight of him carving stone with a chisel and hammer was both fitting and unfamiliar. While the surrounding buildings were plated in gold, the statue he was making was of ordinary stone.

"The score is three to two. I'm winning."

I started by bluffing to the Demonic Buddha. Of course, it didn't work.

"In the time I haven't seen you, only your lies have grown."

"And you, Demonic Buddha, are as sharp as ever."

This, in fact, was the lie. The Demonic Buddha felt much gentler. Had he perhaps attained some spiritual enlightenment?

I stood for a moment and watched the Demonic Buddha, who had become a stonemason. He wasn't just good at gathering medicinal herbs. His skill at carving statues was also excellent.

"But how did you know? That there were two on my side."

"Because even two is a lot."

I couldn't help but laugh at his words. How could I deny it? My opponent was my father.

"There's a good side to this incident. I was able to meet all the Demon Supremes and see what they were thinking. Maybe my father intended this. 'Know your place and realize your reality!'"

TANG! TANG!

The hammering stopped for a moment. From behind the hammer, the Demonic Buddha glanced at me.

"Would the Cult Leader really create this stage just to show that he has many Demon Supremes supporting him?"

The Demonic Buddha used the expression 'stage'. In other words, he believed my father had intentionally created this situation.

"Was it because he hoped I would grow closer to the Demon Supremes?"

TANG!

As if to say I was wrong, the sound of the Demonic Buddha's hammering was light and crisp.

"Or perhaps my father is trying to reflect on his relationship with the Demon Supremes through this opportunity?"

Again, as if signaling an incorrect answer, only the sound of hammering echoed, tang, tang.

How did the Demonic Buddha truly see this situation? Though he was acting like an enlightened man who had taken a step back, he was once the most political and realistic of the Eight Demon Supremes.

"Please tell me. Why did my father create this stage?"

The Demonic Buddha stopped hammering and examined the statue. He frowned and shook his head, as if the balance was off.

Right, how could he concentrate on his work while having a conversation like this?

The Demonic Buddha set down his hammer and turned towards me.

"To seat us on that stage as the audience."

It was an unexpected statement. If he seated the Demon Supremes as the audience?

"Don't tell me. Does that mean he intends to fight me on that stage?"

The Demonic Buddha looked at me with an expression that said, 'Isn't it obvious?'

In that moment, the words of the Fist Demon came to mind.

[The Cult Leader has already started the war.]

Did the war my father started, which the Fist Demon mentioned, mean a war with me?

"Isn't there a saying that no parent can win against their child?"

Then came an unexpected remark.

"The Cult Leader will not lose to you on purpose."

I could feel that the Demonic Buddha also saw my father in the same light as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Don't ordinary people think it's foolish to make another enemy when you already have one?"

"Isn't it?"

"For ordinary people, perhaps."

"Then what about for my father?"

The Demonic Buddha raised his head and looked towards the distant Heavenly Demon Hall.

"The Cult Leader intends to cut down everyone with one drawn sword."

"He intends to persuade you in front of the watching Demon Supremes, use that unified power to punish those behind the scenes, and furthermore, use that blood-drenched sword to cut down the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance."

The words 'That can't be true' did not leave my lips. Instead, a scene came to mind. The empty throne. The sight of my father, who always occupied that seat, being absent from it. That was a more frightening sight than the image of my father holding the Heavenly Demon Sword, dripping with blood.

"Is there a reason you're so certain?"

"There is."

A golden radiance shone intensely from the Demonic Buddha's body.

"Because our Cult has never been this strong."

If the Demonic Buddha's thoughts were true? Then, in the end, I was the one who had moved my father to action.


"Young Cult Leader!"

The person staring at me with surprised eyes was Go Wol. After meeting the Demonic Buddha, I immediately ran toward Go Wol's location using the Swift Step. I truly ran like the wind. Even while I was in the North Sea, Go Wol had been traveling between our Cult and the outside world, further solidifying the Hidden Moon. The Branch I arrived at today was a half-day's run away using the Swift Step.

"You must be busy, what brings you here?"

The desk where he sat was still piled high with documents.

"What's with all that work? I told you to have your subordinates do it."

"I do have my subordinates do it."

"You should just drink tea and nag."

Knowing full well he wasn't the type to do that, I added another word today.

"Strategist Go. You know how important you are to me, right?"

"I know."

"Then don't make me worry about your health, too."

I wasn't worried about his bodyguards, since I knew the masters sent by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were protecting him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would surely have taken good care of Go Wol, wouldn't he? However, I had to nag him about his health.

"You must be busy meeting with the Demon Supremes, how did you come all this way?"

As expected, Go Wol knew the details of our Cult's situation.

"I came because I wanted to see you. Come on, let's get some fresh air, even for a little while."

I left the office with Go Wol. Exiting through the backyard, we immediately entered the marketplace. We walked side by side through the bustling crowd.

"Don't sit for too long. They say your lifespan shortens the longer you sit, right? Get up and walk around at least once an hour."

"I understand."

"It's been a while, and I'm nagging too much, aren't I?"

Go Wol smiled without denying it. I know how well Go Wol teases the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been the one nagging, his reaction would have been different.

"Do you hear from the Cult Leader often?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had stayed behind in the Heavenly Wind Cult for his disciple, the current Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I thought he would be back in a month or two, but he's been there for quite a while. Now that his relationship with his disciple has recovered, it seems he has a lot he wants to teach.

"A messenger pigeon comes occasionally. Half of it is complaining about his disciple."

"Is the other half complaining about me?"

"How did you know?"

We laughed together.

"Seeing as the interval between the messenger pigeons is getting shorter, it seems the Cult Leader is getting frustrated too. I think he'll be back soon."

"I miss the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, too."

As we walked and talked, I brought up the main reason for my visit.

"While meeting the Demon Supremes this time, one thought kept coming to my mind."

"What thought was that?"

"Do I have the right to crush my father's dream?"

The Demon Supremes all understood my father's aspiration. Though they didn't show it as openly as the Flower Sword Supreme, their feelings were likely similar. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's dilemma must lie there as well, and how would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon be any different?

"Even so, what is your reason for trying to stop it?"

Because too many people will die. But this answer didn't come easily. Just as it was difficult for the Poison King to answer, 'Because I like poison,' it was difficult for me to say those words.

Are you really the kind of person who worries about the well-being of all martial artists?

That question immediately rose in my mind.

Normally, I should have said this. Because the purpose of my regression is to save those who must be saved and kill those who must die. However, if a war breaks out, people who shouldn't die will die. I don't know who it might be. It could be one of the Demon Supremes, it could be Lee Ahn, or it could be Seo Daeryong. It could be Go Wol, who is right in front of me, or it could be the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. It could be Jo Cheonbae, or it could be the guests of the Alluring Inn. This matter won't end with just a broken table.

In addition to that, there is also my concern for my father. In my life before regression, I experienced so much. I saw many lives and felt extreme loneliness. I endured unbearable hardships and escaped death's grasp many times. I endured all of it for the sake of revenge. This is what revenge is.

Killing someone is an act that creates this kind of vengeful spirit. If humans can't forget someone for a lifetime over a few hurtful words, this is an act that takes the lives of countless people. The friends, comrades, and families of the dead. The war will create thousands, tens of thousands of vengeful hearts. Tens of thousands of me. Tens of thousands of Hwa Mugi.

That burden will fall on the shoulders of my father, the one who started the war. I don't want my father to bear that burden of resentment. I don't want him to stand at the tip of countless swords of vengeance. Isn't it my father's dream? His aspiration? I was like that before my regression, and I believe my father was the same. We never got the chance to dream a different dream.

Father lived as the Heavenly Demon, unable to open his heart to anyone, and I lived as the blood relative who had lost that Heavenly Demon. We were stronger than anyone, but we were people who couldn't dream a proper dream.

On top of this feeling, there was one more belief. Because the reason the heavens gave me a chance to regress couldn't have been to drive countless people to their deaths. My various thoughts circled around and returned to the starting point.

"Because too many people will die in that war."

Go Wol silently watched the people passing by for a moment.

Then he looked at me and said softly.

"If that's the reason, isn't it enough to endure everything and stop it?"

Yes, it seems I wanted to hear those words from Go Wol. That must be why I ran all this way like the wind. To hear this from my Strategist. The time has come to go back and meet my father.

"I think I'm ready to get on the stage, too."


Chapter 442: Father's Demon Supremes Are Too Impressive

Was it because my heart felt lighter? The Swift Step was even faster on the way back.

After returning to our Cult, I ate and rested sufficiently. Then I took a thorough bath and changed into a new martial arts uniform.

In the best of moods, I was about to see my father at the Heavenly Demon Hall when I found two people waiting for me. They were none other than Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho. Jang Ho's massive frame seemed to have grown even larger since I last saw him.

Seo Daeryong approached me, lowered his voice, and suggested slyly.

"I know I shouldn't be joking, Master, but if you combine the two of us, wouldn't that count as one Demon Supreme?"

Those words immediately told me what was on their minds. They felt that if they could, they would step up and lend their strength.

"The two of you are a match for three Demon Supremes."

"Do I handle two of the Demon Supremes?"

"General Jang is two and a half, and you're half."

"I'm the right-hand man! Me!"

Jang Ho, who had been coveting that right-hand position, looked at me and bowed respectfully. He was as reliable as ever.

"Young Cult Leader, you have always shown more than I could ever imagine, so I'm not worried, but please, judge the situation carefully."

They were worried about me like this because my opponent was my father.

At some point, the playfulness had vanished from Seo Daeryong's face as he looked at me.

These two would willingly lay down their lives at my command. They were my people, who must never die. That was why today's fight was also a fight for them.

"I'll make a reservation at the Alluring Inn. Are you suggesting we drink to our defeat? I refuse to hear such jokes."

"I wasn't thinking of making such a joke, but you just did."

Seo Daeryong smiled brightly and gave a polite clasped hands greeting. Jang Ho also performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed his head. It was a moment more empowering than any cheer in the world.

"Book the entire Alluring Inn. Let's get drunk all night."

Leaving the two men's encouragement behind, I left my residence.

When I arrived at the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall, my hyung, Geom Muyang, was waiting for me. I could see just how important this matter was to everyone.

"I heard everything from the Demonic Buddha."

It seemed the Demonic Buddha had told my hyung all about this matter.

"So? Did you come to help your cornered little brother?"

To that, my hyung gave an unexpected answer.

"I came to save our cornered father."

"Yeah, I guess that's a joke only you and I can make in this murim."

"It's not a joke."

My hyung's gaze toward me was filled with reproach.

"He trusted you and made you the Young Cult Leader, and you're going to defy Father's will?"

"If I fall out of Father's favor, wouldn't that be a good thing for you, Hyung?"

"I thought so too."

Apparently not. Seeing him come out here to stop me proved that.

We stood side by side without looking at each other, gazing together at the view from the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The time had come to have a conversation we should have had at least once. It was a conversation I couldn't have with anyone else, only with my hyung.

"Do you know? That no one can speak about Father's life?"

My hyung looked at me with an expression that asked what I meant.

"That's why Father has probably never once heard it. Someone speaking about his life, about his journey."

"Isn't the Head Strategist there?"

"Yes, he is. And Uncle Hwi is there too. They can probably offer direct advice. They can also comfortably exchange stories about the cult. However, Hyung, do you really think they can dare to speak about Father's life, about his beliefs?"

My hyung had probably never thought about this before.

"Are you doubting their loyalty?"

"I'm saying this because I know their loyalty is real. Because they are truly loyal, they can't do it. They won't do it. Because they will try to accept any side of Father. They will try to endure it all. You know how it is, right? If you're too close, you can't say it because you're close, and if you're too far, you can't say it because you're far."

After a brief pause, my hyung asked.

"So? Are you saying you're going to do it?"

"Yes, I will."

My hyung shouted with an angry face.

"How arrogant!"

"Still, we have to do it. Because it's something even you, Hyung, think shouldn't be done. That's why Father is living a life where he can never receive advice or counsel. We have to be the ones to say it. 'Father, I believe you may be mistaken about that.' Someone has to say it."

My hyung was about to say something but ended up sighing. How could he not understand the meaning of my words?

"So what if my choice isn't the right one? Father will correct me. Let's use our faith in Father for things like this."

My hyung didn't say anything more.

"Go on in."

"Thanks, though. For coming here to worry about me."

"I told you I didn't come here to worry about you."

My hyung, who had walked some distance away, looked back at me. I was still watching him.

His mind hadn't changed, even at the very end.

"Still, I'm against it."

"That's why I'm going to do it."

I watched my hyung's back as he turned and walked away, then entered the Heavenly Demon Hall.

But at least know this. You're now on the list of people I don't want to kill, Hyung. That's why I'm having this fight.


I stepped into the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Father was sitting on the grand chair, as always. Today, that sight was more special than on other days. It was probably because I had truly felt how terrifying it was to see that grand chair empty.

"Father, I have arrived."

I greeted my father in a brighter voice than usual.

I slowly walked the path of blood, a long red carpet, until I stood below the grand chair. The path felt especially long today.

At the end of the path of blood, I looked up at my father.

Did you know, Father? On the day I regressed, I stood in the dueling ground and looked at you just like this. Since that day, I have always been watching you.

After regressing, I put effort into everyone, but at the center of it all was always my father.

"I have something to confess."

Of course, my father probably knew everything I was about to say. However, just as I did when I returned after being excommunicated, I told my father the whole story.

"For the past few days, I've been visiting the Demon Supremes and pestering them to take my side."

Indeed, there was no surprise or agitation on my father's face.

"They are my Demon Supremes. Why did you ask them to be on your side?"

"Could it be because of jealousy?"

I could feel the corners of my father's mouth preparing to lift slightly.

"Your Demon Supremes are too impressive, Father. That's probably why I'm jealous."

Father didn't sneer. Instead, he nodded once as if sympathizing with my words.

"It's not easy for such fine people to gather in one era."

The moment I heard those words, I recalled what the Demonic Buddha had said.

[Because our Cult has never been this strong.]

Those eight fine Demon Supremes had changed and grown stronger in their own ways. They were growing stronger even at this very moment. The stagnant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had begun to flow freely, gushing without obstruction.

"Since we're on the topic, why don't you summon them all and see their faces? Don't they say that if you don't see each other often, hearts grow distant?"

It was a probing move. If this event was a stage set by my father, as the Demonic Buddha thought, then my father would summon them. If not, he would simply ignore my words.

Father, how will you respond to this move?

Father didn't back down and accepted my move. He said softly.

"Summon the Demon Supremes."

Then, Hwi's reply was heard from the empty air.

"I receive your command."

A silent passion spread from deep within my heart. Father had really summoned the Demon Supremes. The thought that the Demonic Buddha's words might be true began to grow stronger.

Father, if that's the case, what do you intend to do on this stage? With the Demon Supremes as your audience, are you really going to try to persuade me? Or are you planning to crush me with force?

A moment of silence passed. This silence didn't feel particularly awkward, so I didn't deliberately continue the conversation. I saved my words. There would be much to say today.

How much time had passed like that?

Finally, the door opened and a person entered. The first to arrive was the Fist Demon. His figure, striding across the red carpet with his large body, looked as if he were walking out of the gates of hell.

He walked to the foot of the grand chair, greeted my father politely, and then stood to the right.

"Welcome, Master."

Because they were in front of my father, the Fist Demon only gave a light nod.

I asked with my eyes. Was the war with Father you mentioned a war with me?

The Fist Demon must have felt the meaning in my gaze, but he just stood there silently.

Another person entered. It was the Flower Sword Supreme, someone who followed my father as much as the Fist Demon. The pure white martial arts uniform and her white hair suited her perfectly, a complete contrast to the Fist Demon's entrance.

Watching her walk the path of blood with light steps, a thought occurred to me. Wouldn't the female martial artists of our Cult think this when they see her?

I want to age like that too.

That was the feeling the Flower Sword Supreme gave off these days. She was personally demonstrating that age has nothing to do with a person's transformation. She also greeted my father politely and stood next to the Fist Demon.

"You've arrived?"

The Flower Sword Supreme also greeted me with a faint smile.

The first two to arrive were people who absolutely respected and admired my father. They were the ones who had chosen my father without a shred of hesitation.

The next person to enter was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He walked in wearing a white mask that contrasted sharply with the red carpet. He greeted my father politely, then stood on the opposite side of the carpet from the other two.

It wasn't an intentional move to create a confrontation. He naturally stood on the other side of the red carpet.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme with an emotionless gaze. Then, his gaze turned to me.

The two eyes within the eyeholes said this.

Young Cult Leader, I have come.

I looked at him and smiled with my eyes.

Smiling Demon, I have been waiting.

I loved this courtesy that only he and I shared.

When I turned my head again, my father was silently watching us.

I'm sorry, Father. Your Demon Supreme was so impressive that I brought him over to my side. It's just one person, so please understand.

The next to arrive, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, had a different feel. She was not only my father's Demon Supreme but also the next Demon Supreme. After greeting my father, she chose a spot next to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Although she faced the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, she wasn't intimidated at all. As she stood side-by-side with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the auras that stimulated a martial artist's primal fears, extreme evil and soul-stealing, mixed together, doubling the terror.

The next Demon Supreme to arrive was the Drunken Demon, who entered reeking of alcohol. He naturally stood next to the Flower Sword Supreme. Unlike the others, his gaze toward me was filled with apology. He had probably drunk a lot after telling me he would choose my father.

He looked incredibly weak at times like this, but I had seen it, hadn't I? I knew what kind of person the Drunken Demon was on the battlefield.

The next Demon Supreme to enter was the Demonic Buddha. Entering with a golden glow, he stood next to the Drunken Demon without hesitation. He should have stood next to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme to balance things, but for some reason, he stood on the opposite side.

I could tell he had stood there intentionally. He was the one who had said this event was a stage created by my father. Therefore, he was likely trying to heighten the tension of this stage to its peak.

No matter how hard he hammered at his stone statue, it seemed he couldn't do anything about his innate nature that loved such conflicts.

The seventh Demon Supreme was the Poison King. As if to keep his word that he was on neither side, he stood alone, far away from both groups. The Poison King had clearly revealed where he stood in front of my father and the other Demon Supremes.

In a way, he was the bravest. In this case, choosing neither side was a more difficult choice than choosing one. However, by standing far apart, he was also keeping his past promise to my father not to participate in the unification of the murim.

The last person to enter was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He hadn't made a decision until the very end. If he had, he would have come and told me.

What choice would he make today?

Walking the path of blood, he looked at the Demon Supremes standing on both sides. Since the sides were so unbalanced, I had hoped for a brief moment that he might stand on my side.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood on the opposite side without hesitation.

I feigned a disappointed expression and said to him, "Elder, that's too much! I believed that at least you, Elder, would support me."

He didn't take my words as a joke. Instead, he rebuked me sharply.

"The one who is wrong is you, Young Cult Leader. How dare you go against the Cult Leader's will?"

That was the same displeased look from when I first met him. It was as if our relationship had been reset to the very beginning.

I could tell from this cold reaction.

That he had chosen me.

Even though he was standing over there, I felt that he had chosen me. Why? Because he was worried about the relationship between my father and me. He had set aside my father's aspirations and my demonic path, thinking only of that.

He must have judged that it was better for me to stand on my father's side and scold me sharply.

Thank you, Elder.

However, I didn't send a voice transmission to thank him, nor did I give him a look that said I understood his heart. For now, going along with his intentions was the best way to show my gratitude.

But what can I do, Elder? I'm going to defeat my father and return today.

And so, the eight Demon Supremes gathered in one place. Father, the eight Demon Supremes, and me. It was a force so powerful that no one would find it strange if we were to walk out right now and set off to conquer the murim.

Finally, my father rose from the grand chair.

The Demon Supremes all straightened their postures and tensed up. They, who had been shining in their own colors until now, all became black and white, concealing themselves.

In that black and white picture, only my father and I revealed our presences, red as blood and blue as the sky.

Father, who had been gazing at me for a moment, began to slowly walk down toward the stage filled with spectators.


Chapter 443: Father's Fight Was Elegant

I watched my father descend the stairs in silence.

Father. Do you know when I thought of you the most in my life before regression? When you passed away? When I was running around gathering ingredients, dreaming of revenge? When I was mentally and physically exhausted? Or when I was lonely? It was none of those. It was when I had reached the same age as you.

Having never had a proper heart-to-heart conversation with him, I thought I wouldn't miss my father. I assumed it would just be a vague sense of longing. However, as I got older, I strangely found myself thinking of him from time to time.

I feel like I could have a deep conversation with him now. I feel like I could understand him a little better. If only it were now.

Father stopped a few steps in front of me. Our gazes met and tangled in the air. I had faced him many times, but there had never been a moment as tense as this.

Finally, my father asked.

"Did you say you were jealous because my Demon Supremes are so impressive?"

His first words were for my benefit. He was letting them know that I had called the Demon Supremes impressive.

I glanced at the Demon Supremes standing on either side. My eyes met with each of theirs, however briefly. The emotions in their gazes as they watched us were all different.

As always, the Fist Demon's gaze was heavy. Next to the calm Flower Sword Supreme were the half-closed eyes of the Drunken Demon, hiding his complex feelings. The Demonic Buddha's eyes were full of interest, the Poison King was indifferent, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze was fiery. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was dignified, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was smiling.

"Yes. I'm so jealous I want to make them all my Demon Supremes."

The first to react was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Young Cult Leader, don't say such things, even as a joke."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had clearly taken it upon himself to scold me today. He knew that someone had to play this role, and I was grateful to him.

"What can I do? They're just that impressive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot me a stern look.

Are you really going to be like this?

I suppressed the urge to tease him and politely bowed my head.

"I apologize. I'll be more careful with my words and actions from now on."

As I apologized, I saw the Demonic Buddha smiling at me. He was having the most fun out of anyone in the audience today.

You've been withdrawn lately, just carving stone statues, so this must be exciting for you, right?

As if in response to my thoughts, the Demonic Buddha's aura intensified.

Still, I couldn't be careless. Joking around when I was alone with a Demon Supreme was one thing. A clumsy joke in front of my father, however, could be a great discourtesy to them.

Knowing how to hold back a joke is more important than making one.

I looked at my father again.

"Father, there is something I would like to ask you."

Everyone's gaze focused on me. Amidst the palpable tension, I finally asked my father the question.

"I would like to ask what your dream is, Father."

I could feel everyone flinch.

No way, is he really asking the Cult Leader that directly? That must have been what they were thinking.

Naturally, all eyes turned to my father. They weren't waiting for an answer, since no one here was unaware of his dream. They were curious about how he would react. Would he answer obediently, or would he get angry?

Father didn't answer.

His silence heightened the tension. He wasn't emitting demonic qi or hardening his expression, but he still made everyone nervous.

The one who broke the swelling, near-bursting tension was the Drunken Demon. He stepped forward with a slurred voice.

After all, only a drunkard could intervene at a time like this.

"Before you ask about the Cult Leader's dream, you should reveal your own first, Young Cult Leader."

"Of course, I should. That was short-sighted of me. My dreams change often, so if you ask me later, I might give you a different answer."

I deliberately added that part for my father to hear.

Don't just have one dream. A dream can change.

Then, the Drunken Demon thankfully asked the question.

"Does our Young Cult Leader's dream change often, as you say?"

The quick-witted Drunken Demon knew what I intended when I said that.

"Does a dream have to be just one thing? We only live once, so we can have this dream and then that dream. And what if we don't have a dream at all?"

I was looking at the Drunken Demon as I said it, but my words were actually for my father. He probably knew that, of course.

I didn't just let the drunkard who had crashed the stage go.

"By any chance, Drunken Demon, do you have a dream?"

Normally, he would have laughed and said something like, 'Just to drink for the rest of my life'.

"It is to achieve the unification of Murim under the Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon said the words 'unification of Murim' in his stead. He knew that my father wouldn't say those words himself.

I'll step up for you, so use me to say what you need to say to the Cult Leader.

This was how he was repaying his guilt for siding with my father.

"Do you think the world will become a better place if Murim is unified?"

Right. I couldn't ask my father something like this directly.

No, I think it will get worse.

"It will be better than it is now, at least."

"What's your reason for thinking so?"

"Imagine a world where demonic cultivators, people from the orthodox sects, and people from the unorthodox sects are all lumped together. The demonic cultivators, having unified the world, will try to oppress the orthodox and unorthodox sects. The people of the unorthodox sects, steeped in defeat, will commit even more heinous acts. The people of the orthodox sects will try every method possible to reclaim the Orthodox Murim. In that process, there will be countless more sacrifices. In the end, it will be a world where everyone is dissatisfied."

Father and the Demon Supremes were all listening to me in silence.

"Can't we just control that chaos with our power?"

The Drunken Demon offered a solution on their behalf.

"A Murim ruled by oppression and control, is that the world you hope to achieve through unification?"

I was looking at the Drunken Demon, but these words were truly meant for my father.

I had actually experienced it. A Murim where the balance between the demonic, orthodox, and unorthodox had collapsed. I also knew that the nature of power never allows a vacuum.

Another power, the Twelve Zodiac Kings, took that place, and the martial artists' killing intent grew harsher.

It would be the same for us. The Eight Demon Supremes would simply replace the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

"I believe it's a world that should never have been combined in the first place."

Thanks to the Drunken Demon stepping forward, I was able to say everything I wanted to.

Now, sending the Drunken Demon off the stage, I looked at my father. I couldn't tell what meaning my previous words had held for him.

He was looking at me with the same unchanging expression as before.

"Father, putting everything else aside, I don't want to lose anyone here."

"No one here fears death."

"Yes, I know. I know that they are all brave. I'm also well aware that they would lay down their lives without hesitation at your command, Father. This is just my personal feeling. It's my selfish desire not to lose them."

I looked around at the Demon Supremes with a serious gaze.

"I don't want to lose a single person here. You might ask if there won't be seven left if one dies. No, I will miss that one person for the rest of my life."

Father probably couldn't understand why I wanted to save them this badly. He wouldn't know the efforts I made before my regression to save those who needed to be saved.

My gaze, which had been on the Demon Supremes, turned to my father.

"To confess honestly, this is an effort for my own life. That's right. It's my desperate struggle to avoid a life of missing the dead."

"Is that your dream?"

"No, this is my personal wish. It's just my selfishness."

"Then what is your dream?"

Father was allowing me to say everything I wanted on this stage. It was as if he was making me the protagonist.

Say everything you want to in front of me and the Demon Supremes.

That's why this might become an even more difficult fight.

"My dream is to live my life contemplating in that grand chair."

Not just my father, but everyone else showed a look of confusion. They couldn't understand what I meant by those words alone.

"While sitting in the grand chair, I'll contemplate which Demon Supreme I should visit today, or what dish I should ask the chef of the Heavenly Demon Hall to make."

"Does that seat look like such a leisurely position to you?"

"I know it's not. I'm well aware of how much work you handle from that seat, Father."

Seeing his expression that asked why I would say such a thing, I calmly retorted.

"Isn't that all the more reason to contemplate? One can't live their entire life just working."

Depending on how one interpreted it, it was a clear provocation towards my father, so the atmosphere grew heavy again. Father himself remained still, but the reactions of the Demon Supremes set the mood.

"How can I handle work more efficiently? How can I have as much of my own time as possible? I'll contemplate that every day. When I get bored of that, I'll go visit the Murim Alliance Lord. When I get tired of teasing that stiff man, I'll go find the Evil Alliance Chairman and ask if his dancing skills are still sharp. Living like this is my dream."

My real dream is not to be trapped in that grand chair. To travel the world and live freely, that is my real dream.

However, I couldn't say that in front of my father. I couldn't speak of such a dream to the father who had lived his entire life in that grand chair for our Cult. And for the sake of my brother, who was pushed out of that very seat.

So what I'm saying now is a compromise for my dream. Father, can't a dream be compromised like this? Isn't it because you treat it so preciously that you can't achieve it?

"What about you, Father? Don't you want to try living a life like that?"

My answer and question were treading a fine line. However, if I didn't speak this strongly, I wouldn't be able to face my father on this stage. I wouldn't be able to persuade him.

However, the reality my father envisioned was cold.

"That stiff Murim Alliance Lord you mentioned will one day stab you in the back and say he had no choice."

"That he had no choice because he is the Murim Alliance Lord. And as he looks down into your dying eyes, he'll spout some nonsense about justice."

The Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Demonic Buddha nodded. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Drunken Demon didn't react, but their expressions weren't much different from my father's opinion.

Regardless of their relationship with me, they didn't trust people from the orthodox sects. And was that distrust limited only to them?

"How long do you think the Evil Alliance Chairman can keep dancing? When will a surprise attack spring from those dance moves? Do you really believe that people don't change? Do you believe they'll remain steadfast in the face of circumstances or profit?"

I didn't answer. I could have refuted him if I wanted to, but I didn't. At least on this point, it was a conclusion drawn from my father's long life and experience.

I let out a light sigh and said softly.

"Perhaps you're right."

As I said that, I looked around at the Demon Supremes.

"Isn't there anyone who will step up and help me out here? Someone to say, 'Cult Leader, it won't necessarily be like that!' Anyone!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze said, You punk, stop fooling around. Be serious! The Demonic Buddha was simply beaming, thoroughly amused. The Flower Sword Supreme's eyes seemed to say, I'm sorry, and the Drunken Demon pretended to be drunk.

And in that moment, someone completely unexpected stepped forward.

"The Young Cult Leader will not be easily defeated."

It wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The one who stepped forward was someone I never thought would, the Fist Demon.

"He only appears that way on the surface. The Young Cult Leader doesn't trust people easily."

"As expected! The Master knows his disciple well. But was that a compliment? Or an insult?"

I spoke to my father again.

"Even if I am deceived by them, it's fine. I've been training my martial arts like a madman in preparation for that. The knife in my back won't be able to pierce my skin, and in the end, the dance will end as just a dance."

"Are you saying you'll let the martial arts you've built up so painstakingly go to waste?"

"I'm saying I'll use those skills to enjoy my life."

"Just by worrying about what to eat or where to go for fun?"

"Yes, that's what I'll do."

Father, who had been staring at me, slowly began to walk.

He headed toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze was calm, but I was the one who grew tense.

"Will you still support the Young Cult Leader after this?"

It was a loaded question. The question itself contained a demand to answer no.

However, like his pure white mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's heart was resolute.

"Yes, I support the Young Cult Leader's will."

Father asked him again.

"Even if it means you can never wear your Undying Ghost Mask again?"

The Undying Ghost Mask was the mask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore when he went to war. In the past, when the Demon Supremes had stood before my father for my sake, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had worn the Undying Ghost Mask to make his plea.

Since it was the mask he cherished most, my father had struck him where it hurt the most.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to my father more politely than ever before.

"Fortunately, I have several masks."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze, which had been on my father, turned to me.

"I will live my life wearing the Happy Ghost Mask with the Young Cult Leader."

The Happy Ghost Mask was the one he wore for large events or banquets within the Cult.

Despite giving up his favorite Undying Ghost Mask, the two eyes behind his mask were clear and deep. It was the gaze he had when he revealed his true feelings.

This was the only way I could repay the sincerity he showed in front of my father, of all people.

I will make that banquet the grandest of all.

All the Demon Supremes looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Each of their gazes held a different emotion.

Father said no more to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Could he really have asked without knowing how the demon would react?


This time, my father stood before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

She was dignified even before my father. It was a well-known fact that he disliked the Poison King and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, which is why she tried to be even more dignified.

I thought he would ask why she had sided with me, but my father asked an unexpected question.

"Is your training going well?"

Though inwardly flustered by the gentle question, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme answered politely.

"I am training diligently."

I thought he would just offer a word of encouragement and turn away.

"Don't forget. You are my Demon Supreme."

This time, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was surprised and moved. She had always thought she was out of my father's favor.

"Will you still stand here?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was flustered. She looked at me.

There are many times I don't know what my father is thinking, but I know this for sure. He is not the type of person to pressure a young Demon Supreme in a situation like this to bring them to his side.

What does that mean? This wasn't my father pressuring me, but him looking out for her. It was his way of saying it wasn't her time to step up yet. It was his consideration, his wish for her to grow quietly among the other Demon Supremes.

I conveyed my thoughts to her with a look.

It's okay to go.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, understanding my intention, gave me a polite clasped hands greeting.

"I will serve you well later."

She crossed the red carpet and stood on the opposite side.

Of course, I said something completely different from what my gaze had conveyed to her.

"How could you! Did you really think about who you'll be spending more of your life as a Demon Supreme with before deciding? Where in the world is there such a spineless ghost!"

The Demonic Buddha, standing next to her, smiled brightly.

It's not easy, is it?

On this stage, my father was strong.

He was leading this stage while taking care of and showing consideration for me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and even the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Father never got agitated. His fight was dignified and elegant.

The gazes of all the Demon Supremes turned to me. The question in their eyes was the same.

Young Cult Leader, what are you going to do now?


Chapter 444: If Father's Dream is Still the Same Then

All eyes were on me. I felt like I was standing alone on a stage, but I wasn't lonely.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was behind me, and my Demon Supremes were watching. They were truly my father's Demon Supremes, loyal to him, but in my heart, they were mine too.

Of course, I couldn't forget one thing. This relationship with them was only possible because I was my father's son.

That's why this stage was so important. I had to handle this contest well. Whether I won or lost, I had to do it with dignity and grace.

Because this was the first stage for my father and me.

First, I must never undermine my father's dignity and authority in front of the Demon Supremes. That was the principle of this fight.

Father, do you know that I'm even concerned about that? That's how difficult this fight is for me.

Father's gaze turned to me. I couldn't tell how much of what I had said before had reached him.

The one who broke the silence was the Drunken Demon.

"Cult Leader, I'd like to offer the Young Cult Leader a drink, would that be alright?"

At the Drunken Demon's request, my father nodded.

The Drunken Demon poured a drink into the Ice Palace Chalice for me.

"Young Cult Leader, have a drink of my liquor and change your mind."

Although he was taking my father's side, the Drunken Demon's inner thoughts were different.

[I don't want to see murim become a sea of blood, so use that brilliant head of yours and find a way!]

Between my father and me, he had no choice but to pick my father, but the Drunken Demon was against the war. This drink was a show of support.

"I'll drink it gratefully."

I drank the liquor slowly, exchanging a voice transmission with the Drunken Demon.

[As you can see, Hyung, it's not easy to change Father's mind.]

[Still, you're the only one here who can do it.]

"That was a good drink."

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a voice transmission.

[Give up. The Cult Leader's dream and yours are on parallel paths. They can never merge.]

From his perspective, he had judged that I couldn't change our father's long-held wish, no matter how much I tried to persuade him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right. How could I easily change a dream my father had cherished for so long?

I calmly asked my father.

"I'd like to ask you this. Father, do you think about that dream often?"

Father looked at me, his expression asking what I meant by that question.

"When we have a certain dream, it's exciting and thrilling at first, but as time passes, doesn't that dream just become a matter of course?"

Father's gaze wavered slightly. For him, that long-cherished desire must have also become a dream that was simply a given.

"Father, it's fine to have the same dream. But couldn't you dream it again from the very beginning? Dream it again from a state of having no dreams at all. Not as a dream you've had since a time you can't even remember, but as a vivid, present dream."

Father didn't answer.

"While meeting the Demon Supremes this time, I thought constantly. Can I really go against your will, Father? Do I have the right? I even went to meet with my Strategist. I went to him and solidified my resolve, but seeing you again makes my heart waver."

This was my sincere heart, conveyed to my father.

"That's how much I don't want to defy your will, Father. Because I respect you more than anyone in the world."

This wasn't flattery. It was my true feelings for my father, revealed before all the Demon Supremes.

He continued to listen to my words, his expression unchanging.

Today, my father was dealing with me not by speaking, but by listening. Thanks to that, this stage was truly my one-man show.

"I know very well how important your dream, your aspiration and ideal, is, Father. The demonic path I spoke of is also a part of my dream. However, I believe there is something just as important."

"What is that?"

"What to eat for dinner later, who to meet tomorrow. I believe that daily life is just as important as a grand dream. I'm talking about the scenery we get to see in the process of heading toward that dream."

It's also why I try to live my own life without getting bogged down by a formidable enemy like Hwa Mugi.

This has been the principle of my life that I've upheld since my regression, but I had no idea how persuasive my words, coming from someone so young, would be to my father. However, I did my best.

"Winning a game of Go against you is important to me, and fulfilling my wish of taking a hot spring bath with you is also important. Traveling the Central Plains with you is another earnest wish of mine. If I were to see you sitting on the grand tutor's chair after achieving the unification of murim without having accomplished any of these things, would I truly be happy?"

And was that all?

My gaze turned toward the Demon Supremes.

"It's also important for me to have a duel with the Sword Supreme, and to have late-night training with Master. I want to read a book next to the Blade Demon while he reads. I want to dig for poisonous herbs with the Poison King, and while drinking with the Drunken Demon, I will watch the stone statue that the Demonic Buddha is completing. I will also watch the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme grow. And there's still a lot of furniture I want to place in the Smiling Demon's room. To me, these things are just as important as my dream. Because when I look back before I die someday, I will miss all these moments so much and have so many regrets."

Each moment was incredibly lonely and difficult, but when I looked back after it had passed, it was a life that had gone by in the blink of an eye. I knew because I had experienced it before.

The words I had to say from now on had to be chosen carefully.

"I believe the dream you've cherished for so long was a dream with too few options, Father. For someone walking the path of the Heavenly Demon, multiple signposts were probably unnecessary."

However, my father's thoughts were firm.

"Even if there were a hundred choices, I would have chosen the same one. Even if there were dozens of diverging paths, I would have continued walking the path I was on."

"I'm not telling you to take a different path."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm saying you should look at the surrounding scenery as you go."

So that sometimes your steps might pause, sometimes you might become curious about another path, and sometimes you might even doubt your own path.

To do that, I also have to walk the path with my father. I have to walk with him, talk with him, and when a noteworthy view appears, I have to tell him to look over there.

I realized while talking with my father that this was the only way to make him change his dream.

Realization immediately led to action.

"Father, will you make a promise with me?"

Not just my father, but the Demon Supremes too looked at me with curious expressions. As everyone paid attention, my words continued.

"Yes, it's a promise between one martial artist and another. It's also a promise between the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader, and a promise between a father and a son."

"What kind of promise?"

"Please give me time."

"Time?"

I thought about how many years I would need. I needed an amount of time that was neither too short nor too long.

The exact time to achieve my goal.

"Please give me exactly five years, starting from now."

"And if I do?"

"Then, I will ask you again. If your dream at that time is still the unification of murim, then I will stand at the vanguard of that war."

"!"

Not only my father, but all the Demon Supremes were startled. The Drunken Demon looked like he wanted to scream, No! What do you think you're doing? at any moment.

On the other side, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes were smiling. Had he perhaps imagined himself standing side-by-side with me at that vanguard?

My declaration to stand at the vanguard of the war was the decisive move I had thrown.

Within five years, I will eliminate Hwa Mugi and his faction. Within five years, I will change my father's mind. Within that time, I will definitely make my father dream a new dream.

Five years.

A war isn't something you can wage immediately just because you want to.

Depending on the strategy you use to fight, the preparations could take several months, or as long as two or three years.

In that case, five years wasn't such a long time for my father.

If he wins this bet, he gets me.

He would get me, the one who has achieved Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art through the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Right?

And would he only get me? He would also get everything I've accomplished up to that point as a bonus. If I took the lead and helped him, his dream of unifying murim would surely draw closer.

This promise was an official one made in front of the Demon Supremes.

"I am now staking my life on this promise to you, Father."

"Will you not regret it?"

"Will you not regret it, Father?"

Our gazes tangled in the air. Everyone here knew we were two people who would absolutely keep a promise once made. That was why both my father and I had to decide carefully.

"Why five years?"

"This is about changing your mind, Father, not just anyone's. If I had my way, I'd ask for fifty years."

"For me, this is a fight where I just have to maintain my current resolve. Five years will pass in a flash. Are you still going to do it?"

"In that time, I will definitely change your mind, Father."

That familiar sneer formed on my father's lips. That smile, which gave a different impression each time, held a sense of amusement today. It felt as if he were asking, The truth is, you want to fight too, don't you?

That must have been why.

Father readily nodded his head.

"Fine. I accept that promise."

I reaffirmed this bet that would change everyone's destiny to the Demon Supremes.

"Five years from today, on this very day, I will gather all the Demon Supremes present here again and ask about my father's dream. Let's see the outcome on that day."

Five years from now, my father's dream will have changed. He will speak of a dream that will startle every Demon Supreme here. I will make sure of it.

"Thank you, Father."

The Demon Supremes all looked at my father and me with expressions of astonishment at this unexpected outcome.

Now, with a relaxed heart, I asked my father.

"Now that it's all over, I'm just asking, but your meetings with the Demon Supremes... you were preparing for the unification of murim, weren't you?"

But unexpectedly, my father shook his head.

"You weren't?"

He wasn't the type to lie about such things. I asked again in surprise.

"Then why did you meet with all the Demon Supremes?"

"Meet with all of them?"

"You met the Smiling Demon, you drank with the Drunken Demon, and you helped the Poison King with his poison concoction."

"That was only those three, wasn't it?"

He was right. He had only met three of the Demon Supremes directly. And even then, he gave other reasons.

"I heard you had brought furniture to the Smiling Demon's room. So I paid him a visit."

If that was really the reason, then my father must have had a recent change of heart.

"As for the Drunken Demon, the liquor from the Ice Palace Chalice was so delicious that we simply drank together."

"And the Poison King?"

"I heard he needed precise telekinesis. That he had failed to concoct it several times because he lacked such an assistant."

"So I just went to help."

I stared at my father. I couldn't tell if he was speaking sincerely or not.

"I only met with three, but I hear you've been meeting with all of them."

"!"

I asked my father with a startled expression.

"Then why did you gather everyone today? Wasn't it to persuade me and unite the Demon Supremes?"

"No."

"No?"

"Are you the type of child who would change his mind just because I tried to persuade you?"

Right, there was no way my father didn't know me.

"I received a report that you had been going around meeting all the Demon Supremes. You went around trying to persuade them, so I figured you should have a proper conclusion."

In other words, this gathering was for me.

"Huh? Then why did I make that five-year promise?"

"You brought it up first. I didn't say a thing."

In fact, my father hadn't even directly stated what his dream was.

I shouted at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as if to protest.

"You said Father might have started making serious moves to achieve his dream!"

"...I said he might have."

Next, to the Fist Demon.

"You said Father was already at war?"

"Isn't a father with a son like you always at war?"

"That's what you meant?"

"What other meaning could there be?"

And to the Demonic Buddha as well.

"You said Father created this stage?"

The brilliant radiance of the Demonic Buddha faded.

"Did I say that? I've been a bit out of it lately. I should go and finish the statue I was working on."

I looked back and forth between my father and the Demon Supremes.

"Right? I've been had, haven't I? This was all a setup from the beginning, wasn't it? That's what this is, right?"

I gripped my head with a tormented expression. Just then, the Poison King, standing a little ways off, sent a voice transmission.

[The one who was had was the Cult Leader.]

He was reading my inner thoughts perfectly.

[If a war breaks out, you'll participate anyway. The you I know would ask the Cult Leader to let him stand at the vanguard.]

[Because you would try to minimize the damage from the war.]

I turned to him and smiled.

He was right.

Would I enter seclusion training because I hate war, or would I side with the Murim Alliance? If I couldn't stop it beforehand, I would have to jump into the war anyway.

I feigned being tricked, but this wasn't a loss for me. It was a contest in my favor.

Because at least for the next five years, I wouldn't have to worry about a war.

[Do you really think the Cult Leader doesn't know your ulterior motive?]

[He probably knows.]

I could tell just by the way my father was looking at me. That didn't mean he was going to go easy on me, though.

Father was giving me an opportunity, and at the same time, challenging me to a proper match.

Not a contest for a single day, but a grand contest spanning five long years.

The fate of murim hangs on this contest.

By then, I will definitely achieve the Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and kill Hwa Mugi.

And I will also fight a battle even more difficult than that one.

Showing my father that there is a better dream than the unification of murim. Walking with him and letting him see the scenery he has missed all this time.

The empty grand tutor's chair.

The image of the empty grand tutor's chair no longer felt as frightening as before. Its emptiness would now mean something different.

Father, you'll have to go places with me now. Because I have a justification.

Whether he knew my thoughts or not, my father spoke with a faint smile.

"It will be reassuring to have you as the vanguard commander."


Chapter 445: This is All Because Father is So Difficult

Father called me dependable, and I briefly pictured myself standing on a battlefield.

I thought of the countless fights before my regression and the battles after it. Even when added all together, they were just fights, not a war.

Once a war begins, the kind of battles that turn an individual's life into a living hell erupt every day all across the Central Plains. The initial cause, once as red and thick as blood, gradually fades, and people die without even knowing why they must fight. What's more terrifying is that it doesn't end easily. It could last for months, years, or even decades. War is easy to start, but difficult to end.

Is what's gained through so many sacrifices truly peace? Or is it greater conflict, deeper wounds, and a thirst for revenge?

What if I faithfully play the role of the vanguard in that war? Jin Hagun, the master of the Demon Slaying Brigade, would die by my sword. The image of Jin Haryong wailing before his corpse comes to mind. She would hurl cursed insults at me, launching herself forward with her sword drawn to kill me. In the end, she too would die by my hand.

Bi Sayin would be no different. Looking down at his dying form, what could I possibly say? Where would I have to discard all the words I had said to him?

This is the war for the unification of murim, something that makes my chest tighten just by imagining it. This thought alone tells me how I will have to live for the next five years.

Father, a war won't happen. That's why I'm so curious about what your new dream will be.

I was about to respond honestly, but I decided to act like my usual self instead. I feigned a pained expression and whined.

"This is too much! You conspired with the Demon Supremes from the start to trap me, didn't you? Elder Blade Demon laid the bait, Master and the Demonic Buddha dangled the lure, and today, you reeled me in. Right? This was a plan devised by the All-Knowing Hall, wasn't it?"

At my joke, my father glanced toward the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Ask the Strategist yourself."

Just then, Head Strategist Sama Myeong was entering the Heavenly Demon Hall. The fact that he appeared here told me everything.

There was another reason why Father had gathered all the Demon Supremes today. Right, he isn't the type to summon them all just because he missed them.

After paying his respects to my father, Sama Myeong politely greeted the Demon Supremes. They returned the gesture with a clasped hands greeting.

Finally, Sama Myeong greeted me.

"Young Cult Leader, I'm relieved you've returned safely from the North Sea."

"My greetings are late. I was a bit busy, having fallen into a trap prepared by our dear Strategist."

Despite the sudden accusation, Sama Myeong simply smiled. He seemed to guess what I meant by my words.

"The name of the trap I fell into is the unification of murim. Without even realizing I was in a trap, I declared with my own mouth that I would become the vanguard."

He was well aware that I had been meeting with the Demon Supremes, so he immediately understood what kind of promise this was.

Sama Myeong got to the heart of it.

"Of course, you must have set a time limit on becoming the vanguard, correct? How long did you set it for?"

"I set it for five years."

"Perhaps the name of this trap is 'five years'? From what I can see, it seems that's where you've fallen, Young Cult Leader."

He saw right through me, that I had bought myself five years. Just as my father had accepted the promise knowing this, he too had already guessed my intentions.

Indeed, the moment he finished speaking, I saw a faint smile grace my father's lips. He was pleased that Sama Myeong was assessing the situation accurately.

Sama Myeong also realized that there was a clever move hidden within the five-year period.

"If it had been seven or ten years, I believe it's a trap you wouldn't have fallen into. Five years is an exquisite period of time that's impossible not to fall for."

The Demon Supremes must have also understood what Sama Myeong was saying.

Immediately, a voice transmission from the Drunken Demon arrived.

[So this was all your plan. And here I was, worried that you'd made an unreasonable promise without realizing it.]

[It's an unreasonable promise. I'll have to work my butt off for the next five years. You have to help me too, Hyung.]

[Please, don't drag me into your business!]

Meanwhile, Sama Myeong revealed to everyone the reason he had appeared here today. "I came to see the various Demon Supremes today to directly report the findings of our All-Knowing Hall's investigation. After learning of the existence of those behind the scenes, our hall began tracking them independently. What our hall focused on was their source of funding. Moving this many experts and an organization of this scale would require enormous funds, and as a result of our covert investigation, we have found a clue to track those masterminds."

He had come here to deliver this information and request the help of the Demon Supremes.

"Considering the power they've shown so far, it seems the Demon Supremes will have to step forward and handle this personally."

Sama Myeong must have already decided in his mind who to entrust with this task. Before he could single out a Demon Supreme and make his request, I stepped forward first.

Before my father could make a decision, Sama Myeong stepped forward.

"That is not acceptable."

He was not one to interrupt a conversation with my father in such a manner, so I could tell his words carried a firm resolve.

"Do you realize what you have just requested, Young Cult Leader?"

He asked in a gentle tone, but his eyes were extremely serious.

"I do."

Sama Myeong shook his head.

"No. I don't think you do, Young Cult Leader. If you did, you couldn't have made such a request."

"Why not?"

I could feel everyone tense up amidst the palpable strain. The contest between my father and me had now shifted to a contest between Sama Myeong and me. The curtain had not yet fallen on today's stage.

"It's a rule of the Cult that the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader do not move together except in special circumstances. They must even eat different meals."

This is to guard against assassination or poisoning. If they were together and died, it would create a situation where the Cult Leader is absent.

"Are you trying to stop me because you're worried my father might be in danger? Your concern is misplaced. You should be worried about the murim, not my father."

At that, Sama Myeong replied as if he had been waiting.

"That's right. It's for that exact reason. If the Cult Leader makes a move, the murim itself will be in danger."

This was precisely what Sama Myeong was worried about.

"If the Cult Leader makes a move, the murim will grow tense and rigid. The sense of crisis will be heightened to the extreme, and small incidents can escalate into major ones."

I tried to persuade Sama Myeong in a pleasant tone.

"We can just go secretly. We'll say that Father has entered seclusion training for a while."

"If that were to be revealed, the murim would be even more shocked."

The Heavenly Demon's journey into the jianghu was a weighty move that carried such great responsibility.

Sama Myeong added a frightening remark.

"If things go wrong, the moment the Young Cult Leader has to stand at the vanguard might not be five years from now, but five days."

I understood well what Sama Myeong was worried about.

"Still, it's not as if my father has to stay in the Heavenly Demon Hall for the rest of his life."

To that, even Sama Myeong could not offer any rebuttal. After all, he was the one who understood my father's frustration better than anyone else in our Cult.

My gaze turned to my father.

"I respect the dream you have, Father. However, since that dream is for the world, I believe you must go out into the world to dream it."

Father looked at me without a word.

I spoke with my eyes.

Father, it is time for you to go out with me.

Father would know. He would know the feelings behind my actions.

Because this was a matter between my father and me, the Demon Supremes did not intervene, watching us with their own distinct expressions.

Sama Myeong let out a light sigh and remarked, "I misunderstood the name of the trap. It wasn't 'five years', it was 'leaving the Cult'."

It was a joke, implying that he was the one who had fallen into a trap.

Finally, my father spoke up. "Let us deliberate on this matter and discuss it again later. That will be all for today's meeting."

Father had surely already made his decision. However, he didn't announce it here out of consideration for the pride of the one whose opinion was not chosen.

And so, the Demon Supremes and I bid a respectful farewell and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

At the entrance, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said to me, "You really never get tired, do you."

He meant that after making the five-year promise with my father, I was now stirring up trouble again with the issue of leaving the Cult with the Heavenly Demon.

"Won't five years pass by in a flash? I have to move diligently while I have the chance."

Then, the Drunken Demon voiced the thought he had been holding back.

"No matter how I think about it, I don't think it's possible to change the Cult Leader's mind in just five years."

On that point, it seemed the Demonic Buddha's thoughts were the same.

"Didn't I say that today's stage was one created by the Cult Leader?"

A radiant light began to shine from his body again.

I looked at the Fist Demon. He didn't say a word, but it felt as if his gaze was saying this.

I sighed and lamented.

"I talked a lot and spoke loudly today, but it was really difficult. As you know, who am I up against?"

"It's my father. This is about changing my father's long-held wish. Can you even scratch the Heavenly Demon Sword by striking it with an iron sword? From now on, you all must help me. Where is there a Demon Supreme of my father, or a Demon Supreme of mine? You are our Demon Supremes. Now, in that spirit, since it's been a while since we all gathered, let's all have a drink... Huh? Where is everyone going? Elder! Master! Hyung!"

The Demon Supremes were already scattering in the eight directions toward their respective residences.

"Hey, I'm having a hard time here! Console me a little, help me strategize. This is really too much!"

They all disappeared without a single glance back.

However, from far away, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a voice transmission.

[Isn't there someone else you should be drinking with right now?]


"Young Cult Leader."

Sama Myeong, who was working in his office, had an expression as if he had expected my arrival.

"It's just about the time you'd be getting hungry, isn't it? As expected, you're working late."

I had timed it for the evening and brought alcohol and food from the Alluring Inn. I bought plenty so he could share it with his subordinate Strategists.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would draw attention just by carrying that large Heaven Destroying Dao. The Flower Sword Supreme was the most suitable choice, but as she was currently striving for the pinnacle of swordsmanship, she would not wish to leave the Cult.

"...There's no one to go with me. Even though there are eight of them."

As if he roughly knew what I was thinking, Sama Myeong smiled at me.

"This is all because my father is so difficult. You truly go through a lot assisting him."

"You don't have to try so hard."

A surprising fact flowed from his lips. "The Cult Leader has already made his decision. To go out with you, Young Cult Leader."

"Did he tell you, Strategist?"

"Not yet."

The reason for his confidence, despite that, was likely because he had been with my father for a long time.

"Word will probably come within a few days, so please keep that in mind and get some rest in the meantime. You haven't even had a chance to recover from your travels after returning from the North Sea and meeting with the Demon Supremes, have you?"

"Thank you, Strategist."

I knew that if my father made a move, everything would be handled in secret. His departure and his return.

"Are you happy that you'll be leaving with the Cult Leader?"

"My heart is already pounding."

"I could have opposed it to the very end, but do you know why I changed my mind?"

"What is it?"

"I liked what you said. The part about showing the Cult Leader a different scenery."

How could he not feel sympathy for my father, who was trapped by the name of the Heavenly Demon? It seemed that was what had moved his heart.

"Go and enjoy that scenery with the Cult Leader. I will guard the house well."

He wasn't worried at all about the masterminds they had to face. Then again, with my father going out personally, what enemy was there to worry about?

"It's because you were here, Strategist, that I could afford to be childish and insistent. Thank you so much."

As I was about to turn and leave, I suddenly asked him a question.

"Then what about your scenery, Strategist?"

It was a sudden question, but he immediately understood the meaning behind it.

"I quite like the view from this desk. So you don't need to worry about me."

I responded to his devoted heart with a clear, deep gaze, and then left his office.

Hoping that someday, when he wanted to find a scenery of his own, it wouldn't be too late.


Chapter 446: I'll Help You Pack

When I returned to my quarters after meeting Sama Myeong, someone was waiting for me in the courtyard. It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. His great blade was plunged into the ground, and he was leaning against it as he drank.

On my way back, I had a sudden feeling that he might show up. It seemed our bond had grown strong enough for such premonitions to be accurate.

"Have a drink."

"I'd love to."

I accepted the drink from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and drained it in one go.

"It's been a while since I've had a drink with you, Elder. This is great."

"Didn't you drink your fill with that drunkard?"

"I barely drank at all. He swore off alcohol until he cut down the masterminds behind everything."

"Is that so?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wore a surprised expression.

"The world of a drunkard is a mysterious one, isn't it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a faint smile at my joke and took a drink. After we pleasantly exchanged a few more cups, he finally brought up what he wanted to say.

"The Cult Leader will grant your request."

"Why do you think so?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered, looking down at his own cup. "Because if I were the Cult Leader, I would have."

Was that really the reason? He had a unique sense about his father. After all, he was the first to notice that his father had moved to unify the murim this time.

"I just met with the Strategist. He also said it seems my father will grant permission, just as you said, Elder."

Even though his prediction was correct, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't seem pleased or boastful. It appeared he was both happy and worried about me leaving the Cult.

"Are you happy to be leaving with the Cult Leader?"

"Yes, I am."

Just the thought of leaving the Cult with my father made me happy. But I couldn't forget.

Even with my father by my side, I must not forget that our enemy is Hwa Mugi.

After forcing the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance to become closed-off, Hwa Mugi walked the path toward the pinnacle of martial arts through endless training. No matter what atrocities the Twelve Zodiac Kings committed, he never made an official appearance.

In other words, he wasn't a man driven by worldly desires.

Why on earth did he kill the three leaders of the murim? What kind of life did he live before, and what kind of life did he live after?

I was so focused on finding materials for the great art that I failed to learn more about him, which I now deeply regret. At the time, I was afraid I would mess things up by approaching him. I actually tried to distance myself, thinking I could fix everything once I regressed.

In any case, the one certain fact is that he is by no means an ordinary person. That's why he might not appear until all the Twelve Zodiac Kings are dead, or he might suddenly pop up out of nowhere.

Perhaps it was because of this Hwa Mugi that my way of life was decided as it is now. Without worrying about him, I will live my life to the fullest. I couldn't respond by adapting to him even if I wanted to.

So, Hwa Mugi, you'll have to adapt to my life!

Just as it was for me before I regressed, it won't be easy for you to react to me. Because I, too, am a person who defies common sense and expectations.

As I was lost in thought, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon suddenly said something unexpected.

"The Cult Leader is blessed to have a son like you."

It was the first time he had said such a thing since we first met. I was about to joke that of course he was, but I asked seriously instead. It was the first time he had said something like this.

"Do you really think so?"

"How many people in our entire Cult would be this happy about leaving with the Cult Leader?"

"You're right. The same could be said for the entire murim."

"Even so, don't get too cocky with the Cult Leader when you're out there."

"Are you worried about me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head, then nodded, then shook his head again. "I think to myself, who am I to worry when you handle everything better than I do, but then..."

He looked at me. "When I look at you like this, you're just a green kid, aren't you?"

How could I not understand his feelings? The reason older people feel anxious about the young is likely because of experience. Because back in their day, they were certain to have made unbelievable mistakes. That's why he was worried that I might make a mistake.

"I'm not a kid."

"In my eyes, you are."

"And yet you still wish you could go back to my age."

I often get the feeling that he misses his youth. Though he always denies it like this.

"I wouldn't go back for anything."

"Why not?"

"I'd hate to live this life of killing intent all over again."

His longing for his youth was genuine, but this statement also sounded sincere.

"You could just live differently."

"How can you live differently when you're the same person?"

"You can. Because you lived this life well."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me silently, then drained his last cup and rose from his seat. He pulled the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground and bid me farewell.

"Have a safe trip."

"Yes, Elder."

As he turned and walked away, I called out to him. "I'll see many things on this trip with my father. So, Elder, you should also live while seeing many sights you wish to see."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned back to me and stated firmly, "I am already living that way."

I could feel it in his gaze. That I was standing within that scenery.


After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left, I entered my room and immediately activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Even for me, achieving Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in five years is impossible. Martial arts training requires an absolute amount of time. The reason I promised five years was because I believed in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The Heavenly Space Secret Art used to grant me three times the normal amount of time. Now it had increased to four times as a result of my continuous training, even cutting back on sleep. It meant that when others trained for one shichen, I could train for four.

Furthermore, my inner qi had increased significantly during the trip to the North Sea, making my training even smoother. I have to somehow increase the time gained from the art to ten times. However, as my level rises, training will become more difficult. Hard work is the only way.

I performed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from the First Technique, the Human Destroying Stance, to the Fourth Technique, the Darkness Flash. Then, I circulated my inner qi to replenish it and calmed my mind.

Now, for the first time, I was about to perform the Fifth Technique.

When I leave with my father, an opportunity to learn the essence of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from him will surely arise. For that moment, I intended to be able to perform up to the Fifth Technique before we left.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art the Fifth Technique, the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike.

The training for this technique was dangerous from the very start. It was known to inflict fatal injuries or even kill the user if performed incorrectly. That was why I focused my mind more than when using any other technique. I must perform it with the mindset that a single mistake means death.

I recited the oral formula for the Fifth Technique and slowly drew my sword.

In that instant, my surroundings changed. The sky and the area around me darkened and grew eerie, as if just before a typhoon. An ensuing silence followed. It was an absolute silence that swallowed all the noise in the world.

The moment I thrust my sword!

SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH SWOOSH!

Ten streams of sword qi poured down vertically from the sky.

THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK!

The streams of sword qi struck the ground all around me, creating thin, deep holes. They were so deep their ends were not visible. It was truly an attack that struck down on an enemy's head like a thunderbolt.

Since it was my first time performing it, the sword qi did not land where I wanted. Two streams even landed right next to me. They had nearly hit me.

Among the many vital points of the human body, the crown of the head is the most difficult to defend. Protective enhanced qi is also weakest there. Imagine a stream of sword qi, as fast as a thunderbolt, striking down on that spot.

Moreover, this was no ordinary sword qi. Imbued with the essence of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it was a powerful attack that could tear through an opponent's protective qi and slice their head vertically. Of course, it also consumed a massive amount of inner qi.

Finally, the essence of the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike was that it was a technique for dealing with multiple enemies. Right now, there were ten streams. As my mastery increased, the power of the descending sword qi would grow stronger and their number would increase.

Imagine it. Dozens of streams of sword qi striking down from the sky like divine punishment, simultaneously piercing the heads of dozens of enemies.

I wondered, how many enemies could my father strike down at once with this technique? Twenty? Fifty? A hundred? I had not yet experienced the art at complete mastery, so I couldn't know.

I performed the second Soul Slicing Demonic Strike. Once again, a thunderbolt of sword qi poured down. The streams were still beyond my control. They had moved a little farther away, but one landed even closer than before. It was truly a perilous technique.

I took a deep breath and calmed my mind.

It will never fall on me. Trust myself!

It was a deadly technique that one could never master without this belief. I performed the Fifth Technique again and again. The sword qi still defied my will and threatened my life, but that was fine. Repetitive training would protect me more safely than any enhanced qi.

Because my nights were long.


Three days later, Sama Myeong came to my quarters.

"Strategist, welcome!"

"Have you been resting well?"

"I've rested very well."

In truth, I should have answered that for a martial artist, martial arts training is a form of rest. Until just a moment ago, I had been engrossed in training within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

For the past three days, I had been honing the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike. Now I could finally strike somewhat where I intended. The accuracy was still low, but I was at least past the heart-stopping stage.

Sama Myeong had come to deliver one piece of news. "The Cult Leader has given his official permission."

As expected, his prediction was accurate.

"Thank you! It's all thanks to your efforts, Strategist."

If he had been dead set against it, I wouldn't have been able to leave. Even if my father wanted it, he couldn't easily ignore the Head Strategist's strong opposition. This was clearly thanks to Sama Myeong's concession.

"While you are away, the Cult Leader will be recorded as having entered seclusion training. We concluded it would be better not to inform the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, considering the possibility of information leaks."

Since his father's safety was his top priority, it was a natural decision. He added another layer of caution.

"And the Heavenly Demonbodyguard will follow you secretly."

The unit led by Hwi. The best bodyguards in the murim, who always accompanied my father.

I really wanted this trip to be just with my father, but I couldn't insist on that now. Since Sama Myeong had made a concession, I had to as well. Instead, I proposed a compromise.

"Instead, let's have only Uncle Hwi follow us."

I guessed the reason Sama Myeong wanted to send them. Protecting my father was important, but it was more likely so they could maintain regular contact with our Cult. They needed to know where we were and what we were doing.

However, Hwi alone was more than capable of handling such a task.

"The bodyguards will be following secretly from a distance anyway, so you won't have to worry about them."

"That's not the reason. If our enemies are watching, they'll be paying attention to my father's seclusion training. The timing isn't right. If they suspect it's a ruse, they will definitely check on the Heavenly Demonbodyguard. If they notice their absence, they'll realize my father has left the Cult."

Of course, I didn't think the enemy's spy had infiltrated as far as the Heavenly Demon Hall. This was an effort to leave with as small a party as possible. I had expected more persuasion, but Sama Myeong readily agreed.

"Very well. We'll have only Captain Hwi go."

I feigned a look of realization. "Strategist, you intended to send only Uncle Hwi from the start, didn't you?"

"If I had said only Captain Hwi was going, you, Young Cult Leader, would have used another reason to insist on going alone with the Cult Leader."

"Ah! You've read me completely, Strategist."

Sama Myeong smiled at my exclamation and said, "The destination is Shaanxi."

Shaanxi was quite a distance from here, so I would have plenty of time with my father.

"It's not an urgent matter, so you may travel slowly."

He didn't speak about the mission, as if I would find out when we arrived. It was his consideration, a sign for me to not think about the mission and to spend time with my father.

"How will you be traveling?"

"We might go by carriage, or walk. I'd like to go as we please at the time."

"I will prepare things that way."

Finally, he informed me of the time for this historic departure. "You leave tomorrow. You'll slip out at dawn among the transport carriages heading outside."


After meeting with Sama Myeong, I went to my father's residence.

"Father, I'm here."

Then, I heard my father's voice from inside. "What is it?"

"I came to see you, Father. I have something to tell you."

A moment later, my father opened the door and came out. He looked slightly flustered, which was unlike him.

"Isn't this the first time you're leaving the Cult for such a long period since becoming the Cult Leader? I'll help you pack. You know I'm an expert traveler, right?"

"That's not necessary."

Father refused with a blunt expression and turned away. I thought he was treating me differently than usual today, and just then, I caught a glimpse of the room through the closing door.

Clothes were spread out on the bed, and I could see a large leather bag. Various other items were scattered about.

Father is packing!

I thought he had sent Sama Myeong to my quarters to proceed with the matter secretly, but it turned out he was busy preparing for the trip. Father was looking forward to this trip, too.

I smiled brightly and shouted from outside the door. "Father, don't forget to pack your pajamas!"


Chapter 447: New Scenery

At dawn, carriages departed from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. They were loaded with supplies being sent from the Headquarters to each branch.

Among them was the carriage carrying my father and me. Our driver was Hwi, dressed in the plain clothes of a coachman.

As we moved away from the Headquarters, I asked my father, "Father, this is your first trip with your son. How do you feel?"

In response to my excited question, my father, who had been silently gazing out the window, asked back, "This isn't a trip, is it?"

I thought, But for that to be true, you've packed far too much, haven't you? His large leather pouch was loaded in the luggage compartment at the back.

"Of course, we're on our way to carry out an important mission," I said. "Still, it's been a while since you've left the Cult, so it would be great if you could relieve yourself of any burdens and return refreshed. Please leave all your worries behind at the Headquarters."

At that, my father, still looking out the window, said to Hwi, "Stop the carriage."

The carriage immediately halted.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"Get out."

"Me? Why me?"

"Didn't you say to leave our worries behind?"

I laughed out loud. The fact that he was joking like this meant he was in a very good mood.

"But isn't it true that worries are necessary for growth? Now, let's go. Onward!"

When my father again said, "Proceed," the carriage started moving.

I stuck my head out the window and said to Hwi, "I'll be in your care, Uncle Hwi!"

Hwi did not drive the carriage hastily. Perhaps Sama Myeong had asked him to.

I hoped that this departure from the Cult would be a journey, not a mission.

Leaning out the window, I let the wind blow against me. "The weather is fantastic!"

Father didn't answer, but I could feel it. He was excited, too.

"Isn't it great just to get a little way out of the Cult's grounds, Father? So, even if it's not for a trip like this, let's come out often in the future. Oh, if we go over that hill, there's a magnificent lake. Have you been there? In the winter, the lake freezes solid, and the thrill of breaking the ice to fish is incredible."

Father already had an expression that said his ears were hurting, but this was just the beginning. For this to be an enjoyable trip with him, I would have to be the one doing most of the chattering.

"Oh, and if you cross the mountain on the other side, there's a tent that serves amazing noodles. Would you like to go sometime?"

Then, an unexpected answer came from my father. "They used to be good at making dumplings back in the day."

I pulled my head back inside the carriage. "You've been there?"

"A long time ago."

I realized my father also had a time when he roamed murim like me. Was it when he went around fighting alongside the Fist Demon? Or was it when he was on friendly terms with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme?

"Should we stop by on our way back?"

Father nodded, as if he wanted to visit again too.

"People's palates are a scary thing, aren't they? They know what's delicious so well that even if a place does business in such a remote location, rumors spread like wildfire and people seek it out."

"Let's travel quietly."

"Yes!"

Father, you don't know this, do you? I lived just as taciturn a life as you. No, perhaps I was even more silent. All those words I couldn't say, I'm now saying them to my heart's content in front of you.

After running for a good while, the carriage came to a stop. While Hwi unharnessed the horses to let them rest, my father and I took a walk nearby.

"Before we left, Elder Blade Demon came to see me," my father said.

"What did he say?"

"He told me not to mess with you, Father."

A faint smile formed on my father's lips.

"The Blade Demon cares for you a great deal."

Right, how could my father not know? The Blade Demon had volunteered for the role of scolding me during the meeting to persuade Father, all for my sake.

"He's very fond of you, Elder Blade Demon is."

That wasn't just something nice to say. The Blade Demon's feelings for my father are truly deep.

"Don't mess with the Blade Demon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon tells me not to mess with Father, and Father tells me not to mess with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. How could there not be something special between them?

I wanted to joke, 'Then who am I supposed to mess with?', but I couldn't mess around after being told not to.

"I understand. I will always be careful."

Just the fact that I was walking alongside my father, having this kind of conversation, made me happy. Everything that happens from now on will be a first for both my father and me. As long as the words together with Father, away from the Cult came first, anything we did would be a first.

Just then, my father abruptly asked, "Do you feel it?"

"Wolves, right?"

When I guessed correctly right away, my father looked at me with a surprised expression.

He was surprised that I had answered without him even saying where the presence was coming from. He was shocked that I had already sensed a presence from over twenty jang away.

"In unfamiliar places, I now naturally release my ki to survey my surroundings."

Countless strands of energy were extending from my body like a spider's web.

"It's all thanks to what you taught me, Father."

My skill was on a completely different level from when I learned how to emit long, thin strands of ki while hunting with my father in the past.

"So you haven't just been playing around."

"They say that training in martial arts and love are things best done out of sight."

His smile deepened, matching his look of disbelief.

After walking around for a while, we returned to where the carriage was. Just then, from a distance, Hwi waved his hand from beside the carriage and shouted, "The meal is ready."

Hwi had already started a campfire and finished preparing the meal.

"Doesn't it seem like Uncle Hwi is excited too, for some reason?"

Father didn't say no. Even to his eyes, Hwi must have seemed unusually cheerful.

I hoped my father would get to see many new sights. The sight of Hwi waving at us right now was probably a new one for him, too.

The meal Hwi prepared was something he had brought with him from the start.

"From now on, the meals will be meager," Hwi said.

"That's fine," my father replied.

I chimed in. "Don't worry, Uncle. We have Father, don't we? I can't forget the taste of the food he cooked for me."

The second time I went hunting with my father, he cooked himself. That dish, a stir-fry of meat with vegetables and mushrooms, was unexpectedly delicious. He even boiled a soup alongside it, proving that he cooked regularly.

Come to think of it, there are many sides to my father that I don't know. His floral pajamas, the way he packed his own bags for the trip yesterday, and the fact that he can cook. I hoped I could see another new side of my father on this trip.

"I've also prepared something."

I took out some leather hides from the pouch in the carriage. First, a tiger skin for my father.

"Here, please sit."

Father sat on it.

I had prepared more. I handed one of them to Hwi. "This one is for you, Uncle Hwi."

Hwi looked slightly surprised that I had prepared one for him as well.

"I'm fine."

"I have one for myself, so please sit. Ours are wolf skins."

Hwi's and mine were identical hides. As Hwi continued to refuse, my father looked at him and nodded. At that, Hwi no longer refused and sat on the hide I had provided.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

"Don't mention it."

I learned something profound through my past life. A person's place is truly important.

Father's grandmaster's chair. The second-floor seats at the Alluring Inn. And now, this leather hide where Hwi sits.

Everyone lives to sit in their own place. We are beings who would even start wars to claim a seat.

If someone were to say, 'What's so important about a seat? Isn't it the heart that matters?', it's because they have never truly felt the awkwardness and bewilderment of arriving somewhere to find there is no place for them.

Therefore, someone who hasn't experienced it will never know how much relief and gratitude a small chair offered by another can bring.

I have never seen Hwi's seat. He was always hidden in the shadows. That's why that wolf skin is even more important.

Just as the three of us sat down in a row to eat, a sudden shower began to fall.

SHHHHHHH.

"Father, you should get in the carriage first and get out of the rain..." I stopped myself before I could finish.

Isn't this a bit inhuman?

"When a person is in the rain, they should get wet," my father said.

An invisible barrier of ki had spread around his body, repelling the raindrops.

"No, and if you have a trick like this, you should protect us from the rain too," I complained.

Of course, he wasn't the type of person to expand his ki barrier just because I said that.

Just then, my father extended his hand. The opening of his leather pouch inside the carriage loosened, and something came out. It flew out of the carriage and unfurled above our heads. It was a wind-and-rain-proof tarp.

Ropes attached to the tarp tied themselves to the carriage and a tree, securing it. It wasn't moved by telekinesis. The movements were as fast and precise as if a skilled person were tying them by hand.

To think Father prepared something like this!

"Watching the rain is the best part of camping! It creates the perfect atmosphere," I said cheerfully.

Father revived the campfire, which was being extinguished by the rain, with his Yang energy.

FWOOSH.

"You're amazing, Father!"

Father wore an expression that said, 'This is nothing'. He could probably set it up anytime it rained, but this moment was truly wonderful. It made the first meal of our first day unforgettable.

After the meal, Hwi brought out the tea he had prepared. We watched the rain while drinking tea. Father sat in the middle, with Hwi and me on his left and right.

"Uncle, isn't it difficult serving my father?"

It was a question that could have flustered him, being asked right in front of my father.

"It is difficult."

At his honest answer, my father and I both looked at Hwi at the same time.

Hwi smiled and replied, "I felt I should answer you this way, Young Cult Leader."

He had been listening to all my conversations with my father until now. He must have also heard all of Sama Myeong's reports about me. He was someone who knew me as well as my father did.

"You've caught me completely off guard. If you had said it wasn't difficult, I could have turned the tables on my father."

This time, my father looked my way.

"If you had answered that it wasn't difficult at all because Father is so taciturn, I was going to say this to him. That there must be difficulties precisely because he's so quiet. That it would be easier if he just said everything like I do, but since he's so silent, you have to try and guess his intentions. And that's not an easy task for a subordinate."

I was speaking to my father on Hwi's behalf. I didn't know what kind of conversations they usually had, but given their personalities, would they really share their hardships with each other?

"In the end, you say everything you want to say," my father noted.

"I have to. How would you know if I don't say it?"

At my words, my father looked forward again. Then he suddenly asked Hwi, "So, has it been difficult?"

This time, Hwi was truly flustered and surprised. Father wasn't the type to ask such a question. In fact, his personality was one that would have become even more silent in a situation like this.

"It has not."

The conversation didn't continue. However, I thought that just the fact my father had asked if it was difficult held great meaning for Hwi.

In the meantime, the rain stopped.


We camped out that night. We could have looked for an inn, but my father accepted my suggestion to spend the first day quietly.

Lying side-by-side with my father, gazing up at the pouring stars, felt truly wonderful.

I suggested Hwi lie down with us, but he firmly refused, saying he couldn't possibly lie down with the Heavenly Demon. Everyone has things they can and cannot accept, so I didn't press him further.

"Father, I'm sorry."

"Why?"

"Thinking of you, I should have asked my brother to come with us. I'm this selfish. It seems I still want to have you all to myself."

Father was silent for a moment. "It's alright."

His words lightened my heavy heart a little. Still, I couldn't help but think of my brother when I was alone with my father.

"Father."

"What is it?"

"I just called your name to see if you were sleeping."

"Then shouldn't you not have called?"

I smiled and turned to look at my father lying next to me. He was gazing up at the night sky with a stoic expression.

I engraved this scene in my mind. Father looking up at the night sky, me watching him, and even the stars in that sky.

And so, the first night of our journey passed.


The next day, we stopped in a village. While Hwi rented a stable to feed and rest the horses, my father and I went out to look around the marketplace for a bit.

Even though we were walking through a place bustling with people, no one paid us any particular attention.

Both my father and I had reached the perfect state of Origin Reversal. Father had also wrapped his Heavenly Demon Sword in a worn cloth to make it inconspicuous, just like my Black Demon Sword was wrapped in Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

"This is your first time in a marketplace other than the Demon Village, isn't it?"

"I went to many when I was young."

"You went around fighting with the Fist Demon, you didn't go to look around marketplaces, did you?"

Father nodded in admission.

"I wish I could have been the Fist Demon Master back then."

I answered the question in my father's eyes. "I want to see the younger version of you, Father. I want to have a conversation with that father."

I meant it sincerely. What did he look like? What was his personality? Was he like me?

"By any chance, were you as talkative as I am?"

After a slight snort, my father said, "I might be able to drink like the Drunken Demon. But I'm not confident I could talk as much as you."

"A chatterbox who outdoes a drunkard! That's too much!"

We looked around the marketplace, sharing all sorts of stories. We even stopped when a crowd of people rushed by. Even this experience must be new to my father. He's probably never had to stop walking because someone else was coming.

What do you think of the scenery you see when you stop like this?

People were coming and going, people were laughing and chatting, people were hawking their wares, and people were angry. All sorts of people were there.

Father watched them in silence. What could he be thinking as he looked at them?

"Even with so many people, nothing is happening, right? The Head Strategist was worried that as soon as you left the Cult, incidents would start popping up. He said the fate of murim wouldn't leave you alone. That a small incident would start, grow larger, and then spread into another."

I looked at my father and stated with conviction, "But something like that will never happen."

It was at that very moment.

A man sidled up to us. "Martial artists, how about a manly wager?"

He pointed to a spot where a few people were gathered. On a makeshift table were three overturned bowls.

Ah! The Heavenly Demon and a swindler! How could I possibly miss this delightful opportunity?

"Father is a gambler second to none in this world," I began. "What do you say? Maybe for the price of dinner..."

There was no need to provoke my father. Before I even finished speaking, he was already walking toward the swindlers.

I smiled at the man who had solicited us and asked, "Is that man's hand fast? It'll have to be really fast to be quicker than my father's eyes."


Chapter 448: Why Do You Have That, Father?

It was all a setup. The skilled gambler, the shills mixed in with the bettors to build up the atmosphere, and even the tout who brought us here were all on the same side. Everyone else was a person who had already lost their money or was about to.

"Alright, guess which bowl has the die, and I'll give you three times your bet!"

The gambler was a short, middle-aged man, but his gaze was as sharp as any martial artist's.

Father asked me, "Do you have any money?"

"You don't have any?"

Father nodded. "I have no reason to carry it around."

True. When would the Heavenly Demon ever need to pull out a wallet?

I couldn't just pass up this precious opportunity to tease my father. "If you lost me and Uncle Hwi, you wouldn't even be able to buy a meal. You'd have to either dine and dash or pawn that sword of yours."

Just imagining my father in such a situation was amusing.

"If you're done teasing, money." Father held out his hand.

I took out a taels from my wallet and handed it to him. "Bet carefully! In this game, that man is a sword god and the God of War. His hands are faster than our eyes."

Of course, he couldn't fool my father's eyes. I was just saying it for the swindlers to hear.

"Alright, I'll start shuffling now." The man opened each bowl to show they were empty, then placed the die he was holding into one of them.

He opened it. Closed it. Sent it here, sent it there. His hand movements were not too fast, which paradoxically made them more confusing and suspicious. Finally, the man's hands stopped.

"Now, where will you place your bet?"

Father placed a taels in front of the middle bowl.

Wasn't this probably the first time in his life my father had gambled on the street?

"Anyone else want to bet? Then I'll open it."

When the man opened the middle bowl, the die was there. The hand was not faster than the eye.

"You have good eyes." The gambler seemed relaxed.

Was that confidence because he hadn't used his real skills yet? Or was it a strategy to let you win a little at first, only to eventually clean you out?

The tout also came over and needlessly praised my father. "Martial artist, you truly have sharp eyes."

Father didn't even look at him. What held my father's interest right now were those three white bowls.

"Alright, here we go again!" The gambler shuffled the die again. The die moved dazzlingly between the bowls.

This time, my father chose the one on the right.

"Anyone else betting?"

Again, my father was the only one who bet. When he opened the bowl my father had chosen, the die was there. As he guessed correctly in a row, the onlookers let out low gasps of admiration.

Father's third choice. He guessed the bowl with the die again.

It was then that I saw it. The gambler's slightly flustered expression. He had clearly tried to guide his opponent to choose a different bowl, but it hadn't worked.

At the same time, I also saw the pleasant smile on my father's lips. He was enjoying playing along with these guys.

"Father! You've won three times in a row."

The onlookers also began to show genuine interest. The gambler shuffled the die again. This time, his hand movements were even more cautious.

"He got it right again!"

At that, the crowd cheered in admiration. These weren't the shills, but the real spectators. From the tout to the shills, they all looked clearly flustered. It was probably because the gambler didn't usually let anyone guess correctly four times in a row.

While quick glances were exchanged between them, the die was shuffled again. On the fifth round, other people followed my father's lead.

Father guessed correctly again. Applause erupted from all around. Now, even passersby gathered to watch.

All eyes were on my father. Having only ever received gazes filled with respect and fear, had he ever been watched by a market crowd full of anticipation? Of course not. These people would never have been able to get this close.

"Alright, shuffle again!"

Father was purely enjoying himself. If he had any ill will toward them, he wouldn't have kept betting only one taels at a time. Or he could have made them suffer a much greater loss.

What if he let them win ten taels, then twenty, and then put down a thousand-nyang note? What if they happily accepted the bet, and he guessed correctly then? The problem wouldn't be losing the money, but the fact that trying not to pay up would cost them their lives.

However, my father didn't do that. He just kept betting one taels at a time.

When he guessed the sixth one correctly, the crowd cheered. By the time he got the seventh, the gambler's expression had completely stiffened.

Finally, the tout came over and suggested subtly, "Excuse me, how about we stop now?"

Father looked at him. I wondered what he was thinking as he looked at these people. I couldn't know for sure, but it was clear he hadn't started this to torment them. He was literally just having a bit of fun because it looked interesting.

"Alright." Father gave me the money he had won so far. "Let's have dinner with this."

"With this much money, we could enjoy a feast."

Just then, the gambler proposed, "How about one more round, betting all the money you've won today?"

The tout, startled, went up to him and whispered something. It seemed like he was telling him not to get excited and to just end it, but the gambler didn't listen.

Would my father ever refuse such a situation?

"Shuffle."

Given the circumstances, wouldn't the gambler use his trump card? A trick that could never lose.

Three overturned bowls. Father chose the middle one. Since all the money he'd won so far was on the line, the amount was quite large.

Seeing the gambler's confident expression, it was certain the die wasn't in the middle bowl.

"Alright, I'll open it now."

The moment the man opened the middle bowl, his eyes flew wide open. The die was there, in the spot that should have been empty. Even his final trick hadn't worked.

Not only the gambler, but the tout and the spectators were all shocked. They probably never imagined he would guess correctly even on the very last round. The crowd cheered.

"As expected! Father is the best!" I said to the gambler. "Now, hand over the money."

For a moment, the gambler was speechless, as if his soul had left him.

"Please wait a moment."

The tout's eyes darted back and forth. The moment they decided they were reluctant to pay, their fates would be sealed.

Finally, the gambler took the money from his wallet and handed it over. "Here you are."

This gambler had lost the bet for money, but he had won the bet for his life.

"How on earth did you do that?"

Father replied as he took the money. "Have you ever taught your skills to others? It's the same for me."

I laughed out loud at my father's answer. It was the first time I had ever seen him say something like that to a gambler. However, the surprises didn't end there.

Father returned half of the winnings to the gambler.

"Why are you giving half of it back?"

To the gambler's question, my father answered quietly, "Sometimes, there will be people you should send away by giving them their money back. When that time comes, give them half and let them go."

In that moment, the look in my father's eyes changed. It was no longer the soft gaze he had when playing with the swindlers. It was a heavy gaze that a mere gambler could not withstand.

The moment he saw that gaze, the gambler's head bowed instinctively. "I will be sure to keep that promise!"

Leaving him with his head bowed low, we started walking again.

"That was amazing."

"Amazing? He won't keep his promise anyway." Father didn't believe the gambler's promise.

"He will."

"He might keep it once or twice. But even so, he'll eventually forget the fear of this moment."

Father fundamentally didn't trust people. It was even less likely he would trust a street gambler.

You're right, Father. Perhaps that's true. But he might also keep that promise for the rest of his life. You say that because you don't know how terrifying your gaze is.

"Then why did you give him a chance?"

After a brief pause, my father answered, "Because I'm in a good mood today."

The moment I heard those words, I stopped in my tracks.

Could his mood be as good as mine right now? As good as mine, seeing him this happy for the first time? As good as mine, hearing him express that feeling to me?

"Since I won the money, I'll buy dinner."

"Why don't we buy that dinner and eat it in the carriage on our way?"

Father looked at me, then nodded. He understood my meaning.

The gambler had conceded gracefully, but the tout might regret the lost money and send thugs after us at night. Besides, he had seen that our wallet was thick. And if we got rid of those guys, someone else behind them would come after us. Then, what the Strategist had worried about might happen.

We might get unavoidably caught up in things while traveling, but not now. Our journey is only on its second day. Father, no matter how much fate tries to draw you in, we can just avoid it first.


The next day, we were riding in a carriage toward Shaanxi. Father had his eyes quietly closed, and I was looking at the scenery outside. As I watched the wildflowers blooming along the river, I suddenly asked my father a question.

"Father, are you good at fishing?"

Father nodded with his eyes still closed. His expression was confident, as if to say, 'Is there anything I can't do?'

"How about a fish dish for dinner tonight? Let's make a bet on who catches the bigger fish. The loser has to do everything from gutting and cooking the fish to, ah, cleaning up afterward. You can forfeit if you're not confident."

With his eyes still closed, my father said to Hwi, "Stop the carriage by the river."

Father was a man who had left his worries behind at Headquarters.

Hwi stopped the carriage by the riverbank.

"What's the biggest fish you've ever caught, Father?"

Then, a surprising fish was mentioned by my father. "The Shiny Scale Fisherman."

It was a spirit beast fish from the legends. It was probably bigger than a person.

"Does it really exist?"

"I caught it and even consumed its inner core."

"Ah! I can't beat the Shiny Scale Fisherman."

I might lose in terms of size, but I will win in terms of rarity. The 10000 Year Fire Carp. The ultimate king of spirit beast fish. Of course, I can't catch it now. The 10000 Year Fire Carp can only be obtained at the place and time where I acquired it in the future.

"I'm quite the fisherman myself."

It's no joke. I really searched the waters until my body felt like it would burst, just to catch that damn 10000 Year Fire Carp.

"Alright, let's start by making the fishing rods."

I used my movement arts to look around for bamboo. I cut down the best one I could find. I cut two, one for my father as well.

"Which bamboo will you choose?"

"You choose first."

"Acting so relaxed. I, for one, won't be going easy on you."

However, contrary to my words, I chose the less suitable of the two bamboo stalks. No matter what, I couldn't choose a better one than my father's. I took out a dagger and carved the bamboo to make a fishing rod.

"You can't blame your equipment later."

"You'd better not do that either."

"Uncle Hwi, did you hear that? You have to be a fair judge. You can't let my father stretch his fish later!"

Hwi laughed at my words. He really was the type who would try to use his martial arts to stretch the fish if the one my father caught was smaller than mine.

"But Father, aren't you making one?" Father just watched me make the fishing rod.

"You're not planning to catch one with your martial arts, are you? That's not allowed. We have to catch them fair and square with a fishing rod."

"I know."

"Then why aren't you making one? No matter how you look at me, I'm not making it for you. You have to make it with your own hands. Are you planning to blame the rod later?"

Still, my father didn't move an inch. In the end, I threw up my hands.

"I lose. I've lost."

I set down the one I was making and started on my father's rod first. Of course, I made it with more care and skill than my own. Father silently watched me do so.

Once the rod was complete, I took a fishing line and hook from my luggage to finish the job. And so, two fishing rods were made.

"Here, Father, is your weapon. Please choose first." I dramatically presented the two fishing rods.

"Not needed."

Father extended his hand toward the carriage. What an ominous gesture!

At that, my father's large leather pouch on the carriage opened. Something shot out from inside, flying toward us. It was a piece of bamboo, about the length of an adult's forearm.

SHWOOOSH.

As my father manipulated the bamboo, it lengthened like a wish-fulfilling staff. Surprisingly, it was a fishing rod. It looked flexible yet sturdy, and it was clearly no ordinary item at a single glance.

"What is that?"

Then came a surprising name. "The East Sea Fisherman's unique weapon."

The East Sea Fisherman was a murim master who roamed the Central Plains with a single fishing rod. And his rod was known to be perfect. There was even a saying that if you could catch a great whale with a fishing rod, it would have to be the one belonging to the East Sea Fisherman.

"Why do you have that, Father?"

"He lost a duel against me long ago, offered his fishing rod, and left."

"So you were the one who made him retire?"

"It was his own pride that made him retire."

I was moved. This feeling wasn't because my father had defeated the East Sea Fisherman in his youth. Nor was it because I was seeing that perfect fishing rod in person. I was moved by the fact that my father had brought it with him.

An image of my father, late at night, packing that fishing rod from the Heavenly Demon Vault into his leather pouch came to mind. While packing it, he must have thought that he might end up fishing with me.

"No, if you had a fishing rod, you should have said so. You just had to tease your son like this." Perhaps he enjoyed the sight of his son making a fishing rod for him. "And the fishing rod of the East Sea Fisherman? This is cheating!"

"Who was it that said we shouldn't blame our equipment?"

I stood side by side with my father on the riverbank. Our fishing competition to catch the biggest fish had begun.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

"You'll reek of fish today, so sleep far away from me."

"That's my line. I'll endure the smell coming from you and sleep. I'll prove that a true master doesn't blame his tools."

It's true, it won't be easy for you even with that rod.

Our fishing lines flew over the river water, sparkling in the sunlight. The curve drawn by the fishing lines was more beautiful than any line created by martial arts. As the bait entered the river, gentle ripples spread out before it became calm again.

The gentle sound of water could be heard. The sound of a water bird flapping its wings was carried on the river breeze. The surroundings were utterly quiet and peaceful.

It was my first time fishing with my father.


Chapter 449: A Moment of Pride Over a Word of Thanks

Father began to clean the fish.

Hwi watched from a short distance, fidgeting as my father's skilled hands removed the fish's innards and scraped off the scales.

"I'll do it, Cult Leader," Hwi offered.

"It's fine."

At that moment, I couldn't resist chiming in.

"Even your loyal attempt to stretch the fish couldn't overcome my fishing skills, sir."

I had won the great fishing showdown against my father.

"It's the natural outcome. It's not as if you can't kill an opponent with a treasured sword just because you're holding a wooden sword, right, Father?"

Father shot a glance at Hwi.

Can't you do something about that mouth?

Hwi just smiled awkwardly at the expression.

Father was serious about his cooking. As if to prove it, he extended his hand toward the carriage again.

"What is it this time?"

The leather pouch opened and something else flew out from inside. It was a collection of small jars. To my surprise, they were jars of spices.

I was moved once again. Father had even brought spices in preparation for cooking during this vacation trip.

The meal my father prepared was truly magnificent.

"This is delicious. It's honestly more delicious to me than anything the professional chefs have made."

A sense of proud satisfaction was visible on my father's face. For some reason, he seemed happier with praise for his cooking than for his martial arts.

That night, we made camp. We lit a bonfire and lay down, but I couldn't let the opportunity for mischief pass. Unlike the first night, I laid my bedding a good distance away from my father.

Father glanced over at me.

"Didn't you say you'd endure the fishy smell and sleep?"

"Did I say that?"

"Perhaps the smell will lessen if your nose disappears?"

Father picked up the dagger he had used to clean the fish. By the time he turned toward me, I had already moved my bedding right next to his and was lying down.

"Aren't you sleeping?"

Father smiled faintly. In that fleeting smile, I could feel that he was enjoying himself. He lay down beside me. The distance between us was much closer than when we had gone hunting.

"Actually, I can't smell a thing."

"I know."

As if dispelling the effects of alcohol, my father had already used his energy to dissipate the fishy smell into the air. Lying down, I turned my head to look at him. He was silently gazing up at the night sky.

What was he thinking about right now?

What else would he be thinking about? A revenge match, of course.

"Let's have one more round of night fishing."

I laughed out loud. If he had been defeated in martial arts, my father would never have held on to it. But fishing was different.

"Are you serious?"

"This time, for the most fish caught. But we'll switch rods. I never liked that old man, the East Sea Fisherman, from the start."

This was my father. He didn't seek better conditions because he lost. Instead, when he asked for another round after a loss, he was willing to accept a disadvantage. I loved this side of him so much.

"Alright."

Father and I got up and grabbed our fishing rods. He took the one I had made, and I held the one from the East Sea Fisherman. It was light yet fit perfectly in my hand. It was a masterpiece, after all.

"Hwi! You might be sick of it, but tomorrow's breakfast is fish cooked by my father again!"


The next morning, my father was cleaning fish.

The night fishing had also been my victory. It was as if I caught a fish with every cast. I caught so many that I kept only enough to eat and released the rest.

"The fishing rod of the East Sea Fisherman in my hands is akin to the Heavenly Demon Sword in your hands, Father."

I teased him on purpose. If I didn't, his pride might genuinely be hurt.

"I know you lost on purpose. Because if you left the cooking to me, you'd have to eat a terrible breakfast. Right?"

The dagger in my father's hand stopped. In the distance, Hwi shook his head, signaling me to stop. If that dagger came flying my way, it wouldn't just be carrying a fishy smell.

As I shut my mouth, my father's dagger began to move again.

"Today, it's grilled."

I announced loudly.

"I'll start the bonfire."

And so, we had grilled fish, personally cooked by my father, for breakfast. You might say all grilled fish is the same, but don't say such things if you've never eaten fish grilled by the Heavenly Demon. Father's fish-grilling skills were also top-notch.

As we were finishing our meal, our gazes turned toward the same spot. We had sensed someone approaching.

Father stopped Hwi as he was about to get up.

"Stay put."

Father had already assessed the person who was not yet even in sight. A moment later, someone appeared. The man, who limped as he approached, looked to be on the verge of collapse.

"Water, please give me some water."

Seeing us, his tension seemed to break, and he collapsed onto the ground. Three martial artists encountered in a remote place should have made him more wary, but he was in no state to assess the situation.

I gave him water first. His clothes were torn and his appearance was a mess, as if he had been wandering through the mountains. His injured ankle, in particular, was badly swollen.

"How long have you been starving?"

"Three days? Four? I'm not sure."

I shared my rice and the remaining fish with him.

"Chew it carefully."

"Thank you."

Consumed by hunger, he ate the food without hesitation. After he ate, I examined his body. Father watched me silently.

"You've injured your leg."

The man then explained to me.

"I hurt it when I missed my step in the mountains."

"It looks like it'll be hard to get to a village with that leg. Let me take a quick look."

Fortunately, the bone wasn't broken. I treated his sprained ankle and made a splint with a tree branch. His expression relaxed as much as my skills allowed.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

The man was finally relieved. He had escaped the fear that he might die.

"How did you get lost?"

"I was looking for medicinal herbs."

No matter how I looked at him, his attire didn't seem like that of an herb gatherer.

"Is someone in your family sick?"

"No."

His circumstances were completely unexpected. The man's name was Lim Gye. He said he ran a school where he taught children in his village.

"Father worked as a martial artist for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and retired this year."

This place, not far from Headquarters, was the territory of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He said his father had never learned proper martial arts, so he had spent his entire life as a low-ranking martial artist before retiring. And as it happened, this year was his father's sixtieth birthday.

Lim Gye wanted to make his father happy by inviting the Manager of the Branch his father had belonged to for his birthday. He thought his father would be truly delighted if the Branch Manager came to congratulate him at the sixtieth birthday celebration.

"But they said it would cost fifty taels to invite the Branch Manager."

"Who did?"

"There's someone in the village who has connections to the Branch Manager. That's what he told me. He said it costs money to invite a person of renown to a banquet. The price depends on their reputation. It also depends on how long they stay. He said it would cost fifty taels for the Branch Manager to stop by for a moment to offer his congratulations."

I glanced at my father and asked.

"How much do you charge, Father?"

A smirk formed on my father's lips at my playful question.

Would my father move for a hundred thousand taels, or a million taels? He was someone you couldn't hire even for ten million taels. In that sense, if this trip were to be valued in money, the amount would be truly beyond imagination.

"The Branch Manager probably won't come even if you give him that money."

At my words, Lim Gye asked in surprise.

"What do you mean?"

"If it's revealed that a high-ranking official of the cult made a private move for money, he could not only be kicked out of his position but also end up in prison. There's no way he'd move for fifty taels."

"Ah, I see. I've spent my whole life studying, so I'm ignorant of the ways of the world."

He bowed his head. He seemed to be just that, seeing how he immediately believed my words. Did he even know who he was talking to before trusting me?

"That person will take the fifty taels and later say something like, 'Something important suddenly came up for the Branch Manager.' What will you do then? Will you go and complain? Even if you do, will he return the money?"

The world is full of people who cheat honest people like him out of their money.

"You think that if you have a good heart, others will too. But reality isn't like that, is it?"

Lim Gye's sigh deepened.

"Father worked hard his whole life for his family. I wanted to do something for him, but time just passes, and it's not as easy as I'd like."

"Even so, is there really a need to go out of your way to invite the Branch Manager? Even if he came, he wouldn't be congratulating you sincerely."

"That's right. The Branch Manager probably doesn't even know my father's name."

That was the reality. A Branch had hundreds of martial artists. How would he know a low-ranking subordinate?

"Then why?"

"Whenever my father has a drink, he says it like a habit. 'Though I live as a low-ranking martial artist, though I'm just a subordinate. Though my role isn't big.'"

In those words, I could feel the regret of a man who wanted to boast in front of his child just once but ended up unable to.

"So I wanted to have a high-ranking person come so he could boast just once in front of me. I wanted him to be able to speak proudly in front of family, relatives, and the villagers. I thought that was the way to honor my father, more than just saying he worked hard."

How could I not understand his heart? In wanting to do something for his father, he and I, on this journey, were not so different.

"I heard that a hundred-year-old snow ginseng is worth well over a hundred taels. I knew something so precious was unlikely to catch my eye, but I couldn't just stay at home."

Tears welled up in his eyes.

"I should get going now. Today is my father's sixtieth birthday party, and I almost wouldn't have been able to attend if I hadn't met such kind people. You are the benefactors of my entire life. Thank you so much."

He bowed his head in thanks several times before leaving.


Fortunately, Lim Gye returned home without being too late.

"Orabeoni! What on earth happened?"

He had said he would be gone for a few days, but his sister had been worried about her older brother's unusual behavior.

"I'm sorry. Things just turned out that way."

"Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. What about the birthday preparations?"

"Our aunts came and helped."

His father, Lim Hak, saw him and said gruffly.

"You're back, that's all that matters."

He hadn't known it before, but as he got older, he could feel his father's heart. His father's worry and relief.

I'm sorry.

He thought that perhaps his wandering in the mountains for days was for himself, not for his father. To ease his own mind. To be able to say, 'I tried this hard.'

Family and relatives gathered, and neighbors were invited too. However, his father did not invite anyone from the Branch. He didn't invite them at all, saying it would be a burden to his old colleagues.

He could feel his father's worry. Who would be interested in the sixtieth birthday party of a retired, low-ranking martial artist? If he invited them and no one came, it would be hard to endure that humiliation in front of his children.

And when many people gather, there is always someone like this.

"Looks like no one from the Demonic Cult came, huh?"

He was the Manager who ran the martial arts academy in the village. He was someone who couldn't act carelessly when his father, even as a low-ranking member, belonged to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. But now that he was out of the cult, the man's gaze and attitude had changed.

"I didn't invite them on purpose. They're busy with work, it would just be a bother."

"Or is it that you invited them, and they didn't come?"

It wasn't that the man had ill will toward his father, but he was just someone who was naturally good at saying negative things. You know the type, right? The kind of person who says things in a way that makes you feel bad.

Still, he could have held back today. But Lim Hak couldn't show his displeasure. The man was the Manager of a martial arts academy who had properly learned martial arts.

"It's a joke, a joke. Why so serious? You've gotten timid in your old age."

He was unpleasant to the very end.

It was right at that moment. The door opened, and a group of guests arrived. As the sword-wielding martial artists streamed in, the hall fell silent.

Recognizing them, Lim Hak was stunned.

"Branch Manager!"

To everyone's astonishment, his former colleagues from the Branch and the Branch Manager himself had come. Not only Lim Gye, but all the villagers were shocked.

"Martial Artist Lim, I hear it's your sixtieth birthday. We came to congratulate you."

At those words, Lim Hak was so surprised and flustered he didn't know what to do. His juniors who had worked with him came to congratulate him. Among them were some he was close with, but even those he wasn't very close to were there.

"Please, sit here."

"No, you're the man of the hour today, so you should take the seat of honor."

The Branch Manager was courteous. While Lim Hak wondered how this man knew to come and why he was being so respectful, he also felt a great sense of elation.

It was in front of his son and daughter. The villagers were watching too. The Manager of the martial arts academy who had spoken so carelessly was watching the scene with a thoroughly intimidated expression.

"If you have any problems in the future, feel free to contact me anytime."

"Thank you, Branch Manager."

While overjoyed, Lim Hak couldn't understand the situation. He had served under several Branch Managers during his time as a low-ranking martial artist, but he had never once had a private conversation with any of them.

It was the same with this Branch Manager. This was a man who probably didn't even know his name, wasn't he?

The secret was now revealed. The Branch Manager, also with a puzzled expression, spoke cautiously.

"I don't know how he knew, but he sent this."

The Branch Manager carefully took out a small box from his robes. Seeing his trembling hands, Lim Hak grew tense as well. What on earth was that?

"Here, take it and open it."

Lim Hak, taking the box in a daze, opened it. To his amazement, inside was a hundred-year-old snow ginseng.

"To give such a precious gift!"

Lim Hak's hands, holding the box, trembled. Lim Gye, as well as the villagers, came closer to get a look at the hundred-year-old snow ginseng.

But the real surprise for Lim Hak was yet to come.

"It's not my gift."

At the Branch Manager's words, Lim Hak unfolded the paper that was inside the box with the ginseng. After reading the contents, Lim Hak's eyes widened. Lim Gye had never seen his father so shocked.

Standing next to him, Lim Gye saw the contents and let out a scream. The villagers were also terrified.

Lim Hak put down the box and performed a deep bow. Lim Gye bowed with him.

Tears streamed from Lim Hak's eyes, falling onto the back of his wrinkled hands. He had lived a hard life ever since joining the cult at seventeen. To feed his children, he had endured no matter how much it hurt, living through hellish hardships. He had actually crossed the threshold of death several times.

And the short message written on the note washed away all the toil of his past days.


To you, who has devoted yourself to our Cult, I offer my heartfelt thanks.

\- The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Leader, Geom Woojin.




Chapter 450: The Father Who Was Once a Son

The carriage sped toward its destination.

Father sat with his eyes gently closed. "Why are you looking at me like that?" he asked.

Even with his eyes closed, he was so good at sensing a person's gaze.

"Because I like you."

Father's eyes fluttered open and he looked at me.

"I'm not joking. I'm not playing around, either. I really like you, Father."

"Because I sent that person a gift?"

"No, because you wrote that person a letter."

To my father, a single root of hundred-year-old snow ginseng was a trivial expense. A letter written by him, however, could not be valued in money. The crucial reason I was so moved was that he hadn't sent the gift just because I told him to.

After Lim Gye left, I had been pondering how to persuade my father to help. But before I could even say a word, my father wrote a letter, handed it to Hwi, and gave his order.

Have the Branch Manager deliver it personally along with a root of hundred-year-old snow ginseng.

How could I not be moved?

"You're the best, Father."

Father remained silent with his eyes closed, saying nothing.

The fact that he doesn't even take credit for it makes it even better!

And I could feel it. In this moment, hearing his son call him the best, my father was definitely pleased.

There was now an angle to my father's lips that only I could recognize. That subtle upward curve was proof that he was purely happy right now.

Then, my father suddenly remarked, "It's because of those people that our Cult has been sustained."

Yes, my father had his own demonic way.

I hope my father's feelings were conveyed well to them. I hope that Lim Gye's father has also become the best father, just like mine is now.

I stuck my head out the window. The blowing wind was so refreshing, and the sky seemed even bluer and clearer.

"The weather is really nice."

When I glanced back, my father was looking at the sky through the opposite window.

Father, how is it? Does the sky you see here feel different from the sky you saw from the Heavenly Demon Hall?

Just as the carriage moved completely away from the river it had been running alongside, my father spoke unexpectedly.

"On our way back, let's have another fishing competition at that river. This time, we'll both use the fishing rods you made."

I laughed out loud. It seemed he was determined to beat me in fishing, no matter what.

But I couldn't just let him win. How could I intentionally lose when my father is so perceptive? If I did that, he would get genuinely angry.

"Sounds good. A match is always three rounds."

A certain resolve formed on my father's lips. It was the resolve to win at all costs.


"Uncle Hwi, please stop here for a moment."

When the moving carriage came to a halt, I turned to my father. "Would you like to take a short walk?"

Father got out of the carriage without a word.

"There's a magnificent waterfall past that forest. Since we're passing by anyway, let's go see it."

Hwi waited to guard the carriage while my father and I walked into the forest together.

"When did you come here?"

"I discovered it by chance a long time ago."

It was a place I had visited before my regression. I remembered walking this path alone on a snow-covered road.

Now, I was walking that same path with my father, lush with green and filled with the chirping of birds.

Father walked without a word, but the expression on his face seemed relaxed as he looked around. I also walked quietly with him, lost in thought. The more time I spent with my father, the less awkward the silence became.

At the end of the beautiful forest path was a waterfall. The cascade poured down like silver threads, a refreshing sight for anyone who saw it.

SWOOOOOSH.

Father stared at the waterfall in silence.

When was the last time he had left the Cult to see a waterfall like this? It must have been a very long time ago.

"This is nice."

That one phrase was enough for me to know he was truly satisfied.

"Father."

"What is it?"

"What was it like with Grandfather?"

Father looked at me, as if the question was sudden.

"I'm curious about what you were like as a son."

Father's gaze returned to the waterfall.

"I feel like there would be much to learn from the father who was once a son."

I didn't know much about how my father got along with my grandfather.

After a long silence, my father said something unexpected. "There are times I feel regret when I look at you."

I looked at my father. He didn't explain what he meant, but I knew it meant I was doing well.

We stood there silently for a long time, watching the waterfall, before walking back the way we came.

I had stopped the carriage once. After traveling for about half a day, it was my father's turn to stop it.

"If you find a secluded spot, stop for a moment."

Hwi stopped the carriage in a deserted area.

"Get out."

I followed my father out of the carriage. Another thing I had been looking forward to on this trip flowed from my father's lips.

"How far have you mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

He was saying he would bestow his teachings on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I was so happy I could fly.

A single word from my father would be more helpful than a hundred days of training.

As soon as the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was mentioned, the quick-witted Hwi vanished into hiding. He had to vacate the area during the transmission of the art, so he had gone to a distance to keep watch.

"I have mastered up to the Fifth Technique, but the Fifth Technique is still unstable."

"Perform up to the fourth form."

In front of my father, I consecutively performed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from the First to the Fourth Technique.

A flicker of interest crossed my father's eyes as he watched.

He likely hadn't expected my training through the Heavenly Space Secret Art to have deepened this much. At times like this, I was so glad I had the Heavenly Martial Body. It would explain away my incomprehensibly fast achievements.

However, what my father focused on was not just the depth of my achievement. The part he paid more attention to was that it was different.

My Nine Calamities Demonic Art and my father's Nine Calamities Demonic Art are different.

Just looking at the demonic spirits proved it. They were completely different from my father's, not just in appearance but also in the feeling and look of them as they appeared and disappeared.

Of course, that didn't mean I could guarantee my demonic spirits were stronger than my father's.

This difference maintained the tension between my father and me. It was likely the driving force that drew my already perfected father back to the training grounds.

"There are times when you must use the Fifth Technique, despite its extreme inner qi consumption. Do you know when that is?"

"I believe it's when allies and enemies are mixed together."

Father nodded. "Yes, that's right. It's for when you must kill only the enemies precisely. That's why accuracy is vital for the fifth form."

An inaccurate Fifth Technique would be like a disaster falling from the sky.

"Now, try performing it."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and stepped forward.

"Assume that enemies are lined up every five paces, centered thirty paces directly in front of you."

I pictured the enemies just as my father described. Ten masters were lined up before me.

Kill them all in a single strike!

After composing myself for a moment, I unleashed the Fifth Technique, the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike.

SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH!

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

The strikes landed roughly in the spots I had imagined, but they weren't precise. Even from a distance, my father accurately assessed the result.

"Your accuracy is still lacking, and the depth is also inconsistent. The sixth and eighth are shallow, and the second and third are too deep."

Even looking up close, there were only black holes in the ground, yet my father had pinpointed it accurately from afar. He had noticed every single difference even though ten streams of sword qi had fallen simultaneously.

Father gave me a lecture on the Fifth Technique. When it came to this art, his lectures gave me absolute enlightenment and learning.

His teachings were specific. I knew better than anyone how difficult the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was to learn.

But my father's explanation was simple. It was a specific and simple explanation that only someone who has reached a high state can give.

Only a true master can explain things simply. Father proved this immutable truth to me.

Of course, hidden within that simplicity was the profound logic of martial arts. Someone who didn't know that logic would be skeptical, thinking, Is this all there is? It's this easy? In the end, it would become a fleeting cloud for him.

Father explained simply and specifically, and I asked specifically. Whenever I had a question, I asked it then and there. Asking and answering. That was our level.

"Now, perform it again!"

This time too, my father designated the spots where the strikes should land.

Ten streams of sword qi fell vertically once more.

"Better than before, but still a long way to go."

Father explained again. It wasn't a training style where he would throw me something to chew on and realize on my own. That kind of deep thought is for you to do on your own. What I teach is, to the last, the specific parts!

It was as if this training session was like a master at a martial arts academy teaching a trainee. It was also different from when he had taught me before. It was simpler and more specific.

Because of that, I could tell.

Father has also grown in that time.

Perhaps it was something I could feel because I had grown. The current father was definitely stronger than the father from when I first regressed.

"Now, perform it again."

This time, my father walked right over to where the sword qi was supposed to fall. He looked at me from there and asked, "There is a hostage here. There are five enemies in total."

Father shot out finger qi bullets to designate their positions. The hostage and the enemies were practically touching.

"Now, save them."

"I thought you would be standing in the hostage's spot, Father."

"Why would I?"

"Isn't that what usually happens? I trust you. So I'll stand in the hostage's spot. If you make a mistake, I die."

Father stated firmly, "Why would I trust you?"

With that, he actually took a few more steps back.

I knew he wasn't joking but was being serious, so a laugh escaped me.

I composed myself and pictured the situation. The ones surrounding the hostage weren't just any martial artists. I pictured true masters surrounding the hostage, swords held to their throats.

There was only one chance.

SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH SHWISH!

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

And then my father announced the result. "The enemies are all dead."

Just as I was about to let out a cheer!

"The hostage is also dead."

I ran to where the hostage had been standing. Just as my father had said, a stream of sword qi had fallen there too. Not five streams, but six had fallen. It was a mistake born from my lack of familiarity with controlling the number of sword qi streams.

Looking down at the hole where the hostage had been, I mourned. "Daeryong, I'm sorry."

I smiled, picturing Seo Daeryong protesting, Why me? I can't just kill Lee Ahn, can I? There's the left-arm, General Jang, isn't there? I'm the right arm! His voice naturally came to mind.

"Still, it's better than before."

Just as I had felt it, my father also clearly felt that things were different from when he had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in the past. We were growing together.

"Of course, who's the one teaching me?"

We got back on the carriage.

"There's an inn in the town we'll arrive at later with a skillful cook. It's a place I really wanted to take you, Father. Since I couldn't save the hostage, I'll buy!"


Ju Hyangwol had been having nightmares for the past few days. Today's appointment was what had been pressuring her, a woman who rarely dreamed.

"Young Lady, it is time to prepare."

The maids entered with splendid and beautiful clothes, but Ju Hyangwol took out a clean martial arts uniform from the closet.

"I'm going to wear this."

"The Patriarch insisted that you wear these clothes."

When Ju Hyangwol stared coldly at the maids, they bowed their heads. She had to do this, or they wouldn't back down.

"Mother probably knows I'll be going out in my martial arts uniform. So you don't have to worry about getting scolded."

Just then, a woman's voice came from outside. "That's why I came myself."

The woman who opened the door and entered was Ju Hyangwol's mother and the Patriarch of the Ju Swordsmanship Family, Lim Sohwa.

"Go wearing those clothes."

"I don't want to."

"Why not?"

Ju Hyangwol stared intently at her mother.

Was she asking because she really didn't know? Or was she pretending not to know?

"Don't you know how important today's meeting with Young Lord Hwang is?"

Don't you know what you're saying right now, Mother? What does that fancy dress have to do with today's meeting?

The words rose to Ju Hyangwol's throat. Do you really want to sell your daughter to them?

But she couldn't bring herself to say it. They were words she would regret after spitting them out.

Five years ago, after her father passed away, the Ju Swordsmanship Family's fortunes rapidly declined. Her mother became the Patriarch, but she couldn't fill her father's shoes. This choice had been a mistake. She should have entrusted the position to someone who could do better.

Eventually, the martial artists of the swordsmanship family left one by one. Now, only those who had respected her father remained, struggling to carry on the family's name.

In the midst of this, the recently successful Yellow Road Trading Company proposed to join hands with the Ju Swordsmanship Family. Today was the day of that negotiation.

And her mother knew. She knew that Young Lord Hwang, who was coming to negotiate today, had a favorable impression of her daughter. He had chosen her as his negotiation partner. Her mother's choice was that splendid dress.

In a situation like this, if you had told me to wear the martial arts uniform, I would have worn this fancy dress. How can you not even know that and hurt me so clumsily!

She was prepared to hurt her mother. But even though her mother had brought this upon herself, she would be surprised, hurt, and call for her dead husband.

The thought of such a scene kept her from speaking.

With such a complicated heart, she arrived at the inn, the meeting place. A dispute was unfolding at the entrance between the martial artists of the Yellow Road Trading Company and a young man.

"Why on earth can't I go in? I absolutely have to go in today!"


Chapter 451: Be Meticulous with Documents You Sign

Ju Hyangwol walked to the entrance of the inn where a martial artist from the Yellow Road Trading Company recognized her and offered a greeting.

"Young Lady Ju, you've arrived?"

"What's going on?"

"It's nothing. If you go inside and wait, the Young Lord will be here soon."

Ju Hyangwol glanced at the man who had been arguing. She turned her head without much thought, but inwardly, she flinched.

The young, handsome man's eyes were clear and deep. His appearance was one that, once seen, was not easily forgotten, and her gaze was captivated.

Behind the young man stood a middle-aged man who was not looking her way. With his arms crossed, he watched the people coming and going in the marketplace.

The moment she saw them, an indescribable emotion surged up and then vanished. It was her first time experiencing such a thing, so she couldn't identify what the feeling was.

In any case, the moment she saw the two of them, she could feel it.

They must be father and son.

Their faces didn't resemble each other, but their auras were somehow similar.

And behind the middle-aged man stood another man.

Is he a bodyguard?

They were none other than Geom Mugeuk, Geom Woojin, and Hwi.

Hwi had wanted to eat separately, but Geom Mugeuk had forcefully dragged him along. This journey was for him and his father, but he also hoped it would become a journey for Hwi and his father.

He hoped that, at least for this trip, Hwi would walk around on his own two feet as much as possible and not remain hidden. He wanted him to make eye contact with his father and eat meals with him.

That was why this moment was a precious time. Once the journey ended and they returned, they would go back to their original lives.

Why go to such lengths for him?

Because I know. I know about the life Hwi had lived, one where he willingly sacrificed himself for my father. He, who had protected my father his entire life, ended his own by giving it up in the end.

Ju Hyangwol asked the martial artist from the Yellow Road Trading Company.

"Why are you preventing these gentlemen from entering?"

"Young Lord Hwang has rented out the entire inn for today."

Ju Hyangwol's expression hardened.

It was Young Lord Hwang who had set this inn as their meeting place. He could have visited the Ju Swordsmanship Family, so his insistence on meeting here had been strange. It seemed it was a way to show off his wealth by renting out the entire place.

Geom Mugeuk said to her, "I'm a man traveling with my father. We've come a long way so I could treat my father to the cuisine here."

She looked at Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin. Normally, she would have sent them away, telling them to go to another inn. That would have been the right thing to do for their sake as well. After all, if they went inside, more bad things than good were likely to happen.

However, her choice today was different.

"Let them in."

"Young Lord Hwang instructed us not to let anyone in."

"I'll take responsibility. Now, let's go in together."

Ju Hyangwol tried to enter with the three men, but the martial artists still blocked their path.

When Ju Hyangwol stared at them coldly, the martial artists finally cleared the way.

"Thank you so much. Thanks to you, Young Lady, I can now treat my father to a meal."

And so, Ju Hyangwol led the three men inside.

She was not usually this kind of person.

Right, it's because he said he was traveling with his father.

She had been thinking about her own deceased father the entire way here.

"Was there a reason it had to be this specific inn?"

"Among the dishes here, the cold salad made with twelve kinds of vegetables and the duck boiled with fine medicinal herbs are true delicacies. They're good for one's health, too. I really wanted to treat my father to them."

She envied the man before her.

If her father were still alive, she would have treated him so well. She would have traveled with him and bought him all the healthy and delicious food he could want. However, by the time she had matured, it was already too late.

"Still, making a scene with the martial artists from the Yellow Road Trading Company wasn't a good choice."

The prestige of the Yellow Road Trading Company had been formidable lately, so she assumed the men before her would know of it. Yet the young man seemed to think nothing of them.

"Even if it were the Murim Alliance blocking the way, not just the Yellow Road Trading Company, I would have had to come in. It's my first trip with my father."

Even so, how could he so grandly bring up the Murim Alliance? As if he even knew what kind of place the Murim Alliance was.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Geom Woojin and added, "How could I waste a chance like this?"

Geom Woojin was simply going along with whatever his son wanted.

The person most surprised by this was Hwi.

While Geom Mugeuk was arguing in front of the inn, the Cult Leader had waited silently. Considering the personality of the Cult Leader he knew, it was an unimaginable event.

"Uncle, please pick something you'd like to eat, too."

"I'm fine."

"No, you can't be. You absolutely have to choose. If you don't pick something, I won't order. Did you hear that just now? The rumbling from my father's stomach? Ah, my poor father. Unable to even maintain his dignity..."

"I'll choose."

How could anyone win against Geom Mugeuk? In the end, Hwi also chose a dish.

Watching them, Ju Hyangwol was startled. She realized she had been observing them with a smile on her lips without even knowing it.

"If someone comes and asks why you're here, just give them my name. I'm Ju Hyangwol of the Ju Swordsmanship Family."

"Thanks to you, Young Lady, I can be a filial son."

As she was about to turn and leave, she offered a piece of advice.

"If this is fate, then it's fate, so I'll say this out of goodwill. The swords you two carry are too conspicuous."

Geom Mugeuk had his sword wrapped in Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, and Geom Woojin had his wrapped in bandages. She meant that a father and son both concealing their swords was, ironically, what made them stand out. In truth, it wasn't the swords that were conspicuous, but she didn't realize it was the two men themselves who had caught her eye.

"It's because they would be even more conspicuous if we unwrapped them."

"What do you mean?"

Geom Mugeuk simply smiled.

No matter how conspicuous it was, his father couldn't just stride through the Central Plains wearing the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"Please enjoy your meal. You probably won't have to pay for it before you leave."

She said this because the place had been rented out entirely.

"I appreciate the thought, but I don't think we can do that."

"What do you mean?"

"Those people probably didn't pay to rent this place. At least we should pay."

Ju Hyangwol was stunned.

"We heard it together, didn't we? That they rented the whole place."

"Then go ask the owner. Ask him how much he was promised in return for renting it out. They probably didn't decide on a sum. Avoid the martial artists at the entrance and ask the owner quietly."

She went, spoke with the owner, and came back.

"How did you know?"

The owner had said it was fine, that since esteemed people were holding an important meeting, he should naturally help. In other words, he wasn't going to be paid properly.

"It's a common trick of murim sects. They say they'll settle the bill later, but you'd be lucky if they even toss you the money for the food they ate on their way out. They almost never compensate for the other customers the inn couldn't serve."

Ju Hyangwol's face flushed slightly.

If that was the case, then strictly speaking, it was shameful for her to have acted so magnanimously toward them.

"I'll confirm it when Young Lord Hwang arrives."

"Before you confront him, think about who will suffer the consequences."

She understood what he meant. In the end, the owner of the inn would be the one to suffer.

"Still, I will be sure to repay the debt I owe you, Young Lady, when the opportunity arises."

It was at that very moment that a man entered the inn.

"Miss Ju, you're already here?"

He was Hwang In, the heir to the Yellow Road Trading Company. She had expected him to arrive with a gaggle of bodyguards, but surprisingly, he came alone.

As Hwang In walked toward her, his gaze naturally shifted to the people with her.

"And who might these people with you be?"

At that, the martial artist from the entrance came in and whispered to him what had happened earlier.

Hwang In found it unexpected. The Ju Hyangwol he had researched beforehand was not such a meddlesome person.

Since he might try to kick them out if she didn't intervene, Ju Hyangwol said to Hwang In.

"They're my guests."

"Ah, is that so."

While reacting smoothly, Hwang In was inwardly puzzled.

She's not the type of person to go this far. Was my investigation wrong?

Then, a thought occurred to him.

Could they be on the same side, just pretending not to know each other?

He felt it was a possibility. The Patriarch must have been anxious about sending her daughter out alone.

"It is an honor to meet such esteemed individuals."

Indeed, the three of them gave off an extraordinary aura.

There was no one like them in his prior investigation, so they must have been brought in from the outside.

"I am Hwang In of the Yellow Road Trading Company."

Geom Mugeuk greeted him on their behalf.

"We are merely passing travelers, so you need not pay us any mind."

Hwang In thought the other party was intentionally trying to hide their identities.

Are they hired mercenaries? Or are there still people willing to help the Ju Swordsmanship Family?

It didn't matter either way. Today's business was not something to be resolved with force.

Just then, the food Geom Mugeuk had ordered arrived.

"Ah, Father. Please try this first."

As if he had truly come here just to eat, Geom Mugeuk focused on the food. He placed some into smaller bowls and served it to his father and Hwi.

This act of ignoring him only strengthened Hwang In's conviction.

They're trying hard not to be suspected of being on the same side.

Anyway, the pride of martial artists! If asked who were the easiest people for a merchant to deal with, Hwang In could say with confidence. It was martial artists. That foolish pride of theirs.

"Now, shall we go as well?"

Hwang In sat down facing Ju Hyangwol at a table in the center of the inn.

"Let's have a drink."

Hwang In poured her a drink, but Ju Hyangwol simply set the cup down without drinking.

"Why did you choose me?"

"I suppose I thought there would be a better understanding between us young people."

Ju Hyangwol had never heard any rumors about Hwang In. He was a man with neither a particularly good nor bad reputation.

"What is your reason for wanting to invest in us?"

"There is always only one reason for a Trading Company to join hands with a swordsmanship family. We need the family's power."

"Couldn't you just invest that money directly and create a sword unit within the Trading Company?"

"Of course, we are raising our own martial artists. But did you know? In the murim, they don't acknowledge the swords of merchants. They openly look down on them, saying they bought their skills with money. Because of that, it's not easy to recruit high-level masters. They hate being told they sold out for money. Honestly, don't you think so too?"

Faced with the sudden question, Ju Hyangwol couldn't say no. A small part of her certainly felt that way.

"And so. To do big business in the murim, we need the brand value of the Ju Swordsmanship Family. Ah, of course, I'm not looking down on you or your family, so please don't misunderstand. We want a symbiotic relationship where we help each other."

However, Ju Hyangwol didn't want to join hands with them.

It wasn't because she knew much about the Yellow Road Trading Company, nor because she was well-versed in her family's internal affairs. It wasn't even because she could predict what results this cooperation would yield.

It was simply because she couldn't trust her mother's judgment. Her mother always made mistakes when she was in a hurry. She knew she shouldn't judge the matter with the Yellow Road Trading Company this way, but emotionally, the thought kept surfacing.

Was it because her expectations were low? The man named Hwang In seemed better than she had thought. She had expected him to be someone who just boasted about money and chased after women, but he seemed to have some ambition and depth.

"How do you propose we join hands?"

"We merchants don't trust verbal promises. We only trust contracts."

Hwang In handed her the document he had brought.

"This is an agreement stating that our Trading Company and the Ju Swordsmanship Family will join forces. You can read it and sign. Originally, the Patriarch should be the one to do this, but since you were sent as her representative and are also her daughter, you, Young Lady Ju, are more than qualified. It's fine if it takes time, so please read it slowly. One should always read documents carefully before signing."

Ju Hyangwol was inwardly flustered. She had expected to meet and discuss various things today, but she hadn't thought they would go as far as drawing up an agreement.

Did Mother know about this?

At least one thing was certain. Her mother would be pleased if she returned with an agreement. After all, she was the mother who had tried to send her out dressed in that splendid palace attire.

She wished she could just say she refused and storm out, but considering her family's situation and her mother, she couldn't do that.

Ju Hyangwol read through the agreement. Some parts were understandable at a glance, while other passages were confusing even after rereading them.

Why are all these unnecessary words needed? Let's just erase them and write this.

She wanted to say that, but the problem was she couldn't specify what should be left.

Then there were phrases that seemed like they should be there, but also like they could be omitted. There were many ambiguous parts.

To know something vaguely is to know nothing at all.

No, it was worse than knowing nothing. She was skimming past the uncertain clauses, assuming she roughly understood them.

How dare you try to play tricks on us?

She read to the last page but couldn't find any clause that would warrant such an outburst.

Should she just sign it and take it to her mother? While shouting that it wasn't her will but her mother's, so she shouldn't have any regrets later? It would be better if this were a few years ago, back in her immature days.

If Father were here...

At that moment, her gaze unconsciously drifted toward where Geom Mugeuk was sitting.

Perhaps sensing that this was an important meeting, they were eating and conversing quietly. Only when she strained her ears could she hear their conversation. "It's delicious, right?" "It's fine." "What about you, Uncle?" "It's delicious." "See, didn't I tell you it was delicious? Let's tour all the famous inns in the Central Plains, then kidnap the chef from the tastiest one and go back! Or, let's each pick a chef that suits our tastes and kidnap three of them!"

Ju Hyangwol found herself smiling at his joke. Even though it wasn't a situation to be laughing, watching them gave her a strange sense of relief.

She had been having frequent nightmares lately, her mind and body unstable, so why did she feel so at ease? These were people she had met for the first time today.

Just then, her eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

How could the eyes of someone who was just spouting nonsense be so deep?

The moment she had that thought, she surrendered herself to the pull of fate.

She shot up from her seat, took the agreement, and started walking toward Geom Mugeuk.

Hwang In was inwardly taken aback by her sudden action, but he watched cautiously.

As she walked toward Geom Mugeuk, she thought to herself.

This is crazy.

Today was truly a day where her instincts were running wild.

"You said you would repay your debt to me, right?"

"I did."

"Can you repay that debt right now?"

"We're not merchants, we're martial artists. We're the type who can't stand being in debt."

She held out the agreement she was carrying to Geom Mugeuk.

"Then give me a reason to tear this up."
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She had, after all, just asked a complete stranger for help with such an important matter. If her mother or the family's martial artists heard this, they would call her crazy. They'd consider it not just a mistake, but a disaster.

But why do I feel so relieved?

The moment she asked him to find a reason to tear up the agreement, a thrill ran through her. It felt good, as if her instincts were screaming that she had done the right thing. She had never experienced anything like this before.

Moreover, the man's response was fitting for such a crazy act.

"How many do you need me to find?"

Such confidence, and he hadn't even looked at the agreement. It didn't matter if it was a bluff or genuine. The sense of relief she'd felt before returned to her heart.

"The more, the better, I suppose."

Just as she was about to hand the agreement to Geom Mugeuk, Hwang In, who had been watching, stepped forward.

"Young Lady Ju, that is not acceptable."

At Hwang In's calm intervention, Ju Hyangwol's hand froze in mid-air.

"Young Lady Ju, you may not be aware since you're not yet accustomed to these kinds of agreements, but you must not show such a document to an outsider."

Hwang In was certain that Geom Mugeuk was an outsider. His prior investigation of the Ju Swordsmanship Family revealed no one with such a unique impression. Furthermore, Ju Hyangwol's earlier words and attitude proved they were not insiders.

Geom Mugeuk then asked Ju Hyangwol, "Did you make a prior promise not to show it to outsiders?"

"No, I saw that agreement for the first time today."

Hwang In interjected again. "This is a contractual custom."

Geom Mugeuk also faced him calmly. "I don't understand why someone who knows customs so well would make such a mistake."

"What do you mean?"

"Isn't it customary to send such an agreement in advance for sufficient review before meeting? It seems to me that you're the one who broke with custom."

Hwang In could not refute those words.

Ju Hyangwol was only just now learning of this fact. She had never had such an experience before.

"So let's drop the talk of custom here today. There was none from the start."

Hwang In realized that this young man before him was more formidable than he appeared.

"Who are you?"

"I'm someone who became a filial son thanks to Young Lady Ju."

Hwang In couldn't understand what that meant. From the words alone, he couldn't tell if they were on Ju Hyangwol's side or if they had truly just met at the inn's entrance.

In any case, it was certain they were peculiar people. Even while this tense conversation was unfolding, Geom Woojin and Hwi were still eating.

'Try this, too.' 'Thank you.' They were even having natural conversations like that.

"As you'll see when you read the agreement, our Trading Company has made many concessions. That's why we were remiss in sending it beforehand. We thought you would be satisfied upon seeing it directly. Read it. Then you will understand my words."

Hwang In's eyes clearly held this confidence.

Is there anything you could possibly find just by reading it?

Geom Mugeuk took the agreement from Ju Hyangwol's hands.

"Let's have a look."

He placed it on the table and began to read it slowly. All the while, Geom Woojin and Hwi continued their meal, paying no mind to the matter. At a glance, one might think he was angry at his son, but his expression and atmosphere didn't seem angry at all.

While Ju Hyangwol's and Hwang In's gazes were fixed on him, Geom Mugeuk read the entire agreement, which was several pages long, down to the last page.

"Why are there so many difficult words?"

"That's because there is specific language used in agreements. So? Did you find the part that justifies tearing it up?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered. "I don't think there is such a part."

A look of disappointment crossed Ju Hyangwol's face. She had thought this man might be able to find an answer.

Conversely, a satisfied smile spread across Hwang In's face, as if to say, 'Of course'.

"Now, since you've confirmed it, please sign."

Having taken the unexpected step of showing the agreement to an outsider, it was now even more difficult to delay signing.

Could my mother's choice have been right this time?

She bowed politely to Geom Mugeuk. "Thank you for reading it."

The moment she picked up the agreement from the table, an unexpected person broke the silence.

"First page, sixth line."

Surprisingly, the one who had spoken was Geom Woojin.

Ju Hyangwol quickly read the clause he had mentioned. It stated that if an incident occurred that damaged either party's honor, they must reach a mutual agreement for monetary compensation.

"Is there a problem with this?" Ju Hyangwol asked cautiously.

She had actually considered this clause advantageous to the Ju Swordsmanship Family. If the sword family and the Trading Company made an agreement, who would have the advantage? Could he have mentioned the wrong item by mistake?

Instead of answering, Geom Woojin pointed to another spot.

"Second page, ninth line. Third page, second and seventh items."

Ju Hyangwol read all the parts Geom Woojin mentioned. The content wasn't difficult. In fact, they were clauses she had considered advantageous to her side, parts she thought the other side had conceded to join hands.

For example, one clause stated that if the other party was clearly at fault, it was permissible to use military force beyond monetary compensation. It was a clause allowing the sword family to attack the Trading Company, a point that, just as Hwang In had said, they had conceded as much as possible.

Why is he only pointing out the parts they conceded?

She looked at Geom Woojin with a puzzled heart.

Geom Woojin, who had been staring at her silently, abruptly asked a question.

"Are you certain that you are the stronger party?"

In that moment, Ju Hyangwol's heart sank. It was something she hadn't doubted for a single moment. Since entering this inn, she had naturally assumed the sword family was the stronger side.

But what if not? What if we aren't the stronger ones? All of these clauses would become poison pills, returning later as blades.

Distracted by the ambiguous and difficult parts of the agreement, she had missed the simplest yet most crucial point.

The most frightening trap is not a hidden one. It's the one laid bare for all to see, but no one recognizes it as a trap. In such cases, its power is incomparably potent.

Geom Woojin's final words cleared up all these doubts in one fell swoop.

"When a merchant concedes profit, there's always a reason."

Ju Hyangwol felt that Geom Woojin's words were right.

So that's what I was missing.

The emotion that washed over her at the same time was the comfort and relief she had felt earlier. She began to think that relief might not have been because of the son, but because of this father.

Geom Mugeuk said with a bright smile, "You were pretending not to look, but you were watching the whole time, weren't you?"

"Didn't you put it on the table for me to see as you read?"

"My quick wits are all thanks to you, Father. Ah! I should have inherited your brilliant mind, too."

"You must have noticed as well, though?"

Geom Woojin believed that Geom Mugeuk had thought the same thing, since he must have noticed him peeking. However, Geom Mugeuk denied it to the end.

"In a parent's eyes, their own child always seems the smartest."

Ju Hyangwol felt that whenever she watched the two of them, she couldn't help but get drawn in. It was happening again now. This was no time to be staring blankly, yet she found herself watching their conversation with envy.

She looked at Hwang In. As befitting a merchant's kin, he controlled his emotions well.

"It seems there's a misunderstanding. We are but a mere Trading Company. If we were that strong, why would we seek to join hands with the Ju Swordsmanship Family?"

Ju Hyangwol then asked him, "You tell me. Why?"

What if they possessed greater martial power than the sword family? What if they had hidden that fact and presented such an agreement? This wasn't a simple partnership. It was a conspiracy.

Hwang In remained calm. "It is a misunderstanding."

"I'm sure it is."

Ju Hyangwol lifted the agreement, about to tear it before her eyes. Just then, Geom Mugeuk stopped her.

"Will you really feel gratified if you tear that up?"

Ju Hyangwol turned her head toward Geom Mugeuk.

"It's better to keep it without tearing it. What you're holding, Young Lady, is evidence."

"Evidence?"

"Isn't it evidence that they tried to swallow the sword family whole? Tearing it up might feel gratifying to you, Young Lady, but the one who will feel true gratification is him."

Ju Hyangwol was stunned. She had asked Geom Mugeuk to find a reason to tear it up and thought she finally had one. So she was about to tear it with glee. But that wasn't right. She had just narrowly avoided another trap.

And the traps kept being discovered.

"Yes, I'll keep it safe."

As she was about to put the agreement into her robes, Geom Mugeuk stepped in again.

"You can't put it there."

"Why not?"

"Weren't you about to tear up that agreement because you acknowledged that they are stronger?"

"That's right." Otherwise, there would have been no problem with the agreement.

"If you, Young Lady, are holding evidence that is disadvantageous to them, how do you think they will react?"

Ju Hyangwol gave him a disbelieving look, but Hwang In calmly said, "As I've said, we are merely merchants."

Ju Hyangwol could now see him objectively. This mere merchant was far too calm.

She asked Geom Mugeuk, "Then what should I do?"

"You must keep it in a safe place. Entrust it to the place you, Young Lady, consider the safest."

Ju Hyangwol was lost in thought for a moment.

"Since I was young, there was a person I considered the safest."

"Entrust it to that person for safekeeping."

"I can't. He has already passed away."

The place she had felt safest was in her father's arms. It was something she didn't need to say, but for some reason, she wanted to. Was it because of the psychological pressure today? Or did she want to tell these two people who had strangely captivated her? She couldn't understand her own feelings.

She forced herself to be brave. After all, this matter was her own, and her family's.

"I'll handle it myself. Thank you so much for your help."

The moment her words ended, another unexpected situation unfolded.

Geom Woojin extended a hand toward her and said, "I will take it."

At those words, Ju Hyangwol's heart swelled with emotion. The image of her father overlapped with the sight of Geom Woojin holding out his hand. Geom Woojin was looking at her with a blunt expression, but the father superimposed over him was smiling.

"Since I'm the one who found the reason to tear it up, I should also take responsibility."

Geom Mugeuk knew that wasn't the reason. His father, influenced by him lately, might help her for a moment. Yes, he might cheerfully find the problematic clauses.

But to take custody of it? When there was no telling when or how their business would conclude? When they had things to do in Shaanxi? This was absolutely not like his father.

Then there was only one conclusion.

The Yellow Road Trading Company must be connected to the business we have to handle in Shaanxi.

His father was the one who had heard about this mission from Sama Myeong. I deliberately didn't ask. I would find out when we arrived anyway, and I wanted to focus entirely on the journey with my father until then.

When all the Demon Supremes had gathered, Strategist Sama had said this. "To move experts and an organization of this scale would require enormous funds. As a result of a secret investigation, we have found a clue to track the masterminds."

They were tracking the source of the funds, so they would have to deal with people of immense wealth in Shaanxi. Perhaps the Yellow Road Trading Company was one of their subordinate organizations.

"It's alright, give it to me."

Hesitant, Ju Hyangwol handed the agreement to Geom Woojin with a trembling hand, as if possessed.

Watching this, Hwang In's chest felt tight with frustration. He could never have imagined he would experience something like this when he came here.

His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

I don't know who you are, but you've picked the wrong people to mess with. You must have thought of me as a mere merchant. If you knew what kind of place the Yellow Road Trading Company was, you would not have dared to step forward so fearlessly.

"I'm busy, so I'll be taking my leave for today."

As he turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk did not just let him go.

"Oh, and don't just leave. Pay for renting out the entire inn before you go."

As Hwang In turned back with a slightly stiffened face, Geom Mugeuk added with a smile.

"If you're a merchant, shouldn't you settle your accounts properly?"

Hwang In soon replied with a calm smile. "Of course. I am a man who is very precise when it comes to giving and receiving."

He called the innkeeper, paid the bill, and left the place.


After Hwang In left, Ju Hyangwol felt as if a great storm had passed. What if I hadn't stood up from my seat? What if I had signed it right then and there? How would her destiny have changed?

"If what you say is true, they might come to take that agreement by force."

In response to her worry, Geom Woojin called the innkeeper and ordered new dishes.

"Since you're already sitting, have a meal before you go."

Until the very end, Ju Hyangwol experienced a situation she had not anticipated. She never thought she would end up eating with these people.

Instead of Geom Woojin, it was Geom Mugeuk who reassured her.

"You don't have to worry. That thing you entrusted to us, Young Lady, is now..." Geom Mugeuk looked at his father with a gentle gaze. "...in the safest place in this murim."


Chapter 453: What If You're More Popular Than Your Son?

The safest place in this murim?

Ju Hyangwol didn't take his words as a bluff or bravado. Instead, she interpreted them in a different way.

He must really trust his father.

She knew that feeling. She had been the same. To her, her father's embrace was the safest place in the world.

As if in a fleeting panorama, memories of her father surfaced. The memory of him teaching her martial arts when she was young. The sight of him majestically leading the martial artists of the swordsmanship family. The view of his back as he stood alone in the courtyard, looking up at the moon. Even the image of him suffering from illness before he passed away.

In all those scenes, she had never taken the initiative. She had never been the first to suggest a meal with her father. Nor had she, like these people, been the first to suggest a trip with him.

When she was young, there were so many things she wanted to do with her father. But as she grew older, those desires faded. Even if she wanted to do something, she probably would have postponed it. She had always thought her father would be by her side.

Father, I miss you.

Her gaze turned to the person who had made her miss her father so much today. The man who had silently extended his hand and taken charge of the agreement.

When she first saw him in front of the inn, an indescribable emotion had suddenly surged and then vanished. It was a feeling she'd never felt before. Was it for the sake of this kind of connection?

She then realized she hadn't properly expressed her gratitude. She shot up from her seat and politely showed her respect.

"Thank you so much for taking care of the agreement."

Geom Woojin lifted his head and looked at her.

"It's fine."

It was a brief remark, but it sounded incredibly reassuring and gentle.

Geom Mugeuk noticed something special in the way she looked at his father.

It wouldn't be Geom Mugeuk if he just let a moment like this pass.

[What am I to do if you're more popular with women than your son?]

At Geom Mugeuk's voice transmission, a familiar smirk appeared on Geom Woojin's lips. Surprisingly, the smirk didn't deny his son's words.

So that's what he meant. That his father was a man, too.

As he watched them, Ju Hyangwol turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"It seems you really like your father, Master."

"You can feel it?"

She nodded, and Geom Mugeuk raised his voice toward his father.

"Did you hear that? The whole world knows how much I like you, Father."

Of course, this desperate plea didn't reach his father. Geom Woojin, as if uninterested, spoke to Hwi.

"Pour some tea."

Hwi lifted the teapot and respectfully poured tea into Geom Woojin's cup.

Although they were in the same place, the two of them seemed to be in different worlds.

And here you are, pretending not to look, pretending to be uninterested, when you read every single word of that agreement!

That's why every moment of this journey with his father was so enjoyable.

"It's enough that at least the Young Lady understands."

Ju Hyangwol spoke. "Come to think of it, I don't even know your name."

"It's Geom Yeon."

He used his usual alias and added the line he always said when giving this name.

"The 'Yeon' from 'smoke', not 'fate'. We met like this, and I'll disappear like smoke."

Geom Mugeuk then introduced his father and Hwi.

"As you may already know, that heartless man is my father, and that man is my uncle."

Hwi flinched at being introduced as his uncle.

He must have been so flustered. He likely expected to be introduced as a family martial artist or a bodyguard, only to be presented as the father's brother.

While Hwi was flustered, his father wore an expression that said, 'Well done'.

Hwi-ajeossi, you can be my uncle. You're more than qualified.

"If there were a taciturnity contest, these two would take first and second place side-by-side."

Ju Hyangwol smiled in agreement at Geom Mugeuk's words. The two men really were taciturn.

The man introduced as his uncle, in particular, hadn't said a single word. However, she sensed one thing. He was seeing everything and hearing everything.

"Of course, I'm doing their share of the talking for them."

Ju Hyangwol laughed. He really was quite talkative. But then her expression turned serious. This wasn't the time to be sitting around laughing, yet she had been laughing thoughtlessly again.

In the meantime, the newly ordered dishes arrived.

The new dish was placed in front of Ju Hyangwol. Geom Mugeuk ate the leftover food he hadn't been able to eat while talking. His father and Hwi had set some aside for him.

Even though time had passed while they talked, the food hadn't grown cold and was still warm.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. His father had used his Yeolyang-jigi to keep the remaining food warm.

No one would believe it, but I think I take after my father.

During this trip, Geom Mugeuk was gradually seeing a new side of his father.

Ju Hyangwol ate her food in silence. There was a strange comfort in this place, but her heart was filled with worry.

How could Geom Mugeuk not read such feelings?

"Are you worried?"

"To be honest, I don't know what I should do from now on."

This was a statement that would tarnish the honor of the Ju Swordsmanship Family. She should have been sharing these worries with her mother or the family's experts back home.

However, she could already picture the situation she would face upon her return.

Her mother would be displeased that the meeting had broken down. If she told her she had entrusted the important agreement to a stranger, she would absolutely throw a fit. The image of her mother screaming and getting angry came to mind.

But her mother wouldn't know. The suspicion that the alliance with the Yellow Road Trading Company was the wrong choice from the start stemmed from her inability to trust her mother.

It was a mistrust created by her mother's habit of thoughtlessly pouring out her unfiltered emotions onto her child.

This time, too, that mistrust was accurate. Her mother had misjudged her opponent. Moreover, although she couldn't know their exact intentions, the situation was more serious than ever before.

Because she sensed that, she was reluctant to leave this place. The moment she stood up, that grave situation would become her reality.

She wanted to rely on these people. Even knowing she shouldn't, she kept wanting to run away.

"Go back and prepare."

Ju Hyangwol, who had been silently looking down at her food, lifted her head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

"Your opponent has bared its fangs, ready to devour you. So you must prepare to fight."

Geom Mugeuk's words should have given her strength, but instead, her worries only grew.

"My mother won't believe me."

That single sentence was enough to guess the kind of relationship she had with her mother.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been gazing at her for a moment, brought up something unexpected.

"Parents don't usually believe their children. Do you know why?"

"Why?"

"Because they've been through that age themselves. They're the ones who watched us through our formative years, when we were spouting nonsense, being stubborn, lying, and rebelling, aren't they? How could they believe the words of a kid like that who now claims to have matured a little? Isn't a child the kind of person who, even if they came back saying they'd mastered the world number one movement arts, would still be told to watch out for carriages when crossing the street? It's because they remember us running forward, looking only ahead without checking left or right."

Ju Hyangwol said with a faint smile.

"You sound like someone who's raised three children."

"Because the parent-child relationship is a two-way street. We just tend to forget."

Why was that? The moment she heard those words, Ju Hyangwol thought of her mother.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father.

"Father doesn't believe me either."

He was referring to the time he had backed away from a dangerous spot while training in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

At that, Geom Woojin casually tossed a remark to Ju Hyangwol.

"Young Lady, don't you believe that brat either."

Ju Hyangwol couldn't help but smile at his words.

"That's too harsh!"

Contrary to his words, Geom Mugeuk's gaze toward his father was gentle.

You can take your time to believe me. You can believe me later, much later, after this journey is over. It's fine even if you say, 'I believe you,' about five years from now.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to her again.

"So go back and have a talk with your mother."

"I don't have the confidence to persuade my mother."

"That merchant who left earlier will also go back and persuade someone."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Since he failed to reach an agreement today, he'll have to explain this to someone and persuade them. To entrust the job to him again. That he'll definitely succeed next time. An enemy in a more advantageous position than you is making that kind of effort, so why are you trying to give up already?"

"!"

It was an unexpected rebuke.

"That's because you're just thinking based on a vague feeling. Don't do that."

Geom Mugeuk stood up. He went to the spot where Hwang In and she had been sitting and brought back the brush she had been about to use.

"Write it down. What you'll say and how you'll say it. How you'll start, what you'll do if your mother reacts a certain way. Write it all down."

Ju Hyangwol stared at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression. At first, she thought he was joking, but he was being serious.

"What if it still doesn't work?"

"Write that down, too. What you'll do then."

"!"

"It might seem easy, but there's nothing harder than persuading someone. And persuading family is the hardest of all. It's difficult precisely because you know each other too well. So don't try to persuade her, approach it with the mindset of having a long-overdue conversation. Have you ever asked what your mother has been worried about lately? Do you even know if she's eating properly?"

Ju Hyangwol couldn't say anything.

For some time now, she had only been focusing on her mother's mistakes while longing for her father.

Ju Hyangwol stood up. His words about Hwang In persuading someone, and his advice to have a conversation instead of trying to persuade her, made her shoot to her feet.

Right, this is no time to be running away. I won't become such a weak person.

"Thank you for the advice."

She looked at Geom Woojin. Her father's image overlapped with his again.

Father, I'll be strong.

"Thank you so much for today."

As she was about to turn and leave, she glanced back and spoke.

"By the way, this safest safe in the murim, I can find it when I want to, right?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed, playing along with her first-ever joke.

"Look at that face and judge for yourself. For one, I can't open it."

As if she were really going to make that judgment, she stared at Geom Woojin for a moment. Then she bowed respectfully and left the inn.


Now, only the three of them remained in the inn.

"Seeing as she has the composure to even make a joke, I think she'll do well when she goes back."

Separate from that, Geom Woojin had his own worries.

"The Yellow Road Trading Company are not people the Ju Swordsmanship Family can handle."

This statement made it clear. The Yellow Road Trading Company was connected to the mastermind behind this incident in some way.

"I suppose so."

Geom Woojin asked, "Knowing that, why did you provoke her?"

"We'll be taking the lead in handling this matter anyway, but they need to change too. If they can't, they'll be devoured by someone else someday."

He added a silly joke to that.

"I'm definitely my father's son!"

"She's a woman who likes you more than me, Father, so we have to help her. I really felt your popularity this time. As expected, just like before, this joke didn't land."

He thought his father might snap, 'Nonsense!' Instead, his father wore an expression that seemed to say, 'I was quite popular back in my day.' In any case, no one could imitate that arrogant, self-satisfied expression.

"What will you do now?" Geom Woojin asked, wanting his son's thoughts first.

"They'll probably come to snatch the agreement first, right?"

This wasn't a guess based on their connection to the mastermind. It was because of what Hwang In had said earlier.

[I'm someone who is meticulous about give and take.]

Though disguised with a merchant's smile, that man was the type who couldn't stand being in debt.

"He seems like a cautious person, so he'll try to dig into our identities first."

Predictions born from Geom Mugeuk's vast experience flowed out effortlessly.

"He emphasized that he's just a merchant, so he probably won't act directly. He'll likely hire an information broker to figure out our identities."

The one thing that absolutely could not be allowed to happen was for his or his father's identity to be revealed.

"I plan to deal with the information brokers beforehand. To make sure our fake identities flow to them."

Geom Woojin nodded silently.

Hwi, watching him, could feel it. The Cult Leader was pleased with his son's judgment. He had served the Cult Leader for a long time, but he had never seen him reveal his emotions so clearly as he had recently.

Hwi understood this change in the Cult Leader.

Having always been by his side, he had heard all sorts of information about Geom Mugeuk. Who he eliminated here, and who he eliminated there.

However, the Geom Mugeuk he heard about and the Geom Mugeuk he was experiencing firsthand were completely different.

Through this journey, he was feeling it for certain. The Young Cult Leader was a person whose process shone more brightly than his results.

If he had only heard the results of this incident back at the Heavenly Demon Hall, he would only know the fact that the Young Cult Leader had helped the Ju Swordsmanship Family against the schemes of the Yellow Road Trading Company.

If so, all these other things would have been omitted.

The fishing bet they made on the way here, the walks and martial arts training with the Cult Leader, the advice he gave to Ju Hyangwol. Even the way he tried to find a place for him, a mere bodyguard.

All of that emotional exchange would have been omitted, and he would never have known. If he hadn't experienced it alongside them, he would never have known how brightly those moments shone.

The Cult Leader was now experiencing that son. The five years the Young Cult Leader had requested were ticking by even at this moment.

Until this journey, Hwi had considered it an impossible challenge for the Young Cult Leader. He believed the Cult Leader's mind would never change. However, during this trip, he felt the thought that maybe, just maybe, that wasn't the case, growing little by little.

"We'll disguise ourselves as the Gansu Western Blade Sect."

Whenever he used the name Geom Yeon, he always disguised himself as a member of that sect. Since it was a sect actually run by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the more one investigated, the more solid the disguise became.

"So, an orthodox sect."

As expected, his father had a displeased expression.

"If not for an opportunity like this, when else would you get to play the part of an orthodox sect's Patriarch?"

Geom Woojin scoffed and asked, "And then?"

He looked curious about what choice his son would make.

"Aren't the ones we're looking for behind those guys?"

As if confirming those words were true, Geom Woojin silently waited for what came next.

"Dealing with these guys is easier than flipping my palm. But if we handle them recklessly, the forces behind them will hide themselves away or prepare for us."

He had to approach them naturally and dig in. To do that, the Yellow Road Trading Company could actually be an opportunity.

Geom Mugeuk revealed his plan.

"That's why I'm going to make them write another agreement. The kind of agreement that is made to be absolutely advantageous to the stronger party."

That meant he intended to make them draw in the Western Blade Sect, the sect they were planning to disguise themselves as.

"And we'll sign that agreement exactly as it's written."


Chapter 454: To Persuade My Father

Ju Hyangwol returned home. As expected, her mother was waiting for her.

"How did it go?"

Before answering, Ju Hyangwol asked her mother a question of her own. "Did you know that Hwang In was bringing the agreement today?"

"I didn't."

Did she really not know? Doubt was the first thing to creep in. This was the reality of the relationship between her and her mother.

"So? Did you sign the agreement?"

From this reaction alone, she could tell how rushed her mother was.

Normally, her mother should have said something like this. "He presented you with an agreement? Without sending it to us beforehand?" Then she should have asked with worry, "You didn't sign that agreement, did you?"

But now, her mother was looking at her with a worried expression. It was a look that seemed to say, "You didn't fail to sign it, did you?"

She thought of the paper she had tucked away. Following Geom Mugeuk's advice, she had written down everything she needed to say to her mother. She had anticipated various scenarios and even wrote down how to respond to each. This current situation was one of the cases she had prepared for.

"No, I postponed it."

A look of disappointment crossed her mother's face. She had anticipated this and had written down what to say.

Fortunately, her mother had a predictable personality. That was why they fought so much, and also why she could never truly hate her. It was for this reason that she had written one thing at the very top of her notes.

Don't ever shout! Speak softly!

Whenever she raised her voice with her mother, their discussions never finished properly. She knew a low voice carried power and that her feelings were better conveyed when she spoke calmly. Yet with her mother, it was just so difficult.

But today, she was doing well.

"Because it's something that needs to be handled carefully."

Even if she explained what happened at the inn, her mother would never accept it. Entrusting the agreement to someone she had just met would make her mother throw a fit.

"We need to find out more about the Yellow Road Trading Company. We should also have an expert review the agreement to see if there are any unfavorable conditions for us."

In the past, she would have definitely added, Did you even look into it properly? No, you didn't, did you? It's always like this. It would have been the prelude to a fight. But those words weren't on the paper she had written today.

The mention of an expert seemed a little unexpected. Her mother asked with a surprised expression, "What expert?"

"I'll tell you when the results are out."

She said what she needed to say more calmly than ever before. "I know the family's situation is difficult right now. I think we need to be even more careful at times like this."

The emotion in her mother's puzzled gaze was clear. Since when were you so careful? Since when did you care about the family's difficulties?

In the past, she would have reacted sharply. But instead, she spoke even more softly. "I'm grown up now, aren't I? I'll do my best to help you from now on, Mother."

She bowed to her mother and went outside. Her mother, slightly flustered by her changed demeanor, couldn't say a word.

Outside, Ju Hyangwol let out a sigh. She took the paper out from her clothes. She hadn't said even a quarter of what she had written, but the conversation was definitely different. There was a clear difference between having written it down and not.

Ah! I forgot to say this.

She had even underlined the part about telling her mother not to worry and to eat well, but she had just walked out.

In any case, we didn't shout at each other today.


Hwang In had been trained since childhood not to reveal his emotions. He was taught that it was the most important skill for a merchant. However, in this moment, it wasn't easy to hide his feelings.

Especially when he stood before Jeon Nak.

He was the demon he had joined hands with.

He remembered his father's dissuasion. "He is too dangerous. You must not join hands with them."

To that, he had said, "I don't want to live the rest of my life as the Director of some backwater Trading Company."

He didn't want to live that kind of life. He had the ambition to make the Yellow Road Trading Company the number one trading company in the Central Plains. That was why he had joined hands with this man, Jeon Nak.

After joining with him, he knew for sure that he was the same kind of person as Jeon Nak. Jeon Nak held a sword while he held an abacus. Jeon Nak glared coldly while he smiled. Those were the only differences. He and Jeon Nak were ultimately the same.

That must have been why the Yellow Road Trading Company grew so rapidly after they joined hands.

And he learned one more thing. This Jeon Nak was also nothing more than a subordinate taking orders from someone else. He found that out naturally through their conversations.

He worried about what he had gotten himself swept into, but it was already too late. The only choice left was to become the world's number one trading company or be killed by Jeon Nak.

"The agreement fell through?" Jeon Nak asked in his usual polite and low tone.

But hearing his voice always gave Hwang In goosebumps.

He knew the man was a butcher with no blood or tears. He felt that even if they were on the same side for thirty years, Jeon Nak wouldn't hesitate for a second if the moment came to kill him.

"That's right."

"Didn't you say you were confident about this matter?"

"The Sword Family brought in an outsider."

"Who?"

"Gansu's Western Blade Sect. They say the Sect Leader of the Western Blade Sect was once indebted to the deceased Sword Patriarch."

As Geom Mugeuk had predicted, Hwang In didn't move directly but investigated their identity through an informant. He found out faster than he thought because the informant already had information on them.

When Hwang In realized the opponent was the Western Blade Sect, he felt a sense of relief.

The people he met at the inn had given him a strange feeling. An inexplicable composure had bothered him the whole time, but now he could guess its source.

So they're the family that produced a winner in the Young Dragon Tournament, is that it?

That incomprehensible composure came from that. That was why he was actually relieved.

If that's all it is?

They were an opponent he could handle with confidence.

"I understand. I'll handle things from here on out," Jeon Nak said in a dry tone.

Hwang In knew what kind of "handling" he meant. He would kill the three from the Western Blade Sect and retrieve the agreement. Jeon Nak always liked to handle things cleanly.

However, Hwang In wanted to handle this matter himself.

"The Western Blade Sect is just a regional sect, but they've formed a connection with the Murim Alliance by producing a winner in the Young Dragon Tournament. If we touch them carelessly, the Murim Alliance might intervene. This matter must be handled with caution."

This was why Geom Mugeuk had chosen the Western Blade Sect for his disguised identity. He wanted to make the opponent choose a different method instead of force. Geom Mugeuk intended to figure out who was behind them through this.

"Please lend me the Money Ghosts."

Money Ghosts. That was what Jeon Nak called the experts he had with him.

They were truly ghosts when it came to money. So far, whenever they moved, every problem was solved. Those who had been stubborn changed their minds. Those who had drawn their swords met with accidents. And those who had cursed them disappeared. If they got involved, a signed contract would be in his hands the next day.

"I believe this matter requires a merchant more than a martial artist. If things don't work out after I try to persuade them, it won't be too late to handle it your way."

Finally, Jeon Nak opened his mouth.

"How many do you need?"

"Enough to subdue the Western Blade Sect's Sect Leader."

Hwang In looked at him, asking for trust. "Don't worry. What merchant would ever make a losing deal?"


That evening, Hwang In came to see Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's group was staying in a small manor they had rented a short distance from the marketplace. From Hwang In's perspective, it was fortunate they weren't at an attention-grabbing inn.

He wanted to see Geom Mugeuk beg. Telling him to pay the inn fee? Saying a merchant should do his math properly? He had been humiliated when he called the innkeeper to pay the bill. How dare he discuss a merchant's calculations in front of him!

He wouldn't kill the man, but he planned to mock him to his heart's content. When leaving the inn, he had told the man that he was someone who always repays his debts.

When he entered the courtyard, guided by Hwi, Geom Mugeuk was in a grove of trees, making something.

"Welcome!" Geom Mugeuk greeted him warmly. Anyone watching would have thought they were close friends, as if he had forgotten what happened at the inn.

"You've come at a good time. Please hold this rope for me."

Caught off guard, Hwang In took the rope Geom Mugeuk offered. Geom Mugeuk then tied the other end to a tree. In the middle, secured on both sides, was a net large enough for an adult to lie in.

"It's a hammock. It's a temporary bed made for sleeping in areas with many poisonous insects."

Another one was already made a short distance away.

"That one is my father's. I plan to lie here side-by-side with my father tonight and look up at the night sky." Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly, as if the thought alone made him happy.

"Master, you seem to really like your father."

"Of course. Father doesn't trust me, but I like him more than anyone in the world."

Geom Mugeuk said this loudly on purpose, so it could be heard inside. His father could probably hear even whispers from here, but no answer came from the building.

"Alright, now that it's done, let's try lying down."

Geom Mugeuk lay down in the net. As he swayed his body, the net moved gently between the trees. "It's so comfortable and nice."

Hwang In looked down quietly at Geom Mugeuk.

He had felt it at the inn, but this was not a common man. That must be why he was asking such a question in this situation.

"How is your father?"

Hwang In was inwardly flustered by the sudden question. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, does your father not surprise his son? I was so surprised back then. I didn't know my father would step up for that woman."

Hwang In didn't know what to say about his father.

Father...

His father had joined hands with Jeon Nak according to his son's wishes. Was it a choice made for his child? Or did his father also have the same ambition as him? Hwang In couldn't know exactly what his father was thinking.

"Isn't a father the easiest person in the world to understand, and also the hardest?"

Hwang In said nothing in response to Geom Mugeuk's words.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly sat up in the hammock. "You should try lying down too."

"I'm fine."

"I insist, try it."

He made Hwang In lie down against his will.

"Look up at the sky from there. How is it?"

It was his first time lying in a bed like this, and it was more comfortable than he thought. Then it occurred to him that this wasn't the time for this, and he sat up. He swayed and was about to fall, but Geom Mugeuk caught him.

"Thank you."

"It's because you're not used to it."

What he wasn't used to was Geom Mugeuk's attitude. He was treating him much more friendly than he had at the inn.

"Acting like this won't make me just let this matter go."

Hwang In looked up at the wall. Three men were now standing there with their arms crossed, looking down at them.

They were the Money Ghosts he had brought with him. Among them, they were the ones Jeon Nak cherished. They were experts who could easily handle a regional sect leader like the one from the Western Blade Sect.

"You said you were just a merchant, but you're not just a merchant."

"There are many people who look down on merchants and try to solve things with force, so sometimes I have no choice but to ask for help."

"If that's the reason, you could have come alone. As you can see, I'm a person who prefers conversations with words over conversations with swords."

Hwang In stared at Geom Mugeuk.

What in the world are you trusting in?

Even though he had brought experts who could kill his father, he wasn't intimidated at all. Did he not even know what was happening?

"On my command, they will take the agreement by force if necessary."

Then, unexpected words came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth. "Will three of them be enough? To make my father draw his sword, you'd need about three hundred men like them."

At that, the Money Ghosts burst out laughing.

They were experts, but not expert enough to see through Geom Mugeuk's true nature. More importantly, they already thought they knew their opponent's identity. The heir of the Western Blade Sect. Since they thought of him that way, it was just laughable. They had also heard from Hwang In that his eloquence was extraordinary.

"If you obediently hand over the agreement, apologize politely, and leave, nothing will happen."

"Father will never hand it over. He made a promise to that woman."

"If you want to save your father, you go and persuade him."

Geom Mugeuk sighed and replied, "That's impossible. To persuade my father, you'd need at least five years."

Five years? What on earth was he talking about? Hwang In gave him a puzzled look, but Geom Mugeuk remained at ease.

The three men on the wall, who had been watching, leaped down.

"Once they start moving, I can't stop them. This is your last chance. You go persuade your father and get the agreement."

One of the three Money Ghosts stepped forward. "There's no need for all three of us. I'll go get it. I'll bring your father's throwing knife and toss it into that hammock for you."

Even as the man strode toward the building, Geom Mugeuk lay peacefully in the hammock.

"Aren't you worried about your father?"

"I could worry about everyone in the world, but he's the one person I don't need to worry about."

Hwang In guessed the source of this composure.

Is he perhaps trusting the Murim Alliance to protect him?

The confidence that no one would dare touch a family that produced a winner of the Young Dragon Tournament. Yes, that must be the only thing the Western Blade Sect could rely on.

That clumsy pride has ruined you!

Some time passed. The Money Ghost who went inside showed no sign of coming out. Yet, there were no sounds of struggle or fighting from within. Only silence flowed from the building.

Tired of waiting, the second Money Ghost stepped forward. "I'll go check."

He walked into the building. His skills were no less than the first's, and he had a calmer personality. But there was no news from him either.

The remaining Money Ghost's expression hardened. He realized something had gone wrong. They should have all gone in together from the start.

"It could be a trap!"

To Hwang In's attempt to stop him, the third Money Ghost said coldly, "Then do you think it's safe out here?"

The third Money Ghost drew his sword and cautiously entered the building.

Three ferocious men had gone in, but it was even more frightening that not even the sound of a chair falling over could be heard. There was no news from the third Money Ghost either.

Hwang In, who had been staring at the building with a fearful heart, turned his gaze to Geom Mugeuk.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk sat up in the hammock. In the distance, the sun began to set. A red hue spread across the world like ink on paper, and the sky looked wider.

With a mysterious gaze that held the sunset, Geom Mugeuk asked calmly, "If you are truly a merchant, shouldn't you be making a deal instead of resorting to swords and threats?"


Chapter 455: My Father Has a Lot of Money, Too

Geom Mugeuk's words flew like a dagger and embedded themselves in Hwang In's heart.

"If you're a merchant, shouldn't you be making a deal?"

Hwang In often showed pride in being a merchant.

However, he knew this pride was nothing more than a sandcastle, ready to crumble the moment the wave of truth crashed against it.

After all, at critical moments, he had handled matters by mobilizing the Money Ghosts, not through a merchant's transaction.

"Normally, you should have come to me alone and made a proposal. 'I want that agreement back. What is it you want?' Isn't that what a real merchant would say? Figuring out what I want and offering something that matches it. A person who accomplishes what can't be done with a sword, isn't that a merchant?"

Hwang In bit his lip without realizing it. It was likely due to this inferiority complex that he had also bristled at Geom Mugeuk's words back at the inn, when he'd said a merchant should at least get his sums right.

After a moment of silence, Hwang In's gaze shifted to the building the Money Ghosts had entered.

"What happened to the men who went inside?"

"Even I don't know that."

"Did you release poison or something?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Father is someone who despises poison. There's even someone who's quite upset because of it."

What on earth did he mean? Hwang In couldn't figure it out.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat. "Well, if you're curious, let's go inside and see."

He took the lead and walked in.

Hwang In wanted to run for the main gate, but he couldn't.

He wouldn't be able to escape anyway, but even if he were allowed to leave, what would he say to Jeon Nak upon returning? That he ran away without even confirming the fate of the three Money Ghosts Jeon Nak cherished? Since he didn't know martial arts, it might be understandable.

However, Jeon Nak wouldn't believe it. He would think there was no way they would have just let him go.

With a fearful heart, Hwang In followed Geom Mugeuk inside.

As they walked down a neatly decorated hallway, there was no sign of a fight, let alone the bodies of the Money Ghosts. Not a single drop of blood had splattered on the flowers in the vase on the display cabinet.

He was told they were skilled enough to kill the Western Blade Sect Sect Leader.

Where in the world did they disappear?

The thought occurred to him that perhaps the three men were sitting in the master bedroom at the end of the hall, drinking tea. Please let it be so! Or maybe after killing the Western Blade Sect Sect Leader, they were looking down at his corpse, exchanging trivial jokes.

But what if it was the other way around?

As all sorts of thoughts raced through his mind, the two arrived at the room at the end of the hall.

When they entered the room, Geom Woojin was sitting at a table, drinking tea. The Money Ghosts were not in the room.

"Father, the merchant we saw at the inn that day has come to visit again."

Geom Woojin, who had been looking out the window, turned his gaze to Hwang In.

"Greetings, Sect Leader."

Hwang In greeted him with a trembling voice.

Geom Woojin stared at him with a blunt expression. It was the same gaze he had seen at the inn, but the heart of the one receiving it was different.

He should have continued with other greetings, but he was too curious to hold back. "The men who came with me entered this building first. By any chance... did you see them?"

Honestly, he wanted to ask outright. Did you dispose of them?

Geom Woojin shook his head.

Geom Mugeuk already knew. The one who had dealt with them wasn't his father, but Hwi. There was no way his father would have seen them. To Hwi, it must have been a matter of 'How dare these things!'. Unless an order was given to let them in, Hwi would have remained hidden and silently disposed of the Money Ghosts one by one as they entered. Without a single drop of blood or a single scream, this was the skill of the current head of the Heavenly Demon's bodyguards.

"Then where could those men have gone?"

Speaking cautiously, Hwang In glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

Shouldn't he be curious too, under normal circumstances? Yet, if he was this composed, then what?

At that moment, a thought flashed through Hwang In's mind.

Don't tell me? These people?

Like the protagonists in the tales of the Secret Flower, passed down quietly in the murim.

Were they a secret family, living while hiding their power?

And another thought followed. Then one of the young successors can't stand the stuffiness and enters the murim, participates in the Young Dragon Tournament, and wins? In the end, that's why even the Patriarch comes out into the world.

He didn't think this naturally formed story was absurd. Without such a background, how could a martial artist from a mere regional sect win the Young Dragon Tournament and make three Money Ghosts vanish in an instant without a sound? It was a plausible story. The murim was a place where people with all sorts of secrets and mysteries existed.

Thinking this way, he even understood the incomprehensible composure they had shown at the inn.

At the same time, a sense of fear surged within him.

They might even kill me to protect their secret.

The secrets of a mysterious power must be kept hidden.

If not that, then.

Hwang In looked at Geom Mugeuk. Seeing those clear, deep eyes, far from any killing intent, he recalled a glimmer of hope.

This could be an opportunity.

A heaven-sent opportunity to make the Yellow Road Trading Company the world number one Trading Company.

Finally breaking the silence, Geom Woojin asked, "What business brings you to me?"

Should he answer honestly? That he came to find the agreement? No, that he came to take it?

As he pondered, Hwang In suddenly recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"If you're truly a merchant, shouldn't you make a deal?"

Hwang In took a deep breath and then spoke to Geom Woojin. "I've come to make a deal with you, Sect Leader."

Geom Woojin listened without a word.

"Please make my Trading Company the world number one Trading Company."

Anyone who heard it would call him crazy. They might ask how he could betray Jeon Nak so quickly just because three Money Ghosts had disappeared. But this wasn't a betrayal. This was a weighing of scales for survival. At least for this moment, he had to be a real merchant. He had to get his calculations right.

"I will offer you half of the money we earn in the process, as well as half of all future earnings, for the rest of my life."

It was an instinctive gamble Hwang In threw at an opponent who might kill or spare him.

The Jeon Nak he knew was a merciless butcher. Would such a man let these people go after losing all three of his cherished Money Ghosts? Unlikely. If a fight were to break out, he had to side with the winner.

I'll bet my fate on these people.

Because right now, they were the ones in front of him.

At length, Geom Woojin gave a short reply. "Discuss it with my son."

From Geom Woojin's reaction, Hwang In was certain his guess was correct.

Wouldn't an ordinary sect have reacted like this?

[Make you the world number one Trading Company? What kind of nonsense is that?]

But he said to discuss it with his son. As if the matter could be accomplished if they discussed it.

As if he had nothing more to say, Geom Woojin drank his tea and turned his gaze back out the window.

"Well, let's be on our way."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Hwang In respectfully bowed his head to Geom Woojin. He then followed Geom Mugeuk out of the room. The moment he stepped out, a sigh escaped him unknowingly.

When they were outside the building, Hwang In asked Geom Mugeuk, "By any chance, did I make a mistake with the Sect Leader?"

"You didn't make a mistake. It's just that the terms of the deal weren't exactly brilliant."

"What do you mean?"

"What you offered as the price for the deal was money."

Geom Mugeuk added with a faint smile, "Father has a lot of money, too."

Hwang In said, as if in protest, "The amount I guaranteed isn't just a lot, it's a massive fortune."

"Father's is also quite massive."

What on earth was he talking about? He was offering half the earnings of the world number one Trading Company. How could he compare that to some individual's wealth? Every now and then, this man would say things he couldn't comprehend.

"In any case, you're acting a bit more like a merchant now."

Seeing Geom Mugeuk's gentle expression, Hwang In felt a sense of relief. It was because he didn't seem like he was going to kill him.

Naturally, his worries then turned to Jeon Nak. "When he finds out the three men who came with me are dead, he won't stand still. He'll bring all his subordinates to kill you."

"Does he have about three hundred subordinates?"

It was the joke Geom Mugeuk had made earlier. The words that it would take three hundred men for his father to draw his sword no longer sounded like just a joke.

"There are just over thirty in total, but I understand that among them are masters even more skilled than the ones I brought earlier."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Hwang In for a moment. As the smile vanished from his face, Hwang In anticipated that a crucial statement that would decide his life was about to be made.

"Go back and bring only that man here."

Hwang In flinched. What could this mean? Wasn't it an instruction to lure Jeon Nak here and kill him?

"He might suspect and kill me."

"You might betray us."

Hwang In could tell. This was a test for him. It meant that if he passed this test, they would join hands.

The scales in his heart swayed up and down. A wrong choice now meant death.

"If I bring him? Can you handle it? That man is a far greater master than the ones who came before."

"Whether we can handle it or not is also for you to judge. But you should know this. Your dream is so big that you've attracted a very dangerous person."

He might think that dangerous person was the one he had allied with, but the person Geom Mugeuk was referring to was his father.

"So, judge carefully. There will be no backing down in this deal."


To state the result, Hwang In chose the mysterious family. The reason was simple. The fact that his opponent left the judgment to him was a display of confidence that they could handle it even if he betrayed them and brought everyone.

Of course, it was a temporary choice. He planned to have a foot on both sides and watch the situation. Don't scales go up and down? For now, the plan was to bring Jeon Nak to them. If he took him there and the Western Blade Sect killed Jeon Nak, he would stick with them as originally planned. If Jeon Nak defeated them, he intended to stick with him as if nothing had happened.

What weighed on his mind was that Jeon Nak had a backer, but that was something to worry about later. The immediate concern was how to bring him without arousing his suspicion.

He had many thoughts on the way. Should he say the Money Ghosts were calling for him? Then why did you come instead of one of the Money Ghosts? It must be a situation that requires all three of them. No. That reason wouldn't work. After thinking and thinking, he came up with a method.

"I want to absorb the Western Blade Sect into our side."

At Hwang In's words, Jeon Nak shot him a quizzical look. He had sent him with three Money Ghosts, yet he had returned alone to say this.

Without revealing his inner thoughts, Jeon Nak asked calmly, "What is the sudden reason for wanting to bring them in?"

"As we talked, I took a liking to their successor."

"For what reason?"

"He reawakened in me the way of the merchant, which I had recently forgotten."

Jeon Nak's expression soured slightly. His very existence was the antithesis of the merchant's way. Discussing it now was infuriating.

"They are a sect that will surely be useful in many ways. Please trust my judgment."

Jeon Nak finally asked about the Money Ghosts. "Where are the Money Ghosts who went with you?"

"I told them to stay put. Just give me your permission. I will go and get their signature on the agreement. I believe they were entrusted with the Ju Swordsmanship Family's agreement so that this connection could be made."

He absolutely did not ask him to come along. If he had, the ever-suspicious Jeon Nak would have immediately sensed danger.

"Haven't I always listened to you until now? So please, leave this matter to me."

Hwang In was acting with all his soul. He had to. He could have really died right there.

After staring silently at Hwang In, Jeon Nak accepted his request. "Fine, bring them in as well."

"Thank you. I'll go at once and get the signature on the agreement."

As Hwang In turned away, he screamed inwardly.

Tell me to go with you! You have to suspect me!

Just as he was about to open the door and leave.

"Let's go together."

Hwang In turned back, deliberately hardening his expression. "I can handle this alone. You don't need to come with me."

"Let's go together. I've become curious to see for myself just what kind of person changed your mind."

It was a success born of suspicion, but that suspicion was flawless. He had secretly ordered the remaining Money Ghosts to follow him before they departed.


Late at night, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin lay side by side in a hammock, looking up at the night sky.

"This is your first time in a hammock, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"Another first experience with you, Father!"

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely delighted. In the past, he had hoped his father would recognize these feelings, but now he no longer held such a wish. He believed his father would understand. It didn't matter if he passed by without knowing. He intended to keep conveying his feelings from now on.

"I'll take this hammock and hang it between the fingers of the massive statue in front of the Heavenly Demon Hall. If you're bored, you can rest there."

If installed between the tilted fingers, it would offer a clear view of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Of course, he didn't think his father would actually lie there.

"You're the one who wants to lie there, aren't you?"

"When are you going to teach me that martial art for reading people's minds?"

As they were gazing at the night sky for a long while, Jeon Nak and Hwang In arrived.

Seeing the two men lying in the hammock in the yard, Jeon Nak was inwardly dumbfounded.

Did he get my permission just to recruit pathetic men like that?

Martial artists playing around, lying side by side in a hammock? He had never seen such martial artists before.

Geom Mugeuk sat up in the hammock. "You've come again!"

Watching Geom Mugeuk smile brightly at him, Jeon Nak had a strange feeling. It was because he seemed too cheerful for a martial artist.

His gaze shifted to Geom Woojin, who was still lying in the hammock.

Geom Woojin was looking up at the stars in the night sky.

Seeing this, Jeon Nak found himself following that gaze and looking up at the night sky as well. He didn't know why he looked up. The thought just came to him naturally, 'that person is looking, so I should look too'.

Even while looking at the incredibly beautiful stars, Jeon Nak felt an inexplicable sense of anxiety.

And so, he knew.

Something has gone wrong.


Chapter 456: If You Kill Me, Someone Scary Will Come

There are days like this. Days when the stars look exceptionally lonely and the moonlight feels cold. Days when a sense of foreboding envelops your entire body, a strong feeling of discomfort that makes you feel like you're in a place you shouldn't be.

Right now was one of those times.

The source of this anxiety was the man lying in the hammock. The man who could evoke such a feeling just by watching the night stars with him.

A man with such a presence is merely the Sect Leader of a local sect? Impossible.

And one more thing. The three Money Ghosts he had sent ahead with Hwang In were nowhere to be seen.

I've walked into the tiger's den.

This wasn't because his own survival instincts were excellent. It was because of that man's presence, which drew out premonitions that weren't even there.

Stay calm.

Jeon Nak calmed his mind and controlled his inner qi. Yes, there had always been crises. He had somehow overcome them to survive to this day. He had to trust this instinct of his.

Then, he spoke to Geom Mugeuk, who had arrived with Hwang In.

"I've come with permission for our Trading Company to invest in your sect. Let's sign the agreement right away."

If he was quick witted, he would understand what he was saying right now.

Hwang In, for his part, was tense. He was still within arm's reach of Jeon Nak.

He pleaded with Geom Mugeuk with his eyes.

I brought him here, so hurry up and kill this man!

He was still standing in the middle of the scale. When it tipped decisively, he would throw himself to that side. Until one of them was dead, he was on no one's side.

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward and asked, "Who is this person who has come with you?"

Jeon Nak introduced himself humbly. "I am the one who serves Director Hwang."

Jeon Nak properly sized up Geom Mugeuk. If his premonition about the man in the hammock was correct, then he absolutely could not underestimate this young man either.

The bright first impression he had felt earlier now came across as the composure of a master.

Naturally, his resentment turned toward Hwang In.

Where has this bastard dragged me?

Though, to be precise, he had followed on his own two feet.

Geom Mugeuk said to Hwang In, "You command such a remarkable person, would you still need us?"

As he said it as if he had recognized his skill at a glance, Hwang In struggled to respond calmly. "Doesn't everyone have a different use?"

"You have a point. Well then, let's go inside and draw up the agreement."

About time. Hwang In felt a sense of relief and was about to step toward Geom Mugeuk when it happened.

"Please wait a moment."

Jeon Nak politely stopped Hwang In. He thought that in this situation, he couldn't hand Hwang In over to the other party.

"Director Hwang."

"What is it?"

"Didn't I say I left my subordinates here? But I don't see them."

At that, Hwang In asked Geom Mugeuk, "Where are those men?"

This was also a question he genuinely wanted an answer to. What on earth happened to them?

"They're inside the house, waiting for you to return. I asked them to watch the stars with me, but they ignored me and went inside."

Hwang In was inwardly dumbfounded by how nonchalantly he lied. He recalled the moment the Money Ghosts had disappeared earlier. That house was a man eating house. Once you go in, you don't come out.

"I'll go in to write the agreement and tell them you've arrived." Hwang In tried to hurry inside, while Jeon Nak tried to go outside.

"Please do. I will be waiting outside the manor, so please sign the agreement and come out together later."

Jeon Nak could only think of getting out of this place. It was the first time since becoming a martial artist that he had been so frightened when his opponent hadn't even made a single threat. That made it even more terrifying.

However, Geom Mugeuk did not let him go so easily. "Since you've come all this way, why don't you come inside and have a drink with us?"

Jeon Nak, setting aside all premonitions and survival instincts, could feel the danger he was in from this fact alone.

He wasn't the type of person someone would want to invite for a drink. He was someone people wanted to avoid. And this man was asking him for a drink?

"Shall I?" Jeon Nak turned and walked naturally to Hwang In's side.

If I go in, I die.

At the same time, Jeon Nak drew his sword.

At the signal of him drawing his sword, ten Money Ghosts who had been waiting outside leaped over the wall in unison.

Hwang In's worry outweighed his surprise that they had followed.

I can't let them misunderstand and think I betrayed them!

So, Hwang In asked as if he had no idea, "Why did you bring your subordinates?"

Jeon Nak's gaze as he looked at Hwang In was cold. "I arrive here, and my subordinates don't even come out to greet me? Unless they are dead, such a thing would never happen."

He was still speaking politely.

That was why Hwang In found this Jeon Nak terrifying. He had always handled matters with that polite attitude. 'Please leave it to me.' With those words, the job was always finished.

Now, that terrifying politeness was directed at him.

"Please tell me what happened."

Despite the killing intent subtly rising in Jeon Nak's eyes, Hwang In flatly denied it. "They were here right up until I left. Weren't they?"

Hwang In's gaze toward Geom Mugeuk was desperate.

Please, just say they were.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jeon Nak, "I told you, the men who came with him are inside the house. If you're so suspicious, go in and check for yourself."

He said it so nonchalantly that it seemed to be true.

Jeon Nak's gaze shifted past Geom Mugeuk to Geom Woojin. He was lying in the hammock with his eyes closed. It was impossible to tell if he was asleep or lost in thought, but that sight alone was enough to command his attention.

"Go check."

Jeon Nak sent one of the Money Ghosts into the house. He sent him a voice transmission, telling him to check carefully if anyone was hiding.

However, he received no answer to his command. The Money Ghost who went in did not come out.

"It seems a drinking party has started."

At Geom Mugeuk's nonchalant words, Jeon Nak's gaze turned icy cold. It was the moment he confirmed that the enemies were not just the two in front of him.

They were all taken out.

The first three subordinates he had sent were among the most skilled of the Money Ghosts.

Jeon Nak asked Geom Mugeuk, "What is your identity?"

"I am Geom Yeon of the Western Blade Sect. And this is my father."

"No. You are not from the Western Blade Sect." Jeon Nak's sword pointed at the neck of Hwang In, who was standing beside him.

"Why are you doing this to me? I'm on your side!"

The reason he believed Hwang In was lying was simple. "There's no way such incredible people would agree to join hands with you. You lured me to them."

His polite demeanor changed. It was the first time since they had met.

"Even if I die, I will definitely kill you."

Hwang In was engulfed in terror, as he could feel it was not a simple threat.

The only person he could trust now was Geom Mugeuk.

Are you going to abandon me?

To that desperate gaze, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "A great merchant buys this item and that item. He wouldn't leave his business to luck, would he?"

From those words, Hwang In understood. He was being reprimanded for playing both sides.

"I..."

The cold touch of the blade on his neck. The moment he said he was on Geom Mugeuk's side, Jeon Nak would kill him. This mad butcher had no mercy.

Whether he knew of the crisis or not, Geom Mugeuk's gaze from beyond the blade demanded an answer.

Are you really the heir of a mysterious family? Even if I choose you, can you save me?

He felt that now was the moment to risk his life and make his final judgment.

Since he wasn't a martial artist, he couldn't tell which side was stronger. He had to rely on his wits and intuition, making a purely instinctive choice.

Finally, Hwang In made his decision. "I have already chosen you."

The scale in Hwang In's heart tipped toward Geom Mugeuk.

"So please, save me."

Terrified that the sword at his neck might slice him down, Hwang In squeezed his eyes shut. But today, the butcher's sword was unusually cautious.

Geom Mugeuk demanded another answer. "Who are these people trying to kill you?"

You're really going to push me to the edge of the cliff.

He had already come this far, and there was no place left to retreat.

"These men deserve to die. Many innocent people have died at their hands."

"Wasn't it you who ordered it?"

"Since I joined hands with them, I can't say I bear no responsibility, but I never ordered anyone to be killed, nor did I ever wish for it."

"But thanks to them, the Yellow Road Trading Company must have grown."

At those words, Hwang In couldn't make any excuses. He was the one who had joined hands with them. Although he hadn't known they were so cruel.

He felt the sword at his neck grow even colder.

Hwang In could feel it. He had decided to kill him.

Why hasn't he killed me yet?

He didn't know. The reason this cruel Jeon Nak hadn't struck his neck yet was to use him as a hostage, to gain even the slightest advantage.

Just then, hopeful words came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth. "I have a technique that can save you. It's a technique I've been practicing a lot lately. And as it happens, there are ten opponents."

No, why are you explaining that to the enemy? Use it now! Hurry!

But soon, that hope turned into a thunderbolt from a clear sky.

"However, its accuracy is poor, so you might die too."

A technique with poor accuracy? Is this the time to be mentioning such a shoddy technique!

How could Hwang In know? That shoddy technique was none other than the Nine Calamities Demonic Art the Fifth Technique the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike.

Listening to the conversation, Jeon Nak grew more and more anxious. He figured he wouldn't have mentioned the technique if he didn't actually have it.

"You were after me from the beginning, weren't you?"

There was no way such masters would target a mere Trading Company. To be precise, they must have been targeting not him, but his superiors.

He thought it might be for the best. Perhaps he could use that fact to escape this place.

"If I die, someone scary will come. Not even you will be able to survive then."

At that, Geom Mugeuk asked, "Who is this scary person?"

"Someone who can kill people like you with ease. If you kill me, that person will come."

With a look that said, 'Are you still going to kill me?', Geom Mugeuk asked Hwang In, "Are you a lucky person?"

Hwang In let out a sigh. "If I were lucky, would I be in a situation like this?"

"Then I'll have to trust my luck."

What on earth was he talking about.

"Close your eyes."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Hwang In closed his eyes.

Blood trickled from Jeon Nak's sword where it touched Hwang In's neck.

"If you move, this man will surely die!"

He was confident he could kill the man whose neck his sword was at, no matter the opponent. If he attacked, he would slit Hwang In's throat and then fight.

The next moment!

Ten streams of sword qi struck down vertically.

These ten streams of sword qi, striking like lightning, plunged precisely into the crowns of the Money Ghosts' heads. The Money Ghosts each had different levels of skill, but before the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike, everyone was equal.

They collapsed simultaneously like bundles of straw.

When the first sound erupted, Hwang In thought he was dead.

This is the end!

His father had told him. That nothing good comes of a merchant getting involved with martial artists. He should have stopped me until the very end.

At the hot stench of blood, Hwang In slowly opened his eyes.

And before his eyes was an astonishing sight.

The Money Ghosts were all collapsed and dead. Blood flowed from the crowns of their heads. And Jeon Nak, who had pointed his sword at him, was also lying dead beside them.

Jeon Nak is dead? That terrifying Jeon Nak? How on earth?

It felt as if he were dreaming. Hwang In stood there blankly, completely stunned.

Just then, Geom Woojin, who had been lying in the hammock, sat up. "With that shoddy skill of yours, what would you have done if it had landed on that man's head?"

"Then you would have saved him, Father."

Sensing he was being sincere, Geom Woojin asked with an expression that said, 'Is that even a plausible thing to say?', "While lying in that hammock?"

"Yes. Because you're my father."

That familiar sneer formed on Geom Woojin's lips. But today's sneer held a pleasant feeling. His son's trust surpassed even the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"Only ten strands now. You still have a long way to go."

Leaving those words behind, Geom Woojin went inside the building.

"Sleep well, Father."

After loudly bidding his father goodnight, Geom Mugeuk walked over to the stunned Hwang In. "Are you alright?"

Finally coming to his senses, Hwang In bowed deeply on the spot. "Thank you for saving my life."

His gamble had been correct. Now, for better or worse, he had to trust and follow these people. There were many things he wanted to know and ask, but what filled Hwang In's mind right now was this worry.

"But... is it alright?"

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't he say that if you killed him, someone scary would come?"

"That's why I killed him."

Seeing Hwang In's eyes widen in confusion, Geom Mugeuk said, as if he were someone who wanted to see him, "Because he said they would only come if I killed him."


Chapter 457: Isn't It Great to Be Out in the Central Plains?

"Are you a little calmer now?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Hwang In nodded and replied, "Yes, thanks to you."

Contrary to his words, Hwang In's heart was still pounding. He hadn't trembled this much during the tense situation itself. It had all passed in a blur.

Rather, it was only after everything was over and he realized he had truly been on the verge of death that his heart began to race like mad.

That was why he couldn't return to his own quarters in that state and was drinking water in Geom Mugeuk's room.

He gulped down the water so fast that he choked on it. He only managed to calm down after coughing several times. The events that had just transpired felt like a dream. The fact that he had almost died still didn't feel real.

"That martial arts you used at the end... Never mind."

He hadn't seen it directly because he had closed his eyes, but he felt it wasn't something he should ask about carelessly, so he shut his mouth.

Recalling the sight of the dead Money Ghosts, his breath hitched again.

He didn't know much about martial arts, but there were some things he could tell. Those men were not the type to die so easily.

The martial arts displayed by the man before him must have been the ultimate martial arts of a mysterious clan.

"What should I do now?" With Jeon Nak dead, a new worry plagued Hwang In.

"When that fearsome person he mentioned finds out Jeon Nak is dead, he'll come for me first."

Even Jeon Nak was terrifying, so how much scarier would the person he warned about be? He might even wet his pants.

Should he just run far away? He considered it for a moment, but he couldn't do it. What would he do for a living if he abandoned the Yellow Road Trading Company and fled?

"Please, stay with me. You can't leave my side for even a moment."

"I cannot do that. Every moment is precious to me right now. I have no time to spend with you."

"Then what do I do when that person comes? The news of Jeon Nak's death will have to reach him, so he probably won't show up right away. No. If I'm unlucky, couldn't he just drop by unexpectedly while passing through?"

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked abruptly, "Are you only afraid of the person who is coming, and not of me?"

For a moment, Hwang In flinched. Come to think of it, this was the man who had killed Jeon Nak and the Money Ghosts in a single move.

If he was going to be afraid of someone, it should be this man. For some reason, he had felt at ease and had momentarily forgotten how terrifying the man was. This wasn't someone he could just complain and whine to.

"I'm sorry." Hwang In bowed his head.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the dejected man. "If someone comes looking for you, bring them to me."

Hwang In's expression brightened. He had been terrified that Geom Mugeuk would tell him to handle it himself since he was also involved.

Now, this man was the only one he could trust.

"Oh, what about the remaining Money Ghosts?"

"We will take care of them, so don't worry."

His words were reassuring.

Through the window, he could see the courtyard. The corpses that had been strewn about earlier were all gone. Not a single drop of blood remained on the ground.

Just as the Money Ghosts who had entered the building before had vanished, the corpses were also gone. Hwi had cleaned everything up in a short amount of time. Since these were people who handled matters so efficiently, he could surely trust them.

Once his heart had settled, Hwang In spoke cautiously. "I would like to continue with the deal I mentioned before."

Hwang In desperately wanted to seize this opportunity. Now that he had personally witnessed how strong his martial arts were, he was even more reluctant to let it go.

"You said your dream was to become the owner of the world number one Trading Company?"

"That's right."

"Are you sincere?"

"If I weren't sincere, I wouldn't have joined hands with someone like Jeon Nak."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently into his eyes and asked, "Wasn't it because you weren't sincere that you joined hands with him?"

Geom Mugeuk's words continued, striking a nerve with Hwang In.

"I may not know much about the world of commerce, but I do know this. To become the owner of the world number one Trading Company, you must become a person worthy of that position."

Hwang In listened silently to Geom Mugeuk's words.

"In that dream of yours, I believe there should be no room for Jeon Nak, for me, for my father, or for that fearsome person who is to come."

Hwang In couldn't understand what he meant. "Then what should be in that dream?"

"A merchant. A merchant with the ability to lead the world number one Trading Company. A merchant with trust and honor, with negotiation skills and crisis management abilities, with intelligence and leadership, and with insight into the world and an eye for people. Is there room for anything else here? Is there space for this stench of blood and this cold sword to interfere?"

Hwang In was so ashamed his face flushed. When he asked himself which of the qualities Geom Mugeuk mentioned he possessed, he couldn't confidently answer a single one.

After being lost in thought for a long while, Hwang In announced his decision. "With the mindset of starting anew, I want to join hands with the Ju Swordsmanship Family. May I write a new agreement and send it to them?"

Geom Mugeuk could see that he wasn't a completely worthless person, at least.

That was why he nodded. In truth, it wasn't a permission granted for Hwang In's sake. It was for Ju Hyangwol of the Ju Swordsmanship Family.

She was probably still worrying about how to handle this matter. The Ju Swordsmanship Family was still facing difficulties and needed to be reborn through this opportunity.

Therefore, this one phrase was for Ju Hyangwol.

"I will be watching."

How could he not understand that it meant 'don't try any funny business'? Hwang In bowed his head and replied politely. "Thank you for your permission. I will take my leave now."

As he walked out into the courtyard where corpses had lain just a moment ago, Geom Mugeuk gave him one last piece of advice.

"Don't be so mesmerized by your dream that you forget reality. Your world is not here, it is there. I am someone who will vanish like smoke, but the Ju Swordsmanship Family will remain."


The next morning, I headed to my father's quarters.

"Father, may I come in?"

"Enter."

When I entered, my father was checking several messenger pigeons. They were sent by Sama Myeong from Headquarters. Matters that urgently required my father's permission had arrived by express messenger pigeon.

"Are you working even when you're out here?"

"You'll see when you sit in my seat one day."

I waved my hands in an exaggerated gesture of refusal. "No, thank you. Please pass it down to me later, much later."

"So you're telling me to keep suffering like this?"

After a brief pause, I asked my father, "If I inherit it, will you go traveling and have fun? If you promise me that, then I'll think about it."

Father didn't answer.

Not wanting to prolong the awkward silence, I smiled and changed the subject. "Alright. Let's get some practice in. Is there anything I can help you with?"

At that, my father handed me one of the messenger pigeons. It detailed the recent movements of a certain family.

Finally, my father revealed our objective. "The reason we are going to Shaanxi is because of the Golden Dragon Clan."

A name far grander than I had anticipated came up. The Golden Dragon Clan.

They were a family known for being one of the five wealthiest in the Central Plains. A true symbol of immense riches.

They weren't just one of the sects with a lot of money. The Golden Dragon Clan's Patriarch, Geum Cheonbang, was not only well versed in the world of commerce but also renowned in the murim as an absolute master of the clan's secret manual martial arts, the Golden Dragon Divine Art. Consequently, the Golden Dragon Clan had numerous masters who followed him.

"At some point, the Golden Dragon Clan began secretly absorbing and operating Trading Companies."

It was plausible for wealthy families to secretly acquire a Trading Company. The problem lay in what came next.

"So the Yellow Road Trading Company was one of those."

Father nodded. "They used martial artists to aggressively expand the Trading Company and earned a lot of money. But that money didn't go to the Golden Dragon Clan."

"So that vast sum of money was siphoned off somewhere."

Sama Myeong, who had detected the Golden Dragon Clan's strange movements, began a full scale investigation and found a clue that they were connected to the shadow forces.

Indeed, considering the scale of the shadow forces' activities so far, it would take a group on the level of the Golden Dragon Clan to handle them.

"The person coming this time must be the one secretly responsible for the Golden Dragon Clan's external affairs."

Since the operation was conducted in secret, the dead Money Ghosts were likely not direct martial artists of the Golden Dragon Clan, but hired hands from the outside. Except for Jeon Nak, they probably didn't even know they were working for the Golden Dragon Clan.

"Since it involves supporting them with a large sum of money, the Patriarch would naturally have to approve it. In that case, the mastermind is either in a position to persuade the Patriarch, or..."

After a brief pause, I added, "They've already seized power within the Golden Dragon Clan."


The Ju Swordsmanship Family's Patriarch, Lim Sohwa, entered her daughter's quarters.

Her daughter, Ju Hyangwol, was sitting at her desk, looking at something. Surprisingly, it was a book. When was the last time she had seen her daughter reading a book?

"What are you doing?"

"Ah, you're here?"

Ever since the day she met the heir of the Yellow Road Trading Company, her daughter had been acting differently.

"I was reading a book that details contracts."

"Why that?"

"The Yellow Road Trading Company sent over a new agreement in advance."

"Let me see."

Lim Sohwa read the agreement. After a few lines, she quickly lost focus. She could read martial arts manuals all night and find them interesting, but this kind of writing just wouldn't register.

"So I was looking up the words I didn't know well."

She never thought the Yellow Road Trading Company would send a new agreement. She had wondered what kind of trick this was.

"This time, they sent an agreement without any poison clauses."

"And you would know just by looking at it?"

In the past, she would have definitely flared up at those words. She would have taken it as a dismissive remark.

But now, tucked away in her clothes was a piece of paper with the words 'Let's not get angry' written at the top.

Was it because she was thinking, 'I shouldn't get angry'? She thought that from her mother's perspective, it was a reasonable thing to say. Right, that's possible.

That was the next phrase written below 'Let's not get angry'.

Right, that's possible.

"Don't worry. I'm not going to sign it as is. I plan to have it double checked."

"By whom?"

"By someone who knows these things well. I'll tell you after I get back."

Lim Sohwa was angry. Why couldn't she just accept the agreement? What was this about an investigation when she didn't even know what she was doing?

However, she didn't get a chance to get angry. Her daughter's attitude toward her was somehow different from usual. Her daughter, who used to snap at her fiercely, was speaking so gently and calmly that she couldn't just lash out.

"I'll be back! Oh, and make sure you eat well!"

Lim Sohwa was most surprised by her daughter's last words. When had she ever heard her say to eat well? No, had she ever heard it before? Now, she was the one worried about her daughter.

Ju Hyangwol's expression was bright as she left the family estate.

She felt proud for having finished a conversation with her mother without raising her voice again. By speaking kindly with the intention of being patient, she found there was no reason to fight with her mother.

Of course, she still had a persistent feeling of crisis, as if things were bound to explode properly at least once.


"It seems you can sign the agreement."

Ju Hyangwol was delighted at Geom Mugeuk's words. She had asked Geom Mugeuk to look over the agreement sent by Hwang In. And the result was the same as her own assessment.

"It's all thanks to you, Master, that they changed their minds."

"No. It is because you, Young Lady Ju, asked for my help."

If she hadn't asked Geom Mugeuk for help at the inn that day, she would have entered a different fate.

"My relationship with my mother has improved, too. That's actually why I'm anxious. I'm worried that all the pent up tension will explode in a big way."

Geom Mugeuk asked back with an unconcerned expression, "What if it does explode?"

Geom Mugeuk's solution was simple. "Something that would have exploded ten times has been reduced to just once."

"What if it builds up and then explodes?"

To her worry that the explosion would be ten times worse, Geom Mugeuk decisively cut through her concerns. "If you endure, and endure again, it might explode in a big way when it finally does. Did you come here today after enduring your mother?"

She recalled her conversation with her mother and soon shook her head.

It wasn't that she had suppressed her feelings. It was closer to trying to see her mother from a different perspective. With a mindset of, 'That's possible.'

"Then it will be fine. What you're worried about is due to a misunderstanding."

"What do you mean?"

"It's a common misconception we have. The misconception that if a good relationship suddenly explodes, it will be a huge explosion."

"Isn't that true?"

"On the contrary, if you keep having small fights, it's bound to explode in a big way someday. Those small fights may seem insignificant, but they scratch at a person's heart and serve to escalate the atmosphere. Conversely, if you maintain a good relationship, something that might have been a big explosion will instead be a small one. Do not doubt the power of those moments when you exchanged good words, one by one."

The last part especially resonated with her. She still felt good about having ended the conversation with her mother without raising their voices.

Ju Hyangwol stared at him. It was as if her gaze was saying...

How can you be so good with words?

It would take a very long time to learn. I've spent a lifetime to become who I am now.

"Well, I'll be going then. Thank you so much for today."

As Ju Hyangwol gave her thanks, Geom Mugeuk said, "Since you're already here, you should go see the safest vault in the murim."

Geom Mugeuk sensed that she wanted to see his father. And yet, she couldn't bring herself to say it.

"Father is taking a walk in the backyard. Let's go."

As she followed Geom Mugeuk toward the backyard, she stopped in her tracks. "I'm sorry, but I'll just go today. Please just pass on my regards later."

"I will."

As she turned away, her steps quickened unconsciously. It wasn't because seeing him kept reminding her of her own father. It was because she felt she shouldn't meet him.

Watching her retreating figure in the distance, Geom Mugeuk spoke as if to himself. His gaze was on her, but his words were for the person who was surely listening clearly from far behind him.

"Isn't it great to be out in the Central Plains? You get to check your popularity like this. Father, when we get to Shaanxi, let's have a popularity contest."

I can't see my father's face right now, but I can somehow imagine it. The image of my father, not refusing this contest with a haughty expression.


Chapter 458: He Wouldn't Have Set a Trap

When I sent Ju Hyangwol off and went to the backyard, my father was standing there with his hands clasped behind his back, looking up at the sky.

It had always been this way, but my father's back always looked lonely. It was an innate loneliness, one that I could never erase no matter how affectionately I acted by his side.

Father, please don't be so lonely. Your son is here. A son who respects and loves you more than anyone.

"Young Lady Ju, who likes you more than I do, stopped by. She asked me to send you her regards."

Father turned toward me.

How could he be so composed, not showing the slightest bit of embarrassment even though I was deliberately teasing him?

"Should we really have a go at it?"

As if he had heard everything I said in the front yard, my father didn't ask what I meant. Instead, his expression seemed to say, "anytime."

I imagined traveling through the Central Plains with my father, our minds at ease. Not a situation like now, where we were forced to see blood, but a trip where we could literally just relax and have fun.

What if we drank with female martial artists? I couldn't imagine what my father would be like in front of them.

Father, I'm not asking for anything grand. I just want to have fun with you like this.

Just then, my father asked abruptly.

"What's your reason for taking care of everyone around you like this?"

He was asking about the matter of making the Ju Swordsmanship Family and the Yellow Road Trading Company join forces. It was something that wouldn't have happened if not for me.

What should I say? Because they're worth looking after? Because I'm trying to be as meticulous as evil is? Or should I blame it on him? Since you took charge of the agreement, Father, you're the one who took care of it this time.

Today, I answered like this.

"Because it's fun."

A faint smile graced my father's lips.

Yes, the explanation that it was fun was probably the easiest for him to understand.

Father began to walk slowly. I walked with him through the rear garden and spoke about what needed to be done next.

"When the news of Jeon Nak's death spreads, someone will come down to investigate. I plan to use him to approach the Golden Dragon Clan."

Unconditionally eliminating everyone was not the most effective way. Our goal was to find out what kind of relationship the Golden Dragon Clan had with the force behind them and to eliminate the person who had taken root there.

This time, I planned to use Jeon Nak's death to find a way to approach them.

"It will be more difficult since we have to handle it without killing them."

Father nodded silently, as if agreeing with my words.

"Moreover, since our opponent is the Golden Dragon Clan, we must handle it with care. I understand the Golden Dragon Clan Patriarch is close with the Murim Alliance Lord. That's why they donate a large sum of money to the Murim Alliance every year."

A hint of displeasure crossed my father's face.

To him, it must have sounded like, "We must be careful because he's close to the Murim Alliance Lord." He would have preferred it if I had said the opposite.

Since he's close with the Murim Alliance Lord, I think we should give him a proper taste of what we can do this time.

That was likely the answer my father wanted to hear.

However, Father, you will never hear such an answer from me.

"Do you have a plan?"

"It won't be easy to approach the core of the Golden Dragon Clan without revealing our identities."

This was a matter that could only be figured out by getting close to the Patriarch of the Golden Dragon Clan. It was a difficult task for a regional sect like the Western Blade Sect. And if we posed as a mysterious sect, they would only become more guarded.

"So, I'm thinking of asking for help from one place."

"Where might that be?"

After a brief pause, I named the one place my father would never have expected.

"The Milky Way Trading Company."

As expected, a look of surprise flashed in my father's eyes.

The Milky Way Trading Company was, in name and reality, the wealthiest establishment in all of murim, known to have the most money. If the Milky Way Trading Company was at the top, then below it were the Golden Dragon Clan and the Continental Trading Company. These three were known to be the richest in the world.

"We'll make them think we're people from the Milky Way Trading Company."

Only with that kind of status could we approach the core of the Golden Dragon Clan. Of course, we would have to use a few tricks in the process.

"Will the Milky Way Trading Company help us?"

The Milky Way Trading Company was a place that did not lean toward the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. However, they maintained deep relationships with all three, and by successfully maintaining that balance, they became the number one trading company in the Central Plains.

"That's beyond my abilities, so I'll need you to make it happen, Father."

Father shot me a look of disbelief at my words.

However, this was not an unreasonable request. Through my life before regression, I knew. I knew of the special connection between the head of the Milky Way Trading Company and my father.

Yong Jamyeong, the head of the Milky Way Trading Company, had spoken of my father before he died. When he was young and being pursued after an ambush, he was on the verge of death when my father's help saved his life. It was during the prime of my father's youth, when he roamed the Central Plains with the Fist Demon.

At the time, Yong Jamyeong didn't know that the person who saved him was the Heavenly Demon. It was because my father simply left after saving him. He said that he only found out by chance long after my father had passed away.

He supposedly regretted learning the truth so late, saying he finally understood why he could never find the man he had searched for his entire life. How could he have found him when that person was the Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

This story was of a nature that it would not have been known even after his death, but it came to light because my father had also passed away and the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions were all in a state of being closed-off.

Father, in this life, let's let him know a little earlier that you were the one who saved him back then. That way, he can repay the favor. It was his lifelong regret. He searched for his benefactor his entire life.

We could get help for this matter and also bring closure to his connection with my father. Of course, I couldn't know if I would get the two-birds-with-one-stone result I intended. Fate would tell all. Let's do it this way in this life, it would say.

"There's a saying going around. That the Milky Way Trading Company's information is as fast and accurate as that of our Cult's All-Knowing Hall."

Of course, it wasn't actually true, but it meant their intelligence network was just as formidable.

"They must have been keeping an eye on the movements of not only the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, but our Cult as well. They must also know that the greatest successor in history has been born."

"My, you have no trouble saying such things about yourself."

"Is that all? They must know that our Cult recently led the orthodox and unorthodox conference, so they won't be able to refuse so easily."

They must know that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is the hottest faction these days, so what if the Heavenly Demon himself makes a request at a time like this?

"And one more thing, isn't the relationship between the Milky Way Trading Company and the Golden Dragon Clan not good?"

They competed fiercely in the world of commerce, but surprisingly, the relationship between the two was not bad.

"You are the only one who can accomplish this, Father. Even if the Murim Alliance Lord or the Evil Alliance Chairman asked, he would not accept."

"Then why do you think he would accept my request?"

It might sound like flattery to my father, but this was all I had to say.

"Because you're my father."

Father, who had been staring at me for a moment, asked one last question.

"What should I ask them to do?"

I could tell that my father had decided to go along with my plan.

"We just need one person to visit for a short while."


Hwang In and Ju Hyangwol met again on the day Geom Mugeuk had set, with the agreement between them. Amid the awkward atmosphere, it was Hwang In who spoke first.

"I would like to formally apologize for what happened last time."

He stood from his seat and bowed his head respectfully.

Ju Hyangwol could feel the sincerity in his attitude.

"Why the change of heart?" she asked.

Apologizing sincerely, sending a proper agreement. She was curious about the reason.

Hwang In answered honestly. "It's because of the Young Lord."

Of course, he couldn't tell her about the killing of Jeon Nak and the Money Ghosts, but he was honest about everything else.

"After meeting him, I was ashamed of the shoddy way I've lived my life. I said I wanted to become the owner of the world's number one trading company, but I was a man who didn't even deserve a small trading company in the countryside."

He wanted to be honest with her, if no one else. He considered investing in the Ju Swordsmanship Family as a new beginning.

"I wanted to do things properly from now on. That's why I suggested we meet at this inn. After all, this is where it all began."

The two were in the very same inn where they had first met Geom Mugeuk.

If it had been any other reason, she would have doubted Hwang In. But this reason, she believed.

So you were influenced by him too.

She herself was the same. Her relationship with her mother had changed a little after meeting them. Of course, neither her mother's nor her own innate personality would change. She didn't expect their relationship to change overnight either.

However, just as Geom Mugeuk had said, she planned to try, not doubting the power of those moments when they exchanged good words, one by one. She wouldn't lash out in anger. She would try to understand, thinking, "That can happen."

"Well then, shall we sign?"

The two signed the agreement together. They each took one of the two copies.

It was a moment where both Hwang In and Ju Hyangwol accomplished something properly for the first time.

"I look forward to working with you."

"I look forward to it as well."

The two respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting.

With that, Ju Hyangwol left the inn first, and Hwang In remained.

Since it was the day of his new start, he wanted to have a drink to savor the overwhelming emotions.

"My fate really did change in this place."

He was soaking in his emotions and drinking when it happened.

A woman who had been sitting a short distance away spoke to him. "I didn't mean to overhear, but it seems something amazing happened here."

She was a woman in her thirties, neatly dressed in a martial arts uniform. She was a beauty who displayed both youthfulness and mature charm, and a somewhat cold impression made her seem even more attractive.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I overheard by accident. I'm very curious by nature."

The woman picked up a bottle of liquor and sat down at Hwang In's table.

"As an apology, I'll pour you a drink."

She poured him a glass of liquor.

Hwang In was frozen, at a loss for words.

"What's wrong?"

When the woman asked with a gentle smile, Hwang In answered in a low voice.

"So the person they said was coming from the higher-ups was you, martial artist."

As soon as he recognized her, the smile vanished from the woman's face. Like an actor, the difference between her friendly expression and her current one was stark.

"How did you know?"

She raised her energy and scanned her surroundings, but there was no situation that required her to be on guard.

The reason Hwang In had noticed was extremely personal.

"Because there's no way a woman as beautiful as you would ever speak to me first."

He meant it sincerely. The woman was truly captivating. The thought that she was a dangerous woman might have made his heart pound even more, leading to such thoughts.

A strange smile formed on the woman's lips.

"You know yourself well."

She had the kind of looks that made such a slight not feel so bad.

"I have been waiting for you to arrive, martial artist."

She was Geum Arin, the leader of the secret organization the Golden Dragon Clan was covertly nurturing. She was a woman whose martial arts were as profound as her beauty.

Though they were not visible now, she had brought all of her trusted subordinates to resolve this matter. The deaths of Jeon Nak and the Money Ghosts were not an issue to be taken lightly.

Hwang In hadn't known that the scary person Jeon Nak had mentioned was a woman. And he couldn't tell if the woman before him was truly that frightening. Martial artists were people you could never fully understand.

In any case, he had thought over what he would say when this moment came dozens of times.

First, he relayed the facts as they were.

"There are three enemies in total."

He had even practiced using the word "enemies." Of course, it wasn't because he was still weighing his options. It was to survive this situation.

"Among them, a man named Geom Yeon killed both Jeon Nak and all of the Money Ghosts."

He could tell her everything honestly. That's what he had been told to do.

Even though he said one person had killed them all, the woman did not seem particularly surprised. Did she think she could kill Jeon Nak and the Money Ghosts by herself? Or did she not believe his words?

"How did he kill them?"

Of course, he wasn't completely honest about everything. For instance, the fact that he had been there with them. If she said, "You were there when they died?" what would he do if she cut him down without giving him a chance to make an excuse?

"I don't know how he killed them. I haven't heard from them since they went to meet him. It's possible they're still alive."

Geum Arin's suspicious gaze intensified.

"They died, but you did not."

"It's because Geom Yeon came to find me. He told me to relay a message if someone came looking for him because of this."

"What message?"

"'If you have something to say, come to me.' Let's go. I'll guide you to him."

Hwang In shot up from his seat as if to leave immediately, but Geum Arin remained seated with an expression that said, "not a chance."

"He's waiting with a trap set, isn't he? Do I look that foolish to you?"

"No, you don't."

At her cold aura, Hwang In sat back down and replied with a frightened face.

"He wouldn't have set a trap."

"Why do you think that?"

Words he couldn't possibly say to her came to mind.

Because he won't need a trap. It's because you haven't seen those people yet.

As Hwang In agonized over what to say, his face brightened.

"Because he's here."

Geom Mugeuk was walking through the entrance of the inn.


Chapter 459: You're a Woman Blessed with Good Food

Geum Arin's first impression of Geom Mugeuk was simple.

He's much younger than I thought.

It was unbelievable. That Jeon Nak had been defeated by such a young opponent. And that the Money Ghost had been taken down with him?

It wasn't just his age. He was completely different from what she'd imagined, handsome and possessing an unidentifiable air of dignity. She had expected someone rough and overflowing with killing intent.

Geum Arin combined his age, her first impression, and his accomplishments to reach a conclusion.

He's a practitioner of advanced martial arts!

The way he so confidently appeared before her alone suggested as much. The problem was whether he was stronger or weaker than her. She couldn't tell just by looking.

"I was passing by the inn and saw Director Hwang through the window, so I came in."

Geom Mugeuk walked over with a friendly greeting, acting like someone who had just dropped by coincidentally.

"You have a guest with you."

As if he didn't know who she was, Geom Mugeuk greeted Geum Arin with a clasped hands greeting.

"If a place has someone as beautiful as you, I should advance to the upper echelons myself."

He greeted her with pleasant words, but Geum Arin showed no particular reaction.

At that, Hwang In cautiously stepped forward.

"Watch your words. The person here is not someone you should speak of so carelessly."

He seemed to be speaking out of respect for Geum Arin, but it was actually a warning to Geom Mugeuk.

This is the woman. The scary person who was said to be coming down is her! Don't get captivated by her looks and ruin things!

Hwang In was anxious, worried that Geom Mugeuk would be captivated by Geum Arin's appearance.

However, even without his warning, how could Geom Mugeuk not know it was her? He had already noticed that her skills were anything but ordinary.

Her achievements are great for her age.

Whether it was through deadly effort, talent, immense support, or a miraculous encounter, her skill was not something one could commonly see.

And one more thing.

Since someone like Jeon Nak perceived her as a scary person, it meant she was by no means someone who showed mercy. Moreover, he could sense a master hiding in her vicinity.

She's not of ordinary status.

Those who are masters and have also learned concealment techniques are not common. Such people mostly take on the job of protecting someone. A master of this level is protecting her?

This woman must be a blood relative of the Golden Dragon Clan's master.

Hwang In would never know just how much he had figured out in that short moment.

Geom Mugeuk spoke with a surprised expression, as if he had just belatedly recognized her.

"Ah! Is this that person?"

Geum Arin reacted to his words.

"How did that man introduce me?"

Geom Mugeuk answered her.

"He said a very scary person would be coming."

Hwang In tensed internally. She could have had a neurotic reaction like, 'He introduced me in such a way?' His heart pounded faster than usual.

Please, don't let today be the day I die!

He looked at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes filled with desperation.

Geom Mugeuk introduced himself to Geum Arin.

"I am called Geom Yeon. Not the 'Yeon' for fate, but the 'Yeon' for smoke. After meeting you, I will disappear like smoke."

"I didn't ask."

Geum Arin responded coldly without revealing her own name.

"You're the one who killed my subordinates, I hear?"

She asked bluntly, and Geom Mugeuk didn't bother to hide it.

"I unintentionally had a conflict with your people. I apologize for that."

"More than one or two people died. This isn't something that can end with an apology."

"Is there something else you want?"

She said in a tone as cold as her gaze.

"A life for a life."

Geom Mugeuk stared at her and said.

"If you can take it, then try."

A tense atmosphere instantly filled the air.

Geum Arin desperately suppressed the desire to draw her sword and cut him down. She was not an amateur who would draw her sword at the moment her opponent wanted. Her sword would be drawn at a moment of her own choosing.

The one who broke this suffocating tension was Geom Mugeuk.

"I can't give you my life, but I can buy you a drink."

In this situation, he fearlessly turned his head toward the waiter and had him bring a new bottle of alcohol.

When Geom Mugeuk turned his head back after ordering the drink, a sword was already aimed at his throat.

It was a truly fast move that didn't even make the faint sound of wind.

To Hwang In, who was sitting beside them, the situation had unfolded in the blink of an eye.

Geom Mugeuk looked at her with a completely unsurprised expression. At his reaction, Geum Arin's gaze grew even colder.

He could have lost his life to that one move just now.

A master strong enough to kill Jeon Nak would have reacted somehow, wouldn't he?

Could it be that he knew the sword was aimed at his throat and didn't block it? Was he confident I wouldn't kill him? Or is he not as skilled as I thought? If so, then he wouldn't be the one who killed Jeon Nak and the Money Ghost.

She couldn't be certain of either possibility. That made it even more unsettling.

This man, he's hard to read.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze followed the blade of the sword up to her.

"I cannot die."

"Why is that?"

Then, after a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said.

"It wasn't like this before, but now my death... will become my father's justification."

The moment he died, his father would wipe out the entire murim. The sorrow of losing a child would become the justification, and the murim would become a battlefield.

Naturally, Geum Arin couldn't understand what he meant by that.

"Are you asking me to spare you because your father will take revenge if I kill you?"

"Well, something like that."

"Where is your father?"

"He's at the manor. He's with my uncle."

She had heard from Hwang In that there were three of them in total. She had a feeling that this man's father and uncle were no ordinary people either.

"I just came out to do some shopping. Father said he'd be making a special dish today. Young Lady, you're blessed with good food. Let's go together. Father's cooking isn't something you can eat easily. You can brag about it for the rest of your life anywhere you go."

Geum Arin had to admit at least one thing. Whether it was an act or real, displaying such composure at the tip of her sword was no easy feat.

Geum Arin withdrew her sword with a light flick of her hand and said.

"I can't very well kill someone who's out shopping."

Geom Mugeuk rubbed his neck and expressed his gratitude.

"Thank you for sparing me."

Seeing that, Hwang In felt a sense of dismay. His heart began to pound even more fiercely.

What? Why are you showing such a weak side? Don't tell me you're weaker than this woman?

That can't be right. He was definitely there when Jeon Nak and the Money Ghost were all killed at once. Wasn't he? Stop joking around, hurry up and cut this woman down in a single strike, and tell me. Tell me I don't have to worry anymore.

However, the situation unfolded in the complete opposite way of his wishes.

HWIK. HWIK.

She fired a finger qi bullet and suppressed Geom Mugeuk's inner qi.

Geom Mugeuk couldn't dodge in time, but his composure remained.

"It's fine. I don't need inner qi for shopping anyway."

Geum Arin looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that said, 'What kind of guy is this?'

Don't tell me you're a master skilled enough to release the acupoints I've sealed.

Now that she had suppressed her opponent's inner qi, his life was hers. And yet he was showing such composure? His behavior was beyond her comprehension.

"Father must be waiting."

Geom Mugeuk said as he rose from his seat.

"Now, let's go shopping together."


A single carriage was traveling.

Although it looked like an old, ordinary carriage on the outside, it was made of a material sturdy enough to withstand swords and blades. It was pulled by fine horses that could run all day without tiring.

Naturally, the person riding inside was not ordinary either.

He, who was extraordinary and exuded an air of nobility, was none other than Yong Jamyeong, the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company.

Yong Jamyeong, the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company.

He could be described in many ways, but the most effective and certain description would be this.

The person with the most money in this world.

For that reason, not only the coachman but also the people riding in the carriage with him were no ordinary masters. They were the top masters of the Milky Way Trading Company, the ones Yong Jamyeong trusted the most.

This was a secret journey for the man so busy it was said you had to make an appointment months in advance just to see his face.

Including the coachman, a total of three masters had come along as his bodyguard. This had never happened since the Milky Way Trading Company became the number one Trading Company in the Central Plains. Even then, Yong Jamyeong had only intended to bring one.

Of course, considering the skills of these three, this journey could be considered safe. They were the people Yong Jamyeong trusted most in the Milky Way Trading Company, and at the same time, they were the three most skilled.

In particular, Baek Chong, sitting across from him, was the man who had built the Milky Way Trading Company with Yong Jamyeong, sharing life, death, and hardships with him his entire life.

"It's not too late. Shall we turn the carriage around?"

Yong Jamyeong smiled and asked him.

"Are you scared too?"

To that, Baek Chong answered honestly.

"I am scared."

"This is the first time I've heard you say that. That you're scared."

Baek Chong wasn't scared that he himself would die. He was scared that he would lose Yong Jamyeong on this journey.

"This is too dangerous a choice."

"Is it more dangerous than refusing the Demonic Cult Leader's request?"

Baek Chong couldn't say anything. He had been through all sorts of trials and tribulations while growing the Trading Company with Yong Jamyeong, but the most dangerous opponent among them all was the Demonic Cult.

"If it had been a simple request from the Demonic Cult, I would have bought time by making some other excuse. But this time, the Demonic Cult Leader sent a secret letter himself."

It was even a messenger pigeon written by the Demonic Cult Leader himself.

A handwritten messenger pigeon from the Demonic Cult Leader.

It was truly the first time such a thing had happened.

"Then I urge you to secretly inform the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. If they know, they won't dare to have any foolish thoughts."

Yong Jamyeong knew better than anyone what Baek Chong was worried about. However, this matter was not something that should be handled that way.

"The Demonic Cult Leader himself emphasized the word 'secretly'. It means not to contact them."

"That's all the more reason to let them know. The Demonic Cult has never acted like this before."

This decision wasn't made on a mere hunch. It was a decision made by combining all his past experiences and the vast amount of information collected recently.

Yes, how could he not know? How rough and cruel the demonic practitioners were.

"We'll have to hope the information is true."

"Are you talking about the matter concerning the Young Cult Leader?"

Yong Jamyeong nodded. It was information that a new wind was blowing within the Demonic Cult. Because of it, even a tripartite meeting between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions had taken place.

That's why he hoped the reason he was summoned this time was because of that Young Cult Leader. It felt safer than just being summoned by the Heavenly Demon.

"You know, don't you? That reality is always different from rumors."

"Don't worry too much. Everything will be fine."

Yong Jamyeong was this kind of person.

A person who tried to overcome any situation with positive thoughts rather than negative ones.

He didn't know if this would be an opportunity for the Milky Way Trading Company or if he would die because of it, but he would push through as he always had. He considered the Heavenly Demon's handwritten messenger pigeon an undeniable call of fate.

He believed he wasn't being summoned to be killed. The Demonic Cult Leader in the information he had heard and collected so far was not that kind of person. He trusted the information network of the Milky Way Trading Company.

He wouldn't just return empty-handed. He would give what the other wanted and take what he wanted. A trade is a give-and-take, after all.

When moments of crisis like this came, he would recall that time in his youth. The moment he had gone to the brink of death and survived. Other people didn't know how much that experience helped him in life.

It's a bonus life anyway, so let's live without regrets.

Sometimes bravely, sometimes more diligently.

Perhaps it was thanks to that, that he was able to become the owner of the number one Trading Company in the murim.

The carriage sped quickly toward the meeting place.


He's really going shopping?

Geom Mugeuk began to buy various ingredients at the market.

"For vegetables or fruits, you must choose ones with even and vivid colors. They must be firm, not mushy, and you should avoid ones with these kinds of spots."

Geum Arin watched in amazement as he shopped while even giving explanations.

At first, she suspected it was a trick to stall for time. However, he was truly buying ingredients for cooking with great care. He even had a piece of paper with a list of what to buy.

"Alright, now that I've bought the meat, we're all set!"

After he finished all his shopping, Geom Mugeuk tried to take her back to the manor.

"Did you think I would obediently walk into a trap you've set?"

"Are you scared?"

Geum Arin glared at Geom Mugeuk. Even in a situation where she had suppressed his inner qi, she still couldn't figure him out. What was this composure? Or was he just a madman?

Geom Mugeuk held up the ingredients filling both his hands.

"It will be a very delicious trap."

Geum Arin said to Hwang In, who was with them.

"You go and deliver the message. If he wants to save his son, tell him to come alone to the place I designate."

At that, Geom Mugeuk let out a sigh.

"Father won't come. He's not the type to come just because someone tells him to."

"Even if his son will die?"

"Even so, he won't come."

Geom Mugeuk said to Hwang In.

"If you happen to meet my father, don't make eye contact. Act respectfully. And tell him everything about the situation."

"I will."

As he nodded, Hwang In flinched. It was because Geum Arin was staring at him with a displeased look that seemed to say, 'Whose side are you on anyway?'

Geom Mugeuk said to her.

"Well, since I've bought all the ingredients, I'll cook dinner tonight. My cooking is also a delicacy that's hard to come by, so you are still a woman blessed with good food."

Geum Arin stared at Geom Mugeuk with a look of disbelief. In her entire life, no one had ever told her she was a woman blessed with good food.

"What is your identity? Who sent you?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as if to say she would find out soon and started walking first.

"I'm hungry, so let's hurry up and eat."

Then he stopped and asked her.

"Oh, right, where should we go? Let's go somewhere we can cook."


Chapter 460: A Time to Question Oneself

Geom Woojin was training his martial arts alone in the backyard.

Hwi stood outside the wall, listening to the sounds of the Cult Leader's training.

Having always been by the Cult Leader's side, only he knew. He knew the Cult Leader had been training more diligently than ever lately, and that the reason for it was Geom Mugeuk.

He heard the sounds of the Cult Leader's breathing, walking, and leaping. He heard the swing of his sword and the release and retraction of his energy.

These were sounds Hwi had heard for a very long time. Whenever the Cult Leader trained, Hwi had never once watched him directly. The Cult Leader had said it was fine to watch, but Hwi, as a matter of principle, only listened to the sounds without ever seeing the training itself.

Hwi could tell just by the sounds. Perhaps because he only heard the sounds, he could understand even better.

He knew the Cult Leader's level had changed. Hwi had thought his master had reached a point where there was no higher place to climb. Could there be yet another level?

The sounds of the Cult Leader had clearly changed.

Just as a round of training ended, someone came to the manor.

When Hwi went out to see, it was Hwang In, who had visited before.

"What brings you here?"

Hwang In addressed Hwi, his face pale with fear.

"May I speak directly to the Sect Leader?"

Hwi led him to the backyard.

"The Director of the Yellow Road Trading Company has come to see you."

Geom Woojin's voice came from over the wall.

"Let him in."

On his way here, Hwang In recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

Don't make eye contact. Be polite.

"Greetings, Sect Leader."

After bowing politely, he spoke with his head lowered.

"Your son has been captured. By the person who came down to investigate this matter. He said he would cook for you, but she wouldn't listen, so he said he would do it himself. No, that's not it."

Hwi cut into his rambling.

"Where is the location?"

"If you go about ten li west of the marketplace, there is an old manor."

Originally, this was the message Geum Arin had told him to deliver. But then Geom Mugeuk had interjected.

"Won't that be confusing if you just explain it like that? You need to specify the starting point in the marketplace for the ten li, whether there are any forks in the road, and if there are any other manors in a similar location."

"I thought you said your father wouldn't come?"

At Geum Arin's words, Geom Mugeuk had feigned distress.

"Because he is the most heartless man in the world."

Hwang In could tell. Geom Mugeuk was secretly hoping his father would come.

But your premonition was right.

Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, Geom Woojin seemed not only unworried but completely uninterested.

"He said to tell you to come there. And to come alone."

Hwi spoke, indicating that was enough.

"I understand. You may leave now."

Hwang In, who had turned to leave, stopped in his tracks. He felt he had to somehow bring Geom Woojin with him for Geom Mugeuk to survive.

If Geom Mugeuk lived, he would live too.

"Your son's inner qi has been suppressed."

But that didn't work either.

"Your son told me several times to explain the manor's location clearly so you wouldn't get confused. He was truly desperate and pleading!"

His exaggerated earnestness didn't work either.

Faced with the same blunt reaction, Hwang In bowed his head and turned away.

"Then I'll be on my way."

Hwi knew the Cult Leader better than anyone. It was not in his nature to personally intervene in a matter the Young Cult Leader could handle on his own.

However, Geom Woojin once again showed Hwi that the change in him was not just in the sound of his martial arts.

Just then, Geom Woojin called out to Hwang In, who was walking away in the distance.

"Did he finish his shopping?"

At the unexpected question, Hwang In was initially confused, but he quickly replied.

"Yes! Even with his inner qi suppressed, he shopped until his hands were full. He bought vegetables, meat, and even fruit for dessert."

Was he picturing the scene? A faint smile touched Geom Woojin's lips.

"Lead the way!"

In truth, the person more surprised than Hwang In was Hwi.

Silently following Geom Woojin, Hwi had a premonition that his duties as a bodyguard would become more difficult from now on.

If the Cult Leader was changing, he would have to change as well to protect him.

Nevertheless, this change seemed to be a welcome one for Hwi. For on the lips of the man following behind, there was a rare smile, one as seldom seen as the Cult Leader's.


The meeting place was an old manor in a deserted area.

As soon as she returned, Geum Arin set up ambushes throughout the manor.

They were the ones she had brought down with her this time. They were not numerous, but they were masters skilled in surprise attacks.

They lay in ambush on all sides, in the trees, on the roofs, and behind the buildings. Being highly experienced, they found their positions on their own.

Even if he managed to block their surprise attack, he wouldn't be able to block her own attack in the opening it created. Her opponent would not leave this place alive.

Whether he knew of this serious situation or not, Geom Mugeuk came out from the kitchen carrying tableware.

Is he really going to cook in this situation?

Just as he had defied expectations by going shopping, Geom Mugeuk prepared to cook right there, in the midst of the ambush.

He started a fire in the courtyard, brought out bowls and utensils, and washed them in clean water.

Then, with skillful hands, he began to prepare the ingredients. Geum Arin watched him.

Let's see how far you'll take this.

Geom Mugeuk spoke as he peeled an onion.

"Every time I cook, I feel like I'm practicing martial arts. Starting a fire, washing the dishes, researching what ingredients to use, trying this seasoning and that ingredient. Then, when the optimal recipe emerges, I repeat it. What do you think? Isn't it similar to our martial arts?"

"If you stretch the comparison like that, what isn't?"

At Geum Arin's cold response, Geom Mugeuk laughed and conceded.

"You're right. Playing an instrument, painting, even going out to work every day, they're all similar."

As he spoke, Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes as if the onion was stinging them. Seeing tears well up, Geum Arin felt certain of at least one thing.

A martial artist crying while peeling an onion? I've really never met anyone like him.

Most martial artists are like that onion, people whose insides you can't fathom.

They hide their exterior or hide their interior.

They pretend to be strong when they're weak, or pretend to be weak when they're strong.

But this man was a new type. He didn't seem weak, nor did he seem strong.

That's why she couldn't make a decision. That's why she was just watching this absurd sight that went beyond her common sense.

"Honestly, I'm a better cook than my father. You should know you're lucky to be getting a more delicious meal because of it."

It was at that very moment.

Without realizing it, Geum Arin's gaze turned toward the back.

She wasn't the only one. The gazes of those in ambush also naturally turned toward the main gate she was looking at.

How long had he been there? Outside the wide-open main gate, a man stood with his hands clasped behind his back.

It was Geom Woojin.

A sudden silence fell.

Geum Arin's heart began to pound so fiercely she could hear it in her ears.

The man hadn't revealed any energy, nor had he glared coldly at her, yet her entire body stiffened as if frozen.

Why is this happening? He hasn't done anything.

She could tell that the gazes of those in hiding were also all focused on that spot. The presence of the man standing leisurely with his hands behind his back was drawing everyone's attention, setting their nerves on edge.

The one who broke the silence, where not even a breath could be heard, was Geom Mugeuk.

"Father! You came to save your son! I knew it! I knew you weren't the kind of heartless father who would abandon his child!"

He must have come to save them.

The corners of Geom Woojin's mouth twisted into a sneer. This sneer seemed to say to his son, You? After being toyed with... Geom Woojin slowly walked inside. Hwang In followed cautiously behind him.

As Geom Woojin stepped into the courtyard, someone appeared between him and Geum Arin.

The masked man with white hair was none other than Lim Hyuk, the bodyguard who had protected Geum Arin since she was a child.

"Go quickly, Young Lady."

Lim Hyuk had lived as a martial artist for a long time and had experienced many other martial artists. This was the first time he had encountered an opponent who exuded such a primal sense of danger. The fact that the man revealed no energy whatsoever was even more astonishing.

SHWIIIIK!

Hidden weapons flew toward Geom Woojin. Normally, this would have been the moment to shout, 'Attack together with more force!'

CHANG!

The one who leaped to strike down the hidden weapons was, surprisingly, Lim Hyuk. He leaped again to deflect the second and third waves of hidden weapons as well.

"Cease the attack! Stop!"

He had halted the surprise attack. He realized this was an opponent against whom their ambush would not work. It was an instinctive judgment that they must not provoke this man.

If we provoke him, we'll be annihilated!

He proved that his white hair was a symbol of his age and experience with his excellent judgment.

"Everyone, retreat!"

At Lim Hyuk's command, all those in ambush withdrew.

Geum Arin leaped. She was not fleeing on his command.

She moved behind Geom Mugeuk and placed her sword at his throat. It was a clear intention to kill Geom Mugeuk if they touched Lim Hyuk.

Geom Mugeuk remarked to her.

"So there was a reason you've survived until now."

He meant that Lim Hyuk had protected her well.

At that moment, as taut tension filled the air.

"Sheathe your sword."

Geom Woojin's low-spoken words held an absolute authority that could not be defied.

Lim Hyuk's judgment was sound to the very end.

He sheathed his sword without hesitation. Sometimes, one could protect someone by putting a sword back in its scabbard.

Then he looked at Geum Arin. His gaze told her. Do as you're told, now.

Geum Arin withdrew her sword. However, she did not move away from Geom Mugeuk.

As if nothing had happened, Geom Mugeuk spoke to his father.

"I'll cook for you today."

"Did you buy enough?"

"Yes, I bought plenty, just in case."

The words 'just in case' implied that he had anticipated his father might come. It was also a hope that his father would come.

It was at that very moment.

Geom Woojin rolled up his sleeves and approached Geom Mugeuk.

And he quietly began to prepare the vegetables. He was going to help his son cook.

Geom Mugeuk stared at his father with a surprised expression, then quietly focused on his cooking.

He was so surprised and moved that he couldn't even think of making a joke.

Cooking together with his father.

This was the first time he had done this since his regression. There were many things he wanted to do with his father, but he never imagined a moment would come when they would cook together.

He was even more moved because this was not a moment he had created, but one his father had.

Father, thank you.

Geum Arin watched the scene with a frozen expression.

The fact that Lim Hyuk had stepped forward like that meant he had sensed a strength in their opponent that she herself had failed to perceive.

Just who are these people?

She had never heard of a father and son like this in the jianghu.

"You must not act rashly."

It was a voice transmission from Lim Hyuk. This was the first time she had seen Lim Hyuk so frightened and tense. She herself hadn't felt this much danger.

A short while later, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin finished cooking.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk called for Hwi.

"Uncle."

At that, Hwi dropped his concealment and appeared between Lim Hyuk and Geom Woojin.

"Huk!"

Lim Hyuk let out a sharp gasp. Geum Arin had never seen Lim Hyuk so startled by someone's appearance.

He wasn't surprised because he recognized Hwi, but because of the level of his concealment technique.

Lim Hyuk hadn't realized that the man had been concealed just a few steps away from him.

Others might vaguely think it was amazing, but he alone knew. He knew just how incredible a concealment technique that single move of revealing himself was.

It was a move that would cause greater astonishment the more of a master one was. That was how perfect Hwi's concealment technique was.

The surprise didn't end there. There was the air of a master emanating from Hwi's appearance. The man was clearly a bodyguard. A bodyguard knows a bodyguard.

I've never seen such a strong bodyguard in my entire life.

Just who was he protecting?

A skill befitting the presence of the man who had appeared earlier.

His gaze naturally turned to Geom Woojin.

Of this, he was certain. He didn't know who that man was, but he was surely someone whose name everyone would recognize.

Just then, Hwi looked at Lim Hyuk. There is something that passes between bodyguards who have long dedicated themselves with loyalty and devotion. They can tell what kind of bodyguard the other is, what kind of life they have lived.

That must have been why Hwi sent such a voice transmission.

"Do you wish to protect your master? Then stop. Your thoughts, your actions. And shut your mouth."

Lim Hyuk understood it as advice to leave everything to them. It was not advice given to just anyone.

And so, everyone sat around the table. Hwi, Lim Hyuk, and even Hwang In sat down.

"Well then, let's eat."

Geom Woojin ate the food.

"How does it taste?"

Geom Mugeuk asked nervously. He had been the main chef today, and his father had only assisted. The Young Cult Leader cooking while the Heavenly Demon assisted, it was truly an unforgettable day in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and in the personal histories of the two men.

"It's not bad."

Coming from his father, an evaluation like this was equivalent to praise like, 'This is a delicacy!'

This time, he asked Geum Arin.

"Young Lady, why aren't you eating? Go on, eat. A dish made by my father and me is a dish you'll be hard-pressed to taste again in your lifetime."

Geum Arin still hadn't picked up her chopsticks.

She was confused. The situation had ended before she could even do anything. It was now beyond her control. She was certainly a person who knew restraint in times like these, but this situation...

"What in the world is this?" she let out a sigh without realizing it.

Lim Hyuk's gaze told her. You have to endure it. Of course, she trusted Lim Hyuk's judgment.

However, while she could endure her sword being drawn, she could not endure this question.

"Who are you?"

It was a question she had asked and thought about several times, but had yet to find an answer for.

At that, Geom Mugeuk looked at her with clear, deep eyes.

"I happened to see someone being forced into an unreasonable contract, so I helped him. When things went wrong for the one doing the forcing, he tried to kill us. So I killed him. Were the ones who died so important that you'd come all this way for revenge?"

Because he spoke in a calm and composed tone, and because he had mostly spoken nonsense until now, Geom Mugeuk's words carried a heavy weight to her.

"Why do you ask who we are? Isn't this a time to ask yourself who you are? Are you a person who deserves to die like those men? Or are you a person with a reason to live?"

"!"

Geum Arin couldn't answer.

Anger surged within her. But she couldn't express that emotion. Because another emotion, intertwined with the anger and holding it back, was fear.

Now, Geom Mugeuk was asking.

Are you a human with a reason to live?

Amidst the heavy silence, only the sound of chewing could be heard.

Pouring water, moving chopsticks.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin ate as naturally as usual. Hwi and Hwang In ate cautiously, while Geum Arin and Lim Hyuk barely ate at all.

Just then, there was a sound coming from the distance.

The sound grew louder and louder.

DUDUDUDUDU.

It was the sound of a carriage approaching.

The manor was in a remote location, so there was no one who should be coming.

And so, the carriage, which had galloped as if by fate, arrived outside the gate.


Chapter 461: A Legend Came to See You?

"That is the manor."

At the driver's words, Yong Jamyeong leaned his head out the window. He could see the manor standing in a secluded place.

Thinking of the person waiting for him there, his expression was as placid as a lake, but a silent typhoon raged in his heart.

He had overcome all sorts of hardships and storms to become the wealthiest man in the world. He had prided himself on reaching a point where he wouldn't bat an eye at most things, but seeing how his heart was pounding, it seemed he still had a long way to go.

However, Yong Jamyeong never let his trembling show on the surface. The anxiety of Baek Chong, sitting before him, was more than enough for the moment.

"If a problem arises, say the code word."

They had a prearranged code word between them. Following that code, Baek Chong had dealt with various emergencies.

Yong Jamyeong then smiled and asked, "When was the last time we had to use that?"

It had truly been so long ago that he couldn't even remember.

Yong Jamyeong's gaze turned back to the window.

"That's how long we've lived without tension."

At some point, tension had become something for the other party to feel. As if to punish that arrogance, the tension had suddenly returned.

While they spoke, the carriage slowly came to a stop.

"We've arrived."

At the driver's report, Baek Chong glanced at the martial artist sitting next to him. The martial artist understood without words and nodded.

Yong Jamyeong had no intention of turning back, so the three of them now had to protect the Director. Each was a master of the highest caliber, but they were staking their lives on this task.

"Just trust us," Baek Chong declared forcefully and was the first to step out of the carriage.

Yong Jamyeong disembarked next, his movements calm and unhurried. Following him, the other two martial artists got out one after another.

The manor gate was closed.

They had no way of knowing what kind of trap awaited them beyond it.

The Demon Supremes might be lined up, waiting for them. The poison of the Poison King could be sprayed, and the giant dao of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon might fly at their heads. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon might even look down on their dying bodies and laugh coldly.

Baek Chong exchanged glances with the other martial artists. They were all thinking the same thing.

He wanted to meet in a place like this?

Judging by the surrounding trees and terrain, it was a good place for an ambush. Fortunately, the martial artists who had been lying in wait earlier had all withdrawn, so they avoided any unnecessary misunderstandings.

What grated on Baek Chong's nerves even more was that the meeting place had been changed just as they were about to arrive. A message from the All-Knowing Hall had told them to meet at a different manor, and he was displeased that they were being watched.

Baek Chong slowly walked to the gate and pushed it open. It wasn't locked.

CREAAAK.

The gate opened with a sound that spoke of its old age. An unexpected scene then unfolded before their eyes.

A table was set up in the courtyard, and people were eating a meal.

Geom Mugeuk, holding a ladle, said, "Anyone want more soup?"

This was his unique way of welcoming them. We're just having a meal, so don't be nervous!

Baek Chong stepped aside, and Yong Jamyeong walked forward from behind him.

Even without name tags, he could tell at a single glance which one of them was the Heavenly Demon.

He felt he would have been able to recognize him even if dozens of people had been bustling about and eating in the courtyard.

Yong Jamyeong's gaze fell upon Geom Woojin.

It was the moment the man known to possess the greatest martial power met the man known to possess the greatest wealth. They might have had a chance to meet at some point, yet this was the first time the two had met. No, perhaps it was the second.

While riding in the carriage, Yong Jamyeong had imagined what his first impression of the Demonic Cult Leader would be.

Would he be frightening? Would I tremble? Would he be more warmhearted than I expected? Would he be handsome?

However, the first impression that came to his mind was something he had never considered.

He looks familiar!

He truly looked as familiar as someone he had seen somewhere before. But that was all. He couldn't remember where.

No. Since he had never seen the Heavenly Demon, it would be more accurate to say he couldn't remember who it was that resembled him. As a man who had reached the pinnacle of the merchant world, how many people must he have met in his life? Countless people he couldn't possibly remember one by one.

I've definitely seen someone who looks like that man.

However, his thoughts could not linger. He did not dare to keep staring at the Heavenly Demon's face.

Geom Mugeuk could tell that Yong Jamyeong hadn't recognized his father at first glance. Then again, it was something from when they were both young.

He would never have imagined that the person who saved him was the Heavenly Demon. Perhaps it was only natural.

Don't you worry. I'll fulfill your long-cherished wish. I'll make sure you remember before you leave.

And in that moment, Geom Mugeuk was curious.

Did Father recognize him?

However, it was impossible to discern such a fact from his father's expression.

Geom Mugeuk put down the ladle and stepped forward.

"Welcome, Director-nim."

Yong Jamyeong could tell at a glance that this young man was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He bore a subtle resemblance to the Heavenly Demon sitting over there.

"I am Geom Yeon of the Western Blade Sect."

The reason they had summoned Yong Jamyeong to this place today was to show that they had a deep relationship with the Milky Way Trading Company, and then use Geum Arin to instantly infiltrate their inner circle. He had also considered pretending to be a member of the Milky Way Trading Company, but his father's presence made it impossible to believe he was someone's subordinate.

Instead, he planned to bait her with the idea that a mysterious sect was trying to join hands with Yong Jamyeong.

"This is my father."

At Geom Mugeuk's introduction, Yong Jamyeong walked up to Geom Woojin. Behind him, Baek Chong had all his senses on high alert.

"I am Yong Jamyeong of the Milky Way Trading Company."

At Yong Jamyeong's greeting, Geom Woojin rose from his seat.

Geom Mugeuk and Hwi watched the scene, inwardly surprised.

His father was not the type of person to stand up to greet the owner of a trading company, not even if it was the world's number one.

However, Geom Woojin greeted him with due respect.

"Thank you for coming."

He was likely expressing his gratitude for him rushing over in response to his messenger pigeon.

The moment Yong Jamyeong heard Geom Woojin's voice, he felt as if something had struck him in the chest. It was a unique and intense feeling, different from excitement, anticipation, or fear.

Was this what it would feel like if fate itself were to speak to him? It wasn't the first time. He had felt this emotion a few times in his life, and each time, he had experienced a great change.

Meanwhile, when the name Yong Jamyeong was mentioned, everyone there was startled. The person most surprised was Geum Arin.

That man is the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company?

She had never seen him in person, but she had heard so many stories about him.

Once, her father had assessed him like this. "His power is not his wealth. He is a man whose name, Yong Jamyeong, has become a greater power than money."

It was an assessment that he was a figure who had transcended ruling with money. At that time, she had sensed her father's jealousy.

Unable to believe that such a man had appeared here, she glanced at her bodyguard, Lim Hyuk.

Lim Hyuk's voice transmission immediately came through. "He really is the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company."

Lim Hyuk had seen him before. Geum Arin had also seen him, though she was too young to remember.

Lim Hyuk's expression hardened. The ones he had seen earlier, Geom Mugeuk, Geom Woojin, and Hwi, were already more than they could handle.

And now Yong Jamyeong had come here?

In the merchant world, Yong Jamyeong was the backer of the Murim Alliance and a Heavenly Demon in his own right.

What should I do?

As Lim Hyuk racked his brain, his eyes suddenly met Hwi's. The meaning in Hwi's calm gaze was the same as the voice transmission he had sent earlier.

"Stop thinking, stop acting, and shut your mouth."

They were words that disregarded him, but Lim Hyuk had felt it was clearly well-intentioned advice. It was the same now.

If you want to live, don't step forward. Don't try to go against the current, just entrust your body to the waves.

Lim Hyuk gave a very slight nod to Hwi, then looked at the person he was supposed to protect. Geum Arin was staring at Geom Mugeuk.

A man like a legend came to meet you? What are you to deserve that? Even the Patriarch of the Golden Dragon Clan, to which she belonged, had to request an appointment in advance and visit him in person at a time they designated just to meet Yong Jamyeong.

What are you, a man whose inner qi was suppressed by me?

It was truly a sight that was hard to believe even after seeing it with her own eyes.

If the Milky Way Trading Company was the best in the merchant world, the Golden Dragon Clan she belonged to was also among the top three. They maintained a good relationship with the Milky Way Trading Company, but they were also fierce competitors.

Something isn't right. I have to find out why this meeting is happening and report it.

After finishing his greetings with Geom Woojin, Yong Jamyeong's gaze turned to Geum Arin and Lim Hyuk.

"And who might these people be?"

Geom Mugeuk introduced her. "I haven't yet heard the name of the Young Lady here, but one thing is certain about her."

She was inwardly anxious about what on earth he would say. And it was just as she expected.

"This is a Young Lady who is very blessed when it comes to food."

Geum Arin couldn't hide her dumbfounded expression. He was introducing her like this to the Director of the Milky Way Trading Company?

Yong Jamyeong smiled and said, "Of all the blessings, you possess a very happy one."

He spoke politely, but he thought to himself, If she hasn't even given her name yet, it must mean she doesn't know who she's dealing with.

He thought that the reason he was asked to come here today might be related to them.

Geom Mugeuk next introduced Hwang In. "This is the Director of the Yellow Road Trading Company. He's a man who dreams of one day becoming the owner of the world's number one trading company."

Hwang In truly never imagined that he would meet the person he dreamed of in this place today.

"It is an honor to meet you."

"I have been admiring the recent rapid growth of the Yellow Road Trading Company."

Hwang In's face flushed slightly. His success had been achieved through improper means, and he was surprised that the Milky Way Trading Company had been paying attention to him.

"My trading company has been reborn. Please watch over us in the future."

Like a true merchant, Hwang In was quick-witted.

"Then, I will take my leave now."

If he had his way, he would have loved to talk with Yong Jamyeong all night, but he sensed that this was not the right atmosphere for it.

Leaving now wouldn't necessarily mean distancing himself. Knowing when to join in and when to step back was another way of taking a step closer to his goal.

Just then, Lim Hyuk sent a voice transmission to Geum Arin.

"We should get up and leave now, too."

"I have to find out why they're meeting."

"You know, don't you? They aren't people who will easily reveal themselves. If we stay any longer, we'll only further expose our own identities."

His judgment was excellent. Geum Arin's judgment in accepting it was also good.

"Since a distinguished guest has arrived, we will also take our leave."

Geum Arin rose from her seat.

As she bid her farewell, Geom Mugeuk said to her, "Next time, try the food properly. You won't regret it."

The Geom Mugeuk who spoke of food felt like a different person from the one who had spoken earlier.

"Are you a human being worthy of living?"

Geum Arin had a premonition that she would soon have to answer that question.

She bowed politely to Geom Woojin and Yong Jamyeong, then left the place with Lim Hyuk.

As they walked toward the gate, she and Lim Hyuk conversed via voice transmission.

"We chose the meeting place, yet we're the ones being kicked out first."

"Still, at least we're leaving with our lives, aren't we?"

It was a gift that their good judgment had given them.


After those two had also left, Geom Mugeuk asked Yong Jamyeong, "Have you eaten?"

Normally, he would have naturally refused. Who would join a meal late just because they happened upon people eating? No, it had been a long time since such a situation had even occurred in the first place.

However, this occasion was different. It was the table where the Heavenly Demon was dining. He couldn't just stand by and watch, telling him to finish his meal.

"I haven't eaten yet."

"I cooked plenty, so there's more than enough for you to join us."

And so, Yong Jamyeong sat down at the table with them. Baek Chong and the other two bodyguards stood a few steps away.

"Please, join us."

When Geom Mugeuk invited them, Baek Chong politely declined.

"We're fine."

Geom Mugeuk didn't insist further. Forcing them to sit in this situation would only be an ordeal for them.

He brought over the food he had set aside, dishing it into a new bowl.

"This is a dish I cooked myself, while my father helped prepare the ingredients."

Yong Jamyeong was startled by those words.

"This is truly a precious meal."

"Of course. You'll never be able to eat it again."

Yong Jamyeong bowed his head to Geom Woojin and said, "I am honored."

"I'm not sure if it will suit your palate."

Yong Jamyeong tasted the food. Behind him, Baek Chong's nerves were stretched to their absolute limit.

What if it contains poison? What if they aren't trying to kill him, but to control him with a gu poison?

He wanted to rush forward right now and check it with a silver needle.

However, if he dared to stick a silver needle into the food made by the Heavenly Demon and the Young Cult Leader, his own heart would be pierced by their swords.

Yong Jamyeong ate the food comfortably, without any such worries.

"It's truly delicious."

It wasn't an empty compliment. As someone who had tried every delicious dish imaginable, he found this particular dish to be quite excellent.

"Next time, you should try a dish my father cooks while I assist. Then you can tell us whose food is more delicious."

Yong Jamyeong merely smiled.

He could never agree to such a thing. It was a request to judge the food of the Demonic Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader and decide which was superior.

After finishing the simple meal, Yong Jamyeong finally asked politely, "I am curious as to why such an esteemed person would summon a mere merchant."

Geom Mugeuk thought he had already done everything he needed to do. Through today's meeting, Geum Arin now knew that they and the Milky Way Trading Company had some kind of relationship.

However, as if to say that wasn't why he had summoned him, his father said something unexpected.

"I wanted to introduce you to my son."


Chapter 462: How Can We Talk About Money Without a Drink?

All the way here, Yong Jamyeong had been pondering why the Demonic Cult Leader had summoned him for both good and bad reasons. He never imagined, however, that the reason would be an introduction to his son.

Naturally, Yong Jamyeong's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. He was the next generation's Heavenly Demon and the most talked-about figure in the murim recently. The various rumors and information about him were always contradictory.

Trivial and yet amazing. The trivial things were too trivial to be believed, while the amazing results he achieved were too amazing to be believed.

As if to prove the rumors were not just rumors, he was holding a ladle during their first meeting. The first words Yong Jamyeong heard from him were, "Anyone want more soup?"

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head to his father.

"Thank you, Father."

He didn't know his father's hidden intentions, but he had faith that it was for his own sake. He could feel it just from the way his father glanced at him.

Since he didn't yet know what kind of people Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk were, Yong Jamyeong's suspicion was only natural. The Demonic Cult Leader arranged this meeting for his son's connections? That couldn't be right.

One conclusion naturally emerged.

In the end, was it about money?

It was a conclusion drawn from long experience. No matter how it was packaged, what a martial artist ultimately wanted from a merchant was money. Was the Heavenly Demon using his son to demand money under some pretext because he couldn't step forward himself?

Of course, the amount would be enormous, befitting the names of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Milky Way Trading Company.

What if that was the reason? A martial artist would get angry and try to retaliate against unreasonable demands, but a merchant must not. A merchant should ask himself at a time like this.

What will I get in return?

Hiding his inner thoughts, Yong Jamyeong spoke politely to Geom Woojin.

"Forming a friendship with the Young Cult Leader is something I earnestly desire."

He was sincere. There was nothing to lose by building a friendship with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. It meant he could have exciting conversations like this in the future.

"If you're going to be like that, I'll have to call someone I know."

"Who would you dare call against us?"

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

It meant he could have such thrilling conversations, as long as the other party had no hidden, impure intentions.

Geom Woojin rose from his seat.

"I'll see you later."

This meant he should spend some time with Geom Mugeuk. And "see you later" meant he shouldn't leave right away but stay for the day.

Yong Jamyeong was inwardly flustered. He hadn't expected Geom Woojin to leave him alone with the Young Cult Leader.

What is this situation? This was not something that he, the Director of the Milky Way Trading Company, could easily experience.

In any case, Geom Woojin had said he would see him later.

"I will see you later."

Yong Jamyeong replied with a smile, his tone respectful. His flawless etiquette was not just because his counterpart was the Heavenly Demon. As a merchant, Yong Jamyeong was not a person whose emotions dictated his attitude.

Geom Woojin slowly began to walk away.

Baek Chong, who was behind Yong Jamyeong, grew more tense. He hadn't noticed it when they were sitting and eating, but now that Geom Woojin was walking, the feeling was different. Though he walked slowly, it didn't feel slow. The air around him seemed to move with him at its center.

Before leaving, Geom Woojin left Yong Jamyeong with one last remark.

"This won't be a bad thing for you either."

What did he mean? Was it faith in his son? Or was it a hint? Yong Jamyeong couldn't tell. He had met countless people and had all sorts of experiences, but today, that experience was of little help.

Meanwhile, after the Demonic Cult Leader left, Baek Chong became even more tense. He sent a voice transmission to the martial artists with him.

"Don't let your guard down. There might be some trickery afoot."

He too couldn't understand Geom Woojin's actions. He wasn't focused on the fact that he had left Yong Jamyeong behind.

He's leaving just the Young Cult Leader behind?

Since the Demonic Cult Leader had left, he could act on his own authority.

Yong Jamyeong looked around and asked Geom Mugeuk, "Come to think of it, I don't see a single bodyguard. Where are they?"

"I left my bodyguards behind at our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the three martial artists standing behind Yong Jamyeong. "I told them to train until they've built up their skills as much as those gentlemen over there."

No one here would believe it, but it was the truth. They were likely deep in a training trance right now, determined that even if they couldn't protect him, they at least wouldn't be a burden.

Neither of them were people who would allow an awkward silence, so the conversation continued naturally.

"Since we've eaten, shall we go for a walk?"

"Let's."

The two men left the manor. Yong Jamyeong started by asking what he had been curious about.

"Why did you ask to meet at this manor?"

"It's because of the woman with the good fortune for food you saw earlier."

"What is your relationship with that woman?"

"She is someone who came to kill us."

From Geom Mugeuk's earlier comment that he didn't even know the woman's name, Yong Jamyeong had guessed that she didn't know their identities. If she had known, she would never have dared to reveal her own name. It was because she didn't know that she could plot such a thing.

The problem was this. They just let a woman who tried to kill the Demonic Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult go? It was something that should never happen.

The reason for his visit was revealed.

"So you called me here because of that woman."

"I believed so as well."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Yong Jamyeong and said, "Father had a different idea. You're surprised, aren't you? I was surprised too."

This private meeting between them wasn't arranged beforehand? Could that really be true? Yong Jamyeong didn't believe it. He was sure there was something they wanted.

As if reading his thoughts, Geom Mugeuk said, "I have a favor to ask."

Of course. There's no such thing as a good demon. Even those who claim to be from the orthodox sects engage in all sorts of schemes, let alone demons.

Hiding such thoughts, Yong Jamyeong said gently, "Tell me anything."

What do they want from the Milky Way Trading Company? How much do they want?

However, what came from Geom Mugeuk was not that kind of request.

"Please tell me your story, Director."

Yong Jamyeong stopped walking. Geom Mugeuk also stopped.

"My story?"

"Yes, any story will do."

"May I ask why?"

"I thought deeply about why my father wanted to introduce you to me, Director."

Geom Mugeuk had truly pondered it. This was a matter between him and his father before it was a matter between him and Yong Jamyeong.

"It's not like he'd say something like, 'Since you've met, you might as well get along, right?' Father is definitely not that kind of person."

"So? Did you find an answer?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. The answer he had come up with was this.

"He must want me to learn from you, Director."

"Learn what?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said, "The life of a person who has reached the pinnacle in their field."

Yong Jamyeong was speechless for a moment, feeling as if he'd been caught off guard. He had never thought the Heavenly Demon would introduce him to his son with such an intention.

However, Yong Jamyeong soon began to doubt his intentions. No, that couldn't be right, he thought. This would be the start, and then he would demand something. The gaze looking at him was so clear and deep that he was momentarily confused, that's all.

"The Cult Leader thinks too highly of a mere merchant. All I know are stories about money."

Geom Mugeuk, on the contrary, seemed excited.

"Isn't that the most interesting story of all?"

Geom Mugeuk strode ahead and said, "Let's go. How can we talk about money without a drink?"


The two men sat facing each other in an inn in the marketplace. It was the very same inn where all his meetings here had taken place.

Geom Mugeuk and Yong Jamyeong sat at a corner table. He had ordered Baek Chong and the other martial artists to stay as far away as possible. He thought it was inappropriate to have bodyguards standing behind him while the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was asking about his life.

After the two men poured each other a drink, they emptied their first cups.

"It's been a long time since I've had a drink in an inn like this. I used to come and drink here sometimes in the past."

"You're quite humble for someone who could buy this entire inn with the cost of a single meal."

Yong Jamyeong responded to Geom Mugeuk's sweet words with a smile.

"I enjoy being evaluated like this."

Geom Mugeuk refilled his cup and said, "That's a healthy pastime."

"Healthy? Not bluff and arrogance?"

"It's fine as long as that pastime isn't directed at people."

For a moment, Yong Jamyeong flinched.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean that when a person who has this much money directs that sense of superiority toward people, problems arise. At first, it might just be enjoying their envy, but gradually it turns into looking down on people, and eventually, it inflicts deep wounds. Just like how problems arise when the tip of a sword is pointed at someone."

Yong Jamyeong listened to Geom Mugeuk's words in silence.

"On the other hand, enjoying a sense of superiority alone in a shabby inn like this is a healthy pastime. So please, come often and enjoy it."

Yong Jamyeong was lost in thought for a moment, silent. He had never thought about it in this way before.

"Is that why you do it too?"

As the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company, Yong Jamyeong naturally knew about the tripartite meeting between the factions. The news that the meeting was held in a small tavern had come with the treasured information that it was the Young Cult Leader's regular spot.

In the end, his question was this. So, do you also enjoy a healthy pastime at the Alluring Inn?

Geom Mugeuk immediately understood what he meant by the question. That's why his answer was confident.

"No, I'm different."

"How so?"

"I genuinely like the owner of that tavern. The alcohol is good, the side dishes are delicious, and most importantly, he makes his customers feel comfortable. Next time you come to our Cult, I'll be sure to take you there."

Yong Jamyeong also smiled at the brightly smiling Geom Mugeuk.

"You're quite the smooth talker. That's a necessary talent for a merchant. What do you say? Have you ever thought of entering the world of commerce?"

"Perhaps my father recognized that I have the potential to become a money tree and introduced me to you, Director?"

The atmosphere was good as they exchanged such jokes. Unexpectedly, Yong Jamyeong was enjoying this meeting. Even though he was with someone whose true intentions were unknown, his conversation with him flowed without a hitch. For some reason, it was enjoyable.

However, when the sword and money meet, a good atmosphere can't last forever. It was better to ask while the mood was still good.

"What is it you want from me? Is it money?"

Staring into Yong Jamyeong's eyes, which held no fear of death, Geom Mugeuk asked back, "If it is money, will you give it?"

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men.

"How much do you want?"

A smile played on Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"How much do I want? To hear those words from the richest person in the world? That's everyone's dream."

Despite Geom Mugeuk's joke, Yong Jamyeong answered seriously.

"The amount isn't what's important. What you can give me in return is what's important."

Now, the playfulness vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face as well.

"I think it's a situation where you could easily misunderstand, but you saw my father, didn't you? Does he look like someone who would summon you here because he needs money, Director?"

A meaningful addition followed.

"When my father needs money, he is someone who goes to get it, not someone who summons people."

Yong Jamyeong could tell there was a double meaning in those words. At first glance, it might sound like he meant visiting respectfully, but that wasn't it. It meant he would invade and take everything.

If he was going to say this much, it seemed he hadn't been called here for money.

"I misunderstood. I apologize."

"It would be strange not to misunderstand."

No, if that's the case, then this situation is even stranger. What on earth do the Demonic Cult Leader and this Young Cult Leader want from him?

"Do you know what question people ask me the most?"

Geom Mugeuk guessed it exactly.

"What do I have to do to earn a lot of money?"

Yong Jamyeong nodded and asked, "Why don't you ask that?"

Then came an unexpected answer.

"Because the answer will be in your life story anyway, Director. That's why I said I wanted to hear your story."

Yong Jamyeong himself didn't trust the other's words. People were beings who could lie at any time. What he trusted was a person's life. When he looked at a person, he looked at the path they had walked.

"Are you really curious about my story? When talking about the past, it tends to get glorified and ends up as bragging. Won't someone else's bragging be boring?"

"Bragging is only boring when someone who isn't great is bragging. The bragging of a truly great person is a magnificent adventure tale."

Yong Jamyeong's admiration naturally made him think of bloodlines. The Heavenly Demon's son is his son, after all. Otherwise, there was no way to explain the intensity emanating from someone so young.

"I always try to live by two principles."

"What are they?"

"The first is to try not to fear death, and the second is to not place the fun of making money as the highest value."

"Neither of those seems to fit the principles of the richest man in the Central Plains. Could you please elaborate?"

His life story began to flow naturally.

"The reason I don't place the fun of making money as the highest value is that I've confirmed I'm a person who finds more fun in earning money than in spending it."

Most successful merchants had this tendency.

"I've seen too many people get consumed by the fun of making money and get devoured by that thing called money."

This way of thinking was likely the reason why the name Yong Jamyeong carried a power stronger than money.

"It seems similar to martial arts. I mean, when you get too obsessed with winning, you can get devoured by your martial arts."

"An apt analogy."

The two men drank together. Their cups clinked more forcefully than before.

"Then what's the reason for trying not to fear death?"

Recalling that unforgettable day, Yong Jamyeong's gaze deepened.

"I almost died when I was young. I was saved right at the brink of death. Since that day, I've approached everything with courage, with the mindset that I'm living on borrowed time."

"Since I'm a martial artist, I'm naturally interested in stories about overcoming such life-or-death crises."

This is your chance to fulfill the lifelong wish that would have been your regret until death. So, recall the events of that day well.

"What happened that day?"


Chapter 463: Benefactor, Where Are You and What Are You Doing?

You don't realize it on the day itself. Only after time has passed and you look back do you finally understand.

Ah! That was the day my life changed.

For Yong Jamyeong, that day was just such a day. It wasn't just because his life, which was on the brink of death, was saved. It was because his entire outlook on life had changed.

"Back then, I was always full of confidence."

And with good reason. He was young, smart, and had a knack for business, so everything he touched turned to success.

"I even begrudged the time I spent sleeping. It felt like money was scattered everywhere, and if I didn't pick it up first, someone else would."

In his youth, he was completely engrossed in the fun of making money. No other emotion could overcome that joy.

"I succeeded again and again. It felt as if all the world's fortune was focused solely on me. But I didn't become arrogant. On the contrary, I was more humble and worked even harder. Nevertheless, the misfortune that was bound to come eventually found me."

Yong Jamyeong silently gazed down at his cup. In its reflection, he saw the face of his younger self.


"Director, you'll become a god of the merchant world!" Man So declared with a wide smile.

"Don't needlessly flatter me." Yong Jamyeong shook his head and laughed. His smile, which put others at ease, was the same even in his youth.

"It's not flattery. You know how many merchants I've met, don't you? Just you wait and see, you'll definitely become the greatest merchant."

He had known Man So for about three or four years. Man So made a living by doing various jobs for merchants. He would gather information on goods, arrange for laborers, or connect a Trading Company with mercenaries. To put it nicely, he was versatile. To put it bluntly, he took on all the odd jobs.

He helped with the Trading Company's work as if it were his own, so everyone at the Milky Way Trading Company liked him.

Then one day, Man So announced, "We've arrived."

The two men entered a small manor. The reason they had come here today was for Man So to introduce someone.

"Now that the Trading Company is established, it's time to recruit martial artists. We can't put it off any longer."

This was before Yong Jamyeong had even formed a connection with Baek Chong. At this point, the Trading Company had no affiliated martial artists. Transporting goods could be handled by using an escort agency, and the company's work was done by people who had been there for a long time.

Occasionally, when a bodyguard was needed, he would handle it by getting an introduction to a martial artist through Man So.

However, as the Trading Company's scale grew, so did the need for affiliated martial artists. The value and quantity of the goods they handled had increased. It was no longer a problem that could be solved by having a few strong men take turns guarding the warehouse.

Still, Yong Jamyeong couldn't easily make a decision.

What if those martial artists had other intentions?

This worry never left his mind. It was because of his distrustful nature. In the end, however, he was persuaded by Man So to meet a master.

"What kind of martial artist are you introducing me to?"

"He's a trustworthy person. If you don't like him, Director, you don't have to make a decision."

He figured that if Man So trusted the person, he must be reliable. After all, Man So had never once disappointed him.

But he never imagined that today would be the day of that disappointment.

His first impression of the waiting martial artist was not good. A lecherous vibe emanated from his sharp eyes, and he had a vaguely cunning look about him. Not to mention the scar on his face and his twisted lips.

"It's a pleasure to meet you."

In response to Yong Jamyeong's greeting, the martial artist grinned. Seeing that smile made him feel unpleasant.

Yong Jamyeong glanced at Man So, who stood beside him.

This is the person you introduced as trustworthy?

Man So was smiling as always. Just as Yong Jamyeong was feeling that his smile seemed strangely unfamiliar today, the martial artist opened his mouth.

"Is this the guy?"

At that single phrase, which reeked of impure intentions, Yong Jamyeong's heart sank.

The martial artist picked up a liquor bottle from the table, drank straight from it, and then threw the documents beside it onto the floor.

"Sign it."


Yong Jamyeong returned to the present.

"It was something that man, Man So, orchestrated by bringing in that martial artist. Do you know what I was truly afraid of back then?"

Geom Mugeuk asked as he poured liquor into his cup. "What was it?"

"It was the fact that my death would be a dog's death."

Geom Mugeuk understood the meaning of those words perfectly.

"They were after a relatively small amount of money."

Yong Jamyeong nodded. "The money they tried to snatch was merely a few thousand taels. Of course, that would be a large sum to some, but to me, who was solidifying the foundation of the Trading Company at the time, it wasn't that much."

"It must have been a plan to simply smuggle out the goods that had arrived at the warehouse. It was possible with just a document bearing my signature. Since Man So often helped with our work."

"But that man, Man So, must have had a rough idea of your financial situation, Director?"

"He would have."

"Why didn't he aim for more money?"

"The martial artist he conspired with was no ordinary man. He was the Cunning Evil Ghost, who was notorious at the time."

The Cunning Evil Ghost. He was a lecher notorious in the murim at the time. A man who raped and murdered all sorts of women, regardless of age, and had been declared a public enemy of the murim by the Murim Alliance.

"At the time, the bastard was on the run from someone. He joined hands with Man So while trying to quickly secure funds for his escape. The two had known each other for a long time."

All of that was revealed later.

"Can you believe it? I had lived a life completely unrelated to perverts, yet I ended up entangled like that."

Geom Mugeuk listened to him in silence. His role right now was to listen.

"I asked Man So. 'You have a rough idea of how much I'm worth, don't you? And yet you pull something like this for a mere few thousand taels?'"

Yong Jamyeong's face flushed as if remembering that moment.

"Then that man shamelessly laughed and said this. 'Then you should have offered more.'"

Rage filled Yong Jamyeong's face.

"I was so angry. Not at him, but at myself for being deceived by such a man. He was a vile person from the start, the kind to associate with a pervert, yet I hadn't noticed the slightest hint of it."

"So what happened?"

Yong Jamyeong drank his liquor, and Geom Mugeuk refilled his cup. These were words that couldn't be spoken without alcohol.

"First, they beat me."


WHACK! WHACK!

Under the continuous beating, Yong Jamyeong shouted. "I'll sign! I'll do it!"

The one beating him wasn't the Cunning Evil Ghost, but Man So. He pretended not to hear and just kept beating him.

Yong Jamyeong knew he was trying to break his spirit. Even merchants sometimes have to break their opponent's spirit during a deal. He had chosen the most extreme and fastest method.

Someone who has never been in a fight will easily surrender when exposed to violence for the first time. Shock, pain, and fear. Am I really going to be beaten to death like this? The mind is bound to crumble in an instant. It was a terror that those who have never experienced it could never know.

"Please! Stop!" Yong Jamyeong curled up, covering his head and face.

He despaired. It wasn't because of the beating. It was because they had revealed their faces and were carrying this out so openly.

They're going to kill me in the end.

Man So stopped the beating and yanked Yong Jamyeong to his feet. "Now, sign."

Yong Jamyeong knew that the moment he signed, he would die.

"I'll give you more money. A really large sum..."

WHACK!

Man So's fists flew again. A beating even more severe than before began. Man So knew Yong Jamyeong well. He knew that as a smart person, he wouldn't sign easily. That's why he was trying to beat the sense out of him.

Even as he screamed, Yong Jamyeong had only one thought.

I have to live. I don't want to die by the hands of a man like this!

The man pulled Yong Jamyeong up again.

Meanwhile, the Cunning Evil Ghost was looking out the window. He looked anxious, as if he were being chased by someone.

"Hurry up and finish it!"

At his words, Man So pressed Yong Jamyeong. "Sign."

"I'll give you my entire fortune. So please..."

WHACK! WHACK!

But even the pain couldn't overcome the fear of death. Tears streamed from Yong Jamyeong's eyes. Tears of pain, and tears of injustice.

He had lived so diligently. He had worked, cutting back on sleep. He had tried his best to treat the people of the Trading Company well.

Is this kind of death the reward for all that effort?

I shouldn't have trusted people. Even though I said I didn't.

You'll become a god of the merchant world!

This was the result of being intoxicated by those sweet words. Deceived by someone, he came to his senses only to find the situation was already over.

What if it had been a choice between losing his entire fortune or not? Would he have felt even a little better?

Please save me.

He prayed to the heavens. If there was a god of merchants, he prayed to that god as well.

If you save me! If you save me!

He hadn't made a promise yet, but the door opened.


Yong Jamyeong's face was filled with emotion as he spoke. "That's when that person walked in."

Geom Mugeuk recalled that moment. The image of his young father.

"When that person entered, I felt the air in the room change." Yong Jamyeong closed his eyes and recalled that time. If the previous memories were of pain, from this point on, they were memories of joy and longing.

"How should I describe this man?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled, watching the pondering Yong Jamyeong. It wouldn't be easy to describe him based on such a brief encounter.

"First, I thought he was handsome."

"More than me?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Yong Jamyeong nodded firmly.

"I think you've forgotten who I am for a moment."

"Sorry, but he's my benefactor."

"I'll take that as him getting extra benefactor points."

Yong Jamyeong smiled at the joke. Now that it was a pleasant story, he was more at ease. "He was handsome, yet had a strong presence. He was somehow cold and aloof, I just don't know how to describe him."

Father in his youth, I want to see him so badly too. So much so that I wish I had been there.

"The moment he saw him, the Cunning Evil Ghost started trembling. That was the first time I had ever seen such extreme fear on someone's face. I could tell that the reason the bastard had been so anxious the whole time was because of that person."

"And what happened next was instantaneous. A brilliant light flashed, and that pervert bastard crumbled, torn into unrecognizable pieces. As a martial artist, you might like this kind of story, but honestly, my eyes couldn't see a thing."

Seeing him torn to pieces, he must have angered my father. He probably raped and murdered a woman from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"So what did you do?"

"At first, I was frozen and couldn't say anything. When that person turned to look at me, I shouted. 'Please save me. I'm not with these men.'"


I still remember it. The look in his eyes as he gazed at me.

His eyes were asking for a reason. Why should I trust you, why should I save you.

Yong Jamyeong instinctively knew that his life or death depended on his answer. What should I say? His mind raced, but his mouth was already speaking. He could only hope his instincts were working correctly.

"The man who tried to kill me always said it. That I would become a god of the merchant world. I want to achieve that."

He didn't know why he had said that. The words just came out on their own.

The man didn't act on feeling alone. He went to the table and looked at the contract lying there. From the contract, he confirmed that it was a situation where a signature was being forced.

This time, the man looked at Man So.

"He's lying. That man is..."

The man waited, but the next words didn't come. Man So possessed the eloquence to spin a plausible story even in a situation like this, but today was different. The moment he met the silent gaze of the man staring at him, his words strangely caught in his throat.

He had lived his entire life with hypocrisy and lies, but in this final moment, he died truthfully, unable to utter a single lie.

With a flash of light, his body was bisected.

"Please, tell me your name, benefactor."

But the man left the place without a word.

"I'll become the world's number one merchant and surely repay you!"

He made the promise to that man that he couldn't make to the heavens.

It was a shame. If only he had said a word to take credit, or at the very least, smiled at him before leaving. He left just as suddenly as he had appeared.


"That's what happened that day."

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup to him. Yong Jamyeong clinked his cup against it. The two men drank in silence. For a moment, they both thought of the same person.

"You kept your promise to become the world's number one merchant."

"But he doesn't know, does he?"

That was what he regretted so much. He wanted to meet that person and tell him.

Do you remember? I'm the person you saved back then. As I said I would, I've become the greatest merchant.

If only he could say those words, he felt he would have no regrets. It was something he could have just dismissed as 'I was lucky,' but for some reason, he kept thinking of that person. So much so that it felt like they were bound by the chains of fate.

"I even wonder sometimes. Was I just dreaming?"

"I tried everything to find my benefactor, but I couldn't. No one claimed to have seen him. Sometimes, I felt such regret. Year by year, I get older like this. He must have aged too. How would he have changed? What is he doing with his life?"

"Do you happen to have a portrait of him?"

At that, Yong Jamyeong took a piece of paper from his robes. He took it out carefully, as if it would crumble at the slightest touch.

"I always carry it with me."

The paper, carefully folded inside a silk cloth, was old and discolored, its edges looking as if they would tear at any moment.

"This is the original I drew back then. I was going to make hundreds of copies to search for him, but I stopped. I thought it might cause trouble for him."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the face drawn on the old paper. It was so faded that a stranger wouldn't be able to recognize it, but Geom Mugeuk saw his father in it.

Father.

So this is how I get to see my father in his youth.

"I can't remember his face clearly anymore."

I thought I would never forget. No, I was certain I would never forget. But like the paper the portrait was drawn on, it grew fainter and fainter as the years passed.

Yong Jamyeong watched Geom Mugeuk gaze at the portrait. He saw a sense of longing in his deep, clear eyes.

Why is he looking at it like that?

The next moment, Yong Jamyeong flinched. The man's face, which had been fading as if in a fog, began to come to mind. It was a face that had only been growing fainter recently, but now it came to him as clearly as if it had happened yesterday.

Benefactor!

He was so happy that the face came to him so clearly. It was as vivid as if he were standing right in front of him.

But why?

What does the reason matter? This happy feeling is what's important.

I've grown so old, but you've remained the same. Benefactor, where are you and what are you doing now? Are you perhaps struggling for money? I have plenty of money. Please, come find me and tell me to repay the grace you showed me back then!

Then, he glanced absentmindedly at Geom Mugeuk.

!

Goosebumps erupted all over his body. It was because he felt a similar feeling from the benefactor back then and the Geom Mugeuk in front of him now. It was as if that person from back then was sitting in front of him now. Their appearances certainly weren't that similar.

At that very moment!

"...Could it be?"

Over the face of his young benefactor, another face began to superimpose itself. The face of the person who had summoned him here. The face of the absolute ruler of this era.

And so, the face of the Demonic Cult Leader Geom Woojin, crossing the long years, overlapped with the face of the young benefactor.

The two faces became one.


Chapter 464: A Son, the Incarnation of Greed

"Benefactor!"

Yong Jamyeong shot up from his seat. A thrilling jolt ran through his entire body. It was the first time in his life he had ever been this shocked.

My benefactor was the Demonic Cult Leader?

His heart pounded violently. Of all people, the Demonic Cult Leader? It was truly unbelievable.

Could I be mistaken?

But that wasn't it. The image of the benefactor he saw that day and the Heavenly Demon he met today merged perfectly, as if they were one. They were clearly the same person.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been looking at the portrait, glanced up at Yong Jamyeong.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. He realized that the person who had saved Yong Jamyeong in the past was his father.

Right, how could he not recognize someone like Father?

Geom Mugeuk carefully folded the paper with the drawing of his father's youth and wrapped it in silk. He offered it back to Yong Jamyeong.

"I've had a good look."

However, Yong Jamyeong didn't take it.

"The Young Cult Leader should have it."

Geom Mugeuk feigned ignorance and asked him, "Why are you giving this to me? Isn't this drawing precious to you, Director?"

Then came a reply that proved Geom Mugeuk's prediction was correct.

"From now on, it might become an even more precious item to you, Young Cult Leader. Now, let's return to our quarters."


Geom Woojin was in his quarters, drinking tea.

"Father, I've returned."

Geom Mugeuk and Yong Jamyeong stepped inside.

Geom Woojin sensed the look in Yong Jamyeong's eyes had changed. Though he knew exactly where the intense emotion came from, Geom Woojin feigned ignorance and asked his son, "Did you have a good talk with the Director?"

"Is there any story as interesting as one about money? On top of that, I even heard stories of the Director's youth."

Geom Woojin looked at Yong Jamyeong and spoke calmly.

"And how was the Director?"

"It was a more precious time than any other meeting."

Ever since entering the room, Yong Jamyeong had been staring only at Geom Woojin's face. This would have been absolutely impossible when they met earlier.

"Cult Leader."

Yong Jamyeong's voice trembled. He had been through all sorts of things as the Milky Way Trading Company rose to the top, but he had never trembled as much as he did now.

"Do you remember me?"

His father looked at him silently for a moment.

From that reaction, Geom Mugeuk could tell.

Father knew.

Come to think of it, he must have known. Yong Jamyeong might never have imagined that the person who saved him was the Heavenly Demon, but his father was different. When he heard from Yong Jamyeong what had happened that day, he said his father had seen the contract that the Cunning Evil Ghost and Man So tried to force him to sign.

At that time, his father must have realized that the person he had saved was the young Director of the Milky Way Trading Company.

Since that day, the Milky Way Trading Company had grown while maintaining a balance between the orthodox and unorthodox factions.

If he had wanted to, his father could have revealed, "I am the one who saved you," and made the Milky Way Trading Company a trading company that followed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but he never revealed that fact. He must have even received reports that Yong Jamyeong was desperately searching for the benefactor who saved him.

The richest man in the world was trying to repay a debt of gratitude, and he didn't even contact him?

That's so like Father. How could I not respect him?

Yong Jamyeong asked about that day long ago. "Do you perhaps remember the day in your youth when you punished the Cunning Evil Ghost for his evil deeds?"

Despite his trembling question, Geom Woojin still gave no answer.

Because of that, Yong Jamyeong was certain. The benefactor from that day was the Cult Leader before him. If it weren't him, he would have said, "I never did such a thing," or reacted with, "I don't remember."

However, Geom Woojin just listened to his words without any change in expression. And he watched him with a silent gaze.

Those are the eyes.

He was sure they were the same eyes from that day. Come to think of it, he hadn't said a single word on the day he saved him either. He had left only that gaze behind.

"That day, you saved me when I was captured there, Cult Leader. If it weren't for you, I would have died that day."

It would have been such an unjust death. He wouldn't have lost his entire fortune, but he would have lost his life over a single warehouse being robbed for a pervert's escape funds. He probably wouldn't have been able to close his eyes even in death.

Yong Jamyeong slowly prostrated himself on the floor, offering a deep bow.

"First, please accept my bow."

He bowed with all his sincerity. After the Milky Way Trading Company had risen to the top, had he ever bowed his head to anyone?

"I finally get to see you. I've wanted to meet you so much all these years."

In truth, until now, he had felt bewildered and fearful before the Heavenly Demon. He even had a sliver of doubt that it might not be him. It was truly a complex state of mind.

Just then, Geom Woojin rose from his seat and walked over to him.

Then, he bent down, took Yong Jamyeong's arm, and helped him up.

Geom Mugeuk, who was watching, was startled. He had never imagined his father would help him up.

So, how surprised must Yong Jamyeong have been?

However, his surprise was only just beginning.

"I remember you."

At those words that struck his heart, Yong Jamyeong's eyes widened.

It really is the Cult Leader! He remembered me!

His whole body trembled uncontrollably. The person who had taken his arm and helped him up was both the man who had saved his life and the current Heavenly Demon.

"Then did you know it was me from the beginning?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

"You knew that the person you saved back then was me!"

Then, the words Yong Jamyeong had wanted to hear his entire life flowed from Geom Woojin's lips.

"I have been hearing news of your continued success in the world of commerce."

"Ah! You knew!"

Yong Jamyeong's chest swelled with emotion, and a lump formed in his throat.

He did not ask why he hadn't sought him out. Was the Heavenly Demon an ordinary person? Would he be the type of person to visit the man he saved just because he became the owner of the world's number one trading company and boast about it? The important thing right now was this.

My benefactor remembered me. He knew I had become the world's number one merchant.

At last, a true joy washed over him. The refreshing thrill of everything being clearly revealed enveloped his entire body.

What felt best of all was that the past years had not been in vain. He knew that he had kept his promise. He knew that his benefactor had been watching over his life.

A precious word came from Geom Woojin.

"You have worked hard all this time."

He could no longer hold back.

Tears welled up in Yong Jamyeong's eyes.

He had lived a harsh life, never showing tears, but he couldn't suppress the intense emotion surging from deep within his heart.

Even when he heard all sorts of praise from those around him, a corner of his heart always felt empty. Yes, he could now clearly see it was because he wanted to be acknowledged by this man.

"...I really wanted to see you."

You have no idea how much I wanted to tell you that I kept the promise I made that day.

"Now, I can die with no regrets."

Finally, tears streamed from Yong Jamyeong's eyes.

He had two lifelong wishes. One was to become the owner of the world's number one trading company. The other was to find his benefactor and repay his kindness.

This was the moment he would fulfill his second wish.

Yong Jamyeong took something out from his robes. It was an ornate key that he had treasured.

It was no ordinary key. It was made of Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron, an object that possessed immense value by itself.

"This is the key to a secret vault where I've gathered things I intended to give you when I found you, my benefactor."

Yong Jamyeong respectfully offered it to Geom Woojin.

His father refused at once.

"I don't need any reward."

The reason for his refusal was also just like his father.

"Your desire to find me all this time is repayment enough."

Because of that, Yong Jamyeong could give it to him with an even lighter heart.

"Because you are the Cult Leader, I feel more at ease giving you this. After all, you are someone who can obtain anything you desire in this world. So please, accept it comfortably. To you, Cult Leader, these are but trivial things."

Just from this, Geom Mugeuk could tell that Yong Jamyeong was no ordinary man.

Where else could one find a person who sought to repay a debt of gratitude for so many years? Moreover, someone who had even prepared like this for the day they would meet again was even rarer.

A person like this must be why he was able to achieve such great success.

"If you don't want it, Father, I'll take it instead."

As Geom Mugeuk moved to take it, his father took the key a step ahead of him.

"No, I said give it to me! You have a son who is an incarnation of greed right here!" Mugeuk protested.

With an expression that said "not a chance," Geom Woojin tucked the key into his robes.

Watching this, Yong Jamyeong smiled faintly. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk had deliberately stepped in to help Geom Woojin accept the key.

"If you go find a man named Jung Song, an herb gatherer below Mount Yuhua in Chongqing, he will guide you to the secret vault."

"I will gladly accept your sentiment."

Chongqing is between Shaanxi and our Cult anyway, Geom Mugeuk thought. We can stop by on the way there or on the way back.

I wonder what's in the secret vault that key opens? Judging by the atmosphere, it seems like he's stored a gift he's been preparing for a long time.

I'm definitely more of a snob than Father. I want to run over right now and see what's inside.

Then again, what would Father, the master of the Heavenly Demon Vault, be curious about?

And the greatest gift for his father probably wasn't that key.

It was the fact that Yong Jamyeong now knew his father was his benefactor.

The Milky Way Trading Company, which had skillfully walked a tightrope between the orthodox and unorthodox factions, had now become a company that followed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Yong Jamyeong didn't deliberately reveal such a resolution. Just as Geom Woojin hadn't come seeking him to demand something, he didn't reveal his heart with words.

He would continue to run the trading company as if walking a tightrope, but he would treat his father with a deep loyalty unknown to anyone.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father.

Father, did you perhaps anticipate this outcome? Is that why you introduced me to this man? In the hopes that his loyalty would extend to me?

The words that he would introduce him had been truly unexpected.

Maintaining a good relationship with Yong Jamyeong would be a great asset in leading the Cult. When his father introduced him, he had said this to Yong Jamyeong.

[It won't be a bad thing for you, either.]

He had said it in the hope that the bond between himself and Yong Jamyeong would continue. He must have known this situation would arise.

"Father, would you like to take a look at this?"

Geom Mugeuk took out the portrait he had received from Yong Jamyeong and showed it to his father.

"This is you from back then, Father."

His father rarely revealed his emotions, but at this unexpected sight of his younger self, a strange light flickered in his eyes.

Right, how could even Father not miss his bygone youth?

"Director Yong seems to misremember you as being more handsome than me."

At that, his father stated firmly, "As expected of the best merchant, his memory is excellent."

"His eyes might be getting old."

At their conversation, Yong Jamyeong smiled and gazed at the faded drawing.

"I truly miss those days."

His father's gaze didn't leave the drawing for a long time.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk took the drawing back and folded it neatly.

"This one is mine. I can yield the key, but not this."

A faint smile graced Geom Woojin's lips. To Geom Mugeuk, that smile was more precious than any treasure in the secret vault.


That night, Yong Jamyeong was strolling in the front yard.

His mind was restless, and sleep wouldn't come.

"Can't sleep?"

He turned to see Geom Mugeuk walking out.

"I'm too excited to sleep."

The gaze with which he looked at Geom Mugeuk was incomparably softer than when they first met.

Now, with a much more relaxed heart, Yong Jamyeong asked, "May I ask why the Cult Leader summoned me this time?"

He sensed that he had been summoned for a reason unrelated to the past incident.

Geom Mugeuk revealed why they had come. "The reason my father and I came here was because of the Golden Dragon Clan."

"I knew it."

Yong Jamyeong wasn't surprised at all, as if he already knew something.

"We also obtained information that the Golden Dragon Clan has been secretly operating a clandestine organization lately, and we've been keeping an eye on them."

The information wars waged in the world of commerce were no less intense than those in the murim. As the world's number one trading company, their intelligence on competing companies must be formidable.

"Yes, we came to investigate after discovering evidence that the money earned by that organization is flowing into a murim organization that threatens the murim."

Would their intelligence network be proficient only in the world of commerce?

"The three-party talks were also related to them, weren't they?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Yong Jamyeong's low question.

"The woman we saw during the day seems to be the one leading that secret organization."

"So the reason you called me here was also because of that woman."

"That's right. They will consider our meeting with you, Director, as a major piece of intelligence. After all, the Director of the Milky Way Trading Company came in person. We plan to use this to infiltrate the core of the Golden Dragon Clan."

"Is there anything else I can do to help?"

"You've already helped enough just by coming here in person."

"I want to help more."

He was reluctant to return just like this.

"It could be dangerous."

"In building the number one trading company in the Central Plains, did I only walk safe paths?"

Yong Jamyeong did not want to go back like this. He had finally met his benefactor after so long. He wanted to spend even a little more time with him. If he weren't truly the Heavenly Demon, he would have wanted to ask him to come to the trading company and stay with him for a month, or even a year.

"Alright. Then please stay for three more days and help me. It will be a great help to me."

Yong Jamyeong's expression brightened.

In truth, Geom Mugeuk was confident he could deal with the woman and create an opportunity even without Yong Jamyeong.

That was why asking him to stay was a consideration for Yong Jamyeong. He fully understood his desire to be with his father a little longer.

You've waited for decades, so enjoy three more days.

As someone who had lived as a merchant for a long time, Yong Jamyeong was quick-witted.

"Thank you."

"What are you talking about?"

"I know this decision was for my sake."

Geom Mugeuk replied with a smile. "Honestly, it's for my sake. When else would I get to spend time with the world's number one merchant?"

Yong Jamyeong wanted to say, From now on, anytime.

To him, he was no longer the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, but the son of his benefactor.

The fact that his benefactor was the Demonic Cult Leader made him even happier. It made him feel that he hadn't become the owner of the world's number one trading company just by luck.

It felt as if he had become another destiny created by a greater destiny.

"Now, just say the word. What should I do now?"

These three days with the Heavenly Demon and the Young Cult Leader would be an unforgettable time for the rest of his life. As if to prove it, the Young Cult Leader before him smiled and asked.

"Pardon me for asking, but do you have some money?"


Chapter 465: I Have to Find Out the Amount

Yong Jamyeong laughed out loud. When was the last time he had laughed so heartily?

He had to wonder. Did he have some money? Asking this question to the wealthiest man in the Central Plains was no different from asking the Demonic Cult Leader, "Do you know any martial arts?" And the person who made such a joke was the current Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

While building the Milky Way Trading Company, he had always been wary of martial artists. Among them, he was most cautious and guarded against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He felt that if trouble ever broke out, negotiations with them would be impossible. They were beings who seemed like they would surge forward like a tidal wave.

Then, new information about the Demonic Cult had arrived. It was news about this young man standing right before him, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

The information that came in secretly was truly astonishing. Stories that were hard to believe were true. Even as he heard report after report that the Young Cult Leader was different from the demonics of the past, he had thought, how different could he possibly be? A demonic is a demonic, after all.

However, this Young Cult Leader, whom he had met in person, was different. He was completely different. He was an even more special person than the rumors suggested.

"How much would be enough?"

At Yong Jamyeong's question, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied.

"The more, the better."

"That's the one thing I'm good at."

At his humble words, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"However, you don't actually have to give it to me."

"What do you mean by that?"

"You just have to pretend to give it."

Yong Jamyeong guessed Geom Mugeuk's intention. He meant that they only needed to leak the information that the Milky Way Trading Company had given a large sum of money to the Western Blade Sect.

"And the question of 'how much would be enough' is something the other party should be hearing, not you, Director."

Yong Jamyeong was impressed with Geom Mugeuk. It was only a moment ago that he had asked to be allowed to stay here. And so, he had been granted three days. In other words, in that short moment, Geom Mugeuk had come up with some kind of plan.

The most extraordinary Young Cult Leader in history.

He was certainly living up to his reputation.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Director."

Now was the time to formally express his gratitude.

"Thank you."

If it weren't for Geom Mugeuk, he would never have realized that Geom Woojin was his benefactor. If he hadn't asked to hear the old story, if he hadn't asked to see the portrait, if he hadn't seen Geom Woojin's likeness in Geom Mugeuk. He would have never known that Geom Woojin was his benefactor.

Knowing this was what Yong Jamyeong meant, Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"I'm with the richest man in the world, and I get a 'thank you' even when I ask for money."

Yong Jamyeong liked Geom Mugeuk. The Demonic Cult Leader's words, that it wouldn't be a bad thing for him either, now he understood them completely. No, it wasn't just 'not bad'. If he continued to maintain a good relationship with a Young Cult Leader like this, it would be a great help not only to himself but also to the Milky Way Trading Company.

That must have been why these words came out so naturally.

"Those three days start from tomorrow."

For him, every single day was precious.


"The Milky Way Trading Company is plotting something."

The proof was that the head of the Milky Way Trading Company had appeared here in person. The circumstances made it look like the Milky Way Trading Company and the Western Blade Sect were joining hands.

At Geum Arin's words, her bodyguard Lim Hyuk nodded silently.

"The people of the Western Blade Sect are no ordinary figures."

Lim Hyuk recalled Hwi, who had appeared after dropping his concealment. He had never seen such incredible concealment arts. It was the pinnacle of the art, something only those who had trained in it could recognize.

Then, he remembered what Hwi had said.

"Do you want to protect your master? Then stop. Your thoughts, your actions. And shut your mouth."

He had meant it as a warning not to act rashly in that manor.

For some reason, he kept feeling that it was a warning that should be applied to this entire affair.

"That must be why the Director of the Milky Way Trading Company came in person."

She thought of the man named Geom Yeon, and the way his father and uncle had acted. They were not ordinary. The presence his father exuded, in particular, was difficult to describe in words.

"If they've joined hands, then my subordinates were ultimately taken down by the Milky Way Trading Company."

This was a different matter from them simply getting into a fight with some murim sects by chance. It meant that the Milky Way Trading Company could be behind this incident. Of course, the possibility was slim.

If that were the case, they wouldn't have let them leave the manor so easily that day.

"We'll hear from the family."

He had already reported to the family that the head of the Milky Way Trading Company was moving alone.

"I can't just wait until we hear from them."

She had to find out for herself what the relationship between the Milky Way Trading Company and the Western Blade Sect was, and why the head of the Milky Way Trading Company had come here himself. The situation here could be over before that.

"What are you planning to do?"

"I have to find out what's going on through that man, Geom Yeon."

Lim Hyuk looked at her with a worried expression. She had always handled her assignments well until now and certainly had an extraordinary side for her young age. But this time, he had a bad feeling.

Geum Arin could feel Lim Hyuk's concern.

"I know. He's not an easy opponent."

She thought of Geom Mugeuk. When she thought of him, the first thing that came to mind was his smiling, joking face. She knew it is always the strong who smile. Geom Mugeuk's smile came from a place of leisure, and that leisure came from strength.

Just then, a subordinate came and reported.

"Geom Yeon and the head of the Milky Way Trading Company are on the move."

"Just the two of them?"

"Yes, that's right."

"Where to?"

"The Continental Bank."

Geum Arin immediately guessed the reason. What other reason could there be for a merchant and a martial artist to go to a bank? The Milky Way Trading Company must be transferring money to the Western Blade Sect.

She ordered her subordinate.

"Find out secretly how much money was exchanged. You must find out the amount."


That afternoon, Geum Arin came to Geom Mugeuk's residence.

"What is it?"

"I came because I have something to tell you."

"Come in."

"It's stuffy. Let's go for a walk."

Geum Arin refused to enter the house. She knew the Director of the Milky Way Trading Company was still staying here. And this man's father was here too. That place was a tiger's den.

Geom Mugeuk readily accepted her proposal.

"Fine, let's do that."

It was precisely this kind of attitude, the reason she felt she might be able to get something out of this man.

I have to use this man's confidence. I need to stick a straw into that confidence and suck out only the humility. Because when humility disappears from confidence, it becomes arrogance.

The two slowly began to walk toward the market. She walked a little distance away from Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you walking so far away?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Geum Arin answered.

"Have you forgotten? The last time we met, we were trying to kill each other."

"Let's be clear. It wasn't 'each other'. It was a situation where you were trying to kill me."

"The blood of my subordinates is probably still on your sword."

"Because you tried to kill me first."

"Well, you survived, didn't you?"

She was cautious with every word, focusing her entire mind. She had never dealt with this type of person before and had to be on high alert even when he made a single joke.

"But there's one strange thing."

"What's strange?"

"As you know, I ran into the head of the Milky Way Trading Company that day. Their Trading Company's martial artists should have done a background check on me by now, but there's been no movement."

She was probing to see if the Milky Way Trading Company knew about her existence.

In fact, she knew that the bodyguard of the Milky Way Trading Company's head was ironclad and would always investigate any unknown person who made contact.

"I already told them about you."

"What did you say?"

"You heard me that day, didn't you? That you're a woman with good fortune when it comes to food."

When Geum Arin made a dumbfounded face, Geom Mugeuk smiled and added.

"I told them you have a personal connection with me. So, out of consideration for me, they won't investigate you."

Geum Arin paused in her steps for a moment. Naturally, Geom Mugeuk also stopped.

"We have an ill-fated connection."

She deliberately didn't say anything nice to Geom Mugeuk. He had said she had a personal connection with him, which meant he had a favorable impression of her. In times like this, it was better to be cold.

As expected, her opponent did not take it as an ill-fated connection.

"Isn't it too early to tell? Our meeting isn't over yet."

The two started walking again. She subtly stuck a straw into her opponent and took a sip of his humility.

"The Director of the Milky Way Trading Company came to see you personally. You're a more incredible person than I thought."

At that, Geom Mugeuk looked at her with a strange smile. At times like this, his gaze felt as if it could see right through her heart.

"I think you're the more incredible one."

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't you come to see such an incredible person without any fear?"

Such an incredible person? It seemed her earlier words had properly sucked out his humility.

"Why did you come to see me?"

"To be honest, dealing with someone like you is a burden for me too. However, since something has happened, it needs to be concluded one way or another."

As they talked, the two entered the marketplace.

Geom Mugeuk was the first to make a suggestion.

"Let's have a drink."

It was the very suggestion she had been hoping for, but she played hard to get. To get information from her opponent, she couldn't show her eagerness. She had to approach this strategically.

"We're not exactly on terms to sit and drink together."

This was also part of her confidence. A woman's confidence that a man wouldn't refuse just because she played coy like this. The men she had dealt with until now could be handled with a sword, so this charm had been unnecessary.

"But we're not on terms where we can't drink, either. Come on, let's go."

Geom Mugeuk led the way into an inn.

A faint smile appeared on Geum Arin's lips as she followed him in. So far, the plan was going smoothly.

"There are many other taverns, but you seem to like this one."

"Didn't I meet you here? This place is meaningful to me because of you."

Geum Arin flinched at the unexpected words. She stared at Geom Mugeuk, but she couldn't tell if he genuinely thought so or if he was just joking.

"Some drinks over here."

Geom Mugeuk ordered one dish for her and one for himself. After a drink, he asked with a curious expression.

"Let me ask you one thing. Where do you belong?"

"Why do you think I belong somewhere?"

"To be doing this kind of work..."

Geom Mugeuk paused for a moment, and Geum Arin finished his sentence.

"You think I'm too young."

But Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"No. I was going to say you're not the type of person suited for this kind of work."

"What kind of person is suited for this work?"

"Someone who wouldn't bat an eye at stealing another's family business. Someone who wouldn't hesitate to kill a person who gets in their way."

The corners of Geum Arin's lips curled up slightly as the remark hit home. There was no way a quick-witted woman like her would fail to understand. He was talking about her. He said she wasn't suited for it, but in the end, he was rebuking her.

She was inwardly angry, but she feigned ignorance and changed the subject. She hadn't come to fight, but to get information.

"Your father seems truly amazing. I thought only a martial artist at the level of a sect's Chairman could have a private meeting with the head of the Milky Way Trading Company."

She deliberately praised his father. There was no better way to strip humility from an opponent than by provoking jealousy.

It was just as she had predicted.

"I was the one who suggested we call the Milky Way Trading Company."

"What did you call them for?"

As if it wasn't a big secret, Geom Mugeuk told her.

"The Milky Way Trading Company was secretly looking for a master. A master whose name is not known in the murim. In that respect, my father is the perfect fit. It's been a really long time since he's been active in the murim."

It wasn't a lie. It really had been a long time since his father had been out in the murim.

At this unexpected piece of major information, Geum Arin's mind raced. The Milky Way Trading Company was secretly recruiting a master? But why? The Milky Way Trading Company was filled with numerous masters.

As if he had read her inner thoughts, Geom Mugeuk said.

"I was curious why they needed a master in secret, so I asked them directly."

Geum Arin waited for the answer, inwardly tense.

However, Geom Mugeuk didn't answer and instead drew it out. He called the waiter for more drinks and ordered a new dish. As if he had forgotten what he was saying, he started drinking and changed the subject to the food.

Finally, after a few more drinks, she asked.

"So, why did the Milky Way Trading Company say they were recruiting a master?"

"Ah, did I not tell you?"

By telling the story this way, her suspicion of why he was speaking so easily was dispersed.

"They said there's a secret organization operating in the merchant world. They said they are people who ignore business ethics and disrupt order. They asked us to eliminate them."

Geum Arin was truly shocked but tried hard to act nonchalant. That secret organization was undoubtedly her own. She had expected the Milky Way Trading Company would find out someday, but she hadn't expected them to respond like this.

"Then why aren't they handling it themselves and bringing in an outside force?"

"Isn't it obvious?"

Geom Mugeuk said confidently, as if he saw through that as well.

"They intend to take the empty spot left after they're gone."

"That can't be. They're the world number one Trading Company."

Geom Mugeuk drained his cup and said.

"That's probably how they became the world number one Trading Company."

After a moment of silence, Geum Arin asked.

"Why are you telling me these secrets so readily?"

"Because you seemed curious. With this, can we call it a fateful connection instead of an ill-fated one?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Geum Arin.

She had no idea what this man was truly thinking. In any case, she could always verify whether it was true or not later. She decided she had to ask everything she needed to while he was talking so freely.

"How much did they offer you?"

If what Geom Mugeuk said was true, she had to stop them from joining hands. The losses would be far greater than the money used to hire them. No, more than that, her own life was in danger.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been so forthcoming until now, withheld his answer this time.

"Why do you ask?"

"If I offer you more money, you might come to our side, right?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to laugh at you."

He must have thought she was trying to take on the world's number one richest man. Hey, we're in the top three, you know.

"Tell me, how much will it take?"


Chapter 466: Then Why Does It Feel Like We Lost?

Geom Mugeuk looked at Geum Arin and smiled.

"I'm sorry for laughing again."

Although he apologized, his smile was clearly meant to provoke her.

She didn't realize it. Every casual word and every single laugh from Geom Mugeuk was carefully calculated.

"I'm not joking."

When she put on a serious face, Geom Mugeuk finally wiped the smile from his.

"Are you asking in earnest?"

"Yes, I'm serious."

An unexpected sum came from Geom Mugeuk's lips as he stared at her.

"Thirty thousand taels."

Geum Arin asked back with a puzzled expression.

"Thirty thousand taels, you say?"

They sold themselves for a mere thirty thousand taels?

She thought these martial artists, strong in martial arts but ignorant of the world, had been deceived by the Milky Way Trading Company. Learning this fact beforehand was a heaven sent opportunity.

"Did they tell you your value was only thirty thousand taels? You've been tricked by them!"

Geom Mugeuk remained completely unfazed, instead showing a strange smile.

From that expression, Geum Arin realized she had misunderstood something.

"You didn't sign a contract with them for thirty thousand taels, did you."

"Of course not."

"Then what's the thirty thousand taels for?"

"It means if you want to hear how much they offered, you have to pay thirty thousand taels."

Geum Arin's face hardened in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, calmly explained the reason. "You spoke as if you could offer more money than the Milky Way Trading Company. Shouldn't you at least show you're willing to pay thirty thousand taels for a question so that I can trust you?"

Geum Arin was at a loss for words. She could have argued that the price was too much for a single question, or she could have gotten angry. She could have told him to just say no if he didn't want to answer.

However, that would be a very cheap looking reaction. Trying to obtain such important information without any cost was probably a mistake in the first place.

This man before her seemed so easygoing, yet he was truly not to be underestimated. The way he calmly cornered a person proved it.

Watching Geom Mugeuk empty his cup and say, "Come on, let's just drink," Geum Arin sent a voice transmission to Lim Hyuk.

[Go to the bank and get thirty thousand taels.]

[Young Lady, we're investigating the Continental Bank anyway, so we'll find out the amount.]

[I know. This isn't the price for the question. It's the price of our momentum. Get it.]

[Understood.]

A short while later, Lim Hyuk came over and handed her a bank draft.

He had withdrawn thirty thousand taels from the bank. The money for running their secret organization was supported by the Golden Dragon Clan. Since that money couldn't be used without permission, this sum was entirely her personal funds.

"Here you go. Thirty thousand taels."

Geom Mugeuk apologized with a sorry expression.

"It seems I've hurt your pride. I apologize."

"It's not because of my pride."

"Then what is it for?"

"It's to express my sincerity in wanting to bring you over to my side."

Her instincts were whispering to her to make this man her ally.

She felt a sense of crisis. If this inscrutable man became an enemy, no master from her family would be able to handle them.

He was the kind of person who could be laughing comfortably like this one moment, then stab her to death the next, saying, 'What can you do?'

"Now, please tell me."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring at her quietly, revealed the amount.

"Two million taels."

A truly enormous sum had come out.

"If you want to hire us, you have to give us two million taels."

It was a startling amount, but Geum Arin wasn't surprised, as if she had expected it.

"You're not surprised."

"Because I think you all are worth that much."

She tried her best to get on Geom Mugeuk's good side.

"Did the Milky Way Trading Company offer two million taels? Or did you ask for it?"

"No. The money we received from the Milky Way Trading Company was one million taels."

"Then why two million taels?"

"We have to break our deal with them and make a new one with you. We need to receive double for us to have a proper justification, don't you think?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at her and added another question.

"Two million taels, can you give it?"

Geum Arin couldn't answer.

If only it were a decision she could make herself.

[I'll give it to you. From now on, you're my person.]

She might have really said that. Even if they failed to live up to the price, she definitely would have said it. Her instincts wanted it.

However, the person with the authority to decide on this matter would consider it an absurdly large sum. It was an amount that would never be approved, no matter how much she emphasized their importance.

With an expression that said he knew this would happen, Geom Mugeuk returned the thirty thousand taels.

"Why are you giving it back?"

"I was trying to see your resolve. Money wasn't the objective."

After returning the money, Geom Mugeuk was the first to rise from his seat.

"Well then, let's meet again next time."

Geom Mugeuk even paid for the drinks before leaving the place.

Left alone, Geum Arin drank the alcohol in front of her. The instinct to grab him and the reality that she couldn't still complicated her heart.

Sensing her dampened mood, Lim Hyuk sat in the seat Geom Mugeuk had occupied.

"The Milky Way Trading Company invested a whopping one million taels."

Compared to the surprised Lim Hyuk, Geum Arin was calculating things differently.

"No, these people were had by the Milky Way Trading Company."

"They were had?"

"If it were just one person for a single mission, it would be a huge sum, maybe even a record breaker. But there are three of them."

The other two were no ordinary people either. They were his father, who was hard to describe in words, and his uncle, who was a master of stealth.

"I don't know if there are more, but let's assume it's just the three of them. Then it's roughly three hundred and thirty thousand taels per person, right?"

"That's right."

"And you heard what that man said earlier, didn't you? He believes they'll eliminate the secret organization and take its place. In other words, those people are thinking about the work that comes after. It means they're thinking in terms of years. If we assume it takes at least three or four years, they're not even getting a hundred thousand taels per person. They get to use masters of that caliber freely, and on top of that, they'll be earning the money we used to make. When you look at it that way, you could say they were hired for a really cheap price."

Lim Hyuk nodded. After hearing her explanation, he realized it wasn't such an expensive price after all.

He asked cautiously. "The secret organization the Milky Way Trading Company commissioned... is it... us?"

He was asking if their organization was the target.

Geum Arin nodded.

"Yes, it's definitely us."

Although he had expected it, the thought that they were the targets made Lim Hyuk serious as well.

He remembered Hwi's stealth technique. If he approached silently and killed Geum Arin, could he really protect her?

"We've got a fire at our feet."

For the first time in a long while, Lim Hyuk felt like having a drink.

"What do you plan to do now?"

Her deliberation was not long.

"We have to bring them to our side. If we just leave them be, it's only a matter of time before we're taken down."

Lim Hyuk couldn't bring himself to say that he would protect her, so she shouldn't worry.

"It's a staggering two million taels. The Patriarch will never approve it."

"We'll have to haggle as much as possible. I'm of a merchant family's bloodline, after all."

At those words, Lim Hyuk knew she was serious. She was really going to try to recruit them.

"What if they don't stay put? Should we try to kill them?"

"There's one more problem. Even if the Patriarch approves and we succeed in bringing them to our side, what about the Milky Way Trading Company? Will they stand by quietly after we snatch them away?"

"The Milky Way Trading Company values its pride."

However, she was confident that the Milky Way Trading Company couldn't do anything.

"They value money more. How much would it cost to eliminate those three? They assigned them a value of one million taels, so trying to eliminate them would cost at least that much, right? What if they fail in the attempt? What if masters of that level decide to retaliate? How much would it cost to stop them then?"

She shook her head firmly. "The head of the world's number one trading company would never make a losing deal. In the end, it means that even if we bring them over, nothing will happen."

This was why Lim Hyuk trusted her. Because she judged things so intelligently.

His last worry was this.

"Wouldn't the Milky Way Trading Company know that the Golden Dragon Clan is behind us?"

That was something even she couldn't do anything about.

"Do we have the luxury to worry about the clan right now? Let's save our own necks first."

Geum Arin poured Lim Hyuk a drink.

"Just one glass. We should still have a celebratory drink. We got our money back and extracted all the information we wanted."

She got her money back, obtained the information she wanted, and they even cheerfully clinked glasses.

But the alcohol Lim Hyuk drank after so long tasted bitter.

Then why does it feel like we lost?


Yong Jamyeong strolled through the courtyard.

He would walk a few steps and look at the building, then walk a few more steps and look again. The place he was looking at was the room where the Demonic Cult Leader was staying.

He wanted to see Geom Woojin. He wanted to meet and talk with him, but he didn't dare muster the courage to visit.

I only have three days.

As he was pacing back and forth, Geom Woojin came out of the building.

"Cult Leader!"

"Director Yong."

Seeing Geom Woojin's face, Yong Jamyeong's heart stirred again. Who would have thought he would feel this way looking at someone at his age?

"Are you going out somewhere?"

"I was thinking of getting some fresh air. Would you like to come with me?"

"Won't I be a bother?"

"Not at all. Let's go."

Yong Jamyeong happily followed Geom Woojin.

He had the three masters from the Trading Company wait at the residence instead of following. Normally, this would be unacceptable. But since it was revealed that the benefactor Yong Jamyeong had been searching for was the Heavenly Demon, the martial artists readily complied.

The two men walked slowly toward the marketplace. It could have been an endlessly awkward situation, but surprisingly, they chatted about various things.

"How are your children?"

"I have three sons."

"That must not be easy."

Yong Jamyeong guessed what Geom Woojin meant. He meant the succession battle would be fierce.

"I don't plan on passing the family business down to my children."

Geom Woojin looked at him with a somewhat surprised expression.

"None of them have the qualities to lead the Trading Company. And even if one did, I had no intention of passing it down."

Just because they lacked the qualifications didn't mean they lacked greed. He knew all too well how much those around them, if not his own sons, would poke and prod. So he planned to publicly announce from the start that he wouldn't pass it down to anyone.

"I plan to give them enough wealth to live comfortably for generations and forbid them from interfering in the Trading Company's affairs in any way. The Trading Company will be entrusted to someone who knows the business better than anyone and can be trusted. The livelihoods of the many people working at the Trading Company and their families are at stake."

Geom Woojin stared at him and said calmly, "That's admirable."

The praise was sincere. How could he not know how difficult this decision was? Yong Jamyeong was a man whose thoughts were as admirable as his reputation.

At that, Yong Jamyeong revealed his honest feelings.

"If I had a son like the Young Cult Leader, I would have passed down all my wealth to him. He would handle it well on his own. In that respect, I'm very envious of you, Cult Leader."

When was the last time he had revealed his honest thoughts like this? He especially couldn't easily talk to anyone about his children's issues.

"He's still a wild and immature child. So please, Director Yong, look after him well in the future."

Though his words said that, Yong Jamyeong could feel that Geom Woojin was proud of his son. As a fellow father, how could he not feel that emotion?

Just then, a single cart approached them from up ahead.

The two men's gazes naturally turned toward it.

An old man held the reins of the donkey drawn cart. An adult and a child were sitting in the cargo bed behind. The adult was Geom Mugeuk, and the child was the old man's granddaughter.

"Here, it's all done."

What Geom Mugeuk handed over was a small doll carved from wood.

For something he had whipped up with a dagger on the way from the market, it was quite well made.

"I love it!"

The child happily accepted the wooden doll.

As the cart passed by Geom Woojin and Yong Jamyeong, Geom Mugeuk got off.

"Bye bye!"

Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the child. As the cart moved away, she waved her hand, holding the doll.

After sending the cart off, Geom Mugeuk explained to the two men.

"Ah, the cart fell into a ditch, so I helped pull it out."

Yong Jamyeong looked at Geom Mugeuk with a new light in his eyes.

One could help pull out a cart, but riding in that cart and making a doll for the child inside was not an easy thing to do.

He glanced at Geom Woojin. He was looking at his son with an expression that said, 'You're meddling in all sorts of things,' but he could feel it. He was watching with pleasure. That's why I said I was envious.

"Where are you two headed?"

"I'm going to get some fresh air with the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk could imagine how much Yong Jamyeong had wanted to create this moment. And how difficult it must have been to arrange.

"How did the matter you went for turn out?"

He had gone to the Continental Bank with Yong Jamyeong and made it seem as if he had received one million taels. When that news spread, the woman had come to find him.

"I quoted two million taels. Of course, considering you, Father, I should have quoted a billion taels."

Yong Jamyeong was inwardly surprised. Didn't those words mean he already had his opponent wrapped around his finger?

"You earn money better than I do."

"Unfortunately, this money has to be shared," Geom Mugeuk said to his father. "The money we earn this time will be split exactly three ways."

Hwi's reply came from the empty air.

"I am fine."

Given his personality, there was no way he would dare to accept the same amount of money as the father.

"You must accept it, as it's the price for selling the three of us as a package deal to them."

Hwi's firm refusal was heard again.

"I do not need it."

"I know. That you're the most expensive bodyguard in all of murim."

Hwi had probably never heard such words from anyone.

That's why he said it deliberately. For the man with the greatest skill who could never once boast proudly. For the man who never even got the chance.

Splitting the money like this was a sign of gratitude. It was the only chance to give a material reward to him, who had dedicated his life to his father.

"In the field of bodyguards, aren't you the Heavenly Demon and the head of the Milky Way Trading Company, Uncle?"

"Please do not say such things."

It had been a long time since he had heard Hwi's flustered voice.

Geom Woojin's lips curved into a faint smile as he watched Geom Mugeuk. It was a smile that said, 'You rascal, stop teasing him.'

"I know you've saved up a lot of money and that you don't have time to spend it. That's why you have to take it. You don't have time to spend it, but you can live with the pleasure of knowing, 'I have this much money I can spend.' Oh, and when Father steps down from the Cult Leader position, you should retire too, Uncle, and live while spending money like water."

After a brief pause, Hwi said, "I will serve the Cult Leader until my last moment."

It meant that even if his father stepped down as Cult Leader, he would serve him until he died. Hwi was truly a symbol of loyalty.

His father, who had only been listening, finally stepped in.

"Accept it."

No persuasion was needed. With that one word, he could no longer refuse.

"Understood."

Then, he gave his son a mission. This too was a father's consideration for Hwi.

"So, get as much as you possibly can."


Chapter 467: Give Them Their Due, And Take What You Are Owed

Hwi was genuinely moved.

He was grateful that Geom Mugeuk was willing to share the money for his sake, and also to the Cult Leader who had ordered him to accept it.

He was also thankful that Geom Mugeuk had called him the bodyguard with the highest price tag. He had thought of himself as a man without vanity, but hearing those words felt so good that he must have had some after all.

However, the most gratifying part of this pleasant feeling was the Cult Leader's final words.

So, get as much as you can.

They were words so unbefitting of the Cult Leader. The act of taking money from someone, let alone taking as much as possible, was something that simply did not exist in the Cult Leader's vocabulary. And yet, the Cult Leader had said those words for him.

Yong Jamyeong felt that same sentiment.

If the Cult Leader had been a greedy man, he would have visited him several times already. Yet this was a man who had confidently declared that his subordinate should get as much money as possible.

Yong Jamyeong looked back and forth between Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk. Every moment with them was new and surprising. The Young Cult Leader's response was a perfect example. Before meeting them, could he have ever imagined the Young Cult Leader would reply in such a way?

"Don't you worry. Who is this son of yours? Isn't he the very incarnation of greed? I'll make sure to get every last bit."

Geom Woojin nodded, then said to Yong Jamyeong.

"Let's go."

"Yes, Cult Leader."

Leaving Geom Mugeuk behind, Geom Woojin and Yong Jamyeong began to walk again.

Yong Jamyeong glanced back.

Geom Mugeuk was already walking in the opposite direction. Unlike the playful demeanor he had shown just a moment ago, his back now looked calm.

When Yong Jamyeong looked forward again, Geom Woojin was already some distance ahead.

Yong Jamyeong quickened his pace to walk alongside Geom Woojin.

"In my life, I've probably seen more incarnations of greed than anyone. But this is the first time I've seen one with such clear eyes."

Geom Woojin didn't respond to Yong Jamyeong's joke and simply kept walking, but Yong Jamyeong could feel it. He could feel the pride he had in his son. He had sensed it once during their earlier conversation, and he felt it again now.

That meant Geom Woojin wasn't hiding such emotions from him.

He felt that this sentiment was the same as when he had honestly revealed his intention not to pass down his family business to his own child.

To whom else could one express such feelings?

It would have to be someone who wouldn't carelessly repeat what was said.

The trust to share private and secret matters is separate from how long you have known someone.

There are people you can trust after knowing them for a single day, while there are others you can't bring yourself to open up to even after ten years.

Yong Jamyeong was happy that the Cult Leader trusted him.

This was a trust that could be felt without words.

It was the kind of connection one might be lucky to find once or twice in a lifetime. He had already liked the Cult Leader, but feeling this emotion as well made Yong Jamyeong like Geom Woojin even more.

He must have been lonely.

Living as the world's number one merchant, he had no one to comfortably share his worries with or rely on, free from the entanglements of interests and connections.

He had lived a life where his first thought upon seeing someone was, what does this person want from me?

To him, this Heavenly Demon had gone from a benefactor to someone who felt like an older brother.

As they walked, the two men shared various stories.

They were men who had reached the pinnacle in their respective fields. Power and money, the ultimate ends of all desire.

Truly, the pinnacle of pinnacles.

Perhaps that was why their conversation flowed so easily.

He had thought the Demonic Cult Leader was merely a man of few words, but that wasn't the case. When he had something to say, he said it, and he even asked questions.

They talked about their children, the world of merchants, the world of murim, and how he felt when he received the Cult Leader's handwritten letter. They truly lost track of time as they spoke.

Yong Jamyeong considered this chance to stroll and have a private conversation with the Heavenly Demon to be the last of his life. So he cherished this moment.

In the meantime, they arrived at the marketplace. Geom Woojin stood for a moment, watching the people come and go.

"Do you know what my son wants most from me during this vacation?"

"What is it?"

"For me to stand here and watch the people."

Yong Jamyeong looked at Geom Woojin with an expression that asked what he meant, but he offered no reply. A long while later, Yong Jamyeong heard Geom Woojin's quiet murmur.

"Indeed."

He couldn't tell what words were omitted after 'Indeed'.


The next day, Geum Arin came to see Geom Mugeuk again.

"Let's talk."

"Very well."

Instead of inviting her in, Geom Mugeuk came outside.

Last time, she had walked at a distance, but today she walked a little closer, showing that her wariness had lessened.

Today, they didn't head toward the marketplace but went to a field on the opposite side.

The field stretched out to the distant horizon under an open sky.

The two stood in silence for a long time, watching the grass and grain sway in the wind.

Then, the one who spoke first was Geum Arin.

"Two million taels is impossible."

She was asking for a discount. Geom Mugeuk could tell she had made up her mind. Things were proceeding as planned.

"That's an impossible amount for anyone, not just you. That's also why we joined hands with the Milky Way Trading Company."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Geum Arin spoke with difficulty. They were words she didn't want to say, but she had no choice right now.

"If you give us a discount, we can do it too."

Geom Mugeuk then smiled and replied.

"Are you asking for a discount of about one million nine hundred and seventy thousand taels?"

He was joking about the thirty thousand taels he had returned last time.

"Do it for us for one million taels."

One million taels. She had come in asking for half the price. Considering his plan to infiltrate their core, he could have given her the discount, but unfortunately, Geom Mugeuk had been given the supreme directive to get as much as possible.

"Didn't I tell you? We also need a justification to refuse the Milky Way Trading Company. What do you think they'll say if we go with someone else for the same one million taels?"

"They'll probably think we found a better partner."

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at the woman standing beside him.

"Are you a better person?"

She did not avoid Geom Mugeuk's direct gaze.

"How would I know? I don't know what kind of person the head of the Milky Way Trading Company is. You've seen him, so you should know. Who seems like the better person?"

Though it was a question, it was a confident one that already had an answer. This was her momentum.

"At the very least, you are more shameless."

At Geom Mugeuk's reaction, Geum Arin thought things might go better than expected. She was certain he had a favorable impression of her.

"Whether it's one million taels or two million, you're not the decision-maker anyway, are you?"

"Why do you keep assuming I'm someone's subordinate? Because I'm young? Because I'm a woman?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"That's not it."

Geom Mugeuk revealed an unexpected reason.

"It's because I don't get the feeling that you've bet everything on your organization."

Geum Arin flinched at his words. It was true. She hadn't bet everything on this secret organization. In fact, she wanted to finish this job as soon as possible. She had hated the reason she took on this job in the first place.

He read that?

This man was that perceptive.

He was smarter and more articulate than anyone she had ever met.

Geum Arin felt that the time had come to make her move. It was the biggest gamble of her life, with her very survival on the line.

"The organization you're trying to destroy is the one I lead."

It was her life-or-death gamble.

If this honesty didn't work, she could die right here.

She expected him to be shocked, but Geom Mugeuk wasn't. In the end, the one who was shocked was her.

"Don't tell me you knew?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"How did you know?"

"The Milky Way Trading Company had already made significant progress in their investigation of you."

He made it seem as if the information about her came from the Milky Way Trading Company.

Geum Arin stared at Geom Mugeuk with trembling eyes. If he heard it through the Milky Way Trading Company, did that mean he knew when they met last time?

"Why didn't you kill me? It's a million-nyang job."

Though she acted nonchalantly, she was tense.

To her, Geom Mugeuk was an unpredictable person who might say, 'I was just about to kill you now,' and draw his sword as they walked.

In that regard, at least, her assessment was correct. He once again gave an answer she hadn't expected.

"Because I thought you might give me more money."

It was truly a series of surprises.

She never thought the words 'to get more money' would come out of this man's mouth.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"I just didn't expect you to say something like that. You had a sort of lofty feel to you. Ah, that's not sarcasm, it's a compliment, so please don't misunderstand."

Geom Mugeuk countered her honest words.

"Is it lofty to be uninterested in money? Then is it vulgar and base to be very interested in it? That's not something a merchant should say."

"That's not what I meant. I just meant it was unexpected."

"Will that person dislike me if I ask for more money? Will they think I'm low-class if I ask for more money? I think such thoughts are a nuisance and an escape from reality. When it comes to making money, you have to muster courage you didn't even know you had. If a single coin falls into a puddle of filth, you should be the first to roll up your sleeves."

Geom Mugeuk was speaking like an incarnation of greed, but in truth, his life before regression was far removed from money. It had been a life solely for martial arts and the materials for the Great Law.

"I take that back."

"You should. I'm having a conversation with a million-nyang enemy instead of drawing my sword. Isn't that quite lofty?"

It wasn't a laughing matter, but Geum Arin found herself smiling despite herself. She quickly composed herself and changed the subject.

"Can you get more money if you see me as a subordinate?"

"You're a subordinate, but you also have another identity."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk continued.

"I believe you are a blood relative of the Golden Dragon Clan's Patriarch."

She wasn't surprised that Geom Mugeuk knew about her. It felt like he would know everything.

"Because if I weren't a blood relative, I couldn't have proposed such a deal in the first place?"

"That's part of it, but there's a bigger reason."

Geom Mugeuk had once again sized her up accurately.

"I don't sense any craving for money from you."

"!"

His words hit the mark again. How could she, who had lived as a blood relative of the Golden Dragon Clan, ever crave money?

He had seen that she had lived a life of abundance since childhood, never worrying about money.

"How do you see that?"

She used the word 'see' instead of 'know'. For some reason, this man's gaze seemed to peer into people's hearts.

"Give us two million taels, and let's join hands. I'll take care of settling things with the Milky Way Trading Company cleanly."

He really wanted to give it to her. He wanted to make a person like this his ally.

"Didn't I say it's impossible?"

"If two million taels is impossible, then isn't one million impossible from the start?"

His words struck at the core of the issue. Whether it was one million or two million, the fiery wrath that would fall upon her would be the same.

"Please understand my situation."

Despite her plea, Geom Mugeuk was firm.

"Could the situation of the one giving the money be worse than the one receiving it? So don't appeal to the money-receiver with emotions. I think that's the worst thing to do in a deal."

Geum Arin bit her lip gently. She thought so too. It was just that such a large sum of money was involved that she couldn't help it.

In any case, she had to win this person over to her side. She felt it more clearly during their conversation today. If she made this person her enemy, she would surely die. He was the kind of person who could make her think that without even drawing his sword once.

"Give them their due, and take what you are owed."

What if she signed a contract to give him two million taels?

How would her father react? Surely he wouldn't kill his only daughter.

The problem was her Orabeoni. Her second brother Orabeoni, who saw her as a thorn in his side, would use this to drive her to hell. Could this man really stop her second brother Orabeoni?

Her gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes.

Can I really trust you?

Did he read the question in her eyes?

"For the duration of the contract, I will be firmly on your side."

"Isn't that a given?"

"Isn't it because people fail to uphold that given that all sorts of problems arise?"

Not just with words, but with sincerity.

"That promise to be firmly on my side, can you keep it?"

"You shouldn't believe my words, but the eyes of a merchant like yourself."

Her gaze shifted to the field.

It's because I trust you too much that I'm doing this.

How long have I seen him? How much do I know? And yet, this man was giving her his trust. He stimulated her instincts and pulled at her premonitions. Choose me, he seemed to say.

The grass swaying in the wind rippled like waves. Her heart, too, was carried back and forth on those waves. The last thought that came to her before making her decision was this.

[Give them their due, and take what you are owed.]

Did you even know what I was trying to take care of when you said that?

Finally, Geum Arin made a decision that would change her life.

"I'll send the contract as soon as possible."


Chapter 468: He Told Us to Clean Up Thoroughly

"Are you sure about this?" Lim Hyuk asked worriedly.

Geum Arin had immediately started drafting a contract after returning from her meeting with Geom Mugeuk. It was a clean document with no hidden intentions. It simply stated she would pay two million taels to join hands with them.

"Am I okay? I'm doing something crazy."

Lim Hyuk felt a sense of relief at her answer. At least she had a proper grasp of the situation.

"Why do you trust him so much?"

The answer was a single word.

"A hunch."

Her writing hand paused for a moment.

"I didn't know it either. That I'd end up deciding my fate based on a hunch."

Contrary to her words, she began to finalize the contract with a look of conviction in her eyes. The moment Geom Mugeuk signed it, she would have to give him two million taels.

The lifeblood of the merchant world was credit. Even though it was a secret organization, as long as its leader was the daughter of the Golden Dragon Clan Patriarch, it was the same as a contract with the Golden Dragon Clan.

"To pay two million taels, we'll have to combine this year's operating funds with all the profits our organization has earned. Even then, it might not be enough."

"I'll pay it even if I have to borrow from a private lender."

Lim Hyuk said worriedly, "The second brother won't just let this be."

"I suppose not."

Objectively, anyone would consider this decision rash, not just her second brother.

She lifted her head and looked at Lim Hyuk. "Do you think so?"

Although he had yet to see even a sliver of their martial arts, Lim Hyuk recalled Hwi. The look in his eyes and his calm advice were not things that could be easily quantified by money.

"No, I don't."

That was why Lim Hyuk respected her hunch. The feeling Geom Mugeuk gave her must have been similar.

"Right, I don't either."

Geum Arin revealed her choice was aimed at something much further down the road.

"I made my decision when he said he would be firmly on my side. I decided to use them to become the successor."

Lim Hyuk thought that what was inevitable had finally arrived. She had always kept a step back from the succession battle of the Golden Dragon Clan.

Until now, she had only been watching her two Orabeoni fight from the other side of the river. Now, a woman like her was about to jump into the succession battle in earnest.

She had described it as a hunch, but this was surely the pull of destiny.

"Take this, get it signed, and pay them," she said, holding out the completed contract.

"What I bought with two million taels wasn't our lives, nor was it the Western Blade Sect. It was the position of successor."


"I've brought home the money!"

Geom Mugeuk placed three envelopes on the table.

"I received two million taels and divided it into three. That's six hundred sixty-six thousand taels each."

Geom Woojin was the first to take an envelope containing a bank note, as if to make a point.

"Well done."

At that, Hwi dropped his concealment and revealed himself.

He truly found it unacceptable to receive the same amount as the Cult Leader, but the Cult Leader's command to take the money took precedence.

"Here, this is your share, Uncle."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader-nim."

Hwi carefully tucked the envelope into his robes.

"Father, we should come out more often, if only for Hwi Uncle's sake. What's the use of having money? We don't have time to spend it."

Hwi gave an awkward laugh at Geom Mugeuk's words. Even without this money, he had accumulated a great deal of wealth over his lifetime serving the Divine Cult. However, just as Geom Mugeuk said, he had no time to spend it.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Yong Jamyeong, who was beside him.

"Could you give us a word on how to spend money?"

Yong Jamyeong paused for a moment at the sudden question. He could have spoken about money for three days and nights without rest, but since the Cult Leader was listening, he answered humbly.

"There are many people in the world who are good at making money, but those who are good at spending it are rare. I belong to the group that's good at making it, not the one that's good at spending it."

Then he asked for Geom Mugeuk's thoughts.

"Does the Young Cult Leader have any particular ideas?"

"What special way could I have? I suppose I'll have to find someone who's good at spending money and make them my subordinate. I'll have to give that subordinate the best treatment. That's about it."

"It seems you already knew the answer to spending money wisely."

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to Yong Jamyeong.

"This was all easy thanks to you, Director-nim."

Everything had progressed from the fact that the Director of the Milky Way Trading Company had come to see them in person. However, things going well also meant it was time for him to leave. Now that they had received money, it was time for him to depart.

Several days had passed beyond the initial three he had planned. He had pleasantly spent a few more days because Geom Woojin had asked him to stay a little longer.

It was truly a dream-like time. Geom Woojin had made a lot of time for him, and they had talked a great deal. The time he spent with him was truly enjoyable.

"This has been an unforgettable time in my life. If you need me again in the future, please call on me anytime."

"Let's do that."

It was Geom Woojin's final farewell to him.

"If you need us, contact us anytime."

What words in the world could be more reassuring?

His face filled with emotion, Yong Jamyeong bid his farewell.

"Then, please take care of yourself until we meet again."

Geom Mugeuk walked out to the main gate to see the departing Yong Jamyeong off.

"Thanks to you, I've fulfilled a long-held dream. I'm truly grateful."

"It was your good fortune, Director-nim. You were the one who remembered my father, after all."

He had desperately wanted to help him fulfill his long-cherished wish, and thankfully, things had worked out well. However, it wasn't a one-sided exchange.

"I'm truly grateful for the teachings you've shared."

At Geom Mugeuk's request, Yong Jamyeong had delivered a lecture on the affairs of the merchant world. This was because the enemy they had to face was a merchant family, and he thought the more they knew, the more advantageous their position in the fight would be.

Thanks to his lecture, Geom Mugeuk learned a great deal.

Give and take. Now it was his turn to give again.

"You should contact my father often."

"To the Cult Leader-nim?"

"He seemed to enjoy your company, Director-nim."

"If that's the case, then I'm truly glad."

"For your reference, my father enjoys Go. If you bring a nice Go board and stones the next time you see him, he'll be delighted."

"Thank you for telling me."

Yong Jamyeong stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment.

He had seen the rumored Young Cult Leader, and now he could speak about him. He would say the rumors were downplayed. That the Young Cult Leader was underestimated.

After climbing into the carriage, Yong Jamyeong offered a final farewell.

"Be well."

The Young Cult Leader, who had worn a relaxed smile throughout his stay, was no exception at the very end.

"No final lecture?"

Though it was likely said in jest, Yong Jamyeong left him with words he wanted to share.

"Until the very moment you die, money will try to expose your true nature. Don't let that bastard find you out."

Baek Chong, who was riding with him, saw Yong Jamyeong lean his head out of the carriage to say farewell for the first time. Usually, once he was in the carriage, he would just sit there as Geom Mugeuk disappeared from sight.

He was always so sternly seated.

"I'm glad it ended safely."

Indeed, when they had come here, they had done so with a grim resolve, prepared to risk their lives.

However, the actual meeting with the Demonic Cult Leader had been a true rest, the first in a long time. This was true for Yong Jamyeong and for Baek Chong as well.

"I should see all the kids when I get back."

He couldn't even remember the last time he had a conversation with his sons. The Trading Company work was busy, and it was awkward when they actually met. Because he kept putting it off, even seeing their faces had become a chore.

Yet after meeting this father and son of the Heavenly Demon, he found himself missing his own children.

A thought suddenly occurred to Yong Jamyeong.

Perhaps this time, he had not only met an old benefactor but had also gained a new one.


"Prepare to return to the family."

After giving the order to Lim Hyuk, Geum Arin's heart was already pounding. She had started this affair with great momentum, but a scolding from her father was inevitable.

She had dreamt that they just took the money and vanished. She had another nightmare where they were pathetic when demonstrating their skills in front of her father. Plagued by nightmares, she had lost sleep.

"I'm going to meet him and arrange a departure time."

Just then, someone entered the room and announced, "There's no need for that."

Startled, she turned to see a man stepping inside. Geum Arin's expression hardened at the sight of him.

It was her second brother, Geum Ajong.

He was the person she had worried about most while executing her plan, and here he was, the first to appear.

He resembled Geum Arin and was quite handsome, but his personality fell short of his appearance. He was selfish, greedy, and filled with a burning desire for success.

"How did you get here?"

"How do you think? I came to stop the family's money from leaking away."

His swift arrival meant he had been watching her every move.

My Orabeoni is always just waiting for me to make a mistake.

Of her two brothers, Geum Ajong was particularly wary of her. He suspected that their father might one day bequeath the family to his daughter.

"Two million taels? You! Are you out of your mind?"

As expected, her brother had a precise grasp of the situation.

"And you don't even realize you've been played by a con artist."

"I'll take care of my own business. You should worry about yours, Orabeoni."

Geum Arin flinched at the term 'con artist'. It was a word she hadn't expected.

"A con artist?"

"You spent all that money without even properly investigating the other party, didn't you?"

She had no retort. This decision had been an instinctive one, relying entirely on her hunch.

"Did you know that the Western Blade Sect produced the winner at the Young Dragon Tournament hosted by the Murim Alliance?"

Geum Arin flinched. This was news to her. Until now, they had been a mysterious sect, but this made them a real one that had competed in the tournament.

She was just thinking that of course they would have won, since it was a tournament to identify a prodigy.

"He barely won after a fierce battle with the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

At those words, Geum Arin's heart sank.

He was evenly matched with the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter?

No matter that she was the Chairman's granddaughter, she was still just a prodigy. A worry reared its head in a corner of her mind.

Could it be that he's all talk and his skills don't measure up?

Forcibly suppressing her surging anxiety, she said, "He still won, didn't he? He could have been hiding his true skills."

Geum Ajong, like a man who had been waiting for this very moment, raised his voice with a triumphant expression.

"What are you talking about? The man named Geom Yeon, to whom you gave two million taels, didn't even participate in the Young Dragon Tournament. The person who won the Young Dragon Tournament is named Seo Ryong."

"Then what about Geom Yeon?"

A statement like a bolt from the blue came from Geum Ajong's lips.

"Geom Yeon is Seo Ryong's attendant."

"!"

Geum Arin shot up from her seat, her pupils trembling.

That man... is an attendant?

"It's a well-known fact that the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter caused a commotion by bringing an attendant and declaring she would marry him. That granddaughter must have been duped, just like you."

He treated him like a swindler who went around deceiving women. But what if it was true? What if he was really just an attendant?

The image of Geom Mugeuk surfaced in her mind. Was his inscrutable nature because he was a con artist? Were her nightmares becoming reality?

"I have to see him."

Geum Ajong stopped her as she tried to rush out.

"Don't be hasty. I've already sent people to retrieve the money."

Geum Arin was stunned.

"Who?"

"The Money Bugs went."

"No!"

The word burst from her lips.

The Money Bugs' original name was Hwanggeumchung, the Golden Insects. They were masters of the shadows, raised by the family for rough work.

They were typically assigned to tasks that could never see the light of day, such as hunting down and annihilating those who attacked the Trading Company, or fighting over vested interests when pioneering new commercial territories. In short, they handled the roughest and most dangerous jobs.

Because of this, they were haughty within the family. The regular workers and martial artists both feared and detested them.

The most frightening thing about the Money Bugs was that they would stop at nothing to achieve their objectives. They didn't even cherish their own lives. For that reason, though hated, they were also essential to the Golden Dragon Clan.

"They're all going to die."

"By whose hand? The attendant's?"

She was confused, but her faith in Geom Mugeuk remained strong.

"Yes, by the attendant's."

"Are you sick? Then again, you wouldn't have done this if you were in your right mind."

Geum Arin shot out of the residence. Geum Ajong kept pace with her using his movement arts.

"You're going to fall completely out of Father's favor over this."

Geum Ajong's words didn't reach her. Various scenes flashed through her mind.

She imagined Geom Mugeuk, a true con artist, lying dead after being brutally dealt with by the Money Bugs. Then she imagined them reporting that he had already fled.

On the other hand, she also pictured a scene where all the Money Bugs were dead, their corpses strewn about.

If he killed them all, her father would never forgive the Western Blade Sect. Her own plan to use them to become the successor would be ruined.

Every scenario she imagined was the worst possible outcome.

"Sending them without consulting me was your mistake, Orabeoni."

"You made the first mistake, giving them money without any consultation."

The two of them arrived at the manor where Geom Mugeuk was staying, running like the wind. It was quiet inside, as if the situation was already over.

As they cautiously approached the main gate, they heard a sound from within.

SWISH SWISH.

What is that sound?

It sounded like something sweeping the ground.

SCRUB SCRUB.

There was also the sound of something being wiped. Then, they heard a whispering voice.

Don't touch that.

Not only Geum Arin, but also the confident Geum Ajong, looked bewildered. He wondered if they had come to the wrong place.

"Is this the right place?"

"I'm certain."

Geum Arin cautiously opened the gate. As it swung open, a scene she could never have imagined unfolded before them.

The Money Bugs were sweeping the courtyard with brooms. Others were wiping down the walls with rags. They cleared away broken furniture and filled in holes in the ground.

Their eyes were blackened with bruises, and one man limped as he carried a load. Another, with a bandage wrapped around his forehead to staunch the flow of blood, was taking down a hammock that had been hung between the trees. Someone else was carrying luggage out from inside the building.

The Money Bugs froze, their gazes turning in unison toward the two people who had just entered. They all wore awkward and bewildered expressions.

Geum Ajong felt as if he were hallucinating.

"What in the world are you doing?" he demanded.

A Money Bug near the entrance bowed deeply in response. "He said they'll be leaving soon and told us to clean everything up nicely."

It was the first time the Money Bugs had ever worn such docile expressions.

"Who? Who in the world!"

Just then, Geom Mugeuk emerged from the building ahead. He saw Geum Arin and greeted her cheerfully.

"Thanks for sending over the cleaning crew."

In that moment, a wave of intense emotion washed over Geum Arin. All the terrible scenarios she had imagined on her way here were swept away by it.

She was so grateful that he had only beaten the Money Bugs and not killed them.

Whether he was an attendant or not no longer mattered. She wouldn't doubt him anymore.

Yes, my choice was the right one.

With a radiant expression, Geum Arin turned to Geum Ajong beside her.

"Thank you, Orabeoni. I just couldn't bring myself to make a two-million-nyang attendant do the cleaning."


Chapter 469: Find Proof That He's a Con Artist!

Geum Ajong simply couldn't understand the situation. Fine, let's concede a hundred times over that the man was a greater master than the money grubs. But to make those fierce, rough, and haughty men so obedient? How in the world? The man over there clearing away the broken stones on the ground usually didn't even bother to greet him. He was a truly haughty man who lived only for the moment. Today was the first time Geum Ajong realized he could even make such a simple, innocent expression.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk walked up to the two of them.

At that moment, one of the nearby money grubs dropped a stone he was clearing.

When Geom Mugeuk picked it up and handed it to him, the money grub shrieked in surprise. Thinking he was about to be struck, he fell on his butt.

Watching the scene, Geum Ajong was dumbfounded.

What a load of bullshit. Fucking bullshit.

This was what he couldn't understand. He would have understood if the money grubs' arms and legs had been cut off. That would mean they had suffered a truly terrible ordeal. They would have to crawl on the ground like insects, let alone clean it. But they were just beaten up a bit, and they're this obedient? Those foul-tempered bastards? What in the world did he do to them?

"This is my Senior Brother."

Geum Arin introduced her Orabeoni to Geom Mugeuk.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Geom Yeon."

Geum Ajong's gaze toward Geom Mugeuk couldn't be friendly. However, with the money grubs cleaning up, he couldn't exactly accuse him by saying, 'I know you're a con artist'.

"I've heard about you from my sister."

"And what did your sister say?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze naturally shifted to Geum Arin.

Her eyes, looking back at him, were filled with gratitude.

Thank you. For not running away, for not killing the money grubs.

The fact that he didn't run away meant that he wasn't a con artist like Geum Ajong claimed.

Geum Ajong, being selfish, was someone who cherished himself above all else. Naturally, he was selective about who he threw his temper tantrums at.

"That you are a man of incredible skill."

"It is said that a martial artist will risk his life for someone who recognizes his worth."

It's for the money!

Geum Ajong desperately held back the words that were about to burst out. And was that the only thing he wanted to pour out? You insignificant attendant! He was definitely a con artist. How on earth did a mere attendant subdue the money grubs? Did he use a trick? Is his so-called father a master? Yes, that must be it. The one inside that house must be the master. He's probably not even his father. Just someone he hired with money.

The one who answered his questions was Geum Arin. She didn't hold back.

"Did the Western Blade Sect truly produce a winner in the Young Dragon Tournament?"

It was a question she had to ask at some point. She was prepared to accept any outcome, so she was able to ask calmly.

"It did."

This was why Geom Mugeuk was using the name of the Western Blade Sect again. Because the Western Blade Sect had such a history.

When judging someone, one can only look at their appearance or the facts at first. The Western Blade Sect produced a champion? Geom Yeon is that champion's attendant? One couldn't help but focus on such facts.

However, facts are merely a shell. The truth that Geom Yeon was Geom Mugeuk would only be visible after peeling back all these shells and looking inside.

But it wouldn't be easy. The prejudice of him being an attendant shrouded their interest. The more sensational the surrounding facts, the stronger a shield they become, obscuring the truth.

"I heard the winner's name was Seo Ryong."

"That is correct. He's my Senior Brother."

"Senior Brother? I heard a story that you were Seo Ryong's attendant."

An answer she had never expected came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"The Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter liked me, so I had no choice but to pretend to be an attendant."

Since Jin Haryong had taken him to the Chairman before, it would seem plausible.

"Ah! The greatness of love that transcends even status!"

Geum Ajong and the nearby money grubs who were listening wore expressions of disbelief.

One of the money grubs, in particular, blurted out, "Crazy!" without thinking.

Then he flinched in shock.

Realizing he had spoken rashly, he froze, and the money grubs next to him pulled him back.

Watching this, Geum Ajong found the money grubs' reaction even more absurd. They were practically fawning over Geom Mugeuk. To think he was paying these guys such an expensive monthly salary!

Geum Arin asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Is that true?"

The Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter liked this man? Well, she must have liked him to take him to the Murim Alliance Chairman. The fact that had swayed her now changed. From 'Geom Yeon is an attendant' to 'the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter liked him'.

"I'll introduce you to Miss Jin next time. We've been like friends ever since."

A feeling of doubt arose, but then her gaze turned to the money grubs.

Yes, if it's this man.

Geum Arin decided to believe him. Since she had already bet her fate on this man, she would believe.

On the other hand, Geum Ajong's thoughts were different.

He's a definite con artist.

Isn't it typical for con artists to flaunt their connections with famous people? The reason the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter took this guy to the Chairman must have been an act of rebellion against the Murim Alliance Chairman. If not, why wouldn't he marry the Chairman's granddaughter and instead be here extorting two million taels? With such incredible skills, no less. That's why he's a con artist. He might have even extorted money from the Chairman's granddaughter.

While Geum Ajong was lost in all sorts of delusions, Geom Mugeuk called over the money grubs.

"Alright, if you're all done cleaning, gather around."

The money grubs then gathered there. They must have been ordered to look innocent. They were all trying their best to put on kind expressions.

Seeing it up close, Geum Ajong was even more flabbergasted.

That money grub's forearm over there is as thick as this Geom Yeon fellow's waist. Have you no shame?

Could it be? Were they all poisoned or something?

Otherwise, he couldn't believe they had been bested by this young man.

Seeing them acting so meek after being so haughty, Geum Arin felt a sense of satisfaction. It was okay to feel satisfied. Geom Yeon was her subordinate now.

Geom Mugeuk said to the money grubs.

"Well, you've all worked hard. You may go now."

The money grubs bowed deeply and left the place.

Geum Ajong glared at them.

He tells you to go, and you just go?

But they really left without a single look back. It was probably because their pride was hurt, but because of that, Geum Ajong's pride was hurt too. No matter how much they followed his father, he was still his father's flesh and blood.

Geom Mugeuk said to the two siblings.

"Come to think of it, you both sent people to kill me. It seems your bloodline is fated to not leave me alone. How many siblings are there? Surely it's not nine siblings, is it?"

Geum Arin's face flushed slightly at Geom Mugeuk's joke. Geum Ajong maintained a shameless expression, as if he wasn't the one who sent the money grubs.

Geum Arin replied to Geom Mugeuk.

"When will you depart? We're all ready to leave."

"Then let's leave right away. I'll be back here in one hour."

"Let's do that. If you lead the way, we'll follow the Young Lady's carriage."

"See you later, then."

Geum Arin had been about to turn and leave after her farewell, but she turned back again.

"Thank you," she said.

She didn't say what she was thankful for, but Geom Mugeuk smiled at her with a look that said he knew everything. At that moment, Geum Arin realized it anew.

So that was it.

Now she knew for sure why she was drawn to Geom Mugeuk. It was because of that composure. The reason she invested two million taels and even bet her own fate was because of that relaxed smile. Because of that man's composure, which seemed to know everything.

And so, Geum Arin and Geum Ajong left the place.

"That guy's a con artist," Geum Ajong said.

After a brief pause, Geum Arin asked.

"And you're not, Orabeoni?"

The rebuke that flew at the flinching Geum Ajong was sharp. "You act like you're doing this for me or the clan, but you're not, are you? If you were really thinking of me, you would have discussed it with me before sending the money grubs. You were convinced I made a mistake, and you were trying to correct it to score points with Father, weren't you?"

"What nonsense are you talking about?"

Hit right on the mark, Geum Ajong flatly denied it. If things had gone according to his plan, he would have replied to those words like this. Serves you right. You're completely out of Father's favor now.

"I'll see you at the main house. Oh, and if you get the chance, be sure to thank the attendant. If you had lost all the money grubs, you're the one who would have been out of Father's favor, Orabeoni."

Geum Arin left first.

Gazing at her retreating back, Geum Ajong looked toward the manor behind him.

Through the half-open gate, he could see Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk was looking up at the sky, and unfittingly, he seemed lonely.

Then, Geom Mugeuk sensed Geum Ajong's gaze, looked his way, and waved.

Geum Ajong pretended not to see, turned sharply, and quickened his pace.

His older brother had once told him that not only was he greedy, but he also had the makings of a con artist. Fine, he admitted it. It takes a con artist to know a con artist. That man was definitely hiding something.

I'll be the one to expose your true identity.

And to do that, he had a subordinate more skilled than anyone else.

"Lim Chu!"

A masked man then appeared.

"Find proof that he's a con artist as quickly as possible!"

"Understood."

Lim Chu was a man specialized in digging into people's backgrounds and gathering information, and he commanded the highest price among his subordinates.

"Don't fail! I've had enough failure for one day."


The carriage headed for Shaanxi, where the Golden Dragon Clan's Headquarters was located.

The two carriages traveled at a distance from each other. Geum Arin had told Lim Hyuk, who was driving her carriage, not to worry even if Geom Mugeuk's carriage didn't follow closely.

Inside the carriage, Geom Mugeuk reported what he knew about the Golden Dragon Clan to his father. Although his father was likely hearing all the information from the All-Knowing Hall, this information was from the Hidden Moon.

"The Golden Dragon Clan has three children in total. Geum Ajong and Geum Arin, whom we met earlier, are the second brother and the third child, respectively. The First Young Lord, Geum Ahyuk, is currently the most likely successor. To put it in numbers, our analysis is that Geum Ahyuk has a sixty percent chance, Geum Ajong has a thirty percent chance, and Geum Arin has a ten percent chance."

Geom Mugeuk had accurately grasped Geum Arin's intentions.

"The ultimate reason Geum Arin brought us in this time is likely to use us in her succession battle. It's a losing fight anyway, so she's dreaming of a final reversal."

Geom Woojin listened silently to Geom Mugeuk's report.

"When we arrive at the Golden Dragon Clan, I plan to investigate the Patriarch first. I believe he's connected to the mastermind."

"Your reason?"

The reason was Geum Arin.

"The money earned by the secret organization flowed to the mastermind. However, since the leader of this secret organization is the daughter of the Golden Dragon Clan's Patriarch, it must be the Patriarch who sent the money."

If the leader had been someone else, there might have been a slim chance that someone in the upper echelons had orchestrated it without the Patriarch's knowledge, but since it was Geum Arin, the Golden Dragon Clan's Patriarch was definitely involved.

"The problem is how they are connected. Are they completely their subordinates, or are they accomplices, or they could be being blackmailed. They could also be being deceived."

He also had a specific plan for that.

"However, because she gave us two million taels this time, that payment has been disrupted. It's a big problem for them, as they were in a situation where they had to pay them money. I plan to focus on that point. We should be able to deduce their relationship from the Patriarch's reaction."

A strange light flickered in Geom Woojin's eyes.

"Did you think that far ahead when you accepted the money?"

Geom Mugeuk's sparkling eyes were already answering yes.

Then, Geom Woojin said.

"Is there really a need for me to go?"

He was asking if his help was really necessary when his son could see through the situation so clearly.

"We need to show them once."

"Show them what?"

Geom Mugeuk then said calmly.

"That you, Father, exist in this murim."

"!"

Geom Woojin stared at his son in silence for a moment before turning his head to look out the window of the moving carriage.

He added one more thing to his father.

"Of course, I know you'd prefer to make your presence known in a different way."


That night, they stayed at an inn.

In the dead of night, when everyone was asleep, a masked man quietly appeared. It was Lim Chu, sent by Geum Ajong.

He didn't slip into the guest rooms where people were sleeping, but into the stable.

His footsteps made no sound, and the carriage door made no noise when he opened it. One would believe him if he were called a thief, and one would believe him if he were called an assassin.

Lim Chu didn't rashly enter the guest room where they slept.

He checked the carriage first.

After carefully examining the inside of the carriage, he then checked the driver's seat. The luggage seemed to have been moved to the guest room, so there was nothing special.

From this unremarkable carriage, Lim Chu felt an unidentifiable sense of unease.

Something's strange.

After looking around for a moment, he realized the source of this unease.

The carriage is too old for the horses.

The horses were truly fine steeds, but the carriage was too shabby.

Lim Chu slowly inspected the carriage. He looked it over, tapping it here and there.

As a result, he discovered that the exterior of the carriage had been newly covered with thin plywood. It had been deliberately made to look like an old carriage.

Lim Chu used his dagger to scrape the edge of the plywood, prying it open slightly.

Peeking through the gap, he could see that there was a picture drawn on the carriage.

Looking closely, it was a shape like a crescent moon.

"A crescent moon?" he muttered to himself.

Was there a sect in the murim that used a crescent moon?

If he tore off a little more, he might be able to recognize it. But doing so would leave a trace that the plywood had been removed. He decided he would have to get materials to reattach the plywood and then take it off completely.

Before that, he tried to check the picture one more time, peering through the gap.

"!"

Lim Chu was startled. It wasn't because of the picture. Someone had silently come up beside him and was also peering through the gap in the plywood. It was Geom Mugeuk.

"Looks more like a horn than a crescent moon, don't you think?"


Chapter 470: I Told You They Were Swindlers!

Lim Chu felt his breath catch.

Had he ever been this surprised in his life? Had he ever allowed someone to get this close?

Lim Chu instinctively tried to leap away and escape.

The moment his body shot into the air, he felt it. The man who had been standing with him was now right beside him, also in the air. He was stuck to his side like a shadow.

The instant Geom Mugeuk grabbed his shoulder, Lim Chu was brought back down to their original spot. He had been trying to break through the roof to escape, but now he descended with Geom Mugeuk.

The movement of being caught and returned was so fluid that it looked as if the two had performed a synchronized leap and descent.

Lim Chu felt that the man's martial arts completely overwhelmed his own. The move he had just witnessed was far more difficult than silently approaching and sealing one's acupoints.

"Since we've already started peeling, let's peel it all off."

Geom Mugeuk yanked off the plywood attached to the carriage.

RIIIIIP.

The wall of the carriage was revealed. The personal carriage of the Heavenly Demon, made of a unique metal, came into view. It was the sturdiest carriage in all of murim.

"Actually, considering who rides in it, there's no need to make it this sturdy."

Lim Chu didn't quite hear Geom Mugeuk's words. His eyes were wide as he stared at the carriage, mesmerized.

The painting on the carriage.

Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, it wasn't a crescent moon, but horns.

The terrifying face of a fiend with two horns, like a demon. It was a fearsome devil that sent a chill down one's spine just by looking at it.

Lim Chu was completely frozen. There was only one organization in murim that would openly display such a painting. What if this was the carriage of the place he was thinking of?

I'm a dead man.

Truly, when he entered this stable, he never would have dreamed that today would be the day of his death.

Whether he knew what Lim Chu was thinking or not, Geom Mugeuk walked back to his side. He stood next to him and spoke nonchalantly.

"Isn't it scary? Was there really a need to draw it so realistically and frighteningly? I get the chills every time I see it. What about you?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at him.

Lim Chu answered in a trembling voice.

"This is my first time seeing it."

"That's right. It's not a painting you get to see easily."

A meaningful statement followed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Not just anyone can have this painting on their carriage. Only someone of very high rank can."

Normally, he would have said 'only one person', but he didn't reveal that much.

Then, a suspicion suddenly bloomed in Lim Chu's mind.

Huh? Are these guys really swindlers?

He thought it might be possible. High-ranking members of the Demonic Cult traveling with just three people? It somehow felt unbelievable.

Anyone can have a painting like this done if they just pay an artist, right? And the way he deliberately tore off the cover for me to see...

It was at that very moment.

When he came to his senses, he was standing in the sky. The sky was blue, and his surroundings were blue. He wondered if this was all a dream.

Yes, hoping it was a dream, he reached out and touched the blue floor.

SPLASH. It wasn't the sky, but incredibly clear water. What he was seeing was the sky reflected on the water's surface.

It was Geom Mugeuk's qi. His instantly manifested qi had pulled him into a new world.

However, Geom Mugeuk's true qi was beneath his feet.

An invisible energy pulled him down into the water.

He kept sinking. The terror of a bottomless abyss washed over him. The fear of that abyss was endless and dreadful.

"Uwaaack!"

When Lim Chu screamed, he was still standing in front of the carriage.

Geom Mugeuk was staring at him with a profound gaze.

Only then did Lim Chu understand.

They're not swindlers.

However, he soon corrected that thought.

No, they are swindlers. The greatest swindlers of all time.

Everyone was happily heading to the clan, unaware that they were demons or absolute masters of the Demonic Cult. And he, completely oblivious, had ordered an investigation on them.

Lim Chu squeezed his eyes shut.

"Kill me."

His voice trembled.

"Do you have any last words?"

"Who would I blame? I can only blame my own fate for getting caught up in this."

He kept his eyes closed for a moment, but the man didn't kill him. When Lim Chu opened his eyes, Geom Mugeuk was still looking at the carriage wall.

"Why don't you kill me?"

"What great crime did you commit that I should kill you? All you did was snoop around the carriage a bit."

"You people are..."

"What? Do we look like fiends who kill everyone we make eye contact with?"

Come to think of it, his acupoints hadn't been sealed yet. He briefly considered running away but quickly gave up on the idea.

"You're letting me live?"

Of course, there were conditions.

"Just as Young Lady Geum hired us, I will hire you. Just until this business is over and we leave."

Lim Chu was startled. He thought he was surely dead, but a path to survival had opened.

"Are you perhaps loyal enough to Geum Ajong to die for him?"

"No."

"I thought so."

The Geum Ajong he knew was not the kind of person to inspire such loyalty from his subordinates.

"His fate will have nothing to do with your decision anyway. So there's no need to feel guilty. I'll pay you three times what you're getting now."

"We have a relationship where I just work as much as I'm paid. I don't feel any guilt."

The problem was this. How would this new employer treat him? This person wasn't a merchant from a rival Trading Company offering more money.

"Are you going to feed me a gu poison or something?"

"Nothing like that will happen."

"What if I expose your identities? How can you trust me?"

"I don't trust you."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the carriage wall.

"I trust that."

Lim Chu's gaze also turned to the fiend on the carriage wall.

Geom Mugeuk made no threats. He didn't utter a single common threat, like imprisoning and torturing him for life, killing him cruelly, or even killing his family if he betrayed them.

That made it even more terrifying.

"What do you need me to do?"


"I intend to intervene in the Golden Dragon Clan's succession battle."

To Geom Mugeuk's words, thrown out like a declaration of war from inside the moving carriage, Geom Woojin replied.

"Isn't that your specialty?"

"Isn't instigating fights between others the most fun?"

Of course, that wasn't the reason he was intervening.

"If a succession battle breaks out, everyone's attention will be on that fight rather than on us. We need to use that fight to find the mastermind, deal with them, and get out. Please leave it to me."

Geom Woojin nodded silently, as if telling him to handle it as he saw fit.

Just then, Hwi said from the driver's seat.

"The horses are tired. We'll stop for a rest."

The moving carriage slowly came to a halt.

Where the carriage stopped, Geum Arin's carriage, which had been ahead, was waiting.

After letting the horses loose in the field, Hwi prepared a meal.

"I'll prepare the meal this time."

"I'll help."

Lim Hyuk rolled up his sleeves and stepped forward, but Hwi refused.

"Just rest. You can take care of the meal during the next break."

"Understood."

Was it because he recognized him as a fellow bodyguard? Of the three, Lim Hyuk was most conscious of Hwi. He felt a strange kinship and the feeling of meeting a great senior in the world of bodyguards.

Just then, Geum Arin said to Geom Mugeuk.

"Let's have a talk."

"Let's."

Geom Mugeuk and Geum Arin slowly started walking.

Lim Hyuk was about to follow, but Geom Mugeuk spoke to him.

"When she's with me, you can just rest."

"I have never once left the Young Lady alone."

Looking into his loyal eyes, Geom Mugeuk said.

"Try it just this once. If there's ever a time to do it, today would be the perfect day."

Geum Arin just watched Geom Mugeuk, thinking that there must be a reason when he acts like this.

"Are you perhaps going to have a conversation that I shouldn't overhear?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"No. I purely mean for you to rest. I know you won't be able to rest well because you'll be worried, but I'm still telling you to rest."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Hwi, who was beside him. These words were also meant for Hwi. He wanted his loyal bodyguard to rest this time.

These loyal men were skilled in all sorts of things, but they truly had never learned how to rest.

Standing beside them, Geum Arin nodded at Lim Hyuk with an expression that told him to do as he was told.

Lim Hyuk no longer refused.

"Understood. Please go ahead."

And so, Geom Mugeuk and Geum Arin left.

Feeling uneasy after sending them off, Lim Hyuk stared at their retreating backs for a long time.

Lim Hyuk couldn't bring himself to leave Hwi's side and hovered around him.

"Do you have something to say?"

"No, sir."

Finally, the hesitant Lim Hyuk brought up what he had been holding back.

"Yes, I do. May I ask just one thing?"

"Go ahead."

I don't know if we're close enough for me to ask this, but...

"It's about your nephew. Do you think he believes that me always staying by the Young Lady's side is hindering her growth as a martial artist?"

"I'm asking because I wondered if that's why he told me to rest."

He used Geom Mugeuk as an excuse, but it was his own worry. He truly cherished Geum Arin like a daughter and always tried to protect her.

But was he ruining her because of it? He had been wrestling with that concern.

He wanted to ask Hwi about this problem. He felt like Hwi would have an answer.

"I don't really know what my nephew was thinking. It could be that, or it could be that he simply wanted to let you rest."

Hwi, who had started as if he was going to brush it off with an 'I don't know', lifted his head, looked at Lim Hyuk, and asked.

"Whatever it is, what does it have to do with us?"

"Pardon?"

"Her growth as a martial artist is a separate issue from us, isn't it? Someone who is meant to grow well will do so on their own, whether they have a bodyguard or not. For a mere bodyguard like us to worry about such things is overstepping our duties, wouldn't you say?"

It was a simple answer telling him not to get too emotionally invested in his charge, but he felt a weight lift from his chest.

How could he not have had the same thought himself?

However, even after pondering it a hundred times, he couldn't reach a conclusion.

But hearing it from someone else was a relief. And since it came from someone who felt like a great senior in the world of bodyguards, he felt he could just follow his words.

"Yes, you're right. It's not a matter for me to interfere in. Thank you so much for your guidance."

Hwi spoke more than usual today. Just as Lim Hyuk felt Hwi was special, it was a special connection for Hwi as well.

It was as if he had met a junior in murim who was contemplating the duties of a bodyguard. That's why he added one more thing.

"My nephew's words are probably right. The part about it being fine when she's with him. So think of this as your last vacation and enjoy it."

Lim Hyuk had a strange feeling.

It was difficult to refuse these people. Geom Mugeuk, this bodyguard, and that man standing over there with his back turned.

He felt they were all people he couldn't handle.

Lim Hyuk's gaze turned in the direction Geum Arin had disappeared.

So, Young Lady, you must choose well.

Geom Mugeuk and Geum Arin stood side by side on a hill.

The view from the hill was beautiful.

The reeds rippled as if alive, and beyond them, the river flowed gracefully, sparkling in the sunlight.

"I have something to tell you."

Geum Arin had been pondering one thing the entire carriage ride. She had reached a conclusion and was about to tell Geom Mugeuk what it was.

"The reason I made a contract with you isn't because you made a contract with the Milky Way Trading Company and were trying to kill me."

"Then what is it for?"

"I want your help in the succession battle."

She spoke honestly. This decision was a gut feeling, just like her choice to hire Geom Mugeuk in the first place. If this feeling was wrong, she was ruined.

"Make me the heir of the Golden Dragon Clan."

Geom Mugeuk wasn't particularly surprised.

"You knew, didn't you."

"I had a rough idea."

Geum Arin felt she had done the right thing by speaking up. Even if she was doomed to fail, the sense of stability this man gave her felt truly good.

That must be why she could ask such a question.

"Can you make me the heir?"

"That depends on you."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze towards her was serious.

"How far can you trust me?"


Geum Ajong was also returning to the clan.

He was actually traveling faster than Geom Mugeuk and Geum Arin's carriage. He had sent Lim Chu to investigate Geom Mugeuk while heading back to the clan first.

And Lim Chu, whom he had been waiting for, returned.

"Did you find anything out?"

"Yes, I did."

Lim Chu lowered his voice and said.

"Your prediction was correct, Young Lord. I was lucky enough to overhear their conversation. They said they were going to the clan to pull off an even bigger score."

"Right? I told you they were swindlers! Those damn swindlers!"

Geum Ajong was overjoyed that his prediction was correct.

"What about proof?"

"I haven't found any yet."

Geum Ajong's expression soured. It was useless without clear evidence.

Even if Lim Chu claimed to have heard them, they would just argue he was framing them since he was his subordinate.

"I need to find proof. That's the only way to get rid of Arin."

Then, Lim Chu spoke cautiously.

"May I offer my thoughts?"

"Speak."

"Use them to frame the First Young Lord, not the Third Young Lady."

It was an unexpected suggestion.

"My brother?"

"After all, isn't the Young Lord's true rival the First Young Lord?"

He was right. He had worried that his father might make his younger sister the heir, but that was closer to an obsession.

The most likely heir right now was his older brother. Perhaps he was tormenting his sister as a form of escapism, lacking the courage to confront his brother.

"It's a good idea, but how?"

"Aren't they swindlers? Throw the First Young Lord to them as prey."

Geum Ajong's eyes flashed. The words hit home.

If he could just entangle these guys with his brother, he could drastically lower his brother's standing with their father and the clan's martial artists.

"Will my brother fall for it easily?"

"You have to make him fall for it."

"How?"

"That, I don't know."

He had been told to only say this much, as speaking too perfectly would arouse suspicion.

He was told that the rest would be handled by Geum Ajong himself. That he was a man with a knack for scheming, so he would figure it out on his own.

Indeed, just as Geom Mugeuk had predicted, Geum Ajong started racking his brain.

"Lure my brother in with those swindlers?"

His eyes gleamed cunningly as he searched for a method.

In the world of merchants, a financial incident is always the most fatal. His sister had caused a two-million-nyang incident.

"How big of an incident should I make my brother cause?"


Chapter 471: Can You Collect a Debt for Me?

The carriage passed through Chongqing and headed for Shaanxi. Since they were traveling with Geum Arin, they decided to visit the secret vault on their way back. It was a reward given by the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company.

"Aren't you curious about what's in there?"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's question, Geom Woojin just stared out the window as if he had no interest at all.

"Please give me thirty chances to choose, too!"

At the mention of thirty times, Geom Woojin turned his head to look at his son.

"I figured I should ask for that many at first so I can get at least three later."

Geom Mugeuk saw it. The corners of his father's mouth hesitated, debating whether to rise or not. Right, he would probably give him three.

Geom Mugeuk followed his father's gaze and looked out the window.

"How long has it been since you were in Chongqing?"

"It's been a long time."

Geom Woojin recalled the Chongqing of the past, while Geom Mugeuk recalled the Chongqing of the future. After all, Geom Woojin had once roamed this place with the Fist Demon, and Geom Mugeuk had wandered here in search of materials for his grand technique.

Just then, Geom Woojin looked at an inn visible up ahead and said, "Let's rest there for today."

Hwi replied to his father's words.

"Understood."

Until now, his father had silently followed the schedule set by Hwi and Lim Hyuk. He went if they went to an inn, and he camped if they camped. However, today, he was the first to suggest resting at that inn.

After notifying Geum Arin's carriage, which was running ahead, Hwi pulled their carriage up to the inn.

Geom Mugeuk was curious. Did his father have some meaningful memory here from the past? Perhaps the innkeeper would remember his father and thank him for his help back then.

However, nothing of the sort happened.

Then why did he suggest staying here?

After unpacking, Geom Woojin went out with Hwi. He did not take Geom Mugeuk with them.

"You wait here."

"Please take me with you. Where are the two of you going alone?"

"You don't need to know."

Leaving only curiosity behind, Geom Woojin and Hwi left the inn.

After the two had walked for a while, Geom Woojin asked quietly, "This is the place, isn't it?"

Hwi asked with a surprised expression in response to Geom Woojin's question.

"You knew?"

Geom Woojin nodded. This place was Hwi's hometown. Even Hwi himself hadn't realized the Cult Leader had suggested stopping here because he knew it was his hometown.

"I left when I was young, so I don't have any particular feelings about it. I left right after my parents passed away."

"Still, since we're passing by, we should stop at least once. Where's your family home?"

"It's in the mountain village over that hill."

Geom Woojin started walking first, and Hwi quietly followed behind him.

He was surprised that the Cult Leader remembered his hometown, and even more surprised that they had stopped so he could walk there with him.

The Cult Leader has really changed.

Hwi had watched him more closely than anyone from Geom Woojin's side. The Cult Leader was a man of deep affection, but he was not one to express it like this. Hwi knew better than anyone the source of this change.

Hwi thought of Geom Mugeuk. It was the Young Cult Leader who had pushed him to take his own time throughout this journey.

[Why are you going this far?]

[A wave of change is sweeping through our Cult these days, isn't it? I'm trying to get you caught up in it, too.]

Yes, he knew better than anyone what kind of change it was. That was why he could ask.

[Where is this change leading us?]

The Young Cult Leader, who had created all these changes, had answered.

[I don't know either.]

When he heard those words, Hwi actually felt a sense of relief.

And so, the two of them arrived at the place where Hwi was born. Surprisingly, the house was still there, but other people were living in it.

No one remembered Hwi. It would have been stranger if anyone had remembered the boy who left the village when he was young, now returned as a middle-aged martial artist.

He had said he felt nothing for his hometown, but that wasn't the case for the house he had lived in. Memories of his childhood surfaced, and he became lost in them.

He especially remembered his mother shouting for him to come eat while he was playing with friends in the alley in front of his house. The faint memory of the children scattering one by one and running home surfaced.

After looking at the house and the alley in front of it for a while, the two of them ate noodles together at a small noodle shop in the village.

Geom Mugeuk kept telling him to change, that he had to change, but he had already changed a lot himself. Wasn't he sitting here now, eating noodles with the Cult Leader?

After finishing a bowl of noodles without a word, the two returned to the inn. They didn't have any particular conversation. However, Hwi could fully feel Geom Woojin's sentiment from this alone. It was the Cult Leader's way of showing that he cared for him.

At the entrance to the inn, Hwi said, "Thank you."

Geom Woojin replied, "I'm the one who should be thankful."

This was Geom Woojin's sentiment for the man who always protected him. He was now beginning to express himself, starting with those closest to him.

During that time, Geom Mugeuk was training his martial arts, using the Heavenly Space Secret Art by activating the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Whenever he had free time during the journey here, he focused on his martial arts training.

He always believed his strength lay not in techniques but in his relationships with people, but that was a thought he could only afford to have when he was strong enough to block an enemy's attack. For the days spent with people to shine, he had to shed blood and sweat at night.

For that reason, Geom Mugeuk's nights were long.


The carriage traveled on and on, finally arriving at the Golden Dragon Clan in Shaanxi.

Geom Mugeuk parted ways with his father at a spot where the clan's buildings were visible in the distance.

"I'll go on ahead as a scout."

It was based on his judgment that there was no need to go to the Golden Dragon Clan with his father from the very beginning.

"Aren't main characters supposed to make their entrance later?"

No matter how one tried, how could his father's presence be concealed? Furthermore, since he didn't know how the clan Patriarch would react, it was a wise choice to go alone first and gauge the atmosphere.

Geom Woojin also guessed his son's intentions, so he readily accepted his decision. Besides, he had to receive a report from the All-Knowing Hall and take care of some backed-up work.

"I'll wait at the safehouse."

There was a safehouse for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult nearby, so he would be able to come quickly if help was needed.

"I'll send for you."

The carriage carrying his father departed in the opposite direction.

Geom Mugeuk joined Geum Arin's carriage.

Geum Arin started to suggest that it would be better if the other two came along, but she stopped herself. She had to trust him. Trust this man. He must have a plan.

The carriage arrived at the entrance of the Golden Dragon Clan. Above the magnificent main gate hung a golden plaque, its calligraphy as powerful as a swirling, soaring dragon.

The main gate opened, and the carriage entered. The men guarding the entrance were as dignified as martial artists from a warrior family, and they had well-trained gazes.

The wide courtyard, flower garden, and pond that spread out inside the main gate were harmoniously and beautifully arranged. The buildings were magnificent, and golden dragons symbolizing the Golden Dragon Clan were carved everywhere.

The intent to overwhelm any visitor could be felt everywhere, but it had no effect on Geom Mugeuk, who had grown up seeing the giant demonic statue of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

As they drew closer to the Patriarch's hall, he could feel Geum Arin growing more tense.

"Are you nervous?"

Geum Arin nodded in response to Geom Mugeuk's question. Now was not the time to hide her emotions, but to prepare for her father's reaction.

"Father might yell at you."

"You don't have to worry about that. When it comes to the 'scary father' department, I'm more experienced than anyone."

"That's not what I meant!"

Was he not worried at all? How could he be so calm?

Having arrived first, her second brother Geum Ajong was waiting in front of the Patriarch's hall.

"You've arrived?"

Having clearly misunderstood Geom Mugeuk's identity, he looked at him with a different mindset than before.

This swindler! This cute little rascal who's going to change my destiny!

His heart was filled with the desire to quickly pair this swindler with his older brother and bring about his ruin.

"Was your journey difficult?"

"It was fine."

"Let's have a drink later when you have time. You're a guest at the main house, so it'll be my treat."

"Let's do that."

Geom Mugeuk readily accepted his offer.

After parting ways with Geum Ajong, Geom Mugeuk and Geum Arin entered the Patriarch's hall.

As they walked down the corridor, Geum Arin said, "Something's suspicious."

"What is?"

"There's no way my Orabeoni would be so kind to you. He's overdoing it."

She was certainly quick-witted.

"There's no harm in getting friendly, is there?"

"You just saw him. The kind of person it's bad to get friendly with."

And so, the two of them entered the Patriarch's hall. The Patriarch, Geum Cheonbang, was waiting there.

Unlike typical great merchants who tend to have pleasant features and a fine physique, Geum Cheonbang had a small frame and a slightly irritable appearance. It seemed both Geum Arin and Geum Ajong were fortunate enough to take after their mother.

The fact that he had made the Golden Dragon Clan one of the top five in the Central Plains with such an appearance could be seen as a testament to his remarkable ability.

Geum Arin had thought her father might roar at her the moment he saw her, but surprisingly, he was calm.

"I've returned, Father."

"You're back?"

Geum Cheonbang's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"I am Geom Yeon of the Western Blade Sect."

As he politely offered a clasped hands greeting, Geum Cheonbang returned the gesture gently.

"It's a pleasure to meet you."

Geum Arin grew even more tense seeing her father smile at Geom Mugeuk. He was not the type of man to smile like that at someone who had taken the huge sum of two million taels from him. Moreover, the man's father and uncle had not come with him. In other words, her father could have thought that they had taken two million taels and sent a young upstart in their place. However, her father showed no sign of displeasure. That was what made her anxious. Both her Orabeoni and her father were acting unexpectedly.

"I've heard the story. You've decided to help our Arin?"

"That is correct."

"My daughter has a good eye for people."

"Seeing as she chose me, it certainly seems so."

Geum Cheonbang even accepted Geom Mugeuk's joke with a smile.

"However, I heard there were three of you?"

"Father and uncle had a place to stop by, so they will be coming later."

"I see."

It was precisely for this reason that Geum Cheonbang was being cautious.

The owner of the Milky Way Trading Company came to meet these people in person?

He knew better than anyone the position of the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company. He was a man who summoned people to him, no matter who they were. For such a man to move personally, they must be truly special figures.

As if to prove it, these were the people who had fearlessly broken their contract with the clan and signed a new one with his daughter.

Just how great are their skills?

Geom Mugeuk, too, was observing him carefully. He believed that the key to this whole affair lay with Geum Cheonbang.

Do you know who your money is going to?

And so, their mutual probing came to an end.

Geum Cheonbang was the first to speak.

"I am a merchant. It is my principle that goods must be bought at a fair price and sold at a fair price."

Was this the kind of man who would run a secret organization to absorb the Ju Swordsmanship Family?

"You must have built such a large business by adhering to such a wonderful principle."

"Thank you for saying so. That being said, may I ask a favor of you?"

It meant that since they had received two million taels, they should prove their worth.

"What favor is it?"

"The Golden Dragon Clan conducts countless transactions. Even as we speak, a deal is likely being made somewhere. There are good deals, but there are bound to be bad ones as well. There are several parties who have caused us great losses and then feigned ignorance. Among them, there is one that has troubled us for a long time."

"Can you go there and collect the debt for me?"

Geum Cheonbang narrowed his eyes as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Who are these shameless people?"

Geum Cheonbang answered with a feigned sigh.

"The Hundred Immortals Sect."

The Hundred Immortals Sect. It was named as if it were a sect where a hundred immortals had gathered, but if such people had truly gathered there, they would not have chosen such a name. The Hundred Immortals Sect was nothing less than a den of demons. Geom Mugeuk knew about them as well.

Geum Arin finally understood why her father had been so kind. He wasn't going to let this end with just anger and shouting.

He's trying to kill this man.

The Hundred Immortals Sect was more than just a long-standing nuisance for the Golden Dragon Clan. They were an incredibly wicked and dangerous entity.

Even they, the Golden Dragon Clan, had been unable to recover the money extorted from them. Asking these people to retrieve it was a request filled with a malice that went beyond a simple test of skill.

"Father, to entrust them with that task..."

Just then, Geum Cheonbang shot her a cold glare. Geum Arin could not continue. She could feel how furious her father was.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was relaxed.

"How much is the debt?"

"The amount has accumulated over a long time. The debt has reached three million taels."

It was money that had been extorted from them under various pretexts. It was money they didn't even perceive as a loan, which made collecting it impossible. The Hundred Immortals Sect was teeming with masters, and their viciousness was at its peak.

Geum Cheonbang was curious to see how Geom Mugeuk would react.

Will you accept, even in a situation like this?

This was a sort of probe, a test to see how he would react.

Geum Arin sent an urgent voice transmission to Geom Mugeuk.

[Refuse! Even you can't handle them!]

She had bet everything on this man. She couldn't lose him like this. She had to stop this, even if it meant throwing herself in the way.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not the type of person to act according to her wishes.

[When you asked me to make you the successor, what did I ask you?]

She recalled the question Geom Mugeuk had asked.

"How far can you trust me?"

Even so, to be put to such a test already...

While she hesitated to reply, Geom Mugeuk answered first.

"I'll collect it."

Geum Cheonbang gave a strange smile.

He's actually doing it? Is this a decision made without knowing who the Hundred Immortals Sect are? Or does he know and is still accepting?

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to accept such a demand meekly.

"Then what percentage will you give me as compensation?"

"What?"

Geom Mugeuk calmly explained to the surprised Geum Cheonbang. "I'm not your subordinate, Patriarch. I'm the one who has joined hands with Young Lady Geum here, am I not? I'm now about to do a job that my own partner is advising against, so it's only natural that I receive appropriate compensation. Is my demand wrong?"

Geum Cheonbang could not refute it. He had a point. Strictly speaking, Geom Mugeuk was not a subordinate he had hired. However, to demand more money after already taking two million taels? Normally, it would be an absurd demand, but the current situation was special.

"How much do you want?"

"You said it's been a long time since you've been paid, so it's a bad debt. You probably thought you'd never get it back anyway. And since you couldn't collect it yourself, Patriarch, they must be that much more dangerous."

After laying all this groundwork, Geom Mugeuk made a bold move.

"I'll have to take half."


Chapter 472: Whether Money or Blood Will Pour

"You're asking for half?"

Geum Cheonbang couldn't hide his surprise. The demand was as unreasonable as his own request had been.

"In cases like this, the service fee is usually one-tenth of the amount. A generous offer would be two-tenths to handle the job."

"That would be true if the opponent were ordinary," Geom Mugeuk said, pushing even further.

"In fact, it would be profitable for you, Patriarch, even if you gave me the entire amount."

"What kind of sophistry is that?"

Geom Mugeuk raised his voice, speaking with power. "When you do business with the Golden Dragon Clan, you must always pay your debts."

The words, so pleasant to hear, echoed resoundingly throughout the hall.

"No one can get away with not paying the Golden Dragon Clan."

Geum Cheonbang thought of all the money he couldn't collect for one reason or another. How wonderful would it be if those words came true? The thought brought a smile to his lips.

Having captured his attention with such pleasing words, Geum Cheonbang naturally listened for what would come next.

"And what about a rumor like this? That even the Hundred Immortals Sect paid their debt."

What more needed to be said? It was a fantastic rumor.

"If that were to happen, no one would ever think of cheating the Golden Dragon Clan out of their money again."

Geom Mugeuk stared into Geum Cheonbang's eyes and asked, "How much do you think that's worth?"

Even Geum Cheonbang, who was quick with calculations, couldn't answer easily. Considering not just the present but the future, it was something that couldn't be converted into money.

"All of this only applies if you actually collect the money from them, right?"

Geom Mugeuk replied with eyes full of conviction. "I will collect it, and I will take only half of that money."

'A whole half' had become 'only half'. Geum Cheonbang felt no sense of incongruity at all.

On top of that, Geom Mugeuk added a touch of magnanimity. "I'm making a special concession for your daughter's sake."

A flicker of curiosity crossed Geum Cheonbang's eyes. Not bad, he thought. This was how you should conduct a deal. It was bold to the point of shamelessness, yet still persuasive.

Yes, the head of the Milky Way Trading Company wouldn't have gone to meet just anyone.

Maybe? For a moment, he thought the man might actually collect the money.

He soon decided it was impossible, however. He knew the Hundred Immortals Sect well.

Most people saw them as cruel, emotional, and reckless. They were ignorant brutes with whom reason was impossible.

At first, Geum Cheonbang had thought so too. But now he knew the Chief who led them was a smart man. Their revenge and their legal extortion all stemmed from meticulous calculation.

Can you really handle such a difficult person?

Even while thinking the man was no match for them, he felt a sense of curiosity. The young man's display was indeed impressive. It was rare to see such spirit these days.

"What will you do if you can't collect it?" he asked. He expected him to say he would return the two million taels he received from his daughter.

"If I can't, I can't. It's money that even you, Patriarch, couldn't collect. Do you think I could get it easily?"

By pulling him into the argument, he left Geum Cheonbang unable to retort. He was impressed by Geom Mugeuk's response.

"Will you give me half?"

It was money he wasn't getting anyway. Securing even one and a half million out of three million taels would be a profit.

Besides, if he really did collect it, they would gain a reputation more valuable than money, just as the young man had said.

And if he fails?

The Hundred Immortals Sect would probably rough him up a bit and send him back. Since they owed a debt to the Golden Dragon Clan, they wouldn't let things get too out of hand.

And if this guy's spirit was broken, it would be easier to recover the two million taels in the future.

With that, Geum Cheonbang's calculations were complete.

"Fine, I'll give you half."

Geum Arin, who had been watching, could not hold back any longer. "No!"

She knew her father was angry with her and had tried not to step in. But if she didn't stop him now, it would be too late.

"Do you realize how dangerous this job is before making this promise?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at her and calmly replied.

"I know how much money two million taels is. I also know that one and a half million taels is a huge sum. To earn big money, shouldn't one naturally take big risks?"

Geum Cheonbang liked those words. He despised people who tried to make money without paying a price. To earn big money, you had to take on big risks.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted from Geum Arin back to Geum Cheonbang. "It seems one must dive into the world of commerce to make money. As soon as I arrive, money is pouring in."

Geum Cheonbang responded with composure of his own. "We'll see when it's over whether it's money or blood that pours."

The two men faced each other. A major promise had been made in a first meeting that could have ended as a mere exploratory talk.

"Then I will see you after I've collected the money." Geom Mugeuk bowed politely and was about to leave when Geum Arin spoke.

"Please wait outside for a moment. I have something to discuss with my father."

"Very well."

Once Geom Mugeuk left the Patriarch's hall, only Geum Cheonbang and Geum Arin remained.

Geum Cheonbang had an idea of what his daughter was about to say.

"You know he can't possibly succeed, don't you? You're giving him this job just to punish me, aren't you? That's too cruel."

Geum Cheonbang responded coldly. "You're the one who brought this trouble upon us."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean you brought a source of future trouble to the main house."

"The Milky Way Trading Company was trying to use them to attack my organization. I couldn't just stand by and watch."

Strictly speaking, her own life had been on the line.

My life was at stake, and you're getting angry over money!

She barely managed to swallow the words that rose to her throat. She was, after all, at fault for spending two million taels without permission.

"When you found that out, you should have returned to the clan immediately and consulted with your father."

Geum Arin had a response to that as well. "Then my Orabeonis would have used it against me. They'd say I couldn't handle my own affairs and had to run and hide in Father's arms."

"Still, it was rash. What if that man is a spy planted by the Milky Way Trading Company?"

"Is there such a flamboyant spy in the world?"

Geum Cheonbang said nothing more.

Geum Arin left with one last remark. "He's not a source of trouble, he's a blessing. A blessing you've just thrown into the gutter."

Geum Arin left the Patriarch's hall.

Her chest felt tight. Of all places, the Hundred Immortals Sect.

Geom Mugeuk was waiting for her outside the building.

"Are you really going to do this?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded and started walking. The two of them spoke as they walked side by side.

"Do you even know what kind of place the Hundred Immortals Sect is?"

"What kind of place is it?"

With an 'I knew it' expression, Geum Arin began to describe the group she hated to even think about.

"Their Chief is known as a peerless master."

"It's a gathering of human scum. And that scum isn't your neighborhood ruffians, but highly skilled masters."

Geom Mugeuk simply continued walking in silence.

"That's not all. The truly terrifying thing about them is that if one of them dies, the rest will swarm and get revenge without fail. They're cruel enough to kill the person's friends and even their family."

"How have such people survived until now? Did the Murim Alliance just leave them be?"

That extensive revenge was the biggest reason the Hundred Immortals Sect had become a symbol of terror. At the same time, it was also a reason they deserved to die.

"Because they never leave any evidence. I heard that if someone does leave evidence, they eliminate that person themselves to cut off any loose ends. In the end, there are only rampant rumors about them."

In my life before regression, the Hundred Immortals Sect was eventually subjugated by the Murim Alliance. They found evidence of their evil deeds and attacked. The bastards were annihilated after resisting fiercely.

I recall that a considerable number of the Murim Alliance's masters were also injured or killed in the process.

Seeing the Hundred Immortals Sect become involved with me in this life, I could once again feel the reality of fate. Those who must die will die.

"Did you hear me? They kill innocent family members too."

"My family will be fine." Geom Mugeuk added with a smile.

"They're so fine it's a problem."

Geum Arin knew where his confidence came from. "I know you trust your father, but..."

After walking in silence for a moment, she made a big decision.

"Fine, then I'll go with you."

It was a life-risking decision, but she was rejected instantly.

"Do you want to be extorted for more money by them?"

"What do you mean?"

"If you visit, do you think they'll just leave you alone? They'll find a way to pick a fight, capture you, and then demand money from your father. 'Bring money if you want your daughter back.'"

They were more than capable of doing such a thing, so she couldn't argue.

"Then what about you? Will you be okay?"

"I'll be fine. Father wouldn't give them a single penny."

A joke in a situation like this? She thought his composure was excessive. It would have been nice if he had calmly explained what he was thinking.

But Geom Mugeuk headed in a different direction from where they were supposed to go.

"Where are you going? The guest hall is this way."

"I have somewhere to be. I'll see you later."

Geum Arin watched his back as he strode away and let out a sigh she had been holding in. Now she understood. She knew why he had said those words.

How far can you trust me?

How much are you going to make me worry?


That night, Geum Arin came to Geom Mugeuk's quarters. It was late, but he was awake.

"Did I disturb your sleep?"

"It's fine, come in. We're people who are busy at night."

"Pardon?"

Geom Mugeuk just gave an enigmatic smile.

Geum Arin stepped inside. Seeing a bottle on the table, it seemed he had been drinking.

"Would you like a drink?"

"Please." She was in a state where she truly craved a drink.

She had never dreamed she would experience something like this after returning to the clan.

"Did you contact your father and uncle?"

"Contact them about what?"

"About the Hundred Immortals Sect job. You have to let them know about it."

She asked, thinking, surely not.

"You're not thinking of going alone, are you?"

She thought it would be dangerous even if the three of them went together.

"I'm going alone."

Geum Arin was startled. The calm look in his eyes told her he wasn't joking.

She downed the drink she had been given and slammed the empty cup down with a CLACK.

"So this is a two-million-nyang drinking session." It was a joke that this would be the last time she saw him. A joke, but not a joke.

"Fine, let's say you're a peerless master that I don't know about."

It was possible. He had killed Jeon Nak and made those money-grubbers so obedient.

"Even so, you need a plan. There are a hundred of them. You have to think about who to approach first and what to say. What you'll do if they don't give you the money willingly. No, they definitely won't give it to you, so you have to think in advance about how you'll respond."

"I am making one."

"Or you should at least find their weakness, huh? What did you say?"

"I said I was making a plan."

Only then did the papers piled on the table catch her eye. On the top sheet, she saw the words 'the Hundred Immortals Sect'.

"What is this?"

"It's data on the Hundred Immortals Sect."

"Where did you get it?"

"I bought it from an information broker."

In truth, this data was received through the Hidden Moon. The Shanxi Branch of the Hidden Moon had naturally already investigated the Hundred Immortals Sect, a notorious organization in this area.

"When?"

"I went out and bought it earlier."

"May I see it?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, Geum Arin examined the documents.

It was truly data about them. It detailed who the Chief was, what martial arts he possessed, who his key subordinates were, and how much they trusted each other. Their personalities, responsibilities, and the evil deeds each had committed were all written down.

That wasn't all. It also detailed how much money they had borrowed from which Trading Company, how much they had defaulted on, and what businesses they were running with that money. They were involved in all sorts of ventures, reaping enormous profits.

"Information brokers sell such detailed information."

"There's no information you can't get if you have money."

She felt embarrassed. She had come to a man who was this prepared and just told him to make a plan with empty words.

If she had been truly worried, she should have bought this information and given it to him. She wasn't an intellectual who didn't act, but a worrier who didn't act.

"So, have you made a plan?"

"I have."

Truly, no one could match this refreshingly direct answer.

"Tell me."

"It's a secret."

Seeing him like this, she felt a sliver of hope that he might actually collect the money.

"Instead, I have a favor to ask of you."

"What is it?"

The favor was something she had never expected.

"Go to the Trading Companies and sects listed there and tell them you'll collect the money they're owed by the Hundred Immortals Sect. In return, say you'll take half as a service fee."

"What?" So shocked, Geum Arin shot up from her seat. It was true that a person could jump to their feet when they were that surprised.

"It will be more credible if you go rather than me."

Geum Arin stood there blankly, not knowing what to say. Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk continued speaking.

"I could take all their money for myself, but this is a better way. You gain the reputation of having recovered their money, they get back money they thought was lost, and I also get half the profit."

Geom Mugeuk pointed out that this job had another meaning, at least for her. "This job will play a big role in you becoming the successor. Your reputation in Shaanxi will rise significantly."

Geum Arin could see that Geom Mugeuk was serious.

"You really intend to collect all that money."

Collect it all? All the money from everyone who suffered at the hands of the Hundred Immortals Sect?

"That's right. I will collect the money for everyone who wants it."

"Even collecting our money is impossible, but..."

In that moment, a thought struck her mind like a lightning bolt.

"Don't tell me you...?"

It was the most shocked she had been since meeting Geom Mugeuk.

"You're planning to kill them all."


Chapter 473: I've Come to Collect a Debt

Geum Arin had never experienced it before. Such a calm killing intent could not possibly exist.

"You're planning to kill them all, aren't you?"

Now she understood. She understood why Geom Mugeuk had accepted her father's request for half the money. She also understood why he told her to inform the other Trading Companies and sects that he would collect their money for them.

"There's no way you don't know they won't just hand over that much money. It's not like it's pocket change."

Geom Mugeuk then replied.

"The problem with this job isn't collecting the money. It's what happens after we've collected it."

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't you say it yourself? That they're the type to take revenge by killing entire families. How do you think they'll react when such a large sum is taken from them?"

"They'll definitely seek revenge."

Geom Mugeuk calmly nodded.

"I'm not the one killing them. The way they've lived their lives is what's killing them."

She could tell her premonition was correct. Now, this was what she was curious about.

How?

Could it be? Was this man truly strong enough to annihilate the Hundred Immortals Sect all by himself?

Geom Mugeuk said to her, "Now, go and get as much as you can. Persuading them is up to you. Think of it as part of the process of becoming the successor."

He handed Geum Arin a piece of paper with the names of the Trading Companies and sects written on it and ushered her out.

"Leave right now. Go to the ones with the largest amounts first."

"Hey, don't push. Let's talk a little more."

"I have a lot to do. I'm a busy man at night."

And just like that, she was pushed out of the room. From outside the closed door, she raised her voice.

"I'm your chief. I'm the one who gives the orders."

Have you ever been kicked out by a subordinate worth a whopping two million taels?

Then, Geom Mugeuk's reply came from inside.

"A chief who just sits around and gives orders has no charm. Now, Chief, please be on your way."


For several days, Geum Arin diligently went back and forth between the various Trading Companies and sects. Just as Geom Mugeuk had instructed, she secretly visited them and secured their permission.

"I'm planning to collect the money you lost to the Hundred Immortals Sect. I'll collect it for you then, so please give us half of it as a service fee."

If she had needed a written contract, they would not have agreed. They would have had to worry about retaliation from the Hundred Immortals Sect. However, she did not ask for a contract. She only confirmed how much they had lent with the loan certificates.

A verbal promise was easy. They could just deny it later. They could insist that the Golden Dragon Clan was dragging them in to create a pretext.

If someone else had come and said this, they would never have made even a verbal promise. But what if it was the Golden Dragon Clan? What if the promise was made by a blood relative of the wealthiest clan in Shaanxi, one of the top three in the Central Plains? Everyone had high hopes. They would only step forward if it was feasible.

And so, Geum Arin received permission from the places that had been extorted for large sums. Among them were some whose fortunes had declined from being continuously extorted by those bastards. They placed their hopes in her promise.

When Geum Arin returned, she handed him a paper with the amounts lent by each Trading Company and sect written on it.

"So, what's your plan now?"

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat.

"I'll be back."

Geum Arin blocked his path.

This man was really going to face a hundred masters all by himself, and into a den full of villains at that.

"You'll go even if I try to stop you, won't you?"

She wanted to go with him too. But she knew she would only be a burden if she went along.

"Making money is this hard."

Leaving those words behind, Geom Mugeuk swiftly departed.

She couldn't say anything to him. Normally, she should have said 'Be careful', but she couldn't. These other words kept coming to mind instead.

Just run away.

Surprisingly, she wanted to say this to him. If that happened, she would never become the successor, and the label of being scammed out of two million taels would stick with her for life.

But why did she want to say such a thing?

Right, this man. It was because she felt he was someone who, at the very least, shouldn't die at the hands of the villains of the Hundred Immortals Sect. She thought that bright, leisurely smiling face shouldn't be torn to shreds by those damn villains.

Geum Arin sighed and looked out the window. She had a feeling that the wait for his return would feel incredibly long. She should have at least said this.

You don't have to get the money, just come back safely.


"Someone from the Golden Dragon Clan has come to see you."

At his subordinate's report, Chief Yeom Je of the Hundred Immortals Sect looked up. With his long beard and white robes, he truly looked like an immortal. However, not even his solemn beard and pristine clothes could hide the cold, cunning nature in his eyes.

If he truly had the heart of an immortal, he would not have been able to keep the villains in this great hall as his subordinates. Moreover, he would have been struck down by one of their swords and died several times over by now. This place was hell, a place where no one but a demon could survive.

"Who is it?"

"A young punk I've never seen before."

Yeom Je tilted his head slightly. The Golden Dragon Clan sent someone he'd never seen before?

"What does he say he's here for?"

"He said he would tell you in person."

"Make up a suitable excuse and send him away."

"Yes."

Yeom Je was displeased. He might or might not meet the Patriarch himself if he came in person, yet they sent some young punk whose face he didn't even know? Regardless of the reason for the visit, he was offended.

"It seems I'll have to discipline the Golden Dragon Clan."

The First Immortal, who was below the grand chair, responded to his words.

"I will tell the Patriarch to come and see you soon."

Nine other immortals were lined up next to the First Immortal. They were the Ten Immortals who always guarded Yeom Je's side, the ones ranked from one to ten in the Hundred Immortals Sect.

They were not the only ones here today. The wide hall was filled with the immortals of the Hundred Immortals Sect.

"The Seventeenth Immortal has finished his accounting!"

Today was the end-of-the-month accounting day. It was a day for everyone to report the money they had earned and offer it to Yeom Je. After the accounting, they would all drink and hold a banquet together. Yeom Je deliberately created such occasions to make them compete with each other.

The Hundred Immortals Sect was an organization built on a strict hierarchy. Below the Chief were the Ten Immortals, and below them were the established ranks from the Eleventh to the Ninety-Ninth Immortal.

Yeom Je had firmly established this ranking system. This hierarchy was the greatest strength protecting the Hundred Immortals Sect and the source of its increased profits.

The desire to climb higher was a powerful motivator. The higher the rank, the more profit they took, so they desperately tried to achieve merits to move up. Therefore, the ranks changed once a year.

It was at that moment. The first words that would change the fate of everyone there rang out.

"You have a lot of money."

At the unfamiliar voice echoing through the great hall, everyone's gaze turned in that direction. A young man had said it while looking at the pile of promissory notes stacked up at the accounting area.

"With so much money, why don't you pay your debts?"

A nearby immortal asked in surprise, "Who are you?"

No one had noticed the stranger until he was standing right beside them. Of course, it was a hectic accounting day, but considering their martial arts skills, it was an impossible event. Even so, at least one of the hundred should have seen him.

The young man walked to the center, receiving everyone's attention. Then, he looked at Yeom Je, who was seated on the grand chair, and bowed politely.

"Greetings, Chief. I am Geom Yeon, from the Golden Dragon Clan."

At the mention of the Golden Dragon Clan, everyone relaxed. Murmurs of 'Phew, you scared me!' came from here and there. The opponent was confirmed not as an unknown mysterious master, but as a mere martial artist sent by the Golden Dragon Clan.

However, Chief Yeom Je did not relax.

The fact that even he hadn't noticed him bothered him.

What if that punk was an assassin?

No matter how bustling the atmosphere was, didn't it mean he could have been ambushed before that punk even entered?

After stopping the First Immortal from stepping forward with a hand gesture, Yeom Je questioned Geom Mugeuk directly. The Golden Dragon Clan was worthy of being dealt with personally.

"I haven't seen your face before."

"I recently formed a connection with the Golden Dragon Clan."

Yeom Je was inwardly puzzled. They sent someone who had just recently joined to see him? This was unprecedented.

"What business brings you here?"

All eyes focused on Geom Mugeuk. The words that came from his mouth were something none of them had expected.

"I've come to collect a debt."


A heavy silence fell.

Is he crazy? Did I hear him wrong?

In that place filled with these two thoughts, someone burst out laughing. The laughter was contagious, and soon, others were laughing here and there. It had been a long time since someone had come to them directly to collect money. Could someone really be this unlucky? To come on the accounting day of all days, when they were all gathered.

"The unpaid debt amounts to three million taels. I should be collecting interest as well, but I'll make a special exception and only take the principal."

Laughter erupted from all sides again.

It even made Yeom Je wonder.

Did they send him here to be killed?

Could it be that the Golden Dragon Clan Patriarch sent him because he didn't want to get his own hands bloody? Otherwise, there was no way the man would do something so reckless. Just who was this guy?

"Who are you?"

"I am Geom Yeon. Not the 'Yeon' for fate, but the 'Yeon' for smoke. When a fate ends, one should disappear like smoke, but sometimes, lingering attachments remain. Like the intoxication of that person who loves alcohol, there are times one wants to linger. However, today, I think I will disappear quickly without any lingering feelings."

What the hell is this nonsense?

Everyone turned their heads and exchanged glances. Their eyes held various emotions, but the most common one was this.

A madman has arrived!

And so, their eyes were filled with interest. How should they play with this guy?

Although it seemed like nothing special, Yeom Je felt a strange sense of unease. It was because it was unfamiliar. Of all days, for something like this to happen on the accounting day when everyone was gathered?

"Do you know where you are?"

"Isn't this the place where a hundred immortals frolic?"

Geom Mugeuk lowered his voice slightly.

"But just between us, isn't it a bit much to call yourselves immortals when you're not? I heard you've done a lot of bad things."

Seeing him say such detestable things, it seemed he really was sent here to be killed.

Yeom Je gestured to one person with his eyes. He was the Ninety-Ninth Immortal, the last in the hierarchy. When things like this happened, Yeom Je gave orders strictly according to rank.

"Why does this guy talk so much?"

The Ninety-Ninth Immortal strode forward. It was a golden opportunity to look good in front of the Chief and a chance to escape from being the lowest-ranked.

Of course, things did not go as he intended. Geom Mugeuk asked for his name.

"And what might our dear immortal's name be?"

"Why do you ask for my name?"

"I have something to confirm."

Geom Mugeuk took a promissory note from his robes. It was a note for one hundred thousand taels.

"If you answer, I'll give you this."

He'd give him a hundred thousand taels just for saying his name? He wasn't naive enough to believe that.

"Are you trying to mock me with a fake note?"

The Ninety-Ninth Immortal's hand naturally went to the hilt of his sword.

"It's a real note. What have you got to lose? If it's real, you get a hundred thousand taels for saying your name. If it's fake, you get a reason to punish me."

The Ninety-Ninth Immortal glanced back and forth between Geom Mugeuk and the note in his hand, then finally looked back at Yeom Je. Yeom Je nodded, telling him to play along.

"I am Jo Gung."

Geom Mugeuk then took a piece of paper from his robes and checked it.

"Jo Gung, Jo Gung. Ah, here you are. Fled after killing a friend instead of repaying a debt from your hometown, wandered as a mercenary, studied under a mercenary master, later worked as Black Orb Number Three, then killed two brothers and fled. It seems our dear immortal's specialty is backstabbing those close to him."

Jo Gung's gaze turned cold. The opponent had come with accurate information about him.

"What do you think you're doing?"

Killing intent filled Jo Gung's eyes.

"Is what's written here correct? It's information I trust, but I felt I should confirm with at least one person as a representative. That way, my mind will be at ease."

Then, one of the Ten Immortals standing behind them said, "That's wrong. He didn't just kill the brothers, he killed their entire families to eliminate any future trouble."

Jo Gung was not ashamed at all. Everyone here was like that. Rather, the more evil and vile one was, the more comfortable they were.

Jo Gung drew his sword and strode toward Geom Mugeuk.

"Since you ran your mouth so carelessly, your tongue and that hundred thousand taels are mine."

He unleashed an assassin technique. As if to really cut out his tongue, he thrust his sword, aiming for Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

However, Geom Mugeuk's tongue was not something that could be cut by Jo Gung's sword. Dodging the incoming sword, Geom Mugeuk lightly counterattacked.

His heart pierced by a single sword strike, Jo Gung collapsed, dead on the spot.

The smell of blood flared up, and silence descended upon the place. The move Geom Mugeuk had just shown was extremely ordinary. He hadn't killed him by displaying any special technique, he had simply dodged the incoming attack and thrust his sword.

So, the reactions were split, depending on their own skill levels.

To be taken down by an attack like that!

To kill Jo Gung with such an ordinary attack?

Of course, that didn't mean anyone there was scared. After all, it was only the Ninety-Ninth Immortal, the bottom of the hierarchy, who had died. There were still ninety-nine of them here.

Geom Mugeuk gave Yeom Je a clasped hands greeting.

"My apologies. As you can see, I had no choice."

Yeom Je said with a sunken gaze, "It's fine. When men with swords gather, you're bound to see some blood."

"You are a man of great magnanimity. If you just give me the money you borrowed, I will leave as is."

However, Yeom Je was not the type of person to hand over a huge sum of three million taels just because one of his subordinates died.

"I was planning to repay the money. However, our sect's financial situation isn't good, so I've been delaying it. Go back and tell the Patriarch. Tell him I will repay the money soon."

Of course, he had no intention of doing so. He would kill this punk one way or another, and the Golden Dragon Clan would have to pay for today's events with money. They would have to be prepared to pay a much larger sum than they had offered so far.

It would have been nice if he had just said, "Very well," and turned to leave, but...

Geom Mugeuk turned his head and looked at the pile of promissory notes.

"There's a lot of money right there, isn't there? Let's see, if this much money has been coming in every month, the vault must be overflowing."

At the mention of the vault, Yeom Je's face twitched.

"Why don't you pay your debt?"

The command 'Tear that bastard to pieces' rose to Yeom Je's throat, but he forced it down. His instincts were telling him. Don't do it. Even if you kill him, do it later. Doesn't that guy seem strange, no matter how you look at him?

Yeom Je smiled and looked around at his subordinates.

"As you can see, I have many mouths to feed."

The immortals stared at Geom Mugeuk, their mouths filled with sneers and sly grins.

Geom Mugeuk, who was looking at them, offered a solution. He said as he slowly drew his sword, "That can be solved simply."

"Let's reduce the number of mouths."


Chapter 474: I'll Take This Too, In Case The Money Isn't Enough

Once again, the reactions were split. The vast majority reacted as if they were dealing with a madman. Their absolute sense of security, which came from their number being ninety-nine, made them smirk.

But a few were tense. A single worry surfaced in their minds.

What if he wasn't a madman?

If that assumption became reality, his words about silencing them would be like a grim reaper unleashing the Hell Mansion.

Yeom Je was among the worried few. He stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, trying to gauge his hidden strength, but he couldn't reach any conclusion.

The man was too young, far too young. No matter how Yeom Je looked at him, he didn't seem to be that much of a master. And yet, he was saying such things in this situation.

"The Chief has probably developed a love-hate relationship with you all, so I'll take care of it for him," Geom Mugeuk said. "Which mouths should I deal with first? From what I can see, they all look like mouths that could stand to disappear."

The immortals all frowned in unison. More than a few of them wanted to rush out and kill this insolent bastard immediately.

This was a first for Yeom Je. No master in the world would dare say such crazy things in front of them. When they were all gathered, not even the Murim Alliance would dare to invade recklessly.

Is that what he's aiming for? Trying to pretend he's a master with such arrogant words?

Yeom Je was driven to such thoughts. The more he looked, the more confusing the man was.

Right, I need to see his skills first.

Before the bastard attacks, we'll strike first.

Yeom Je said with a relaxed smile, "We have tenacious lives, so silencing our mouths won't be easy."

At a nod from Yeom Je, nine men stepped forward. They were the immortals ranked from ninety-first to ninety-ninth.

It wouldn't be too late to accurately gauge their opponent's skill and decide what to do next.

They surrounded Geom Mugeuk.

He glanced over them before speaking.

"The youngest ones, are you?"

He asked as if guessing, but Geom Mugeuk had accurately assessed their skills. Judging by their presence, they were weaker than the others.

Among so many people, Geom Mugeuk had discerned their exact skill level with just a brief glance. That wasn't all.

"It seems you've never fought together as a group either."

He saw that accurately as well. They'd never had a chance to fight in a coordinated attack.

Most of the time, they had just swarmed their enemies for revenge, carrying out one-sided massacres. Even that had rarely happened in recent times.

Trying to test my skills?

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to play along with his opponent's intentions.

With his sword hanging loosely, Geom Mugeuk seemed to walk slowly toward the opponent in front of him.

WHOOSH.

In an instant, he veered to the right and charged. The movement was so fast and sudden that the man on the right had his throat slit before he could even swing his sword.

SPURT!

As blood sprayed in all directions, Geom Mugeuk's figure was already rushing toward another immortal.

The opponent instinctively thrust his sword. The two swords grazed each other in mid-air.

Because he had thoroughly concealed his true skill, Geom Mugeuk's sword was just half a step ahead of his opponent's.

STAB!

And so, when he killed the second immortal, gasps of regret erupted from the crowd. They thought that if only the immortal had been a little faster, he could have won.

The sword that had pierced the second opponent's heart now spun in a wide arc, flying toward a man charging from the opposite side.

SPLAT!

Blood from Geom Mugeuk's sword flew through the air and into the immortal's eye. It was impossible to tell if it was intentional or a coincidence, but he momentarily closed his eyes. He would never open them again.

Once again, gasps echoed from all around. How could blood get in his eye at such a moment?

As he cut down the third man, a surprise attack came from behind. It was so close that the thought 'just one more time' came to mind, but he was not given a second chance.

The one who launched the surprise attack was almost certain of his success, but the attack missed by a hair's breadth.

The blood he spewed sprayed in all directions again, obscuring the vision of the remaining immortals. He's not intentionally spraying blood like this to block their vision, is he? No, that can't be it, right? This thought occurred to the onlookers. That's how much blood was spraying like a fountain. Geom Mugeuk's fighting style was not elegant. It was rough and savage. It was a fight reeking of blood.

Of course, there was a reason Geom Mugeuk fought like this. The fight was nail-bitingly close. If only he were a little faster. If only he had attacked from a slightly different angle. Leaving behind such regrets, the remaining immortals fell one after another. The sighs of regret continued, and by the time the ninth sigh ended, all of them lay dead.

The smell of the blood they had shed filled the hall. The silence was naturally heavier than when the ninety-ninth immortal had died. They never imagined that nine masters would die like this without inflicting a single scratch on their opponent.

However, they didn't think the opponent was all that great either. Instead, most of the onlookers got the impression, 'What a lucky bastard!'

In their eyes, it was a fight lost by the narrowest of margins.

Moreover, Geom Mugeuk's swordsmanship was too ordinary. You should defend like that, and attack like this. It was the kind of fight that would be perfect to show to beginners just starting to learn martial arts. A fight that seemed like it could be illustrated and published as a textbook.

Of course, the fight looked different in Yeom Je's eyes.

It looked like he was just fighting instinctively, but...

His nine subordinates had never once managed a proper coordinated attack. If two, or even three, had attacked simultaneously, they could have surely controlled the fight more easily. They must have tried to attack together, but their opponent's movements didn't allow it, and in the end, they were defeated one by one.

What if this was an intentional fight? What if this nail-biting, lucky fight was actually a thoroughly calculated one?

Yeom Je knew. He knew how difficult it was to kill them with basic skills. It was far more difficult than killing them using a flashy technique.

This bastard, he has a hidden card up his sleeve.

Geom Mugeuk flicked the blood from his sword. He then looked at Yeom Je and said, "Well, I've silenced some mouths for you. Now, how about you pay your debt?"

Yeom Je didn't answer.

Where in the world did they find a guy like this and send him?

Geom Mugeuk saw the unconcealable greed revealed on Yeom Je's face. Through his prior investigation of them, Geom Mugeuk already knew what kind of man Yeom Je was. He was a man who valued money more than his subordinates. He was the type who would rather give up his life than hand over all the money he had earned.

That was why one should never be hasty in trying to open Yeom Je's vault. He could wipe them all out at once, but he needed to see blood, gradually escalate the atmosphere, and break down his spirit bit by bit. The main objective today wasn't to kill them, but to collect the money.

"You kill a few errand boys and now you're full of yourself."

Of course, they weren't just errand boys. But Yeom Je forced himself to maintain his imposing air while suppressing an unknown anxiety.

Who should I send?

He was debating whether he should send out the Ten Immortals to nip this in the bud.


Geom Mugeuk did something unexpected.

"Excuse me, just passing through."

Geom Mugeuk suddenly started walking toward the immortals standing on the right.

Startled by his sudden action, the immortals in that direction drew their swords and backed away. A path naturally formed as they parted to the left and right.

Though the immortals with their fierce auras glared at him from both sides, Geom Mugeuk walked between them with a completely unafraid expression. An opening was visible in his natural stride. They debated whether to attack, but the opening was so obvious that they didn't dare.

However, there was one immortal who couldn't resist. It was an attack calculated to raise his rank by ten levels in a single move.

SWISH.

It was a surprise attack that, to anyone's eyes, had landed perfectly.

PLUNGE.

Geom Mugeuk twisted his body to dodge and thrust his sword. This time, too, he had luckily avoided the attack and succeeded in a hair's-breadth counterattack.

Even in that moment, a few immortals flinched. They were tormented by the desire to seize the opportunity and attack, but the man who had just died was the forty-fifth immortal. A master of above-average skill among those present had failed in a surprise attack.

When the ninety-eighth immortal attacked, it was close, and when the forty-fifth immortal attacked, it was also close. From these results, they should have been able to draw a wise conclusion, but Geom Mugeuk wasn't giving them the time to do so.

Holding a sword dripping with blood, he had walked to a painting hanging on the back wall.

"Is this painting authentic?"

Yeom Je asked with a puzzled look, "Why do you ask?"

"The Chief told me to take this too, in case you're short on money."

Yeom Je's expression hardened. The opponent was blatantly ignoring him, and he had a reputation to uphold in front of his subordinates.

However, the strange anxiety this young opponent gave him was still greater.

"Do I look like the kind of person who would hang a fake in a place where people come and go?"

Such pride in a situation thick with the smell of his subordinates' blood?

Geom Mugeuk felt a strange sense of dissonance.

However, Geom Mugeuk was the only one who found it dissonant. On the contrary, his subordinates felt no sense of incongruity at those words. To all of them, their own face and money were more important than their comrades.

Geom Mugeuk began to take the framed picture off the wall.

He's really taking the painting?

The moment that thought crossed Yeom Je's mind, his expression hardened completely.

SHIIING! A nearby immortal, not missing the opportunity, launched a surprise attack. It was the exact moment he took the painting down and held it. Moreover, when Geom Mugeuk held the painting in his right hand, the man couldn't hold back. Of course, in the end, he should have.

THWACK! His sword missed by a hair's breadth, and Geom Mugeuk's left fist, as he turned, struck the man's jaw. He was the thirty-ninth immortal, so he should have been able to withstand a single punch, but he collapsed, dead on the spot. It didn't even look like a particularly amazing fist technique.

Yeom Je's gaze was not on his dead subordinate, but on the painting. He was lost in a single doubt.

Why is he taking the painting now? If he really needs it, he could take it down later.

Geom Mugeuk carried the frame over and placed it on the table piled with slips of paper. He looked as if to say that everything here was his.

"What do you think you're doing?" Yeom Je asked.

Geom Mugeuk answered calmly, "Because you all have lived this kind of life, there aren't many ways to deal with you. So don't resent me."

The immortals stood there, staring at Geom Mugeuk with expressions that asked what kind of nonsense he was spouting.

An ominous thought flashed through Yeom Je's mind.

Could it be? No, it can't be.

It was at that very moment.

SHIIIIIIIIIIING!

Yeom Je saw a single line. Not just him, everyone saw it. A single line, drawn out long and clean, then disappearing.

The line appeared to Geom Mugeuk's right. The very side where he had walked to take down the painting. The line passed through the immortals standing before him. It passed through the immortals in the first row, the second, and the third.

Following that, they saw Geom Mugeuk with his sword extended toward them. Only after seeing that did they finally understand. The line they had just seen was the path of Geom Mugeuk's sword.

Can sword qi really fly like a single line like this? It didn't fly like a brilliant light, nor did it leave an afterimage. A single line, as if drawn with a ruler. He had never in his life seen such a clean sword qi.

Silence fell over the place.

CLICK.

The moment Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword entered its sheath, the bodies of the immortals standing on the right began to shift apart.

SLIDE.

The immortals, their bodies bisected, all spewed blood and collapsed on the spot. "Aaaaaaah!" An immortal watching from the front let out a scream. No matter how brave these masters were, the sight of some twenty men being cut in half in a single blow was both shocking and terrifying.

And then they understood. They understood why he had taken the painting from the back wall. The sword qi that had cut down the immortals had left a long line on the wall behind them.

Yeom Je's eyes flew wide open. He had entered the murim and overcome many crises, but had he ever been this shocked? He knew his opponent had a hidden card, but he never imagined he could kill twenty of his subordinates in a single move.

The other immortals felt the same. Now, no one there was smirking. The hot stench of blood rose up, filling the great hall.

"He must have used a lot of inner qi! He can't have any left!"

It was a claim that would never have been made if they could see into Geom Mugeuk's qi center. But at Yeom Je's cry, the immortals all drew their swords at once.

They all revealed their killing intent in unison, but Geom Mugeuk was not frightened in the least.

"I told you not to draw your swords, but to pay your debt."

Even in this situation, with some thirty of his subordinates dead, the words offering to pay the money did not leave Yeom Je's lips. Their lives had not yet touched a single hair of the three million taels.

"It seems more mouths need to be silenced."

This time, Geom Mugeuk looked to the opposite side, the left. He spoke quietly to the immortals standing there.

"Fortunately, there are no paintings on this wall."


Chapter 475: Borrowing with a Smile, Drawing a Sword to Repay

The immortals to Geom Mugeuk's left tensed up all at once. His comment that there were fortunately no paintings on this wall, didn't that mean he was planning to unleash his sword qi here as well?

Moreover, Geom Mugeuk's aura had grown even colder. By cutting down twenty men in a single move, he had elevated their fear to the next level.

"Stop!"

Yeom Je stepped forward to stop him. He still harbored a doubt.

Does he really have enough inner qi to use that terrifying sword qi again?

It seemed unlikely, but what if he did? His subordinates on the left would be wiped out in an instant. He wasn't worried about their lives.

He thought about the money his subordinates earned for him. No matter how he calculated it, it was a loss. The money they were currently making was one thing, but the cost of training or recruiting such masters was not to be ignored. Trying to save three million taels would mean losing even more money in the long run.

However, he didn't want to hand over the three million taels meekly either.

First, I need to buy some time.

Yeom Je's gaze turned to the Ten Immortals lined up before him, from the first to the tenth in rank. It would be great if one or two of them would voluntarily step forward to check. No one moved. Then again, after seeing that sword qi, it wouldn't be easy to step up.

Yeom Je sent a voice transmission to the First Immortal.

[First Immortal.]

[Yes, Chief.]

[Make him expend more of his inner qi.]

[Understood.]

The First Immortal then sent a voice transmission to the Sixth Immortal. He could have taken the initiative himself, or perhaps he possessed sincere loyalty to the Chief.

There was no such person here. They all knew that about each other and never expected it in the first place. There were only those who moved for desire and profit.

Because it was a gathering of such men, the First Immortal's choice was naturally an emotional one. The Sixth Immortal was the person he disliked the most among the Ten Immortals.

[Sixth Immortal, gauge that man's skill and make him expend his inner qi.]

The Sixth Immortal did not want to step forward.

Damn it!

The sword qi the opponent had just shown was a technique he had never seen before. The image of a sharp line being drawn as if a mirror was shattering, followed by a body being sliced apart, surfaced in his mind.

However, if he disobeyed the First Immortal's order, he would be the first to be made an example of. Yeom Je and the First Immortal were more than capable of doing such a thing.

The Sixth Immortal did not step into the swamp alone. As he moved forward, he sent a voice transmission to the Eleventh Immortal.

[Help me, and I'll get you into the Ten Immortals.]

For the Eleventh Immortal, joining the Ten Immortals was a desire so strong it could overcome even the fear of death. He knew it was possible if the Sixth Immortal helped him.

Moreover, what if he distinguished himself in this situation? He might even take a position above the Sixth Immortal.

The Eleventh Immortal stepped forward with the Sixth Immortal.

As the two men stepped forward, Geom Mugeuk first asked the Sixth Immortal.

"Who are you?"

"I am the Sixth Immortal."

Geom Mugeuk took some documents from his robes and read them again.

"The Sixth Immortal, you say."

His expression soured as he read about the Sixth Immortal for a moment.

"Why have you killed so many people?"

Geom Mugeuk then asked the Eleventh Immortal.

"And who are you?"

"The Eleventh Immortal."

This time, he frowned even more deeply.

"It seems the rankings aren't decided by who has killed more people."

In fact, the Eleventh Immortal was the one who had committed more massacres. Geom Mugeuk's frown wasn't just because of the high number of people killed.

"You've even killed children."

The Eleventh Immortal neither confirmed nor denied it, but his eyes admitted the fact. So what? What are you going to do about it? That was the look in his eyes. He was originally treated as a madman even within the Hundred Immortals Sect.

The Sixth Immortal asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Who in the world are you?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward the Eleventh Immortal.

As Geom Mugeuk approached him, the Eleventh Immortal tensed up, ready to strike at any moment. The Sixth Immortal also made full preparations.

If you draw, we'll draw too. With the two of us?

They certainly had that confidence.

SHING! SWISH! SHWIK!

STAB! STAB! STAB!

Geom Mugeuk's sword stabbed the Eleventh Immortal's stomach, chest, and neck in succession. It was so fast that he had no time to counter, let alone dodge or block.

The moment the Sixth Immortal, who was standing beside him, instinctively tried to counterattack, his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. Having already stabbed the Eleventh Immortal three times, Geom Mugeuk was looking at him.

So fast!

We were going to face someone like this with just the two of us? What kind of confidence was that?

Only after the Eleventh Immortal, who had died on his feet, fell backward did Geom Mugeuk ask.

"Oh, what was it you asked a moment ago?"

His politeness made it all the more chilling.

The Sixth Immortal said nothing, merely infusing the hand holding his sword with qi. The opponent had already answered his question by killing the Eleventh Immortal with that very sword.

I am the grim reaper who has come to kill you.

The Sixth Immortal had only one thought.

The only way to survive is to strike first.

When they were within striking distance, the Sixth Immortal's sword flew first, and Geom Mugeuk's sword followed.

However, the sword that flew later arrived first.

SLICE!

Blood sprayed in all directions from the Sixth Immortal's severed neck. The deaths of the two men made the scent of blood in the hall even thicker.

Everyone's gaze was fixed on Geom Mugeuk.

Villains were villains. Even as their comrades died one after another, not a single one of them felt the slightest bit of regret for their deaths.

The one who jumped out then was the Third Immortal.

"Enough with the money talk, come and fight me!"

He was the one who loved fighting the most among the immortals of the Hundred Immortals Sect. Like a moth to a flame, he couldn't resist the killing intent that surged with the thick scent of blood. If the Eleventh Immortal was a madman, then this Third Immortal was even crazier.

"Isn't this a world overflowing with things you want to kill?"

The Third Immortal unleashed his sword qi without hesitation.

SHWAAAAAAK!

A violent sword qi flew toward Geom Mugeuk, aiming to tear him to shreds.

When Geom Mugeuk dodged the sword qi, it struck the immortals behind him. Two of the immortals standing in the back failed to dodge the sword qi in time and were swept away.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Though his comrades had died, the Third Immortal unleashed his sword qi again. This time, it was even more violent and powerful.

Geom Mugeuk could have unleashed his own sword qi to nullify it, but he let it be. More immortals behind him were swept away by the attack. Curses erupted from all sides.

However, the Third Immortal continued to unleash his sword qi like a madman. He didn't care whether his comrades lived or died.

SHWAK! SHWAAAK!

KABOOM! BOOM!

Sword qi was unleashed to block sword qi. Another sword qi flew to block that one. The place instantly became a scene of pandemonium. Geom Mugeuk moved here and there, exquisitely dodging the flying sword qi.

STAB!

The Third Immortal's form froze. The sword that pierced his heart was Yeom Je's.

"You fucking idiot."

As he spat out the cold curse and pulled out his sword, the Third Immortal coughed up blood and collapsed, dead. With his death, the commotion in the hall finally ceased. Due to this insane attack, a dozen men had been killed by their own side.

Yeom Je said to Geom Mugeuk.

"I've lost. I'll give you the money."

He couldn't hold out any longer.

To kill this man, I'd have to risk everything.

And 'everything' included his own life. Attacking an opponent who had displayed such divine prowess with killing intent was a suicidal attack, a mutual destruction. Even if he won, it would be a profitless business.

For now, I have to send him away. Revenge is something to think about later.

Yeom Je spoke calmly, not revealing his anger.

"Now that the number of mouths to feed has decreased this much, the main branch should be fine even if I pay you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"That's a relief."

"However, I'll need some time to give you a large sum like three million taels. I have to liquidate some assets. For now, take that and give me some time."

The place Yeom Je looked at was the accounting table. Piles of promissory notes were stacked there. Of course, it was unlikely to work on Geom Mugeuk.

"Isn't the money in the safe?"

"There isn't that much money. Why would I keep such a large sum in a safe?" Yeom Je flatly denied it.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him and said.

"What if I open it and it's there?"

Yeom Je flinched.

"Can I take it all?"

Geom Mugeuk saw it. Although Yeom Je wore a troubled expression, a flash of joy crossed his eyes.

"Fine, I promise."

Yeom Je was confident that there wasn't three million taels in the safe.

"The main branch's safe is here in this great hall, where I spend most of my time."

Yeom Je rose from his seat and walked to the back wall. He manipulated some carvings on the back wall. Since he blocked the view with his body, it was impossible to see what he was doing.

"If you try to force it open, a mechanism will activate and kill the intruder."

DRRRK.

A moment later, a secret wall opened, revealing a safe.

"Here, come and see."

Geom Mugeuk walked up to it. The remaining members of the Ten Immortals followed and stood guard around Yeom Je.

Yeom Je took out the promissory notes and gold bars from the safe.

"It's a little over two and a half million taels in notes. Even if I sell all the gold, it's far short of three million taels. Am I still deceiving you?"

Yeom Je was confident, as if he hadn't deceived him at all.

"Bring the money that was being settled over there."

At that, the immortals brought the promissory notes from the table. The immortals who hadn't yet settled their accounts also placed their money there.

When all the money was gathered, it amounted to three million taels.

"Fortunately, it's enough to pay you. Take it and go. Today's incident was also my fault for not repaying the debt, so I'll forget it ever happened."

"As expected! You are a man of great magnanimity."

Of course, could that really be true?

He planned to start preparing his revenge now. He would kill not only this man but also his family, friends, and neighbors. He wouldn't let the Golden Dragon Clan off either. He would kill ten times the number who died today to show the jianghu what kind of place the Hundred Immortals Sect was, even if it meant hiring every assassin in the murim.

It would have been great if he had just taken the money and left. "Oh, I almost forgot. I'm sorry, but there's more money to collect." Geom Mugeuk took a piece of paper from his robes and held it out. It was a paper densely packed with numerous names and amounts. It was a list of all the money the Hundred Immortals Sect had extorted from various Trading Companies until now. "I've been asked to collect this money as well."

Yeom Je's eyes narrowed into slits.

These bastards!

Killing intent surged within Yeom Je. He was being told to return all the money he had extorted? It was an amount he would rather die than repay. Suppressing his boiling rage, Yeom Je said.

"As you can see, the safe is empty. Come back for it next time."

Then came the words that pushed Yeom Je to the edge of the cliff.

"But doesn't our Chief have a personal safe?"

Only now did Yeom Je understand for sure.

He came here with a clear purpose.

If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have opened this safe. No, it doesn't matter. I have no intention of giving him this money now, even if it means I die.

Yeom Je glared at Geom Mugeuk with cold eyes.

"You came to take all my money."

"There are two things wrong with that statement. First, it's not the Chief's money. And second, I'm not taking all of it, am I? You borrowed that money without interest and must have multiplied it many times over by now."

He was right. He had built all sorts of businesses based on that money.

"Repay the money you borrowed, and from now on, do business honorably."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was certain Yeom Je would do no such thing. If he were that kind of person, he wouldn't have started this mess in the first place.

For a very brief moment, Yeom Je hesitated.

Should I just give it all away and wait for another day?

However, he did not make that decision. It wasn't just because he had to repay the borrowed money. He knew that if this young man saw the inside of the safe, he would surely get greedy and take everything. Because that's what he himself would do. In the end, this final choice was also a product of his life.

"To the one who kills that man, I will give the position of the First Immortal and that three million taels!"

The immortals all revealed their killing intent at once. Despite having seen their opponent's skill, the reward of the First Immortal's position and three million taels made them willing to risk death. Besides, the atmosphere was not one where they could disobey the Chief's command.

"Borrowing with a smile, and drawing a sword when it's time to repay. Isn't this a bit much?"

Ignoring Geom Mugeuk's words, Yeom Je shouted.

"Kill him!"

Immortals rushed in from all directions. The aura of sixty masters charging at once was tremendous. The thought, as long as I'm not the one who dies, dominated them. They only thought about how they could claim the three million taels if they were lucky enough to survive.

For some reason, Geom Mugeuk was pushed back by them. Seeing this, Yeom Je shouted.

"His inner qi is depleted! Kill him!"

Even so, he did not step forward himself. Money and his own life were all that mattered to him.

Geom Mugeuk was thus driven to one wall, and all the remaining immortals gathered before him. What if it was true that the opponent's inner qi was depleted? The first one to kill him would become the owner of the three million taels.

The First Immortal stepped forward to protect his position, and the rest stepped forward to seize both the money and the position. Gathered like a pack of hyenas, they watched Geom Mugeuk, waiting for an opportunity. For someone cornered, his eyes were too clear and deep, making the First Immortal, who stood in the front row, want to retreat. A sudden, ominous premonition!

No way... Did he deliberately gather us in one place?

Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly to the greed-filled men.

"I hope that for all of you, there will be no next life."

The moment those words ended, the most terrifying demon materialized in front of Geom Mugeuk. At its dreadful appearance, those in the lead screamed. They had never seen such a terrifying demon before.

And that terrifying demon split into twelve.

It was the Great Annihilation Stance of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The number of demons had increased from ten to twelve through his recent bloody training. The moment they faced the demons, their entire bodies froze.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The demons showed no hesitation. They charged forward, sweeping away everything in their path. No technique, no protective enhanced qi was of any use. They were all shattered into pieces and annihilated.

And so, the sixty-odd villains left behind nothing but a pool of blood.

Left alone, Yeom Je's eyes were wide open. Terrified, his whole body trembled like an aspen leaf. He had never seen such a formidable martial art. It felt as if he would never be able to forget that demon, even in death.

"Wh-who in the world are you?" His voice, full of fear, trembled.

SPLASH, SPLASH.

"You already know, don't you? I'm the man who came to collect a debt."

Geom Mugeuk said politely as he walked through the pool of blood.

"Pay your debt."


Chapter 476: This is Your Retirement Fund, Uncle

Yeom Je slumped down next to the grand master, squeezing his eyes shut.

He prayed that when he opened them, he would be in his own bed. He hoped all of this was just a nightmare from the previous night.

However, when he opened his eyes, the nightmare was standing right in front of him.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze was calm as he looked down at him. But that calm, polite demeanor was what made him even more terrifying. He had killed all of Yeom Je's subordinates with those clear eyes. He had killed them all while speaking politely.

It was now his turn to fight. However, he couldn't muster the will to do so.

So, a day like this has finally come.

Yeom Je raised his voice in resentment.

"What grudge do you have against me? Are you doing this just because I stiffed you on some money?"

He hadn't killed them just for being cheated out of some money.

The evil deeds they had committed were so great that he had decided to kill them all from the moment he arrived.

If he let them live and their original fate unfolded, too many of the Murim Alliance martial artists would die in the process of subjugating them.

Kill those who must die, and save those who must not. The creed of his regression was being applied here at the Hundred Immortals Sect as well.

"You can't take money with you when you die, so why were you so greedy?"

Yeom Je looked down at the pool of blood and gritted his teeth. That was something only losers would say. Something only those who couldn't make money would say. What in the world had more value than money?

In the end, he spewed curses.

"You damn bastard! It's my money! It's all my money! What business is it of yours whether I throw it around in the marketplace or fill my coffin with it!"

Geom Mugeuk saw the madness in his eyes. How could a man who had lived his entire life this way feel remorse after just a few words?

He was suddenly reminded of what the owner of the Milky Way Trading Company had said.

[I've seen too many people get so caught up in the fun of making money that they end up being devoured by it.]

The one who had reached that extreme was none other than this Yeom Je. And he shouldn't be acting so brazen right now.

"It's not your money, is it?"

Struck to the core, Yeom Je gritted his teeth. This was his only rebuttal.

"Who do you think you are?"

The answer came immediately.

"How many times do I have to tell you? I'm the one who came to collect the money."

This was probably why he kept asking. He was a man who had no concept of repaying borrowed money.

"Open your personal safe."

If not for this purpose, he wasn't worth a single word of conversation.

"I told you, I don't have one."

Even after all ninety-nine of his subordinates had died, he refused to open his personal safe. He was the kind of man who valued money more than his own life.

How do you think I earned this money?

It was money earned by doing all sorts of things. Beating people, kidnapping them, selling them off, and killing them. It was money earned by doing everything imaginable to eat well and live well in this life, even if he was destined for hell.

He had resolved to die before ever giving it up.

"I know your safe is here, in this main hall."

Yeom Je tried to act calm, but who could he fool? The sound of his heart beating was as loud as thunder to Geom Mugeuk.

"Didn't you say it when you opened that safe? That the Hundred Immortals Sect's vault is here, where you spend most of your time. Then your personal safe must be here too."

Geom Mugeuk pressed on, giving him no time to think.

"I'll find the money myself."

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword, about to cut him down in a single, unhesitating strike.

"I'll open it! Spare me!"

Geom Mugeuk's sword stopped mid-air.

Even so, Geom Mugeuk didn't miss it. Yeom Je spoke as if he had given up, but a venomous glint that knew no surrender flashed in his eyes.

"You're right. The safe is here."

Yeom Je got up and walked to the back. He entered the empty vault he had opened earlier and felt the ceiling inside. It was a plain wall with no visible mechanism, but a hidden device was there.

JIIIIING.

One of the vault's inner walls opened, revealing an abacus.

This vault was a decoy to hide the real one. A double vault. The money and gold bars in the first vault were a security mechanism, the first line of defense protecting the real safe. Anyone mesmerized by the money and gold here would never think another vault lay behind it.

Yeom Je flicked the beads of the abacus. It was an elaborate mechanism that would only open if the correct numbers were entered.

"I can't get a single number wrong."

For some reason, he let Geom Mugeuk watch as he entered the numbers on the abacus.

Three, two, four.

Then, before flicking the last bead, Yeom Je spoke abruptly with his back still turned.

"I know you won't spare me even if I open this."

Yeom Je turned to Geom Mugeuk, a meaningful smile in his eyes. He flicked the last abacus bead upwards.

The number was four.

At that very moment.

CHIIIIIIK.

Smoke sprayed down from the ceiling where the two men stood. He had intentionally entered the wrong number, triggering a trap for intruders that released poisonous smoke.

Yeom Je laughed from within the poisonous smoke.

"The last number was three, not four."

He spoke with an exceptionally venomous look in his eyes.

"It's the most painful poison in the world. You'll experience the agony of all your organs melting. Anyone who covets my money deserves to die in hellish pain!"

He burst into laughter, which soon turned into a scream of agony. A truly horrific pain washed over him, but it was fine. He was going to die anyway, and he could take the bastard with him.

Let's die together, you bastard!

Writhing in pain, he looked at Geom Mugeuk. The last sight he would see in this world would be Geom Mugeuk writhing in agony.

However, the sight he expected was not there.

What?

Geom Mugeuk was still standing in the same spot, silently watching him.

Why?

He had definitely been doused in the poisonous smoke along with him. It seemed as if Geom Mugeuk was looking at him with a mix of ridicule and pity.

Just before his last breath, Geom Mugeuk's voice reached his ears.

He was confused. Truly, even amidst the excruciating pain of his body melting, he was curious. Why wasn't he dying?

"The last number was three, you say?"

Hearing those words, Yeom Je let out a scream.

No!

He had shown him the numbers because he thought they would die together. But if this happened?

It's my money! That's my money!

He died, tormented more by the fact that his money was being taken than by the pain of his organs melting. Until the moment he died, he died a slave to money.

Geom Mugeuk turned his back on the fallen corpse and entered the correct numbers on the abacus.

Then, the hidden vault opened.

Inside the vault, only stacks of bills were piled up. The bills were all high-denomination notes issued by the three major banks of the Central Plains. They had been prepared so he could grab them and leave at a moment's notice.

Geom Mugeuk took them all and left the place.

He didn't spare Yeom Je's corpse a single glance. As always, he attached no meaning to the deaths of evil men.

SPLASH SPLASH.

In his life, he let them flow away like the blood beneath his feet.


Geum Arin paced back and forth in the courtyard, anxious. She felt too suffocated waiting in her room to just sit still.

"Should I go check on him now?"

Lim Hyuk, who stood a short distance away, answered her firmly.

"You cannot."

Protecting Geum Arin was his mission, so it was a request he could never accept.

"He might die."

"Even so, you cannot."

Lim Hyuk added after a brief pause.

"Young Master Geom will be fine."

Yes, she thought so too. If it weren't for one thing.

"But his opponent is the Hundred Immortals Sect, isn't it?"

The answer that came to Lim Hyuk's mind.

Yes, even if his opponent is the Hundred Immortals Sect.

He didn't say it, likely to protect Geum Arin's feelings. In case she got her hopes up only to...

Just then, the metallic scent of blood wafted in on the wind.

Lim Hyuk leaped forward, positioning himself in front of Geum Arin.

Just as the smell of blood seemed to be getting stronger, the gate opened, and a person entered the inner courtyard.

"You?"

Geum Arin was speechless for a moment.

The person who entered was Geom Mugeuk. His clothes and body were completely soaked in blood.

"Are you hurt?"

At her startled question, Geom Mugeuk staggered over, clutched his chest, and sat down on a rock.

"I have a final request. If I die, please tell my father. Tell him his son went to a place of death to collect money at a woman's request and..."

"That's not funny, so please stop."

"Was it that obvious?"

Of course, his acting was so exaggerated that she could tell right away.

However, even if his acting had been truly realistic, she felt she wouldn't have been fooled. This man didn't seem like the type to leave any last words when he died. He seemed like the type who would lean against a small rock, gaze at a windswept plain with those clear eyes, and die quietly.

She had never thought of it before, but seeing him pretend to die made her think that.

She belatedly let out a sigh of relief.

"You've returned safely."

"Were you worried?"

Geum Arin didn't answer, but he could feel how much she had worried while waiting.

"Here, take this."

Geom Mugeuk pulled out a handful of envelopes from the leather pouch he was wearing.

"What's this?"

"It's the money that needed to be recovered from the Hundred Immortals Sect. Go and return it."

The names of the Trading Company and sects were written on the envelopes. Among them was an envelope with the name of the Golden Dragon Clan. When she checked inside, she found a bill for one and a half million taels.

Geum Arin's eyes widened.

"You really collected all the money?"

"This is the amount after I took my half, as promised."

She had just been hoping for Geom Mugeuk to return safely.

She had prayed so earnestly, Just come back safely. You don't have to get the money, just come back safely. And he had brought back all the money too?

"What happened to the Hundred Immortals Sect?"

A shocking answer came to her trembling question.

"The Hundred Immortals Sect no longer exists in this world."

Aghast, Geum Arin couldn't say a word. Lim Hyuk, standing behind her, also stared with wide, startled eyes.

Of course, that must have been what happened for him to get the money. Still, hearing the words directly made her heart pound.

He annihilated the Hundred Immortals Sect by himself? Is that really possible?

Then, Geom Mugeuk held out another envelope.

"This is money I'm giving you from my share."

Looking at the amount, it was an unexpectedly large sum.

"I don't need it."

"I'm not giving it to you for your own use."

"Then?"

"There must be Trading Company or residents living difficult lives because of the Hundred Immortals Sect's tyranny."

Of course, there were plenty of such people.

"You should help them with this money."

Geum Arin was startled. She stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment before asking cautiously.

"Why are you asking me to do it? You could do it yourself, couldn't you?"

Then you could take all the credit for the good deed.

"Didn't you ask me to make you the successor? I'm keeping that promise."

"What do you mean?"

"Your reputation will rise significantly for recovering the money for each Trading Company. If you also help those in need, you'll take another step closer to the position of successor."

Geum Arin was at a loss for words for a moment.

"Even I, the person directly involved, hadn't thought of that."

Then, an unexpected answer came from Geom Mugeuk.

"That's why I think you're worthy of becoming the successor."

"Huh?"

"Because that ambition of yours is still pure."

Geum Arin looked at Geom Mugeuk for a moment before revealing her honest feelings.

"That ambition will soon be tainted."

"If your connection with me continues, at least it won't be tainted."

"Why are you so sure?"

"Because I'm going to introduce you to my friends. I have some friends who are quite pure for their positions. If you hang out with them, you'll start to think, 'Those people are pure, so why shouldn't I be?'"

For their positions? Who on earth is he talking about?

Geom Mugeuk had been an extraordinary person from the moment she first saw him, but the more she got to know him, the more she felt how mysterious he was.

"You hired me for a high price, so I should at least do this much for you."

Despite having done something he could have bragged about all day, Geom Mugeuk left the place right away.

Geum Arin looked down at the envelopes Geom Mugeuk had given her and muttered to herself.

"I thought so too."

Now, she had a different thought.

Perhaps she had hired him for far too cheap.


I placed two envelopes on the table.

"I'll split the money earned from this job equally as well."

Father looked at me after checking the amount of money in the envelope. He was surprised by the larger-than-expected sum.

"He had amassed quite a fortune. There was originally more, but I set some aside to be used for those who have suffered until now."

Hwi said cautiously.

"The money I received before is more than enough for me."

Of course, I had expected Hwi to react this way.

"If you keep it, you'll surely find a use for it later."

"No, I don't need it. Please give it to the Cult Leader."

I persuaded him as he still looked troubled.

"You need to prepare for when you're older and your sword arm isn't as strong. You can travel, too. You've been a bodyguard your whole life, so then you can hire a bodyguard of your own. A really expensive one, at that."

I could tell from Hwi's expression that this was something he had never once considered in his entire life.

Father gave me a look that said, 'You're being cheeky,' before speaking to Hwi.

"Take it."

"Yes, Cult Leader."

Hwi also took the envelope.

"Then I will accept it gratefully. I will use this money for my juniors."

He meant he would use it for the junior bodyguards of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"No! This is your retirement fund, mister!"

At that, Hwi smiled faintly and asked me.

"Young Cult Leader, you're not going to use that money on yourself either, are you?"

Hwi knew. He knew that I would also invest all the money I earned this time into the Hidden Moon and the Ghost Shadow Squad.

"Well, I'm still young, aren't I? Preparing for old age is..."

"Something you do from a young age."

Seeing Hwi say something like that made me feel good.

You all lived as rigidly as ancient iron in your past lives, so in this life, please live softly and joyfully.

Just then, my father asked me abruptly.

"Are you okay?"

His words struck me right in the heart. Father had asked the same thing last time. He was asking if my heart was okay, even after staining my hands with so much blood.

It seemed that even though I had washed up and changed my clothes, I hadn't been able to completely erase the scent of blood clinging to me.

I took a moment to examine my own heart, my own feelings.

"I think I'm okay."

Father probably doesn't know. He doesn't know how much strength his simple question gives me. And at this moment, I felt that the important thing wasn't the answer of whether I was okay or not.

"If things get hard later, I will be sure to tell you, Father."

Conveying this feeling, that his son relies on his father, was surely far more important.

"I'm pushing forward with this job trusting only in you, Father."

"What will you do if they find out we've come?"

I thought that wouldn't matter either way.

"Well, if things get tangled, you'll sort it out, Father. Didn't I tell you on the way here? We need to show them, those who plot and scheme from the shadows. Show them that you are here in this murim."

It wasn't simple flattery, but my sincere feelings.

That's why, on this first trip into the jianghu with my father, this was the message I would deliver to them.

"If you've got the guts, then come out and face us."


Chapter 477: You Should Know the Ingredients Before You Cook

My confidence wasn't directed at our enemies. These words were for my father, to show him just how much I trusted him.

I don't know how much strength this would give my father's heart. He had never heard such words from his son before. Would he ever have the chance to hear them in this life?

"Trusting you, Father, I will handle things as I see fit."

This was the core of the Shaanxi operation. However, that was my thought. Father's was different.

"Go and clean up the mess."

"I understand."

Hwi's expression brightened upon receiving the order. The order to clean up meant to completely erase any traces left at the Hundred Immortals Sect. It was an order to make it seem as if they had simply emptied the sect and left.

Hwi's mission, above all, was to ensure my father's safe return to the sect. He would have wanted to do things quietly and discreetly, so this was an order he likely would have wanted to request himself.

I wanted to make a joke.

Seriously, why is someone who wants to fight the entire murim being so cautious!

My mouth was itching to say it, but I held back. It was probably best to avoid talking about unifying the murim as much as possible.

Instead, I spoke to my father about the current matter.

"The outcome of this incident will draw out the mastermind. They'll make their move soon. They can't afford to give up a source of funds like the Golden Dragon Clan."

They might attack me or my father, or they could use an unexpected tactic. There was no telling how they would react.

"Move with caution."

"Yes!"

He is the one with the greatest power in this murim.

"Are you being so cautious because of me, by any chance? Worried about your son."

And then I saw it. The sneer forming on my father's lips.

The atmosphere had been good since we left the sect together, so I hadn't seen it often. I had forgotten. I'd forgotten how good it felt to see that sneer.

"That's too harsh! You should worry about your son a little!"

Father walked silently to the window and gazed at the sky outside.

I looked at my father's back and the cloudless blue sky stretching out above him. It was an ordinary scene, but the two solitudes resembled each other.

I know very well that you're doing this for me.

Father wasn't the type to clean up a mess because he was conscious of someone else. In the first place, he was the type who wouldn't even draw his sword if the situation called for such caution.

So I will be careful. Please don't worry.


Geum Cheonbang silently stared down at the promissory note for one and a half million taels. This wasn't just money. It was a signal that everyone's fate was beginning to change.

"Did he really get this money from the Hundred Immortals Sect?"

In response to her shocked father's question, Geum Arin calmly asked back.

"Why are you so surprised? You entrusted this to him because you expected him to succeed, didn't you?"

She felt sorry for saying this to her father. She herself had been several times more surprised.

"What about the Hundred Immortals Sect?"

An astonishing answer came in response to his look of disbelief.

"He said it has disappeared from this world."

Geum Cheonbang couldn't believe it. He had entrusted the task to him because he held a sliver of hope that he might succeed, just as his daughter had said. The benefits of success were also too great to not take the chance.

But he really wiped them out and brought back the money?

"That can't be right."

He must have pulled some kind of trick.

"What about him? Why didn't he come?"

He wanted to see the man and ask him directly.

"He is my subordinate. This matter is entirely my responsibility. If you have questions, ask me."

Geum Arin had come alone on purpose. The battle with her father over the succession had now begun.

"Have you checked on the Hundred Immortals Sect?"

For a moment, Geum Arin flinched.

"You haven't."

"I trust my subordinate."

That wasn't the reason. She hadn't even thought to check.

Because she trusted Geom Mugeuk? No. This wasn't a matter of trust.

She was so stunned by the outcome, so preoccupied with the man named Geom Mugeuk who had accomplished it, that she had neglected to send someone to the Hundred Immortals Sect to confirm what had happened.

Since he said it had disappeared, she had complacently assumed he had killed them all. What if that was a lie? What if this whole thing was a scheme concocted by the Hundred Immortals Sect and Geom Yeon?

It was unlikely, but not checking was a clear mistake.

I can't be like this from now on.

The reason she was reflecting on this so seriously was the thought that she had been bewitched by the man named Geom Mugeuk. She had thought of nothing but him the entire way to see her father.

"I have something else to tell you."

Geum Arin told her father about the task Geom Mugeuk had undertaken. He had recovered the money extorted by the Hundred Immortals Sect for the Trading Company and taken half. She had already spent yesterday and today visiting every Trading Company to return the money.

Geum Cheonbang wasn't surprised at all. From his reaction, she could tell her father already knew. Among the Trading Company heads who had asked for their money back, there must have been some who confirmed it with her father separately.

"Why didn't you mention that sooner?"

"I was going to tell you once the results were in. I was prepared to take the fall if any problems arose later."

She said it grimly, but the truth was she hadn't said anything because she was afraid her father would stop her. If this succeeded, she would be the one to gain the most. She wanted to achieve results first and then show her father.

That was why she had come to her father last, after returning all the money to each Trading Company.

Until she had entered this place, she had felt like a triumphant general. She hadn't expected to be interrogated like this, even if she wasn't expecting a 'Well done, my daughter'.

"Because of this, the many Trading Companies and sects that suffered under the Hundred Immortals Sect will feel great goodwill toward our family. If you use that well, you'll see enormous profits. I didn't waste money, did I?"

Her father's reaction was still cold.

"What did I do wrong?"

She thought he was angry because she hadn't told him beforehand, but that wasn't it.

"Do you want to be the successor?"

Geum Cheonbang saw right through why she hadn't told him sooner.

She answered honestly.

"Yes, I want to be."

Then, a thunderous statement fell from her father's lips.

"Give up on being the successor."

!

She had never imagined her father would say such a thing himself.

"Why?"

Geum Cheonbang didn't give her a reason.

"You may leave now."

"Father!"

Geum Cheonbang stared coldly at his daughter. Normally, she would have retreated quietly, frightened when he got angry like this. But not today.

"Are you angry that I didn't tell you beforehand? Or are you angry that I'm greedy for the successor position?"

Geum Cheonbang gave no answer.

"Did you never consider me the successor in the first place?"

She raised her voice, but Geum Cheonbang remained silent. To her, it sounded like a silence of affirmation. A sense of disappointment naturally washed over her.

Is it because I'm a daughter? Or because I'm not capable enough? Or because you like Orabeoni more?

The disappointment made it impossible for her to think rationally.

"I will become the successor, no matter what."

She spoke as if declaring war and left the room.

The look in Geum Cheonbang's eyes deepened as he stood with his back to her. It was a look that, had she seen it, would have surely made her think, 'Ah, there's a reason he's acting this way'.

After leaving her father's residence, Geum Arin stood for a moment in the middle of the courtyard, trying to compose herself. She was so disappointed and angry.

Then, a person came to mind. She didn't know why she thought of him at a time like this, but her feet naturally moved toward his residence.


When Geum Arin arrived, Geom Mugeuk was in his room.

"Do you have a moment?"

"Of course. When the chief calls, one must make time even if there is none."

Geom Mugeuk's martial arts uniform was soaked with sweat.

"Please wait a moment. I'll wash up, change, and be right out."

Geum Arin was inwardly puzzled.

What was he doing in his room to sweat that much?

Then she flinched in surprise.

Could it be?

Standing in the courtyard, she couldn't contain her curiosity and entered the building.

She walked down the hallway without a sound and reached Geom Mugeuk's room. She peered inside through a crack in the window. There was no one in the room. She felt an unwarranted sense of relief at the sight of the empty, neatly made bed.

As she was about to turn away, she was startled.

Someone was standing behind her, though she didn't know when he had arrived.

It was Geom Woojin.

She was so surprised by him staring at her that she almost screamed.

"Ah, I wasn't peeking. I came to see Young Master Geom. Ah, he went to wash up. No, that's not it..."

Flustered, she rambled incoherently.

"Go inside and wait."

"No, I can wait outside. I'll see you next time, then."

She gave a quick bow and ran outside as if fleeing.

Out in the courtyard, she let out a sigh. She didn't know why Geom Woojin was so difficult to deal with. Anyway, she'd been caught peeking into the room.

A short while later, Geom Mugeuk returned. The image of him in a clean martial arts uniform overlapped with the memory of him returning in blood-soaked clothes.

Which one is the real you?

She didn't know what kind of person he was, yet when her heart was confused and angry, she found herself seeking out Geom Mugeuk.

"You were sweating a lot."

"I was doing some martial arts training."

"In your room?"

"Training in a confined space is actually more difficult and consumes more mental energy. You should try it sometime, Young Lady."

Of course, that wasn't the reason. He had been training in his room, using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and then the Heavenly Space Secret Art. He saved even the spare moments. To Geom Mugeuk, it wasn't spare time at all.

"You look down. Is something wrong?"

She was grateful to Geom Mugeuk for accurately reading her mood. It allowed her to state the reason for her visit so easily, without having to worry about how to bring it up.

"Our efforts were in vain. Father has no intention of making me the successor."

Geom Mugeuk showed no particular reaction to her words.

"Why aren't you surprised? Don't tell me you also thought I wouldn't become the successor?"

After snapping at him, Geum Arin realized her mistake. She recognized that she had reacted irritably out of a needless sense of inferiority. Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm.

"If it were something that could be achieved easily, would you have hired me for such a high price?"

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's reply, Geum Arin's heart calmed down. Yes, he was right. It wasn't an easy task to begin with. She had been acting as if she had already become the successor.

"You sound like someone who's been through a fierce succession battle. Even though you haven't."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. If she knew what his battle with his brother was like, she would realize her fight didn't even qualify as a practice duel.

"Did he tell you why you can't be the successor?"

Geum Arin shook her head.

Entrusting her with a secret organization clearly showed he had faith in her. But she couldn't be the successor?

Geom Mugeuk thought that perhaps the reason was related to the masterminds. He could tell after meeting Geum Arin. She didn't know where the money she had earned was going. Her second brother, Geum Ajong, also seemed to be completely absorbed in the succession fight.

In that case, the mastermind was likely somewhere around the Patriarch of the Golden Dragon Clan or the big brother, Geum Ahyuk.

Where are you hiding?

Just then, a new visitor arrived. It was her second brother, Geum Ajong.

"Orabeoni, what are you doing here?"

Geum Arin showed her wariness when he came to Geom Mugeuk's residence.

"There's a promise between men that you wouldn't know about."

Geum Ajong said, looking at Geom Mugeuk.

"You haven't forgotten we promised to have a drink, have you?"

Geum Ajong was only thinking about how to introduce this swindler to his older brother. If he could ruin his younger sister and then his older brother, he would carry him on his back for a lap around Shaanxi.

However, before proceeding with his plan, there was one question he needed to answer. He had come today determined to solve that mystery.

"How about today? Let's have a drink."

"Sounds good. Let's go."

Geom Mugeuk readily accepted his offer.

"I'm going with you."

She didn't want to leave Geom Mugeuk alone with her Orabeoni. She couldn't know what tricks her Orabeoni might pull.

However, Geum Ajong wouldn't let her join.

"This was arranged in advance."

She pleaded for help with her eyes, but Geom Mugeuk pretended not to notice. It was easier to handle Geum Ajong when they were alone.


A drinking session for just the two of them began. Since both men had clear objectives, the atmosphere of the drinking session was excellent.

Geom Mugeuk was well aware that Geum Ajong considered him a swindler. Previously, his subordinate Lim Chu had come to inspect the carriage and was caught. Geom Mugeuk had used him to make Geum Ajong believe he was a con man.

At that time, Lim Chu had reported to Geum Ajong that he had overheard Geom Mugeuk talking about going to the family and making a big score. So, he completely regarded him as a swindler.

Conversely, Lim Chu had relayed Geum Ajong's scheme to Geom Mugeuk.

[He plans to introduce you to the First Young Lord to ruin him.]

Geum Ajong raised his cup and said, "If you have any lingering feelings toward me, forget them."

In response to Geum Ajong's concern, Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he didn't mind at all.

"If there are old feelings, let's build new ones to bury them."

"Well said!"

"Come, let's drink!"

And so, the two men drank merrily.

Geom Mugeuk boasted of his tolerance and drank cup after cup. He knew his opponent was trying to get him drunk to find something out, so he played along.

After drinking so much, when Geom Mugeuk started slurring his words drunkenly, Geum Ajong casually asked, "How did you handle those money-grubbers back then?"

This was the very mystery he needed to solve. There had to be a reason why those fierce men had become so polite and cleaned up.

He couldn't find out from the money-grubbers themselves. Their pride was so wounded that they were the type to draw their swords if the topic was brought up. They might answer his father, but they wouldn't meekly tell him.

Were they really such skilled swindlers, or did they use some other trick?

Geum Ajong was determined to find out the truth. After all, you should know the ingredients before you cook.

"You're curious about that?"

"Of course I'm curious, wouldn't you be? It's all in the past, so you can tell me, can't you?"

His face flushed from the alcohol, Geom Mugeuk raised a fist.

"This is it. What other reason could there be?"

If that was the case, there was one problem. What if he didn't leave after scoring big off his brother? What if he tried to swallow the entire family whole? What if they were swindlers who really had that kind of skill?

It was at that very moment. Lim Chu's voice transmission came through. He had gone to search Geom Mugeuk's residence while he was away.

[I found empty medicine vials in his residence. I checked the residue, and it was a poison I know.]

[What kind of poison?]

[Have you ever heard of Black Rain?]

Geum Ajong had heard of it. There was an incredible Qi Dispersing Poison made by the Evil Alliance, and its name was Black Rain.

That's right. Their inner qi must have vanished, which is why the money-grubbers couldn't do a thing.

Now the secret was revealed!

Things were falling into place smoothly. As if fate itself was pushing him to become the successor, Geom Mugeuk casually asked, "What kind of person is the First Young Lord?"

Relieved that he could proceed with the next phase of his plan, Geum Ajong broke into a wide grin.

You adorable little swindler!


Chapter 478: Just How Many Sets Do You Have?

Lim Chu was faithfully following Geom Mugeuk's instructions.

[He's going to ask if you can get the antidote for the Black Rain. Tell him you can.]

[I understand.]

Just as Geom Mugeuk predicted, Geum Ajong sent a voice transmission.

[That Qi Dispersing Poison antidote, can you get it?]

[I should be able to.]

[Get it as fast as you can, no matter what it takes!]

[I understand.]

[What are you doing? Get going!]

As he was about to leave, Lim Chu glanced back at the two men. The sight of them drinking made it seem as if Geum Ajong was dancing on the palm of a demon painted on the carriage wall.

He wasn't worried about Geum Ajong, though. It wasn't because of how Geum Ajong usually treated him.

He and I are the same.

He thought he might be dancing along with him, on the palm of a demon so enormous that they wouldn't even realize they were on it.

"You asked what my brother is like?"

Geum Ajong poured a drink into Geom Mugeuk's cup.

Now that he knew the secret of how the money-grubber had been defeated, Geom Mugeuk seemed less intimidating. Qi Dispersing Poison wasn't a poison that killed its target instantly, but one that prevented the use of inner qi for a time. This meant one could easily prepare for it by having the antidote ready. A poison befitting a swindler.

"My Hyung-nim is a wonderful person. He's smart, diligent, and handsome. He's the one who will inherit the main family."

Geom Mugeuk sensed it. As Geum Ajong rattled off the insincere praise, a hint of his true feelings bled through, especially when he mentioned his brother being handsome. Did he have an inferiority complex about his looks compared to his brother?

"Hearing you say that makes me want to meet him. Could you introduce me?"

Geum Ajong thought his prediction was correct.

So the target was my brother after all!

His brother was the target of the big score these guys were planning to pull at the family estate.

What if my brother falls for their trick?

Then he would be the one to catch the swindlers who had extorted money from his younger brother and older brother at the last moment. It wouldn't be about catching swindlers, but about seizing the position of successor.

At the request for an introduction, Geum Ajong subtly took a step back.

"Do you really need my introduction? If you want to see him, you can just go meet him. You're part of the family now."

At that, Geom Mugeuk refilled his cup and spoke.

"Do you think he'll welcome me if I go to meet him?"

"True, given my brother's personality, he probably won't like you. He'll think you extorted two million taels from the main family. Ah, don't get me wrong. That's not what I think."

Geum Ajong slowly began to show his true colors.

"Speaking of my brother, if I were you, I would have helped the older brother, not the younger one."

"May I ask why?"

"Shouldn't a great Director aim for great things? The younger brother has no chance of becoming the successor anyway."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Geum Ajong and asked, "Then what about you? Aren't you confident you can become the successor? You seem like a man of great ambition."

As expected of a swindler, he's quick on the uptake.

"Me? I'm just a nuisance. Pushed around by my older brother, pushed around by my younger brother. Reality isn't easy."

"If one's ambition is great, aren't their wings also large?"

Geom Mugeuk looked up as if he could see large wings on Geum Ajong's back. Geum Ajong laughed at the gesture. It was a small reaction, but it didn't feel bad. What was there to dislike about someone thinking his ambition was great?

"What's the point in helping someone who'll become the successor anyway? It's also a problem to stick by someone who will never become the successor. I wish I had met you sooner."

Geum Ajong was tempted by Geom Mugeuk's expression of regret. He felt an urge to reveal everything to this man and plot together. For some reason, he felt like he could succeed if he worked with him.

However, Geum Ajong soon flinched.

What am I thinking right now!

Indeed, a swindler is a swindler. He had unknowingly entertained the absurd idea of joining hands with this man. He thought the man was a natural, from his face and voice to his expressions. Listening to him made his guard drop.

"Let's go together tomorrow. I'll introduce you to my brother."

"Thank you."

"I'll let you in on something special."

It wasn't just because he was in a good mood. For the man to properly lure his brother, he needed to know him well.

"There's one thing my brother can't stand."

"What is it?"

Geum Ajong said as he drained his last cup of wine.

"Losing when it comes to money."


At the same time, a long-awaited report was being delivered in the Patriarch's hall of the Golden Dragon Clan.

"The Hundred Immortals Sect was completely empty."

Surprised by his subordinate's report, Geum Cheonbang asked, "You mean there wasn't a single body?"

"Yes. Not a single one."

"What about signs of a fight?"

"There were traces of it everywhere. But with all the bodies cleared away, it was impossible to know how they fought or what the outcome was."

When he first sent his subordinate, he never dreamed he would be asking him such questions upon his return.

"Is it possible the Hundred Immortals Sect staged the whole thing?"

The fact that all the bodies had disappeared raised suspicion. What if they had pretended to be defeated and simply vanished?

"The possibility is open. They could all be dead, or they could have left traces of a fight and departed."

Seeing Geum Cheonbang's expression sour at the useless statement, the subordinate quickly added, "If they were indeed all defeated, one thing is certain. They wouldn't have had much time to clean up, so for it to be done so neatly, the person in charge must be highly skilled in martial arts or an expert in this kind of work."

The subordinate's report ended there.

"You may leave."

"Yes."

Geum Cheonbang sensed that this incident was no ordinary matter.

"Was it staged by the Hundred Immortals Sect? Or was it the work of the Milky Way Trading Company?"

He still found it hard to believe that Geom Mugeuk had accomplished it.

It was at that very moment.

"It's neither."

The person who entered was his eldest son, Geum Ahyuk. He had the appearance of a First Young Lord from a prestigious family. An appearance that exuded the dignified aura of a Master.

If his second brother, Geum Ajong, was the type to reveal his cunning and selfish nature through his face and actions, this Geum Ahyuk was a man who thoroughly concealed himself behind the demeanor of a Master.

"Everyone, withdraw."

Geum Cheonbang dismissed everyone, even the subordinates who were in hiding. Now, only the two of them remained in the Patriarch's hall.

"Neither? What do you mean by that?"

"A man named Geom Yeon killed all the immortals of the Hundred Immortals Sect."

"How do you know that?"

Geum Ahyuk didn't answer, but Geum Cheonbang realized the reason.

"Did you hear it from that person?"

He could tell from his son's expression that it was true.

"Didn't I tell you not to contact him if possible? I said I would handle it myself."

At that, Geum Ahyuk asked with an uncomprehending expression, "Why do you dislike him?"

Seeing his son refer to the man as 'that esteemed person' even in this atmosphere, Geum Cheonbang grew angry. His voice naturally rose.

"Because he's a dangerous man!"

He hadn't given off such a dangerous feeling from the beginning. At first, he was gentle and calm. For a long time, he had unfailingly given them a sense of trust, making them feel it was safe to join hands with him. Like clothes getting soaked in a drizzle, he had slowly seeped into their family.

Only after their clothes were thoroughly drenched did they realize. It wasn't rain, it was blood.

"We must endure it! He is the one who has brought us greater profits than anyone from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. For a merchant, is there a more compelling reason than that?"

Geum Cheonbang had lived his entire life as a merchant. He had accumulated enough experience and reached an age where he could get a feel for most worldly affairs and human matters, put a price on them, and understand them with just a glance. Yet, there were two things he couldn't understand these days. No, two people. His son, and that person. He couldn't understand his son, nor could he understand the man his son called 'that esteemed person'. When he first met him, he had thoroughly analyzed and investigated him, but after a decade had passed, he felt he understood him even less. Just like the heart of his grown son.

"If we're talking about danger, those bastards from the Western Blade Sect that my younger brother brought are more dangerous. They must have come targeting him."

"How can you be so sure?"

Geum Ahyuk did not answer.

"He told you again, didn't he."

Geum Ahyuk stared intently at Geum Cheonbang. For some time now, his son had been looking at him with such eyes. With such a strange gaze.

Since his eldest son was young, Geum Cheonbang had always been proud of him. How could a son like this come from someone as small and unimpressive as himself? He felt this sense of pride every time. When he took his son out, everyone praised and envied him. So he often boasted subtly, to the point where he felt sorry for his second brother. And he had lived his life believing this. That his son's character was the same as his appearance, which held the demeanor of a Master. He truly lived believing that. And in reality, his son had grown up well without any major trouble. However, at some point, things changed. He wished it had started after meeting that man, but he knew well that it hadn't. He had felt a sense of strangeness from his son even before that.

Is he this cold? This selfish? This greedy for money?

It made him think that perhaps that man had approached him for these very reasons. Nevertheless, he believed in his son. Although his son hadn't answered his earlier question, he trusted him. Because he was his son. Once he got a little older, he would surely judge situations more coolly.

"Father, didn't you say you wanted to become the wealthiest man in the Central Plains? Didn't you say that was your dream?"

"I did, I did. But..."

"What are you afraid of? Aren't we in the process of achieving that dream?"

He didn't deny that the Golden Dragon Clan had grown faster thanks to joining hands with him. They had also earned a vast amount of money with his help. However, the money he demanded was also snowballing.

"One day, he might swallow us whole."

"Even if he swallows us, he'll make us the best before he does."

His son's gaze said it all.

If you're scared, step aside.

It was because of that gaze. The reason he told his daughter she couldn't be the successor. Because of that gaze, which would even get rid of his own sibling if they stood in his way.

"Those bastards from the Western Blade Sect that my younger brother brought will all disappear before tonight is over. Just as the Hundred Immortals Sect disappeared."

"You can't!"

Geum Cheonbang's heart pounded. Killing someone meant they could be killed in retaliation. How could he make such a decision so easily? You fool, we are merchants!

"If they are the ones who eliminated the Hundred Immortals Sect as you say, then they are not people we should provoke carelessly!"

"Didn't you always say it, Father?"

Geum Ahyuk added with a relaxed smile.

"That there's nothing in the world that can't be done with money."

Geum Cheonbang was at a loss for words because he had indeed said that often. Even so, he never thought a day like this would come.


After finishing his drinks with Geum Ajong, he went to see his father. He and his father had moved their lodgings from the Hwi safehouse to here at the Golden Dragon Clan.

Just as they had discussed, he judged that the elimination of the Hundred Immortals Sect would soon cause them to make their move. They would try to protect their massive source of money, the Golden Dragon Clan, by any means necessary.

He hesitated for a moment in front of his father's room.

Was it because he was tipsy? He had come because he wanted to see his father, but on second thought, it was already time for him to be asleep.

Father, it's your second son!

It was the kind of day he wanted to bang on the door and make a drunken scene, but he didn't dare.

Martial artists would never know. That the Heavenly Demon sleeps this early. Shouldn't the Heavenly Demon be awake at the crack of dawn, or something like that!

Just as he was turning to leave quietly, the door opened. Startled, he turned back to see his father standing there.

Before he could ask if he was still awake, or apologize for waking him, these words had to come out first.

"Another floral pattern? Just how many sets do you have?"

His father was wearing floral pajamas.

Would the Heavenly Demon really wear such pajamas? The ultimate assassin-proof pajamas.

He didn't know because his father didn't wear them when they camped, and he hadn't seen him at night when they stayed at inns. One would think he'd feel awkward, but his father showed no shame at all about these pajamas.

Could he really wear these pajamas confidently in front of the Murim Alliance Lord or the Evil Alliance Chairman?

"What is it?"

He didn't know how to answer the blunt question. He had really just come on a whim, driven by the alcohol, because he wanted to see him.

"I just came to say good night."

"Waking a sleeping person to tell them to sleep well?"

To his incredulous father, he bowed his head deeply. This was the only thing he could think to say right now.

"Thank you."

What he felt during this journey was that his father was putting up with him. How could this trip, the first in a long time after only staying at the Headquarters, be purely enjoyable? He was also acting as he pleased, trying to do all the things he couldn't do with his father before. Waking him up like this was surely another act that tested his father's patience.

He half-expected his father to smack him on the back of his bowed head.

His father looked down at him for a moment, then closed the door and went back inside.

Although he had woken his father, he felt good for having seen his face. It was a brief, insignificant encounter, but even this would become a memory for him. The title would be something like 'A Small Drunken Act at Midnight'.

Because the true victory in his life wasn't killing his enemies, but moments just like this.

Even if it annoys Father, I'm going to keep making these small memories.

Even if Hwa Mugi draws his sword right in front of me, I'll joke around with my father. I'll build memories with my Demon Supremes and my subordinates, too.

And so, I will comfort my past self, who fell asleep alone in terrible loneliness, looking forward only to this moment. It's a promise I always make to myself.

Not for Father's sake, but for my own.

Because he knew well that only then could he truly be doing it for the other person.

He stood in the hallway outside his father's room and looked up at the dark night sky. It was a night where the stars and moon were all hidden by clouds.

Then, his gaze fell like a shooting star, staring down at the dark courtyard.

He slowly placed his index finger over his lips and said quietly, "Shh! Father is sleeping."


Chapter 479: I Tried to Handle It as Quietly as Possible

The intruders were assassins. I had faced many assassins before my regression, so I knew their unique presence.

A killing intent devoid of emotion.

Was it because they weren't killing out of resentment or hatred for their target? Or was it because assassins undergo training to eliminate their emotions from the very beginning?

Their killing intent is subtly different.

If I noticed it, then Hwi would have noticed it too. No, since it was a matter of detecting intruders, he probably noticed it even faster than I did.

Since I had stepped forward, he would be watching the situation while concealed near our father's residence.

Of course, if I and Hwi had noticed, then Father would naturally be aware of the intruders' presence as well. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art, having reached complete mastery, would have naturally alerted him to the danger.

Just trust me and go back to sleep. Getting blood on those pajamas wouldn't suit you, would it?

I quietly opened the door and went out into the courtyard. Standing there, I stared into the darkness, made a shushing gesture again, and whispered.

"Father's sleeping, so let's fight quietly."

However, as if no one was there, no one revealed their presence. The only sound was the chirping of insects. If Father were awake, he would have surely said this.

You're the loudest one here!

A smile formed on my lips as I thought of that.

Just then, as if in response to my words, someone hiding in the darkness ahead revealed a faint presence.

It wasn't a mistake.

Once I realized they were hiding, he revealed his position, making himself the bait. The other assassins around would be holding their breath, waiting for me to attack him.

This is what makes assassins so terrifying.

Assassins are trained with the mindset that as long as one succeeds, it doesn't matter if everyone else dies. Therefore, while they are many, they are also a single assassin.

Since the enemy has thrown out bait, it's only polite to take it.

I launched myself toward the assassin who had revealed his presence. I moved swiftly, but there was no sound of wind. Like movement in a world where sound had vanished, my movement arts were smooth and silent.

The opponent did not evade, revealing himself from the darkness. A black mask, black clothes, and even black shoes. He was camouflaged in black from head to toe.

The saying that an assassin whose cover is blown is as good as dead didn't seem to apply to this one.

He was bait, but he was also not bait.

His movements were exceptionally fast and precise. He was skilled enough to kill even a decent expert in a direct confrontation. He was a man who had properly learned martial arts, to the point that it felt like a waste for someone of his skill to be an assassin.

That was probably why he was the one to reveal his presence. To allow the other assassins a chance to strike during the fight, he had to be able to hold his own in a direct clash.

Of course, I didn't give him that chance. To avoid the sound of swords clashing, I settled the fight in a single blow.

The moment his sword flew toward my face, my form vanished from that spot.

Using the Shadow Step, I was behind him.

SHUNK!

Even though the sword pierced through his back and protruded from his chest, he desperately suppressed a scream. He was a man trained to make no sound under any circumstances. This alone made it clear. They were truly well-trained assassins.

They must have spent a fortune to hire these guys.

With the first assassin dead so quickly, no one else dared to step forward. They hadn't gotten a chance to launch a surprise attack.

They'll be waiting for the next opportunity, won't they? The moment I let my guard down, thinking there was only this one intruder. If I were to search the corpse's clothes to identify him, a fatal barrage of attacks would pour down.

Of course, I didn't move as they wanted.

I caught the body of the falling assassin to prevent any sound and laid him down quietly. Then, I looked into the darkness ahead and made a shushing gesture.

It wasn't aimed at just anywhere. A web-like energy extending from my body had already taken control of the area. This shush was directed toward the spot where the vibrations of that web were the strongest.

The assassin, realizing his position had been discovered, immediately shot out and flew toward me. It was a one-hit-kill attack filled with killing intent, disregarding all defense for the sole purpose of killing the opponent.

SWISH.

The incoming sword grazed past my face. My eyes, reflected in the blade, held no emotion.

SWISH! SLICE!

The Black Demon Sword created a single straight line as it slashed his chest. The opponent instinctively twisted his body to dodge, but two-thirds of his chest, along with his heart, had already been sliced away.

I had cut him so quickly and sharply that he met his death without even a moment to feel the pain.

I was once again moving through the air without a sound.

SHUNK!

My sword pierced through a tree, as smoothly as if it were sinking into tofu, but faster than any swift sword.

The assassin hiding behind the tree was impaled, but again, there was no scream. Instead, as he was dying, he grabbed the blade with both hands.

How could a dying man possibly hold onto my Black Demon Sword?

I pulled the sword out and shot up the tree. The fingers of the assassin gripping the sword were severed and scattered in all directions.

A flash of sword light glinted in the darkness.

SHUNK! SHUNK!

There had been three assassins on the tree from the start. Who would think that three would be clinging to a single tree? It was a tactic of feint and reality, but they couldn't escape my energy, which had spread out like a spider's web.

By the time the two assassins, who had been clinging to the tree like cicadas, fell and landed on top of the first corpse, I was already landing in front of the wall a dozen paces away.

As expected, the Black Demon Sword sank smoothly into the wall.

SHIIIIIIING!

With the sword embedded, I slid along the wall. As if gliding on ice, my body moved swiftly along the wall. Simultaneously, the Black Demon Sword sliced horizontally through the wall.

The bodies of the assassins who had been holding their breath while leaning against the other side of the wall were bisected and collapsed.

I could feel the assassins' shock and bewilderment.

Judging by their skill in concealment, they must have been assassins who had earned their reputation by killing countless people. They would have returned from every commission without failure, having killed their target.

But today, they were falling one after another without being able to put up a proper fight.

There's a traitor!

Since their positions were being pinpointed so accurately, wouldn't they be thinking something like that?

I finished them off with swift efficiency. These were people who came with the intent to kill me, my father, and Hwi. They were people who killed for money. There was no reason for me to hesitate.

As I landed on the roof, hidden weapons came flying.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

I ran, weaving through the hidden weapons. There was no sound of footsteps as I ran across the rooftop. In the blink of an eye, I reached the other end of the roof, and the assassins who had thrown the hidden weapons fell to the ground.

Despite the fall from a high place, there was no thud. Just before the bodies hit the ground, I used telekinesis to prevent any sound.

As I continued to find them in their hiding spots, the assassins could no longer hold out. They attacked first. From a treetop and from the darkness to my left, two assassins attacked simultaneously.

This time, I used the Hell Step. My target was the assassin charging from the left.

The assassin, who had driven so many to their deaths, could not stop this deathly footwork, just like the many who had died by his hand.

As he collapsed, spewing blood from his neck, the assassin who had dropped from the tree was throwing hidden weapons.

WHIZ! SHUNK!

A hidden weapon and a dagger missed each other in the air. The hidden weapon vanished into the distant darkness, and the dagger I threw disappeared into black clothes.

An assassin appeared from behind a stone lantern, a hidden weapon in his hand. It wasn't a hidden weapon meant to be thrown like a dagger. It was a cylindrical device that fired poison needles with great force.

FLASH!

I rushed toward him with the Vanishing Step.

SLICE! SLICE!

Before he could fire the hidden weapon, his wrist and neck were severed in succession.

"I thought we agreed to fight quietly?"

If the hidden weapon had been fired, there would have been an explosive sound. Assassins of this caliber rarely use such loud hidden weapons, which meant the situation was that desperate.

One assassin spread a net and lunged at me.

It was the Wire Net used by assassins. This dense wire mesh was a special net that couldn't be easily cut by swords, not even with sword qi. If it were fixed somewhere, it could be cut with sword qi, but being caught in it during a real fight would cause a moment of panic and flailing.

At that moment, another assassin flew past overhead, cutting through the darkness.

SHIIIIIIING!

What he scattered was Bone Dissolving Acid. It was a vicious move, intending to trap me in the net and melt me. Their coordination was so perfect that the two assassins moved as one.

With two slashes, the net was split into four pieces, and by the time the Bone Dissolving Acid poured down, I was no longer there.

SHIIINK!

The moment I slit the throat of the assassin who threw the net, the one who had passed overhead fell to the ground far away. A dagger I had thrown was already embedded in his neck. Of course, he too fell silently thanks to my telekinesis.

It was right then.

SWOOOOOSH!

A sword shot up from the ground, grazing past my face.

It was the masterstroke of a hidden assassin. This very assassin had dug a tunnel and had been waiting at this exact spot.

This powerful strike told me everything. Among all the assassins I had faced so far, his skill was the greatest. This attack was the core of tonight's ambush.

But that was their problem.

To me, he was just an assassin who had failed to kill me, and probably the one who had killed the most people. My sword was already buried deep in him, from his shoulder downwards.

At the last moment, he tried to scream. I couldn't tell if he intended to ruin the end of this quiet battle, or if he truly couldn't bear the pain of being stabbed from shoulder to viscera.

But my hand was faster. I clamped my left hand over his mouth and then pulled out my sword.

As the sword was withdrawn, he spewed blood and died. Half of his body was still in the pit in the ground.

I released my energy to survey the surroundings. There were no more living or hiding assassins in the courtyard.

I slowly walked back and entered the building.


An assassin crawled along the ceiling. There weren't many rooms left to the target's location. The situation outside was not good.

Even below the ceiling he was currently crawling on, he could hear the sounds of swords slashing and flesh tearing. He couldn't see it, but he knew instinctively. His comrades were dying.

He sensed that the success or failure of today's commission rested on him.

This is actually better.

He would get to keep all that money for himself.

I'll be the one to kill him.

He moved little by little, very, very slowly. The true skill of an assassin was to infiltrate without a trace, to endure for a few hours without being detected, and to decide the precise moment to eliminate the enemy.

In that respect, he was the most patient among all the assassins who had come today. All he had to do was get right above the target's head.

No one could block a poison needle fired silently from the ceiling in their sleep.

Moreover, it wasn't just any poison needle. This needle, as fine as a strand of hair, was a special hidden weapon that could kill without the victim even knowing they had been struck. It was a needle so thin that even a later autopsy wouldn't be able to determine where the victim was hit to be poisoned.

To check how far he had come, he made a small hole in the ceiling.

The moment he looked down through the hole.

He was utterly startled.

Someone from below was looking up at the hole.

The next moment.

SHUNK!

A sharp sword pierced upwards, running through the assassin's neck.

The one who killed him was Hwi.

Blood trickled down from the hole in the ceiling. Just then, a voice came from behind.

"It's raining quite a bit in here."

Geom Mugeuk, who had stepped inside, looked at the blood dripping from the ceiling. There were corpses lying in the hallway as well. All the assassins who had approached from the rear, as well as those inside the house, had been eliminated.

"Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. And you?"

"I'm fine as well."

I was certain that even if I hadn't been here, Hwi could have handled today's intrusion all by himself.

Assassin and bodyguard.

In that predator-prey relationship, Hwi was at the very pinnacle of predators to assassins.

A martial artist might be able to kill me, but an assassin never will.

Hwi had that kind of pride.

Just then, a presence was felt from the room.

"Father is awake. Let's go in."

Geom Mugeuk and Hwi entered the room. Geom Woojin had risen from his bed and was pouring cold tea from a kettle on the table.

"I tried to handle it as quietly as possible. I apologize."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Geom Woojin turned his head to look at his son.

"All I heard was your voice."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. This is what I wanted to hear.

"That was me holding my tongue as much as I could."

A faint smile appeared on his father's lips.

Hwi reported to his father.

"The intruders are assassins."

The faint smile on his father's lips vanished. He was a man who disliked the Poison King and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, so how could he possibly like assassins?

Geom Mugeuk asked Hwi.

"Have you identified where they're from?"

The Heavenly Demon bodyguard captain Hwi was the person most knowledgeable about the assassins of murim. The more famous they were, the better he knew them.

As expected, Hwi knew who the opponents were.

"Based on their attack patterns, they are assassins from the Hell Mansion."

The Hell Mansion.

It was one of the three great assassin organizations of murim, a symbol of infamy and terror.

The moment Geom Mugeuk heard the words 'the Hell Mansion', one person came to mind.

He had many titles.

The ultimate assassin, born with a natural talent for murder.

The ruthless assassin who killed his own father, the head of the Hell Mansion, and took it over.

The man who would later unify the world of assassins and become the king of all assassins.

The god of death, said to be able to bring back the head of Yama himself.

But the most meaningful title to Geom Mugeuk was this one.

The Fourth King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Death King.

He didn't know the current situation, but he had a gut feeling that he was behind this incident with the Golden Dragon Clan. Where there is money, a blade is sure to follow.

The Death King.

He couldn't let his guard down. None of the Twelve Zodiac Kings were easy opponents, but the Death King, in particular, had to be handled with caution. He was a man born with the greatest talent for killing, a man who would use any means necessary.

The wind blowing in from the window carried the hot stench of the dead assassins' blood.

With a deepened gaze, Geom Mugeuk said calmly.

"It seems a lot of blood will have to be shed this time."


Chapter 480: Sometimes, a Parent Must Win

"It seems the mastermind we're looking for has a deep connection with an assassin organization."

First, I had to accurately inform my father and Hwi of the situation.

"Why do you think so?"

Hwi's question was whether it could simply be a case of the Golden Dragon Clan putting out a contract.

"As far as I know, a large assassin organization like the Hell Mansion prioritizes a thorough investigation of the contract target. Especially for a large-scale killing like today's."

Hwi nodded in agreement with my words.

"You're right."

"Considering the date we arrived here, they wouldn't have had time to investigate properly. And it doesn't seem like they sent them knowing our true identities either."

This time, I added my thoughts while looking at my father, who was standing by the window.

"Because if they knew the target of the contract was you, Father, they would never have accepted it. If they had pushed ahead anyway, all the top-class assassins of the Central Plains would have had to come."

Would my father really enjoy getting entangled in a fight with assassins? He must be annoyed by the smell of blood wafting from the window right now. That's why I said it. I was trying to lighten his mood, even if just a little.

"Therefore, this isn't a routine contract. The mastermind must have a deep connection with an assassin organization. Whoever it is, they must be in a position to mobilize the Hell Mansion's assassins in a short time, skipping the investigation."

Hwi nodded as if in agreement.

"You're the expert on assassins, Uncle, so I'll be counting on you from now on. Please, teach me about assassins in particular."

If I learned about the world of commerce from the head of the Milky Way Trading Company, I intended to learn about assassins from Hwi.

Normally, he would have politely declined, but given the situation, Hwi readily accepted.

"Very well."

I didn't miss the opportunity and threw a joke at my father, who was still standing by the window.

"Father, Uncle Hwi will take care of everything. Let's just go fishing."

At my joke, Geom Woojin replied without turning around.

"If you're going to put Hwi at the forefront, you take responsibility and protect him."

I was surprised by the unexpected words, and so was Hwi.

There are times when my father surprises people, and this was one of them.

"No, please take a joke as a joke! How am I supposed to protect the person who's the best at protecting people in this world?"

Father kept looking out the window as if it wasn't a joke, and Hwi gave me an awkward smile.

This was the first time the Cult Leader had directly expressed concern for his well-being.

The heart of the man named Hwi could not be moved no matter how much money you offered, even if you split a fortune three ways or gave him all of it. However, a single remark like this from the Cult Leader genuinely pleased his heart.

He was grateful to the Cult Leader, but he had to admit one thing.

This is all thanks to the Young Cult Leader.

"Uncle, it looks like you'll have to teach me about bodyguards now, not just assassins."

Looking troubled, Hwi tried to excuse himself.

"I'll go clean up the bodies."

But I stopped him.

"Leave the bodies as they are."

My gaze turned toward the Patriarch's Hall, far off in the distance.

"We should make the person who sent them clean them up."


"You sent assassins?"

Geum Cheonbang was truly dumbfounded.

His son had learned martial arts, but only to the extent expected of the eldest son of a successful Trading Company. If anything, Geum Arin's martial arts skills were stronger.

"How could you..."

He didn't need to hear the answer. 'He' must have been involved in this ridiculous affair. However, he hadn't realized his son had been influenced to the point of unhesitatingly calling for assassins.

"You mean to tell me you did something this important without even discussing it with your father?"

Geum Cheonbang shouted, but his son showed no sign of remorse.

"It was to protect that person."

Geum Cheonbang was aghast, but what mattered now was not the reason, but the result.

"Fine. Let's say that's the case. But do you even know what kind of people assassins are? They're the kind who use the contract as a weakness to extort money from you for the rest of your life."

"Only third-rate assassins do that. The people I sent are not third-rate."

"You have no experience hiring assassins, do you?"

Geum Ahyuk looked into Geum Cheonbang's eyes and asked back.

"Why do you think I have none?"

"You brat!"

Geum Cheonbang roared. He was so angry he didn't know what to say. He was a man who rarely got agitated, even amidst all the disputes in the world of commerce. After all, he had spent his life in battles where the one who got excited first lost.

However, he had lost this time. It was a complete defeat at the hands of his own son.

Unlike the agitated Geum Cheonbang, Geum Ahyuk was calm.

"By now, they should be dead."

As if the matter was already over, Geum Ahyuk rose from his seat.

"Get some rest, Father."

The moment his eyes met his son's, who was bowing politely, Geum Cheonbang's heart sank.

It was an utterly cold and frigid gaze. He had seen that unfamiliar look several times recently, but today it was the most alien.

And with that, Geum Ahyuk left the Patriarch's Hall.

WASPEAR!

The teapot and teacups on the table fell to the floor and shattered. It was the first time he had broken something out of anger.

He was usually such a patient man. But when it came to his son, it was hard to endure.

Geum Cheonbang took a bottle of liquor stored in a side cabinet and drank it straight from the bottle.

Whenever he heard people say that raising a child was the hardest thing in the world, he thought it didn't apply to him. He had been so proud of raising a child that others envied.

However, as if to make him pay the price for all the moments he had boasted to others, his son had changed drastically.

He resisted the urge to throw the liquor bottle as well and set it down on the table. Now was not the time for breaking things, but for damage control.

How do I handle this?

It was a problem if the killing succeeded, and a problem if it failed. If this killing succeeded, his son would try to solve future difficulties with this method. No, perhaps he was already in that state.

What if it failed? What if it was revealed that his son had hired assassins?

Both scenarios were things he didn't want to imagine.

Just then, the door to the main hall opened.

CREAK.

Looking at the door, Geum Cheonbang hoped.

He hoped his son would come back and say, 'I'm sorry for handling this without consulting you, Father.' Then they could somehow work together to come up with a solution.

"There's no one guarding outside."

The person who stepped inside was Geom Mugeuk.

Seeing him, Geum Cheonbang's eyes widened in shock.

The killing failed.

Geum Cheonbang forced himself to calm down and greeted Geom Mugeuk.

"I had my subordinates step away for a moment."

He had dismissed all his subordinates to have a private talk with his son.

Don't tell me he overheard our entire conversation?

What if he heard that my son sent the assassins? If so, my son's life was in danger.

"I happened to see him on my way here. A young man was leaving the Patriarch's Hall. Was that perhaps the First Young Lord?"

"That's right, I was talking with my eldest."

Geum Cheonbang's heart pounded as Geom Mugeuk mentioned his son.

Is he testing me? Or is he implying that he heard our conversation?

His guilt made all sorts of unnecessary thoughts run through his mind.

"He was as tall and handsome as I'd heard. He truly had the air of a Master."

Those words had always been pleasant to hear, but not today. He recalled that unfamiliar gaze looking at him.

"So? Did you exchange greetings?"

"No, I only saw him from a distance."

"And yet you saw his face in such detail."

"I have good eyes."

Geom Mugeuk looked around and then pointed to a distant wall.

"Do you see the leaves on the flower pattern on that wall?"

"They're too small, I can't see them."

"There are nine of them. You can go and check."

This man had collected money from the Hundred Immortals Sect and made the assassination fail.

And now he was telling him to go count the number of flower petals.

This unknowable special quality seemed to exist in a literally unknowable realm.

"Never mind the petals. What brings you here at this hour?"

"I came because I have something urgent to tell you."

"What is it?"

"Assassins broke into my residence."

Geum Cheonbang feigned surprise.

"Assassins? Is that true?"

He acted as if he knew nothing at all. He had all sorts of experience in the deceptive world of commerce. He was more confident than anyone at hiding his true feelings.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"Fortunately, I'm fine."

"And the assassins?"

"They've all been dealt with."

"I'll send men at once to clear away the bodies. I'll also provide you with a new guest hall."

"Thank you."

Normally, he should have said he would investigate the bodies to find out which organization the assassins came from. However, he omitted those words. He was in a situation where he had to hide even the existing evidence.

Geum Cheonbang called his subordinates and hurriedly sent them to the guest hall.

"Clean up the bodies and move the people there to a new guest hall."

"Understood."

Before the subordinates could leave, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward.

"But shouldn't we investigate the bodies to find out which organization they came from, instead of just cleaning them up?"

Geum Cheonbang was inwardly flustered but managed to speak calmly.

"Of course, we should."

"You should also sound the alarm and strengthen the security around the Patriarch's Hall."

"I was just about to do that."

As if that was truly his intention, he repeated Geom Mugeuk's words as an order to his subordinate.

A moment later, the loud sound of a bell could be heard from outside.

Geum Cheonbang's mind was as chaotic as the ceaselessly ringing bell. He knew full well that his son was the one who did this.

Assassins in the main family residence?

The mere fact that assassins had infiltrated made his whole body tremble. His chest tightened at the thought that men who killed for money had roamed inside the Golden Dragon Clan.

Anger and bewilderment. At least these two emotions, he didn't have to feign.

"You should be careful from now on as well, Patriarch."

"What do you mean?"

"There were quite a lot of assassins. If someone didn't grant them entry, doesn't that mean the Golden Dragon Clan's security was breached?"

Was he testing him? Or was it a warning? Geum Cheonbang couldn't figure out Geom Mugeuk's intentions. He seemed to know nothing at all, yet at the same time, he seemed to know something.

"I will thoroughly strengthen the security from now on."

Geum Cheonbang originally had a pathological fear of martial artists.

He was confident he could overcome any hardship when dealing with merchants, but he became extremely anxious when entangled with martial artists.

They were unreasonable, unpredictable, and drew their swords first. He had feared and disliked them since he was young.

He was even afraid of the martial artists of his own family. What if someone, won over by a rival Trading Company, suddenly drew a sword and stabbed him? This life, which he desperately did not want to end, would be over in an instant.

It must have been because of this fundamental fear.

That he had hoped his sons would handle matters with martial artists in his stead.

That he had hired an expensive martial arts Master for his daughter, who was the most talented of his three children.

That he had entrusted the matter with him to his eldest son.

Even though he knew full well that avoidance always demanded such a high price.

"Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. Just a little startled."

Geom Mugeuk asked, as if to himself.

"I wonder who on earth tried to kill me?"

To Geom Mugeuk's meaningful question, Geum Cheonbang struggled to answer calmly.

"Wouldn't you know that better than I?"

"True! I've lived a life where I've made many enemies."

The reason Geom Mugeuk had come here at this hour was to confirm if Geum Cheonbang was involved in sending the assassins.

Because if he showed up alive and well on the very day the assassins were sent, right after the killing was supposed to have taken place, the culprit would surely reveal a clue.

And Geom Mugeuk was able to figure out who sent the assassins.

It wasn't because of Geum Cheonbang's bewilderment, which he couldn't completely hide no matter how experienced he was.

It was because of that.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon the shattered teacups and teapot on the floor.

"Did you throw them?"

"No. I dropped them by accident."

"It's not easy for them to shatter so completely, is it?"

He could tell from the broken teacups. The one who sent the assassins was the son, Geum Ahyuk. Geum Cheonbang must have just found out and revealed his anger.

"Raising children isn't easy, is it?"

Geum Cheonbang was flustered by the sudden question.

"What's that all of a sudden?"

He must think I threw them because I was angry at my son!

Contrary to Geum Cheonbang's urgent desire to keep the topic away from his son, Geom Mugeuk turned the subject to himself.

"I was talking about myself. Because I give my father a lot of trouble."

"A truly troublesome son doesn't even know he's being one. Still, what can you do? No matter how much trouble they cause, they're still your child, aren't they? They say no parent can win against their child."

Then Geom Mugeuk said abruptly.

"But aren't there times when a parent must win against their child?"

!

The moment he heard those words, Geum Cheonbang was certain.

He seems to know something. He thinks Ahyuk sent them.

All this pressure was Geom Mugeuk's intentional act. Mistakes are always made when one is rushed and flustered. And that mistake would lead him to the mastermind.

"You should ask for advice next time."

Geom Mugeuk added with a smile.

"When it comes to that, my father is the best."

"Your father?"

"He's the foremost expert in the field of parents winning against their children."


The next day, Geum Ahyuk greeted the two people entering his office with a stiff expression.

"I know you don't usually like me, but is there a need to scowl like that?"

Geum Ahyuk's expression wasn't stiff because of his younger brother. It was because of Geom Mugeuk, who had entered with Geum Ajong. A man who should have been dead had arrived.

Until the emergency bell rang last night, he had been in a good mood. He was thinking he would soon hear news that the Western Blade Sect, staying in the guest hall, had been annihilated.

However, he had never imagined the news that all the assassins were dead.

"This here is the expensive two-million-nyang guy my younger brother brought. You know him, right?"

At Geum Ajong's introduction, Geom Mugeuk offered a polite clasped hands greeting.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Geom Yeon."

Geom Mugeuk was treating Geum Ahyuk as if nothing had happened last night.

"I've heard a lot about you, First Young Lord. That's why I really wanted to meet you."

"What have you heard?"

"That you're the leading candidate for the next Patriarch?"

Geum Ahyuk glanced at his younger brother. There was no way that brat would have said anything good about him.

"That remains to be seen. I'm busy today."

He was kicking them out right after the greeting.

Geum Ahyuk returned his gaze to his desk and didn't look up again.

Geum Ajong knew his older brother's personality well, so he knew it was useless to say anything more here. He shot Geom Mugeuk a look that said they should just leave for today.

"Well then, let's meet again next time."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been about to turn and leave after his farewell, turned back as if he had just remembered something.

"Oh, right. Our First Young Lord isn't asking, is he?"

Geum Ahyuk looked at Geom Mugeuk with a gaze that asked what he was trying to say.

"Didn't you hear the news that assassins broke into the guest hall where I was staying yesterday?"

"I heard."

The emotion in Geum Ahyuk's cold eyes was clear. So? You want me to worry about you?

"Aren't you curious? What kind of assassins they were, why they came to kill us. What kind of idiot sent them."

Seeing the tension enter Geum Ahyuk's eyes for a moment, Geom Mugeuk baited his hook with curiosity and leisurely cast his line.

"I think I know who it was."


Chapter 481: A Life Where Nothing Happens

The assassins who were never supposed to fail had failed.

The fight of a martial artist and the fight of an assassin are different. He had been confident that no matter how skilled a master was, they couldn't withstand a hidden blade.

Why couldn't that hidden blade pierce the gut of that smirking bastard?

In any case, he had judged that being with that man was disadvantageous to him, so he had coldly ordered him to leave.

He says he knows who sent the assassins?

This was bait he couldn't resist biting.

"Who is it?" Geom Mugeuk asked, staring at him intently.

"So now you're curious," Geum Ahyuk responded calmly. "I believe this assassination attempt is related to your grudges. That's why I'm not curious about the client. I'm trying to see what kind of person you are. How honest you are."

The man he had tried to kill was standing alive before him, yet it wasn't easy to be this shameless and confident. Especially when his opponent's martial arts were overwhelming. In other words, it was proof that he had someone he trusted.

This man meets his backer directly.

Thus, Geom Mugeuk deduced the relationship with the backer from Geum Ahyuk's reaction.

"So, tell me."

Between the two of them, the second brother, Geum Ajong, was lost in a misunderstanding.

This cute little swindler, staging his own act?

Geum Ajong believed last night's invasion by assassins was an act staged by Geom Mugeuk. After all, how could assassins suddenly infiltrate the Golden Dragon Clan, which had been safe its entire existence?

He couldn't even imagine that his father or older brother had hired the assassins. He thought he had the worst temper in the family, but it turned out he was the most naive.

Well, at least he succeeded in getting my brother's attention.

Geum Ajong was curious to see how this swindler would manipulate his brother.

Geum Ahyuk pressed him hard. "If you don't want to talk, then leave. And don't ever come looking for me again."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "I'm someone who wants to get close to the First Young Lord. Can't you tell from how I came to pay my respects today?"

Geom Mugeuk sat down at the reception table in the office.

"Ah, this is the kind of story we should be sharing over a drink at a market tavern. You people may drink at expensive taverns or brothels, but among the shabby street pubs, there are hidden gems that are like a treasure map."

"I told you to leave if you're just going to spout nonsense!" Geum Ahyuk glared at his younger brother. It was a look that said, 'Get him out of here right now.'

Ah, it seems even this guy isn't having an easy time with my brother.

His brother had changed a lot recently. He had never liked him to begin with, but these days, he even found him very awkward and strange.

"Don't push him so hard. He must have said that because he knows something."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke up abruptly.

"You."

A moment of silence fell.

"The client is you."

Geum Ahyuk never imagined he would be pointed out. Especially not to his face like this.

Geum Ajong, who was listening, burst out laughing.

"He really is an interesting fellow."

However, Geom Mugeuk and Geum Ahyuk did not laugh. The smile vanished from Geum Ajong's face, who had been laughing out loud.

"What? You weren't serious, were you?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

The word 'Crazy!' escaped Geum Ajong's lips.

"Why do you suspect me? Speak clearly. You're currently accusing the Golden Dragon Clan's First Young Lord of hiring assassins."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him. He could feel his agitation in his trembling eyes. No matter how hard he tried, it wouldn't be easy to remain calm in this situation.

Then, another shocking statement came from Geom Mugeuk.

"One of the assassins confessed it was you as he was dying."

Geom Mugeuk lied without a single change in his expression.

On the other hand, Geum Ahyuk was flustered by the word 'confessed'. The corner of his eye twitched.

Watching this, Geum Ajong's heart sank. His brother's eye would twitch like that whenever a nerve was struck or a lie was exposed. It had been that way since they were young.

"If you heard such a thing, why are you telling me?"

To the calm question, Geom Mugeuk replied with a smile. "I believe our First Young Lord has been framed. Would the man who is to become the heir of the Golden Dragon Clan really commit such an act? I'm part of the Golden Dragon Clan family now too, so shouldn't I provide such information to the one who will inherit the clan?"

Geum Ahyuk said nothing.

Since the conversation did not continue, Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat.

"You must be busy, I've taken too much of your time. I'll be on my way for today."

Before leaving, he added one more thing.

"Think carefully about who might have framed you."

After leaving those words, Geom Mugeuk left the place first.

Geum Ajong looked at his brother. Geum Ahyuk went to the window and didn't even glance his way.

Right now, he was half-believing, half-doubting.

Did he really hire the assassins? No, right?

If this was true, it was a golden opportunity to oust his brother from the line of succession. However, he wasn't entirely pleased.

Couldn't this crazy bastard hire someone to kill me too?


That night, in a small smithy, a middle-aged man was hammering a heated piece of iron on an anvil.

DANG! DAANG!

The hammering was rhythmic and powerful. The shirtless man was thin and small, so much so that it was a wonder how such powerful hammer blows could come from his bony, gaunt body.

He quietly waited for the hammering to end. This hammering man was someone who would forgive anything else, but he would never tolerate being disturbed while working.

DANG!

Just then, Geum Ahyuk entered the place. With one last long, echoing hammer strike, the man lifted his head and looked at Geum Ahyuk.

"You're here?"

"Elder, have you been well?"

The middle-aged man's name was Myeongjin. This was the man Geum Ahyuk had referred to as 'him' to his father.

Geum Ahyuk sincerely respected Myeongjin. He was a strong and intelligent person, different from the ignorant martial artists.

It was good to be with him. He learned about the murim, and he learned about human affairs. Most of all, being with him gave him a sense of security that no one could kill him.

Blood doesn't lie. His father Geum Cheonbang's pathological fear of martial artists had been passed down to his son, Geum Ahyuk.

"You seem to have gotten thinner. Please make sure to eat well."

Right now, he looked like a common worker in a smithy, covered in sweat. But if he were to don a scholar's white robes and hold a fan, he would look like the smartest person in the world. And he actually was smart.

He sometimes made swords and daggers as a hobby, and his skill in it was also incredible.

"Did the assassination fail?"

"How did you know?"

Instead of answering, Myeongjin just nodded once with an unreadable expression.

The reason Geum Ahyuk had spent a large sum of money to hire the Hell Mansion was for Myeongjin.

"Although it failed this time, I'll sell my entire fortune to protect you, Elder."

His father would faint if he heard it, but these were Geum Ahyuk's true feelings. Geum Ahyuk trusted and followed Myeongjin like someone who had fallen into a cult.

After declaring his resolve, Geum Ahyuk carefully brought up a topic.

"But there is one thing I find strange."

"What is it?"

"They say an assassin confessed as he was dying that I was the one who hired them."

"Who said that?"

"A man named Geom Yeon said so."

At the name Geom Yeon, Myeongjin fell silent for a moment. The expression on his face was one Geum Ahyuk had never seen before. It felt unfamiliar because of the palpable, unknown tension. In that moment, he was feeling the same unfamiliar emotion toward Myeongjin that his father had felt toward him.

"That's a lie. The assassins who go out on a job don't know who the client is."

Geum Ahyuk's expression showed he thought as much. He had thought it was probably like that.

"Then why would he lie to me?"

Myeongjin looked at him. His gaze seemed to ask, 'You don't know?' but Geum Ahyuk couldn't understand. Myeongjin knew the answer.

"I have a guest to meet today, so you should go back now."

A guest at this hour? How could that be? He probably just didn't want to see him after he had failed the commission.

Geum Ahyuk was disappointed. On a day like today, he had wanted to stay with him a little longer. With this uneasy feeling of an unresolved problem, he wouldn't be getting any sleep.

"I'll visit again."

Geum Ahyuk bowed politely and turned away. Then he turned back and said, "Don't worry about this matter. I'll handle it well."

"How reassuring." Myeongjin showed him a bright smile.

Just as Geum Ahyuk left the place, another person entered. It was Geom Mugeuk, who had tailed Geum Ahyuk to get here.

He had tried to shake off any tails by taking a roundabout route, but how could he possibly escape Geom Mugeuk's eyes?

"I ask for your understanding for using a cheap trick to find you."

"How can a method that accurately reads the opponent be called a cheap trick?"

If Geum Ahyuk had been there, he would have been truly upset by those words, but Myeongjin said them without revealing any particular emotion.

The two men's gazes met.

Geom Mugeuk could tell one thing from his gaze.

"You know who I am."

A smile formed on Myeongjin's lips. "That's right. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk, welcome."

He hadn't introduced himself, but Geom Mugeuk had already guessed his opponent's identity. This was partly due to the location.

Myeongjin. The right-hand man of the Death King. The number two assassin in the murim rankings.

He should have been contending for world number one alongside the Death King, but for some reason, he had decided to become the Death King's subordinate. The story between them was unknown to the murim. There was only rampant speculation that Myeongjin might have owed the Death King his life.

However, Geom Mugeuk knew the reason. In his life before regression, the reason was revealed after Myeongjin's death. The one who killed Myeongjin, who had been loyal to him his entire life, was the Death King.

"You don't ask who I am?"

"Do assassins even have names? What number are you called by?"

Despite the provocative words, Myeongjin maintained his composure. When Geom Mugeuk instantly recognized him as an assassin, a flicker of interest crossed his eyes.

Myeongjin was an assassin of a kind Geom Mugeuk had never experienced before. Indeed, his presence was different from that of ordinary assassins. Emotions could be felt in his presence.

Geom Mugeuk looked around at the items hanging inside the smithy.

"Did you make all of these yourself?"

"I did."

"May I touch them?"

"Be my guest."

Myeongjin had a knack for crafting hidden weapons, and it was said that even the Death King frequently used the ones he made. The reason the Death King liked his hidden weapons wasn't just because of their lethal power. It was said that among the hidden weapons Myeongjin created, many were extraordinarily bizarre.

Unfortunately, the items hanging here were just ordinary daggers and swords. As if to prove his skill was not lost, they were perfectly balanced weapons.

"Do you sell them?"

"It's just something I do to pass the time, so I don't sell them."

"A pity. If you did, I was planning to buy everything here."

Myeongjin gave a strange smile. "You're just like the rumors."

"What rumors have you heard about me?"

Myeongjin slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk. The man who was the second-best at killing people in the murim was approaching.

Geom Mugeuk focused all his senses and maintained his mental composure.

Staring intently at Geom Mugeuk, he said calmly, "I'll have to forget all the rumors."

It sounded like he meant to judge for himself, so Geom Mugeuk replied with a disappointed expression. "There must have been many good rumors. What a shame."

The distance between the two men was close enough to be reached by the swing of a sword.

"It's surprising. That you would show yourself like this instead of running away, even though we've come."

"On the contrary, I'm the one who's surprised. That they would leave you unattended like this." His words implied that he could kill the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, who was traveling alone.

"That's because my father is quite strict about raising his children strong. He's the type to throw you off a cliff and tell you to figure out a lightness technique on the way down."

Myeongjin responded to the joke with a laugh. He was certainly at ease. An ease born from strength and confidence.

"You must have expected I would track Geum Ahyuk here, so why did you wait?"

Myeongjin stared at Geom Mugeuk and said, "I waited to tell you to leave."

Because it was calm, it was a threatening warning.

"If you know who I am, you must also know who came with me this time. Do you think he would leave just because you say so? Why don't you go and tell him yourself?"

With an expression that said, 'That would be difficult,' Myeongjin attempted a persuasion for persuasion's sake. "You persuade him. Then nothing will happen."

Of course, it was never going to work.

"I'm still young, so a life where nothing happens is too boring."

With a look that said he expected as much, Myeongjin walked to the opposite wall and said, "We intend to resolve this matter with money."

He grabbed a handle protruding from the wall next to the furnace.

"Do you know what this is?"

"What is it?"

"It's a device that orders all the assassins in the murim to be notified of something. The moment I pull it, my subordinates will all begin to spread the news."

"What news?"

Then, unexpected words followed.

"The news that a bounty has been placed on your head."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened.

"You'd have to put up a lot to make someone want to kill the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

"So I put up a lot."

A shocking amount came from Myeongjin's lips.

"Ten million taels."

!

It was an amount that would surprise even Geom Mugeuk.

"The highest bounty in the history of the murim. An amount that would make people chase the target to hell, not just the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

Myeongjin said with a cold gaze, "The moment I pull this, you're going to be busy starting today. Will you still not leave?"

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men.

Geom Mugeuk slowly began to walk toward him.

Myeongjin tensed at Geom Mugeuk's reaction. "If you come any closer, I'll pull it."

However, as if daring him to pull it, Geom Mugeuk did not stop walking.

Finally, reaching Myeongjin's side, Geom Mugeuk did something unexpected. He also grabbed the handle that Myeongjin was holding. As a result, their hands overlapped. It was a moment where a fierce battle could have erupted, but Myeongjin simply watched what Geom Mugeuk did. Both of their actions and reactions defied common sense, yet their demeanor was calm and serene.

Geom Mugeuk grinned at Myeongjin, then pulled the handle with all his might.

KLANG.

Then, the furnace door clanked open. The handle was a device to open that door.

"How did you know?"

Geom Mugeuk answered with a faint smile. "Aren't you people with the Golden Dragon Clan for money? Would you really spend that much just to kill me?"

Myeongjin frankly showed his admiration. "You're quite smart."

"It must have been in my rumors. Not just smart, but brilliant. Not just brilliant, but a genius."

Myeongjin grinned. "Genius Young Cult Leader, let's meet again."

The handle wasn't just a device to open the furnace. With a time delay, another device activated.

KLANG.

The floor where Myeongjin stood opened up, and he fell down. Simultaneously, steel needles rained down on the spot where Geom Mugeuk was standing.

SHWISHSHWISHSHWISHSHWISHSHWISH!

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

By the time he drew his sword and deflected all the steel needles, Myeongjin had already escaped. For some reason, Geom Mugeuk did not give chase down the hole.

Instead, he shouted down the hole where he had disappeared.

"You don't look like you have a thousand taels, let alone ten million!"

It seemed as if Myeongjin's laughter was echoing from deep within the hole.


Chapter 482: We Are Not in Hell

After leaving the smithy, Myeongjin arrived at a marketplace a short distance from the Golden Dragon Clan. The entire town consisted of a single street lined with about twenty buildings on either side. It was a kind of resting place for travelers between towns.

Walking down the unlit street, Myeongjin arrived at a shabby tavern.

Inside the closed tavern, a man who appeared to be the owner was cleaning up, wiping a table with a cloth.

The owner was a truly ordinary man. His appearance, his height, his features. He had the kind of face one might encounter at least once in a lifetime. Whether you met him as a merchant, a waiter, or even a martial artist, you would think nothing of it and pass by. He had no moles, no scars, no distinguishing features.

As Myeongjin entered the tavern, the owner, who had been wiping the table, said something.

"We're closed for the night, customer."

"I'll just have a quick bite and one drink before I go."

The owner wore a troubled expression as he sized up the man's attire. Deciding he was not a martial artist, he relaxed his guard. "By the looks of it, you've skipped a meal. What were you doing that you couldn't even eat until this late at night?"

"I was struggling to make a living, and it just turned out that way."

The owner set down his cloth and gestured for him to come in.

"Thank you. I'll eat quickly and be on my way."

Myeongjin sat at a window seat, and the owner went to the kitchen to bring back a drink and a simple snack.

"It's cold, but it should be edible."

"Thank you."

After serving the drink and food, the owner picked up his cloth and went back to wiping the table he had been cleaning earlier. Then he asked abruptly.

"Anything feel unnatural?"

To the unexpected question, Myeongjin replied.

"It was perfect."

Putting down the cloth, the owner looked at Myeongjin. "It's been a while since I was a tavern owner. When was the last time?"

"Four years ago, when you killed the Justrice Trio."

"Ah, that's right."

Amazingly, this owner was none other than the Death King, the current leader of the Hell Mansion and the man who would one day become the king of assassins.

He was a man who had reached the pinnacle of being extraordinary within the ordinary. The Death King was someone who could imitate a hundred lives and become that life itself. Today, his life was that of a tavern owner.

The Death King resumed wiping the table with a swish. This way, that way. He was, surprisingly, studying and practicing how to appear natural.

"Just as you predicted, Geom Mugeuk came to find me."

"What was he like, seeing him in person?"

"He was as special as the rumors said."

"In what way?"

Myeongjin recalled the moment Geom Mugeuk had strode over, taken his hand, and pulled the handle. He remembered the clear, deep eyes that had looked at him then.

"Confident, cheerful, and free."

"The Young Cult Leader seems to have scored a lot of points with you."

The Death King beamed at Myeongjin.

One might wonder if a smile suited him, but the Death King was a man of many expressions. He was also rich in emotional expression. He could burst into tears at a sad sight, and he knew how to shout and rage like he was genuinely furious.

However, Myeongjin knew. All these emotions were practiced, fabricated.

There was only one word that could describe the man he knew as the Death King.

Void.

There was nothing inside him. Not a thirst for slaughter, nor a sordid greed. No, it was more accurate to say he was born with an inner self that could not be filled by anything.

He was like an ice cliff. Anything that entered his heart would slide right off, down into the endless darkness below.

That was why Myeongjin believed the man before him would one day become the king of assassins. Because in any situation, at any moment, he would not hesitate.

Myeongjin glanced around the inside of the tavern. Devices for ambushes were set up everywhere. The wooden container of chopsticks in the corner, the old beaded curtain at the kitchen entrance, the pig doll on the counter, the hole in the broken wall.

Countless other things were all devices meant to kill people. Since none of them held the metallic killing intent characteristic of such mechanisms, an ordinary person would never be able to tell. And most of them were things he himself had made.

"Are you really going to kill the Young Cult Leader?"

In truth, it was a question that didn't need to be asked. This tavern was not the only place where preparations were underway.

Myeongjin's gaze shifted to the building across the street. He could see inside through the window. Men were wiping blood off the walls. When a cart arrived, assassins began moving bodies from inside and stacking them onto it.

The person standing on the roof with his arms crossed was Hyeolra, the most successful rookie assassin in the Hell Mansion recently. In thirty-nine assassinations, he had not made a single mistake. The majority of the masters he had killed were names anyone would recognize. He was Myeongjin's direct junior, but his gaze was not at all that of someone looking at a senior.

Bodies were being carried out from another building as well. A masked man standing in front of that building gave a slight nod. He was not an assassin from the Hell Mansion. He was Karma, a top-tier assassin from Deathsky. The Death King had even borrowed the most skilled assassins from other organizations for this job.

In the building next to that, two assassins were seen talking while looking up at the sign of a cloth shop. They were the Black Shadow Assassin Duo, who, although not tied to any organization, had recently gained the greatest renown.

Today, this entire street had been massacred. Now, these top assassins would take their places.

An assassination mobilizing dozens of assassins, each a household name. Such a large-scale assassination was a first in the history of assassins. Regardless of the outcome, it was an event that would be forever recorded in their history.

"If we kill the Young Cult Leader, we'll all die too."

"Are you afraid of dying?"

Myeongjin said nothing, simply watching the cart loaded with corpses depart.

Just then, the Death King shouted.

"Wait!"

The Death King strode out onto the street and walked over to the cart piled with corpses. With an indifferent gaze, he grabbed the neck of one of the bodies.

At that moment, the corpse's eyes opened. He was not dead yet. It was a faint sign of life that the Death King had not missed, even from inside the distant building.

CRACK.

The sound of a neck bone snapping echoed through the quiet night street.

Coming back inside, the Death King continued the conversation as if nothing had happened. "If we die, won't it be nice to see all the people we've killed again? Don't you want to see them?"

After a brief pause, Myeongjin answered.

"I see them every day."

The Death King's eyes shone with a white light. The coldness of it sent a shiver down Myeongjin's neck.

"The decision is out of our hands. The higher-ups decided it. So, we just kill the Young Cult Leader and get out."

What on earth were the higher-ups thinking? Myeongjin said worriedly, "The Heavenly Demon won't stand still after losing his son. He'll chase us to the ends of hell."

"We are not in hell. We are here, in this world. If we choose to hide, he will never find us."

Yes, the Death King could do that. He was a man who could even live as one of his own pursuers without being discovered.

"Why me?"

Myeongjin's role was to bring the Young Cult Leader to this place. There were assassins who specialized in such tasks, luring the target to the killing ground. Yet the Death King had entrusted this job to Myeongjin.

An unexpected answer came from the Death King.

"The Young Cult Leader resembles you."

Myeongjin turned to look at the Death King.

"They say he's a demonic practitioner who imitates those from the orthodox sects, right?"

Myeongjin knew it was a rebuke, but he couldn't offer any rebuttal.

An assassin who doesn't kill children. Doesn't kill those who haven't learned martial arts. Doesn't kill those who aren't evil. These were all the conditions Myeongjin had set for his assassinations until now.

The Death King slowly walked over and stood next to Myeongjin.

"Shin."

"!"

It had been a long time since he had called him by that name.

"Stop with the hypocrisy. You'll only make it harder on yourself if you keep trying to find meaning in killing people for money."

Myeongjin said nothing. No, he couldn't.

"If we weren't friends, you'd already be dead."

He was now clinging, stripped bare, to the Death King's smooth ice cliff. If he tried to force himself off, all the skin on his body would be torn away. Even so, he was the only person the Death King had ever allowed on that cliff.

"I'll be going now. It probably won't be easy to bring him here."

At Myeongjin's farewell, the Death King began wiping the table with the cloth again.

"Is killing him supposed to be easy?"

Myeongjin turned and walked out of the tavern. The gazes of the assassins standing around naturally focused on him.

From the opposite building, Hyeolra spoke to the Death King. "How much is the bounty to kill an assassin who's grown tired of killing?"

He was talking about Myeongjin. Rumors had been circulating recently that Myeongjin was avoiding contracts. There were even rumors that he wanted to retire.

The Death King stopped wiping and answered softly. "An assassin who hates killing people... isn't that person already dead?"

Hyeolra laughed out loud at the Death King's reply.

It was at that very moment.

WHOOOOSH!

With an outstretched hand, the Death King instantly pulled Hyeolra from the roof of the opposite building. It was a divine feat backed by immense inner qi.

Even as the Death King gripped his neck, Hyeolra did not dare to resist.

"P-please, spare me!"

Despite his plea, the Death King unhesitatingly pulled out a dagger and sliced off his tongue.

SPLURT!

Blood from the severed tongue sprayed in all directions. Hyeolra dared not scream and staunched the bleeding himself. The assassins from the Hell Mansion, as well as those from other organizations, held their breath.

The gazes of Myeongjin and the Death King met on the street.

Myeongjin turned and walked away without a word, and the Death King looked for a rag.

"Our Young Cult Leader likes to drink in shabby taverns."

The Death King squatted on the floor and began to wipe up the blood with the rag.

"We should send him off in a place he likes."


When Geom Mugeuk returned to his residence, Geum Arin was waiting for him.

"Where on earth have you been so late at night?"

She had rushed over after hearing an assassin had entered Geom Mugeuk's residence, only to find he was out. She came back again and again, only to finally meet him this late at night.

"I was just about to have the highest bounty in murim history placed on my head."

Geum Arin's expression asked what he meant. I didn't come and go all day to hear this kind of nonsense!

"Are you hurt anywhere from fighting the assassins?"

"Nope. They must have sent assassins cheaper than my bounty."

His unchanging jokes seemed to indicate he was fine.

"Who was behind it?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk did not tell her the truth. "I don't know. I'm a man with many enemies."

Geum Arin wondered if the client might be her own family. Even with many enemies, would they really ambush him here in the Golden Dragon Clan?

"Don't die. You have to keep your promise to me, right?"

As she reminded him of his promise to make her the successor, Geom Mugeuk asked abruptly.

"Can you kill your Orabeoni?"

"!"

Geum Arin was flustered by the sudden question.

"Do you think your Orabeoni will give up the successor position easily? If they risk their lives to keep that position, can you take those lives? That's what I'm asking."

It would be a lie to say she had never thought about it. But now that Geom Mugeuk asked, an answer did not come easily. Neither "I can't" nor "I can."

After a long moment, she spoke.

"I... I'm not sure."

With her head bowed, she did not see Geom Mugeuk's faint smile. She did not know that because she had answered, "I'm not sure," Geom Mugeuk considered her the best of the three siblings.

"Think about it seriously."

It was time for her to look at the ground she stood on, not the stars. Whether that ground would be solid, a sewer, or a thousand-foot cliff would likely depend on her choice and her fate.

Geom Mugeuk sent her away and stood in the courtyard for a moment, looking up at the night sky.

Then, Hwi's voice came from behind him. "You missed a chance to leave your name in murim history."

He was referring to the story about the bounty from earlier.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "I may be an incarnation of greed for fame as much as for wealth, but I'll pass on being in the history of assassins."

Hwi smiled and moved to Geom Mugeuk's side.

"The ones behind this are assassins."

Geom Mugeuk let Hwi know that his suspicion had become a certainty. This was something Hwi needed to know before his father, who was likely asleep. As expected, once it was confirmed to be assassins, a fierce light flared in Hwi's eyes before vanishing.

"The threat to put a bounty on me didn't sound like a mere joke. If they're going to target someone, it'll probably be me."

They would not dare think of assassinating his father.

"You asked me to tell you about assassins, didn't you?"

He had something important to tell Geom Mugeuk.

"What comes to mind when you think of an assassin?"

Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation, saying whatever came to mind. "Surprise attacks, ambushes, cowardice, suicide, poison, vicious, cheap, the biggest bounty in history, a shame I couldn't get it. Things like that."

Hwi smiled and answered the same question. "When I think of assassins, these are the things that come to mind."

And they were nothing among the things Geom Mugeuk had mentioned.

"Patience, planning, investigation, preparation, study."

Geom Mugeuk had never thought of these aspects first when considering assassins.

"We tend to think of assassins as impulsive and emotional, but that's not true at all. No one is more rational and methodical than an assassin. They are people who endure, study, and prepare. That's how they overcome differences in skill."

The core of what Hwi wanted to say was this.

"They've probably finished a complete investigation of you, Young Cult Leader. Your personality, what you like, how you react in certain situations, and what you say in others. What food you like and who you like. They might know you better than you know yourself."

Listening to his words, a thought suddenly occurred to Geom Mugeuk. A person who doesn't know themself well would probably be killed more easily by an assassin.

"All of an assassin's investigation and preparation is for this one moment."

"What moment is that?"

The moment everyone knows but forgets for an instant.

"The moment you let your guard down."

Hwi's eyes gleamed as he asked calmly.

"Young Cult Leader, when is the moment you are most careless?"


Chapter 483: What Comes When You Let Your Guard Down

It was a lesson from Hwi.

The moment you let your guard down, you die!

A simple truth from the era's greatest bodyguard. Geom Mugeuk knew how difficult it was to abide by that single line. The truths that were always hardest to keep were the simple ones.

"Ah! This is a big problem," Geom Mugeuk complained, though he wasn't entirely serious. "There are just too many moments in my life when I let my guard down. I play, I drink! My life even involves dancing!"

Though I said that, there were only two situations where I truly let my guard down.

"When I'm with my father, I'm the very definition of unguarded. Whether an assassin comes or not, my father will block them for me!"

In truth, I was tense even when I was with my father. It wasn't tension from a potential ambush, but because of my father himself. The better our relationship became, the more tense I grew. It meant it was about time for me to make a mistake.

The only time I completely relaxed was when I was inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Ah, that place was wonderful just to think about.

The comfort of lying on that hot, sandy beach. The sound of seagulls and waves, a single crab crawling across the sand. Of course, now another place had been added. Soaking in a hot spring surrounded by snow made me forget all the worries of the world.

Thinking of that place with assassins in mind reminded me of just how precious it was.

"Ah, even now as I'm listening to you, Uncle, I'm letting my guard down."

Hwi laughed. He had smiled faintly many times, but this was the first time he had laughed so pleasantly.

"You've let your guard down right now too, haven't you, Uncle?"

At that, Hwi readily nodded his head. "That's right. If I were ambushed at this moment, I would have died."

"We would have died together, then."

Then Hwi said carefully, "I would have died first."

This was something a true bodyguard would never want to see. Even if they saw all the horrific and terrifying things in the world, even if they saw a sword piercing their own heart, there was one thing they would never want to see.

The sight of the person they must protect dying.

Just as Lee Ahn had thrown her body in front of me, Hwi was also a man prepared to die first.

"Perhaps that is the only blessing given to a bodyguard."

What more needed to be said? He had already proven himself with his death.

I like this man who protected my father his entire life and stayed with him until death.

That's why I could make a promise.

In this life, that will never happen.

This was the reason I went through so much trouble to regress. That's why I will not let my guard down.

"Uncle."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"I will be sure to take your words today to heart so I can say this to you. 'Thanks to what you told me, Uncle Hwi, I survived!'"

After I kill the Death King and return, I will be sure to tell him that. As if my sincerity had reached him, Hwi smiled.

"You must be tired. Please go in and rest."

"Yes, you should rest too, Uncle."

As I entered the building and walked down the corridor, I could see Hwi still standing in the courtyard through the window. He was looking up at the night sky, his face lost in thought.

Come to think of it, this is the first time I've seen Hwi standing under the moonlight.


Geum Cheonbang arrived at Geom Mugeuk's residence. Lately, he hadn't been able to sleep at all, worried about his son. The fact that his son had hired assassins was a great shock to him. He could forgive other things, but he could never forgive having influenced his son to hire an assassin.

Of course, he did not know. That regardless of his son, the outcome was already decided. That from the beginning, they were nothing more than grass-eaters caught in a fight between beasts of prey.

He considered going to confront him. However, having left the dealings with him to his son until now, he felt burdened to meet him at this point. So, he decided that if he were to meet anyone, he would meet with Geom Mugeuk first and then decide.

I have to sort this out somehow.

Even if his son hired them because of that person's influence, he couldn't escape responsibility for this commission. This was the core of today's visit.

Does he really know who hired them?

When Geom Mugeuk came to see him, he seemed to know something. He had come to confirm it for certain. What if he knew? The reason he came alone without any subordinates was in case that was true.

If it doesn't work, I'll have to solve it with money.

He had yet to even greet the father and uncle of the man named Geom Yeon. He was curious about what kind of people they were.

When he knocked on the door, Hwi greeted him.

"How may I help you?"

"Are you perhaps Geom Yeon's father?"

"I'm not. I'm Yeon's uncle."

"Ah, I see. It's a pleasure to meet you. I am the Golden Dragon Clan Patriarch."

He was a subordinate his daughter had brought. Strictly speaking, there was no need to be so polite. Yet the moment he saw Hwi, he found himself shrinking back.

"I would like to see Geom Yeon's father."

"Please wait a moment. I will go inside and ask."

"Please do."

Since a Clan Patriarch had come to visit, shouldn't he have been let inside unconditionally? Was he going to be sent away if the man was sleeping? While he was having these thoughts, Hwi came out again.

"Please come in."

Hwi guided him to Geom Woojin. "The Patriarch of the Golden Dragon Clan has arrived."

"Show him in."

Geum Cheonbang entered the room. Hwi followed him in. Right now, he was here not as a bodyguard, but as an uncle.

Geom Woojin, who had been standing by the window, turned and looked at Geum Cheonbang. The moment their eyes met, every hair on Geum Cheonbang's body stood on end. He felt a presence that was incomparable to the pressure he had felt from Hwi earlier.

"I am Geum Cheonbang, leader of the clan."

Geum Cheonbang offered a clasped hands greeting, more polite than his usual one. Although he had the cover identity of the Western Blade Sect Patriarch, Geom Woojin introduced himself like this.

"I am Yeon's father."

Geum Cheonbang had seen countless people while leading the Trading Company, but he had never met someone who gave off such a powerful feeling.

"Regrettably, something happened at our main house recently that should not have. I apologize for that." He apologized first, then asked about his well-being. "Are you alright?"

"I am fine."

"Do you have any idea who might be responsible?"

"I do not."

He couldn't learn anything from the short answers, so he tried to discern the man's true intentions from his expression. However, far from discerning his intentions, he found himself lowering his head and avoiding his gaze when their eyes met.

He's not an easy opponent.

His son, Geom Yeon, was the same. They were no ordinary father and son.

Did these people really come as my daughter's subordinates?

An awkward silence flowed. He was skilled at leading conversations from having met many people, but strangely, his lips wouldn't part. He hadn't found out anything. At this rate, it felt like he would be asked to leave at any moment.

Then, he suddenly remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said to him.

"Your son recommended that I visit his father and ask for advice."

"Me?" Geom Woojin looked like he was hearing it for the first time.

"He told me to visit you and learn how to be a parent who can win against their child. He said you were the best in that field."

Only then did a strange smile appear on Geom Woojin's face. "How can one win against their child?"

After a brief pause, Geom Woojin answered. "I am losing too."

Hwi slightly bowed his head. He couldn't dare show himself smiling at the Cult Leader's words. A declaration of defeat from the Cult Leader? It was a joking answer, but Hwi knew it wasn't entirely a joke. The Cult Leader had been losing well lately, he had even lost at fishing.

Seeing Hwi smiling with his head bowed, Geom Woojin asked him, "What are your thoughts?"

"How would I, who has no children, know?"

"That's why I'm asking."

It sounded as if he meant that having children actually makes it harder to find the answer. Hwi was flustered by the unexpected question, but how could he give a careless answer when the Cult Leader was asking?

"I don't know about the matter of winning or losing against a child. However, I have heard this said before."

The question was from the Cult Leader, but the answer was directed at Geum Cheonbang. It was a message he needed to hear.

"A child grows up watching their parents' actions, not their words."

Geum Cheonbang's heart grew heavy. How could he not understand the meaning behind those words? If you cannot win against your child, it means you cannot win against yourself. In that regard, Geum Cheonbang was deeply ashamed.

His son was answering the question of what he had shown him with the belief that there was nothing money couldn't solve.

Geom Woojin said to Geum Cheonbang, "So it seems."

"Thank you for your valuable words."

He couldn't confirm whether they knew about his son's commission or not. However, that didn't mean today's visit was only filled with regret for raising his son poorly.

As he bowed and was about to turn away, Geom Woojin said something unexpected. "It seems my son saw you all in a good light."

"!"

To Geum Cheonbang, those words sounded like this.

My son wishes to give you a chance to be forgiven.

The moment he heard those words, he felt a small breathing hole open up in his stuffy, constricted heart. He prayed that was what it meant.

Geum Cheonbang bowed his head slightly in another greeting and then left the place.

Geom Woojin spoke to Hwi, who had returned after seeing him off. "Do you have a hidden child somewhere?"

It was a compliment on how well he had answered the earlier question. Hwi simply smiled without a word. After looking out the window with Geom Woojin for a moment, Hwi spoke carefully.

"The assassin behind this does not seem to be an ordinary person."

Geom Woojin silently nodded his head.

Hwi knew. He knew that even though the Cult Leader seemed carefree, he was aware of many things. He was receiving reports from the Head Strategist every time. He had a full grasp of which assassins were moving and how. He also knew that the best of the best were on the move.

However, even knowing that, the Cult Leader was only watching.

What did the Young Cult Leader look like in the Cult Leader's eyes?

He was probably seeing something deeper, something he himself could not see. Because he couldn't see that far, because of that.

"I have a request, Cult Leader."

Geom Woojin looked at Hwi for a moment with a surprised expression. "Have you ever asked me for anything?"

Hwi answered Geom Woojin's question politely. "This is the first time."

"What is your request?"

"These are words I dare not say. Please forgive my rudeness."

Geom Woojin quietly waited for Hwi's words.

"I would like to act as the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard, just for a while."

He was none other than the Heavenly Demon's bodyguard. He was someone who could not take his eyes off the Heavenly Demon for even a single moment. He was someone who, even if the Heavenly Demon was eating here and the Young Cult Leader was meeting his death over there, was not supposed to go to him.

He had truly lived with that mindset, yet now he was making such a request.

Geom Woojin spoke firmly to Hwi. "I refuse."

Hwi bowed his head respectfully. "Yes, Cult Leader. I apologize for my unnecessary words. I will gladly accept the punishment for this great disrespect."

Then, unexpected words flowed out. "Hwi, I command you."

"Yes, Cult Leader." Hwi tensed, bringing his hands together in a sharp clasped hands greeting. It had been a very long time since he had received a formal command.

"Until this matter is concluded, you are to act as the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard."

Surprised, Hwi looked at Geom Woojin.

Geom Woojin looked into his eyes and said, "It's the first request you've made in your entire life. I can't let you use it on something as trivial as protecting my son."

"!"

"Save it, and make a request for your own sake later."

Hwi looked at Geom Woojin with a fervent gaze, then answered more forcefully than ever before. "I accept the Cult Leader's command!"


"You're going to be my bodyguard from now on, Uncle?" I was startled by Hwi's words.

"It is the Cult Leader's command."

"Father suddenly gave such a command? That can't be right. You know it too, Uncle, don't you? He's not the type to throw his son off a cliff and put a net down below."

I stared at Hwi. "You offered to protect me, didn't you?"

"No. It was the Cult Leader's command."

He wasn't a man skilled at lying, so I could tell from his voice and his eyes. Hwi had volunteered for this. I wondered what he was so worried about under the moonlight that day. He was worried about me.

"If it wasn't a command, I would never have left the Cult Leader's side." Hwi denied it to the end. He was trying to make it seem like my father had done this out of concern for me.

"There is no need to be conscious of me. From now on, I will be a person who is with you, Young Cult Leader, yet also not here."

Of course, that would be the case. The number of people who could find a hidden Hwi could be counted on one hand.

I wonder if the Death King will notice.

Then, I suddenly remembered what my father had said.

"If you're going to put Hwi at the forefront, you take responsibility and protect him."

The reason my father sent Hwi to me was partly to protect me, but also because he believed that I would protect Hwi. Hwi might only be thinking of protecting me, but we have to protect each other.

"Uncle, I'll be in your care from now on."

"I'll be in your care as well."

Of course, a joke couldn't be left out of this situation. I threw both my hands up and rejoiced.

"Then from now on, I'll let my guard down without a care!"

It was right at that moment, as Hwi was smiling. Our gazes turned to the door at the same time. Hwi demonstrated what the best concealment technique of the era looked like and vanished without a sound.

Soon after, the sound of knocking came from the main gate. When I opened the door, Myeongjin was standing there, to my surprise.

He spoke with transparent eyes that revealed none of his inner thoughts. "I may not have ten million taels, but I have enough money to buy a drink. What do you say? Will you have a drink with me?"

You were right, Uncle. The moment you let your guard down, an assassin comes to visit.


Chapter 484: Because I Don't Have a Single Assassin Friend

Geom Mugeuk stared at Myeongjin without a word.

Myeongjin calmly met his gaze.

They both felt it at the same time. This meeting would be the start, the moment that would decide not only their fates but the fates of many others.

"Surprised?"

Geom Mugeuk answered Myeongjin's question with an expression that said it was obvious. "Have you already forgotten? The last I saw of you was your back as you fled after showering me with poisoned needles."

Myeongjin laughed and said, "Have you forgotten? You were the one who pulled that handle."

This time, Geom Mugeuk laughed.

"How about it? Care for a drink?" he asked, not wanting to lose the good atmosphere.

Geom Mugeuk didn't accept immediately. "In your investigation files, how am I described? Does it say I'm the type of fool who follows along when a terrifying assassin who just tried to kill him asks to go for a drink?"

"That's exactly what it says. That's why I came."

Blinking, Geom Mugeuk let out a deliberately long sigh. "It's frustrating, but you've investigated me thoroughly."

Had he ever seen someone give such an answer in a moment like this? Would he ever see it again? Myeongjin was certain. This would be the first and last time. The Young Cult Leader was the only person who would accept such an absurd meeting.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze then cooled as he said suggestively, "But what if I kill you right here and create a new variable?"

Myeongjin reacted without any panic. "The report on you also mentioned that you would make this kind of threat."

It was a joke. There was no way such a detail would actually be written down.

Of course, the Hell Mansion had investigated Geom Mugeuk thoroughly, and they knew a lot about the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Myeongjin had completely familiarized himself with the contents, but he still found much of it hard to believe. There had never been a Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult like him in the world.

"Alright, let's go." Geom Mugeuk readily accepted the offer and stepped out of the main gate.

It was Myeongjin who was surprised and asked, "Are you really going? It could be a trap, you know."

"Of course, it probably is."

"Then why accept?"

"I can't just live inside my house forever, can I? And you can't wait forever for me to come out. Especially since for you people, time is money, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk started walking first, and Myeongjin walked with him.

The hidden Hwi would be following them secretly. As he had said, from now on, Hwi was someone who was there and not there. The moment he revealed himself would be the moment everyone's life and death was decided.

The two walked toward the marketplace, a few steps apart. Even with that distance, it was close enough to launch a fatal surprise attack on each other if they chose to.

Myeongjin imagined launching a surprise attack on Geom Mugeuk. Being an assassin, he naturally had such thoughts whenever he met a master. Could that man block my sneak attack? If I attack, he'll block like this, then I'll follow up with another attack... He could roughly picture how it would go.

However, for some reason, he couldn't form such a picture with Geom Mugeuk. Not even after reading so much information about him.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked, "Why you?"

It was an abrupt question, cut off from any context, but Myeongjin knew what he meant. He recalled his conversation with the Death King.

[Why me?]

[The Young Cult Leader resembles you.]

Myeongjin didn't relay those words. "I must be a thorn in the side of the organization."

Geom Mugeuk corrected his self-deprecating joke. "Or you're the most skilled."

Myeongjin didn't deny it. After all, no one could dispute that he was the most skilled assassin in the Hell Mansion after the Death King.

"I thought others would be involved since this is a matter of the merchant world. I didn't expect you people to be behind it."

Myeongjin knew the reason. The organization had likely entrusted the management of its funds to the Hell Mansion because they knew the Death King had no greed for money.

What had they promised him? To him, moving the Death King's empty heart felt like the most difficult thing in the world.

"By the way, I saw the other day that your weapon-making skills are at a master craftsman's level."

"It's just a pastime."

"Your dexterity is too precious to be used for killing people."

If they had been thoughtless words, he would have been angry. But the Young Cult Leader genuinely held what he made in high regard.

"If Master Gwak of our Cult smithy had seen it, he would have asked me to kidnap you and bring you to him."

"He might get jealous and ask you to kill me."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Myeongjin's pride. "He's not that extreme."

Hearing that, Myeongjin could tell that Geom Mugeuk's praise wasn't just empty flattery meant to make him feel good.

"Next time, sell me a few of the daggers you've made. I happen to have run out of daggers."

"To kill me with?"

"You don't seem weak enough to be killed with a dagger I'm not used to."

Myeongjin didn't feel uncomfortable at all having this kind of conversation with the Young Cult Leader. The Young Cult Leader certainly had a talent for leading conversations comfortably. Even uncomfortable topics didn't feel very uncomfortable when he brought them up.

The place prepared as a trap was not in this marketplace. It was a rest stop located between this town and another.

"Where should we drink?"

And so, the two arrived at the marketplace, rambling on about this and that. Geom Mugeuk looked over the few taverns there and chose one.

"Let's go there."

Myeongjin gave Geom Mugeuk the choice of which tavern to pick. The place Geom Mugeuk chose was the shabbiest tavern of them all. Myeongjin obediently followed Geom Mugeuk's lead. The tavern's interior had a similar atmosphere to the place the Death King was preparing.

This Young Cult Leader really likes taverns with this kind of atmosphere.

Myeongjin asked Geom Mugeuk, "I heard the three-party meeting was also held in a tavern like this."

"It has character, don't you think?" Geom Mugeuk glanced at the owner. "The drinks and food here will be good, too."

"How can you be so sure?"

"I can tell the quality just by looking at the owner's face. It's an innate talent."

A moment later, however, Geom Mugeuk put down his chopsticks with a grimace. The side dish they were served was terrible. On top of that, the alcohol wasn't very good either.

Geom Mugeuk said with a dejected face, "The owner must have changed his face. Maybe this is a place where a former assassin washed his hands of the business and opened a shop."

Myeongjin gave a faint smile at Geom Mugeuk's joke. But his smile, accepting the joke, was tinged with bitterness. The words 'former assassin' weighed heavily on him.

Until now, he had carried out his killings according to his own principles. He wouldn't kill children. He wouldn't kill those who hadn't learned martial arts. He wouldn't kill those who were not wicked.

But at some point, the Death King had started to challenge these principles. Especially the last one.

[Who can decide what is good and evil? If you act as an assassin with such principles, does that make you a good person?]

Myeongjin couldn't answer yes to that question.

[I'll accept that you don't kill children. I'll also accept that you won't kill non-martial artists. But I cannot accept that you won't kill those who are not wicked.]

It meant that when an order came from the organization, he was to kill without complaint.

[This is for your own good, too. What if you establish such a useless principle and then make a mistake later? Are you going to wash your hands of the business out of guilt? Or will you take your own life? Why do you try to make your life harder in a world that's already difficult enough to live in?]

The Death King's persuasion was becoming more and more pressuring.

Myeongjin could feel it. The moment was approaching when he would have to tell the Death King. He would break his principles. No, he wouldn't break them. At the end of that struggle, one doubt always awaited him.

What if I wasn't the second most skilled in the Hell Mansion?

Would he have survived this long? Would he have been able to cling to the ice cliff in the Death King's heart? Did he survive because he was a friend? Or did he survive because his skills were too valuable to discard?

These days, as the moment to make a decision about his principles drew near, his heart was complicated in many ways. What he had said to Geom Mugeuk earlier wasn't just an empty remark. The words about being sent because he was a thorn in their side. Perhaps they were trying to remove that thorn by borrowing the hand of a formidable foe like Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk watched Myeongjin, who was silently staring down at his cup, then looked out the window. For a moment, the two were lost in their own thoughts.

It was Geom Mugeuk who broke the long silence. "I have something I'm curious about. May I ask?"

"Ask anything."

"Why didn't you run away? You must know that several of your comrades have died at my hands by now, right?"

And those comrades were no ordinary masters. They were absolute masters who would one day become the Twelve Zodiac Kings. As the Death King's right-hand man, he would have a rough idea. Indeed, judging by his expression, he knew. He knew that they belonged to some organization.

Myeongjin answered calmly. "Because we're the people needed for times like these. We're the experts when it comes to killing people."

Watching Geom Mugeuk nod silently, Myeongjin casually added, "Aren't you people just as expert at killing as we are? No. You're worse than us. We never move unless we're paid, but you people kill indiscriminately, regardless of money, don't you?"

This was how the murim had viewed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult until now.

"Indiscriminately? That's all in the past. Our Cult has changed a lot recently. It should have been detailed in that report of yours."

Of course, Myeongjin knew. He also knew that this Young Cult Leader right here was at the forefront of that change.

"Alright, since we're on the topic, let me ask you something." Geom Mugeuk threw an unexpected question. "Is being an assassin fun?"

It seemed like a thoughtless question, but it was intentional.

"Who does a job for fun? I do it because it's a job. But why do you ask?"

Myeongjin thought he had investigated everything about Geom Mugeuk, but in truth, Geom Mugeuk also knew about Myeongjin. Myeongjin knew more of the fine details, but Geom Mugeuk knew the decisive fact. His end. Why he was loyal to the Death King, and why he ultimately met his death at the Death King's hands.

"Somehow, you don't seem suited to be an assassin."

"I can't trust that feeling of yours." Myeongjin's gaze shifted to the owner sitting at the counter as he added, "Hasn't it already been proven how terrible your judgment of character is?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed pleasantly. At his genuine laugh, Myeongjin laughed along. In that moment, he wondered who was more off-guard.

Geom Mugeuk asked Myeongjin, "The alcohol isn't great, so let's move. Do you know any other taverns?"

Myeongjin slowly shook his head. "No."

He wanted to say that he had a regular spot a little ways from here. However, he didn't. He judged that Geom Mugeuk was asking to test him. He had to make their trip to that place feel completely natural. At a moment when he let his guard down. A moment that would make him think, 'Surely not him?'

Instead, Myeongjin was the first to get up from his seat. "That's enough for today. Let's drink again next time."

"Ending already? Let's hang out more!"

"I'm busy. There's a line of people waiting to be killed."

Before leaving, Myeongjin asked, "Why did you take the risk to come out and drink with me?"

An unexpected answer came from Geom Mugeuk. "It's probably in your report, but I like making friends. But I don't have a single assassin friend."

"!"

Myeongjin wore a shocked and bewildered expression.

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "They all start with that expression."


When Myeongjin returned to the Death King's tavern, the street had already been completely prepared.

Assassins had become the owners and clerks of each building. These top-tier assassins had become drapers, tea house owners, and customers. Even another assassin wouldn't have felt anything out of place. Moreover, ordinary travelers who were not assassins were mixed in as well. In fact, their presence was the most important. They would serve as the most excellent shields to conceal the assassins.

If the Young Cult Leader comes here, he will surely die.

Myeongjin arrived at the Death King's tavern. There, too, travelers passing through were eating and drinking. The Death King, who was sharing a table and conversing with them, greeted Myeongjin.

"Welcome!"

Myeongjin sat in a corner and ordered a simple bite to eat and some alcohol. After bringing the order, the Death King went back to chatting with the customers. He looked just like the kind of talkative owner one might meet while traveling through the Central Plains. Who would think that man was the master of the Hell Mansion?

Only after the travelers left did the Death King finally come over to Myeongjin. "Did you meet the Young Cult Leader?"

"Yes, I met him."

"What was he like?"

"Did you say he resembled me?" Of course, he hadn't meant it in a good way. A demonic practitioner and an assassin. He had said they were similar because they were both trying to walk a different path. "Then you've overestimated me greatly."

He said it to mean that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary person.

"In what way?"

"He's strange. It's hard to put into words."

The Death King poured and drank a cup of the alcohol from Myeongjin's table. It was as he had expected. He already knew that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary man.

"You said you wouldn't kill anyone who isn't wicked, right? Is he wicked? Or is he good?"

Myeongjin couldn't answer. Generally speaking, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would naturally be classified as wicked. But was the man he had spoken with today wicked?

The Death King was trying to persuade Myeongjin through Geom Mugeuk. "This is why. It's a question with no answer. Let go of that principle of yours as a folly of youth."

Myeongjin didn't answer. Seeing how uncomfortable those words made him, it seemed he still couldn't accept it.

"This job, can you do it?"

"I will."

He had even been told that if they weren't friends, he would have died several times over. The killing had already begun, and it couldn't be stopped now.

"We will go down in the history of the murim for this killing."

Myeongjin didn't reply to the Death King's words.

"If you can't just bring him, use the Golden Dragon Clan. Once this job is over, they'll have to be dealt with and leave anyway. Even if we don't kill them, their clan will be annihilated. The moment the Young Cult Leader dies, the Demonic Cult will wipe out everyone involved, down to the last blade of grass."

Myeongjin stood up from his seat and bowed politely. "I'll be on my way now."

As he was leaving, the Death King spoke. His words were about the patience of an assassin that Hwi had mentioned, and they were the resolve of a man who stood at the pinnacle of that patience.

"If you fail to bring the Young Cult Leader, I'll live the rest of my life as the owner of this tavern."


Chapter 485: What Others See Is Who We Are

When they returned to their lodging, Hwi finally revealed himself. He appeared miraculously, as if he had been standing there all along.

Geom Mugeuk politely clasped his hands in a greeting, showing his respect. "Thank you for your hard work protecting me."

Hwi responded to Geom Mugeuk's greeting with a smile. "It's alright. In fact, it's more comfortable when I'm concealed."

How could that be true? It must be physically taxing and mentally draining to watch his target and his surroundings. He was just saying that so I wouldn't feel uncomfortable.

"What did you think of that man?" Geom Mugeuk asked Hwi about Myeongjin.

"He was a top-tier assassin."

Indeed, Hwi had gauged his level without even crossing blades with him. He had assessed the man's skill just by observing his gait and hand movements.

Hwi asked cautiously, "What do you plan to do now?"

Normally, he would not have asked. He did so now because he had seen Geom Mugeuk part on such good terms with Myeongjin.

Then Geom Mugeuk revealed his future plans. "I'm thinking of making him my ally."

Hwi knew Geom Mugeuk's capabilities better than anyone, but the problem was that the other man was an assassin.

"Assassins are not to be trusted." It was the first time he had seen Hwi so resolute.

Geom Mugeuk understood Hwi. Hwi and Myeongjin were polar opposites, existing on opposite ends of a spectrum. Hwi would not just distrust him, he would likely hate and despise him. He just did not show it in front of him.

Knowing this, his attempt to make Myeongjin an ally was because he knew about the man's life. However, he could not say such things.

"Yes, I won't trust him. However, this effort will be a meaningful one. Even if he doesn't become my ally, a moment of his hesitation at a critical juncture could save our lives."

Hwi sensed it. Just as he always had, the Young Cult Leader was seeing something he could not. However, he had to be clear about the matter of assassins.

"Assassins are not to be trusted. Please, do not forget that." It was the first time in his life Hwi had ever repeated the same words twice.

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

Only after confirming it again did Hwi's expression relax.

"I have a favor to ask of you too, Uncle."

"Please, tell me."

Geom Mugeuk unwound the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the hilt of the Black Demon Sword and handed it to him. "Wrap this around your heart and qi center."

"I'm fine. You should wear it, Young Cult Leader."

Then Geom Mugeuk pulled aside his robes to show the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around his heart and stomach. "I'm already wearing some."

"Wear two layers."

"I'm wearing three layers. So you wear one, Uncle."

Hwi stared at Geom Mugeuk.

"This may not look like much, but it's a Top-Quality Heavenly Silk with a long history. The Demon Supremes have already worn it. Ah, of course, I washed it clean. And I'm not giving it to you for good. You have to return it later."

Because in the final battle, I will need to wrap my entire body in it. And I will be the one standing at the forefront of that battle.

Hwi could tell. No matter how much he refused, Geom Mugeuk would not back down. "I understand. Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Hwi wrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around himself in front of Geom Mugeuk. Only then did Geom Mugeuk show a satisfied smile.

"It suits you well. Here, look." Geom Mugeuk drew his sword and showed him his reflection on the blade.

His own reflection on the blade felt unfamiliar. He had spent his entire life protecting others, but this was the first time he had ever felt protected like this.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk asked him suggestively, "You want me to go to my father quickly now, don't you?"

Because you left my father's side to follow me out and back. You must be curious if he is alright.

"No."

"Then can I go out right away to take care of other business?"

As he acted like he was about to leave again, Hwi spoke with an expression that said, "I give up."

"Still, you've just come back. Shouldn't you at least say hello before you leave again?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and turned around. "Where would I be going?"

Geom Mugeuk shouted as he entered the building. "Your son is here, Father."

Hwi followed behind me with a pleasant look on his face.


Father was in his room. He was reading a message from a messenger pigeon sent by the All-Knowing Hall. He was grasping the situation clearly while entrusting the matter entirely to me.

Yes, only by having the patience to wait for a son to climb up a cliff on his own does that cliff become meaningful.

"I'm back, Father."

Father looked up at me. The moment our eyes met, I felt it.

He's gotten stronger!

It seems I am not the only one who has been training. Before, I could subtly tell my father had grown stronger, but now I could feel it with certainty. Perhaps I was just feeling it more clearly because I have grown stronger myself, but either way, it was a good result.

Father, become stronger. Become so strong that Hwa Mugi, the unification of murim, everything becomes trivial. I will fill the void of that emptiness for you.

Father's gaze turned to Hwi. Hwi respectfully bowed his head to my father. A sense of relief and gratitude bloomed on his face.

"This is the first time, isn't it? Leaving Father's side like this."

Hwi is only human, how could he have stayed by his side without a moment's rest? Eating, using the privy, washing up, and changing clothes. However, I can imagine how rushed that time must have been. How much Hwi must have hurried in those brief moments.

Hoping no incident would occur in the moment he was gone!

Hwi had said it. That dying before the person you must protect is the only blessing bestowed upon a bodyguard. However, there must be a curse as well. To never leave their side, only to have the person they must protect die in the one moment they are away.

And more than anyone, my father knew Hwi's heart well.

"I'll be at the safehouse for a while." It was my father's consideration, telling him not to worry in the slightest. Father had even packed all his belongings already.

When my father shouldered a large leather pack, Hwi cried out in surprise. "Give that to me, I will carry it."

Hwi was flustered. He had likely never once let my father carry his own luggage.

Then my father said to Hwi, "Aren't you in the middle of carrying out my orders?"

"Cult Leader!"

"I'm fine."

Hwi looked at me. His eyes were telling me to hurry up, take the bag, and lead the way.

"Father, I'll carry it."

"It's fine. You just focus on not dying."

Father left the room, carrying the leather pack.

"You look cool carrying that pack, Father." I meant it sincerely. More than anything, it was a new sight, so it felt fresh.

Watching Hwi fidget anxiously, I said loudly enough for my father to hear, "Stop staring! Those shoulders could carry Mount Tai without flinching, but they'll wear away under your gaze, Uncle!"


Myeongjin returned three days later. He had wanted to rush back immediately, but he deliberately took his time. He could not show that he was impatient.

"Care for a drink?"

"Sounds good."

Before they left, Myeongjin handed over a wooden box he had brought. Inside were daggers.

"To be honest, I can acknowledge your swords and other weapons, but I can't acknowledge your daggers. Will the Demonic Cult smithy still not try to kill me even after seeing these?"

It seemed his pride had been wounded when I said last time that the master of our Cult smithy would not be jealous enough to try and kill him.

Geom Mugeuk examined the daggers. "Ah, I can't show our Master Gwak these daggers, whatever else I might show him. It would be troublesome if he asked me to kill you."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Myeongjin's face brightened.

"Well then, since I've received a gift of daggers, I should buy the drinks today. I chose the tavern poorly last time, so you choose today."

Myeongjin nodded with a nonchalant expression, but his heart began to pound.

Is today the day?

However, if they had to leave the marketplace, he might become suspicious. He had to make his decision carefully. And so, the two men once again started walking toward the marketplace.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Go ahead."

"These people from the Golden Dragon Clan, aren't they far beneath your level?"

Myeongjin answered nonchalantly. "You've lived a life of only giving orders, so you wouldn't know, but we live a life where we have to do as we're told. What other power do we have?"

"Coming from anyone else, maybe, but from you, it sounds like an excuse."

Myeongjin felt the hidden barb in Geom Mugeuk's words. "You've investigated me too, haven't you?"

The intelligence network of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was known as the best in murim. Having mingled with him like this, it was impossible that he did not know about him.

"That's right," Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"In the report you investigated, what kind of person am I?"

The answer came immediately. "Myeongjin, the second-in-command of the Hell Mansion. His killings follow three principles. He does not kill children, he does not kill those who don't know martial arts, and he does not kill those who are not wicked."

He figured they could know that much. After all, they were the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. However, the next piece of information startled Myeongjin.

"And because of that, you've recently been in conflict with the head of the Hell Mansion."

For a moment, Myeongjin flinched in surprise.

That's a matter between just the two of us. How did he know?

Myeongjin feigned ignorance and asked Geom Mugeuk, "Conflict? Why do you think that?"

Geom Mugeuk, who had been walking, stopped. Myeongjin also stopped and waited for an answer.

Geom Mugeuk said calmly, "Because I've never seen an assassin like you."

His gaze toward him was incredibly sincere. "There are no assassins in this day and age who live by such principles. That's an assassin you'd only find in stories. If your leader were also such a person, there would be no problem, but he didn't seem to be."

The two men continued their conversation, standing on the side of the road.

"To be honest, I dislike assassins too. I'd rather be alone than befriend one, but I became curious because you're an assassin who abides by such principles."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk added, "That must be why they sent you. They must have investigated and found out that I'm interested in people like you. If someone else had come a few days ago, I would have killed them on the spot. Eliminating one more enemy when I have the chance, that's the kind of person I am. From that perspective, the leader who sent you is quite a clever person."

Myeongjin had not known that Geom Mugeuk knew about him in such detail. "Why are you telling me all this? Is it because you're confident you can handle me even if you tell me?"

Then Geom Mugeuk shook his head and said, "What have you been hearing this whole time? I told you I'm interested in an assassin like you. That maybe it would be nice to be friends with an assassin like this. That's what I was thinking."

For a fleeting moment, Myeongjin felt the desire to draw a dagger and stab Geom Mugeuk in the neck. He had instinctively sensed that his opponent had let his guard down. And the fact that he felt such a desire also meant that his opponent might be speaking sincerely.

"You're not just trying to use me to wipe out the Hell Mansion, are you?"

Geom Mugeuk pretended to be surprised and laughed brightly. "You've already figured it out?"

Myeongjin could not discern Geom Mugeuk's true intentions. Just then, a flock of birds flew overhead. The gazes of the two men naturally turned to the sky.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and an assassin as friends? Is such a thing even possible?" Myeongjin knew those words were true.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult can also become friends with a tavern owner."

"How can the circumstances of a tavern owner and an assassin be the same? A tavern owner can close his shop tomorrow, but we are people who cannot do that."

Then Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "I think it's harder for a tavern owner to close his shop."

Myeongjin's gaze, which had been on the sky, turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"You probably don't know how hard those people work. They are the kind of people who would only close their doors if their family was taken captive. Are you more diligent than that person? Are you really?"

Sensing he was asking with sincerity, Myeongjin held back his answer.

"If they take one day off, they'll lose customers. If I rest, a person who made a special trip will have to turn back. You, at least, don't have to worry about such things, do you? You don't worry, 'The person who is supposed to die by my hand will be waiting,' do you?"

One of Myeongjin's eyelids twitched slightly. He was trying his best to get along with Geom Mugeuk. Yet Geom Mugeuk kept poking at something deep inside his heart.

"This inability to leave, isn't it just a hassle? Is it because you can't bring yourself to make a change to your familiar life?"

Myeongjin's expression hardened slightly. "Don't speak so carelessly about other people's business. What do you know about me? All you're doing is judging me based on information collected by your spies, isn't it?"

"Isn't that you?"

Myeongjin flinched again.

"The me in your report, the you in my report. Isn't that who we are? Is there some 'real me' separate from how others see me? If so, that means we're living in a misunderstanding. Isn't that wrong?"

Myeongjin could not refute it.

"What others see is who we are. In fact, that's more accurate. We might wish to be grander, more valuable people in reality, but the you and me in those reports, isn't that who we are?"

Myeongjin wanted to say no. That he was a better person than how others saw him. And seeing himself think this, he realized.

Ah! So I wanted to be a better person.

He had never had a conversation like this with anyone before, so this was the first time he had discovered such a thought deep in his heart. Perhaps establishing his principles of killing had also stemmed from such a feeling.

"Why are you doing this to me? If you really want to be my friend, tell me honestly what you're thinking."

Because he had to take Geom Mugeuk to the Death King, he forced down the words that surged up.

You're just pulling a cheap trick to use me to blow away the Hell Mansion. How little must you think of me to try and dig into me like this?

The gazes of the two men standing on the road tangled in mid-air. A crucial conversation that could decide their fates was taking place on the street.

"To be frank, it's not for you, but to protect myself." Geom Mugeuk's eyes were clearer and deeper than ever before.

"Because I don't want to sweep away someone like you on the path I'm taking. Because I think it would be nice if somewhere in this world, there was at least one cool assassin who accepts a single coin from a kid who lost his parents unjustly as payment to kill a wicked person."

"!"

"I don't want to walk my path while killing even a person like that. That's right, this isn't for you, it's to protect myself."

Then Geom Mugeuk took a single coin from his robes and held it out to him.

"So this money is the payment to protect me."


Chapter 486: Sorry, But There Won't Be a Next Time

Myeongjin silently stared at the coin Geom Mugeuk held out.

He had once said something like this to the Death King.

[Did you say the Young Cult Leader resembles me? If so, you've greatly overestimated me.]

Those words weren't meant for the Death King. The one who overestimated him was right here.

Myeongjin did not take the coin Geom Mugeuk offered. "I'm not the kind of assassin who takes on a job for a single coin."

He started walking again.

Geom Mugeuk followed behind him. "Ah, of course. I'm well aware that you're the second most expensive assassin in the Hell Mansion."

However, a different thought surfaced in Geom Mugeuk's mind.

No, you are that kind of assassin.

His acceptance of this one-coin job was something that would happen in the future.

He would leave the organization and wander the Central Plains, living as an assassin who accepted a single coin from a child as payment. When someone was wronged, he would avenge them. In return, he would sometimes receive a rice ball, or set out on a kill after hearing a single song. And in the end, he would be killed by the Death King. The reason he left the organization was because the Death King had forced him to carry out an assassination that violated his principles. The Death King was merciless. The person he had tricked Myeongjin into killing, claiming he was a villain, was a wonderful man. An exceptionally good person who was respected and praised by all. As always, Myeongjin had investigated the target on his own, but he couldn't escape the Death King's deliberate scheme to deceive him. After that incident, Myeongjin was deeply shocked and went into hiding. He likely lived as an assassin who helped people because the guilt of killing an innocent person was added to his innately good heart. And the Death King eventually found and killed him.

What did the Death King say when he killed him? Did he inflict a great emotional wound on Myeongjin before killing him? Or did he say something else? There was no way to know.

In any case, before the regression, the Death King lived and Myeongjin died. But in this world, the one who must live is Myeongjin, and the one who must die is the Death King.


The two walked in silence for a long time.

Myeongjin was contemplating. This was actually an opportunity. In this awkward situation, it seemed Geom Mugeuk would follow him anywhere.

Should I take him there just like this?

Even if he didn't follow, he could just wait for the next chance. Despite this unexpected opportunity, Myeongjin hesitated because of what Geom Mugeuk had said.

[I just thought it would be nice if, somewhere in this world, there was at least one cool assassin who would kill a villain for a single coin offered by a child.]

The moment he heard those words, his heart trembled. Was it because he truly wanted to live as that kind of assassin? Or was it because of his anger toward Geom Mugeuk for trying to beguile him with such words?

It was only for a brief moment, but his emotions had been swayed. If another assassin had been trying to kill him, they would have aimed for that very moment.

Whether he knew of this complicated inner turmoil or not, Geom Mugeuk was carefree. "Now, to break this awkwardness, we should have a drink, don't you think? Let's go."

Geom Mugeuk actually took the lead and walked ahead.

Myeongjin walked behind him.

If I take him there... the Young Cult Leader dies today.

If I fail to carry out this mission.

I die.

It would mean ruining the biggest assassination in history, one that even brought in top-tier assassins from the outside. With his relationship with the Death King being so poor lately, it would be even harder to evade responsibility.

"What are you thinking so hard about?"

Whether to kill you or not.

"Can't you just leave?"

"Why are you suddenly saying that?"

The Young Cult Leader suddenly left. He wanted to report this to the Death King. He didn't want to kill the only person who had made him look deep into his own heart.

Was that all? From the moment he killed the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, he would have to live in hiding for the rest of his life. The Death King might have a clear reason for accepting this job, but he did not. Emotionally, it was a task he was reluctant to perform.

Myeongjin flinched inwardly at Geom Mugeuk's sudden question, but he showed no sign of it and just kept walking.

"Looks like it's true, then."

Myeongjin stopped in his tracks. "I haven't said a word."

"Did you, by any chance, receive an order to kill me?"

"Don't most people say 'no' when something isn't true, just to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings?"

"What does it matter if I'm misunderstood a little?"

Geom Mugeuk didn't let a single word slide. "People who say they're fine with a 'little misunderstanding' are usually the ones who hate being misunderstood the most. Just like how people who love to curse others absolutely hate being cursed themselves."

He saw right through him. Though he said that, Myeongjin hated being misunderstood. He hated people who spoke carelessly without knowing anything.

"The world isn't just your experience."

As if acknowledging it, Geom Mugeuk nodded vigorously.

The more Myeongjin talked with Geom Mugeuk, the angrier he became. He was making an assassin, whose job was to see through others, constantly look into himself.

Whether he knew this or not, Geom Mugeuk relentlessly shook his emotions. "According to your principles, am I someone you should kill, or not?"

Myeongjin remembered that the Death King had also asked this question.

[You said you wouldn't kill anyone who isn't a villain, right? Is the Young Cult Leader a villain? Or a good person?]

Based solely on the collected information, he was not a villain. The only justification for killing him was his status as the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Myeongjin couldn't answer the Death King, nor could he answer Geom Mugeuk, the person in question.

What if the Young Cult Leader wasn't a villain? Then it would mean breaking his principle. Was he perhaps trying to gloss over it now, using the excuse that he was from the Demonic Cult? Hoping that all of this would just pass.

"You tell me. Are you a villain, or not?"

Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation. "I'm someone you shouldn't kill, of course."

"Why is that?"

"If your principle is not to kill anyone who isn't a villain, my principle is to kill every villain without fail. I'm a person who has gone one step further than your principle. In the end, you could say we're the same kind of person."

Geom Mugeuk's principle was hard to believe even hearing it directly, but it was true. It was listed as the most important piece of information about him.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult who doesn't forgive evil? He had naturally considered it a deception, a disguise.

But what if it was true? It was a truly incredible disguise and deception. The thought that the information might be true kept creeping in. The preliminary investigation was actually becoming a poison. If not for it, he would never have believed the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult in the first place.

While this was happening, the two arrived at the marketplace.

"Now, as I said, let's go to a place of your choosing today."

Myeongjin's heart pounded.

Should I take him there? Or should I hold back today?

Knowing today was the chance, Myeongjin still hesitated.

"If you know another good place besides this town, let's go there."

A storm was raging in Myeongjin's heart, but his expression was as calm as a clear, still lake. "There's a tavern I know a little ways from here. Would that be alright?"

If he suggested just eating here, he had no intention of forcing him.

However, Geom Mugeuk came closer and tugged on his sleeve. "You should have said so sooner. Come on, let's go. Even if it's just one drink, we should have it somewhere delicious."

Just as he had strode over from the smithy, grabbed his hand, and pulled the handle together, today too, Geom Mugeuk was deciding his own fate.

He should have felt at ease, thinking, 'Yes, this is all the fate you've chosen for yourself.'

As they left the marketplace and walked on, Myeongjin's heart was not at ease. The coin that had rested on Geom Mugeuk's palm kept coming to mind. I can't get caught up in this. That coin is nothing but a demon's hidden weapon aimed at my heart. As he walked, lost in such thoughts, words that would stop Myeongjin in his tracks flowed from Geom Mugeuk.

"Soon, your leader will deceive you, claiming someone who must absolutely not be killed is a villain, and make you kill him. What will you do then? Will you kill him? Or will you leave the Hell Mansion?"

"Why would he do such a thing to me, the second-in-command of the Hell Mansion?"

However, contrary to his conviction that it would never happen, Myeongjin was recalling what the Death King had said.

[What if you make a mistake later after setting up such a useless principle? Are you going to wash your hands of it out of guilt? Or are you going to kill yourself?]

Come to think of it, that mistake would be one made by the Death King. A mistake of mistaking a good person for a villain and giving the order. The Death King he knew wasn't someone who would make such a mistake. Why did he say that?

However, Myeongjin soon dismissed this as another of his opponent's ploys.

He's found out about the conflict between me and him, and he's relentlessly digging into it.

Having stopped walking, Myeongjin glared at Geom Mugeuk. "Are you trying to drive a wedge between me and him?"

He expected him to say of course not.

"That's right."

Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it. "If I want to bring you over to my side, I'll have to drive a wedge if that's what it takes."

And Geom Mugeuk's blatant attempt to sow discord was powerful.

Myeongjin's face hardened.

"Was the person who saved you really him?"

"As a child, you were the sole survivor of a fallen family. He saved you as you were dying, crushed under a fallen wardrobe."

Myeongjin was shocked. The Young Cult Leader knew that the Death King had saved him. And in great detail, at that.

But no one knows about this.

To his unspoken surprise of 'how did you know', Geom Mugeuk answered calmly. "I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. If I want to know something, I can find out everything, even who the Murim Alliance Chairman had a crush on and at what age."

What surprised Myeongjin wasn't that he had found out that fact. "What do you mean, he wasn't the one who saved me?"

"Let's say you push someone into a river and then pull them out. Did you save that person?"

At the thought of 'no way', Myeongjin's eyes widened.

"The place that accepted the contract to annihilate your family was the Hell Mansion."

This attempt at sowing discord was powerful because its ingredients were the truth.

Myeongjin had trained countless times to maintain his composure throughout his life as an assassin. However, at least in this moment, he couldn't stop the eruption of passion and confusion. That moment from his childhood came to mind. As the heavy wardrobe that had been pressing down on him was lifted, the darkness receded and light appeared. A boy, looking down at him from within that light. With icy eyes devoid of any emotion, the boy silently looked down at him.

"Didn't you know, too?"

No, he didn't know.

He was only seven years old back then. He had lived with the vague intention of repaying the grace of being saved. He didn't even dream of avenging his family. No, he didn't even have the luxury to dream. He had started his assassin training right from then. And he had lived as an assassin ever since. However, what dominated him now was not a sense of betrayal, but doubt directed at himself. The suspicion that, perhaps, as Geom Mugeuk said, he might have known.

Was that why he hadn't been able to ask until now? Why did you save me back then? No, why were you passing by that specific place? He had never once asked the Death King.

Perhaps he had a premonition? That the Death King would nonchalantly say, 'We annihilated your family. As you know, it was just a job.' Was he afraid of hearing those words? Had he been deliberately turning a blind eye to the whole truth?

What am I thinking! Don't fall for such a cheap trick!

It was literally just a cunning attempt to sow discord. A ploy by those bastards from the Demonic Cult, based on the information that a rift had formed between him and the Death King.

How vicious!

He turned the blade from himself toward Geom Mugeuk, but the hand holding the hilt was asking a question.

Aren't you just avoiding what's right in front of you again?

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Did the discord-sowing work a little?"

Myeongjin wanted to reply with a relaxed smile, but his snapped words were now laced with emotion. "Sowing discord is thrilling, isn't it? But you know what? With that one moment of thrill, you've lost my trust forever."

Myeongjin started striding forward again.

Geom Mugeuk walked alongside him. "There should be a record of your family in the old contract logs. If your leader hasn't destroyed it, he might have been hoping you'd see it someday."

Myeongjin gritted his teeth. While he considered it his opponent's ploy, he couldn't completely deny it, because the Death King he knew was that kind of person.

Why did that empty person save him? Why did he let only him cling to the ice cliff of his inner self? He still hadn't found the answer.

There was one good thing that came from the emotional battle with Geom Mugeuk. He was able to easily lead him to the resting place.

The small street was bustling with various travelers.

"I didn't know a place like this existed," Geom Mugeuk remarked as if nothing had happened.

Myeongjin replied in a softened tone, "It's a place I come to sometimes."

However, two minds were clashing within Myeongjin's heart. The desire to finish the mission quickly, and the hope that Geom Mugeuk would suddenly say, 'I've lost my taste for alcohol,' and leave.

This man was so unsettling and infuriating, yet he didn't know why he kept wishing for him to show killing intent.

Just leave already!

However, Geom Mugeuk strode into the street first. His steps toward the death trap were far too light.

As a clerk at a Po wooden carving. As the owner of a teahouse, nodding off. As a woman beckoning to a running child. As a merchant carrying a stall and hawking his wares. And in other forms.

The assassins had become one with the street perfectly. They were top-tier assassins, the most skilled among their kind.

Can you truly withstand this perfect banquet of true masters who have reached the pinnacle of killing?

Myeongjin looked at Geom Mugeuk. He, on the contrary, looked excited.

"I even received a dagger as a gift, so I'll pay today. You can pay next time. Let's make up and have a great time drinking today."

Sorry, but there won't be a next time.

"Is that the tavern over there?"

"That's the one."

"The atmosphere already feels just right. You should have suggested we come here sooner."

And so, the two entered the tavern. A friendly-looking owner who had been chatting with customers greeted them. "You're here?"

The owner acted as if he knew Myeongjin. "Please, sit wherever you're comfortable."

Geom Mugeuk said to the owner, "I can tell just by looking at a tavern owner's face. Whether the alcohol is good or not."

He stared intently at the owner's face, then decided on the taste of the alcohol. "My, my. This seems like it'll be a taste I'll never forget for the rest of my life, doesn't it?"

At that, the owner beamed and clapped his hands together with a loud CLAP CLAP. "I'll give you the best service today!"


Chapter 487: You're Quite Famous Among Assassins

The spot Geom Mugeuk chose was in the center of the inn. As they sat down together, Myeongjin inwardly thought that Geom Mugeuk trusted him.

He's letting his guard down.

Usually, in a suspicious situation, one would instinctively sit with their back to a wall. However, Geom Mugeuk sat in a place that was wide open on all sides.

Myeongjin glanced around the inn's interior, looking at a few corner seats.

Ultimately, it was a good choice.

Several devices had been prepared in the walls in anticipation of him sitting with his back to them. But with Geom Mugeuk sitting in the middle, a few of those devices were rendered useless.

It must be a coincidence, right?

He couldn't have possibly known there were such things in the walls and sat here because of it.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the innkeeper and said in a loud voice, "Bring out the best liquor and the finest dish you have here."

"Please wait just a moment!" The innkeeper entered the kitchen with an excited spring in his step.

"The atmosphere here is quite nice."

Myeongjin nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words. The feeling of not wanting to bring the Young Cult Leader here still lingered. He wished he would just jump up right now and leave. He wished he would suddenly claim something had come up in the Demonic Cult and go. Then he could carry out his mission, and Geom Mugeuk would live.

However, such a thing did not happen.

"Are you still not over your bad mood?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Don't you ever try such a ridiculous attempt to drive a wedge between us again."

Though from now on, he wouldn't be able to even if he wanted to.

Geom Mugeuk insisted to the very end that he was telling the truth. "What I said is the truth. It was written in our Cult's report."

Myeongjin stared out of the inn with a stiff expression.

Did the Hell Mansion really annihilate my family? If that's true, shouldn't I be digging deeper into this fact instead of looking out the window? Shouldn't I prevent this Young Cult Leader from dying here? Shouldn't I help him, fight alongside him, and avenge my family?

However, just as he had always done, Myeongjin was looking away again. He tried hard not to believe it, reminding himself that this could be a wicked scheme of the Demonic Cult.

Am I perhaps afraid of him?

His gaze turned to the innkeeper in the kitchen, the Death King.

Am I afraid of death? Or am I afraid of my relationship with him shattering?

Just then, as if he had read his mind, Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked, "Are you afraid of change?"

"......"

"I understand you. It's truly not easy to break free from something that has captured you."

Myeongjin still didn't answer. He thought that perhaps Geom Mugeuk's words were the correct answer. Just as he had never asked the Death King why he had saved him, had he not lived his life simply hoping it would flow on as it was, without getting complicated?

At that moment, the innkeeper, who was bringing the liquor, met Myeongjin's eyes.

"It's been a while since you've visited. How long has it been?"

"It seems to have been about three or four months."

The sight of the Death King with his good-natured smile was unfamiliar. He had completely become the owner of this tavern. Myeongjin had witnessed the Death King's killings many times before, and this was the first time he had seen him so immersed in a role.

Today, the Young Cult Leader will surely die.

That wasn't all. Myeongjin's gaze caught the hidden death traps everywhere, and even the elite assassins waiting outside.

"Here, please start with the liquor, and the food will be out shortly."

Geom Mugeuk offered the Death King a drink. "Have a drink from me before you go."

"Very well." The Death King accepted the drink.

"How long have you been in this business?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"For a long time."

"Of course! I had a feeling the moment I first saw you!"

Listening to their conversation, Myeongjin was tense. He didn't know when the Death King would launch a surprise attack. The Death King's surprise attacks always defied his expectations.

Now? The moment he puts down the cup? Or the moment he puts down the cup and pours a drink for Geom Mugeuk?

He knew how fast the Death King's moves were. And he himself was here too. The moment the surprise attack began, he would also help him and strike. Could that young Young Cult Leader possibly withstand a joint attack from the Hell Mansion's number one and number two assassins?

Unaware of what a perilous situation he was in, that Young Cult Leader was having a peaceful conversation.

"You could say that."

"Since you've been in business for a long time, you must have experienced all sorts of things."

Right now, Geom Mugeuk was full of openings. However, the Death King was not attacking him. He wasn't one to miss an opportunity like this.

To enjoy this moment? Or to savor a more dramatic one? No, the Death King had no such emotions. That was why he was the best assassin.

But why?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said something completely out of the blue to the Death King. "Since you're an experienced innkeeper, please give me some advice on a problem I have."

Myeongjin tensed slightly at Geom Mugeuk's words.

Asking for advice? What on earth is he trying to say?

The words were beyond bizarre. They were shocking to Myeongjin.

"A certain person belatedly found out who his enemy was," Geom Mugeuk said. "But it turned out to be someone he had known for a long time. What should one do in a situation like this?"

Myeongjin never imagined he would say such a thing to the tavern owner.

No way. Did he figure out the innkeeper's identity?

No. If he had noticed, wouldn't he have avoided saying something like this? They were truly words that defied common sense, and Myeongjin was confused.

The Death King said to Geom Mugeuk, "The nature of the relationship would be important."

"One side is using the other, and the other side misunderstands him to be his savior."

At that, the Death King immediately frowned. "An enemy, and he used him too? What a truly vicious person. If it were me, I'd definitely get revenge. If my own strength wasn't enough, I'd hire an assassin to get revenge."

Myeongjin thought both of them were incredible. Geom Mugeuk for asking the question, and the Death King for casually mentioning the word 'assassin' in his answer. He was surprised by how natural the Death King's answer was.

Could he answer so confidently about getting revenge if he had something on his conscience? The fact that his family was annihilated at the hands of the Hell Mansion must surely be the Young Cult Leader's attempt to sow discord.

Conversely, what if the Young Cult Leader's words were true? Could it be that the Death King had even forgotten the fact that he was using me? Of course, it was likely just a faithful answer to the question, but right now, Myeongjin's mind was so complex that a single poke in one spot would make his whole body twist in ten.

He still couldn't tell which side was the truth.

"Well then, please enjoy."

As the Death King returned to the kitchen, Myeongjin looked at Geom Mugeuk and demanded, "Why are you telling that story to him?"

"Shouldn't I ask a third party for an objective judgment?"

"But your words themselves are already not objective."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Myeongjin. "I understand. You've only known me for a few days, but the years you've spent with him must number in the decades."

Geom Mugeuk drank his liquor. Watching him, Myeongjin grew tense.

Is there poison in that drink?

Without any suspicion, Geom Mugeuk emptied the cup. "However, a few days can sometimes overcome decades. This side is the truth, and that side is a lie. A lie, even if built up for a hundred years, cannot compare to a single night of truth."

He had to admit at least one thing. "You're really persistent."

"I admit it. It's probably because I'm such a persistent person that I was able to accomplish the things mentioned in your report."

Myeongjin's eyes trembled. As he watched Geom Mugeuk speak, his instincts screamed at him. That man is telling the truth. You've lived your whole life as an assassin trusting this instinct, so why aren't you trusting it at this moment?

"And as I said before, this is also a way of protecting myself," Geom Mugeuk continued. "Even if you don't believe me in the end, I can console myself by saying I tried this hard. I am a persistent person, and at the same time, I am this selfish."

In the meantime, the Death King finished preparing the side dish and brought it over.

Geom Mugeuk picked up his chopsticks and tasted the dish. "It's delicious! As expected, my eyes weren't wrong!"

"I'm glad it suits your palate."

"Come, come, have another drink."

"I really shouldn't."

Watching Geom Mugeuk gradually let his guard down with the innkeeper, Myeongjin's heart grew urgent. He had to make a decision quickly.

Will I believe the Young Cult Leader? Or not believe him? And so, will I help the Young Cult Leader? Or not help him?

The life, death, and fate of the Young Cult Leader and himself depended on this decision.

What if I believe the Young Cult Leader? I might end up dead. There was no way the Death King would let me live. But couldn't I save that Young Cult Leader? If I'm even luckier, couldn't I succeed in my revenge and live as a pretty decent assassin who takes on one-coin contracts?

Just then, a voice transmission from the Death King reached Myeongjin.

[There is someone protecting him.]

This was the moment it became clear why the Death King hadn't launched a surprise attack on the Young Cult Leader, who was full of openings.

[His concealment skill is extraordinary.]

It was a skill that even Myeongjin, the second-in-command of the Hell Mansion, had not noticed.

[We must take care of him first.]

And at that same moment, a voice transmission from Hwi reached Geom Mugeuk.

[He has noticed my presence.]

Hwi had realized that his opponent had perceived his presence.

From the very beginning, Geom Mugeuk knew the innkeeper was the Death King. He was the only one who would be waiting for him at a place Myeongjin led him to.

Geom Mugeuk took something from his sleeve and placed it in front of Myeongjin. It was the single coin he had offered before.

Myeongjin saw the coin, and so did the Death King.

Myeongjin felt that the moment had come to face the problem before him. Whether it was truth or a lie, more important than the outcome was the act of asking.

Myeongjin, who had been staring down at the coin, finally opened his mouth. "Innkeeper, I have something I'd like to ask as well."

The Death King was perfectly playing the part of the tavern owner, but he was inwardly surprised by Myeongjin's unplanned action. "This humble person is quite popular today. Please, speak."

"Innkeeper, do you have any friends?"

It was a sudden question, but the Death King was not surprised at all. "I'm too busy making a living to have time for friends, but I do have one."

"What kind of friend is he?"

"He's a friend who is soft-hearted and gullible, so he gets easily deceived by others, but he's a good friend nonetheless."

He probably thinks I'm misunderstanding. That I said something unnecessary to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Or that I was deceived by him.

However, Myeongjin had something more important to do than clear up a misunderstanding. "Innkeeper, have you ever deceived that friend?"

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't you say so yourself? That he's soft-hearted and gullible? Wouldn't you, innkeeper, have had opportunities to deceive him, even unintentionally?"

"Well."

In that moment, as the Death King was briefly lost in thought, Myeongjin sent a voice transmission to him.

[Was it the Hell Mansion that annihilated my family?]

He knew it was not the right moment to ask this question, but after this moment passed, the question would become meaningless.

[A demon has taken root in your heart.]

At the Death King's reply, Myeongjin asked again.

[I asked. Did the Hell Mansion annihilate my family?]

Having watched him for so long, Myeongjin seemed to know a lot about him. The answer he had expected, and feared, came.

[Yes, the Hell Mansion handled it.]

Myeongjin was surprised at himself for not being surprised by this terrifying truth.

[As you know, it was a job. If it wasn't us, someone else would have taken it. And don't forget. I was the one who saved you.]

Surprisingly, what angered him in this moment was not what the Hell Mansion had done. It was the way he admitted this fact so honestly and confidently.

Is this something to be brushed aside so easily? Just how little must he think of me.

However, he soon understood the Death King. This was the kind of person he was. A person with nothing inside him.

"Why did you save me?" he asked, not using a voice transmission.

It was the moment Myeongjin clearly revealed his choice.

The Death King didn't answer.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk answered for him. "Don't attach any meaning to it. Because that's something even he doesn't know."

The gazes of the Death King and Myeongjin turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"It was likely the fickle whim of a little boy who followed his father out on a killing. Sometimes killing a bug, sometimes saving it and putting it in a jar. Even if there was a meaning, what great meaning could it have had?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Death King. "You don't know either, do you? You don't even remember, do you?"

The very instant that question ended!

SWOOSH!

A sound of wind tore at the ears.

CLANG!

A sharp metallic sound erupted. A steel needle, deflected from in front of Geom Mugeuk's eyes, flew through the air and fell to the floor.

A single sword blocking Geom Mugeuk's face was trembling faintly. The one who had blocked the Death King's lightning-fast surprise attack was Hwi, who appeared after dropping his concealment.

The Death King and Hwi stared at each other. The Death King, having already sensed the concealed presence, was not surprised at all. His expression suggested that this attack might have been intended to draw him out.


Assassin and bodyguard. A meeting between the man who kills best in the murim and the man who protects best in the murim. Even among such antithetical encounters, these two men existed at the opposite extremes.

"The bodyguard of the Demonic Cult Leader." The Death King recognized Hwi's identity at once. There could only be one bodyguard with such skill.

"You're quite famous among assassins." A peculiar light, tinged with a strange emotion, flickered in the Death King's eyes.

Even though his opponent had recognized him, Hwi simply stared at him without a word.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Death King in Hwi's stead. "Can you still kill me now?"

The Death King was not flustered at all, despite his first surprise attack failing, despite Myeongjin learning the truth, and despite seeing the head of the Heavenly Demon's bodyguards before his very eyes. His eyes became transparent. His killing intent was different from that of a typical assassin. Born without any emotions to begin with, his killing intent was as clean as snow and as clear as ice.

Just from this aura, one could feel it. That no one could easily block the death this man delivered. That this would be a truly difficult fight.

Just then, as a taut tension filled the air, Myeongjin picked up the single coin lying on the table. He repeated the words the Death King had said earlier.

"If it were me, I'd definitely get revenge. If my own strength isn't enough, I'd hire an assassin to get revenge."

The Death King merely continued to stare at him with his transparent eyes.

Myeongjin slowly clenched his fist around the coin in his palm. It was the moment he faced the life he had only ever run from.

"Did you say this one-coin contract was to protect you? No. From now on, this contract is for me. With this single coin, I have commissioned myself."


Chapter 488: Dropping Your Sword for a Hostage

Myeongjin had commissioned himself to avenge his deceased parents. It was the first commission he had ever given himself, and it would be his last.

With a single coin, he had accepted his own commission. Now, if he survived this fight, he would have to accept commissions from others for a single coin as well.

In that moment, Myeongjin savored a sense of relief he had never felt before. He was finally facing the life he had never been able to confront.

Even in this situation, the Death King merely stared at him, revealing no emotion.

Even now, when I'm abandoning you, is that gaze all you have to offer me?

He recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"Do not search for meaning in it."

Until now, he had believed a deep heart he could not comprehend was hidden within that transparent gaze. Geom Mugeuk's words came to mind again.

"Even if there were some meaning, what great meaning could it possibly hold?"

Right. There was nothing in that gaze. He had only desperately tried to find meaning out of fear that if there was truly nothing, his own life would also be nothing. It was not that he had considered the Death King special, but that he, being special, had survived.

Having cleared his mind, Myeongjin did not look back. The Death King was the leader of the organization that had annihilated his family, and he had raised Myeongjin as an assassin while hiding that fact. This alone was reason enough to see things through to the end.

Before that, he had informed Geom Mugeuk.

"There are five assassins mixed in among the guests."

At those words, the guests, already frozen stiff, turned pale. As if a fight was not enough, now there were assassins disguised as guests? They desperately wanted to run outside, but they could not. The owner, whose identity had been revealed, stood by the entrance. Anyone who moved would surely be the first to die.

Some shed tears in terror. Some collapsed to the floor. Others watched the situation unfold, trembling all over.

Geom Mugeuk did not bother to mention their safety. He did not warn against touching them, nor did he bluff that he would not bat an eye if they killed the hostages.

They must have investigated him, so they would know he was the type of person to try and save them. They would actively use the guests as hostages, which had its advantages. It meant they would not kill them carelessly.

Myeongjin pointed out the five precisely.

"The assassins are the third, fourth, and fifth from the left. And the eighth and ninth."

On one side were the Death King and the five revealed assassins. On the other were Geom Mugeuk, Hwi, and Myeongjin. In the tense standoff, their gazes met in midair.

The Death King was not anxious. His expression seemed to say that this situation was just one of many possibilities he had predicted.

"Why did you join hands with them?"

What desire of the Death King had they stimulated to make him join them?

The Death King answered nonchalantly.

"I can't speak about the client. It's the principle of assassins."

They were likely the clients for this killing.

Geom Mugeuk slowly drew the Black Demon Sword. "I have a principle as well. My demonic arts do not destroy tavern tables. However, today I must break that principle."

Just as a huge fight was about to break out, Hwi spoke. "There aren't five assassins, but six. Including that person over there."

The person Hwi pointed to was a guest who had come alone and was sitting in a corner. He was someone even Myeongjin did not know. With his unique bodyguard's senses, Hwi had found the assassin who was hiding his identity.

"As expected! Your eyes can't be fooled, Uncle."

As Geom Mugeuk rejoiced, a voice transmission from Hwi arrived.

"There's still someone I'm uncertain about. Don't let your guard down."

If that was true, it meant they had prepared extensively. They had hidden an assassin among the guests capable of deceiving even Hwi's eyes.

Meanwhile, Myeongjin realized something from the existence of an assassin he did not know about.

You didn't trust me.

Normally, he would have helped the Death King kill Geom Mugeuk. In that situation, an assassin unknown to him should never have existed. Perhaps that person was prepared to kill him as well.

He suddenly recalled what the Death King had said.

"If we weren't friends, you would have been dead long ago."

His relationship with him became even clearer. The slightest possibility that he might have misjudged was now gone.

I didn't survive because we were friends.

Now he understood. The Death King was simply fascinated that a child he picked up out of curiosity had become his second-in-command. He only needed the killings that second-in-command carried out for the Hell Mansion. That was the reason he had been kept alive.

He had only denied it, not wanting to feel miserable. He had only tried to assign meaning, even creating an ice cliff in his mind. An image of himself climbing that cliff and reaching the summit formed in his thoughts.

"We aren't friends anymore, so go on and try to kill me!"

The will to kill the Death King blazed in Myeongjin's eyes.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Hwi. He did not speak, but Hwi understood his intention. It meant to watch Myeongjin's back.

This fight was Geom Mugeuk's own, but it was also Myeongjin's fight, and at the same time, Hwi's fight. While the three of them fought, Geom Mugeuk intended to take care of all the assassins here.

I'll finish them off as quickly as possible and help those two.

Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Everyone not identified as an assassin, get down on the floor!"

At that, everyone except the assassins dropped to the floor. Simultaneously, Myeongjin rushed toward the Death King.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The two men's daggers clashed in midair. They knew each other better than anyone, their martial arts, their skills.

Pushed back by the ferocious assault, the Death King shot out of the tavern. This was a signal to unleash everything they had prepared in this space of death. He was confident that the remaining assassins could kill Geom Mugeuk here.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Death King had deliberately led Myeongjin outside.

Hwi looked at Geom Mugeuk, who nodded silently. Normally, he would never leave this spot, but Geom Mugeuk spoke with his eyes.

Trust me and protect him. I'll be right out.

Hwi's hesitation was brief. He had not volunteered to be Geom Mugeuk's bodyguard just to protect his life. He wanted to protect the people Geom Mugeuk sought to protect, and by extension, his beliefs.

SWISH.

Hwi vanished without a sound. At the same time, the assassins inside all stretched their hands toward Geom Mugeuk. Special hidden weapons were concealed within their sleeves.

The Soul Slaying Thunder.

It was an assassination weapon created in the Hell Mansion. The Soul Slaying Thunder was a hidden weapon so powerful that if the user's qi was even slightly insufficient, their arm would be torn off.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The hidden weapons erupted explosively.

Geom Mugeuk flipped a table and infused it with qi, trying to block the attack.

SHUK SHUK SHUK!

From small holes in the bottom of the table, steel needles shot out toward Geom Mugeuk. It was a device designed to anticipate an opponent flipping the table to block an attack.

This hidden move was so powerful, one could say the six assassins' Soul Slaying Thunder was merely a diversion for this surprise attack.

Fortunately, Geom Mugeuk's instinctive evasion was faster than the attack. Had he been a fraction of a second slower, he would have been hit by this blindsiding attack.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Even so, hidden weapons flew and embedded themselves in the table. The Soul Slaying Thunder was no ordinary hidden weapon. Each shot had the power to break steel swords and pierce stone walls. However, they could not break the table infused with Geom Mugeuk's qi.

Geom Mugeuk threw the table aside and flew toward an assassin. The moment the assassin swung his sword down to strike the table away, he found Geom Mugeuk was no longer behind it.

SLICE.

Geom Mugeuk's sword, which had rushed forward as if sliding across the floor, sliced through the assassin's stomach. The assassin collapsed, his torso cut open.

At the sudden stench of blood, screams escaped from the guests lying on the floor.

A barrage of Soul Slaying Thunder attacks poured down on Geom Mugeuk.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The hidden weapons pierced the floor. However, Geom Mugeuk was already crossing the air, rushing toward the second assassin.

It was then that another assassin struck the abacus on the counter.

PEOPEOPEOPEONG!

In that instant, the abacus beads shot forward all at once. They looked ordinary, but when they separated and flew, they were anything but.

The hidden weapon, known to kill any enemy within its range, was the Ghostly Bullet.

Dozens of abacus beads flew at a terrifying speed. The beads of the Ghostly Bullet were not ordinary hidden weapons. Rumor had it they could even pierce the protective enhanced qi of masters.

Geom Mugeuk threw himself. It seemed like an unavoidable attack, but he found a space of life between the lines of death. He avoided the incoming attack by twisting and bending his waist, arms, and body greatly.

His form was bizarre, but not a single shot hit him. The beads of the Ghostly Bullet grazed past his entire body.

PAKAKAKAKAKAK!

The abacus beads pierced through the surrounding walls and flew out. Sunlight streamed inside through the dozens of new holes, creating a feast of light in an instant. At a glance, the sight looked fantastical.

Between the lines of sunlight, hidden weapons flew, their blades flashing.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

The top-tier assassins had no hesitation. Their judgment was swift and their actions were fearless. If their opponent had not been Geom Mugeuk, they would have been congratulating each other on a job well done.

Dodging the flying hidden weapons, Geom Mugeuk vaulted over the counter.

PWAK!

The jaw of the assassin who had launched the Ghostly Bullet shattered as he was sent flying backward.

Just then, another assassin pulled a beaded curtain hanging in the kitchen. The moment the curtain was pulled, Bone Dissolving Acid poured down from above the counter, right on Geom Mugeuk's head.

CHWAAAAAAAK!

CHIIIIIIIIK.

A foul smell rose with the smoke. The earlier abacus attack and this acid attack were a linked ambush. If one tried to eliminate the person who launched the abacus attack, Bone Dissolving Acid would immediately pour down.

However, Geom Mugeuk's figure instantly crossed the space and escaped. The Four Strides of the Wind God was displaying truly incredible divine prowess in this narrow space.

Another assassin rushed in, kicking a table as he charged. The moment he kicked the table, it shattered, and the objects on it flew up. The bowls, liquor bottles, and dishes on the table flew into the air. Among them was a chopstick holder filled with chopsticks.

PEONG!

What exploded in front of Geom Mugeuk was the chopstick holder.

When an opponent broke or flipped a table, who would pay attention to a chopstick holder? This too was made by Myeongjin. This was why the Death King had led Myeongjin outside. Most of what was prepared today had been developed by Myeongjin.

HWUUK.

Hit in the face by the poisonous smoke, Geom Mugeuk collapsed. The man who had attacked while flipping the table also fell, his chest slashed by Geom Mugeuk's sword. Even as he died, he wore a satisfied expression, having completed his mission.

Two assassins cautiously approached to confirm the death of Geom Mugeuk, who lay on the floor. The moment they tried to finish him off for good by thrusting their daggers into his neck from both sides, their blades stopped.

CLINK.

Geom Mugeuk, who had opened his eyes at some point, had caught their wrists in his hands.

Just as they quickly tried to strike with a palm with their other hands, Geom Mugeuk blew out the poisonous smoke he had been holding in his mouth.

HWUUK!

The poison was so potent that the two assassins met their deaths letting out screams of agony.

Then, the last remaining assassin grabbed a hostage who was lying on the floor and pulled her up.

"Aaaargh!"

The assassin, holding the woman hostage, put a dagger to her neck.

"Drop the sword. Or this bitch dies."

"Looks like you didn't do your research on me properly. I'm not the kind of person who drops his sword for a hostage situation."

The moment he finished speaking, Geom Mugeuk rushed toward him.

SHWIIIIK.

He rushed toward the assassin holding the hostage using the Vanishing Step.

The moment the assassin shoved the female hostage forward as a shield and thrust his sword from behind her, the sound of tearing flesh was heard in succession.

SLICE!

STAB!

Unfortunately, both the hostage and the assassin collapsed. Blood flowed from the female hostage's slashed neck, and blood flowed from the assassin's heart.

It seemed as though the assassin had killed the female hostage, but surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk had killed them both.

The dying assassin asked with a shocked face.

"...How did you know?"

A dagger was clutched in the dead female hostage's hand. Surprisingly, she was also an assassin. Shoved forward, she had launched a surprise attack at the critical moment. In fact, her martial arts skill was even greater than the assassin who had taken her hostage.

She was the core of the assassins prepared here today.

It was such an unexpected and fatal attack that even Geom Mugeuk would not have been able to avoid it if he had not known beforehand. However, as if he had known in advance, Geom Mugeuk had cut her down and then the assassin behind her.

Geom Mugeuk left the dying assassin with words he would never understand, even in death.

"Because my Uncle said there was still someone he was uncertain about."


Chapter 489: When Someone Who Knows How to Protect Makes Up Their Mind

Myeongjin swung his dagger, lost in a trance. Sparks flew as it clashed with the Death King's blade in a battle between the number one and number two of the Hell Mansion. It was a fight where a single mistake would lead to death. The clashing daggers were so fast they were nearly invisible.

He had engaged in a light duel with the Death King before, but this was his first life-or-death battle.

WHOOSH!

The daggers stabbed at each other rapidly. His footwork was as swift as the attacks, a dazzling display. He used lightness techniques with extreme concentration, moving his upper body to evade the incoming dagger. The blades produced clear ringing sounds as they met, along with the grating screech of steel on steel.

He's strong!

Even before his mind or instincts could process it, Myeongjin's hands knew. The Death King's heavy attacks still held something in reserve. He, on the other hand, was pouring everything he had into the fight. Despite the gap in their skills, he could fight on equal footing because of his sheer momentum.

Myeongjin was resolved to fight to the death. His willingness to die precariously bridged the gap in their abilities. In an instant, over a hundred exchanges passed.

CLANG!

With a loud clash, the two retreated. They stood on the roof of a building across from the tavern. Myeongjin's breathing was ragged, but the Death King remained calm. This perfectly illustrated the difference in their skills.

Still, it's fine.

Having resolved to die, Myeongjin felt no fear. Whenever he went on an assassination, he always imagined the moment of his own death from a failed mission. A certain scene would naturally come to mind. He'd picture martial artists rummaging through his corpse, trying to determine the assassin's origins.

No one buries an assassin, so they would just dump his body in a field. Then, wolves would come sniffing around and tear the corpse apart. Myeongjin had always considered that to be an assassin's final fate.

But to die fighting the Death King?

This is a pretty decent way to die.

Just then, the Death King glanced at the tavern across the street. Through the window, he could catch glimpses of the fight unfolding inside.

"The Young Cult Leader won't make it out of there alive," Myeongjin stated calmly.

"The Young Cult Leader will make it out alive."

Myeongjin, who always spoke respectfully, had dropped the honorifics, but the Death King paid it no mind.

"In that case, it means all the devices you set up were useless."

Myeongjin knew that was why the Death King had drawn him outside.

"I appreciate you trusting me, but."

Even knowing that, he had come outside for three reasons. First.

"It won't work. Not against the Young Cult Leader."

He had faith in Geom Mugeuk. It was a conclusion he'd reached by combining the Geom Mugeuk from the reports with the Geom Mugeuk he'd met in person. He had only known him for a few days, but Geom Mugeuk had influenced him more than anyone he had ever met. It was enough to make him think he needed to rewrite the report on him himself. Of course, he knew that would never happen now.

Another reason was that if he had stayed in the tavern, the Death King would have stayed as well. That would have made the fight inside that much more difficult. He'd rather stall the Death King himself and hope that Geom Mugeuk could handle the others and emerge. It was a choice he couldn't have made without trusting Geom Mugeuk.

And the final reason was his desire to kill the Death King with his own hands. He knew it wouldn't be easy, but he yearned to settle this complicated debt with his own hands.

It was at that very moment.

SHIING!

Myeongjin dodged a hidden weapon that flew from behind him. It wasn't thrown to kill, but to draw his attention.

A man now stood on the roof of an adjacent building. It was Hyeolra, the one who had mocked Myeongjin earlier and had his tongue cut out by the Death King. With his expression and gaze, Hyeolra pleaded with the Death King. He wanted to be the one to deal with Myeongjin. A deep hatred radiated from his eyes, blaming Myeongjin for his severed tongue.

The Death King glanced between Myeongjin and Hyeolra, then gave a nod of permission.

Given his personality, Hyeolra would have normally provoked Myeongjin with all sorts of taunts, but now he couldn't utter a single word. He swung his sword and charged at Myeongjin.

Myeongjin didn't retreat, swinging his own dagger to meet the attack.

Assassins are those who kill their targets through preparation and planning. They are meant to strike when an opponent's guard is at its lowest, stabbing them effortlessly before disappearing. Therefore, there are certain things they must not do. An assassin must not use footwork. An assassin must not use martial arts.

Having to use such things meant the preparations for the assassination were inadequate. Using footwork and martial arts was only for when an assassination had already failed. Therefore, this open confrontation was less of a fight between assassins and more of a duel between martial artists. It was a battle of fundamentals, a contest of their martial arts, hidden weapon techniques, and movement arts.

SWOOSH!

The incoming sword grazed Myeongjin's face. Even as he felt the cold chill from the blade on his cheek, Myeongjin pressed his attack, thrusting his dagger forward.

Hyeolra twisted his body to evade the dagger. The sword that had just passed Myeongjin's face changed direction, aiming to slice it. But Myeongjin had already ducked low and was stabbing toward Hyeolra's stomach.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Hyeolra's sword changed direction again, blocking the attack. As befitting assassins who represented the Hell Mansion, their fight was magnificent. Their movements were like the wind, and their attacks were as ferocious as a wild beast's. A continuous series of short, sharp metallic clashes rang out.

However, the sword gradually began to lose ground to the dagger. Unfortunately for Hyeolra, this was a martial artist's duel, not an assassin's contest, and his fundamentals were weaker. He had been more successful as an assassin lately, so he'd been confident he could defeat Myeongjin.

Damn it! I will never lose to you!

As Hyeolra was pushed back further, his movements grew frantic and disordered.

THUNK!

Blood spurted from Hyeolra's shoulder. He had considered himself the true number two. But the gap in skill between them was far greater than his severed tongue.

Hyeolra tried to unleash his ultimate move, but Myeongjin didn't miss the momentary opening created when one uses a major technique.

THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!

Myeongjin's dagger stabbed repeatedly into Hyeolra's chest.

"Gaaack."

Hyeolra coughed up a mouthful of blood. His gaze fell upon the Death King, filled with resentment, asking why he hadn't helped.

However, the Death King couldn't have helped him even if he'd wanted to. Ever since his fight with Myeongjin began, he had sensed Hwi's presence. The moment he revealed an opening, Hwi would seize it and deliver a fatal blow.

The Demonic Cult Leader's bodyguard. He had wanted to kill Myeongjin earlier, but Hwi was the reason he hadn't. If he made a rash move to kill, he would die himself. His opponent was skilled enough to turn that instinctive sense of danger into a reality.

Just then.

KR-KR-KR-KRACK!

Holes riddled the wall of the tavern across the way. He knew the Ghostly Bullet had gone off. The thick stench of blood wafted from the holes, a clear sign that the fierce battle inside was still raging.

Myeongjin caught his breath, standing over Hyeolra's corpse. He knew why the Death King hadn't interfered in their fight. He could feel that Hwi was protecting him. Because of that, he couldn't help but think of Geom Mugeuk.

You really are...!

He didn't just say they'd be friends, and he didn't just say he'd save him.

The Death King stared silently at the tavern before speaking abruptly. "Your target for revenge shouldn't be me, but the person who commissioned the hit."

"That's right," Myeongjin admitted readily.

"Then why?"

Myeongjin knew what words were left unsaid. Why did you betray me? He knew the Death King was genuinely asking that question. For that reason, he didn't feel angry. That was just the kind of person the Death King was.

Why would he betray me instead of being grateful, after I saved his life and raised him as an assassin? He was the kind of person who would ask such a thing. He couldn't understand the complex and wide-ranging spectrum of human emotions.

"Then why did you kill your own father?"

Killing intent flared in the Death King's transparent eyes. However, Myeongjin didn't mind in the slightest. In fact, it was good. In a battle between experts, an opponent's anger was always an advantage.

"Hearing that doesn't feel good, does it? Just as you don't think you betrayed your father, I feel the same way."

The Death King stared at him wordlessly. Myeongjin wondered if the reason he had once been so captivated by the Death King was because of that transparent gaze. It felt more pure than evil. Without realizing it, that was how he had perceived him. Sometimes, the impression given by one's appearance can override everything else.

The Death King began to walk slowly toward him. He could read the absolute resolve to kill him in the Death King's eyes.

Myeongjin flicked Hyeolra's blood from his dagger and walked forward to meet him. He could have tried to stall for more time by drawing out the conversation, but he didn't. This revenge was his, not Geom Mugeuk's.

I'll fight with everything I have.

The two clashed again.

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

Expected and unexpected trajectories mingled in a flurry of attacks. His arm ached as if it would tear off, overwhelmed by the other's inner qi, but Myeongjin gritted his teeth and fought on. A barrage of attacks followed, forcing him to block with both skill and instinct.

Just as the number one had his fearsomeness, so did the number two. But this clear gap in skill was not something that could be overcome by will alone.

SLASH!

Blood sprayed from Myeongjin's arm.

SWOOSH!

Just as the follow-up attack was about to pierce Myeongjin's heart.

CLANG!

A single sword batted the Death King's dagger aside. The one who had struck the dagger was Hwi, appearing as he dropped his concealment.

The moment the Death King tried to stab Myeongjin was a perfect opportunity to attack him directly. However, doing so would have guaranteed Myeongjin's death, so Hwi had chosen to protect him instead.

Myeongjin quickly pressed the acupoints on his wound to stop the bleeding. "I didn't want to be in your debt. Thank you."

However, Hwi gave no reply. He was only protecting Myeongjin because of the Young Cult Leader's command. He had no personal feelings for the assassin.

Myeongjin tried to rise and fight again. Just then, a voice came from behind him.

"What's with all these preparations? I almost died, you know!"

Geom Mugeuk was walking out of the tavern.

The Death King couldn't hide his surprise. He hadn't expected him to clear out the tavern and emerge so quickly. Moreover, Geom Mugeuk was perfectly fine, without so much as a scratch on him.

In truth, Myeongjin was just as surprised. He did his best to hide it as he asked, "How were the preparations? I made most of them myself."

"If I'd known you were the one who made them, I wouldn't have asked Uncle Hwi to save you."

Myeongjin could tell he wasn't being rebuked. It was a compliment, praising the excellence of the hidden weapons he had created. How many people in this murim could joke so casually in a situation like this? After escaping that death trap of a tavern, it would have been natural to show a hint of pride, even in jest. Instead, he was praising his opponent. He was showing what true self-confidence looked like.

I've lost.

He felt a sense of respect for Geom Mugeuk. Respect for such a young man? Yet he felt no shame. After all, he was the benefactor who had saved his life.

"Are you badly hurt?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Myeongjin knew it was time to hand the fight over to them. He didn't insist on fighting to the end. It was a great shame, but he knew it was impossible to kill the Death King with his own abilities. Any pointless stubbornness would only be a burden to Hwi and Geom Mugeuk. The Death King was far stronger than he had anticipated.

Myeongjin leaped down from the roof. "It's tough to fight with a body that's only used to swinging a hammer. I'm going to rest for a bit, so you can deal with him."

At that, Geom Mugeuk leaped up, landing in the spot Myeongjin had just vacated.

"Thank you, Uncle."

It was an expression of gratitude to Hwi for successfully carrying out his request to protect Myeongjin. With Geom Mugeuk standing behind him, Hwi's expression shifted. Now that Geom Mugeuk was the one he had to protect, he became a completely different person. After all, bodyguards were people who changed completely depending on who stood at their back.

Looking at Hwi's back, Geom Mugeuk could feel it. Hwi wanted this fight with the Death King. This fight was an inevitable clash, born from two opposing destinies.

If Uncle Hwi is going to fight?

Geom Mugeuk called down to Myeongjin, who stood below the roof. There was something he could do to help him, something he was just as good at as swordsmanship.

"Do you know why your leader joined forces with them?"

"I don't. Do you?"

"They probably made him an offer. To make him the king of all the world's assassins. To make him the ruler of the night."

Myeongjin thought that might just be the case. The man was truly mad for the art of assassination. That might have been the only offer that could have swayed him.

"It sounds plausible, I'm sure, but in the end, doesn't it just mean they plan to use him as a hired blade?"

Seeing a twitch in that transparent gaze, Geom Mugeuk began to provoke the Death King in earnest.

"What kind of ruler takes orders from someone else? A ruler of the night who bows his head to the ruler of the day? That's pathetic. A ruler? Don't make me laugh! He's nothing but a tool."

Geom Mugeuk continued to spit out provocative words, intending to rattle the Death King's mind before the fight began.

"He only knows how to imitate the lives of others, but as for what kind of life he should live for himself..."

It was at that very moment.

KAAANG!

Two streaks of sword light flashed and vanished in an instant. One streak had aimed to cut Geom Mugeuk in two, while the other had intercepted it.

Of course, he wouldn't be Geom Mugeuk if he let that shut him up. Hwi had blocked the Death King's attack. It wasn't an attack meant to kill Geom Mugeuk, but a warning that screamed, 'Shut your mouth!'

Geom Mugeuk continued to provoke the Death King with a relaxed expression, as if certain Hwi would block any attack. This time, he used Myeongjin to do it.

"Do you know why that man is trying to break his principles?"

This was something Myeongjin himself was curious about.

"Why is that?"

"It's because he's jealous. He, the number one, commits murder without any principles, while you, the number two, live by a code..."

KRAKOOM!

The Soul Slaying Thunder erupted from the Death King's sleeve. It was far more powerful than the ones used by the assassins in the tavern.

However, an even more astonishing sight unfolded. Hwi's sword spun like a pinwheel, deflecting every single one of the incoming hidden weapons.

Myeongjin was stunned at the sight. Deflecting the hidden weapons of the Soul Slaying Thunder from that distance was something he couldn't have even imagined.

The Demonic Cult Leader's bodyguard... he's much stronger than I thought.

Hwi and the Death King stared at each other. No other reason was needed for this fight. They were, to each other, the most detestable of beings. A battle between polar opposites, representing the very murim itself.

Hwi, who was always so taciturn, finally spoke his mind.

"Assassins look down on bodyguards. They think all we know how to do is stand there and protect. So today, I intend to show him."

That bodyguards and assassins are two sides of the same coin.

"Just how well someone who knows how to protect can kill when they set their mind to it."


Chapter 490: Don't Be Lonely

"Show them, Uncle."

Geom Mugeuk would have stopped Hwi if he'd been agitated, but he was as calm as usual. This wasn't an impulsive or emotional fight.

It was a stern warning from a loyal man who had lived his entire life as a bodyguard to an assassin. It was also an inevitable clash created by two opposing destinies.

"Show them that the only place for assassins is hell, Uncle."

The moment Geom Mugeuk's words ended, Hwi shot forward without hesitation.

He was rushing toward the enemy.

It was a new side of him. He had always been seen only from the back as he blocked his opponent's attacks.

The Death King also didn't evade, countering with a swing of his dagger. His eyes grew even more transparent, and within that transparency, an unknown emotion was contained.

It was impossible to know what kind of emotion it was, but at least one thing could be felt for certain.

He was acknowledging his opponent.

KAANG!

The clear metallic sound of a sword and a dagger clashing announced the start of the fight.

Both men were martial artists who didn't reveal themselves to the world. They were people who moved in secret to achieve their goals. This was a battle between two such men.

Hwi's swordsmanship was a peerless martial art passed down through the heads of the Heavenly Demon's bodyguards.

The Demonic Soul Defensive Sword Art.

The Demonic Soul Defensive Sword Art was based on swift sword techniques. Due to the nature of a bodyguard, one's reactions had to be fast. This was because the first move a bodyguard received was always a surprise attack.

On the other hand, the martial art the Death King had mastered was the unique martial art of the Death Emperor, who had been the king of assassins three hundred years ago.

The Certain Hit Assassin's Dagger Art (暗杀匕击术).

He had mastered a martial art known as a legend in the world of assassins.

Hwi fiercely pushed the Death King back.

Geom Mugeuk realized for the first time that Hwi, who had always shown only a calm demeanor, had such a rough side. Today's Hwi was like a reckless fighter who knew no retreat.

Sparks erupted as the sword and dagger clashed in mid-air.

The Certain Hit Assassin's Dagger Art was also a martial art based on speed. Because of this, the clash between the two men was so fast it was invisible to the eye. It was an exchange where a moment of carelessness would lead to death.

CHWAAAK.

The line of Hwi's sword drew a semicircle, attempting to slice the Death King in half.

KAANG!

After blocking the attack, the Death King thrust his dagger out repeatedly. The three strikes he unleashed in an instant aimed precisely for his opponent's vital points.

Hwi blocked the attack with his sword, then shot up into the air and stabbed down at the Death King repeatedly from above.

The Death King slid back as if gliding, evading the attack. He too employed a remarkable footwork befitting the martial art he practiced.

The Death King persistently aimed for Hwi's life.

Hwi tried to sever the Death King's torso.

The sword and dagger, filled with their masters' killing intent, met and produced the sound of instruments playing a fast tune.

CHAENG! CHAENG CHAENG! CHAECHAECHAECHAECHAENG!

Sparks flew with each impact. Their exchange was so fast that sparks flew in all directions, as if firecrackers were exploding. It was a grand feast of rapidly unfolding defensive swordplay and assassination arts.

Brushing past the opponent, leaping over him, advancing and retreating, clashing and separating. Their bodies moved as swiftly as their sword and dagger. Blood splattered as the blades grazed each other's skin.

Hwi was displaying a martial art so brilliant and magnificent that it made one wonder how he could have possibly lived a quiet life with such skills.

The Death King was being pushed back by Hwi's fierce momentum.

The martial arts of Hwi, who had never attacked first in his life, seemed to be saying this.

[We simply chose not to kill.]

A look of bewilderment crossed the Death King's face. He must have known his opponent was strong, but he likely hadn't expected him to be this strong.

Watching this, Myeongjin was reminded anew that his own survival against the Death King earlier was entirely thanks to Hwi.

It was because Hwi was such a strong person.

The Death King, having sensed that, had not acted rashly.

However, the Death King was no ordinary man either. He was, after all, blocking all of Hwi's incredible attacks. Their skills were truly neck and neck.

While Geom Mugeuk wished for and was confident in Hwi's victory, he was inwardly tense.

Uncle!

If the enemy hadn't been the Death King, he wouldn't have been this nervous.

Should he leave it to Hwi until the end since it was his fight?

Absolutely not. If Hwi was in the slightest danger, he would intervene immediately. Even if he earned Hwi's resentment later, he would jump in without a shred of hesitation.

Hwi and the Death King. From the start, Hwi's life and the Death King's life were not objects of comparison. He wouldn't trade Hwi for a thousand Death Kings, no, not even for all the assassins in the Central Plains.

Suddenly, his father's words came to mind.

If you're going to put Hwi at the forefront, you take responsibility.

In this moment, he was truly putting Hwi at the forefront.

I will take responsibility, Father.

It was at that very moment.

SHWIIK!

Someone launched a surprise attack from behind Geom Mugeuk.

CHAENG!

Geom Mugeuk spun around and blocked the sneak attack with his sword, then made a shushing gesture at his opponent.

"Just a moment! This is an important moment."

He turned his head back toward where Hwi and the Death King were fighting. It was indeed a tense moment in their battle.

Something burst from the Death King's hand.

PAPAPAK!

Steel needles shot out from a small, finger-sized cylinder hidden in his left hand.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

Hwi deflected the incoming hidden weapons with his sword and soared upwards. He had anticipated that this surprise attack would be linked to the next, so he launched an attack first as he flew up. He had substituted offense for defense.

PAPAPAPAK!

Despite the unexpected counterattack, the Death King didn't panic and dodged the attack.

Hwi had been prepared for the Death King's surprise attacks.

He had been fighting while thinking it was rather strange for an assassin to engage in such a direct confrontation.

Only after Hwi safely overcame the surprise attack did Geom Mugeuk look at the assassin behind him.

Geom Mugeuk's sword was already embedded in his heart. There was no way the assassin would have just stood still because Geom Mugeuk had shushed him. Just as he was about to attack again, Geom Mugeuk had stabbed him in the heart and killed him without looking back.

Geom Mugeuk turned his head and looked down the street. Here and there, people were peeking out, watching the fight. A good number of them were likely assassins just waiting for an opportunity.

Geom Mugeuk said to Myeongjin.

"Well then, let's go too!"

He meant that they should take care of all the assassins. Since there was no telling how they might interfere in the two men's fight, it was advantageous to get rid of them as quickly as possible.

Of course, even in the midst of this, Geom Mugeuk's attention was on Hwi's fight. Though he seemed to be looking only in this direction, he was paying attention to both sides, displaying a divine skill that only a true master who had reached a genuine realm could perform.

"Let's do it," Myeongjin replied.

It didn't feel real to him. The fact that he was on the same side as the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, facing the Death King. It was a life he couldn't have imagined just a few days ago.

Right, I must carry out the task I've accepted.

The two men strode down the street.

There was someone pretending to be a spectator who was undoubtedly an assassin. However, that was a foolish choice that greatly underestimated Myeongjin's memory.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

The assassin dodged Myeongjin's daggers that flew at him in succession, but...

PUUK!

...he couldn't avoid Geom Mugeuk's sword that rushed in right after.

"Pick them all out!"

Myeongjin nodded. It was a nod that signaled his break from the Hell Mansion, and furthermore, from all assassin organizations.

At that moment, something poured down from a two-story building.

CHWARRRRRRK.

What rained down onto the street were star-shaped hidden weapons. Where they landed on the ground, sharp blades protruded.

They weren't hidden weapons meant to kill an opponent by hitting them, but hidden weapons intended to be spread on the ground to slow movement. Stepping on those sharp points would result in immediate poisoning.

However, these were not that kind of hidden weapon.

"Be careful where you step!" Geom Mugeuk warned.

Myeongjin shouted.

"Be careful now!"

The moment Myeongjin's shout ended, the hidden weapons lying on the ground launched as if exploding.

PAKPAKPAKPAKPAKPAKPAKPAK!

The blades that shot out from the explosion flew in all directions.

It was an attack that exploited the fact that people who see such hidden weapons would typically be careful not to step on them, never expecting them to launch like this.

With a warning, there was no way Geom Mugeuk couldn't dodge it.

"Don't tell me you made these too?"

"I'm sorry, but yes, I did."

"If we survive this..."

"You have to use this technique for me later too!"

At that, Geom Mugeuk leaped up and said, "We will definitely survive!"

He flew to the second floor, the very place from which the hidden weapons had just been scattered.

PAJIJIK.

Geom Mugeuk shattered the window and flew straight into the room.

SHWIIIIK!

The dagger of an assassin waiting by the window grazed past Geom Mugeuk's face. It must have been an incredibly regrettable moment for the assassin, but in that split second of breaking through the window, Geom Mugeuk had already sensed his presence.

The moment he killed him, hidden weapons shot out from under the bed, aiming for Geom Mugeuk's ankles. This too was a sneak attack that would not be easy to dodge, but...

PUK! PUK!

...Geom Mugeuk was already standing on the bed, plunging his sword into it.

That wasn't the only attack designed for this room. A closet burst open, and an assassin's attack followed.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

In his hand was a very small crossbow. It was a crossbow that could fire repeatedly, and its power was truly immense.

PWAK! PWAK! PWAK! PWAK!

The wall where Geom Mugeuk had been standing was riddled with holes.

However, at the same time, the assassin fell backward. A dagger was already embedded in his forehead. It was the dagger Myeongjin had given him as a gift.

When he looked out the window again, two assassins were attacking Myeongjin. It was an ambush that took advantage of the moment Geom Mugeuk had flown up to the second floor.

They were not ordinary assassins. They were special-grade assassins hidden among the first-grade assassins.

They were the Black Shadow Assassin Duo, who had been disguised as the owner and clerk of the cloth shop.

They attacked Myeongjin in a pincer move, thrusting their swords from the left and right. Whether they were the owner or the clerk, their disguises were meaningless since their opponent was Myeongjin. They had to eliminate Myeongjin as quickly as possible for their disguises to be effective.

A bloody battle against two special-grade assassins.

Although Myeongjin's arm was injured, he was showing that he hadn't won his position as the second-in-command of the Hell Mansion by a coin toss.

The figures of Hwi and the Death King fighting on the roof were no longer visible. The sounds of their battle could be heard from beyond the building.

Geom Mugeuk's figure cut through the air. He was not heading toward where Hwi was fighting, nor where Myeongjin was fighting. He had spotted someone aiming at Myeongjin from the window of another building.

He was Karma, a special-grade assassin from Deathsky.

As Geom Mugeuk rushed toward him, the hidden weapons that had been aimed at Myeongjin were fired at Geom Mugeuk instead.

CHARARARARANG!

The hidden weapons, which flew with a sharp whistling sound, were a unique hidden weapon used by the assassin organization Deathsky.

The Paralysis Smoke Ring.

An absolute hidden weapon with the highest kill rate.

The thrown hidden weapon possessed a terrifying power that could tear the flesh and bones of a martial artist with a mere graze. However, the true nature of this hidden weapon did not lie there.

SEOGEOK!

The moment Geom Mugeuk sliced the incoming hidden weapon with his sword...

PEONG!

...paralysis powder burst out from the severed weapon. It wasn't a poison, but a drug that momentarily rendered one's muscles useless.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been flying, fell downward.

Instead, Karma leaped out from the window. This brief moment when his opponent was paralyzed was precisely the moment he had been aiming for.

SHWAAEK!

Just as Karma, with his falling momentum, was about to bisect the head of the stiffened Geom Mugeuk...

SHWIIIK! SEOGEOK!

...Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword was drawn in an instant and sliced his neck.

Karma died with his eyes wide open, an expression of incomprehension on his face.

It had never failed before, not even once.

However, the paralysis powder had no effect on Geom Mugeuk. Karma had never experienced such a case, which was why he, a special-grade assassin, was defeated in a single move.

Geom Mugeuk turned around and threw a dagger.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

The three daggers flew toward one of the members of the Black Shadow Assassin Duo.

His opponent turned and deflected the daggers, but that was enough to break the stalemate of the fight.

PUUK!

Myeongjin didn't miss the opportunity and stabbed his opponent's arm and thigh in succession. With one of them injured, the tide of the tense battle turned.

"So, make me lots of gifts in the future! See how they come back to you when you need them?"

Joking, even in a situation like this?

Myeongjin wanted to retort, but he didn't have the luxury.

Leaving him to fight the remaining member of the Black Shadow Assassin Duo after finishing one off, Geom Mugeuk's figure landed on the roof of the opposite building.

Hwi and the Death King were fighting in the empty lot behind. Their sword and dagger were clashing so fast they were invisible.

Geom Mugeuk wasn't looking at their weapons, but at the look in their eyes.

He can win.

Hwi's skill was solid. It was like a great fortress wall that would not crumble in any wind. The Death King probably felt it even more keenly.

The Death King threw a volley of hidden weapons to create distance.

At that very moment, his dagger shone with a white light.

Dangerous!

Geom Mugeuk could tell he was about to use a major technique. Just as he was about to step in, he saw Hwi's face. His expression was calm, not tense at all.

A silver radiance burst forth from the tip of the Death King's dagger.

The next moment!

SWAAAAAAAAAANG!

Dozens of silver enhanced qi poured down toward Hwi.

The Flying Dagger Meteor Rain.

One of the secret techniques of the Certain Hit Assassin's Dagger Art.

Against the silver enhanced qi that poured down like rain, no, like light, Hwi's sword began to embroider the air.

CHACHACHACHACHACHACHAK!

Geom Mugeuk saw it. The sword lines being rapidly drawn in front of Hwi. Would it look like this if one watched a spider building its web at high speed?

Sword lines created in an instant.

The ultimate technique of the Demonic Soul Defensive Sword Art, imbued with the will to block any attack without fail.

The Protective Sword Wall.

Geom Mugeuk saw it for the first time. The sword wall created by Hwi.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWANGKWANGKWANG! KWANGKWANG!

The enhanced qi and the sword wall collided. The silver radiances shattered into pieces and scattered into halos of light. The Death King's attack had been blocked.

The Death King was genuinely surprised, as he never expected the Flying Dagger Meteor Rain to be blocked.

"The Demonic Cult Leader's bodyguard."

And he was genuinely impressed.

"You're more than the rumors say."

Hwi stood silently, his sword hanging loosely.

It was at that moment.

HWIKHWIKHWIKHWIKHWIKHWIKHWIKHWIK!

A dozen or so assassins dropped down on either side of the Death King. Just from their movements, it was clear they were not of ordinary skill.

The Death King, as if his only goal was to kill his opponent, rushed toward Hwi along with the assassins.

It had been such a close fight with just the Death King alone.

However, Hwi didn't get scared or try to flee. A bodyguard must be even calmer at times like these.

Hwi thought of the Cult Leader behind him. He thought of the Young Cult Leader behind him. Because in such situations, he was someone who could draw out two, three times his strength.

"Assassins to hell!"

He repeated the words Geom Mugeuk had said at the beginning of the fight. Coming from Hwi's mouth, the words carried a different weight.

Hwi gripped his sword firmly and charged forward. He didn't retreat. Because behind him were the Cult Leader, the Young Cult Leader, and his pride as the head of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's bodyguards.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's voice came from behind.

"Don't be lonely, Uncle! We're on your side here!"

The next moment.

SSSSSSSSSSSST.

The assassins rushing toward Hwi were horrified.

Something had spread out wide on either side of Hwi, who was charging to meet them.

The thing that made their eyes bulge was terrifyingly shaped demonic spirits.

Geom Mugeuk had unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Great Annihilation Stance.

All the demonic spirits, except for the one at Hwi's position, split and spread out like wings on either side of Hwi.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The demonic spirits charged forward along with Hwi.


Chapter 491: Hwi's Concealment is Not a Martial Art

The Death King knew the moment he saw the evil spirits.

It's the Heavenly Demon martial arts!

He recognized it because it was the only martial art that could summon such terrifying evil spirits. Seeing the Heavenly Demon martial arts in person, which he had only ever heard about, was unusually intimidating. Just looking at it was enough to extinguish one's fighting spirit.

If it affected the Death King this way, how would it be for the assassins running alongside him?

Their bodies were still moving, but they had already lost their will to fight. Some of them slowed their pace, and others stopped in their tracks. They were experienced assassins who had been through countless battles, but their hearts froze the first time they saw the evil spirits of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

The assassins resisted in their own ways. Some threw throwing knives while others unleashed hidden weapons. They raised their protective enhanced qi or fired off sword qi.

However, nothing worked.

Neither their attacks nor their protective enhanced qi had any effect. The swords they thrust out couldn't even scratch the black evil spirits. Even the assassins who leaped into the air to escape were dragged down by an invisible demonic qi. It was a move they could not evade with their level of skill.

PUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUK!

Shattering, splitting, and crushing, the evil spirits swept through, destroying everything.

The only one left was the Death King, who had been running to face Hwi.

The Death King's heart pounded as if it would burst. It was the first time he had shown any tension since the fight began.

What if the evil spirits had been in Hwi's position, pushing toward him? Could he really have blocked them?

CHAAAAANG!

After a single clash, Hwi and the Death King retreated. The two men looked around. The assassins had been turned into pools of blood, their forms unrecognizable.

Hwi raised his sword toward the pools of blood and paid his respects formally. He wasn't paying respect to the dead.

It was a sign of respect for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Hwi was moved. Whenever the Heavenly Demon practiced his martial arts, Hwi had always left or turned his back, never once watching. On the rare occasion he saw the Nine Calamities Demonic Art being unleashed, he always showed his respect. But now, he had run alongside that very Nine Calamities Demonic Art. To his awe, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art had saved his life. Could there be a more moving moment related to martial arts? He could say with certainty that there was not.

In contrast, the Death King gazed around with now calm eyes. He felt no regret for the deaths of his subordinates. Only a cold wind blew through his empty heart.

Hwi turned toward Geom Mugeuk.

What words were needed in this situation?

In response to the gratitude in Hwi's eyes, Geom Mugeuk gave a single nod.

I'm the one who should be thanking you, Uncle.

After all, Geom Mugeuk held more gratitude and respect for Hwi, who always protected his father, than for anyone else.

After exchanging nods with Hwi, Geom Mugeuk provoked the Death King again.

"I understand. Assassins are cowards by nature, aren't they?"

It was a taunt about him attacking with the other assassins. Geom Mugeuk tried to stir his emotions, but it didn't work on the Death King.

At that moment, Myeongjin remarked, "He's a man without emotions."

At those words, the Death King stared at Myeongjin. His gaze held at least some dregs of emotion for Myeongjin.

Geom Mugeuk inserted himself between their gazes.

"A person has to speak. If you don't like something, say you don't like it. If you hate something, say you hate it. How am I supposed to know what you're thinking if you just stare like that?"

The Death King finally opened his mouth.

"What is there to say between us?"

"I have many questions for you."

The Death King waited for Geom Mugeuk to continue.

"What did you receive as payment for my contract? Were you really promised the position of the ruler of the night?"

Geom Mugeuk had used it to tease the Death King, but he also thought there might be another reason.

However, the Death King did not answer.

"It is my principle not to speak about my contracts."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The only thought in the man's mind was to successfully complete this assassination, no matter what.

When the Death King gave a signal, assassins revealed themselves all at once. They walked out of alleys and appeared on rooftops. The number of assassins hidden in various places reached into the dozens.

"You've gathered quite a crowd just to kill me."

They were all skilled and successful assassins. In particular, some truly fearsome assassins classified as top tier were mixed in among them. They were hiding their identities as best they could, but on this side, there was Myeongjin.

[The one on the right of the two on the left rooftop, the entrance to the right alley, the bearded man in the center...]

He informed Geom Mugeuk of the top tier assassins he knew via telepathy.

[Are you worried I might die?]

[My betrayal would only have meaning if you survive.]

Now that he knew the Hell Mansion had annihilated his family, there was no need to call it a betrayal. The words came out unconsciously since he had stayed there for so long.

[Don't think of it as a betrayal. It's a job for them, and it's a job for you, isn't it?]

[A job?]

[Didn't you commission it yourself? You and they are all just doing your jobs.]

A faint smile touched Myeongjin's lips. Even in this situation, Geom Mugeuk was looking out for his feelings. The words Geom Mugeuk had offered were a clear comfort.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Death King and the assassins and drew his sword.

"That's right, what words are needed between us?"

Then, Hwi took a step forward toward the Death King.

Hwi's back seemed to say it all.

Leave the Death King to me until the very end. This fight is my fight.

I understand, Uncle. But please be careful!

The Death King stared at Hwi with transparent eyes. Just like Hwi, the Death King's eyes now saw only Hwi.

The Death King knew. The greatest obstacle in this contract was not Geom Mugeuk, who had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but this man, Hwi.

For assassins, the strength of an opponent's martial arts is not a problem. Their job was to find a weakness and kill the target, no matter how strong the martial arts.

However, that wouldn't work on this bodyguard of the Demonic Cult Leader.

Because he was the one who compensated for those weaknesses.


Without a clear signal of who went first, Hwi and the Death King rushed at each other and clashed. A sharp metallic sound accompanied the countless sword lines that appeared. These were not ordinary lines. They were lines containing a lifetime of training, drawn again and again, aiming for the opponent's life.

As the two began to fight, Geom Mugeuk was also leaping toward the assassins.

If the regular and top tier assassins were dogs and wolves, then Geom Mugeuk was a single, massive tiger. Among the assassins were those who considered themselves grim reapers who governed life and death.

And now was the moment they met a real grim reaper.

Leaping at his opponent, Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step and vanished from sight in an instant.

When a startled assassin turned his head to the left to find Geom Mugeuk's location, his view was not of the left, but of the sky. Thud. Geom Mugeuk's sword had already sliced deep into his neck.

At that moment, a sword flew toward Geom Mugeuk. It was the fastest swordsman among the Hell Mansion's assassins.

I got him!

His blade was already reaching Geom Mugeuk's neck.

PUUK!

However, Geom Mugeuk's sword had split his heart first.

How?

Even as he died, he couldn't understand. His opponent had reacted much later, so how?

But for assassins, was this the only incomprehensible thing they would face?

Geom Mugeuk stabbed another assassin in the heart and neck consecutively, then used him as a shield as he pushed forward. The assassin behind him had his throat pierced by the sword that flew out from behind the corpse.

SHWIIK! SWAEK!

Swords flew in from the left and right. The blades passed by, just barely grazing Geom Mugeuk's body.

Internal sighs of regret.

So close.

It was so close that one might think there was almost no difference in skill. This was a situation that could only be orchestrated because the skill gap was, in fact, overwhelming. To dodge so narrowly meant he was fighting in a truly optimized way.

SHWIIIIIIII.

SLASH! SLASH!

Sliding forward with the Vanishing Step, Geom Mugeuk's sword cut through the assassins standing on both sides. The assassins fell in what was truly a flash.

What was even more surprising was that even while fighting like this, Geom Mugeuk was also paying attention to Hwi's fight. He was grasping the state of the battle through fleeting glimpses of Hwi and the Death King's movements and the sound of a sword clashing with a throwing knife.

On top of that, Geom Mugeuk was also keeping an eye on Myeongjin.

Myeongjin was fighting well. He used every technique he possessed to deal with the assassins. He also utilized gadgets he had made himself. The hidden weapons he threw exploded, killing the surrounding assassins. He understood the psychology of assassins better than anyone.

Of course, the assassins didn't just take it. They used all sorts of hidden weapons. Blades sprang from their shoes, and hidden weapons coated in deadly poison flew from all directions.

In the midst of that chaotic battle, Myeongjin felt an attack coming from behind and despaired.

Too late!

It was an attack from a top tier assassin brought in from the outside. He knew nothing about him, so he hadn't expected a stab from behind so quickly.

I'll give up my shoulder.

The moment Myeongjin twisted his body to avoid instant death.

SHWIIIIIIING!

Something grazed past his face with a tremendous gust of wind.

PUUUUK!

What had pierced the neck of the assassin rushing in from behind was Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword.

Myeongjin didn't even have a moment to express his gratitude. Assassins swarmed both of them like a hive of bees. They thought this was their chance, especially when the sword disappeared from Geom Mugeuk's hand.

However, it was also an opportunity for Geom Mugeuk. A chance to try out one of his martial arts in a real battle.

Dodging an incoming sword, Geom Mugeuk threw a punch.

PEOK!

An assassin with shattered ribs flew far into the distance and tumbled.

RUMBLE!

The sound of thunder came from his fist. It was the Fist Demon the Thunder Arhat Fist.

PUK! PEOK! PUK!

He lightly dodged the incoming swords and threw his fists. The assassins' jaws were shattered and their internal organs ruptured. A death more painful than being killed by a sword awaited them.

Overwhelmed by his momentum, the assassins paused their attack for a moment.

Geom Mugeuk extended his hand in one direction.

WHOOSH.

Then, the Black Demon Sword, which had been embedded in a corpse, pulled itself out and rose into the air.

Fear washed over the hearts of the few assassins who were watching. They were men who had always lived believing that death was something that happened to their opponents. Now, they felt as if death itself was floating in the air, watching them. That death crossed the air and entered Geom Mugeuk's hand.

Of course, that didn't mean the assassins simply retreated. They tenaciously tried to kill Geom Mugeuk and Myeongjin. Sword qi poured down on Geom Mugeuk. A steel net was cast, and poisoned hidden weapons flew. They unleashed every technique and every assassination skill they had ever learned.

However, it was no use.

Where on earth could he possibly dodge? There was space to dodge.

How could he possibly counterattack in that situation? Geom Mugeuk did.

He found an impossible direction, adjusted the angle, and controlled his speed.

PUAAAAAK!

And so, the last assassin fell, spewing blood. Geom Mugeuk, already covered in blood, did not avoid the splattering gore. As always, Geom Mugeuk didn't spare the dead a single glance.

Myeongjin watched the scene in silence.

This was not the Geom Mugeuk he had known until now. The man before him felt less like the talkative, joking Young Cult Leader and more like a lonely God of War who had survived the battlefield alone.

This is the Young Cult Leader's true self.

Just then, Myeongjin's eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes, which had so perfectly suited the word 'loneliness', now held a bright smile. It was the moment the cheerful Geom Mugeuk returned.

"You survived."

Myeongjin nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words and replied, "I have a contract to finish, after all."

The two men's gazes intertwined in the air.

However, now was not the time to share their feelings. The two of them looked toward where Hwi and the Death King were fighting.

Their fight, too, was reaching its final stage.

And that final stage was utterly silent.

Neither the Death King nor Hwi could be seen. They were fighting while concealed. The concealment of an assassin and the concealment of a bodyguard. It was the final choice of two men who took pride in their concealment.

In a place where there was nothing, only the blades of a sword and a throwing knife flashed.

CHAENG! CHAEENG!

Sparks flew in midair. The throwing knife and sword that appeared for an instant vanished again.

SWAEK! PAAT!

Each time a blade glinted, someone's blood splattered. They were men who could sense a presence that wasn't even breathing and cut down their opponent. It was truly a duel between those with the ultimate skill in the art of concealment.

Everything they had was at play in this fight. Innate talent, senses, all their efforts up to now, their mindset, and even luck. Surely, one of them would have a greater sum of all these things.

SLASH! PAAAK!

Once again, the sound of flesh being cut was followed by a burst of blood in the air. Judging by the amount of blood, the wound was deeper this time than before.

PAAK!

Simultaneously, the opponent also burst with blood. Neither man meekly allowed an attack. If one was cut, he cut his opponent back.

Blood splattered, and then splattered again.

Since neither man let out a single scream, Geom Mugeuk and Myeongjin couldn't tell who was more deeply wounded.

Uncle!

Since the fight had become a battle of concealment, it wasn't easy for him to intervene. If he intervened carelessly, Hwi could be the one to get hurt. In a situation where their minds were focused to the extreme, he was the biggest variable that could distract Hwi's concentration.

Getting cut and cut again, hiding, revealing, sensing, and sensing again. Giving up flesh to aim for bone, then hiding again.

Just as that breathtaking fight continued.

SHWIIIIING.

SWAAAAAENG.

Two sounds of slicing wind, different from before, were heard. And the sound that followed was not the sound of mere flesh being cut. It was the sound of flesh and bone being pierced.

PUUUUK!

Silence fell upon the place.

DRIP. DRIP.

Blood trickled down from midair. From that spot, the concealment began to unravel, and a figure started to appear.

A man slowly revealed himself. Blood was flowing from his pierced heart.

Now, the figure of the person who had stabbed him also slowly came into view. The blood flowing down the blade, the hand gripping its hilt, the outstretched arm, and then the man who had fought with all his might was revealed.

It was Hwi.

Geom Mugeuk let out a deep sigh of relief and looked up at the sky.

Thank you, truly, thank you.

He didn't know how many times he had regretted it while watching the fight. He should have come alone. He should have made some excuse to come alone. Because he had been so anxious, Geom Mugeuk was now so happy he wanted to shout.

Geom Mugeuk thought that perhaps this was what had decided the outcome of the battle. It probably didn't matter whose concealment technique was superior or more sophisticated. What decided victory and defeat was likely the fact that Hwi had lived his life concealed for far longer than the Death King. Because Hwi was a man who had silently protected his father while concealed his entire life. Hwi's concealment was not a martial art, but his life itself. In the end, wasn't it Hwi's devotion that made it possible to kill the Death King?

A gush of blood poured from the Death King's mouth.

When this job began, the Death King had never imagined such a death. If he were to die, he had thought it would be at the hands of the Demonic Cult Leader or that Young Cult Leader.

For the first time, emotion showed on the Death King's face. It was anger and irritation. He didn't speak, but his expression seemed to say.

[To be killed by a mere bodyguard of all people.]

Hwi had shown him. Just how well a person who knows how to protect can kill when they set their mind to it.

Hwi looked into the Death King's transparent eyes, from which life was fading, and spoke calmly. Perhaps his words represented the hearts of all bodyguards.

"We simply chose a life of protection."


Chapter 492: Anxiety Must Be Tamed with Skill

Having finished speaking, Hwi drew his sword in a single motion.

The Death King collapsed backward, spewing blood. He had already died standing before he even hit the ground.

It was the moment of death for the Death King. Though currently just the head of the Hell Mansion, he would one day have become the king of assassins and occupied a seat among the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

Hwi didn't linger on his death, nor on the afterglow of the battle he had risked his life for.

SWISH.

After flicking the blood from his blade, Hwi sheathed it again. As if he had sent the last battle away with the flicked blood, he didn't even glance at the Death King's corpse.

He had finished the fight to kill and returned to being a person who protects.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to Hwi and spoke with a respectful bow. He said nothing else. At this moment, this was the only thing a bodyguard needed to hear.

"Thank you for protecting me."

Hwi stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment without a word. He was the one who should be expressing gratitude.

If the Young Cult Leader hadn't unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art when the Death King and his assassins had attacked, he would have died then.

The Young Cult Leader's help didn't end there. Throughout today's fight, he had fought with the mindset of protecting him. He was able to display his best skills when he had the will to protect someone.

Myeongjin was watching the two of them. The talkative Geom Mugeuk and the taciturn Hwi. They were two very different people, yet Myeongjin suddenly felt that they were similar.

Why did he think that?

Then, Myeongjin suddenly recalled the image of Geom Mugeuk standing before the dead assassins. He realized that his lonely appearance resembled the aura of this man named Hwi.

Myeongjin shared his feelings.

"Somehow, you two seem alike."

At Myeongjin's words, Geom Mugeuk joked playfully.

"The mister and I have a lot in common. We're handsome, cool, and taciturn."

Hwi smiled faintly, while Myeongjin made a face of disbelief at the word "taciturn." In this pleasant atmosphere, the three of them exchanged glances.

Hwi's gaze toward Myeongjin had also softened compared to before the fight. He still disliked assassins, but for today at least, they were comrades who had risked their lives together.

Geom Mugeuk checked on Hwi's condition.

"But are your injuries okay?"

He knew Hwi had avoided serious wounds, but his body was covered in blood.

"I'm fine. Fortunately, they're just skin-deep cuts."

Hwi opened the front of his clothes.

"I was able to fight more aggressively because of this, which the Young Cult Leader gave me."

It wasn't as if he had defeated the Death King solely because of the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, but Hwi gave the credit to Geom Mugeuk anyway.

This was the kind of person Hwi was. A life of giving credit to others while quietly protecting someone from the shadows. That life had killed the Death King today.

"You were amazing today, mister."

Hwi smiled faintly. Geom Mugeuk wanted to praise him to his heart's content today, but Hwi seemed awkward with this kind of atmosphere.

So Hwi quickly changed the subject.

"I'll leave the cleanup here to this Branch."

"Please do."

Now Myeongjin asked Geom Mugeuk.

"What should I do?"

"Why are you asking me that?"

Because it's up to you. It was a situation where he would have to become a subordinate if told, or die if ordered. Of course, that was a thought born from not yet knowing the man named Geom Mugeuk well.

"You should live your own life now."

Myeongjin paused for a moment before asking cautiously.

"Is it really okay for me to leave just like this?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Myeongjin could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was sincerely trying to give him his freedom.

Then, a single sentence escaped his lips, almost like a monologue.

"What am I supposed to do with my life now?"

It was a question directed at himself, not Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk regarded that feeling of helplessness as a joy.

"Isn't this the best time? Right now, when nothing is decided. It's best when you're choosing an item, and best when you're making a plan. So, savor this moment."

You really are something. Myeongjin didn't know how many times he had said or thought this about Geom Mugeuk.

Myeongjin revealed his honest feelings to Geom Mugeuk.

"You said it, didn't you? That it would be nice if there was at least one cool assassin somewhere in this world who would kill a villain for a single coin offered by a kid who lost their parents unfairly. But you saw me wrong. I'm not a big-hearted person who takes on a job for a single coin. I set principles for my killings, but even then, I was greedy for money."

Geom Mugeuk looked at him with clear, deep eyes.

But the future you lived such a life. Then again, I can't guarantee you'll live that same life again in this lifetime. That was his life before the regression, and in this life, he was a different person. In this life, we were clearly living different lives.

"Decide how you'll live slowly."

"I've already decided."

Geom Mugeuk asked in surprise.

"Can you decide something so important this easily?"

"That's why. It's too important, so I won't be able to find the right answer no matter how much I think about it. Thinking too long just leads to a bad move. In times like these, the first thought that comes to mind is often the right answer."

That was what Myeongjin thought. He had lived his entire life as an assassin, what other kind of life could he live? Open an inn and live a carefree life? He'd probably just get frustrated dealing with difficult customers.

"I'm thinking of running a small smithy."

Making various weapons and devices was something he truly loved.

"That suits you well."

Perhaps the act of resolving injustices for a price will happen at that smithy. Geom Mugeuk pictured him working in a small smithy. Fate wouldn't just leave a man who had been through such turmoil alone. Perhaps a single coin...

"If, by any chance, a day comes when you're hammering away at some iron and suddenly think, 'this isn't it,' then go and find Master Gwak at our Cult's smithy. If you tell him I sent you, he'll meet you. He'll be able to give you an answer, whether it's about weariness with your work or weariness with your life."

At Geom Mugeuk's consideration, Myeongjin's eyes shone intensely.

"Why are you being so good to me?"

"It's not just for you. Seeing your skills will surely stimulate our Master Gwak as well. Then wouldn't that be a good thing for both of you, and for our Cult?"

He said that, but Myeongjin could feel it. It was a gesture for his sake. He didn't say he wouldn't forget the favor. That was always a matter to be answered with actions.

"I'll send you some good items I make from time to time."

"Well, we're the type who never refuses a gift. I'll accept it gratefully."

The two men looked at each other and smiled.

Myeongjin performed a respectful clasped hands greeting. His final farewell was very polite.

"I believe the Young Cult Leader will become a Heavenly Demon the likes of which this murim has never seen again. I pray you achieve your grand ambition."

At his sincere farewell, Geom Mugeuk also returned a polite bow. He had lived his entire life bound to an organization.

"May you live freely."

Myeongjin nodded and then bowed politely to Hwi as well.

"Meeting you, I've learned that a life of protecting is far more difficult and valuable than a life of killing."

Hwi also sent him off with a respectful clasped hands greeting.

"Live well, wherever you are."

And with that, Myeongjin left the place.

Geom Mugeuk watched until his figure had completely disappeared.

"Watching someone start a new life... it feels good just to see it."

Hwi could feel a certain longing in Geom Mugeuk's eyes. A feeling that perhaps this Young Cult Leader, more than anyone, desperately wished for such a free life.

Geom Mugeuk turned his head toward Hwi. The longing that had filled his eyes a moment ago was gone.

"Uncle, let's head back too."

Geom Mugeuk and Hwi walked away from that place, shoulder to shoulder.


Father was in his quarters at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse, making something.

His back was turned, and he was so engrossed in his work that I couldn't bring myself to offer an unorthodox greeting.

"Don't tell me? Are you making a weapon that can conquer the murim?"

That was almost the atmosphere.

Then, my father turned to face me. Seeing what was in his hands, I burst out laughing.

"Nope. You're trying to conquer the fish."

What he was making was a fishing rod. I had beaten my father twice in our fishing duels on the way to Shaanxi.

We had agreed to have another match on the way back, and it seemed he was already preparing for it. Father had naturally believed that we would return safely.

"I'm back, Father."

"I have returned from my mission, Cult Leader."

As we gave our formal greetings, my father attended to Hwi before his own son.

"You're injured."

Hwi had changed out of his blood-stained martial arts uniform before entering, but my father had noticed at a glance.

"They're all just scratches."

I couldn't just let his worried gaze toward Hwi pass. I raised my hand high toward my father.

"Your son's here too! I might've got invisible internal injuries!"

Father ignored my words and rose from his seat, walking to one of the walls. He then searched for something in a leather pouch hanging there.

Father usually retrieved items with telekinesis, so what could it be that he was searching for by hand?

What my father brought from the pouch and offered to Hwi was a small, pure white bottle.

"Apply this."

It was the wound salve used by the Heavenly Demon himself. Naturally, its efficacy was incomparable to ordinary salves.

"Apply it."

"I can't. I dare not apply the Cult Leader's medicine."

At my father's firm word, Hwi could no longer refuse.

"Thank you."

Father's gaze was deep as he watched Hwi bow his head. The fact that Hwi was this injured told my father just how fierce the battle had been.

"Father! I have a cut too!"

Then, my father gave a contemptuous laugh and held out his hand. The leather pouch opened on its own, and this time a different bottle flew out and shot toward me.

"That's the most half-hearted telekinesis I've ever seen."

That wasn't all. After checking the medicine bottle, I shouted.

"This is too much! This is a wound salve I already have!"

The one he gave Hwi was the highest quality, exclusive to the Heavenly Demon, while this was a lower-grade wound salve.

Hwi, whose eyes met mine, bowed his head with a helpless expression.

"Take it or leave it."

When my father held out his hand to take it back, I quickly tucked it into my robes.

"Still, it's the first wound salve my father has given me, so I should apply it. I'll use it for a long, long time."

Father stood up from his seat.

"You let that man get hurt, so you must be punished, right? Follow me."

If you're going to put Hwi in front, you're responsible for protecting him. You've broken that promise.

"It's a misunderstanding. I tried my best not to get hurt because I was worried the mister's heart would ache if I did! Of course, I might have been the only one trying my best! Father!"

Father took me to a deserted, open area near the safehouse. He drew his sword there and said.

"From now on, you shouldn't create situations where you need to apply medicine."

I could tell. He intended to teach me a lesson through a duel. It wasn't a punishment, but a reward. A reward for both of us returning safely, and his way of expressing joy.

Thank you, Father.

I stood about ten paces away from my father. And today's duel was different.

Father revealed no aura whatsoever. But despite that, there was an energy that dominated the space. It was the energy of the Heavenly Demon Sword.

It seemed my father wanted me to feel only the energy of the sword.

In that case?

I, too, withdrew all of my aura. I tried not to reveal even a wisp of energy, not even the slightest presence, as I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword.

The palpable energy of the Heavenly Demon Sword.

The palpable energy of the Black Demon Sword.

It had been a very long time since I had focused solely on feeling the energy of the Black Demon Sword like this.

Come to think of it, I've been too neglectful.

Learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, using the Heavenly Space Secret Art, increasing my inner arts. I had been so focused on other things that I had neglected the Black Demon Sword.

I suddenly remembered when I first met Lee Ahn after my regression. I had a similar reflection back then.

I had taken her existence for granted. Just like how people live without knowing how precious air is.

It was the same. I had been fighting enemies with this Black Demon Sword all this time, but instead of gratitude, I had taken it for granted.

"I am this foolish. Thank you so much for your teachings, Father."

A faint smile appeared on my father's lips. It was clearly a smile of satisfaction. In this way, my father constantly gives me teachings and stimulation.

And today's lesson was not just that.

"Unleash the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

I unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in front of my father. I did my best, not hiding my achievements.

Father needed to know my exact skill level. I hoped that it would, in turn, become a driving force to stimulate him again.

Father, how different has my Nine Calamities Demonic Art become from your Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

After seeing my Nine Calamities Demonic Art, my father once again expounded on the oral formulas of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

It felt like my skills improved with every word we exchanged. It was probably because my level of mastery had changed, and my father's level of mastery had changed. Even the same words felt different. Truly, questioning and answering with my father, thinking, and trying again. By the time that round of training was over, it was already deep into the night.

For a moment, my father and I looked up at the brightly shining moon together.

Then, my father suddenly asked.

"What is it that makes you anxious?"

It was the first time he had asked me that question. It seemed he had read the deep-seated anxiety within his son after seeing the changes in me since my regression.

"You gave birth to a perfect son, but I have just one anxiety."

"What kind of anxiety?"

"It's an anxiety that a great evil, jealous of you and me, will try to devour us."

Father wore an expression of incomprehension.

"Didn't you say that we are the only ones who can devour that evil?"

Father remembered exactly what I had said about the demonic path.

"I suppose I'm afraid we'll meet a foe too big to swallow."

What would my father think of this anxiety?

After staring at me for a moment, my father stood up and drew his sword.

"Then we must make our mouths and stomachs bigger."

This simple and clear answer also defined the path I must take from now on in a single sentence. Yes, anxiety must be filled with skill.

I opened my mouth wide and shot to my feet.

"Yes! No matter how big it is, I'll swallow it whole."

And so, my martial arts training with my father continued through the night. The moon that had been watching us set, and the dawn stars took its place. Then, when even the stars retreated, the morning light took their place.

As a bright yet reddish energy awakened the earth, a man's shadow stretched long. Throughout the training, one person had stood alone with his back turned, protecting us.


Chapter 493: Next Time, as Yeon (Fate)

After a long night of martial arts training, we walked back together. Father led the way, with Hwi and I a step behind him on either side.

I had ordered Hwi not to use stealth as much as possible on this journey, so he was walking with us. He had defeated the Death King using stealth, but a life without it was also Hwi's life.

"Oh, Father. I think I need to sort things out with the Golden Dragon Clan before we leave."

Father knew I intended to give them a chance. He also knew I had the third child in mind as the successor.

"Honestly, this feels much more difficult than dealing with assassins, but if you give me a few days, I'll handle it."

Father looked at me with a puzzled expression. "Can you really do it in just a few days?"

"It would be impossible with normal persuasion."

The Patriarch and his three children. It was a matter of sorting out their different hearts and desires.

"That's why I plan to use a different method, not persuasion."

A flicker of interest crossed my father's eyes before vanishing. He didn't ask what method I would use. He would find out soon enough anyway.

After returning to our lodging, my father began tending to his fishing rod again. He examined it from every angle, changed the line, and even shaved the rod with a throwing knife to balance it.

"If a spy from the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance saw this, they'd file a report. The Heavenly Demon is creating something unknown with all his might. Judging by his concentration, it must be an incredibly dangerous object disguised as a fishing rod."

Father didn't respond to my joke, remaining focused on the fishing rod. He was even more serious than when he had been teaching me martial arts. His careful touch held a determination to never lose.

Still, I won't lose on purpose!

On the contrary, I had to win. That was the only way I'd get another chance to go fishing.


A few days later, Geum Arin and Geom Mugeuk entered the hall of the Golden Dragon Clan's Patriarch. They had rushed over due to an urgent summons, but Geum Ahyuk and Geum Ajong were already there.

Not only them, but all the clan's masters were gathered. Their tense expressions made it seem as if they were about to face someone in battle.

She could tell something was wrong with the clan, seeing as she had been told to bring Geom Mugeuk and even her bodyguard Lim Hyuk.

Just as she arrived, the voice of a Golden Dragon Clan martial artist was heard from outside.

"A guest has arrived."

Hearing those words, Geum Cheonbang's face stiffened with tension. She had never seen her father look so nervous.

A moment later, four martial artists entered the hall.

The moment she saw them, Geum Arin understood why her father was so tense.

Demonic Cultists!

The aura emanating from them was demonic qi. Moreover, they made no effort to hide it. The presence of the cultist walking in the center was particularly extraordinary.

Masters!

Indeed, just as she expected, he was no ordinary man. The middle-aged man introduced himself in a cold tone.

"I'm Taeyang, the Shanxi Branch Manager of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Geum Arin was even more surprised. It wasn't just a master from the Demonic Cult. The Branch Manager responsible for the Shaanxi region had come in person.

Only three masters followed Taeyang as his retinue, but it felt more intimidating than if he had brought dozens to frighten them.

Geum Cheonbang stepped forward and greeted him politely. The Branch Manager of the Demonic Cult was not someone to be treated lightly.

"I am Geum Cheonbang, leader of the Golden Dragon Clan."

Facing him, that old fear resurfaced. Geum Cheonbang was a master who had learned the Golden Dragon Divine Art, but he held a deep-seated fear of martial artists from his youth. Now, facing these cultists, he tried his best not to show his tension.

"Our clan doesn't usually have dealings with your esteemed cult. What brings you here?"

That morning, an urgent message had arrived from the Shanxi Branch of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was a notice to summon not only the Patriarch but all the heirs and wait. Their methods were typical of the Demonic Cult. They had only announced their visit time without giving a reason.

As soon as he received the message, Geum Cheonbang had requested help from the Shanxi Branch of the Murim Alliance. However, the Demonic Cult had stormed in before the Murim Alliance masters could arrive.

Taeyang scanned the people in the hall. Those whose eyes met his grew tense. Regardless of their martial arts prowess, they knew that getting entangled with the Demonic Cult could lead to their clan's annihilation.

Taeyang's gaze stopped on Geum Ahyuk. One of the martial artists with him had identified Geum Ahyuk via telepathy.

"Are you Geum Ahyuk?"

"Yes, I am."

Although he had been rebellious and abrasive toward his father lately, he didn't dare act recklessly in front of the Demonic Cultists.

"Do you know a man named Myeongjin?"

"Who is that?"

"Don't even think about denying it. We have proof that you frequently visited his smithy and met with him."

Only then did they understand. The real name of the man Geum Ahyuk had followed and called Elder was Myeongjin.

"We also have evidence that a vast amount of the Golden Dragon Clan's funds flowed to him."

Geum Ahyuk explained calmly. "That's right. He helped our clan with many things."

Taeyang then said coldly, "He's an assassin from the Hell Mansion, a man our Cult has issued a kill order for."

Not just Geum Ahyuk, but Geum Cheonbang too was stunned. They were shocked that he was an assassin from the Hell Mansion, but even more shocked that they were enemies of the Demonic Cult.

Geum Cheonbang hurriedly stepped forward in his son's place. "We weren't aware of that fact."

Taeyang stared at Geum Cheonbang with cold eyes. "We'll find out once we investigate. We will be taking Geum Ahyuk with us."

Geum Cheonbang's face went pale. There was no telling what would happen if his son was dragged away by the Demonic Cult.

Geum Ahyuk, on the other hand, first asked about Myeongjin. "Where is he now?"

"He?" Taeyang's expression hardened. Even after being told the man had a kill order on him, he was still using a respectful term.

Just as a startled Geum Cheonbang was about to step in for his son, Taeyang delivered shocking news.

"Myeongjin, as well as all the assassins of the Hell Mansion, have been eliminated by our Cult."

Hearing that Myeongjin was dead, Geum Ahyuk's expression hardened.

Geum Cheonbang, however, was inwardly pleased. His son had been so taken with the man that he had even mobilized assassins. Now, the man who had been a bad influence on his son was dead. In that respect, the Demonic Cult was his benefactor.

"You killed him?" Geum Ahyuk raised his voice, agitated by the news of Myeongjin's death. He was the man who had taught him more than anyone. Geum Ahyuk had genuinely liked and respected him.

Geum Cheonbang quickly stepped forward to stop his son. "You, be quiet."

However, Geum Ahyuk spat out words he shouldn't have. "The Demonic Cult framed and killed him!"

"I told you to shut up!"

"He wasn't that kind of person. This is a conspiracy by those bastards from the Demonic Cult..."

Geum Cheonbang quickly sealed his son's mute and paralysis points. Even then, Geum Ahyuk glared defiantly. The clan masters present frowned at Geum Ahyuk's recklessness.

"Please forgive my son's rudeness."

Taeyang merely gave him a cold look.

Now that things had come to this, he couldn't possibly send his son with them. In such an agitated state, he would be dead within a day.

Just then, the people Geum Cheonbang had been waiting for arrived. The martial artists from the Shanxi Branch of the Murim Alliance were here.

"Welcome!" Geum Cheonbang greeted them warmly. However, the Branch Manager, with whom he was acquainted, hadn't come himself, sending only a few subordinates.

"We are here to deliver a message from the Branch Manager."

Surprisingly, the Murim Alliance was already aware of the situation. The words that came from them were like a bolt from the blue.

"The assassins of the Hell Mansion are also on the Murim Alliance's list of the public enemy of the murim."

The Shanxi Branch Manager sending only his subordinates to deliver this message meant he had no intention of getting involved.

Taeyang pressured Geum Cheonbang, exuding a cold demonic qi. "May we take him now?"

Geum Cheonbang couldn't argue. They had associated with an enemy of the Demonic Cult who was also listed as a public enemy by the Murim Alliance. A single misstep could endanger the entire Golden Dragon Clan.

"Given the situation, you should send my brother first."

The second brother, Geum Ajong, stepped forward. Geum Cheonbang frowned at him. Geum Ajong said no more and stepped back. Inwardly, he was thrilled. This was the moment his older brother was finished.

Just then, Geum Arin felt Geom Mugeuk's gaze from beside her. He was looking at her with a calm expression, as if he had expected this. His eyes seemed to ask, Are you just going to stand there?

[What should I do?] she sent via telepathy.

[What do you want to do? Do you want to step up and save your Orabeoni?]

[Honestly, no.]

[Even so, you must stop them from taking him. If you want to become the successor.]

It was advice from Geom Mugeuk, who seemed to see through the entire situation. There was no time for long deliberation. The cultists were already approaching to take Geum Ahyuk.

She was afraid and reluctant to step forward, but she mustered her courage. She trusted Geom Mugeuk's advice.

"Branch Manager, I have a request."

All eyes focused on her. Geum Arin spoke calmly to Taeyang.

"Even if you must investigate this matter, I ask that you conduct it within our clan's residence."

"Do you know who we are and still say such things?"

"I'm saying this precisely because I know. We are not a murim sect, but a sect belonging to the merchant world. For the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to barge in and take away a blood relative of our clan would surely incite outrage from the entire merchant world and martial artists. Besides, I'm not saying he won't be investigated. I'm just asking that it be done here."

She finished what she had to say, her voice trembling.

"And if I refuse?"

If she was going to be weak, she shouldn't have stepped forward in the first place.

"I will do my best to make this a public issue in the murim. I'm sure it could tarnish the Director's reputation as well."

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two. Geum Arin was confident the Demonic Cult would not attack rashly. With the Murim Alliance martial artists also present, they wouldn't start a fight. Doing so would escalate it into a truly major incident.

"A blood relative of the Patriarch is involved. I ask that you handle this with a little more discretion." She bowed her head, making her request politely.

The clan members watched her with surprise. If she were competing for the succession, she would have tried to send Geum Ahyuk away with the cultists, just like her second brother.

Taeyang was also well aware of their situation. "I understand you're in a succession dispute with your Orabeoni. Why did you step forward?"

Geum Arin answered calmly. "The fight for succession is important, but the honor of our clan is more important."

Geum Cheonbang and the clan masters stared at her with surprised expressions. Geum Cheonbang, in particular, was deeply moved. His daughter was trying to save her brother while protecting the clan's honor. At least in this moment, she was better than him and everyone else present.

After staring at her for a moment, Taeyang took a step back. "She's the best of the children."

It came with an unexpected compliment.

"Very well, we'll conduct the investigation here. We will withdraw for now and send an investigator tomorrow."

Geum Arin politely performed a clasped hands greeting to express her gratitude. "Thank you for your consideration."

Taeyang looked at Geum Ahyuk and warned him coldly. "Don't leave this place. If you do, a kill order will be issued for you."

Leaving those words behind, the cultists all withdrew. The Murim Alliance martial artists also left afterward. They showed an attitude of not wanting to get deeply involved in this matter.

Geum Cheonbang looked at Geum Arin and nodded with an expression that said, "Well done." The expressions of the clan masters also softened as they looked at her. In contrast, their gazes toward Geum Ahyuk were cold. He had nearly plunged the Golden Dragon Clan into great danger.

As the chaotic situation settled, Geom Mugeuk and Geum Arin spoke privately in front of the Patriarch's hall.

"I'll be leaving this place now."

"What?"

"I've done what I came to do, so I must leave."

Done what he came to do? A thought suddenly occurred to Geum Arin.

"No way... The events just now, was that your doing?"

"What else? Do you think the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would have backed down so meekly? While even complimenting you?"

"!"

She was bewildered. "But how?"

He moved the Demonic Cult? And the Shanxi Branch Manager at that? Just how?

This man, could he be a Demonic Cultist? But I couldn't feel even a hint of demonic qi from him. Or did he move the Murim Alliance to move the Demonic Cult? Does the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Lord really like this man? All sorts of thoughts raced through her mind.

"With this incident, your most likely Orabeoni has been pushed far from the successor's position. In contrast, you've become the likely candidate. You collected debts from various Shaanxi Trading Companies and helped people in need. And this time, you stepped up to save your Orabeoni and protect the clan's honor."

"But my second brother Orabeoni is still here."

Geom Mugeuk stared at her intently and said, "Are you hoping for me to take care of that too?"

Geum Arin flinched. Geom Mugeuk's eyes seemed to say, Isn't that something you should handle? Show everyone your capabilities as a successor.

"No. I have to do it myself."

What was bothering her now wasn't Geum Ajong. "Even so, bringing in the Demonic Cult was a mistake."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky. His gaze deepened as he finally said the words he had intended to say upon his departure. "You, your father, and your brothers aren't good people. You joined hands with evil to increase your wealth. You even tried to lure places like the Ju Swordsmanship Family into unfair contracts. You've probably committed other wrongs as well."

Geum Arin couldn't offer any excuse. It was the truth.

"But do you know why I'm giving you a chance?"

Geum Arin asked in a trembling voice, "Why?"

"Because the assassins of the Hell Mansion were deliberately targeting you. Those fiends are so vicious, they would have found a way to drag you in no matter what. Of course, that doesn't absolve you of the sin of falling for it."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon her. It was a stern look, different from any she had seen from him before.

"While running your secret organization, correct all your wrongdoings. That's not the end of it. After you become the successor, and even after you become the Patriarch, you must live with the mindset of atoning for your past mistakes. I chose you because I believed you were the kind of person who could do that."

Geum Arin finally understood. The successor position he had promised her was not a reward, but a punishment. He had chosen her because he believed she was the person who would best accept that punishment.

"I asked you before. Can you kill your Orabeoni? At that time, you said you weren't sure. Now, answer me again. Can you kill them?"

After a moment of thought, she shook her head. "I don't think I can."

Geom Mugeuk eased her worries. "That's why the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult will actually be a help to you. As long as they are watching you, your Orabeoni won't dare to covet your position. In the meantime, build your strength. So that you can protect yourself even without external surveillance and management."

Geum Arin felt she now had a faint idea of how she should live her life. This inscrutable man was a much greater person than she had ever imagined. A person who could eliminate the Hell Mansion, bring in the Demonic Cult, and grant such an opportunity.

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

Geom Mugeuk strode away. Realizing he was leaving just like that, she was flustered.

"Thank you so much!"

Already some distance away, Geom Mugeuk turned back and shouted, "Live on as someone blessed with good fortune!"

Geum Arin smiled. She had jokingly introduced herself to the head of the Milky Way Trading Company as a woman with good fortune in food, and now he was using those words as his farewell.

"Who are you, really?"

"I'm Geom Yeon."

He had said his name used the character for smoke, not the one for fate. And truly, he was disappearing like smoke.

Geum Arin couldn't leave that spot until Geom Mugeuk had completely vanished from sight.

Next time, let's meet not as Yeon (smoke), but as Yeon (fate).


Chapter 494: The Original Incarnation of Greed

When Geom Mugeuk returned to the safehouse, preparations for their departure were in full swing. The luggage was already loaded, and Hwi was inspecting the condition of the horses and the carriage. His father stood in the yard with his hands clasped behind his back, looking up at the sky.

Geom Mugeuk approached his father's side.

"I've wrapped things up with the Golden Dragon Clan."

As always, Geom Mugeuk reported the events to his father in detail. His father sometimes wore an expression that seemed to ask why he was being so specific, but he explained everything as thoroughly as possible.

He knew that these reports had been a great help in his relationship with his father. At the very least, they had grown accustomed to conversation itself.

"I left the final arrangements to the parties involved."

Fortunately, the Murim Alliance actively helped with this matter. Since they had agreed to deal with the forces behind the scenes through the tripartite meeting, they readily accepted the request from the All-Knowing Hall.

"In the end, you could say we pushed through and resolved it with the authority and power of our Cult."

Geom Woojin's gaze, which had been fixed on the sky, turned to his son.

"The power of our Cult is your power."

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly. It was a statement acknowledging his authority as the Young Cult Leader. That wasn't the important part.

Thank you, Father. For expressing it like this.

Geom Woojin boarded the carriage first, and Geom Mugeuk followed him.

"Farewell, Shaanxi!"

Taking Geom Mugeuk's farewell as a signal, the carriage driven by Hwi departed from the safehouse. It began its journey toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Father, we were supposed to have a contest to see which of us was more popular with the Young Ladies in Shaanxi, but we're leaving without getting the chance. Father, if we get another opportunity, let's have a proper competition."

Geom Woojin didn't say he wouldn't do it. Nor did he say that it was a contest where the younger man would have the advantage.

This is my father.

A hint of haughtiness appeared on Geom Woojin's face. It was a subtle change in expression that others would find hard to notice, but Geom Mugeuk could now sense it.

His father was a man, after all.

Geom Mugeuk stuck his head out the window and shouted to Hwi in the driver's seat.

"Uncle. Don't forget, we have to stop in Chongqing on the way."

They had to stop by the treasure vault given to them as a gift by the head of the Milky Way Trading Company.

"I'm supposed to pick thirty items from there, you know."

Geom Woojin's voice immediately replied.

"I never made such a promise."

"Right? Now that I think about it, thirty is too many. I'll pick just ten."

......

"Actually, even ten is a lot. People might think I'm an incarnation of greed. Alright. I'll happily choose eight. It's fate, since our Cult has eight Demon Supremes."

......

"Right? What do the Demon Supremes have to do with gifts anyway. I'll just take five. No, Father! Then just three! Please!"

Listening to the conversation from behind, a smile formed on Hwi's lips. Had he ever smiled this much in his life? This journey was an incredibly precious time for him. It was a journey for the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader, but at the same time, it was a journey for himself. The Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader had made it so.

On the way here, the Cult Leader had allowed him to visit his hometown. The Young Cult Leader had let him earn a large sum of money by splitting their earnings three ways. He had also given him the chance to kill the Death King himself, and the Cult Leader had personally given him a golden wound salve.

And they always walked together as three, instead of having him travel in stealth.

Had any Heavenly Demon bodyguard in history ever had such an experience? Hwi was certain. There had never been one.

Thank you, both of you.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk failed to secure even three treasures. He pouted and leaned out of the carriage window to feel the wind.

"You're too much! How can you be so cold!"

Hwi glanced back. Contrary to his complaining words, Geom Mugeuk's face was smiling pleasantly as he gazed at the distant scenery.

In truth, at that moment, Geom Mugeuk was feeling a sense of regret.

When would he be able to come out with his father like this again? Once they returned, he probably wouldn't be able to leave for a while.

Why did time have to pass so quickly? They had just departed, but they would arrive before he knew it.

"Uncle, let's go back slowly. Even slower than when we came. If you see any profligates trying to steal money, stop the carriage. Stop if you see bandits, and a hostage situation would be great too! Don't miss a thirsty traveler or a lost cat on the road. Please, let's go back slowly!"

He wished his father would feel the same sense of regret, but he said nothing.

Only the fishing rod sticking out of the carriage window swayed gently in the wind.


The carriage arrived at the base of Mount Yuhua in Chongqing. The head of the Milky Way Trading Company had told them to find a man named Jung Song, who gathered medicinal herbs here.

After asking for his whereabouts in the market, they arrived at his house at the foot of the mountain. Jung Song was waiting for Geom Mugeuk's party to arrive.

"I heard that the owner of the key has appeared."

The head of the Milky Way Trading Company had sent word that someone would be visiting soon. That was why he hadn't gone out to gather herbs recently and had just been waiting at home for his guests.

"I will guide you. Let's go."

Perhaps he, the one who had been guarding the treasure, had been waiting for this moment more eagerly than the ones who would receive it. It would be the moment he gained freedom from the thing that had unknowingly bound him.

Jung Song led the three men up Mount Yuhua. Reaching the summit, he looked down at the cliff below.

"You have to jump down from here. On the way down, there's a protruding ledge halfway down the cliff. You must land precisely there."

"You go down first."

Jung Song looked at Geom Mugeuk with a somewhat worried expression. It seemed he was concerned for Geom Mugeuk, who was younger than the other two.

Geom Mugeuk reassured him. "Don't worry. I have a father who raises his son by throwing him off cliffs."

From Geom Mugeuk's words, Jung Song could tell his guess had been correct.

Just as he thought! The two of them were father and son.

They had different yet similar auras.

Jung Song leaped off the cliff. As he fell rapidly, he flailed his arms and legs to reduce his speed. Far below, there was a protruding space about halfway down the cliff.

Although he was confident in his movement arts, he was nervous every time. Jumping from a cliff and landing on a ledge might look easy, but it was by no means a simple task.

One needed a high level of mastery in movement arts and, above all, guts. One also needed experience with this sort of thing. Moreover, the wind was strong today, making it an even more difficult day.

Jung Song landed on the protrusion.

Will they be able to get down safely?

Worried, he looked up.

WHOOSH. Geom Mugeuk dropped down and landed lightly beside him.

"Huh?"

Jung Song stared with a surprised face.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"It's nothing."

He had literally just dropped. Normally, one would have to use movement arts, moving their hands and feet to slow their descent.

However, Geom Mugeuk had fallen as fast as a rock yet landed as lightly as a feather. He hadn't even moved his hands or feet.

I've never seen a movement art like this. If the young man is like this, what about the others?

Then, as he casually glanced to the other side, Jung Song was startled.

GASP!

Hwi was already standing next to him. There had been truly no sound, no presence. It was enough to make him wonder if Hwi had come down with him from the start.

The person who delivered the final surprise was Geom Woojin.

Having descended at some point, Geom Woojin was floating in mid-air, his robes fluttering. He floated in the empty space in front of the ledge with a comfortable expression, as if he were standing on solid ground.

Witnessing the three men's martial arts skills, Jung Song conveyed something he had not originally intended to say.

"The head of the Trading Company would come every year to give me new treasures and a key, and I would enter this place to stock them. So, this is a place known only to the head of the Trading Company and myself. At first, I thought it was his personal vault, but one day he told me. He said this was a place to collect gifts for his benefactor. I couldn't understand. Just what kind of benefactor was he to go to such lengths?"

Jung Song bowed his head lightly to the three men and then continued.

"Now, I understand."

They weren't just ordinary martial artists. This was a moment where he, as a martial artist, was meeting three masters at once, the kind one would be lucky to meet even once in a lifetime.

"There were difficult times while I waited, but I think it was a rewarding wait."

He was a master who could gauge an opponent's skill to some extent just by their movement arts.

At that, Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to him.

"Thank you for waiting."

"There's no need to thank me. I only took on the job because of my friendship with the head of the Trading Company. I was paid a lot of money, too."

"Still, I know how difficult it is for a martial artist to be tied down to one place. You've truly worked hard."

Through this journey, Hwi could now clearly see. He could see that Geom Mugeuk's expression of gratitude was sincere. That the person who charged forward with such sincerity was the current Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Hwi's gaze shifted slightly toward Geom Woojin. I think I finally understand now. Just what a difficult battle you have been fighting, Cult Leader. Because of the heart Geom Mugeuk had shown him on this journey.

I think I've already lost. It wasn't because of the three-way split of the money. He had already lost when Geom Mugeuk laid out a leather hide for him while camping, saying he had brought it for him. He had already lost when he was pulled along to eat together.

Cult Leader, will you be able to win? There are still five years left.

Meanwhile, Jung Song pulled out a small stone embedded in the cliff face. There was a hole there, a common type of hole found on cliffs.

"You just need to insert the key here and turn it."

No one in the world would ever know that this was the entrance to a secret vault. Even if someone were to fall from the cliff and dramatically land on this ledge, they would never think that this small hole in the wall was a keyhole.

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

Jung Song bowed his head politely in farewell, then leaped and jumped down from the cliff. His body, having found freedom, flew away as lightly as the wind.

Geom Woojin walked through the air and landed where Jung Song had been standing. He took out the ten-thousand-year cold iron key he had received from Yong Jamyeong and gave it to Hwi.

Hwi inserted the key into the hole and turned it.

RUUUMBLE.

A hidden door in the cliff opened.

"I will wait here."

But Geom Mugeuk included him. "Isn't this journey about being together, no matter what?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

"Let's go in together."

"Yes."

And so, the three of them entered the cave.

There were no mechanisms to defend against intruders. Since it was in a location that was impossible to find, the key to this treasure vault was faith in the man named Jung Song.

If he had a change of heart and decided to open this place, he could have just broken down the wall to get inside.

Geom Mugeuk could see it. There was a reason the head of the Milky Way Trading Company had become the richest man in the murim. He had a trustworthy person to whom he could entrust his treasures, and he had the trust and guts to truly believe in them once he did.

The interior was brightly lit by luminous pearls embedded all around, and the air was fresh, circulating from somewhere. The first thing that caught the eye was a bronze mirror in the center. It was a large mirror that could reflect one's entire body.

Treasures were displayed on either side of it.

Clothes were hanging on the left wall. Of course, they were not ordinary martial arts uniforms.

"Father, isn't this the Flying Black Dragon Armor?"

The treasured armor, embroidered with a black dragon, was a very famous piece in the murim. That wasn't all. The treasured armor hanging next to it was just as impressive.

"This is the Flying Dragon Iron Robe. Ah! And that's the Vajra Divine Armor."

There were pieces of treasured armor that were recognizable at a glance.

"What's this?"

"That is the True Laughing Armor. It's a very old piece of treasured armor."

And there were even pieces that only his father could recognize.

In a typical vault, such armors would be displayed magnificently on the walls. The most precious item would be in the center, with the rest surrounding it.

But here, there were so many pieces of treasured armor that they were hung overlapping each other like common martial arts uniforms.

If they had collected so much treasured armor, wouldn't there be weapons as well?

The treasured swords displayed to one side were gleaming, as if their moment to finally show off had come.

"The Taiji Divine Sword, the Lotus Sword, and that one is the Blood Wind Brilliant Sword, right?"

Not just treasured swords, but treasured blades, spears, and even throwing knives. It was filled with all sorts of treasures.

And that wasn't all.

There were also martial arts manuals. Judging by the quality of the treasured swords and armor, the manuals were likely for arts that were difficult to obtain. In addition, there was the Antitoxin Bead, luminous pearls, and various other expensive treasures. It was truly a collection of a value that was difficult to calculate.

He could tell that Yong Jamyeong had collected these over a long period. These were not things that could be acquired overnight, even with money.

"Father really saved the right person."

Indeed, the things the richest man in the Central Plains had prepared for his benefactor over a lifetime were gathered here. It was a moment where one could feel the dignity of the richest man in the murim.

"This treasured armor here seems to be the White Dragon Armor. I heard it's one of the most favored pieces among orthodox sects martial artists, and it was here. Father, look at this. Huh?"

Turning around, Geom Mugeuk flinched in surprise. His father was already standing in front of the bronze mirror, fully dressed in a suit of treasured armor. It was a black suit that suited his father perfectly.

"What's that? That armor?"

His father then answered. "It's the Shocking Soul Armor. I've wanted to try it on for a long time but could never obtain it. To think it was here."

He thought his father would refuse to wear it, questioning what a martial artist needed with treasured armor.

His father had a deeper knowledge of the murim's artifacts than anyone.

His father extended his hand again. Something that had been hanging on the wall flew toward him.

CLICK. CLACK.

His father fastened it to both of his wrists. They were bracers that protected the wrists.

"This is Traceless."

Geom Mugeuk had heard of it too. The legendary bracers were said to be uncuttable by any sword qi.

His father extended his hand again, and this time, a throwing knife flew to him.

"This is the Horizon's Heart."

It was one of the top five throwing knives in the murim. He slotted the throwing knife into Traceless. Traceless was originally designed to hold throwing knives.

Watching this, Geom Mugeuk didn't forget to make a joke.

"Now I know why I always want treasures whenever I see them. The blood of the original incarnation of greed flows through me!"

A sneer formed on his father's lips at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

Seeing that sneer for the first time in a while, Geom Mugeuk felt his mood lift.

Yes, this was his father. The sight of him with his hands clasped behind his back, looking at the sky, was incomparably cool, but that wasn't his father's true nature.

He was the kind of person who wanted to try on treasured armor when he saw it and wanted to wield a treasured sword when he found one. He was the kind of person who wanted to fight a strong opponent when he met one, and who absolutely had to win when he fought.

The reason this moment was so precious to Geom Mugeuk was that his father was now showing that side of himself without reservation.

His father, who had been equipping himself while looking in the bronze mirror, suddenly asked, "What are you two doing, not picking anything?"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened with joy as he asked, "We can pick things too?"

With an obvious expression, his father said from the mirror's reflection, "Both of you, get properly equipped. Don't think about giving them to others, just for yourselves."


Chapter 495: Your Demonic Path is Being Stained with Blood

"Which color do you think suits me better?"

Geom Mugeuk held a piece of treasured armor in each hand. In his left was the Secret Iron Armor, and in his right, the Grand Sun Armor. Both were pieces of treasured armor that jianghu martial artists would fight to the death to possess.

"Shouldn't you prioritize function over color?"

At Hwi's cautious reply, Geom Mugeuk firmly shook his head.

"You don't know what you're talking about! Style is the most important thing, after all. Just imagine. You're in a life-or-death battle, the hem of your clothes flutters open, and your treasured armor is revealed!"

Geom Mugeuk held up a piece of treasured armor he had tossed aside.

"Imagine wearing something drab like this underneath! Ah, I'd rather just get stabbed and die."

Geom Woojin stared at his son with a pathetic expression.

"It's all your fault that I can't choose."

Geom Woojin asked with a dumbfounded look, "Why is it my fault?"

"The Shocking Soul Armor you chose first is the coolest. I can't find anything cooler than that. With that in mind, do you have any intention of yielding it to your son?"

Of course, Geom Woojin's expression made it clear that was out of the question.

"I'll find it. A cooler, more amazing piece of treasured armor."

Geom Mugeuk began to choose a treasured armor again. After picking another one, he turned and asked, "Which of these is better?"

However, Geom Woojin was busy picking out a treasured armor for Hwi. He knew well that Hwi would never choose one if left to his own devices.

"Try this on."

"I'm fine, Cult Leader."

"Try it on."

"Yes."

While Hwi was putting on the treasured armor, Geom Mugeuk waved the clothes he was holding.

"There's a person here! Hello? Am I perhaps wearing a treasured armor that makes me automatically invisible?"

Geom Woojin pretended not to hear and focused only on Hwi.

The treasured armor Geom Woojin had chosen for Hwi was the Shadowless Armor. It was the lightest among all the treasured armor here and the most suitable for Hwi, who valued stealth and speed.

"It suits you well."

Hwi's eyes, gazing at his reflection, trembled. It wasn't because of his own appearance in the Shadowless Armor.

It was because the Cult Leader's reflection was visible. It was because of the satisfied look on the face of the man in the mirror watching him.

"I don't know if I'm worthy of receiving something so precious."

"Take it."

"Yes."

Of course, it was not just protective armor that he chose for Hwi.

Knowing that if he told Hwi to choose, he would pick the worst of the lot, Geom Woojin personally selected a weapon for him as well.

"Hold this."

What Geom Woojin handed him was a single throwing knife. Unknown phrases were engraved on the handle. The sharp edge of the cold blade looked like it could slice through not just flesh and bone, but a person's very heart.

"This is no ordinary throwing knife."

"It is the Soul Binder."

At the name Soul Binder, Hwi was startled. It was a throwing knife he had heard of. It was the greatest throwing knife known to all who used them.

It was a throwing knife known to be even better than the Horizon's Heart, which Geom Woojin had initially chosen.

"Why didn't you choose the Soul Binder? You should use it, Cult Leader."

"As you know, have you ever seen me use a throwing knife? But you use them, don't you?"

Hwi could tell. Geom Woojin had seen the Soul Binder first but had chosen the second-best, the Horizon's Heart, intending to give the best one to him.

Cult Leader!

Geom Woojin held out the Soul Binder, and Hwi accepted it respectfully with trembling hands.

"Now, infuse your inner arts into it. As you know, the first time is important."

Hwi carefully infused his inner arts into the Soul Binder.

WOOONG.

The Soul Binder vibrated in response to Hwi's inner arts. It was the moment of meeting its new master.

"Ah!"

Hwi, who rarely showed his emotions, could not hide his admiration at this moment.

Just by infusing his inner arts once, he could feel what an incredible throwing knife the Soul Binder was. He had never held such a fine throwing knife before. He felt a surge of confidence, as if he could fight anyone with this weapon and never lose.

Let's do well together from now on.

Hwi fastened his original leather belt over the Shadowless Armor. A few throwing knives and several items of unknown purpose were tucked into the belt. He pulled out one throwing knife and slid the Soul Binder into its place.

Then he turned to face Geom Woojin, respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting, and bowed his head.

"Thank you, Cult Leader."

He said nothing more. No words could possibly express his current feelings.

"It suits you well. Look around and take anything else you need."

"This is more than enough," Hwi said firmly.

He looked as if he would return what he was already given if pressed to take more, so Geom Woojin did not insist further.

Only after taking care of Hwi first did Geom Woojin look at his son. He had expected to find him sulking, wondering why he was not being helped.

"Well, what do you think?"

Geom Mugeuk was already fully dressed.

"I decided on the Flying Black Dragon Armor to match the color of your treasured armor, Father."

Among the treasured armors, the Flying Black Dragon Armor was an excellent choice. And that was not all. From wrist guards and a waist belt for pouches to knee pads, elbow pads, and even gauntlets for those who use fist techniques. He was wearing everything that could be worn on the body.

"You told me to dress properly."

Geom Woojin stared intently at Geom Mugeuk and said, "I didn't tell you to wear four layers, though."

Geom Mugeuk flinched for a moment.

"No way. Have you even mastered a demonic art that lets you talk to treasured armors?"

"Do you think I need to learn such a demonic art when I can tell just by looking in the mirror?"

Geom Mugeuk stood before the mirror. His body was thicker than usual. Anyone could see he was wearing multiple layers.

"It's a little obvious."

Geom Mugeuk was indeed wearing four layers of treasured armor.

"Who are you planning to give those to?"

"Who wouldn't I give these precious artifacts to? Ah, and as you said, Father, I was planning to wear this Flying Black Dragon Armor myself. I'll be wearing these Twin Wolves, too."

The black Flying Black Dragon Armor had a black dragon drawn on it if you looked closely, and the Twin Wolves wrist guards had a cool wolf picture on them.

"I even sacrificed my sense of style to wear these."

As Geom Mugeuk made a pitiful face and started to take off the treasured armor, Geom Woojin said, "That's enough. Since you've already put them on, just take them."

Geom Mugeuk's expression brightened instantly.

"As expected! Father is the best!"

Geom Mugeuk took off the layered treasured armors and protective gear. Looking at the armors that came out from underneath, it was clear he had picked out the best ones even in that situation. He put on the Flying Black Dragon Armor and Twin Wolves himself, and neatly folded and packed the rest.

Geom Woojin silently watched his son. He also pretended not to see him slyly hiding the Blood Wind Brilliant Sword among the treasured armors.

After packing the armors, Geom Mugeuk brought over a martial arts uniform he had set aside.

"Here, you should wear this martial arts uniform over your treasured armor."

Somehow, he had found martial arts uniforms made from the Heavenly Silk. While not as great a treasure as Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, they were of incomparably better quality than ordinary martial arts uniforms. They were lighter, incomparably more durable, and well-ventilated.

He gave the best one to his father and the next best to Hwi.

"I don't like that color."

Hwi thought to himself.

You don't have to do this. I've already lost to you, Young Cult Leader.

The three of them, now properly dressed, stood side-by-side in front of the mirror. Although the colors were different, they wore martial arts uniforms with the same pattern, making them look like they were from the same sect. Of course, Geom Mugeuk did not make his father his master.

"From now on, I'll call you Senior Brother. Since Father looks younger, you'll be second brother Senior Brother, and Uncle Hwi will be Eldest Senior Brother. Senior Brothers! Let's head out to the most bustling market street in Chongqing. The Young Ladies will be lining up for us."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk saw it. The two men were looking at him in the mirror, each with a different smile.

That's right, smile like that. Live your lives smiling like that. I'll keep making you laugh. Even if it's a lame joke, even if the banter is a stretch, I'll keep trying. Because even as we're smiling, time is passing. There's no time to be frowning.

His father strode toward the cave entrance and commanded Hwi, "Come back later and move everything left here to the Heavenly Demon Vault."


The smell of blood was present from the entrance.

Jin Hagun, the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, hardened his expression as he entered the manor. A smell of blood this strong from the outside meant that many people had died.

The Murim Alliance martial artists guarding the entrance bowed their heads respectfully to Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun led the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists into the manor. A middle-aged martial artist waiting in the courtyard was Ju Gwol, the Murim Alliance Chongqing Branch Manager.

"Welcome, Commander Jin."

"Manager Ju, it's been a while."

Ju Gwol's attitude toward Jin Hagun was very respectful. Although he had not yet been officially appointed as the successor, it was a foregone conclusion that Jin Hagun would become the next Chairman of both the orthodox and unorthodox factions. As the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, he was steadily building his reputation by continuing his heroic deeds.

"What in the world happened?"

"An incident occurred here at the Anonymous Manor, and we urgently summoned you, Manager, to request your help."

Normally, no matter what incident occurred, the Chongqing Branch would handle it first. To have been called from the very beginning meant the matter was that important and serious.

"Well then, let's go inside."

Ju Gwol led Jin Hagun toward the building. The smell of blood grew thicker as they approached.

"The Anonymous Manor is a renowned sect here in Chongqing. The Manor Lord was a man who valued righteousness, so he was held in high esteem by the martial artists of Chongqing."

Upon entering the building, the interior was truly a bloodbath. Blood was splattered everywhere.

"It seems they were ambushed by someone."

A trail of blood continued down the hallway.

Ju Gwol's handling of the situation was certainly different from usual. To say it was someone's ambush meant they still did not know who the culprit was.

Usually, the Demon Slaying Brigade was called for help when the culprit had been identified but was a master too difficult for the Branch's forces to handle. Yet now, he had been called without even knowing the culprit. Why?

He found out the reason as soon as he opened the door and entered the main hall. That place, too, was covered in blood.

Jin Hagun's gaze fixed on the back wall. Words were written there in blood.

Staring at it, Jin Hagun's eyes widened.

Demonic World.

If one were to ask what four words could most startle the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, these four would be the answer.

Jin Hagun stared at the blood-written words and asked, "Where are the bodies of those from the Anonymous Manor?"

He needed to check immediately if they had been struck by demonic art.

"There are no bodies."

Jin Hagun, who had been looking at the words, quickly turned to Ju Gwol.

"No bodies?"

"Yes, not a single body was found. However, judging by the amount of blood left behind, it seems unlikely that they are still alive."

Jin Hagun's gaze returned to the wall.

"Who would do something as bizarre as taking the bodies of those they killed? It must be the work of those bastards from the Demonic Cult."

At Ju Gwol's assertion, Jin Hagun calmly asked back, "If I wrote your name there, Manager Ju, would that make it your doing?"

Ju Gwol was inwardly flustered. He had expected the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade to naturally assume it was the work of the Demonic Cult.

"But who would dare to impersonate the Demonic Cult?"

"There have been incidents in the past where people impersonated the Demonic Cult. So don't jump to conclusions."

Ju Gwol did not press his opinion any further.

"I was rash."

Whether it was the work of a true demon or someone framing the Demonic Cult, this case could not be overlooked.

Jin Hagun said to Ju Gwol, "Issue an emergency alert immediately and deploy all of the Branch's martial artists to this case. Request cooperation from all adjacent Branches and sub-branches, and thoroughly investigate anyone leaving Chongqing."

"I will implement it at once."

Having received his orders, Ju Gwol ran outside.

Jin Hagun let out a light sigh and looked again at the words etched on the wall.

Demonic World.

He naturally thought of one person. There was someone who always came to mind when he saw the words 'demonic path'.

Your demonic path is being stained with blood.

Where are you now?


The carriage continued south.

"Ah, so it's farewell to Chongqing."

A little further and the carriage would be outside of Chongqing.

"Are you really not going? Let's just hang out for three days. They say the women of Chongqing are that beautiful."

Then, Geom Woojin said softly, "Strategist Sama is waiting."

His father, who had ignored all his silly jokes, had finally responded. Geom Mugeuk was not one to miss this opportunity.

"Being below one person but above ten thousand is nice, but don't you sometimes want to just enjoy the 'above ten thousand' part without the 'below one person'? Every morning in the courtyard of the Heavenly Demon Hall... you don't understand the Strategist's heart. Strategist Sama is probably enjoying a rare moment of freedom."

"He's probably stretching and saying, 'It's so nice without the Cult Leader here! Cult Leader, please stay and play in Chongqing for three more days!' That's what he's doing!"

As if truly imagining such a Sama Myeong, a faint smile appeared on Geom Woojin's lips.

Just then, the carriage slowly came to a stop.

"Oh! Uncle Hwi is the only one who understands my heart! Are you turning the carriage around?"

Of course, would Hwi have stopped the carriage for that reason?

"Martial artists are blocking the road up ahead."

At Hwi's words, Geom Mugeuk stuck his head out and saw a line of carriages and people on the road. In the distance, Murim Alliance martial artists were inspecting travelers. Seeing that there were dozens of them, it was no ordinary checkpoint.

At that moment, a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall, disguised as a traveler, passed by. He discreetly handed a folded piece of paper to Hwi before disappearing into the crowd.

Hwi passed the message to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk unfolded the paper and checked its contents. The playfulness vanished from his face in an instant.

"It says that all the members of the Anonymous Manor, an orthodox sect in Chongqing, have gone missing, and the words 'Demonic World' were left on a wall in blood."

Geom Woojin quietly closed his eyes and said softly, "Turn the carriage around."

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk saw it. A chilling energy flickered in his father's eyes. Whoever it was, they had left words that should never have been left.


Chapter 496: You Might Not Believe Me, But I Was Just Passing By

Hwi turned the carriage around. The vehicle, which had been about to leave Chongqing, now headed back toward its center.

"We'll go to the safehouse first," Hwi announced.

His father didn't say a single word on the way there. Geom Mugeuk also remained silent. It wasn't a situation for jokes or lighthearted banter. He could clearly feel his father's fury.

His father wasn't one to show his emotions toward his enemies. It had been the same when dealing with the assassins. Although he despised them, he hadn't particularly revealed such feelings during the confrontation with the Death King.

However, this case was different. If it had just been news of someone impersonating the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, his father would have insisted they return to our Cult as planned.

The problem was the message left behind. Demonic World. They had uttered words that should never be spoken lightly. Moreover, his father had recently been contemplating many things regarding his own demonic path and his son's.

The carriage arrived at a special location among the many safehouses in Chongqing. It was the most secure place, reachable only by passing through secret paths and formations, the safehouse exclusively for the Cult Leader.

Upon arrival, Geom Woojin went straight to his quarters.

Geom Mugeuk helped Hwi unload the luggage from the carriage.

"Please go inside, I'll handle this," Hwi offered.

"No, it's fine. I should carry my own luggage."

Together with Hwi, Geom Mugeuk moved his luggage and the items from the report into his room. He neatly folded and put away the items, but he kept wearing the Flying Black Dragon Armor and Twin Wolves he had put on earlier.

He had disobeyed his father's command to choose for himself, instead taking several sets to give to others. Out of guilt, he planned to wear them until he returned to our Cult.

After unpacking, Geom Mugeuk went straight to his father's room. In the meantime, a new report from the All-Knowing Hall had arrived. Geom Mugeuk read the document, which his father had already reviewed.

"It seems the Murim Alliance is considering a surround the perimeter operation centered on Chongqing."

Executing such an operation was no simple task. It required mobilizing numerous martial artists and incurred enormous costs.

Furthermore, it was an act that would get on the nerves of the other two powers, as it involved moving a large number of troops and masters. For them to be considering it so hastily meant something.

"It must mean they're taking this incident very seriously," Geom Mugeuk concluded.

Geom Woojin nodded at his son's words.

"What do you think of this incident?"

In response to his father's question, Geom Mugeuk shared what he had been thinking about during the carriage ride.

"As you know, there have always been those who slander and impersonate our Cult. However, there's something about this case that bothers me."

"What is it?"

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head and answered as if to himself, "Why the Anonymous Manor, of all places?"

Was he thinking the same thing? Or had his son pointed out something he hadn't considered? A peculiar light flickered in his father's eyes.

"I don't know much about the Anonymous Manor," Geom Mugeuk continued, "but I do know that its master is a man respected by the orthodox sects martial artists of Chongqing."

The Anonymous Manor was only the size of a small to medium sect, but its master's reputation far exceeded its scale. This was because he always took the lead in righteous deeds rather than expanding his own power.

"That's why attacking the master of the Anonymous Manor in Chongqing is tantamount to attacking the entire orthodox sects."

That was why there was already talk of a surround the perimeter operation. The Murim Alliance had to catch the culprit behind this incident, and they were determined to do so.

Despite the Murim Alliance's urgent situation, his father did not rush. He was a man who had led our Cult alongside Strategist Sama for a long time. He knew better than anyone that moving rashly out of anger would mean playing right into the enemy's hands.

His father summoned Hwi and gave an order.

"Put all Branches and offices in Chongqing on high alert, and command the All-Knowing Hall to focus its entire intelligence network on this incident."

"Yes, I understand."

His father's anger was cold.

And Geom Mugeuk knew. He knew that this coldness contained molten lava. Any enemy who managed to withstand and melt this coldness would then see his true fury.


That evening, my father, Hwi, and I were eating at the largest inn in the marketplace.

Inns have always been the source of all the world's rumors. That's why you can sometimes obtain more useful information there than what you'd buy from an expensive information broker.

We found a table, ordered some simple dishes and drinks. Sure enough, the conversations all around us were about the Anonymous Manor. Most of them started with stories about the master's righteous deeds and ended with curses against the damn Demonic Cult.

Amidst the ordinary talk, I noticed one thing.

The rumors are spreading too quickly.

Of course, considering the reputation of the Anonymous Manor's master in Chongqing, it was natural for him to be the center of attention. But this was the problem.

The Murim Alliance would have kept the words left on the wall as secret as possible while investigating this case. It was an issue involving the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, so they would have handled it with caution.

For the rumors to have spread this far already meant someone was intentionally spreading them. It was very deliberate and planned.

Just then, Hwi asked cautiously. He was someone who never interjected in our conversations, but as the head of the bodyguards, this was a point he had to confirm.

"Could they be targeting you, Cult Leader?"

Before answering, I glanced at my father, who was silently sipping from his cup. He was sitting comfortably, yet I couldn't find a single opening in his posture.

If I couldn't find an opening with my level of martial arts, didn't that mean no opening existed in the first place?

Finally, I answered Hwi. "If they were that reckless, they'd be easier to deal with."

This meant the incident was a much more calculated conspiracy than that.

"I have a feeling this won't be the end of it."

And that premonition became reality much faster than I had expected.

A man burst into the inn and announced to everyone, "This time, the Great Justice Sect was attacked by those bastards from the Demonic Cult!"

The people in the inn all started murmuring at once, and the place grew noisy. The Great Justice Sect was also one of the sects that symbolized the orthodox sects in Chongqing.

At someone's cry that the Demonic Cult must be eliminated, the enraged heroes of the murim shouted in agreement.

The enemy's intention was clear. It was a scheme to provoke conflict between our Cult and the orthodox sects.

I cautiously said to my father, "Shouldn't we send word to the Murim Alliance?"

I meant that my father should personally inform the leader of the Murim Alliance that this wasn't our doing.

At that, my father drained his cup and rose from his seat.

"We need to confirm it for ourselves first."


Jin Hagun entered the Great Justice Sect with a hardened expression.

The surroundings were tightly controlled by Murim Alliance martial artists, but they couldn't stop the stench of blood wafting from within. Having already heard the rumors, martial artists from Chongqing's orthodox sects were gathering.

The rumors were spreading too quickly. It was a sign of just how on edge the Chongqing martial artists were.

Jin Hagun stopped in his tracks as he entered the building. A deep sigh escaped him unconsciously.

The scene before his eyes was a true catastrophe.

The martial artists of the Great Justice Sect lay dead, their bodies miserably torn and slashed.

Previously, at the Anonymous Manor, no bodies had been found. He had harbored a sliver of hope that they might still be alive. Seeing these corpses, that hope vanished.

Jin Hagun carefully made his way through the bodies and entered the Sect Leader's office. The master of the Great Justice Sect was dead, leaning against a wall. His chest was completely split open, a death so gruesome it was hard to look at.

And above the corpse, written in large letters of blood, were the words Demonic World. They were the same words left at the Anonymous Manor.

As Jin Hagun stared at it silently, Chongqing Branch Manager Ju Gwol entered.

"They killed everyone belonging to the Great Justice Sect, without leaving a single person. Even the cleaning women and the cooks in the kitchen were all killed."

Jin Hagun clenched his fists and gritted his teeth.

Even for those who live by killing, there is a minimum line that must be observed. Even if you hold a grudge against someone, you should only kill that enemy. What happened here today had crossed that line.

He would never forgive them.

They existed to prevent such things, to punish those who committed such acts.

Standing beside him, Ju Gwol wanted to ask if this still wasn't the work of the demonic practitioners, but he forced himself to hold back.

"Master Seong is on his way," Ju Gwol reported.

Master Seong was the Murim Alliance's demonic art researcher, who had studied it his entire life. He was more well-versed in demonic art than anyone, a man who could identify which art was used by examining the bloodstains, traces of the fight, and the wounds on the bodies.

Ju Gwol planned to wait until Master Seong arrived and presented his findings. After all, even after seeing the words on the wall, this commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade still didn't believe it was the work of demonic practitioners.

He won't be able to doubt Master Seong's findings.

Did he read Ju Gwol's mind?

"A few years ago, I would have thought it was the work of demonic practitioners, just like you, Manager Ju," Jin Hagun said.

"What's different from back then?" Ju Gwol asked.

Staring at the words written in blood, Jin Hagun looked at Ju Gwol and replied, "I've changed."

Ju Gwol understood the meaning behind those words. He wouldn't have said it normally, but two of Chongqing's orthodox sects had already been attacked. Ju Gwol finally said what he had been holding back.

"I've heard about your relationship with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Commander."

The person at the center of the most talk recently was, without a doubt, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. He had also heard rumors of concern among the high-ranking officials of the Murim Alliance about the friendship between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun.

"You can't trust demonic practitioners," Ju Gwol insisted.

After a brief pause, Jin Hagun replied, "I don't trust demonic practitioners either."

Two thoughts surfaced in Jin Hagun's mind at the same time.

As long as he is the Young Cult Leader, there's no way the Demonic Cult would have done something like this.

Then, another thought came to him. What if this really is the work of the Demonic Cult? What if everything was just a pretense to hide something like this?

Considering his relationship with Geom Mugeuk, the second thought was a suspicion he should never have entertained. He knew he shouldn't. He could already imagine how sorry he would feel toward Geom Mugeuk later.

However, looking at the gruesome corpse and the words 'Demonic World' written in blood, the thought came to him unbidden.

It was at that very moment.

"I'm disappointed. I trust you, you know."

Startled by the voice from behind, Jin Hagun and Ju Gwol spun around. Geom Mugeuk was standing at the entrance, having entered without them noticing.

Jin Hagun was so shocked he froze, unable to say a word. He had never dreamed he would see Geom Mugeuk here today. He was even more surprised because he had just been thinking about him.

Ju Gwol drew his sword and shouted, "Intruder!"

Dozens of his subordinates were stationed outside, yet this man had snuck in. It wasn't just the Branch martial artists. The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade, led by Jin Hagun, were also there.

How did he get in here?

At Ju Gwol's shout, martial artists came rushing in. They too were shocked and bewildered to see Geom Mugeuk, who had slipped past their watch.

Just then, Jin Hagun addressed everyone. "He's someone I know, so put away your swords. All of you, stand down."

Jin Hagun dismissed all the martial artists.

Ju Gwol sheathed his sword and thought of someone. Could it be? It was just as he had expected.

"It's been a while, my friend."

The only person who could call Jin Hagun 'friend' these days was the man from the rumors.

So this is the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult!

Ju Gwol's heart trembled. This was the first time he had ever seen the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Jin Hagun was in no mood for a leisurely chat. "What are you doing here?" he demanded.

To Jin Hagun's question, Geom Mugeuk let out a light sigh and replied, "You might not believe me, but I was just passing by."

Because the incident had truly occurred while he was just passing through Chongqing.

Ju Gwol's expression soured. Crazy! Just passing by? With the Young Cult Leader's appearance here, he became even more convinced that this incident was the work of the Demonic Cult.

Jin Hagun, on the other hand, finally felt the reality of meeting Geom Mugeuk. He was the kind of person who gave such absurd answers. And those absurd words were always sincere and true.

Honestly, he was glad to see Geom Mugeuk. But he couldn't show that gladness in this situation. His heart was filled with rage for the perpetrator and sorrow for the dead.

Given the circumstances, Geom Mugeuk also dropped the nonsense and explained that he was truly just passing through.

"You can find out if you investigate. We received help from your Shanxi Branch. We were on our way back to our Cult after handling business over there."

Fortunately, they had received help from the Shanxi Branch while dealing with the Death King. Investigating their travel route and timeline would provide some explanation.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward where the two men were standing.

Ju Gwol remained inwardly vigilant, raising his qi so he could attack at any moment.

I really can't feel any demonic qi from him.

He was astonished that a demonic practitioner could conceal his demonic qi so thoroughly. Not only was there no demonic qi, but he felt like someone who didn't know martial arts at all. It seemed one could truly call it the perfected state of Origin Reversal.

Geom Mugeuk stood before Jin Hagun. Their gazes met and tangled in midair.

"I'm this angry, so I can't even begin to imagine how furious you must be."

At Geom Mugeuk's words of comfort, Jin Hagun stated his resolve. "I will never forgive the one who did this."

Even if that person turns out to be you, he added silently.

"You should. I plan to do the same."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the words on the wall. "The one who left that message knows nothing about my father's demonic path, or mine."

Because of the message, Jin Hagun had also considered that it might not be the work of the Demonic Cult. Neither the Heavenly Demon he had seen at the tripartite meeting, nor the Geom Mugeuk he knew, were the type of people to kill someone while leaving such a message.

Right, this isn't his doing. He's not that kind of person.

Just then, a subordinate's voice came from the entrance. "Master Seong has arrived."

Turning around, he saw an old man with stark white hair entering the room.


Chapter 497: The Things That Shouldn't Have Been Touched

Elder Seong was an old man with white hair, but his back was ramrod straight and his gaze was intense. The neat black robes he wore contrasted with his white hair, creating a peculiar atmosphere. He carried a large box, and various unknown tools poked out from under the white cloth covering it.

The one who greeted him first was Jin Hagun.

"It's been a long time."

Jin Hagun had known Elder Seong since he was young. Elder Seong was an indispensable figure in the Murim Alliance for demonic art, recognized by all for his research on the subject. From the Alliance's perspective, how could they not treasure someone who studied their most powerful enemy's martial arts? He was training several disciples and remained vigorously active despite his old age.

"Have you been well, Commander Jin? I've heard much about your exploits as the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

Jin Hagun introduced Geom Mugeuk to him.

"This is the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult."

Elder Seong was surprised, not expecting the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult to be here. He examined Geom Mugeuk with a renewed gaze.

"You're quite different from what I imagined."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and offered a greeting.

"I've heard much of your reputation, Elder."

"I'd think your people would hate me."

"How could that be? On a day like today, it's thanks to you being here that we might be able to clear our name."

Elder Seong's eyes narrowed.

"We'll find out once I investigate."

Ju Gwol, who had brought Elder Seong, made a polite request.

"As you know, this is a grave matter. The truth of this incident rests solely in your hands, Elder."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Ju Gwol.

"Are you hoping the culprit is one of us?"

Ju Gwol thought that perhaps he was. If someone else besides the Demonic Cult could commit such a cruel act, it would be far more terrifying than the culprit being from the Demonic Cult.

Ju Gwol once again politely requested of Elder Seong.

"I'm counting on you."

It was a plea filled with the hope that he wouldn't miss any signs of demonic art.

"Regardless of what you all hope for, I will only reveal what is there."

Elder Seong walked over to the body of the Great Justice Sect's leader. He opened the box, took out his tools, and began his investigation in earnest.

He collected a sample of the corpse's blood and mixed it with a liquid from a vial. He carefully examined the wounds, applying different medicines to the severed flesh, bones, and organs.

He didn't just examine the body. He investigated where the blood had splattered and what kind of traces were left on the walls. He sprinkled a powdered chemical on the floor to reveal footprints, trying to determine what kind of movement arts had been used. He conducted every possible investigation.

Unless a technique that left very distinct traces was used, it was difficult to accurately identify the martial arts employed, even with all this. There were just too many similar martial arts in this murim.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun, who had been watching for a while, walked over to the window.

Ju Gwol couldn't follow and watched them from a distance. He was displeased that Jin Hagun was associating with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult in this situation.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun stared out the window in silence. The Murim Alliance martial artists were moving the bodies into the courtyard.

Jin Hagun saw it. The look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes as he watched the scene was no different from his own. He was just as angry and sorrowful as he was.

Knowing he was this kind of person, he thought that perhaps his earlier suspicion of Geom Mugeuk was due to his own personality. He was someone who didn't truly trust anyone. No, perhaps he was someone who didn't know how to trust.

"Why did you go to Shaanxi?"

Geom Mugeuk answered Jin Hagun's question honestly.

"Our Cult's the All-Knowing Hall discovered the financial pipeline of the masterminds in Shaanxi. I went to cut it off."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you cut it?"

"SNIP."

A faint smile touched Jin Hagun's lips before vanishing.

"Do you think they're the ones who committed this act?"

"Could be, could not be."

Revenge for eliminating the Death King? If so, this would be the first time those who have been plotting in the shadows have launched a proactive attack.

However, the Death King died only a short while ago. Would they launch a revenge attack so quickly? This incident seems to have been meticulously planned. Would they really have had enough time to prepare in between?

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy to Jin Hagun.

[Father is out here with me.]

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression.

[I'm telling you because I don't want to deceive you.]

[Where is he now?]

[He's at our Cult's safehouse.]

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun.

[That's the proof. That we didn't do this. Would I commit such an act while my father is with me?]

Jin Hagun now believed him completely. He knew how much Geom Mugeuk liked and respected the Heavenly Demon. He wasn't the type of person to use his father in a deception, no matter the trick.

[Thank you for telling me.]

[When we become the Cult Leader and the Chairman, we might face something like this again. At that time, you must tell me too. Be honest, just like I am now. Then we'll be able to overcome any attempt to drive us apart, any misunderstanding.]

The two men looked at each other, then turned their gazes back to the courtyard. The bodies were still being moved.

Meanwhile, Elder Seong's investigation continued. His examination was meticulous and passionate. He didn't even frown at the foul-smelling chemicals. He lay prone on the blood-pooled floor, searching for something. He tried to recreate the fight by stringing red thread throughout the hall.

How much time had passed like that?

Everyone gathered around Elder Seong. As tense gazes focused on him, Elder Seong spoke calmly.

"I've identified the martial arts."

Finally, Elder Seong had finished his investigation. Not only Jin Hagun and Ju Gwol, but Geom Mugeuk too waited for his answer with a tense expression.

"The martial arts that killed the leader of the Great Justice Sect was..."

Elder Seong's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"demonic art."

Jin Hagun flinched in surprise, while Ju Gwol wore an 'I knew it' expression.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm.

This conspiracy was truly well-planned. Although he had told Elder Seong that he would clear their name, he had anticipated that the culprit might have used demonic art to kill.

Ju Gwol asked Elder Seong.

"Did you also find out specifically what kind of demonic art it was?"

To his surprise, Elder Seong nodded. A shocking fact flowed from his lips.

"It's a Demon Supreme's demonic art."

All three men listening were shocked.

This time, Geom Mugeuk, who had been calm before, was the most surprised. He truly hadn't expected a Demon Supreme's demonic art to be mentioned.

Even Ju Gwol, who had been certain it was demonic art, tensed up at the mention of a Demon Supreme. The culprit was a Demon Supreme? This was a problem on a completely different level than before.

"Who is it? That Demon Supreme?"

To Ju Gwol's trembling question, Elder Seong named a single person.

"the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"!"

"The one who killed the leader of the Great Justice Sect was his the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique."

A heavy silence fell over the place. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had annihilated the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect.

If this news spread to the jianghu, not just the Chongqingmurim but the entire murim would be thrown into an uproar. It was an incident that could easily serve as the catalyst for a war between the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk was silently staring at Elder Seong.

Ju Gwol, taking that reaction as an admission to Elder Seong's words, quickly darted toward the entrance. He then called in all his subordinates from outside. Geom Mugeuk paid him no mind.

The first thought that came to mind after hearing Elder Seong's words was this.

Could this Elder Seong also be someone recruited by Hwa Mugi's side?

He had produced such a ridiculous result.

However, in his life before regression, Elder Seong had never appeared in connection with the Twelve Zodiac Kings. He could have helped them from the shadows, but that was unlikely. The Twelve Zodiac Kings had appeared after the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had closed itself off, and in that era, Elder Seong would have been an unnecessary person.

Besides, there was one more thing. If he had been recruited by them, he wouldn't have presented such a result in front of him, knowing he would be immediately suspected. He would have claimed it was a different martial arts here, then gone to the Murim Alliance Lord to sow discord, saying something like, 'I couldn't speak the truth in front of the Young Cult Leader.'

This man is not their pawn.

That was why this result was so surprising and shocking to Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Hagun confirmed again with Elder Seong.

"Are you certain it's the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's martial arts? As you know, Elder, this is a truly important matter."

Elder Seong then stated firmly.

"I am certain."

Elder Seong showed not a hint of hesitation. He reinforced his assertion with a confident expression.

"Even if the Demonic Cult Leader were here instead of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, I would give the same answer. I can stake my name on it."

He had thought they had recruited someone to do the job. But a Demon Supreme's martial arts? Jin Hagun was confused by his certainty. When he had first said it was demonic art, Jin Hagun had assumed the masterminds had simply used an expert in demonic art. But now... 'Could someone forge a Demon Supreme's demonic art?' The thought seemed impossible.

What if it really is the work of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. What on earth was he supposed to say to Geom Mugeuk in this situation? He couldn't say he trusted Elder Seong's judgment, nor could he say he trusted Geom Mugeuk in front of Elder Seong.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Jin Hagun.

"If evidence came out that the Murim Alliance Lord committed this act, would you believe that evidence?"

It was such a ridiculous hypothetical that Jin Hagun didn't even answer.

"You'd never believe it, right? That's how I feel right now."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Elder Seong.

"If that man isn't falsifying the results, then I'll have to figure out how those bastards created this outcome."

Elder Seong then said resolutely.

"I didn't deceive you. Whether you believe it or not is unimportant."

Geom Mugeuk nodded silently.

"You'd better not have. I don't know who they are, but they keep touching things they absolutely shouldn't. They pissed off my father, and now they've pissed me off."

It also meant the enemy knew a lot about his father and him.

Meanwhile, the Chongqing Branch martial artists swarmed into the main hall and surrounded Geom Mugeuk in layers. Thinking an incident had broken out, even the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists all entered to watch the situation. Fortunately, nothing had happened to Jin Hagun.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun.

"I should get going now."

Jin Hagun couldn't find any trace of bewilderment from a discovered plot in Geom Mugeuk's eyes. His gaze was as clear and deep as ever.

"You'll have to uncover the truth as quickly as possible."

Jin Hagun trusted Geom Mugeuk. He didn't trust the Demonic Cult, he didn't trust demons, and he didn't trust the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but he trusted his friend.

"I will. Thanks."

As Geom Mugeuk tried to leave, Ju Gwol blocked him. The Branch martial artists raised their qi and aimed their swords at him in unison.

"Now that the culprit's martial arts have been revealed as demonic art, we can't let him leave like this."

He thought that if this incident was the work of the Demonic Cult, this was a golden opportunity to capture the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Then Jin Hagun said to him.

"Even if we wanted to capture him, we can't do it with just us. So just let him go."

Ju Gwol wasn't the only one surprised by those words. The Chongqing Branch martial artists present had the same thought.

We might not be enough, but with Commander Jin and the Demon Slaying Brigade here, you're saying we can't capture one Young Cult Leader?

In that moment, Ju Gwol greatly misunderstood.

You're letting him go because he's your friend. Look here, Commander Jin. This incident could drag you down from your position as successor.

Jin Hagun looked at Ju Gwol and said.

"Clear the way."

Jin Hagun's gaze was so resolute that he could no longer insist. When Ju Gwol gave the order to his subordinates, the Branch martial artists finally sheathed their swords in unison and cleared a path.

Geom Mugeuk walked quietly out between the Murim Alliance martial artists.

Jin Hagun stood by the window, watching Geom Mugeuk cross the courtyard and leave the building. He felt the anger and agitation from Ju Gwol and the Branch martial artists watching his back.

Not many people would understand the friendship between the grandson of the Murim Alliance Lord, a strong candidate for successor, and the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Moreover, Elder Seong was a figure everyone trusted when it came to demonic art.

Looking at how things were unfolding, this result would also spread quickly through rumors.

Friend, you don't have much time.


When I returned to the safehouse, my father was circulating his energy in the courtyard. Lately, my father had been dedicating himself to practicing his internal art.

I held my breath and waited for my father to finish his training.

And in the moment my father finished circulating his energy, I saw it. The true qi swirling around my father's body coalesced like a mirage in the shimmering heat. That form was the Heavenly Demon Soul.

I had the illusion that the Heavenly Demon Soul, made of true qi, was looking at me. It was a frightening sight no matter how many times I saw it, but I was happy to see the Heavenly Demon Soul after so long.

The happiness was brief. The Heavenly Demon Soul dispersed back into true qi and was absorbed into my father's body. Father slowly opened his eyes, his gaze as deep as an abyss.

"Did you see it?"

"Yes, I saw it."

Father's gaze intensified.

"The true qi of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is only visible to those who have learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and only when one's level reaches the seventh star does the form of the Heavenly Demon Soul begin to appear faintly. This means your level has reached the seventh star."

Father looked surprised by the fact that I had already reached the seventh star.

"That's much faster than my own achievement."

And my father was said to have had one of the fastest achievements in history. Considering when I learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it was an absurdly fast achievement.

This achievement was only natural. In addition to my father's repeated lectures, I had been training for much longer using the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

"It's all thanks to your excellent teaching, Father."

My achievement was surely stimulating my father. I want to achieve complete mastery even a day sooner and manifest the Heavenly Demon Soul. I was so curious about how my Heavenly Demon Soul would differ from my father's.

"What happened with the matter you went to attend to?"

"It was just as you predicted, Father."

Before contacting the Murim Alliance Lord, Father had told me to go and first confirm what kind of martial arts the Great Justice Sect had been struck by. The reason he had me confirm was that he also thought they might have been struck by demonic art.

"What kind of demonic art was it?"

Father was clearly thinking it would be a known demonic art. That would be the surest way to frame us.

I relayed a fact that even my father couldn't help but be surprised by.

"It was Elder Blade Demon's martial arts."

Father's gaze turned cold and sank. They had touched the demonic path and a Demon Supreme, so his anger was natural.

"I don't know how they fabricated it, but since Elder Seong, an expert in our Cult's demonic art, uncovered it, the Murim Alliance will demand an explanation for this incident. Of course, Elder Blade Demon is reading books and teaching Daeryong in our Cult, so there won't be any problem."

Just then, a person entered, guided by a safehouse martial artist.

I truly hadn't expected him to come, so I stared at him with a surprised expression.

Seo Daeryong, with a great dao on his back, was entering the safehouse.


Chapter 498: From Now On, I Am the Culprit

Seo Daeryong ran up to Geom Woojin and bowed politely.

"Greetings to the Cult Leader."

Geom Woojin accepted Seo Daeryong's greeting.

"It's been a while."

Father also seemed a bit surprised by his appearance. The man being the Sanzu Hall Director Seo Daeryong was not an issue. The problem was that he was the disciple who had inherited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's martial arts.

"Greetings to the Young Cult Leader."

Since Geom Woojin was present, Seo Daeryong also formally greeted Geom Mugeuk. Normally, he would have run over shouting, 'I missed you! Young Cult Leader!'

Under different circumstances, Geom Mugeuk would have joked around while accepting his greeting, but this was not the time for that. He had to help him maintain his authority as the Sanzu Hall Director in front of his father. The fun of joking around was fleeting, but this moment would influence Seo Daeryong's life from now on.

"What brings the Sanzu Hall Director here?"

Seo Daeryong sensed it. Not just Geom Mugeuk, but even Geom Woojin was surprised by his appearance.

He wanted to put on a tearful face and say this.

[I'm not supposed to be here, am I?]

However, he couldn't dare speak in such a way in front of the Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk read Seo Daeryong's feelings from his expression.

"We're in a situation where we shouldn't be meeting Director Seo right now."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Right now, my father and I are with the culprit who annihilated the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect."

Realizing that the culprit was him, Seo Daeryong's eyes widened in surprise.

"Me?"

"Yes, you're the prime suspect right now."

Then, unexpected words came from Seo Daeryong's mouth.

"But how did you know? That I went there."

This time, it was Geom Mugeuk's turn to be surprised.

"You went there?"

"Yes, I did. I went to both places."

It wasn't even just one place. Unable to hold back, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"So Director Seo was the culprit!"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Seo Daeryong jumped.

"No, what are you..."

He started to react as he usually would but then continued speaking politely.

"Me, the culprit? I am not!"

Of course, it was a joke from Geom Mugeuk. He knew Seo Daeryong wasn't the type of person to wipe out an entire family. The reports said even the cooks and working women were all killed. He knew well that neither Seo Daeryong nor the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would commit such a cruel act.

Geom Mugeuk asked again, seriously.

"Why did you come to Chongqing?"

The answer he had hoped would not come, came. It would have been better if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had just stayed in our Cult reading books.

"I came to see my Master."

The gaze of Geom Woojin, who had been listening, also grew intense.

He had a feeling when Seo Daeryong appeared. If the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was also here, this was no ordinary situation.

"Don't tell me? Is Elder Blade Demon here?"

Seo Daeryong nodded and answered.

"Yes, he is here."

"Tell me in detail what happened."

Seo Daeryong glanced once at Geom Mugeuk, then began to recount the past events in a trembling voice. He was speaking to Geom Mugeuk, but it was a report for the Cult Leader.

"Some time ago, my Master left the cult, saying he had something to attend to."

"And he didn't say what it was?"

"No. He only said he had a place to visit. But he seemed a little different than usual."

"Different in what way?"

Because the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was so strict when teaching martial arts, it wasn't easy for Seo Daeryong to read his master's emotions or inner thoughts.

However, the bond between them had deepened recently, and he would sometimes even tolerate Seo Daeryong's jokes. So he could sense his master's emotions better than before.

"He appeared composed on the outside, but for some reason, his expression was dark."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk's expression naturally hardened. Seo Daeryong was quick-witted. If it was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon of all people, what he saw must have been accurate. Had something happened to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

"But I couldn't ask any more questions."

That would be the case. When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon himself says he has business and is leaving the cult, how could one possibly pry?

"A long time after he left, this arrived for me."

As he said that, Seo Daeryong took something out from his robes. What he handed over was a book.

"Could this be?"

"That's right. It's the collection of poetry and paintings my Master always enjoyed reading."

This poetry collection was definitely the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's book. A note Geom Mugeuk had left when he borrowed and returned it remained on the first page.

[If the Elder hadn't become a martial artist, he would have become a poet.]

"This arrived?"

Geom Mugeuk's expression had become serious.

"And this was tucked between the pages of the book."

Seo Daeryong handed over another piece of paper.

[A certain month, a certain day. Chongqing, the Anonymous Manor.]

It was a message to meet at the annihilated Anonymous Manor.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father in surprise. This was clearly no small matter. If there was a need to send a message to Seo Daeryong, he could have just sent a messenger pigeon. There was no reason to send a book. As expected, his father's gaze had turned cold and sunken.

"Is it the Elder's handwriting?"

"That's what I was unsure about. It looked similar, but also not. So I was going to have the handwriting analyst in my hall investigate it. But I changed my mind and departed immediately."

"Why did you leave without seeing the results?"

"On second thought, there was no need to confirm. If it was my Master's handwriting, I obviously had to come. And if it wasn't my Master's handwriting, I had to come even faster."

If someone else had written and sent it, it meant the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in danger.

"If the Young Cult Leader had been there, I would have consulted you."

Geom Mugeuk was gone, and Lee Ahn was gone. To make matters worse, Jang Ho was also away from the cult with the Demonic Army. In the end, Seo Daeryong came to Chongqing alone.

Geom Mugeuk realized it. This was a conspiracy by someone who knew that Seo Daeryong would definitely come all the way to Chongqing. The culprit was someone who knew the circumstances of our Cult and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon well.

"I went to the Anonymous Manor on the date written there, but my Master was not present. I didn't know if the date was wrong or the place was wrong. But I couldn't just go back, so I waited at a nearby inn. I had a bad feeling about it. So I immediately reported the situation to the Head Strategist through the All-Knowing Hall."

"That was a good move."

As expected of the brilliant Seo Daeryong.

"As I was waiting, that night, someone sent a letter to the guest room I was staying in."

Geom Mugeuk guessed the contents of the letter exactly.

"Was it a message to meet at the Great Justice Sect?"

"That's right. Since I came up empty-handed before, I had to go. But this time, too, it was a bust. And the next day, those incidents happened one after another."

When we had turned our carriage around, Seo Daeryong was already here and had become entangled in these events.

"Chongqing was sealed off due to the incidents at the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect. I could have gotten out if I really wanted to, but I couldn't return without confirming my Master's safety. That's when a message came from the All-Knowing Hall. It said the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader were at a safehouse and that I should go there."

Strategist Sama had made the wisest choice.

Seo Daeryong asked Geom Mugeuk. Unless the Head Strategist had given special permission, even the Sanzu Hall Director could not have come to the Heavenly Demon's exclusive safehouse.

In this urgent situation, he asked, "But what did you mean earlier? Why am I the culprit? Is it because I visited those places?"

However, Geom Mugeuk had brought up the culprit before Seo Daeryong had said he visited those places.

Geom Mugeuk told him the reason.

"The martial arts that killed the Great Justice Sect's leader is the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique."

Startled, Seo Daeryong's eyes flew wide open.

"That can't be!"

That was why. Geom Mugeuk turned to his father and said.

"I don't know who it is, but they've concocted a rather plausible conspiracy."

I could feel my father's anger. Father would not have been this furious if someone had simply challenged him.

However, the culprit had provoked the Path of Demons by leaving behind the words 'Demonic World'. And now, they had provoked his father's Demon Supreme.

Because before he was my Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Blade Demon was my father's Demon Supreme.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. His father would never forgive the mastermind behind this incident.

Presently, Geom Woojin said softly.

"He's not someone who gets taken down easily, so there's no need to worry about him."

It was a statement that revealed his absolute trust in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. After saying that, his father went inside the building.

Geom Mugeuk said loudly to his father. His father's back was telling him. Find out where that man is, now.

"I will find out where the Elder is."

Once Geom Woojin entered his quarters, only Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong remained in the safehouse courtyard.

At last, Seo Daeryong let out a sigh of relief. He had been very nervous in front of the Heavenly Demon. He tried hard not to show it, but he had been trembling a lot.

"I was afraid the Cult Leader would interrogate me, asking if it was my doing!"

The two of them now began to speak comfortably.

"No way. Father knows very well that you're not the kind of person to do something like that."

"He knows about me?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Do you think he would just give you the position of the Sanzu Hall Director because I recommended you? The Head Strategist probably reported everything about the man Seo Daeryong."

"He must know about my timidness too, then."

Separate from the seriousness of this situation, it was good to see Seo Daeryong after so long. Good people are always good to see, no matter when or in what situation.

"Have you been well?"

"Yes, I've been well."

You wouldn't know, Young Cult Leader. How much I missed you. I checked every day to see if you had returned.

"Did you take care of your business well?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Seo Daeryong's question.

"Of course. With who went, how could it not have ended well?"

He could trust Geom Mugeuk to handle it alone, but the Cult Leader had gone with him.

"When we were handling things there, I had no idea that the real problem was waiting here in Chongqing."

Seo Daeryong asked cautiously.

"Will my Master be alright?"

But he soon looked down at the poetry collection and shook his head.

"How can he be alright when this is in our hands?"

After despairing like that, he startled himself and shouted.

"What nonsense am I spouting! The Cult Leader said it too, didn't he? Our Master isn't someone who gets taken down easily anywhere. He'll be fine."

They say that the deeper the affection, the greater the worry. He had somehow managed when he was alone, but seeing Geom Mugeuk made all the worry he had been holding back burst out. Seo Daeryong hadn't been able to sleep properly since this incident began, worried about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Geom Mugeuk reassured Seo Daeryong.

"The Elder will be fine."

"He really will be, right?"

"Have my words ever been wrong?"

"Of course not, you've never been wrong!"

Geom Mugeuk thought of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The image that came to mind now was not of him swinging a large dao, nor his unyielding gaze, nor his stubborn personality.

It was of him sitting quietly, reading a book.

That's why I believe. That he won't be easily defeated by anyone, anywhere. Because a Demon Supreme who reads books cannot be found anywhere else.

Geom Mugeuk put the book into his robes. He was certain this book would protect the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Since this is the Elder's business, you and I will have to solve it, right?"

A fire lit up in Seo Daeryong's eyes.

"What should I do? Just entrust me with anything."

"They tried to make you the culprit in this incident. There will probably be witnesses who saw you."

The person who mastered the martial art that killed the Great Justice Sect's leader visited the place beforehand? It was a situation with almost no way out. In that case?

"Let's move according to their intentions."

"How?"

"When else in your life will you get to be such a villain?"

He meant for Seo Daeryong to become the villain who massacred the Great Justice Sect. It seemed like he would refuse, saying he couldn't possibly do that, but Seo Daeryong answered readily.

"From now on, I am the culprit! Be careful, I'm a merciless and terrifying guy!"

"You'll do it? If this goes wrong, you could be branded as that kind of villain by other martial artists and this whole affair could end there. Aren't you scared?"

"I am scared," Seo Daeryong said honestly.

"You know, don't you? How cowardly and timid I am. How much I look after my own skin. And how I'm really conscious of what other people think."

But the reason he could overcome all of that was this.

"Still, I have to do it. It's for my Master. I have to do it even if I die."

Seo Daeryong remembered the moment he first met Geom Mugeuk. His dark, gloomy, and timid self back then. He also remembered when he first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The day he got drunk and clung to his trouser leg. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon who had put him to bed. A man with such a neat personality.

When he thought of those times, what was there to hesitate about?

"It's a shame. That I can only be bait."

How could Geom Mugeuk not know his heart? His desire to play a cool role and resolve this incident. His longing to be acknowledged by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for it.

But it was too much for now. The mastermind behind this incident was no ordinary person. Even playing the role of bait would not be easy.

"You're bait, but you're bait to catch a monster. The pinnacle of baits, a smart bait who was the valedictorian of his class, the best bait in the murim."

Seo Daeryong smiled faintly. If it weren't for this Young Cult Leader in front of him, he would have fainted several times already in this situation. But instead of running away and looking away, he was saying things like this.

"That bait, even if it's swallowed into the monster's stomach, you have to pull me out!"


Chapter 499: So, Seven, Eight, and Nine Are All Here

Martial artists were filing into the training grounds in lines. They were martial artists sent as support from the Murim Alliance's Shanxi Branch. From every Branch and sub-branch adjacent to Chongqing, martial artists were steadily gathering.

Jin Hagun gazed outside from the window of the Chongqing Branch Manager's office.

Having already heard the news from this place, their expressions were grim. They looked prepared for a decisive battle with the Demonic Cult. And it wasn't just them. News arrived that skirmishes were breaking out all over Chongqing between orthodox sects martial artists and members of the Demonic Cult. The atmosphere was truly ominous.

Branch Manager Ju Gwol stood a short distance away from Jin Hagun.

"The Chairman has granted you, Manager, the authority to decide on the surround the perimeter."

It meant he was to judge for himself.

Jin Hagun could feel it. If he mishandled this incident, he might fail to become the successor. His grandfather was not the type to forgive mistakes just because he was his grandson. On the contrary, he would judge him by an even stricter standard. That was why he had to judge carefully and handle it well.

"If you're going to establish the surround the perimeter, you must do it right now."

Time is of the essence for a surround the perimeter. It would be useless to set it up after the enemy has already escaped.

Ju Gwol's heart was anxious, but Jin Hagun's thoughts were different.

Whether the culprit is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or not.

Jin Hagun's gaze turned toward the distant wall.

They are all here.

The one plotting the conspiracy, and the one caught in it.

They have no intention of running away. They intend to see this through to the end, right here.

If that was the case, rather than spreading out his forces by establishing a surround the perimeter, it would be better to gather them in one place to more easily prepare for the events to come.

Just then, a subordinate entered the office and reported.

"We've found an informant who witnessed the culprit."

Jin Hagun and Ju Gwol were startled.

"Bring him here at once."

At Ju Gwol's command, the subordinate returned with a man. The man who entered, his face tense and frightened, was a street vendor who sold goods from a stall in the marketplace.

"The day before the tragedy, there was a martial artist who asked for the location of the Great Justice Sect."

Ju Gwol asked him.

"Do you remember what kind of person he was?"

"He was short and had a small build."

"His age? Was he an old man?"

"No. He was a young man."

Hearing he was young, Ju Gwol was inwardly disappointed. He had been hoping it was someone who had seen the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What kind of weapon was he carrying?"

"He was carrying a large dao on his back."

At the mention of a large dao, the light returned to Ju Gwol's eyes.

"Do you remember his face?"

"Yes, I remember it because he had a peculiar face."

Ju Gwol immediately ordered his subordinate to take the man to an artist and have a composite sketch drawn.

"It's a well-known fact that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon passed on his martial arts to a disciple. Perhaps the culprit is that disciple."

Jin Hagun, however, thought otherwise. It was strange how the evidence was appearing so neatly.

"Branch Manager, do you really think someone on their way to annihilate a sect would stop on the street to ask for directions?"

Ju Gwol had no response to that, but he had something else to say.

"But what if that man is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple? Do you think a demonic practitioner who learned that specific martial arts would coincidentally visit the very place annihilated by that demonic art for some other business?"

It was difficult for Jin Hagun to refute that as well. If he was revealed to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple, everyone would believe this incident was the work of the Demonic Cult. As Ju Gwol said, such a coincidence was impossible.

"For now, have as many copies of the composite sketch from the witness's testimony drawn as possible and post them all over Chongqing. Finding him is the priority."

Separate from his trust in Geom Mugeuk, he couldn't rule out the slight possibility that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple had committed this tragedy.

"You must establish the surround the perimeter."

"I will decide that on my own. For now, focus on finding him."

"Understood."

Ju Gwol went outside.

Jin Hagun said to a subordinate from the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Send word to the Young Cult Leader. Tell him I wish to see him in secret."


The soft moonlight settled on each and every blade of grass.

Although he had assured Seo Daeryong that everything would be fine, Geom Mugeuk was worried about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Knowing how strong the man was made him worry even more. The powerful Geom Mugeuk stood alone in a wide, open field.

Because he had lost contact with the man.

Elder.

He missed him. An image of him came to mind, his Heaven Destroying Dao stuck in the ground, leaning against the blade as he drank.

When this is all over, let's lean against that blade together and have a drink, Elder.

Just then, a person appeared. The person who slowly walked up and stood next to Geom Mugeuk was Jin Hagun.

"You came?"

"Thank you for coming out to meet me."

"Of course I'd come if you called. You must be busy, so why did you call me?"

At that, Jin Hagun took a piece of paper from his robes and handed it to Geom Mugeuk. It was a drawing, a composite sketch of a person.

"Is it a good likeness?"

Geom Mugeuk answered Jin Hagun's question readily.

"It's identical. It's as if they drew it with him sitting right in front of them."

His words were also an admission that the person in the drawing was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple.

"Who was the informant?"

"They say he asked a street vendor for the location of the Great Justice Sect."

"A person like that must deal with hundreds of people a day. Isn't it strange that he'd remember a face so accurately?"

And above all, it captured Seo Daeryong's features perfectly. A drawing like this couldn't exist unless it was prepared in advance.

"A fabrication?"

"That informant has either already disappeared or is dead."

He has already given his testimony and described the face for the sketch, so nothing will change. People will just assume he was killed to be silenced, and their hatred for the Demonic Cult will only grow stronger.

"I'll look into it."

A thought arose in a corner of Jin Hagun's mind.

Couldn't you have been the one to get rid of him?

To trick me in return. The fact that he was still having such thoughts made him realize he still didn't completely trust him.

"Where is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple now?"

"He's with me."

Jin Hagun looked at the drawing in Geom Mugeuk's hand and said.

"Starting tomorrow, that drawing will be posted all over Chongqing. Rumors will spread that the culprit is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun.

"That will put you in a difficult position."

Difficult was an understatement. He was the one responsible for finding the culprit, and his grandfather would decide whether or not to make him the successor based on how he resolved this incident.

[Hand him over to me.]

The words rose to the tip of his tongue. He wanted to investigate him himself to be certain. Right now, his trust in Geom Mugeuk was nine parts out of ten. That remaining one part continued to torment him.

"If he's caught by your people, he won't be able to get free. He's learned the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique that killed the master of the Great Justice Sect, and he even visited the Great Justice Sect the day before. But you know what?"

Geom Mugeuk said with a faint smile.

"This man, he was admitted to the Sanzu River Hall at the top of his class. He might look gloomy like this, but he's that smart. What I'm saying is, he's not the kind of person to go around leaving a trail of evidence while annihilating a die-hard orthodox sect."

Jin Hagun thought so too, but.

"However, in the end, the evidence that has been revealed will have to become the truth. If you want to protect that disciple, you have to find the real culprit. And as quickly as possible."

The two of them stood in silence for a moment. A gust of wind blew, making the grass move like waves, and the sound of insects chirping could be heard from afar.

"Going this far, what do you think they're after?"

To Jin Hagun's question, Geom Mugeuk replied calmly.

"A war between your side and ours."

"!"

Jin Hagun was shocked. He had only thought the enemy was trying to achieve some goal by driving a wedge between them. He hadn't considered for a moment that the goal was a war between the Orthodox and Demonic factions.

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that asked if he was serious.

And Geom Mugeuk was serious.

"I think these incidents are just the beginning. After deepening the conflict between us like this, they'll cause another incident. I don't know what their plan is, but by then, it will be irreversible."

These horrific incidents are just the beginning?

"By starting a war?"

They must be trying to start something so big because there's something to gain, right?

"That, I don't know. What it is they want."

At first, Geom Mugeuk had thought it might be a personal grudge of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. However, for that to be the case, the enemy was making things too big. Moreover, they had even drawn in Seo Daeryong.

There's something more.

Jin Hagun let out a light sigh.

"This is difficult."

Amidst the difficulty, there was a glimmer of hope that Geom Mugeuk had found.

"However, there's one fact the enemy has overlooked."

"What is it?"

"You and me."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun.

"The fact that we're closer friends than they think."

Jin Hagun averted his gaze from Geom Mugeuk's. He felt that the time had come to say this.

"But I only trust you nine parts out of ten. Are we still friends?"

Jin Hagun mustered his courage. This was the part that had always tormented him. The fact that Geom Mugeuk considered him a friend, while he couldn't completely trust him.

Then, an unexpected answer came.

"You trust me nine parts out of ten? I only trust you eight out of ten."

He thought Geom Mugeuk was joking again, but he was serious.

"You're truly meant to be a Master. To think that trusting someone nine parts out of ten isn't enough. Hey, friend. You're the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, and I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult. And you trust me nine out of ten?"

For Jin Hagun, trust was a word that could only be used when you believed with all ten parts.

"Let's just go with our relationship being about an eight out of ten. For those eight parts, we'll be as sincere as if our lives depended on it. But let's leave the remaining two as leeway. We're only human, don't we need to doubt and even dislike each other sometimes?"

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. He was saying such things, even though words like 'doubt' and 'dislike' didn't suit him at all.

"What if the other two parts betray you?"

"How can two parts betray you? When the other eight are there."

"!"

Jin Hagun had never thought about trust between people this way before. He had always believed that the one part he couldn't fill would be the one to betray him.

"If the eight parts are solid, the rebellion of the two won't be a betrayal, but more like a slight disappointment. If the eight are solid, you can be free from the burden of having to trust someone completely. Besides, isn't giving trust harder than having it? Complete trust? Let's not live such tiring lives. You and I, let's make some mistakes, be disliked, and live like that. Trusting with a solid eight is more than enough."

Jin Hagun couldn't tell. Did Geom Mugeuk know that he had been agonizing over this problem for a long time? If not, how could he put a person's mind at ease like this? Just how?

"Then I guess we are friends."

"Of course. In that case, would you like to see the bait?"

"Bait?"

Geom Mugeuk looked behind him. From behind a distant tree, a man walked toward them.

Jin Hagun realized the person who arrived was the Seo Daeryong from the drawing. He was inwardly surprised that Geom Mugeuk had brought him here.

Instead of making introductions, Geom Mugeuk asked Seo Daeryong.

"On a scale of one to ten, how much do you trust me?"

What was the point in asking? Of course, it was a ten. He trusted him more than anyone else in the world.

Of course, it wouldn't be Seo Daeryong if he answered straightforwardly when given a chance to joke around.

"Wouldn't it be about a seven?"

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun.

"He's my right-hand man, and even he says seven."

"We started at a one when we first met, so this is huge progress. I really didn't trust you even one bit back then."

A Young Cult Leader who said he would change the Cult?

Geom Mugeuk handed the paper in his hand to Seo Daeryong.

"Here, keep this as a souvenir."

Then he said to Jin Hagun.

"This drawing, you don't have to distribute it tomorrow."

Jin Hagun was startled by Geom Mugeuk's words. He realized it meant he was entrusting Seo Daeryong to him.

"Are you serious?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"The reason I'm entrusting this man to you isn't because he's the culprit. This man is my right hand. If he's the culprit, then so am I."

He trusted him this much.

"You know he won't be able to get out easily, so why?"

The reason for entrusting him was something Jin Hagun hadn't considered.

"Because if your people can't find this man, the enemy will annihilate another clan."

Jin Hagun understood. It meant that as long as Seo Daeryong was captured by him, they wouldn't cause a new incident. It was a decision for the sake of the orthodox sects murim.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason Geom Mugeuk had brought Seo Daeryong.

"I plan to catch them off guard."

"Off guard? What do you mean?"

"They must have expected that I would never hand over my right-hand man. They would know about the relationship between me and him. But what if I hand him over to you? How will they react?"

He intended to throw out the bait with an unexpected move. He was determined to find a clue to track the enemy from their reaction and response.

"I've become curious. The enemy drew in the Blade Demon, so why did they also drag his disciple into this? What role does my right-hand man play in their plan?"

Is his only role to cause discord between our Cult and the Murim Alliance? Or is there another reason?

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun.

"In the process of solving that mystery, you could be in danger."

Because there was no telling how they would try to deal with Seo Daeryong once he was captured by the Murim Alliance. It meant that just being with Seo Daeryong could put him in danger.

Despite the warning of danger, Jin Hagun gave a faint smile. "If a seven can step forward so bravely, am I not a nine?"

It had been a long time since he'd joked, so Geom Mugeuk welcomed his words warmly. "Then I guess seven, eight, and nine are all gathered here."

The three of them laughed together.

After relaxing like that, Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong and said, "Oh, villain, it is now time to receive your punishment."


Chapter 500: If You Knew Who Was Coming

The Demon Slaying Brigade, led by Jin Hagun, entered the Murim Alliance Chongqing Branch.

This was the scene that met the eyes of Ju Gwol, who had rushed out upon hearing the news. Eight martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade were entering the training grounds, forming a circle around one person in the center.

Ju Gwol recognized the man being brought in as the man from the portrait.

"They caught him!"

The Murim Alliance martial artists who were watching all shouted with joy. Immediately, a torrent of killing intent poured toward Seo Daeryong. If it weren't for Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade, they would have hurled insults and jeers.

Ju Gwol ran to Jin Hagun. His gaze toward Jin Hagun had softened considerably.

"Well done."

He had been worried that Jin Hagun might go easy on the demonic practitioners because he was friends with Geom Mugeuk, but Jin Hagun had captured Seo Daeryong.

This is how you must separate public and private matters.

In truth, Ju Gwol was just as incapable of separating public and private affairs. These incidents had occurred in Chongqing, the territory he was responsible for, and he was naturally acquainted with the masters of the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect. Because of that, this case was also heavily influenced by his personal feelings.

Ju Gwol glared at Seo Daeryong with a terrifying look in his eyes.

However, Seo Daeryong pretended not to notice the stare and just looked at the back of the head of the martial artist walking in front of him.

Young Cult Leader, I'm really going through all sorts of experiences in my life.

He had heard the cheers of celebration for winning the Murim Alliance's Young Dragon Tournament, and now he was receiving such intense, ultimate technique killing intent.

The place they entered was the Chongqing Branch's investigation room. The man who used to interrogate criminals in the Sanzu River Hall's investigation rooms was now sitting here as a criminal himself.

Seo Daeryong let out a light sigh and looked around. Although he was acting as bait for their operation, he felt tense and afraid now that he was actually inside a Murim Alliance investigation room. He had to keep his wits about him from now on. The Demon Slaying Brigade was protecting him like a fortress for now, but there was no telling when someone might exploit an opening to try and kill him.

The first person to enter was Jin Hagun.

"Aren't you thirsty?"

"I'm fine."

Seo Daeryong answered Jin Hagun's question politely. Director and Commander. In terms of title alone, Seo Daeryong's was actually higher. The reason he was still showing such courtesy was that Jin Hagun was a strong candidate for the next Chairman, and more importantly, he was the Young Cult Leader's friend.

"Thank you for your concern."

It was Jin Hagun who should have been grateful. The rumor that he had caught the heinous criminal would spread, and that would greatly enhance his own reputation.

"Are you not afraid?"

"The Young Cult Leader made a promise. He promised he'd pull me out even if I were swallowed by a monster. So, all I have to do is play the part of being deliciously swallowed."

If he had heard such words before getting to know a man like Geom Mugeuk, he would have scoffed inwardly.

You're being used.

But now, he found himself feeling envious of Seo Daeryong. And he came to a conclusion. No matter how he looked at it, this gaze was not that of a mere seven-pointer.

"The investigators will be here soon. They will try to get a confession from you by any means necessary."

"I'm prepared for it."

Instead, Seo Daeryong worried about Jin Hagun.

"Commander, you should avoid being with me as much as possible."

"Are you worried about me?"

"There's no need for you to be in a potentially dangerous situation, is there?"

Seo Daeryong wasn't worried about Jin Hagun. He was worried for the Young Cult Leader. He knew how deeply his friend would grieve if he lost a friend.

Just then, the investigators entered the room.

Jin Hagun spoke to them.

"Thoroughly uncover the truth."

"Understood."

Jin Hagun glanced at Seo Daeryong once before leaving the room.

Branch Manager Ju Gwol was waiting outside the door.

"This man is a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Demon Supreme might come to rescue him, so ensure the Branch's defenses are airtight."

"He wouldn't dare think of entering this Branch."

Starting with the Shanxi Branch, supporting martial artists were steadily arriving from nearby branches.

"And because of that, aren't you being complacent right now, Commander?"

Ju Gwol's expression faltered for a moment before he spoke respectfully.

"I will not be complacent and will guard it well."

However, he was still confident that no one could attack this place.

Jin Hagun exited the building. He had joined hands with Geom Mugeuk and made a move that defied the enemy's expectations.

Now, how will you respond?


An old fortune teller sat in a corner of Chongqing's marketplace. The old man's face was full of wrinkles that spoke of the tempests of time, and he watched the passersby with eyes that seemed to know all the secrets of life.

On the mat spread before him were various items used for fortune-telling. A lit candle and incense, a turtle shell painted with strange colors, specially made coins for divination, talismans with red inscriptions, and a wooden container full of divination sticks. Truly, all sorts of objects were laid out.

Many pedestrians passed by, but no one paid him any mind. The old fortune teller, too, had a relaxed demeanor, as if it didn't matter whether he did business or not.

Then, a customer finally arrived. A man who was passing by squatted down. He was a man with an ordinary impression and attire.

The old fortune teller examined the man's face and remarked, "Your face is full of troubles."

"I could've guessed that myself. Would a man whose affairs are going well even look this way?"

Passersby who overheard the exchange laughed.

"Let's see just how badly things are going for you."

The old fortune teller shook the container of sticks and gently closed his eyes. The moment his eyes closed, the fates of the two men changed.

The customer's telepathy reached the old man.

[The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple has been captured by the Demon Slaying Brigade.]

The report was unexpected, but the old man with his eyes closed showed no sign of agitation.

[The Young Cult Leader gave up his right-hand man? Impressive.]

The old man knew that Seo Daeryong was Geom Mugeuk's right-hand man, and he also knew that he had been intentionally captured.

The old man opened his eyes and held out the container full of bamboo sticks.

"Your future is in here, so pick one."

The man chose one from the container. One of the bamboo sticks was sticking out slightly, and the man pulled it out.

[Write a new history in blood.]

Surprisingly, the old man had anticipated the possibility of Seo Daeryong's capture and had already planned his response.

The man understood the meaning of this command. It meant to attack the Chongqing Branch and create a sea of blood. If such a situation were to actually occur, the animosity of the orthodox sects' martial artists toward the Demonic Cult would reach its peak.

[Reinforcements have gathered at the Chongqing Branch. They'll be complacent, so a surprise attack will be very effective.]

The large number of martial artists from outside would allow them to sow even greater chaos.

The man's concern was this.

[But the Demon Slaying Brigade is there, so our losses will be heavy.]

The level of ordinary martial artists and the Demon Slaying Brigade were worlds apart. The experienced martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade would bring a chaotic situation under control in an instant.

At that, the old man offered the container again.

"Was the first fortune not enough? Then pick one more."

As if this too had been prepared, one of the bamboo sticks was sticking out slightly. Once again, the man pulled it out.

[Those who have disappeared will help those who remain.]

The man instantly understood what this command meant.

"How is it? Is this enough for you to find a way to live?"

The moment their eyes met, the two returned to being a fortune teller and a customer.

"It seems well worth a try. Thank you!"

The man tossed a few coins and stood up from his spot.

"Leave more for your fortune!"

"If I succeed, I'll come back to pay what I owe."

"I've never seen a single one of them come back to pay!"

The old fortune teller shouted at the top of his lungs, but the man pretended not to hear and disappeared into the crowd. People watching from across the street laughed at the scene.

The old fortune teller picked up the bamboo sticks the man had drawn and placed them back in the container. Whether from the customer's fingertips or the old man's, the words written on the sticks had already vanished. The old man yawned repeatedly while watching the people come and go, then soon began to nod off.


Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun stood side by side. They were standing on a hill that overlooked the Chongqing Branch.

"That fellow must be having a hard time."

"He's mentally stronger than he looks."

Seo Daeryong was being interrogated all day, except for when he was eating and sleeping. Yet he was holding up well.

"He was originally an investigator for the Sanzu River Hall, so he's probably reading the minds of the opposing investigators."

Though he said that, Geom Mugeuk's eyes were filled with worry.

"Do you think he knows you're watching over him without taking your eyes off him for a single moment?"

"He knows."

"How?"

"Because he would have done the same."

"I guess I need to find a right-hand man myself."

Geom Mugeuk laughed along with Jin Hagun's joke.

It was then. A martial artist from the Demon Slaying Brigade ran up and reported quickly. He reported via telepathy because Geom Mugeuk was next to them.

[We've found a trace of the Anonymous Manor's master.]

Jin Hagun was startled by his subordinate's report. At the Anonymous Manor, there had only been pools of blood, not a single body.

[He's alive?]

[Yes, we've discovered he's being held captive by a group of martial artists.]

Jin Hagun commanded his subordinate.

"Prepare the Demon Slaying Brigade for immediate deployment."

"Yes!"

After the subordinate left, Jin Hagun relayed the information to Geom Mugeuk.

"The master of the Anonymous Manor is alive."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze intensified. Since their bodies were missing, he had expected it to some extent. But for his whereabouts to be revealed at this particular time?

"I'll take the Demon Slaying Brigade and rescue him."

Jin Hagun was also suspicious, but he had to go. If the master of the Anonymous Manor was alive, he had to be saved.

Geom Mugeuk thought of three possibilities. Jin Hagun, going to rescue them, dies. The Chongqing Branch martial artists guarding Seo Daeryong die. Seo Daeryong dies.

Every scenario was the worst-case. They would surely cause one of these three things to happen.

Geom Mugeuk had something in mind for this moment.

"I have two requests."

"What are they?"

"First, let them enter the Chongqing Branch."

Jin Hagun knew who "they" were, the ones Geom Mugeuk was referring to. He had already received the report from the Alliance.

When Jin Hagun hesitated to answer, Geom Mugeuk persuaded him.

"I know. I know how much of a burden it is for you to allow it. But please permit it. I'll have them move as secretly as possible."

Considering the problems that could arise if he didn't, Jin Hagun's deliberation was not long.

"Alright, I'll do it. But only until I and the Demon Slaying Brigade return."

"Of course. They will withdraw quietly once this matter is handled."

Truly, it was a request he would never have granted if it weren't for Geom Mugeuk.

"What is the other request?"

"Let me go with you."

Jin Hagun could see Geom Mugeuk's worry. He believed a major incident would erupt on one of the two fronts.

"Why do you want to follow me?"

"Because I can't lose you."

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was going to follow and protect the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade? Who in the murim would believe such a thing? Normally, he would have refused out of pride, but his relationship with Geom Mugeuk had already surpassed that stage. He wasn't foolish enough to let pride get in the way after all they had been through together.

In any case, if Geom Mugeuk felt this sense of crisis, then the situation was truly dangerous.

"Your right-hand man will be disappointed to hear this."

Geom Mugeuk replied with a meaningful smile.

"If he knew who was coming, he definitely wouldn't be."


When Jin Hagun came down from the hill, Ju Gwol was waiting in his office.

"I will go with you to the rescue."

Jin Hagun stopped him.

"I understand your feelings well, Commander Ju, but I will lead the Demon Slaying Brigade and go myself. The enemy might be employing a feint. Shouldn't the Branch Manager stay to protect the Branch?"

Ju Gwol did not insist. He had to protect the Branch, but more than that, an enemy capable of kidnapping the master of the Anonymous Manor should be handled by the elites.

"Please return safely."

"Thank you."

After parting with Ju Gwol and before leaving the Branch, Jin Hagun's last stop was a temporary prison set up in the basement. The security there was so tight that the word "temporary" seemed unfitting.

Jin Hagun briefly dismissed the martial artists guarding Seo Daeryong.

"Is something the matter?"

Seo Daeryong was surprised because Jin Hagun was holding his giant dao in his hand.

"Something has come up, and I must leave the Branch urgently with the Demon Slaying Brigade."

Seo Daeryong's expression hardened. How could a situation arise where he had to suddenly leave his post?

If his opponent had been Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong would have made a joke like this.

[Ah! So you're abandoning me after all! Thank you for everything... what thank you! I'm going to die! Save me!]

But to Jin Hagun, Seo Daeryong maintained a dignified appearance.

"Please take care of yourself."

Jin Hagun's gaze deepened as he looked at Seo Daeryong. Both Geom Mugeuk and this Seo Daeryong made him forget that he was dealing with demonic practitioners.

"Come closer."

Jin Hagun released Seo Daeryong's suppressed inner arts and handed him the giant dao.

"Hide the sword where the guards of this place cannot see it."

"Thank you."

As he accepted his sword, Seo Daeryong's heart pounded. He had an ominous premonition that something big was about to happen. It truly felt like death was drawing near.

"There is a reason I am leaving you at a time like this."

Jin Hagun delivered some surprising news.

"Your All-Knowing Hall has sent reinforcements for you."

"From the All-Knowing Hall?"

He had reported the situation to the All-Knowing Hall when he arrived in Chongqing. That was how he had been able to go to the special safehouse. It seemed Sama Myeong, judging that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon might be in trouble, had sent support. That was before Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin had even arrived in Chongqing.

"The support sent by the All-Knowing Hall was waiting on the outskirts of Chongqing."

The atmosphere in the Chongqing murim had soured as rumors spread that the Great Justice Sect's tragedy was the work of the Demonic Cult. That was why they had been waiting on the outskirts.

"The Young Cult Leader asked a favor of me. To let them enter this Branch."

Seo Daeryong could tell that he had accepted the request. Otherwise, he wouldn't have brought it up in the first place.

"My subordinate from the Demon Slaying Brigade will remain to let them in secretly. Of course, they won't enter as members of the Divine Cult, but as external martial artists the Demon Slaying Brigade has requested help from. Well then, I hope we can see each other again safely."

Leaving those words behind, Jin Hagun left the place. The situation was so urgent that he couldn't ask for more details.

Seo Daeryong was curious.

Who on earth did they send?


DUDUDUDUDUDU.

Carriages were racing. They were large transport carriages used for moving heavy cargo. The carriages had only very small windows, so it was impossible to see what was loaded inside from the outside.

What was loaded in the carriages were martial artists. They wore plain martial arts uniforms, so their affiliation was unknown, but their appearances were unforgettable once seen. Every one of them had a fierce and frightening face, sharp eyes that had seen countless battles, and a physique twice the size of an ordinary person.

The carriages, packed to the brim with them, were racing in a line toward the Chongqing Branch.


Chapter 501: The Bait May Be Nibbled On

Ju Gwol hurriedly arrived at the back gate of the Chongqing Branch. Just as the report had stated, carriages were entering the premises.

The Branch martial artists guarding the back gate were merely watching. They had opened the gate because of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist, Jeong Hyeok. The other Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists had left with Jin Hagun to rescue the master of the Anonymous Manor, leaving Jeong Hyeok alone to let the carriages into the Branch.

"What is all this?" Ju Gwol demanded.

Jeong Hyeok replied. "They're external forces requested as support by the main unit."

Jeong Hyeok answered just as Jin Hagun had ordered.

"Reinforcements were brought in without my knowledge?"

Ju Gwol couldn't understand. Not only the Branch's forces but also external support martial artists were steadily gathering. And now they had requested even more support?

Are they planning to start a war or something?

The thought occurred to Ju Gwol automatically.

"You may be the Demon Slaying Brigade, but I'm unequivocally the head of this place. How dare you bring in support troops without my permission?"

Jeong Hyeok replied politely. "This is an independent operation of the Demon Slaying Brigade. In the current state of emergency, you're aware that the Demon Slaying Brigade's decisions take precedence over the Branch's, aren't you?"

It was true, so Ju Gwol couldn't refute it, but he couldn't help feeling resentful toward Jin Hagun.

Fine, resentment is resentment. But who in the world did they call?

Ju Gwol's gaze turned back to the carriages.

"It looks like they're carrying cargo, not troops." They were too large to be carriages for transporting people.

Ju Gwol walked over and flung open the rear door of a transport carriage.

For a moment, Ju Gwol was startled. A dozen martial artists were inside, and he had never seen so many large-bodied men gathered in one place. They were all staring at him, the one who had opened the door.

Of course, the Murim Alliance Branch Manager Ju Gwol wasn't the type to be intimidated just because his opponents were large... but this time, he was. Normally, he would have shouted for them to get out of the carriage and state their affiliation immediately. However, he was now so overwhelmed by the aura of those staring at him that he couldn't say a word.

In particular, after making eye contact with one of them, he felt his heart shrink.

In all his life as a Branch Manager, he had met all sorts of martial artists, but this was the first time he had received such a strong impression. The scar that cut across the man's face made him feel as if he had walked the path of a war god.

He was none other than the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho.

Jang Ho disembarked from the carriage first, followed by the other members of the Demonic Army. From the other carriages, more of the Demonic Army disembarked in unison.

They weren't just an intimidating group of large men. Already an elite force, they had become the most elite organization after Jang Ho became the Demonic Army General.

Furthermore, since the entire Demonic Army of over two hundred members couldn't come, they had selected the most experienced and highly skilled in martial arts. The best of the best had arrived.

Jeong Hyeok of the Demon Slaying Brigade, who had already been briefed, could tell that the Demonic Army was a far more powerful organization than he had known.

And they were currently concealing their demonic qi. If they released it, their aura and presence would be even more powerful.

Ju Gwol asked, trying his best to hide his surprise. "Who are you people?"

Jang Ho answered Ju Gwol's question in a deep voice. "We're the people who have come to support the Demon Slaying Brigade."

Jang Ho was not in a good mood, having to utter the words 'Demon Slaying' with his own mouth. However, in the current situation, such things were trivial.

"Your affiliation?"

"We have none."

Since he never would have imagined that the Demon Slaying Brigade would call upon demonic practitioners, Ju Gwol could not figure out the identity of the Demonic Army.

Commander Jin, do you really think they will come to attack us?

It was at that moment. One of the Demonic Army members standing near the building suddenly leaped up to the roof. His large frame landed lightly on the roof. After surveying the surroundings from his perch, he swiftly descended.

"A fast one."

Upon the report that someone had been there and fled, Jang Ho checked with Ju Gwol. "Did you have a subordinate lying in ambush over there?"

Ju Gwol wondered, 'What kind of trick is this?' but he answered truthfully for the time being.

"No."

Jang Ho's expression turned serious. That meant someone was watching this place.

Just then, other members of the Demonic Army moved. Three members of the Demonic Army who were near the wall rushed toward it in unison.

PAK! PAK! PAAAK!

The swords they thrust pierced through the wall. The sword of the third Demonic Army member was stained with blood.

The one who had previously climbed the roof was now on top of the wall, looking over the other side. There were traces of blood on the ground, but no body.

He reported to Jang Ho. "We lost another one."

People with this level of skill are watching the perimeter?

Jang Ho said urgently. "The enemy is already inside."

As Ju Gwol was about to say something, Jang Ho gestured for him to be quiet with a 'shh'. Sensing danger, Jang Ho raised his qi and scanned the surroundings.

The silence that had fallen for a moment was broken by the sharp sound of wind cutting through the air.

CHWAAAAAAANG!

A black rain of hidden weapons poured down on them.

"Iron wall!"

At Jang Ho's shout, the Demonic Army members instantly formed a formation, shoulder to shoulder and back to back, and drew their weapons. Just as the hidden weapons rained down on them, they rotated their swords in unison.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The Demonic Army deflected all of the incoming hidden weapons.

Ju Gwol and Jeong Hyeok deflected the hidden weapons along with the Branch martial artists. However, the Branch martial artists, whose martial arts were relatively weaker, could not deflect all of them.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The one who threw himself at them and deflected the hidden weapons in their stead was Jang Ho.

"Thank you." Ju Gwol expressed his gratitude.

However, there was no time for leisurely exchanging pleasantries. Starting with that hidden weapons attack, screams were heard from all directions, and the clash of weapons erupted. The surprise attack had begun in earnest.

Jang Ho hurriedly asked Jeong Hyeok of the Demon Slaying Brigade. "Which way is the prison?"

"That way."

Jang Ho ran in the direction Jeong Hyeok pointed and gave an order. "Half of you, follow me! The rest, help the Murim Alliance martial artists!"

Since the enemy also wanted the Murim Alliance martial artists to be sacrificed, Geom Mugeuk had ordered them to protect them as much as possible.

As per Jang Ho's command, the Demonic Army split into two groups. Half followed Jang Ho, and the rest ran with Ju Gwol and Jeong Hyeok toward the Headquarters building.

Jang Ho ran at the head of the group. He had already received word through the All-Knowing Hall about what was happening here. That was why this operation was more special than any other mission. In truth, Jang Ho didn't care about the Murim Alliance martial artists or the orthodox sects murim. There was only one person he cared about.

Seo Daeryong. He had to protect Seo Daeryong, who stood at the center of this conspiracy.

In the distance, he could see masked martial artists standing at the building's entrance. The martial artists who had been guarding the front of the prison were all already down.

Sensing that some masked men had already gone inside, Jang Ho's heart raced.

SHIIIIIIK.

The large bodies began to accelerate.


Moonlight filtered faintly through the window in the corridor. Seo Daeryong sat perched on the old, hard bed, gazing beyond the prison bars. Come to think of it, this was his first time being locked in a prison. He had always been the one looking in from the outside. He thought he should tell everyone about this experience when their drinking gatherings resumed. He would have to brag about it for ages. Just thinking about the thrilling, endless bluff he could spin made him look forward to it.

'Let me tell you, when I was locked up in the Murim Alliance prison, do you know who was in the cell next to me?'

TOK.

Just then, he heard the sound of a drop of water from somewhere.

Is that sound coming from outside?

However, in that moment, the scent of blood assaulted Seo Daeryong's nose. The very instant he realized it wasn't the sound of a water drop, but a drop of blood!

SHUUUUU.

In the next moment, a masked man slid into view in front of the bars.

SHWEE! SHWEE! SHWEE!

As if an order to kill had been given, he threw hidden weapons into the prison without a single word.

PAK! PAK! PAK!

The hidden weapons that flew through the bars embedded themselves in the bedstead. Seo Daeryong had already flipped the bedstead to block the front of the bars.

They're just going to kill me without any warning?

Seo Daeryong was dumbfounded. If you're going to kill someone, shouldn't you at least look them in the face and tell them why they're dying? Shouldn't you say a word or two before killing them?

Sword qi flew toward the bedstead that was blocking the hidden weapons.

SHWIIIIK!

The bedstead, along with the iron bars, was split in half.

And from between the falling pieces of the bedstead.

SHWAAAAEK!

A stream of dao energy whipped out.

The man, having assumed Seo Daeryong's inner arts were suppressed and that he was unarmed, was caught off guard and could not avoid the attack.

PUAAAK!

The masked man's body was split by the dao energy and collapsed.

Seo Daeryong swung his dao once more, completely cutting through the bars. The moment he stepped out of the prison.

SHWAAAAE! SHWAAAAEK!

Streams of sword qi filled the corridor, whipping toward him.

PAJIK.

His great dao embedded itself in the ground.

KWAKWAKWANG!

Some of the sword qi collided with the great dao, while the rest grazed past it.

Seo Daeryong had used his qi-infused dao as a shield to block the sword qi. It was a defensive technique primarily used by his master, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

These crazy bastards!

Until the moment his suppressed inner arts were released and his weapon was returned, he had thought, 'Surely they won't attack the Murim Alliance Branch,' but they really did. This enemy was beyond common sense.

The masked men who had launched the sword qi charged toward Seo Daeryong. The force of their charge as they thrust their swords was tremendous.

Seo Daeryong threw himself back into the prison. It looked as if he was scared, but that wasn't why he retreated.

He had judged that it would be more advantageous to fight inside the prison rather than in the narrow corridor. A dao was at a disadvantage compared to a sword in a confined space.

The three masked men who rushed in were skilled in coordinated attacks.

CHAENG! CHAENG! CHAENG! CHAENG!

Seo Daeryong deflected their sharp, stabbing attacks by swinging his dao. The men pressed him without giving him an opening to counterattack, but Seo Daeryong defended well against the barrage of attacks.

Compared to the most elite martial artists, he couldn't be said to have much practical experience, but Seo Daeryong had one thing to make up for it. Bloody, painstaking effort.

While training, Seo Daeryong would often make a pledge to himself. Any regret before death was fine, but he vowed never to have this one.

Ah, I should have trained harder.

The results of that effort were now unfolding. His body moved before his mind could think. The movements he had trained and trained again came out on their own.

The moment Seo Daeryong staggered from a fierce attack, the masked man on his left seized the opportunity and charged forward, thrusting his sword.

Seo Daeryong displayed agile movement arts to regain his balance, and then.

SHIIIIK!

PAAAK!

Seo Daeryong's dao struck the masked man's neck. It had been a feint from Seo Daeryong to draw his opponent in.

Seo Daeryong did not miss this opportunity now that their coordinated attack was broken. He pressed forward fiercely and cut down the second masked man.

Blood spurted from his arm in the process, but it was a move calculated from the start to trade flesh for bone. Once their coordinated attack fell apart, the fight proceeded as Seo Daeryong intended.

PAAAK!

Seo Daeryong slashed through the third masked man's torso.

In this moment, Seo Daeryong was not the timid and cautious investigator. He was the smart and bold martial artist, Seo Daeryong.

After dealing with the three men, Seo Daeryong stepped out of the prison. Instantly, Seo Daeryong's expression hardened. From the far end of the corridor, a crowd of masked men was rushing toward him. There were many of them.

If the prison here was breached so defenselessly? He figured a huge fight must have broken out outside as well.

The masked men charged with an air of defying death.

Seo Daeryong did not retreat. He channeled the qi he had raised into his dao.

Seo Daeryong's dao vibrated greatly once, and then the unique martial arts of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon unfolded. the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the Third Technique. the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind. The dao energy extending from his blade flew out, swirling like a vortex. The masked men saw it. Multiple, separate streams of dao energy were rotating as they flew toward them.

HWAAAAAANG!

It was a raging attack, impossible to avoid in the narrow corridor.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The bodies of the charging men were shredded and scattered.

Even Seo Daeryong, who had unleashed the martial art, was surprised by its power. The Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind, unleashed in a real battle for the first time, was truly tremendous. However, as great as its power was, the consumption of inner arts was also severe. He had already used a great deal of inner arts to block the sword qi, and after unleashing the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind on top of that, he felt the strength drain from his entire body.

"Hoo."

Seo Daeryong let out a sigh and examined a nearby corpse.

Who in the world are you?

The reason he had allowed himself to be captured as bait was to find a clue through them. Were they assassins? Hired mercenaries? Or...?

It was at that moment.

SHWAAAAEK!

A single throwing knife flew swiftly, aimed at Seo Daeryong.

CHAAAENG!

Seo Daeryong's dao, which had deflected the throwing knife, trembled. The inner arts imbued in the hidden weapon were immense.

Seeing the leisurely gaze of the masked man walking toward him, Seo Daeryong knew.

This man is the leader.

His hand gripping the dao tightened.

This masked man, who appeared to be the leader, also didn't say a word. As if he were simply carrying out his duty, he rushed toward Seo Daeryong.

CHAAAENG!

A heavy impact was transmitted to Seo Daeryong's arm. His opponent's inner arts were overwhelming his own.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

The only reason Seo Daeryong could hold on was because of his martial arts. The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, more refined and powerful than his opponent's, was compensating for his lack of inner arts. However, his opponent wasn't just overwhelming in inner arts. His swordsmanship was exquisite, and his fighting experience was so vast that he didn't easily reveal any openings. Furthermore, the narrow corridor was more disadvantageous for Seo Daeryong, who wielded a dao.

PAPAK!

Blood spurted from Seo Daeryong's arm. However, he had no time to tend to the wound.

The masked man relentlessly thrust his sword, aiming for Seo Daeryong's vital points.

However, Seo Daeryong wasn't just taking the hits.

PAAAAK!

Blood also spurted from the opposing masked man's body, struck by Seo Daeryong's dao.

You bastard! The bait may be nibbled on, but it won't die so easily!

Even as he fought, Seo Daeryong was afraid, but on the other hand, he felt a strange pleasure. 'So this is why martial artists want to die fighting,' he thought.

Seo Daeryong was being pushed back, little by little. He was pushed all the way to a dead-end wall. Blood spurted from his other arm and his side as well.

Even if I die, I have to see my Master before I go.

And the person who came to mind in his final moment was Geom Mugeuk.

Thanks to you, Young Cult Leader, I've lived a great life!

SHIIIIIIK!

The moment the incoming sword was about to pierce Seo Daeryong's neck.

KWAAAAAANG!

One of the walls exploded, and the masked man was slammed into the opposite wall.

Seo Daeryong saw it. Someone had broken through the wall and sent the masked man flying. For a split second, the masked man tried to twist his body to block the attack, but the person who broke through the wall was much stronger and faster than him. The person who had thus embedded a sword in the masked man's heart was twice the size of an ordinary man.

A person Seo Daeryong could never mistake.

"General!"

The one who saved him was none other than Jang Ho.

"Fortunately, I wasn't too late."

The two men's gazes met in midair. Seo Daeryong was so surprised and moved that he didn't know what to say.

He had never dreamed that the person who was coming would be Jang Ho. Behind the broken wall, giant figures stood lined up like a folding screen. They looked gallant and reliable.

Who knew these huge bodies could be such a welcome sight!

Seo Daeryong said to Jang Ho, his eyes trembling. "You just missed your chance to become the Young Cult Leader's right-hand man."

At that, Jang Ho grinned. To Seo Daeryong, that smile and that scar had never looked so cool as they did today.

"Being a right-hand man sounds nice, but I can't lose my precious drinking buddy for it."
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I would have been moved even if he had just called me a drinking buddy, but Jang Ho added the word 'precious'.

Seo Daeryong was truly moved. The unexpected kindness from a blunt person always carried several times more weight than usual.

It was a truly unfitting thing to say in a situation like this. The blood from the dead masked man's body flowed toward his and Jang Ho's feet.

"When we get back, I'll buy you a drink."

He wanted to drink all night with Jang Ho at the Alluring Inn.

Seo Daeryong had liked Jang Ho for a long time. Watching him sit and drink silently, he thought he was cool. Even the scars on his face seemed to make him look even cooler.

Come to think of it, Jang Ho was like a milestone for him, who wanted to become a martial artist instead of just an investigator.

I want to become a martial artist like him.

The Young Cult Leader, on the other hand, was not a suitable role model in this regard.

"It will be fine. We are the Demonic Army, after all."

Pride in the Demonic Army, and absolute faith in his subordinates. Seo Daeryong was now seeing firsthand what his final feelings toward the investigators and enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall should be.

"Those weaklings from our Sanzu River Hall, when we get back, they're all starting hellish training."

Of course, he would be the first to lead that training.

He had learned a great deal while fighting the masked men today.

It felt good to use the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind, which consumed a massive amount of inner arts. But in the final fight, he had nearly died from a lack of inner arts. He had truly experienced how a failure to manage his inner arts could lead to death.

I'll train so hard I could die! I'll sleep when I'm dead!

As he was leaving that place and walking away, the Demonic Army surrounded Seo Daeryong. Standing on his tiptoes between the large figures, Seo Daeryong said to Jang Ho.

"Yesterday I was surrounded by martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade, and today I'm surrounded by the Demonic Army. Have you ever seen a life like this?"


Ju Gwol did not spare himself and fought at the forefront against the masked men. Although he had complaints about Jin Hagun and had misjudged the situation, his loyalty to the Alliance and his care for his subordinates were second to none.

PUAAAK!

Ju Gwol's sword pierced the masked man's neck. Without even a moment to wipe the blood that splattered on his face, he deflected incoming hidden weapons with his sword.

He was not a man who had obtained the position of Murim Alliance Branch Manager through bribery or flattery.

"Watch your back! Block the left!"

He screamed commands to his subordinates while leading the charge against the enemies.

Ju Gwol couldn't believe it. How could they attack when so many martial artists were guarding the place?

Those crazy bastards from the Demonic Cult!

Ju Gwol was convinced the enemies were from the Demonic Cult. If not the Demonic Cult, there was no other group that would dare to commit such an act. Furthermore, an attack by the Demonic Cult on a Murim Alliance Branch was tantamount to declaring war.

Ju Gwol shouted to a Branch martial artist fighting a masked man up ahead.

"Watch out!"

Someone was stabbing at him from behind. Surprisingly, it wasn't a masked man, but a martial artist wearing the same Murim Alliance uniform.

It was too late to dodge.

SHWAAAAEK! KWAANG!

The ribs of the martial artist attacking from behind shattered as he tumbled to the ground. A large martial artist had instantly rushed in and sent the opponent flying with his massive body.

How could someone so big be so fast?

The Demonic Army moved in a way that completely shattered the stereotype that only slender people were fast.

In the distance, another member of the Demonic Army could be seen leaping nimbly into the air and swinging his sword. A masked man who had been throwing hidden weapons from a tree fell along with a severed branch.

The attackers who ambushed the Chongqing Branch today were of two types. Those wearing masks, and those disguised in the Murim Alliance martial arts uniform.

These cowardly bastards!

They had been ambushing and killing Murim Alliance martial artists from behind while wearing Murim Alliance uniforms. This kind of disguise was possible because martial artists who had come for support from various Branches and sub-branches were staying together, making it difficult to identify who was who.

At first, they were continuously falling for these cowardly attacks, but the situation changed when the Demonic Army joined the fight.

The Demonic Army first began to quickly eliminate the masked martial artists. They didn't even think about weeding out the disguised allies, instead focusing on catching and killing the masked men.

The martial arts skill of the Demonic Army was on a different level from that of the regular Branch martial artists.

Jeong Hyeok of the Demon Slaying Brigade, who was fighting alongside them, confirmed that their martial arts were in no way inferior to those of the elite martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade. No, in fact, many of them showed movements that were a cut above.

That was to be expected, as the members of the Demonic Army who came here were among the most skilled of their ranks.

It was then, while Ju Gwol was momentarily distracted by the Demonic Army's fight.

SHWIIIIK.

Just then, an attack flew in from behind, and he flinched.

He despaired.

Too late!

PUUK!

The tip of the enemy's sword, who was dressed in a Murim Alliance uniform, had stopped right in front of his face. As the martial artist who had thrust the sword collapsed, Jang Ho was standing behind him.

Ju Gwol looked at Jang Ho. In response to his gaze that asked, 'Did you really?', Jang Ho nodded and replied.

"He really was trying to kill this man."

Could this be a setup? He forced himself to swallow the words that had risen to his throat. He still believed this was the work of the Demonic Cult. The attack was too vile and audacious to be anything else.

If not the Demonic Cult, who in the world could attack a Branch packed with Murim Alliance martial artists?

"Then who in the world are these people?"

To Ju Gwol's question, Seo Daeryong answered calmly.

"They must be people trying to drive a wedge between you and us."

Ju Gwol let out a light sigh and then ordered his subordinate.

"Thoroughly identify the dead first."

"Understood."

Ju Gwol said to Seo Daeryong.

"You cannot leave until the mastermind behind today's incident is revealed."

"I don't have any intention of leaving, even if you tell me to."

He had to stay here until Geom Mugeuk returned anyway.

Jang Ho said to him.

"Until the Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade returns, we will stay and guard this place."

"I would be grateful if you did."

Having been indebted for his life, Ju Gwol's gaze toward Jang Ho was soft.

Ju Gwol spoke worriedly to Jeong Hyeok of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"I'm worried if the Captain is alright."

Since these were people who would even attack a Murim Alliance Branch, he was worried about Jin Hagun.

At that, Seo Daeryong smiled mysteriously and said something. Of course, it was something Ju Gwol couldn't understand.

"There's someone with him who followed him even after abandoning his right arm, so he'll be fine."


"That's the place."

There was a manor in the direction Jin Hagun was looking. Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun were now standing side by side in a forest far from the manor.

They were so far away that he had to use the Divine Eye Technique just to see the characters on the plaque hanging on the main gate.

the Reminiscent Mountain Manor.

It was a mountain villa in a secluded place, far from the city.

"We're currently investigating that mountain villa in secret. We'll have the results of the investigation soon."

At Jin Hagun's explanation, Geom Mugeuk asked.

"How did you know the master of the Anonymous Manor was being held here?"

"As you know, we're currently searching every inch of Chongqing to find the missing master of the Anonymous Manor and his family."

Not a single body was found at the Anonymous Manor, so they were holding out hope that they might still be alive.

"There were more than just one or two people there that day. That's why I ordered all physicians in Chongqing to be monitored."

He thought that if they were injured, they might purchase a large quantity of medicine for treatment.

"In the midst of that, we found out that someone had bought a large amount of medicinal herbs to treat injuries from a local physician."

It was the news the search party had been desperately waiting for.

"Judging by the type and quantity of the herbs, it could have been to treat the people of the Anonymous Manor. So we searched the entire surrounding area and found this mountain villa. And we discovered that a martial artist who belonged to the Anonymous Manor was there."

Then there was no reason to hesitate further. Whatever the circumstances, now that a martial artist from the Anonymous Manor had appeared, they had to investigate the place.

"We have to hope the master of the Anonymous Manor and his family are alive. Now, let's launch the rescue mission as soon as possible."

"Is this operation really a rescue mission?"

Geom Mugeuk's reason for doubting this situation was clear.

"The Anonymous Manor just happens to show up at the coincidental time that Director Seo was captured by you?"

Of course, Jin Hagun also found the coincidence suspicious, but it was the only clue connected to the master of the Anonymous Manor. He had to walk into it, even if it was a trap.

Just then, a subordinate from the Demon Slaying Brigade came and quickly reported a fact.

"The Chongqing Branch has been attacked."

Jin Hagun was startled. He had expected it to some extent, but he hadn't thought the Branch would actually be attacked.

"What happened?"

"On our side, dozens were killed or injured."

Jin Hagun's expression hardened. He was furious. An incident had occurred while he and the Demon Slaying Brigade were away. What if this was a trick? What if there was nothing at that mountain villa?

"What about the person held in the prison?"

"He's reported to be safe."

Geom Mugeuk, who was listening, felt a sense of relief. He had sent Jang Ho and the Demonic Army, but in the matters of murim, one never knew what variables might come into play.

"And the enemies?"

"They were all killed."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. Seeing that Seo Daeryong hadn't died despite the surprise attack and that all the enemies had been dealt with, he guessed that the Demonic Army had played a major role.

"Your judgment was correct. Thank you."

If not for the support of the Demonic Army, the damage would have been incomparable to what it was now. As always, the insight of this Young Cult Leader did not betray his trust.

"Then this place must have been to lure us out."

He believed they had used the surviving martial artist from the Anonymous Manor to lure him here.

However, Geom Mugeuk's thoughts were different.

"That might not be it."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that asked what he meant.

"What if this is the real conspiracy?"

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his thoughts.

"A war won't break out just because a Branch was attacked. Our Cult and the Murim Alliance aren't that flimsy. But what about this? The one investigating the annihilation of the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect..."

Geom Mugeuk paused for a moment before adding.

"The death of the Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

It was a problem on a completely different level than a simple Branch attack. He was the grandson of the Murim Alliance Lord and a strong candidate for the next Murim Alliance Lord.

"What if the preceding events were all preparations for your death?"

The disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon annihilates the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect. Then the Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade, who was investigating the incident, ultimately meets his death at the hands of the Demonic Cult.

What if they created that narrative?

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk with a shocked face. Moreover, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would also be furious. It would look as if the disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been dragged to a Murim Alliance Branch for investigation only to be killed.

The conversations between both sides would become sharp. What if those bastards pulled another trick on top of that?

"If my prediction is correct..."

Geom Mugeuk's deepened gaze turned toward the silent manor.

"Someone capable of killing you and the entire Demon Slaying Brigade will be waiting there."


Chapter 503: Still, Nothing Changes

What if Geom Mugeuk's prediction was right?

It meant he would die today. He and the Murim Alliance's elite, the Demon Slaying Brigade, would all perish.

If anyone other than Geom Mugeuk had said this, would he have believed it? The fact that people had set a trap to kill him and the Demon Slaying Brigade in one fell swoop.

I would have never believed it.

However, now he believed it. In all the time he had known Geom Mugeuk, had he ever been wrong? No, he hadn't. His words had always become reality.

His prediction that the Chongqing Branch might be attacked had also been correct. If the Demonic Army hadn't come to help, the previous report would have been far more disastrous.

Because of this, Jin Hagun's expression hardened on its own.

The conclusion he reached was simple.

"I want to break through head-on right now."

He wanted to rescue the master of the Anonymous Manor and his family in time. If he hadn't known, it would be one thing, but now that he knew they were here, he had to save them. That was the very reason for the existence of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade.

Geom Mugeuk, guessing his thoughts, smiled and said, "I'll watch your back, so you take the lead."

At those words, more reassuring than anything in the world, Jin Hagun nodded.

Jin Hagun gathered all the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists.

"There's a very high chance that people targeting us are in that mountain manor. So stay sharp!"

If they didn't know, they might have fallen for it. But if they prepared in advance, they would never be taken down easily. Even if there was an absolute master who could overwhelm them.

Jin Hagun's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

We have an absolute master too.

And so, Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun took the lead, and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists followed behind them.

Jin Hagun found it strange and new to be walking toward a potential trap with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult in this situation. The troubled feelings he had experienced from not fully trusting Geom Mugeuk had now completely vanished. He had decided to think that even ninety percent trust was more than enough.

That must have been why. Why he could say something like this so comfortably.

"I have a favor to ask."

The favor was truly unexpected.

"If by any chance I die, please take good care of my younger sister."

Jin Hagun never thought he would end up asking Geom Mugeuk for such a favor. However, he wanted to say it while he had the chance. Whether as a friend's younger sister, as one martial artist to another, or as a man and a woman. The only person he could trust to look after his sister was Geom Mugeuk.

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk replied.

"I can't grant that request."

"Why not?"

"If you die here and I'm the only one who survives, it'll look like I killed you. Even if they don't think I killed you, your sister and the Chairman won't forgive me for failing to save you. So you absolutely must not die."

Jin Hagun nodded. Thinking about it, that was true. His death would be the signal flare announcing the start of the Great Orthodox-Demonic War.


The two of them arrived in front of the manor.

"Are we just going to go in through the main gate like this?"

"They probably won't expect us to just knock on the door and come in. It's catching them off guard."

Having said that, Geom Mugeuk pounded on the door.

The person who immediately opened the door was a middle-aged martial artist. He looked like a martial artist belonging to the manor, and behind him stood three or four other martial artists in the same attire.

The middle-aged martial artist was startled to see the Demon Slaying Brigade lined up behind Jin Hagun. It felt as if dozens of sharp treasured swords were aimed at him.

One of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists stepped forward.

"We've come to see the Chairman. Is he here now?"

The middle-aged martial artist asked in a trembling voice, "Where are you from?"

"Please inform him that the Lord of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade has arrived."

The middle-aged martial artist was shocked at those words. His gaze turned to Jin Hagun.

"Are you really the Lord of the Demon Slaying Brigade?"

Jin Hagun asked him in return.

"Impersonating the Lord of the Demon Slaying Brigade would land me in prison for a very long time. Do I look like such a foolish person?"

Even without Jin Hagun revealing his energy, the energy of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists lined up behind him was enough to prove his identity.

"No, sir."

When the middle-aged martial artist ordered a martial artist standing behind him to announce the arrival of the Demon Slaying Brigade's Lord, the man ran inside.

It was clear they had not expected this visit at all.

Seeing their reaction, Jin Hagun sent a telepathy.

[This doesn't seem like a trap?]

Geom Mugeuk still suspected this place.

[The better the trap, the more it would seem that way, right?]

[This man's martial arts are not ordinary. He probably holds a fairly high position in this manor. And yet he greeted us himself.]

[Isn't that strange?]

Jin Hagun understood what Geom Mugeuk's telepathy meant.

[It means they were preparing for an external invasion, right?]

[Exactly.]

A moment later, the martial artist who had run inside came rushing back.

"He says to escort you in at once."

The middle-aged martial artist said politely to Jin Hagun.

"This way, please."

Jin Hagun followed him, and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists spread out, walking along while guarding their surroundings.

As they entered the inner courtyard, they saw martial artists everywhere.

Jin Hagun asked the middle-aged martial artist, testing the waters. "For an ordinary manor, the defenses are quite strict."

The middle-aged martial artist replied calmly.

"There have been some ominous incidents in Chongqing lately, so we've strengthened our security."

And so, Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun arrived at the main hall. There, Chairman Yoo Beom of the Reminiscent Mountain Manor greeted Jin Hagun.

"Welcome. What brings such an esteemed guest to this place?"

Geom Mugeuk stood a few steps behind Jin Hagun, among the Demon Slaying Brigade, and observed the manor Chairman's reaction. Yoo Beom was of a venerable age and had been through all sorts of trials, but his reaction was one of complete surprise at their visit.

"I came because I have something to tell you, Chairman."

"Please, speak."

Yoo Beom was very respectful. His guest was a strong candidate for the next Alliance Chairman and the head of the Murim Alliance's most elite unit, the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Chairman, do you know about the incident that occurred at the Anonymous Manor?"

"Of course."

"A martial artist who was at the Anonymous Manor was seen at this manor."

"Here at our manor? That can't be. It must have been someone who looked similar."

Judging by his surprised reaction and expression, it truly felt like he knew nothing about it.

Whether he was feigning ignorance or truly didn't know, this was not a situation that could be resolved with words.

"May I look around the manor?"

He seemed reluctant but couldn't bring himself to refuse.

"Of course. I will guide you myself."

Yoo Beom took the lead and guided the two men. He guided them through various parts of the manor. Aside from the strict security, they couldn't find anything else out of the ordinary. There were no hidden martial artists lying in wait for an ambush, nor any signs of traps.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy to Jin Hagun.

[Ask to see the infirmary.]

Jin Hagun understood Geom Mugeuk's intention.

"Does the manor have an infirmary?"

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk saw a flicker of panic cross Yoo Beom's face.

"We have a small one, yes."

"I'd like to see that as well."

And so, he guided them to the infirmary. There were several beds, but no one was in them.

"Is there a physician who belongs to the manor?"

"Yes, there is one."

"Where is he now?"

"It seems he has stepped out."

Just then, a Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist discovered something.

"Look at this."

Behind the infirmary building was a pile of plants, the leftover scraps after the necessary parts of medicinal herbs had been taken. Perhaps they hadn't had time to dispose of them, as the quantity was considerable.

Jin Hagun said to Yoo Beom, "I know that you recently purchased a large quantity of medicinal herbs from a nearby physician. Most of them were for treating external and internal injuries. Who are you treating?"

This time, too, Yoo Beom flatly denied it.

"My subordinates were injured during training."

"Where are the injured subordinates?"

"I sent them to their hometowns to rest for a while."

As Jin Hagun's expression turned cold and he revealed his sharp energy, Yoo Beom flinched. The middle-aged martial artist who had guided them earlier stepped forward to protect his leader, but the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists also released their energy in unison.

Overwhelmed by their aura, the middle-aged martial artist stepped back.

"Chairman Yoo."

"Speak."

"I am the one trying to save the master of the Anonymous Manor and his family. Why are you trying to hide them from me?"

Yoo Beom denied it to the very end.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"If I give the order, my subordinates will search this manor from top to bottom. Given the gravity of the situation, if you are hiding something, Chairman, you will have to pay the price for it."

Sensing Yoo Beom's agitation, Jin Hagun gently persuaded him.

"We are the Demon Slaying Brigade. I don't know what you're worried about, but trust us."

Finally, Yoo Beom sighed and said, "Please follow me."

Yoo Beom left his subordinates there and headed to the rear garden with only Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade. There was a secret passage leading to a basement.

"This manor has a secret shelter that has been passed down for a long time."

They descended the stairs into an underground passage, and at the end of the passage was a large room. As he opened the door and entered, an unidentifiable medicinal scent wafted out.

Dozens of beds were placed there, and people were lying on all of them.

Yoo Beom sighed and said, "These are the martial artists who survived the Anonymous Manor. The master of the Anonymous Manor brought the survivors and came to our manor."

Jin Hagun was happy that they had survived.

"Where is the master of the Anonymous Manor?"

At that, Yoo Beom let out a regretful sigh and delivered the sad news. "The master of the Anonymous Manor died the day after hiding here. His wounds were too deep, there was nothing that could be done."

Jin Hagun sighed along with him.

"Why didn't you inform us sooner?"

"Before he died, the master of the Anonymous Manor earnestly pleaded with me. He asked me not to tell anyone until his family had treated their wounds."

"Did he also say why?"

Yoo Beom then nodded. "He said that if it became known that they were alive, their enemies would come to kill them again. And soon after, news came that the Great Justice Sect had been annihilated. That's when I realized this incident wasn't just a problem for the Anonymous Manor."

Jin Hagun could roughly guess what had happened. That's why he must have been scared. Scared that they too would get caught up in this and be annihilated. He had no intention of blaming him. After all, he was still treating these people.

"Did he say who did it?"

After hesitating for a moment, Yoo Beom answered softly.

"He said it was a young man who wields a large giant dao."

Looking at it this way, the culprit was undoubtedly Seo Daeryong.

"I apologize for not telling you from the beginning."

"No, I understand your feelings, Chairman Yoo. For now, we will take these people."

"Please do. But please keep the fact that they were hiding here a secret."

"I will."

He actually looked relieved.

Jin Hagun said to the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists, "Carefully move the Anonymous Manor martial artists to the Branch."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were all highly skilled in martial arts, so they would be able to move the patients safely without any complications. They were better suited for this task than ordinary martial artists.

It was just as the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were about to step forward.

Geom Mugeuk, who had only been listening, suddenly interjected. "Coincidentally, the number of injured people is similar to the number of Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists."

In that instant, everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Now I get it."

"What do you get?" Yoo Beom stared at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression. He had thought he was a subordinate, but the two were speaking like friends.

Shocking words flowed from Geom Mugeuk.

"I said I now understand how they planned to kill you and the Demon Slaying Brigade."

At the sudden words, Jin Hagun was speechless. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists also stared at Geom Mugeuk with shocked expressions.

"You and the Demon Slaying Brigade would have all been dead before you left this place."

"!"

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. Geom Mugeuk loved to play all sorts of pranks, but he had never once joked about people's lives. He wasn't that kind of person.

"What do you mean?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the patients on the beds.

"You would have been ambushed while carrying them out."

Those words meant that they were all enemies!

Everyone was shocked. Not just Jin Hagun, but none of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists here had thought those patients were enemies.

"Of course, no one would suspect a thing. These aren't people you just met by chance on the street."

After the incidents with the Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect, you searched for them, found evidence, and finally located these people. It was the moment you were finally rescuing them.

"They aren't martial artists from the Anonymous Manor. They probably all died that day. They were just reported as missing for this very moment."

A chill ran down Jin Hagun's spine. If that was true, then this was an elaborate conspiracy planned to kill him and the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Yoo Beom said with a look of disbelief, "What kind of nonsense is that?"

Geom Mugeuk ignored his reaction and said to Jin Hagun, "The medicinal scent when we first entered this place was the smell of burning the West Spirit Grass."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to where the beds were. "This side smells of the Anti-Life Grass. Each scent is harmless to people on its own, but when the two scents combine, they produce an effect like momentarily taking a Qi Dispersing Poison. It's a very brief moment, but it's enough time to subdue an opponent."

When it came to poisonous and medicinal herbs, Geom Mugeuk possessed a deep knowledge and learning second to none.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun, "Everyone was supposedly injured like this, but the person caught by the Murim Alliance's surveillance network was perfectly fine, wasn't he? Isn't that strange? And they left traces of used medicinal herbs behind the infirmary as if for show?"

Jin Hagun nodded.

"It was to lure us here."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists all drew their swords at once. At that, those lying on the beds slowly sat up. One could tell just by the look in their eyes. They too were extremely well-trained, elite martial artists.

Yoo Beom's eyes and voice, which had been consistently flustered and frightened, changed, and his energy also transformed as if he were a different person.

"Still, nothing changes."

He glanced behind him.

DRRRK.

Then, a hidden door at the back opened, and a person walked out.

He was none other than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, carrying the Heaven Destroying Dao on his back.


Chapter 504: The Arm That Defeats a Hundred

After regressing, many things had happened.

He had been surprised many times while experiencing those events, but had he ever been this shocked?

Wait, Elder, why are you coming out of there?

Normally, he would have started with such a jest. But Geom Mugeuk said nothing. The words wouldn't even come out. He had to grasp the situation first.

Calm down.

The first thing he met was the gaze of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. His eyes were colder than usual, but Geom Mugeuk could tell.

It's the real Elder.

He wasn't an imposter in disguise, nor was he under the influence of evil arts. He could fake everything else, but he could never fake that stubborn gaze. Even without the look in his eyes, Geom Mugeuk's instincts told him. It was unmistakably the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. He knew enough about the relationship between Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes. He also knew that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shouldn't be appearing here.

Was the master you said would kill us all the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

He didn't send the thought via telepathy. He could feel that Geom Mugeuk was even more surprised than he was. And with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's appearance, a suspicion naturally arose.

Could it be that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the one who annihilated the Great Justice Sect?

Furthermore, an event followed that strengthened his suspicion. Yoo Beom pointed at him and said this, as if telling them that this was the person they had to kill.

"That man is the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, Jin Hagun."

Even without the introduction, they knew each other, as they had met before.

Jin Hagun calmly greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"It's been a long time."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon merely stared with a blunt gaze, not offering a single word to Jin Hagun.

At that reaction, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists tensed up. Although they had greater numbers, their opponent was a Demon Supreme. Moreover, the aura of Yoo Beom, who had revealed his true colors, was extraordinary. The martial artists who had been disguised as patients in the beds were not to be underestimated either.

And above all, what they feared was Geom Mugeuk siding with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. They knew his relationship with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was as deep as his relationship with Jin Hagun. No, the arm always bends inwards.

If Geom Mugeuk didn't side with them, Jin Hagun would die here today.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists looked at each other, exchanging glances. A resolve passed between them, that even if they all died, they had to save Jin Hagun.

Yoo Beom then looked at Geom Mugeuk. He knew that Geom Mugeuk was not a martial artist of the Demon Slaying Brigade, but the Young Cult Leader.

"I didn't expect the Young Cult Leader to come here as well. He saw right through our plan."

If it weren't for the Young Cult Leader, the Demon Slaying Brigade and Jin Hagun would already be lying as cold corpses.

"Young Cult Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said as he walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

"I believe I told you once. This old man has lived his entire life with misfortune, so it's better not to see me often."

Geom Mugeuk silently watched him approach.

Jin Hagun, tense from the terrifying pressure, watched the two of them.

SWOOSH.

The Heaven Destroying Dao was aimed at Geom Mugeuk's neck. A sharp energy flowed along the keen blade, one that felt like it could sever his head with a mere flick of the hand.

His face was reflected on the Heaven Destroying Dao.

Geom Mugeuk briefly stared at his own reflection on the blade's edge.

Suddenly, he recalled that day. The day he first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon after regressing, he had aimed the Heaven Destroying Dao at his neck just like this.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze moved slowly along the blade's edge. Past the hand gripping the dao, it reached the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face.

Looking at that face, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly.

"I'm so glad you're safe."

The corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eye twitched. His gaze remained cold.

A suffocating tension flowed between the two, as if he might swing the dao and cut off his head at any moment.

However, Geom Mugeuk acted no differently than how he usually treated him.

"I was so worried!"

He didn't show it on the outside, but he was inwardly worried about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. What if he was defeated by someone? What if he's being held captive somewhere?

"Still, the person who knows you best is my father, Elder. He said you're not the type to be defeated anywhere, so there's no need to worry about you."

He deliberately mentioned his father to see how the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would react. He showed no reaction at all.

"And Elder, how could you surprise someone like this? When I saw you walk through that door, my heart nearly dropped out of my chest!"

Even in a moment like this, Geom Mugeuk was talking a lot, just as usual.

In contrast, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon responded with extreme coldness.

"Don't you think that I came here to kill you?"

One person acting like someone else, the other unchanging, their conversation continued.

"Of course not."

"Why is that?"

"Because you're not that kind of person, Elder."

"What if I've been deceiving you all this time? What if I am that kind of person?"

"That's impossible."

"How can you be so sure?"

"It's because of this."

Geom Mugeuk slowly reached into his robes and took something out. It was the poetry collection he had received from Seo Daeryong.

"There are no evil people among those who love books."

"I could've pretended to like books to deceive you."

"For that to be true, you loved books far too much."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a blatant scoff.

"If you trust people so carelessly like you do, you'll end up betrayed and killed. That's the world, and that's the murim."

A cold demonic qi erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's body. Not only Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade, but even Yoo Beom and his subordinates felt goosebumps all over their bodies.

Only Geom Mugeuk watched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon calmly, without any agitation.

"It's alright. Even if I'm betrayed by you, Elder."

"Even if the result is death?"

"You've given me so much that it would be fine even if I died. With that much affection, I can give you this life."

SHIIING.

The Heaven Destroying Dao moved to slice his neck, and Geom Mugeuk twisted his body to narrowly avoid it. It wasn't a true killing intent, just enough to draw blood from his neck.

"Why did you dodge?"

"Did I dodge? The blade was cold, so I just moved away a little."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon merely made a look of contempt.

Yoo Beom requested of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"We must finish what we started. Please hold the Young Cult Leader for a moment."

He had faith that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would naturally follow his words.

As soon as he finished speaking, both sides moved at once. The Demon Slaying Brigade simultaneously moved to block the front and sides of Jin Hagun. The event they had feared had finally occurred.

The martial artists who had been in the beds also stepped forward, drawing their swords.

Yoo Beom wore a confident expression, as if he was sure of victory as long as the Young Cult Leader didn't intervene. And that confidence did not come from his skill.

Yoo Beom touched a device protruding from the bed right next to him.

CLANK.

Several small doors opened behind Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade. From the holes within them.

HIIISSSSSS.

The smoke that flowed out from there was the scent of the Anti-Life Grass. They had installed a device in the back as well, in case they didn't approach the beds.

As the two scents combined, the flow of inner arts in Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists was momentarily severed.

Yoo Beom's order fell.

"Kill them all!"

Just as they were about to launch themselves at the Demon Slaying Brigade all at once!

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword and aimed it at the empty space between the two groups. It was a warning not to advance toward the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Go!"

At Yoo Beom's command, the martial artists in the lead flew toward Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade as ordered. They were certain the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would stop the Young Cult Leader.

SHWIIIIING!

SLASH!

A stream of sword qi was unleashed from Geom Mugeuk's sword.

The martial artists in the lead were sliced apart by the sword qi and collapsed. Those following behind all halted.

The smell of blood filled the room, and blood began to flow across the floor.

Yoo Beom looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with a shocked expression.

"Why didn't you stop the Young Cult Leader?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon withdrew the dao aimed at Geom Mugeuk's neck and approached Yoo Beom.

SLAP!

Yoo Beom's body, struck on the cheek, flew into a corner and crashed. Fortunately, he hadn't injected inner arts, so he didn't lose his life.

Getting up, Yoo Beom glared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Although his martial arts skills were clearly far inferior to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's, he boldly revealed his anger.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at him and spoke coldly.

"He's our Cult's Young Cult Leader. There is only one person who can stop his will."

It meant that no matter how special the situation, the Young Cult Leader was still the Young Cult Leader.

It was at that moment.

From behind, Geom Mugeuk said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"It doesn't matter if someone is controlling you with a parasite, Elder. I'll cure you. If you have a hidden child who is being held hostage, I will definitely rescue them. It doesn't even matter if you're doing this because you've suddenly grown bored with life. From now on, I'll visit you every day and make things fun for you."

It was at that very moment. The thing Geom Mugeuk had been hoping for ever since this meeting began finally happened.

A telepathy from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived. And it was in his usual tone of voice.

[My ears hurt, you brat!]

That one sentence was enough. Without a lengthy explanation, he could understand. He was unavoidably on the other side for now. He was still the same, unchanging Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[I knew it all along!]

[How?]

[Because you trust my father and me, Elder. I don't know what unavoidable circumstances brought you here, but you must have believed that my father and I would solve it. Trusting someone is also a form of intelligence, and you, Elder, have better judgment and are smarter than anyone. You're the only book-reading Demon Supreme in this world, aren't you?]

Because his back was turned, Geom Mugeuk couldn't see it. He couldn't see that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze had softened at the praise he hadn't heard in a long time.

[Still, you must have been surprised by my appearance at first?]

[You'll probably say you were trying to show them you were drawing a line with me by acting cold, but I know the truth. You were just trying to tease me, right? To enjoy seeing me flustered and surprised. You've been influenced by me. 'When an opportunity arises, I must tease him no matter what!' It won't work on me. Go tease your disciple instead!]

A smile formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. This was his true self.

However, the fleeting smile was brief. When he turned his head to Yoo Beom, his expression was utterly cold.

"We're leaving!"

Yoo Beom flinched in surprise.

"We must complete the mission."

"Then you can stay here and die."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left Yoo Beom and the martial artists behind and walked toward the door he had come from.

Geom Mugeuk sent one last telepathy.

[I will move according to my own way. I'll see you again soon, Elder!]

After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left, Yoo Beom looked at Jin Hagun, conflicted.

There were still traps left in this space. This place had been made to be the tomb of Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade.

However, there was the variable of Geom Mugeuk. With him accompanying them, the entire plan had gone awry. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's departure was also ultimately because of this Young Cult Leader.

Yoo Beom's deliberation was not long. If he was going to leave, he had to get out with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon before he got too far.

"We're leaving too!"

Yoo Beom and the martial artists, with their swords drawn, backed away toward the door the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had exited through.

The temporary effects of the Qi Dispersing Poison had already worn off, so the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists awaited Jin Hagun's order to attack. Since the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had already left, they could probably annihilate the enemy if they attacked now.

Jin Hagun instinctively felt it. He shouldn't kill them now.

If it were a situation where they had to be killed, Geom Mugeuk would have killed them first. The reason Geom Mugeuk was letting them go was likely because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Even in this situation, Geom Mugeuk was leaving the decision to him. Since they tried to kill you and the Demon Slaying Brigade, I will follow your decision.

If a fight broke out, Geom Mugeuk would surely help them.

Feeling that consideration, Jin Hagun made a decision for Geom Mugeuk's sake.

"Just let them go."

At Jin Hagun's command, the Demon Slaying Brigade withdrew their killing intent. In the meantime, Yoo Beom and his martial artists all escaped.

"Thanks."

Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to Jin Hagun.

"What's to thank? If it weren't for you, we would all be dead by now."

After all, they had been about to carry out the patients, not even knowing they were enemies.

No matter how careful one was, they would still face crises like this. Dealing with those who possessed only vicious killing intent and malice instead of a martial artist's honor was never an easy task.

The Demon Slaying Brigade, standing behind, all performed a clasped hands greeting and paid their respects to Geom Mugeuk. It was a sign of gratitude for saving their lives.

They hadn't fought a single battle today, but Geom Mugeuk saw the true character of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Right now, none of them showed any dissatisfaction on their faces. They could have certainly been displeased about letting go of those who tried to kill them.

Furthermore, even though their opponent was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, they were clear about debts and grudges. This was why the elite were the elite.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun.

"Even if I hadn't been here, there's no way the Blade Demon would have let you die."

It might be hard for Jin Hagun to believe, but Geom Mugeuk had absolute faith.

"If I weren't here, the Blade Demon would have used any means necessary to save you all. That's probably why the Blade Demon was here today."

"Why would the Blade Demon save us?"

Could that be possible? If he had to find a reason, was it because he was the next Chairman?

However, that wasn't the reason Geom Mugeuk was thinking of.

"Because he knows that you're my friend."

Jin Hagun understood what kind of moment this was.

It was a moment where he was witnessing the pinnacle of trust.

Geom Mugeuk was showing him now. What it meant to trust a person.

'Trust only as much as an arm,' you said? You're a liar.

Geom Mugeuk's faith in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed insufficient even if you called it a ten, no, a hundred. That arm was an arm that could defeat a hundred.

"Well, let's get out of here too."

Geom Mugeuk took the lead and went outside.

He believed that besides his father, there was nothing in this world that could bind the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. And yet, he was entangled in something? There must be a reason why he had to help the enemy despite his reluctance.

He couldn't know the reason based on his life before regression. Because among the Demon Supremes, he had been the first to die.

In this life, I'll change that fate.


Chapter 505: This Enemy is Different

The Demonic Army was guarding a building inside the Chongqing Branch. They surrounded the building at a set distance, their security net extending not only to its roof but also to the roofs of adjacent buildings. It was an ironclad perimeter, manned by elites, that not even an ant could breach.

Just then, a martial artist from the Chongqing Branch approached and bowed his head to the Demonic Army.

"I'm alive thanks to you. Thank you."

He was a martial artist who had survived a near-death experience with the help of the Demonic Army. Many Murim Alliance martial artists had been injured or killed in this ambush. One could only imagine how much that number would have grown if not for the Demonic Army.

The Demonic Army simply nodded once to accept his gratitude but said nothing at all.

Seo Daeryong stood by the second-floor window, watching the scene. There was someone in this room he needed to thank as well. If it hadn't been for Jang Ho, who was sitting at the desk reading a report, he would be a dead man too.

I really almost died.

However, a feeling surpassed that fear. It was the thrill of fighting like a madman. Seo Daeryong could not forget that moment.

His training would be different now when he returned. He had gone to the very threshold of the afterlife. He had confirmed what he needed to train for, and when and how that training would shine.

After gazing at the scenery outside the window for a moment, Seo Daeryong turned toward Jang Ho.

"What on earth is happening over there?"

If anyone else had asked, Jang Ho would not have answered. Even if he had, he would have just said that he was only following orders. But because it was Seo Daeryong and no one else, he offered him a word of comfort.

"The Demon Supreme will be safe."

It was a blunt remark, but it was what Seo Daeryong wanted to hear most right now.

"I believe so too."

Seo Daeryong forced a bright smile, and Jang Ho smiled as well.

"By the way, how is the painting going?"

This was Jang Ho, who wouldn't bat an eye even if hundreds of enemies charged at him. Yet now his eyes widened as he asked.

"How did you know?"

"A certain tight-lipped individual boasted so much about receiving a painting from you, General Jang. It's not just me, anyone who's anyone probably knows."

Unable to hold it in, Jang Ho laughed. He had previously gifted Geom Mugeuk a portrait of him. He had wanted his first gift of a painting to be for him. Since then, he had painted many pictures of all sorts of things.

He painted his subordinates, then buildings, and even the giant stone statue on the Cult's grounds. He painted fruits, and he painted swords and daos. In fact, he had even painted a picture of Seo Daeryong and Lee Ahn. He just couldn't bring himself to give it as a gift.

At first, he thought painting was a good hobby because it allowed him to have time to himself. He thought that while he was painting, he could forget all his worries.

However, what he gained was something entirely different. As he painted, he came to realize something. He realized he had an unexpected side to him.

He wanted to show his paintings to others. He felt the desire to gather his best works and hold an exhibition. To show that he was someone who could create such art. And he wanted to be praised for it.

To think he had such a desire within him. He had lived his life thinking he wasn't the type of person who wanted to show off and boast to others. That was why painting became even more fun and interesting. Although he painted others, what he discovered was himself.

"Director Seo, you should find a hobby too."

"I don't have the time for that."

Jang Ho was about to say he should try to find one even by carving out time he didn't have. Instead, he smiled and said, "You're still young."

He knew it wasn't an easy thing to do before the right catalyst came along. He himself had put it off again and again. His own catalyst was this. When he once mentioned wanting to paint, Geom Mugeuk had immediately run off and bought him paints, brushes, and other supplies.

His catalyst was becoming close with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. To paint even once, you had to get close to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Seo Daeryong watched. He watched Jang Ho's face, who was smiling to himself, lost in thought. It was an expression he could never have imagined in the past.

I've changed too, but General Jang has really changed a lot.

It was then. The door opened, and the catalyst who had brought about all these changes walked in. Recognizing the person who entered, Seo Daeryong was startled, then immediately ran toward him.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Seo Daeryong threw his arms around him. Normally, Geom Mugeuk would have dodged slightly to tease him, but today, he did not.

"I'm glad you're safe."

After hugging him tightly, Geom Mugeuk patted Seo Daeryong's shoulder.

"This precious right-hand man of yours almost got cut off. I... I almost died."

"I wasn't too worried."

"Because the Demon Supreme was here?"

"No."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jang Ho and revealed the reason.

"Because I had a reliable person to replace my right-hand man."

At that, Seo Daeryong's expression became triumphant.

"What to do? The replacement saved the right-hand man. It seems he has withdrawn his candidacy for the position!"

Geom Mugeuk walked over to Jang Ho.

"You worked hard."

"I think getting us into the Chongqing Branch was probably harder than saving Director Seo."

Jang Ho shared the credit for saving Seo Daeryong with Geom Mugeuk. He meant that he was only able to save him because Geom Mugeuk had made it possible for him to be there.

"Don't even mention it. I had to beg and plead with Commander Jin, promising I'd grant all his future requests. I promised that I wouldn't force him to dance, that I wouldn't tease him for being no fun. Only after making all sorts of promises was I able to get you guys into the Branch."

Seo Daeryong beamed at Geom Mugeuk's jest. Then he formally bowed his head in greeting.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk delivered the news he knew he had been anxiously waiting for.

"The Elder is safe."

Seo Daeryong asked in surprise.

"Did you meet my Master?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Not only Seo Daeryong, but Jang Ho also felt relieved.

"Why didn't he come with you?"

Geom Mugeuk answered with a meaningful look in his eyes.

"That's what we need to find out now. Why he couldn't come with us."


One hour later, a quiet farewell took place at the rear gate of the Branch. First, the carriage carrying the Demonic Army departed.

Branch Manager Ju Gwol expressed his gratitude to Jang Ho.

"Thank you. I will not forget this debt."

Not only had Jang Ho saved his subordinates, but he had also personally saved his life.

"If you ever need my help in the future, please be sure to seek me out."

Compared to his passionate display, Jang Ho was calm.

"Thanks to you, we were well taken care of. Let's meet again."

And so, the Big Bro carriages carrying the Demonic Army quietly left the premises. Whether the Demonic Army would return to the Headquarters or wait somewhere else, they would move according to the instructions of the All-Knowing Hall.

Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong, and Jin Hagun were also there. Geom Mugeuk looked past Seo Daeryong and said to Jin Hagun.

"I'm taking this man with me."

Normally, this would be an unacceptable request. With the appearance of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in the basement of the Reminiscent Mountain Manor, they now knew this incident was truly related to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Jin Hagun was not yet aware of the telepathy shared between Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Geom Mugeuk had kept it a secret. It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had a clear reason for having to be on the other side.

Nevertheless, Jin Hagun readily accepted.

"Do as you wish."

Ju Gwol, who had been listening, stepped forward.

"You can't. The possibility that he is the culprit still remains."

He had not yet let go of his suspicion that this incident was the work of the Demonic Cultists.

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "If this man is revealed to be the culprit, I will take responsibility and bring him before you. I promise this as the Young Cult Leader."

Since Jin Hagun had already given his permission and Geom Mugeuk had gone this far, how could he remain stubborn?

"Please, do not forget that promise."

As Ju Gwol stepped back, Jin Hagun said to Geom Mugeuk, "If you need help, just say the word."

"It's not me who needs help, it's you."

"Me?"

"They're after you, aren't they?"

Just as Geom Mugeuk said, they might continue to target him.

"So, how about you stay at a Murim Alliance safehouse for a while and observe the situation?"

Jin Hagun hadn't considered going to a safehouse. He had intended to face the masterminds here at the Branch.

"Don't think of it as hiding, think of it as an ambush. The more you keep your position hidden, the harder it will be for the enemy. Think of it as taking away one of their moves."

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk was pointing out things he hadn't considered. At moments like this, he no longer felt jealousy toward Geom Mugeuk. There was only swift acceptance.

"I'll do that."

Come to think of it, if he stayed, the Branch martial artists would only be in more danger. Going to the safehouse with the Demon Slaying Brigade might be the better choice.

As he was leaving, Geom Mugeuk said, "Once we crush those bastards, let's call Sayin and have a drink."

Jin Hagun gave a single nod, then turned and walked in the opposite direction. The fact that he found himself wanting to see Bi Sayin, someone he normally never thought about, must have meant he really wanted to crush the bastards who orchestrated this.


If one side succeeds, there is always another that fails. The person sitting before the old fortune-teller in a corner of the Chongqing marketplace was Yoo Beom.

"Judging by your appearance, your luck isn't good today."

Yoo Beom's face was swollen, with a bright red handprint on it. It was the mark from where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had struck him. Yoo Beom hung his head low.

He was tense. His life could be forfeit depending on how the report he was about to give was received.

While the old fortune-teller slowly shook a wooden cylinder, the two conversed through telepathy.

[We failed to kill the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade.]

At the report of the failed mission, the old man's hand, which had been shaking the cylinder, paused for a moment.

Yoo Beom quickly gave the reason for their inevitable failure.

[The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult came with them. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon refused the order to stop the Young Cult Leader.]

The old man slowly opened his eyes. They were filled with nothing but coldness. The plan to kill Seo Daeryong and the plan to kill Jin Hagun had both failed.

[Please, forgive me.]

Fortunately, the old man's anger did not escalate into a neurotic killing intent demanding accountability.

[If the Young Cult Leader was there, I suppose that would happen.]

He seemed to understand the relationship between Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon well.

Soon, after ending the telepathic conversation, the old man shook the wooden cylinder even more vigorously.

"If it doesn't work the first time, you do it a second time, and if it still doesn't work... you consult your fortune. Now, draw."

The old man held out the fortune-telling cylinder filled with bamboo sticks. As if prepared for every eventuality, there was once again a stick protruding slightly.

Yoo Beom drew it.

[We shall fill the lack of fury with blood.]

After reading the message, Yoo Beom looked at the old man with a tense expression. He knew what this meant. It meant they would proceed with the third annihilation. Because this operation had failed, this third annihilation would be a major incident that would turn the murim upside down.

"Go and deliver the divination."


I returned to the safehouse with Seo Daeryong. I went straight to my father and told him everything that had happened. I told him everything from beginning to end.

The only moment my father showed anger was when the story of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came up. If they had previously provoked the Demonic Path by leaving a message in blood, it was now certain that they had provoked the Demon Supreme.

Whoever they are, they should hope they get caught by me and not my father. Because my father is very angry.

"Do you have any idea what might be going on with Elder Blade Demon?"

I had hoped that my father might know something. After all, he had known the Blade Demon since his younger days. However, my father said nothing. I couldn't tell if he didn't know, or if he knew but wasn't telling me.

"This enemy is different somehow."

I conveyed exactly what I had felt so far.

"Why do you think so?"

"At first, I thought it was those masterminds. But then I started to think that might not be the case."

"While we were cutting off their funding in Shaanxi, they were plotting something here in Chongqing by dragging in Elder Blade Demon. The two events were proceeding separately."

It meant that this was, at least, not revenge for what happened in Shaanxi. And if my father hadn't turned the carriage around, this incident would have unfolded in a completely different way.

"Not only that, but their methods are different. Until now, they have secretly hidden themselves, building their strength and planning for the future."

In our Cult, Hwan Yeo was hiding as the owner of the flower garden. In the Murim Alliance, one was Jin Hagun's Master. In the Evil Alliance, one was an instructor. It was the same in the Heavenly Wind Cult, the North Sea Ice Palace, and the Geumryong Trading Company. They were plotting conspiracies and building their power. Naturally, the Twelve Zodiac Kings were not yet their completed future selves.

"However, this case is different. They boldly attacked the Murim Alliance Chongqing Branch to kill Director Seo. At the same time, they tried to eliminate the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and the entire Demon Slaying Brigade. You know what the result of that would be, Father, don't you?"

Their intention was clear.

"They are trying to start a war between our Cult and the Murim Alliance."

Father's eyes gleamed coldly. Although he dreams of unifying the murim, would he ever desire a war manipulated by the hands of others?

"They might have changed their strategy because they've suffered many losses so far, but something is subtly different."

It was a feeling based on instinct, so I couldn't offer a clear answer.

However, while I may not know.

"I believe that you, Father, know the answer."


Chapter 506: When the Enemy is Smart, It's to Our Advantage

"Are you saying that I'm deceiving you?"

Saying that my father knew the answer was certainly misleading. It sounded as if he knew the inner workings but chose not to tell me.

"No, sir. That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean by saying I know the answer?"

After a brief pause, I spoke to my father.

"I mean that a clue to this incident likely lies somewhere in your past, Father."

There was a clear reason for thinking so.

"They are clearly people who have a grudge or some history with Elder Blade Demon. You can tell just by how Elder Blade Demon obediently follows them."

Father nodded with an expression of agreement.

"But is that all there is to it?"

"What do you mean?"

"If they held a grudge against Elder Blade Demon, they would have killed him one way or another. By using poison, setting a trap, or some other method. Instead, they brutally annihilated orthodox sects and framed him for the crime. There could be no greater stain on our Cult's name."

Father's gaze sharpened. He had been thinking that this was simply an extension of the Blade Demon's affairs, but in that moment, the scope of it expanded.

"That's not all. They tried to kill Director Seo and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade to incite a war with our Cult. They're escalating things far too much for it to be simply about settling a grudge with Elder Blade Demon."

Father slowly nodded again, as if he thought the same.

"It's not just a grudge against Elder Blade Demon..."

This was the emotion my instincts had detected.

"I can feel a grudge directed at our Cult."

"!"

"A deep-seated grudge that wants to ruin not only Elder Blade Demon, but our Cult as well."

I could feel my father's surprise. From his reaction, I could tell. He hadn't considered it to that extent.

"That's why I said it. Somewhere in Elder Blade Demon's past, somewhere in your past, Father, is the person who orchestrated this. Even if you don't remember them now."

Silence fell. Wondering if I had spoken with too much certainty about something so unsure, I added, "Just take it as a reference. It's only a feeling, a hunch."

"That hunch, how often is it right?"

I answered with an awkward smile.

"It's right almost every time."

Father rose from his seat and slowly walked to the window. He gazed outside and murmured softly.

"Then the situation is even worse."

It meant that a new enemy had appeared, separate from the masterminds we had been dealing with.

And I saw this situation in a positive light.

"No, it might actually be a good thing."

Father's gaze, which had been fixed outside the window, turned back to me. In his eyes was the question of why.

"Because now, with the original masterminds having lost some of their momentum, is our chance to deal with this new enemy."

The original masterminds would have been more cautious, waiting for an opportunity. They wouldn't have committed an act like blockading Chongqing while my father and I were passing through. They would know how foolish it is to face us both at once.

Herein lies another reason I felt it was a personal grudge.

However, these people are different. I can feel the emotion in their actions.

"It feels like they're saying this to us."

I conveyed that feeling to my father exactly as I felt it.

"We're back!"

In that moment, I saw an emotion flash across my father's face. It was clearly a cold sneer.

"If they wanted to say that, they should have done it while kicking open the doors to the Heavenly Demon Hall."

Because my father certainly would have. Framing someone, exploiting their weakness. These were the cowardly acts my father truly despised.

Father, I don't know who it is or for what reason.

"Let's send them back where they came from, together."


When I left my father's quarters, Seo Daeryong was pacing in the safehouse courtyard.

"You must be tired. Why aren't you resting?"

It was probably because he was worried about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I knew better than anyone how fond he had grown of him while learning martial arts.

"I lay down to get some sleep, but I just can't."

"When you were learning the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, did he ever mention anything? Like someone else knowing it."

"No, he said the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique is passed down only to the successor of the Blade Demon. It's a martial art that should never be leaked to the outside."

Then who in the world could have used the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique?

The previous Blade Demon? He's known to be dead already.

Or did Elder Blade Demon have another Senior Brother? If so, there's no way my father wouldn't know.

"Young Cult Leader."

Seo Daeryong said with a more serious face than ever before.

"If you need me, please tell me anytime. I don't care if the task is dangerous."

Learning high-level martial arts doesn't automatically make one a martial artist willing to sacrifice for others. It was because Seo Daeryong had hoped for change in the Divine Cult for the sake of his unjustly killed Senior that his gaze had always burned so intensely.

"Elder Blade Demon would be pleased if he heard you say that."

"Later, Young Cult Leader, please make sure to take the credit for me."

Just as we were facing each other and smiling, a safehouse martial artist came, handed me a thick stack of documents, and left. The All-Knowing Hall had been sending information to the safehouse several times a day.

"What's this?"

"It's data on the orthodox sects in Chongqing. I requested it from the All-Knowing Hall. I'm trying to figure out their next target."

Seo Daeryong stared at me with a surprised expression.

"You think they'll annihilate another sect?"

"Because they failed to kill you and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade. Yes, I think they'll do it again. Not just once, but twice, three times, until they get what they want. Even if they don't, making thorough preparations isn't a bad choice."

Seo Daeryong's expression darkened slightly. He was likely blaming himself, thinking that his survival would lead to someone else's death. This was why I liked him.

"A rather clever person on their side is orchestrating this. That point is to our advantage."

"The enemy is smart, so why is that to our advantage?"

"Because we also have a smart person who can figure out what they're thinking."

"Who?"

"You."

I handed the documents to Seo Daeryong.

"Smart people have a way of understanding each other. Find out what their next target is."

"Then you should look at them, Young Cult Leader."

I'm not a smart person like Strategist Sama, Go Wol, or Seo Daeryong. If people consider me smart, it's only because of the insight gained from my regression. I couldn't have entered the Sanzu River Hall at the top of my class.

"What if I choose wrong?"

"If you choose wrong, I would have chosen wrong too. Daeryong, trust in your intelligence."

Strength entered Seo Daeryong's eyes. His Master's life was on the line in this matter, as were the lives of many innocent people. In the past, he might have run from such pressure, but...

"Yes, I'll try."

Seo Daeryong began to spread the documents out on the ground. The empty safehouse courtyard was better for examining all the materials at once than a room or a desk.

And so, documents on dozens of Chongqing's sects were spread across the safehouse courtyard.

Seo Daeryong became frighteningly immersed. He read quickly, moving unnecessary documents to the side. He went back and forth, here and there. He'd read one, then rush over to read another.

I watched him quietly, not wanting to disturb him. I thought that my mere presence would give Seo Daeryong strength. The thought that I was watching would make him concentrate even harder.

Fortunately, Seo Daeryong didn't know. That my father was looking down on us from the window.

Otherwise, instead of the fearsome concentration he was showing now, he would have been so nervous and flustered that he'd have stumbled a few times.

Hang in there, Daeryong! Let's get the Elder and return to our Cult.


A man sat before the old fortune teller.

The person staring silently at the old man with a great blade resting on his lap was none other than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The old man was completely unfazed, as if he had known the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would come.

Was it because of his stubborn gaze? Even though the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was just sitting there without revealing any aura, he exerted immense pressure on the other man.

"Where?"

"Even if I am a fortune teller, how am I supposed to know if you just ask me like that out of the blue?"

"I won't ask a second time."

Despite the clear threat, the old man was not afraid. And he knew exactly what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was asking.

"Were you always like this? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon I know is someone who doesn't care one bit whether members of the orthodox sects live or die."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon quietly placed a hand on the Heaven Destroying Dao resting on his lap. He still didn't reveal even a hint of aura, let alone killing intent, but the simple act of touching his blade magnified the pressure several times over.

"Can you cut me down?"

To the old man's bravado, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied in a languid tone.

"It's what I do best."

A strange smile formed on the old man's lips, and he soon picked up his fortune-telling cylinder.

"Even if I'm to die, let's read a fortune first. Let's see why our Demon Supreme is so intent on saving members of the orthodox sects."

Even in a situation where the Heaven Destroying Dao could fly out and sever his head in a single strike, the old man calmly picked a bamboo stick from the cylinder.

[A new bond overcomes an old bond.]

The old man looked down at the words written on the fortune and said, "So it was because of the Young Cult Leader after all."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gripped the hilt of the Heaven Destroying Dao. He didn't reveal any killing intent, but the old man could tell. He was truly about to cut him down.

This time, the old man held out the cylinder to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Pick one."

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been staring at the old man, looked at the cylinder, one of the sticks was drawn out by telekinesis.

[one who ties a knot must untie it themselves .]

"You've chosen a good fortune. That's right, a knot must be untied by the ones who tied it."

The old man said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Three days from now, go to the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could tell. The old man wasn't telling him this because of the fortune. He didn't know how, but this fortune, too, must have been one the old man intended.

Perhaps it was his will.

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was about to rise from his seat, the old man shook the fortune cylinder.

"Shall I see my own fortune?"

The old man drew a stick.

[Those who are to live will surely live, and those who are to die will surely die.]

After glancing at the fortune, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon rose from his seat without a word.

"Why don't you ask? Which one I think I am."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered as he walked away.

"I already know which one I am."


"I've narrowed it down to two places."

There were two sects left on the ground.

The Cloud River Sect.

The Mount Phoenix Sword Sect.

This was the result Seo Daeryong had produced after agonizing over it. The documents of the eliminated sects were piled up to the side.

"Among the representative orthodox sects of Chongqing, both have Sect Leaders with good reputations, making them likely targets. If it becomes known that they too were attacked by our Cult, the orthodox sects won't just stand by."

Geom Mugeuk examined the documents for the two sects.

"I'm sure it's one of the two, but I just can't seem to choose."

And for good reason. The lives of countless people depended on this one choice.

"This is my limit. We need Strategist Sama or Strategist Go."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said something surprising.

"I think I know which one it is."

Seo Daeryong stared at Geom Mugeuk with wide eyes.

"You know? How?"

Seo Daeryong flinched in surprise and took a step back.

"It turns out the mastermind behind all of this is none other than!"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong with a mischievous glint in his eye.

"Have you finally figured out my secret?"

Seo Daeryong, who had been staring blankly at Geom Mugeuk, shook his head and sighed.

"I don't even want to joke about something like this. The Young Cult Leader is the enemy? That's the end of the murim, isn't it?"

"By my standards, it's the unification of the murim."

"Aish, I told you to stop!"

Seo Daeryong came up beside Geom Mugeuk and asked.

"Which sect is it?"

Geom Mugeuk picked up one of the two documents lying on the ground.

The Mount Phoenix Sword Sect.

"How on earth did you know?"

Geom Mugeuk's reason for choosing the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect was something Seo Daeryong had never considered.

"I chose the one that has a bad relationship with the previously annihilated Anonymous Manor and the Great Justice Sect."

The other final candidate, the Cloud River Sect, was very close with the head of the Great Justice Sect. They were also acquainted with the Anonymous Manor. On the other hand, the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect was in a competitive and confrontational relationship with them, even among the orthodox sects.

"Why?"

Seo Daeryong couldn't understand at all. Then, an unexpected answer came from Geom Mugeuk.

"That way, the maximum number of orthodox sects will get pissed off."

"!"

Even within the same orthodox sects, there are friendships and factions. Naturally, the deeper the friendship, the greater the anger would be. The intention was to stir up the anger of a different faction.

"Ah! That makes sense!"

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled involuntarily.

Just then, new information arrived from the All-Knowing Hall. Geom Mugeuk checked the messenger pigeon brought by a safehouse martial artist.

"It's confirmed to be that place."

The message in the pigeon said that in three days, the leaders of various Chongqing sects would gather for a meeting at the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect.

"That's the day."

Seo Daeryong raised a question in response to Geom Mugeuk's certainty.

"Isn't it the opposite? In the current climate, if the sect leaders are on the move, they'll bring many of their top experts with them... Ah!"

In that moment, Seo Daeryong recalled a certain fact.

When they attacked the Murim Alliance Chongqing Branch to kill him, the Branch was bustling with martial artists who had come as reinforcements from nearby Branches and chapters.

Was that all? These were people who would try to kill the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and the entire Demon Slaying Brigade. These people had no limits.

"Right, they won't miss the opportunity of several sects gathering together."

Geom Mugeuk patted Seo Daeryong's shoulder.

"Good work. You're the one who found it."

For Seo Daeryong, worry and fear outweighed his joy.

"Will Master be there that day, too?"

"I don't know about that. One thing's for sure, someone who can use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique will be there."

Seo Daeryong could feel it. Because he had learned the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, he too was standing on this line of fate. The day he drunkenly clung to his master's pant leg, he had stepped onto that line for the first time.

And thinking back, he had been walking on it all along.

One step when his master made him his successor, another when he gifted him the great blade he used in his youth, another when he taught him martial arts, another when he scolded him, and another when he smiled at him.

So, he would have to walk it this time, too.

"If Master comes too, then there will be three people gathered who can use it."

"I want to help, too!"


Chapter 507: If Only Another Lifespan Could Be Extended

This very feeling was the desire boiling deep within Seo Daeryong's chest.

"Of course, I know very well that I could be a burden. But I want to fight for Master, too."

He couldn't just wait idly in the safehouse when his master might be in danger.

It would have been better if Geom Mugeuk had at least joked that he would make an excellent hostage for the enemies. Instead, he just stared at him in silence.

I shouldn't have said that.

He almost died in the temporary prison if it hadn't been for Jang Ho. That was still the extent of his skill.

His desire to save his master was sincere, but he knew he couldn't become a burden in this important matter.

Seo Daeryong smiled and changed his tune. "I was just saying. You know me, right? Have you ever seen me go anywhere dangerous? I'll be waiting at the safehouse for you and Master to return, Young Cult Leader."

Having said it, his pride was wounded and a sense of regret lingered. He added awkwardly, "Is there any way to get dramatically stronger in just three days?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk abruptly held up three fingers before launching himself away.

"Where are you going? Young Cult Leader!"

But Geom Mugeuk had already vanished from sight.

Seo Daeryong was puzzled.

Why did he hold up three fingers?

Was it because I asked if there was a way to get stronger in three days? Or was it because the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect meeting is in three days? Whichever it was, was there really a need to hold up his fingers like that?

Where did he go so suddenly?

The vanished Geom Mugeuk did not return after two hours, nor after four. He didn't come back until Seo Daeryong let out a playful sigh.

"You've forgotten about me, haven't you? I get it now. You meant you'll be back in three days, right?"

It was at that very moment. With the sound of wind, someone landed behind him.

"My movement arts are too fast for that."

Seo Daeryong turned around in surprise. "Where have you been... huh?"

He couldn't finish his sentence.

Geom Mugeuk was drenched in sweat. For him to sweat this much with his level of martial arts was as if he had unified all of murim, truly.

"Did you go and unify all of Chongqing or something?"

"If I had, I'd be drenched in blood, not sweat."

As he said this, Geom Mugeuk took a small box from his robes.

"What is this?"

"The answer to your question."

"My question? What did I ask?"

"Open it."

When Seo Daeryong took the box and opened it, he found a single pill glowing with a brilliant blue light. It was a pill that radiated an extraordinary energy at a single glance.

"No, I refuse! I won't eat it. I'd rather die than eat it!"

"How can you refuse when you don't even know what it is?"

"It's one of those miracle herbs, isn't it? I won't be indebted to you any further, Young Cult Leader. Please give this to that martial artist, or to General Jang."

"It's not a miracle herb."

"...It's not?"

As Seo Daeryong remained suspicious, Geom Mugeuk revealed the pill's identity.

"It's called the Explosive Strength Pill. It will allow you to unleash your demonic art more powerfully, but in exchange, your lifespan will be shortened. You asked, didn't you? If there was a way to get stronger in three days? Well, here it is."

Seo Daeryong looked down at the pill with trembling eyes.

"How much will my lifespan be shortened?"

"It's different for everyone. It could be a year, or it could be ten years."

The brilliant blue light seemed to be seducing him, trying to suck away a person's life. Just then, the face of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon superimposed itself over the pill.

Master.

For his strong Master to be in such a situation meant he was in danger.

Others might not, but I can't just stand by.

The locks that bind people together often aren't forged by grand events. Looking back, they were trivial things, and it was the same with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The lock clicked into place the moment he realized his neat and tidy Master had let him, a drunkard, sleep in his own bed. His Master could have thrown the misbehaving drunk into any room, or even a stable, but he had let him sleep in his own bed.

It was sealed then. I'm going to like this person from now on.

Today, on the line of fate connecting him and his master, Seo Daeryong took another step.

"You never know, right? If Master is truly in danger, maybe I'll be able to save him because I took this pill."

"Your lifespan could be shortened by ten, no, even twenty years."

"It's fine, as long as another's lifespan can be extended instead."

Without hesitation, Seo Daeryong gulped down the pill. Why did this terrible medicine taste so sweet?

In any case, now that he had taken the medicine, Geom Mugeuk hurriedly had him circulate his qi. "Dissolve the pill with your cultivation technique."

Seo Daeryong sat down and began to circulate his qi. Geom Mugeuk helped him dissolve the pill by infusing a stream of qi into his back.

He circulated his true qi for one cycle, then two, then three. With Geom Mugeuk's help, the pill's effects were completely absorbed into Seo Daeryong's body.

Finishing his circulation, Seo Daeryong opened his eyes. His gaze was much clearer and deeper than before he had absorbed the pill. His first words after checking his body's condition were, "It's not, is it? That kind of strange pill."

From his qi center, he could feel an inner arts so profound it was incomparable to before.

Geom Mugeuk's relaxed smile served as his answer.

"What kind of pill was it?"

Then came an unexpected name. "The Azure Jade Divine Pill."

At the words the Azure Jade Divine Pill, Seo Daeryong was stunned. It was a miracle herb even more effective at increasing inner arts than the Demonic Essence Pill he had taken before. It wasn't a pill that made you stronger by shortening your lifespan.

"This precious thing!"

"I figured you wouldn't take it if I just gave it to you."

"Of course I wouldn't. Take back the inner arts!"

"Unfortunately, I haven't learned the Star Absorbing Demonic Art."

"Young Cult Leader!" Seo Daeryong stared at Geom Mugeuk with trembling eyes.

"You were lucky. Fortunately, there was one left in a certain place."

It was an era where miracle herbs were hard to find even with money, but Geom Mugeuk had the vast experience from before his regression. He knew better than anyone who sold what and where. Besides, he also had the money he earned from the previous affair.

"The Elder will be happy when he hears you were willing to help even by shortening your own lifespan. He'll scold you on the outside, calling you a fool, but he'll be truly moved. I'll even take the credit for that."

Seo Daeryong felt embarrassed and burdened.

"Actually, I knew it was a miracle herb. There's no way you'd make me take a pill like that, Young Cult Leader. And you made up the name on the spot, didn't you? How tacky is the Explosive Strength Pill? Don't even think about tricking me again! I was the top entrant of the Sanzu River Hall! I'm not some pushover who gets fooled easily!"

Of course, to Geom Mugeuk, he was the biggest pushover in the world.

"I'll have to be careful around that top entrant from now on. He just pops things in his mouth without knowing what they are!"

"That's not true, it's not!"

Seo Daeryong was happy. His lack of inner arts was his greatest weakness compared to his formidable Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, and Geom Mugeuk had just compensated for it.

How am I ever supposed to repay all this kindness?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk held up two fingers.

"Right, what on earth does that mean? It's two this time."

"It means I'm going to show you the second way to get stronger in three days."

Geom Mugeuk went into his quarters and came out with something. It was protective armor. It was one of the sets of armor he had acquired from the report given by the head of the Eunhan Trading Company as a gift to his father, which he had obtained by wearing four layers.

The White Scale Armor. As its name suggested, the protective armor was a pure white color.

"I thought it would suit you. I was planning to give it to you anyway."

It suited him even more today. For a man willing to risk his own lifespan for his master, this pure white armor was a perfect fit.

"No, I'm really fine." Seo Daeryong waved his hands and stepped back. "Please don't make me into such a shameless person."

"I'm lending it to you."

Of course, Seo Daeryong didn't believe him. He'd say that and then give it to him anyway.

"For how long?"

"About fifty years?"

Seo Daeryong's expression said, 'I knew it'.

Then, words came from Geom Mugeuk that stopped him in his tracks. "Didn't you say you wanted to help the Elder?"

Geom Mugeuk approached and handed him the White Scale Armor. Then he opened his own collar to show what was inside. He was wearing the Flying Black Dragon Armor.

"I'm wearing one too, so how dare you refuse?"

"No, that's not the issue!"

"If you were sincere when you said you wanted to help Master, then wear it."

How could he refuse when Geom Mugeuk put it like that? Seo Daeryong took off his clothes and put on the White Scale Armor. Right, not dying would be helping Geom Mugeuk.

The burden was a burden, but the White Scale Armor was absolutely amazing.

"Ah, this is really great! It's so comfortable it feels like I'm not even wearing it."

"It's that thin and comfortable, yet it can block most sword qi."

Seo Daeryong planted his giant dao in the ground and looked at his reflection in the blade. It was so unfamiliar. The treasured armor, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple wearing that treasured armor, and even the giant dao reflecting this image.

"It suits you well."

"I must have saved you in a past life, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled meaningfully.

Sorry, but the one who saved me was Lee Ahn. You must have saved me in a life before that.

Geom Mugeuk looked far into the future.

"In fifty years, if you don't forget and return this saying you used it well, won't we laugh, remembering this day fifty years ago? We'll have a great time that day, reminiscing about the old days."

The thought of that moment made Seo Daeryong's heart swell with emotion.

"Will I still be alive then?"

"That's why you should always wear it."

And as if there was still one more thing left, Geom Mugeuk once again showed a single finger.

"What is it this time?"

"The last of the three ways to get stronger in three days." The final gift of the day remained.

"You've increased your inner arts, and you're wearing treasured armor, so now it's time to fight."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened. He realized Geom Mugeuk intended to give him real combat training.

"Since the Elder is here, I won't teach you martial arts. But a practical duel should be fine."

To receive a practical duel from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader was a miraculous encounter that couldn't be bought even with a mountain of gold.

Geom Mugeuk announced the start of the duel with a nonsensical remark. "I'm the incarnation of greed, you know, but I've given away too many precious things. Don't you think I'll feel better after I beat you up a bit?"

Seo Daeryong neither refused nor rejoiced. He simply stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence.

When the first practical duel ended, Seo Daeryong was crying. He had tried so hard not to cry, not to make Geom Mugeuk feel burdened, but tears streamed down his face. Do I deserve to be loved this much?

"Did it hurt that much?"

Seo Daeryong answered without lifting his head. "Yes, it hurt so much. Do you feel better now?"

Geom Mugeuk's voice reached his bowed head. "No, this is just the beginning. Get up."

The tears did not stop easily.


Standing by the window, Geom Woojin was watching his son and Seo Daeryong.

Hwi stood a step behind him, also watching the scene. He wondered what the Cult Leader was thinking right now.

If it were me, I would be proud, Cult Leader.

If he had a son like that. It was a life he could never have.

After watching his son in silence, Geom Woojin slowly walked to the tea table, poured some tea, and drank it.

"You also heard me say that the one who caused this incident might be in my past, didn't you?"

"Yes, Cult Leader."

After hearing those words, his son's statement kept lingering in his mind.

"Did anyone come to your mind?"

"No, no one."

Then Geom Woojin said abruptly, "I have one person in mind."

Hwi looked at Geom Woojin with a surprised face.

"I had completely forgotten about him, but as I looked back on the past, he came to mind. There was one person who weighs on my mind."

Geom Woojin fiddled with his empty teacup. "He is already a dead man."

"Then why do you think of him?"

Geom Woojin answered as he poured tea into his cup. "We never found his body at the time."

"!"

What if it really was him? So much time has passed.

Geom Woojin quietly drank his tea, thinking of the person who might have returned, piercing through all those years.


The practical duel training continued until the morning of the third day. They dueled, sparing only time for meals and cutting into their sleeping hours.

This practical training was on a different level from any training he had done before.

Seo Daeryong crossed the threshold of death countless times. There were too many close calls. A series of moments where he thought, ah, this is how I die.

But he didn't die. Because his duel opponent was Geom Mugeuk.

It was a duel solely for Seo Daeryong. It was training and teaching meant to pull him to the next level, and then the level after that.

Not a single word was said, but his incorrect postures and habits were corrected. Not a single word was said, but he was taught how to move in this situation and how to react in that one. As sword and blade clashed, he learned with his body.

That was why with every move he made, Seo Daeryong felt his skills improving. He didn't know it, but his skills were actually improving.

He had really said it as a joke. Asking if there was a way to get dramatically stronger in three days.

The giant dao on Seo Daeryong's back glinted in the morning sun. The Seo Daeryong of three days ago and the Seo Daeryong of now were different people.

"Daeryong."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"What should we do now?"

Seo Daeryong could tell. He knew what Geom Mugeuk was feeling as he asked this question. He knew why he had poured so much of his heart and soul into him for the past three days.

So that he wouldn't feel like a burden.

So that you could be the one to say these words.

"I'm going to save Master now. Will you come with me?"


Chapter 508: You Use a Giant Dao, Too

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong stood side by side on a rooftop, looking down at the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect from a distance.

The Mount Phoenix Sword Sect wasn't in a remote location. It was built in a place with a lot of foot traffic.

Looking down from above, its scale was considerable. The fact that such a large establishment was right next to the marketplace spoke volumes of the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect's influence.

Sects attending the meeting were arriving one by one. There was still time before the appointed hour, but some were arriving early.

Seo Daeryong was looking over some documents. The files he was reading contained information on the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect and the sects invited today. They were, of course, documents sent from the All-Knowing Hall.

"The Mount Phoenix Sword Sect's Sect Leader, Bang Cheongmun, is a man who despises our Cult. The purpose of today's meeting is also to unite against our Cult. Ah, look over there."

A sect was just arriving.

"The sect that just arrived is the Southern Central Sect. The expected number of attendees was twelve... that's right, twelve. Sect Leader Won Heung is someone favorable to our Cult. He acts as a bridge between our Cult and the orthodox sects of the Chongqing murim, yet he was invited to today's meeting."

"The public banner is to unite against our Cult, but in the end, it's a political meeting."

Nodding, Seo Daeryong continued. "Since their goal in annihilating sects is to anger the orthodox sects, the Southern Central Sect is the furthest from their target."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"If it were me, I would've targeted the Southern Central Sect."

"What? Why?" Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised expression.

"If we were to strike the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect, which is usually hostile to us, the orthodox sects would be furious, but they'd also see it as a natural consequence. After all, they're openly hostile to us."

"I suppose so."

"What if we had struck the Southern Central Sect? Would they really be happy that a sect favorable to us was annihilated?"

"They're still fellow orthodox sects, so they wouldn't be happy about it."

What Geom Mugeuk was trying to explain was the nature of anger.

"Exactly. Then what would their perception of us be? Annihilating a sect that's favorable to them? Wouldn't they think we're truly insane? How would they feel, looking at us committing such an irrational and barbaric act? I don't think their hatred for us would be any less. It would only be greater."

This was a point Seo Daeryong hadn't considered at all. Hearing it now, he realized the repercussions of striking the Southern Central Sect would be far greater.

Seo Daeryong was certain. If Geom Mugeuk were his enemy, he would be a hundred, no, a thousand times more difficult to deal with than he was now.

"And you still think my head is better than yours, Young Cult Leader?"

"Your head is better than mine. You've memorized all those documents, haven't you?"

"I did memorize them."

This time, Geom Mugeuk flinched in surprise.

"You memorized them? Really? I was just joking when I asked."

"......"

"You're joking too, right? Right?"

"...Of course, I'm joking."

"Don't tell me you're joking with such a confident look in your eyes!"

Seo Daeryong clearly had the relaxed air of someone who had memorized everything.

However, that couldn't be possible. There was no way he could have memorized all of this in such a short time.

Ah, now that I think about it, when we first met, Seo Daeryong had come with all the personal information of the Demonic Army memorized. Could it be? No, surely not.

"Let's go."

Before they left, Geom Mugeuk used his scorching yang energy to burn the documents in his palm. The papers turned to ash and scattered.

FWOOSH.

"When will I be able to do that?"

This was what Seo Daeryong envied the most. He would definitely try it in front of his subordinates when he could finally do it. Reading a secret document and then casually burning it in his palm. A nonchalant FWOOSH. Just thinking about it was cool.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "Your inner arts are sufficient now, too."

"Really?"

"It won't be long."

At those heart-pounding words, Seo Daeryong could feel just how great his recent miraculous encounter had been.

"Alright, let's go!"

Geom Mugeuk leaped away using his movement arts, and Seo Daeryong followed right behind him.

With his qi center overflowing with inner arts, Seo Daeryong felt a new confidence in his every move.

Sects participating in the meeting were steadily arriving at the main gate of the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect. The leaders of each sect brought with them at least a dozen, and sometimes several dozen, subordinates. Given the circumstances, they were taking every precaution for their safety.

Since they couldn't enter through the main gate, Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong scaled the wall. The security was tight, but not so tight that the two of them couldn't get in.

After climbing the wall, Geom Mugeuk walked confidently, making no effort to hide.

"Is it okay for us to just walk around like this?"

"Straighten your shoulders. Act like an invited guest."

"Won't my sword be conspicuous?"

"It'll only be conspicuous if you worry about it."

Sure enough, the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect martial artists they encountered merely bowed their heads lightly. They didn't ask for their identities. No one would ever imagine that a deadly foe would be walking around in broad daylight carrying a giant dao.

"Keep a sharp lookout. The reconnaissance bastards might already be inside."

"Will they launch a surprise attack with a large number of people, like they did at the Chongqing Branch?"

"I don't know. It could be one person, or it could be a hundred. The only thing that's certain is that they'll try to kill the leaders with the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique."

As Seo Daeryong imagined someone killing people with the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, his heart pounded as if it would burst.

One thing was certain. If they couldn't stop them, countless people would die here today.

If he told the people here, no one would believe him. With so many masters gathered, who would dare come to kill them? And in broad daylight, no less.

Since the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect wasn't in a remote location, such an ambush would be even more unimaginable.

However, they would come. Just as they had come for him when he was in prison.

"What do we do now?"

Geom Mugeuk had already figured out how to handle the situation on his way here. "We need to meet the Sect Leader of the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect."

Seo Daeryong was startled by the unexpected method. He had thought they would hide and then reveal themselves to stop the enemies when they appeared.

"If we just try to react without knowing how they'll attack, the damage could be immense. I don't know about the others, but we need to speak with the Mount Phoenix Sect Leader beforehand."

"Will he really believe us when we say we're here to help?"

He won't even believe that you're the Young Cult Leader, Seo Daeryong thought.

"I'll have to make him believe."

Seo Daeryong thought this plan was only possible because it was Geom Mugeuk. He had faith that Geom Mugeuk would somehow be able to persuade the Sect Leader.

"Let's go. The Sect Leader's hall is that way."

"I'll go meet the Sect Leader alone."

Geom Mugeuk pointed to Seo Daeryong's giant dao. "If you, carrying a giant dao, are with me when I reveal I'm from the Demonic Cult, the Sect Leader will suspect it's a trick by our enemies."

"That makes sense. Then where should I be in the meantime?"

"Find out if there are any suspicious individuals."

"By myself?"

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "Isn't finding the enemy in a dangerous place cooler than burning paper in your palm?"

Leaving Seo Daeryong behind, Geom Mugeuk headed toward the Patriarch's hall. He judged it was still safe for now. The enemies would likely make their move when the meeting officially began.


The Mount Phoenix Sword Sect's Sect Leader, Bang Cheongmun, was in the Sect Leader's hall. He stood by the window, watching the martial artists from various sects arriving at the main gate.

A subordinate came and reported to him. "The invited sects are arriving one after another."

"Has anyone informed us they won't be attending?"

"Not a single one."

"Go and thoroughly check the preparations for the meeting."

"Yes!"

After dismissing his subordinate, Bang Cheongmun wore a satisfied expression. This meeting was an opportunity for a great leap forward.

One shouldn't use another's tragedy as an opportunity, but the annihilation of the Great Justice Sect was certainly an opportunity for the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect. They had constantly clashed and competed with them.

They were now naturally beginning to absorb the various interests the Great Justice Sect had once held.

Today's meeting was intended to show off the power of the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect while uniting with sects close to them. His goal was to use this opportunity to become the number one sect in Chongqing. This was his goal.

Just then, someone opened the door and entered. A subordinate would have announced their entry.

When he turned, he saw a young man he had never seen before.

Bang Cheongmun secretly raised his qi. This place was supposed to be guarded like a fortress by his subordinates. Furthermore, there was no sign from the bodyguards who were supposed to appear in an emergency. It meant they had all been subdued.

He asked calmly, "Who are you?"

"I may be an uninvited guest, but I'm likely the guest you need most today."

Of course, the young man was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"What happened to my men?"

"I only sealed their pressure points, so don't worry."

Fortunately, the smell of blood was nowhere to be found.

"Who are you?"

Geom Mugeuk didn't hide his identity. "I'm Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Bang Cheongmun's eyes widened. If not for the recent bloody incidents in Chongqing, and if the public purpose of today's meeting wasn't to join forces against the Demonic Cult, he would never have believed such an outlandish claim.

"A hard thing to believe."

Bang Cheongmun drew his sword. It was a sword he had to draw anyway. If the man was the Young Cult Leader, he couldn't have come with good intentions. If he wasn't, he was a dangerous man impersonating him. He had to draw his sword either way.

SHWAAAK.

Geom Mugeuk instantly rushed toward Bang Cheongmun.

Bang Cheongmun thrust his sword toward Geom Mugeuk, who had appeared right in front of him in a flash. However, the tip of his sword met only empty air.

SWISH.

The Black Demon Sword was aimed at his neck from behind. He was the leader of a great sect like the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect, but he couldn't block Geom Mugeuk's Hell Step.

"I didn't come here to kill you."

"Then why did you sneak in? Why are you pointing a sword at me?"

"I couldn't very well enter through the front gate of a place holding a meeting to stand against our Cult, could I? The reason I pointed my sword at you was to confirm my identity."

Geom Mugeuk withdrew his sword.

In that instant, Bang Cheongmun spun around like a thunderbolt and swung his sword. SHIING!

However, the space behind him was empty again.

SWISH.

Again, a sword was aimed at his neck from behind.

"I can understand twice, but there won't be a third time. I have no intention of dealing with someone that foolish."

When Bang Cheongmun nodded, Geom Mugeuk withdrew his sword.

Bang Cheongmun had no more intention of attacking. He could dismiss the first time as being caught off guard, but the second time, he had clearly launched a surprise attack first. He had confirmed the overwhelming difference in their skills.

"If I had come to kill you, you'd already be dead, and I'd be writing on that wall with your blood."

Listening to Geom Mugeuk's words, Bang Cheongmun turned around.

"Today, someone who actually intends to do that will come."

"!"

Bang Cheongmun's heart sank. Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes were not the eyes of a liar.

"Who is it?"

"I don't know either. There are those who are trying to incite a war by driving a wedge between us and the orthodox sects."

Bang Cheongmun still wore a look of disbelief. "Driving a wedge? I heard that the martial arts that killed the master of the Great Justice Sect were the Demon Supreme's martial arts."

The Murim Alliance wouldn't have intentionally spread such a rumor, so this rumor must have also been spread by them. Even if not, it was a rumor that was bound to spread anyway.

"That's why I came here myself today. To reveal what's truly happening."

Bang Cheongmun hadn't let go of his suspicion, but he was more lenient than before. Among martial artists, a single display of skill produced faster results than a hundred words.

"Frankly, I can't believe it. That the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is wandering around alone like this."

"I understand."

Geom Mugeuk said, looking out the window. "More unbelievable things will happen today."

His gaze, which had been directed outside, turned back to Bang Cheongmun. "If you can't trust me, then trust this sword that has spared you twice. It's a sword that will spare you a third time as well."

Bang Cheongmun had a strong premonition that the man before him was indeed the Young Cult Leader. To subdue him in a single exchange at such a young age? It would be impossible if he wasn't the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

He didn't know if everything the man said was true, but for now, he had to ask.

"What is it you want?"


Seo Daeryong wandered around observing people. He walked confidently with his shoulders squared, and no one suspected him as he checked for any suspicious individuals.

"Haven't seen your face before, have I?"

A white-haired martial artist with twin swords at his waist had likely asked because the giant dao on Seo Daeryong's back stood out. While many martial artists carried swords, Seo Daeryong was the only one with such a large giant dao.

Just as the gazes of those nearby focused on him, Seo Daeryong spoke.

"I'm hurt, Martial Artist Yang. I greeted you when we met last time. You even said we should have a drink next time."

"Ah, did I? My apologies. I keep forgetting things as I get older."

Recognizing him, the man called Martial Artist Yang didn't press any further.

Seo Daeryong knew the details of this old martial artist. Fortunately, there was only one white-haired martial artist who used twin swords. He really had memorized the characteristics of every person in the documents.

Just as Seo Daeryong was inwardly sighing with relief, someone spoke to him from behind.

"You use a giant dao, too."

When Seo Daeryong turned, a young man was standing there. He was a tall and handsome martial artist, and on his back, he carried a sword as large as Seo Daeryong's own giant dao.

Who was the martial artist who used such a giant dao at such a young age?

There was no need to try and recall who it was. There was no such person in the documents.

The man began to walk toward Seo Daeryong with a friendly smile.


Chapter 509: Kill the Fake, Kill the Onlookers

Seo Daeryong's instincts screamed.

This is him.

But at the same time, a single doubt arose in his mind.

He's this young?

No, it wasn't his youth. It was his brightness. How could someone with such a handsome face and a friendly smile be the culprit? This man, a fiend?

If you asked ten people passing by, not a single one would identify this man as the fiend who annihilated the Great Justice Sect or a practitioner of demonic art. It would be the same even if he were the one asked.

Or is he not?

As these thoughts raced through his mind, the man approached Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong secretly raised his qi, preparing to counter an attack at any moment.

The tall man still had a friendly smile in his eyes as he looked down at Seo Daeryong.

"You've got guts. Carrying a giant dao around these days is just asking to be misunderstood."

Even his voice was calm and gentle, making him sound like a good, kind person.

Seo Daeryong's gaze shifted to the giant dao strapped to the man's back.

"Don't you carry one, knowing that?"

He looked at Seo Daeryong and gave an unreadable smile.

What were those eyes trying to say? Because I'm strong enough to carry one? Because I'm the one who came here to kill everyone?

What if this man was the fiend? He had thought the rumors about a young man were spread to frame him, but was the culprit really young?

Seo Daeryong tensed. He had to stall for time, somehow, until Geom Mugeuk returned.

Handle it himself? That was a confidence Seo Daeryong had not cultivated.

His confidence had swelled from his increased inner arts and his practical duels with Geom Mugeuk, but Seo Daeryong was cautious and then some. He wasn't foolish enough to let his guard down against an opponent who approached him with a smile.

"Which sect are you from?"

Seo Daeryong knew the man didn't belong to any of the sects invited today, but he asked as if he didn't.

"Peerless."

"Are you saying you're from the Peerless Sect?"

There was no such sect in Chongqing.

"No, the characters written on your blade."

The word 'Peerless' was inscribed on the blade the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had used in his youth. The man, having approached from behind, must have seen it.

"A fine blade."

"My Master gave it to me."

How would he react to the word 'Master'? Seo Daeryong carefully observed his reaction.

The man showed no particular reaction. Still wearing the same friendly smile from before, he instead asked about the Master.

"What kind of person is your Master?"

He was asking about his master. Seo Daeryong could feel it instinctively. He had deliberately read the characters on the blade and then asked about his master.

He knows who my Master is, and he's asking anyway.

And he wasn't even trying to hide the fact that he had approached him with prior knowledge. The conviction that this man was an enemy grew stronger.

"He's exactly like the characters on the blade. A man with no equal in this murim."

The man then refuted Seo Daeryong's words.

"There's no one in the world without an equal. Everyone has a rival. The only difference is whether you meet them in your lifetime or die without ever doing so."

The word 'rival' struck Seo Daeryong as deeply significant.

Who did he have in mind when he said that? Me? Master? Or the Young Cult Leader?

This time, Seo Daeryong asked about rivals.

"Are rivals fated to fight each other?"

"How can you know if you are rivals?" the man countered.

"You can tell by looking," Seo Daeryong stated.

"Of course. They are fated to kill each other."

As he said this, he stared intently at Seo Daeryong. A tense atmosphere naturally formed between the two.

This man, he considers me his rival!

It was, again, an instinctive judgment. He felt some fateful entanglement with the man before him. While he felt fear, he also felt a sense of pride.

Seo Daeryong still recalled his gloomy days as an investigator. No matter how strong he became, he believed his identity would always be rooted there. That way, he wouldn't become arrogant.

For someone to consider him a fated enemy? It was frightening, yet he was pleased. His thoughts even went a step further.

Yes, rather than aiming for Master or the Young Cult Leader, aim for me! I will be your opponent.

The man's gaze shifted to the great hall in the distance where the meeting was to be held. In front of the hall stood the martial artists who had accompanied the leaders of each sect. Judging by their numbers, it seemed most of the invited guests had arrived.

The man asked Seo Daeryong, "Do you know the purpose of today's meeting?"

"I don't know."

"The purpose is to unite against us."

"Us?"

The man nodded at Seo Daeryong's question.

"That's right. Us."

"What do you and I have in common to be called 'us'? Are you saying this is a meeting to deal with those who use blades?"

The man then answered without hesitation.

"We're demonic practitioners, aren't we?"

"!"

Seo Daeryong was startled. The man had said it so casually that he thought he had misheard. As he suspected, this man was one of the masterminds behind this incident.

Revealing his identity just like that? Then why did he approach me?

"It's a meeting to oppose us."

Then he said something even more shocking.

"What do you say? Let's the two of us go in there and wipe them all out."

His eyes and tone were completely serious, as if he meant it.

Seo Daeryong laughed.

"Why are you laughing?"

"I'm so tense, I couldn't help but laugh."

The man also laughed at Seo Daeryong's honest answer. He was clearly more at ease than Seo Daeryong. It was definitely this man who was leading the current atmosphere.

"Are you scared?"

"Wouldn't you be? A man I just met is suggesting we go on a suicide mission together."

"Why do you assume we'll lose? With your martial arts and mine, don't you think we can wipe out all those bastards from the orthodox sects?"

Instead of answering, Seo Daeryong slyly brought up his own story. He had no desire to talk about himself to this man, but he needed to stall for time until Geom Mugeuk returned. Even if it was just for a few words, he had to drag this out as long as possible.

"In my gloomy days, I too once wanted to just wipe out the world."

His words were sincere. Before meeting Geom Mugeuk, when the Sanzu River Hall Senior who had cared for him died unjustly, his gloom had reached its peak. If he could have, he really would have wanted to wipe everything away.

"Why were you gloomy?"

He must have noticed that he was stalling for time. Yet, this man was playing along with his words. Seo Daeryong felt an inexplicable anxiety, but for now, this was the best he could do.

"As you can see, I'm short and have a small build."

"Did you learn martial arts that use a giant dao because of that inferiority complex?"

Seo Daeryong could feel it. The opponent had deliberately used the words 'inferiority complex' to provoke him. In the past, he would have flared up. But he was different now.

Who is by my side? Who did I learn from?

Seo Daeryong had grown up watching Geom Mugeuk face the Heavenly Demon and the Demon Supremes. He was not one to fall for such a simple provocation.

"The fact that I was learning martial arts that used a giant dao made my heart feel like it would burst with joy. Thinking about it now, I guess I did have an inferiority complex like you said."

Instead, Seo Daeryong asked the man a question.

"Have you ever felt such an inferiority complex in your life?"

As if finding it absurd, the man laughed again. Conversing with him up close and seeing his laugh, Seo Daeryong finally understood. He was a man who laughed habitually, and this friendly, good-natured smile wasn't due to his personality, but his appearance. His handsome features merely made him seem friendly. A certain arrogance could be felt in his eyes.

He could now see what he couldn't before.

"There's someone I'd like to introduce you to. A person I truly respect. The one who changed my life."

The man then provoked Seo Daeryong again.

"I don't want someone else to change my life. Wouldn't that be a rather pathetic life?"

Seo Daeryong stared at him intently and said, "Isn't it natural for people to be changed by others? We read books, listen to what others say, and see how others live. Seeing as you consider such things pathetic, you must be truly remarkable."

Perhaps taking it as sarcasm, the smile vanished from the man's face for the first time.

Seo Daeryong, on the contrary, felt relieved at the reaction.

Yes, a villain should have eyes like these. If a scoundrel had such kind eyes, how would I know to fight him?

A villain who shows his colors like this is actually less frightening. The truly scary villains are those who show no sign at all.

However, the man soon returned to his friendly expression.

"Come to think of it, we haven't even introduced ourselves. I'm Seo Daeryong. My apologies for the late introduction."

The man then introduced himself.

"I'm Ja Jyeong."

Ja Jyeong, are you my rival?

"You said you were a demonic practitioner earlier. What is your affiliation?"

What identity would he reveal?

Ja Jyeong answered Seo Daeryong's curiosity with a surprise.

"I'm a disciple of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Blade Demon."

"!"

Then he shamelessly asked Seo Daeryong, "And what is your affiliation?"

Seo Daeryong stared at him with a shocked expression.

He knew the man had learned the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, but a disciple of the Blade Demon? Which Blade Demon? Surely not a disciple of his master? Could he be a disciple taken in long ago? Seo Daeryong's mind became a tangled mess.

"I am also a disciple of the Blade Demon."

Seo Daeryong answered honestly. There was no need to lie to someone who had sought him out already knowing the truth.

Ja Jyeong gave a strange smile and said, "I've never heard of a disciple like you."

"The same goes for me."

SHHHHK.

The giant dao on Ja Jyeong's back moved on its own, settling into his hand.

"Then one of us must be a fake."

Seo Daeryong felt his spirit falter at the sight of the man drawing his blade. He couldn't draw his own so magnificently with telekinesis.

Instead of raising his blade, Seo Daeryong spoke quickly.

"Won't we be able to tell the real from the fake if we see our Master?"

He was certain that, at the very least, the man wasn't trying to kill him. If he were, he would have attacked from the start. However, that thought proved to be a grave miscalculation.

SHWAAAAAAK!

A fierce stream of blade energy flew toward Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong threw himself aside to dodge the blade energy.

If I hadn't dodged, I'd be dead.

Rolling on the ground and getting back up, Seo Daeryong found his giant dao already in his hand.

Is he insane?

They had been talking and laughing, and then he suddenly started a fight. Moreover, his killing intent was genuine.

So he wants to fight here? If a fight breaks out, everyone will come running, won't they?

He was an opponent whose thoughts were impossible to grasp. If he wanted to kill him, it would have been better to launch a surprise attack from the beginning.

"If we fight here, everyone will gather, won't they?"

"Kill the fake, and kill the onlookers."

SHWAAAAAAK!

Once again, Ja Jyeong's blade energy raged forward.

This time, instead of dodging, Seo Daeryong also unleashed his blade energy. Since his opponent wasn't using the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, Seo Daeryong simply released his own blade energy to counter the attack.

The two streams of blade energy collided in mid-air.

BOOM!

Seo Daeryong, at least, was not pushed back in terms of qi.

As the two began to fight, martial artists flocked to the scene. At the news of a fight, even the sect leaders who had been waiting in the great hall came rushing over.

"You two, stop this fight!"

When they appeared, Ja Jyeong stopped attacking. A moment ago, his momentum had been such that it seemed he would launch his blade energy at everyone gathered here.

Ja Jyeong's expression was placid, as if nothing had happened.

He said he'd kill the fake and the onlookers?

Then, something Seo Daeryong could never have imagined happened. Ja Jyeong spoke to everyone.

"The one who committed the atrocity of the blood threads at the Great Justice Sect is this man right here."

Everyone's gaze turned to Seo Daeryong, whom Ja Jyeong was looking at.

"This man is none other than Seo Daeryong, a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

Seo Daeryong stared at Ja Jyeong with a shocked face. He truly hadn't expected the man to frame him while revealing his identity to the members of the orthodox sects.

What in the world are you doing?

Does he think this will work? If they investigate the truth, won't it be revealed that he also practices demonic art?

Even so, Ja Jyeong's exposé continued.

"That man's blade is the cherished weapon used by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in his youth. The word 'Peerless' on the blade's body proves it."

The masters in the vicinity all drew their weapons at once, surrounding Seo Daeryong.

"He said he came here today to kill all the masters present!"

Seo Daeryong was flabbergasted. The man was saying the very words he should have been saying.

Seo Daeryong said to everyone, "It's a lie! This man is the fiend! He's the one who committed the tragedy at the Great Justice Sect."

Then, an elderly master from the surrounding crowd stepped forward. He was the Chairman of the Flying Sword Manor, who was attending the meeting today.

"Are you truly a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"

He had already been imprisoned and released from the Chongqing Branch. He couldn't hide his identity.

"I am. But it's a lie that I annihilated the Great Justice Sect. The one who did it is that man. He also said he would eliminate all of you today."

At that, the people standing around sneered in unison. Some shook their heads, and others directed their killing intent straight at Seo Daeryong.

What? Why are they acting like this?

The Chairman of the Flying Sword Manor looked at Seo Daeryong on behalf of everyone with a look of disbelief.

"Do you even know who this man is?"

The words that followed from the Chairman of the Flying Sword Manor were shocking.

"This master here is the Blue Cloud Hero."

Seo Daeryong stared at Ja Jyeong with a shocked face.

The Blue Cloud Hero. He had heard of him.

He was a young hero who had recently risen in the orthodox sects' murim. A budding righteous warrior who had killed many villains and saved countless lives through various heroic deeds. Ah, come to think of it, he had heard that he was also a master of the blade.

So this man has been posing as a hero!

Seo Daeryong could see it now. This incident related to his master was a conspiracy that had been in preparation for a very long time. And this gathering today was clearly a trap designed to ensnare him.

I wasn't the one stalling for time!

Ja Jyeong had been stalling, waiting for as many masters as possible attending the meeting to gather. Furthermore, his earlier words about killing everyone here were meant to make Seo Daeryong reveal them in this very spot.

The Blue Cloud Hero tried to annihilate the masters of the orthodox sects? The Blue Cloud Hero was a demonic practitioner who learned demonic art? The moment he said something no one would believe, his credibility had already crumbled.

Ja Jyeong shouted to the assembled heroes, "Let's all attack together and eliminate this demonic practitioner!"

At the same time, he sent a telepathic message to Seo Daeryong.

[If you want to survive this, you'll have to use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique!]


Chapter 510: The Problem is Who Didn't Come

When many people gather, there's bound to be someone whose body moves faster than their thoughts.

SHWIIIIK!

A young martial artist lunged forward, thrusting his sword.

As he moved, another martial artist, not to be outdone, followed suit and charged.

Seo Daeryong calmly swung his giant dao to block the attack.

The onlookers were stunned. He had moved the massive giant dao as swiftly as a regular sword to parry the blow.

He simply deflected the first strike, but for the second defense, he imbued his blade with powerful inner arts.

KAANG! KANG!

The two men's grips tore, and they dropped their swords.

Having knocked his opponents' swords away, Seo Daeryong sheathed the giant dao on his back and shouted.

"Calm down and listen to what I have to say!"

The martial artists who had dropped their swords picked them up and retreated. Perhaps feeling humiliated, the two glared at Seo Daeryong with menacing eyes.

Dozens of sword blades glinted as they were aimed at him, but Seo Daeryong remained composed.

One reason was that his martial arts skills had greatly improved, but there was an even bigger reason.

He had not come here alone today.

No matter how deep a trap he fell into, there was someone who would dig through the dirt to pull him out... no, where in the world are you!

If Geom Mugeuk wasn't here, he would have to navigate this situation himself.

I must not use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique!

If the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique was unleashed, someone would surely die or be gravely injured. Then this place would turn into a hell of killing and being killed. Just as that man wants.

I will never move according to your wishes, you bastard.

For some reason, Ja Jyeong was watching him with a strange smile. If that man charged in himself, it would become an uncontrollable fight.

Why isn't he attacking?

Considering the methods he used to corner me earlier, he's not the type to miss an opportunity just to enjoy the situation.

What in the world is he plotting?

He was a man whose true intentions were impossible to fathom. In any case, he had to calm these excited and enraged martial artists first.

If the Young Cult Leader were in this situation, what would he have done?

He had to speak like Geom Mugeuk and act like Geom Mugeuk. As his right-hand man, he had to fully utilize everything he had seen and learned.

Seo Daeryong spoke in a calm tone to the martial artists surrounding him.

"I only found out later that he is the Blue Cloud Hero."

After revealing that he didn't know the man's identity, he revealed his own again.

"As I've said, I'm a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the one who will become the next Blade Demon."

Whether he could truly become the next Blade Demon remained to be seen, but he deliberately mentioned it. It was to prevent his opponents from acting rashly, even if just a little.

Despite this, the killing intent from the tips of the aimed swords did not subside. The moment they misunderstood that he had framed the Blue Cloud Hero, he had become a villain in their eyes.

Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message to Ja Jyeong, provoking him.

[Does your Master know? That his disciple is going around posing as a hero of the orthodox sects.]

[My Master knows everything that is happening here today.]

At least, those words sounded like the truth.

Is he really the Master?

If his master had been Geom Mugeuk, he would never have believed Ja Jyeong's words.

But the current Master? It wasn't that he didn't trust the Master, but that he didn't know him well enough yet. There was no way to know if he had ever taken such a disciple in the past.

Ja Jyeong began to incite the heroes again.

"The fact that you're a disciple of the Demon Supreme isn't important. What's important now is that you're the villain who annihilated the Great Justice Sect. No matter how you try to intimidate us with the Demonic Cult at your back, you won't be able to break the spirit of us orthodox sects members."

A war of words unfolded between the two men, with the martial artists standing between them.

"You're the one using the orthodox sects as a shield to trap me. The evidence that I annihilated the Great Justice Sect! Present that evidence first."

Seo Daeryong retorted confidently, not backing down. The moment he lost this verbal battle, a real fight would break out. Then, it would be irreversible.

"I'm the evidence. Because I heard you say it myself."

The claim that the Blue Cloud Hero had heard it himself was more trustworthy than any other words. There was no way he would lie to them.

Seo Daeryong's rebuttal followed.

"Do you believe I would say something like that to a man I met for the first time today? I didn't even know he was the Blue Cloud Hero."

"Stop wasting time and let's kill him now!"

"Let's attack together!"

"Filthy Demonic Cult bastards!"

However, no one believed his words.

When one person shouted, others quickly followed.

However, no one moved rashly. Among those gathered here were the leaders of the sects invited today. They were cautious.

Rather than ordering an attack, they sent telepathic messages telling their people not to be the first to move. It wasn't because they trusted Seo Daeryong, but because experience taught them that in fights like this, the first to act suffer the most damage.

Moreover, there was no need to become the protagonist of the 'who attacked first?' story.

Ja Jyeong began to pressure Seo Daeryong again.

"Why are you, a demon, here?"

"I determined that someone would target this place today."

"Do you have evidence to support that judgment?"

"I can't show you, as I burned all the materials."

Ja Jyeong sneered openly.

"Of course, you did."

Just as the surrounding heroes wore similar expressions, Seo Daeryong added.

"But I can tell you about it."

Seo Daeryong quickly summarized why the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect had become the target. He mentioned the various sects from the data he had received and explained why this place was chosen.

Finally, he added Geom Mugeuk's analysis, including the theory that this place would be targeted because of its poor relationship with the previously annihilated Great Justice Sect.

Ja Jyeong could have interrupted the explanation, questioning why he was rambling in such a situation and inciting an attack, but he just listened silently.

Since he remained still, the other martial artists listened as well. After all, he was the one leading this situation.

And so, Seo Daeryong explained the reason. The martial artists exchanged glances with each other. It was a plausible analysis.

As the atmosphere shifted, this time Seo Daeryong pressed Ja Jyeong.

"Were you invited to today's meeting?"

"I was not."

"Then why did you come?"

The gazes of the orthodox sects martial artists turned to Ja Jyeong. They were also curious why the Blue Cloud Hero had come to today's meeting.

"I also obtained evidence that the Demonic Cult was targeting today's meeting."

"Can you show me that evidence?"

"If I reveal the person who gave me the information, they will face retaliation from you people."

When Ja Jyeong flatly refused, Seo Daeryong added a remark.

"Or perhaps such a person never existed in the first place."

A few martial artists gave Ja Jyeong a look that said, 'Just reveal it. It's not like that man is getting out of here today, right?'

However, Ja Jyeong pressured Seo Daeryong in a different way.

"The martial arts that killed the master of the Great Justice Sect was the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique that you practice. Now, how will you explain this?"

This was his biggest weakness in this matter.

"Surely you're not going to say that the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique is a martial art that just anyone can learn?"

Ja Jyeong had cut off his escape route.

Seo Daeryong was at a loss for words at this question. It was something he couldn't understand either.

Having seized the momentum, Ja Jyeong incited the heroes again.

"Do you remember how this man tried to frame me earlier? Just by looking at that, can't you tell what kind of person he is?"

Seo Daeryong was in a difficult position. He knew that in the current situation, claiming that man was the real villain would only backfire.

"The master of the Great Justice Sect must not have been able to close his eyes even in death. Let us all avenge the grudge of the Great Justice Sect's master."

Ja Jyeong raised his giant dao high.

In response, the martial artists simultaneously unleashed their energy, revealing their killing intent.

With a smile in his eyes, Ja Jyeong sent a telepathic message to Seo Daeryong.

[Kill all these orthodox sects bastards! I'm helping you do it, aren't I? Wipe them all out with the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique!]

The stigma of being a coward was as fatal as any wound.

Seo Daeryong took a step back.

If I don't fight, I die.

The martial artists slowly closed in, their swords aimed. The leaders, including the master of the Flying Sword Manor, could not stay out of this fight. To survive, just as that man had said, he would truly have to unleash the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

It was a truly explosive situation!

Just then, someone's voice was heard.

"Then the master of the Great Justice Sect will shed tears of blood from his unclosed eyes."

Everyone's gaze focused on the person who had just appeared from among the heroes. It was none other than Geom Mugeuk, the man Seo Daeryong had been so desperately waiting for.

Young Cult Leader!

Seo Daeryong felt as if a ray of light was descending through the darkness. It was like being in a pit with dirt pouring in, and a hand reaching out through it.

Truly, if people weren't watching, he would have run to Geom Mugeuk.

I was so nervous I almost died! You were watching on purpose, weren't you? To make me suffer! To make a grand entrance at the critical moment!

Of course, thanks to that, he had gained a valuable experience. When else would he have the chance to persuade orthodox sects martial artists with their swords aimed at him to clear his name?

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked forward and said.

"The master of the Great Justice Sect was a man who lived his entire life upholding justice. Do you think he would be pleased if you killed the wrong person after framing them for his murder? That is what would truly make the master of the Great Justice Sect unable to close his eyes in death."

Geom Mugeuk's voice was low and calm, but it reached everyone's ears clearly.

The master of the Flying Sword Manor asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Who are you?"

Geom Mugeuk did not hide his identity.

"I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Everyone's eyes widened in shock. Who would have expected the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult to appear here?

"Someone is trying to drive a wedge between our Cult and all of you, so I have come to Chongqing myself to resolve this matter."

Even hearing that his opponent was the Young Cult Leader, Ja Jyeong showed no fear.

"Aren't you the one who came out to perpetrate this incident yourself?"

Geom Mugeuk could have avoided an unnecessary battle of wills with Ja Jyeong or the martial artists here.

He could have released his energy and suppressed them with overwhelming power. A clumsy provocation leads to a fight, but overwhelming energy can make an opponent lose their will to fight entirely.

It was certainly an effective method, but Geom Mugeuk did not choose it.

It was because of Ja Jyeong. There was no surprise or fear in Ja Jyeong's eyes as he looked at him.

He knew I was here.

That meant he also knew I would appear before anything happened to Seo Daeryong. If so, he must have also known that Seo Daeryong wouldn't end up killing the orthodox sects martial artists.

Could it be? Is he trying to provoke me, not Seo Daeryong, into killing them?

Such a question arose in his mind.

Regardless of the man's intentions, he first had to calm the agitated martial artists.

Geom Mugeuk kept his gaze on Seo Daeryong as he spoke to the heroes.

"That man over there is not only a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but he is also the Director of our Cult's Sanzu River Hall."

Geom Mugeuk began his persuasion by reframing Seo Daeryong's identity.

"In other words, he is a man appointed by the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Having only thought of him as a disciple of the Demon Supreme, everyone tensed up at the mention of the Demonic Cult Leader.

"Do you know what kind of place the Sanzu River Hall is? It is the place that handles our Cult's discipline. Among the many organizations in our Cult, it is the strictest. That man is the one in charge of such a place."

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward Ja Jyeong.

As the two drew closer, a suffocating tension filled the air. However, both Geom Mugeuk and Ja Jyeong were completely at ease.

Why did you come here? You should know you could die by my hand.

Even though he must have read the warning in Geom Mugeuk's eyes, Ja Jyeong was actually smiling.

Stopping a short distance from Ja Jyeong, Geom Mugeuk said calmly.

"You said that man told you he annihilated the Great Justice Sect? That an extraordinary man who became the youngest Director of the Sanzu River Hall would say such a thing to you, a person he met for the first time today? Just how stupid do you think the people here are to pull such a stunt?"

He deliberately used the word 'stupid'. Implying that anyone swayed by those words was stupid.

"Leaving the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique at the scene of the annihilation is also suspicious. We're not trying to start a war with you, so why would the Director of the Sanzu Hall leave traces of his martial arts at the scene of an annihilation? The Cult Leader would not let that slide. Do you think that intelligent man would commit such a reckless act?"

Some of the listening martial artists nodded slightly. They too had suspected that someone was trying to cause discord. However, hearing that the martial arts of the Demon Supreme had been used, they had assumed it was a plot by the Demonic Cult. Now, hearing this directly from Geom Mugeuk, the thought that someone might be instigating things occurred to them.

"Furthermore, the Director of the Sanzu Hall was recently investigated and released by the Murim Alliance's Chongqing Branch regarding this matter. If the Director of the Sanzu Hall was guilty, would the Murim Alliance have released him? If you think so, you should go and complain to the Murim Alliance, not here."

There was no flaw in his words, one by one, so no one could offer a rebuttal.

Listening, Seo Daeryong felt both admiration and self-reproach.

Ah, I should have said it like that.

Just then, a man walked out from among the heroes. He was Bang Cheongmun, the Sect Leader of the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect.

"Sheathe your swords."

At his command, everyone sheathed their swords without complaint. After all, they couldn't possibly fight the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"I have heard the Young Cult Leader's words well. You said both the Young Cult Leader and the noble hero came because you heard there might be blood threads in our sect, but thankfully, nothing has happened."

Bang Cheongmun faced Geom Mugeuk with a gentle gaze, but he was still half-convinced and half-doubting. Although Geom Mugeuk could have killed him earlier but didn't, that could also have been part of a conspiracy.

In any case, he had made a promise with Geom Mugeuk in the Sect Leader's hall. At least for today, he would not clash with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Just then, Ja Jyeong stepped forward and gave Bang Cheongmun a polite clasped hands greeting.

"I judged the situation to be urgent and came without contacting you in advance. I apologize."

"No, I can't tell you how reassuring it is that you came."

Watching this, Geom Mugeuk felt a strange sense of unease.

A fight hadn't broken out between Seo Daeryong and the orthodox sects members, and the same went for him. Yet, that man didn't seem disappointed at all.

[His goal isn't to make you fight the orthodox sects members.]

Seo Daeryong was startled by Geom Mugeuk's telepathy.

[It's not? Then why did he try so hard?]

Standing among the orthodox sects members, Ja Jyeong looked at Geom Mugeuk with the same friendly smile he had first shown Seo Daeryong.

It wasn't a smile that came from the thought, 'You can't kill me while I'm among the orthodox sects members, can you?' What was that smile?

[By the way, he's a really audacious one. If he was targeting me, he should have expected you to come too, Young Cult Leader. How could he come here alone?]

The moment he heard that telepathy, Geom Mugeuk realized something.

[The problem isn't that he came here.]

[Then what is the problem?]

[The problem is who didn't come.]

[What?]

[Why didn't the Elder come here?]

He surely knew that an incident would occur here. If so, he would have definitely come to stop it somehow.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened. He had figured out the meaning of Ja Jyeong's smile. It didn't matter whether a fight broke out or not.

The man's objective was elsewhere.

[His purpose is to keep us tied down here.]

[But why?]

The reason was simple.

[Because the real conspiracy isn't happening here.]


Chapter 511: That's Why Your Martial Arts Will Be Strong

"The Elder went there."

Geom Mugeuk thought about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He imagined the man walking alone with a giant dao on his back. Ja Jyeong must have believed he could handle the Elder and went to manage that part of the plan himself.

"Master could be in danger."

Worry was evident on Seo Daeryong's face.

"How can we find out where that is?"

At Seo Daeryong's question, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted naturally toward Ja Jyeong.

Ja Jyeong, who was in a conversation with Bang Cheongmun of the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect, happened to glance in their direction as well. He offered an amiable smile.

From that single expression, Geom Mugeuk felt his premonition was correct. He considered the situation a success.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly in return. The moment Seo Daeryong saw that smile, he knew. Geom Mugeuk was about to open the gates of hell.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Ja Jyeong.

"I have a question for our esteemed hero."

"Ask away."

The martial artists from the orthodox sects who were nearby held their breath, listening intently to the conversation.

Geom Mugeuk asked bluntly.

"Where?"

A faint smile appeared on Ja Jyeong's lips. He understood what Geom Mugeuk was asking. Of course, with everyone watching, Ja Jyeong feigned ignorance.

"What are you talking about?"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes grew cold.

"There is something you don't know about me."

As Geom Mugeuk's demeanor toward Ja Jyeong shifted, all the orthodox sect martial artists tensed up.

Geom Mugeuk ignored them, keeping his eyes fixed only on Ja Jyeong as he continued to speak.

"The reason you're still alive right now isn't because of the orthodox sect members here. It's not because of your backer, either."

Every word from Geom Mugeuk was low and intensely cold.

"You're alive because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It's because I don't know exactly how he is entangled with you people. So I'm asking. Where is Elder Blade Demon right now?"

Ja Jyeong looked directly into Geom Mugeuk's eyes and replied.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

He was confident. Surrounded by people from the orthodox sects, Geom Mugeuk would never attack him. His eyes seemed to communicate as much.

So what? You're going to attack me here, with so many orthodox sect masters around? Then this incident will be confirmed as your doing.

"Why are you doing this?"

Geom Mugeuk could see it clearly. This was not a person who would answer just because he was asked. He was very skilled at hiding his true self. Indeed, if he were not that kind of person, how could he have concealed his identity as a demon while living so flawlessly as a hero?

Geom Mugeuk turned to Bang Cheongmun.

"Please step back for a moment with everyone here."

It was obvious he considered Ja Jyeong the culprit.

"What are you trying to do?"

Bang Cheongmun was flustered by Geom Mugeuk's sudden action. Based on what was just said to Ja Jyeong, it seemed the Young Cult Leader and the Sanzu Hall Director truly believed the Blue Cloud Hero was responsible.

"I will determine who the culprit is, right here in front of you all."

Ja Jyeong shouted to Bang Cheongmun.

"Don't fall for the Demonic Cult's trickery. Please help me."

Even if the Blue Cloud Hero had not requested help, it was a situation where they could not simply back down.

Just as Bang Cheongmun was about to say he could not do that.

SPLASH.

Bang Cheongmun flinched, surprised to find himself suddenly floating in the sky.

What in the world?

He looked again and realized it was not the sky. He was standing on water, but the water was so clear that the sky's reflection was perfect, tricking him into thinking he was airborne.

The moment he understood, he plunged.

PLUNGE.

Bang Cheongmun sank into the water. He struggled and fought against it, but it was useless. The surface of the water grew more distant.

He was slowly suffocating. The terror of asphyxiation combined with the pitch-black of the abyss became too much for Bang Cheongmun to bear.

...I'm going to die like this!

Geom Mugeuk watched him in silence.

In that very instant, everything vanished.

Bang Cheongmun knew. What he had just experienced was Geom Mugeuk's energy.

Gasps of awe rippled through the crowd. It seemed everyone had felt the same energy. Each person, however, experienced it differently. The stronger their martial arts, the greater the fear they felt.

That beautiful sky, the water, and the abyss.

How could a person possess such an energy? And how could he neutralize someone with energy alone?

Bang Cheongmun found it unbelievable. He had heard rumors that the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader was strong, but he never imagined this level of power.

If he decided to, we would be... annihilated.

With a fearful heart, Bang Cheongmun stared at Geom Mugeuk. His eyes remained as clear and deep as ever.

A thought occurred to him. Perhaps Geom Mugeuk was a person just like the energy he had just displayed. A deep abyss was hidden within those clear eyes.

In contrast to his terrifying energy, Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly.

"I swear on my name as the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. If I have judged wrongly, I will take responsibility."

What if this was a ploy by the Demonic Cult? A plan to kill the Blue Cloud Hero...

In that moment, Bang Cheongmun realized something. There was no way someone this powerful would go to such lengths just to harm a mere hero, who was not the leader of the Murim Alliance or the Demon Slaying Brigade. He would not do this, especially not while staking his own name on it.

Bang Cheongmun spoke to the leaders around him.

"Since the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult has gone this far, let's step back for a moment."

The leaders of the invited sects exchanged glances with one another. A few of them thought they should intervene. However, after facing the overwhelming energy Geom Mugeuk had just shown, they did not dare to step in.

If problems arose later... Bang Cheongmun, who made the decision, would have to take responsibility.

After they had moved back, Geom Mugeuk turned to Ja Jyeong.

"You were trying to corner the Sanzu Hall Director and force him to use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, weren't you?"

Ja Jyeong denied it to the very end.

"Is this your way? Framing and eliminating anyone who gets in your way?"

"Yes, this is our way. Your way and my way, our way."

"I, the Blue Cloud Hero, will never yield to the threats of the Demonic Cult! Come at me, Young Cult Leader!"

Those words were not meant to provoke Geom Mugeuk. They were for the people of the orthodox sects.

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"I'm not the one who will fight you."

Geom Mugeuk said to Seo Daeryong.

"Sanzu Hall Director."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"You will face this man."

Seo Daeryong was inwardly surprised. He had not expected to be told to fight.

What surprised him even more was the telepathic message that followed.

[Kill him with the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique! Use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique from the very beginning.]

Seo Daeryong was startled.

You really want me to kill him?

He did not even know if he could kill the man, but another worry troubled him more.

If I kill him, how will we find out where Master is?

However, Seo Daeryong quickly pushed his worries aside. If Geom Mugeuk said to kill him, he would kill him. There had to be a reason.

"I will face him."

Seo Daeryong stepped forward.

"You're probably planning to have the Young Cult Leader step in at the end, after I've exhausted my inner arts."

He was trying to prevent Geom Mugeuk from intervening, and Geom Mugeuk played along with his wishes.

"Even if the Sanzu Hall Director loses, I will not step in. I also swear this on my name as the Young Cult Leader."

When Geom Mugeuk said this, Ja Jyeong no longer tried to provoke the orthodox sect members. If Geom Mugeuk had not made that vow, he would have found a way to incite them. He knew very well how to provoke the pride and honor of the orthodox sects.

But the Sanzu Hall Director? He could kill him. He knew all about his level of martial skill.

I'll kill you with my own hands.

And so, the two men faced each other.

[Didn't I tell you? That adversaries exist in this world.]

Seo Daeryong replied to Ja Jyeong's telepathic message, seeing that Geom Mugeuk was putting him forward instead of killing Ja Jyeong himself.

[It seems that adversary is truly me.]

With that final telepathic exchange, the two of them clashed.

From the very first move, Seo Daeryong unleashed the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

SHWAAAAAAK!

An attack of tremendous power flew forward. It was the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the First Technique, the Annihilation Blade Slash.

If this had been the Seo Daeryong from a few days ago, Ja Jyeong might have blocked the attack using the orthodox martial arts he had displayed as the Blue Cloud Hero.

However, Seo Daeryong's inner arts had improved greatly after he consumed the Azure Jade Divine Pill. He had also received practical duel instruction from Geom Mugeuk.

This was not an attack Ja Jyeong could block with ease.

KWAAANG!

Two streams of enhanced qi collided in mid-air.

Ja Jyeong was surprised and flustered. Seo Daeryong was much stronger than he had thought.

He's this strong?

The problem was that the attack was so fast and powerful that he had no choice but to use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique to block it. Otherwise, his arm would have been blown off.

The watching orthodox sect members could not hide their surprise at the unexpected power. The exchange happened so quickly that they had not yet clearly recognized that the Blue Cloud Hero had used the same martial art.

Only Bang Cheongmun, the most skilled among them, tilted his head in slight confusion.

The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the Second Technique. The Annihilation Blade Tidal Wave.

Blade energy spread out like a wave. Ja Jyeong had blocked the First Technique with all his might, so how could he possibly block the Second?

This time as well, Ja Jyeong countered with the Annihilation Blade Tidal Wave.

KWAAAAAANG!

A deafening explosion erupted. A fierce blade wind spread in all directions, pushing back the onlookers.

At the second clash, Bang Cheongmun's eyes widened. The other leaders also wore expressions suggesting something was strange.

And when the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the Third Technique, the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind, collided, everyone understood.

"It's the same martial arts!"

"The hero has learned the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique!"

Everyone was horrified by the fact that Ja Jyeong knew the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

Seo Daeryong now understood Geom Mugeuk's intention. He had to display the technique so that everyone would realize the martial art Ja Jyeong was using was also the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

This was only possible because Geom Mugeuk had accurately seen through both his and Ja Jyeong's skills. In the end, he had accomplished what Ja Jyeong had been trying to do.

If you want to live, you'll have to use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique!

Having been exposed, Ja Jyeong blatantly unleashed his demonic qi and rushed toward Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong also swung his blade to meet him.

KWAANG!

The two giant daos collided with a roar, the impact transmitting through their hands.

Surprisingly, what Seo Daeryong felt was this.

It's bearable!

If it had not been, he would have dropped his blade.

He had started learning martial arts late in life, but he had trained harder than anyone.

"I don't have enough time to train."

To his complaint, Geom Mugeuk had once told him this.

"That's why your martial arts will be stronger."

"Huh?"

"Because the experience of living your life diligently during the day can sometimes overcome training that consists of only swinging a blade all day. Believe in yourself! Believe in your experience, and believe in your clever self!"

Normally, Ja Jyeong clearly possessed superior skill. However, he also had an unexpected weakness. Using the martial arts of the orthodox sects for so long instead of demonic arts had held him back.

Conversely, Seo Daeryong was in a state of being keenly honed. Because of this, the two engaged in a fierce match.

CHWAAAAAK! TTAENG! TTAAENG!

A series of deadly attacks flew back and forth. Sparks flew every time their blades collided, which they brought down on each other as if to split the sky.

The ground was deeply gouged. The rocks that decorated the flower garden were shattered and scattered.

Seo Daeryong was lost in a state of selflessness. He did not even realize he was in a fight that made the jaws of the watching orthodox sect members drop. The training he had done by carving out time and cutting back on sleep was now guiding him.

At the decisive moment, his body moved just as Geom Mugeuk had taught him. He executed his movement art, lifting his body and striking down lightly as if throwing his blade.

SHWAAAAAEK!

PUAAAAK!

For a moment, both men's movements stopped.

The one who spewed a mouthful of blood from his lips was Ja Jyeong. Seo Daeryong's blade had passed through his shoulder and was embedded deep in his torso.

Seo Daeryong's hand trembled. It was the first time he had killed an opponent after fighting a master of this caliber.

When he was learning the move, he had thought, 'I guess there's a technique like this, too.' But in a real fight, that single move was a truly decisive technique that could determine victory or defeat.

You taught me such an incredible technique so casually?

Ja Jyeong looked up at Seo Daeryong with a grim face.

"You... you bastard."

His expression showed he could not believe he had lost to Seo Daeryong. Not to the Young Cult Leader, but to this puny guy?

Thinking that even getting angry was shameful, he forced a smile at Seo Daeryong.

"...If you kill me, you won't be able to find where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is."

The moment he heard him say 'the Blood Heaven Blade Demon', Seo Daeryong felt relieved.

This guy, he's not Master's disciple!

Ja Jyeong tried to use the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to survive, but it did not work on Seo Daeryong.

"He told me to kill you, so I'm sure he'll figure it out."

The moment those words ended, Seo Daeryong brought his giant dao straight down.

SEOGEOK!

CHWAAAAAK!

Ja Jyeong's body split in half and fell to both sides. The smell of blood filled the air. All the orthodox sect martial artists watched with shocked faces.

Seo Daeryong's eyes did not register them.

The person he looked for was Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk was looking at him and smiling.

[Well done, my right-hand man.]

At those words, Seo Daeryong's heart swelled with emotion. He was so moved that he felt he would boast about this fight all night, no, for the rest of his life, whenever he had a drink.

Seo Daeryong, whose list of things to be proud of kept growing, had grown again today.

Bang Cheongmun spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"What you said was right, Young Cult Leader. The culprit was him."

He was now certain that Ja Jyeong was the culprit. A man renowned as a hero of the orthodox sects had learned the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique? That was something that could never happen unless he was plotting a great conspiracy.

Because of today's events, the truth would become known in the orthodox murim. This incident was a conspiracy planned to drive a wedge between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the orthodox sects.

Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to Bang Cheongmun and the orthodox sect martial artists.

"Thank you for believing me."

In truth, they had been half-forced to believe him because of his overwhelming skill, but it was still gracious of him to say so.

"If you need help, just say the word anytime. We will help you."

"I will. Then, we'll be taking our leave for today."

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong hurriedly left the place.

"You have an idea where Master is, don't you?"

"No."

Seo Daeryong was startled by Geom Mugeuk's answer.

"Then, why did you tell me to kill him?"

"He wasn't the type to talk anyway. He would have just stalled for time."

Seo Daeryong agreed on that point.

"I still have a long way to go. Seeing me so restless like this. You're not worried at all, are you, Young Cult Leader?"

He had thought Geom Mugeuk was so relaxed because he trusted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"If you're talking about the Elder, I am worried. With that stubborn personality of his that hates to inconvenience others, how could I not be worried?"

At that, Seo Daeryong also revealed his true feelings.

"Right? I'm worried sick, too. But why are you so calm?"

Because there was something he believed in.

"Even if I don't trust your Master, I trust my father."

Geom Mugeuk trusted his father, and he trusted the relationship between his father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

When he first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon after his regression, the man had been confident his father would forgive him even if he killed the Young Cult Leader. He trusted that kind of relationship between the two.

"As long as this incident is related to their past, my father won't just stand by and watch. He's not one to ever entrust his affairs to others."


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon opened the main gate and stepped inside. The training ground, which would normally be bustling with people, was completely empty.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon crossed the desolate training ground and entered the main hall. A person was sitting on the grand chair. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly walked toward him.

The person sitting on the grand chair opened his mouth.

"Why don't you ask? If I haven't killed everyone who was here?"

His voice, echoing through the main hall, was thick with phlegm and cracked. It was deep and desolate like the dry land of the frontier. However, the voice was so intense it felt like it clawed at a person's heart with a hook.

"Because I know you haven't killed them yet."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's tone was calm yet respectful.

"Why is that?"

"Because killing them isn't the purpose of this incident, is it? The goal from the beginning was to lure me and the Cult Leader here."

Having arrived below the grand chair, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up.

An old man was sitting on the grand chair at the top of the stairs. The dense wrinkles on his face made it impossible to even guess his age. However, the light flowing from his eyes was as powerful as staring into the sun.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes trembled as he looked at the old man.

"It has been a long time, Master."


Chapter 512: Because of Liking Someone

The old man was Gyo Cheon, the former Blade Demon and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Master.

He was a Master the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had believed to be long dead. He had truly never imagined that Gyo Cheon could still be alive. He thought he was someone he would only see again in hell, a person who no longer even appeared in his dreams.

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon received the Master's message instructing him to come to Chongqing, he was utterly astonished. He would never have believed his master was alive if the message hadn't contained details that only the two of them knew.

"I didn't know you were alive."

Gyo Cheon replied softly to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words.

"If you'd known, you would've come to kill me."

His words struck the ear sharply and grated on the heart, separate from the frailty in his voice.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at him. Remnants of his old face remained in the shape of his eyes and jaw. A web of fine wrinkles had consumed his features, however, making him think that he might not have recognized him if they had passed on the street.

Gyo Cheon, in turn, looked down at his disciple. The image of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in his prime was nowhere to be found.

"You've gotten old too."

"That's because so much time has passed."

Standing before his master, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt as if he had returned to that time long ago.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

A strange light flowed from the two eyes set within the web of fine wrinkles.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could sense that his master's martial arts realm was far higher than when he was the Demon Supreme in the past. His body had certainly aged and grown frail, but he could feel from that gaze alone that his inner arts had become immeasurably profound.

Could it be? Is he confident he can defeat the Cult Leader?

Even if he had added the power of time to his existing skills, could he truly handle the Cult Leader's Nine Calamities Demonic Art? The supreme demonic art, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

"If I am? Are you going to come and give me a massage?"

It was a blunt response, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew. He knew that his master hadn't even started yet. He couldn't begin to imagine what it would look like when the emotions he had built up over so many years began to erupt.

"If you wish, I will give you a massage."

At the polite answer, Gyo Cheon gestured for him to come closer. The gesture held an unspoken question, 'Do you dare to approach?'

Surprisingly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon began walking toward him. Gyo Cheon did not tell him to stop, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not stop walking.

The taut tension grew as the two men drew closer.

Thirty paces, twenty paces, ten paces...

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stopped when he was just ten steps away.

His Master was surely not alone, yet even at this close distance, he felt no presence of anyone else. If someone was there, it meant they were an expert of that caliber. If the Master had come alone, that in itself was astonishing.

"Why don't you come closer? Are you afraid of me?"

"I am afraid."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered obediently. The reason he gave was an unexpected one.

"Because if it were me, I wouldn't have been able to endure for this long. I would've come out for revenge without even lasting ten years."

His Master, however, had endured and endured for over thirty years. All for this very moment.

"Why have you returned?"

Then came the Master's soft reply.

"Because I'm alive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a long sigh.

"If you survived, you should have just lived."

It wasn't mockery. He was speaking his true feelings.

"You should've enjoyed your later years in a place with nice mountains and good water. If that got boring, you could've become a mastermind unrelated to our Cult and coveted power and wealth."

Then, an unexpected answer came from his master.

"I tried. Both."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched for a moment.

"To forget, to forget it all, I went into the mountains and tried everything imaginable. But I couldn't forget what happened that day."

His voice was hoarse and cracked, but his emotions could be felt in every single word.

"I realized that revenge is the only meaning in my life."

A heavy sigh escaped the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips, knowing that the flame burning in his master's heart could not be extinguished by anything.

"So you intend to borrow the power of the orthodox sects? You'll start a war to kill the Cult Leader? Do you think the Cult Leader will die just because of that?"

"Don't those orthodox sect bastards try to cut off the head of the Demonic Cult Leader no matter what?"

Was he being sincere? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thought not. He wouldn't have spent all those years just to sow discord with the orthodox sects. There had to be something his master believed in. Something to kill the Cult Leader and himself. Something that would mark the end of his long revenge.

What on earth did you bring with you?

It was Gyo Cheon who broke the silence that had fallen for a moment.

"Are you sorry about that day?"

A slight tremor could be felt in his hoarse, cracked voice. Had his emotions intensified at the memory of that day?

"Do you regret that day?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't answer either question, but Gyo Cheon continued to speak.

"If you're sorry and regret what happened, then shouldn't you help me now?"

At last, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon opened his mouth.

"How so?"

Gyo Cheon stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as if to pierce him.

"With those hands, kill the Cult Leader for me."

An astonishing phrase was added.

"With the same hands that killed me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon silently looked down at his own hands. They now bore the deep, layered traces of time, though not as much as his master's.

As the wrinkles on those hands faded and grew younger, the memory of that day long ago surfaced in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mind. That distant event felt as vivid as if it were yesterday.


"Master, you called for me?"

The person who rushed into the residence was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in his youth. He had become the official successor to the Blade Demon and was training diligently after receiving the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

He was completely different from how he was now. His rather handsome face even had a touch of cuteness. Above all, he was overflowing with the vitality of youth.

His Master was sitting in a grand armchair, looking down at him, just like today.

"I called you because I have something to tell you."

"Please give your command."

Gyo Cheon spoke to him as if making a declaration.

"From this day forward, our Southern Blade Sect will officially support the First Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression stiffened for a moment.

"You are to go and inform all the blade demons of this fact."

However, instead of accepting the command, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked his master a question.

"Why the First Young Lord?"

This time, Gyo Cheon's expression stiffened.

"Because it is my decision."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said something he shouldn't have.

"Please give me a reason I can accept."

He had never once disobeyed his master's words. He had to hear the answer, even bracing himself for a scolding. That was how important this matter was to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

As expected, Gyo Cheon erupted in anger.

"Are you defying your Master's will right now?"

"No. That's not it."

"Then why are you asking for a reason? I'm asking why you're still standing there."

Gyo Cheon's rough demonic qi shot toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised his inner arts to resist the powerful demonic qi, but it was naturally not enough.

He gritted his teeth and endured the pain that felt like his whole body was being torn apart. No matter how painful it was, he had to hear the answer.

Gyo Cheon strode over and stood before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He already knew the reason.

"I know you have a special relationship with the Second Young Lord. And that the cunning Second Young Lord is trying to draw you in and use you."

Even in his pain, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stated his thoughts.

"The Second Young Lord is not that kind of person."

As his words were denied, Gyo Cheon's expression hardened, and the demonic qi grew even stronger.

"Ugh."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt as if his entire body was about to be ripped apart. He would suffer severe internal injuries if he endured just a little longer.

Nevertheless, Gyo Cheon did not stop the demonic qi. He would never forgive the defiance of the disciple who was to succeed him. The demonic qi grew stronger, and his scream grew louder.

He intended to kill his disciple right then and there if he continued to disobey. He could do it. There was a line of people who wanted to become the next Blade Demon.

Dying like this is a dog's death.

In the end, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon bent his will. He would have surely died or suffered irreversible internal injuries if he had held out any longer.

"...I will follow the Master's will."

Only then did the crushing demonic qi subside.

Gyo Cheon, with an angry face, ordered him to leave.

"Get out."

As he turned weakly to leave, Gyo Cheon spoke from behind him.

"You asked for a reason you could accept?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned back to Gyo Cheon.

"In this succession battle, the Second Young Lord will surely die."

In that moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sensed it. The determination that flashed in his master's eyes.

The Master intends to jump into this succession battle himself.

He felt that his master was prepared to kill the Second Young Lord himself. He was a man who would stop at nothing for the First Young Lord.

"Don't associate with the Second Young Lord anymore. Otherwise, you will die along with him."

"I will keep that in mind."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon bowed politely and then started walking again. His fists were tightly clenched when he left the residence.


As wrinkles formed on that young fist, he returned to the present. The current Blood Heaven Blade Demon was also clenching his fists tightly, just like back then.

After that day, he treated his master even better. He strove to gain even greater trust. All just to find out when that time would be.

"I know. I know why the Master chose the First Young Lord and not the Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon now said the words he couldn't say back then.

"It wasn't that the Second Young Lord was cunning."

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued.

"It was that the Second Young Lord saw through the Master's cunning."

CRACK.

The armrest of the grand armchair shattered in Gyo Cheon's grip. The broken pieces turned to dust in Gyo Cheon's hand and scattered. It was a move that showed just how profound Gyo Cheon's power was.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued to speak.

"From his youth, the Cult Leader was a person whose likes and dislikes were clear. He was someone who disliked what he disliked and liked what he liked. The Master knew. He knew that the Cult Leader disliked him."

A beastly growl rumbled from Gyo Cheon's throat.

"You knew that if the Second Young Lord became the Cult Leader, you, Master, would be pushed to the lowest seat of the Eight Demon Supremes. That was something you could never endure."

He hadn't known back then. It was better not to know. He probably would have been killed by his master on the spot if he had said this in the heat of his youth.

"You're as ill-mannered and fearless now as you were when you were young."

"It seems your hatred for me has distorted your memory. When I was young, I was more polite to you, Master, than anyone else."

Gyo Cheon laughed. It was a laugh filled with both disbelief and deep hatred.

"You betrayed me. You betrayed me, the one who passed down the martial arts to you!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said nothing.

"You call me cunning? Am I as cunning as you? You were the one who knew. You knew that if the First Young Lord became the Cult Leader, you couldn't become the next Blade Demon. Because the First Young Lord would never have left you alone, you who were so close to the Second Young Lord."

Yes, perhaps his master's words were right.

He had thought it was for the Cult Leader's sake back then, but perhaps deep in his subconscious, he had been struggling to survive. However, his master, at the very least, should not be the one to say that. Because he had not given him a choice.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze deepened as he returned once more to a moment in the past.


The young Cult Leader stood before his eyes. The Cult Leader from his days as the Second Young Lord, with whom he had been as close as brothers.

He too had a different air about him than he did now. If nothing could be read in the current Cult Leader's eyes, emotions could be read in his eyes when he was young.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon liked him. It wasn't just because he was the man who would become the next Heavenly Demon. He simply liked him. His actions, his words. Though younger than him, there was much to learn from him.

He treated everyone with aloofness and arrogance, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could feel that he actually held something hot within his heart.

No, those reasons alone were not enough. He liked him enough to tell him these words that would completely change everyone's destiny.

"The First Young Lord and my Master have joined hands and planned to kill you."

The Geom Woojin of that time was different from now. Because the moment he heard those words, he clearly saw Geom Woojin's eyes tremble.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew. He knew that Geom Woojin wanted to end the succession battle without killing his brother.

"The two of them will make their move during the upcoming hunt."


Just then, Gyo Cheon's shout brought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon back to reality.

"You betrayed your Master, and you made a younger brother kill his older brother. That's the kind of man you are."

If I hadn't, the Cult Leader would have died.

However, he did not say those words to his master. To him, the relationship between himself and the Cult Leader would be meaningless. Because he didn't believe in such a relationship.

Yes, to say he betrayed him out of a pure feeling of liking someone would only hurt his master more. It was better for him to believe the betrayal was for the sake of the Blade Demon's position.

For that reason, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded and obediently admitted it.

"That's right. I am that kind of man. Selfish and wicked, and so..." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon added softly, his gaze sunken. "If you associate with me, you will suffer great misfortune."


Chapter 513: I Suppose I'll Have to Discipline Them


"If you don't kill the First Young Lord, you will die."



The Blood Heaven Blade Demon still remembered it with perfect clarity. He recalled Geom Woojin's expression and his reply to those words.


"I don't want to kill my brother."



These were words one could never hear from the current Cult Leader. A Cult Leader who hesitated to kill was simply unimaginable.

Yes, the Cult Leader once had a time like this.

"I know."

After all, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the one who had sensed the passion burning within Geom Woojin's heart.

Geom Woojin was more popular inside the cult. The demons all admired him for his cold, aloof, and proud nature. He was handsome, intelligent, and most importantly, he possessed a natural talent for martial arts.

He had every quality the demons admired and was considered the most exceptional member of the Heavenly Demon bloodline in history.

The First Young Lord allied with the Master to kill Geom Woojin because he knew he had no chance of winning if things kept going as they were.

"Alright, let's try to figure something out without killing the First Young Lord."

Geom Woojin spoke firmly at that suggestion.

"You stay out of it. This fight is my fight."

How could the Blood Heaven Blade Demon not understand that he was saying this out of concern for him?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. Not as long as the Master was involved in this matter.

"From the moment I told you about the First Young Lord's and the Master's plan, this became my fight too."

Their gazes locked in midair. Their eyes were filled with a youthful passion that could no longer be faked.

"I want to live as a Demon Supreme in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that you lead."

He longed to return to that time. To that youth, as hot as a midsummer night and as refreshing as an autumn breeze. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon still remembered the thrill of that moment when he spoke those words, having risked his life for nothing. He wanted to go back to the days when he could read the emotions on the Cult Leader's face.

The one who pulled him from his memories was Gyo Cheon.

"Meeting you was the greatest misfortune of my life."

At the Master's words, the image of the young Geom Woojin faded away.

In its place, the image of an angry Master appeared.

Even if the Master had not said it, he had lived with that same feeling.

The words he had spoken to Geom Mugeuk, about living his entire life with misfortune, were also because of the Master.

It was to save the Cult Leader, but in the end, he could not escape the shame of having betrayed his master.

"Do you know why I came when you summoned me, Master?"

"You must have come to kill me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was calm despite the mocking reply.

"If that was my intention, I would've contacted the Cult Leader."

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come to Chongqing quietly and by himself.

Gyo Cheon looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with eyes that demanded a reason.

The reason was something Gyo Cheon had never anticipated.

"I missed you, Master."

"!"

Gyo Cheon's deep wrinkles twitched.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was being sincere. Of course, it was not an ordinary kind of longing.

How could he describe this feeling of missing him?

Was it like his younger self reaching out to him, as he now stood in the twilight of his life?

Yes, this was not a summons from the Master before him, but a call from his younger self.

Gyo Cheon laughed. The corners of his mouth were especially wrinkled, making it difficult to know what emotion was behind his laughter. This laugh, however, was clearly a sneer.

"You know why I came, and you're spouting such nonsense?"

The sneer soon became an open laugh. Was it because of old age? Or had he caught some illness? A sound like scraping metal came from his cracked voice, and the laughter quickly turned into an unstoppable cough.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon waited for him to stop coughing.

"You missed me?"

Gyo Cheon slowly rose from his seat and loosened his robes.

His body was wrinkled, a body that made one worry if it could even perform martial arts. For that very reason, it was also a more frightening body, considering the immense power contained within such a frail frame.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze fell to the center of his chest.

A large scar was there. It was a scar much larger and deeper than one from a sword stab.

"Here, look."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at the wound without saying a word.

He then conveyed the words he had held in his heart for a long time. They were words he had never told anyone, words he had never once spoken aloud.

"I'm sorry, Master."

"!"

He knew the Master would have taken another disciple at any time if it was not him. He knew he would have been killed if he had kept disobeying. Above all, he knew it was to save Geom Woojin.

Still, he felt sorry for him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon bowed his head respectfully. The head that bent only for Geom Woojin was now lowered.

A glint shone from Gyo Cheon's eyes as he looked at him, and his fine wrinkles deepened.

"You... you've been pretentious since you were young."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon understood his master. He was the kind of person who would not believe he genuinely liked Geom Woojin, nor would he believe his apology.

But it didn't matter. In the end, he had said those words for his own sake.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at the sky.

Thank you for letting me say the words I intended to deliver only in hell.

Gyo Cheon did not believe the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's apology was sincere. Even if it was, what meaning could it possibly have now?

"If you help me kill the Cult Leader, I'll spare you."

"What lingering attachment could this old life have?"

At that, Gyo Cheon threatened him with Seo Daeryong.

"If you don't listen to me, I'll kill your disciple."

"Is that why you called that child here as well?"

Of course, this threat did not work.

"Then he, too, will live a life with no luck in masters."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze toward his master was filled with a mix of love and hate.

"You used to look at me with those eyes in the past, too."

"That's also a misunderstanding. I suppose since you hate the man I am now, you distort the past as well."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had a premonition. This affair would end with either his death or the Master's death. There was nothing he could not say. If he had spoken of love before, the words he was about to say now were of hate.

"One might think people grow wiser with age, but that's not the case. Judgment becomes clouded, and one only grows more stubborn. I've tried to prevent it by reading books diligently, but it wasn't easy to stop my mind from going blank."

After a short pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued.

"It's probably much worse for you, Master. Someone who doesn't know you would look at you and think, 'How great that old master must be, he must possess incredible wisdom. He must see right through people's hearts. How amazing must his insight be?' They would think such things. But I know. Your mind, Master, is probably filled with a murky fog."

Anger flared on Gyo Cheon's twitching face.

"And in that fog, only hatred must be shining. Without even that, you would've lost your way, Master."

"Showing off again, are we."

"You're distorting things again. I have never once acted pretentiously towards you, Master. Then tell me. Have you ever thought of anything other than the Cult Leader, me, and the events of that day? Whether it's murim history or life's affairs, or even something as simple as 'Summer has passed, autumn is coming.' Have you ever had even that much interest?"

Gyo Cheon's gaze grew colder, but he could not offer any rebuttal.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued saying what he wanted to say.

"In the past, I wouldn't have known either. But recently, I've realized something through the Young Cult Leader. I've been habitually walking through a fog all this time. I only managed not to fall because the path was so familiar, the fog so familiar. And yet, the fog was growing thicker with each passing year."

After meeting Geom Mugeuk, his stagnant heart began to flow. He trained more diligently in martial arts, read more books, took on a disciple, and his relationships with the other Demon Supremes changed. He even tended a flower garden.

All of it was an effort to clear the fog. It did not clear easily, though, even with effort.

"That's why I'm not afraid of you, Master."

And so, he did not speak his other true feeling, that he was afraid of his master.

If Geom Mugeuk had met the Master even a little earlier, could the Master's heart have changed?

He thought that perhaps it might have been possible. If it were Geom Mugeuk? Perhaps that brilliant boy might have known a way to resolve this deep-seated grudge.

He seemed to feel that way because the situation was so regrettable. The Master had remained a deep wound in his heart.

This fate, to meet again like this and have to open the final chapter without any steps in between, seemed so very regrettable.

"Insolent whelp!"

Gyo Cheon, on the other hand, was furious. How could his life be explained with such words?

However, he could not think of a rebuttal. Countless words were surely swirling in his mind.

It was truly as if a thick fog had bloomed, and he did not know what to say.

In that place, only the emotion of hatred shone brightly.

"What if I say I'll kill that precious Young Cult Leader of yours?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed, thinking that Gyo Cheon should go ahead and try. He would probably just grab the back of his neck and collapse before they even finished talking.

"That sounds like a threat you should save for the Cult Leader."

The threat did not work on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"But how on earth do you plan to kill the Cult Leader? He's not someone you can kill just because you want to, is he?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was curious about what move he had prepared.

"The Cult Leader is human too. All humans are bound to die."

As he said that, Gyo Cheon took something out from his robes.

It was a small box. It flew to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon using telekinesis.

Opening the box, he found a small vial inside.

"Mix that into the Cult Leader's drink."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked down at the vial and asked.

"What is this?"

"You don't need to know. You just need to mix it into the Cult Leader's drink."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was truly dumbfounded. Did he really think such a trick would work? Was the Master truly wandering in a fog?

"That's right. He is someone who can't be killed without resorting to such methods. Sowing discord with the orthodox sects, threatening to kill a disciple, and now using poison like this. But did you really think I would do such a thing?"

"Didn't you say you were sorry to me?"

As if it was not worth talking about anymore, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon moved to pour the vial's contents onto the floor. The moment he was about to open the stopper, he flinched and stopped.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze turned back to Gyo Cheon.

"You must have expected me to pour it out."

An ominous thought flashed through the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mind.

"Don't tell me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon threw the vial far away.

TINK.

Poisonous smoke billowed up from the exposed liquid. If he had poured it on the floor, that smoke would have instantly enveloped him.

"This was meant to kill me."

Gyo Cheon's eyes were filled with killing intent.

"I can't let you die a peaceful death."

Judging by his words, it was not just any poison. It was a poison that inflicted extreme pain.

He knew his master was trying to kill him, but seeing him use poison so ruthlessly made him feel a sense of disappointment. And such a vicious poison at that.

He was reminded once again that human relationships were such that one could feel disappointment even in a kill-or-be-killed situation.

"Do you hate me that much?"

"Didn't you say it yourself? That nothing but hatred remains in my mind."

Looking at his master, he truly felt like he was facing a solid wall that he could not communicate with.

He had wanted to ease his heart somehow. That desire was not for himself, but for his master.

Of course, the Master would not believe him. He would probably think it was a ploy because he did not want to die.

His Master, he realized, was once again giving him no choice.

Gyo Cheon slowly clapped his hands.

Then, a door on the left wall opened, and someone walked out.

Dressed in fiery red robes, he was an old man of a similar age to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and he too carried a giant dao. One could tell just by his gait. He had been training in the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique for a long time.

He seemed to be someone the Master had newly taken in as a disciple and taught martial arts to.

He was not the only one to appear. The door on the opposite side opened, and someone else walked out from there as well.

This time, it was an old man in blue robes, and his perceived skill was in no way inferior to the old man who had appeared first.

The two men possessed opposing auras. If the first old man was fire, this one had an aura like water.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew instinctively.

They were masters who had achieved complete mastery of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

They were truly individuals with skills on the level of a Demon Supreme. Since the Master had raised them out of vengeance, their skills could be surmised without even seeing them in action.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze darkened. He sensed this would be anything but an easy fight.

Gyo Cheon looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said.

"A betrayal by a disciple must be repaid by a disciple."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not lose his composure.

"I suppose I'll have to discipline my juniors."

Gyo Cheon sneered.

"Who says they're your juniors? You were excommunicated long ago."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied calmly.

"Because I have not excommunicated my Master."

Gyo Cheon's face twitched again. The Master would misunderstand and be enraged, but this was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's poignant affection for his master.

"My desire to see you again was sincere, and my apology was also sincere. My wish for you to just retreat now and live quietly is also sincere. And this, too, is sincere."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly drew the Heaven Destroying Dao and continued.

"For his sake, I can kill again."


Chapter 514: We're the Demon Supremes, Whose Help Would We Ask For?

"Shut up!" Gyo Cheon's shout echoed with the force of thunder.

SWOOSH.

The hem of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's robes flapped violently. This voice was different from before. The Master's roar, which was filled with inner arts, struck the Blood Heaven Blade Demon like a sudden gale.

If he hadn't raised his qi to resist, he would have been sent flying and would have crashed in an unsightly manner. This shout alone was enough to reveal the profound inner arts hidden within the Master's old body.

A rough wind swept past him.

He could have been intimidated by that powerful inner arts, but this time it was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon who roared instead.

"You shut up, Master!"

Having been treated with such respect by him until now, Gyo Cheon's eyes widened in shock. Now, it was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice that thundered through the hall.

"Why is your revenge like this! Annihilating people who have nothing to do with it, trying to start a war through instigation, using poison... is this pathetic display really all your revenge is after all these years?"

CRACK.

The chair's other armrest shattered. When he had broken it before, it had turned to dust like sand. This time, however, pieces scattered to the floor. He was so enraged that he didn't even realize he had broken it.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued to raise his voice.

"You should've returned in style. If you weren't ready, you shouldn't have come back at all!"

After that outburst, he added one last thing in a low, sorrowful tone.

"...That way, I could've died for you willingly, couldn't I?"

The gazes of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Gyo Cheon locked in the middle of the air.

Was it because of the grief and sorrow in the eyes that looked at him? Gyo Cheon had believed that even his disciple's apology was a pretense, just an act. But in this moment, that thought didn't cross his mind.

He came to find me, prepared to die?

However, that thought, which was born from sincerity, could not break through the tightly sealed walls around his heart. After looking at his disciple for a moment, Gyo Cheon spoke to the two old men.

"Kill him. Kill him wretchedly and miserably!"

A smile of relief, rather than anything else, formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips.

Yes, no matter what words were exchanged, the conclusion of his meeting with his master today was already decided. The only difference was who would die. He was almost grateful it had turned out this way. It meant he could fight without any lingering attachments.

"I will obey your command, Master."

The one who answered aloud was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It was a kind of jest, a mockery implying that he was the one who had received the order to kill.

Unlike him, the two old men's expressions remained unchanged. The Master must have raised them this way, devoid of emotion and solely for this moment.

And the Master's subordinates probably weren't just these two. No one knew what would come out of the Master's decades-old bag of grudges today.

VMMMM!

The Heaven Destroying Dao, infused with qi, let out a great cry. It was not a cry of fear. It was a cry full of trust from a beloved weapon that could feel its master's resolve.

Yes, I'm counting on you, Myeolcheon.

The old man in the red robe approached from the right, while the old man in the blue robe came from the left. All three of them had achieved complete mastery of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

At this level, the match would likely be decided in an instant. Moreover, they knew each other's martial arts far too well.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon imagined how the Master must have trained them. He would have trained them harshly for this very moment. He would want to kill him miserably with the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, not some other martial art. The mindset would be, "I will take back the martial arts I taught you with the very same martial arts."

In that case?

The one who moved first was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The moment he kicked off the ground, he was already swinging his dao in front of the red-robed man.

SWISH!

The Heaven Destroying Dao flew in with a speed that defied its large size.

His opponent didn't evade. Instead, he swung his own giant dao to block.

Just before the daos could clash, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted his. The dao's angle changed, and it created sparks as it slid along the opponent's blade.

FWOOSH!

The Heaven Destroying Dao, having calculated even the opponent's reaction, grazed the old man's face.

The old man was inwardly shocked. It was an unexpected variation. He hadn't expected him to unleash a variation aimed at his life on the very first move. His face had nearly been taken off.

This was a surprise attack by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had turned the common knowledge that dao masters often test the waters with a clash of strength against them.

And the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't lose this momentum. He continued to press his attack.

He wasn't so unskilled as to be flustered by nearly being hit on the first move, but the old man had clearly lost the initiative.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANGCLANGCLANG!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's attacks grew faster and fiercer. The ringing of dao against dao deepened with each exchange.

The old man in the blue robe couldn't intervene to help.

Should it be compared to a carriage that had already departed? They had already started a fight that couldn't be interrupted. The two were fighting fiercely at close quarters. If he unleashed the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, even the red-robed old man would be swept up in the enhanced qi.

Nor could he jump in and fight alongside him. Their exchange was too intense. It wasn't a fight with swords but a battle of giant dao against giant dao. There was no room for another giant dao to squeeze in.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was fighting with fundamentals. His opponents would have spent all those long years honing only the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique. They would have naturally expected him to face them with that same technique.

A fight of fundamentals should have been a disadvantage compared to the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique. And yet, the one leading the fight was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

His skill hadn't improved just because of training. There was something more important. His life had changed. For martial arts to change, one's life must change. This grand principle of martial studies had been applied.

Watching their fight, Gyo Cheon's eyes darkened. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was fighting better than he had thought. The moment he felt that he was stronger than he himself had been in his days as a Demon Supreme, jealousy and rage surged within him.

Then, the words the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said suddenly came to mind.

[Your mind, Master, must be filled with fog.]

Is that why only these instincts emerge? Hating, envying, raging.

However, he couldn't wisely resolve this thought that had surfaced. He couldn't overcome that great wall he had built over so many years by himself. If he could have, he wouldn't have heard such words in the first place.

In the end, that jealousy led to another accusation.

Cunning bastard!

Among the things the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said to him earlier, several words had stuck in his heart. The remark that it wasn't Geom Woojin who was cunning, but that the Master's own cunning had been exposed by Geom Woojin, had left a deep resentment. That must have been why.

This cunning bastard! He's the more cunning one!

He continued to hurl the word 'cunning' in his mind. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's wise fighting style became 'cunning' to him.

The red-robed man, who was being pushed back by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, leaped up and unleashed the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique. It was the Annihilation Blade Slash, the fastest technique to execute.

However, that was the moment the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been waiting for. That fleeting opening when a major technique is unleashed, that brief moment when qi is forcefully circulated.

SWIIISH!

Just as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's giant dao rushed in like a thunderbolt, as if it had been waiting, and was about to slice the red-robed old man in two!

SHAAAAA!

An enhanced qi flew in with a peculiar whistling sound. He could tell just from the sound that it was dangerous.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon twisted his body, raising the Heaven Destroying Dao to block the incoming attack.

KRAKOOM!

As the enhanced qi slammed into him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was pushed back along with his giant dao, which he had used as a shield. It was an immense power. An attack that would have broken his wrist if his qi had been even slightly lacking.

The one who had saved the red-robed man with a palm strike was Gyo Cheon.

"Are you going to do this?"

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, Gyo Cheon laughed pleasantly.

"You're the one who should stop with the cunning tricks!"

He had finally thrown the word 'cunning' back at his disciple.

The conversation between the two could not continue. The red-robed old man, having found an opening thanks to Gyo Cheon's intervention, immediately unleashed the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

SWIIISH!

Normally, he should have regrouped and launched a joint attack, but his pride was wounded by the fact that Gyo Cheon had saved his life. Blade-shaped enhanced qi swirled and flew towards the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

It was an unavoidable attack. If it could be easily dodged, this martial art wouldn't have been named the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the Fourth Technique, the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind.

The way to dispel the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind is with the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind.

The blade energy extending from the Heaven Destroying Dao flew out, swirling. Within both whirlwinds of the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind, small, blade-shaped enhanced qi were spinning. The two blood winds collided.

In that moment, an ear-splitting explosion occurred as the enhanced qi mutually dispelled each other.

SQUELCH.

A silence fell at the sound of tearing flesh.

The red-robed old man looked down at his chest in disbelief. An enhanced qi had flown like a bird escaping a net and had pierced him as if it were a lie.

The same martial arts had certainly clashed with similar power, but one thing was different. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind had more blades. As his martial arts realm had recently risen, his mastery of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique had deepened.

"...Can they increase even more?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered him.

"How could this Senior Brother's be the same as his juniors'?"

The red-robed old man asked with fading eyes.

"But why didn't you use it from the start?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly turned his head to look at his master.

"I was planning to use it on the Master."

Gyo Cheon's cheek twitched again. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could see that it wasn't just his martial arts that had grown. He realized he had also learned a lot about how to handle the Master from Geom Mugeuk. He was using the same tactics on his master that Geom Mugeuk had used on him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon now rushed at the old man in the blue robe. This time, too, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not use the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

Watching this, Gyo Cheon grew even more furious. Didn't he just say it? That he wouldn't show the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique and was saving it for him? Yet he still wasn't using it.

You're determined to kill me yourself?

His intervention in their fight was ultimately due to this anger, which was also what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had hoped for.

Whenever the blue-robed old man was in danger, Gyo Cheon fired a finger qi bullet to help him. It couldn't have been easy to help in a fight where the two were entangled, but Gyo Cheon's attacks were sharp and precise.

FZZT! FZZT!

The finger qi bullets fired by the Master grazed his arms and legs. Meanwhile, in front of him, a master who had achieved complete mastery of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique was trying to kill him.

Normally, he would have gotten excited and tried to kill his opponent as quickly as possible, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not. He even fought while managing his inner arts. A handful of inner arts was worth trading for a drop of blood. He intended to survive until the very end and fight his master.

This planned and thorough fight of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally came to an end.

SQUELCH!

The Heaven Destroying Dao pierced the blue-robed man's heart.

The old man's resentful gaze was not directed at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but at Gyo Cheon. Gyo Cheon's help in this fight had actually been a detriment to him. If he was going to help, he should have done it properly. But that wasn't the case. Instead, it broke his concentration, and in the end, he couldn't display his full skill. The emotionally-driven help had not been helpful to him at all.

Gyo Cheon looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was drenched in blood. He had not a single word of mourning for his dead disciples, nor did he regret their deaths.

"Quite impressive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wiped the blood from his face and said, "Why do you think I'm the only one with 'Blood' in my alias among the Demon Supremes?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes were shining frighteningly.

Gyo Cheon met his gaze and said coldly, "No one will come to help you. You'll die a lonely death here because of your arrogance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave a lonely smile, as if accepting it all, and asked back, "We're the Demon Supremes, whose help would we ask for?"

Those words once again became thorns, piercing Gyo Cheon's heart. If his disciple was a Demon Supreme, then he too was a man who had once been a Demon Supreme.

Demon Supremes are beings who live by pride. They are beings who stand tall alone, never losing a fight and never asking for help from anyone. That was what a Demon Supreme was.

"You must have prepared more. So, who's next?"

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's confident appearance, Gyo Cheon roared. He had considered him a brat of a disciple, but now, not a single word he uttered failed to pierce his heart.

"This bastard, to the very end!"

Gyo Cheon couldn't hold back and unleashed a palm technique.

SHWAAAAAA!

A terrifying palm technique flew at him. Unable to dodge, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon hid his body behind the Heaven Destroying Dao as a shield and injected qi to its limit.

KRAKOOM!

The Heaven Destroying Dao shook violently from the impact. He had nearly broken his wrist and suffered internal injuries.

SHWAAAAAA! BANG!

A second palm technique flew in succession, and then a third palm technique flew in.

BOOM! KABOOM!

The Heaven Destroying Dao trembled as if it would break at any moment. The dao gradually tilted under the incoming impacts.

The Master's voice came from beyond the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"I'll break that arrogant dao of yours!"

SHWAAAAAAAAA!

The sound was different from before. A palm technique carrying an immense amount of inner arts was flying toward him.

The dao might break.

But that was unacceptable. The Heaven Destroying Dao was his symbol. Instead of raising his protective enhanced qi to its limit, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon injected his inner arts into the Heaven Destroying Dao to its limit. He intended to protect the dao, even if it meant suffering internal injuries.

KRA-KOOM!

A tremendous explosion erupted. And the Heaven Destroying Dao stood tall, unbroken.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon saw it. He was still in the same spot. He hadn't suffered internal injuries, nor had he been thrown back. He saw a hand that had come from behind him, its palm pressed against the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The startled Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned around. The moment he confirmed who was standing behind him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon called out to him, his face filled with intense emotion.

"Cult Leader!"

Geom Woojin was standing behind him.

Perhaps he had hoped the Cult Leader would come. He might have even believed deep down that he would. However, just as much as he wished for him to come, there was a part of him that wished he wouldn't.

Because on the day he killed his master, he had killed his brother. We had all desperately hoped it wouldn't turn out that way, but it did. He could only guess what kind of scars the Cult Leader lived with. He had never once asked about that day since. We didn't ask each other.

He had resolved to handle this matter alone because he didn't want the Cult Leader to have to recall that past. And yet, the Cult Leader had come.

And today, the Cult Leader's eyes resembled the young eyes that had looked at him on that day long ago.

"We were together on that day, so we should be together today, too."


Chapter 515: The Reason He Called Them Out

After that day, he and the Cult Leader had actually become more distant.

He had expected they would meet more frequently and become closer after sharing that experience, but reality proved otherwise.

That was likely the cause. The sight of each other's faces was a constant reminder of that day, something both he and Geom Woojin may have subconsciously tried to evade.

A practical reason was also added to this.

Geom Woojin became incredibly busy afterward. He was officially named the successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and it was difficult to see him while he was occupied with learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Are we really going to drift apart like this?

While having such thoughts one day, Geom Woojin came to visit the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The moment he saw him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could sense it. He knew Geom Woojin felt the same way he did. He knew that Geom Woojin had missed him. Even back then, Geom Woojin's emotions were still plain to see on his face.

However, the way they addressed each other had formally changed. Geom Woojin was now the Young Cult Leader, and he had ascended to the rank of Demon Supreme.

"Have you been well, Young Cult Leader?"

"I've been well, thanks to your concern, Demon Supreme."

They could no longer speak to each other as 'hyung' and 'dongsaeng'. That incident had become a turning point in their relationship.

Geom Woojin presented a box he had carried with him.

"What's this, Young Cult Leader?"

"It's a gift for the Demon Supreme."

When he opened the box, he found a single, bluish-hued pill inside. To his astonishment, it was an Azure Jade Divine Pill.

"It's my gift to you, Demon Supreme."

Miracle herbs like the Azure Jade Divine Pill were essential for him, having become a Demon Supreme at such a young age.

"I'm fine. Please, you take it, Young Cult Leader."

In that moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon saw it. He saw the look in Geom Woojin's eyes as he gazed at him. It might have been a misunderstanding, but at that time, Geom Woojin's eyes seemed to be saying this.

Hyung, take it.

He remembered that day as likely the last time he saw such a look in his eyes, as hyung and dongsaeng.

In the end, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon never took the Azure Jade Divine Pill. He felt that if he simply accepted and consumed it, everything that had happened with Geom Woojin that day would be finished. Just like that.

As much as he wished to forget that day, it was perhaps also a day he never wanted to forget. It was the day he helped the Second Young Lord become the Young Cult Leader.

So he held onto the Azure Jade Divine Pill all this time, eventually passing it to Geom Mugeuk. It felt as if it had reached Geom Mugeuk through fate.

Later, while Geom Woojin was fighting across the Central Plains alongside the Fist Demon, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wished he could have been there with them.

He was only human, so how could he not have felt that way?

He never, however, expressed these feelings to Geom Woojin.

Still, his affection for the Cult Leader had never once changed.

And now, in this very moment.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt regret. This was a regret he had come to understand and feel as he built a deep relationship with Geom Mugeuk.

He should have talked with Geom Woojin.

Just as Geom Mugeuk came to him to discuss everything from trivial matters to all sorts of things, he should have told Geom Woojin everything as well.

They should have deliberately shared the weight of that day, over and over. Instead of burying such a profound wound in their hearts, the two of them, at the very least, should have spoken about it.

If Geom Woojin had not considered it, he, as the hyung, should have guided him.

If he had done so, his relationship with Geom Woojin would be different. The wound in his own heart would have faded more as well.

Returning to reality, the two men, Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, stared at one another.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon decided he must tell Geom Woojin about the regret he had just remembered. He was resolved not to create another unspoken regret.

"Are you all right?"

"I apologize, Cult Leader. I acted on my own without informing you first."

"This wasn't an official matter, was it? I was just passing by on my own."

That part was also true. He had been returning to the Headquarters when he had his carriage turned around.

"I didn't know my Master was alive."

"We never found a body that day."

Gyo Cheon had fallen from the thousand-fathom cliff with his chest pierced. They had tried to recover his body later, but it had been carried away by the current and was never found. They assumed he had died from such a fatal injury, but here he was, alive.

As Gyo Cheon watched the two of them converse, his mood soured once more.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had his back turned completely toward him, speaking only to Geom Woojin. He felt utterly ignored.

He had been in a foul temper ever since encountering his disciple, and now he was being provoked to the very end. His disciple was always like this, but the one who truly angered him was Geom Woojin.

Shouldn't he have greeted his master the moment he saw him? The way they spoke only to each other felt more insulting than any curse.

In the end, he could no longer contain his anger and shouted.

"Geom Woojin!"

His voice echoed like thunder.

Only then did Geom Woojin's gaze shift to Gyo Cheon.

The instant his eyes met Geom Woojin's, Gyo Cheon was consumed by a passion even greater than what he had felt upon seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

His death, in the end, was because of that Cult Leader.

It was because he had chosen the First Young Lord over him.

His anger, however, quickly transformed into delight.

"We finally meet!"

He had been waiting for this very day. Seeing him now, Gyo Cheon's heart pounded with excitement. He let out a bizarre laugh, all by himself.

He appeared to be a complete madman, yet Geom Woojin simply wore an indifferent expression, offering no reaction.

Seeing that lack of response, Gyo Cheon laughed even louder.

A thought suddenly struck the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The three of us who could never move on have met again because we failed to properly mourn that day.

Yes, that was it. Himself, the Cult Leader, and his master laughing like a lunatic over there. None of them had ever properly mourned. Not the death of the First Young Lord, nor the fate that drove them into conflict.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke to his master.

"The Cult Leader is here, so come down now."

It was a command, warning him not to dare look down on him.

Naturally, the corner of Gyo Cheon's eye twitched. He couldn't ask, 'The Cult Leader over your Master?' He had, after all, proudly announced that he had excommunicated him.

Then, Geom Woojin spoke.

"It's fine."

It was not because he was a man who was going to die anyway. Geom Woojin had a different reason for it being fine.

"This journey is one of stepping down from the grand master's chair. There's no need to be attached to positions."

In the past, he would have wondered what on earth that meant, but now he understood immediately. He knew Geom Mugeuk must have said that to the Cult Leader. It truly sounded like something Geom Mugeuk would say.

Geom Woojin looked at Gyo Cheon once more and said.

"So this is what it feels like to look up."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed at Geom Woojin's words. He never thought he would hear such a joke from the Cult Leader in his entire life.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked Gyo Cheon.

"Wasn't your plan to drag the Cult Leader into this? Well, now show us what you've prepared."

Gyo Cheon sneered with mockery.

"Just a moment ago, you were hiding like a coward behind that pathetic sword, not even daring to show your face, and now you're so bold."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed, accepting the taunt.

"Because the one person the Demon Supremes can truly rely on has arrived."

A faint smile also touched Geom Woojin's lips.

The atmosphere had eased with the Cult Leader's arrival, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not relax his inner tension. His Master surely had a hidden card.

However, he did not send a telepathic message warning the Cult Leader to be careful.

The Cult Leader was not a perfect man, so he could make mistakes and misjudge situations. That was why he had the Head Strategist and the Demon Supremes to assist him.

However, there are exceptional times when the Cult Leader becomes perfect. In those moments, he doesn't need to listen to anyone's advice. Because the Cult Leader knows best.

The moment of life and death.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon believes that in the heart of a battlefield, the Cult Leader becomes perfect.

And the place where they now stood was a battlefield.

Gyo Cheon could not gauge Geom Woojin's skill. Normally, he should have felt an overwhelming presence, like the one from the previous Cult Leader. But Geom Woojin's aura was not easily read. That meant one thing.

He's stronger than I expected.

He had conducted extensive research on the Demonic Cult Leader and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. A great deal of time and money had been spent, particularly to ascertain the level of their martial arts.

But seeing them in person, they were beyond what his investigation had revealed. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was stronger than he had thought, and so was Geom Woojin.

Why has everyone gotten so much stronger?

He knew the Young Cult Leader had brought a new wind to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but he could not have imagined it would make them this powerful.

Finally, Geom Woojin spoke his first words to Gyo Cheon.

"Will you step forward yourself?"

He did not ask how he was, nor did he make any other small talk.

Gyo Cheon's expression hardened instantly. His first words to him were merely, 'Will you fight me yourself?'

"You're looking down on me."

Gyo Cheon showed his displeasure, but Geom Woojin said nothing more.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could understand the Cult Leader's heart.

In the past, he had helped the First Young Lord in an attempt to kill Geom Woojin. And now, he had caused the annihilation of a sect, dragging the Cult's reputation through the mud.

The Cult Leader must be furious. Given the Cult Leader's personality, the only reason he wasn't killing him immediately was likely because of him. Because he was his master. It was to let him resolve his own lingering resentment.

"You're as arrogant now as you were when you were young."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could see that his master's memories were once again distorted.

The look in the Cult Leader's eyes when he looked at him in his youth was so very different from the look now. The years had devoured his master.

"Fine, I'll do as you wish."

Gyo Cheon clapped his hands.

A door then opened, and an old man entered. He was clearly old, but his body was solid and his back was ramrod straight. He had a well-defined, muscular body. If one covered his face and looked only at his physique, he could be mistaken for a man in his twenties or thirties.

Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not recognize him, and for good reason.

The Black Emperor.

That was because he was not a master of the previous generation. He was a master from the generation before that, a figure from the unorthodox sects who had earned infamy in the murim for his cruel nature and outstanding martial arts. In his prime, his skills were so exceptional that he was called the greatest master of the unorthodox sects.

He committed countless massacres and became a public enemy of the murim, but in the end, they were unable to kill him.

Being well over a hundred years old, everyone had naturally assumed he was dead, yet here he was today.

From the same door he had come through, another person walked out.

It was a young woman wearing heavy makeup. Her red lips were so alluring they could tempt any man.

The Qilian Demoness.

Contrary to her youthful appearance, she too was a master from the generation before the last, a contemporary of the Black Emperor.

To describe her in a single word.

The queen of the demonesses.

For well over a hundred years, she had absorbed the inner arts of countless men, reaching a point where she was called not just a demoness, but a monster.

What distinguished her from other demonesses was the purpose of that essence and inner art. She absorbed inner arts not just to preserve her youth but to become stronger, and the result was her standing shoulder to shoulder with the Black Emperor.

Her martial arts skill was so formidable that even the Black Emperor did not dare to carelessly call her a demoness.

Gyo Cheon said proudly.

"They are Seniors to me as well."

The two old masters showed no fear, despite knowing their opponent was the Demonic Cult Leader. Of course, this did not mean they were careless. They stared at Geom Woojin with deep, cautious eyes.

They knew perfectly well the weight that the name 'the Heavenly Demon' carried in the murim.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at Geom Woojin. Geom Woojin observed the two with a blank face, making it impossible to discern what the Cult Leader was thinking from his expression.

He'll probably tell them to both come at him, won't he?

Given the Cult Leader's personality, he definitely would.

However, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's thought was close to the correct answer, he had not guessed it exactly.

Geom Woojin raised a hand toward one side.

It did not seem as though any palm technique was being unleashed.

Suddenly, an unfamiliar sound came from the wall.

PHWOOONG!

Immediately after, the entire wall where the two had emerged from the door was located crumbled into dust.

It did not shatter and send fragments flying. In an amazing display, the wall simply disintegrated into dust right where it stood.

A cloud of dust billowed up, revealing the space that had been behind the wall.

The sight was truly bizarre, yet fresh.

There were people waiting there. They were sitting in various positions, as if waiting for their turn. From within the dust cloud, fearsome glints shone from their eyes. Their gazes alone made it clear. An aura no less powerful than that of the Black Emperor and the Qilian Demoness emanated from them.

One could tell just by looking at the first person to be revealed.

The Crazy Slayer.

It was the Crazy Slayer, the mad master known for killing a thousand experts, a god of slaughter, the crazed butcher of the previous generation.

The Crazy Slayer looked their way, his eyes revealing a cold killing intent.

That was not all. The glinting eyes radiating from behind the Crazy Slayer belonged to people who were not at all inferior to the madman himself. There were more than ten of them. Some faces were familiar, while others were not.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew. These were the fruits of his master's decades-long quest for revenge.

The pressure they exuded filled the hall. Masters from the previous generation and the one before that.

Gyo Cheon stared at Geom Woojin, his expression screaming, 'What kind of crazy stunt is this?' It would have been better to ask one of the two who had already come out to go back inside.

Geom Woojin had summoned all of them to the battlefield. He must have read the auras emanating from behind the door. The reason he destroyed the wall was obvious.

Demonic qi began to rise from Geom Woojin's body, flickering around him like flames.

"All of you, come at me at once."


Chapter 516: I Want to See More

Those were truly arrogant words. Who could possibly face such masters and command them to attack all at once?

And yet, nobody present dared to laugh out loud. Their opponent was, after all, the Demonic Cult Leader of this era.

The demonic qi that shimmered around his body was unlike anything they had ever witnessed. It was a potent demonic energy that looked like it could incinerate anything it touched.

Of course, this didn't mean the gathered masters were afraid. The group assembled here was far too formidable for that. There was a staggering number of them, twelve in all.

Gyo Cheon erupted in laughter. It was not the grating laugh of an old man, but a loud, powerful sound infused with inner arts. He laughed on purpose, intending to shatter Geom Woojin's momentum.

"Do you even know who these people are, to be spouting such arrogance?"

Geom Woojin replied calmly. He still showed Gyo Cheon a degree of respect for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's sake. He believed only the Blood Heaven Blade Demon himself could make him retract that courtesy.

"Aren't these the people you gathered?"

The wrinkles around Gyo Cheon's eyes twitched. To him, the words sounded like, 'Even so, aren't they just people you managed to scrape together?'

"Yes, you've been arrogant since you were young."

As he listened to their conversation, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon studied the faces of the newcomers.

First, he saw those whose identities he could discern from their appearance alone. A man stood behind the Crazy Slayer, the first to emerge when the wall fell. His face was entirely red, not merely flushed, but crimson as if stained with blood. Among masters of this caliber, only one man was known for such a face. The Red Faced Gentleman.

He was known for the insane claim that the splattering blood of his enemies had permanently stained his face red. The 'Gentleman' in his name was misleading, as he was an old monster well over seventy years old.

Another figure stood a short distance away. He was identifiable by the sword at his hip. Its scabbard and hilt were decorated with a garishly colored painting of a ghost. The Ghost Sword.

He was a murderous fiend, famous for the saying that when his Ghost Sword wailed, his opponent was guaranteed to die.

Both of these men had skills comparable to the Black Emperor or the Qilian Demoness, who had shown up earlier.

It couldn't have been easy for the Master to gather them all as subordinates, no matter how much he used his status as a former Demon Supreme or how long he prepared. These were not the kind of men who would willingly serve under anyone.

What did you promise them?

Whatever the promise was, it must have been the reason he could bring these masters together in one place.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his gaze back to Geom Woojin. He couldn't sense even a trace of fear from the Cult Leader.

He was enjoying this. His eyes, as he looked at them, were filled with a fervor he rarely displayed. This was the face of the Cult Leader on the battlefield.

He wouldn't have destroyed that wall just to show off his power. There was no room for bluffing in the Cult Leader's fights, or in his entire life for that matter.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could guess the Cult Leader's intentions.

Facing them one by one would be easier, but it would become a battle of attrition. This meant he would have to use his inner arts for every opponent. By fighting them all at once, however, he might kill two with a single strike. Of course, this was also much more dangerous.

Geom Woojin slowly drew the Heavenly Demon Sword. The motion was neither fast nor slow.

A stream of sharp energy flowed along the extended blade, glowing at its tip. Then, the Heavenly Demon Sword began to wail.

GOOOOOOOOOO.

It was a resonance that seemed to come from the deepest, bottomless pits of hell.

Hearing the wail of the Heavenly Demon Sword for the first time in a long while, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart pounded. He wanted to fight alongside the Cult Leader. Just as the Fist Demon and the Cult Leader had in their youth, he also longed to fight by the Cult Leader's side.

However, this was the Cult Leader's battle. It wasn't his place to interfere.

GOOOOOOOOOO.

As the Heavenly Demon Sword wailed, the Crazy Slayer shot from his seat. He had lived his whole life as a mad butcher and was a man who feared nothing. Even after hearing the Demonic Cult Leader tell them to attack all at once, he had remained defiantly seated.

But the wail of the Heavenly Demon Sword stirred an emotion he had never experienced before.

Fear.

He was startled and bewildered by this unfamiliar feeling. He glanced down at his hand. It was trembling.

My hand is trembling just because a sword is wailing?

The fear he felt now didn't come from his mind or his heart. He had lived his entire life with the mindset that 'everyone dies eventually, so there's nothing to fear'. This tremor wasn't a product of his mind, but a primal fear his body was experiencing.

He wanted to charge forward, to hell with the predetermined order. There were only two ways to get rid of fear. Flee from its source, or destroy it. He had always lived his life by the second principle.

His body wouldn't move.

"Damn it!"

The Crazy Slayer spat, his fists clenched so tightly they looked like they would burst. The curse was aimed at himself and at Geom Woojin.

Behind him, the Ghost Sword's own blade began to wail with a ghostly cry.

HIIIIIIIIII.

In that moment, the Ghost Sword sensed it. The wail was different than usual.

The Ghost Sword is frightened!

It was the first time the Ghost Sword, which had spent its existence striking fear into opponents, had ever felt fear itself.

At the wail of that sword.

The Ghost Sword started to inject his qi into his blade, attempting to soothe it.

However, one man showed the complete opposite reaction of the other two. A man slowly walked forward. He was someone who had never been intimidated by anyone in his life. He had the type of personality that couldn't stand being ordered around.

"If you're telling us to step forward, then I'll step forward."

He was a large man, built like a member of the Demonic Army. His shirtless, muscular body resembled that of a Vajra warrior. The Vajra Sex Fiend.

He was known to have a body that couldn't be cut even by sword qi or enhanced sword qi. He was a master of monstrous strength, said to be able to shatter boulders and break treasured swords with his bare hands.

He went around crushing the skulls of countless martial artists with his bare fists. His infamy was so great because he did it all just for fun.

However, the true testament to his depravity was the tattoos on his body. Small tattoos were etched into his massive frame. Upon closer inspection, they were revealed to be figures of women. They were portraits capturing their features.

He tattooed the images of the women he had raped and killed onto his skin. While assaulting his next victim, he would show her the tattoos and wouldn't hesitate to say things like, 'This woman was like this, and that one was like that.' He was a true madman.

"It's a shame you're not a female Cult Leader. You would've been pretty attractive."

Just then, another person moved from behind him.

"Such ill-mannered bastards, these Demonic Cult folk!"

The presence in his voice alone marked him as an extraordinary old man.

"Even your father wouldn't dare treat me, the Star Reading Sage, so carelessly! Who do you think you are, running your mouth about who should step forward?"

He too was a master from a previous generation, an infamous figure in the murim. His martial arts were formidable, but he was equally cunning and shrewd.

Even as he shouted, he was cleverly hiding himself, half-concealed behind the Vajra Sex Fiend. If Geom Woojin launched a surprise attack, he planned to hide behind the Vajra Sex Fiend. As long as the Vajra Sex Fiend was his shield, he was certain he wouldn't die.

As the two men stepped forward, the others slowly moved to stand beside them. Their collective momentum started to build, but Gyo Cheon held them back.

"Wait! Stick to the plan."

At those words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked the Master.

"Have you decided on the fighting order?"

Gyo Cheon didn't answer. It was the Vajra Sex Fiend who replied.

"Everyone tried to avoid being first or last. It's hard to kill you when you're at your peak, and the last one to fight won't get the glory of killing the Demonic Cult Leader."

In other words, while many of them might die, they were confident that someone here would eventually kill the Demonic Cult Leader.

You're only human. How can you withstand so many masters? Eventually, your inner arts will run dry.

This was their plan for dealing with Geom Woojin.

"So, Demonic Cult Leader, stop your arrogance and just wait for your turn to die. I'd prefer it if you died by my hands, but I was unlucky and drew number eight. Think you can last until my turn?"

In response to the Vajra Sex Fiend's shout, Geom Woojin told him.

"No, you're number two."

Number two? Not number one, but number two? The Vajra Sex Fiend couldn't understand. If he was angered by the taunt, shouldn't he have said number one?

At that very moment!

Suddenly, the surroundings plunged into darkness.

The world went dark, as if someone had snuffed out an oil lamp. Even the sharp eyes of masters like them couldn't pierce the blackness.

Gyo Cheon quickly pulled out a Night-Luminescent Pearl and shouted.

"Prepare for a surprise attack!"

Something astonishing happened. The moment the Night-Luminescent Pearl's light lit up the area, the darkness began to swallow the light once more.

The Night-Luminescent Pearl isn't working?

It was a darkness that no light could penetrate, a blackness unlike anything they had ever experienced.

The next moment, the area brightened as if nothing had happened. It was over so quickly that they wondered if they had imagined it.

Gyo Cheon scanned the area, but no one was injured or had collapsed.

Then, the Star Reading Sage tilted his head in confusion.

"I thought I heard something."

The Star Reading Sage looked around. When the darkness fell, he had distinctly heard it. A sound like cracking ice had echoed right next to his ear.

What was that sound?

Then, the Star Reading Sage flinched.

Why are they looking at me like that?

Everyone was staring at him. Their gazes were fixed on his body.

The Star Reading Sage slowly looked down at his own body. For a moment, confusion flickered in his eyes.

His body was misaligned. A single line ran from his right shoulder down to his left waist.

His misaligned upper torso began to slide down along that line.

Huh? Uhh?

SSSRRRRK.

I've been cut?

There was no pain, nor had he felt the sensation of being cut by a sword. Most importantly, he had been standing behind the Vajra Sex Fiend.

He stared at Geom Woojin.

How on earth?

The speed of his descent seemed to increase, and then his vision lowered. The fleeting darkness had now given him an eternal one. Blood gushed from his body, soaking the ground.

The Vajra Sex Fiend was just as shocked.

But I was standing in front of him.

Could it be? Did the Demonic Cult Leader's technique let him attack through obstacles? Unfortunately for him, however, that wasn't what this technique did.

JJIIK.

A red, diagonal line started to appear, stretching from his shoulder to his flank.

His eyes flew wide open.

It can't be!

SSSRRRRK.

His body also began to shift and then slide apart. Both men had been cut, but his sturdier physique had just reacted more slowly.

This was a body that neither sword qi nor enhanced sword qi could penetrate.

And there wasn't just one line on him.

JJIK, JJIIIIK, JJIIIIIIK.

On his arms, his waist, his shoulders. Red lines started to spread across his entire body like a spiderweb.

"Uwaaaaaaak!"

With a monstrous scream, he spewed blood and collapsed into a heap.

At the sight, Gyo Cheon and the other masters wore expressions of complete disbelief.

There hadn't been a frantic battle. It had just grown dark, then light again.

Then, as they stared at the corpse, a strange light entered their eyes. They weren't shocked because he had killed a man immune to sword qi and enhanced sword qi.

Everyone's eyes started to widen. It wasn't even because he had known the Star Reading Sage would die first, and had therefore called the Fiend 'number two'.

All eyes were drawn to the floor.

On his dismembered body, the images of the women remained perfectly intact.

The Demonic Cult Leader hadn't just sliced him apart randomly. He had shredded the man's body to pieces while leaving the tattooed women completely untouched. All of the women's faces remained intact.

Floating in the pool of blood, they looked as if they had finally found peace, their grudges now avenged.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon understood. The Cult Leader had mourned those women in his own way.

All eyes turned to Geom Woojin. In that brief moment, inside that darkness, without making a sound the others could hear. He had killed the man without desecrating the images of the women.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Fourth Technique, the Darkness Flash.

This was the Darkness Flash of a Geom Woojin who had achieved complete mastery.

It was Gyo Cheon who broke the heavy silence.

"Didn't we expect him to be strong? Every time he uses the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he uses up a huge amount of inner arts. So don't be afraid!"

It was at that very moment that another voice was heard.

"You should be afraid."

Simultaneously, the person who descended from behind was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

When Geom Mugeuk had returned to the safehouse with Seo Daeryong, his father had left a message for him to come here. Using the Swift Step, Geom Mugeuk had rushed here like the wind and had been watching his father's battle from a hidden spot.

After politely greeting his father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Geom Mugeuk turned to their enemies and declared.

"Why do you think my father broke the wall? Just to avoid a battle of attrition? If that's what you thought, you've severely underestimated him."

At his words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched. Geom Mugeuk didn't miss the expression.

"So that's what you thought, Elder."

The flustered Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked troubled.

"Our Elder is too honest to even lie and deny it!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked dumbfounded.

You brat, you're still making jokes in a situation like this?

Soon, a faint smile touched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. Yes, that was Geom Mugeuk, making jokes even in a situation like this.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to their enemies. He knew his father's intentions perfectly.

"Father intended to make a calculation. He wanted to size you all up to properly allocate his inner arts. How to kill this one, how to kill that one. He's already mapped out the entire battle for today."

His expression now devoid of playfulness, Geom Mugeuk said to his father.

"I won't miss a single one of your movements, not a single breath."

He didn't know about others, but for him, watching his father fight was a greater opportunity than any miraculous encounter the murim could offer.

"So please, show me more. I want to see more of your fight, Father."


Chapter 517: If You Intended to Touch the Demonic Cult Leader

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin stared at one another without saying a word.

Watching that silent exchange, where they seemed to understand each other completely, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt a pang of envy for the Cult Leader. He had never been envious of the Cult Leader for any other reason. The envy he felt now was because the man was a 'father'.

What martial artist wouldn't be willing to show his son his skills if the boy asked to see him fight?

Geom Woojin's gaze returned to the enemies. He said nothing, but the cold look in his eyes, fixed on his opponents, served as his answer.

Geom Mugeuk also turned his attention to the enemies.

Two of them were dead, but ten still remained, and Gyo Cheon was among them.

They were not opponents to be taken lightly. There were more masters from the previous generation than the current one. Moreover, they were men who had committed all sorts of slaughter and evil deeds, possessing more combat experience than anyone. And then there was Gyo Cheon, who had harbored a lifelong grudge. However, he wasn't worried about such things.

What if his father was in danger?

His father was said to be the most martially talented of all the Heavenly Demons in history.

And recently, his father's martial arts realm had risen again. This meant the power of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art would also be different from before his regression. He could tell just by seeing the Darkness Flash earlier.

You bastards, this won't be easy for you.

Geom Mugeuk relayed a piece of news to his father.

"By the way, I've resolved the issue with the orthodox sects. Since we've cleared up the misunderstanding, they won't think we're responsible for whatever happens in Chongqing."

He spoke loudly on purpose so Gyo Cheon could hear, just in case he tried to pull any useless tricks if this fight turned against him.

Gyo Cheon's expression hardened. In contrast, his father nodded slightly with a satisfied look.

The one who was even happier than his father was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Well done."

This whole affair had started because of his master. Geom Mugeuk had resolved it well before an extreme situation like the battle against Ma Janghu could occur.

The news Geom Mugeuk delivered caused the atmosphere among Gyo Cheon and the other masters to grow even heavier. Now, no one dared to run their mouth recklessly like the Vajra Sex Fiend or the Star Reading Sage.

Gyo Cheon tried to boost their morale.

"What happened to the two of them earlier was due to a surprise attack, so don't be shaken!"

However, everyone present knew the truth. Even Gyo Cheon, who had shouted the words, knew it.

It was a move that had nothing to do with a surprise attack.

Even if the Demonic Cult Leader had announced, 'I will attack now,' could they really have blocked that attack?

Having seen the bodies of the Star Reading Sage and the Vajra Sex Fiend sliced apart without them even getting a chance to lift a hand, no one could confidently say they could block it.

However, just as Gyo Cheon had said when they died, using such a tremendous move must consume an immense amount of inner arts.

We have to make him consume his inner arts.

A new variable had also appeared in this fight. The arrival of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Was it a boon or a bane?

Viewed negatively, it meant one more master to kill. Viewed positively, it meant someone they could take hostage. A reliable hostage at that, the blood relative of the Demonic Cult Leader.

They had heard the rumors that the Young Cult Leader was no ordinary talent, but that couldn't compare to facing Geom Woojin.

Everyone's gazes turned to the Qilian Demoness and the Black Emperor, who had originally intended to step forward first. The original number one and number two had now become number three and number four.

"Let's all attack together!"

No one moved at the Qilian Demoness's words.

In truth, she had made the suggestion but didn't expect anything. She wouldn't have stepped forward herself either.

The Black Emperor and the Qilian Demoness faced each other, exchanging glances. Even without using telepathy, the two of them knew how they had to lead this fight.

They had to go all out from the very beginning.

If Geom Woojin unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art again, they would die a dog's death without even lifting a hand. The plan was to attack together before that could happen.

The Qilian Demoness used a claw art, and the Black Emperor used swordsmanship.

The first to move was the Black Emperor. He kicked off the air and soared up, immediately unleashing sword qi toward Geom Woojin. He unleashed the Dark Heaven Strike, one of the techniques he was most confident in from his unique martial arts, the Black Heaven Sword Technique.

SHWAAAEK!

A sword qi struck like a bolt of lightning.

Geom Woojin dodged the descending sword qi by lifting his body.

PANG!

The sword qi struck down, leaving a deep mark on the floor right next to his foot.

SHWAAAEK! KWANG! SHWAAAAEK! KWAANG!

The Dark Heaven Strike fell in succession, but Geom Woojin didn't block with his sword. Instead, he used his movement arts to evade, a move to minimize the consumption of his inner arts.

The Qilian Demoness attacked at the same time.

Her fingernails had suddenly grown long, as if they hadn't been trimmed in years. The sharp, hideous things were emitting a red light.

CHWAAAAAAK!

What shot out from both her hands looked like red threads. However, they were an enhanced qi called blood threads, capable of slicing through steel. She had unleashed the Bloody Spiderweb, the strongest technique of her unique martial arts, the Blood Thread Divine Art.

Her blood threads were special. They could shoot out straight like a spear, then undulate like cloth. That made them both powerful and unpredictable.

The red lines spread out like a spiderweb, flying toward Geom Woojin.

The Black Emperor's sword qi and the Qilian Demoness's blood threads. It was a moment where he should have raised his protective enhanced qi to block or unleashed his own sword qi to neutralize the opponent's attack!

However, Geom Woojin still used his movement arts to evade. Like a predator waiting for the perfect moment, he conserved his inner arts and watched for an opportunity.

Geom Mugeuk didn't take his eyes off his father's fight for a single moment. His father didn't fight with an awareness of others. One might think he would consider, 'My son is watching, so should I finish this stylishly?' But his father fought a thoroughly calculated battle. This, from a man who had every right to be as flashy or boastful as he wanted.

How can I kill all the enemies with the inner arts I have?

What if a father like this were his enemy? Just imagining it made his chest feel tight.

Deep marks left by the blood threads and sword qi scarred the floor and walls.

At first, the two had been delighted, thinking they had seized the upper hand. If they both poured it on like mad, he would eventually be hit squarely at least once.

However, as the attacks continued, they grew more and more anxious.

Geom Woojin found gaps to slip through amidst attacks that seemed absolutely unavoidable. The attacks were dazzling, but his evasive steps were calm.

It was unknown how many times the Black Emperor, the Qilian Demoness, and the onlookers had shouted or thought these words. That's it! It hit! We did it!

However, it was an illusion. The attacks narrowly missed.

Not a single attack managed to touch Geom Woojin's body.

Watching the fight, Geom Mugeuk imagined. How would he evade, and how would he counter? Because of this, he saw two figures in his eyes. His own form was superimposed over his father's.

He moved identically to his father at times, and subtly differently at others. At certain moments, he moved in the opposite direction before merging back into one.

This one is unavoidable!

His imaginary self, overlapping with his father, drew his sword and struck away the incoming enhanced qi.

But his father's movement was different. He evaded the attack by unleashing an unexpected movement art.

Ah!

Every time his father found a path he couldn't, a thrill ran through Geom Mugeuk's body. The learning that came from this difference wasn't just about discovering something he didn't know. Seeing an unknown method made him think of yet another method.

If it weren't for this situation, he would have wanted to ask his father. What about this method? He would have shared a deep martial discussion with his father.

They had tried to make Geom Woojin consume his inner arts, but instead, their own inner arts consumption was severe.

At the peak of that anxiety, the Black Emperor unleashed a move he had been saving. The Black Heaven Domain.

The blue sword qi that erupted from the tip of the Black Emperor's sword split into eight streams and flew toward Geom Woojin.

SHWAAAAAAAAEK.

The sword qi poured down, even cutting through the Qilian Demoness's blood threads.

This was the very moment Geom Woojin had been waiting for. The moment the Black Emperor's major attack sliced through the blood threads!

Geom Woojin launched himself forward as if exploding.

He surged through the severed blood threads. His target was the Qilian Demoness. The Black Heaven Domain should have struck Geom Woojin, but instead, it missed by the widest margin.

SHWIIIIK!

Having surged forward in an instant, Geom Woojin slashed the Qilian Demoness.

So fast!

The Qilian Demoness pushed her energy to its limit and desperately swung both her hands.

PAAAAK!

However, her fingernails were sliced off.

Next, without giving her time to dodge, Geom Woojin slashed her shoulder deeply enough to draw a lot of blood.

In her moment of crisis, the Black Emperor didn't help her.

Why isn't he helping me?

He must know that if I die, he's next. Don't tell me... did he get scared and run away?

Coward!

She couldn't block the third attack.

PUAAK!

Slashed halfway through her waist, she could no longer stand and collapsed on the spot.

Only then could she see. The Black Emperor hadn't run away. He was unable to come help her.

SAAAAK.

The Black Emperor was surrounded on all sides and being slaughtered by someone. What surrounded him were demonic spirits.

It was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the First Technique, the Human Destroying Stance. It was after Geom Woojin had unleashed the Human Destroying Stance.

When the demonic spirits first appeared, the Black Emperor thought his heart would stop.

They weren't just masses of enhanced qi with a frightening appearance. An immense demonic qi constricted him from all sides, disrupting the flow of his inner qi.

He deployed his protective enhanced qi and unleashed all of his ultimate techniques, but it was useless.

Geom Mugeuk saw it.

They definitely felt larger and more solid than his own demonic spirits. The four demonic spirits with their terrifying faces were hacking the Black Emperor to pieces.

SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK!

It wasn't a single strike and done. They kept striking down as if they were alive. This meant that if an opponent withstood the first attack, they could be hacked a second and third time. It was clearly different from the Human Destroying Stance he unleashed.

However, that wasn't the real change.

Originally, Geom Woojin's demonic spirits were expressionless. It was Geom Mugeuk's demonic spirits that were special for having different appearances and emotions.

But today's demonic spirits were different. He could feel some kind of emotion in the gaze of the demonic spirits as they looked at his father.

It's different from before!

His father's gaze as he looked at them had also deepened.

The Human Destroying Stance in actual combat. Perhaps this was a change and a communion that his father was also feeling for the first time.

Soon after, the four demonic spirits completely vanished.

In the silence that fell, only the thick scent of blood filled the air.

The surroundings were a mess. Countless marks remained on the floor and walls. The marks left by the blood threads, the marks left by the Black Emperor's sword qi. Marks left as dense as a spiderweb, no, even denser than a Go board.

How in the world did he dodge all that?

To them, they were marks of failure. To Geom Woojin, they were marks of success.

Geom Woojin didn't even have a single tear on his clothes.

The single moment their weakness was exposed, he never missed that chance.

Geom Woojin glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

His father's gaze seemed to ask, 'The fight you wanted to see, are you watching it well?'

Geom Mugeuk answered with his eyes. 'Yes, I have seen it clearly.'

Geom Mugeuk looked at the enemies.

Now that two more were dead, eight remained.

Then Geom Mugeuk realized. There were seven enemies, when there should have been eight.

Where did one go?

At that very moment, someone suddenly appeared right in front of him and thrust a sword.

SHWAAAAEK!

It was none other than the Red Faced Gentleman, whose face was entirely red.

This technique of moving through space in an instant was his hidden trump card, the Hometown Extreme Steps.

A user of fast swordsmanship, he possessed phenomenal movement arts. He was confident. As long as he attacked first, his opponent would never be able to block.

To kill the Demonic Cult Leader, I must take his son hostage!

Since killing was not the objective, his sword flew toward Geom Mugeuk's shoulder.

He had heard rumors that the Young Cult Leader was formidable, but to him, he was still just the Young Cult Leader.

CHAAAENG!

However, his sword was blocked.

Surprisingly, the one who had struck away the incoming sword was Geom Woojin.

Faster than the Hometown Extreme Steps, the movement art that arrived in a flash was the Heavenly Demon Flight Step.

"As expected! I knew you would save me, Father."

At Geom Mugeuk's relaxed reaction, the Red Faced Gentleman momentarily had a question.

No way... did he know he'd be saved and deliberately not dodge?

That's an even more astonishing level than simply dodging, isn't it?

However, now was not the time for such thoughts.

The Red Faced Gentleman swiftly swung his sword, launching a surprise attack on Geom Woojin.

SHWAAAAEK!

He had struck first again.

CHAENG!

However, it was blocked again. Geom Woojin's swordsmanship was just as fast as his quick sword.

"Thanks to you, I get to watch my father's fight right up close."

The moment Geom Mugeuk's words ended, the swords of Geom Woojin and the Red Faced Gentleman clashed.

Geom Mugeuk didn't retreat, watching the two fight like a pillar rooted to the spot. He wasn't worried about a stray sword flying his way. With swords moving that fast, if either of them paid attention to anything else, their throat would be pierced by their opponent's blade.

The two men's swords were so fast it created the illusion that dozens of blades were being swung at once. However, they each had only one.

The Black Demon Sword appeared superimposed over the Heavenly Demon Sword. The two swords moved identically, then differently, then together again.

Even in that moment of a sword exchange so fast it was almost invisible, Geom Mugeuk could see both his father's sword and his own in his mind. He instinctively felt and learned the difference between the two swords. It was a speed his mind couldn't follow.

Father, we'll have to set aside a day and talk all night about today's fight.

That's how much he was learning from his father's fight. And he had a feeling that if they talked all night that day, his father would surely gain an achievement as well. Today's enlightenment was that kind of enlightenment.

As fast as the two men's swords were, the outcome of the fight came just as quickly.

SEOGEOK!

With the sound of a bone splitting, the fight was over.

An unsurprising result.

The Red Faced Gentleman clutched his chest and staggered back. Blood was seeping from between his fingers.

He staggered toward Geom Mugeuk, who was standing beside him. Because he was about to die after trying to take him hostage for no reason, his eyes were filled with resentment.

He grabbed the hem of Geom Mugeuk's clothes. Geom Mugeuk let him do as he pleased.

"...You bastard! I should have killed you."

He sank to his knees but didn't let go of the clothes he clutched.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at his eyes, which were losing their vitality. He wiped the blood from the man's face with his hand and smeared it across his own, painting it red.

"From now on, I'm the Red Faced Gentleman. What's this Young Lord nonsense when I'm all grown up?"

Glaring with a furious face, the Red Faced Gentleman died just like that.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Gyo Cheon and grinned, his face stained with blood.

"I'm your Red Faced Gentleman now, so don't even think about taking me hostage."

A look of both anger and bewilderment crossed Gyo Cheon's face.

"Crazy bastard."

At that, Geom Mugeuk's gaze toward him turned cold.

"If you intended to touch the Demonic Cult Leader, you should have come here crazier than me."


Chapter 518: I Have Only One Master-Student Relationship

A chill traveled down Gyo Cheon's spine as he met Geom Mugeuk's cold gaze. He should have found this Young Cult Leader laughable, but the boy's words had perhaps struck a nerve.

You should have come back even crazier?

Looking from the corpses to the vividly standing Geom Woojin, Gyo Cheon thought that might have been the correct course of action.

The Young Cult Leader felt different from the person he had researched, just as the Geom Woojin he investigated was different from the man standing before him.

He knew the blood was smeared on Geom Mugeuk's face playfully. Still, the sight of him staring with a blood-covered face sent a cold wind blowing through Gyo Cheon's heart.

Gyo Cheon's gaze shifted naturally to Geom Woojin, who stood beside his son.

Like father, like son, is that it?

Geom Woojin, in contrast, looked at his blood-smeared son with a pathetic expression. This was a slightly unfamiliar sight, as Gyo Cheon had only ever seen the stern Geom Woojin.

Gyo Cheon did not know that this change was the most significant reason among many for Geom Woojin's growth in strength. Since he was unaware of the process, the result alone astonished him.

He's much stronger than the previous Cult Leader.

How was that possible? He understood better than anyone how difficult it was for masters at a Cult Leader's level to elevate their martial arts.

Gyo Cheon tried to conceal his doubts and turned to the remaining masters. Five of the twelve were dead, leaving seven.

"Who's next?"

His question showed his intent to push forward with the original plan. He would kill Geom Woojin by depleting his inner arts, no matter what.

Seeing this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed inwardly.

His Master was rigid. A plan should change when the situation changes. His Master's inflexible mind, however, could only think of pushing forward.

Will these men accomplish what the previous five could not?

It was a moment that would make anyone hesitate, yet one person strode forward.

He was the Crazy Slayer. This was the same man who had first felt fear at the cry of the Heavenly Demon Sword. Now, however, confidence overflowed from his eyes.

He had spent his life killing people like a madman starved for blood. He realized that in this moment, only that madness could save him.

Fear is your burden, not mine.

Another person stepped forward to stand beside the Crazy Slayer. It was the Ghost Sword, who had been flustered earlier when his own ghost sword had cried out in fear.

The Crazy Slayer and the Ghost Sword were symbols of fear in their respective domains.

Geom Woojin could have told his son to take one of them. Instead, he walked forward as if to declare he would face them all himself.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. Today's battle was also an important one for his father. His father was settling the score from that day, all while being considerate of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's feelings.

For Geom Mugeuk, this was actually a good opportunity.

He planned to commit the entire fight to memory, from beginning to end. He would then mull it over repeatedly, like reviewing a game of Go, and add it to his own martial skill.

The Crazy Slayer put on gloves made of steel. His beloved weapon was the Spiked Iron Fist.

True to its name, sharp blades like a wolf's fangs protruded from each knuckle. The sharp energy flowing from them indicated they were not made of ordinary metal.

"With these fists, I've beaten to death everyone who displeased me!"

His voice, heavy with inner arts, echoed like thunder. When he wore the Spiked Iron Fist, he changed. His fists remembered every person he had killed.

I can win! I'll kill the Demonic Cult Leader and devour him raw!

Madness erupted from his eyes.

Geom Woojin, who had been watching him silently, sheathed the Heavenly Demon Sword. He then gestured for the Crazy Slayer to come closer.

The meaning was clear. He wanted to fight with his bare fists.

The Crazy Slayer grinned in triumph. He was confident that his Spiked Iron Fist against bare hands gave him a fighting chance, even against the Demonic Cult Leader.

HWAAAAANG!

His steel fist flew toward Geom Woojin with tremendous power. It was the Manic Killing Blow, the move he was most confident in.

Geom Woojin also shot forward and threw a punch. Fist against fist.

The Crazy Slayer poured all of his inner arts into this one attack.

Your fist is the one that's going to be shattered!

Gyo Cheon watched with hope. Even if the move couldn't kill Geom Woojin, he hoped it would at least inflict an internal injury and deplete his inner arts as much as possible.

However, Geom Woojin never fought in a way his opponent predicted.

Just before their fists collided, at the very last moment, Geom Woojin lifted his body. The incredibly powerful fist grazed his face as he slipped into the Crazy Slayer's embrace.

Damn it!

He had never imagined the Heavenly Demon would avoid a direct clash. Geom Woojin's movement as he dodged and closed in was simply too fast and exquisite.

The Crazy Slayer raised his body's protective enhanced qi, preparing for Geom Woojin's strike.

But a powerful strike never came. In the instant their eyes met, Geom Woojin lightly tapped the Crazy Slayer's head.

TUK.

The action seemed to say, 'Get a grip, you fool!'

The Crazy Slayer's face twisted viciously.

You dare to look down on me?

Even a hard blow to the head would not have made him fall. His protective enhanced qi was perfectly guarding his entire head. Or so he thought.

"Kkeueueuk!"

The Crazy Slayer, about to launch a second attack, let out a strange scream and fell backward. The whites of his eyes were showing. He was already dead.

His body was fine on the outside, with no injuries or bleeding. He died without ever knowing the truth.

Geom Woojin was not the type of person to simply tap an opponent's head. If he struck, there was always a clear reason. That single light tap had gently penetrated the protective enhanced qi, only to become a great wave that completely overturned the inside of his head.

It was the martial art of striking the outside to damage the inside. Geom Woojin's control of his inner qi strength had reached the pinnacle of that art.

The Ghost Sword, who had stepped forward with him, Gyo Cheon, and the other masters all wore faces of pure astonishment. They would have been less surprised if Geom Woojin's fist had shattered the iron fist.

This was the same as when he killed the first five. Geom Woojin did not show off his strength. He focused only on the most efficient way to kill his enemy. He was an absolute being who was never careless, an absolute being who used his head.

He used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art boldly when necessary. At other times, he killed with very little inner arts. While completely immersed in his own fight, it also seemed like he was showing his son.

Son, if you must fight twelve absolute masters in a wheel battle, fight like this.

The ghost sword in the Ghost Sword's hand began to wail like a specter. It was a sorrowful, desolate cry, as if foreseeing someone's fate.

He had not been idle while the Crazy Slayer died. He had been raising his inner arts to unleash his ultimate technique. He had watched and knew that if he didn't use it on his first move, he would never get another chance.

CHWAAAAAAANG!

A dark, ghostly energy erupted from his sword and poured toward Geom Woojin. The Primordial Ghost Blade Cleave!

The ghostly energy coiled around Geom Woojin like a whirlwind. It looked as if a giant black snake was wrapping around Geom Woojin's body to make it explode.

It worked!

As his first move landed, the Ghost Sword pushed his inner arts to their absolute limit.

Demonic Cult Leader! Just explode and die like that!

The swirling black energy tightened further around Geom Woojin until his figure was no longer visible. A look of anticipation flashed in the eyes of Gyo Cheon and the other masters.

Even if it doesn't kill him, he'll suffer a major internal injury!

It was at that very moment.

SEUEUEUEUK!

A light leaked out from between the dark whirlwind. The black energy split as if the sea were parting, and something shot out from within.

It was the Heavenly Demon Sword, shimmering with pure white demonic qi.

At that sight, the ghost sword cried out even louder. It was a wail of astonishment and shock that reflected its master's heart.

The next moment, a rain of sword qi poured down from the sky. It was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Fifth Technique, the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike.

Because the attack came as if announcing its target, the Ghost Sword instinctively threw his body aside to dodge the sword qi falling toward the crown of his head.

I dodged it!

His joy was short-lived. The falling sword qi was not just one.

PUAK!

Another sword qi that fell from the sky pierced his shoulder.

PUAAAAK!

The next sword qi pierced the crown of his head. Sword qi continued to fall with a time lag over his body, which had collapsed in instant death.

PUUK! PUUK!

Originally, the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike was an attack that brought down sword qi on the heads of multiple people at once. He had even trained with Geom Mugeuk to rescue hostages with it.

This time, the attack was concentrated only around the Ghost Sword. It fell with a time lag, making it absolutely impossible to dodge.

Geom Mugeuk could tell the decisive difference between his own Soul Slicing Demonic Strike and his father's. It was not the number of sword qi strikes, nor their power.

The time lag.

His father's Soul Slicing Demonic Strike fell with a delay, predicting where the opponent would dodge. Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone how difficult a state this was to achieve.

Could I really dodge my father's Soul Slicing Demonic Strike?

Geom Mugeuk dared not claim that he could.

This is a state I must achieve. No, I must rise to an even higher state than this.

Because if he rose, his father would rise too.

As the Ghost Sword collapsed, riddled with wounds, the dark whirlwind that had swirled around Geom Woojin vanished in an instant.

Gyo Cheon's face hardened even more.

This was just wrong, no matter how strong Geom Woojin was. Killing the Crazy Slayer and the Ghost Sword in a single move? What kind of plan could he possibly make against such an opponent? The phrase that came to his mind was not 'world number one', but 'the Greatest of All Time'.

Geom Woojin asked him, "Will you step forward yourself now?"

Geom Woojin was still treating him with courtesy. This was because the Blood Heaven Blade Demon still regarded Gyo Cheon as his master.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke to his master, who was glaring silently at Geom Woojin. "It's still not too late."

At that, Gyo Cheon looked at the corpses and scoffed. "You can say that after seeing them?"

"The dead are the dead, and the living must live. Please, beg the Cult Leader for forgiveness even now."

Gyo Cheon felt it. Unlike the Cult Leader or the Young Cult Leader, his disciple, at least, wanted him to survive somehow. Even with that feeling, no kind words came out.

"You traitor. You're just acting like you care for me because you're in front of the Cult Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon made no excuses. Geom Woojin just watched him silently.

The one who spoke up for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was Geom Mugeuk.

"That's enough."

Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. At first, they thought he was speaking to Gyo Cheon. They thought he was telling the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to stop. However, his words were for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, not Gyo Cheon.

"That's enough, Elder."

Since the Cult Leader was present, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered with courtesy. "Young Cult Leader, please don't interfere."

"No, this is a problem that the involved parties can't solve."

Geom Mugeuk knew. If Gyo Cheon were to die again today, it would leave another deep scar on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart. It would be like his master dying twice before his very eyes.

"The Elder's Master will pretend not to know your heart until the very end. That's the only way he can justify what he has done."

At that, Gyo Cheon roared. "Shut up! What do you know!"

Compared to the agitated Gyo Cheon, Geom Mugeuk was calm.

"You keep talking about betrayal, but by that logic, didn't you also betray our Cult? If your disciple betrayed you, you should have called only your disciple to get revenge. Why did you drag my father into this? Why did you tarnish our Cult's honor and try to start a war with the orthodox sects? Why did you drag the Elder's disciple into this?"

Faced with the barrage of rebukes, Gyo Cheon could not immediately retort. Geom Mugeuk's offensive continued.

"Honestly, your disciple's betrayal isn't that important to you, is it? You probably thought, 'This is great. Since it's come to this, let's just take over the entire murim.' Isn't that the mindset you've used to build your power?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the remaining masters.

"What did you promise them? What did you say you would give them after swallowing up both the orthodox and unorthodox sects through instigation?"

The moment he heard those words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt it. His Master might have truly harbored such thoughts. The plot to instigate conflict with the orthodox sects might not have been just for revenge. He might have gathered the ambitions of these old villains to truly achieve the dream he could not.

"So stop making excuses about betrayal now."

In truth, Geom Mugeuk didn't really know what was in Gyo Cheon's heart. Nor did he want to know. He was pushing him like this not to attack him, but for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's sake.

He was telling him not to give meaning to the past. That his master was not a person worthy of it.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said, "Do you feel sorry for your Master? No, the person the Elder should feel sorry for is not his master, but the Elder's disciple."

"!"

"Because he took a risk all alone for this worthless master-disciple relationship. For such a Master, the Elder's disciple came all this way alone. That timid and cowardly disciple of the Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's pupils trembled. With his master and the Cult Leader present, he realized he hadn't been paying any attention to Seo Daeryong.

"Do you still consider this a master-disciple relationship worth valuing?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head to look at Gyo Cheon. Gyo Cheon looked at him coldly, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze was still fervent.

After staring for a long while, he finally conveyed his last feelings.

"That's right. It probably wasn't for my Master's sake, but to lessen my own guilt. That's why I wanted to save you. And for that... I am even more sorry."

A flicker appeared in Gyo Cheon's eyes.

"I will be the one to send you on your final path. I will live with that guilt for the rest of my life. The problem arose because I tried to discard what I should have carried."

With that, he bowed with formal courtesy, as if it were his final farewell to him as his master. Only then did he answer Geom Mugeuk's question.

"This is not where I should place my meaning."

His voice had trembled in his previous words, but what followed was firm.

"From now on, I have only one master-disciple relationship."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Elder!

There was a reason he had pushed him like this. Gyo Cheon had to hear these words before he died. If Gyo Cheon died first, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would never have been able to say what he just did. A fight with a dead person is the most difficult fight in the world.

Even someone this smart and wise cannot easily escape when entangled in the wounds of the past. The wounds of the past have nothing to do with present intelligence. In fact, the smarter one is, the harder it might be to break free.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also gave a faint smile as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Thank you.

Elder, let's hurry back and sit side-by-side reading books by that sunny window.

Geom Woojin looked at Geom Mugeuk and gave a slight nod. He could tell from his expression that his father was praising him for a job well done. His father had also hoped that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would not be left with a scar on his heart.

Now, with a relieved expression, Geom Woojin turned to the enemy. His eyes met with a white-haired old man among the five remaining masters.

"It's been a long time."

The old man then asked with a surprised face, "You remember me?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

"What a remarkable memory. I saw you when you were very young."

Surprisingly, he was a demon of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Chaos Demon.

The old man was a retired demon of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He possessed great skill and had held various important positions within the cult. At the time, he was a figure who was close with Gyo Cheon.

"He asked me earnestly, so I couldn't refuse."

Geom Woojin asked bluntly, "Did you know that this was an attempt on my life?"

After a brief pause, the Chaos Demon replied, "I knew."

Geom Woojin had no intention of speaking with him any further. This betrayal was of a much worse quality than Gyo Cheon's.

"Then there's no need for you to come out."

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sorted out his feelings, Geom Woojin also began to clean up in earnest.

A single demon appeared before Geom Woojin without a sound. It was a demon more terrifying and more intense in impression than the demon from the Human Destroying Stance he had unfolded earlier.

SSSSSSSSSSST.

The demon began to divide. This was precisely the reason he had said there was no need for him to come out.

"Die together right where you are."


Chapter 519: The Person in Father's Heart

It was Geom Woojin's Great Annihilation Stance. In an instant, his father's demonic spirits finished splitting.

The moment Geom Mugeuk saw it, he knew.

It's different.

His father had demonstrated the Great Annihilation Stance to him once before. On that day, his father's technique had clashed with his own. It was a confrontation of forty-four spirits against four.

His own demonic spirits were annihilated by his father's that day. He had pushed his protective enhanced qi to its absolute limit and fought until the very end.

Although Geom Mugeuk's demonic spirits were much stronger now, the same was true for his father's. The spirits were larger than before and looked far more powerful. He could tell they had grown stronger just by the demonic qi they emitted.

Father's Nine Calamities Demonic Art has surpassed the tenth star. It's reaching a new realm beyond complete mastery!

Geom Mugeuk spoke to his own demonic spirits.

You all need to eat more and grow bigger.

So, one could only imagine the pressure felt by the Chaos Demon and the other remaining masters.

WOOOOOOOO.

A low rumble accompanied the demonic qi that emanated from the lined-up spirits, sending shivers down their spines.

The Chaos Demon felt that they could never block the martial art now being displayed.

"It's the Nine Calamities Demonic Art! Towards the Young Cult Leader!"

The Chaos Demon desperately threw himself forward, and the remaining four masters moved with him.

They couldn't escape by breaking through the walls or ceiling. This was because when the Great Annihilation Stance was unleashed, the powerful demonic qi from the manifested spirits seized control of the space. An invisible wall trapped them, making it impossible to escape the area.

Since the Chaos Demon and the four masters had moved, Geom Mugeuk expected his father to stop the attack and unleash it again in a new direction.

Then, an unexpected sight unfolded.

SWOOOOOSH.

The lined-up demonic spirits changed their direction. Geom Mugeuk was startled by the sight. His own Great Annihilation Stance only went as far as splitting the spirits and immediately pushing them forward.

His father's Great Annihilation Stance, however, allowed the demonic spirits to change direction.

Geom Mugeuk realized his father hadn't pushed forward immediately to show him this. If the technique could already change like this, he couldn't imagine what the Nine Calamities Demonic Art would look like if it truly reached the Twelfth Star of complete mastery.

Of course, an immense amount of inner arts must be being consumed at this very moment.

Staring at the swords of the demonic spirits pointed at him, the Chaos Demon felt his entire body freeze. His gaze shifted to Gyo Cheon in the distance.

[Are you just going to stand there and watch? Use what you've prepared.]

Despite the incoming telepathic message, Gyo Cheon just watched the situation without any response.

From his reaction, the Chaos Demon understood. Gyo Cheon had intended to use them all as consumables from the very beginning. He planned to make them expend as much of their inner arts as possible before he finished things himself.

Gyo Cheon had sought him out when he was living alone in retirement. He was a man the Chaos Demon thought was dead, and the first thing he said upon seeing him was this.

[Let's take this murim together.]

He should have rejected those words outright, calling them madness. He should have told him to leave, saying he wouldn't report him to the cult out of consideration for their past friendship.

[Why can't we have such a dream? Why must such a grand dream belong only to them?]

Those words made his heart flutter. A thought occurred to him. If I use this man's thirst for revenge well, perhaps I can spend the end of my life in a spectacular way.

It's a life you only live once, anyway. A life I've already lived long enough.

He couldn't resist this powerful temptation. At the time of his retirement, he was living an incredibly dull and boring life. At an age when desire should be let go like flowing water, it instead burned his body like fire.

Now, looking at the demonic spirits lined up before him, the Chaos Demon awoke from his dream.

I thought I was using him, but in the end, I was the one being used.

For Gyo Cheon, revenge was everything. His goal must have been to make the Cult Leader expend his inner arts, even if it meant sacrificing everyone. Then he would step in at the end to get his revenge.

Could he really end it with just revenge after preparing so much? After gathering these people with such difficulty?

But it seemed that was the case. He was nothing more than an incarnation of vengeance who had scraped together old desires.

It was only at this moment that the Chaos Demon realized this.

"Cult Leader, withdraw your anger. You wouldn't be thinking of unleashing the Nine Calamities Demonic Art with your son here, would you?"

Now, there was only one thing he could believe in.

Geom Woojin was looking at the Chaos Demon with an unreadable expression.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke from behind.

"That's because you don't know how heartless my father is."

Ignoring Geom Mugeuk's words, the Chaos Demon said to everyone.

"As long as the Young Cult Leader is here, he'll never unleash it."

Half of the four masters watched their backs, preparing for Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to attack them.

THUD.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon planted the Heaven Destroying Dao in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"This won't be enough to block it, but it should help a little," he offered.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"As expected, Elder, you know my father all too well."

He meant that he believed his father would unleash the attack even with his son present.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's reaction made the Chaos Demon even more desperate.

"Cult Leader, withdraw the Nine Calamities Demonic Art! If we all attack at once, the Young Cult Leader won't survive. You have to think of your son!"

However, his opponent was not someone who could be swayed by threats.

The moment the corner of Geom Woojin's mouth lifted slightly, the Great Annihilation Stance was unleashed.

KAKAKAKAKAKAKAKA!

The demonic spirits surged forward all at once.

The Chaos Demon, as well as the remaining masters, raised their protective enhanced qi and unleashed their own enhanced qi.

SHWAAAAK! SHWAK! SHWAAAAAK!

PWAAAK! KWAANG! KWANG! KWANG!

The unleashed enhanced qi collided with the demonic spirits. Their attacks held enough power to turn boulders into dust. However, the demonic spirits only staggered for a moment before continuing to push forward without being destroyed.

"No!"

A demonic spirit struck the Chaos Demon. He could not block this powerful mass of enhanced qi created by the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

PAPAPAPAK!

The Chaos Demon's bones and flesh were shattered and scattered in all directions. The other four masters met the same fate, with only a slight time difference.

They swung their swords, but their blades broke. They endured with their protective enhanced qi, but it was torn to shreds. They threw their bodies to escape, but the demonic qi dragged them back and tore them to pieces.

KAKAKAKAKAKA!

The demonic spirits that had swept them all away now surged toward Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Geom Mugeuk stood still and watched the demonic spirits of the Great Annihilation Stance rushing toward him.

The terrifying demonic spirits were surging in like a tidal wave. The demonic qi they emitted was so intense that even he, a practitioner of a demonic art, felt suffocated.

So this is what it feels like to be on the receiving end of the Great Annihilation Stance.

KWAAAAAAAAA!

The surging demonic spirits broke through the entire wall behind where the two men stood.

A single demonic spirit stopped. It had stopped right in front of Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It was a demonic spirit larger than the Heaven Destroying Dao planted before them.

His father had stopped only the demonic spirit in the path of his son and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at the demonic spirit and respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting, paying homage to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Geom Mugeuk silently stared at the demonic spirit standing before him. It stared straight ahead with a terrifying and cold gaze. The demonic spirit was so vivid it looked as if it had just emerged from hell.

He had originally intended to erect the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. However, at the last moment, he changed his mind. Surely he wouldn't kill his own son, right? He trusted his father.

SSSSS.

The proudly standing demonic spirit slowly vanished. Just before it disappeared, he had the illusion that the demonic spirit lowered its eyes and glanced at him.

Once the demonic spirit vanished, the scene inside the hall finally unfolded before his eyes.

In the silence left by death, blood that had not yet cooled was flowing. The twelve masters who were here had all been killed by Geom Woojin. Now, it was impossible to even tell how many there had been in the first place.

The only person left was Gyo Cheon.

"Kuhahahahaha!"

Gyo Cheon laughed. His reflection in the pool of blood made him look like a madman. He looked like someone who had given up on everything, and also like someone who had expected this all along.

Geom Woojin's gaze turned to Gyo Cheon. Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who were behind him, also looked at Gyo Cheon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked Gyo Cheon in a loud voice.

"Did you truly not know it would turn out like this?"

Gyo Cheon stopped laughing abruptly and stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with sunken eyes. His gaze suggested he had something to say, but he remained silent.

Just then, Geom Woojin turned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said.

"Leave the rest to me."

Geom Mugeuk understood. It wasn't just about what Gyo Cheon had prepared as his final move or its danger. It was also to prevent the Blood Heaven Blade Demon from having to suffer the fate of killing his master again.

Even if he didn't express it outwardly, he could feel that his father was looking out for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Geom Woojin walked slowly toward Gyo Cheon, his sword hanging loosely at his side. He was thinking of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon until the very end. He intended to kill him cleanly, leaving a proper corpse.

"Do you have any last words for your disciple?"

Gyo Cheon glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and scoffed. Then, with a meaningful look, he retorted.

"And you? Do you have any last words for your son?"

The moment his words ended.

PUK!

Gyo Cheon's form vanished into smoke. At the same time, everything around them began to disappear. The walls, the tables, the chairs, and the corpses on the floor.

PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK!

Even Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Everything scattered into smoke, as if everything up to this point had been an illusion.

Geom Woojin said in a low voice.

"An illusion art!"

When everything vanished, he was in the middle of a deep mountain. Come to think of it, where was this? This was the Great Sky Peak, where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was located.

Geom Woojin knew. This was the place where he had been hunting that day.

Not only his surroundings, but he himself had changed. The sword at his hip was not the Heavenly Demon Sword. He drew the sword and saw his younger self reflected on the blade. Himself, before he had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

It was right then.

"Woojin."

A startled Geom Woojin turned to see his older brother from his youth standing some distance away.

Geom Woojin's eyes trembled as he looked at him. His brother was standing there, looking exactly as he had on that day. He had hated him so much back then. He was a brother who never disappeared from his life, even as the years passed. In fact, the traces of his brother had only grown deeper.

His brother said the exact same words he had said to him that day.

"You knew it would turn out this way, didn't you?"

A cold killing intent flowed from his brother. That day, even though he knew beforehand, he had been angry seeing his brother try to kill him. But his feelings seeing his brother today were different.

"I thought so at the time."

And for the first time, Geom Woojin let out a sigh. Like his younger self who had readily shown his emotions, Geom Woojin revealed his regret.

"There must have been a way, brother."

It would not have been an easy path, but there must have been a way. His son had shown him by accomplishing that difficult task himself.

"There is no other path. Because neither you nor I would have ever yielded."

Still, he should have found a way. His younger self back then couldn't find it. What about now? Now that he had watched his son accomplish it all.

It was then. Someone appeared from behind.

"Second Young Lord, it is a pity things have turned out this way."

It was Gyo Cheon, holding a giant dao. Not his current, aged appearance, but him from his days as the Blade Demon, burning with ambition.

However, as if to show this wasn't a perfect reenactment of that day, Gyo Cheon said with a meaningful look.

"That day, I couldn't kill you because of that bastard disciple's betrayal, but today will be different."

Killing intent swirled in Gyo Cheon's eyes. He had tried to kill him just like this on that day, too. Because it was a day that both he and Geom Woojin remembered, the illusion art must have been manifested this vividly.

Just then, a voice was heard from behind.

"Today is certainly different."

Another person revealed himself there.

"Because in place of the disciple, his son has come."

Surprisingly, the one who appeared was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"Perhaps because of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I've also entered this illusion."

The younger version of the father and his son stood facing each other. The two looked at each other with intense gazes.

"To see you in your youth, Father, I'm truly moved."

Geom Woojin's gaze as he silently looked at his son was endlessly deep.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Geom Woojin's brother.

"So this is what my uncle looked like."

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and greeted him respectfully with a clasped hands greeting.

"I greet you for the first time. I am Mugeuk."

He glared at Geom Mugeuk with a displeased expression. The reaction was as vivid as if he were a real person.

Geom Mugeuk asked his father.

"What kind of illusion art have we fallen into?"

Geom Woojin knew exactly what kind of illusion art he had fallen into.

"It's an illusion art called the Trauma Illusion Art. It's a martial art that kills its victim by using the person who holds the largest and deepest place in the target's heart."

In other words, it could be the person they hated the most, or the person they liked and loved the most.

"So the person who holds the largest place in your heart was your brother."

Most illusion arts belong to the unorthodox sects, but this Trauma Illusion Art was a martial art passed down in the orthodox sects. Since all demonic arts are powerless before the supreme demonic art, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he had unleashed a martial art of the orthodox sects. He must have trained his entire life to finish his revenge with the Trauma Illusion Art.

"But it seems he didn't account for the variable that is me."

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword and walked to Geom Woojin's side.

"Father, you may feel regretful, but it's time to forget the past."

Geom Woojin nodded and walked forward.

JEOBEOK JEOBEOK.

He took a step toward his brother. Within the illusion, only the sound of his footsteps could be heard. His brother also drew his sword, just like that day, and walked forward.

Just as Geom Woojin was about to face the two of them at once! The unimaginable happened.

Gyo Cheon also stepped forward from the side.

Geom Woojin thrust his sword as fast as light.

SHWIIIIIIK.

PUUUUK!

The one who coughed up blood as his chest was pierced was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Woojin had turned as fast as lightning and stabbed his son, who was behind him.

"...Father?"


Chapter 520: The Man Who Lived with Misfortune

Geom Mugeuk stared at Geom Woojin with wide eyes.

The gaze Geom Woojin returned to his son was icy cold.

"...Why me?"

SHLICK.

Instead of an answer, the sword plunged deeper into Geom Mugeuk. Blood dripped from the blade that now protruded from his back.

"If you had known my son well, this is a move I might have fallen for."

A blue light then began to flow from the wound where the blade was embedded. With it, a process of fragmentation started.

CRACKLE.

Cracks formed on Geom Mugeuk's face. They spread further and further, branching out like a spiderweb across his face, neck, arms, and body.

SHWAAAAA!

The moment the blue light poured out from all the cracks at once, the fractured pieces cascaded down with a sharp, shattering sound. The person revealed underneath was Gyo Cheon. Fine wrinkles took the place where the spiderweb of cracks had been.

SHHHHH.

Next, it was Geom Woojin who returned to his true form. The image of the young Geom Woojin vanished, and he reverted to his original appearance. The sword piercing Gyo Cheon transformed back into the Heavenly Demon Sword.

Cough.

Blood spurted from Gyo Cheon's mouth as he coughed.

At that moment, the surrounding trees vanished.

Cough, cough.

As his coughing continued, the rocks, the birds, and the sky disappeared. The version of Gyo Cheon from that era, who had been about to attack from behind, also vanished.

Geom Woojin's brother began to fade.

Just then, Geom Woojin placed a palm on Gyo Cheon's chest and injected a stream of qi. Gyo Cheon's expression eased slightly, and his fading brother remained standing.

Geom Woojin looked at his brother without a word.

He was just a brother within the illusion, created from his and Gyo Cheon's memories and hearts.

Although Geom Woojin had already changed from his younger self back to his original form, a look of longing, just like in his youth, filled his face.

"Kkeueeeek."

As Gyo Cheon coughed up the blood he had been holding back, the brother vanished. Geom Woojin watched his brother disappear with a profound gaze.

Thus, the illusion art shattered, and everything in the surroundings disappeared.


Geom Woojin and Gyo Cheon stood in their original location. Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and Hwi were standing where they had been.

A moment ago, when Geom Woojin had suddenly vanished, they could tell he had fallen into Gyo Cheon's evil arts.

Hwi had hurriedly revealed himself, but Geom Woojin was already gone. No matter how much he trusted the Cult Leader's skills, as his bodyguard, he couldn't help but worry.

At that time, Geom Mugeuk had said this to Hwi.

"No one can harm Father as he is now."

Even so, knowing it was Gyo Cheon's final move, the three of them waited for their father with tense hearts.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk didn't forget to add a joke.

"No matter how special a final move it is, would he really want to go alone with Father?"

At those words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Hwi smiled faintly.

And now, the Cult Leader had met those expectations and appeared confidently.

Blood gushed from Gyo Cheon's mouth.

"...How did you know it was me?"

He believed that if he disguised himself as Geom Mugeuk in that situation, he would never be found out. The way to break the Trauma Illusion Art was Geom Mugeuk himself.

Moreover, the relationship was that of a son. He thought he would never be discovered. Yet, the moment he was about to launch his ambush from behind, Geom Woojin had stabbed him first.

Geom Woojin spoke to him with a calm gaze.

"Didn't I tell you earlier that I knew what the Trauma Illusion Art was?"

It uses the person who holds the largest and deepest place in one's heart to kill them.

"I thought... that was your brother."

He had assumed Geom Woojin held his brother most dearly in his heart.

Gyo Cheon's gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

"...So the person who holds the largest and deepest place in the Cult Leader's heart was his son."

The moment he heard Gyo Cheon's words, Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled. He was more surprised and flustered than moved.

And above all, Geom Woojin knew this fact himself. That must be why he could so confidently thrust the sword into his son's chest.

I'm the one who holds the biggest place in Father's heart?

It was true that his father held the biggest place in his own heart. However, he had never expected to be the biggest in his father's heart.

Father!

He had felt many emotions toward his father since his regression, but he had never been as happy as he was in this moment.

In contrast, his father was staring at Gyo Cheon without revealing any emotion.

Thinking that being serious now would make things awkward, Geom Mugeuk joked around.

"Of course it's me! If you were to draw a picture of Father's heart, this second brother, his son, would take up a little more than half. In the other half, our Cult would take up half of that, then a little for my older brother, a little for the Demon Supremes, a little for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, a little for Father's dreams, and a little for fishing. That's how it would be."

A smile formed on Geom Woojin's lips. Since he had his back to Geom Mugeuk, his son couldn't see the smile.

Geom Woojin added to Gyo Cheon.

"If it had really been that kid, he would have said ten times more than what you said earlier. And he wouldn't have said to draw a sword and kill the opponent to quickly forget the past. He probably... would have had something to say to my brother, too."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could tell that the Cult Leader's true feelings were contained in that last added remark.

Perhaps the Cult Leader had hoped his son would speak to his brother on his behalf. That he could explain his own feelings better than he could himself.

He might have even hoped his son would tell him how he should forget his brother. Because if it were him, he would have had such expectations of Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly walked over to Gyo Cheon's side. He was still standing in place, pierced by the sword. Since pulling out the sword would mean instant death, Geom Woojin didn't remove it, giving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon time to say goodbye.

"Master."

Gyo Cheon looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with eyes that were losing their vitality.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes, as he looked at his master, were filled with regret and sorrow. From their earlier conversation, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could guess what kind of illusion had been cast. It was a move that used the deep wounds of the Cult Leader's and his own past.

"Since it was the illusion art you prepared as your last resort, Master, it must have been terrifying. But the reason it failed is likely because neither you nor I have ever raised a child."

Gyo Cheon's deep wrinkles twitched feebly.

"Master, let's meet again in the next life on better terms."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was sincere. Although he had committed a great wrong this time, he still wanted to meet his master again in the next life.

"In this life, I will forget you, Master, from this day forward. So let's meet in the next life. Let's meet as master and disciple in a small martial arts academy in some country village, where there are no succession battles. I'll serve you well then. And then, let's both have children and raise them well."

Gyo Cheon's pupils trembled. Just as he had felt all along since meeting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon this time, he could feel that this disciple truly lamented his death.

At the end of a bloody cough, Gyo Cheon left his final words.

"...Pretense, until the very end."

With those words, Gyo Cheon's breath stopped, his eyes wide open.

Although he couldn't know his master's true feelings in his final moments, the fact that he didn't acknowledge him until the end actually put the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mind at ease.

"Looking back, it was all just a moment, wasn't it?"

With a trembling hand, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon closed his master's eyes.

"Please let go of past grudges and rest in eternal sleep."

Geom Woojin slowly pulled out the sword, and Gyo Cheon fell backward, spraying blood. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon caught his body and gently laid him down.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon fulfilled his duty to the very end. He brought and stacked firewood and cremated his master.

"It will be a grave no one will visit, so you might as well fly freely to the heavens."

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin stood side by side, watching the scene.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. Although it was for his father's sake, the act of betraying his master had remained a wound for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's entire life.

This man, who did not use the situation as an excuse and quietly engraved the wound on his heart, who lived his life shouldering his own misfortune, was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Through this, his father must have also realized it. How deep that wound remained. This incident would change the relationship between the two of them again.

He could feel that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had sorted out his feelings to some extent.

Then what about Father?

Geom Mugeuk didn't just let it go.

Bury the body, but don't bury the wounds of the heart. That was the kind of conviction he held.

"Father, did you see my uncle in that illusion?"

Geom Woojin silently nodded.

"How was it?"

If he had asked this question when he first regressed, his father would never have answered. He would have just turned away without even a reply. Especially since the question was about his brother.

But it was different now. Unexpected words flowed from his father's mouth.

"It was good to see him after so long."

In this moment, Geom Mugeuk felt it. The deep longing his father felt. The reason his father wanted a bloodless succession battle for his children must have been because of this longing. His father must have missed his brother, too.

"Uncle was probably happy to see you too, Father."

Geom Woojin looked at his son.

"He probably wanted to tell you this. 'Little brother, you're doing so well. I'm glad you're the one leading the Cult.' How do I know? You just have to look at your older son, right? Your firstborn. Where would the bloodline of these amazing firstborns go? Ah, I should have gone into the illusion with you. There was so much I wanted to say to Uncle."

Yes, if it were him, he would have been just as talkative in there. How could anyone imitate this chatterbox?

"Oh, so does that mean you returned to your younger self, Father?"

When Geom Woojin nodded, Geom Mugeuk became even more regretful.

"Ah! It was a golden opportunity to see you in your youth, Father. I should have had a head-to-head showdown between my handsome face and your younger self. Even if we didn't fight with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, we should have fought with that!"

He realized it at this part, too. He could imagine how much his real son would have talked about his youthful appearance.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon watched the scene and felt a pang of envy once again.

Geom Mugeuk didn't miss his expression.

"You're jealous, aren't you? It'd be nice to have a son like this, right?"

How quick-witted he was. It wasn't true. Because he had unwittingly told his master earlier that they should also have children and live. If it had been just him and Geom Mugeuk, he would have retorted with something like, 'Not at all, family is the enemy'. But he couldn't bring himself to say such a thing in front of the Cult Leader.

"Don't be envious. You have another child, don't you, Elder?"

"Another child?"

Geom Mugeuk whistled, infusing it with inner arts. Then, from far away, someone came running toward them like the wind.

The person who rushed over in a single bound was Seo Daeryong. He had been waiting, hidden in the distance.

"Greetings to the Cult Leader."

After politely greeting Geom Woojin, Seo Daeryong looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Today, he was more nervous to see his master than the Cult Leader.

Seo Daeryong's feelings were already written all over his face.

"...Master."

Even from the trembling voice calling for his master, one could tell how much he had worried about him, how much he had missed him.

"Do you not resent me for dragging you into this?"

He had been forced to call him after getting entangled in matters with his master, but he had intended to protect him no matter what. Fortunately, Geom Mugeuk and the Cult Leader arrived afterward, so he hadn't worried about Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong answered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's question.

"How could this be something you dragged me into, Master? It's because of them. And aren't you disappointed, Master? That a capable disciple didn't come and solve everything. Master, it's all over. Because you have a timid and cowardly disciple like me, not a capable one."

Their gazes met and tangled in midair. Geom Mugeuk felt it. That those two, so completely different, had a subtle resemblance.

"Director Seo, you must not have heard."

He addressed Seo Daeryong as Director because his father was present.

"What do you mean?"

"Elder Blade Demon declared this. 'From now on, I have only one master-disciple relationship'."

For a moment, Seo Daeryong's face flushed.

In turn, he also relayed Seo Daeryong's story to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"When we met before, Director Seo said this. That he would even give his life for his master. He willingly became a dangerous bait."

Seo Daeryong bowed his head deeply. His face grew even redder. This was why he liked Geom Mugeuk. Because Geom Mugeuk never failed to convey the things he really wanted conveyed.

His gruff Master wouldn't say anything, but it was enough to have conveyed his feelings.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said something.

"From now on, if there's dangerous work, have the Young Cult Leader do it."

A startled Seo Daeryong snapped his head up. Feeling the affection in his master's joke, Seo Daeryong was so happy he could fly.

"You heard that, right? You definitely heard it, right? It's an official order from my Master," Geom Mugeuk said, as if tattling to his father.

"You heard him too, right, Father? Then you have to say something. What kind of thing is that to say to my son? From now on, you and your disciple will handle all the dangerous work!"

A smirk formed on Geom Woojin's lips. That smirk, which always held multiple meanings, seemed to be saying this today: You've been through a lot, too.

For that reason, it was the most wonderful smirk to conclude today's events.

His father began to walk away from that place. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon followed behind him. Both his father's and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's steps seemed light.

Geom Mugeuk stood for a moment, watching the two men's backs.

Originally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had followed a step behind, but his father slowed his pace to walk shoulder-to-shoulder with him. The two of them talked as they walked. Perhaps they were talking about that day, something they hadn't spoken of all these years.

Watching their backs, he suddenly remembered the line the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had drawn when they first met after his regression. The nine-to-one line he had drawn, saying it represented how much the Cult Leader cherished him. Considering the past these two men shared.

Back then, Elder, that line of yours was accurate.
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As Geom Mugeuk watched the backs of his father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall arrived to give a report.

"We've located the people of the Cloud River Sect. By order of the head of the All-Knowing Hall, the Demonic Army has been deployed for the rescue operation."

This place, where he had just fought Gyo Cheon, was the Cloud River Sect. It was fortunate that they had been kept alive instead of being killed.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall.

"Send word to the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and tell him to meet me there."

"Yes! Understood."

He had to see his friend's face before leaving. He had received a great deal of help from Jin Hagun while handling this matter.

The martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall disappeared with a swift movement technique. Seo Daeryong, who had been listening beside him, rejoiced.

"What a relief."

"You're the one who found these people."

The two sects Seo Daeryong had ultimately chosen were the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect and the Cloud River Sect. He had claimed he couldn't possibly pick between them, so Geom Mugeuk had selected the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect. That one, however, had been a trap to buy time, while the real incident occurred here at the Cloud River Sect.

"As expected! The power of the top entrant of the Sanzu River Hall!"

Seo Daeryong could have puffed out his chest and boasted at my praise. Instead, he simply bowed his head politely and expressed his gratitude.

"Young Cult Leader, thank you."

"For what?"

"For... just everything."

He wondered if such a wonderful reunion would have happened today if he had met his master alone. He thought not. It would have been awkward and distant, and he wouldn't have been able to convey his true feelings at all.

"Write all that gratitude down! Just you wait. That good head of yours will turn into one that forgets the moment you turn around. You'll be saying, 'Ah, did the Young Cult Leader say that back then? I think I did it myself.' You'll make me jump with your distorted memories. No, no. I probably won't remember either. So write it all down, meticulously and without leaving anything out."

"I'll make it into a book and pass it down for generations."

A vision of the future formed in Seo Daeryong's mind. He pictured himself with his grandchildren on his lap, telling them the story of this day.

Perhaps those grandchildren would say something like this.

"Grandfather, is it another story about the Cult Leader?"

It couldn't be helped. His gratitude was piled as high as a mountain.

Today's events were a perfect example. Geom Mugeuk could have told him to wait at the safehouse, but he had brought him all the way here.

"I'm also grateful that you brought me here so I could meet my Master even a little sooner."

"That's not why I brought you."

He realized the Young Cult Leader was right. The excitement of seeing his master here, in this place drenched in blood, was still vivid.

"It's better to meet where all grudges are settled. Waiting at the safehouse and meeting him here would have felt very different. The most important thing in a martial artist's life is whether you were there at that moment or not."

"Huh? Then why did you bring me?"

"Even though I couldn't fight alongside you?"

How could he, as a martial artist, not feel such regret?

"You did fight alongside us. Just by not becoming a nuisance by getting taken hostage while trying to help your Master, you fought well with us. It's good that you're smart enough that I don't have to worry about that."

Seo Daeryong's eyes trembled. What sin could this Young Cult Leader have possibly committed against him in a past life to be like this?

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to let the emotion so clearly written on Seo Daeryong's face go unnoticed.

"Besides, if I happened to die, you'd jump in, wouldn't you? How could I walk that long road to the afterlife without you? It'd be so boring."

He talks like a show-off, but he's a Young Cult Leader who truly dislikes taking credit.

Hiding his feelings, Seo Daeryong spoke with a look of disbelief.

"I knew it! You had an ulterior motive. You have no idea how grateful I am that you told me to hide far away. My supreme goal is to survive for a long, long time! Fortunately, I achieved my dream today. I'm not just a right-hand man anymore. I'm a right-hand man who doesn't have to do dangerous things."

He was referring to when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had told him to leave the dangerous work to the Young Cult Leader.

"But what can you do? Since he told you to leave the dangerous work to me, you, the right arm, will have to follow the torso."

"Aah, is that how it's going to be again?"

Geom Mugeuk strode forward.

"Come on, my still-in-danger right arm. Let's go."

Seo Daeryong stood there for a moment.

Just as Geom Mugeuk had watched the backs of his father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Seo Daeryong silently watched Geom Mugeuk's back.

He was a talkative Young Cult Leader who was always joking around, but watching his back often made one think he looked lonely. This was truer the more one got to know him.

If the Young Cult Leader had died today, my skills are still too lacking to have avenged him. But his journey wouldn't have been boring. The ferryman of the underworld river would have probably covered his ears, complaining about the noise we were making.


The Sect Leader of the Cloud River Sect looked up at the sky and gave thanks.

Thank you, truly, thank you.

Masters had stormed the Cloud River Sect, subduing him, his family, and his disciples. They had locked them all in this remote warehouse.

Until a short while ago, he had been devastated.

He was a renowned master in Chongqing, but he was no match for the masters who had attacked.

He recognized two people among the attackers, two people who drove him to despair.

The one with the bright red face was the Red Faced Gentleman.

The one with a woman's figure tattooed on his body was the Vajra Sex Fiend.

His heart sank especially upon seeing the Vajra Sex Fiend. He knew all too well how many women that bastard had raped and murdered.

Besides his wife and daughter, there were more than just one or two women in his clan.

Vicious men like these had come in droves.

In the end, we're all going to die miserably.

Just as he was feeling so devastated, he heard the sound of something clashing outside. Screams followed.

RRRRIP.

The huge iron door was torn away, and someone filled the doorway.

The Sect Leader was startled when he saw the man's face. He had never seen a martial artist so large, nor one with such a frightening face.

The huge martial artist said in a gruff tone, "We've come to rescue you. Everyone, come out."

They looked more like villains than the villains who had captured them.

Yet these men had saved them.

"Thank you so much. I will never forget this kindness."

Even when he asked for the names of his benefactors, these large martial artists only told him to wait a little and did not reveal their identities.

As he was calming his startled heart, Chongqing Branch Manager Ju Gwol arrived with martial artists from the Murim Alliance.

The Cloud River Sect Leader felt completely relieved upon seeing a familiar face.

After exchanging greetings with the Cloud River Sect Leader, Ju Gwol approached Jang Ho.

"I've received your help yet again."

The look in his eyes as he gazed at Jang Ho had changed for reasons beyond just being helped.

Ju Gwol now knew that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was not behind this incident.

He had heard that the Blue Cloud Hero from the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect had been learning the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique and was the one who had planned this incident. This cleared up his misunderstanding about the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"I'm sorry for misunderstanding you."

He had also heard from Jin Hagun that these large martial artists who had saved him when the Branch was attacked were the Demonic Army of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Although he truly detested and hated the Demonic Cult, his gaze toward Jang Ho was gentle. They had not only saved his life and the lives of his subordinates but had also prevented the annihilation of the Cloud River Sect.

"I am merely a man following orders."

Jang Ho didn't take any credit, which made Ju Gwol like him even more. Was it because of his guilt for misunderstanding them? Surprisingly, he found himself thinking that it wouldn't be so bad to form a friendship with a man like this.

Was friendship possible between a member of the Demonic Cult and a martial artist from the orthodox sects?

He had strongly disapproved of Jin Hagun's friendship with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Now, as if in punishment for that disapproval, he was having these thoughts himself.

"I hope I'll have a chance to repay you someday."

Ju Gwol spoke with sincerity, and Jang Ho nodded with a gruff expression.

Ju Gwol's gaze naturally shifted to the two figures standing on a distant rooftop. Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun were standing side by side, conversing.

Geom Mugeuk had frankly told him why this incident had occurred. He told him everything, just as it was.

"So that's what happened."

Learning that this incident was born from a long-standing grudge, Jin Hagun was struck anew by how terrifying human resentment could be.

"On behalf of our Cult, I sincerely apologize for the clan that was annihilated because of this."

"It was beyond your control. Still, thanks to you, those people were able to live."

If not for Geom Mugeuk, the Cloud River Sect would have been wiped out. If the conflict between the two sides had deepened because of this, there was no telling what might have happened. For that reason, it wasn't just the Cloud River Sect that had been saved.

"I knew you'd do it."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk. Honestly, while waiting for news at the safehouse, he had believed that Geom Mugeuk would be able to resolve it.

"It's thanks to your consideration. If you had acted like a rigid person who puts principles first, this would have been several times more difficult."

His past self would have certainly put principles first. If he had, he might have played right into the hands of those who orchestrated this incident.

"It wouldn't be easy to get along with you if I were rigid."

"Of course. Because I'd find a way to break through everything anyway."

Jin Hagun could feel it. With each meeting, his relationship with Geom Mugeuk was deepening. It was because he trusted him that he had allowed members of the Demonic Cult into the Chongqing Branch and had obediently gone to the safehouse.

"Is it all over now?"

"The Blade Demon is taking care of the last matter. As soon as that's done, we'll be leaving."

Their gazes met in the air.

"Let's get the prodigies together and see each other soon."

Leaping into the air, Geom Mugeuk vanished from sight in an instant.

The farewell wasn't sad, filled with the anticipation of seeing him again soon.

Jin Hagun watched the sky where Geom Mugeuk had flown, then looked down.

His eyes met with Ju Gwol, who had turned around after sending off the Demonic Army.

His expression, which always soured whenever he saw him with Geom Mugeuk, was gentle today.

Whatever the reason, please continue to change like this.

He felt that just as the bodies of the Demonic Army were large, the power of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was also growing.

If we don't want to lose, we must also continue to change.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat down before the old fortune teller.

The old man's expression darkened. The news he had been waiting for had not arrived. Instead, the one person who should not have come was here.

"The place you told me about was wrong."

The old fortune teller had told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to go to the Mount Phoenix Sword Sect. However, Gyo Cheon had been carrying out his plan at the Cloud River Sect.

"Did you perhaps meet the Master?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded at the old fortune teller's question.

The fact that he had met the Master and still appeared safely before him meant that their plan had failed.

"He said, one who ties a knot must untie it themselves."

The one who untied the knot should have been Gyo Cheon.

He had believed that no matter how strong the Heavenly Demon was, he couldn't have faced the twelve of them and also avoided Gyo Cheon's final move.

The old fortune teller sighed. "I must have misinterpreted the divination."

When he had met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon before, he had read his own fortune. The divination he had drawn then was that those who would live, live, and those who would die, die. He had thought he was on the side of the living.

Sensing his end, the old man's heart surprisingly grew calm.

"While planning this, I cast countless fortunes, and one thing always stood out. In the grand scheme of things, that's probably why this plan failed."

"What is it?"

After a brief pause, the old man said something unexpected.

"Your Young Cult Leader."

The old fortune teller sighed.

"His fortune was completely unpredictable. Sometimes it came out as if he held the fate of the murim in his hands, other times as if he had no influence on the murim at all. Sometimes he was a great bringer of slaughter, creating blood threads, and other times the divination showed him as a great master who would save the murim. Every time I cast a fortune, his future was so different. It was the first time I'd ever seen a case like this since I started fortune-telling."

He made a request to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"May I cast one last fortune about the Young Cult Leader's future?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

The old fortune teller shook the divination cylinder filled with bamboo sticks. Knowing it was his last time, the old man's movements were deliberate.

And so, one divination stick popped out.

Both men were startled when they saw the characters written on the bamboo.

Four characters were written there.

[Unification of the World Under Heaven.]

After staring blankly for a moment, the old fortune teller laughed loudly.

"If that's the case, then my death must be the will of heaven."

The old fortune teller tilted the divination cylinder in his hand toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

PWAAAAANG!

Hidden weapons shot out from the cylinder. It was both a divination cylinder and a hidden weapon. At this distance, it was the old man's unique hidden weapon, which no one could dodge.

CHANGCHANGCHANGCHANG!

However, the hidden weapons were blocked by something and all ricocheted away. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had blocked them by raising the Heaven Destroying Dao.

SHWIIIIK!

The giant dao flew in and slashed deeply across the old fortune teller's chest.

Bone and flesh parted as the old fortune teller collapsed. If he had been determined to launch a surprise attack, it would have been much harder to block, but this attack was one that asked for death.

"Since I failed because of one who has received heaven's mandate... I have no regrets."

With those last words, the old fortune teller breathed his last.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon picked up the bamboo stick that had fallen to the floor. He stared at it silently, about to burn it with his solar energy.

However, he soon withdrew his energy and, for some reason, tucked it into his clothes.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk arrived at the scene.

"Ah, is it over? I rushed over hoping to get my fortune told."

"What fortune could you get from a phony fortune teller?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon strode away.

"Elder, let's go together!"

Geom Mugeuk followed after him. Did something happen with the old fortune teller? Geom Mugeuk got a different feeling from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon than usual.

"Oh, and don't even think about going back to our Cult alone. We're all going back together."

He said this, worried that his father might feel uncomfortable and just leave by himself. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was certainly the type of person to do that.

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied.

"I was planning to go with you."

It seemed he had decided to go with them while talking with his father.

"Ah, that's great. There will be even more enjoyable things on the way back."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong would now be returning to the Cult together. Just as he had spent a lot of time with his father, he hoped the two of them would also have that kind of opportunity.

"Oh, and look forward to it. The real showdown is still to come."

"What showdown?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a curious expression.

However, Geom Mugeuk didn't tell him, as if to say he'd find out later. Instead, he smiled meaningfully and said.

"You've never tried the fish dish my father made, have you?"


Chapter 522: A Bet Is Meant to Be Won

Early in the morning, Hwi checked the horses, inspected the carriage, and finished loading the luggage. Today was the day they would finally return to the Cult.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong had decided to travel with them in the carriage they had used to arrive. It was a large vehicle with plenty of room, but the issue was Seo Daeryong.

"I can just ride in the driver's seat, right?"

"You're the Sanzu Hall Director. You should ride inside with us."

Seo Daeryong flinched at Geom Mugeuk's response. How could he travel that entire long road with the Cult Leader and his master?

He felt he would age ten years during the trip. He wouldn't be able to breathe properly or even shut his eyes for a moment. "Please, let me ride in the driver's seat. Please!"

It would be more entertaining to tease the man if he rode with them, but Seo Daeryong's desperation was simply too great.

"Actually, you don't need my permission."

Just then, Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon emerged from the building.

Geom Woojin boarded the carriage first, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon followed him. The two of them sat facing each other, while Geom Mugeuk took a seat next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Hwi's voice then called out from the driver's seat.

"We will depart now."

The carriage pulled away from the safehouse and started to move.

Father closed his eyes and began to circulate his energy. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon started reading a book.

After observing the two of them for a moment, Geom Mugeuk leaned out of the window on the opposite side. The wind rushed past, making his clothes flutter.

"Uncle, you know, right? We're taking our time on the way back!"


When the carriage came to a stop by a riverbank, Geom Mugeuk finally delivered the words he had been saving for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The competition is a fishing duel."

"Fishing?"

I had my suspicions when he asked if I had ever eaten fish cooked by the Cult Leader, but I didn't think it would actually be a fishing competition.

"The loser has to cook. This is our third match."

"Who won the previous ones?"

"I'm very curious to try my father's third fish dish."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced over at Geom Woojin. His gaze seemed to ask, 'You mean you lost to your son twice?'

Geom Woojin looked from his triumphant son to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, whose expression clearly screamed 'How could you lose at that?'. He then walked silently toward the carriage.

Geom Woojin returned from the carriage holding a fishing rod. It was the exact one he had been crafting back at their residence.

"It's a fishing rod filled with my father's care. It's more valuable than the unique weapon of the East Sea Fisherman."

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon subtly provoked his father.

"There's more to fishing than just equipment."

As expected, the corner of his father's mouth tilted up in a slight smile.

"Has the Elder ever tried fishing?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply shrugged.

"I used to catch quite a few fish in my younger days."

There was no way he could let this provocation pass.

"How about it? Would the Elder like to join the competition? It doesn't matter to me since I'll be first place anyway."

Was there any chance his father's pride would allow him to sit this out?

"It doesn't matter to me either."

Geom Mugeuk then pulled Seo Daeryong into the contest as well.

"Since we're doing this, let's make it a four-way competition. Father and son, master and disciple. Who will come in last?"

They had plenty of fishing rods, since he had made several while competing against his father.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin took their rods first and walked to the riverbank.

The scenery was breathtakingly beautiful. Nameless wildflowers bloomed along the river, and the water flowed gently, its surface sparkling with fragments of sunlight.

Just being here, fishing with his father in a place like this, made Geom Mugeuk feel wonderful.

"Have you prepared a new recipe?"

The duel started with Geom Mugeuk's provocation.

WHOOSH.

His father's hand movements were incredibly smooth and fluid as he cast the fishing line.

The line flew straight across the water before sinking beneath the surface.

Truly, just watching him cast a line looked like a performance of a supreme martial art.

But fishing isn't a martial art, Father. Considering all the fish I've caught in my life, I'm sorry, but you still have a long way to go.

Geom Mugeuk also began to fish in earnest.

Watching the two of them, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart began to race. When it came to a competitive spirit, he was second to none.

Cult Leader, of all things, how could you lose at fishing to a kid? I'll show you how it's done.

Overflowing with confidence in his own fishing skills, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon led Seo Daeryong to the riverbank.

"There are certain spots where the fish bite well."

"What about the spots where the Cult Leader and Young Cult Leader are?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"What do those two know about fishing? They only know how to kill people. Let's see now."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scanned the riverbank with an expert's eye.

"There. Where the current is slow, there are stones, rocks, and aquatic plants, and it's shaded under a tree. Places like this are good for catching fish."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took his position under a large, arching willow tree.

He also found a spot for his disciple.

"You fish over there. It's just as good a spot as mine."

"Thank you, Master!"

Seo Daeryong's spot was situated between the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Geom Mugeuk.

Seo Daeryong cast his line with a clumsy motion and remarked, "This is the first time I've ever fished in my life. All I know is that the true charm of fishing is the wait! The patience to fish for time itself!"

"Who told you that? The charm of fishing is the feel of the line when you reel one in! You can wait all day just for that one feeling! Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master!"

And so, the four men began to fish by the gently flowing river.

From a distance, Hwi stood watching them in front of the parked carriage.

He had experienced many unexpected things on this journey, and another one was being added to the list at that very moment.

Who would have thought he would ever see the Cult Leader, the Young Cult Leader, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and his disciple all fishing together?

The fishing rod belonging to the very person who had created this surprising change bent sharply.

"Here we go. The first bite!"

With skilled hands, Geom Mugeuk reeled it in, not letting it get away.

"It's big. So big!"

Geom Mugeuk beamed as he held up the fish he had caught, showing it off to everyone.

A flicker of disappointment at missing the first fish crossed Geom Woojin's face.

He couldn't remember. That was why the expression in that moment was so precious to Hwi.

Only Hwi saw that fleeting look. Had he ever seen such a disappointed expression on the Cult Leader's face? No matter how hard he thought about it, he couldn't recall. How much time had passed?

The next person to catch a fish was, unexpectedly, Seo Daeryong.

"Ah! I caught one!"

Seo Daeryong had really managed to reel in a fish.

"It's my first time, the first fish I've ever caught in my life!"

Seo Daeryong jumped up and down with joy.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came over and showed him how to remove the fish from the hook. As he placed it in the net, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke to the fish. "Getting caught by a complete novice like him, you must be a pretty clueless one."

It seemed this river was home to many blind and clueless fish.

"I caught another one," Seo Daeryong shouted happily.

"Beginners always have good luck. It's always like that at first."

Growing slightly anxious, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze shifted to Geom Woojin. Seeing the determination not to lose in the Cult Leader's eyes, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's own fighting spirit flared.

A shout suddenly extinguished that flame.

"I caught another one!"

This time, Geom Mugeuk had reeled in a fish.

"Oh! Young Cult Leader! That's a big one!"

Seo Daeryong, who had been cheering along, suddenly shivered.

"Why does it suddenly feel cold?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Seo Daeryong's words. A chilling aura was now flowing from his father on the left and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon on the right.

You punk, Daeryong! You've survived this long on your wits alone, what are you doing now? Don't catch any more, don't catch any more!

Finally sensing the change in atmosphere, Seo Daeryong realized his mistake. He had been so excited about his first time fishing that he had failed to read the room. He cursed himself for it.

But something was wrong. Every time Geom Mugeuk caught one, Seo Daeryong also reeled in a fish.

He couldn't just intentionally not catch them either. If he did that, knowing his master's personality, a storm of reprimands would surely fall upon him.

Geom Mugeuk reeled one in, and then Seo Daeryong reeled one in. As if by some lie, the fish only bit the bait of the two younger men.

Then, for the first time, Geom Woojin reeled in a fish.

"Congratulations, Father. That's the biggest one caught so far."

Geom Woojin's expression relaxed, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grew more anxious.

After one hour had passed, the score was as follows. Geom Mugeuk had eight fish, Seo Daeryong had six, Geom Woojin had three, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had three.

They had agreed to a two-hour duel, so only one hour remained.

Geom Woojin reeled in his line and walked somewhere. The place he headed for was right between Seo Daeryong and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had decided to move, thinking he would lose at this rate.

As the Cult Leader stood next to him, Seo Daeryong very slowly and stealthily began to move toward Geom Mugeuk.

[Young Cult Leader, let me get closer to you!]

[You have a talent for being an assassin!]

Seo Daeryong was truly moving away from Geom Woojin, little by little, without being obvious.

In the midst of it all, Seo Daeryong's float went down again.

Ugh!

Please don't get caught! he begged, but the fish seemed to love Seo Daeryong.

And so, as Seo Daeryong moved toward Geom Mugeuk, Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood side by side, fishing.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon saw it. He saw the heat rising in Geom Woojin's eyes, a clear declaration that he would not lose. He hadn't come over to talk. He had really come to catch fish.

Right, the man with this kind of competitive spirit was the Cult Leader.

Then he suddenly remembered the fortune he had tucked away in his chest.

The Young Cult Leader's fortune came out as the Unification of the World.

What would the Cult Leader's reaction be if he saw this?

The Cult Leader's dream was the unification of the murim, so what if his son's fortune was the unification of the world?

It was impossible to know what fate held for the two of them.

Clouds drifted slowly between the mountain ridges across the river. Geom Woojin, who had been staring at the clouds, spoke abruptly to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"It's been a long time since I've fished."

Surprised by his words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "You remember?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

They had gone fishing together in their youth. It was just once. At that time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had taught Geom Woojin how to fish, explaining what bait was good and where the best spots were. He had taught him everything, just as he had with Seo Daeryong. That had been Geom Woojin's first time fishing.

"Looks like I taught you wrong."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly at Geom Woojin's words.

That day felt as vivid as yesterday.

After decades, here they were again, standing side by side, fishing.

"A bet is meant to be won. I'll find us a new spot."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes sparkled as he began to survey the surroundings.


One hour later.

Geom Woojin was cleaning fish.

Next to him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was trimming vegetables.

The last place finisher was Geom Woojin, and third place was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong, and Hwi watched them.

"I finally have something I can beat my father at!"

The person who had caught the second most fish was none other than himself. He had beaten the two people in the world he should never beat, all at once.

Unlike the elated Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong looked as if the sky had fallen.

"The spot my Master found for me was good. I was lucky."

Of course, those words did little to console the third-place finisher, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Luck is also a skill."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, Seo Daeryong, his face half-dazed, sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Surely they won't hold a grudge against me for something like this, right?]

[If you knew how much effort Father put into making that fishing rod, you wouldn't be saying that.]

[Then what's going to happen to me now?]

[What do you mean, what's going to happen? You'll step down from your position as the Sanzu Hall Director and become an investigator again. The Elder will probably pick a new disciple. Didn't he say there was a really nice kid among his existing disciples? You'll be fine, right? You don't have any ambition for power or fame, do you?]

...I have a lot, actually.

While they were talking, Geom Woojin's cooking continued.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon tossed vegetables into the air and swung the Heaven Destroying Dao.

SLICE SLICE SLICE SLICE SLICE SLICE SLICE SLICE!

The vegetables were thinly sliced by the giant dao and fell perfectly into a bowl. It was a miraculous sight, the likes of which he had never seen.

His father also played along with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's excitement. When he extended his hand, spice containers flew from his pouch via telekinesis and danced in the air.

Chili powder scattered like blood, and salt fluttered down like snow.

Both of them looked excited. His father, in particular, had every reason to be in a bad mood, yet he seemed happier than during any of the three times he had cooked.

So he quietly asked Hwi.

"It's different from last time, isn't it?"

"It seems so."

There was no way his father, the incarnation of competitiveness, would be in such a good mood after losing three times in a row.

Geom Mugeuk found one possible reason.

"Could it be because he wanted to cook for Elder Blade Demon? Or maybe he's enjoying this moment of cooking together?"

If not for an opportunity like this, he would never have a reason to cook for the Blade Demon himself, nor would he have the chance to cook with him. It had never happened before, and it would likely never happen again.

Hwi smiled and nodded.

Do you know, Young Cult Leader? It's been a very long time since the Cult Leader has looked this happy.

Geom Woojin personally filled a bowl with the fish he had cooked and gave it to Seo Daeryong.

"Oh my! Giving it to me first!"

Seo Daeryong accepted the bowl, not knowing what to do with himself.

Geom Mugeuk teased him.

"Second place is more than qualified to eat!"

Seo Daeryong's face turned pale as he screamed with his eyes. Please stop! Stop calling me second place!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon played along with Geom Mugeuk's prank.

"Then I suppose third place isn't qualified to eat."

As he started to get up, Seo Daeryong desperately stopped him.

"Master! Please, have your meal!"

Pretending to be persuaded, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat back down and sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You punk, you should have let your father win.]

[I have to win so we can do it again. You know Father's personality, don't you? He'll come back after practicing his fishing.]

[Do you like your father that much?]

What should he say in reply?

[Yes, I do.]

That one phrase should be enough.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at the Cult Leader.

How could I not be envious of this?

Bowls filled with food were placed in front of everyone.

Seo Daeryong was already worried if this overwhelmingly gracious fish dish would even go down his throat, but that was a needless fear. The fish dish made by the Cult Leader was incredibly delicious.

"It's delicious! This isn't an exaggeration or flattery, it's really delicious!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also ate Geom Woojin's cooking. Come to think of it, this was the first time he had ever eaten a dish made by the Cult Leader.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued to eat silently. He conveyed that the food was good not with words, but by emptying his bowl completely.

"Today's is the most delicious." Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly as he looked at his father.

Geom Woojin wore a satisfied expression as he watched his son, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Hwi, and Seo Daeryong eat well.

The five of them sat around and ate. To a passerby, it would look like a simple meal shared by ordinary travelers.

This was the everyday life that Geom Mugeuk desperately wished for.

Geom Mugeuk turned this scene into a painting and stored it in his heart.

I like this moment more than when Father defeats his enemies. That's why I'm going to keep trying to create moments like this.

After finishing the meal, Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong.

Sensing the mischief in the gaze directed at him, Seo Daeryong shook his head silently. I don't know what it is, but please don't!

"Since last place and third place cooked, first and second place should do the cleanup."


Chapter 523: The Demon Supreme with the Best Upbringing

After finishing their meal, he walked with his father along the river. He had decided to join his father, who had gone out for a solitary stroll.

The two of them paused, watching a small boat pass in the distance. The river and sky, both reflecting the sunset's glow, were indistinguishable. The oar of the fisherman standing on the boat was the only thing that split the two apart.

"I have a few things to ask you about martial arts, Father."

"What is it?"

"It's about when you fought the twelve masters last time."

The battle from that day was perfectly preserved in Geom Mugeuk's mind. Just witnessing that fight had been a source of immense enlightenment and learning for him.

If he could resolve the few questions he had about that fight, it would be more helpful than several years of solitary training.

Of course, he was also confident it would be a great stimulus for his father. For an absolute being like his father to advance his martial arts, he needed to be questioned endlessly.

Is this right, or is that right?

The learning that comes from teaching would be the most effective method to push his father's martial arts forward.

"When you fought the Qilian Demoness, you executed your movement arts like this."

Right there on the spot, Geom Mugeuk performed the exact movement arts his father had used that day.

As he flawlessly replicated the movements from the battle, Geom Woojin showed a surprised expression.

"You memorized all of this?"

"Not just this. I've memorized everything from beginning to end."

Of course, he added a joke.

"It has surpassed the limits of my memory, so I think I need to quickly ask you about it and clear my mind."

Geom Mugeuk began to ask the questions he had prepared, one by one.

"At this moment, why did you evade to the left instead of the right?"

"Because it seemed like the other enemy, the Black Emperor, was going to attack the left."

"Then shouldn't you have dodged to the right even more?"

"Because if he had shot his sword qi, I intended to deflect that sword qi toward the Qilian Demoness and seize an opportunity."

Geom Mugeuk imagined his father deflecting the incoming sword qi toward the Qilian Demoness and then surging toward her.

"That certainly seems like it would have been more efficient."

At that time, his father was fighting in a way that achieved the maximum effect with minimal inner arts. He was also trying to impart a lesson to his son.

"Then, what if another person had intervened at that moment? How should one respond? The remaining ones are two here, and over there..."

One question led to another, and their conversation created a new battle. The imaginary fight between the two absolute masters became a gateway into the lofty world of martial arts once more.

While Geom Mugeuk spoke, he did not miss his father's hand gestures, gaze, or reactions. Those reactions were just as important as the content of the answers.

His father never spoke of things he was unsure about as if he knew them. For parts he did not know, he would shake his head slightly.

He did not pretend to know things he didn't, just because he was in front of his son. Only the truly strong can admit what they do not know. People tend to insist when they are uncertain. His father was demonstrating firsthand what the self-esteem of the truly strong is like.

From the riverbank, people were looking down on the two of them.

They were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong.

The first to speak was Seo Daeryong.

"The Young Cult Leader is worried about the Great Demonic-Orthodox War breaking out, but it seems the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader themselves are only getting stronger."

Seo Daeryong conveyed his honest thoughts to his master. He felt that he had grown a step closer to his master this time.

"The Young Cult Leader must know well that if they become too strong and the balance of power collapses, the possibility of war breaking out becomes greater. Why do they try so hard to become stronger?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said abruptly.

"He might be hiding a dream of conquering the murim."

Thinking his master was joking, Seo Daeryong laughed.

"How could that be?"

"How would you know what's inside a person's heart? Besides, how could you know the heart of someone as extraordinary as that kid?"

However, Seo Daeryong spoke with conviction.

"I may not know what's in the Young Cult Leader's heart, but I know this one thing for sure. There is absolutely no war in that unknowable heart."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head to look at Seo Daeryong. His Master was fearsome and difficult, but in this moment, Seo Daeryong was resolute.

"I may not know about other things, but I can be certain of that. If he were that kind of person, he wouldn't have kept someone like me as his right-hand man."

The words 'What's wrong with you?' almost came out of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth, but he held them back.

Indeed, how could his own thoughts be any different from Seo Daeryong's? It was just that he knew all too well that when fate pushes, people are helplessly pushed along.

He watched the two in the distance discussing martial arts for a moment before asking Seo Daeryong.

"Have you been training well?"

Seo Daeryong was flustered by the sudden question.

"Let me see you perform it."

Seo Daeryong had never imagined his master would ask him to perform his martial arts here. He wondered if his master was trying to scold him for his stubbornness, but that was not it.

"They're charging ahead so fearsomely. We have to work ourselves to death just to keep up with half of what they're doing."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon corrected his disciple's posture and began to once again impart the essence of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

By the river were Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin. On the riverbank were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong.

And Hwi, leaning against the carriage, was looking up at the sunset-dyed sky.

The training continued until the sunset turned into dawn.


The journey continued.

The return journey was much more free and leisurely than the journey out.

Can we really be this relaxed while escorting the Demonic Cult Leader back? Hwi had this thought several times.

But no one was in a hurry.

It was likely because everyone knew this was a journey that would not easily come again.

Geom Mugeuk, in particular, got involved in all sorts of things. If another carriage was stuck in a ditch, he would naturally get out to help. If there was a family with children carrying a lot of luggage, he would let them ride in the carriage.

In scenic places, he would have the carriage stopped so everyone could get out and enjoy the view.

Today, too, something caught Geom Mugeuk's eye.

"Hwi, Uncle, just a moment."

As the carriage stopped, Geom Mugeuk got out and approached an old couple working in a field.

"We'll help with the work, so would you be willing to make us a bowl of noodles for a snack?"

Getting help with work for a bowl of noodles was a very welcome and grateful offer, but the other party was a martial artist wearing a sword.

When the old couple showed a wary expression, Geom Mugeuk smiled and told them.

"Don't worry, we're not bad people. We're just hungry during our travels."

"If you wish, we will serve you noodles for free."

This was the usual way common folk treated martial artists.

"No, we can't do that. We will help you with the work."

The old couple wondered what this was all about, but they sensed courtesy and dignity in Geom Mugeuk's attitude toward them.

"Then, please do so."

"Thank you."

As Geom Mugeuk set out to work, Seo Daeryong followed him.

The old couple explained to the two of them what work needed to be done.

The two began to work just as they were taught.

If they used martial arts, the work would be over in an instant, but Geom Mugeuk did not do that. He worked up a sweat just like an ordinary person.

Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon watched from the carriage.

"It seems the Young Cult Leader wants to create a memory of working in the fields with the Cult Leader."

He just could not bring himself to ask his father to do farm work.

"Do you think you can hold out for five years against a son like that?"

Geom Woojin's reaction to the jokingly delivered words was unexpected.

Geom Woojin watched his son work in silence, then asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Why don't you ask him?"

"What do you mean?"

"If he can hold out against me."

Geom Woojin got out of the carriage and rolled up his sleeves.

He walked toward Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong and said.

"At this clumsy pace, when do you plan on finishing?"

At that sight, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally understood the meaning of the Cult Leader's words.

It meant that as they grew closer, it would become difficult for Geom Mugeuk to refuse his will. A father had followed his son's wishes to this extent. Could the son really go against that will?

The Cult Leader has no intention of losing.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was curious about that day. In five years, who would be the one to bend their will?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a telepathy message to Seo Daeryong.

[Daeryong, you should quietly step aside.]

Like the movement of that assassin when he was fishing, Seo Daeryong slipped away from the spot without anyone noticing.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin picked up hoes and began to work the field in earnest.

The other three watched the scene with reverent hearts. The sight of the Heavenly Demon doing farm work was something they would never see again in their lifetime.

The Young Cult Leader who made the Heavenly Demon do farm work was also likely the first in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

It was wrong to just watch while the Cult Leader was working, but the three of them knew.

The reason Geom Mugeuk had stepped forward might have been partly to help the old couple, but it was more because he wanted to have the memory of working in the fields with his father.

The old Blood Heaven Blade Demon would have once thought this way.

Does forcing a situation like this really create a memory? Stop this foolishness!

But now he knew. That is what memories were. The transparently intentioned things Geom Mugeuk had done for him, and for the other Demon Supreme, had all remained as memories.

He realized that all of time would pass by while waiting for memories to come naturally. If no one makes a move, there will be no memories.

"Daeryong."

"Yes, Master."

"You must get married."

Seo Daeryong was startled as his master's regret was conveyed to him. It was the first time he had been told to marry since becoming his disciple.

"Yes, Master!"

He answered vigorously, but then added honestly.

"I'm not popular with women, so I don't know if I can do it well."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon whipped his head around to look at him and roared.

"What's wrong with you!"

At those words, Seo Daeryong felt his chest grow warm. He was so grateful to his master for saying that.

In the meantime, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin's farm work continued. Without a word, the two naturally divided the labor.

They pulled weeds, picked out stones, dug the soil, and planted seedlings. The sound of the hoes cutting through the soil was pleasant to hear.

"How are you so good at farm work too? Is the only thing I can beat you at really..."

PING.

A stone Geom Woojin was picking out grazed past Geom Mugeuk's face.

"My hand slipped. There are a lot of stones here."

As the topic of fishing was about to come up, he had flicked a stone as if by mistake.

"This handsome face was almost pierced again."

"If you're going to drag this father of yours into a field, you should be prepared for that much."

Geom Mugeuk beamed a bright smile.

"When I meet the heirs of the orthodox sects and unorthodox sects, this is the first thing I'll say. Hey, you guys. Have you ever tilled a field with your grandfather and Master?"

Knowing Geom Mugeuk was the type of person to actually do that, the listening Seo Daeryong laughed. His mouth was itching. He wanted to hurry to the Alluring Inn and tell Jang Ho and Lee Ahn everything that had happened.

Once the two of them started working in earnest, it was over in a flash. They did not use martial arts, but they were who they were.

A short while later, the old couple brought out noodles and a bottle of alcohol. They were astonished to see that the work was already finished.

"You've finished it all already?"

It was a task that should have taken the couple several days of hard work.

"I'm starving to death. Please give us our snack!"

Geom Mugeuk looked back at the three others and said.

"No snack for those who didn't work!"

Of course, the old couple had also prepared noodles for the three who had been watching.

"Here, come on over. Let's eat."

And so, they all sat together and ate noodles with the old couple.

Now at ease, the old couple proudly shared that their first grandchild would be getting married in a few months. They said they had worked here their whole lives and raised their children.

When the carriage carrying Geom Mugeuk's party departed, a bank note lay under Geom Woojin's noodle bowl.

It was enough money to hold a grand wedding for their grandchild, with some left over. They had been working even harder to contribute a small amount to their grandchild's wedding.

The old couple bowed their heads toward where the carriage had departed, expressing their gratitude. It felt as if a wedding gift, or rather the price of noodles, had suddenly fallen from the sky.

The carriage once again headed toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

While it was usually Geom Mugeuk who created new events like this, there were times when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would step up, like today.

"Would it be all right if we stopped by there for a moment on our way?"

The place where they stopped the carriage was an old bookstore.

The owner seemed to recognize the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, as he had visited occasionally, and greeted him. Seeing how casually the owner treated him, it seemed he only knew him as a book-loving martial artist from the orthodox sects and had no idea he was a Demon Supreme.

Everyone scattered throughout the small bookshop, browsing the books. It was a shop that dealt more with general books than martial arts manuals or theory books.

Geom Woojin looked around the bookstore with his hands clasped behind his back.

"Isn't this your first time in a bookstore like this?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Geom Woojin nodded that it was.

"Thanks to the Elder, I've come to appreciate the smell of books. He's probably read every book in here, too."

Then, from across the bookshelf, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's reply was heard.

"You say that because you don't know how many books there are in the world."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father and said.

"Father, you command the Demon Supreme with the best upbringing among all the Demon Supremes in history."

His father nodded as if in agreement. He then shouted toward the bookshelf across the way.

"Father agrees!"

"You brat, you're too loud in a bookstore!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, seemingly embarrassed, walked away to another section.

After meddling in all sorts of things while looking around the bookstore, Geom Mugeuk also bought a book. It was a book no one had expected.

The Central Plains' Guide to Cuisine.

"It says one hundred places are introduced here. Whenever you have time, Father, I will escort you to each one. My new goal is to visit all of these places with you."

Could he really visit all one hundred famous restaurants with his father before he died? It might be a more difficult goal than conquering the murim.


Chapter 524: The Female Martial Artists Sent a Dish

Hwi, who was driving the carriage, looked toward the sky where dark clouds were gathering, threatening to pour down rain at any moment.

"We'll stop in a village today."

Hwi steered them from their original path, heading for a nearby village.

Geom Mugeuk leaned out of the carriage window and spoke. "I hope there's a beautiful Young Lady in this village who will capture the heart of our Sanzu Hall Director."

At his words, Seo Daeryong, who sat in the driver's seat, felt his face turn red. He didn't back down, of course.

"I'll recite a poem for that lady!"

Just then, the sound of thunder rumbled from a distance.

RUMBLE!

Seo Daeryong flinched.

Of all the times for thunder to strike!

As he looked dejected, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice came from inside the carriage.

"Looks aren't everything. A man is his heart!"

Seo Daeryong's expression brightened at the encouraging words for his disciple.

"Yes! Master! A man is his heart!"

He honestly would have asked Hwi if he were just a little closer. Martial artist Hwi, which side are you on? It's the heart, right? Right?

Feeling his excitement on the wind, Geom Mugeuk, still leaning out, laughed to himself. What woman wouldn't like Seo Daeryong once she got to know the kind of person he was?

The road widened as their carriage entered the marketplace.

An old herbalist set up an awning to prepare for the rain, situated next to a fruit merchant who was haggling with a customer over a single extra apple.

The owner of a dumpling stall gestured for Hwi and Seo Daeryong to try some, while a clerk from a wooden carving shop gathered the silk that was displayed outside. Children ran about, surrounded by the bustling sounds and delicious smells.

Geom Woojin silently observed the scene unfolding outside his window.

If the first purpose of this journey was to create memories with his father, the second was this very moment. He wished for his father to see every corner of the Central Plains with his own eyes.

Father, if a war breaks out, we will only focus on where, how, and how many of our Cult's martial artists are killing and being killed. But in the meantime, that merchant over there will die, and those children will die too. Their numbers will not be caught in our statistics.

That was the reason. While the memory of tilling a field together was good, it was also why it was precious for his father to leave a bank draft for the old couple's grandchild's wedding. Every moment of this trip was not just for fun, but also a moment of confrontation with his father.


The carriage stopped at the largest inn in the village.

Hwi booked all six rooms on the second floor and instructed the owner to prevent any other guests or waiters from coming up.

They all decided to unpack first, get some proper rest, and eat later, so each went to their respective rooms.

Whenever Geom Mugeuk had time to himself, he would unconditionally enter the space of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to train with the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

But today, he just sprawled out on the bed.

Sometimes, when he was too engrossed in training, he felt as if he were being consumed by martial arts. He knew that's exactly how he would feel if he trained on a day like today. Let's rest. Let's rest well today.

Lying on the bed, he stared blankly at the dark clouds outside the window and eventually dozed off.

He wasn't sure how long he had slept.

SHWAAAAAAAAA.

The sound of pouring rain woke him. He thought that waking up to the sound of rain was surprisingly pleasant.

He then suddenly recalled that he had hated the rain before his regression. When it poured while he was out alone gathering materials for the grand technique, his loneliness and melancholy would only deepen.

But now, he liked the rain.

This leisure of just rolling around on the bed while listening to the rain. He didn't envy anyone in the world.

That feeling lasted only for a moment. Perhaps because he had only ever lived a life of running and fighting, his body grew restless, and he could no longer lie still.

He rose from the bed and left his room.

Standing before Seo Daeryong's room across the hall, he checked for any presence inside. He wondered if he was asleep, but he was awake.

"What are you doing? Can I come in?"

"Yes, please come in."

When Geom Mugeuk opened the door and entered, he found Seo Daeryong reading a book. It was the poetry collection the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had bought for him.

"Is it interesting?"

"To be honest, it's not that interesting... but as I read, there are passages that make me sink into thought without my realizing it."

Perhaps because he knew Seo Daeryong was a smart person who studied hard, the sight of him reading a poetry collection suited him quite well.

"It's raining. Shall we have a drink?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Seo Daeryong closed his book as if he had been waiting for them.

"Sounds great."

They left the room, passing his father's, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's, and Hwi's rooms.

When Geom Mugeuk playfully pretended to stop, Seo Daeryong whispered from behind as if he knew what was coming.

"You can't!"

A drinking session with his father and the Blade Demon? It was obvious how difficult that would be for the guy.

When they went down to the first floor, a dozen or so guests were scattered about, eating and drinking.

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong chose a spot with a good view of the outside and ordered drinks and side dishes.

The rain was pouring down refreshingly.

Outside, passersby in straw raincoats and hats ran by, and in the distance, people took shelter from the rain under the eaves. It was a comforting scene just to watch.

Small bamboo trees planted beside the building across from the inn swayed in the rainwater, and ripples spread ceaselessly in the puddles.

In the meantime, their drinks and food arrived.

"Have a drink, Young Cult Leader."

Seo Daeryong politely poured him a drink. After receiving it, Geom Mugeuk filled Seo Daeryong's cup as well.

"It's been a while since the two of us had a drink like this."

"I've been looking forward to this."

Because no matter what anyone said, he was someone who missed Geom Mugeuk and wanted to be with him.

The two of them coolly emptied their first cups.

After refilling their cups, they silently watched the falling rain. Listening to the sound of the rain, they didn't need any side dishes.

"The smell of rain is nice."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Seo Daeryong flared his nostrils.

"Does rain have a smell?"

"It does."

"Come to think of it, I don't think I've ever consciously tried to smell the rain."

There are things you can never see if you don't pay attention, and smells you can never detect if you aren't conscious of them.

"It's nice. This smell of rain today."

Hearing Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong inhaled through his nose, trying to catch the scent.

They had a drink while listening to the rain. They had another while talking about the past.

They continued drinking like that, pouring for each other.

"When did you learn to fish?"

To have beaten the Cult Leader three times, it had to be skill. Young Cult Leader, is there anything you can't do?

"You're pretty good at fishing yourself, aren't you?"

"I was just lucky."

But as if he had been waiting for just those words, Seo Daeryong's eyes sparkled. He looked around and lowered his voice.

"I can't forget the feel of it."

He clenched and unclenched his hands, pulling and pushing his arms. He couldn't hide his excitement as he mimicked the act of fishing.

"Who would have thought I'd beat the Cult Leader and Master at fishing? I'm only telling you this, Young Cult Leader. You absolutely can't mention this anywhere else. Even if we compete again, I'm confident I can beat the Cult Leader and Master when it comes to fishing. Master said it was beginner's luck, but who knows? Maybe I was born with a talent for fishing."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and asked, "That feeling, how does it compare to when you first unleashed the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique?"

Seo Daeryong thought for a moment.

"No matter what, it can't compare to the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique."

Just then, Seo Daeryong saw it. Geom Mugeuk's gaze was directed behind him.

Startled, Seo Daeryong's voice became as small as a crawling ant.

"It's not him, is it? Please tell me it's not."

Then, a cold voice came from behind him.

"You seemed to be thinking quite deeply about which 'feel' you prefer."

At the sound of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice, Seo Daeryong shot up from his seat.

"Yikes, that's not it, Master."

When he turned around, it wasn't just his master. Geom Woojin was also standing side-by-side with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Surely he didn't hear me say I could beat the Cult Leader at fishing, right?

"If the 'feel' is that good, you should put down your blade and pick up a fishing rod."

"That's not it, Master. It's a misunderstanding."

Geom Mugeuk stepped in for the pale-faced Seo Daeryong.

"Seeing you two coming down, I dangled a little bait, and our Sanzu Hall Director took it just like that. Fishing for people is more fun than fishing for fish, isn't it? Here, please sit."

And so, with Hwi who had been behind them, the five of them sat together. Geom Mugeuk went around and poured drinks for everyone.

The atmosphere that the rain bestowed upon people was the same for the Heavenly Demon, the Young Cult Leader, the Demon Supreme, the bodyguard Captain, and the Sanzu Hall Director. They all soaked in the mood and drank.

As he drank, Geom Mugeuk looked at his father.

Was it because of the rain? His father's gaze, which looked particularly lonely today, wasn't on the rain in front of him. What was reflected in his eyes were clearly fragments of memory.

Who are you thinking of?

Separate from having grown closer to his father, it was in moments like this that he could feel he still didn't know his father well.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon instead of his father.

"Elder, is there anyone you think of on rainy days?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"No. What about you?"

"Same for me. I hate it when it rains because it's slippery when I use my movement arts. I'm living such a dry life."

"A young punk like you, complaining about life!"

Even while scolding him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was smiling.

"But now I have."

"Now you have? What do you mean?"

"The people here. Having gathered like this today to watch the rain, won't I think of today whenever it rains?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon thought of his master.

Master, you have never met a real phony. That is why you called me pretentious.

Perhaps the reason he heard such words from his master in the first place was because he was influenced by this real phony.

Master should have gotten a taste of this phoniness long ago.

Would his master's life have changed then? He had decided not to think about his master anymore. But with the rain, thoughts of his master came to him like this.

SHWAAAAAAAAA.

And so, each lost in their own thoughts, they drank while watching the falling rain.

Just then, new guests entered the inn.

The ones who entered were female martial artists wearing swords. When they took their seats and removed their cloaks and bamboo hats, Seo Daeryong's eyes widened.

He had been pretending not to look but was conscious of them since they entered. Among the three women, one in particular caught his eye.

He was staring blankly for a moment when his eyes met with that woman's.

As he was panicking inwardly, the woman slightly bowed her head in greeting. Seo Daeryong also replied with a light clasped hands greeting.

It was nothing more than a common greeting among martial artists, but Seo Daeryong's heart pounded like a hammer. It was an excitement he couldn't handle alone.

[Did you see that? That woman just greeted me. She was even smiling.]

Geom Mugeuk replied to Seo Daeryong's excited telepathy.

[She was smiling at me.]

[What are you talking about! It was me, definitely me.]

Seo Daeryong drank to calm his excitement, but his heart only beat faster.

[Ah, but unfortunately, they look like women from the orthodox sects, don't they?]

[They're probably relieved about that.]

[Young Cult Leader!]

[I'm kidding, sorry.]

Geom Mugeuk smiled and poured him a drink.

Seo Daeryong took another drink and glanced toward the women.

[Ah, our eyes met again. That woman is conscious of us too.]

[Which one of the three?]

[Don't look!]

Seo Daeryong felt a pleasant excitement for the first time in a while. The feeling of being alive, the feeling of 'I am a man!'

In that moment, overcome with excitement, a poem flowed from Seo Daeryong's lips.

Before Geom Mugeuk could stop him, Seo Daeryong, his face flushed red from the alcohol, became a lonely swordsman on a rainy night, setting out on the night road.

"...A lonely shadow hides in the wind, and the dream held in the jianghu is answered by the sound of rain."

Since he had been conversing with Geom Mugeuk via telepathy until now, it seemed as if Seo Daeryong had suddenly started reciting a poem.

When the gazes of Geom Woojin, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and Hwi focused on him, Seo Daeryong realized his mistake.

Truly, in that moment, he didn't even see the Cult Leader or his master. His only thought was to coolly recite a poem in front of the women.

Did reciting the poem have an effect?

The women glanced their way and discussed something among themselves. They were surely talking about the poem he had just recited.

A moment later, the owner brought over a dish.

"The female martial artists over there sent this dish."

Geom Mugeuk asked, "To which one of us did they send it?"

Seo Daeryong was naturally expecting to hear this.

[The female martial artists said they enjoyed the poem.]

Just then, the owner placed the dish he brought down in one spot. Everyone stared at the recipient with surprised expressions. The person the owner placed the dish in front of was none other than Geom Woojin.

Geom Woojin, as if uninterested, was still watching the falling rain.

Silence flowed.

Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message in a desperate, yet still hopeful, voice.

[It probably wasn't sent by my lady.]

Geom Mugeuk had no time to answer his telepathy.

He alternately stared at his father and the dish with eyes full of jealousy.

"I think this came to the wrong person."

Geom Mugeuk pulled the dish in front of himself.

"Father and I look alike at a glance, so the owner must have been mistaken. This is right, isn't it?"

At that, Geom Woojin, who had been looking outside without any reaction, turned his head. With the haughty, unconcealable smile of a victor, he pulled the dish back in front of himself.

"It's mine."


Chapter 525: This Connection Isn't Over Yet

Geom Woojin cast a glance toward the table where the women were sitting.

He did not smile, nor did he offer a nod of thanks. It was only a single look, but Hwi was inwardly surprised.

That gesture alone was truly astonishing. It meant the Cult Leader was accepting the cheerful atmosphere.

The women would never realize whose gaze they were currently under.

When their eyes met Geom Woojin's, the women gave a clasped hands greeting. Their resemblance made them look like sisters as they did this.

They all appeared to have bright and pleasant personalities. One could sense they were not people bound by strict formalities.

Geom Mugeuk admitted defeat when he saw the expressions on their faces as they looked at his father. The youngest-looking one among them had a face that seemed ready to cheer at any moment if he were to speak to her.

"So the innkeeper wasn't mistaken."

Following Geom Mugeuk's comment, Seo Daeryong lamented through telepathy.

[This is a cruel jianghu where only the handsome survive.]

[I even lost despite being handsome! That makes me feel even worse!]

[You wouldn't be saying that if you'd lost after reciting a poem.]

The two men, now comrades in defeat, made sour faces and raised their cups in a toast.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed as he watched their pathetic display. He could easily imagine what kind of telepathic conversation they were having.

Geom Woojin called for the innkeeper. As a gesture of gratitude, he ordered a bottle of fine liquor to be sent to the female martial artists.

Then, he rose from his seat.

"That's enough for today."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father and made one last jest.

"The victor makes his exit."

His father responded by pushing a dish that had been in front of him toward Geom Mugeuk. After delivering that final blow, he went up to the second floor.

"That's too much!"

Hwi gave Geom Mugeuk a smile before following his master upstairs. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also got up, having a word for Seo Daeryong.

"Still, read diligently."

"Yes, Master. Please rest well."

Geom Mugeuk silently watched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's back as he ascended to the second floor.

He was a man who believed in the beauty of poetry and the power of reading. The Elder probably did not realize just how wonderful that was.

After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also went upstairs, only Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong were left.

"Well, let's have a drink, just us losers."

He said that for effect, but Seo Daeryong was not bothered in the slightest. How could he possibly compete with the two Cult Leaders, even if he had memorized an entire collection of poems instead of just one?

In fact, he was pleased at the thought of having a new story to tell at a future drinking session. The real story, however, was just beginning.

As the female martial artists were about to leave after their meal, one of them approached Seo Daeryong and spoke politely.

"I enjoyed your poem earlier. It was wonderful."

Seo Daeryong was flustered by the unexpected compliment. He was so taken aback that he did not know what to say and simply remained seated.

"Ah, yes."

The woman offered a polite clasped hands greeting and then bid him farewell.

"I hope that someday, if fortune allows, I'll have the chance to hear another of your poems. Until then."

She then turned and strode out of the inn.

Seo Daeryong was half-dazed. Normally, he would have teased Geom Mugeuk, saying that the Young Cult Leader was the real loser, but he was not in the right state of mind for that.

"What could that woman want from me? Has a rumor spread that my poetry collection is a treasure map?"

He was referring to a woman who had intentionally approached him during a duel tournament in the past.

Was that the only time? In his entire life, no woman had ever shown him genuine interest first. The closest relationship he ever had was being a good Senior.

After becoming the Sanzu Hall Director, he had cut off even those kinds of senior-junior relationships. He had completely stopped paying attention to the women within the cult, not wanting to burden anyone. He was also busy with his work.

"Stop talking nonsense and go ask for her name! And arrange to meet her next time. Go on!"

At Geom Mugeuk's urging, Seo Daeryong ran outside with a dazed expression on his face.

He stood on the street and exchanged a few words with the woman before returning to his seat. Seo Daeryong's face was flushed.

"It was Young Lady Dan."

Her name was Dan Ah.

"Was she the one you were interested in at first?"

"It's never happened in my life until now. Even if someone had approached me, it would have been a different woman. But today, it was her."

The very woman he had been interested in had come and spoken to him.

"Congratulations, my right-hand man!"

Unlike the delighted Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong was calm.

"You arranged to meet again, right?"

"No."

"Did you ask where she's from?"

"No."

"Why not?"

Seo Daeryong paused for a moment before he spoke.

"I told her the truth. That I belong to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. She was surprised."

"Why'd you do that? You usually pretend to be from the Western Blade Sect in these situations, don't you?"

Seo Daeryong answered honestly.

"I don't know either. In that moment, I just felt like I wanted to be honest with her. Besides, I've only just met her, what do I know about her to like her? It's just a passing connection."

His words were essentially asking, 'I'm a demon cultist, so it won't work out between us, right?'

He spoke as if he were giving up, but Geom Mugeuk could sense it was the exact opposite.

It seemed he had truly fallen for her at first sight. On top of that, she had even told him she enjoyed his poetry recital. The combination had hit him so hard that he pushed her away instead. He was scared.

"If you're fated to be with her, you'll meet again."

"There's no reason we'd meet again, and even if we did, it wouldn't work out anyway."

"If that really becomes an obstacle between you two, you can just quit being the Sanzu Hall Director."

By now, Seo Daeryong knew that words like these were no joke.

If he truly found someone he loved, he was allowed to leave the cult. That was the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. He was someone who would gladly let him go.

He would even send him off with money to help him get started.

"Are you going to do this? 'Sorry, but I have no choice in order to protect the cult's secrets. I'll plant the flower from your pot by your grave, SWISH!'"

Geom Mugeuk feigned a flinch.

"So, I'm not quitting."

He would live alone if he had to. He would never leave the Young Cult Leader or the cult.


Despite his resolve, Seo Daeryong was plagued by nightmares all night.

He dreamt he was reciting poetry in front of a large crowd.

Sometimes the listening crowd would cheer and applaud, and other times they would jeer.

She was also among them. And she only ever jeered.

When he finally opened his eyes after being tormented by the dream, it was morning.

Staring up at the ceiling, Seo Daeryong let out a sigh.

"Pathetic. So pathetic. How could I even dream about that?"

Seo Daeryong got out of bed and walked to the window.

The sun was shining brightly, as if it had never rained so hard.

A carriage was waiting at the inn's entrance, and Hwi was preparing for their departure.

"I'll be right down."

At Seo Daeryong's words, Hwi replied calmly.

"It's alright. All the preparations are finished, so please come down at your leisure."

Seo Daeryong quickly got ready and went downstairs.

Fortunately, the Cult Leader and the Master had not yet come down.

What was he thinking? Hwi made an unexpected offer.

"Would you like to take the reins today?"

He had never once offered him the reins before.

"Yes, I'll do it."

And so, Seo Daeryong sat in the driver's seat and took the reins. His heart trembled, afraid he would make a mistake. Just then, a voice came from his side.

"The poem. I enjoyed it as well."

At first, he thought he had misheard. Hwi had never once initiated a personal conversation with him on their entire journey here.

"Th-thank you."

The flustered Seo Daeryong even stuttered as he looked at Hwi, but Hwi said nothing more.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk leaned out of the carriage and said.

"Let's go slowly, Director."

"Understood."

A moment later, Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came down and boarded the carriage.

"We will depart now."

Before setting the carriage in motion, Seo Daeryong took one last look back at the inn.

Sensing his deep regret, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy.

[It was a poem that moved even Uncle Hwi. This connection isn't over yet.]

As if to declare he would no longer harbor false hope, Seo Daeryong set the carriage off with vigor.

[This connection is over.]


The connection that was supposedly over was walking down the road.

They were the three women who had just met Geom Mugeuk's group at the inn. They had a name by which they were known in the jianghu.

The Three Dan Sisters.

Comprised of three sisters, they were mercenaries. They were mainly bodyguards-for-hire who took on bodyguard missions. Because they were skilled and responsible, they had an excellent reputation in the world of mercenaries.

Moreover, they were never short of work. There were always those who felt uneasy about hiring male bodyguards for a woman traveling alone. In such cases, brokers would invariably introduce the Three Dan Sisters.

This was the reason for the cheerful impression they gave at the inn. They were not women who belonged to sects and valued their family's honor, but mercenaries who roamed the jianghu freely. Furthermore, the three were so close that it was a daily routine for them to put their heads together and whisper.

"Unnie, you sure have a peculiar taste in men. He's short and has a small build, do you think he can even use his strength properly?"

The third sister, Dan Yeon, could not understand her Unnie's taste. Knowing that her sister had a blunt personality and never minced her words, Dan Ah simply smiled.

"There was that handsome Young Lord next to him, too."

"Then why did you tell them to give the dish to that man? You're the youngest among us."

The dish had gone to Geom Woojin entirely because the third sister, Dan Yeon, had insisted.

"He's cool, isn't he?"

Dan Yeon's ideal type had always been a man who gave off such a powerful aura.

"I did it because he was cool, too."

"You can't compare the two."

Dan Ah had felt Seo Daeryong's gaze the moment she entered the inn.

What had captured her heart was not something else, but the shyness in his eyes.

Usually, when she met martial artists, they would try their best to look strong. She was sick and tired of that look of trying to appear strong. A shy gaze was something she had not seen in a long time, and it was refreshing.

And crucially.

"Have you ever seen a man who carries a sword and recites poetry?"

She could also tell he had recited the poem because of her. She really liked that pure feeling.

"You've always liked nice guys, Unnie."

At the words of the second sister, Dan Bi, the youngest, Dan Yeon, shook her head.

"Nice? Didn't he say he was a demon cultist?"

At those words, the three sisters fell silent for a moment. It was a saying passed down for generations among contract martial artists that nothing good ever came from getting involved with demon cultists.

"Why are you all making such a fuss? I just told him I liked his poem."

"You went out of your way to do it?"

"We're here. Let's get to work."

The place the three arrived at was a small hermitage deep in the mountains.

It was the location designated by the brokers, so there should not have been any problems, but the three of them spread out and surveyed the surroundings.

Once they started the job, they became different people. A sharpness that was unimaginable from the ones who had been chatting earlier could be felt from them.

The youngest had been doing this work since she was fourteen, so it had already been ten years.

During that time, they had overcome near-death experiences several times.

They knew. This was a job where you could meet your end in an instant, no matter how careful you were. That was why they, who knew the value of each moment, tried to live their lives as cheerfully as possible.

How could they fight today when they were living a life where they could die tomorrow? They could not let their last moment with someone be a fight.

The client waiting at the meeting place was a woman.

A young and beautiful woman.

She was trying to appear calm, but Dan Ah could sense her tension and fear.

She's being threatened by someone.

She could tell at a glance from her long experience.

"We are the Three Dan Sisters."

The three women gave a light clasped hands greeting. The client also bowed her head to receive their greeting.

"I heard our destination is Guizhou."

The woman nodded. She was being as tight-lipped as possible.

"May I ask what business you have there?"

"Do I have to disclose my business?"

"What is the exact destination?"

"I'll tell you once we enter Guizhou."

From the woman's caution, Dan Ah could guess. It was not that she did not trust them, but that she was being so careful because she feared those who were pursuing her.

Dan Ah felt an unidentifiable sense of unease. Usually, when taking a job, she could tell right away if it would be dangerous or easy. This job was on the dangerous side.

"I'm sorry, but if you don't clearly state who you are and where you're going, we will have to refuse this contract. Please find someone else."

In most cases, they would proceed without asking. However, when she had a bad feeling, she had to be careful.

As expected, the woman was greatly agitated. From her reaction alone, it was clear. She was in danger.

If that was the case, she needed to know more details about this job. She could not put her younger sisters in danger.

Her two younger sisters, leaving all decisions to their Unnie, had quietly drawn their swords and were surveying the surroundings.

"I'll contact the broker again and have them send someone new. We'll protect you until then."

At that, the woman took a step back. There was no more time to delay.

"Alright, I'll tell you who I am. I am a courtesan from the Thousand Flower Palace in Fenghuang, Hunan Province."

There were seven Thousand Flower Palaces in Hunan alone. She was a courtesan from one of them, the Fenghuang Thousand Flower Palace.

Dan Ah could tell. Judging by the woman's beauty, she was a very high-ranking courtesan.

Was she perhaps eloping?

However, the place the woman wanted to go was unexpected.

"Please take me to the Thousand Flower Palace Headquarters in Guizhou."

Words that would reconnect a bond once severed in the rain flowed from her lips.

"I must see the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman as soon as possible."

Because the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was none other than Yeo Jong, the woman who was in love with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.


Chapter 526: If You Have a Request Like That, Go to the Murim Alliance

Dan Ah wanted to refuse. She had a feeling that it would be for the best if she found a way to get out of this particular commission. Of course, refusing a commission was what intermediaries hated most. Naturally, they wouldn't give jobs to mercenaries who frequently turned them down. However, they had a solid reputation built over the past ten years, so they could afford to refuse this commission. And yet, one thing held her back.

Dan Ah's gaze shifted to the frightened woman who was simply waiting for her fate to be decided.

If we give up, this woman will die.

She had a powerful premonition of this. It was the thick stench of death that made her want to back out in the first place.

Dan Ah looked toward her younger sisters. After being together for so long, they could tell what Dan Ah was agonizing over just from her hesitation.

They showed no reaction. In moments like this, they always followed their older sister's decision completely.

Finally, Dan Ah made up her mind.

"We'll escort you to the Thousand Flower Palace in Guizhou."

A look of relief washed over the woman's face as she awaited the verdict.

"Thank you."

"Let's leave immediately."

As they turned to walk away, Cho Hwi spoke from behind them.

"My name is Cho Hwi."

Dan Ah answered without looking back.

"That's a pretty name."

It was at that moment, as the four of them were descending from the hermitage.

SWISH!

Hidden weapons flew swiftly toward Cho Hwi.

CLANG!

Dan Ah swung her sword to bat away the hidden weapons and shouted.

"Up in the tree on the left!"

However, even before her shout finished, the youngest, Dan Yeon, had already thrown a knife that was now embedding itself between the tree branches.

The masked man, struck by the throwing knife, tumbled from the tree.

From the opposite tree, more hidden weapons flew with a sharp whistling sound.

"Run!"

Dan Ah grabbed Cho Hwi and leaped down the stairs.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The incoming hidden weapons embedded themselves in the exact spot where Cho Hwi had just been standing.

Dan Bi and Dan Yeon, who had jumped down on either side, used their swords to deflect the flying projectiles. The area around the hermitage was already ambushed by enemies. The situation was serious. A compromised meeting place meant the intermediary had been taken out.

While deflecting the hidden weapons, the three women threw their own knives. The youngest, Dan Yeon, was especially skilled in knife-throwing arts, and masked men fell one after another to her blades.

"Behind that rock!"

The four of them threw themselves behind the rock for cover.

PAPAPAPAK!

Just as they barely made it, the incoming hidden weapons ricocheted off the stone.

Despite their quick judgment, blood was flowing from Dan Bi's shoulder.

"Are you okay?"

"It just grazed me. I'm fine."

However, when Dan Yeon examined the wound, she was startled. The area around it was swelling and turning a dark blue.

"It's poison."

At Dan Yeon's cry, a curse escaped Dan Ah's lips.

"These bastards!"

She was the best at cursing among the three sisters.

Dan Yeon quickly took a medicine bottle from her robes and applied its contents to the wound. It was a medicine that would temporarily stop the poison from spreading.

"It won't last long! We have to get out of here..."

Just then, masked men leaped over the rock and attacked.

SHIIING! STAB!

Dan Ah's sword stabbed the side of a masked man who was lunging for Cho Hwi, then tore through his flesh.

SPLUUURT!

The sword, emerging from the man's side, stabbed the neck of the next masked man who rushed in. Blood splattered across her face, but she had no time to wipe it away. Sword clashed against sword, creating sparks, while hidden weapons crossed paths, drawing two lines in the air.

A throwing knife from Dan Yeon flew and embedded itself in the neck of a masked man attacking Dan Ah from behind. The descending sword lost its power and cut through empty air.

Behind the falling man, more masked men rushed forward. Dan Ah threw herself toward the gleaming sword blades that reflected the sunlight and shouted.

"Get back!"


CLUNK.

The carriage shook violently as it passed over a torn-up section of the road.

"My apologies!"

The urgent cry belonged to Seo Daeryong.

From inside the carriage, Geom Mugeuk's voice could be heard.

"Father was drinking tea and spilled it on his face."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was joking. He hadn't forgotten the joke he'd made when they first set out, when Seo Daeryong had offered to drive, saying that if the carriage jolted, his head would be lopped off too.

His mind snapping to attention, Seo Daeryong asked Hwi.

"Would you like to drive yourself?"

He might have taken the reins after the mistake, but Hwi shook his head and let Seo Daeryong continue to drive.

"The road is rough, so please focus."

At first, he drove with intense concentration. But the human mind is fickle, and as he grew a little more accustomed to it, his thoughts began to wander. He found himself unconsciously thinking of the woman he had met at the inn.

While driving the carriage the Cult Leader is in. I must be crazy.

Seo Daeryong forced the distracting thoughts away and gripped the reins tightly.

Geom Mugeuk stuck his head out the window. As the carriage moved from an open area into a narrow path, the scenery, which had been moving slowly, sped up, as if switching from a heavy sword to a swift sword.

"Why does the return trip feel so much faster than when we set out?"

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, his eyes still fixed on the book he was reading.

"Young Cult Leader, what is it you regret so much?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, feeling the blowing wind.

"I wonder. What is there to feel so regretful about?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Seo Daeryong in the driver's seat. It was clear that his melancholy from yesterday and today wasn't just because of his memories with his father.

"Director Seo, watch out for that pothole!"


CLUNK.

Closing the barn door, Dan Ah was covered in blood. Fortunately, the blood belonged to their enemies, but the problem was her second sister, Dan Bi. The poisoned wound from earlier was continuing to swell.

Dan Ah grabbed Cho Hwi by the collar.

"You! What the hell have you gotten yourself into?"

Having run when told to run and ducked when told to duck, Cho Hwi, who had frantically made it this far, finally came to her senses.

"I'm sorry."

She had asked for a bodyguard knowing she was in great danger. It had been an unavoidable choice, but because of her, they were now in grave peril.

"Do you even know who those people attacking us are!"

Dan Ah had despaired when she realized who they were up against.

The Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

The Seven Roads Pursuit Squad were also mercenaries. They were a group that primarily handled pursuits and assassinations, and among such squads, they were known for being particularly vicious and notorious. If they were mercenaries on the side of the light, the pursuit squad belonged to the darkness. And among them, the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad was the deepest shadow.

Just breaking through a single team of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad was a miracle. However, this job wouldn't end just by killing a dozen of them. They swarmed endlessly like a colony of ants and would eventually eliminate their target.

Mobilizing the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad meant someone was spending a fortune to hunt Cho Hwi.

But why, for a mere gisaeng?

However, there was no time to argue with her about such things now. The bastards would be descending on this place soon.

"How's Bia?"

Dan Yeon answered Dan Ah's question worriedly.

"I've barely managed to stop the poison from spreading, but if she moves too much more, it'll spread through her whole body."

Then, Dan Ah's gaze fell on Dan Yeon's side. Pushing aside the blood-soaked fabric of her clothes, she revealed a sword wound.

"When were you stabbed?"

"A little while ago. I stopped the bleeding, but it opened up again when I ran."

She had been so focused on fighting that she hadn't even realized her younger sister was injured.

"You!"

"I'm fine. I'm not gonna die, it's okay!"

However, the lack of color in her face showed that the youngest sister's condition was not good either. Dan Ah pressed the acupoints around her sister's wound again to stop the bleeding, then took out some golden wound medicine and applied it.

"Just lie down and rest for now."

"Okay, I'll lie down for a bit."

Watching her two younger sisters lying down, Dan Ah felt a pang of regret. She shouldn't have taken this commission. Her premonition had been so bad.

"I'm sorry."

At Cho Hwi's words, Dan Ah didn't take her anger out on her. She was the client, just a customer. The one who decided to accept the job was her.

"It's not your fault."

"Shouldn't we find a physician for your sisters first?"

If only they could. They couldn't take them to a physician. In a situation like this, the enemy would search the physicians first. That was a basic rule of pursuit.

"If the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad is on our tail, we'll never make it to Guizhou. We have to ask someone for help first."

She took a map from her robes. It was a map she had made herself for use in emergencies. On it were marked the sects they could ask for help, sects with which they had at least some small connection.

However, with the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad in pursuit, they couldn't ask for help from ordinary sects. The Seven Roads Pursuit Squad were the kind of bastards who would invade and massacre even a normal sect to kill their target.

"We should ask the Murim Alliance for help."

But it was too far. They would have to leave this town and travel another thirty li to reach a Murim Alliance branch. It was impossible to get there with her injured sisters, especially while also protecting Cho Hwi. Besides, the enemy might anticipate them seeking help from the Murim Alliance and be watching the road.

Then, one place on the map caught Dan Ah's eye.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Zheng'an Branch.

Not far from here was a branch of the Demonic Cult. However, if they recklessly went to the Demonic Cult and asked for help, they might end up in a worse predicament than being caught by the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

Then, she suddenly remembered the man she had seen yesterday.

[I belong to the Divine Cult.]

The characters engraved on the giant dao of the man who had turned away after saying those words.

Peerless.

It was a word that didn't suit the pure, shy gaze he had given her at all.

Just then, Dan Yeon, who was lying down, asked quietly.

"What are you thinking about?"

Dan Ah bit her lip slightly and answered.

"A crazy idea."


The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Zheng'an Branch was a small branch with only about twenty resident members. Unless a war broke out, what could possibly happen at a Demonic Cult branch? The person in charge of this peaceful place was Branch Leader Kang Dal.

"Branch Leader, I think you need to come see this."

At the entrance of the Zheng'an branch, four women stood with their backs to the gate, surrounded by a large number of masked men.

He came out at his subordinate's report to find an unexpected situation unfolding. The women were Dan Ah's group, and the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad had chased them all the way here.

"Please open the gate! I have something to tell the Branch Leader."

Because of the cultists guarding the entrance, the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad had only surrounded them and hadn't yet attacked.

Just then, the gate opened and Kang Dal came out. A dozen or so branch cultists who had been waiting at the entrance followed him.

Kang Dal looked first at Dan Ah's group. The only one standing straight, holding a blood-dripping sword, was Dan Ah. Cho Hwi was tending to the unconscious Dan Bi, whose head rested on her lap, while Dan Yeon lay sleeping beside them. They were a sorry sight, covered in wounds, and it was a wonder they had made it this far.

In front of the four women, a dozen masked men stood in a semicircle.

Kang Dal looked up at the sign above the entrance. He wondered if this whole mess was because the sign had fallen off, but the plaque for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Zheng'an Branch was still firmly in place.

Then, his subordinate said quietly.

"The masked ones are from the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad."

At the mention of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad, Kang Dal frowned. He knew them well. They were vicious bastards who would kill friends and family for money.

"Those guys are crazy bastards, so that's one thing, but who are you?"

Dan Ah answered Kang Dal's question.

"We're mercenaries called the Three Dan Sisters. Please help us."

"If you have a request like that, you should go to the Murim Alliance branch."

Kang Dal looked at the masked men and said.

"Clean this up and get going. If you leave even a single drop of blood, you're dead."

He was telling them to kill them and get lost. Kang Dal turned to go back inside.

"A master from the Divine Cult sent us here."

For a moment, Kang Dal froze. His eyes were cold as he turned back to her.

"Which master?"

Naturally, Kang Dal assumed the woman was lying to save her own skin. He hadn't received any such message.

"He left the Yuyeong Inn yesterday. He's short and uses a large giant dao. The word 'Peerless' is written on that giant dao."

A moment of silence passed.

Kang Dal asked again.

"And who is that?"

After a brief pause, she answered.

"I don't know who he is either."

Then, a cold word slipped from Kang Dal's lips.

"This crazy bitch."

Yes, even she thought this was a crazy thing to do. But she had already made her choice, and now there was no way out. The Seven Roads Pursuit Squad was in front of her, and the Demonic Cult was behind her.

"The man who didn't give his name told me to get help here if I ran into trouble."

Lying to a Demonic Cult branch leader was truly a life-or-death gamble. Even if they could get help, if the man from the inn wasn't a cultist, or if he was just a low-ranking martial artist, they would be killed by these cultists.

"I'm sure he's someone of higher rank than you. If you save us, you'll live too. If we die here, you'll die too."

It was at that moment that more members of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad arrived. With a dozen more added, their numbers now reached about twenty. It seemed they were all gathering here. The bastards showed no sign of fear even when they saw him and the branch cultists. Instead, they revealed their killing intent, their attitude saying, 'Just wait until we're all here.'

These sons of bitches, they've got a death wish!

However, Kang Dal turned and said.

"Close the gate."

Then came a desperate plea.

"Please, just let these three in."

Kang Dal turned back to Dan Ah.

"I'll be fine, just let these three in. When that man arrives later, you'll need to have something to say to him, won't you?"

Dan Ah was prepared to fight and die alone.

Kang Dal stared at her silently, then said something unexpected.

"If you sisters are mercenaries, then the one the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad is after must be that woman."

Kang Dal looked at Cho Hwi.

"Since their target is that woman anyway, I'll take you three in and leave her behind."

Dan Ah looked at Cho Hwi. The woman, holding Dan Bi, nodded. Her eyes were telling her to just save the three of them.

Dan Ah said to Kang Dal.

"Please just take my sisters. This woman and I will stay."

If she could save her sisters, that was enough. Cho Hwi shook her head, telling her not to, but Dan Ah was not the type of person to abandon a client, even if it meant giving up her own life.

Kang Dal looked at Dan Ah and said abruptly.

"If you had tried to come in by yourselves, none of you would have gotten in."

Which meant.

"All of you, come in."

The Zheng'an Branch had accepted them.

"Thank you."

"Thank you so much."

Dan Ah and Cho Hwi looked at each other in relief. Cho Hwi bowed her head to Dan Ah, expressing her gratitude. Her sisters were moved inside, and Dan Ah and Cho Hwi followed.

Kang Dal suppressed Dan Ah's inner arts and took her sword. She didn't resist and accepted it meekly. His suspicion was only natural.

Kang Dal gave an order to his subordinate.

"We don't know what those crazy bastards outside will do. Sound the alarm and wake everyone up."

"Understood."

"And send an urgent messenger pigeon to the All-Knowing Hall! Report the current situation."

Then, Dan Ah took a step forward. It was a gesture asking him to relay what she had said as well.

"Add what that woman said earlier. Short, uses a giant dao with the word 'Peerless' on it. What was the inn called?"

Dan Ah quickly answered his question.

"The Yuyeong Inn."

"Say we're urgently looking for someone who left the Yuyeong Inn yesterday."

"Yes!"

The cultists began to move busily. Martial artists wearing armor and carrying weapons came out of the buildings, and they started distributing hidden weapons from a chest.

"If you spouted that nonsense just to escape those bastards, you'd better be prepared."

Despite Kang Dal's threat, Dan Ah wasn't intimidated at all. The wheels of fate had already begun to turn.

"Return my sword and release my inner arts. If a fight breaks out, you're going to need me."

She was confident even in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's branch leader. In fact, it was this confidence that had moved Kang Dal's heart. The courage to stay behind alone to protect her client.

And then, a sentence was added that Kang Dal could never understand.

"Because I want to live and hear that poem again."


Chapter 527: She's Looking for You

The messenger pigeon arrived when they had stopped the carriage to allow the horses a rest.

"An urgent messenger pigeon has arrived from the All-Knowing Hall."

Hwi presented the messenger pigeon to Geom Woojin.

After he checked its contents, Geom Woojin passed the messenger pigeon to his son.

Geom Mugeuk read the message and broke into a bright smile. He then showed it to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who smiled in the exact same way.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell on Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong was taking a stroll near the horses as they grazed on grass in a distant field.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"We must go on ahead."

The two men nodded in agreement with Geom Mugeuk's words.

Geom Mugeuk leaped forward, shooting toward Seo Daeryong's location.

"Let's go, right-hand man!"

Seo Daeryong was caught off guard when Geom Mugeuk started running without any warning, and he hurried to catch up.

"What's going on?"

"An urgent messenger pigeon arrived."

Then, words that Seo Daeryong would never forget for the rest of his life came from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"She's looking for you."

"!"

Hearing those words, Seo Daeryong surged past Geom Mugeuk and ran ahead. His momentary burst of speed was even faster than the Swift Step.

However, Seo Daeryong, who had been running far in the lead, skidded to a halt.

"Where is she?"

"You fool, your heart is going to explode at this rate."

Seo Daeryong's face was flushed as he shouted.

"I asked where!"


"Are you okay?"

When the second sister Dan Bi opened her eyes, she saw her Unnie, Dan Ah.

"What happened?"

"You were unconscious for a while because of the poison on the hidden weapons."

Fortunately, after receiving treatment at this branch, Dan Bi's fever had broken.

"Where are we?"

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Zheng'an Branch."

"What?"

Dan Ah offered her surprised sister a smile.

"That's what happened. I'll explain later."

"What about Yeon?"

"She woke up a while ago and is eating. Do you want something to eat too?"

"I'm thirsty."

Dan Ah brought her water. As her senses finally returned, Dan Bi grew worried about her Unnie.

"Unnie, are you okay?"

She had heard the nonstop sounds of battle while she drifted in and out of consciousness. She did not need to ask to understand how her Unnie had protected her.

"I'm fine."

"You always say you're fine, don't you?"

Dan Ah was the one who had dedicated her youth to her younger sisters, always saying, 'I'm fine. I'm fine.'

Just then, Dan Bi's eyes noticed the bloodstains covering her Unnie's clothes. Seeing her sister's worried expression, Dan Ah smiled and replied.

"It's okay. It's not my blood, so stop worrying. Want something to eat?"

"I'm not hungry."

"Then sleep a little longer."

"I'm getting up."

She staggered as she tried to rise. Her body was not yet ready to move.

Dan Ah gently laid her sister back down on the bed.

"If we have to fight, wake me up too."

"Okay."

"Promise!"

After making her promise, Dan Bi fell asleep once more.

Dan Ah looked down at her sister in silence. Judging by the worry and affection in her eyes, any fighting would have to be done in her dreams.

Cho Hwi entered the room.

"I'll stay here."

"Then I'll leave her in your care."

As Dan Ah turned to leave, Cho Hwi spoke.

"Thank you."

In response to her sincere gratitude, Dan Ah gave a slight bow before she exited the building.

All the cultists of the branch were gathered in the courtyard.

Their gazes were fixed on her. They likely had a general idea of who was responsible for the day's events. Perhaps because of the branch manager, Kang Dal, who sat on the wall looking out, no one cursed at her or tried to start a fight.

Kang Dal jumped down from the wall.

The members of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad who had already assembled numbered over a hundred. On their side, there were only about twenty. If the enemy attacked with the intent to kill, it would be a difficult fight.

"No matter how crazy those bastards are, they won't be able to handle the aftermath if they attack us."

Kang Dal said this as if he could not understand, but Dan Ah had a feeling she knew the reason.

The reason they were pushing themselves this far, even to the point of confronting the Demonic Cult, was because they had to kill Cho Hwi no matter what.

But why? Just how much money were they paid?

At that moment, the youngest, Dan Yeon, came outside. She politely offered a clasped hands greeting to Kang Dal and made a request.

"Could I possibly get some throwing knives?"

Dan Ah tried to stop her.

"Not in your condition. You need to rest."

"This happened because of us. I have to fight too."

Kang Dal gave an order to his subordinate.

"Give this Young Lady a box of throwing knives."

"Yes, sir."

A cultist brought the throwing knives and handed them to Dan Yeon. After taking the throwing knives, she expressed her gratitude to Kang Dal.

"Thank you."

"Nothing to thank me for. I'm giving them to you so you can die in my place while fighting."

Dan Yeon's eyes widened, and Kang Dal gave her a look that said, 'What other reason would there be?'

Just then, a subordinate came to report.

"Those bastards have requested a meeting with you, Branch Master."

"Just tell them all to get lost."

"The Captain of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad has come in person."

"What?"

Kang Dal leaped onto the wall. Dan Ah went up with him.

A man was walking out from the ranks of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

He was none other than Yeo Gwing, the Captain of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

He was known for possessing incredible martial arts skills despite being a mercenary.

He rarely made public appearances, but he had shown himself here today. His presence reaffirmed just how important this matter was to them.

It was not just Yeo Gwing. The elite group known as the 'Four-Man Gang' who usually followed him had come as well. The four of them were also far more skilled than the average member of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

When Yeo Gwing and the Four-Man Gang appeared, the morale of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad soared to its peak. They all roared, unleashing a torrent of killing intent.

Kang Dal's expression hardened.

"These bastards are asking to die!"

However, his gaze was grave.

If Yeo Gwing had come, it meant they might actually cross this wall. The bastards were truly determined.

"What on earth did that woman do to cause such a commotion?"

Dan Ah gazed at the malice-filled Seven Roads Pursuit Squad and murmured softly.

"At least it couldn't have been something bad, right?"

Just then, a voice rang out.

"Branch Master, let's have a word."

The one who boasted of his martial prowess with the inner arts infused in his booming voice was Yeo Gwing.

After staring at him for a moment with a complicated expression, Kang Dal leaped down outside. The gate opened, and the cultists followed behind him.

Dan Ah watched this meeting in silence. With Yeo Gwing's appearance, the situation had rapidly worsened. Now that Yeo Gwing and the Four-Man Gang had appeared, could he really refuse to hand them over? Everything depended on Kang Dal's decision.

Yeo Gwing and Kang Dal stood facing each other, separated by about thirty paces.

"I apologize for the disturbance."

Kang Dal knew there was no sincerity in that polite apology.

He also knew just how wicked a man Yeo Gwing was. He was the type who enjoyed burning people alive.

"I heard the people we are pursuing have taken refuge with you. If you hand them over, we will leave immediately."

Kang Dal replied calmly in a soft tone.

"They haven't taken refuge here. They are our guests."

He was an opponent he did not even want to exchange words with, but there was no need to provoke his pride in front of his subordinates.

"Guests they may be, but they are unwelcome ones. Please hand them over."

As much killing intent as the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad had behind Yeo Gwing, Kang Dal had the pride, no, the guts of a cultist.

"And if I refuse?"

A taut tension filled their gazes as they looked at each other.

"Even after they leave, won't you and your subordinates still remain here, Branch Master?"

It was a clear threat that he could retaliate privately later.

Of course, it did not work on Kang Dal.

"Who knows about that. I might just beat down those who look down on our Cult, get a promotion, and head to the Headquarters."

If his opponent were not a branch manager of the Demonic Cult, he would have drawn his sword several times over. The patience that Yeo Gwing rarely exercised in his life was being put to a proper test today.

Kang Dal looked up at the branch's sign plaque behind him.

"If you cross past this plaque, there will be no turning back. Don't forget who we are before you act."

Yeo Gwing's proposal came from behind him.

"Why else would we attempt to cross your wall? Branch Master, please concede just this once. I will be sure to repay this favor."

What could that mean? It meant he would surely compensate him with money later.

"I will give you plenty of time to think. I will wait."

Kang Dal did not answer and went back inside. As soon as he entered, he spoke to his subordinates.

"They'll be storming in soon. Prepare to fight."

"Yes, sir!"

He sensed that his opponent had realized he would not hand over the women. And above all, he had never seen bastards like them keep their promises.

The cultists moved with perfect coordination.

Iron posts were erected on both sides of the courtyard, and something like a barely visible fishing line was set up in front of them. They were the blood threads used in warfare.

Other cultists dragged out mobile contraptions that fired hidden weapons simultaneously. An organization ultimately follows its leader, and the cultists of the Zheng'an Branch were not to be trifled with.

Watching this, Dan Ah was inwardly surprised.

Now I see why the murim fears the Demonic Cult. If a mere small branch is like this...

What would happen if the real Demonic Cult started a war?

Kang Dal glanced back at Dan Ah and Dan Yeon.

The two women were standing guard in front of the building where Dan Bi and Cho Hwi were. When their eyes met, Dan Ah said to Kang Dal.

"We might die and be unable to tell you later, so I'll say it now. Thank you for taking us in."

Dan Yeon, who was beside her, bowed her head in greeting.

Kang Dal replied gruffly.

"I didn't take you in for your sake, so there's no need to thank me. This is my own gamble. So that master you mentioned had better have a higher status than me."

Dan Ah thought of Seo Daeryong. Could that innocent-looking man possibly have a higher status than these rough people? She had a feeling he did not.

I'm sorry. It seems I've deceived you after all.

If I had not met that person at the inn, if I had not accepted this job, if you had not taken us in. If I had to make an excuse, I could only say that fate had pushed us here.

It was at that very moment. A cultist watching from outside the wall shouted.

"They're coming!"

CHAANG.

From their positions, the cultists all drew their swords.

At the same time, the bastards leaped over the wall in unison. They had launched a surprise attack, but this side was prepared.

PUAK! PAAAK! PUAAAAAK!

The limbs of the masked men who had thrown themselves at the installed blood threads were severed.

However, the bastards kept coming. The second wave that came over cut the blood threads with their swords, now revealed by the blood soaking them.

But the contraption's hidden weapons were fired at them.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

The ones who had cut the blood threads were all struck by the hidden weapons and rained down.

However, the bastards did not give them a chance to reset the contraption and continued to pour over the wall.

A chaotic battle erupted within the compound. It seemed the bastards had received an order. While overwhelming the cultists with their numbers, they quickly searched for the women.

Their intention was clear. Minimize clashes with the cultists, quickly kill only the women, and then retreat.

A dozen or so masked men swarmed toward Dan Ah and Dan Yeon.

Dan Ah fought without leaving her sister's side.

Her skills were superior to theirs, but the bastards pushed forward with sheer numbers.

However, Dan Ah gritted her teeth and fought like a madwoman. Fighting with the thought that her sisters would die if she did, the bastards could not easily kill her. Dan Yeon also threw her throwing knives, felling their enemies.

It was then.

Yeo Gwing and the Four-Man Gang were walking toward them. As they appeared, the martial artists of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad fell back.

Kang Dal saw the situation too. However, he could not leave his position to help her. The bastards were pushing so tenaciously that his subordinates would die if he left his spot. He chose to protect his subordinates.

Dan Yeon continuously threw her throwing knives at Yeo Gwing. Her purpose was not to kill him, but to gauge his skill by seeing how he blocked them.

CHAENG! CHAENG!

Yeo Gwing did not even draw his sword. The members of the Four-Man Gang walking on either side of him lightly swung their swords and deflected the throwing knives.

They're as skilled as Unnie!

Four people with such skill. And on top of that, there was their leader, Yeo Gwing.

Dan Ah and Dan Yeon bravely charged forward, thrusting their swords.

Yeo Gwing leaped and engaged them.

Every one of their moves was filled with a strong will to protect each other, but they could not overcome the clear difference in skill between them and Yeo Gwing.

Unable to last even five exchanges, Dan Yeon was the first to be struck by a palm and sent flying backward. At the sound of her coughing up blood, Dan Ah screamed.

"Yeon!"

The moment her hands and feet grew numb with fear that her sister was badly hurt, Dan Ah was also struck and sent tumbling to the ground. Both women had been defeated by Yeo Gwing, who had not even drawn his sword.

Coughing up a mouthful of blood, Dan Ah picked up a random sword from the ground and stood in front of her sister.

"Are you okay?"

"...I'm okay."

She could tell from her voice. Both her sister and she herself had suffered internal injuries.

Her sister also got back up. Because if they were breached, Dan Bi and Cho Hwi were right behind them.

Yeo Gwing's gaze as he looked at them was as cold as a snake's.

"This job has gotten complicated because of you damn bitches. Hurry up and get rid of them, then bring me that wench's head!"

Receiving the order, the Four-Man Gang stepped forward.

"They're quite the lookers. It'd be a waste to just kill them."

The Four-Man Gang looked back at Yeo Gwing with eyes that asked if they could not just subdue them and take them along. They were insane degenerates, revealing their lust even in a situation like this.

Yeo Gwing commanded coldly.

"Stop talking nonsense and tear them to shreds!"

The Four-Man Gang aimed their swords at the two women in unison.

Dan Ah tightly gripped Dan Yeon's hand.

She felt her sister's trembling hand squeeze hers back. She was so sorry she could not protect her sister.

I'm sorry.

The moment the Four-Man Gang unleashed their sword qi in unison!

SHWAAAAAEK.

At the same time, a blade aura came whirling in from another direction. Its target was the Four-Man Gang.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The blades of whirling enhanced qi spun at a terrifying speed, sweeping through them.

PUK! PU-PUK! PU-PU-PU-PU-PUK!

Without any time to even think of dodging, the bodies of the Four-Man Gang were torn to pieces and exploded in all directions.

However, the sword qi they had already launched was flying toward the sisters.

SHWAAAAAEK!

Watching the terrifying sword qi fly toward her, Dan Ah squeezed her eyes shut. Due to her internal injuries, she could neither dodge nor block it. At the last moment, she pulled her sister behind her back.

KWAAANG!

An ear-splitting explosion rang out. It was the sound of the sword qi colliding with something and bursting.

Silence followed.

My whole body should have been shattered.

Am I alive?

When Dan Ah slowly opened her eyes, the compound was silent.

Everyone had stopped fighting and was staring in her direction.

Yeo Gwing was staring in horror at the scattered, bloody remains of the Four-Man Gang. Kang Dal, bleeding from his arm, was also looking this way with a shocked expression. The cultists, the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad, everyone was looking this way.

She saw someone's back in front of her.

"Haa, haa, haa."

He was only panting raggedly, a sign of how hastily he had rushed here.

And planted in front of him, a giant dao.

Beyond the back of the small-statured man, a single character was visible.

Peerless.


Chapter 528: The Man Trusted by the Young Cult Leader

"...You really came."

Dan Ah's voice trembled with surprise. Had she ever been this shocked in her entire life?

"Haa, haa, haa..."

The sound of labored breathing slowly began to quiet down.

The back she was staring at was no longer a small one. It was the back that had shielded them from the terrifying sword qi of the four men. It was the back that had slammed shut the gates of hell, which had been swinging wide open for her and her sisters.

Seo Daeryong gradually turned to face her.

A flicker of relief that he had not been too late showed in his trembling eyes.

Overwhelmed with emotion at having saved her in the nick of time, Seo Daeryong was unable to speak a single word.

"...How did you get here?"

At Dan Ah's question, Seo Daeryong finally managed to open his mouth.

"...I heard you were looking for me."

The moment Dan Ah heard his words, her heart clenched not with gratitude, but with guilt. She had believed he would not come. She had not trusted him.

And yet, this man had run so hard to reach this place that he was completely out of breath.

The person just as astonished as Dan Ah by those words was Kang Dal.

He really exists!

A master with a small build who wielded a giant dao.

He too had been half-skeptical. No, he had assumed it was a lie. He had accepted her request only because of her admirable resolve to protect her sisters and the client, even at the cost of her own life.

But to think the person she spoke of was real?

If that man was a master from Headquarters as she had claimed, Kang Dal should have stepped forward to greet him. However, they were still surrounded by the bastards from the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad, locked in a tense standoff with swords drawn.

Of course, his own subordinates, and even the men from the pursuit squad, were all completely fixated on the man who had just appeared.

And the individual most surprised by the current situation was Yeo Gwing.

What is this? Who is this guy?

He was utterly confused. The face looking at the woman was full of innocence and shyness.

The man who had sent four men flying with a single strike was making a face like that? Yeo Gwing was so bewildered that he glanced back at the corpses of the four men.

Yeo Gwing secretly began to gather inner arts in both of his hands. He was preparing to launch a surprise attack with his unique martial art, the Bloody Hand Palm, should an opportunity present itself.

"Where have you come from?"

He asked with as much politeness as he could muster.

The dozens of pieces of the four men, scattered so widely that it was impossible to tell whose limbs were whose, were a clear warning for him to be careful.

Seo Daeryong slowly turned toward him.

In that moment, Dan Ah saw it. The shy expression he had when looking at her turned impossibly cold. Her heart pounded.

"Who are you?"

Yeo Gwing answered Seo Daeryong's calm question.

"I am Yeo Gwing, the one in charge of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad," he stated.

He did not completely humble himself, nor did he act arrogantly. A chaotic battle could erupt again, so he had to consider both his subordinates' morale and his opponent's skill.

"And who are you?"

Instead of replying, Seo Daeryong pulled the giant dao up from where it was planted in front of him. He handled the weapon, which was as large as his own body, with ease. His small frame made the sight even more impressive.

The Seo Daeryong who joked around with Geom Mugeuk was a completely different person from the Seo Daeryong who now stood before Yeo Gwing.

"The Seven Roads Pursuit Squad, I've heard of you."

Though he seemed calm on the outside, Seo Daeryong was seething with fury. If he had arrived even a little later, she would have been killed by trash like them.

"I'm moved that you know of insignificant people like us."

"The fact that I know of you is probably not a good thing."

Because the end for the villains who crossed their path was either prison or execution.

"When I heard the rumors about you, I had a thought."

Yeo Gwing grew tense, wondering what Seo Daeryong was about to say. He was hoping for some pleasant words that might create a good atmosphere.

"Just get caught by my hands once."

Yeo Gwing's expression hardened into a cold mask.

"However, if you answer this question, I might forgive you."

At the word 'forgive', the corners of Yeo Gwing's eyes twitched with killing intent. He barely managed to suppress the urge to unleash a palm strike right then and there.

"What question?"

"Who was the client for this job?"

Yeo Gwing replied coldly.

"If it was a client we could speak of, do you think we would have come over this wall?"

His determination to never reveal the name was palpable.

Instead, a smile of relief formed on Seo Daeryong's lips.

From that smile, Yeo Gwing could tell.

You want to kill me, don't you?

In response, Yeo Gwing's expression softened.

"We've seen enough blood, so we'll withdraw here. What do you say? If you just let us go..."

As he watched for an opening, a palm technique shot out from Yeo Gwing's hands.

PWAAAAANG!

The red-tinged palm technique that Yeo Gwing unleashed flew toward Seo Daeryong. It was a move of terrifying power.

SWHIIIIIIISH!

At the same time, Seo Daeryong's giant dao sliced through the air.

KWAAANG!

The two energies collided with a deafening roar. Yeo Gwing had anticipated that his Bloody Hand Palm might be blocked by his opponent's attack. That was why he was prepared to unleash his next move in succession.

However, he hadn't expected his opponent's enhanced qi to slice through his palm technique and fly straight toward him.

No!

The young master standing before him had opened his the Conception and Governing Vessels and had even consumed two miracle herbs. The martial arts he wielded was none other than the Demon Supreme's demonic art. And above all, she was watching.

No matter how successful a mercenary master Yeo Gwing was, he couldn't block the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique unleashed by such a Seo Daeryong.

the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique the First Technique the Annihilation Blade Slash.

The enhanced qi that had split the red palm technique flew onward and struck Yeo Gwing's body.

PWUUUUUNG!

Yeo Gwing's body exploded into pieces right before their eyes.

Watching the corpse rain down in all directions, the seventy-odd members of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad were horrified. To them, Yeo Gwing had been so terrifying they couldn't even meet his eyes properly.

They never dreamed he would die like this in a single blow.

A suffocating silence descended.

The one who broke the silence was Kang Dal.

He spoke to those who had their swords pointed at him.

"Your Captain is dead. Lower your swords."

At his words, the members of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad looked at each other, uncertain of what to do.

SHWIK! PUK! SHWIIK! PUUUK!

Kang Dal thrust his sword, quickly stabbing two of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad bastards in front of him.

The two men, who had lost their focus, collapsed while spewing blood.

"Drop your swords or you'll die!"

Intimidated by Kang Dal's fierce momentum, about ten men nearby lowered their swords.

However, there were even more who became agitated and ran wild.

"Kill that bastard!"

"We have to kill him!"

About twenty of the pursuit squad bastards charged toward Kang Dal. It was clear why these men were called madmen. They were the type to swing their swords and charge even in a situation like this.

"Protect the Branch Chief!"

Just as the Demonic Cult members were about to block their path.

SWAAAAAAAANG!

Seo Daeryong's giant dao once again cut through the air.

the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique the Second Tecnique the Annihilation Blade Tidal Wave.

PWAPWAPWAPWAPWAK!

The charging pursuit squad was swept away by the wave of blade energy and exploded. With that single move, everyone who had been running was turned into a bloody mess and scattered in all directions.

Dealing with villains was Seo Daeryong's usual job. He knew their nature better than anyone. They were strong against the weak and weak against the strong, the type to bite and tear at the slightest opening. There was no mercy for them today.

Seo Daeryong pointed his dao at those who still had not dropped their swords.

Even madmen have their limits. The remaining pursuit squad bastards could no longer hold out and threw down their weapons.

The branch's Demonic Cult members suppressed their inner arts and forced them all to their knees. Having their lives spared was nothing to be happy about. Once they were locked in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's prison, a pain worse than death would be waiting for them anyway.

Kang Dal approached Seo Daeryong.

"Thank you so much for your help. I am Kang Dal, Chief of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's the Zheng'an Branch."

Everyone's attention was focused on Seo Daeryong.

At last, Seo Daeryong revealed his identity.

"I am Seo Daeryong, Director of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's the Sanzu River Hall."

For a moment, Kang Dal was utterly shocked. It was a position he could have never imagined. It wasn't just Kang Dal who was surprised, the other Demonic Cult members were as well.

There was a world of difference between a Branch Chief and a Director. Moreover, he wasn't just any Director.

The Sanzu Hall Director?

The Sanzu River Hall was the inspection agency that investigated treason, corruption, and decay within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Due to the nature of the organization, it was the most powerful body, holding precedence over all other internal organizations.

The ghosts who captured Demonic Cult members, the Sanzu River Hall that made them tremble in fear, was truly the real power within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!

Kang Dal, who had been standing there blankly, quickly performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed his head.

"Greetings to the Sanzu Hall Director."

At that, the branch's Demonic Cult members all straightened their posture and saluted in unison with sharp discipline.

"Greetings to the Director!"

Their voices echoed like thunder.

Kang Dal was overjoyed. It was surprising enough that her words were true, but for that master to be the Sanzu Hall Director?

Something like this is happening to me?

He thought that perhaps this incident might bring a bright ray of sunshine into his life.

Maybe I'll even get to go to Headquarters!

He could only earnestly hope for it to come true.

When Seo Daeryong revealed his identity, Dan Ah and Dan Yeon were also startled. In truth, they did not know much about the Sanzu River Hall. However, seeing the reaction of those fearsome branch Demonic Cult members, it was clear he was a person of high rank.

After revealing his identity, Seo Daeryong turned back towards Dan Ah.

The fearsome man who had exploded his enemies with a single slash, the man who held a high position in the Demonic Cult, was smiling at her. He was shy, just like that day. His gaze was pure, just like that day.

Seo Daeryong asked her, "You seem to be injured. How are you feeling?"

"I'm fine."

Just then, Dan Bi and Cho Hwi came out of the building. Dan Bi, who had woken up late, had heard the sounds of fighting outside and had come out to help her Unnie despite Cho Hwi's attempts to stop her.

However, they were startled by the scene unfolding in the courtyard. Corpses were scattered about, and the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad were all kneeling. Her surprised gaze turned to Seo Daeryong, who was standing in the center of everyone.

That person?

She, of course, recognized Seo Daeryong. How could she not know the man who had followed her Unnie and revealed himself to be a Demonic Cult member?

Before her younger sister could misspeak, Dan Ah quickly said.

"He is the Sanzu Hall Director of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He saved our lives, so hurry and greet him."

Dan Bi was startled at the words 'the Sanzu Hall Director'. He was really a Demonic Cult member, and a high-ranking one at that?

Dan Bi politely bowed her head and greeted him.

"I will not forget this debt of gratitude."

Just then, the youngest, Dan Yeon, whispered to Dan Ah.

"Unnie, I take back what I said about you having bad taste in men."

Dan Ah's face turned red.

The moment the tension eased like that, she suddenly coughed up blood. Her suppressed internal injuries had flared up.

"Are you alright? Are you okay?"

A startled Seo Daeryong rushed over and helped her sit down. He was so shocked and flustered that Dan Ah was even more taken aback.

"I'm fine."

"Fine! Please come out and help."

Kang Dal said urgently.

"I'll call for a physician."

"I wasn't talking to you."

Seo Daeryong said, looking up at the empty air.

"Please, hurry and help!"

Then, someone leaped down from the roof.

It was Geom Mugeuk, who had been watching the situation.

He had deliberately not intervened, wanting Seo Daeryong to finish this matter on his own. He had hoped that today's hero would be Seo Daeryong, and no one else.

Even while coughing up blood, Dan Ah took care of her sister first.

"My sister is hurt too. Please look at my sister first."

"Unnie, what are you talking about! Please look at Unnie first."

Geom Mugeuk started with Dan Ah, injecting a stream of qi into her back to check her condition. When it came to a martial artist's internal injuries, he was more skilled than most physicians.

"By coughing up the blood instead of it rupturing internally, you've actually avoided a serious injury."

Fortunately, both women had avoided fatal internal injuries. Their wounds would heal after a period of Jeong Yang.

"Thank you. I won't forget the grace of your treatment."

When Dan Ah expressed her gratitude, Geom Mugeuk passed the credit to Seo Daeryong.

"Give your thanks to Director Seo. He ran here without rest to save you."

Dan Ah looked at Seo Daeryong. The sound of his ragged breathing from earlier was still vivid in her ears. If it were not for him, she and her sister would have died on the spot.

Seo Daeryong made an awkward expression under her gaze. Just like the shy gaze that had first captured her heart, his current expression also pleased her.

Watching the gazes exchanged between the two, Geom Mugeuk smiled.

Seeing this, the youngest, Dan Yeon, asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Who are you, Master? I'd like to know your name."

Everyone naturally assumed this young martial artist was a subordinate of the Sanzu Hall Director.

In that moment, Seo Daeryong realized his mistake.

I was so caught up with a woman that I forgot to introduce the Young Cult Leader.

Seo Daeryong shouted to Kang Dal and the other Demonic Cult members of the branch.

"This is our Cult's Young Cult Leader. Everyone, show your respects!"

Young Cult Leader?

At first, Kang Dal thought he had misheard. The Sanzu Hall Director had come because he had sent for him via messenger pigeon, but the Young Cult Leader?

"What are you all doing?"

At Seo Daeryong's shout, Kang Dal and the other Demonic Cult members all performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed low.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

With the appearance of the much-rumored Young Cult Leader, no one could keep their wits about them.

The women were just as surprised. They knelt along with the others.

To think that person was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult!

Geom Mugeuk had them all rise.

Seo Daeryong bowed his head deeply to Geom Mugeuk.

"My mind was rushed, and I have committed a discourtesy."

No matter how urgent the situation, he should have introduced Geom Mugeuk first before having him provide treatment. The closer you are, the more you should show respect.

That was what Geom Mugeuk always said.

Looking at the apologetic Seo Daeryong, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly.

How could he not know what was in Seo Daeryong's heart? He was simply happy that the bond between Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah was continuing.

"I understand, Director."

Since Dan Ah was watching, Geom Mugeuk also politely performed a clasped hands greeting and showed his respects.

"The Director is the one I trust and cherish the most. The person the Director seeks to protect is someone I must also protect."

Geom Mugeuk was treating Seo Daeryong more politely than he ever had since they met.

How could Seo Daeryong not understand the sentiment behind being treated with such great respect in front of the woman he liked?

...Thank you so much.

Dan Ah looked at Seo Daeryong with a newfound sense of wonder. This man, he has the trust of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Kang Dal, for his part, felt his heart pound. The arrival of the Sanzu Hall Director was surprising, but the fact that the Young Cult Leader was at his branch was simply unbelievable.

He was having an experience that was hard to come by even once in a lifetime as a Demonic Cult member.

Even if he could not go to Headquarters, he could live on, boasting about this memory for years to come.

Just then, his subordinates drew their swords in unison, on guard.

Kang Dal's gaze turned outward.

Far in the distance, a single carriage was rushing toward them.


Chapter 529: This is a Dream, a Dream

Kang Dal landed lightly on the wall after a nimble leap.

"There's only one carriage approaching," he reported. "One person is in the driver's seat and..."

His words trailed off as his gaze dropped to the base of the wall. Kang Dal looked down, his eyes widening in shock. Someone was standing there, in a place that should have been completely empty.

It was not just one person. Every three or four steps, a martial artist of immense build stood with his back to the wall, forming a perimeter around the area.

Kang Dal leaped backward from the edge and shouted.

"Get away from the wall!"

The branch martial artists who were standing nearby quickly retreated.

"There's someone outside the wall!"

Kang Dal immediately assumed they were reinforcements for Yeo Gwing and the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

He wondered how he had failed to notice them until they had the wall completely surrounded. He had been distracted by the Young Cult Leader and the Sanzu Hall Director, but to be this oblivious was still shocking.

A natural suspicion followed. Even if he hadn't noticed, shouldn't the Young Cult Leader or the Sanzu Hall Director have sensed their presence?

Could it be that those men were more skilled than those two? That seemed impossible.

Kang Dal glanced at Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong. The two men showed no surprise at all upon hearing his report. He could tell just from their reactions.

Ah! They must be the Young Cult Leader's subordinates!

It made perfect sense. The Young Cult Leader would not have traveled alone. Thinking about it now, they had their backs to the wall. If they were enemies, they would have been facing it.

He realized that if they had launched a surprise attack, everyone would already be dead. Kang Dal was once again impressed by the skill of the martial artists from Headquarters.

Of course, they were the ones protecting the Young Cult Leader, so their strength was to be expected. A life should be lived as coolly as this, he thought to himself.

Meanwhile, the carriage reached the entrance. Whoever it is, they've picked the wrong day, Kang Dal mused.

Kang Dal took a few steps forward. Even with the Young Cult Leader and the Sanzu Hall Director present, he was still the master of this branch.

Kang Dal spoke to the man in the driver's seat.

"Esteemed guests are visiting our branch today. We aren't accepting any visitors, so please turn back and visit another time."

The carriage, however, showed no sign of leaving.

Kang Dal studied the man driving the carriage. He didn't reveal any particular aura, but Kang Dal's intuition told him this was no ordinary person. If that was true, the person inside the carriage must also have a high status. Even so.

You bastards, he thought, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is here. Scram if you don't want to die!

If he shouted that, they would probably flee without a second thought, wouldn't they?

"I suggest you leave while I'm being nice."

The carriage remained motionless.

The ones who moved were the large martial artists standing at the base of the wall. So the Young Cult Leader's bodyguards are finally making a move, Kang Dal thought.

But the martial artists did not approach the carriage. Instead, they began to enter the branch.

The moment the first martial artist filled the doorway, Kang Dal and the branch members held their breath. A scar ran across his face, and his intense eyes scanned the surroundings. Meeting his gaze sent a shiver through their entire bodies.

He was none other than the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho.

The Demonic Army had been following Geom Woojin's carriage at a distance on their way back to the Cult. They had then received a message from the All-Knowing Hall and came here to attend to the Heavenly Demon.

They could not neglect formalities when the Cult Leader was visiting a branch of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. For this reason, all members of the Demonic Army wore the formal uniforms that displayed their identity.

Just then, Kang Dal saw it. He spotted the characters embroidered on Jang Ho's chest.

The Demonic Army.

Kang Dal was startled. No way...

At that moment, Seo Daeryong spoke. "Pay your respects. He is the Demonic Army General who leads our Cult's Demonic Army."

The words 'the Demonic Army General' left Kang Dal so shocked he was momentarily dazed. He had truly believed there would be no more surprises today.

The eyes of the branch members sparkled as they looked at Jang Ho. For ordinary members, the Demonic Army held a special significance.

The Demonic Army was their Cult's most elite organization. It was deployed on the most dangerous missions and stood at the forefront of any war. The Demonic Army was the dream and object of admiration for every regular member.

Kang Dal and the branch members performed a clasped hands greeting in unison and bowed their heads.

"We greet the Demonic Army General."

Kang Dal still thought the Demonic Army was here to act as the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard. The limit of his imagination for today's visit was the Young Cult Leader.

With Jang Ho in the lead, the members of the Demonic Army started to file in behind him. Their overwhelming presence, which did not conceal their demonic qi, made not only the branch members flinch but also the kneeling members of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad. They were intimidating just to look at.

Receiving looks of awe, the members of the Demonic Army filed inside. Even one of them was terrifying, yet they entered in a line that seemed to have no end.

The four women stared, bewildered. They did not know much about the Demonic Army, but they felt a sense of fear from their large builds and intense auras. After seeing Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong, looking at these men felt like seeing true demonic practitioners.

The members of the Demonic Army lined up on both sides of the entrance, forming a path.

They aren't trying to block the carriage?

Kang Dal's gaze shifted back to the carriage. As he watched with a sense of disbelief, the carriage door opened.

The first person to step out was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Jang Ho announced to the branch members, "This is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, a Demon Supreme of our Cult."

At those words, the branch members were once again astonished. What business would a Demon Supreme have in a small, rural branch like this? This was the first time Kang Dal and the branch members had ever seen a Demon Supreme in person.

"We greet the Demon Supreme!" they shouted thunderously.

Kang Dal's heart trembled. To think the day would come when I would see a Demon Supreme in person!

He had heard all sorts of terrifying rumors about the Demon Supreme. From this moment on, one wrong breath could mean death. He disciplined his subordinates with a single look.

His gaze sent a clear message. Be careful! Watch your words and actions! Don't even look!

The well-trained subordinates answered with their eyes. Don't worry!

Their surprise, however, was only just beginning. After stepping out of the carriage, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood politely beside it, as if waiting for someone else to alight.

Finally, Geom Woojin stepped out of the carriage.

The moment he saw Geom Woojin, Kang Dal froze. He had seen many martial artists in his life, but he had never felt a presence like this. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had exited first, also had a formidable presence, but it was nothing compared to this man.

Geom Woojin slowly walked forward, moving between the lined-up members of the Demonic Army.

Watching this, Kang Dal's eyes widened. A person to whom a Demon Supreme showed such extreme courtesy? A person who could walk the path created by the Demonic Army in this murim?

Jang Ho announced in a loud voice.

"Everyone, pay your respects to the Cult Leader!"

One of the demonic practitioners let out a yelp before clamping a hand over his own mouth. However, no one paid him any mind.

Kang Dal and the branch members all prostrated themselves at once, shouting.

"The Invincible Divine Cult! The Immortal Heavenly Demon! We greet the august Cult Leader."

Kang Dal was half out of his mind. The Cult Leader had visited his branch?

Is this a dream?

The Sanzu Hall Director came, the Young Cult Leader came, the Demonic Army came, a Demon Supreme came, and even that felt like a dream. But now the Cult Leader himself was here?

Yes, this is a dream. A dream.

He knew it was not a dream, but for a moment, he could not help but think it.

The women, on the other hand, were not as surprised as the men. The Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was a figure from another world, like someone out of a story.

In the murim, there is the Heavenly Demon, the Murim Alliance Lord, and the Evil Alliance Chairman. It was similar to the feeling that in the sky, there is a sun, a moon, and stars.

Their surprise was not because the Demonic Cult Leader had arrived, but because that Demonic Cult Leader was someone they knew.

The youngest, Dan Yeon, let out a gasp.

"It's him!"

Seeing Geom Woojin's face, the three women were truly shocked. It was the man they had seen at the inn that day. And more than anything...

The person we served food to was the Heavenly Demon?

The three women looked at each other in shock. The youngest's eyes seemed to say, It was me, me! I was the one who suggested we send him food.

The youngest's taste in men was the Heavenly Demon?

Cho Hwi stood behind them. Unlike her bewildered sisters, Cho Hwi knew just how shocking and unbelievable this situation was.

She was a courtesan of the Thousand Flower Palace. The man over there was the person who appeared most often in the stories told by drunken martial artists. She had heard everything from the bluffs of "Let me tell you about the time I met the Heavenly Demon," to the endless terror of "the Heavenly Demon's descent and the murim's destruction."

Listening to all those stories, she had learned at least one thing for certain. He was someone she would never be able to see even once in her lifetime.

However, that very person was now walking toward her. That was why she knew better than anyone how surreal this moment was.

That surreal person walked between the members of the Demonic Army. The rugged members, who looked as if they would be perfectly suited to guarding the gates of hell, wore expressions more polite than ever. Everything about the scene was surreal.

And so, Geom Woojin reached the end of the line and turned around. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood next to Geom Woojin as if to bodyguard him.

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

The lined-up members of the Demonic Army moved with discipline, standing guard in all directions. A few members stood in front of the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad, who were kneeling with their inner arts suppressed. Their purpose was not to guard them, but to block the filthy bastards from the Cult Leader's sight.

Under the terrifying glares of the Demonic Army members looking down on them, the men could not even breathe loudly and kept their heads bowed.

Jang Ho had the prostrated branch members and the women rise to their feet. They did not dare to meet his eyes and kept their heads bowed.

Geom Mugeuk went before his father and greeted him.

"You've arrived?"

Geom Woojin nodded once, then looked at Seo Daeryong. His eyes asked how things had turned out.

Seo Daeryong reported respectfully to Geom Woojin.

"Thanks to your concern, we were able to safely rescue Young Lady Dan Ah and her sisters."

Hearing her name mentioned, Dan Ah's heart pounded. Her name was being mentioned in a conversation between the Demonic Cult Leader and the Sanzu Hall Director. It did not feel real to her. Like Kang Dal, she too felt this moment was like a dream.

Just then, as if to prove it was not a dream, came Geom Woojin's calm question.

"Which of these ladies is the one called Dan Ah?"

Dan Ah's heart dropped as if she were falling from a great height. The Demonic Cult Leader was looking for her!

Seo Daeryong was even more flustered. He never imagined the Cult Leader would ask who she was. Seo Daeryong's gaze turned to Dan Ah. His eyes seemed to ask, Will you be alright?

However, she was braver and more daring than Seo Daeryong had thought. Being surprised was one thing. When she spoke, she was articulate and not nervous.

"My name is Dan Ah. It is an honor to meet such an esteemed person. Under the protection of the Divine Cult and with the help of the Sanzu Hall Director, my sisters and I were able to save our lives. I am sincerely grateful."

Geom Woojin's deep gaze seemed to peer into a person's heart, but he had asked to see her not to find out what kind of person she was.

"I'm glad you are safe."

Dan Ah's eyes widened as she stared at Geom Woojin. How could she not be surprised? The Heavenly Demon was telling her that he was glad she was safe.

"Thank you for your concern."

At her trembling words, Geom Woojin simply nodded and said nothing more. That was enough.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. This was his father's consideration for Seo Daeryong. Just as he himself had shown her great courtesy, his father was showing his trust in Seo Daeryong by asking about her well-being.

How could Seo Daeryong not understand that sentiment? I will repay this grace with my life, he vowed internally.

It was the moment a wall of loyalty was completed, one that could not be broken by anything, like the Impenetrable Demonic Wall of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. With a Cult Leader and Young Cult Leader like this, he could die for them, even if they cursed and hated him for the rest of his life.

Seo Daeryong silently bowed his head to Geom Woojin, expressing his gratitude.

There was also the consideration of his drinking buddy, Jang Ho. Jang Ho first paid his respects politely to Seo Daeryong as well.

"Greetings, Director."

"Greetings, General."

Dan Ah was once again surprised to see the fearsome Demonic Army General politely paying his respects to Seo Daeryong. Who Seo Daeryong was was being properly imprinted on her heart today.

Rather, it was too burdensome. The fact that she was receiving the attention of such a great person. However, Seo Daeryong's eyes, which would quickly turn away whenever they met hers, were still full of shyness.

Kang Dal and the branch members lined up before Geom Woojin. Since the Cult Leader had visited, they gave a formal greeting. Standing before the Cult Leader, Kang Dal's heart swelled with emotion. He could die now with no regrets.

I am the only branch chief to have welcomed the Cult Leader to his branch!

This was truly something to gather all the nearby branch chiefs and boast about.

Just then, unexpected praise flowed from the Cult Leader's lips.

"They are well-trained."

Geom Woojin had grasped the skill and spirit of the members just by looking at them. Moreover, their eyes were filled with loyalty to the Cult and the Cult Leader.

Furthermore, Geom Woojin had already learned what had happened here via a messenger pigeon. From branch management and situational judgment to pride in the Cult and the courage to face enemies. Kang Dal was too talented a person to be in a small branch like this.

"Thank you!"

Kang Dal had lived diligently until now. He trained hard and trained his subordinates hard. Because he wanted to leave the small branch, he strived to become a person who was too good for it.

As a result, he became a confident branch chief, and that confidence turned into a pride that asked, "How dare the likes of a pursuit squad look down on us?" It was because of that pride that he was able to take in the women. In the end, everything was connected.

Through this incident, Kang Dal learned that opportunity does not just fall from the sky but ultimately originates from within oneself. And Kang Dal felt that just by meeting the Cult Leader in person like this, a ray of sunshine had entered his life.

Right at that moment, a dazzling sun shone brilliantly upon his life.

"I'll see you at Headquarters."


Chapter 530: To Ordinary Days

A shiver ran through Kang Dal's entire body.

See you at Headquarters.

These were only six words, yet they were more profound than any others he had ever heard in his life.

Even if the wealthiest person in the world offered him their entire fortune, or an absolute master offered to take him as a disciple, he would not trade these six words for anything.

Kang Dal felt as if he were dreaming.

If this is a dream, may I never wake up!

But this was no dream. The Cult Leader, a man he never thought he would see in person, was standing right before him. A presence this powerful could not be conjured even in a dream.

Geom Woojin turned and began to walk away.

"Thank... you."

The words should have boomed out, but they emerged as a mumble. The moment he tried to speak, the thought that 'thank you' was utterly insufficient scrambled his mind.

"Cult Leader!"

The shout burst out unconsciously, born from his fluster at failing to give a proper unorthodox greeting.

Geom Woojin slowly turned back to face him.

With a flushed face, Kang Dal bowed respectfully. This was the only thing he could think to say.

"I will see you at Headquarters."

Kang Dal's voice, which had been so confident in front of Yeo Gwing, was now trembling.

Geom Woojin gave a slight nod before turning away once more.

The branch's demonic followers gathered around to congratulate Kang Dal.

"Congratulations, Branch Manager!"

"Congratulations."

His subordinates were happy for him, but they were also sad. Kang Dal had been a truly good leader. "Now that you're going to Headquarters, I guess we won't see you anymore." Parting with his subordinates was sad, but advancing to Headquarters was his long-held wish.

Any position would be fine. What did it matter if he had to clean horse dung? The Cult Leader himself had called for him.

Dan Ah approached Kang Dal to offer her gratitude.

"Thank you, Branch Manager. We're alive thanks to you."

Kang Dal shook his head and spoke to her. He now used a courteous tone, since she was the woman the Sanzu Hall Director had personally come to rescue.

"I should be the one saying that. Thank you for coming to me."

If he had not taken them in, they would have died. And if he had not taken them in, he would not have received this chance for promotion.

Both of them had fought to protect their beliefs, and in doing so, they had achieved the best possible outcome.

As Dan Ah returned from her greeting, Dan Yeon spoke.

"Move, I can't see."

When Dan Ah turned, she saw Geom Woojin in the distance.

"He's so cool."

Dan Yeon found him even cooler now that she knew he was the Heavenly Demon.

"If there was a man like that, I'd run to him right away!"

Perhaps she was excited. What she had meant to whisper only to her Unnie also reached Geom Mugeuk's ears.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not the type to let it slide.

"Youngest Young Lady."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

No matter how friendly his expression was, he was still the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Let's correct our wrong choice first."

As everyone wondered what he meant, Geom Mugeuk asked with a face full of lingering attachment.

"You sent a dish to my father that day. Whose idea was it? Was it all three of you?"

At those words, even Seo Daeryong tensed up and listened intently.

"No. It was my idea."

A bright smile spread across Seo Daeryong's lips at Dan Yeon's answer. He was happy just knowing that she was not the one who sent the dish.

A woman whose ideal type was the Cult Leader, ah! The very thought was daunting.

Geom Mugeuk brought his face close to Dan Yeon's.

"You must have seen wrong from a distance that day. Here, look at my face closely. Now, our youngest Young Lady. If you were to send a dish again, who would you send it to?"

However, Dan Yeon hesitated to answer. The hesitation itself was a 'not you'.

Geom Mugeuk made a disappointed face.

"Youngest Young Lady, you're too much."

Geom Mugeuk shouted to his father, who was talking with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in front of the building.

"The youngest Young Lady says she'll send the dish to you until the end, Father! Here's one more person to take to Headquarters!"

It was a joke intended to please his father. He was grateful to his father for personally coming all this way to support Seo Daeryong. That, in turn, was also a way of supporting him.

Wasn't it like saying, 'He's your right-hand man, so I'll take care of him'?

At his son's jest, Geom Woojin said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I wonder when he'll ever grow up."

"You still like it, don't you?"

"Like it? It's chaotic."

Yes, 'chaotic' was the perfect word to describe being with Geom Mugeuk. However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew. Just as he did, the Cult Leader was also enjoying and liking this chaos.

If he had not come out with his son, when would he ever experience something like this?

"Let's take a walk."

"Of course."

The two of them started walking toward the rear garden.

Cult Leader, you can show it now.

I cannot stand listening to others brag about their children, but I will listen to the Cult Leader brag about his.

Walking slowly like that, the two arrived at the rear garden.

They stood side by side, looking at the scenery beyond the wall.

A breeze rustled the leaves of a large tree standing by the wall, making a SASASASAK sound, and the birds perched on its branches took flight. Beyond the birds, white clouds drifted by very slowly, as if they had forgotten time.

"Do you really intend to win?"

It was a question without context, but the Cult Leader would have understood. He had once asked the Cult Leader if he could last five years against such a son. At that time, Geom Woojin had retorted.

Why don't you ask him? If he can last against me?

"Do you want me to lose to him?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was, to the very end, on the Cult Leader's side. He was prepared to accept his wishes, his commands.

It had been that way before, and his feelings for the Cult Leader had deepened even more after they experienced the matter with his master together.

That was why. Because he was truly on the Cult Leader's side. That must be why he was saying this. Because he genuinely wished for the Cult Leader's happiness.

"The only person in this murim who can lose to the Young Cult Leader is you, Cult Leader."

To the look that asked what he meant, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered calmly.

"Because choosing to lose is something only the greater person can do."


"By the way, why were you targeted by the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad?"

Geom Mugeuk asked the women.

Since Dan Ah had formed a connection with Seo Daeryong, he had to be concerned for their safety.

At that, Cho Hwi stepped forward and spoke.

"They were trying to kill me. These three were trying to protect me."

Cho Hwi politely revealed her identity.

"I am a courtesan of the Thousand Flower Palace. I used to work at the Thousand Flower Palace in Fenghuang, Hunan province."

She had already revealed her identity to the three women.

The moment he heard her words, Geom Mugeuk was startled.

The Thousand Flower Palace.

The place where Yeo Jong, who liked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, was the master.

"I must go to the Thousand Flower Palace Headquarters in Guizhou. I have to go and meet the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

"May I ask the reason?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, Cho Hwi answered cautiously.

"Since an esteemed person is asking, I should of course answer, but this is a matter I must report directly to the Pavilion Master. I ask for your generous understanding."

Cho Hwi bowed her head apologetically.

Geom Mugeuk did not press her.

"Everyone has their own unspeakable circumstances. There's no need to feel sorry at all."

Geom Mugeuk understood her. She would not know the relationship between the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Nor the relationship between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and himself.

However, he could not just tell her such secrets here and now.

Just then, Dan Yeon stepped forward and reassured her.

"We will bodyguard you all the way to your destination."

Because she was someone who took responsibility for a job until the very end.

Seo Daeryong looked at her with eyes full of worry. He did not know why Cho Hwi was being chased, but whoever was behind this had enough money and power to mobilize the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

If he let them go like this, the women would surely face another danger.

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk, seeking permission with his eyes.

There was no need to exchange telepathy, as he knew the meaning behind the look.

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

Seo Daeryong spoke cautiously to Dan Ah.

"I know how important this job is to you, Young Lady Dan. However, since all three of you are injured, how about you leave this matter to me?"

Seo Daeryong's face was filled with worry for her. Dan Ah could feel it. How could she not? He was so obviously worried about her with those innocent eyes.

"Still, I can't entrust my job to such an important person."

If this job was dangerous, wouldn't Seo Daeryong also be in danger? She could not let him get entangled in her problems and be put at risk.

"It's too much for your body. You need to rest."

"I may not look it, but I'm quite tough. Don't worry."

"I'll do it."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been watching the two bicker, stepped in.

"I will handle this matter."

At that, everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk in surprise. They could understand Seo Daeryong stepping up because of his relationship with Dan Ah, but they had never expected the Young Cult Leader to take on this job.

Since the Thousand Flower Palace was involved, Geom Mugeuk had to step in.

"I'm acquainted with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

Cho Hwi was startled by his words. However, she did not dare ask the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult how they knew each other.

Geom Mugeuk said to Dan Ah.

"Will you trust me and leave it to me?"

Geom Mugeuk said he knew the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and offered to handle it himself, so she could not say no. In truth, although she had insisted on going herself, she was secretly worried about her younger sisters.

But if it was the Young Cult Leader, she could be at ease.

Since he's the Young Cult Leader, the masters of the Demonic Cult will protect him, right?

Just thinking of that terrifying Demonic Army was reassuring.

Dan Ah looked at Cho Hwi and asked. After all, she was the client.

"Will that be alright with you?"

Cho Hwi nodded. If the Demonic Cult had not helped, she would already be dead anyway. She decided to follow the flow of this fate.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the youngest sister and said.

"Youngest Young Lady, once you've treated your internal injuries and see me again, you'll change your mind."

Dan Yeon smiled. As the youngest, she loved joking around the most among the three sisters. She knew Geom Mugeuk was teasing her now, but she did not dare respond with a joke.

Someday, if they became more comfortable with each other, she wanted to banter with him. It felt like they would get along really well. But a day like that would probably never come, right?

Geom Mugeuk said to Seo Daeryong.

"Director, please take the three ladies to our Cult's nearest safehouse and treat them."

"I will."

As Geom Mugeuk walked toward the rear garden to see his father, Seo Daeryong's desperate telepathy reached him.

[What should I do when I get there? I'm worried I'll ruin this good relationship! Should I recite another poem? Or not? Please don't leave me alone!]

Geom Mugeuk did not answer and just went to the rear garden. Of course, Seo Daeryong was worried.

When it comes to orthodox and unorthodox love, I don't trust you.

However, orthodox and unorthodox love was a two-way street. Geom Mugeuk trusted Dan Ah's bold personality.


Geom Mugeuk relayed to his father what he had heard from Cho Hwi.

"Since it's a matter concerning the Thousand Flower Palace, I think I should go."

His father also knew. He knew that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had a deep relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. She was the woman who had once visited our Cult to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk was disappointed. Genuinely disappointed. It was the moment his journey with his father, the one he had wanted to return from so slowly, was ending.

"Please go back first. I will handle this matter and then return."

No matter how much he enjoyed his time with his father, he could not ask him to bodyguard Cho Hwi with him. His father had been away from the cult for too long as it was.

"This journey was more precious than any other journey I have taken in my life."

Father might think of it as a journey of my youth.

But he meant it included all the journeys before his regression.

"The ordinary days I spent with you, Father, were so wonderful. Eating meals, drinking tea, walking together, fishing, eating miracle herbs, killing enemies, and improving my martial arts. More than all those moments, I loved those simple, ordinary moments."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully.

"Thank you for being with me, Father."

Geom Woojin watched his son in silence.

The solemnity was brief. Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and poured out his words.

"We still haven't been to the noodle shop we promised to visit, have we? The one that used to be a dumpling house. So this isn't the end, Father! This is just the first journey. The second, the third, even the hundredth journey are all planned!"

A smirk formed on Geom Woojin's lips. The end of this journey was marked by his father's smirk. Today, that smirk seemed to say.

I'll look forward to the next journey, too.

Geom Mugeuk did not forget to say goodbye to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was with them.

"I'll see you at the cult, Elder."

Yes, please look forward to it! I will fill it with more ordinary, more everyday, normal days.

With this journey, he would let go of his past as a disciple and live the rest of his life as a Master.

Elder, if it's Daeryong, that life will be meaningful.

At Geom Mugeuk's intense gaze, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"As soon as I get back, I'm going to pack my pajamas and come see you first, Elder, so you have to let me sleep over."

And finally, he said goodbye to Hwi.

"Uncle Hwi! Let's persuade Father to go on another trip next time! You worked hard driving the carriage!"

At that, Hwi revealed himself.

"Travel safely."

Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Hwi with surprised expressions. He was not one to reveal himself just to say goodbye.

Although, Hwi actually wanted to say these words directly: "Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

This journey was one he would never forget. Thanks to it, his relationship with Geom Woojin had deepened.

Because it was precious time spent with an unhidden Hwi. Because this journey had taught him that even this moment of showing himself was part of his precious life.

"I really enjoyed my vacation with you, Uncle."


Chapter 531: Even if the Entire Murim Blocks the Way

At the branch entrance, they separated and went in three different directions. The carriage with his father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon traveled toward the Cult. Seo Daeryong and the three women left for the safehouse, and Geom Mugeuk and Cho Hwi departed for the Thousand Flower Palace.

A short time after his father's carriage left, Jang Ho and the Demonic Army completed their own preparations. They would follow the first carriage back to the Cult.

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk went to say his farewells to Jang Ho. The contributions from Jang Ho and the Demonic Army had been immense this time. He was, after all, the one who had saved Seo Daeryong's life.

"General Jang."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Their eyes met, and in that shared gaze, they both understood the depth of the other's care without needing to speak a word.

Geom Mugeuk always drew a sense of stability from Jang Ho's loyalty. He felt that he could entrust absolutely anything to this man.

He knew Jang Ho would understand his feelings from his gaze alone.

Geom Mugeuk's attention then shifted to the Demonic Army arrayed behind Jang Ho. He chose this moment to express his gratitude to them.

"You are a wall. An iron wall that protects me, my father, and all the followers of our Cult. Because of that unbreakable wall, we were able to resolve the matter safely. Thank you, all of you."

Geom Mugeuk offered his thanks with a formal clasped hands greeting, the first time he had ever done so.

The Demonic Army, their eyes filled with valor, returned the greeting in perfect unison to show their respect.

"We pledge our loyalty!"

Jang Ho gave his own final farewell.

"Then, I'll see you at the Cult!"

Jang Ho made sure to look after Seo Daeryong until the very end. He bowed with extra politeness toward Seo Daeryong, knowing the Dan sisters were watching.

"When you come to our Cult, let's have a drink. I'll buy."

"I'll send word when I get back. I promise!"

Seo Daeryong emphasized the word 'promise' with an expression that suggested he had much more he wanted to say. He felt so grateful that he, an unorthodox man, thought he should be the one buying the drinks. He resolved to drink with Jang Ho all night long.

And so, the Demonic Army departed, followed by Seo Daeryong's group, and finally Geom Mugeuk.

Only Kang Dal and his subordinates now remained. It felt as if a great storm had truly passed. The recent events had seemed like a dream, but the sudden emptiness made them feel even more surreal.

One of the subordinates watched the carriages disappear into the distance and commented.

"The Branch Manager showed us firsthand how to get to Headquarters, but it requires so many things."

To make something like that happen, you needed women on the run, the Sanzu Hall Director, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, the Demonic Army and its General, and even the Demon Supreme and the Demonic Cult Leader. Oh, and a well-prepared Branch Manager, too.

"We can't go. So please don't forget and be sure to come visit."

Kang Dal spoke as he headed back inside.

"You've all worked hard, so tonight, we'll have a company dinner!"

Everyone cheered and followed him in.


"I'll drive the carriage."

Having lived as a mercenary for a long time, she was naturally skilled at handling a carriage.

"No, it's alright."

When Seo Daeryong firmly refused, Dan Ah ended up taking a seat next to him in the driver's box. She couldn't bring herself to sit comfortably in the back while a high-ranking member of the Demonic Cult was driving.

"Your injuries haven't fully healed yet, so please go inside and rest comfortably."

"I'm fine. I can at least be your conversation partner."

Seo Daeryong was both grateful and happy that she sat beside him. The only problem was that he was far too nervous.

He couldn't even bring himself to look at her, keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead as he drove.

What should he say? Should he ask about her work as a mercenary? Or about her sisters? He worried that she would be annoyed if he tried to start a conversation.

All sorts of thoughts raced through Seo Daeryong's mind. His brilliant intellect was completely useless at the moment. If anything, it was just creating more distracting thoughts.

Dan Ah was the first to speak.

"You're a good carriage driver."

"......"

Seo Daeryong let out an awkward laugh. His gaze remained locked on the road ahead.

He might not look it, but he was a man who had driven the Cult Leader's carriage before. He skillfully put the techniques he learned from Hwi to use. He imagined that if Geom Mugeuk saw him now, he would tease him for driving with more care than he would for his own father.

But what was the point of being a good driver? He couldn't even manage to say a single word to her.

There were observers watching the two of them.

If they were on the outside, it would have been a crisis, but the observers were inside the carriage. Dan Bi and Dan Yeon were watching the pair through the small window between the driver's seat and the passenger cabin.

The two whispered to each other, venting their frustration.

"He's just staring ahead and driving the carriage."

"How can he be so clueless about a woman's heart? If she's sitting next to him, he should at least say something."

"Please, just look to the side!"

Once again, Dan Ah was the one to speak first.

"You seemed to be close with the Young Cult Leader."

If it had been any other topic, he might have been at a loss for words. But when the subject was Geom Mugeuk, he had plenty to say.

"He's the one who saved me from depression and pessimism. I will be loyal to him, even if it means sacrificing my life."

Dan Ah quickly covered the small opening behind the driver's seat with her hand.

She did it because the sound of her sisters' grumbling had leaked out.

She could guess what they were saying without even hearing it. They were probably complaining about how he was talking about dedicating his life to another man in front of a woman he was just getting to know.

"By any chance, do you have someone like that, Young Lady Dan?"

Dan Ah answered Seo Daeryong's question.

"Not yet. I'll have to find one in the future, right?"

As she spoke, Dan Ah glanced at Seo Daeryong. He was still staring straight ahead, focused on driving.

The clueless Seo Daeryong might not have known, but her sisters could tell what was on their Unnie's mind.

She definitely had feelings for Seo Daeryong. They weren't particularly perceptive either, but they thought a pure-hearted person like him wouldn't be so bad.

But this was the problem.

"He's a demon, is that okay?"

And he wasn't just any demon, but a high-ranking one.

As always, the youngest did not hesitate.

"If Unnie's happy, then I'm okay with it."

Dan Bi, the most cautious of the three, also nodded. For any other matter, she would have insisted they never get involved with the Demonic Cult. She believed that getting entangled with a demon always ended badly.

But this was for their Unnie's happiness.

After losing their parents at a young age, their Unnie had sacrificed her entire life for her younger sisters.

She had never even properly dated a man because of them. Even when a good man showed interest, their Unnie had always avoided it.

"For Unnie's sake, I could let her go."

Could she really endure a life without seeing her Unnie? She wasn't sure. It would probably be difficult. Nevertheless, if their Unnie could be happy, she would gladly accept that hardship.

Then, the youngest, Dan Yeon, spoke up.

"Why would we let her go?"

In response to Dan Bi's questioning look, Dan Yeon explained.

"We can just do the God of War in the Demonic Cult."

Dan Bi looked blank for a moment before a smile spread across her face. It was something she had never considered. Yes, her sister was right. They could just become demons too.

They peeked through the opening again to look at the front.

Please, look to the side!

After driving for a long while, Seo Daeryong suddenly spoke.

"I'm more shy than I look, and I'm not good at dealing with people."

As if to prove his point, Seo Daeryong's gaze was still fixed straight ahead.

"I've gotten this much better thanks to the Young Cult Leader's influence. The poem I recited that day, I just happened to have memorized it the day before."

He just said everything honestly.

Dan Ah did not answer.

Did I say something I shouldn't have?

Just as a wave of regret washed over Seo Daeryong, Dan Ah spoke calmly.

"I'm the one with plenty of tricks."

Surprised, Seo Daeryong turned to look at her.

"Since I've lived as a mercenary for a long time, I know how to use too many tricks. If the Director were to see me, he might be disappointed."

"No! That's not possible! I think you're great no matter what!"

Seeing the flustered Seo Daeryong, Dan Ah smiled.

"Please memorize another poem and recite it for me again."

Seo Daeryong's eyes trembled as he looked at her.

Just then!

THUD!

He was so focused on her that the carriage hit a stone on the ground and shook violently.

From behind them, her two sisters shouted.

"Look ahead!"


The carriage carrying Geom Mugeuk and Cho Hwi sped down the main road.

The carriage Geom Mugeuk had chosen was a small one. It couldn't carry luggage and only had room for two in the driver's seat, but it was exceptionally fast.

Half a day after they departed, Cho Hwi came to a conclusion.

This Young Cult Leader is special.

Having dealt with many men as clients, she prided herself on her ability to judge them, believing it was second to none.

However, he defied her expectations in more ways than one.

First, he drove the carriage too well. It wasn't just good, it was exceptional.

As if his only goal was to go fast, Geom Mugeuk focused solely on driving.

DUDUDUDUDU.

The carriage left the main road and entered a narrow path, one so tight that a single carriage filled it completely. Even on such a road, where a slight mistake would send them into a ditch, Geom Mugeuk drove skillfully.

She thought someone like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would only ride in high-class carriages driven by his subordinates.

Cho Hwi glanced down at the side of the carriage. They were staying on the path by a paper-thin margin.

The second special thing, and even more surprising than his driving skill, was his sense of direction.

Geom Mugeuk knew the roads too well. He would weave in and out of paths, rejoining the main road later. If a shortcut existed, he always took it to save time.

Is this a road he travels every day?

It was enough to make her wonder. But there was no way the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would have driven a carriage down this road every day.

Is he really the Young Cult Leader?

This was the reason for her suspicion, and at the same time, the third special thing.

"It's just the two of us going right now, right?"

As they sped along, she hadn't seen any bodyguards following them. She felt that even if they wanted to follow, they wouldn't be able to, given all the side paths they had taken.

"Yes, it's just us."

She had expected that answer, but Cho Hwi still looked at Geom Mugeuk with surprised eyes. She knew he was no ordinary person, but were they really going alone?

"I usually like to travel alone."

"Still, I thought you'd have at least a few bodyguards with you. You're a person of high status."

"It's my father's philosophy. The more precious something is, the less you should coddle it. Raise them to feel a sense of lack."

Of course, some parents might raise their children that way. But you're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, aren't you?

The fourth special thing was Geom Mugeuk's attitude toward her.

The Young Cult Leader never lost his manners.

If he knew she was a courtesan, he might have betrayed a hint of disdain in his tone or gaze. From the beginning until now, the more she felt there was something special about the Young Cult Leader, the more her suspicion grew. This was true even after seeing the Heavenly Demon and the Demon Supreme at the branch.

Are you really the Young Cult Leader? The Young Cult Leader acts as his own bodyguard? The Demonic Cult Leader allows that?

Suspicion gave birth to more suspicion.

Is he perhaps scheming to extract the information I have?

Right, it wouldn't hurt to be cautious, especially considering the importance of the information she possessed.

Cho Hwi tried to hide such negative thoughts and said with a bright expression.

"Then again, you probably don't need a bodyguard. How could anyone attack us when you're driving on such a complicated road?"

"They can."

"What?"

"Because we're not alone right now."

Cho Hwi gave him a look that asked what he meant. Then, surprising words came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"There is someone tailing us. They've been following us ever since we left the Branch."

Cho Hwi was startled.

"It's someone skilled in the art of pursuit."

The pursuer was so skilled that anyone less than a true master would not have noticed they were being followed.

"Does that mean they know that you, the Young Cult Leader, are taking me with you?"

"They might, or they might not."

The man was monitoring the outskirts of the branch before he started tailing them. With his father, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Demonic Army stationed there, the branch wasn't a place someone could just infiltrate to assess the situation.

So, he was watching from the outside, and when Cho Hwi came out, he began to tail her carriage.

Cho Hwi felt that the danger was not yet over.

In that case, the enemy could send people even stronger than the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

Realizing she was exposed to even greater danger, her nerves were on edge.

"Aren't you curious? About what it is that I know?"

Given the situation, it would be natural for him to urge her to reveal everything she knew.

"I am curious."

"Why don't you ask?"

"If you could have revealed it, you would have said it already."

Geom Mugeuk looked at her. His clear, deep eyes seemed to be looking right into her heart.

"I know that you, Young Lady Cho, are no ordinary courtesan."

For a moment, Cho Hwi flinched in surprise.

"What kind of ordinary courtesan would hire a mercenary to protect herself? What courtesan would try to keep a secret in a situation swarming with demons? You must be someone of special significance to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Or someone acting under her orders."

Cho Hwi said nothing.

Geom Mugeuk asked her in a calm tone.

"Do you remember when I said I was acquainted with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman?"

Cho Hwi nodded.

"Then it's time for you to ask me. How close I am with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

She repeated Geom Mugeuk's words back to him as a question.

"How close are you with the Pavilion Master?"

Then, unexpected words flowed from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"Even if the entire murim blocks this path, I will take you to the Pavilion Master. That's how close we are."

"!"

He himself could get hurt or nearly die fighting alongside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

But the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman could not.

Because she was the Smiling Demon's woman.

Only then did Cho Hwi understand. The reason Geom Mugeuk was taking her was because of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She let out a sigh of relief. Her biggest question had been answered.

"That's a relief, then. The information I have to deliver is absolutely necessary for the Pavilion Master."

Cho Hwi added with a cautious gaze.

"So, even if the entire murim blocks the way, please make sure you get me there."


Chapter 532: The Most Famous Mask in the Murim

The carriage pressed onward.

There was no opportunity to enjoy the view. Strange trees and flowers passed in a blur, and the scent of dust tickled Cho Hwi's nose.

Geom Mugeuk had told her they were still being followed, but Cho Hwi's heart felt more settled than before.

She sensed he was telling the truth when he promised to take her to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, even if the entire murim opposed them. After all, she was more skilled than anyone at spotting a man's lies.

Her eyes shifted toward Geom Mugeuk, who was guiding the carriage.

The longer she observed him, the more remarkable he appeared.

Just what is his history with the Pavilion Master?

Cho Hwi found herself wondering about the connection between this man and the Pavilion Master.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke without warning.

"It seems those bastards are in a hurry."

"Pardon?"

In that same instant, Geom Mugeuk seized her by the waist and jumped, launching her body into the air.

Cho Hwi was completely disoriented by the sudden flight. She could hear the sound of hidden weapons whizzing past her ears.

SHWISHSHWISHSHWISHSHWISHSHWISH!

The sound of objects embedding themselves followed.

THWAKTHWAKTHWAKTHWAKTHWAK!

For a moment, her vision was a flashing chaos of masked figures, the sky, trees, and the ground.

SHWAAAAAAK!

It was the first time she had ever heard the sound of sword qi erupting from a blade, especially from such a close distance.

THUD.

When Cho Hwi came to her senses, she was sitting in the carriage, which had now stopped.

She turned her head and saw the bodies of fallen masked men scattered around them. She had not witnessed how they died. The entire event had happened in a flash and was already over.

Geom Mugeuk was crouching down to inspect their bodies.

She started to get out of the carriage, but Geom Mugeuk spoke without looking back.

"Be careful getting down. They're coated in poison."

As if to confirm the recent events weren't a dream, several hidden weapons with gleaming, dark-blue blades were stuck in the carriage's side.

The delayed realization that dozens of these terrifying weapons had flown through the air, right where she and the Young Cult Leader had been, made her heart plummet.

A sudden fear that she might slip while climbing down and cut herself on a weapon made her sit back in her seat.

"This time, they've hired assassins."

Geom Mugeuk had already identified them as assassins from their movements during the attack. He had only checked the bodies to learn their affiliation, but he couldn't find any clues.

"The one trying to kill the Young Lady is determined to hide their identity."

First, they had hired a mercenary, and now they had hired assassins. The skills of these assassins were top-notch, just like the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad.

With enough wealth to hire such skilled people, they must have their own trustworthy masters. Yet they were trying to resolve this by using an outside sword. They were also using individuals who were almost impossible to trace.

After checking all the bodies, Geom Mugeuk returned to the carriage.

Cho Hwi could tell that Geom Mugeuk was letting the pursuers follow them to collect information about the enemy.

Wouldn't it be better to kill the pursuers and avoid the attacks to get there even a little sooner?

The thought occurred to her, but she didn't voice it. She had placed her trust in Geom Mugeuk, so she had to believe in him, even if she didn't know what he was believing in.

Before he climbed into the carriage, Geom Mugeuk held out his hand, and the hidden weapons embedded in the wood pulled themselves free. He then buried the poisoned weapons deep in the ground.

This was another moment where Cho Hwi saw something special in Geom Mugeuk. A typical martial artist would have just pulled them out and carelessly tossed them aside. He, however, was worried that someone might find them on the road and die.

The feeling that this was not an act left her confused. He was, after all, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Thank you for saving me."

Cho Hwi bowed her head and expressed her gratitude politely.

"Don't mention it. We'll be on our way then."

He could have joked or boasted, but Geom Mugeuk simply started driving the carriage again.

Cho Hwi watched Geom Mugeuk silently for a moment before taking a deep breath to steady herself. She had no idea when she might be flying through the sky again.

The second ambush came two nights later.

Cho Hwi was asleep near the campfire.

She wasn't sure how long she had been sleeping.

Something woke her, and she opened her eyes to a startling sight.

Blood was dripping onto her body. A masked figure stood before her, his throwing knife aimed at her throat.

And just ahead of the assassin, Geom Mugeuk's sword was buried in the man's heart.

Geom Mugeuk shoved the man's body, and it collapsed beside her.

"He was an assassin with incredible stealth and infiltration skills."

Geom Mugeuk inspected the corpse. He looked for clues about the organization that sent him, but the assassin had no tattoos or scars on his body.

She bowed her head politely.

"You've saved me again."

He had saved her thanks to the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. He had completely mastered the technique, and no presence, no matter how faint, could deceive it.

"You may be awake now, but you should get more sleep."

Geom Mugeuk buried the assassin's body.

Cho Hwi understood his reasoning. Geom Mugeuk didn't normally bury his enemies, but he was doing it for her. He couldn't let her sleep next to a corpse.

After sitting and watching the campfire for a while, she began a story she had never shared before.

"The Pavilion Master created an intelligence organization inside the Thousand Flower Palace. It's both a brothel and an intelligence network."

When people get drunk, they say all sorts of things. In that sense, no place is better for gathering information about the murim than a brothel.

"Of course, not all the courtesans handle information. The ones who do are called Secret Flowers. I'm a Secret Flower, too."

She revealed this secret as a sign of her newfound trust in the Young Cult Leader. It was a major decision for her to reveal it, but Geom Mugeuk's reaction was surprisingly calm.

"Did you perhaps already know?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at her question. He already knew. He was aware that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was gathering information about the murim for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He just hadn't known the detail that they were called Secret Flowers.

Now she could be certain. This Young Cult Leader truly had a deep connection with the Thousand Flower Palace.

"Go on and sleep. We'll be leaving early tomorrow."

"......"

A moment later, lying with her back toward him, she asked a question.

"The Pavilion Master will be alright, won't she?"

Since they were so determined to kill her, she was suddenly worried about the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's safety. Masters were protecting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but what if a skilled assassin like the one from earlier went after her?

She had been hoping for reassurance, but Geom Mugeuk's response struck her like a thunderbolt.

"They'll probably try to kill the Pavilion Master, too. They might have already tried."

Cho Hwi shot up, surprised.

"Do you really think so?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"If you can't kill the person trying to deliver the information, wouldn't you just kill the person receiving it?"

"!"

Cho Hwi turned pale and was speechless for a moment.

Then, she finally spoke in a loud voice.

"Hurry and go save the Pavilion Master!"

She was usually a calm person, but she grew agitated when the Pavilion Master's safety was on the line. Geom Mugeuk guessed she valued the Pavilion Master's life even more than her own.

"Please! Please go save the Pavilion Master! You said you were close enough to take me to her even if the entire murim stood in your way!"

In contrast, Geom Mugeuk was calm.

"That's right. I did."

"Then hurry and go! Don't worry about me. I'll hide somewhere and wait. Please, go save her."

Now, Geom Mugeuk explained the reason for his composure.

"You don't need to worry. I've already set a countermeasure in place."

"A countermeasure?"

Her surprised eyes trembled.

"She's that precious to me, do you think I would have just left her be? I'm not that optimistic of a person."

If he hadn't arranged a countermeasure, he would have carried her on his back and run using the Swift Step.

"The day I heard that the Young Lady intended to meet the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, I immediately sent an urgent messenger pigeon. So, we just need to focus on our task."

"To whom?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at her and offered a meaningful smile.

"There is someone. Someone I always want to see, no matter where they are or what they're doing."


A group of martial artists reached the Guizhou Thousand Flower Palace Headquarters.

Their movements were swift. Just as their exceptional martial arts were clear from their movement techniques, their cold eyes revealed their cruel nature.

They were known as the most ruthless mercenaries.

They were the Ghost Killer Squad, contract mercenaries made up of former assassins.

As ex-assassins, they felt no hesitation about killing people. They were cold-blooded men who would cut down a child blocking their path or a parent standing in their way. They were called the Ghost Killers because it was said they would kill even a ghost for money.

If the Seven Roads Pursuit Squad was the darkness among mercenaries who pursued people, then the Ghost Killer Squad held that position among mercenaries who killed people.

The man standing before them was the Ghost Killer Squad's captain, the leader of the Ghost Killers. He was a man supreme in both skill and cruelty, known for succeeding in all fifty of his assassinations when he was an assassin.

"Kill them all, courtesans and guests alike! Don't let a single one leave alive!"

Despite the Captain's command, the Ghost Killers showed no hint of killing intent. They also didn't seem to be looking forward to the slaughter that was about to begin.

For them, killing was routine, and what was about to happen was just a job. It was no different from ordinary people carrying luggage or selling goods.

One of the Ghost Killers looked at the brightly lit building and commented.

"What a perfect tune for the road to the afterlife!"

As if ignorant of the cruel intruders, the sound of cheerful music drifted from the Thousand Flower Palace building.

The Ghost Killers vaulted over the wall in unison.

They had expected to see a courtesan or a servant greeting guests, but the courtyard was empty.

Because of this, they ran quickly into the building without being seen.

The first floor of the Thousand Flower Palace was like a plaza. It had a central space surrounded on all sides by rooms for guests.

"We'll sweep from the first floor up!"

At the Ghost Killer Squad chief's order, the Ghost Killers threw open the first door.

Just as they were about to rush in and kill everyone inside, the Ghost Killer who opened the door flinched with surprise.

The moment the door opened, a strange sight greeted his eyes.

Men wearing white masks were sitting there.

What the hell? Who are these crazy bastards!

They were white masks with only eyeholes cut out. Their mouths were shaped like smiling crescent moons turned on their side. The shape of each crescent moon was slightly different.

The Ghost Killer was startled because the eyes visible through the smiling eyeholes were not smiling. The contrast was chilling.

"What? What are those things?"

Another Ghost Killer from behind spoke, and the one in front answered.

"Those are the masks the Faceless Warriors wear."

At the mention of "the Faceless Warriors," everyone's expression grew tense.

However, someone soon started laughing.

"Crazy!"

The mask of the Faceless Warriors was the most famous in the murim. It was a mask sold in the marketplace, one that always appeared when children had sword fights.

"Is today the Faceless Warriors' company dinner or something?"

The laughter spread through the group. They naturally assumed these weren't the real Faceless Warriors.

The Faceless Warriors were famous for never removing their masks in front of others. There was no way the Faceless Warriors would come to a place like a brothel.

"If you're coming here, you should have drilled a mouth-hole, not an eyehole!"

"They don't even accept courtesans, do they?"

Just then, the Ghost Killer Squad chief cut them off coldly from behind.

"Enough!"

At that single word, the laughter died on the Ghost Killers' faces. They were just about to rush in and cut the men to pieces.

"......"

The door right next to them opened.

Normally, a drunkard would have stumbled out, supported by a courtesan.

The Ghost Killers were startled once more.

Men wearing white masks were sitting there as well.

This time, no one spoke so carelessly.

Even though they saw the drawn swords, none of the masked men flinched.

Instead, their opponents sat silently, radiating an overwhelming presence. The eyes inside the wide-open eyeholes were all smiling.

What the hell? Who are these freaks!

It was eerie and unsettling, but until that moment, they had still thought, 'no way'.

SLIDE, SLIDE, SLIDE.

Doors began to open one after another. An astonishing scene unfolded as the surrounding doors opened in sequence. In every room, there were masked figures sitting.

The music that had been echoing suddenly stopped.

In the silence, the masked Faceless Warriors all looked at the Ghost Killers in unison. Because the expressionless masks had only eyeholes, the sight of them staring was incomparably bizarre and chilling.

The Ghost Killers gathered in the center. They had taken a step back without realizing it, overwhelmed by their opponents' presence. This was the first time they had felt such fear since they started operating as the Ghost Killer Squad.

The Ghost Killer Squad chief drew his sword. A fight was all about momentum.

"There's no way they're the real Faceless Warriors. Kill all these bastards pretending to be demonic practitioners!"

In that very instant!

"......"

The sound of a single, cool gust of wind reached their ears.

A dull thud followed at the same time.

The Ghost Killers looked toward the source of the sound.

In that moment, the Ghost Killers' eyes widened in shock.

All eyes were on the Ghost Killer Squad chief.

The Ghost Killer Squad chief looked at the Ghost Killers with an expression that seemed to ask, 'Why are you looking at me?'

DRIP.

A hot liquid trickled from his forehead down his face.

The Ghost Killer Squad chief touched his forehead. There was a hole in it.

"Shit!"

Leaving only that one word behind, the Ghost Killer Squad chief fell backward and died.

The Ghost Killers were horrified. An attack had flown at him that the Ghost Killer Squad chief, with all his skill, couldn't even try to dodge? They couldn't believe what they were seeing.

Who on earth?

The horrified Ghost Killers looked around. All the white masks facing them were smiling.

Just then, one of the Ghost Killers pointed somewhere with a trembling voice.

"...There!"

In the distance, there was a single room whose door had not opened.

A single hole was pierced through that closed door.


Chapter 533: He Looks Better at Talking Than Martial Arts

A single phrase came from one of the Ghost Killers.

"...The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

The Ghost Killers knew the truth. They understood that these were the genuine Faceless Warriors and the man in that room was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Only he could have killed the leader of the Ghost Killer Squad with a single attack from such a distance and through a closed door.

Martial artists were afraid of the Demon Supremes, but they were especially terrified of the Poison King, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Their reasons for this fear were different for each one. They feared the Poison King because he could massacre countless attackers without giving them a chance to retaliate. They feared the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme because he could force them to kill their own comrades before they died themselves.

Members of the orthodox sects were more afraid of these two Demon Supremes than those from the unorthodox sects. It wasn't death they feared, but the complete helplessness of the experience.

The villains of the unorthodox sects, however, feared the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon more. They were well aware of the terrible acts they themselves could commit. But the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the very pinnacle of that evil, a man who carried the title of extreme evil.

As if signaled, three Ghost Killers threw themselves toward the entrance at the same time. They attempted to escape without looking back.

SHOOONG!

Another finger qi bullet shot forward. A single projectile pursued them. With three men fleeing, it seemed it could only strike one.

SHREEEEEEK!

The finger qi bullet split into three separate strands at the last possible moment.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The three Ghost Killers collapsed to the ground, their necks, heads, and hearts pierced.

One of the Ghost Killers pointed at the door again.

"...There!"

Everyone's gaze snapped to the still-closed door. It was astounding that he had hit his targets without seeing them, and it was equally astounding that a single finger qi bullet had split apart at the very end.

But the most surprising fact of all was that there was still only one hole.

He had fired another finger qi bullet through the same hole he used to kill their leader, killing three more men. This meant the projectile had curved as it chased them.

They felt a mix of helplessness and terror. In the face of that single technique, their desperate will to grit their teeth and survive was extinguished.

These were the emotions their targets should have been feeling. This was the terror the courtesans and guests who were meant to die here should have felt.

SEUEUK.

At that moment, the Faceless Warriors in the room all rose from their seats as one.

The terrified Ghost Killers now had to confront a new horror. The Faceless Warriors who stood up were all pointing their fingers at them.

"You sons of bitches!"

As if cued by someone's despairing curse.

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

Finger qi bullets rained down on them from every direction, weaving together like a spider's web.

These raining projectiles were the Evil Shadow Finger, the technique the Faceless Warriors learned. Once a warrior officially becomes a successor, they learn the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger.

The Faceless Warriors present today were some of the most skilled from the Valley of Evil. Because of this, the Ghost Killers, who had already lost their will to fight, couldn't block the attacks that poured in from all sides.

THWACKTHWACKTHWACKTHWACKTHWACK!

The remaining Ghost Killers all collapsed, their bodies riddled with holes like porcupines.

In that moment, the infamous freelance group of former assassins, the Ghost Killer Squad, was wiped from the world.

Only then did the last closed door begin to open slowly.

There sat the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, the Ghost Killers' target for the day.

She still gave off a strange atmosphere that could only be felt from her. A dizzying feeling, as if she could perceive a person's destiny, flowed from her calm eyes.

Sitting beside her was a person who was her opposite but complemented her well.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, smiling brightly.

Though many masks were in this space, he, seated next to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, had an overwhelming presence.

His gaze was deeper than before, and his level of martial arts had ascended another step.

The Blood Calamity Finger he had just demonstrated was also different from the old Blood Calamity Finger.

It was once a single finger qi bullet, but now he could divide it into multiple strands.

His internal arts had improved greatly due to the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng that Geom Mugeuk had given him, but an even greater reason was a recent shift in his state of mind.

In his room, which had previously contained only white walls, a bed, a desk, and a chair were now placed.

One's life must change for their martial arts to change.

He too was experiencing this great principle of martial arts.

Not only the Blood Calamity Finger but also his other unique martial art, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, was taking on a different form than before.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman poured alcohol into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's cup. He wouldn't remove his mask to drink in a place like this, but for that exact reason, it was an even more significant act.

She was, after all, the only woman who would pour a drink for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"The smell of blood will soak in," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon commented.

To his words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman replied with a smile, "The scent of women's powder tends to erase the smell of blood quickly."

How could the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon not know?

In the murim, the more dangerous scent wasn't that of blood, but of women's powder.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had everyone from the upper floor come down.

All the courtesans and people who worked at the brothel descended to the lower floor.

Before clearing the bodies, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman first showed her gratitude.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman got up from her seat and came forward. She stood before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and bowed with respect. Since very few people knew of the relationship between the two, this was a very formal gesture.

"I will not forget the grace you have shown in saving my life, Demon Supreme."

The courtesans who had come down formed a circle and bowed to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors around them.

"Thank you for saving us."

If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon hadn't come, everyone here would have died.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just gave a single nod.

"Clean up the bodies."

At the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's order, the men working at the brothel started to remove the bodies. The courtesans brought buckets of water and rags and began to wipe the blood away. One might expect them to be scared, but the courtesans of the Headquarters, who had endured all kinds of trials, were brave.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon poured her a cup of alcohol.

After she drank the alcohol, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke softly so that only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could hear.

"Thank you, Orabeoni."

"I was only able to come because the Young Cult Leader sent word. You should give your thanks to the Young Cult Leader when he arrives."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said with a smile, "Still, the one who rushed here to save me wasn't the Young Cult Leader. It was you, Orabeoni."

The two eyes within his mask's eyeholes smiled.

Of course, she was also grateful to Geom Mugeuk. How could she not be grateful for a message that saved her life? She had only said that to show her greater gratitude to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Was that the only reason she was grateful to Geom Mugeuk?

The way the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at her had changed. This didn't mean his gaze had grown more affectionate.

She could see from his eyes that the person known as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had changed.

She could sense that this change was altering the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's destiny. The change didn't feel bad at all.

"To mobilize the Ghost Killer Squad means you've provoked some very rich bastards."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded quietly.

She had recently been expanding the Thousand Flower Palace across the Central Plains. At the same time, she had been training quick-witted and smart courtesans as Secret Flowers.

It wasn't yet certain if this incident was because of the Thousand Flower Palace's expansion or because of information a Secret Flower had obtained. She would probably find out once Cho Hwi arrived.

"The Young Cult Leader will be alright, won't he?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"You don't need to worry about him at all."

Yeo Jong said with a smile. She was looking after her man's pride and morale until the very end.

"I'm not worried about this side at all."

In the meantime, all the bodies were cleared away and the blood was wiped clean.

The courtesans and workers all returned upstairs.

SREUK! SREUREUK! SREUREUK!

The doors to all the rooms started to close one after another.

The door to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room, which had opened last, was also the last to close.

As if nothing had occurred, the sound of cheerful music began to fill the establishment once more.


A carriage was stopped not far from the Thousand Flower Palace.

The person inside the carriage was Seo Danmyeong.

He was the one who had designed this pursuit and ambush.

Just then, his subordinate, Jaein, got into the carriage and reported, "The Ghost Killers who entered the Thousand Flower Palace have not come out."

Seo Danmyeong's gaze moved from Jaein back to the distant building of the Thousand Flower Palace.

He had been sure that no matter how much the Thousand Flower Palace was the best brothel of the era, expanding its branches across the Central Plains, it wouldn't be able to repel the Ghost Killer Squad.

"Are we dealing with some invincible courtesans or something?"

Normally, Jaein would have laughed at Seo Danmyeong's joke even if it wasn't funny, but he couldn't today. The situation was very bad.

"We've also lost contact with those who went in to investigate."

Of course, Seo Danmyeong knew very well why this job wasn't going smoothly.

"Did the Demonic Cult send support?"

"It seems so."

"They shouldn't have had enough time to prepare, though."

"They moved faster than we did."

That meant the opponent had made the correct judgment.

"When I heard the request to kill a courtesan, I had a bad feeling about it."

At Seo Danmyeong's regret, Jaein wanted to ask.

Then why did you take the job? Why are you pushing this so hard?

This time, Seo Danmyeong asked about Cho Hwi's situation.

"Anyway, nothing good ever comes from getting tangled up with those bastards from the Demonic Cult. So? When will she arrive?"

"At the earliest, tomorrow night. At the latest, the day after tomorrow."

"There's no time."

I never thought the assassins would fail in their ambush one after another. I was told the person bodyguarding her was a single young man.

Of course, I assumed that person was a master from the Demonic Cult, but I never imagined he would be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would never bodyguard a courtesan alone.

"What are your thoughts?"

"I think we should pull out of this job now."

"If I did that, my reputation would plummet. No one would entrust us with work in the future."

He was not an ordinary freelance contractor.

Seo Danmyeong called himself the Webspinner.

The one who weaves the web.

The one who makes thorough plans and orchestrates events.

He didn't just kill people. He persuaded people, mediated between two warring sects, and resolved and managed incidents and accidents. Of course, there were also jobs like this mission, where he had someone killed.

That was why he called his work an art.

He didn't act directly.

When he needed to pursue someone, he hired a martial artist specializing in tracking, and when he needed to kill, he used assassin organizations and mercenaries to handle the job.

Clients who hired him found this convenient.

They didn't have to deal directly with rough and cruel assassins or mercenaries.

Also, once the contract fee was set, he would see the job through to the end, no matter how many times he failed. Of course, the price was very high to begin with.

No matter what, he always achieved his objective. The only thing required was a reasonable amount of money.

His subordinate, Jaein, knew that Seo Danmyeong was not the type of person to take on a job of tracking and killing a mere courtesan. He must have received the job from someone he could not refuse, or been offered an amount of money he could not turn down.

"Who on earth requested this?"

Jaein was usually the type to silently do as Seo Danmyeong ordered, but this time, he was curious.

Seo Danmyeong, perhaps understanding Jaein's feelings, answered with these words instead of getting angry.

"It's someone who absolutely does not want their identity revealed."

Jaein was curious about the client, but Seo Danmyeong said no more.

"I've brought someone along just in case. In the end, this job is going to be a huge loss."

That meant he had prepared a martial artist with a very high price tag. Who could it be? Fortunately, that question could be answered.

"This time there will be no mistake, so go with him."


"We should arrive at the Thousand Flower Palace tomorrow."

At the thought of finally being able to see the Pavilion Master, Cho Hwi's heart pounded.

"It's all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader. I don't know how I can ever repay this kindness."

Geom Mugeuk replied with a smile, "You've already repaid the kindness."

"......"

Of course, the choice to visit the Sojibu was Dan Ah's decision, but in any case, because they came to our Cult, I was able to meet you, and as a result, I could send word to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Just then, two people were blocking the road far ahead.

Geom Mugeuk slowed the carriage.

They were two men, and the younger one was Jaein.

Jaein looked at Geom Mugeuk, then spoke calmly to the man beside him.

"You just need to kill the man. I'll take care of the woman."

Even if he was a Demonic Cult master who had dealt with assassins, this felt like using a butcher's knife to catch a rabbit. He never imagined Seo Danmyeong would have prepared this person.

"You mean that fellow who looks like he's better at talking than at martial arts?"

Jaein was inwardly puzzled.

He looks like he's good at talking? Why would he say that? Can a master of this level see through to such inner qualities? But it's not like he's discerning good from evil.

"How did you know he talks a lot?"


Chapter 534: Everything Becomes Routine with the Young Cult Leader

Jaein stared intently at Geom Mugeuk's face.

That face looks talkative?

Jaein was surprised by how young and handsome his opponent was, but the man next to him was seeing something he had not.

"Look at those eyes."

As the man instructed, Jaein looked into Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

They were clear and deep, unlike those of a demonic practitioner.

"Aren't those the eyes of a meddler who would stick his nose into all sorts of murim affairs?"

"...Is that so?"

"For instance, they're the kind of wicked eyes that would lead the perfectly fine successor of the Evil Alliance into a dance."

Why was the successor of the Evil Alliance suddenly being mentioned? A dance? What kind of dance?

Jaein stared at the man with a bewildered expression. He hadn't realized this person was so eccentric. If he could have his way, he would have liked to say, 'Stop with the nonsense and just kill him already,' but this wasn't an opponent he could dare say such things to.

"Now that you mention it, he does look very talkative and wicked."

When Jaein humored him, the man laughed loudly as if he was greatly relieved.

At that, Geom Mugeuk, who had only been listening, asked Cho Hwi beside him.

"What do you think? Have I been talkative on our journey so far?"

"No, you've been taciturn."

Even as she answered, Cho Hwi was tense. For their opponent to block their path so openly, unlike before, meant he was confident in his skills, did it not?

Yet for some reason, the two men were only exchanging a strange conversation.

"Did you hear that? I'm originally a quiet person. But everyone else is so bad at talking. They should just say what they want to say, but they bottle it up inside, postpone it for later... it's so frustrating, how can I not speak up? They say silence is the best way to avoid misunderstandings, but isn't everyone causing misunderstandings because they don't speak properly? The Young Alliance Chairman is a perfect example. When he's quiet, doesn't he give the impression that he's contemplating who to kill? But when you actually hear him talk, he's so cute. And..."

"Enough!"

At the man's shout, Geom Mugeuk closed his mouth.

Jaein was inwardly flustered by the unexpected situation. He had never dreamed that he would come here with this man to kill this guy, only to end up having a conversation like this. And who was this Young Alliance Chairman he kept mentioning?

In any case, at least one thing was certain.

He really was a talkative one!

Jaein spoke carefully to the man.

"Please hurry and kill that talkative man to shut him up."

The man then let out a light sigh and said.

"I can't do that."

Jaein was shocked by the refusal.

"What do you mean by that?"

The person who answered his question was Geom Mugeuk.

"We know each other. We're even close."

"Close, my foot!"

The man was none other than the Evil Eccentric of the Seven Evil Masters.

The last time they had seen each other was at the three-party conference, and now they met again like this.

From the Evil Eccentric's vehement denial, Jaein could feel it.

The two of them are close!

Jaein was overcome with a sense of failure. Who on earth was that young man?

"What are you doing here?"

"What do you think? I came to kill you," Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"Then kill me."

The Evil Eccentric stared silently at Geom Mugeuk for a moment.

"It's gotten even harder to kill you now."

He had noticed from Geom Mugeuk's gaze and aura that his skills had risen even further.

"I was asked to kill one demonic practitioner. I was promised enough money to spend lavishly for the rest of my life. A pity. It was a chance to get rich."

That was not the truth.

He had taken on this job because of Geom Mugeuk. He figured that if a demonic practitioner was strong enough to require his intervention, they must have a deep connection to Geom Mugeuk. He wanted to find out who they were trying to kill. He had intended to stop them beforehand.

But he had never dreamed that the demonic practitioner would be Geom Mugeuk himself.

"Bodyguarding a courtesan alone? That's so like you."

The Evil Eccentric asked Jaein.

"Do you know who that talkative-looking man is?"

"Who is he?"

"That man is the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult."

"!"

Jaein was startled. The young master escorting a courtesan was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? That talkative man? Impossible!

However, the expression on the Evil Eccentric's face as he looked at him held no trace of falsehood. There was no reason for him to lie after following them all this way.

"No matter how much I love money, you wouldn't really ask me to kill the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, would you?"

Jaein could finally understand. Why this job had gone so wrong. Why the net of the Webspinner, who could handle much more difficult tasks with artistry, had such gaping holes in it.

Jaein respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting.

"I failed to recognize a person of your stature."

His chest felt tight and his mind became a complicated mess, but he forced himself to remain calm. The only fortunate thing was that the Young Cult Leader was truly young.

I'm a person learning to design conspiracies from the Webspinner. Let's be calm.

Youth was always accompanied by immaturity and mistakes. There had to be an opening.

The Evil Eccentric pitied him, having guessed his thoughts.

He is a man who casts a net ten, a hundred times larger than the one you cast. If you knew who was in that net, you would never have committed such an act in the first place.

Geom Mugeuk asked Jaein in a gentle tone.

"Are you the one who planned this?"

His attitude seemed so unlike a demonic practitioner that Jaein still couldn't believe he was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"I'm still in the process of learning."

"From whom?"

It was at that very moment, as Jaein hesitated to answer.

The Evil Eccentric said to Geom Mugeuk.

"There is a person called the Webspinner."

He had not expected the Evil Eccentric to reveal the mastermind so readily.

Jaein tried to find a way to survive by provoking the Evil Eccentric.

"For the Elder's sake, wouldn't this be against propriety?"

He had said it to guide the situation toward being spared, hoping the man would feel sorry.

The Evil Eccentric looked at him, smiled, and said.

"My name contains both 'eccentric' and 'evil'. Are you trying to lecture me on propriety? And my relationship with the Webspinner is about money, not propriety."

From these words, Jaein could be certain. The Evil Eccentric would absolutely never attack the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Who did you send to the Thousand Flower Palace?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Jaein flinched for a moment.

"How did you know?"

"I asked who you sent."

His gaze and tone were calm, but Jaein felt fear. They had intended to wipe out the Thousand Flower Palace's Headquarters, where the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was planning to take the courtesan.

"I sent the Ghost Killer Squad."

Hearing the name Ghost Killer Squad, Cho Hwi's heart sank. It was a name she had heard many times from her guests. Every time she heard of the deeds committed under that name, she had frowned and felt a sense of dread. And that Ghost Killer Squad had been sent after her Pavilion Master.

In contrast to her agitated heart, Geom Mugeuk simply nodded once and did not ask any more.

"Why don't you ask about the result?"

The moment Jaein decided he had to use the Thousand Flower Palace as a hostage to survive this situation.

"Isn't it because they failed that you had to mobilize this Senior here?"

Jaein could finally feel it. Although his opponent was asking gently, he was seeing right through him and the situation.

"Do you want to live?"

"I want to live. No, I wish to live."

Jaein acted as politely as he possibly could.

"Who is the mastermind who commissioned this job?"

"They didn't tell me. It's the truth!"

"Where is the Webspinner now?"

He could not answer. If he betrayed the Webspinner, he would surely suffer extreme pain before dying a miserable death. The Webspinner he knew was that kind of person. He was a man who would first weave a tight net to ensnare any traitors.

"Are you scared of the Webspinner but not me?"

"That's not it."

"Well, this is when I need our Young Alliance Chairman's face. If that friend were here, you wouldn't have been able to take me so lightly."

Bi Sayin, who was not present, was being brought up again.

"But fortunately, there's someone at the Thousand Flower Palace who is even scarier than the Young Alliance Chairman."

It was at that moment, as Jaein's eyes widened with a look of confusion.

Geom Mugeuk flicked a finger qi bullet, sealing his inner arts and pressing his blood points.

Geom Mugeuk loaded the sleeping Jaein onto the back of the carriage. It was a small carriage with almost no space for luggage, but there was enough room to lay Jaein down.

"Will you come with us?"

"Who's there?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly swiped a hand from his forehead down to his chin, then drew a smile.

The Evil Eccentric could tell that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was there.

The Evil Eccentric waved his hands and even shook his head, saying he detested Demon Supremes.

"See you next time."

As he was about to leave, Geom Mugeuk said to him.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"I know you deliberately accepted their request because of me."

The Evil Eccentric answered without turning back.

"I told you it was for the money. Stop talking about it, it makes my stomach hurt to think about it."

The Evil Eccentric then leaped away and vanished.

Watching him go, Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly.

Why am I so talkative, you ask? Wasn't it so I could meet you in a situation like this today?

Because they had come to know each other's true feelings, the Evil Eccentric had come out to help him today. If he had been taciturn with him, how would they have ever understood each other's hearts?

In these times when cutting off relationships was becoming easier and easier, this was still the reason why Geom Mugeuk was so talkative.

"Well, shall we go too?"

"......"

Cho Hwi silently watched Geom Mugeuk drive the carriage.

The Evil Eccentric, the Ghost Killer Squad. Those fearsome names were turning into everyday names when they came to this Young Cult Leader.

And another conclusion she had reached.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was not a talkative man. This image of him silently driving the carriage while looking straight ahead suited him far more than the talkative image he had shown earlier.


At last, the two of them arrived at the Thousand Flower Palace.

Up ahead, the figures of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Yeo Jong, could be seen.

Seeing that her Pavilion Master, whom she had worried about, was safe, tears welled up in Cho Hwi's eyes.

"Pavilion Master!"

Upon seeing Yeo Jong, Cho Hwi was about to perform a deep bow on the spot. But Yeo Jong came over first and pulled her up by the hand.

Yeo Jong led her over and sat her down in her own seat. Then she brought water and had her drink it.

"First, drink some water. Slowly."

"Yes, Pavilion Master."

After calming the agitated woman, Yeo Jong checked her body.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine."

Despite her answer, Yeo Jong calmly examined her body. It was obvious she would say she wasn't hurt even if she was, so she was checking her thoroughly herself.

She could have asked about the information first, but she took care of Cho Hwi's body first.

Naturally, the look in Cho Hwi's eyes as she gazed at her Pavilion Master deepened.

"You did this for me that day, too."

"That day?"

"The day you saved my life."

Yeo Jong had saved her when she was being sold off to the Outer Regions due to her father's gambling debts. It was truly a chance encounter on the road.

At that time, Yeo Jong had made her sit down and drink water just like today, as she was crying and resisting, pushing away the men's arms and refusing to go. After calming her down, she had asked for the whole story.

Yeo Jong paid off Cho Hwi's debt on the spot and then went on her way.

If she had made her work at the Thousand Flower Palace after saving her, Cho Hwi would not have respected Yeo Jong so much.

"As you left, you told me. Since my parents abandoned me, I should no longer be tied to my family. You told me to leave home and live with my own dream."

That day, Cho Hwi had followed Yeo Jong. Even when told she would become a courtesan if she followed, she had entrusted her fate to Yeo Jong.

"Did I say that?"

Although she said that, Yeo Jong remembered that day vividly.

"It wasn't me who saved you, but fate that saved you."

That fate was continuing to this very day, in this very place.

"You've worked hard coming here."

The moment she heard those words, the tears Cho Hwi had been holding back streamed down her face. It was nothing short of a miracle that she had made it here alive.

"Are you alright, Pavilion Master?"

"I am fine. Don't we have people protecting us over there?"

Only then did Cho Hwi look around. All around, the Faceless Warriors were standing and guarding the brothel.

When the two of them arrived, those who had been in the room came out and began to guard the place. Their mission had changed.

"Don't tell me, are those people...?"

Cho Hwi knew as well. She knew who wore those masks.

Naturally, her gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who were conversing a short distance away.

Then that person must be the fearsome Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

It was the first time Cho Hwi had seen the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Was it because she was thinking of him as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? The smiling white mask felt particularly terrifying.

The sight of Geom Mugeuk smiling brightly in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon felt surreal. She felt it once again, that all danger becomes routine once it passes through the Young Cult Leader.

"If it weren't for the Young Cult Leader over there, I would have died."

Yeo Jong smiled faintly.

The same was true for us here.

Cho Hwi's words continued.

"The Young Cult Leader said that he's so close to you, Pavilion Master, that he would break through the entire murim if it stood in his way to find you."

At that, Yeo Jong's gaze shifted to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"It's not because of me, but because of him."

From the look in Yeo Jong's eyes as she gazed at him, Cho Hwi could feel the depth of their relationship. It was a woman's intuition.

Ah!

Now she understood. What it meant that he came not for Yeo Jong, but for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Since Yeo Jong has a deep relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Young Cult Leader must have rushed over for the Pavilion Master!

Cho Hwi, who had been watching the two, turned back to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. It was now time to deliver the reason she had risked her life to come here.

"I have something to tell you, Pavilion Master."

She spoke in a low voice, so only the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman could hear.

"A major incident that will turn the murim upside down is going to happen at the Thousand Flower Palace!"

She lowered her voice even more.

"And the person who will cause that incident... is you, Pavilion Master."


Chapter 535: You Should Have Been Prepared for This When You Messed with Us

"That's also why I couldn't tell anyone."

This matter was deeply connected to the Thousand Flower Palace and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She had been afraid that if she misspoke, an even greater disaster would strike the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

She expected the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to be shocked, but surprisingly, she did not seem greatly shaken.

Yes, a woman destined to love the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would certainly face such a storm without flinching.

"I'm going to tell those two now and discuss this with them. Is that okay with you?"

In reality, it was permission Yeo Jong didn't need. Yet she asked for it from Cho Hwi, the woman who had risked her life to deliver this information.

Cho Hwi understood this was how the Pavilion Master treated her subordinates. The Pavilion Master likely had no idea how much comfort and strength a simple, easily overlooked phrase like that could provide to those who served her.

Yeo Jong and Cho Hwi went to Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The two men were in the middle of a conversation.

"It would've been great if you could have tasted my father's fish dish too, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon couldn't help but smile as he remembered the Cult Leader cooking fish after losing a string of bets.

"It was more enjoyable than any other journey I've ever taken."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took Geom Mugeuk's words as a joke.

"I'm disappointed. I thought the journey we had together was the best."

"Records are meant to be broken. Let's go on a journey together again."

Just then, Yeo Jong interjected.

"It might not be as good as that fish dish, but I'm quite a cook myself."

It was her way of asking them to include her on that journey.

Even after learning she was to become the main figure in an event that would rock the murim, she could still make a joke so naturally. It was another reminder of what a reliable shield these two men were in her life.

"Of course, you must come with us."

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shook his head playfully, as if only the two of them would go, Geom Mugeuk gave her a look that promised, 'I will escort you, just trust me'.

It was in moments like these that Yeo Jong felt the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had changed. Joking like this in such a situation was something he never would have done in the past.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Yeo Jong and offered a formal greeting.

"Have you been well, Pavilion Master?"

He had allowed her to reunite with Cho Hwi first while he spoke with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Only now was he properly greeting her.

"More than just well. The Young Cult Leader sent word ahead, which saved my life. You saved not only me, but everyone in this pavilion."

"That must be thanks to the Smiling Demon, who came and protected you."

"My Orabeoni gives the credit to the Young Cult Leader, and the Young Cult Leader gives the credit to my Orabeoni. Then how about I accept help from both of you this time?"

With that, she smoothly relayed the information Cho Hwi had just shared.

After hearing the story, Geom Mugeuk's expression grew hard.

Now that the enemies were revealed to be targeting the Thousand Flower Palace and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he knew he must handle this matter with more caution and decisiveness than any other.

"To say the person committing the incident is the Pavilion Master must mean they intend to frame you for the crime, Pavilion Master."

The three of them nodded in agreement with Geom Mugeuk's assessment.

"How did you obtain this information?"

Cho Hwi answered Geom Mugeuk's question.

"Even a heavy secret that can withstand the fear of death and torture sometimes can't overcome the effects of alcohol."

She did not elaborate further. The truth of the information she had obtained was already proven by the ones who had chased her.

"I sincerely ask that you both protect the Pavilion Master."

Cho Hwi bowed deeply to Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. When she had first fled, her heart was filled with anxiety. She had been trapped in an ominous feeling that even if she delivered the news, the Pavilion Master might still be killed by those bastards.

However, things were different now.

She glanced around. The formidable Faceless Warriors, terrifying just to look at, stood guard everywhere.

Her gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. She had learned enough about what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was on her journey here.

Then, looking at the cold smile on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's pure white mask, a thought naturally surfaced.

Shouldn't you be the ones who are more scared now?

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Cho Hwi.

"Leave this matter to us now and get some rest."

"Yes! I will."

After cheerfully saying goodbye to the two men, she looked at Yeo Jong one last time.

Yeo Jong told her.

"If I live, it will be thanks to you."

Cho Hwi then repeated the words Yeo Jong had once said to her.

"No, what saved the Pavilion Master must have been fate. The warm fate of you saving a young girl who was being sold off."

She gave a deep bow and then withdrew.

As she was walking away, she turned back to ask a question.

"Can I have a drink? I've held back for so long."

"You can drink it all."

At Yeo Jong's words, her departing steps felt light. Her job was finally over.

Watching her leave, Geom Mugeuk said to Yeo Jong.

"That's a good connection."

"As you can see, I'm quite blessed with good people."

As she spoke, she glanced toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just stood there silently. Feeling as if she had been the only one showing her affection, Yeo Jong asked about someone else.

"Is the pretty heart doing well?"

"She should be doing well."

"It seems you've left your heart far away."

"It's because I hope for it to become a heart that is both pretty and strong."

Come to think of it, Yeo Jong had told Lee Ahn she would become a precious person.

Lee Ahn, are you doing well?

After they had exchanged greetings from their long-awaited reunion, Geom Mugeuk asked her.

"Regarding this matter, do you have any suspicions about who might be involved?"

Yeo Jong shook her head.

"No."

She was someone who had quietly built the Thousand Flower Palace without getting involved in the murim's affairs.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze naturally shifted to one person. It was Jaein, who lay collapsed with his acupoints sealed.

"Who is that man?"

Geom Mugeuk answered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question.

"He is a subordinate of the one in charge of pursuing Young Lady Cho. It's a situation that requires a very scary person to make him open his mouth."

A cold laugh escaped from the empty eyeholes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You won't have to look far."


Jaein regained consciousness and opened his eyes.

Ah! I was captured by the Young Cult Leader, wasn't I?

He recalled Geom Mugeuk sealing his acupoints.

He was going on about some strange Young Alliance Chairman.

As he surveyed his surroundings, Jaein flinched. He finally noticed someone standing in the room with him, their back turned as they looked out the window.

"Where have you brought me?"

Jaein assumed the man was Geom Mugeuk.

"No matter how much you pressure me, there are things I can and cannot do. The person I serve places great importance on protecting a client's secret. So even if you go to him, you won't be able to find out who the client is...!"

Just then, the door opened and Geom Mugeuk walked in. Jaein was startled to see him.

"What are you talking about? Did you two get friendly already?"

At that, the man who had his back to the window slowly turned around.

The moment he saw him, Jaein's eyes widened. That mask, with the Young Cult Leader? He knew at a glance who it was.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

After blurting out the name, he was so startled that he quickly covered his mouth. The hand over his mouth trembled as a chill ran down his spine.

No matter how tough one acted, the being known as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon instilled a fundamental fear in any martial artist. It was the terror of extreme evil, the fear that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wouldn't just kill you, but would do so horribly.

He remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said just before he passed out. That a truly terrifying person had come to the Thousand Flower Palace. So that person was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly approached, stared down at Jaein, and asked coldly.

"Were you the one who sent the Ghost Killer Squad to the Thousand Flower Palace?"

Jaein felt a sense of crisis, as if his entire body would be torn apart the moment he said yes.

"I wasn't."

"Then who was it?"

For a moment, Jaein could not speak.

Just then, his eyes met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's. The instant he met those eyes inside the mask's holes, Jaein felt a terror he had never known. It wasn't just fear because his opponent was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The eyes he saw now were terrifying in themselves. His will crumbled instantly, and only the instinct to survive remained.

"The one I serve sent them!"

He hadn't pointed a finger at his eyes or inflicted any pain, but in the end, Jaein could not overcome the terror that the existence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon inspired.

Still, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waited silently for his next words.

"I will take you to him!"

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walk back to the window and turn his back to them.

Geom Mugeuk approached Jaein.

"I understand. Even I, the Young Cult Leader, am scared of him, so how much more so for you?"

Jaein let out a long sigh.

"He will never reveal the client. He's a man who is pathologically obsessed with upholding that principle."

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was looking out the window, spoke suddenly.

"No matter what kind of man he is, he will eventually talk."

After a short pause, he added with absolute certainty.

"Because the Young Cult Leader will be handling the plan this time."


Seo Danmyeong did not remain in one place.

He moved around constantly in a carriage and always chose the meeting location.

Today, the carriage was parked in an alley that overlooked the Thousand Flower Palace, in the opposite direction from the day before.

Jaein boarded the carriage and reported in a low voice.

"I have failed."

For a moment, Seo Danmyeong's face twitched.

"Are you saying the Evil Eccentric couldn't kill him?"

"No, he didn't even try to fight. They knew each other."

Jaein delivered the truth.

"The man acting as the gisaeng's bodyguard was none other than the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

The first emotion Seo Danmyeong felt was not surprise, but relief.

Of course!

It was as if all the questions that had burdened him during this task were answered at once. When he heard that even the Evil Eccentric had failed, his world had truly gone dark.

However, hearing the words 'the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult' was like a light shining into that darkness.

I'm not a failure! I just had rotten luck.

A suspicion naturally followed.

There's no way the Young Cult Leader would have just let him go, right?

When a chill flickered in Seo Danmyeong's eyes as he looked at him, Jaein spoke honestly.

"Yes, I've brought the grim reapers with me. This carriage is also under surveillance right now."

"You crazy bastard!"

Killing intent flashed in Seo Danmyeong's eyes. He had been honest about that part too, judging that the suspicious Seo Danmyeong would never believe he had come alone.

"Do you want to die by my hand?"

"No, it's because I believe in you, Elder."

"Because you believe in me?"

"Because I believe you will find a way to escape, no matter what."

SLAP!

Seo Danmyeong mercilessly struck Jaein across the cheek.

"You should have died there!"

He wanted to plunge a throwing knife into the neck of the bowing Jaein right then and there.

However, he could not do it. If he killed the man, the bastards from the Demonic Cult would immediately swarm in to capture or kill him.

Just then, the door opened and Geom Mugeuk boarded the carriage.

"It seemed like emotions were running high, so I came early. Ah, and I've put all the subordinates hiding nearby to sleep, so don't get your hopes up."

Seo Danmyeong knew at once that the person who had appeared was the Young Cult Leader.

"Young Cult Leader."

"I hear you're called the Webspinner?"

"That is correct."

"The one who weaves the web. That's a fine name."

Geom Mugeuk treated him politely. Even transparent kindness was better than rudeness. This was especially true for a man who took pride in the name the Webspinner.

"I can guess why you've come, but I cannot reveal who the client is. I may die by your hand, but my death will remain an honorable one."

It was half a desire not to lose his momentum and half sincerity. He did not want to die. However, he equally did not want to reveal the client.

Then Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"You won't die by my hand, but by your client's. And it won't be a very honorable death."

Seo Danmyeong shook his head firmly.

"As long as I try to keep the secret, the client will not try to kill me. We made that promise very clear from the beginning."

"That's not the reason."

Geom Mugeuk pointed out something he had not considered.

"You almost ruined their plan."

Not only Seo Danmyeong, but Jaein too wondered what he meant.

"They are trying to orchestrate a plan using the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. That's why that gisaeng risked her life to come to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. However, you attacked the Thousand Flower Palace and tried to kill everyone there."

"That was!"

It was a ploy to prevent the gisaeng from making contact. He did not know that their target was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Thousand Flower Palace itself.

"I didn't know about that!"

"Do you think they'll understand? No, what would it matter if they did? You've already ruined everything. I'm going to go out and announce that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is dead. The enraged client will surely try to kill you."

To that, Geom Mugeuk played his decisive card.

"I will wait, and through the ones who come to kill you, I will find out who the client is. They'll think the job is ruined and over, so they'll use their own people to erase all traces."

"!"

"The life you've built will end with you being killed by your client. You should have been prepared for that much when you messed with us."

For a moment, Seo Danmyeong was so flustered that he could not think.

Geom Mugeuk pressed on, giving him no time to think.

As Geom Mugeuk was about to get off the carriage, Jaein shouted.

"Wait! If we tell you who the client is... will you let us live?"

Of course, it was a planned interruption and a planned persuasion.

"Elder, you can't let it end like this. You must live to fight another day."

However, the words agreeing to reveal the client did not readily come from Seo Danmyeong's mouth.

Geom Mugeuk delivered his prepared, powerful final blow.

"No one but us will know that you were the one who revealed it."

The solution offered coldly by Geom Mugeuk, no, by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, tempted him powerfully.

"Because we intend to wipe out that client completely."


Chapter 536: Resentment Doesn't Suit People Like Us

That powerful temptation did not work.

This was because Seo Danmyeong had answered in a low voice, "You can't wipe them out."

Geom Mugeuk was curious. Just who was the client that would make him say such a thing?

In any case, he had pushed him hard, so now it was time to gently pull him back in.

"That's right. I suppose you can't solve every problem with force."

Geom Mugeuk persuaded him with a gentle gaze.

"Justification is good, and principles are good, but shouldn't you live first? The Webspinner. I quite like that name. I hope you'll continue to weave your wonderful webs in the future. And when you have the time, help us with our work, too."

The alternative was death, so how could Seo Danmyeong's heart not be swayed?

Jaein, who had been listening, stepped in to support Geom Mugeuk.

"How can we believe you'll let us live?"

This was the very question Seo Danmyeong most wanted to ask.

"Because it's the promise of the Young Cult Leader."

Seo Danmyeong looked at Geom Mugeuk. He knew better than anyone that nothing was more foolish than trusting a demonic practitioner. However, if he did not accept after the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had gone this far, he would be killed by the Demonic Cult's hands first.

Jaein also looked at Seo Danmyeong with a desperate gaze. His eyes seemed to ask, shouldn't we live first?

When Seo Danmyeong still said nothing.

"Then just die."

Leaving behind that one low remark, Geom Mugeuk was about to open the carriage door and leave.

Finally, a name escaped Seo Danmyeong's lips.

"The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

The moment he heard that, Jaein tilted his head. He had expected a much grander name, but it was just a Trading Company? Then why had he said the Demonic Cult could not wipe them out?

"Who are they that you would say such a thing?"

Geom Mugeuk answered his question for him.

"Because the Evil Alliance is behind them."

Geom Mugeuk was also familiar with the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. He had learned of them when he first left the cult with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They were the ones who had advanced into Guizhou with the full support of the Evil Alliance.

Come to think of it, the place where he first met Bi Sayin was also the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

Afterward, when he told Bi Sayin what he wanted, they, who had been making money in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's territory, had withdrawn from Guizhou.

That same Hundred Prosperities Trading Company had now reappeared.

"That's right. I knew full well that the Evil Alliance was behind the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, so I couldn't refuse their request."

At Seo Danmyeong's words, Jaein asked with a surprised face.

"Does that mean the Evil Alliance orchestrated this incident?"

Seo Danmyeong did not answer, but it was clearly a silence of affirmation.

Now it was clear why Seo Danmyeong had pushed himself so hard to carry out this job. It was also clear why he had hesitated to reveal the client until the very end.

He could also guess the reason for mobilizing the Evil Eccentric, one of the Seven Evil Masters, at the end. He must have thought they were on the same side.

"Who came from the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company? Did Director So Jongtae come himself?"

Seo Danmyeong shook his head at Geom Mugeuk's question.

"The Vice Director came. He and I are acquaintances."

Seo Danmyeong said to Geom Mugeuk with a tense look in his eyes.

"This is all I know. Will you keep your promise to spare me?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Of course."

The moment the tension drained from Seo Danmyeong's face.

A question was heard from outside.

"Is it done?"

Seo Danmyeong's eyes widened, wondering what was happening. Jaein flinched, as he recognized the voice.

"It is."

The moment Geom Mugeuk's answer finished.

A sharp sound of wind slicing through the air.

PUK!

The Blood Calamity Finger pierced through the carriage wall, punching a hole in Seo Danmyeong's face.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

A continuous barrage of finger qi bullets struck his body one after another.

PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK!

The Blood Calamity Finger continued to fly and embed itself in the already dead body, displaying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's fury.

When the finger qi bullets stopped, the carriage was riddled with holes. Through those holes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could be seen standing with his back turned.

Jaein, who had been clutching his head thinking he was next, looked up. His face was filled with fear and anger.

"You promised to let him live, didn't you?"

"I did, but..."

The moment he sent the Ghost Killer Squad to the Thousand Flower Palace, his fate was sealed. There was no way the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would ever spare the man who tried to kill the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Jaein looked at Geom Mugeuk, terrified.

"Are you going to kill me, too?"

Through the holes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remained standing with his back turned, looking up at the sky.

"Do you want to die?"

Jaein answered in a trembling voice.

"No. I want to live."

"Then live."

Geom Mugeuk opened the carriage door and stepped outside. It was Jaein who was surprised.

"Why are you letting me live?"

His life could be ended with the flick of a finger.

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at him and said.

"Didn't I say I'd let you live if you helped me?"

If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would not have been satisfied until he was dead too, there would have been nothing to be done, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ended his retribution with killing Seo Danmyeong.

"Besides, you said you're still learning, right?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to Seo Danmyeong's corpse.

"If you live like that man, you'll end up like him someday. Learn how to weave a web from the world itself. That's the only way you'll weave your own."

Jaein could feel it. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was giving him a chance.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was standing some distance away, turned toward them. The moment his eyes met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's, Jaein ducked his head low. His heart pounded as if it would burst.

How much time had passed?

When Jaein raised his head again, the two men had vanished.

Jaein let out a long sigh of relief, thinking he had survived. He felt as if he had finally been freed from the other's web, but then a thought occurred to him.

The chance the Young Cult Leader had given him might itself be part of an even larger web.


When Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returned, the Thousand Flower Palace was operating normally.

The Faceless Warriors, except for a few who were monitoring the surroundings, were resting in the guest quarters in the rear garden and did not show themselves.

"The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company was the client?"

Yeo Jong looked surprised, as if this was unexpected for her too.

As the one who ran Secret Flower, she was well-informed about various matters. Naturally, she also knew about the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, which had been involved with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Something's strange."

On their way back, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had discussed the situation, and Geom Mugeuk had told the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that Yeo Jong, being a brilliant person, would surely see through it.

"At first glance, it seems like revenge for the losses the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company suffered when they withdrew from Guizhou, but something is off."

The part she was focusing on was this.

"If it were an ordinary martial family, it might be possible. There's probably no one who knows better than I how martial artists will risk their lives for their foolish pride. But the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company is made of merchants. The losses they incurred at the time were financial, and you're telling me they're willing to risk even greater losses for the sake of revenge over that?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said.

"As expected! You're the most brilliant sister-in-law."

At the word 'sister-in-law', Yeo Jong's face flushed slightly. It was a word she had never heard, even after becoming involved with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. From whom would she hear it? The relationship itself was a secret. Honestly, she felt good.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was also slightly flustered. However, he knew well what the Young Cult Leader meant by those words. The Young Cult Leader was constantly being considerate and thinking of her. In the end, how could he not know who this consideration was for?

Breaking the brief silence, Yeo Jong continued to speak.

"It's not that I'm brilliant, it's because I know a thing or two about the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. The Captain of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company is a man who considers making money the most important thing. They even joined hands with the Evil Alliance to maximize their own profits. It doesn't make sense that such people would spend this much money to settle an old grudge."

Yeo Jong smiled as she looked at the two men's expressions.

"You've already discussed this part, haven't you."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at her and said with a smile.

"Don't forget who we're with."

He meant, how could they miss something like that when they were with the Young Cult Leader?

In truth, when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first heard the name the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, he could not think straight due to feelings of guilt and anger.

However, talking with Geom Mugeuk helped him calm down, and he realized this incident was not so simple.

Geom Mugeuk agreed with her, citing a clear reason.

"That's right. If the murim is thrown into chaos, merchants will suffer losses."

And yet, they were plotting something at the Thousand Flower Palace that would throw the murim into chaos.

"It seems there's another hidden story to this incident."

Yeo Jong revealed her honest feelings.

"To be honest, I was very worried, wondering who could hold such a deep grudge against me."

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his heavy lips.

"How could that be? Resentment is only fitting for people like us."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon hoped that the ultimate target of this grudge was himself, and that the Thousand Flower Palace and Yeo Jong were just fleeting pawns in a grand conspiracy.

"First, we need to find that Vice Director of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. I'll contact the All-Knowing Hall and have them find out his whereabouts."

It was then. From outside, one of Yeo Jong's subordinates announced that a guest had arrived.

"A guest has arrived and wishes to see the Pavilion Master."

A guest at a time like this? Yeo Jong glanced once at Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before asking her subordinate.

"Who did he say he is?"

"He says he's the Vice Director of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

The three of them were startled by the subordinate's report.

Yeo Jong asked the two men with her eyes what they should do.

Geom Mugeuk left the decision to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. This matter was, after all, about him protecting his woman.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave Yeo Jong a nod. The man they were looking for had come on his own two feet, and he was not one to shy away.

"Show him to the main hall."


The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company's Vice Director, Pyeong Wi, entered the main hall where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was waiting.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was seated up ahead, and his own seat was placed about twenty paces away from her.

He figured there must be martial artists hidden somewhere in between to protect her.

"You're very cautious."

Yeo Jong welcomed his somewhat blunt first words with a smile.

"Having to deal with drunkards as a woman has made me quite timid. I hope you'll understand."

Gazes sizing each other up were exchanged.

Yeo Jong knew the basics about the Vice Director of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

He was known as the most trusted person of So Jongtae, the head of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, and possessed considerable martial arts skill. She also knew him to be a man whose pride was as strong as his martial arts skill.

Indeed, he was revealing a sharp gaze and a formidable aura.

"What brings such a distinguished guest here?"

Although she now knew that the man before her, Pyeong Wi, was the one who had hired the Webspinner to kill Cho Hwi, Yeo Jong showed no such emotion.

"I've come to make a proposal to the Thousand Flower Palace."

"Please, speak."

"A distinguished guest will be arriving early next month. We intend to rent out the entire Thousand Flower Palace to entertain him."

It was common for murim sects to entertain martial artists at a brothel. However, renting out an entire brothel as large as the Thousand Flower Palace was not common.

"It will cost a great deal of money to rent out the entire establishment."

Pyeong Wi's gaze intensified, and the corners of his mouth lifted slightly.

"I have misspoken."

Yeo Jong politely bowed her head in apology. Only then did Pyeong Wi relax his gaze.

"Don't worry about the money."

"What kind of guest do you intend to entertain?"

"I cannot say."

It was a firm answer.

She could sense it intuitively. This was the incident that would throw the murim into chaos.

Yeo Jong spoke to him politely.

"I'm sorry, but as a matter of principle, we cannot rent out the entire establishment for a guest whose identity is unknown. If you truly wish to maintain secrecy, we can arrange for a special room."

For a moment, Pyeong Wi's expression twitched. He could have emitted killing intent to intimidate her, but he brought out something even more powerful than killing intent.

"I will give you ten times the Thousand Flower Palace's daily income."

Did he even know how much they earned to be offering ten times the amount?

In any case, it did not work on Yeo Jong.

"There are things more important than money."

Pyeong Wi's gaze darkened.

Yeo Jong could read his mind from his gaze. He was thinking, how dare someone who just runs a brothel talk about things more important than money?

"If the secret gets out, your life could be in danger. Do you still wish to hear it?"

Despite Pyeong Wi's threat, Yeo Jong silently nodded.

"Principles are principles."

Sensing that Yeo Jong would absolutely not back down, Pyeong Wi finally relented.

"Fine. In that case, I will tell you. But you must keep the secret."

"Don't worry. Didn't you come here in the first place trusting our establishment's credibility?"

After staring at her silently for a moment, a surprising name came from his lips.

"We will be hosting the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

Yeo Jong was surprised. She did not hide her surprise. To Pyeong Wi, it looked as if she was surprised by the fact that the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance was coming, but Yeo Jong's surprise was different.

So they planned to kill the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance that day!

The murim would be thrown into chaos, and she would be forced to take the blame.

"Are you satisfied now?"

"No, I regret it. I should have refused to the end without asking for the name."

Pyeong Wi gave a faint smile. The burden was natural. Besides, the moment she heard the name, refusal became impossible.

"If you need anything, contact us."

"I will."

Pyeong Wi rose from his seat and left the main hall.

After he was completely gone, the secret door at the back finally opened, and Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked out.

"I wonder why that scary face has been on my mind so much lately."

Geom Mugeuk was speaking casually, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Yeo Jong could tell. His eyes had grown cold.

"I was planning to gather everyone anyway."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said to Yeo Jong.

"Now, are you ready to turn the murim upside down?"


Chapter 537: Where Death Awaits

When Geom Mugeuk returned from his outing, he entered the inner garden of the Thousand Flower Palace to find the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing on the roof with his arms crossed.

"I don't see the Faceless Warriors?"

"I sent them all to a safehouse nearby."

He now understood their intentions, so there was no longer a need to guard this place.

Geom Mugeuk leaped lightly and landed on the roof.

"Where have you been?"

"I've been sending out urgent messenger pigeons to various places."

"I suppose the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman was among them."

"I'm going to meet the Young Alliance Chairman in person."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew how Geom Mugeuk handled things. He never attempted to accomplish something all by himself. He would always inform, discuss, and prepare for what needed to be known beforehand.

What was important to him was the safety of everyone. In this case, Bi Sayin's safety would be the most crucial task. Because he had no desire to be a lone hero, he often ended up becoming one.

"They failed to kill the young lady, but they're still pushing forward with this. They must have some other objective," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"They might have changed their target to the Young Cult Leader."

"Perhaps."

If that was the case, things would truly be turned upside down.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew. He was aware of what the relationship between the Cult Leader and Geom Mugeuk had been like recently. It was unimaginable what would occur the moment something happened to the Young Cult Leader.

"What should I do?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew that in difficult situations, trusting Geom Mugeuk's judgment was the wisest choice.

"They always plot from the shadows, sow discord, and try to assassinate. What choice do we have? We can only get stronger. We have to make all their schemes become opportunities for our growth and experience."

Geom Mugeuk added with an intense gaze, "I know you've gotten stronger lately. Get even stronger."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes also shone with intensity.

"Yes, I understand."

"In that spirit, please teach me a thing or two when I return."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could guess Geom Mugeuk's intention. Even though his own martial arts realm had recently risen, he still could not match Geom Mugeuk's martial arts.

In the end, that duel would be one that made him stronger.

"Very well."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gratefully accepted the sentiment. With the recent changes in his martial arts realm, training with Geom Mugeuk would be a great help to his own martial arts. Geom Mugeuk knew this as well, which was why he made the offer.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman could be seen in the distance, walking with her courtesans. She was preparing for that day in her own way.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said softly, "Thank you for taking care of her."

He could feel that Yeo Jong had been deeply moved, especially by the words 'sister-in-law'.

"Of course I have to take care of her. She's my first sister-in-law."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze held a silent question. When could he see his own first sister-in-law?

Geom Mugeuk's eyes held the reply. He wondered if he would ever see one in this lifetime.

And so, the two men stood on the windy roof, looking down at the Thousand Flower Palace.


A man proceeded down a lavishly adorned hallway.

Rooms lined both sides of the passage. Unusually, each had a small window that offered a view of the women trapped within. Their ages ranged from middle-aged to as young as a little girl, and every one of them was cowering in fear.

The women averted their gazes in terror whenever the strange man glanced into their rooms.

The man resumed his walk. At the corridor's end, an old man wearing fine, costly silks was positioned against the wall.

He held a young girl as a human shield, pressing a throwing knife to her throat. The cornered old man's desperation made him appear exceedingly dangerous.

"Stop! Any closer and this child dies!"

In response to the old man's threat, the approaching man halted his advance.

"Drop the sword!"

The old man's blade seemed ready to slice into the child's neck at any second.

"Hurry!"

The man calmly set his sword on the ground and spoke. "Calm down. If the child gets hurt, you die too."

Even with the situation being so critical, the man remained composed.

The old man questioned him with urgency. "If this kid dies, you're finished. You'll be passed over for promotion for the rest of your life."

"That would be a problem. I still have places to climb."

The man's face was obscured, as he stood just outside the lantern's glow.

"Which unit are you from? The Green Dragon Brigade? The White Dragon Brigade?"

"And if I were?"

"If you let me go, I'll make sure you succeed." The old man was attempting to bargain with him in any way he could.

"You kidnapped women and sold them to men, didn't you? Even little kids. How can I let a criminal like that go?"

This was a crime of the highest order, one that carried a mandatory death sentence. For that reason, the old man knew he could not let himself be captured.

"Among the people who bought the young girls are men with money and power."

"Yes, and thankfully, you left them all in your ledger."

"Then you should understand. Do you really think a mere martial artist like you can handle them? Before a day passes, you'll be assassinated, and that ledger, the evidence, will disappear."

His threats were followed by persuasion. "Let me go, and I can guarantee your success. What position do you want? Division Leader? Commander? Just say the word."

The man in the shadows then spoke.

"Chairman."

A muscle in the old man's face twitched. This was not a time for anger, however, but for persuasion.

"Yes, someday you could even become the Chairman. So let me go..."

The old man abruptly fell silent.

The man had stepped forward, revealing the characters embroidered on his chest. Myeolma.

This was Jin Hagun, the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Two steps to the left, you're stepping on a stone on the floor, so one handspan up!"

The old man's face twisted into a confused expression, wondering what that meant.

KWAAK! PUK!

A sword blade erupted from the wall behind him, precisely piercing the old man's neck.

The blade belonged to a subordinate from the Demon Slaying Brigade who had moved into position behind the wall. Jin Hagun had been buying time for his subordinate to get there.

"Don't look back, come here."

The child walked to Jin Hagun. He knelt to meet the child's gaze and spoke in a gentle voice to the still-frightened girl.

"This uncle is a high-ranking person in the Murim Alliance. The only one who can cause this uncle any trouble is the Chairman."

He said this to comfort the child, who had heard the old man's earlier threats.

"There are bad people in the world, but most uncles are good. And this time, this uncle is going to lock all those bad guys in prison."

At last, an expression of relief appeared on the child's face.

To Jin Hagun, the relief he saw in that moment was the true purpose of the Murim Alliance.

He believed the Murim Alliance should be the name people cry out for, second only to their mothers, when they are scared and in trouble.

Jin Hagun offered his hand to the child. "Shall we leave with uncle?"

The child nodded, taking Jin Hagun's outstretched hand. Her own hand was still trembling despite his reassuring words. Jin Hagun gave it a firm, comforting squeeze.

"Let's go home now."

Members of the Demon Slaying Brigade then entered the building, escorting all the captive women outside.

Jin Hagun gave the ledger he had acquired to a subordinate and issued an order. "These bastards here, capture every last one of them!"

"Yes, sir!"

Jin Hagun then addressed the women to reassure them. "I am Jin Hagun, head of the Demon Slaying Brigade. Not only the ones who captured you, but everyone involved will be punished. Don't worry about their retaliation. They won't be getting out of prison before you die of old age."

The women began to cry, realizing they were finally safe. The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade comforted them while helping them into carriages.

At that moment, a subordinate from the Demon Slaying Brigade came forward and gave a messenger pigeon to Jin Hagun. "It's an urgent messenger pigeon."

The eyes of the other Demon Slaying Brigade members turned to Jin Hagun.

"What is it?"

Jin Hagun placed the message inside his robes and answered.

"A friend is in danger."


Three men were seated at a round table inside a warehouse on the outskirts. The two men glaring fiercely at one another were the respective leaders of the Black Spider Sect and the Eastern Tiger Sect.

Their conflict over interests had escalated, resulting in dozens of people being killed or injured. Since both sects were part of the Evil Alliance, the alliance had finally intervened to mediate. The person seated between them was Bi Sayin.

"Since this fight arose from a conflict of interest, I will only look at the numbers to resolve this dispute."

They had heard rumors that the Young Alliance Chairman had been very active within the unorthodox sects recently, but they hadn't expected him to come in person to resolve this matter.

"From now on, the two of you will divide it like this."

The two leaders were not satisfied with the ratio Bi Sayin had mediated, but they didn't dare to object.

"I know that no matter how I divide it, I can't satisfy both of you. After all, you were fighting to take it all."

In the past, he would have simply suppressed them with killing intent. Obey or die. He had once believed that was the power that maintained the unorthodox sects.

However, he was now Bi Sayin, a friend of Geom Mugeuk. Yes, if he was Geom Mugeuk's friend, he should at least do this much, right?

"Let me fill the void of that severed greed."

The two leaders stared at Bi Sayin.

"I will remember you. I'll remember you even when I become the Chairman later. That seems like a greater gain than the money you think you're losing right now, doesn't it? Or am I mistaken?"

The final, cold question was laced with an incomparably cold killing intent.

The two men shot to their feet, performed a clasped hands greeting, and answered.

"No, sir!"

"How could that be?"

And for the finish, he naturally used kind words.

"I will be sure to remember you both."

After the two men withdrew, Bi Sayin leaned back in his chair and spoke.

"Stop spying and come out."

At that, Geom Mugeuk revealed himself from atop a stack of boxes.

"I never knew you had such an intellectual side."

Geom Mugeuk leaped down from the boxes. Bi Sayin, already aware of his arrival, had sent a telepathic message to First Wolf to have everyone leave.

"'Fight each other and the winner takes all!' That's what I thought you'd say."

"Isn't that your way of doing things?"

Geom Mugeuk replied with a smile.

"Let's just say it was the way of my father's generation."

Geom Mugeuk had rushed here like the wind using the Swift Step. The speed of the Swift Step had not yet reached its limit. It was getting faster and faster. Like this, the Central Plains were becoming smaller for Geom Mugeuk.

The two men went outside the warehouse. They talked while walking together along a path. The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed them from a distance.

"What is it this time?"

Geom Mugeuk stopped walking and said to him.

"The Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman, murdered by the villainess of the age! That's the rumor about you that will soon be circulating in the streets."

Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence. Though it was spoken like a joke, he could tell it was the truth. After all, Geom Mugeuk was not a man who joked about matters of life and death.

Geom Mugeuk told Bi Sayin everything that had happened, without leaving anything out.

"It seems the Thousand Flower Palace is trying to kill you."

Bi Sayin's fearsome face twitched. No matter how audacious a person was, he couldn't help but be enraged by a plot to kill him.

"Actually, we were also keeping an eye on the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"For what reason?"

"It hasn't been made public yet, but there were reports that the conflict between the Director and the Vice Director had intensified."

"And yet you accepted the Vice Director's invitation?"

"I thought, since he's fighting with the Director, he must want something from me. He must have invited me hoping for mediation."

At that, Geom Mugeuk guessed the deeper intentions of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

"Perhaps they deliberately showed signs of division to invite you without arousing your suspicion."

Bi Sayin wore a 'surely not' expression. If that were true, it meant they were truly determined.

"But how do they plan to kill me? Are they trying to poison me?"

The Thirteen Evil Wolves who protected him were on high alert against poisoning. Since they checked all drinks and food, poisoning was next to impossible.

"They might have created a poison that can fool the Thirteen Evil Wolves. Or something we can't even imagine might pop up."

At those words, Bi Sayin's gaze deepened. It meant there was something that wasn't poison, yet could kill him and the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Bi Sayin's gaze on Geom Mugeuk was fervent. Geom Mugeuk had once again rushed over like this to warn him of danger.

"Thank you."

"Next time you come to save me, run twice as fast."

"I will."

"Oh, and I also called for Commander Jin. I told Miss Jin to come along as well."

Bi Sayin asked with a surprised expression.

"Why did you call them?"

The enemy's identity had not yet been revealed. On the contrary, even Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong could be exposed to danger.

Then, Geom Mugeuk said, as if whispering.

"We can't be the only ones in danger, can we?"

"......"

After looking dumbfounded for a moment, Bi Sayin raised his voice.

"Stop joking around!"

Yes, this was what meeting Geom Mugeuk was all about.

Geom Mugeuk gave another reason.

"'Look who steps up when you mess with us!' I called them to show that we are not people you can dare to touch so carelessly."

He felt that while that might be one reason, there must be another, real reason.

"Tell me the real reason!"

Finally, Geom Mugeuk revealed the real reason.

"If a friend is in danger, isn't it natural to let them know?"

It was an unexpected answer. It was so obvious that he hadn't even considered it.

"If they're a friend, shouldn't you keep them from coming to a dangerous place?"

"!"

Bi Sayin had lived his life thinking that was what a friend was. Geom Mugeuk's thoughts were different.

"So what if you die somewhere without me? What am I supposed to tell others? 'My friend died without wanting my help. Hahaha. It seems he didn't call me because it was dangerous.' I can't stand that."

"I'm the type of person who dwells on the past. The type who can't sleep at night because of something that happened during the day. I'd think about it forever. If it's going to be like that, I'd rather we die together!"

Bi Sayin was certain of at least one thing. He, too, would be angry for a long, long time if Geom Mugeuk were to die without even asking for his help.

"From now on, I'm going to tell everyone everything. If Commander Jin is in danger, I'll tell everyone. If I'm in danger, I'll tell everyone. I'll tell them to come save me. I'll even threaten to spread rumors that they're cowards if they don't come."

"At least when it comes to this, it's not an issue to brag about, saying 'I saved him all by myself!' or 'I didn't want to put my friend in danger.' I'm telling you in advance, I refuse to accept such excuses."

Bi Sayin could tell. This was Geom Mugeuk's true heart. This was the kind of friendship Geom Mugeuk desired.

"Oh, and I've also invited a new face, so look forward to it."

"Who on earth did you invite now?"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to give an easy answer. He leaped lightly and flew far away, saying.

"So don't wear that drab martial arts uniform, come in some stylish clothes that women will like. In a color that goes well with white robes! See you then!"

Before he could ask anything more, Geom Mugeuk became a dot in the sky and disappeared. His sudden arrival and departure left the surroundings quiet. It truly felt as if he had dreamt of a passing storm.

First Wolf approached him.

Bi Sayin summarized Geom Mugeuk's words and relayed them to him.

"He says the villainess of the age is trying to kill me, so I should come wearing stylish clothes that women like."

"What?"

Bi Sayin's gaze shifted from the bewildered First Wolf to the sky where Geom Mugeuk had disappeared. The thought that his friends would also be there, where death awaited, brought a broad smile to his rugged face.

"In a color that goes well with white."


Chapter 538: A Fight Impossible Without Trust

Yeo Jong strolled through the rear garden of the Thousand Flower Palace alongside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Their walk concluded at a pond surrounded by well-tended flowers and trees, where carp splashed water near the serenely floating water lilies.

This time with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, after so long, was incredibly joyful and precious to Yeo Jong. She decided to forget her worries about the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company's plot and why they had tried to use her.

"Where did the Young Cult Leader go? I haven't seen him these past few days."

"He went to meet the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

A smile touched Yeo Jong's lips as she asked, "Are the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance on such terms that they can meet so easily?"

The eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask crinkled in amusement at her joke.

"He's the one who summoned the head of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance Chairman to a tavern of our Cult. This is nothing."

In truth, there was a particular aspect of Geom Mugeuk that Yeo Jong saw and felt.

"When I look at the Young Cult Leader, I get a certain feeling."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was curious about what she would say. He expected some grand statement, like 'I can feel a special destiny'.

"I get the feeling that he's someone who knows things inside and out."

If someone else had said it, he would have taken it to mean a smart person or someone well-informed. However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew. He knew that Yeo Jong had a special ability. She was someone who could read a person's fate. Of course, it was very rare for her to tell anyone what she had read.

"It's a bit different from knowing a lot, or knowing things deeply. It's hard to explain, but the Young Cult Leader has his own way of knowing things inside and out. That sounds a bit strange, doesn't it?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes showed that he understood her meaning. How could he not, when it concerned the two people closest to him in his life?

"Not at all."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew better than anyone that Geom Mugeuk was not a person who could be easily understood.

"That's why I don't try to understand the Young Cult Leader. I just feel."

Just then, something flew rapidly toward them. What had been a mere dot in the distance instantly crossed the space, rushing at them like a shot arrow or a bird gliding at incredible speed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon quickly moved Yeo Jong behind him and raised his qi.

Only when the figure was almost upon them did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon relax. The person who had flown in was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk landed softly in the yard. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was surprised not by the increased speed of Geom Mugeuk's movement arts, but by the way he landed. He came to a stop as effortlessly as if he had just hopped down from a roof. It was an impossibly soft and light landing considering the speed at which he had arrived.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew that when one's movement arts reached the pinnacle, stopping was more difficult than running. The true measure of one's skill was in how one stopped.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had just witnessed the answer.

"Your movement arts have gotten even faster."

"I ran without rest because I wanted to see you both."

Geom Mugeuk had truly run without rest, using the Swift Step, which was faster than a bird. The act of running and breaking through his own speed limits offered a unique pleasure, different from the satisfaction of growing stronger through martial arts.

"Did you meet the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance?"

"Yes, I did. It seems he had already accepted the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company's invitation."

"So those bastards really were targeting the Young Alliance Chairman."

"On my way, I also sent word to the Hidden Moon and the All-Knowing Hall. I told them to investigate everything about the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. They'll surely find something."

At the mention of the intelligence organizations, Yeo Jong excused herself.

"You must be hungry from all that running, right? I'll go show off my skills. It's been a while, so please have a home-cooked meal I've prepared!"

She was a woman who knew better than anyone when to participate and when to step aside. Even though the plot's background involved her own Thousand Flower Palace, the true protagonists of this conflict were the two men who had willingly rushed here for her.

After Yeo Jong left the rear garden, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked cautiously, "Could it be those masterminds?"

"Perhaps. Even if not, we must act cautiously, keeping in mind that they might be behind it."

After all, a plot to assassinate the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance was not something just anyone could devise.

"Now, we should get to what we need to do, shouldn't we?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew what Geom Mugeuk meant. Before leaving to see the Young Alliance Chairman, Geom Mugeuk had said they should have a match upon his return.

"Where shall we fight?"

It seemed Geom Mugeuk already had a place in mind.

"I know the perfect place. Ah, but before that, let's eat that home-cooked meal first. It's been a while."


Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood in a dense forest.

"This is truly amazing."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon held out his hand, and sunlight shone on the back of it. The light filtering through the leaves was as distinct as if a sword qi had flown by. It was warm. He then caressed a tree, feeling its rough surface while the air remained cool and fresh.

"I didn't know the Spacetime Manipulation Technique could be this vivid."

This place existed inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique that Geom Mugeuk had opened.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was aware that Geom Mugeuk could use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. During the past battle with the Weird Demon and the Chainman, Geom Mugeuk had saved the endangered Extremely Evil Smiling Demon by opening it. He had explained then that he had learned the technique.

"I was in a state of confusion back then and couldn't get a good look, but it was such a vivid place."

To think he could create such a vast space from within his room.

Looking around, there was no mystical feeling at all. It simply felt like being on a mountain behind one's home, which made it all the more surprising and incredible.

Geom Mugeuk wished he could teach the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to his father or the Demon Supremes, but it was impossible. The technique was the unique martial art of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. For that reason, Geom Mugeuk treated him as Master, at least within this space.

"I deliberately made it a dense forest."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's unique martial arts involved finger qi bullets and palm techniques. In an open field, his attacks would vanish without a trace. However, in a forest dense with trees, the evidence of his martial arts would remain.

This confrontation would be a bloody battle, but it was ultimately for training. Furthermore, while the fight was training for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, it was also for Geom Mugeuk himself.

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword and said, "Shall we begin?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk. The effectiveness of today's fight depended on whether or not he could believe in one major premise.

No matter what I do, I cannot kill the Young Cult Leader.

If he believed this, he could display his skills to their absolute limit.

However, what if, by some chance, the Young Cult Leader made a mistake?

As if guessing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's worries, Geom Mugeuk spoke. "You've seen my movement arts, so you should know. I'll dodge well."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

Then I will trust you, Young Cult Leader.

The two men politely performed a clasped hands greeting to each other, and the fight began.

SHUK!

First, the Blood Calamity Finger shot from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's hand. It flew out and instantly pierced a distant tree. Geom Mugeuk, who had been in its path, was already in mid-air, striking down with his sword.

SHWIIIIK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon twisted his body to dodge and unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger once more.

Could the Young Cult Leader really dodge the Blood Calamity Finger from such a close range? He was definitely worried. Nevertheless, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon executed the best move he could.

SHUUUUUUK!

The Blood Calamity Finger, fired like a beam of light, split into three streams that targeted Geom Mugeuk's head, chest, and legs.

Geom Mugeuk's figure moved like the wind, exquisitely slipping away as he unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God.

The moment he saw that technique, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unlocked the final lock in his heart.

Worrying about the Young Cult Leader is arrogance.

The same was true for Geom Mugeuk, whose moves were as fierce as someone trying to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SHWIIIIIK!

Geom Mugeuk rushed in as fast as lightning, his sword swinging too quickly to be seen.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scrambled up a tree with the speed of a squirrel.

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!

In an instant, the tree was sliced apart from its base upwards.

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon burst through the branches and soared into the air, the Blood Calamity Finger rained down from the sky. Finger qi bullets poured toward Geom Mugeuk like rain from the very spot the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had just vacated.

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

The Blood Calamity Finger moved with the speed of hidden weapons fired from a mechanism. His previous attacks had been fast and powerful, but they couldn't compare to this.

THUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUD!

Creating about twenty holes in the ground, the Blood Calamity Finger missed Geom Mugeuk by a hair's breadth. Both men knew that such close calls would help improve their martial arts, so the heart-stopping moments continued one after another.

KABOOM!

The surroundings were overturned by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. A palm technique of immense power swept through the area, pulverizing the ground, trees, and even rocks in its path, carving a new trail far into the distance.

"Are you all right?"

From far away within the cloud of dust, Geom Mugeuk's voice responded to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question. "How could I be all right? I'm not exaggerating. I really almost died."

However, he was exaggerating.

SHWIIIIK.

A sword qi flew through the dust cloud, grazing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's shoulder. It was an attack that would have severed his shoulder if not for his instinctive dodge. Despite overcoming the crisis, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes were smiling.

The duel was fierce, with the two men fighting ferociously as if against a real enemy. It was a perilous fight, impossible without trust in each other's skills, and an adventure that could never be attempted without a genuine desire to help one another.

Furthermore, this fight, while violent and rough, was an exceedingly wise one.

They paused the fight periodically. Geom Mugeuk would invariably halt the exchange whenever a moment for discussion arose. He precisely understood when a single word was more effective than a thousand sword strikes.

Geom Mugeuk taught the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, following the methods his father had used with him. The situation was completely different, of course. Back then, he was the disciple, but now he was the teacher. Geom Mugeuk did not overlook the enlightenment this difference provided.

"Please show me that last move again."

When Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, the surroundings changed. The damaged trees and rocks returned to their original state, and the exchange of blows resumed.

The Blood Calamity Finger he unleashed was different from before. That much was clear from the new traces left in the surroundings.

Geom Mugeuk stood before a hole left by the Blood Calamity Finger in a different location. "If you had unleashed it here at first, this hole would have been in my body."

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't think so. "Even so, you would have found a way to dodge it, Young Cult Leader."

That wasn't the only advantage of fighting within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers again, and this time, the surroundings became pitch-black.

"This time, it's night."

An even more dangerous fight had begun. When it ended, a bright full moon emerged from behind the clouds. The two men reviewed their battle and talked again under the bright moonlight.

When the duel began, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could never have imagined it would turn into this. The Young Cult Leader was pouring everything he had into him, even risking his life. For that reason, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also gave his all, determined not to waste the Young Cult Leader's goodwill.

"This time, it's raining."

SWAAAAAAAAAA.

The two men fought in the downpour. In the rain, dodging the Blood Calamity Finger was even harder.

Despite this, Geom Mugeuk was not hit by the Blood Calamity Finger. He dodged and counterattacked desperately. The training would end the moment he was injured. For his own sake, and for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's, he absolutely could not get hurt.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's inner arts were completely exhausted, Geom Mugeuk would wait for him to circulate his energy before they fought again. Amazingly, the two men fought for two days and two nights, literally without sleeping or eating.

And now, after that desperate yet brilliant fight had ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sitting cross-legged, lost in thought. Geom Mugeuk sat beside him, waiting for him to emerge from his state of self-annihilation.

Geom Mugeuk was certain that his father had also realized many things while teaching him. After all, he himself had gained several enlightenments from this fight. The bloody battle of the past two days was a miraculous encounter that was difficult even for him to obtain.

How much time had passed?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes. This single fight had allowed him to firmly solidify the new level of martial learning he had recently attained. Even when one's level rises, it takes time for that power to become completely one's own.

Depending on one's experiences, it could take several years, or one might never be able to consolidate that level in a lifetime. However, through the bloody battle of the last two days, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had surpassed that process.

"Thanks to you, I am now able to move on to the next stage."

This two-day fight had given him more enlightenment than all the battles of his life combined. Such a feat was only possible because the martial level of both men was so incredibly high.

"Congratulations." Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and congratulated him sincerely.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk's arm with a worried expression. "Is your arm all right?"

A trace of blood was on Geom Mugeuk's arm. At that, he grimaced and exaggerated his injury. "How could it be all right? My arm almost fell off."

Of course, it wasn't that bad. The wound was just a little deeper than a graze.

In truth, the moment blood splattered, it wasn't Geom Mugeuk's arm that nearly fell off, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's liver. He had been so shocked in that instant that he had even let out a short scream.

"I don't know what to say."

"You don't have to say anything."

Right, it was better that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing. How could he possibly convey such immense gratitude with words?

The two men sat side by side, looking at the place that had been their final battlefield. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was once again amazed. Geom Mugeuk had maintained this space for two whole days, even while engaged in that insane fight.

"But can your inner arts hold out any longer? To think you're still maintaining this space."

"It's on its last legs now."

It was only possible because he had fought using pure swordsmanship and sword qi, avoiding techniques that consume massive amounts of inner arts like the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"Still, I've saved the last of my inner arts to use on the most important thing."

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, and the surroundings changed to a new place.

"Ah!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes widened behind his mask.

"You must have missed this after seeing nothing but green foliage for two whole days, right?"

Spread out before them was a pure white, snowy landscape. It was a scene that put the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mind at utmost ease.

Although his thoughts and feelings had changed recently, even to the point of placing furniture in his room, this pure white landscape remained the space that most put his mind at ease.

What could he say to such thoughtfulness? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could only gaze silently at the vast, sprawling snowfield.

"Smiling Demon."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"Next time, you must go on a trip with me."

"At that time..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon hesitated for a moment. What did he want to say that made him hesitate so uncharacteristically?

Just then, a voice came from outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, from beyond their quarters. It was Yeo Jong. "Young Cult Leader, are you there? Someone has come looking for the Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 539: Have You Ever Served Drinks in a Brothel?

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon emerged from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. They had returned from illusion to reality after two days that neither of them would ever forget.

When Geom Mugeuk opened the door, he found Yeo Jong standing there.

"Has someone come to see me?"

With a slightly flushed face, Yeo Jong answered him.

"It's the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and Young Lady Jin Haryong."

Of course, Yeo Jong was aware of who they were. She knew the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade was the grandson of the Murim Alliance's leader and the strongest candidate to succeed him.

She had never expected Jin Hagun to visit the Thousand Flower Palace. Now the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman would be arriving as well. If that happened, the successors to the demonic, orthodox, and unorthodox factions would all be gathered in one place.

Yeo Jong felt this was not only the greatest crisis of her life but also an opportunity for an experience she would never have again.

"A friend was in danger, so I called for them," Geom Mugeuk explained.

At his words, Yeo Jong expressed her envy.

"I'm envious. I've never managed to make a friend like that in my life."

Her words prompted a slightly disappointed response from Geom Mugeuk.

"You don't have any friends? Then what about me?"

As if his words were too much to handle, Yeo Jong quickly bowed her head.

"I'll bring them here."

As Yeo Jong turned away, she thought that the Young Cult Leader had every right to be disappointed. When she was in danger, hadn't he and Cho Hwi rushed over without a moment's rest? That was no different from the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade coming now.

Come to think of it, I have friends too.

She had the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was like the heavens to her, and another friend like the heavens who would come running in a crisis. Her life was one where she could ask for nothing more.

After Yeo Jong withdrew, Geom Mugeuk immediately sat down to circulate his energy. With his inner arts completely gone, he was trying to take a moment to perform at least one full circulation.

While Geom Mugeuk focused on his energy, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood beside him as a guard. He recalled the snowy landscape he had witnessed inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Geom Mugeuk spoke with his eyes still closed, having reached a state where he could talk freely even while circulating his energy.

"Smiling Demon, your martial arts can reach an even higher state than they are now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had long ago mastered the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. Recent changes in his life and an increase in his inner arts had improved his martial arts further, and the two days of training had solidified that state.

Now, Geom Mugeuk was saying he could rise even higher. This meant that from his current Eleventh Star, he could reach the Twelfth Star mastery.

"If the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm are perfected further, they will be reborn as completely different martial arts."

He might have disbelieved anyone else, but he could trust Geom Mugeuk's words. After all, Geom Mugeuk had hovered between life and death with him more than anyone. He had seen his martial arts up close countless times.

"Become stronger, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had always sensed it. There was a clear reason and a target for Geom Mugeuk's endless pursuit of strength.

"Is the enemy we must face that strong?"

Geom Mugeuk answered after a brief pause.

"He is strong."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly nodded. If that was the case, no more words were needed.

"I will become stronger."

If only to protect the Young Cult Leader.

And he was not the only one improving. Recently, not just him but the other Demon Supremes were also growing stronger in their own ways.

That was why he had a premonition. The current Eight Demon Supremes would become the strongest in history.

Just then, Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong arrived with Yeo Jong.

Entering the room, they were first surprised to see Geom Mugeuk circulating his energy. They were then surprised again to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing next to him, as they had not expected to find him here.

"Greetings, Demon Supreme."

"Commander Jin, welcome."

Compared to Jin Hagun's awkward greeting, Jin Haryong greeted him with a bright expression.

"It's been a long time!"

"Miss Jin, it's good to see you."

Jin Hagun could see how much he and his sister had changed just from this exchange.

The fact that he had greeted first and that Jin Haryong was speaking with such a bright voice was something that should have been impossible.

Jin Hagun's gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk, who was still circulating his energy. Yes, this scene felt right.

Everything was divided into before meeting Geom Mugeuk and after meeting Geom Mugeuk.

Everything had changed after getting to know him. It wasn't just his own life. Even his sister was now gesturing to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, asking if Geom Mugeuk was hurt.

Jin Haryong was happy to see Geom Mugeuk after so long. Seeing him circulating his energy at their reunion, she thought it was just like him. A joke naturally slipped out.

"You called for the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and you're just circulating your energy? You're too bold!"

Jin Hagun shot her a look, warning her not to be so casual with the Young Cult Leader in front of a Demon Supreme.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk completed one full circulation of his vital energy and opened his eyes.

"I just wanted to show how much I trust the head of our Demon Slaying Brigade."

Geom Mugeuk shot up from his seat. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who stood beside him, was inwardly surprised.

The speed at which he circulates his vital energy for one cycle is astonishingly fast.

Of course, this single circulation would not replenish all of Geom Mugeuk's vast inner arts. At this rate, however, it seemed he would recover his power completely very quickly.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun greeted each other first.

"You arrived early?"

"As it happens, I wasn't far."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Haryong. Instead of a greeting, she summed up the situation.

"Who would believe it? The man who will be the heir to the Murim Alliance received word from the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader that the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman was in danger, and he came running just like this."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at her. She gave off a more relaxed feeling than before, which meant she had grown.

"I happened to be nearby too. I don't usually come to Guizhou."

It must be fate that I see you. She stopped herself before saying the words.

After they exchanged greetings, Geom Mugeuk introduced Yeo Jong to them.

"This is the owner of the Thousand Flower Palace, and someone I like and respect."

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong greeted her politely. The fact that Geom Mugeuk emphasized that he liked and respected her meant she was an important person.

Yeo Jong quietly looked at their faces. Geom Mugeuk was curious about what fate she was reading from them.

"Seeing you two, I can tell that the future of the orthodox sects' murim is incredibly bright."

"You praise us too highly."

After they exchanged greetings, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon excused himself, figuring the two would be uncomfortable if he stayed.

"Well then, please talk amongst yourselves."

As the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was about to leave with Yeo Jong, Geom Mugeuk made a request.

"Pavilion Master, I'm sorry to ask, but please show off your skills one more time. These are friends who have been suffering in foreign lands and haven't been able to eat properly."

Before she could answer, Jin Hagun declined.

"It's alright. You don't need to go to such trouble for us."

Then, Yeo Jong smiled and said, "How many chances will I get in my life to serve a meal to the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade? Please don't refuse this great honor you have given me."

With her saying that, Jin Hagun could not refuse.

Yeo Jong could guess Geom Mugeuk's intention. It was his way of helping her deepen her connection with Jin Hagun, even if just a little. The Thousand Flower Palace was expanding throughout the Central Plains, so a connection with the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade was an unconditional benefit for her, especially one she initiated herself.

As Yeo Jong left, she gave Geom Mugeuk a look of gratitude.

Thank you, Young Cult Leader.

After the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Yeo Jong departed, only the three of them remained.

"Tell me in detail what happened."

"Our dancer friend has a lot of enemies."

Geom Mugeuk told them everything that had happened concerning the Thousand Flower Palace.

After hearing the story, the expressions of the two hardened. On their way over, they had discussed the possibility that Geom Mugeuk might have exaggerated because he missed them. But after hearing everything, they knew the situation was serious.

"This isn't something a mere Trading Company could plan, so there must be someone behind it."

Jin Hagun's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"That means they could be targeting you."

Then Geom Mugeuk pulled the two of them into it as well.

"Or it could be you two. What if it's someone who predicted I would call for you?"

"Are we in danger because we have the wrong friend?"

"You have the right friend, so you're escaping the danger of being defeated one by one."

Jin Hagun now knew this was not just an empty boast. The enemies were targeting people regardless of whether they were from the orthodox, unorthodox, or demonic factions.

"Our Cult is currently investigating the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company intensively. The results should be out soon. Then we might be able to figure out what those bastards ultimately want."

Jin Hagun was grateful that Geom Mugeuk had called him. If Bi Sayin and Geom Mugeuk had resolved this matter by themselves and he had only heard about it later, he felt he would have been somewhat disappointed.

"Thanks for calling me."

"You might not be so thankful after you hear what I'm about to say."

What kind of prank was he planning now? Not just Jin Hagun, but Jin Haryong too was curious about what Geom Mugeuk was going to say.

And as always, the question was something they had never expected.

"Have you ever served drinks in a brothel?"


"It suits you, don't you think?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Jin Hagun looked at his reflection in the bronze mirror. He was now wearing the uniform of those who worked at the Thousand Flower Palace.

He truly never dreamed he would be doing something like this in his life.

"If you start learning the work now, you'll be proficient by the beginning of next month."

Not only that, but it was also decided that the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade would disguise themselves as workers of the Thousand Flower Palace.

The reason Jin Hagun stood before the bronze mirror in such attire was because of Geom Mugeuk's request.

"I want you all to protect the courtesans who work here."

Geom Mugeuk persuaded him earnestly.

"We don't know what will happen that day. It could end anticlimactically, or something could happen that exceeds our expectations. I don't know if you know this, but I'm a person who always thinks of the worst-case scenario."

What Geom Mugeuk was worried about was the safety of the courtesans.

"When things get out of hand, no one will be able to pay attention to them. And I can't entrust this task to the Faceless Warriors."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Jin Hagun and said, "You and the Demon Slaying Brigade will protect them that day."

Asking the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and his forces to come all this way just to protect courtesans could have offended Jin Hagun's pride. He could have felt like he was being pushed aside from the important work.

However, Jin Hagun nodded readily and answered.

"I will protect them."

Jin Haryong was inwardly surprised by his answer. There was no hint of resentment, no feeling of 'I'm annoyed, but I'll do it because it's Geom Mugeuk's request'.

He looked like he was genuinely and willingly accepting the request.

Geom Mugeuk also looked surprised by the ready answer.

"You're not saying no? You could've said, 'I'll get Sayin, so you serve the drinks.' That's what I would've said."

Then Jin Hagun stared intently at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "Isn't it because this job is more important that you're entrusting it to me?"

Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes formed a pleasant eye-smile.

"Thank you for understanding my heart."

Then Jin Haryong jumped in and shouted, "Don't be fooled! You just didn't want to deal with the drunkards, so you're dumping it on my Orabeoni!"

Geom Mugeuk feigned a gasp, playing along with her joke.

Of course, she knew too. She knew that Geom Mugeuk was genuinely worried about their safety.

What surprised her was her Orabeoni's attitude, but there was a reason why Jin Hagun had readily accepted Geom Mugeuk's request.

"In the operation right before I came here, I saved some women and children."

The relief that had appeared on a child's face at that time kept coming to his mind.

"At that moment, I had a thought. Punishing evil is important, but saving their lives is even more important."

If anyone else heard this, they would say it was a rather late realization.

In reality, Jin Hagun had saved countless people and performed countless acts of chivalry until now.

"At some point, chivalry became a matter of course."

Naturally saving, naturally killing. It's natural since I'm the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, right? The future Chairman can't afford to rest.

"Surprisingly, even chivalry can cause fatigue to build up."

He felt it, but Jin Hagun tried to deny it and just ran forward.

While he had been running relentlessly like that, he saw the relief blooming on that child's face right before his eyes. He felt the child's hand gripping his own tightly.

It was the moment when chivalry became tangible and was engraved in Jin Hagun's heart.

No, perhaps he was consciously engraving that moment in his heart to endure this deep fatigue.

"When given the chance to kill a hundred villains and the chance to save a child at the same time, I would go to save the child. But what about it? What about the innocent lives those hundred villains will kill in the future?"

He wanted to ask Geom Mugeuk. What would you do? Am I right to think this way?

That unchanging gaze of Geom Mugeuk looked back at him. Yes, it was probably because he knew he would look at him with such eyes that he could confess these worries.

And because he knew he was a person who would give a clear answer like this, not a complicated one.

"Don't worry and go save the child. I'll go kill the villains. I'll take on the villain's role."

Jin Hagun smiled faintly. How could he not know that even though Geom Mugeuk said that, he was also a person who would go to save the child?

"You're going to be a truly great Chairman. A Chairman who holds the hands of those who must be protected. That path will be really hard and exhausting. You'll regret and regret again because of the hundred you let live. When it gets unbearably tough, come find me. I'll hang out with you and we'll have fun. So don't you dare treat me coldly then! Don't say, 'That guy, he was fine when he was young, but now he's just a talkative demonic practitioner with slick words!' You can't do that!"

Jin Hagun, who had been staring at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, said abruptly.

"I will. I'll call you a demonic practitioner with slick words!"

"That's too harsh, Chairman!"

Jin Hagun believed it. Even then, Geom Mugeuk's words would shine just as they did now. And even if they did not shine, they would still reach his heart.

That was why, even when he became a white-haired Chairman, he would go to him with worries that were difficult to ask others about.

Ah, I'm not so sure. What do you think?

Jin Hagun's gaze returned to his reflection in the bronze mirror as he said, "Someone might get hurt or die that day. But none of the courtesans here will be among them."

At that firm resolve, the gaze of Geom Mugeuk, standing behind Jin Hagun, deepened.

"No one will get hurt or die that day. My demonic path is far too selfish compared to your righteous path to ever let something like that happen."


Chapter 540: Will I Be There Then, Too?

Jin Haryong also stepped forward, her reflection joining them in the mirror.

"We all owe you our lives, and now you're trying to save everyone again."

If it hadn't been for Geom Mugeuk, neither she nor her Orabeoni would be alive. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had also claimed to be alive because of Geom Mugeuk. Jin Haryong knew that Bi Sayin's life had been saved thanks to him as well.

The gazes of the two people reflected in the mirror shifted to the one person who remained.

"Even if you all did something wrong and were killed for a just reason, I'd still live a life filled with anger. Maybe not every single day, but on the days I thought of you, I'd fly into a rage. Just try to picture it. Me, living my life taking out my frustrations on other people."

The idea of Geom Mugeuk saying things to hurt people, the complete opposite of how he was now, was something Jin Haryong didn't even want to imagine.

"But to lose you to some schemers plotting from the shadows? And here, in a place I called you to? I'm not doing this for you. It's for me, because I'm the one who would suffer for the rest of my life. So don't you even dream of getting hurt or dying!"

With that declaration, Geom Mugeuk was the first to exit the room.

Jin Hagun looked back at his sister and spoke calmly. "This is why we should've rushed here the moment we got the message."

Jin Haryong had something she needed to say to her Orabeoni. "Don't give your heart too much to the Young Cult Leader."

"......"

"Because you'll suffer far more than he will, Orabeoni."

She was talking about the chance that they might lose each other. Regardless of what the Young Cult Leader said, she wasn't worried about him. To her, that was simply the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. Her concern was for her Orabeoni.

Jin Hagun glanced at the mirror again and adjusted his clothes. "I'm a selfish person, too. Being that kind of person... I suppose I would have had such worries."

Just admitting his worries to Geom Mugeuk had made him feel much lighter. It was true, how could this path ever be simple? Still, it was enough that someone genuinely understood and supported him on this difficult journey.

Jin Haryong had been secretly surprised when Jin Hagun confessed his concerns. She had believed he was truly enjoying his position as the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

If he had shared his worries with anyone else, she would have definitely felt jealous. It was a burden he had never once mentioned to her.

"You're the one who shouldn't give him your heart away."

"I won't. And it's not like anything would happen even if I did."

At her words, Jin Hagun's voice suddenly rose. "What's wrong with you?"

It wasn't the roar of the Demon Slaying Brigade's leader, but the roar of a big brother.

Of course, it was also a shout that had no follow-up. He couldn't very well tell her not to pursue a relationship with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Jin Hagun spun around and strode out of the room.

Now alone, Jin Haryong perched on the edge of Geom Mugeuk's bed.

"How can I give my heart to him?"

After a short pause, she added softly.

"When I've already given it away."


Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade were deployed to the Thousand Flower Palace.

"The liquor is stored in this warehouse. When an order comes in, you can get it from here. The list of liquors is right here."

Yeo Jong led them on a tour, explaining their duties.

While learning the tasks from her, Jin Hagun assigned the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists to different rooms. He had them plan ahead where and how to conceal their swords and how to evacuate the courtesans during an emergency.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists had no complaints about the mission. They were already indebted to Geom Mugeuk from past events.

If anything, this type of work in a brothel was a novel experience. How long had it been since they had worn clothes other than their martial arts uniforms?

The courtesans of the Headquarters had been personally selected by Yeo Jong, so they were unfazed by the recent string of changes.

Instead, the newly arrived martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade became a topic of conversation among them.

They gossiped about which martial artist was handsome, who was kind, and who looked like whom.

A few days went by as they all grew accustomed to one another.


"Am I the only one who's this anxious?"

The person Jin Haryong had stopped was Jin Hagun. With his hands full of liquor bottles, he looked at his sister.

"I'm busy, a customer is waiting!"

Jin Hagun hurried past her and ran off.

He wasn't the only one. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists had also adapted to the work quickly. Some of them looked as if they had genuinely worked there for years. One martial artist had even received a love letter from a courtesan.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman also behaved as if nothing was amiss, diligently carrying out her duties as Pavilion Master while looking after the courtesans.

In the end, the person Jin Haryong went to find was Geom Mugeuk.

He was shut away inside his residence, doing who knows what.

"Aren't you worried?"

"About what?"

"Right now, the Demon Slaying Brigade and its leader are carrying liquor bottles in the Thousand Flower Palace. Don't you think the secret might've already leaked?"

Even if this was the Thousand Flower Palace Headquarters, it felt like the secret could get out. No, it probably already had.

"Yes, they probably know."

"They know? Does that mean the people who came out of the Trading Company that day think, 'Those guys carrying the liquor are Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists'?"

"That's right."

And he was still letting them carry liquor so casually?

"They probably know everything. That I'm here, and that the Demon Slaying Brigade has come. They'll even know that you followed."

"Then shouldn't we strike the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company first to find out who's behind them?"

"......"

Faced with this question, Jin Haryong was the one who became flustered.

"Well, don't you people have ways to make them talk?"

"You seem to be expecting some mysterious, grand technique to make them confess. We're the same as you. We pull out fingernails and sear them with fire."

"We don't do things like that!"

"You do, too."

Jin Haryong couldn't strongly deny it. There was no guarantee that a poker wasn't being heated red-hot somewhere in the Murim Alliance's underground torture chamber.

"Anyway, why not do it? Your friend's life is on the line, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk answered calmly.

"Because our friend's honor is also at stake."

Jin Haryong flinched.

The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company was a company that belonged to the Evil Alliance. To attack them without definite evidence would be an act of disrespect toward the Evil Alliance.

"If anyone should strike, it should be Sayin."

Jin Haryong's face flushed slightly as she acknowledged his point.

"My thinking was short-sighted."

Besides, they had now sent an official invitation to Bi Sayin.

Then, Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly.

"This is why."

"What is?"

"It feels like they're deliberately trying to draw us in."

For a moment, Jin Haryong's eyes widened with surprise.

"From anyone's perspective, the current situation is one where I should be contacting the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company or finding something out from them, right? To the point where you came to me, pressing me about why I haven't attacked. Do you really think they haven't considered that?"

She hadn't thought that far ahead. What if Geom Mugeuk's prediction was right? What if the enemy was skilled enough to set a trap at the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company and wait?

"Then this is a really dangerous situation, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk then asked her a question in return.

"Dangerous? Who? The inside of the Thousand Flower Palace is guarded by the Demon Slaying Brigade, and the outside by the Faceless Warriors. And I'm here, and the Smiling Demon is here. And you and Commander Jin are here, and Young Alliance Chairman Bi will be coming with the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

The lineup of forces was enough to make one question if the situation could truly be called dangerous.

"If you were the enemy, could you make a move in this situation?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Jin Haryong shook her head.

"I would've run away without a second glance."

Indeed, to win against this side, one would have to declare a war.

"But they're staying put. They haven't canceled the invitation. That must mean they have a dangerous move up their sleeve."

What she didn't understand about Geom Mugeuk's words was this.

"You don't want anyone to get hurt or die, right? Then why not avoid it? You could refuse the invitation and strike the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company with Young Alliance Chairman Bi, couldn't you?"

Then, an unexpected answer came from Geom Mugeuk.

"Then they wouldn't be able to use the move they've prepared."

Just as she was thinking that would be for the best, she flinched in shock.

"Don't tell me you're...?"

Her suspicion was correct.

Geom Mugeuk nodded and confirmed it. "Yes, I have to find out what that move is."

"......" Jin Haryong could see it now. Geom Mugeuk was actually trying to lure the enemy in.

"Because even if it's not used now, it will definitely be used someday." He added a sentence that answered Jin Haryong's unasked question.

"Will I be there then, too?"

"!"

Geom Mugeuk was worried that this ultimate move would be unleashed somewhere he wasn't present. When he wasn't there for Jin Hagun, when he wasn't there for Bi Sayin, or when he wasn't there for someone else.

If the move was that powerful, he planned to step forward and block it himself while he was here.

Jin Haryong quickly remembered the words he had spoken while looking in the mirror a few days ago.

[None of us will get hurt or die. My flashy demonic path is far too selfish compared to your righteous path to ever let me see such a thing.]

So very selfish, indeed. To worry so much about the well-being of others. To worry not just about the present situation, but also about a future that might never come to pass.

"Doesn't it exhaust you, living like this?"

Geom Mugeuk held an unwavering belief in his way of life.

"If people who didn't have to die end up dying because I don't live like this... that would be exhausting."

Saving those who shouldn't die was the calling of his life.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said. "Don't worry too much. If we die, they won't get away unscathed either. The revenge of the Cult Leaders and Chairmen of the orthodox and unorthodox factions who lost their children and disciples will begin."

"Don't smile! It's not funny at all."

Her Orabeoni must trust Geom Mugeuk even more than she did. He was likely just trusting that Geom Mugeuk had prepared for everything and was carrying liquor with a peaceful mind.

"What should I do? Should I wash dishes in the kitchen?"

"No. You should protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

Just as Jin Hagun had, Jin Haryong readily accepted.

"I will. But unlike my Orabeoni, I can't make a promise. I can't protect her to the point of my own death, but I will protect her right up until the moment I die."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and told her.

"Protecting someone until just before you die and then getting away is harder than protecting them until you die."


Three days before Bi Sayin was due to arrive, Geom Mugeuk gathered everyone to his residence. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong, and even Yeo Jong were present.

A high pile of documents sat on Geom Mugeuk's desk. It was all the information that the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon had investigated and sent over so far.

The documents detailed the people belonging to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, their financial situations, and their relationships with one another. Their connections to other Trading Companies were also included. It was information that had thoroughly exposed everything about the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

Geom Mugeuk relayed the most critical piece of information to everyone.

"The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company recently finished an expansion. They widened the training grounds and tore down old buildings to build new ones. And the All-Knowing Hall has discovered that there were special materials used in that construction."

The All-Knowing Hall had not missed even the materials used in the construction.

"So it was a disguised construction."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's guess, Geom Mugeuk nodded in reply.

"Yes. Based on an analysis of the materials and components, it seems they've installed offensive mechanisms and formations. Top-grade ones at that. They say it will be very deadly."

At the mention of deadly mechanisms and formations, everyone's expression grew serious. Such things were not simple to construct, and even if one could find a master craftsman to build them, the cost would be enormous.

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression.

"Your prediction was right. The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company was a trap."

As Geom Mugeuk slowly nodded, this time Jin Hagun asked.

"What do you intend to do?"

All eyes focused on Geom Mugeuk. He had already reached a decision before calling them here.

"Letting the Evil Alliance decide when to smash that place is a matter for later. For now, let's just prepare the feast for our friend. Please prepare the best liquor and the most amazing dishes."

Geom Mugeuk looked around at everyone and added.

"Because the real party will begin only after this feast ends well."


Deep in the night at a cemetery, the distant howl of a wolf could be heard.

The old tombstones, which looked as if they might crumble at a touch, intensified the eerie atmosphere.

The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company Vice Director Pyeong Wi stood there. He had been tense the entire time he waited for someone. He had good reason to be.

What he was waiting for emerged from the darkness.

The thing that flew through the night sky, floating in mid-air, was a palanquin.

The palanquin had a unique atmosphere. It was painted completely black, making it seem as if a chunk of darkness had broken off and was moving on its own. Around the palanquin were four people dressed in black with black veils covering their faces. They too flew along, floating at the four corners of the palanquin, and the aura they exuded was anything but ordinary.

From the lanterns in their hands, a bizarre blue light, like one that would only come from the eyes of a ghost, flowed out. It felt like a palanquin connecting the world of the living and the dead.

THUD. THUDUDUDUK.

All life in the palanquin's path died. Birds and insects fell to the ground with a patter, and flowers withered and died in an instant. Even the trees dried up and twisted.

The palanquin stopped in the air before Pyeong Wi.

Pyeong Wi spoke in a polite tone. "It is finally tomorrow."

Tomorrow was the day they had invited Bi Sayin. Tomorrow night, he himself would go to the Thousand Flower Palace to meet Bi Sayin.

A woman's voice came from within the floating palanquin. "I can feel fear from you."

It was a captivating and dreamlike voice that seemed to shake the listener's soul.

Pyeong Wi's eyes trembled. How could he not be afraid? No matter what plan they had, he had to walk into a place where the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman, and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade were all gathered.

The woman's sweet voice flowed from the palanquin again. "Do not be afraid."

A mournful wind blew, and the clouds covered the moon.

"The night is always on our side."


Chapter 541: You Might Think We're Heartless and Shameless Because We're Unorthodox Sects

Pyeong Wi stepped into the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. His entire body ached as if he were dying on the days he returned from meeting the palanquin.

He stared for a moment at the empty training ground, which was bathed in the cold light of the moon. After taking a deep breath, he began to walk with caution. He had to remain focused because a single mistake would not just hurt him, it would kill him.

He moved by stepping on precise, predetermined spots. A complex mechanism was installed that would tear his body to pieces the moment he took a single wrong step.

After crossing the training ground, he entered the building. He knocked twice on the wall in a hallway that was filled with an eerie energy.

A moment later.

SHHHHH.

The scenery before him changed as the formations inside were deactivated. Formations had surprisingly been laid within this narrow hallway.

Installing formations in a small indoor space was far more difficult than creating them outdoors. This alone showed the high level of skill of the person who had created these formations.

He passed through the hallway and went into the room at the end. Two people were present in the dark room.

One person was lying on a bed. The man, whose face was pale with sickness, was the Trading Company's owner, So Jongtae.

In front of him, his wife sat with her back turned.

"Tomorrow is finally the day," Pyeong Wi said, his voice full of determination.

The wife's voice, in contrast, was weary and strained. "We're counting on you, Vice Director."

"Yes, madam."

Pyeong Wi bowed respectfully and then left the room.

In front of the door, Pyeong Wi took a deep breath.

He didn't know how he had ended up in this situation. When he had lifted his head after being frantically pushed around by that bastard called fate, a black palanquin had been floating before his eyes.


Geom Mugeuk slept in for the first time in a while. He had trained in martial arts late into the night, using the Heavenly Space Secret Art to skimp on sleep.

He replayed his bloody battle with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in his mind, training over and over. He repeated it until he was sick of it.

Enlightenment always had a way of arriving the day after you screamed, "I can't take this anymore, I'm sick of it!" and stormed out.

His head was clear and he felt refreshed since he had slept his fill. Getting out of bed, Geom Mugeuk threw open the window and took a deep breath.

"Ah! This is great!"

He was about to look up at the perfectly clear, sunny sky when he noticed someone standing in the courtyard with their back to him.

It was the back of someone unexpected.

Geom Mugeuk leaned against the window and spoke to him. "You must really want to have fun if you're here this early. The brothel isn't open in the morning."

At that, the man turned toward Geom Mugeuk. It was a rugged face that now felt rather welcoming, a face he sometimes even thought was handsomely masculine. It was none other than Bi Sayin.

"The sun is high in the sky, what do you mean 'morning'? Is it right for a martial artist to sleep so soundly? A hundred assassins could have come and gone."

Of course, if Bi Sayin had tried to enter the room or revealed even a hint of killing intent, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would have activated and woken Geom Mugeuk.

"Unlike you, I'm a pacifist, aren't I? No assassin would have a reason to come for me."

An unconcealable smile appeared on Bi Sayin's fierce face.

This was the same Geom Mugeuk who had rushed over to warn him of the crisis. This was the same Geom Mugeuk who was now here at the Thousand Flower Palace, preparing for today on his behalf.

"Are you done preparing to save me?"

Bi Sayin's cold, chilling gaze and Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes met in midair.

"I'm done preparing to die with you."

Bi Sayin knew. Those words were by no means just empty flattery.

"I have no desire to die on the same day and at the same time as you. So make sure you save me."

"Don't we have a reliable swordsman friend? Ask him." Geom Mugeuk leaped nimbly out of the window.

"Oh, right. Did you bring the stylish clothes that go with white?"

"Who in the world are you meeting that you're acting like this? Don't tell me it's a woman?" Not just any clothes, but stylish clothes. It had to be a woman.

"What if it is?"

"I have no interest in women."

"If it's a woman, you should ask if she's pretty first!" Geom Mugeuk asked with a look of disbelief.

"So? You didn't forget to bring the clothes, did you?"

"...I brought them."

As Geom Mugeuk watched him with a strange smile, Bi Sayin changed the subject. "Where's Commander Jin?"

"He's found a new calling."

Geom Mugeuk led Bi Sayin to the rear building of the Thousand Flower Palace. Jin Hagun was there, in front of the warehouse.

"What are you doing?" At Bi Sayin's question, Jin Hagun set down the crate of liquor he was holding and answered.

"As you can see, I'm organizing the liquor."

"Did you fall into the Young Cult Leader's trap again?" Jin Hagun laughed at Bi Sayin's words. This was the only time he and Bi Sayin found common ground.

Their common enemy was Geom Mugeuk.

"Seeing as I'm wearing clothes I've never worn in my life and doing work I've never done before, perhaps I have fallen into another trap," Jin Hagun lamented, and Bi Sayin agreed.

"As for the clothes problem, it seems I've fallen into the same trap."

When Jin Hagun gave him a look that asked what he meant, Bi Sayin answered. "There's a reason. Should I help move this?" Bi Sayin went over and started moving the liquor crates with him.

Geom Mugeuk raised his voice. "Why are you two suddenly acting all friendly? You're not close, are you? Without me, you're so awkward you can't even say a word to each other, right?"

Bi Sayin pretended not to hear and said to Jin Hagun, "Thanks for coming. Be sure to call me next time you need help."

"I will."

"If you're grateful, you should be thanking me!" Geom Mugeuk shouted, but the two men pretended not to hear.

Geom Mugeuk sat on an old chair and watched the two of them carry the liquor crates.

"Instead of just watching, why don't you help a little?"

"Wouldn't that tarnish our Young Alliance Chairman's friendship toward you?"

"What an excuse."

While lazing about, Geom Mugeuk suddenly said, "The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company has dangerous mechanisms and formations set up. They've laid a trap, so don't go in there carelessly. They've been confirmed to be very high-level mechanisms and formations. I'm telling you in advance so you can deal with them carefully later."

Bi Sayin set down a crate and sat on it.

"I don't understand." He couldn't understand why the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company would try to kill him, or why they would set up such mechanisms and formations. They had been closer to the Evil Alliance than anyone.

"Could it be them?" At Bi Sayin's question, Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"It seems so." There were too many things that didn't make sense for it to be the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company acting alone, and above all, it was too reckless.

"Just as they've always done, they must have dug into a weakness of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. Their dark scheme is probably hidden where no one would expect."

Jin Hagun's and Bi Sayin's expressions turned serious. They had already experienced how secretly and viciously those people could infiltrate someone's life.

"However, this case feels a bit different from the previous ones. It's cruder, for some reason."

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun knew exactly what Geom Mugeuk's words meant. The substance of that feeling was danger.

In this case especially, the Cult Leader and the Chairman would not be intervening. The three of them had to solve it on their own.

"We have to show them that we're all grown up now." Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Right, what about the Thirteen Evil Wolves?" Bi Sayin answered Geom Mugeuk's question.

"They're checking inside and outside the Thousand Flower Palace. They're probably in a war of nerves with your subordinates."


The Thirteen Evil Wolves were surprised twice upon arriving at the Thousand Flower Palace. They were surprised once outside, and again inside.

First, outside, it was because of the Faceless Warriors.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves began by searching the surroundings. Whenever the Young Alliance Chairman had a drinking party at a brothel, they would naturally inspect and investigate the area perfectly.

They knocked on the door of the nearest house, and it opened. Ten of the Faceless Warriors were on standby there. Although they had already heard they were here, they still had to conduct a search.

An indescribable tension rose between the searching Thirteen Evil Wolves and the watching Faceless Warriors.

"Thank you for your cooperation." At First Wolf's words after finishing the search, the Faceless Warriors nodded silently.

It wasn't just that house. All the houses adjacent to the Thousand Flower Palace were occupied by the Faceless Warriors.

In the past, they would have kicked out all the residents, but this time, they paid a sufficient amount of money to rent the places for a day.

It was for surveillance, yes, but if a big fight broke out here, the residents' lives would be in danger, so Geom Mugeuk had asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to clear everyone out completely.

The Faceless Warriors were hidden in nearby houses, in carriages, in temporarily built structures, and in the trees. The exterior was truly guarded like an iron fortress.

So they were surprised outside, and then surprised again inside.

"It's the Demon Slaying Brigade." Even without I-rang saying it from beside him, First Wolf could tell. He recognized the person sweeping the courtyard over there.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Demon Slaying Brigade, in particular, were organizations directly under the heirs, so they were unspoken rivals. Thus, they knew as much as there was to know about each other.

Those martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade were disguised as brothel workers and were working everywhere. Chopping firewood, moving luggage, carrying liquor.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves felt the gravity of the situation firsthand. Until they arrived while acting as Bi Sayin's bodyguard, they hadn't expected such an ironclad perimeter to be in place.

"This is a first." At First Wolf's words, I-rang looked at him.

"For the Orthodox and Demonic factions to conduct a joint operation. This is the first time since I joined the alliance."

That was why this scene felt so unfamiliar.

"The Demon Slaying Brigade has probably already checked, but search every nook and cranny anyway. We do our job."

"Yes, sir!"

And so, the Thirteen Evil Wolves thoroughly investigated the interior of the Thousand Flower Palace as well.

They checked for ambushes and also if the food ingredients were safe. They truly took every precaution for the Young Alliance Chairman's safety. They only exchanged nods with the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Fortunately, they finished the search without any conflict.

First Wolf felt that this alone showed how much the atmosphere between the factions had truly changed from the past. To think that the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the Faceless Warriors, and the Demon Slaying Brigade could be in one place. And so peacefully at that.

First Wolf felt that a new jianghu was coming.

Because above the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist sweeping the courtyard, among the branches outside the wall, a white mask was smiling.


The three heirs were in Geom Mugeuk's quarters. Geom Mugeuk was showing them the information he had received from the All-Knowing Hall.

"This is the file on the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. Have a look."

"Is it okay to just show us classified information like this?" Jin Hagun asked, seeing that the documents were from the All-Knowing Hall.

"It's not."

"And yet?"

"You guys have to keep it a secret."

"I've heard that two can keep a secret, but three cannot."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and said, "I'm not worried about you two. If the secret gets out, I'll be the one to leak it first anyway. Just to brag about how I have no secrets with my friends!"

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun nodded with expressions that said, "He really would do that." When facing their common adversary, the two were perfectly in sync.

The playful look vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face.

"It's information you all know, and it might not be that important, but I'm showing you because I thought we shouldn't miss a single detail."

This was Geom Mugeuk's way. Just as he told his father everything that happened when he returned from being away, he did the same with the Demon Supremes, and with these two here. It was a cardinal rule of Geom Mugeuk's life to prevent any misunderstandings that could arise from not speaking up.

Just then, Bi Sayin, who was looking at the documents, found something. "When was this information obtained?"

"Recently." They had only started looking into them properly after the incident broke out.

"Is all of this information true?"

"If you doubt the information from the All-Knowing Hall, then you must never start a war with us in the future."

It was meant to convey just how accurate the All-Knowing Hall's information was.

"There's a mistake here." Bi Sayin held out a piece of paper. It was the section about why the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company held a grudge against Bi Sayin.

The Evil Alliance had misunderstood, thinking the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had massacred Evil Alliance martial artists, and had pushed the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company into the territory he managed, supporting them.

After the misunderstanding between both sides was cleared up, the Evil Alliance drove out the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company and compensated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for the losses he had suffered over two years.

"At that time, the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company had to give up all the money they had earned over two years, and their fortunes declined afterward. Their relationship with the Vice Director also soured. There are also rumors that the Trading Company owner's health has deteriorated. In the end, it's believed this grudge started as revenge for that. What's wrong with this part?"

At that, Bi Sayin said calmly, "You might think we're heartless and shameless because we're unorthodox sects."

Bi Sayin said something completely unexpected.

"The money we paid as compensation back then didn't come from the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company. It came from our main alliance."

Geom Mugeuk was startled by those words. It was a very important detail. It was the reason for the grudge.

Since Bi Sayin wouldn't lie, what if they hadn't suffered any losses? And yet they played the victim, acting as if they had paid the money themselves?

"Then why did they target you?"

He could now clearly understand what Bi Sayin had meant earlier when he said he didn't understand them.

Before, he had interpreted it this way. They're trying to kill the Young Alliance Chairman just because they had to give back some money? That's what he didn't understand.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been lost in thought, flinched. A guess flowed from him, starting with, "No way..."

"What if the goal of today's events wasn't to kill you?"

Bi Sayin's and Jin Hagun's gazes sharpened.

"Then what is the goal?" At Bi Sayin's question, Geom Mugeuk offered a guess.

"To ruin the Thousand Flower Palace. What if, from the very beginning, that was the sole objective?"

Geom Mugeuk had been focused on why they were trying to kill Bi Sayin. However, what if it wasn't that, but about ruining the Thousand Flower Palace?

"When we met before, you were wondering, weren't you? How exactly do they plan to kill me? We thought they might use a poison that could even fool the Thirteen Evil Wolves. But there's no need for that."

Bi Sayin picked up where Geom Mugeuk left off. "Just the fact that they attempted to poison me would be enough for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to be executed, and the Thousand Flower Palace would be ruined."

Why was the target Bi Sayin? Because it was the fastest and surest way to ruin the Thousand Flower Palace.

The mere fact that an assassination attempt was made on the Young Alliance Chairman, along with fabricated evidence and witnesses claiming the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman ordered it, would have been enough.

The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company also wouldn't have been revealed as the masterminds of the plot under normal circumstances. They would have made it seem like their only fault was inviting Bi Sayin to the Thousand Flower Palace.

However, with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult getting involved, and with his own intervention, the matter had escalated.

Bi Sayin asked with a calm gaze, "Do you have any idea who's behind this?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. At least one thing was certain.

"It must be someone who wants to fill the void left by the Thousand Flower Palace's disappearance."

It would be someone trying to steal the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's dream of becoming the empress of the night. Someone who wants to become the new ruler of the night.

Just then, First Wolf's voice was heard from outside. "The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company's Vice Director has arrived."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the darkening scenery outside. The party had now begun, and it was time to take another step closer to the truth.

"Now, go get changed."


Chapter 542: No One Gets Out of Here Alive Today

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood alone in the rear garden of the Thousand Flower Palace.

Geom Mugeuk went to his side and stood next to him.

"It will be cloudy tonight."

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, the moon was hidden by clouds and could not be seen.

"My night vision is good, so I'm fine."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze fell upon him. Geom Mugeuk was looking up at him, his face bright under the dark night sky.

"There's something I need to tell you."

It was something that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, if no one else, needed to know.

"It seems the ultimate target of the mastermind wasn't the Young Alliance Chairman, but the Thousand Flower Palace."

Surprisingly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wasn't surprised. Perhaps, aside from the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he was the one who best knew the value of the Thousand Flower Palace.

"If the Pavilion Master was framed for the attempted assassination of the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman, all the dozens of Thousand Flower Palaces across the Central Plains would be forced to close. The mastermind probably intended to use their vast funds to either take over the Thousand Flower Palace or open new brothels to seize the territories."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said it before. The amount of money the Thousand Flower Palace earned was enormous.

Now, having expanded with an incomparable number of brothels since then, the current value of the Thousand Flower Palace would be beyond words.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't show his anger. However, Geom Mugeuk could feel it. He was furious. These were the ones who tried to kill his woman and steal the Thousand Flower Palace.

"It seems they planned this to secure funds after their financial source in Shaanxi was cut off."

"But of all people, they ran into you, Young Cult Leader."

"It's thanks to the Dan Sisters asking for help from our Cult's intelligence division."

If she had made a different choice, the outcome would have been completely different from what it is now.

Come to think of it, his connection with the Dan Sisters was deep. Not only was he able to save Yeo Jong, but he also formed a deep bond with Seo Daeryong.

"Perhaps it's a connection brought about by Director Seo."

Geom Mugeuk gave the credit to Seo Daeryong.

"There's something Director Seo has hung in his room like a family heirloom. Do you know what it is?"

Naturally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave him a look that said he didn't know.

"It's the mask you gave to Director Seo as a gift, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile. "I believe that's how our fates are connected."

Just then, the sound of people bustling about could be heard from beyond the wall.

"It seems the Vice Captain of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company has arrived."

Geom Mugeuk began to unwind the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword.

"One thing I can't understand is that they sent the Vice Captain even though they knew our Cult was involved. That's why we need to be careful."

He handed half of the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon accepted it without refusal.

The two men took off their upper garments on the spot and wrapped the silk around their hearts, abdomens, and other vital parts of their bodies.

"Be careful, Smiling Demon."

"You be careful too, Young Cult Leader."

The two men looked at each other.

"Let's show them who they tried to mess with."

Through the eyeholes of the mask, the Smiling Demon's eyes smiled coldly.


Pyeong Wi, the Vice Captain of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, stepped into the Thousand Flower Palace. A dozen or so of his subordinates followed behind him. He could have brought more, but there was no point in increasing the number of dogs in a place teeming with tigers and wolves.

"Welcome, Captain Pyeong."

Yeo Jong came out to the main gate to greet him personally. Jin Haryong stuck close behind her, fulfilling her promise to protect her until death.

"The guest has already arrived."

"A precious guest, I see. I trust the preparations were made without a hitch?"

"Don't you worry."

Yeo Jong led them inside.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves stood in front of the main building of the Thousand Flower Palace. The First Wolf observed Pyeong Wi and his subordinates with sharp eyes.

The Trading Company's martial artists, wary of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, took up positions at the building's entrance and in the surrounding area.

The First Wolf let them do as they pleased. He could have prevented them from entering in the first place, but he didn't. It was based on the judgment that it was better to keep them in sight and under surveillance.

Moreover, inside, martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade were moving about like workers, maintaining an ironclad defense.

A space to entertain the distinguished guest had been prepared on the first floor of the Thousand Flower Palace. In the wide space encircled by the private rooms, today's banquet was set. There were ornate folding screens, high-quality tables and chairs, and a feast of delicacies prepared by the Thousand Flower Palace's chefs, so lavish it looked like the table would break.

Bi Sayin was seated at the head of the table.

"Greetings, Young Alliance Chairman."

"It's been a while."

Pyeong Wi bowed respectfully and offered a clasped hands greeting. Bi Sayin returned the greeting lightly.

"I heard you declined my offer to escort you."

"I did so because I dislike hassle."

"Allow me to pour you a drink."

"Receive my drink first."

Bi Sayin poured the drink first, then filled his own cup. He made sure Pyeong Wi couldn't even touch the bottle. After all, the only thing he could do was use poison.

"Thank you for inviting me like this."

"I've wanted to host you for a long time."

The two men toasted and emptied their cups.

"The Thousand Flower Palace is famous for its many beautiful courtesans. Since we've rented the entire place today, let's bring them all in and enjoy ourselves!"

The reason Pyeong Wi had specifically requested this wide space was so he could have all the courtesans surround them.

As Pyeong Wi was about to call for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Bi Sayin stopped him.

"Wait. Before that, I have something to say to you, Vice Captain."

"Please, speak."

"I heard something strange on my way here."

Bi Sayin stared intently into Pyeong Wi's eyes. When that face, already frightening to look at, glared at him, Pyeong Wi felt truly scared.

"It was information about a plan to ambush me here, at the Thousand Flower Palace."

"Who would dare plot such a thing?" Pyeong Wi's surprised expression was quite convincing.

"They said it was you."

Pyeong Wi demanded, his face defiant. "Who on earth said that?"

Just then, a voice came from behind.

"Me."

Geom Mugeuk strode over and sat down. Then, skipping the unorthodox greetings, he got straight to the point.

"We're holding a grand banquet here today. It will be a festival attended by my friends and everyone here. But it's not a banquet for you."

Pyeong Wi's expression hardened. However, he wasn't afraid. He had already anticipated this situation.

"Today's banquet will be for our Trading Company."

At his confident words, Bi Sayin asked. "Let me ask just one thing. Back when you withdrew from Guizhou, why did you spread the rumor that you were the ones who paid the money?"

For a moment, Pyeong Wi's expression twitched.

"Did you say rumor?" Though polite, his words were clearly accusatory. "That money was paid by us, the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

After speaking, he added, his voice rising as if in anger. "Did we not pay it?"

He had a look in his eyes that said he truly believed it.

"Because of that, our Trading Company's fortunes declined, and the Trading Company's master even fell ill from anger. For someone of the Young Alliance Chairman's status to lie so shamelessly."

It was clear he had resolved to die.

Bi Sayin didn't get angry or make excuses, simply staring at him. To Pyeong Wi, it might have looked like an admission of his words, but to Geom Mugeuk, it was the image of his blunt friend who wouldn't bother with excuses.

"My friend may be from the unorthodox sects and seem heartless and shameless, but at least he's not the kind of petty friend who would claim to have given something he didn't."

Of course, Pyeong Wi didn't believe him.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Bi Sayin and said. "I think I know what they exploited."

Bi Sayin understood what Geom Mugeuk meant. It meant that someone within the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company had embezzled the money. Someone in a position to deceive even this Vice Captain. And someone who could use this man.

"Who is it that can deceive even you?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, just as he was about to choke back the words 'What bullshit is this!', Pyeong Wi flinched in surprise. The image of one person who could currently do such a thing came to his mind.

[I'm counting on you, Vice Captain.]

The back of the Trading Company master's wife, who was watching over his sickbed. He also recalled her dazed expression after the Trading Company master fell ill, as if she were possessed by something. And the unusual venom in her eyes as she begged for revenge.

What a ridiculous thought!

Soon, Pyeong Wi glared coldly at the two of them. "You shameless bastards! You're acting disgustingly to the very end!"

In contrast to his agitation, Geom Mugeuk was calm. "Fine. As you say, what did you trust to come to a place swarming with villains like this?"

"Not your conscience, at least."

"What did the person who sent you say? Did they say they'd come rescue you if you got the Young Alliance Chairman drunk like this?"

"They won't be coming to rescue me."

Pyeong Wi said with a meaningful look in his eyes. "Because they said no one will get out of here alive today."

It was at that very moment that Geom Mugeuk's and Bi Sayin's eyes met.

SWOOOOOOOSH!

A mournful sound of wind came from far away. In the darkness, a black palanquin was cutting through the air, flying towards them.

As if gliding on an invisible silk road, the palanquin flew smoothly without making a sound.

SHAAAA.

Where the palanquin passed, flowers and trees withered, and insects and birds fell to the ground. It was as if all surrounding life vanished, turning the world black and white.

From the lanterns held in the hands of four black-clad figures flying alongside the palanquin, a ghastly blue light flowed out like a will-o'-the-wisp.

The Faceless Warriors, who had been hiding around the Thousand Flower Palace, revealed themselves from all directions.

On the roof of the Thousand Flower Palace, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched the scene with his arms crossed. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave no order to block or attack.

The Faceless Warriors watched the palanquin pass with cold eyes. A suffocating, dreadful energy was flowing out from inside the palanquin.

The gazes of the Faceless Warriors turned back to where the palanquin had come from. The palanquin was not the only thing that had come here today.

At the end of the road, the darkness was filled with something. Just as the sinister energy seemed to be growing.

They all opened their eyes at once. What could be seen in the darkness were countless eyes.

A white rim was visible around every pupil. It gave off a truly bizarre feeling.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew. He knew what kind of martial arts one had to learn to have eyes like that.

The Dark Night Divine Art. It was a martial art that could only be used at night, allowing one to display skills far beyond their original martial arts. In return, once this martial art was learned, one could never see the sunlight again.

They let the palanquin pass, but they did not let the others through. The Faceless Warriors all dismounted and lined up to block them from approaching.

Some of the Faceless Warriors were squatting on tree branches, and others stood on the wall, looking down at them.

The smiling eyes within the masks showed no fear at all. It didn't matter who the opponent was or where they came from. Whether their pupils had white rims or yellow rims, it was the opponent who should be afraid.

Because the place they came from was the Valley of Evil.

The palanquin descended into the front courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace. The light from the lanterns held in the hands of the four black-clad figures bewitched the hearts of those who saw it.

KEUK!

A martial artist from the Trading Company who was near the palanquin stared at the light, approached as if possessed, then vomited blood and collapsed. The one among them with the weakest inner arts was the first to be affected.

They backed away from the palanquin.

Instead, the person standing before them was Jin Hagun, who had been carrying a wine bottle. Jin Hagun stared at the palanquin with somber eyes. Subordinates of the Demon Slaying Brigade surrounded the palanquin, taking their positions. The presence of the four figures standing at the corners of the palanquin was extraordinary.

WHOOOOSH.

A strong wind blew, throwing open all the doors on the first floor of the Thousand Flower Palace.

The moment he saw the palanquin, Geom Mugeuk knew who his opponent was.

The Sixth King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. The Queen of Darkness, Heuk Sarin.

The one among the Twelve Zodiac Kings known to be the weakest during the day and the strongest at night. She was a woman, but by using the power of darkness, she became the true ruler of the night, whom no one dared to challenge.

Her martial arts were like a treasure buried deep in the darkness, unknown to anyone.

Finally, a woman's voice came from the palanquin. "So, all those who will rule the future murim have gathered."

It was a captivating voice that could sway a person's soul. At her voice, one of the Trading Company martial artists who had retreated started walking toward the palanquin.

Jin Hagun struck the acupoints of the man passing by him and tossed him back. Then he sent a telepathy message to his subordinates.

[Her voice is imbued with an energy that controls the mind. Everyone, focus your minds and raise your inner arts to resist.]

Geom Mugeuk responded to her words. "Aren't you the ones trying to rule the future murim? It seems you're trying harder than we are."

The woman's laughter came from inside the palanquin. It was a clear, gentle laugh that pleased the listener's heart. However, her laughter shook the mind more powerfully than her words.

"As expected, Young Cult Leader, you recognize me at a glance."

"Who are you?" Geom Mugeuk asked, feigning ignorance.

"I am a sinful soul who cannot live in the light."

"Then you've met the right person. Am I not the former Sanzu Hall Director? I handle sinners well. Would you like a consultation? You might turn over a new leaf in a month."

"As rumored, you are indeed a pleasant person, Young Cult Leader."

"I could live more pleasantly if it weren't for you people."

The woman laughed softly. "I am well aware that you, Young Cult Leader, are deeply involved in our affairs. Thanks to you, several plans have been changed."

After regressing, so much had changed. We grew stronger, and they grew weaker. He couldn't know what effect this change would have on Hwa Mugi. Why was he silent? Would he appear at that future time as destined, or would he appear earlier? Or perhaps later? It was truly impossible to know.

"Your plans will keep changing. As you can see, we're younger and more vigorous than you, aren't we? If we keep blocking you again and again, you'll be the ones to grow old and die first."

Nearby was Bi Sayin, and in the courtyard far away was Jin Hagun. The three of them looked at each other.

The woman still spoke in a soft and captivating voice. "What a shame. That I won't be able to see this wonderful friendship any longer."

And this confidence was not about herself.

"There is someone here who has been dying to see our Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk flinched in surprise. It was a truly unexpected statement.

The palanquin door began to open slowly. The inside of the palanquin, covered by a beaded curtain, was dark. Even with the Divine Eye Technique, which could pierce any curtain, the inside was not visible. In other words, it meant a special dark art was being used within.

In a silence so still it seemed no one was breathing, everyone's gaze was fixed on that spot.

"......"

With a metallic sound, a man's hand emerged and parted the beaded curtain. Poisonous energy rose from the blackened, dead skin on the back of the hand, and a chain glowing with a blue light was tightly wrapped around it, as if to suppress that energy.

The man's face emerged from between the parted curtains. His face was even more horrific. It was blackened, burned, and twisted. Only his two intense eyes shone coldly.

"It's been a long time."


Chapter 543: This Weak and Young Me

"You... you were alive."

Geom Mugeuk recognized him, even though his appearance had changed drastically. He was none other than the Brawling King, returned from the depths of hell.

Geom Mugeuk finally understood. He understood why they had gone ahead with today's banquet, knowing he would be here. Why the movements of the mastermind behind this felt different from before. Why they were so crude.

It was because of this man, because of the Brawling King's thirst for revenge.

It became clear why Bi Sayin was the one used in the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's trap. After all, it was the Evil Alliance Chairman who had driven him to the brink of death.

The Brawling King slowly stepped out of the palanquin.

CLANK, CLANK.

Chains glowing with a blue light were wrapped tightly around his chest. The chains, shimmering with a ghastly blue hue, were no ordinary metal. They gave off the impression that they would exert far more power than the treasured armor or gauntlets he had worn before.

A woman's voice came from inside the palanquin. "When we saved this man with the Dark Path Returning Art, a lethal poison had spread throughout his entire body. It was a state where not even the great celestial immortals could have saved him. The poison of your Poison King is truly dreadful."

Indeed, a poisonous energy that had not yet been fully purged was still flowing from the Brawling King's breath.

The Poison King would be incredibly furious if he found out. Geom Mugeuk now had something to tease him about.

"However, we decided to save him. It required a great deal of effort and a massive investment. He had to undergo two major rituals and six procedures."

As if remembering that time, the Brawling King's expression contorted. He had endured a pain that made him want to beg for death.

The reason he endured all that pain was for this very moment.

"As you can see, he was worth the investment."

The Brawling King's aura was immense. He felt stronger than any enemy Geom Mugeuk had ever faced. If the Brawling King he had met before felt like a brawler, the Brawling King of today felt as if he had transcended that stage.

It was like looking at a God of War who had moved beyond victory and defeat, even beyond life and death.

Death resided in his two eyes. There was a white ring around his pupils. Geom Mugeuk knew what that meant.

He even mastered the Dark Night Divine Art!

The already strong Brawling King had undergone all sorts of rituals and, on top of that, mastered the Dark Night Divine Art. This meant he had become far stronger than his original self.

On top of that, he was exuding the poisonous energy of the Poison King.

Geom Mugeuk himself had Myriad Poison Immunity, so he wouldn't be affected by the poison. However, if Bi Sayin or Jin Hagun were to fight him, they wouldn't be able to withstand that poisonous energy. It was truly a situation where the Brawling King and the Poison King were attacking together.

Indeed, the Brawling King possessed the confidence that he could crush everyone here all by himself.

"You... just how much stronger have you gotten?"

"As much as I've sacrificed my life for."

Having mastered the Dark Night Divine Art, he could no longer see the sun. All for the sake of this revenge.

The Brawling King slowly took a step. Everyone's gaze was fixed on his every move. The fighting spirit emanating from the Brawling King was so intense that it seemed more than enough to take on everyone present.

He had been looking around as if he was seeing the world for the first time.

SWOOOSH!

THWACK!

When he swung his hand, the torsos of all the gathered martial artists from the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company exploded, killing them instantly.

It was a single move that left no time to even think of blocking. This one move alone showed how much stronger he had become. It was truly fast and powerful.

The one who let out a sharp scream at the sight was Vice Director Pyeong Wi. He was horrified that the men he had brought with him were all killed in a single blow.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to him in a low voice. "Did you not know it would turn out like this?"

Of course, Pyeong Wi had come prepared to die. However, he hadn't known they would kill his subordinates first. Even if they were to be killed, it should have been at the end. They should have been killed after watching him get his revenge!

"You were deceived by them. It wasn't the Evil Alliance, they were the ones who used you. To create this situation today."

"Don't be ridiculous!"

With his subordinates dead, Pyeong Wi refused to believe it even more. Like a man who had lost his mind, he leaped forward and prostrated himself before the palanquin.

"As you promised, please kill them!"

To him, who had run into her arms like this, the Queen of Darkness was cruel.

"The Young Cult Leader is right. You were used by us."

In that moment, Pyeong Wi's face completely froze. The truth was delivered to the shocked and bewildered man.

"To be precise, the Director's wife used you."

Pyeong Wi's eyes shot wide open. It was the moment his worst fears became reality. The moment he learned the truth.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He let out a horrific scream. The Brawling King had appeared behind him and grabbed his neck. He didn't break his neck. That would have been better for him.

The moment the poisonous energy flowing from the Brawling King's hand invaded his body, he writhed in terrible agony before dying on the spot.

THUD.

The Brawling King tossed his corpse in front of Geom Mugeuk. And he blamed Geom Mugeuk for that death.

"This is all your fault."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to accept that meekly. "How many eyes are watching right now? Why are you being so unreasonable?"

"If it weren't for you, I wouldn't be here. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have this poison in my body."

He resented that things had turned out this way because Geom Mugeuk had exposed his existence while he was hiding in the Evil Alliance. Because Geom Mugeuk had drawn in the Evil Alliance Chairman and the Poison King.

"Why is it my fault? It's your fault for hiding in a place you never should have been. Why is it my fault? It's because of your petty heart that couldn't just say, 'You've worked hard,' and let me go after using me."

He tried to burden Geom Mugeuk with guilt, but he got nowhere.

"And why are you doing this to me? You should be getting your revenge on the Evil Alliance Chairman or the Poison King. Why? Are you scared of them? Is that why you're bullying this weak and young me?"

At the words 'weak and young', Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun let out a dry laugh. Geom Mugeuk was truly someone who could make them laugh even in such a terrifying situation.

Of course, to the Brawling King, those words were a taboo.

"Shut up!"

"......"

A metallic sound came from the Brawling King's clenched fist. The expression of the Brawling King, who seemed like he wouldn't bat an eye in any situation, was rigid.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman will also die by my hand soon."

The Brawling King intended to kill everyone here and then kill the Evil Alliance Chairman. He could feel it. This body, forcibly maintained by rituals, could not possibly live for long. He would kill everyone before he died. The organization must have saved him because they wanted that as well.

Just then, the Queen of Darkness said from the palanquin. "So the rumors that the Young Cult Leader's mouth is sharper than his sword are true."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Queen of Darkness had stepped in to calm the agitated Brawling King. The more difficult one to deal with was definitely the Queen of Darkness.

"True? What nonsense! They're baseless rumors."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Bi Sayin and asked, "Isn't my sword sharper than my mouth?"

Bi Sayin firmly shook his head.

Geom Mugeuk made a look of disbelief. "Why are you trying to be funny in such a serious situation?"

Bi Sayin's gaze seemed to say, Aren't you the one doing that?

This time, Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun. "I trust you'll tell the truth."

"I don't want to get into a verbal argument with you." He said it so calmly that it sounded like the truth.

Laughter flowed from inside the palanquin. Both Geom Mugeuk and the Queen of Darkness were at ease.

"Let's find out for ourselves which one is sharper."

The moment those words ended, the palanquin door opened again.

SHRRRK.

A hand parted the beaded curtain. It was a dry, wrinkled hand.

The person who revealed his face was an old man. There was no way the Queen of Darkness, the Brawling King, and this old man could all fit inside the palanquin, so this was the moment Geom Mugeuk was certain that the space inside was no ordinary space.

The old man's eyes were incredibly sharp. His old robes were covered in bizarre patterns, and the fan he held open was also filled with unknowable symbols. A strange, evil energy emanated from his body.

The first to recognize him was Jin Hagun. "The Heavenly Fiend!"

He was a public enemy of the murim who had thrown it into chaos, being proficient in all sorts of evil arts and formations. His evil arts were truly sinister and vicious, and countless people had lost their lives to him.

Now they knew. They knew who had set up the formations at the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

The Heavenly Fiend looked at Jin Hagun and said, "You tried so hard to catch me. Go on, try and catch me now."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists all stepped in front of Jin Hagun and aimed their swords. However, the Heavenly Fiend was not intimidated at all.

Another figure emerged from the palanquin. This time, it wasn't a person. Something leaped out.

Surprisingly, what came out of the palanquin was a black dog as large as a grown man. It was no ordinary dog. It was larger than a wolf and had huge fangs.

A black energy shimmered like a heat haze from its large body. It was truly a hellhound worthy of guarding the gates of hell.

It wasn't just one dog. Dozens of hellhounds came out one after another. The sight was truly bizarre, making it feel as if the palanquin was connected to hell itself.

The last person to emerge was recognized by Bi Sayin. "The Dog Man!"

He was an absolute master of the unorthodox sects who used dark evil arts among the evil arts, calling himself a dog seller. He was a figure who rarely showed himself to the outside world, but he had appeared here today. The hellhounds he summoned were fearsome creatures known to tear even masters to death.

The hellhounds looked up at one spot and growled lowly. That spot was the roof where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was standing.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon merely looked down in silence at the dozens of hellhounds growling up at him.

The four men in black who had flown in with the palanquin stepped before Bi Sayin, holding lanterns. The Thirteen Evil Wolves drew their swords in unison and aimed at them. The four men in black showed no fear, even though a force they could not possibly match had their swords aimed at them.

Just then, Bi Sayin saw it. Their shadows stretched long, connecting to the palanquin. It was a bizarre sight that made them feel as if they were one with the palanquin.

The Heavenly Fiend faced Jin Hagun, the Dog Man faced the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the four men in black who had been the palanquin's bodyguards faced Bi Sayin.

And the Brawling King faced Geom Mugeuk.

The problem was that the Queen of Darkness was still inside the palanquin. There was no telling how she would intervene in the fight.

Jin Haryong took Yeo Jong and retreated as far back as possible. This was not a fight she should be at the forefront of. She knew it was a fight where, if they had to flee, she would have to carry Yeo Jong on her back and run.

Orabeoni! Be careful!

The person she looked at in the final moment was Geom Mugeuk. As always, she made another request.

Please take care of my Orabeoni! I'll protect the Pavilion Master until I'm on the verge of death... no, even if I die.

Geom Mugeuk, whose eyes met hers, looked up. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood on the roof. He was still watching the situation below with his arms crossed. It was impossible to know what he was thinking, but the most trustworthy person in this fight today was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk's and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes met. His two eyes behind the mask were smiling. From that deep, abyss-like smile, Geom Mugeuk could tell.

He had already become the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Then that's enough. He thought. I don't have to worry about what's behind me. I just need to focus on the Brawling King in front of me.

The one who moved first was the Brawling King. "Would you like a taste of my fist?"

The Brawling King thrust his fist forward. A cold, blue energy flowed along the chains wrapped around it. He was full of confidence and composure.

He should know that I've mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Is he confident he can withstand the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, even if I haven't reached complete mastery?

"Then let's have just a little taste."

Geom Mugeuk thrust out his fist without drawing his sword. Fist against fist. It was a challenge to a contest of strength.

WHOOOOSH.

The Brawling King rushed toward Geom Mugeuk and threw a punch.

Geom Mugeuk didn't dodge and threw his own punch. Countering the Brawling King's fist, which was imbued with the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, was the Thunder Arhat Fist he had learned from the Fist Demon.

The moment the fists collided, an ear-splitting explosion rang out.

KABOOM!

Geom Mugeuk's fist struck the chains wrapped around the Brawling King's fist. It was an attack imbued with enhanced qi, but the Brawling King didn't even flinch.

With their fists pressed together, Geom Mugeuk and the Brawling King glared at each other. Of course, it wasn't an attack with their full power, but that was likely the same for the Brawling King.

The Brawling King twisted his body and threw another punch. The second attack was a much faster and more powerful blow than the first.

The second pair of fists collided. A louder roar erupted than before, but the Brawling King's fist and chains did not break.

Once again, their fists were locked in mid-air. Geom Mugeuk could feel the cold touch of the chains at the tip of his fist. That sensation seemed to say, I will never break!

The Brawling King's third punch flew in. It was even faster and stronger.

"......"

It wasn't the sound of fists colliding. The Black Demon Sword was already drawn in the hand of Geom Mugeuk, who had leaped backward.

He couldn't handle the Brawling King's fist technique with his still-incomplete Thunder Arhat Fist. After exchanging fists, he felt it in his body. The Brawling King had become incomparably stronger than before.

"You've become a monster."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Bi Sayin and said. "My friend, if I ever told you to just trust me, I take that back."

Geom Mugeuk didn't lose his composure, even at the end. And this was how he told everyone to hang in there.

"Today, it's every man for himself."


Chapter 544: I'm a Man Who Lives with Anxiety

When told he had become a monster, the Brawling King initially laughed. Even he had to admit the expression was a perfect fit.

An unbearable rage, however, soon surged within him. He was supposed to have become the Evil Alliance Chairman. Instead, he was just being called a monster while emitting a venomous aura from his entire body.

And whose fault is all this!

An aura mixed with fighting spirit and killing intent erupted from his body with overwhelming power.

SWOOOOOSH!

Faced with the energy that flew at them as if to pierce both body and mind, the martial artists of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance raised their qi to calm their hearts.

The Brawling King appeared increasingly stronger, as if to show he had not yet revealed his full prowess.

The other enemies had yet to move. They seemed content to watch the fight between the Brawling King and Geom Mugeuk for now.

Geom Mugeuk focused solely on the Brawling King, though he didn't know when the Queen of Darkness might order them to attack.

He would have used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art immediately if he had his way. However, there were far more of our martial artists than enemies inside the Thousand Flower Palace. Outside the walls were the Faceless Warriors. If he used it carelessly, our own people would be swept away.

If he were to use it, he would have to use the Human Destroying Stance or the Darkness Flash, techniques which targeted a single person.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the palanquin behind the Brawling King.

That cautious Queen of Darkness must have anticipated that he would use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. That was why he had to be as careful as possible. He had no idea what preparations they might have made.

Hiding his inner thoughts, Geom Mugeuk showed a relaxed demeanor.

"Don't those metal things on your fists just slow you down?"

"They make it hurt more. Every time I see these chains, I'll remember you. You, who will become a bloody pulp under these fists."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"After I kill you, I think I'll take those chains as a trophy."

To remember me? That was, of course, what the Brawling King thought. Naturally, Geom Mugeuk did not live up to that expectation.

"We just can't resist when we see chains made with Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron."

He had said the same thing about Go Wol's chains before.

"I'm going to melt them down and make commemorative throwing knives with my friends this time. Ah, I suppose I'll think of you occasionally when I'm peeling fruit."

An even deeper killing intent flowed in the Brawling King's eyes.

"You'll have to melt these chains in the fires of hell!"

SHWIIING!

As the Brawling King's fist struck the empty air, a stream of fist energy was unleashed.

KRAKOOM!

The enhanced qi, stretching out like a beam of light, struck Geom Mugeuk directly.

WHOOOOSH!

A whirlwind raged around Geom Mugeuk, kicking up a cloud of dust.

RUMBLE...

The wall far behind where Geom Mugeuk had been standing collapsed. Then the wall of the building behind that one crumbled, and it pierced through the inner building to collapse the backyard wall as well. It was a terrifying power that seemed like it would have endlessly pierced through more buildings if there had been any.

The wind from the fist whipped around, causing the clothes of the onlookers to flutter violently.

Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. Bi Sayin, Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong, and Yeo Jeong all had extremely worried expressions. The previous attack had been so powerful that the thought he might have been seriously injured came naturally.

Only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at the spot where Geom Mugeuk stood with an unchanging gaze.

The kicked-up dust settled.

Geom Mugeuk stood in the same spot with his arms crossed. He had blocked it without taking a single step back.

The Brawling King had expected a different scene, one where Geom Mugeuk would cough up a mouthful of blood.

Instead of blood, Geom Mugeuk spat out irritating words.

"Those chains, are they so special you have to go to hell to melt them? Craftsman Gwak at our Cult's smithy could melt them down just fine."

The Brawling King's expression turned grave.

His inner arts overwhelm mine?

His inner arts had also improved significantly during the treatment process that brought him back to life. On top of that, he was using the Amcheon Divine Art. To block that last attack from a standing position should have only been possible for someone at the level of the Demonic Cult Leader or a Chairman.

The desire to defeat Geom Mugeuk filled the Brawling King's eyes, turning into madness.

"It seems I'm not the only monster here, am I?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed at the Brawling King's words.

"Wouldn't it be boring if there were only ugly monsters like you? I'm the peerless handsome man of the monster world, the peerlessly handsome monster."

Is that even something to say? The Brawling King had never encountered such a powerful master who was so infuriating with his words.

At that very moment!

WHOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk instantly crossed the space with the Hell Step. When Geom Mugeuk made provocative jokes during a fight with a strong enemy, it was always to unsettle his opponent's mind.

Geom Mugeuk's sword, which had rushed in in an instant, suddenly stabbed at his face.

SHIIIIK!

The Brawling King twisted his body to dodge the sword and threw a punch. The Brawling King was certainly strong.

WHOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword grazed the Brawling King's ear, and the Brawling King's fist grazed Geom Mugeuk's chin.

"......"

The Black Demon Sword immediately changed direction to strike at the Brawling King's neck, while the Brawling King's fist flew toward his side. Geom Mugeuk didn't dodge and sent his sword forward. The one who gave up the attack and dodged was the Brawling King.

He leaped back and asked with a surprised face.

"Were you prepared for mutual destruction?"

It meant that even though it was his side, he wouldn't have survived if he had taken a direct hit with that much power.

"No, I knew you'd dodge."

"How were you so sure?"

"Why else would you have come back in that state if you weren't so attached to life?"

Provoked by Geom Mugeuk, the Brawling King charged, spewing killing intent.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The Brawling King blocked the Black Demon Sword with his fists. The chains wrapped around his fists did not break against the Black Demon Sword.

Every time the sword and fists clashed, a sharp metallic sound rang out along with a shower of sparks.

It was no exaggeration to say that the two men had reached the pinnacle of combat experience. They were a volcano and an ocean, each trying to swallow the other. If the Brawling King's fists were exploding lava, Geom Mugeuk's sword was a tidal wave crashing down on him.

The two, who had been exchanging blows in one spot, began to fight while running together. They fought their way into the Thousand Flower Palace. From the first floor to the second, from the second to the third. Only the sounds of their battle could be heard. Though they were out of sight, the sounds were so intense it was as if they were fighting right before everyone's eyes. As they ascended the floors, the sound of sword and fist clashing grew faster.

"......"

The two men burst through the roof and soared into the night sky.

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

Swords and fists embroidered the sky.

It looked as if dozens of people were fighting at once. To the onlookers' eyes, dozens of swords and dozens of fists appeared simultaneously in the night sky.

The lines drawn by the sword and fists were truly a work of art. It was a wonder that went beyond mere admiration.

The gazes of the Faceless Warriors were also directed toward the sky, and the eyes in the darkness looked up as well.

At least for this moment, everyone watched not as enemies or allies, but as fellow martial artists.

The emotion that arose in Jin Haryong's heart was this.

Beautiful.

Jin Hagun felt a sense of regret. He wanted to show this scene to all the martial artists of the Murim Alliance. Normally, he would have said, "These are your enemies."

He wanted to tell them this. "This is the path you must walk. This is the kind of martial arts you train to perform." That was how perfect the fight between the two men appeared in Jin Hagun's eyes.

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

Sparks bloomed brilliantly as sword and fist collided. And so, new stars were born and vanished in the night sky.

Bi Sayin felt two conflicting emotions. First, he was happy. Happy that the incredibly strong Geom Mugeuk was his friend.

At the same time, he was afraid. He was looking at the future Demonic Cult Leader. If he was this strong now, how much stronger would he be as the Demonic Cult Leader? How much would he himself have to strive to keep up with this Cult Leader?

While he was genuinely happy, his chest felt tight at the same time.

SWOOOOOSH.

The two men fell back to the ground and continued their fight.

A wall crumbled with a rumble, revealing the Faceless Warriors and the eyes in the darkness who were in a standoff outside.

The number of martial artists in the darkness gradually increased until the eyes were countless, but the Faceless Warriors showed no sign of fear. As the standoff dragged on, most of them were either perched on the wall or squatting on tree branches, leaving only a few people at the front.

The two men exchanged blows as they passed through the space between the confronting Faceless Warriors and the eyes in the darkness.

THUD!

Geom Mugeuk was pushed back, sliding all the way into the Thousand Flower Palace.

The gazes of the Faceless Warriors turned in unison toward the inside of the Thousand Flower Palace. There, Geom Mugeuk was rubbing his chest with a frown.

The Faceless Warriors then looked in the opposite direction.

Despite having landed a blow to the chest, the Brawling King was not pleased. Blood was streaming down from a deep cut on his arm.

The Brawling King strode past them again and walked into the Thousand Flower Palace. The Faceless Warriors watched him pass with strange expressions in their eyes.

And so, the two men stood facing each other once more.

"You! What in the world are you?"

Even if he was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, even if he was a genius in martial arts. The Brawling King glared at Geom Mugeuk with a look of utter disbelief.

Geom Mugeuk caressed his chest, still looking like he was in pain, and remarked.

"It must have cost an enormous amount of money to make a dying man like you this strong."

Why is he suddenly saying that?

"I want to let you live again."

"What nonsense is this?"

The Brawling King still didn't understand what he meant.

"If I send you back half-dead, your organization won't be able to get anything done while they're busy saving you again, right?"

"You crazy bastard! Spouting nonsense even after getting hit!"

Just as blazing fury erupted in the Brawling King's eyes, the voice of the Queen of Darkness came from the palanquin. She had intervened to calm the Brawling King's agitation.

"I have heard this many times. It seems the Young Cult Leader is much stronger than we anticipated. I thought it was just an excuse for failure, but it turns out to be true."

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun agreed with her words. Geom Mugeuk grew stronger every time they met. Realistically, they couldn't understand how it was possible.

Having witnessed Geom Mugeuk's skills firsthand, the Queen of Darkness changed the dynamic of this fight.

"Let's slowly begin the hunt."

It was an order given to the Dog Master.

If a free-for-all broke out on all sides, the one whose concentration would be broken would undoubtedly be Geom Mugeuk. The Brawling King wouldn't care one bit about his comrades' lives, but Geom Mugeuk would care more than anyone.

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk looked at everyone. His eyes seemed to say, 'Hold on until I can come save you!' but the words that came out of his mouth were the complete opposite.

"Hurry up and kill them so you can come save me."

A faint smile touched Bi Sayin's lips. Yes, I must learn from that composure, which he doesn't lose even in such a tense moment.

Bi Sayin said to the Thirteen Evil Wolves lined up before him.

"Did you hear that? Let's hurry and finish them off so we can go help the Young Cult Leader."

"Yes!" the Thirteen Evil Wolves answered energetically.

The four black-clad, masked figures standing before them spread out to the left and right. They displayed a peculiar movement art, as if they were gliding on ice.

It was the same for Jin Hagun.

"Did you all hear?"

To his powerful question, the Demon Slaying Brigade answered with a roar, not to be outdone by the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

The Heavenly Fiend, despite facing them alone, had a somehow relaxed expression. It was clear he had something prepared.

The hellhounds looked up at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and growled. A red light blazed and rose from their eyes.

SHUK!

Just then, completely unexpectedly, the Blood Calamity Finger was unleashed. The finger qi bullet was not aimed at the hellhounds.

THWACK!

The Blood Calamity Finger, which shot out as fast as light, struck the Dog Master. A hole was pierced through the forehead of the Dog Master, who couldn't dodge in time.

The Dog Master's slowly falling body went poof and disappeared into black smoke.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had a look in his eyes as if he had expected this.

"As expected."

The weakness of an evil art that summons such beasts is that the opponent will target the one controlling them. The Dog Master had also anticipated that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would target him, and had put up an illusion.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew where he was hiding. It would be impossible to control these things so delicately from a distance while facing him.

His gaze turned to the hellhounds. He had hidden himself by becoming one of those hellhounds.

A pure white demonic qi poured out from the two eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask. The surrounding air began to grow heavy and thick.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's special demonic qi, the evil smile qi, had been unleashed.

KRAAANG!

A nearby hellhound, agitated, leaped onto the roof where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was standing.

THWACK!

The Blood Calamity Finger pierced its body, but it continued to charge.

He grabbed the scruff of the hellhound that was lunging to bite his neck and slammed it repeatedly onto the ground.

SLAM! SLAM! SLAM!

HISSSS...

The hellhound began to disappear into black smoke. This too was not a real living dog, but an evil art created by the Dog Master.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk's and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gazes met.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped down into the middle of the hellhounds and declared.

"Don't worry, I'm an expert at dogfights!"

From all sides, the hellhounds charged at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon at once.

As the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's fight began, four black-clad figures holding lanterns flew toward Bi Sayin, dragging long shadows connected to the palanquin.

Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade did not see this. The moment they were about to attack the Heavenly Fiend, all of them vanished from that spot.

Geom Mugeuk knew. They had all entered the formations created by the Heavenly Fiend.

As everyone plunged into battle, the Queen of Darkness's enchanting voice drifted from the palanquin.

"I can feel the Young Cult Leader's heart, anxious that he might lose his friends."

How could Geom Mugeuk not know she was trying to shake him? And yet, Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it.

"You've seen correctly. I'm a man who lives with the anxiety of what might happen if a friend dies in a place like this."

"Then it seems I could easily kill the Young Cult Leader by taking his friends hostage."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"That's not quite right either."

"Why is that?"

"Because I'm selfish. I'm so selfish that I want to save all my friends. For myself. Because I want to be the one who saved everyone."

"......"

"So it won't work. Because I know all too well that it's my weakness."

The Queen of Darkness was silent for a moment before speaking calmly.

"It's not easy to understand the person that is the Young Cult Leader."

"Then let me teach you one thing."

Geom Mugeuk brought up something unexpected.

"Because of that anxiety, the fear of losing someone I shouldn't, I too have received a great technique. Every single day."

He could feel both the Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness inside the palanquin startle in surprise.

"My great technique will be just as formidable as yours."

"What kind of great technique is it?"

Because of the skill he had already shown, and because of his status as the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, they would surely think he might have truly received some kind of great technique.

It was a conversation started to shake Geom Mugeuk, but instead, the two of them had become confused.

Geom Mugeuk didn't answer and drew the Black Demon Sword again. Something he had done every day, from his life before regression until now.

"You'll have to taste my great technique for yourself."

The name of the great technique was effort.


Chapter 545: If You Live With Me, You'll Be Swinging At Nothing Too

Geom Mugeuk lived by a single, unwavering belief: If you've worked as hard as I have, then fine, take this victory!

Because he always gave his absolute best, he was also prepared to accept any outcome. This mindset didn't mean he was okay with being defeated and dying, but it had a positive effect on Geom Mugeuk in many ways. It allowed him to face even the most difficult battles with a clear mind and overflowing confidence.

As he clashed with the Brawling King again, the Brawling King could see that Geom Mugeuk's eyes were even clearer and more vibrant.

What kind of madman is this! These tenacious Demonic Cult bastards! Amidst all his thoughts, this was his final conclusion.

I must kill him today!

He was already this strong, but what if he met this Geom Mugeuk again next year? Or the year after that? What would happen when he reached his thirties, forties, or fifties? He would become a being beyond imagination.

It seemed the Queen of Darkness in the carriage felt the same way.

SSSSSSS.

A black energy flowed from the carriage. It formed a film around the Brawling King's body before being absorbed into him. It was clear the Queen of Darkness had infused him with some kind of power.

"Young Cult Leader, show me your great technique."

Indeed, the Brawling King had regained his vitality. He felt as fresh as if he were fighting for the first time. He rode this momentum and unleashed his unique martial arts. It was the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, the same technique he had shown when fighting the Evil Alliance Chairman.

The Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, Third Technique, the Chaos Lightning Dance.

SHUSHUSHUSHUSHUSHUSHUK!

Dozens of fists, as fast as light, flew toward Geom Mugeuk.

SASASASASA.

As the Shadow Step, the Hell Step, and the Vanishing Step were used in succession, an escape route opened up in a space that had seemed impossible to break out of. The missed fists overturned the ground, scattering debris in all directions.

At the end of that final escape route stood the Brawling King.

"I've been waiting!"

It was a move he had predicted, believing that Geom Mugeuk would surely dodge. Geom Mugeuk had escaped to the exact spot he had anticipated, and there, he unleashed his hidden trump card.

The Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, Fourth Technique, the Forbidden Scarlet Lock.

A chain-shaped red enhanced qi shot out from the Brawling King's palm.

CHWARRRRRRK!

Perhaps because he was already wrapped in chains, the Forbidden Scarlet Lock coiled around Geom Mugeuk with even more power.

Just as the Brawling King was about to unhesitatingly unleash the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist the Fifth Technique the Cloud Wind Door!

Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked.

"Are you ready?"

This angle, with only the Brawling King and the carriage in front, was the perfect position to blow them away without a single one of his own people getting hurt. This was the moment Geom Mugeuk had been waiting for amidst the chaotic battle. It was a move unleashed even before he was bound by the Forbidden Scarlet Lock.

SSSSSSSSSSS.

The demon that had appeared before Geom Mugeuk began to rapidly multiply. The demons finally revealed themselves. He didn't know what preparations they had made, but now was the time to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

He couldn't use the Great Annihilation Stance inside the venue earlier because there were too many of his people. However, with Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade gone, an opportunity had arisen. From his current position, neither Bi Sayin nor the Faceless Warriors were in the line of fire. The sound of dogs barking was coming from far away on the opposite side.

I'll blow away not just the Brawling King, but the carriage too!

What kind of countermeasures have you prepared?

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The Great Annihilation Stance rushed toward them, sweeping everything away.

At that very moment, something incredible happened.

SHWOOOK!

Black holes simultaneously appeared beneath the Brawling King and the carriage. They vanished as if sucked down into them.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The Great Annihilation Stance passed right over where they had been. It continued on until it erased the far wall behind them without a trace.

A black circle formed where everything had been swept away, and the carriage rose from it. Thankfully, the Forbidden Scarlet Lock had been released, but Geom Mugeuk stared at the carriage with a look of astonishment.

SREUREUK.

The carriage door opened, and a hand wrapped in chains appeared through the beaded curtain. The Brawling King walked out from inside the carriage.

Geom Mugeuk realized one thing.

"So you were the one who saved this man before."

Then, the Queen of Darkness's reply came from the carriage.

"That's right. The Dark Path Returning Art is my unique secret technique."

Earlier, when the Brawling King had first stepped out of the carriage, she had mentioned the Dark Path Returning Art. At the time, he hadn't considered that it might be her martial arts.

When the Great Annihilation Stance is unleashed, the target is crushed by demonic qi and cannot escape. However, the seven-star Nine Calamities Demonic Art was not enough to stop the Dark Path Returning Art from rescuing its target.

Previously, he had vanished leaving everything he wore behind, but today's Brawling King still had the chains on his fists and body, and even his clothes were intact. The Queen of Darkness using the Dark Path Returning Art from up close was different from before. It meant it was working more powerfully.

"Have you no pride, running away after fighting so cowardly?" Geom Mugeuk provoked the Brawling King.

The Brawling King, however, did not let his pride get in the way on this matter.

"Your Nine Calamities Demonic Art is the cowardly thing here."

He had just faced the Great Annihilation Stance head-on. The momentum of those demons rushing toward him was still vivid. Could he really have blocked it with his bare body?

"It's only at the seventh-star level. Isn't it worth trying to endure it once?"

"I'll pass," the Brawling King refused. He was mad for battle, mad for victory, and mad for revenge, but he would pass on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk launched a surprise attack with the Human Destroying Stance.

SAAAAAK.

Instantly, demons appeared on all sides of the Brawling King, swinging their swords. The swords of the four demons from the north, south, east, and west struck down at him.

SHWIIIIK! SHWIIK! SHWIIIIK! SHWIIK!

However, the opponent was faster. A black hole appeared on the floor again and sucked him in. Because of that, the four demons' swords sliced through empty air.

Geom Mugeuk watched the demons' expressions harden as they disappeared. He felt his pride had been wounded. Instead of feeling sorry for the disappearing demons, he conveyed a different sentiment with his gaze.

If you live with me, you'll be swinging at nothing a lot. It happens. Don't be ashamed. Your master doesn't stake his pride on things like this.

The Brawling King walked out of the carriage again, his brow furrowed.

"I told you, I'll pass."

"I'm going to keep doing it," Geom Mugeuk insisted. "If you keep getting out of that carriage, your pride will be so hurt that you'll have to face me. You're a fighter who never backs down from a challenge, aren't you? It's only the seventh star!"

The Queen of Darkness stepped in to block his goading.

"Go ahead and try. Let's see whose inner arts runs out first. Oh, but your friends will all be dead before that."

At her words, Geom Mugeuk folded his bravado.

"Don't trigger my anxiety by talking about my friends."

A low laugh drifted from the carriage. She was right. He couldn't just drag this out indefinitely. He had to eliminate them as quickly as possible and save everyone.

He clashed with the Brawling King again. Having absorbed the black energy, he was faster and stronger. The fight had already been on a knife's edge, and now he was even stronger.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

In the battle where sparks flew as sword and fist met, Geom Mugeuk eventually failed to block a punch.

"......"

Struck squarely in the chest, Geom Mugeuk flew far into the distance and collapsed on the ground.

The gazes of the Faceless Warriors watching from the walls and trees all snapped toward Geom Mugeuk. They looked at each other, exchanging glances. The Faceless Warriors leaped down in unison and formed a protective circle around Geom Mugeuk. They were men who would never move without an order from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but today was an exception.

The Brawling King glared at them with contemptuous eyes, radiating killing intent.

"I'll kill every last one of you!"

But the Faceless Warriors did not move a single step.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's face appeared between the white masks.

"I'm fine, so go back up to your positions. The Smiling Demon will be here soon."

Then, the soft and alluring voice of the Queen of Darkness came from within the carriage.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will never make it in time."

As the Faceless Warriors watched, Geom Mugeuk showed absolute faith.

"Wanna bet? Whether he comes or not?"


The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was, quite literally, in a dogfight.

SWAAAAEK!

Two hellhounds were swept away and vanished by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. However, the hellhounds behind them scattered and dodged. They were not just dogs. The creatures moved like high-level masters of murim. The foul demonic energy they emitted as they growled induced an unsettling fear.

But the eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as he watched them were merely indifferent and cold.

SHUK SHUK SHUK!

The Blood Calamity Finger was fired repeatedly at a hellhound aiming for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's neck.

SHUK SHUK SHUK!

PUK PUK PUK!

It only turned into black smoke after three holes were punched in its head. Through the smoke, another demon dog charged.

PWAK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped up, striking the beast's jaw with his fist. The demon dogs that had been aiming for his legs and back flew forward, cutting through empty air. More demon dogs rushed in from all sides.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon grabbed the neck of the one that had leaped into the air and fell to the ground with it.

"......"

When he slammed it onto the ground, infusing the blow with inner arts, it dissolved into smoke. More demon dogs rushed toward that spot.

HWIIK, HWIIK.

He twisted his body to avoid a charging demon dog. When he twisted back the other way to dodge again, another demon dog brushed past the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. With dozens of demon dogs charging from all directions, an ordinary master's hands and feet would have grown clumsy from the visual terror alone, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's movements were so calm they were graceful.

HWIK.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's form shot forward, targeting a lone dog on the left.

SHUK! PWAK!

If it wasn't a direct hit to the center of the forehead, it wouldn't die in one shot. Only when a continuous stream of the Blood Calamity Finger pierced its head did it disappear into black smoke. This wasn't the one either.

The beasts knew no fear. As they slowly closed in, their eyes dripped with crimson killing intent, and their bodies shimmered with the black energy unique to dark evil arts. While taking them out one by one, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was focused only on finding the dog handler. The faster he killed the handler, the less inner arts he would consume.

However, the handler did not reveal himself easily. The dog handler was definitely among these demon dogs. At a glance, they seemed to move randomly, but the demon dogs had their own kind of order. The dog handler was surely giving commands from within their ranks.

SHWIIIK.

This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rushed toward the one farthest away, the one he judged to be in the safest position in this fight. In response, demon dogs charged from all sides. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon broke through the demon dogs with his protective enhanced qi and lunged at his target.

"......"

The beast disappeared into smoke from the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, but the remaining demon dogs were unaffected. That wasn't the dog handler.

Just then.

KWAK!

A demon dog that charged from behind bit the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm. But its fangs did not pierce his skin. He had intentionally offered the spot wrapped in Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

SHUK! PWEOONG!

As the Blood Calamity Finger struck the center of its forehead precisely, the demon dog biting his arm vanished into smoke.

Dodging the demon dogs charging from all sides again, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon launched himself into the Thousand Flower Palace. Once inside, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon entered a room on the second floor. Fighting in a wide-open space was disadvantageous, so he intended to lure them inside.

However, the demon dogs did not follow him in. As if to say time was on their side, they gathered in front of the Thousand Flower Palace and looked up at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Standing by the window, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked down at the demon dogs with sunken eyes. Then, one of the demon dogs howled long, like a wolf. In response, all the other demon dogs howled along with it. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew. They were trying to lure him out using the first one that howled.

Watching the demon dogs howl, he was suddenly reminded of Geom Mugeuk, who had once barked like a dog with the Poison King at the training grounds. He had to go help Geom Mugeuk soon.

Just then, a thought struck the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped down. The demon dogs, surrounding him in a semicircle, growled as if they would charge at any moment.

SWAAAAAAAAAH.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to emit his evil smile qi again.

The evil smile qi was a demonic qi that awakened a being's fundamental violence. Exposure to evil smile qi made one's heart beat faster and filled them with the urge to kill. When he first started the fight, he had emitted the evil smile qi more to reveal his unique demonic qi before battle than for any special purpose. The evil smile qi had also agitated the demon dogs, which had made the fight slightly more advantageous for him.

But now, there was a clear reason for emitting the evil smile qi.

Gradually, the demon dogs exposed to the evil smile qi began to grow agitated. The closest demon dog couldn't hold back and charged at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SWAAAAEK!

KWAAAANG!

After blowing it up in mid-air with the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, he emitted the evil smile qi even more strongly. The demon dogs went berserk from the extreme evil smile qi. They charged more madly and became more ferocious. They even began to bite and fight the demon dogs next to them.

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon threw the one that charged at him into another that was charging right behind it. All the while, he continued to raise his evil smile qi, his eyes fixed on the demon dogs.

SWAAAAAAAAAH.

The reason the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was doing this, even while consuming his inner arts, was to find the dog handler. Thinking of Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King, a thought had suddenly occurred to him. Like those two that day, wasn't the dog handler ultimately just a person imitating a dog, even if his form was that of a dog?

What did that mean? In the face of extreme evil smile qi, the handler would surely react differently. A dog and a human could not be the same.

When the evil smile qi reached its peak, one of them caught the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eye.

That's the one!

He felt its reaction was different. It was an instinctive choice.

SWAAAAEK.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rushed toward it. The demon dogs desperately blocked his path, charging at him. Demon dogs swarmed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from all sides. They piled on and on, desperately blocking him. So many demon dogs charged that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's figure was completely obscured.

The eyes of the demon dog the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had targeted were not the eyes of a dog. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's premonition had been correct. This demon dog was the dog handler.

He's probably holding on with his protective enhanced qi, but he won't be able to handle that many.

Just as a satisfied look appeared in the dog handler's eyes, he flinched in surprise. An arm was sticking out from between the pile of demon dogs. And its finger was pointing right at him.

SHUUUUUK!

The Blood Calamity Finger shot toward the dog handler like a beam of light. A few demon dogs guarding him nearby threw themselves in its path. They were demon dogs prepared for just such a contingency.

Not a chance!

Just as a triumphant look flashed in the dog handler's eyes.

CHWAAAAAAAK!

The Blood Calamity Finger split into five streams. The split Blood Calamity Finger swerved widely around the blocking demon dogs.

PWAK! PWAK! PWAK! PWAK! PWAK!

All five streams struck the dog handler in the face.

A moment of silence flowed.

"......"

The demon dog next to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's outstretched arm disappeared into black smoke.

PEONG! PEONG! PEONG! PEONG!

Starting with that one, the demon dogs began to explode and disappear one after another. Where the black smoke rose, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's white mask was smiling. When the smoke completely settled, the dog handler had returned to his original human form.

Beyond the corpse of the dog handler, whose face was riddled with holes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was already flying toward the place where Geom Mugeuk was fighting.

Young Cult Leader, I'm coming!


Chapter 546: That Palanquin is Mine Now

With every sway of the lanterns, a blade-like sword qi sliced through the night sky.

The four black-clad figures fought with lanterns in one hand and swords in the other. Even so, they held their own against the combined force of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin.

SHWIIK! KWAANG!

Bi Sayin launched himself through the air to evade the incoming sword qi. A stone lantern behind him was split apart and crumbled to the ground.

SASASASASAK!

A relentless barrage of sword qi rained down upon Bi Sayin.

First Wolf, Second Wolf, and Third Wolf moved to intercept the assault.

PUNG! PEONG! PEONG!

Sword qi collided with sword qi, canceling each other out in mid-air.

Another wave of attacks was blocked by other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who rotated their positions as if taking turns. The fiends persistently aimed only for Bi Sayin, while the Thirteen Evil Wolves defended him with perfect coordination.

This was a battle of four against fourteen. The only reason the lopsided fight was even possible was because of the fiends' inner arts. They were unleashing sword qi with an astonishing and relentless pace.

At first, Bi Sayin had assumed the fight would end quickly. He believed that using inner arts so recklessly would surely deplete their qi centers.

However, the fiends' inner arts showed no signs of running dry.

Their attacks were not the only tricky part. Whenever the Thirteen Evil Wolves tried to counterattack, the four black-clad figures would dodge the sword qi with bizarre movements. Their feet were slightly off the ground, so it was more like they were flying. Their gliding motion was a technique he had never seen before.

That wasn't all. The black and blue light that emanated from the lanterns carried a dark energy. It not only suppressed one's spirit but also slowed one's movements.

"Back!"

At Bi Sayin's command, the Thirteen Evil Wolves retreated another three jang. It might have looked like they were being pushed back by the fiends' momentum, but that was not the case.

It was a deliberate retreat orchestrated by Bi Sayin.

While fighting, Bi Sayin had been focusing on a single detail. He knew these fiends were not ordinary martial artists. The shadow-like cords connecting them to the palanquin were the reason they could perform such incredible movements and endlessly unleash sword qi.

Let's see how much longer they can get!

To find the answer, Bi Sayin had been continuously backing away. Surprisingly, the cords kept stretching even after they had completely left the grounds of the Thousand Flower Palace.

In any case, there was no harm in the cords getting longer. A longer cord presented more opportunities to cut it. Surely the inner arts being transmitted through them would diminish, not increase.

But as if to prove him wrong, an even fiercer and more powerful sword qi raged from the four black-clad figures.

Fortunately, the Thirteen Evil Wolves were the elite of the elite. They handled the situation skillfully without panicking, even though their opponents were attacking in a way that defied all common sense.

[First Wolf! We have to cut those!]

[I agree.]

[I'll cut the one on the far left! Have the others focus their attacks on the remaining three!]

[Yes, Young Alliance Chairman!]

Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who had been only dodging, launched a simultaneous counterattack.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

The Thirteen Evil Wolves unleashed sword qi in unison to provide cover. At that moment, Bi Sayin kicked off the ground and rushed toward the black-clad figure on the far left.

Bi Sayin used his movement arts to dodge the black-clad figure's sword qi and then thrust his own sword forward.

SHWIIK!

The black-clad figure slid away quickly, dodging the attack.

Having moved past him, Bi Sayin twisted his body and brought his sword down. His target was not the man, but the black cord connected to his body.

Just then, the black cord rippled like water and evaded the attack.

Bi Sayin relentlessly pursued the cord, while the black-clad figure fiercely attacked Bi Sayin. The other black-clad figures couldn't help him, as the Thirteen Evil Wolves were now pouring all their pent-up attacks on them.

"......"

Blood spurted from Bi Sayin's shoulder. He had thrown himself forward, ready for injury, and he had definitely reaped the reward.

CHWAAAK!

The cord of the leftmost black-clad figure was severed. It thrashed wildly like a sliced snake as black smoke spewed from the cut end.

Inside the smoke, Bi Sayin and the black-clad figure crossed paths.

SHWIIIIK!

PUAAAK!

Blood sprayed out from within the smoke. It was gushing from the black-clad figure's chest. With his cord cut, the man was no match for Bi Sayin.

As the black-clad figure collapsed and died, the lantern he was holding went out.

Having lost their comrade, the remaining three black-clad figures let out monstrous shrieks. A wail like a ghost's cry then echoed from the lanterns they held.

SWAAAAAAAAK!

The demonic energy created by the dark evil arts shot out from the lanterns and swept over them.

First Wolf shouted.

"Deploy the Ghost Destroying Formation!"

At his command, the Thirteen Evil Wolves gathered around Bi Sayin and deployed a sword formation. The powerful energy that unfolded from the completed formation blocked the incoming demonic energy.

As the spreading evil energy was blocked, the ghostly wail from the lanterns grew even more sorrowful.

Bi Sayin did not miss the opportunity that presented itself the moment their attack was thwarted.

Bi Sayin, First Wolf, Second Wolf, and Third Wolf, four men in total, launched themselves forward at the same time.

First Wolf kicked off the ground and rushed forward, aiming directly for the second black-clad figure. Second Wolf aimed for the black cord, and Third Wolf aimed for where he predicted the man would dodge.

The man dodged the Third Wolf, but Bi Sayin was waiting right where he moved.

SEOGEOK! PUAAAK!

He collapsed, blood spouting from his neck where his head had been severed. Drenched in blood, they launched themselves again. Having been together for so long, they understood each other with just a look. They had years of experience that could overcome limitless inner arts.

They did not let go of the advantage they had seized.

"The Thirteen Flying Swords!"

At First Wolf's cry, the Thirteen Evil Wolves simultaneously unleashed their sword qi. Thirteen strands of sword qi flew toward the third black-clad figure as fast as light.

The black-clad figure weaved through the sword qi as if performing acrobatics. It was a truly unbelievable and dazzling display of movement.

Just then, someone shouted.

"Over here, you bastard!"

When the third black-clad figure turned, First Wolf was already striking down the cord connected to him.

PAPAPAPA!

The severed cord spewed black smoke like blood and thrashed madly.

When the black-clad figure turned his head again, he saw twelve streams of sword qi reflected in his eyes, flying right at him. This time, he couldn't dodge.

PUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUKPUK!

As the sword qi pierced his body all at once, the severed cord thrashed one last time. Then the light in the lantern he held also went out.

The fourth black-clad figure could not help him. He was locked in a confrontation of inner arts with Bi Sayin, who had rushed to block him.

The two men's palms were pressed against each other in mid-air.

SWAAAAAAK!

The black cord connecting the last black-clad figure to the palanquin swelled up. An immense amount of inner arts flowed into the black-clad figure's body, pushing Bi Sayin back.

Bi Sayin gritted his teeth and held on. His opponent's inner arts were tremendous.

Bi Sayin looked at First Wolf. Without a word, he knew what the look in his eyes meant.

This is it!

Without hesitation, First Wolf swung his sword and severed the black-clad figure's arm.

SEOGEOK!

"Uwaaack!"

Blood gushed from the severed arm. The Thirteen Evil Wolves rushed in and hacked him to pieces.

First Wolf looked down at the corpses strewn on the ground and said coldly.

"These bastards! Who did they think we were?"

And with that, the last of the lanterns went out.

Bi Sayin asked everyone.

"Are you all right?"

"We're fine."

Bone was visible on the shoulder of the Eleventh Wolf, who had been injured by sword qi.

"It's just a scratch."

"If that's 'just a scratch', then I can't even begin to complain," the Eleventh Wolf laughed awkwardly at Bi Sayin's words.

First Wolf treated Bi Sayin's shoulder, and the Twelfth Wolf treated the Eleventh Wolf's shoulder. Fortunately, neither of them used their sword with that arm.

Bi Sayin said to everyone, "There's a secret in the palanquin the cords were connected to."

No matter how much dark evil arts they displayed, the inner arts they used were real.

Could someone inside the palanquin have sent that much inner arts? That was impossible. The four black-clad figures had attacked by pouring out a literally infinite amount. This was not an amount a single person could produce.

Besides, isn't that palanquin over there fighting Geom Mugeuk right now?

Bi Sayin, who had been lost in thought for a moment, made a decision.

"We're not going to help the Young Cult Leader."

Bi Sayin said as he walked into the darkness.

"We will find the secret of that palanquin. It must be somewhere nearby."

The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed him quietly.


"Wager that palanquin."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the laughter of the Queen of Darkness could be heard from inside the palanquin.

"A wager is only established when both sides have something to bet, isn't it?"

"That's right."

"The Young Cult Leader is about to die, so what can you possibly bet?"

"Why are you making such a fuss over one hit? It's natural to take a blow or two in a fight."

Geom Mugeuk was still relaxed.

"I'll bet my mouth. How about it? You'll never be bored with this mouth around."

"I'd probably get an ulcer instead."

Meeting leisure with leisure. A soft laugh seemed to come from the palanquin, and then a calm voice flowed out.

"Young Cult Leader."

After a brief pause, the Queen of Darkness added, "You've lost. You won't be able to save anyone today. Not even yourself."

As she finished speaking, the Brawling King stepped forward.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Faceless Warriors who had been shielding him.

"All of you, return to your positions."

However, none of the Faceless Warriors moved. They had judged that the Young Cult Leader was in a disadvantageous situation.

The one enraged by this sight was the Brawling King.

"You unpleasant things!"

Just looking at them was unpleasant, and now they were blocking his way.

"I'll send you all to hell!"

The Brawling King threw a punch toward the Faceless Warriors and Geom Mugeuk.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAPA!

He had unleashed the Chaos Lightning Dance of the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, imbued with the ultimate inner arts. Dozens of fists flew toward the Faceless Warriors.

The Faceless Warriors blocking Geom Mugeuk did not dodge. Instead, they unleashed the Evil Shadow Finger in unison.

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

However, their Evil Shadow Finger could not break through the Brawling King's Chaos Lightning Dance.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAK.

The fist-shaped enhanced qi shattered the finger qi bullets and poured down on them.

The Faceless Warriors did not dodge, even at the very end. It was their will to protect the Young Cult Leader, even if it meant blocking with their bodies. Because their masks wore smiles, they looked truly insane.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWANG! KWAANG!

A series of ear-splitting explosions followed, and the ground shook.

The Faceless Warriors stared with astonished eyes at the scene unfolding before them. Under normal circumstances, their bodies should have been blown to pieces.

SEUUT! SEUSEUSEUT! SEUSEU! SEUSEUSEUSEUT!

The incoming fist-shaped enhanced qi was melting before their eyes. It was truly melting like ice.

Something had been erected in front of them. It was a single wall that blocked the terrifying attack.

This was the Impenetrable Demonic Wall of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Before the eyes of the Faceless Warriors, all the fists unleashed by the Chaos Lightning Dance melted away.

"This damned Nine Calamities Demonic Art!"

Geom Mugeuk replied to the Brawling King's subdued words.

"I want to make bets and get along with you all, but you people keep making me put up walls."

The Faceless Warriors all performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed their heads, paying their respects to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Then they turned and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at them and said, "Thank you for protecting me."

The Faceless Warriors were moved. The Young Cult Leader had deployed the Impenetrable Demonic Wall for them, a technique he hadn't used even while taking a beating himself. They were even more thrilled that the martial art that saved their lives was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Now, their smiles would surely become even brighter when Geom Mugeuk visited the Valley of Evil to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Now, trust me and get up there."

Without hesitation, the Faceless Warriors leaped up onto the trees and walls. All the while, the eyes in the darkness facing them remained in their positions.

The Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness said nothing. They looked astonished by the power of the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. He had previously been forced to use the Dark Path Returning Art to dodge both the Great Annihilation Stance and the Human Destroying Stance. Now, seeing this Impenetrable Demonic Wall, they were overwhelmed by its majesty.

The calm voice of the Queen of Darkness came from the palanquin.

"I see now why the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is called the Greatest of All Time demonic art."

"Don't be scared. It's only at the seventh level. Let's have a proper round."

Geom Mugeuk provoked the Brawling King again. He hoped the man would fight against his Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Just then, the cords stretching out from the palanquin began to thrash before going limp. The other cords did the same.

How could Geom Mugeuk not know what that meant?

"Looks like bad news for you."

As a faint smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips, the Queen of Darkness's voice turned cold.

"Then I suppose I must deliver some bad news to the Young Cult Leader as well."

As an unknown incantation began to flow from the palanquin, the surrounding air changed.

The Faceless Warriors, perched on the tree branches, all looked around. Something invisible began to gather from all directions. It was darkness. A darkness given life gathered like storm clouds. It was a visible darkness, a darkness within the darkness.

It was a sight that neither Geom Mugeuk nor the Faceless Warriors had ever seen before.

From the palanquin, the low, ear-tickling incantation continued. The eyes in the distant darkness all widened in excitement.

The gathered darkness formed a shape in the air above the palanquin. It was dark, yet transparent. Dark, yet shimmering. What the darkness created was the form of a woman. Within the darkness, a delicate light, like the tip of an artist's brush, flowed and formed her facial features.

The woman thus created floated in mid-air.

The Faceless Warriors, and the eyes in the darkness, all stared at the woman made of darkness.

Darkness was shining within the darkness.

"All life shall return to darkness!"

The voice of the Queen of Darkness came from the woman made of darkness. If her previous voice was soft and alluring, this one was deep and mysterious.

The moment her words ended.

SAAAAAAAAAA.

The woman descended into the Brawling King's body. And the Brawling King and the darkness merged into one. The woman's form appeared superimposed on the Brawling King's body like a transparent shadow. When the Brawling King raised his hand, the woman of darkness raised her hand as well. They were two, yet one. One, yet two.

This was the Queen of Darkness's unique ultimate technique, the Darkness Descending Art.

The Queen of Darkness had descended upon the Brawling King, who had already returned far stronger than before. He now exuded a momentum incomparably stronger than when he had absorbed the black energy earlier.

"It was a close match even when you fought me alone, so what will you do now? We're going to fight you as two."

Her voice flowing out while she was superimposed over the Brawling King was a truly bizarre sight.

Just then, a deep voice cut through the darkness.

"So are we."

Someone crossed the night sky with fluttering robes and landed beside Geom Mugeuk. A white mask that suited the darkness perfectly. It was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You've come?"

"Am I late?"

"You're right on time."

At the appearance of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Faceless Warriors all performed a clasped hands greeting to show their respect. Joy and an incredibly deep loyalty could be felt in their eyes.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The two eyes within the eyeholes of the mask were shining clearly.

"I even made a bet that the Smiling Demon wouldn't make it on time."

"I dislike dogs that bite people."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words. He had always fought difficult battles with the Smiling Demon. And he had a premonition that today's battle would be more difficult than any he had fought with him before.

Nevertheless, he wasn't scared at all. Because he would be fighting alongside his Demon Supreme, with whom no words were needed.

"I've won the bet. That palanquin is mine now."

Merged with the Brawling King, the Queen of Darkness said softly.

"Nothing will change tonight."

A deep, beautiful darkness shimmered over the Brawling King's fierce face.

"We'll see about that. I happen to have a knack for changing things."

Geom Mugeuk walked forward, side-by-side with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. As he walked, he drew the Black Demon Sword and let it hang. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lightly flicked the blade with his finger.

"......"

A clear metallic sound rang out into the darkness.


Chapter 547: Where There is Light, There is Also Darkness

Jin Haryong and Yeo Jong were concealed within a secret room in the Thousand Flower Palace. The two had used the chaos when the real fight erupted to successfully hide themselves away.

From above, the sounds of battle echoed. There were crashing, breaking, and shattering noises.

Jin Haryong was terribly curious and worried about the situation outside, but she stayed hidden and did not move a muscle.

The person she used to be would not have chosen to hide this way. She would have considered fighting to help her Orabeoni while also protecting Yeo Jong.

This was because honor had once been more important than anything else. She also would have feared seeing her Orabeoni's corpse upon opening the door later. The terror of surviving alone would have been unbearable.

However, the Jin Haryong of today was different. A promise was more important than honor, and the person she needed to protect was more important. Her faith in her Orabeoni had also become incomparably stronger.

Her relationship with Geom Mugeuk was a major factor in all these changes.

Even the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult thinks and acts like that, so who am I to do otherwise?

She could picture Geom Mugeuk's reaction upon hearing she had hidden here.

[You did a great job. You made the wisest choice!]

And he would still tease her.

[Ah, I should've said I'd protect you, Pavilion Master! Do you know how many times I almost died?]

An unconscious smile touched her lips as she imagined his response.

Honestly, you make me into a crazy woman who smiles even in a situation like this.

Just then, Yeo Jong spoke from behind her.

"Miss Jin."

"Yes, Pavilion Master."

When Jin Haryong turned, she saw that Yeo Jong's expression was perfectly calm. It was so calm that Jin Haryong wondered if Yeo Jong was the one protecting her instead.

"Later, if a moment comes where you must choose, please abandon me without any hesitation."

Jin Haryong could sense that Yeo Jong was speaking from the heart.

"Yes, I will."

Perhaps her answer was too quick. Yeo Jong's expression revealed that she didn't believe her. So, Jin Haryong explained.

"I made a promise with that person. I promised that I would be sure to protect you, Pavilion Master."

Yeo Jong smiled and replied.

"The person you made that promise with will understand Miss Jin even if you survive alone. He'll probably comfort Miss Jin more warmly than anyone."

Jin Haryong thought to herself.

No, that person would spit resentful words at me. He'd spew nonsense, saying I died because of you. He'd do it to make me lose all affection. He would do it just to make me feel something other than guilt. Because he's the kind of person who thinks doing so is for my own good.

She now understood that this was the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. That was the very reason she absolutely had to protect Yeo Jong.

Jin Haryong changed the topic.

"I wonder if my Orabeoni is fighting well."

She had lived her life believing that if someone had to die, it should be her, not her Orabeoni. That was how vital her Orabeoni was to the orthodox sects and the murim.

"Did you know? How steadfast and stubborn my Orabeoni is. It's surprising that he became friends with the Young Cult Leader."

"Then you don't have to worry."

"Pardon?"

Yeo Jong smiled as she told her.

"Steadfast people are usually strong in a crisis."


The place was a complex maze. Its walls were made of thick steel, and the paths were complicated.

This was the Bloody Road Misdirection Formation. It was a deadly formation from which no one could escape alive once they were trapped.

The one leading Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists through this deadly formation was a member of the Demon Slaying Brigade, Jeong Gyeong.

"This way."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were strong in combat by default, but each also possessed a specialty beyond martial arts. Some were knowledgeable about poison, some specialized in researching evil arts, and others were skilled trackers.

Jeong Gyeong's specialty was dismantling formations.

Given the nature of the Demon Slaying Brigade, they often faced enemies who used evil arts or formations. They all trained and studied how to dismantle formations together to prepare for such encounters.

However, Jeong Gyeong, who walked at the front, was tense.

He had read and reread every book on formations, studying hard enough to memorize them all. But the Bloody Road Misdirection Formation was a truly dangerous one.

The Bloody Road Misdirection Formation was not a simple maze that made one lose their way. Whenever someone took a wrong turn and chose a death door over a life door, they had to pay a terrible price.

Furthermore, no matter how much one researched and studied, formations were endlessly developing and changing. The side attempting to dismantle them could not keep up with the speed of that evolution.

That was why here, today, he had to rely not only on precise calculations but also on many applications and new choices. The thought that everyone's life rested in his hands made Jeong Gyeong both afraid and excited.

"It's this door."

The room they entered after opening the door was filled with bronze mirrors on all sides. Dozens of small mirrors were plastered everywhere, making the room dizzying.

As they all stepped inside, a device on the platform at the front activated with a whir. WHIRRR.

Sand began to fall into one side of a tilted balance scale, which then slowly started to descend.

At that sight, Jeong Gyeong shouted.

"We have to find the life door before that scale hits the floor! It's one of the bronze mirrors."

There wasn't much time. How were they supposed to figure out which of the many mirrors was the life door in such a short period? This was the first time Jeong Gyeong had encountered this method, and he was flustered.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists ran to the mirrors, touching them to check if anything was different. While they did this, the scale continued its descent.

Just before the scale hit the floor, Jin Hagun launched himself forward. He pushed one of the mirrors with all his might.

"It's here!"

The moment he pushed the mirror open, everyone tensed, preparing for what might happen next. They didn't know if poisonous smoke would be released or if hidden weapons would pour out.

Just then, the falling sand stopped. The scale began to rise back to its original position. The mirror Jin Hagun had chosen was the life door.

"......"

A clicking sound was heard as a door opened in the wall, providing an exit. Everyone sighed in relief and patted their chests.

"How did you know it was that bronze mirror?"

To Jeong Gyeong's question, Jin Hagun gave an unexpected answer.

"I just guessed."

"Pardon?"

Everyone stared at him with surprised expressions.

Just then, Gwang Hyo of the Demon Slaying Brigade laughed and said.

"That's actually good. Isn't luck what we need most right now?"

In truth, Jin Hagun's words were half-right and half-wrong. At the last moment, Jin Hagun had noticed that his shadow was not reflected in that particular mirror.

Still, he had chosen it in an instant without checking all the others, so it was not much different from a guess. But his instinctive choice had been correct.

After leaving the mirror room, they continued their search for the path.

As they steadily navigated the maze, Jeong Gyeong eventually made a mistake and chose a death door. He had selected it after precise speculation and calculation, but there had been a trap in the process.

"......"

The floor tilted, becoming like a ramp.

RUMBLE.

From an unseen place high above, they heard the sound of something rolling.

"Dodge!"

At Jeong Gyeong's shout, everyone tried to throw themselves to the opposite side.

In that instant, Jin Hagun launched himself toward the direction the object was rolling from.

"I'll stop it before it picks up more speed!"

This was the solution to the trap that he had devised in that moment. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists followed him.

RUMBLE!

A giant iron ball was rolling toward them.

Jin Hagun's choice was correct. If he had just left it, the ball would have gained unstoppable speed and crushed them. But now was their chance.

CRUNCH!

Jin Hagun blocked the iron ball with his back and drew up his inner arts. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists who followed him joined in to help.

RUMBLE.

As the men exerted all their strength and drew up their inner arts, the ball's speed finally decreased, and the giant iron ball stopped. Then, the tilted floor returned to its original position.

"......"

Jin Hagun let out a sigh of relief.

"Are you alright?"

Jin Hagun nodded his head at his subordinates' question.

"I'm fine."

"We would've been in big trouble if not for the Commander's choice."

They might not have all died in that trap, but several could have been injured or killed. It was not an easy thing to think of running in the opposite direction in that critical moment.

For that reason, the Demon Slaying Brigade subordinates looked at Jin Hagun with a new sense of respect. They knew his sense of justice was strong and his martial arts were profound, but they had never seen him display such resourcefulness and wisdom.

Jin Hagun was showing his strength in a crisis. His resolve to get everyone out alive was now displaying incredible focus.

Jeong Gyeong approached and bowed his head with a mortified expression.

"I made a mistake. I'm sorry."

"It's fine. We couldn't have even made it this far if not for you."

He was not just saying it to be nice. If it weren't for Jeong Gyeong, they would have faced such a crisis several times over by now.

"It'll get harder to find the life doors as we go on. It's okay to make mistakes. Don't you have so many solutions right behind you?"

When Jeong Gyeong turned around, his comrades were looking at him. Their expressions conveyed that even if he made a mistake, they would all break through it together.

Jin Hagun said to everyone.

"We have to break through and tell the bastard who made this who we are."

"Yes!" the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists answered thunderously.

They began to move again, heading toward the next choice between life and death.


The Brawling King closed his eyes against the sudden downpour of sunlight.

It was not just sunlight. It was a scorching light that seemed capable of drying up the entire world. He squinted, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand. His palm felt hot.

The Brawling King was flustered by the unexpected situation. The place where he stood was a barren land with cracked ground.

And floating in the sky was truly the sun. It was the hot sun of midday, without a single cloud in sight.

"What is this?"

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood before him. The surroundings had suddenly changed like this the moment the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flicked Geom Mugeuk's sword as they walked toward him.

Unlike the bewildered Brawling King, the Queen of Darkness knew what this situation was.

"It's the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

The Queen of Darkness recognized the Spacetime Manipulation Technique at a glance. A flicker of surprise crossed her eyes, which shimmered as they overlapped with the Brawling King's.

"It's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's unique secret art. How surprising. To think that greedy old man would pass this on to the Young Cult Leader."

This was what the Queen of Darkness was curious about.

"If you knew how to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, why didn't you use it from the beginning?"

There was only one reason for that.

"Because my friends were fighting there with me."

He thought that if he only pulled in the Brawling King, the Queen of Darkness might kill Bi Sayin or Jin Hagun.

He couldn't bring the Queen of Darkness in with them either. Although he could bring someone nearby into the space of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, he could not bring in someone who was riding in a palanquin and out of sight.

Even if he could have brought her in, it was a method he would not have chosen. If he had to face the Queen of Darkness as well, it would take a long time. He didn't know what variables might arise in the fight outside involving his friends or the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He had planned to hold out as much as he could and use it once at the very end. He had seen the ropes connected to the palanquin snap earlier, so he confirmed that Bi Sayin was safe.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was also safe, and Jin Hagun was inside the formation anyway.

The moment the Queen of Darkness descended upon the Brawling King's body, he had judged that it was time to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. However, his opponent was an absolute master of dark evil arts. He could not afford to be careless.

Even right now, the Queen of Darkness's emotions were closer to surprise and admiration, not agitation or anxiety.

"Because of friends. That anxiety you have that your friends might die, it was true."

Geom Mugeuk nodded his head.

"At the same time, that anxiety is also my strength."

The Brawling King, who had been listening, spoke.

"Do you think you can kill me just because it's not night?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded his head.

"Wouldn't that be the case? The Dark Night Divine Art won't be able to exert its full power."

Indeed, the white ring in the Brawling King's pupils had become so thin it was barely visible.

"As long as the two of us have joined forces, it doesn't matter if it's not night."

"If that were really true, you would've attacked during the day in the first place. You wouldn't have caused this ruckus in the dead of night like a bunch of rats."

At the word 'rats', the Brawling King roared.

"Shut up!"

The Queen of Darkness stopped the agitated Brawling King.

"Calm yourself. The more you speak with the Young Cult Leader, the more you stand to lose."

Then, the Queen of Darkness said in a calm tone.

"The Young Cult Leader is right. If we fight here, we will lose."

She had accurately assessed the situation.

The Brawling King glared fiercely like a wounded beast, but the Queen of Darkness overlapping him had a calm gaze. Her gaze shifted between Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

In this moment, the gazes of the two men were similar.

That was why she knew, even without having fought them yet, how fantastically in sync their fighting would be.

"Knowing that, why are you so relaxed?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, the Queen of Darkness answered.

"Because where there is light, there is always darkness."

He had the feeling that the shimmering form of the Queen of Darkness on the Brawling King's body was smiling.

It was at that very moment.

Suddenly, the surroundings began to darken. This was a world created by Geom Mugeuk, a place that should never be able to grow dark.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned around. They could see where the darkness had begun. The gazes of the two men turned to the sky.

The moon was covering the sun.

It was a solar eclipse.


Chapter 548: Our Demon Supreme Has a Sentimental Side

Light faded from the surrounding scenery. A thin, glowing ring appeared as the moon fully eclipsed the sun, but then it too vanished. Just like that, the world was plunged into total darkness.

TAK!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers once more. Their location instantly shifted.

HWIIIIING.

A sandstorm raged across the deserts of the Outer Regions, a place where no shadows could be cast. Here, the sun should have been blazing hotter and brighter than anywhere else. Yet, it remained dark. The solar eclipse was still in effect within this space.

"It's useless, Young Cult Leader. Now that the solar eclipse has started, you can't dispel my darkness."

The eclipse would persist indefinitely. It would not end unless the Queen of Darkness herself willed it.

Geom Mugeuk silently gazed up at the blotted-out sun, which looked as if the moon had been set directly into it. As he expected, the evil arts of the Queen of Darkness were astonishingly powerful.

"You should've been prepared for this much when you brought me here."

With the fall of darkness, the white rings in the Brawling King's eyes thickened once more. The Dark Night Divine Art was manifesting again, shifting the initiative back to the Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness.

It was then that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke for the first time.

"You're the ones who should've been prepared."

He was implying that they should have been ready for the consequences of messing with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader.

The Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness both turned their gazes to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Queen of Darkness's mystical voice then echoed through the gloom.

"You certainly have the right to say that."

She had not anticipated him finishing off the dog butcher so quickly. Because of this, the Queen of Darkness felt it was necessary to crush the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's momentum.

"You'll be the first Demon Supreme to die because of the Young Cult Leader."

The eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled. To die for the Young Cult Leader?

"That's the best reason I could have for my death."

A smile touched Geom Mugeuk's lips at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's statement.

He had already died once because of Geom Mugeuk. He would not let him die again.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk realized something.

"It seems you can't escape this place using your Dark Path Returning Art. If you could, you would've just left instead of needing to block out the sun."

The Queen of Darkness remained silent, which was an affirmation in itself. While she could generate darkness here, that was the extent of her power. The Spacetime Manipulation Technique prevented anyone from entering or leaving without permission.

TEONG! TEONG!

Just then, the Brawling King smashed his fists together, producing a metallic clang. A heavy killing intent emanated from his eyes.

"Even if I could leave, I have no intention of it."

His gaze declared his resolve to see this fight to its conclusion.

Geom Mugeuk immediately sought to crush his momentum.

"Is that your will, or the will of the woman controlling you?"

The Brawling King's face twitched.

"Of course, it's my will!"

He then charged forward, throwing a punch. He appeared in front of Geom Mugeuk in a flash, his fist flying toward him.

HWAAAANG!

The punch aimed at Geom Mugeuk's face missed by a narrow margin. The sword he had swung in a counterattack while dodging was forced to change its trajectory.

CHAEENG!

The Brawling King's second punch came so quickly that Geom Mugeuk had to abandon his own attack to block it with his sword. The Brawling King's continuous assault tore through the air. He stomped his foot and threw a powerful punch, kicking up a cloud of sand.

In that instant when vision was obscured, SHUUUK! The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed his Blood Calamity Finger.

PWAK!

When the dust settled, the Brawling King's expression was a grimace.

DRIP.

Blood flowed from his shoulder. A moment before, the Blood Calamity Finger had grazed Geom Mugeuk's shoulder before striking his own. The attack had come from an unexpected place at an unexpected time.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was supposed to be protecting the Young Cult Leader, so why would he attack so dangerously with no visibility? It was a truly blindsiding move.

Just then, black smoke materialized over the wound on his shoulder, and the bleeding stopped. The voice of the Queen of Darkness followed.

"It seems our Demon Supreme isn't concerned for the Young Cult Leader's well-being."

Her words were intended to halt the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's bold attacks, but Geom Mugeuk turned them to his own advantage.

"It seems you're the one who isn't concerned for your companion's well-being."

"What do you mean?"

"Descending into someone's body must have a huge negative impact on them. And you're even healing him with dark energy? Aren't you just treating him like a disposable tool?"

In truth, Geom Mugeuk did not know the specifics. He was unaware of the negative effects the Queen of Darkness's descent had on a host, nor the consequences of such healing.

But a thought occurred to him. How could such an abnormal state possibly be good for someone? So he made an educated guess. With darkness having fallen and the battle turning in their favor, he needed to rattle them somehow.

"I paid too high a price to save him, just for him to be used as a mere tool."

The Queen of Darkness responded calmly, but her opponent was Geom Mugeuk.

"If you win this costly battle, he'll be worth the price. I think the role of killing me, the one who has interfered with you all this time, would be enough."

After a short pause, the Queen of Darkness spoke.

"I see. There's no winning a war of words with the Young Cult Leader."

"That's true. But in this situation, didn't you lose a battle of truth, not a battle of words?"

Geom Mugeuk shifted his gaze from the Queen of Darkness to the Brawling King's eyes, which were visible past the shadows.

"Of course, it seems you don't really care."

The Brawling King glared at Geom Mugeuk with a terrifying expression. How could he not realize this was an attempt to sow discord and rattle him?

But sowing discord is something one can fall for even when aware of the tactic. Once the words are heard, a seed of doubt begins to sprout in a corner of the heart.

"As long as I can kill you, I don't care!"

The Brawling King launched himself forward once more. His punch, now fueled by rage, was even more powerful than before.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

The sword and the iron chain clashed, sending sparks flying. The sparks created a beautiful spectacle in the darkness.

Geom Mugeuk's expression, however, was stiff. The Brawling King, with the Queen of Darkness possessing him, was incredibly strong. Each time his sword met the Brawling King's fist, he worried the Black Demon Sword might actually shatter.

Unable to hold out any longer, Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step to evade the attack.

The Brawling King stuck to him like a shadow.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

A timely Blood Calamity Finger struck the Brawling King's shoulder.

PWAK!

The staggering Brawling King kicked off the sand and shot toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I'll kill you first!"

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

The Blood Calamity Finger sliced through empty air.

The Brawling King twisted his body to dodge the technique. One of the three fingers struck his body but failed to pierce it. The dark energy of the Queen of Darkness had formed an enhanced qi, protecting the Brawling King.

Just as the Brawling King's fist was about to hit the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's chest, KAAANG! Sparks erupted in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk had flown through the air using the Vanishing Step and swung down to sever his arm.

It was fortunate that the Brawling King stopped his attack, allowing the sword to strike his fist instead. If he had continued his attack on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, his arm would have been cut off.

SHWIIIIK!

Geom Mugeuk's sword struck his arm repeatedly.

CHAENG! CHAEENG! CHAENG!

The Brawling King pulled his arm back, blocking the blows with his fist. He anticipated the final strike would aim for his shoulder or neck.

SEOGEOK! PAAK!

Geom Mugeuk's sword flew in an unexpected trajectory and slashed the Brawling King's waist.

PAAAAK!

Blood spurted from the wound. It was undeniably a clean hit.

In response, the Brawling King quickly counterattacked with a punch.

HWUUUUNG!

Geom Mugeuk dodged the first blow. The second was blocked by a continuous barrage from the Blood Calamity Finger.

The Brawling King, now retreating, cursed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You cowardly bastard!"

Geom Mugeuk would not stand by while someone insulted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Save that talk for your waist. You cowardly waist bastard!"

Dark energy was already billowing from the gash on the Brawling King's waist, sealing the wound once more.

"You're going to be in big trouble if you keep this up. Even if you win, what will you do about the side effects? Are you planning to make 'I killed the Young Cult Leader and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon' your last words?"

The Brawling King paid no attention to Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I don't fear death."

"I know. I know you're that kind of person. But that's different from dying like a fool. Why is your life on the line? If that woman is attached to your body, she should be putting her own life on the line fairly. Why are you the only one fighting while your life is being cut short?"

Then, the calm voice of the Queen of Darkness flowed out.

"Don't fall for his attempts to sow discord."

Geom Mugeuk spoke again.

"You're fighting so hard you're panting for breath and nearly lost an arm, but isn't that calm voice of hers a bit selfish?"

Finally unable to stand it, the Brawling King's voice rose in a shout.

"Shut up!"

Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he were concerned, but it was all a mockery, telling the Brawling King he was being used. He had hoped the Queen of Darkness would show some emotion, but the Brawling King reacted faster this time as well.

The very moment the Brawling King became enraged, Geom Mugeuk's sword sliced through the air like lightning. He had provoked them precisely to create an opening for this one move.

HWUK.

Darkness descended upon darkness. A single white line from his sword cut through that gloom. It was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Fourth Technique, the Darkness Flash.

KAAANG!

With a deafening metallic clang, the Brawling King's figure became visible. His hand, held out in front of his neck, was trembling.

"......"

The iron chain wrapped around his fist cracked, but it did not break. Black energy rose from between the cracks.

Amazingly, he had managed to block the Darkness Flash. Even with his skill at the seventh star, Geom Mugeuk still could not cut through the combined power of the Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness.

"To think you'd use a technique that relies on darkness against me?"

The Queen of Darkness's voice was mocking. The surroundings had turned pitch black the moment Geom Mugeuk used the Darkness Flash.

"Who knows? Maybe you'll let your guard down and get your head lopped off?"

Geom Mugeuk had to use the technique once to test it. The result confirmed that the darkness was indeed on their side.

In contrast to the relaxed Queen of Darkness, the Brawling King's killing intent grew even stronger. He had blocked the attack, but he knew that if the Queen of Darkness hadn't been possessing him, his neck might have been severed by that single move.

"You won't get another chance to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art!"

The Brawling King fiercely pushed toward Geom Mugeuk. A vortex of wind swirled from his punch, sending sand whirling around them.

The Brawling King attacked Geom Mugeuk relentlessly, not holding back his inner arts. As the attacks, imbued with extreme inner arts, continued, Geom Mugeuk could not fight back and could only dodge frantically.

In this fight, Geom Mugeuk was reaching his limits. These were not just carelessly thrown attacks. They were the strikes of the Brawling King possessed by the Queen of Darkness, backed by nearly limitless inner arts.

It felt like fighting beneath the surface of a solidly frozen lake. He constantly felt as if he were about to suffocate and die.

A breathing hole was suddenly pierced in the ice.

SUK!

The instant the Brawling King flinched from the Blood Calamity Finger was the moment Geom Mugeuk escaped the crisis.

The Brawling King twisted his body to dodge the Blood Calamity Finger that flew past Geom Mugeuk. He could not avoid it this time. The finger had been aimed precisely at his eye. If Geom Mugeuk had turned his head even slightly to the side, the back of his own head would have been pierced.

The Brawling King cursed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for being a madman, but the attack was born purely from trust.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon trusted his own skills, and he trusted Geom Mugeuk. Without that trust, launching the Blood Calamity Finger with such a narrow margin would have been an act of pure madness.

He had no other choice. If he did not attack so boldly, he could not face the combined power of the Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness. For that reason, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not waste his attacks. He conserved his inner arts, striking only at the most necessary moments.

If his skills had not improved, he would have attacked more frequently than he was now. Back then, he would not have been capable of launching such a precise Blood Calamity Finger.

Each time, the Brawling King tried to target the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but Geom Mugeuk would not allow it. They charged together and thrust their swords.

PUUK!

The Black Demon Sword lodged itself in the Brawling King's body. Considering the skill he had displayed earlier, the Brawling King was not someone who should have been stabbed by such an attack.

HWAAAAAK!

The moment Geom Mugeuk pulled the sword out, something black emerged with it from the Brawling King's stomach, covering Geom Mugeuk like a cloth.

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk stood in a pitch-black darkness, unable to see anything. He was trapped in a space like the belly of a whale.

Then, the voice of the Queen of Darkness was heard.

"It's the Dark Black Veil."

The Queen of Darkness, who had been waiting for just such an opportunity, had finally played her trump card.

"You can never escape until I release you. By the time you get out, you'll see the corpse of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

Her voice then faded into the darkness.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon struggled to tear the veil of darkness. The black veil, which had bloomed like a flower bud, would not tear from either the Blood Calamity Finger or the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The Brawling King watched this with a relaxed expression, looking as if he had already secured a complete victory.

"He can never tear it before I release him."

A leisurely tone filled the Queen of Darkness's voice. If she killed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she could then naturally kill Geom Mugeuk as well.

"You use the word 'never' too carelessly when it comes to the Young Cult Leader."

The Brawling King threw a punch at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The powerful energy from the blow sent the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sliding backward until his back hit the Dark Black Veil.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sensed he could not hold on much longer. The inner arts he had continuously used while dealing with the dog butcher were now at rock bottom.

"Your inner arts, where on earth are they coming from?"

The Queen of Darkness answered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question meaningfully.

"That's a secret you can only learn in death."

Striding forward, the Brawling King spoke this time.

"I'll tell you the secret!"

Leaning against the Dark Black Veil, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon called out.

"Come out now, Young Cult Leader!"

The Queen of Darkness smiled sweetly.

"It seems our Demon Supreme has a more sentimental side than he lets on."

The Brawling King drew back his fist to deliver the final blow.

SHIIIIIIK!

It happened at that very moment.

PUUK!

The Black Demon Sword pierced through the Dark Black Veil from behind, penetrating the Brawling King's shoulder before his fist could reach the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SEOGEOK!

The blow was so unexpected that he was hit helplessly.

In that instant, the Queen of Darkness and the Brawling King screamed in unison and retreated. The Brawling King's shoulder was properly stabbed, and the Queen of Darkness suffered internal injuries as the dark evil arts she had cast were shattered.

JIIIIIIIIK.

The Dark Black Veil began to tear lengthwise.

Surprise flashed in the eyes of the Queen of Darkness.

"How did you... the Dark Black Veil!"

For the first time, her voice, which had always been composed, trembled.

She was unaware that a bluish solution had appeared in Geom Mugeuk's eyes. The combined effect of the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique had activated.

The Bloodeye Holy Water was originally meant to see through the weaknesses of the Blood Cult's evil arts. Her dark evil arts, when traced to their source, also had deep connections to the Blood Cult's martial arts. That was why she could cause a solar eclipse here.

"I also hate feeling suffocated."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The two men looked at each other and smiled.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon truly believed that Geom Mugeuk would break free. His reason for taking the Brawling King's attack with his back turned was also because of that belief.

I should have been a greater source of strength for you.

How could Geom Mugeuk not read his thoughts?

"Did you know? I like you even more because you have a sentimental side, Sir Smiling Demon."

At those words, the Smiling Demon's eyes smiled from behind his mask.

In contrast, the Brawling King's irritation shot through the roof.

"You tenacious bastards! But nothing changes!"

He was still full of vigor. Although the Queen of Darkness had suffered internal injuries, it was clear her inner arts continued to support him. However, perhaps because of her injuries, the black energy was not completely healing the wound on his shoulder.

"Let's go."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned to face the Brawling King first. Even with his inner arts at rock bottom, he showed no fear. Instead, his eyes shone more clearly and intensely than before.

Geom Mugeuk walked beside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon toward the Brawling King.

"That's right," he said. "When have we ever fought with plenty of inner arts?"


Chapter 549: He Would Have Done the Same

"Where are you now?"

Bi Sayin returned from a fruitless search of the outskirts. He found that Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were gone, as were the Brawling King and the woman in the palanquin. The palanquin itself remained, leading him to conclude they must be fighting inside the dark evil arts.

So much time had passed without their return, which suggested a difficult battle was still underway. Furthermore, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade remained trapped in the formations. Jin Haryong and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were also missing.

We have to uncover the secret of that palanquin.

The warriors connected to it had fought him with what seemed like an endless supply of inner arts. A secret concerning inner arts had to be hidden inside it.

But he couldn't just destroy the palanquin recklessly. The aura it gave off was extraordinary. It was even possible that the palanquin was the reason for Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's disappearance.

"How about we expand the search area a little more?"

Bi Sayin shook his head. He doubted they could send such immense inner arts from a great distance.

They must be somewhere around here.

His gaze then fell upon a single location. It was a place they had not searched. A place they could not search.

It was the area where the martial artists stood in the darkness, revealing only their eyes. That was the one nearby spot they had yet to investigate.

A peculiar light flickered in Bi Sayin's eyes as he stared at them in silence.

"Aren't those men suspicious?"

They were facing the Faceless Warriors, with only their eyes visible. The eyes were strange, with white rings encircling the irises.

"I've heard that mastering the Am-Cheonya Divine Art gives you eyes like that."

Bi Sayin nodded at First Wolf's comment. He was already aware of this fact.

"I'm not saying this because of their eyes."

First Wolf gave Bi Sayin a look that asked what he meant.

"Aren't they gathered too closely in one spot?"

They were indeed. Even the Faceless Warriors confronting them, who seemed to be scattered about randomly, were naturally spread out to prepare for an enemy attack. In contrast, the others were huddled together, lurking in the darkness. Everyone had been so focused on their strange eyes that they had missed this fact, but Bi Sayin had pointed it out.

"I see. If we were to shower them with hidden weapons, the damage would be immense."

It wasn't just that. Something felt off. They stirred Bi Sayin's instincts in a strange way.

"Let's check behind them."

Bi Sayin moved with stealth, circling around to their rear while keeping enough distance to remain undetected.

Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves were all shocked. It was different from what they had seen from the front. No matter how far back they went, the men were still there. The glittering eyes at the front were merely a fraction of the total. Because of the distance and the fact that they weren't revealing their presence at all, they hadn't realized from the front that there were so many of them.

Their main body was separate, like a deep-sea fish using a glowing lure to attract prey.

"Could they be reinforcements, hidden to strike us if the situation turns critical?" First Wolf whispered.

Bi Sayin shook his head. "If that were the case, they would have hidden them better."

The formation was too obvious for an ambush and too clustered for an attack.

"A group this large would normally have guards on the perimeter, but there isn't a single one."

They were all gathered in one spot, literally forming a single, giant mass.

Chilrang, who had always possessed sharp eyes and knowledge of the unorthodox sects' bizarre martial arts, whispered as he stared at them.

"The way their eyes are blinking is strange."

"There's a regular pattern to their blinking."

At his words, everyone else focused on their blinking. Now that the idea was planted, it did look strange. They would close their eyes, then open them. Once shut, their eyes would stay closed for a long time. Once open, they would not close again. The sight was bizarre, yet it followed a regular pattern.

Just then, the moon emerged briefly from behind the clouds. With the Queen of Darkness having entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, moonlight could finally reach the outside world. In that instant, Chilrang discovered something.

"Look over there."

Something was cutting through the air. It was an aura, shimmering like a heat haze, that connected the darkness where the eyes were to the palanquin. This flow of qi was only visible if one looked very closely in the moonlight.

"It's them!"

The secret was not far away at all. They were the ones transferring inner arts to the palanquin. The men with closed eyes were replenishing their inner arts, while those with open eyes were sending it through some strange, grand technique. Now Bi Sayin understood why they had remained hidden in the darkness.

Bi Sayin's heart pounded with urgency now that he knew the secret. Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must be in the worst possible situation, facing an endless supply of inner arts while their own reserves were depleted.

"Wipe them all out!"

The Thirteen Evil Wolves drew their swords in unison at Bi Sayin's command, preparing to attack.

"We'll strike with sword qi at the same time."

After getting as close as he could, Bi Sayin launched himself toward them.

SHWIIIIK!

Bi Sayin's sword unleashed a wave of sword qi. The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed his lead, firing their own sword qi in unison. His plan was to annihilate them all at once since they were clustered so tightly together.

FWHOOOOSH!

Black smoke suddenly billowed up, surrounding the group.

PAK! PAK! PAKPAKPAKPAK!

The smoke intercepted and blocked the incoming sword qi. It was a protective barrier, much like the enhanced qi that had guarded the Brawling King's body.

As if returning the favor, sword qi shot out from within the smoke.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

PAPAPAPAPAK!

The Thirteen Evil Wolves scattered left and right to dodge the volley.

"Close combat!"

Bi Sayin charged forward, taking the lead. He had a hunch that trading sword qi from a distance would only lead to a battle of inner arts, putting them at a disadvantage.

The black-clad martial artists in the front rank thrust their swords as one. Their clustered stance was not without reason. It was a formation designed to defend against an attack.

CHAANG!

The inner arts powering their swords was immense. The unexpected force caught Bi Sayin off guard, and he nearly lost his grip on his weapon.

"Everyone, be careful!"

As he parried the incoming blades, Bi Sayin realized something. Just like his earlier fight against the four black-clad men, the inner arts in their swords felt like it came from more than one person.

CHWAAAAAK.

The men parted to the left and right, allowing the black-clad martial artists behind them to fire sword qi.

Bi Sayin threw himself aside to dodge. The men on that side then unleashed their own barrage of sword qi.

Ignoring the danger, Bi Sayin charged directly at them.

SHWIIIIK!

He caught them by surprise, thrusting his sword into the chest of a man in the front line.

PUUK!

The man whose heart was pierced collapsed. His eyes instantly turned pure white, and his body became pitch black. He was not an ordinary human.

HWIRIRIRIRIK!

As the man fell, the entire group of black-clad men began to spin in unison. The corpse was swept away somewhere in the movement, and they sprayed sword qi as they rotated. Bi Sayin leaped back to avoid the attack.

When he first ordered the attack, he had thought they could wipe them out in a single blow. That was clearly not the case. These were not easy opponents. Above all, the inner arts fueling their attacks was immense.

Fine, if you're going to use inner arts, then use it all on us!

But the flow of inner arts from the darkness to the palanquin continued unabated.

PAPAPAPAK!

As he ran to dodge the sword qi, he glanced over at the Thirteen Evil Wolves. They were also struggling to break through the enemy's defense.

"Fall back!"

The Thirteen Evil Wolves briefly retreated at Bi Sayin's command.

Bi Sayin raised his inner arts, unleashing the Evil Alliance Chairman's unique martial art, the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique. He executed the First Sword, the White Heaven Stance.

An enhanced qi that gave off a pure white radiance raged toward the enemy. It pierced the protective smoke and swept over them directly. But at the moment of impact, the single mass of men instantly split in two.

PEOBEOBEOBEOK!

Three or four of the black-clad men were caught in the enhanced qi, but the group merged back together as if nothing had happened.

From the darkness, all their eyes turned to stare at Bi Sayin in unison. They stared together, then blinked at the same time. The sight was grotesque.

Their movements were not like a sword formation or a joint attack. Bi Sayin could feel it. They were connected as if they were a single organism.

This time, they initiated the attack. A dozen branches shot out from the large mass like an octopus's tentacles, their swords thrusting in unison.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

The Tenth Wolf, who had an injured shoulder, was caught in the sudden assault and cornered.

The other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves nearby tried to help, but the black-clad men clung to them tenaciously.

"Watch out!"

The Twelfth Wolf, who was closest, was about to leap toward him despite the risk of injury.

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

A rain of finger qi bullets poured down upon the black-clad men. The ones who had been cornering the Tenth Wolf all flipped over and collapsed.

Bi Sayin turned and saw it was the Faceless Warriors. They had seen the Evil Alliance martial artists attacking the eyes in the darkness and had decided to help.

Bi Sayin shouted to the Faceless Warriors. "These things are sending inner arts to their leader!"

Those words were all that was needed. It meant that the Young Cult Leader and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were in danger because of this group.

The Faceless Warriors exchanged glances before drawing their throwing knives in unison. While finger qi bullets were their main martial art, they used throwing knives for close-quarters combat. They surged forward like the white crests of waves on a dark sea.

With the Faceless Warriors joining the fight, the scene descended into true pandemonium. They seemed to be completely without fear. They fought by wildly swinging their throwing knives, only to suddenly fire a finger qi bullet at an opponent's face with their free hand. It was like watching a bizarre, giant creature being hunted by even more bizarre creatures.

Then, one of the Faceless Warriors who had pushed deep into the enemy ranks was cut off from his comrades. The black-clad men surrounded him and attacked jointly. It was an assault he couldn't fend off with only a small throwing knife and finger qi bullets. He held on, tenaciously felling his enemies, but it wasn't enough.

PUUK!

He was finally stabbed in the waist and collapsed. A black-clad man raised a sword to strike down at his face.

PUUK!

Blood splattered across the Faceless Warrior's mask. A sword was now protruding from the chest of the black-clad man who had been about to kill him.

As the attacker fell, Bi Sayin stood behind him. He had broken through from the other side to save the warrior.

To think the day would come when I'd save one of the Faceless Warriors!

That was Bi Sayin's honest thought.

Just then, other Faceless Warriors broke through from a different direction. Bi Sayin disappeared back the way he came as the Faceless Warriors silently watched him go.

As the fight raged on, the tightly clustered group of black-clad men began to break apart. Even though they were masters of the Am-Cheonya Divine Art, they were facing Bi Sayin, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and the death-defying Faceless Warriors.

Bi Sayin saw it. The flow of inner arts that had been transmitted through the air was severed.

"The inner arts is cut off! Push them harder!"

The black-clad men tried desperately to re-establish the flow. One part of their group tried to protect those sending the inner arts, while Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves fought desperately to stop them.

That inner arts will be what kills Geom Mugeuk!

SWAAAAAEK!

Bi Sayin charged like a bull, breaking through their lines. He blocked the sword qi that flew at him with his protective enhanced qi. After tumbling to the ground, he sprang back up and charged another group. Whenever one of the men sending the inner arts died, the energy in transit would vanish before it could reach the palanquin.

"Block them over there!"

It was a desperate battle between those trying to send the energy and those trying to stop it.

Finally, the black-clad men decided they could not continue like this and made a final choice. They gathered around a single point, and an unsettling silence fell. The white rings in all of their eyes began to spin.

HWIIIIIIING!

Black smoke swirled around them like a vortex. A sorrowful sound, like the wail of a ghost, echoed as a malevolent energy radiated outwards.

"It's dangerous! Everyone, back!"

Bi Sayin had thought that as long as they weren't sending inner arts to the palanquin, it didn't matter, but he was wrong.

HWIIIII.

The vortex vanished, revealing an astonishing sight. All the black-clad men had collapsed. Their eyes were white, and their bodies were pitch black. An energy began to flow from their corpses, moving toward the palanquin. This was not the ordinary inner arts from before. It was a bizarre and powerful energy born from the price of death, and it was shrouded in a vortex of black smoke.

"No!"

Bi Sayin swung his sword at the energy, but the blade simply passed through it. He could not stop the energy, just as one cannot kill the air. He fired sword qi, but that was also useless. In fact, the black smoke only moved more vigorously when struck. The energy flew slowly toward the palanquin along an invisible path. The sight was both astonishing and bizarre.

Bi Sayin leaped to stand in front of the palanquin. He could feel it. If this power reached its destination, Geom Mugeuk would die.

"We have to block it with qi."

He reasoned that since this energy would ultimately become inner arts, only inner arts could stop it.

First Wolf ran up to stop him. "You can't! You won't be able to overcome that powerful force! Even if you do, you'll suffer severe internal injuries from that black energy! No, you could even die!"

"If this power is transferred, the Young Cult Leader will die."

"Why not just destroy the palanquin instead?"

How could Bi Sayin not have considered that?

"What if, by some chance, the Young Cult Leader and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon are inside?"

If that was true, he would be killing his friend with his own hands.

"We must leave the fight inside to the Young Cult Leader and block this energy."

HWIIIIIIING.

In the time they had been talking, the energy had drawn near.

"Then I will block it."

First Wolf stepped to the front, and the rest of the Thirteen Evil Wolves lined up behind him.

Of course, Bi Sayin was not one to stand behind them. He moved to stand in front of First Wolf.

"Young Alliance Chairman!"

"First Wolf, if the Young Cult Leader and the Demon Supreme die, we can't guarantee our own lives either."

He was right. If the ones who killed those two emerged and began to sweep through the area, they would be powerless to stop them.

Then, he made a more decisive statement.

"He would have done the same."

First Wolf knew better than anyone how Bi Sayin felt about Geom Mugeuk, so he knew he could not stop him.

Bi Sayin raised his protective enhanced qi and turned back. There was no time left to argue. The energy was already upon them.

First Wolf placed his palm on Bi Sayin's back. Yirang stood behind First Wolf, and Samrang stood behind Yirang. In this way, all of the Thirteen Evil Wolves placed their palms on the back of the person before them. A resolve to live or die together was etched on their faces.

It flew toward them like a black meteor. Bi Sayin pushed his inner arts to the absolute limit and held out his hand.

He never imagined he could risk his life for Geom Mugeuk so readily. Not for a man who did nothing but make him dance and tease him constantly.

I will sever this inner arts no matter what, so you must win and come out!

The very instant the incoming force was about to touch Bi Sayin's palm, an incredible scene unfolded before his eyes.

SAAAAAAAH.

An unknown sound filled the air, and the approaching energy seemed to slow for a moment. The black smoke enveloping it turned transparent, beginning to shine like ice. He first thought it had turned into white smoke, but that wasn't it.

SWAAAAAAAAAAH!

A cold chill that felt like it was freezing his lungs washed over him. The movement of the smoke enveloping the energy began to cease, as if time itself had stopped.

JJIIIIK, JJEONG!

Everything that had been flying toward them froze solid in mid-air.


Chapter 550: He's On His Way

The swirling black smoke froze into a brilliant white, as beautiful as a snowflake. The ice crystals glittered within the darkness, appearing like a masterpiece from an artisan who had poured their very soul into its creation.

Beyond the frozen smoke, the figure of a woman was visible.

A snow crystal bloomed like a heat haze on the palm of the woman, who wore pure white robes. It was obvious that she was the one responsible for the sudden change.

Bi Sayin's gaze met hers.

Her snow-white skin and her clear, cold eyes shone brightly in the darkness.

How can a person give off such a pure feeling?

He had never encountered a woman who gave off such an impression.

This woman was none other than Princess Han Seol of the North Sea Ice Palace. Behind her, a middle-aged man and woman, also dressed in white robes, stood like bodyguards. They were the peerless masters of the North Sea, the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

The Ice Empress, worried about her daughter's first journey to the Central Plains, had sent them as escorts, so their skill was beyond question.

Bi Sayin walked toward her and introduced himself first.

"I am Bi Sayin, the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

In response, Han Seol also gave her name.

"I'm Princess Han Seol of the North Sea Ice Palace."

Bi Sayin was inwardly surprised to learn her identity. He had heard from Geom Mugeuk that a new person would be attending this meeting, but he never imagined it would be the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace.

Just as it was for Bi Sayin, Han Seol's first impression of Bi Sayin was intense. She had never met anyone with such a frightening and powerful presence.

After staring at her for a moment, Bi Sayin's gaze shifted to the frozen dark energy that floated in the air.

With an elegant yet polite gesture, Han Seol indicated that he should handle it. Bi Sayin, in turn, showed his gratitude with a respectful clasped hands greeting.

Bi Sayin drew his sword, raising the energy of the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique. A powerful, sinister energy began to swirl around his blade.

SHWIIIIK!

"......"

The clumped energies shattered and scattered while still frozen. Once the core was destroyed, all the energies started to disappear. When they had vanished completely, only beautiful shards of ice glittered in every direction.

Bi Sayin looked back at the Thirteen Evil Wolves. He felt grateful to them for risking their lives with him at the very last moment. Reading the sentiment in Bi Sayin's eyes, the Thirteen Evil Wolves answered with gazes full of unwavering loyalty.

The old Bi Sayin would not have looked back at them in a moment like this. He would have considered it a matter of course. No, he never even had the thought that he should connect with them in the first place. However, the Bi Sayin of today looked back at them. He had become a person who looked back, a person who looked his companions straight in the eye.

Bi Sayin's gaze returned to Han Seol.

"Thank you. You saved my life."

A flicker of interest appeared in Han Seol's eyes at his words. Seeing the spirit of Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves as they blocked the energy earlier, it was impossible to know what the outcome would have been.

He could have simply thanked her for her help, but he went so far as to say she saved his life. Someone like the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance would surely hate to be indebted for his life.

"There's no need to thank me. I merely froze that ominous thing."

Standing behind her, the Cold Ice Dual Swords glanced at each other.

The Ice Empress's greatest concern had been whether her daughter would manage her relationships with people well in the Central Plains, but she was handling it with calm composure. This must be why they say a child is different when they're away from home, and different in front of their parents.

"I came at the invitation of the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He said it was a festival."

She looked around at the broken and shattered things, the piles of corpses, and the ghost-masked guests who were staring at her.

Bi Sayin remarked to her.

"Considering who invited you, this shouldn't be strange at all."

Han Seol had to agree with his words. After all, Geom Mugeuk was the one who had turned the North Sea Ice Palace completely upside down before he left. He had even changed her relationship with her mother.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader now?"

Bi Sayin looked at her for a moment before answering with a voice full of conviction.

"He's on his way."


The desperate battle continued.

They were fighting an opponent overflowing with inner arts while conserving their own, sparing every last bit.

SHWAAAAEK.

The Brawling King's fist flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's face.

TAAK!

It was Geom Mugeuk who struck the Brawling King's wrist, altering its trajectory.

PUK! PUK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's throwing knives lodged themselves in the Brawling King's stomach one after another. It was an attack that completely disregarded defense, one he wouldn't have dared attempt if he didn't trust Geom Mugeuk to block for him.

The two of them had truly torn through the limits of concentration and entered a new realm of focus. They had fought together many times before, but they had never fought with such a single, shared breath as they did today.

HWAAAANG!

The Brawling King's furious fist, launched even as his stomach was pierced, stopped in mid-air.

SEUGAK!

Geom Mugeuk's sword, which had flown in to sever his arm, grazed the chain at the end of his fist.

As the Brawling King's subsequent furious punches missed their mark, the two men escaped from his fist's range.

The Brawling King looked down at his stomach. The attack should have been a fatal wound, but black smoke was already covering his injury.

"Damn it!"

Without the Queen of Darkness, that too would have been a fatal blow.

The Brawling King was enraged. Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed like they would be hit, but they never were. His pride was wounded by his inability to kill these men who were conserving their inner arts so sparingly.

Just then, the calm voice of the Queen of Darkness flowed out.

"Calm yourself. Time is on our side."

Geom Mugeuk retorted.

"Is it really on your side?"

To her questioning gaze, Geom Mugeuk explained.

"I was thinking that time is on our side. Aren't you curious about what's happening outside?"

"Our Young Cult Leader is harboring false hope."

Geom Mugeuk was secretly hoping for one thing. When the four black ropes connected to the palanquin were severed, Bi Sayin had not come to help him.

When someone who was certain to come doesn't, there is always a reason. He desperately hoped that reason was the one he was wishing for.

"He's a smarter friend than he looks. I'm certain time is on our side."

The Queen of Darkness replied with an equally confident gaze.

"Today, in this darkness, no one can save you."

The Brawling King charged again, kicking up dust. His eyes were filled with the obsession of killing intent, determined to kill Geom Mugeuk.

SHWAAAAAAAAAAAAEK!

The swirling fist wind turned the sandy breeze into a gale.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon dodged the incoming attack by rolling on the ground. They didn't bother with face or pride.

It was purely a fight of life and death, a battle that did not permit a single mistake. If one made a mistake, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would die. If the other made a mistake, Geom Mugeuk would die.

For that reason, this fight offered a new experience to both Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Extreme speed. Extreme power.

They were facing the terrifying attacks pouring from those fists with a minimal amount of inner arts. If they survived, it was a battle that would certainly affect their martial arts realm. It was the worst and yet the best of fights.

They only used their inner arts when absolutely necessary. Just like now.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

As the Revolving Wind Cloud Fist was unleashed, dozens of fists flew toward the two men.

Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step to evade the enhanced qi and unleashed his sword qi. His target was not the Brawling King.

PEOONG!

One of the incoming enhanced qi attacks was neutralized in mid-air.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon threw himself into the exact space where that attack would have landed.

PEOONG! PEONGPEONGPEONG! PEONG!

The area around where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been standing was smashed and overturned.

When one unleashes a major technique, an opening is bound to appear before the next move. Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not miss this moment.

Geom Mugeuk charged from the left, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon charged from the right.

The Brawling King had no choice but to prioritize Geom Mugeuk. He didn't know when he might use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Geom Mugeuk poured out the inner arts he had been conserving and attacked him.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

Fist and sword created sparks in the air.

PUK! PUK!

In the meantime, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's throwing knives stabbed the Brawling King's stomach and shoulder repeatedly. The black energy endlessly saved him, but the two men did not give up.

The Brawling King attacked like a madman, ignoring his injuries. In the end, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were thrown back as they blocked the attack with their protective enhanced qi.

The Brawling King pulled out the throwing knife embedded deep in his shoulder. It was a knife the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had thrown as he was knocked back.

PUAAAK.

Blood spurted out, but the black smoke soon covered the spot and stopped the bleeding.

"By now you should know that these kinds of attacks are useless, shouldn't you?"

At the Brawling King's mockery, Geom Mugeuk stared at him and said.

"That smoke might just betray you at some point, don't you think?"

Geom Mugeuk was not speaking to the Brawling King, but to the Queen of Darkness shimmering over his eyes.

In response, the Queen of Darkness spoke in a mysterious and calm tone.

"Looking at your condition, I see no reason for it to betray him."

The sound of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's breathing could be heard.

"Haa, haa."

Harsh breaths came from beneath the mask.

Listening quietly to the breathing, Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers.

TTAK!

And then, the surroundings changed.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood at the edge of a cliff, with the Brawling King standing about ten paces away.

"Our inner arts are all depleted. How about a cliff's edge tactic?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Queen of Darkness showed a puzzled expression. Her gaze seemed to say that there was no way the Young Cult Leader would choose such a method.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and asked.

"Are you a good swimmer?"

"I am."

Then, without mercy, Geom Mugeuk pushed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon off the cliff.

"What are you doing?"

The Brawling King didn't understand, but the Queen of Darkness realized Geom Mugeuk's intention.

"You've sent the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to circulate his energy for one full cycle."

He wouldn't be able to block our attacks with his inner arts completely depleted.

"And the reason you chose a cliff like this is to make it difficult for us to find the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

A hint of admiration flickered in the Queen of Darkness's shimmering eyes.

"Anyone could come up with such an idea. However, it's not easy to think of it in the middle of such a frantic battle. The Young Cult Leader is truly clever."

"You, who saw through my intentions in an instant, are quite formidable yourself."

"In any case, it's over now. By the time the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returns after circulating his energy, you will already be dead."

The previous fighting had already proven that he couldn't win alone.

The Brawling King charged again.

One on one.

Fist and sword clashed at the edge of the cliff.

Geom Mugeuk did not retreat from the cliff's edge. He gritted his teeth and fought tenaciously, but he couldn't handle it alone.

In the end, unable to withstand even thirty exchanges, Geom Mugeuk collapsed to the ground.

Gasping for breath, Geom Mugeuk also seemed to have completely exhausted his inner arts. His hand trembled as he tried to pick up the sword that had fallen beside him, but he ultimately failed to grasp it.

The Brawling King approached, looked down at him, and demanded.

"Why didn't you jump off the cliff and run?"

The Queen of Darkness answered for him.

"Because we would have jumped down after you. Then the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon might have died. To choose to die first instead, how truly remarkable."

The Queen of Darkness looked down with a gaze of admiration before finally giving the last order.

"Send him off first, as the Young Cult Leader wishes. When the Young Cult Leader dies, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique will break, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will reveal himself."

The Brawling King slammed his fists together and laughed.

KAANG! KAANG!

Just then, the Brawling King's chains glinted. It wasn't because his two fists had struck each other.

A stream of light flowed along the chains. The light extended, traveling up the Brawling King's body to his face.

For a moment, the Brawling King narrowed his eyes. It was faint, but what entered his eyes was unmistakably light.

The Brawling King looked up at the sky with a surprised face.

A line of light began to appear on the sun's edge. It resembled the rim of the Brawling King's own pupils. As the moon began to move swiftly away from the sun, the world that had been trapped in darkness started to regain its light.

In an instant, the solar eclipse was over.

Simultaneously, the world brightened.

Surprise flashed across the Brawling King's face. The expression of the Queen of Darkness, who was overlapping with him, turned grave. Something that should never have happened outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique had occurred.

Lying on the ground, Geom Mugeuk said.

"You said it yourself. Where there is light, there is also darkness. But there's no such thing as eternal darkness either, is there?"

The Queen of Darkness answered calmly.

"What a shame. If they had succeeded a little earlier outside, Young Cult Leader, you might have won."

"It is a shame. Under this sun, I might have been able to kill you too."

The Queen of Darkness gave no reply.

Now that the power that sustained the Darkness Descending Art was severed, that might have really been possible.

"Still, I'm glad I get to die in a bright place."

The Brawling King grabbed the collar of the fallen Geom Mugeuk and hauled him to his feet.

"You persistent bastard! This is the end!"

He had endured all that pain for this very moment.

KWAAAK.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk grabbed both of his wrists.

"A desperate struggle..."

For a moment, the Brawling King's expression stiffened. Geom Mugeuk still had inner arts left.

Geom Mugeuk held him tight, preventing him from moving. Was he pouring out all his remaining inner arts? The strength was immense. Why did he pretend to have no inner arts when he still had some?

But why?

At that moment, the Queen of Darkness was startled.

"No way!"

When the Brawling King instinctively turned his head to look back.

The last thing he saw was a large palm.

In that instant, the overlapping eyes of the Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness shot wide open.

SHWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAEK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm was unleashed right in front of the Brawling King's face.

PEOOOONG!

The Brawling King's head was swept away by the enhanced qi and flew off.

In truth, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's inner arts had not been completely depleted. He had just enough left to use the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm one time.

It had been their plan. A life-or-death deception that could have resulted in their deaths if it failed.

Below the cliff Geom Mugeuk had created, there was a ledge for him to stand on. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been waiting there for this very moment when they would let their guard down. This one moment when they were drunk on victory!

And just as the solar eclipse ended, the plan shone even brighter.

The two men were certain. The Brawling King would never be able to return again.

The Brawling King, with everything above his neck completely gone, was still standing.

In the place where the Brawling King's face had been, the face of the Queen of Darkness, standing before them, was visible instead. It was as if the Queen of Darkness's head was attached to the Brawling King's body.

The Queen of Darkness had slipped out of the Brawling King's body just before he died. It had been close, far too close. She couldn't guarantee she could have withstood that attack even in the darkness, let alone under this sunlight.

It was also the moment Geom Mugeuk's question, "That black smoke might just betray you at some point, don't you think?", proved to be true.

Watching her, who had been overlapping with the Brawling King the entire time, now shimmer alone under the sunlight, Geom Mugeuk said calmly.

"Now I can finally see your face clearly."


Chapter 551: What's Wrong With Risking One's Life?

At the final gate of the Bloody Road Misdirection Formation, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade were locked in a bloody struggle.

"Watch your left!"

Jin Hagun swung his sword to block a volley of hidden weapons. A long spear then shot out from behind, grazing Jin Hagun's ear before retracting.

A variety of mechanisms flew from all directions, targeting the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade. The traps attacked with increasing strength and speed as time passed.

"Hurry!"

Jin Hagun's shout was aimed at Jeong Gyeong.

Amid the chaos, Jeong Gyeong, the formation specialist for the Demon Slaying Brigade, was desperately trying to locate the gate of life. This particular gate had to be solved by applying the principles of generation and restriction from the Five Elements.

Stepping stones marked with the characters for the Five Elements were etched into the floor.

He first had to solve it using the principle of generation, followed by the principle of restriction.

"Wood drains the energy of Earth, and Earth blocks the flow of Water."

Jeong Gyeong stepped on the platforms in sequence, moving from Wood to Earth, and then to Water.

The problem was that the formation did not make this simple.

"Get down!"

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists all hit the ground at Jin Hagun's command.

WHIRRRRR!

A huge, rotating blade sliced through the air above their heads at an unbelievable speed. It was perfectly clear why this maze was called the "Bloody Road."

"Fire melts Metal, and Metal cuts Wood."

If he was even a fraction of a second too late in stepping on a platform, he would fall into a death trap. He would then have to risk his life just to escape it.

I did it!

Just as Jeong Gyeong leaped to step on the final platform!

SWOOSH!

A blade flew toward Jeong Gyeong, aiming for that exact moment. He had become too excited in his joy and had acted with too much haste.

No!

He despaired, knowing he was too late to dodge. He could only hope his body would carry him forward to the platform, even if his head was cut off.

"......"

The rotating blade scraped past him. Jin Hagun had charged in and deflected the weapon. There was no time to offer thanks.

Jin Hagun rushed to the other side while Jeong Gyeong threw himself toward the last platform.

The moment he stepped on the final Wood platform, completing the cycle of the Five Elements!

With a loud CLANK, every mechanism stopped. One of the Demon Slaying Brigade members stared at a blade that had frozen just inches from his eyes.

The mechanisms that had filled the space with metallic noises began to retreat to their original positions.

SCRRREEE.

A hidden door slid open in the wall. They had finally unlocked the gate of life for the final trial.

Everyone exchanged glances with one another. They had lost count of how many times they had brushed against death.

"You worked hard," Jin Hagun said, praising Jeong Gyeong.

"Not at all. If it weren't for you, Commander, we would have lost many of our comrades."

The other members of the Demon Slaying Brigade all nodded in agreement. Jin Hagun's performance within the formation had been truly incredible. It gave them a chance to see him in a new light.

"Let's get out of here first."

They still had not killed the Heavenly Fiend who created the formation. With the trap now broken, he would surely reveal himself once they passed through the door.

Just as they were about to step through the doorway, the Heavenly Fiend's voice rang out.

"To break through to the final gate without a single sacrifice... truly impressive."

The voice echoed around them, making its origin impossible to pinpoint.

"The Demon Slaying Brigade, truly worthy of being called the pride of the Murim Alliance."

Jin Hagun felt a sense of unease. The fiend's voice remained relaxed even though they had breached the final gate.

"However, it's a shame to just let you go, so I've prepared a farewell gift."

CLANK. CLANK. CLANK. CLANK. CLANK.

More than a dozen doors opened on every side. Each one revealed a long corridor with people tied up at the end. Some corridors held a single person, while others held several.

"Save us!"

"Please, help us!"

"Please, at least save my child!"

Dozens of blades were pointed at their heads. The captives trembled with fear, not knowing when the blades might fall.

The Heavenly Fiend's voice echoed again.

"It won't be easy to save them."

Jin Hagun could tell. Dangerous mechanisms were concealed within each of the corridors where the people were held.

SCRRREEE.

Something rose from the floor in front of the main gate of life. It was a scale indicating a time limit, just like the one they had seen at the previous gate.

"If you fail to exit through that gate of life in time, you'll have to break through a much stronger Bloody Road Misdirection Formation from the very beginning. Horrifying, isn't it? You probably won't all make it here alive like you did this time."

If the maze grew stronger, there would be many casualties. It had already been incredibly difficult to get this far.

"All those you fail to save will die. Now, how many can you save? Who will be chosen by the proud Demon Slaying Brigade?"

His words implied that the remaining people would all perish. The Heavenly Fiend was truly behaving like a demon.

"You will live with guilt for the rest of your lives!"

As the Heavenly Fiend laughed, the scale began to move, and time started to tick away.

Judging by how fast the scale was tipping, they did not have much time.

From inside the corridors, people shouted to be saved.

"There are eight people in that room. We should save the one with the most people first."

"No. There's a child in this room. Let's save this one first!"

The Demon Slaying Brigade members reported the situation in each room.

Their eyes all turned to Jin Hagun. The choice of who to save was a truly difficult one. His command would grant life to some and death to others. All the while, the scale kept tipping.

Then, Jin Hagun spoke softly.

"There's no need to worry about who to save."

Everyone looked at Jin Hagun with surprised expressions at his words.

Jin Hagun strode forward and closed the gate of life, their only path of escape, with his own hands.

THUD.

After shutting the door, Jin Hagun turned and spoke to his subordinates.

"We will save them all and start this formation over from the beginning!"

"!"

It was a completely unexpected decision, and everyone wore a look of shock.

Jin Hagun turned toward the rooms and shouted to the people inside.

"We will save all of you, so please wait calmly!"

Sighs of relief could be heard from every corridor.

Jin Hagun spoke again to his subordinates in the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Someone might call this decision foolish. We don't know how many of us might die. Perhaps we all will. However, I believe this choice is what separates us from the Demonic Cult or the unorthodox sects."

A look of apology appeared on Jin Hagun's face. He clasped his hands in a formal gesture to his subordinates and bowed his head.

"I'm sorry for not giving you all a choice. I'll apologize in the afterlife."

The members of the Demon Slaying Brigade glanced at each other.

Then, as one, they drew their swords and shouted.

"Slaying demons and eradicating evil! The path of justice and chivalry!"

From the very beginning, they had no intention of disobeying their leader Jin Hagun's decision. For the Demon Slaying Brigade, they would die if their master ordered them to.

Just as they were about to enter the first room to rescue the people inside.

Everything around them started to disappear. The open doors and the anxiously waiting people all vanished.

They now stood in a different plaza.

Incense burned on all sides, and the walls and floor were covered with all sorts of indecipherable characters. The Heavenly Fiend sat at its center.

The Heavenly Fiend's eyes, which were looking at Jin Hagun, were filled with disbelief.

"You really chose to close the gate of life yourself?"

A trickle of blood ran from his mouth.

The moment they saw this, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade knew the formation had been broken. The Heavenly Fiend had suffered severe internal injuries from its collapse.

Closing the gate of life yourself.

Surprisingly, that very action was the method to completely destroy the Bloody Road Misdirection Formation.

Creating different scenarios, like the room with the child or the room with many people, was a trap. It was designed to make them agonize over who to save and distract them from the puzzle's true nature.

"You really remained in this maze to save a bunch of strangers you don't even know?"

To that question, which was filled with suspicion, Jin Hagun gave a calm reply.

"It may be surprising to you, but to us, it's the natural thing to do."

The Heavenly Fiend did not believe him. He asked again with eyes that looked upon a hypocrite.

"Master of the Demon Slaying Brigade, were you always this kind of person?"

He could not answer this question. He felt that he did not know himself. Was he truly this kind of person? Or had something changed him?

"Someone once told me, 'You'll become a great Chairman.' So I'm going to try to become one."

Jin Hagun drew his sword. The Demon Slaying Brigade members responded by drawing their own swords in unison and aiming them at the Heavenly Fiend.

WHOOSH.

A wind blew, though there was no breeze. Light radiated from the strange patterns and characters on the floor.

SHIIING!

Jin Hagun unleashed his sword qi. The attack, however, passed right through the Heavenly Fiend as if cutting an illusion.

At that moment, Hwangju, who was skilled in evil arts, shouted.

"We have to enter the circle he's sitting in and cut him down directly."

Indeed, the Heavenly Fiend was seated in the center of a circle filled with unrecognizable incantations.

Just as Jin Hagun was about to launch himself toward him.

SHWAAAAAAA.

A terrible demonic energy swirled and rushed toward them.

The Heavenly Fiend had drawn upon his final reserves of inner arts to unleash his unique evil arts.

The Harrowing Black Shadow Art!

The Demon Slaying Brigade members flinched for a moment. Someone cursed, and someone else screamed.

An illusion appeared to each of them. It was the person or event hidden deepest in their hearts. Things that everyone wanted to hide.

"Everyone, recite the incantation of the True Heart Technique!"

It was the Murim Alliance's unique mental cultivation technique used to protect the mind from wicked evil arts.

As they recited the True Heart Technique, the illusions in their minds would repeatedly disappear and reappear.

While the Demon Slaying Brigade countered with the True Heart Technique, the other patterns and characters around the Heavenly Fiend began to glow. This time, they shone in a multitude of colors.

SCRRREEE.

Then, shadows holding swords rose from the floor.

Hwangju shouted again.

"They're the Shadow Ghosts! We have to extinguish the candles on all sides!"

The demon slayers swung their swords in unison, confronting the Shadow Ghosts. A metallic sound rang out when their blades clashed with the shadow swords wielded by the Shadow Ghosts.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Those beings might have been illusions, but the swords they held were real.

Even while battling the Shadow Ghosts, the Demon Slaying Brigade members tried to recite the True Heart Technique and put out the candles. The Shadow Ghosts attacked them desperately, as if trying to stop them at all costs.

As battles broke out on all sides, Jin Hagun advanced toward the Heavenly Fiend.

SHWAAAAAAAA.

An immense demonic energy blew against him.

His skin felt like it was being torn, and breathing was difficult, but Jin Hagun recited the True Heart Technique and moved forward in silence.

The Demon Slaying Brigade members desperately blocked the Shadow Ghosts that tried to attack him.

The closer he got to the Heavenly Fiend, the more illusions appeared to shake his mind. The phantom of his grandfather shook his heart.

[I do not consider you my successor! Do you think you are worthy of inheriting my position?]

His grandfather glared at him with terrifying eyes. The illusion was so vivid that his chest ached with disappointment.

Jin Hagun recited the True Heart Technique and continued to move forward. This time, the person who appeared was his younger sister.

[Orabeoni, you're a hypocrite. All this talk of upholding justice is ultimately for the sake of becoming the Murim Alliance Lord, isn't it? Why else would your justice be so tiring? It's because of this impure motive.]

He knew this was also an illusion created by the evil arts, but his heart still ached.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

He heard the clash of swords near his ear. He thought that if the Demon Slaying Brigade members were not protecting him, he would have been mesmerized by this illusion and allowed the attack.

This time, the image of the child he had saved before appeared again.

[Even if you have to give up the Chairman's seat, can you still save me?]

Immediately after, an image of people pointing fingers at him for failing to become the successor flashed in his mind.

[How incompetent must he be to fail to inherit the position even when his grandfather is the Chairman?]

And the most heartbreaking part of all these illusions was.

Is the desire to become the Murim Alliance Lord all that's in my heart?

That must be why it was digging into his heart and attacking him. He was disappointed in himself for that. The fact that the desire to become the Chairman was in the deepest part of him.

Like a money-grubber who sold his soul for money, or a lecher who sold his soul for lust. Had he sold his soul for power?

He knew that making him feel this way was the illusion's goal. Knowing that, he was still tormented. No, he was even more tormented because he knew.

HIIIIIIII.

The closer he got to the Heavenly Fiend, the more extreme the evil energy became. He felt dizzy and light-headed. He just wanted to sit down and give up on everything.

While one part of Jin Hagun was suffering like this, in another part of his mind.

Don't be ridiculous! I will never lose to this kind of evil arts!

There was also a Jin Hagun who was gritting his teeth.

This Jin Hagun was constantly thinking of one person. He did not know why that person was Geom Mugeuk, but he needed him in this extreme moment.

[I will overcome this, just like you.]

Then, he heard Geom Mugeuk's reply. This is what he would say at a time like this.

[I told you not to try too hard. Just trust in your own strength, and do only what you can.]

Thinking of Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun gritted his teeth and took another step forward.

He walked and walked. At the moment he took a step with the feeling that it was fine if his body was torn apart!

The terrible demonic energy that had been pressing down on him vanished as if it were a lie. The distracting thoughts that had been tormenting his mind also disappeared.

And before his eyes, the Heavenly Fiend was vomiting mouthfuls of blood. His internal injuries were too deep, and he was now in an irreversible state.

Jin Hagun had overcome the Heavenly Fiend's Harrowing Black Shadow Art with his will alone.

The Heavenly Fiend looked up at him venomously.

"You risked your life for the Chairman position, didn't you? Your sense of justice is nothing but a tool to become the Chairman."

Jin Hagun said nothing to his malice, which sought to leave a scar on his opponent even at the moment of death.

SHIIING!

PLUNGE!

Jin Hagun's sword pierced the Heavenly Fiend's heart.

Without pulling out the sword, Jin Hagun spoke to his subordinates without looking back.

"What this man said might be true."

He honestly confessed to his subordinates what he had not said to the fiend.

A brief silence followed.

Then, someone from behind him said.

"What's wrong with risking one's life?"

When Jin Hagun turned his head to look, he saw it was Jeong Gyeong. He thought he was saying that because he had saved him several times while breaking the formation.

Hwangju added to his words.

"I would rather you be that way. I hope that desire comes before justice or goodwill."

Was it because of the image he had shown in the formation?

Even at the words that he desired the Chairman's seat more than justice, the Demon Slaying Brigade members showed no particular agitation. In fact, someone even said this.

"I don't think greed is a bad thing either. I want to achieve a great cause with such a person."

Was it because they thought this was their first chance? Even the taciturn ones who seemed unlikely to speak added a word.

"You've done so well up to now, how could you do any better?"

"I think anything more than that is greed."

"If you're too perfect, it's hard on us."

Jin Hagun had never imagined his subordinates would say such things. He did not even know they had such thoughts.

Come to think of it, he had never once spoken to them with an open heart. Even though they had risked their lives together like this.

After staring at his subordinates in silence for a moment, Jin Hagun turned back to the Heavenly Fiend.

His wide-open eyes had completely lost their vitality.

"Yes, I risked my life for the Chairman position."

Jin Hagun pulled the sword embedded in the Heavenly Fiend's heart.

SQUELCH.

Jin Hagun did not avoid the blood that splattered on his body.

As the dead Heavenly Fiend slowly collapsed to the side, the surroundings began to change.

THUD.

The place where the Heavenly Fiend had fallen was the courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace.

Thus, as everyone watched, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade returned.


Chapter 552: There's a Dark Hole in My Heart, Too

Under the blazing sunlight, the Queen of Darkness wavered precariously, as if she could vanish at any moment.

However, Geom Mugeuk knew. She was not an opponent who would disappear so futilely.

"It cost an immense amount of money to save that man. What a shame."

Indeed, she maintained her composure even in this situation.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said, "I should have just blown off half his head and sent him back alive. Let them go bankrupt trying to save him."

As he joked, Geom Mugeuk's hand naturally touched the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back.

"......"

Qi secretly began to flow into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He was sharing a portion of his remaining qi with him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not refuse and accepted the inner arts. The Queen of Darkness might target him now that his own inner arts were depleted. If that happened, Geom Mugeuk would try to protect him.

It was better for that inner arts to be transferred to him rather than be consumed in such a way. As always, he trusted the Young Cult Leader's choice.

"We wouldn't have saved him a second time. There was a conflict of opinion even that one time."

"Which side were you on? Ah, you must have been on the side that wanted to save him, of course."

The wavering shadow shook her head. It seemed that although she had come with the Brawling King, she had hoped not to save him.

"Weren't you the one who rescued him?"

"I was merely following orders."

It was likely not a lie. To her, who lived in the world of night, all those who lived in the day were likely meaningless.

Was the one who gave the order Hwa Mugi? Or was it someone else?

Geom Mugeuk wanted to ask directly about Hwa Mugi. What was he doing now? Was he still their leader at this time? What was he thinking?

However, he was determined not to mention Hwa Mugi at all. Though many things had already changed in this life, he would not touch that, no matter what.

He hoped that Hwa Mugi, at least, would appear at that future time, just as his original destiny dictated. The ones to face him should be the us of the future, not the us of now.

Instead of asking about him, he asked about the Queen of Darkness.

"If you disappear from this place, what happens to your real body? Do you die in the palanquin?"

Geom Mugeuk thought her original body was inside the palanquin.

"Why do you assume I'll lose to the Young Cult Leader?"

"Because we have no intention of losing."

"The Demon Supreme's inner arts must be depleted, and I doubt the Young Cult Leader has much inner arts left to maintain this Spacetime Manipulation Technique, right?"

Indeed, the sunlight that had been shining so hotly was gradually losing its light. Unable to maintain the bright sun, he was now letting time flow in this space.

"Honestly, just this much is truly amazing. Even for the successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, how on earth did you accumulate such inner arts at your age?"

Geom Mugeuk was truly displaying an endlessly profound level of power.

"I am the incarnation of greed. I used to think this much was enough, but now I plan to gather much more. I decided after meeting you. When it comes to inner arts and martial arts, I realized I must become not just an incarnation of greed, but greed itself. Only then can I face all of you."

In the meantime, all the inner arts had been transferred to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. While conversing, Geom Mugeuk had displayed the divine skill of transferring inner arts without his opponent noticing.

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword. An even sharper edge flowed along the blade, as if it had been tempered by the Brawling King's fist.

"Now, let's see this to the end. I have plans for a banquet with my friends."

Geom Mugeuk did not lose his composure.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also stared at the Queen of Darkness with calm eyes, his arms hanging loosely at his sides.

The Queen of Darkness's gaze shifted from the two men to the sun behind them. It had set quite a bit more in that short time.

The moment her gaze intensified, black smoke swirled around her and rose into the air.

Where the smoke vanished, a woman stood. Surprisingly, the Queen of Darkness was not in the palanquin but right here.

"This won't be a banquet. It will be the day of everyone's memorial service."

A woman was dressed in a black martial arts uniform.

She had an appearance that completely contradicted her voice. Her features were protruding, torn, and unbalanced. The time she was a wavering form felt far more beautiful.

Her voice was different too. It was a grating, screeching voice that was harsh on the ears.

"You damn Young Cult Leader bastard!"

As if this was her original personality, her eyes were filled with nothing but deep hatred.

"I think I know why you descended into that person's body to fight."

Killing intent flickered in the Queen of Darkness's eyes. She had expected a taunt about her appearance, but Geom Mugeuk was looking at something else.

"You're someone with a strong desire to live."

She did not deny it. When she descended into someone, she herself would not die even if the host did. But it was different now that she had revealed her physical body. She could truly die.

"Even if I die, I won't die in this filthy world of yours!"

The Queen of Darkness launched a surprise attack, striking with both palms.

SWOOOSH.

Geom Mugeuk would dodge it, but she thought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be unable to, lacking inner arts.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon dodged her attack and even counterattacked.

"......"

She barely dodged the incoming Blood Calamity Finger.

She was the one who launched the surprise attack, yet she was the one who was more surprised. The Queen of Darkness shouted irritably.

"You monstrous bastards! Where in the world is all this inner arts coming from!"

SHWAAAK!

The ground overturned from her palm technique. The cliff they were on shook as if it would collapse at any moment.

However, her martial arts, unleashed in a place that was not darkness, was nothing more and nothing less than "impressive." And "impressive" was not enough to capture Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

She compensated for her lack of skill with her inner arts, continuing the tense fight.

And then came the moment she had been waiting for since the start of this battle.

As he approached her, Geom Mugeuk suddenly looked down at his own hand. A reddish hue was seeping into it. It was the sunset beginning in the distance, the twilight hour when day and night intersect.

And this moment was the hour of the wolf.

For a fleeting instant, it seemed as if a white border reappeared in her pupils.

Her body changed back into a shadow of darkness.

SLITHER.

In that moment, she vanished from sight.

Geom Mugeuk was startled. He had never seen such swift movement before.

"It seems she used the Dark Path Returning Art!"

I didn't think she could use it here!

Turning toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Geom Mugeuk flinched in shock.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned icy cold. It was not the Dark Path Returning Art she had used.

The face of the Queen of Darkness was shimmering over the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask.

The Queen of Darkness had descended into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body.

From the moment the fight began, she had been aiming for this single moment. The moment the light faded, allowing her to use the Darkness Descending Art.

It would have been better if she could have descended into Geom Mugeuk's body, but she could not descend into a body that had mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in shock. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes were also filled with surprise. It meant that although she had dominated his body, she had not dominated his mind. After all, the two had been separate in the Brawling King's case as well.

"One cannot use the Darkness Descending Art twice in one day."

Her voice once again became alluring and beautiful.

"If one does, a curse is cast. What kind of curse, you ask?"

She continued with a shocking statement.

"It's a curse that prevents me from ever leaving the body I've descended into. I'll be with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon forever."

"Don't talk nonsense!"

Geom Mugeuk did not believe it. There was no way she would have used the descent technique if such a curse existed.

Her shrill, clear laughter echoed. She was truly laughing like a madwoman.

"That's right, it's nonsense. I just can't leave this body for the next three days. Until then, we live and die together as one. That's more than enough time to kill all of you."

Beneath her wavering eyes, Geom Mugeuk was looking into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. The eyes of the man himself were, contrary to the situation, calm.

However, his body was under the control of the Queen of Darkness.

"......"

The Blood Calamity Finger shot out from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's fingers. His hand and the Queen of Darkness's shimmering shadow moved as one. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not control his own body. The descended Queen of Darkness had more inner arts.

Geom Mugeuk threw himself aside to dodge the Blood Calamity Finger. He truly never imagined a situation would come where he had to dodge the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger.

SWISH! SWISH!

Geom Mugeuk dodged again. The Blood Calamity Finger grazed his side.

"No!"

Despite the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's cry, the Blood Calamity Finger split and aimed for Geom Mugeuk.

PSHK!

Blood spurted from Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. With the Queen of Darkness descended into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the power of the Blood Calamity Finger became faster and stronger. For Geom Mugeuk, whose inner arts were depleted, it was a true calamity to dodge.

"Don't worry, the Smiling Demon! I'll find a way!"

While dodging the Blood Calamity Finger, Geom Mugeuk reassured the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. But no solution came to mind.

He could not release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique either.

He had no way of knowing the situation outside, and even if Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin were waiting for him, he could not attack the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

What worried him more than anything was the possibility of her disappearing with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon using the Dark Path Returning Art.

What if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was dragged away by them like this?

They would kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in a gruesome manner. And if they kept him alive, his fate would be more miserable than death.

THWACK!

The Blood Calamity Finger bent and split, drawing blood from Geom Mugeuk's body again.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shouted.

"Release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Young Cult Leader!"

He meant for him to join forces with their comrades outside.

At this rate, the Young Cult Leader will die.

But Geom Mugeuk did not release it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon thought there was only one way to resolve this situation.

"Young Cult Leader, you must kill me."

The Queen of Darkness smiled and said, "I know how much the Young Cult Leader cherishes you. The Young Cult Leader can never kill you."

Geom Mugeuk nodded in acknowledgment.

"I would rather die myself than do that. Wait, I will find a way!"

Of course, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon trusted Geom Mugeuk.

But right now, there was no time and no inner arts.

At this rate, he would die here. The killing intent of the Queen of Darkness inhabiting his body was resolute, and Geom Mugeuk would never attack him.

Having made a decision, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze deepened.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

THWACK! THWACK!

Since he was using his remaining inner arts to maintain the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Geom Mugeuk continued to be wounded. He was avoiding fatal injuries, but his entire body was soaked in blood.

"......"

Black smoke rose from beneath Geom Mugeuk's feet like vines and bound his body. Injured and exhausted, Geom Mugeuk could not shake off the energy. Even in this situation, Geom Mugeuk did not release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"Now, I'll finish you with the same technique that blew that man's head off."

The moment she raised her hand to unleash the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The Queen of Darkness's eyes widened in shock.

"!"

Only her own shimmering arm had shot forward.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm remained where it was. His body had rejected her.

He can withstand the command of the descent? How?

It was something the Queen of Darkness had never experienced before.

The Queen of Darkness tried to control him and move him again. But the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not budge. Red veins burst in his eyes behind the mask.

That was not all.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm slowly began to rise. It was not just resisting the Queen of Darkness, it was moving on its own.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mind was filled with nothing but white. He was standing in his room. Standing there, he was staring at the long line drawn on the wall. The power of darkness could not invade the mind of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who stood in the center of pure white.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's hand was not heading for Geom Mugeuk. It was rising toward his own head. Since she had said she could not leave this body for three days, he intended to die along with the Queen of Darkness.

"No! The Smiling Demon! Don't!"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's shout, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm continued to rise.

"The Smiling Demon! Smiling Demon, no!"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's cries, the arm kept rising.

The Queen of Darkness was also desperate. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon died, she would die too.

Black energy flowed out to stop him, but it could not overcome the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's will.

The strength the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was showing now was beyond human will.

"Release this! Now!"

The Queen of Darkness did not hesitate and released the energy binding Geom Mugeuk. She had to survive first.

The moment the palm was about to strike the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's white mask!

GRAB.

Geom Mugeuk grabbed his arm and turned the palm toward himself. The Extremely Savage Demonic Palm was narrowly prevented from being unleashed.

Geom Mugeuk's and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gazes locked in mid-air. The two asked and answered with their eyes.

Are you really going to do this?

Yes, if it can save the Young Cult Leader, I will.

Right, he would do that. Just as I won't give up on him, he won't give up on me. That's why I have to find another way.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell on the Queen of Darkness's wavering shadow.

If only I can grab that!

Geom Mugeuk grabbed her arm.

But it slipped through his hand like catching smoke.

He grabbed and grabbed again, but the shadow could not be caught.

Please! Please!

When that desperation reached its peak, there was a response from within Geom Mugeuk's body.

VWOOOONG!

With a deep vibration, something that had been dormant inside his body until then awakened.

The energy that the Secret Box had absorbed began to move. Among that energy, the one moving now was the energy of the Black Orb.

As the Black Orb's energy rushed to Geom Mugeuk's hands, a black energy began to shimmer on his hands as well.

GRIP.

The next moment, the Queen of Darkness's wrist was caught in Geom Mugeuk's hand.

The Queen of Darkness was shocked, and Geom Mugeuk was shocked. The Queen of Darkness's horrified expression flickered over the white mask. Beneath it, from within the eyeholes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also showed a look of surprise.

"Got you!"

Geom Mugeuk gripped the Queen of Darkness's hand tightly. The Queen of Darkness tried to shake him off, but would Geom Mugeuk let go of that hand? He pulled with the determination not to let go even if his arm was severed.

SZZZZZZT.

Her body began to be pulled out from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"The Smiling Demon! Back!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pushed with opposing force, trying to break free from her.

"...Impossible!"

The dark energy flowing from her horrified body clawed at Geom Mugeuk's arm.

PAK! PAK!

Blood spurted from his arm, but Geom Mugeuk did not let go. Fortunately, the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around his arm prevented it from being cut.

Geom Mugeuk's only thought was that if he let go of this hand, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would die.

"A little more! Just a little more! Ugh-aaaaaaah!"

TZZZZZZK.

Bit by bit, she was pulled out.

The moment the Queen of Darkness was completely separated from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body!

WHOOSH! RUSTLE!

The Black Orb's energy instantly devoured the dark energy as if swallowing it whole.

"Aaaargh!"

Simultaneously, her original form was revealed.

"You! What in the world are you!"

Geom Mugeuk was just as shocked as she was. Her dark energy had been absorbed by the Black Orb's energy and had fallen dormant inside his body as if nothing had happened.

"...No!"

Having completely lost her dark energy, her face instantly turned pitch black.

PFFFFFT.

She turned into black ash and scattered into the air.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring blankly at the sight, collapsed onto his back.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also collapsed onto his back.

"Hah, hah."

Only the sound of their ragged breaths echoed in the space.

When this fight began, they had never imagined it would end like this.

As their breathing subsided, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

"What happened?"

"There's a dark hole in my heart, too. I suppose it must have devoured it."

It was a half-truth, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took it as a joke.

"Are you alright?"

"No, it hurts like hell."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat up first.

Blood was flowing from Geom Mugeuk's arm. He remembered the moment he had pulled with that arm to save him. If not for the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, it would have been severed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon silently pressed the acupoints on his arm to stop the bleeding. Geom Mugeuk whined that it hurt.

Now it was Geom Mugeuk's turn to ask.

"Are you alright, the Smiling Demon?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze, looking at Geom Mugeuk, deepened. He felt that the moment had come to do what he had been resolved to do for quite a long time.

"Whether I'm alright... please see for yourself."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly began to take off his mask.


Chapter 553: The Latecomer Becomes the Youngest

Geom Mugeuk's mind suddenly returned to that day. It was the moment his two-day training with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique had concluded.

After their bloody battle, Geom Mugeuk had shown consideration for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon by changing their surroundings to a snowy landscape.

[You'll have to go on a trip with me next time.]

[That time...]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had hesitated back then. It was uncharacteristic of him, and Geom Mugeuk had wondered what could make him pause like that.

Now, he believed he understood. That hesitation was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's way of saying he would remove his mask.

Geom Mugeuk did not try to stop him. He had seen the man's face in his life before regression, and in this life, the man was taking off the mask himself. It seemed they were fated to live knowing what each other looked like.

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's hand shook slightly as he lifted the mask away. His face was revealed from underneath it.

When Geom Mugeuk had seen his face before regressing, it was a much older version than the one he saw now. That was from the time they sought the final ingredient for the great technique. He had been handsome even then, but this was a far younger version of the Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was truly handsome. If the Poison King had the handsomeness of a beautiful youth and the Drunken Demon's came from his unique aura, then the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's was simply perfect. His features were in flawless harmony, and his eyes were both clear and deep.

Who in the world could look at this face and associate it with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

"How did you stand it? Wanting to show off a face that handsome."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. Geom Mugeuk had only ever seen his eyes smile, but now he witnessed his entire face light up.

"I took it off because I wanted to drink comfortably with you, Young Cult Leader. Drinking from under a mask just isn't enjoyable."

Geom Mugeuk knew that wasn't the real reason. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was showing him the greatest trust he possibly could.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon silently gazed down at the mask in his hand. The mask smiled back at him.

What was he thinking in this moment? Geom Mugeuk couldn't know for sure, but he could tell one thing. The moment the mask came off, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had become even stronger.

Until now, the mask had been his protection. It was his symbol, his identity, and his pride. The mask gave him strength, and the mask made him evil.

"From now on, I'll wear it when I want to and take it off when I want to."

He was now free from the mask.

FSHHHHHHH.

Just then, the environment around them began to shift. With his inner arts completely gone, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique started to fade away.

"Do you remember? I said I'd treat you to an amazing meal if you took off your mask."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"When we get back to our Cult, I'll treat you to good liquor and food."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke as he put his mask back on.

"I'll look forward to that day."


Before she arrived here, Han Seol never imagined she would go through something like this. Could she have ever pictured arriving at her meeting with Geom Mugeuk only to freeze a dark energy aimed at the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman?

How could she have known she would witness martial artists, covered in blood, breaking free from formations?

[Seol, this is unusual. How about we retreat for now?]

For the Cold Ice Dual Swords, her bodyguards, to send such a telepathic message meant the situation was truly serious.

Young Cult Leader, just what kind of meeting did you invite me to?

She thought it was just like him. Of course, she had no intention of retreating.

Bi Sayin ran toward Jin Hagun, who had just escaped the formations.

"Are you alright?" he asked.

Jin Hagun looked back, first checking on the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade. Fortunately, every single one of them had escaped the formations safely.

Only then did Jin Hagun nod in response.

"We're fine."

"That's a relief."

In that moment, a similar emotion passed between the two men.

To think a day would come when I'd be this happy to see this man.

When Jin Hagun had looked back a moment ago, Bi Sayin had seen the look in their eyes as they regarded one another. That look was stronger than it had been before they entered the formations. Just like them, the others had also fought a battle of life and death.

"What about you all?"

"It wasn't easy on our side either, but we handled it well. Young Lady Han's help was immense."

Bi Sayin introduced Han Seol to Jin Hagun.

"This is the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace. And this friend here is the head of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade."

Hearing he was the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, Han Seol was inwardly shocked. How could she not know he was the most likely successor to the Murim Alliance's leadership?

So, the friends the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult said he would introduce were the successors to the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. She was well aware that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary person, but she never thought he was friends with them.

"Orabeoni!"

Just then, Jin Haryong and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman emerged from the secret room. When the sounds of fighting outside ceased, Jin Haryong had cautiously come out to check, realizing the battle was over.

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong were relieved to see that each other was safe.

Jin Haryong looked around the area.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?" she asked.

At Jin Haryong's question, Jin Hagun glanced at Bi Sayin. Bi Sayin simply stared at the palanquin without a word. It meant they were still fighting.

Jin Hagun answered Jin Haryong.

"He'll be here soon."

The exact same words Bi Sayin had said earlier now came from his mouth. The depth of their faith was similar.

And so, everyone formed a defensive perimeter around the palanquin. On one side stood Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves, while opposite them were Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade. On another side were the Faceless Warriors and Jin Haryong, and opposite them were Han Seol and the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

How much time passed like that?

"......"

The palanquin began to vibrate.

Everyone stepped back, drew their weapons, and tensed up.

Light erupted from the palanquin. The light poured from every crack, spreading through the darkness and stretching out as if to reach the sky. The intense light then vanished in an instant with a WHOOSH sound.

HISSSSSSSS.

The palanquin started to turn to ash and disappear.

As everyone watched the scene with astonished hearts, a voice called out.

"Where are you all looking! We're over here."

When they turned, two people were standing there side by side. It was Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, both covered in blood from head to toe. Just looking at their battered appearances told the story of the fight they had endured.

Geom Mugeuk quickly scanned the area first. Everyone who should be there was there. A sense of relief washed over Geom Mugeuk's face. It was an emotion that could not be faked or disguised.

Only then did Geom Mugeuk collapse onto the ground and joke.

"Oh my! My arms, my legs. My whole body aches like I've been beaten up. No, wait, I actually was beaten up badly."

At that, everyone's faces relaxed into smiles. His jest was the signal that the fight was truly over.

While still sitting on the ground, Geom Mugeuk asked Han Seol.

"What are your impressions of the Central Plains so far?"

How could he invite someone and then greet them covered in blood? Still, seeing that he was safe, she was inwardly relieved and happy.

"I don't believe you mentioned that this banquet would be a bloodbath."

It was a rare joke from her, a person who rarely joked.

"Shouldn't a festival have the fun of a surprise like this?"

After he finished greeting her, Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin approached him. Geom Mugeuk looked more haggard than they had ever seen him. It was clear he had returned after using every last bit of his strength.

"Now is the perfect chance to kill the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

At Geom Mugeuk's joke, Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun looked at each other. As they exchanged a glance that seemed to ask, 'Should we really?', Geom Mugeuk quickly added.

"It's a joke. A joke I made trusting the person behind me!"

A smile formed on Bi Sayin's rugged face.

"Then it really is a chance."

When Geom Mugeuk looked back, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was gone. He had gone over to Yeo Jong at some point and was talking with her.

"What, you're abandoning me the moment we get out!"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's cry, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pretended not to hear. Seeing Yeo Jong smiling brightly in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Geom Mugeuk truly felt that they had returned safely.

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun, who had been standing and looking down, also squatted down next to Geom Mugeuk.

Yeo Jong looked at Geom Mugeuk and quietly bowed her head. He knew what kind of heartfelt greeting it was without her needing to say a word.

Because they were two people who seemed like they would never do such a thing, the sight of the two successors squatting on the ground with Geom Mugeuk between them was a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle.

Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to Bi Sayin.

"If you hadn't cut off the inner arts, I would have died."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Bi Sayin asked with a surprised expression.

"How did you know I cut off the inner arts?"

"I guessed when the line connected to the palanquin was severed, yet you didn't come to help me. I fought while hoping for that one moment when you would cut off those infinite inner arts."

Bi Sayin was glad that his efforts had not been in vain.

Originally, Bi Sayin had planned to tease Geom Mugeuk, asking what he would have done without him, but in this situation, such a joke didn't come out easily. He keenly felt that jokes were best left to those who were good at them.

Like Geom Mugeuk right now. His target was Jin Hagun.

"You're feeling regretful right now, aren't you? If this friend had gone into the formations and you had stayed outside, you would have been the one to save my life."

Jin Hagun shook his head.

"If that had happened, we would have lost a friend."

"Sayin wouldn't have been able to escape the Heavenly Fiend's formations? Are you looking down on our Young Alliance Chairman right now?"

"No. I'm saying I wouldn't have thought to cut it off."

It was an honest answer implying that Geom Mugeuk would have died. It was also a statement that held Bi Sayin in high regard. This was Jin Hagun, who had always valued face and pride, yet his eyes now held the composure of someone who had let go.

Because he had let go, his hands were empty. What would he grasp with those hands now?

"You guys can't keep getting cooler like this! Being cool is my job."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin helped him up from both sides.

This time, Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to Jin Haryong.

"Thank you for keeping your promise."

"I just hid in the secret room."

"That's why I'm even more grateful."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze toward her deepened.

"Be honest. How many times did you want to run out?"

Jin Haryong smiled. This was why she liked Geom Mugeuk. He was someone who understood her heart without her having to say a word, someone who knew that hiding in the secret room was harder than coming out to fight.

"About ten times?"

"Fewer than me."

"What was?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Bi Sayin. He knew he wouldn't let it go.

"That's the number of times I begged because of this slow friend. Please, cut off the inner arts! I begged while getting beaten to a pulp."

"Stop exaggerating! If you were beaten that badly, your opponent must have been turned to dust."

"Hah! How did you know? He really did turn to dust and blow away."

Finally, the three of them looked at each other and laughed.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze fixed on one spot.

"Ah, over there!"

Everyone turned their heads to look where Geom Mugeuk was looking. Far off on the horizon, light was spreading, pushing back the darkness. Inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, the sun had been setting, but in the outside world, the brutal night was passing, and morning was dawning.

Everyone silently watched the sunrise, more magnificent than any they had ever seen.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stepped forward and said in a bright voice.

"Thanks to all of you, everyone in this establishment has been saved. I thank you from the bottom of my heart."

The courtesans, cooks, and workers who had been hiding nearby all came out, bowing their heads and expressing their gratitude.

"Please, everyone, rest. We will prepare this evening's banquet with all our hearts."

And so, another battle that began with the escape of a single courtesan came to an end.


Returning to his room, Geom Mugeuk replenished his inner arts through meditation. He had truly used them all up, to the point where he wondered when he had ever exhausted his inner arts to the very bottom like this.

He circulated his inner qi for one cycle, then two, then three. He repeated this until his inner arts were completely full.

After refilling his inner arts, Geom Mugeuk took out the Secret Box and placed it on the table. He looked at the smiling Secret Box and expressed his thanks.

"I would have been in big trouble without you. Thank you."

However, as if nothing had happened, the energy of the Black Orb that had swallowed the Queen of Darkness's energy, as well as the other energy, lay dormant deep within his body as if they had never existed.

"Just what is your true identity?"

The Secret Box just kept smiling. Well, a day would come when he would find out.

He put the Secret Box back in his robes, lay down on the bed, and sought sleep. While meditation relieved some fatigue, what better rest was there for a person than sleep? Geom Mugeuk was out the moment he lay down.

In his dream, he walked through darkness. It wasn't the dreadful darkness of the Queen of Darkness. It was the darkness that had been with him in his life before regression.

The darkness had its good points. It could hide one's loneliness. Wasn't it lonelier at night? Not necessarily. Sometimes, the loneliness brought by the bright world was more powerful.

How long did he walk through that darkness? At the end of it, he met a being.

Was it because the seventh stage of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art had failed several times? Or was it because his subconscious wanted to see him? The being waiting for him was the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Geom Mugeuk silently looked up at the massive Heavenly Demon Soul. Today, its facial contours were a little clearer than the last time he had seen it. Why? Could it be that he had made some progress in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art through his fight with the Queen of Darkness?

[Is your pride hurt?]

Even when he spoke to it like this, the Heavenly Demon Soul had always just looked down with arrogant eyes, but today's reaction was different.

The Heavenly Demon Soul's head nodded slightly.

[Are you listening to me?]

Geom Mugeuk woke up shouting those words. His last words were actually shouted out loud, like talking in his sleep.

"...It definitely nodded."

Although it was a dream, Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded at the Heavenly Demon Soul's reaction.


He thought he had only slept for a moment, but when he went outside, it was already evening. The Thousand Flower Palace was bustling with preparations for a banquet. The walls were broken and there were holes everywhere, but this only added to the atmosphere of tonight's banquet.

The cooks and workers of the Thousand Flower Palace all came out to prepare the food. They cooked and prepared for the banquet with the feeling of serving the benefactors who had saved their lives.

"We're going to drink all night! Please prepare a lot of liquor!"

The person who responded to Geom Mugeuk's words was not the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but Jin Hagun, who had arrived first.

"You haven't seen their liquor storage, have you? You won't have to worry about that."

Come to think of it, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade had disguised themselves as workers at the Thousand Flower Palace, carrying liquor.

Geom Mugeuk sat down across from Jin Hagun.

"Ah! A Chairman with experience working in a brothel! How am I supposed to deal with you in the future!" he said.

"I don't know for sure, but I bet you've done even worse."

"Of course. I've even played the role of a servant."

Jin Hagun laughed at his words. Sitting across from Geom Mugeuk like this felt comfortable now. Perhaps because they spent time together, they were starting to resemble each other, even making such jokes.

"Have a glass of the liquor I carried, servant!"

"You'll have to carry it many times today, Elder!"

As the two men tilted their cups, Jin Haryong and Han Seol arrived.

Bi Sayin, who was usually never late for an appointment, was late today.

"The Hyung-nims are gathered, so why is the youngest so late?"

Jin Hagun replied to Geom Mugeuk's comment.

"Isn't Young Alliance Chairman Bi much older than you?"

"The latecomer always becomes the youngest."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk looked toward the entrance with an unreadable smile. The others also looked over with surprised expressions.

Bi Sayin was entering, neatly dressed in white robes that he did not usually wear.


Chapter 554: We Fought Together, So We Drink Together

Every gaze in the room focused on Bi Sayin. He usually wore black, so his white attire was a first and naturally captured their attention.

As Bi Sayin walked over, he did his best to avoid Geom Mugeuk's eyes. He had a feeling that the moment he sat down, he would be teased about his clothes.

Geom Mugeuk poured alcohol into a cup and said, "My savior, have a drink."

Bi Sayin eyed Geom Mugeuk with suspicion.

I can't let my guard down!

This was Geom Mugeuk, after all, a man who could embarrass him at any moment.

Without showing his inner thoughts, Bi Sayin also expressed his gratitude. "Thanks to you, I was able to protect my reputation."

Originally, those bastards had intended to use Bi Sayin to get rid of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Their fates would have become far more tangled if Geom Mugeuk had not stepped in.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who was bringing a dish over herself, spoke with a bright expression. "You also saved all the lives in the Thousand Flower Palace."

She set the dish on the table. The spread laid out today was more than could be called a feast. All manner of delicacies and fine liquor had been prepared.

"Oh, and I've also prepared separate food and drinks for the martial artists."

Even though no one had asked, she had made arrangements for separate seating for the guards posted outside. She was worried they might feel uncomfortable, so she had set up distinct areas for the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions in a corner of the brothel. This way, there would be no chance of them clashing.

"Thank you so much for your consideration."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Geom Mugeuk. "You saved me once before, and now you've saved me again."

At her words, Geom Mugeuk glanced around at his friends at the table and calmly replied, "I'd love to take credit I don't deserve in front of our Pavilion Master, but this time, it was a joint effort by the orthodox and unorthodox. This is the moment the three-party meeting at the Alluring Inn finally bore fruit."

It was an achievement accomplished through the power of the successors. It was a historic day where the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic had united against a single enemy. And it was not the Cult Leaders or Chairmen, but the successors who had done it. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman politely bowed her head to the others to show her gratitude. She gave a special smile to Jin Haryong, who had protected her.

"Then, please enjoy yourselves."

After she bowed and moved away, Geom Mugeuk filled everyone's cups.

"Now, let's have a drink together to celebrate our reunion."

Geom Mugeuk lifted his cup, and everyone else toasted with him.

"Let's drink and have fun to our heart's content today. Until this party is over, forget all enemies and conspiracies! Forget which faction we belong to. Let's just hang out, talk about our first loves, and chat about silly things!"

Everyone coolly drained their cups.

A guilty telepathic message from Bi Sayin flew in.

[Don't misunderstand.]

[What misunderstanding?]

[Me wearing white is a complete coincidence. I just grabbed whatever was at hand when I changed, and it happened to be white.]

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Bi Sayin before making a disappointed face.

"......"

[Did you comb your hair yourself?]

Flinching, Bi Sayin stated firmly, [I did not!]

Immediately after, Bi Sayin cautiously asked.

.....Does it look weird?

Geom Mugeuk held back a laugh and drank his alcohol. Bi Sayin had even been late because he was combing his hair. Despite that scary face, and despite being the fearsome Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance, he was still a young man in his prime.

[Looking again, I guess it looks okay.]

[Anyway, don't misunderstand.]

If Bi Sayin didn't like Han Seol, there was no way he would have shown up wearing white. And he combed his hair, too? This wasn't just about a good first impression. Wasn't this love at first sight?

Geom Mugeuk was about to take another drink when he flinched in surprise. Bi Sayin was glaring at him fiercely.

[Just you try to mess with me! The Great Orthodox-Demonic War will break out that very day.]

[I didn't say anything.]

[I'm warning you!]

Of course, the warning had no effect. Just as Geom Mugeuk was grinning and thinking about the best way to tease him to make it legendary, a voice spoke up.

"I think white suits you better."

Everyone's attention turned to the person who had spoken.

[Huh? This wasn't in my calculations.]

Bi Sayin did not even register Geom Mugeuk's telepathy. The one who had spoken was, surprisingly, Han Seol.

She looked at Bi Sayin and said, "It suits you better than the black clothes you wore yesterday."

Bi Sayin's face flushed slightly as his eyes widened. He stood there blankly, unsure of what to say.

[Hurry up and say thank you!]

At Geom Mugeuk's telepathic prod, Bi Sayin politely performed a clasped hands greeting toward her and replied, "Thank you for your kind words."

"I was just telling you my impression."

Bi Sayin sent another telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You put her up to this, didn't you? To tease me.]

His voice, which never trembled even when facing powerful foes, was now shaking.

[I'm not that close with Young Lady Han.]

Geom Mugeuk looked at Han Seol with a new sense of wonder. When he had seen her before, she gave the impression of being very closed off in her relationships. She seemed a bit different now.

Perhaps feeling burdened by everyone's gaze, she added the reason for her comment. "Most people in my palace wear white, so I know who looks good in white and who doesn't."

Geom Mugeuk picked up on her words. He couldn't let this golden opportunity slip by. "Since you brought it up, why don't you give the Young Alliance Chairman a word of advice on how to wear white?"

Han Seol looked at Bi Sayin. At that, Bi Sayin's face turned even redder.

"How could I possibly give such advice?"

When she politely refused, Geom Mugeuk persuaded her. "You know, don't you? People like us will never hear such words in our lifetime if not for an opportunity like this. If you don't tell him, Young Alliance Chairman Bi will wear nothing but drab black clothes for the rest of his life."

Unable to refuse after he put it that way, she glanced at Bi Sayin for a moment before speaking calmly. "Because you have a strong presence, you probably tend to wear martial arts uniforms in intense colors like black or red. However, that only emphasizes your impression more. Even if it's not white like now, if you wear clothes in bright, warm colors, you'll seem much softer."

Bi Sayin was speechless for a moment. It was the first time in his life he had been advised to wear a warm-colored martial arts uniform. He had never once thought that a warm-colored uniform would suit him. No, he had never even considered trying one on.

Bi Sayin bowed his head slightly to her and said, "Thank you for your words."

Han Seol also bowed her head slightly in return.

The Cold Ice Dual Swords, standing a little away from her, exchanged glances. It was the first time they realized their Princess had such a side to her. She was usually the one who just listened.

[The Empress would be surprised if she heard this.]

[She wouldn't believe it.]

They thought this was also a side of her that the Ice Empress knew nothing about.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup again. "Now, to our Young Alliance Chairman's bright martial arts uniform!"

Everyone emptied their cups once more.

Putting down his cup, Geom Mugeuk asked Han Seol, "Young Lady Han, what is your ideal type?"

Han Seol looked surprised by the sudden question. Beside her, Bi Sayin glared at Geom Mugeuk.

[I told you not to!]

Geom Mugeuk pretended not to notice and continued his conversation with her. "Why are you so surprised?"

"It's the first time I've been asked that question."

True. Who would have ever asked the Princess of the Ice Palace about her ideal type?

"Why do you ask?"

"Isn't it okay for friends to ask each other things like that?"

At the word 'friends', Han Seol's clear eyes shone even brighter. She seemed to think for a moment. "I like a dependable man. One who is a man of few words."

"That's too much!"

The quick-witted Jin Haryong sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You're the one who told the Young Alliance Chairman to wear white, aren't you?]

There was no way Bi Sayin would suddenly show up to a place like this wearing white. There was also a subtle atmosphere at the drinking party.

[I did.]

[Are you trying to set them up?]

Even without activating her woman's intuition, she had a hunch just from knowing the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was.

[I thought they'd look good together.]

Hearing that, Jin Haryong glanced at her Orabeoni.

What about my Orabeoni!

She was worried he would be upset knowing that Geom Mugeuk was only looking out for Bi Sayin. She worried about this because she knew better than anyone how much he thought of Geom Mugeuk.

[You should look out for my Orabeoni, too.]

[You should be the one looking out for Commander Jin. You're the one leading the gathering of prodigies. You've met hundreds of female martial artists, haven't you?]

For a moment, Jin Haryong flinched. She had met many decent female martial artists, even if not hundreds. Come to think of it, she had never decided to find a woman suitable for her Orabeoni. She had vaguely thought that since he would become the leader of the Murim Alliance, he would meet a better female martial artist later. To be honest, she probably just hadn't paid it any mind.

Having realized that, she couldn't very well ask Geom Mugeuk why he wasn't paying attention to him. She sincerely reflected on her actions. Even though he was a friend, he was still an outsider, yet he was being so considerate.

Jin Haryong looked at her Orabeoni. What could have happened in the formations? She felt that his thoughts had become deeper since then. Right, he's so busy and going through so much. When would he have time to date a woman?

Right, I'll find someone for you, Orabeoni!

Geom Mugeuk was leading the mood of the party with various stories while exchanging telepathic messages with Bi Sayin.

[Don't just sit there drinking, ask Young Lady Han some questions.]

[I appreciate the thought, but you don't have to do that.]

Honestly, Bi Sayin liked his first impression of Han Seol. Based on looks alone, she was his ideal type.

[It's not going to work out anyway. How could the Ice Palace and the Evil Alliance ever be connected?]

The Ice Palace belonged to the mysterious forces of the Outer Regions, but it was a sect closer to the orthodox sects.

[Were you and I fated to be connected when we became friends?]

[It's different with us.]

Geom Mugeuk refilled Bi Sayin's empty cup.

[And if it doesn't work out, it'll be because of your face. Do you really think it won't work out because of the Evil Alliance and the Ice Palace?]

About to flare up, Bi Sayin let out a hollow laugh instead.

[You're right.]

[Conversely, it could work out because of your face.]

[What do you mean?]

[Didn't I tell you before? That your smile is handsome. If there's a woman who thinks like me, it'll work out because of that face.]

[Nonsense!]

He really thought it was nonsense. Even he thought he looked truly scary and fierce.

[If she had no interest at all, she wouldn't have told you that you look good in white.]

Bi Sayin tilted his cup again.

[If we part ways now, who knows when we'll see each other again.]

[I see your game. You want to tease me after I confess and get rejected, don't you?]

[Of course, it's not that I don't feel that way, but why would I want to see you get angry and ruin this great party?]

Bi Sayin felt he shouldn't fall for it, but he fell for it again.

[Then why are you doing this?]

[The jianghu is fine, the Evil Alliance is fine, it's all good. But we're also in the prime of our youth, aren't we?]

[!]

These young people do not yet know how quickly time flies to reach life's final destination.

[Later, Young Lady Han might remember you, but you won't remember what this excitement felt like, will you?]

Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk. He hadn't even lived that long, yet he spoke so wisely.

[Have courage. You're the one who even danced in front of all those people.]

Bi Sayin ended up laughing. At least when he recalled that event, he had no regrets.

[If you get rejected, you won't even piss in the direction of the North Sea. If a war breaks out, we'll invade the North Sea Ice Palace first! Our Cult will go with you then!]

In truth, a more powerful temptation than this playful nonsense was this. It was the fact that he had never lost out or regretted listening to Geom Mugeuk's words before.

Of course, that didn't mean he intended to reveal his feelings to Han Seol. Even if he regretted it later. The memory of Geom Mugeuk persuading him like this was enough. Later, Geom Mugeuk would probably tease him. 'You should have listened to me then,' he'd say. Yes, he might regret it.

However, Geom Mugeuk was a man who didn't know how to give up.

[The night is still young. Now, shall we liven things up a bit?]

Geom Mugeuk shot up from his seat.

"We weren't the only ones who fought last night."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned towards the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Demon Slaying Brigade guarding various spots, and to the Faceless Warriors perched on a distant wall.

"We all fought together, so we should all drink together. At least for today."

Geom Mugeuk extended his hand, and telekinesis was activated.

SWOOOSH.

The tables and chairs that had been set up separately in the corners were gathered into one place. The tables laden with food moved quickly, but not a single drop of alcohol was spilled. The numerous moving chairs made no sound.

"Let's all gather and drink together today. Let's pour drinks for each other and make toasts. We don't need an outer perimeter for today. They couldn't beat us when we were sober, so how could they possibly beat us when we're drunk?"

A few martial artists laughed at his words. However, they couldn't just sit around drinking in the presence of the Young Alliance Chairman and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade. Just then, a voice was heard.

"We will guard the Thousand Flower Palace today."

Turning around, they saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing at the entrance. Behind him, the Faceless Warriors were lined up.

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin were surprised and flustered. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors couldn't drink with them anyway. Even so, they never expected the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to offer to stand guard for them.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "Would you do that for us?"

From behind his mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with a laugh, "Please drink to your heart's content today."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin. Since Geom Mugeuk had stepped up, and now even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had stepped up, there was no need to hesitate any longer. After the two of them nodded, they called all their subordinates inside.

"Now, drink comfortably today! That's an order!"

The people of the Thousand Flower Palace carried out alcohol and dishes. The Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Demon Slaying Brigade sat down together. They had conducted joint operations before, so their relationship wasn't that awkward.

Geom Mugeuk went around and poured drinks for everyone. "Now, we drink comfortably today. Let go of all your troubles and worries, and for today, let's celebrate our survival!"

A boisterous noise could be heard from inside.


Before long, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was standing on the highest roof of the Thousand Flower Palace with his arms crossed. Below him, the Faceless Warriors were scattered across the roofs and walls, standing or squatting as they guarded the surroundings.

Moonlight shone through a hole in a broken wall. Through that hole, Geom Mugeuk could be seen raising his cup high and shouting a toast.

Today, it was not the sword at his waist, but the cup they raised together that gleamed in the moonlight.


Chapter 555: Would You Like to Get Some Fresh Air With Me?

Han Seol's astonishment did not cease. Arriving amidst a bloody battle and being forced to use a palm technique could be dismissed as poor timing. It was also perhaps acceptable for the North Sea Ice Palace Princess to discuss her ideal type before the successors of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. But now, she was watching the Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves share a toast. These were the very symbols and elite forces of the orthodox and unorthodox sects, drinking together under the watch of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors.

This time, it was Han Seol who initiated a telepathic message to the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

[Is this really what the Central Plains is like? It's so different from the Central Plains I was taught about.]

The Cold Ice Dual Swords understood she was joking, but they conveyed their own surprise in return. In reality, their shock was even greater than hers.

[As far as I know, the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions have never mingled this freely in the entire history of the murim.]

[We must be even more cautious in a situation like this.]

They were on the verge of suggesting this could be a conspiracy, but they held back. The scale was simply too immense to be a mere conspiracy. It was unbelievable that all these individuals would be gathered just to ensnare Han Seol. Besides, everyone present seemed far too sincere at that moment.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Demon Slaying Brigade raised their cups for a joint toast, draining them completely. They even exchanged names with the person sitting across from them.

"I'm First Wolf."

"My name is Gwang Hyo."

While Geom Mugeuk had poured the first round, this time Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun came forward together. Bi Sayin served drinks to the Demon Slaying Brigade, while Jin Hagun poured for the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

This was a new experience for both the two men pouring the alcohol and the subordinates receiving it. Had it been any other organization from the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, such an atmosphere would have been impossible. Even if they were drinking together, it would have been a tense affair, a battle of wills where they were ready to attack each other at any moment. However, the Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves had overcome a life-and-death crisis with their leaders, thanks to Geom Mugeuk's help. They were now the martial artists who best understood that their leaders' friendship was real.

Next, they poured drinks in the customary way. Bi Sayin served the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and Jin Hagun served the Demon Slaying Brigade. The looks they directed at their leaders were filled with profound loyalty and trust. It was as if a secure lock had been fastened upon the bond they had forged throughout this battle.

If a human relationship does not experience such a moment of being locked in, even a long and positive one can shatter instantly. It can happen over a single, truly trivial word. In fact, the triviality of it makes the collapse all the more senseless.

Was that the reason? Bi Sayin made an announcement to everyone present.

"This year marks the thirtieth anniversary of First Wolf joining the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

First Wolf grew flustered at the sudden attention.

However, Bi Sayin had something he felt compelled to say in this setting, before all these witnesses.

"Regardless of your affiliation or status, I sincerely respect you as a fellow martial artist."

When Bi Sayin lifted his cup, everyone else did the same.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves cheered with congratulations. The members of the Demon Slaying Brigade showed their respect by raising their cups and drinking, allowing the action to speak for them.

Jin Hagun spoke to First Wolf on their behalf.

"I believe protecting one's position for thirty years is a great accomplishment. You are truly remarkable."

Feeling the respect coming from the Demon Slaying Brigade, not just First Wolf but all of the Thirteen Evil Wolves were pleased.

"Thank you, Commander."

First Wolf offered his thanks politely before turning his gaze to Bi Sayin. He would have been grateful if Bi Sayin had said this privately, but he was truly thankful for being acknowledged so formally in front of everyone. This was an approach and method that Bi Sayin had learned from Geom Mugeuk.

"When I was born and just learning how to walk, First Wolf must have already been on the path of the unorthodox."

First Wolf laughed at Bi Sayin's comment, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves lifted their cups in unison.

"The thirteen followers of evil live and die as one!"

They shouted loudly and emptied their cups together.

As he watched them, a thought occurred to Jin Hagun.

You're also taking proper care of your subordinates.

It was just like when he had glanced back at his own Demon Slaying Brigade subordinates while fighting the Heavenly Fiend within the formations. If he had not looked back at that moment, he would never have been able to have a sincere conversation with them.

When Jin Hagun lifted his cup high, the warriors of the Demon Slaying Brigade also raised theirs. Because this was a moment to celebrate First Wolf, they did not shout to boost their morale. Instead, they simply exchanged glances and drank.

This level of consideration was unimaginable before. In the past, they would have yelled "slaying demons and eradicating evil" even louder than their counterparts.

Jin Hagun turned his gaze to the man responsible for creating this moment. Geom Mugeuk had returned to his original seat and was speaking with Han Seol. He had decided it was best for him to step away from the atmosphere of unity.

Han Seol set her cup down at the same time as Geom Mugeuk. Worried she might get too drunk, she had only touched her lips to the cup before putting it down. Geom Mugeuk, however, had once again emptied his. Geom Mugeuk neither forced her to drink nor prevented her from doing so.

"You hold your liquor well. It doesn't look like you're using qi to sober up, either."

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk had been drinking with one person after another, yet he showed no signs of being drunk.

"Why would I use my inner arts to dispel such a pleasant buzz?"

"You must have a high tolerance."

"You know, don't you? My brother is the Drunken Demon."

She was aware of their relationship, as he had previously come to the North Sea with the Drunken Demon.

Han Seol poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk and asked a question.

"Is Lee Ahn doing well?"

She had hoped she might get to see Lee Ahn on this visit.

Then, Geom Mugeuk gave a surprising reply.

"I don't know either."

"Pardon?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze drifted into the distance, looking outside.

"Lee Ahn is out in the world on her own."

Han Seol knew he considered Lee Ahn his heart, so she was surprised he had allowed her to go alone.

"Aren't you worried?"

"Why wouldn't I be? She shows up in my dreams every night like a ghost."

"Then why did you send her out by herself?"

After a short pause, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"She needs to learn how to walk on her own."

Although it was an ordinary phrase, Geom Mugeuk's words carried the weight of his life before his regression. He had learned from direct experience that the more difficult the path, the stronger a person becomes when they return.

The moment Han Seol heard those words, her heart began to pound. A desire to travel the world by herself had suddenly bloomed inside her.

"That's a shame. I thought I'd be able to see her this time."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something she did not expect.

"You can see her before you leave."

"Pardon?"

"It's about time for her to come back to our Cult. She might even be back already. Come with me to our Cult. I will extend a formal invitation to you."

Before Han Seol could reply, a telepathic message from the Cold Ice Dual Swords entered her mind.

[You must never go to the Divine Cult!]

[The main palace has never paid a visit to the Divine Cult!]

Ironically, their telepathic warning only strengthened her resolve.

Let my journey to the Central Plains mark the first time.

Han Seol wanted to visit the headquarters of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Since they had come to the North Sea Ice Palace, wasn't it only proper for her to visit them in return?

More than anything, she wanted to see Lee Ahn. She wanted to ask what Lee Ahn had seen after venturing into the world alone.

"I once asked my mother what the Central Plains was like for her. She said it's a place you want to leave when you're there, and a place you want to return to once you've left. I wonder what kind of place the Central Plains will be for me."

As it was a formal invitation, she spoke with a polite, clasped-hands greeting.

"I accept your invitation. Thank you for inviting me."

Geom Mugeuk also responded with a polite, clasped-hands greeting.

"I hope our Cult can become a good memory of the Central Plains for you, Princess."

And just like that, Han Seol's visit to the Divine Cult was settled.


As the night grew deeper, the drinking party became more intense. Everyone was drunk. Of course, this did not mean the Thirteen Evil Wolves or the Demon Slaying Brigade made any blunders with one another. As elite warriors who served their respective successors, they remained careful and cautious even while drinking. Geom Mugeuk drank with Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin, while Jin Haryong and Han Seol drank with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. It was impossible to tell what they were discussing so cheerfully, but the two young women were probably hearing advice that would be a great help to them in their lives.

Geom Mugeuk called out to the musicians playing on the second-floor balcony.

"A more exciting tune, please!"

The gentle music immediately picked up its tempo, naturally raising everyone's spirits.

As Geom Mugeuk began to sway his body lightly, Bi Sayin was the first to shout.

"Don't even dream of it!"

However, Geom Mugeuk's movements started to grow larger, as if he were only just getting started.

When Geom Mugeuk shot a glance toward Han Seol, Bi Sayin launched another preemptive strike.

"The second you mention dancing, the Great Unorthodox-Demonic War will break out!"

Geom Mugeuk appeared disappointed.

"Young Lady Han would fall for you even more if she saw your dancing skills."

Although his words conveyed disappointment, his body seemed ready to leap up and start moving at any moment. And would Geom Mugeuk really dance by himself? If the true dancer was right there, he would surely be pulled into it.

Feeling cornered, Bi Sayin looked at Jin Hagun. He gave him a look that said if Jin Hagun didn't stop this, it would become a war not between good and evil, but between Bi Sayin and Jang Hu.

However, Jin Hagun, his face flushed from the alcohol, said something completely unexpected.

"If you two dance, I'll perform a sword dance."

He simply meant that while he couldn't just dance, he could perform a sword dance instead.

Bi Sayin stared at Jin Hagun with a look of pure shock. He expected the teasing from Geom Mugeuk, but Jin Hagun was actually going to perform a sword dance?

"Everyone's gone mad! You're all way too drunk!"

With Jin Hagun now on board, Geom Mugeuk's swaying body gained wings. He was determined to create an atmosphere for dancing one way or another.

Bi Sayin shot up from his seat.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him with surprise.

"You're going to dance?"

Of course, that was highly unlikely.

Bi Sayin walked directly over to Han Seol.

"Would you like to get some fresh air with me?"

Since this was not a problem that could be solved by running away, he had opted for a frontal assault.

Han Seol was flustered by his words, and Jin Haryong was even more taken aback.

The Young Alliance Chairman was asking a woman to go for a walk?

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk and sent a telepathic message.

[What on earth did you do?]

[It's not fair! I didn't say anything.]

[The Young Alliance Chairman has gotten weird because of you.]

If only she had heard her brother say he would perform a sword dance.

Was he just being considerate of the people watching? Or did he genuinely want to go for a walk?

Han Seol, who had been watching Bi Sayin quietly, gave a calm reply.

"The alcohol was starting to get to me, and I was feeling a bit stuffy anyway."

Han Seol stood up from her seat and walked out of the building with Bi Sayin.

Of course, a telepathic message from Geom Mugeuk flew toward Bi Sayin.

→What a man, a real man!

[And whose fault is all this!]

Geom Mugeuk's playfulness vanished from his next telepathic message, which arrived with a sigh.

[Even after many years pass, you'll never forget the thrill of asking someone for a walk.]

Bi Sayin understood. He knew that Geom Mugeuk was sincerely cheering for him, pushing him forward with a genuine heart.

[If a war breaks out, I'm invading the Divine Cult first! To hell with the North Sea!]

And with that, the two of them went outside.

Watching them leave, Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high.

"Now, let's have a toast to victory!"

Was it truly a toast to victory? Jin Hagun watched Bi Sayin with a worried look. The only thing the two had in common was their clothing. He wondered if Bi Sayin could even hold a proper conversation.

After they had a few more drinks, Jin Hagun revealed the thoughts he had been keeping in his heart.

"When I go back this time, I plan to tell my grandfather. I'll ask him to decide on me as the successor."

Geom Mugeuk quietly refilled Jin Hagun's cup.

His inner thoughts now flowed out with ease.

"I've been hiding my desires for too long. I believed that was righteousness and the proper path. I thought if I just lived that way, everything would fall into place naturally. But... I've started to think this might also be a kind of escapism. An escape I've delayed over and over, trying to hide my greed to become the next Chairman from my grandfather. It was easier to become the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade and fight than to say those words."

Geom Mugeuk listened to him and drank his alcohol in silence. Perhaps the Murim Alliance leader felt the same way. He carried the burden of making his grandson the successor. It was a heavy burden for the Murim Alliance leader, a man who had pursued nothing but honor his entire life. Unable to bear the dishonor of appointing his grandson as successor when there might be someone more capable, perhaps he too was escaping from reality. Vaguely thinking that if his grandson served as the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade for a long time, a moment would come when everyone would acknowledge him.

Geom Mugeuk believed Jin Hagun's decision was a good one.

The most dangerous kind of relationship is one where both people are dishonest about their desires. When a relationship like that goes wrong, the two parties drift apart uncontrollably.

"I also think it's time for your lava to erupt."

Jin Hagun drew strength from Geom Mugeuk's encouragement.

"I'm going to risk my life."

"What! You haven't risked it yet? Even neighborhood thugs risk their lives to become a boss, and this is about becoming the Murim Alliance leader. You should've risked it already! Go to the Chairman and shout, 'Please give me the successor position now!' If you get scolded, go back the next day and flatter him! Just show him your honest intentions!"

Jin Hagun laughed. Yes, conversations with Geom Mugeuk always gave him strength like this.

Just then, they spotted Bi Sayin and Han Seol walking together in the distance.

"What do you think they're talking about?"

"A secret pact for the Evil Alliance and the North Sea Ice Palace to join forces and attack the Murim Alliance?"

"Didn't you hear him earlier? If they attack anyone, it'll be you."

"That's impossible. I'm the one who tied the red thread between those two."

Jin Hagun turned to Geom Mugeuk with a worried expression. "What are you going to do if that friend gets his heart broken?"

"Then he gets it broken." Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun and spoke calmly, "When we look back on our lives someday, wouldn't it be a shame if the only memories we have are of fighting our enemies?"


Chapter 556: Like the Sun, Like the Wind

The night air was clear and cold.

Bi Sayin and Han Seol walked together through the inner garden of the Thousand Flower Palace.

For her, this walk was yet another surprise. When she left the Ice Palace, who could have imagined she would be taking a moonlit stroll alone with the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman?

"Watch your step there."

Parts of the Thousand Flower Palace were destroyed from last night's battle. Bi Sayin felt inwardly sorry for asking her to take a walk in such a place, especially when she had been enjoying her drink. He had suggested it so thoughtlessly, afraid she might ask him to dance.

"I'm sorry if I startled you."

At Bi Sayin's apology, Han Seol shook her head.

"No, it's alright. I really wanted to get some fresh air. I drank more than my limit."

Her face was also flushed red from the alcohol.

The two of them paused their steps for a moment. The Faceless Warriors on a nearby roof tactfully moved away. The Cold Ice Dual Swords also stood at a distance, not wanting to disturb them.

"The moon is so bright tonight."

At her words, Bi Sayin also looked up at the night sky. The moon and stars harmonized tonight, beautifully embroidering the sky, as if to make one wonder when such a terrible darkness had ever covered the world.

A brief, awkward silence passed between them.

Bi Sayin wanted to make a good impression on her. He wanted to be cool and avoid misspeaking. Perhaps because that desire was a burden, the words just would not come out.

I have to act comfortable! Naturally.

The more he thought that, the more his heart pounded. This was the first time he had experienced something like this.

Han Seol was the one who spoke first.

"When I received the Young Cult Leader's letter asking to meet here, I was honestly surprised. I never thought you'd really invite me to a gathering with your friends."

If he were close to her, Bi Sayin would have said this. He's a friend whose joy in life is surprising people.

"He's a friend who always keeps his word."

"Our palace received a great deal of help from the Young Cult Leader last time. If it weren't for the Young Cult Leader's invitation, my mother wouldn't have allowed me to come to the Central Plains."

Although she said it was because he helped the Ice Palace, she could feel that what had moved her mother's heart even more was how he had thawed the frozen relationship between them.

While Han Seol was briefly thinking of the Ice Empress, Bi Sayin was sneaking glances at her.

To his eyes, she was so beautiful. Objectively speaking, Lee Ahn was far more beautiful, and Jin Haryong was more beautiful as well.

However, looking at them was just a simple acknowledgment of their beauty. But when he looked at Han Seol, his heart fluttered. This was the first time he truly felt that one could fall in love at first sight.

However, that did not mean he could just confess to her.

No, he could confess. But what then?

He was destined to lead the Evil Alliance, and she would have to return to the North Sea Ice Palace. The Ice Empress would never permit such a relationship, and the Evil Alliance Chairman would surely disapprove as well.

Right, this is no time to be distracted by a woman.

His head thought that, but his gaze kept turning to her.

"Shall we go over there?"

She looked at the path leading toward the rear garden.

"Let's."

The two of them made their way to the rear garden.

As they walked, Bi Sayin failed to spark any interesting conversation. In the end, he admitted it honestly.

"I'm sorry. I'm not much of a talker."

"It's okay. I'm the same way."

Bi Sayin was curious. She had said her ideal type was a dependable and quiet man, but he could not tell if she had said it just to tease Geom Mugeuk or if she was being sincere.

Walking on in silence, the two stopped in front of a place where part of a wall had collapsed.

"What kind of villain would destroy this beautiful wall?"

At her regretful words, Bi Sayin flinched and confessed.

"Me."

"Pardon?"

"I destroyed it while fighting here."

She had said it to break the awkward silence, but it just had to be the spot Bi Sayin had destroyed.

Han Seol looked at the collapsed wall again and commented.

"It seems like a good place to put a gate."

Bi Sayin laughed at her words. Han Seol laughed along with him.

At the sight of her smiling, Bi Sayin turned his head away without realizing it. It was a feeling as bright as looking at fresh snow, and he could not face her directly.

In any case, thanks to that, the awkwardness faded.

"Oh, I was invited to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Bi Sayin nodded calmly. He figured they would not just let her go after inviting the Princess of the Ice Palace.

"It'll be fun if you go."

Honestly, he wanted to go with her. The words, 'I'll go with you!' were right at the tip of his tongue. If he just blurted them out, it might lead to a series of jokes, just as it would with Geom Mugeuk.

In the meantime, the two of them had circled the Thousand Flower Palace building.

Ah, already!

Bi Sayin was filled with regret. He had not said a single proper thing. Yet he could not bring himself to suggest another lap of their awkward walk.

"I had a good time."

"I enjoyed it too."

Han Seol started walking back to the building where the drinking party was still going on.

"Young Lady Han."

"......"

Bi Sayin hesitated for a moment before mustering his courage to speak.

"I'll try wearing a martial arts uniform in a warmer color sometimes."

Sensing the tremble in Bi Sayin's voice, a slight smile touched Han Seol's lips.

"It will suit you well."

As she was about to turn away, she added.

"Oh, and I'm going to the Divine Cult to see Unnie."

She went inside the building.

Bi Sayin stood there blankly for a moment, then looked up at the roof and called out.

"Alright, stop spying and come out."

At that, Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun, who had been hiding on the roof, revealed themselves.

The two of them sat side-by-side on the edge of the roof.

"Looks like we won't have to worry about the Evil Alliance in the future. The man who's going to be Chairman is that clueless. Ugh, I almost died from frustration."

Bi Sayin ignored Geom Mugeuk and spoke to Jin Hagun.

"I expect this from him, but why are you doing this too?"

Jin Hagun gave an awkward laugh. Geom Mugeuk had dragged him out to eavesdrop on their conversation, but had he really been forced? To be honest, he had come along because he thought it would be fun.

Geom Mugeuk answered on his behalf.

"Our Commander Jin needs to enjoy a little deviation now and then. How can he live as a righteous hero every single day?"

"This doesn't look like a deviation, it looks like a model disciple being corrupted by a bad friend."

"You're so good with words now? Why weren't you like this earlier!"

Geom Mugeuk showed him the bottle of liquor he had brought.

"Come on, get up here! I'll teach you about women! What is a woman?"

"No thanks. I don't want a lecture like that from someone who doesn't even know where his own heart is."

Bi Sayin leaped up and sat with them on the edge of the eaves.

As if his insides were burning, he gulped down the liquor straight from the bottle before finally letting out a long sigh.

His heart was still pounding. No, it was racing even more now than when he was with her. What would she think of this walk? Had he ruined everything by needlessly asking her out?

Geom Mugeuk said to Bi Sayin.

"'I like you.' Were those words so difficult?"

"And then what?"

Would this Geom Mugeuk have a plan? Could he give him an answer?

This time, Geom Mugeuk drank from the bottle.

"You worry about that when it happens. There's no need to wear a rain cloak today just because you're worried it might rain tomorrow, right?"

Jin Hagun smiled faintly, and Bi Sayin took the liquor bottle from Geom Mugeuk and drank.

"Easy for you to say when it's not your problem."

"That's why you should listen to those words. To those easily spoken words."

Bi Sayin's hand, which was bringing the bottle to his lips, paused. When he looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that asked what he meant, Geom Mugeuk answered.

"Because your mind is too complicated right now."

He was right. All sorts of worries had surfaced in his mind.

The paused bottle tilted again. He felt that he too did not know what the right thing to do was.

"Don't worry. The red string between you two hasn't been broken yet. I connected it with the Heavenly Silk."

Just then, the first rooster crowed in the distance, and the light of dawn began to dimly illuminate the world.

"This night is passing too."

The three of them felt a sense of regret. They knew that when the day broke, they would have to go their separate ways again.

If they could follow their hearts, they would have wanted to hang out for days on end, but that was not possible. They were all important and busy people. And above all, the Thousand Flower Palace needed to be repaired.

"Ah! I want to hang out more! I want to keep hanging out!"

Geom Mugeuk's shout, echoing the hearts of them all, cut through the dawn air.


The next morning, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman served them a final meal.

Everyone had drunk too much last night, and the hangover soup she had carefully prepared was delicious.

After the meal, they made their regretful farewells.

It was not just the three friends who were regretful, their subordinate martial artists were as well. They knew that such an opportunity would not come often in their lives. They even thought that a moment when they had to point their swords at each other might come sooner.

Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin.

"From now on, if you're in danger, call me without hesitation. Got it? Not calling because it's dangerous isn't friendship."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Bi Sayin threw out a parting joke.

"If another dreadful bastard like the one we fought shows up, I'll be sure to call you."

Geom Mugeuk flinched and took a slight step back.

"In that case, you can call Commander Jin first."

After saying goodbye to his two friends, Bi Sayin also politely expressed his gratitude to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Thanks to them standing guard the day before, he had been able to catch up with his subordinates.

And for him today, the most regretful farewell was with Han Seol. Of course, he did not show it on the outside at all.

"I hope you have a good time seeing the Central Plains and return safely."

"Thank you. Young Chairman, please take care of yourself as well."

Bi Sayin, who was about to turn away, blurted out.

"You're welcome to stop by our alliance on your way back. There are quite a few places with good scenery nearby. If you let me know when you're in the area, I'll come out to meet you."

After spitting out the words quickly, he turned away. He had said the words he had been debating whether to say or not without even realizing it.

Ah, I've done it now.

Having turned away, he caught his breath. And in front of so many people, too.

Trying not to reveal his fluster, he strode away without even hearing her reply. His pace was so fast that even the Thirteen Evil Wolves were flustered as they hurried to follow him.

Then, Han Seol's voice came from behind him.

"I will."

For a moment, Bi Sayin stopped walking and looked back at her. Han Seol smiled and said.

"I'll stop by on my way back."

Bi Sayin was so happy he had to force himself to keep his face from lighting up, but Han Seol could read his emotions in his expression.

"Then I'll see you then."

And with that, Bi Sayin left with the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Geom Mugeuk forcibly restrained the urge to send him a telepathic message to tease him. He wanted him to fully feel this happiness.

Instead, he sent a telepathic message to Jin Hagun.

[He's actually a playboy, don't you think he's fooling us?]

Jin Hagun laughed at the telepathic message. From his perspective, all three of them were far from being playboys.

Geom Mugeuk also said his farewells to Jin Hagun.

"I'll be expecting good news."

Jin Hagun knew what these words meant. They referred to the news of him officially becoming the successor. Indeed, he too wanted to deliver that news to Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin.

"Even if it's bad news, I won't have any regrets."

The person watching the two say their farewells in silence was Jin Haryong.

She also felt a sense of regret. She would have liked to go to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult with Han Seol, but she could not. Her pride was hurt by the feeling that she was just needlessly lingering around Geom Mugeuk.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been standing apart, approached her.

"Miss Jin."

"Ah, Pavilion Master. Thank you for your kind words yesterday."

"I also had a good time for the first in a while."

While they talked at length the previous night, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had somewhat sensed her feelings for Geom Mugeuk. Or rather, Jin Haryong had used her drunkenness as an excuse to deliberately reveal her emotions. She had wanted to confess her feelings to someone, not a person close to her, but someone she might see once and never again.

After exchanging greetings, the two women stood side-by-side, watching Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun talk.

Then, something suddenly surged up within Jin Haryong's heart. At this moment of parting, she blurted out words she had not even said at the drinking party.

"Until now, I've always been the main character. The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Lord, the First Beauty of Hubei, wherever I went, I was always at the center. When I talked, people would listen and look only at me. It's still that way. However..."

She could not continue for a moment, then added with a sigh.

"Throughout the drinking party yesterday, I felt like I had become a supporting character hovering around the protagonist."

These were words she could never say to anyone else. Yet, with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, her inner thoughts came out with strange ease. She had felt it since the day before, a strange sense of trust that the woman inspired.

After a brief pause, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked.

"What do you think when you see the Young Cult Leader? Does he seem like a protagonist?"

"That man is always the protagonist."

"Is he, really?"

"Pardon?"

Having finished his farewells with Jin Hagun, Geom Mugeuk was talking with each of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. He was bantering with them, saying that the Lord of the Demon Slaying Brigade had become so cool lately that it was burdensome.

In that moment, Jin Haryong understood what the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman meant by her words.

Ah, now that I think about it, that man is always trying to make other people the protagonist.

Come to think of it, it was the same when he first met her. He was Seo Daeryong's attendant.

"He seems like the sun, but I think the Young Cult Leader is a person like the wind."

Suddenly, the image of Geom Mugeuk drinking alone surfaced in Jin Haryong's mind. She did not know why such an image had come to her.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Jin Haryong.

"If Miss Jin chooses a journey with the wind, it will be very difficult in the future. However, it won't be because of a pretty heart, nor because of your different statuses. It will be because the wind cannot be caught in one's hand."

With trembling eyes, Jin Haryong stared silently at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Her words became a signpost for her complicated heart, which had been unable to find its direction.

"Can I come visit again next time? By myself, then."

"Anytime."

Jin Haryong bowed her head politely to express her gratitude to her.

Then she said loudly to Jin Hagun.

"Orabeoni, this farewell is too long! Let's go."

And she also spoke spiritedly to Geom Mugeuk.

"Take good care of Young Lady Han!"

She also bid a loud farewell to Han Seol.

"Young Lady Han, not all men from the Central Plains are that talkative. Please don't misunderstand!"

And so, Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong, and the Demon Slaying Brigade also left the Thousand Flower Palace.

And now, the last farewell of the day.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors said they would remain at the Thousand Flower Palace.

"Please return first. I will stay at the Thousand Flower Palace a little longer before I go back."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would stay behind to rebuild the destroyed buildings of the Thousand Flower Palace and set up his own defenses to prevent such an incident from happening again.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returned the cleanly washed Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. Geom Mugeuk spoke as he wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword.

"We survived this battle as well."

Then, a low, sincere voice flowed from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"It was an honor to be able to fight alongside you."

Geom Mugeuk also conveyed his sincere feelings to him.

"I was able to survive thanks to you, the Smiling Demon."

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely with the respect due to a Demon Supreme.

"Then, I will see you at our Cult."

At that, the Faceless Warriors lined up behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also bowed in unison with the respect due to the Young Cult Leader.

The eyes behind their masks were smiling. They were gazes full of goodwill. The Faceless Warriors could not be excluded from the gains made in this incident.

Having said farewell to everyone, Geom Mugeuk turned to Han Seol.

"Well now, shall we go and taste the spiciest, most stimulating, and most perilous flavor in the Central Plains?"


Chapter 557: Demonic Practitioners Don't Break Up

Seo Daeryong waited at the safehouse with the Dan sisters. Their injuries were almost fully healed thanks to the continuous treatment they received there, and they were now simply waiting for news from Geom Mugeuk.

During this time, he spent many hours with Dan Ah. They talked about all sorts of things, from stories of their pasts to discussions on martial arts. Through these conversations, Seo Daeryong became absolutely certain.

This is the woman!

He had a powerful feeling that if he let Dan Ah go, he would regret it for the rest of his life.

However, he could not bring himself to confess to her. She was a guest in a Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse, recovering from her wounds. To make such a confession to someone in her position would be no different from pressuring her with her life.

The problem was that the situation would be the same even after she was completely healed. The woman was a Director of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. How much of a burden would that be?

This was what made the relationship so difficult. It had been so much better when he was just reciting poetry to her, completely unaware of her identity.

That afternoon, a martial artist from the safehouse delivered a messenger pigeon.

After reading its contents, Seo Daeryong went to find the Dan sisters with a bright expression on his face.

"A message has come from the Young Cult Leader," he announced. "He has taken care of all the bastards."

The Dan sisters were delighted. The youngest, Dan Yeon, even let out a cheer.

"You are all safe now."

However, Dan Ah's expression soon darkened.

This news meant that her departure from Seo Daeryong was imminent. A heavy silence descended upon the room.

Honestly, Dan Ah had even entertained the thought of a life following Seo Daeryong.

He was the Sanzu Hall Director, yet he read collections of poetry. He was a man who spoke frankly about his gloomy and dark past, and who was actively trying to escape it.

The more she talked with him, the more she realized what a truly pure person he was. For some reason, she felt she could be happy building a life with this man. No, she wanted to.

But she could not part with her sisters. The three of them had only survived this long because they had stuck together.

What if she left? Could her sisters survive in this murim?

She would never be happy if she was worrying about her sisters every day. Still, she couldn't force her sisters to become demonic practitioners too. That would be too great a change to their destiny.

"We'll be leaving now. Thank you so much for saving us."

Seo Daeryong was flustered. He had secretly hoped she might choose to go with him to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It seemed she had already decided to leave. He hadn't realized their farewell would arrive so suddenly.

Dan Ah looked at Seo Daeryong with affectionate eyes.

I'm sorry, I have to protect my sisters.

After their many conversations over the past few days, he knew well how she had lived. He understood the part of her heart that was devoted to her sisters.

Feeling a great sense of loss, Seo Daeryong looked away to stop the tears that threatened to well up. In the end, tears streamed down his face anyway.

Seeing Seo Daeryong's tears, Dan Ah felt her own tears coming. She gritted her teeth and held them back. If her sisters saw her looking sad, their hearts would ache.

"Thank you so much, Director Seo."

She said her goodbyes in a deliberately bright voice.

Seo Daeryong knew that if he let her go now, it would be the end forever. If they were fated to meet again, then they were fated to make it work now. He had to hold on to her. He had to, even by force, even by begging.

It was at that exact moment that the youngest, Dan Yeon, spoke.

"We'll pack our things, Unnie."

Her two sisters immediately started packing. They didn't have much to call luggage, but they began stuffing various things into their leather pouches.

Seeing that, the last of his courage to hold onto Dan Ah broke. A wave of disappointment washed over him.

He had gotten close to the two sisters as well. No, he had deluded himself into thinking he had.

He had felt so good when the youngest had called him 'brother-in-law'. Of course, he knew she was joking, but he still liked it. He must have been intoxicated by that joke and misjudged the entire situation.

Right, who am I to think I could have a woman!

As his heart weakened, a demon immediately whispered in his ear.

[Why would an amazing woman like that ever like you? She only pretended to like you because you're a Director of the Divine Cult. Are you an idiot? Did you think reciting a poem once would be enough? Look in the mirror! Look at yourself!]

Dan Ah's heart ached seeing Seo Daeryong in such pain.

Unable to bear the sight, she was the first to leave the room.

"I hope you achieve great things! I'll be cheering for you from afar."

Dan Ah left the room.

Right, who am I to think I could have a man.

Just as she had lived until now, she would survive in this harsh jianghu by helping her sisters. She had lived well without a man so far.

She was just about to walk out the safehouse door.

"Where are you going?"

The person who called to her from behind was the youngest, Dan Yeon.

When Dan Ah turned around, Dan Bi and Dan Yeon were standing next to the carriage.

"We have to ride in this."

"What?"

Dan Yeon spoke to Seo Daeryong, who had followed her out and was standing there blankly.

"You're going to the Divine Cult in this carriage, right?"

As Seo Daeryong nodded with a bewildered face, Dan Yeon said something astonishing.

"My second sister and I want to serve the God of War in the Divine Cult."

Not only Seo Daeryong, but Dan Ah too was startled.

"Can you accept us?"

A flustered Seo Daeryong looked back and forth between Dan Ah and her two sisters.

Dan Ah quickly said to Seo Daeryong, "Don't mind her. My sister is just joking."

"It's not a joke, Unnie."

"Stop it! Even if it's a joke, it's rude to Director Seo."

Dan Yeon's expression was serious.

"We're not joking."

Then, the second sister, Dan Bi, spoke for the first time.

"It's not just because of Unnie."

Everyone's gaze turned to Dan Bi.

"Living as a mercenary... I'm tired and weary of it now."

Dan Ah could feel that her sister was speaking from the heart. Her second sister was not the type to make things up about something like this.

"I want to settle down and live somewhere now."

Dan Ah understood Dan Bi's feelings. How many things had they gone through, and how much had they suffered, for three women to survive as mercenaries? She herself hadn't even realized her hardships were hardships due to her sense of duty, but her sisters' feelings must have been different.

"Our goal was to save money and settle down, wasn't it? Now is that time."

A moment of silence passed.

Dan Ah looked at her youngest sister. In response to her gaze, which asked if she thought the same, Dan Yeon answered with a question.

"Can you accept us?"

Seo Daeryong was so happy he wanted to shout. He felt so pathetic for having felt disappointed in these sisters, even for a moment.

"Youngest Young Lady, you might not know because my appearance doesn't seem very authoritative, but the Sanzu Hall Director is a pretty high position."

He had humbly called it a 'token', but the Sanzu Hall Director was at the center of power.

Dan Yeon let out a cheer of joy and said, "Today is our first day as demonic practitioners."

Even Dan Bi, who didn't express her emotions well, smiled.

Dan Ah knew. It was true that they were tired and weary, but the decision to become demonic practitioners was because of her.

"Are you really okay with this? You'll have to live as demonic practitioners from now on."

Dan Bi answered her calm question. "We survived as mercenaries from the very bottom. You think we can't survive as demonic practitioners?"

Dan Yeon also showed her optimistic nature. "If it gets too hard, the three of us can just run away in the middle of the night! We're amazing at running away, aren't we?"

She had said it to make them laugh, but tears welled up in Dan Ah's eyes. How could she not know her sisters' hearts?

Dan Bi said the decisive words.

"Too great a sacrifice is a burden on us. What are we supposed to do later if we have to leave? Don't do it, for our sake too. We can all take care of ourselves."

Dan Ah, who had been lost in thought for a moment, raised her head. One could tell from her expression. She had made a decision.

Seo Daeryong looked at her with a pleading gaze. He just hoped she wouldn't say something like, 'I still can't do it'.

Dan Ah took a deep breath and then spoke forcefully.

"Director Seo, the Three Dan Sisters will serve the God of War for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

In that moment, Seo Daeryong threw both his arms up. He was too happy to even shout.

This wasn't a moment where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult gained three new members.

It was the moment a woman who would accept him as a man had appeared. And she was even willing to serve the God of War in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to do it.

He, who had never been chosen by a woman in his entire life. Such a good woman had accepted his heart.

"I've already told you about myself. Are you okay with someone like me?"

At that, Dan Ah gave her characteristic, meaningful smile and said, "You probably don't know everything about me yet. I'm sure I have many hidden bad sides. Are you okay with someone like me?"

Seo Daeryong nodded. "I'm okay with it."

The youngest, who was listening, said, "You can't take it back, brother-in-law!"

At the words 'brother-in-law', Seo Daeryong's face flushed red.

"I'll never take it back, sister-in-law."

He used all his courage to say the word 'sister-in-law' for the first time. The tips of Seo Daeryong's ears turned red.

Then, Dan Bi said nonchalantly, "But what if they break up after being so lovey-dovey?"

At that, the youngest sister imitated a deep voice and replied, "We demonic practitioners don't break up. We just kill!"

Seo Daeryong waved his hands in denial. "It's a misunderstanding! Our Cult isn't a place like that!"

Dan Bi and Dan Yeon boarded the carriage first.

Seo Daeryong conveyed his sincere feelings to Dan Ah. "I will protect you for the rest of my life."

Dan Ah smiled and said, "From now on, we have to protect each other."

Seo Daeryong was so happy he felt like he could fly. It truly felt like a dream. He wanted to hurry and meet Geom Mugeuk to brag. He wanted to brag all night in front of Lee Ahn and Jang Ho.

As Dan Ah passed by Seo Daeryong to get into the carriage, she said softly.

"And I will kill you."

"What?"

When he turned in surprise, the youngest sister was smiling as she said, "I definitely said no take-backs!"

The three women in the carriage smiled as they looked at Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong felt that a new life had now begun. When he first left the cult to meet his master, he was alone, but now he was returning as a group of four.

Seo Daeryong climbed into the driver's seat and said, "I won't take it back, if only for my sister-in-law's sake."


Another carriage, carrying another destiny, was also speeding towards the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Throughout the journey, the Cold Ice Dual Swords, responsible for being Han Seol's bodyguards, were tense.

The Central Plains murim, rampant with all sorts of schemes and conspiracies, was a dangerous place. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was even more so!

They had tried to stop her, saying she couldn't go to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult of all places, but Han Seol refused to listen in the end.

The reason the Cold Ice Dual Swords didn't stop her until the very end was because of Geom Mugeuk. They knew that Geom Mugeuk was a great benefactor to the North Sea Ice Palace and had earned the trust of the Ice Empress.

[Will it be alright?]

[We must protect her well.]

The Cold Ice Dual Swords were a married couple. The husband was Sahan, and the wife was So Bing. The name the Cold Ice Dual Swords was an alias derived from their names.

They were masters who had been active as a married couple in the North Sea murim for a long time.

The Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace trusted them not just for their skill, but also because they had lived for a very long time as a happily married couple. She believed that a couple who knew how to respect each other could be trusted.

Although they were returning to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult as quickly as possible, Geom Mugeuk always had the carriage stop at scenic spots to show them to Han Seol.

"It's amazing."

Han Seol exclaimed in admiration as she looked up at the sheer cliff. It was truly such an overwhelming, spectacular view.

However, he didn't only show her spectacular views like this. He also took her to places like historical sites in the murim where famous masters had fought, or places where one could see things not found in the North Sea.

"I believe that hearing about something and seeing it for yourself are very different. I hope that your trip to the Central Plains this time, Young Lady Han, will be a journey where you see many things."

Han Seol could definitely feel that Geom Mugeuk's thoughtfulness was different.

If she had invited someone to the North Sea Ice Palace, she would have hurried to show them the Ice Palace. The Ice Palace is this splendid, this magnificent, this strong.

However, Geom Mugeuk was placing more meaning on her first trip to the Central Plains than on the invitation to the Divine Cult.

He genuinely wanted her to see many things before she returned.

"Now, repeat after me! I'll see a lot before I go!"

When Han Seol hesitated, Geom Mugeuk said, "Just thinking it is different from saying it out loud. Now, repeat after me."

At his continued urging, Han Seol finally gave in and said, "I'll see a lot before I go!"

As they traveled, he also made sure to stop at any inn or restaurant with a skilled cook.

At such times, he mainly took care of the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

"You two will like this dish."

"You don't need to worry about us."

"You should eat food that suits the tastes of the Young Cult Leader and the Princess."

To their refusal, Geom Mugeuk said this. "We're young, so we could chew on rocks."

Han Seol nodded at Geom Mugeuk's gaze, which sought her agreement. It was the moment she, a picky eater, became a youth who could chew on rocks.

The dishes Geom Mugeuk treated them to were well-suited to the tastes of the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

They tried this, and they tried that. They were all things they had never eaten in the North Sea. Thanks to him, their eyes were being opened to the delicacies of the Central Plains.

[Still, a demonic practitioner is a demonic practitioner, so let's be careful.]

[That's right. We don't know when he might change after looking so kind.]

[Let's be especially careful of poison.]

At first, they exchanged this kind of telepathy every time, but the frequency gradually decreased. Now they were exchanging telepathic messages wondering what kind of dish it would be today.

And today, a cry of joy was heard from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"We're finally back!"

The carriage had arrived at the Demon Village.

"From here on is the Demon Village. Shall we walk and take a look around?"

She became tense. There were rumors she had heard since she was young about the Demon Village. It was a village where demonic practitioners lived in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

It was said that no one who entered that place ever came out with their body intact.

Some had their arms cut off, some came out as madmen, they made dumplings with human flesh, they sold cursed dolls of Demon Supremes. It was a place rife with all sorts of terrifying rumors.

People with wicked glints in their eyes would be walking the streets, and drunkards would be leaning against walls, sending gloomy stares. Of course, with the Young Cult Leader next to her, no one would dare to openly pick a fight, right?

[No matter what happens, please endure it as much as possible!]

After sending a telepathic message to the Cold Ice Dual Swords, Han Seol followed Geom Mugeuk out of the carriage. It was the moment she finally took her first step into the front yard of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.


Chapter 558: If You Buy Them All, I'll Give You a Thirty Percent Discount!

"This is the Demon Village?"

Han Seol's eyes widened at the sight before her. This was not the scene she had imagined.

Shops lined the clean street, which was bustling with countless pedestrians. There were no shady characters looking for a score or staggering drunks. Instead, children ran and played in the alleys where one might expect conspirators to gather.

Geom Mugeuk did not need to answer her question. The scene itself confirmed this was the Demon Village.

"Young Cult Leader!" a merchant selling medicinal herbs at the entrance called out, running over to greet Geom Mugeuk warmly.

"Is business going well?"

"Thanks to you, it's going very well."

Han Seol was genuinely surprised. How could a simple market merchant greet the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult so informally?

Of course, she was unaware that in the Demon Village, Geom Mugeuk was even more popular than the Heavenly Demon. The village had become such a pleasant place entirely because of Geom Mugeuk's efforts.

So Bing of the Cold Ice Dual Swords quickly sent a telepathic message to Han Seol.

[Step back! They might be poisonous herbs.]

[Would they really sell poisonous herbs out in the open like they're medicine?]

[That's why they're the Demonic Cult.]

Their culinary journey with Geom Mugeuk had relaxed them considerably, but now that they had arrived in the Demon Village, they were tense once again. They remained on high alert with their nerves taut, watching for anyone who might target Han Seol.

"Young Cult Leader, it's been a while!" A merchant selling farming tools from across the street also came out to greet Geom Mugeuk.

[Be careful. There could be hidden weapons disguised as farming tools.]

At this rate, they seemed prepared to warn her about the very pebbles on the street.

Just then, Sa Han, the husband of the Cold Ice Dual Swords pair, sent a telepathic message to Han Seol.

[This street has been fabricated for the Princess's arrival. They must have sent a messenger pigeon ahead to arrange it.]

Han Seol studied the merchants' expressions and replied via telepathy.

[But for that to be true, don't these merchants seem genuinely happy to see the Young Cult Leader?]

[They're acting.]

The Cold Ice Dual Swords trusted Geom Mugeuk, but their trust did not extend to the demonic practitioners. They acknowledged that Geom Mugeuk had been a great help to the North Sea Ice Palace and possessed a character unlike a typical demonic practitioner. However, they also remembered the Demonic Cult they knew, an organization whose ferocity and ruthlessness made even the savage Evil Alliance yield. A single person doesn't change easily, so they questioned how such a large organization could transform so quickly.

So, Sa Han speculated.

[This place must be the first gateway protecting the Demonic Cult Headquarters.]

[A gateway?]

[Demonic practitioners are surely lying in ambush everywhere. If anyone suspicious appears, a message will be sent to the Headquarters immediately.]

Han Seol observed Geom Mugeuk. The man she had come to know was not the type to feign friendliness with merchants just to deceive her. If this street was a facade, he was the kind of person who would have simply passed through without leaving his carriage. Still, she understood the suspicions of the Cold Ice Dual Swords. Even she was taken aback by the unexpectedly pleasant atmosphere.

Even the area in front of the Murim Alliance probably doesn't have such a bright atmosphere. Is this street really fabricated? Are they mobilizing all these people just to deceive us?

As she walked with Geom Mugeuk, she noticed a shop selling dumplings. The sight of the steaming food reminded her of the rumors about the Demon Village.

Is there really human flesh inside those dumplings?

But the middle-aged owner's face was too kind for that to be true, and the shop was bustling with customers.

While she was staring at the dumplings, Geom Mugeuk made an offer.

"This place is delicious. Would you like to try some?"

"I'm fine."

Han Seol quickened her pace, worried he might insist.

The people choosing clothes at the drapery and the owners and clerks of the fruit and grain shops all recognized Geom Mugeuk and greeted him politely.

"Sell a lot!"

Each time, Geom Mugeuk returned their greetings one by one.

This side of him was new to Han Seol.

She was well aware that Geom Mugeuk was a meddlesome person. She had always assumed it was a tactic he employed when dealing with her mother, the Ice Empress, herself, or the heirs of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. There had to be a hidden motive behind his kindness. It was an impressive feat, as most people would find it difficult even if they knew how.

However, Geom Mugeuk was treating these merchants in the exact same way.

How can this be?

How could his treatment of the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace be the same as his treatment of a shop owner? If anything, he seemed even more affectionate when dealing with the merchants.

Is this really a disguised street, just as the two Elders said?

It was no wonder she harbored such doubts.

Just then, a street vendor selling wooden dolls caught Han Seol's eye.

So it's real! Someone who sells Demon Supreme dolls!

Demon Supreme dolls were actually being sold from a stall. When she first heard the rumors, she had simply imagined they were just scary-looking dolls given a nickname. But these were truly dolls modeled precisely after the Demon Supremes. Since she had met the Drunken Demon herself, she could confirm it was a perfect likeness.

There's even a Heavenly Demon doll!

She found it truly absurd. Selling a doll of the Murim Alliance Lord in front of the Murim Alliance would probably get you dragged away.

The goat-bearded merchant selling the dolls called out to her.

"These are only sold here in the Central Plains! If you buy all the Demon Supremes, I'll give you a thirty percent discount!"

Just then, the vendor noticed Geom Mugeuk standing behind her.

"Ah, Young Cult Leader!"

"Have you been well?"

Han Seol watched the merchant's expression brighten.

Is that expression an act?

If it was, then every actor in the Central Plains must have gathered here.

Han Seol asked Geom Mugeuk, "Did the Cult Leader really give permission to sell these?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "You can tell how magnanimous my father is just by looking at this one thing."

Sa Han's telepathic message came again.

[That can't be true. They might be cursed dolls, just like the rumors say. In a critical situation, those dolls might move on their own and attack an opponent.]

Han Seol sent a telepathic message back to him.

[They're too cool and cute to be that kind of doll.]

The thought of buying them to place on a display cabinet crossed her mind.

The goat-bearded man delivered some welcome news to Geom Mugeuk. "I finally get to see you, Young Cult Leader. I had something I wanted to tell you anyway."

"What is it?"

"A doll of you, Young Cult Leader, will be coming out soon."

"Oh! My doll is finally coming out!"

Now that he was officially the heir, a Geom Mugeuk doll was being planned for release.

"Is there a particular pose you'd like? We couldn't ask the others and just made them arbitrarily, but we wanted to ask you before making yours, Young Cult Leader."

Han Seol could feel it. The very fact that he asked such a question showed how much the merchants here trusted Geom Mugeuk. How could he dare ask such a thing otherwise?

"Just make it however you see fit. It just has to be cool. So cool that if you put it over there, it's the first one people reach for! You know?"

Geom Mugeuk deliberately lowered his voice to a whisper.

"Even cooler than my father."

The goat-bearded man laughed and nodded. "Even if we make yours the worst, Young Cult Leader, it will sell the most."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Han Seol. "Would you like to buy a doll? Which one do you like?"

Then, a surprising statement came from Han Seol's lips.

"I'll take all of them."

At the same time, the Cold Ice Dual Swords sent a simultaneous telepathic message.

[You can't!]

[It's dangerous!]

Of course, if she were the type to listen to them, she would not have come this far in the first place.

"You said you'd give a thirty percent discount if I buy them all?" she asked.

At her words, the goat-bearded merchant began packing them up. "An excellent choice! When you set them up, they'll really brighten up your home. All your guests will ask where you bought them."

Looking at the Cold Ice Dual Swords, who were still shaking their heads, Han Seol smiled. "I came to visit the Divine Cult, so I should at least buy a souvenir, right?"

The goods in other shops were things one could find anywhere. But these dolls, the vendor said, were sold only in the Demon Village. More than anything, she simply felt the desire to buy them.

Just then, Sa Han stepped forward. "Before that, we'll take a look."

Sa Han carefully examined the dolls as they were being wrapped. No matter how he looked, they were just ordinary dolls.

"It's fine."

The goat-bearded man resumed packing, and Geom Mugeuk asked her, "Which one do you like the most? Since you've already met the Drunken Demon, don't you feel the most familiar with that one?"

However, she unexpectedly chose the Fist Demon doll. She picked the one that was the largest and most fearsome-looking of them all.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at her taste. "I see our Young Lady likes scary faces. Ah, so it was true that you like men of few words."

After all, among the Eight Demon Supremes, the Fist Demon was second to none when it came to being a man of few words.

In the meantime, the goat-bearded merchant finished packing the dolls nicely and handed them to her. Geom Mugeuk offered to buy them as a gift, but she insisted on paying for them herself.

"When the Young Cult Leader's doll comes out next, please buy one then too!"

"I don't know if I'll have a reason to come back," she replied.

At her words, Geom Mugeuk quickly interjected. "What stronger reason could there be than that?"

"You want me to come all this way just to buy one doll?"

"Do you think it'll only be my doll? There might be a doll of you, and maybe even a doll of the Sanzu Hall Director."

Yes, this was the kind of person who would probably tell them to make a doll of this goat-bearded vendor too.

Wouldn't her pride be hurt if they were sold together? Wouldn't her honor be tarnished?

Geom Mugeuk was someone who would never think such things. The Heavenly Demon and the Demon Supremes were probably the same, which must be why the dolls continued to be sold like this.

She was the one who thought that way. She would have hated being sold alongside a doll that was not on her level.

Through these dolls, she was able to reflect on herself. She realized she possessed a useless authoritarianism and bluff that even those much stronger than her did not have.

I guess they really are cursed dolls, seeing as how they pierce my heart so painfully.

She had always lived without giving any thought to others. But when she was with this man, she kept getting pulled out of her own world.

Just then, someone ran out from a tavern across the street, shouting.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Of all the merchants they had seen, this man was the most delighted to see Geom Mugeuk. He was none other than Jo Cheonbae, the owner of the Alluring Inn. He had come running out after a customer told him that the Young Cult Leader was walking through the Demon Village.

"You'll fall, come slowly."

"Young Cult Leader! You've come?"

Jo Cheonbae was truly overjoyed.

Han Seol glanced at the Cold Ice Dual Swords. This time, no telepathic message claiming it was all an act came from them.

"Innkeeper, have you been well?"

"Of course, of course. I've been well. Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine."

"That's a relief. A true relief."

This trip away from the cult had been quite long, so Jo Cheonbae had been secretly worried about Geom Mugeuk.

"You seem to have gotten thinner, Innkeeper." Geom Mugeuk took his hand.

Flustered, Jo Cheonbae stammered, "Oh my, you shouldn't."

Geom Mugeuk introduced Jo Cheonbae to Han Seol. "This is the owner of my regular tavern."

In her life as the heir to the Ice Palace, she had never once been introduced to a tavern owner, and she would likely never be again.

"This is the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace."

Jo Cheonbae was startled by the mention of the North Sea Ice Palace. For drinkers, the North Sea Ice Palace held a different meaning than the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance. It was the most mysterious of all sects.

"Oh my, it is an honor to meet such an esteemed person." Jo Cheonbae bowed his head politely in greeting.

"Innkeeper, I have to go greet my father. I'll see you later."

"Please come anytime!"

As he was turning to leave, Jo Cheonbae said to Geom Mugeuk, "It's truly good to have you back, Young Cult Leader."

Han Seol could feel it. He was as happy as if his own son had returned.

She sent a telepathic message to the Cold Ice Dual Swords, as if making a declaration.

[Even after this?]

However, the Cold Ice Dual Swords still could not believe it.

[They said the tripartite meeting was held in a tavern in the Demon Village. Would such an important event be held in an ordinary tavern?]

They still thought that some secret they did not know was hidden here in the Demon Village.

"Let's have a drink with friends there later," Geom Mugeuk said. "I have friends in our Cult to introduce you to as well."

For her, who had not a single friend, friends were practically pouring in.

Leaving the Demon Village behind, the four of them made their way toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

"How was it? Your impression of the Demon Village?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, Han Seol answered exactly as she felt. "It was nice. It was much brighter and cleaner than I expected."

Just then, Sa Han interjected with a pointed remark. "As if it were deliberately created."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"It was deliberately created."

For a moment, the three surprised people turned their gazes to Geom Mugeuk.

"It wasn't always like this. At first, it was so rough that nobody could mistake it for anything but the Demon Village. Plenty of guys acted violently just because they were martial artists, and many others got drunk and caused trouble. When I became the Sanzu Hall Director, I threw them all in jail. I beat down anyone who assaulted people while drunk, stole money, made threats, or scammed and killed people. The sentence was doubled if you got drunk and caused trouble. If a martial artist harassed a commoner, the punishment was tripled. The truth is, I made all of this."

Han Seol stared at Geom Mugeuk silently before asking calmly, "Why did you go that far?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said, "Because it's something I can do. No, to be more precise, because it's something I can do easily."

Han Seol could feel from the look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes as he gazed at her that he was speaking from the heart.

"It's something you and I can do easily. We're in positions free from various conflicts of interest. It's something that can be done if you just have the will."

Han Seol remained silent for a moment. He was an heir, and she was an heir. Yet she had never once known what was happening in the villages near the North Sea Ice Palace. She had never given it any thought. Perhaps the real cursed dolls were being sold in a place like that. She had only walked through a marketplace, but her mind was now filled with thoughts.

In the meantime, they arrived at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

The fortress walls were high enough to pierce the sky, and a giant iron gate was engraved with the image of a demon.

Han Seol grew tense. She had finally reached the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, a place she had only heard stories about since she was a child. Her mother, the Ice Empress, had never visited this place, yet she was here first. It was also the first time the Cold Ice Dual Swords had ever been to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

The elite demonic practitioners guarding the main gate greeted Geom Mugeuk with a polite and formal salute.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

The powerful shout echoed in all directions. The practitioners' eyes were sharp, and their discipline was clearly established. Seeing this, the Cold Ice Dual Swords exchanged glances, silently agreeing to be even more cautious.

KRRRRRRNG.

Normally, practitioners entered and exited through a small door set within the giant iron gate, but with the Young Cult Leader's return from his long trip, the massive gate itself began to open.

At the scene that was revealed, Han Seol and the Cold Ice Dual Swords gasped in unison.

"Ah!"

The interior was so vast its end could not be seen, and the buildings erected throughout were tall and magnificent. The North Sea Ice Palace was also large and grand, but it could not compare to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

A wide, grand avenue led toward its center. On either side of the road stood colossal statues of demons, lined up in a row.

Erected like gatekeepers, they looked down arrogantly with terrifying eyes, as if warning that once you passed them, you could not return.

Han Seol was intimidated by the grandeur of the Headquarters, and it was the first time she had ever seen such enormous stone statues.

Geom Mugeuk stood before them, smiled, and said, "Welcome to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."


Chapter 559: He's More Handsome Than a Doll!

Han Seol followed Geom Mugeuk.

Passing martial artists would see Geom Mugeuk and greet him with polite respect. She could feel a deep trust and loyalty for Geom Mugeuk in their gazes.

Was it because of what happened in the Demon Village? She found herself constantly comparing herself to Geom Mugeuk.

Until now, she had never considered the way the Ice Palace martial artists looked at her. No, she must have seen it, but her lack of interest meant she never remembered. For the first time, she wondered what their gazes were like.

They stepped inside the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Han Seol's heart pounded at the thought of meeting the Demonic Cult Leader for the first time. Just then, a telepathic message from Sa Han reached her.

[Don't be nervous! We will protect you.]

In truth, the Cold Ice Dual Swords were even more nervous. They had never expected to see the Heavenly Demon in their lifetime.

Far in the distance, she could see the figure of Geom Woojin sitting on the grand chair. To Han Seol, the sight of him alone in the large Heavenly Demon Hall felt both unfamiliar and lonely.

Walking down the blood-red path, Geom Mugeuk announced in a loud voice.

"Father! Your son has completed his mission and returned."

His voice echoed like thunder.

He might have thought no one could see from so far away, but with the Divine Eye Technique, Geom Mugeuk saw a faint smile form on his father's lips. He must be pleased that his son had returned.

Having arrived below the grand chair, Geom Mugeuk looked up at his father. Their eyes met.

"Seeing you, Father, I finally feel like I've returned to our Cult."

To feel this sense of relief just by seeing his father was something he could never have imagined when he first regressed.

Han Seol silently looked up at Geom Woojin. Geom Woojin's gaze then turned to her.

He's more handsome than a doll!

The appearance and presence of Geom Woojin in person were something a doll could never capture. She had assumed the doll was beautified because he was 'the Heavenly Demon', but the real person was far more handsome. She had expected him to have an incredibly frightening appearance.

Only after getting closer could she truly feel it. This space was not wide at all. The presence of the man named Geom Woojin completely filled the hall.

Geom Mugeuk introduced Han Seol.

"She is the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace."

Of course, Geom Woojin had likely already known Geom Mugeuk was returning with Han Seol, as he had sent word to the All-Knowing Hall beforehand.

Han Seol greeted him with polite respect.

"I am Han Seol. It is a great honor to meet such a venerable person."

"You've had a long journey."

"Thanks to the Young Cult Leader, I had a good time sightseeing in the Central Plains on the way here."

The Cold Ice Dual Swords, who had come with her, also greeted him with polite respect.

"We are the Cold Ice Dual Swords. We greet the Supreme One of the Divine Cult."

"I have heard much of your reputations."

The two of them were feeling a much more intense sensation than Han Seol. The moment their eyes met Geom Woojin's, they felt their entire bodies freeze. Even though he had not specifically released his energy, Geom Woojin's presence overwhelmed the two of them.

In the moment Sa Han tried to stand against that presence.

SHIIIIK.

"......"

The sound of a sword wind was followed by the sound of flesh being cut.

Sa Han looked down at his chest, which was drenched in blood. On the chest of So Bing, who stood beside him, a long line of blood was also drawn.

Sa Han looked back. He saw the back of Geom Woojin, who had cut him and So Bing down as he passed.

Sa Han looked down at his sword again. It was drawn by about a hand's breadth.

This is the difference in skill between the Heavenly Demon and me!

All of this had happened in Sa Han's imagination. He liked to read his opponent's presence or energy to imagine and foresee his fights, and most battles ended just as he foresaw.

What if he had tried to fight the Heavenly Demon today? The result would not have been much different.

A one-strike opponent!

He knew the Demonic Cult Leader was strong, but he never imagined his presence would be this immense.

Geom Woojin said to the three of them, "Rest comfortably in our Cult before you leave."

Han Seol and the Cold Ice Dual Swords clasped their hands in a greeting and bowed.

"Thank you."

Geom Woojin said to Geom Mugeuk, "Take good care of them."

"Yes, then I will come see you again later."

He had much to say to his father, but that would have to wait for a time when they were alone.

After Han Seol and the Cold Ice Dual Swords bowed to Geom Woojin, they left the Heavenly Demon Hall with Geom Mugeuk.

"Haaah."

As they came out the door, Han Seol let out a sigh. They had only exchanged greetings, but her whole body ached as if she had fallen ill. It was because she had been so tense.

Sa Han's expression was stiff. Seeing him, So Bing could guess what her husband had imagined and what the result had been.

"How was my father?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, Han Seol answered honestly.

"He was truly wonderful."

"Don't you start too. I've been losing the popularity contest to my father lately."

"You deserve it."

"That's too harsh!"

Geom Mugeuk guided them to the guest quarters reserved for the most honored guests. The room was so lavishly decorated that one might wonder if a guest room could be this splendid.

"You've had a long journey, so rest well for now. Let's meet at the Alluring Inn in the evening."

"Thank you."

Just then, a subordinate came and reported. Before going to the Heavenly Demon Hall, Geom Mugeuk had ordered the subordinate to find out if Lee Ahn had returned.

"This martial artist has not yet returned."

Hearing the report, a look of disappointment crossed Han Seol's face.

"I might have to leave without seeing Unnie."

This, too, was an unfamiliar disappointment. She had never felt regret over not being able to meet someone before.

Then the subordinate added, "Oh, and the Sanzu Hall Director has just returned."

"Did he come alone?"

Geom Mugeuk knew that Seo Daeryong's fate depended on the answer to this question.

"No. He came with some women."

Geom Mugeuk's face brightened.

After the subordinate finished his report and left, Han Seol asked Geom Mugeuk, "What's going on that makes you so happy?"

"It seems my right-hand man has finally met his spring day."

She wore an expression of someone who could not understand what he meant, but instead of explaining, Geom Mugeuk made an unexpected proposal.

"How about staying in our Cult until Lee Ahn returns?"

At the unexpected words, not only Han Seol but also the Cold Ice Dual Swords were surprised.

"Is there any reason you must return to the North Sea in a hurry?"

"Not really."

"Then there's no reason you can't, is there?"

"Isn't it strange? The Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace staying at the Divine Cult."

"Just think of it as visiting a friend's house."

He had used the word 'friend' at the Thousand Flower Palace, and now he was calling her a friend again.

"Do you really consider me a friend?"

It was a cautious question, but the answer came easily.

"I do."

"But we don't know each other well, do we?"

"What friends start out knowing everything? If you get a good feeling, you become friends. In fact, the more you know, the harder it is to become friends."

Han Seol could not answer. She had never had a friend before.

"Think about it. If we were to become friends when we're older, we'd scrutinize everything. What they did in the past, what their personality is like, how they are when they drink, if they hold grudges, how greedy they are. If even one thing doesn't sit right, you'd feel uneasy and couldn't befriend them."

"But when you're young, it's the opposite, isn't it? Even if you dislike everything else, you can become friends if just one thing clicks."

"Then what was it that clicked with me?"

Then, words she had never expected came out.

"Because you're as refreshing as the North Sea wind."

Han Seol's eyes widened slightly.

"You're the kind of person who goes when I say, 'Let's go to the Headquarters.' You're the kind of person who goes when I say, 'Let's meet at the Evil Alliance.' You're the kind of person who buys all the dolls. I thought it would be nice to have at least one friend who lives by their feelings."

"It's even more so because I'm a person with many worries and concerns. Now, please rest comfortably, and I'll see you later."

After Geom Mugeuk left the guest quarters, Han Seol stood there blankly for a moment.

He said it clicked because I'm as refreshing as the wind?

That I'm a friend who lives by her feelings?

She had never heard such words in her life. And they did not sound bad.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk's proposal was not to the liking of the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

"You must not stay long in the Divine Cult."

Han Seol asked him back, "Are you worried the Young Cult Leader is plotting something?"

"Even if he isn't, this place is the most dangerous waters in the murim. We don't know what might happen in the future."

Han Seol walked to the window. She could see the back of Geom Mugeuk walking outside, past the guest quarters' garden. Come to think of it, she had really come all this way trusting only him.

"In the perilous realm of the Central Plains murim, isn't this the one place where we can rest for a while?"

At her words, the Cold Ice Dual Swords looked at each other. The Han Seol they had watched since she was a child felt unfamiliar these days. She was the type to exude a cold wind and leave her seat at the slightest discomfort.

Sa Han said to her, "Do not trust the Young Cult Leader too much. In the end, he is just a demon. No, before that, do not trust people."

Han Seol turned to the two of them and asked, "But you two trust each other, don't you?"

"Well..."

Just as Sa Han was trying to persuade her somehow, So Bing spoke.

"However long we stay, let's at least enjoy our time here."

Sa Han looked at So Bing.

[This is the Princess's first trip to the Central Plains, isn't it?]

After sending the telepathy to her husband, So Bing said in a calm tone. Her words were not necessarily directed only at Han Seol.

"When else will we get to visit the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"


"Is this the place we'll be living from now on?"

The youngest, Dan Yeon, asked in a trembling voice, awed by the grandeur of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Dan Ah pretended to be unfazed, but she was trembling just the same. She looked at Seo Daeryong beside her. She had come to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters trusting this one man. And she had brought her two younger sisters with her.

Seo Daeryong looked at Dan Ah and said, "From now on, this is your home. Now, let's go in."

Seo Daeryong entered the main gate with them. The ones guarding the main gate were terrifying demons, difficult to even make eye contact with. They showed polite respect to Seo Daeryong.

"Oh, brother-in-law! You're so cool!"

At Dan Yeon's whisper, Seo Daeryong puffed out his chest with a proud expression.

As they entered through a small gate.

"Waaaaaah!"

Dan Yeon cried out without realizing it. She was startled by a giant demonic statue.

"It looks so scary."

"Scary? From now on, it's what will protect us."

Hearing those words, the Dan sisters realized their fate had changed.

As the three women walked towards the inner court, they constantly looked around in admiration. The scale was truly overwhelming. Among the passersby, demons who recognized the Sanzu Hall Director bowed their heads respectfully.

Seeing most people greet him first, the Dan sisters once again realized Seo Daeryong's status. They had vaguely known he was a high-ranking person, but this was the moment they confirmed with their own eyes that he was truly a high-ranking figure in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Seo Daeryong first took them to his residence. The maids had cleaned it thoroughly, so the house was spotless despite him being away for a long time.

"For the time being, stay here."

Since it was the residence of the Sanzu Hall Director, there were several rooms.

"Sister-in-law, pick a room you like!"

The term 'sister-in-law' now rolled off Seo Daeryong's tongue. Of course, he only called the youngest, who took his jokes well, 'sister-in-law'.

"The house is so nice!"

Dan Yeon, who was happily running from room to room, said to her second oldest Unnie, "I'll give you first choice of rooms. Which one do you want to use?"

She knew her second oldest Unnie wanted to settle down more than anyone, so she let her choose her favorite room first.

Lying on the bed in the room she had chosen, a sense of relief washed over Dan Bi's face as she gazed out the window. She had stayed in better places many times, but no matter how nice they were, they were not home. Now, this place was her home and her room.

Watching Dan Bi, Dan Yeon smiled. In truth, she was not as thirsty to settle down as her Unnie. She still preferred wandering the Central Plains, but she did not show it for her Unnies' sake.

After choosing their rooms, the three sisters gathered in one place. Dan Ah bowed her head to Seo Daeryong to express her gratitude.

"Thank you."

"What are you saying? I'm the one who's grateful that you trusted and followed me."

Dan Ah had made a decision on her way here.

"We won't cause any trouble for you, Director. You don't need to overexert yourself looking after us. We can start as the lowest-ranking martial artists. We'll take the test to enter officially."

She had heard that the Sanzu River Hall was the institution that enforced the laws of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. She was worried that problems would arise if he used his power as the Sanzu Hall Director to place them somewhere.

She was confident they could survive on their own, no matter what. After all, they had overcome the difficult life of a mercenary.

"Don't worry about us, brother-in-law! If it doesn't work out, we can just do menial chores."

Just then, someone said, "You are honored guests, we can't have that."

The four of them turned in surprise to see Geom Mugeuk standing at the door.

"Young Cult Leader!"

The Dan sisters hurriedly greeted him.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

They had seen Geom Mugeuk at the inn and at the branch.

Seo Daeryong rushed to Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine."

Seeing him still looking out for him in front of Dan Ah, Seo Daeryong said, "You can speak comfortably now. We'll be seeing each other continuously from now on."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at them and said, "Welcome."

"We will serve you with utmost loyalty from now on."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong smiled sheepishly, but his expression was a victor's provocation. Geom Mugeuk played along with his subordinate, who seemed to want to be mischievous for the first time in a while.

"How dare you fall in love before the Young Cult Leader?"

"Well, I am a bit older."

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

Geom Mugeuk said to Dan Ah, "You have an excellent eye for men."

Dan Ah smiled, and Seo Daeryong waved his hands, telling him to stop. However, Seo Daeryong's eyes were saying, 'Please, just a little more'.

"Director Seo once said that our Cult would not change. The change in our Cult began the moment he said those words to me. Perhaps it was because Director Seo wanted to bring the three of you to our Cult."

The three women did not quite understand what he meant, but Seo Daeryong felt a surge of emotion at the memory. He was so grateful to Geom Mugeuk, who always said that the change began because of him.

Geom Mugeuk said to the three women, "If it weren't for you this time, we would have been in big trouble."

It would have ultimately led to the death of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"It wouldn't be right for you, who have performed such a great service, to start as low-ranking martial artists. I intend to prepare positions for you."

As if he had a specific position in mind for each of them, Geom Mugeuk said to the three women, "You've been together your whole lives, so how about practicing being apart now?"


Chapter 560: The Wind Has Already Blown

The Dan sisters were both surprised and flustered. They genuinely had not anticipated that the Young Cult Leader would arrange positions for them personally.

Dan Ah stared at Seo Daeryong with a dazed expression.

His face was full of emotion as he conveyed his gratitude to Geom Mugeuk.

"Young Cult Leader, thank you."

It was entirely because of Geom Mugeuk that he had managed to come this far. Now, Geom Mugeuk was even taking action for the woman he liked, and for her sisters as well.

"Don't get emotional just yet! It could be a job shoveling horse manure in the stables!"

At that, Dan Ah spoke with energy.

"I'll do anything the Young Cult Leader asks. Even if it's not horse manure, I'll clean up corpses every day if he tells me to."

Her two younger sisters shouted in agreement with her.

"Just leave it to us."

They were being sincere. The mere fact that the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult was personally taking care of them filled them with incredible gratitude.

"Then follow me."

The first place Geom Mugeuk led them to was the Ghost Shadow Squad, which was under the command of Lee Ahn.

First Division Leader Green Mask greeted Geom Mugeuk.

"Young Cult Leader! I heard you had returned."

All the martial artists of the Ghost Shadow Squad emerged and paid their respects politely. Their auras were sharper than when he had last seen them, which was a sign they had been dedicating themselves to their training.

After observing them for a moment, Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to Green Mask.

He did not ask how he had been. Instead, he posed a different question.

"Are you happy?"

He was the man who had chosen the path of a simple Division Leader over being a disciple of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Behind the mask, his eyes smiled pleasantly.

"......"

The short answer was sufficient. He could sense that he was living a satisfying life.

"I fought alongside the Smiling Demon this time."

Geom Mugeuk intentionally brought up the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He believed that avoiding the topic would not help him forget the man. Talking about him naturally was the better way to treat him.

"I survived thanks to the Smiling Demon."

An unconcealable longing flickered within Green Mask's eyes.

"Thank you for sharing the news."

After their long-awaited reunion concluded, Geom Mugeuk stated the reason for his visit.

"I came today to recommend a new recruit for the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Since this was the first recommendation Geom Mugeuk had ever made, Green Mask looked at the three women accompanying him with a surprised expression.

The person Geom Mugeuk selected was Dan Yeon.

"Youngest Young Lady!"

Dan Yeon was startled, not having expected to be called.

"Me?"

"Youngest Young Lady, the Ghost Shadow Squad is my direct subordinate unit, and it's the place where my heart serves as Commander. It's also where Green Mask, whom I trust, is the First Division Leader."

"Are you trying to place me in such an important unit?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"I thought the Ghost Shadow Squad would be a good fit for your lively personality, Youngest Young Lady. In the future, the Ghost Shadow Squad will be striding across the Central Plains to carry out missions. What do you think? Will you give it a try?"

Dan Yeon was surprised that Geom Mugeuk had so accurately perceived her personality.

Her gaze moved from Geom Mugeuk to the martial artists of the Ghost Shadow Squad. Green Mask, with his green mask, and the warriors lined up behind him all possessed extraordinary auras. She would no longer be a mercenary but an elite martial artist of the Demonic Cult.

"Can I do it?"

"That's something neither I nor the First Division Leader over there knows. Only you would know, Youngest Young Lady. Can you do it, Youngest Young Lady?"

Her deliberation was not long, considering the importance of the matter. What sealed her decision wasn't a vague hope of wanting to do well or a vague confidence that she could. It was the path she had walked. Her past, having overcome that difficult life as a mercenary, slammed down the gavel on her decision.

Dan Yeon politely performed a clasped hands greeting to Green Mask and bowed her head.

"If you'll have me, I will do my best."

Geom Mugeuk thought the youngest was smart. Since he had brought her, Green Mask had to accept her unconditionally, yet she was asking for his permission.

"It may be the Young Cult Leader's recommendation, but there will be no special treatment."

"That's what I want."

Green Mask accepted her with a pleasant expression.

"Report here starting tomorrow."

"Thank you!"

"Give your thanks to the Young Cult Leader. We are shadows that exist only for him."

Dan Yeon performed a clasped hands greeting to Geom Mugeuk and said energetically.

"Young Cult Leader, thank you."

Dan Ah and Dan Bi bowed their heads at the same time.

"Thank you so much for taking care of our younger sister."

A playful look appeared on Geom Mugeuk's face.

"It wasn't for you two, it was for our Youngest Young Lady. Now, Youngest Young Lady, are you still going to send food to my father?"

Dan Yeon gave a bashful smile, her expression showing that was the one thing she could not give up.

"You're too much! Youngest Young Lady!"

Dan Yeon's heart pounded. It did not feel real. She was chatting so informally with the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult and was about to join the Ghost Shadow Squad.

She knew a new life would begin, but she had not expected it to change so suddenly on her very first day at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. She had not even finished unpacking her belongings.

How could Geom Mugeuk not know her complicated feelings? He added a warm word of encouragement.

"The wind has already blown, so you must steer the sails well, our Youngest Young Lady."


"Thank you. I'm alive thanks to you."

Jonghwa, an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall, bowed politely.

During the arrest of a corrupt cult member, the man had suddenly swung his sword and tried to take an investigator hostage, placing them in grave danger.

Fortunately, the newly appointed Third Commander of the Execution Squad had reacted quickly and saved his life.

"This is excessive force, you bastards! You're all going to lose your heads!"

The cult member, who had been stabbed in the process, screamed. He was terrified and drunk and did not know what he was doing.

"This is nothing. We'll be dealing with all sorts of scoundrels from now on."

The Third Commander nodded at Jonghwa's words.

After Jonghwa and the execution martial artists arrested the criminal and left, the Third Commander, now alone, let out a sigh.

Just then, a voice spoke from behind him.

"Do you miss the Zheng'an Branch already?"

He turned in surprise to see Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong, and the Dan sisters approaching.

"Young Cult Leader?"

"It's been a while, Branch Chief Kang. No, Commander Kang."

He was none other than Kang Dal, the chief of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Zheng'an Branch. He had been appointed as the Third Commander of the Execution Squad after performing the great service of rescuing the Dan sisters and catching Geom Woojin's eye.

There were three Commanders under the Chief Commander, and he had been assigned as the Commander of the Third Squad. To go from a regional branch chief to an Execution Commander of the Sanzu River Hall was a truly unconventional promotion. It was a reward from Geom Woojin, who highly valued his judgment and work ethic.

He had been very worried when he first received the appointment and came to the Headquarters. Unconventional promotions always invited gossip and complaints.

However, this time, there was no such gossip or complaint.

On the day of his appointment, Geom Woojin himself had visited the Sanzu River Hall. In front of all the assembled execution martial artists, he had praised him for his great service and personally appointed him as Commander.

The sight of the Cult Leader walking through the opened doors into the place of his new assignment... Kang Dal would never forget that moment for as long as he lived.

After politely greeting Geom Mugeuk, Kang Dal also formally paid his respects to Seo Daeryong.

"I will serve you with utmost loyalty from now on."

Seo Daeryong was now his direct superior.

This was just the first time they had met in person. Seo Daeryong had already received a report that he had been appointed as an Execution Commander.

"I trust you will do well, Commander Kang."

"I will do my best not to disappoint you."

Once the two had exchanged their greetings, Geom Mugeuk stated his business with Kang Dal.

"Please accept a new recruit into the Third Execution Squad."

"As it happens, I was just about to request new personnel."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the second sister, Dan Bi.

"The second Young Lady is calm and rational, so I believe she has the aptitude for the Execution Squad. What do you think? Will you give it a try?"

She had been prepared for menial chores, let alone a low-ranking martial artist position, but an execution martial artist of the Sanzu River Hall? How could she not be pleased?

"Thank you so much."

Dan Bi's martial arts skills were also more than sufficient to be an execution martial artist.

The Dan sisters were grateful for being entrusted with important roles, but they were truly moved by Geom Mugeuk's consideration for their individual personalities. In fact, that was a very important part.

What if the position arranged by the Young Cult Leader did not suit their aptitude? It would be truly agonizing, as they could not just quit.

Dan Bi greeted Kang Dal politely.

"I look forward to working with you, Commander!"

"It's even better to see a familiar face."

Kang Dal smiled. In truth, his own success was because these Dan sisters had visited his branch.

The Young Cult Leader, the Sanzu Hall Director, the Dan sisters.

That connection continued even after coming to the Headquarters.

And so, Geom Mugeuk had made places for the second and third sisters.

"There is no position for the eldest Young Lady."

Naturally, Geom Mugeuk had his reasons for this decision.

"First, I want the two of you to have plenty of time together."

The two of them liked each other, which was why they had come to the Headquarters together. However, if Dan Ah took on a new job, she would be busy and preoccupied with adjusting to it.

"For the time being, take your time and enjoy yourselves. Go on outings together, eat delicious food. Get used to our Cult, and look after your sisters."

Seo Daeryong's whole body trembled at Geom Mugeuk's thoughtfulness. I can't possibly be any more moved by you, Young Cult Leader. I've already used up all the emotion of my life on you, haven't I? What am I to do if you keep being like this?

He genuinely felt this way. That was why this question naturally came out.

"What are you going to do later in life?"

"What about it?"

"You're so cool in your youth, what are you going to do later?"

"If I'm shabby, boring, and uncool then, you can tell people this. Our Young Cult Leader used up all his coolness in his twenties! So let's all be understanding."

Seo Daeryong, as well as Kang Dal and the Dan sisters, all laughed.

Geom Mugeuk sincerely wished for Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah to work out. However, he knew it was not a matter he could interfere in.

"If your life is one where you lived as a mercenary and then followed the Sanzu Hall Director all the way to our Cult, I believe you have a destiny of your own. Follow where that destiny leads."

Dan Ah bowed her head respectfully.

"I will never forget the grace you have shown me."

She could finally understand why this Seo Daeryong only ever talked about the Young Cult Leader whenever he opened his mouth. It was because this was the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was.

"Well then, let's all meet at the Alluring Inn this evening! You come too, Commander Kang!"


Geom Mugeuk then went to find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Elder!"

When he ran into the yard, someone else was there.

"Young Cult Leader, you always come here first when you return from outside the cult."

The woman tending the flower garden straightened up and rose. It was the Flower Sword Supreme, whose makeup-free face and pure white hair now suited her perfectly.

"It's because I like you the most, Elder. Have you been well, Sword Supreme?"

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled brightly and nodded. Judging by how her aura had grown even gentler, it seemed her training never stopped.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked out of the warehouse building and said.

"Words you don't even mean!"

Despite his words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not hide his pleased expression.

"Elder!"

Geom Mugeuk ran to embrace him, but as always, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon used his movement arts to evade him.

He took the hoe he had brought from the warehouse, squatted down next to the Flower Sword Supreme, and began to dig at the ground.

Geom Mugeuk watched the two of them tend the flower garden for a moment.

What did they feel for each other?

He could sense at least one thing. They were not forcing themselves to get closer. They were watching each other from that exact distance. He thought that perhaps that distance was what was protecting the space between them.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked as he hoed.

"How did your trip go?"

"I barely made it back alive. If it weren't for the Bi Young Alliance Chairman and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, and especially if the Smiling Demon hadn't been there, I would have died."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hands paused for a moment before moving again.

"It will only get harder. The more you kill, the more viciously and strongly they will retaliate."

"You have to protect me, Elder."

"Instead of thinking about working an old man to the bone, just focus on your training."

He planned to train really hard from now on. It was not just the Heavenly Demon Soul in his dreams whose pride was wounded because the Nine Calamities Demonic Art of the Seven Stars had not worked.

"Sword Supreme. I think we need to reactivate our duel friendship."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled.

"I welcome it anytime."

Just then, two people entered the area.

They were Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah. He had come to greet his master after returning from his trip. He had brought Dan Ah along to introduce her as well.

"Master, I have returned."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up and walked over to Seo Daeryong.

His worried gaze swept over his disciple's body.

"Are you injured anywhere?"

"No, I'm fine."

"Then that's all that matters."

Geom Mugeuk was not one to just watch this happen.

"Hey, I know he's your disciple, but isn't this a bit too much favoritism? I was in more danger!"

Pretending not to hear, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze turned to Dan Ah.

"Who is this Young Lady?"

"This is Young Lady Dan Ah. She came to our Cult with me this time."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Seo Daeryong with an expression that asked what he meant. Not knowing how to explain, Seo Daeryong just blushed.

Dan Ah was nervous. She really wanted to make a good impression on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Seo Daeryong's Master. Her heart was pounding even more than when she had been surrounded by enemies.

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme stood up and walked over to them.

"Why even ask that?"

She looked at Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah. A smile naturally formed at the sight of their budding romance, unable to even look each other in the face properly.

I had a time like that, too.

Seo Daeryong introduced the Flower Sword Supreme to Dan Ah.

"This is the Flower Sword Supreme, a Demon Supreme of our Cult."

At his words, Dan Ah looked at her in shock. There was not a single sword user who did not know of her.

The woman who had risen to the rank of Demon Supreme with a single sword. To Dan Ah, the Flower Sword Supreme was someone special. On her way here, the Demon Supreme she had wanted to see most, after Seo Daeryong's Master, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, was her.

"It is an honor to meet you."

Dan Ah's voice trembled. The admiration she felt for the Flower Sword Supreme was clearly written on her face, so her first impression was a success.

"It couldn't have been easy for a woman to decide to become a God of War in our Cult, could it?"

Was it because she was in a relationship with Seo Daeryong, who wore a giant dao? It reminded her of her own youth.

"What did you like so much about him?"

Since it was none other than the Flower Sword Supreme asking, she answered honestly.

"I liked his pure side, which is so unlike a martial artist."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded and turned back to the flower garden. Then, at the sight of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong standing side-by-side with giant daos on their backs, she suddenly turned back and asked.

"Could it be that Director Seo..."

Did he guess what she was about to ask? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon quickly cut her off.

"Let's not do this out here. Let's go inside. I happen to have some good tea."

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon led Dan Ah inside, Seo Daeryong followed behind them.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled, recalling that day long ago.

"Like master, like disciple!"


Chapter 561: I Want to Live Like This Person

Geom Mugeuk quietly observed as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon prepared the tea. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had brewed tea for them on many occasions, yet today carried a different feeling than usual.

"I'll do it."

Dan Ah, unable to simply watch, offered to take over the task.

"It's fine."

His words were gruff, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze towards Dan Ah was gentle.

Dan Ah assisted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon at his side. She put in great effort to make a favorable impression on him. Having spent her life as a mercenary, she could not bear to be seen as someone who lacked proper manners.

"You lived with your sisters as a mercenary?"

"......"

"You must have gone through a lot."

The words felt foreign to Dan Ah. She had never heard such a sentiment from an adult before. The people in her life, both young and old, were all just fighting desperately for their own survival.

"If that rascal gives you any trouble, come and tell me anytime."

Geom Mugeuk could sense it. He understood what was in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart on this day.

For the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, today was the day his son had brought home the woman who would become his daughter-in-law.

Unlike Seo Daeryong, who fidgeted anxiously a short distance away, the Flower Sword Supreme silently watched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's back.

What could she be thinking at this moment?

Was she remembering the Blood Heaven Blade Demon of his youth, reciting poetry to her? Or was she recalling her own younger self, listening to that poetry? She might have been thinking of the days when her father and the Fist Demon roamed the Central Plains, a time when they were all young.

As the Flower Sword Supreme started to turn her head toward the window, her eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Sword Supreme."

"Looking back, the years feel so fleeting."

"Aren't there still many days left?"

"Is that really so?"

"You could even undergo Rejuvenation."

The Flower Sword Supreme just shook her head with a dismissive look.

"Don't think it's over. In about ten years, you might look back on today and regret not doing things, thinking, 'I was so full of life back then.'"

She turned her gaze back to the window. With such a deepened expression, it was impossible to guess what she was thinking.

In the meantime, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Dan Ah finished preparing the tea and brought it over.

"The aroma is wonderful."

Geom Mugeuk savored the fragrance as he brought the cup to his nose.

The first to cry out in admiration was Dan Ah.

"It's so delicious. It's the best tea I've ever had."

Geom Mugeuk then spoke to her.

"Of course it is. This is the tea he said he'd only serve to a precious guest, one he never gave to us."

Dan Ah thought he was joking, but Seo Daeryong nodded with an expression that confirmed it was true.

Even the Flower Sword Supreme added her own comment.

"This is the first time I've had this tea as well."

Dan Ah's face naturally turned red.

She was truly happy. The joy she had felt until now mostly came from the simple fact that she had survived. It was the relief of finishing a contract without incident or the knowledge that her sisters were safe.

The happiness she felt now was a different kind of joy.

She was drinking tea prepared especially for her by the Master of the man she loved. Seated before her were the Flower Sword Supreme, whom she had always admired, and the Young Cult Leader, who had saved her and her sisters. Most importantly, Seo Daeryong was right by her side. The moment felt like a dream.

When was the last time she had not been tense and on guard around other people?

When was the last time she had felt the security of being loved and protected by someone?

The vibration resonating deep within her heart was a feeling she was experiencing for the very first time.

"Thank you so much."

All of her emotions were poured into Dan Ah's trembling voice.

"You can stay here while Daeryong is training."

Since Seo Daeryong trained late into the night after his daily duties, it was an invitation for them to spend time together.

Just as Seo Daeryong was feeling even more moved than Dan Ah, the Flower Sword Supreme suddenly interjected.

"She's a sword user. What help would it be for her to watch him swing that brutish blade?"

"Brutish!"

"Watching that frustrating master-disciple pair will just make you angry. So..."

She then said something completely unexpected.

"Come to me when you have time."

Dan Ah's eyes widened in shock. The person she admired was telling her to come and visit. The Flower Sword Supreme was someone she wouldn't dare meet eyes with, someone whose presence in the same room felt unreal.

"Is it really okay?"

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded.

"Thank you so much. I'll be sure to go."

Geom Mugeuk could tell that the winds of a new destiny had begun to blow for Dan Ah as well.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Seo Daeryong.

"You're buying the drinks tonight!"


Han Seol was crossing the lake in a small boat.

The person rowing the boat was Yeo Bin of the Three Drunkards.

Han Seol had instructed the Cold Ice Dual Swords to wait on the other side of the lake and had boarded the boat by herself. Sa Han had argued against it, but So Bing had sent her off, telling her it was fine.

"Why are you doing this?"

Sa Han could not understand his wife. At first, she had been even more concerned about her bodyguard duties than he was.

"The Demonic Cult Leader, the Young Cult Leader, and even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon we saw. Did any of them have an opening?"

Even the cultists they had seen while passing through the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were remarkably well-disciplined.

"In the end, if someone were to target the Princess, it would surely be with the Demonic Cult Leader's permission. Could we possibly stop them?"

"Are you saying we should just give up being bodyguards?"

"It's not about giving up. It's about letting the Princess see and enjoy things freely."

Sa Han guessed this was the real reason she was acting this way.

"You trust the Young Cult Leader."

"I don't trust the Young Cult Leader."

Her gaze, as she answered firmly, was fixed on the distant boat carrying Han Seol.

"Han Seol isn't the little kid we used to know anymore. I'm trusting the Princess, who is about to become an adult."

The boat Han Seol was on reached the island in the center of the lake.

Guided by Yeo Bin, she ascended to the Drunken Dream Palace.

The Drunken Demon was inside the Drunken Dream Palace, drinking by himself.

"Greetings, Demon Supreme."

"Princess, welcome! I heard you had arrived."

Having come to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, she felt she had to visit the Drunken Demon, even if she skipped the other Demon Supremes. He was, after all, the one who had saved the North Sea Ice Palace alongside the Young Cult Leader.

"The lake is so beautiful. This pavilion is beautiful too."

"The problem is that an incorrigible drunkard lives in this beautiful place."

Han Seol smiled at the Drunken Demon's joke.

"You suit this place well."

The Drunken Demon felt that she had changed since he last saw her at the Ice Palace.

"Here, have a seat."

Han Seol noticed the cup hanging from the Drunken Demon's waist.

The Drunken Demon placed the cup on the table in front of her.

"Do you know what kind of cup this is?"

"Yes, it is our Cult's treasure, the Ice Palace Chalice."

"Have you ever drunk from this cup?"

When Han Seol shook her head, he poured wine into the cup for her.

"It's a clean cup, so have a drink."

"I'll drink it gratefully."

Han Seol drank the wine from the Ice Palace Chalice. She was not someone who particularly enjoyed alcohol, but her eyes widened in surprise.

"The wine tastes amazing."

"That's because good wine and a good cup have come together."

The two of them exchanged a few cups of wine like that.

After gazing at the lake for a moment, she spoke to the Drunken Demon.

"I never thought I would end up coming here."

The Drunken Demon wore an expression of understanding.

"You were with the Young Cult Leader, and the next thing you knew, you were at our Cult, right?"

Han Seol gave a faint smile and a slight nod. It was an exaggeration, but it was close enough to the truth.

"When I'm with him, I find myself thinking things I've never thought before in my life."

"For example?"

She paused for a moment, lost in thought.

"I want to live like this person."

The Drunken Demon refilled her empty cup and spoke.

"That's normal."

"Pardon?"

"Because I've thought that dozens of times."

His words were unexpected, and Han Seol stared at the Drunken Demon with a surprised face.

"You compare, you get jealous. Then you get angry and want to make excuses. But you know what? The moment you get angry and want to make excuses, that's the moment you can understand yourself best."

So, who I am is revealed in what makes me angry and what makes me argue?

She felt as if she understood, and yet she did not.

The Drunken Demon laughed and drained his cup.

"The conclusion is, we can't live like the Young Cult Leader. Because the Young Cult Leader is crazy!"

Han Seol laughed and drank her cup with him. The word 'crazy', she thought, was something you could only hear from the Drunken Demon.

"Now, let's have a drink, comrade!"

She felt she had done the right thing by coming to see the Drunken Demon. In truth, she had hesitated a little. She only came because of what Geom Mugeuk had said.

See a lot on this trip.

One way or another, she felt it was not easy to escape Geom Mugeuk. She thought that if she came here, she would only talk about herself and the Drunken Demon, but here she was, talking about the Young Cult Leader again.

Still, the reason she could converse so comfortably with the Drunken Demon was because they shared the topic of Geom Mugeuk.

"You'll be drinking at the Alluring Inn tonight, I take it."

"How did you know?"

"It's related to alcohol, isn't it?"

The Drunken Demon gave Han Seol an entire box of liquor that was sitting in a corner of the Drunken Dream Palace.

"Tell the Young Cult Leader this is to congratulate him on his safe return to the cult."


When Han Seol arrived at the Alluring Inn, no one else was there yet.

"Welcome!"

Jo Cheonbae greeted her politely. Having been introduced earlier, he knew she was the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace.

"This way, please."

"Before that, please take this."

She had the Cold Ice Dual Swords hand him the box of liquor they were carrying.

"It's a gift from the Drunken Demon for the Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, I will serve this liquor today."

It would have been natural for him to be displeased by liquor being brought in from outside, but Jo Cheonbae did not mind at all. She did not yet know how strong the bond between Geom Mugeuk and Jo Cheonbae was.

Jo Cheonbae guided her to the reserved seats on the second floor.

The Cold Ice Dual Swords did not follow her up and instead waited on the first floor.

Normally, Sa Han would have gone to the second floor and taken a seat in a corner, but this time So Bing suggested they just wait here. She even went a step further.

"Honey, let's have a drink too. We haven't had a proper drink since coming to the Central Plains."

"Let's do that. If something happens to the Princess and we end up dying too, we might as well have one last drink."

He said it as if he were giving up, but that was not how he truly felt.

Whenever something major happened, he trusted her intuition and judgment, and they had survived well until now. He trusted his wife's judgment now as well.

As Han Seol was about to sit down at her seat on the second floor, she was startled to see writing carved into the wall.

"Is this really writing left by the Cult Leader and the Chairman?"

Jo Cheonbae answered with pride.

"Yes, it is. They left it during the Three-Party Meeting."

There was also writing left not only by them but also by the Demon Supremes.

It was the first time she had seen such writing left on the wall of a tavern. It was both refreshing and surprising.

The words, 'Princess, please write something as well,' lingered on Jo Cheonbae's lips, but he did not dare to voice them.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong entered the tavern.

"Innkeeper, this person here is buying the drinks today, so take good care of him."

"Why are you doing this? I have people to feed now, you know?"

"They'll eat and live well even without you."

The Dan Sisters followed behind them. Starting tomorrow, they would be joining a new organization, so tonight would be the last time they could drink with a relaxed heart for a while.

Dan Yeon took Seo Daeryong's side.

"Don't bully my brother-in-law!"

Dan Ah, surprised, scolded her for being rude, while Seo Daeryong beamed with a huge smile.

"You're too much, youngest Young Lady! How can a man without a sister-in-law live with such sorrow?"

Jo Cheonbae, coming down from the second floor, spoke to them.

"Don't worry about the cost of drinks today. The Drunken Demon sent some over. As for the food, it's my treat for a change."

Seo Daeryong's expression brightened. He looked at Dan Yeon and said in a whisper.

"Since I saved money, I'll give you some allowance, sister-in-law!"

Geom Mugeuk could not help but laugh. It was the first time he had seen Seo Daeryong look so happy.

Yes, he thought, laugh like that.

The reason he had regressed was to protect this smile. So laugh and have fun to your heart's content.

Just then, someone else entered the tavern.

"Young Cult Leader!"

The person who had arrived this time was the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho.

"General Jang! Have you been well?"

"Young Cult Leader! I'm so glad you've returned safely."

The two had a happy reunion. Jang Ho, who always looked dependable, seemed to have gotten even more muscular.

"General Jang!"

The person who was truly happy to see him was Seo Daeryong. He was filled with the desire to find a private moment to boast about Dan Ah.

After all, besides Geom Mugeuk, the only people he could comfortably boast to were Lee Ahn and Jang Ho.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk saw someone peek inside from the doorway and then try to walk past.

"Manager Kang!"

It was Kang Dal. He had come because Geom Mugeuk had invited him, but he had hesitated several times about whether to come or not. The invitation could have just been a courtesy. Even now, he had been about to just pass by and go back.

"Hey, where are you going!"

Geom Mugeuk greeted him so warmly that his tension eased.

"I wasn't sure if this was a place I should be."

"This gathering started with you, Manager Kang! If it weren't for Manager Kang, this gathering wouldn't exist in the first place."

Hearing that made Kang Dal happy. After coming to the Headquarters, he had been so busy adjusting that he had not even realized he was feeling good. Now that Geom Mugeuk was back, he was starting to feel like he was truly living.

"Greetings, my Lord!"

Kang Dal politely greeted Jang Ho. He never imagined the Demonic Army General would be at this drinking party.

"Good to see you."

Was it because Geom Mugeuk was next to him? The Demonic Army General he saw here had a different feel from when he saw him within the cult.

The last person to arrive was the successor to the Fist Demon, Cheon Sohwi.

"It's been a while, Young Cult Leader."

Knowing that she had been focusing solely on her martial arts training since becoming the Fist Demon's successor, he had deliberately invited her today.

He had not invited her for Han Seol's sake, but for Cheon Sohwi's. He wanted to let her see people and take a breather.

With everyone gathered at the entrance, Geom Mugeuk looked up to the second floor.

"Everyone's here now."

Han Seol was looking down at them with a surprised expression. He had said he had friends from the Cult to introduce, so she had expected one or two people.

She never imagined he would bring so many people. Why not just invite everyone from the Divine Cult at this point?

The Drunken Demon's words came to mind.

That's right, this person is crazy.

Geom Mugeuk took the lead and walked up the stairs.

"Innkeeper, close the doors and set the tables!"


Chapter 562: A Facade More Powerful Than Sincerity

Everyone gathered and sat on the second floor.

First, the Dan sisters introduced themselves.

Unlike the calm greetings of her two older sisters, the youngest, Dan Yeon, spiritedly boasted about her new organization.

"I'm Dan Yeon! I'm a mercenary until today, but starting tomorrow, I'll be a member of the Ghost Shadow Squad!"

Han Seol smiled faintly. As soon as she arrived, he had introduced her to the tavern owner, and now he was introducing these mercenary sisters as his friends. From the successors of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance to a tavern owner and mercenaries, the man who had them all as friends was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

Jang Ho glanced at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes asking what was going on.

He had met the Dan sisters before during the fight at the Jeong-an branch, but he never expected to see them here at the Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Dan Ah and said.

"My right-hand man has finally found his other half."

That explanation was enough.

Instead of congratulating Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho spoke politely to Dan Ah.

"May I offer you a drink?"

"Ah, yes."

Jang Ho politely poured a drink for the flustered Dan Ah. It was the moment she, who had lived her life as a mercenary, received a drink from the Demonic Army General.

"Welcome, sister-in-law."

Dan Ah was surprised by the term 'sister-in-law', and Seo Daeryong was even more so. It meant that Jang Ho considered him not just a friend, but a brother.

Only after that did Jang Ho politely greet everyone else. By giving special attention to Dan Ah, he was showing respect to Seo Daeryong.

How could Seo Daeryong not understand his sentiment? Seo Daeryong bowed his head to Jang Ho, a silent message of thanks to his lord.

Next, Kang Dal offered his greeting. He still felt awkward in this setting.

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward to formally introduce him.

"Manager Kang saved the three Young Ladies here. Thanks to him, countless lives were saved."

Kang Dal was grateful to Geom Mugeuk. In truth, his choice had ultimately been for his own sake. It was not born from some grand cause or spirit of sacrifice. However, Geom Mugeuk did not belittle his choice as mere luck, instead valuing it more than it was worth. It was a world where everyone else was busy tearing others down.

Geom Mugeuk gave Kang Dal a cup of liquor.

"Have a drink from me."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"The responsibility you now hold is immense. From now on, please uphold the laws and regulations of our Cult well."

"I will defend them with my utmost loyalty."

As the liquor poured by the Young Cult Leader went down his throat, Kang Dal finally realized that he was living a new life.

After Kang Dal's introduction, Cheon Sohwi greeted everyone. She was the one who had rushed over immediately upon Geom Mugeuk's sudden summons.

She was the type to run anywhere if Geom Mugeuk called, even if no one else did.

It was not just because she had become the successor thanks to Geom Mugeuk. It was because when she became the Fist Demon, he would be the future Cult Leader she would serve.

"This is the disciple of the Fist Demon and the next in line to become the Fist Demon."

Those who did not know her were all startled. Who would have thought the next Fist Demon would be attending this gathering? And what was more, a woman was the next Fist Demon?

The Dan sisters exchanged surprised glances, wondering if they were even allowed to be in such a place. The Demonic Army General and now the next Fist Demon. Truly, it had been a series of surprises from the moment they arrived at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"And she is also my one and only junior martial sister."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly as he looked at Cheon Sohwi.

"Have you been well?"

"Yes, Senior Brother."

Normally, in front of others, she should have called him Young Cult Leader, but because he had introduced her as his junior sister at the end, she called him Senior Brother. She could not express how much she wanted to boast about being the Young Cult Leader's junior sister. Today, Geom Mugeuk had set the stage for her, allowing her to reveal the pride she had been holding back.

"Is Master doing well? I'm holding a drinking party without even paying my respects."

And it was not just the Fist Demon. Aside from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, he had not even met the other Demon Supremes yet.

"Now then, I will introduce today's guest of honor."

Geom Mugeuk finally introduced Han Seol.

"This is the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace."

Those who did not know her were startled once again. They were in front of the Demonic Cult Headquarters, so meeting the next Fist Demon was plausible, but the next Ice Empress?

"This gathering today is to introduce my friends from the Central Plains to the Princess of the Ice Palace."

At the expression 'my friends', Kang Dal and the Dan sisters grew inwardly tense. Friends with the Young Cult Leader? It was an absurd notion.

"In addition, it's a place to celebrate Manager Kang's entry into the Headquarters."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted from Kang Dal to the Dan sisters.

"And to celebrate the new lives of you three."

Next, he looked at Cheon Sohwi.

"And a chance to have some fun with my junior sister after a long time."

Finally, he looked at Jang Ho and Seo Daeryong.

"It's a place to reattach my right and left arms to this body that has returned safely."

Geom Mugeuk raised his glass.

"Now, let's put everything aside for today and have fun!"

After a vigorous toast, everyone emptied their glasses. As Geom Mugeuk led the mood, the gathering quickly became lively.

Geom Mugeuk refilled Han Seol's glass and asked.

"What did you talk about with the Drunken Demon?"

Han Seol gave an enigmatic smile. It was all about him, of course.

"We talked about liquor, about a beautiful lake, and about a crazy person."

"A crazy person? Who do you mean?"

"There's someone like that. Someone who makes me angry every time I see him."

As Han Seol stared at him, Geom Mugeuk knew she was talking about him.

"Don't believe the words of a drunkard!"

Han Seol laughed at his words.

"That's right, there's probably no crazy person as diligent as you."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head as if he would not admit it.

"Do you know what I realized on this trip outside the Cult? I need to be more diligent. I thought I was being really diligent, but I almost died this time. I had forgotten for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk said, emptying his glass.

"That the enemy is always more diligent than I am."

Hearing that Geom Mugeuk had almost lost his life, Jang Ho drank alone. He was upset. It was a relief that he had returned alive, but what if something had happened? If he could, he wanted to lead the Demonic Army and assist Geom Mugeuk himself. It was just a shame that it was not realistically possible.

Seo Daeryong silently held out his glass, and Jang Ho toasted with him. The frustration in Seo Daeryong's glass was similar to Jang Ho's regret.

Just as the atmosphere began to settle, Jo Cheonbae came up with his hands full of dishes.

"You've waited a long time."

"Oh, I was dying to eat the food our host made."

"I made it with specially prepared, fine ingredients, so please enjoy."

Geom Mugeuk stopped him as he was about to just put down the food and leave.

"Where are you going? It's been a while, you should stay for a drink."

"Oh my, no. How could I possibly join a gathering of such esteemed people?"

He waved his hands and tried to back away, but Geom Mugeuk forced him to sit.

"There's no one here more esteemed than the host. Now, sit down and have a drink."

"Let me pour for you first."

"Just take it."

Jo Cheonbae accepted the drink with a grateful expression and drank it. Geom Mugeuk was someone who treated him the same, whether in good moods or bad. Jo Cheonbae had seen it all while selling liquor his entire life. He knew very well how difficult it was to treat someone so consistently, especially despite an incomparable difference in status.

"The liquor tastes wonderful."

Jo Cheonbae politely poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk.

"As expected, the liquor from our host is the most delicious."

"I'm so relieved that you've returned safely."

"Oh, and I set aside a bottle of liquor for you. Drink it when you feel like it."

"Oh my, that's alright."

"It's a chance to drink liquor bestowed by the Drunken Demon. Don't refuse."

"Thank you."

Han Seol was watching Geom Mugeuk, scrutinizing him.

Is there really no pretense in any of his actions? Could he be acting just to show me, to project an image of a tolerant person? Was he trying to deceive her? Even knowing it was not true, she kept doubting. How can he be like that?

Suddenly, she recalled the Drunken Demon's words.

[Because I've had that thought dozens of times.]

Those dozens of times could not have just been thoughts of wanting to live like him. It must have meant he had doubted and doubted again whether it was all a facade.

Watching Geom Mugeuk lean against the railing, talking with Jo Cheonbae until the very last moment as he descended to the first floor, she came to a conclusion.

Yes, it could be a facade. However, that facade is more powerful than sincerity. No one's sincerity could ever match that facade.

Han Seol drank another glass of liquor.

Just then, her eyes met with Dan Ah, who was looking at her from the side.

Dan Ah smiled and bowed her head slightly. It was an expression that said, how could she dare to meet the eyes of the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace.

"Please, have a drink from me."

Han Seol poured a drink for Dan Ah.

"You're the first mercenary friend I've ever had."

Dan Ah was startled by her words.

"A friend? That's an undeserved honor."

Han Seol knew that was not true. In this very gathering, Seo Daeryong over there genuinely liked this woman, and Jang Ho treated her with utmost respect. And was Geom Mugeuk the type of person to look down on someone for being a mercenary or praise someone for being a Princess? This was a place where who you were mattered, not what your status was.

She looked at Geom Mugeuk. He had introduced her as the guest of honor, but the true host of this gathering was Geom Mugeuk.

That host was now talking with Cheon Sohwi.

"Is it tough?"

Her explosive laughter in response to his question revealed just how tough it was for her. She was truly working herself to death. She would rather die than hear people say that the wrong successor had been chosen. That would be a disservice to her Master and to Geom Mugeuk.

"Sometimes I miss the late-night training sessions."

"Me too."

Come to think of it, those late-night training sessions were what had allowed him to get closer to the Fist Demon.

"There will be a day when we can gather again."

"Will such a day come?"

"It will definitely come."

For that day, to be able to gather, laugh, and talk like this today. That was the reason Geom Mugeuk worked so hard.

And so, the drinking party grew more and more convivial. Everyone relaxed and drank.

Normally, this would be an impossible gathering, but this place felt like it had a guarantor.

If they were someone invited by Geom Mugeuk? There was a belief that they were a person you could relax and be open with.

Then, Han Seol's and Jang Ho's eyes met.

When they were first introduced, he had offered a drink to Dan Ah, but he had yet to offer one to her. In the past, she would have felt slighted by such a trivial thing.

"Please, have a drink from me."

Now, she offered a drink first.

"Thank you."

Jang Ho politely accepted the drink and drank it.

"May I offer you a drink as well?"

"Of course."

Jang Ho politely poured her a drink. She could tell from his expression that he held no ill feelings toward her. He was the type of person who did not try to curry favor with anyone, but quietly held his ground. He had only shown such courtesy for Seo Daeryong's sake.

If she had not offered him a drink, he might have been left with an uncomfortable feeling, but just by offering the drink, her impression of him changed.

If one were to accumulate these small things, they would become like Geom Mugeuk.

When she looked for Geom Mugeuk, he was not in his seat.

He was in an unexpected place.

Somehow, he had gone downstairs and was drinking with the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

Sa Han and So Bing, who had insisted on never trusting the Young Cult Leader, were now laughing heartily at something he had said.

Yes, the Drunken Demon was right.

I can't live like you.

She admitted it. No matter how much she accumulated, she could never become like that. Taking care of all these people while also looking after the Cold Ice Dual Swords on the first floor? Although she could not live like Geom Mugeuk, she had felt and learned a great deal.

She had been a child when she left the North Sea, but now she felt she might return as an adult.

When Geom Mugeuk returned to his seat, this time Dan Yeon came to his side, her face flushed from the alcohol, and asked.

"You said it before, didn't you? That the Ghost Shadow Squad is where the Young Cult Leader's heart is the Commander."

"I did."

"What kind of person is the Commander? I'm so curious."

She had borrowed courage from the alcohol.

Then, Seo Daeryong answered in his stead.

"She's beautiful."

He had jumped into the conversation, happy to hear Lee Ahn's name mentioned.

Dan Yeon narrowed her eyes and asked. She had asked what kind of person she was, and his answer was 'beautiful'?

"How beautiful?"

Just as Seo Daeryong was excitedly about to say she could be called the world number one beauty, an urgent telepathy from Geom Mugeuk shot through.

[Get a grip!]

In that instant, Seo Daeryong sobered up completely.

Seo Daeryong looked at Dan Ah beside him and said.

"Not as much as Young Lady Dan, but she's on the pretty side."

Dan Ah blushed slightly and said.

"Don't say such things."

Seeing her expression, which showed she was not displeased, Seo Daeryong sent a telepathy to Geom Mugeuk.

[I'm saved! Thank you!]

[You die if you let your guard down!]

Dan Yeon asked again.

"Then where is the Commander now?"

Just as Han Seol, who was listening from the side, began to feel that she missed her Unnie.

"......"

The tavern door opened, and a person walked inside.

Everyone's gaze turned in that direction.

Seeing the person who entered, Jo Cheonbae broke into a welcoming smile.

The Cold Ice Dual Swords stared in surprise. The person who entered was a woman, and as she stepped in, it felt as if the surroundings brightened.

The three Dan sisters, as well as Kang Dal, widened their eyes. They had never seen such a beautiful woman in their lives.

Jang Ho and Seo Daeryong smiled brightly, a look of 'She's finally here!' on their faces.

She was none other than Lee Ahn.

Her gaze was clearer and deeper, and her aura also gave off a different feeling than before.

Geom Mugeuk could tell.

She's finally achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art!

The achievement of complete mastery had bestowed upon her a new kind of beauty. It was no longer just beauty, but a strong and resilient beauty.

Lee Ahn looked up at Geom Mugeuk and calmly said.

"Lee Ahn, Lord of the Ghost Shadow Squad, has returned after completing my mission."

Her gaze fell upon Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and then Han Seol.

A look of delight blossomed across her face. Lee Ahn smiled brightly and said.

"Hey, are you guys really having fun like this without me?"


Chapter 563: I Went Through Hell to Get This, So You Better Take It

Lee Ahn made her way slowly to the second floor.

When seen up close, Lee Ahn's beauty was even more apparent than it had been from below. She also carried an unapproachable aura.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Lee Ahn came to a stop in front of Geom Mugeuk.

If no one else had been present, she would have called him Young Master instead of Young Cult Leader. She would have rushed toward him, shouting, "Young Master!" and thrown herself into his embrace. That was just how much she had missed Geom Mugeuk.

"You've worked hard."

Hearing that one phrase from Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn felt the tension in her heart magically dissolve.

I'm finally back!

Lee Ahn was experiencing the very same feeling that Geom Mugeuk had when he saw his father.

Lee Ahn's gaze then shifted naturally toward Han Seol.

The main reason Han Seol came to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was to meet Lee Ahn. She had worried she might have to leave without seeing her, but thankfully, Lee Ahn had returned.

Han Seol called out to Lee Ahn.

"Unnie."

This was their first meeting since they parted ways after agreeing to be like sisters. She had thought it would be very awkward and distant, but it was surprisingly not.

Everyone who was unaware of their relationship was startled by the word Unnie.

"I didn't expect to see you here."

"Didn't you say you'd show me around the next time I came to the Central Plains?"

She had remembered Lee Ahn's words perfectly.

"Yes, I did. Welcome."

As she looked at Lee Ahn smiling at her, Han Seol sensed something. Lee Ahn had changed in some way. However, she couldn't quite identify what that change was.

Seo Daeryong gave Lee Ahn a warm greeting.

"Martial Artist Lee, welcome back."

"Director, have you been well?"

Geom Mugeuk then cut in with a sly remark.

"He's been the best off among all of us."

As he spoke, he glanced over at Dan Ah. The quick-witted Lee Ahn's eyes widened in understanding.

"No way. It can't be, right? You traitor!"

Lee Ahn demonstrated their close friendship with a casual joke, and Seo Daeryong could only laugh awkwardly.

Lee Ahn spoke to Dan Ah with a bright smile.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you, Commander."

Dan Ah looked at her youngest sister and spoke.

"Thanks to the Young Cult Leader, my youngest sister will be joining the Ghost Shadow Squad. Go on, greet her."

Dan Yeon, who had been staring blankly at Lee Ahn, was belatedly jolted back to her senses.

"Ah, you're so beautiful. I'm Dan Yeon, a new recruit. The First Division Leader told me to start tomorrow."

Dan Yeon offered a polite greeting with clasped hands.

Lee Ahn stared at her for a moment and then suddenly posed a question.

"Have you heard what kind of organization we are?"

"Yes, I heard it's a place where we become the Young Cult Leader's shadow."

"Good, then I'll ask you this. If the Cult Leader's order and the Young Cult Leader's order conflict, what will you do?"

Dan Yeon replied without any hesitation.

"I suppose I'd have to follow the Young Cult Leader's command?"

"But that would be treason, wouldn't it?"

Although she flinched at the word treason, Dan Yeon's conviction was firm.

"A shadow disappears without its body anyway, doesn't it?"

Hearing Dan Yeon's answer, Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk and made a comment.

"She hasn't even started her first day, but her loyalty is already greater than mine."

A smile spread across Dan Yeon's face at those words. She liked interesting people. In fact, she was the brightest and wittiest of the three sisters. She liked Lee Ahn's earlier joke calling Seo Daeryong a traitor, and she liked this comment as well.

The great favor she felt for Geom Mugeuk wasn't just because he was the Young Cult Leader. It was because of the relaxed jokes he made at times like this.

"Still, I'll probably send the cooking to my father."

At Lee Ahn's questioning look, Geom Mugeuk just offered a mysterious smile.

Jang Ho greeted her next.

"Martial Artist Lee, welcome back."

"The Lord's body has gotten even bigger!"

Her reunion with Cheon Sohwi was also after a long time.

"We used to see each other every day, but now it's hard to see your face even once."

"The Young Cult Leader said he would definitely revive the late-night training sessions."

After finally greeting Kang Dal as well, they all sat down together.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high and shouted.

"My heart has returned!"

Lee Ahn thought, There he goes again, feeling embarrassed, but she still raised her cup high.

They all toasted cheerfully and drank.

Putting down her cup, Dan Yeon whispered to Seo Daeryong.

"Brother-in-law, that was too obvious a lie."

She was talking about when Seo Daeryong had said her Unnie was prettier.

As Seo Daeryong laughed awkwardly, Dan Yeon whispered in his ear again.

"In times like these, you're supposed to say, 'She's prettier in my eyes'."

"Ah!"

Seo Daeryong also whispered to Dan Yeon.

"From now on, you'll have to teach me well, sister-in-law."

"The quality of my advice will depend on the size of my brother-in-law's allowance, won't it?"

Seo Daeryong laughed at her words. A sudden thought crossed his mind.

Is it okay for me to be this happy?

He was afraid that the heavens might grow jealous of this happiness and send misfortune his way.

Then he found himself looking at Geom Mugeuk, who was drinking with Lee Ahn.

What he had only vaguely understood in his head, he now seemed to know for certain in his heart. He understood why Geom Mugeuk had moved with such diligence.

To Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn was his Dan Ah, Jang Ho was his Dan Bi, and he himself was his Dan Yeon. He must have moved so tirelessly to prevent misfortune from ever daring to approach. To prevent laziness from inviting unhappiness.

I, too, will protect them with diligence, Young Cult Leader.

Just then, his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. The two men toasted in the air and emptied their cups.

Even though some people had just met for the first time, the atmosphere was great.

The pillar that was Geom Mugeuk allowed everyone to let their guard down.

Laughing and chatting. Everyone spoke their minds comfortably.

Toward the end of the drinking session, they broke off into smaller groups.

Dan Bi, who was set to become an executive martial artist of the Sanzu River Hall, had various conversations with Seo Daeryong and Kang Dal. Her second brother was usually a man of few words, but he wasn't so introverted as to miss an opportunity to build rapport with his direct superiors.

Seo Daeryong told his two subordinates.

"I think of our Sanzu River Hall as a guiding star. A role that helps people not lose their way on a dark night. Since everyone tries to find an easier path, I believe that even if every other organization in the cult wavers, we must not."

Dan Bi asked cautiously.

"How can we not waver?"

Seo Daeryong answered honestly.

"Each of us must find our own guiding star."

Kang Dal and Dan Bi fell into thought and quietly emptied their cups.

Seo Daeryong's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. He could say this because he had already found his.

Meanwhile, Dan Yeon was only looking at Lee Ahn.

She was completely smitten with Lee Ahn, the head of the organization she belonged to. She was beautiful, strong, and above all, witty. Lee Ahn was the very image of what she dreamed of becoming.

"Commander, do you have a dream?"

At Dan Yeon's courageous question, Lee Ahn answered.

"To survive for a long, long time."

Lee Ahn left out one important word.

Geom Mugeuk drank and chatted with Cheon Sohwi and Jang Ho. They talked about the Fist Demon, and about Jang Ho's drawing.

Cheon Sohwi felt like she could finally breathe for the first time in a long while. It felt so good to gather, talk, and drink like this. In the past, she used to drink comfortably with the iron fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison, but after becoming the successor, such occasions had disappeared.

"We'll be taking our leave now."

The Dan sisters were the first to get up, as they had to start their first day at their new organizations the next day.

Dan Ah had been quiet throughout the drinking session.

In truth, she was a good drinker and could be quite talkative if she wanted to, but today she held back on both the alcohol and her words. All so she wouldn't make any mistakes for the sake of Seo Daeryong and her sisters.

Before they left, Lee Ahn spoke quietly to Dan Ah.

"Director Seo is a really good person."

"Thank you."

When they stood up, Kang Dal also bid his farewell.

"When the subordinate leaves for tomorrow's work, the superior can't just keep playing, can he?"

He said that, but he knew it was time to leave them to their long-awaited reunion. He was a man who knew when to join in and when to make a clean exit.

Han Seol also stood up.

"The Elders seem tired, so I should get going too."

On the first floor, Sahan of the Cold Ice Dual Swords was asleep, his head resting on his wife's shoulder. He had gotten drunk from drinking after a long time.

Geom Mugeuk said to Han Seol.

"Young Lady Han, I have a favor to ask."

"Please, go ahead."

"Please leave a word on this wall here."

At those words, Jo Cheonbae's face on the first floor lit up. As expected, Geom Mugeuk knew his heart well and took care of him.

She immediately shook her head.

"I don't think I'm qualified."

"Then please leave it on this wall here. Let's leave the names of our young masters here. Our Princess will be the one to start it off."

With such a request, Han Seol finally left a message.

[I had a good time drinking with friends. Princess Han Seol of the North Sea Ice Palace.]

This was the moment the words of the successor to the North Sea Ice Palace were finally left on the wall of the Alluring Inn.

Seo Daeryong smiled warmly at the expression 'friends', and Jo Cheonbae was so happy he beamed.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

After expressing his gratitude to Han Seol, Jo Cheonbae looked at Geom Mugeuk and smiled brightly. If it weren't for Geom Mugeuk, she would never have left that message.

After everyone else had gone, Geom Mugeuk, Cheon Sohwi, and the drinking trio remained in the Alluring Inn. Geom Mugeuk had deliberately made Cheon Sohwi stay when she was about to leave.

"Just drink for a little while. I have something to bring."

While Geom Mugeuk was briefly gone, the four of them chatted about various things.

Then Lee Ahn asked Seo Daeryong.

"How does it feel to have someone you like?"

To Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho and Lee Ahn were more than just simple drinking buddies.

"Honestly, even though I returned with Young Lady Dan, I'm scared. I've lived my whole life selfishly, thinking only of myself, and I wonder if I can do a good job. I'm also worried I might regret it later."

Since they were all unmarried, their feelings were not so different from Seo Daeryong's.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's voice came from the first floor.

"You should ask an expert about such worries."

Geom Mugeuk came up to the second floor with Jo Cheonbae. In the meantime, Geom Mugeuk had gone somewhere and returned carrying a leather pouch and a long sword box.

"Innkeeper, do you regret your marriage?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Jo Cheonbae laughed and said.

"There were times I regretted it. After a big fight with the wife, phew, on those nights I'd fall asleep dreaming of the days I lived alone."

Everyone laughed at his honest confession.

"But I would have regretted it if I had lived alone too. No matter how disobedient my son is, it's terrifying to think what my life would have been without him. And maybe because we've been through thick and thin, as I get older, my wife is all I have."

Geom Mugeuk said to Seo Daeryong.

"When you're struggling with matters of love, orthodox and unorthodox, come to the Alluring Inn for counseling!"

"......"

Jo Cheonbae bowed, saying he was overwhelmed with gratitude, and went down to the first floor. He was smiling as he descended the stairs. To think he would now be giving love advice to the Sanzu Hall Director.

Seo Daeryong's gaze fell on the box and leather pouch Geom Mugeuk had brought.

"But what is that? It looks like a sword box."

Geom Mugeuk gave the sword box to Lee Ahn.

"Here, a gift."

Lee Ahn, taking the box, was startled. She had never imagined she would receive a gift here.

"A gift?"

The box was beautifully engraved with a sun and moon, and just by looking at the exquisitely crafted box, one could tell that its contents were no ordinary item.

Inside was a single sword.

Lee Ahn slowly drew the sword.

"Ah!"

A gasp of admiration escaped her lips.

SAAAAAA.

A chillingly sharp aura instantly spread in all directions. It was truly no ordinary treasured sword.

"It is the Sun Moon Sword."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, not only Lee Ahn but also Jang Ho, Seo Daeryong, and Cheon Sohwi were astonished. The Sun Moon Sword was a famed treasured sword in the murim.

It was the very same Sun Moon Sword he had received from the head of the Black Snake Society while resolving Bi Sayin's case in the past. Bi Sayin had given the sword back to Geom Mugeuk, and at that time, Geom Mugeuk had said he would give it to his heart. He had kept it safe since then, and now the moment had come to give it to Lee Ahn.

"Why are you giving me such a precious sword?"

"Because you have now reached a state where you can protect this sword. Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

"Ah, as expected! You knew."

She had achieved the complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art that she had dreamed of. It was a feat that even someone with a talent for martial arts couldn't have accomplished in such a short time, and it was all thanks to Geom Mugeuk's generous teachings.

"Are you really giving this to me?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. To a martial artist, a sword is like their life, and the Sun Moon Sword would become another life for her.

And the sword suited her well.

"I won't refuse. I know I'll never get a sword like this again in my life. I'll take it."

"I even got the sword box because I thought you'd like it."

"Thank you so much, Young Master."

The burden was a burden, but she was so happy she felt like she could fly. She wanted to wield the Soaring Sky Sword Art with this sword as soon as possible.

At the same time, she felt too burdened receiving a gift all by herself and sorry towards the other three.

How could he not know her heart? Seo Daeryong said to Geom Mugeuk.

"Even if she is your heart, this is too much! What about us?"

He was deliberately being playful, but an unexpected response came from Geom Mugeuk.

"There's something for General Jang and you two as well."

He couldn't believe it, but Geom Mugeuk began to pull something out of the leather pouch.

Two sets of treasured armor emerged from the pouch.

He gave the Vajra Divine Armor to Jang Ho and the Grand Sun Armor to Cheon Sohwi.

This treasured armor was from the treasure vault of the head of the Milky Way Trading Company. It was the very armor that Geom Mugeuk had put on, four layers thick, to take with him.

Jang Ho and Cheon Sohwi were stunned. They never imagined he would give them such a precious gift.

"Something so valuable! I cannot accept it!"

At Cheon Sohwi's refusal, Geom Mugeuk moved to take the treasured armor back.

"Then I'll take it back?"

Cheon Sohwi smiled sweetly and did not let go of the Grand Sun Armor.

"Still, it's a gift from my Senior Brother. I have to accept it."

The treasured armor they had just received was so expensive they couldn't afford it even if they saved money their entire lives, and even if they had the money, they couldn't have obtained it.

Cheon Sohwi made a vow in her heart.

One day, I will wear this treasured armor and be sure to protect the Cult Leader.

Jang Ho wore a troubled expression. He had already become a Demonic Army General thanks to Geom Mugeuk, and now he had received such a precious gift.

"I don't know if I can accept something so valuable."

"You have to. I became a personification of greed right in front of my father and went through hell to get this for you."

Jang Ho looked at Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong smiled and said.

"I have already received mine. Why else would a right-hand man be called a right-hand man?"

This time, Lee Ahn looked out for Geom Mugeuk.

Seo Daeryong had already received the White Phosphorus Armor from Geom Mugeuk.

"What about yours, Young Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk spread the hem of his clothes. The clothes he wore underneath were the Flying Black Dragon Armor.

"Of course, I took the best one, so you don't have to feel burdened."

He had deliberately worn it so they wouldn't refuse.

The three of them were more grateful for this consideration than for the treasured armor itself.

"Thank you so much, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk looked at them with a pleased heart.

Yes, get stronger. Get so strong that no one would dare to touch us.

"This isn't a gift for you all. It's a gift for my heart, my right arm, my left arm, and my one and only junior sister, so it's a gift I'm giving to myself."


After the drinking party ended, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn took a walk along a dawn path. Lee Ahn brought up something she hadn't mentioned when others were around.

"You're not asking about my mission?"

The mission was to bring Seo Jin, the younger sister of the Ghostly Sage, to be a Division Leader in the Ghost Shadow Squad.

Seo Jin.

His only friend from his life before regression.

He had hoped that in this life, she would have a connection with Lee Ahn instead of being a mercenary, and live a happier life without killing intent.

If he hadn't met her, his regression would not have happened.

"You failed, didn't you?"

If she had succeeded, she would have come with you.

"Did something else happen again this time?"

Previously, Lee Ahn had gotten entangled in another matter through a connection made by getting a drink of water from a woman.

"No, this time I met Young Lady Seo."

"You met her?"

"I even managed to persuade Young Lady Seo. It really wasn't easy."

"Then why didn't she come with you?"

"She said she would come as soon as she finished what she had to do. She has some business at the Yellow Dragon Academy."

The Yellow Dragon Academy.

It was, in name and reality, the largest martial arts academy in the murim, having produced countless masters.

"She said she'll come right after she's done... Young Cult Leader?"

Lee Ahn turned her head back. Geom Mugeuk had stopped in his tracks with a hardened expression.

"What's wrong?"

In his life before regression, the ones who had killed her were from the Yellow Dragon Academy. It seemed that ill-fated connection was beginning around this time. Or perhaps, fate had changed.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The sweet rest of the past few days was over, and the moment had come to go out into the jianghu again.

"Lee Ahn, you haven't unpacked yet, have you?"

"What on earth is going on?"


Chapter 564: It Was a Gift for You

At Lee Ahn's question, Geom Mugeuk considered how to answer.

"I've heard information that there's a problem within the Yellow Dragon Academy. I was worried it might negatively affect Young Lady Seo."

Just going to see her because of such information would be hard to understand. The words that would make Lee Ahn understand were, in fact, these.

"I have a bad feeling."

As expected, Lee Ahn immediately nodded her head.

"Then we should go right away."

How could all the things Geom Mugeuk had accomplished so far be understood? Lee Ahn understood everything she couldn't by accepting that Geom Mugeuk was a man sent from the heavens.

"You haven't even had a chance to rest since you returned. I'm sorry."

"Sorry? Young Lady Seo's business is my business. But is the Young Cult Leader going as well?"

"Of course."

At his words that he was going with her, Lee Ahn's expression brightened. Leaving the cult with Geom Mugeuk was something she truly wanted.

"Are we leaving right now?"

"The sun will be up soon. Let's meet Young Lady Han, talk to her, and then leave."

"Then I'll be able to see my father before we go."

For her whole life, there had only been one person, the Young Cult Leader, but now she had a father and a younger sister too.

With that, the two returned to the Headquarters and parted ways to their respective quarters.

"Get an hour or two of sleep. I'll see you later."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to turn away, Lee Ahn said.

"Thank you for the Sun Moon Sword. I'm so happy I don't think I'll be able to sleep for a while."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the sword at her waist and remarked.

"It suits you well."

He wasn't just saying it. The Sun Moon Sword, embroidered with the sun and moon, suited the beautiful woman perfectly.

After returning to her quarters, Lee Ahn packed her things.

A change of clothes, medicine for external wounds, and medicine for internal injuries. She also packed other items necessary for the journey into a new leather pouch.

She stored the sword box safely in her quarters. Every time she looked at the box, she would be able to recall the thoughtfulness of Geom Mugeuk, who had meticulously prepared even the box for her.

Her heart was fluttering, and she couldn't fall asleep.

Lee Ahn expelled the lingering effects of alcohol from her body with her qi and went out into the courtyard.

After taking a deep breath, she slowly drew the Sun Moon Sword.

SHIIING.

The sword, drawn smoothly, revealed itself in the darkness.

The pre-dawn light, where light and darkness coexisted, flowed along the blade. The blade was so sharp it seemed as if it would suck in an onlooker and sever their very soul.

Lee Ahn slowly roused her qi.

She had heard from Geom Mugeuk several times that the moment one first obtains a treasured sword is the most important. One must commune with the sword. He had said there was a clear difference in power between a sword that accepted its master and one that did not.

"......"

Infused with inner qi, the Sun Moon Sword vibrated lightly. Lee Ahn tried to become one with the sword. The result of this effort would be known when a fight broke out.

Sun and Moon, we're in this together for life.


As soon as the sun rose, Geom Mugeuk went with Lee Ahn to see Han Seol.

"What's going on?"

She was surprised by their visit. The two had come so early in the morning, before she had even washed her face.

"Something has come up suddenly, so it seems Lee Ahn and I must leave the cult."

In that moment, what brushed past Han Seol's heart was undoubtedly disappointment. Of course, Han Seol did not reveal this emotion.

"I see. If you two are leaving, then we must leave as well."

Han Seol immediately informed the Cold Ice Dual Swords that they would be leaving soon.

Geom Mugeuk couldn't bring himself to tell her to stay and enjoy herself longer. She had come to see him and Lee Ahn. Seo Daeryong or Jang Ho could look after her, but she wouldn't want to stay under those circumstances.

"I'm sorry about this."

At Geom Mugeuk's apology, Han Seol looked at Lee Ahn.

"I came to see Unnie. Since I've seen her, it's fine."

This time, Lee Ahn apologized to her.

"I'm sorry. I promised to show you around the Central Plains."

"Next time. Besides, the Young Cult Leader showed me a lot on the way here."

"Are you going straight back to the North Sea?"

"No. There's a place I need to stop by."

Han Seol was planning to meet Bi Sayin before returning.

"You'll probably see a lot of interesting things there."

At Geom Mugeuk's meaningful words, Lee Ahn gave him a look that asked what he meant, while Han Seol pretended not to hear.

Geom Mugeuk gave the two of them some time.

"I'll go on ahead to my father. Let's meet at the Heavenly Demon Hall in a little while."

Even if they were leaving, they had to pay their respects to the Cult Leader before they went.

Geom Mugeuk left the room first.

"The Young Cult Leader is always busy."

At Han Seol's words, Lee Ahn watched Geom Mugeuk's figure flying over the distant wall outside the window.

"We have time for a cup of tea, right?"

Han Seol's question made Lee Ahn nod.

"I'll brew it for you."

Lee Ahn personally brewed tea for her younger sister.

"Is the Empress doing well?"

"She's well."

"How did she ever let you come to the Central Plains?"

"She trusted the Young Cult Leader and let me go."

It was true. If not for her connection to Geom Mugeuk, she would never have let her daughter go to the Central Plains.

"Unnie, you seem different from the last time I saw you."

Lee Ahn turned to Han Seol and said with a smile.

"I've been through some hardships."

Then, a conversation she had with Geom Mugeuk came to mind. When she had asked if it was okay to send his 'heart' out alone like that, Geom Mugeuk had replied.

[She needs to know how to walk on her own.]

Han Seol thought that perhaps she was now seeing the results of that walk alone.

In the meantime, Lee Ahn brought the tea.

The two sat facing each other and drank their tea.

"The aroma is nice."

"The taste is good, too."

Just as Lee Ahn was savoring the aroma, Han Seol abruptly asked.

"You love the Young Cult Leader, don't you?"

It was a sudden question, but Lee Ahn wasn't surprised at all. Geom Mugeuk always called her his heart, so it would be stranger not to ask such a question.

"I like him."

Han Seol gazed at Lee Ahn without a word.

"Why? Are you worried I'll get my heart broken?"

Lee Ahn sipped her tea and said.

"A life full of sword wounds is overwhelming enough."

Lee Ahn looked out the window, and Han Seol followed her gaze.

Beyond the wall, a single bird was flying freely in the bright sky.

"See a lot of the Central Plains before you go."


Geom Mugeuk arrived at his father's quarters.

Even if he couldn't see the other Demon Supremes, he had to pay his respects to his father before leaving.

His father was in the middle of his morning training. As he was waiting outside the training ground, he heard Hwi's voice.

"He says you may enter."

Geom Mugeuk stepped into the training ground.

His father stood with his eyes closed, the Heavenly Demon Sword extended before him. He didn't reveal his presence, nor did he infuse the sword with inner qi. He just stood there, feeling the sword. Last time, his father had taught him how to purely feel the sword's energy.

Geom Mugeuk also drew the Black Demon Sword. He too did not infuse it with inner qi or emit any presence, focusing solely on the Black Demon Sword.

You've been busy too, haven't you?

Busy killing enemies, busy training in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Because of that, he rarely had the leisure to close his eyes and focus purely on the sword's energy. It was like meaning to look at the sky but constantly forgetting.

As he closed his eyes and focused on the sword, he suddenly remembered his childhood.

His childhood. The day he first drew a real sword instead of a wooden one after learning swordsmanship.

The blade of the sword held in his small hand was terrifying, but Geom Mugeuk pretended not to be scared. Instead, he put on a confident expression. He vividly remembered wanting to look good in front of his father, even at that young age.

He recalled the words his father had told him back then.

[You must know how to fear the sword.]

Thinking about it, it seemed like his father would be the type to say not to fear the sword. Anyway, back then, he had let the words pass by without much thought.

Am I fearing the sword right now?

Geom Mugeuk slowly opened his eyes. His father was already looking at him, his own eyes open.

"Thinking about it, I've recently been focused only on the evil spirits of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. On the power of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, on the achievements of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. When will I be able to see the Heavenly Demon Soul? My mind was captivated only by such thoughts."

Geom Mugeuk added with a deepened gaze.

"I had completely forgotten that the sword is a fearsome thing."

Could it be that I was missing the fact that this fear is the very essence of swordsmanship?

"Even though those were the words you told me that day, Father."

A peculiar light flickered in Geom Woojin's eyes as he looked at his son.

What about his father? What kind of conversation was his father having with the Heavenly Demon Sword?

Geom Mugeuk glanced down at the Black Demon Sword in his hand for a moment before sheathing it again.

"What brings you here at this hour?"

"Something has come up, and I have to leave the cult again, so I came to pay my respects."

"How long has it been since you returned? Where are you going again?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father and asked suggestively.

"You're disappointed that your son is leaving again, aren't you?"

The corner of his father's mouth lifted slightly, but he didn't deny his son's words.

"An urgent matter has arisen that I must handle with Lee Ahn. If any problems occur, I will send word through the All-Knowing Hall."

Geom Woojin nodded.

"Young Lady Han and Lee Ahn will be coming to the Heavenly Demon Hall to pay their respects. I'll go ahead and wait there."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, Geom Woojin said from behind him.

"I still fear the sword."

Geom Mugeuk turned back to his father. Their gazes met in mid-air. The sincerity in his honest words, spoken for his son's sake, contained the pinnacle of swordsmanship that only those who have reached a certain realm could understand.

"I suppose that's why I respect your sword, Father."

Because I know it is not a cruel demonic sword. Because it is a sword stronger than any other, yet it is a sword that is wary of its own strength.

"From today, I too will become afraid again."


Lee Ahn, Han Seol, and the Cold Ice Dual Swords said their farewells at the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Han Seol politely performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed to Geom Woojin.

"Thanks to you, I have had a pleasant stay and will now take my leave."

"Travel safely. And give my regards to the Empress."

"I will do so. I wish you good health until we meet again."

Han Seol bowed, and the Cold Ice Dual Swords bowed as well.

"We will see you next time, Cult Leader."

"You two, travel safely as well."

Next, with a trembling heart, Lee Ahn bowed respectfully.

"Thank you for taking good care of my sister. I will now go and serve the Young Cult Leader well."

Since she also had the blood of the North Sea Ice Palace, she had come along to the place where Han Seol was saying her goodbyes.

Then, Geom Woojin addressed Han Seol and the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

"Could you please leave us for a moment?"

"Yes, please take your time."

Geom Mugeuk said to Han Seol.

"Please wait in front of the Heavenly Demon Hall."

Then Geom Woojin said to Geom Mugeuk.

"You too!"

"Me too?"

He meant for everyone to leave except for Lee Ahn.

At that, Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk with a startled expression. Don't leave me here alone!

"Lee Ahn, let's see each other again alive!"

Don't leave me alone! was Lee Ahn's silent scream.

And so, the four of them left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Left alone, Lee Ahn kept her head bowed with a trembling heart.

What on earth is going on? Am I about to be scolded for something? Or is he going to say something about the Young Cult Leader?

Just as her heart pounded with all sorts of thoughts, unexpected words came from Geom Woojin.

"You have achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

Geom Woojin had recognized her achievement the moment Lee Ahn entered the Heavenly Demon Hall. He couldn't have failed to notice, as it was none other than the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"Yes, I achieved it a short while ago. The Young Cult Leader bestowed great teachings upon my foolish self. All of this is thanks to the Cult Leader for permitting me to learn in the first place."

Lee Ahn bowed her head respectfully.

"Without innate martial talent, even if I had taught you myself instead of Mugeuk, you would not have been able to achieve complete mastery in this period of time."

Just then, Hwi came out with a box and handed it to Lee Ahn.

"This is a gift from the Cult Leader."

When Lee Ahn opened the box with a trembling heart, she was shocked to find the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng inside.

As Lee Ahn looked up in surprise, Geom Woojin said calmly.

"This is a gift to commemorate your complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

For a moment, Lee Ahn was stunned. How could she ever have imagined that the Heavenly Demon would give her such a gift?

Kneeling on the spot, Lee Ahn said in a loud voice.

"I cannot accept such a precious gift."

Her voice trembled.

Then came a single word she could not refuse.

"Accept it."

Lee Ahn looked up at Geom Woojin again, then quickly lowered her head and replied.

"Yes, Cult Leader."

That was not all.

"Consume it now. I will watch over you."

Lee Ahn's mind went blank. With trembling hands, she consumed the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Does anyone know what it feels like to chew a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng in front of the Heavenly Demon! It was truly an indescribably astonishing experience.

When she finished consuming the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, Geom Woojin infused a stream of qi into her back to help her absorb its energy. With someone helping, how could there be any difficulty?

The potent inner arts of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng was added to Lee Ahn's qi center. She had recently greatly enhanced her inner arts by consuming the Snow Ice Grass given to her by the Ice Empress, and now the inner arts of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng was added on top of that.

She had truly become the owner of inner arts that would not be pushed back by anyone.

Complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Sun Moon Sword, and on top of that, the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

She had truly become properly strong.

Lee Ahn bowed her head respectfully. Even for the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, would a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng be so common as to just give it away?

"I will not forget this grace until the day I die. I will repay this grace with my loyalty to the Young Cult Leader."

She took it to mean that she should protect the Young Cult Leader well.

However, that was not the reason Geom Woojin had given her the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

"I did not give it to you because of Mugeuk."

"Pardon?"

"It was a gift for you."

Lee Ahn looked up at Geom Woojin with a shocked face.

Wasn't the permission to learn the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which is only passed down to blood relatives, granted because of the Young Cult Leader's request in the first place?

In this moment, there was a reason she had never considered. It wasn't because she was the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard, nor was it because she was of the Ice Palace's bloodline.

The reason was because of one person he cherished.

"The Fist Demon's daughter is no different from my own daughter."

"!"

Geom Woojin said to her in a gentle tone, "Travel safely and return well."


Chapter 565: Take Good Care of My Daughter and Bring Her Back

"The Fist Demon's daughter is no different from my own daughter."

Lee Ahn was utterly shocked and bewildered the moment she heard those words. She had never expected to hear such a thing from the Cult Leader of all people, not even in her wildest dreams. She could not even imagine that the Heavenly Demon thought of her in that way.

Lee Ahn stared blankly at Geom Woojin for a moment before she bowed her head. Her mind went completely white, and she was unsure of what to say.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

All she could manage to offer were words of humbled gratitude.

As she gave her thanks and walked out across the red carpet, her legs suddenly gave out, and she felt a wave of dizziness wash over her.

I was just an insignificant bodyguard.

But she had overcome the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art and inherited the Soaring Sky Sword Art. She had become the Fist Demon's adopted daughter and even learned of her own lineage. And today, the Cult Leader himself had told her she was no different from a daughter to him.

The person who had made all of that possible was waiting for her at the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Young Cult Leader.

What could he be discussing so earnestly with the Cold Ice Dual Swords?

As she drew closer, she could make out Geom Mugeuk's voice.

"...This noodle shop here is truly delicious. I heard it used to be a dumpling house. And if you go thirty li east from here, there's an inn. It may look shabby on the outside, but the boiled meat dish there is to die for. Then if you go straight north from there..."

He was pointing out all the places along their route that sold delicious food. He knew the roads well, and his memory was so good that he knew what was tasty at every single location.

Of the Cold Ice Dual Swords, Sa Han stood a step back and feigned disinterest, but he was listening intently to Geom Mugeuk's words. So Bing, on the other hand, was listening with active enthusiasm.

"All the places I've mentioned so far should suit both of your tastes, so please be sure to stop by."

Sa Han glanced at Han Seol and then remarked, "It should suit the Princess's taste more than ours."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze also turned toward Han Seol.

"The Princess will have many opportunities to eat. She'll be coming to the Central Plains often from now on, won't she?"

Han Seol could tell. Geom Mugeuk was encouraging her to come out often in the future.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the two of them again.

"So please, the two of you, eat your fill before you go."

So Bing smiled and replied, "We will."

"If the two of you ever happen to come to the Central Plains by yourselves later, please let me know. I'll treat you to even more delicious food then."

Even if they were just empty words, they were still appreciated. Besides, hadn't he taken good care of them at the drinking party yesterday?

Only after definitively scoring points with the two masters from the North Sea did Geom Mugeuk's gaze turn to Lee Ahn, who was standing a short distance away and watching him.

"What was that long secret conversation about?"

Lee Ahn had calmed down considerably in the meantime.

"He was earnestly asking me to take good care of his son," she joked.

Geom Mugeuk laughed at her jest. He could tell that his father had bestowed a miracle herb upon her. The sweet fragrance of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng still lingered on her, a scent he knew well from having eaten it himself.

Congratulations, Lee Ahn.

After congratulating her in his heart, he turned his attention to Han Seol.

"Well then, shall we go?"

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn escorted Han Seol and the Cold Ice Dual Swords to the main gate of the Headquarters.

As she walked, Han Seol looked at the demonic statues that were erected everywhere. Her stay had been too short to form much of an impression of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but she felt she would never forget those massive demonic statues for the rest of her life.

The carriage they would be taking was waiting at the main gate.

Han Seol was sad to part with Lee Ahn, but she did not express it with words.

"See you next time."

"Take care."

Lee Ahn watched their carriage recede into the distance before she looked at Geom Mugeuk.

His face was so taciturn as he stood there silently that it was hard to believe he had been such a chatterbox just moments ago. People didn't know that this face was closer to the Young Cult Leader's true self.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Lee Ahn and said, "Let's go, to Master."


The Fist Demon was in the middle of his morning training with the Black Fists.

Below the Fist Demon, who threw punches from a platform, Cheon Sohwi was also throwing punches. In front of her, the Black Fists, all clad in black martial arts uniforms, executed the exact same movements.

PWAAANG!

As they were the most skilled among the Black Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison, every one of their movements contained a discipline and power that no one could easily imitate.

From the Fist Demon down to the Black Fists, each and every one of them put their heart into every single movement, even though they were only basic fist techniques.

No matter how complex or flashy a technique was, it was always built upon these fundamental movements. The Fist Demon considered these basics to be extremely important.

The reason he personally taught the Black Fists was to ensure these fundamentals were completely ingrained in their bodies.

Just as one round of training concluded, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn entered the area.

"Father!"

The gazes of the Black Fists split in two. The hot-blooded youths turned their gazes to Lee Ahn, while the older members mostly looked toward the Fist Demon.

This was because they knew it was a chance to see an expression on the Fist Demon's face that was rarely seen. The Fist Demon was not a man who revealed his emotions, but this moment was an exception.

"You're here?"

It was surprising every single time.

The Fist Demon's expression softened. The Black Fists who had been watching him looked at each other, sharing their amazement at the pleasant and comfortable expression that had been hidden within that fearsome face.

Geom Mugeuk, who had followed Lee Ahn in, announced, "The unfilial daughter has arrived."

"Unfilial daughter?" Lee Ahn asked in surprise.

Geom Mugeuk tattled on her. "After arriving at our Cult, your daughter went straight to drink with me without greeting you first, Master."

Lee Ahn spoke as if she had been wronged. "It was so late, wasn't it?"

"Even though you know full well that Master doesn't sleep much at night."

Lee Ahn glared at Geom Mugeuk. Are you really going to do this?

Geom Mugeuk smiled, then clasped his hands in a formal greeting to the Fist Demon.

"Master, have you been well?"

The Fist Demon nodded, greeting Geom Mugeuk with a pleased expression. It was a long-awaited reunion with both his daughter and his disciple.

At that moment, a greeting rang out like a roar.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

The Black Fists greeted him with booming voices. They felt a sense of pride that the Young Cult Leader was the Fist Demon's disciple.

"Have you all been well?" Geom Mugeuk also greeted the Black Fists warmly, as he had trained with them before.

Cheon Sohwi, with a face full of hangover, gave Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn a nod.

The Fist Demon left the training to her and began to walk with Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn.

Once they were away from the training ground, Lee Ahn spoke with an apologetic look.

"I'm afraid I have something to apologize for. Something has come up, and I must leave the Cult with the Young Cult Leader immediately."

Knowing that his own disappointment would only weigh on Lee Ahn's heart, the Fist Demon simply nodded silently without asking for a reason.

"And I have something to tell you."

Lee Ahn told the Fist Demon that she had received the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng from Geom Woojin. She also relayed the reason exactly as it had been given to her.

"The Cult Leader said that?"

"......"

Knowing the relationship between his father and the Fist Demon better than anyone, Geom Mugeuk could see it. It was the unconcealable emotion that flickered across the Fist Demon's fearsome face. To the Fist Demon, his father's words were surely far more precious than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

In moments like these, an image always came to Geom Mugeuk's mind. It was the image of two iron-like men striding through the Central Plains in their youth.

In the meantime, the three of them arrived at the entrance of the Eastern Fist Garrison.

"Be careful on your journey."

"Yes, Father."

As she was about to turn and leave after her farewell, Lee Ahn said to the Fist Demon, "The undeserved gift I received from the Cult Leader today is all thanks to you, Father."

The Fist Demon shook his head.

"It is thanks to you."

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon added, "None of this would have happened if you hadn't become my daughter."

The moment she heard those words, tears streamed down Lee Ahn's face.

She had held them back in front of the Heavenly Demon, and she had held them back in front of Geom Mugeuk. The tears she had held back for so long finally burst forth in front of her father. She was so grateful to everyone. She had been nothing more than an abandoned child in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Was it okay for her to receive such undeserved love from these incredible people?

"I'll... be going now."

Flustered by her unstoppable tears, Lee Ahn hastily left the place first.

The Fist Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. His gaze was gruff, but Geom Mugeuk read the Fist Demon's heart within it.

[Take good care of my daughter and bring her back.]

Don't worry, Master. Your daughter will take good care of the Young Cult Leader and return. You know, don't you? How strong your daughter is.

After bidding the Fist Demon farewell, Geom Mugeuk also left the area.

Outside, Lee Ahn spoke as if nothing had happened. "You said you were busy, so why are you dawdling?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at her.

You fool, the tear stains around your eyes haven't faded yet.

He didn't tease her for crying. For her, there could be no tears more precious than these.

"Are you ready?"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk launched himself forward first and called out.

"Let's go, Lee Ahn!"


Seo Jin was looking up at the signboard.

She had never seen such a large signboard in her entire life.

As if the size of the signboard was meant to display the might of this martial arts academy, the four characters for the Yellow Dragon Academy were written in gold on the massive plaque.

There was not a single martial artist guarding the entrance, and the gate was wide open. It exuded a confidence that seemed to ask how anyone would dare enter the Yellow Dragon Academy with disrespectful intentions.

A huge training ground was visible inside. The training ground was so large that its end could not be seen. Countless people were coming and going there.

Just then, a passing martial artist saw her and walked over.

"What brings you here?"

Seo Jin looked at the martial artist. "I'm here to see Master Lim."

"There's more than one Master Lim. Which Master Lim are you referring to?"

"Instructor Lim Hyeon."

"Wait a moment."

The martial artist went inside and came back out a short while later.

"Follow me."

Seo Jin followed the martial artist inside.

As she followed him, she looked around the interior. It was so vast that she couldn't tell if she had come to the Murim Alliance or a martial arts academy.

In various spots around the training ground, members were practicing their martial arts. Some were gathered in groups of dozens, while others practiced in smaller groups. She could feel their passion to become stronger.

"This place is truly incredible."

At Seo Jin's words, the guiding martial artist replied proudly, "The Yellow Dragon Academy, the number one martial arts academy in the Central Plains. Haven't you heard of it? We don't just accept anyone who pays, like a regular martial arts academy. You have to pass a test to get in."

That was another reason it was so famous. It was also known that graduating was even more difficult than entering. If you didn't pass the graduation exam, you couldn't go around saying you were from here.

The place the martial artist guided Seo Jin to was an office in a large building.

"Welcome. I am Gi Seok, a Master of the Yellow Dragon Academy."

The system of the Yellow Dragon Academy was divided into Principal, Grand Master, Master, and Instructor. There were over a hundred instructors, but only seven Masters, who were called the Seven Instructors.

He was one of the Seven Instructors at the Yellow Dragon Academy.

Seo Jin had naturally expected to be guided to Lim Hyeon, so she was inwardly puzzled to be brought here.

"My name is Seo Jin."

"You came to see Master Lim?"

"That is correct."

"What is your relationship with Master Lim?"

For some reason, Seo Jin felt a sense of foreboding.

"I'm like a younger sister from his hometown."

Lim Hyeon had been friends with her Orabeoni, the Ghostly Sage, since they were young, but he was closer to her. He had played with her a lot more than with her Orabeoni, who was always cooped up in his research lab.

She had come to find him today to receive an item Lim Hyeon was supposed to pass on to her Orabeoni.

"I see."

Gi Seok's expression darkened, and he then delivered news that felt like a bolt from the blue.

"Master Lim passed away a short while ago."

Seo Jin was so startled she cried out with a gasp. She was so flustered she didn't know what to say.

"...My Orabeoni is dead?"

Her voice trembled.

Gi Seok brought her a cup of cold tea. "First, have a drink and calm down."

Seo Jin held the teacup in her hands and asked him, "How did it happen?"

"He had an accident during training."

"What kind of accident?"

Did he die during a duel with disciples? Or what kind of accident did he have?

"I cannot give you the details since you are not an immediate family member."

"I'm as good as family."

"But you are not family, are you?"

His mother had passed away over a decade ago, leaving him with no family.

"It is the academy's policy, so please understand."

Seo Jin let out a sigh. What good would it do to know the reason now? He was already dead. He had died alone and lonely in this distant land.

"What about the body?"

She thought she should at least retrieve Lim Hyeon's body herself. She had planned to bury him in his hometown.

"We cannot release it to a non-immediate family member. We have already buried him, so you need not worry."

They buried him? Even so, they didn't contact her or her Orabeoni?

"Master Lim did not leave any emergency contacts."

Suspicion bloomed in Seo Jin's mind.

That can't be right.

Lim Hyeon had told her before. He said he had arranged for them to be contacted in an emergency. That they were his family now.

They won't tell me the cause of death, won't release the body, and are even lying?

She had a gut feeling that they were hiding something about Lim Hyeon's death.

Gi Seok asked her, "But Young Lady, why did you come to see Master Lim?"

Seo Jin, who had been staring at Gi Seok, let out a sigh and said, "To enroll in the Yellow Dragon Academy."


Chapter 566: It Wasn't Bad Because I Was With You

"You intended to join this martial arts academy?"

Seo Jin's answer was an instinctive choice. It was a sudden decision born from the realization that she had to enter this place. She needed to uncover the truth behind the death of her Orabeoni, Lim Hyeon.

"I was planning to learn martial arts at the place where my Orabeoni was."

Seo Jin let out a sigh.

"But now that my Orabeoni is dead..."

She spoke with an air of someone troubled and unsure of what to do next.

At that moment, she had to appear more worried about herself than saddened by Lim Hyeon's death. His passing was sad, but her own concerns needed to seem more pressing. She carefully crafted their relationship to appear just like that.

If she seemed overly sad or insisted on joining no matter what, it would be obvious that she was entering to investigate Lim Hyeon's death.

I'm sorry, Orabeoni.

At first, the shock had left her unable to think. But as questions surrounding Lim Hyeon's death surfaced, her mind began to work with a cold clarity.

"Even if Master Lim were here, you would have had to take the test to get in."

"I'm confident I can pass the test."

"Then take the test and come in. Our martial arts academy always gives everyone a chance, anytime."

Gi Seok spoke in a tone that suggested he didn't care whether she joined or not. From this perspective, he seemed to have no connection to Lim Hyeon's death.

"I think I need to think about it. Whether I can attend a place without my Orabeoni. I'll be going now."

As she was leaving the room, Gi Seok offered some consolation.

"Don't be too sad. You can't live as a martial artist if you dwell on life and death."

"Thank you for your words of comfort."

Seo Jin bowed politely to Gi Seok and then departed.

A short time after she left, a man entered the room. It was Pyo San, an instructor at the Yellow Dragon Academy and Gi Seok's subordinate.

When Pyo San entered, Gi Seok was standing at the window, looking down at Seo Jin as she exited the building. Pyo San came to stand beside him.

"The name Master Lim wrote down as his emergency contact was..."

His gaze also shifted to Seo Jin, who was walking far below.

"That very Seo Jin."

Gi Seok's eyes, which were fixed on her, glinted sharply.

"She didn't seem ordinary. Which family is she from?"

"The Ghost Sect."

Gi Seok turned toward Pyo San and asked again.

"The Ghost Sect?"

"Yes, that woman is the youngest daughter of the Ghost Sect's leader."

"This has become a headache."

The ghostly arts of the Ghost Sect were exceptionally difficult for an ordinary martial artist to handle.

He had considered killing her to silence her if necessary, but the situation was different if she was from the Ghost Sect's bloodline. If they killed her carelessly, the Ghost Sect would come to avenge their daughter.

"That young ghost seemed to suspect something about Master Lim's death. She'll probably try to investigate after joining."

"I'll arrange for her to fail the test."

However, Gi Seok shook his head.

"If we fail her even though she's skilled enough, she'll only become more suspicious. It's better to keep her close and monitor her than to have her snooping around from the outside."

Gi Seok turned to Pyo San and gave an order.

"If she joins, you will take charge of her personally."

"......"

Gi Seok's gaze returned to Seo Jin, who was now standing far away by the training grounds.

She had stopped for a moment and was observing the members as they trained.

An image formed in her mind. Everyone around her vanished, leaving Lim Hyeon to lie alone and bleeding in the vast training ground.

...Orabeoni.

Once she was alone after leaving Gi Seok's office, the grief finally began to wash over her in earnest.

Her own Orabeoni, who had only studied the Great Law with their father since childhood, was no fun. Lim Hyeon was the one who played with her. He would ask her Orabeoni to play first, and after being rejected, he would call for her.

[Jin, let's go catch cicadas!]

[I have to study. Father will scold me!]

[Study later, let's go catch cicadas!]

It was the same even when she was a little older.

[Jin, a performance troupe came to the village. Let's go see!]

[My Orabeoni gave me something to do. If I just go, my Orabeoni will scold me!]

[I won't regret it even if I get scolded! They say it's a really fun performance!]

For her, a life spent studying the Great Law felt suffocating. Lim Hyeon was more than just a neighborhood Orabeoni. He was a breath of fresh air.

She once had an argument about the Great Law research and had shouted at the Ghostly Sage.

[Let's say the Great Regression Technique is possible, just like you said, Orabeoni. If you go back to the past, what are you going to do? Are you going to lock yourself up and research again? You've achieved regression, so are you going to research reincarnation? If you thought of something else instead... Orabeoni, aren't we living the wrong lives? Shouldn't we be living that life right now? The life you want to live when you go back, shouldn't you be living that?]

Thinking back on it now, Lim Hyeon was the person who showed her that such a life existed. It was by playing with him that she was able to see the world outside the laboratory.

However, she hadn't seen him properly for the past few years. She had once refused his request to meet because she was too tired, and another time she couldn't see him because she was just too busy. She had thought, "I'll just see him later." Just like always.

If I had known this would happen, I should have seen him then.

A wave of guilt washed over her, and tears welled in her eyes. She forced them back. Now was not the time for crying.

If someone murdered my Orabeoni and is covering it up, I will definitely uncover the truth.

There was more than one victim in this incident.

She herself was a victim, and so was her Orabeoni, the Ghostly Sage, who would later hear the news. They would both regret this and suffer for the rest of their lives.

She was more worried about her Orabeoni.

He had lost the only friend he had. Her Orabeoni was the one who had rejected Lim Hyeon's invitations more often, always citing his research on the Great Law.


The next day, Seo Jin took the entrance exam.

The result was just as she had expected.

"Pass!"

From the technique demonstration and the inner arts test to the final duel with an instructor, Seo Jin passed everything without a problem. Although she had mainly learned ghostly arts, she possessed the basic martial arts skills needed to enter the Yellow Dragon Academy.

"Congratulations."

The person who conducted her demonstration duel was Pyo San, Gi Seok's subordinate.

"Thank you."

Pyo San briefly explained the system of the Yellow Dragon Academy.

"New members who first enter are assigned to the White Dragon Class. After passing the White Dragon Class, you move to the Blue Dragon Class, then the Black Dragon Class, and the final class is the Yellow Dragon Class. Only after graduating from the Yellow Dragon Class are you considered a graduate of the Yellow Dragon Academy."

"How long does it usually take to complete up to the Yellow Dragon Class?"

"Those with outstanding martial talent can do it in under a year, while those without talent can't do it even after twenty years."

Now that she was inside, she could see there were a great many members.

The White Dragon Class she was joining had hundreds of members alone, with thirty instructors just to teach them.

She imagined the amount of money they must be making was enormous. Since graduation was so difficult, countless people must be paying the monthly fees endlessly.

In any case, her vague hope of finding the truth just by entering the academy was nothing more than a faint expectation. It wouldn't be easy to find someone who knew Lim Hyeon.

"Now, follow me."

Pyo San could have had a staff member guide her, but he personally took her on a tour of the martial arts academy, pointing out the purpose of each building.

He showed her the essential places a new member needed to know, including the washing area, the changing rooms, and the dining hall.

Finally, they arrived at a corner of the training grounds.

"This is where you'll be training from tomorrow. Don't be late!"

"Understood."

As Pyo San was about to turn and leave, Seo Jin suddenly asked a question.

"Instructor, do you know Master Lim?"

"I do."

"Then do you also know what kind of accident caused his death?"

Pyo San turned to look at her.

"What is your relationship with Master Lim that you're asking that?"

"He was an Orabeoni I was close with back home. The reason I wanted to come here was because of him."

Pyo San appeared to be lost in thought for a moment.

"Master Lim died during a duel with a disciple."

Seo Jin was startled by his unexpected words.

"In cases like this, the cause of death is kept secret to protect the instructor's honor."

"Who exactly was he fighting when he died?"

Pyo San's expression turned cold.

"And if you knew who it was? Are you planning to get revenge? He died in a fair duel."

"No."

"Then why do you want to know?"

Leaving the speechless Seo Jin behind, Pyo San strode away.

Watching his retreating back, Seo Jin's gaze grew cold.

He had spoken frankly and hadn't hidden anything like Gi Seok, so his words sounded truthful. However, Seo Jin didn't believe him.

He had made one mistake.

The martial artist who guided her upon her arrival had mentioned there were many instructors with the surname Lim and had asked which one she was looking for.

But just now, Pyo San had immediately answered yes when she asked if he knew Master Lim. He should have normally asked, 'Which Master Lim?'

There's only one reason he would know that.

He had already spoken with Gi Seok.

In a place with so many instructors, what were the odds that the person in charge of her test had also discussed her with Gi Seok? It meant the two of them were in this together.

You two, what are you trying to hide that you'd go this far?


The sound of chirping insects could be heard in the distance.

In the forest, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were circulating their energy.

They were running toward the Yellow Dragon Academy using movement arts. Lee Ahn's increased inner arts allowed her to run for a long time without rest, and her speed was now much faster than a horse.

They ran and ran. When their inner arts were depleted, they would circulate their energy, and once it was replenished, they would run again.

It was a journey of only running, with no time for proper conversation or even a proper meal, but Lee Ahn still liked it.

It was the first time she had run with Geom Mugeuk to her heart's content.

Having finished circulating her energy, Lee Ahn opened her eyes.

Geom Mugeuk must have already finished, but he remained with his eyes closed, deep in thought. His expression was so serious that she couldn't bring herself to speak to him.

Geom Mugeuk was recalling the events of that day long ago.

"Seo Jin!"

When he arrived after frantically using his movement arts, Seo Jin was collapsed on the ground. In the distance, he could see the back of the culprit fleeing rapidly.

All he could see was long, flowing white hair.

He couldn't give chase. Seo Jin's condition was critical.

"Stay with me!"

He pressed Seo Jin's acupoints to stop the bleeding, but the wound was too deep. It was a miracle she hadn't died instantly from such a severe injury.

"Just hold on a little longer!"

He was about to carry Seo Jin to a physician when she grabbed his arm.

"It's no use."

She had a premonition of her own death.

Seeing the despair that filled Geom Mugeuk's face, she forced a smile.

"It's okay, my friend."

"I'm not okay."

Geom Mugeuk let out a deep sigh.

She was his only friend. She was a friend and a source of hope.

If he hadn't heard about the Great Regression Technique from her, he wouldn't have struggled so desperately to survive. He would have either taken his own life or sought out Hwa Mugi and died a pointless death.

"When you meet my Orabeoni later, please tell him. That I lived a life with no regrets before I left."

With a burst of terminal lucidity, her eyes cleared. She spoke distinctly, as if she weren't injured at all.

"Please tell my Orabeoni not to live a life just researching the Great Law, but to live his own life."

"I will. I'll be sure to tell him."

Instead of letting go, Seo Jin squeezed Geom Mugeuk's hand tightly.

"This life as a mercenary... it wasn't bad because I was with you."

Geom Mugeuk's heart ached. While living as a mercenary, he had never attached meaning to any death. But now, he was so angry he felt like he would explode.

"I'm sure you'll be able to return to the past."

As her eyes slowly closed, Geom Mugeuk shouted. There was something she had to hear before she died.

"Who was that bastard from before? Who was the one who killed you?"

Seo Jin looked at Geom Mugeuk and gave one last smile.

"...Just think about your own revenge."

Seo Jin's eyes fluttered shut.

When her eyes had closed completely, Geom Mugeuk opened his.

Seo Jin had told him not to seek revenge, but he had tenaciously hunted the bastard down and had his revenge.

It was only after that did he go to see the Ghostly Sage. He couldn't face him without avenging her. He couldn't deliver her message until he had first gotten revenge.

Lee Ahn asked cautiously.

"Why so serious? Did you have a bad dream?"

Geom Mugeuk's serious expression slowly relaxed, and he smiled at Lee Ahn.

"I dreamed I lent you money and never got it back."

Lee Ahn smiled faintly. Who did you lose in your dream, Young Master?

"How much did I borrow? If I was going to skip out on it, I wish I'd taken a huge amount. To the Lee Ahn in my dream, at least you live well!"

Geom Mugeuk laughed cheerfully at Lee Ahn's banter.

"Shall I give you a piggyback ride for old times' sake?"

Knowing he meant they should use the Swift Step to go faster, Lee Ahn hopped onto Geom Mugeuk's back.

Lee Ahn whispered in Geom Mugeuk's ear.

"I'd like to borrow some money tooooooo!"


From the next day, Seo Jin's life at the Yellow Dragon Academy officially began.

She learned martial arts from Pyo San alongside the other new members who had joined around the same time.

After three training sessions a day, the rest of the time was free. They could either go home or stay and practice their martial arts.

After her first training session ended, Seo Jin was looking around the academy.

Today was her chance. Since it was her first day of training, she could go anywhere. The excuse of not knowing the layout would only work today, even if she entered a restricted area.

As she wandered through the various parts of the Yellow Dragon Academy, she drew a map in her mind.

The deeper she went into the academy, the more the color of the martial arts uniforms changed. They went from white to blue, and further in, to black. Naturally, the qi of the members grew sharper and more powerful.

No one paid her any mind until she reached the Black Dragon Class area. But when she entered the area where people wore yellow uniforms, someone finally stopped her.

"What is a member of the White Dragon Class doing all the way out here?"

From the Yellow Dragon Class area onward, there were guards posted at every entrance. Judging by their yellow uniforms, they also seemed to be martial artists from the Yellow Dragon Class.

"Today is my first day. I was just looking around out of curiosity."

At the mention of it being her first day, the martial artist's cold expression softened somewhat.

"You can't enter here. Go back."

The martial artist was about to send her away curtly.

"A new recruit?"

Seo Jin turned at the voice that came from behind her.

A man with long, flowing white hair was walking toward them.


Chapter 567: Not Even a Ghost Can Stop Human Greed

The martial artist on guard bowed respectfully upon seeing the man.

The bright expressions on the faces of the martial artists who greeted him suggested what kind of person this man was to his subordinates.

"I asked if you're a newcomer."

Seo Jin answered politely.

"Yes, I just arrived today."

The man's skin was taut, making him appear young. Yet, the maturity in his expression and gaze suggested he was much older. His long, flowing white hair made guessing his age even more difficult.

"Are you curious?"

"Pardon?"

"I asked if you're curious about what's inside."

Before she could answer, the man strode inside. He then said, "What are you doing? Aren't you coming?"

"......"

Seo Jin followed the man inside.

She didn't know who he was, but the atmosphere was not one where she could refuse.

The Yellow Dragon Division's area was completely different from the outside. Unlike the other areas, which only had training grounds and buildings, this place was well-maintained. The buildings were larger and more beautiful. Old ginkgo trees were planted alongside well-kept gravel paths, and private training grounds for individual use were set between gardens full of beautiful flowers.

The message was clear. 'You too should train hard and come to this place.'

Passing martial artists from the Yellow Dragon Division saw the man and bowed their heads respectfully.

He's clearly not a Yellow Dragon Division martial artist, but he doesn't seem to be an instructor either. Is he one of the Seven Instructors? Who on earth is this man?

The security grew tighter the deeper they went. A large, castle-like building stood at the end of this guarded area.

"What is that place?"

A strange emotion filled the man's eyes as he looked at the building.

"That is the Yellow Dragon Academy's Principal Hall. It's where the master of this place resides."

A single phrase then naturally escaped her lips.

"The master of a martial arts academy is its disciple."

The man turned to look at her.

"It was written right at the top of the admission form I filled out yesterday."

A peculiar light flickered in the man's eyes. It was an emotion closer to curiosity than anger.

"So? Do you think you're the master?"

"I don't know yet. As I said, today is my first day."

Finding it difficult to meet the man's gaze, her eyes turned back toward the Principal Hall.

The man asked abruptly, "Do you want to go inside?"

"Would I dare to enter?"

"It seems you don't acknowledge the authority of the master of that place."

She politely refused.

"You misunderstand. Seeing this much today is more than enough for me. Thank you for the tour."

She did want to go inside the Principal Hall, but that would be too conspicuous for her first day. No, she was already conspicuous enough.

"Then, I'll be on my way."

Just as she bowed her head politely and turned to leave, the man spoke from behind her.

"Who gave you permission to leave?"

Startled, she turned back to the man.

"I haven't given you permission to go."

Seo Jin stared intently at the man and asked, "May I go?"

Was it because she didn't look frightened? The man did not say she could go.

Just then, a person walked toward them.

"Master Yeom."

The person who appeared was Gi Seok, one of the Seven Instructors. His subordinate, Pyo San, stood a short distance behind him.

At that moment, Seo Jin saw it. The man's expression toward Gi Seok was not pleasant. He made no effort to hide his dislike for him.

"It's been a while."

Gi Seok greeted him politely, but the man merely gave a slight nod.

As if this was not the first time, Gi Seok showed no sign of being offended. His calm gaze turned to Seo Jin.

"What are you doing here?"

"This gentleman here was showing me around."

Gi Seok said to the man, "She's a new disciple on her first day. Should you be teaching her to break the rules from the start?"

After saying that, he spoke to Seo Jin again.

"Leave!"

"Yes, Master."

At this moment, Seo Jin realized something.

She knew Gi Seok hadn't stepped in for her sake. This meant he disliked her being with this man.

At least he's not on the same side as this man.

Of course, she couldn't be certain. In the murim, people could be on the same side while pretending to be enemies. Those who fought like foes one day could become friends the next.

As she turned to leave, the white-haired man said from behind her, "I haven't told you to go yet."

She turned back and looked at the two men alternately.

The winner of this battle of wills was decided from the start. Gi Seok immediately backed down.

"Then, I will take my leave."

Gi Seok walked away, and Pyo San followed him.

The man, who had been watching them for a moment, looked at Seo Jin again.

"Please let me go now. I'm very nervous since it's my first day."

She was calm and confident, acting on instinct. She felt that showing this confident side was a better choice than appearing intimidated and scared in front of this man.

"Even if you go, you should know who I am."

"Who are you?"

"I am Yeom Baekjin."

The man added calmly, "The man who couldn't become the master of this place because he was born too late."

He was none other than Yeom Baekjin, the Principal's younger brother. He was the freest, most feared, and also the most popular person at the Yellow Dragon Academy. He was a man of many faces, depending on who he was with.

Seo Jin bowed to him respectfully and turned away. After walking a few steps, she said, "Don't be too disappointed. It was clearly written that the master of this place is its disciple."

Yeom Baekjin watched her leave in silence.

There were two others watching this scene from afar. Gi Seok and Pyo San were observing from a hallway window inside a building.

"It seems Master Yeom is interested in Seo Jin. There must be quite an age gap."

Gi Seok shook his head at Pyo San's words.

"Everyone thinks Yeom Baekjin is a magnanimous and free-spirited person. A man who likes women and enjoys having fun."

As the Principal's younger brother and a powerful martial artist, many women were fond of him. As a result, there were rumors about him with various women.

However, the Yeom Baekjin that Gi Seok judged him to be was this kind of person.

"Yeom Baekjin is more calculating and ruthless than anyone."

"Then are you saying he approached Seo Jin intentionally?"

"Yes, he's caught wind of the matter with Master Lim."

At those words, Pyo San's expression hardened. If that were true, it was a serious matter. One was the daughter of the Ghost Sect's leader, and the other was the Principal's younger brother.

"The final excavation is not far off, what should we do?"

"We must divert attention elsewhere."

Gi Seok had already come to a conclusion.

"No matter what, we can't kill the Principal's own flesh and blood, can we?"


That evening, Seo Jin was drinking alone at an inn.

She wasn't one to enjoy alcohol, but today she felt like a drink. It was because of that Yeom Baekjin she had met earlier.

Use him to dig into this case.

That was her first thought. If his relationship with Gi Seok was as bad as it seemed, it was certainly an attempt worth making.

However, she felt a sense of reluctance. She couldn't tell if it was a survival instinct or a woman's intuition, but her instincts held her back.

Don't get close to this man. Exchange as few words as possible.

But reality was moving in the complete opposite direction.

"Are you staying at this inn?"

She looked up to see Yeom Baekjin. He sat down in front of her without asking for permission.

Seo Jin hid her inner thoughts and said calmly, "I couldn't properly give my unorthodox greeting to such a noble person earlier."

"Isn't it the same for you?"

Yeom Baekjin knew her identity.

"The daughter of the Ghost Sect's leader, I see."

He said it as if he had only found out after they met.

"Can you show me some of the Ghost Sect's ghost arts? I've never seen them, so I'm curious."

Of course, she wasn't the type to show him so easily.

"I'm still clumsy, you see. I might end up killing my opponent."

Yeom Baekjin said as he poured wine into a new cup, "How arrogant."

"I apologize if it sounded that way."

After emptying his cup, Yeom Baekjin stared at her and asked, "Can the name of the Ghost Sect truly be a shield that can protect you?"

Taken the wrong way, it was an insult to her clan. However, Yeom Baekjin's warning was firm.

"Not even a ghost can stop human greed."

This man, he knows something.

Seo Jin got that feeling. She also felt that he wasn't bothering to hide it. What were his intentions in approaching her?

Gi Seok, Pyo San, and this Yeom Baekjin.

All of them are connected to Lim Hyeon's death. Whether they were directly involved or indirectly connected.

This time, she asked after emptying her cup, "Why do you think the Ghost Sect is my only shield?"

"What else is there?"

She wanted to tell him this.

I am a Division Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Ghost Shadow Squad.

If I said that, would he still be able to look at me with such arrogant eyes?

She truly wanted to come in her capacity as a member of the Ghost Shadow Squad and uncover every detail of what they were plotting. However, she had not yet joined the Ghost Shadow Squad. She had decided to go after finishing this job.

Her last job before becoming a demon cultist.

I will solve this no matter what and return.

It was right at that moment, as she was placing her empty cup on the table.

A young man approached them and said, "Are you from the Yellow Dragon Academy?"

He must have recognized her because she was wearing the White Dragon Division's martial arts uniform.

"We've also come to take the entrance exam! What a pleasant surprise!"

A woman walked up behind the young man.

"Meeting like this must be fate, so please tell us how to take the exam!"

The two of them naturally joined them at their table.

Seeing them, Seo Jin and Yeom Baekjin were startled for different reasons. For those reasons, they didn't stop them from joining.

First, Yeom Baekjin was startled because the man and woman were so handsome and beautiful. The woman, in particular, was unspeakably beautiful. The moment he saw her, the words 'How dare you sit here without permission' died on his lips.

Seo Jin, on the other hand, was startled for a different reason. The young man was Geom Mugeuk, and the woman was none other than Lee Ahn. The Young Cult Leader and the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad had come to find her.

Seo Jin was extremely surprised but tried her best to remain calm. She knew from Lee Ahn that Geom Mugeuk, whom she had seen at her brother's wedding, was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader. But this was not a situation where she could greet him with proper etiquette.

"Today was my first day at the Yellow Dragon Academy."

"That's even better. Your memory of the exam must be even more vivid, right?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Yeom Baekjin.

"Then is this gentleman with the cool white hair also our Senior?"

Then Seo Jin introduced him accurately.

"This is Master Yeom Baekjin, the younger brother of the Yellow Dragon Academy's Principal."

"Oh! You're a person of high standing! It's an honor to meet you."

Was it because his words and his eyes didn't match? Yeom Baekjin asked coldly, as if interrogating him, "Why are you looking at me like that?"

"What kind of look was I giving you?"

Yeom Baekjin felt displeased when he met Geom Mugeuk's eyes. That gaze felt as if it were peering deep into his heart. It was the first time his heart had been so stirred by someone's gaze.

"Don't misunderstand. When I see a handsome man, I can't help but feel a sense of rivalry."

He would never know what Geom Mugeuk felt when he saw Seo Jin and him sitting together at the inn.

So this is where their fateful connection began.

Seo Jin's death would come much later, but the beginning of their ill-fated relationship was forged here. The reason Geom Mugeuk had rushed here was to sever this ill-fated connection from the very beginning. He was worried that his regression might have brought that fate forward.

Seo Jin, it's okay now that I'm here.

The moment he and Lee Ahn joined her at this table, Seo Jin's destiny had already begun to walk a different path.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Yeom Baekjin.

And you? Will you walk the path of being killed by me again?

"Your hair is so cool. I want to have white hair like that too."

"Shut up."

While Geom Mugeuk was already managing to draw a "shut up" from Yeom Baekjin's lips, Seo Jin and Lee Ahn were secretly communicating via telepathy.

[Commander, how did you know to come here?]

[I told you I was coming here to handle some business, didn't I?]

Of course, she had said that. The question was why she had come here.

[I came because I wanted to see you even a day sooner. If we handle this matter a day faster, you'll be able to join the Ghost Shadow Squad that much sooner.]

Did she really come for that reason? Probably not. She must have known I was in a difficult situation. How on earth did she find out?

[You came to help me, didn't you?]

[Do you need help?]

The two women's gazes met in mid-air. Seo Jin spoke honestly. The pride she might assert now wouldn't be pride, but foolishness.

[Yes, I do. Please help me.]

Lee Ahn conveyed her true feelings to her.

[Division Leader Seo's business is my business too.]

Therefore, she hadn't come to help, but to handle her own business. That was what Lee Ahn had decided.

[This will be our Ghost Shadow Squad's first mission.]

Seo Jin was delighted. When she had wanted to tell Yeom Baekjin she was a Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad, she had thought of her. And now, as if by magic, she had appeared.

Lee Ahn raised her cup and said, "Come on, let's have a drink, to our future comrades."

How could Seo Jin not know that these comrades were not of the Yellow Dragon Academy, but of the Ghost Shadow Squad?

Following Seo Jin's energetic toast, Geom Mugeuk also clinked his cup.

"Let's take over the Yellow Dragon Academy!"


Chapter 568: You're Not Actually Good at Cursing, Are You?

Yeom Baekjin laughed out loud.

"Why are you laughing?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Yeom Baekjin wore a look of contempt. "Three newcomers are going to take over the Yellow Dragon Academy. How could I not laugh?"

"Then will you help us?" Geom Mugeuk asked, looking right at him.

"What?"

"If you help us, Master, wouldn't we be able to take it over?"

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk saw it. Yeom Baekjin's eyes wavered slightly. It was a moment where he should have laughed it off and told him not to spout nonsense.

This unconcealable agitation must have stemmed from a long-held, accumulated regret.

Yeom Baekjin slammed his cup down with a THUD.

Geom Mugeuk quickly said to him, "I'm sorry. I was just nervous about tomorrow's exam and spouted some nonsense."

Yeom Baekjin stared intently at Geom Mugeuk. This was the man who had asked to share a table while accompanied by a beauty who could be called the world number one.

"Who are you?" The intense suspicion, which had been momentarily suppressed by Lee Ahn's appearance, surged forth.

"I'm Geom Yeon. Not the 'Yeon' for fate, but the 'Yeon' for smoke. When this is all over, I'll disappear like smoke."

"I didn't ask."

"Yes. I'm sorry."

Yeom Baekjin's suspicion soon subsided. He reasoned that if someone had wanted to approach him intentionally, they wouldn't have sent such a strange fellow. They certainly wouldn't have sent such a beautiful woman with him either. The two of them simply stood out far too much.

As Yeom Baekjin stood up from his seat, he said to Seo Jin, "Let's have a drink next time when it's quieter."

Seo Jin silently bowed her head slightly.

The fact that he asked to drink with her, even with Lee Ahn right there, showed that he didn't see her as a simple object of desire. If he had, he would have hit on Lee Ahn.

Before leaving, Yeom Baekjin glanced at Lee Ahn. It truly was a beautiful face, even on second look. It seemed things would get noisy for a while if this woman entered the martial arts academy.

Once Yeom Baekjin left the inn, only the three of them remained.

Seo Jin saw it then. The change in Geom Mugeuk. In front of Yeom Baekjin, he had truly seemed like a rookie nervous about the entrance exam tomorrow. It looked like a genuine slip of the tongue, and he seemed truly flustered.

However, there was no trace of such carelessness in Geom Mugeuk's appearance now.

"He regrets not being able to become the Principal of the Yellow Dragon Academy," Geom Mugeuk said.

Seo Jin confirmed that Geom Mugeuk had seen correctly. "You saw right. When he introduced himself to me, he said he was a man who couldn't become the master of this place because he was born too late."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Back when Seo Jin was getting her revenge, he hadn't been able to dig deep into the man named Yeom Baekjin or the Yellow Dragon Academy. He had been in a hurry for revenge back then. Now, he needed to observe him calmly.

Seo Jin said to Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, "Please come up to my room for a moment."

Seo Jin led the two of them to her room on the second floor of the inn. She greeted Geom Mugeuk with the utmost courtesy she could muster.

"I am Seo Jin, Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad, paying my respects to the Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and welcomed her. "Welcome to the Ghost Shadow Squad."

She would never know how moved he was right now, or with what kind of heart he was looking at her.

In this life, I suppose I won't get to hear those grateful words you said to me as a friend.

That part was a shame, but an incomparably better life would be waiting for her. She would have Lee Ahn as her Commander, Green Mask as a fellow Division Leader, and she would meet other comrades as well.

The life of dying as a mercenary in a nameless field will be no more.

This time, Seo Jin politely bowed to Lee Ahn. "Division Leader Seo Jin pays her respects to the Commander."

"Thank you for trusting me," Lee Ahn replied.

"Please speak comfortably now, Commander."

"I will, Division Leader Seo," Lee Ahn said with an unreadable smile. "You know I went through a lot of trouble because of you, right?"

The two women looked at each other and laughed. Her words revealed just how much trouble Lee Ahn must have gone through to persuade her. Seo Jin did not have an easygoing personality.

"Still, I wanted to make Division Leader Seo one of my people even a day sooner," Lee Ahn added.

"Thank you."

After exchanging greetings, Lee Ahn asked, "Division Leader Seo, tell me what the situation is now."

Seo Jin told them everything that had happened since she came to the Yellow Dragon Academy.

"So you're saying that the Master, Giseok, and the instructor, Pyo San, are hiding something, and that Yeom Baekjin we saw today also seems to know something," Lee Ahn summarized.

"Yes, that's right."

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk. When she asked with her eyes what to do now, Geom Mugeuk took a step back.

"Don't look at me. This is a matter for the Ghost Shadow Squad, so handle it yourselves. I'll just play the role of shield and sword."

This was what Lee Ahn had hoped for as well. She wanted to resolve this matter herself with Seo Jin if possible.

"With the most reliable sword and shield in the murim, there's nothing in the world to fear. Should we go and conquer the jianghu just like this?" Just as she said, Lee Ahn didn't hesitate.

"First, let's get through the entrance ceremony tomorrow, and then we'll decide what to do."

"Alright!" Geom Mugeuk was excited, saying it was the first time in his life he was entering a martial arts academy.

However, he didn't let his guard down. Geom Mugeuk went down to the inn owner and got the room next to Seo Jin's.

"It might be inconvenient, but you two share a room. I'll stay next door."

In the unlikely event of a surprise attack, they would be safer together. It would also be a chance for the two of them to get closer.

That night, Geom Mugeuk trained his martial arts by using the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. There, Geom Mugeuk strived and strived to break through the seventh level of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and ascend to the eighth. Since he was given far more time than others, his efforts were also multiplied several times over.

This space was for him alone. For Geom Mugeuk, the real martial arts academy was right here.


The next day, Seo Jin was attending the martial arts class of Pyo San of the White Dragon Class.

"With energy! With discipline!"

The number of trainees in the White Dragon Class led by Pyo San was about thirty. He was in charge of the class for the new recruits because he was monitoring Seo Jin.

Among them, those who were skilled enough would be sent to the next class. After going through several stages within the White Dragon Class, they would take the test to advance to the Blue Dragon Class.

The trainees feared the instructors and tried hard to look good. If they got on their bad side, they wouldn't even be able to take the promotion test. Today, too, everyone was sweating hard, worried they might get on Pyo San's bad side.

When the class was almost over, an instructor walked over, leading two people.

A trainee practicing a technique missed a step and his posture collapsed. However, no one paid him any mind. Everyone was too busy staring at the two people approaching to notice their surroundings.

"These are the new recruits for the White Dragon Class."

The two people who drew everyone's gazes were none other than Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn. They had passed the entrance exam and joined the White Dragon Class.

Not only the trainees of the White Dragon Class, but even Pyo San, who was teaching them, had his gaze stolen by Lee Ahn.

Soon, Pyo San said to the two of them, "Come forward and introduce yourselves."

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward first and introduced himself. "I'm Geom Yeon."

"I'm Lee Ahn."

Pyo San said to the two of them, "Report here starting tomorrow."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn said energetically, "Yes, sir."

Pyo San's gaze turned to Seo Jin. Seo Jin was also looking at Lee Ahn. She, too, acted normally like the other trainees.

"That's all for today's training."

As Pyo San withdrew, all eyes focused on the two newcomers. Some stared openly, while others stole glances. Among them, one person stepped to the forefront of the blatant staring.

"I'm Yoo Gwang."

He had a somewhat swaggering demeanor, a rather large build, and a loud voice.

"I'll be direct. I like you."

His attitude was on the borderline between brave and rude, but to the current Lee Ahn, it was just cute. Besides, the guy's voice, trying so hard to sound imposing, was trembling slightly.

"Okay."

"Okay?"

"I said I understand how you feel."

Yoo Gwang was flustered, as if this wasn't the reaction he had expected. Was it because everyone's eyes were on him? He didn't back down.

"Let's have a drink to welcome you."

"All of us?"

"No, just the two of us."

"I don't feel like drinking on the first day. Maybe next time."

If she had refused nicely, he could have just suggested another time, but Yoo Gwang acted as if he had made up his mind.

"A junior who rejects a Senior's request on the first day. You've got some nerve, don't you?"

Even though they were in the same White Dragon Class, he was trying to act like a Senior just because he had joined earlier.

Lee Ahn glanced at Geom Mugeuk. He and Seo Jin were watching them with expressions that said they were enjoying the interesting spectacle.

"I like a woman with guts."

It was at that moment that someone else stepped forward. "Shouldn't you stop?"

The person who stepped forward again was Gyo Seok. He was a trainee with a smaller build than Yoo Gwang, who had come out earlier. But despite that, he was brave.

"Why are you forcing someone who said no?"

Yoo Gwang's expression hardened instantly. The anger from being rejected was now directed at Gyo Seok.

"This bastard always has to pick a fight with everything I do, doesn't he?"

Seeing him curse right away, it seemed they didn't usually get along.

"It's not picking a fight, I'm telling you not to harass people."

"What the hell do you mean, harass? I just asked her for a drink."

"That is harassing."

It seemed Gyo Seok, like Yoo Gwang, had also fallen for Lee Ahn at first sight. He didn't seem like the type to step forward like this.

"You might get a beating for acting up, relying on your family." From those words, it was clear that Gyo Seok, who had stepped forward, was the scion of a rather well-known prestigious family.

"There you go again!"

"What's there to you besides your family? You moron! If you feel it's unfair, then come at me!"

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Jin were enjoying the situation from a short distance away.

"It's gotten quite chaotic," Seo Jin commented.

"She has a face that incites brawls, doesn't she? It'd be strange if the youths' blood didn't boil seeing Lee Ahn."

Seo Jin had to agree. She possessed a beauty that even other women had to acknowledge.

"Division Leader Seo, you like pretty women too, don't you?"

"How did you know?"

How would I know? I know because you told me. The pre-regression Seo Jin really liked pretty women. She said that seeing pretty things made her feel good. She liked not only beautiful women but also flowers and pretty clothes.

Seo Jin got a strange feeling from the deep gaze directed at her. The Young Cult Leader's gaze wasn't like those wild, blood-boiling ones. And yet, looking at him, she felt an inexplicable resonance.

Seo Jin asked, looking at Lee Ahn, "You must have known this chaos would happen. Why didn't you have her wear an ugly disguise?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk gave an unexpected answer. "She was born beautiful, so she should live enjoying her beautiful face."

Having spent a long time suffering from the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art, he hoped Lee Ahn would enjoy things like this.

"She's never experienced anything like that in her life, living to protect me. Men dueling and lining up for her because they like her. Isn't that a good memory to brag to her children about later?"

Geom Mugeuk hoped she would continue to live with her own face in the future. He would guide her to train her martial arts in the time she would have spent on disguises, so that living with that face wouldn't be bothersome or difficult.

For a moment, Seo Jin looked at Geom Mugeuk with an uncomprehending heart.

You're really that considerate of your subordinate's personal life?

She still didn't know Geom Mugeuk very well.

Just then, a female martial artist from the White Dragon Class walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

"She's coming to see me. Right, just because she's a woman doesn't mean she isn't a youth with boiling blood, right?"

The woman approached the two of them. "You said you're Geom Yeon, right?"

"I'm Geom Yeon, with the 'Yeon' for smoke. They call me Geom Yeon because I'm here one moment and then disappear like smoke. Want to get a drink? I'm fine with it even if it's the first day. Oh, what's your name? What do you like?"

As he poured out words she hadn't asked for, a hint of disappointment crossed the woman's face. He was handsome and had a good vibe, but to be this chatty from the very first word!

The woman stealthily backed away. "I have something to do today."

As she retreated, Seo Jin teased Geom Mugeuk. "She really did disappear like smoke."

Geom Mugeuk wore a regretful expression.

Of course, Seo Jin knew. That Geom Mugeuk had intentionally driven the woman away.

"You pathetic bastard! Get lost!"

"You're the one who should back away from the newcomer!"

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok, who were fighting with words, looked ready to trade blows at any moment, but Geom Mugeuk just watched with a smile, feigning ignorance.

In the end, Seo Jin stepped forward. She was a Division Leader, after all, so she couldn't just stand by for her Commander's sake.

"Assaulting someone over a personal matter will result in immediate expulsion."

At Seo Jin's words, Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok looked at her.

"It was written in the entrance documents. I'm the type to read those things meticulously."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly. She was the same during her mercenary days. While most mercenaries would sign contracts carelessly, Seo Jin would read them meticulously and fix any strange parts. Her personality hadn't changed.

Even at the mention of expulsion, the two did not back down.

"If a Senior can't protect a newcomer, he deserves to be expelled!" Gyo Seok shouted.

Just then, Lee Ahn said in a bright tone, "Considering the passionate friendship between you two, I guess we'll have to have that drink."

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok flinched at the word 'friendship'.

"Friendship?" When Yoo Gwang asked demandingly, Lee Ahn gave an unexpected answer.

"You two are close friends, aren't you?"

"What are you talking about?"

Lee Ahn stepped closer to Yoo Gwang. "You're not actually good at cursing, are you?"

Yoo Gwang flinched. As Lee Ahn brought her face close, he, who had been shouting curses, couldn't even meet her eyes.

"I grew up in an environment where I heard a lot of curses. I'm good at telling real curses from fake ones." She moved her face to where Yoo Gwang had averted his gaze and said, "Actually, you're the nicer one, aren't you? That's how you look to me."

Yoo Gwang averted his gaze again. Lee Ahn met his eyes once more, and finally, Yoo Gwang squeezed his eyes shut.

Gyo Seok, who had been listening, confessed. "Sorry. I asked my friend to do it. Because I like you."

The plan was for Yoo Gwang to pick a fight so he could step in like a righteous hero and save her. In truth, the two were best friends.

"How did you know?"

Lee Ahn laughed at Gyo Seok's question. "Your eyes are innocent, and your acting is awkward."

Yoo Gwang gave Gyo Seok an apologetic look. "Sorry."

"No, I'm sorry. I ruined it because of me."

Lee Ahn stepped between them and linked arms with both. "You guys are so cute."

The two were startled, their faces turning bright red.

"Right, this is how a martial arts academy should be. It has to be this innocent to be a martial arts academy. Let's go have that drink. I have some things to ask you guys, too."

With their arms linked, the two guys were dragged away by Lee Ahn. The onlookers were also all surprised by Lee Ahn's unexpected side. The words spoken by the beauty, who seemed difficult to even approach, were so friendly.

Seo Jin was also surprised. She already knew her personality was this bright, but it was because Lee Ahn had noticed their scheme. She herself hadn't noticed. Of course, she was standing farther away than Lee Ahn, but she didn't think she would have noticed even if she were closer.

I'm still a long way from the Commander's level.

If the Commander knew, did the Young Cult Leader know too? Seo Jin was curious about that.

Lee Ahn, who was walking ahead, turned her head toward Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk beamed and mouthed words to her without a sound.

"You're ready to go independent now, Lee Ahn."


Chapter 569: Recruiting Shields

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok exchanged a look, then turned their attention forward once more. A woman so beautiful she could have come from a dream was sitting before them, posing a question.

"So, is there anything you want to eat?"

Yoo Gwang answered in a trembling voice.

"I'll eat anything!"

He must have been incredibly flustered by the situation to speak with such formality.

"Didn't you call me your junior?" Lee Ahn asked teasingly.

Yoo Gwang quickly shook his head. "We're in the same White Dragon Class, so we're all classmates."

"Right? Since we're classmates, let's speak comfortably."

Yoo Gwang nodded. He was completely unaware that he had just become a classmate to the Ghost Shadow Squad leader from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Then I'll order what I like, okay?"

Although she said this, Lee Ahn proceeded to order the dishes that Geom Mugeuk enjoyed.

Yoo Gwang was bewildered. The beautiful women he knew, or more accurately, the ones he had only imagined, were mysterious beings. They were the type of noble individuals who spoke with their eyes, whose clothes you wouldn't dare to step on.

However, the beauty in front of him had linked arms with them and accompanied them here like a friend. She was treating them with such ease. Where else could one find a peerless beauty with such a bright personality?

He had to be honest with himself. He had also fallen for Lee Ahn. When Gyo Seok asked him to play the villain, he had agreed for his friend's sake, but a part of him felt a pang of regret.

I should have said it first.

But it was no use. Based on his appearance, anyone could tell he was better suited for the villain role. The feeling of her hand still lingered on his arm.

Would a moment like this ever happen again in his life, where such a beauty linked arms with him? It seemed unlikely.

While Yoo Gwang, today's villain, was lost in thought, Gyo Seok, who had attempted to be the righteous hero, glanced over at Geom Mugeuk and Seo Jin. They were sitting side-by-side next to Lee Ahn, a small distance away.

What's their relationship? Why did they follow her all the way here?

They had trailed them to this inn and sat at the same table as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

As if she could read his mind, Lee Ahn introduced the two to Gyo Seok.

"They're friends I made after I got here. As you know, I'm classmates with Geom Yeon from the entrance exam, and I met Seo Jin by chance at an inn."

Geom Mugeuk gave them a wave.

"That was some really wonderful friendship you two showed. It reminds me of the friends I left behind."

He wasn't just saying it for show. He was being sincere, especially since he had left the cult in a hurry and hadn't been able to see many people.

Gyo Seok felt a surge of jealousy toward Geom Mugeuk. The feeling intensified because he believed the other man was just pretending to be relaxed.

Who are you to be hanging out with these women?

Is being handsome all it takes?

As if reading his thoughts, Geom Mugeuk spoke to him.

"I've decided to become that Young Lady's sword and shield."

The expressions on the two hot-blooded youths' faces changed in the exact same way. At first, they looked shocked, as if to say, 'What's this bastard saying?!' But that soon shifted to, 'Yeah, I would have done the same.'

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok understood Geom Mugeuk. They felt that for a woman like her, they would have also offered to be her sword and shield. This realization brought a sense of loss.

Ah! I should have entered the academy back then. If I had, I would be in his place.

Lee Ahn smiled pleasantly. The more she heard him talk about being her sword and shield, the better she felt. The part about being her shield resonated deeply within her heart, as she had spent her whole life as the Young Cult Leader's shield.

[But I'm the Young Cult Leader's shield?]

Geom Mugeuk replied to Lee Ahn's telepathic message.

[Then who protects my shield?]

[The shield is...]

Lee Ahn's playful gaze shifted to Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok.

"Recruitment for shields is ongoing!"

Yoo Gwang's face flushed red again. He thought he wouldn't mind spending his entire life as this woman's bodyguard. Gyo Seok, who had actually planned to be the hero, didn't feel quite so strongly.

"Here, have a drink from me."

As Lee Ahn poured him a drink, Yoo Gwang's hand trembled violently as he held the cup.

"Can you even hold a sword with that hand?"

Gyo Seok's hand remained steady, but his eyes were fixed on Lee Ahn.

Geom Mugeuk watched them with a pleased heart.

Enjoy it to your heart's content, Lee Ahn.

For Geom Mugeuk, this moment was more precious and valuable than any time spent killing enemies. He hoped Lee Ahn would grow by taking the lead in this martial arts academy affair, learning and feeling a great deal.

However, there was something he wanted even more.

Enjoy yourself, Lee Ahn.

He wanted her to enjoy her youth here, in a place filled with young people. He wanted her to receive all the praise for her beauty that she had never experienced in her life.

Just then, Seo Jin sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk with a question.

[There's something I'd like to ask.]

[Anything.]

[Did you know too, Young Cult Leader? That they were putting on an act.]

[Of course.]

"......"

From where she had been standing earlier, she couldn't see the two men's expressions clearly. She found it difficult to believe he had figured it out just from their voices.

However, Geom Mugeuk hadn't been focused on them.

[From the reactions of the disciples who were watching.]

[Ah!]

While conversing with her, Geom Mugeuk had also been observing the expressions of the other disciples nearby.

[If he was the kind of guy who steps up like that, he would have surely bullied his classmates on a regular basis, yet no one was frowning. Instead, they looked intrigued.]

Seo Jin let out a soft sigh. The answer was simple in hindsight, but she hadn't considered it at all.

[I missed it from both sides, then.]

Lee Ahn had deduced it from the two men, while Geom Mugeuk had figured it out by observing the people around them.

Geom Mugeuk refilled the cup for the disappointed Seo Jin.

If he wanted Lee Ahn to enjoy herself, his wish for Seo Jin was different. Until now, she had been raised preciously as a blood relative of the Ghost Sect. It was time for her to truly step out of that protective greenhouse.

Seo Jin, now you take your first step with that wonderful image of yours. No, in this life, I hope you become even more magnificent than that.

A martial artist should look around out of habit. Wherever you go, you should make it a habit to thoroughly scan the space and the people in it. You should be even more vigilant in a place that feels reassuring or with people who seem easy to handle.

A martial artist dies in moments like that.

Seo Jin admitted her carelessness. She had subconsciously assumed it was just a place full of rookies from the White Dragon Class. In reality, she was the rookie.

[I'll keep that in mind, Young Cult Leader.]

In the meantime, the drinking party carried on. Lee Ahn was the one who mainly entertained Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok.

For the two men, the entire experience felt like a dream, even as they drank. To have such a beautiful woman call them by name and treat them like friends was unbelievable.

They were also deeply moved that she treated them so comfortably despite their attempt to deceive her. After a few more drinks, stories began to flow freely.

"My dream is to open a martial arts academy in my hometown and live there."

Gyo Seok had always been frustrated by Yoo Gwang's dream.

"It's easy to say martial arts academy. Do you know how much money it costs to open one?"

"I can just start a small one."

"Then you won't gather any disciples. You yourself struggled to get into the Yellow Dragon Academy, didn't you?"

Not that Gyo Seok's dream was any more realistic.

"My dream is to make a lot of money. When I graduate from here, I'm going to be a bodyguard for the rich. If I stick around rich people, I'll probably learn how they make money. I'll make a lot of money and open that martial arts academy for you."

Lee Ahn gave a faint smile at his words. He didn't know yet because he hadn't experienced it. He didn't know how difficult a job being a bodyguard was, how hard it was to learn about making money from the rich, or how difficult it was to spend a large sum of money on someone else once you finally earned it.

Still, Lee Ahn liked it. She could feel that, at least for now, their feelings were sincere.

"Hey, I really like you guys. Taking the villain role for a friend, making money to open a martial arts academy for a friend, not just anyone can do that. Come on, a toast to friendship."

The three of them toasted and drank together.

It was the first time Geom Mugeuk had seen Lee Ahn talk so much since he had met her.

So this is how much Lee Ahn talks when she's the main character.

That was why it was such a precious day.

Of course, Lee Ahn hadn't arranged this gathering just to play around. Once they were as relaxed as possible, she casually asked a question.

"By the way, I heard an instructor passed away recently?"

For a moment, the two men flinched. That reaction alone told her they knew about Lim Hyeon.

"How did you know that Master Lim passed away?"

Lee Ahn nonchalantly answered Gyo Seok's question.

"I heard."

"From who? There was a gag order on that matter."

It seemed an order had been given to the disciples who knew about it, forbidding them from speaking of it.

"It seemed like everyone knew?"

She guessed that if these two were aware, others would be as well. As she expected, they couldn't refute her words.

"We're friends now, right? Isn't it okay to tell me that much?"

As Yoo Gwang seriously considered her request, Gyo Seok interjected.

"Don't. If it's revealed you broke the gag order, you could be expelled from the martial arts academy. Let's go."

Gyo Seok grabbed the hesitating Yoo Gwang and pulled him to his feet. He hurriedly led his friend outside.

Yoo Gwang, having reached the inn's entrance, suddenly strode back inside. Gyo Seok, unable to stop him, followed with a sigh.

"Master Lim died in an accident during a duel with Bang So."

"Who's Bang So?"

"He's in our White Dragon Class. A classmate who joined shortly before Master Lim passed away."

Not only Lee Ahn but also the listening Seo Jin was surprised. It was shocking enough that Lim Hyeon had died in a duel, but they had never imagined the opponent would be a disciple from the White Dragon Class.

"Was Bang So at the training grounds earlier?"

Yoo Gwang shook his head at Lee Ahn's question.

"No. He's been skipping class ever since that incident."

To this, Yoo Gwang added a feeling he had.

"Something's changed since that happened."

Gyo Seok frowned and shook his head.

"You're talking nonsense again."

"You don't feel it? This feeling like something has settled, this unsettling feeling for no reason, you don't feel it?"

Because Gyo Seok didn't believe him, Yoo Gwang desperately wanted someone to hear him out.

"Something has definitely changed."

Lee Ahn saw him in a new light. To sense a change in the atmosphere that no one else could was a remarkable talent. His hand might be trembling now while receiving a drink, but she thought he could become a great master someday.

Lee Ahn expressed her gratitude.

"Thank you for telling me."

The reason Yoo Gwang had spoken honestly wasn't just her beauty. He had been moved when Lee Ahn had earlier told him that he was the kinder person.

People who met them for the first time always judged by appearances and assumed Gyo Seok was the kind one. Many had even treated Yoo Gwang like a scoundrel based on first impressions. However, Lee Ahn had seen him for who he really was.

"I was grateful too. See you tomorrow."

For his final goodbye, he managed to speak briskly without trembling before he left.

Gyo Seok said, "You must never say you heard it from him."

"I promise."

After the two of them departed from the inn, only three people remained.

"Do you think this person, Bang So, is their subordinate?"

Geom Mugeuk answered Lee Ahn's question.

"We'll have to find that out. But one thing is certain. Since he died in a duel with a White Dragon Class disciple, everyone will think of this as a simple accident."

They would assume a rookie had mishandled his sword and killed an instructor.

To that, Geom Mugeuk added something unexpected.

"If this Bang So is their swordsman, he'll probably start showing up for class tomorrow."

"What? Why all of a sudden?"

At Lee Ahn's question, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted toward Seo Jin.

"Another person to kill has appeared, hasn't there?"


Oh, that's ridiculous!

She naturally assumed Geom Mugeuk was joking. To her surprise, however, Bang So appeared in class the next day.

Bang So had slumped shoulders and a dark expression. He kept his head down and avoided eye contact, making it hard to see his face.

As he appeared for the first time in a while, the attention of the White Dragon Class disciples focused on him. Everyone felt sorry for him. What if they had been the one to cause an instructor's death? It was something they didn't even want to think about.

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok exchanged a look, both of them very surprised. Bang So had appeared right after Yoo Gwang had mentioned him yesterday.

When they glanced at Lee Ahn, she was already discerning Bang So's true nature.

[He's hiding his skills.]

[Good eye.]

Not only Seo Jin, but no one else had noticed his hidden skills. He was a master whose abilities far surpassed those of the instructors.

[Could it be? Did he really show up to kill Division Leader Seo, just as he said?]

[If not? Is there any other reason to make him come back here?]

[Isn't that a stupid move? If he, who has already killed one person, commits another murder, he'll draw a lot of attention.]

[I think it's actually a smart choice.]

[What do you mean?]

Geom Mugeuk pointed out something she had not considered.

[Seo Jin, a blood relative of the Ghost Sect, came to the Yellow Dragon Academy to investigate Lim Hyeon's death.]

[Right.]

[The one who killed Lim Hyeon is Bang So. Now, imagine she dies at the hands of that same Bang So.]

[!]

Only then did Lee Ahn understand what Geom Mugeuk was saying.

Seo Jin, who came to investigate the death of her hometown senior, and Bang So, who accidentally killed an instructor. Bang So, feeling pressured by her investigation, commits murder? If Bang So was then dealt with as a suicide or simply disappeared, everything would be cleaned up neatly.

[Since they have a history of conflict, no one would bother looking for another mastermind.]

Pyo San was talking with Bang So. He appeared to be checking on his condition to see if he was okay.

After a long conversation, Pyo San addressed the disciples.

"Today, for the first time in a while, we will have an arranged duel."

The disciples thought he was deliberately holding a duel to help Bang So recover from the shock of the previous incident.

Lee Ahn's expression turned cold.

These crazy bastards!

Geom Mugeuk said no more and left the situation to Lee Ahn.

Alright, Lee Ahn. How are you going to handle this now?


Chapter 570: I Survived Thanks to That Imagination

Lee Ahn conveyed her honest feelings to Geom Mugeuk.

[I'm afraid I'll mess things up if I handle it my own way.]

Geom Mugeuk knew her better than anyone else. If she were alone, she would handle things better than anyone, without this fear. The fact that he, the Young Cult Leader, was watching was putting pressure on her. There must also have been the pressure to do well.

[Lee Ahn, what was your weakness?]

[Wouldn't you say my weakness is my own carelessness? It makes me want to joke that my pretty face is my only flaw, even in a situation this urgent.]

[Nine tails and carelessness don't go well together, do they?]

[Then what is my weakness?]

Lee Ahn was curious what weakness Geom Mugeuk thought she had.

[Your weakness is me.]

Lee Ahn was surprised by the unexpected answer.

[The Young Cult Leader?]

[Yes, it was me. Your sense of duty and spirit of sacrifice to protect me was the biggest weakness in your life.]

Lee Ahn's gaze toward Geom Mugeuk trembled slightly. She knew it, too. That was why Geom Mugeuk had her step down as his bodyguard and placed her in charge of the Ghost Shadow Squad. Of course, that was all from Geom Mugeuk's perspective.

The duty to protect the Young Cult Leader was the driving force of my life. It's not much different now, either.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy continued.

[Your second weakness was your lacking inner arts. But that's been resolved. The third is experience, which I believe you've gained a fair amount of since leaving the cult on your own recently.]

Geom Mugeuk knew that what Lee Ahn needed right now was not a clue on how to handle this situation. What did it matter if she made a mistake or took a roundabout path? He was there to protect her. Even that would be a great learning experience for her.

What she really needed right now was this.

[Do you know how strong you are?]

With her weaknesses addressed, she had achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

[How strong am I?]

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Pyo San standing over there, then back to Bang So.

[People like them aren't even worth comparing. The Seven Instructors of the Yellow Dragon Academy? The Grand Master? To compare you even to them would be to greatly underestimate the Soaring Sky Sword Art.]

He dismissed even those she had yet to meet.

[If we're going to talk about your strength, this is the question we should be asking.]

Geom Mugeuk paused for a moment before speaking.

[In how many techniques could you kill the Principal of this Yellow Dragon Academy?]

Since she had yet to properly fight a true master, she did not know how strong she was. The stronger her opponent, the more she would come to understand her own strength.

Geom Mugeuk instilled in her the greatest possible confidence.

[Lee Ahn, this murim is now yours.]

He could say that to Lee Ahn. She was not the type to become arrogant, no matter the situation.

Lee Ahn's eyes trembled. It was likely the first time in her life she had heard such words.

[This is too much pressure, I can't take it. This murim, how much will you buy it for?]

Hearing her joke, he could tell she had relaxed.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk and nodded. Her eyes said it all.

Yes, Young Cult Leader. I will do it.


While the two were conversing via telepathy, the instructor, Pyo San, personally paired everyone up for their duels. Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were made a pair, and as expected, Bang So was paired with Seo Jin.

Geom Mugeuk was certain.

He really intends to kill her.

Bang So, who had killed Lim Hyeon, just happened to return today and just happened to be paired with Seo Jin. There was no way so many coincidences could happen at once.

If the duel proceeded as planned, Bang So would certainly kill Seo Jin. Unless she used her ghost arts from the start, Seo Jin's martial arts skills were no match for Bang So.

Lee Ahn, what are you going to do?

He had thought she would make some excuse to switch partners and face Bang So herself. For some reason, however, Lee Ahn simply stood by and watched.

"The promised duel consists of three stages. Attack, block, and counterattack. New recruits who haven't learned it yet, follow the demonstration!"

The ones demonstrating were Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok, the longest-standing members of the White Dragon Class.

"Begin, and be careful not to hurt each other!"

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok began the promised duel. One blocked a sword aimed at a designated spot, and then in turn, thrust their own sword at their opponent. The swords went back and forth between them.

When the two got close, Yoo Gwang whispered.

"I think something's about to happen."

"Shh! Be quiet!"

"I have a bad feeling!"

"Please!"

At the source of that bad feeling, the promised movements were also continuing.

Bang So was looking for a chance to kill Seo Jin. After killing her, he was supposed to escape this place. His superiors would take care of the aftermath. The madman of the White Dragon Class would be declared dead, his death staged with a fake corpse that had fallen from a cliff.

Farewell!

Just as he was about to kill her with his next move, Bang So's eyes widened in shock. Something was stuck to the back of his sword hand.

The moment he identified what it was, he let out an involuntary scream.

"Aaargh!"

It was a large, brilliantly colored centipede. It was not an illusion. There was even an unpleasant sensation. He was not the type to scream at something like a centipede, but it was too sudden. Furthermore, the moment he saw its colors, he was even more startled by the intuition that it was a lethally poisonous centipede.

The next moment, his body flew towards Seo Jin.

What is this?

His body would not obey him. An invisible force was constricting and pushing him forward.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

At Bang So's scream, everyone stopped and stared at him.

To the others, it looked as if Bang So was letting out a bizarre scream as he charged at Seo Jin. To any observer, he looked like a man who had gone mad, the shock of the previous incident having resurfaced.

SHWIIK!

Bang So's sword grazed past Seo Jin's face.

At that very moment.

PUUK!

Seo Jin's sword pierced his heart.

As Bang So tried to swing his sword again despite being stabbed, Seo Jin pulled her sword out and retreated.

PAPAPAK.

Bang So collapsed, spraying blood in all directions. Even in the moment of his death, he could not understand the situation. In his eyes, which were growing cold, he saw the centipede that was still on the back of his hand go POP, bursting and scattering in a brilliant array of colors. It was a sight visible only to him.

A few of the cadets screamed. Those far away ran closer, while those nearby backed away.

Of course, the most surprised person was Pyo San. When Bang So first screamed and charged, he had thought it was unexpected.

Who knew he could act so realistically?

However, he had died so futilely, stabbed by Seo Jin's sword.

Pyo San stared at Seo Jin with a shocked expression.

She was a master capable of killing Bang So in a single move?

In truth, the centipede on the back of Bang So's hand was Seo Jin's ghost art. Lee Ahn had sent a telepathic message to Seo Jin before the promised duel began.

[Division Leader Seo, can you use your ghost arts to make him scream?]

[Yes, I should be able to.]

The ghost arts of the Ghost Sect could create the illusion of insects crawling all over one's body, or even make one actually feel the sensation.

The moment Seo Jin unleashed her ghost art, Lee Ahn used telekinesis to subdue Bang So's body and send him flying toward Seo Jin.

She had been confident she could pull it off, but she had not been certain it was truly possible. If Geom Mugeuk had not instilled that confidence in her, she would never have attempted it. And she had the ultimate faith that Geom Mugeuk was watching.

In the end, startled by the ghost art and unable to overcome Lee Ahn's inner arts, he moved just as Lee Ahn controlled him and lost his life.

Lee Ahn had turned their own plan against them. They had intended to show an agitated Bang So killing Seo Jin in front of everyone, but instead, it became a situation where Seo Jin had no choice but to kill Bang So. In a way, the enemy had created the perfect stage for her to exact her revenge with impunity.

"What in the world happened?"

Pyo San asked Seo Jin, pretending to be flustered. No, he was genuinely flustered.

"I don't know either. He suddenly screamed and charged at me."

She, too, had no need to act surprised and flustered.

She had resolved to kill him, but now that she actually had, her sword hand trembled. The rush of wind from his blade as it missed her face had felt so real. Of course, it was a situation Lee Ahn had realistically staged with her telekinesis.

Seeing her shocked appearance, Pyo San was inwardly puzzled.

No matter how I look at it, it doesn't seem like she killed him with skill.

Then why on earth did Bang So die? When it came to killing people, Bang So was someone who could be trusted. Regardless, he had to sort out this situation first.

Pyo San calmly warned the cadets.

"Everyone, return to your quarters! If a word of this gets out, you'll be expelled immediately!"

He first had the entire White Dragon Class withdraw.

"You stay."

Pyo San made Seo Jin stay behind.

He intended to take her away and lock her up before reporting to Gi Seok. If they concluded that she must be killed, they could stage it as a suicide driven by guilt during the investigation. There was still a chance.

Just then, Lee Ahn stepped forward.

"I'll go with you. I witnessed it from right beside her. My testimony will be more useful than that of my flustered friend here."

Pyo San was also suspicious of Lee Ahn. Was it really a coincidence that such a beautiful woman had entered the academy right after Seo Jin?

"Step back. I'll call for you later."

"Before I step back, I have a question."

Before Pyo San could ask what her question was, Lee Ahn spoke first.

"Why did you pair such a mentally unstable person with a brand-new recruit?"

Pyo San's expression hardened.

"Shouldn't both of them have been paired with more experienced partners?"

All eyes turned to Pyo San. They had been too distracted by Bang So's death to think about it, but hearing Lee Ahn's words, they definitely felt a sense of suspicion.

Even though she had pointed out the biggest potential flaw in his story, he remained calm.

"Are you saying I deliberately had Bang So killed?"

Of course, the cadets thought that was impossible. He had no reason to.

"Don't you all know that unavoidable accidents have nothing to do with skill?"

He was referring to the death of Master Lim. It meant that even if paired with an instructor, a person fated to die will die.

"Now, go back."

Just as the cadets were about to turn away, someone shouted.

"This man has a white snake tattoo on his chest!"

When Pyo San turned in surprise, Geom Mugeuk was already squatting down and rummaging through the corpse's clothes.

"Get your hands off him!"

Geom Mugeuk pulled his hands away, feigning surprise.

Pyo San felt a sense of defeat. He had only been distracted for a brief moment, yet that punk had already made his way to the corpse?

"It's a coiled white snake!"

At that, Lee Ahn said.

"In the murim, isn't the organization that uses a white snake as its symbol the White Snake Society?"

At the mention of the White Snake Society, the cadets began to murmur. The White Snake Society was one of the most infamous assassin guilds in the murim.

"Everyone, be quiet!"

Pyo San roared. His composure, which he had maintained while dealing with the cadets until now, shattered.

Pyo San walked toward Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk backed away with a terrified expression.

"Who gave you permission to touch the corpse? Before the cause of death can even be determined!"

"Didn't we all see the cause of death?"

Pyo San's expression hardened even more.

"Right now, I think the important thing isn't whether someone touched the corpse, but figuring out why a member of the White Snake Society was in the White Dragon Class."

Geom Mugeuk stammered with a frightened look on his face, but he said everything he needed to. He even added a ridiculous joke.

"We're the White Dragons, not the White Snakes, aren't we?"

Pyo San glared at Geom Mugeuk and said coldly.

"You, pack your things and leave the martial arts academy at once! We don't need someone like you here!"

At that, Seo Jin was the first to step forward.

"That's an unfair punishment."

Lee Ahn also stepped forward, declaring it unfair. It was only natural for her to do so.

Yoo Gwang, who had been drinking with them the previous night, suddenly stepped forward.

"It's unfair."

He had shouted it out unconsciously when Lee Ahn stepped forward.

Pyo San roared.

"The three of you, pack your things as well!"

Gyo Seok's expression hardened. Yoo Gwang had stepped forward before he had a chance to stop him. He hesitated, wondering whether he should step forward or not. Yoo Gwang shook his head, silently telling him to stay out of it.

You bastard! Now I have no choice but to step forward.

Gyo Seok also took a step forward and spoke, though he took a different approach.

"My classmates spoke rashly. Please forgive them!"

The other cadets did not dare to step forward in this atmosphere.

Pyo San seethed with anger. Things were not supposed to go this way. Everything had gone completely awry.

"All of you, withdraw and await your punishment."

Just then, a person appeared.

"What is going on?"

The person who had appeared was none other than Yeom Baekjin.

At his appearance, Pyo San felt like he wanted to scream. Of course, showing no sign of his inner turmoil, he politely greeted him and reported.

"There was an accident during duel training."

"Again?"

Just then, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"There was a member of the White Snake Society in the White Dragon Class!"

Pyo San had to forcibly restrain the urge to run over and plunge his sword into Geom Mugeuk's heart.

Yeom Baekjin glanced at the fallen corpse. He did not seem particularly perturbed by the mention of the White Snake Society. He was more concerned about the opponent.

"Who was he dueling with?"

Seo Jin stepped forward and said.

"It was me."

Yeom Baekjin looked at her.

"Are you alright?"

"......"

He did not ask anything else.

Yeom Baekjin's gaze turned back to Pyo San.

"Since this accident occurred during your class, you'll be the first one to be investigated. Follow me."

Pyo San's expression hardened. There was no way Yeom Baekjin had just happened to be passing by. If that was the case, then Bang So's death also made sense.

This man must have helped her.

It was a situation ripe for such a misunderstanding.

Yeom Baekjin, who was walking ahead, looked back at Pyo San.

"Do you intend to disobey my order?"

"No, sir."

Pyo San quietly followed behind him. The two of them walked past the cadets.

Yeom Baekjin's gaze subtly turned towards Seo Jin.

Pyo San, following behind, glared only at Geom Mugeuk.

That bastard escalated things!

The sight of Geom Mugeuk avoiding his gaze, as if to say 'Oh, how scary,' was even more detestable.

Just you wait!

And so the two of them left, and martial artists who appeared to be Yeom Baekjin's subordinates came and collected the corpse.

"See? I was right, wasn't I? Didn't I say something was going to happen?"

At Yoo Gwang's words, Gyo Seok forcibly dragged him away. His head ached just thinking about how much worse his friend's conspiracy theories would get.

And so the cadets all scattered, and now only three people remained.

Lee Ahn spoke carefully to Geom Mugeuk.

"This was the best I could do. With my poor imagination, I couldn't think of another way to deal with the man who came to kill Division Leader Seo."

At that, Seo Jin expressed her gratitude to Lee Ahn.

"I survived thanks to that imagination."

"It was also the first time the Ghost Shadow Squad worked together to defeat an enemy."

The two women faced each other and smiled.

This was the life Geom Mugeuk wanted for Seo Jin. For her to live happily in this murim with a good person like Lee Ahn. It was also the reason he had rushed here with Lee Ahn.

"What will you do now?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Lee Ahn seemed to ponder for a moment.

"We learned from the promised duel, didn't we? Attack, block, and counterattack. We've blocked their attack..."

Lee Ahn said, looking at the buildings of the Yellow Dragon Academy in the distance.

"Now it's our turn to counterattack."


Chapter 571: My Family Also Has a Little Something to Inherit

"How are you going to counterattack?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Lee Ahn spoke a single name.

"Through Yeom Baekjin."

Lee Ahn had accurately deduced that he was at the center of this incident.

"The way he approached Division Leader Seo, and the way he appeared here today. That man definitely knows something."

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Jin both nodded.

"First, we need to find out if he's an enemy or not," Lee Ahn stated, her gaze turning toward Seo Jin. "And Yeom Baekjin will definitely approach Division Leader Seo again."

"I'll try to find out his intentions then," Seo Jin offered.

"No! There's no need for that," Geom Mugeuk interjected. "That man... something about him feels unsettling. The way he looks at Division Leader Seo is unusual, too."

He could tell.

Lee Ahn had felt it as well. There was a certain ominousness in Yeom Baekjin's eyes, a premonition of the catastrophic fate their destinies held. What was now simple interest would grow beyond their control and eventually lead them both to ruin.

Lee Ahn, we have to change that fate.

Lee Ahn turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Young Cult Leader, please find out what Yeom Baekjin uncovers from Pyo San."

"I will."

Who else could she possibly make such a request to? And who else would answer so readily?

She realized it again. She was fighting this battle with the finest sword and shield in the murim. That was why it was also a fight she could never afford to lose.

"In the meantime, I'll visit the branches of the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon with Division Leader Seo to get the information we need. The counterattack will begin based on that information."

The purpose of taking Seo Jin to the branches of the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon was to show her how to contact them and receive information.

"Alright, see you later."

Just as Geom Mugeuk was about to leave, Lee Ahn spoke from behind him.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

"For what?"

"For everything."

Lee Ahn understood better than anyone how difficult it was to watch over someone from the sidelines like this. It would be much more comfortable for him to step in directly. Yet, Geom Mugeuk was giving her a chance to gain experience and grow.

Geom Mugeuk was grateful to Lee Ahn for always saying thank you. She probably didn't know how much strength those words from someone he liked gave him. It was the ultimate power that allowed him to endure until the very end.

The power of that one phrase, "thank you."

We know this, yet we make mistakes. We say those words several times a day to others, but we don't say them for years to the person we should, all because they are close to us.

"If you're grateful, pay me back with money!"

Geom Mugeuk leaped away.

Watching him vanish in an instant, Lee Ahn muttered as if to herself.

"Then I couldn't repay you even if I went bankrupt dozens of times."


When Pyo San regained consciousness, he found himself sitting in a chair with his vital points sealed. He had suddenly lost consciousness while following Yeom Baekjin, and when he awoke, he was here.

Where am I?

He felt an intense heat all over his body. Weapons hung on every side, the walls were scorched, and the flames of a furnace blazed red like lava.

Pyo San could tell where he was. This was the smithy operated directly by the Yellow Dragon Academy.

The martial arts academy had so many members that dozens of weapons were damaged or destroyed daily. To handle this, the Yellow Dragon Academy ran its own smithy to supply weapons and sold the surplus to outsiders.

Why did he bring me here?

There was no one else working in the smithy. A man stood before him with his back turned. Pyo San immediately recognized the pure white hair.

Yeom Baekjin was examining a pile of weapons in the corner, but he sensed Pyo San had woken up without even turning around.

"Everything piled up here is defective. They look fine on the outside, but they're unusable. Later, they'll be melted down in that fiery pit and be reborn as new weapons."

Pyo San spoke cautiously.

"Even if you're the Principal's younger brother, you can't do this to an instructor, can you?"

Yeom Baekjin didn't turn, but Pyo San could feel his cold smile.

"Someone who tries to kill a cadet is no instructor."

"Kill a cadet? What are you talking about?"

Pyo San flatly denied the accusation, but if that had been enough, he wouldn't have been captured in the first place.

Yeom Baekjin turned and approached Pyo San. Bending down, he met the seated man's eyes with an incredibly cold gaze. The surroundings were scorching, but only Yeom Baekjin felt frigid.

Pyo San suddenly remembered what Gi Seok had said.

[Yeom Baekjin is a more calculating and ruthless person than anyone.]

Pyo San sensed that his life was on the line.

"I only want one answer."

It wasn't about Seo Jin, the deceased Lim Hyeon, or the deceased Bang So of the White Snake Society. What Yeom Baekjin truly wanted was a single location.

"Where is that place?"

"!"

Pyo San's heart sank.

He knew. Yeom Baekjin already knew.

Forcing himself to remain calm, Pyo San met Yeom Baekjin's eyes and answered.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

Displeasure bloomed openly on Yeom Baekjin's face. He made no effort to hide his emotions.

"I'm not one to ask twice. However, just this once, I'll ask again. Where is that place?"

Pyo San could feel it. If he didn't answer, he would really die.

However, he also knew they wouldn't let him live even if he did answer. Furthermore, his superiors would never let him live for revealing the secret here. He truly hadn't expected Yeom Baekjin to move so boldly.

When no answer came, Yeom Baekjin stood up without any lingering attachment and turned away.

"Here, unnecessary things have only one fate."

Yeom Baekjin's subordinates came forward and pulled Pyo San to his feet. They dragged him toward the blazing furnace as if to burn him alive.

"Wait! Master Yeom! All the members of the White Dragon Class saw you take me. If you kill me, you won't be safe either."

Yeom Baekjin just stood there silently with his back turned.

He won't kill me.

But his subordinates pushed Pyo San's face toward the fiery pit. The searing heat brought a wave of extreme terror. Even if they didn't kill him, his face would be completely ruined.

"Please! Don't do this! I don't know anything."

As if to prove they weren't just trying to scare him, the martial artists kept pushing. He resisted desperately, but with his inner arts sealed, how could he overcome their strength?

"Aaaaargh!"

It was so hot. They say the pain of burning to death is the most agonizing. He never thought his life would end like this.

It was at that very moment.

"Are you really planning to burn him to death?" a calm voice echoed.

At those words, the martial artists pushing Pyo San stopped.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

Pyo San fell backward, scrambling away from the fire. One side of his face was red, as if it were half-cooked. A moment later and his face would have been completely ruined. Pyo San gasped for breath.

The person who appeared was none other than Yeom Baekjin's older brother and the Principal of the Yellow Dragon Academy, Yeom Baekyin. His presence was no ordinary one. Those who hadn't seen him might think he was just a martial Principal, but from him, one could feel the air of an absolute master.

He was Yeom Baekjin's older brother by one year, and as expected, the two looked alike. However, the auras they exuded were quite different. Unlike the free-spirited Yeom Baekjin, Yeom Baekyin had a well-organized and restrained feel. His hair was also jet black.

Lined up behind him were the martial artists who directly protected the Principal. Among them was Gi Seok, Pyo San's superior.

Yeom Baekjin wasn't particularly surprised by his brother's appearance. He was so composed that he seemed to have expected Yeom Baekyin to come. At their arrival, all of Yeom Baekjin's subordinates quietly retreated through the back door.

"What brings such an esteemed person to a humble place like this?"

"What are you trying to do right now?"

The two brothers' gazes tangled in mid-air. It was a look that said they both had so much to say but were holding it all back.

"What am I doing? I was having a conversation with Instructor Pyo."

Yeom Baekjin walked toward Pyo San. He looked at the flames that had almost burned the man to death and said, "It was a very heated conversation between men. Wasn't it, Instructor Pyo?"

Pyo San said nothing, but his eyes were filled with resentment.

Gi Seok stepped forward and prompted Pyo San.

"Tell the Principal what happened."

Pyo San bowed politely to Yeom Baekyin and then reported the day's events.

"Today, there was an incident during the White Dragon Class's duel where a cadet died. Master Yeom captured me because of it and forced me to confess, asking if I was involved."

Since many eyes were watching, he didn't mention the place he had been asked about.

Yeom Baekyin asked his younger brother, "Is that true?"

"Except for the fact that the cadet who died today was a guy from the White Snake Society."

Pyo San said urgently, "You can't conclude that based on a single tattoo."

"You also left out that the guy has a history of killing an instructor."

At those words, Pyo San couldn't say anything.

Yeom Baekyin said calmly, "As the Principal, I will investigate this matter myself."

At that, Yeom Baekjin laughed.

"I'm sure you will."

His tone implied, 'Aren't you on their side too?', causing Yeom Baekyin's expression to harden.

"Take Instructor Pyo to the Principal's office."

The subordinates behind him took Pyo San and left.

Yeom Baekyin warned sternly, "From now on, don't interfere in the martial arts academy's affairs at all! If something like this happens one more time, I won't forgive you either."

After that cold remark, Yeom Baekyin was about to turn away when Yeom Baekjin spoke from behind.

"Are you even interested in the martial arts academy's affairs?"

Yeom Baekyin flinched and stopped in his tracks. When he looked back, Yeom Baekjin had his back turned, staring only at the flames of the furnace.

Yeom Baekyin stared at his younger brother for a moment, about to say something, but he swallowed his words and continued on his way.

For a while, Yeom Baekjin stared blankly at the fire. Then, the moment he turned his head to leave, he flinched and froze.

Someone was standing in front of the defective weapons piled in the corner.

Yeom Baekjin was inwardly startled. No matter how complicated his thoughts were, how could he not have known someone had entered? If that person had tried to attack him, he might have been hit.

"Who are you?"

A man wearing a White Dragon Class uniform turned toward him. It was Geom Mugeuk. For some reason, he had revealed himself directly.

"Ah, Master Yeom!"

Yeom Baekjin's gaze naturally turned cold.

"What were you doing here?"

"Ah, I was looking to see if there were any reusable weapons among these. There must be some that are perfectly fine but were unlucky enough to get mixed in and are fated to be melted down, right?"

The two men's gazes tangled in mid-air.

Yeom Baekjin was convinced that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary person. The fact that he moved around with a beauty like Lee Ahn, that he became close with Seo Jin upon entering the academy, and that he showed himself here.

The bastard revealed his presence on purpose. Otherwise, he would have disappeared quietly. From where did he start listening?

Yeom Baekjin asked Geom Mugeuk, "So? Did you find anything worth fixing?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Yeom Baekjin and said, "I can't tell just by looking. Most of them probably seem fine at a glance, but when you actually try to use them, you realize they're trash."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the side of the fire where Yeom Baekjin was standing.

Yeom Baekjin secretly raised his inner arts, preparing for a surprise attack.

However, Geom Mugeuk simply crouched down in front of the furnace. Staring at the fire for a moment, he recalled the past.

"I remember playing with fire with my older brother when I was young."

Yeom Baekjin looked down at him with a cold gaze, just listening.

He's full of openings.

Everything was an opening. It seemed he could kill him with a single blow right now. The back of his head, his neck, his back. They all felt like openings. Yet, he didn't feel the urge to strike. It was a strange feeling, a reluctance to fight. He wasn't the type to experience such a thing.

"I remember being scared back then, wondering if my brother would push me into the fire. That anxiety still remains."

At the mention of his brother, Yeom Baekjin's expression hardened. It was clearly a story brought up after seeing the meeting with Yeom Baekyin.

He was here since then.

That meant neither his brother nor the other martial artists had noticed this person hiding.

"You don't seem close with your brother."

"We tried to kill each other. My family also has a little something to inherit."

"How much is it?"

"Quite a lot."

"Then your brother must be dead by now."

The firelight flickered on Geom Mugeuk's smiling lips.

"No. He's alive. In fact, we're quite close now."

"Then you must not have had much to inherit."

Geom Mugeuk said with a meaningful smile, "If you want, I can tell you the secret. How not to shed blood between brothers amidst a power struggle! How about it? I'll tell you if you buy me a drink."

"I don't need it."

He was clearly no ordinary person, but he spouted so much nonsense that it was difficult to grasp his true nature.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been crouching, stood up and once again stood before the pile of scrap metal.

"Shall we take a look? To see if there's at least one thing that doesn't need to be melted down?"

He was a really strange guy. Regardless of his skill level, Yeom Baekjin never thought someone would make such a suggestion.

"Why are you obsessed with this?"

"There are too many things being thrown away in this world."

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at him and added, "It's unfair, isn't it? To be thrown away like this when it's perfectly fine."

The flames of the furnace flickered hotly on Yeom Baekjin's face as he stared at Geom Mugeuk.

"Who are you?"


Chapter 572: Even if I Go to Hell, I'll Go as the World's Number One

"I'm Geom Yeon, a new disciple in the White Dragon Class. Not the 'Yeon' for fate, but..."

A sharp sound cut through the air. Before he could finish his sentence, Yeom Baekjin launched a surprise attack, aiming to subdue Geom Mugeuk's acupoints.

However, Geom Mugeuk simply twisted his body with a light movement and evaded the assault.

"The 'Yeon' for smoke," he continued. "I'm someone who will vanish once this is all over. Forever."

Yeom Baekjin stared at his empty hand, which had only clutched the air. He felt a strange tremor. Was it fear? No, this was definitely a different kind of emotion.

He could understand it now. To see an opening where none existed meant that the vulnerability he saw was his own.

"Ah, of course, I didn't come to the Yellow Dragon Academy to learn martial arts," Geom Mugeuk said.

"Then why did you come?" Yeom Baekjin asked.

"I came to help a friend."

"......"

Geom Mugeuk had revealed himself today for two main reasons.

First, he needed to confirm that Yeom Baekjin was on the side that opposed Pyo San. The enemy of an enemy isn't always a friend. But in this urgent situation, where their foes were trying to kill even a blood relative of the Ghost Sect, he judged that joining forces with Yeom Baekjin was not a bad choice.

The second reason was, naturally, because of Seo Jin. If the wheel of fate carrying them both was destined to roll toward catastrophe, he was prepared to climb onto that wheel with her. To achieve that, he had to get close to Yeom Baekjin above all others.

"I'm not a member of the Ghost Sect, but I am someone who personally owes the Ghost Sect a great debt."

This was his way of saying he had come to help Seo Jin. It was not a lie. He truly did owe a significant debt to the Ghost Sect.

"Surely you don't think the Ghost Sect's leader would allow his own daughter to wander around by herself?"

"Then the woman named Lee Ahn is with you too?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"We are protecting them."

They were protecting the daughter of the Ghost Sect's leader?

It was a story that made sense. The two of them had enrolled the day after Seo Jin arrived. And they had been spending time together ever since.

"I revealed myself because I believe the target of Seo Jin's revenge and Master Yeon's enemy are the same person."

Geom Mugeuk once again picked up a weapon from the pile and offered it to him.

"Are you now willing to search together?"

Yeom Baekjin tossed the sword back onto the scrap heap.

"I refuse."

His gaze moved to the new weapons that were hanging on the wall.

"With so many new ones being made every day, there's no reason to dig through scrap metal."

Even if the other man's words were true, he couldn't just believe him without proof.

Yeom Baekjin turned and departed from the area.

"If you're a new disciple, don't be late for class."

As he walked toward the entrance, a thought suddenly occurred to Yeom Baekjin.

But did this man overhear me when I was questioning Pyo San about that place?

Yeom Baekjin glanced back.

However, Geom Mugeuk was nowhere in sight. He had vanished at some point.


"Master Yeon has become aware of that place's existence."

Pyo San's burned face was throbbing, but he had no time to apply any medicine.

"Knowing Master Yeon's personality, he will continue to dig into it."

The Yellow Dragon Principal, Yeom Baekyin, simply stood with his hands clasped behind his back, saying nothing as he gazed out the window.

His subordinate, Gi Seok, shook his head, signaling for him to stop talking. But Pyo San couldn't restrain himself and added one more thing.

"As long as he knows the Principal will forgive him for whatever he does, Master Yeon will keep trying."

Honestly, if he had been alone with Gi Seok, he would have started with a curse.

Yeom Baekyin let out a soft sigh and turned to face Pyo San.

"Yes, I suppose you're right."

He walked toward Pyo San with a worried expression on his face.

"That's a severe burn. Let me see. Are you alright?"

"I'm fine. Thank you for your concern..."

With a sudden touch, Yeom Baekyin's fingertips made contact. Pyo San's neck twisted at an unnatural angle before snapping back into its proper place.

The move was so swift that his neck bone broke before he could even process what was happening. He collapsed to the floor with a heavy thud.

Looking down at the corpse, Yeom Baekyin let out a low groan filled with rage. The anger that escaped with the sound was not directed only at Pyo San.

In contrast, Gi Seok displayed no reaction to the death of his subordinate.

He believed it was appropriate to eliminate him now that Yeom Baekjin had fully involved himself in the situation. However, with his mouthpiece gone, he would now have to grit his teeth against the cold.

"The excavation is in its final stages?" Yeom Baekyin asked.

Gi Seok replied respectfully to his question.

"Yes. They say they've almost broken through. They will find the entrance soon."

A flash of intense emotion crossed Yeom Baekyin's eyes. Yes, they had to find it. He had become a Principal who would twist an instructor's neck for that single moment.

"We're almost there now."

Yeom Baekyin looked down at Pyo San's corpse once more, then gazed far out the window.

"Yes, the gates of hell are probably waiting for us."

At Yeom Baekyin's self-deprecating response, Gi Seok bowed his head respectfully.

"Even if you go to hell, you'll go as the world's number one."


Geom Mugeuk was at an inn drinking by himself, waiting for Lee Ahn and Seo Jin to get back.

Yeom Baekjin strode over to where he was sitting and set an old iron sword on the table.

"It seems there was one sword that didn't need to be thrown away."

He had discovered a usable sword in the scrap heap that was piled up at the smithy.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at him. He appeared different from when they had parted ways earlier. He seemed a bit more agitated now.

"Don't tell me you actually went back and searched for it?"

"I found it myself."

"I wouldn't have known if you'd just bought one on your way here."

Yeom Baekjin scoffed. It was a moment that offered a small glimpse into his personality.

"Why did you change your mind?"

It was because of the death of one person.

"Pyo San is dead. They say he hanged himself."

Yeom Baekjin knew the truth. His brother had killed him. This was the moment his lingering suspicion hardened into certainty.

"What in the world does he take me for!"

Despite the surprising news, Geom Mugeuk remained calm.

"Did you perhaps expect this?"

"Not exactly expected, but it's not surprising. These are the people who tried to kill even a blood relative of the Ghost Sect. Cutting off a subordinate whose identity has been exposed wouldn't be a problem for them. Here, have a seat. Eat if you haven't already."

Yeom Baekjin sat down. When he came here, his mind had been complicated and he hadn't been sure of his decision. But upon seeing Geom Mugeuk, he felt he had made the right choice. This young man possessed a strangely calming presence.

"A drink."

Geom Mugeuk poured him a drink.

"Another."

After he downed three consecutive cups of liquor, he revealed an unexpected fact.

"Master Lim came to see me before he died."

It was because of Lim Hyeon that Yeom Baekjin had become entangled in this affair.

"He said it seemed like something strange was happening within the academy."

Yeom Baekjin relayed the exact words that Lim Hyeon had told him.

Lim Hyeon first took notice of this matter two years ago. There was an exceptionally talented disciple he had personally taught in the White Dragon Class two years ago. He was highly skilled and had a great desire for success. At that rate, he was a shoo-in to pass the Yellow Dragon Class graduation exam, but one day he came to say his goodbyes, announcing he was quitting the martial arts academy. He said he at least wanted to bid farewell to his instructor.

Lim Hyeon tried to dissuade him, saying he would definitely graduate if he just endured a little longer, but the disciple left, insisting he had something he must do. At that time, he felt an unidentifiable yearning in the disciple's eyes. What was it that he sought to gain by throwing away all the time he had toiled?

After that incident passed, something similar happened again this year. This disciple was also guaranteed to pass the graduation exam, and in him, he saw the same yearning he had seen in that disciple's eyes back then. Thinking it was too strange, he began a secret investigation. He then found out that many disciples who were more than capable of passing the graduation exam had quit in the last three years.

Because so many people attended the academy, no one had paid attention to this fact. If someone said they were quitting, what was there to say? They must have had their reasons.

"He came to me saying it was strange no matter how he looked at it. He asked me to look into it. To be honest, even when I heard that, I didn't think it was particularly strange."

He emptied his cup again.

"Two days after he came to see me, Master Lim died."

Yeom Baekjin's gaze, which had been fixed on his empty cup, shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

"That was truly strange."

Around that time, he had been feeling that his brother, the Principal, had changed a lot from how he used to be. He had become sensitive and cold in some way. However, he hadn't thought his brother was involved in killing an instructor. Today, Pyo San's death made it certain. His brother was involved in Lim Hyeon's death as well.

"That place you asked about when you were questioning Pyo San earlier, where does that refer to?"

"So you did overhear."

He had already come here with the intention of telling him everything.

"I found out by secretly investigating the martial arts academy's finances. They were spending money to purchase materials for a large-scale construction project."

That was the reason he had pressed Pyo San about the location. He wanted to find out where and what kind of construction was taking place.

"This is all I know."

"Thank you for telling me."

Thanks to him, he finally understood why Lim Hyeon had lost his life. He had even gained the valuable information that some secret construction project was underway.

Yeom Baekjin silently emptied his cup. It was a guilt he didn't need to carry, but Geom Mugeuk could sense that he felt a slight sense of debt regarding Lim Hyeon's death.

The Yeom Baekjin of now was not a villain. No matter how he looked at it, he wasn't a villain pretending to be good either.

Why would such an ordinary person walk such a path? When Seo Jin had her revenge, his brother was already dead. At the time, he had naturally assumed Yeom Baekjin had killed him.

A person like you, why did you walk a path of fate where you killed your brother and even the woman you loved?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon the iron sword Yeom Baekjin had brought. In any case, one thing was certain. The moment he chose this sword, the wheel of fate must have begun to turn in a slightly different direction.

Geom Mugeuk slowly drew the iron sword and said, "You found a good one. This sword is now fated not to be melted in a fiery pit."


The mechanism was descending endlessly into the ground.

Yeom Baekyin was riding alone in the space, which could fit one person. He was staring at his own reflection on the mechanism's metal surface. It was a face that had become unfamiliar at some point.

With a heavy thud, the mechanism stopped and its door opened.

A martial artist was waiting in front of it. He was a familiar face, a man from the Yellow Dragon Academy.

"Follow me, stepping only where I step."

Yeom Baekyin followed him.

The floor was marked with lines like a Go board, and each one was painted a different color.

Yeom Baekyin stepped where the guide stepped.

Along the way, sections of the walls were torn open. The complex devices visible inside were terrifying mechanisms. Some were already completely dismantled, while others remained intact, meaning a wrong step on the floor could cost him his life.

There were places where he had to cross on a single rope, and others where he had to climb up only to slide back down. There were also places where he had to crawl through small passages and even swim through water. It was truly a maze that was impossible to navigate without a guide. He had come several times over the past three years, but the path sometimes changed, confusing him each time.

And then they arrived at the final space.

In that wide, plaza-like area, former disciples of the Yellow Dragon Academy were working diligently. There were those cutting walls with sword qi, those looking down at blueprints and writing something diligently, and also those carrying boxes.

They had not been dragged here. They were all people who had chosen this voluntarily.

They were being paid a massive monthly sum, incomparable to the jobs they could have chosen after leaving the martial arts academy. It was an amount that would allow all of them to achieve their dreams once this job was finished.

And there he was.

The man who had changed not only his own life as the Yellow Dragon Principal, but the lives of everyone here.

The first thing the man had said when he came to him was this.

"You're going to have to dig some ground with me."

He was a very handsome middle-aged man with an affable impression. There was a relaxed look in his eyes, and a hint of mischief played on the corners of his slightly upturned lips.

The man, with his hair tied back tightly, was running around shirtless and barefoot. The numerous scars on his body spoke of the past he had lived.

"I said, watch out over there!"

The moment the man's shout erupted toward a young man, a huge chunk of iron, several times the size of a person, fell toward his head.

The chunk of iron was so large that Yeom Baekyin thought not even a trace of the body would be found.

As the rising dust settled, everyone stared at the spot with shocked expressions.

The giant chunk of iron was split in half, and two people were standing between the pieces.

The man was standing next to the young man. He had been quite far away when he shouted, but in an instant, he had flown to the spot and cut the chunk of iron in half.

The cut surface was so clean and smooth it seemed to shine. Surprisingly, the man had cut this large chunk of iron without emitting sword qi. Nor had he cut it with a treasured sword. The sword in the man's hand was an old iron sword that could be found anywhere in the marketplace. At the man's divine skill, not only Yeom Baekyin but everyone there showed a sense of awe. The move he had just displayed was truly the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

The man lightly smacked the back of the young man's head.

"Trying to die before you even get to spend your money?"

"I'm sorry. Thank you for saving me."

The young man bowed deeply. The other young men also expressed their gratitude. There wasn't a single one of them who hadn't been helped by this man at least once.

"Everyone, clear this away first!"

"......"

The young men gathered to clear away the chunk of iron. They began to break it into pieces by generating sword qi. When they first came here, most of them couldn't even generate sword qi, but now they all did so skillfully.

The man stood for a long while, making sure even the cleanup of the iron chunk was taken care of, before he finally turned toward Yeom Baekyin.

"It's been a while."

The man brushed the dust from his body with his hands and walked over with a bright smile.

"Did something interesting happen in the outside world?"


Chapter 573: A Demon More Terrifying Than a Ghost Has Come Along

The first time I saw him, I thought he was a madman.

He appeared wearing a shabby martial arts uniform with a worn-out iron sword at his hip. He suddenly asked me to dig the ground with him.

However, he was not a madman. I could not sense any madness coming from him.

Then did he come to kill me?

Did his words, 'let's dig the ground together,' actually mean 'I'm going to bury you there'?

"Where are we supposed to be digging?"

After asking the question naturally, Yeom Baekyin launched a surprise attack on the man.

In the jianghu, many martial artists do not acknowledge the instructors or Masters of a martial arts academy. Some even mocked them, claiming they were just stealing money from snot-nosed kids. I have no idea how hard I worked because I hated hearing those words.

I worked and worked until I reached the pinnacle in the field of martial arts academies.

SHWIIK.

It was not a position I had achieved easily.

"......"

The next moment, Yeom Baekyin stared blankly at the man. More precisely, he was looking at his own sword, which was now held in the man's hand. The issue was not that his sword had been taken. The problem was that he had no idea how it was taken.

He should have subdued my hand or wrist in some way, but they were fine. I had not even felt his touch, yet my sword was gone.

With this level of skill, he could have killed me. He also could have used threats to proceed with the work.

However, the man turned the sword around and offered it back to me with the hilt first.

"You're quite impatient."

Looking back, this was the exact moment the first button of my relationship with this man was fastened.

It was all because of this one simple act. A man skilled enough to subdue my acupoints and threaten to break my neck had instead turned his sword and offered me the hilt.

"Shouldn't there be a day in one's life when a miraculous encounter comes walking up on its own?"

The man was smiling the same way today as he had when he smiled brightly at me that day.

The man, who had approached Yeom Baekyin's side, washed his face, hands, and feet in the water that trickled down from the ceiling. He then even rinsed his mouth.

"This damn dust is everywhere. By the way, have you eaten?"

"I ate before I came."

After quickly washing up, the man lifted a cloth that was covering a corner. Beneath it, a basket was piled high with rice balls.

The man started to munch on a rice ball.

"Is that enough for you?"

"There are also days when I eat my fill of alcohol and meat."

When this work first began, Yeom Baekyin had tried to provide every convenience. He offered to furnish a splendid room, supply a comfortable bed, and even bring in cooks to prepare a feast for every meal. The man, however, refused. This is what he had said at the time.

"One will get stronger faster if things are a bit uncomfortable and lacking."

I had just confirmed for myself that his words were true, that deprivation makes a person grow faster. I saw it in the trainees who were now freely using their sword qi.

They were no longer the rookie trainees they once were. They had become proper martial artists in their own right.

In this stuffy and uncomfortable space, they had learned things they could not master even in the spacious training grounds outside.

Above all, those words applied most to this man.

I could feel that the man had grown stronger than when he first came to me.

Eating the same food and sleeping in the same place as the trainees, perhaps the man was even using this place as his own training ground.

While the man ate his rice ball, Yeom Baekyin once again remembered the day they first met.

"Deep beneath the Yellow Dragon Academy, there is a place where treasure and ultimate martial arts are stored."

A master of this caliber would not be spouting nonsense. A single question naturally came to mind.

"With your skills, you could have killed me and taken over the Yellow Dragon Academy, couldn't you?"

"That's right. But if the owner of the Yellow Dragon Academy changes, it will draw the attention of the murim. I want to proceed with this matter quietly."

"What guarantee is there that you won't kill me to tie up loose ends after the work is done?"

"There is none. You have no choice but to trust me."

At first, I had no choice but to join hands with him. Refusal would have only meant death.

At first, I did not trust him. I pretended to trust him while I tried to find a way to survive.

And now?

Yeom Baekyin looked at the man. Over the past few months, the man had shown with actions, not words, that he was someone who could be trusted.

Do I trust him? Yes, I do.

However, my heart still pounds like crazy when I think of the moment we discover the door we have been searching for beyond that wall.

"I will give the ultimate martial arts in that place to you."

"Why don't you want the secret manual?"

"Because no matter what I learn, I'll be stronger?"

The man chuckled heartily as he said it. These were the words of someone who had disarmed the master of the Yellow Dragon Academy in a single move, without me even realizing how.

"What I want is something else."

What could he possibly want?

Will he still look at me as the same person in the room full of treasure? Will he spare me and all those trainees as well?

Or will that iron sword be drawn, killing everyone here in a single move?

The result is not far off. Whether this meeting with this man will turn into a nightmare or a miraculous encounter will soon be decided.

Having finished his rice ball, the man washed his hands in the running water. He may have worn shabby clothes, but the man himself was clean and tidy.

"Why did you come down?"

"I heard the excavation is nearing its final stages, so I came down. And to see your face after a long time."

After washing his hands, the man turned toward Yeom Baekyin. Meeting the man's gaze, Yeom Baekyin felt a pressure that squeezed his heart. From the day they first met, he found he could not lie while looking into this man's eyes.

"You must be worried about your younger brother."

In that moment, Yeom Baekyin knew. The man was aware of everything happening outside, including the fact that he was worried about his brother.

Yeom Baekyin tensed inwardly when the man mentioned his brother. After all, his brother was trying to find this place.

"The problem grew bigger when a blood relative of the Ghost Sect entered the academy."

The man then spoke as if he already knew about Seo Jin.

"The problem isn't the young ghost of the Ghost Sect."

"What do you mean?"

"A demon more terrifying than a ghost has come along."

"Who are you talking about?"

The man just gave an enigmatic smile and did not say who it was.

"Our Principal is struggling with even one little ghost, so I guess I'll have to go up."

Yeom Baekyin was startled by his words. Who on earth had come that would make him leave?

"Don't do that. You can't leave your post at such a critical time, can you?"

Then the man shouted.

"Let's all take a break!"

Yeom Baekyin was flustered by the completely unexpected words.

The trainees all looked this way with expressions that said, 'That's right!'

"Of course, you should rest."

Seeing the flustered Yeom Baekyin, the man gave a sly, amused smile. It was clear he had been joking.

"The kids are exhausted. We'll also need new personnel to break through the final gate."

"How many people do you need? I'll carefully select some outstanding kids and send them."

For some reason, however, the man refused.

"No need for that. This time, I'll pick them out and bring them myself."

Then, the man shouted to the trainees.

"Come and get your food."

The trainees swarmed over and grabbed the rice balls.

"Wash your hands before you eat! Ugh, you filthy brats!"

At the man's shout, some washed their hands, while others just laughed and took their rice balls. The atmosphere was genuinely good, perhaps because they had suffered together.

Among them were a few trainees Yeom Baekyin knew well. Being with this man had changed their gazes and auras, as if they were completely different people.

The man shouted to them.

"I'll be gone for a few days. Until then, everyone get plenty of rest! And prepare to receive the newbies."

The trainees cheered, overjoyed.

The man, who had been walking around barefoot, put on his shoes and strode toward Yeom Baekyin.

"Let's go up."

"Let's."

Walking toward the mechanism that would take them up, the man asked.

"Is this place more important? Or is your brother more important?"

Yeom Baekyin could not answer. He did not want to give this man a justification.

Didn't you choose your brother?

Yeom Baekyin let out a sigh. His silence was as good as an answer. The words 'my brother is more important' should have come out immediately.

The man slapped Yeom Baekyin on the back.

"You should at least say it's your brother."

Yeom Baekyin could not say anything.

The man said calmly.

"Don't worry. I'll resolve it amicably."

Yeom Baekyin looked at the man.

Looking at his side profile, he felt a sense of relief. Even if he were to die, in this moment, there was a unique trust that this man inspired.

And this side of the man was likely the force that had kept fastening the buttons of their relationship.


"What kind of person is the Young Cult Leader?"

At Seo Jin's question, Lee Ahn turned her head toward her. The two women were on their way back from visiting the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon branch.

One could tell just by seeing the words and gazes Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn exchanged. Their affection was that deep.

That was why Seo Jin thought that Lee Ahn must be the person who knew the Young Cult Leader best.

Lee Ahn described Geom Mugeuk with a single word.

"A dream. He's truly like a dream."

"A dream?"

"He's someone who makes you dream of wanting to be like him."

If there are good dreams, there are also bad dreams.

"He's also someone who makes you anxious that you might wake up one day and find this was all a dream."

Just as he had changed suddenly one day, what if he suddenly returned to how he was before? A vague fear like that existed in her heart.

It was a fear she had not even mentioned to Seo Daeryong or Jang Ho, but she was now voicing it to Seo Jin for the first time.

"What does it matter if it's a dream? As long as you don't wake up until you die."

Lee Ahn smiled at those words. She was glad that Seo Jin had joined as a Division Leader. They were both women and they got along well. After all, Green Mask was relatively difficult to deal with.

"Anyway, just be prepared to be surprised. Because he's someone who shows you something amazing every time."

Just then, Seo Jin said.

"I think I already understand a little."

Inside the inn, Geom Mugeuk and Yeom Baekjin were drinking.

That stern-looking Yeom Baekjin was chatting with Geom Mugeuk with a flushed face. He did not look wary at all.

"Well, that's nothing."

The two of them entered the inn.

They sat down at the table where Geom Mugeuk and Yeom Baekjin were sitting.

"We're back."

After greeting Geom Mugeuk, they also greeted Yeom Baekjin.

Geom Mugeuk said to the two women.

"I told Master Yeon the truth. That we followed along to protect Seo Jin."

Those words were enough. It explained how he had described their relationship to Yeom Baekjin.

Yeom Baekjin's gaze turned to Seo Jin.

He had already had the conversation with Geom Mugeuk that he should have originally had with her, about how Lim Hyeon had come and informed him of the situation. Seeing no need to repeat it, he rose from his seat.

This was also why Geom Mugeuk had revealed himself to him. He had hoped that Yeom Baekjin would not get deeply involved with her. He had hoped this connection would be a fleeting one.

As Yeom Baekjin was about to leave, Geom Mugeuk said.

"Try talking with your brother."

Yeom Baekjin flinched, surprised by the unexpected words.

Staring at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, he recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said last time.

"You said if I bought you a drink, you'd tell me how brothers can avoid shedding blood amidst a power struggle, right?"

"I did."

"Don't tell me 'talk to my brother' is the solution?"

Is he really saying that is all there is to it? Such a sentiment was visible on his face.

"Yes, that's right."

Yeom Baekjin scoffed. No matter how he thought about it, this was not something that could be resolved through conversation.

"I guess I can't buy you that drink yet."

As he was about to turn away, Geom Mugeuk said.

"It might seem like martial artists have a great many ways to resolve conflicts, but most are settled in one of two ways."

"And what are they?"

"Conversation and the sword."

Geom Mugeuk added calmly.

"Whether it works or not, just try meeting him first. Relationships that seem impossible can sometimes work out surprisingly well."


The next day, the atmosphere in the White Dragon Class was somber.

Two people had already died in the White Dragon Class. On top of that, a grim rumor was circulating that their instructor, Pyo San, had taken his own life.

"They said a temporary instructor is coming today before the new one is assigned."

While the trainees were discussing who the temporary instructor might be, Yoo Gwang was trembling with anxiety.

"I feel like something bigger is about to happen."

Gyo Seok now said nonchalantly.

"Who's going to die this time? Me? You?"

"I'm not joking."

"I'm not joking either. So what are we supposed to do? Quit the martial arts academy and go back home?"

"Sorry."

Yoo Gwang felt sorry toward Gyo Seok. When he felt anxious, he should just swallow it. There was no need to make others anxious too.

Just then, someone spoke from behind.

"It's better than not knowing that something ominous is about to happen."

He turned to see it was Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn was grateful to Yoo Gwang for bravely stepping forward yesterday, and she considered his talent a necessary instinct for living as a martial artist.

"I think it wouldn't be a bad idea to try and cultivate that sense of yours."

Yoo Gwang was moved that it was Lee Ahn, of all people, who said this to him.

"By any chance, that shield you mentioned back then..."

Gyo Seok clamped a hand over Yoo Gwang's mouth.

"Don't."

He stopped him preemptively, afraid he was about to ask if 'that shield' was still recruiting.

"I won't, I won't! Do you think I'm that stupid?"

"Exactly that much! No, even more!"

Lee Ahn laughed watching the two of them. If she had her way, she would have loved to take them both into the Ghost Shadow Squad. Of course, that was impossible. She could not induct these naive kids into the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Just then, the noisy area fell silent.

"Here comes the new instructor."

Someone was walking this way.

It was a man with his hair tied back tightly, wearing a shabby martial arts uniform and an iron sword at his hip, but he had a bright aura.

He had the brightest expression of any instructor or Master seen here.

The moment he saw him, Geom Mugeuk knew.

He knew why Yeom Baekjin had no choice but to walk such a fated path.

It was not because of his brother.

His brother, in the end, was likely a victim too.

Because the man before his eyes was none other than one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

He was not just any of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

He was the First King among the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

The Sword King, Ak Gunhak.

Although the three absolutes of the era had died and Hwa Mugi had gone into seclusion, he had risen to the position of the world number one during the age of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. He was, in name and in reality, the strongest martial artist.

Geom Mugeuk calmed his turbulent heart, steadying himself by gripping the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. He did so because it might resonate on its own in response to his opponent's energy. He had met several of the Twelve Zodiac Kings before, but this was the first time he had ever been this tense.

The Sword King, having arrived in front of the trainees, introduced himself to everyone.

"I'm Instructor Ak, and I'll be teaching you temporarily until a new instructor is assigned."

The Sword King said to the trainees with a broad smile.

"Alright then, shall we go around and introduce ourselves one by one?"


Chapter 574: I Didn't Realize the Level of Martial Arts Academies These Days

The Sword King's gaze was gentle.

The trainees liked their first impression of this new instructor.

Was it because of the leisure in his expression? Or perhaps his worn martial arts uniform, iron sword, and tied-back hair? He exuded a sense of being free-spirited.

How should one put it? He looked like the kind of person who would roam the Central Plains freely with a single sword, savoring his freedom.

That was why Geom Mugeuk grew even more tense.

He knew all too well what level of mastery that feeling of freedom stemmed from.

Geom Mugeuk took a step forward, in front of Lee Ahn and Seo Jin.

He positioned the two women behind him, to his left and right.

If he had been alone, he would not have been this tense. However, this place was filled with trainees, and more importantly, Lee Ahn and Seo Jin were here.

Was there any guarantee that the Sword King would not attack him right here and now?

Considering everything that had happened with the hidden faction so far, it would not be strange at all if something were to happen here.

Lee Ahn's gaze fell on Geom Mugeuk's back. He had not taken his eyes off the temporary instructor since he appeared.

She had watched the Young Cult Leader since she was young. Now, she could tell what he was feeling just by the way he stood. She got the feeling that Geom Mugeuk was inexplicably tense.

He's truly someone who is far from being tense.

Naturally, Lee Ahn's gaze shifted to the new instructor.

She only felt that he was distinctly different from the other instructors in the martial arts academy, who all gave off a similar impression. She could not sense any particular energy from him.

If Geom Mugeuk was truly tense because of that instructor, it meant he was a much greater master than she was.

Could it be? Is he a master from the White Snake Society?

She had never imagined that the hidden faction Geom Mugeuk had been fighting would appear here, so she thought he might be from the White Snake Society.

"Alright, you first. Introduce yourself."

The trainee closest to the Sword King stated his name. The Sword King asked the trainees various things. How old are you?

Why did you join the martial arts academy? What will you do after you graduate? Do you have a girlfriend?

Looking at him now, he was the spitting image of a martial arts academy instructor. The kind of person who was very interested in other people's business and meddled a lot.

Then it was Geom Mugeuk's turn.

"I'm Geom Yeon."

Today, there was no 'smoke' in his name introduction.

Seeing that, Lee Ahn was certain her feeling was correct. The Young Cult Leader would normally have made a point of saying the 'Yeon' in his name meant 'smoke', not 'destiny'.

This was the decisive reason for Geom Mugeuk's tension.

He came here knowing who I am.

How could his meeting with one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings be a coincidence? And not just any of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, but the Sword King himself.

The problem was that the Sword King had appeared openly. If he knew Geom Mugeuk was here, he could have moved secretly.

As most of the Twelve Zodiac Kings had done until now.

However, the Sword King stood confidently before him.

Did he think I would not recognize him?

Impossible. No matter how well he concealed his energy, how could I not recognize that presence? This was the Sword King's confidence. A challenge to have a proper fight.

The Sword King, who had been staring at Geom Mugeuk, shouted cheerfully.

"Hey! It's you!"

To Geom Mugeuk, those words sounded like this.

I've finally met the bastard who's caused our organization so much trouble!

Of course, the Sword King gave a different reason.

"The rumors are already flying around the martial arts academy. They say there's a newcomer who goes around with two beautiful women. You enviable bastard!"

He had a genuinely envious expression. At that, the watching trainees laughed here and there. It was the first time they had seen an instructor so openly envy a trainee's beautiful companions. They were already starting to lower their guard around this temporary instructor.

Geom Mugeuk tapped his chest twice, as if boasting, and said.

"That's right. I'm that cool newcomer."

"Let me have a closer look. Let's see just how cool this guy is."

The Sword King walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

In that moment, sensing Geom Mugeuk's tension, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own.

Even as he approached, step by step, the Sword King revealed no energy whatsoever.

Approaching with a broad smile, he truly looked like an instructor who enjoyed joking around with a disciple.

The Sword King came right up to Geom Mugeuk's face.

A distance where if they drew their swords, they could cut each other's throats.

Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded.

His opponent was the Sword King.

From there, the Sword King took another step closer.

Then he slowly raised his hand and extended it toward Geom Mugeuk.

At that sight, it was Lee Ahn, standing behind Geom Mugeuk, whose heart pounded as if it would burst.

If the two of them started a fierce battle, what should she do? Should she help the Young Cult Leader? Or should she trust the Young Cult Leader and retreat with Seo Jin?

The hand extended toward Geom Mugeuk reached its destination.

TAP.

The Sword King placed a hand on Geom Mugeuk's shoulder.

"You're cool."

Until then, Geom Mugeuk had stood perfectly still. It was harder to do nothing and let him place his hand on his shoulder than to engage in a fierce fight. The mental toll of not knowing when or how he might attack was extreme.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said.

"You're cooler, Instructor."

"Me?"

"Usually, people are burning with jealousy. But you, Instructor, are telling me I'm cool."

At that, the Sword King moved even closer to Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk silently watched as his two eyes drew near. It was the same this time. It was more difficult to endure this without revealing any energy.

The Sword King whispered in Geom Mugeuk's ear.

"Honestly, I'm jealous. I'm a man, too."

Then he grinned at Geom Mugeuk.

The Sword King was different from what he had expected. Very, very different.

So this is the kind of person the Sword King is.

He surely knew it too. That Geom Mugeuk did not see him as an ordinary instructor. That is what made his actions all the more remarkable.

Even then, the Sword King's hand remained on Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. The moment he felt even a hint inner qi from his fingertips, a crazy fight would break out.

The Sword King's gaze shifted to Lee Ahn, who was standing behind Geom Mugeuk.

When her eyes met the Sword King's, Lee Ahn bowed her head in greeting and stated her name.

"I'm Lee Ahn."

The Sword King took his hand off Geom Mugeuk's shoulder and this time, took a step toward Lee Ahn.

Geom Mugeuk turned to follow.

If you cut down Lee Ahn, you die too.

However, he would not risk such a move with Geom Mugeuk at his back. He too must know the extent of the Young Cult Leader's skills.

Indeed, the Sword King did not attack her. Instead, he looked at her and exclaimed in admiration.

"Amazing!"

It seemed as if he was admiring her appearance, but Geom Mugeuk knew.

He read Lee Ahn's accomplishments.

In other words, it meant he had seen through Lee Ahn's martial arts level, her complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, in a single glance.

Even though she showed no sign of tension and had thoroughly concealed her energy, she could not deceive his eyes.

The Sword King stared intently at Lee Ahn, then turned his gaze to Seo Jin.

"I'm Seo Jin."

In the Sword King's eyes as he looked at the two women, there was no trace of lust or desire.

That was the bigger problem. After returning to his original spot, the Sword King called them out.

"Lee Ahn, Seo Jin. Step forward!"

This was a clear provocation aimed at Geom Mugeuk.

After all, an instructor telling trainees to step forward was something he could do anytime.

Now, what are you going to do?

Having taken a step forward, Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk.

From the look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes as he watched the instructor, Lee Ahn now knew for sure.

That man is the master who is making the Young Cult Leader so tense!

She could feel that Geom Mugeuk was worried. Worried that they would be in danger.

On the other hand, Seo Jin, unaware of the gravity of the situation, looked at Lee Ahn with an expression that said, 'Let's go together.'

At that moment, one of Lee Ahn's nine tails unfurled.

She grabbed Geom Mugeuk's wrist.

When a surprised Geom Mugeuk looked at her, Lee Ahn pulled him forward with her.

"Let's go together."

Seo Jin followed behind them. She too had a gut feeling that something unusual was happening.

The Sword King watched them with a strange smile.

"I believe I only told the two of you to come out?"

Lee Ahn said to him.

"There's a reason I brought this friend with me."

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk and said.

"This friend promised to be our sword and shield for the rest of his life."

Originally, he had promised to be a sword and shield for her, but now she used the word 'our'. It was because she had to protect Seo Jin now as well.

The trainees, hearing this for the first time, grew noisy. Most of them frowned rather than laughed, and jeered rather than applauded.

"Since we're martial artists, we should carry a sword and shield wherever we go."

Even as she said it, Lee Ahn's heart was pounding like crazy.

It was something she had thought up in the moment, so she did not know if this method would work. Still, it was the path she chose out of a desire to help Geom Mugeuk in some way.

The Sword King walked up to Lee Ahn.

"What will you do if this shield shatters?"

A moment of silence passed. Then, Lee Ahn replied with a bright smile.

"That's why we're always recruiting for shields."

The Sword King, who had been momentarily stunned, soon burst out laughing.

"Good, that's fun. Is there an age limit for that shield?"

It was a joke implying he might want to join, so the trainees burst into laughter.

"All three of you, go back to your places."

As if accepting her wit, the Sword King let them return.

As they were about to return to their original spots, the Sword King called out to Geom Mugeuk.

"You said your name was Geom Yeon, right?"

"......"

"Two women, but only one shield? What if both are attacked at the same time?"

He asked it like a joke, but it was a meaningful question. A question of who he would protect if both women were attacked simultaneously.

It was a truly difficult question. Without these two women, Geom Mugeuk would not even be here. He would have already died if Lee Ahn had not blocked for him with the Self-Petrification Art, and he would not have been able to return if Seo Jin had not told him about the Great Regression Technique.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and turned back.

"I probably won't have to save anyone."

"Why is that?"

"What kind of fool in this world would stab such beautiful women to death? Would you, Instructor?"

At the unexpected answer, the Sword King laughed out loud again.

"I wouldn't be able to stab them. I'd have stabbed you three times instead."

"Why three times?"

"I'd have to stab you for their shares, too."

This time, Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked at Lee Ahn.

"Fellow entrant, did you hear that? This is the kind of danger your shield is in."

Lee Ahn replied with a smile.

"I'll somehow block one of them for you. So you only have to get stabbed twice."

Then Seo Jin, on the other side, said.

"I'll work hard too, so you only have to block one."

Geom Mugeuk looked back at the Sword King.

"So they say."

The two men looked at each other. The Sword King's face was full of leisure, while Geom Mugeuk wore a comfortable smile.

The introductions of the other trainees continued. As if to show that Geom Mugeuk and the two women were not receiving special treatment, the Sword King again asked the trainees all sorts of things. What's your family situation? What will you spend your money on when you earn it?

In the meantime, the training session ended. As soon as the bell signaling the end of training rang, the Sword King left without a single look back.

"See you tomorrow!"

His retreating back as he hurried away made him look like a slacker instructor, as if he had just successfully killed another day.

As he grew distant, Geom Mugeuk finally let out a light sigh. He had not used a single strand of inner arts, but he had fought a fierce battle with him. And it was more difficult than any other fight.

Lee Ahn carefully asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Did I mess things up by any chance?"

"No. You did well."

Only then did Lee Ahn let out a sigh of relief.

"You told me before, right? That to describe my strength, I should ask how many techniques it would take to kill the Azure Dragon Principal here? That's what you said! But now my heart almost exploded because of a mere instructor!"

Geom Mugeuk met her joke with one of his own.

"I didn't realize the level of martial arts academies these days."

Of course, Lee Ahn knew. That instructor from a moment ago was a master from the hidden faction Geom Mugeuk had been fighting all this time. A master from the White Snake Society could never make Geom Mugeuk this tense.

"When you reach your level of skill, enemies like that start to appear before you."

"Then what should I do?"

Geom Mugeuk gave her the answer.

"You must achieve Twelfth Star mastery."

Lee Ahn nodded, resolving that she absolutely had to achieve Twelfth Star mastery.

"You can't do this to me then! Saying, 'Sorry, now you have to face an even stronger enemy!'"

Geom Mugeuk smiled with an expression that said, 'I just might.'

Seo Jin, standing next to the two of them, also felt a desire to become stronger.

"I will work hard too."

"Right, we need a real ghost now, not a baby ghost."

The Sword King's question today about who he would save instead became a powerful motivation for Lee Ahn and Seo Jin to become stronger. They were the types to protect others, not to live a life where someone else protected them.

Lee Ahn looked in the direction the Sword King had walked and said.

"It looks like dangerous lessons will begin tomorrow."

Geom Mugeuk replied with a meaningful smile.

"The more dangerous it is, the more there will be to learn."


Chapter 575: A Few Bruises on the Chest Are Fine, Aren't They?

The next day, as they made their way to the White Dragon Class, Seo Jin asked with a worried expression.

"What if that man tries to use us as hostages again to kill the Young Cult Leader?"

Lee Ahn glanced at Geom Mugeuk's back, who walked ahead of them, and answered nonchalantly.

"The Young Cult Leader will stop him."

However, Seo Jin remembered just how volatile the situation had been yesterday.

"If you're thinking of staying because of me, I'll be fine."

Seo Jin was concerned that Lee Ahn might be forcing herself to remain because of her revenge.

Lee Ahn stopped walking, and Seo Jin halted with her.

"You asked me what kind of person the Young Cult Leader is, right?"

"......"

"If he had decided we needed to go back, the Young Cult Leader would have packed our bags himself and sent us away. Honor? Justification? Pride? He's not the type to overdo it for things like that. If the Young Cult Leader doesn't say anything, it means we're fine."

After they returned from class yesterday, Geom Mugeuk had gone out and come back later. Lee Ahn hadn't asked where he went, but she was certain the trip was to prepare for this exact situation.

Then, at dawn, she heard the window in Geom Mugeuk's room open. He had been awake the entire time.

Lying on her bed, Lee Ahn gazed at the stars visible through her half-open window. She imagined Geom Mugeuk was probably looking at those same stars.

"If the Young Cult Leader said he didn't think the sun would rise tomorrow, I'd bet my entire fortune that the sun won't rise."

That was the depth of Lee Ahn's absolute faith in Geom Mugeuk.

"When you place that bet, please be sure to let me know."

"Are you going to bet with me that it won't rise?"

"No, I can't do that. I have a lot of expenses now that I've left home, you see."

Lee Ahn and Seo Jin looked at each other and shared a laugh.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk, who was walking ahead, glanced back at them.

"What are you two doing? Hurry up!"

The two women resumed walking. As they did, Lee Ahn proposed another optimistic theory.

"The Young Cult Leader isn't just any master. With his skill level, I don't think hostages would mean anything against an opponent strong enough to threaten him. It's like this. If it's someone the Young Cult Leader can beat, he'll win even if they take us hostage. And if it's an opponent he can't beat, they wouldn't need to take hostages in the first place."

Seo Jin had lived her life as a blood relative of the Ghost Sect, wanting for nothing. But now, she was feeling an unfamiliar yet intense desire.

"I want to become stronger, too. I truly do."

She wanted to fight alongside them in this world of the strong, not as a hostage, but as a protagonist.

How could Lee Ahn not understand those feelings? She herself had once felt that same desire and had thrown herself into training like a madwoman.

Being with Geom Mugeuk made you become like this without even realizing it. It wasn't because anyone forced you. It was probably because the path that man walked was one you couldn't walk with him unless your heart was pounding to the point of bursting.

"If you want that, then don't you dare doze off in class!"


The Sword King's second class began.

He looked slightly different from the day before. The shabby martial arts uniform, the tightly bound hair, and the single iron sword were the same, but today he was barefoot.

"Try walking barefoot sometimes. You can feel the energy of the earth, and it's great."

The trainees laughed at the sight of his shoes, which dangled from his waist on the opposite side of his sword.

He had also dragged a large box with him.

"I brought it from the warehouse."

When he opened the dust-covered box, it revealed a full stock of wooden training swords.

In the early days of the Yellow Dragon Academy, trainees would practice with wooden swords for the first few years.

However, as the Yellow Dragon Academy became famous and began selecting trainees through exams, the wooden sword classes disappeared at some point.

"Alright, each of you take one."

Until now, they had all trained with their own real swords, so the trainees were bewildered when he suddenly handed out wooden ones.

"You rascals, who do you think you are, using real swords already? Wooden swordsmanship is more than you deserve."

The trainees picked up the wooden swords, inwardly dumbfounded. From his behavior yesterday to his bare feet and the out-of-place wooden swords, he was the very picture of a slacker instructor.

As Lee Ahn picked up a wooden sword, she sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[This is unexpected. I thought he'd create a terrifying atmosphere with a class that felt even more like real combat.]

An unexpected telepathic reply came from Geom Mugeuk.

[I'm more scared, though?]

[Huh? Why?]

[He'll be able to swing it freely since it's a wooden sword, won't he?]

[!]

In the Sword King's hand, that wooden sword will be sharper than a treasured sword, Lee Ahn.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the wooden sword in his hand.

Anyway, I wonder how long it's been since I last held a wooden sword.

He had once recalled the day he first held a real sword in his father's training hall.

Come to think of it, he had considered the day he first held a real sword to be special, but he had completely forgotten the day he first held a wooden one. That moment might have been even more important.

The martial art taught at the Yellow Dragon Academy was the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique.

The Yellow Dragon Sword Technique had played the biggest role in making the Yellow Dragon Academy the number one martial arts academy in the Central Plains, but not because the swordsmanship was overwhelmingly powerful. It was a martial arts designed to be performed without conflicting with any inner arts one might have learned.

"The Yellow Dragon Sword Technique is composed of a total of twenty-six techniques."

The trainees corrected him.

"It's twenty-nine."

"Oh, was it?"

The trainees gave him looks that said, 'I knew it,' but the Sword King wasn't the least bit embarrassed.

"If you master this sword style properly, you can give the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult a good spanking on his butt."

The trainees laughed at his words. The one who laughed the loudest was Geom Mugeuk. He didn't feel any displeasure at all and was enjoying the Sword King's joke.

Lee Ahn could feel it. The two men were engaged in an invisible battle of wills, and both of them were enjoying it.

"Alright, today we'll learn the first three techniques of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique."

The Sword King stood before them all, holding his wooden sword.

Only Geom Mugeuk properly sensed it. Though it was a wooden sword, the moment the Sword King held it, his presence changed completely. What kind of presence would he exude if he drew a real sword? The Sword King with a sword in hand felt like a different person, to the point that it naturally inspired such fear.

"You know, I don't usually go around teaching this kind of stuff."

The trainees took it as the instructor just making a boastful joke, but Geom Mugeuk focused on his every word and gesture. The trainees would never know who they were currently learning swordsmanship from.

The Sword King's movements were incredibly smooth. It looked as if he wasn't using any strength at all, so much so that he seemed to be dancing.

Everyone tilted their heads in confusion. The Yellow Dragon Sword Technique they had learned so far was a martial art performed with fast, powerful movements.

So everyone thought the same thing. It looked like he was planning to slack off and get through it carelessly, just like yesterday.

He even changed the movements while performing the technique.

"Ah, it's better to do it like this."

Everyone shook their heads, but it looked different to Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

He could see that the Sword King had reinterpreted the fierce and powerful Yellow Dragon Sword Technique based on softness.

How could he have properly learned the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique for a long time? He must have only glanced at the manual to become a temporary instructor, yet he had reinterpreted one martial arts and presented it as a different one.

After performing the technique, the Sword King sat on the edge of the box he had taken the wooden swords from and dusted off his feet.

"Did you all see that?"

As he said this, the Sword King's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

From the look in his eyes, Geom Mugeuk knew.

The fight has begun.

This is how I performed it, so how will you perform this Yellow Dragon Sword Technique?

It was a probe to test Geom Mugeuk's skill, the amusement of one who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship, and also the beginning of a fight where he could take his opponent's head at any moment.

"Alright, everyone, try it!"

The trainees all thrust their wooden swords at once. As if to say, 'This is the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique,' they executed the technique quickly and powerfully, just as they had been taught.

A few tried to imitate what the Sword King had done, but they soon felt like they were doing something foolish and reverted to performing the martial arts in the original way.

The only ones here who followed the Sword King's demonstration exactly were Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and Seo Jin.

Of course, the only one who truly understood the Sword King's reinterpretation was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's movements were identical to the Sword King's.

Softly, like flowing water.

He poured all his sincerity into each and every movement, executing the three techniques of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique.

A peculiar light flashed in the Sword King's eyes as he watched Geom Mugeuk.

He really got it in one go?

"Geom Yeon, step forward."

The Sword King called Geom Mugeuk out.

Lee Ahn was inwardly nervous, but Geom Mugeuk walked forward fearlessly with his wooden sword in hand.

"Show us a demonstration."

Geom Mugeuk perfectly replicated what the Sword King had shown.

He did not add his own interpretation to this martial art. He performed the martial art exactly as the Sword King had taught.

One's own interpretation is something to be done only when one can perfectly execute the original.

Knowing that originality can sometimes be a trap that hinders the perfection of the original form, Geom Mugeuk strove to be faithful to the basics.

Laughter erupted from here and there. To the trainees' eyes, it looked ridiculous. The instructor's demonstration had been strange to begin with, and they thought he was just imitating those clumsy movements to get on the instructor's good side.

Some trainees sneered openly. This was especially true because he was being subjected to jealousy and hatred after becoming Shield Geom Yeon, not just the newcomer Geom Yeon.

After the demonstration was over, the Sword King asked the trainees.

"Now, who wants to try a promise duel using the technique we learned today?"

While everyone was glancing around, one person stepped forward.

"I'll do it."

It was Yoo Gwang. He had no personal grudge against Geom Yeon.

He stepped forward for two reasons. Half was the desire to catch Lee Ahn's eye, even just a little, and the other half was curiosity about why Lee Ahn kept this friend so close to her. What was so special about him?

"Alright, face each other and perform the technique you learned today."

The two men performed the technique.

While Yoo Gwang executed the technique quickly and powerfully as he had always practiced, Geom Mugeuk moved with supreme softness, just as he had learned today.

The problem was that Yoo Gwang's speed was faster, so it seemed the promise duel wouldn't be synchronized.

However, the two men's promise duel matched perfectly.

When Geom Mugeuk performed it alone, he looked incredibly slow, but when he actually matched forms with Yoo Gwang, he wasn't slow at all.

So everyone thought that Geom Mugeuk had performed slowly before but was now executing the technique quickly.

However, Lee Ahn alone saw it clearly.

His speed is the same as before. It only looked slow because it was so fluid.

But what truly surprised Lee Ahn happened next.

When facing each other and performing the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, their swords were supposed to clash on the third technique.

The moment the two wooden swords clashed in mid-air.

"......"

The wooden sword Yoo Gwang was holding was sliced cleanly through.

Not only Yoo Gwang himself, but also those watching were startled.

For a wooden sword to break, it should have made a snapping sound. Instead, it really sounded like paper being cut by a knife.

Yoo Gwang himself was the most shocked. He looked down at his severed sword. The cut surface was as smooth as if it had been sliced by a real blade.

There wasn't even an impact when the swords had clashed.

Was it cut from the beginning?

He could only understand the situation that way.

Besides the Sword King, the person who noticed the secret was, as expected, Lee Ahn.

Geom Mugeuk's movements were as fluid as water, and that water was something that could never be ignored.

The moment this water was focused on one point, it became water that could cut through anything. It was the kind of water whose gushing speed was so fast that it appeared to be standing still.

The Sword King's reinterpretation, which planted extreme power within softness, was contained in the technique Geom Mugeuk had performed.

A thrill flashed in the Sword King's eyes. With just a single demonstration, Geom Mugeuk had perfectly accepted his interpretation.

The Sword King strode forward toward Geom Mugeuk.

You, you are worthy of dying by my sword!

His steps were like those of a man about to draw his sword at any moment.

As always, the hardest part of a fight with the Sword King is the moment when you must do nothing.

Fortunately, there was no surprise attack this time either.

Instead, the Sword King, who had stopped in front of him, extended his wooden sword forward. His action was clear. It was an invitation to have a promise duel with him.

What were you doing here at this martial arts academy? With what thoughts did you show yourself before me, and with what thoughts...

After staring at the Sword King for a moment, Geom Mugeuk nodded.

Are you truly a man who keeps his promises?

As if by a prior agreement, the two men moved at the same time.

Their movements were identical. The position of their swords, their speed, the movement of their feet, it was as if they were performing the technique while looking in a mirror. If you were to superimpose their movements, it would look like a single person performing.

The wooden swords grazed each other's shoulders and faces. They executed the promised technique exactly. A slight change in the angle of their hands would have stabbed a face, but the two men performed the technique as it was. All the while, they stared only into each other's eyes.

Finally, when it came to the third technique, the two men's wooden swords clashed.

SHIIIIING!

The wooden sword in Geom Mugeuk's hand was sliced cleanly through, just like Yoo Gwang's had been.

With that momentum, the Sword King's wooden sword flew toward Geom Mugeuk's chest.

It was the wooden sword of none other than the Sword King. It was a fatal attack that could kill if it landed properly.

"......"

Before it could reach Geom Mugeuk's chest, the Sword King's wooden sword was sliced like paper and fell to the floor. It had only fallen a step later; both wooden swords had been cut at the same time.

"Aah! So close!"

The Sword King hopped on his bare feet as if it were a real shame.

What bloomed on his face was not anger. It was an indescribable ecstasy. The joy of having the person who cut his sword right before his eyes.

"I was only going to stab you three times with this wooden sword. A few bruises on the chest of a man trying to protect a woman are fine, aren't they?"

Would it have been just a few bruises?

If he had been stabbed three times by the Sword King's wooden sword, he wouldn't even be standing.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied.

"It's a good thing the wooden swords were old."

"Then shall we try it with real swords?"

At the unexpected suggestion, Geom Mugeuk returned the same words the Sword King had said to the trainees earlier.

"As a newcomer, who would I be trying to take down with a real sword?"

"That's why this instructor is offering to be your opponent, isn't it?"

SHRING.

The Sword King began to draw his iron sword.

"I heard that in this class, both an instructor and a trainee have died, right?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the half-drawn iron sword stopped.

"Then who will die this time?"

"If we're going by turns, it should be the instructor's turn."

The two men were smiling brightly at each other, but an invisible tension was escalating.

Just then, the bell signaling the end of class rang.

"......"

The Sword King's iron sword went back into its scabbard.

As soon as the bell rang, he spun around and left without a single look back.

"See you tomorrow!"

His cheerful departure was no different from the first day, the very picture of a slacker instructor just waiting for the bell to ring. All anyone saw were the shoes dangling from his waist.

The trainees gathered and examined the cut wooden swords.

"He must have cut them with a sword beforehand."

Because there's no way the instructor of the White Dragon Class could cut a wooden sword like this with another wooden sword.

"Ah, come to think of it, the instructor brought these wooden swords, didn't he?"

"It's obvious. So obvious."

Everyone concluded that the instructor had cut the wooden swords in advance.

They even looked at Geom Mugeuk with suspicion, as if wondering if they had planned it together. They believed the two had colluded to act like masters. After all, the conversation they had at the end was not a normal one between an instructor and a trainee.

However, Lee Ahn could see it.

The same ecstasy that had bloomed on the Sword King's face earlier was now blooming on Geom Mugeuk's. That face right now was not the face of the Young Cult Leader, but the face of a martial artist.

In a situation where everyone thought it was a prank they had planned in advance.

Those two... they're really fighting.


Chapter 576: A Villain Walks the Path of Scorn

Yeom Baekyin's younger brother arrived for a sudden visit. Just moments before, Yeom Baekyin had been agonizing over his brother's predicament. He was torn between entrusting the matter to the man from the underground or resolving it himself. But before he could decide, Yeom Baekjin had come to him.

"It's been a while since I've been here," Yeom Baekjin said, looking around the office. Visiting his brother after so long felt awkward.

"Sit," Yeom Baekyin offered.

The two brothers sat opposite each other at the reception table. Yeom Baekyin poured cold tea from the teapot on the table, filling his own cup and his brother's.

An awkward silence hung between them for a moment until Yeom Baekjin was the first to speak.

"Someone once said that for martial artists, the only ways to resolve conflict are through conversation or the sword."

Yeom Baekyin fiddled with his teacup as he asked, "So, which did you bring?"

"That will depend on your answer," Yeom Baekjin replied, staring at his brother.

Honestly, he wanted to demand answers. He wanted to scream, 'Was this all your doing?' He wanted to ask about Master Lim's death and Pyo San's death.

'What in the world are you plotting?'

Despite the turmoil inside him, Yeom Baekjin forced himself to ask calmly, "Did you know that the White Snake Society had infiltrated the White Dragon Class?"

Yeom Baekjin had tried to be indirect, but Yeom Baekyin's response was cold. "Why the sudden interest in the martial arts academy's affairs? You never cared before."

Yeom Baekjin's expression hardened.

Why wouldn't I be interested in the martial arts academy?

Anyone else might not understand why he feigned disinterest, but his own brother should not be saying such things to him.

"Answer the question first."

"And if I did know? Is your solution the sword?"

Yeom Baekjin had hoped for a denial, for his brother to claim it was all a misunderstanding. But Yeom Baekyin didn't deny it. His irritable reaction could only mean one thing.

"Didn't I tell you?" Yeom Baekyin said. "Don't meddle in the martial arts academy's affairs from now on."

"How can I not get involved? It's our martial arts academy!"

"......"

At his brother's baffled tone, Yeom Baekjin realized something in that moment. He had been gravely mistaken about one thing.

Yeom Baekjin had always believed his brother felt sorry for him for obediently stepping aside and not engaging in a power struggle over the academy.

But that reaction revealed the truth. It seemed his brother saw him as nothing more than a wastrel with no interest in the martial arts academy.

Ah! Now that he thought about it, they had never once spoken of the matter. He had just assumed his brother would understand.

"Leave the martial arts academy."

"What?"

"Leave and go far away," Yeom Baekyin continued. "I'll give you enough money to live comfortably for the rest of your life."

Yeom Baekjin glared at his brother for a moment before he asked, "And if I don't leave? Are you going to kill me?"

The expected reply, a shocked question of how he could say such a thing, never came. Yeom Baekjin's voice naturally rose in pitch.

"Don't be mistaken. This martial arts academy isn't yours. It holds our father's lifelong efforts and the dreams of countless officials."

Hearing those words, Yeom Baekyin realized something. His earlier worry about his brother's problem wasn't a fear of his brother dying. Instead, he had been worried that the man from the underground would solve the problem by keeping his brother alive.

Yes, he was the kind of person who couldn't forgive anyone, not even his own brother, for touching what was his. He was only a good person when things were going his way.

In fact, he had always known. The day would come when he would have to kill his brother.

That thought was hidden deep in his heart, encased in a block of ice that would not easily melt. The ice didn't melt easily, but it was transparent, so he could always see the thought inside. He had just pretended not to.

"You're making me burn, brother," Yeom Baekjin said. "I would have otherwise remained cold forever. I will never stand by and watch you ruin the martial arts academy our father left behind."

But Yeom Baekjin didn't know the truth. It was actually Yeom Baekyin who had grown hot, and the ice concealing his killing intent had completely melted away.

As the two brothers stared at each other in a tense, silent standoff, a new visitor arrived. It was the Sword King, who had just finished his class.

The Sword King greeted Yeom Baekjin cheerfully. "Oh, it's Master Yeon!"

Yeom Baekjin, however, was seeing the man's face for the first time today.

"I've taken on the role of temporary instructor for the White Dragon Class," the Sword King explained.

Was there really such an instructor at the academy? There were so many instructors, after all.

When Yeom Baekjin looked back at his brother, he found Yeom Baekyin silently staring down into his teacup.

Without a word of farewell, Yeom Baekjin turned and left the office. At the doorway, he glanced back at the Sword King.

But is there any reason for an instructor to visit my brother's office? A temporary one at that?

His brother usually only dealt with the Seven Instructors. Any matters concerning other instructors were typically discussed with the Seven Instructors, especially Gi Seok, whom he treated like his own limbs.

However, this wasn't the time to question it, so he departed.

As Yeom Baekjin walked away, he recalled Geom Mugeuk's advice.

Resolved by conversation, my ass. Damn it!


After Yeom Baekjin left, the Sword King sat down in the seat his brother had just vacated. He poured the cold tea from the teapot for himself, drank it, and spoke nonchalantly.

"I will make it so you never see your brother before your eyes again."

Yeom Baekyin was startled, taking the words to mean the Sword King would kill his brother.

Then, the Sword King laughed playfully. "Be honest. Were you a little thrilled just now?"

Realizing the Sword King was joking, Yeom Baekyin turned his displeased gaze toward the window. This wasn't an opponent he could afford to get angry with. Besides, the man had always made such jokes without hesitation.

With his gaze still averted, Yeom Baekyin changed the subject. "Did the class go well?"

Yeom Baekyin knew this man had come here looking for the one called the 'demon'. Since he had offered to be an instructor for the White Dragon Class, that demon, who was more terrifying than a ghost, must be a disciple there.

The Sword King replied with a broad smile, "The class is so much fun."

Yeom Baekyin could sense that the man was more excited than he had ever seen him.

"Who is this person called the demon?" he asked.

"It's better that you don't know," the Sword King said. "You seem to have enough on your mind as it is."

In truth, Yeom Baekyin's deliberation was already over. All that remained was to convey his decision.

Yeom Baekyin expressed his feelings with two words. "...I was thrilled."

He couldn't face the Sword King, keeping his head bowed. He knew exactly what he had just admitted.

Then, the Sword King spoke. "You're trying to have it both ways again. You want to be the brother who kills his sibling, but also the brother who has a shred of conscience."

Struck to the core, Yeom Baekyin could not refute the words. It was the truth. He wanted to be seen as someone killing out of necessity, not out of greed.

"Lift your head."

Yeom Baekyin lifted his head and met the Sword King's gaze.

"That's worse than a shameless villain," the Sword King said. "It means you want to become a villain while still protecting your own heart."

He drained the rest of his tea in a single gulp and rose from his seat.

"A villain walks one path, enduring the scorn."


When Gi Seok entered the office after being summoned, Yeom Baekyin had his back to him, staring out the window.

"You summoned me?" Gi Seok asked. Even at the greeting, Yeom Baekyin continued to stare silently out the window.

Having served Yeom Baekyin for a long time, Gi Seok could guess what this silence meant in the current situation.

He asked cautiously, "Have you finally made a decision?"

Indeed, Yeom Baekyin slowly nodded his head.

It was the decision Gi Seok had been hoping for. The biggest obstacle in this matter was none other than Yeom Baekjin. Because of him, Gi Seok's own subordinate, Pyo San, had died.

Now, Yeom Baekyin offered no deliberation, no excuses, and no explanations.

"Send word to the White Snake Society."

Yes, if he had decided to walk the path of a villain.

"Tell them to send their best so they don't fail."


After leaving the office, the Sword King found Geom Mugeuk at the martial arts academy's training grounds.

The grounds were now empty of officials, and Geom Mugeuk was practicing his martial arts alone. He was barefoot and held a wooden sword.

The martial art Geom Mugeuk performed was the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, but it was different from what the Sword King had taught him previously. He was executing a newly reinterpreted version of the technique, based on the Sword King's own teachings.

If the Sword King's martial arts were like water, concealing ultimate power within flexibility and softness, the art Geom Mugeuk now performed was a Yellow Dragon Sword Technique interpreted through the element of wind. Geom Mugeuk's slowly moving wooden sword began to speed up.

A quiet breeze that rustled the reeds became a gust rising through a valley, and soon, it transformed into a typhoon that swept through the area. It was a wild, untamed freedom.

The Sword King felt that freedom in the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique Geom Mugeuk performed. It blew gently, then suddenly swirled into a vortex. Just as Geom Mugeuk completed all three techniques, the Sword King walked toward him.

"Is this defiance?" the Sword King asked, meaning that Geom Mugeuk hadn't performed the technique as he was taught.

"This is all something I learned from you, Instructor." Geom Mugeuk was referring to how the Sword King had taught him a reinterpreted version of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique. He had simply reinterpreted that reinterpretation.

As if he had been waiting to show him, Geom Mugeuk wasn't surprised at all by the Sword King's appearance.

"You were waiting to show me, weren't you?" the Sword King asked.

Geom Mugeuk didn't hide the fact. "Because you're the only one who would recognize it, Instructor."

Even though they knew each other's identities, Geom Mugeuk treated him as an instructor, and the Sword King treated him as an official.

The Sword King's gaze dropped to Geom Mugeuk's bare feet. He had mentioned that being barefoot was good, but Geom Mugeuk was likely the only one who had actually put it into practice.

"Training barefoot feels good, doesn't it?"

It wasn't just about feeling the earth's energy. The sensation of performing movement arts was so vivid that he could grasp his foot positioning with greater accuracy.

"Show me that technique you performed earlier one more time."

Geom Mugeuk demonstrated the three techniques of his reinterpreted Yellow Dragon Sword Technique. After watching it all, the Sword King held out his hand. "The wooden sword!"

Geom Mugeuk turned the wooden sword around and respectfully offered the hilt, as if he were handing over a real blade.

Taking the wooden sword, the Sword King perfectly replicated Geom Mugeuk's technique. After seeing it just once, he had made Geom Mugeuk's reinterpreted martial art his own. To reinterpret a martial art and then to reinterpret that reinterpretation was something only possible for those at their level.

Then, suddenly, the Sword King rushed toward Geom Mugeuk in a surprise attack.

SWOOOSH!

The Sword King's wooden sword tore through the air toward Geom Mugeuk. It wasn't a different martial art. It was the First Stance of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, executed exactly as Geom Mugeuk had interpreted it.

The three techniques followed in an instant. A strong wind became a gust, which then stirred up a typhoon.

WHOOSH. As the kicked-up dust settled, the two figures became visible. Geom Mugeuk had dodged all of the fearsome attacks.

"Ugh, this awful dust," the Sword King said, waving his hand.

Both of them acted as if the surprise attack had never happened. One didn't question why he was attacked, and the other didn't apologize.

"Yours is better," the Sword King admitted honestly.

He acknowledged that Geom Mugeuk's reinterpretation had a higher degree of perfection.

At that, Geom Mugeuk let out a sigh.

"I said it's better, so why the sigh?"

"That's not why I sighed."

"Then?"

"I have a habit of sighing whenever I see someone more admirable than myself."

He said it like a joke, but he was sincere. A person of the Sword King's caliber would not easily admit their own shortcomings, yet the Sword King had done so without a moment's hesitation.

"Why the sudden flattery?" the Sword King asked.

"I'm a shield, aren't I?" Geom Mugeuk replied, meaning it was because he had people to protect.

"Since I've started, I'll continue the flattery," Geom Mugeuk said. "The reason mine is bound to be better is because it was reinterpreted based on something far more magnificent."

The Sword King's gaze deepened as he stared intently at Geom Mugeuk. "I think I understand a little now."

The words were out of context, but Geom Mugeuk could guess their meaning. The Sword King was surely implying that he now understood why the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader repeatedly thwarted their organization's plans.

"You call yourself a shield, so what about the women you're supposed to be protecting? What are you doing here?"

"A shield needs to rest sometimes, too," Geom Mugeuk replied. "Now that I've tried it, I see that not just anyone can be a shield."

It was this hard just playing the role mostly in name only. He thought of Lee Ahn, Uncle Hwi, and his own bodyguards, realizing once again how difficult it must have been for them.

"Being a shield doesn't suit the disposition of a worrier like me at all."

Then, the Sword King asked directly, "That woman, Lee Ahn, what is she to you?"

"She is like my own heart."

The Sword King was puzzled by the honest answer. "Is it alright to reveal such a huge weakness so honestly?"

"She is not my weakness, but the weakness of my enemies," Geom Mugeuk stated.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Because if they touch her, they will die the most miserable death in the world at my hands. So, it's a weakness that distracts my enemies, forcing them to suppress their desire to touch her."

The Sword King laughed out loud, clearly pleased. "That was some fresh sophistry."

The Sword King started to walk away again. Geom Mugeuk asked, his eyes on the shoes dangling from the man's waist, "Why don't you kill me?"

He was sure the Sword King had revealed himself as an instructor for the purpose of killing him.

"Why are you postponing it?"

The Sword King paused for a moment and looked up at the sky, as if searching for the answer there. Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky with him.

The two of them stared at the sky for a long while.

"What was the question?" the Sword King finally asked.

"What did I ask? Ah, why you don't kill me?"

"It's been a while since I've gotten some fresh air."

The Sword King started trudging along again and added, "There are just too many boring bastards in this murim."


Chapter 577: Because They Looked Too Worn Out

When Geom Mugeuk opened the window of his inn room, a drift of cold air swept inside. A hazy fog flowed through the alley below in the early dawn.

He had just finished his training, having entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique the previous evening.

Although only four sijin had passed in reality, he had actually trained for two full days. His steady progress with the Heavenly Space Secret Art now granted him six times the normal flow of time.

For two days straight, he had completely exhausted his inner arts, recovered, and then exhausted them once more. He repeated this cycle so many times that he couldn't count how many demons had appeared and vanished before him.

At the very end of his training, he had unfolded a private space for himself within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

He created a hot spring in the middle of a snowy field, where the rising steam produced a dreamlike atmosphere.

Soaking his body there helped relieve the fatigue from a day and a half of nonstop training.

He had truly repeated the Nine Calamities Demonic Art so many times that it felt as if the demons themselves might materialize from the steam, asking to stretch their own bodies.

He could feel it. The seventh-star Nine Calamities Demonic Art was on the verge of ascending to the next level.

The experience and enlightenment he gained from his battle with the Queen of Darkness, combined with the insights from reinterpreting the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, were causing his martial arts realm to stir.

This experience of reinterpreting the Sword King's own reinterpretation offered a special and unexpected enlightenment. He had never before reinterpreted a martial arts academy's techniques with a master like the Sword King.

I have to keep doing this.

He felt that this work with the Sword King would grant him a great achievement.

Just then, the window of the adjacent room opened, and someone leaned out.

"Aren't you sleeping?"

It was Lee Ahn.

"What about you?"

"I was training my internal arts, and the time just flew by."

She had been feeling that the current atmosphere was unusual. An enemy had appeared who could make Geom Mugeuk, the most formidable person in this place full of novices, feel tense. So how could she possibly sleep?

"Training is good, but sleep is important too."

"Look who's talking."

She knew that Geom Mugeuk always trained until dawn. Of course, she assumed he was just practicing his internal arts since he trained quietly in his room. She had no idea how much sword qi and enhanced sword qi actually flew about in the room right next to hers.

"I'll get plenty of sleep when I'm dead!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly at her words.

You've already slept plenty.

So stay awake in this life.

Stay awake and watch the world with those beautiful eyes until you become an old woman with white hair.

A white-haired Lee Ahn would surely age beautifully. He wondered if they would still be able to stand side-by-side like this and watch the world together then.

"That person... he's strong, isn't he?"

Lee Ahn asked about the Sword King for the first time.

Geom Mugeuk nodded honestly.

"How strong?"

"Have you ever seen a true master who was barefoot?"

"No."

"He's exactly that strong."

Although she understood this meant he was a special kind of master, Lee Ahn deliberately spoke as if it were no big deal.

"Well, that should be fine. It's not like you're lacking in specialness yourself, Young Master, is it?"

As she said this, she tapped her left breast twice.

"To pierce the Young Master's heart, they'll have to pierce not one, but two."

Geom Mugeuk laughed, amused by her half-joking, half-serious words. His gaze toward her, however, deepened. What she had just said was something she had already experienced.

"Is this the advantage of someone with two hearts?"

"Just trust me!"

"Your heart must never be pierced! I'm going to bed trusting only that heart!"

"Get a good night's sleep for my sake, too."

Of course, in Geom Mugeuk's mind, the order was reversed.

To pierce her heart, they would have to pierce his own first.

His heart being pierced would never lead to that blade reaching Lee Ahn's heart. All this effort was to prevent such a moment from ever happening.

While Lee Ahn was gazing at the stars in the dawn sky, a fierce battle where the ground split and cliffs crumbled was taking place silently in the room next door.


The Sword King arrived for class on time the next day as well.

He had even prepared the next three techniques of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique.

"Alright, today I will teach techniques four through six."

What on earth did this man want?

The thought naturally occurred to Geom Mugeuk as he watched him, but he could at least understand why he was teaching the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique again.

The Sword King's gaze toward Geom Mugeuk said it all.

[Let's have another round!]

He had lost their contest of reinterpretation yesterday, admitting that the technique Geom Mugeuk created was superior. That was why he sought another match today.

[This time, no matter how you base your reinterpretation on mine, you won't be able to make it better.]

Geom Mugeuk replied with his eyes.

Let's do it. Even if we kill each other eventually, let's enjoy this for now.

They both knew instinctively. For a martial artist, meeting an enemy like this was a chance that came once in a lifetime, if at all.

The Sword King demonstrated techniques four through six.

The trainees watching him looked at each other and whispered.

"What is that?"

"It's different from yesterday, too."

"He's just doing whatever he wants."

The Sword King's interpretation of the technique today was yet another version.

The Yellow Dragon Sword Technique he had shown yesterday was as soft and fluid as water. It had even looked like a dance.

Today, however, it was indifferent. There was no way to describe it other than truly indifferent. He swung the sword indifferently. He strode forward and stabbed indifferently. It was a continuous series of movements like casually kicking a stone lying on the ground.

Of course, the trainees couldn't grasp the deep essence of martial arts imbued in each and every move, so this too seemed like a half-hearted demonstration.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, even took off his shoes and followed his technique barefoot.

At this sight, the trainees frowned even more.

They had already considered his offer to be a shield for Lee Ahn and Seo Jin a ploy to get on their good side. Now they believed he was training barefoot to curry favor with the instructor.

"Shouldn't we call the Black Dragon Class Seniors to teach him a lesson?"

"He's really unlikable."

Some even began to exchange such whispers.

Of course, not all the trainees were like that.

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok were diligently trying to follow. Gyo Seok was doing it for his friend, and Yoo Gwang was doing it for Lee Ahn. Since Lee Ahn was following so diligently, he couldn't just stand by and watch.

"Do you like that woman that much?"

As Gyo Seok shook his head, Yoo Gwang shook his head even more vigorously.

"That's not it."

"Then what?"

"I've been so anxious lately I can barely sleep. But just looking at this Young Lady calms my heart. Strangely, all my anxiety disappears. There's something about that woman."

"It's just because she's pretty."

"It's not!"

Yoo Gwang tried his best to follow along. Gyo Seok also reluctantly copied the movements. Although he always nagged his friend to stop fantasizing, he knew there was a special side to him.

And so, the class on the second day came to an end.

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King met again in the same place they had met on the first day.

Watching Geom Mugeuk perform the martial arts, the Sword King wore a pleased smile.

Yesterday, he had reinterpreted what he was taught, but today, he was performing it exactly as he had been taught.

"Today, your reinterpretation of this technique is perfect, Instructor. It would be disrespectful to ruin such a fine technique out of a selfish desire to win, wouldn't it?"

When he frankly admitted defeat, this time the Sword King let out a sigh.

"Why are you sighing when I'm the one who lost?"

"Because you admitted it so cleanly."

Then came an unexpected remark.

"A Young Cult Leader like you is a rare sight in the history of the Demonic Cult, someone sent by the heavens. I can't help but sigh that I must kill such a person with my own hands."

He was still filled with the confidence that he could kill Geom Mugeuk.

"You'll be the one to die, Instructor. Just like your comrades who died at my hands before."

It was the first time he had mentioned the other Twelve Zodiac Kings to him. How would he react?

"Comrades? Who are my comrades?"

The Sword King did not consider the previously fallen Twelve Zodiac Kings his comrades. In fact, the ever-composed man showed displeasure for the first time at being put on the same level as them.

"I'll show you my comrades."

The next moment, the Sword King unleashed his aura. It was the first time he had revealed his aura since they had met.

The entire space was glittering.

At a glance, it looked like jewels sparkling in the sunlight.

But it was not. They were all blades.

Blades protruded from the walls, floor, ceiling, and every direction. There were hundreds, thousands of blades. The entire space was so densely packed with blades that it seemed the slightest movement would get one cut.

When Geom Mugeuk turned his head to the side, a blade was pointing at his face. Another blade protruded from the opposite side. There were blades in front of him and above his head.

Geom Mugeuk reached out his hand and touched a blade.

"......"

Blood trickled from his finger as it was cut by the blade. The aura was so sharp that it actually cut his finger. Of course, he was also cut because he hadn't deployed his protective enhanced qi.

Far in the distance, between the glittering blades, the Sword King's figure was visible.

"What do you think of my friends?"

It meant that only the sword was his friend.

In this place full of loneliness, where could a friend possibly be?

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly and said to him.

"You have so many friends, there's no room for me to squeeze in."

As if pleased with the answer, the Sword King laughed with him.

SSSSSS.

As the Sword King's aura vanished, the surrounding swords disappeared in an instant.

"Later, before you die, would you grant me one request?"

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The reason the Sword King had appeared before him, the reason they were having this leisurely exchange of lessons, might have been to make that very request.

"Very well. I'll grant your request before I kill you, Instructor."

Of course, he did not agree so meekly.

"In return, please grant one of my requests as well. I shall state mine right here and now."

"Speak."

"Please continue to reinterpret the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique up to the final technique, just as you have been. Let's continue our wager."

A flicker of doubt naturally crossed the Sword King's face.

"No matter how well I reinterpret it, it's a martial art you have no need for, isn't it?"

"There are three reasons."

"Three of them?"

"First, this wager is incredibly fun."

He thought the Sword King must feel the same way. Otherwise, they would not be having this conversation here and now.

"Second, there is someone I wish to pass on the martial art that will be completed this way."

And finally.

"This is just my intuition, but I feel my martial arts realm will ascend by the time this process is over."

The Sword King laughed and asked with an expression that said, 'And you're asking me to teach you?'

"Where did you learn this shameless level of honesty?"

"From people who aren't trivial. They never used my honesty as a weakness."

A peculiar emotion flickered across the Sword King's face. When they parted yesterday, he had said that there were too many trivial people in this murim.

"Didn't we meet as a trainee and an instructor? Since fate brought us together like this, I want to learn everything I can."

Although it must have been a difficult request, the Sword King's deliberation was not long.

"I can't very well refuse if I want to be someone who isn't trivial. Fine, I'll grant your request."

"Thank you."

The Sword King was about to turn away when he suddenly asked.

"What if my request is one you cannot grant?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled apologetically and answered.

"That's why I made my request first, isn't it?"


Even though Geom Mugeuk had told him he intended to get stronger and kill him if the chance arose, the Sword King kept his promise. He taught him all the way to the final technique of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique. This had not been in his plans when he first became a temporary instructor.

On some days, Geom Mugeuk's reinterpretation was better, and on others, the Sword King's was. They sometimes combined their versions to complement each other, and at other times, they created something entirely new.

The technique flowed like water, blew like the wind, soared like hot flames, and on some days, struck like lightning.

It was as if the two were playing a game of Go, one move at a time. It was a game that would never come again in their lives, and also a battle of pride.

The trainees sensed that something was happening, but they did not know exactly what was going on. None of them could grasp the profound essence of the martial arts involved.

On the day they learned the final technique of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, the style was newly completed.

The techniques the two of them completed were different from each other. Although they had endlessly influenced one another, they arrived at different interpretations in the end.

While they were doing it, they burned with a competitive spirit, but once it was over, neither of them cared who had won more.

Geom Mugeuk handed something wrapped to the Sword King.

"What is this?"

"A gift."

"A gift of death? One that spreads an imperceptible poison when opened?"

"For that, my wrapping is a bit too clumsy."

The Sword King unwrapped the package. Inside was something he truly had not expected. It was a pair of shoes.

"Because they looked too worn out."

For the first time, a look of bewilderment crossed the Sword King's eyes. But he soon turned the shoes over and shook them, as if checking for hidden weapons inside.

"Why are you giving me this?"

Geom Mugeuk answered him honestly.

"My martial arts have reached the eighth star."

The realm of his turbulent Nine Calamities Demonic Art had finally reached the eighth star last night.

Geom Mugeuk could not describe how overjoyed he was by the increased power of the strengthened Nine Calamities Demonic Art. He had reached the eighth-star realm in the shortest time of any Cult Leader in history.

Even though it was news to be feared and wary of, the Sword King smiled brightly.

"Why are you smiling? Aren't you worried?"

"If I win, it's more glorious to beat an eighth-star than a seventh-star, and if I lose, it's less shameful to lose to an eighth-star than a seventh-star, right?"

Geom Mugeuk could feel it for certain. Facing this man would be more difficult than facing the Brawling King and the Queen of Darkness combined. In every sense of the word.

The two of them stared at each other in silence. The Sword King asked with a calm gaze.

"You've gotten stronger, so why are you handing me shoes instead of a sword?"

Geom Mugeuk faced him with honesty to the very end.

"It seems I want to become even stronger."


Chapter 578: Anyone Would Think It Was the Demonic Cult, Not a Martial Arts Academy

The Sword King's gaze dropped to the shoes he held in his hand.

He wondered when the last time was that someone had given him such a gift.

"I don't even wear shoes that often."

"That's why you should wear even cleaner ones."

"What do you mean?"

"Since you walk around barefoot, don't the shoes you carry around stand out even more?"

"Now that I think about it, that's true."

The Sword King still hadn't offered a thank you for the shoes. He was clearly more flustered than when Geom Mugeuk had drawn his sword.

"Accepting something like this makes it difficult when you ask for a favor later."

Geom Mugeuk didn't inquire about the potential favor. He chose to interpret the comment as a joke instead.

"When you have a favor to ask of me, be sure to look down at your waist!"

After staring at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, the Sword King sat down. He dusted off the soles of his feet with his hands.

Then, right in front of Geom Mugeuk, he put on the new shoes.

"They fit perfectly."

"Do you think my eyes are just ordinary? These are the eyes that will one day pierce through your technique and strike your heart precisely."

"Then I suppose I'll have to pierce those eyes first."

The Sword King stood up and brushed the dust from his rear.

"But what if I'd tampered with those shoes? How can you just put them on so carelessly?"

"Then I'd die because of my own poor judgment in not recognizing such a petty person. I'd deserve to die."

The Sword King untied the worn-out shoes from his waist.

"I've worn these for a long time."

They were so old that he couldn't even recall when he had first started wearing them.

"Do these shoes have some special meaning?"

The Sword King shook his head.

"If these old shoes have any meaning, I suppose it's just that I've lived my life without caring much about what others think."

"I'm envious. I'm incredibly conscious of other people."

"You are?"

To the Sword King, Geom Mugeuk seemed like the type of person who would be freer than anyone.

"I want to be a wonderful person to that person, and I want to seem witty to this person. I want them to think of me first in a crisis. I want to be the protagonist of this moment. I'm truly conscious of everything. Even being this honest right now is because I'm conscious of you, Master. I want to appear as a sincere person."

The Sword King could sense that Geom Mugeuk was not lying.

"Isn't it tiring to live like that?"

"It's tiring, but it's also rewarding. If I weren't this conscious, would you be having this conversation with me?"

He probably wouldn't. They would have surely gone through a completely different process. No, a conclusion might have already been reached.

FWOOSH.

The Sword King summoned the energy of the Scorching Sun into his palm, burning the shoes he held.

After watching the fiercely burning shoes for a moment, the Sword King left the ashes behind and strode away.

Geom Mugeuk shouted at his retreating back.

"You can't pierce my eyes! They're my most confident feature!"


Geom Mugeuk called Lee Ahn and Seo Jin to a deserted clearing.

"From now on, I will pass down the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique to Division Leader Seo."

Seo Jin stared at Geom Mugeuk in astonishment. She knew that for the past ten days or so, something had been passing between her master and Geom Mugeuk with the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique as the medium. Now, he was going to pass the fruits of that exchange to her.

Surprised, she glanced at Lee Ahn. Her expression asked if it was okay to accept this so readily. Lee Ahn simply nodded with a smile.

Only then did Seo Jin turn back to Geom Mugeuk and express her gratitude.

"Thank you so much."

Lately, she had been constantly thinking about wanting to become stronger. Her ghost arts were not a martial art that showed results overnight, and she was not in a position to learn a new one.

How grateful she was that Geom Mugeuk, as if reading her mind, was about to pass on a sword technique to her.

"If you're passing on the sword technique to Division Leader Seo, I'll step away."

Lee Ahn tried to excuse herself tactfully. It was not polite to be present when someone was teaching martial arts to another.

If Geom Mugeuk had intended to send her away, he would have only called for Seo Jin in the first place.

"No. You learn it too."

"What? Me too?"

"It will definitely be helpful to learn it as a supplementary sword art."

He himself used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art as his main martial art but sometimes used the Soaring Sky Sword Art. He dealt with enemies that didn't require the Nine Calamities Demonic Art with the Soaring Sky Sword Art. She would frequently find herself in similar situations.

"There's something you need to pay special attention to while learning. Think about why I reinterpreted the existing Yellow Dragon Sword Technique this way."

The most important part of this training was what came next.

"And how you would reinterpret it."

Lee Ahn asked with a surprised face.

"Am I in any position to do that?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"More than enough."

Geom Mugeuk was certain that the process of contemplation itself would be more helpful to Lee Ahn than the sword technique.

Lee Ahn could tell that this training was also an incredibly precious and miraculous encounter. Geom Mugeuk always brought her moments like this.

Looking at her trembling eyes, Geom Mugeuk gave a single nod.

Instead of saying thank you, Lee Ahn bowed her head.

While the reinterpretation was more important for Lee Ahn, it had a different meaning for Seo Jin.

"Division Leader Seo, you will use this sword technique until the day you die."

He was certain that the probability of her obtaining a better sword technique was almost nonexistent. The new Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, a blend of his and the Sword King's interpretations, had been perfected into an exceptionally fine sword art.

She needed a proper sword technique. Once she became a true master of ghost arts, she wouldn't need other martial arts, but she had to survive until then. Even when that time came, knowing a proper sword technique would be far more useful.

Geom Mugeuk passed on his reinterpreted Yellow Dragon Sword Technique to the two women exactly as it was.

He explained it with incredible simplicity. As with any field, only those who truly understand can explain things easily. The essence of his profound martial knowledge was conveyed to the two women in simple terms.

Not only Lee Ahn, but Seo Jin was also brilliant. Because of this, the transmission of the martial arts proceeded without a hitch. They asked questions whenever they didn't understand and discussed things together.

Since Lee Ahn learned alongside her, they would be able to discuss and train together on any parts they didn't understand in the future.

As the transmission was nearing its end, a person came, handed a small piece of paper to Lee Ahn, and disappeared. He was a martial artist from the Hidden Moon.

Previously, Geom Mugeuk had told Lee Ahn and Seo Jin to look into all information related to the Yellow Dragon Academy at the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon. Today, they had obtained urgent information from the Hidden Moon.

Lee Ahn relayed the information written on the paper.

"The White Snake Society is on its way here."

As if he had expected it, Geom Mugeuk was not surprised at all.

"What's the estimated time of arrival?"

"They said it will likely be around Purple Orb today."

Geom Mugeuk glanced down at Lee Ahn's Sun Moon Sword. She had wrapped the scabbard in an old cloth to avoid drawing attention.

"It seems the time has finally come to bloody that sword."


A single carriage was speeding along.

There were a total of three people in the carriage.

One of the men among them opened his mouth.

"This is the first time in several years that I've gone on a mission as the youngest."

The man was none other than the Eight White Snakes, a member of the White Snake Society.

Ever since he had entered the top ten in rank among the hundred vipers belonging to the White Snake Society, every mission had revolved around him.

Today's mission, however, was different. There were three people in the carriage, and the other two were both of higher rank than him.

The First White Snake and the Fifth White Snake.

These numbers naturally signified their rank. In other words, the First White Snake was the most skilled master in the White Snake Society, excluding the Chairman. The Fifth White Snake was the fifth-ranked master.

The Fifth White Snake alone boasted a very high price, so what about the First White Snake?

There were several legendary contracts that the First White Snake had accomplished. The tale of him single-handedly killing the Violet Pure Sword, an elder master of the Murim Alliance, and escaping was a story passed down like a legend in the White Snake Society.

"Is there something I don't know about this contract?"

He had joined this carriage yesterday after finishing another contract and was truly surprised to see the two men who were already inside. The Fifth White Snake must have been just as surprised to see the First White Snake when he joined earlier.

In any case, considering the target of this contract, it seemed like something he could handle on his own.

"This can't be a contract that requires all three of us."

As he said this, the Eight White Snakes watched the other two's expressions. This was the first time he had experienced such a situation since he started taking on contracts.

Finally, the Fifth White Snake opened his mouth.

"Of course not."

The Fifth White Snake looked at the First White Snake sitting next to him and continued.

"If it was a job that required all of us, would we even be able to return alive?"

It would be a mission of death.

Of course, the Fifth White Snake didn't think so. Judging by the Chairman's personality as he had seen it so far.

"The Chairman must have smelled money."

At the Fifth White Snake's words, the Eight White Snakes was able to understand the situation at once.

The Chairman was planning to properly extort money from the Yellow Dragon Academy.

The moment the First White Snake was mobilized, the contract fee became incomparably expensive. The First White Snake's name alone was symbolic.

In short, the Chairman was planning to use a butcher's knife meant for a cow to kill a chicken, just to overcharge them properly.

And would the greedy head of the White Snake Society really stop at just this contract? He would find a way to fabricate things and extort more money.

He's probably going to suck dry all the petty cash they earned from the martial arts academy.

The problem was that someone who just runs a martial arts academy got involved with the White Snake Society in the first place. How could that naive person have known that once you set foot on this path, there's no turning back? The beginning of villainy is always impeccably polite and trustworthy.

If that was the case, then he would have to handle this contract all by himself. He couldn't possibly make his god-like Seniors do the work when he was with them.

The Eight White Snakes stealthily glanced at the First White Snake. The First White Snake had his eyes closed and said nothing.

How much will he get for this contract? Three times more than him? Five times? He would be the one doing all the work. Once you become the best, you earn money just by showing up.

Of course, he had no complaints. The day would come when he too would sit in that position, just looking imposing and earning money.

The Eight White Snakes asked toward the driver's seat.

"When will we arrive?"

"We should arrive before Purple Orb."

The Eight White Snakes said to the other two.

"When we arrive, please have a drink and wait. I'll go take care of it and come back."

At that, the First White Snake opened his eyes. In his cold, snake-like gaze, not a hint of carelessness could be found.

"The Chairman..."

A profound inner arts could be felt in his low voice.

"If he had sent the Second White Snake, it would be for money. But the fact that he sent me means there's something bothering him."

The First White Snake gently closed his eyes again and added.

"If you want to return alive, it would be best to move together."

The Eight White Snakes respectfully bowed his head and replied that he would, but he considered the First White Snake's words just now as an expression of embarrassment for earning easy money.

Why so dramatic? Anyone would think we were going up against the Demonic Cult, not some martial arts academy.


"Anyone would think they were learning some ultimate martial arts."

The person who entered the clearing was Yeom Baekjin.

Geom Mugeuk had suddenly contacted him to meet. He had said it was a matter of life and death, so he should not be late and must meet him here.

What on earth could it be?

He had come to the meeting spot feeling tense inside, only to find Lee Ahn and Seo Jin performing the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique.

Geom Mugeuk, who was teaching, and the two women, who were learning, were all incredibly serious.

"But it looks a little different from the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"They only started learning a few days ago, so they're still inexperienced."

"That's not it. It's because the instructor is teaching it strangely."

The temporary instructor Yeom Baekjin had met in his brother's office kept bothering him. So he looked into him and found that he was indeed a temporary instructor in the White Dragon Class.

However, the complaints from the disciples were overwhelming. He was teaching the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique in a strange way.

"I met that man, the instructor, in my brother's office. My brother doesn't usually meet with instructors, but he was there."

"You met your brother."

Yeom Baekjin nodded. There was also Geom Mugeuk's advice to go see his brother, so he summed up that day's situation in one sentence.

"I went to talk, but my brother made me draw my sword."

And he predicted that the reason Geom Mugeuk had called him to this place today was also related to his brother.

"Why did you want to see me? A matter of life and death?"

He really wasn't this kind of person. He wasn't someone who would come running just because someone, a mere disciple at that, called him. If it was a matter of life and death, he was the type to say that they should come to him.

Was it because of Geom Mugeuk, because of Seo Jin, or because of that beautiful woman? For some reason, he felt like he was constantly being swayed by them.

Geom Mugeuk delivered some startling news.

"Masters from the White Snake Society are coming to the Yellow Dragon Academy."

It was an unexpected statement, so Yeom Baekjin was taken aback.

"Is this information reliable? The White Snake Society isn't a place that leaks information easily, so how did you find out?"

"A martial artist from the White Snake Society was killed by the sword of a mere White Dragon Class disciple. Do you think they would just stand by? So I had people keep an eye on them."

Yeom Baekjin thought that if it was the Ghost Sect, they would be capable of gathering that level of intelligence.

If this was true? His gaze naturally turned to Seo Jin.

"I will protect you."

He wasn't the type of person to say such things to others, especially to a woman.

But for some reason, his eyes were drawn to her. Besides, the start of this whole affair was his brother's fault.

Even though it was a situation where she should naturally say thank you, Seo Jin showed no reaction.

Feeling that something was strange, Yeom Baekjin looked at Geom Mugeuk.

From Geom Mugeuk's mouth came a fact even more shocking than their arrival.

"The contract targets not only Seo Jin, but also Master Yeom."

The delayed shock hit Yeom Baekjin, who stood there stunned for a moment. The words "I can't believe it" rose to his throat, but he couldn't spit them out.

He had felt that it might be possible when he went to see his brother. But to actually try to kill him? To really hire the White Snake Society?

"Do you know when they're coming?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the area behind Yeom Baekjin. He had deliberately called Yeom Baekjin to this remote place at this specific time.

He had thought they wouldn't miss this golden opportunity for the targets to be meeting in such a secluded spot.

"I believe they're already here."

From the darkness, masked figures revealed themselves.

Yeom Baekjin turned around, blocking Seo Jin's front, and declared.

"If you want to live, stay right behind me!"


Chapter 579: The White Snakes Won't Be Coming

Geom Mugeuk stared at the back of Yeom Baekjin, who stood protectively in front of Seo Jin.

This was the kind of man he was originally. He was someone willing to face death for another.

However, before his regression, he had lived on the dark side, the opposite of this heroic image. Perhaps back then, his brother, the Sword King, and everyone else had only seen the other side of the coin.

Seo Jin asked Yeom Baekjin.

"Why are you trying to save me?"

He couldn't very well say that he found his eyes and heart strangely drawn to her.

"Because my brother is the one who did wrong."

Yeom Baekjin said, turning to look back at Geom Mugeuk.

"You said you came out to protect Seo Jin too, right?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Help me protect her!"

He was agitated. He knew he needed to be calm in moments like this, but the three masked figures who had appeared before them possessed an extraordinary aura. To reveal themselves like this meant they were masters so skilled they had no need for a surprise attack.

The best of the best from the White Snake Society have come.

His hand, which had drawn his sword, trembled. It wasn't simply out of fear. The target of his current rage was his brother. Sending masters of this caliber meant he was determined not to fail.

He really is trying to kill me.

Yeom Baekjin thought that if he was going to die anyway, he wanted to at least save this woman.

"I may be just the brother of a mere Principal, but the woman beside me is of the Ghost Sect's bloodline. If you bastards kill her, you'll be annihilated by the Ghost Sect."

Seo Jin, who had been standing behind Yeom Baekjin, stepped forward to stand beside him.

"They don't seem like the type to back down just because you say that."

Yeom Baekjin looked at Seo Jin. She had every reason to be afraid, yet she was calm.

Is it because she's the child of a prestigious family?

Seo Jin's calm nature was a factor, but her composure came from her trust in the two people behind her. With Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn standing there, what was there to fear?

Yeom Baekjin's gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn behind them. He misunderstood the two.

Are you just going to stay back there and not step forward?

The thought crossed his mind, but he didn't say it aloud. Right, how frightening must this be at their young age? He understood them.

Of the three masked figures who appeared, the first to speak was the Fifth White Snake.

"Those who are about to die by our hands only ever say three things. They threaten, they hate, or they beg."

The Fifth White Snake's eyes held a mocking tone as he looked at Yeom Baekjin.

"In my experience, the ones who threaten are the weakest."

Yeom Baekjin remained unshaken. He momentarily forgot his anger toward his brother. He had to be calm in this moment.

"You should know this isn't a threat. Do you think the Ghost Sect's leader would simply overlook his daughter's death?"

Then, the Eighth White Snake spoke up.

"The brother of the Yellow Dragon Academy's Principal, who was bewitched by the beauty of the new female members, violated them, and then disappeared."

From those words, he could tell how they planned to handle this incident.

Rage surged within Yeom Baekjin. It wasn't enough that he would lose his life, his reputation would also be dragged through the mud. Yeom Baekjin thrust his sword forward and said coldly.

"Go on, try it."

The Eighth White Snake drew his sword and glanced back at the First White Snake. All that remained was the First White Snake's permission.

At that moment, the First White Snake was staring at one person. That person was Lee Ahn.

The Eighth White Snake and the Fifth White Snake assumed he was staring because she was so beautiful, but that wasn't it. The First White Snake was seeing a true nature that the other two could not.

I see now why the Sect Leader sent me.

The Eighth White Snake could handle Yeom Baekjin and Seo Jin well enough.

The problem was the young man and woman standing behind them. The feeling emanating from Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn was strange. The issue was that he couldn't be certain of their skill. They should be either a master or a novice, but what he felt was that they seemed to be greater masters than him, yet at the same time, they seemed to have insignificant skill.

The woman is the greater master!

Meanwhile, the Fifth White Snake came to a different conclusion.

"It's a shame to kill such a woman."

It seemed the Fifth White Snake had judged her skills to be insignificant.

Finally, the First White Snake's order was given.

"Kill that man first."

At that, the Eighth White Snake stepped forward.

"I will take care of it."

The Eighth White Snake rushed toward Yeom Baekjin. He didn't give his opponent a chance to prepare. His sword flew toward Yeom Baekjin's neck, heart, and other major vital points.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Fortunately, Yeom Baekjin responded calmly. A battle of offense and defense ensued where a single mistake would mean death.

Lee Ahn focused on Yeom Baekjin's movements.

Yeom Baekjin was someone who had achieved complete mastery of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique. Because of that, she could see through his fight how the original Yellow Dragon Sword Technique was used in actual combat.

She needed to know the original Yellow Dragon Sword Technique precisely to understand how it had been reinterpreted.

In an instant, over thirty exchanges passed. Yeom Baekjin, who had achieved complete mastery of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, was not a weak man.

However, as the exchanges continued, he fell into a disadvantage. The martial arts he had learned was the orthodox swordsmanship of a martial arts academy, while the Eighth White Snake's martial arts was designed to kill the opponent. Moreover, his practical combat experience was severely lacking in comparison.

Blood spurted from Yeom Baekjin's arm.

Seeing blood, Yeom Baekjin became agitated, and the situation grew even more unfavorable. The Eighth White Snake did not miss the opportunity and pressed him.

Just when he could no longer hold on.

HIIIIIIIIK.

Suddenly, with a ghostly wail, Yeom Baekjin's shadow lunged and covered the Eighth White Snake.

The one who helped him in his moment of crisis was Seo Jin, using her ghost arts. She was still only able to use ghost arts that showed illusions or restricted an opponent's vision, rather than direct attacks.

However, in this fight, that single move was an opportunity that could turn the tide of victory and defeat.

Because of the shadow covering his face, the Eighth White Snake momentarily lost sight of Yeom Baekjin.

Yeom Baekjin did not miss this chance. Instead of retreating, he slid diagonally, surged forward, and swung his sword.

SHWIIIIK.

PWAK!

Blood spurted from the side of the Eighth White Snake, who couldn't block in time.

Now the situation was reversed. Just as Yeom Baekjin was about to rush forward to finish off his staggering opponent.

The Fifth White Snake, who had been watching, threw a spray of hidden weapons. It was aimed at both Yeom Baekjin and Seo Jin.

CHWAAAAAAAK!

As the hidden weapons flew at them, Yeom Baekjin instinctively threw his body in front of Seo Jin. He couldn't let the woman who had saved him die.

Is this the end?

He expected several hidden weapons to embed themselves in his back.

He heard the sound of hidden weapons being deflected from behind him.

When Yeom Baekjin turned around, he saw that Lee Ahn had somehow moved to block the way in front of them.

She deflected all those hidden weapons?

It seemed like dozens of hidden weapons had been scattered. Yeom Baekjin stared at Lee Ahn with a shocked expression. That wasn't all.

THUD.

The Eighth White Snake pitched forward and collapsed. The hidden weapons that Lee Ahn had deflected were embedded in his neck and heart.

The Fifth White Snake stepped forward.

"So you were hiding your skills."

He glanced back at the First White Snake. He sent a look that meant they should attack together, as her method of deflecting the hidden weapons was extraordinary, but the First White Snake did not step forward.

Is his precious self too proud to join forces?

He hoped that was the case. If the First White Snake wasn't stepping forward out of a sense of crisis that their opponent was truly formidable, then they would be in a very difficult situation.

Meanwhile, Seo Jin was stopping the bleeding from Yeom Baekjin's arm. He was the one who had thrown his body in front of her when the hidden weapons flew.

Watching them, Geom Mugeuk was certain that the fate of these two had completely changed. They had now become people who had saved each other's lives.

It's done.

This was the moment he achieved the greatest purpose for coming to the Yellow Dragon Academy.


Soon, the fight between the Fifth White Snake and Lee Ahn began.

Because Lee Ahn fought using the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, Yeom Baekjin, who was watching her swordsmanship, was inwardly surprised.

It's similar to the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique.

It seemed similar, yet it was different from what he had learned.

That instructor must have taught her!

In that technique, Yeom Baekjin saw a gently flowing river, a fiercely blowing wind. He saw hot flames rise, and he saw lightning strike.

As the fight continued, Yeom Baekjin's eyes widened. Today was the first time he realized the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique could be such a strong and beautiful form of swordsmanship.

He didn't know. He didn't know that the swordsmanship being displayed was something she had just learned today. Nor that she was using it so magnificently in actual combat.

In the earlier fight with Yeom Baekjin, the Eighth White Snake had gained the advantage as the exchanges went on, but in this fight, Lee Ahn gained the advantage with each passing exchange. Her Yellow Dragon Sword Technique was becoming incomparably more stable with every move in its first real battle.

When they first crossed swords, the Fifth White Snake thought he had a chance, but the balance crumbled in an instant, and he began to be pushed back.

The moment the Fifth White Snake shouted for help.

SHWIIIIK!

PUUK!

Lee Ahn's sword pierced the Fifth White Snake's chest. The moment she heard the word 'violate' from the Eighth White Snake, she felt no hesitation in killing them.

"...You will die a miserable death. That man is the number one in rank at Headquarters."

Despite the Fifth White Snake's words, Lee Ahn showed no fear.

"The words you say before you die are just the same."

It was what the Fifth White Snake had said earlier. That his opponents would threaten, hate, or beg before they died. He himself had not escaped that category.

SPURT SPURT SPURT!

When Lee Ahn pulled out her sword, he collapsed, spewing blood.

Geom Mugeuk watched her with a satisfied expression.

To display this much skill with martial arts she learned today was a clear demonstration of how outstanding her talent for martial arts was, and also how high her current level was.

Get stronger, Lee Ahn.

In this murim, teeming with all sorts of villains, to live while showing that face to the world, she would have to become so strong that no one would dare challenge her.

Lee Ahn did not feel happy or triumphant. She just silently looked down at her sword.

It was the first time for both. The first time killing with the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, and the first time staining the Sun Moon Sword with blood.

The reinterpreted Yellow Dragon Sword Technique truly felt like it had no unnecessary movements. And while its power was weaker than the Soaring Sky Sword Art, it required far less inner arts.

For that reason, there could be no better supplementary swordsmanship. There would be times when she had to hide her identity, and also times when she had to fight while conserving her inner arts.

The First White Snake's expression was completely stiff. It was a truly unexpected situation. However, that didn't mean he felt fear. Because he was the First White Snake.

"Who are you?"

Geom Mugeuk answered leisurely.

"We're the new members of the Yellow Dragon Academy's White Dragon Class, aren't we? You should have investigated before coming."

The investigation was completely wrong.

Chairman! If something was bothering you, you shouldn't have accepted the contract.

However, it wasn't something to blame the Chairman for. When he was coming here, he had been full of arrogance, thinking that the fact he was sent instead of the Second White Snake meant there was something that required his attention.

"The number one in the White Snake Society? The number one is fighting a member of the Yellow Dragon Academy's basic White Dragon Class! If I were you, I'd be too embarrassed to mention my rank."

Geom Mugeuk stood at the very back, provoking and teasing him with words, but the First White Snake did not fall for it.

He faced Lee Ahn cautiously. He planned to kill them all, one by one, just as he had always done. In the end, he would be the one left standing.

SWEEEEEEEK!

Sword qi suddenly poured out from the First White Snake's sword in a surprise attack.

"......"

The sword qi released from Lee Ahn's sword collided with the First White Snake's sword qi. Dust rose with an ear-splitting explosion.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

As sword met sword, sparks flew within the dust.

The First White Snake was strong. He was on a different level from the two who had died earlier.

The First White Snake's martial arts was a sword style that had climbed a tower of murder to stand at its peak.

However, Lee Ahn's Soaring Sky Sword Art, which she had achieved complete mastery of, was a martial art that the tower of killing intent could not handle even if it reached the heavens.

Her Soaring Sky Sword Art was completely different from the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique she had displayed earlier, and it was also different from the Soaring Sky Sword Art that Geom Mugeuk used.

Her swordsmanship was delicate and elegant, yet at the same time, sharp and powerful.

Amazingly, when he exchanged the first blow with her, the First White Snake already foresaw his defeat.

He found himself wishing that the Eighth White Snake and the Fifth White Snake were still alive. If they saw this fight, they would think, Ah! So this is why we lost.

No, even if they saw it, they wouldn't understand. Just how strong this woman was.

SHYAAAAAAAK.

Her sword cut through the air, creating a dazzling trajectory that he could never hope to follow.

In that moment, he saw it. In Lee Ahn's eyes, the countless people he had killed flashed by like a revolving lantern.

SHWIIIIK.

PUUK!

Even though the sword pierced his chest, he felt no pain.

His last words were not a plea, nor hatred, nor a threat.

"Perfect."

His final words were a tribute to Lee Ahn.

With those words as his last, the First White Snake collapsed and died.

Lee Ahn was bewildered. She thought it would be a much more difficult fight. How much so? Enough that she had sent this telepathy to Geom Mugeuk.

[Is this person really the number one in the White Snake Society?]

Geom Mugeuk's pleased reply came back.

[Do you understand your own skill now?]

Lee Ahn's level was not one that the likes of the White Snake Society could do anything about.

Yeom Baekjin stared blankly at the corpse of the First White Snake. That woman killed the number one master of the White Snake Society?

Yeom Baekjin expressed his gratitude to Lee Ahn in a trembling voice. He no longer treated her informally.

"Thank you for saving me."

"Master Yeom, you were trying to save our Seo Jin too, weren't you?"

Yeom Baekjin felt more depression than joy at having survived. He hadn't known his brother was trying to kill him, and he hadn't recognized that this woman was such a great master.

I deserve to die.

His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

He was someone who had given off a strange feeling ever since they met. Perhaps he was an even greater master than this woman.

"Now that you've killed their number one, the White Snake Society won't just stand by. The entire White Snake Society will come for you!"

At Yeom Baekjin's worry, Geom Mugeuk gave an enigmatic smile.

"As we go on living, all sorts of animals might come to the Yellow Dragon Academy. However, the white snakes will never come again."

"How can you be so sure?"

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn.

"Send a message to the White Snake Society. Tell them not to interfere in our affairs any longer."

"......"

Yeom Baekjin asked in a trembling voice.

"Who in the world are you people?"

Could it be that if they told the infamous White Snake Society not to interfere, they would simply obey?

Geom Mugeuk finally revealed his identity.

"I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"!"

For a moment, Yeom Baekjin froze.

Lee Ahn and Seo Jin also revealed themselves.

"I am Lee Ahn, leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Ghost Shadow Squad."

"I am Seo Jin, a Division Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Ghost Shadow Squad."

Yeom Baekjin turned pale and couldn't say a word.

Could anyone believe that a blood relative of the Ghost Sect was a mere Division Leader? Yes, one might believe it, if it were for just one place.

A person who travels with the world's number one beauty, who can casually kill the number one ranked member of the White Snake Society? Yes, if it was just one person, one might believe it.

Even so, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!

And I've been treating him so casually until now.

Toward his confusion and disbelief, Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly.

"Whether I disappear from your life like smoke, or become a vicious Young Cult Leader, is now up to you."


Chapter 580: You Showed Your Back Twice

Yeom Baekjin had never imagined he would meet the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. The three people before him now looked entirely different.

The first question that came to his mind was delivered with a newfound politeness in his words and attitude. "The Demonic Cult's... no, the Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, why have you come here?"

Because of you. To stop you from living out the fate of killing Seo Jin.

"As Master Yeom knows, I came because of our Division Leader Seo's matter."

The Young Cult Leader was moving personally for a mere Division Leader?

Seeing the obvious doubt on Yeom Baekjin's face, Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Jin and remarked, "Division Leader Seo is a special person to me."

Seo Jin politely bowed her head at Geom Mugeuk's words.

She felt it from time to time. The Young Cult Leader showed her more affection than she deserved, though it clearly wasn't the kind one has for the opposite sex. Was it because he cared so much for Lee Ahn?

Yeom Baekjin looked at Seo Jin.

In that case, his brother had killed the hometown friend of a Division Leader from the Demonic Cult's Ghost Shadow Squad. The closeness of their relationship didn't matter. The crucial fact was that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had come here because of it.

The Young Cult Leader's arrival was the same as the entire Demonic Cult arriving. The Yellow Dragon Academy could be annihilated overnight with a single word from him.

Yeom Baekjin's body trembled. He had always considered himself to have a lot of nerve, but he could not hide the fear washing over him.

Yeom Baekjin asked cautiously, "What should I do?"

Geom Mugeuk threw a question back instead of an answer. "What do you plan to do about your brother?"

For a moment, Yeom Baekjin's expression hardened.

Since his brother had tried to kill him, the answer was already clear. He wasn't the type to meekly let himself be killed just because the attacker was his brother.

"I can't just let myself be killed, can I?"

He had no choice but to become ruthless himself.

At Yeom Baekjin's answer, Lee Ahn recalled the matter between Geom Mugeuk and the First Young Lord. Even a small martial arts academy could not avoid such a bloodbath between relatives, yet he had peacefully ended the succession dispute of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. She could feel anew just how much effort Geom Mugeuk had put in.

Yeom Baekjin remembered that Geom Mugeuk knew about the place he was trying to find.

"By any chance, are you also trying to find that place, Young Cult Leader?" He asked the question because he couldn't believe Geom Mugeuk had come all this way purely for a mere Division Leader.

"That's right. I plan to resolve that matter as well."

Yeom Baekjin's fear grew even greater. The Demonic Cult was also coveting that place where his brother was possessed by something. Would they really let them live? The Demonic Cult he knew was not like that. Every story he had heard about the Demonic Cult since he was young was stained with blood. Monsters must be hiding beneath those handsome and pretty faces.

However, the corpses of the White Snake Society scattered on the floor changed his mind.

If it weren't for them, my corpse would be lying there anyway.

His fear subsided as he considered it a life that was already lost. His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"What must I do for you to become a Young Cult Leader who vanishes like smoke, rather than a vicious one?"

"Two things will suffice."

"What are they?"

"Be honest. And trust us."

Yeom Baekjin was silent for a moment. Now that he knew their identities, neither of those two things was easy.

"I can't trust you yet, but I will speak honestly."

This honesty stemmed half from gratitude for them saving his life, and half from fear.

"My brother is possessed by something right now. It must be related to the secret construction. And what he was promised in return is..."

He had grasped the situation accurately.

"It must be a martial arts manual."

"Why do you think it's a manual?"

"My brother couldn't stand it when martial artists looked down on the martial arts academy's martial arts. He wouldn't have been able to resist the temptation of an ultimate martial arts."

Geom Mugeuk synthesized the information so far and came to a conclusion. "There's a vault under the Yellow Dragon Academy where an ultimate martial arts is stored, and academy members who were skilled enough but left without graduating are digging it up?"

The one managing that place is the Sword King.

Given the Sword King's martial arts skill, she wouldn't be putting in this much effort just for a martial arts manual.

What is it that you want?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened. The Sword King was clearly trying to use him to do something.

Even if he had to move according to her intentions, he had to stay one step ahead. If only he could sneak into that place.

"Besides your brother, is there anyone else who might know about that place?"

"There is one person. He's a subordinate of Gi Seok, one of the Seven Instructors. He would know something. However, his martial arts is..."

He was about to say that Gi Seok was much stronger than the other Masters, but he stopped. Just by looking at the martial arts of the woman with Geom Mugeuk, he could guess what the Young Cult Leader's skill was like.

"His loyalty to my brother is deep, so he will never open his mouth."

"So it was Gi Seok who brought in the White Snake Society?"

"My brother wouldn't have contacted them directly, so that must be it."

Although he obediently answered the questions, there was a part Yeom Baekjin could not concede.

"My brother... I'll take care of my brother's problem myself."

He did not want him to die at the hands of the Demonic Cult. He resolved to kill him himself. He did not want his brother to be miserably used and then killed by these people.

If he couldn't kill him, he was prepared to take them down with him.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring at him silently, said something unexpected. "Go meet your brother again."

Yeom Baekjin was startled. "Didn't you see? He called the White Snake Society to kill me. And the top-ranked master at that! If it weren't for you, I would have died here today."

"That's why I'm telling you to meet him."

Yeom Baekjin guessed the reason.

"You want me to use my brother's guilt! If I go now, he'll think it's before the White Snake Society has carried out the contract. Since I'm a brother who's going to die soon anyway, he might tell me something."

At that, Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "That's not it. If he were the type to leak information out of guilt, he wouldn't have called the White Snake Society in the first place."

"If not, then why?"

"Go and say everything you want to say. That way, you won't have any regrets as you live on."

Yeom Baekjin wore a dazed expression for a moment.

What? For my sake?

Yeom Baekjin could not believe it. No, he could not understand it.

"You expect me to believe you're looking out for me in a situation like this? Who do you think I am?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk brought up something Yeom Baekjin had forgotten. "You showed your back twice. Once towards us, and once towards the enemy. Both times were to protect Seo Jin."

The first time was when he stood in front of Seo Jin. The next was to block the hidden weapons.

"Who do I think you are? You're someone who would risk his life to protect my subordinate."

It was a gesture made purely for his sake.

"If this ends without you saying what you need to, you'll think of your brother for the rest of your life. Even if you live as the Principal of the Yellow Dragon, a shadow will be cast over your heart forever."

Of course, there was another reason. If Yeom Baekjin lived a bright life, that would be a good thing for Seo Jin too. Geom Mugeuk was trying his best until the end, because to him, Seo Jin was worth that much.

"In a relationship like yours, you'll have regrets whether you speak or not, but this time, the regret of not speaking will be greater. So go and say everything, not for your brother's sake, but for your own."


Yeom Baekyin stood by his office window, looking at the night view. Although it was late, lights were on throughout the martial arts academy, and the figures of those training could be seen.

"They're arriving today?"

Gi Seok, who was standing behind him, answered politely to Yeom Baekyin's question. "Yes, they should have arrived already."

Yeom Baekyin did not ask any more, but Gi Seok spoke for him.

"Master Yeom will have a hard time seeing tomorrow's morning sun."

Yeom Baekyin's expression reflexively hardened, then he suddenly recalled the Sword King's words.

A villain walks a single path while being cursed.

Right, there is no need to be ashamed. Trying not to be cursed is an even more shameful sight.

"Seeing all the stars, it looks like tomorrow will be a clear day."

A smile formed on Gi Seok's lips. He considered a leader like this to be much better than an indecisive one who pretended to be good.

"Is that person still attending the White Dragon Class training these days?"

"He has been attending every day recently. I heard he taught a completely different version of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique."

Gi Seok added cautiously, "I don't know what on earth he's thinking."

He had said it to ask if Yeom Baekyin knew what the man was thinking, but Yeom Baekyin said nothing. He did not tell Gi Seok about the demon he had heard about from the man.

Just then, a subordinate's voice was heard from outside. "Your younger brother has come to see you."

Yeom Baekyin and Gi Seok looked at each other. It was a late and unexpected visit.

"Should I stay?"

Yeom Baekyin shook his head at Gi Seok's question. "Show him in."

The door opened, and Yeom Baekjin entered. A strong smell of alcohol wafted out as he came inside, holding a bottle of liquor.

He started acting like a drunkard as soon as he saw Gi Seok, forgoing a greeting. "Our Master Gi must have wagged his tail so much it's worn away."

They were rude words, but Gi Seok showed no sign of displeasure. Instead, he smiled and said, "I wish my loyalty were truly that great. Please, have your talk."

After bowing, Gi Seok excused himself.

Yeom Baekyin might have normally said a word about being rude to Gi Seok, but he treated his brother more gently than usual.

"What brings you here so late?"

Yeom Baekjin's anger flared the moment he saw that. He's trying to kill me by calling the White Snake Society, and he's making a face like that?

If he were human, shouldn't he at least look a little flustered out of guilt? Shouldn't he at least be as cold as usual?

Yeom Baekjin perched on the reception table and drank straight from the bottle, calming his surging anger.

"I can't sleep, and I have something to say."

Geom Mugeuk was the one who had advised him to have a drink before going. It would help him relax. He was really glad he brought it. If he hadn't, he might have yelled just a moment ago.

Yeom Baekjin offered the liquor bottle. "Want some?"

Yeom Baekyin shook his head.

Yeom Baekjin drank alone again.

"Alright, what is it you wanted to say?"

Yeom Baekjin, who had been sitting dazedly on the table, brought up what he had been thinking on his way over. They were words he had kept in his heart for a long time, words he was saying not for his brother, but for himself.

"To be honest, I thought I had yielded the Principal's position to you."

Yeom Baekyin listened to his words silently.

"Since we were young, I heard a lot that I had more martial talent. I thought I could become the Principal if I set my mind to it."

Yeom Baekjin continued speaking, looking down at the liquor bottle in his hand instead of at his brother. "Of course, you're much stronger now, but I even thought of that as me yielding. I deliberately stopped trying so I wouldn't become stronger than you."

Yeom Baekyin had no idea his younger brother had been thinking this way. A thought occurred to him. Is he crazy?

"It was all my delusion. This martial arts academy was never mine, not even once."

At his brother's confession, Yeom Baekyin replied with a pleasant face. "I was only thinking of myself and failed to consider your feelings. From now on..."

"From now on?"

"Let's get along well. Aren't we the only brothers we have?"

Was his brother always this shameless and heartless?

"Thanks, brother."

For leaving me with this final image of you.

Yeom Baekyin felt for himself that his heart was incredibly cold. He felt like he could say any kind words. You should have been like this from the start. You should have lived on pretending not to know, like you have until now, or helped me with loyalty like Gi Seok's. Then this wouldn't have been necessary, would it? However, he knew his brother was not the type of person who could ever do that. Once he sobered up, he would start investigating him again.

"Let's have a meal together tomorrow."

What meal? My memorial meal?

At those words, Yeom Baekjin's anger crossed its limit. That is why he actually smiled as he asked, "What kind of martial arts is it?"

Yeom Baekyin flinched in surprise.

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm asking what kind of martial arts has you so possessed."

Yeom Baekjin asked with a smile, but his eyes were cold.

The smile vanished from Yeom Baekyin's face.

Yeom Baekjin could tell. This martial arts was like a taboo to his brother. Well, he must have bet everything on it.

"You haven't received that martial arts manual yet, have you? They must have said they'll give it to you once you've dug up that entire vault, right?"

Although Yeom Baekyin's expression grew increasingly stiff, Yeom Baekjin kept pushing. "Who in the world would just give away an ultimate martial arts? You believe them when they say they will? Brother, are you an idiot?"

Yeom Baekyin did not get angry, even at the end. After all, once his brother left this room, they would never see each other again. It was actually for the best. Even the slightest guilt he felt for his brother vanished with this.

Yeom Baekjin was truly furious. Deceived by such a person, calling the White Snake Society to kill his own brother. You're going to die by my hand in the end, brother, are you really such a fool!

Yeom Baekjin stood up from his seat and threw open the office window out of frustration. He stood by the window for a long while, staring outside.

"If you're done talking, go."

Yeom Baekjin glanced at his brother once, then left the place without a word.

Left alone, Yeom Baekyin opened a wall cabinet and took out a bottle of liquor. It was an expensive kind he usually savored. He filled a pure white cup to the brim and drank it down.

"Now get out of my life."


When Yeom Baekjin met Geom Mugeuk again, he was excited. "This is just my feeling, but I think I've found the entrance."

A little while ago, when he stood by his brother's office window and looked outside, he saw the night view of the Yellow Dragon Academy. There were brightly lit areas and less bright ones. While lights were on here and there, one place was unusually dark. He had never had a chance to stand there at night and look outside, so he had forgotten about that place's existence. It was a place that all the academy members usually forgot about.

It was a place located right below the office, used only once a year. It was considered sacred in the martial arts academy, so no one could approach it normally. Above all, it was the place his brother considered most important.

"It's the duel stage where the graduation exams are held."


Chapter 581: You Haven't Forgotten My Request, Have You?

Darkness surrounded the duel stage. Geom Mugeuk was the one who landed silently upon the stone floor, a surface marred by countless scratches.

Even before he landed, Geom Mugeuk had released his ki in all directions. The countless strands of energy spread out like a spiderweb, searching for anyone hiding nearby.

His search found no one in Yeom Baekyin's unlit office, which he could see from his position. The other windows of the building and the darkness around the stage were also empty. This meant the entrance was very well hidden.

He first stepped onto the duel stage and inspected the floor, but he could not locate the entrance.

He hadn't expected to find the entrance on the duel stage anyway. An intense fight could easily crack or gouge the ground, exposing the passage, so building it there would be unlikely.

But what if the builder was someone who valued symbolic things?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the VIP seats in the spectator area. A separate section was reserved for the Principal, Masters, and instructors. The seats for the Masters and instructors were arranged to the left and right of the large, ornate Principal's seat at the center.

Geom Mugeuk examined the Principal's seat first. The large, throne-like chair was fixed firmly to the floor.

It has to be here.

Through his many experiences before regressing, Geom Mugeuk had gained considerable knowledge about mechanisms and devices.

The most crucial mindset for finding a mechanism was to be certain of its existence. A hidden device would strangely never reveal itself to a doubtful mind. One could only find it by searching with the conviction that it was there.

Geom Mugeuk slowly ran his fingers over the chair, meticulously checking every surface, even underneath, for the smallest crack.

After checking the Principal's seat, he moved to the next Master's chair. He checked it thoroughly before moving to the next one.

Then, on the third chair, his fingers brushed against a faint crack. It was a circular crack, so minuscule that he would have missed it if he hadn't believed it had to be there.

Geom Mugeuk gently pressed down on the spot.

He felt it give way slightly, but no entrance appeared.

An ordinary person might have dismissed it as nothing and moved on, but Geom Mugeuk knew better.

It's a door that opens with a dual mechanism. This is the first part.

Geom Mugeuk went back to the Principal's seat.

As he sat in the chair and re-examined it, the yellow dragon ornament on the armrest, which had been immobile before, twisted slightly to the side.

At that very moment!

SHHH, the floor below opened smoothly. He descended while still seated in the chair.

When he stood up, the chair rose back to its original position, and the ceiling door closed, plunging the area into complete darkness.

Geom Mugeuk activated the Divine Eye Technique to survey his surroundings. He pressed a device right next to where he had landed. The ceiling opened again, and the chair descended. After enough time passed for someone to sit, it automatically rose again. It was a top-tier mechanism that operated with incredible precision and smoothness.

Geom Mugeuk looked around once more. It was a small space with a mechanism on one wall that led down to a basement.

Geom Mugeuk cautiously approached the mechanism. He did not dare to get on it recklessly, not knowing the situation below.

Geom Mugeuk peered into the gaps of the device. He planned to jump through any opening he could find to go down. No matter the depth, his martial arts skill would allow him to land without a sound.

However, this mechanism was designed so that one had to ride it to descend. Getting on it would surely alert someone below that a person was coming down.

It was at that moment.

SHHH.

The door above opened again, and the chair descended. The person who came down was, surprisingly, the Sword King. He carried a load of items in both hands, which turned out to be alcohol and meat.

After getting off the chair, he stepped onto the mechanism.

Geom Mugeuk stood within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, right in the Sword King's line of sight. The moment the ceiling had opened, Geom Mugeuk had vanished.

Geom Mugeuk could see outside, so he was watching the Sword King. The Sword King, however, was just staring into an empty space.

Inside and outside the mechanism, the two men stood facing each other.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze dropped to his feet. He was wearing the shoes that he had gifted him.

Soon, the mechanism carrying the Sword King began to descend.

WHIRRR.

Only after the Sword King had gone down on the mechanism did Geom Mugeuk emerge from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and reveal himself.

Geom Mugeuk silently gazed down into the endless darkness where the mechanism had disappeared.

What are you searching for down there?


When Geom Mugeuk returned, Yeom Baekjin was waiting in the guest room with Lee Ahn and Seo Jin.

"The entrance was there."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Yeom Baekjin's expression brightened. His intuition had been correct.

"Given my brother's personality, I thought he would place the entrance somewhere in plain sight."

"You did well to find it."

Yeom Baekjin was pleased that he had personally found a place that would have a great impact on his destiny in the current situation.

"Let's go there together right now. I'll go with you."

Yeom Baekjin wanted to enter the place himself. He needed to see if the ultimate martial arts was truly there.

However, Geom Mugeuk firmly shook his head.

"Even though we know the entrance, we can't enter rashly."

The reason was something Yeom Baekjin had not expected.

"There is a master around your brother whom even I cannot handle carelessly."

Naturally, Yeom Baekjin was shocked. A master that even the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult couldn't handle? Had he ever seen such a person at the martial arts academy?

In that moment, as if by magic, Yeom Baekjin thought of one person.

"Could it be that temporary instructor?"

He didn't know why he thought of him. But the man he had seen in his brother's office kept bothering him. It was the same man who had taught the White Dragon Class members that strange technique.

"That's right. It's him. As long as he's around, killing your brother is impossible. In fact, if you move recklessly, you'll be the one to die first."

"Then why didn't he just order that person to kill me in the first place? He wouldn't have needed to call the White Snake Society."

"Because he's not someone who can be ordered around carelessly. Your brother probably fears him more than the White Snake Society."

Yeom Baekjin felt a wave of frustration. His brother was trying to kill him, and that same brother had a master by his side whom even the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was wary of.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk, "What are you going to do?"

"I'll have to go in when that person isn't there."

So, I must first find out what he is trying to excavate. If possible, I must intercept it first.

This was a separate issue from his personal feelings for the Sword King.

If the Sword King was putting this much effort into it, the object would surely be something very threatening to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

On his way back here, Geom Mugeuk had already come up with a plan.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Yeom Baekjin and said, "You'll have to die. Wouldn't it be strange if you didn't die when the number one of the White Snake Society came to kill you?"

Was he finally showing his true colors? To the utterly startled Yeom Baekjin, Geom Mugeuk's incomprehensible actions continued.

Geom Mugeuk asked Lee Ahn and Seo Jin, "Who's better at drawing snakes?"


When Gi Seok awoke and opened his eyes, someone was looking down at him.

It was a man wearing a mask and a bamboo hat pulled down low. Through the gap in his collar, a coiled white snake was visible.

The White Snake Society!

Of course, the man disguised as a member of the White Snake Society was none other than Geom Mugeuk. The person who had drawn the picture on his chest was Lee Ahn. Seo Jin, of course, had helped from the side. "It needs to coil one more time." "The tail should go up higher." When the two women put their heads together, a rather plausible white snake was born.

Gi Seok struggled to remain calm. The man probably hadn't come to kill him. If that was his intention, he wouldn't have even been able to open his eyes.

"What happened with the commission?"

To Gi Seok's question, Geom Mugeuk replied in a low voice, "It's finished."

Geom Mugeuk spoke with his voice deepened and altered.

"But why did you come to see me? I heard the White Snake Society doesn't normally contact its clients."

"This time is an exception."

Geom Mugeuk went and sat on a chair in the corner. Meanwhile, Gi Seok sat up in bed. The man had not moved the sword propped up next to the bed. It was a sign of his confidence in his own skills.

"Yeom Baekjin said something strange before he died."

At those words, Gi Seok's heart sank, but he answered nonchalantly, "When a man is about to die, what won't he say?"

Geom Mugeuk quoted the words of the deceased Fifth White Snake of the White Snake Society.

"Usually, they show a predictable reaction. They threaten, hate, or beg. But Yeom Baekjin said something different."

The words Gi Seok had been praying would not be spoken flowed from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"That you people are digging for treasure underground?"

Gi Seok inwardly seethed with anger.

Damn it! He should have just died quietly, but he had to go and run his mouth.

Gi Seok flatly denied it.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

Geom Mugeuk said calmly, "It was strange from the beginning. Calling me, the number one of the White Snake Society, to kill the mere brother of a Principal."

Gi Seok was once again surprised.

So the one who came this time was the number one of the White Snake Society.

He knew the Principal had asked the White Snake Society to handle this matter for certain. But even so, they sent their number one?

This was because the head of the White Snake Society had felt an inexplicable sense of foreboding, but Gi Seok misunderstood.

They sent this man to threaten us and extort money.

He must have underestimated them because they were a martial arts academy. They must have smelled money from the reputation of being the top martial arts academy in the Central Plains. He came to extort more money from the naive martial arts academy folks, and Yeom Baekjin must have blurted that out.

What could one expect from people who kill for money? They were people he should never have gotten involved with in the first place.

Just as he expected, the man unleashed a cold killing intent and demanded money.

"Since I made a special trip, I'll need an additional three hundred thousand taels."

At the absurd demand, Gi Seok predicted how this would unfold.

Because of this greed, both the number one and the Principal will all be replaced.

They probably have no idea what an incredible master is on our side.

"This isn't something I can decide. I must first report to the Principal."

Geom Mugeuk delivered the message coldly and turned away.

"Bring three hundred thousand taels to the White Snake Society Headquarters within five days. For every day you're late, I'll add another hundred thousand taels."


Having received an urgent message, the Sword King entered Yeom Baekyin's office.

From Yeom Baekyin's expression alone, he could tell a serious problem had arisen. The Sword King feigned ignorance as he sat in a chair and said, "I drank with the kids yesterday. I think I've had enough rest now, so I'm thinking of resuming the work. I've also roughly selected the members to take underground."

Yeom Baekyin said cautiously, "Before you go, there is one urgent matter I must ask of you."

"Speak."

Yeom Baekyin spoke in the calmest tone he could manage.

"My brother was killed by the White Snake Society."

The Sword King didn't seem surprised at all, as if he had expected this.

Yeom Baekyin had expected him to look at him with a certain gaze.

Wasn't he killed by you, not the White Snake Society? I killed him! Say it proudly!

But the Sword King before him wore a strange, unreadable expression. There was even a smile on his lips. What was clear was that it wasn't a sneer directed at him.

"But a problem has arisen. Before he died, the fool revealed the existence of the underground treasury to the White Snake Society bastard."

It was a matter that could become a huge problem, yet the Sword King remained calm.

"What did they demand?"

"Three hundred thousand taels."

Yeom Baekyin took a thick envelope from his robes and placed it in front of the Sword King.

"Here is three hundred thousand taels."

This wasn't a request to deliver the money to them. It was a request to take this money and deal with them. The bastards' demands wouldn't end at three hundred thousand taels.

"Normally, I would have handled it myself. But in this situation, I don't have the time to find people who can deal with the White Snake Society."

What was more frightening was the possibility of attracting another wolf.

But he couldn't just let it be. The White Snake Society, having caught the scent of money, would not let it go.

"I am ashamed to have to make such a request."

Yeom Baekyin bowed his head.

The Sword King stared at him with an unreadable expression, then smiled.

"When you're handling big affairs, flies are bound to gather. I'll take care of it for you."

Whatever he was thinking, the Sword King readily accepted his request.

Yeom Baekyin, on the other hand, was flustered. He hadn't expected him to accept so easily. He had been prepared for harsh words, even prepared to get on his knees.

But the Sword King instead smiled, tucked the envelope with the three hundred thousand taels into his robes, and rose from his seat.

"When are you planning to leave?"

As he left the office, the Sword King said, "I have to finish my class before I go."


"Today is my last class."

The Sword King had everyone perform the Yellow Dragon Sword Style. Since most hadn't learned it properly, they performed the existing Yellow Dragon Sword Style.

After the members had performed a round of the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, the Sword King addressed them.

"It seems not many of you listened diligently to my class."

He pointed out a few people. Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, Seo Jin, and also Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok, who had followed along earnestly.

"Only you five have learned it properly."

The gazes of the other members watching them were not kind. They believed they had followed the ridiculous technique either because they were smitten with the women or because they were trying to curry favor with this temporary instructor.

"You, follow me. I'll show you a new world."

The Sword King turned abruptly and walked away. He didn't offer a farewell to the remaining members.

The five who had been pointed out followed behind him.

The place the Sword King arrived at was the Yellow Dragon Class's graduation test duel stage. Stepping onto the duel stage, the Sword King asked Geom Mugeuk, "Where did everyone else go, and why did only you come?"

The only one who had arrived there was Geom Mugeuk.

"I sent them a telepathy message to run away. By now, Lee Ahn should be taking them to our Cult's safehouse."

Geom Mugeuk also stepped onto the duel stage and stood before him.

"Why all of a sudden?"

The Sword King asked, feigning ignorance, but Geom Mugeuk knew his true intentions.

"Because I realized that you, Instructor, had figured out my plan."

There was only one reason he had come to this specific place, and not just by himself but with all the other members. He intended to take everyone down to the basement.

Such a situation would have been a great burden for Geom Mugeuk.

"One shield can't protect four people, can it?"

The Sword King laughed out loud. He didn't seem the least bit disappointed that the other four hadn't followed. In fact, his face showed that he had somewhat expected this outcome.

"If you had been on our side, we would have already achieved our goal."

He didn't ask what that goal was. Their relationship wasn't at a point where he would be told. He had to save that question. For the one time he could ask it, the question needed to have power.

The Sword King took the envelope from his robes and gave it to Geom Mugeuk.

"What's this?"

"Aren't you the one who asked for it?"

He opened it to find three hundred thousand taels inside.

"You're giving this to me even though you figured out my plan?"

"It's not my money anyway, is it? I get to look good to that man for handling this, and I get to look good to you by giving you the money."

As expected, this man was no ordinary person.

"If I'd known this would happen, I would have asked for a million taels."

"That would have been more of a shame. You'd die before you could spend it all anyway."

Geom Mugeuk laughed as he pocketed the money. It seemed the shoes he had given him were worth three hundred thousand taels.

"But how did you know? That I was the one who orchestrated this?"

"The moment I heard from the Principal that Yeom Baekjin had died, I knew."

It was for this very reason.

"You're not the type of person to let someone you've formed a connection with die so easily, are you? There's no way Yeom Baekjin would have died to the likes of the White Snake Society."

He had grasped his character perfectly.

"You've overestimated me."

"I'm still underestimating you. Since I'm letting you live like this."

And that sentiment was related to the reason he had called Geom Mugeuk here today.

"You haven't forgotten you promised to grant my request, have you?"

"Of course not."

What kind of request was he going to make?

Since they were on the duel stage, he had a feeling it would be a request related to fighting.

However, the Sword King's request was something he had never imagined.

"Let's dig some ground together."


Chapter 582: Shouldn't You Take Your Shoes Off Before You Say That?

He wanted to go down to the basement together?

Geom Mugeuk was astounded. The Sword King should have been hiding the underground treasury at all costs, yet he wanted to dig it up with him?

"Are you serious?"

Even without asking, Geom Mugeuk could feel he meant it. The man wasn't just nodding his head in front of him. It seemed the Sword King had intended to take him to the basement from the very beginning.

"Why are you trying to take me with you?"

He understood that the Sword King must need him for something.

The real problem would arise after he found what he was looking for.

The Sword King couldn't possibly be thinking of sharing it. Did this mean he planned to use Geom Mugeuk to his heart's content and then kill him? Was he not concerned about the possibility of having it stolen?

The Sword King pointed a finger at Geom Mugeuk's chest.

"Because of that."

When Geom Mugeuk glanced down, he saw the image of a white snake through the opening of his robes. He had felt it was a waste to erase the drawing Lee Ahn had made for him.

"I didn't know you liked snakes."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk knew well that the man's comment had nothing to do with a fondness for snakes or the White Snake Society.

"You found the entrance, didn't you?"

Geom Mugeuk answered the Sword King's question honestly.

"Yes, I found it."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the arranged chairs and activated the first mechanism, which was hidden beneath the chair for the Masters. He then returned to the Principal's seat and operated the handle.

SHHHHK.

The chair descended with Geom Mugeuk and then came back up.

In that short time, the Sword King had moved to stand before the Principal's seat. Looking down at Geom Mugeuk, the Sword King did not conceal the admiration that flickered across his face.

"You found this hard-to-find entrance and even devised a plan to send me outside in that short time. I need a smart person like you. It's a time when I need some smart digging."

"If that's the case, you've chosen very well."

"I'm a good judge of character."

The Sword King sat down in the seat next to Geom Mugeuk, the one designated for the Masters.

The two of them stared silently at the empty training ground.

"Who drew the picture for you?"

"My heart drew it for me."

He had already introduced Lee Ahn to the Sword King as someone who was like his own heart.

"That was a pretty good idea. If I had left for even a moment, there's no telling what you would have done down here."

That was not the only praise from the Sword King.

"On your way here, you used your quick judgment to let four potential hostages escape."

"I know you wouldn't have taken them hostage."

"Still, it must have been on your mind. That much would have been enough."

The gazes of the two men remained fixed on the empty duel stage.

"I understand you promised to give the Principal the ultimate martial arts. So what will you give me?"

"So greedy! And after you've already learned the world's number one martial arts."

"You might not have known, but my nickname is the Incarnation of Greed."

After a brief pause, the Sword King spoke. "You said it yourself. That you want to become stronger."

What he intended to give was also truly unexpected.

"You'll be able to become stronger down here."

If that's true, does that mean you'll die by my hands?

Geom Mugeuk intuited that he would not get any more details from the man.

"As expected of a great master."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk accepted his proposal.

"I made a promise, so I have to keep it. Let's go."

"Aren't you scared? How do you know what's down here?"

"There will be dirt to dig and exhausted trainees tired from digging."

"There might also be a master leading you into a death trap."

At last, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted from the duel stage to the Sword King.

"I'm a very cautious person, not someone who would risk his life for pride or curiosity. The reason I'm still willing to go down is because there's one thing I believe."

The Sword King's gaze also turned toward Geom Mugeuk, awaiting his answer.

"I believe that the place where you intend to fight me won't be under this ground, at the very least."

Then came the unexpected reason.

"Because when you die, you'll want to die looking at the sky, not a stuffy ceiling of dirt."

"!"

"It's the same for me. So let's carry out the deathly digging or the scheme of drawing snakes on chests under this sky. No, how about we have our final battle on that duel stage? Aren't we both people of this martial arts academy?"

The Sword King looked at Geom Mugeuk but said nothing.

"Well then, the smart shovel is going down."

SHHHHK, Geom Mugeuk descended.

As he went down into the space below, Geom Mugeuk's eyes deepened. Despite his words, he could not forget for a single moment that the Sword King might kill him down here.

It was a risk he normally would not have taken. However, he thought he might be able to get information about Hwa Mugi and his organization through the Sword King this time. He judged it was a risk worth taking. He had also prepared something just in case.

Geom Mugeuk waited in the space below, and soon the Sword King came down on the other chair.

The two men boarded the mechanism that descended into the basement together. When they were both on, the space was completely full.

WHOOOSH.

The mechanism carrying the two men began its descent.

The Sword King spoke while looking straight ahead.

"You're too sentimental."

His face, reflected on the mechanism's metal surface, was smiling. Geom Mugeuk's smiling face was also reflected beside it.

"Shouldn't you take your shoes off before you say that?"

Yes, for now, these moments with him were enjoyable.

This was because they had not yet peered into the black holes in each other's hearts. They still did not know what they would see in that abyss.

And so, the mechanism carrying the two men continued its descent into the darkness.


"Where are you taking us?"

Gyo Seok asked Lee Ahn in front of the martial arts academy. They had been following their master when suddenly Lee Ahn and Seo Jin took them and left the academy. The two women had subdued their acupoints and inner arts, dragging them along so they could not resist being pulled away. They genuinely thought they were being kidnapped.

Only after leaving the martial arts academy did the women apologize and release their acupoints and inner arts.

"You'll know when we get there."

Unlike the anxious Gyo Seok, Yoo Gwang obediently followed where Lee Ahn led.

They soon met a man hiding in a private house on the outskirts, a short distance from the marketplace. It was Yeom Baekjin, who had been reported as killed by the White Snake Society.

"Master Yeom!"

Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok were shocked to see Yeom Baekjin hiding in such a place. They finally realized that something serious was happening.

They had expected something like a conflict between brothers over the Principal's position, but completely unexpected words came from Lee Ahn.

"We're going to our Cult's safehouse right now."

Our Cult? Safehouse?

At those unfamiliar words, Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok looked at each other with wide eyes. They were words they knew but had never used or heard in real life.

Lee Ahn spoke calmly to the shocked men.

"I'm sorry you got caught up in this. But from now on, you have to listen to me."

They had to listen whether they wanted to or not. The aura Lee Ahn was revealing was not that of a mere White Dragon Class trainee.

They had thought she was not an ordinary person before, but now she was revealing a presence even greater than that of the Principal's younger brother, Yeom Baekjin.

A carriage arrived, driven by an ordinary-looking farmer. It looked so ordinary that it felt extraordinary. There was no way a common farmer would appear in this situation.

As the five people climbed into the back of the shabby, windowless cargo carriage, it set off.

Gyo Seok asked cautiously, "What is all this about?"

If this were the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult from before Geom Mugeuk's time, they would have already had their demonic and blood acupoints sealed and been carried away. Even if their lives were spared, they would not have known who their opponents were or why this was happening.

But fortunately, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult they were experiencing was the one that existed after Geom Mugeuk.

"A jianghu conspiracy is underway here at the Yellow Dragon Academy. We came to resolve it."

Yoo Gwang turned to Gyo Seok with an I-told-you-so expression.

However, Gyo Seok had no time to worry about his conspiracy-theorist friend right now.

"Who are you people?"

Lee Ahn answered calmly and composedly.

"You'll find out when we arrive."

Just as Gyo Seok was about to ask where that place was, Yoo Gwang, who was next to him, pulled on his sleeve to stop him.

"We just go where fate leads us!"

You mean where the pretty girl leads!

The pretty girl, who was like fate, had her eyes quietly closed. She was recalling the telepathy from Geom Mugeuk she had heard at the last moment.

["There's an entrance under the Principal's seat on the duel stage. Go to the safehouse and deliver this message."]

While saying that, he had also relayed another message to her.

After hearing all of it, Lee Ahn was puzzled.

Who on earth am I supposed to deliver this important message to? A safehouse martial artist? Or is someone waiting at the safehouse?

After traveling for some time, switching carriages twice, and checking for tails, the carriage finally entered a manor.

Only Lee Ahn and Seo Jin felt that they had passed through formations upon arriving. In fact, Seo Jin felt it more accurately.

Having mastered esoteric arts, Seo Jin was also proficient in formations. She knew more precisely how formidable the formations they had just passed through were.

It was likely the same for the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, but in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the safehouses were thoroughly protected.

A man stood in the safehouse courtyard with his back to them.

Seeing that familiar, large back, Lee Ahn was startled. Soon, her expression brightened. The person she had missed so much was waiting there.

"Father!"

The person who turned towards her was none other than the Fist Demon.

"Lee Ahn."

Lee Ahn ran and hugged the Fist Demon. When she had left the cult and then returned, they had only managed a brief greeting before parting, but now they were reunited like this.

On the Fist Demon's fearsome face, a gladness reserved for only one person blossomed.

Of course, the other three were terrified by the Fist Demon's frightening appearance. Even Seo Jin was overwhelmed by his intimidating looks. It was her first time meeting a Demon Supreme.

He's the Commander's father? How could such a daughter come from that face?

Not just Seo Jin, but everyone else looked back and forth between the two with similar thoughts.

Just then, a woman walked out of the building. She was a woman with a beautiful appearance, the complete opposite of the Fist Demon.

With snow-white hair that suited her deep eyes perfectly, she was none other than the Flower Sword Supreme.

Seeing her, Lee Ahn politely greeted her with a clasped hands gesture.

"Greetings, Sword Supreme!"

"Commander Lee, it's good to see you."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled as she welcomed Lee Ahn. She knew well how much Geom Mugeuk cherished Lee Ahn, and now she was the Fist Demon's daughter. Naturally, her gaze towards Lee Ahn was gentle.

The presence of the two Demon Supremes was immense. They were two people who had recently achieved great accomplishments in martial arts through bloody training. And that effort was still ongoing.

The day Geom Mugeuk confirmed the Sword King was at the Yellow Dragon Academy, he had gone out and returned. At that time, Lee Ahn had guessed it was an outing to prepare for this matter. Geom Mugeuk had sent an urgent messenger pigeon to ask for help from the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

Once Geom Mugeuk knew his opponent was the Sword King, he did not think of facing him alone, especially since Lee Ahn and Seo Jin were with him.

He called the Fist Demon because of Lee Ahn, and he called the Flower Sword Supreme because the opponent was the Sword King. He had a premonition that this fight would be a great stimulus for all who used the sword.

Everyone held their breath watching Lee Ahn exchange greetings with the two.

The world's most fearsome man and the world's most elegant woman?

Who on earth are they?

Lee Ahn first revealed her and Seo Jin's identities to her two friends.

"I am Lee Ahn, Commander of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Ghost Shadow Squad, and this is Division Leader Seo Jin."

The shocked Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok were frozen and could not say a word. It was the moment they finally understood the meaning of 'our Cult' and 'safehouse'.

"You two... no, you two are from the Demonic Cult... no, the Divine Cult?"

Gyo Seok stuttered, trembling. He should have known when Yoo Gwang kept saying it was ominous. This is all your fault! Your conspiracy theories have drawn in the most terrifying beings in the world!

"Yes, as I said earlier, we came out to investigate something."

But the surprise was just beginning. Lee Ahn formally introduced the two Demon Supremes.

"These are the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, two of our Cult's Eight Demon Supremes. Seo Jin, you greet them formally first."

At the words 'the Sword Supreme', she had thought, no way, but they were really Demon Supremes. Seo Jin politely greeted the two.

"I am Seo Jin, a Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad. It is an honor to meet such esteemed individuals."

Her voice trembled. It was truly the moment she was seeing two of the Eight Demon Supremes, whom she had only ever heard of, in one place.

The Flower Sword Supreme was particularly impressive. So beautiful and elegant, it made her think that was how she wanted to age.

If Seo Jin was this surprised, how much more shocked must Yoo Gwang and Gyo Seok have been? How could they have ever imagined they would meet the Eight Demon Supremes in their lifetime?

"Aigoo!"

"Please spare our lives!"

The two of them prostrated themselves flat on the ground. It truly felt like they were dreaming.

Of course, they were not the only ones who were surprised. Yeom Baekjin, who had been standing awkwardly, also bowed his waist in greeting. He too was so shocked his heart sank.

Normally, he should have been more surprised when Geom Mugeuk revealed his identity, but he was more surprised now.

When he saw Geom Mugeuk, it did not feel real. He gave off a feeling so far removed from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. But it was different now. He realized he was truly dealing with the Demonic Cult and its members. Had he ever in his life met people so frightening, who gave off such an intense presence?

He could now feel that this fight had entered a new phase. It was not a situation where he could step forward and speak carelessly. The once-vague Demonic Cult had now revealed its true form before his eyes.

"Now, everyone, please go inside and rest."

Lee Ahn called a safehouse martial artist to take the others inside.

Now, only Lee Ahn, the Fist Demon, and the Flower Sword Supreme remained. Lee Ahn relayed everything that had happened so far to the two of them exactly as it was.

"It was the first time I've ever seen the Young Cult Leader so tense."

At those words, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme looked at each other, exchanging glances. They sensed that this enemy was stronger than any before.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader now?" the Fist Demon asked.

To his question, Lee Ahn shook her head and relayed only the message she was told to deliver.

"He told me to tell you that there's an entrance to the underground below the duel stage."

This was the message Geom Mugeuk had told her to deliver at the end.

"And he said that if he doesn't show up at this safehouse after ten days, to please come and rescue him."


Chapter 583: One Man, but Worth a Hundred

"He seems confident he can hold out for at least ten days."

Whatever his inner thoughts, the Fist Demon showed no outward signs of worry. The Flower Sword Supreme was similarly composed.

"I don't know what kind of enemy we're facing, but it won't be easy for them to be with the Young Cult Leader for ten whole days."

The Fist Demon and Lee Ahn smiled together at her joke. Geom Mugeuk was the type of person who could inspire laughter even in a situation like this. This was the faith that he and the Demon Supremes had in the Young Cult Leader.

"Since Mugeuk set a deadline, why don't we wait?" the Fist Demon suggested politely.

The Flower Sword Supreme readily agreed. "Let's do that."

From the circumstances, it seemed Geom Mugeuk had gone underground with the enemy.

Of course, the Fist Demon had no intention of waiting idly. He said to Lee Ahn, "Send word to the All-Knowing Hall and tell them to report all movements related to the Yellow Dragon Academy. Also, confirm that Mugeuk is not at the Yellow Dragon Academy or anywhere nearby."

"Yes, I'll do that."

The All-Knowing Hall, along with the Hidden Moon, was already mobilizing all its information networks for this matter. They would contact this location immediately if even the slightest unusual sign appeared.

The Fist Demon did not let his guard down. He addressed the Flower Sword Supreme again.

"I think we should consider the possibility that other powerful enemies might come to their aid."

If the opponent was formidable enough to make Geom Mugeuk tense, they could certainly have outstanding subordinates or call upon other enemies for help.

"They might try to hunt him in a pack."

This meant they could have driven Geom Mugeuk underground before swarming him as a group.

The Flower Sword Supreme replied politely to the Fist Demon's words. "I will prepare as well."

The Flower Sword Supreme knew the Fist Demon was more than just a man with a frightening face. He had endured all sorts of trials in the murim alongside the Cult Leader since his youth. In an urgent situation, his judgment was trustworthy.

After his conversation with the Flower Sword Supreme ended, the Fist Demon finally turned to his daughter.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"No, I'm fine."

The Flower Sword Supreme stepped aside to give the father and daughter space to talk. "Then I'll head inside first."

Lee Ahn quickly told the Flower Sword Supreme, "Sword Supreme, if you need anything or if there's anything I can do for you, please don't hesitate to ask."

"I will."

Before turning to leave, the Flower Sword Supreme added one more thing. "Commander Lee, you've had an achievement in your martial arts, haven't you?"

Indeed, the Flower Sword Supreme had recognized Lee Ahn's progress. Having achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art and greatly increased her inner arts, there was no way the Flower Sword Supreme would fail to notice the change in her.

"I was lucky."

"Congratulations. It's a great achievement considering your age. I hadn't reached this level at your age."

"You praise me too much."

Lee Ahn performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed her head politely. She didn't want to miss this good opportunity to meet the Sword Supreme.

"I still have so much to learn. I would be truly grateful if you could spare some time to teach me, even for a moment."

Though it was a difficult request, the Flower Sword Supreme readily agreed. "I would like that as well."

The Flower Sword Supreme was not just being polite, she was sincere. She knew well that the enlightenment gained from teaching was as great as the enlightenment gained from learning.

In that respect, there could be no better subject than Lee Ahn. She was still thirsty for training.

The Flower Sword Supreme started walking towards the building. As she entered and walked down a corridor, she saw the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn talking in the distance through a window.

Her gaze turned to the smiling Fist Demon.

Is he that happy?

While working together as Demon Supremes, had she ever seen the Fist Demon make such an expression? She hadn't seen him smile once on their way here.

Suddenly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to her mind. He now doted on Geom Mugeuk like a son, but he too had a fateful moment to have a child. And so had she.

She didn't regret it. She had lived thinking it was the best choice at the time.

However, seeing that smile bloom on the Fist Demon's face today, a smile rarer than a spiritual herb, she couldn't help but wonder what it would have been like to live a different life, just once.


The mechanism arrived underground.

When the door opened, a young man was waiting in front.

"You've arrived?"

The man, who had politely greeted the Sword King, glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

"Here's the new recruit," the Sword King announced.

A flicker of welcome crossed the man's face, but that welcome soon turned to disappointment.

"Is it just one this time?"

"Is that not enough?"

"No."

They had rested for a while, but everyone was very tired. He had expected at least five or six people to be brought down this time.

The Sword King took off his shoe and smacked the man's butt with it.

"Wipe that look off your face! It's only one man, but he's worth a hundred."

He had taken off his shoes as soon as he came down here. "It's a rough place, so shoes get torn up quickly."

After tying his shoes to his waist, the Sword King started walking and went ahead.

The man's eyes, looking at Geom Mugeuk, were filled with doubt.

You're really worth a hundred men?

The handsome fellow before him seemed far too removed from the rough work done here.

The man turned and followed where the Sword King had walked.

"You have to follow me, stepping exactly where I step. One wrong step and you die!"

The path inside was incredibly complex. They had to pass through an area where mechanisms had been dismantled, and the floor they had to step on also changed dizzily from yellow to red, then to blue.

"Don't even think about coming out alone."

The man was sure that no one could memorize the path by following it just once. In fact, a precise map was being drawn in Geom Mugeuk's head. He might have to escape this place if things went wrong, so Geom Mugeuk did his utmost to memorize the path.

This place was truly dangerous. It was full of mechanisms that had not yet been completely dismantled, and protruding blades were everywhere.

"We have to jump over there in one go. You can do it, right?"

"Just a moment. Let me catch my breath."

Geom Mugeuk feigned exhaustion. He wanted to talk with the man for a bit.

"My name is Geom Yeon."

"I'm Hong In."

Hong In asked Geom Mugeuk with a slightly pitying look. "What kind of money do you need that made you come here?"

"I... came because of my master."

"Master? You mean Big Bro?"

These men called the Sword King "Big Bro." He probably hadn't taught them, so he wouldn't have been a master. From the title, Geom Mugeuk could guess how the Sword King treated them.

"He has something that draws people in."

Hong In nodded as if he agreed with that point.

"Still, you wouldn't have come if he said he wouldn't give you money, would you?"

At the look that said 'you came for the money, so don't give me that nonsense', Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it.

"You're right. It's for the money."

"Alright, jump."

Hong In leaped with an 'I knew it' expression. Geom Mugeuk jumped after him.

"You jump just fine, so what's with the act!"

Hong In led the way again. Geom Mugeuk could see that there were far more mechanisms installed than he had thought. There must have been numerous casualties in the process of breaking through this place.

The two men arrived in a wide space. The trainees were gathered around the Sword King, who had arrived first. Their gazes naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk. Wary eyes wondered who this person joining them was.

Geom Mugeuk also observed them carefully.

First, they were exhausted. The fatigue was palpable.

However, their eyes held passion and fervor.

They were all people who had come voluntarily to earn money. They were all dreamers.

However, Geom Mugeuk read something else in them.

It was madness.

Young men were enduring this suffocating, perilous place where their comrades were dying, thinking only of money. How could they endure without going mad?

They probably thought they were holding up well, but Geom Mugeuk could feel that their eyes were not normal. Gathered together with similar people, they probably couldn't tell what state they were in.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King.

Can't you see that weary madness?

Was he pretending not to see it for his goal, or was he unable to feel it because he was with them?

Geom Mugeuk greeted them brightly in a loud voice.

"I'm the new recruit from the White Dragon Class, Geom Yeon. I look forward to working with you!"

At the words "White Dragon Class," everyone started murmuring. It was the first time someone from the White Dragon Class had come here.

Even though the Sword King was present, one of the trainees couldn't hold back and asked, "How did someone from the White Dragon Class end up here?"

"That just shows how smart and strong my martial arts are, doesn't it? Ah, you ask why someone with such skills entered the White Dragon Class?"

Despite the focused gazes, Geom Mugeuk remained relaxed.

"There were circumstances."

"What circumstances?"

"When a man makes a choice that's hard to understand, what reason could there be? It's a woman problem."

At that moment, a few of the trainees laughed. The sounds were a mix of disbelief and empathy.

It was the first time he saw their expressions relax. When they laughed like this, they looked similar to the trainees above ground.

In any case, the Sword King had brought him, and they figured that for him to speak so boldly in the Sword King's presence meant he wasn't trying to deceive them.

"Where do we sleep? Where's my spot? Ah, I came down in such a hurry I couldn't bring anything."

Instead of ordering a subordinate, the Sword King personally stepped forward to guide him.

"Follow me."

The Sword King first took him to the sleeping quarters.

A large room had been carved out of the wall, and shabby wooden beds were lined up in rows. It seemed everyone here was on equal footing, as there were no better or worse spots.

"The beds are too small and hard, aren't they?" Geom Mugeuk sat on the edge of a bed and bounced his hips.

"If it's too comfortable, you just get more idle thoughts."

"Isn't that the perspective of the one giving the orders?"

"I sleep here too."

"That's not a reason for it to be uncomfortable."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk and gave another reason. "Thanks to this, they've become much stronger."

"Ah! Then I must lie down."

Geom Mugeuk flopped down on the bed.

The Sword King stood beside him, looking down at Geom Mugeuk. Lying on the bed, Geom Mugeuk silently stared up at the ceiling.

"As expected, it's already suffocating now that I'm underground."

The Sword King started walking again, and Geom Mugeuk followed behind him.

He had to be careful even while walking. Blades protruded from various places in the living space. He sensed they had been left that way as a reminder not to let one's guard down.

Trickle. Trickle.

Following the sound of water, they came to a place where groundwater was flowing down.

"If you need to wash, you can wash here."

The Sword King took out some basic necessities from a wooden box in the corner and gave them to him. He knew where everything was in every nook and cranny of this place.

The last place he guided him to was where the excavation had been halted.

An iron wall blocked the way forward in the cave.

The Sword King had described it as digging the ground, but to be precise, the task was to dig through this iron wall. The wall was covered in unknown letters and patterns, which gave off a vaguely dangerous feeling.

"This is the final gateway."

"How do you know it's the last one?"

"Because we've done enough. Because I don't want to do any more."

It was a joke laced with sincerity, so Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring intently at the iron wall, placed his palm on it. The cold energy felt like a warning.

Do not enter further.

This wall wouldn't be all there was. A dangerous final gateway must be waiting.

What lies at the end?

The Sword King had said it. That he could become stronger here. What on earth was here?

"Who made this place?"

"I don't know either. I only know it was made a very long time ago. But I'm certain that there are ultimate martial arts and an incredible treasure here."

You don't want that, do you? Geom Mugeuk thought. You're someone who gave me the huge sum of three hundred thousand taels without hesitation.

Geom Mugeuk turned his back to the iron wall.

"Alright, now that we're here, please tell me. Why do you need me? It's not like I have some special talent for breaking through this gateway."

The Sword King's answer was unexpected.

"To be honest, I'm tired too. This final gateway will be truly dangerous. There will be many casualties."

He didn't continue, as if that was all there was to it.

Geom Mugeuk asked in surprise, "Don't tell me you mean for me to save the trainees?"

Surprisingly, the Sword King nodded.

"Because I won't be enough on my own. That's one of the biggest reasons I called for you."

As if he had said all he needed to, the Sword King turned and started to walk away. Then, Geom Mugeuk asked from behind.

"Do you really intend to let these trainees live?"

The Sword King's steps halted.

"When the secret vault containing ultimate martial arts and all sorts of treasures is opened, the trainees will see it too. Of course, with you here, they won't dare to be greedy. But once they return to the world, they will one day spread rumors. That you obtained ultimate martial arts and treasure from this place. That they were there."

To that, the Sword King replied, "What's wrong with that?"

Yes, the Sword King he had seen so far might not care, just as his answer suggested. What did it matter if rumors spread? He possessed skills that no one could take from him.

However, there was a reason Geom Mugeuk had brought this up.

Before his regression, no rumors of such a treasure being discovered had ever spread. He had never heard that the person who spread such a rumor was a trainee from a martial arts academy. Did all these people keep the secret?

Or did you kill them all?

The Sword King turned to face Geom Mugeuk.

"So? Are you suggesting I kill them all to silence them?"

"Wouldn't that be cleaner?"

Terrifying words were exchanged, but the taut tension that had been between the two men vanished.

"Then you can take care of that too."

The Sword King laughed, and Geom Mugeuk laughed along with him.

"It was a joke. You know the rumors about me, don't you?"

The Sword King gazed at Geom Mugeuk and said, "Yes, the Young Cult Leader from the rumors would save those kids."

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

How much of it was truth, and how much was a lie?

Geom Mugeuk felt that as long as the man stood before him barefoot, and as long as they didn't go beyond this wall, he would not be able to find the answer.

He turned back to look at the iron wall, then gently pressed his ear against it.

"Do you hear anything?"

"I do."

The Sword King asked in surprise, "What sound?"

"To get the job done safely..." Geom Mugeuk even closed his eyes gently, concentrating his mind. "It says we need good beds and soft bedding."


Chapter 584: No Meat, No Work

The full-scale dismantling of the mechanisms began that afternoon.

In front of the iron wall, the officials assembled. Their duties were clearly divided, and this particular group was responsible for investigating the mechanisms.

Hong In was in charge of directing the operation.

"The mechanisms here are probably even more sensitive than the last ones," he warned. "From now on, you're forbidden from using inner arts unless it's a special case. You all know what happens if you touch the wrong thing. We all die!"

Hong In's words were meant to keep the officials from letting their guard down. A single mistake meant death for everyone.

"Begin the work!"

Tense, the officials started their task. They used tools like long, thin iron rods to inspect the ground in front of the iron wall. The hand movements of the officials were extremely cautious.

Geom Mugeuk stood a short distance away, observing them. Hong In had given Geom Mugeuk no instructions, knowing that the Sword King treated him as a special case.

Even if that weren't the reason, he couldn't entrust such an important job to someone participating for the first time.

After some time had passed, one of the officials found something.

"I think it's here."

At his words, other officials brought over a chisel and a hammer. They began to carefully dig at the spot. Since the ground was more than half stone and they had to dig without using inner arts, the work progressed very slowly.

Geom Mugeuk watched the work in silence.

He thought that at this rate, it would take them ten days just to remove the gate to this entrance.

Geom Mugeuk glanced toward the Sword King. The Sword King said nothing, as if telling him to handle it himself.

"I'll help too."

When Geom Mugeuk stepped forward, Hong In looked at the Sword King, who gave a slight nod. It was a clear signal to put him to work.

Hong In did not like this situation at all. Entrusting such dangerous work to Geom Mugeuk, who had just arrived, felt wrong. Even if he was a master, what this job required was experience.

He didn't trust Geom Mugeuk, so he repeatedly told him that he must be extremely careful.

"Don't worry!"

It looked as if Geom Mugeuk might start swinging the hammer wildly at any moment. Hong In prayed inwardly, Please! Just don't cause an accident!

Geom Mugeuk's hand movements were both fast and skillful.

At the sight, not only Hong In but the other officials were also startled.

"Don't!"

"It's fine!"

Geom Mugeuk's hands moved even faster.

Hong In urgently looked to the Sword King, silently asking for help.

The Sword King, however, just watched in silence.

With Geom Mugeuk joining in, the speed of the work became incomparably faster. At a glance, it looked like he was digging carelessly, but Geom Mugeuk's handiwork was far from it.

Geom Mugeuk was digging while emitting ki from the tip of the chisel to check what lay beneath the ground. Checking something underground with ki was several times more difficult than emitting ki into the air, yet he performed the task skillfully, as if it were nothing.

He dug down until, finally, a part of the mechanism revealed itself.

Hong In called to another official who was waiting in the back.

"The mechanism has been exposed."

Then, one of the officials came over.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it.

This person is not an official of the Yellow Dragon Academy.

The man was concealing a special aura, one different from that of the general officials. He might have been able to deceive the eyes of others, but he could not deceive Geom Mugeuk's.

It made sense. For other tasks it might not matter, but to dismantle a mechanism, they would need a proper expert. Since so many people came and went through the Yellow Dragon Academy, the general officials probably wouldn't even know that this man was the Sword King's direct subordinate.

After examining the exposed mechanism, the man reported to the Sword King.

"It's a mechanism to prevent attempts to break the wall by force or dig through the ground to enter."

Then he turned to Hong In. "Please expose as much of it as possible. Our team will take it from there."

"Understood."

Hong In found himself looking at Geom Mugeuk. As if he had been waiting, Geom Mugeuk went to an official working on the opposite side.

"I'll take this side. Please finish up my side."

After switching with the man, he began to dig that side out quickly.

The gazes of the officials, who had been watching with concern, now changed. The amount of work Geom Mugeuk had already completed was an amount that should have taken several days.

The mechanism on the other side was also exposed. He wasn't just digging randomly. The mechanism on this side was installed at a different height from the previous spot, yet he had excavated it precisely without a single scratch.

Hong In couldn't hide his surprise.

"Not bad."

Normally he would have said, "That's amazing," but he felt that if he praised the rookie, the kid would get excited and put too much force into his hammering.

"My hands have always been sensitive. I'll do that side too."

Moving around the four sides of the exposed mechanism, Geom Mugeuk began to hammer skillfully.

Geom Mugeuk focused on his work. He didn't think about what might be beyond the wall, what the officials would do, or what the Sword King was thinking. He concentrated on his hammering as if he had entered a state of selflessness.

The Sword King just watched Geom Mugeuk silently as he displayed a frightening level of concentration.

The worried gazes of the officials had at some point turned to admiration. Right now, Geom Mugeuk looked like an artist carving a sculpture.

Just as the ground on all four sides was carved away and the hidden mechanism was fairly well exposed, Hong In spoke from behind.

"That's enough for today. It's time to eat."

At his words, Geom Mugeuk put down his hammer.

"Has it gotten this late already?"

The officials gathered around Geom Mugeuk.

Since they were doing a job where their lives were on the line, their favorite person was not someone with a good personality or someone who was nice to them.

The person they liked most was someone who was good at their job. They were doing work where one person's mistake could kill many. If the work went well, they could leave this hellish place even a day sooner.

In that respect, there was no telling how much time Geom Mugeuk had saved today. On top of that, he had a good personality.

"I'm starving to death! Give me meat, meat! If you don't give me meat, I'm not working from tomorrow!"

Geom Mugeuk sat around with the officials and ate. They really did get meat.

A few came over to his side to introduce themselves. Since they were former martial arts academy officials, they were not fundamentally bad people.

The first thing they were always curious about was this.

"Why did you come here?"

He looked strong, and he was skilled with his hands. No matter how they looked at it, he didn't seem like someone who would come to a place like this.

At someone's question, Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward the Sword King, who was sitting opposite him and eating.

"I came here because I heard I could get stronger."

The officials nodded. They didn't deny his words. A good number of those who had endured until now had become masters capable of emitting sword qi.

"Aren't you already a match for a hundred?"

"Is there any end to a person's greed? I want to be a match for a thousand, a match for ten thousand. Senior, what brought you down here?"

Geom Mugeuk naturally blended in with them. And so, the first day's work since coming underground came to an end.


That night, something unexpected happened.

The Sword King brought several large bundles and distributed them to the officials.

"Everyone, take one."

As the bundles, which had been tightly compressed with inner arts, were released, they puffed up like blooming flowers. They were, surprisingly, cotton blankets.

No matter how tightly the blankets had been compressed, he must have gone up and down several times to move so many of them. Geom Mugeuk cheered with joy.

"New blankets!"

He immediately took a cotton blanket, spread it on his bed, and threw his body onto it.

"Aah! It's so soft!"

The officials stared at the Sword King with surprised faces, as this side of him was so sudden.

"Difficult work has begun, so I prepared these so you can sleep comfortably. Take them."

Only then did the officials relax and take the blankets. Who would say no to a new blanket? Everyone was delighted.

Of course, the rookie's voice was the loudest.

"The smell of new blankets is the best!"


In the dead of night, when everyone was asleep, Geom Mugeuk met the Sword King at the place where they had worked during the day.

The Sword King was sitting fearlessly on the exposed mechanism, staring blankly at the wall. He knew Geom Mugeuk had arrived without even looking back.

"You weren't going to sleep anyway, so why the fuss about the blankets? It wasn't for you, was it?"

"The work is hard. They should at least get some proper sleep."

The Sword King asked without turning his head.

"Tell me the real reason."

He was convinced that Geom Mugeuk had another reason. He had brought the blankets in part to hear that reason.

"You might be offended if you hear it."

"It's fine. I've lived my life being cursed at a lot."

"You, Master? Who would dare curse at you, Master?"

"Aren't you preparing to curse me right now? So just say it comfortably."

Geom Mugeuk revealed his reason.

"Everyone looked so exhausted."

The Sword King turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk. His gaze seemed to ask if that was something to be offended by, and Geom Mugeuk said calmly.

"If I were their parents, I would have cursed you out, Master."

As if he understood even that, the Sword King showed no agitation.

But a piercing remark was added to it.

"But you only chose workers who have no family."

"!"

Like a chisel carving stone, Geom Mugeuk's hammering began.

"I heard they call you Big Bro here, right?"

The Sword King's expression hardened slightly as he turned his gaze back toward the wall.

The term Big Bro certainly had a familial feel that went beyond just meaning a superior. So to him, it must have sounded like this.

While being called Big Bro by people with no family, aren't you doing something that would earn you curses from their parents?

"I told you you'd be offended."

"I'm not offended. They all chose this themselves. It's also a way to earn a lot of money."

"That's why their parents would have been even more upset. Because their child was lured by money, of all things."

The Sword King whipped his head back to look at Geom Mugeuk.

"Of course, the one who planned and executed it was probably the Yellow Dragon Principal."

Geom Mugeuk dangled a carrot, then swung a whip.

"But you knew, didn't you? What kind of workers he gathered."

This was the man who had told Yeom Baekyin that villains live on while being cursed. But now, he didn't display that same shamelessness.

"Don't hit that thing just because you're angry. It'll explode."

The Sword King, who had been sitting still, suddenly threw a shoe from his waist at Geom Mugeuk.

"What's a young punk like you doing talking about parents!"

Geom Mugeuk caught the flying shoe.

"Aren't we an exceptionally close father and son? I know a thing or two about a parent's heart."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Sword King didn't say sorry, but he apologized by breaking his composure and throwing the shoe.

Geom Mugeuk brought the shoe and placed it next to the mechanism where the Sword King was sitting.

"Still, thank you for the blankets."

The Sword King looked down at the neatly placed shoes and replied.

"I didn't give them because of you. You said you heard a voice from beyond that wall, right? Asking for blankets."

At his joke, Geom Mugeuk laughed, walked to the wall, and pressed his ear against it again.

"I hear another voice."

"What is it saying this time?"

Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes gently.

A moment later, unexpected words flowed from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"It says the workers want to see the stars."

In an instant, the smile vanished from the Sword King's face.

"That's ridiculous!"

"Why is it ridiculous?"

Geom Mugeuk pulled his ear from the wall and turned to the Sword King.

"Are you worried they'll run away if they go outside? Are you worried their resolve will waver?"

Geom Mugeuk added after a brief pause.

"So what if they do? Those were your words, Master. When I asked what would happen if the workers spread rumors about this place, you said, 'So what if they do.'"

The Sword King said nothing.

"So what if some run away? So what? You're going to release them anyway after they see what's inside. Don't tell me you have no intention of letting them go?"

"Why go to such lengths to show kindness to the workers? It's something they neither want nor will appreciate."

The Sword King picked up the shoe next to him. It was a clear sign that if he didn't like the answer, he would throw it again. This time, it would be out of anger, not apology.

Geom Mugeuk answered calmly.

"For some of them, it might be the last sky they ever see alive."

The shoe in the Sword King's hand did not fly. But he didn't put it down either.

"And this isn't a kindness for them. It's a kindness for you, Master."

To the Sword King's questioning look, Geom Mugeuk said, "I'm giving you a chance. To do what you should have done, even if it's now."

One shoe flew at Geom Mugeuk again.

"You, I told you you're too sentimental, didn't I?"

Holding the remaining shoe, the Sword King asked, "So? What do you gain if I become a better person?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "You told me before. It's more glorious to defeat an eight-star opponent than a seven-star one, and less shameful to lose to an eight-star than a seven-star. It's the same for me. I want to fight someone who is at least a little better of a person."

In the end, the Sword King couldn't throw the remaining shoe. To think he'd be having this kind of banter with Geom Mugeuk after only one day underground.

"Hey! Can't you just go back up already?"


The Fist Demon's eyes widened as he asked again.

"He bought what and went inside?"

The one who answered his question was Lee Ahn.

"Blankets, sir."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who was listening to the report with him, confirmed again.

"Blankets? You mean the blankets we know?"

"Yes, the kind you cover yourself with."

The master who even Geom Mugeuk said was tense bought blankets?

Right now, the best martial artists from the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon were closely monitoring the Yellow Dragon Academy.

They were especially watching the duel ground entrance leading underground. The Sword King was spotted coming out of there and buying a large quantity of blankets from the market. He apparently made no effort to hide his actions.

That wasn't the only strange report.

"And last night, dozens of people came out of there."

"Dozens? And then what?"

Did they move somewhere? Did they carry out some kind of mission? Or something else?

However, the answer from Lee Ahn was incomprehensible.

"They gathered at the duel ground and then went back down."

In fact, Lee Ahn, who was reporting, couldn't understand it either. She had asked the All-Knowing Hall martial artist several times if that was really what happened.

"They just went back down?"

"Yes, they stood there, looked at the night sky, and then went back down."

The Fist Demon looked at the Flower Sword Supreme, but she was just as confused. This report was as bizarre as him buying blankets.

"Was the Young Cult Leader among them?"

"Yes, they said the Young Cult Leader and his master were there together."

Hearing that Geom Mugeuk was with them, the Flower Sword Supreme smiled and said. She couldn't imagine what was happening, but one thing was certain.

"Didn't I tell you at the beginning? No matter who the enemy is, it won't be easy for them to be with the Young Cult Leader for ten days."


Chapter 585: Strong, and Therefore Difficult

It was a night that would be impossible to forget. Everyone stood upon the duel platform, their faces tilted up toward the night sky. As they watched the stars pour down, not a single person spoke.

They simply stared at the stars in a profound quiet. It was a moment that was best suited for silence.

When they were first assembled and led outside, many had assumed the worst. "Now that the excavation is in its final stages, he's going to kill us all!" they thought. They had not been permitted to go outside even once since their arrival.

But that was not what happened. The Sword King simply had everyone look up at the sky.

At first, they were all bewildered, but a wave of emotion gradually washed over them. They took in the beautiful stars and the scent of the outside breeze for the first time in a long while. In this moment, they truly felt that they were alive.

At least for now, they were able to escape from all the distracting thoughts that started with, "If I survive, with that money! With that hope!"

It was as if the stars and the wind were telling them a simple truth: You are alive.

If they had been alone, the feeling might not have been so deep. The starlight felt all the more profound because they were looking up together with those who had suffered through that hell alongside them.

The Sword King was among them. He too was watching the stars. He did so for a very long time.

Then, the Sword King suddenly turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk. He had brought the workers out, but it was Geom Mugeuk who gazed at the stars with the most intensity.

What could the Young Cult Leader be thinking, with those deep eyes that seemed to hold the stars within them?

Everyone's thoughts were different, but at least one thing was the same. They would never be able to forget these stars, or this night air.


When Hong In opened his eyes the next morning, the previous night felt like a dream. He had actually dreamed about it as well. Of course, he woke up when a meteor fell while they were all gathered, scattering them in every direction.

His dream had been to use the money he earned here to build a small martial arts academy in a kind village, meet a good woman, and live happily. Now, one more thing was added to that dream. He would definitely survive and make sure to watch the stars every single night.

As he tried to get up, Hong In's eyes fell on the pure white blanket covering him. His gaze naturally shifted to one spot.

Geom Mugeuk was sitting cross-legged on the blanket, circulating his energy. Did he stay up all night like that?

He considered how all of this had happened since that newcomer arrived. Was it really because of him?

"Alright, everyone up!" Hong In shouted as he climbed out of his bed.

The workers washed up and ate breakfast just as they always did. It was the same morning as yesterday, yet the atmosphere among them was strangely different.

After they finished their preparations, they gathered once more in front of the iron wall.

"Alright, I don't need to tell you why we have to focus today, right?"

All the workers laughed at Hong In's words. It felt like a very long time since they had all laughed together like this.

Hong In spoke to the Sword King on behalf of the group.

"Thank you so much for yesterday."

The workers standing behind Hong In also bowed their heads to the Sword King in unison.

The Sword King gazed at them and said softly, "Was I too late?"

A resounding "No, sir!" came back in response.

The Sword King's gaze then turned to Geom Mugeuk. His eyes seemed to ask, "Are you satisfied now?"

Geom Mugeuk answered with a bright smile that seemed to say, "Isn't this so much better?"

"Alright, let's begin the work!"

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG.

Starting with Geom Mugeuk's cheerful hammering, the workers all began their respective tasks.

The excavation team's work proceeded in a rhythm. When Geom Mugeuk dug out a section quickly, the other workers would move in to finish up.

Excavating the mechanism was even more difficult than it had been on the first day. This was because complex devices began to reveal themselves in various places.

However, Geom Mugeuk's hands still moved with nimble grace. He had become more accustomed to the work, just as the work itself had become more difficult.

Still, he was not greedy and did not attempt to do everything himself.

"Please help me with this."

He asked the workers for help whenever it was necessary. If a task seemed too difficult for the workers, he also asked the Sword King for assistance. Because of this, the work progressed smoothly.

The mechanism buried underground gradually revealed its true form. It looked like a living creature, its parts stretching out in every direction.

Geom Mugeuk, who had some knowledge of mechanism engineering, could tell what he was looking at.

This is not a recently made mechanism.

It was a device from long ago, yet its delicacy was incomparable to modern ones. It must have been crafted by a tremendous artisan, even for its own era. Of course, that did not mean it would be harder to dismantle. The art of mechanism engineering had developed dazzlingly over the years.

Just as the work was continuing!

"......"

At the sound, everyone's eyes turned to its source. A worker wore a panicked expression. He had accidentally touched something he shouldn't have.

"......"

The walls on both sides opened up, revealing dozens of holes.

"Watch out!"

The moment Geom Mugeuk's shout was heard.

SHWISH-SHWISH-SHWISH-SHWISH-SHWISH-SHWISH-SHWISH-SHWISH!

From both sides of the wall, dozens of deadly hidden weapons shot out at an incredible speed.

In that instant, Geom Mugeuk's sword spun.

WHOOOOSH.

A small circle of air instantly grew larger as a wind whipped up around him.

WHIRRRRRRRRRRL!

It was Geom Mugeuk's sword wind. He had intended to strike the projectiles down with his sword, but he created a sword wind instead, fearing he might miss even one.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The flying weapons were swept up in the sword wind and thrown back to where they came from.

However, he had not blocked all of the hidden weapons. What Geom Mugeuk had blocked were only the ones flying from the left wall.

Screams should have erupted from the workers on the right side, but not a single one was heard.

When Geom Mugeuk turned around, he saw the Sword King's back. He had instantly rushed forward and swung his sword, deflecting all the hidden weapons.

Since they stood back-to-back, neither man could see how the other had blocked the attack. The workers might not have seen it clearly either, but it must have been a truly fantastic display. Geom Mugeuk was disappointed that he could not witness the technique himself.

But was he so confident that he wouldn't miss a single one? Or did he just think it was fine if one or two of them died?

"Is anyone hurt?"

At the Sword King's question, Hong In answered in a loud voice.

"No one. Thank you for saving us."

The workers looked at each other in relief. Perhaps it was because they had seen the stars yesterday, but the emotional impact of their survival felt greater than ever before. No one blamed the colleague who had made the mistake.

Their gazes turned to the floor. Dozens of hidden weapons deflected by Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King were scattered on the ground.

They considered it natural that the Sword King had blocked the attack, but they had not expected Geom Mugeuk to stop all of those weapons.

To those staring at him with surprised faces, Geom Mugeuk said, "I told you I'm worth a hundred men, didn't I?"

This was the moment they confirmed with their own eyes that Geom Mugeuk was a truly great master. They should have known when the Sword King gave him special treatment.

After thanking the Sword King, the workers gathered around Geom Mugeuk.

On behalf of everyone, Hong In expressed their gratitude.

"Thank you."

Hong In's words and his attitude toward Geom Mugeuk had now become polite.

"Please treat me comfortably as a newcomer like before."

How could they do that to a man who was the best at his job and so strong in martial arts? He had even saved their lives.

"I actually enjoy being the youngest member who hides his strength! So please, treat me comfortably!"

At Geom Mugeuk's joke, not only Hong In but the other workers also laughed.

Hong In did as Geom Mugeuk wished.

"Thanks, rookie."

The work resumed.

As if no such accident had ever occurred, Geom Mugeuk focused on his task.

With Geom Mugeuk leading the effort, a job that would have taken an unknowable amount of time was already finished.

At this rate, it seemed they could completely excavate and even dismantle the mechanism by the next day.

"Work's over!"

At Hong In's shout, Geom Mugeuk yelled, "I'm hungry!"

It would have been nice if it ended there.

"But aren't you going to throw a welcome party for the newcomer?"

The Sword King's hand naturally went to the shoe tied at his waist. However, he could not possibly throw it in front of everyone.

Especially not at the person who had just saved them all.


"This time he bought alcohol and meat?"

At Lee Ahn's report, even the Fist Demon let out a hollow laugh. He kept making expressions that did not suit his serious and fearsome face whenever a report about Geom Mugeuk came in.

"It seems the Young Cult Leader is still doing fine. He didn't buy medicine or a coffin, after all," the Flower Sword Supreme picked up on Lee Ahn's joke.

"Wouldn't medicine be better? From the enemy's perspective."

Lee Ahn laughed, understanding what she meant. It would be easier to block a sword qi than to deal with Geom Mugeuk at a drinking party.

"Then I'll report again as soon as I hear anything."

She left the room and went out into the courtyard.

She had come out smiling, but inside, she was worried about Geom Mugeuk.

Buying blankets, watching the stars, buying alcohol.

But how could Geom Mugeuk be just playing around? That thought made her even more worried. She knew the man named Geom Mugeuk better than anyone.

Even there, the young master is trying so hard.

The stranger the report, the harder he must be trying.

Just then, someone spoke from behind her.

"Are you worried about the Young Cult Leader?"

Turning around, she saw the Flower Sword Supreme walking toward her.

Lee Ahn answered honestly.

"The Young Cult Leader saw something in him that I couldn't see."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded.

"Yes, he is that kind of person."

While Lee Ahn had viewed the fact that he saw through the Sword King negatively, the Flower Sword Supreme saw it positively. He was someone who saw what others could not, so there was no need to worry.

"You know what kind of person the Young Cult Leader is, don't you?"

Yes, as much as she worried because she knew him, Geom Mugeuk was also a person she did not worry about at all for that same reason.

"Yes! Who am I to worry about whom? From now on, I'll wrap up my worries tightly in a blanket."

The two women faced each other and smiled. The Sword Supreme could have been a difficult person to be around since they had not worked together much, but Lee Ahn was grateful that she was being so friendly.

The Flower Sword Supreme was about to continue on her way but stopped.

"Commander Lee."

"Yes, Sword Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme offered some unexpected advice.

"When the moment comes that you have to make a decision, do not hesitate."

Lee Ahn was inwardly flustered by the sudden advice. What she just said was not about hesitating when unleashing her martial arts.

It meant not to hesitate when having to make a decision in life. It also sounded less like a suggestion to decide quickly and more like a plea to decide correctly.

"Yes! I will never hesitate."

At her spirited reply, the Flower Sword Supreme smiled and then walked away.

Lee Ahn stood there for a moment, watching her retreating back. A moment ago, she had seen regret in her eyes. It was an impulsive remark born from that deep regret.

What decision did you hesitate on to be regretting it so much?


The mechanism was completely revealed.

Its appearance was like that of a monster that had been hiding underground, its bones and innards now exposed.

All the workers in the underground chamber gathered to watch it. It was a truly moving moment. They had gone through so much hardship just to see this.

Of course, no one knew what awaited them beyond that iron wall. They didn't know if more dangerous things were lined up, or if this was simply the end. They knew nothing.

They just hoped that this process would end even a day sooner.

The mechanism expert said to the Sword King, "This is a mechanism made with very old technology."

"Can you dismantle it?"

The man looked at the mechanism and then nodded with a confident expression.

"I can do it."

When the Sword King nodded, the man spoke energetically to the workers he led. They were all people he had personally taught.

"We're starting the work."

Geom Mugeuk stood side-by-side with the Sword King, watching the dismantling team from the side.

"Thank you for the welcome party yesterday."

The Sword King shook his head. Yesterday's welcome party had been utter chaos. Perhaps it was because they had gotten a breath of fresh air. When Geom Mugeuk led the mood, everyone was too busy laughing and chatting to be controlled.

When a drunk Geom Mugeuk had mentioned wanting to hear Big Bro's song, he had immediately gotten up and left, so he did not know what happened afterward. He had, however, muttered something to himself at the time. "Crazy." It was directed at Geom Mugeuk, and also at himself for even holding a welcome party.

"Honestly, I'm still confused. Whether this is your true intention, or just for show."

Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation.

"It's for show."

The Sword King looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"If someone wasn't watching me, I don't think I would have done this. Even now, I'm trying hard for you. For you to see my specialness."

"While stating your intentions like this?"

"Confession is also part of the effort."

"Fine, let's say that's true. Why are you trying?"

After a moment of silence, Geom Mugeuk spoke honestly.

"It seems I'm afraid of fighting you."

The Sword King's gaze deepened as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"So maybe I'm trying to build a good relationship like this. In the hope that you'll hesitate for even a fleeting moment right before you kill me. Because of that hesitation, you'll die by my hand."

The Sword King spoke with an incredulous expression.

"If you say it all so honestly, doesn't that make it meaningless?"

"This is all part of the strategy."

Watching Geom Mugeuk give a deliberately sly smile, the Sword King turned his attention back to the dismantling work.

Then, the Sword King said abruptly, "It's not easy for a person to change their destiny."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk asked, "With your skills, wouldn't you be able to change even that destiny?"

The Sword King gave no answer.

Yes, how could Geom Mugeuk not know? Jo Cheonbae, who ran a business in the Demon Village, this Sword King before him, and himself. He knew how difficult it is to change one's life.

It's difficult if you're strong because you're strong, and difficult if you're weak because you're weak.

"You were angry before. When I described the people I killed as your comrades. Then what kind of work are you doing with people who aren't even your comrades?"

And then he asked the question he really wanted to ask.

"Who is above you?"

Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded. Would the name Hwa Mugi really come from the Sword King's mouth?

However, the Sword King said nothing. Geom Mugeuk did not ask again. This too was a question that had to be saved and cherished.

Just then, the mechanism expert came and reported.

"The mechanism has been dismantled."

He could feel all sorts of emotions spreading out from everyone there. Surprise and tension, fear and anticipation.

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King stood at the very front of the iron wall. The other workers gathered behind the two men. They prayed that their long hardship would end here.

"Then I'll open it."

GRRRRRR.

You could tell by the sound that it had not been opened for a very long time.

As everyone watched, the iron wall slowly began to open.


Chapter 586: I've Never Met a Villain Like This

The moment the door swung open, a blast of ancient air rushed out. It felt as if the space was finally releasing a breath it had held for a very long time. The musty scent of ages was proof enough that no one had set foot in this place for an eternity.

A long passage was barely visible within the darkness.

Using the Divine Eye Technique to peer inside, Geom Mugeuk saw that the walls of the passage were engraved with all sorts of patterns, letters, and pictures, just like the ones on the door. The darkness, seemingly carved into the earth's core, had consumed everything. It radiated an unknown energy that tempted anyone who looked upon it.

Come in, hurry and come in.

This energy was hard to describe with words, but one thing was certain. It was a very strange power, something no one in the current murim had ever experienced.

If you go in, you die.

Despite his instincts screaming a warning, Geom Mugeuk felt an undeniable pull to enter that place. This wasn't a feeling of defiance or a wish to challenge some unknown horror. He felt that his journey to the Yellow Dragon Academy, his meeting with the Sword King, and the Sword King's instruction to come down here were all guided by the hand of destiny.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Sword King who stood beside him.

"Do you feel it?"

The Sword King nodded in reply to Geom Mugeuk's question.

Just then, one of the workers took a step forward as if possessed. Hong In quickly rushed over and grabbed the man, who was trying to push past Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King to go inside.

"Get a grip!"

SLAP!

Hong In slapped his cheek without holding back. Only then did the man seem to regain his senses.

The darkness had called out and tempted him. As the one with the weakest inner arts and mental strength among the workers, he was the first to succumb to its allure. Shortly after, another worker began to walk forward, but the man next to him grabbed him and snapped him out of it.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Sword King.

[I think it's time to send the workers back.]

He had a premonition that these men would not make it out alive if they entered this place.

[Shall we go in, just the two of us?]

He expected an immediate agreement, but the Sword King didn't make a quick decision. Geom Mugeuk chose not to provoke him with words like, "Was your promise to save these men a lie?"

He believed the Sword King's hesitation wasn't because he planned to lead them to their deaths, but for another reason entirely. Geom Mugeuk had clearly sensed the man's affection for them. If he hadn't, he never would have shown them the stars.

Indeed, the Sword King's concern was for the workers.

[I wanted to show them that final place.]

They had endured hell to reach this point. It seemed he wanted to show them what they had risked their lives for, something more than just money.

However, Geom Mugeuk felt that leading them into that ominous darkness was the wrong decision.

[What they'll see in there won't help them in their future lives. Not unless you're going to share the treasure with them. Are you going to share it?]

The Sword King shook his head.

The Sword King gave some instructions to the mechanism expert through telepathy, and the man ran off somewhere. Then, the Sword King turned to face the workers standing behind him.

"Your mission ends here."

His words startled the workers. They had sensed the excavation was nearing its end, but they hadn't expected it to be over just by opening this door. They assumed they would have to venture into the darkness and dismantle more mechanisms.

But they could feel it. They could sense how dangerous the darkness beyond the door was. Seeing their colleagues walk forward as if possessed was all the proof they needed. If the temptation was this strong at the entrance, what would it be like inside?

The thought that it was finally over brought a wave of different emotions. Surprise gave way to joy. The final emotion that overwhelmed them was fear. Although they had looked up to him as their Big Bro and had trusted and followed the Sword King, they couldn't shake the anxiety that they might be silenced at this final moment. They would now find out if their faith had been well-placed.

Just then, the mechanism expert who had received the order returned, handing out envelopes to everyone. Inside were the promised bank notes. At first, they had been paid a monthly salary. If someone asked, he would even send money on their behalf. They had diligently received their pay, worried they might not get it later, but since they could not leave anyway, there was no point in having it. So the workers had trusted the Sword King and asked to be paid when they left, and he had truly kept his promise and prepared the money.

Seeing the money, the workers all felt a lump form in their throats. They had endured so much hardship to earn this.

"You've all worked hard."

At the Sword King's words, tears began to stream from the eyes of several workers. This was the moment their long, dreadful job was finally finished.

Of course, many workers had wanted to see what lay beyond that door. What kind of treasure could possibly require such elaborate mechanisms? On top of that, there was another hope. What if they could get even a small piece of the treasure? But seeing their colleagues get entranced, such thoughts vanished. All they wanted was to get out of this godforsaken place.

They wanted to go out, deposit their money at the bank, and then have a drink at a tavern. After that, they would sleep all day in an inn. Someone else thought of leaving for a place where no one knew him. They all had different things they wanted to do.

They gathered before the Sword King for one last farewell. Among them were men whose lives the Sword King had saved several times.

On behalf of everyone, Hong In spoke to the Sword King.

"Thank you so much for everything."

Behind him, the workers shouted their thanks in unison.

The Sword King brushed the dust from Hong In's clothes and said, "Be happy. I hope the day comes when I can visit the martial arts academy you run."

The Sword King had not forgotten that his dream was to run a martial arts academy.

Hong In bowed his head respectfully.

"I won't forget the grace you've shown me."

The Sword King looked around at the workers and offered one last piece of advice.

"Keep what happened here a secret. You won't die by my hand, but by the hands of other greedy men. Just say you received the money as an inheritance."

The workers all nodded, understanding his meaning perfectly.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy flew to the Sword King again.

[I've never met a villain like this.]

Geom Mugeuk still couldn't figure it out. Why had no rumors of this place spread in his previous life? Was it because the workers had all died after going through that door? Or was it because he had let them go like this, and they had all surprisingly kept the secret and lived? Or had something else happened?

In any case, they had all survived in this life. Some might look down on them for risking their lives for money, but Geom Mugeuk didn't think that way. They were brave survivors.

Before leaving, Hong In glanced back at Geom Mugeuk one last time. He was the one who had saved them from the mechanism's attacks. Perhaps he believed they had seen the stars and slept under cotton blankets because of this newcomer. He thought that maybe their safe departure now was also thanks to this newcomer.

Hong In bowed his head respectfully to Geom Mugeuk. Lifting his head, he threw out a final joke. It was a joke he would have normally made to the Sword King but had never dared to.

"You must come to my martial arts academy. I'll teach our youngest member's children for free for three months!"

The surrounding workers laughed along with his final joke. With that, Hong In and the workers departed from the place. As if ordered by the Sword King, the mechanism expert also followed them out.

Now, only Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King remained.

"I suppose I can throw my shoe at you without worrying now."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at the Sword King's joke and replied, "It's dark in there, so please be careful when you throw it."

The Sword King, who had been staring quietly at Geom Mugeuk, asked, "Why aren't you seeing them off? What if I order my subordinates to kill them?"

"Someone who really intended to kill them wouldn't say something like that."

Of course, that wasn't the real reason. This was.

"What's the point of letting them go safely from here? If you were determined to kill them, you could do it anytime after they leave this martial arts academy."

He knew better than anyone how large their organization was.

"Perhaps they survived thanks to you."

"If that's the case, the credit isn't mine, but yours, Instructor."

When the Sword King's eyes questioned why, Geom Mugeuk answered.

"Have you already forgotten? When I asked why you were taking me to the basement, didn't you say it was because you wanted to save those men? I was only following your words faithfully, so in the end, you're the one who saved them. So you can be proud and think, 'I saved all those workers'."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. He showed no emotion, making it impossible to guess what he was thinking.

"Shall we go?"

"Alright. Just a moment."

Geom Mugeuk took a rope from a box where he kept his work tools. He tied one end around his own waist and handed the other to the Sword King.

"Tie this to your waist. They might use some trick to try and separate us."

It was a way to ensure they wouldn't get separated. The Sword King took the rope and asked with a surprised expression, "Why are you doing this?"

"You have to protect me, Instructor."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk and said, "Not the other way around?"

The thought occurred to him that this Young Cult Leader in front of him might be trying to tie them together to protect him.

And what he found even more surprising was this part.

"You're not greedy. Most would try to go in alone to claim whatever is inside."

He had expected him to try and ditch him, but instead, he was offering a rope.

"Don't they say all treasures in the murim have an owner? If it's fated to be mine, it will come to me even if I'm not greedy."

Geom Mugeuk had learned enough in his past life. He knew that when trying to achieve something, you only need a single drop of greed. It is will and effort that allow you to finish the journey started by that first greedy step. Greed from the second step onward only serves to trip you up.

The Sword King tied the rope around his waist. He left enough slack for the two of them to move freely.

"Alright, let's go."

The two of them slowly walked into the dark passage. They raised all their senses to their absolute limit. They walked step by step, but nothing happened.

It was when they had walked to the middle of the passage.

SHIIIIIIII.

The letters and patterns carved on both walls seemed to glow.

SHASHASHASHAK!

As if falling from the sky, martial artists holding spears appeared before them. Lined up to block the passage, they all aimed their spears in unison.

CHAKCHAKCHAKCHAK!

There were five of them in total. Martial artists also appeared from behind, aiming their spears. The same number that appeared in front appeared behind them.

Geom Mugeuk knew.

These are the martial artists from the wall paintings.

The martial artists looked identical to the paintings, but they were not living beings. An illusion meant to protect this place had been activated.

"I'll take the rear."

The Sword King took the rear, and Geom Mugeuk took the front.

CHAKCHAKCHAKCHAK!

Like trained soldiers, the martial artists began to advance with their spears aimed. The aura they gave off was extraordinary.

SHWIIIIK.

Geom Mugeuk's sword qi flew toward them. The sword qi passed right through them. It should have swept them away, but it literally just passed through. They felt like incorporeal beings, like smoke.

The approaching figures thrust their spears.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

But the spears that struck his sword were real.

Geom Mugeuk quickly swung his sword, attempting to cut the spears.

"......"

However, just as when he had sent his sword qi, his sword simply passed through the spears. When they attacked, the spears became real, but when Geom Mugeuk tried to cut them, they turned into illusions. He had never encountered an illusion like this before.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

He blocked the thrusting spears and launched a surprise attack, but his sword only sliced through empty air, passing through their bodies.

Geom Mugeuk retreated step by step. The situation behind him was the same. Moreover, they were not just puppets mindlessly thrusting spears. They displayed proper spear arts.

The two, pushed back, eventually stood back-to-back.

"And you wanted to bring the workers to a place like this?"

If he really had brought them, they would have all died here. It would have been a complete massacre.

HWIKHWIKHWIKHWIK!

The enemies' fighting style changed. They began to rapidly throw their spears. The two men each swung their swords quickly to block them. The deflected spears shattered into light and vanished, and new spears appeared in their hands.

The one fortunate thing for Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King was that they did not have to worry about their backs.

If I can't find a way to break this, we'll die here when our inner arts run out!

Every illusion or evil art must have a solution. This was an unchanging, absolute principle. If so, the solution was somewhere in this space. However, neither the Bloodeye Holy Water nor the Divine Eye Technique could see the solution.

While fending off their attacks, Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the paintings on the wall. He used the Divine Eye Technique to look at the painting with the spear-wielding martial artists.

Then, one painting caught his eye. There was a painting of spear-wielding martial artists standing as if guarding a symbol at the center.

Could it be?

That symbol was drawn in various places on the wall. Geom Mugeuk leaped up and stabbed one of the symbols.

PAAT!

At that moment, one of the spear-wielding martial artists vanished into a cluster of light.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

As spears flew wildly, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"I've found the solution! Hold them off for me!"

Geom Mugeuk stabbed his sword into another symbol drawn elsewhere. Another martial artist vanished into a cluster of light. Spears flew at Geom Mugeuk from the front and back all at once.

The Sword King leaped and deflected the spears flying toward Geom Mugeuk.

In that time, Geom Mugeuk found the symbols on the mural one by one. Every time he stabbed a symbol with his sword, the enemies disappeared. But as their numbers dwindled, they attacked Geom Mugeuk even more fiercely.

They attacked as if in a frenzy, but their opponents were Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King. How could they, with their dwindling numbers, stop the two who had found the answer?

Thus, Geom Mugeuk found the last symbol and stabbed it with his sword. The last remaining spear-wielding martial artist vanished into a cluster of light. Simultaneously, a secret door hidden at the end of the passage opened with a CLANG.

"How did you figure out the solution?"

"Usually, the more powerful the illusion, the simpler the solution. Fortunately, this is an old illusion, so the solution wasn't convoluted like modern ones. That made it easy to handle."

However, the Sword King knew it was not as easy as he made it sound. Could he himself have deduced the solution from that painting?

"If I had come alone, I wouldn't have been able to break it."

As the Sword King admitted this frankly, Geom Mugeuk thought to himself, If that's true, how did you pass through here in my past life? Who did you come with then?

"Then are you going to give me half the treasure here?"

He asked half-jokingly, half-seriously, but to his surprise, the Sword King nodded.

"I will."

"Really? You're not just saying that because you plan to kill me anyway, are you?"

The two cautiously entered the door that had opened at the end of the passage. For a moment, their steps halted, and they said nothing for a while.

The one who finally broke the silence was Geom Mugeuk.

"You can't go back on that promise you just made."


Chapter 587: Because a Clean Break Makes You Think of Them More

The inside was filled with a dazzling radiance. A pile of gold was heaped in the center. It was literally piled high. Jewels were displayed in cabinets that surrounded the room on all sides. There were top-grade luminous pearls, of course, along with rubies, sapphires, jade, pearls, and crystals. Truly, all sorts of gems were showing off their beauty.

It was, in the truest sense of the word, a treasure vault.

"I saw people I missed in my dream last night, and now I've hit the jackpot!"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Sword King. He too was surprised by the immense treasure, but there was no greed in his eyes. One could tell just by his calm expression that wealth was not what he pursued. That was what made this fight difficult. He was no ordinary villain.

"Do you regret promising to split it in half?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, the Sword King nodded his head.

"It's much more than I thought."

"No take-backs."

Geom Mugeuk flopped down on the pile of gold.

"To sleep in gold! There's probably no bed more magnificent than this."

Then, the Sword King's voice was heard.

"Don't you like a cotton quilt more than that gold?"

Geom Mugeuk, still lying down, lifted only his head and asked as if to argue, "Who told you that?"

"Am I wrong?"

"I'm called the incarnation of greed, you know?"

"Who calls you that? You probably just go around saying that about yourself."

Looking at the Sword King who was staring at him, Geom Mugeuk spoke firmly.

"You're starting to play tricks to avoid giving me the treasure, but it won't work. Half of this is mine."

Geom Mugeuk comfortably laid his head back down again. How could there be such a high and ornate ceiling in a place like this underground? Looking up at it, the question naturally arose.

Who on earth built this place? Was it the secret vault of some ancient tycoon? No. The Sword King wouldn't have been digging into the earth just to take over a rich man's treasure vault. There was clearly something else he wanted.

Then who could have made it? The external formations, the illusions in the passage. The greatest powers of that era were put into this place.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King from his lying position. He then noticed the rope that had connected his waist to the Sword King's was cut. Seeing his gaze fall to his waist, the Sword King answered.

"I cut it when we were fighting earlier."

"I know you cut it so we could fight more comfortably, but it feels like the bond between us has been severed, which is upsetting. Surely you're not going to cut your relationship with me off so cleanly, are you?"

Of course, the Sword King was not the least bit upset.

"As you can see, I would cut it with a single stroke. I'm a man who cuts things cleanly and forgets."

Geom Mugeuk let out a deliberate sigh and said, "In human relationships, cutting ties is harder than being tied down."

Then he threw an unexpected question.

"If you cut off a relationship with a single stroke, don't you end up thinking about that person more?"

The Sword King's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk, waiting for his explanation.

"If you cut them off abruptly because you can't stand the sight of them and want to avoid them, you actually end up thinking about them over and over again. Phew, you think of them while saying it's good not to see them. You think of them while saying you did the right thing cutting them off. You think of them while wondering why you didn't cut them off sooner."

This time, the Sword King asked, "Then how do you sort things out?"

"The more I hate someone, the better I plan my withdrawal strategy."

At the word 'strategy', the Sword King let out a dry laugh.

"Do you really need to devise a strategy just to sort out one relationship?"

"Of course. If you just cut it off, you'll never be able to forget them for the rest of your life. That's why relationships that aren't even worth remembering often linger in your heart until the very end, isn't it?"

"!"

"Cutting it off abruptly doesn't mean you'll forget it quickly. You have to slowly let go of your feelings, a little at a time. Slowly, without rushing, until you even forget that you were ever tied to that person. The more you hate them, the slower you must go."

"If you put in that much effort, you'll think of that person even more."

"You do. But the quality of those thoughts is different."

"How so?"

"They're not sticky. They don't suddenly hit you out of nowhere. They don't suddenly make you clench your fists."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence for a moment.

"So don't try to cut me off so cleanly. You'll just keep thinking of me."

The Sword King placed a hand on the hilt of his sword and asked, "And after all this, you're going to cut me down with a single stroke, aren't you?"

"Ah! How are you so quick-witted?"

The Sword King scoffed and walked to a corner. There was a door there.

"Let's get going."

"What's the rush? Why don't you enjoy these treasures a bit more before we go?"

"What we're here to enjoy isn't in this room."

Geom Mugeuk got up from his spot and walked towards the door.

"Don't tell me we have to break through another gate if you open that door?"

The Sword King opened the door. Then, the dark passage they had seen before revealed itself again. An even more powerful energy than before was flowing out. The tempting aura beckoning them to enter was also stronger than before.

"What in the world is at the end of that?"

Then, for the first time, the Sword King spoke about this place.

"Something that can change the fate of this murim."

Geom Mugeuk, still staring into the darkness, asked the Sword King, "For the better? Or for the worse?"

After a brief pause, the Sword King replied, "That will depend on what kind of people we are."

The two of them walked into the darkness again.


"Track them all down and get rid of them!"

At Yeom Baekyin's words, Gi Seok flinched for a moment. He had thought the same thing was necessary, but he hadn't expected Yeom Baekyin to make such a decision so easily.

When he received the report that all the officials from the underground had left, Yeom Baekyin's heart sank.

He just let that many people go?

At first, he thought it was a mistaken report. He couldn't imagine the man in the underground would just let them go. He naturally assumed they would be killed to silence them. But he even gave them money and sent them away?

It might not matter to him if he let them go, but it did to Yeom Baekyin.

There's a treasure vault in the basement of the Yellow Dragon Academy! If even one person let it slip, a pack of hyenas would flock to this place. Yeom Baekyin didn't believe they would keep the secret. Even if that place was now empty, they would come to see it with their own eyes.

Perhaps it was a ploy by the man in the underground to drive him into a corner.

He really screwed me over.

In any case, he would find them all and kill them. Didn't you say it yourself? That a villain walks his path while being cursed.

"Since we can't use the White Snake Society, I will look for another mercenary group and place a request."

"Hurry as much as possible."

Now Gi Seok could see it clearly. It wasn't that Yeom Baekyin had turned evil, but that this was who he had always been. An order to kill dozens of people was not something anyone could give easily.

Just then, the voice of a subordinate was heard from outside.

"A guest has arrived."

"......"

"They say they are the parents of a White Dragon Class member."

At the subordinate's report, Yeom Baekyin and Gi Seok looked at each other. He didn't meet with the parents of the members directly. There was no way his subordinate didn't know that. So why bother reporting it?

Then the door opened. It was unusual for the door to open before he had even given a reply. In other words, it meant the person was someone they dared not stop.

The person who opened the office door and stepped inside was a middle-aged woman. The moment he saw her, Yeom Baekyin's eyes widened. She was a truly elegant woman who captured one's attention at a single glance.

"I came to see you because of my daughter."

At her soft voice, Yeom Baekyin's hardened expression naturally relaxed.

"Who is your daughter?"

"It's Lee Ahn."

The woman who entered was none other than the Flower Sword Supreme.

Gi Seok, who was standing beside him, sent a telepathy message.

[She is the girl who was friends with Seo Jin of the Ghost Sect.]

Even without the telepathy, Yeom Baekyin knew about Lee Ahn. Rumors had spread about a truly beautiful new member.

Her beauty must come from her mother.

Yeom Baekyin readily said to her, "Very well. Please come in."

He thought she had come alone, but another person followed her in. Seeing the person who filled the doorway as he entered, Yeom Baekyin's eyes shot wide open. A muscular man who looked like a moving block of iron came in, and his face was so fearsome that he dared not even make eye contact.

"I'm Lee Ahn's father."

It was Lee Ahn's real father, the Fist Demon.

Only now did Yeom Baekyin understand. He understood why his subordinates outside hadn't been able to stop them beforehand. The fearsome face was one thing, but those huge fists?

As soon as he entered, the Fist Demon asked Yeom Baekyin, "Where is my daughter right now?"

The Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had come here for two reasons. First, there was a report from the All-Knowing Hall. It was a report that all the officials who had been in the underground had secretly come out. Now, even without being told, they knew that Geom Mugeuk had let them go alive.

A cotton quilt went into the basement, everyone came out and saw the stars. And the finale was letting them all go alive. It was truly a move worthy of Geom Mugeuk.

The problem was the Principal in front of them. Judging by his past actions and the words of his brother, Yeom Baekjin, it didn't seem likely he would spare the officials who came out of the underground. That was why he had come forward with the Flower Sword Supreme. To save them.

We'll leave them to the Demon Supremes.

That must have been his thought. In that moment, the two Demon Supremes were of one mind with Geom Mugeuk.

The second reason they had shown themselves was as a pressure and a warning to the forces behind the scenes. We are here, so do not act rashly! We are by the Young Cult Leader's side. It was to prevent other masters from lending their strength to the underground. Just as they were watching, the other side would be watching their movements as well.

The Fist Demon asked bluntly, "I heard she followed her instructor and hasn't returned?"

Yeom Baekyin was inwardly flustered. He hadn't expected a father with such a terrifying aura and such an elegant mother to visit. Truly, with parents like these, it seemed they wouldn't have needed to send their daughter to a martial arts academy.

Another telepathy message from Gi Seok flew in.

[Lee Ahn is currently in the underground.]

Since the Sword King had taken Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, Seo Jin, Yoo Gwang, and Gyo Seok, they had not been attending classes. Not knowing they were at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's safehouse, Yeom Baekyin naturally assumed the Sword King in the underground had taken them.

"I'm asking you, aren't I? Where is our child?"

Normally, it was a situation where he should have demanded what kind of rudeness this was, but he didn't dare say that to the Fist Demon. Even without revealing his demonic qi, the Fist Demon's presence was pressing down on Yeom Baekyin, making it hard for him to breathe.

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme stepped forward.

"Please understand, Principal. This man has a fiery temper."

How could there be such a contrasting couple? Looking at the woman made him smile, and looking at the man made his face harden.

The Flower Sword Supreme asked in a gentle tone, "I came to see my daughter, but no one even knows where she went, so I'm worried too."

Although she rarely went out, she was more skilled at dealing with people than anyone.

Then, Gi Seok stepped forward and answered in his stead.

"She has gone out for outdoor training with the White Dragon Class instructor."

"The other members of the White Dragon Class were attending class, though?"

"He specially selected a few people to go. It seems they displayed exceptional skills."

Gi Seok answered calmly, without flinching.

"If you wait a few days, she will return."

"Do they often go out for training like this?"

This time, Yeom Baekyin answered.

"Even I, the Principal, do not interfere with how an instructor teaches."

Yeom Baekyin looked at the two of them with a confident gaze.

"If you've entrusted her education to us, you should trust us."

The Flower Sword Supreme stood up from her seat with a pleasant expression.

"My husband and I were rude in our haste. We'll take our leave for today."

Before leaving, the Fist Demon left a final word.

"That's right. We entrusted our child to you, trusting you."

This meaningful statement was a final chance for Yeom Baekyin to live. A warning to never touch the members. But could the current Yeom Baekyin possibly grasp the meaning behind those words?

Only after the two left the office did Yeom Baekyin feel a sense of relief. The Fist Demon's aura had been so intense that his heart was still pounding.

"It's because that member, Lee Ahn, is so exceptionally beautiful."

He understood the Fist Demon's reaction. If he had such a beautiful daughter, of course he would be on edge. But to come and cause such a scene? This was all because they looked down on the Principal of a martial arts academy. Truly, if he just mastered the ultimate martial arts, he would never have to suffer such humiliation.

"Then only the White Dragon Class kids he took with him are in the underground now."

"That is correct."

He couldn't figure out what that man was thinking. In any case, seeing as he had sent the officials out, it was certain that the end was near.

"What will you do about that couple? They didn't seem like ordinary masters."

On the other hand, Yeom Baekyin already had a plan.

"The person who took the daughter should take responsibility."

It meant he would leave their disposal to the Sword King.

"You should take care of the members as quickly as possible."


Gi Seok, with his bamboo hat pressed down, walked briskly. The group he intended to hire this time was the Black Tiger Sect. Like the White Snake Society, they were a mercenary group that would do anything as long as the price was right. They were not on good terms with the White Snake Society, so they were the perfect choice for this request.

Usually, when meeting with mercenary groups, they would meet in a very secluded place or in a crowded place like this. Today, they were scheduled to meet at a teahouse in the marketplace.

Walking among the passersby, Gi Seok looked at the teahouse up ahead. A man was waiting at the promised window seat.

He was walking towards him when.

Huh? Aren't they?

In the distance were Lee Ahn's parents, whom he had seen in Yeom Baekyin's office. The woman recognized him and waved her hand cheerfully.

Gi Seok, who was about to greet her without thinking, flinched in surprise.

I'm wearing a bamboo hat, so how did she recognize me?

The man next to her, instead of waving, slowly extended his fist towards Gi Seok. A fist being extended slowly from afar, through the crowd of numerous people.

What is he doing?

Gi Seok thought he was being warned. A warning to find his daughter quickly.

And that warning was ticklish. No, it was actually ticklish. Gi Seok felt an unbearable tickle in his chest. Unable to stand it any longer, he opened his collar and looked down at his own chest.

"!"

Gi Seok's eyes shot wide open. His chest began to cave in, and an outline started to form. Amazingly, it was the shape of a giant fist. A huge fist that filled his entire chest.

But soon, that outline began to disappear.

When the fist-shaped outline vanished completely as if it were a lie, Gi Seok, who had been standing blankly in the middle of the road looking down at his chest, slowly sank to the ground. His head, already lifeless, dropped. It was a silent fist that left no sound of flight, no scream, and no trace on the body.


Chapter 588: When You Realize Being Alone is Harder

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King walked through the dark passage. The walls here were also covered with all sorts of patterns, letters, and paintings. While the style was similar to the art they had seen before, it was also different.

It did not seem to be the work of the same artist, yet it gave off a similar feeling.

Are they disciples of the same master?

Geom Mugeuk thought that might be the case.

Since a painting had provided the key to overcoming the previous trial, he made sure not to overlook a single letter.

"Look here."

Geom Mugeuk pointed to a drawing. The very same pattern that had been crucial to breaking the last trial was drawn here as well.

"It seems to be a meaningful pattern to the creators of this place."

The Sword King simply nodded once without offering any other comment.

It was when the two of them had reached approximately the middle of the passage.

"......"

The moment they sensed the formations activating, their surroundings changed in an instant.

Where am I?

The blue sky was reflected beneath his feet. This place, which felt as if he were standing in the sky, was identical to the space from when Geom Mugeuk had unleashed his prayer.

And so, the sea was below. From above, the sky was endlessly clear and peaceful, but beneath it lay the bottomless abyss of the ocean.

"Master!"

Geom Mugeuk shouted, but the Sword King was nowhere to be seen.

"Should I have tied the rope again?"

Of course, he was joking. Tying a rope would not have allowed him to enter this space with the Sword King. This trial was undoubtedly one they had to face individually.

"You're not just watching and having fun while making me suffer, are you?"

Just as Geom Mugeuk's voice echoed loudly, someone appeared in front of him.

Surprisingly, the opponent was Geom Mugeuk himself. Despite another version of himself appearing, Geom Mugeuk was not surprised.

He was well aware that this method of one's own self appearing was often used in old illusions or formations. This trial must be one that tests inner strength.

This place is inside my mind. So, I must believe in myself.

Steeling his resolve, Geom Mugeuk was the first to approach his other self.

Staring intently at the face, Geom Mugeuk spoke to himself.

"It's been a while."

At the greeting, the other Geom Mugeuk showed a look of confusion.

"I see you sometimes."

It was a statement that would make anyone else think he was crazy. However, the real Geom Mugeuk would occasionally stand face to face with his lonely, pre-regression self when he was taking a break alone.

Once, he had even stood opposite himself with a large hole between them and told himself not to fall into it.

"You, you're here today to put me in a difficult situation."

The moment the other self's eyes glinted, the place where they stood changed in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk was running.

Where am I?

The place he was heading toward was the Heavenly Demon Hall within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Father!

It was that day. The day all the members of the Heavenly Demon Hall were killed by Hwa Mugi!

Calling desperately for his father, Geom Mugeuk ran blindly toward the Heavenly Demon Hall. He should not have done that, but his past self had been too agitated to make any other judgment.

Fallen bodies were everywhere. Not just martial artists, but even those who did not know martial arts. Every member of the Heavenly Demon Hall was down. The sight agitated him even more.

The outer court is fine, so how in the world did they break into the Heavenly Demon Hall?

As if to answer that question, a person came into view.

A single person stood on the wall surrounding the Heavenly Demon Hall with her arms crossed, looking down. It was the former Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

This was a sight he had not seen on that day in the past. It was an illusion visible only within this formation.

He had considered her a traitor, so her image must have appeared. This place was his own mind, after all.

In the distance, he could see Hwa Mugi.

He could not see his face. However, he could feel that Hwa Mugi was smiling coldly in this direction.

A single strand of sword qi flew at him without a word.

He saw Lee Ahn throw her body in front of his.

Lee Ahn.

He felt the sword qi that pierced Lee Ahn's chest continue on to pierce his own.

Because they fell in a heap, Lee Ahn's hot blood flowed down to his chest.

That day, when he had been so helpless, was being vividly reenacted within the formation.

Then, someone walked up to his fallen self and looked down. It was neither Hwa Mugi nor the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, carrying a giant dao on his back. His gaze was colder than ever.

Next to him, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood, looking down at him. The smile behind the mask was unfamiliar. The other Demon Supremes gathered around his dying self.

He saw the Fist Demon's large fist and the heavily made-up face of the Flower Sword Supreme. The reek of the Drunken Demon's alcohol was overpowering. The Demonic Buddha's body emitted a crimson light, not a golden one. The drawings on the Poison King's poison pouch, slung at his waist, were terrifyingly shaped, not the cute figures of the present.

They were all looking down at him, sneering.

Geom Mugeuk could tell what was happening. This formation was trying to delude him into believing that on that day, they were all traitors.

[Be enraged!]

And so, it was trying to make his blood boil like lava.

If he were his ordinary self who had not regressed, this agony and hatred would have dominated him. An unknown energy emanating from the formation was endlessly paralyzing his reason, drawing out suspicion and anger. It was an energy that an ordinary person could never block.

This formation was the Blood Wave Berserk Formation, which stimulated the anger and hatred deep within a person's heart to drive them mad.

However, it did not work on Geom Mugeuk.

From the moment I first regressed, I thought of them all as traitors anyway.

He had come this far with that exact mindset.

So why did he treat them with such sincerity? Because this life was different from the last.

Who betrayed him in his past life did not matter. The Demon Supremes of this life were different people. He had made them into different people. Their fates had all changed.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sneering Demon Supremes and, contrary to their expectations, smiled brightly.

"Is there a show?"

Geom Mugeuk pushed himself up. Lee Ahn's body had vanished, and the wound that had pierced his body was gone.

As Geom Mugeuk smiled at them, the formation dug into another weakness.

[Are you really going to protect them all?]

Looking back, he saw that other people were there now.

Not just the Demon Supremes, but Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, his hyungs, and even his friends appeared. Bi Sayin, Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong, and Han Seol were there. The bodyguards and Jo Cheonbae, too. Everyone he knew had appeared.

[You're arrogant. Life is hard enough just protecting yourself, yet you want to protect all these people.]

His other self walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

[Admit it. That it's hard. Admit that it's so hard you can't take it anymore.]

SPLASH.

The Demon Supremes grabbed Geom Mugeuk's arms and legs and began to hang from them. Geom Mugeuk started to be dragged into the abyss beneath his feet.

Everyone else rushed in and began to pull Geom Mugeuk down. They were all shouting for him to save them.

And so, Geom Mugeuk sank into the abyss.

Just as the other Geom Mugeuk looked down at the water with a satisfied face.

FWOOSH.

Geom Mugeuk shot back out of the water.

All the people who had been pulling him down were now lifting him up, bringing him above the water.

They were not the beings created by the formation that had been pulling him down moments ago. They now wore the expressions of the people who were with Geom Mugeuk in the present.

The formation had failed to control Geom Mugeuk's mind.

"I'm not struggling."

[Don't lie to yourself.]

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The moment a person trapped in the formation admitted they were struggling, they would break down.

At the same time, the way to break this formation was to not admit it. It had to be done in a way the formation could accept.

"It's not as hard as you think. Not when you realize being alone is harder."

"!"

This time, Geom Mugeuk walked toward his other self.

Behind this Geom Mugeuk, everyone was standing, while the other Geom Mugeuk was alone.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his other self. He was not just an illusion created by the formation. He was the version of himself from before his regression.

"Because of you, I was able to create these people. I mean it."

Therefore, the gaze with which he looked at himself was incredibly gentle.

"You ask if it's hard? It is. You ask if I want to go somewhere alone? Sometimes, I do. But if you were me, you'd know too."

Now, Geom Mugeuk was no longer speaking to himself but to the person who created this trial.

"You've probably never lived a life alone. You've never spent so many nights by yourself, or walked an endless road talking to your own footsteps. Once you experience that terrible loneliness, you understand. That being alone isn't all that great, nor does it feel that free. You know it too, don't you? That time alone only has value when you have people to walk with."

With an even gentler gaze, Geom Mugeuk spoke to himself, and to the formation.

"This formation won't work on me, so you may as well retreat."

The moment he finished speaking, the formation surprisingly began to break.

"......"

The people around him began to disappear one by one.

Geom Mugeuk turned and watched them vanish. They were born from his mind and were now disappearing back into it.

"See you all at our Cult!"

The others disappeared first, and the Demon Supremes were the last to go.

Since they were creations of his own mind, they disappeared in the way Geom Mugeuk wanted them to.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat with his giant dao planted in the ground, offering a cup of wine, while the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took off his mask. The Drunken Demon staggered as if drunk and fell over. Sorry, Hyung. The Poison King crouched, looking at his poison insects, while the Flower Sword Supreme drew her sword and aimed it at him. The Demonic Buddha created a statue of Buddha. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme waved a friendly greeting.

And his father, wearing his usual sneer.

The moment his father vanished, the formation disappeared completely, and Geom Mugeuk was once again standing in the dark passage.

"Hooo."

Geom Mugeuk let out a light sigh and slowly walked to the end of the passage.

"......"

The door at the end then opened.

He had passed this trial more easily than the first one. Because he possessed a will firmer than anyone's, the Blood Wave Berserk Formation could not penetrate his mind.

However, the Sword King had yet to appear.

Geom Mugeuk did not enter the door. Instead, he sat down with his back to it, facing the passage he had just come through.

"Stop wandering and come on out."

Geom Mugeuk sat down and closed his eyes.

How long had he waited?

"Hooo."

The Sword King appeared, letting out a long sigh.

That sigh revealed just how difficult this trial had been. Who were the people who had grabbed him and dragged him into the abyss?

"Thankfully, you shook them off."

Seeing Geom Mugeuk already there, the Sword King asked with a surprised expression.

"Wasn't it hard for you?"

"My life is just that simple."

Giving him a look that said, 'Is that really so?', the Sword King saw the open door behind him and asked again. The scent wafting from it was an irresistible one for any martial artist. It was the distinct, pleasant aroma of miracle herbs.

"Why didn't you go in alone?"

"I have enough loyalty to wait."

The Sword King approached Geom Mugeuk and said, "I'll acknowledge that loyalty and give you half this time, too."

The Sword King pushed the door wide open.

Peeking inside, Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King were once again left speechless.

A sense of awe even greater than in the first room bloomed on both their faces.

"You were right. That room wasn't the one for us to enjoy."

This room was truly a space for martial artists. All sorts of miracle herbs were displayed in abundance on shelves on every side.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked forward.

"Can I really take half?"

The Sword King nodded.

"These are things you can't buy even with money. Still?"

No matter how much money one had, acquiring the miracle herbs in this place would not be easy. Of course, it was possible, if one were to pay tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or millions of taels for a single miracle herb.

The Sword King nodded and said, "I have that much loyalty, too. Now, I'm hungry, so let's eat. If we leave any behind, it'll just be a good thing for someone else."

The Sword King tossed a miracle herb in front of him to Geom Mugeuk.

The casually thrown miracle herb was, surprisingly, the Divine Fire Pill, which possessed an efficacy rivaling the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

"I never refuse a miracle herb that's given to me."

"I said half is yours."

"I'll eat it gratefully."

Geom Mugeuk chewed and swallowed the Divine Fire Pill, then asked, "But is it okay to just give miracle herbs to an opponent you have to fight?"

"That's why I'm eating one too, isn't it?"

The Sword King also chewed on a spiritual pill.

Geom Mugeuk sat down first and began to circulate his energy to absorb the pill's effects.

The Sword King was about to circulate his own energy but approached Geom Mugeuk instead.

He stood before him, looking down at Geom Mugeuk.

Since he was in the middle of circulating his energy to absorb the pill's effects, now was the perfect opportunity to attack. A strange tension naturally filled the air.

"What will you do if I ambush you while you're circulating your energy?"

Geom Mugeuk kept his eyes closed and could not say anything.

The Sword King leaned down to look at his face and spoke again.

"You can talk while circulating energy, can't you? You can move, too."

When there was still no response, the Sword King moved as if to poke him squarely in the eyes. At that moment, Geom Mugeuk whipped his head aside to dodge and opened his eyes.

"I trust that you're not that kind of person."

The Sword King shook his head with an expression that said 'as expected'. Talking and moving freely while circulating energy. The Young Cult Leader had already surpassed the common crowd.

As the Sword King sat down cross-legged beside him, this time Geom Mugeuk asked a question.

"What will you do if I finish first and attack you?"

The Sword King closed his eyes and said, "Go ahead, then."

He began his energy circulation as if he truly trusted Geom Mugeuk.

After watching him for a moment, Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes again.

And so, the two of them focused on circulating their energy and completely absorbed the pills' effects.

After finishing his circulation, the Sword King tossed another miracle herb to Geom Mugeuk.

"This one's tasty, too."

This miracle herb was the Gathering Clouds Pill.

"Judging by the properties of these pills, I think we can absorb these two together."

He tossed another spiritual pill to Geom Mugeuk. This one was the Light Heralding Pill.

"Are we really eating all of this?"

"You don't want to? Then don't."

As the Sword King held out his hand to take them back, Geom Mugeuk popped the spiritual pills he was holding into his mouth one after another.

"Of course not."

The two of them repeated the cycle of consuming and absorbing miracle herbs. To think a day would come when they would be full from eating miracle herbs.

When they finished circulating their energy, both of their gazes were incredibly clear and deep.

Geom Mugeuk's inner arts, in particular, were like his prayer. So clear and deep that its volume could no longer be measured.

There were still miracle herbs left in the place, so Geom Mugeuk packed his share separately.

"Who are you saving those for?"

"Won't there be someone to give them to?"

"Putting it in someone else's mouth is a waste. Just eat it all yourself while you can."

However, Geom Mugeuk carefully tucked them into his robes and stood before the door again.

It was a dark passage, emitting an even more intense energy than before.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it instinctively. This was the final trial.

Beyond it lay what the Sword King desired. The core of this underground vault was not the treasure or the miracle herbs, but whatever was in there.

"You should confess at this point. That you could actually pass all these trials, but you were just pretending it was hard to test me. Now that my test is over, you'll just let me pass the final trial."

The Sword King made a different confession.

"I almost died in that last trial."

"......"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk stepped into the dark passage first and asked him, "Are you giving me half this time, too?"


Chapter 589: Now You Finally Look Like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult

Yeom Baekyin looked down at Gi Seok's corpse in silence.

When he first received the report of his death, Yeom Baekyin had not believed it. He had immediately roared, demanding to know what kind of nonsense it was. He simply refused to believe it, even though he knew his subordinate would never dare to spout such things in front of him.

The report also stated that Gi Seok had been walking down the street before he suddenly collapsed and died. It was a truly absurd end for a man whose skills were far beyond those of ordinary Masters.

The physician who examined Gi Seok's body entered the room. He was the most skilled physician in the region.

"How did he die?"

Yeom Baekyin skipped any formal greetings and asked directly for the cause of death. The physician answered with caution.

"Upon examining the inside, I found that his internal organs were completely destroyed."

Yeom Baekyin thought that made sense.

"Was he poisoned?"

"No. It was caused by a powerful external impact."

Yeom Baekyin's gaze returned to Gi Seok's corpse. There were no signs of impact anywhere on the body, not even a single bruise.

"It seems the impact was delivered internally using powerful inner qi strength control. But I've never seen a case with absolutely no external marks like this."

Furthermore, witnesses claimed that no one had directly struck him.

Did this mean someone had thrown a punch from a distance to achieve this? The level of skill required was truly unbelievable.

As Yeom Baekyin wondered who the culprit could be, two people came to his mind.

The first person he thought of was the husband from the couple who had visited his office. The man's large fists must have sprung to mind because the death was from an external blow and not a weapon. He had been a very memorable opponent.

But what reason would he have to kill Gi Seok?

The next person he considered was the man in the basement.

Could it be his doing?

Did he release the official because he anticipated something like this? Was he trying to use this incident as an excuse to abandon me? Or was he genuinely angry that I tried to kill the people he had freed?

Regardless of the motive, that man was the only one nearby who could kill Gi Seok with such astonishing skill. Even if he did not do it himself, he was the most likely person to have sent a master capable of it.

Still, to kill my right-hand man like this!

This death felt like a warning directed at him. It was a warning that he would be next.

Anger surged through him, following the initial fear.

This is my martial arts academy. My land and my people.

Leaving the room, Yeom Baekyin headed straight for the duel stage.

He had to find out for sure if it was his doing. If it was, he would have to appease the man's anger, even if it meant getting on his knees and begging for forgiveness. He was, after all, a man who had even killed his own brother.

When he arrived at the duel stage, a man stopped him from going down into the basement. It was the mechanisms expert who had once been a subordinate of the Sword King.

"You cannot go down."

"Move. I must see him."

He was determined to go down, even if he had to use force. Just then, the mechanisms expert looked to the side. Yeom Baekyin's gaze naturally followed, and he turned his head in the same direction.

A man was sitting in the stands far away. Had he been there from the beginning? How could he have failed to notice someone there, no matter how rushed he was?

The man sat on a chair with his arms resting on his knees and his head bowed. Was he wearing something on his hands? All Yeom Baekyin could see was something white reflecting the sunlight.

"Please go back now."

The moment he turned his head back to the mechanisms expert to tell him that was impossible!

An unknown presence made Yeom Baekyin turn his head again.

The man who had been sitting far away was now standing right next to him. He had not sensed his approach at all. It was as if the man had teleported, or rather, as if he had been standing there from the very beginning.

One usually looks at a person's face first, but with this man, his eyes went to his body.

He had long arms and long legs, a truly well-built physique. Yeom Baekyin had never seen someone with such magnificent muscles. He felt that if the phrase 'not a single unnecessary muscle on the body' existed, this man should be its owner.

The man's fists were wrapped tightly in bandages. It was impossible to tell if he was injured or trying to protect his hands.

After taking in his body, he finally looked at his face. In truth, he should have looked at the face first. If he had, he would not have been leisurely scanning the man's body.

The moment he saw the man's seemingly vacant eyes, Yeom Baekyin felt his entire body freeze. It was not because his opponent was releasing his aura.

Though they held no emotion, they were the eyes of a man who had killed a great many people. Behind this man, he could see a vision of hell, with people screaming in a pit of fire.

When he came to his senses, Yeom Baekyin was scrambling back the way he came. He must have been so terrified after meeting the man's eyes that his memory had briefly blacked out. He could not remember how he had turned around.

When he looked back from a distance, the man was nowhere to be seen.


Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King walked down the dark passage together.

What kind of trial awaited them this time? If it was stronger than the last one, it would not be easy to pass.

The walls of this passage were also covered in all sorts of unrecognizable letters, patterns, and drawings.

"That symbol is here, too."

The symbol they had seen before was drawn in various places again. Could it be the crest of the family that designed this trial? Or did it have some other meaning?

"You know what this symbol is, don't you?"

"What makes you think I do?"

"It's just a feeling. You don't seem like the type to do things you don't understand."

"I appreciate you thinking so highly of me, but I'm not that great of a person."

"You're even humble."

"I'm telling you, I'm not!"

Though they conversed naturally, the two men sharply surveyed their surroundings as they cautiously advanced. Once again, the trial began when they reached the middle of the passage.

SHHHHH.

The formations activated, and their surroundings changed.

A desolate wasteland appeared. Hot air rising from the ground shimmered on the distant horizon, and the wind carried dust up into the sky.

"I like these formations!"

The reason Geom Mugeuk was pleased was that the Sword King was there with him.

"It seems to be a trial we must break through by joining forces. It's nice not to be lonely, isn't it? Look over here."

Where Geom Mugeuk pointed, a single sign was posted.

[You cannot leave unless you kill everyone.]

"Seeing as they're even giving us a warning beforehand, it looks like we'll have to see a lot of blood."

The Sword King nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words.

In the distance, enemies were rushing toward them, kicking up clouds of dust. Their footsteps shook the ground, and their war cries echoed from all directions.

"I see why they placed the miracle herbs room before this."

The number of charging enemies was immense. They swarmed in like a colony of ants.

"You seem to be enjoying this, don't you?"

"It's been a while since I've seen so many enemies. I'm getting a little excited, you know?"

Of course, he was not excited out of fear. It was the joy of being able to display his skills to his heart's content. They were not real people but creations of the formations, so they were enemies he could cut down without hesitation.

"Seeing you get excited at the thought of bloodshed, you finally seem like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"It was tough hiding it."

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword.

"I'll take this side. Ah, do you know what's good about fighting together? It's that we can fight with our backs to a wall."

It meant he trusted the person behind him that much.

"What will you do if that wall collapses on you?"

"It'll be as soft as a cotton blanket."

As soon as he finished speaking, a stream of sword qi flew from the Black Demon Sword.

SHWIIIIIIK.

The ones running in front threw their bodies aside to dodge the sword qi. However, those behind them could not evade in time and were swept away by it.

By watching how his opponents dodged the sword qi, Geom Mugeuk gauged the level of their martial arts.

With this one move, Geom Mugeuk was certain.

"This is the first stage. Conserve your inner arts as you face them."

He was sure that no matter how numerous they were, this was not all of them.

Geom Mugeuk charged toward them. The Black Demon Sword cut them down. Everywhere he passed, enemies with pierced hearts collapsed in rows.

Simply not using sword qi to conserve inner arts was not a wise choice. It would be followed by just as much physical exhaustion.

SHWAAAAACK!

They could not dodge the sword qi fired at close range. Dozens of them were swept away and killed by the sword qi at once.

However, the bastards swarmed endlessly over the fallen corpses. The sight alone was enough to be overwhelming.

In the middle of the fight, Geom Mugeuk glanced over at the Sword King.

The moment the Sword King's sword flashed, a dozen enemies fell at once. Even though he was not emitting sword qi, enemies at a distance his sword could not reach were still decapitated.

Formless sword qi!

Geom Mugeuk recognized the Sword King's divine skill at once. It was that very formless sword qi that had elevated the name of the Sword King, who had become the world number one before his regression.

Because the sword qi was invisible, dodging it was several times more difficult than dodging normal sword qi.

Was it confidence? The Sword King was openly displaying his use of formless sword qi in this fight where he knew he was being watched.

No matter how many enemies swarmed them, on this side, there was Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King, who even used formless sword qi.

In an instant, all of those numerous enemies had fallen.

SHHHHHH.

All the piled-up corpses disappeared.

Without giving them a moment to rest, enemies were once again kicking up dust clouds and charging from the distance. They were running faster than the first time.

"I've never seen formless sword qi before."

"Think you can dodge it?"

"I think I'll need to strategize a bit more."

"What kind of strategy?"

"The kind that will make you hesitate at the last moment, Master."

At that, the Sword King gave an inscrutable smile.

"In that case, you're falling for my strategy."

"What do you mean?"

"I'll act like I'm going to hesitate, and then I'll cut you down without hesitating."

"And you're telling me this."

"To confuse you."

The fight with this man would take place after they entered the final room.

He had clearly brought him along because he needed him. It was not just to pass through these trials. There was definitely another reason.

Geom Mugeuk was as curious about that reason as he was about what lay in the room he was trying to reach.

So you must survive and enter that room with me.

While they spoke, the second wave of enemies rushed in, hundreds of blades flashing. Their numbers were smaller than before, but their momentum was even sharper.

The two men calmly faced them. Geom Mugeuk did not use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and the Sword King, likewise, only used formless sword qi and not his own unique martial arts.

For ordinary masters, it would have been an overwhelming situation.

The swarming numbers were great, and their skills were formidable. The biggest problem was that they knew no fear.

Furthermore, no matter how well one dealt with them, the problem was inner arts. A decent master would have run out of inner arts before finishing off this second wave.

However, Geom Mugeuk was overflowing with inner arts. Surprisingly, the fighting so far had shown no sign that he had even used any.

The Sword King was also full of vigor. The level of the first and second waves of enemies was clearly different, but the second wave of enemies fell just like the first.

Before the martial arts of Geom Mugeugeuk and the Sword King, the difference in skill was meaningless. Judged coolly by a relative standard, the first enemies were weaklings, and the second ones were too.

The two men once again finished them all off.

This time, too, the piled-up corpses all disappeared.

Once again, enemies were swarming in. This time, they came more slowly than before. It was as if they were slowly approaching to grant them death.

"I think this is the last one."

No matter how powerful the formations, they had their limits. The attacks up to this point must have cost these formations an immense amount of money, inner arts, and mental energy.

"You sound disappointed that it's the last one."

"Honestly, I am. It's so much fun fighting alongside you, Master. I wish there were ten more stages starting from now."

"It's because you want to steal a peek at my martial arts, isn't it?"

"You always see right through my intentions. It just shows how perceptive you are, Master."

The Sword King, who had been staring silently at Geom Mugeuk, brought up the outside world.

"Aren't you worried about what's happening outside? The shield is here, but the one you need to protect is out there, isn't she?"

"Should I be worried?"

After a brief pause, the Sword King said. His slight hesitation on whether to speak was apparent.

"Someone else has probably arrived by now."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The 'someone else' he mentioned meant another of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

"They might come down here, or they might try to hold your people captive."

It meant that even he did not know how they would move. From these words, one thing became certain. The Twelve Zodiac Kings were heading toward a single goal, but they also acted quite independently. He already knew they sometimes had disagreements, and today that became even clearer.

"I'm telling you they might capture your person, so why are you smiling?"

"Because I'm happy. You're telling me this because you're worried about me, right?"

With an expression that seemed to ask if this was the time for such leisure, the Sword King mentioned Lee Ahn.

"Didn't you say she was like your heart?"

It meant she could be in danger. This time, Geom Mugeuk spoke honestly.

"It's fine. Another shield has arrived."

The Sword King asked in surprise.

"The Demon Supremes are here?"

"I called for them the very day I first met you, Master."

He had called them because he knew the man would later become one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, but to the Sword King right now, it must have sounded as if he had called them because he held him in high regard.

While they spoke, the third wave of enemies attacked. This time, the enemies emitted sword qi. They were more skilled than the previous ones.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Dozens of strands of sword qi flew in from all directions, tearing through the air. The powerful killing intent carried in their sword qi chilled the surrounding air.

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King moved through the air between the strands of sword qi that crisscrossed like a spider's web. No matter how dense a net of sword qi they wove, it could not catch the two men.

Between the sword qi they created, other sword qi flew as if to say, 'This is what real sword qi is'.

Every time a sword flashed, the net of sword qi was torn apart. The large net became smaller, and then smaller still.

Two swords simultaneously pierced the last enemy who was firing sword qi, one from the front and one from the back. Geom Mugeuk stabbed from the front, and the Sword King stabbed from behind.

The blades that passed through the body were aimed at each other.

SHHHHHHHH.

Along with the fallen corpses, the last enemy pierced by the swords also vanished.

And so, the two men were left in a posture of aiming their swords at each other. After staring at one another in silence, Geom Mugeuk was the first to smile and withdraw his sword.

"You've worked hard."

"You too."

As if to prove the formations were indeed over, no more enemies swarmed in.

However, although all the corpses had disappeared, the wasteland surrounding the two men remained. The formations had not been cleared.

Geom Mugeuk looked around. He checked to see if there were any enemies he had not killed.

However, the corpses were already gone, and there was no one else in the vast wasteland. No new enemies appeared either.

The only thing remaining there was the sign they had first seen.

[You cannot leave unless you kill everyone.]


Chapter 590: Haven't We Lived a Life Without Rest?

We can't leave unless we kill everyone?

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King exchanged a look.

"It means we have to kill the person we came here with." The Sword King's expression hardened as rage poured out of him.

"What kind of damn formation is this?"

"......"

The Sword King mercilessly kicked the sign, shattering it into pieces that scattered everywhere. As if that wasn't enough to quell his anger, he then pulled the sign's post from the ground and snapped it in two.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk watched the Sword King in silence.

"Aren't you angry?"

"You're being angry enough for the both of us."

"We hate this kind of thing."

Just when it seemed the fuming Sword King was starting to calm down, he smoothly drew his iron sword.

SEUREUNG!

SHWIIIIK.

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head back just as a formless sword qi grazed past his face.

With his sword drawn, the Sword King spoke. "Are we doing this now?"

"No, why are you taking your anger out on me?"

The moment the Sword King drew his sword, the surrounding atmosphere changed in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk felt the Black Demon Sword wanting to cry out. He had been suppressing it ever since he met the Sword King.

Not yet.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "I'm not going to fight."

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk saw a fleeting emotion in the Sword King's eyes. It was a feeling that was definitely close to relief.

"If we don't fight? Then what?"

Then Geom Mugeuk said something completely unexpected. "We just don't leave."

"What?"

"Let's not leave. Let's just live here."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky and shouted, his cry directed at whoever created this place. "Hey! We're not leaving!"

At those words, the Sword King couldn't help but burst out laughing. He knew Geom Mugeuk wasn't serious, but he truly liked how the man kept his composure even in a situation like this.

"You really are..." The Sword King didn't finish his sentence.

Geom Mugeuk looked around before speaking to the Sword King. "Please lend me one of your shoes for a moment."

"Are you about to say something that'll make me want to throw my shoe at you?"

"No, if that were the case, I'd have asked for both."

With a look that asked what on earth he was planning, the Sword King handed over the shoe tucked at his waist.

Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes for a moment as if making a wish, then threw the shoe high into the air. After it flew up, it fell back to the ground. Geom Mugeuk looked in the direction the shoe pointed.

"Let's go this way," he said.

The Sword King shook his head in disbelief. He never imagined Geom Mugeuk would decide their direction by telling their fortune with a thrown shoe.

"And you didn't use your own shoe?"

"It would get dirty."

As Geom Mugeuk dusted the dirt off the shoe and returned it, the Sword King finally said the words he had held back earlier. "You're a madman."

Hearing those words at last, Geom Mugeuk laughed pleasantly.

"Why are you laughing when I called you a madman?"

"Things have usually ended well with the people who've called me a madman."

"The one saying it must be a madman too."

Geom Mugeuk laughed even louder and started walking. The Sword King sheathed his sword and followed him. Perhaps because they didn't have to fight right away, the Sword King's expression looked relaxed.

"I should correct what I said earlier. We might be the slowest to ever clear this formation since it was created."

"This formation will begin and end with us anyway."

"I suppose you're right." It didn't seem likely that this formation was installed anywhere else.

The two continued to walk until the end of the wasteland was blocked by a high cliff.

"So this is the extent of the world the formation created. The other directions are probably also blocked by cliffs after walking this far."

The Sword King realized that Geom Mugeuk had walked all this way just to confirm the formation's boundaries.

What on earth is he planning? He clearly seemed to have a plan.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk once again said something unexpected. "It's getting dark, so let's stay here for the night."

With that, he gathered the dry branches scattered around and started a campfire. He looked like someone who had forgotten they were inside a formation.

Anyone else would have called this madness. No, a comparison to others was unnecessary. Anyone else wouldn't have come down into the underground with him in the first place.

The campfire blazed to life. Embers crackled, flying into the air with the smoke, and the flickering light colored the dry rocks and grass.

"Alright, one day should be fine!" The Sword King flopped down beside it.

Seeing this, Geom Mugeuk also lay down comfortably on the other side of the campfire. "What's one day? We can rest for a year. Let's get some rest."

An expression that said, Alright, let's do that, appeared on the Sword King's face. It had been a truly long time since he had rested. He just never thought he would be taking that rest inside a formation, and with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult of all people.

"Haven't we lived a life without rest? Please, rest well."

"How did you know I've lived a life without rest?"

"Because you met me. I've also been running without rest. It takes one to know one."

A faint smile formed on the Sword King's lips.

The two lay there, looking up at the sky. As time passed, the color of the sky changed. When the twilight had completely faded to darkness, new lights began to embroider the heavens.

"The stars that day... I liked them too."

Geom Mugeuk turned his head to look at the Sword King. What had he been thinking while looking at the stars that day? Who had he been thinking of?

"Why did you join hands with them?" He was clearly different from the other members of the Twelve Zodiac Kings he had seen so far.

Before, he would have never answered, but today was different. "I owe a debt."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he looked at him. "It must be a large debt."

The Sword King nodded slightly while still lying down. And then, a single phrase was tossed out. "Nothing changes."

Contrary to his words, a hint of regret flickered in the Sword King's eyes. What if we hadn't met as enemies? This Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was certainly a man who made one think such thoughts.

Then, Geom Mugeuk's voice came from across the campfire. "Don't decide things in advance. It's your life, Master, and it's my life. We can decide our own lives."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk added, "And debts can be repaid."

The Sword King didn't answer. As the campfire died down, the night grew deeper.


There was a new report from the All-Knowing Hall.

The Principal of the Yellow Dragon Academy had visited the duel stage leading underground, and it was said a great master had appeared there. The Fist Demon's eyes gleamed at the report that this person had bandaged fists.

He had heard that two absolute masters had joined forces in the last battle at the Thousand Flower Palace, so he figured this was another master who had come to provide support.

"Not only that, but masters who appear to be their subordinates are gathering one by one at the Yellow Dragon Academy." The bastards had begun to make their move in earnest.

After finishing her report, Lee Ahn shared her thoughts with the Fist Demon. "It seems they're waiting for the Young Cult Leader to come out. The fact that they're guarding the entrance without going down must mean that what's happening below is that important. Or, it could be that they trust the person who went with the Young Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon, who had been nodding silently, made a decision. His gaze turned to the Flower Sword Supreme. In a situation like this, the decision a man like the Fist Demon would make was this.

"Let us be the ones to wait for the Young Cult Leader."

It meant they would eliminate all the enemies and be the ones to greet Geom Mugeuk when he emerged to the surface.

A smile appeared on the Flower Sword Supreme's lips. "I've been waiting for you to say that." Unlike her smile, her eyes shone as coldly as her sword.

Lee Ahn had expected this decision from her father.

This must have been why Geom Mugeuk had called the Demon Supremes. He must have trusted that they would take care of things without being told. Yes, if one had to pick a word that least suited the term 'Demon Supreme', it would be 'safehouse'. The two of them were only staying put for a short while for her and Seo Jin's sake.

However, she hadn't expected this part of her father's decision. "You're coming with us."

She thought he wouldn't take her because it was dangerous.

"A martial artist belongs on the battlefield. Just like the Young Cult Leader is in the underground right now." This was the Fist Demon's philosophy on life.

He also knew well that the more precious the child, the more hardships they must endure. Coddling them was the easy part. Sending them out is the difficult thing.

"Father! Thank you." Lee Ahn expressed her gratitude with a bright face.

The Flower Sword Supreme opened the door first and looked back at the two. "Let's go. We can't let the enemy stand above the Young Cult Leader's head."


The next morning, when Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes, the Sword King was standing alone, watching the rising sun.

"You must be the only person who can sleep so soundly in a situation like this."

"Thanks to you, Master, I've been so tense lately that I couldn't sleep at all." Geom Mugeuk stretched widely and stood next to the Sword King.

"If you had killed me, you could have broken the formation and left."

"Don't we have enough honor not to stab each other in our sleep?"

"Of course. That's why I slept so well." Of course, another reason was that he trusted the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, which he had achieved complete mastery of.

"A pity. I wanted to fight you on that duel stage." Their gazes, which had been on the rising sun, turned to each other.

"You intend to kill me."

"Because I can't be the one to die."

"Well, will you feel relieved or regretful after killing me? I'll confess first. If I kill you, Master, I think I'll regret it for a long, long time. I'll regret it and think about it for the rest of my life."

"You're scheming until the very end." The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"Even if we're going to fight, let's see the final room together before we do. You know, don't you? How hard I worked digging."

"I know. But this damn formation..." The Sword King flinched and stopped mid-sentence. He sensed that Geom Mugeuk had some kind of plan.

His premonition was correct. "We don't have to fight here."

"......"

"As you may have sensed, I have a basic knowledge of illusions and formations." And the solution to this problem lay in the very basics of the basics.

"Illusions and formations must always have a method to be broken. That is the first principle."

The Sword King nodded with an expression that said he knew that as well.

"However, a breaking method that requires you to kill the people who entered the formation with you cannot exist in the first place. That's because it would violate the premise of the first principle, which is that you can survive if you break the method."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk had accurately seen through what should not be missed. "That sign was a trick."

"!"

"In a situation where the formation isn't broken even after defeating the enemies, if a sign like that is left behind, you'd naturally think you have to kill your companion too. It's the final gateway's formation, so it must be truly vicious, right? It's a trick that preys on that kind of thinking."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward the sun rising in the distance. "The remaining enemy must be hiding somewhere here. If we eliminate that last one, then we will have eliminated everyone."

The Sword King was truly surprised and impressed. If they hadn't seen through this trick, they would have killed each other, the very companion they came with. If the Young Cult Leader's words were true, this formation was a truly malicious one that played with people's hearts.

Ah! So that's why he walked to the edge of the formation to see how wide this place was!

"Then why didn't you say this yesterday?"

"I wanted to light a campfire with you, Master. Isn't this all part of making memories?"

The Sword King said nothing. He had been about to ask if Geom Mugeuk hadn't been trying to pry secrets from him, but he could tell from Geom Mugeuk's expression now. He had truly just wanted to camp with him for a day.

If he had been trying to pry out secrets, he would have been persistent. However, yesterday, he and Geom Mugeuk had spent most of their time looking up at the night sky.

This time, the Sword King himself took the shoe from his waist and threw it into the air. Picking up the shoe that fell to the ground, he said, "Let's search this way first."

And there really was someone. He was not far from their starting point. Surprisingly, there was only one enemy left.

"I'll cut him down." Emotion filled the Sword King's strike.

Since only one was left, one might think he would be incredibly strong, but that wasn't the case. He was on the same level as the martial artists from the first of the three attacks.

That's what made the formation even more infuriating. All they had to do was find and kill this weakling. But by the time one realized this fact, they would have already killed all the companions who came with them.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The creator of this formation was mocking humans and martial artists. It was a formation where that malice could be clearly felt.

As soon as the opponent was cut down, the formation finally began to break. It was the moment they had 'cut down everyone' as the formation demanded. The people who had entered the formation were not included in that 'everyone'.

SEUSEUSEUSEUSEU.

When the formation disappeared, the two of them were standing in a dark passage.

CHEOLKEONG.

A door at the far end of the passage opened. The Sword King looked at Geom Mugeuk with a complicated expression.

"We've passed another gate thanks to you." The Sword King started walking toward the door first. "Still, I can't give you half this time. This is a place where you get everything or nothing."

Geom Mugeuk said as he followed behind him, "It's a shame, but it can't be helped."

The two men stopped in front of the door at the end of the passage. Just then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the space above the door. A single symbol was drawn there. It wasn't a symbol he had seen on the walls or in the rooms of the previous passages.

This was a symbol he was seeing for the first time. Nevertheless, it captured Geom Mugeuk's attention more intensely than any other image he had seen so far.

Six small circles surrounded a square in the center. The colors of the circles were all different. They were black and white, blue and red, and yellow and purple.

Could it be? The square in the middle looked like the Secret Box, and the six surrounding circles looked like the beads the Secret Box absorbed.

As Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the symbol, the Sword King asked, "What is it?"

"I take back what I said earlier." Geom Mugeuk said as he slowly opened the door.

"Please give me everything in this room."


Chapter 591: If Something Goes Wrong Just by Flipping It Over

When Yeom Baekyin entered his office, his heart plummeted. Someone had been inside while he was briefly away. This silent intruder was standing by the window and looking outside as if he owned the entire place. The man's broad back completely blocked the view from the office window.

Yeom Baekyin could identify the man just from his back.

It was the father of Lee Ahn, the very same man who had been pestering him about his daughter's location.

To have entered the office like this demonstrated his formidable skills, especially since Yeom Baekyin's subordinate was standing guard perfectly fine outside the door. He had not come through the window either. A man of that size could never have fit through such a narrow opening.

He had suspected the man was no ordinary person upon their first meeting. Now, seeing the man's large fists clasped behind his back made Yeom Baekyin feel suffocated.

Despite this, Yeom Baekyin drew upon his inner arts and spoke with a cold tone.

"Who are you?"

A fight was always about momentum. If you were pushed back at the beginning, you would be pushed back until the very end.

However, he regretted his words almost immediately.

The moment the Fist Demon turned to face him, every hair on Yeom Baekyin's body stood on end. The man's presence was not something he could confront with mere courage or resolve, even without any particular killing intent. He was even more terrifying than the face he had seen that day.

"I've come to ask a favor," the Fist Demon said politely. This politeness made him seem even more frightening.

"What favor?"

"Send all the disciples out right now."

Yeom Baekyin flinched, completely surprised.

"What do you mean by that?"

"The Yellow Dragon Academy is closed for the day."

The Yellow Dragon Academy was too much of a Big Bro martial arts academy to engage in a fight while ignoring the disciples. Many of them would surely be caught in the crossfire and die.

Yeom Baekyin knew by instinct. Something significant was about to happen at the Yellow Dragon Academy today.

"What in the world are you planning?"

The Fist Demon stared at him with cold eyes and asked in return, "And you?"

Yeom Baekyin was frightened just by the look in the Fist Demon's eyes, but he did not back down so easily. If his own skills were insufficient, there was always the man in the basement.

"Who are you, really?"

"Didn't I say I was Lee Ahn's father?"

"Reveal your true identity."

The parent of a simple disciple would never commit such an act.

"I asked who you are!"

The Fist Demon chose the most direct method. The Fist Demon revealed his demonic qi. He was so terrifying that every hair on Yeom Baekyin's body stood on end even when there was no pressure. But when he revealed his demonic qi, Yeom Baekyin's legs began to tremble.

"I'm from the Divine Cult."

The moment he heard the words 'the Divine Cult', Yeom Baekyin felt his stomach churn as a wave of dizziness washed over him.

His ironclad faith that the man in the basement could handle anyone was instantly replaced by doubt. Can he really handle this? That was the kind of influence the Demonic Cult had on martial artists.

He had been relieved, thinking no one would discover this matter since it was happening deep underground. Why on earth was the Demonic Cult intervening at this final stage?

It was them!

The disciples who had left the basement! They must have been the ones who spread the news to the Demonic Cult. That was his misunderstanding.

Regardless, he had to survive this moment.

"Why is the Divine Cult threatening us?"

"I believe you know that better than anyone."

He was about to feign ignorance. But he did not dare to when his eyes met the Fist Demon's. The man revealing his demonic qi now felt a hundred times more terrifying than on the first day when he had interrogated him about his daughter.

As if to say he would not waste any more words, the Fist Demon turned back toward the window.

"Hurry up and close the martial arts academy. A new door will be opening soon."

Yeom Baekyin knew that door meant the gates of hell.


All the Masters and instructors of the Yellow Dragon Academy started to send the disciples home.

"Everyone, go home for today."

The disciples were all taken aback. They had never been sent home like this before.

"Is something wrong?"

"It's none of your business. Get out of the martial arts academy right now!"

The Masters could not tell them the reason even if they wanted to. They did not know the reason themselves.

And so, hundreds of disciples began to depart from the martial arts academy. Even those who ate and slept within the academy were sent out, along with the cooks and those who performed menial chores.

As if a poisonous fog had descended upon the martial arts academy, the Yellow Dragon Academy was completely emptied in an instant.

Finally, the Masters and instructors stood before the building. They reported to Yeom Baekyin, who was staring out at the grand training ground.

"We have sent everyone out as you commanded."

They thought they would finally be told the reason.

"You all should leave as well."

"What?"

They were all startled. They never imagined he would send them away too. They had expected him to announce that a powerful enemy was coming and that they should all fight together.

If not that, what on earth was he planning to do by himself?

"What is going on?"

"I'll tell you later."

After dismissing even the Masters and instructors, Yeom Baekyin went back to his office.

The Fist Demon was looking out the window at the duel grounds. They had not been there before, but as soon as the disciples departed, martial artists began to gather there one by one. They flocked to the area as if changing shifts with the disciples, and their numbers were not small.

Among them, the Fist Demon's gaze was fixed on a man seated in the spectator section.

Just as the All-Knowing Hall's report had stated, the man had both of his hands wrapped in bandages. That man was also looking in this direction, and his presence was extraordinary.

Moreover, he did not move from his spot, though he must have been aware of the Fist Demon's gaze.

Just then, Yeom Baekyin's voice came from behind.

"I've done as you wished."

The Fist Demon started to leave the office without another word. It was then that Yeom Baekyin gathered his courage and spoke. He needed to know what the man was planning to do.

"Are you really planning to turn my martial arts academy into a hell?"

"Isn't that why I had you send everyone out? The people who shouldn't be in hell."

The Fist Demon left after one last remark.

"And that's why you remained."


Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King entered the room.

The moment they stepped inside, they knew. This was the final room.

No jewel or miracle herb could compare to the mysterious energy that emanated from this place.

The first thing that caught their eye was the pattern on the floor. It was identical to the one on the door they had passed, a square with six small circles drawn on the floor.

Not only on the floor, but various patterns made of squares and circles were also drawn on the surrounding walls, in the colors of black and white, blue and red, and yellow and purple.

Even without that, there was something that convinced them this place was related to the Secret Box.

The object placed in the center of the room was, surprisingly, a Secret Box.

The color and shape were identical. However, it was a Secret Box made as large as a full-grown adult, like the one Geom Mugeuk carried.

Upon seeing the Big Bro Secret Box, the mysterious energy inside his body began to react. The dormant energy within him started to stir and awaken.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King. The Sword King was also staring at the Secret Box with trembling eyes. He was moved. He had finally arrived at the place he had sought.

"Is that it? The thing you were trying to find?"

Then an unexpected answer came.

"I don't know either."

It seemed he too had entered without knowing what was here.

"I only promised to retrieve what is stored here."

At first, he thought it was impossible for someone like the Sword King to work without even knowing what he was looking for. However, recalling what he had said in the formations, he thought it might be possible.

"So if you retrieve that, you'll have repaid your debt."

The Sword King nodded. Who was the recipient? Was it Hwa Mugi? Or was it someone else?

The Sword King slowly walked toward the Secret Box. He looked slightly bewildered. He probably had not expected such a large lump of iron to be waiting for him here.

TAP.

The Sword King cautiously placed a hand on the Secret Box. But nothing happened. It was just a cold lump of iron. After examining the front, he moved to inspect the side. Then he walked to the back before circling around and returning to his original spot.

Geom Mugeuk silently watched his actions. Although he had asked for everything in this place upon entering, the Sword King had priority rights to what was in this space. Geom Mugeuk acknowledged that.

"......"

The Sword King's body floated into the air. He carefully landed on top of the Secret Box and examined its upper surface. Then he came back down.

"I don't see any mechanism to open it."

It seemed he had judged that this box was not all there was to it.

"It's fine, go ahead and touch it."

At the Sword King's words, Geom Mugeuk finally stepped forward. The reason the Sword King felt favorable toward Geom Mugeuk was not just because of his eloquence. It was because of this side of him, the ability to restrain his greed and wait.

Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on the Secret Box. At that, the energy inside his body reacted.

This Secret Box, it's not just a simple imitation of the exterior.

The Sword King asked from behind.

"Is it perhaps thousand-year cold steel?"

It was a question of whether he had seen it incorrectly. But how could the Sword King see wrong?

"No, it's just made of a lump of iron."

A hint of disappointment flickered across the Sword King's face.

Even if this were made of thousand-year cold steel, he felt that the box itself was not the objective. Thousand-year cold steel could not change the fate of the murim.

Of course, one might think they could sell this large piece of thousand-year cold steel and change the murim's fate, but if it were simply about money, he would not have been sent to the basement.

"There must be a way to open this."

Geom Mugeuk nodded in agreement with the Sword King's words.

"I think so too. There must be some secret. Let's unravel it together, slowly."

The Sword King nodded. For some reason, it felt like Geom Mugeuk could solve any difficult secret with ease. Indeed, he was thinking of things the Sword King had not considered.

"First, let's flip it over and look at the bottom."

The Sword King was startled. He had not thought of that.

It was clearly a good idea, but the Sword King hesitated for a moment. He was worried something might go wrong if they flipped it, and Geom Mugeuk saw right through him.

"If something goes wrong just by flipping it over, could anything truly great come out of it?"

The Sword King laughed at his words. He was right. It was something he would have agonized over for a few hours if he were alone, yet Geom Mugeuk came up with an answer so readily.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was treating that large Secret Box the same as the one in his pocket. Had he only flipped it? He would not have cared even if he had drawn a smiling face on it.

"Alright, let's flip it."

The two of them flipped the Secret Box over. There was no hidden passage on the bottom as they might have hoped, and the bottom surface was identical to the other sides.

"I've made you go through all that trouble for nothing."

"No. It was a good idea."

Geom Mugeuk's way of thinking was different from his from the start.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to one of the walls. A small decorative cabinet stood there, with books tucked inside. There were not many, only about ten volumes.

"Hoho, sometimes important things are hidden in plain sight in places like this."

The Sword King came over to look as well. He thought there might be a clue to opening the lump of iron, but the books tucked there were all martial arts manuals.

"There's even a manual the Principal would like."

Seeing the martial arts manuals, he knew he had not made an empty promise to Yeom Baekyin. Of course, that did not mean he genuinely cared for him.

"I'll give you half of the manuals here."

It meant he would give Yeom Baekyin some of what was left.

And Geom Mugeuk sensed something more important. The offer of half the manuals implied that he could not have anything else.

First, Geom Mugeuk took what was offered.

"I don't need half, I'll just take one."

Geom Mugeuk took one of the manuals. It was a demonic art called the Big Dipper Body, which protected the body with enhanced qi.

"This is a demonic art known to have been lost long ago, but here it is."

The Big Dipper Body was a protective demonic art that created enhanced qi to shield the body. The reason this martial art was so good was that it could be used in conjunction with other protective arts.

This meant it could be used simultaneously with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art or the Vajra Asura of the Thunder Arhat Fist.

Of course, the correct choice would normally be to focus one's inner arts on the most powerful protective art, but Geom Mugeuk possessed immense inner arts, enough to allocate an extreme amount to multiple protective arts. Because of that, the Big Dipper Body could serve as another life for him.

"How much stronger are you trying to get?"

"I must really have an anxiety about death. I can't resist when I see martial arts like this."

After taking the manual, he meticulously examined the patterns on the wall. The Sword King also examined the opposite wall.

Since they were not inside the formations, he was prepared to bring in food and persevere with his research if it came to that.

How long had they been examining them?

Geom Mugeuk squeezed his eyes shut and turned around.

"Ah! I've stared so hard my eyeballs are about to fall out. Let's take a break. A break."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Sword King replied gruffly without turning around.

"Even if you find it, I can't give you this."

"I know."

"Then why are you trying so hard?"

"First, I find it. Then I have to persuade you, Master."

The Sword King wanted to know where this greed stemmed from.

"Why the sudden greed?"

"It's not sudden. I've always been a greedy person. If I weren't greedy, I wouldn't have come down to this basement."

Geom Mugeuk leaned back against the Secret Box.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked the Sword King, who was examining the patterns on the wall.

"You said there was something here that would change the fate of the murim."

Geom Mugeuk calmly added.

"Why did you bring me down here?"

The Sword King did not answer. He just stared at the wall with a deepened gaze.

"Huh? Uh oh?"

Wondering what kind of prank he was pulling now, the Sword King did not turn around.

"Master!"

Only at the urgent shout did the Sword King finally turn toward Geom Mugeuk.

In that instant, the Sword King's eyes flew wide open.

Geom Mugeuk was being sucked into the Secret Box. He was already almost completely pulled in.

Secret Box, your father is eating us.

Was it because he was being absorbed by the Secret Box and not something else? Even in this urgent moment, Geom Mugeuk felt no fear at all.

No, he actually felt a sense of comfort. That was why he did not forcefully resist the pulling force.

SHWOOOP.

The Sword King rushed forward to grab Geom Mugeuk. But by the time he arrived, Geom Mugeuk had already completely disappeared into the Secret Box.

It was a cold lump of iron.

The Sword King knocked on the spot where Geom Mugeuk had been pulled in. But the surface was hard, as if it had never absorbed a person.


Chapter 592: Secret Box

"Hey, what do you think?"

The man with both hands bandaged sat in the stands, his gaze directed down at the empty duel stage.

The person who cautiously entered was Yeom Baekyin.

"I am Principal Yeom Baekyin of the Yellow Dragon Academy."

He introduced himself to the man first. Of course, the other man likely knew everything about him. He was, after all, sitting in the place Yeom Baekyin cherished and loved most.

Still, the reason he offered a greeting was to show respect to this terrifying man.

Earlier, the sight of him had been so frightening that Yeom Baekyin had fled, his memory going blank for a moment. The killing intent that poured from this man stimulated a primal fear.

"I've joined hands with the person in the basement, so you could say I'm on your side as well."

Normally, he should have run away. Even if he didn't flee, he should have hidden in his office until all the fighting was over.

However, the last words the Fist Demon spoke in his office had compelled him to come out here.

Didn't I send out everyone who doesn't belong in hell? The reason you're still here is because you belong in hell.

Yeom Baekyin took those words as a threat that he would be killed. He knew that with the Demonic Cult involved, begging would solve nothing. They would just take everything from him and kill him anyway.

He decided that trusting the man in the basement gave him a better chance of survival. And if this terrifying man was on the same side, he might even get rid of those bastards from the Demonic Cult.

I will never give up.

The fact that the Demonic Cult bastards ignored him and that this man looked at him with such a pathetic gaze was all because he was weak. It was because they didn't see the Principal of a martial arts academy as a true martial artist.

If I can just get the secret manual!

He would work himself to death to become stronger. Then, in that moment, he would meet that condescending gaze and say this.

[Lower your eyes.]

It was this desire that allowed him to stand with such confidence.

"The reason I've come is to deliver important information. The opponents are from the Demonic Cult."

The man showed no reaction, even at the mention of the Demonic Cult. Seeing that he wasn't surprised at all, Yeom Baekyin realized he already knew.

These bastards didn't even tell me.

Feeling uncomfortable under the silent man's stare, Yeom Baekyin averted his gaze.

Men who appeared to be the man's subordinates stood all around. There were dozens of them. Instead of traditional weapons, they wore gauntlets on both hands.

They're all fist technique users.

If there was ever a time to use the saying that subordinates resemble their leader, this was it. Every single one of the martial artists gave off a cold, icy presence, completely devoid of mercy. Yeom Baekyin could feel it. They weren't ordinary subordinates but killing machines raised without emotion.

Just who are you, to not even fear the Demonic Cult?

His true identity was unknown to Yeom Baekyin, the Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and everyone else. Only Geom Mugeuk knew it.

The Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Fist King, Jang Hu.

He was the Fist King, the twelfth and final king of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

A saying became popular when they ruled the murim.

The Twelve Zodiac Kings begin with the sword and end with the fist.

Being the twelfth and last king didn't mean his skills were last. The order was determined without regard to skill, with the exception of the first king, the Sword King.

In his life before regression, countless people died by his hands even after he rose to the position of the Fist King. The martial artists of that era lived in a time where no one could stop those fists, which held an innate killing intent.

Just then, Jang Hu's gaze shifted to one spot. For the first time, an emotion flickered across his indifferent face.

When Yeom Baekyin turned to look, he saw a young man walking in. The man's hands were wrapped tightly in red bandages, looking as if they had been dipped in blood. It was a stark contrast to Jang Hu's white bandages.

"I have returned."

The man performed a polite clasped hands greeting to show his respect, and Jang Hu nodded in return.

The newly arrived young man's presence was also extraordinary. He then introduced the two people who had come with him.

"These are the people who have come to support us in this matter."

Both of them looked young, but one man's clothing was peculiar.

He wore a red martial arts uniform with a ghost design drawn in white lines. The moment he saw the uniform, Yeom Baekyin knew who the man was.

The Ghost Blade!

He was an absolute master of the unorthodox sects, called the Ghost Blade because he wielded his dao like a ghost.

The Ghost Blade was that young? Which era's Ghost Blade is he?

Yeom Baekyin couldn't tell if he had undergone Rejuvenation or if some other young master was just imitating his clothes.

The other man had long, slanted eyes and unusually long hands and feet. He didn't carry his sword at his waist or on his back, but held it close to his chest.

Both men had appearances that were hard to forget after a single glance.

In Yeom Baekyin's eyes, Jang Hu seemed like the type of person who wouldn't greet anyone, yet he accepted the two men's greetings.

To the two men who politely performed a clasped hands greeting, he returned the gesture from his seat. Seeing this, Yeom Baekyin felt an even greater sense of humiliation. While he had been talking, the man had only given him a look of contempt.

After finishing their greetings, the three men walked past Yeom Baekyin toward the section of the stands where Jang Hu was sitting. They didn't give Yeom Baekyin a single glance as they passed.

Yeom Baekyin realized that one thing the terrifying demon had said was accurate. Cold and heartless. The people gathered here were a good fit for hell.

And before he knew it, he had become one of them.

It was at that moment.

Everyone's gaze began to turn toward one spot.

People were walking toward them with an overwhelming presence.

The one leading the group was the Fist Demon, flanked by the Flower Sword Supreme and Lee Ahn. With these three approaching, how could all eyes not be drawn to them?

Despite there being dozens of people on this side, they strode forward with confidence.

An immense killing intent poured out from Jang Hu's subordinates. It was the first time she had faced such a powerful killing intent in a real fight.

Yeom Baekyin, who was standing closest, met the Fist Demon's gaze. Yeom Baekyin was afraid, but he didn't want to lose in terms of presence. He met the Fist Demon's gaze without looking away.

"Didn't you say it? That I belong in this hell too. Did you think I'd run away in fear just because you're from the Demonic Cult?"

The Fist Demon said nothing to him and looked at Jang Hu instead. Yeom Baekyin flared up at being ignored again, but he didn't dare confront that terrifying face.

Finally, for the first time since Yeom Baekyin had arrived, Jang Hu opened his mouth. This was the man who hadn't even spoken to those who came to support him.

"Fist Demon, I've been wanting to meet you."

The Fist Demon simply nodded once, not asking who the man was. He wasn't even curious.

Instead, it was Yeom Baekyin who reacted to those words. He was utterly shocked.

What? The Fist Demon? He's the Fist Demon? That man was a Demon Supreme?

He had thought he was just a master from the Demonic Cult. He never dreamed that one of the Eight Demon Supremes of the Demonic Cult would come here. And he had just raised his voice to such a person?

Moreover, there wasn't just one Demon Supreme.

"And the Flower Sword Supreme, too. The Young Cult Leader is truly the Young Cult Leader."

Yeom Baekyin had no time to be surprised by the mention of the Flower Sword Supreme. His mind went blank at the words 'Young Cult Leader'.

Young Cult Leader? What Young Cult Leader? Don't tell me... the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

While Yeom Baekyin was fainting from shock, the gazes of the Fist Demon and Jang Hu locked in mid-air. Yeom Baekyin could tell he was a true Demon Supreme. The moment Jang Hu's terrifying killing intent met the Fist Demon's, it no longer felt so frightening. The killing intent and demonic qi were taut.

This time, the Fist Demon was the first to open his mouth.

"The martial arts academy is closed today."

The Fist Demon slowly looked over all of them and said coldly. They were the kind of words Yeom Baekyin wished he could say, even in his dreams.

"So, from now on, everyone will exit through the door we open."


"We're here. Everyone, wake up!"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes shot open in surprise at the sound of someone waking him. The moment he opened his eyes, an utterly unexpected situation unfolded before him. It was the first time he had opened his eyes since being absorbed by the Secret Box.

RATTLE, RATTLE.

He was inside a moving carriage.

A foul smell suddenly hit him. A dozen or so men were packed tightly together in the windowless cargo area of the carriage. Seeing that they were all wearing swords, they weren't being dragged off somewhere.

Did some kind of formations activate inside the Secret Box?

Dangerous formations that threatened him?

However, when he was being sucked into the Secret Box, he had felt very comfortable and pleasant. It didn't seem like the Secret Box was trying to kill him.

Geom Mugeuk first checked the condition of his body.

First, he checked if his arms and legs were properly attached. Arms, normal. Legs, normal. His eyes could see well, and his ears could hear well.

His physical condition was good. The problem was his inner arts.

He only had as much inner arts as someone who had trained for a few years. It was an amount of inner arts that was insufficient to use the techniques of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art or the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

What a relief. A relief.

Where else could he find even a few years' worth? Even a handful of inner arts could help him avoid death in a critical situation. That was his skill, after all.

Next, he checked his sword. It wasn't the Black Demon Sword, but an ordinary iron sword. Of course, it would probably change back into the Black Demon Sword once he got out of here. However, one thing remained the same. The Secret Box was still tucked inside his clothes.

Secret Box, what kind of test is your father trying to give me?

Geom Mugeuk thought this situation was some kind of test given to him by the Secret Box.

If this was a test from the Secret Box?

There must be a way to pass it, and there must also be a reward. Yes, let's think positively.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk slightly drew his sword and looked at his reflection.

It's my face.

At least he hadn't entered someone else's body.

Seeing this, the man sitting in front of him asked Geom Mugeuk a question.

"What did you say your name was?"

He was the owner of the voice that had woken him up a moment ago.

He wondered what to answer, then decided that in this place, his body was one that would vanish like smoke.

"It's Geom Yeon."

"Is this your first time?"

He didn't know what 'first time' referred to, but.

"It is my first time."

"I knew it. I told them not to send any rookies."

Hearing the word 'send', he could roughly grasp the situation.

"I wasn't told that."

"If you don't stay sharp, you'll die. Rookies like you are the first to go."

"I'll stay sharp."

He never dreamed the Secret Box would absorb him, and to make matters worse, he was in a situation like this?

Suddenly, he thought of the Sword King, who would be outside.

If he saw me get sucked in here, he wouldn't just stand by, would he?

What worried him was the possibility of the Sword King destroying the Secret Box to save him, but that was unlikely.

Not only was he not that reckless, but having seen him get absorbed, the Sword King would be convinced that this lump of metal was the real objective.

He was probably trying to figure out a way to get inside.

However, he had a feeling the Sword King wouldn't be able to enter. He suspected that one needed to either possess the Secret Box he had, or have the energy absorbed by the Secret Box in their body to get in.

After all, he had clearly been invited by the Secret Box.

Eventually, the carriage came to a stop.

The flap was pulled back, and dazzling sunlight streamed in.

"Alright, everyone out!"

Geom Mugeuk got out of the carriage. It was a vast field at the foot of a mountain, where dozens of tents were set up and hundreds of martial artists were coming and going.

People were shouting, people were carrying the injured, and people were running somewhere. From the scene, he knew at once.

It's a battlefield!

The people who had been in the carriage with him were all volunteers for the war.

"Alright, you guys are this way."

The martial artist who took charge of them divided the newcomers from the carriage among several tents.

"Here's a new recruit."

Geom Mugeuk also entered one of the tents.

There were three or four martial artists inside. Some were sleeping, one was eating something, and another was sitting on a cot, maintaining his weapon. They all had tired, weary faces.

One of the men frowned upon seeing Geom Mugeuk.

"Damn it! They sent another rookie."

He still didn't know why he was in this situation, but as always, Geom Mugeuk did his best in the circumstances he faced.

"I'm Geom Yeon. Fortunately, I'm very lucky. I'm sure I'll be of help."

At that, the man who had frowned at the rookie got up from his cot and handed Geom Mugeuk a leather pouch from the corner.

"I'm your superior, Division Leader Jang Hu of the White Tiger Seventeenth Squad. Cut the crap and just listen to me from now on! Got it?"

"......"

"Your spot is over there."

And so, he was assigned a shabby, worn-out cot roughly carved from wood.

Geom Mugeuk considered asking Jang Hu about the situation, but decided to check outside first and stepped out of the tent.

By the way, where is this place?

He had traveled all over the Central Plains, to all sorts of places, but this place was unfamiliar. If it was a world created by the Secret Box, it could all be a virtual world anyway.

However, for that to be the case, too many people were speaking and moving like real people.

Secret Box, what do you think of this situation? Is this a test to survive this war?

No, it couldn't be such a simple test. With his martial arts, could he not survive even without inner arts? It was at that moment.

"It's the Chairman of the Murim Alliance!"

"The Chairman has arrived!"

Geom Mugeuk was startled by the shouts from his surroundings. Martial artists began to rush over in a crowd.

Chairman Jin came here?

Geom Mugeuk ran toward where the martial artists were flocking.

A middle-aged man wearing a long robe embroidered with a dragon and a tiger was walking over.

A truly overwhelming presence!

The moment he saw him, Geom Mugeuk was shocked. He was not the Chairman of the Murim Alliance he knew, Jin Paecheon.

The surrounding martial artists all cheered and shouted toward him in unison.

"The Divine Sword Martial Emperor! The Divine Sword Martial Emperor!"

Geom Mugeuk was shocked at the name 'the Divine Sword Martial Emperor'. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was someone he knew. No, to be precise, someone he had heard of.

He was one of the most famous Chairmen in the history of the Murim Alliance.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The place where he had woken up was not his own era.

This was the murim of three hundred years ago.


Chapter 593: The Newbie's Got Guts

With the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's appearance, Geom Mugeuk finally understood the nature of this battle.

This war is a fight between the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Fate Palace.

The reason the Divine Sword Martial Emperor was still a legend after three hundred years was not only his absolute martial skill, which had earned him the title 'Divine Sword', but also another significant achievement.

The annihilation of the Heavenly Fate Palace.

During that era of the murim, a mysterious group known as the Heavenly Fate Palace had tried to overthrow the Murim Alliance and seize control of the orthodox sects.

The Heavenly Fate Palace was a sect that employed all manner of strange illusions and formations, displaying truly immense power. Masters of the murim were helplessly caught in their formations and met miserable ends. This caused the hatred and resentment of the orthodox sect members, who valued a fair fight, to grow even stronger. They hated the Heavenly Fate Palace as much as they feared it.

Rumors ran rampant. People claimed the Blood Cult was behind them, or perhaps the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, or even the Evil Alliance. Amidst this speculation, a full-scale war erupted between the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Fate Palace.

When the war began, everyone anticipated a swift conclusion. No matter how formidable the Heavenly Fate Palace was, its opponent was the Murim Alliance. Furthermore, it was the Murim Alliance led by the absolute master of the murim, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

Contrary to all expectations, however, the war did not end easily.

Although the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance did not get involved, numerous other sects joined the conflict. These ranged from those who joined for a just cause to those seeking practical gain. Even merchants hoping to sell weapons became involved, creating a truly tangled and chaotic situation.

After all, the murim was not filled only with supporters of the Murim Alliance.

Many sects that favored the Heavenly Fate Palace and disliked the Murim Alliance entered the war. There were even whispers that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance were secretly providing support.

Why on earth?

For some reason, the Secret Box had transported him to the middle of this battle between the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Fate Palace from three hundred years in the past.

What is it trying to show me?

Meanwhile, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor stood before the assembled martial artists.

The cheers swelled even louder.

The martial artists were all thrilled by the simple fact that they were seeing him in person. Most of them were low-level practitioners who had never had the chance to see the leader of the Murim Alliance so closely.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor surveyed the martial artists with a calm gaze. His eyes alone were enough to overwhelm the large crowd.

He was also younger than expected, appearing as a man who had just reached middle age. This fact made the martial artists even more enthusiastic.

The martial artists who met his gaze lowered their heads in respect, their faces filled with emotion.

Finally, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor opened his mouth to speak.

"Since the fighting started, there have been many sacrifices. We've lost countless comrades."

His low voice, infused with inner arts, carried clearly to even those standing far in the back.

"Countless masters who tried to protect justice have been sacrificed, trapped in their wicked illusions and formations."

With every word he spoke, the martial artists radiated an agitated fervor. In this war, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor was their hero and their pillar of support.

Amidst it all, Geom Mugeuk watched him with a cool head. There had to be a reason he was brought here, on this specific day when the man arrived.

Power entered the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's voice.

"Nevertheless, we must continue our fight. We cannot allow our friends' deaths to be in vain, and we cannot let those cunning villains swallow this murim. We must press forward."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor looked around at everyone before speaking with a determined gaze.

"We will have our final battle here."

He still did not know why the Secret Box had brought him here, but he now understood why it was this particular time and place.

This was the site of the final, decisive battle against the Heavenly Fate Palace.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's thunderous shout echoed across the field.

"Do not fear death! Your blood will protect this murim!"

Even though his words demanded sacrifice, the martial artists were ecstatic.

After concluding his speech, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor approached the martial artists in the front row. He showed no fear, though an assassin could have been hiding among them.

Geom Mugeuk observed him quietly.

The masters of the past give off a different feeling.

The presence he felt was different. The way he projected his energy was also different.

It was rough, yet it felt more powerful.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor offered words of encouragement to a few people in the front row, as representatives for the entire group.

"The murim will remember your hard work and sacrifice."

Whenever they met the Chairman's eyes, the martial artists would bow their heads with moved expressions.

Finally, it was Geom Mugeuk's turn.

"You've worked hard."

Geom Mugeuk did not let the comment pass.

"Not me."

Everyone's gaze focused on Geom Mugeuk, wondering what he dared to say to the Chairman. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor also looked at Geom Mugeuk, his expression asking what he meant.

"It's my first day today."

Only then did the Divine Sword Martial Emperor smile, and the surrounding martial artists laughed. The solemn atmosphere shattered in an instant.

"What's your name?"

"It's Geom Yeon."

"I'll do my best to ensure you can return home safely."

As he was about to move on, Geom Mugeuk added another word.

"Is there a way for us to win?"

In that instant, Geom Mugeuk saw it. His pupils had wavered slightly. The emotion was clearly bewilderment.

Geom Mugeuk had asked on purpose. This battle would surely end in victory for the orthodox sects and the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. The outcome was already set. However, he recalled hearing once that no detailed records of that final battle remained.

How did you end that final battle?

Among the few martial artists assisting and following the Chairman, a middle-aged man stepped forward with a hardened expression.

"Who do you think you are, speaking so recklessly?"

Then, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor raised a hand to stop him and spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"I have a way to end this fight."

He was not just answering Geom Mugeuk but speaking to all the martial artists. Indeed, the martial artists were startled for a moment before they let out a thunderous roar.

"However, I can't reveal such important information in a public place. So, you just fulfill your duty."

"Yes! I understand."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor encouraged a few more people before heading straight for the barracks in the center. The middle-aged martial artist who had stepped forward earlier glared at Geom Mugeuk with displeasure before following the Chairman.

Just then, a low voice spoke from behind him.

"The newbie's got guts."

Turning around, he saw Division Leader Jang Hu standing there.

"Who was that man who glared at me so fiercely before leaving?"

"He's the person in charge here."

He was Jo Woong, the man responsible for this battlefield, which was set to be the final stage.

"What on earth were you thinking, stepping up like that?"

"If not now, when else would I get a chance to talk with the Chairman?"

Jang Hu stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, left him with a single word, 'crazy bastard', and then turned away. Even if it meant being called a crazy bastard, his instinct told him he could not just let the Chairman pass by.

He judged that making an impression, even one like this, would be helpful later on.

Geom Mugeuk watched the retreating back of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

Great Secret Box, why did you bring me here? For what reason?


After returning to the barracks, Geom Mugeuk quietly closed his eyes and circulated his inner qi for one cycle. His inner arts were now truly overflowing compared to before, but he attempted to increase them even slightly, to make them a bit purer. He did not know what situation awaited him, but escaping this place would not be easy.

"Everyone, listen up. We've been assigned a reconnaissance mission."

Division Leader Jang Hu woke everyone, including those who were sleeping.

"A night mission?"

Jang Hu nodded at the surprised squad member's question.

Geom Mugeuk left the barracks with his squad members.

Including Geom Mugeuk, the Seventeenth White Tiger Squad had five members. There were originally thirteen, but they had all died during two major battles.

"This is all your fault."

Jang Hu blamed Geom Mugeuk for this night reconnaissance mission.

"What do you mean?"

"I'm saying we got this night mission because you said something unnecessary to the Chairman. We haven't been assigned a night mission since our numbers dropped to four."

However, he did not curse or blame him for it. In Geom Mugeuk's eyes, Jang Hu was a good and decent martial artist, befitting the term orthodox sect member. Although their connection would be brief, he was the kind of person you wanted to treat well while you could.

"But I'm here now, aren't I?"

"Four or five, what's the difference!"

Yes, he was right.

Something like this could not have happened by chance. It had to be a punishment from Jo Woong, who wanted to look good in front of the Chairman.

Geom Mugeuk hoped that even this event was not a coincidence but an inevitability. He had to find something in this series of inevitabilities. He had to escape this place even one day sooner.

"To give us a disadvantage just for asking a question like that? The Chairman is too much!"

"You think the Chairman would do that?"

Jang Hu held back from saying that Jo Woong was probably punishing them for what happened earlier. He knew better than anyone that if you hesitate on whether to say something, it is wiser not to. This was even more true on a battlefield where dozens died every day. If you hesitate on whether to kill, you must kill.

And so, the Seventeenth White Tiger Squad, which included Geom Mugeuk, ventured into the mountains.

The two camps were facing each other with a single ridge between them. It was said that only localized skirmishes were currently taking place.

Jang Hu, as someone who had survived here for a long time, skillfully navigated the dark mountain path.

"If we cross that ridge, we'll be in the enemy camp. We absolutely cannot go any further. Got it? There are ambushes everywhere."

"Understood."

Of course, contrary to his obedient reply, Geom Mugeuk wanted to scout the enemy camp first. In fact, he was more curious about the other side than this one.

What kind of person was the Saintess of the Heavenly Fate Palace, and what was she thinking? And who was by her side?

It would have been better if he could have started in the enemy camp, so why this side?

The reason the Secret Box brought him here surely was not just to let him meet the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

"Alright, let's head back for today."

It was just as they were about to finish their reconnaissance mission and return.

"Watch out!"

SHWIIK!

Geom Mugeuk threw himself forward, pushing Jang Hu aside.

Hidden weapons flew through the spot where Jang Hu had just been standing.

From the forest ahead, martial artists charged out, swinging their swords.

There were four opponents in total.

They launched a coordinated attack on Geom Mugeuk, who was closest, thrusting their swords. Their movements were swift and well-trained, but unfortunately for them, their opponent was Geom Mugeuk.

SHWIIIIK.

Geom Mugeuk dodged the frontal attack as if he were lying down on the ground.

It was a posture from which he should have fallen, but Geom Mugeuk's back was not so weak.

Springing up like a coil, Geom Mugeuk swung his sword upwards.

SEOGEOK!

He stepped on the stomach of the man who was falling with a large gash across his chest and rushed toward the enemy on the left. The opponent was flustered by the unexpected movement.

Two swords sliced through the air, but only one reached its target.

PUUK!

Having pierced the opponent's heart, Geom Mugeuk spun rapidly and swung his sword.

SHWIIIIK.

The enemy charging from behind widened his eyes.

Even if he had eyes on the back of his head, he would never have imagined that his weak spot would be struck so quickly and accurately.

SEOGEOK.

As the third enemy fell, the last one fled into the darkness. Geom Mugeuk considered throwing his sword at the man's back to catch him, but for some reason, he stopped.

It all happened in a flash. It occurred in the brief moment the other squad members hesitated, unsure how to charge in. By the time Jang Hu, who had been pushed by Geom Mugeuk and rolled on the ground, scrambled to his feet, the situation was already over.

Jang Hu asked with a surprised and bewildered face.

"You! What are you? You're good at martial arts, aren't you?"

"I never said I wasn't."

"Why did you come as a newbie?"

"It's the way to live longer. If I fight well, I'll have to face the masters, won't I?"

Jang Hu, who had been making a dumbfounded expression, did not question him any further. He conveyed his gratitude with a sincere look in his eyes.

"Thank you. You saved my life."

"Then will you move me to a better bed?"

"I'll switch beds with you."

He was truly moved. He had survived for so long. Moreover, with the war nearing its end, if he had died here today from a throwing knife thrown by who knows who, he would have been too resentful to even close his eyes.

Geom Mugeuk examined the fallen corpses.

"Are these guys a reconnaissance squad too?"

"No. Reconnaissance squads tacitly avoid each other even if they cross paths."

It was a mutual survival strategy that had developed during the war.

"Then, what were these men doing out here at night?"

Jang Hu shook his head with a look of incomprehension.

"But they don't use illusions or evil arts."

"Only the masters of the Heavenly Fate Palace use formations and illusions. The enemy isn't just the Heavenly Fate Palace, and even within the Heavenly Fate Palace, the low-level martial artists use regular martial arts. Now, let's hurry back."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"Go on ahead. I'll go catch the one who got away."

"It's dangerous!"

"With the Chairman himself here, we can't just overlook such strange movements."

"Didn't you say you wanted to live a long life? That you even hid your martial arts for that reason?"

"Who knows, if I achieve a great merit, they might let me leave early. Now, go on ahead."

Geom Mugeuk dashed into the darkness.

Jang Hu knew from this fight that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary talent, so he did not try to stop him further.

"Make sure you come back alive!"

This was precisely why he had not killed the last man. He intended to use the pursuit as a pretext for scouting the enemy camp.

Following the path Jang Hu had shown him, he arrived at their encampment.

Dozens of barracks were built around a large one in the center.

He did not enter recklessly. If the Saintess from the other side was there, formidable masters would be with her.

Geom Mugeuk activated the Divine Eye Technique. Although his inner arts had diminished, his Myriad Poison Immunity remained, and he could still use the Divine Eye Technique.

As he surveyed their barracks, Geom Mugeuk's gaze stopped at one spot.

"!"

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk was startled.

Now he finally understood. He understood why the Secret Box had brought him here, of all places, three hundred years in the past.

A symbol was drawn on the entrance of the large tent Geom Mugeuk was looking at.

It was a symbol Geom Mugeuk recognized, but it was not the symbol of the Secret Box.

It was the very symbol that had been engraved throughout the passages of the underground gateway. It was the same symbol that had been the key to breaking the first gate, the one he had speculated might be the crest of the family that created the gateway.

This was the moment the first clue was unraveled.

So the one who created the underground treasury of the Yellow Dragon Academy was the annihilated Heavenly Fate Palace.


Chapter 594: And You've Never Even Raised a Child

"Everyone, exit through the door we open."

The Fist King and his subordinates knew. They understood that the door the Fist Demon spoke of was the gate to hell. The Fist King Jang Hu did not become angry. Instead, a mysterious smile touched his lips.

"If it's a door you're opening, I'd gladly go."

As soon as he finished speaking, the Fist King's subordinates, who were positioned on all sides, launched themselves forward and gathered together.

They were raised as killing machines, and their momentum was the very embodiment of killing intent. There were over thirty of them.

The Fist Demon, who had been staring intently at their menacing aura, glanced at Lee Ahn. The Fist Demon's gaze seemed to ask, "Will you give it a try?"

Lee Ahn did not agree without thinking.

Her gaze shifted to the enemies. She then asked herself a question.

Are you ready to leap into that killing intent right now?

At an important moment in life, or during a crisis, one should not leave a decision to impulsive emotions. There were others who would answer that question for her.

The first to respond was the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which she had completely mastered.

[Have you forgotten what kind of martial arts you have learned?]

The next to answer was the Sun Moon Sword in her hand.

"......"

The Sun Moon Sword hummed softly. Through constant communion since she received it, the sword now recognized her as its true master.

The last to answer was her own effort.

[Everything in the world may betray you, but effort never does.]

The past days when she had sacrificed sleep to train flashed through her mind.

Finally, Lee Ahn answered her father's question.

"I will do it."

It was not an emotional, impulsive response, but an answer born from her entire life.

At Lee Ahn's careful reply, the Fist Demon gave a silent nod.

The Flower Sword Supreme tried to predict the outcome of this fight.

Could Lee Ahn really win?

The answer did not come to her immediately. If she saw this fight as a close one, then the Fist Demon must feel the same way.

That was how she knew. The one who was more nervous and afraid at this moment was not Lee Ahn, but the Fist Demon. She could only imagine the great storm of emotions that must be raging behind his blunt, fearsome face.

So win, Lee Ahn. If for no other reason, then for your father.

And savor the moment a martial artist becomes truly strong. The moment you defeat an opponent you thought you couldn't beat is far greater than defeating a hundred people weaker than you!

Lee Ahn walked forward with her back held perfectly straight.

The taut tension grew as if it would explode. They were fighting a beauty who could be called the world's number one, but they had no room to enjoy this unique experience.

Because the aura Lee Ahn exuded was extraordinary, they raised their own momentum even more fiercely.

CHAANG.

Lee Ahn drew her sword with a clean motion. This was the first time she had faced fist-art users, and a large group of them at that.

The moment the straight blade of the Sun Moon Sword glinted in the sunlight!

She rushed toward her enemies. When fighting multiple opponents, the natural tactic is to avoid being surrounded.

However, Lee Ahn caught them off guard by launching herself right into their center.

SHIIIIK.

The moment she landed, she spun, and blood sprayed from the tip of her sword. Everyone moved so quickly it was impossible to tell whose blood it was.

Faster than the fists flying from all directions, Lee Ahn lunged, thrusting her sword at the enemy in front of her.

SHWIIK!

Just as the opponent twisted his body and threw a punch, her body spun in the opposite direction. Her target changed in an instant.

PUK!

Lee Ahn stabbed the enemy rushing at her from behind and then pushed forward. Even as he was dying, the man gripped her blade with his gauntleted hand.

CHWAAAAAK!

Lee Ahn's sword sliced sideways through his torso and then beheaded an enemy charging from the side.

SEOGEOK!

The sharpness of the Sun Moon Sword cut not only through human bone but also through the gauntlets he wore.

As Lee Ahn wreaked havoc in the middle of the enemy formation, both advantages and disadvantages arose.

The disadvantage was having to face enemies rushing from all sides, but the advantage was that her opponents couldn't recklessly unleash their enhanced qi.

What if over thirty men unleashed their enhanced qi to attack her all at once?

Not only would that be difficult to dodge, but getting hit even once would give all of their enhanced qi a chance to pour down on her.

That was also why she hadn't unleashed the techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art from the very beginning. She had judged that it would be disadvantageous if the fight became a battle of enhanced qi and inner arts.

But what if she was in the middle of her enemies?

SHWAAAAEK!

Sword qi swirled from her blade. The enemies couldn't easily fire their enhanced qi for fear of hitting their allies, but she was different.

Without looking at the result of the swirling sword qi, she slid toward the opposite side. She didn't check how many were injured or killed by her attack.

As if moving according to a predetermined sequence, there was no hesitation in any of her actions.

PAPAPAPAK!

Through the spraying blood, the glint of Lee Ahn's sword flashed menacingly.

An arm that had aimed for her head was severed. The fist of another who flew in for revenge only cut through empty air. Lee Ahn was already rushing toward another enemy.

PAAANG! PAANG!

Fists flew from all directions like iron cannonballs.

Her figure weaved between the fists. She fought with the determination not to be hit even once. The moment she took a solid blow, it could all be over.

One of the enemies charged in, trying to tackle her and bring her down.

PUK! PUK! PUK!

Stabbing his chest repeatedly, she twisted her body as if to throw him backward.

An attack flying at her from behind struck the corpse instead.

This time, they rushed from both sides. They thought that if they could just grab her and take her down, it would be over. It was a ridiculous strategy against a master like Lee Ahn, but they too were masters who could project fist energy.

As if playing tag, she used her movement arts to slip between them.

Every time her sword embroidered the air, flesh was cut and blood splattered.

Lee Ahn was truly fast and strong. Fighting in a trance-like state, she wasn't even aware of how well she was doing.

Rather, what troubled her most wasn't the fists, but the blood. The blood splattering in all directions. Her greatest fear was that the blood splashing on her face would get into her eyes.

It was a worry she had never had before experiencing a fight like this.

As the number of enemies dwindled, her fight began to get harder. The enemies who had been pushing with numbers now formed a proper formation to fight.

KWANG! KWAAAANG!

And now, the enemies also began to unleash their fist energy. The enhanced qi projected from their fists poured toward her. They no longer cared if their allies were behind her.

KWANG! KWAAAANG!

The enhanced qi they fired collided with each other. They intended to crush Lee Ahn between their streams of energy.

"......"

Taking one hit, her body was pushed back. If her protective enhanced qi had been even a little late, the force would have shattered her internal organs. The survivors were the stronger ones. And because they were strong, they had survived.

Her inner arts were also gradually depleting. With this much inner arts, she was confident she could face anyone. However, it wasn't enough to kill all thirty-some of the Fist King's subordinates, who were even wearing gauntlets.

PWAAAAK!

Covered in blood, Lee Ahn fought frantically. She rolled on the ground, dodging the flying fists.

Like a tenacious fighter who would grab a stone if she fell, she rolled on the ground and slashed at their ankles.

PAAAAAA!

She plunged her sword into the chest of a fallen enemy. When she pulled it out, blood gushed like a fountain.

She had become a person completely drenched in blood. There was no elegance in this fight. It was a true battle, filled only with the killing intent to murder one another.

Neither the Fist Demon's side nor the Fist King's side interfered in the fight. As Lee Ahn grew more exhausted, the Flower Sword Supreme became even more tense than the Fist Demon.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Fist Demon.

He's incredible.

He must be several times more worried than I am. He's probably holding back because he wants Lee Ahn to overcome this fight on her own.

She thought that if it were her, she wouldn't have been able to just watch.

How can you endure this so well when you've never even raised a child?

A young man with red bandages glanced at the Fist King. His eyes seemed to ask if he should step in, seeing as all the subordinates were dying, but the Fist King showed no reaction.

The Fist King did not regret the deaths of his subordinates at all. His gaze was like, 'If you're the kind of trash that can't even kill a single girl like that, then you might as well all die!'

Of the two masters who had followed the red-bandaged man, the one holding a sword to his chest frowned.

It was a way of fighting he would never choose. Just watching his subordinates die? He couldn't understand it.

Is this fight a joke? Is life a joke? They should have all rushed in together to create a chaotic melee. That way, they would have maintained their numerical advantage.

Now, only the sound of Lee Ahn's ragged breaths echoed in the area.

"Hah, hah, hah."

Finally, the scene came into Lee Ahn's view. The surroundings were a complete sea of blood, and all the other enemies lay fallen as corpses. She couldn't even remember how she had killed them.

Now, only four enemies remained.

Those four were confident of their victory.

"You persistent bitch. Your inner arts have finally run out."

Their faces were weary. When this fight started, they could never have imagined it would come down to just the four of them.

"Surely you're not hoping for help now, are you?"

Lee Ahn's ragged breathing subsided.

"That's right. My inner arts are all gone."

A single, meaningful phrase was added.

"Except for just enough to unleash one last technique."

The next moment, the Sun Moon Sword rose to float before her chest.

CHWAREUREUK.

In an instant, the Sun Moon Sword began to split.

Four streams of sword qi took the shape of the Sun Moon Sword.

The Seventh Form of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Ominous Sky Strike.

SHWAAAAAAAA!

The sword qi shot out like light in four directions, piercing through their hearts.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The joy of victory was fleeting.

The man who had been holding a sword to his chest launched a surprise attack. His target was Lee Ahn.

If this young wench is this strong...

He couldn't even begin to imagine how difficult the fight against the Demon Supremes would be. That's why he intended to eliminate the woman before him and then face the next battle.

SHWIIING.

The sword he had been holding to his chest was now in his hand, flying toward Lee Ahn's neck.

Lee Ahn had no inner arts left in her body. And without inner arts, the man's attack was too fast to block.

At that very moment.

HWIK!

A short gust of wind was heard, like blowing out a candle.

A single flash of sword light cut through the air.

SEOGEOK.

Lee Ahn saw it. The sword of the man who was about to cut her had stopped in mid-air.

A red diagonal line began to appear on the man's face, extending past his chin and down his body.

JIIIIK.

The man's body began to shift along the red line.

SEUREUREUK.

His body began to slide apart along the diagonal cut.

Was it because he was cut too quickly, or too sharply? Not even blood emerged from the severed surface.

Only when the two halves of his body fell to the ground did blood finally gush out.

Beyond the spraying blood, the back of a person could be seen.

The one who had rushed in as fast as light and cut him down was none other than the Flower Sword Supreme.

From the tip of the One Flower Sword in her hand.

TOK.

A single drop of blood trickled down.

Her sword felt as if it were alive. The sharp energy flowing along the blade was like the cold breath exhaled by the sword itself.

When she extended her hand, the Sun Moon Sword, which had been embedded in a distant wall, flew toward her via telekinesis.

Taking the sword, the Flower Sword Supreme handed the Sun Moon Sword to Lee Ahn.

"That was a magnificent fight."

The Flower Sword Supreme knew. This fight had become an opportunity for Lee Ahn to grow once more. An opportunity for a fight like this would not come easily, even if she wandered the Central Plains for her entire life searching for villains.

Lee Ahn, soaked in blood from head to toe, respectfully accepted the sword. At the Sword Supreme's words calling it a magnificent fight, her eyes welled up with tears.

After fighting so well... I can't cry! There are still enemies left!

"I will never forget the grace of you saving my life. Thank you."

She shouldn't have looked back.

The moment her eyes met with the Fist Demon's, who was standing behind her, the tears she had been holding back began to fall. The moment she saw her father's face looking at her, she couldn't hold it in any longer. Regardless of whether enemies remained, regardless of whether she looked weak, she couldn't stop the tears from streaming down.

They were tears of joy for not having betrayed her father's faith in her.

The Fist Demon silently nodded. He said nothing, but for Lee Ahn, that was enough.

Because she could feel the deep affection contained in her father's nod with her entire being.

A brief silence fell over the place.

The Fist King was staring in their direction with an expressionless face, his thoughts unreadable.

The next person to step forward was the Ghost Blade. As he walked forward, he looked at the fallen man's corpse and said.

"He wasn't someone who would die so anticlimactically."

The Ghost Blade stared at the Flower Sword Supreme and asked.

"Do you know who it is you just killed?"

At his question, the Flower Sword Supreme slowly turned her body toward him.

A cold yet elegant aura flowed from her body.

If the Sword King's aura, which he had previously shown to Geom Mugeuk, was like hundreds or thousands of sword blades filling the air, the Flower Sword Supreme's aura was the opposite.

A single sword.

The feeling of that lonely sword being aimed right at you.

That was the aura of the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I have no interest in who he was."

The Flower Sword Supreme said calmly, gazing at her opponent with those lonely yet deep eyes.

"So don't you go on and on about who you are, either."


Chapter 595: What Have You Done to Your Fists?

Lee Ahn's eyes filled with admiration as she watched the Flower Sword Supreme. That was the future she wanted for herself. She desired to live just like that, free from constraints and the opinions of others. With a single sword, she would journey through the Central Plains, going wherever she pleased. True freedom, she realized, was not for the weak. It was a privilege only the strong could possess.

From the sidelines, the Yellow Dragon Academy Principal Yeom Baekyin felt a similar sentiment. If he could condense the phrase "don't ramble on" into a single word, he would have said it himself.

Shut up!

The urge to shout that one phrase consumed him. It was the same impulse that led him to dismiss everyone from his academy and stand alone in this bloody arena.

Then, suddenly, the scene unfolding in the arena made Yeom Baekyin's chest feel heavy.

Bodies were scattered everywhere.

Even men he considered masters had been killed in a single strike.

He had acted with such arrogance, completely unaware his opponent was a Demon Supreme, and now he was trapped.

Yeom Baekyin's gaze shifted to the Fist King Jang Hu, who sat in the spectator seats behaving like a simple observer.

Are you just going to sit there while everyone is dying like this?

Uncertain of Jang Hu's skill or character, Yeom Baekyin's thoughts turned to another person.

What are you doing?

He desperately hoped the man in the basement would appear. How amazing it would be if that chair descended and then rose again, carrying the one man he believed could kill all these terrifying Demon Supremes.

A flicker of displeasure crossed the Ghost Blade's face but quickly vanished. He didn't get angry, even though the Flower Sword Supreme was completely ignoring him.

"That would be a problem."

He casually smoothed his clothes with one hand.

"I'm the type of person who wants to make my name widely known. Can't you tell by my clothes?"

His red martial arts uniform featured a ghost emblem drawn in white, the distinct symbol of the Ghost Blade.

"Especially since so many people these days don't recognize me."

He had consumed a spiritual herb, though not by chance. It was a treasure his closest friend had guarded for a long time, which he had stolen after killing him.

The Evil Spirit Undying Grass.

Because of that herb, he gained immense inner arts, his skin grew taut, and his black hair began to return.

His dear friend had never consumed the precious item due to its side effect. An evil energy would slowly seep into the user's mind, eventually driving them insane.

No one could predict when the side effect would appear. It might manifest the day after taking it, or it could take ten years.

The Ghost Blade had eaten it without a second thought. His reasoning was simple.

I'm already evil and crazy anyway.

Even in his old days as the Ghost Blade, he had been a renowned master of the unorthodox. With youth and inner arts added to the mix, he became truly strong. He was confident he could defeat anyone.

This explained why he remained so relaxed, even after seeing the Flower Sword Supreme's incredible technique just moments before.

"Flower Sword Supreme, you will become the most glorious name among those I've killed."

The Flower Sword Supreme's reply was just as cold.

"Not interested."

She was, however, curious about one thing.

"What I want to hear is what's happening down below."

It wasn't like the Fist Demon to ask such questions, so she had to find out for herself. The very life of the Young Cult Leader was on the line.

The enemies knew what was going on in the basement, but her side was in the dark. If it had been anyone else, she would have already gone down to investigate.

The Ghost Blade was unable to answer her. Realizing he was also ignorant of the situation below, the Flower Sword Supreme dismissed him again.

"You talk a lot, but you don't know what you actually need to know."

The Flower Sword Supreme refused to acknowledge her opponent. He was simply an enemy she had to kill, and the Ghost Blade was not a martial artist who deserved respect.

The Ghost Blade's expression hardened at her mockery.

This was one thing that made him secretly furious. Jang Hu had never told him anything about the basement, as if to say he wouldn't inform a mere underling.

Truly, the Ghost Blade had met all kinds of villains in his life, but he had never met anyone as unlikable and unpleasant as that man.

Just then, Jang Hu spoke up.

"Do you know? You've come to a place you shouldn't be."

He was sure that Geom Mugeuk was dead.

"This is a place where you must take responsibility for the Young Cult Leader's death. Even if we don't kill you, you'll be killed by your Cult Leader."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled faintly.

"You don't know anything either."

He knew nothing about the Young Cult Leader, nor about the Cult Leader.

She firmly believed the Young Cult Leader would not die. Even if he did, the Cult Leader would not blame them, which would make the truth even more painful.

The Flower Sword Supreme's gaze returned to the Ghost Blade.

"Then I have nothing more to say to you."

Since every one of her words was laced with cold contempt, the Ghost Blade stopped talking and silently drew his blade.

His signature art was the Black Shadow Ghost Hands Blade Technique.

It was a blade art made of seven oppressive techniques that had claimed countless lives. Now, this powerful martial art had gained wings.

SWOOOOOSH.

A powerful aura radiated from the Ghost Blade's body. He already possessed a wicked nature, and when combined with the evil energy from the Evil Spirit Undying Grass, his aura held a truly vile malice.

WHOOOOSH.

The malevolent energy swept forward, causing the Flower Sword Supreme's pure white uniform to flutter.

Even inside that vicious aura, the Flower Sword Supreme regarded the Ghost Blade with a haughty expression. She was no longer at the same level she had been during her fight with Geom Mugeuk.

She had gone beyond complete mastery and entered a new realm. Her swordsmanship was advancing past the eleventh stage and approaching twelfth-stage complete mastery.

Her unique martial art was the One Flower Sword Technique.

Her alias and her swordsmanship were both named after her signature sword art. That was how much pride she took in it, but things had changed.

She was no longer restricted by technique and was now pioneering her own domain. The eight techniques of the One Flower Sword Technique were slowly diminishing.

When two techniques merged into one, and then that single technique also vanished, only then would she reach the true pinnacle of swordsmanship.

She had come to understand that only when the sword achieves freedom can one attain a perfect martial intent.

Amid the taut tension, the Ghost Blade was the first to attack.

SWIIISH!

A powerful blade energy shot toward her.

The One Flower Sword was drawn, slicing through the air in its path.

SHRRRRRIP!

Like a bolt of silk being torn, the incoming blade energy was split in two.

CRASH! BANG!

The divided energy flew backward, smashing into the wall and causing it to collapse.

The Ghost Blade's expression hardened. He had anticipated that she would block his attack, but not with such ease.

"As expected! A Demon Supreme is a Demon Supreme. That's what they say."

In a flash, the Flower Sword Supreme was already slashing at the Ghost Blade.

SHIING!

The sound was short and sharp as her sword cut the air.

"......"

Sword and blade collided. If he had been a fraction of a second slower, the move would have taken his head.

As he watched the Flower Sword Supreme retreat, the Ghost Blade's eyes blazed.

"Sword Supreme! Today, you will die by my hand..."

CHAENG!

Sparks flew once more. This attack was even faster than the last.

The Flower Sword Supreme, having aimed for his neck, appeared to retreat, but then a WHOOSH of wind announced her return as she swung her sword right before his eyes.

"......"

The Ghost Blade parried the strike, but his wrist throbbed as if it might break. He knew that if he were his old self, he would have already been badly wounded by now.

She's strong!

He was being pushed back in speed and momentum from the very start. He had never dreamed that he, who had become incomparably stronger than before, would be pushed back like this. He hadn't underestimated the Demon Supreme, but he had never thought she would be stronger than his rejuvenated self.

Of course, he wasn't just defending himself.

The Ghost Blade unleashed an even more powerful malevolent energy, his blade tearing through the air repeatedly.

PAPAPAPAK!

The Flower Sword Supreme blocked five straight attacks with just two sword strikes, then used her movement arts to evade the other three.

Her movements were both concise and elegant. One might assume elegance required large, slow motions, but she proved that quick, precise movements could be just as graceful.

She appeared to move slowly, yet with a single gust of wind, she was already slashing at the Ghost Blade.

Her footwork was light, but her sword was not. Her strikes, calm even in the most urgent moments, were not merely elegant but seemed almost noble.

PSSH!

Blood sprayed from the Ghost Blade's shoulder.

He tried to counterattack immediately, but the Flower Sword Supreme had already moved out of his blade's reach.

Freed from the constraints of technique, her movements were like the wind itself. It could blow gently, then with force, as soft as a spring breeze or as fierce as a storm.

Lee Ahn watched intently, not missing a single motion. The Flower Sword Supreme was demonstrating exactly how a person with a sword should move.

Knowing he would be at a disadvantage if the fight continued, the Ghost Blade unleashed his ultimate technique without reservation.

Dozens of strands of blade energy rained down like a ghostly shower.

The energy poured down upon the Flower Sword Supreme. Could any person truly dodge the rain?

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The Flower Sword Supreme ran through the downpour. Common sense said that running in the rain gets you wet, but she defied common sense.

She moved to where the energy had already fallen, dodged between the streams, and deflected them with her sword. Every time he caught sight of her, she was in a different spot.

Then the Ghost Blade saw it. From beyond the torrent of blade energy, she was staring right at him.

The instant he met that calm gaze, the Ghost Blade poured all of his inner arts into his next attack.

WHOOOOOOSH!

A ghostly wind that blew everything away. It was his final technique, Ghostly Wind.

A massive gale of blade energy slammed into her. The ground was torn apart by the wind, which was saturated with immense inner arts. Rocks, trees, and the wall were all swept away.

The Fist Demon turned to shield Lee Ahn, who had no inner arts, and raised his protective enhanced qi to its maximum.

HIIIIIIIIII.

For Lee Ahn, it was like watching a typhoon pass by from the safety of an indestructible building.

She was worried for the Flower Sword Supreme.

If the surroundings were this devastated, then the Flower Sword Supreme was trapped in the very center of that blade wind.

HIIIIIIII.

At last, the wind that had raged like a mad ghost subsided.

A smile appeared on the Ghost Blade's face. The attack had landed perfectly. The arrogant Flower Sword Supreme had not dodged but had met his Ghostly Wind head-on.

Arrogance is always the problem.

As the dust settled and the arena became visible, the smile disappeared from the Ghost Blade's lips.

His eyes widened with disbelief.

The Flower Sword Supreme stood in the exact same spot, not having moved an inch. Not a single thread of her clothing was torn, and not a single strand of her hair was disturbed.

She asked calmly, "Is there anything more to show me?"

There should have been more, but all he felt now was disbelief and terror.

He never imagined he would be the one to say these words to an opponent. It was the classic line his dying enemies always said to him.

"How on earth...?"

The whooshing sound of wind this time was different. It was the sharpest sound he had ever heard.

The Ghost Blade stood there, stunned.

"......"

A diagonal line of blood appeared across his face and body.

"My life was just beginning again..."

He collapsed, sliced in half. Gushing blood quickly soaked his clothes, staining the white ghost emblem red.

No matter how young he had become, how strong his evil energy grew, or how much inner arts he gathered, he was no match for the Flower Sword Supreme.

Because she was one who was silently walking, no, running at full speed towards the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

It was at that exact moment.

JJEONG.

A sound echoed from the main building, far behind the Ghost Blade's corpse. A diagonal line started to form on the structure.

RUUUUMBLE! CRASH! CRASH!

The main building, which housed Yeom Baekyin's office, collapsed diagonally.

This moment demonstrated just how profound the sword's essence was within that final attack.

The Flower Sword Supreme turned to face the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn.

As she approached, the Fist Demon bowed his head slightly. It was a gesture of respect for both her and her swordsmanship. The Flower Sword Supreme returned the bow, accepting his greeting.

Lee Ahn's face was a mask of astonishment and emotion.

What moved her was not the death of the Ghost Blade or the collapse of the building.

It was the Flower Sword Supreme's clothes.

She had fought in a sea of blood and corpses, yet not a single drop had splattered on her white robes. She had moved through a rain of blade energy, yet no blood from the ground had stained them.

Lee Ahn bowed her head respectfully, speaking with proper etiquette.

"Sword Supreme, you have just shown me the future I must strive for."

The Flower Sword Supreme offered Lee Ahn a bright smile.

Meanwhile, the Fist Demon stepped forward.

The only ones left alive on the other side were Jang Hu, the young man with red bandages, and Yeom Baekyin.

Yeom Baekyin, who had barely escaped the blade wind with his life, stared at the collapsed building in devastation. He had a terrible feeling, as if he were seeing his own future.

All of his subordinates were dead, and the two masters he brought had also been killed, yet Jang Hu remained calm.

"I've always wanted to fight you someday."

Jang Hu walked forward slowly, and the young man with the red bandages moved with him.

They unwrapped their bandages simultaneously.

Underneath, their fists were covered in tiny, unreadable characters. The engravings on each man were different in color and text, and a bizarre energy emanated from their hands.

Unlike the Flower Sword Supreme, who watched the situation in silence, Lee Ahn's expression hardened.

Their auras had been remarkable even with the bandages, but now a strange evil art was added to their fists. The aura of death coming from them was no ordinary evil.

Furthermore, there was more than one enemy. There was also the red-bandaged man who appeared to be a disciple. He must have a role to play to have stepped forward with him.

If only she had her inner arts left, she would have wanted to go out with him. She wanted to face the younger one herself.

However, contrary to her complicated feelings, her father's back, as solid as a great mountain, did not waver in the slightest.

Just like that back that practiced fist techniques at the bottom of the cliff every night.

"What have you done to your fists?"

The Fist Demon clenched his large fists tightly and strode forward.

"If you're not confident in your fists, you should just pick up a weapon."


Chapter 596: Now, Death is the Spectator, and It is 'Terrifying'

The man wrapped in red bandages was Jin Dan, a disciple of the Fist King Jang Hu. Since he began learning the fist arts from his master, this was the first time he had ever felt fear simply by looking at someone.

Part of it was the man's terrifying appearance, which seemed to have come straight from hell. Another reason was his unstoppable momentum as he strode forward, undeterred by the ominous energy flowing from their fists.

However, the thing he found most terrifying was his master's reaction.

In the fifteen years Jin Dan had learned the fist arts from Jang Hu, he had never witnessed anyone speak to his master with such contempt. Nor had he ever seen his master endure it as he was now.

The Demon Supreme is the Demon Supreme, after all.

The skill the Flower Sword Supreme displayed earlier had also been truly incredible. He did not even need to look that far back. That young woman had cut down all his subordinates by herself. Though there were only three, the pressure he felt was like facing thousands.

However, the outcome of this fight is already decided.

The idea that his master could lose to someone was unimaginable. He believed in his master.

How I fight is what's important.

He thought that if the fight became a spirit possession match with the Fist Demon, victory or defeat would hinge on how he fought.

This thought, however, was a great delusion on his part. There was no room for his will or judgment to intervene in this battle.


The Fist Demon, who had been striding forward, suddenly launched himself through the air.

Jang Hu did not evade. Instead, he threw a punch.

It was the first punch, signaling the start of the fight.

KWAANG.

An explosive sound erupted when their fists, both imbued with inner arts, collided. The Fist Demon took a step back, an involuntary frown on his face.

The frown was because of the foul energy spreading from Jang Hu's fist. This bizarre and murky energy, a mix of malicious and demonic auras, was potent enough to make anyone with a weak mind or insufficient inner arts lose consciousness.

This energy floated around them like an aura of death, consuming the battlefield and pressing down on everything.

Jang Hu smiled coldly, his posture relaxed.

"It's because I've yet to meet an opponent who makes these fists need a weapon."

This was a retort to the Fist Demon's earlier mockery. This time, the Fist Demon answered not with words, but with his fists.

He answered with a powerful fist.

RUMBLE! KRAKOW!

A sound like thunder accompanied a fist of immense power as it flew toward Jang Hu's face.

KWAAAAANG!

The two men's fists collided once more.

It was a clash of fist against fist, yet it produced a more powerful aftermath than any clash of weapons could.

WHOOOOSH.

The shockwave from the impact spread out in all directions, and a fierce wind began to rage.

A shockwave like this from a simple clash of fists? It was truly unbelievable power.

Lee Ahn covered her eyes with her hand to shield them from the gust of wind. Her inner arts were depleted, so just as her father had protected her in the previous fight, the Flower Sword Supreme now protected her. She would have been swept away by the gust if not for the Flower Sword Supreme.

In fact, Principal Yeom Baekyin of the Yellow Dragon Academy, who had been standing nearby, was sent tumbling far across the ground.

PAAAAK.

The trees planted near the distant wall bent deeply, their leaves scattering into the air.

SWOOOOOSH.

The Fist Demon and the Fist King stood facing each other there, where leaves now fluttered like falling snow.

That punch just now was no ordinary punch.

It was the third of the six fists from the Fist Demon's unique martial art, the Thunder Arhat Fist.

The Third Fist, the Heavenly Lightning Asura.

That heavy fist had flown true and struck its mark.

Lee Ahn sensed a change in her father's martial arts.

Father's thunder sound has gotten quieter.

It was the same sound of thunder she had heard many times during his midnight training sessions. But now, it had become far too quiet.

Could there be something wrong with his body?

She did not yet know the truth. She was unaware that when this sound of thunder diminished until it disappeared completely, it would be the moment he was ready to shatter a cliff. The Fist Demon's martial arts were endlessly advancing toward that very moment.

Jang Hu looked down at his own fist. An even stronger malicious and demonic energy flowed from the trembling hand. His fist was reacting on its own to their last exchange.

"Getting right to it, are we?"

To Jang Hu's question, the Fist Demon replied quietly.

"The stench from your fist is too foul."

Jang Hu's expression hardened once more. The Fist Demon was thoroughly mocking him. If it were some ignorant fool, he would simply make him pay the price, but his opponent was someone who had earned the right to do so.

Jang Hu struggled to suppress his surging killing intent, even though that very killing intent was his greatest strength.

Not yet.

Jang Hu rubbed his arm as he walked forward.

"That punch hurt more than I expected."

At that calm reaction, the Fist Demon gave a single nod. It was not a nod acknowledging his opponent.

Why would he acknowledge an opponent he had to kill?

This was a signal to himself. It was a nod telling himself not to become complacent, because his opponent was worthy of acknowledgment. After all, the man had survived the Heavenly Lightning Asura and was walking out perfectly fine.

"I'm just as impatient as you are."

This time, Jang Hu surged forward and threw a punch.

Even though it was only fists colliding, it sounded like lumps of iron crashing into each other.

Jin Dan took a step back to watch the two fight. To his surprise, he could see openings.

There! Now!

Why wasn't his master counterattacking at that moment? He saw an opening where he would have launched an attack, but his master did not move.

The reverse was also true.

That's dangerous, Master!

It was an opening in his master's form that he had never seen before.

However, the Fist Demon did not aim for that opening to attack.

Only then did Jin Dan understand.

Ah, it's not an opening.

That opening was not a weakness but a trap. It was a death trap where the moment you threw a punch, you would be counterattacked. The highest level of techniques, unrecognizable even to someone on his level, were being exchanged in an instant.

It looked like a brutish fight at a glance, but their battle was by no means so simple.

Pugilists are warriors who must face armed opponents with their bare hands.

Therefore, these pugilists who exchanged punches so crudely had to be smarter. How else could they defeat those who wielded sharp weapons? This was a fight between two men who had come closest to the pinnacle of the fist arts.

That was why it was a fight Jin Dan could not interfere in. The battle continued, with no way to know what scheme a move held, or what the next move would be. His job was to not miss the moment his master called for him.

In the midst of their offense and defense, while looking for an opportunity, Jang Hu unleashed a hidden card.

Jang Hu's unique martial art was the Phantom Killing Fist.

The move he had just unleashed was the Second Fist, the Soul Cleaving Strike.

SHWAAAAAAK.

The small enhanced qi that flew from his fist suddenly grew as large as a giant dao the moment it reached his opponent. It was a massive enhanced qi that was impossible to dodge by jumping away.

SHWAAAAAAK.

The Fist Demon's fist struck the incoming Soul Cleaving Strike. He threw his punch toward the massive enhanced qi without retreating a single step.

The First Fist, the Black Cloud Asura.

It was the first of the six techniques, but that did not mean its power was the weakest. The Black Cloud Asura was a technique whose power you only understood after being hit by it. It became enhanced qi and tore through the air.

The two enhanced qi collided.

WHOOOOOOOOSH!

With a tremendous explosion, the surroundings were swept away.

CRACK! RUMBLE!

The trees that had only shed their leaves before were now uprooted entirely. The surrounding walls collapsed from the impact. The building that the Flower Sword Supreme had only half-demolished was now completely destroyed.

The person swept up in this impact, who tumbled even farther across the ground than before, was the head of the Yellow Dragon Academy, Yeom Baekyin. He got back up, clutching his chest from the internal injuries he had sustained, and lamented inwardly.

My martial arts academy, my martial arts academy is all collapsing.

Of course, a martial arts academy could be rebuilt. But after the main building collapsed from a single strike by the Flower Sword Supreme, all of this felt like his destiny.

I have to run now if I want to live.

This was the cry of his instincts.

This isn't a fight I should get involved in.

He had an ominous premonition that whoever won would not show him any favor.

However, what if the person in the basement emerged with the peerless secret manual and he was not there? What if that person was looking for him? He had waited all this time. What if he was not here at the very last moment?

That regret, terrifying just to imagine, held Yeom Baekyin's ankles. Sometimes, lingering attachment and regret can be more frightening than greed.

There was another reason he was running toward the cliff even while seeing the precipice.

I even killed my own brother!

That fact made it impossible for him to turn back.

And so, only after standing on the edge of the cliff did he desperately feel that in life, one should never cross a bridge of no return.

He will come out. I just have to survive until then.

He was teetering between life and death all by himself, but no one paid him any mind.


The Flower Sword Supreme, who was protecting Lee Ahn while watching the fight, sensed that the Fist Demon, like herself, was no longer at his previous level of skill. He too had grown stronger since his fateful encounter with Geom Mugeuk.

Watching Jang Hu wage such a battle against that Fist Demon reminded her of just how powerful the masterminds behind this were. This was not an organization that had been prepared for only a year or two.

Just when was this organization created?

Her gaze turned to Jang Hu. His expression had grown serious.

After he blocked the Soul Cleaving Strike without moving from his spot, Jang Hu's momentum changed. He, who had always exuded an aura of death toward his opponents, now felt that this aura could be directed at himself.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Now, feeling that Death itself was the spectator, the speed of the two men began to increase more and more.

Their forms vanished before one's eyes and then reappeared. It was not easy for the onlookers to even follow their movements.

Who says big guys are slow?

The Fist Demon shattered that preconception. He was fast. The muscles of his large body seemed to exist not for strength, but for speed.

At the end of that festival of speed.

WHIP!

A sound of wind, different from before, was created by a different attempt.

The sound of the wind was light, but the sound of the strike was heavy.

THWACK!

Jang Hu's head was thrown back. He looked as if he were gazing up at the sky. Before the chin of the man staring at the sky with a vacant gaze, the Fist Demon's fist was thrust out.

"......"

Jang Hu spewed blood while looking at the sky. The blood, which gushed like a fountain, rained down in all directions.

The Second Fist, the Thunder Asura, had struck him in the face.

The Thunder Asura was a technique that threw a punch so fast it was invisible. In terms of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, it was a technique akin to the fast sword style of the Blue Sky Strike, and it had smashed into his face.

It was powerful enough that if he had not thrown his head back at the last second, his entire face would have been blown off.

Just then, Jang Hu suddenly spewed curses.

"Fist Demon, you son of a bitch! I'm going to chew you up and kill you! I'll completely smash that filthy mug of yours."

Curses completely unbefitting of his skill level burst out. He was now revealing another self, no, his true self.

His killing intent was not an elegant one. It was the violent and base killing intent from the very bottom of human nature. He was a man who utilized such a primal killing intent, and he was drawing out every last bit of it he possessed.

"I'll beat you until your whole body turns to dust. I won't leave a single bone in your body. I'll chew you up and swallow you whole."

The endless killing intent flowed from the body of a man who had never once in his life liked anyone. These were curses and killing intent born from true hatred.

The Fist Demon did not take that killing intent lightly. He could not be fooled by its baseness. The moment he thought, 'This bastard is showing his true, pathetic self,' he would be killed by his opponent.

Jang Hu's killing intent was exactly that kind of killing intent.

If his opponent were some scoundrel, it would be one thing. But for a man of his skill, this was a killing intent that screamed while looking up at the sky from beside the fires of hell. It was the true, primal killing intent of a human, hidden beneath a veneer of vulgarity.

Indeed, as Jang Hu wiped the blood from his face, he gave a cold smile. His eyes seemed to flash white with a powerful killing intent he had never experienced before.

SSSSSS.

The characters engraved on both his hands began to glow blue like ghost fire. That light, too, was a light not of this world.

The Fist Demon sensed that his opponent was about to use his final move. He had a premonition that this would not be an easy fight.

Yes, this was a fight where they had to go to the very bottom and roll in the dirt. It was a fight to see who would open the gates of hell and walk out.

Just as Jang Hu had said, it had been a long time since he'd had to unravel his bandages.

The Fist Demon ripped off his shirt. He revealed a truly perfect, muscular upper body.

He often took his shirt off during training, but it had been a very long time since he had met an opponent in a real battle who made him do so.

The Fist Demon clenched his fists tightly. The muscles in his arms were taut, as if they would burst, and his veins stood out as clearly as mighty rivers. The inner qi flowing through those blood vessels was as hot as lava.

Of course, the Fist Demon did not lose his composure.

It was a fight in front of his daughter, after all.

"If you can't take the beating anymore, just say the word. I'll face you with my sword then."


Chapter 597: So, You Were Something Special After All

Everyone was exhausted. The Heavenly Fate Palace martial artists gathered around the campfire did not even make small talk. Their tired eyes were fixed only on the blazing flames.

Just then, a man approached with a box on his shoulder. It was Geom Mugeuk, dressed in the uniform of a Heavenly Fate Palace martial artist.

"Never seen that face before."

In response to the question from a martial artist across the fire, Geom Mugeuk set his box down and squeezed in among them.

"That's because it's your first time seeing me. Hey, scoot your butt over a bit."

The other martial artists chuckled. With so many people stationed here, it was impossible to know everyone. They assumed he must be a new arrival, filling a spot left by someone who had died.

Geom Mugeuk pulled a bottle of liquor from the box he had brought and took a long drink. He then tossed the bottle to the man who had first spoken to him.

"Where'd you get the booze?"

"You want to know?"

"Nope."

The man drank. The others waited for their turn, each taking a sip. As the battle dragged on, finding alcohol these days was like trying to pluck stars from the sky.

Geom Mugeuk's actions were so natural, and since he was even sharing his liquor, no one was suspicious of the new face. They were sure that if he were an enemy, he wouldn't deliberately come and sit among them like this.

Geom Mugeuk had infiltrated quite deep into the center of the Heavenly Fate Palace's camp. His target was the central barracks up ahead.

This won't be easy.

The area around it was under heavy guard, but the guards weren't the problem. He didn't have enough inner arts to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but he could perform a modified version of the Four Strides of the Wind God movement arts. Evading their eyes wouldn't be difficult.

The real problem was the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the true masters who served as his bodyguards. It would be impossible to deceive them and sneak inside. However, having come this far, just turning back would be too much of a waste. He had to find a way.

Just then, the same martial artist from before asked Geom Mugeuk a question.

"Got any more booze?"

"I do. But can you handle the consequences?"

Geom Mugeuk gestured toward the central barracks with his chin, implying the liquor was for the higher-ups. While he might get away with sneaking one bottle, he would have to pay a very steep price if he took more and caused a problem.

The man didn't dare ask for more liquor and instead began to complain.

"Damn it. I wonder when this damn war will ever end."

At that, the others sitting around chimed in.

"It'll be over soon. Haven't you heard the rumor that the Divine Sword Martial Emperor has arrived over there? He'll be facing our Saintess in a decisive battle any day now."

"What if our Saintess loses?"

"What do you mean, 'what if'? Then we'll all die, of course."

Everyone actually laughed at the mention of dying.

Listening to their conversation, Geom Mugeuk realized they were no different from the Murim Alliance martial artists. They might have joined the war with all sorts of justifications at first, but as time went on, everyone's wish was the same. For the war to end quickly.

Just then, a martial artist came running from the distance, shouting.

"The Saintess has returned!"

At that, everyone shot to their feet, and the area became bustling with activity.

A glint appeared in Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

Does that mean the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord isn't in the barracks right now?

Geom Mugeuk picked up his box and moved quickly toward the barracks. He set the box down nearby and put his skills to use. Infiltrating a barracks guarded only by ordinary martial artists wasn't difficult, even without the kind of flashy movement arts that could deceive someone in plain sight.

Sure enough, the inside of the barracks was empty. Everything within was luxurious, from the fur pelt covering the chair to the small table and even the liquor bottle and cup placed upon it.

He had entered this place knowing the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord would come, because there was one thing he was counting on.

Just then, he heard signs of people outside, and two men stepped inside.

When they entered, Geom Mugeuk was nowhere to be seen.

He had deployed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. The space Geom Mugeuk created was just large enough for one person to stand. Even then, it was a space of darkness without a single ray of light.

This was the only space he could create with his current inner arts. It was only possible because his proficiency had increased thanks to his ceaseless training in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and the Heavenly Space Secret Art, allowing him to open a space with very little inner arts.

From within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Geom Mugeuk watched the two men who had entered. They were an old man and a middle-aged man.

The old man's face was deeply lined with the marks of time, yet it seemed a waste to call him old. His back was straight and his gaze was intense. Above all, he didn't exude the aura of a setting sun but rather the heat of a still-blazing one.

This old man was none other than the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, Wi Mucheon, the very man who had started a war against the Murim Alliance.

Wi Mucheon stopped abruptly and looked around the interior. It seemed he felt some kind of incongruity. The moment showed just how formidable Wi Mucheon's martial arts skills were.

"Is something wrong?"

The middle-aged martial artist who had entered with Wi Mucheon asked. He had a tough impression, as if he would never back down. He was Baek Yanggi, the Saintess of the Protection Palace, one of the three great divine palaces of the Heavenly Fate Palace.

"It's nothing."

Wi Mucheon didn't notice the Spacetime Manipulation Technique that Geom Mugeuk had deployed. He sat in his chair and poured liquor from the table beside him.

"Then please rest."

As the Protection Palace Lord turned to leave, Wi Mucheon asked a question.

"Do you know why the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance haven't intervened in this fight with the Murim Alliance?"

The Protection Palace Lord turned back toward Wi Mucheon and answered.

"They must be hoping that the vital energy of the orthodox sects' murim will be greatly damaged by this war."

Wi Mucheon nodded at his calm reply.

"That's right. The strategy of killing with a borrowed knife. They strike the Murim Alliance with the sword called the Heavenly Fate Palace. That is their scheme."

Wi Mucheon had started the war knowing their scheme better than anyone. It was a strategy that exploited the long-standing hatred between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. Because of that ancient animosity, he was confident that they would never help another faction that was under attack.

Just as he predicted, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance did not help the Murim Alliance. Instead, they supported the various sects that were helping the Heavenly Fate Palace.

"They may think we will suffer mutual destruction fighting the orthodox sects' murim."

The smile formed by the wrinkles around Wi Mucheon's mouth was full of confidence.

"Because of their arrogance, we will be victorious."

The Protection Palace Lord's gaze deepened as he looked at him.

Who is the truly arrogant one? Does the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord really believe he can achieve the conquer the murim?

"Have a drink."

Wi Mucheon offered a cup to the Protection Palace Lord, who respectfully accepted the drink.

TRICKLE.

"You were against this war."

Their gazes locked over the liquor pouring into the cup.

The Protection Palace Lord knew. He knew that the Saintess's earnest dream was world domination and that he had been preparing for that dream for many long years.

And yet.

"The Divine Sword Martial Emperor is a strong man."

The Protection Palace Lord knew well that these words could easily wound Wi Mucheon's pride, but it was something that had to be said. Even if they killed the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, countless reclusive masters of the orthodox sects would reveal themselves if the Murim Alliance were to fall.

And was that all? The Evil Alliance and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult still remained.

World domination. The only thing that can achieve this goal is blood. The moment that goal is realized, it becomes a monster whose belly is never full, no matter how much blood it drinks. It was impossible to even imagine how much blood would have to be shed.

Wi Mucheon silently poured liquor into his own cup.

Of course, the Protection Palace Lord knew. It wasn't as if the man was a madman crazed for blood. His will to unify the murim was just that strong. He also understood his ambition. As a martial genius, he possessed the most powerful martial arts among all the Heavenly Fate Palace Lords in history.

"I apologize."

In response to the Protection Palace Lord's apology, Wi Mucheon said something unexpected.

"This war is not my war."

Wi Mucheon drained his cup. The Protection Palace Lord waited until he had finished drinking, then refilled his cup and asked.

"Then whose war is it?"

"Heaven's."

A moment of silence passed.

Heaven's Will. The Heavenly Fate Palace existed to protect that Heaven's Will. It was unknown how long the Heavenly Fate Palace had existed, but the fact that it was an organization that protected Heaven's Will had never changed.

"I do not believe that Heaven desires blood."

The Protection Palace Lord conveyed his honest feelings. He knew these words would also greatly displease the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, but they too had to be said. After all, the Protection Palace existed to protect the Heavenly Fate Palace.

Wi Mucheon stared at the Protection Palace Lord. The taut tension heightened, but the Protection Palace Lord showed no fear. As if he had expected this reaction, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord did not get angry. Instead, he shared a surprising fact.

"The Secret Box has awakened."

"!"

The Protection Palace Lord was stunned. Not only him, but Geom Mugeuk, who was listening, was also shocked. He knew the Secret Box was related to the Heavenly Fate Palace, but he never expected to hear about it in their conversation.

What on earth does it mean for the Secret Box to have awakened?

"As you know, the Secret Box is a sacred artifact of our palace, said to contain Heaven's Will. We don't know who made it or for what purpose, but after the first Heavenly Fate Palace Lord obtained the Secret Box, the Heavenly Fate Palace has existed for generations to protect it."

From his words, Geom Mugeuk was able to understand the relationship between the Secret Box and the Heavenly Fate Palace.

So the Secret Box was a sacred artifact of the Heavenly Fate Palace.

He could also understand more clearly why that Secret Box had brought him to this place.

The Protection Palace Lord stared at Wi Mucheon with a shocked expression. He found it hard to believe. For ages, the Secret Box had existed merely as a symbol, like a bell somewhere or a sword in another place.

But that Secret Box has awakened?

Wi Mucheon showed him the proof directly. He took something out from his robes.

"The Secret Box produced this."

What Wi Mucheon held out was a small Secret Box.

The moment he saw that Secret Box, the Protection Palace Lord showed his respects and knelt on the spot. It had the exact same shape as the large Secret Box.

"In accordance with Heaven's Will, I will follow the will of this sacred artifact with my entire being."

The Secret Box, the sacred artifact of the Heavenly Fate Palace, was not something one could dare to look at directly. In fact, the Secret Box was kept in the treasury of the Heavenly Fate Palace, and only the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was allowed to enter that place.

Wi Mucheon's eyes, as he looked at the Secret Box, were also filled with awe and reverence.

"I can feel the power contained within it. It's a formidable power. Not a power that someone like the Divine Sword Martial Emperor could possibly stop."


It was at that very moment.

In that instant, surprisingly, the Secret Box cried out.

HUUUMMM.

Even Wi Mucheon was surprised. It was the first time the small Secret Box had shown any reaction since he obtained it.

Wi Mucheon held the Secret Box up high, and the Protection Palace Lord bowed his head low.

"I started this battle according to Heaven's Will."

"I will help you, Saintess, to surely achieve world domination in accordance with Heaven's Will."

A resolve to no longer harbor different thoughts about the meaning of this war bloomed on the Protection Palace Lord's face.

Watching them, Geom Mugeuk realized one thing.

The Secret Box isn't crying because of the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

Because the Secret Box in his own robes was also vibrating. Geom Mugeuk could feel it instinctively.

It's the same Secret Box.

He realized that across three hundred years of time, the two Secret Boxes, one and the same, were communicating with each other. The fact that it could bring him here across such a long span of time was likely possible because that Secret Box was here.

So, you were something special after all.

Sorry. To think I drew a smiling face on such a great sacred artifact without even knowing.

Just then, the voice of a subordinate was heard from outside.

"The Saintess of the Saintess Palace has arrived."

The Saintess was the Saintess who led the Saintess Palace, another of the three great divine palaces.

The two men were startled at the news of her arrival. For the Saintess to come to the battlefield herself meant that something very important had happened.

"Show her in."

A moment later, women dressed in white robes entered first. As they lined up to the left and right to form a path, the Saintess walked through the middle.

The Saintess Palace Saintess, Ye Seol.

She had her eyes covered with a white cloth. Though her eyes were covered, she was known to see everything in the world. A sacred energy flowed from her body, and with every step she took, a sense of mystery seemed to rise like a heat haze.

Wi Mucheon greeted her respectfully. Although the Saintess was also his subordinate, she was a special existence.

"Saintess, what brings you to such a harsh place?"

Then, the Saintess uttered astonishing words. Her voice possessed a calm dignity. In a voice that made everyone listen intently, she said.

"A prophecy has descended."

At those words, both Wi Mucheon and the Protection Palace Lord were stunned.

The reason the people of the Heavenly Fate Palace respected and valued the Saintess was precisely because she could read the secrets of heaven and make prophecies. Among all the Saintesses in history, she had made the most accurate prophecies.

Wi Mucheon and the Protection Palace Lord simultaneously performed a clasped hands greeting to show their respect.

"On behalf of the palace, we will hear Heaven's Will."

Wi Mucheon's eyes filled with anticipation. It was a prophecy that had descended just before a crucial battle. He desperately hoped it would be a positive prophecy about his attempt at world domination.

"It is said that world domination will be achieved."

Wi Mucheon's face filled with joy. Yes, there had to be a reason the Secret Box had awakened. He could also understand why the Secret Box had cried out.

Just then, astonishing words flowed from the Saintess.

"However, Heaven's Will does not lie with you, Saintess."

"!"

A look of bewilderment spread across Wi Mucheon's face.

Didn't she just say world domination would be achieved? But Heaven's Will doesn't lie with me?

A shocking prophecy flowed from the Saintess's lips.

"The time when our palace's Heaven's Will is to be fulfilled is three hundred years from now."


Chapter 598: A Gift From My Student

A great shock struck the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord Wi Mucheon.

Heaven's will is to be fulfilled three hundred years from now?

Standing right beside him, the Protection Palace Lord personally witnessed the corner of Wi Mucheon's eye twitch. He had never before seen the Saintess so surprised and flustered.

Geom Mugeuk, concealed within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, was equally surprised.

She prophesied this three hundred years ago?

Even seeing it with his own eyes, it was truly difficult to believe.

A heavy silence descended upon the hall.

Wi Mucheon, who had been staring intently at the Saintess, slowly returned to his seat. He then began to pour alcohol into his cup.

It was a serious breach of etiquette to pour a drink while seated before the standing Saintess, but at this moment, no one paid it any mind.

TRICKLE.

In the hall where not even a breath could be heard, the only audible sound was the pouring of alcohol.

The Protection Palace Lord could sense it. He could feel the immense fury Wi Mucheon was experiencing. The clear sound of the liquid was the sound of the Saintess suppressing his rage.

Wi Mucheon silently gazed down at the cup, which was filled to the brim.

So much blood had already been spilled. He had reached a point of no return. And now Heaven delivers a prophecy like this? Why then did the Secret Box awaken? Why did it cry out so desperately in his hands?

After fiddling with his cup for a moment, Wi Mucheon asked the Saintess in a calm voice.

"Would you care for a drink?"

The expressions on the faces of the women in white, who were lined up on either side, hardened.

It was bad enough that he was sitting and pouring a drink for himself. Now he was offering one to her. This was an act he should not commit, regardless of his status as the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

Since the Saintess's eyes were covered, it was impossible to discern what she was feeling.

"I'm fine."

At the Saintess's calm refusal, Wi Mucheon drank alone.

The very moment he set his cup down, astonishing words came from the Saintess's lips.

"I cannot drink, but I will pour you a cup."

Hearing the Saintess's words, the women in white all glanced at her before lowering their heads once more.

They were surprised and tense. The Saintess was doing something she would never normally do. This surely wasn't just because they were in the middle of a war.

It must be because this prophecy was that significant.

The Saintess took a slow step forward. Though her eyes were covered, she walked with precision to stand directly before Wi Mucheon.

As if she possessed sight, she lifted the alcohol bottle and poured it accurately into Wi Mucheon's cup.

TRICKLE.

The clear sound of the cup filling made the hearts of the women in white even more fearful. They felt a taut tension, as if something terrible was about to happen at any moment. After all, everyone understood what the Saintess's prophecy meant to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

Without drinking the alcohol she had poured, Wi Mucheon asked a question.

"What will happen if I don't withdraw from this war?"

The Saintess then calmly delivered the prophecy.

"In this battle, the Heavenly Fate Palace will suffer a great defeat. And you, Saintess, will die at their hands."

These were words no one would dare to speak. If anyone other than the Saintess had said them, it would not have been strange for their head to be smashed by a single strike from the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

However, Wi Mucheon did not do that. The cold fury instead brought him a sense of calm.

He drained the cup that the Saintess had poured for him.

"Unfortunately, this prophecy is wrong."

He didn't say it 'seemed' wrong. It was a firm declaration that the prophecy was wrong. This was a greater discourtesy than offering her a drink earlier.

The lined-up women all raised their heads to look at the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. Their gazes were life-threatening. To deny the Saintess's prophecy was to deny their very existence.

Wi Mucheon paid them no attention. His gaze was fixed only on the Saintess.

Amid the cold tension, the Saintess opened her mouth. She was perfectly calm, as if she had naturally anticipated the Saintess would deny it.

"A Saintess may go her entire life without receiving a single prophecy, but a prophecy that has been delivered is never wrong."

A desire surged from deep within Wi Mucheon's heart.

It was a killing intent, a desire to kill the woman before him and make her a sacrifice for this battle. But he could not do that. If he did, the morale of the Heavenly Fate Palace would plummet, and the people's hearts would turn away from him. The martial artists of the Heavenly Fate Palace believed in the prophecies of the Saintess.

"Even so, I won't stop this war."

"May I ask why?"

"This time, Heaven itself has conveyed its will to me."

"How so?"

"Shouldn't you already know everything?"

Wi Mucheon's emotion was closer to rage than it was to ridicule.

If the Secret Box hadn't awakened, he would have believed the Saintess's prophecy. Even if he hadn't believed it, he would have stopped the war.

All because of this sham of a prophecy.

Wi Mucheon rose from his seat and slowly approached the Saintess. Standing right next to her, he whispered softly so that only she could hear.

"After I unify the world, I'll kill you and destroy the Saintess Palace."

Even at those shocking words, the Saintess showed no agitation. Wi Mucheon's whisper continued.

"It doesn't matter either way, does it? If your prophecy is correct, I'll die anyway. On the other hand, if the prophecy is wrong, it means you deceived me with a sham prophecy, a deed for which you deserve to die."

Wi Mucheon smiled and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear.

"In that sense, I suppose we can consider this a special prophecy."

The Saintess turned her head to look at Wi Mucheon.

It was a gaze that felt as if she was seeing Wi Mucheon's face from behind the cloth, peering into his heart, and even looking into the future.

Was that the reason?

Wi Mucheon felt an urge to rip the cloth from the Saintess's eyes. What kind of eyes were looking at him from beneath that fabric?

I have treated you all so preciously until now, and on the eve of this crucial battle, is this all you can do for me?

The Saintess, as calm as she was at the beginning, spoke to Wi Mucheon.

"I only deliver the prophecy. It is you, Saintess, who must judge and decide."

She gave a polite bow to Wi Mucheon and turned away. Before heading outside, she paused.

Her gaze, still blindfolded, turned for a moment toward one of the walls.

Everyone assumed she was looking at the map of the Central Plains on the wall, but Geom Mugeuk stood in front of that map, hidden within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it.

She's looking at me.

The Saintess turned back to Wi Mucheon and said something.

"I will not return, but will remain here."

Not only the women in white, but Wi Mucheon too was startled. He hadn't expected her to declare she would stay on the battlefield.

Without waiting for Wi Mucheon's reply, she walked out.

Geom Mugeuk understood why she had said that.

She wants to meet me.


The Fist King Jang Hu's aura had completely changed.

His killing intent manifested as a pure white light, while glowing, ghost-fire-like characters on both his hands bewildered his opponent's vision.

Behind Jang Hu's back, the gates of hell opened. Pained screams echoed from those who had fallen into hellfire for their evil deeds. Demons ran rampant through the sea of fire.

Jang Hu's manifestation was hell.

It was a manifestation that instilled terror and stole the will to fight just by feeling its presence.

The Fist Demon was not frightened at all. Having taken off his shirt to fight in earnest, the Fist Demon's momentum was terrifying. He strode unhesitatingly toward hell. Demons clung to him from all sides, and the ground boiled like lava.

The Fist Demon threw open the gates of hell and entered.

WHOOOOSH!

The Fist Demon's manifestation was the wind.

This was no longer a wind that tore things apart. It was the Fist Demon's changed wind, a wind that blew within a person's heart.

That wind began to blow in hell.

The demons were blown away by the Fist Demon's wind. Fireballs that had been boiling like lava were swept up and scattered in all directions. The demons screamed as they burned. Hell became a true hell.

In the middle of that windy hell, the two men clashed.

KABOOM!

Immense inner arts were loaded into the fists flying toward each other. The two men threw punches at one another as if they had met their mortal enemies.

"......"

Every time they threw a punch, the force of their stomps cracked and split the ground.

Neither man retreated a single step. The wails of ghosts could be heard from their clashing fists, and the sound of thunder erupted.

BOOM! KABOOM! BOOM!

The killing intent and demonic qi, which could never coexist, pressed down on each other.

Watching this, Lee Ahn's heart pounded like crazy.

Even from her distant position, she could feel it. The dreadful energy radiating from Jang Hu's fists.

If the Flower Sword Supreme hadn't blocked that energy for her, she would not have been able to stand here and watch with her depleted inner arts.

Even Yeom Baekyin, whose inner arts were intact, had retreated far away, unable to stop himself from vomiting up everything in his stomach.

These are all monsters.

Even if she obtained the ultimate secret manual, could she face them? She had no confidence. If so, what was the point of obtaining that manual?

The manual, the manual, the manual.

With only that filling his mind, he had forgotten. He had forgotten that this whole affair had started out of necessity in the first place.

The one who made him forget was the man who went underground.

He had been led to believe by the man's gentle demeanor that he might really give him the ultimate martial arts. In the end, that man was probably a monster just like these two. No, perhaps an even more terrifying monster than them.

Meanwhile, the exchange of blows between the Fist Demon and Jang Hu continued.

The ghost-fire spewing from the characters engraved on his fists mixed with Jang Hu's killing intent, making the surrounding air difficult to even breathe.

Even in the midst of it, the Fist Demon did not retreat a single step.

As if to say, this is the fist of the Fist Demon.

But, it wasn't.

The Fist Demon didn't just have his fists.

SHWIIIIICK!

"......"

A single move from the Fist Demon shattered the tense stalemate. A kick shot out instantly, parting the space between their fists.

It was the fourth form of the Thunder Arhat Fist, the Iron Leg Asura.

With that one blow, Jang Hu's jaw twisted as he was sent flying backward.

He had never expected the Fist Demon to use a kick, so he had taken that fast and powerful blow head-on.

The Fist Demon did not miss this opportunity.

THWACK!

Following like a shadow, the Fist Demon's fist mercilessly slammed into Jang Hu's stomach. Although his protective enhanced qi activated, it hurt as if his intestines were bursting.

"......"

It was the first time a groan had escaped Jang Hu's lips.

Having seized the momentum, the Fist Demon's fists became even faster and stronger.

THWACK! THWACK! THWUMP!

The Fist Demon's fists continuously slammed into Jang Hu's body.

"Damn it! Stop!"

After taking a series of punches, Jang Hu cursed and shot away toward the distant spectator seats. The moment he landed next to the seated figure of Death.

SHWIIIIICK!

The Fist Demon's fist, rushing in right after, flew in to completely crush his face.

In that instant, the look in Jang Hu's eyes changed. It was a look that said, 'I've been waiting for this moment, too'.

Instead of blocking with his fist, Jang Hu spread his palm wide.

SHIIIIIIK.

A pitch-black wall blocked the space in front of his palm. The Fist Demon's fist flew in with enough force to smash anything.

The moment the fist struck the wall, a different sound was heard instead of an impact.

SLUUURP.

The wall rippled. The wall, which felt like a liquid, absorbed the Fist Demon's fist. He tried to pull his fist out, but this strange liquid held it tight.

SHWIIIIICK.

At the same time, Jang Hu's other fist cut through the air.

This time, too, the sound was different.

It was not the 'BOOM' of an impact.

SLICE! SLICE!

The sound of flesh being repeatedly torn was heard.

PAAAAK.

The Fist Demon, having barely pulled his fist from the liquid mass, was thrown backward.

DRIP.

Blood was flowing from the Fist Demon's arm that hadn't been caught.

His thick, large forearm and fist were deeply gashed, and the wound was deep. Even this was fortunate. Jang Hu had been aiming for his neck and heart.

A blade shimmering like light could be seen at the tip of Jang Hu's fist. It was no ordinary blade. It was a blade of killing intent, created from Jang Hu's own killing intent.

His hidden trump card had been revealed.

Watching this, Lee Ahn's heart sank. It was the first time she had ever seen blood flowing from her father's fist.

It was at that moment.

The Fist Demon raised his hand as if to signal a short break.

As the Fist Demon pressed the acupoints on his arm and hand to stop the bleeding, Jang Hu also tended to the internal injuries he had just sustained.

GUSH.

While tending to his internal injuries, Jang Hu coughed up blood. After spitting out the blood, his face actually looked more at ease.

Meanwhile, the Fist Demon strode over and picked up his shirt, which he had thrown on the ground.

Was he going to apply some wound salve? No way. Jang Hu was watching him with this thought in mind. The Fist Demon then found something in his clothes and took it out.

It was a pair of gauntlets.

They stretched elastically and fitted snugly onto the Fist Demon's large hands.

"No way...?"

Jang Hu recognized what they were. They were something that no one who practiced fist arts could fail to know.

"The God of War!"

It was the God of War that Geom Mugeuk had given him in the past. If the greatest of swords was the Heavenly Demon Sword, then the greatest of gauntlets was the God of War.

Jang Hu's expression hardened. He never imagined the Fist Demon would have the God of War. No, the problem was that he had put them on.

"The great Fist Demon is wearing gauntlets? The world will laugh at this."

It was a taunt meant to make him take off the God of War.

However, the Fist Demon didn't fall for Jang Hu's provocation. The Fist Demon did not let his pride get in the way. In the past, he would have rather died than not face his opponent with his bare fists.

But the Fist Demon was different now. Instead of showing shame, he boasted to Jang Hu.

"My disciple gave them to me as a gift."

"What?"

To the surprised and flustered Jang Hu, the Fist Demon added.

"Our Young Cult Leader gave them to me."

Watching this, the Flower Sword Supreme could see that the Fist Demon's change was not just in his level of martial arts.

The Fist Demon has become flexible.

The Fist Demon had changed. The man who seemed so hard he would never break, the man whose pride was stronger than anyone else's.

He became stronger because he changed.

The Flower Sword Supreme knew who was responsible for this change. It was likely for the same reason she no longer wore makeup and lived with her white hair.

"Son of a bitch!"

Jang Hu once again spewed vulgar curses unbecoming of him. He drew out all the killing intent he possessed. It wasn't intentional, the profanity just burst out. He truly hated the Fist Demon enough to kill him.

SHAAAAK.

The blade of killing intent at the tip of Jang Hu's fist extended, becoming longer and sharper. It was a sharpness that seemed capable of slicing through even ten-thousand-year-old cold iron.

"You disgusting Demon Supreme bastard! Come on, it'll take time to carve up that huge body of yours."

In response, the Fist Demon slapped his gauntleted fist into his palm, making a sound as he walked forward.

PANG! PANG!

"Consider it an honor to be their first use!"


Chapter 599: Just Ask to Borrow a Sword

The Fist Demon donned the God of War, but he did not let his guard down.

His opponent was strong. Even fighting with all his might, he still had not managed to kill the man and had been forced to put on his gauntlets. Furthermore, the current Jang Hu was in a state where he had summoned every last drop of his venomous spirit.

A single moment of carelessness would mean death, a truth that applied equally to them both.

They surged toward each other. The blade protruding from Jang Hu's fist made his arm effectively longer than the Fist Demon's.

SWOOOOSH.

The blade, capable of slicing through cast iron like paper, grazed past the Fist Demon's face. The Fist Demon was unsure if the God of War could block a blade with such killing intent, so he carefully responded by dodging the attacks as much as he could.

He could not keep dodging forever, however. In an instant, a blade of killing intent flew in from an angle he could not avoid.

"......"

The blade tore through the empty air but was stopped dead by the Fist Demon's palm.

Damn it! It was blocked.

Jang Hu saw that the gauntlets were completely undamaged. This was the might of the world's number one gauntlets.

SWOOOOSH.

Jang Hu twisted his body and leaped back to evade the Fist Demon's counterattack.

"Must be nice hiding behind your gauntlets. Why don't you carry a shield, too?"

It was a persistent attempt to wound his pride and make him take off the God of War.

PANG, PANG!

The Fist Demon struck his palm with his other fist and replied.

"This is enough."

This was not the reaction Jang Hu had wanted. His provocations and mockery had no effect.

Jang Hu was unaware of a crucial fact. The Fist Demon had wandered the Central Plains with the Cult Leader since his youth and possessed more practical combat experience than any other Demon Supreme. He was a man who had faced every kind of provocation from every type of enemy.

SWOOOOSH.

Jang Hu's fist swiftly aimed for the Fist Demon's vital points. He knew just one clean hit would end the fight. If the blade pierced his body, his fist would immediately smash into the wound.

The Fist Demon dodged the incoming blade and threw a punch.

WHOOOSH.

The cheek that the Fist Demon's fist brushed past grew hot as if burned, like a giant lump of iron had grazed him.

SHWIIK!

After dodging the attack, Jang Hu aimed his blade at the man's abdomen. The Fist Demon's body was so large it seemed a random stab would surely hit something. Yet the attack only grazed him, and then grazed him again. It was not easy to leave even a single scratch on his body.

Of course, Jang Hu did not easily allow the Fist Demon's punches to land either. This was a matter of survival. One hit, and he would die.

This sense of crisis kept both of their bodies in a state of extreme excitement. One might assume fighters of their caliber would fight calmly while assessing the situation, but that was not the case. Right now, the two were in a state of extreme agitation.

It was a state of ultimate excitement where they wouldn't feel pain even if their bones broke and flesh tore, a state where they would throw a punch with a severed wrist as if it were still attached. That was why they could block the attacks. The blows they exchanged flew with such extreme speed and power that they could never be blocked without being in such a state of excitement. If they weren't agitated, their minds wouldn't be able to withstand it.

Their fists were suddenly imbued with enhanced qi, and their forms would vanish in an instant. The air around the two men continuously exploded with a force that threatened to burst eardrums.

BOOM! BOOOM! BOOOOM!

It was a power that would have shattered anything standing there. A rock would have turned to dust, and a lump of iron would have been flattened like a rice cake.

Since both men had surpassed the stage of being bound by technique, their fight was a true display of the pinnacle of fist arts.

The Flower Sword Supreme watched their fight and sensed it was heading toward its final stage. After fighting nonstop while pouring out such tremendous inner arts, there was no way they had much left. Both of them would surely try to settle the match soon.

She silently cheered for the Fist Demon.

If the Fist Demon were to die by some chance, his death would not be his alone. The aftermath would affect everyone who had witnessed it, including Lee Ahn, Geom Mugeuk, and even herself.

You must win, for our sake.

The Flower Sword Supreme glanced at Lee Ahn, who was standing beside her. She sent a telepathic message to Lee Ahn.

[Don't see this as your father's fight. See it as the Fist Demon's fight.]

How could the intelligent Lee Ahn not understand what that meant?

[Yes, Sword Supreme.]

It meant she should set aside her personal feelings and engrave their every movement in her mind, not missing a single one. Where else would she get the chance to witness such a fight firsthand?

PAPAPAPANG!

As they exchanged blows with the utmost concentration, Jang Hu suddenly lost his balance. The Fist Demon did not miss that moment and slammed his shoulder into Jang Hu's chest.

KWAANG!

The moment he was hit, Jang Hu swung the blade of killing intent, but the Fist Demon's hand blocked it.

SWOOOOSH.

"......"

Jang Hu was struck in the face by the Fist Demon's punch and slid backward. Blood trickled from his nose.

A nosebleed in a fight between masters of this level? It was something that truly should not happen, yet it was also something that could only happen because of the nature of their fight.

Jang Hu pressed the acupoints on the bridge of his nose to stop the bleeding. He then asked, "That was your chance. Why didn't you press the attack?"

The Fist Demon did not attack, even though Jang Hu was tilting his head back and looking at the sky.

The Fist Demon massaged his own wrist and fist as he replied.

"You like setting traps, don't you?"

He was referring to the time Jang Hu had used the blade of killing intent when he was cornered. The remark hit its mark. Jang Hu had indeed been planning to launch a surprise attack if the Fist Demon had followed up.

Jang Hu's chest felt tight with frustration. He had never faced such a difficult opponent in his entire life. His gaze naturally turned to Lee Ahn.

If only I could take the Fist Demon's daughter hostage.

The reason he had not yet acted on this thought was the Flower Sword Supreme standing in front of Lee Ahn. If he carelessly provoked her and she also intervened, the gates of hell would truly open.

I didn't want to resort to this method.

Jang Hu unleashed the move he had been saving.

It was a technique that required him to use his innate Tianjin energy, a technique that could only be used by taking the life of his disciple, Jin Dan. This, however, was the only way to defeat that big fist, which was stronger than he had anticipated.

"Alright, let's end this now."

Jang Hu's gaze turned to his disciple, Jin Dan, who had been watching the fight until now.

Jin Dan met his master's gaze and felt that it was finally his time to step up.

I will help you, even if it costs me my life.

The characters engraved on Jin Dan's fist began to emit a red glow. Then, as if on cue, a blue glow like a ghostly fire erupted from Jang Hu's hand.

SHAAAAAAH.

The blue and red lights began to advance toward each other.

Originally, Jang Hu was supposed to contain both of these energies within his own fist.

However, these two energies were polar opposites, and having them in one person's body would cause a massive internal injury from the clash. Since his power was not great enough to prevent that, he had stored one of the energies in his disciple's fist. He had to gather this energy as one and eliminate the Fist Demon as quickly as possible. Once the two energies began to clash, he himself would not be safe.

Jin Dan knew he had to transfer the energy, but he was unaware of a crucial fact. He did not know that not only the energy in his hand but also his own life force and innate Tianjin energy would be sucked away, leading to his death. He did not know it was such a wicked evil art. No, he did not know he had such a heartless Master.

HWIIIIIIII.

The blue and red energies met in the air and began to mix.

At that very moment, a light, short whoosh of wind was heard.

"......"

In the next moment, the red energy that had filled the air returned to Jin Dan's body.

CHAK.

The sound of a sword being sheathed followed.

The Flower Sword Supreme was now standing behind Jin Dan. A splitting sound, JIIIK, was heard as a line formed on his body.

SLUUUURK.

Jin Dan's body was sliced diagonally, spewing blood. He lost his life without ever knowing why or how he died.

Jang Hu, who had never imagined the Flower Sword Supreme would intervene, shouted with a face contorted in rage.

"You crazy bitch!"

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at Jang Hu and spoke leisurely.

"Wasn't this a one-on-one fight? Was it a fight where two-on-one was allowed?"

If he agreed, it would be an admission that it was okay for the Flower Sword Supreme to join in. Another string of harsh curses erupted from Jang Hu's mouth.

"You dog-like bitch! You cowardly Demonic Cult bastards, you're worse than vermin!"

Lee Ahn grew angry at the insults directed at the Flower Sword Supreme. The target of the insults, however, was completely unconcerned.

The person she was concerned about right now was the Fist Demon. The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Fist Demon and bowed her head slightly.

She could not know what would have happened if the disciple's energy had merged. It was, of course, a fight she should not have interfered in so recklessly. But the Flower Sword Supreme believed in the Fist Demon's change, in his softened heart and his changed life. She hoped that today's fight was for victory, not for honor.

Fortunately, the Fist Demon did not look displeased at all. He instead expressed his gratitude to her.

"Thank you."

Jang Hu sneered at the Fist Demon.

"Wearing the God of War, and now you're even getting help from a woman."

He tried to get under his skin until the very end, but it did not work.

The Fist Demon replied, "If that woman is the Sword Supreme, isn't her help worth receiving?"

A smile graced the Flower Sword Supreme's lips at the Fist Demon's words. To think he would say something like that about her. Yes, her prediction was correct.

Lee Ahn could finally feel it. This was a true battle of Demon Supremes. It was a battle of true adults who did not get caught up in an opponent's provocations and did not lose sight of what was important. She was once again seeing the path she had to walk.

Conversely, Jang Hu's expression completely hardened. If the man who had submitted the report on the Eight Demon Supremes were in front of him, he would have smashed his head in right now. The report he had submitted about the Demon Supremes was all nonsense.

He did not know the reason why the Fist Demon was trying to win this fight. The Fist Demon had no desire to gain honor by defeating him. He simply wanted to defeat him quickly and wait for one person here.

He hoped that when Geom Mugeuk emerged, the first person he saw would be himself, not the foul-mouthed Jang Hu. He wanted to see the Young Cult Leader smile brightly and make a joke. It did not matter if the joke was not directed at him. No, it would be better if it was not. Let him say it to Lee Ahn or to the Flower Sword Supreme. He was a man for whom just watching that scene was enough.

Come to think of it, I felt the same way when I used to travel with the Cult Leader in my youth.

He wanted to make sure no one dared to treat the Cult Leader disrespectfully. It was the very feeling of wanting to protect the Cult Leader so he could be the protagonist, even if he himself was not.

The Fist Demon clenched his fist, pouring that feeling into it.

GWAAAK.

Emotion and immense inner arts were loaded into Jang Hu's fist.

GWAK.

They knew instinctively that this was the final clash.

SSSSSKS.

The blade of killing intent protruding from Jang Hu's fist grew even longer.

The Fist Demon said to him, "Instead of doing that, why don't you just go to my daughter and ask to borrow a sword?"

The Fist Demon knew how to mock, too. He also knew how to enjoy a fight but was just holding back because Lee Ahn was watching.

Of course, Jang Hu did not just take it.

"Why borrow it? I can just tear you all to pieces and take it."

The two men threw themselves at each other.

SWAAAAAAAAAACK!

Jang Hu unleashed the Phantom Killing Fist, his final seventh fist, the Sahon-gyeok. The Fist Demon used the Thunder Arhat Fist, his final sixth fist, the Hell Lightning Asura.

The Fist Demon's fist contained waiting and longing. Jang Hu's fist contained hatred and loathing.

Before their fists collided, the Fist Demon did not see the hell Jang Hu had unleashed. Instead, he saw a cliff. It was the cliff he had looked up at for so long.

The Fist Demon felt the power entering his arm and fist was different from usual. It was a feeling that was hard to describe. A confidence that he could shatter the cliff erupted from his fist.

Yes, I'll shatter it!

And so the two fists, one of the Fist Demon and one of the Fist King, collided head-on.

KWAAAAANG!

Even the layered hatred and loathing could not overcome the Fist Demon's heart for Geom Mugeuk.

PAPAPAPAK!

The blade of killing intent shattered, creating a shower of white light. The Fist Demon's fist broke the blade and then smashed Jang Hu's fist as well.

GWADEDEUK!

"Uwaaaaaaaah!"

A wretched scream echoed from Jang Hu's mouth, but the scream did not last long. Jang Hu saw it then. A black shadow filled his vision, as if the sky itself was collapsing upon him.

KWAM!

The Fist Demon's large fist, having crushed the other's, flew straight on and embedded itself in Jang Hu's face. Jang Hu's protective enhanced qi shattered to pieces, and his face caved in, completely collapsing. With his face smashed, the Fist King Jang Hu slowly fell forward.

No thunder was heard from the Hell Lightning Asura.

In his last moment, what Jang Hu saw was Death, sitting in the audience and watching the fight.

THUD.

Jang Hu, now dead, collapsed to the ground. The life-and-death battle between the Fist Demon and the Fist King had finally come to an end.

"Father!"

Lee Ahn ran to the Fist Demon and threw her arms around him. She was so happy that her father was safe. She had not shown it on the outside, but he could not know the desperation in her heart as she had watched.

The Flower Sword Supreme had told her to see it as the Fist Demon's fight, not her father's, but how could she have possibly done that?

"I'm alright."

Lee Ahn only felt relieved after the Fist Demon's reassuring answer. Then, speaking not as a daughter but as a martial artist, she shared her thoughts on the fight.

"You were truly amazing."

The Fist Demon grinned. It was an awkward smile, but it suited his rugged face perfectly.

The Flower Sword Supreme watched the scene in silence and could tell. The Fist Demon had ascended to another realm through this fight. For those at their level, a life-and-death battle with such a rival was a miraculous encounter, more precious than any miracle herb.


Yeom Baekyin stared blankly at the completely wrecked martial arts academy. The corpses piled there were all from his own side. Since he had clearly sided with Jang Hu, he would have no excuse if the Fist Demon decided to strike him down with a single blow.

Just then, something caught Yeom Baekyin's eye.

"......"

Everything around him was shattered, but some things were not. They were the chairs with the mechanisms to descend underground. In this place where everything was collapsed and broken, only those chairs remained intact.

Could it be?

Was it a coincidence? Or was it something else? Yeom Baekyin's gaze turned to the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon was slowly taking off the God of War. His gaze was deep as he looked down at the gauntlets. He folded them neatly, then picked up the clothes that had fallen to the floor and placed the God of War inside.

He had not noticed when he took it out, but the leather pouch for storing the God of War was securely fastened. The pouch was attached in a way that it would never be lost unless someone snatched his clothes and stripped them from him.

Yeom Baekyin was half in doubt, but Lee Ahn knew for sure.

Her father had fought in a way that did not destroy those chairs.

It was not as if they could not climb up if the passage was destroyed. This was a courtesy to the Young Cult Leader. It was the Fist Demon's courtesy to let them come up comfortably through the mechanism they entered, instead of making them dig their way up through the ground.

Her father had not beaten him through luck. The fact that he had left these chairs intact, even in the midst of that urgent battle, meant one thing.

Father was stronger.

And Lee Ahn could feel her father's heart for the Young Cult Leader. It was the heart of a Demon Supreme who wanted to wait for the Young Cult Leader after neatly tidying up this place.

She thought that perhaps her father's heart in protecting the chairs was not so different from Geom Mugeuk's heart in not wanting to break the table at the Alluring Inn.

As if to confirm her speculation was correct, the Fist Demon looked at the chaotic scene and spoke to Yeom Baekyin.

"An esteemed person will be coming up, so clean this place up."


Chapter 600: Not the 'Yeon' for Smoke, but the 'Yeon' for Fate

After the Saintess and the women in white who accompanied her had left, the tent now held only the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord Wi Mucheon, the Protection Palace Lord, and Geom Mugeuk, who was hidden inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Until the others departed, Geom Mugeuk could not leave the tent. He especially had no way of avoiding Wi Mucheon's notice. Evading the senses of a master like Wi Mucheon was impossible for someone with only a few years of inner arts.

"What is she plotting?" Wi Mucheon wondered, pondering the Saintess's intention to stay.

The Protection Palace Lord then spoke cautiously. "Isn't she trying to persuade the Saintess to stop the war?"

Wi Mucheon recalled the Saintess's appearance. He had not sensed any desire to persuade him when she claimed she was only delivering a prophecy.

She definitely changed her mind at the last moment. Why?

Wi Mucheon walked toward the map. The Saintess had changed her mind right at the end, after looking at that exact map.

The reason for her change was standing directly in front of Wi Mucheon. Although Wi Mucheon could not see him, he and Geom Mugeuk were standing face to face. Both men were holding a Secret Box.

Could that be the reason? A surge of emotion washed over Wi Mucheon. He was looking at the same map he viewed every day, yet today his heart was pounding strangely.

As Wi Mucheon was about to take another step toward the map, the Protection Palace Lord spoke cautiously from behind him.

"I heard you earlier. When you achieve world domination..."

The Protection Palace Lord could not bring himself to complete the sentence.

He had also heard Wi Mucheon whisper about his plan to kill the Saintess and destroy the Saintess Palace.

"Even if this prophecy turns out to be nonsense, you must not do that."

The Protection Palace Lord had already resolved to dedicate his life to this war. He believed the heavens' will was with Wi Mucheon, especially since the Secret Box had awakened. However, the Protection Palace was fundamentally meant to protect the Heavenly Fate Palace itself, not the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. As the Protection Palace Lord, he could not idly watch the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord kill the Saintess. Such an act would also signify the collapse of the Heavenly Fate Palace.

"For the Saintess's sake, you must not do that."

Wi Mucheon turned to face him. His expression was gentle, despite the Protection Palace Lord's words going against his will.

"I understand. I won't do it."

"Thank you for your magnanimity."

"You've bet everything on me. I should at least grant a request like that."

Just then, a subordinate's report came from outside the tent.

"A messenger pigeon has arrived from the Murim Alliance."

The two men exchanged glances at the mention of a messenger pigeon from the Murim Alliance. A message from the enemy, at this final stage of the war?

A subordinate came in, respectfully handed the messenger pigeon to Wi Mucheon, and then departed.

Wi Mucheon's expression turned serious as he read the contents.

"What does it say?"

Wi Mucheon looked up, his eyes shining with intensity.

"It's a handwritten letter from the Divine Sword Martial Emperor."

This was the first messenger pigeon sent directly by the Murim Alliance's leader, yet its contents spoke of an end.

"He says he can no longer bear to see his subordinates sacrificed. He wants to face me in a one-on-one duel at the summit of White Sun Peak in three days."

The Protection Palace Lord was stunned. He had never imagined that the leader of the Murim Alliance would propose a one-on-one, life-or-death battle.

"There could be a scheme hidden in this. Please refuse!"

The Protection Palace Lord was firm, but Wi Mucheon slowly shook his head.

"As you know, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor isn't one to use schemes for things like this."

Both men were well aware that the Divine Sword Martial Emperor valued honor above all else.

"If I refuse, the world will see me as a coward."

The Protection Palace Lord also desperately wanted this war to end, even one day sooner.

However, a strange anxiety surged through him. It was not a simple worry, like thinking 'He must have proposed the duel because he's confident he can win'. Instead, it was an instinctive fear rising from the depths of his heart. This was the reason the Protection Palace Lord opposed the duel so strongly, even to the point of disrespect.

"The murim will remember only the victor and the vanquished, not the coward and the brave." His words obviously sounded like he was telling Wi Mucheon to win even if it meant being a coward, but he just wanted to stop him somehow. How could Wi Mucheon not feel any unease? Accepting the duel meant being dragged along by his opponent's proposal.

It was at that exact moment. The Secret Box in Wi Mucheon's possession vibrated, as if it wanted to join the conversation.

"......"

Both men were startled by the Secret Box's sudden vibration.

"The Secret Box is crying out now, of all times?"

Wi Mucheon took this as a sign from the heavens. With this, there was no longer any reason for him to hesitate. Surely this reaction meant he should fight, not run away?

"If this fight were the end, then yes, I could endure a little humiliation. But this fight is the beginning." He was a man who dreamed of unifying the world after getting rid of the Evil Alliance and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was a grand undertaking that he could never achieve if he was seen as a coward.

"I will accept this duel."

Wi Mucheon immediately began to write a letter by hand. It was a reply accepting the proposal.

"Send this to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor."

After seeing the Secret Box vibrate, the Protection Palace Lord could no longer try to dissuade him.

"I will obey your command, Saintess."

The Protection Palace Lord accepted the letter and departed from the tent.

Geom Mugeuk had observed this entire process. He already knew the outcome of this fight. Just as the Saintess prophesied, Wi Mucheon was destined to die at the hands of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. However, future generations did not know how he died, because no records of that final battle were ever left behind.

So that battle will take place in three days.

Now alone, Wi Mucheon took the Secret Box out from his robes.

Geom Mugeuk could tell from everything he had observed so far, and from the look in Wi Mucheon's eyes as he gazed at the Secret Box.

He hasn't yet obtained the power contained in the Secret Box. If Wi Mucheon had already obtained the power, he would have been the one to send the letter first. That was how Geom Mugeuk understood why Wi Mucheon had been so furious with the Saintess. It was probably because a part of his heart still lingered on the thought that the prophecy might be true.

Several questions also formed in Geom Mugeuk's mind. Is that Secret Box an empty one? If it does contain energy, what kind of orb's power does it hold? And if it does hold power, why isn't it giving that power to Wi Mucheon? And why did it vibrate just now?

Geom Mugeuk took out the Secret Box he was carrying.

He looked down at his Secret Box, which smiled as brightly as ever.

Three hundred years ago, here, what in the world did you do?


Geom Mugeuk finally left the tent. He seized his chance when Wi Mucheon briefly stepped away.

He wanted to find the Saintess immediately, but he could not. The tent where the Saintess was staying was guarded like a fortress by the women in white. On top of that, numerous Heavenly Fate Palace martial artists had gathered nearby, hoping to catch even a glimpse of her face. She was truly a sacred being to the people of the Heavenly Fate Palace. It seemed he would have to visit her quietly at dawn.

With that decided, Geom Mugeuk immediately crossed back to the Murim Alliance's camp. The large Secret Box from the Yellow Dragon Academy's basement had sent him to the Murim Alliance camp first after absorbing him. There had to be a reason for starting here.

"You, you're alive!"

The Division Leader, Jang Hu, and the other team members greeted Geom Mugeuk warmly. If not for Geom Mugeuk, they all would have lost their lives in the fight with the enemy they met during reconnaissance.

"I tried to catch the one who ran away, but I ended up losing him."

"As long as you came back alive, that's all that matters. That's enough."

It was at that moment that a cold voice came from behind. "What do you mean, 'that's enough'?" The person who entered the tent with a menacing aura was none other than Jo Woong. He was the same man who had stepped forward to berate someone for recklessly asking the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, the Murim Alliance's leader, if they had a way to win. In the end, it was also Jo Woong who had sent them on the late-night reconnaissance mission.

"You cut down three enemies?"

Jo Woong had already heard the reports from the team members who returned earlier.

His expression could not possibly be good. He had sent them out expecting them to suffer, but they had returned with merit instead.

"I was lucky."

"You can't cut down three enemies in one spot with just luck. So, what happened to the one who fled?"

"I lost him."

"And you've only just returned now after chasing him?"

"......"

Jo Woong tried to find fault in any way possible. "What's your family background?"

"I grew up as an orphan."

Father, I'm sorry. I can't even pretend to be from the Gansu Western Blade Sect here.

"Then who did you learn martial arts from?"

"I happened to learn a thing or two while treating a severely injured master."

A flicker of suspicion crossed Jo Woong's face. This thorn in his side was only giving him answers that could not be verified.

Just then, Jang Hu, who stood beside Geom Mugeuk, stepped forward.

"If it weren't for this friend, we would have all died."

The other team members also stepped up to add their comments.

"It's been a long time since a reconnaissance team cut down three enemies."

"The newcomer has achieved great merit."

In the end, Jo Woong glared at Geom Mugeuk with a displeased expression before turning and leaving.

It was Geom Mugeuk who became suspicious instead.

At first, he had thought Jo Woong was just the type of narrow-minded person one could find anywhere. Seeing him come all this way, however, was definitely strange.

Why is he going this far?

That question was answered around the time of the Purple Orb. Two people were meeting in a deep, deserted forest. One was a figure wearing a mask, and the other was the same Jo Woong who had sought out Geom Mugeuk earlier. "White Sun Peak, in three days." This was the moment that information known only to the high command was being passed to the masked person.

Geom Mugeuk watched this scene from between the bushes in the darkness. He had been keeping an eye on Jo Woong and had followed him when he snuck out at night. Geom Mugeuk could now understand why Jo Woong had been so sensitive. Because Jo Woong himself was a traitor, he was suspicious of everyone around him. Was someone here to investigate him? Was there another traitor?

However, there was a fact even more surprising than Jo Woong being a traitor. Geom Mugeuk felt a familiar energy from the masked person's aura. The aura the masked person revealed was demonic qi. A demon! Surprisingly, Jo Woong was passing information to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Now Geom Mugeuk finally understood why this final battle was not recorded in detail in the Murim Alliance's history. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was involved in this fight!


Late at night, the Saintess sat inside her tent. The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had not given her any special consideration, so her provided tent was an ordinary one used by martial artists. Her mere presence, however, filled the small, worn-out space with a sacred aura.

Hwa Seon, the guard captain for the women in white who came to assist the Saintess, spoke to her.

"When day breaks, please return to the palace, Saintess."

Hwa Seon was worried about the Saintess.

The current Saintess was born with the most sacred energy of any Saintess in history, and all of her prophecies had been accurate. Yet the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had shown a truly disrespectful attitude, forcing her to stand before him and even offering her alcohol. In other words, this was a sign that he intended to deny her prophecy.

In a situation like this, the Saintess could be in danger if a fight broke out with the Murim Alliance. The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord might not save her. The women in white who accompanied her had learned martial arts, but the Saintess Palace was fundamentally not a place that valued martial arts. It was a place for governing the heart and accepting the will of the heavens. They were not people who could defeat the masters of the orthodox sects and leave leisurely in the first place.

"There's someone I must meet before I go back."

"Who do you mean?"

"A guest will arrive before dawn."

Hwa Seon was inwardly surprised by these words. Who could the Saintess be planning to meet on this battlefield?

"If someone comes to visit at dawn, let them in without asking any questions. And don't let anyone else enter."

"Yes, I understand."

Just as she had said, someone came to visit before dawn. The person who entered with a calm expression, as if he had an appointment, was Geom Mugeuk. The women guarding the entrance let him in without even asking his name. In other words, this meant the Saintess had been waiting for him.

She really did see me inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

The Saintess had a different feel about her than when he had seen her in the other tent earlier.

The Saintess asked the first question. Her voice was endlessly captivating, yet it also carried a sense of dignity. "Who are you?"

She had seen him inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, but could it be that she did not know he was someone who had crossed three hundred years of time?

Or was she asking him despite already knowing everything? It was not an easy task to figure anything out about this mysterious, blindfolded woman.

"I am Geom Yeon. I use the 'Yeon' for smoke, not the 'Yeon' for fate. I am someone who will disappear forever like smoke once this meeting is over." It was the most fitting introduction he had ever given with this name, since he would truly be impossible to find in this world forever.

"Why did you come here?" she asked again. Geom Mugeuk answered cautiously, thinking his fate could change depending on his reply. "I didn't come here because I wanted to." The truth would, as always, exert the greatest power, unless the other person was someone who would take it and use it as a weakness.

"Fate has led me here. I also don't know why, or for what reason, I have come."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the Saintess and politely added a question of his own.

"So please, tell me. Why have I come?"

He did not say where he came from, and she did not ask. Geom Mugeuk could feel it. She was gazing at him, even though she was blindfolded. It was not because the cloth covering her eyes was one she could see through. She was seeing him with the eyes of her heart.

How much time had passed?

A surprising statement flowed from her lips.

"This time, not one, but two prophecies came down."

Geom Mugeuk was startled, as he had not expected to hear those words.

"It was a prophecy to deliver these words to the person standing in the darkness, in the middle of the battlefield." Standing in the darkness? The narrow space of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique he had created was dark because of his insufficient inner arts. If she had truly seen him, he would have appeared to be standing in darkness.

The second prophecy, which she had not delivered to Wi Mucheon, was then conveyed.

"The darkness will lead you to the will of the heavens."

Geom Mugeuk repeated her words to himself.

"The darkness? What could that mean? Does it literally mean the night? Or does it refer to some kind of being?"

The Saintess said nothing more, as if she was only there to deliver the prophecy.

Sensing an unspoken dismissal, Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Saintess.

"Thank you sincerely for delivering the prophecy."

As he bowed politely and turned to leave, the Saintess spoke from behind him.

"To me, it feels less like the 'Yeon' for smoke, and more like the 'Yeon' for fate."

Geom Mugeuk turned back toward her with an expression that asked what she meant.

"I'm saying you don't need to thank me."

A faint, inscrutable smile formed beneath the white cloth covering her eyes.

"Because you have already repaid it all."


Chapter 601: The Person Who Buys You Meat Is the Best Person

After his meeting with the Saintess, Geom Mugeuk made his way back to the Murim Alliance camp. He spent the entire journey thinking about what she had said.

What did she mean when she said there was no need for gratitude because she had already repaid everything? It sounded as if their connection might extend all the way to his original world.

A particular person suddenly came to mind. It was someone who, much like her, possessed a truly mysterious air. However, that alone wasn't enough to be certain it was the same person.

Right, I'll check later.

The matter he needed to focus on now was the prophecy she had given him.

Darkness will lead you to the Heavenly Will.

What on earth did 'darkness' mean? And what exactly was the 'Heavenly Will' that the prophecy spoke of? Everything was uncertain, but he had one sure premonition.

He had to find the meaning of the prophecy before the confrontation between the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. The Secret Box was unlikely to leave him here after that fight was over. Just as it had sucked him in without warning, he had no idea when it might spit him out.

I don't have much time.

The sky was just beginning to lighten with the break of dawn when he returned to the Murim Alliance barracks. Despite the early hour, Group Leader Jang Hu was already awake.

"Where have you been?" he asked, his expression filled with worry. He must have found it suspicious that Geom Mugeuk would disappear so suddenly and then reappear like this, but he was his savior nonetheless.

"I just went out for some fresh air."

"Jo Woong is watching you. You should lay low at times like this."

"Yes, I'll be careful."

"Have you eaten?"

"I'm fine."

"Here, eat this. It's a bit cold, but it should still be edible."

Jang Hu handed over some meat he had saved. With the war dragging on, meat was a truly rare delicacy. He had specially set it aside for him.

As Geom Mugeuk accepted the meat and smiled brightly, Jang Hu spoke with a look of disbelief. It was the first time he had seen him smile so brightly.

"You like it that much?"

"Isn't the person who buys you meat the best person in the world?"

He wasn't smiling brightly because of the meat. It was because Jang Hu's kindness had lifted his spirits.

He thought about how good people like this had lived in the murim three hundred years ago. If it had been nothing but the bloody law of the jungle, the murim probably wouldn't have survived until his own era.

"Group Leader, what will you do when this war is over?"

"I'm definitely getting married this time. It's my elderly mother's wish."

"Do you have someone to marry?"

Jang Hu nodded. "You might not believe it with this face, but I do."

He then added with a sigh, "She's too kind. She's waited for me until an age where she can't wait any longer."

Right, this was the reason the war had to end even a day sooner. Not because of some conspiracy being plotted in the shadows.

"I'll invite you to the wedding when it happens."

Geom Mugeuk smiled without a word. If he could really go, he desperately wanted to.

'The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has arrived!' The groom, the bride, and the guests would all faint at that announcement.

"You're not coming, are you?"

"I'll congratulate you, even if it's from afar."

Though it would be from very far away.

Jang Hu stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, who was happily tearing into the meat, before shaking his head.

"You're definitely a strange one."


Geom Mugeuk went out on patrol with his team members. His heart grew anxious when he thought of the prophecy.

Is this really the time to be leisurely going on patrol?

Although such thoughts naturally came to mind, Geom Mugeuk silently carried out his assigned duties.

He had experienced it many times in his life before regressing. Just because you agonized over something all day to find an answer didn't mean the answer would appear. In fact, the impatience from thinking, 'I've spent all this time and still can't find the answer,' only made the outcome worse.

At times like these, it was more helpful to live one's daily life more diligently. Sometimes, an answer wasn't found by digging deep in one place, but was caught like a shoe thrown onto a tree branch you happened to glance at.

Of course, he didn't find that shoe today. He learned nothing about the prophecy during the patrol, but it wasn't a complete waste. He had deliberately asked Jang Hu about various places and confirmed the location of the White Sun Peak.

After finishing the patrol and returning for a meal, he heard a roar of cheers from the distance. Looking over, he saw the Divine Sword Martial Emperor inspecting the martial artists. He still held the absolute support of the Murim Alliance martial artists.

When the Divine Sword Martial Emperor first arrived here, he had asked the name of each person before him and greeted them individually. From what he had shown, he was a Chairman who respected and cherished his subordinates.

Soon, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor passed by Geom Mugeuk and his team members, who were lined up at the meal table.

"Were you eating? Go on, eat comfortably."

As he greeted them and walked past, a powerful voice came from behind.

"If you haven't eaten, please join us!"

Of course, the owner of the voice was Geom Mugeuk.

His team members' eyes widened as they stared at him. Their gazes said it all. Even if he was their savior, this was too much.

Is this guy crazy?

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor turned his head and looked at Geom Mugeuk. He recognized him.

"You're that fellow from before, aren't you?"

He remembered the young man who had thrown that audacious question at him on the first day. He recognized him because he had been strangely impressive.

"You remember me. I'll consider it an honor for my family."

Among the few martial artists behind the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, Jo Woong scowled openly. He had gone to him personally and even warned him, yet Geom Mugeuk was stepping forward again.

Geom Mugeuk pretended not to see him. He could have found a way to inform the Chairman that Jo Woong had colluded with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but he didn't. It wasn't because the group he colluded with was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was to avoid interfering with the main flow of events. Of course, some things had changed since he came here, and this moment might also cause some change, but it wouldn't affect the grand scheme of things.

"If I join you, you'll all be uncomfortable, won't you?"

"We're fine."

Of course, his team members were screaming internally.

We are not fine!

There was a reason Geom Mugeuk had asked him to eat with them. It was a reason separate from his efforts to find clues to the prophecy, a feeling that he couldn't just let the Chairman pass by.

"Very well."

For some reason, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor sat down with them. Before his followers could stop him by saying he shouldn't, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had them move a good distance away. He figured the martial artists wouldn't be able to eat comfortably otherwise.

From this, Geom Mugeuk could feel that the Chairman was a good person. One could sit down for show, to prove 'I'm such an approachable person'. However, it wasn't easy to take care of such a small detail as having one's subordinates move away. It was the kind of thing easily missed if it wasn't ingrained in one's character. It was the same principle that it's easier for a person to fake big things than small ones.

"I'll eat what you're all having."

Jang Hu scurried off to get a meal for the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. What in the world is all this commotion?

"I'm not sure if the side dishes will suit your esteemed palate."

"It's fine."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor sat down purely because of Geom Mugeuk. He was a strangely captivating fellow. Those clear, deep eyes, unbefitting of his age, were one thing. Asking the Chairman to eat with him? That unexpectedness was another. He wondered if he might be a master of martial arts hiding his skills, but the inner arts he could sense amounted to only a few years' worth. A master capable of deceiving his eyes would have to be stronger than him, and that was impossible.

This was a moment where Geom Mugeuk starting with only a few years of inner arts proved helpful.

And so, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor ate with the Seventeenth Team of the White Tiger.

Watching him silently move his chopsticks, a thought suddenly occurred to Geom Mugeuk. Perhaps he was nervous about his upcoming battle with the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. So nervous that he felt the urge to eat with his subordinates like this.

Jin Hagun, my friend, I may not have crossed swords with the most famous Chairman of your Murim Alliance from three hundred years ago, but I did cross chopsticks with him.

Of course, it was a boast he would only ever make in his mind.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor finished his meal. He had cleaned his bowl completely. Before getting up, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor spoke to Geom Mugeuk, who was sitting beside him. He spoke softly so that others couldn't hear well.

"You asked before, didn't you? If there was a way to beat them."

"Yes, and at that time, you said this, Chairman. That you had a way, but you couldn't say it where there were many people."

Then, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor said something unexpected.

"There is no special method. The only way is to fight and win."

Geom Mugeuk nodded silently.

"Why aren't you surprised?"

It was surprising enough for the leader of the Murim Alliance to speak so frankly to a mere martial artist, but the content was an admission that he had lied. He had surely expected a more surprised reaction than this.

"I thought as much."

"You thought as much?"

"Because if there was a way to win, you would have already won, Chairman. I believe that you're not the kind of person who would stand by and watch martial artists die, for any reason."

A strange light flickered in the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes as he looked at Geom Mugeuk. Where could you find a martial artist, a young man at that, who could say such things to the leader of the Murim Alliance? And those words had definitely given him strength.

"So please, win for our sake as well."

"I have a favor to ask."

"What is it?"

The favor was truly unexpected.

"When this war is over, our Group Leader here will return to his hometown and get married."

What? Why is he bringing that up? Jang Hu was greatly startled inwardly at being mentioned. Why would he bring that up?

"Please give a congratulatory speech at his wedding, Chairman."

A shriek burst from the overly shocked Jang Hu's mouth.

"No, Chairman. No!"

He even waved his hands in denial, but Geom Mugeuk pretended not to notice and added, "Our team, which once had thirteen members, now has only five. He is overcoming all that sorrow, steadfastly taking care of his team members, and defending the battlefield. I believe he is more than qualified to receive your congratulations, Chairman."

Jang Hu belatedly rushed over and covered Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"This guy must have gone crazy in the middle of the war. I apologize, Chairman."

Just then, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor silently nodded his head in agreement.

"Very well. I will give the congratulatory speech."

Everyone was stunned by his words. Jang Hu, in particular, was on the verge of fainting. Geom Mugeuk could tell from his eyes that he was being sincere.

"Then, finish your meal."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor left.

Jang Hu recalled the moment with a dazed expression. The leader of the Murim Alliance giving a speech at his wedding? It felt good just imagining it. His elderly mother would brag about it to everyone she met.

"I did well, didn't I?" Geom Mugeuk asked slyly.

Despite feeling pleased, Jang Hu shouted, "You really are a crazy bastard!"

He was being called a crazy bastard by Jang Hu from three hundred years ago. In a way, that meant he was doing a good job of being himself.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said to him, "This is the least I can do to repay the person who gave me meat."


Geom Mugeuk had taken care of Jang Hu's wedding, but he still hadn't found a clue to the prophecy.

That night, Geom Mugeuk ascended the White Sun Peak. Since it was the duel location, someone might be guarding it. For that reason, Geom Mugeuk was extremely cautious as he climbed.

Separate from his inability to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art due to his lack of inner arts, Geom Mugeuk's senses were as sharp as ever. He moved carefully, relying on his senses. Fortunately, he didn't encounter anyone on the way.

He reached the summit of the White Sun Peak without meeting anyone. Then again, they couldn't recklessly send people to a designated duel site. If the other side found out, they would be embroiled in rumors of using cowardly tactics before the fight even began.

Once he was up there, he could see why they had chosen the White Sun Peak. The summit was a wide space, large enough for the two supreme masters to have a magnificent fight. There were trees, rocks, and a certain elegance to it.

Geom Mugeuk looked around, bathed in the bright moonlight.

Could this place be related to the prophecy?

However, he couldn't find anything strange. The moon was exceptionally bright tonight, making it feel even further from darkness.

Secret Box, where am I supposed to find a clue to the prophecy?

Just then, he sensed a presence far behind him. In that instant, Geom Mugeuk vanished. He had disappeared into the Spacetime Manipulation Technique in a flash. He reacted so quickly that the other person didn't notice Geom Mugeuk had been standing there.

From within the darkness of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, a space just large enough for one person to stand, Geom Mugeuk watched the person approach.

A moment later, a man arrived. He was a young man dressed in a black robe with ornate patterns, someone Geom Mugeuk had never seen since coming here. For his young age, the aura he exuded was extraordinary. It wasn't the aura of the orthodox sects, but it was also different from Wi Mucheon's and the Protection Palace Lord's.

Who is he?

The man's eyes, filled with moonlight, shone intensely. They were eyes that held a burning desire.

How long did he stand there alone? Another person appeared.

Surprisingly, the second person to arrive was someone Geom Mugeuk had seen before. The very same masked man from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult who had secretly met with Jo Woong had appeared here.

The masked man's words revealed the other man's identity.

"The Darkness Palace Lord."

The moment he heard those words, Geom Mugeuk knew who the man was. He was the Lord of the Darkness Palace, the last of the three great palaces of the Heavenly Fate Palace.

He didn't know why he was meeting a demon from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult here, but he knew one thing. The prophecy the Saintess had told him surfaced in Geom Mugeuk's mind.

Darkness will lead you to the Heavenly Will.

He knew instinctively. That the 'darkness' meant none other than the last Empress of the Heavenly Fate Palace, the Darkness Palace Lord.

This is the person who will guide me to the Heavenly Will.


Chapter 602: Prove It Wrong This Time

A low rumble of thunder echoed from the distance, like a cry of fate.

RUMBLE.

Dark clouds gathered in the distance, and the wind carried air that already felt humid.

Geom Mugeuk felt this meeting would alter his destiny, much like the rapidly changing weather.

From inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Geom Mugeuk stared at the Darkness Palace Lord. He was in a place he should not be, meeting someone he should not meet.

Why on earth are you here, contacting the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

His current position allowed him to see the other's face in detail. Geom Mugeuk received two conflicting impressions from the Darkness Palace Lord's intense gaze. They were both cold and hot.

The first impression was one of heat. A flame blazed in his eyes, showing an intense desire to achieve his goal at any cost.

At the center of that flame, Geom Mugeuk could see a cold ruthlessness, a willingness to sacrifice anything for his purpose.

Having witnessed countless villains, Geom Mugeuk knew what he was seeing. This was a man who created answers from death and solved problems by killing.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze then turned to the masked man. He had seen him from a distance last time, but today he could see him up close.

His skill is no ordinary matter.

He did not feel like a Demon Supreme, but rather a demon whose skills were at least at the Captain level. He had to be a figure skilled at handling these kinds of matters.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had met with Jo Woong of the Murim Alliance and also with the Darkness Palace Lord of the Heavenly Fate Palace. This meant they had established connections with both sides.

"It looks like it'll rain soon," the masked man added, glancing at the surroundings as they darkened under the storm clouds.

"Isn't the darkness on your side? It seems the heavens are helping you."

The Darkness Palace Lord turned his body toward the masked man standing behind him.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk saw it. His gaze instantly changed to a lukewarm one, neither cold nor hot.

He's an expert at hiding himself.

The Darkness Palace Lord gave an unexpected answer with a calm face.

"The idea that darkness is evil or bad is just a prejudice. Surprisingly, most bad things happen in broad daylight. Darkness only gives humans rest and peace."

At those joking words, the masked man's eyes smiled.

"I know very well what kind of darkness is yours, so it's funny to hear you talk about peace."

The masked man spoke as if he knew what kind of person the Darkness Palace Lord was. He did not seem wary of the other man, but he was not being disrespectful either.

The gazes of the two men tangled in the air.

Between them, Geom Mugeuk was watching the two.

They don't trust each other.

In other words, it meant they had joined hands for something they needed. What kind of deal was the Darkness Palace Lord trying to make with this dangerous opponent?

The masked man asked the Darkness Palace Lord.

"Who has it now?"

The Darkness Palace Lord answered the masked man's question.

"The Saintess has it."

Geom Mugeuk knew. What the masked man had asked about was the Secret Box.

So the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult also knows that the Secret Box has awakened.

If so, their reason for intervening this time must also be because of the Secret Box.

"Has he gained its power?"

"Not yet."

"Why're you so sure? Couldn't he have already obtained it?"

"No."

The Darkness Palace Lord was certain it was not so.

"If he had, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor would already be a dead man."

He knew the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's personality better than anyone. He was not the type of person to leave the Divine Sword Martial Emperor alone after gaining such power.

"Here, take this."

The masked man handed him the leather pouch he had been carrying on his back.

The Darkness Palace Lord checked the contents of the leather pouch.

"Everything will be over by tomorrow. We won't be meeting again, so congratulations in advance on ascending to the position of the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord."

After saying that, the masked man was about to turn away when the Darkness Palace Lord spoke to him, as if in warning.

"You'd better keep your promise, if you don't want the darkness to become your nightmare for the rest of your life."

A flicker of amusement, as if to say 'How dare you threaten us?', crossed the masked man's eyes, but the words that came out of his mouth were smooth.

"I already don't sleep well at night, so don't you worry. Our Cult will definitely keep its promise."

Geom Mugeuk confirmed one thing in this place.

The Darkness Palace Lord has betrayed the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

At first, he thought this might be proceeding under the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's orders. After all, he could have been trying to kill the head of the Murim Alliance by bringing in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. However, it was not. This was the Darkness Palace Lord's rebellion.

What on earth was inside that leather pouch?

RUMBLE.

As the sound of thunder grew closer, the Darkness Palace Lord slung the leather pouch over his shoulder and slowly began his descent from the mountain.

After he disappeared, Geom Mugeuk emerged from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

The Darkness Palace Lord was undoubtedly going to meet the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord now. To find out what he was plotting, Geom Mugeuk had to get to the camp faster than him.

I must hear what they talk about.

Of course, if the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was in his barracks, he would not be able to get in, but that was a problem to worry about later.

Geom Mugeuk looked down the cliff. It felt risky to jump down with his current inner arts.

"Pungshin, I'm counting on you!"

Geom Mugeuk threw his body off the cliff.


SHWAAAAAAAA!

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord sat cross-legged on a rock amidst the pouring rain. The falling raindrops did not hit his body but bounced away instead, as if an invisible barrier surrounded him.

He was in a secluded spot a short distance from the camp, calming his mind ahead of tomorrow's decisive battle.

The power of the Secret Box had not yet been transmitted to him.

If he fought like this? Could he really defeat the Divine Sword Martial Emperor? The word 'of course' did not even vaguely come to mind. His opponent was, after all, a man whose martial arts were at the Emperor level and whose swordsmanship was Divine.

O heavens, are you mocking me?

He even felt a sense of resentment.

Just then, the voice of the Protection Palace Lord was heard.

"The Darkness Palace Lord has arrived."

At that, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's eyes flew open. The emotion that flashed in his eyes was clearly the anticipation of 'Finally!'.

When the two men returned to the barracks, the Darkness Palace Lord was waiting, looking at a map of the Central Plains on the wall.

As the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord entered, the Darkness Palace Lord greeted him with the utmost courtesy.

"I greet the venerable Saintess."

"Welcome, Hwa Saintess."

The Darkness Palace Lord's name was Hwa Sogang.

He also exchanged greetings with the Protection Palace Lord. Outwardly, they greeted each other politely, but the looks they exchanged were not friendly.

The Protection Palace Lord, in particular, was always suspicious and wary of the Darkness Palace Lord. He believed the Darkness Palace Lord harbored ambitions to take over the Heavenly Fate Palace.

Of course, he had never mentioned such suspicions to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. There was no evidence, and above all, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord trusted the Darkness Palace Lord. He knew that the Saintess favored him more.

Indeed, unlike himself, who often spoke against the Saintess's wishes, the Darkness Palace Lord mostly said what the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord wanted to hear.

His first words today were no different.

"Tomorrow, the master of the orthodox sects' murim will finally change."

Hearing those words, which seemed to guarantee the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's victory, a thought suddenly occurred to the Protection Palace Lord.

The Saintess must have wanted to hear those words.

He himself had been with the Saintess all this time, yet he had never once said such a thing. He believed that the Mandate of Heaven had now descended upon the Saintess, but it was likely because he still had an unwelcome feeling about this war itself.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord responded humbly.

"I can't guarantee tomorrow's fight. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor is not an opponent to be taken lightly."

"The Mandate of Heaven has reached the Saintess. It's not something a mere mortal can stop."

At that, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord mentioned the Saintess. His intention was to hear what the other man thought of the prophecy.

"The Saintess was here."

The Darkness Palace Lord asked cautiously.

"By any chance, was there a prophecy?"

As the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord slowly nodded, the Darkness Palace Lord respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting and said.

"I dare to ask about the sacred prophecy."

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord answered.

"The prophecy was that I would lose this war. It said our Mandate of Heaven would only be realized three hundred years from now."

Even at those surprising words, the Darkness Palace Lord's expression did not change at all.

"You're not surprised."

Then, the Darkness Palace Lord said calmly.

"Three hundred years from now... it's too distant a story to feel real."

He did not say anything about the prophecy itself, but his words were already filled with his feelings on the matter.

"But we can't just wait three hundred years, can we?"

A faint smile appeared on the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's lips at the Darkness Palace Lord's words.

The Protection Palace Lord knew. This too was what the Saintess had hoped to hear. That he had been wishing for someone to support him like this. It was likely because he knew this was the kind of person who would say such things that he had been so pleased to hear of the Darkness Palace Lord's arrival earlier.

"A prophecy is, after all, just a prophecy."

"But it's a prophecy that has never been wrong before?"

"Then prove it wrong this time."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord laughed out loud.

What the Darkness Palace Lord had prepared was not just pleasant words.

"To do that, this will be helpful."

The Darkness Palace Lord took something out of the leather pouch he carried.

"Please wear this, Saintess."

What he presented was a suit of protective armor.

"It is the Ice Dragon Divine Armor."

Both the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Protection Palace Lord were surprised that it was the Ice Dragon Divine Armor. This Ice Dragon Divine Armor was truly a difficult piece of protective armor to obtain.

"How did you get this?"

"I asked around everywhere and barely managed to obtain it."

Moreover, there was a reason why it was specifically the Ice Dragon Divine Armor.

"The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's martial arts are based on an inner art of extreme yang. This Ice Dragon Divine Armor contains the energy of extreme yin, making it the most suitable protective armor for facing the Divine Sword Martial Emperor."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was greatly pleased.

"Thank you."

There was more that the Darkness Palace Lord had prepared.

He took a small box out of the leather pouch.

"Please take this as well."

When the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord opened it, he found a single pill inside.

Seeing it, both the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Protection Palace Lord were startled. It was a miracle herb they both recognized.

"It is the Heavenly Yin Pill."

The Heavenly Yin Pill was a miracle herb with greater efficacy than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and was not easy to obtain.

"This is also a miracle herb based on extreme yin, so it will be helpful in facing the Divine Sword Martial Emperor."

"Thank you, truly, thank you."

"It will take time for the energy of extreme yin to spread throughout your body. So please take it now. We will stand warden."

Assimilating the energy of a miracle herb would enhance one's inner arts, but it took time for its unique properties to take effect in the body. In the case of this particular miracle herb, its extreme yin property was more important than the enhancement of inner arts.

"Thank you. I will take it now."

At that moment, the Protection Palace Lord sent a telepathic message to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

[I think it would be best not to take the pill.]

He knew full well how this would sound to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. The Darkness Palace Lord had gone so far as to procure protective armor and a miracle herb for tomorrow's battle, while he was here doubting the man's goodwill.

[Do you think the Darkness Palace Lord would betray me?]

Did he not know there was a real possibility of that? Or was he himself blinded by jealousy?

[The Hwa Saintess I know is a man of great ambition. I'm worried he might be plotting something with this opportunity.]

The Darkness Palace Lord noticed that the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Protection Palace Lord were exchanging telepathic messages. However, he did not intervene and pretended not to notice, simply waiting. The situation was on his side.

Surprising words came from the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's mouth.

[You're right. More than anyone, the Hwa Saintess is a man of great ambition.]

He knew it too. He knew it even better than the Protection Palace Lord.

[Sitting in my seat is his lifelong dream.]

[!]

The Protection Palace Lord asked with a surprised heart.

[Then why do you intend to take the pill?]

There was another reason.

[That's why he wouldn't do something like poisoning the pill.]

[What do you mean?]

[The moment he poisons me, the position of Saintess will vanish.]

He meant that the palace members would never accept someone who had poisoned the previous Saintess.

The Protection Palace Lord looked at the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord with a sense of amazement. He had thought the Saintess was just being swayed by a sycophant's sweet tongue, but he was wrong. He saw through it all.

"The two of you will stand warden."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord took the Heavenly Yin Pill right then and there.

Then he sat down and began to circulate his energy, dissolving and absorbing the pill's power. He circulated his inner qi through one cycle, and then another.

While the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was absorbing the pill's effects, the Protection Palace Lord waited with a tense heart.

The Darkness Palace Lord, on the other hand, stood with his arms crossed, staring at the map on the wall as if it were nothing of consequence.

The Protection Palace Lord felt a sense of bewilderment. If what the Saintess said was true...

What on earth are you scheming?

He should be hoping for the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord to die in tomorrow's confrontation. Why would he procure and give him protective armor and a miracle herb?

A short while later, after completely absorbing the miracle herb's energy, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord opened his eyes. His gaze had grown deeper. Indeed, just as he had said, there was no poison in the Heavenly Yin Pill.

"It was a great help in enhancing my inner arts. Moreover, by tomorrow, the energy of extreme yin will protect me from the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's extreme yang inner qi. Thank you."

"For the Saintess's victory, I would gladly offer even my life."

With nothing wrong with the miracle herb, the Protection Palace Lord had nothing to say. He felt rather awkward, but the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord did not reprimand him.

"Please put on the Ice Dragon Divine Armor as well."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord put on the Ice Dragon Divine Armor in front of them. It was such a precious item that he felt it was only proper to wear it in front of the person who had gifted it.

After putting on the Ice Dragon Divine Armor, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord said to the Protection Palace Lord.

"You may leave us for a moment."

The Darkness Palace Lord had supported the Saintess's will and even brought him protective armor and a miracle herb. It was a situation where the Protection Palace Lord had no choice but to leave if asked, even ten times over.

The Protection Palace Lord bowed politely and left the place.

SHWAAAAA.

He slowly walked out into the rain.

Since the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had said he knew of his ambition, he was not worried, but he felt an inexplicable sense of complexity. Everyone was living by using each other, and he felt like he was the only one falling behind. Was he just being stubbornly loyal?

The reason the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had sent the Protection Palace Lord out was not out of favoritism for the Darkness Palace Lord. It was because he had secretly given the Darkness Palace Lord an order.

"Did you bring the Secret Box?"

"Yes, I brought it."

He had brought the large Secret Box that was in the treasury of the Heavenly Fate Palace here.

The reason the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had started this war, and the reason he intended to ignore the prophecy and continue the fight, was all because of the Secret Box. Because he believed the Secret Box had chosen him and would grant him power.

However, as time passed and he failed to gain power from the small Secret Box, he grew more anxious by the day.

The conclusion he eventually reached was this. Perhaps he needed the large Secret Box to be able to obtain the power of the small Secret Box?

He had the Secret Box secretly brought here to make that one last effort. Because right now, the only thing he could believe in was the Secret Box.

"Where is it now?"


Chapter 603: Now That I've Reached You

Geom Mugeuk was already there.

He had jumped from the cliff and reached the camp first, finding that the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was fortunately not in the barracks. This allowed him to infiltrate the camp secretly and overhear the entire conversation between the three men.

Geom Mugeuk was already familiar with the matters concerning the prophecy, so that part held no surprises. What truly astonished him, however, was the gift the Darkness Palace Lord had presented.

He watched in genuine astonishment as the Darkness Palace Lord removed the Ice Dragon Divine Armor and the Heavenly Yin Pill from a leather pouch.

Weren't those two items from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

It made no sense. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had allied with the Darkness Palace Lord. They would never provide protective armor and miracle herbs for the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's benefit.

Did they poison the miracle herbs?

That was his initial suspicion. He assumed they must have tampered with the Heavenly Yin Pill. Yet, after the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord consumed the pill, Geom Mugeuk confirmed that there was nothing wrong with it.

Does the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult want the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord to win?

No matter how he considered it, that conclusion seemed impossible.

Then, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord donned the Ice Dragon Divine Armor. As Geom Mugeuk watched, his suspicion returned. It was a suspicion that the Protection Palace Lord had failed to consider after the first instance.

Did they tamper with the Ice Dragon Divine Armor?

What if the Heavenly Yin Pill was merely bait? Perhaps they were waiting for the moment he lowered his guard, right after confirming the miracle herbs were safe.

Just as he predicted, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord put on the Ice Dragon Divine Armor without a hint of suspicion.

What if something had been applied inside the divine armor, something that even the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord could not detect?

But the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord appeared to feel nothing out of the ordinary.

Geom Mugeuk quickly shook his head.

No. That could be discovered.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord might have investigated the armor's interior, or he could have chosen not to wear it, claiming he would put it on later. The plan was not foolproof, which made it seem improbable that the Darkness Palace Lord, a man driven by such cold ambition, would have orchestrated things in this manner.

Then what in the world is his intention?

He kept thinking, operating under the assumption that a trap was definitely hidden somewhere.

Could it be?

Extreme yin combined with extreme yin. The Heavenly Yin Pill and the Ice Dragon Divine Armor together had pushed the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's body into a state of indescribable, ultimate yin.

Right now, he was only preparing himself for the extreme yang attack that the Divine Sword Martial Emperor was expected to unleash.

What would happen if, in that condition, he was struck by a surprise attack infused with extreme yin inner arts?

In that instant, both the Heavenly Yin Pill and the Ice Dragon Divine Armor would transform into a deadly poison.

Regardless, the conclusion was already determined.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was going to die in tomorrow's duel.

This intervention by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was the reason tomorrow's battle was not documented in detail within the Murim Alliance's history. The only thing that remained was the record stating that the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had killed the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

After the Protection Palace Lord was sent away, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Darkness Palace Lord began a surprising conversation.

"Did you bring the Secret Box?"

"Yes, I brought it."

He brought the large Secret Box all the way here? The moment Geom Mugeuk heard this, he was reminded of the prophecy.

Darkness will lead you to the heavenly will.

Geom Mugeuk had an intuitive feeling that the prophecy was connected to the large Secret Box. After all, the Darkness Palace Lord was now leading him to its location.

"Where is it now?"

In response to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's question, the Darkness Palace Lord offered an inscrutable answer.

"The Secret Box is under the lamp."


SWOOOOOSH.

A fierce downpour made it nearly impossible to see. The rain fell like blades, shattering into countless fragments as it struck the ground.

FLASH! RUMBLE!

A strike of lightning briefly illuminated the surroundings. For a moment, the figures of the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Darkness Palace Lord, clad in bamboo hats and straw raincoats, were visible climbing the mountain before vanishing back into the dark.

They appeared in a different location with each flash of lightning.

After walking through the storm, the two men arrived at a surprising location. It was the mountainside that housed White Sun Peak, the very site of tomorrow's duel.

While pushing through an untrodden path, the Darkness Palace Lord spoke. "The palace's maze formation starts here. From now on, please step exactly where I do."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord followed, stepping in the exact same places as the Darkness Palace Lord.

After navigating the formations and pushing deeper through the undergrowth, they found a temporary wooden building standing in a small clearing.

"I couldn't build it properly since I had to move it in such a hurry."

Despite his words, it was a rather well-built structure.

Before entering, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord asked, "Why here of all places?"

He was questioning why it could not have been stored somewhere in the rear.

But the Darkness Palace Lord had a reason for his choice.

"It is for you, Saintess."

"For me?"

"I thought the Secret Box might exert some of its sacred power if it was close to the duel site."

Even now, the Darkness Palace Lord knew just what to say to please him.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was well aware of the Darkness Palace Lord's ambition, but he had to admit one thing.

Only the Darkness Palace Lord could have conceived of hiding the Secret Box in such an unexpected place to evade their enemies and then actually execute the plan.

"Please, go inside. I'll wait out here."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord gave a single nod and went into the building.

The Secret Box was inside.

It was the very same Secret Box that had started everything.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord stood in front of the Secret Box.

His heart must have been truly desperate for him to have the sacred object of the Heavenly Fate Palace transported all the way here.

He never imagined a moment like this would arrive when the large Secret Box first produced the smaller one. Back then, he had been overjoyed, believing heaven's will had finally reached him.

A flicker of past regret crossed his eyes as he gazed at the Secret Box. His connection to the heavenly will had started when he was very young.

"Do you know? I've grown up watching you since I was a boy," he said, speaking as if the Secret Box were a person.

"From a young age, I was told that protecting you was our palace's mission. I didn't even dare to look at you, because you were a sacred treasure that held the will of the heavens. My entire life has been dedicated to the mission of protecting you."

He did not, however, confess one truth at this moment. His reason for trusting and protecting the Secret Box so fiercely was not to honor his family's will, nor was it due to the object's sanctity.

The unification of the world.

His true dream was to achieve that goal. He was convinced that if the Secret Box awakened, he could make that dream a reality.

"Even as I got older, I tried not to let that feeling change. You aren't some dusty Buddha statue. I believed you were more than just an old symbol passed down through the palace."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's voice, which had been soft as he gazed at the Secret Box, suddenly grew louder.

"And then you awakened. You, the one I watched over and believed in for my entire life."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord pulled the small Secret Box from his bosom and held it high.

"So give me strength! Grant me your heavenly will!"

But neither the large Secret Box nor the small one showed any reaction.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's expression hardened.

He had held a sliver of faith, believing that if he showed his sincerity, the Secret Box would respond in kind.

This time, he moved the small Secret Box closer to the large one. He felt a pang of nervousness, worried it might be absorbed again, but just as before, nothing happened.

He refused to give up.

He circled the Secret Box and even attempted to inject his inner arts into it.

In the past, the very act of touching this sacred Secret Box would have been unimaginable.

"If you're not going to give me strength, then why did you even wake up!"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's shout echoed loudly through the small building.

But the event he so desperately hoped for did not happen. Suddenly, the Saintess's prophecy flashed through his mind.

[The will of the heavens does not lie with you, Saintess.]

Even so, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord did not abandon hope.

"I believe in you."

He believed that power would be transmitted from the Secret Box during the fierce battle, in the crucial moment between life and death.

The birth of a great hero destined to unify the world would not be such an easy feat.

After speaking those final words, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord stepped back outside.

The Darkness Palace Lord was waiting for him outside, getting soaked by the rain. He had overheard the words from inside and knew the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had failed to gain any power.

"Let's go."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord walked back out into the rain.

The Darkness Palace Lord followed behind him. A look of pity crossed his face, but his internal thoughts were entirely different.

The prophecy has already abandoned you. How could the Secret Box possibly respond?

It was obvious that the Darkness Palace Lord believed in the Saintess's prophecy.

He interpreted the recent awakening of the Secret Box in his own way.

The Secret Box didn't awaken to grant you a heavenly will. In the end, it was to make me the new Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

Seeing that the Secret Box had not granted the man any power only served to convince him that his thoughts were correct.

And with that, the two men, each with their own different dreams, disappeared together into the rain.

After they were gone, a single person finally revealed himself.

It was, of course, Geom Mugeuk. He had been tailing the two men from a distance with his Divine Eye Technique. The pouring rain had made his success possible.

This rain truly felt like a gift sent from the heavens just for him.

Geom Mugeuk had followed them from a distance, using the Divine Eye Technique to memorize where the two men stepped to enter the formation.

So, once the two had departed, he entered the area. Geom Mugeuk stepped inside the building where the Secret Box was kept.

There it was. The Secret Box that would change the destiny of everyone involved.

Each of the three people who came here today felt their own version of a heavenly will.

Geom Mugeuk was no different.

"The you from three hundred years in the future is the one who brought me here."

Geom Mugeuk slowly approached the Secret Box, speaking in a friendly tone. He had treated the small Secret Box in his bosom like a friend, so this larger version also felt easy to approach.

"There must be a reason the future you brought me to the present you, right?"

Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on the Secret Box. While it appeared identical to the one he had seen with the Sword King in the Yellow Dragon Academy's basement, the aura it gave off felt different. It was more vigorous now, and full of life.

"You've changed a lot since then. Well, it's only natural to change after suffering for three hundred years."

Geom Mugeuk made a mental note to comfort the future Secret Box for its hardships when he returned. Perhaps that feeling was conveyed, because the Secret Box vibrated faintly.

The Secret Box can sense me.

If that was the case, then he knew what he had to say to the Secret Box right now.

He believed he was summoned to this world not just to witness the past, but to deliver these exact words.

Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on the Secret Box and calmly said, "Darkness will lead you to the heavenly will."

Now that I've reached you, show me my heavenly will.

The instant Geom Mugeuk spoke the prophecy, the small Secret Box in his bosom began to vibrate.

The next moment!

BABABABAK.

A strange, loud noise burst from the large Secret Box. It was finally showing the reaction that the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had so desperately wanted.

Startled, Geom Mugeuk leaped back.

In the next instant, an astonishing sight unfolded before him.

CHIIIIING.

With a sound he had never heard before, something began to engrave itself onto the wall of the Secret Box.

It was a series of circles. A black circle appeared, followed by a white, a blue, a red, a yellow, and finally a purple circle.

As soon as he saw the circles engraved on the Secret Box, all the energies he had previously absorbed awakened at once and began to stir within him.

The next moment!

Light poured from all six circles at once, forming letters in the air.

[This cultivation method is only complete when all six energies are moved as one. When you move your inner qi, you must be as free as the wind, yet as heavy as the earth. You must rage as hot as fire, yet be able to stop like ice. You must be as deep as darkness and as powerful as lightning. If you can successfully unite these six energies as one, you will possess the power of the Greatest of All Time.]

Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded the moment he finished reading those words.

This passage was without a doubt the cultivation method incantation that would let him use the energies he had acquired from the Secret Box.

At that very moment!

JIIIIIIK.

The empty space directly in front of Geom Mugeuk tore open. The void, which held absolutely nothing, split as if pulled apart from both sides. A deep darkness unfolded within the tear.

White smoke rose from the darkness and began to form letters.

It's the cultivation method incantation!

He could not understand what it said, however. It was mixed with unfamiliar words that seemed to be from the old murim.

That was only the beginning.

RUMBLE!

The ground beneath him flipped over, and the earth's crust pushed upward from below. Incantations were written in the dirt of that crust. This text also contained words he could recognize and words he could not.

At the same time, something began to push down from the ceiling.

KWAKWAKWANG.

Giant icicles descended from the air. The incantations shone white on the icicles, as if they had been carved with an awl.

HWARURURUK.

Flames erupted from all sides.

The incantations shimmered inside the intensely hot flames.

The spectacle continued to unfold, eliciting admiration just from witnessing it.

HWIIIIIIING.

The wind began to swirl above his head. Amazingly, letters were floating even within the currents of wind.

KWAJIJIK!

Lightning struck down. A trace of the incantation was left behind on the spot scorched by the strike.

The incantations revealed themselves in ways he had never witnessed before. Geom Mugeuk could feel just how special this cultivation method truly was.

But no matter how intelligent Geom Mugeuk was, he could not possibly memorize all of this, especially since it was filled with words he did not recognize.

A brief moment of silence passed.

The small Secret Box in Geom Mugeuk's chest began to vibrate.

WOOOONG.

In the next moment, the letters of the incantations on all sides started to glow in their respective colors.

SWAAAAAAAAANG!

Six streams of light, each one containing its own incantation, began to pour directly into Geom Mugeuk's body.


Chapter 604: If You Don't Come Out Today, I'm Taking It With You Inside

A six-colored light poured down upon Geom Mugeuk.

SHAAAAA.

The light seeped into Geom Mugeuk's body, much like rain soaking the earth. Once inside, it flowed through him like a river of qi. The light spread throughout his entire body with every single beat of his heart.

The light was hot and cold, thrilling and refreshing. It was a comforting sensation, yet it also instilled a sense of fear.

Geom Mugeuk did not resist this light.

He knew instinctively that this light was meant for him. It did not matter how hot or cold it became, nor how deep a fear it evoked.

After swirling through every corner of his body, the six lights gathered together in Geom Mugeuk's mind. The lights collected inside his brain and then simultaneously burst into a brilliant radiance.

SWIIIIIIISH!

The next moment, the Black Orb, Green Orb, and White Orb began to move. The three energies, which had been dormant within Geom Mugeuk, started to travel along his meridians on their own.

Amazingly, Geom Mugeuk knew the incantations for the inner art.

The halo of light that had entered him moments before had directly taught him the incantations. No, it had not just taught him. It had made him master them completely.

He had heard of passing inner arts to another person, but this was the first time he had ever heard of knowledge being transferred so instantaneously.

The inner art taught by the Secret Box was completely different from any conventional method of circulating energy.

The three energies moved along his meridians in an utterly unexpected sequence. The landscape of his rushing meridians was different from what he knew. It was an incredibly precarious and dangerous view. The inner qi sometimes flowed in reverse, and it even forced its way down paths that seemed certain to cause internal injuries.

This inner art truly shattered all his existing knowledge of martial arts in an instant.

However, Geom Mugeuk trusted these incantations. He did not know what the energies in his body were, nor what this inner art was, but he decided to simply trust anything related to the Secret Box.

Just like the inexplicable sense of relief he felt when he first absorbed the energy from the Secret Box, he trusted his instinct that this energy was benevolent towards him.

As he completed one full circulation of the inner qi, the three energies merged into one at the final moment.

In that very instant when he felt an immense power, the three energies scattered limply once more. They settled quietly to sleep throughout his meridians.

Geom Mugeuk understood. Just as the Secret Box had said before, this inner art would only be complete when all six energies were gathered.

Everything else was a mystery.

What would happen when all six energies were gathered and he operated this inner art? Would the collected energies operate separately, or would they merge with his existing inner arts? Was there a separate martial art that corresponded to this inner art, or did the inner art itself possess some kind of power?

And how was it supposed to grant him the power of the Greatest of All Time?

Just then, his surroundings began to change.

SHRRRRRNG.

The Secret Box made a cheerful sound he had never heard before, as if it were bidding him farewell.

CHIIIII.

The six circles engraved on the Secret Box vanished. The patterns, which had appeared as if carved with a knife, slowly began to fade until they disappeared completely.

Starting with that, everything returned to its original state.

JIIIIIIK.

The tear in the space before him began to close. A deep darkness had spread within that space.

Geom Mugeuk did not dislike the darkness. He knew better than anyone that a night spent awake and alone was less lonely than the day.

KRRRRR!

The overturned crust of the earth began to descend again. As it slowly lowered, it seemed to be greeting him, as if to say, 'Don't worry, I am here beneath your feet.'

KWAKWAKWAKWA.

The brightly shining icicles began to disappear back into the ceiling. The ice glittered with a pure white light at the last moment, as if sad to part.

The terrifyingly soaring flames began to slowly die down. The fire flickered from side to side, looking as if it were waving its hands.

WHOOOOSH.

A gust of wind blew past, brushing over the lightning marks etched on the floor. Surprisingly, the marks vanished completely. They disappeared like a sand drawing washed away by the waves.

The wind gave Geom Mugeuk's clothes and hair one last refreshing flutter before disappearing entirely.

And so, everything around him returned to normal. The place now looked just as it had when Geom Mugeuk first entered.

It felt as if he had been dreaming.

However, Geom Mugeuk could feel a change.

The three energies were dormant in his body just as before, but it was different now. If before it felt like he was merely storing the energies, now it felt like they were truly his own. It was the feeling of going from a guest in a room to its owner.

And he could sense an unprecedented potential from those energies. If three energies were like this, he could not imagine what would happen when all six were gathered.

Geom Mugeuk took the Secret Box out from his robes. The brightly smiling face of the Secret Box seemed to reflect his own heart.

Geom Mugeuk was happy. Truly happy. What made him happiest of all was that this power had come to him, instead of falling into the hands of his enemies.

Since his regression, he had been steadily changing his life from how it was before, but now it felt like he had passed a major turning point in a different way.

I must not let my guard down and must keep striving until the very end.

Putting the small Secret Box back into his robes, Geom Mugeuk looked at the large Secret Box. His gaze deepened as he stared at it.

Geom Mugeuk gave a deep bow to the Secret Box. He could feel with his entire being that this ancient power was not something that could be obtained from mere miracle herbs.

"If this is the will that heaven has bestowed upon me, I will gladly accept that destiny."

He meant it sincerely. After all, his regression had only been possible because heaven had recognized his efforts.

After formally paying his respects, Geom Mugeuk approached the Secret Box and placed his hand on it.

"Thank you, Secret Box."

Heaven's will was heaven's will, but he still considered these Secret Boxes his friends.

In that very moment!

SWOOOSH.

Geom Mugeuk's hand went into the Secret Box. His body was sucked inside before he could even resist. The Secret Box had begun to absorb Geom Mugeuk.

"Whoa? No! I haven't seen the final battle yet!"

However, the Secret Box began to suck Geom Mugeuk in instantly, as if to say that much was not permitted.

Geom Mugeuk did not resist, just as he had not when he first entered.

Fine, if this is the destiny you've chosen.

See you in three hundred years!


The Sword King was examining the walls of the space where the Secret Box was located.

Several days had passed since Geom Mugeuk was sucked into the Secret Box. However, he had not yet returned. During that time, the Sword King had explored various ways to enter the Secret Box.

Naturally, he started by examining the Secret Box thoroughly. He tried knocking on it, moving it, and even injecting inner arts into it. But the Secret Box showed no reaction.

He even went back through the gates to examine the previous chambers and reread the manuals stored there. But nowhere was there a clue on how to enter the Secret Box.

After examining the surrounding walls, the Sword King came over to the Secret Box and leaned against it. The spot where he sat was the exact place where Geom Mugeuk had been sucked in.

Hoping he might be able to enter as well, he made sure to sit and lean against that spot once a day. But today, the Secret Box was just as cold and hard as ever.

"Huuuu."

A sigh escaped the Sword King's lips for the first time. He could not just keep waiting like this forever.

In truth, his mission was to take that Secret Box. Whether Geom Mugeuk was inside or not, his job would be done once he delivered it.

However, he had been waiting for days.

He was worried about Geom Mugeuk, yet at the same time, he was not. To be objective, he leaned more towards not being worried.

The way he was sucked in looked exactly like someone sinking into a swamp, but he did not get the feeling that it had absorbed Geom Mugeuk to harm him. It was probably because of the special quality that the man named Geom Mugeuk had shown.

You're not the type to die so pointlessly, are you?

Thinking of Geom Mugeuk, the nonsensical words came out on their own.

"If you don't come out today, I'm taking it with you inside."

Despite the Sword King's threat, Geom Mugeuk did not appear.

This time, he threatened the Secret Box.

"If you don't release my official, I'll slice you in half."

He said it like a joke, but he truly did feel the urge to cut the Secret Box open with his sword and look inside. However, there was no way Geom Mugeuk could be inside that hard Secret Box, so he could not do it.

If this can truly change the fate of murim, why did it swallow the Young Cult Leader?

Fiddling with the shoes tucked at his waist, the Sword King muttered to himself.

"Could it be that the one to change the fate of murim... is you?"

It was at that very moment.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

With a scream, something shot out from behind the Sword King. The person who flew out from over the head of the Sword King, who had been leaning against the Secret Box, and tumbled to the floor was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk with a shocked expression. He was so startled that he had almost reflexively cut Geom Mugeuk down.

To startle someone so badly.

"Master, you've gotten haggard in just a few days."

At those first words, the Sword King replied with a look of disbelief.

"You look like you had a good time."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes were clearer, and the vitality emanating from his body felt even more energetic. It was a change that only a master like the Sword King could perceive.

"Aigoo, don't even ask. I went through a lot of hardship without any inner arts."

Geom Mugeuk examined his own body first. He could feel the profound inner arts in his qi center. Fortunately, his body had returned to its state before he went in. His swordsmanship had reverted to the Black Demon Sword. The Secret Box was also still safe in his robes.

Geom Mugeuk stood up and took a deep breath.

The smell of three hundred years in the future. I've returned alive!

"You were worried about me, weren't you? You must have even given up food and drink."

"Not at all. I ate meat every day."

However, Geom Mugeuk sensed it. The relief in the Sword King's eyes when he saw him. He had been waiting for him here. Waiting anxiously for him to come out.

"What happened in there?"

This was truly the first time in his life that the Sword King had ever been this curious about something.

"Before I tell you, just a moment."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Secret Box.

The feeling of seeing the Secret Box after having met it three hundred years in the past was completely different from when he first entered this place and saw it. That Secret Box, after three hundred years, was now before his eyes again. Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on it.

You must have been lonely for three hundred years. You've worked hard. And thank you. For sending me back here.

It was a shame he could not see the final battle, but it was a fight whose outcome was already decided.

After saying his goodbyes to the Secret Box, Geom Mugeuk turned back to the Sword King.

How much should he tell him? Geom Mugeuk decided to exclude just two things. The prophecy about himself, and the fact that he had learned the Secret Box's incantations.

"Do you happen to know about the Divine Sword Martial Emperor?"

Just how much did the Sword King know about this past history?

"I've heard of him. He was the leader of the Murim Alliance three hundred years ago."

He was the most famous leader of the Murim Alliance, after all.

"Why are you suddenly asking about him?"

Then, astonishing words flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"I've just come from meeting the Divine Sword Martial Emperor."

"What?"

At first, his eyes seemed to ask, 'You're joking, right?' but then surprise began to bloom on the Sword King's face. He sensed that Geom Mugeuk was not joking.

"It's true!"

"I even ate a meal with the Divine Sword Martial Emperor."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Secret Box.

"This box took me three hundred years into the past."

The Sword King also stared at the Secret Box in astonishment.

Geom Mugeuk's words continued.

"This box was a sacred object of a mysterious faction from the past called the Heavenly Fate Palace."

Geom Mugeuk watched to see how the Sword King would react to the mention of the Heavenly Fate Palace. It was not a special reaction, just a typical one.

"I know. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor destroyed the Heavenly Fate Palace."

This was as much history as most people who knew of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor were aware of. From this reaction, he could guess. The Sword King was not currently connected to the descendants of the Heavenly Fate Palace. To him, the Heavenly Fate Palace was just a part of history.

"Don't tell me you met the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord too?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Was that all he met? He had even met the Saintess.

"I spent a few days in the place where the final war between the two sides was taking place."

"Why did it take you there?"

Since he had no intention of revealing the part about the prophecy concerning him, Geom Mugeuk had no way to explain.

"I don't know either. Maybe it's because I'm more handsome than you, Master? If you're going on a long journey, you might as well take someone young and handsome..."

"Enough nonsense!"

The playfulness vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face. The time had finally come to ask this question.

"Why did you bring me here? Please tell me the real reason."

There was definitely some intention. It was not to save those in the underground, nor was it because he was helpful in dismantling the mechanisms. There was clearly another reason of his own.

At last, the Sword King spoke his true feelings.

"I wanted to see if you were the one who would change the fate of murim."

The gazes of the two men locked in mid-air.

"Why did you think it might be me?"

After a brief pause, the Sword King answered.

"Because you changed our destiny."

They had believed they would change the fate of this murim, but Geom Mugeuk had changed their destiny.

"And now, you're even trying to change my destiny."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. This was the moment that would decide the fate between him and the Sword King. It would be determined by the answer to this question.

"What if I am the one who will change the fate of murim?" Geom Mugeuk stared into the Sword King's eyes and asked again. "Can our relationship change?"


Chapter 605: What Awaits Us

"What if you are the one who will change the fate of murim?"

Geom Mugeuk had hoped the Sword King might say their relationship could change, but his response was cold and firm.

"Even so, our relationship will not change."

Desperation filled Geom Mugeuk's face, but the answer remained the same.

In truth, Geom Mugeuk had expected him to answer this way. Although he had formed a special bond with him, it was not enough for them to join hands.

His opponent was none other than the Sword King, who had once been one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. How could he so easily sway the heart of such a man?

No, changing his mind was a secondary matter. Theirs was a relationship where the possibility of being killed by him still existed. They had, after all, agreed to face each other on the duel stage.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Secret Box and hugged it.

"I've been abandoned. Send me back three hundred years."

The Sword King watched his dramatic display and chuckled. It seemed he had indeed wanted to see that side of him again.

As he caressed the Secret Box, Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked a question.

"Is it because of a debt?"

They had discussed this before. When asked why he had joined hands with them, the Sword King had replied that he owed them a debt.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Sword King and spoke seriously.

"If it's because of a debt, then take this and pay it all off. This divine object, I'll give it to you!"

At that, the Sword King leaned in close to Geom Mugeuk and asked a question.

"Why are you acting generous with what's mine?"

Geom Mugeuk retorted without backing down.

"Why is this yours, Master? It's mine."

"Yours?"

"You promised to give me everything in this room!"

[Please give me everything in this room.]

That was what Geom Mugeuk had said right before entering this room, the final gateway.

"I never agreed to that."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was just being stubborn. The Sword King had gone through so much trouble dismantling the mechanisms in the dungeons of the Yellow Dragon Academy to obtain this Secret Box. There was no way he would hand it over so easily.

"Didn't you see earlier? I came out of this divine object. I'm not an ordinary person, you know."

The Sword King could not refute those words.

What if this truly was the object that would change the fate of murim? And what if this divine object had chosen him? Wouldn't that make the Young Cult Leader the one to change murim's fate, and simultaneously, the owner of this divine object?

Seeing him speechless, Geom Mugeuk felt awkward instead.

"If you're like this, I can't keep insisting, can I?"

The Sword King approached the Secret Box behind Geom Mugeuk. He reached out and touched it. Just as it had been for the past few days, the only thing the Secret Box allowed him was this coldness.

The Sword King took his hand off the Secret Box and spoke.

"If you kill me, you can have it."

Geom Mugeuk said nothing.

"Why the silence?"

"I'm thinking. About whether I want it enough to kill you for it, Master."

He then showed a genuinely contemplative expression.

"I don't think it's worth that much."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk. The problem was that his words sounded sincere.

"You might need this to change the fate of murim, though?"

"It doesn't matter. You are more important to me than this Secret Box, Master."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk with a suspicious gaze.

"Don't tell me?"

The deeper look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes when he returned, and his more vibrant energy...

"You gained something inside, didn't you? So you don't need it anymore, right? This thing is empty. That's why you're trying to give it to me, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk did not deceive him.

"You're really quick on the uptake."

In truth, that was only half the story. Geom Mugeuk looked at the Secret Box and said something else.

"It's true that I gained something, but it's not just an empty shell either."

It was clearly connected to the smaller Secret Box. He did not know when or in what form it might reveal another surprise.

"Then why are you trying to give it up?"

Because he had faith that if destiny truly existed, this object would connect with him again, no matter where it was.

That was why he could focus on his relationship with him.

"I told you, didn't I? You're more important, Master."

"What do you know about me!"

"Isn't it better when we don't know each other too well?"

As the Sword King flinched for a moment, Geom Mugeuk continued.

"If we get to know each other better, we might be disappointed by things we didn't know, or we might grow weary. But not now. What's inside this person? What is it about him that's so captivating? What am I trusting in to try and persuade a man who might kill me?"

"Enough!"

Along with the Sword King's shout, a shoe came flying.

Geom Mugeuk caught the flying shoe in his hand.

"If you had launched a surprise attack while throwing this shoe, I would have been dead. You threw it playfully once before, so I caught it off guard just now. But why didn't you attack? Why not kill me, go back, and claim you've obtained the divine object and avenged your dead comrades! Why don't you claim the credit?"

The Sword King glanced down at the shoe still tucked at his waist.

"Because there's still one left. So stop talking nonsense. You could really die."

The Sword King was getting angry because he recognized the growing feeling that he did not want to kill the Young Cult Leader.

"If our relationship changes? Are you planning to use me as a guide to uncover all the secrets of my organization? To use me as a vanguard to kill them all?"

"No."

"Then what? You want me to become your subordinate?"

"That's not it either."

"Then!"

Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"I know you're not the kind of person who will stay by my side, Master. I also know you're the type to suddenly put on those shoes and leave for some faraway place."

"Then why? Why do you keep trying to sway me?"

To the Sword King who shouted the question, Geom Mugeuk replied in an even louder voice.

"If you didn't want this, you shouldn't have appeared before me barefoot, in a shabby martial arts uniform with your hair tied back, and a worn-out iron sword you could buy anywhere in the market. You shouldn't have appeared like that in front of me, who was desperately trying to survive while wearing the Black Demon Sword, layered with two or three sets of rare quality armor, and wrapped in Top-Quality Heavenly Silk!"

"!"

"I can't kill a person like that. No, I won't kill him. For my own sake, I won't do something I'll regret for a long, long time."

Not expecting to hear such words, the Sword King was at a loss.

The emotion he felt in that moment was joy. He felt good. He did not know why, but he felt truly good. So good that he wondered if he had ever felt this good before.

Breaking the awkward silence, the Sword King said gruffly.

"Is it just because of my vibe?"

Geom Mugeuk also replied gruffly.

"Just? That's the image I aspire to, the freedom I desire."

"You're a fool. If I looked free to you."

"So come to me. Pay off your debt, shake off everything that's holding you down, and come to me."

"And then?"

Then, the most surprising words of their entire conversation came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth. Words that shocked the Sword King even more than the claim of having been to the world of three hundred years ago.

"Please be my friend."

The Sword King wore the most bewildered expression he had since they met. Instead of saying, 'You crazy bastard, give it a rest!', the Sword King asked a question.

"Are you serious?"

"I'm serious. Aren't there friends in the world who transcend age?"

"Of all the many relationships, why a friend?"

"My Master is probably waiting for me up there. So I don't need a Master. The one who came with me happens to be the Sword Supreme. Since there's already a sword-wielding Demon Supreme, I can't have you as a Demon Supreme either. I like to wander alone, so I don't need a bodyguard. As the Young Cult Leader, I have more than enough subordinates. So please, be my friend. I'm often told I'm an old soul. So I think we could be well-matched friends."

The Sword King could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was speaking from the heart.

"Let's be friends who see each other when we want to, help each other when we need to. And sometimes, throw shoes at each other."

As he said this, he held out the shoe again.

Just as the Sword King, who had been staring at the shoe for a moment, reached out to take it, his expression suddenly hardened as a thought struck him.

"You said a Demon Supreme is waiting up there?"

"Yes. He's definitely waiting for me."

The Sword King let out a sigh. It was like waking up suddenly from a pleasant dream.

"For that reason alone, we can't be friends."

"What do you mean?"

"Because there are people waiting for me up there, too."

In other words, it meant that to him, the Demon Supremes must be dead.

"When you go up there, you'll be plunged into deep sorrow. In your grief over losing your master and the Sword Supreme, you'll draw your sword and point it even at me. I would understand, though."

He knew very well what the Fist King's skills were like. Besides, there were other masters who came with him.

"My Master and the Sword Supreme would not have lost to anyone."

"We have assessed the skills of the Demon Supremes. They are not people the two of them could handle."

The Sword King could not hide the sorrow in his eyes.

"The only thing waiting for us will be an empty duel stage where you and I must fight."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes, on the other hand, were filled with faith.

"What if they are both standing safely on that duel stage?"


"Father, I'll keep watch, so please go inside and rest for a bit."

At Lee Ahn's words, the Fist Demon shook his head.

"I'm fine."

Days passed, but Geom Mugeuk did not come up.

During that time, the Fist Demon had not left the duel stage. He ate his meals here and substituted sleep with meditation to circulate his energy.

Lee Ahn realized it anew. She had vaguely thought of Geom Mugeuk and her father as merely having a master-disciple relationship, but her father cared for Geom Mugeuk far more than she had imagined.

"Don't worry too much. The Young Cult Leader will come up cracking some silly joke."

The Fist Demon looked at Lee Ahn and silently nodded.

His reason for staying here and keeping watch was not just the hope that he would be the one waiting for Geom Mugeuk when he came up.

There was also the reason of wanting to react even a little bit faster if an urgent situation related to Geom Mugeuk arose. He did not want a moment's absence to become an eternal regret.

Yeom Baekyin was also in a corner of the duel stage.

Having cleaned up the corpses and broken debris, he had not yet left the place.

It was a voluntary decision. The Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme did not care whether he left or not.

Yeom Baekyin had not yet given up hope. He waited only for the Sword King to come up from the underground. Where would he go if he abandoned the Yellow Dragon Academy? He was holding on until the end, mistaking desperation for determination.

The Flower Sword Supreme, unlike the Fist Demon, was coming and going freely. She practiced her martial arts and slept comfortably.

She had said only one thing to Lee Ahn about Geom Mugeuk.

"Who's worried about whom?"

She had said that, but as days passed without Geom Mugeuk appearing, she too was growing worried inside.

Young Cult Leader, I know you like to joke around, but don't play a prank like this.

She decided that if Geom Mugeuk did not come up by the end of the day, she would have to discuss going down together with the Fist Demon.

It was at that very moment.

SREUREUREUK.

The chair equipped with a mechanical device descended.

Everyone there was startled. The Flower Sword Supreme leaped through the air and landed behind the Fist Demon. Lee Ahn also stood behind her father, staring only at the spot where the chair had been.

SREUREUREUK.

A moment later, the chair rose again.

The expressions of the three people watching hardened simultaneously.

The person sitting in the chair was not Geom Mugeuk, but the Sword King.

The Fist Demon studied his opponent with a cold gaze.

A barefoot man with his hair tied back and an iron sword at his waist.

He revealed no aura, but one could instantly feel he was no ordinary master. To have such a presence without even properly revealing his aura?

The Fist Demon clenched his fists more forcefully than ever before.

Meanwhile, the Sword King, having come up to the surface, was bewildered by the unexpected sight. Instead of the people who should have been there, there were Demon Supremes.

The surroundings showed only traces of a fierce battle, and there was no sign of the Fist King. Judging by the situation, it seemed he, his disciple, and the masters who came with them were all dead.

The Fist Demon asked in a low tone.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?"

The Sword King could feel it. The Fist Demon before him was stronger than he had anticipated. The same was true for the Flower Sword Supreme standing behind him. This was the reason why the Fist King was not here.

The Flower Sword Supreme's gaze on the Sword King also grew serious. He had more presence than any enemy she had ever seen.

She too revealed her aura and said in a cold tone.

"I asked, where is the Young Cult Leader."

SAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

In an instant, their auras clashed.

The area where the Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and Lee Ahn stood, as well as the surroundings, filled with sword blades. It felt as if a single step would slice their flesh.

Among those countless blades was a single one aimed at the Sword King.

A wind blew between those blades. It was not a strong wind, but one that chilled the heart and soul.

As the auras of the three clashed, a hair-trigger situation unfolded where it seemed they would attack each other at any moment. The taut string of tension felt like it would snap if someone so much as took a deep breath.

It was at that very moment!

SREUREUREUK.

The chair began to descend again.

And the chair came back up, carrying a most welcome person.

"I knew this would happen."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, feeling the terrifying auras spread around him.

"That's why I told you I should go up first, didn't I?"

At that sight, the Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and Lee Ahn were finally relieved. Geom Mugeuk had returned, unchanged.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes met the Fist Demon's. He had a fearsome and gruff face, but just by looking into his eyes, Geom Mugeuk could tell with what kind of heart he had waited for him.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled with a look that said, 'You're finally back,' while Lee Ahn, whose legs gave out as the tension eased, squatted on the floor and beamed at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk looked around.

The surroundings were desolate, a testament to how fierce the battle had been. And seeing that only the chair connecting to the underground remained, he was deeply moved. The moment he saw it, he felt the Fist Demon's heart for him.

The Fist Demon stood in the center, flanked by the Flower Sword Supreme and Lee Ahn.

The three of them respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed to Geom Mugeuk.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon had beaten down the Fist King and guarded this place just to say these words. For this very moment.

Geom Mugeuk respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting in return.

"I believed you would be waiting."

For the Fist Demon, those words were enough. Living up to that faith, that was the mission and joy of the man known as the Fist Demon, a duty passed down since the time of the Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk looked back at the Sword King. The Sword King was staring at him, his face a mix of various emotions. He hoped that among those complex feelings, there was also a sense of relief.

"Now, let's continue our conversation."


Chapter 606: I Have a Gathering, You See?

What had they been discussing below before coming up?

Seeing the Sword King's confidence, Geom Mugeuk made him a proposal.

"Let's make a bet. If those two are on the duel stage!"

"To become friends?"

He naturally assumed that was the case, but Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"No, we can't decide such an important matter based on other people's affairs."

"Then what should we bet on?"

"Let's agree that the loser grants the winner one favor. Separate from whether we become friends or not."

What trick is he trying to pull now? The Sword King eyed Geom Mugeuk suspiciously, but how could he possibly know what was on his mind?

"But you must grant it, no matter what."

Normally, the Sword King should have said this.

How can I make such a promise without knowing what the favor is?

He should have asked for the details and set conditions. Things like, 'I can't grant a favor like this,' or 'Don't even think of asking for something like that.'

However, the Sword King asked nothing.

"Fine, let's do it."

This was what made the man known as the Sword King so captivating.

"Why don't you tell me what your favor is first?"

"Are you admitting you've already lost?"

"Of course not. I won't have to grant your favor anyway, so I'm just curious what it is. You won't tell me if you lose the bet, will you?"

The Sword King scoffed.

"Then shall I ask for my favor in advance?"

"Go ahead."

Geom Mugeuk had said it playfully, but the Sword King answered in all seriousness.

"If you confirm the Demon Supremes are dead, don't try to get revenge. Just leave for today."

The once-light atmosphere naturally grew heavy.

"Are you afraid you'll end up killing me?"

The Sword King did not answer and changed the subject.

"Let's go up now. Oh, there's something I need to grab before we go."

The Sword King walked to a bookshelf, selected a manual to give to Yeom Baekyin, and tucked it into his robes.

"You even keep your promises. You're so cool."

"Is that really so?"

The Sword King gave him a look that was meaningful for some unknown reason.

The two of them left the last room. They left the Secret Box for now. They could always retrieve it after things upstairs were settled.

The two retraced their steps, passing the gates they had breached and the mechanisms they had dismantled, until they reached the chair that led to the surface.

"I'll go up first."

But the Sword King stopped Geom Mugeuk and stepped forward.

"No. I'm going up first."

"Are you... worried about me?"

"I'm worried about my own people."

However, Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Sword King was worried about him. If the enemy was truly strong enough to kill two Demon Supremes as he was so sure, he would not be worried about the Sword King. He was worried that Geom Mugeuk would go on a rampage for revenge and attack him.

The Sword King silently activated the mechanism.

"Ah, I should have gone up first. Don't fight, just greet each other!"

And so, he sent the Sword King up first.

After Geom Mugeuk followed and reunited with the three, he turned to the Sword King and said something.

"Now, shall we continue our conversation?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme looked at each other. The two of them were thinking the same thing.

As expected! The Young Cult Leader is still the Young Cult Leader!

They had fully grasped what a formidable master the Sword King was from the clash of energies just a moment ago.

He came up with such a powerful foe and wants to continue a conversation? It seems they were fighting with their mouths, not their swords, down there.

Lee Ahn voiced their thoughts exactly.

"At least our Young Cult Leader hasn't had his soul stolen by someone."

At her quiet words, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme showed faint smiles.

Finally, the Sword King opened his mouth.

He readily admitted that he had lost the bet.

"What's the favor?"

It had seemed like a bet made with a specific favor in mind. But Geom Mugeuk did not say it right away.

"It's a favor I'll ask of a friend."

Meaning he would tell him after they became friends.

At that, the Sword King spoke as if all the rapport they had built had crumbled, returning them to square one.

"Then you'll never be able to ask."

Geom Mugeuk understood. Yes, the feeling now was different from when they were alone.

His comrades were dead, and Demon Supremes stood in their place. He must feel like he has been snapped back to reality.

The remaining persuasion had to be done in this reality.

Persuading him in the presence of the Demon Supremes would be twice as difficult. Becoming friends with a much younger man while others were watching would not be an easy thing to do.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy to the Sword King.

[It would be best to send those three away and speak with you alone, but they're worried about me and will never leave.]

It meant they had to finish their conversation in the presence of the Demon Supremes. It was right at that moment.

"I need to go wash up."

The Fist Demon was the first to turn away.

Geom Mugeuk urgently shouted at him.

"Master! You're leaving me alone?"

At the title 'Master', the Fist Demon now treated Geom Mugeuk as a disciple, not the Young Cult Leader.

"I haven't washed in days waiting for you, and I feel really grimy."

With those words, he strode away.

The Flower Sword Supreme followed him.

"Young Cult Leader, I'll go on ahead to the safehouse. Finish up here and then come."

"What if someone else shows up while I'm alone?"

Then Lee Ahn, who was following behind, picked up his words.

"That someone else will have a hard time."

As Lee Ahn passed by, she bowed her head to the Sword King.

"You must be going through a lot."

The Sword King silently nodded, his expression saying, 'So you understand how I feel.'

Geom Mugeuk shouted at Lee Ahn.

"You should be saying that to me."

Lee Ahn pretended not to hear and followed the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and Lee Ahn knew very well what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was.

If he said he wanted to continue their talk, they now knew that giving him space was the best way to help him.

"Bring back some alcohol and tasty snacks when you come!"

With Lee Ahn's final words, the three of them moved away.

Watching them leave, the Sword King said to Geom Mugeuk.

"Whether they would leave or not. We should have bet on this."

He said that, but the Sword King could tell.

He could tell that they knew this Young Cult Leader better than anyone. And at the same time, that they genuinely and sincerely cared for him. How could he not know? He had seen the imposing aura of the Demon Supremes earlier, and their loyal demeanor when they reunited with Geom Mugeuk.

And so, only Geom Mugeuk, the Sword King, and Yeom Baekyin remained.

In truth, the person most pleased by the Sword King's appearance was Yeom Baekyin.

He had no idea how long he had waited for this moment. He had even forsaken his family ties for this.

Even after the Demon Supremes left, Yeom Baekyin stood there awkwardly, just watching the other two. With the Yellow Dragon Academy destroyed and the Demon Supremes as his enemies, he was not in his right mind. His only remaining hope was the manual.

Having learned that Geom Mugeuk was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, he did not dare to even meet his eyes.

Just then, the Sword King pulled the manual from his robes and threw it to him.

"Here's what I promised!"

Here, take it! Yeom Baekyin threw himself forward to catch the manual as it flew through the air.

A wide grin split Yeom Baekyin's face.

I endured everything for this moment. Once I master this ultimate martial arts, I'll definitely pay back this humiliation. You're all dead now!

The moment Yeom Baekyin saw the title of the manual, he flinched in surprise. His face hardened as he hurriedly checked the contents.

"Isn't this a spear arts manual?"

"That's right. If you achieve complete mastery of that spear arts, no one will dare treat our Principal Yeon disrespectfully."

It was no easy task for someone who had practiced swordsmanship to learn spear arts from scratch. Moreover, how could a man of his age ever learn it anew and achieve complete mastery?

"You! Did you deceive me?"

The Sword King paid no mind to the man who was fearlessly shouting at him.

"I'm a man who doesn't keep his promises. Do you want to be friends with such an untrustworthy person?"

The Sword King asked probingly, and Geom Mugeuk gave an inscrutable reply.

"This one here is quite a handful himself."

"......"

PWAAAK!

Struck by the sword qi that flew in an instant, Yeom Baekyin collapsed, spewing blood from his heart.

"What do you think? Of a heartless friend like this?"

In truth, he had not killed him out of heartlessness.

Yeom Baekyin had committed several crimes worthy of death. He was responsible for the death of Seo Jin's hometown Orabeoni, Lim Hyeon, and he had tried to kill his own younger brother, Yeom Baekjin.

Furthermore, fearing that the officials from the martial arts academy who came out of the underground would spread rumors about the secret vault, he had hired an assassination group to silence them by murder.

The moment he made that decision, fate had sentenced him to death. It was only a matter of when.

Now, only two people remained.

Only the Sword King and Geom Mugeuk stood on the duel stage.

WHOOOOSH.

The blowing wind swept between the two of them.

Geom Mugeuk thought that perhaps facing him like this on the duel stage was his destiny.

What if this is destiny?

However, he would not accept what destiny offered as it was. He would test it, pull it, and push it. He would shout that this was not right. Only after doing all that would he speak.

If this is destiny, then I must accept it.

"So, I end up standing alone with you on this duel stage after all."

The Sword King nodded. Just as he was thinking that the outcome of this fight would decide whether they became friends...

"Let's use this duel stage in our own way."

Geom Mugeuk desperately pushed aside the great wheel of fate that had rolled toward him.

He knew better than anyone that even a slight change in direction here would lead to a completely different destination far down the road.

"Use it in our own way?"

"Yes, in our own way."

Geom Mugeuk had not the slightest intention of engaging in a life-or-death battle with him.

"We met as an instructor and an official, didn't we?"

To the Sword King, who still did not understand his intention, Geom Mugeuk delivered a surprising proposal.

"Please teach me swordsmanship."

The Sword King was stunned. The earlier session was one thing, it was a class, but he never expected him to ask to be taught swordsmanship in this situation.

"You're crazy to the very end."

"Why else do you think the Demon Supremes abandoned their Young Cult Leader and fled? Even my own heart did."

The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence for a moment.

"Fine, I'll teach you a move."

The Sword King slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

He closed the distance until they were just within reach of a sword strike, then slowly drew his sword.

Then, at a speed neither fast nor slow, he thrust his sword forward.

SHIICK.

There was no artifice, no skill, nor any flashy technique involved. It was a move one would find in a beginner's swordsmanship manual.

The Sword King had simply drawn his sword and thrust it forward.

Watching the sword fly toward his heart, Geom Mugeuk shouted inwardly.

A perfect thrust!

It was a single move that contained the essence of the Sword King's swordsmanship, and that one move seemed to say...

All techniques of the sword originate from this single motion.

PAAT.

The Sword King's sword stopped right in front of Geom Mugeuk's heart.

A moment of silence passed. He did not ask why he had not killed him when he could have. They were past that stage now.

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully to the Sword King and said something.

"I have learned well."

These were not empty words. The move the Sword King had just shown him was one that would have a profound influence on Geom Mugeuk as he continued to learn swordsmanship.

"......"

The Sword King sheathed his iron sword and spoke.

"Becoming friends with you... is a losing deal for me."

Finally, the word 'friend' had come from his lips first.

"What's there to gain or lose between friends?"

"That's not what I mean..."

He did not mean that Geom Mugeuk was lacking or insufficient.

"One is a Master, another is a Demon Supreme. But I'm just a friend? I'm getting the short end of the stick."

He was comparing himself to the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

A surge of emotion rose in Geom Mugeuk's heart. He was saying it. Just a little, just a little harder, please pull me in.

"The Demon Supremes are the ones at a greater loss."

"......"

"Because they can never become friends with the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult in their entire lives. They'll probably be very envious of you."

Geom Mugeuk took a step forward, gazed at him, and spoke.

"If fate is pushing us this far, shouldn't we accept it?"

"It wasn't fate... you pushed."

Then, in a small, indifferent voice, he said something.

"...Let's do it."

"Huh? What did you say?"

It was a little louder than before, but still as quiet as an ant's whisper.

"Let's do it, friend."

Even after hearing the words he had so longed to hear, Geom Mugeuk asked again, louder.

"I can't hear you. What did you say?"

Finally, the Sword King shouted loudly.

"I said let's be friends, you brat!"

Geom Mugeuk beamed.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

He knew well what a difficult decision he had made. That is why Geom Mugeuk jumped for joy. He was so happy, it made one wonder what he would have done if the answer had been no.

"But even when you become the Cult Leader, we're still friends."

"When you think of it that way, it's not a loss at all, is it?"

The Sword King nodded.

"Being friends with the future Demonic Cult Leader... I suppose it's not a bad deal."

"You'll have to live a long time, though. Father is quite vigorous."

"I'll use Rejuvenation if I have to. I'm definitely going to be friends with the Demonic Cult Leader."

With a pleasant smile, the Sword King bid him farewell.

"I'll be heading back now. I have to pay my debts first."

"You're not going to tell me where that is, are you?"

"Right."

"And you're not going to take me with you."

As expected, the Sword King nodded and started to walk away.

"I'll retrieve the Secret Box myself."

He did not say he would come back. Nor did he say they should meet again.

Looking at the shoes dangling from his waist, Geom Mugeuk brought up something the Sword King had forgotten.

"Now that we're friends, I'll use the favor I've been saving."

The Sword King stopped in his tracks and answered as if he knew what the favor was.

"I will absolutely not die. Don't worry."

WHOOOOSH.

A solemn wind blew between the two of them, but...

"That's not the favor."

The Sword King turned back with an awkward expression.

"Why not? Isn't this the perfect situation to ask for that?"

"How could my friend, who is so strong, possibly die? Just try not to kill people because you get annoyed."

At those words, the Sword King finally laughed. It was a statement that showed just how much Geom Mugeuk trusted him.

"Then what is the favor?"

The favor he had promised he could never refuse was...

"I have a friends' gathering, you see? When it's held later, you absolutely must attend! It's mandatory. It's a gathering where we drink, sing, and dance."

Before he knew it, the Sword King had the shoes in his hand, ready to throw them.

"Just you dare invite me!"

As he walked some distance away, the Sword King looked back at Geom Mugeuk. Had he ever turned back to look at someone like this while walking away?

His new, young friend was standing there silently, watching him walk away.

Was it because he was standing alone on the duel stage? Those clear, deep eyes looked lonely.

The Sword King said in a loud voice.

"My name is Ak Gunhak."

Those eyes that had looked so lonely brightened with a smile.

It was a name Geom Mugeuk already knew.

The First King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, Ak Gunhak.

This was the Ak Gunhak he knew.

However, in this new life, Ak Gunhak would live on with a different meaning.

As Geom Mugeuk's friend, Ak Gunhak.

"That's a truly wonderful name."


Chapter 607: You Think Just Anyone Gets Wiped Out to Destroy Evidence?

In the courtyard of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse, Seo Jin was training her swordsmanship. She practiced the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique, which Geom Mugeuk had reinterpreted. The style was not difficult, yet it was profound.

It was the kind of swordsmanship that revealed a different aspect each time her skills improved. For that reason, she found herself more and more impressed as her abilities grew.

For the past few days, she had been completely engrossed in her training. She practiced swordsmanship during the day and honed her ghost techniques at night. It was the first time in her life she had ever trained in martial arts so diligently.

Even before this incident, she had been well aware that the murim was a frightening and dangerous place. However, having lived as a blood relative of the Ghost Sect, she had never once felt true fear.

Through this experience, she realized something. The murim she had lived in until now had been a sheltered one, like a greenhouse. It was a murim where she only ever disciplined local ruffians.

The real murim was a place where the young man smiling brightly in front of her could be the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was a world where a barefoot martial arts academy instructor could be targeting that same Young Cult Leader.

She learned that stepping out of the greenhouse door did not just mean facing a strong wind. It could mean an immediate thousand-foot cliff.

If Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn hadn't come to help me this time, could I really have survived here?

Seo Jin's gaze turned back toward the entrance. It felt as if the door would open at any moment.

The two Demon Supremes and Lee Ahn, who had left to retrieve the Young Cult Leader, had not returned for days.

You told me when you recruited me, didn't you? To just trust you. I do trust you. So please, hurry back.

When she thought about it, she was even more worried because this whole affair had started because of her. It had all begun while investigating the death of Lim Hyeon, her hometown friend.

Just then, Gyo Seok and Yoo Gwang of the White Dragon Class, who had come to the safehouse with her, came out. Now that they knew her identity, they were extremely cautious in how they treated Seo Jin.

"Were you training?"

Seo Jin smiled at the two of them.

"You can be comfortable around me."

"Still, we can't do that."

To an ordinary martial artist, a demon of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was the very definition of terror. Even while staying at the safehouse for the past few days, they had been on pins and needles. They did not even speak loudly, afraid they might run into the demons managing the safehouse or get on their bad side.

"It's frustrating, isn't it? They'll all be back soon."

Gyo Seok, who had been watching Seo Jin's expression, blurted out in a half-resigned tone.

"You're going to kill us in the end, aren't you?"

Seo Jin asked back with a puzzled expression. They had been fine for days.

"Why are you suddenly saying something like that?"

At that, Gyo Seok glanced at Yoo Gwang beside him.

"He said his anxiety disappeared this morning."

Yoo Gwang, who always had the word 'anxious' on his lips, had suddenly said his anxiety was gone today.

"I don't know why, but my heart has become calm."

Gyo Seok sighed at Yoo Gwang's words.

"Thanks to that, I feel even more ominous."

"I'm telling you, the anxiety is gone!"

"That's what I'm asking, why did it suddenly disappear!"

"Maybe something good is about to happen."

"No, you need to stay anxious! That's what makes me feel at ease."

This was not just talk. Gyo Seok's anxiety was genuine.

"I have a favor to ask. I've written a letter to my parents in my room. If I die, please make sure to send it. Ah, don't worry. I didn't write a single word related to the Demonic Cult, no, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. No one will know that we were wiped out by the Divine Cult to destroy evidence."

It was at that very moment.

"You think just anyone gets wiped out to destroy evidence?"

The three of them turned in surprise to see Lee Ahn entering.

"Commander! You're back?"

Seeing her return safely, Seo Jin was overjoyed. Behind her, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme followed.

Seo Jin politely greeted the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme as well. Gyo Seok and Yoo Gwang stepped back, bowing their heads and holding their breath.

After the two Demon Supremes went inside, Seo Jin asked Lee Ahn.

"What about the Young Cult Leader?"

"He'll be here soon."

Leaving the relieved Seo Jin, Lee Ahn teased Gyo Seok and Yoo Gwang.

"You can send that letter yourself when you leave. You punk, save such useless worries for when you're big enough to actually be worth silencing."

Gyo Seok then asked joyfully.

"Are you really letting us live?"

"If I was going to kill you, I'd have done it already."

"Thank you."

Then, Gyo Seok looked at Yoo Gwang.

But why is your intuition so scarily accurate?

Thinking that his intuition had been right, Yoo Gwang mustered his courage.

"I have a request."

"What is it?"

"I want to follow you to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult too."

Gyo Seok, startled, tried to stop Yoo Gwang.

"You! Are you crazy?"

Lee Ahn stared silently at Yoo Gwang. It would be nice to have a subordinate who was good at sensing ominous things. However, he was too young and naive to be taken in for such a reason.

"I refuse."

"May I ask why?"

What should she say to this clueless kid who did not know what it meant to live as a demon? That if a war broke out, he would have to point his sword at his friends? Could you kill Gyo Seok, who is right next to you? Your parents, who sent you to a martial arts academy to learn martial arts, would faint. Are you still okay with that?

Just as Lee Ahn was pondering what answer she could use to persuade him, a clear answer came from the entrance.

"Because you're not skilled enough yet."

Turning, they saw Geom Mugeuk entering the safehouse. This time, both Lee Ahn and Seo Jin welcomed him together.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Lee Ahn had answered Seo Jin with confidence that Geom Mugeuk would arrive soon, but she had still been worried deep down. The opponent was, after all, who he was.

She might have said, 'Who's worried about whom?', but if not her, who else would worry about Geom Mugeuk?

"When you become exactly ten times stronger than you are now, come find Lee Ahn then."

In that moment, Lee Ahn knew. This was the right answer. No matter what she said to explain things to him, it would only leave Yoo Gwang with lingering attachments and a complicated heart.

However, if he strived to become ten times stronger, he would grow into a fine martial artist. By the time he became about ten times stronger, this incident would have become a memory of his youth. If he still remembered this and came to find them then, that could truly be called fate.

"Can you do that?"

Yoo Gwang answered Geom Mugeuk's question vigorously.

"Yes! I will become ten times stronger and come see you again!"

After his loud declaration, Yoo Gwang's expression darkened.

"Ah, I'm anxious again."

At that sight, Gyo Seok let out a sigh.

"He'll be anxious until he's ten times stronger. I guess I'll have to live my whole life hearing him say he's anxious."

"You said I should be anxious!"

Geom Mugeuk had a feeling the two's friendship would continue just like this. Even if he did come back after becoming ten times stronger, it felt like they would come together.

Yes, he thought, don't lose this friendship over something that will seem like nothing in hindsight. Protect it well.

Just then, Yeom Baekjin walked out. When he appeared, Gyo Seok and Yoo Gwang excused themselves and went back to their quarters.

"You've returned?"

Yeom Baekjin was curious about what had happened to his brother, but he did not dare ask first. How could Geom Mugeuk not know what was on his mind?

"From now on, you are the Principal of the Yellow Dragon Academy."

From those words, he understood. His brother was dead. He was about to ask who killed him but stopped himself. That would be no different from asking the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, 'Did you kill my brother?'

He was not as surprised as he had expected, nor was he as relieved or thrilled as he had thought he would be.

"He went without pain. He died without even realizing he was dying, so don't be too sad."

Even though it was the brother who had tried to kill him, he felt a sense of relief that he had died without pain. It seemed blood was still blood.

"From now on, the Yellow Dragon Academy will be different."

His brother had strived only to make it the number one martial arts academy in the Central Plains. Yeom Baekjin had no such ambition.

"Even if I only raise one, I will raise a martial artist with proper character."

"You can start with the two rascals who just went inside."

Yeom Baekjin nodded and looked at Geom Mugeuk, then Lee Ahn, and then Seo Jin.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. In the way Yeom Baekjin looked at Seo Jin, there was no longer a premonition of a tragic fate that had run its course. This was because Geom Mugeuk had started this whole affair to change the fate of those two.

I did it.

And so, the matter of the Yellow Dragon Academy was completely concluded.


Geom Mugeuk told the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme about what happened with the Sword King.

"I've decided to be friends with him."

He told them honestly, thinking the Demon Supremes should know. Neither the Fist Demon nor the Flower Sword Supreme would have ever believed these words if anyone other than Geom Mugeuk had said them.

The aura of the Sword King they had witnessed was immense. There had been no room for anyone else to step between those densely packed sword blades.

"What kind of person is he?"

The Flower Sword Supreme showed her curiosity. Since the man was a sword user, her interest was natural.

"To be honest, I don't know him that well, but I did get this impression. He's a man who wants to be freer than anyone, but he's tightly bound by them."

Then, the Flower Sword Supreme said something unexpected.

"Like you?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled at her. It seemed that in the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes, he also appeared to be someone tightly bound and longing for freedom.

"Since there's someone who understands me like this, I think I can endure the pain of my bonds."

"Who in this world could possibly bind the Young Cult Leader? You must have bound yourself."

Because of that, she thought Geom Mugeuk's longing for freedom must be even more desperate.

"That's right. I'm someone who wants to roam this murim freely. The reason I went on a journey with my father was also because I hoped he too would live a free life."

To that, he added another honest confession.

"However, just as much as I desire freedom, I also have an equal desire for power. It's not just any position, it's the seat of the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, isn't it? Freedom is nice for a day or two, but what kind of grand freedom would make me kick this position away without hesitation? I definitely have the ambition to inherit it and manage it well."

Of course, before that, my priority was to persuade my father to give up on his unification of the murim within the five years we promised.

Just then, the Fist Demon, who had only been listening, said calmly.

"You will be a good Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Fist Demon. At times like this, one could feel how much power the silence of taciturn people held. If he were to say something like this to someone, they would probably say, 'Are you sucking up again!', but a single phrase like this from the tight-lipped Fist Demon flew to him with great strength.

"A better Cult Leader than my father, of course, right?"

Of course, to the Fist Demon, his father's existence was an impregnable fortress.

"That would be difficult."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and asked a question. It was time to express his gratitude to him.

"Leaving behind the chair that led to the underground, that was your intention, Master, wasn't it?"

The person the Sword King trusted must have been a true master, probably one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. The Fist Demon had fought such a master and still left the chair behind.

The Fist Demon merely gave a slight nod, not taking any credit for it.

It is a rule that you must express even greater gratitude to those who do not seek credit. By recognizing his intention and expressing gratitude in words like this, the difficult fight the Fist Demon had endured could finally be properly concluded.

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully, putting a period on the matter.

"Thank you very much."


That night, Geom Mugeuk opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He did it not for training, but to rest for the first time in a while.

A white sandy beach stretched out before a blue, endless sea. A comfortable chair sat under a large-leafed tree.

"Ah! This is so nice!"

As he leaned back comfortably in the chair, the words of contentment came out on their own.

"Here, you rest a bit too."

He placed the Secret Box on the spot he had made for it beside him. Then, for a while, he gazed at the blue sky and the sea.

Feeling the sea breeze, which carried a gentle warmth as it blew softly, his mood naturally lifted.

"I've learned a lot about you on this trip."

As the energy inside my body became my own, my feelings toward the Secret Box also grew more familiar.

"Where are the other three energies?"

He had a guess about one place. The Murim Alliance.

The Secret Box came from our Cult, and he had obtained orbs from the Evil Alliance, the Heavenly Wind Cult, and the North Sea Ice Palace. In that case, would there not be one in the Murim Alliance too?

"There's one in the Murim Alliance, right? Isn't there?"

How great would it be if you could talk?

Even if it was stored in the Murim Alliance, he could not just go to the Murim Alliance Chairman or Jin Hagun and demand they hand over the orb. Like the ones he had obtained so far, he would probably get it when his fate intertwined with it.

Geom Mugeuk decided not to rush. It was the same when he first obtained the Secret Box. He would leave it to fate and be at ease.

Geom Mugeuk cleared his mind and savored the time alone. He dozed off in his chair, woke up, and strolled along the beach, squatting down to watch the crabs scuttling by. He lay down again and fell asleep, then woke up again and watched the sea. Then he shouted.

"I really don't want to leave!"


The next morning, carriages were prepared for the return to our Cult. There were three carriages in total.

The Fist Demon rode in the lead, the Flower Sword Supreme in the middle, and Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and Seo Jin rode in the last carriage. Separate carriages had been prepared for the two Demon Supremes so they could travel comfortably.

Seo Jin, sitting across from Geom Mugeuk, expressed her gratitude.

"Thanks to you, I was able to avenge my friend. Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Considering what you did for me in my life before I regressed, this is nothing.

Geom Mugeuk gave her a meaningful smile and asked.

"How do you feel about going to our Cult?"

She seemed to ponder what to say for a moment. Seo Jin suddenly held out her hand, palm facing up.

"......"

Black smoke rose from her palm, forming a black wolf. It was small enough to fit on her palm, but it was a magnificent-looking wolf with a gallant gaze.

"When the Commander first recruited me, I was like this."

SSSSSSST!

Again, more black smoke billowed up in front of the wolf, forming the face of a large tiger. The moment that tiger opened its mouth wide, the magnificent wolf burst with a POP and changed into a terrified dog with its tail tucked.

"This is my state right now."

Geom Mugeuk laughed as he looked at the dog. So you knew how to do tricks like this, but you never showed me during your mercenary days.

"It's just like me in front of my father."

With an expression of shared misery, Geom Mugeuk petted the dog, and the dog made of black smoke rubbed its face against his hand.

Petting the dog, Geom Mugeuk said, "Whether it's a tiger, a wolf, or a dog isn't important."

"Then what is important?"

The same sentiment Geom Mugeuk wished for Lee Ahn was conveyed to Seo Jin.

"What's important is whether you're happier at Headquarters than you are now. I don't want an unhappy tiger."

Seo Jin had not known the Young Cult Leader for long, but she knew at least that he was speaking from the heart.

POP!

The dog disappeared, and in its place, the wolf from before was formed again.

"Even if I can't become a happy tiger, I will strive to become a happy wolf."

Right, the her I met as a mercenary before I regressed was like a wolf. Live just like that, Seo Jin. But this time, be a wolf that lives with a bright smile.

Now, thinking about returning to our Cult, faces he wanted to see came to mind one after another. These were faces he had not been able to see properly because he had left the Cult in such a hurry.

Geom Mugeuk stuck his head out of the carriage window and shouted loudly.

"Alright, let's head for our Cult! This time, we're going as fast as possible!"


Chapter 608: With Those Tiny Baby Hands!

The carriage sped swiftly toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

It ran without rest, stopping only to eat, let the horses recover, or for its passengers to sleep at an inn for the night. Today was no different as the carriage raced down the road.

As the carriage passed and kicked up a cloud of dust, a flock of sparrows perched on a scarecrow took flight all at once.

"They're just like me."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at Lee Ahn's words.

"What is?"

Just a moment ago, beyond the sparrows that had soared into the sky on the wind, a single crane stood on a rice paddy ridge. Its noble figure reminded her of Geom Mugeuk. The thought that she was like one of the sparrows that had just flown away suddenly occurred to her, and she had spoken it aloud.

When Geom Mugeuk glanced out the carriage window, the scenery had already changed, as if to say that everything was just a fleeting moment.

"There is. Something that just chirps away."

"How silly."

"But what are you thinking so hard about?"

Geom Mugeuk had been lost in deep thought for the entire duration of the carriage ride.

"Will it be cut, or will it not?"

"......"

Lee Ahn's eyes went wide, not understanding what he meant. Seo Jin, who was traveling with them, also wore a puzzled expression.

Geom Mugeuk stuck his head out the window and shouted to the carriage in front.

"Let's stop for a moment!"

The two carriages running ahead came to a halt.

Geom Mugeuk exited his carriage and approached the one carrying the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. He said, "We only have three or four days left until we reach the Headquarters. Let's travel together from here."

The Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, thinking there must be a reason for this when they were traveling perfectly fine, readily disembarked.

Geom Mugeuk sent back the two carriages that had been leading them, along with all three coachmen.

"From now on, I will drive the carriage."

Indeed, there was a reason for Geom Mugeuk's actions.

After unhitching the horses to let them graze in a nearby field, Geom Mugeuk gathered the two Demon Supremes, Lee Ahn, and Seo Jin in one place.

"Please come here for a moment!"

The four of them gathered around Geom Mugeuk. They were all wondering why he was acting this way.

"Lee Ahn, draw your sword."

When he suddenly told her to draw her sword, Lee Ahn did as she was told. The sharp edge of the Sun Moon Sword glinted along its blade.

Is he trying to duel me?

Her guess, however, was completely wrong.

Geom Mugeuk rolled up his sleeve and held out his arm.

"Strike my arm with that sword."

A moment of silence passed.

"Are you testing your protective enhanced qi?"

"No. I'm going to try blocking it without protective enhanced qi."

At those words, not only Lee Ahn but the other three were also startled. Everyone's gaze fell upon Geom Mugeuk's arm and the Sun Moon Sword.

"This is the Sun Moon Sword. The very same Sun Moon Sword the Young Cult Leader gifted to me. Isn't its blade too sharp to test if it's genuine or not?"

"I'm not trying to test if that's genuine. I'm trying to test if something else is."

What on earth was he talking about?

"My arm is getting sore. Hurry up and strike."

"If I strike, that sore arm will be gone."

"Hurry!"

Lee Ahn looked toward the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. How could the two of them possibly know Geom Mugeuk's intentions?

Finally, the Fist Demon nodded at his daughter. It was a signal for her to do as she was told.

"I'm really striking."

"Strike hard!"

Right, I'd be worried if it were anyone else, but since it's the Young Cult Leader, he must have a plan. Oh, whatever, I don't know anymore.

The Sun Moon Sword cut through the air. Since he said he wouldn't use protective enhanced qi, she did not imbue the sword with inner arts either. Even so, it was not a sword that could be blocked with a bare body.

SHWIIK.

PWAK.

In that instant, a profound silence fell over the area. Everyone's movements had stopped as if time itself had frozen.

The Sun Moon Sword was resting directly on Geom Mugeuk's forearm. Astonishingly, despite having been struck down hard, the sword had failed to cut Geom Mugeuk's arm.

"Are you alright?"

"No. It hurts like hell. Are you trying to cut off the Young Cult Leader's arm!"

"You told me to strike hard, didn't you?"

"Not this hard. I think my bone is broken."

Of course, contrary to his whining, Geom Mugeuk's arm was perfectly fine.

"You just used protective enhanced qi, didn't you? Right?"

"No."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

A strange light flashed in the eyes of the Fist Demon, who had been watching the exchange.

"It wasn't protective enhanced qi."

At that, Geom Mugeuk gave a faint smile.

"As expected. You recognized it, Master."

Everyone was surprised by his words. Lee Ahn's surprise was particularly great.

"Even for you, Young Cult Leader, you withstood the Sun Moon Sword without protective enhanced qi?"

"I used this instead."

Geom Mugeuk took out a martial arts manual from his robes.

The Big Dipper Body.

It was a protective demonic art that shields the body. This was the very manual he had taken from the treasury where the Secret Box had been kept.

The Fist Demon was familiar with this martial art.

"The Big Dipper Body is a demonic art that was lost long ago, isn't it? Where did you get it?"

"I acquired it from the underground treasury this time."

Geom Mugeuk explained what he knew about the Big Dipper Body.

"The good thing about the Big Dipper Body is that it can be used in conjunction with other protective arts. Using it with protective enhanced qi in a moment of crisis will be a great help. Since we obtained it while handling the matter with the Yellow Dragon Academy, let's all learn this martial arts together."

At that, the Fist Demon declined.

"A supreme martial arts like this has its own destined master. Since fate has brought it to you, only you should learn it."

"Actually, I was planning to learn it by myself anyway."

It was not because of fate or greed.

"To use both protective enhanced qi and this Big Dipper Body simultaneously requires an immense amount of inner arts. If used carelessly, you might just waste inner arts and be worse off than if you had only used your existing protective enhanced qi. Even if you succeed, it could strain your body."

That was why he had planned to use it alone.

"However, while practicing it, I found a way to use it with existing protective arts while minimizing the consumption of inner arts."

At his words, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme looked at each other with surprised expressions. They knew very well how difficult it was to revise a supreme demonic art like the Big Dipper Body. And he had fixed its greatest weakness at that.

"You figured that out while traveling here?"

"Am I not a genius when it comes to martial arts?"

Of course, whenever they stayed at an inn, he used the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to contemplate and train for a much longer time. Even so, to newly modify and use a martial arts like the Big Dipper Body was truly an incredible feat.

"Please accept it, so this disciple can show off a little. And you two must accept it so that Lee Ahn and Seo Jin can receive it as well."

After all, they could not just readily learn a demonic art that the Demon Supremes had declined.

Since he had gone that far, the Fist Demon no longer refused.

"I will now recite the incantations."

At that, Lee Ahn and Seo Jin were greatly humbled and grateful.

"Are you really passing down such a precious demonic art to us as well?"

Lee Ahn was truly moved. The Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Sun Moon Sword, and now the Big Dipper Body. The Cult Leader had even given her the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

Just how hard are you planning to work me?

Seeing her trembling eyes, Geom Mugeuk shattered the touching moment.

"It's not for you."

"Then?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke as he drew the Black Demon Sword.

"This way, I can strike back too. See this bruise here? You, get ready!"

Lee Ahn flinched and stepped back at the sight of the Black Demon Sword.

"I'll offer my arm after I've achieved complete mastery. Please wait about thirty years."

Knowing it was obviously a joke, Geom Mugeuk played along.

"I won't forget to test you then."

Her mood lifted at his words. It also meant they would still be together in thirty years.

The most humbled among them was Seo Jin. She even waved her hands in refusal as she backed away.

"I'm fine."

Lee Ahn was Geom Mugeuk's direct Commander and was called his heart, so it was understandable for her. But wasn't she a mere Group Leader? She could not possibly learn such a great demonic art alongside the Demon Supremes.

"No, you need this martial arts the most. You have to survive until you can save us with your ghost arts, don't you?"

Seo Jin truly wanted that. She hoped the day would come when she could save these people with her ghost arts.

"A martial artist must be cautious not when learning martial arts, but when using them. For now, you just have to say, 'Thank you'."

Seo Jin felt it again. The Young Cult Leader's overwhelming affection.

"Thank you."

How could Geom Mugeuk not give them such overwhelming affection?

Lee Ahn and Seo Jin.

They were the two people who had made his regression possible. They were people to whom he would give anything without regret.

And so, Geom Mugeuk taught the four of them the incantations for the new Big Dipper Body. He repeated the incantations several times so that everyone could memorize them.

For the next few days on their way back to the Headquarters, they all trained in the Big Dipper Body.

The Fist Demon, who had vehemently refused the Big Dipper Body at first, trained the hardest.

"My, what would you have done if I hadn't passed it on?"

Geom Mugeuk teased him whenever he saw that large frame training late into the night, but the Fist Demon silently focused only on his training.

In fact, it was understandable. A protective art like the Big Dipper Body was the most helpful martial arts for a fist master who fought bare-handed.

Perhaps his fervor was contagious.

The Flower Sword Supreme also trained properly in the Big Dipper Body. It was a protective art that suited her demonic art well, so she too felt its necessity.

As a result, Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes naturally ended up discussing the Big Dipper Body together.

The Fist Demon had his own sense of the Big Dipper Body's weaknesses, and the Flower Sword Supreme had her own insights. Having never discussed a single martial arts so openly before, the two Demon Supremes found this conversation extremely interesting.

This was especially true as the three of them had recently made great achievements in martial arts. Because of that, their conversation went beyond the principles of protective arts, containing deep implications and enlightenment concerning martial studies as a whole.

Lee Ahn and Seo Jin just listened. There were many things they could not understand, but the two tried their best to remember everything. The day would come when they would understand the meaning of what they heard today.

As a result of their discussion, they were able to make the incantations flow a little more smoothly.

"Thanks to you two, it's not the New the Big Dipper Body, but the New New the Big Dipper Body! The martial arts is finally complete."

However, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme knew. They were only able to make such suggestions because of the technique Geom Mugeuk had modified.

If they had been given the original the Big Dipper Body, they would not have even thought of improving it. They would have just accepted it as 'this kind of martial arts' and moved on. The difference was immense.

"Now, draw your sword."

This time, the Fist Demon had Geom Mugeuk draw his sword.

The Fist Demon held out his large fist and forearm.

"Strike."

"You know, right? My sword is the Black Demon Sword. It's the second-ranked demonic sword. Oh, and the one striking is also ranked second. It'll get cut, it'll really get cut."

"Enough. Hurry up and strike."

"Here I come then!"

SHWIIIIK.

PWAAAAK!

The Black Demon Sword failed to cut the Fist Demon's thick forearm.

"Excellent."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had not imbued his sword with inner arts either.

However, considering they had only been learning it for a few days, blocking the sharp edge of the Black Demon Sword proved just how incredible a protective art the Big Dipper Body was.

"Alright, let's test its resistance to strikes this time."

"Sounds good. Where should I hit? Just say the word."

"This time, I'll be the one hitting. What kind of test would it be with those tiny baby hands?"

Seeing the Fist Demon clench his large fist, Geom Mugeuk scrambled backward.

"I'll take that punch on the day I cut Lee Ahn's arm in thirty years."

The three women watching the scene laughed together.

Just then, Seo Jin suddenly said to Lee Ahn.

"Did I ever tell you?"

"Tell me what?"

"That I'm grateful you chose me."

Seo Jin looked at Lee Ahn and said formally, "Thank you for being my Commander."

It was a sudden thing to say, but it was a proper, heartfelt greeting. She felt that she had learned and realized more on this trip than in all her life experiences combined. She was grateful to be obtaining so comfortably and easily what others might have to struggle a lifetime to get.

"Thanks to you, Group Leader Seo, I've learned a lot too."

This was not just something nice to say. On this mission outside the cult, Lee Ahn had also gained much enlightenment and learning.

Lee Ahn's gaze naturally shifted to the Flower Sword Supreme standing beside her.

An elegant and beautiful figure, yet stronger than anyone else.

Lee Ahn saw in the Flower Sword Supreme the person she should strive to become. She knew well how important this was.

Direction is always what's important. No matter how hard a person tries, if the direction of that effort is wrong, they won't achieve results proportional to their effort. Instead, that effort can become a poison that consumes the person. I tried so hard, only for this result. I was a fool to work so hard for nothing. In such cases, one could just turn back, but instead, the effort they've put in so far holds them back. That is why direction is important from the very beginning. Because it is only when effort meets the right direction that it becomes destiny.

Lee Ahn's gaze turned to the person who had taught her all of this.

As if they had never been joking, Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon were having a serious discussion about martial arts.

Lee Ahn conveyed the same words Seo Jin had said to her, directly to Geom Mugeuk.

Thank you. For being my Young Cult Leader.


Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes entered the Heavenly Demon Hall.

With Geom Mugeuk in the center, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme followed behind him. This was natural for the Young Cult Leader, and it was also customary for the Demon Supremes to greet the Heavenly Demon upon returning from a mission.

Stepping into the Heavenly Demon Hall, Geom Mugeuk shouted loudly as always.

"Father, I've returned!"

However, at the end of the blood-red path, his father's grand throne was empty.

In his father's place, Head Strategist Sama Myeong was waiting.

"Young Cult Leader, you've arrived?"

"Head Strategist."

The Demon Supremes and Sama Myeong also exchanged greetings.

As soon as the greetings were over, Geom Mugeuk quickly asked, "Where is my father?"

At that, Sama Myeong delivered some unexpected news.

"The Cult Leader has entered seclusion training."


Chapter 609: What Were You Thinking, Sitting Here?

"Father has entered seclusion training?"

Geom Mugeuk wasn't the only one who was tense. The Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who had accompanied him, also stared at Sama Myeong with worried expressions. It had been a very long time since his father had entered seclusion training.

"Did something happen?"

In response to Geom Mugeuk's concern, Sama Myeong shook his head with a gentle look.

"No. He entered seclusion training for the sake of his cultivation."

He was aware that his father had also changed since his own regression. His father had been concentrating more on his martial arts training, unlike in his previous life.

For a father like that to enter seclusion training meant he was clearly on the verge of a significant breakthrough in his martial arts.

Could he be advancing past the tenth stage of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and into the eleventh? Or was he attempting to reach the twelfth stage of complete mastery?

One thing was certain. His father's skill level before and after the seclusion training would surely be completely different.

"When Father emerges, our Cult's power will grow even stronger."

At those words, Sama Myeong looked at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "Are you anxious?"

How could he be? More than anyone, he wished for his father to become so powerful that no one could challenge him.

However, the question implied that this strength was directly tied to the unification of murim. Since Geom Mugeuk had already officially declared he would stop his father's ambition, he answered honestly.

"Overflowing power is bound to erupt someday."

Geom Mugeuk glanced back at the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

They're truly overflowing with power.

Of all people, these two Demon Supremes who had come with him today were the ones most loyal to his father. There was the Fist Demon, whom his father trusted the most, and the Flower Sword Supreme, who respected his father the most.

If it were their father's command, they would charge into a war tomorrow, even if it meant countless sacrifices.

"I shouldn't have told you about the Big Dipper Body."

The two Demon Supremes understood the meaning behind Geom Mugeuk's joke and offered only faint smiles.

When Geom Mugeuk turned back to Sama Myeong, the strategist relayed his father's message.

"He told me to relay this if the Young Cult Leader returned in his absence. While I am gone..."

Geom Mugeuk raised a hand, gesturing as if he could guess the rest.

"Take good care of our Cult? I believe in you, my son!"

With an expression that said, 'You wish!', Sama Myeong imitated his father's deep voice.

"Don't cause any trouble."

The sound of the Flower Sword Supreme's laughter echoed from behind.

"You still don't know me. I'm not a troublemaker, I'm a trouble-fixing expert!" Geom Mugeuk turned and appealed to the Flower Sword Supreme for support. "You saw, didn't you? How well I handled this whole affair."

At that, the Flower Sword Supreme glanced at the Fist Demon beside her.

"The Fist Demon was the one who handled it. Our Young Cult Leader only slunk out from the underground after everything was over. Am I wrong?"

Geom Mugeuk felt as wronged as the mischief sparkling in the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes.

"You too, Sword Supreme? This is really too much! I suffered so much down there, breathing in dust and dirt. Don't even get me started, have you ever slept on a hard wooden bed? Have you ever been hit by a shoe? It's just because I'm taciturn that I don't say everything..."

As Geom Mugeuk's complaints threatened to drag on, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme bid farewell to Sama Myeong.

"We'll be taking our leave now."

Sama Myeong politely returned the gesture with a clasped hands greeting.

"Go and rest well."

As the two turned to depart, Geom Mugeuk started to follow them.

"Let's go together. I'm not finished talking yet. Well then, I'll see you again, Strategist."

Just as Geom Mugeuk was about to follow them out, Sama Myeong called to him.

"Where are you going, Young Cult Leader?"

"Where am I going? I'm back after a long time, so now I have to meet people and have some fun. Please believe me, I went through a lot."

"I believe that, but there is something the Young Cult Leader must do."

"Me?"

"Starting today, the Young Cult Leader must take over the Cult Leader's duties."

The unexpected words flowed from Sama Myeong's mouth.

"From this moment on, the Young Cult Leader is the Acting Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened.

"You're joking, right?"

"The Cult Leader gave that order before he entered seclusion training."

"Until when?"

"Until the Cult Leader emerges from seclusion training."

With seclusion training, no one knew if he would emerge tomorrow or in ten years.

"What if he comes out a year from now?"

"You'll have to do it until then."

It was at that very moment.

SHHHHHHH.

Hwi, who had been concealed, revealed himself.

CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK!

Behind Hwi, a line of martial arts masters in the same attire appeared. They were the martial artists of the Heavenly Demon bodyguard unit led by Hwi, specifically the Group Leaders permitted inside the Heavenly Demon Hall. It was the first time even Geom Mugeuk had seen them all in one place.

On the chests of their uniforms was a shield, and within it was a depiction of a demon modeled after the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Hwi showed his respects politely and pledged his loyalty.

"I, Bodyguard Captain Hwi, will serve the Acting Cult Leader with my life from this day forward."

No, Uncle Hwi. Why are you doing this?

SHHHHHHH.

After their formal greeting, they vanished in an instant.

As they disappeared, the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who had been about to leave, turned back and offered a polite clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Acting Cult Leader."

Their attitude was incomparably more formal than before. Although he was not the actual Cult Leader, the two Demon Supremes showed him the respect due to one. They were not teasing him.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. He could see how they thought of his father. There was an insurmountable wall between the Young Cult Leader and the Cult Leader.

"Hey, isn't your attitude changing a little too much in an instant?"

He hoped they would take it as a joke, but the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were completely serious.

"You two are discriminating against me!"

At that, the two Demon Supremes performed a sharp clasped hands greeting and said in unison, "Please give us your command."

Since they refused to play along, Geom Mugeuk sighed. He had intended to joke, 'So who was it that handled the trouble?', but he couldn't bring himself to say it in the face of their seriousness.

"Go and rest."

"We accept your command."

The Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme walked down the path of blood and exited the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Far away, at the door, the Fist Demon looked back. His gaze seemed to say, It's an important position, so do well.

Geom Mugeuk nodded once, his playful expression gone.

Yes, Master.

Since it was an order from his father, this matter could not be a joke to his master. Of course, that did not mean Geom Mugeuk would meekly accept the acting role.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Sama Myeong with a stern voice.

"As the Acting Cult Leader, I command you. I will entrust the acting position to the Head Strategist. Please take charge of our Cult from now on."

Of course, it didn't work.

"He said that the Young Cult Leader would surely say that, and he ordered me to tell you it is absolutely impossible."

Really, Father. Are you really doing this?

"I have people lining up waiting for me!"

"Tell them to wait."

"I haven't even unpacked my travel bags yet!"

"Do it after your work is done."

"This won't do. I'll have to enter seclusion training too. Honestly, I'm the one who should be entering seclusion training."

This time, too, Sama Myeong answered leisurely.

"He anticipated that as well and said it is absolutely impossible."

"Father! This is too much!"

Sama Myeong looked up at the grand chair.

"Shouldn't you ascend to the grand chair now?"

"Do I have to work from Father's seat? Can't I just handle things comfortably from here?"

"You cannot. Even as an acting leader, you are filling the dignified Cult Leader's seat."

At Sama Myeong's firm words, Geom Mugeuk had no choice but to climb the stairs.

Geom Mugeuk did not sit down right away. He stood beside the grand chair and looked down at the empty seat for a moment. The image of his father, who always sat here, came to mind.

Father. You should have been sitting here, sneering at me. I missed that sneer so much.

The absence of the one who always occupied the seat made the sense of loss feel even greater.

Geom Mugeuk carefully sat down in the grand chair. Then, he silently looked around at the view from his new position.

Not long after he had regressed, his father had let him sit in this seat. When his father asked him how he felt, he had replied that he felt nothing. At the time, that was true.

However, it felt completely different now. A strange tremor spread through his entire body.

Father, why did you entrust this task to me?

He didn't have to give him the acting role. It would have been fine to leave it to Sama Myeong. Hadn't he left things to Sama Myeong and gone on a journey with him before?

And yet, the fact that he had entrusted the role of Acting Cult Leader to him meant what?

Are you perhaps testing me?

To see if he was qualified to become the Cult Leader.

Eventually, Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Sama Myeong.

"Looking down on you like this, Strategist, feels both overwhelming and apologetic."

"Please don't say that. You are currently filling the Cult Leader's seat."

"What should I do first?"

Sama Myeong walked over to a table in the corner where a large pile of documents was stacked.

"Is this a lifetime's worth of work?"

To Geom Mugeuk's words, Sama Myeong replied bluntly, "This is the work that needs to be handled today."

Geom Mugeuk shouted into the air again.

"Uncle Hwi! Are you listening? Please make sure to tell my father! I'm going to cause trouble! Tell him things are going to get chaotic and messy!"

Hwi was likely the only person who could enter the place where his father was in training.

Of course, there was no way this message would be delivered. Unless a war broke out, nothing could be urgent enough to disturb his father's training.

Sama Myeong began his report in earnest.

"First, I will report on the major incidents and accidents in the Central Plains."

Only the most important incidents from across the Central Plains were reported. This included information on the movements of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, the trends of major sects, and even the flow of the merchant world. All sorts of information was reported.

Where and how the masters of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance were moving. Which sects were in conflict with each other. Which Trading Company had joined hands with which sect.

After he heard all the reports, matters requiring a decision were waiting.

"Next are the matters that require your approval. First, it seems we need to increase the forces at our Henan Branch. This is to respond to the increase in personnel at the Murim Alliance's Henan Branch."

"How many did the Murim Alliance increase by?"

"Ten people."

Henan was the territory of the orthodox sects. For that reason, both their Cult and the Evil Alliance operated their branches with relatively small numbers. It was a mutual recognition of each other's spheres of influence.

"Is there really a need to react to a change of just ten people? Won't it needlessly provoke the Murim Alliance?"

He wondered if they were concerned because Henan was far from the Headquarters.

Sama Myeong gave an unexpected answer.

"On the contrary, doing nothing will be what provokes them."

"What do you mean by that?"

"This response is akin to a conversation. It lets them know that we are also watching their movements. That they increased by ten people, we know it well. So we will increase by this much as well. However, if we show no reaction, that becomes a danger signal. It would mean that our Cult's internal information network is not functioning properly."

"Then isn't that good news for them, not a danger signal?"

"No, they do not want any changes within our Cult."

He didn't know that the All-Knowing Hall paid attention to such delicate details.

Was it because it was the first decision of the first day? Sama Myeong left the choice to Geom Mugeuk.

"How many should we send?"

He was about to say, 'Let's just send five people,' but then he had another idea.

"Should we send about a thousand to surprise them?"

"Let's do that."

As if he really meant it, Sama Myeong picked up the next document, and Geom Mugeuk quickly backtracked.

"I'm joking!"

How could Sama Myeong not know it was a joke?

"A pity. It was a golden opportunity to station a thousand men at the Henan Branch."

On the other hand, Geom Mugeuk knew well that the strategist's words were not just a joke.

"Do you wish for it too, Strategist?"

"What are you referring to?"

"Father's unification of murim."

"Why do you suddenly ask that?"

"Because I thought you would give me the most honest answer if I asked while sitting here."

After a brief pause, Sama Myeong answered.

"I want to see the Cult Leader's jianghu."

This meant he wished for his father to unify murim. Perhaps Sama Myeong, more than anyone, wanted to help his father achieve unification under the heavens. That would be the greatest achievement for a strategist, after all.

He didn't probe any deeper. It wasn't a topic to be discussed while looking down from above.

"Now, what's next?"


Was it because he was doing this work for the first time in his life?

Time passed in an instant.

"Time is up. Let's stop here for today."

It seemed there was a set time for handling work with Sama Myeong.

"But there's still a lot of work left?"

He hadn't even finished a third of the documents that had been brought over.

"Let's continue tomorrow."

"When you do this with my father, do you finish everything within the allotted time?"

"Usually, yes."

Geom Mugeuk stood up from the grand chair.

"Now I understand. I know why Father guarded that grand chair so closely. He wanted to run away, but he couldn't because there was too much work."

He had vaguely known that his father had a lot of work, but he never knew he was handling this much. Truly, these were tasks that one could not possibly attend to one by one without a heavy sense of responsibility.

"You did well for your first day."

Working together today, Sama Myeong saw a new side of Geom Mugeuk.

"You're much more meticulous than I thought."

Geom Mugeuk immediately asked about things he didn't know and didn't handle matters carelessly. He deliberated two or three times before deciding.

"It's not because I'm meticulous, it's because I have anxiety. What if I make the wrong decision and things go wrong? What if Father or the Head Strategist are disappointed?"

Sama Myeong stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment.

"The greater the anxiety, the greater the results. Though it must be difficult for the person involved. Now, please rest."

Sama Myeong bowed politely and then left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

There was still time left before the workday was over. His father would have remained here alone, guarding this seat even after Sama Myeong left.

What were you thinking while sitting here? What did you think about the most?

I didn't really know when you were here.

He felt that his father's absence, paradoxically, had become an opportunity to understand him better.

Still, I miss you, Father.


Chapter 610: The Heavenly Demon Is Overworked

A distant bell sounded, and Geom Mugeuk rose from the grand armchair.

"Ah! It's finally over!"

It was his first day as the Acting Cult Leader.

He had never felt a day drag on for so long. He would have much rather been training or fighting until he was bloody.

As he descended the stairs and prepared to leave the Heavenly Demon Hall, Hwi dropped his concealment and materialized before him.

"Uncle."

"From now on, you must call me Captain Hwi," Hwi corrected him.

"When it's just the two of us, I'll call you Uncle," Geom Mugeuk insisted.

Hwi's gaze was soft as he observed Geom Mugeuk. After the three of them had traveled with his father, he and Hwi had become incomparably closer. They had also learned much more about each other.

"Your quarters have been prepared in the inner court of the Heavenly Demon Hall. You must sleep there for the time being."

Since he was filling in for the Cult Leader, it was natural for him to receive the treatment and bodyguards appropriate for the position.

Walking through the inner court with Hwi, Geom Mugeuk asked cautiously, "Is Father alright?"

"He is fine."

"Then that's all that matters."

Geom Mugeuk had worried there might be another reason for the seclusion training. Fortunately, he detected no concern from Hwi. When it came to his father, Hwi was the most reliable source of information.

"This is the room."

The place Hwi led him to was a room situated across from his father's own quarters.

"Isn't this also a room Father uses?"

"That's right. He used to read and contemplate in here. He said to give this room to you, Young Cult Leader."

It was not as grand as his father's bedroom, but the room was decorated in a simple yet luxurious style. The bookshelf and tea table appeared ordinary, but they were all crafted by master furniture artisans.

This room also contained a large bed, made with clean, plush bedding. Geom Mugeuk sat on the edge of it and remarked, "I finally understand why Father goes to bed so early. How could he not fall asleep after being so stressed and working all day?"

The person who had watched it all from the closest perspective was Hwi, who now smiled before him.

"I'll be going now. Please call if you need anything."

"What I need is Father! Please, go and bring him here."

As he was joking and seeing Hwi out, something caught Geom Mugeuk's eye.

"Huh? This is...!"

Startled, Geom Mugeuk walked toward a display cabinet.

Something was placed on the display cabinet set to one side. To his surprise, they were the Demon Supreme dolls sold in the Demon Village.

All of the Eight Demon Supremes were present, and among them was a doll of Geom Mugeuk himself.

Previously, when Han Seol had visited the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, a merchant selling dolls in the Demon Village had mentioned that a Young Cult Leader doll would be released soon. It seemed the doll had been released while he was away handling matters at the Yellow Dragon Academy.

What surprised Geom Mugeuk was not that his own doll had been made.

"Why is this here?"

Demon Supreme dolls in his father's room!

Hwi merely offered a faint smile.

"No way. Did Father buy these?"

To his astonishment, Hwi nodded.

"Before he entered seclusion training, the Cult Leader had a drink at the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village. On his way back that day, he saw the Young Cult Leader's doll and bought all of them."

This meant that after showing no interest before, he had purchased them upon seeing his son's doll. He must have bought the other Demon Supreme dolls as well because it would have seemed odd to buy just one.

An image of that day formed in his mind. His father, flushed from drinking at the Alluring Inn, buying the dolls on his way back.

He was touched that his father had bought them, but he was even more moved that he had displayed them like this.

"Please wait here for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk left the room.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk returned with something in his hand. What he had used the Swift Step to fly off and buy was a doll of the Heavenly Demon. His father's doll had been missing from the display.

He moved his own doll from the center to the side and placed his father's doll in the middle.

"Now it's complete."

Watching the scene, Hwi's smile deepened.

Originally, he should have put these dolls away before giving the room to Geom Mugeuk. The Cult Leader was not the type of person who would want to show such things to his son. However, Hwi had deliberately left them out. He wanted to let Geom Mugeuk know the Cult Leader's feelings. The Cult Leader he served was a man who would never express his feelings to his son unless it was done in a way like this.

"Well then, please rest well."

As Hwi left the room and closed the door, he could see Geom Mugeuk staring at the dolls.

It was a good thing I didn't put them away.


The next morning, Geom Mugeuk had Hwi summon the bodyguards.

"Please gather all of the Heavenly Demon Hall's bodyguard unit. Include the Young Cult Leader's bodyguards from my residence."

Hwi was inwardly tense. It was one thing to ask for a few, but this was a request to summon the entire bodyguard unit.

"I understand."

Hwi obeyed the order without asking for a reason.

A short while later, all the martial artists of the bodyguard unit had assembled in the rear garden of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

There were several bodyguard units in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but the most skilled among them were, of course, the Heavenly Demon Hall's bodyguard unit. In particular, the Group Leaders who guarded the Cult Leader alongside Hwi inside the Heavenly Demon Hall possessed formidable skills. Though their title was Group Leader, they were experts at or above the Captain level.

The Young Cult Leader's bodyguard captain, Cheokyeon, and his twelve bodyguards were also summoned there. They were extremely tense, as only the bodyguards who protected the Cult Leader were allowed inside the Heavenly Demon Hall. Not only was Captain Hwi present, but the other bodyguards were all great Seniors to them.

Geom Mugeuk greeted them warmly first.

"Hey, my bodyguards! It's been so long, I'm about to forget your faces."

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!" they all shouted thunderously, performing a clasped hands greeting in unison.

Geom Mugeuk approached Cheokyeon.

"Got a line of women following you around?"

Cheokyeon, who was now without the eyepatch he used to wear, had once claimed it felt awkward even after he achieved complete mastery of the Ghost Eye Art.

"No, sir!"

I don't even know the last time I went to the marketplace because I was training in martial arts!

If it had been just the two of them, he would have given such an answer. He could not give that kind of response in front of the watching Seniors.

Cheokyeon felt ashamed in front of Hwi and the Seniors. It was because they had not been properly carrying out their duties. Of course, everyone knew that Geom Mugeuk was free-spirited and liked to wander alone, but it was still a fact that they were not performing their duties properly.

"You've all trained hard in the meantime."

Geom Mugeuk could tell just by their stances how hard they had been training. In fact, they had dedicated themselves to martial arts training while waiting for Geom Mugeuk. Thanks to that, they were much stronger than when they had first met him.

After gathering all the bodyguards, Geom Mugeuk looked around at everyone with a calm yet dignified gaze.

"Captain Hwi, I have a request."

"Please, state it."

"While I am serving as the Acting Cult Leader, I will have my own bodyguards protect me."

At the unexpected words, not only Hwi but also the existing bodyguards of the Heavenly Demon were flustered. The Young Cult Leader's bodyguards were the most junior-ranked, and he was saying he would entrust his protection to them.

"I want to give them a chance to gain experience."

After a moment of consideration, Hwi replied politely, "I understand. We will do as you say."

Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards were all delighted. They were finally getting to properly serve as Geom Mugeuk's bodyguards. And it was a mission in the Heavenly Demon Hall, no less.

That was not the only reason Geom Mugeuk had gathered them today.

"I have one more request."

"Please, state it."

"With the exception of my bodyguards and Captain Hwi, I am granting a full leave of absence to all remaining bodyguards."

They were even more flustered by these unexpected words.

"This is also my first order as Acting Cult Leader."

He sealed it as an order. In truth, the person he most wanted to give a vacation to was Hwi, but he excluded him, knowing Hwi would never accept such an order.

Hwi could tell. Geom Mugeuk was trying to use this opportunity to give the bodyguards a chance to rest.

"I have the authority to disobey orders that conflict with my duties as a bodyguard."

That was the greatest authority given to a bodyguard Captain.

"I know."

"May I ask why you are doing this?"

Hwi guessed the reason, but he asked deliberately to let his subordinates know what was in Geom Mugeuk's heart.

"Because an opportunity like this doesn't come often."

Even during their last trip together, the bodyguards could not rest. Although they did not travel with them, they had to constantly communicate with Hwi and remain on standby, moving out of sight.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the bodyguards.

"While Father is away, get plenty of rest. Go visit your hometowns, travel with your families. Catch up on your sleep."

Who would have ever imagined the Young Cult Leader would grant them a vacation for their sake? They were all flustered, not knowing how to react.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned back to Hwi.

"Will you disobey?"

If he himself had been excluded, he would have disobeyed. However, he could not deny that this was a golden opportunity to let his subordinates rest.

"No. I will gratefully accept your order."

Once the vacation was decided, an unconcealable joy flashed across the bodyguards' faces. Of course, it was not as if they worked every single day without a break. They took turns resting on a rotation, but a proper vacation like this was something they could not even dream of.

"Here, share this among yourselves."

Geom Mugeuk gave them an envelope he had prepared. Inside was enough money to fully enjoy their vacation. Beyond the amount, they were even more moved by the gesture.

"Everyone, rest well and come back."

"Thank you!"

Gratitude was embedded in their thunderous reply.

All of the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards withdrew. Hwi left with them. Knowing Hwi's personality, he would not just send them all off at once. He would have to coordinate schedules and check the emergency contact network. He probably had a lot to do.

Now, the only ones left there were Cheokyeon and his bodyguards.

"Are you disappointed you can't go on vacation?"

At that, Cheokyeon answered, speaking for everyone. "We were disappointed that we couldn't do our jobs all this time!"

He could be honest since the Seniors were not present.

"You can protect me well, right?"

"......"

"I'm counting on you."

Not just Cheokyeon, but the other bodyguards' eyes burned with determination. One day, they would grow to be like the Seniors who came before them. Just as Hwi was by his father's side, this Cheokyeon would be by his side.

"Cheokyeon!"

"......"

He called out in a solemn voice, but the reason for it was something that flustered Cheokyeon.

"I haven't even unwrapped my giant dao, but should we go pick up some women?"

Cheokyeon's face turned red as he replied.

"You can't."

Geom Mugeuk's shoulders slumped as he walked away, sighing heavily.

"That's right, I can't. I still have a mountain of work left over from yesterday."


Sama Myeong piled another stack of documents next to the ones left over from yesterday.

"Don't tell me those are all things that need to be handled today?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at Sama Myeong's answer.

"All this happened in a single day? That can't be right. You just made all this up and brought it here, didn't you?"

Sama Myeong responded to Geom Mugeuk's joke with one of his own. "Yes, I was up all night making it up. I didn't get a wink of sleep."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"How can so much happen in one day!"

The Strategists of the All-Knowing Hall must have been sorting through information flown in from all over the Central Plains until late at night. Sama Myeong probably had not been able to sleep until late either.

"There was someone else who should have been sent on vacation."

Seeing as he did not ask what he meant, he must have already known about the bodyguards' vacation.

"If we were to leave our posts, the work of our Cult would be paralyzed," Sama Myeong explained.

"So what if it is?"

"Pardon?"

"It'll be paralyzed for about ten days. We'll just send an official messenger pigeon to the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. 'We're taking a ten-day break, so don't you dare mess with us! If you do, it's war in ten days!'"

Sama Myeong laughed at the suggestion of starting a war after their vacation.

"We take turns and rest well, so please don't worry too much."

However, Geom Mugeuk knew. Sama Myeong himself worked without a single day off.

"I'm not worried about the young Strategists. I'm worried about the Chief Strategist."

"I am fine. There is a mental cultivation technique the Cult Leader taught me long ago. I practice it once when I wake up and once before I sleep, without fail. Thanks to it, I've become very healthy."

Indeed, his father probably paid close attention to Sama Myeong's health as well. After all, Sama Myeong was an absolutely indispensable person to our Cult.

Right, the best thing I can do for Sama Myeong is to finish this work as quickly as possible.

"Alright, let's pick up the pace today."

His work speed was definitely faster than yesterday.

While working together, Sama Myeong discovered one great strength in Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk asked questions well. He was not ashamed of what he did not know. He made an effort to clearly remember what he learned by asking.

As a Strategist, Sama Myeong considered this an even greater strength. He knew well from experience that pretending to know something you do not could sometimes lead to great disaster. That is why he always told his subordinates. Do not pretend to know what you do not. It is fine to go slow, it is fine to look ignorant, but never pretend to know something you do not.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk, who was flipping through documents, asked Sama Myeong, "But did Father really make decisions on matters like this?"

"Yes, he did. The Cult Leader often said that one cannot make big decisions without properly understanding the small details within the cult."

He could not believe his father had even said those words. The more he worked, the more new sides of his father he discovered.

"Father was the most misunderstood person in the world. Even by his own son."

When martial artists think of the Heavenly Demon, they imagine him indulging in all sorts of pleasures and debauchery, enjoying bloody banquets, but his father was silently working for the good of the cult. And even amidst all that, he took care of the Demon Supremes in his own way.

"The Heavenly Demon was overworked."

If I had known, I would have let him win at fishing.


Chapter 611: Aren't They Making More Money Than Us?

Several days passed in this manner.

Geom Mugeuk fully immersed himself in his responsibilities as the Acting Cult Leader. In the past, he would have gone to a tavern after finishing his daily tasks to drink and socialize with the Demon Supremes.

This time, however, he did not. He couldn't bring himself to go out and have fun. The thought of his father's unimaginable suffering and constant worry weighed on him. Besides, the role he had undertaken was a grave responsibility.

Then today, the moment finally arrived.

"What's the next item on the agenda?"

"There are none."

When Geom Mugeuk looked up, he saw Sama Myeong staring at him with a surprised expression.

"You've finished all your work on time."

He had long been aware that the Young Cult Leader was a brilliant man, but he hadn't anticipated him adapting to the work so quickly. It wasn't merely a matter of intelligence. The Young Cult Leader possessed the ability to see through people's minds and had an accurate understanding of how the organization functioned.

Blood will tell, it seems.

The Young Cult Leader's profound insight truly made it feel as if he were working with the Cult Leader himself.

Until now, Sama Myeong had mostly seen the results the Young Cult Leader produced. But now, he was witnessing firsthand how those results were achieved.

"You are remarkable."

"It's not that I'm remarkable. It's just my will to get this tedious work over with as quickly as possible showing itself."

"Even so, you handled it too well. Well then, I will see you tomorrow."

Sama Myeong gathered the documents and started to turn away.

"I have something to ask."

"Please, go ahead."

"The Demon Supremes all know that I've returned, right?"

"Not just them. Every member of the cult knows."

At that, Geom Mugeuk couldn't restrain himself and shouted.

"But not a single one has come to see me? This is too much!"

He had hoped that upon finishing his work, he would find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon drinking at the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall, his giant dao planted in the ground.

He had wished that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be perched atop the giant demon statue, looking down at him with a smile.

He had expected the Drunken Demon to appear, reeking of alcohol, and tease him, asking if the work was hard and if his hyung should lend a hand.

"How could no one come!"

Sama Myeong comforted Geom Mugeuk in a gentle tone.

"They are people who wouldn't come unless the Cult Leader summoned them. They tend to keep their distance from the Heavenly Demon Hall."

"Well, that's because my father is difficult, of course. How can my father and I be the same?"

Then, Sama Myeong asked a meaningful question.

"Are you different?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Sama Myeong with an expression of surprise.

"Then are we the same? Aren't I much easier to be around than my father?"

Surprisingly, Sama Myeong thought the opposite.

"Wouldn't the Demon Supremes find it more difficult to deal with the Young Cult Leader than the Cult Leader?"

"Me?"

Geom Mugeuk's expression shifted from surprise to utter bewilderment.

It was a truly unexpected statement. He thought it must be a joke, but Sama Myeong's serious expression suggested he was sincere.

"Didn't you see on the day I returned? The Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme left without even listening to what I had to say. I'm probably the most approachable Young Cult Leader in our Cult's history. So how could I be difficult?"

Sama Myeong did not agree with Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I believe they find you more difficult."

"Even though I joke around and play pranks so much?"

The Demon Supremes find me more difficult than my father? No way!

Then, with a sliver of doubt, he asked.

"What about you, Strategist?"

Instead of answering, Sama Myeong offered an enigmatic smile, bowed politely, and turned away.

"I will see you tomorrow."

"Hey, you have to answer me before you go!"

However, Sama Myeong left without another word.

"How can you say I'm difficult while ignoring me like this?"

Left alone, Geom Mugeuk spoke to the empty air.

"Cheokyeon, what do you think? Do you find me difficult too?"

A reply then came from the empty space.

"...You are difficult, but not as difficult as the Cult Leader."

"Right?"

"......"

But why would the clever Sama Myeong say such a thing?

Geom Mugeuk, who had been sitting for a moment, shot up from the grand chair.

"Where are you going?"

"I have to go confirm if it's true."

"Which of the Demon Supremes are you going to see?"

He naturally assumed Geom Mugeuk would seek out one of the Demon Supremes.

"I'm not going to a Demon Supreme."

"Pardon?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke as he strode down the blood-red path.

"There's someone who will tell me the truth without worrying about my feelings."


A dozen or so boxes were arranged in a row on the floor.

Each box contained different hidden weapons. Some held three or four, while others contained more than a dozen.

The person who approached them was Geom Mugeuk's older brother, Geom Muyang.

"Are these them?"

"Yes, these are the counterfeit hidden weapons that were collected this time."

Geom Muyang held several important positions within the cult, one of which was managing the weapons produced in the smithy. His primary duty was to distribute the armaments made in the smithy to the various regional Branches and sub-branches.

But recently, a new issue had demanded his attention.

It was the task of identifying counterfeit armaments being produced throughout the Central Plains.

Various armaments made by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were being counterfeited and sold through the murim's black market. Among these fakes, hidden weapons were by far the most numerous.

In particular, various hidden weapons that used a launching mechanism became the main targets for counterfeiting. This was because they sold for a high price.

The mere fact that they were hidden weapons used by demonic practitioners gave these fakes value. Even though possessing one could get them branded as a demonic practitioner, many people sought out the hidden weapons of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

And recently, the number of these counterfeit hidden weapons had increased significantly.

Geom Muyang picked up a hidden weapon from the first box. It was cylindrical in shape.

"It's the Death Web."

Listening to his subordinate's explanation, Geom Muyang fired it at the wall.

PWAAAK!

Originally, it was a hidden weapon designed to sweep the area in front by launching dozens of projectiles like a net. However, only a dozen or so projectiles flew out and embedded themselves in the wall.

"Crude."

The counterfeit hidden weapons were usually made this crudely. If they possessed the skill to create an exact replica, they wouldn't be making and selling these counterfeits in the first place.

But as days passed, hidden weapons that were quite plausible imitations were being made.

"They're mainly being distributed in Hunan, and we are trying to find the creator."

Even knowing they would be killed if caught, the work brought in a lot of money, so the fakes kept appearing. Judging by the volume being released into the Central Plains, it was clear this was not an individual's work but an organized effort.

"The next one is an item from Hubei."

Geom Muyang picked up the hidden weapon from the next box and fired it at the wall.

SHWOOOSH!

THWACK!

"This one is more powerful than the one we recovered last time. Did they improve it in the meantime?"

"It seems so. Their skills are improving day by day."

As Geom Muyang picked up the hidden weapon from the next box, the subordinate who had been explaining the weapons bowed his head respectfully toward someone.

Geom Mugeuk was walking toward them.

"If you fire that this way, it won't be an assassination attempt on the Young Cult Leader, but an assassination attempt on the Acting Cult Leader. The crime would be twice as severe, right?"

Of course, despite those words, Geom Muyang fired it anyway.

The fired hidden weapon embedded itself in the wall next to where Geom Mugeuk was walking.

Right, that's my brother for you.

"It's been a while for me too, Hyung."

Seeing the two of them, the subordinate standing nearby discreetly moved away.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the hidden weapons stuck in the wall and commented.

"Testing the power of hidden weapons?"

"These are counterfeit hidden weapons modeled after our Cult's."

Geom Muyang tossed the one he was holding to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk caught it and examined the hidden weapon.

"A fake? It looks pretty plausible."

"They're getting more sophisticated by the day."

"How much do these sell for?"

"I hear they go for anywhere from tens to hundreds of taels."

At that, Geom Mugeuk flared up.

"Aren't these guys making more money than us?"

Geom Muyang's lips twitched up slightly at Geom Mugeuk's joke. He bent down, picked up a hidden weapon from the next box, and asked.

"What brings you here?"

His tone was still gruff, but Geom Mugeuk could tell. The look in his eyes as he gazed at him was gentle, unlike before.

"I came to see you, Hyung."

"......"

"Because I missed you."

Geom Muyang scoffed and aimed the hidden weapon again.

"Move it, I'm busy."

"Were you as busy as me?"

Geom Mugeuk sighed and said.

"If I'd known there was this much work, I wouldn't have fought with you over the succession. I would've really given this position to the person I hated the most. Ah, back then, that would've been you."

At those words, Geom Muyang finally let out a small laugh.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK!

The newly fired hidden weapons grazed Geom Mugeuk's shoulder and embedded themselves in the wall.

"Stop, stop! Stop pretending to be busy and talk with me for a bit."

Geom Mugeuk stood in front of the wall, waving his hands from side to side.

"Talk about what?"

"Father is in seclusion training, and the little brother you haven't seen in a long time has become the Acting Cult Leader. If you have nothing to say even in a situation like this, why do you even have that mouth?"

Geom Muyang picked up a hidden weapon from the next box.

"Father came to see me the day before he entered seclusion training."

"What did he say?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at him with expectant eyes, but...

"He told me to watch you carefully and see if you cause any trouble."

Geom Mugeuk raised his voice.

"He said that to you too? Father, that's too much! What on earth does he think of his son?"

Geom Mugeuk's resentment changed its target.

"If you heard that, you should have come and helped your little brother."

"As you can see, I have a lot of work myself."

In truth, Geom Muyang had gone to see Sama Myeong. He went to see if there was anything he could do to help Geom Mugeuk, but he simply returned after hearing that Geom Mugeuk was adapting to the work day by day. He figured that not helping would actually be more helpful to his younger brother.

How could Geom Muyang not know? If their father had truly been worried about Geom Mugeuk causing trouble, he wouldn't have made him the successor in the first place. This was a lesson in succession.

His father had come to see him not because of Geom Mugeuk, but for his own sake. Because he felt sorry for his eldest son.

Father, I am fine.

Geom Mugeuk, having become the successor, understood his father better. And Geom Muyang, having not become the successor, also understood his father better.

"Why would I help you?"

"Everyone's so mean."

"Everyone?"

"I heard something absurd from Strategist Sama today. He said the Demon Supremes would find me more difficult to deal with than Father."

Geom Muyang let out a low 'hmm' sound.

"What kind of reaction is that?"

Geom Mugeuk asked with a 'no way' expression.

"Don't tell me you think so too, Hyung?"

"To me, you're just a joke."

"Right? That's the correct reaction."

Just then, Geom Muyang said something unexpected.

"However, if it's the Demon Supremes, they might find you more difficult."

Geom Mugeuk, startled, asked his brother again.

"You're saying the Demon Supremes find me harder to deal with than Father? Are you serious?"

Geom Muyang nodded.

"Because you stir people's hearts and drag them by the scruff of their necks. They want to be left alone, but when they're with you, they feel like they're being pulled onto a stage."

This was the Geom Mugeuk that Geom Muyang saw.

"Because being with you creates a pressure to do something well."

Geom Muyang thought that the Demon Supremes were no different from him.

Of course, for him, his father was naturally more difficult. He had desperately wanted to look good in front of his father, and that feeling hadn't changed much even now.

However, to the Demon Supremes, both his father and his younger brother were outsiders. The way they saw the two of them would surely be different from how he did.

"Father is predictable, but you are unpredictable."

Geom Muyang aimed the hidden weapon he was holding at Geom Mugeuk.

"I've said my piece, so move now."

Geom Mugeuk, who was blocking the wall, expressed his gratitude.

"Thanks. If it weren't for you, Hyung, I never would have heard this from the Demon Supremes. You don't know how precious you are to me, do you? I'll make sure to order a doll of you to be made in the Demon Village. Of course, it won't come out as handsome as my doll, but..."

"Aish, just take this!"

SHWAAAAAAK!

PAPAPAPAPAK!

A scream of 'Ugh!' burst from Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Muyang, who had used the hidden weapon, was startled.

The hidden weapon he had just fired had flown with incredible power.

"Are you okay?"

At Geom Muyang's shout, Geom Mugeuk, who had been awkwardly leaning against the wall, slid down into a sitting position.

"Aigoo, that was a shock."

A steel needle was embedded above his head. He had dodged it by a hair's breadth. The distance was short and the power was immense. If it hadn't been Geom Mugeuk, he would have been hit. Truly, Geom Muyang, the one who fired it, was even more surprised.

"You really planned this out to kill me!"

Geom Muyang stared blankly down at the hidden weapon in his hand. Lost in conversation with his brother, he had fired it without even looking to see what it was. No, it would have been the same even if he had looked. There was no way his brother would be hit by a fake hidden weapon.

Blitz.

It was one of the signature hidden weapons of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It had enough power to pierce straight through shields and armor, so it was not easy to block unless one was a considerable master.

The Murim Alliance had designated the Blitz as one of the Ten Great Forbidden Hidden Weapons. This was not only because of its immense power but also because its steel needles were coated in a deadly poison.

Therefore, even the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was extremely cautious about using the Blitz. Poison and hidden weapons were the biggest sources of conflict in the murim, so unless it was a wartime situation, the Blitz was forbidden from use even within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

TSSSSSS.

The poison was so potent that the wall bubbled and melted. The revealed steel needle had a bluish light shimmering around it.

"It's even coated with a deadly poison? This looks like the real thing."

"That can't be."

Geom Muyang shook his head with a serious expression.

"As one of the Ten Great Forbidden Hidden Weapons, the Blitz was under strict management."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to Geom Muyang.

"It's a fake, but it has this much power?"

Geom Mugeuk took the Blitz from Geom Muyang and examined it. For a fake, it was too exquisitely made.

"Instead of finding and killing the person who made this, shouldn't we hire them?"


Chapter 612: An Antidote That Doesn't Exist

"But where did you get this?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Geom Muyang gestured to a subordinate who was standing far in the distance.

"Where did you get this counterfeit Blitz?" Geom Muyang asked.

The subordinate provided his answer. "We received intelligence that a member of the Black Hand Sect, a dark path group, was secretly looking for a Blitz. We recovered this item from them."

"And the ones who sold it?"

"They used an escort agency to deliver the item."

This meant they had used the agency specifically to hide their identities.

"What about the payment?"

"They said they would come for the money after the item was confirmed to be received."

Hearing this, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang exchanged a look. These were not ordinary individuals. Demanding payment afterward showed they were confident in their ability to collect it.

"Collect the steel needles inside and find out what kind of poison was used on them!"

"Yes! I'll have it sent to the Thousand Poisons Forest immediately."

Geom Muyang took the Blitz and began to walk away.

"Where are you going?"

"To the smithy. If it's Craftsman Gwak, he might know who made this."

"I'll go with you."

Geom Mugeuk followed his brother.

"Slow down!"

Geom Muyang's steps were rushed, a clear sign that his mind was racing. His expression was hard, not because a fake hidden weapon had appeared, but for another reason entirely.

His heart belatedly pounded with the realization that he had almost killed Geom Mugeuk. That shock had now curdled into anger.

Hire the one who made this? Not a chance. My younger brother almost died. I won't let them get away with it, whoever they are.

It was an unfamiliar feeling, to be so angry that his younger brother had nearly died. There was a time when he had even wished for his brother's death.

He thought that human emotions were truly as fickle as the wind. He wondered what kind of feeling he would have at the end of this particular gust.

The two of them entered the smithy. A blast of fiery heat washed over them, carrying the sound of hammering steel.

CLANG! CLANG! CLAAANG!

Inside, hundreds of bare-chested men were hard at work melting iron, hammering steel, and carrying goods. The smell of their sweat mixed with the scent of iron and rode the intense heat.

A man near the entrance recognized Geom Mugeuk and bowed his head respectfully.

"We're here to see Craftsman Gwak."

"Please wait a moment."

While the man went to find Craftsman Gwak, Geom Mugeuk waited with his brother.

"I won't die from a shallow trick like this."

I'll kill you properly next time.

It was a joke meant to get a reaction, but Geom Muyang's stiff expression didn't change. Geom Mugeuk could feel that his brother was truly surprised and angry.

He was grateful to his brother. It was good to know that the incident that almost killed him meant so much to him.

He also learned another lesson. He must always be careful. Accidents like the one that just happened always occur when you least expect them and when your guard is down. Since it all happens in an instant, he had no choice but to live more cautiously, even if it made life tiring.

A short while later, Craftsman Gwak came out.

"You've both come together."

"Greetings, Chief."

After they exchanged greetings, Geom Muyang handed him the Blitz he had brought.

"It's a Blitz."

Craftsman Gwak took the weapon. The organization that designed hidden weapons was a separate entity within the cult, and the smithy simply manufactured them based on the provided blueprints.

Craftsman Gwak tilted his head, examining the Blitz again.

"It's a bit light."

He immediately noticed the difference in weight. As Craftsman Gwak inspected it more closely, he found several other discrepancies.

"It's a counterfeit Blitz."

"That's right."

"It's so exquisitely made that it's impossible to tell at a glance."

Craftsman Gwak called a subordinate to bring disassembly tools. He then skillfully took the Blitz apart to inspect its interior. After looking inside, Craftsman Gwak was even more surprised.

"Not only the exterior but the interior has also been almost perfectly replicated. I believe the power would have been nearly identical."

It was a testament to how well-made it was.

"That's right. I almost died."

At that, Craftsman Gwak asked with a serious expression, "Was there by any chance poison applied to the steel needles?"

"Yes, there was poison on them."

"Preventing the inside of the hidden weapon from being damaged by the poison is the core technology of the Blitz. This is so well made I'd believe we made it ourselves. For someone with this level of skill to be making counterfeit hidden weapons?"

Craftsman Gwak let out a sigh that was part lament, part anger.

"Do you have anyone in mind?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Craftsman Gwak named a few people. "There are a few who come to mind, but they are all highly renowned individuals. Craftsman Hong of the Murim Alliance, or Craftsman Ju of the Evil Alliance. Craftsman Yang of the Continental Smithy. However, those people are not the type to make forgeries like this."

They were all famous craftsmen. In other words, the forgery was made by someone of that caliber.

"There could be someone unknown," Geom Mugeuk suggested.

Craftsman Gwak nodded. If this murim was a place where masters were as numerous as sand on a beach, then the same was true for craftsmen. There were surely people with innate talent who could astonish the world, still hammering away somewhere, unaware of their true worth.

"If you happen to think of anyone suspicious later, please let me know."

"I will."

After bidding farewell to Craftsman Gwak, Geom Mugeuk left the smithy with his brother.

"How are you going to handle it?"

"I'm going to handle this matter myself. I'll take care of it, so you don't need to worry."

Geom Muyang strode away. After walking some distance, he turned back to warn him.

"Don't even think about meddling unnecessarily!"

Because he had almost killed Geom Mugeuk, he felt he had to handle this alone. To nearly kill him and then accept his help was something that didn't sit right with Geom Muyang's personality.

"I'm busy too. I wish I had the time to meddle."

Geom Muyang started walking again.

Geom Mugeuk watched his brother's retreating back, then started walking in the opposite direction. His own steps were just as urgent as Geom Muyang's had been.


"Absolutely not. You especially cannot leave with the First Young Lord."

When Geom Mugeuk said he would go out with his brother to handle this one matter, Sama Myeong was adamantly opposed. There was a clear reason for his opposition.

"It is because those who are to be successors cannot leave the cult together for such a matter. It is a provision in the cult's rules."

This rule was to account for the possibility of something happening to both of them at the same time.

"So the reason I could roam around freely until now was because my brother was in our Cult."

Sama Myeong's expression seemed to ask if that was the only reason, but he didn't deny it.

"But why are you trying to leave with the First Young Lord?"

"This is entirely due to my anxiety."

Sama Myeong asked cautiously, "Do you perhaps think that they are behind this incident?"

"My heart was startled by a turtle, you see, so now it's startled by a pot lid."

Geom Mugeuk had continuously overcome near-death situations entangled with them. He couldn't send his brother out alone when he didn't know where or how they might appear. Of course, this incident could simply be the work of an organization that makes and sells counterfeit hidden weapons.

"Can't I just go and check whether it's a turtle or a pot lid?"

"You cannot."

It would have been easier to persuade his father. Persuading Sama Myeong seemed impossible.

Father must have felt this way when he sent me out.

"With all due respect, the Cult Leader was not worried about the Young Cult Leader at all."

Knowing his father's personality, he probably just didn't show it. How could he not have been worried? In the past, he might have snuck out, but he couldn't do that now.

Sama Myeong offered a solution. How could he neglect the First Young Lord?

"Why don't you send a Demon Supreme with him?"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had been thinking the same thing. But there was a problem.

"My brother will refuse. He even warned me not to get involved."

"So you're not going to send one?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "I can't do that. I will send a Demon Supreme."

"If you give the order, any Demon Supreme will go."

Geom Mugeuk had already decided who to send.

"The one I intend to send is someone who will not listen to my orders."


The place Geom Mugeuk arrived at was the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Poison King was in the woods near his residence. He stood alone with his hands clasped behind his back, staring at a tree. To others, he might have looked lonely, but Geom Mugeuk knew it was a moment of supreme happiness for him.

"Poison King! I'm here!" Geom Mugeuk shouted cheerfully.

He had left the cult last time without seeing the Poison King after his return, so it had been quite a while since they had seen each other.

"......"

The Poison King told him to be quiet and went back to looking at the tree.

Geom Mugeuk quietly approached and stood beside him. On the tree, two poisonous insects were coupled together, seemingly in the middle of mating.

He turned his head to look at the Poison King, who still had the appearance of a beautiful young boy.

You're wasting this handsome face. Shouldn't you, Poison King, be the one to go out into the world and find a woman to be your lover?

However, the Poison King seemed to find more joy in the growing number of poisonous insects in the Thousand Poisons Forest than in such worldly pleasures.

"Sangseon told me on the way here. The poison on the hidden weapon was the Painful Bone Dissolving Poison."

According to Sangseon, the Painful Bone Dissolving Poison was developed to apply Bone Dissolving Acid to hidden weapons. It was a terrifying poison made by mixing various toxins with Bone Dissolving Acid as the main ingredient, capable of instantly melting the affected area and even the insides upon impact.

As powerful as it was, the Painful Bone Dissolving Poison was also very difficult to handle. This was because it had to be prevented from melting the hidden weapon inside its case, and its effect had to manifest only when it was launched externally.

The Poison King was still silently watching the poisonous insects.

"My brother will be leaving the cult himself to investigate the counterfeit hidden weapons this time. I would like you, Poison King, to follow him secretly."

This made the request even more difficult. It wasn't a request to go with him, but to protect him in secret.

"Since they are people who use the Painful Bone Dissolving Poison, they might use other poisons."

He thought the Poison King wasn't listening, but he refused at once.

"I don't want to."

"The opponent might use poison!"

"Tell Sangseon to pack an antidote for him."

Geom Mugeuk hadn't expected the Poison King to agree so easily. He had always hated going outside the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"Now, now, I knew this would happen, so I've prepared something."

Geom Mugeuk cleared his throat and then said in a solemn voice, "I command you as the Acting Cult Leader. Poison King, you will obey the command of this Cult Leader!"

The Poison King turned toward Geom Mugeuk. For a moment, it seemed he would respectfully accept the command.

"But I don't want to."

WHOOSH. The wind swept between the two of them.

"It's the Cult Leader's command, though?"

"You're the Acting Cult Leader."

"This is treason, treason!"

"Then go ahead and arrest me."

The authority of the Acting Cult Leader had no effect at all.

"You're being too much. You would go if Father told you to, wouldn't you?"

"You're not the Cult Leader, are you?"

The Poison King's gaze returned to the tree. The insects that had finished mating were already gone.

"Then I shall reveal my second secret weapon."

A faint smile touched the Poison King's lips. This was why he could say, 'But I don't want to.' He knew Geom Mugeuk would handle it this flexibly.

"This time, there's a reason you absolutely must go."

"What reason?"

"I almost died because of you, Poison King."

The Poison King turned his head back to Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you remember? The man who fled after being hit by your poison back then."

He hadn't yet told the Poison King that the Brawling King had returned from the dead. He had to leave the cult again last time before he could meet him.

"That man came back alive."

Surprise flickered across the Poison King's face.

"That's impossible."

He also knew very well that Geom Mugeuk wouldn't lie about something like this.

"The impossible happened."

A moment of silence passed.

"What happened?"

"It seems they performed a great ritual several times to barely save him. Of course, even so, he wasn't completely cured, and a foul poisonous aura emanated from him when he fought."

It was a moment when the Poison King's pride was cracked. Of course, Geom Mugeuk didn't clumsily try to protect that pride.

"That bastard came back alive and stronger. Thanks to him, I almost died, so you have to grant my request this time."

Of course, he was being unreasonable, but it worked on the Poison King. It was because a man he was certain had died had come back alive.

"You must not trust me, so why are you trying to send me? Why not send your favorite, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered, "Because I think my mind will be more at ease if you go, Poison King."

"Are you giving the disease and then the cure?"

"A mistake is a mistake, and skill is skill."

The Poison King's eyes glinted sharply. "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be disappointed to hear that."

"The Smiling Demon will understand. Not just the Smiling Demon, but the other Demon Supremes as well. None of the Demon Supremes would be able to deny what I just said."

He had said it indirectly, but this was the bottom line.

The Poison King is the strongest.

Geom Mugeuk could feel the Poison King's mood lightening a little.

"......"

The Poison King sighed and sat down on a small rock under the tree.

"They brought him back to life, you say?"

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him. "I heard it cost an enormous amount of money. I almost died along with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the fight against him. This time, even though the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were with me, there was still a dangerous situation. So you have to go, Poison King. I cannot overlook even the slightest possibility."

The Poison King's answer still hadn't come. So, Geom Mugeuk brought another person into it.

"If you're reluctant to go alone, why not go with the Demonic Buddha? You can go out and dig up some rare medicinal herbs this time. Have you dug up any herbs with the Demonic Buddha lately?"

The Poison King shook his head. "He hasn't come by at all lately. So it's awkward with him too."

"What, you've become awkward already?"

Geom Mugeuk burst into laughter, and the Poison King, finding his own words amusing, laughed along.

"You asked me to watch him secretly, didn't you? But can one secretly follow someone with that person, the Demonic Buddha?"

That golden radiance and secrecy were far from compatible.

"That's why I came to ask you, Poison King."

"I might just kill them all and come back."

"As long as you bring my brother back alive, that's all that matters," Geom Mugeuk conveyed with sincerity. "You have no idea how much I want to go out with you, Poison King."

And how much I want to hang out with female warriors with you, Poison King, instead of watching insects mate.

The Poison King, who had been staring at Geom Mugeuk, finally nodded.

"I'll go."

Those words were enough. He no longer worried about his brother.

"I'll consider the debt repaid now."

"What debt?"

"The debt of me almost dying because that bastard came back alive."

"Why is that my fault!"

The words Geom Mugeuk had wanted to hear came out. Right, it wasn't the Poison King's fault.

The more a sensitive issue involved pride, the more openly it needed to be discussed. This was done by repeating the story, teasing, talking about it again, and then teasing some more. Trust with another person was built up for moments just like this one. That was why such matters had to be dealt with and resolved immediately. One should never gloss over it awkwardly, only to let it fester in the mind after they parted.

"Do you know? There is an antidote that doesn't exist in the world, and only you, Poison King, possess it."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the man beside him, smiled brightly, and added, "You, Poison King, are the antidote to my anxiety."


Chapter 613: Can You Handle the Awakened Cult Leader?

While the Poison King was occupied looking up at a tree, the Demonic Buddha stood inside the main hall, gazing up at a fearsome golden Buddha statue.

A calm greeting then came from behind.

"It's been a while."

As Geom Mugeuk stepped into the hall, the Demonic Buddha asked a question without turning around.

"What brings you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see you, the Demonic Buddha. It's been a long time since I've seen your face."

It must have been a very long time, because just the sight of the Demonic Buddha's stubborn-looking head from behind filled him with such happiness.

"Have you been well?"

The Demonic Buddha finally turned from the statue to look at Geom Mugeuk. The short Demonic Buddha created a strange contrast with the giant golden statue behind him.

Whenever he saw the Demonic Buddha, he felt it. What you see is not all there is. Geom Mugeuk was well aware that the small giant, the Demonic Buddha, was a far greater man than that golden statue.

"How is the job of interim Cult Leader?"

"Ugh, don't even ask."

Geom Mugeuk whined, waving his hands dismissively.

"I thought my father wasn't very interested in the cult's internal affairs. That he would just make a decision or two on important matters. But that wasn't the case. He managed every single troop movement."

"The Cult Leader has always looked after the cult's affairs more meticulously than any other Cult Leader in history."

Geom Mugeuk could sense that the Demonic Buddha knew a great deal about his father's work. Since the Demonic Buddha had always been so interested in politics, he would have known the most about the situation before the Cult Leader's seclusion.

"Do you know why the Cult Leader is so meticulous? Because of his personality? Not a chance."

"Then why does he do it?"

A surprising answer then came from the Demonic Buddha.

"For the unification of murim."

"!"

"The Cult Leader believed that only when he could rule the cult with absolute certainty could he also rule the world."

He must have heard his father speak of this at some point.

His father revealed different sides of himself to each of the Demon Supremes. Because of this, he felt that the version of his father each Demon Supreme saw was different.

"In the end, five years from now, you will stand at the forefront of murim's unification."

He had said this before. That his father would not go easy on him.

There was a reason for the Demonic Buddha's assertion. It was a reason he had not shared back then.

"It's not because I'm ignoring your will."

If he were ignoring it, he would not be standing here face-to-face and saying such things.

"Then what makes you so certain?"

The reason he held Geom Mugeuk in such high regard, yet still believed he could not win, was...

"Because thanks to you, the Cult Leader is also awakening."

The Demonic Buddha stared intently at Geom Mugeuk and asked.

"Can you handle the awakened Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk understood. The awakening the Demonic Buddha spoke of was not just about martial arts that would grow stronger through seclusion training.

It meant that the man named Geom Woojin was himself becoming stronger.

"Isn't that why there are nine of us?"

He joked that all of the Eight Demon Supremes were on his side.

"Last I checked, there were two."

On the day they made their promise for five years later, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the only Demon Supreme who remained with Geom Mugeuk until the end.

"Then I guess I'll have to try harder."

With an expression that seemed to say, 'As if trying harder will be enough,' the Demonic Buddha walked out of the hall.

Geom Mugeuk quietly followed, and they walked together through the temple grounds. Passing mad monks clasped their hands and bowed to them.

"Did you stop making the stone statues?"

"I stopped."

The statues he had been carving were still in a corner of the courtyard. Judging by the dust-covered tools, it seemed some time had passed since he last touched them.

He thought Geom Mugeuk would tease him for being weak-willed.

"It's good that you stopped."

"Good that I stopped?"

"To be honest, it didn't suit you, the Demonic Buddha. Calming your mind by carving statues? You're not that kind of person, are you?"

The Demonic Buddha stopped walking and asked.

"Then what kind of person am I?"

"You're the kind of person who moves among people, understands their hearts, persuades them with passion, and fights with all your might for a goal, aren't you? You're the kind who calms his mind only when taking a brief rest after fighting his heart out with people."

"Is that an insult? Or a compliment?"

"If you feel bad, it's an insult. If you feel good, it's a compliment."

Geom Mugeuk added with a smile.

"Right now, I'm just telling you the truth."

The Demonic Buddha started walking again with an expression that seemed to say, 'If only you couldn't talk so smoothly.'

"What brings you here? A busy person like you wouldn't just come to hang out. Do you have an order for me as the Cult Leader?"

"No. I came to report something I did without being ordered."

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that asked what he meant.

Geom Mugeuk knew. Giving an order not to do something was much harder than ordering someone to do something. Just as asking someone to leave was much harder than asking them to come.

That was why this meeting with the Demonic Buddha felt more delicate than his meeting with the Poison King.

"When my brother left the cult, I secretly asked the Poison King to watch over him."

The golden light emanating from the Demonic Buddha's body shone a little more intensely, as if revealing his emotional turmoil.

"Why are you reporting that to me?"

"I felt I had to let you know, the Demonic Buddha."

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha asked.

"Why the Poison King of all people?"

"The counterfeit hidden weapons my brother is investigating were coated with a deadly poison. I was worried there might be a poison user involved, so I asked the Poison King for help."

"And the reason you're telling me this is?"

"In case you misunderstand later. I was afraid you might think my brother asked to bring the Poison King along."

In other words, he was worried a misunderstanding would arise between Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha. Given his brother's personality, he was not the type to make excuses. And the Poison King was not the type to give a lengthy explanation either.

"So what if there's a little misunderstanding?"

"What do you mean? It would be upsetting. If it were me, I'd be so upset I'd probably curse him out. 'I cherished you so much, and you take the Poison King instead of me?'"

"A narrow-minded person like you would curse, but I wouldn't."

"You should. If you don't curse him out, this time my brother will be the one who's upset."

Finally, the Demonic Buddha burst out laughing.

"Do you really live your life worrying about every single trivial thing like that?"

"Because I believe it's those trivial things that make people grow distant and come to hate each other. Doesn't a grand dream like the unification of the world ultimately start from these small considerations?"

Geom Mugeuk's sincere words continued.

"So please, don't step back. Instead, step forward more actively. Even if it's not about the succession fight, aren't there one or two things in our Cult that require your help, the Demonic Buddha? Please make a move for the sake of our Cult."

A golden glint seemed to flash in the Demonic Buddha's eyes as he looked at Geom Mugeuk, and soon, the intense golden radiance softened.

Lately, the Demonic Buddha had been feeling a sense of listlessness for which he had no answer. That was also why he had been carving the statues.

However, he now considered Geom Mugeuk's words. Instead of retreating, he could advance and face things in his own way. He thought that perhaps this was the way to overcome his listlessness.

"I refuse. I'll just go back to carving my statues."

"Then even if you carve statues, sell them. Carve statues that you can sell. I'll be your first customer."

It meant that no matter what he did, he should not sink into despair. In that moment, the Demonic Buddha thought of something he wanted to say to Geom Woojin.

If you want to beat your son, you'll have to awaken properly.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely and turned to leave.

"Sigh, I'm so busy, I don't know when I'll be able to visit again."

As Geom Mugeuk walked away, the Demonic Buddha spoke from behind him.

"Your brother is a strong man."

The Demonic Buddha was someone who believed in his brother more than anyone. He was also someone who had bet his own life on his brother.

"So you don't need to worry so much. The same blood that flows in your father and you also flows in the First Young Lord's body."

Seeing the brightly shining golden radiance, Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully.

"Yes, I believe so too."

However, Geom Mugeuk's words and actions were different.

Believing was one thing. Worrying was another.

There are parts that worry me even more because we share the same blood.

After leaving the Demonic Buddha's residence, he spoke to his attendant, Cheokyeon.

"Contact the Hidden Moon and tell them to focus all available information networks on my brother and the Poison King. And one more thing."

Geom Mugeuk added a command for the Hidden Moon that he had been putting off.


Several days had passed since Geom Muyang left the cult.

During those few days, the speed at which Geom Mugeuk handled his work grew faster and faster.

And today, his speed was even faster.

It was not just because he had become more proficient at his work. He processed his tasks with unusual speed today, as if he had something urgent to attend to. Normally, Geom Mugeuk would make a silly joke after finishing a task, but today he did not say a single one.

"Is there something going on today?"

"It's good to finish early, isn't it? We get more time to rest."

However, there was another reason today.

Having finished his work earlier than usual, Geom Mugeuk followed Sama Myeong.

"Is there something you wish to discuss?"

"No, since work finished early, I was thinking of taking a look around the All-Knowing Hall for the first time in a while. Would that be alright?"

How could it not be alright, coming from him?

"Yes, let's go."

And so, Geom Mugeuk followed Sama Myeong into the All-Knowing Hall.

He passed through an area with even tighter security than the Heavenly Demon Hall and entered a wide space where numerous Strategists of the All-Knowing Hall could be seen.

The place was busy. It was so busy, in fact, that the best way to describe the word 'busy' would be to simply show someone this place.

SWOOSH, SHWIIK, SHUK!

Cylinders containing messenger pigeons kept arriving from a hole in one wall.

The Strategists sorted the arriving messenger pigeons according to their importance.

Depending on the contents of the messenger pigeon, flags on the map of the Central Plains were moved to different locations.

Sama Myeong could tell. Geom Mugeuk had come here because he was curious about news of Geom Muyang. Despite pretending to be calm on the outside, he was very worried about his brother.

"Since you're here, why don't you hear some news about your brother before you go?"

Sama Myeong said to a subordinate Strategist.

"Bring the latest information related to the First Young Lord."

The Strategist immediately brought a document and reported.

"The First Young Lord has now arrived at his destination, Changsha. Along the way, he stopped at only two inns and headed for his destination without rest, except to eat and sleep."

How could he not worry? Brother, I told you not to take almost killing me to heart! I wouldn't have died even if it hit me!

"If I stay here, I suppose I could even find out what my brother ate."

At that, the Strategist shuffled through the documents he had brought.

"It says here what he ate at the inn. Shall I tell you?"

"That's alright."

He could truly see how thoroughly the All-Knowing Hall was monitoring his brother. The collaborating Hidden Moon's role was likely significant as well.

"My brother might have a woman hidden away in the Central Plains. I guess we'll find out on this occasion."

At Geom Mugeuk's nonsensical remark, Sama Myeong asked subtly.

"Are you worried about your brother?"

Geom Mugeuk replied with a smile.

"My brother is such a wicked person. I'm more worried about murim."

However, contrary to his words, Geom Mugeuk's gaze was fixed on a flag labeled 'Muyang'. The flag was placed in the Changsha region, and next to his brother's flag was one for the Changsha Escort Agency.

A short distance from the two flags, a brilliant green flag was also planted.


Geom Muyang was striding through the marketplace of Changsha.

He passed by all the taverns and attractions he would have visited if he had come with Geom Mugeuk. He had rushed here with only his goal in mind.

Only by capturing the creator of those counterfeit hidden weapons, the one who almost made him kill his brother and commit an irreversible mistake, would he be able to enjoy the leisure of this long-awaited trip outside the cult.

Of course, that did not mean he acted recklessly.

Geom Muyang knew exactly how to handle such matters. He did not try to solve this by rashly revealing his identity as the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord or by using force. He was not the type of person to handle work hastily just because he felt impatient.

A middle-aged martial artist was waiting for him in front of the Changsha Escort Agency. He was Ho Myeong, the Changsha Branch Manager of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, who had been contacted in advance.

"It is an honor to meet you, esteemed First Young Lord."

"Manager Ho, thank you for coming out."

"The branch's elite are all on standby nearby."

Ho Myeong was truly surprised to receive the First Young Lord's message. Even if he had lost the succession battle, the man before him was the Heavenly Demon's eldest son. One wrong word and his head could fly.

"Just give the order, and we can bring everyone in the Changsha Escort Agency to their knees within one hour."

"There's no need for that. Let's just the two of us meet the Agency Director. Do not reveal my identity."

"Yes! Please wait a moment."

Ho Myeong said a few words to the martial artist guarding the entrance of the Changsha Escort Agency. The martial artist's face went pale as he ran inside, and another martial artist guided Geom Muyang and Ho Myeong in.

As they waited in the main hall, the escort agency's owner, Ji Daehyang, appeared, leading his Head Escorts. One of the Head Escorts recognized Ho Myeong's face and sent a telepathy message to Ji Daehyang, confirming that he was indeed the Branch Manager.

Geom Muyang had used the Changsha Branch Manager to meet the head of the escort agency as quickly as possible. It was not a case of a fox borrowing a tiger's prestige, but rather a tiger borrowing a fox's.

"What brings the Branch Manager of the Divine Cult to our escort agency?"

Ji Daehyang's eyes only saw Ho Myeong. A visit from the Changsha Branch Manager of the Demonic Cult, with whom they had no usual dealings, was a truly serious matter.

"I've come to ask about the escorted goods you delivered to the Black Hand Sect some time ago."

At Ho Myeong's words, Ji Daehyang's expression instantly stiffened.

"We do not disclose information about our escorted goods to outsiders."

At that, Branch Manager Ho Myeong revealed a cold demonic qi.

The Head Escorts, however, were not easily intimidated. They raised their inner arts, ready to draw their swords at any moment. This was what they believed in.

"Even for people like you, if you mess with us, the Central Plains Escort Agency Alliance won't just stand by."

They were one of the largest interest groups in murim, so even the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions did not treat them carelessly. It was then that Geom Muyang, who had been silent, stepped forward.

"We did not come here to intimidate or trouble you."

The moment Geom Muyang opened his mouth, Ji Daehyang could feel it. He had naturally assumed this young man was just the Branch Manager's attendant martial artist.

This man didn't escort the Branch Manager here. The Branch Manager escorted him.

From the moment he spoke, the dignity and overwhelming presence emanating from Geom Muyang were extraordinary.

"The item you delivered was a counterfeit of our Cult's weaponry."

For a moment, Ji Daehyang was stunned. Judging by his expression, it seemed he had no idea about this fact.

"An escort agency as large as the Changsha Escort Agency would not have delivered goods to the Black Hand Sect without confirming their contents."

Geom Muyang looked around at the accompanying Head Escorts with cold eyes and asked.

"Who is the one who deceived the Agency Director?"


Chapter 614: Wrinkles All Over This Handsome Face

The gazes of Ji Daehyang, the Agency Director, and all the Head Escorts focused on a single person: Head Escort Chung Baek, the man responsible for delivering goods to the Black Hand Sect.

A bewildered expression appeared on Chung Baek's face. He never imagined he would be singled out after following the Agency Director here.

"This is ridiculous slander!"

His shout trembled, matching the waver in his eyes.

Geom Muyang, in contrast, remained calm. He began to walk slowly toward Chung Baek, causing not only Chung Baek but also Ji Daehyang and the other Head Escorts to grow tense.

Stopping a few steps away, Geom Muyang stared at Chung Baek. Even without a deliberate glare, his gaze was naturally cold.

"Do we look like we have nothing better to do?" Geom Muyang asked, questioning if they would truly come all this way just to slander a mere Head Escort.

His calm words were persuasive. The listeners knew the Changsha Branch Manager, Ho Myeong, had come in person, and the man now speaking seemed to hold an even higher rank.

Before Chung Baek could offer an excuse, Geom Muyang continued speaking. His low voice carried a power that was all the more authoritative for its lack of disrespect.

"I won't question you about deceiving your Agency Director. That's an internal matter for your escort agency to handle."

Geom Muyang glanced once at Ji Daehyang before his gaze returned to Chung Baek.

"There's only one thing I want to hear. Who entrusted you with the goods?"

A moment of silence passed.

Ji Daehyang did not step forward to defend Chung Baek or tell him he didn't need to answer. He was not only overwhelmed by Geom Muyang but had also started to feel a subtle suspicion toward Chung Baek.

"It wasn't that kind of item! Agency Director! Please, believe me! They're slandering me right now. I'm being framed."

Chung Baek's excuse lacked specifics, which only made it more suspicious.

Still, they couldn't suspect him blindly, as their opponents were the ruthless Demonic Cult. Ji Daehyang stepped forward, deciding to question Chung Baek in a gentle tone. After all, he was still one of his men.

"Head Escort Chung. Calm down and tell me what happened."

"The goods were ordinary."

"What kind of item was it?"

Ji Daehyang had received several reports about recent escorts, but he couldn't recall any item needing special attention. This meant one of two things: either Chung Baek had filed a false report, or the Demonic Cult was framing him.

"The goods were standard weaponry."

"Who entrusted them to you?"

"I can't say in the presence of outsiders."

"It's fine. I give you permission, so speak."

Then, Chung Baek uttered words that should not have been spoken in this situation.

"Are you doubting me?"

He was, in fact, suspicious.

"No. If it's a conspiracy like you say, shouldn't we work to uncover it?"

"Very well. Then I'll tell only you, Agency Director. The person who gave me the item was..." Chung Baek lowered his voice and appeared to approach the Agency Director.

WHIIISH.

Chung Baek suddenly threw himself toward the entrance.

However, someone else moved faster.

THWACK!

A kick flew out before he could escape, sending Chung Baek tumbling to the floor. Just as he scrambled to get up, the person who had kicked him pressed his acupoints, suppressing his paralysis acupoint.

The one who had anticipated his escape and stopped him was none other than Ho Myeong, the Changsha Branch Manager. As the guard captain of the largest Branch in the Hunan region, his skills were formidable.

Ho Myeong grabbed Chung Baek by the scruff of his neck, dragged him forward, and forced him to kneel before Geom Muyang. Throughout this, not a single Head Escort dared to intervene.

If he hadn't committed a crime, he wouldn't have run. The moment Chung Baek tried to flee, the situation was already decided.

Geom Muyang spoke to Ji Daehyang. "I expect you'll believe our words now."

The words were polite, but Geom Muyang's gaze was cold. The meaning in his eyes was clear: if we have shown this much courtesy, you should do the same.

"We will take this man to the Changsha Branch."

Ji Daehyang didn't dare refuse. Ho Myeong, having already revealed his skills, was now exuding a rough demonic qi.

Geom Muyang looked down at Chung Baek and tilted his head slightly. "Are mere weapon forgers more frightening than we are?"

Chung Baek's face was filled with terror. The Demonic Cult members before him were terrifying, but so were the people he had dealt with.

Ho Myeong released the pressure on Chung Baek's acupoints just enough to allow him to walk. They began leading him out of the main hall and toward the main gate.

SHWAAAAAAAK!

An ear-splitting sound of wind was followed by the sound of that same wind tearing through flesh.

THUD THUD THUD THUD!

Everyone's gaze turned toward one person.

Chung Baek stared down at his own chest with a dazed expression.

TSSSSSSSK.

His chest, which had been struck by a concentration of hidden weapons, was melting away and leaving a gaping hole.

With a dull thud, Chung Baek's body collapsed forward.

Standing before him was an ordinary-looking young man who was aiming a cylindrical hidden weapon. Until a moment ago, he had been disguised as an escort agency worker sweeping the courtyard, from where he launched his sudden attack.

Neither Ho Myeong, who walked beside Chung Baek, nor Geom Muyang, who followed behind, had been able to stop the surprise attack.

"This bastard!"

Just as Ho Myeong was about to charge forward, Geom Muyang shouted.

"Be careful. He's holding a Blitz."

Ho Myeong froze for a moment. As a Branch Manager, he knew exactly what the Blitz was. It was one of the Ten Great Forbidden Hidden Weapons designated by the Murim Alliance.

The man turned the Blitz, which had been pointed forward, and aimed it at Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang, however, showed no fear. His expression seemed to dare the man to shoot.

Just then, Ho Myeong drew his sword and moved to stand in front of Geom Muyang, ready to block any attack with his own body if necessary.

The man looked at Geom Muyang and grinned. It was the silly laugh of a madman.

He then brought the Blitz he had aimed at Geom Muyang up under his own chin.

SHWAAAK!

THUD THUD THUD!

Before anyone could stop him, he used the Blitz to kill himself. It seemed his goal from the very beginning was to kill Chung Baek and then commit suicide.

Ho Myeong rushed over to examine the body, but there was no way the man could still be alive.

Geom Muyang walked over, picked up the Blitz from the man's hand, and examined it. It was the same type of counterfeit Blitz that had nearly killed his younger brother.

Geom Muyang's gaze turned icy cold.

The fact that they were monitoring his arrival, combined with the assassin committing suicide after the attack, was significant. Suicide sounds easy, but forcing someone to kill themselves after completing a goal was no simple task. This meant their opponent was no ordinary organization.

Sensing this would not be an easy matter to resolve, Geom Muyang immediately gave an order to Ho Myeong. "Report this situation exactly as it happened to the All-Knowing Hall. And from the Branch's martial artists, select only the elites."

"Yes, I understand."

After that, Geom Muyang turned back to Ji Daehyang, the escort Agency Director.

With a shocked and bewildered face, Ji Daehyang shouted, "That man isn't one of ours! We have nothing to do with this."

Since the incident had occurred within the escort agency, he was terrified they might misunderstand and believe his people were involved. If the Demonic Cult decided to fabricate a crime and pin it on them, it would be difficult to escape.

"I know."

At Geom Muyang's calm words, Ji Daehyang breathed a sigh of relief.

He had harbored a suspicion that the Demonic Cult might be pulling some kind of trick, but the assassination completely erased that doubt.

"They wouldn't have silenced him just for transporting an item once."

Ji Daehyang agreed. If it had been a single mistake, Chung Baek would have begged for forgiveness instead of fleeing. This meant he must have delivered items disguised as escorted goods multiple times.

"Can you hand over the escort records from the time that man was a Head Escort?"

In this situation, Geom Muyang could have simply demanded the records, and they would have had to comply to survive. Yet, he handled the matter politely and rationally.

"Don't worry about the list being leaked. Our only purpose is to use it to find the ones who killed that man. Your Head Escort is dead, so shouldn't you also want to know the truth?"

Ji Daehyang agreed readily and without hesitation. "Understood. I'll give you the records."

"Please send them to our Cult's Changsha Branch."

"Understood."

Geom Muyang turned and left the escort agency. Ho Myeong, following behind him, asked a question.

"Where are you going?"

He had visited the side that delivered the item, so now he had to go to the side that received it.

"I'm going to the Black Hand Sect."


As Geom Mugeuk was coming out of the Heavenly Demon Hall, someone appeared before him. "Young Cult Leader!" It was none other than Seo Daeryong.

"My right arm! Have you been well?" Geom Mugeuk greeted him warmly. Seo Daeryong ran over with a bright smile.

"I must have debated a hundred times whether or not I should visit the Heavenly Demon Hall to greet you."

"You should have come."

"You've become the interim Cult Leader, so I felt like I shouldn't go for some reason."

Seo Daeryong looked up at the Heavenly Demon Hall. The magnificent hall, guarded by the giant stone statue of the Heavenly Demon Soul, was intimidating to behold.

"How could I? It's a scary place just to look at."

At that, Geom Mugeuk gave him a suspicious look. "That's not the real reason, is it?"

"What do you mean, it's not?"

"Weren't you too busy with Young Lady Dan to remember me?"

Seo Daeryong's face turned slightly red, as it wasn't untrue. He spent every free moment he had with Dan Ah.

The Dan sisters were all busy. The second sister, Dan Bi, worked hard as an executive martial artist of the Sanzu River Hall, while the youngest, Dan Yeon, monopolized all the affection in the Ghost Shadow Squad.

The eldest, Dan Ah, had visited the Flower Sword Supreme for a swordsmanship lesson and had since devoted herself to her training.

Then, late at night after Seo Daeryong's work was finished, they would meet to nurture their love. Because they only met for brief moments amidst their busy schedules, that time was all the more precious.

"Does just thinking about it make you happy?"

Instead of answering, Seo Daeryong just grinned foolishly.

He was so happy to have a woman who was on his side.

"It's a good time in life."

"And yet, Young Cult Leader, you've never even experienced such good times yourself." Seo Daeryong shrugged.

"Finally, I have something where I've beaten you, Young Cult Leader!"

"Is it really winning, I wonder?"

"Don't say things like that with such a scary, meaningful expression!"

The two of them looked at each other and laughed. Seeing Seo Daeryong always lifted Geom Mugeuk's spirits.

"Is something going on these days?"

"Why do you think so?"

"I'm the right arm attached to your torso, Young Cult Leader, aren't I? I just know."

Was that really how he knew? In the past, they would have already had drinks at the Alluring Inn several times by now. As the years passed, everything changed, including people and situations.

However, Seo Daeryong was trying his best to slow that change. His reason for seeing Geom Mugeuk today was to block that wave of change with his entire being.

Even if everything else in the world changes, I don't want my relationship with the Young Cult Leader to change! I want to continue living a life where I have someone I would willingly give my life for.

How could Geom Mugeuk not know his heart? That was precisely why he could tease him like this.

"Now that my right arm has grown a heart, should I start thinking about detaching it?"

"I'm sorry, but even if that right arm grows not just a heart but a whole set of limbs, it's not coming off!"

Only after they exchanged such jokes did Geom Mugeuk speak honestly to Seo Daeryong.

"My brother has left the Cult."

This fact was a top secret that not even the Director of Sanzu Hall knew yet.

"Did he take on a dangerous mission?"

"I don't know. That's why I'm more worried."

If it were a confirmed dangerous mission, he could respond accordingly. This uncertainty was what weighed most heavily on a person's mind.

"Should I go out and assist the First Young Lord?"

"You find my brother difficult, don't you?"

"It's not just difficult. He's scary. The First Young Lord is."

"And you'd still go?"

"Because you're worried, Young Cult Leader. If a quick-witted person like me is by his side, I'm sure I'll be of help."

If it was truly for the Young Cult Leader, he could even travel with the First Young Lord. What couldn't he do?

"You have someone to protect now, so you should start looking after yourself."

Sensing that the words were not a joke but held sincere meaning, Seo Daeryong flinched.

"We haven't even properly started yet, and I already have to be careful?"

"Is happiness ever given so easily? When you gain one thing, you have to give up another. Look at me. I got the position of interim Cult Leader, and now I'm riddled with anxiety, right? Wrinkles are popping up all over this handsome face. Look, a new one is rushing over right now."

Just then, the Strategist from the All-Knowing Hall came running. "New information has arrived. I think you'll have to come with me."

As he walked away with the Strategist, Geom Mugeuk looked back at Seo Daeryong, who was watching him with a worried expression.

After he regressed, he had told his father.

I am going to be happy.

He remembered what his father had said in response.

If you are to walk this path, do not even think of happiness.

You were right, Father. Back then, I boasted that I would be happy, but the stronger my martial arts become and the deeper my relationships with people grow, the more I feel how difficult this path is. I also realize that it's easier to boast when you have nothing. Still, just as I have always done, I will find a way.

Geom Mugeuk said loudly to Seo Daeryong, "I'll go see the Elder soon. Let's have a drink then!"


"The Head Escort who delivered the goods to the Black Hand Sect is dead. Fortunately, the First Young Lord is unharmed."

Geom Mugeuk felt relieved at Sama Myeong's report and broke the frozen atmosphere with a joke.

"Didn't I tell you my brother is mean? He should have saved the man after catching him. He just dodged by himself."

Even though he knew it was a joke, Sama Myeong did not laugh.

"A counterfeit Blitz was used this time as well. The culprit committed suicide on the spot."

Both pieces of information were serious. This counterfeit was a Blitz as powerful as the genuine article.

What if that Blitz had been fired at his brother? Furthermore, their opponent was an organization that made its assassins commit suicide.

Sama Myeong cautiously suggested, "Will you send more support?"

Geom Mugeuk's deepened gaze turned to the Headquarters on the map, where Demon Supreme flags of various colors were stuck. His gaze fell upon the golden flag among them, the one that symbolized the Demonic Buddha.

If he sent support now, his brother would be furious. It was a matter of his brother's pride. The one person who could best appease that anger would likely be the Demonic Buddha.

"No, there's no need for that."

Even if the Demonic Buddha were to go, it should be to gather medicinal herbs, not to help.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the Changsha region on the map. Next to his brother's flag was a green one, the Demon Supreme flag of the Poison King.

The image of the Poison King, with twelve poison pouches strapped to him, superimposed itself over the flag. The Poison King had walked out of his own world, the Thousand Poisons Forest, and was now standing in the outside world. Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone how strong a person he became when he did that. Yes, he had to trust him.

"If the Blitz had been aimed at my brother, it would have melted before the trigger was pulled."
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Sama Myeong could tell. A green flag was currently waving in Geom Mugeuk's heart. He had an absolute faith in the Poison King. Their special bond was an enigma that even the brilliant Strategists of the All-Knowing Hall could not decipher with their analysis.

"Where is Hyung's next destination?"

Sama Myeong looked at the topographical map and replied.

"The First Young Lord's next destination is the Black Hand Sect in Yueyang."

A subordinate Strategist placed a slip of paper, with 'the Black Hand Sect' written on it, over the location of Yueyang.

Without any specific order from Sama Myeong, the Strategists of the All-Knowing Hall began to independently gather and classify data on the Black Hand Sect. It was a true demonstration of the jianghu's finest intelligence organization at work.

Sama Myeong was already familiar with the basic information regarding the Black Hand Sect.

"The Black Hand Sect is one of Hunan's most infamous dark path sects. They have expanded their organization through all manner of evil deeds and are now a power that ranks among the top ten of Hunan's dark path sects. It appears their attempt to buy the counterfeit Jingeuk was to eliminate their rivals and take control of Hunan's dark path."

"What kind of man is their leader?"

"The leader of the Black Hand Sect is named Hwang Pae, a dark path practitioner to his very core. His greed for wealth is so strong you could say he's obsessed with money. Since he was born and raised in the harsh underworld, he has never once backed down from an enemy. In the Hunan murim, he's seen as a madman. He's likely the type who won't even fear our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk then offered an unexpected response.

"That will actually make it easier for Hyung to handle him. The man's greed will be a useful weakness to exploit. And if the opponent gets on his bad side, Hyung's true personality will emerge. Everyone just doesn't know it. Hyung has the worst temper in our Cult! You're all being fooled right now!"

Geom Mugeuk's voice resounded throughout the strategy room.

Others might have frowned, assuming he was speaking ill of his brother behind his back. However, Sama Myeong and the Strategists present knew better than anyone. They were aware of how hard Geom Mugeuk had struggled not to kill that foul-tempered brother of his.

"Please send all information and data on the Black Hand Sect to Hyung as fast as possible."

"I understand."

Geom Mugeuk stood up from his seat.

"I'll be going now."

"Take care."

Sama Myeong bid him farewell with a polite, clasped-hands greeting.

"But it's late at night. Aren't you leaving, Strategist?"

"There is a place to sleep here. I sleep there during emergencies."

"You mean your office?"

"No. There is also a lodging with a bed."

It seemed there was a place to sleep within the All-Knowing Hall. Geom Mugeuk had always met him in the strategy room or his office, so he was unaware such a place existed.

"May I take a quick look?"

"Of course."

Sama Myeong led Geom Mugeuk to the Strategists' quarters.

There were rooms where the regular Strategists could rest, and a separate room had been prepared for Sama Myeong. It was more spacious and comfortable than Geom Mugeuk had anticipated.

"The Cult Leader had it newly decorated for me shortly after I became the Head Strategist."

He considered that perhaps it was around that time his father had started to truly trust Sama Myeong.

"Do you sleep here often?"

"Originally, I only slept here during emergencies. But these days, I sleep here often."

"You're getting on in years. You should be sleeping at home."

Sama Myeong's house was on the cult's grounds, but he would be alone in that large house even if he went. This place was more comfortable. He could not, however, offer that as his reason.

"As I've mentioned before, I am benefiting greatly from the heart technique the Cult Leader taught me."

He had spoken with Sama Myeong several times and had even shared drinks with him at the Alluring Inn. Yet, he did not actually know much about him. His house, for example. He had a house within the Cult, but he had never once visited it.

Geom Mugeuk himself had maintained a distance out of consideration for Go Wol, and Sama Myeong also refrained from discussing his private life.

"Don't you have any hidden liquor?"

Sama Myeong had once said that he, too, could drink like a fish in his younger days.

Geom Mugeuk had said it as a joke, but Sama Myeong retrieved some liquor from a cabinet.

"I sometimes have a glass when I can't sleep."

Sama Myeong poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk.

"You should have a glass too, Strategist."

"I don't drink when we're on alert."

Sama Myeong poured cold tea from a kettle and took a sip.

"Is it always on alert like this when I'm outside?"

"To be honest, an even higher level of alert is issued."

Right. An alert was issued even when Hyung went out, so of course it would be for the successor being outside.

Whenever he returned, Sama Myeong always treated him calmly, but now he understood that behind the scenes, he had been enduring this long, drawn-out tension. Just looking at the piles of documents stacked on the desk against the wall told him. He could see how Sama Myeong's peaceful smile was forged.

"I'm sorry."

"What are you talking about? This is naturally my duty."

"No, I'm saying sorry in advance. When Father comes out of his seclusion training, I might go wandering around again."

Sama Myeong gave a faint smile at Geom Mugeuk's half-joking comment. Geom Mugeuk felt a desire to do something for the Head Strategist who was suffering because he was stuck with a bad Young Cult Leader.

"Strategist, is there anything you want to do? Ah, besides unifying the murim."

Sama Myeong's smile deepened at Geom Mugeuk's addition.

"Not particularly."

"Anywhere you'd like to go?"

As if to say there was nowhere, Sama Myeong quietly shook his head and drank his tea.

"Then what was your childhood dream? Surely it wasn't to be the Head Strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, was it?"

Sama Myeong briefly recalled his childhood. He felt as though there were many things he had wanted to do. But surprisingly, he could not quite remember what he wanted to become or what he wanted to do.

"I don't remember well, but perhaps it was to be the Head Strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"

This time, Geom Mugeuk laughed at Sama Myeong's joke.

"If you can't remember, it's because you've used your head too much taking care of our Cult."

This time, Sama Myeong asked about Geom Mugeuk's dream.

"What was your dream, Acting Cult Leader? Besides becoming the successor."

"There was nothing besides that."

Sama Myeong asked in surprise at Geom Mugeuk's reply.

"Nothing?"

"Yes. Why are you so surprised?"

In his life before regression, he truly had no dream. The competition with his brother that began at a young age meant his only desire was to become the successor. After that, he lived solely with the goal of regressing. As for a dream after regressing?

"I just thought that as the Acting Cult Leader, you would have had many dreams."

"You probably felt that way because I talk a lot."

Geom Mugeuk drained his cup and rose from his seat.

"I'll stop bothering you and really be on my way now."

"I will see you tomorrow."

Sama Myeong followed him out to see him off. When Geom Mugeuk looked back from the entrance, Sama Myeong was not returning to his quarters with the bed but was walking back to the strategy room. The alert here would continue until the flags that were out returned to the cult's grounds.


Hwang Pae, the leader of the Black Hand Sect, was angry. He was always angry, but today he was exceptionally so.

"So? You still haven't found the goods?"

"No."

The subordinate who answered so curtly was one of Hwang Pae's limbs, Myeong Gwi. If the one reporting had been any other subordinate and not Myeong Gwi, a palm strike would have already flown and smashed his head.

However, he could not do that to Myeong Gwi, of all people.

It was Myeong Gwi who had built the Black Hand Sect into what it was today. Myeong Gwi's martial arts were even superior to those of the leader, Hwang Pae. The reason he pledged loyalty to Hwang Pae was because of the grace of saving his son.

Five years ago, a group of mercenaries had raped and killed Myeong Gwi's wife. They were about to kill his young son when Hwang Pae, who happened to be passing by, killed the mercenaries and saved the boy. Since that day, Myeong Gwi had become Hwang Pae's limb and pledged his loyalty.

"It's not that the bastards who sold the goods staged this themselves?"

This time, they had secretly agreed to pay a large sum to purchase the hidden weapons. But on the very day they took possession of the goods, they were stolen by someone. Whoever it was, they must have known about the deal in advance and waited for an opportunity.

"We haven't paid them yet, so how could that be?"

The sellers said they would receive payment for the goods later. If they had intended to steal the goods from the start, they would have taken the money upfront.

"Is it those bastards from the Great Light Sect then?"

The Great Light Sect was another dark path sect that competed with the Black Hand Sect for interests in the Hunan region. Just then, Myeong Gwi quietly raised a hand to get Hwang Pae's attention and then spoke softly toward the door.

"Who's there?"

The door then opened, and a man appeared.

"I've come for the money."

The man wore a bamboo hat pulled down low, hiding his face, but his low voice carried a rough and domineering aura.

Myeong Gwi sent a telepathy message to Hwang Pae.

[Be careful, he's no ordinary man.]

One could tell just from the fact that he had infiltrated this far, avoiding the eyes of the subordinates.

Hwang Pae gave a slight nod and then asked the man in the bamboo hat.

"What money are you talking about?"

"If you received the goods, you should pay the money."

The man walked over and sat down opposite Hwang Pae.

"We didn't receive the goods."

"The Changsha Escort Agency said they definitely delivered the goods to you."

Hwang Pae's eyes turned fierce. The fact that he had to pay money without even receiving the goods made his anger surge. Of course, if he were the type of person to meekly hand over money in a situation like this, he wouldn't have survived this long in the rough world of the dark path.

"What if I say I can't pay?"

The man then said softly.

"Since you didn't receive the goods, you must not have had a chance to test the hidden weapons."

He raised his hand and aimed it at Hwang Pae. A Jingeuk was already in his hand.

"Would you like to become a test subject yourself?"

"......"

Myeong Gwi's sword was halfway out of its sheath. He too was ready to cut down his opponent in an instant.

"No matter how fast that sword is, it can't be faster than this."

Even with the Jingeuk aimed at him, Hwang Pae was not intimidated.

"If this bastard kills me, cut off his arms and legs, peel all the skin from his torso, and put him in a salt barrel."

Hwang Pae's bravado was backed by the belief that the man would not shoot as long as he had not been paid. Indeed, the man did not fire the Jingeuk.

"Bring me the one who first made the deal with us."

"Why him?"

"If there's no money, a life must be paid as the price. I'll at least collect the life of the one who first called us."

He said it as if that was their rule.

Hwang Pae inwardly rejoiced. He had been thinking of haggling down the price, but if he could substitute a subordinate's life for it, he would gladly accept. It was the very moment Hwang Pae was about to order his subordinate to be brought in.

"......"

Myeong Gwi, who had been silently watching the man until then, opened his mouth.

"You're not one of the people from that place, are you?"

Hwang Pae looked at Myeong Gwi with a surprised face.

"This man is not someone who would serve as a subordinate and go around collecting money."

The instinctive sense of crisis that Myeong Gwi felt from his opponent was something he had never experienced in his entire life.

"Take off your bamboo hat!"

The man then slowly took off his bamboo hat. The person revealed from under the bamboo hat was none other than Geom Muyang.

He had used the fact that the sellers of the counterfeit weapons had agreed to be paid later to disguise himself as one of them.

What Geom Muyang needed to find out from the Black Hand Sect was how they came to know the sellers of the hidden weapons and in what manner they conducted the transaction. There was surely someone in the Black Hand Sect who handled the practical side of things.

This was a plan based on the information that Hwang Pae was a man crazy for money. The man would surely offer up a subordinate instead of money. Geom Muyang had thought it was an easier and more certain method than beating the information out of the madman.

But Myeong Gwi had seen through him, realizing Geom Muyang was not someone who would go around collecting money. The fact that he recognized him despite the disguise of the bamboo hat and the fierce, rough aura showed that Myeong Gwi's judgment of character was extraordinary.

Geom Muyang returned the words he had just heard right back to Myeong Gwi.

"You're not the type of person to be a subordinate to someone like this, either."

The moment his eyes met Geom Muyang's, Myeong Gwi knew.

This is not someone I can face.

On the other hand, thinking he had been ignored, Hwang Pae roared.

"You bastard, who are you?"

Geom Muyang placed the Jingeuk he was holding on the table and asked.

"Who were you planning to kill after buying our goods?"

Hwang Pae, who had been momentarily dazed, shot to his feet.

"The Demonic Cult!"

This reaction was a confession that he knew the goods he was trying to buy were the hidden weapons of the Demonic Cult. A heavy silence flowed.

A single, cold phrase flowed from Geom Muyang's lips.

"Sit down. Don't look down on me."

Geom Muyang now revealed an aura on a completely different level from the one he had shown before. The cold chill in his eyes made Hwang Pae feel suffocated.

If he intended to kill me, he wouldn't have disguised himself in the first place, right?

He judged that acting tough would be to his advantage.

"Just because you're from the Demonic Cult, you think I'll be scared..."

PWAAAK!

Hwang Pae's head snapped mercilessly to the side. Geom Muyang's fist, which had flown in without him knowing when or how, had struck his face.

"......"

In the instant that Myeong Gwi drew his sword.

"Don't."

At Geom Muyang's single word, Myeong Gwi's body froze. A powerful demonic qi pressed down on him, rendering him unable to move.

Hwang Pae spat out a shower of broken teeth and shouted.

"Kill this bastard!"

He was the type who had to act on his temper first, to hell with the Demonic Cult or anything else. The next moment, Hwang Pae's body flew through the air. Geom Muyang had thrown him through the door.

"......"

Hwang Pae, who had crashed through the door and tumbled across the courtyard, shot back up and shouted. This time, he shouted at the subordinates filling the courtyard.

"Kill that bastard!"

But no one moved.

"What are you doing, you sons of bitches!"

For a moment, Hwang Pae flinched in surprise. He thought they were his subordinates, but unfamiliar martial artists were staring at him. They were none other than Branch Manager Ho Myeong and the elites of the Changsha Branch.

Behind them, his own subordinates were kneeling on the ground. A few who had charged without recognizing their opponents had been beaten so badly their faces were mangled beyond recognition.

The Black Hand Sect may be a prominent dark path sect in Hunan, but how could they possibly stand against a Branch Manager of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and his elite subordinates?

Seeing Hwang Pae, one of his subordinates instinctively tried to stand and rush forward.

PUUK!

A Branch martial artist standing behind him nonchalantly plunged a sword into his neck.

Watching him collapse while spewing blood, the Black Hand Sect martial artists all bowed their heads in unison. They had lived their lives not knowing true fear. They, whom no one dared to make eye contact with on the streets, had met their match today.

Even in this situation, Hwang Pae gritted his teeth.

"So what if you're the Demonic Cult? Go on, kill me! I dare you to kill Hwang Pae in this land of Hunan! Do you think the Evil Alliance will just stand by if you touch us!"

He would have killed me already if he intended to. With this one belief, he held out to the end. He acted even tougher because his subordinates were watching.

Geom Muyang, who had been watching the rampaging man with an indifferent gaze, turned his head to look at Myeong Gwi.

"I hear you lost your family to mercenaries?"

Myeong Gwi was startled by the sudden mention of that incident. In other words, it meant they had investigated him before coming.

"We looked into it and..."

Just then, Hwang Pae cut off Geom Muyang's words and shouted. "What do you want?"
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The sudden change in Hwang Pae's behavior plunged the area into silence. As the man who had been rampaging like a madman abruptly calmed down, everyone's gaze focused on him.

Only then did Hwang Pae realize his mistake. After spewing a stream of curses, he had asked, "What is it you want?" A moment ago, however, he had been so genuinely startled that his heart had nearly leaped out of his mouth.

Hwang Pae roared as if he had misspoken, attempting to revert to his original demeanor.

"I asked you what you want!"

Geom Muyang, on the other hand, remained as impassive as ever.

"The person who made the deal with them."

Hwang Pae blinked for a moment, then urgently called for someone.

"Gu Yong! Where is Gu Yong!"

He was the one who had orchestrated this deal.

Gu Yong served a role similar to a general manager in the Black Hand Sect. He had a good nose for money and frequently brought in profitable ventures. This time, he had presented an unexpected opportunity. It was a chance to purchase the Demonic Cult's hidden weapons, which were designated as forbidden weapons in the murim.

The fact that they were Demonic Cult weapons was concerning, but that was also what made them so tempting.

Hwang Pae's deliberation was not long. Although it required a fortune as dear as blood, it was a post-payment deal, so there was no worry of being cheated out of the money.

Above all, with those hidden weapons, dealing with the experts of the Great Light Sect would not be difficult. If they assassinated them one by one, it would only be a matter of time before they became the number one dark sect in Hunan.

He had pursued this venture with such grand dreams, only for it to become such a mess. It was all because of this bastard.

"Gu Yong, aren't you going to come out?"

He searched urgently, but Gu Yong was not among the kneeling martial artists.

Hwang Pae ran over, pulled one of his subordinates to his feet, and shook him by the collar.

"Where is Gu Yong?"

"I don't know."

Hwang Pae grabbed another man and shook him, but he didn't know either.

Just then, another subordinate from the back spoke up.

"He went to the Hwayeongru to drink."

In that instant, Hwang Pae's eyes practically rolled back in his head.

"That crazy bastard!"

This whole mess happened because of him, and he went to a brothel to drink? The sun hadn't even set yet.

He slapped the cheek of the man he was holding by the collar for no reason and shouted.

"Go find him right now! Hurry!"

As he was screaming, Branch Manager Ho Myeong raised a finger to his lips in a shushing gesture.

Hwang Pae's expression crumpled.

This bastard is gesturing with his finger instead of speaking?

However, the words couldn't escape his lips. Ho Myeong and the Demonic Cultists standing around him were staring at him with utterly indifferent eyes, looking as if they might suddenly rush forward and hack him to pieces.

Damn the Demonic Cult bastards!

He was known for charging in like a madman without a care for his own life when he fought, but in this moment, his madness was selective. He wasn't scared when fighting the dark sect thugs who spewed curses while bleeding profusely, but seeing these men who would stab someone to death without a second thought, with those indifferent eyes, terrified him.

"Get up."

Ho Myeong helped the man who said Gu Yong had gone to the Hwayeongru to his feet. Then, he personally took four subordinates and followed him. The fact that he was moving himself showed just how important this matter was.

Hwang Pae looked at Geom Muyang again.

It felt like it would be easier to talk to this man, who appeared to be the leader, than these butcher-like thugs.

Hwang Pae's bravado had waned.

"When Gu Yong arrives, take him. Then we'll consider today's events null and void, and I won't report it to the Evil Alliance."

This was Hwang Pae, a man who would cut off someone's ankle if they stepped on his foot on the street. Yet here he was, with several of his teeth broken, saying he would let it go.

"Fine."

When Geom Muyang readily agreed, Hwang Pae felt a sense of relief inwardly.

He made a promise in front of his subordinates, so he won't go back on his word.

He glanced over at Myeong Gwi. Myeong Gwi, who had been standing as if lost in thought, felt the gaze and looked back at Hwang Pae.

Hwang Pae gave him a nod, his expression saying 'just bear with it'. He tried his best not to look awkward.

A short while later, the ones who had gone to get Gu Yong returned. But Gu Yong did not come with them.

Ho Myeong reported to Geom Muyang with a grave expression.

"The man named Gu Yong was found stabbed to death in a tavern."

Geom Muyang's gaze turned cold. They had come straight from the escort agency, running without rest, but the enemy had acted one step ahead of them.

"This is really pissing me off."

With that single phrase, the demonic qi flowing from Geom Muyang's body made the surrounding air cold and heavy.

Ho Myeong could feel that Geom Muyang was truly enraged. While Ho Myeong and the Branch martial artists held their breath, the impatient Hwang Pae stepped forward, even though it was a moment when he absolutely should not have.

"Gu Yong's death isn't our fault. So please leave. Keep your promise!"

As Hwang Pae emphasized the promise, Geom Muyang strode towards him.

Startled, Hwang Pae instinctively drew upon his inner arts. However, his qi center was already suppressed. When Geom Muyang had thrown him into the courtyard earlier, he had sealed his inner arts.

Half out of his mind, he hadn't even realized his inner arts were suppressed.

PWAAAK!

Geom Muyang's fist slammed into Hwang Pae's face again. Hwang Pae was sent flying and rolled on the ground. As he pushed himself up, three or four more broken teeth fell from his mouth. When he opened it, his front teeth were clearly gone.

"If you mess with us..."

He was about to say that the Evil Alliance wouldn't just stand by, but Hwang Pae couldn't finish his sentence. The gaze of Geom Muyang, who walked up and looked down at him coldly, was terrifying beyond measure.

Then, words that Hwang Pae could never understand flowed from Geom Muyang's lips.

"This is all because of my younger brother."

"......"

Geom Muyang kicked him in the face, and Hwang Pae collapsed to the ground again as if he'd been slammed into it. This time, his nose and cheekbones were broken. Hwang Pae let out a pained groan.

"A guy like you thinks he can just shout at us."

Geom Muyang walked towards him again.

"We've never once been kind to this murim."

As Geom Muyang raised his foot as if to smash his skull, Hwang Pae screamed for his life.

Geom Muyang, who had been looking down on him like an insect, lowered his foot and then looked at the kneeling martial artists of the Black Hand Sect.

"Is there anyone who knows about this deal?"

None of the Black Hand Sect martial artists opened their mouths.

At that, Geom Muyang spoke coldly.

"Kill them all."

Upon his command, Ho Myeong and the Branch martial artists drew their swords without hesitation.

"Please spare us!"

Screams and pleas erupted, but the martial artists mercilessly raised their swords.

Just as they were about to annihilate the Black Hand Sect.

"I know!"

One person shouted. It was the same man who had earlier reported that Gu Yong was at the brothel. His name was Seok Su. He was friends with Gu Yong.

"I heard about this deal."

Geom Muyang raised a hand to stop his subordinates. The swords that were about to pierce the Black Hand Sect martial artists stopped in unison behind their necks.

Ho Myeong pulled Seok Su aside, and the martial artists surrounded him on all sides, protecting him.

"What did he tell you?"

It was at that very moment. One of the martial artists who was kneeling with his head bowed suddenly shot to his feet. In his hand was a Blitz.

"Block it!"

Ho Myeong shouted, stepping in front of Seok Su. He knew he couldn't block the Blitz at this distance, but Ho Myeong did not retreat.

Just as the Blitz was about to be launched.

SHWIIIIIIIIK.

A flash of sword light glinted and cut through the air.

SEOGEOK.

The sound of flesh and bone being severed was heard.

TEOLSSEOK.

The arm of the man who was about to fire the Blitz was cut off and fell to the floor.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike. The fastest sword form of the Soaring Sky Sword Art was unleashed by the hands of Geom Muyang, who had achieved complete mastery.

PAK PAK!

Ho Myeong rushed over and suppressed the paralysis acupoint of the man whose severed arm was spouting blood, then pressed the acupoints on the stump to stop the bleeding.

"Hehehehe."

Despite his arm being severed, he was laughing like a madman. It was the same as the man who had committed suicide at the escort agency.

PAK PAK!

Ho Myeong quickly pressed his muting and sleeping acupoints as well. As the man collapsed, the Branch martial artists formed a circle around Seok Su and the fallen man, remaining vigilant.

Ho Myeong shouted at the kneeling men.

"Everyone, strip!"

Ho Myeong strode over and stabbed a hesitating man in the chest. At that, the remaining men stripped in an instant. Fortunately, none of the naked men were carrying hidden weapons.

Before leaving, Geom Muyang spoke one last time to Myeong Gwi.

"What's the point of blaming the one who deceived you? You're the idiot for being deceived."

The moment he heard those words, a chill ran down Myeong Gwi's spine, and a tremor went through his entire body.

In fact, Myeong Gwi had felt something was suspicious when Hwang Pae's demeanor had changed earlier. Hwang Pae had been so startled that he cut him off when he mentioned investigating his wife's death.

And in this moment, he knew. He knew that Hwang Pae was the one who had plotted and carried out that incident in the past. That it was a scheme to win him over.

Myeong Gwi approached Hwang Pae. With his broken teeth and collapsed nose, his appearance was a wreck.

"Was it your doing?"

"What kind of crazy talk is that?"

Hwang Pae's agitated voice trembled. More than the butcher-like Demonic Cultists, more than the Demonic Cult expert who had beaten him, this was the most terrifying moment of his day.

"I willingly became your swordsman."

For five years, he had dedicated his loyalty to him. He didn't like his actions, but he wanted to repay the grace of saving his son. However, as time passed and he learned more about Hwang Pae, a single suspicion grew.

This was not a man who would step up for others. He was a man who tormented, stole from, and killed others. So why, on that day, did he kill the mercenaries and save his son?

PWAAK! PAK! PWAAK!

Myeong Gwi's fists slammed into his face repeatedly.

"Speak! Was it you?"

Hwang Pae grimaced in pain and said.

"It hurts. Stop."

Blood streamed from his mouth and nose. But the punches didn't stop.

PEOK! PWEOK! PEOK! PEOK!

He couldn't endure the emotional blows any longer, if only because of the pain. Hwang Pae had a gut feeling. No matter how much he denied it, Myeong Gwi was going to kill him. And if he was going to die anyway?

"Why are you making such a fuss, believing that bastard you just met? Then again, you believed me like an idiot when I said I saved you."

At his words, which were a confession of his own deeds, Myeong Gwi's face contorted.

"What's so great about some wench? I've treated you so well all this time. You ungrateful bastard."

Myeong Gwi asked with a cold gaze.

"Then why did you spare my son?"

"You idiot, that's how I kept you tied down!"

He added with a grin on his ruined face.

PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK!

Myeong Gwi's sword tore through his body.

Yes, the man was right. That was the reason he couldn't leave Hwang Pae, despite the unidentifiable sense of unease and suspicion. He was worried about his young son. The worry that his son might be endangered if he got caught up in a fight had suppressed his own doubts.

Myeong Gwi stood up, his blood-drenched sword dripping, and looked at Geom Muyang.

"You're right. I was the idiot for being deceived. If you're going to kill me, then kill me."

He was worried about his son, but he was glad that he could at least die after getting his revenge.

Geom Muyang looked at him, then turned away without a word.

As he was about to leave with his subordinates, Myeong Gwi called out urgently from behind.

"Are you just leaving?"

"And if I don't?"

If it had been his younger brother, he would have sorted things out somehow before leaving. He might have even punished those whose evil deeds had gone too far. However, Geom Muyang wasn't interested. Depending on the situation, he could kill them all, or he could leave them alive.

Meddling in these insignificant lives was the job of his nosy younger brother.

"If you hadn't revealed the truth, I would have been used by that filthy man for the rest of my life. Thank you."

He bowed his head respectfully.

"I didn't reveal the truth. That man revealed it himself."

Myeong Gwi wore a puzzled expression, wondering what he meant.

Geom Muyang didn't elaborate and walked outside.

There were no records of that incident from five years ago. He had only brought it up to test the waters, but Hwang Pae had gotten scared, caused a scene, and brought about his own downfall. If Hwang Pae knew this, he wouldn't be able to rest in peace even in death.

In any case, since Myeong Gwi was the one who killed Hwang Pae, this incident was unlikely to cause a dispute between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance.

Geom Muyang never once looked back as he left the place, and Myeong Gwi kept his head bowed in a respectful clasped hands greeting until he was completely gone.


After leaving the Black Hand Sect, Geom Muyang and the Branch martial artists arrived at the nearest branch office.

"Find out everything they know, even if you have to torture them. Don't hold back."

"Yes, I understand."

At Geom Muyang's command, the martial artists took the two men they had brought with them to the branch's interrogation room.

Next, he gave an order to Ho Myeong.

"Send urgent mesenger pigeon to all other Branch and offices in Hunan and gather the elites."

Today's events made it clear. The enemy was a much more meticulous and larger organization than he had thought.

Geom Muyang recalled the man who had laughed like a madman even after his arm was cut off. Hwang Pae was a fake madman, but that man was a real one. To deal with men like that, they also needed to be properly equipped with troops.

"Tell the Branch and offices to have them wear all the stockpiled bodyguard armor before sending them out."

"Yes, I understand."

Ho Myeong, who had answered vigorously, carefully added.

"But if we do that, the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance will become tense."

This matter had nothing to do with his younger brother. No matter how close a relationship his brother maintained with the heirs of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. Beyond his personal anger at having almost killed his own brother with his own hands, this was an official mission to capture those who had forged our Cult's hidden weapons.

"There's no need to explain every detail to the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. Don't expect them to understand. Just tell them this." Geom Muyang added curtly. "The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is in the middle of an operation."


Chapter 617: I'll Leave This Murim to Hyung for a While

"He said they approached him first."

Seok Su, a friend of Gu Yong who managed the counterfeit hidden weapons trade for the Black Hand Sect, confessed everything he knew without even being prompted.

Seok Su was terrified. He never dreamed that a day would come in his life when he would be dragged away by the Demonic Cult for an interrogation. Gu Yong had been stabbed to death in a brothel, and the man who tried to use the hidden weapons earlier had clearly intended to kill him as well.

The image of that man laughing like a lunatic even after his arm was severed was unforgettable.

"'We have some weapons from the Demonic Cult, are you interested in buying?'"

The person seated before Seok Su was Branch Manager Ho Myeong. The matter was too significant to be left to his subordinates, so he had taken charge of the interrogation himself.

Seok Su grew even more tense. He realized from what he had witnessed earlier that Ho Myeong held a high position.

"'They gave Gu Yong money to seal the deal.'"

Ho Myeong, who had been listening in silence, finally spoke.

"How much?"

"He didn't say the exact amount, but it seemed like he received several thousand taels. He was in such a good mood that he went to Hwayeongru and bought a lavish round of drinks."

Ho Myeong did not fully believe his words.

The most crucial task now was to discern whether the man before him was fabricating a story to save his own life.

Just because he's scared doesn't mean he won't lie? Not a chance. Having lived his entire life as a member of the Demonic Cult, he had seen many people. Even terrified people lie well. He had seen men lie with a straight face while clutching a stab wound and shedding streams of tears.

One should never underestimate a human's will to live.

"Tell me about the one who gave you the money."

"It wasn't a man."

"What?"

"He said it was a woman."

That was unexpected, even for Ho Myeong. A woman had approached them?

"Tell me everything you know about this woman."

"I only know that it was a woman. That's all I know."

Instantly, Ho Myeong's voice dropped, turning cold.

"Then why did you claim to know about this matter?"

Seok Su was flustered.

"I thought this much would be useful information."

"A woman gave him a lot of money? How am I supposed to find her with just that information?"

An aura as cold as his voice emanated from Ho Myeong's eyes.

"You thought you could just say something vague and get away with it. You tried to deceive us."

"No, no!"

Waving his hands frantically, Seok Su looked as if he was about to burst into tears with his innocent-looking face.

However, Ho Myeong knew exactly what kind of people the members of the Black Hand Sect were. They were leeches who sucked the lifeblood out of others.

Ho Myeong took a small bottle from his robes and placed it on the table in front of him.

"Drink it."

Seok Su asked, terrified.

"What is this?"

"A truth serum."

Seok Su had heard of it. A truth serum that, once consumed, would make one's mind hazy and compel them to answer any question asked. He also knew it had side effects. If you were unlucky, you could go mad, and sometimes, you could even die.

"Please, spare me!"

Seok Su's face turned pale.

"If I have to force you to drink it, you'll die even if you confess."

With a trembling hand, Seok Su reached for the vial.

I have to remember. Please.

Seok Su desperately tried to recall what Gu Yong had said that day. They had met and exchanged some lewd jokes. Then they went to Hwayeongru together.

Ah, right. While drinking with the courtesans, he had said a few more things about it. What did he say then?

His desperation finally created a miracle. He put down the truth serum he was about to drink and shouted.

"Ah! That's right! He said the woman had a burn mark on the back of her hand."

He remembered Gu Yong saying it was a shame she had a burn mark on her hand because her face was pretty and her figure was good. That's what the bastard had said while holding a courtesan's hand.

"A burn mark?"

"Yes, he definitely said it was a burn scar. I'm sure of it."

Seok Su watched Ho Myeong with hopeful eyes. He thought that since he had remembered something important, he wouldn't have to drink the truth serum.

Ho Myeong's eyes and voice softened as he said to him.

"I understand, so drink up."

These damn bastards of the Demonic Cult!


A quarter of an hour later, Ho Myeong emerged from the interrogation room. Behind him, Seok Su could be seen. He was still sitting in the chair in a dazed state.

The investigation was in full swing.

Ho Myeong headed to another investigation room, a short distance from the one he had just left. The investigation of the armless assassin was underway there. The assassin was completely out of his mind, so a normal interrogation was impossible. Since torture was also ineffective, the focus was not on learning who was behind him, but on figuring out the method used to brainwash him.

Geom Muyang was watching from the back with his arms crossed.

Ho Myeong approached cautiously and reported.

"The broker was a woman with a burn mark on the back of her hand. Considering his testimony under the truth serum was the same, it seems to be true. I will relay everything we've heard to the All-Knowing Hall and have them find the woman."

It would be like finding a needle in a haystack with just that, but it was a lead nonetheless.

Just as he was about to turn and leave, Geom Muyang spoke up unexpectedly.

"That woman, she might work in a smithy."

Why would she work in a smithy? Ho Myeong, who had been puzzled, belatedly realized something.

"Ah! Because of the burn!"

Geom Muyang nodded at Ho Myeong's words. He often worked with the smithy at the Headquarters. Because of that, he had encountered many people who worked there. For those who handled iron and fire, burns were a common occurrence.

"I will relay that she might work in a smithy."

Ho Myeong looked at Geom Muyang with a renewed sense of admiration. Once you heard it, the connection seemed obvious, but it was not easy to link the two just from hearing about it.

"The number of women working in smithies is relatively small, and if she has a distinctive feature like a scar on her hand? Perhaps the All-Knowing Hall might be able to find her. If they do, it will be thanks to you, First Young Lord."

It was not flattery, but genuine admiration.

Just what kind of person was the Second Young Lord to have defeated such a First Young Lord and become the Young Cult Leader?

Just then, a martial artist who had been examining the armless man's body finished his inspection and turned to them. He was an expert in this kind of technique among the Branch martial artists mobilized for this case.

"It seems to be a technique where a command is planted in the subconscious, allowing the person to live normally until a specific condition is met, at which point they only carry out the command."

This meant that the reason this man, who had been kneeling, suddenly turned into a madman was because the specific condition of Seok Su trying to reveal the secret had occurred.

"Furthermore, once the technique is activated, they immediately lose their reason and are driven to suicide."

This meant that if his paralysis acupoint had not been quickly suppressed after his arm was severed, this man would have killed himself.

"The skill of the one who planted this technique is extraordinary."

The counterfeit hidden weapons were made to be nearly identical to the real ones, and now this technique. These were not people who were simply trying to make money by selling fakes.

"To find out exactly what technique was used, we'll have to transport him to the Headquarters for analysis."

Geom Muyang looked at the man laughing in the interrogation room.

"Is there any chance of him returning to normal?"

"With a technique of this level, only the one who cast it can undo it."

"Then it can never be undone."

The one who used a technique that controlled people like puppets and then made them commit suicide would never willingly release them.

SHIIIIK.

A single streak of sword light from Geom Muyang pierced the ambusher's heart, killing him instantly.

"We'll be seeing plenty of people under this technique from now on. And..."

Geom Muyang said as he walked out of the room with a cold gaze.

"I'll hear what kind of technique it is from the caster himself."


Geom Mugeuk opened the massive doors and stepped inside. A vast square spread out before his eyes. It was filled with ninety-nine enormous bookshelves. On those shelves were countless peerless secret manuals that would stir the hearts of martial artists.

This was the Heavenly Demon Archives, the very place where he had once obtained the Four Strides of the Wind God.

"Father! I've come in here without your permission! I might just mess this place up. I'll sit wherever I want and eat food and everything. So come out quickly!"

Having become the Acting Cult Leader, he could now freely enter places that once required the Heavenly Demon's permission. Of those many places, the first he entered was the Heavenly Demon Archives.

Geom Mugeuk walked between the bookshelves, pulling out books from here and there. He was not choosing carefully, but rather picking out books that caught his eye.

There were books on the principles of martial studies, advice from masters for actual combat, the history of the murim's unorthodox factions, and the fundamentals of martial arts in general. There were manuals explaining qi and acupoints, methods for balancing the body, how a martial artist should use their body, and basic offense and defense. There were methods for predicting an opponent's movements and finding their weaknesses, and ways to operate and apply true qi.

He chose some books because he liked the titles, others because he was fond of the calligraphy on the cover, and some simply because he wanted to read them. In this way, he selected over twenty volumes.

TAK!

With a snap of his fingers, his surroundings changed into a green field.

"......"

A large desk and chair appeared in the middle of the field. With another flick of his hand, a cool, gentle breeze began to blow.

Geom Mugeuk had activated the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Space Secret Art now granted him seven times more time than the outside world. It had only been six times when he faced the Sword King, meaning he had made progress since then. Now, one shichen outside was seven shichen in here.

You're the only one I can count on!

Geom Mugeuk stacked the books on the desk and began to read. They were of various kinds, but one thing was certain. These were all carefully selected books, worthy of being shelved in the Heavenly Demon Archives.

Geom Mugeuk read them one by one.

The reason for this reading session was this. Geom Mugeuk had told Sama Myeong he had anxiety, but the greater source of his anxiety, even more than his brother, was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which had reached the eighth stage. His current achievement was incomparably faster than any previous Cult Leader, but Geom Mugeuk was not satisfied with it.

The transition from the eighth to the ninth stage is the crux.

It felt like standing before a massive, insurmountable wall.

If I overcome this wall, there will be an even bigger one. First, I have to get past this one.

Geom Mugeuk decided that the way to overcome this wall was to read the books in the Heavenly Demon Archives. Until now, he had overcome his hurdles through grueling training, repeating the Nine Calamities Demonic Art over and over. At other times, he had broken through with life-or-death combat. He had also advanced through his father's teachings.

And this time, he intended to break through by diligently reading the martial arts manuals here.

Why this method, of all things? It was a pull of instinct. His father entering seclusion training, and him becoming the Acting Cult Leader, allowing him free access to this place, if that was not fate, what was?

There was one more reason. Since meeting the Sword King, he had found himself thinking more and more about the fundamentals of martial arts. The process of creating a martial art by applying the Yellow Dragon Sword Technique had likely had a great influence on him.

Geom Mugeuk trusted his instincts. Just as craving meat was a sign that the body needed the nutrients in it, if he now wanted to read all sorts of books on martial arts, it must be because this was the time he needed it.

Geom Mugeuk read with a relaxed mind. He did not read with the intention of gaining something specific. If a book became too boring, he would simply close it and move on to the next. What content could possibly be difficult for someone of Geom Mugeuk's level? He read through every book smoothly, without any hindrance.

One shichen, two shichen, three shichen... seven shichen.

How long had he been immersed in his reading? From outside, the voice of Cheokyeon, the head of the bodyguards, was heard.

"A message has arrived from the All-Knowing Hall."

At that, Geom Mugeuk's surroundings began to change.

SWOOOOOSH.

The countless bookshelves of the Heavenly Demon Archives reappeared around him.

Geom Mugeuk picked up the books he had brought out from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and started walking.

WHIRL. WHIRL, WHOOSH.

The manuals floated into the air and flew off in different directions. The books slotted back into their original places. It might have seemed like a simple trick, but simultaneously shelving books with telekinesis was a divine skill not found in any of the martial arts manuals here.

Geom Mugeuk stepped out of the Heavenly Demon Archives.

Cheokyeon relayed the news from the All-Knowing Hall.

"The First Young Lord is gathering elite martial artists in Hunan."

It was a report that the situation there was serious, but Geom Mugeuk smiled instead.

"Looks like those bastards really pissed off my brother."

It was actually reassuring that his brother was on edge. At least he would not be careless.

"And he only sent word to the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is in the middle of an operation."

Geom Mugeuk laughed cheerfully at the report.

"If Father were here, he would have really liked this."

Father, your favorite eldest son is turning the murim upside down. If he teased his father about this, he would surely look at him and flash that characteristic sneer of his. And he would have greatly enjoyed the news about his brother.

"My brother is my brother, but I'm just too hungry to care. Since I'm out, I should grab something to eat before I go back in."

Cheokyeon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a strange expression. Geom Mugeuk had eaten just one shichen ago before going in, yet he was already this hungry again.

Another good thing about being the Acting Cult Leader. He could eat meals prepared by the cook of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"The thing I envy most about Father isn't the Heavenly Demon Vault or the Heavenly Demon Archives, it's you, Cook!"

And so, he was able to see the bright smile of the Heavenly Demon Hall's cook for the first time in a long while.

Geom Mugeuk ate his fill and even packed some food the cook had made for him before heading back into the Heavenly Demon Archives.

Geom Mugeuk chose books from the shelves. This time, too, he did not choose carefully. He picked them according to his mood. It did not matter. He planned to read every book in the Heavenly Demon Archives before coming out anyway.

Father, I'll leave this murim to Hyung for a while and undergo seclusion training in the Heavenly Demon Archives.


Chapter 618: I'm Worried He'll Handle It Too Well

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Yueyang branch was in a state of continuous tension.

When the First Young Lord first arrived leading the elites of the Changsha Branch, everyone believed it was just a passing wind. He might have been stopping by on some urgent business. In the life of a demon, how could a wind not blow occasionally? It was fine, so long as you were not swept away by it.

However, the wind only continued to blow.

The very next day, martial artists from the Pingjiang branch arrived. Since they were nearby, their situation was well known. The strongest martial artists from the Pingjiang branch had come, having even opened their armory to don protective gear.

Beginning with them, all the elites of Hunan started to gather.

The elites from the Yiyang branch arrived, soon followed by the martial artists from the Mount Heng Branch. A certain individual who was said to be doing very well in the Mount Heng Branch lately also appeared, and they could even see the face of the monstrous newcomer from the Yongxing County branch.

Elites from other Branches and their sub-branches arrived one after another.

Only then did they realize the truth. This was not merely a passing wind but a typhoon, and their Yueyang branch was situated in the eye of the storm.

And today, a piece of news finally arrived from within that typhoon.

Ho Myeong entered Geom Muyang's room with hurried steps.

"Word has come from the All-Knowing Hall. They say they've found the woman from the smithy with the burn on the back of her hand."

Even if the number of women working in a smithy was small, there had to be more than one or two such women in the entire Central Plains. Nevertheless, the All-Knowing Hall had produced results.

Geom Muyang did not question the findings. If they said they found her, then she had been found.

Geom Muyang shot up from his seat.

"Let's go."

Seeing Geom Muyang's reaction, ready to depart and capture her immediately, Ho Myeong wore a troubled expression.

"However, the place the woman belongs to..."

Ho Myeong carefully continued, "She's part of the Murim Alliance Headquarters smithy."

"!"

Geom Muyang's expression hardened. The most troublesome name they could possibly deal with had just been mentioned.

Ho Myeong relayed the rest of the information from the All-Knowing Hall.

"The woman's name is Gwak Yeong, and she's twenty-seven years old. She is one of the three master artisans at the Murim Alliance Headquarters smithy."

"A master artisan at twenty-seven?"

To become a master artisan at the Murim Alliance smithy at such a young age, especially as a woman, meant she possessed not only talent but had also put in an extreme amount of effort.

But she made a counterfeit?

She had even met Gu Yong directly to sell the item. These were details he could not comprehend.

"It's been confirmed that she was away from the smithy around the time she met Gu Yong. The problem is, they say they lost track of her after she returned to Wuhan. It's presumed that news of the Black Hand Sect affair over here has reached her."

Judging by her actions, it seemed certain she was the woman they were searching for.

"So, we'll have to go to Wuhan after all."

Ho Myeong could not offer a reply to Geom Muyang's words, which were muttered as if to himself.

The place where the Murim Alliance Headquarters was located. Wuhan was truly a forbidden territory for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Furthermore, even with advance notice, leading the elites of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult into Wuhan was impossible. The Murim Alliance would never permit such an operation.

"I will enter Wuhan alone."

There was a reason for such a decision.

"With all the elites gathered here, they won't expect me to enter Wuhan by myself."

"Absolutely not," Ho Myeong stated firmly.

"Is there another way, then?"

Of course, there was no other way. Even so, sending Geom Muyang there alone was completely out of the question.

"Then at least allow me and my subordinates to accompany you."

Ho Myeong stared at Geom Muyang with eyes that showed he would never back down.

"If you're going to go alone, you'll have to cut us down first."

Geom Muyang gazed out the window for a moment, lost in thought, before soon nodding his head in permission.

"Alright. Then let's inform only the branch chief here and slip out quietly."

This meant they would not tell any of the other martial artists who were present. They had to tell the branch chief, however. If a search began because the First Young Lord had disappeared, rumors would spread quickly.

"Understood. I will find a way for us to leave secretly."

Then, Geom Muyang gestured for him to come and look out the window. Ho Myeong walked over and stood beside him, looking outside.

A line of carts and wagons was arriving to deliver goods.

As the number of people residing there increased, the number of people coming and going naturally increased as well. To feed so many people, they had to purchase a great deal of cooking ingredients and food, and they also needed more people for washing dishes and cleaning.

Therefore, carts and wagons transported food and people several times a day.

Ho Myeong understood Geom Muyang's meaning.

"That's right. They don't pay much attention to the outgoing wagons."

While incoming carts were searched thoroughly, the empty carts and wagons that were leaving were not inspected with the same rigor.


A few days later, a large wagon approached Wuhan.

"We'll be arriving in Wuhan soon."

Crowded in the rear cargo bed were Geom Muyang, Ho Myeong, and the elites of the Changsha Branch. They had removed their martial arts uniforms and were now dressed as common laborers. Some were shirtless, while others were disguised as old men with wrinkles and beards. The wagon was disguised as if it were transporting workers to a construction site in Wuhan.

They were more nervous than they had ever been. Although they were the elites of their Branch, they had no experience carrying out an operation right in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

Instead of reassuring his subordinates, Ho Myeong emphasized the danger.

"As you know, this mission is extremely dangerous."

It was truly a life-or-death mission.

"We'll have to face two types of enemies. The ones who made the counterfeit, and the people of the orthodox sects."

In some ways, the masters of the Murim Alliance were more dangerous than the scoundrels who created the counterfeit. How many Murim Alliance masters held a grudge against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

Crucially, since they had not informed the Murim Alliance about this, there would be no excuse if they died at their hands. Furthermore, this was an operation with none other than the First Young Lord.

"Our mission is singular. To follow the First Young Lord's orders and to protect the First Young Lord."

Ho Myeong looked at Geom Muyang and declared forcefully, "We will serve you well so that we can all escape safely."

He omitted the part about them all dying for him. Ho Myeong's loyalty was genuine.

Geom Muyang gazed at the approaching city of Wuhan and replied indifferently, "I won't be returning on this road alone."


When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted his head to look out the window, something was floating through the air, flying toward him.

Startled, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon saw that the object floating and flying before his eyes was a book.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon caught the book. A peculiar light flashed in his eyes as he checked the title, and he immediately began to flip through the pages and read.

"Hey, what are you going to do if the book is poisoned? Why did you just catch it and start reading like that? You even lick your fingers when you turn the pages sometimes."

The person who emerged from the distant darkness, falsely accusing him of licking his fingers, was Geom Mugeuk.

Without even looking at Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned a page and said, "Dying while reading a book wouldn't be so bad."

Geom Mugeuk shouted happily and ran into the room.

"Elder! I missed you!"

As Geom Mugeuk rushed in for a hug, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up and showed his respects with a formal clasped-hands greeting.

"Greetings to the interim Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been rushing forward, stopped awkwardly.

"Why are you being like this? Between us."

"Do you have any orders for me, interim Cult Leader?"

"It's me, me! The handsome Young Cult Leader who brushed off the other seven Demon Supremes begging me to visit them first after I returned from my excursion, just to rush over and see you, Elder. You're really too much!"

Only then did the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression soften, and he sat back down.

"Too much? You're the one who's too much, only coming to greet me now."

"Isn't that why I brought a gift? It's the book you wanted to read, right? It just so happened to be in the Heavenly Demon Archives."

The book he brought was a collection of essays left by a master of old. He had read all the other books the master had left, but this was the only one he had not been able to obtain.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, his eyes still fixed on the book, said, "Don't you know you're not supposed to take books out of there?"

"And yet you're reading it so diligently."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon quickly turned another page.

"Because this is the only chance I'll have to read it."

"No, please read it slowly. It's a gift."

"You're giving this to me?"

"When you say something like that, you should be looking at me!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze was still on the book.

"Aren't I the Cult Leader?"

"But it's a book that can't be given without the Cult Leader's permission?"

"The interim Cult Leader."

"Then I'll change the rules. Aren't interim rules still rules? And this is also rude to my father. 'I have a book I want to read, so please let me check if it's in the Heavenly Demon Archives.' What's so hard about saying that, that you didn't even mention it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon read the book without a word. His special relationship with his father was likely something that could not be easily explained with words.

"I hear you've been cooped up in the Heavenly Demon Archives lately?"

"I'm reading with the thought that if not now, when?"

"A good attitude."

A satisfied smile formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips.

"My decision to read books this time is purely because of you, Elder."

"Because of me?"

"Didn't I learn the joy of reading after meeting you, Elder?"

"You haven't even read that much. You always dozed off after a few pages."

Geom Mugeuk continued, pretending not to hear. "Ah, our Elder is so strong because he reads so many books. That's why he's so cool. If I read a lot of books too, maybe I can break through this wall I've hit in my martial arts?"

Since that was something he truly believed, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon even nodded as he said, "No matter how high the wall, if you stack books like a staircase, you can eventually reach the top."

He meant to step on those books and overcome the wall.

"If you can't climb it, it's because you haven't read enough books."

"I'll probably be the first Young Cult Leader to try and reach the next stage of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art through books."

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "That's why your Nine Calamities Demonic Art will be the strongest."

When Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he was still looking at the book.

This time, when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon peeked up at him, Geom Mugeuk was looking at the bookshelf.

"There are a lot of books I haven't seen before."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon might have taken his words as flattery or a joke, but his influence was truly a big reason why Geom Mugeuk had decided to enter the Heavenly Demon Archives.

Geom Mugeuk took out this book and that from the bookshelf and examined them.

How much time passed like that?

"Take this book back."

"Why? I told you it's a gift."

"That's enough. I'll ask the Cult Leader for it later."

Geom Mugeuk sent him a suspicious look.

"You've already finished it, haven't you?"

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinch, Geom Mugeuk pressed his attack.

"Of course you should have finished it. A little while ago, you were only half-listening to me because you were reading, right? Right? You didn't even look at my face once, did you? Didn't that book have a subtitle like this? My Young Cult Leader, Traded for a Book!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally broke into a wide smile. He had read a good book after a long time, and it was so enjoyable to trade jokes with Geom Mugeuk like this.

Just then, Cheokyeon's report came from outside.

"Strategist Sama requests your presence at the All-Knowing Hall."

Until now, he had delivered news directly about what had happened. But a summons to the All-Knowing Hall meant something had come up.

"Elder, I'm leaving. I'll see you later then."

"Take the book!"

Geom Mugeuk caught the book that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon carefully sent with telekinesis, tucked it into his robes, and disappeared from sight.

After he left, as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was about to sit down again, he saw a book he had not seen before lying where Geom Mugeuk had been.

As if anticipating he would not accept it, he had even prepared a note.

[Our Cult won't be ruined just because one poetry collection disappears from the Heavenly Demon Archives.]

That book was also one the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been unable to obtain and read. It was a book he had wanted even more than the one from before.

Geom Mugeuk had remembered this book, which he had only mentioned in passing someday.

"You're still the same, even as the interim Cult Leader."

He probably would not change even if he became the Cult Leader.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat down with a deep smile and began to read the book. This time, he started turning the pages very slowly. He even licked his finger once.


Geom Mugeuk had already heard the news that his brother was heading to Wuhan.

The reason Sama Myeong had summoned him today was because others were also heading to Wuhan.

A flag was placed on the topographical map. The character written on the flag was Han (寒), meaning cold. A master represented by a flag from the All-Knowing Hall signified a master of incredible skill.

"The Cold Moon Warrior is on his way to Wuhan."

The Cold Moon Warrior was a master of the orthodox sects who had lost his family to demons in the past. Thus, he was a man who held a deep grudge against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Coincidentally, after the First Young Lord left for Wuhan, he also headed for Wuhan."

It could be a coincidence, or it might not be.

If it were only this, he probably would not have summoned Geom Mugeuk.

"The Cold Moon Warrior is a person of interest to our Cult, so we have been constantly tracking his movements. However..."

A new flag was placed on the topographical map. This time, it was Byeok (碧), meaning blue.

"In the course of investigating another matter, we coincidentally discovered that the Blue Mountain Swordsman is also heading to Wuhan."

He too was a master of such caliber as to have his own unique flag. The problem was the timing. Of all times, just as the First Young Lord was heading to Wuhan, two renowned masters of the orthodox sects were heading there.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened.

"If they're going because of my brother, then there must be someone behind the scenes who can move at least two flags."

He did not know how those two masters were connected to the mastermind of this affair, but they were masters representing the orthodox sects regardless. Even if they attacked, they were not people who could just be killed recklessly. Especially not in Wuhan.

Sama Myeong said cautiously, "At least two."

What if other masters that the All-Knowing Hall had not identified were to join them?

"Please order the First Young Lord to return."

He was likely saying this because his intuition as a Strategist was bad.

"My brother won't come back."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Sama Myeong. Even in this situation, Sama Myeong was not trying to send him out. Then again, the more dangerous the situation became, the more he would try to keep him from going.

Even though he had not asked to be sent, Sama Myeong spoke first and firmly.

"You can't."

Geom Mugeuk nodded obediently. He knew well that Sama Myeong considered the duty of protecting the heir of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult more important than any other mission.

In truth, it would be a matter for consideration even if Sama Myeong asked him to go. For him to go when the danger had not been clearly identified? That was a poor strategy. It would be a choice to ignore his brother's pride and his brother's request, solely to save his life.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the green Demon Supreme flag on the topographical map. Sama Myeong's gaze naturally followed.

"Are you worried that the Poison King won't be able to handle it?"

"No, I'm worried he'll handle it too well."

Sama Myeong also knew what that meant and nodded silently.

What if a situation unfolded where the Poison King carried out a massacre in Wuhan? After all, the most powerful deterrent to war in the murim was now at the very front line.

Both the Poison King and his brother were very hard-line people. People who would never break. Someone was needed to act in their stead.

"Please relay this situation to one person."

And so, the news was delivered to one person.

A short while later, the Strategist who had gone to deliver the news on Geom Mugeuk's orders returned.

He returned and placed a new flag on the topographical map. The flag of the one his brother trusted most, the one who understood his brother best. It was a golden flag.

"The Demonic Buddha departed for Wuhan a short while ago."


Chapter 619: Why Did You Make It Without Our Permission?

The Demonic Buddha was speeding toward Wuhan. He had decided he must go after hearing the information sent from the All-Knowing Hall.

The Cold Moon Warrior and the Blue Mountain Swordsman were the opponents. They were foes that First Young Lord would have difficulty handling. The Demonic Buddha knew very well that the Cold Moon Warrior's grudge against their Cult was as deep as the sea.

Just then, a shout came from far behind him.

"Wait a mooooment!"

Hearing the familiar voice carried on the wind, the Demonic Buddha stopped his movement arts.

SHIIIIIIIIII.

The person who had rushed forward as fast as light and landed behind him was Geom Mugeuk.

"You're so fast for someone with such short legs."

"Now that you're the Acting Cult Leader, you're openly making personal attacks."

"Sitting on the throne makes one arrogant. Everyone, kneel!"

Although their conversation was filled with negative words, the expressions on their faces were bright as they looked at each other.

"What is it?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

"I gave you a job, so I should at least see you off properly."

"You didn't chase me down because I was leaving without paying my respects to the Acting Cult Leader, did you?"

"Of course! You know the nature of power so well! No matter how many statues you carve, the Blade Demon is the very incarnation of the lust for power."

The Demonic Buddha scoffed. He felt that Geom Mugeuk was deliberately provoking him. It was like telling him to carve statues to sell, a way of saying he should return to his old self and seek power again. He should be vibrant, not sink into despair.

"I came to ask a favor."

Geom Mugeuk unwound the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. He was now passing the same silk he had shared with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon to a new person.

"Please, wrap this around Hyung's heart."

The Demonic Buddha accepted the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. He had not initially believed Geom Mugeuk's claim about fighting for the succession while also saving his brother. But now, he believed him.

He thought that perhaps something like this had been wrapped around First Young Lord's heart even back then. Something invisible, yet more powerful than what he now held, had protected his heart.

The Demonic Buddha's gaze shifted to the Black Demon Sword. There was still some Top-Quality Heavenly Silk left on its hilt.

Looking at it, the Demonic Buddha suddenly asked a question.

"What about me?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud, as if he had heard a joke.

The Demonic Buddha, however, was not smiling.

"Is First Young Lord's heart the only heart that matters?"

"But you don't need something like this, do you, Demonic Buddha?"

"I'm a person who bleeds when stabbed, too. Did you think gold dust would pour out of me instead of blood?"

"It wouldn't look cool for a Demon Supreme to wrap himself in this."

"Have you never given it to another Demon Supreme?"

"......"

"I knew it. You just don't want to give it to me."

In the end, Geom Mugeuk pretended to give in, unwinding the rest of the silk and handing it over.

"You're not even going to use it, so why are you taking it?"

"I will use it."

"You'll never use it, Demonic Buddha!"

"We'll see."

If he had given it all from the start and said, 'Half for Hyung, and half for you, Demonic Buddha,' the Demonic Buddha would have surely said he did not need it. That was why he deliberately employed a reverse psychology tactic. It was unclear whether the Demonic Buddha had guessed his intention and played along.

The Demonic Buddha looked at the leather pouch Geom Mugeuk carried on his back and spoke.

"Looks like you brought that for me, too. Hand it over."

He was incredibly perceptive. Inside the leather pouch were three sets of protective armor from the Heavenly Demon Vault. One was a smaller set intended for the Demonic Buddha.

"Why three sets?"

"If you happen to meet him, please give one to the Poison King, too."

The Demonic Buddha stared at Geom Mugeuk with a look that said, 'There's no way you don't know.'

"That man won't wear it."

"Yes, he'll probably refuse."

"Then why?"

"Some might think I'm sending the Demonic Buddha because he's close to my brother, but that's not why I asked you."

"Then what is it for?"

This was Geom Mugeuk's view of the Demonic Buddha's true value.

"To make the impossible, possible. It's what you do better than anyone else."

After looking at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, the Demonic Buddha slowly began to wrap the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around both of his wrists.

"You're not sending me because of your brother, are you? And it's not to make the Poison King wear armor, either."

He had perfectly grasped Geom Mugeuk's intentions.

"You want me to stop that man, the Poison King, don't you?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk offered an affirming smile.

If the Cold Moon Warrior, who harbored a deep grudge against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, went on a rampage, the Poison King would eventually have to intervene. The moment someone let their guard down due to his youthful appearance and spouted nonsense, a crucial principle would be broken. The principle of not angering the Poison King.

If things went badly, a war could erupt.

"Because only you, Demonic Buddha, can stop the Poison King."

"Why me?"

He had been expecting a grand reason.

"Because you're the king of collecting poisonous herbs, aren't you, Demonic Buddha?"

The Demonic Buddha could not help but laugh at the unexpected reason.

The playful look on Geom Mugeuk's face vanished. He bowed his head respectfully.

"I'm sorry for asking such a difficult task of you."

Having finished wrapping the silk, the Demonic Buddha slung the leather pouch onto his back. It was large enough to cover his entire body, since the Demonic Buddha was short.

"Now that you're the Cult Leader, the first thing you do is give me baggage."

"Because it's a burden only a little giant can carry."

"If only you couldn't talk."

The Demonic Buddha turned and started running again.

Geom Mugeuk stood there, watching until he had completely disappeared. To be honest, watching was harder than going out to fight himself.

However, even if anxiety made sleep impossible, one must watch when it is time to watch. Like a parent's heart for their child, we grow when we learn to stand on our own. The opponent, and even the one who was watching, will grow.

Geom Mugeuk turned in the opposite direction from where the Demonic Buddha had disappeared.

"Well then, shall I go finish the book I was reading?"

In a flash, Geom Mugeuk's figure became a dot and vanished.


The carriage carrying Geom Muyang's party moved slowly through the central streets of Wuhan. They were disguised as construction workers, sitting huddled in the cargo bed of an old carriage while observing the surrounding area.

They saw a middle-aged martial artist striding by with a long sword, his robes fluttering. An old man sat in a tavern, stroking his white beard and sharing a drink. Young martial artists with youthful faces laughed and chatted happily. Murim Alliance members in uniform passed by with fierce gazes. Everyone they saw was from the orthodox sects.

In the distance, the magnificent buildings of the Murim Alliance Headquarters were visible, along with a giant stone statue of a martial artist that symbolized a righteous warrior.

Ho Myeong did not show it, but he was tense inside. He had only heard about this place, but this was his first time actually seeing the Murim Alliance Headquarters. It was the same for the subordinates who had come with him.

It was not just the people. The countless large and small sects they saw along the way were all orthodox sects that followed the Murim Alliance. If a fight broke out, martial artists from these sects would pour out from all directions. They were truly passing through dangerous territory.

The place they arrived at was a manor. It was not in a remote area but just off the marketplace. Other houses were packed tightly beside it, and the market was a short walk away.

From this location, the magnificent buildings of the Murim Alliance Headquarters looked even larger. It was, in short, right under the Murim Alliance's nose.

Everyone got out of the carriage and entered the manor. Inside, they saw that parts of the buildings were collapsed, as if workers had been called for repairs.

"Welcome, welcome!"

The person who greeted them was the owner of the manor.

"I plan to fix this place up nicely."

He was also a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall.

"Now, now, let's go inside and rest today. We'll start work tomorrow."

The All-Knowing Hall had purchased this manor and made it appear as if new construction was beginning. This was to ensure that Geom Muyang and the Branch martial artists, who arrived disguised as workers, would not arouse suspicion. Indeed, the All-Knowing Hall spared no support for Geom Muyang.

Once the manor gates were closed, the Branch martial artists surveyed the area, checking over the walls and even the rooftops. After confirming there were no watching eyes, they retrieved the swords and armor hidden in the carriage floor and went inside.

Inside the building, the middle-aged man finally introduced himself.

"I am Hwa Yin from the All-Knowing Hall. It is an honor to host such a distinguished person."

Normally, martial artists from the All-Knowing Hall use code names, but he revealed his real name. Although his guest had lost the succession battle, he was of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline. That was why Hwa Yin, the one in charge of Wuhan, had come forward personally.

"I'll be in your care."

After Geom Muyang's brief greeting, Branch Manager Ho Myeong stepped forward.

"You said you lost track of Gwak Yeong?"

An unexpected answer came back.

"No."

At the word 'no,' not only Ho Myeong but all the other martial artists were surprised.

"Gwak Yeong returned to the smithy this morning."

Geom Muyang's expression hardened slightly as he listened. He should have been happy to have found her, but the fact that she had returned so brazenly on the day he entered Wuhan bothered him.

Ho Myeong felt the same way.

"It could be a trap."

Geom Muyang nodded at his words.

"Perhaps."

However, he could not back down, even if it was a trap.

That was not the only news waiting for them.

"There is something you should know. The Cold Moon Warrior is currently in Wuhan."

Geom Muyang flinched in surprise at the name. Before he could react, more bad news was delivered.

"And the Blue Mountain Swordsman will be arriving soon."

Ho Myeong quickly asked Hwa Yin, "Are they here because of our operation?"

"We are confirming that now."

Gwak Yeong had returned on her own, and two renowned masters from the orthodox sects were coming here. It felt as if a dragon's den was boiling over while the roar of a hungry tiger echoed from its lair.

Ho Myeong looked back at Geom Muyang. He knew that Geom Muyang was not the type to get scared and turn back, even if they were here because of them.

Indeed, Geom Muyang calmly asked Hwa Yin, "Where is Gwak Yeong's house?"

"Her residence is in the inner court of the Murim Alliance."

It seemed that as a master of the smithy, she had been specially provided a residence in the inner court. Not the outer court, but the inner court. Getting in would be nearly impossible.

"There is a teahouse that Gwak Yeong frequents. She often stops by for tea after finishing her work."

"Where is it?"

"It's a teahouse in the marketplace called Hyanghyang."

Hwa Yin had prepared more than just information. He opened a closet filled with various kinds of martial arts uniforms.

"You can't wear weapons in those clothes, so please wear these. These are the most common martial arts uniforms you'll see here in Wuhan."

He also gave them new identities.

"If you need to reveal your identity, say you are disciples of the Sword Worshipping Sect, an orthodox sect in Hunan."

The Sword Worshipping Sect was also a front for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"The disciples of the Sword Worshipping Sect are currently out to tour the Murim Alliance Headquarters, following their Eldest Senior Brother."

Hwa Yin brought a piece of paper with names written on it and gave each of them their new name. If someone were to check with the Sword Worshipping Sect, they would be told that these disciples had gone to tour the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

"Thank you for your consideration."

Everyone began to change into the martial arts uniforms.

"Don't forget to wear the protective armor under your clothes, all of you."

After taking care of his subordinates, Ho Myeong was bothered that only Geom Muyang did not have protective armor. He could not just give Geom Muyang the one he was wearing, as armor issued to a regular martial artist was not fit for the First Young Lord. While he thought it would be fine since his martial arts were so strong, he still wished he could give him something better if he had it.

A short while later, they quietly slipped out through the manor's back door.


Geom Muyang was drinking tea alone in Hyanghyang. The rest of the martial artists were scattered across the tavern opposite, the roadside, the alleyway, and an adjacent building, monitoring the surroundings. They had taken their positions one by one with extreme caution.

Today was really more of a reconnaissance mission. He had not expected to meet her on the very first day.

[It's her!]

He lifted his head at Ho Myeong's telepathic message and saw a woman entering the teahouse.

A large burn scar was on the back of the woman's hand. It was impossible to miss. She made no attempt to hide the scar, having rolled up her sleeves instead. The woman who confidently revealed her scar was, as he had heard, beautiful in face and figure.

After entering the teahouse, Gwak Yeong looked around, deciding where to sit. Just then, her eyes met Geom Muyang's.

Gwak Yeong's eyes crinkled into a smile, and she gave a slight nod of her head.

Geom Muyang could not tell if she smiled because she knew who he was, or if it was just a polite greeting after their eyes met by chance. In any case, one thing was unexpected. Her aura was brighter than he had imagined.

Just then, Ho Myeong sent a telepathic message to Geom Muyang from outside.

[There doesn't seem to be anyone following or ambushing her.]

Geom Muyang also raised his ki to check but did not sense any particular danger from the other customers inside.

Did she really come to drink tea alone? If so, all that remained was to subdue her and take her away. A carriage was already prepared outside for her transport.

However, Geom Muyang was cautious. The fact that things were going so smoothly made him even more wary.

Gwak Yeong sipped her tea, watching the people passing by outside. Her gaze was deep, her thoughts unreadable. A group of men passing by saw her and bowed in greeting. She greeted them back in a bright voice and waved. Judging by their muscular builds, they seemed to be men who worked at the smithy.

As she turned her head back from the window to drink her tea, she found Geom Muyang had already sat down across from her.

It was a startling situation, but she asked calmly, "Why did you sit down without asking for permission?"

Geom Muyang, on the other hand, came on strong.

"And why did you make it without our permission?"

His very first words revealed his identity and accused her. If she tried to scream or run, her vital points for movement and speech would be sealed before she could even try.

However, Gwak Yeong's reaction was unexpected. She leaned her upper body forward, bringing her face closer to Geom Muyang's, and said with utter confidence.

"Are you an idiot? Who asks for permission to make a counterfeit?"


Chapter 620: Why Look at the Sky on the Day You Die?

Who asks for permission to make a counterfeit?

Geom Muyang had not anticipated Gwak Yeong asking such a brazen question. He was even more flustered because she was correct.

"If the materials had been identical, you wouldn't have even known it was a counterfeit."

What is this? This audacity?

She was so different from what he had expected. This was a situation where she should be prostrating herself and begging for her life.

Is this a trap after all?

Geom Muyang calmly surveyed his surroundings again. He still could not find anything suspicious inside the teahouse.

Gwak Yeong lifted the teacup in front of her and took a sip. Her palms were covered in calluses and her hands were rough.

Not only were there burn marks, but there were also so many scars that it was embarrassing to call them a woman's hands. Her hands revealed her life story.

Sensing Geom Muyang's gaze, Gwak Yeong raised her hand so the back of it was visible to him.

"Scars of glory!"

She was proud of those scars.

"Thanks to these hands, many people were saved that day."

Gwak Yeong asked Geom Muyang.

"Do you have scars like these?"

When he remained silent, she found an odd reason for his silence.

"Are you perhaps angry because I called you a fool?"

At that, Geom Muyang finally opened his mouth.

"If I were angry, it would be because of the counterfeit you made."

"It's a world overflowing with fakes!"

Of course, that argument did not work on Geom Muyang. Instead, feeling his gaze grow colder, she avoided his eyes and lifted her teacup.

She took a sip of her tea and then looked out the window. It was the same scenery as always, but today it felt more vibrant.

Watching the people pass by, she lightly bit her lip. Her lips were trembling. Though she acted confident in front of him, she was just as afraid as she was confident.

She sighed as if talking to herself.

"They said I'd never get caught, so what's this?"

It seemed she had not known she would be meeting him here today. If that was the case, there was something he did not understand.

They were meticulous enough to eliminate even the witnesses. They were people who could summon the Cold Moon Warrior and the Blue Mountain Swordsman. So why would they leave her in such a defenseless state? She should be a more important figure than anyone else.

Still gazing outside, she asked.

"I'm in a lot of trouble, aren't I?"

The crime of making a counterfeit was not so light that she could afford to be this relaxed. If he did not have a reason to uncover the mastermind through her, she would already be dead. Even after he obtained the information, her life would hang by a thread.

Geom Muyang rose from his seat.

"Follow me quietly."

She did not get up from her seat.

"I haven't finished my tea yet."

Does she think she'll die if she's dragged away? Her hand trembled as she lifted the teacup.

It was at that very moment. Someone passing in front of the teahouse stopped and called out to her.

"Artisan Gwak!"

He was a middle-aged martial artist in the uniform of the Murim Alliance. A dozen or so martial artists followed him, all with nimble steps and sharp eyes.

The middle-aged man was none other than Commander Do Yinsu of the White Dragon Brigade, an elite organization of the Murim Alliance alongside the Green Dragon Brigade.

"Commander Do!"

Gwak Yeong stood up and spoke softly to Geom Muyang.

"What should I do? If I don't go, he'll come over here."

Without waiting for Geom Muyang's reply, she went outside.

"How was the sword I sent you last time?"

"It was excellent. How could anything made by Artisan Gwak not be good?"

Everyone acknowledged Gwak Yeong's skill, and they were all certain she would become the youngest head of the smithy.

There was a reason the White Dragon Commander was treating her so cordially. Every organization within the Murim Alliance tried to stay on good terms with the smithy. That way, they would be sent slightly better weapons than the other organizations.

The White Dragon Commander's gaze turned to Geom Muyang. He was a strangely eye-catching person.

"Who is that Master?"

Gwak Yeong looked at Geom Muyang. Her eyes seemed to say:

What should I do? Should I just reveal that you're from the Demonic Cult?

However, for some reason, unexpected words came from Gwak Yeong's mouth.

"He's my friend. A friend who has helped me a lot with my work for a long time."

Geom Muyang rose from his seat and greeted him with a polite clasped hands greeting.

"I'm Jang Hyeong from the Sword Worshipping Sect."

"Oh, so you are Master Jang."

At the mention of him being Gwak Yeong's friend, the wary look in his eyes softened. It showed just how much he was trying to get on Gwak Yeong's good side.

"I have more to discuss with the Commander. Friend, let's see each other again next time."

Geom Muyang nodded at her words. He had no choice but to let her go. He could not forcibly take her away with the White Dragon Commander and the White Dragon Brigade martial artists watching.

And so, Gwak Yeong left with the White Dragon Commander. Walking into the distance, Gwak Yeong looked back. After looking at Geom Muyang for a moment, she quickened her pace and disappeared.

As Geom Muyang left the teahouse and walked away, Ho Myeong quietly joined his side. He had also been watching Gwak Yeong use the Murim Alliance martial artists to escape.

"I'll inform the All-Knowing Hall that Gwak Yeong will go into hiding again. I'll tell them to set up a tight surveillance net so we don't lose her this time."

Then, Geom Muyang gave an unexpected reply.

"Gwak Yeong will not run away."

"Pardon?"

"She will probably come back tomorrow."

She ran away like that, and he thinks she'll come back tomorrow? Ho Myeong could not understand Geom Muyang's thinking.

"May I ask for your reasoning?"

It was Geom Muyang's intuition. A premonition that she would not just leave like this.

If he had to give Ho Myeong a reason.

"If the masterminds had intended to hide her, they wouldn't have had her come back."

However, they had done the opposite. She, who had vanished without a trace, had returned on the very day they arrived.


The next day, Ho Myeong was even more vigilant in guarding the area around Hyanghyang.

Through Hwa Yin of the All-Knowing Hall, he tried to grasp the movements of the Murim Alliance's masters and elites as much as possible. The Branch martial artists were on high alert. The peace, where nothing was happening, made them more anxious.

Geom Muyang entered Hyanghyang alone. He sat in the same seat as yesterday and ordered tea.

"You've come again."

The owner recognized Geom Muyang and greeted him warmly. According to the All-Knowing Hall's investigation, he was not a suspicious person. He was an ordinary person who had been running the teahouse here for a long time.

The All-Knowing Hall had been meticulous enough to investigate all the regulars. However, they could not find any customers to be wary of.

Geom Muyang sat alone, drinking his tea. Even as time passed, she did not appear.

Was my premonition wrong?

Perhaps it was. He might have misjudged, confused by her overly confident and bright demeanor.

Just as a full shichen had passed and Geom Muyang was about to get up from his seat.

[She has arrived.]

Ho Myeong's telepathy was transmitted. A moment later, Gwak Yeong entered the teahouse. This was the woman who had fled as if escaping yesterday.

This time, she came directly to the table where Geom Muyang was sitting.

"The quality of the iron that came in today was the best I've seen since I joined the smithy. We've truly never had iron this good come in."

She acted as if yesterday's escape had never happened, as if she were treating a real friend. She was even smiling brightly.

"Don't you know? Good things happen on days when good iron arrives. It's an old belief at the smithy."

"It's just a superstition."

Along with the chilly reply, Geom Muyang stared at her coldly and asked.

"Why did you come back instead of running away?"

He had expected it, but he was curious about the reason. Moreover, she had come alone again today. He scanned the surroundings more thoroughly than yesterday, but there were still no masters in ambush.

"Now that I'm on your radar, where could I possibly run?"

If this reason was sincere, she had made a smart choice. Just because she left like that yesterday, there was no way they would have missed her escape.

"Unless I hide deep in some mountain."

"You could save your life that way."

After ordering her usual tea from the teahouse owner, she said to Geom Muyang.

"My life isn't so precious that it's worth protecting by hiding in the mountains."

Her words were confident, yet tinged with sadness.

"And what would I do alone in the mountains? A life where I can't work at the smithy...!"

She did not finish the sentence, but he could tell she meant she would rather die.

"If you love your work this much, why did you do such a thing?"

She only fiddled with her teacup and did not answer. He could clearly sense there were some circumstances involved. It did not matter if she did not speak, as he would be interrogating her with a truth serum anyway.

"Let's get up now."

"I've only had one sip!"

However, Geom Muyang stood up first and left the teahouse. She gulped down the rest of her tea and followed Geom Muyang out.

A carriage was waiting in an alley near the teahouse.

"Let's walk."

"Who are you planning to meet to get away today?"

When Geom Muyang boarded the carriage first, she had no choice but to get on as well. It was a carriage with covered windows, making it impossible to see where they were going.

"I'd like to watch the outside as we go."

The carriage started moving, but Geom Muyang did not open the closed windows for her.

And a single, blunt sentence was delivered.

"You'll have a chance to see the sky once before you die."

After a brief pause, she replied.

"Why look at the sky on the day you die? You should look at the people."

Geom Muyang did not answer.

After a moment of silence, Gwak Yeong asked cautiously.

"Who are you?"

From the look in her eyes, Geom Muyang could tell. The woman did not know his identity. The mastermind had told her nothing.

Geom Muyang did not answer.

Presently, the carriage arrived at a manor. They had circled the outskirts several times to check for tails, but there was no one following them, nor anyone trying to protect her. She was completely alone.

It was at that very moment, as Geom Muyang opened the carriage door to get out.

"......"

Gwak Yeong pointed something at Geom Muyang. Surprisingly, what she held in her hand was a Blitz. However, it was not the counterfeit Blitz that Geom Muyang had seen before.

It was much smaller than that. A size so small it could be perfectly concealed in her palm.

"It's a Blitz that only fires one shot. I made this one too."

Since they were facing each other inside the carriage, the Blitz was aimed right at his face. However, Geom Muyang's expression showed no fear at all.

"I asked, who are you."

She had felt from the moment she first saw him that he was no ordinary member of the Demonic Cult. He did not feel like a butcher who chased down and killed those who made counterfeits. He was a man of few words, but she could feel a certain authority from him.

Even now, with a Blitz aimed at his face, he did not even blink.

"Are you going to kill me without even knowing who I am?"

A heavy silence fell.

"Why don't you shoot? All you have to do is twitch your finger."

Gwak Yeong's eyes trembled, while Geom Muyang's were calm.

"You've never killed anyone, have you?"

"Is that something to be proud of? Having killed someone."

She trembled, but tried to remain defiant.

"It may be my first time, but I can kill you."

"Then do it."

However, she did not fire the Blitz.

"I didn't take this out to kill you. I took it out to live."

Gwak Yeong slowly lowered the Blitz she had been aiming.

"I will bet my life and my fate on you."

Her gaze was incredibly tragic and determined.

"You said you don't even know who I am. What are you trusting to bet your fate on?"

Gwak Yeong stared at Geom Muyang and said.

"I'm not trusting you. I'm trusting myself. I'm trusting my choice."

Gwak Yeong stared intently at Geom Muyang. When they first met at the teahouse, she had bowed her head slightly toward him and smiled without realizing it.

It was not a smile she gave just because she made eye contact with a customer. The moment she saw him, there was a certain resonance that rose from deep within her heart. She could not explain what it was, though.

"Since I've spared your life, please grant me one request. After that, you can kill me. If you're a man of honor, promise me here and now."

Her eyes, prepared for death, spoke of her sincerity.

It was at that very moment.

WHIP.

The Blitz she had lowered was once again aimed at Geom Muyang. She, who was aiming the Blitz, was even more surprised. Her finger was moving on its own, about to pull the mechanism that fired the hidden weapon.

"No!"

She tried to turn it aside, but her arm would not move.

"Get away!"

She shouted, but the Blitz fired.

SHWAAK!

THWACK!

In that instant, Gwak Yeong squeezed her eyes shut. She knew very well that it was impossible to dodge at this distance. After all, she had made it herself.

Ah! What on earth just happened?

She had never intended to kill him. However, her hand had moved without her knowledge and fired the Blitz.

TSSSSSS.

The sound of something melting could be heard. She squeezed her eyes shut even tighter.

Then, a single phrase was heard.

"Open your eyes."

At the sound of Geom Muyang's voice, her eyes flew open.

Geom Muyang was sitting in the same spot. There was a hole right next to his head. It seemed her hand had moved at the last second and shot beside him. She had been too shocked and flustered to notice her hand moving.

She let out a huge sigh of relief and asked.

"What happened?"

Geom Muyang had moved her finger and arm with his will, as if using telekinesis. It was an easy task since they were so close and she did not know any martial arts. He had shown her directly that she could not have killed him even if she had tried.

Geom Muyang opened the carriage door and got out first.

"Stop talking about fate and get out."

Geom Muyang gave an order to his subordinate.

"Take her to the interrogation room."

Gwak Yeong let out an awkward sigh and got out of the carriage.

"Today was definitely a day when good iron came in."


Chapter 621: The Demonic Cult May Be Heartless, But...

The air was heavy and murky. Though it was called an interrogation room, it was in reality a torture chamber. Shackles and iron chains were suspended from the walls. On one side, a long desk displayed an array of torture instruments.

What purpose could so many iron needles of varying thicknesses possibly serve? There were also sharp saws, throwing knives, and a collection of other unsettling tools with unknown functions.

The brazier and branding iron placed next to the desk were clearly not intended for roasting sweet potatoes.

The moment Gwak Yeong saw these things, her entire body began to tremble uncontrollably. It was a kind of fear that willpower alone could not suppress.

She forced her gaze away, only for it to land on red stains covering the floor. A closer look confirmed her fear. It was blood.

No matter how strong her disposition was, staying composed in such an atmosphere was difficult. She could not shake the terror that she might be tortured, die a miserable death, and be buried somewhere in the backyard.

However, she soon slapped her own cheeks.

"Get a grip, Gwak Yeong! This is the path you chose."

She had not run on the first day she met that man, even when she could have escaped with the White Dragon Commander's help. She had not informed them about him either.

Returning to the teahouse to meet this man had been entirely her own decision. It was a conclusion she reached after a sleepless night of deliberation.

What was her reason?

When she had looked back while walking away with the White Dragon Commander, he had been watching her. His gaze was indifferent, revealing no emotion.

Perhaps it was that very expression. He could have justifiably shown irritation or anger, but he remained indifferent. It was a situation where his anger or laughter would have been equally unpleasant.

Just then!

KIIIIIIK.

The sound of the iron door creaking open startled her. Her heart pounded as if it would burst from her chest.

The thick iron door swung open, and two people entered. A flicker of disappointment crossed her mind. She had hoped he would be the one to walk in, but it was Branch Manager Ho Myeong and his subordinate instead.

"If you follow instructions, this won't take long."

At Ho Myeong's words, Gwak Yeong pleaded.

"Please bring me the man from before."

"He is a person of high status."

"Please bring me that person of high status. I'll tell him everything."

Gwak Yeong felt an instinctual warning that she should not speak to these men.

What would happen if she revealed everything to them?

They would simply take all the information and then kill her. Yes, they were members of the Demonic Cult. They were more than capable of doing such a thing.

That was why she had to bet her fate on the man from before, not these two. She needed to get a promise directly from him.

However, Ho Myeong did not listen to her. He took a small bottle from his robes and set it on the table in front of her.

"Drink it."

"What is this?"

"It's a truth serum."

Although she had not learned martial arts, she worked for the Murim Alliance. She had heard rumors about this particular truth serum.

"I've heard that those who resist confessing until the end can die from the side effects, or become invalids."

Ho Myeong nodded. The side effects varied. Someone might just be unlucky and die even after spilling everything, and as she said, the side effects were more pronounced in those who refused to reveal the truth.

"There aren't many people with that kind of willpower."

"There's one right in front of you now."

Gwak Yeong was not bluffing. She truly intended to tell these men nothing, and she had faith in her own willpower. This was why she was genuinely worried she might die from the side effects.

"You don't want me to die, do you?"

Gwak Yeong tried to push her fear aside and appear confident.

"So please, bring him here."

Of course, her attempt had no effect on Ho Myeong. He could have simply suppressed her acupoints and forced her to drink the serum, but Ho Myeong did not do that.

At his glance, the subordinate who had entered with him lit the brazier and placed the branding iron on top of it.

CHIIIII.

A moment later, the branding iron was glowing a fiery red.

"Don't think you can scare me with fire. I've helped out in the smithy since I was young, so I'm not afraid of it. You could say it's like a friend to me."

"It will hurt more when it's done by a friend."

Ho Myeong gave an order with his eyes. The subordinate picked up the branding iron and approached her.

He brought the hot iron toward her face. The face was the most effective part of the body to use for intimidation, especially with a woman.

However, Gwak Yeong did not close her eyes. She did not scream. She stared directly at the approaching branding iron, her eyes wide open as she clenched her teeth.

Just before the branding iron could touch her face, a voice came from behind.

"Wait."

Thankfully, the branding iron stopped before it could sear her skin.

The person standing in the opening of the iron door was Geom Muyang.

As he stepped inside, the subordinate holding the branding iron went out, leaving only Ho Myeong behind.

Geom Muyang walked over and stood before her.

"Why did you ask for me?"

Geom Muyang had been listening from outside the door. He could tell by instinct that no amount of torture would get the words he wanted from her.

With this much resolve, she would really die from the truth serum's side effects, just as she had said.

"I told you in the carriage. I bet my life and fate on you."

Geom Muyang's reaction was still cold.

"What do you know about me?"

"I told you, I trust my feelings."

Geom Muyang looked at the truth serum on the table and said, "Drink it."

Her eyes trembled. Gwak Yeong looked down at the truth serum and picked it up. Then, after uncorking the bottle, she looked straight into Geom Muyang's eyes and drank it all.

After a short while, her face flushed as the drug began to take effect.

Now, the real questioning began.

"What was your reason for approaching me?"

He could not rule out the possibility that she had approached him with intent.

"You're the one who approached me. You came to my table, didn't you?"

Her voice was languid, as if she had just awoken from a deep sleep.

"Weren't you ordered to approach me?"

"I wasn't."

"Then why did you come to the teahouse again the next day?"

Gwak Yeong's eyes were unfocused and hazy.

"I thought you could help me."

"The reason?"

"It was a feeling. I was glad that this was the person who came to capture me."

Gwak Yeong frowned slightly and said, "Is this what it feels like to drink a truth serum? I'm dizzy and so nauseous."

Normally, a person who takes a truth serum answers from an unconscious state. The fact that she was aware she had taken the drug meant her mental strength was extraordinary. In this situation, at least, that was not a good sign.

Geom Muyang looked down at her in silence for a moment.

Gwak Yeong gave a bashful smile and said something unexpected.

"You're handsome."

Geom Muyang scoffed with a look of disbelief.

"Don't be the only one asking questions, let me ask one too. This scar, is it very ugly?"

She was not in her right mind. She had started to say whatever came to her from her subconscious.

"Don't you dare laugh. This is my scar of glory. Do you know how scary it was back then? Do you?"

JUREUREUK.

Blood trickled from her nose.

"Huh? I'm bleeding. I wasn't lying, but I'm bleeding."

Ho Myeong quickly said, "The side effects are starting to appear."

"Give her the antidote."

"......"

Ho Myeong gave Gwak Yeong the antidote, a medicine that neutralized the truth serum's effects.

After a short while, Gwak Yeong came to her senses.

"What happened?"

"The side effects appeared, so we gave you the antidote."

She was relieved at the thought that she had escaped death.

"Thank you."

"It's not over yet."

"No, it is over. It was already over when I came to find you the next day. The only thing left is whether or not you'll make a promise to me."

"What promise?"

Earlier in the carriage, she had asked him to make one promise since she had not fired the Jingeuk.

"Please save me."

He naturally thought she was referring to herself.

"Please save my younger brother."

Only now did Geom Muyang understand. He understood why she had forged the hidden weapons and why she had sought him out, trying so hard to make an absurd promise. She was not trying to save herself.

"My younger brother is being held hostage by them."

She clenched her fists tightly.

"After my parents passed away, my brother is the only family I have left. There's no one in the world as good as him."

A question naturally arose.

"Why didn't you inform the Murim Alliance?"

As a master artisan of the Murim Alliance smithy, the Alliance would have surely moved to save her brother.

"They told me. They said they have an ally in a high position within the Murim Alliance. They said no matter how secretly I reported it to the Murim Alliance, they would find out first."

"Did you believe them?"

He thought she was too smart to believe that so easily.

Then she said something surprising.

"I had no choice but to believe them. The place where I heard it was my own residence inside the Murim Alliance's inner court."

The fact that an outsider could freely enter and exit the Murim Alliance's inner court meant that, just as they had claimed, someone in a high position was involved.

"They said if I made it for them just once, they would release my brother and never seek me out again."

She let out a sigh of regret.

"They broke their promise. How stupid! It was a promise they never intended to keep in the first place."

Not releasing her brother was likely a way to force her to make other hidden weapons.

"Why did I bet my fate on you? Because I can't keep being dragged along by those bastards. Even if I let them, they'll eventually kill my brother. I became certain of that when they broke their promise this time."

Geom Muyang nodded slightly, his expression indicating that she had judged correctly.

"You can use me, or you can kill me. You can brand me with that iron, or make me drink ten bottles of truth serum. I'll tell you everything I know. In return, please, you must save my brother."

She did not hide her emotions. She felt it was better to be honest with this man than to use shallow tricks.

"I should be negotiating with you using the information I have, but I can't because you people are too scary."

Geom Muyang did not answer.

Gwak Yeong pleaded again.

"Even if the Demonic Cult is heartless, without blood or tears, you must have siblings, right? If you do, you must understand how I feel, right?"

Geom Muyang, who had been silent the whole time, said to her, "I am someone who once wished for my younger brother to die."

For a moment, Gwak Yeong flinched.

"Please, pretend you didn't hear what I just said."

She tried pleading in a different way.

"Then I'll do whatever you command for the rest of my life. I'll make whatever you tell me to make. I don't know how high your position is, but if you take me with you, you'll even get a promotion."

Watching them, Ho Myeong laughed silently.

"My career is over anyway. How can I continue to live as an artisan after disgracing the honor of the Murim Alliance smithy? I'll make things for you. You saw it, right? That little Jingeuk? I made that myself. I'll make anything you want."

Still, Geom Muyang said nothing.

Finally, Gwak Yeong burst out.

"You heartless man! If someone begs this much, you could at least make an empty promise!"

Geom Muyang stated bluntly, "I don't make promises I don't keep."

Yes, it was because she had a feeling he was this kind of person that she had taken this gamble.

"If you don't help me, I'll die, become a ghost, and appear in your dreams every night to torment you."

She tried threatening him and appealing to his goodwill. Appealing to the goodwill of a member of the Demonic Cult.

"If you're not the type to help others, then just try helping someone once in your life. Who knows? When you fall into hell, maybe King Yama will forgive you because of that one good deed."

However, Geom Muyang was unmoving. She realized this impregnable fortress would not crumble from her pleas or persuasion.

Right, I must be crazy. A demonic cultist is just a demonic cultist. What kind of premonition was that.

She looked down at the back of her hand in silence for a moment.

"Do you know what's really infuriating? It's the fact that all of this happened because of my hard work. The effort I put in, staying up all night, hammering away by myself... that effort ultimately became the effort that will kill my brother. I'm so frustrated and feel so wronged."

She had endured even when the hot branding iron was about to sear her face, but now, for the first time, a single tear fell from her eye. The fallen tear traced a hot path over the burn scar on the back of her hand.

I'm sorry. This Noona is sorry. Still, even if we're reborn, please be born as my younger brother again. I'll never become an artisan then. I'm so sorry, truly.

It was truly a misfortune that had struck her life like a natural disaster.

However, as if to say that the world was not only filled with disastrous misfortunes, a single phrase was heard in a low voice.

"I will save your brother."

Gwak Yeong's head snapped up. Geom Muyang had only said that one sentence and added nothing more. Because of that, Gwak Yeong knew. This man was someone who truly kept his promises.

Geom Muyang gave an order to Ho Myeong.

"Get the rest of her statement regarding those bastards in detail. Don't miss a single thing."

"Yes, I understand."

Then, Geom Muyang turned and walked toward the iron door.

Just before he opened the door to leave, Gwak Yeong shouted a question.

"......"

Asking for a reason when he had offered to save her brother probably was not a good choice, but she was too curious.

Without looking back, Geom Muyang left her with some unexpected words.

"Let's just say it's because some good iron came in today."


Chapter 622: What Are You Doing Squatting Down?

Geom Muyang gazed out the window of his residence, his eyes fixed on the Branch martial artists in the courtyard. They were scattered about, appearing to lounge as if on a break, but they were maintaining their own ironclad perimeter.

Gwak Yeong's earlier words suddenly came back to Geom Muyang.

"You must have a brother, don't you? If you do, you should understand how I feel, right?"

He had replied that he was someone who had once wished his brother dead, but that was a feeling from the past.

What if his brother were taken hostage?

The first thought that entered his mind was a simple one. Please, someone just take him away.

A subsequent thought naturally followed. It wasn't as if someone could just take him even if they wanted to, but even if they did, they would probably die from frustration. Truly, after listening to all his nonsense, they would get confused about who the real hostage was. They would find themselves begging, "Please, we'll let you go, just be the Patriarch."

As Geom Muyang entertained such thoughts, a faint smile naturally formed on his lips. It was no longer surprising to have these thoughts when thinking of his brother. The only surprising thing was how unsurprising it all felt.

Just then, Ho Myeong's voice came from outside the room.

"The investigation is complete."

The door opened, and Ho Myeong and Gwak Yeong entered. Ho Myeong handed Geom Muyang a paper containing the results of the investigation.

Geom Muyang read it over carefully.

The report detailed when and how the culprits had approached her and what they had said. It also described their appearances, manner of speech, and even their physical characteristics. She also remembered how far she had traveled in a carriage while blindfolded to forge the hidden weapons, and what sounds she had heard along the way.

As he read, Geom Muyang looked up at Gwak Yeong. She seemed to know why he was looking at her without him needing to ask.

"I memorized everything desperately. I had a feeling a day like this might come. I just didn't think it would be you all instead of the Murim Alliance."

Geom Muyang's gaze returned to the paper. It described whom she met at the forgery site and the process of making the hidden weapons. It even detailed the type of iron used and the tools required for the work.

She was certainly sharp. This wasn't because she had a good memory, but because she had memorized only the most essential parts.

Geom Muyang handed the paper back to Ho Myeong.

"Send this to the All-Knowing Hall immediately."

With such detailed information, the All-Knowing Hall would surely be able to find a clue about the culprits.

Ho Myeong left, leaving only Geom Muyang and Gwak Yeong in the room. She was the first to speak, expressing her gratitude for Geom Muyang's promise to save her brother.

"I was in such a state earlier that I couldn't thank you properly. Thank you so much."

Geom Muyang didn't answer. Instead, he turned his head back toward the window.

Now that the investigation was over, Gwak Yeong grew even more tense.

What would happen to her now? The crime of having forged the Demonic Cult's hidden weapons still remained. He had promised to save her brother, not to forgive her.

"I suppose I'm useless now."

She had told them everything she knew.

"I won't resent you even if you kill me and bury me. I won't come back to haunt you as a ghost either."

Of course, she didn't mean it. She didn't want to die. Saving her brother was more important than her own life, but what if this man succeeded in rescuing him?

She wanted to continue living with her brother. She wanted to see him get married, have children, and live his life. In place of their parents who had passed away early, she wanted to protect him until he could stand on his own. If she died too, he would be left all alone in the world.

Just then, Geom Muyang said abruptly, "Weren't you going to get me promoted?"

Her eyes widened for a moment. She had said that while shouting at him in the torture chamber. She had said she would do whatever he ordered for the rest of her life, making anything he wanted. That if he took her with him, he would even get a promotion.

Of course, she had just been spouting nonsense in her agitation. She had never once considered a life of making weapons for the Demonic Cult.

"Are you really saying you'll take me with you? You're joking, right?"

Just as a flustered Gwak Yeong was at a loss for words, Ho Myeong rushed back in. The look on his face alone showed how urgent the matter was.

"I think you need to evacuate."

Geom Muyang shot up from his seat.

"An urgent message has arrived from the All-Knowing Hall. An emergency operation has been issued to the White Dragon Brigade, and their target is this location."

Outside the window, the Branch martial artists were already on the move. They retrieved weapons hidden among lumber and piles of dirt, climbing onto the walls and roofs to begin their true watch.

It was surprising that the Murim Alliance knew of this location, but their objective was even more so.

"They say it's an operation to rescue this woman."

Because it was an official Alliance operation and not a secret one, the All-Knowing Hall was able to learn of it quickly and send word.

Despite the urgent situation, Geom Muyang did not rush.

"How much time do we have?"

"We must be out within a quarter of an hour."

Geom Muyang understood why they had kept Gwak Yeong alive. Their intention was clearly to use her to create a clash between them and the Murim Alliance. That way, they could make them retreat from Wuhan without having to get involved themselves.

At this point, the most important question was how the enemy had found this place. He had checked several times on the way here to avoid any tails or surveillance.

Then, a thought suddenly flashed through his mind.

With a look of dawning realization, Geom Muyang asked Gwak Yeong, "Did you happen to receive anything from them?"

"No, nothing."

Then she flinched.

"There is one thing."

She took a single letter from her robes.

"It's from my brother."

Geom Muyang did not take the letter she offered with his hands. As it floated up via telekinesis, Ho Myeong realized what Geom Muyang was thinking.

Ho Myeong took out a leather pouch. When he unfolded it, a dozen or so bottles of various sizes were nestled inside. He took out one of the bottles, uncorked it, and dropped a single drop onto the letter.

The letter immediately turned blue.

"It's tracking incense."

Gwak Yeong gasped at his words.

"They must have anticipated that we would find this woman and applied the tracking incense. Or they might have put it on in case she tried to escape."

Geom Muyang nodded at Ho Myeong's words. He could tell that whoever was behind this, they were very clever. Because it was a letter from her brother, she would always carry it with her.

Gwak Yeong was afraid. More than the fear that this man might erupt in anger at her, she was terrified that he might cancel his promise.

Just then, the letter floated over to her. Catching the letter reflexively, she asked Geom Muyang in confusion.

"Why are you giving this to me?"

Geom Muyang said with an impassive gaze, "This is the last time."

The moment she heard those words, her heart sank. She took it to mean he was going to kill her.

However, that wasn't it. She belatedly understood. He meant for her to read it one last time before he burned it. If they failed to save her brother, this letter would be his last words to her.

A wave of emotion washed over her. She was truly grateful to Geom Muyang for thinking of her even in this urgent situation.

"I've read it dozens of times, so I've already memorized the contents."

She held out the letter again with a trembling hand.

"Thank you."

FWOOSH.

The letter burst into flames in mid-air from Geom Muyang's Yang energy.

Meanwhile, Ho Myeong took another vial from his pouch and splashed its contents all over her. Since she had carried the letter on her person, the scent of the tracking incense would still be on her. He masked the scent with another one.

Geom Muyang led the way out of the room, followed by Gwak Yeong and Ho Myeong.

The martial artists split into scout, main, and rear teams. Two martial artists flanked Gwak Yeong, protecting her from any potential hidden weapons.

And so, before the White Dragon Brigade could storm the manor, they slipped away.


A man sat drinking in the Red Flower Pavilion, which was known as Wuhan's most luxurious brothel. He possessed white hair, a chiseled face, and the eyes of a wounded beast, for he was a man carrying deep emotional scars. This man, who had sent away the courtesans to drink alone, was none other than the Cold Moon Warrior. He had lost his family to demonic practitioners, making him the kind of man who would jolt awake at the slightest mention of the Demonic Cult. His hatred for them was so immense that he would kill any demonic practitioner he faced without a moment's hesitation.

He had come to Wuhan because of a request from a particular individual. This request came from someone who seemed as if he would never ask for anything in his life, a fact that made the plea feel all the more significant. The Cold Moon Warrior was also more aware than anyone of the profound depth of his own hatred for the Demonic Cult.

"I will prepare the stage for you, so I ask that you perform a sword dance. A demonic practitioner is heading to Wuhan, and you are the only one who can stop him."

The Cold Moon Warrior did not refuse the request.

Fine, he thought. If my opponent is a demonic practitioner, I'll dance as much as they want.

Just then, a martial artist serving as a messenger arrived. He paid his respects politely before delivering his report.

"The time has come."

A powerful killing intent immediately emanated from the Cold Moon Warrior's eyes.

He drained his last cup of wine and spoke with a cold voice. "Go and tell them. Not a single one of the Demonic Cult bastards who entered Wuhan today will leave this land alive."


After leaving the Red Flower Pavilion, the Cold Moon Warrior began to walk quickly. His eyes were then drawn to someone nearby. A young man was squatting beside the brothel's wall, his attention fixed on a small weed that had pushed its way through a crack in the stone. Next to the young man sat a bamboo collection tube and a small herb pouch that held a few medicinal roots. Inside the collection tube were several unidentifiable insects.

The Cold Moon Warrior's expression soured. His personality made it impossible for him to tolerate such a sight.

He spoke to the young man as he passed him. "What's a young man like you doing squatting down?"

The young man glanced up at the Cold Moon Warrior. He appeared very youthful and handsome.

"You're a perfectly fine-looking lad! You should be swinging a sword at a time like this. If you slack off, you'll get your head cut off by those Demonic Cult bastards." The Cold Moon Warrior was the type of man who never tolerated what he considered unsatisfactory behavior from his juniors. He was well aware that the youth of today hated being nagged by their Seniors, but that knowledge only encouraged him to do it more. He believed that if these kids fell apart, it would spell the end for the murim of the orthodox sects.

Having delivered his heartfelt nagging, the Cold Moon Warrior strode past the spot.

The young man watched his back for a moment before turning his gaze back to the weed.

Once the Cold Moon Warrior had disappeared from sight, an old man approached the youth. "What kind of plant has captured your attention so intently?"

The young man replied, "Look at this. The Secet Sedge Grass is blooming in a place like this."

This young man was none other than the Poison King, and the old man was his aide, Sangseon.

The Poison King wore a long robe over his clothes, which concealed the poison pouches fastened to his belt. For this very reason, the ordinary-looking garment could be considered the most powerful weapon in the entire murim. The moment the Poison King cast off his robe to reveal the twelve zodiac animals drawn on his twelve poison pouches, any opponent would surely flee in terror.

"It really is the Secet Sedge Grass," Sangseon said, sitting down next to the Poison King with a surprised look on his face. He had already spotted several poisonous herbs that were new to him. This was because the Poison King had never before had a reason to come to Wuhan to gather such plants.

It was at that exact moment that someone came running toward them from a distance. It was the same Cold Moon Warrior who had just passed them. He rushed over, looking as frantic as if he had forgotten something important. His previously stern face was now pale and filled with urgency.

"Out of the way!"

The Cold Moon Warrior blew past the Poison King and Sangseon like a gust of wind. He had no time for nagging on this occasion.

He ran directly into the Red Flower Pavilion and dashed toward the latrine. Although the Cold Moon Warrior was a master capable of controlling his own bodily functions, things were not going according to his plan today. It was genuinely the first time in his life he had ever been in such a rush. His reputation and the demonic practitioners could all wait.

As he watched the man enter the Red Flower Pavilion, Sangseon smiled and remarked.

"Looks like he'll be stuck in the latrine for the rest of the day."

The Poison King nodded in agreement with Sangseon's words. The very moment the man had spoken to him while passing by, the Poison King had administered a poison that causes stomach upset. He had not lifted a single finger, only glanced at the man, but in that brief instant, he had successfully poisoned him.

In some ways, the most frightening aspect of the Poison King was not his poison but rather his youthful appearance, which caused others to lower their guard upon seeing him. In any case, the Cold Moon Warrior should count himself lucky that the incident ended there. If the Poison King had been truly serious, the man would no longer be among the living.

"I brought several interesting poisons with me this time." Even without the Poison King's statement, Sangseon already knew that the poisons used during this trip to Wuhan would be different. Unless it was a matter of life and death for Geom Muyang, no one would die from the Poison King's poison. The Poison King himself understood this better than anyone.

He understood his specific role within the murim. He also knew the consequences he would face if he killed a member of the orthodox sects with poison right in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

The two of them began to walk away side by side. No one would ever suspect that this young man, carrying an herb pouch and an insect collection tube, was actually the Poison King.

"Please go rest at the inn. I'll let you know as soon as the First Young Lord's new hideout is decided."

Since arriving, the Poison King had been watching over Geom Muyang without taking a single moment to rest.

"When is that person coming?"

"They say the Demonic Buddha is coming as fast as he can, so he should be arriving in Wuhan soon."

A strange look of anticipation appeared on the Poison King's face. Sangseon naturally assumed this was because he was pleased that he could soon share the burden of protecting Geom Muyang. However, the true source of the Poison King's anticipation was something Sangseon could have never imagined.

"Draw me up a list of the rare poisonous herbs that are only found in the Wuhan area."


Chapter 623: We Just Have to Not Get Caught

"The First Young Lord has arrived safely at the second residence."

At the Strategist's report, Geom Mugeuk and Sama Myeong were relieved.

Next to the existing map of the Central Plains, an incredibly detailed topographical map centered on the Murim Alliance Headquarters had been created. Three flags stood upon it.

Two flags that had been on the verge of getting closer were now far apart. They were the flags of Geom Muyang and the Cold Moon Warrior.

Between those two flags, another flag had been planted. It was the one that had separated the two flags that should never have met. The Demon Supreme banner of the Poison King.

Right, if not for that green flag, who else could have sent the enraged Cold Moon Warrior back alive?

Thank you, Poison King. When you return, I'll offer my body and let you conduct all the poison experiments you want.

Sama Myeong said to Geom Mugeuk, "The critical situation has passed, so you should go and rest. I'll take care of the remaining work in the Heavenly Demon Hall."

The two of them had been working in the Heavenly Demon Hall as usual when they received an urgent message and came to the All-Knowing Hall.

He would have liked to just read books in the Heavenly Demon Archives, but he had to do his duties while reading. A task far more important than reading was filling his father's position.

"No, I'll handle the remaining work in the Heavenly Demon Hall," Geom Mugeuk countered. "You're the one who should be resting, Strategist."

"I'm fine."

"I'm not fine."

Because of the state of emergency in the All-Knowing Hall, Sama Myeong hadn't been sleeping properly lately. The accumulated fatigue was plainly visible on his face.

"Come this way."

Geom Mugeuk took Sama Myeong's hand and pulled him along. The place they went to was the room with a bed inside the All-Knowing Hall that he had shown him before.

"Get some sleep, even if it's just for a moment. I'm not leaving until you lie down."

As Geom Mugeuk stubbornly insisted he wouldn't back down, Sama Myeong had no choice but to lie down on the bed.

"Then I shall be rude to the Acting Cult Leader."

Sama Myeong closed his eyes, thinking that Geom Mugeuk would leave if he at least pretended to be asleep.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's hand moved lightly.

The gentlest finger qi bullet Geom Mugeuk had ever launched flew out and pressed Sama Myeong's vital points. It was such an exquisite technique that he didn't even realize his acupoints were being pressed.

Without even realizing he was falling asleep, Sama Myeong drifted off.

Geom Mugeuk left the room and spoke quietly to the attendant Strategist who was assisting Sama Myeong.

"He'll wake up on his own in four hours. Don't wake him before then, not even if the Murim Alliance attacks."

"Yes! I will obey your command."

Knowing full well how much Sama Myeong was overworking his old body, the attendant Strategist bowed respectfully with a grateful expression.

After leaving the All-Knowing Hall, Geom Mugeuk returned to the Heavenly Demon Hall and took care of the day's tasks. Fortunately, he could now handle the cult's affairs with some proficiency.

Whenever he had to make a choice, he always thought.

What decision would Father make?

Then the choice became easier. He focused not on his own thoughts or opinions, but on what his father would have done. After all, he was only filling in for his father.

Having finished all his duties, Geom Mugeuk next headed for the Heavenly Demon Archives. His days were busy.

Geom Mugeuk entered the Heavenly Demon Archives and immediately selected a book.

Nothing is as subject to personal taste as reading. That's why people usually end up reading only the types of books they like.

However, Geom Mugeuk once again randomly picked the books he would read today.

The unexpected lessons that come from not choosing what you read. The unique knowledge and inspiration gained from a book one would never read because it's outside their field of interest was an experience that those who haven't tried it could never feel.

Geom Mugeuk vaguely sensed it. He wouldn't gain something just by reading many books here in the Heavenly Demon Archives, but rather from the choice to read indiscriminately.

After selecting all the books, Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers.

TAK!

In this field where a cool breeze blew, there was only a single desk and a single chair.

He had tried various methods so far. He had read comfortably lying in a hammock strung between two trees, he had read leaning against a bed, and he had read lying on his stomach on a warm floor. However, in the end, he chose to simply sit at a desk and read. This was the most comfortable.

Today, too, Geom Mugeuk read and read. He read martial arts manuals, history books, poetry collections, adventure novels, and the autobiographies of peerless masters. He simply read whatever book his hand landed on.

The more he read, the more he had the strange experience of not knowing more, but of realizing how much he didn't know. With every book, his eyes were opened to a new field.

Previously, unless it was a special case, he never read martial arts manuals at all. To say nothing of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, even the Soaring Sky Sword Art alone was a supreme martial art that made it unnecessary to covet any other.

However, this time he read other martial arts books as well. They were well worth reading. After all, they were martial arts worthy of being included in the Heavenly Demon's library.

Geom Mugeuk set aside the book he had finished and opened the next one.

The Principles of Wielding the Iron Hammer.

A title that really makes me not want to turn the page.

A 'chu' refers to a weight, and in the murim, there are very rare martial artists who use weights as weapons. However, one might only see a martial artist who uses a weight once or twice in a lifetime.

Therefore, an ordinary martial artist would not have even taken it from the shelf, but Geom Mugeuk was different. He had decided to read every book without discrimination.

As he turned the pages, Geom Mugeuk tilted his head. The title and the contents of the manual were different. The book's content is about a martial art that uses a throwing knife?

Geom Mugeuk examined the book's cover. Looking closely, he could see that someone had pasted a new cover on it.

"......"

When he tore off the cover, a new title was written underneath. It was a different martial arts manual, but someone had attached the title of a martial art that no one would be interested in.

The moment he saw the newly revealed title, Geom Mugeuk was startled. It was a martial arts manual he knew. It was also a martial art that someone he knew had desperately wanted.

"So it was here!"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened at the profundity of the fate arranged by the heavens.

He immediately released the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. After taking the hidden manual, he grabbed another book that was on the shelf. Both of these books were for him.

At that moment, outside the Heavenly Demon Archives, the head bodyguard Cheokyeon was leaving food. He himself could not go inside, nor could he stay here, so he would leave food at the entrance like this, and later, the empty dishes would be put out.

Geom Mugeuk usually came out after six to eight hours, but he consumed an enormous amount of food for that amount of time.

Has he suddenly developed a huge appetite?

The amount of food Geom Mugeuk requested was enough to make one think several people were inside. But without fail, all the dishes came out empty.

Cheokyeon worried to himself. "Is it really alright for you to eat this much, Young Cult Leader?"

He did not know. That while it was one meal outside, because the Heavenly Space Secret Art was in effect, several meals were needed. That two hours outside was fourteen hours inside.

The only relief was that he wasn't gaining any weight. Does reading books consume that much mental energy?

"What worries you so much that you're binge-eating like this?"

Just then, the door of the Heavenly Demon Archives opened and Geom Mugeuk came out.

"Whose worries do you think? It's worry for my brother."

Cheokyeon was startled. "Young Cult Leader! No, Acting Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk quickly dashed off somewhere. "Don't ever have an older brother in your life!"

"That's not really something I can decide... but where are you going?"

"To the kitchen."

"I brought food here!"

"I'm not going to eat, I'm going to cook."

"What?"

Leaving the bewildered Cheokyeon behind, Geom Mugeuk vanished from sight in an instant.


A meal was prepared in the space where the Heavenly Demon dines. It was a meal personally prepared by Geom Mugeuk for one person.

One person entered the room. It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing a white mask and a pure white martial arts uniform.

Geom Mugeuk, who was standing in front of the food, greeted him. "It's been a while, Smiling Demon."

This was his first reunion with the Smiling Demon since returning to the cult. He had missed him dearly, but it was a moment he had saved and cherished.

"I greet the Cult Leader."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon greeted him with formal respect. He did not call him Acting Cult Leader, but addressed him as Cult Leader.

How could Geom Mugeuk not understand? The heart of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had deliberately omitted the word 'Acting'. It wasn't out of disrespect for his father, but a sign of respect for him, who had ascended to the position of Acting Cult Leader for the first time.

"The title 'Cult Leader' feels awkward."

"It's a title you'll hear until you're sick of it later."

"That position, don't even mention it. I never knew there was so much work. How troubled must I be for someone like me, who hates books, to be reading in the Heavenly Demon Archives?"

"That's not the reason, is it?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew what was in Geom Mugeuk's heart. "You're enduring your desire to run to the First Young Lord by reading books, aren't you?"

"How did you know?"

That feeling was truly there. No matter how much he trusted the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha. He was still worried about his brother.

The two eyes behind the mask seemed to say.

How could I not know the Young Cult Leader's heart?

Geom Mugeuk asked with a smile, "Have you ever been here before?"

"This is my first time."

A dining place was the most unfitting location for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. That's why today's meeting would be all the more meaningful.

"Here, please sit."

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat facing each other.

"I made all of this food myself."

Surprise flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. He was well aware of the cooking skills Geom Mugeuk had shown while camping, but to prepare such a magnificent spread?

"The day you took off your mask, didn't I say I would treat you to a meal and drinks? Today is that day."

The two eyes behind the mask smiled brightly. Geom Mugeuk had not forgotten the words he had said in passing.

And there was a reason why Geom Mugeuk had chosen this place. "This is probably the quietest place to have a meal in our Cult, no, in this entire murim."

It was an invitation to take off his mask and eat comfortably here. A place where no one could steal a glance at his face. It was a consideration for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

No matter how close they became, no matter how deep a loyalty the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon showed, Geom Mugeuk did not grow complacent in this relationship. The closer they got, the more he tried to be polite and treat him well.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk silently before slowly starting to remove his mask. The moment he removed his mask after the last battle and the moment he was removing it now were different yet again.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon placed the pure white, smiling mask on the table. The face of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was revealed from beneath the mask. Benevolent eyes and perfectly harmonious features. As expected, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was handsome, even seeing him again.

"I have long awaited this day, when I could drink comfortably with the Young Cult Leader."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first politely poured alcohol into Geom Mugeuk's cup, and Geom Mugeuk filled his cup in return. The two men's cups clinked in the air with a clear sound.

After taking a refreshing drink, Geom Mugeuk picked up his chopsticks and said, "Please, try some."

After tasting the food, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was genuinely impressed. "You made this yourself?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk took out one of the two books he had brought. This was the second book he had taken from the bookshelf. "I found this book in the Heavenly Demon Archives."

Uncle Tae's Cuisine Guide.

That book was a cookbook written by Tae Jeong, who was once the most famous chef in the Central Plains. It was a secret manual considered legendary among chefs.

"I cooked according to the secret methods written here. Of course, the chefs helped a little. Now, even if I get kicked out of my position as Young Cult Leader, I won't starve to death. I'll be reborn as the world's greatest chef."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke. Seeing him laugh made Geom Mugeuk feel good. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is more cool and mysterious when he wears his mask. However, there was an unburdened joy in that handsome laugh.

"Oh, by the way, I had a miraculous encounter in the Heavenly Demon Archives this time."

"Congratulations. Truly, congratulations."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was as happy as if it were his own good fortune. Yes, the Smiling Demon was the kind of person who could genuinely share in joy, which is said to be ten times harder to share than sorrow.

That must be why I can present this to him with such a happy heart.

"The miraculous encounter wasn't for me."

To the puzzled Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Geom Mugeuk took a book out from his robes. It was the martial arts manual that had been hidden under a different cover.

The Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique.

Seeing the title of the manual, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was shocked. It was the first time he had ever looked so surprised.

"I brought it as a gift for you, Smiling Demon."

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked in a trembling voice, "How did you know I was looking for this martial art?"

Because you told me. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from my life before regression. The one who had wanted to be my friend.

The Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, the Blood Calamity Finger, and the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique. He said that if these three martial arts were harmonized, they could display truly invincible divine power. But he lamented that at some point, the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique was lost, making it impossible to perform the complete martial art.

For whatever reason in the past, that Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique had been hidden in the Heavenly Demon Archives.

Geom Mugeuk feigned ignorance and asked, "Were you looking for this martial art?"

"Yes, I was."

"When we fought before, didn't you use a throwing knife to face your enemies, Smiling Demon? At that time, I thought it would be good if you had a decent martial art for throwing knives. Then, when I happened to find this martial art and saw it had the character for 'laugh' in it, I thought it might suit the Smiling Demon, so I brought it out."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes trembled. Now that he could see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's full expression, he could feel his deep emotion.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was once again amazed at how deeply he was connected to Geom Mugeuk by fate. And he was incredibly grateful to Geom Mugeuk. He felt that this was a debt he would have to repay not just in this life, but in the next as well.

"This is the manual I desperately wanted."

Even his voice trembled.

This isn't a manual that I'm giving you. It's a gift from the past him, the older him from the distant future, to himself. If he hadn't told me, I would never have thought to give this martial art to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk recalled the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from before his regression.

Don't be so sad anymore. Because you and I have become friends like this.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and held out the manual. "That's a real relief. Since it's something you needed. I'm just this lucky."

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon couldn't readily accept the manual. He said worriedly, "As you know, the martial arts manuals of the Heavenly Demon Archives cannot be recklessly taken out without the Cult Leader's permission."

"Aren't I the Cult Leader? You called me Cult Leader just a moment ago, didn't you?"

"No, that's..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore a troubled expression at Geom Mugeuk's joke. No matter how great his feelings for Geom Mugeuk were, his respect and loyalty for Geom Woojin remained unchanged. He felt uneasy about receiving this martial art while Geom Woojin was absent.

He could have made a big deal out of it, but Geom Mugeuk wanted the Smiling Demon to accept it comfortably.

Geom Mugeuk made a gesture of covering his mouth and whispered quietly. "I've already given a book from the Heavenly Demon Archives to Elder Blade Demon. And I'm going to give this cookbook to the chefs of the Heavenly Demon Hall. So you can accept it with a clear conscience."

Geom Mugeuk added in an even quieter voice. Though he wasn't sure if it was possible in our Cult, where there are no secrets.

"We just have to not get caught by Father."


Chapter 624: If You're Giving a Gift, Give Three

"I understand. I will gratefully accept the secret manual."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon received the secret manual with a respectful attitude.

He had desperately wanted this manual, but he would never have accepted it if the giver had been anyone other than Geom Mugeuk. Yes, he would have refused it from anyone but the Young Cult Leader.

He believed the Young Cult Leader was the kind of person who could discover this specific manual among countless books. They were bound by a deep connection.

For that reason, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gladly took the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique, making no attempt to conceal his joy. With his mask off, his smile was brighter today than it had ever been before.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk.

"What will you do when the Cult Leader finds out later?"

"What's there to do? It'll be too late by then. The Smiling Demon will have mastered the martial arts. If my father demands it back, I'll just return it."

The Smiling Demon could not help but laugh at Geom Mugeuk's shameless plan.

Although Geom Mugeuk said that, he was certain of one thing.

His father would not ask for the manual back. He would likely just assign some other task as a form of punishment instead.

This time, Geom Mugeuk refilled the Smiling Demon's cup.

"Congratulations, the Smiling Demon."

Geom Mugeuk's congratulations were not just for the Smiling Demon, but for the martial artist within, Martial Artist Lee. Acquiring the art that would complete her was a moment that every martial artist dreamed of, even in their sleep.

The two men drained their cups once more.

That was not the only gift Geom Mugeuk had brought.

"The time has come for this to show its true value."

Geom Mugeuk produced a throwing knife from his robes.

It was the Millennial Cold Iron throwing knife, which had been forged from the melted shackles of Go Wol.

"I want to give this to the Smiling Demon."

The Smiling Demon knew exactly what kind of throwing knife this was.

"Isn't this throwing knife meaningful to you, Young Cult Leader?"

"It is."

When the shackles were disposed of, I had throwing knives made and shared them with the people who were there with me.

"And you're giving it to me?"

"Because it's a meaningful object. I couldn't possibly give something meaningless to the Smiling Demon."

His intention was clear. He was giving it precisely because of its meaning, not in spite of it.

Everyone who had received one of the knives would surely understand.

"I'm fine."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon refused vehemently, but Geom Mugeuk's mind was already set on giving it to him.

"I use a sword, and when I'm not using a sword, I use fist techniques. To be honest, the only time I'd use this throwing knife is to peel fruit. Isn't that a pitiful fate for a knife born of Millennial Cold Iron?"

Geom Mugeuk held out the throwing knife.

"Please, save this throwing knife."

Still, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not take it. The Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique he had already received was too great a gift.

Then, Geom Mugeuk gripped the blade and presented the handle of the throwing knife to him.

"It's already too late, the Smiling Demon."

A character was engraved on the handle.

笑 (Smile).

A sigh escaped the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. How could the Young Cult Leader show him such profound affection?

In the end, he could no longer refuse the offer.

"Thank you, Cult Leader."

He respectfully accepted the throwing knife from Geom Mugeuk.

And with that, the Millennial Cold Iron throwing knife had found its true master.

Geom Mugeuk looked forward to the day it would be used. The day the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique would be unleashed from that knife in the Smiling Demon's hand. He anticipated the moment his three martial arts would harmonize, and he would be reborn as a perfect martial artist.

"By the way, did you know? The cult's rules state that if you're going to give a gift, you should give three."

"There's a rule like that?"

"I looked it up after becoming the Acting Cult Leader, and there it was. So, I had no choice but to prepare one more."

Geom Mugeuk opened a large box he had prepared under the table.

Inside the box, which was split into several compartments, were miracle herbs.

These were the very same miracle herbs he had acquired from the underground treasury he visited with the Sword King. At that time, the Sword King had told him, [Putting them in someone else's mouth is a waste of effort. Just eat them all yourself while you can.]

However, the mouth he was about to give them to was not his own, but it was not a stranger's either.

He could have given one root to each of the Demon Supremes, but Geom Mugeuk chose not to.

He felt that if he was fated to find the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique, then giving these miracle herbs to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must also be fate.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk without saying a word.

Geom Mugeuk did not say anything else. He spoke only a single phrase, the most powerful one to persuade the Smiling Demon.

"Become stronger."

For a moment, a wave of emotion washed over the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's face.

He had faced life-and-death situations with Geom Mugeuk many times. He knew better than anyone who their enemies were and that absurdly powerful people existed in the world. Because of this, he also knew that Geom Mugeuk was trying even harder to improve.

Yes, the Young Cult Leader was surely telling him to become stronger so they could fight alongside each other.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also said little. He did not refuse the gift.

He slowly put the pure white mask that rested on the table back on his face. He too said only one thing.

"I will become stronger."


Geom Muyang still had not departed from Wuhan.

His second hideout was not far from his first one. It was actually even closer to the Murim Alliance Headquarters. This was a move that defied the expectation that he would have fled far away.

Geom Muyang stood by the window, gazing outside as the sky began to darken.

Gwak Yeong watched his back in silence.

It was the most stoic back in the world.

She wondered how the back of a man she had known for only a few days could hold so much meaning.

She wanted to say something to him, but she could not find the right words.

She, who was normally so bright and confident, was at a loss.

The words would not come easily because of her guilt. She never dreamed that tracking incense would be applied to her younger brother's letter. They had almost faced great danger because of her.

She considered asking, "Are you angry?"

No. Asking an angry person if they were angry was the most infuriating thing one could do.

She thought about asking, "What are you going to do now?"

What was the point in her knowing that? Yes, that was not a question for her to ask.

In the end, the words she managed to find were these.

"Use me to catch them."

Was it too obvious a thing to say? The stoic back simply remained facing the window.

Geom Muyang did not blame her.

He had already anticipated there was a reason they were keeping her alive. He considered it his own failure for not figuring out that reason sooner.

Just then, Branch Manager Ho Myeong entered the room and gave a report.

"The White Dragon Brigade has begun to search every corner of Wuhan."

This hideout was not a completely concealed safehouse of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, so it would eventually be found by their search.

"How long until this place is discovered?"

"One day at the earliest, two days at most."

It was a ridiculously short amount of time to resolve the situation.

Ho Myeong looked toward Gwak Yeong.

"If that woman returns to the Alliance, the search will be called off."

After all, their search was aimed at finding Gwak Yeong.

Hearing this, Gwak Yeong quickly backed away.

"Don't tell me to leave! I'm not leaving. You can call me selfish, but I can't help it."

Her instincts were screaming at her. If she left, she would die.

"If you tell me to hide in a warehouse, I'll do it. If you tell me to dig a hole and breathe through a reed, I'll do that too. Just don't tell me to go back."

When neither Geom Muyang nor Ho Myeong responded, she finally let out a sigh.

Holding out like this was a selfish decision, just as she had said. The one who could save her brother was not her, but that man.

"I'll go. But you have to keep your promise."

Then, Geom Muyang spoke quietly.

"If you leave, you die."

"I'm not afraid of dying."

She was willing to die if it meant she could save her brother.

"Not you. Your brother will die."

Gwak Yeong was stunned.

"Because you're only useful when you're with us."

Hearing those words, Gwak Yeong finally understood. Even now, she had value. Her presence was the reason the White Dragon Brigade was pursuing them.

They might make other demands using her brother's life as leverage. They would keep her brother alive because they did not know what role she might play in the future.

Gwak Yeong looked at Geom Muyang with a new light in her eyes.

"He's a demon, but he's so smart!"

Having blurted out the words unconsciously, she gasped and quickly covered her mouth. When a look of bewilderment crossed Geom Muyang's eyes, her face turned red and she lowered her head.

"I'm sorry. The words I was thinking in my head just slipped out."

Fortunately, a subordinate entered the room just then, delivering news from the All-Knowing Hall.

"The All-Knowing Hall has identified the location where the counterfeit weapons were made."

Based on Gwak Yeong's testimony, the All-Knowing Hall had successfully pinpointed the location.

"They say it was made in a warehouse building in a remote area about twenty li away."

Geom Muyang thought that going there would be pointless. It would already be empty.

"Who owns the warehouse?"

"It's a man named So Gong."

Gwak Yeong was startled to hear the name.

"I know him! He's a merchant who supplies materials to the Murim Alliance smithy."

He was someone she was acquainted with, a man who had done business with the smithy for a long time. She could not believe that man was in league with them.

Ho Myeong spoke to Geom Muyang.

"I will go and capture him."

"Let's go together."

Given the nature of their opponent, they had to move with caution.

As Geom Muyang was leaving, Gwak Yeong spoke up loudly. She decided not to be intimidated by her earlier mistake and to give him a spirited farewell.

"Be safe!"

Geom Muyang glanced at her before leaving the hideout without a word.

After the two men had left, she muttered quietly to herself.

"When someone talks to you, you could at least acknowledge it."


So Gong awoke from his sleep.

A masked man was looking down at him. It was Ho Myeong.

Startled, So Gong tried to scream, but no sound came out. His mute point had already been sealed.

"If you make a sound, it won't just be you who dies. Everyone in this house will die."

There could be no more terrifying threat, so So Gong nodded his head.

Only then did Ho Myeong release his mute point.

So Gong sat up and saw another masked man in the room. Geom Muyang was sitting on a chair in the corner, watching him.

"What do you want?"

He was a man who had spent his life as a merchant. The fact they had not killed him yet meant they must want something from him.

The one who questioned him was Ho Myeong. He cut straight to the point.

"The warehouse. Who did you lend it to?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

He denied it flatly, but his wavering eyes gave him away.

Ho Myeong immediately pressed down on his shoulder, targeting an acupoint used for torture.

Just as So Gong was about to scream from the excruciating pain that washed over him, a terrifying sentence from Ho Myeong stifled the sound.

"Anyone who wakes up at your sound and comes running will die."

So Gong gritted his teeth, letting out a silent scream against the overwhelming pain.

A moment later, Ho Myeong removed his hand from So Gong's shoulder. The merchant was now completely drenched in sweat.

"...I can't say."

His words had changed from "I don't know" to "I can't say."

This time, Ho Myeong pressed the acupoint even harder.

As a mere merchant, he had endured it once, but he could not endure it a second time.

"Commander Do!"

What came from his mouth was not a name, but a title.

"Commander Do? Which Commander Do?"

In response to Ho Myeong's question, So Gong answered with a trembling voice.

"The Commander of the White Dragon Brigade."

Both Geom Muyang and Ho Myeong were surprised.

Commander Do Yinsu of the White Dragon Brigade.

They truly had not expected his name to come up in this matter.

Geom Muyang, who had been sitting, rose from his seat and approached So Gong. Overwhelmed by his presence, So Gong quickly added more information. There was a reason he had not answered easily.

"Commander Do borrowed it, saying it was for Alliance business. He said he was carrying out a secret operation and that I must never speak of it."

Geom Muyang, who had drawn closer, stared intently into So Gong's eyes.

"It's not a lie. Please, spare me."

Geom Muyang could tell he was not lying. The White Dragon Commander was not a name someone would bring up in a lie.

Geom Muyang spoke to him with cold eyes.

"If you reveal that we were here, things will get complicated. You're a merchant, so you can make that calculation. Just think of it as a bad dream."

"......"

His sleep point was sealed, and So Gong fell unconscious.

Geom Muyang and Ho Myeong left So Gong's house as stealthily as they had entered.

Only after reaching a secluded forest far from the house did they remove their masks.

Ho Myeong spoke in a low tone.

"I didn't expect the White Dragon Commander to be involved in this."

The man could have been evil from the beginning.

Alternatively, just as they had done with Gwak Yeong, the enemy could be blackmailing the White Dragon Commander by exploiting a weakness.

In either case, he was not someone to be touched lightly. If the problem escalated, it could spark a major conflict between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

Ho Myeong was inwardly tense, wondering what decision Geom Muyang would make. The moment he ordered the White Dragon Commander to be hung upside down, this fight would enter a new phase.

As Ho Myeong expected, Geom Muyang chose a direct confrontation.

"Since the clue leads to the White Dragon Commander, we'll have to meet him."

To Geom Muyang's words, Ho Myeong replied with respect.

"Yes! I will request all information on that man from the All-Knowing Hall!"

The two men leaped off again, heading back toward their hideout.

A moment after they disappeared, a man flew in swiftly and landed silently in that very spot.

From his movement arts alone, one could guess the extent of his incredible skill.

The man who landed with his white robes fluttering was very tall. He had a large face, large eyes, and long limbs. At his waist, he wore a brilliant blue sword.

He was none other than the supreme master, the Blue Mountain Swordsman, who had come to Wuhan with the Cold Moon Warrior.

He was the blue flag that had been stuck in the All-Knowing Hall's operations room.

"Insolent fools! Today will be your last."

Just as the Blue Mountain Swordsman was about to stealthily follow the two men again, he flinched to a stop and looked to one side. Someone was here.

"Come out."

Indeed, a voice came from behind a tree a short distance away.

"The Buddha always said to show mercy."

A faint golden light began to emanate from behind the tree.


Chapter 625: Don't Provoke My Old Temper

At the edge of the golden radiance, the Demonic Buddha revealed himself.

The moment the Blue Mountain Swordsman saw him, his expression soured.

"You call yourself a Buddha, but you've never once shown mercy, have you?"

The Demonic Buddha replied, rolling the prayer beads in his hand.

"That's a misunderstanding. Our Buddha treats this pitiful mortal with mercy. Though, he does have trouble controlling his temper from time to time."

With a relaxed expression, the Demonic Buddha walked slowly toward him. The two men then stood facing each other, just a few steps apart.

Because the Blue Mountain Swordsman was so tall, the Demonic Buddha had to look far up at him. They appeared like the tallest and shortest men in the world standing face to face.

"You seem to have gotten taller since I last saw you, friend."

"Who decided we're friends?"

The two men already knew each other. Since his youth, the Demonic Buddha had traveled all over the Central Plains and interacted with many masters. How else could he have befriended the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader of the Outer Regions?

"How many times have we met?"

The Blue Mountain Swordsman remembered the exact number. "Three times."

"If we've met three times and are still alive in this harsh murim, that makes us friends. Don't you think?"

The Blue Mountain Swordsman's reaction was cold. "I'm only saying this now, but you're far too reckless. In the three times we've met, you've never failed to get on my nerves."

The Demonic Buddha had a knack for saying things that provoked people's emotions. He often managed to get under his opponent's skin.

At that, the Demonic Buddha calmly asked, "Was anything I said untrue?"

A muscle in the Blue Mountain Swordsman's face twitched. The words were so irritating precisely because they were not untrue. The man had a habit of casually blurting out piercing truths.

"Looking up at you is making my neck hurt." The Demonic Buddha turned and sat on a nearby rock. After looking down at the ground for a moment, he said something unexpected. "It was probably because of your height. I felt like you'd taken something I could never have. That's why I said such hateful things."

These were words he would never have said in the past, causing the Blue Mountain Swordsman to grow even more wary of the Demonic Buddha.

"Stop with the tricks."Mu

The Demonic Buddha nodded as if he understood. He knew that saying something like this was due to Geom Mugeuk's influence. To bring up his own height? It was truly something unimaginable in the past.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman stirred his vast qi and roared.

"How dare you! Do you know where you are? You're now treading on land you should've never set foot on!"

The very reason he had come here was to root out the bastards from the Demonic Cult who had entered Wuhan.

Sitting on the rock, the Demonic Buddha looked down at his own feet and said, "I'm not touching the ground."

The Demonic Buddha's legs were so short his feet did not reach the ground.

Of course, the Blue Mountain Swordsman did not take it as a joke, but as a taunt. Killing intent began to rise from his body.

"Right. You always did enjoy mocking people."

The Demonic Buddha stared at him intently and asked, "Do you know who it was you were trying to kill today?"

The Blue Mountain Swordsman gave no answer, but his eyes and expression said it all.

"So you knew it was the First Young Lord."

A cold, golden light shone from the Demonic Buddha's eyes. This was a phenomenon that only appeared in those who had achieved complete mastery of his unique martial arts, the Great Golden Mara Art.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman raised his inner arts, preparing to draw his sword at any moment. He was not intimidated, even when facing the Demonic Buddha.

"Entering the lands of Wuhan without the Murim Alliance's permission is a crime punishable by death. The same goes for you."

He released his qi. The grass and leaves trembled in unison as the surrounding air instantly grew cold. He had never fought the Demonic Buddha to the death before, so he could not know how the fight would end. However, he was confident he could win.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman's hand slowly moved toward the hilt of his sword.

He was a master of the orthodox sects to the bone. While not to the same extent as Hanwolgeom, his feelings toward the Demonic Cult were anything but favorable. Moreover, the Demonic Buddha was an opponent he had long wanted to teach a harsh lesson.

"You know that if you draw that sword, there's no turning back, right?"

To the Demonic Buddha's question, the Blue Mountain Swordsman replied coldly.

"Eradicating the Unorthodox is the road I've walked my entire life. I'll have no regrets."

Amidst the taut tension, the Demonic Buddha spoke softly.

"I respect that about you. You're an excellent member of the orthodox sects."

Hearing such words from the Demonic Buddha for the first time, the Blue Mountain Swordsman flinched.

He was certainly different today than he used to be.

He glared at the Demonic Buddha with eyes that seemed to ask what kind of trick the man was trying to pull.

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the sky, where the stars were visible between the trees.

"My life's become more relaxed these days. I'm not the man I used to be."

The Blue Mountain Swordsman sneered at this version of the Demonic Buddha.

"That's probably because you've become a kite with its string cut."

He knew very well that the Demonic Buddha had supported the First Young Lord.

"Aren't you and the First Young Lord useless now? If I kill you, I think your Demonic Cult would actually be grateful."

At the mention of Geom Muyang, the Demonic Buddha's expression turned cold.

"The Blue Mountain Swordsman."

The Demonic Buddha called his name coldly.

"I'm trying to be nice, so don't make me revert to my old ways."

The Blue Mountain Swordsman knew that, at the very least, those words were no bluff. He knew the man had the skill to back them up, and that he had a rotten temper.

However, if he had been afraid of him, he would not have revealed that he was chasing the First Young Lord in the first place. This was a place where one of them had to die today.

"A change like that means nothing."

The Blue Mountain Swordsman slowly drew his sword.

"You can't fix a bastard from the Demonic Cult."

Just then, the Demonic Buddha suddenly shouted.

"Shut up! When I speak nicely, you should listen nicely! What the hell is this nonsense you're spouting?"

After that outburst, the Demonic Buddha sighed.

"Sorry for cursing. I've been feeling too timid and withdrawn lately. Seeing you after so long, I'm having trouble controlling my emotions."

So this must be why Geom Mugeuk kept telling him not to be subdued, but to live a life that suited him.

"You madman."

The Blue Mountain Swordsman aimed his sword.

Watching the Blue Mountain Swordsman become one with his blade, the Demonic Buddha stood up from the rock.

"You know what? People on the outside might not know, but our Cult has changed a lot recently. Getting stronger has become a trend, especially among the Demon Supremes. Everyone's crazy about martial arts."

The Demonic Buddha leaped down from the rock.

"I've also been trying my best, in my own way, not to fall behind that trend. After all, I'm the kind of person who absolutely hates to lose."

A new golden radiance flowed from the Demonic Buddha's body. The depth of the golden light in normal times was different from the golden light in battle.

"......"

Blue enhanced qi flowed like a wave along the blade of the Blue Mountain Swordsman, which vibrated in the air.

The moment the Blue Mountain Swordsman was about to rush the Demonic Buddha!

SWOOSH!

"......"

One of the Demonic Buddha's prayer beads shot out powerfully. The prayer bead split in half and fell.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

The prayer beads flew in continuously. It was an attack with enough power to pierce a body straight through if it hit.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman's blade embroidered the air as dozens of sword lines appeared in an instant. The prayer beads split in half and rained down on the ground.

As he cut the last prayer bead, the Blue Mountain Swordsman saw it.

The Demonic Buddha's now-empty hands were already forming a hand seal.

The Great Golden Mara Art!

The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp!

Golden enhanced qi swirled from the Demonic Buddha's hands and shot forward.

SHWAAAAAAAAAAK!

He could not simply block the enhanced qi that spread out like a wave.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman Technique!

The Blue Mountain Windy Forest!

Blue enhanced qi poured from his sword as well. And so, the golden enhanced qi and the blue enhanced qi collided in mid-air.

KRAAAAAANG!

With a tremendous roar, a shockwave powerful enough to shake the very earth spread out in all directions. Trees snapped, rocks tumbled, and dust and dirt billowed up.

SHWAAAAAK.

Cutting through the dust, the Blue Mountain Swordsman rushed in. The surest way to deal with the Demonic Buddha was to get close and prevent him from forming those hand seals.

Just then, the Blue Mountain Swordsman saw it.

Another hand seal was already formed in the Demonic Buddha's hands.

The Heavenly Promise Seal!

A single streak of enhanced qi struck down from the air toward the crown of his head like a lightning bolt.

As he lunged to stab the Demonic Buddha, he twisted his body.

KRAAANG!

The Blue Mountain Swordsman swung his enhanced qi-infused sword as fast as lightning to block it. A shock that felt like it would shatter his wrist surged through him.

The Demonic Buddha was much stronger than he had thought.

I have to cut off those hands, no matter what!

The Blue Mountain Swordsman rushed in again. In a flash, he closed the distance to the Demonic Buddha, but another flash was waiting for him.

The Turning Scripture Light Stamp!

In that moment, a light more powerful than the sun erupted from the Demonic Buddha's body. Because it was night, the light was even more intense.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman squeezed his eyes shut and swung his sword. He slashed at the Demonic Buddha not with his eyes, but with his senses.

SHWIIIIK!

I missed!

He raised his protective enhanced qi and unleashed another ultimate technique. Because offense was also defense.

The Blue Mountain Return!

WHIRRRRRRL!

The Blue Mountain Swordsman spun on the spot like a whirlwind, sending his blade flying in all directions.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Dozens of strands of sword qi flew everywhere, embedding themselves in trees and rocks.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

The sword qi flew toward every possible location, but the sound of the Demonic Buddha's flesh tearing was not heard.

Where is he?

For a brief moment, he had lost sight of the Demonic Buddha.

Then he located the shining golden radiance beyond a severed tree behind him.

The Demonic Buddha had already completed a hand seal. It was the most ornate seal, with his fingers intricately intertwined.

The Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp!

WHOOOOOOSH.

A colossal energy bore down, and a shadow formed around the Blue Mountain Swordsman's body.

He lifted his head and looked at the sky. The palm of a giant golden Buddha was striking down at him. A golden radiance poured from the hand!

It was already too late to dodge. The Blue Mountain Swordsman raised his protective enhanced qi to its absolute limit.

KRAAAAAANG!

With an earth-shattering roar, the surface of the ground was overturned, and dust billowed up.

When the dust settled, the Blue Mountain Swordsman was standing there. He was in a huge, sunken, palm-shaped crater. Its depth was several times a man's height.

As the Blue Mountain Swordsman tried to leap up, he suddenly vomited a mouthful of blood. His internal injuries were so severe he could no longer fight. It was a miracle he was not dead.

Staggering, he collapsed to his knees.

Then he saw it. From above the crater, the Demonic Buddha was now looking down at him.

Looking up from below, the Demonic Buddha seemed like an incredibly large man.

I was defeated so futilely?

It was not because of bad luck. He felt a clear difference in skill. From the moment the small prayer beads were thrown until the giant palm struck, the fight had flowed exactly as his opponent intended. He had thought it would be a close match at least, but the man was a cut above.

He could not clearly see what expression the Demonic Buddha was making from up there. Then, he heard the Demonic Buddha's voice.

"Fortunately, it seems I haven't fallen behind the trend."

Seeing the Demonic Buddha form another hand seal, the Blue Mountain Swordsman closed his eyes.

A complete defeat.

It was a fight where he would have no complaints even if he died. He expected a blast of enhanced qi to fly in and end his life.

WHIIIIIRL.

His body rode a golden wave and rose out of the crater. He was then gently set down in front of the Demonic Buddha.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman asked with a surprised face, "Why aren't you killing me?"

"If I were going to kill you, you'd have already died down there."

It meant that he had not used his full power for that final move.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman stared at the Demonic Buddha with eyes full of disbelief.

"...You were this strong?"

The Demonic Buddha's gaze was gentle, and his face was at ease. The murderous aura he had during the fight was already gone. The brilliant radiance that had shone from him throughout the battle had also subsided.

After the succession fight, there had been a change in the Demonic Buddha's state of mind. He had been greatly influenced by his meeting with Geom Mugeuk. He had also calmed his mind by carving stone statues.

He did things he had never done in his life and felt emotions he had never felt before. As the Demonic Buddha's life changed, so did his martial arts. Because the Demonic Buddha had let go of everything, he had become stronger.

"Even if you spare me, I won't tell you who sent me."

"I'm not going to ask."

The Blue Mountain Swordsman stared with surprised eyes. He had naturally assumed he was being spared so he could be questioned about that.

"Figuring out who is behind you is the First Young Lord's job. I just came to make sure the First Young Lord can do his job."

The Demonic Buddha gave the Blue Mountain Swordsman two choices.

"Now, choose. Will you return to your hometown as you are? Or will you die by my hand right now?"

The Blue Mountain Swordsman had tried to kill the First Young Lord, and he had also tried to kill the Demonic Buddha.

"You're sparing me? Why?"

The Demonic Buddha put his hands together in a prayer gesture.

"Our Buddha bestows mercy upon pitiful mortals."

"Cut the nonsense!"

The Demonic Buddha answered honestly. "Because, as you said, this is Wuhan."

The moment a rumor spread that the Blue Mountain Swordsman had been killed in Wuhan by a Demon Supreme, the orthodox sects of the murim would rise up in fury. Perhaps that was what 'they' wanted.

"Still, if you want me to, I'll kill you. It'll cause a big problem, but it'll be handled somehow. In the end, only the dead are wronged. You know that, don't you?"

The Demonic Buddha calmly persuaded him.

"Why do you think the First Young Lord came all the way to Wuhan to cause this ruckus? To destroy the Murim Alliance? Do you really think so? That the best we could come up with was sending the First Young Lord to Wuhan to destroy the orthodox sects of the murim?"

After a brief pause, the Blue Mountain Swordsman asked. It was a question lacking confidence.

"...If not that, then what?"

"What reason did the person who summoned you give?"

The Blue Mountain Swordsman could feel another meaning hidden in the Demonic Buddha's words. 'Did you really come here because you trusted the person who summoned you?'

One thing was certain. If they were truly plotting some grand conspiracy, they would not have spared him.

After a long silence, the Blue Mountain Swordsman chose one of the two options.

"I'll return. I'll go back to my hometown and not emerge for three years."

The Demonic Buddha knew. Because of his pride, he would never say he was returning because he had lost. He would make some other excuse, so at the very least, the fact that he had come to Wuhan would not be known.

"This was our fourth time. When we meet for the fifth, let's have a drink."

Staring at the Demonic Buddha, the Blue Mountain Swordsman turned without a word and walked away.

As he staggered away, the Demonic Buddha called out to him.

"Hey, friend."

When the Blue Mountain Swordsman looked back, the Demonic Buddha spoke calmly.

"Next time, don't touch the First Young Lord."

From the Demonic Buddha's deepened gaze, the Blue Mountain Swordsman could see just how much he cared for the First Young Lord.

"If something like this happens again..."

Furthermore, the Demonic Buddha did not hide those feelings.

"It won't matter if it's in Wuhan or in front of the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall. You will die by my hand."

After finishing his words, the Demonic Buddha politely put his hands together in prayer, then turned and walked away.

Watching the faint golden radiance disappear into the darkness, the Blue Mountain Swordsman once again started walking in the opposite direction.

And so, the two banners parted ways once more.


Chapter 626: When is the Person You Called Coming?

"I can't believe it."

Gwak Yeong was incredibly surprised to learn that the White Dragon Commander was involved in this matter. She had thought it plausible that the merchant supplying materials to the smithy was involved. But for the White Dragon Commander to be colluding with the mastermind?

Could this man be deceiving me?

The fact that such a thought even crossed her mind showed how unbelievable the situation was.

However, Gwak Yeong trusted this man. That was the very reason she was having this thought.

If he wanted to deceive me, I would be helplessly fooled.

They had only met a few times. Yet she was now trusting this man over the White Dragon Commander.

"If you hadn't been the one to tell me, I wouldn't have believed it."

Geom Muyang, who usually would have said nothing, offered a word for some reason.

"If you trust just anyone like that, it'll be hard to survive in this murim."

After a brief pause, Gwak Yeong spoke.

"You're not just anyone. You're the benefactor who will save my younger brother, right? I have to trust you. Even if I can't trust anyone else, I have to trust you. Even if the whole world curses you, I won't."

As Geom Muyang stared at her, Gwak Yeong told him.

"That's right, I'm putting pressure on you. It's the only thing I can do right now."

Geom Muyang, who had been looking at her, turned his head to gaze out the window.

Just then, Ho Myeong entered the room.

"This is the data sent from the All-Knowing Hall about the White Dragon Commander."

Geom Muyang took the few sheets of paper Ho Myeong handed him and began to read. The documents contained personal information about the White Dragon Commander, including his personality and the process he went through to rise to the position of Commander.

"His wife died early, and he has a daughter."

At that, Gwak Yeong shouted.

"His daughter must have been kidnapped."

She thought everyone would naturally assume that.

"Why do you think so?"

"What?"

"Couldn't this be something he chose to do himself?"

Gwak Yeong was at a loss for words at Geom Muyang's question. She had always considered the White Dragon Commander a good person. He always treated her comfortably with a smiling face whenever he saw her.

But thinking about it now, she knew almost nothing about the White Dragon Commander.

Objectively speaking, the man who had just read the documents probably knew more about him than she did, despite her having known him for over a decade.

Was it really his choice and not because of a threat?

"What are you going to do now?"

"I'm going to meet the White Dragon Commander."

"Will he meet with you?"

There was no way the White Dragon Commander would meet him. Even if a meeting did happen, he would surely have numerous experts lying in ambush.

Then, Geom Muyang said something unexpected.

"The one meeting the White Dragon Commander isn't me, it's you."

Gwak Yeong was startled. She could tell he was serious. The man had never once made a joke since she met him.

"Didn't you tell me to use you to catch them?"

"That's true, but..."

She knew it too. This was not a problem that could be solved by hiding like a fugitive. To find her brother's whereabouts, she had to follow this lead. Right now, the White Dragon Commander was their only connection to the culprits.

However, that was not the important thing.

"Didn't you say my brother would die if I went out?"

Geom Muyang nodded.

"And you're still telling me to go?"

He nodded again. Bewilderment outweighed her resentment. She knew well that he was not someone who would break a promise so easily.

"You promised you'd save my brother, didn't you?"

"This is to keep that promise."

Gwak Yeong stared intently at Geom Muyang. His gaze seemed to say something to her. No, she hoped it would.

If you've trusted me once, trust me to the end.

Last time, she had begged and shouted for him not to send her out, even if it meant death. She had said she would stay, even if it meant breathing through a reed while buried in the dirt.

But this time, those words did not come out. He was asking her to do this despite what she had said. This was something that had to be done.

"Alright, but make me one more promise."

She said frankly.

"Since you're saving him anyway, please make sure you save me too."


"Bring me some porridge."

At the customer's demand, the restaurant owner was about to say they did not sell porridge but flinched in surprise. The customer was a martial artist with white hair and an angular face filled with anger.

The owner knew from long experience not to provoke a customer like this.

"Yes, I'll prepare it and bring it right out."

The martial artist was none other than the Cold Moon Warrior.

After spending the entire day running to the outhouse, he had finally settled down. It was truly the first time he had ever experienced such a severe stomachache.

To think I can't control it with qi. Have I gotten old?

He did not think someone had intentionally given him a stomachache. Since the trouble began after eating and drinking at the Red Flower Pavilion, he should have turned the place upside down. The reason he was enduring it was singular.

"The Cold Moon Warrior got a stomachache," or "He spent the whole day running to the outhouse."

The thought of such rumors spreading in the murim was truly unbearable.

A moment later, the owner brought the porridge. After eating a bowl, he finally felt like he could live. To think he could be this hungry after starving for just one day.

Just then, a little kid entered the restaurant and handed a note to the Cold Moon Warrior.

"A certain martial artist asked me to give you this."

And then the kid scurried away.

The Cold Moon Warrior checked the note's contents and then burned it with his hot yang qi.

HWAREUREUK.

Those bastards from the Demonic Cult he could not kill yesterday, he would just kill them all today. He had mercifully granted their wretched lives one more day.

The Cold Moon Warrior rose from his seat and left the restaurant. As he walked toward the entrance, he saw a familiar young man eating.

Where have I seen him?

Then, the collection basket and herb pouch next to the young man caught his eye.

Ah! It's that kid from back then!

It was the kid he had advised to swing a sword instead of squatting on the roadside looking at grass. Of course, he was the Poison King.

He was about to pass by, but the Cold Moon Warrior turned back and walked toward the Poison King. This was the person he had met right before his stomachache started. He looked down at him, just in case. If the kid had pulled some trick, it was unlikely he would show his face again like this.

As if unaware that someone was standing in front of him and glaring, the Poison King just kept his head down and ate.

"......"

Only when the Cold Moon Warrior called out did the Poison King raise his head.

"Why are you loitering around me?"

The Poison King wore an expression of complete confusion. He even seemed not to remember the Cold Moon Warrior.

I remember, but the other person does not? It is a subtly irritating and pride-wounding thing.

How dare he not remember me?

He felt bad, but he could not get angry over this.

"Well, if your head is bad, I guess you have to diligently dig for herbs to make a living."

The Cold Moon Warrior turned away. He was in a bad mood for various reasons. Was it something to snap at him for, just because he did not remember a face? How petty, so petty.

He had that thought but did not turn back to apologize.

How far had he walked after leaving the restaurant?

The Cold Moon Warrior started scratching his arm. It itched like a mosquito bite, but scratching brought no relief. At first, his arm itched, and then his back started to itch.

Damn it, why is it suddenly so itchy?

When he rolled up his sleeve, he saw his arm was covered in tiny, millet-like hives. He was startled by the sight.

No way. Did the porridge cause another problem?

It was not just his arm. His back, stomach, legs, and even his butt were itching. His whole body was so itchy he could not stand it. Forgetting all about his dignity, he stood in the street and scratched his body furiously. Passersby gave him a wide berth. It was so itchy he could not even get angry.

He tried to do something by raising his inner arts, but none of the methods he knew could stop this itch.

Just then, an old man who was fortune-telling on the street said to him. His words were enough to make him forget the itch.

"Sir, you have come to a place you should not have."

The Cold Moon Warrior looked at the old fortune-teller while scratching his body. The man's gaze was quite deep, and he seemed to have a divine air about him.

"What are you talking about?"

The old fortune-teller said to the Cold Moon Warrior.

"You came to chase a demon, but you've become possessed by one."

The Cold Moon Warrior stood there blankly for a moment, staring at the old fortune-teller. The reason he could not yell "What nonsense is this?" was because the man had correctly guessed he came to chase a demon.

"Leave this land of Wuhan at once, before you suffer a greater calamity."

In the end, he could not hold back and shouted.

"Cut the nonsense!"

He was going crazy from the itch, and now what was this old man spouting? Really, what was wrong with everyone today? He should have talked more with the old man, but the Cold Moon Warrior could not bear it any longer.

He started running toward a physician, using his movement arts.

After the Cold Moon Warrior left, the Poison King came and sat down next to the old man. The old fortune-teller was none other than Sangseon, who assisted the Poison King.

"That man won't be able to do anything today either."

If it could be solved by going to a physician, how could he be called the Poison King? Unless a divine doctor from the Murim Alliance came, he would spend the entire day scratching himself.

"I was originally going to give him something less painful."

It was the result of the Cold Moon Warrior running his mouth.

Sangseon smiled as he looked at the Poison King. He was so reluctant to come out into the world, yet once he did, the Poison King was someone who could handle anything this well.

"Still, he won't leave over something like this."

To Sangseon's words, the Poison King replied meaningfully.

"If he sees a ghost, he'll probably believe your fortune."


"Artisan Gwak has returned."

The White Dragon Commander was startled by his subordinate's report. Indeed, Gwak Yeong was entering, following the subordinate.

"What on earth happened?"

"That's what I'd like to ask. I was away on some outside business, and when I returned, I heard news that I had been kidnapped."

At those words, not only the White Dragon Commander but also the martial artists with him were all surprised.

"So you mean you weren't kidnapped?"

"As you can see."

The White Dragon Commander examined her. There was not a single injury, so her words seemed to be true.

"Who on earth said that? That I was kidnapped?"

"There was an anonymous tip that someone witnessed you being kidnapped. After receiving the tip, we checked your residence and you were gone."

"It was a false tip."

The White Dragon Commander looked at her for a moment, then smiled broadly.

"It's a relief that you've returned like this."

The White Dragon Commander said to his subordinates.

"Stop the search and return to the Alliance. Prepare a carriage for Artisan Gwak."

The subordinates who received the order moved busily. They also sent men to deliver the order to those searching in other areas.

The White Dragon Commander said to Gwak Yeong.

"Now, let's return with us."

"You've all suffered for nothing because of me."

"It's fine as long as you're safe."

The two of them got into the carriage, and the subordinates went along, acting as bodyguards.

No matter how she looked, Gwak Yeong could not find anything suspicious about the White Dragon Commander. He asked her several times if she was hurt anywhere.

This man is a villain?

This time, it seemed that man had been wrong. Seeing him again, she could tell. The White Dragon Commander was a good person.

On their way back, the White Dragon Commander had the carriage stopped. He said to his subordinates.

"You all go back first."

And so, the White Dragon Commander sent the carriage and his subordinates back ahead of them.

"You and I need to talk for a moment."

The place where the carriage had stopped was the same estate where Geom Muyang had first hidden. The two of them entered the estate. Traces of construction were still left here and there.

"Where is this place?"

Then, the White Dragon Commander said coldly.

"You know, don't you?"

"What do you mean?"

"The place where those bastards first brought you."

He seemed convinced that she had been kidnapped.

"Why are you lying?"

"I'm not lying."

The White Dragon Commander's expression changed. It was a look that made her think, 'So this man could make such a cold face.'

"Where are they now?"

At the White Dragon Commander's interrogation, a question arose in her mind.

"Why are you asking this question when it's just the two of us in a place like this, instead of in front of everyone?"

"It's for your sake."

Gwak Yeong's expression also became calm.

"You think I'm in league with them."

"Aren't you?"

Then, Gwak Yeong said with a meaningful expression.

"I'm on your side, Commander."

For a moment, the White Dragon Commander's expression flinched.

"I know it too. That you're on my side, Commander."

The White Dragon Commander stared at Gwak Yeong without a word. From his gaze, Gwak Yeong could tell.

This man... he really did join hands with them.

"If you suspected me, isn't it dangerous for you to be alone like this?"

Just then, a voice was heard from behind.

"It must be because he has something to rely on."

Geom Muyang emerged from behind the building. Ho Myeong and the Branch martial artists followed behind him.

However, the White Dragon Commander showed no surprise or fear at their appearance. Instead, a hint of welcome flashed across his face.

"You may have tried to lure me out using this woman, but I already expected it."

At those words, Gwak Yeong looked at Geom Muyang with a startled heart.

They had set a trap but had fallen into one instead.

Geom Muyang's face was impassive, revealing no emotion.

The White Dragon Commander said in a loud voice.

"Come out now and eliminate all these demonic bastards!"

The person he was counting on was the Cold Moon Warrior. With him here, not a single demonic being would be able to leave alive. The Cold Moon Warrior he knew was an absolute master representing the orthodox sects.

"Please come out!"

However, the Cold Moon Warrior did not appear.

The White Dragon Commander's expression hardened. He had proceeded with this plan, believing the man would surely come. He had said he would definitely come.

"Whoever it is, it seems they're not coming."

Just then!

The estate gates slowly began to open.

He's here!

The overjoyed White Dragon Commander was shocked. The person who entered was not the Cold Moon Warrior. It was someone completely unexpected.

Why is this person here?

He was so surprised that he was at a loss for words for a moment. However, a thought soon occurred to him. There was no way this person was on the side of those demonic beings.

He sent this person instead of the Cold Moon Warrior!

The White Dragon Commander was truly astonished. To think his influence could move even this person.

Surprisingly, the person who appeared there was Jin Hagun of the Demon Slaying Brigade. Martial artists climbed onto the estate walls, surrounding the area. They were the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Ho Myeong and the Branch martial artists all drew their swords at once, surrounding Geom Muyang.

A smile formed on the White Dragon Commander's lips.

"Commander Jin! Please hurry and eliminate the villains of the Demonic Cult!"

The gazes of Jin Hagun and Geom Muyang met in mid-air. A taut tension, as if it could explode at any moment, flowed between the subordinate martial artists.

Geom Muyang's gaze shifted from Jin Hagun to the White Dragon Commander.

"When is the person you called coming?"

At the unexpected question, the White Dragon Commander looked back at Jin Hagun with a dumbfounded expression and shouted.

"What kind of crazy talk is that? Isn't he right here?"

Then, astonishing words flowed from Geom Muyang's lips.

"That person is someone I called."


Chapter 627: I Am a Person Accustomed to Killing People

Who had called whom?

The White Dragon Commander desperately hoped he had misheard.

"What nonsense is this!" he roared, turning to look at Jin Hagun who had just walked up beside him. "Is what he said true?"

He asked with the faint hope that it was not, but Jin Hagun's reply struck him like a bolt from the blue.

"It is."

The White Dragon Commander's heart sank. The Demon Slaying Brigade had arrived when it should have been the Cold Moon Warrior.

Even if he's late, the Cold Moon Warrior has to come.

What would happen if he arrived and attacked before any words could be exchanged? Everyone knew how much the Cold Moon Warrior despised the Demonic Cult. If a fight broke out, the Demon Slaying Brigade would be forced to help the Cold Moon Warrior. They would never side with the Demonic Cult for any reason.

Please, just come!

It was a plea he would not have made if he knew the Cold Moon Warrior's current situation.

The White Dragon Commander was not the only one who was surprised. Gwak Yeong and the Branch martial artists were equally shocked.

The First Young Lord had summoned the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade?

Only Homyeong, who had followed Geom Muyang's orders to contact Jin Hagun through the All-Knowing Hall, knew this information beforehand.

Gwak Yeong's gaze shifted to the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade. As a member of the Murim Alliance, she knew better than anyone what kind of man the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade was.

He was the grandson of the Murim Alliance Lord and his most likely successor.

The Demon Slaying Brigade that he led was the Murim Alliance's finest elite unit. This was why the highest quality weapons from the smithy were always given to the Demon Slaying Brigade first.

You summoned someone like that? He's not the type to come just because he's told. Just who in the world are you?

Gwak Yeong stared at Geom Muyang with a stunned heart. It was Jin Hagun who answered her unspoken question. He asked the White Dragon Commander.

"Commander Do, do you know who that man is?"

"I do not."

Jin Hagun then stated calmly, "He is the First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

The White Dragon Commander was startled. Or rather, he feigned being startled.

In truth, he already knew his opponent was Geom Muyang. If his opponent had been an ordinary member of the cult, he would have dealt with him personally instead of waiting for the Cold Moon Warrior.

The person most surprised by those words was Gwak Yeong.

That man is the First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult?

That meant he was the next in line to become the Heavenly Demon. The peaceful end to the succession struggle within the Demonic Cult had once been a hot topic in the murim.

She truly could not have imagined it. The man she had spent all this time with was the First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult. She had yelled at him and even begged him to save her. She had done all that to the man who was practically the Heavenly Demon.

Seriously, man! If you had such an incredible status, you should've told me sooner. Didn't you want to brag, 'I'm this kind of person'?

If it had just been the two of them, she really would have said those words out loud.

Geom Muyang greeted Jin Hagun first.

"It's been a while."

"Have you been well?"

Jin Hagun showed Geom Muyang proper courtesy. This was not a greeting for the First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was a greeting for Geom Mugeuk's older brother.

"Thank you for coming."

"Of course, I had to come."

Jin Hagun was suddenly reminded of something Geom Mugeuk had told him during the tripartite meeting.

[My brother is originally a stoic man. He's a lot like you.]

Am I really that similar to him? He could not know, as he had never had a private conversation with the man.

He had found it unexpected when he received the messenger pigeon from Geom Muyang. He was truly a man who seemed like he would never make contact, no matter what happened.

The messenger pigeon had contained the following information. It said an organization was forging and selling the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's hidden weapons, and he had pursued them all the way here.

However, their entry into Wuhan was something that should not have happened, regardless of the reason. No matter if the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was in the middle of an operation, Wuhan was a forbidden zone.

If Geom Mugeuk's existence had not served as a buffer, the current atmosphere would have been far more hostile.

The White Dragon Commander did not miss this opportunity.

"Commander Jin, what is your relationship with the First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult? You seem to be acquainted."

There was a clear intention behind his question.

He summoned the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade? I'll make sure that becomes his worst move.

The White Dragon Commander brought up Jin Hagun's greatest weakness.

"If it becomes known that Commander Jin is acquainted with the First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult, the orthodox sects martial artists will be greatly agitated. Does the Chairman know about this?"

Since he had not yet been formally appointed as the successor, he could not become the heir if he fell out of the Chairman's favor or caused a controversial incident. He aimed for that weak spot, trying to prevent the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade from showing any familiarity with Geom Muyang.

As if the intention had worked, Jin Hagun asked Geom Muyang in a defensive tone.

"What does that matter have to do with the White Dragon Commander here?"

"I believe the White Dragon Commander has been co-opted by that organization."

At Geom Muyang's answer, the gazes of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists turned in unison toward the White Dragon Commander.

The White Dragon Commander then raised his voice confidently.

"Even if you are the First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult, watch your words. To frame me with such an accusation is to ignore the orthodox sects murim and to scorn our Alliance!"

His voice echoed thunderously.

The White Dragon Commander turned back to Jin Hagun, seeking his agreement. He had deliberately mentioned the Murim Alliance. What if the honor of the Alliance was at stake?

As long as his position as the Murim Alliance's successor is on the line, the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade has no choice but to take my side.

That was what he believed.

Instead of agreeing with him, Jin Hagun posed a question.

"Commander Do, do you know what kind of organization that is?"

"No, I do not."

Jin Hagun stared at him intently and asked, "Then why don't you ask what kind of organization it is? That should have been the first thing you were curious about."

For a moment, the White Dragon Commander flinched. He had been so agitated that he had overlooked that point.

Soon, the White Dragon Commander said as if it were no big deal, "It's obviously an organization created by those Demonic Cult bastards."

Nodding once, Jin Hagun asked again, "Who were you waiting for?"

"What do you mean?"

"I heard you when I arrived earlier. Weren't you asking someone to come out, Commander?"

For a moment, the White Dragon Commander was at a loss for words. He had shouted for the Cold Moon Warrior to come out, thinking he was there. It seemed Jin Hagun had heard him. Who should he say it was?

"I was pretending someone was here to keep these people from acting recklessly."

Even though he had answered with a quick-witted lie, Jin Hagun just stared at him silently, so he raised his voice instead.

"Are you suspecting me too, Commander? Me, who has been loyal to the Alliance my entire life!"

Did he not know that the more he shouted, the weaker and more suspicious he appeared?

Jin Hagun's gaze turned back to Geom Muyang.

In truth, he did not know much about Geom Muyang. Yet, the reason he felt an inexplicable trust was because of Geom Mugeuk. He was the brother Geom Mugeuk had wanted to save so desperately.

"Do you have proof?"

"The place where the forged hidden weapons were made was rented by the White Dragon Commander."

At Geom Muyang's answer, the White Dragon Commander again pleaded his innocence.

"That's a ridiculous frame-up! To put it bluntly, if I were part of that organization, would I have rented it myself?"

Just then, someone said coldly, "Hypocrite!"

The truth could be known.

Everyone's gaze turned to Gwak Yeong, who had spoken. She had realized he was on their side when they were alone with him earlier. "And to think I still trusted you."

Jin Hagun, of course, knew Gwak Yeong. It was impossible not to know her, as she was a rare woman in the smithy and the youngest artisan. And he knew that the White Dragon Brigade's search of Wuhan this time was because of her.

"Artisan Gwak, how did you get involved?"

At Jin Hagun's question, she could not bring herself to speak. Whatever the reason, she had tarnished the honor of the Alliance.

After taking a deep breath, she spoke honestly.

"I made the forged weapons."

Jin Hagun found it unexpected. He had known her as someone who would never do such a thing. As expected, there was a compelling reason.

"My younger sibling was kidnapped by them."

Jin Hagun nodded. As someone with a younger sibling himself, how could he not understand her? The only thing he could not understand was this.

"Why didn't you inform us?"

The person who answered instead was Geom Muyang.

"We believe the leader of that group is in the highest echelons of the Murim Alliance."

Jin Hagun's expression hardened. It was hard enough to believe that the White Dragon Commander was involved, but that someone higher up was connected?

In this moment, Gwak Yeong hesitated. Should she grab Jin Hagun by his pants and beg him? Please save my sibling. For her sibling's sake, that would be the best option.

However, the promise she had made with Geom Muyang held her back. Since the First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult had made a promise, she could not ask another person for rescue.

Just then, Geom Muyang abruptly said to Gwak Yeong, "I will only keep the second promise."

The second promise?

Gwak Yeong knew it was the request to be sure to save her own life, since he was saving people anyway.

Then what about the first promise? That was the more important one.

That promise was passed to someone else.

"Commander Jin. Please save this woman's sibling."

"!"

Jin Hagun was surprised, and Gwak Yeong was even more surprised.

"I'm a person more accustomed to killing than saving. Saving people is something Commander Jin is much better at, isn't it?"

In that moment, Jin Hagun thought that the reason Geom Muyang had called him might not have been to deal with the White Dragon Commander or the leader in the high ranks. He felt that Geom Muyang would have tried to handle it on his own, one way or another.

Yet he had called him?

Could it be because he wanted to keep his promise to that woman?

It was far more likely that he and the Demon Slaying Brigade could rescue someone than it was for them, whose activities were restricted.

So this is the kind of person you were?

The two men's gazes locked in mid-air. He would have made the same choice himself. The life that needed to be saved was more important than pride. Perhaps that was why Geom Mugeuk had said they were similar.

At last, Jin Hagun said calmly, "Alright. We will be sure to rescue your sibling."

Since it was a matter concerning Gwak Yeong, who belonged to the Murim Alliance smithy, they had a justification to intervene.

Gwak Yeong was ecstatic.

"Thank you so much, Commander."

She worried it might be rude to Geom Muyang to be this happy, but she could not hide her joy.

The most outstanding martial artists she knew were the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. Furthermore, she knew better than anyone what a righteous martial artist Jin Hagun was. For her sibling, there could be no better outcome.

After thanking Jin Hagun, Gwak Yeong turned back to Geom Muyang.

He was still looking at her with an indifferent face.

She could feel it. This stoic man had chosen the most certain method to save her sibling. He had done so while setting aside his own pride. This man, who seemed to have more pride than anyone.

If my sibling returns safely, I will make weapons for you for the rest of my life.

This was the resolution she made in that moment.

And for Geom Muyang's sake, she added one more piece of testimony.

"The White Dragon Commander has been co-opted by them."

"How do you know that?"

At Jin Hagun's question, she looked coldly at the White Dragon Commander and said, "Because I saw a different side of that man here today."

Since it was a statement that could not serve as proof, the White Dragon Commander scoffed.

"Commander Jin, that woman has gone over to the demonic practitioners. She could have been subjected to soul-capturing arts, or she could have been threatened. Surely you don't disbelieve my words and trust the words of these demonic practitioners, do you?"

Jin Hagun had not yet made any decision.

"We'll know once we investigate."

"Let's go, I will tell you everything."

The White Dragon Commander was inwardly relieved. As long as he could get out of here and return to the Alliance, he would be saved.

Jin Hagun was about to tell Geom Muyang to leave it to them and go on his way. He intended to somehow cover up his unauthorized entry into Wuhan on his own authority.

Just then, Geom Muyang said something unexpected.

"Leave that investigation to us."

A momentary silence flowed. Everyone knew what those words meant. It meant they would interrogate the White Dragon Commander themselves.

"That's not possible."

Jin Hagun refused firmly. He could concede other things, but that was impossible.

"The moment they find out he's been captured, they will cut off all their tails."

As he said this, he looked at Gwak Yeong.

Jin Hagun understood what he meant to say. That the woman's sibling would be the first to die.

"We have to follow the tail before that happens."

This meant the fight was a race against time.

They would not be able to torture the White Dragon Commander, whose crimes had not yet been proven. And if the leader of these people was really in the high command as Geom Muyang said, they would never find the one who cut the tail.

"Just give us two hours."

Jin Hagun looked at the White Dragon Commander standing beside him.

"You're not really going to hand me over, are you?"

When Jin Hagun gave no answer, the White Dragon Commander prodded his weakness again.

"The moment you hand me over to them, your position as successor, Commander Jin, will be finished. The leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade who handed over a White Dragon Commander to demonic practitioners, do you think you can handle that? Not even if I die! I will swear on my life! I am innocent!"

"......"

THUD.

Jin Hagun subdued him by striking his acupoints.

Then, he said firmly to Geom Muyang, "I'll give you exactly fifteen minutes."

Geom Muyang and the Branch martial artists took him inside the building.

There were countless reasons not to, but only one reason to do it.

Jin Hagun followed his instinct. His instinct that this choice was the right one.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists knew very well how dangerous this choice was. What if the White Dragon Commander was innocent? The fallout would be enormous.

However, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists, whose bond with Jin Hagun had deepened during their escape from the formations last time, did not doubt this decision in the slightest.

And fifteen minutes later.

Geom Muyang walked out of the building, wiping blood from his hands as he said, "The bastard confessed."


Chapter 628: I Intend to See This Through to the End

It took only fifteen minutes.

Everyone stared at Geom Muyang in shock, noticing the blood on his hands. It was obvious he had performed the torture himself.

Geom Muyang slowly walked toward Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun was inwardly relieved to hear that the White Dragon Commander had confessed.

He had suspected the man might be lying, and if that suspicion had been wrong, the outcome would have been irreversible.

His first question was about the White Dragon Commander's condition.

"Is he alive?"

Geom Muyang's expression made the answer seem obvious.

"His life isn't in any danger."

Killing the man would have been a great discourtesy to Jin Hagun, who had entrusted him with the task.

This made the result even more surprising. Geom Muyang had extracted a confession from someone who seemed unbreakable, and he had done so without causing any serious harm.

"What did he confess?"

When Jin Hagun asked his question, Geom Muyang glanced around. His look silently questioned if it was safe to speak in front of the Demon Slaying Brigade's subordinates.

Jin Hagun gave a single nod, signaling that it was fine.

"The mastermind wasn't one of your high-ranking officials. It was someone with no official position in the Murim Alliance."

Jin Hagun felt a wave of relief, but he was also puzzled. If the mastermind wasn't one of the Alliance's leaders, why would the White Dragon Commander have been swayed?

Then, Geom Muyang spoke an unimaginable name.

"The Heaven's Edge Hermit, Hwa Yulcheong."

Jin Hagun's eyes widened in shock.

He never thought he would hear that name. It was a name that should never have been spoken in this context.

Is it true? Really?

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Muyang, his gaze turning into a glare.

"That's impossible."

On the contrary, Jin Hagun's shock gave way to a strange calm. The accusation was simply too absurd.

Hwa Yulcheong was an absolute master among the orthodox sects. Countless martial artists respected him not just for his skills but for his outstanding character. He had no desire for wealth or power. He would use any money he acquired to help the poor and was known for never forgiving evil deeds.

And the most decisive fact was this.

"He is an old friend of my grandfather."

He was the closest friend of Jin Paecheon, the leader of the Murim Alliance. They had spent many years together, and Jin Hagun's grandfather likely trusted Hwa Yulcheong more than his own grandson.

How could Jin Hagun possibly believe it when such a man was named as the mastermind?

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were not the only ones in disbelief. Gwak Yeong also found it hard to accept. After all, was there any martial artist in the orthodox sects who didn't know of the Heaven's Edge Hermit?

Jin Hagun stated firmly.

"That man must have lied."

Jin Hagun even grew suspicious of Geom Muyang, wondering if he was being manipulated for some nefarious reason. No, this was a name too significant to be used in a simple deception.

"I need to hear it directly from the White Dragon Commander."

"As you wish."

Jin Hagun strode into the building, and Geom Muyang followed close behind. The members of the Demon Slaying Brigade and the Branch martial artists trailed after them.

The White Dragon Commander was sitting on a chair in the middle of a spacious room.

Although Geom Muyang had said he was fine, Jin Hagun had expected to find him half-dead. To his surprise, the man was perfectly alright.

His face was unblemished and his eyes were lively, though his clothes were soaked in blood.

The man's pleased expression at seeing Jin Hagun vanished the moment Geom Muyang entered behind him. He flinched, avoiding eye contact, now utterly terrified. This was a stark contrast to the boastful White Dragon Commander from before.

Jin Hagun approached him.

"Commander Do, are you alright?"

The White Dragon Commander was overwhelmed with emotion but could not show it. His fear of Geom Muyang, standing right behind him, was too great.

"You're safe now that I'm here. So, tell me again. Who is the mastermind?"

With eyes full of both fear and resentment, the White Dragon Commander finally spoke.

"The pain was so great, I just named anyone! I'm ashamed."

He burst into tears after speaking, looking for all the world like a man filled with a sense of injustice.

Jin Hagun turned to look at Geom Muyang. Even though the White Dragon Commander had recanted, Geom Muyang didn't pressure him. He seemed to have expected this change in testimony.

Indeed, Geom Muyang said nonchalantly.

"This is why I don't trust people."

He added nothing else, as if to say, "It's your choice who to believe."

Jin Hagun had trusted Geom Muyang up until he handed over the White Dragon Commander. He had done so precisely because of that trust.

But now, he was conflicted. Should he really believe what Geom Muyang said?

It was all because of that one heavy name, the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

The White Dragon Commander pleaded through his sobs.

"Please believe me. Please believe in my loyalty."

After a moment of thought, Jin Hagun spoke to the White Dragon Commander.

"It seems I've misunderstood you."

Jin Hagun's attitude toward Geom Muyang shifted abruptly.

"The Heaven's Edge Hermit is the mastermind? I was almost deceived by you demons."

He glared at Geom Muyang with cold eyes and continued.

"Did you think a trick like this would work?"

At his command, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists drew their swords, pointing them at the Branch members. The Branch martial artists drew their own swords in response, creating a tense standoff.

However, the Branch martial artists were no match for the Demon Slaying Brigade in either numbers or skill. If an order to attack was given, their annihilation would only be a matter of time.

Geom Muyang simply stared at Jin Hagun with his deep eyes. Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Gwak Yeong was flustered by the sudden turn of events. She desperately wanted to step forward and shout.

I believe in the First Young Lord!

She had seen with her own eyes that the White Dragon Commander was not the man she used to know. She wanted to declare that she would stake her life on it.

However, she couldn't step forward. It was not her place to intervene. Besides, the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade was the one who had promised to save her younger brother.

Jin Hagun turned to the White Dragon Commander, his tone gentle.

"Commander Do. I'm sorry."

"It's nothing. It's enough that you now recognize my loyalty."

He truly looked like a man who had returned from the dead. Normally, his personality would have compelled him to say something to Geom Muyang, but his fear was so deeply ingrained that he couldn't even meet the man's gaze.

"When you return, see a physician and get treated first. I'll report this matter to the Chairman."

The White Dragon Commander flinched. If this matter reached the Chairman, then the Heaven's Edge Hermit would also learn that he had confessed. He would know that he had blurted out the name under torture.

"Please don't mention that I named such a distinguished person."

"I can't do that. I must report the full details to the Chairman. But don't worry too much. He'll understand you were forced to name him under torture when he hears the circumstances."

The White Dragon Commander pleaded again, almost begging.

"Is there really a need to trouble such a noble person?"

Jin Hagun stared at him, his gentle gaze turning cold.

"Are you afraid you'll be killed to silence you?"

As Jin Hagun spoke, he did not miss the expression on the White Dragon Commander's face. It was the unmistakable bewilderment of a man who had been struck where it hurt most.

Jin Hagun pressed him.

"You couldn't bear the pain and just named anyone, but it just had to be the Heaven's Edge Hermit? Is that your excuse? Did you think I was foolish enough to believe that?"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit was the person least likely to be involved in a conspiracy. His was not a name someone would blurt out randomly.

Furthermore, Geom Muyang had said their leader was in the highest echelons of the Murim Alliance. The man could have named any of those giants.

His desperate attempts to keep the Heaven's Edge Hermit from learning of his confession proved he had indeed named the hermit as the true mastermind.

A chill ran down Jin Hagun's spine. He started to think that the Heaven's Edge Hermit might truly be behind everything. The name had come from completely out of nowhere.

The White Dragon Commander pleaded and made excuses to the very end.

"No, that's not it. Please! It's a misunderstanding! I was just..."

As if unwilling to hear more excuses, Jin Hagun pressed the man's acupoint, causing him to collapse.

Jin Hagun then ordered the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Everyone, sheathe your swords."

The men surrounding the Branch martial artists sheathed their swords and stepped back. The Branch members also sheathed their weapons, relieved. They had just faced the brink of life and death.

Jin Hagun politely apologized to Geom Muyang.

"I was only acting to confirm that man's true intentions, so please understand."

Surprisingly, Geom Muyang had anticipated his intentions.

"I believed that would be the case."

"Didn't you say you don't trust people?"

After a brief pause, Geom Muyang replied.

"Because Mugeuk is my friend."

Just as Jin Hagun trusted Geom Mugeuk's brother, Geom Muyang trusted Geom Mugeuk's friend.

"My younger brother wouldn't befriend just anyone."

If Geom Mugeuk had heard that, he would have bragged about it for the rest of the day.

Although the misunderstanding was resolved, Jin Hagun's heart remained heavy.

Is it really the Heaven's Edge Hermit?

Even after confirming the White Dragon Commander's confession was genuine, he still couldn't bring himself to believe it.

"What will you do now?" Geom Muyang asked.

Jin Hagun shook his head, his expression showing he still didn't know.

He turned the question back to Geom Muyang.

"What will you do?"

Normally, Jin Hagun would have said, "This is our business, so you should all withdraw from Wuhan." But he didn't say that. Without Geom Muyang, he would never have uncovered this great secret.

Geom Muyang's gaze fell on Gwak Yeong in the distance.

He knew that even if he left now, Jin Hagun would protect her and rescue her brother.

There was no real need to help Jin Hagun. This was an internal matter for the Murim Alliance, something Jin Hagun himself had to resolve.

However, the reason he had personally left the Cult still remained.

He had nearly killed his own brother with his own hands because of those counterfeit weapons.

That rage would not fade until he had eliminated every last one of them. That alone was reason enough for his decision.

"I intend to see this through to the end with them."


The Demonic Buddha sat alone, lost in thought inside an empty hut in the mountains near Wuhan. He had been staying here for some time after sending the Blue Mountain Swordsman back to his hometown.

While he could control the golden aura that emanated from his body, he could not hide his short stature. Since Wuhan was a place where many masters came and went, he remained inside whenever people passed by to avoid being recognized.

Just then, he sensed a presence outside.

"Is anyone there?"

"Come in."

The person who entered was the Poison King. This was their first meeting since arriving in Wuhan. Back in the Cult, the Demonic Buddha usually visited the Poison King, but today their roles were reversed.

"The atmosphere is quite nice," he said, just to break the silence. What nice atmosphere could a desolate, abandoned hunter's hut possibly have?

An awkward silence settled between them. They had once gathered poisonous herbs together in the Thousand Poisons Forest, but they had not seen each other much lately. The distance had made things awkward, and they had reverted to their original, more formal relationship.

The Demonic Buddha then took something from a net bag in the corner, discreetly offering it to the Poison King.

"I happened to spot this while I was on a walk earlier."

It was a bundle of three or four poisonous herbs.

"It's the Demon Life Grass!"

This was a poisonous herb on the list of items the Poison King absolutely had to find in Wuhan. He had searched for it everywhere without success, yet the Demonic Buddha had spotted it easily during a simple walk.

"Thank you so much."

With the appearance of the poisonous herbs, the awkward atmosphere vanished completely.

The Poison King's eyes sparkled as he asked.

"Shall we go out for a walk?"

The Demonic Buddha smiled faintly, seeing the Poison King so eager to go out at once. His eyes always lit up when it came to poisonous herbs.

He couldn't help but think that a person truly had to love poison that much to earn the title of Poison King.

"Have you eaten?"

"Not yet."

"I'm feeling a bit hungry. Let's have a simple bite and then go. Wait a moment. It won't be anything special, but it'll be enough for a meal."

The Demonic Buddha rolled up his sleeves and started to cook. In the net bag were several types of mushrooms, which he must have gathered along with the poisonous herbs.

He first started a fire in the campfire outside the hut, boiled some water, and began cooking the mushrooms.

"You gave me the Demon Life Grass, so I should be the one treating you."

"Do you know how to cook?"

The Poison King shook his head. Sangseon always prepared his meals. In contrast, the Demonic Buddha's hands moved with skill.

"You seem to have cooked a lot."

"I've had to eat alone often while wandering the Central Plains."

Due to his conspicuous appearance, the Demonic Buddha often had to camp out to eat. He had even brought basic seasonings with him for this trip.

How would the world ever know? That the short man cooking alone somewhere in a forest was the Demonic Buddha.

The Poison King watched the Demonic Buddha cook. He was normally uninterested in the other Demon Supremes, but the Demonic Buddha was an exception.

Though it was prepared quickly, the Demonic Buddha's mushroom dish was excellent.

"It's delicious."

"I'm glad it suits your palate."

The Poison King moved his chopsticks diligently, his only thought to finish eating quickly so he could go gather more poisonous herbs with the Demonic Buddha.

Just then, Sangseon arrived to relay the contents of an urgent message from the All-Knowing Hall.

"According to information from the First Young Lord, the Heaven's Edge Hermit is behind this incident."

Unlike the composed Poison King, the Demonic Buddha was startled. He was well aware of the Heaven's Edge Hermit's position in the orthodox sects and the depth of his friendship with the Murim Alliance's leader.

"That is truly unexpected."

At the Demonic Buddha's words, the Poison King simply mentioned two names.

"The Cold Moon Warrior and the Blue Mountain Swordsman."

The Demonic Buddha nodded. Yes, only someone with the Heaven's Edge Hermit's stature could summon both the Cold Moon Warrior and the Blue Mountain Swordsman.

What if he was really involved? This matter had just become far more dangerous.

"Even so, the First Young Lord will likely try to see it through to the end."

The First Young Lord he knew was not someone who would give up in the middle of a task.

The Poison King silently fiddled with the Demon Life Grass. The look in his eyes was different from when he had suggested a walk. He knew it as well. He might have to step forward himself.

The Demonic Buddha recalled the most important reason he had come.

To prevent the Poison King from stepping forward.

But what if the situation escalated like this? What if misunderstandings piled up and things went wrong?

The golden aura around the Demonic Buddha's body intensified.

"Our enemy won't be the Heaven's Edge Hermit, but the leader of the Murim Alliance."


Chapter 629: More Handsome and More Terrifying

Geom Mugeuk stood in a field, engrossed in a book. His mastery of the Divine Eye Technique meant his eyes never grew tired from reading.

For a man accustomed to flying and leaping across the jianghu, however, the simple act of standing still was a true ordeal.

He had devised this method of reading while standing to combat the stillness, but even this was starting to feel tedious.

Geom Mugeuk began to move, not forward, but straight up into the sky. He used Void Steps to stroll leisurely through the empty air, still reading his book. Then, he threw himself down as though collapsing onto a bed.

He tumbled about in the air, reading on his back and then on his stomach, supported by what seemed to be an invisible cloud.

This divine display was possible because he was using the Heavenly Space Secret Art, a part of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, all while reading. It was not martial arts training but a game he played with his abundant inner arts.

By now, Geom Mugeuk had finished several hundred books. A third of them had nothing to do with martial arts, while the remaining two-thirds were all martial arts manuals.

Even the best things become tiresome after a day or two, and he had already faced multiple crises. Reading books proved more difficult than training. It was boring, hard, and frustrating, and with each struggle, a strong temptation arose.

[Will reading a few books really help? You! Do you have time for this?]

Yet, Geom Mugeuk refused to surrender.

He was the one who had walked a long and lonely path in his life before regression. He was a man who did not understand the concept of giving up.

He imagined what would happen if he continued reading like this.

Should his father ask, "Where was that book again?" he could answer, "It's on the eighth bookshelf, fourth shelf."

Of course, reading every book here was a practical impossibility. He could not remain here reading forever. That task would have to be left for another.

"Blade Demon Elder, when I'm the Cult Leader, I'll give you permission to enter the Heavenly Demon Archives whenever you want. You can read to your heart's content then. Read every single one!"

He knew that without the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he never would have developed an interest in books or even considered entering this archive. This entire training session was thanks to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Moreover, every book here was a verified, high-quality text.

Several of the manuals Geom Mugeuk had read contained supreme martial arts capable of causing a bloodbath if they were ever released in the murim. The Broken Moon Sword Technique he was currently reading was one such art, having dominated the murim three hundred years prior.

After reading the manual in mid-air, Geom Mugeuk descended back to the ground.

He stared straight ahead for a moment before drawing the Black Demon Sword with the speed of lightning.

In an instant, a single streak of sword light cut a vertical line through the space before him.

SWOOOOOSH.

All the grass in the field bent in one direction.

CRRRRRRACK.

Simultaneously, the ground cracked open, forming a straight line that stretched far into the distance.

Geom Mugeuk inspected the cross-section of the fissure, then shook his head in displeasure and swung his sword once more.

CRRRRRRACK!

A new crack appeared in the ground right next to the first one.

Geom Mugeuk sat between the two lines, comparing the second cross-section to the first as he contemplated.

Following this process, he created a third split.

After examining the third cross-section, Geom Mugeuk finally showed a satisfied expression. He had captured the moment the Moon-Slaying Sword cleaved the moon.

SNAP.

He snapped his fingers, and the fractured ground mended itself, returning to its original state.

Geom Mugeuk set the Broken Moon Sword Technique on the desk and chose his next book.

It was yet another martial arts manual. He had recently become completely engrossed in the joy of reading them. Whenever he grew excited while reading, he would test the techniques himself, just as he had done with the Broken Moon Sword Technique.

One might assume he could only perform the basic forms from a manual he was reading for the first time, but that was not true.

In fact, he found it easier to execute the most profound and complex techniques. Geom Mugeuk's own level was so advanced that the more difficult a technique, the more effortlessly he could perform it.

Simple techniques, on the other hand, filled his mind with countless thoughts. This was also a result of his high level. Rather than just executing them, he would think, "It would be stronger if I change it like this," or "It would be faster if I change it that way."

This too was a new experience for him. Nearly everything he had encountered since entering the archives was novel, and this learning process was having a profound impact on Geom Mugeuk.

He compared the arts, researched them, and even identified their flaws.

By continuing to read martial arts manuals in this way, Geom Mugeuk's comprehension of the very origin of martial arts grew deeper.

How are martial arts born?

He then took his thoughts a step further.

How are martial arts passed down and evolved?

Eventually, his contemplation led him to the differences between these martial arts and the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

What is it that makes the Nine Calamities Demonic Art so special?

He was now asking a question that had never once occurred to him while he was learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Without reading other martial arts manuals, he would have only been able to offer a simple answer.

Because it is just an inherently powerful martial art.

Now, however, he was in the process of uncovering the specific reasons for its strength.

He thought and researched. He read and reread. And he thought again.

Then, at a certain point, he formed a conjecture. It was a guess made possible only because he had read so many manuals.

Could this be the reason the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is so powerful?

It was not a firm conclusion, only a guess, but Geom Mugeuk felt in that instant that the time had arrived.

A passion erupted from deep in his heart, compelling him to draw his sword immediately.

Geom Mugeuk instantly set down the book and began to perform the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The First Technique, the Human Destroying Stance.

The four demons materialized.

There was the terrifying one, the handsome one, the mysterious one, and the one that looked intelligent. They had grown so familiar he now considered them family.

It's been a while, East, West, South, North!

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!

The figures vanished after slashing their target from all four directions.

There was always a change in these figures whenever his martial arts level was on the verge of rising.

And today was no exception.

Right before they disappeared, the way they looked at Geom Mugeuk was different.

It was a gaze that seemed to want something.

The look sent a tickle through Geom Mugeuk's heart.

Geom Mugeuk knew exactly what this sensation signified. It was a sign that his martial arts level was about to increase! The moment was finally here.

I can't miss this chance.

An increase in martial arts level is not a slow ascent like climbing a hill. It is a sudden step up to a new level in a single moment.

Geom Mugeuk entered a trance, training in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. He performed it over and over, meeting the demons tens, hundreds, and then thousands of times.

"Ah, this is exhausting!"

Geom Mugeuk fell to the ground, completely spent.

"It must be nice for you, just watching like that, huh?"

Geom Mugeuk was speaking to the Secret Box on the desk. He had developed a habit of talking to it whenever his training became too difficult.

"What's that? You think I can master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art just by reading some books? You'd rather I go see the Demon Supreme instead? It's been ages since you last came. You think the Drunken Demon is so mad he's drowned himself in a jar of liquor?"

That was him giving voice to the demon's whispers through the Secret Box.

Then, the will inside Geom Mugeuk whispered back.

"Think about your father. Think how hard he must be training, even entering seclusion training. And you're slacking off? When your father emerges, are you going to tell him, 'I, your young son, was tired so I took a break'? Is that what you're going to do?"

No, I can't ever do that.

Geom Mugeuk leaped back to his feet. His father had been the most powerful force driving him since the day he regressed. This was especially true now that his father was also in seclusion training.

Father, I will definitely succeed too.

Geom Mugeuk swung his sword again.

The four demons cut through space with a unified will. The terrifying demons charged in a line, sweeping across the world. A single streak of sword light pierced the deepest darkness as the world's strongest wall was formed, and a storm of sword qi rained down.

He swung his sword even when it felt like his arm would detach. When his inner arts were depleted, he would circulate his energy and begin the process anew.

He felt that if he stopped now, the four demons of East, West, South, and North would never look at him with that same wanting expression again. He could not bear to see their disappointment.

He lost track of how many days and nights had passed.

It was not difficult. He did not consider it a hardship.

Effort is not the same as hardship. True hardship is being in a situation where one does not even have the opportunity to try.

Geom Mugeuk poured all the training he had skipped while reading into this single push. It was like storing up energy only to release it in one burst.

Only the Secret Box bore witness to his bloody struggle.

And then, the fateful moment came!

Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled as he stared blankly at a single point in space.

He had executed the technique in the same manner, but the Human Destroying Stance was different.

The four demons of East, West, South, and North were now larger.

He thought he might be imagining it, but they remained the same size even after he blinked. They had also become more handsome, more terrifying, more mysterious, and more intelligent in appearance.

SHWIIING! SHWIIING! SHWING! SHWIIING!

The swords they swung down were also far more powerful.

Seeing this, Geom Mugeuk let out a gasp.

"...I've reached the ninth stage."

Just as he realized this, the wanting gaze of the demons turned calm once more.

Right before the four demons vanished, they seemed to smile in satisfaction, as if telling him he had done well. He wondered if his exhaustion was making him see things.

THUD.

The tension left him, and Geom Mugeuk collapsed on the spot. A wave of extreme fatigue washed over him.

But Geom Mugeuk shot back to his feet. He could not waste such a precious moment on sleep. He was far too happy to feel tired.

He performed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art again, praying it was not a dream.

The Second Technique, the Great Annihilation Stance.

CHWAAAK. The demons that appeared before him were also larger. Their number had increased to a staggering twenty-six.

KWA-KWA-KWA-KWA-KWA-KWA-KWA-KWA!

They swept through the area in front of him with immense force. The ground they crossed was gouged out, leaving not a single blade of grass. The power was on a completely different level than before.

"I've really reached the ninth stage!"

Geom Mugeuk cheered, feeling truly happy. He had demonstrated the results that a heaven-sent Heavenly Martial Body could achieve through blood, sweat, and tears.

The Secret Box had been the sole witness to his efforts, and now, it seemed to be smiling at him.

This achievement was not, of course, the result of simply reading books. Nor was it due only to his grueling efforts.

It was built on the lifetime of experience and knowledge from his life before regression.

To that, he added the bonds he had formed in this life with his father and many others, along with the experience from life-or-death battles against the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

All these factors had combined to produce this incredible result.

This is just the beginning.

Reaching complete mastery of the ninth stage would be much harder than anything he had accomplished so far.

Furthermore, Geom Mugeuk's goal was not the tenth stage, but complete mastery of the twelfth stage. He could not yet know how difficult the path ahead would be.

One particular expectation now made Geom Mugeuk's heart tremble.

If he could just advance one more level, he would finally meet the Heavenly Demon Soul.

What kind of Heavenly Demon Soul will my Heavenly Demon Soul be?

He wanted to share this joy with many people, but his father was the first person who came to mind.

What if his father asked how he managed to reach the ninth stage?

It's thanks to reading books diligently.

What would his father's reaction be?

He also wondered what kind of wall his father was currently trying to overcome.

Father, I've overcome one hurdle!

At that very moment, a report came from Cheokyeon, the head bodyguard, who was waiting outside.

"You are urgently summoned by the All-Knowing Hall."


When Geom Mugeuk reached the All-Knowing Hall, he saw that a new flag had been added to the strategic map.

It was planted directly beside his brother's flag.

滅 (Annihilate).

This was the flag of Jin Hagun, the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"The two of them have met!"

Geom Mugeuk had been sincerely hoping his brother would encounter Jin Hagun. He was someone who might show his brother some consideration in the Infinite Land, where everyone was an enemy.

"So the two most boring, stoic guys in the world have met."

Sama Myeong smiled upon hearing that. He was also well aware of both men's personalities.

"How did they meet?"

The answer he received was unexpected.

"The First Young Lord apparently sent word first."

"My brother did? That can't be right."

Knowing his brother's personality, it seemed highly unlikely he would have initiated contact with Jin Hagun. There had to be a reason.

Just then, another messenger pigeon arrived from the Infinite Land.

Sama Myeong's expression grew stern after he read its contents. It was clear that something serious had occurred.

"A new figure has appeared."

A subordinate Strategist approached the strategic map of the Infinite Land.

He moved toward the section representing the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

Around a dozen flags were already planted there.

These flags belonged to the masters of the Murim Alliance who were worthy of having their own.

At the very center, in the Chairman's Hall, stood a magnificent flag depicting a dragon. In the middle of the dragon was the character 正 (Righteous).

It was the flag of Chairman Jin Paecheon, the leader of the Murim Alliance.

The subordinate Strategist set another flag down beside the one belonging to the Murim Alliance's head. It was a new flag, one that had never before been seen in the Murim Alliance.

It was placed right next to the Chairman's flag.

華 (Hwa).


Chapter 630: This Fight Is Not Our Fight

"The person behind them was the Heaven's Edge Hermit, Hwa Yulcheong."

Sama Myeong's words brought a forgotten name back to Geom Mugeuk's mind. He was the Heaven's Edge Hermit, the closest friend of the Murim Alliance's leader.

In his previous life, the man had never stepped into the spotlight. He had remained hidden from the world even during the era when the Twelve Zodiac Kings ruled the murim.

Geom Mugeuk had never heard any news about the Heaven's Edge Hermit after the Chairman's death. There were no rumors of him seeking revenge for the Chairman, nor were there any sightings of him. Looking back, it was as if he had simply vanished from the murim.

The close friend of the Murim Alliance's leader had held no significance in Geom Mugeuk's life before his return. He had forgotten the man's existence entirely, only to hear his name again today.

The single-character flag also held a unique meaning specifically for Geom Mugeuk.

Come to think of it, this man's surname was Hwa, too.

Sama Myeong stared at the flag alongside him and spoke with a concerned tone.

"There are quite a few masters from the orthodox sects who follow the Heaven's Edge Hermit. If he's really the one behind this, this fight won't be easy."

This was the worst-case scenario. They might have to kill him without being able to prove to the world that he was a villain. That would mean the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had murdered a respected elder of the orthodox sects and the close friend of the Murim Alliance's leader.

If that happened, the martial artists of the orthodox sects would rise up like a wildfire. The flames would only be extinguished after countless people had already burned to death.

As the Head Strategist, Sama Myeong naturally knew the Heaven's Edge Hermit well.

"He's a man who has been friends with the Chairman since they were young. I just can't believe someone like him was recruited by those bastards."

Sama Myeong even considered that the information might be wrong. The truth was just that hard for him to believe.

Geom Mugeuk, however, was suspicious of this man who had suddenly reappeared in his life.

"Perhaps he wasn't recruited."

Sama Myeong understood the implication of Geom Mugeuk's words. It meant the man might not have been recruited but could be the mastermind behind the entire conspiracy.

"Don't tell me you're saying he approached the Chairman with malicious intent from the very beginning?"

He couldn't hide his shock. Such words implied that this conspiracy had been planned for decades.

"We've already confirmed that the masterminds we're facing have been preparing for a very long time, haven't we? Maybe the starting point of their preparations was the seat right next to the Chairman."

Sama Myeong's expression turned grave at Geom Mugeuk's words. If that was really the case, this fight would be far more than just 'not easy'.

Of all times, for this to happen when the Cult Leader isn't here!

For a moment, the two men silently watched the bustling operations command room. Sama Myeong was the first to finally break the silence.

"Do you want to go to Wuhan?"

Geom Mugeuk never thought he would find himself saying these words.

"Yes, I want to go to my brother."

He wanted to run there right this instant.

"Will you send me?"

Sama Myeong knew exactly how Geom Mugeuk felt, but he still refused firmly.

"I can't. I'll send more of the Demon Supremes instead."

The danger of the situation only strengthened Sama Myeong's resolve not to send Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk understood his reasoning. But separate from that understanding, Geom Mugeuk also felt a signal of fate. This news had arrived on the same day his Nine Calamities Demonic Art reached the ninth stage.

"I have a reason I must go."

"What is the reason?"

"I believe my brother can be protected with just the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha there."

"Then why do you insist on going?"

Just as the reason not to send him was clear, his reason for going was just as definite.

"If the Heaven's Edge Hermit is the mastermind, he'll undoubtedly try to move the leader of the Murim Alliance. If the Chairman moves, the Murim Alliance will move. And then the entire orthodox murim will move with them."

It might seem like a leap in logic.

"But I think he might have lured us in, aiming for exactly that outcome."

After all, they did use a craftsman from the Murim Alliance's own smithy to create the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's hidden weapons.

"They'll probably try to make things complicated."

How could Sama Myeong not know this? In a situation like this, the person who could handle it with the most flexibility was Geom Mugeuk. Furthermore, the Young Cult Leader shared a deep friendship with Jin Paecheon, the leader of the Murim Alliance.

Even so, Sama Myeong couldn't make a decision easily. His gaze fell upon the two flags on the strategic map.

Jeong (正) and Hwa (華).

A dozen or so flags representing masters from the orthodox sects surrounded them.

There were only about a dozen for now, but the moment the leader of the Murim Alliance raised his banner, dozens, even hundreds of flags from across the Central Plains would gather to protect the orthodox murim.

He already wanted to recall the First Young Lord, and now he was supposed to send Geom Mugeuk out too?

As the two men remained in a tense standoff, a messenger pigeon arrived from Wuhan.

"It's a messenger pigeon from the First Young Lord."

The pigeon was handed to Sama Myeong. After he read its contents, he looked at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression.

"The First Young Lord has requested support from the Demonic Buddha."

He had requested the Demonic Buddha's help from Headquarters, not yet knowing that both the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha were already in Wuhan.

"You know my brother's personality, don't you?"

A man who would sooner break than bend had asked for help, like a bamboo stalk finally swaying in the wind. The brother he once was would have rather died than ask for anyone's help.

But his brother had changed. He had become a man who could control his emotions for the greater good. Geom Mugeuk had heard he called for Jin Hagun first, and perhaps that action also stemmed from this new mindset.

"For someone with his personality to request support, it means he's certain the Heaven's Edge Hermit is the mastermind. It also means the pressure he's feeling on the ground must be immense."

After a moment of deep contemplation, Sama Myeong finally made his decision.

"Very well. You can go. But there's a condition."

"What is it?"

"Take two more Demon Supremes with you."

This proposal was imbued with Sama Myeong's determination. He would not let Geom Mugeuk die, even if tensions with the orthodox sects reached their absolute peak.

"Me, my brother, and four Demon Supremes. We could have a game of Mahjong."

Sama Myeong, however, took Geom Mugeuk's joke seriously.

"Even if a war breaks out, you, as the Acting Cult Leader, must return safely."

A war could be managed. Geom Mugeuk's death could not.

Geom Mugeuk, however, declined Sama Myeong's offer.

"I'll go alone."

"Acting Cult Leader!"

"The people already there are enough to provoke the Murim Alliance. If more Demon Supremes go, it will only create problems we don't need to face."

Sama Myeong had to admit he was in a position where he had no choice but to trust Geom Mugeuk. Just as Geom Mugeuk said, sending more Demon Supremes would only create greater danger. This was a matter that only Geom Mugeuk could resolve.

"Then please, remember this one point."

Sama Myeong walked over to the strategic map.

"Acting Cult Leader, you aren't going there to fight them. In my judgment, this conflict must not become a battle of pure strength."

Sama Myeong picked up the Heaven's Edge Hermit's flag from where it sat beside the other and moved it outside the Murim Alliance's designated area.

"This is why you are going."

His meaning was clear. Geom Mugeuk was to make the leader of the Murim Alliance learn the truth.

"And the ones who eliminate them must be the Murim Alliance."

He was saying that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult should not be at the center of this fight.

"You must persuade the leader of the Murim Alliance and the First Young Lord to make it so. This fight is the Murim Alliance's fight, not ours. This is even more crucial because the Chairman and Hwa Yulcheong were old friends."

Geom Mugeuk could see what Sama Myeong was worried about. He was concerned that if things went wrong, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would be misunderstood for killing the friend of the Murim Alliance's leader.

A long friendship can sometimes blind a person's eyes, making them turn away from a painful truth.

"Acting Cult Leader, you'll be there, but at the same time, you'll be in our Cult's Heavenly Demon Archives."

It was Sama Myeong's plea for him to stay hidden and safe before returning. After hearing everything, Geom Mugeuk replied politely.

"I'll move according to the Head Strategist's plan."

Geom Mugeuk's expression may have relaxed a little, but Sama Myeong did not let his guard down.

"I'll advance the Demonic Army as far as I can and tell the Demon Supremes not to leave the Cult. If you need help, send word immediately."

Geom Mugeuk nodded obediently, though he believed it wouldn't come to that. If a situation arose where he needed to ask for help even after going himself, it would mean war had already broken out.

"I'll be back."

"Please, return safely."

Even as he left, Geom Mugeuk didn't forget to make one last joke.

"I'm definitely not going because the Acting Cult Leader's job is too much work!"

The moment Geom Mugeuk left, Sama Myeong immediately spoke to an attendant Strategist beside him.

"From this moment on, raise the All-Knowing Hall's alert level to its highest!"


It was past noon when the Cold Moon Warrior awoke in a physician's room. He hadn't been able to sleep for the past two days because of an unbearable itch. The fact that he could only now recognize it as a physician's room was a testament to how much he had suffered.

The itch had been maddening, enough to make him wish for death, but it was completely gone when he opened his eyes. The hives that had covered his body had also vanished as if they were never there.

What on earth was the cause?

Then, the words of the old fortune teller suddenly came to mind.

[You came to chase away a demon, but ended up possessed by one.]

That crazy old man. It was just an upset stomach from eating something bad.

He felt sorry for the person who had summoned him to Wuhan. He had already broken his promise twice, and he wasn't such an unreliable person. He couldn't very well say he couldn't go because of an upset stomach, and he certainly couldn't admit it was because of an itch.

The only way to repay them is by annihilating those bastards from the Demonic Cult.

That was the only way he could make up for this.

The Cold Moon Warrior rose from his spot and opened the door to go outside. Someone was standing right in front of the door.

"......"

The Cold Moon Warrior flinched and stepped back as he recognized the person.

Who could possibly make him step back? The Cold Moon Warrior stared at the person, his eyes filled with fear.

He had no choice. The man standing before him was someone who had died a long time ago.

"...You are?"

The Cold Moon Warrior's voice trembled as he spoke.

The man simply stared back at him with an impassive gaze.

"What bastard is playing tricks on me!"

The Cold Moon Warrior roared and unleashed a palm strike.

SHWAAAAK.

KWAANG.

The hallway wall behind the figure shattered, but the person remained standing right where he was. The Cold Moon Warrior saw it then. His palm technique had passed right through the man. He was an illusion.

A ghost?

A ghost in broad daylight? It was hard to believe, but it was real. And that wasn't all.

SSSSSS.

Another person appeared behind the man. This time it was a woman.

The Cold Moon Warrior knew this woman too. She was the wife of the man who had appeared first. The woman's eyes were fixed on the Cold Moon Warrior, filled with resentment.

The Cold Moon Warrior sighed as he recalled a day from his past. After demonic practitioners killed his family, he had wandered the jianghu like a madman, killing them in turn.

A bastard known as the Lascivious Ghost, who was committing evil deeds at the time, was also a demonic practitioner. The Cold Moon Warrior finally found him after a chase that lasted for several months.

On that day, the bastard was in the middle of assaulting a woman. He thought he could easily kill a lecherous fiend like that, but the bastard was stronger than he had expected.

In the moment he finally killed the bastard after a life-or-death struggle!

Someone rushed into the room from behind him. The Cold Moon Warrior instinctively swung his sword, cutting down the person who had rushed in. A line of blood appeared on the man's neck, and he collapsed while spewing blood.

That man was the woman's husband.

To cut someone down without identifying them first was an absurd mistake, thinking about it now. But that was how things were back then.

In that small room, he had fought for dozens of exchanges, using all his concentration to make sure the woman wasn't killed. He had that much skill, so why did it happen? He still didn't know why he had done it.

Even after decades, he had never forgotten the man's face, nor the sight of the woman screaming as she watched.

For a moment, the Cold Moon Warrior felt his stomach churn as a wave of dizziness washed over him. Just then, a line of blood appeared on the neck of the man standing at the door, and blood began to trickle from the wound.

The Cold Moon Warrior frantically unleashed his palm techniques.

SHWAAK! SHWAAAAK!

KWANG! KWAANG!

The surrounding walls collapsed under the continuous barrage of his palm techniques. The fortune teller's words echoed in his mind.

[Leave the land of Wuhan at once, before you suffer a greater disaster.]

The surrounding walls were completely destroyed. The collapsing ceiling also turned to dust and scattered away.

The figures of the ghosts were obscured by the dust and dirt. When the dust settled again, the Cold Moon Warrior was left standing blankly in the middle of the ruined room. Instead of ghosts, a different scene now lay before his eyes.

The people who worked at the physician's office were staring at him with shocked faces. Among them, a young physician had fallen on his backside and was sitting on the ground by a collapsed wall.

His heart sank at the sight. In his fit of unleashing palm techniques just a moment ago, he had nearly killed the young man.

Why had he done it back then? He was still making mistakes like this even now.

"......"

The Cold Moon Warrior let out a deep sigh. He then took out all the bank notes he had and placed them on the floor.

"Sorry for destroying the house."

Then, he staggered out of the physician's office. He left Wuhan without a single look back.

Far away, two people watched him from atop a giant tree. It was the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha.

"How on earth did you do that?"

"That man was poisoned with a toxin made from a mushroom called the Hallucinating Lingzhi Mushroom."

"What kind of hallucination did he see?"

"I don't know. Different people see different things."

What the Cold Moon Warrior saw was not a ghost, but the guilt he had buried deep in his heart for his entire life.

The Demonic Buddha looked at the Poison King with a new sense of wonder. He himself had fought a difficult battle just to send the Blue Mountain Swordsman away, but the Poison King had managed it without even fighting.

Only the Poison King's poison could send the Cold Moon Warrior away like this. Ah, but there was one more thing. The Young Cult Leader's mouth.

"Would you like to try it once? To see what kind of hallucination you'd see?"

The Demonic Buddha shook his head when the Poison King asked him seriously.

"I'll pass. It's not like I have anything that good buried inside me."

Just then, Sangseon flew to the giant tree where they were perched and landed.

"The First Young Lord has contacted Headquarters."

For the Demonic Buddha, this news was more surprising than it was for anyone else.

"The First Young Lord has asked for the Demonic Buddha's help."

The Demonic Buddha was startled the moment he heard those words. It was truly unexpected. His usually calm eyes wavered.

The First Young Lord had chosen him. Out of so many people, he had asked for his help.

One could say it was natural, since he was once the closest Demon Supreme to him. But considering the disappointment he would have felt if the First Young Lord had chosen someone else, this joy was indescribable. Besides, wasn't he already here in Wuhan for his sake?

The Demonic Buddha tried hard to suppress his urge to rush over immediately, but he couldn't stop a subtle radiance of joy from leaking out.

"Tell him I'm on my way."


Chapter 631: Give Them an Inch and They'll Take a Mile

As dark clouds gathered, the world around the manor quickly grew dim. Flashes of lightning seemed to strike closer and closer with each passing moment.

CRACK! KRA-KRAKOOM!

The sky finally unleashed the thunder it had held back, and a heavy rain began to pour.

SHWAAAAAAA!

Geom Muyang stood beside the window, silently watching the downpour.

Jin Hagun had already departed with the Demon Slaying Brigade, leaving Geom Muyang and the Branch martial artists behind at the manor.

Jin Hagun had also taken the White Dragon Commander with him. Geom Muyang knew he couldn't keep the man by his side indefinitely.

He also knew that Jin Hagun wouldn't be able to hold the White Dragon Commander for long either. The Murim Alliance would be thrown into an uproar if word got out that a figure like the White Dragon Commander had gone missing. How did Jin Hagun plan to handle the fallout?

If it were him, Geom Muyang would have confronted the issue head-on. He would have taken the man directly to his father and forced him to confess everything. The matter of how to deal with their long-standing friendship would then be entirely up to his father.

Of course, Geom Muyang had not voiced any of this to Jin Hagun. He didn't even ask how Jin Hagun intended to proceed. It was enough that he had entrusted him with rescuing Gwak Yeong's brother. Their relationship was not one where they would join forces on other matters.

Just then, Gwak Yeong spoke from behind him.

"The rain makes me think of alcohol."

In truth, the rain made her miss her brother with a desperate ache. Where was he, and how was he doing? Was he eating properly? Was he being beaten? She could only imagine how scared he must be. This incident would surely haunt her brother like a lifelong nightmare.

What was going to happen now?

Inside, Gwak Yeong was terrified. Before the name of the Heaven's Edge Hermit had surfaced, she had believed that this man and the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade could save her brother.

But the Heaven's Edge Hermit?

The man who had supposedly lived his entire life sacrificing for the orthodox sects was behind it all?

Even after watching Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun uncover the truth, she struggled to believe it. Could there be a mistake? Could it be someone's conspiracy, a false accusation?

If she couldn't believe it after witnessing the evidence herself, who would? That was the kind of figure the Heaven's Edge Hermit was to the people of the orthodox sects.

He was involved in making counterfeit weapons for money, kidnapping, and even blackmail.

She had thought her enemy was a school of piranhas, swarming to tear off flesh. But behind them was a colossal whale that seemed capable of swallowing the sea itself.

"Why didn't you hand me over to the Demon Slaying Brigade?"

He could have simply sent her to Jin Hagun.

A promise to save her brother was one thing, but she had still committed the crime of abandoning a smithy artisan's honor to create counterfeit hidden weapons. It would have been much easier for him to just hand her over and wash his hands of the matter.

Geom Muyang, who had been gazing out the window, turned to look at her.

"Was it a lie?"

"Pardon?"

"That you would make weapons for me."

From the look in his eyes, Gwak Yeong understood. Ah! This man really intends to take me with him and put me to use.

"I had no idea. That your smithy was suffering from such a labor shortage."

She replied with a pointless joke instead. Fortunately, Geom Muyang turned his gaze back to the window without another word.

Her promise to make weapons for him had been sincere. She was even prepared to live as a demonic practitioner.

But what truly frightened her was the thought that she might never see her brother again.

SHWAAAAAAA.

She stared blankly over Geom Muyang's shoulder at the pouring rain.

"The one behind it all is..."

With the Heaven's Edge Hermit involved, can the Demon Slaying Brigade really save my brother?

The words caught in her throat. The name 'the Heaven's Edge Hermit' simply would not come out.

What if the Demon Slaying Brigade can't investigate him due to internal pressure?

She was afraid that if she spoke such a careless thought, it might actually come true.

As if he understood her inner turmoil, Geom Muyang answered without turning around.

"Nothing has changed."

If she hadn't known he was the First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, she might have dismissed it as a bluff.

But now she knew he was being completely sincere. He fully intended to face whoever was behind this, just as before.

And those words were a great comfort to her.

Just then, the Branch Manager, Ho Myeong, entered the room and delivered a report.

"We've received word from the All-Knowing Hall about Hwa Yulcheong's whereabouts."

Ho Myeong relayed the information to Geom Muyang.

"Hwa Yulcheong resides in the Nothing Manor in Wuhan. He is known to travel all over the Central Plains and is absent for most of the year, but he is currently said to be back in Wuhan."

"He's in Wuhan?"

"Yes, they say he returned a few days ago."

A man who was absent most of the year had returned to Wuhan just a few days ago? At the exact time he himself was in Wuhan? Could that be a coincidence?

Geom Muyang thought not. This fact alone was likely proof of Hwa Yulcheong's involvement in this affair.

"Tell them to send all the information they have on Hwa Yulcheong. His personality, family relationships, martial arts, and all his followers."

"Yes, I understand."

As Ho Myeong left, Gwak Yeong asked cautiously.

"Are you really going to confront him?"

Geom Muyang gave a silent nod.

"You know he has many powerful followers, right?"

"......"

A bolt of lightning illuminated Geom Muyang's face. His gaze was as sharp and intense as the lightning itself. He was the kind of man who would push forward silently, no matter who stood in his way. Just as he had said. Nothing has changed.

Finally, Geom Muyang spoke softly.

"People like that..."

People who have overcome difficult times with me, who have seen me at my worst and know my shortcomings better than anyone, and whom I trust more than anyone else.

"I have them too."


Jin Hagun entered the Chairman's Hall.

"Chairman, have you been well?"

As always, Jin Hagun showed his grandfather the respect due to the Chairman of the Murim Alliance.

"Welcome."

Jin Paecheon's gaze toward his grandson was gentle. Recently, Jin Hagun had been fulfilling his duties more admirably than any previous leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade. He seemed more mature, and his reputation among his subordinates was excellent.

"I heard you changed the Demon Slaying Brigade's original schedule and returned."

"Yes, there were circumstances."

"What is it?"

Jin Hagun delivered some unexpected news.

"Word came from the Divine Cult's First Young Lord."

At the mention of the First Young Lord, Jin Paecheon's expression hardened slightly. Although the man had lost the succession to Geom Mugeuk, he knew he was highly ambitious.

"He said there were people who counterfeited their hidden weapons and distributed them in the Central Plains. He's tracking the mastermind and has requested our cooperation."

Jin Paecheon looked puzzled. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult never asked them for cooperation.

"For what reason?"

"One of our smithy artisans was involved."

Jin Hagun reported that Gwak Yeong was involved and explained that her brother was being held hostage.

"The First Young Lord has come to Wuhan because of this matter."

Jin Paecheon's expression completely froze. The First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had entered Wuhan without his permission? Jin Paecheon was not pleased.

"Honestly, give those people an inch and they'll take a mile."

Jin Paecheon openly showed his displeasure with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The disrespect of not informing him beforehand was one thing, but he was even angrier that the Murim Alliance's intelligence network had lost track of Geom Muyang's movements.

"You sent them back, I assume?"

"No. They are still in Wuhan."

Jin Paecheon's rebuke flew toward his grandson.

"You should have sent them back!"

"I apologize."

Jin Hagun knew. His grandfather wasn't truly displeased with him but was being strict. The day he would be named successor was drawing near, and his grandfather wanted him to be a flawless heir.

Jin Paecheon stared at Jin Hagun in silence for a moment. Then he rose from his grand chair and descended.

He walked up to his grandson and called to him gently.

"Hagun."

Jin Hagun could tell. This was not the Chairman looking at the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade, but a grandfather addressing his grandson.

"Yes, Grandfather."

"I know well that you trust the Young Cult Leader."

Even he, at his age, had been so captivated by the man named Geom Mugeuk, so how could the young Jin Hagun remain detached? That was why there was something he had to impress upon him. A warning he would have to repeat in the future.

Words that needed to be emphasized precisely because he knew Geom Mugeuk was a good person.

"As you go through life, no matter how close you become, no matter how deep your relationship gets, you must never for a single moment forget that he is a demonic practitioner."

No matter how good a person Geom Mugeuk might be, everyone around him was a demonic practitioner.

Jin Hagun knew exactly what his grandfather meant by those words.

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

He thought he could let it slide this far only because the man in question was Geom Mugeuk's brother.

"I have one more thing to report."

In fact, this report was the core reason for his visit today.

"I am investigating the White Dragon Commander in connection with this matter."

"The White Dragon Commander? Why?"

"He is one of the masterminds behind this incident."

Jin Paecheon thought it was nonsense.

"Do you have proof?"

"Yes. The person who rented the warehouse where the counterfeit hidden weapons were made is the White Dragon Commander. Not only that, but we've also discovered evidence that someone else is behind the White Dragon Commander."

He did not say who it was.

His grandfather needed to hear directly from the White Dragon Commander's lips that Hwa Yulcheong was behind it.

"I must see this man myself."

"I have him waiting outside."

"Bring him in."

His grandfather would be confused and find it hard to believe at first, but he was the only one who could resolve this.

Only his grandfather could handle the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

A moment later, martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade brought in the White Dragon Commander and then departed.

Jin Hagun had already finished talking with the White Dragon Commander. He had promised that if he told the Chairman the whole truth, he would not only be spared beheading but would also have his sentence minimized as a reward for revealing the truth.

In fact, seeing the White Dragon Commander accept the promise, Jin Hagun had a thought.

So he really is the mastermind.

It seemed a part of him had been doubting it all along. No, even at this moment, he couldn't shake off the suspicion. Was he really behind it? This was a man he had respected so much since he was young.

Jin Paecheon looked down at him and said.

"Raise your head."

The White Dragon Commander raised his head, trembling with fear.

"What happened? Were you truly involved in this incident?"

Jin Paecheon asked calmly, but his gaze was as cold as frost.

The White Dragon Commander opened his mouth, his voice trembling.

"This incident was..."

Unable to continue, he hung his head low.

"I'm truly sorry, Chairman."

He seemed too ashamed to confess, only letting out a sigh.

Jin Hagun said to him.

"It's all over, so confess quickly."

The White Dragon Commander finally revealed the truth.

"This was ordered by the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

Despite the shocking words, Jin Paecheon was not surprised at all. Instead, he calmly asked again.

"Who did you say ordered it?"

"It was ordered by the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

At that very moment.

"......"

Jin Paecheon's figure was suddenly gripping the White Dragon Commander's throat.

"How dare you pull such a trick!"

Jin Hagun naturally thought his grandfather was angry because he had mentioned the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

However, that was not it.

Jin Paecheon let out a shout like a kiai in front of him.

HAAAAAAAAAP!

A fierce wind, like a raging typhoon, swirled around the White Dragon Commander.

It was the Lion's Roar, imbued with the powerful qi of the Murim Alliance's leader.

In that moment, as the tremendous force that seemed like it would blow him away shook the White Dragon Commander's face and body!

Jin Hagun saw it.

The White Dragon Commander's eyes rolled back and then returned to normal. It was as if his black pupils had disappeared behind his eyes and then reappeared.

"HAAAAAAAAAP!"

At the even louder Lion's Roar, the White Dragon Commander's eyes rolled back again. This time, they did not return, leaving only the whites of his eyes visible.

"Ughhhhhh."

As a scream escaped him, a black liquid trickled from both his eyes. It was as if his vanished black pupils were flowing out as liquid. The White Dragon Commander seemed unaware of what was happening to him.

The next moment.

"...It was the work of the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

The words that came out slowly were not in the White Dragon Commander's voice. He spoke in a bizarre tone, as if a monster resided within him.

The White Dragon Commander's body trembled violently once, and then he collapsed.

Jin Paecheon looked down at him with a complicated expression.

"What just happened?"

By the time Jin Hagun checked, he was already dead. When he injected his qi to examine the body's interior, he found that the man's blood vessels were severed in pieces.

His inner arts had been suppressed, so it was not a suicide.

Was he under an evil art that would sever his blood vessels if he confessed?

But he had already confessed under Geom Muyang's torture. Why didn't they sever then?

Jin Paecheon said softly.

"It's the Brainwashing Art."

Jin Hagun was startled. The Brainwashing Art was an evil art that allowed one to control another's mind at will.

His grandfather had realized he was under the Brainwashing Art and had broken it with the Lion's Roar.

"It was set up so that if the Brainwashing Art was forcibly broken, all his blood vessels would sever, causing death."

But why?

If they used the Brainwashing Art, why make him confess about the Heaven's Edge Hermit? Shouldn't they have hidden the mastermind?

In that moment, Jin Hagun flinched as a chill ran down his spine.

Damn it!

His grandfather would now think that someone had used the Brainwashing Art to frame the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

By exposing the frame-up, the Heaven's Edge Hermit was cleared of suspicion.

And naturally, Jin Paecheon's suspicion turned toward one person.

"Where is the First Young Lord now?"


Chapter 632: More Than a Scheming Geom Woojin

"Are you suspecting the First Young Lord?" Jin Paecheon countered Jin Hagun's question.

"Then are you suspecting the Heaven's Edge Hermit?"

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men.

Until he arrived here, Jin Hagun had harbored a sliver of doubt, a feeling of 'surely not'. But the moment he heard his grandfather's words, he knew for certain.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit must have used the Brainwashing Art to make him say his own name.

If you used the Brainwashing Art on a subordinate, wouldn't they name someone else under torture? However, the Heaven's Edge Hermit had exploited that common sense, perfectly escaping his role as the mastermind by framing himself.

This choice was only possible because the target was his grandfather. His grandfather had known the Heaven's Edge Hermit since his youth, and their friendship had continued to this day.

It was probably like this. Imagine if he built a friendship with Geom Mugeuk from now on, and decades passed. Then what if someone came and said Geom Mugeuk was the evil mastermind? They must be crazy. His grandfather was likely feeling exactly that way right now.

The reason the Heaven's Edge Hermit made this choice was clear.

"I asked where the First Young Lord is."

Since this happened while the First Young Lord was in Wuhan, Jin Paecheon had no choice but to believe it was a plot by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Knowing that defending Geom Muyang in this situation would only fuel his grandfather's anger, Jin Hagun answered obediently.

"He is in a nearby manor."

The Murim Alliance Lord couldn't go himself, nor could he summon Geom Muyang to the Chairman's Hall.

"Bring him to the Azure Cloud Forest."

Jin Hagun obediently followed his grandfather's command.

"Yes, I understand."

Jin Hagun left the Chairman's Hall.

When Jin Hagun came out of the Chairman's Hall, the rain was still pouring. After telling a martial artist to prepare a carriage, he stood for a moment and watched the downpour.

He should have handled this himself, but he hadn't expected the White Dragon Commander to die like that. Now, proving that the Heaven's Edge Hermit was behind it all had become even more difficult. His grandfather would just assume any other evidence was fabricated.

An image of the Heaven's Edge Hermit came to mind. As a child, he had called him 'Grandfather' and followed him around. Unlike his strict grandfather, the hermit had treated him and Jin Haryong warmly. Whenever he came to see them, he would bring rare toys from all over the Central Plains.

That man was behind a conspiracy?

Jin Hagun lifted his head and looked up at the sky. Lightning flashed within the dark storm clouds.


Geom Muyang stood in the manor's courtyard, getting soaked by the rain as he watched the carriage arrive.

The carriage door opened, revealing Jin Hagun inside. Seeing him come in person, Geom Muyang instinctively knew that something had gone wrong with the White Dragon Commander.

"The Chairman wishes to see you."

As Geom Muyang walked straight toward the carriage, Ho Myeong followed him.

"We will escort you," he insisted, but Geom Muyang refused.

"You all wait here."

How could Ho Myeong not know? Now that the Murim Alliance Lord was involved, a single stroke of his sword could kill them all. But aside from that, he was worried and anxious about sending Geom Muyang alone. If something happened to him, they would all have to offer their heads. It would be better to die protecting him.

He sent another glance, expressing his desire to follow, but Geom Muyang firmly shook his head.

"Please be careful."

Leaving behind Ho Myeong, the Branch martial artists, and Gwak Yeong, who watched worriedly from the back, Geom Muyang boarded the carriage.

The carriage departed as soon as he was on board.

Once they were moving, Jin Hagun told him what had happened at the Chairman's Hall. He judged that in this situation, there could not be the slightest misunderstanding, so he shouldn't hide anything.

"The White Dragon Commander was under the Brainwashing Art."

Geom Muyang flinched. He hadn't realized it, even though he had tortured the man himself.

For the Brainwashing Art to escape his notice, it must have been an evil art cast by someone stronger than him.

In that case, it wasn't an evil art cast by the Heaven's Edge Hermit. After knowing him for so long, there was no way the Murim Alliance Lord wouldn't have recognized that he possessed such an evil art.

"Who did he say it was?"

"As expected, he said it was the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

Geom Muyang wasn't surprised at all. He had already confirmed many times how meticulous those bastards were.

"He must be dead, then."

"How did you know?"

"Because that's how I would have handled it."

Jin Hagun could tell that Geom Muyang had also seen through their scheme.

"There's no way the Chairman didn't see what we see. It's just that..."

He couldn't bring himself to finish the sentence. ...he doesn't want to believe it.

Geom Muyang simply nodded without saying a word.

Contrary to Jin Hagun's thoughts, he thought it was possible the Chairman hadn't seen through it. Or perhaps he was thinking something entirely different.

The one who really didn't want to believe it might be Jin Hagun himself. The fact that his own grandfather could make a misjudgment.

However, Geom Muyang didn't show such thoughts. He could see things objectively, like an onlooker giving advice, because his own interests were distant. Who could say for sure how they would act if it were their own affair?

The carriage carrying the two men arrived at the bamboo forest. The Chairman's Hall bodyguards were all standing at the entrance. It seemed the Chairman had forbidden anyone from entering.

Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun got out of the carriage and walked into the forest. As they entered, the downpour lessened to a drizzle.

The two walked on, getting wet from the rain. It had been a long time since either Geom Muyang or Jin Hagun had been caught in the rain.

In the middle of the bamboo forest was a small pavilion. Jin Paecheon stood inside with his hands clasped behind his back, making no effort to hide his presence.

"I sometimes come here on rainy days."

Geom Muyang slowly walked up into the pavilion. Jin Hagun did not go up with him and waited below.

Stepping into the pavilion, Geom Muyang bowed respectfully.

"Greetings, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon, who had been gazing into the distance, slowly turned around.

"First Young Lord, it's been a while."

His gaze and attitude toward Geom Muyang were calm and polite. When he had ordered him brought here, he had seemed ready to roar, but his demeanor now was completely different.

Because of this, Jin Hagun, standing below the pavilion, felt a sense of relief on one hand but also grew more tense. He didn't know when or how his grandfather's fury might erupt.

"How is the scenery?"

"It's nice."

Indeed, the view from the pavilion was beautiful. The mist flowing between the fine raindrops was beautiful and dreamlike. Only the sound of the rain could be heard there, as if all other sounds in the world had vanished.

"Is the Cult Leader doing well?"

"He has entered seclusion training."

Since the Murim Alliance would already know this, Geom Muyang answered honestly.

"To be honest, I was surprised when I first heard the news."

After all, seclusion training was rare for those at their level of mastery. That was why the Alliance had even held an emergency meeting. Was he really in seclusion training, or was he planning some other scheme?

However, amidst the meeting with its various reports and opinions, Jin Paecheon had recalled the image of Geom Woojin undergoing seclusion training. He knew instinctively. The Geom Woojin he knew was not a man who would use trickery for something like this. Having met him at the last tripartite meeting, he was even more certain.

A Geom Woojin who doesn't scheme is a more fearsome being than a Geom Woojin who does. Therefore, although he didn't show it, he was inwardly tense. It was none other than the Heavenly Demon's martial arts realm that was changing. And it was in that situation that this incident occurred.

"My younger brother is serving as the Acting Cult Leader."

At the mention of Geom Mugeuk, a smile formed on Jin Paecheon's lips. The only demon who could make him smile in any situation. Yes, if it weren't for Geom Mugeuk, this meeting wouldn't even be happening in the first place.

"The Young Cult Leader is someone who would do well no matter what task he's given."

Geom Muyang nodded as if in agreement.

Was it because he was thinking of Geom Mugeuk? Like the mist flowing between the bamboo, a silence flowed between the two men.

After some time passed, Jin Paecheon spoke abruptly.

"It was unexpected."

Geom Muyang looked at him. Jin Paecheon stared straight back.

"You, coming all the way to Wuhan."

It was a natural question. The forgery of the Geumyong hidden weapons was a serious matter. However, it wasn't so serious that the First Young Lord would come all the way to Wuhan.

"There were circumstances."

"Can you tell me what they were?"

When Geom Muyang didn't answer, Jin Paecheon's gaze turned slightly cold. Despite sensing the change in his eyes, Geom Muyang remained silent.

Looking at him reminded Jin Paecheon of Geom Woojin. Then again, if it had been Geom Mugeuk, he would have already chattered on, 'There were these circumstances and those circumstances...'

"You resemble your father more than the Young Cult Leader does."

Geom Muyang knew what he meant. He felt that what was needed in this moment was not his own bluntness, but his brother's affability.

It was something he would never have said in a different situation, or to a different person, but he spoke.

"Those hidden weapons were nearly used to kill my younger brother."

At Geom Muyang's answer, Jin Paecheon's eyes widened.

Below the pavilion, Jin Hagun lifted his head to look up.

Now he understood for certain why Geom Muyang had said he would see this to the end.

What if someone had almost killed Jin Haryong? Yes, he too would have seen it to the end. He would have chased them all the way to the front of the Demonic Cult Headquarters.

"I was merely tracking the one who forged the hidden weapons, and it has led me to meet you, Chairman."

The words implied that someone had paved the path well. Jin Paecheon felt the barb in that statement.

"Did you hear who the White Dragon Commander mentioned?"

"......"

"What do you think?"

"I don't know anything about that person."

Geom Muyang looked Jin Paecheon straight in the eye as he spoke.

"The answer is something you would know, Chairman."

For a moment, Jin Paecheon's expression twitched. A tremendous aura flowed from his body.

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"Don't you already know?"

An overwhelming pressure began to rage around them.

Storm clouds gathered, and the world grew dark. Jin Paecheon's aura was a typhoon on a dark sea. On the rough waves that crashed in an instant, Geom Muyang felt as if he were being tossed up and down repeatedly. A fear that delved into the abyss churned deep within a person's heart.

Jin Paecheon was originally a man suited to this kind of aura. Overbearing and powerful. He just hadn't had many opportunities to reveal that pressure while living as the Murim Alliance Lord for so long.

Even in the storm, Geom Muyang stood firm. In response, Jin Paecheon's aura grew even stronger.

Below the pavilion, Jin Hagun's heart grew frantic. It was his enraged grandfather against an unyielding Geom Muyang.

How would Geom Mugeuk have handled this? He thought about it, recalling him, but he was not Geom Mugeuk. If he couldn't act like Geom Mugeuk, it was better to remain silent.

Yes, he had to trust his grandfather. Although he was angry now, he wasn't someone who handled things based on emotion.

He had to play the most important role in this matter. He was the one who knew his grandfather best, and he was the one who had to act as a bridge to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Yes, from now on, I must look at each and every person properly, without any preconceptions. Those words that Geom Mugeuk had repeated so often had once again become the most necessary thing in his life.

The raging aura of Jin Paecheon gradually subsided, and the surroundings became calm again. He had pushed Geom Muyang to the very limit of sustaining internal injuries, but Geom Muyang hadn't moved a single step, holding his ground. Jin Paecheon, who had been watching him silently, spoke calmly.

"Leave Wuhan."

He could certainly make such a demand in Wuhan, if not in other regions.

However, Geom Muyang did not accept.

"I can't do that."

Jin Paecheon said nicely, "This matter is our business. When I find the answer, I will let you know."

"I'm sorry."

He would never find the answer alone. Geom Muyang did not back down. This was a promise with none other than Jin Paecheon. To say he would leave and then not do so would be an even greater act of disrespect.

"You people, really!"

Who in this murim would dare defy his words? The image of Geom Woojin overlapped with Geom Muyang's face. He was that man's son, so how stubborn must he be?

Just then, Jin Paecheon's gaze slowly turned toward the distant mist. His eyes changed. Someone was there, far away.

The fact that he could only sense their presence when they were this close was a testament to how outstanding the opponent's martial arts were.

"Stop eavesdropping and come out."

Then, someone slowly began to walk toward them from beyond the pure white mist as a golden radiance began to spread.

"Haven't you also experienced it for the past few decades, Chairman? Those bastards from the Demonic Cult just don't listen, do they?"


Chapter 633: The Seat You Must Occupy in the Future

The Demonic Buddha parted the golden mist and revealed himself.

How could he radiate such an intense presence despite his short stature?

From below the pavilion, he looked up and politely pressed his palms together.

"Have you been well, Chairman?"

Jin Paecheon returned the gesture, greeting the Demonic Buddha with proper respect.

"It has been a long time."

The Demonic Buddha's appearance was unexpected. However, it wasn't an entirely unfamiliar sight to see the Demonic Buddha wherever the First Young Lord was. Jin Paecheon was well aware of the relationship between the two.

After exchanging greetings with Jin Paecheon, the Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Muyang, who was standing beside him.

Their gazes met in midair.

"You've come?"

"Yes, I have."

It was a simple greeting, yet it was imbued with a deep affection for one another.

In truth, Geom Muyang had been at a loss about what to do regarding the Chairman's order to leave Wuhan. He would have ignored anyone else, but he couldn't recklessly refuse the words of the Murim Alliance's leader.

Seeing the Demonic Buddha in this difficult situation, he felt as if the man's radiance was brightly illuminating his predicament.

The Demonic Buddha slowly walked up to the pavilion. Before ascending, he also greeted Jin Hagun.

"Greetings to the Demon Supreme."

"Even from afar, I've heard much about Commander Jin's righteous deeds. You're truly remarkable for your young age."

Jin Hagun was also inwardly pleased by his arrival. The tense conflict from a moment ago had been defused by his appearance.

"Here is the liquor the Chairman enjoys."

The Demonic Buddha entrusted the alcohol he had brought to Jin Hagun and asked Jin Paecheon, who was on the pavilion.

"Your tastes haven't changed in the meantime, have they?"

The Demonic Buddha never came to see him empty-handed. He was also the only Demon Supreme who had consistently sent gifts for every Murim Alliance event since long ago.

Of course, the rule was to discard any gifts sent from the Demonic Cult, and the Demonic Buddha was surely aware of this, yet he never failed to send one.

However, after the First Young Lord was pushed out of the line of succession, Jin Paecheon had figured he would no longer receive his gifts, but today he had received one again.

Having ascended the pavilion, the Demonic Buddha looked around and marveled.

"The view from up here is different from what you see below."

The rain had already stopped, and the fog was beginning to thin. Behind it, towering bamboo stalks revealed themselves.

He tried to create a pleasant atmosphere with his continuous admiration, but Jin Paecheon's reaction was cold.

"I didn't expect you to be in Wuhan as well."

He responded as gently as he did only because it was the Demonic Buddha. The First Young Lord's presence was already a problem, but for a Demon Supreme to be in Wuhan without any prior notice? This was a matter for which he could lodge an official protest with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"I, too, had urgent matters to attend to."

"What sort of matters did the Demon Supreme have?"

Then, a startling statement flowed from the Demonic Buddha's lips.

"We received intelligence that someone was audaciously targeting our Cult's First Young Lord."

Geom Muyang, who rarely showed his emotions, displayed a look of surprise at these words. It was news to him as well.

"Who was it?"

Jin Paecheon naturally expected it to be someone from the unorthodox sects or an individual with a grudge against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"The Blue Mountain Swordsman."

The moment he heard that name, a thud of shock went through Jin Paecheon's chest.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman was one of the foremost masters representing the orthodox sects. For such a man to attempt to kill the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord was an incident of a much greater magnitude, incomparable to the First Young Lord's arrival in Wuhan.

The Demonic Buddha's voice rose as he radiated a golden light.

"Who does that madman think he is!"

The Demonic Buddha was genuinely enraged. He was conveying that fury directly to the Chairman on behalf of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Any attempt to harm the First Young Lord is a challenge and an attack on our Cult!"

In that moment, Geom Muyang understood. He knew why the Demonic Buddha had appeared before him so quickly.

The Demonic Buddha was already in Wuhan to save me.

Geom Muyang's heart swelled because it was the Demonic Buddha and no one else. Despite how shamefully he had acted in the past, the Demonic Buddha was protecting him, unchanged.

"Fortunately, I arrived before he could commit the act."

Unable to express true anger toward the leader of the Murim Alliance, the Demonic Buddha's radiance quickly subsided.

His dignified attitude seemed to pose a question. Was Jin Paecheon still going to question his presence in Wuhan after this?

The initiative in the conversation, which until now had been about forcing Geom Muyang to leave Wuhan, had now passed to the Demonic Buddha.

"Chairman, please don't worry too much. I haven't let this be known to the outside."

If it were any other matter, he would not have asked.

"Was it really him?"

He couldn't believe that a man like the Blue Mountain Swordsman would do such a thing without considering the consequences. He would have believed it if it were the Cold Moon Warrior.

"This was my third meeting with him."

He was saying there was no way he could have mistaken him for someone else.

The Demonic Buddha revealed the outcome of the incident before Jin Paecheon could even ask. He was a man who knew how to guide a conversation smoothly.

"We decided to have a drink at our fourth meeting."

He phrased it nicely, but Jin Paecheon understood. It meant he had overpowered him with skill. The two of them would not have ended things with a mere war of words.

A sense of relief washed over Jin Paecheon's face at the news that the Blue Mountain Swordsman was alive. At the same time, he felt a sense of unease.

The Blue Mountain Swordsman lost to this man?

Jin Paecheon quietly observed the Demonic Buddha. He felt different from the last time he had seen him. There was an air of leisure about him that he couldn't quite place. His skills must have improved by as much as that leisure he exuded.

For a moment, he thought of Geom Woojin, who was likely undergoing seclusion training.

The Demonic Cult is growing stronger.

It was a moment where he once again faced that uncomfortable truth.

In any case, the Demonic Buddha would not lie about something that could be confirmed through the Blue Mountain Swordsman.

Why would the Blue Mountain Swordsman try to kill the Divine Cult's First Young Lord? Don't tell me... at someone's request?

Someone could make a request of the Blue Mountain Swordsman. But that request could not possibly be, "Please kill the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord."

Unless it was his own request.

"Did you hear why he did it?"

"He didn't say, but it seemed he was acting on someone's request."

Jin Paecheon probed the Demonic Buddha.

"Do you have anyone in mind?"

The Demonic Buddha shook his head as if he didn't know. He already knew from the All-Knowing Hall that the Heaven's Edge Hermit was behind it, but he didn't even bring up the Emperor of the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

He merely pointed out the nature of the mastermind.

"The ones who have been driving a wedge between our Cult and the Murim Alliance are hardly a recent problem, are they?"

He emphasized that whoever it was, their goal was to sow discord between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

The Demonic Buddha did not mention the Cold Moon Warrior. To explain sending him away, he would have had to reveal that the Poison King was also in Wuhan.

"That is why I couldn't contact you in advance. I hope you'll understand with your generous heart."

"I can understand completely."

"Thank you."

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the sky. The sun, which had been hiding behind dark clouds, was beginning to show itself.

"Since the rain has stopped, we'll take our leave now."

At the Demonic Buddha's farewell, Geom Muyang also said his goodbyes.

"I'll see you again, Chairman."

"Travel safely."

They exchanged no such words as "Leave Wuhan" or "Let's meet again." The subsequent matters would have to be handled after careful consideration.

As he descended from the pavilion, Geom Muyang's eyes met Jin Hagun's.

Geom Muyang gave him a slight nod, and Jin Hagun nodded back in response. It was a silent exchange of their resolve to cooperate and handle the matter well.


After leaving the pavilion, Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha walked side by side through the bamboo forest, conversing.

He never thought they would meet like this again outside the cult. To think the day would come when they would walk side by side in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

The one to break the silence first was Geom Muyang.

"The mastermind is definitely the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

The Demonic Buddha nodded at Geom Muyang's words.

"I know."

That was why he was the most difficult opponent he had faced so far.

"As long as the Chairman trusts him, we can't carelessly touch the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

His friendship with the Chairman was one thing, but the reverence of the orthodox sects' members was also a problem. The moment they mishandled the Heaven's Edge Hermit, those bastards would escalate it into a conflict between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

When Geom Muyang stopped walking, the Demonic Buddha also came to a halt.

The words Geom Muyang wanted to say rose to his throat and then went back down. It was the first time he was saying this to anyone.

He had never said it to his father, nor had he said it to Geom Mugeuk.

He said those words to the Demonic Buddha.

"Please help me."

How could the Demonic Buddha not know how difficult those words were to say, and how precious they were?

The Demonic Buddha's eyes trembled, and the radiance flowing from his body intensified. Sincerity was met with even greater sincerity.

"I will serve you with my entire being, with all my loyalty."

Enveloped in that brilliant radiance, Geom Muyang felt a pang of regret.

What if their relationship had been like this during the succession battle? What if he had treated the Demonic Buddha with such sincerity back then? Would the outcome of that fight have been different?


Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun stood side by side on the pavilion, watching the retreating figures of Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha.

"What are your thoughts?"

Jin Hagun had a premonition that how this incident concluded would have a great impact on his own selection as a successor.

This entire process could be his grandfather's test, so he had to weigh each and every word carefully before answering.

"It must be one of three things. Either the Divine Cult is lying, the Heaven's Edge Hermit is truly the mastermind, or someone is driving a wedge to make us believe so."

That was not the answer Jin Paecheon wanted.

"I asked for your thoughts."

"I believe at least one thing is certain."

He knew his grandfather was worried that he would suffer a setback from trusting Geom Mugeuk too much.

"I believe that, at the very least, the Divine Cult is not lying."

As expected, a look of concern crossed Jin Paecheon's face. In the past, he might have tactfully given the answer his grandfather wanted to hear.

But he was different now. He knew that an answer meant to evade the moment was like building a bridge of sand toward the other person. It might hold for now, but it would inevitably collapse. And it would collapse when it was more complete, when he had gotten closer to the other side, making the other's disappointment all the greater and burying him in an even deeper pit of sand.

"Do you trust the First Young Lord that much?"

He certainly had faith in Geom Muyang. He knew it instinctively. He knew the man had spoken the truth. But there was a more certain reason than that.

"No."

"Then why?"

It was an answer that would worry his grandfather even more.

"The one I trust is the Young Cult Leader."

Jin Hagun conveyed his honest feelings to his grandfather.

"Since the Young Cult Leader is serving as the interim Cult Leader, the current master of the Divine Cult is the Young Cult Leader."

Jin Paecheon nodded. All decisions would be up to him.

"He might have a hidden ambition."

He had expected his grandson to defend the man, but he readily admitted it.

"He's a very clever man, so that might be true."

"Then why do you say you trust him?"

He didn't know Geom Mugeuk completely, but there was at least one thing he was sure of.

"Even if he were to scheme, he isn't the type of person to proceed with a plan that puts his older brother in danger."

Right now, the First Young Lord was isolated and in a dangerous situation in Wuhan. He didn't think Geom Mugeuk would have driven his own brother into such a situation.

"If he were that kind of person, the First Young Lord would have already died during the succession battle."

Jin Paecheon could not refute those words. The Geom Mugeuk he had observed was no different from what his grandson described.

"It seems we must fight with all possibilities open."

He braced himself for his grandfather's scolding. To leave all possibilities open was to say they should suspect the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

However, Jin Paecheon did not get angry. Instead, he looked at his grandson with a gentle gaze.

"Hagun."

"Yes, Grandfather."

"Are you worried about this old man?"

"No."

He said that, but he was clearly worried. Worried that his grandfather's judgment would be clouded by their long friendship. Worried about the hurt he would receive when that trusted friendship shattered.

Then, unexpected words flowed from Jin Paecheon's mouth.

"In my heart, I've already killed him."

"Pardon?"

His eyes widened, not understanding what he meant.

"I've driven a sword into that man's heart. I've already stood before his grave."

Jin Hagun could tell. He knew that "that man" meant Hwa Yulcheong. He could see it in his grandfather's deep and bitter eyes.

Ah! Grandfather had already left all possibilities open!

He had forgotten. His grandfather had lived his entire life upholding a sense of justice that was difficult to practice even once, and he had watched over all sorts of people for a long time from his position as the Murim Alliance's leader.

"I earnestly hope it isn't so... but I've already accepted the possibility that a friend I've known for decades could betray me."

He had bet his entire life on this position.

"Because I am the Chairman of the Murim Alliance."

He was telling his grandson something he had never told him before.

"The seat you must occupy in the future is a seat like this."

Jin Hagun bowed his head with a look of shame.

"I'm sorry, Grandfather."

He had tried to see clearly, to see properly, but he still wasn't seeing his grandfather for who he truly was. Seeing a person for who they are is just that difficult.

Instead, Jin Paecheon's tone grew even gentler.

"What I've felt while in this position for a long time is that we of the orthodox sects can't keep pace with the Demonic Cult or the unorthodox sects. Even when I tried to run out first and lead them, I was always a few steps behind. I was busy cleaning up the mess and chasing after them. But do you know why we haven't collapsed against their cruel and persistent desires?"

"Why is that?"

Jin Paecheon looked up at the blue sky from which the dark clouds had retreated. He filled his eyes with that blue sky and said forcefully.

"Because we are right."

Jin Hagun's heart pounded. His grandfather had lived his entire life with this one belief. And with a single sentence, he had told him the path he must walk.

You, too, must walk the righteous path.

Jin Paecheon's gaze, which had been filled with the sky, turned to his grandson.

"Therefore, trust the Young Cult Leader only after you trust in this."


Chapter 634: It Seems a Great Evil Has Awakened

There are certain moments in a relationship that serve as turning points. Usually, a person only recognizes such a moment in hindsight, thinking back to it. Today, however, Jin Hagun could feel it with absolute certainty.

A bridge was being built between his grandfather and himself. This bridge was not made of sand, but of sturdy, reliable wood.

"I will trust the Young Cult Leader fifth, not second."

His grandfather had shown him the path he was meant to take, and he knew he must repay that kindness.

"First, I'll believe that we're right. Next, I'll believe in you, Grandfather. Then, I'll believe in my subordinates in the Demon Slaying Brigade. After that, I'll believe in the Murim Alliance martial artists who are silently doing their jobs even now. Only after believing in all of them will I believe in the Young Cult Leader."

Jin Paecheon smiled with satisfaction. His grandson, who had always seemed so immature, had grown so dependable in such a short amount of time.

"Let's head back now."

"Yes, Grandfather."

The two of them came down from the pavilion and started walking toward the entrance of the bamboo forest.

Jin Hagun asked a cautious question. The fates of many people would shift depending on the answer.

"What are you planning to do now?"

Instead of answering directly, Jin Paecheon asked for his grandson's own opinion.

"What are your thoughts?"

He wanted to use this as an opportunity to see how his grandson would manage such a situation. He felt the time had finally come.

"As you saw earlier, the First Young Lord has no intention of backing down. The mastermind will eventually try to create a rift between our Alliance and the Divine Cult again. Before that happens..."

He paused, unable to finish his sentence immediately. The words might make his grandfather uncomfortable.

"I believe we must meet with the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

They first needed to determine if he was truly the mastermind or if he was being framed by someone else's scheme.

"And what happens when we meet him?"

"If the Heaven's Edge Hermit is the mastermind, he'll know he's under suspicion."

After all, he had used the Brainwashing Art to make the White Dragon Commander speak his name.

"If we don't go and check on him in this situation, he'll think we suspect him."

He would expect the Chairman, if he trusted him, to come and explain what had occurred.

"Whether the Hermit is innocent or not, the fact that we must go to him first remains unchanged. We have to make the first move."

Jin Paecheon nodded silently, walking onward while lost in his thoughts.

In the meantime, the two of them arrived at the entrance.

As Jin Paecheon climbed into the waiting carriage, he gave an unexpected command.

"You go and meet him."

This meant he was entrusting the entire matter to his grandson.

Jin Hagun had a premonition. This might be the final test to become the successor.

"Yes, I will."

Things were completely different now that he understood his grandfather's true feelings. He could handle the matter objectively without worrying about their relationship.

The carriage carrying Jin Paecheon departed.

As the carriage left with the Chairman's bodyguard unit, the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade gathered around Jin Hagun, who was now alone. Since they moved with Jin Hagun, they knew better than anyone how serious the current situation was.

"We're going to the Nothing Manor."


Jin Hagun stood at the entrance of the Nothing Manor and gazed up at the sign.

The Nothing Manor.

It was a name given by the martial artists of Wuhan to honor the Heaven's Edge Hermit, who had lived his entire life as Mu Soyu.

Jin Hagun suddenly remembered that the characters for 'Muso' in Mu Soyu were the same as those in the phrase for 'nothing is impossible'.

He would soon discover if the life he wanted was that of Mu Soyu, or a life that craved the power of 'nothing is impossible'.

When a martial artist from the Demon Slaying Brigade knocked on the door, Chamberlain Ju emerged from inside. He recognized Jin Hagun and offered a polite greeting.

"Welcome, Commander."

Chamberlain Ju was a man who had served the Heaven's Edge Hermit for a very long time. Despite his exceptional martial arts skill, he was responsible for managing the Nothing Manor's household. He had dedicated his life to the Hermit out of deep respect.

Jin Hagun glanced past him and asked a question.

"Is something the matter?"

Behind Chamberlain Ju, the courtyard was visible, filled with dozens of martial artists. He could feel an unusual atmosphere even from a distance.

At his question, Chamberlain Ju looked at him with a peculiar expression.

"Didn't you come because you heard the news?"

He seemed to assume that Jin Hagun was already aware of the situation.

Jin Hagun did not bother to deny it. He was unsure what was happening, but he assumed he would find out once he was inside.

"Well then, please come in."

Chamberlain Ju led Jin Hagun inside. The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade followed close behind him.

The people in the courtyard were all martial artists from the various sects located in Wuhan.

They recognized Jin Hagun and greeted him politely with a clasped hands gesture. He was a strong candidate for the next Murim Alliance Lord, and the Demon Slaying Brigade he commanded was made up of the Alliance's most elite fighters.

The Demon Slaying Brigade formed a line among them, creating a path.

Jin Hagun and Chamberlain Ju walked through the path made by the Demon Slaying Brigade and went further inside. As Jin Hagun walked, he studied the martial artists in the courtyard. Their tense and rigid expressions made it clear that something had definitely happened.

The place Chamberlain Ju led him to was the main hall.

There were about a dozen people inside, and the room was so quiet that not even a single breath could be heard.

As Jin Hagun entered, the people inside turned their heads toward him.

They were all faces that Jin Hagun recognized.

The leaders of the various sects in Wuhan. These were men who led anywhere from dozens to hundreds of disciples. They silently offered a clasped hands greeting to Jin Hagun, showing their respect.

Jin Hagun also greeted them with only a quiet clasped hands gesture. There was a reason for this silent exchange.

In their midst was a bed, where a physician was attending to someone.

An old man was lying on the bed, receiving treatment.

His skin was dark and rough, as if to show he had wandered the outside world for a long time. His old, worn martial arts uniform looked as if it had been with him for decades.

However, no one who knew him would ever judge him by his appearance. In fact, this simple and rugged exterior was what made him shine.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit, Hwa Yulcheong.

He was a man who had spent his life roaming the Central Plains and doing good deeds. If he saw someone pitiful, he would empty his pockets for them. If he saw someone wronged, he would surely avenge them.

A man for whom even the word 'Master' felt insufficient, that Hwa Yulcheong was lying on the bed.

Until he arrived here, Jin Hagun had never imagined he would see such a sight.

Moreover, he certainly had not expected this to be the reason.

Chamberlain Ju delivered the shocking news.

"The Elder was attacked by an unknown assailant today."

Jin Hagun's expression hardened.

Of all the possible times, the Heaven's Edge Hermit was ambushed now?

Jin Hagun's gaze shifted to his arm.

The physician was treating his arm. It was not a sword wound. The gash was roughly torn and quite deep to have been self-inflicted.

After carefully finishing the treatment, the physician spoke cautiously to the people gathered there.

"The torn and ripped wound will heal with time, but the poison is the problem."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit was poisoned?

"If the antidote doesn't work, there will be side effects."

At the physician's words, a cold chill seemed to spread through the room. It was the anger of those present.

Jin Hagun and the sect leaders moved to a spot a little away from the bed.

Since Hwa Yulcheong was asleep, Jin Hagun planned to go outside to talk, but they had no intention of leaving. They showed their resolve to guard the place until Hwa Yulcheong woke up.

"What in the world happened?"

At Jin Hagun's low question, a young martial artist standing a short distance away spoke up.

"The Elder was injured while saving me."

He was Hyeok In, the Sect Leader of the Clear Justice Sect, a small sect in Wuhan. He had recently become the new Sect Leader after the previous one died in an accident.

"I heard he had returned to Wuhan after a long time, so I sought the Elder's help. I wanted to ask him how I should lead my sect. We were attacked by a demonic practitioner while I was seeing him off after hearing his valuable words."

At the phrase 'demonic practitioner', Jin Hagun's heart sank. It was a term that should not have been mentioned, at least not here.

"Did you just say a demonic practitioner?"

Hyeok In nodded. As if to explain, Chamberlain Ju brought something that was under the bed and showed it to them.

"The Chairman was struck by this."

Jin Hagun's expression stiffened as he recognized the object.

To his surprise, it was a Jin-gyeok, a hidden weapon of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The very thing that had brought Geom Muyang to Wuhan had now appeared right before Jin Hagun.

"What happened to the ambusher?"

"He was killed by the Elder's hand."

A middle-aged martial artist standing nearby stepped forward.

He was Go Hyeong, the Sect Leader of the One Sword Sect. He was a man who had lost an arm fighting a demonic practitioner in the past and would grind his teeth at the mere mention of the Demonic Cult, even in his sleep.

"As you know, that hidden weapon is from the Demonic Cult, designated as a forbidden weapon by the Murim Alliance. If it weren't for such a vile and despicable weapon, how could the Elder have possibly been struck?"

A heavy silence filled the air.

The other sect leaders neither agreed with his words nor denied them.

If this was truly the work of the Demonic Cult, this incident would not be resolved with a simple apology.

Just then, another person stepped forward. He was Hwang Geun, the Sect Leader of the Blue Willow Sect in Wuhan. He was a man who deeply respected the Heaven's Edge Hermit, viewing him as a master and following him.

He walked back to the bed, looked down at Hwa Yulcheong, and said in a low voice.

"Regardless of who did this, I intend to spend the rest of my life finding the culprit."

The other sect leaders also nodded and stood before the bed.

While all orthodox sect martial artists respected the Heaven's Edge Hermit, the ones gathered here were followers who would willingly give their lives for him. If they moved, the Wuhan murim would move. If Wuhan moved, the entire murim would be set in motion.

Jin Hagun silently stared at Hwa Yulcheong.

Is this a setup? Or was he really attacked?

In the current situation, there was no way to know for sure.

However, one thing was certain.

He had not spoken a single word while unconscious, yet he was stirring the passions of these many masters from the orthodox sects.

The Demonic Cult tried to kill the Heaven's Edge Hermit!

He realized how huge of an incident this was becoming. For now, it was only these people, but once the news spread, the murim would be turned completely upside down.

Hwang Geun turned to Jin Hagun and spoke.

"Commander Jin, I hope the Alliance won't stand by and just watch this happen."

At that, the others also turned. Everyone's gaze was now focused on Jin Hagun.

"Have the Murim Alliance step in to surround the perimeter and ensure the culprit can't escape."

"We must lodge an official protest with the Demonic Cult."

The demands continued, but Jin Hagun remained silent.

Is this what you wanted? Are you really planning to use these people as a shield to get through this? 'Don't touch me. If you touch me, everyone will move.' Is this how you're giving that warning?

They stood lined up in front of Hwa Yulcheong.

This was not a wall built simply because an orthodox sect martial artist had been ambushed. It was a wall of trust and respect that he had constructed over several decades. It was a wall built with decades of effort. That was why it could not be carelessly torn down.

It was at that very moment. A low voice came from behind them.

"...That's enough."

At those words, the hall fell silent. The voice had come from the bed behind them.

Everyone turned in surprise to see Hwa Yulcheong awake and sitting up.

"Elder!"

"Chairman! You're awake!"

"What a relief."

Everyone rejoiced and crowded around him.

"Why are you all making such a fuss over nothing?"

As his dormant presence awakened, it overwhelmed everyone in the room. His presence was not sharp or powerful. It was an incredibly gentle presence.

However, it was a gentleness that seemed impossible to break with any amount of force.

Hwang Geun checked his condition first.

"What do you mean, it's nothing? Elder, you were poisoned!"

However, Hwa Yulcheong replied as if it were no big deal.

"I've suppressed it with my qi, so I'm fine."

This time, unable to restrain himself, the leader of the One Sword Sect shouted.

"It was the work of those bastards from the Demonic Cult!"

"Nonsense! How can you conclude it was a demonic practitioner just because he carried a hidden weapon of the Demonic Cult?"

He showed a completely different reaction than what Jin Hagun had expected.

"I'm fine, so don't needlessly escalate things and all of you go home. If a fight breaks out with the Demonic Cult over something uncertain, many innocent lives will be lost. So don't act rashly and watch your mouths."

After sternly scolding them, he looked for someone in the crowd. The person he sought was the young Hyeok In, the one he had saved.

"Are you alright?"

As he smiled at him, Hyeok In was deeply moved and gave a deep bow.

"I'll never forget the grace of you saving my life."

"What good will it do to remember this old man? Just take good care of your people. You remember everything I said, right?"

"Elder!"

Hyeok In bowed his head as tears fell.

Finally, Hwa Yulcheong's gaze turned to Jin Hagun. When they were alone, he would call him Hagun by name, but now he addressed him as the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"Commander Jin."

"Elder."

The two men's gazes met in mid-air. Hwa Yulcheong looked at Jin Hagun with the same gentle and benevolent eyes as always.

He was the man who had always smiled brightly at him, unchanging from when he was a little boy until now.

Is this man really the one behind the conspiracy?

That was why he was confused, and that was why he was even more suspicious.

Hwa Yulcheong asked in a calm tone. "What is happening in Wuhan?"

That's what I want to ask. What are you planning to do here in Wuhan?

Everyone waited for Jin Hagun's answer. They expected that as the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, he would know facts that they did not. Whether it was the work of the Demonic Cult or not, the ambush on the Heaven's Edge Hermit was a major incident.

"Nothing has been confirmed yet. However, in this once peaceful murim..." Jin Hagun stared at Hwa Yulcheong and calmly added. "It seems a great evil has awakened."


Chapter 635: They're Messing With My Brother and My Friend at the Same Time?

Jin Hagun had expected the Heaven's Edge Hermit to show some kind of reaction. He thought the man might give him a meaningful look at the mention of an awakened evil.

That's right, I'm that evil.

However, Hwa Yulcheong showed no such sign. He only looked surprised, flustered, and worried. It was a reaction that rendered Jin Hagun's intentions meaningless.

"Commander Jin, what on earth do you mean? A great evil?"

Jin Hagun glanced at the evidence Chamberlain Ju had presented earlier. "Those hidden weapons are elaborately crafted forgeries," he said. "Recently, these counterfeits have been secretly circulating in the murim."

The surrounding sect leaders began to murmur and stir at his words. The master of the One Sword Sect, who particularly despised the Demonic Cult, frowned. He had assumed this was their doing, but if the weapons were forgeries, it couldn't be definitively attributed to the Demonic Cult.

"I cannot disclose more specific details at this time."

Jin Hagun did not say it wasn't the work of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He also didn't mention the death of the White Dragon Commander. There was nothing to be gained from provoking them right now.

Hwa Yulcheong's eyes shone with a look full of chivalry.

"If you need any help, just say the word."

At Hwa Yulcheong's words, the sect leaders also gave him reassuring looks, as if to say they were ready to be called upon at any time.

Jin Hagun respectfully clasped his hands in a greeting.

"You great Masters are protecting the spirit of this murim. On behalf of the Alliance, I express my sincere gratitude."

After offering his respects, he bid them farewell.

"I will take my leave now. Please rest."

"Let's go out together."

Although he had been told to rest, Hwa Yulcheong rose from his bed. Just as his life had always been, he was not a man who rested for even a moment.

Jin Hagun moved to support him. Hwa Yulcheong's rough hand was so thin that it felt like he was only grasping bone.

"It's been a long time since I've held your hand."

Jin Hagun tried to recall if they had ever held hands, but he couldn't remember. It must have been something from long ago, when he was a child.

Hwa Yulcheong also spoke to the sect leaders present.

"You all should return as well."

Jin Hagun had considered them a wall protecting Hwa Yulcheong, yet Hwa Yulcheong was trying to send them all away. With every word he said, another sliver of suspicion was chipped away.

The sect leaders walked behind the two men.

"They might attempt another ambush. We will protect you."

At the words of the Blue Willow Sect's master, Hwa Yulcheong shook his head.

"I'm at an age where I have no regrets, even if I die."

"Please don't say such things."

This time, the master of the One Sword Sect stepped forward.

"You must continue to protect the murim for another thirty years."

"My friend, even you can't guarantee that."

The sect leaders following behind them laughed. Everyone was relieved and happy that Hwa Yulcheong was safe.

Feeling the hand that leaned on him for support, a thought suddenly occurred to Jin Hagun.

What if he really is the villain?

It occurred to him that perhaps the disguised life he had lived for decades had become his real life. He might have become a Master while only pretending to live righteously.

If that were the case, how could one possibly see through that life?

He might even be deceiving himself.

Then, one person naturally came to mind.

It was a person who seemed capable of digging up the truth, no matter how deeply the other person hid it.

A person who seemed like he would stick his head deep into someone's heart and ask brightly, "What's this big black hole here for?"

A person who seemed like he would say, "I'll tell you if you promise to dance with me!"

Just then, Hwa Yulcheong, who was beside him, asked a question.

"Why are you smiling like that?"

Startled, Jin Hagun glanced at him. He must have been smiling without realizing it.

"I'm just happy that you're safe, Elder."

Jin Hagun shook the person who had come to mind from his thoughts. This was a matter he had to resolve himself, one way or another.

With that, they exited the main hall.

The martial artists waiting outside cheered and rejoiced upon seeing Hwa Yulcheong. Each of them called him by a different name.

Chairman Hwa, Master Hwa, Elder Hwa, Hero Hwa.

But the respect filling their faces was all the same. There wasn't a single person gathered here who hadn't received his help at some point.

The number of martial artists gathered was even greater than before, as if word was spreading.

Hearing the cheers from inside, those outside began to shout as well. It seemed the martial artists who couldn't enter the manor had set up camp outside. At this rate, before the day was over, every martial artist in Wuhan would know that Hwa Yulcheong had been ambushed.

Jin Hagun silently watched the people in the courtyard chanting Hwa Yulcheong's name.

They were as excited as people heading off to war.

A single hidden weapon was making all of Wuhan boil over.

Just then, a martial artist entered from outside and reported something to the master of the One Sword Sect.

The master of the One Sword Sect then reported to Hwa Yulcheong.

"We've found the hiding place of the Demonic Cult bastards!"

The person most surprised by those words was Jin Hagun.

The master of the One Sword Sect gathered his subordinates and went out first.

"I will go."

Others followed him.

"We'll help."

Several sect leaders moved with him. Half of the people present ran out with him.

Jin Hagun couldn't just stand by. If they had truly discovered Geom Muyang's whereabouts, he had to go and prevent a clash.

"I'll go as well."

As Jin Hagun followed them out, Hwa Yulcheong spoke to him.

"Great evil possesses conviction. A wicked and distorted conviction. That conviction is what makes the evil stronger."

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

He wanted to ask how to overcome it, but there was no time for such a conversation now.

"I'll be back."

Jin Hagun launched himself forward. He heard Hwa Yulcheong's voice from behind. He called him by his name, just as he did when they were alone.

"Be careful, Hagun."


The All-Knowing Hall's operations room was bustling as usual today.

With the highest level of alert in effect, it was practically a wartime situation.

Not only the All-Knowing Hall but also the Hidden Moon had joined forces, pouring all their intelligence resources into Wuhan.

As a result, information was flowing between Headquarters and Wuhan faster and more accurately than ever before.

And today, unexpected news arrived.

A Strategist, with a shocked expression, brought an urgent messenger pigeon and reported.

"The Demonic Seal Mandate has been broken."

The bustling operations room fell into a momentary silence. All eyes turned to the reporting Strategist.

Sama Myeong's expression hardened. This was the first time such a thing had happened since he became Head Strategist.

The Demonic Seal Mandate was broken?

It was a report that should never have been made. And of all times, it happened during this state of emergency.

The Demonic Seal Mandate was a special punishment issued by the Cult Leader's decree, a penalty typically given when a demon who had performed great deeds also committed a crime. It was imposed when their past merits were too great to be imprisoned, but their crime was too severe to be overlooked.

Their inner arts would be suppressed, and they would live in hiding throughout the Central Plains, usually taking on professions with little human contact like hunting, woodcutting, or herb gathering. In rare exceptions, they were allowed to conduct business in the marketplace. They were absolutely forbidden from leaving their designated areas.

If they violated the Demonic Seal Mandate and left their designated zone, they would face capital punishment. Because it was a violation of the Cult Leader's decree, they were killed after being subjected to excruciating torture.

That was why they would rather commit suicide than ever break the Demonic Seal Mandate.

"Who broke it?"

Then, a surprising name emerged.

"The Demonic Fire Lord has violated the Demonic Seal Mandate and left his designated area."

The Demonic Fire Lord was a demon of the previous generation who, even back then, possessed skills on par with a Demon Supreme.

The Strategist retrieved a flag marked with 'Yeom' (焰) from a box of flags. The flag placed on the strategy map was covered in dust from long disuse.

"And it's reported that he has released the restriction on his inner arts."

This report was even more shocking than the news of his escape.

Naturally, when they were confined, their acupoints were suppressed to prevent them from using their inner arts. A restriction was placed at that time, and if they released it themselves instead of having it released by Headquarters, they would die within a few days. The number of days until death varied depending on their martial arts skill, ranging from as short as one day to as long as seven. After seven days, death was certain.

They couldn't have been unaware of this fact, yet they escaped after releasing the restriction on their inner arts?

They were either prepared to die, or they believed they wouldn't.

And he wasn't the only one who broke the Demonic Seal Mandate today.

Another urgent report flew in.

"The White Bone Spirit Demon has broken the Demonic Seal Mandate and deserted."

A flag marked 'Bone' (骨) was also placed on the strategy map. The White Bone Spirit Demon was a demon from the generation before the Demonic Fire Lord, an individual whose age reached a staggering one hundred and fifty years.

He was still alive!

Even Sama Myeong had forgotten about his existence.

If one person had left, it could be considered an impulsive choice, but two leaving meant there was an external influence.

Someone broke them out.

It had to be someone who knew the location of the Cult's secrets and could also persuade them.

As expected, a report followed.

"They are heading to Wuhan."

Sama Myeong's expression hardened. The release of just one of these two masters was enough to cause a great bloodbath in the murim. For such great demons to be heading to Wuhan? It was truly the worst-case scenario unfolding.

With the Demon Supremes already there, the situation was like walking on thin ice. Now, old demons who had broken the Demonic Seal Mandate were heading there?

The ice was truly about to break, and there was no telling who they would drag down into the abyss with them.

"Should we send a pursuit team?"

Normally, they would have to dispatch elites, including the Demonic Army, to pursue them. No matter what, and no matter how great the sacrifice, they had to be pursued and captured. This was to show that the Demonic Seal Mandate was a principle that must never be broken.

However, Sama Myeong shook his head. He didn't do it this time. No, he couldn't. He couldn't dispatch the Demonic Army to Wuhan in this situation.

Sama Myeong looked at the two newly appeared flags and asked a question.

"Do you two even know who is there as you go?"

Sama Myeong's gaze turned to one spot.

"Send an urgent messenger pigeon and report this."

It was directed toward a new flag that had just arrived in Wuhan today.

Geuk (極).


"I have people I know in Wuhan."

The connections the Demonic Buddha had diligently woven with his short legs existed here in Wuhan as well.

"I'm thinking of using their help to dig into the Heaven's Edge Hermit's side of things."

Would a mere acquaintance help with something like this? The Demonic Buddha was planning to use a card he had saved up for himself. Guessing this, Geom Muyang expressed his gratitude politely.

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it. It's the natural thing to do."

Now that the First Young Lord had asked for help, the Demonic Buddha would mobilize everything he could to help Geom Muyang. If there was nothing left to help with, he was determined to sell the underwear he was wearing to help.

It was then that Ho Myeong quickly entered and reported.

"The Demon Slaying Brigade and the martial artists of Wuhan are heading this way. You must get out immediately."

Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha left the room at once without another word.

There was no way the Demon Slaying Brigade would have them join their ranks. They were likely accompanying the Wuhan martial artists who were storming in, trying to prevent a clash somehow. Leaving quickly was the best way to help Jin Hagun.

Geom Muyang hadn't expected to have to escape this place again. The situation in Wuhan was truly like a raging torrent.

They quickly escaped through the back door. Since it wasn't her first time, Gwak Yeong ran after them without fear.

"......"

A man who was keeping watch at the end of the alley collapsed from the Demonic Buddha's finger qi bullet. The Demonic Buddha didn't kill him, only knocked him unconscious.

Geom Muyang said to the Branch martial artists.

"Even if you encounter them, you must not kill them!"

That would be what the mastermind wanted.

As soon as they left, the Demon Slaying Brigade and the Wuhan martial artists stormed the place.

"They just left! Let's pursue them quickly," the master of the One Sword Sect shouted.

Jin Hagun said to him.

"From now on, the main unit will handle the pursuit."

However, the master of the One Sword Sect did not back down gracefully.

"This matter is related to the great master. Please let us help."

The eyes of the martial artists behind him were also filled with earnestness.

He could stop them by force, but he couldn't do that in the current situation. Moreover, this was the master of the One Sword Sect, who had lost an arm to a demon.

I trust you'll get away safely.

Jin Hagun trusted Geom Muyang. Besides, the Demonic Buddha was with him too.

"Very well, let's pursue them together."

And so, they began their pursuit.

Far away, on top of an old tree, two people were watching the scene. Standing on a slender branch, they looked handsome and youthful.

They were none other than Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King.

"He acts so high and mighty in front of me. But look at him now, being chased around frantically by the Murim Alliance martial artists."

"You'd be chased with an even bigger crowd behind you."

Geom Mugeuk pretended not to hear and continued with what he was saying.

"My goodness, the Demonic Buddha is practically glowing. How does he expect to escape like that?"

The sight of them standing side by side on the branch created a picturesque scene.

Watching the distant chase between Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun, Geom Mugeuk's eyes deepened.

"Anyway, they're messing with my brother and my friend at the same time."

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Poison King and added. "And even our dear Poison King's faithful gatherer."

The Poison King nodded with an expression that said that was what angered him the most.

"What are you going to do now?"

The Poison King was desperate to wrap things up in Wuhan and go dig for poisonous herbs with the Demonic Buddha.

However, Geom Mugeuk knew this was not a simple matter. That was why he had come in person. Moreover, he had even promised Sama Myeong he wouldn't get directly involved. Of course, that was a promise he likely couldn't keep.

"Let's go have a drink at a tavern with lots of pretty swordswomen. I've been running nonstop. I hear the women of Wuhan are very beautiful."

The Poison King glanced toward the distant chase. They're in that mess over there, and you want to drink? his expression seemed to say.

Geom Mugeuk laughed and said, "They'll handle it just fine on their own. Let's let those two boring guys get a little closer through this opportunity. We'll have a drink with some swordswomen and come up with a plan."

He looked down at the splendidly spread-out streets of Wuhan.

"Is there a law that says only they can plot conspiracies?"


Chapter 636: You Don't Even Like Women

The Demon Slaying Brigade rushed forward, with the martial artists of Wuhan, led by the head of the One Sword Sect, following close behind.

The head of the One Sword Sect pursued them with desperation. He believed the demons he was chasing were the same ones who had assaulted the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

"We absolutely cannot lose them!"

At the shout from behind, Jin Hagun's expression hardened. If their group consisted only of Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha, the pursuers would never keep up. However, they also had the Branch martial artists and Gwak Yeong with them.

Because of this, shaking off the pursuit would not be easy.

Just then, a fork appeared in the road ahead. A martial artist from the Demon Slaying Brigade, running at the front, carefully examined the ground, the nearby grass, and the trees before looking toward the left path. As the most skilled tracker in the Brigade, he had determined which way Geom Muyang's party had gone.

Soon after, the head of the One Sword Sect and the martial artists of Wuhan arrived at the fork.

Jin Hagun spoke urgently to the head of the One Sword Sect.

"Let's split up and pursue them from here! We'll take the left path. Please take the right."

"Commander Jin, be careful!"

Fortunately, the head of the One Sword Sect immediately led his martial artists down the right path. He showed no sign of suspecting that the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade was deliberately trying to lose him.

Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists then ran even faster than before, revealing that they had not been chasing at their full speed until now.

As they ran, they caught sight of Geom Muyang's party up ahead. The clear difference in skill between the Branch martial artists and the Demon Slaying Brigade was obvious just from observing their movement arts.

The Demonic Buddha, who was running, glanced back over his shoulder.

After confirming that only the Demon Slaying Brigade was following them, he slowed his pace, and the entire party came to a stop. The Branch martial artists, who had been running without any rest, panted heavily to catch their breath.

Geom Muyang gently set down Gwak Yeong, whom he had been carrying on his back.

"Are you alright?"

"Yes, I'm fine. Are you okay?"

How uncomfortable could she have been while just being carried? Gwak Yeong was more concerned for Geom Muyang, who had run all that way with her on his back.

Geom Muyang nodded with a stoic expression, his breathing perfectly calm.

She had been carried on the back of the Demonic Cult's First Young Lord. It was something that no one would ever believe.

Gwak Yeong expressed her sincere gratitude.

"Thank you so much."

If the Demon Slaying Brigade had not arrived at that exact moment, she might have added a joke.

Thank you for running with me instead of abandoning me to the orthodox sects.

Then again, it might not have been a joke but her genuine feelings. Surprisingly, she felt more at ease with these demons.

The arriving Demon Slaying Brigade warily surveyed the area as Jin Hagun approached Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang expressed his thanks to him.

"Thank you."

Geom Muyang was well aware that Jin Hagun had controlled the pursuit's speed and had deliberately shaken off the other martial artists to meet with him.

Jin Hagun also expressed his gratitude.

"Thank you for coming without killing anyone."

They had managed to escape without taking the life of anyone from the orthodox sects during the chase.

In truth, Geom Muyang was naturally the more grateful one in this situation. He knew that Jin Hagun was taking an enormous risk right now.

If it became known in the murim that he was conversing with him like this, it would cause a huge scandal. It was the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade having a secret talk with the Demonic Cult's First Young Lord. He had intentionally let the demons he was chasing go. He was betting his position as successor.

"But how did you know to come to our location?" Geom Muyang asked.

Jin Hagun shook his head.

"I don't know either. A subordinate of the head of the One Sword Sect informed us of the location."

Before he could ask what had happened, the head of the One Sword Sect had already led his martial artists and rushed off.

"Do you think the One Sword Sect is in league with those bastards?"

He could not be certain of this either. The One Sword Sect was a Wuhan sect with a long and storied history.

The head of the One Sword Sect was also acting so aggressively because his arm had been severed by a demon. Therefore, Jin Hagun could not conclude that they were the organization behind everything based on this situation alone.

"The martial artists of Wuhan are agitated right now. You'll have to be careful."

Jin Hagun hurriedly said his farewell. They could not afford a leisurely chat when he did not know when the head of the One Sword Sect might return.

"If you go around that ridge and head down, you can get back to Wuhan."

Jin Hagun told them a route back to Wuhan that would keep them from being seen.

Geom Muyang and Jin Hagun exchanged a clasped hands greeting.

"Thank you."

"Let's meet again later."

Jin Hagun also gave a polite greeting to the Demonic Buddha before his gaze finally fell on Gwak Yeong. He said nothing more to her, simply offering a single nod before leading the Demon Slaying Brigade away.

Gwak Yeong understood his meaning. He had not forgotten about rescuing her younger brother, so she should not worry.

After Jin Hagun left, Geom Muyang looked at the Demonic Buddha.

In response to a look that asked what they should do now, the Demonic Buddha spoke calmly.

"First, let's send that woman and your subordinates to the safehouse."

With the martial artists of Wuhan searching for demons with fire in their eyes, it was too risky and conspicuous to move around with his subordinates and Gwak Yeong.

If they had been staying in a regular hideout in Wuhan, the new plan was to move them to a truly secure safehouse.

Geom Muyang turned to Ho Myeong.

"Go to the safehouse with Artisan Gwak."

If the Demonic Buddha had not been present, Ho Myeong would have insisted on staying behind. But with the Demon Supreme there to protect Geom Muyang, there was no need to worry.

Gwak Yeong felt grateful to Geom Muyang for taking care of her until the very end. She was even more grateful that he called her 'Artisan Gwak' instead of 'that woman'.

Yes, she believed this connection would lead to something good. It was, after all, a bond that had started on the day a piece of fine iron arrived.

She did not ask him to take good care of her brother, rather than leaving it to the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Watching this man, she realized he was the type of person who did not need such words. He was a man who would not boast if he succeeded in the rescue, nor would he show any outward apology if he failed.

To a man like this, no other words were necessary. She bowed her head politely.

"Please, be careful."

And with that, Ho Myeong and the Branch martial artists departed with her for the safehouse.

As Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha rounded the ridge and started down the path to Wuhan, a man appeared before them. It was the All-Knowing Hall martial artist who had been relaying information to Geom Muyang.

"A message has arrived requesting a meeting with you two immediately."

"......"

"It's an order from the Acting Cult Leader."

Geom Muyang spoke to the All-Knowing Hall martial artist.

"Tell him I can't return right now."

He had expected to be summoned back. However, he had no intention of returning yet. He was determined to resolve this matter himself.

"No, he wasn't asking to meet at Headquarters."

"Then?"

A truly unimaginable location came from the All-Knowing Hall martial artist's lips.

"He said to meet at the liveliest tavern in Wuhan."

Ah! This was definitely a message from his younger brother.


"Those female martial artists over there are looking at us. Don't look. Ah, do you see the woman in the light pink martial arts uniform? She's been staring at us, or more precisely, at me, for a while now. Of course! This face works anywhere! Regardless of age! It's universally appealing."

At that, the Poison King, who had been gazing outside the tavern, answered nonchalantly.

"She was probably looking at me."

"If it were anyone else, I'd deny it, but I can't argue with you. I'll concede half the credit."

The Poison King continued to look outside. The noisy tavern, packed with customers, was chaotic. If he had not come with Geom Mugeuk, he would never have set foot in a place like this in his entire life.

"And you don't even like women."

Geom Mugeuk replied to the Poison King's words.

"What kind of misunderstanding is that! I do like women."

The Poison King snorted.

"I'm telling you, I really do like them!"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk knew his words were not convincing. As long as he continued to leave the beautiful Lee Ahn alone, his claim of liking women would never be believed.

Geom Mugeuk smoothly changed the subject.

"You've never been to Wuhan before, have you?"

The Poison King hated going outside. Geom Mugeuk had naturally assumed such a man would never have come to the front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

"I have."

"When?"

"A long time ago."

"With whom?"

Then, a truly unexpected name was mentioned.

"With the Cult Leader."

"Father?"

The Poison King nodded, his gaze still directed outside.

"When?"

"Right after I ascended to the position of Demon Supreme."

He came to Wuhan with Father back then? That was truly unexpected.

"He doesn't seem like it, but my father is surprisingly diligent. What was it for? Please tell me the story."

However, the Poison King did not tell him.

Geom Mugeuk imagined his father and the Poison King walking the streets of Wuhan together.

He had thought it a truly unfitting image, as he believed his father disapproved of the Poison King.

But now, picturing the two of them on that street, he thought they might have suited each other surprisingly well. They were, after all, two people who had once gathered poisonous herbs together.

Just then, a group of martial artists ran past the front of the inn.

"Out of the way!"

The people on the road quickly moved to either side.

"The bastards from the Demonic Cult have appeared!"

They looked like people joining the hunt for his brother. Other martial artists on the road blindly ran after them. Wuhan was gradually reaching a boiling point.

The rumors spread with incredible speed. Those bastards were using them as a weapon to pressure them. It was a rumor stronger than any sword.

At that moment, two people entered the tavern. The men, their bamboo hats pulled down low, were Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha. Since their faces were hidden, it looked at a glance like a father had arrived with his son.

As he sat down, Geom Muyang greeted the Poison King politely.

"You've arrived?"

"It's been a while."

The Poison King nodded, accepting the greeting.

"On the way here, I heard about the Cold Moon Warrior from the Demonic Buddha. Thank you for your concern."

"Don't mention it."

After they exchanged greetings, Geom Muyang poured a drink for the Demonic Buddha beside him.

He did not greet Geom Mugeuk.

"Hyung, I'm here too!"

Geom Mugeuk waved a hand in front of Geom Muyang's face with an expression that said, 'Can't you see me?'

"I'm right here. Does your bamboo hat block your view of this side?"

However, Geom Muyang pretended not to see or hear him and simply drained his cup.

Geom Mugeuk lowered his voice and spoke to his brother.

"How insolent! The Acting Cult Leader has graced you with his presence!"

At that, Geom Muyang glanced around with a dumbfounded expression, worried someone might have overheard.

"Even if I shouted that I'm the Cult Leader, no one would care. It's too noisy for anyone to hear. Besides, who would imagine we'd be drinking here?"

"Is that why you're showing your face so openly?"

"There are four of us. If all four of us covered our faces, it would be even more conspicuous, wouldn't it? If we're going to show faces, it should be the two handsome ones."

"Then you should have suggested meeting in a more secluded place!"

He did not need to ask why his younger brother had come.

With the appearance of the Heaven's Edge Hermit, the Cult must be on high alert.

The question was this.

"Did you run away from home or something?"

Strategist Sama would never have let him go.

"Run away? What are you talking about? I came with Strategist Sama's permission."

There was no way he would have given permission so easily. Geom Mugeuk must have persuaded him somehow.

In any case, the fact that Sama Myeong ultimately sent Geom Mugeuk meant that he also considered this matter to be extremely serious.

"What on earth is going on?"

At his brother's question, Geom Muyang drained his cup and then shared his thoughts.

"I think they intentionally lured us to Wuhan."

It was the same thing he had told the head of the Murim Alliance. He had chased the maker of the counterfeit hidden weapons, only to end up in front of the Chairman. He was certain there was some intention behind it.

A faint smile touched Geom Mugeuk's lips at the thought that his brother was reading the situation correctly.

"So this whole of Wuhan has become a giant trap."

The gazes of the other two Demon Supremes sharpened. There was a vast difference between being caught in an escalating situation and being intentionally lured into one.

"Isn't that why you came too?"

At Geom Muyang's question, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the Poison King.

"No. I came to see the Poison King. I came to give the women of Wuhan a feast for their eyes, alongside the Poison King."

Then the Poison King hit him with an unexpected truth.

"You came to keep an eye on me, in case I cause trouble."

The Demonic Buddha, listening from the side, could not refute that. That was definitely part of the purpose.

Geom Mugeuk did not deny it either.

"You're our Cult's last bastion. Of course I have to be here to stop you."

Instead, he emphasized the point even more.

"As you know, I'm someone who would try to stop my own father's unification of the murim. Do you think I'd stand by and watch the murim's destruction?"

At the words 'murim's destruction', the Poison King's expression changed subtly. The words could have been offensive, depending on how one heard them, but the Poison King did not seem displeased.

Geom Muyang, who was listening, could tell what was happening.

He knew that even if the words were similar, what Geom Mugeuk just said made the Poison King feel much better than a phrase like, 'The Poison King knows what he's doing, why stop him?'

They were words that placated the Poison King while naturally reining him in. It might have sounded like he was speaking casually, but his words were definitely not chosen carelessly.

"What are you going to do now?"

"I'm the one who just arrived. You're the one who should be telling me what we're going to do."

The situation was currently suffocating and at a standstill.

In the past, relying on someone in a situation like this would have deeply wounded his pride.

However, Geom Muyang had changed enough to make such a joke now.

"I am awaiting the orders of the great Acting Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, happy to see his brother's change. It was okay for his hyung to change more, to keep changing.

"Then it seems it's time for this Acting Cult Leader to step up."

Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly to his brother.

"The Heaven's Edge Hermit is a man who has lived frugally his entire life. He didn't even keep his own subordinates. But is he really alone? For someone playing such an important role."

At that, Geom Muyang shook his head.

"There's no way."

Someone must be guarding his surroundings.

The Demonic Buddha spoke cautiously to Geom Muyang.

"In that case, it must be one of the sects of Wuhan."

Then Geom Muyang pointed to one place.

"He said the One Sword Sect knew of our hideout."

"They even pursued us."

Just as the Demonic Buddha was about to be convinced it was them, Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"I don't think so. They're in a position where they can freely use the orthodox sects of Wuhan. There's no reason for them to expose their own sword to us. They'll save that sword for last."

Hearing that, Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha nodded, realizing he was right.

"Then it must be a sect that follows the Heaven's Edge Hermit but hasn't been prominent," Geom Muyang speculated.

The Demonic Buddha added to his thought.

"It would be a sect that established itself here in Wuhan around the same time as him."

There would not be many sects that fit this description.

Geom Mugeuk was impressed with the two of them.

"As expected, my hyung and the Demonic Buddha work perfectly together. Poison King, let's head back. It seems we can leave this place in their capable hands."

He gave the credit to the two of them, but Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha knew the truth. They had only reached this conclusion because Geom Mugeuk was with them.

"I have somewhere to be for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk added, looking at the Murim Alliance Headquarters building in the distance.

"If you've come to visit a friend's house, you should first pay your respects to the Master."


Chapter 637: I'd Like to Hear That Rash Thought of Yours

Jin Hagun was consumed by worry during the entire journey back to the Chairman's Hall. He agonized over how he should report his findings about the Heaven's Edge Hermit to his grandfather.

This task was like a test for the successor, so providing a clear answer would have been best. In the end, however, the only conclusion Jin Hagun could reach was this.

"Honestly, I'm not sure."

His grandfather, who he had expected to be disappointed, simply nodded his head in silence.

Jin Paecheon considered this a natural outcome.

He thought about the possibilities. What if the Heaven's Edge Hermit was a true villain? How could his grandson possibly uncover a scheme so deep and terrifying that it had deceived even him?

And what if he was not a villain? Suspecting an innocent person would naturally lead to confusion and uncertainty. Either way, it was a difficult situation to understand.

Jin Paecheon rose from his grand chair and walked slowly to the window. The view of the Murim Alliance spread out below the Chairman's Hall.

He had lived his entire life to protect this unchanging scenery. And now, he felt he was facing a battle more difficult than any he had ever experienced.

From behind him, Jin Hagun's question came.

"Are you going to see the Hermit?"

Jin Paecheon nodded.

"A friend of mine was ambushed. I have to go see him."

The time had come to meet the man in person.

Jin Paecheon wondered how he should handle him. His grandson, with his great faith in Geom Mugeuk, believed this incident was not a conspiracy by the Demonic Cult. He himself, however, could not afford to think so simply. He had to consider various possibilities because a single misunderstanding could cost him his closest friend.

Just then, an unexpected report came from the air.

"The Acting Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult requests an audience."

Jin Paecheon, who had been gazing out the window, turned around. Jin Hagun also could not hide his surprised expression. It seemed Geom Mugeuk had come without even informing his grandson beforehand.

He wondered why Geom Mugeuk came here himself. It was one of two things. Either he truly believed the Heaven's Edge Hermit was the mastermind, or they themselves were plotting a conspiracy.

Jin Paecheon said calmly, "Show him in."

"......"

Jin Hagun felt a change in his grandfather's aura. The gentleness he showed his grandson was gone, replaced by the dignity and authority of the Chairman of the Murim Alliance.

His grandfather was now standing on a battlefield. Though Geom Mugeuk was his friend, he was making his grandfather tense.

As if to prove it, Jin Paecheon reiterated a certain fact.

"Don't forget. What you said about where he ranks in your trust."

Jin Hagun had said he trusted Geom Mugeuk fifth. This was after his belief that they were in the right, his grandfather, his subordinates in the Demon Slaying Brigade, and the martial artists of the Murim Alliance.

His grandfather was telling him now not to be swayed by pointless friendship and let his emotions take over.

"I will keep that in mind."

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk entered the Chairman's Hall with his bamboo hat pulled down low. He removed his hat at the entrance, walked slowly to the foot of the grand chair, and bowed with polite respect.

"Greetings, Chairman. Have you been well?"

Jin Paecheon walked down from his grand chair. He too greeted Geom Mugeuk with formal respect.

"Welcome, Cult Leader Geom."

He addressed him as the Acting Cult Leader Geom, not Young Cult Leader Geom. A personal relationship was one thing, but there was a separate etiquette to be observed between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

"Please, be at ease. I didn't come today as the Acting Cult Leader, but as Hagun's friend."

As he said this, Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun. Their gazes met in mid-air, and an unspoken understanding was contained in their eyes.

Good to see you, friend.

Do you always have to surprise people like this?

Although his grandfather was watching, Jin Hagun could not hide his delight. The moment he saw Geom Mugeuk, he could not contain his happiness. Even though this was the man who always teased him, he was just so glad to see him.

Geom Mugeuk spoke politely to Jin Paecheon again.

"I arrived in Wuhan today. I moved covertly since this matter concerns the elder. I apologize for not giving notice in advance."

Since he was paying his respects on the day of his arrival, it meant he had not been operating secretly in Wuhan. In other words, the only issue was that he had arrived without prior contact. There was no problem with Geom Mugeuk being in Wuhan.

Jin Paecheon nodded silently and asked in a gentle tone, "How is it, being the Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the grand chair on the dais. The Chairman's grand chair was likely just as uncomfortable as his father's. If one sat there comfortably, the seat would have already been taken by his father.

"I've learned just how difficult it is to protect that seat."

He then turned to Jin Hagun and remarked, "Hey, friend. This is a much better time for you."

Jin Hagun only offered a faint smile at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"What? You don't believe me?"

Geom Mugeuk turned to Jin Paecheon.

"Please give him the position for a while to teach him a lesson about how hard it is. It's unfair that I'm the only one suffering."

Jin Hagun knew what Geom Mugeuk was doing. This kind of joke was also his way of saying, "Please entrust the successor's position to your grandson soon."

Grandfather, how can you not trust a man like this?

He was the one who had already saved his life and his younger sister's life as well. This man had stood before him in many forms. There were times he was not the Young Cult Leader, times he was, and now he stood here as the Acting Cult Leader.

Though the positions were different, he was always the same. That was why Jin Hagun could be certain. Even when he ascends to the position of Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk would be the exact same person he was now.

"To be honest, when I first came, I intended to move secretly. I thought this was a matter for the Murim Alliance to resolve, not us."

"But why did you change your mind?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Jin Hagun.

"I remembered a promise I made with my friend a long time ago. That we'd always contact each other if anything happened. That we'd always help each other if there was danger."

At that, Jin Paecheon asked slyly, "And you're not the most dangerous one?"

Geom Mugeuk's voice turned sinister as he replied, "Indeed, I am the most dangerous."

He seemed to admit it readily.

"Only to the wicked, though. I don't have the magnanimity and mercy you show to villains, Chairman. I don't believe in rehabilitation either."

Seeing an opportunity to understand Geom Mugeuk's thoughts, Jin Paecheon asked calmly, "Why don't you believe in it?"

"Because for the one sinner out of a hundred who can be reformed, the other ninety-nine wicked people use rehabilitation as a shield."

He was saying he would prevent the greater tragedies created by careless forgiveness.

The words, "Shouldn't we still save that one person?" did not come from Jin Paecheon. With his hegemonic nature, Jin Paecheon agreed on this point at least.

"I have no mercy for the wicked either."

"That is why I respect you, Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk met Jin Paecheon's intense gaze head-on.

"I believed I had to get your permission, Chairman, before I began to handle this matter."

This level of courtesy was more than enough. No, considering the past, it was an overabundance of courtesy. When had the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult ever notified them before taking action? Things were only changing because Geom Mugeuk had become the Young Cult Leader.

Jin Paecheon asked carefully. He had wanted to ask this question from the moment he heard Geom Mugeuk had arrived.

"This incident, what are your thoughts on it?"

Not just Jin Paecheon, but Jin Hagun too was curious about what Geom Mugeuk thought.

"Are you asking for my rash thought, when I've just arrived and haven't even seen the Heaven's Edge Hermit's face yet?"

Jin Paecheon nodded.

"Yes, I'd like to hear that rash thought of yours."

Geom Mugeuk paused for a moment. With that brief silence, he showed that what he was about to say was by no means a rash answer. Then, Geom Mugeuk stated firmly, "I believe the Heaven's Edge Hermit is the mastermind behind this incident and is a villain."

A heavy silence filled the Chairman's Hall.

Jin Paecheon knew well what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. This was the man who had brought him and the Evil Alliance Chairman to a shabby tavern in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. This was the man who made his granddaughter dance with the heir of the Evil Alliance in front of so many masters. The man who danced with them there. The man who ended a succession war without shedding blood.

And that man had said this.

Your friend, Chairman, is a villain.

Even before hearing the reason, his chest began to feel tight. He knew there would surely be a plausible reason.

Jin Hagun asked in his grandfather's stead.

"May I ask for your reason?"

Jin Hagun was exactly half-believing and half-doubting. His grandfather might not want to face the truth, but he had to hear it to protect his grandfather and to protect the Alliance.

Although Jin Hagun asked, the answer was directed at Jin Paecheon.

"Because I would have chosen that method myself."

"!"

It was an emotional, yet more powerful answer than any other. Coming from Geom Mugeuk, the answer carried even more weight. It was a method a man as brilliant as him would choose.

"Gaining your trust, Chairman, is the same as gaining the trust of the entire orthodox sects murim. If the Heaven's Edge Hermit wasn't known to be your close friend, Chairman, do you think he could have gained his current reputation?"

He probably couldn't have. There are countless people in the murim who practice righteousness and perform acts of chivalry. Yet the reason Hwa Yulcheong became known as the representative of them all is because he is the friend of the Murim Alliance's Chairman.

Geom Mugeuk asked something unexpected.

"Do you remember when you first became friends with the Heaven's Edge Hermit?"

Jin Paecheon nodded.

"How did you meet?"

Geom Mugeuk began to dig into their very first encounter.

Jin Paecheon recounted that day from long ago. There was a time in his youth when he wandered as a righteous martial artist. Around that time, while passing through a village, he heard the sounds of a fight.

"When I rushed over, my friend was fighting bandits from the Viridian Forest who had attacked the village."

That was his first meeting with him. He helped him defeat all the bandits.

Jin Paecheon realized the intention behind Geom Mugeuk's words.

"You seem to be suggesting that our meeting was planned."

As expected, Geom Mugeuk nodded and asked, "Why do you think it wasn't?"

"Many villagers died that day, not just bandits. There were more dead than living."

Jin Paecheon let out a sigh and added, "Even several children died. He... he is not that kind of person."

Jin Paecheon answered firmly. He could concede, a hundred times over, that the man might have approached him with intent. But to approach him by sacrificing innocent lives who had not even learned martial arts?

The image of him clutching a dead child and sobbing his heart out flashed in his mind. Were those tears not genuine? Those tears, which were still so vividly etched in his memory?

"That's impossible."

Geom Mugeuk did not insist.

"Didn't I say so? That it was my rash thought, having not even seen the Heaven's Edge Hermit's face yet. My thoughts were excessive."

But in his heart, he did not think it was excessive at all. He had a similar experience. When he returned to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to find the final ingredient for the great ritual, the Secret Demon Soul. Back then, he had deceived everyone for the sole purpose of obtaining the Secret Demon Soul.

What if this man possessed a similar will?

Geom Mugeuk did not reveal these inner thoughts.

"For now, Commander Jin and I will investigate this matter. I don't know what kind of person he is, but since he tried to use your friendship, Chairman, we should use our friendship to deal with him."

Jin Hagun nodded. He felt a conviction that with Geom Mugeuk, they could surely uncover the truth. Jin Hagun's pride was no longer hurt by this sense of relief. Instead, he was grateful to have such a trustworthy friend.

Jin Paecheon, on the other hand, was silent.

He knew that even though Geom Mugeuk had taken a step back by calling his words rash, he still believed the Heaven's Edge Hermit was the mastermind. If he did not have that conviction, he would not have called him a villain in the first place.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk offered some unexpected advice.

"When you meet your friend, tell him everything honestly."

The scope of that honesty was beyond what he had imagined.

"Tell him that I've come, and that Hagun and I strongly suspect him. Tell him honestly how you feel, Chairman, that you're troubled because the Demonic Cult keeps acting this way."

It was truly surprising advice, but there was a reason for it.

"As someone who has protected the Chairman's seat for so long, you must have seen countless schemers. If you wanted to, you could probably deceive the Heaven's Edge Hermit without him noticing."

No, he thought, he probably could not. The opponent was someone who had been by the Chairman's side for decades. He was someone who knew the Chairman better than anyone else.

"Even so, why should you, Chairman, engage in a battle of deception? You possess a much stronger weapon."

The weapon Geom Mugeuk spoke of was this.

"Fight with the truth. You are the one who has led the orthodox sects murim with a life free of lies, are you not? A half-hearted truth would only be exploited by a cunning villain, but your truth, Chairman, will be as strong as ten-thousand-year-old cold steel."

Was it because he could not bring himself to lie in front of his grandson? With a troubled expression, Jin Paecheon confessed, "I'm good at lying, too. I've dealt with people using lies before."

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly.

"Yes, fight with that truth right there."

Of course, he did not think the Chairman's truth would defeat the man. If sincerity or truth worked on them, why would they be called evil? Still, there was a reason he gave the Chairman this advice.

It was because if the Chairman met him in his current complicated state of mind, he would be defeated, one hundred times out of one hundred. He knew he would be swayed by the man's intentions.

No matter how smart a person is, no matter how strong, the moment they are swayed by an opponent, it's over. In fact, being smart and strong makes them get entangled deeper and more intensely.

That was why he had set a standard for him. He was telling him to hold on tight to that which he had steadily built up by being so steadfast, perhaps even frustratingly so. To use his pious and resolute life as a weapon.

If Chairman Jin Paecheon could just face him without being swayed.

"Then you might see something that only you, Chairman, can recognize."


Chapter 638: Do You Know Where That Place Is?

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun departed from the Murim Alliance. To avoid attracting unwanted attention, Geom Mugeuk kept his bamboo hat on.

"They'll know that I met with the Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk did not underestimate the enemy's intelligence network. Wuhan was, after all, a stage they had meticulously created. On this stage, they were the main characters.

A serious expression settled on Jin Hagun's face. If Geom Mugeuk's words were true, it meant the enemy was observing them from very close by.

"Does that mean they have eyes inside the Alliance?"

"You should consider that they've been preparing for decades."

Geom Mugeuk tapped the bamboo hat he wore.

"This isn't enough to block out the passage of all those years."

Hearing this, Jin Hagun felt a sentiment that echoed Jin Paecheon's. This battle was going to be more difficult than any he had ever experienced.

"Is it them?"

The "they" Jin Hagun spoke of was the shadowy organization that had orchestrated the tripartite meeting between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

Geom Mugeuk understood immediately and gave a nod.

"Yes, I believe it's them."

Only such a group could devise a conspiracy of this scale against both the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

Jin Hagun asked cautiously, "You still think it's the Heaven's Edge Hermit, don't you?"

He wanted one final confirmation. Jin Hagun believed that Geom Mugeuk, with his superior insight, had a better understanding of the situation.

Geom Mugeuk defended his belief by looking at the alternative.

"Of course, it might not be him. But there's no need to consider the possibility that it isn't."

"Why not?"

"If he's innocent, we can just apologize for the misunderstanding."

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that clearly asked, 'How can you be so casual about it?' To Geom Mugeuk, it was truly that simple.

"That's what decades of friendship should be used for. It's not something so precious that it should cause confusion."

"!"

Jin Hagun felt that this statement held the key to how he should approach this entire affair.

"A momentary misunderstanding with a friend is nothing compared to the consequences of failing to see the Heaven's Edge Hermit's dark intentions."

Yes, he was right. In any case, his grandfather would not kill the Heaven's Edge Hermit based on a mere feeling without solid evidence. He concluded, therefore, that he was free to suspect him as much as he wanted.

Geom Mugeuk's straightforward conclusion instantly lifted the burden from Jin Hagun's heart.

"Thank you for coming."

Jin Hagun expressed his sincere gratitude. He would never be able to fully convey just how grateful he was that Geom Mugeuk had come.

"Of course I had to come."

That single sentence was enough. Yes, of course he had to come. If their situations were reversed, it would be the same. Of course he would have to go.

"So, where are we going?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Jin Hagun smiled and answered.

"A friend came from far away, so I have to provide a place for you to sleep."


The manor Jin Hagun had prepared was one utilized by the Demon Slaying Brigade. It was situated at the foot of a mountain on the city's outskirts, far from the marketplace. Since everyone knew it was owned by the Murim Alliance, they did not need to worry about being searched by Wuhan's martial artists for the time being.

"Look, the moment I show up, the treatment changes, doesn't it? This is the kind of person I am."

Geom Mugeuk boasted loudly from the entrance, but naturally, nobody acknowledged his bragging.

Geom Muyang, sensing something was amiss, started to inspect the manor's interior. Meanwhile, the Demonic Buddha went outside to check the exterior. The Poison King stealthily trailed behind the Demonic Buddha.

Seeing this, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"You mustn't fall for it even if the Poison King tempts you to go dig for medicinal herbs! He thinks of the Demonic Buddha as an herb-gatherer!"

He could feel the Poison King flinch from behind him.

As the two of them moved outside, Geom Muyang scolded his younger brother.

"Don't be rude to the Demonic Buddha."

Geom Mugeuk then gave a meaningful smile.

"You have to scold me when he's right next to us, so the Demonic Buddha will know how you feel."

"I'm not saying it for him to know."

"I know, I know. But wouldn't it be better if he knew anyway?"

He's your Demon Supreme, after all. The only Demon Supreme you like.

Geom Mugeuk sincerely hoped this relationship would stay unchanged until the very end of their lives.

After inspecting the courtyard, Geom Muyang entered the building. He walked down the corridor, carefully checking for any hidden mechanisms.

"Are you worried Commander Jin might have rigged this manor with something? You don't have to worry."

Geom Muyang answered without turning back.

"What makes you trust him so much?"

Geom Muyang was voicing the same concern Jin Paecheon had for his grandson. Don't trust people so easily.

"Not everyone is like you."

Geom Mugeuk followed closely behind him.

"That's a compliment, right?"

Geom Muyang did not answer. Instead, he opened doors to check the rooms.

"You use this small room. We'll give this one to the Demonic Buddha."

Geom Muyang chose the largest and best room for the Demonic Buddha. Naturally, he assigned the smallest one to Geom Mugeuk.

"The Demonic Buddha is the type who would be fine with the smallest room..."

As Geom Muyang scowled and spun around, Geom Mugeuk scurried into the small room as if he were fleeing.

"You should act like that when the Demonic Buddha is around."

Geom Mugeuk flopped onto the bed.

"Ah, this is so comfortable and nice!"

Lying down, Geom Mugeuk gazed out the window. He watched the clouds drift by for a moment before asking in a loud voice.

"I heard you were the one who called for Commander Jin first?"

After a short pause, Geom Muyang's voice came from his room.

"There is someone who needs to be saved."

Geom Mugeuk was also aware that the younger sister of a craftsman named Gwak Yeong was being held hostage.

"It feels so awkward hearing that a man who only ever thinks about killing people is going to save someone."

Even when branded a murderer, Geom Muyang showed no reaction. Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to miss a chance to tease his brother.

"Is she pretty?"

He might have snapped, but no reply came.

Geom Mugeuk may have seemed carefree, cracking jokes like this, but inwardly he was more tense than anyone.

Hwa Yulcheong.

How could he be complacent when he was facing a member of the Hwa family for the first time since his regression?

Just then, a rebuke came from the doorway.

"You should not have come. You should have stayed and protected our Cult."

Turning his head, he saw his brother standing at the door. Geom Muyang was well aware that having two people of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline in one dangerous place was absolutely forbidden.

"Our Cult will be protected only if I'm not there, you know?"

After all, the Heavenly Demon Archives were currently being plundered by the Acting Cult Leader.

"Don't joke around!"

"What's there to worry about? You'll protect me, Hyung."

"Me? Why?"

"You said you came all this way because of me, didn't you?"

Caught off guard by the unexpected words, Geom Muyang was flustered.

"Who told you that?"

"Who do you think? Someone with a loose tongue, I guess."

Three people had heard him say that. When he said it to Jin Paecheon, Jin Hagun was below the pavilion, and the Demonic Buddha was in the mist.

"Was it Commander Jin?"

He naturally assumed his friend Jin Hagun had told him. But the culprit was someone unexpected.

"The Demonic Buddha told me."

The Demonic Buddha had discreetly informed him via telepathy on their way here. He had said it in the hopes that his relationship with his brother would improve.

"He didn't say it for my sake, but for yours. So that I would treat you better."

At times like this, he could feel a surge of emotion even on his stoic brother's face.

"So you should try to express yourself more, too. How many years has the Demonic Buddha spent looking only at you? It's okay to show some emotion now."

Then, Geom Muyang said abruptly.

"Thank you."

"Not to me. I'm telling you to say it directly to the Demonic Buddha."

However, Geom Muyang's words were not intended for the Demonic Buddha.

"I'm thanking you."

"Suddenly?"

It was such an out-of-the-blue thanks that Geom Mugeuk sat up on the bed.

"I've done so many things for you to be thankful for that I don't know what you're talking about, but anyway, it's fine. It's nothing between brothers."

Then, Geom Muyang slightly opened his collar. He had Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around his chest.

It seemed his request for the Demonic Buddha to wrap it around his brother's heart had succeeded. As expected, the person who handled his brother best was none other than the Demonic Buddha.

"Ah, this isn't 'nothing'. I tore off a piece of my life for you."

His former self would have unwrapped it immediately, demanding he take it back and asking if he was being looked down upon. No, he would not have even wrapped it around his heart in the first place. Even if it were wrapped by force, he would never have shown it like this.

While he had changed in this way, there was also a part of him that was still unmistakably his brother.

"I will return this when we go back."

Saying he would return it when they went back was his way of declaring he would fight at the forefront. He was already furious that they had nearly killed his younger brother, and now they had made his brother come to this dangerous place. He was truly pissed off at them.

"My brother's angry now. I don't know who you people are, but you're in big trouble."


Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang began their investigation in earnest. Through the All-Knowing Hall, they received data on all the sects that had been established in the years surrounding the time the Heaven's Edge Hermit settled in Wuhan.

There were a total of eight target sects.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang split the list of sects to investigate and went to check on them personally. Since they could not grasp the reality from reports alone, they went to the sects to see for themselves. Weren't they the kind of people who could sense something suspicious just by looking at a gatekeeper's face or feeling the air in a courtyard?

After the two finished their investigation, they returned.

"The Ning River Sect is out because it has too many branches in the Central Plains. The Tyrant Sword Sect is out because its Sect Leader recently died in an accident and his heir took over. The Warrior Sword Sect is out because they're too fervent in their worship of the Heaven's Edge Hermit. And the Survival Gang has too many members."

The two shared what they had investigated, and Geom Muyang's findings were no different from Geom Mugeuk's. They could not find the guardian sect that had been secretly protecting the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

"It seems our prediction was wrong."

The two Demon Supremes nodded at Geom Muyang's conclusion. Since the two of them had gone out and investigated personally based on the All-Knowing Hall's data, the results were unlikely to be wrong. This meant there was no sect protecting him here in Wuhan.

Had he really been handling this all by himself until now?

Geom Mugeuk shook his head firmly.

"That can't be right."

He was certain they had overlooked something.

"This isn't something that ends in a year or two. It's a plan that has been in progress for decades. You think they'd entrust everything to one person's effort and luck? No way."

What if he did well for twenty years and then died in an accident the next year? Then those twenty years would have been for nothing. Someone must have been supporting and helping him from the side. He must have overcome several unknown crises. There had to be someone who had weathered the storms of time with him.

"Couldn't he have won over another sect after gaining fame, instead of establishing one at the time?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at the Demonic Buddha's thought.

"Of course, that's possible, but I don't think that's the case this time. For some reason, I feel like he would have kept his most trusted people by his side from the very beginning."

This time, Geom Muyang offered his opinion.

"Then couldn't an individual have helped him, instead of a sect?"

"He was friends with the Chairman. The Murim Alliance would have naturally monitored and investigated him according to their rules. They would have been extremely thorough. Imagine if our father had a best friend. Think how thoroughly we would investigate him."

And according to the All-Knowing Hall's investigation, the Heaven's Edge Hermit had no friends other than the Chairman. He was truly and utterly alone.

"Didn't they say they handle poison?"

The one who answered the Demonic Buddha's question was Geom Muyang. He was the one who had experienced it firsthand while tracking the counterfeit hidden weapons.

"That's right. The counterfeit hidden weapons were coated with a powerful poison."

That was not all.

"Furthermore, they controlled people's minds, either with drugs or some kind of grand technique."

They made people commit suicide at critical moments and forced specific confessions. That alone showed they were no ordinary practitioners. The four people here knew this better than anyone. They knew how on edge the Murim Alliance was about poison and how much they loathed soul-manipulation arts.

Martial artists feared the Poison King and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme the most.

But the Murim Alliance had missed the fact that the Chairman's only friend was associating with someone who used poison or soul-manipulation arts?

Geom Mugeuk thought that was impossible. They were the ones who had missed something. He reviewed the documents again, reading them with a different mindset than before.

There's definitely something we missed. The answer is here.

As he read through the documents with that thought, Geom Mugeuk's gaze stopped at one spot. A slow smile spread across his lips.

"It's not an individual, and it's not a sect. Do you know of a place that can legally use poison and also stick needles in people's heads?"


Geom Mugeuk and the other three sat in a teahouse, looking at a building across the street. In the middle of the bustling marketplace, a large building occupied an expensive plot of land.

The Clear Heart Hospital.

"This is the place the Heaven's Edge Hermit, who often performed good deeds, visited most frequently. He would bring poor people here to get treatment every time. That's why it's a place no one would have suspected."

It was a place that Geom Muyang and the two Demon Supremes had truly never considered. A physician? The place supporting the mastermind behind this conspiracy was a physician? Who could possibly imagine that?

There was another reason to suspect this place was the base of operations.

"The physician here, So Cheongrak, is highly skilled and has a good reputation, making him the most popular physician in Wuhan after the Murim Alliance's Divine Physician."

Even the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha had heard his name before.

"So Cheongrak is particularly famous for his skill in detoxifying poisons. It's said that when it comes to detoxification, his skills surpass even the Murim Alliance's Divine Physician. That's why martial artists from the Central Plains come here first when they're poisoned. The number of martial artists he has saved is not just one or two."

Then the Poison King, who had been silent until now, calmly pointed out the core of the matter.

"The flower of the poison arts is not administering poison, but detoxifying it."


Chapter 639: Is It Fair for Everyone to Only Like My Brother?

The true art of poison lies not in its administration but in its detoxification. What the Poison King said could only mean one thing.

"So you're saying So Cheongrak isn't a physician, but a user of poison arts," Geom Mugeuk stated.

In response to Geom Mugeuk's words, the Poison King fiddled with the teacup before him and spoke.

"You're the one who figured it out."

Until Geom Mugeuk found the answer, So Cheongrak was a physician skilled in detoxification. However, the moment Geom Mugeuk found the answer that the Clear Heart Hospital might be a place that supports the Heaven's Edge Hermit, the physician So Cheongrak became a master of poison arts.

However, proving that fact would not be an easy task. So Cheongrak had, after all, lived for many long years as a respected physician.

In some ways, he was a more difficult opponent than the Heaven's Edge Hermit. He had placed countless martial artists under the most difficult debt to repay. A life debt.

The number of martial artists whose lives were saved by So Cheongrak was surely immense, not just in Wuhan but across the entire Central Plains.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Poison King, "Is there a poison that can control people?"

The Poison King nodded as if the answer was obvious. "It's possible if one uses Gu poison."

The Poison King then turned to Geom Muyang. "First Young Lord, was it one person who was controlled? Or were there many?"

"I've seen several so far," Geom Muyang replied.

"Were they important figures?"

"No."

After confirming the number and other details, the Poison King gave Geom Mugeuk his answer. "Then it's unlikely they used Gu poison. The insects that control people are hard to find and not easy to handle, so they can't be used indiscriminately."

Geom Mugeuk reached a conclusion. "Then there must be someone else besides So Cheongrak with the ability to control people. It's unlikely that So Cheongrak, who uses both poison arts and medical skills, would have also mastered manipulative evil arts or other grand techniques."

The Poison King nodded in agreement. If his skill in detoxification surpassed that of a divine physician, his poison arts must have also reached an extreme level. Since he was also proficient in medicine, there was no possibility he had learned anything else.

"The Chairman will investigate the Heaven's Edge Hermit's side," Geom Mugeuk said. "So we'll have to figure this side out ourselves."

It would not be difficult for the four of them to sneak in and assassinate So Cheongrak. In fact, there was no need for all four of them to go.

To him, who possessed Myriad Poison Immunity, So Cheongrak was no threat at all.

The real task, however, was to reveal that he was the power behind the scenes. They needed to expose the fact that he was not a physician who practiced medicine, but a poison master who practiced poison arts.

They had to present that evidence to the leader of the Murim Alliance and let the orthodox sects of the murim know the truth. They could not just kill him without proof and ask everyone to trust them. That was precisely what made this task so difficult.

"I'm thinking of approaching him," Geom Mugeuk announced.

He believed it was impossible to uncover the truth from a distance. The time So Cheongrak had spent hiding his identity was far too long.

"How?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

Geom Mugeuk replied to the Demonic Buddha's question with a smile. "What other way is there to approach a physician? We have to go as a patient."

There was a problem, however, according to the information sent from the All-Knowing Hall.

"The problem is, we can't attract So Cheongrak's attention by going as an ordinary patient. There are too many patients, and they say there are over twenty physicians working under So Cheongrak. Ordinary patients have a hard time even seeing his face. However, those afflicted by extreme poisons are an exception. The more special the poison, the more it will draw his interest."

In short, this meant one of them had to be poisoned with an extreme toxin to secure a proper meeting with So Cheongrak.

Naturally, everyone's gaze turned to the Poison King.

"Fortunately, we have someone who can administer a poison for So Cheongrak to detoxify," Geom Mugeuk said.

At Geom Mugeuk's words, a corner of the Poison King's mouth lifted slightly. Geom Mugeuk understood. He knew the meaning behind the Poison King's smile.

That bastard dares to detoxify my poison? Does he really think he can?

Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone that the Poison King was truly serious when it came to poison.

"I know, I know. If the Poison King administers a poison with intent, no one can ever detoxify it."

At those words, the Poison King's expression hardened. There was one time, just once, when someone he had guaranteed would die had returned alive. Of course, they said he hadn't returned in a normal state, but it was an incident that had left a deep wound on the Poison King's pride.

"Please use a poison that can barely be detoxified over several days," Geom Mugeuk requested. "Preferably one that will catch his eye."

The Poison King would surely have such a poison. The problem was not the poison, but the patient.

"Who do I administer it to?" the Poison King asked.

The answer to the Poison King's question was, in truth, already decided.

Geom Mugeuk excluded the Poison King first. "The Poison King can't go himself."

There was a chance the opponent would recognize the Poison King. No matter how he concealed his identity, there might be something only the two of them could recognize.

"And the Demonic Buddha can't step up either." Saying this, Geom Mugeuk glanced stealthily at his brother. "As you know, my brother is tough, so he can endure pain well."

Geom Muyang wore a dumbfounded expression.

In truth, Geom Mugeuk couldn't do it even if he wanted to. Because he had Myriad Poison Immunity, poison had no effect on him. The only person here who knew that fact was the Poison King.

"I'm the Acting Cult Leader, brother," Geom Mugeuk declared. He then requested support from the Demonic Buddha. "Even if it's the Poison King, he'd get scolded by Father if he poisoned the Acting Cult Leader, right?"

The Demonic Buddha did not just stand by and watch him push the task onto Geom Muyang. "Poisoning the First Young Lord would get him into more trouble."

"Why?" Geom Mugeuk asked demandingly.

The Demonic Buddha answered as if it were obvious. "He's the eldest son, isn't he? The Cult Leader always doted on the First Young Lord."

"What about me?"

"Well, he probably doted on you too."

"This is too much! My brother scolds me for being rude to the Demonic Buddha, and the Demonic Buddha only takes my brother's side. Did you two conspire?"

Geom Muyang could tell. Geom Mugeuk had requested the Demonic Buddha's support just to say those words. He wanted the Demonic Buddha to know that he had scolded him for being disrespectful.

Why are you trying so hard? I hated you so much.

The Demonic Buddha, for his part, was also trying his best. "You're better at acting sick, aren't you?"

"How would you know? I've never even tried! And don't you think acting as the patient's guardian is more important?"

Geom Muyang, who had been listening to their conversation with a faint smile, turned to the Poison King. "I'll do it."

Geom Muyang felt this was like destiny. He had almost killed Geom Mugeuk with poison-laced hidden weapons. That was the reason he was here.

Now, a situation had arisen where he had to be poisoned. Perhaps this was fate telling him to pay the price for his mistake.

"You should just bring one of the martial artists from the safehouse instead," the Demonic Buddha suggested.

Touched by how much the Demonic Buddha cared for him, Geom Muyang smiled faintly. "It's alright, Demonic Buddha."

"How can it be alright? It's not just any poison, but one that will catch his eye. Your body will be severely damaged. I'd rather do it myself."

He truly wanted to take his place. How nice it would have been if his appearance were ordinary at times like this.

As if grateful for the sentiment, Geom Muyang bowed his head politely. He then bowed politely to the Poison King as well. "Please, I ask this of you."

The Poison King, who was watching, gave him an unexpected gift. Was he the type to simply administer poison in a situation like this?

"In the process of treating the poison I'm about to administer, your body will develop a strong resistance to it. Even if you're hit with the same poison again, you'll be able to endure it longer than you can now."

From those words, they could tell that the Poison King was going to use an extremely precious poison.

Geom Mugeuk quickly stepped forward. "I'll do it! Poison my brother? This unloved second son will do it. Where is the justice in this? Does everyone really have to like my brother so much!"

The Demonic Buddha finally relaxed his expression and spoke to the Poison King, knowing he would handle the safety issue well. "Still, please use a less painful poison."

Geom Mugeuk pouted and made a spiteful remark. "Then it won't be effective. A poison that makes you scream on its own..."

In that instant, a scream burst from Geom Muyang's lips.

"......"

The Poison King had merely glanced at Geom Muyang.

In a flash, Geom Muyang's face turned pale and he clutched his chest. He had been poisoned before anyone realized it.

"Uuuuugh."

The scream that escaped Geom Muyang was no ordinary one.

"Aigoo, you're so impatient!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed. He quickly hoisted his brother onto his back and dashed outside.

The Demonic Buddha was inwardly shocked. He was well aware of the Poison King's skill in administering poison, but he had not noticed it at all, even when it happened right before his eyes.

Just then, the Poison King said nonchalantly, "The First Young Lord will be fine."

That single sentence from the Poison King was more reassuring than any other words.

The Demonic Buddha watched the two brothers run toward the Clear Heart Hospital for a moment.

He thought, It will take time to treat the poison.

The Demonic Buddha knew the best way to repay the Poison King's favor.

"Let's go dig up some poison herbs."


The Clear Heart Hospital was much larger than it appeared from the outside. In the large, plaza-like courtyard, there were countless people. The pungent scent of medicine wafted all the way to the entrance as the scene unfolded.

There were patients in bandages limping along, physicians in white robes bustling about, workers unloading piles of herbs from carts, women trimming herbs under trees, and people lined up, pounding herbs in mortars.

There were also ordinary people, not martial artists, standing in line. They were clearly destitute at a glance. It seemed true that they offered free treatment to the poor and penniless.

Geom Mugeuk, still carrying his brother on his back, ran into the place and shouted, "My brother has been, been poisoned!"

A young man nearby ran over. Judging by his appearance, he did not seem to be a full-fledged physician yet, but someone learning medicine by assisting the physicians.

"This way! Hurry, over here!"

The place the young man led them to was an area where patients in critical condition were gathered.

"If you wait just a moment, a physician will be here soon."

After helping Geom Mugeuk lay Geom Muyang on a bed, the young man hurried off to call for someone.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the area. About twenty beds were filled with patients, from people stabbed with swords to those with cracked skulls. It was full of critical patients.

He knew it was large in scale, but seeing it in person, the Clear Heart Hospital was truly bustling with activity.

"Looks like a war is going on somewhere without us," he muttered.

Geom Muyang heard him but couldn't answer. It truly felt as if his entire body was on fire. Since he was fully conscious, he felt the pain in its entirety.

"Brother, are you okay?"

In response to Geom Mugeuk's question, Geom Muyang cursed him with his eyes. Do I look okay? You try it!

"I really wish I could be in pain for you."

Contrary to his words, his eyes were smiling. When else would I get to tease him if not now? The intent was clear in his smiling eyes.

Thinking the pain might lessen if he focused on something else, Geom Mugeuk kept talking to him. "Your inner arts?"

Geom Muyang frowned and nodded. It meant he could use them. The intention was for him to be able to use his martial arts in case of an emergency. The Poison King had considered everything while administering the poison in that short time.

Just then, a young physician came over. "What kind of poison is it?"

"I don't know. Please, save my brother!"

The physician examined Geom Muyang's condition. When he touched his body, Geom Muyang let out a scream.

"Aaaaaaaargh."

For his brother to scream like this meant he was in real pain.

The young physician was clearly flustered. He tried to identify the poison and lessen the pain, but the screams only grew louder. Without even a word to wait, the physician ran off.

Looking down at his suffering brother, Geom Mugeuk suddenly wondered what he would do if this situation were real. What if it was not a situation where he could trust that the Poison King had arranged everything?

What if his brother were truly dying before his eyes?

How would he feel then? His chest tightened and a chill ran down his spine, making him realize that his feelings for his brother had deepened considerably.

"You'll laugh later as much as you endure now. So just bear it a little longer."

His brother's lips mouthed a reply.

Shut up!

Soon, another physician rushed over. This time, it was a middle-aged physician, older than the last one. He examined Geom Muyang's condition more skillfully than the young man before him.

However, he too failed to stabilize his condition. It was an expected result. How could mere physicians handle the Poison King's poison?

Fortunately, he gave up faster than the young physician. That alone showed that his skills were far superior.

Not long after the middle-aged physician left, he finally arrived.

The moment Geom Mugeuk saw the physician with a kind face and a fine build, he knew. He knew that this was So Cheongrak.

Instead of a name tag that read So Cheongrak, he seemed to be wearing wings. Three or four physicians followed him on either side with deferential expressions.

He had never seen the man before. A thought occurred to him that perhaps the reason the Poison King was not among the Twelve Zodiac Kings was because this man existed separately.

So Cheongrak passed by the patients, giving out prescriptions. A single glance at a patient's condition was all it took for him to prescribe a treatment.

"Boil a mixture of half the Greenwood Lotus and half the Seven Star Grass and have him drink it!"

He unwrapped the next patient's bandages, examined the wound, and personally applied an ointment for cuts.

"Fortunately, the sword only grazed the organs."

He could tell whether the internal organs were injured just by looking at the outside. It was the same with the next patient.

He personally set the bones of a patient who had fallen from a high place and applied a splint. He did not mind getting blood on himself at all. As his hands touched them, the screams of pain subsided.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at Geom Muyang in amazement. Even in his agony, his brother was watching So Cheongrak.

Treating patients without hesitation like a celestial being descended from the heavens, So Cheongrak arrived at Geom Muyang's bed.

Seen up close, perhaps due to his fine build, his skin was taut and his eyes were full of vitality. His unhesitating prescriptions came to a brief halt.

As he examined Geom Muyang's condition, he asked Geom Mugeuk, who was standing beside him, "This poison, who did this to him?"

Geom Mugeuk answered him. "I don't know. My brother has a nasty temper, so he has many enemies."

Geom Mugeuk could see Geom Muyang making a dumbfounded face, even while enduring the pain.

"I heard you're the best physician in the Central Plains when it comes to detoxification. Please, save my brother."

His gaze deepened as he looked down at Geom Muyang. Surprisingly, So Cheongrak knew about this poison.

"This is a poison that only three people in the world can detoxify."


Chapter 640: I Feel Like We're the Villains

"Who are those three people?"

Instead of answering Geom Mugeuk's question, So Cheongrak responded with a suspicious gaze of his own.

"This isn't a poison you'd encounter easily, even if you were looking for it."

He stared intently at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "Who are you?"

So Cheongrak's expression made it seem as if he genuinely did not know who Geom Mugeuk was.

Did he truly not know? Or was he only pretending? It was impossible to judge what kind of person he was from his appearance alone.

Geom Mugeuk had told Jin Hagun that they would even know he had met the Chairman. He considered that this So Cheongrak might also know his identity. If he did not, that too would be part of the mastermind's plan. That was how seriously Geom Mugeuk was taking his current opponent.

"I am Geom Yeon of Gansu's Western Blade Sect. That is my older brother."

For now, Geom Mugeuk revealed his identity using the name and sect he always used for his disguises.

"How did he get poisoned?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly. "We were drinking tea at a teahouse across the street when my brother suddenly cried out in pain and collapsed."

There would be witnesses who saw him carrying his brother out of that place, so his story would be quickly confirmed.

"But can we really afford to waste time like this? My brother is dying!"

Even at that moment, Geom Muyang was gritting his teeth to endure the agony.

Despite seeing this, So Cheongrak did not seem very rushed. He appeared to know it was not a poison that would kill instantly. Then he spoke the decisive words.

"Endure it. The more it hurts, the more beneficial it will be for you."

From that statement, Geom Mugeuk could tell. So Cheongrak knew exactly what this poison was.

"Ah! To see this poison here. I'd never heard of it being used in this era, so I thought it was a lost poison."

Geom Mugeuk saw an unconcealable passion flash across So Cheongrak's face.

So Cheongrak explained to the physicians who had followed him. "The poison this man has been afflicted with is called the Scorpion Python Poison. It's a poison made by mixing the ground powder of the Eight-Colored Scorpion and the inner core of the Lunar Blood Python."

The Eight-Colored Scorpion was a poisonous centipede known for its eight colors and a length equal to an adult's height. The Lunar Blood Python was a serpent-like spirit beast that lived only in regions overflowing with extreme yin energy.

In other words, this Scorpion Python Poison was created by mixing two spirit beasts that one would be lucky to see even once in a lifetime.

Hearing the explanation, Geom Muyang was inwardly moved.

The Poison King really gave me a precious poison.

The pain had been so great that he had forgotten the Poison King's words about how his poison resistance would strengthen after the treatment. It must have such a powerful effect because it was such a precious substance.

Of course, Geom Muyang knew he had not been poisoned with this because he was well-liked. It was likely due to his relationship with his younger brother.

So Cheongrak's explanation continued. "Once poisoned with the Scorpion Python Poison, one suffers excruciating pain as if being burned by fire for seven days. On the final seventh day, they die feeling the pain of their entire body's blood vessels freezing over."

So Cheongrak, who had been explaining to the physicians, turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk and remarked, "It's a deadly poison that no antidote in the world can cure."

Geom Mugeuk prostrated himself, grabbing So Cheongrak's leg and begging. "Please save my brother! He's the only brother I have. Please, tell me you're one of those three people!"

At that, So Cheongrak helped Geom Mugeuk to his feet.

"That's right. I am one of those three people."

Geom Mugeuk rejoiced and grabbed his hand. "What a relief! Physician! Thank you. Thank you so much."

So Cheongrak did not resist at all when Geom Mugeuk touched him. Instead, he gripped Geom Mugeuk's hand tightly and said, "In that regard, your brother is a very lucky man. There are only three people in the Central Plains who can detoxify it, and he happened to be poisoned near where one of them is."

At that, Geom Mugeuk released the hand he was holding and took a step back.

"Then does that mean my brother was poisoned because of you, Physician?"

"What? What are you suddenly talking about?"

Not only So Cheongrak, but the physicians behind him also stiffened their expressions. They wore looks that seemed to ask how he dared to speak to So Cheongrak in such a way.

Geom Mugeuk, however, raised his voice. "My brother might have a bad temper and plenty of enemies, but how could he just happen to get hit by such a rare poison? Especially in a teahouse right across from the Myeongsim Clinic! This is a challenge aimed at you, Physician. Someone is asking, 'Can you detoxify this poison!' Isn't that right?"

As Geom Mugeuk pressed him, So Cheongrak could not find a way to refute it.

"Take responsibility. Save my brother! If my brother dies, I'll tell everyone in the world! That you, Physician, let my brother die!"

Lying down, Geom Muyang shook his head despite the pain. He was on the same side, but how could his brother be so shameless?

"Save my brother!"

So Cheongrak was flustered. It was a situation where he would have been justified in getting angry and kicking them out.

"Alright. I'll detoxify him."

So Cheongrak had the physicians who came with him bring medicine, herbs, and treatment tools.

Looking at him now, he seemed like a naive and pure person who must have practiced only medicine his entire life.

Even while acting unreasonable and throwing a tantrum, Geom Mugeuk did not miss a single glance or word from So Cheongrak. He watched how he reacted and spoke.

Where does this confidence come from, to not mind being grabbed by the leg and hand? Are you really an ordinary physician?

A moment later, the physicians brought the medicine, herbs, and vials he had requested.

"This treatment will require a great deal of luck. It's such a difficult detoxification that even a slight mistake in the herbal combination will lead to failure."

So Cheongrak closed his eyes for a moment to organize his thoughts.

He had naturally assumed the antidote would be made in private, after dismissing everyone or going into a room alone.

"Now, listen carefully to what I say from now on."

So Cheongrak began to make the antidote while explaining everything to the physicians.

At this sight, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang looked at each other. His brother, despite his pain, wore a surprised expression, as if this was truly unexpected.

"You said only three people in the world can detoxify this poison, yet you're teaching it to everyone?"

Not only the physicians but also he and his brother were listening, along with the other patients.

The reason So Cheongrak revealed was even more surprising. "It's not a secret recipe for making poison, so what's the point of hoarding the secret to making an antidote? As a physician, what's there to be proud of in being the only one who knows how to detoxify something?"

He then told the physicians, "When it comes to saving people, don't keep your own secret methods. Spread the knowledge far and wide to save even one more life that doesn't need to be lost."

"We will take it to heart!"

The physicians' faces were filled with respect.

He combined the ingredients with great care. Of course, there was a struggle in the process. When the combination did not turn out as he intended, he would be lost in deep thought for a long time.

Geom Mugeuk truly never imagined he would come here and watch him make the antidote. And to think he was even passing on the knowledge to the other physicians.

If the amount was even slightly off, he would start over. If the ingredients were not fresh, he would bring new ones and make it again. If it did not produce the color he had in mind, he would combine them again.

He was so focused that his whole body was soon drenched in sweat. Perhaps because of his large build, he sweated a lot.

After a long effort that lasted four hours, the antidote was finally made.

So Cheongrak took a deep breath and had Geom Muyang take the antidote.

Everyone watched with bated breath.

As the pain subsided, Geom Muyang's face became somewhat more comfortable.

"It's a success."

At that, the other patients there all cheered and applauded.

"The antidote must be taken three times over three days. Come back tomorrow morning."

So Cheongrak was completely drained and staggered as he walked. The physicians supported him by both arms and walked out with him.

Watching his retreating back, Geom Mugeuk looked down at Geom Muyang and said, "Somehow, I feel like we're the villains."

With a face that said he finally felt like he could live, Geom Muyang said in a weak voice, "We are villains."


The next day, So Cheongrak again meticulously prepared the medicine.

It actually took even longer than the first day.

He would ask the physicians questions and even had them do the mixing themselves at times. He was truly sincere about educating his junior physicians.

"You should make it yourself! What do those people know!"

It was no use even when Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"It's fine, they're making it exactly as I instruct."

"What do you mean it's fine? Can't you see their hands are shaking?"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's protests, he did not give up on having his junior physicians do it.

"Who are the other two people you said could make the antidote?"

At that, So Cheongrak had them pause the mixing and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Of course, the Divine Physician of the Murim Alliance must be one of them, right?"

Even though he knew it was not the case, he casually mentioned him, and So Cheongrak shook his head.

"In terms of medical skill alone, no one can match the Divine Physician of the Murim Alliance or the Demonic Physician of the Demonic Cult. However, just because one's medical skill is the best doesn't mean they are the best at detoxifying poisons. That's a separate matter."

Then, a name that was very welcome to Geom Mugeuk's ears came out. "There is someone called the Insect Physician. She is a person who treats illnesses using poisonous insects. She would certainly be able to cure this poison."

Right, how could she, the one who gave me Myriad Poison Immunity, not be on the list?

If his brother had truly been hit with a deadly poison and the situation was urgent, he would have carried him on his back and run to her using the Swift Step.

Insect Physician! Are you doing well?

He wondered if Pyo Jigwang, who became her disciple, was massaging her shoulders well.

"Who is the other person?"

After a brief pause, he spoke. He was much more cautious than when he had mentioned the Insect Physician.

"The Poison King of the Demonic Cult."

Geom Mugeuk carefully observed his expression and words when he mentioned the Poison King.

"Do you know about the Poison King?"

"I've never seen him. But I have heard of his reputation."

"What kind of person is the Poison King?"

As if he did not even want to think about it, he once again instructed the physicians on the mixing.

"If you keep this up, I'm going to carry my brother and go to the Insect Physician. Where does she live? Do you think I can't find my way to the Demonic Cult?"

But it was no use.

And so, the second day's antidote, made by So Cheongrak and his junior physicians, was completed.

He confidently had Geom Muyang take the completed antidote.

At that, his complexion improved even more than yesterday.

"A success."

Geom Mugeuk was relieved.

"I'm sorry for shouting earlier for no reason."

"It's alright."

"Tomorrow, I'll make it. With that patient over there with the broken arm."

At that joke, So Cheongrak laughed brightly. With the addition of his smile, he looked like a genuinely good person. So much so that Geom Mugeuk felt sorry for doubting him.

"I'll say it again, your brother is a very lucky man."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to his brother.

"I always thought my brother was a very unlucky person."

How could a man who was pushed out of the line of succession for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult because of his younger brother be a lucky person?

Just then, Geom Muyang said softly, "I think I'm lucky too."

Other people would think he was saying this because he met So Cheongrak.

But Geom Muyang's answer held a different meaning.

Having a younger brother like you is also lucky.

Because even after losing that succession battle, I did not die and am still alive like this. Given my personality, I would not have felt like I was truly living even if I survived, but you made it so I did not feel too resentful, having lost to such a formidable opponent.

"Well then, I'll see you for the final treatment tomorrow."

That day too, Geom Mugeuk wandered around the Myeongsim Clinic, observing the place.

The patients were frantic with pain, and the physicians were frantic with work. So Cheongrak was busy, and the other physicians were busy too. Patients poured in endlessly. On the crossroads of life and death, there was no room for suspicion to creep in.

He looked all over, but he could not find anything suspicious. The only suspicious person in this Myeongsim Clinic was himself.


"Are you feeling okay?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Geom Muyang nodded. The pain that felt like his whole body was on fire had vanished without a trace. He was completely cured after taking the third and final antidote.

So Cheongrak had not made a single mistake for three days.

"You truly are a divine physician!"

As Geom Mugeuk exclaimed in admiration, So Cheongrak smiled.

Geom Muyang also expressed his gratitude to him. "Thank you so much. How can I ever repay this kindness?"

Then Geom Mugeuk said from the side, "What are you asking for? You should pay with money. How much is the treatment fee?"

Considering the poison, he thought whatever price So Cheongrak named would be it.

"Just go. I'm the one who should be grateful for giving me the opportunity to detoxify such a rare poison."

So Cheongrak patted Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. "I was genuinely moved by how much you care for your brother. Continue to live well."

After giving them a bright smile, So Cheongrak turned away.

On the first day, a large-bodied physician had walked over, but now, a divine immortal was walking away.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang left the Myeongsim Clinic and started walking toward their residence.

"It seems we were wrong about So Cheongrak."

He was truly a divine physician sent from the heavens. If it had been a different poison and not the Scorpion Python Poison, they would have truly suffered for three days for nothing. However, thanks to the effects of the Scorpion Python Poison, he had gained a strong resistance to poison.

Just then, unexpected words came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"That man is definitely a poison arts user."

Sensing he was not joking, Geom Muyang stopped walking.

On the first day, he was too out of it from the pain, but even then, he had carefully watched and listened to So Cheongrak. In his judgment, there was nothing to be suspicious about. If anything, that in itself was suspicious.

But he's definitely a poison arts user? For what reason?

Geom Mugeuk calmly stated his reasons. "When he confirmed that the poison you were afflicted with was the Scorpion Python Poison, he was genuinely happy. That joy was clearly not that of a physician, but of a poison arts master."

Geom Muyang nodded, but he felt that could not be proof that he was a poisoner.

"He's famous for detoxification, so couldn't he have been happy about a rare poison?"

When Geom Muyang spoke cautiously, Geom Mugeuk presented another piece of evidence. "Remember what he said on the first day? He said he thought the Scorpion Python Poison was a lost art because it hadn't appeared in this era. Describing a poison as a 'lost art' is something users of poison arts would say."

Geom Muyang tilted his head. "He's very interested in poisons, so he might talk like that."

That was not the only thing Geom Mugeuk was suspicious about.

"He explained the poison in such detail, so why didn't he mention that one thing?"

"What thing?"

"The people who can administer this poison. If he said, 'There are only three people who can detoxify it!' then it would have been natural to also say who could administer it."

This time, Geom Muyang also nodded. "He didn't say it because he already knew who it was?"

This speculation was plausible. However, all three points were just circumstantial evidence, not concrete proof.

"Aren't you just seeing him as more suspicious because you've already concluded he's the mastermind?"

"No, it's definitely him."

For the first time, Geom Muyang felt like he was seeing a flaw in his younger brother. It felt like he was trying to force his argument by fitting the pieces together somehow.

So you had this side to you too.

He did not dislike it. Until now, he had only shown a disgustingly perfect side. Right, there needs to be a gap like this for me to help.

As they were walking, Geom Mugeuk spoke as if something had just occurred to him. "Oh, there was one more thing."

"What is it?"

You don't have to pretend to be this perfect for me.

"When he patted my shoulder as we were leaving..."

Geom Muyang thought it would be another circumstantial suspicion, but shocking words came from his younger brother's mouth.

"He poisoned me."

After a moment of stunned silence, Geom Muyang roared. "You should have said that first!"


Chapter 641: Or a Way Not to Die

"What poison is it?"

Geom Muyang's heart sank. He had never imagined that So Cheongrak would poison his younger brother.

The opponent was the same man who had detoxified the Scorpion Python Poison administered by the Poison King. How could a poison given by such a person be ordinary?

"Hurry up and tell me! What kind of poison is it?"

Geom Mugeuk had never seen his brother so agitated. Geom Muyang hadn't even been this worked up when he lost the position of successor.

"Seeing you so worked up is surprisingly touching."

"You brat! Stop messing around!"

Geom Muyang was genuinely angry. Staring at his brother's surprised, agitated, and angry face, Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly.

"Hyung, I'm fine."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze was calm. His posture and the aura he exuded didn't make him seem like someone who was sick.

"You were poisoned, so how can you be fine?"

"To me, poison liquid is just water, and poison smoke is like campfire smoke. No, it's even less than that. It doesn't even sting my eyes."

"Stop talking nonsense!"

"I have Myriad Poison Immunity."

"Right, you have Myriad Poison Immunity... what? What did you just say?"

Geom Muyang's eyes widened as he stared at Geom Mugeuk. What did I just hear?

Seeing his brother's expression, Geom Mugeuk repeated himself.

"I said, I have Myriad Poison Immunity."

For a moment, Geom Muyang was speechless. He knew better than anyone how strong his younger brother was, what a natural martial talent he possessed, and how special he was.

But Myriad Poison Immunity?

Myriad Poison Immunity was a completely different story from the talents he had just considered.

Throughout all of murim history, the number of martial artists who had achieved Myriad Poison Immunity could be counted on one hand. That was how difficult it was to attain.

It was a state that could only be reached through a miraculous encounter bestowed by the heavens. That was what Geom Muyang thought of Myriad Poison Immunity.

That was why he suspected it was his brother's prank until the very end. However, he could tell from Geom Mugeuk's utterly serious gaze.

That he truly had Myriad Poison Immunity. Words that proved it followed.

"If I didn't have Myriad Poison Immunity, I wouldn't have taken on this job no matter what. I wouldn't have entrusted such a dangerous task to you, Hyung."

No wonder he had so stubbornly made him play the role of the patient.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and added a joke.

"Even if you wanted to kill me, you can't do it with poison."

Geom Muyang felt no jealousy. Instead, he felt good. It meant he had lost the fight for succession to a younger brother with such an incredible destiny.

"How did it happen?"

"I was lucky enough to have a miraculous encounter while rescuing Director Seo of the Sanzu River Hall."

He thought that perhaps this was the reason the heavens were helping his younger brother.

The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was living a life of saving others, not killing them. How could the heavens not take notice? Perhaps pieces of a miraculous encounter were gathering for his brother every time he prevented a tavern table from being broken or ran to save someone.

"What does it mean that So Cheongrak poisoned you?"

"It means he's a user of poison arts."

At the same time, it also meant that the one backing the Heaven's Edge Hermit was definitely a renowned physician.

Geom Muyang thought of So Cheongrak. He recalled his dedicated appearance while caring for patients and remembered how enthusiastically he taught his junior physicians.

"Was that all just an act?"

At Geom Muyang's doubt, Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened. He wished it had all been a pretense and an act.

"Or perhaps, while acting, it became his real life."

He could feel that dealing with this So Cheongrak would be just as difficult as dealing with the Heaven's Edge Hermit, Hwa Yulcheong. After all, they had to take care of a man who lived such a respected life right in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

"Let's go back for now. We need to discuss this with the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha."


When the two entered the manor, Geom Mugeuk burst out laughing at the scene before him.

The courtyard was filled with drying medicinal herbs. He didn't need to see it to know. He could tell just how much their Demonic Buddha had been exploited for labor during the three days they were at the physician's.

"We're back."

As Geom Mugeuk announced loudly, the Demonic Buddha was the first to emerge from the building.

"You've returned?"

The Demonic Buddha was relieved to see that Geom Muyang was safe.

Geom Mugeuk wasn't one to let that slide.

"I'm here too! The Acting Cult Leader who faithfully performed his duty as the patient's guardian is also here."

Regardless, the Demonic Buddha was just about to turn and go back inside.

"The Acting Cult Leader who even got poisoned."

The Demonic Buddha flinched in surprise and turned back. He looked at Geom Muyang instead of Geom Mugeuk.

Instead of a reaction telling his brother not to play such pranks, Geom Muyang gave a slight nod. At that sight, a golden radiance burst from the Demonic Buddha's body.

"Poison King, please come out for a moment."

He called for the Poison King first.

"That's too much. You're judging based on my brother's reaction rather than my words!"

Ignoring Geom Mugeuk's words, the Demonic Buddha shouted once more.

"Come out at once!"

Then, the Poison King came outside.

"The Acting Cult Leader has been poisoned."

Belying his urgent words, the Poison King was nonchalant. Instead of examining Geom Mugeuk, the Poison King crouched down, inspected the poison herbs laid out in the yard, and said.

"He must have done something to deserve it."

Just as the Demonic Buddha was feeling puzzled by that reaction, Geom Mugeuk spoke from behind him.

"Demonic Buddha, I have Myriad Poison Immunity."

The Demonic Buddha turned towards Geom Mugeuk. Although Geom Mugeuk looked at him with a serious gaze, the Demonic Buddha once again tried to ascertain the truth through Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang nodded. There was no clearer answer than that reaction.

How truly surprising and amazing!

Now, the Demonic Buddha could understand the Poison King's reaction.

"So the Poison King already knew."

The Poison King nodded. Previously, when Geom Mugeuk took the Heavenly Qi Pill, the Poison King had revealed it then. He had said he already knew Geom Mugeuk had Myriad Poison Immunity.

Geom Mugeuk didn't bother to hide the secret from these two.

"Now two more people know the secret. Ah, Director Seo also knows. He was with me when I had the miraculous encounter for Myriad Poison Immunity."

He had no intention of deliberately bragging about it. But in a situation where he had to face poison arts, he had no thought of deceiving his brother and the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha wasn't pleased to be told the secret. Instead, with a serious expression, he urged Geom Mugeuk.

"Do not tell this fact to anyone else from now on. Don't think that just because you told me, you have to tell the other Demon Supremes for the sake of fairness. As of today, this matter becomes an eternal secret. Promise me."

How could Geom Mugeuk not know what he meant by this? He was trying to ensure the secret wouldn't leak any further, using the promise to him as a binding reason. The fewer people who knew, the safer it was.

"I promise you, Demonic Buddha."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully. This was the reason Geom Mugeuk liked and highly regarded the Demonic Buddha.

He had every right to hate him, since his dream had been crushed because of him. Yet he was genuinely worried about him like this. Though he was short, the Demonic Buddha had a bigger heart than anyone.

Geom Muyang was just as grateful to the Demonic Buddha. When he heard from his brother about the Myriad Poison Immunity, he hadn't thought this far. He still had much to learn from the Demonic Buddha.

Geom Mugeuk reported to the two Demon Supremes.

"The fact that he poisoned me means he knows my and my brother's identities."

Geom Muyang tilted his head.

"Then why did he only poison you? If he wanted to kill, he would have tried to kill me too."

Moreover, hadn't So Cheongrak detoxified his poison? Detoxifying him but poisoning his brother. There was some inconsistency.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the person who could give him the answer. It was the Poison King. He was still moving about, inspecting the poison herbs scattered in the yard.

"Normally, when poison enters my body, my body eliminates the toxicity on its own. But this time, I left the poison inside and brought it with me."

At the words that he had brought the poison back, the Poison King rose from his spot. He made the Demonic Buddha and Geom Muyang step back and approached Geom Mugeuk.

"Let's see what poison it is."

Geom Mugeuk held out his hand.

"......"

A tiny droplet formed at the tip of Geom Mugeuk's finger. He had expelled the poison he had kept in his body. Having reached the pinnacle of martial arts, Geom Mugeuk could display such a level of skill.

The Poison King fanned his hand to smell it and immediately identified the poison.

"It's the Three Days Poison."

The Three Days Poison was a poison that Geom Mugeuk also knew.

Geom Mugeuk had once helped the Poison King in the Thousand Poisons Forest. He learned a lot about poisons then, and the Three Days Poison was one he had learned about at that time.

FWOOSH.

The Three Days Poison on his fingertip burned away from his heat-yang energy.

"He wasn't trying to kill me."

The Three Days Poison was a terrifyingly potent poison that would kill the victim on the fourth day if an antidote wasn't taken within three days of being poisoned.

That's why it was called the Three Days Poison, because one could only live for three days.

"If he simply wanted to kill me, he would have used a poison that kills on the spot. No, since he has to avoid attention, he would have used a poison that kills tonight or tomorrow morning. But the fact that he used a poison that kills after three whole days means...?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Poison King.

"It seems So Cheongrak knows that the person who poisoned my brother was the Poison King."

His gaze, which had been on the Poison King, now turned to his brother.

"You asked why he poisoned only me and not you, Hyung? That man wanted to say this to the Poison King."

His gaze returned to the Poison King as he conveyed what he believed So Cheongrak's intention was.

"I detoxified your poison, so now you try to detoxify mine."

For a moment, the Poison King laughed as if it were ridiculous.

"So he was testing me."

The Three Days Poison was one of the most difficult poisons to detect. It was the most suitable poison to use for a test.

"What if you hadn't discovered that I was poisoned within three days? The Poison King would have been held responsible for failing to prevent our Cult's successor from being poisoned right under his nose."

Even if his father forgave him, it was something the Poison King would not be able to bear.

For a fleeting moment, a cold chill formed in the Poison King's eyes before disappearing.

"Of course, I'm sure you would have noticed."

Geom Mugeuk believed it. No matter if the Poison King was looking elsewhere, no matter how distracted he was, the Poison King would have noticed.

He might not notice if his own arm was cut off while he was looking at poison herbs and insects, but there was no way he wouldn't notice that he was poisoned. Because it was a matter related to poison.

"Have you ever met So Cheongrak before?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, the Poison King shook his head. He had only heard rumors that there was a physician in Wuhan who was excellent at detoxification.

"I don't know what his scheme is, but he has issued a challenge to the Poison King."

At the provocative word "challenge," he expected the Poison King to say he would go find him at once, but surprisingly, he was not swayed at all.

He crouched down again and began to wrap the well-dried poison herbs in paper.

This is just like the Poison King. That's right. If you react, you lose.

The Demonic Buddha crouched down with him and began to help. The Poison King showed him how to wrap the poison herbs.

The Demonic Buddha began to wrap the poison herbs as he was taught. His hand movements were so skillful and precise it was hard to believe he had only learned once.

"I plan to visit So Cheongrak again in three days. If I go there perfectly fine, he'll think the Poison King detoxified me. I intend to see what other poison he'll use and confirm their intentions through him," Geom Mugeuk said to the Poison King.

"Please take care of the finishing touches later, Poison King."

That would be what the Poison King wanted. Since the man had challenged him with poison like this, the Poison King would have to see it to the end.

The Demonic Buddha, on the contrary, grew tense at the Poison King's lack of reaction. Hadn't he experienced it several times in his life? When a person like this gets angry, it's truly frightening.

Just then, a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall, who always delivered messages, arrived.

"It's an urgent messenger pigeon."

He handed the urgent messenger pigeon to Geom Muyang and retreated.

After checking the contents, Geom Muyang delivered the news with a surprised face.

"The Demonic Seal Mandate has been broken."

Everyone was startled by the news. Even the Poison King, who hadn't reacted much when challenged with poison, shot up from his seat. The Demonic Buddha had already stood up before him.

"Who broke it?"

To the Demonic Buddha's question, Geom Muyang answered.

"It's not just one person. It's the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon."

They were demons of the previous and the generation before that, whose names alone could drive the murim into terror.

And the most important part was the last sentence of the messenger pigeon.

"They are coming here, to Wuhan."

A heavy silence fell for a moment.

In a situation where they had to deal with Hwa Yulcheong and So Cheongrak, individuals with the opposite kind of infamy were now coming.

"It's unknown which route they're taking or when they will arrive."

Their martial arts were so profound that they couldn't be tracked properly.

Geom Muyang asked the Demonic Buddha.

"I understand that those under the Demonic Seal Mandate have a restriction placed on them."

The Demonic Buddha nodded and replied.

"That's right. If they release their inner arts on their own, they will die within a few days. Seven days at the most."

A hint of anger crossed the Demonic Buddha's face.

"It seems those old fools intend to throw away their lives."

Breaking the Demonic Seal Mandate wasn't just a matter of breaking a cult rule. It was violating a direct order from the Cult Leader, which was strictly forbidden, making it the gravest of all serious crimes.

They were prepared to die?

Geom Mugeuk's thoughts were different. It would be better if they were just senile in their old age, or if they wanted to burn brightly one last time before dying.

"Or they have a way not to die."

Figures like the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon were individuals who valued their own fame.

"If they were the type to break the Demonic Seal Mandate just to enjoy a mere seven days of freedom before dying, they would have done so long ago."

Therefore, there was only one reason they were moving.

"The masterminds behind this must have promised to release their restrictions."

The three who were listening nodded. Right, if it wasn't that, there was no way not just one, but two of them would move at the same time.

"Is it possible their restrictions have already been released?"

To Geom Muyang's question, Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"If they want to use those old demons, they wouldn't have released them beforehand. Instead, they must have given them the conviction that the restrictions could be lifted."

What kind of belief did they instill to make these old demons move?

Geom Muyang said worriedly.

"The target must be you."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"If that were the case, So Cheongrak would have used a poison that kills instantly on me."

"If you're not the target, then why are they luring them to Wuhan?"

There was clearly another purpose. The first reason that came to mind was this.

"First, it must be because the person who can release their restrictions is here."

They would have to fulfill the masterminds' demands and have their restrictions lifted within seven days. They didn't have much time.

"What if they come and kill the masters of Wuhan's orthodox sects? Then how will the orthodox sects' martial artists view this situation?"

He and his brother, the Poison King, and the Demonic Buddha were already in Wuhan.

If it became known that the infamous old demons from the previous and prior generations had joined them? Fear and hatred would move the orthodox sects' murim.

"I don't know exactly what their goal is."

Geom Mugeuk added calmly with a deepened gaze. The frightening thing about the two old demons coming here wasn't their terrifying martial arts.

"People with nowhere to return to are coming."


Chapter 642: Who They're Coming to Kill

A procession of about a dozen carriages raced forward in a single file line. The dragons painted on their sides were so vivid they looked as if they might ascend to the heavens at any moment.

Martial artists passing by politely offered a clasped hands greeting to the carriages. In Wuhan, carriages adorned with dragons could only belong to one person. A flag symbolizing the lord of the Murim Alliance, flying from the lead carriage, confirmed this.

The racing carriages came to a halt right in front of the Nothing Manor. The doors of the ten carriages, now lined up in a neat row, opened in unison.

Jin Paecheon emerged from the seventh carriage. From the other carriages, bodyguards disembarked.

This was a standard security measure. During an official procession, the lord of the Murim Alliance traveled with a dozen identical carriages, making it impossible for anyone to know which one he occupied.

As Jin Paecheon stepped down, the heroes guarding the front of the Nothing Manor all performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed low. These heroes had been standing guard ever since the Heaven's Edge Hermit was ambushed.

"We greet the Chairman!"

Jin Paecheon entered the Nothing Manor, welcomed by the martial artists. Those guarding the courtyard also greeted him with polite respect.

At the very least, the martial artists present were people who respected and followed the Heaven's Edge Hermit even more than they did the lord of the Murim Alliance.

Having heard the news of the Chairman's procession, the Heaven's Edge Hermit came outside to meet him.

"I greet you, Chairman."

Even though they were old friends, the Heaven's Edge Hermit showed the utmost courtesy befitting the Chairman because the heroes were present.

"Is your body feeling a bit better?"

"Thanks to your concern, I'm fine. Please, come inside."

The two men went into the building. They only began to speak comfortably after the Heaven's Edge Hermit had dismissed everyone around them.

"I should've come sooner. I'm sorry."

"Not at all. I'm grateful that you came all this way despite being so busy."

Hwa Yulcheong took Jin Paecheon's hand in his. Hwa Yulcheong's hand was so withered that it felt like holding a dry twig.

Jin Paecheon then took a small box he had prepared from inside his robes.

"What's this?"

When Hwa Yulcheong opened the box, he found a small pill inside.

"It's the Blood Replenishing Pill."

The Blood Replenishing Pill was a potent medicine taken after losing a great deal of blood. It was considered the best remedy for restoring one's energy after a serious injury.

"Why did you bring something so precious?"

"What could be more precious to me than you?"

"Thank you. I'll take it well."

"Take it now. Aren't you just going to sell it later to help people? Take it in front of me."

The two men's gazes locked in mid-air. Jin Paecheon refused to back down.

"Alright."

Hwa Yulcheong consumed the Blood Replenishing Pill right there and circulated his inner qi for a full cycle.

There was no better medicine for his current injuries, and Hwa Yulcheong's complexion improved almost immediately.

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

"It's been a while. Would you like a drink?"

Jin Paecheon shook his head.

"Drinking after taking medicine? No, I'm fine."

"Then at least have some tea. I brewed some earlier."

While Hwa Yulcheong went to prepare the tea, Jin Paecheon took a moment to look around the interior of the manor.

Nothing had changed since his last visit. The furniture, the desk, and everything else was old and inexpensive. Hwa Yulcheong was the type of person to spend any money he received on the poor.

The fact that martial artists had voluntarily come to protect him spoke volumes about the kind of life he had lived.

It was difficult to believe that such a person could be behind a conspiracy.

Hwa Yulcheong returned and brought a teapot to the table.

To think a moment would come when he had to wonder if the tea was poisoned.

"How long has it been? This is the first time we've seen each other since the tripartite meeting, isn't it?"

Hwa Yulcheong remembered their last meeting with perfect clarity.

"You were quite agitated that day."

"I was?"

I was agitated? Jin Paecheon couldn't quite recall if he had been. Hwa Yulcheong, on the other hand, seemed to remember that day perfectly.

"That day, you talked more about the Young Cult Leader than the Demonic Cult Leader or the Evil Alliance Chairman. You said he'd become fearsome once he matured."

Now he remembered. It must have sounded as if he were agitated. Perhaps he really had been. After all, Hwa Yulcheong was the only person to whom he could honestly express such feelings.

"That Young Cult Leader is here in Wuhan."

Hwa Yulcheong's hand, which was in the middle of lifting his teacup, froze. An expression of surprise flickered across his face.

"Is that really true?"

Jin Paecheon simply told him the facts as they were.

"There are people who forged and sold the Divine Cult's hidden weapons. They're the very same hidden weapons that were used in the attack on you."

"And because of that, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult came all the way here himself?"

Hwa Yulcheong wore an expression of complete incomprehension.

Jin Paecheon recalled the words that Geom Mugeuk had told him.

Fight with the truth. Then you might be able to see something that only you, Chairman, can recognize.

"That's not the only reason."

Jin Paecheon decided to show his hand first. He hadn't come here for a battle of wits.

"They suspect that you're the one behind it."

Hwa Yulcheong's expression showed that he didn't know how to take those words or even how to react. He finally just let out a hollow laugh.

"Why would the Demonic Cult frame me with such a ridiculous accusation?"

Hwa Yulcheong didn't even voice the words, 'Surely you don't believe them, do you?'. He seemed to take it for granted that Jin Paecheon would never believe such a thing.

"Then is the ambush I suffered also related to that matter?"

"There's a high probability."

"It seems those bastards are plotting some kind of conspiracy."

The word 'conspiracy' struck Jin Paecheon's heart like a nail.

Whose conspiracy is this? Is it Geom Mugeuk's? Or is it Hwa Yulcheong's?

Jin Paecheon rose from his seat and walked over to the window.

Hwa Yulcheong remained seated, simply watching his back.

A brief silence fell between the two men. The sight of Jin Paecheon's back, which looked different from usual, compelled Hwa Yulcheong to ask a single question.

"Are you suspecting me?"

The answer came immediately, a stark contrast to how difficult the question must have been to ask.

"How could I? I've watched your life from the sidelines for my entire life. However, I just keep wondering why such an intelligent person, as you said, would frame you with such a ridiculous accusation."

However, Hwa Yulcheong was looking right into his friend's heart.

"No, you're wavering right now."

Jin Paecheon did not deny it.

His lack of denial in this moment was exactly what Geom Mugeuk had intended. He had thought that if Jin Paecheon held fast to the truth, he at least wouldn't be swayed.

Jin Paecheon then honestly revealed his feelings.

"Yes, I admit it. The Young Cult Leader is someone who has earned that much of my trust."

He could say with certainty that he would never have suspected Hwa Yulcheong if it weren't for Geom Mugeuk. He would have trusted his friend even if clear evidence had emerged, or even if a jointly signed petition written by him had appeared.

Because of Geom Mugeuk, he was now doing something he should never do to a friend.

He was tearing down a lifetime of trust in a single night.

"Do you remember the day we first met?"

Hwa Yulcheong replied to Jin Paecheon's question.

"How could I forget?"

Hwa Yulcheong added, his eyes filled with reminiscence for days long past.

"My life changed the day I met you."

Jin Paecheon, who had been looking out the window, slowly turned around to look at Hwa Yulcheong.

Perhaps it was because the situation was so heartbreaking, but Hwa Yulcheong brought up something he had never once said to Jin Paecheon before.

"Do you know why I've lived my life helping people like this?"

Jin Paecheon had always thought there couldn't be any other reason besides his friend's righteous character.

"It was because of you."

"Because of me?"

"Before I met you, I wasn't the kind of person who would sacrifice so much for others."

The reason Hwa Yulcheong had lived such a life despite that was something Jin Paecheon had never imagined.

"I wanted to be a friend worthy of you."

"!"

This was a fact Jin Paecheon had not known. Hwa Yulcheong had never said anything like this before.

"I was always a crow-tit trying to keep up with a stork."

Hwa Yulcheong's gaze fixed on Jin Paecheon's untouched teacup. His eyes seemed to convey a silent question. He had lived his entire life this way because of Jin Paecheon, and now his friend was going to doubt him just because of what a demonic person said?

Because he didn't ask the question outright, his gaze looked all the more sorrowful.

Jin Paecheon calmly bid him farewell. He realized his own emotions were becoming too intense for him to see Hwa Yulcheong rationally anymore.

As Jin Paecheon slowly walked past him, Hwa Yulcheong said,

"It's fine if you doubt me, but you should doubt the Young Cult Leader as well. That Young Cult Leader is a fearsome person, capable of driving a wedge this deep between you and me."

Hwa Yulcheong conveyed his sincere worry for his friend.

"I'll be fine, so please, be careful."


Jin Paecheon stood inside a pavilion located in the Azure Cloud Forest. It was the same pavilion in the bamboo forest where he had met Geom Muyang before. Today, the place was once again thick with fog.

Geom Mugeuk soon arrived. Jin Paecheon was the one who had contacted him to arrange the meeting. He felt that now that he had met his friend, it was time to meet with Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk stepped up into the pavilion, coming to stand side-by-side with Jin Paecheon.

"On my way here, I kept thinking about what the wisest choice I could make would be."

"Did you find an answer?"

"Yes, I did."

The two men's gazes, which had been fixed on the fog, now turned to face each other. Jin Paecheon's eyes were still searching for the truth.

"It's trust. No matter what you think of me, Chairman, I must trust you. I've decided to tell you everything, Chairman. That way, there won't be any misunderstandings between you and me. That is my conclusion."

No matter how clearly and deeply Geom Mugeuk spoke, it wasn't easy for his feelings to be fully conveyed to Jin Paecheon in that moment.

"Sometimes, trust is what obscures the truth."

Those words could be applied to both Geom Mugeuk and Hwa Yulcheong.

"I'm on my way back from meeting that friend."

Geom Mugeuk already knew. It had been an official procession, after all.

"I told him everything, honestly."

"So what did he say?"

Geom Mugeuk was curious to hear about Hwa Yulcheong's reaction.

"I thought he would get angry, but he didn't."

Geom Mugeuk thought that if Hwa Yulcheong had responded so calmly and with such composure, then Jin Paecheon probably couldn't have found out anything.

On the contrary, it was because of that very composure that Jin Paecheon had discovered something.

"Rather, watching that friend worry about me made me realize one thing."

Jin Paecheon's gaze turned toward Geom Mugeuk.

"The fact that he has never once gotten angry at me."

Jin Paecheon repeated the statement, as if for emphasis.

"We've been friends for decades, but he has never once been angry with me. Surprisingly, I only realized that today. Yes, that could be possible. He's a friend with a very good character, after all. But do you know how I was?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said,

"You must have gotten angry a lot, Chairman."

Now that Jin Paecheon was older he controlled his emotions well, but he was originally a rough and domineering person.

"No. I've never gotten angry at him either."

This was a surprising realization for both Geom Mugeuk, who was listening, and for Jin Paecheon, the person in question.

"Considering my personality in my youth, that was an impossible thing. I thought about it on the way here. Why did I never once get angry at him?"

And Jin Paecheon had found the answer.

"Because that friend always matched my mood."

Jin Paecheon had never once in his life seriously considered this. He had always just thought Hwa Yulcheong was a good-natured friend, and that was why he was so comfortable to be around.

"Even when I was the successor, and even after I became the Chairman, he matched me in everything. When I was angry, he would get angry with me, and when I was happy, he would rejoice with me."

In a word, he was a truly good friend.

"But thinking about it now, that friend never once revealed his own emotions to me. Not joy, not sadness. He never even showed a hint of irritation."

If that was simply his original personality, it might have been possible.

"He's a man who doesn't spare his tears for the poor. He's a man who gets more furious than anyone when he sees injustice. But he never once expressed those overflowing emotions to me."

Jin Paecheon asked with a look that seemed to demand an answer from Geom Mugeuk.

"Because I'm the Chairman? Because I'm difficult to approach?"

Jin Paecheon was clearly in an agitated state. It was the first time he had ever spoken so much to someone like this. He truly never thought that the person he would confide in would be Geom Mugeuk.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk, who had been quietly listening, opened his mouth.

"Thanks to that, you were able to come this far, weren't you?"

"!"

"There was nothing to ruin the relationship, and you've steadily built your friendship over decades, haven't you?"

How could the lord of the Murim Alliance not feel discomfort when suspecting an old friend? This was especially true when it was a distortion in the relationship that he had discovered himself. Jin Paecheon's suspicion turned back toward Geom Mugeuk.

"Aren't you the same, treating people with nice words?"

Geom Mugeuk calmly persuaded him.

"If I were the real Cult Leader and not the temporary one, you could suspect that our Cult orchestrated this situation. I'm good at sowing discord and I'm a cunning person. However, as long as my father is the Cult Leader, we don't use such methods. Father would just barge right in, as if to say, 'Go on, try and stop me.'"

Jin Paecheon couldn't deny those words. The Geom Woojin he knew was exactly that kind of man.

"Moreover, he wouldn't even create a situation like this."

Geom Mugeuk then delivered some news to Jin Paecheon.

"The old demons who broke the Demonic Seal Mandate are coming here."

"!"

Jin Paecheon knew better than anyone what the Demonic Seal Mandate was. It was a mandate that had been passed down within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult for hundreds of years.

He had always judged that the reason they kept the criminal masters of the Demonic Cult alive instead of killing them was to ultimately use them when a fight with the Murim Alliance eventually broke out.

"Breaking the Demonic Seal Mandate means they've disobeyed the Cult Leader's order. To use such people to orchestrate something? If you think that, then you've gravely misunderstood my father."

This was a moment where the news of the old demons breaking the Demonic Seal Mandate was actually helpful.

This was because Jin Paecheon also agreed with Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Who is coming?"

"The Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon are on their way."

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened. These were men who would cause a bloodbath if they weren't handled correctly.

"Why are they coming?"

"Since we didn't send them, how would I know? But since what they do best is kill people, they must be coming to kill someone."

A cold energy began to flow from Jin Paecheon's body. He had been maintaining his composure for the sake of the Alliance and the orthodox sects' murim, despite his simmering rage. And now, even the criminals of the Demonic Cult were on their way?

In the face of that cold fury, Geom Mugeuk uttered a surprising statement.

"I believe you know who they're coming to kill, Chairman."

"Me?"

Geom Mugeuk posed a question to Jin Paecheon, who wore an expression that went beyond surprise to sheer bewilderment. He explained, "If the bastards' goal is to cause a rift between our Cult and the Murim Alliance."

"Who do you think they could kill that you wouldn't be able to stand?"


Chapter 643: Right or Wrong, It's All Good

Whose death would you be unable to endure?

Jin Paecheon could not provide a quick answer. This was not because he had never considered the question before.

Losing someone precious was a sorrow he had felt more deeply than anyone else in the world. While people try to forget sad things, he could never forget the child buried deep within his heart.

For that reason, it was a worry that had tormented him countless times over his life.

What if he lost his grandchildren too?

How could Geom Mugeuk not understand his heart? He understood it better than anyone, having once shared a frank conversation with Jin Paecheon about the deaths of his son and daughter-in-law.

He knew his question would reopen old wounds, yet he had to ask.

They were currently facing a despicable enemy who sought only to find and exploit their vulnerabilities.

He was aware that it was an incredibly inconsiderate question to ask the Chairman.

"Just tell me the first person who comes to mind."

Jin Paecheon had no intention of answering. He felt he had already said more than enough to this young Cult Leader for one day.

"Do you really think they're coming to kill my people?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded with firm conviction.

"Yes, I believe so."

"What makes you so certain?"

"Because I can't find any other reason."

Jin Paecheon wished he could offer some other possibility, but he too could not find any other explanation.

He thought, "I'd rather they were coming to kill me or my brother."

However, that was not the case. If their goal had been to kill him, So Cheongrak's actions would have been different from the very beginning.

A name that Jin Paecheon had not spoken now came from Geom Mugeuk.

"Where is Miss Jin right now?"

In the next moment, a powerful energy erupted from Jin Paecheon's body.

CHWAAAAAA!

The bamboo stalks bent in unison as Jin Paecheon's energy spread out in all directions.

Geom Mugeuk's hair and clothes whipped about violently as if he were caught in a storm. It was a terrifying energy, suggesting he might draw his sword and strike at any second.

CHAKCHAKCHAKCHAKCHAKCHAKCHAK!

The bodyguards who sensed Jin Paecheon's energy flew over and landed nearby. The force had reached even them while they were guarding the outside of the bamboo forest.

Jin Paecheon spoke to the bodyguards.

"Find Haryong and bring her to the Chairman's Hall."

HWIKHWIKHWIKHWIKHWIKHWIK!

Half of the bodyguards launched themselves into the air and vanished from sight.

Jin Paecheon did not stop to question if Geom Mugeuk's words were true.

"Next will be Commander Jin."

Again, the truth of this statement was a matter to be considered later.

"Inform Commander Jin and the Demon Slaying Brigade that the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon may be targeting them."

Another bodyguard shot into the air and disappeared.

Only then did Jin Paecheon dismiss the remaining bodyguards.

Jin Paecheon withdrew his sword-sharp energy and asked, "Does that answer your question now?"

"Yes, that's more than enough."

Though he appeared calm on the outside, a storm was raging inside Jin Paecheon's heart. The thought that his grandchildren's safety was at risk made his mind feel foggy.

It was an order he should have given the moment the question of whose death he could not bear was asked. When Geom Mugeuk had asked where Haryong was, his mind had snapped back to clarity.

"I have one more thing to tell you."

Geom Mugeuk knew this would also be a great shock to the Chairman. However, it was something that absolutely had to be said.

"Do you know of the physician So Cheongrak?"

At the mention of So Cheongrak, Jin Paecheon's gaze turned cold. It was not a name that should have come up in this chaotic conspiracy.

"I know him well."

"What kind of person is he?"

An uneasy feeling grew in Jin Paecheon's heart. What on earth was Geom Mugeuk going to say now?

"Stop beating around the bush and get to the point."

First the Heaven's Edge Hermit and now So Cheongrak. The Chairman's trust in him might fall even further, but Geom Mugeuk had no other choice.

"He is also one of the masterminds. And a master of poison arts."

He had braced himself for a rough, explosive reaction.

Jin Paecheon, who had been staring quietly into Geom Mugeuk's eyes, turned his head to look at the bamboo forest. His gaze was incredibly calm.

"You're not surprised."

"In a situation where my only friend might be an enemy, what is there left to be surprised about?"

Despite his words, Jin Paecheon's heart was a complicated mess.

So Cheongrak was a physician who did as much good as the Heaven's Edge Hermit. He had praised him to others countless times and had met him on several occasions.

And yet, he was also a mastermind? The idea was so absurd that he did not even feel angry.

The mists that had scattered from his energy began to fill the area again, shrouding the surroundings once more.

"Do you have proof?"

"I have the most certain proof."

"What is it?"

"It's me."

With an expression that asked what he meant, Jin Paecheon turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

"He poisoned me himself."

"!"

What proof could be more certain than this? That is, if one truly believed Geom Mugeuk.

However, what if one did not?

"Isn't that the most uncertain proof?"

Knowing what the Chairman meant by that, Geom Mugeuk could only offer a faint smile.

"If you were poisoned, how are you so perfectly fine?"

Geom Mugeuk let out a light sigh.

"You might get very angry at what I'm about to tell you."

After laying the groundwork, he continued.

"The Poison King is here in Wuhan."

For the Chairman, it must have been a series of shocks. The Heaven's Edge Hermit, the Demonic Seal Mandate, So Cheongrak, the Poison King.

"......"

The low sigh that Jin Paecheon let out echoed in the quiet surroundings. Geom Mugeuk could feel how hard the Chairman was trying to control his emotions.

The Poison King's presence was a different matter from another Demon Supreme being here.

"The counterfeit hidden weapons were coated in a powerful poison. Since it was related to my brother, I asked the Poison King to protect him."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully.

"I'm sorry for not telling you in advance."

Jin Paecheon asked in a frosty tone, "You said you trusted me, so why didn't you tell me?"

Geom Mugeuk raised his head and met Jin Paecheon's gaze. It was the coldest look he had received since they first met.

"Knowing that the Heaven's Edge Hermit was behind this, I judged that I had to move cautiously. Until then, I couldn't leave the Cult."

It was an excuse that contained the truth, but Geom Mugeuk did not stop there.

"At the time, I thought it was the best course of action, but thinking about it now, I should have found a way to inform you first, Chairman. I'm sorry."

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his true feelings.

"To be honest, I was worried. The mastermind is someone who has been friends with you for decades, Chairman, so I was worried that telling you rashly might ruin things. In short, I didn't trust you, Chairman. I have no right to speak of trust to you."

Jin Paecheon silently looked down at the back of Geom Mugeuk's bowed head.

After some time passed, he spoke.

"I will accept your apology."

"Thank you."

He had every right to be furious about the matter of the Poison King. No matter the circumstances, the Poison King entering Wuhan without his permission was something that should never have happened. Nevertheless, there was a reason Jin Paecheon accepted this apology.

"Looking at the back of your mischievous-looking head, a thought suddenly occurred to me. What if everything you've said is true? What if you hadn't told me any of this? Then I would have faced this situation knowing nothing."

A truly unpleasant thought followed.

"What if I didn't know that my friend, the layman Hwa, was an enemy, that So Cheongrak was an enemy, and that the old demons who broke the Demonic Seal Mandate were coming to kill Haryong and Commander Jin?"

Even as he said it, a chill ran down Jin Paecheon's spine.

Jin Paecheon asked with his eyes. Is it all really true?

At that, Geom Mugeuk, who had been serious the whole time, smiled brightly and said, "If I were you, Chairman, I would be truly delighted. I would have danced in the middle of the Demon Village, thinking that the heavens had given me a chance to protect what's precious to me."

Geom Mugeuk drew Jin Paecheon into that dance.

"So if you succeed in saving Commander Jin and Miss Jin, you won't dance, Chairman?"

Jin Paecheon was flustered by the unexpected question, but his answer was firm.

"Of course, I'll dance. What wouldn't I do if the kids are safe?"

"Yes, it's the same for me. If my words turn out to be true and we save Miss Jin and Commander Jin because of it, then you'll dance with me! You promised!"

Looking at the broadly smiling Geom Mugeuk, he could not bring himself to say, 'No, I didn't promise!' It was probably because the children's lives were at stake.

"And if my words turn out to be false, isn't it a golden opportunity to separate this dangerous friend from the Demonic Cult from your grandson? So please, be happy. It's good if I'm right, and it's good if I'm wrong. It's a joyous occasion either way."

Jin Paecheon's gaze deepened as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Was it because of his clear, deep eyes? Or was it because of his uninhibited words? Listening to Geom Mugeuk, everything he said sounded like the truth. He was captivating enough to enthrall even an old man like himself.

"I have one last thing to say."

At those words, Jin Paecheon made a baffled expression.

"After talking so much, you still have more to say?"

"It's something I must say to you, Chairman."

It was about his trust with Jin Paecheon.

"From now on, I will trust you, Chairman. So, no matter what happens, I will tell you everything so that no misunderstandings arise. Please watch me."

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult says he trusts the leader of the Murim Alliance and asks to be watched. He asks him to dance together. Listening to him, he seemed like the kind of person who would really keep all his promises.

This was the kind of person he was, which was why he had warned his grandson to be careful, emphasizing it again and again.

And in that moment, Jin Paecheon thought to himself.

I should be careful myself.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely and turned away.

As he was descending from the pavilion, Jin Paecheon spoke calmly from behind him.

"Nevertheless..."

Geom Mugeuk stopped in his tracks and looked back at him.

"I hope that everything you've said is not true."

Toward that half-serious, half-joking gaze, Geom Mugeuk replied earnestly.

"No, I hope everything I've said is true. If it's not... that would mean I'm the enemy."

Geom Mugeuk let out a light sigh and added, "Wouldn't that be a problem in its own right?"


Returning to his residence, Geom Mugeuk gathered his brother and the two Demon Supremes in one place.

"I told the Chairman that Miss Jin and Commander Jin would be the targets, but there is one more person I have in mind."

The Demonic Buddha read Geom Mugeuk's mind and pointed to one person.

"The Heaven's Edge Hermit, right?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded, convinced.

"Yes, I believe he is the number one priority."

The reason was easy enough to guess. If he were to die at the hands of a demon, a great conflict would erupt between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

"But why is he the top priority? I'd think the death of his own blood would be more of a shock to the Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Geom Muyang's words.

"Yes, that shock would be incomparable."

"But why? Is it because the Heaven's Edge Hermit is more respected by martial artists?"

"In that respect, the impact of Commander Jin's death would be considerable as well. Think about it, it's not just anyone, but the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade killed by one of our Cult's martial artists. In terms of symbolism, it might not be as much as the Heaven's Edge Hermit, but his death would also cause the orthodox sects' martial artists to rise up like wildfire. Besides, he's the Chairman's grandson, isn't he?"

"So why do you say the Heaven's Edge Hermit is the top priority?"

The reason Geom Mugeuk judged it this way was because of this.

"Because of the Chairman's justification."

Geom Mugeuk knew Jin Paecheon's character well.

"Could the Chairman really start a war just because his own blood was killed?"

He was a man who had dedicated his entire life to chivalry, righteousness, and the justice of the murim.

"He's a man who has lived for the martial artists of the orthodox sects, so could he drive them to their deaths just because his own family died? With his noble character? It would be easier if it were a stranger."

On the other hand, what if the Heaven's Edge Hermit dies?

"A man respected by all martial artists of the orthodox sects dies at the hands of a demon. If he were to endure that, he would be criticized instead."

Only then did everyone nod. If the goal was to create a rift between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the orthodox sects, then the Heaven's Edge Hermit was indeed a worthy top priority.

However, there was this question.

"Even so, they would sacrifice someone they've nurtured for decades?"

Geom Mugeuk answered Geom Muyang's question.

"That's why it would be more meaningful. If the MaJang Hu War were to break out with the sacrifice of just one person."

Geom Mugeuk added another possibility to that.

"What if it's not just one death? What if the Heaven's Edge Hermit dies and Miss Jin dies? What if the Heaven's Edge Hermit dies and Commander Jin dies? Or what if all three die? Not only would the Chairman's fury be absolute, but no one would be able to stop the MaJang Hu War from breaking out."

No matter how insane a demon might be, there would not be a master who would commit such an act. However, what if they were people with nowhere to return to?

A brief silence fell.

The Demonic Buddha, who had been listening to the brothers' conversation, asked, "How will you deal with it?"

The Demonic Buddha had no idea how fortunate it was that this question was directed at Geom Mugeuk. He himself had not been able to come up with the thoughts Geom Mugeuk had just laid out.

"We'll have to deal with them one by one."

Geom Mugeuk had already decided on the first target.

"Who in Wuhan could possibly release the restriction of the Demonic Seal Mandate?"

At that, as if it were obvious, the Poison King answered curtly.

"So Cheongrak."

Geom Mugeuk thought the same. It was likely So Cheongrak who had performed the grand technique to save the Brawling King, who had been poisoned by the Poison King in the past.

The Queen of Darkness had said it back then. That he had saved him by performing the grand technique multiple times. Being able to perform the grand technique meant he could also release the restriction of the Demonic Seal Mandate.

Whether he did it alone or had help from someone else was unknown, but it was certain that So Cheongrak was at the center of it.

"Since he dared to challenge the Poison King, let's deal with So Cheongrak first."

It might seem like all separate issues, but this matter was all organically intertwined. And if one of those links were to be broken?

"When they can no longer release the restriction of the Demonic Seal Mandate, how will the two old demons react?"


Chapter 644: If He Dies, War is Inevitable

So Cheongrak was making his rounds in the medical ward again today, flanked by physicians. He moved between patients, examining their conditions, prescribing medicine, and setting their bones.

"Thank you, physician!"

The patients' eyes were filled with respect as they looked at him. They genuinely treated So Cheongrak like a god.

Just then, a voice came from behind them.

"Do you happen to remember me?"

When So Cheongrak and the physicians turned around, they saw Geom Mugeuk standing there.

"You treated my brother, didn't you?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I remember," So Cheongrak replied.

"I was worried you might not remember, since you have so many patients."

"It's hard to forget someone like you."

Geom Mugeuk laughed.

"Right? It would be hard to forget such a handsome patient's guardian."

The physicians standing beside So Cheongrak looked dumbfounded, while the patients and their guardians laughed.

"How is your brother?" So Cheongrak asked.

"He's already walking around like he's fully healed. He'll probably get poisoned again at this rate."

Geom Mugeuk could tell from the way So Cheongrak's eyes quickly scanned him.

He was checking to see if Geom Mugeuk had been detoxified.

Both the Poison King and So Cheongrak were masters capable of discerning one's condition with just a look.

"What brings you here?" So Cheongrak inquired.

"You treated my brother, how could I just leave? So I've prepared a gift."

Geom Mugeuk took a small pouch from his robes and held it out.

"Please accept this as a token of my sincerity."

So Cheongrak glanced at the pouch Geom Mugeuk offered.

"That's alright."

"It's just a cheap thing I bought at the market, but it's a gift filled with my sincerity."

"It's my principle not to accept anything from patients."

"This makes my hand feel very awkward," Geom Mugeuk said.

A physician standing nearby addressed Geom Mugeuk.

"The physician is busy, so it would be best if you came back later."

"Then at least take a look at what the gift is."

Before anyone could stop him, Geom Mugeuk opened the pouch.

In that instant.

PUFF.

White smoke burst out of the pouch, spreading in all directions in an instant.

The next moment, something astonishing happened.

Not only the physicians, but all the patients and their guardians slumped over and collapsed.

It all happened in the blink of an eye. The only ones left standing were Geom Mugeuk and So Cheongrak.

"What is the meaning of this?"

So Cheongrak examined a physician who had collapsed beside him. They were all in a deep sleep.

Geom Mugeuk waved his hand through the smoke and exclaimed in admiration.

"The effect is amazing. I guess this is the appeal of learning poison arts."

Geom Mugeuk looked at So Cheongrak.

"You, the Heaven's Edge Hermit... you all love to use innocent people as shields. I had no choice."

"Shields?"

"Aren't you tired of living a lie your whole life? At least when it's just the two of us, you should go back to your true self."

However, So Cheongrak still maintained the appearance of a physician shocked by the situation. He even went so far as to check on a sleeping patient.

"Really, every time I meet you, I feel like such a villain."

Geom Mugeuk picked up a piece of paper that one of the attending physicians had dropped on the floor.

"A patient's chart."

Geom Mugeuk held it up to the light by the window, checking to see if any other letters were visible.

"If I hold it up like this, there should be poison formulas written on it, or secret messages from your organization."

Of course, there was nothing of the sort written on it.

"How do you endure such a boring daytime life?"

This was not just a wild guess.

Geom Mugeuk had felt it while he was with the Poison King in the Thousand Poisons Forest. Learning poison arts was a completely different matter from learning ordinary martial arts.

Unless one was completely immersed in that world, one could never survive.

The poison would have killed him otherwise.

Only one who thinks of nothing but poison can become a master of the poison arts.

This So Cheongrak must have been the same. It was impossible for him to have come this far with poison arts learned in his youth. It was impossible to neutralize a poison concocted by the Poison King without having honed his skills through bloody training.

He must have practiced his poison arts in secret, saving lives by day and taking them by night.

So Cheongrak turned toward the door.

"I don't know why you're doing this, but I'm going to call for people. If you want to harm me, then do it."

He intended to escape this unexpected situation first.

When an unexpected situation arises, escape from it first.

Even if you think you can control the situation, escape first. The feeling that you can handle it is a trap, an illusion created by the unexpected situation itself.

So Cheongrak was a man who had lived his life by this principle.

And now, a single phrase from behind made him break that principle.

"The Three Days Poison."

For a moment, So Cheongrak flinched and froze.

"Our Poison King recognized it at a glance."

So Cheongrak turned back toward Geom Mugeuk.

Seeing how he could tolerate everything else but not the mention of the Poison King, it was clear he was a man filled with the desire to defeat the Poison King.

"I may not have a talent for recognizing poisons, but I have a talent for recognizing something else."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at So Cheongrak and added.

"A talent for recognizing villains."

The good-natured expression on So Cheongrak's face hardened slightly.

"Haven't you been acting for decades? It's time to stop."

After a brief pause, So Cheongrak answered.

"I have never acted. Saving people's lives is my life."

Geom Mugeuk did not deny his words.

"That's right. You've lived as a good physician for a long time."

Because So Cheongrak truly had lived that life.

"However, that doesn't mean I can respect that life."

Geom Mugeuk sat on the edge of the bed where a patient was sleeping.

"If the Jang Hu war breaks out because of you people, hundreds of times more lives will be lost than you've saved in your entire life."

Geom Mugeuk could see it. There was no trace of guilt on So Cheongrak's face.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the patient on the bed and asked, "Are you perhaps atoning in advance by saving these people?"

So Cheongrak slowly walked over and sat on the edge of the bed of the patient opposite him.

He looked at the patient on the bed where he sat and said abruptly.

"Bullshit."

A deep sneer formed on So Cheongrak's lips.

"To hear the word 'atonement' from the mouth of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Do you people even know what atonement is?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned widely.

"Isn't this much better? Let's take off the masks and talk openly."

The look in So Cheongrak's sunken eyes was different. He looked so completely different with just that change in his eyes that it was hard to believe he was the same good-natured person from before.

"You, how long have you waited for this moment?"

So Cheongrak looked up at the ceiling and let out a sharp breath.

A sticky energy flowed from his body, instantly dominating the space. It was an energy that made one's body feel heavy, as if trapped in a swamp.

And Geom Mugeuk saw it. About twenty vine-like strands of energy extended from So Cheongrak's body and connected to the bodies of those sleeping there.

"If I die, they die with me."

One might have thought So Cheongrak was in an advantageous position, but his personality was thorough and meticulous.

Geom Mugeuk sighed and said, "A shield is still a shield, even when it's asleep."

This was a continuation of what he had said earlier to So Cheongrak about using these people as shields.

"I've heard that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult likes to imitate a righteous hero."

So Cheongrak seemed confident that as long as there were hostages, nothing could be done to him.

However, the emotion in his eyes as he looked at Geom Mugeuk was intense distrust.

"But blood doesn't lie."

He was convinced it was a dirty trick to dominate the murim. He believed people of the demonic path were inherently like that.

"Be honest. You don't care if these people die, do you?"

Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it. There was no need to show a firm will to save them in this situation.

"I knew it! You recognize me. Didn't I say a villain recognizes a villain?"

Geom Mugeuk looked down at his own hands and said, "That's right. Right now, the blood is boiling in my veins. A desire to just cut all this crap and slice you to pieces is endlessly tempting me. To just kill this insidious bastard. Let the orthodox sects misunderstand if they want! Think about the consequences later!"

Geom Mugeuk looked up at So Cheongrak. So Cheongrak did not hide his feelings. The displeasure from hearing the profanity was clearly visible in his cold eyes.

As if to add fuel to that anger, Geom Mugeuk smiled provokingly and said, "I live my life pretending to be good to hide the fact that I'm this kind of person. Come to think of it, we have a lot in common."

So Cheongrak nodded.

"I have to admit it. I'm also barely restraining the urge to kill you."

"Why are you holding back?"

So Cheongrak did not answer, but Geom Mugeuk already knew the answer.

"Because your conspiracy needs me alive to be completed?"

The corner of So Cheongrak's eye twitched slightly.

"What exactly is my role? The moment you poisoned me, you revealed your own identity."

It also meant the time had come. It was a choice made in anticipation of Geom Mugeuk showing up like this.

"Curious about your role? It's a very important one."

Seeing his confident appearance, Geom Mugeuk said calmly.

"You think you've lived a perfect life as a physician, don't you? Treating the poor for free, saving countless martial artists. Earning everyone's respect. So you think we can't do anything to you?"

Geom Mugeuk got up from the bed and slowly approached him.

"Are you really without any flaws?"

So Cheongrak just listened quietly to what Geom Mugeuk was saying.

"You might have been perfect at first. But over all those years, could you have made no mistakes? Was there never a moment you let your guard down? After living a life of secrecy for so long."

So Cheongrak's eyes trembled minutely.

"I'm sure you have a secret workshop somewhere in the basement of this clinic. You must have researched and tested poisons there. No matter how well you've hidden the entrance, if I call in an expert, they'll be able to find it."

The corner of So Cheongrak's mouth lifted slightly.

"If you have proof that it's my space, then you could pin the crime on me."

At that, Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened.

"Huh? You really have a secret place in the basement? I was just guessing."

As Geom Mugeuk put on a provoking expression, So Cheongrak bit his lip slightly.

Geom Mugeuk poked at another point.

"Who did you experiment on? I couldn't understand why you treated patients so diligently. If you weren't such a good-natured person, you couldn't live so sacrificially. But a truly good-natured person wouldn't practice these kinds of poison arts, would they? Then a thought occurred to me. What if it was to find people with the specific constitution you needed?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze sharpened.

"I bet some of your patients with special constitutions have gone missing."

So Cheongrak neither confirmed nor denied it, but his pupils were trembling.

"A secret room in the basement for testing poisons, and it turns out patients have gone missing. Isn't that enough reason to suspect you? Isn't that enough reason to kill you?"

However, So Cheongrak was confident.

"Do you know how many people I've saved until now?"

"That doesn't matter. Because there are far more people you haven't saved."

"!"

"They will be the ones to create the rumors and reputation about you."

Geom Mugeuk stared coldly at So Cheongrak.

"The conclusion is that nothing much will happen even if I kill you."

Faced with the strong threat, Geom Mugeuk was curious to see how So Cheongrak would react. Killing him would be easy. To poison users, Geom Mugeuk was the pinnacle of their natural enemy.

Unaware of this fact, So Cheongrak was relaxed.

"I already poisoned you the moment I first saw you. The moment you use your inner arts, your qi and blood will expand and burst."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk knew. He had burned the poison away the moment it entered his body.

Geom Mugeuk feigned a look of shock and bewilderment.

While his opponent thought he had the upper hand, Geom Mugeuk asked casually.

"Alright, since it has come to this, let me ask you one thing. Who are you trying to kill using the old demons of the Demonic Seal Mandate?"

Geom Mugeuk asked, testing the waters.

"Miss Jin?"

As he spoke, he carefully observed every one of So Cheongrak's expressions.

"Commander Jin?"

So Cheongrak merely maintained a strange expression.

Geom Mugeuk asked about one last person.

"It must be the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

So Cheongrak finally opened his mouth. It was the moment Geom Mugeuk would finally get new information from him.

"The target changed because of you."

"Because of me?"

Indeed, many things must have changed since he and the Demon Supremes came to this place, Wuhan. He was curious who the new target was.

"We considered various possibilities. We analyzed and re-analyzed all the data we've gathered."

So Cheongrak said with a strange smile.

"And an astonishing result came out. It showed that if this new person were to die, the probability of war breaking out would be higher than for anyone else."

It was right then that Geom Mugeuk felt an unidentifiable, ominous feeling.

"......"

The door opened and a person stepped inside.

He was an old master with white hair, his entire body blazing with blood-red demonic qi. His presence was enough to freeze one's entire body at a single glance.

An absolute master who had reached the age of one hundred. Shockingly, he was the Demonic Fire Lord, who had broken the Demonic Seal Mandate and come to Wuhan.

A master also appeared from the opposite door.

He was an old man whose body was so withered he looked like a skeleton. It seemed as if his whole body would crumble at the slightest touch.

But his eyes were deep, so deep. An abyss containing one hundred and fifty years of time was held within them, like death itself.

He was none other than the White Bone Spirit Demon.

Surprisingly, the two had appeared in the same place.

Just by looking at them, Geom Mugeuk could tell who the two were.

So Cheongrak finished what he was saying.

"We even came to the conclusion that it doesn't matter who kills him. If he dies, war is inevitable."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze sank. He now knew for certain who this new person was. "...It was me."

So Cheongrak slowly nodded. "Yes, we concluded that the Demonic Cult Leader will never tolerate your death."


Chapter 645: A Simple Greeting Is Fine, Isn't It?

"Father won't stand for my death?"

Geom Mugeuk's thoughts turned to his father.

If I really die, will Father start the MaJang Hu War?

Wouldn't he just sit on his throne as usual and say something like, "From today, our Cult's successor is Muyang." He might just say that one line and carry on as if nothing had changed. He could even add another comment. "Now our Cult will finally quiet down a bit."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk also considered the possibility that their analysis was correct. An image of his father sitting alone on the throne in the Heavenly Demon Hall, deep in sorrow, formed in his mind. It was the image of a father missing his child. On the day he names his brother as the new successor, he might declare to the Eight Demon Supremes lined up before him, "Let's go, to the Central Plains!" A fishing rod might even be sticking out of his father's war carriage window. He might go to war taking me with him like that. He really couldn't know how his father would react.

"Was this really predicted by a smart person?"

So Cheongrak answered Geom Mugeuk's question.

"You created this result."

Honestly, Geom Mugeuk didn't feel bad. It meant his father cared about him that much.

"But if a war breaks out because I die, will you all be safe?"

So Cheongrak gave a meaningful smile.

"We are people accustomed to living different lives."

This meant they would hide without revealing themselves at all. If masters like them intentionally hid, it would be impossible to find them during a war.

"Rather, the war will bring us immense wealth."

With the power cultivated from that wealth, they would attempt to tear at the throat of the wounded victor.

Geom Mugeuk openly sneered at him.

"Right. That was always your way. A life of waiting for the perfect moment to backstab someone with an innocent face, isn't that your past life?"

Despite the provocative words, So Cheongrak remained completely composed. The struggles of someone on the verge of death were always just laughable.

It was a situation with no variables. Geom Mugeuk had been poisoned with a toxin that would burst his blood vessels if he used his inner arts, and two masters were present as well.

So Cheongrak looked at the two old demons with satisfaction.

The Demonic Fire Lord was radiating a blood-red demonic qi. It was the first time So Cheongrak had seen someone display such a vibrant and crimson demonic qi. His unique martial art was the Blazing Palm, a demonic art containing the extreme yang energy of molten lava. The image of a fiery palm print embedding itself in a chest like a brand was a terrifying martial art to even imagine. Even at one hundred years old, his eyes held a fearsome glint no less intense than a young man's.

Next, So Cheongrak looked at the White Bone Spirit Demon. His face, hands, and feet were as white as if powdered, making him look like a real skeleton at a glance. Considering his age, he really should have been a pile of white bones by now. All sorts of white bone accessories, made from real human skeletons, hung from his skinny body. His unique martial art was the Ghost Controlling Art, a forbidden demonic art that dealt with the souls of the dead. Stealing souls, reviving corpses, and commanding hundreds of skeletons to charge was a demonic art chilling to even imagine. The dark energy emanating from his eyes truly gave the impression of a connection to hell.

How about it? Even if it's you, will you still talk big in front of them?

With a triumphant heart, So Cheongrak looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly spoke to the two old demons.

"Aren't you going to greet me?"

So Cheongrak thought he had misheard.

But he hadn't.

Geom Mugeuk said to them in a louder voice.

"I am the Acting Cult Leader. Greet me!"

The Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon looked at each other. They couldn't have imagined Geom Mugeuk would act like this.

"Acting Cult Leader? Did the Cult Leader die?" the Demonic Fire Lord asked in a voice like scraping metal. It was as if his age had settled in his voice, which was very unpleasant to hear.

So Cheongrak then answered politely.

"The Demonic Cult Leader is currently in seclusion training."

Instead, the mouth of the White Bone Spirit Demon, who was listening from the side, opened wide. His mouth, smiling brightly like a child's, was clearly visible, showing that all his teeth had fallen out except for a few.

"Good that he's alive. I'll tear the Demonic Cult Leader to death with my own hands."

Having reached the age of one hundred and fifty, he had the clear, thin voice of a child.

Just like the saying that one becomes a child when old, his voice and his expression showed a cheerful appearance. However, his eyes, full of dark energy, were so contrary to his appearance that they gave off an overall bizarre feeling.

The energy flickering from the Demonic Fire Lord's body flared up, growing hotter.

"Same here. Today, let's just tear that young brat apart."

Bound by the Demonic Seal Mandate, they had wished only for this day. It had been years filled with malice. If they listened to their demands and had the restriction lifted, the past years would be compensated with blood.

Geom Mugeuk let out a smirk. Were they trying to bluff in front of him? Or had they lost all sense of reality after being bound by the Demonic Seal Mandate for so long?

If it were a master from the orthodox sects, they might be able to say such things. However, for someone who practices demonic arts, it could only be a bluff. This was because the Nine Calamities Demonic Art stood at the pinnacle of all demonic arts, and facing it with another demonic art was several times more difficult. Moreover, his father was challenging a new realm beyond the tenth stage of complete mastery.

When Geom Mugeuk laughed, the White Bone Spirit Demon also smiled brightly.

Geom Mugeuk looked into his mouth and said, "You have no teeth, can you even eat?"

After staring blankly at Geom Mugeuk, the White Bone Spirit Demon looked at the Demonic Fire Lord.

"What has become of our Cult while I was away?"

"I've heard the young ones these days have no manners."

"It was the same in our time. Nothing's changed."

Thus, the child's voice and the metal-scraping voice went back and forth.

Despite hearing their conversation, Geom Mugeuk treated them even more sternly.

"Greet me! You can talk about manners after you've shown some yourselves!"

The Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. At first, they looked at him with indignation, thinking, what kind of reckless fool is this?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze, looking back at them, was clear and deep.

It did not grow hot with the heat.

It did not sink into the deep darkness.

In that gaze, there was none of the childishness or recklessness of a successor who couldn't tell heaven from earth.

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely scolding them.

You disrespectful things! Show some manners while I'm asking nicely!

He was rebuking them with dignity and authority, without a shred of fear. Furthermore, Geom Mugeuk was not using his inner arts at all. He overwhelmed them with nothing but his natural presence.

"Impressive."

The Demonic Fire Lord clapped his hands. It was a sincere applause. It was the first time he had been so overwhelmed by such a young opponent to the point of admiration.

The White Bone Spirit Demon also revealed his honest feelings.

"It's a waste to kill him, a real waste."

He could see where the analysis that the Demonic Cult Leader would start the MaJang Hu War came from. How could he bear to lose a son like this?

Geom Mugeuk still calmly rebuked them.

"Age is earned through the mouth. Knowing when to speak, when to be silent. Knowing when to curse and when to greet. Prove with your mouths that you haven't aged in vain."

A moment of silence passed.

Then something surprising happened. The Demonic Fire Lord, who had been staring at Geom Mugeuk, actually greeted him.

"The Demonic Fire Lord greets the Acting Cult Leader."

It was the sound of scraping metal, but it was a greeting with a measure of respect. Of course, greeting him didn't mean he wouldn't kill him. It was admiration for his commendable spirit. If he had this much presence at such a young age, a greeting was the least he deserved.

On the other hand, the White Bone Spirit Demon did not greet him obediently.

"I have aged in vain. Because of your damn Cult Leader's decree."

It was unlikely that Geom Mugeuk would give a soft response to that.

"It's because of the sins you committed. Greet me!"

HWAAAAAK!

In that moment, a dark energy shot out from the White Bone Spirit Demon's eyes.

"Let's see if you're worthy of my greeting."

The Dark Black Mind's Eye, which peers into the human soul, was activated. With this demonic art, he could see what kind of person his opponent was. Before the Dark Black Mind's Eye, no bluff or pretense could work. He could see their naked, true selves. He could see the fox wearing a tiger's mask or the coward wearing armor.

The moment he looked into Geom Mugeuk's mind!

The White Bone Spirit Demon flinched in surprise.

A moment later, the dark energy vanished from his eyes. His gaze changed after looking into the mind of the man named Geom Mugeuk.

Staring at Geom Mugeuk, he took a step back in their battle of wills.

"The White Bone Spirit Demon greets the Acting Cult Leader."

Only then did Geom Mugeuk accept their greetings.

"I am the Acting Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk."

In that moment, it was as if they were in the Heavenly Demon Hall. They felt as if Geom Mugeuk was sitting on the throne, and the two of them were below, looking up at him.

As if he had never asserted his authority, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and greeted them anew. He was as friendly as if he were a different person from moments before.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Seniors. Even if you're going to kill me, a simple greeting is fine, isn't it?"

Watching this, So Cheongrak thought that changing the target to Geom Mugeuk was a truly excellent decision. To get a greeting from these two in this situation? Who in the entire murim could accomplish such a thing?

He was certain that if this Young Cult Leader grew any stronger, no one would be able to stop him.

So Cheongrak tried to suppress Geom Mugeuk's momentum. He too felt how incredible it was, so he tried to downplay it as if it were nothing.

"Meeting you two while unable to use his inner arts has completely terrified him. He probably doesn't even know what he's saying right now."

At the words that he couldn't use his inner arts, the Demonic Fire Lord expressed his dissatisfaction in his even more grating voice.

"Why did you suppress his inner arts? We said we would kill him ourselves!"

A greeting was a greeting, but his desire to tear Geom Mugeuk to pieces remained.

So Cheongrak explained about Geom Mugeuk. Since they had spent decades bound by the Demonic Seal Mandate, they wouldn't know the recent situation in the murim.

"That Young Cult Leader possesses truly unparalleled martial arts skills."

Those who have already died at the hands of the Young Cult Leader have proven it.

"Even now, with his inner arts suppressed, he is someone you must never let your guard down against."

"Even so, we can't kill someone who can't even use his inner arts. Release him."

So Cheongrak said with a calm face, "I cannot do that."

The two old demons were fearsome beings, but So Cheongrak was not afraid of them. A person who uses poison fears no one. The only person he acknowledged was the Poison King.

Breaking the tense atmosphere, the White Bone Spirit Demon stepped forward. Instead of telling him to release Geom Mugeuk's inner arts, he asked something else.

"Are the preparations to lift the restriction complete?"

"As promised, if you kill just two people, we will perform the grand ritual immediately."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk asked in surprise, "You said the target was changed to me? Then why are there two?"

Then, a name that should not have been mentioned came out.

"We'll kill you, and then we'll kill Jin Hagun. Since one side lost a son, it's only fair that the other side loses a grandson."

So Cheongrak said to the two old demons, "Now, please finish it."

The White Bone Spirit Demon looked at the Demonic Fire Lord. The Demonic Fire Lord nodded at the look that suggested they act together. He felt that the White Bone Spirit Demon, who had looked into Geom Mugeuk's mind earlier, had become more cautious than before. He wasn't usually like this. What on earth did he see?

Just as the two were about to walk towards Geom Mugeuk.

"But have you two met the person who will lift the restriction?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon stopped walking.

The gazes of the two turned to So Cheongrak.

"Isn't he right there?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at the Demonic Fire Lord's question.

"That's not something he can do alone."

The Demonic Fire Lord's expression hardened slightly.

"He can't?"

"How could he possibly lift the restriction of the Demonic Seal Mandate by himself? If it could be lifted so easily, would the Demonic Seal Mandate have been maintained for all those long years?"

The Demonic Fire Lord asked So Cheongrak, "Is that true?"

So Cheongrak did not answer.

"That is a matter for us to handle."

So Cheongrak could tell. Geom Mugeuk was trying to drag in his other backers as well. This guy is truly... a madman!

Instantly, the expressions of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon hardened. The aura of one grew hotter, and the other grew colder.

So Cheongrak was at a loss. He shouldn't have been so complacent. He should have just killed him from the start.

Every time Geom Mugeuk opened his mouth, an unexpected situation unfolded.

That mouth opened again.

"I don't know for sure, but that grand ritual will cost an enormous amount of money. Probably enough to make one have second thoughts."

How could the two old demons not know what those 'second thoughts' were? It meant that the cost of killing them would be cheaper than performing the ritual.

The Demonic Fire Lord firmly denied it.

"That's impossible."

The White Bone Spirit Demon also nodded. It seemed he at least trusted the person who made this promise.

"I don't know who made the promise, but the one carrying out the work is that man. Isn't the heart of the person who puts the knife to your bodies important?"

So Cheongrak then said leisurely, "It seems you're trying to sow discord with trivial words, but it's useless."

Then Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"I will now show you why that man cannot be trusted."

Before the words were even finished.

SHIIIIK.

Geom Mugeuk's sword was drawn.

CHWAAAAAK.

"......"

The one who let out a short scream was So Cheongrak. The sword qi that flew from Geom Mugeuk's sword had split in all directions, severing the vine-like lines connecting So Cheongrak and the sleeping patients.

It looked like a light move, but it was imbued with the highest level of martial arts. That's why it looked so easy and simple.

"Didn't he lie just a moment ago, saying I couldn't use my inner arts?"

Before So Cheongrak could make an excuse, Geom Mugeuk quickly added, "His intention was for our two Seniors to attack me defenselessly and fall into danger."

In an instant, the expressions of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon hardened. They had clearly heard him say that he couldn't use his inner arts.

"Isn't his plan to make us fight until we're both grievously wounded, and then kill everyone with poison at the end?"

So Cheongrak just listened blankly to Geom Mugeuk's words. He was more shocked by the fact that the poison he had administered earlier hadn't worked than by the current misunderstanding.

Why aren't his blood vessels bursting?

However, to the two old demons, his appearance seemed to confirm Geom Mugeuk's words.

So Cheongrak asked Geom Mugeuk, "What happened?"

It was a question of why he wasn't poisoned.

"What do you mean, what happened? Your plan to use me to make us destroy each other has failed."

Geom Mugeuk began to win over the two old demons.

"As they say, the arm bends inwards. Let's join forces. I save my life, and you get your restrictions lifted. How about it?"

So Cheongrak was flustered. He never imagined Geom Mugeuk would try to side with the two demons.

What is his intention?

However, in this rapidly developing situation, he couldn't grasp Geom Mugeuk's true intentions.

"Don't fall for his wicked tricks."

As he said that, So Cheongrak secretly poisoned Geom Mugeuk again.

The White Snake Powder.

It was a poison that caused blindness and speechlessness. He had to shut that detestable mouth first.

However, Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened even more as he raised his voice.

"My dear Seniors, are you going to trust that liar with your lives?"


Chapter 646: Don't Listen, Just Kill Him!

So Cheongrak was utterly dumbfounded. He never imagined he would be framed as a liar today. However, that was not the most important issue at the moment.

The poison isn't working?

So Cheongrak grew flustered. He would never have become so agitated in any other situation. He knew perfectly well that panicking would only make him appear more suspicious. The fact that the poison had no effect, however, dealt him a tremendous shock.

Seeing So Cheongrak's flustered state, the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon exchanged glances. So Cheongrak's current reaction seemed like that of someone hiding something.

Forcibly calming his startled heart, So Cheongrak administered another poison. This time, he chose the Mad Sprint Poison.

This particular poison did not cause direct physical harm. Instead, it was a toxin that made one lose control of their emotions, causing them to erupt in rage and madness. It was a poison that only the highest-level poison arts masters could handle, and its properties were completely different from the Baeksa-bun he had used before.

Get agitated! Explode with your pent-up anger at them!

The moment that happened, it would be over. Those two prideful old demons would never let it slide. It did not matter if the anger was directed at him. As always, the one who got agitated first was the one who lost.

He fully expected Geom Mugeuk to erupt in anger and start shouting.

However, Geom Mugeuk did the opposite. He simply smiled even more brightly and spoke to the two old demons.

"I can't tell you how fortunate it is that you two are so prudent and wise."

He's smiling? He's smiling? So Cheongrak was even more surprised by Geom Mugeuk's reaction.

The poison didn't work again!

Geom Mugeuk was perfectly fine. He even cornered So Cheongrak again with a detestable look on his face.

"Look at him, unable to say a word. It's clear he was aiming for mutual destruction. If I were you two, I would've already lost my temper, started cursing, and beaten that man to a pulp."

So Cheongrak barely suppressed the urge to scream. He was so furious that he wondered if he had accidentally poisoned himself with his own concoction. But that wasn't it. If the poison had affected him, he would have definitely screamed.

Just why isn't the poison working?

At that moment, one person flashed through So Cheongrak's mind.

Could it be? Did the Poison King give him an antidote to take beforehand?

It was possible to take an antidote in advance to prepare for a specific poison. Of course, one had to know exactly which poison the opponent would use. Could the Poison King have possibly predicted that he would use Baeksa-bun and the Mad Sprint Poison?

Even if, giving him the benefit of the doubt, the Poison King had predicted his poisons and provided an antidote in advance, it would be impossible to flawlessly block two poisons with such completely different properties. Moreover, they would have to be taken in the correct order.

Ah, come to think of it, it was not just two poisons. Was there not the one he administered at the very beginning? The poison that makes one's blood and qi expand and burst the moment they use their inner arts also had no effect.

Is the Poison King really that skilled?

So Cheongrak was lost in thought. Should he use his trump card poison to kill him? Or should he stick to the original plan and have him killed by these two?

I have to kill him while I have the chance!

If Geom Mugeuk tried to kill him, he would die helplessly. His life was on the line, so he had to kill him first and worry about the rest later.

In the end, So Cheongrak administered his ultimate poison. The ingredients were so rare that he never used it unless it was a truly dire situation.

The True Lifeless Poison.

It was a lethal poison he had created himself that killed the target instantly. Since death was immediate upon administration, there was no antidote.

He won't be able to block this one. He should have rolled his eyes back and collapsed.

This time, too, Geom Mugeuk was perfectly fine. He even continued to sow discord.

"Speak honestly. You never intended to perform the great ritual to break the restriction in the first place, did you?"

So Cheongrak's eyes widened. He was shocked by the fact that even his signature poison had no effect. However, his expression made it seem as if Geom Mugeuk's words had hit the mark. He needed to say something to clear the suspicion, but So Cheongrak could not recover from the shock that the True Lifeless Poison had failed.

Even the Poison King couldn't create an antidote that could prepare for the True Lifeless Poison in advance. If such an antidote existed, it would be no different from making a person have Myriad Poison Immunity. There's no way such an antidote exists.

At that very moment, So Cheongrak flinched, his eyes widening.

No way...

So Cheongrak's body trembled. It could not be, right?

Right, there's no way.

So Cheongrak looked at Geom Mugeuk with trembling eyes. Despite being hit with poison after poison, he was completely unaffected. He should have at least shown some discomfort or dizziness, but instead, he was smiling at him.

From that relaxed demeanor, four words came to So Cheongrak's mind. The four words that practitioners of the poison arts dreaded seeing even in their dreams.

Myriad Poison Immunity!

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk's attempts to create a rift continued.

"Look at that anxious expression. Do you still think he's not deceiving you two?"

The Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon stared at So Cheongrak in silence. He had certainly been reacting suspiciously ever since his lie about not having inner arts was exposed.

Staring at Geom Mugeuk with a face full of disbelief, So Cheongrak finally reached a conclusion.

"The Young Cult Leader has Myriad Poison Immunity!"

In the heavy silence that followed, Geom Mugeuk responded nonchalantly.

"Is that the best excuse you could come up with?"

Just then, the Demonic Fire Lord shouted irritably.

"Both of you, stop!"

As emotion filled the Demonic Fire Lord's grating voice, it became even more unpleasant to hear.

"What is all this nonsense?" His anger was directed at both of them.

So Cheongrak calmly explained the situation. "I just administered a series of poisons to the Young Cult Leader. But not a single one worked. That's why I couldn't properly respond to the Young Cult Leader's provocations."

Then, Geom Mugeuk asked the two old demons, "Have either of you ever seen someone with Myriad Poison Immunity in your lives?"

The Demonic Fire Lord had never seen anyone with Myriad Poison Immunity. The White Bone Spirit Demon had reached the age of one hundred and fifty, so it was plausible that he might have seen it once.

The White Bone Spirit Demon was the same. He had never even heard of anyone who had Myriad Poison Immunity.

Geom Mugeuk taunted So Cheongrak. "Well then, you'll see one today. Here, I have Myriad Poison Immunity, so take a good look. Why don't you call a painter and have a portrait of us drawn together?"

The two old demons did not look at Geom Mugeuk, instead staring at So Cheongrak with suspicious eyes. The meaning in their gazes was clear.

What's all this nonsense about Myriad Poison Immunity?

So Cheongrak's chest felt tight with frustration.

Damn it! What kind of proper judgment could these old ghosts, who should have died several times over by now, possibly have?

However, he could not just let them go like this. Especially not in a situation where poison did not work on Geom Mugeuk.

"Didn't I tell you? The Young Cult Leader is no ordinary person. Why else would I have called both of you to deal with him, even after suppressing his inner arts?"

The two old demons were half-convinced, half-doubting. They had come here to kill Geom Mugeuk in the first place. The very fact that they were half-doubting meant that Geom Mugeuk's ploy to drive a wedge between them was working perfectly.

"Then we can just confirm it." Geom Mugeuk made an unexpected proposal.

"Let's see the location for the great ritual and confirm the person who will assist with it. After you've confirmed whether that man truly intends to perform the great ritual for you, you can kill me."

At that, the Demonic Fire Lord asked Geom Mugeuk with a suspicious gaze. "Why are you willing to go that far? We're the ones trying to kill you."

The White Bone Spirit Demon also suspected Geom Mugeuk with a similar sentiment.

"The reason is simple. It's because that man is so detestable. He looked down on our Cult and plotted to have you two Seniors and me end up in mutual destruction. Though we were active in different eras, aren't we all fellow demonic practitioners?"

So Cheongrak's expression hardened. Our? He could tell Geom Mugeuk was using that expression intentionally.

Geom Mugeuk's words continued. "Don't we demonic practitioners have our own unique temperament? We'd rather die fighting than be used and killed by others! Especially by rat-like bastards who scheme and plot in secret!"

As he said this, Geom Mugeuk glanced at So Cheongrak.

Agreeing completely with that sentiment at least, the two old demons glanced at So Cheongrak.

So Cheongrak could tell. Every time Geom Mugeuk spoke, the old demons' trust in the Young Cult Leader grew.

I can't win with words. I have to make a move.

Geom Mugeuk continued to press him. "What's so difficult about showing us the location for the great ritual in advance?"

At that moment, So Cheongrak said to the old demons, "Kill the Young Cult Leader. Then I will immediately escort you there. I will also summon the person who will perform the great ritual with us."

So Cheongrak glared at Geom Mugeuk.

No matter what tricks you pull, you won't be able to move them.

The blood-red energy flowing from the Demonic Fire Lord's body and the aura of death emanating from the White Bone Spirit Demon's eyes grew more intense. No matter what, the two of them were people filled with hatred for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Although So Cheongrak was acting suspiciously, their determination to kill Geom Mugeuk remained unchanged.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk calmly raised a question.

"Isn't it strange?"

Wondering what trick he would pull next, So Cheongrak shouted.

"Don't listen, just kill him!"

However, the words Geom Mugeuk uttered were ones they could not help but listen to.

"What's strange?"

In response to the Demonic Fire Lord's question, Geom Mugeuk laid out his point. "Assuming that man's words are true, he called you two here after suppressing my inner arts. He could have just killed me himself, so why did he specifically have you two do it?"

As So Cheongrak was about to interject, the White Bone Spirit Demon raised a hand to stop him. With a look that told him to continue, Geom Mugeuk answered his own question.

"It's to let the world know that you two are the ones who killed me. If that happens, you'll be hunted by the masters of our Cult for the rest of your lives. Father would never let it go."

After a moment, the White Bone Spirit Demon, who had been listening, spoke in a child's voice. "Do you think we weren't prepared for that much?"

Of course, they were prepared to be hunted.

What Geom Mugeuk intended to say was just beginning. "However, you won't be hunted. Because you won't be able to break the restriction."

An aura of darkness began to flow from the White Bone Spirit Demon's eyes and dominate the surroundings, but Geom Mugeuk's words continued to flow.

"You must know that their goal is for our Cult and the Murim Alliance to fight to the bloody end and suffer mutual destruction. But in a situation where it's revealed that you two killed me, do you think my father will start a war?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head firmly. "He will postpone the war for the sake of revenge. He's a man who would start a war for his son, so there's no way he wouldn't seek revenge. Is that truly the situation they desire?"

The gazes of the White Bone Spirit Demon and the Demonic Fire Lord wavered slightly. He could feel them being swayed.

"But would you two let yourselves be caught so easily?"

They had no intention of being caught easily. Although they had talked about killing even the Cult Leader, they had not orchestrated all of this just to die.

Geom Mugeuk pushed them even more forcefully. "Would they want the war to be postponed? Or would they prefer that the two of you, who killed me and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, die because you can't break the restriction? All while saving the enormous cost of the great ritual."

His words were so plausible that the hearts of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon wavered.

The White Bone Spirit Demon spoke to So Cheongrak as if giving a command. "Lead us to the location of the great ritual."

The White Bone Spirit Demon's gaze towards him was resolute. So Cheongrak could not refuse. When even he found himself nodding at Geom Mugeuk's words, how could those two old demons not be swayed? He was well aware that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary person, but experiencing it firsthand was enough to make him lose his senses.

It was obvious that any clumsy attempt to disobey would only make the situation more difficult. However, even if they were going, he had to suppress Geom Mugeuk's inner arts. Saying so directly would surely provoke the prideful old men and be counterproductive, so he spoke indirectly.

"The Young Cult Leader might launch a surprise attack."

To that, the Demonic Fire Lord replied confidently. "Don't worry about that. We'll handle it."

The Demonic Fire Lord said to Geom Mugeuk, "You two walk side-by-side in front. We'll follow behind."

He could no longer refuse. He truly hated such variables, but there was nothing he could do.

"Very well, let's go."

In the end, So Cheongrak led the way.

Even so, today's outcome won't change.

Geom Mugeuk followed right behind him, and the two old demons followed after. The patients, their guardians, and the physicians were still asleep. Geom Mugeuk did not spare them a single glance, as if they were of no concern to him.

And so, So Cheongrak led the three of them out of the infirmary. People they encountered within the clinic bowed their heads respectfully to So Cheongrak. He usually returned greetings warmly, but he had no mental leeway for that now.

The place So Cheongrak led them to was his own residence. After manipulating a series of hidden mechanisms on the desk, bookshelf, and display cabinet, a secret door leading to a basement opened.

Following the stairs all the way down, they found a spacious area. Luminous pearls were embedded here and there, illuminating the surroundings well, and it was not stuffy, suggesting there were air vents. This was the place where So Cheongrak secretly practiced his poison arts. The surrounding walls were fully stocked with all sorts of poisonous herbs and toxins. His decades of secrets were all here.

"We will conduct the great ritual here."

Upon arriving, the stiff expressions of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon relaxed.

Did he not anticipate this situation? So Cheongrak was inwardly curious about Geom Mugeuk's true intentions. Why on earth did he insist on seeing this place? Was it just to buy time? To stall while waiting for someone to come and rescue him?

If so, you've made a misjudgment.

This underground space, completely enclosed by walls, was an impossible place to escape from. Moreover, with the secret entrance closed, no one could come looking for them here.

So Cheongrak looked at Geom Mugeuk. He was looking around as if he were a guest touring a house.

"You seem to have a meticulous personality, but your organization of poisonous herbs is quite poor. Shall I organize them for you? I happen to be someone who has received intense training in organizing poisonous herbs."

The moment he saw that relaxed demeanor, a chill ran down So Cheongrak's spine as he realized one thing.

Come to think of it, we're also trapped with no place to run.


Chapter 647: This Is for Our Poison King

Geom Mugeuk examined the room's interior and came to a realization.

"It seems this secret room wasn't moved here from another location very long ago."

How had he figured that out?

Geom Mugeuk's observation was correct. This was a newly constructed underground secret room. It was originally located under a secluded warehouse at the physician's clinic, but a few years ago, So Cheongrak had built a new one beneath his own residence. The previous location had become too inconvenient to use.

So Cheongrak's gaze asked how he knew, and Geom Mugeuk offered a meaningful smile in response.

"Didn't I say it earlier? You were probably perfectly cautious at first, but you gradually let your guard down."

So Cheongrak could not refute those words. He had clearly been careless.

He was now a man respected by everyone. Even if this place were discovered, he could just say it was where he researched and created antidotes. He could claim he built a secret room underground because handling poisons was dangerous.

However, the situation was changing as Geom Mugeuk continued to press him.

If Geom Mugeuk used his brilliant rhetoric to push the narrative that this was a place for practicing poison arts, So Cheongrak might truly become such a person in their eyes.

After all, Geom Mugeuk was the man who had led them here without drawing his sword or even frowning. The key that opened the door to this secret room had been his sharp tongue.

Soon, So Cheongrak calmed his heart.

Stay calm. That bastard must be trembling with anxiety too.

His gaze shifted from Geom Mugeuk to the two old demons. The ones he had to bet on now were the old demons.

No matter how Geom Mugeuk dazzled them with his brilliant rhetoric, it could not be stronger than So Cheongrak's own poison.

It was unlikely, but if the two old demons ultimately refused to listen to him, he planned to poison them. He would then use the antidote as leverage to make them kill.

"The Young Cult Leader is wrong. I will release the prohibitions on you two right here."

So Cheongrak walked over to the large stone bed in the center of the room. "Look at this," he said. "Haven't I even prepared a bed for the grand ritual?"

To anyone, it looked like a place for a grand ritual.

The expressions of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon had also softened considerably.

However, Geom Mugeuk's eyes were sharp.

"It seems to be a bed where poison arts were tested."

The Demonic Fire Lord's expression hardened as he asked Geom Mugeuk, "What do you mean by that?"

"Look at the side over there."

Where Geom Mugeuk pointed, a red stain remained. The two old demons instantly recognized it as a bloodstain, and their expressions hardened.

Geom Mugeuk caressed the stone bed. "How many people do you think have died here?" he asked.

The two old demons stared at So Cheongrak with cold eyes.

Hadn't So Cheongrak just spoken as if he had prepared the bed specifically for them?

The thought of performing the grand ritual in a place where people had died from poison could not possibly feel good.

So Cheongrak was inwardly flustered and annoyed, but he forced himself to calmly acknowledge the fact.

"That's right. This also serves as my laboratory. There will be no mistakes if I perform the grand ritual in a familiar place."

He did not deny it, but the expressions of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon did not soften.

So Cheongrak quickly changed the subject.

"The grand ritual will proceed without any problems. The basic ingredients have already been prepared, and the remaining ones will be brought on the day of the ritual."

At his explanation, Geom Mugeuk looked at the herbs and said, "Is that really so?"

The two old demons' gazes turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"There are only poisonous herbs here. There isn't a single ingredient for the grand ritual. He's tricking you again, thinking you don't know much about herbs. You can tell just by looking at this. A fight is about to break out in a place where the ritual ingredients are supposedly kept, yet he's just standing by and watching, isn't he?"

So Cheongrak calmly told the two old demons, "They are basic ingredients that can be quickly obtained again. Please, don't be played by that cunning tongue. He's just trying to sow all sorts of discord solely to survive."

He had to kill Geom Mugeuk as soon as possible.

"Now, since you've seen the place for the grand ritual, please kill the Young Cult Leader as promised. It is up to you two to decide who to believe."

He was confident they had no choice but to believe him in the end. No matter how much Geom Mugeuk tried to sow discord, So Cheongrak was the one who would ultimately release their prohibitions.

What if, by some chance, they believed Geom Mugeuk?

If that happened, they would all die here together. They would not be able to withstand his poison.

However, those old demons would not just die quietly, so he would not be able to survive either.

In the end, only Geom Mugeuk would survive. So please, don't even think about striking me, you old fools.

Geom Mugeuk said to the two old demons, "Since you've come this far, why not make one last confirmation?"

"What confirmation?"

"Didn't he say he would show you the person who will perform the grand ritual with him? Why don't you see that person too?"

So Cheongrak could not understand why Geom Mugeuk was so obsessed with this place and that person.

"Don't fall for his tricks."

Geom Mugeuk retorted as if he had been waiting for it.

"If this were a trick, I wouldn't have suggested seeing another person. That would just mean one more enemy for me. Am I wrong?"

It was not an incorrect statement, so the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon gave a slight nod.

So Cheongrak was bewildered.

Right, he's correct. Why does he keep insisting on seeing him when it would mean another powerful enemy?

In that moment, a chill ran down his spine.

So Cheongrak's trembling gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

You, don't tell me! Are you trying to gather everyone in one place to kill them all at once?

The thought that it might be possible occurred to him. How else could he explain the look of utter composure on that face?

Then, a question naturally arose.

If he's so confident in his skills, why did he suggest coming here instead of just killing us back in the clinic?

There or here...

In that very instant, So Cheongrak realized there was one difference between that place and this one.

Something that was there, but not here.

It was the sleeping physicians, patients, and their guardians.

He suggested coming here because of them?

To avoid fighting there?

If a fight had broken out there, many of the sleeping people would have been injured or killed.

It would have been the same even if they fought outside the clinic. The place was teeming with patients everywhere.

This was the only place where they could fight without people getting hurt. He thought that far ahead in the midst of all this?

Ah! Come to think of it!

Earlier, Geom Mugeuk had severed the line connecting So Cheongrak and the patients to show that he had inner arts.

Throughout their conversation in the clinic, Geom Mugeuk had never once paid any attention to the patients, so So Cheongrak had not noticed. Even when leaving, he had not given them a single glance.

Was that all to hide his inner thoughts of worrying about them?

That was not the surprising part.

He was well aware that Geom Mugeuk was no ordinary Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. He might normally value human life. So Cheongrak himself had lived such a life on the surface.

However, the important thing was the current situation. When things were good, what mask could one not wear?

But this was not a situation where one could wear a mask and enjoy a banquet.

In the midst of a life-or-death situation, he wore the mask of a righteous warrior from the martial arts academy and even cared about their life and death?

So Cheongrak found it hard to believe. Even he, who had been treating them until this morning, had not been able to spare a thought for the sleeping patients.

"Did you suggest coming here because of the patients?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk asked So Cheongrak a question.

"Aren't those people your responsibility to look after?"

"What?"

"You're a physician, and those people are patients. I thought that's why you so readily brought us here."

So Cheongrak could tell. Geom Mugeuk was rebuking him for his actions.

Far from caring for them, he had used them as hostages. He had even threatened that if he died, they would die too, by connecting himself to them.

Geom Mugeuk was touching upon the taboo of a man who had lived his entire life as a respected physician.

"That's enough of your mockery."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him silently. His deep gaze seemed to be peering into the depths of So Cheongrak's heart.

Into that black hole.

"I think Hwa Yulcheong is the same. Just as you satisfied your suppressed desires by killing innocent people in this basement, he must have something too."

Feeling a strange sense of shame, So Cheongrak urged the two old demons, "Are you just going to keep watching like this?"

At that, the two old demons stepped forward.

They had already made the decision to kill Geom Mugeuk. That was a fact that had not changed from beginning to end.

It was not because they trusted So Cheongrak. It was because they trusted him, the one who came to persuade them.

The Demonic Fire Lord looked at the White Bone Spirit Demon and said, "This junior will handle it."

But the White Bone Spirit Demon shook his head.

"Let's do it together."

"You're suggesting a joint attack?"

Surprisingly, the White Bone Spirit Demon nodded. The Demonic Fire Lord knew that the White Bone Spirit Demon was an old man just as proud as himself, if not more so.

But he's suggesting a joint attack?

The Demonic Fire Lord knew that the White Bone Spirit Demon had become less talkative and more cautious ever since he had looked at Geom Mugeuk with the Dark Black Mind's Eye.

"What did you see in that Young Cult Leader?"

An even deeper darkness flowed from the White Bone Spirit Demon's eyes as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

The people the White Bone Spirit Demon had seen until now had shown various forms.

Some had shown the form of a ferocious beast, while others had shown the form of a lost, crying child.

He had seen a well-forged sword, and he had seen darkness.

And what he saw in Geom Mugeuk was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk was looking down at him from above a pit. And he himself was standing in a pit just the right size for a coffin, looking up at him.

This was the first time since he started using the Dark Black Mind's Eye that he had seen not only his opponent but also himself.

If Geom Mugeuk's eyes had held killing intent, hatred, or anger, it would not have bothered him this much.

However, his gaze held no emotion at all. It was as indifferent as looking at a pebble on the roadside. That gaze was unsettling and unnerving.

When he finished using the Dark Black Mind's Eye, he felt as if he had not been looking into him, but at himself. The reason he had greeted him so meekly was precisely because of that terrible sense of unease.

The White Bone Spirit Demon did not tell the Demonic Fire Lord what he had seen, but how tense he was was clearly conveyed.

For that reason, the Demonic Fire Lord did not let his guard down either.

Watching this, So Cheongrak was inwardly delighted.

Perfect.

As long as the two of them did not let their guard down, they would be able to kill the Young Cult Leader, no matter how great his martial arts were.

As the two old demons began to seriously channel their energy, Geom Mugeuk raised a hand and said, "Wait! Please wait just a moment."

So Cheongrak almost screamed in frustration.

What now! Please just stop talking and fight! Fight and die!

This time, it was not words, but actions.

And they were completely incomprehensible actions.

"One step, two steps, three steps..."

Geom Mugeuk measured the distance from one end of the wall to the other with his steps.

"What are you doing?"

A reply came that made him wish he had not asked.

"I've gotten bigger recently. It's hard to get a good measure."

So Cheongrak looked at the two old demons. His gaze was filled with the sentiment of 'just get rid of him', but they just watched what Geom Mugeuk was doing. He was that intriguing, and it was also because they did not completely trust So Cheongrak.

After measuring the width of the underground secret room, Geom Mugeuk made one more request.

"Ah, there's something else I have to do. A very important task! It's something that can secure our Seniors' retirement."

How could they not be curious when he said that?

Geom Mugeuk picked up a leather pouch that was lying in the corner and began to pack poisonous herbs into it.

"Gihwacho can only be found in the Outer Regions, and you've collected so much. There's even the root of the Yin Wind Flower here. This is really precious too."

Feeling an unknown sense of foreboding, So Cheongrak shouted. He thought Geom Mugeuk was up to some trick.

"Hurry up and kill him!"

But instead, Geom Mugeuk scolded him.

"Then you're a failure as a physician, and a failure as a poison master!"

"What?"

"Are you saying it's okay for these precious herbs to be damaged in the fight? Are poisonous herbs such trivial things to you? You abandon your patients, you abandon your herbs. What in the world are you?"

So Cheongrak could not retort, not expecting Geom Mugeuk to scold him like this. He could not argue, but he was dumbfounded. Whose fault was it that he was caught up in this mess?

Geom Mugeuk focused on packing the precious poisonous herbs that were stored separately in a display cabinet.

"You just stay put. I may not be able to make poison, but I know very well which poisonous herbs are precious. These are things money can't buy."

So, what he meant by securing their retirement was that after they killed him, they should take these poisonous herbs and sell them.

He was not just pulling a trick. Geom Mugeuk was genuinely packing the poisonous herbs.

He stuffed the leather pouch full, as if trying to fit in even one more. They were truly precious herbs whose value was hard to even measure in money.

So Cheongrak watched, half-resigned. As Geom Mugeuk said, they could be damaged in the fight, so it was actually a good thing for him if they were packed up like this.

After killing Geom Mugeuk, the two old demons would covet the poisonous herbs? That was unlikely, and impossible. Would they be so greedy when they needed their prohibitions released?

"Seniors, please step aside for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk even packed the poisonous herbs that were behind the two men.

So Cheongrak was inwardly tense, wondering if he would launch a surprise attack, but Geom Mugeuk focused only on packing the herbs.

Watching him, So Cheongrak sneered coldly.

"Stalling for time like this won't bring anyone to help you. But thanks for packing my poisonous herbs."

"Sorry, but this isn't for you."

"What?"

"This is for our Poison King."

So Cheongrak's expression was one of utter bewilderment. In other words, it meant that Geom Mugeuk intended to win this fight. At the same time, rage surged within him. He was going to give these precious herbs to, of all people, the Poison King?

Geom Mugeuk tossed the leather pouch full of poisonous herbs to him.

"If you want to live, hold that and stick close to the wall. You'll die if you step forward."

Then, Geom Mugeuk turned toward the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon and drew the Black Demon Sword.

"Now, you've waited long enough. Let's have a conversation in the style of our Cult."


Chapter 648: It Seems You'll Live to Be a Hundred

A heavy silence descended upon the room, replacing the flurry of words that had just been exchanged.

The qi of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon began to shift, altering the very air around them. A tangible pressure, thick with the weight of a hundred and a hundred and fifty years, started to dominate the space.

Now that they were revealing their true qi in preparation for a fight, they were no longer the wavering old phantoms who had been moved by Geom Mugeuk's speech.

Pressed firmly against the wall behind Geom Mugeuk, So Cheongrak felt a genuine fear of them for the first time.

These are the kind of men who wouldn't simply die, even if you fed them the most lethal poison.

It was like facing monsters who would be driven mad by the toxin, going on a rampage and only dying after turning everything around them into a sea of blood. Yes, that must be why the organization recruited men like them.

So Cheongrak's gaze then shifted to Geom Mugeuk's back.

Can you really defeat them?

Because he was pressed against the rear wall, he was unable to see Geom Mugeuk's expression. It would have been natural to feel fear as he did, yet the sight of Geom Mugeuk's back, with the Black Demon Sword hanging loosely by his side, still appeared completely relaxed.

The Demonic Fire Lord was the first to break the silence.

"Young Cult Leader. I know what you're trusting in."

A blood-red killing intent flickered from his body as the qi spreading from his qi center heated his entire being like molten lava.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it's a truly terrifying martial art."

He did not underestimate the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in the slightest.

"Don't you know that I inherited the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

Of course, the old demons were aware of this. However, they also shared a particular belief.

"No matter how great the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is, you can never defeat us with the achievements of a mere twenty-year-old."

Geom Mugeuk could tell.

That was the very source of their confidence, the reason they believed they could kill him.

Where did such confidence come from? Right, it had to be this.

The power of time.

It was the greatest power they possessed.

The Demonic Fire Lord was a hundred years old, while the White Bone Spirit Demon had lived to be one hundred and fifty. It was only natural for them to see someone in his twenties as an easy opponent. For them, their own twenties were a distant past they likely could not even recall.

Time was their greatest strength, but it was also their greatest weakness.

"You two must have killed plenty of older masters when you were young. Then again, I suppose you've forgotten all about that."

At his words, the White Bone Spirit Demon's eyes turned pitch black as something began to flow from his body.

"Don't you worry. I haven't forgotten how to kill people."

TSSSSSS.

What emerged was a black fog.

Like a swarm of serpents, the black fog surged toward the spot where Geom Mugeuk stood.

The Ghostly Black Fog, a technique from his unique martial art known as the Ghost Controlling Art, had been unleashed.

Exposure to the Ghostly Black Fog would obstruct one's qi and blood while clouding the mind. Even a person at their peak would find their power drastically reduced within it. This demonic art was designed to display its greatest power in a completely sealed space like this underground chamber.

The Demonic Fire Lord was certain of their victory.

"I can understand being full of yourself, but to act so relaxed in front of us..."

The White Bone Spirit Demon, however, was cautiously deploying his martial arts. The image of Geom Mugeuk's indifferent gaze remained etched in his mind, an imprint that wouldn't fade until he was a corpse.

TSSSSSSSSS!

It seemed impossible for any human to evade the encroaching fog.

But in the next moment, the gazes of the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon sharpened.

The black fog could not advance to where Geom Mugeuk stood.

Something, a transparent wall, was blocking the space between them and Geom Mugeuk.

The fog swirled aimlessly before him for a moment before it slowly began to rise. The rising fog attempted to cross over along the ceiling, but that path was also blocked.

TSSST-TSSST-TSSST.

Like a decapitated snake, the black fog thrashed about in a frenzy but could find no way to reach Geom Mugeuk.

SWOOOOOSH!

The Demonic Fire Lord, who had been observing, threw a palm strike.

"......"

The blast of wind scattered the black fog, but it quickly gathered again. His palm strike also failed to make the obstructing wall disappear.

Ultimately, the Ghostly Black Fog retreated to the White Bone Spirit Demon and was reabsorbed into his body.

The Demonic Fire Lord cautiously stepped forward.

He slowly approached, walking right up to the point where the Ghostly Black Fog had been stopped. Indeed, a transparent wall was there.

"Is this the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

"It is."

This was the third technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. That transparent barrier was the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

It was surprising that he had deployed the Impenetrable Demonic Wall without them noticing. It was even more surprising that the wall flawlessly filled the entire space before them. He could never have deployed it so precisely if he hadn't reached the ninth stage.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Demonic Fire Lord, who stood on the other side of the wall.

"Have you ever seen the Nine Calamities Demonic Art even once?"

"Never."

"I thought so."

The Demonic Fire Lord spoke coldly.

"How arrogant."

"It's faith. Faith in the martial arts that has allowed our Cult to endure until now, even while leading rough men like you Seniors."

Despite seeing the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, the Demonic Fire Lord's spirit was not broken in the least. He raised his hand.

"I've always wanted to burn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to ashes with this very hand."

WHOOOOOSH.

The Demonic Fire Lord's hand began to burn a brilliant red.

He pressed that burning hand against the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

CHIIIIK.

It was directly in front of Geom Mugeuk's face. He was making his intention clear, to burn through the wall and melt his face along with it.

From behind the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, Geom Mugeuk watched the crimson palm and commented.

"Looking at your palm, our Senior's life line is very long. It seems you'll live to be a hundred."

The Demonic Fire Lord scoffed and drew upon even more of his inner arts. His hand turned an even deeper shade of red.

CHIIIIK.

Smoke rose with the intense heat.

After some time had passed, the Demonic Fire Lord flinched and pulled his hand away from the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

He looked down at his own hand. His palm was torn and bleeding. The wall of enhanced qi had not been breached. Instead, it had inflicted a wound on his own palm.

Seeing the blood, a flicker of excitement crossed the Demonic Fire Lord's eyes.

He immediately unleashed a double palm strike. If melting it didn't work, he would simply smash it to pieces.

KWANG! KWAAANG!

A powerful impact was delivered, but the Impenetrable Demonic Wall didn't budge. His blood stained the transparent surface.

He did not stop his attack.

KWAAANG! KWAAANG!

His twin palms struck continuously, right in front of Geom Mugeuk's face. It was an assault imbued with the will to kill him without fail.

On the surface, it appeared he was attacking randomly in a fit of excitement, but he had a plan.

Maintaining the Impenetrable Demonic Wall while enduring such powerful impacts would consume an immense amount of inner arts.

Does he dare to have a battle of inner arts with me?

The Demonic Fire Lord drew upon even more of his inner arts and struck the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

It's the hot-bloodedness and arrogance of youth.

It might look impressive now, but if he consumed his inner arts like this, he wouldn't last long. Besides, the wall was blocking the entire front, a considerable size.

"I'll watch your father drench the murim in blood in your place!"

The Demonic Fire Lord provoked Geom Mugeuk, intending to wound his pride and force him to continue the confrontation of inner arts to the very end.

When Geom Mugeuk feigned a yawn from behind the wall, the Demonic Fire Lord inwardly rejoiced.

He took the bait!

A faint smile also appeared on the lips of the White Bone Spirit Demon, who was watching.

He considered Geom Mugeuk's attempt to block the attack with the Impenetrable Demonic Wall a clear mistake. He should have chosen a chaotic brawl from the start, where an opportunity might have arisen.

It seems I won't have to step in.

KWAAANG! KWANG! KWANG!

Clutching the leather pouch of herbs to his chest, So Cheongrak cheered for the Demonic Fire Lord.

Break it! Please, just break it!

KWANG! KWAAANG!

Now, the only sound was that of twin palms smashing against the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

He's still holding on?

As time passed, the Demonic Fire Lord's heart filled with disbelief and astonishment. Beyond the wall, Geom Mugeuk looked utterly serene.

How can this be?

Just then, the voice of the White Bone Spirit Demon came from behind him.

"That's enough, come back."

KWANG! KWAAANG! KWAAAANG!

Only after a few more frantic attacks did the Demonic Fire Lord cease his assault.

The Demonic Fire Lord's hands, which had been burning red, returned to their normal color.

Geom Mugeuk was staring at him with an indifferent gaze. He would have felt better if he had been mocked or ignored. That indifferent gaze, however, made him feel one thing.

He had been the one pounding on the wall all this time.

In that moment, the Demonic Fire Lord felt a real wall.

The White Bone Spirit Demon spoke softly.

"The Young Cult Leader is stronger than we anticipated."

He immediately unleashed the most powerful move he possessed.

KRRR. KRK.

Following the fog that flowed along the floor, the ground trembled as something began to rise from it.

Surprisingly, they were skeletons. Not just bones, but the essence of the Ghost Controlling Art, the Ghost Summoning, with black energy flowing from their eyes. It was an illusion, yet the skeletons existed right before their eyes.

The demonic qi emanating from the skeletons was so foul that even the Demonic Fire Lord, standing with him, had to take a step back. Summoning just one of these demonic beasts was enough to slaughter decent masters, but now he had summoned all that he could.

"These are the White Bone Ghosts. They are impervious to swords and blades, and inhaling just a whiff of the demonic qi they emit will twist all the blood vessels in your body."

What was more terrifying was that no matter how they were shattered, the bones would reattach and revive. As long as the White Bone Spirit Demon was not dead or his inner arts depleted, this hell would not end. Indeed, he had immediately unleashed the most powerful move in his arsenal.

However, Geom Mugeuk was not frightened at all. Instead, he spoke to them calmly.

"I understand you. Not thinking about your own sins and only resenting the Demonic Seal Mandate, that's understandable. Because that's the kind of people you are."

So Cheongrak, watching from behind, cheered inwardly.

You're dead now!

He believed that Geom Mugeuk, judging the situation to be disadvantageous, had started using his clever words again to diffuse their killing intent.

But it wouldn't work this time. Those terrifying White Bone Ghosts were not something that could be killed with a tongue.

Geom Mugeuk's words continued.

"Not caring if the maJang Hu war breaks out as long as the prohibition is lifted, I understand that too. Because you're that kind of people. You might even try to kill me out of anger. I also understand your desire to overcome the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. My dear Seniors, I understand it all."

After speaking like the most magnanimous person in the world, Geom Mugeuk's qi began to change.

"So, please understand me for doing this."

As his words ended, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall that had been erected in front of him vanished.

At the same time, something else appeared in its place.

SHHHHHHHHHHH!

Things lined up in a row in front of Geom Mugeuk.

Larger and more terrifying, they were the demonic spirits of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The spirits filled the space from wall to wall without a single gap.

The second form of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Great Annihilation Stance, had been unleashed.

Everyone there was horrified at the sight of the demonic spirits. This was not the Nine Calamities Demonic Art they had imagined. They never thought such terrifying demonic spirits could manifest.

So Cheongrak, watching from behind, also widened his eyes. At first, it had suddenly grown dark and a giant wall appeared.

However, it wasn't a wall. One of the lined-up figures slowly turned to look at him. The moment he saw that demonic spirit, So Cheongrak's entire body froze. It was truly the most terrifying face he had ever seen in his life. It was incomparably more frightening than the skeletons that had risen earlier. Those fearsome White Bone Ghosts looked shabby in comparison.

Geom Mugeuk's stern voice thundered through the space.

"The Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon, for the crime of not only violating the Demonic Seal Mandate, the strict law of our Cult, but also plotting the maJang Hu war, I will hold you accountable for that crime and carry out summary execution on this spot."

The moment the death sentence was passed!

The demonic spirits were merciless.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA.

The demonic spirits filling the underground chamber swept everything away as they advanced.

The White Bone Ghosts blocking their path thrust out their swords.

CRUNCH! CRACK! CRACKLE!

The White Bone Ghosts, which could withstand not only sword qi but even enhanced sword qi, were shattered into pieces and scattered in all directions.

Before they could even reassemble, the demonic spirits had already surged toward the White Bone Spirit Demon.

The White Bone Spirit Demon raised his protective enhanced qi to its absolute limit.

I'll endure!

However, his body froze at the sight of the terrifying demonic spirits rushing toward him. He was an old wolf trembling at a tiger's roar.

CRACK-CRACK-CRACKLE!

The moment his protective enhanced qi shattered, a shockwave coursed through his entire body. In that final moment, he recalled the scene he had seen with the Dark Black Mind's Eye. His own figure, looking up at Geom Mugeuk from inside a pit. Indeed, what he had seen then was not Geom Mugeuk, but his own fate.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

His body was smashed to pieces and scattered. The White Bone Ghosts that were about to rise again collapsed and vanished into smoke.

The Demonic Fire Lord was also giving it his all.

The Blazing Palm, into which he had poured all of his inner arts, contained an energy as hot as lava.

KWAAAAAANG!

The moment his twin palms collided with the surging demonic spirits!

That fiery hand seal, which had always pierced through and incinerated his opponents, could not penetrate the demonic spirit's body. As if plunging hot iron into cold water, his body cooled in an instant.

The last moment he recalled was a time long ago when he had been told that a demonic art could never defeat the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. In his youthful hot-bloodedness, he had inwardly denied it back then.

What's so special about the Nine Calamities Demonic Art? Someday, I'll tear it apart with these hands!

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The Demonic Fire Lord's entire body was smashed and exploded.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Only after pushing all the way to the end of the chamber did the demonic spirits disappear.

When the dust settled, nothing remained. Not a corpse, not even a single root of a poisonous herb was left. Only the pool of blood on the floor told the tale that the White Bone Spirit Demon and the Demonic Fire Lord had been there.

In that empty space, only Geom Mugeuk stood with his back to them.

It's gotten stronger!

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art was incomparably stronger than it had been at the eighth stage. As the ninth stage was unleashed in actual combat, Geom Mugeuk was seized by a strong desire to achieve complete mastery.

So Cheongrak, who was watching his back, felt his legs give out and he collapsed.

THUD.

He could never have imagined that the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon would be swept away in a single move, disappearing without a trace.

They were one-move opponents?

His body trembled uncontrollably.

...So this is the Heavenly Demon's martial arts!

Now he understood. He understood why Geom Mugeuk had measured the width of this space with his steps when he first entered. He had been measuring how many of those demonic spirits he would need to summon.

He'd been planning to kill them like this from the very beginning!

Geom Mugeuk walked back and sat down next to the terrified So Cheongrak.

So Cheongrak looked at Geom Mugeuk with trembling eyes. Even after shattering the two old demons, his gaze didn't waver in the slightest. That cold and merciless gaze felt so unfamiliar. He was confused if the talkative Young Cult Leader from before was the same person as this man now. It felt like he was dreaming.

Now, So Cheongrak's last hope was this. That Geom Mugeuk didn't have Myriad Poison Immunity, but had taken an antidote given to him beforehand by the Poison King. That he had just been lucky several times.

So Cheongrak tried to administer a lethal poison one last time. It was the only way. Please, let the Poison King not have anticipated this!

Just then, Geom Mugeuk took a poisonous herb peeking out from the leather pouch he was hugging and chewed on it as if it were a balloon flower root.

So Cheongrak, having given up on poisoning him, squeezed his eyes shut.

Because the poisonous herb Geom Mugeuk was now eating with such relish was the Heavenly Yin Myriad Poisons Grass, which was said to cause instant death with just a touch of the tongue. He wished this were all a dream, but Geom Mugeuk's vivid voice reached him.

"So Cheongrak, let's have a talk."


Chapter 649: Sparing You Isn't Easy

"You want to talk?"

An offer to talk was certainly better than being asked how he should be killed. Yet So Cheongrak felt no happiness at all.

He could converse with anyone in the world, but he had no desire to speak with the Geom Mugeuk currently beside him. Every word exchanged with the man only made him feel more cornered and disadvantaged.

"Is there anything left for us to talk about?"

His demeanor toward Geom Mugeuk had turned polite. In truth, he had no choice. Who would dare to act on their temper after witnessing the fight from a moment ago?

"When the situation changes, so does the conversation."

So Cheongrak then spoke, testing the waters.

"If you're gonna kill me anyway, just do it."

Of course, he didn't mean a word of it. So Cheongrak was determined to find a way out of this situation, no matter what it took.

However, Geom Mugeuk's reaction was not what he had hoped for.

"You're a man of honor, so I'll grant you that much."

While still seated, Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword. He moved to stab So Cheongrak in the neck without any hesitation.

"Wait!"

At So Cheongrak's urgent cry, Geom Mugeuk's sword stopped just before his neck.

Geom Mugeuk turned the blade sideways and tapped him on the head with its flat. His expression clearly said, Don't mess with me.

Who was he trying to fool? If So Cheongrak truly didn't fear death, he would have attacked with all his remaining poison when the two old demons died earlier.

For someone who claimed not to fear death, he was pressed far too tightly against the wall.

So Cheongrak glared at Geom Mugeuk with resentful eyes.

"You're toying with me, even in a situation like this."

Geom Mugeuk then called his name in a low voice.

"So Cheongrak."

He had only spoken his name, yet So Cheongrak felt his spirit get crushed as his body flinched.

"Do you want to experience what it's really like to be toyed with?"

So Cheongrak didn't dare say another word.

He had to survive, even if it meant soothing, coaxing, inciting, and threatening. If poison didn't work, he had to use everything else.

So Cheongrak glanced at Geom Mugeuk. Would any of that work on this man?

Had he ever felt so helpless in his entire life?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's calm voice came from beside him.

"I don't care what kind of story you have or what kind of life you've lived. You tried to kill me, and you tried to kill my friend. That alone is reason enough for you to die."

So Cheongrak blurted out an excuse.

"But they didn't die, did they?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed at the pathetic justification.

"True, they didn't die."

So Cheongrak pinned all his hopes on this reaction from Geom Mugeuk.

He believed Geom Mugeuk had a weakness. The man couldn't be ruthless. He had to exploit that soft heart. With that, he would definitely walk out of this secret room alive.

There was something he absolutely had to do once he got out.

"What about killing people while conducting poison experiments here? What about trying to start the MaJang Hu War and cause countless deaths?"

He had an excuse for those sins as well.

"I've saved countless patients throughout my life."

"That was to hide your true identity."

"In any case, didn't the patients live? You all didn't die, the patients lived, and the war hasn't started yet. Can't that atone for my sins?"

Before Geom Mugeuk could mention those who died from the poison experiments, So Cheongrak quickly continued.

"I thought I'd be calm and cool in my final moments. But I never thought I'd end up saying things like this."

So Cheongrak sighed and added another plea.

"I don't want to die."

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"I'm sorry, but it's not easy to let you live."

So Cheongrak saw a glimmer of hope even in this response. A truly ruthless man wouldn't have said that much. He would have cut off his arms and gouged out his eyes to get the answers he wanted.

"Thank you for being honest. It's better than being told you'll spare me only to kill me at the last minute."

So Cheongrak silently stared into the empty space. The bed, the desk, the cabinet, the poisonous herbs, and the two masters meant to protect him were all gone.

His gaze was as pathetic as his current situation, but his mind was still filled with thoughts of how to escape this place.

"Young Cult Leader, are you really a Myriad Poison Immunity?"

"Are you that curious?"

In truth, the moment Geom Mugeuk chewed on the Heavenly Yin Myriad Poisons Grass, there was no need to ask. Still, he wanted to hear it directly from Geom Mugeuk's mouth. It was that unbelievable.

"Want me to eat something else?"

So Cheongrak sighed and spoke.

"The heavens are truly indifferent."

To think that a Myriad Poison Immunity, a being so rare you might see only one in a lifetime, would get entangled with him, a user of poison arts.

"To you, I must be less of a threat than a gatekeeper martial artist of the Murim Alliance."

He wasn't just a simple Myriad Poison Immunity either. He was a cataclysmic-level Myriad Poison Immunity with the skill to kill the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon in a single blow.

"If you kill me, it will cause a big problem. Many people saw you visit the physician today. If I die, it will eventually be revealed that you killed me. Then the martial artists of the orthodox sects of Wuhan won't just stand by."

Physician So Cheongrak.

He had thought this identity was his greatest hope for survival.

Geom Mugeuk's cold reply came back.

"I think nothing will happen even if you die."

It was a remark that truly wounded a person's pride.

For a moment, strength entered So Cheongrak's eyes.

"Didn't you say that there are far more people I haven't saved than those I have? But you say that without knowing how great a life debt is to martial artists. There will be many people who will step up for me."

Geom Mugeuk nodded as if acknowledging that point. The reason was elsewhere.

"It's not because I'm looking down on you. It's because of the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

Because of the Heaven's Edge Hermit? So Cheongrak looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that asked what he meant.

Geom Mugeuk then threw an unexpected question.

"How many people have you killed for the Heaven's Edge Hermit so far?"

This Young Cult Leader was truly a master at catching people off guard. So Cheongrak never expected him to suddenly ask something like this.

If he hadn't killed a single person, he could have answered easily. But he had killed many. The years he had spent protecting the man were not just one or two.

Momentarily flustered, So Cheongrak couldn't answer.

He should have immediately denied that anything of the sort had happened.

Was it because he was overwhelmed by Geom Mugeuk's presence? His mind wasn't working quickly.

"You must have killed many."

As So Cheongrak was about to make a belated excuse for Geom Mugeuk's words, a thought flashed through his mind.

No, this might be better.

He reasoned that Geom Mugeuk would think he needed him to uncover the Heaven's Edge Hermit's true identity.

"Tell me the reason! Why can you kill me because of the Heaven's Edge Hermit?"

Geom Mugeuk revealed an unexpected reason.

"Because your death will be buried by the affair of the Heaven's Edge Hermit."

So Cheongrak was stunned.

"Soon, the matter concerning the Heaven's Edge Hermit will also reach its conclusion. When his identity as a two-faced villain is exposed, the Murim will be flooded with his story. Once that side of him is properly revealed, you'll just be an extra. People will say, 'Ah, Physician So was the one who helped the Heaven's Edge Hermit?' No one will be angry about what you did. They'll think it's not strange at all that you helped him, since the Heaven's Edge Hermit committed such an astonishing act."

Rage erupted in So Cheongrak's heart. His entire life was being negated.

However, he knew well that getting angry now would not help the situation in the slightest.

"Perhaps that's true."

Feeling frustrated, So Cheongrak shot up from his seat and paced around the secret room. Then, leaning against a distant wall, he asked a question.

"But can you really uncover the other side of the Heaven's Edge Hermit? He's a different kind of person from me."

He meant it sincerely. Was it because he had learned poison arts? Or was it just his nature? No matter how much he lived the life of a kind physician, he couldn't hide the temper that flared up unexpectedly.

It made him wonder if that was perhaps the reason why this Geom Mugeuk had seen through everything.

However, the Heaven's Edge Hermit was different from him. Sometimes, So Cheongrak even had a certain thought.

Is this person really on my side?

That was how thoroughly the man had lived the life of the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

Geom Mugeuk replied as if he wasn't worried at all.

"Everyone has their own dark hole in their heart. If he's hidden it that well, the Heaven's Edge Hermit's hole is probably even bigger than yours."

If he couldn't survive as Physician So Cheongrak, then what?

Now, this question was the only thing that could save him.

"What is it that you want to ask me?"

For the first time, a question he had anticipated came up.

"Where is the person who was going to perform the great technique with you?"

Yes, he had expected Geom Mugeuk to be curious about that. After all, even after coming here, Geom Mugeuk had tried to get him to summon that person.

For now, that person was his lifeline.

Geom Mugeuk already knew a fact that hadn't been mentioned.

"The one who persuaded the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon was him, wasn't it?"

So Cheongrak's eyes widened in surprise.

"You really are...!"

He had wondered why Geom Mugeuk hadn't asked about the person who persuaded the two demons before killing them. It seemed Geom Mugeuk already knew it was the same person who was going to perform the great technique with him.

"How did you know?"

"Because I don't believe those two suspicious individuals could be persuaded by words alone."

Even after arriving here, the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon didn't fully trust So Cheongrak. That was why they had been swayed by Geom Mugeuk's words. They were not people who trusted others by nature. What if someone had made such people break the Demonic Seal Mandate?

"Their inner arts are so profound that it would have been impossible to control them completely with soul-manipulation techniques. But he could have used just enough to make them participate in this matter."

He must be a master of soul-manipulation. The ones who committed suicide with the fake hidden weapons earlier must have also been under his control.

So Cheongrak stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. The admiration in his expression was an answer in itself.

"You'll never be able to find him."

"What do you mean?"

So Cheongrak said something incomprehensible.

"Because every time you meet him, it's for the first time."

Geom Mugeuk looked at So Cheongrak, his expression asking for an explanation.

"Every time I met him, he was a different person."

"You mean he's good at disguises?"

Shaking his head, So Cheongrak let out a surprising statement.

"He's the same person, but every time I recall him, the memory is different. Sometimes he was a fat man, other times he was bone-thin. There were even days I wondered, was he a woman?"

Geom Mugeuk could tell what was happening. The man was distorting his opponent's memories with soul-manipulation. This was no ordinary enemy.

This was precisely why So Cheongrak had revealed the information so readily.

"He can only be contacted through me."

He was certain Geom Mugeuk would try to catch this person, so he wouldn't kill him.

"I was going to release the restrictions on the two old demons with him. Though you didn't believe us."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently and spoke.

"Would he really have stopped at just releasing the restrictions?"

So Cheongrak flinched in surprise.

"While releasing the restrictions, he would have also implanted a Gu poison to make them obey."

There was no way that person would spend a vast amount of money to release their restrictions just to use them this little. He would have worked them as his subordinates until they died.

So Cheongrak shook his head. How could this Young Cult Leader possibly know everything? To think he had made an enemy of such a person.

Geom Mugeuk slung the leather pouch of poisonous herbs from the floor onto his back.

So Cheongrak tensed up. This was the moment of life or death.

"You have to keep me alive to meet him. Am I not a being who poses no threat to you?"

After a moment of thought, Geom Mugeuk made him an offer.

"If you let me meet him, I'll let you live."

"I'll let you meet him."

Geom Mugeuk added one more condition.

"Can you live the rest of your life as a physician?"

"I will."

"You must not use poison arts at all."

So Cheongrak nodded.

"The life of a physician wasn't bad."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze softened.

"Physician, your patients must be waiting. Let's go."

So Cheongrak was truly delighted. It wasn't just because his life was spared.

Now, the second plan will proceed.

He had prepared a second plan in case things went wrong with the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon.

It was a plan centered around himself.

A genocidal poison will be spread in Wuhan, and thousands will die. The blame for that crime will be pinned on the Poison King, who is here.

You damn bastards of the Demonic Cult! You'll pay the price for looking down on me!

At that time, he would smile and willingly die.

So Cheongrak smiled brightly, and Geom Mugeuk smiled back at him.

As they walked side-by-side toward the passage, Geom Mugeuk took something out from his robes as if he had just remembered.

"Oh, this."

Geom Mugeuk took a small pouch from his robes.

PHWOOSH!

As he opened the pouch, a cloud of smoke billowed toward the two of them.

"A gift from the Poison King."

The moment he heard those words, So Cheongrak was startled.

He had no time to say anything. The poison was already seeping rapidly into his bloodstream.

So Cheongrak urgently took out an antidote and consumed it. When one wasn't enough, he took out another powder and scattered it in the air, then took out another vial and drank it.

KEUK.

Blood spewed from his mouth.

The antidote didn't work. He took out another antidote and ate it, and then another.

Amidst the mix of poison and antidotes, Geom Mugeuk swirled the powder with his hand and spoke.

"The Poison King once said the flower of the poison arts is detoxification."

However, So Cheongrak could not detoxify the Poison King's poison.

THUD.

He collapsed on the spot, bleeding from his mouth, nose, eyes, and ears, from every orifice of his body.

So Cheongrak looked at Geom Mugeuk with a gaze full of resentment.

The cold, indifferent eyes looking down at him resembled the eyes of the demon he had seen earlier. Not being ruthless was his weakness? He had misjudged Geom Mugeuk until the very end.

"This time, it's the Poison King's turn, isn't it?"

Earlier, So Cheongrak had poisoned Geom Mugeuk, not knowing he was a Myriad Poison Immunity. His challenge, detoxify it if you can, was clearly aimed at the Poison King.

And now, Geom Mugeuk was seeing the clear difference in skill between the two.

Even if it hadn't been the Poison King's poison, Geom Mugeuk had intended to kill him. Just as the Poison King was a terrifying existence, So Cheongrak too was a threatening one. Geom Mugeuk was not the type to release such a dangerous man into the world just because he posed no harm to him personally.

So Cheongrak had never dreamed he would die like this.

"...You can only find him through me."

As the life faded from his eyes, the last thing So Cheongrak saw was Geom Mugeuk's leather pouch as he strode toward the passage. A protruding poisonous herb swayed as if bidding farewell.

"I'll handle it myself."


Chapter 650: Still, I'm the Best, Right?

The Demonic Buddha was in the yard, organizing the poisonous herbs scattered across it. The ones that needed to be collected early were already gathered, leaving only those that required a long time to dry.

Then, a voice came from behind him.

"I'll help."

He turned to see Geom Muyang walking toward him.

"Would you?" the Demonic Buddha asked, not refusing the offer.

He knew this was Geom Muyang's own effort to get closer to someone.

Geom Muyang walked over to his side. He watched what the Demonic Buddha was doing for a moment and then began to organize the poisonous herbs with him.

"I hope I'm not disturbing you if you wanted to be alone," Geom Muyang said.

"Not at all. In fact, I was starting to get a little bored."

Geom Muyang had always felt there was a sharp edge to the Demonic Buddha. Seeing him these days, however, he was so gentle it felt like dealing with a different person. He wondered if he also looked that different to the Demonic Buddha.

"I didn't know you were so interested in medicinal herbs."

"Actually, I'm not interested in medicinal or poisonous herbs."

The Demonic Buddha paused his work for a moment.

"I've just discovered the joy of finding them."

There was a pure fun in finding the herbs. The thrill of discovering something no one else could find, and the satisfying feel of carefully digging up the herb without damaging its roots, provided the greatest pleasure a hobby could offer.

Of course, it was not to the point where he would go out foraging for herbs alone, so he focused on carving statues when he was not interacting with the Poison King. However, that could not compare to the joy of gathering herbs.

And most importantly.

"It's even more enjoyable when there's someone who appreciates it."

After all, no one was as happy to see the poisonous herbs he brought back as the Poison King.

"First Young Lord, do you have any hobbies you've been enjoying lately?"

What new hobby could he possibly have? Still, upon reflection, he found he had an answer.

"I've recently developed a hobby for working."

He was working several times harder than when he had been fighting for the succession. As a result, his reputation within the academy had actually improved.

"Shall we call it Karmic Retribution for losing the succession fight to a Young Cult Leader who loves to play?"

As he squatted next to the Demonic Buddha, organizing the herbs, Geom Muyang glanced at the main gate. Geom Mugeuk had gone to the Myeongsim physician and had not yet returned.

"Are you worried about the Young Cult Leader?"

He expected him to shake his head no, but Geom Muyang nodded.

The Demonic Buddha smiled and said, "No matter how outstanding a younger brother is, he's still a younger brother."

Geom Muyang was not just saying it. He was sincere.

"If Mugeuk gets hurt, I won't be able to face our father."

It was a separate issue from Geom Mugeuk being far superior to him in martial arts. He believed it was his duty to look after his younger brother when they were out together. To be more honest, he did not want to disappoint his father. If he lost even that expectation...

That was why, for today's matter, if the opponent had not been a poison user, he would have definitely gone along.

How could the Demonic Buddha not understand Geom Muyang's heart?

"It's not easy being the older brother to such a talented younger brother, is it?"

Especially when that younger brother was Geom Mugeuk.

"Living as a shadow isn't so bad."

After a brief pause following Geom Muyang's candid words, the Demonic Buddha said, "I think it is bad."

There was something the Demonic Buddha desperately wanted to tell Geom Muyang. He just never imagined he would be saying it while drying poisonous herbs in the front yard of Wuhan.

"The reason the Young Cult Leader tried to fight for the succession without bloodshed probably wasn't because he wanted the First Young Lord to become his shadow and harbor killing intent."

"!"

"Please be the kind of older brother who keeps the Young Cult Leader on his toes until the very end. For the Young Cult Leader's sake, and for the First Young Lord's sake."

Geom Muyang was silent for a moment. The Demonic Buddha, who had been his shadow for so long, was telling him not to become a shadow.

The Demonic Buddha knew.

Living as Mugeuk's shadow.

It might sound like a grand sacrifice, but it was not.

He knew it was a desperate struggle to protect his pride, a plausible excuse found at the end of his escape.

That he was not protecting him by becoming a shadow, but trying to hide by becoming one.

This small man before him, the Demonic Buddha, knew. This person was truly seeing him for who he was.

Staring silently at the poisonous herbs, Geom Muyang murmured, "You make things difficult for me until the very end, Demonic Buddha."

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the sky and said, "Don't try to endure it. Just live as the First Young Lord you are. I'm certain your footprints will remain."

Geom Muyang's gaze also turned to the sky.

Isn't living as myself a harder task than living a life of endurance?

However, Geom Muyang did not voice the thought. To someone who was trying so hard to be on his side, he wanted to show effort instead of excuses.

But next to those footprints, another set of footprints is absolutely necessary.

The footprints of someone smaller than anyone, yet taking immeasurably large steps.

That alone was enough.


Geom Mugeuk, having emerged from the underground secret chamber, left So Cheongrak's residence.

The Myeongsim physician was operating as usual, as if nothing had happened.

Geom Mugeuk headed for the infirmary where the patients had been put to sleep earlier.

Everyone who had been asleep in the infirmary was now awake.

He had expected the physicians who woke up here to be in an uproar looking for So Cheongrak, but surprisingly, things were running as normal.

Geom Mugeuk walked to a corner of the infirmary.

A man was there, lying with his back exposed and receiving acupuncture.

"Hey, what are you doing here?"

The man answered while still lying face down. "My back's been hurting from digging up poisonous herbs lately."

"But the Demonic Buddha should have done all the herb gathering."

The man pretending not to hear was none other than the Poison King. He was also the one who had woken everyone who had been put to sleep here.

When Geom Mugeuk came to the physician, he had come along too. Even though he himself had Myriad Poison Immunity, Geom Mugeuk had not let his guard down against So Cheongrak, a master of poison arts. He could have released a mass-slaughter poison as he died.

"I thought the physicians would be in an uproar when they woke up, but it's quiet."

The Poison King spoke, still lying face down.

"I told them. That Physician So had to leave for a few days to treat some old masters of the murim."

Many people had seen him heading from the infirmary to So Cheongrak's residence with the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon.

"I spun a tale that the masters wished to be treated in secret, so I put everyone here to sleep. I told them not to worry since the patient is an elder master from the Murim Alliance. And if they wanted to confirm, they could check with the Demon Slaying Brigade."

Everyone was relieved by his words. By the time his disappearance became an issue later, this whole affair would be over.

"You know, you're really smart, Poison King! How are you so good at handling things? You must sneak around the Central Plains, right? You've probably made lots of lovers all over the Central Plains, haven't you? One in Chongqing, another in Hubei, all over the place!"

The Poison King chuckled to himself while still lying down. The blatant compliments about his intelligence, the ridiculous stories about women, these were things he only heard when he was with Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk perched lightly on the edge of the bed where the Poison King was lying.

"If you needed acupuncture, you should have gone to the Demonic Physician."

"I only go to him when an arm falls off."

It was a matter of pride for the Demon Supreme. He could not possibly go for a simple backache.

Having said that, Geom Mugeuk realized it had been a long time since he had seen the Demonic Physician. No matter how much he resolved to take care of everyone, reality was that he always ended up missing things like this. Come to think of it, he had been so busy as the Acting Cult Leader that he left the Cult without even having a drink with Jo Cheonbae.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky visible through the window. White clouds were drifting by, slowly but ceaselessly.

"You're not asking what happened."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Poison King replied from his prone position. "There's no need to ask."

His words were filled with pride in his own poisons, and at the same time, trust in Geom Mugeuk. That was why he did not ask about So Cheongrak, nor about the two old demons who had violated the Demonic Seal Mandate.

"But did you fight while rolling around in a pile of poisonous herbs? What is that smell?"

Only then did the Poison King lift his head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

His eyes fell on the leather pouch Geom Mugeuk was holding preciously. Seeing the leaf of a poisonous herb peeking out from the edge of the pouch, the Poison King's eyes widened.

"The Snowy Dream Flower?"

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

The needles embedded in the Poison King's back pulled themselves out.

The Poison King shot up into a sitting position and began to sniff earnestly.

"I smell the Black Smoke Grass, too."

Geom Mugeuk opened the leather pouch and looked inside.

"Oh, you're exactly right."

The Poison King correctly identified the items underneath, in order.

"Gihwacho, and even the Yin Wind Flower!"

With a surprised expression, Geom Mugeuk looked back and forth between the pouch and the Poison King. It was no easy feat to guess what was inside the pouch, but amazingly, the Poison King was listing them in the exact order they had been placed.

"The Seven Colored Grand Sun Grass, and even the Moon Shadow Grass!"

With just his sense of smell, he identified every poisonous herb down to the very bottom of the pouch.

"The Ecstasy Grass is incredibly hard to find."

These were truly precious poisonous herbs that So Cheongrak had collected over a long time.

As the Poison King reached out a hand to take the leather pouch, Geom Mugeuk slyly placed it on his other side.

"I'm only saying this now, but I was a bit hurt. Wasn't I originally your favorite person, Poison King?"

"You are."

The Poison King swallowed, glancing at Geom Mugeuk. Of course, his gaze was fixed on the leather pouch.

"It doesn't seem like it lately, though."

"It's definitely you."

"Really?"

The Poison King nodded.

"You have to say it clearly in front of our second forager, too. 'You come after the Young Cult Leader!' Can you do that?"

The Poison King was seen flinching.

Seeing that, Geom Mugeuk held back a laugh. That was enough teasing about their friendship. Geom Mugeuk handed the leather pouch to the Poison King.

"So Cheongrak asked me to tell you this is a gift for you, the Poison King. He said he sincerely respects you."

These words were enough. Enough to inform him that So Cheongrak had died by the Poison King's poison.

The Poison King opened the pouch, a huge grin spreading across his face in delight. How could he love poisonous herbs this much?

"Are you that happy?"

"With these, I can try making the new poison I've been designing."

Eager to return to his residence, the Poison King immediately left the infirmary, and Geom Mugeuk followed him.

After walking for a while, the Poison King said abruptly, "Thanks for bringing it."

Their gazes met in mid-air for a moment. Geom Mugeuk could feel the Poison King's sincere gratitude. He gave a faint smile, and the Poison King returned it with one of his own.

And Geom Mugeuk was not one to let such an opportunity pass.

"I'm so glad you appreciate it. Phew, since we're on the topic, do you have any idea how hard I worked to grab these while fighting the Demonic Fire Lord and the White Bone Spirit Demon? I fought a bloody battle of over three hundred exchanges with the two old demons, and in between, I had to run over and stuff the herbs into the pouch. My protective enhanced qi was melting under the Demonic Fire Lord's palm strikes, and the White Bone Ghosts created by the White Bone Spirit Demon revived and reformed five whole times. If it wasn't for my devotion to you, Poison King, I never would have been able to bring these back."

"......"

"......"

"Tell me the truth. How many techniques did it take to win?"

"I told you, three hundred techniques."

"......"

"Two hundred techniques. No, one hundred techniques."

As the Poison King continued to stare at him, Geom Mugeuk finally told the truth.

"One technique."

The Poison King was not surprised and nodded.

"I thought so."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Poison King had sensed that he had achieved a new level in his martial arts.

Were the Poison King's poison arts also growing?

The Poison King started walking again, and Geom Mugeuk followed.

"Even if I brought them back easily, I'm still the best, right? Right?"

"I should buy some food that the Demonic Buddha likes on the way."

"Why are you suddenly talking about the Demonic Buddha?"

"He's the one who should be getting acupuncture."

"Has your number one changed already!"

As the two walked down the street in front of the physician, trading jokes, they could feel the furtive glances of passing women.

"Do you feel those gazes? We should definitely have a drink with the female warriors of Wuhan before we go back."

Just then, one of the women who had been glancing at them walked over.

"Um..."

The woman blushed as if she were shyly making a confession.

She lifted her head and spoke. He naturally expected her to ask for a drink or a cup of tea.

"Go back to the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk."

In an instant, the expressions of Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King hardened.

The woman's gaze and expression were no different from when she had walked over. Her eyes did not look possessed. However, the woman was clearly under a Soul-Hypnosis Art.

She reached into her robes and pulled something out. To his surprise, it was a forged Jingeuk.

She was not trying to launch a surprise attack. She pulled it out very slowly.

It was as if she were announcing, 'I am now taking out hidden weapons to attack you.'

Before she could aim the Jingeuk, Geom Mugeuk fired a finger qi bullet to subdue her ma-hyeol.

At that moment!

The woman's eyes rolled back, and her whole body began to tremble violently.

The veins on her forehead bulged as if they would burst. If left alone, she would certainly lose her life.

Geom Mugeuk quickly fired another finger qi bullet to subdue her su-hyeol. He thought it might be better to just knock her unconscious. However, it was useless.

"Uuuuugh!"

The woman's veins bulged even more.

She was under a Soul-Hypnosis Art that would kill her the moment any kind of suppression was attempted. This was the first time he had ever heard of such a technique.

If subduing her acupoints did not work, then knocking her unconscious would likely have the same result.

Geom Mugeuk first released the pressure on her ma-hyeol and su-hyeol.

As he did, the bulging veins subsided, and the woman came to her senses.

She slowly aimed the Jingeuk.

She moved so slowly it was as if she were saying, 'If you want to live, kill this woman.'

It was a crowded place, so if he dodged the Jingeuk, a passerby behind him could be killed.

There were too many people around to erect the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, so Geom Mugeuk stepped in front of the Poison King and gripped the hilt of the Black Demon Sword.

It was close range, but he intended to deflect the Jingeuk's hidden weapons with his sword. He would knock them all to the ground!

The Jingeuk was aimed. In the moment his eyes met the woman's beyond it.

The woman slowly put the aimed Jingeuk back into her robes.

And she looked at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "...My friends are over there, would you like to have a cup of tea with us?"

The woman had no idea what she had just done. She probably did not even know she had a Jingeuk in her robes.

There was no change between her two different actions.

No shift in her eyes, no emission of any dark energy.

The two actions flowed together so naturally. It was as if the woman were simply playing two different roles.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "That's a shame. I have somewhere I need to be right now. Let's definitely have a drink next time."

The woman lowered her head as if embarrassed and ran off into the crowd.

"That's an astonishingly skillful Soul-Hypnosis Art."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the Poison King silently nodded. There had been no sign that the woman was under a Soul-Hypnosis Art. It showed just how tricky this new enemy was.

"A warning to go back."

He naturally assumed Geom Mugeuk would think the same.

"No, it sounded different to me."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened.

"They must know that I won't turn back because of a threat like this."

So for them to do this anyway?

"They have some other intention."


Chapter 651: Then I'll Tattle to Father

When Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King returned to their quarters, they found Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha drinking tea beside a wide-open window.

Geom Mugeuk paused at the entrance for a moment to watch them.

He could feel the trust in their eyes as they looked at each other. Geom Mugeuk loved the sight. The Demonic Buddha was filling a role for his brother that he himself could not.

Thank you, Demonic Buddha.

Of course, the words that came out of his mouth were completely different from what was in his heart.

"This is too much. While I was fighting a life-or-death battle of three hundred techniques against those terrifying old demons, you two were just relaxing!"

Geom Muyang and the Demonic Buddha glanced at Geom Mugeuk before greeting only the Poison King. As they exchanged pleasantries about the trip and the hard work involved, Geom Mugeuk raised his voice even louder.

"I'm the Young Cult Leader! The acting Cult Leader, even! If you keep this up, I'll go back and summon all the Demon Supremes!"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had seen it. He saw the unconcealable relief that flashed across his brother's face when he glanced at him.

You were worried, weren't you? I'm back safe and sound.

With that, Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King entered the room where the other two were.

As soon as he entered, the Poison King opened his leather pouch and showed the poisonous herbs to the Demonic Buddha.

"Take a look at this."

"Oh, these are the poisonous herbs the Poison King was looking for."

The Demonic Buddha knew what kind of poisonous herbs the Poison King had been searching for.

"Those herbs changed the person the Poison King cherishes most. The number one spot has been permanently changed."

The Poison King corrected Geom Mugeuk's words.

"It only changed for a very short time."

Geom Mugeuk pouted at the Demonic Buddha. From that action, the Demonic Buddha could tell. He was number one again.

You don't have to tell me like that, Young Cult Leader.

Still, it felt good to hear someone say that he was cherished the most, even if it was just in words.

From those poisonous herbs, Geom Muyang knew for certain that So Cheongrak was already dead. Seeing him whine about fighting a life-or-death battle, it seemed he had killed the two old demons himself as well.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha took something out from a small pocket on the front of the leather pouch.

It was the half-eaten Heavenly Yin Myriad Poisons Grass. This was the very same one he had chewed like a balloon flower root in front of So Cheongrak.

Ah! Not that one!

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Demonic Buddha and shook his head violently, signaling him not to take it out.

The Demonic Buddha tried to subtly put it back, but it was too late.

The Poison King had already seen it and took it from him.

"Yes, I definitely smelled the Heavenly Yin Myriad Poisons Grass. So it was here."

A look of disappointment crossed the Poison King's face.

"Who ate this precious thing?"

"I don't know anything about it," Geom Mugeuk denied flatly.

As Geom Mugeuk flatly denied it, the Poison King carefully examined the cut section.

"I'll just have to check if it matches the shape of your teeth."

How could he possibly match it? He could have just insisted it was like that from the beginning, but Geom Mugeuk was not the type of person to lie to the Poison King about something like this.

"Well... So Cheongrak didn't believe that I have Myriad Poison Immunity. I showed him as an example."

"By eating this precious thing?"

"...Yes. He had to see me chew something potent to believe it. It looks cool that way."

Geom Mugeuk needlessly blamed the innocent Demonic Buddha.

"Hey! It's one thing to be good at finding poisonous herbs, but what am I supposed to do if you find things in the front pocket of the pouch too?"

"I just had a feeling."

"You had a feeling that the Young Cult Leader was about to get scolded by the Poison King from that front pocket, didn't you? Right?"

The Demonic Buddha smiled apologetically.

"Fine. I admit it. I concede the position of the person the Poison King cherishes most to the Demonic Buddha!"

Geom Muyang listened to their conversation in silence.

Even when Geom Mugeuk made silly jokes, they contained an effort to improve the relationship between the Demonic Buddha and the Poison King. He could now clearly see what kind of heart that effort stemmed from.

He doesn't have to be closest to me.

Because of this mindset, he did not distort the relationships others formed with different people. He was not jealous either. Geom Muyang knew how difficult that was when forming relationships with people. The closer you became, the more difficult it was.

Only after the commotion, which was not quite a commotion, died down did Geom Mugeuk speak seriously.

"By the way, there's something the Demonic Buddha and you, Hyung, need to know."

Geom Mugeuk told the two of them what he had experienced on his way back. It was the story of the woman he met in the marketplace.

"The opponent is a master of soul-capturing arts."

A brief silence fell at the words 'soul-capturing arts'.

"I don't know what their intentions are yet."

Geom Mugeuk had previously judged that it was not a simple warning to turn back, but that there was another intention. For now, that intention was also important, but this was the priority.

"We must prepare for the soul-capturing arts. We absolutely cannot fall victim to them."

Among those present, the one with the most expertise in soul-capturing arts was the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha said to Geom Mugeuk, "The soul-capturing arts will barely work on the Young Cult Leader, who has mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

On top of that, since he had also mastered the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, there was no chance of his mind being controlled by soul-capturing arts.

"The chances of me falling for soul-capturing arts are also slim."

The Demonic Buddha's martial arts were also inherently strong against soul-capturing arts.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Poison King.

"What about you, Poison King?"

The Poison King also had a countermeasure.

"I don't have to worry about soul-capturing arts either."

"In the Thousand Poisons Forest, from the moment one acquires three or more poison sacs, they periodically consume the fruit of the Soul Heart Grass. The Soul Heart Grass has the effect of clearing a person's mind and blocking the invasion of evil arts that attack the spirit. Naturally, the longer you take it, the more effective it is."

Geom Mugeuk thought that even without the Soul Heart Grass, it would not be easy for an external force to penetrate the mental world of a person like the Poison King.

The only one left was Geom Muyang.

"The problem is me, then."

His former self would have become very sensitive and his pride would have been hurt in a situation like this. But now, he did not show such discomfort.

Geom Mugeuk said to the two Demon Supremes, "Would you please excuse us for a moment?"

At the sudden suggestion, the Demonic Buddha said to the Poison King, "I'll help you organize the poisonous herbs."

"Thank you."

The two of them left without asking Geom Mugeuk why he wanted them to leave.

On his way out, the Poison King waved the half-eaten Heavenly Yin Myriad Poisons Grass at Geom Mugeuk once before leaving.

"Ugh, he's so persistent. So incredibly persistent when it comes to poison."

And so, only Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang remained.

"What is it?"

Geom Mugeuk then walked to the window. He could see the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha, who had left the room, walking into the courtyard. Geom Mugeuk shut the window tightly.

Geom Muyang wondered why his younger brother had suddenly sent the two Demon Supremes out. The reason was something he had never expected.

"From now on, memorize the incantation I'm about to tell you."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"It's a martial art I learned from the Heavenly Demon Archives. A mind art to counter soul-capturing arts."

Geom Muyang was flustered. He was suddenly going to teach him a martial art to counter soul-capturing arts?

"But the incantation is really difficult. You'll have to hear it repeated several times to memorize it."

However, Geom Muyang's gaze soon became intense.

"Alright, teach me."

As things stood, he was in a situation where he could not fight on the front lines. If he made one wrong move, he could become a burden, and that was something Geom Muyang never wanted.

"Alright, let's begin."

Geom Mugeuk released his energy to create a barrier around the two of them. It was to prevent the words spoken inside from leaking out. His younger brother had never been this cautious before, which made Geom Muyang even more curious.

Just what kind of martial art is this?

Just as Geom Muyang was about to ask the name of the martial art, Geom Mugeuk began to recite the mind art's incantation. The transmission had truly begun without him even knowing the name of the martial art.

First, Geom Muyang focused on memorizing the incantation.

"You must move the qi gently from the Myeongmun acupoint to Sinyu, Jisil, and Wiyu. The inner qi at this time must be as light as snow landing on a blade of grass. Up to Biyu, Ganyu, and Gyeogyu, the speed at which you move the qi is important..."

The incantation was truly difficult. He was only able to memorize it all after hearing it repeated several times. He could tell by the feel of it.

This is a martial art of an unspeakably high level.

After having his brother repeat and memorize the incantation several times, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"Alright, this time, let's perform it together."

Geom Mugeuk was not just transmitting the incantation. He intended to teach it to him completely.

"Because the situation is urgent."

Geom Muyang could tell. That was part of the reason, but he also knew Geom Mugeuk wanted to teach him because the martial art itself was so difficult. Even after memorizing the incantation, there were parts he could not get a feel for at all. Moreover, it was such a supreme martial art that moving his inner qi incorrectly could result in severe internal injuries.

In that moment, Geom Muyang did not assert his pride. There is a truth that an incarnation of vain pride naturally learns when he has the world's most humble younger brother.

That a person falls because of pride and rises because of humility.

"Alright, I'm counting on you."

Geom Muyang's life was truly changing.

Geom Mugeuk injected a stream of qi through his brother's back. Like an advance scout, it moved along the meridians, directly teaching him how to move his inner qi.

"This is how I interpreted 'as light as snow.' Here, feel it."

Geom Mugeuk first demonstrated the movement with his own inner qi.

For each difficult section, Geom Mugeuk gave a direct demonstration and explained it simply. Such a process could easily ruin the recipient, but the one teaching was Geom Mugeuk.

Like that, Geom Muyang felt Geom Mugeuk's inner qi and completed the incantation to the end. There were several dangerous passes along the way, but he calmly trusted and followed Geom Mugeuk.

It was truly something that could never be done without trust in each other.

After completely learning the martial art, Geom Muyang could tell. He thought that if Geom Mugeuk had not taught him so easily, it might have taken him years to learn it on his own. No, he might not have been able to learn it properly at all.

"Hyung, take a short break."

Geom Muyang was sweating profusely from concentrating so hard. But he did not rest.

"I'll try it right away while I still have the feel for it."

Geom Muyang moved his inner qi alone, following the incantation.

Geom Mugeuk watched his brother's condition, tense. He was ready to inject his inner qi immediately if a problem arose.

Geom Muyang finished the incantation safely.

"As expected! My brother, you're amazing. I mean, whose son are you? How could you not pull this off?"

The joy that surged through him like a thrill was not because of his brother's praise. When he finished the incantation, there was an overwhelming sense of emotion that he felt throughout his body.

Had he ever felt such a full sense of satisfaction when learning a martial art? He did not think he had felt this way even when he learned the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Geom Muyang asked with an overwhelmed heart, "Just what martial art is this?"

Then, an astonishing name came from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"It's the Heavenly Demon Defense Art."

In an instant, Geom Muyang's expression hardened and his eyes flew wide open. He was so shocked he could not say a word.

His younger brother was not one to joke about the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. No, the feeling in his body was already telling him. If this was not the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, how could it possibly give him such a feeling?

Geom Muyang shot to his feet and shouted, "You! Are you crazy?"

Geom Muyang glared at Geom Mugeuk with a fearsome look in his eyes.

"Do you have any idea what you've just done?"

Geom Muyang genuinely scolded his younger brother. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was a martial art transmitted only to the successor.

"I gave you another life, Hyung."

It is often said that learning the Heavenly Demon Defense Art is like gaining another life.

However, Geom Mugeuk, who had achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, had already experienced it many times. It was not just one life. He had overcome crises with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art more than once or twice. It would help him countless times throughout his life.

"Hyung, this enemy is a master of soul-capturing arts. You can't block it with ordinary martial arts."

The one who weighed most heavily on Geom Muyang's mind was their father.

"If Father finds out, he won't just let it slide."

Aside from that, the fact that he himself had learned it was the problem. He could say he learned it without knowing it was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. While that was true, he did not want to make such an excuse to his father.

"Father won't know."

"What?"

"As long as you don't say anything, Hyung. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art is a martial art that never shows on the surface. That's also what makes it so great."

"......"

"With this, you and I now have a secret between us, Hyung."

Geom Muyang did not know what to say.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he looked at his brother.

"I didn't teach you just because of this enemy who uses soul-capturing arts."

If the opponent used soul-capturing arts, his brother could just stay back. He would be disappointed, but the person his brother was now would be able to accept it.

"Then why?"

Then, words even more surprising than when he had revealed the martial art was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art flowed out.

"I want you to be by my side, safe, for a long, long time, Hyung."

"!"

It was Geom Mugeuk's true heart. If he could have his way, he would have wanted to teach him the Nine Calamities Demonic Art as well. But that was something that could never happen.

Feeling his younger brother's sincerity, Geom Muyang was unable to say anything.

"Hyung, you've finally got a real weakness of mine. If you tell Father about this, I'll be kicked out of the successor's position."

Of course, he would not be kicked out. At least when it came to the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, their father was in no position to say anything. After all, he had taught it to him in exchange for the Four Strides of the Wind God before he became the successor.

Geom Muyang suddenly recalled something the Demonic Buddha had said.

[The Young Cult Leader would not want the First Young Lord to harbor killing intent as his shadow.]

Geom Muyang said bluntly, his gaze deepening.

"Alright. If I ever get really sick of you, then I'll go tattle to Father."

"We'll probably both be kicked out of our Cult."

And at that very moment.

His brother smiled.

It was the first time. The sight of his brother smiling so brightly. Did his brother even have such an expression?

Geom Mugeuk could tell. That smile was an expression of gratitude greater than his brother saying 'thank you' a thousand times. He knew that the moment he mentioned the smile, it would be a smile he would never see again.

Instead of saying anything to his brother, Geom Mugeuk walked to the window and threw it wide open.

The Poison King and the Demonic Buddha were in the courtyard, laying out the poisonous herbs and talking.

Geom Mugeuk shouted towards them.

"If my brother and I get kicked out by Father, you two will follow us, right?"

The Poison King and the Demonic Buddha glanced at Geom Mugeuk, then returned to their conversation without a word, their heads close together.

"You'll sell medicinal herbs to feed my brother and me, won't you? Right?"

Geom Muyang silently gazed at his younger brother's back.

Once again, the words of the Demonic Buddha came to mind.

'It's not easy being the older brother of such a talented younger brother, is it?'

Geom Muyang quietly closed his eyes and began to move his inner qi according to the incantation of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Until now, he had vaguely felt that he had to protect his younger brother simply because he was his brother.

Now, I must properly play the part of that older brother.


Chapter 652: It's For The Chairman's Sake

Jin Paecheon, the Murim Alliance Lord, stood in the Azure Cloud Forest's pavilion with his hands clasped behind him. He was gazing at the mist drifting through the bamboo when Geom Mugeuk ascended into the structure.

"Chairman."

"Welcome."

Geom Mugeuk had requested this secret meeting, having sent word that he had something to report. For a moment, the two men simply watched the mist flow by until Jin Paecheon finally broke the silence.

"That matter is still weighing on my mind."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit he had encountered was no different than usual, but the new realization was the problem. It was the fact that in all their years together, the man had never once gotten angry at him or honestly revealed his own emotions. Attributing this to personality or his own status was difficult. The time they had spent together was simply too long for such an explanation.

"However, that isn't proof that he's an evil man, is it?" Geom Mugeuk calmly responded.

"I don't think knowing someone for a long time means you know them well. What's important is if you made an effort to see them accurately. But between friends, you don't make that kind of effort. You're friends precisely because you don't have to. That's why that man is the worst kind of bastard."

Jin Paecheon turned to look at Geom Mugeuk, who was clearly still convinced that the Heaven's Edge Hermit was a villain.

"What happened to the masters who violated the Demonic Seal Mandate?"

At Jin Paecheon's question, Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. He asked back, "The Demonic Seal Mandate?"

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk. After all, Geom Mugeuk was the one who had told him the news in the first place.

"In our Cult, there are no masters who have violated the Demonic Seal Mandate." He then grinned. Jin Paecheon could tell from that playful smile that the old demons who had violated the Demonic Seal Mandate were already dead. The claim that no one had violated the mandate was obviously a joke, and Geom Mugeuk proceeded to relay the facts as they were.

"They appeared at the Clear Heart Hospital's office."

In truth, Jin Paecheon had already received this news. He knew that So Cheongrak had emptied his physician's office after meeting the two old masters and that those same masters were demonic practitioners who had violated the Demonic Seal Mandate.

"They died in the secret underground chamber of the Clear Heart Hospital's office."

Geom Mugeuk deliberately emphasized the existence of a secret chamber in the basement.

"Did you handle it yourself?"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk was perfectly fine, without a single scratch, even after killing them. Jin Paecheon noted that this young Young Cult Leader grew stronger every time they met.

"Did Physician So die as well?"

Was So Cheongrak truly a villain? He had worked so hard for the people of Murim for so long.

"Yes, he is also dead," Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation. He then explained the reason. "So Cheongrak was trying to release their prohibitions."

A decisive statement was added to that. "He was training in poison arts in the secret underground chamber of his residence. He selected patients with the right constitutions for his experiments, conducted poison tests on them there, and then killed them."

A cold fury flowed from Jin Paecheon's eyes.

If those words were true, then So Cheongrak was a truly unforgivable man.

That was, of course, if everything Geom Mugeuk said was true.

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk. He knew that in this moment, if he didn't believe the words of the man before him, this entire affair would become a conspiracy orchestrated by the Demonic Cult.

"Trust your intuition, Chairman."

"If you're right, shouldn't I distrust my intuition instead? I didn't even know my old friend was an enemy."

"He is someone who approached you with intent from a young age. It's something that no one, not just you, Chairman, could have known."

His intuition told him to trust Geom Mugeuk. Nevertheless, Jin Paecheon remained cautious. This matter concerned the safety of not only himself but the entire orthodox sects murim.

"Let's say you're right. Was it necessary to prepare for so many years? If it were me, I would've overturned the world several times by now."

"That's why."

"That's why?"

"If it were you, Chairman, you would have certainly produced a better result than this."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk asked as if to confirm, "But they aren't you, are they, Chairman?"

The question struck Jin Paecheon.

"Having to face a Chairman like you, it would never have been easy. So much so that even decades of preparation wouldn't be enough."

Jin Paecheon could feel how highly Geom Mugeuk regarded him.

"Actually, I had thought that the person they were targeting might not have been Hageun or Haryong, but the Heaven's Edge Hermit himself."

Jin Paecheon flinched in surprise for a moment. Those words implied that the Hermit intended to sacrifice his own life to start a war between the orthodox and demonic factions.

"Why didn't you tell me that then?"

"I thought it might make your judgment about your friend even more difficult, Chairman. But thinking about it now, I should have told you then."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head and apologized. "I'm sorry. Even though I said I'd tell you everything, I made an arbitrary judgment."

Jin Paecheon didn't think it was something to apologize for. The Young Cult Leader might claim he would tell him everything, but Jin Paecheon himself did not yet fully trust him. He had no intention of telling the Young Cult Leader everything either.

He still harbored a sense of caution towards Geom Mugeuk. He trusted him, yet he was also wary. Jin Paecheon was once again realizing just how difficult it was to trust someone completely.

"Have you found out who they were targeting?"

"Yes. So Cheongrak said it himself."

Geom Mugeuk added softly, "Their targets were me and Hageun."

The moment he heard those words, Jin Paecheon felt an unbearable killing intent for the first time in a very long while. The anger he had felt when he merely suspected his grandsons might be the targets could not compare to his fury now that it was revealed as fact.

This wasn't simple anger. It was a deep killing intent, a desire to brutally murder the mastermind. It was a primal urge that made him want to inflict extreme pain on his enemy before tearing them limb from limb.

At times like this, Jin Paecheon found his position as the Lord of the Murim Alliance to be a true nuisance. He wanted to grab a sword and rush out this very instant, shouting one thing. Where are they? Who are they?

He was originally a person with this kind of temperament. His personality had changed after he became the Lord of the Murim Alliance, forcing him to endure and endure. This incident, however, was truly bringing out his original nature.

"In a way, their target must have been my father. It seems they analyzed that if I died, my father would start a war. It was a judgment made without knowing my father at all."

Jin Paecheon stared intently at Geom Mugeuk and said, "They might have seen him correctly."

"Pardon?"

It wasn't something Jin Paecheon said just to please Geom Mugeuk. The Geom Woojin he had seen at the tripartite meeting had clearly not lost his ambition. Whether he used the grief of losing a son as a pretext or acted out of genuine sorrow, Jin Paecheon thought that Geom Woojin might indeed start a war.

Yes, perhaps the targets this time were not the Young Cult Leader and his grandson, but the Demonic Cult Leader and himself.

"There's something else I learned while handling this matter." The most important reason for meeting the Chairman today was to deliver this information. "There is a master of the Soul-Subduing Arts behind this incident."

At the mention of 'Soul-Subduing Arts', Jin Paecheon's expression hardened. The martial arts most detested by the orthodox sects murim were poison arts and Soul-Subduing Arts. So Cheongrak used poison, and the other mastermind used Soul-Subduing Arts, which meant they had deployed the most troublesome opponents imaginable.

"I hope you will prepare countermeasures. I have already sent a separate message to Commander Jin regarding the Soul-Subduing Arts."

Surely the Murim Alliance would also be prepared for Soul-Subduing Arts or poison arts. They would have countermeasures in place, if only to deal with our Cult.

"I understand."

"As you can see, the person they fear most is you, Chairman." He once again gave strength to the Chairman with those words. The most important thing right now was for Jin Paecheon to hold his ground and not be shaken.

"Finally, there is one more thing I must tell you."

"What is it?"

Geom Mugeuk said cautiously. It might be different for anyone else, but he had to inform the Chairman about this person in advance.

"I intend to meet the Heaven's Edge Hermit myself."

For a moment, Jin Paecheon flinched. He felt that what was bound to happen had finally arrived.

"If you were me, what would you do?"

After pondering for a moment, Geom Mugeuk answered calmly. "If I were in your position, Chairman, I would first ask myself. What is it that you fear most right now?"

The question struck Jin Paecheon.

He asked himself that very question.

Was he afraid of his friend being revealed as a villain? Or was he afraid of learning that he had lived his entire life being deceived?

"Are you going to kill him?" Jin Paecheon asked heavily, and Geom Mugeuk revealed his honest feelings.

"At first, I naturally thought that you, Chairman, should be the one to kill him. It was for your sake. But now, I think it's fine if I kill him. That, too, is for your sake, Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk did not explain his reasoning. He simply bowed his head respectfully and descended from the pavilion.

"First, I will find proof that he is the mastermind."


When Geom Mugeuk opened the door and stepped inside, the Heaven's Edge Hermit asked with a surprised face, "Who are you?" Geom Mugeuk had slipped inside quietly, avoiding the eyes of the martial artists guarding the outside.

"You know who I am, don't you?"

Soon, the Heaven's Edge Hermit nodded his head. "I heard about you from the Chairman."

He then added with a genuinely surprised expression, "I didn't expect you to come looking for me."

Geom Mugeuk could understand why the Chairman was so troubled. Nothing about this man's appearance suggested he was a villain hiding his true identity.

"If I shout, everyone outside will come rushing in."

"Are you going to kill all those people? Ah, that was your original goal, wasn't it? To have the martial artists of Murim be massacred at my hands."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit pointedly stood up, opened the door Geom Mugeuk had used, and stepped out. The martial artists standing in the hallway looked at him. No one was dead, and no one had their blood points or vital points sealed.

Numerous martial artists were also visible in the courtyard outside the window. Geom Mugeuk had entered the room by avoiding the eyes of all of them. The important thing was that he had entered without subduing anyone.

"Is there anything you need?"

"No."

In response to the question from the martial artist guarding the hall, the Heaven's Edge Hermit shook his head, closed the door, and came back inside.

In the meantime, Geom Mugeuk was looking around the room. "You're as frugal as the rumors say."

It appeared to be a casual glance, but Geom Mugeuk's eyes were sharply scanning every corner of the room. He was looking for a secret escape passage or a mechanism to attack an opponent.

Would there be such a thing, considering he's lived hiding himself so thoroughly? Geom Mugeuk wondered, but one could never know. As he had told So Cheongrak, the man must have been perfect at first. But could he still be flawless now?

There had to be one somewhere. A finger-sized hole that could bring down the entire dam.

"Perhaps if you enter a secret passage somewhere in this room, it leads to a really luxurious house? The kind with a grand feast laid out and beautiful women waiting on the bed." He said it like a joke, but the Heaven's Edge Hermit did not laugh.

"Does your residence have such a secret passage?"

It was a challenge, asking why Geom Mugeuk would say such a thing when he didn't have one himself.

"Wouldn't we bastards from the Demonic Cult live in such houses without hiding it?" After looking around the room, Geom Mugeuk sat in a chair by the tea table and opened the teapot.

"You use the cheapest tea, too. You should drink good tea."

"My palate is not so refined."

Geom Mugeuk acted nonchalantly, but all his senses were focused on the Heaven's Edge Hermit. He did not let his guard down for a single second. After all, this was the man at the center of everything.

POUR.

Geom Mugeuk poured tea into a cup and drank it.

"Actually, I can drink just about anything, too."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit silently stared at Geom Mugeuk, who was acting as if he owned the place.

"Hasn't it been hard, living in hiding all this time? Why don't you have a frank talk with me? After all, the Chairman and the orthodox sects martial artists won't believe a word I say anyway."

He must surely have a desire to reveal himself. He must want to boast about what he has accomplished over such a long time. A desire to ask, 'Do you know how much I endured to get this far?'

However, the Heaven's Edge Hermit showed no sign of it. "What about you? What's your purpose in doing this? What do you hope to gain by slandering me?"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit's gaze sharpened. "Are you aiming for the Chairman?"

Surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk nodded and admitted it. "Yes, the Chairman is my target."

Geom Mugeuk added to the startled Heaven's Edge Hermit, "My goal is to protect the Chairman from you."

Realizing he was being mocked, the Heaven's Edge Hermit's expression hardened. "The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult has come to protect the Lord of the Murim Alliance? How ridiculous."

"The world is full of ridiculous things. The oldest friend of the Lord of the Murim Alliance could also be his most threatening enemy." Geom Mugeuk smiled, but the Hermit did not.

"Why did you come looking for me?"

"There's an honest answer and a dishonest answer. Which one would you like to hear?"

"Let's hear the honest answer."

Geom Mugeuk honestly revealed the purpose of his visit. "It's to find proof that our dear Hermit is hiding his true identity." He wanted to drag out the man named Hwa Yulcheong hiding behind the name of the Heaven's Edge Hermit. He was waiting for that moment when he could rip the shell of the Heaven's Edge Hermit to shreds!

"Since you're being so honest, I'm now curious about the dishonest answer."

"Shall I tell you?"

When the Heaven's Edge Hermit nodded, Geom Mugeuk's demeanor changed completely. With an incomparably cold gaze that seemed to peer into evil itself, Geom Mugeuk said softly, "I came to kill you."

As if he had expected it, the Heaven's Edge Hermit showed no agitation. "Kill first, deal with the aftermath later. It's not a bad way to handle someone as dangerous as you."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit asked calmly, "This answer sounds more like the honest one, doesn't it?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk's cold expression softened. "You're right. In fact, this is my honest wish."

"Then why don't you kill me?"

The two men stood facing each other, close enough to draw their swords and slice each other's throats in a single strike.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat and approached him.

"Because I want to make you a proposal."

Geom Mugeuk extended his hand toward the Heaven's Edge Hermit and stated his truly unexpected proposal.

"Join hands with me."


Chapter 653: The Murim Alliance, Come Out! The Demonic Cult, Come Out!

The Heaven's Edge Hermit's trembling eyes gave away his shock.

Yes, he must have been surprised.

If he wasn't the true mastermind, my words would just be the mad ramblings of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader. But you are different.

The question, 'Is this Young Cult Leader really suggesting we join hands?' must have suddenly flashed through his mind.

My suggestion to join forces was intended to shake him. If I could rattle him, then Hwa Yulcheong, the conspiracy's mastermind, would surely reveal himself at least once, not the Heaven's Edge Hermit, the Chairman's friend.

The first time is always the most difficult. Once he shows his true self, hiding it again will become much harder.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit stared silently at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk couldn't discern his thoughts from his expression. He was, after all, a man whose skill in concealing himself was equal to the Chairman's.

Then, the Heaven's Edge Hermit started to move. He walked right past Geom Mugeuk and made his way to the door.

Was he planning to call the people outside?

He opened the door and stepped out. Instead of bringing the martial artists from the hallway inside, however, he led them away from the building.

"Everyone, follow me out."

Not only were there martial artists in the hallway, but dozens more were gathered in the courtyard and outside the building. They ate their meals there and substituted sleep with meditation, truly respecting and following the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit spoke to them.

"Everyone, you may all return now."

Just then, someone shouted out.

"Not yet, Hermit."

It was Hyeok In, the Sect Leader of the Clear Justice Sect.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit had been injured previously while trying to save him. Everyone had been guarding his residence like this ever since. Hyeok In, especially, had not missed a single day of standing watch.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit walked toward Hyeok In.

"My injuries are fine now."

"Hermit!"

"Since my body is fine, who would dare try to kill me? Are you perhaps looking down on my skills?"

"No, Hermit!"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit took the flustered Hyeok In's hand. He held his hand instead of Geom Mugeuk's.

"I know your heart. I'm telling you to leave now because it's becoming uncomfortable for me."

Hyeok In bowed his head, and the other martial artists bowed along with him.

"The Chairman is also looking out for me. So don't worry and go."

Their expressions relaxed slightly at the mention of the Murim Alliance's leader. Yes, how could the Chairman not be concerned?

"If anything happens, please send word immediately."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit politely showed his respect to the martial artists with a clasped hands greeting.

"Thank you all so much for protecting me all this time. I will never forget this until the day I die. Now, please return to your own lives."

With eyes full of respect, the martial artists all performed a clasped hands greeting and shouted their farewells in booming voices.

"Hermit, please take care of yourself!"

After sending all the martial artists away, the Heaven's Edge Hermit came back into the room.

Geom Mugeuk asked with a strange smile.

"Am I finally going to see the Hermit's true self?"

He hadn't actually expected him to reveal his identity so easily.

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk's premonition was right.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit said something unexpected.

"I sent them all away because I thought I might have to fight a life-and-death battle with you today."

Without saying another word, the Heaven's Edge Hermit immediately unleashed his aura.

CHAAAAA.

Geom Mugeuk looked around to see his surroundings transformed into a field of pure white snow.

It was difficult to keep his eyes open in the raging blizzard. Someone with weak inner arts would collapse, unable to breathe in the frigid wind, or be swept away by it.

Beyond the fierce blizzard, he stood alone and solitary. He resembled a single flower blooming by itself in the snow. This was the Heaven's Edge Hermit's aura, and a pleasant fragrance emanated from it.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit he felt now was different from the one he had sensed upon first entering the room.

He had succeeded in peeling back one layer. Beneath it was a Master who had protected the murim of the orthodox sects. He was a righteous warrior who could stand proudly before the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, one who was prepared to give his life.

Geom Mugeuk could tell.

This aura was real.

He could also tell how many long years of effort had been poured into creating such an aura.

He was now demonstrating what kind of person he was. A steadfast old master of the orthodox sects who wouldn't fall for any provocation, threat, or appeasement.

Beneath this aura, what is your true aura like?

The Heaven's Edge Hermit rebuked him in a low but stern voice.

"How dare you suggest joining hands with me?"

Moreover, he had sent the martial artists outside because he was worried they would get hurt or killed if a fight erupted.

"Tell me. Who did I suggest joining hands with? I don't know who you are."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit replied coldly.

"Don't try to deceive people with nonsense. Instead, you should fulfill your true desire."

Geom Mugeuk had stated his true desire was to kill him. In other words, it was a challenge to a fight.

Geom Mugeuk was impressed on the inside.

He had the nerve to send the martial artists away instead of using them as a shield. He also had the accurate judgment to know that I wouldn't fight him.

After all, he wouldn't think of fighting a life-and-death battle alone against me, the one who had dealt with the Demonic Fire Lord, the White Bone Spirit Demon, and even So Cheongrak.

As expected, he was not an easy opponent. With a man like this, how could everyone not have been deceived?

Geom Mugeuk held up his own hand, feigning disappointment.

"There's no better hand to join with than this one. Don't regret it later."

Of course, the atmosphere was not one that could be lightened with a joke.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit's expression stayed cold, and a tense atmosphere flowed between the two of them.

"I didn't like the fact that you people set foot in the lands of Wuhan from the very beginning. How dare you? Do you know where you are?"

Staring quietly into the Heaven's Edge Hermit's eyes, Geom Mugeuk spoke in a soft tone. The tone was soft, but its meaning was sharp.

"Our dear Hermit seems to have reached the final stage of deception, where one even deceives oneself."

"You're the one who's deceiving."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit scoffed in rebuttal.

"A moment ago, you said it yourself. That you'd protect the Chairman from me. And now you want to join hands with me? Is that how you people protect someone?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"This is all because of you."

"Because of me?"

"As you know, I suspect you. But seeing you in person today, I was surprised. I couldn't find anything suspicious about you either. How could I fail to find anything even when I was looking with certainty? Then again, a man like this must be why you could hide your identity next to the Chairman for decades."

Normally, he should have replied that it was nonsense. If he were truly a righteous warrior, it would have been complete nonsense.

However, he was waiting for my next words. As a human being, he wanted to hear it. He wanted to be acknowledged for how great his work had been.

The satisfaction would be even greater if the person saying it was the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult, their greatest enemy.

"I suddenly had the thought that I wanted to make you my man. That's why I extended my hand."

Only after hearing everything did the Heaven's Edge Hermit react. He softened his previously sharp demeanor.

"I'd rather die than become a God of War for the Demonic Cult."

Somehow, I have to peel back one more layer here. I have to strip off that thick mask of a righteous warrior and draw out his true self.

It was not just to show the Chairman the evidence. To uncover the mastermind behind them, I had to put him on this stage as well.

On this stage called Wuhan, where they had been drawn in to start the MaJang Hu war.

Geom Mugeuk abruptly said to him.

"The renowned physician, So Cheongrak, is dead."

What meaning does this news hold for you?

Is it sadness over the death of someone you have been with for decades? Or is it anger that the work you were proceeding with has been halted?

The Heaven's Edge Hermit showed no emotion. Geom Mugeuk did not miss this reaction.

"Ah! The Chairman should have seen this."

"What do you mean by that?"

"No one knows the news of his death, so why aren't you surprised? The most famous physician in Wuhan, the physician who did the most good, is dead. Shouldn't you be surprised?"

And most importantly.

"Shouldn't you be asking why he was killed? He was merely a physician, so wouldn't it be a normal reaction to wonder why the Demonic Cult killed him?"

For a moment, he saw the Heaven's Edge Hermit's eyes tremble slightly. It was a subtle change that only Geom Mugeuk, who had experienced such moments countless times, could see.

"The conclusion is that you knew why So Cheongrak died. Ah! I can't show this to the Chairman! It's a shame I can only tell him with words!"

Perhaps he thought that the words delivered by that Young Cult Leader might be even more vivid than seeing it for himself?

The Heaven's Edge Hermit did not just let it go.

"What kind of absurd claim are you trying to make?"

"I'm not making an absurd claim. I'm asking why you aren't curious."

After a brief pause, the Heaven's Edge Hermit answered.

"Why? I'll give you an answer. It's because of you people."

He threw back the same words Geom Mugeuk had used earlier, "because of you."

"Because of us?"

"Aren't you the ones who kill all the good people?"

It was not mockery. The Heaven's Edge Hermit's gaze was confident, as if he truly believed it.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to let it slide.

"So Cheongrak wasn't a good person, was he? Just like you."

Before he could answer, Geom Mugeuk provoked him further.

"Come to think of it, that So Cheongrak was a truly pitiful man. Because of you."

The blame, "because of you," was once again aimed at the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

"For decades, he struggled by your side, playing the role of a physician he didn't want to be, trying to protect you. Did you shed even a single tear for him? I doubt it. He's probably in hell, feeling resentful and blaming you."

At times like this, how nice it would be if he retorted, 'What do you know! I cared for him so much!' However, the Heaven's Edge Hermit was perfectly calm. Like a man who truly would not shed a tear, let alone offer a word of condolence.

"You still won't ask why he was killed."

The strange smile forming on the Heaven's Edge Hermit's lips was so faint that only Geom Mugeuk could perceive it. His emotions were being felt like this, little by little.

Yes, if I keep searching, I will surely find a hole to break this dam.

"So Cheongrak is dead, and the two old men who violated the Demonic Seal Mandate are dead too."

Of course, the Heaven's Edge Hermit would know that fact. He would also know about the warning from the master of soul-manipulation techniques.

"Now only the soul-manipulator is left. Can you manage with just his subordinate? Ah, or perhaps you take orders from that person?"

Geom Mugeuk subtly poked at his pride. He watched to see how he would react, but the Heaven's Edge Hermit walked over to the tea table and drank his tea.

It seemed like an attempt to hide his reaction, but in Geom Mugeuk's eyes, even this was a reaction.

"Why don't you just frame me for using the soul-manipulation technique?"

At his response, Geom Mugeuk also walked to the tea table.

"Because that's definitely not it. There's no way the Chairman wouldn't recognize a person skilled in soul-manipulation techniques standing right next to him, is there?"

GLUG.

Geom Mugeuk filled his own teacup.

"You're not originally this kind of person, are you? Not some frustrating old man from the orthodox sects, but a fiery person, right? That must be why you were chosen for this important role."

In that moment, a faint tremor came from the Heaven's Edge Hermit. Yes, how could one forget such moments? There are moments that cannot be faked, even if everything else is a lie.

"I want to talk with that fiery person. I want to have a refreshing talk, villain to villain."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit simply stared at Geom Mugeuk impassively, without any wavering.

"Deceiving, plotting from the shadows. Living in hiding. Aren't you tired of it by now? Don't you want to drag everyone out and have a real fight? The Murim Alliance, come out! The Demonic Cult, come out! Isn't that you?"

As if he did not want to hear any more, the Heaven's Edge Hermit ordered him to leave.

"If you've finished your tea, you may leave now."

The gazes of the two men tangled in mid-air.

Yes, he was not a man who would be shaken by a single meeting.

However, he had detected several subtle emotional changes from him today.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely and bid his farewell.

"The tea was excellent. Until next time...!"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit cut Geom Mugeuk off.

"There will be no next time."

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and said.

"Yes, that's what I'm hoping for too. Instead of this boring righteous warrior, the Heaven's Edge Hermit, I want to meet the avatar of vengeance next time."

"!"

Leaving the man staring at him with a shocked face, Geom Mugeuk strode toward the door and said.

"Next time, let's meet with Hwa Yulcheong, the avatar of vengeance."


Chapter 654: I Intend to Stand on the Stage with Him

The Heaven's Edge Hermit reacted to the words 'avatar of revenge'. He had shown only a minimal response no matter how much Geom Mugeuk provoked him, but he reacted strongly to this particular phrase.

"Wait!"

By the time the Heaven's Edge Hermit shouted, Geom Mugeuk had already opened the door and departed.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit ran and hastily opened the door, but Geom Mugeuk was already gone. Instead of Geom Mugeuk, a middle-aged man was walking toward him from the far end of the hallway.

"Chairman, what is the matter?"

The approaching man was Chamberlain Ju, the general manager of the Nothing Manor. He was a man who had always lived for the Heaven's Edge Hermit and the Nothing Manor, his presence almost unnoticeable.

Chamberlain Ju's full name was Ju Somyeong.

"Have you seen the Young Cult Leader?"

"No, I have not."

He had been walking down the hall, yet Geom Mugeuk had vanished, completely evading his eyes. Since the hallway windows were all closed, he had disappeared as if he were a ghost.

Considering Geom Mugeuk had slipped past the eyes of numerous martial artists to get inside, it might have seemed natural for him to disappear in such a manner.

"He even slipped past your eyes."

Surprisingly, this statement implied he trusted the chamberlain's eyes more than all the martial artists who had been guarding the manor earlier.

At those words, the look in Ju Somyeong's eyes began to shift. It was a gaze he had never once shown to any visitor of the Nothing Manor.

His usually friendly eyes turned sharp and cold, transforming Ju Somyeong into a completely different person. In that moment, he was no longer Chamberlain Ju Somyeong, but Hwa Yulcheong's longtime subordinate, Ju Somyeong.

Ju Somyeong scanned the hallway once more. He checked the closed windows and then the ceiling.

Soon, Ju Somyeong shook his head. There was no trace of the Young Cult Leader's escape anywhere.

In other words, he had slipped past him.

"His skill is hard to believe."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit's gaze shifted toward the window.

"Yes, he is a hard man to believe."

Just as his voice had changed to a low bass, his eyes changed as well. It was a gaze and a voice he had never revealed while he was with Geom Mugeuk.

Now, even his aura had changed.

Originally, his aura was like a single flower blooming proudly in a snowy field.

The color of the falling snow turned a dark gray. What now scattered around was not snow, but the flying ash of something burning.

Screams filled with agony echoed from all directions.

The ground, where the snow had vanished, was filled with corpses, and blood flowed like a river. The scattering ash came from the burning bodies.

He stood in the middle of a battlefield where only sorrowful resentment floated.

His eyes, looking out over the battlefield, were boiling. It was a heat so intense that one had to wonder how he had managed to hide it for all this time.

This was his true aura.

"The Young Cult Leader knows about me."

Knowing what that meant, Ju Somyeong's expression hardened.

"That can't be. He must have just made a guess. Isn't he an exceptionally bright man?"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit nodded, revealing his honest feelings.

"The word 'bright' is not enough. If I were just ten years younger, my identity would have been exposed."

He had been shaken by Geom Mugeuk. There was something about the Young Cult Leader that stirred people's emotions. Listening to him while looking into his eyes truly made something surge up from within.

However, he did not know.

He did not know that even though he was not ten years younger, he had ended up revealing his identity after all.

He did not know that Geom Mugeuk was standing right before his eyes at this very moment.

It was Geom Mugeuk, inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

A moment ago, as Geom Mugeuk opened the door and stepped out, he had sensed someone approaching from the end of the hall and entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

It was a spur-of-the-moment thought that if someone remained here after everyone else had left, they might share an important conversation.

And his prediction was spot on.

Even knowing he was the mastermind, his acting had been so perfect that a sliver of doubt had remained. But now, it was confirmed without a doubt.

Outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Hwa Yulcheong looked toward him and said, "Geom Mugeuk, you will be the villain of this stage. The war between the Orthodox and Demonic factions will happen eventually, and you will be the cause."

Geom Mugeuk stood before him with a cold gaze.

Fine, I'll play the villain.

He had no intention of stepping onto such a grand stage for free.

But your life will be my appearance fee.


Jin Paecheon stood in the garden in front of his residence, his hands clasped behind his back as he looked up at the sky.

His back, which supported the orthodox sects, felt particularly lonely today.

He had lived his life without knowing fear.

He had never feared any villain, any master, the Demonic Cult, the Evil Alliance, or anyone else in the world.

However, after going through this recent ordeal, he was feeling a strange sense of powerlessness. If he had lost through martial arts, he would not have felt this sense of loss. He could just train more. He could train and win again.

What tormented him now was the fact that his judgment was not what it used to be.

Am I getting old now?

In the past, he would have made a decision several times over by now, but he was still hesitating between Geom Mugeuk and the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

Whose words were right?

He tried to excuse himself by saying he needed decisive evidence, but in the past, he would have known instinctively.

He had supported the murim of the orthodox sects until now with that razor-sharp instinct.

However, he felt that instinct had dulled.

A person entered the garden, guided by the Chairman's Hall bodyguards.

Wearing a bamboo hat pulled down low, it was none other than Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk took off his hat and bowed politely.

"Greetings to the Chairman."

He had expected to meet at the Chairman's Hall, but the Chairman had him come to this even more private residence.

It would have been one thing before or after the tripartite meeting, but given the current situation, he did not think he would be allowed this far in.

Just then, a woman entered the place.

"It's been a while."

Seeing her, he understood why he had been called here. She was Jin Haryong.

Seeing her after so long, she seemed even more mature. She had always been beautiful, but now she looked stronger, with experience and training added to her. He could feel her achievements.

"I can feel the rough winds of the jianghu on you."

At Geom Mugeuk's joking greeting, Jin Haryong smiled and asked, "Is that a compliment?"

"Of course."

The two could now treat each other comfortably like old friends, even after not seeing each other for a long time.

There was a clear reason for her change.

Everyone is changing day by day because of someone, so how can I be the only one left behind?

It was the result of the effort born from that thought.

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to someone, I haven't been. I can't leave this inner court."

Because of Geom Mugeuk's prediction that Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong could be targets, she had been unable to leave the inner court of the Chairman's Hall. Even within the inner court, the Murim Alliance bodyguard squad's martial artists were guarding her in layers.

"At first, I thought you guys had invaded."

It was true. She was at a prodigy gathering when the Chairman's Hall bodyguards stormed in and took her away. The martial artists who were with her probably thought a major problem had occurred in the Alliance.

"If we had invaded..."

"You're going to say everyone at that gathering would've died?"

When she looked at him with feigned suspicion, Geom Mugeuk laughed and waved his hands.

"No! I'm not one to break up a party, so you don't have to worry. You know, right? How much I love gatherings? Speaking of which, it's about time we met up, isn't it? I need to hear what Sain and the Princess have been up to."

Jin Haryong laughed at Geom Mugeuk's words. She knew how serious the recent situation was from what her grandfather had told her.

But Geom Mugeuk never lost his smile, even in a situation like this. How could she not love him?

Jin Paecheon silently watched the two converse. He suddenly recalled the moment Jin Haryong had brought Geom Mugeuk to him, saying he was the man she would marry.

Should I have just forced them to marry back then?

At the time, he had thought it was a ridiculous idea, but now, such a thought crossed his mind.

What would have happened if I had?

Would this current dilemma have been different?

Once their reunion was over, Jin Paecheon asked Geom Mugeuk, "Have you met him?"

"Yes, Chairman."

Seeing that he asked in front of Jin Haryong, it seemed she had heard about the whole situation.

"What did you find out?"

It was not a question that could be answered so easily. Yet the answer came quickly and decisively.

"I have confirmed that he is the mastermind."

A heavy silence fell.

Both of them knew well that Geom Mugeuk was not someone who would lie about such matters.

"Did the great master really join hands with the masterminds?" Jin Haryong asked Geom Mugeuk with a genuinely surprised expression.

In contrast to her, Jin Paecheon simply stared at Geom Mugeuk, revealing no emotion.

"He didn't join hands with them. He was the mastermind himself. If that weren't the case, he wouldn't have betrayed his friendship with you, Chairman."

His words were also for Jin Paecheon's sake. This was not a matter of friendship.

"This incident is not a betrayal. He entered your life, Chairman, and was merely acting from the very beginning."

The moment he heard those words, Jin Paecheon felt a small hole open up in his endlessly stuffy and complicated heart, allowing him to breathe.

Geom Mugeuk began to dig that hole even wider.

"It is just one of the countless conspiracies that occur in the murim. The period was simply long because you are such a great man, Chairman. So please, do not attach any meaning to this incident. Even if it weren't for him, there are so many other things to attach meaning to, aren't there?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Jin Haryong. He was speaking with his actions. Weren't there precious people to whom he should give real meaning and heart?

Of course, Geom Mugeuk knew well that this was not something that could be healed with a few words. That was why he focused on making the hole even bigger in his own way.

"It's not even worth your emotional energy. In fact, you should give it less meaning than a friend of five years, less than a friend of ten years, no, even less than a friend you made just the other day. This isn't a matter of friendship. The long duration makes it even more meaningless. He endured for decades? That's madness, not friendship, isn't it?"

Although he knew Geom Mugeuk was saying this for his sake, these words were clearly helping Jin Paecheon. He could feel the breathing hole getting bigger, little by little.

"This is not a matter of whether you, Chairman, could see through him or not. You are a martial artist, Chairman, not an actor. This is not our problem, but theirs. Their desire to swallow the murim is the problem. The problem is their persistence in hiding their identity for decades. None of it is normal."

Geom Mugeuk added one last thing.

"So, you can just say this. 'You punk, you worked hard pretending to uphold that forced sense of justice all this time. You really did.'"

Jin Haryong could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was trying his best to prevent a scar from being left on her grandfather's heart. Yes, this is the kind of person he was.

Jin Haryong questioned Geom Mugeuk as if to challenge him.

"What if you're the villain!"

Of course, she completely trusted Geom Mugeuk. Her words were spoken on behalf of her grandfather's heart.

"Then all hell would break loose."

At Geom Mugeuk's reply, Jin Haryong almost burst out laughing. His joking words hit home. Right, then all hell really would break loose.

Geom Mugeuk calmly told her, "But if I were to cause chaos, it wouldn't be in this way. I wouldn't have plotted a conspiracy that would leave me under suspicion until the very end."

As if pleading his case, Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Paecheon, "If I were to plot a conspiracy, I would have plotted a much easier and more exciting one!"

Agreeing with his words, Jin Haryong looked at her grandfather. You know it too, don't you, Grandfather? That what he's saying is true. That if this man were to truly plot something, he wouldn't even create this kind of situation. We'd probably be defeated without even realizing it was a conspiracy. We would have already been done for!

Jin Paecheon silently looked at Geom Mugeuk. How could he not know? That he was trying so hard for his sake.

Through this Young Cult Leader, he was constantly reminded that trust was not a matter of how long you have known someone.

"Why are you trying so hard for me?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk glanced at Jin Haryong and gave an unexpected answer.

"You're my friend's grandfather, aren't you? Then you're no different from my own grandfather."

Jin Paecheon looked at Jin Haryong. If it were not for Geom Mugeuk, neither his granddaughter nor his grandson would be in this world right now. Looking directly at Jin Haryong, he was reminded anew of what a great deed it was to have saved his granddaughter.

Even if that incident had no bearing on the truth of this matter, it had a great influence on his current decision.

If Geom Mugeuk had not been there, these children would not be here, and his life would have been meaningless. Why can't I trust this man?

"Tell me about this easy and exciting conspiracy you plan to cook up in the future. I can't afford to fall for it."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly.

Jin Paecheon had finally trusted him.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely.

"Thank you for believing in me."

"I'm sorry for the late decision."

"If it were me, I would've agonized over it for another ten years."

Jin Paecheon smiled. This Young Cult Leader was making him smile at the very moment he was deciding that a friend was a traitor.

Right, I will trust him and see this through.

Jin Haryong smiled at Geom Mugeuk.

Thank you, my friend. I'll be sure to repay you for what you did for my grandfather today.

Geom Mugeuk replied with a bright smile of his own.

Once he made a decision, Jin Paecheon did not look back. He now intended to trust Geom Mugeuk and handle this matter.

"What is the reason you wanted to see me today? Did you perhaps come to get my permission to kill him?"

He had informed him he would meet the man, and he had. So he thought Geom Mugeuk was now seeking permission to kill him.

"No. I will show you clearly, Chairman. That he is the true mastermind."

Jin Paecheon shook his head, saying it was unnecessary.

"I believe your words."

"That is precisely why I must show you. Since you are someone who believes in me, I must show you."

The Chairman's breathing hole had been blown wide open. However, another small hole would now be there in its place. A hole of doubt. If he dealt with the matter without confirming it himself, that hole of doubt would never be filled. He had no intention of continuing his relationship with the Chairman like that.

Now, Geom Mugeuk began the work of filling that hole.

"I intend to stand on the stage with him."

And this was the favor he had come to ask the Chairman for today.

"Please be a member of the audience for that stage."


Chapter 655: Today, He's Not the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult

The Heaven's Edge Hermit was the one who arrived at the Azure Cloud Forest. He walked through the misty bamboo forest toward a distant pavilion where Geom Mugeuk was waiting.

Leaning against the railing, Geom Mugeuk silently watched the Heaven's Edge Hermit approach. He waved cheerfully when their eyes finally met.

Geom Mugeuk had no intention of postponing their battle.

I'll kill him today!

None of the enemies he had faced were easy, but this Heaven's Edge Hermit was an exceptionally tricky opponent. Geom Mugeuk did not know the potential hidden in his true form, nor could he predict who might suddenly appear as an ally.

The Azure Cloud Forest was the stage Geom Mugeuk had chosen for this confrontation. He considered it the most suitable place for a final battle with the Heaven's Edge Hermit, as it was the favorite location of Jin Paecheon, the Murim Alliance's leader.

There was also a more practical reason for his choice. A special formation had been spread today within the fog that flowed year-round through the Azure Cloud Forest.

It was the Cloudy Fog Concealment Formation.

Originally, the Cloudy Fog Concealment Formation was designed for concealment, allowing people to hide within the rising mist. Once activated, even the greatest masters could not find a person hidden inside unless they knew the method to break it.

Furthermore, it was known as a top-tier formation that, when deployed in fog, was indistinguishable from real fog even to formation experts. It was one of the formations possessed by the Murim Alliance.

Jin Paecheon was currently inside the Cloudy Fog Concealment Formation. Thanks to this location and the formation, this stage could be set without revealing the existence of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. This stage was the most crucial one where everyone's fate would be decided, and Jin Paecheon was the most important spectator.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit ascended to the pavilion. After greeting him, Geom Mugeuk marveled at the scene unfolding before his eyes.

"I can see why the Chairman likes this place. The fog flowing through the bamboo is so fantastical."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit silently watched Geom Mugeuk, who was looking out at the forest. Although Geom Mugeuk's back was turned, not a single opening could be found.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit raised a hand and touched the empty air. He could feel an invisible energy that Geom Mugeuk had spread out like a spider's web.

Even with his back turned, the Young Cult Leader had complete control over himself and this space. He made no effort to hide that fact.

A fiery heat flashed in the Heaven's Edge Hermit's eyes, but it vanished the moment Geom Mugeuk turned around.

"Welcome, great hermit!"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit took a few steps forward. He stood beside Geom Mugeuk and gazed at the bamboo forest.

"The fog is especially thick today."

His words sounded as if he had been here often, prompting Geom Mugeuk to ask a question.

"Have you been here before?"

"I come here occasionally myself. It's a place my friend likes."

The two men treated each other calmly, as if they had forgotten all the tension from their first meeting.

"Why don't you ask? Why I'm here instead of the Chairman?"

Today's meeting was one Jin Paecheon had arranged with the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit simply wore an expression that suggested the answer was obvious even without asking, and he said nothing.

"I asked the Chairman to let me meet you. You were so firm last time, saying there wouldn't be a next time."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit turned his gaze toward Geom Mugeuk.

"And you didn't call me here to kill me?"

His eyes and tone of voice suggested he knew that was the case but had come anyway.

"If that were the case, would you have come, great hermit? Didn't you come because you judged that it wasn't?"

From the Heaven's Edge Hermit's reaction, Geom Mugeuk could tell he had anticipated this situation. If so, although the invitation came from his side, this stage was also the Hermit's stage. It was their shared stage.

What have you prepared for this stage?

Who would be able to leave this stage alive would be determined by whose preparations were more thorough.

"Even if you were going to kill me, I had to come."

"You'd come even if it meant death? Why?"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit then answered calmly.

"Because my friend called me."

His gaze was somehow empty and desolate. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't seen his true form within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, he would have been confused even at this moment. That was how sincerely he was speaking.

"I would even die if that friend told me to."

These were words that would break Jin Paecheon's heart if he heard them. Indeed, he was likely watching this scene right now with a heavy heart.

"That's amazing. I have no intention of dying meekly if Haryong tried to kill me."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit's eyes glinted coldly.

"That's because you weren't sharing a friendship. You were trying to use Commander Jin."

He mentioned the public rumors as if he intended for someone to overhear.

"When I heard the rumors that the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was approaching the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade to build a friendship, I already saw through your scheme. A scheme to delude Chairman Jin using the bonds of family."

Geom Mugeuk received his words with composure.

"That's underestimating your friend too much. The Chairman isn't someone who would fall for such a simple scheme."

"That's why you tried to use his blood relative."

The Heaven's Edge Hermit continued to press this point.

"I know you approached not only the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade but also Haryong. Will you still say you have no ulterior motive? What is your purpose?"

Hearing only these words, he would look like a complete villain. This was why this fight was so tricky and difficult. His opponent was someone who would thoroughly exploit even these aspects.

"As you know, my purpose is to reveal your true identity, great hermit."

"Hilarious. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult coming to Murim and revealing the identity of me, who has lived as a member of the orthodox sects for decades? A passing dog would laugh."

"Since there are no passing dogs, I'll laugh for you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. A blade was hidden within his composure.

"It's just the two of us here. Is there really a need to hide your identity to this extent?"

"I'll say it again. I have no identity to hide."

Geom Mugeuk asked about the one thing he should be most curious about.

"Why don't you ask? Why I called you an incarnation of vengeance."

He should have shown some reaction to those words. But he wasn't curious at all.

"Vengeance? I have no idea what you're talking about."

Geom Mugeuk perched on the railing and spoke as if reasoning to himself.

"You're the great hermit who lost his composure at those words. Why would you hide your identity so thoroughly when it's just the two of us?"

Geom Mugeuk already knew the answer.

"You know, great hermit. You know what kind of place this is."

He didn't miss the sharp glint that flashed for a moment in the Heaven's Edge Hermit's eyes. He knew there was an audience for this stage. And that the audience was Jin Paecheon. That was why he was selectively saying things that would sway the Chairman's heart.

"You used his blood relative to delude him with all sorts of words, but that won't work on me. I will protect my friend to the end."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. He couldn't be moved by words, especially not if he knew Jin Paecheon was watching. It was time to make a move with something other than words.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned cold, revealing an atmosphere different from before.

"It doesn't matter. I can make you reveal your identity."

To those words, at least, the Heaven's Edge Hermit reacted. His gaze toward Geom Mugeuk held a certain emotion. You? How?

"There was a faster, more certain method, but I couldn't use it for one reason."

That reason was related to Jin Paecheon.

"To use that method, I needed the Chairman's permission."

"What permission?"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes grew cold.

"Permission to kill you."

The moment the words ended, a powerful aura erupted from Geom Mugeuk's body. The next moment, the Heaven's Edge Hermit realized he was standing in a blue sky. Of course, it wasn't the sky, but the surface of the sea. It was Geom Mugeuk's aura, so clear that the sky was perfectly reflected, making it feel as if he were standing in the sky itself.

The aura had changed from before. The sea was even clearer, and the endless abyss beneath his feet was deeper and darker.

SPLASH.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit plunged into the sea. An invisible force seized him and dragged him deep into the water. His breath caught. It was too powerful to be the aura of a mere human.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit also unleashed his own aura. His energy began to push back against Geom Mugeuk's. His surroundings in the dark abyss brightened. Snow could be seen scattering across a pure white field around him.

Then his surroundings darkened again. Pressed by Geom Mugeuk's aura, he began to be dragged back into the abyssal sea.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit drew upon his inner arts and unleashed his aura even more powerfully. His surroundings brightened again and then darkened once more. Light and darkness alternated, as if a lantern were being turned on and off. Each time it brightened, the blizzard raged more fiercely. A lone flower blooming there looked incredibly precarious.

From darkness to light, back to darkness, and then to light again.

It was at that very moment.

SWOOOSH!

A sword flew toward the Heaven's Edge Hermit's face in a surprise attack.

"......"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit shattered the pavilion's railing and flew backward to dodge the sword. Geom Mugeuk, who had been engaged in a battle of auras, had launched a surprise physical attack.

Standing at the edge of the pavilion, Geom Mugeuk looked down with a cold gaze, sword in hand.

"If you don't reveal your true aura, you will die by my hand."

Despite Geom Mugeuk's warning, the Heaven's Edge Hermit was not afraid. Instead, a smile played on his lips.

"Can you really handle the aftermath?"

"When have the bastards from the Demonic Cult you know ever worried about the aftermath before causing trouble?"

SWOOOOOSH.

Geom Mugeuk leaped from the pavilion, flying toward the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit did not evade. Instead, he drew his sword to meet the attack.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The clash of blade against blade produced a series of sharp sounds and sparks. A dozen exchanges of offense and defense passed in an instant.

"......"

The Heaven's Edge Hermit barely dodged the final, strike. It was an attack that would have decapitated him if he hadn't dodged. The killing intent imbued in Geom Mugeuk's sword was real.

"I told you before. For someone like you, killing you first and dealing with the consequences later isn't a bad method."

Geom Mugeuk's swordsmanship was neither the Nine Calamities Demonic Art nor the Soaring Sky Sword Art. It was simple thrusts and slashes, but those simple sword strikes contained the entirety of Geom Mugeuk's martial arts. Freed from technique, Geom Mugeuk's attacks were incomparably fast and fierce. The strength born from freedom was being fully displayed at this very moment.

SPLURT!

Blood spurted from the Heaven's Edge Hermit's arm. He was as famous as the Chairman, but he wasn't famous for being as strong as the Chairman. He was famous because he was Jin Paecheon's friend and also a Master guest. He couldn't handle Geom Mugeuk's momentum as he pressed forward with terrifying, murderous intent.

Even though he was cornered, he did not reveal his true form.

He had one conviction.

You can't possibly kill me!

Just as Geom Mugeuk had thought, the Heaven's Edge Hermit had accurately grasped what this place was today.

I have to show my identity to Jin Paecheon. The more you try to kill me, a master of the orthodox sects, the greater his suspicion will grow.

With every drop of blood he shed, the suspicion toward the Young Cult Leader would grow larger. The Heaven's Edge Hermit was certain of it.

And Geom Mugeuk was certain of something too.

You will definitely show your true form.

Because he would never want to die here in vain. After enduring for decades, how could he die so futilely?

SWOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword flew toward his neck.

The Heaven's Edge Hermit did not dodge.

In the end, you'll stop.

Because he would never kill him.

It was like two carriages charging toward each other. Two carriages, each convinced the other would surely pull the reins, racing onward without stopping.

DUDUDUDUDUDU.

And at the last moment, one of the two men pulled the reins and changed direction.

KAAAANG!

An ear-splitting metallic sound erupted. Geom Mugeuk was thrown back and retreated.

At the last moment, the Heaven's Edge Hermit had swung his sword and counterattacked. This counterattack was incomparably faster and more powerful than the skills he had shown so far.

Geom Mugeuk, like a true madman, had not withdrawn his sword until the very last moment. It was not because he truly intended to kill him, but from the belief that he would surely dodge.

Because no matter how strong the Heaven's Edge Hermit's will was, there was something that would betray it. That something was the 'instinct for survival'. He believed that the survival instinct of such a powerful master would compel him to survive, even if it meant ignoring his will. Just as the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would not stand by and watch, no matter how much Geom Mugeuk himself tried to die.

Another person stood where the Heaven's Edge Hermit had been. It was the same person but now radiating a completely different aura. It was Hwa Yulcheong. As he began to reveal his true self, his presence became incomparable to before.

He stood in the middle of a battlefield. Instead of swirling snow, the ashes of burnt corpses swirled around him.

It was different from the aura he had seen that day at the Nothing Manor. If the aura back then was a war in a single region, the aura he saw now was a war across the entire Central Plains. Blood flowed like rivers and corpses were piled up like mountains.

In the midst of it all stood Hwa Yulcheong with eyes as hot as lava.

"You won't step forward even when he's trying to kill me?"

The person Hwa Yulcheong spoke to was not Geom Mugeuk. He spoke toward the fog.

Then, someone's voice was heard from within the fog.

"Because I decided to trust that friend over you."

The owner of the voice was, of course, Jin Paecheon.

Was it because he had expected it from the start? Even with Jin Paecheon's appearance, Hwa Yulcheong's eyes showed no fear at all.

"You'd trust the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult over a friend of several decades?"

His words were filled not with regret or disappointment, but with mockery and anger. After all, Jin Paecheon had already seen his true form.

Gradually, Jin Paecheon's voice grew closer.

"That person, at least for today, is not the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

Soon after, Jin Paecheon fully revealed himself from within the fog.

"Today, he is my grandson's friend."


Chapter 656: You Wouldn't Have Invited Me to a Tragedy

Had he ever seen such an expression on his friend's face?

Jin Paecheon watched the man who was a friend, yet not a friend. An unfamiliar energy emanated from his old companion. In all his years as the Lord of the Murim Alliance, he had never encountered such a potent dark aura.

This energy alone was enough to prove that everything Geom Mugeuk had said was true. He recalled what Hwa Yulcheong had said only a moment ago.

'You've been friends for decades, yet you trust the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?'

Was that something Hwa Yulcheong should be saying to him? Not after deceiving him for decades.

Jin Paecheon struggled to suppress his boiling emotions.

"Yes, we were friends for decades," Jin Paecheon continued, staring at Hwa Yulcheong.

"In all those years, was there ever a single day we were truly friends?"

Instead of offering an apology, Hwa Yulcheong criticized Jin Paecheon.

"If we were truly friends, you wouldn't have hidden in the mist to spy on me."

Jin Paecheon found it difficult to adjust to the reality before him. After deciding to believe Geom Mugeuk, he had thought a moment like this might come. The reaction he had imagined from the Heaven's Edge Hermit was this.

'I'm sorry. I had no choice. Still, my friendship with you was real.'

However, that was a truly naive thought. In reality, Hwa Yulcheong was acting like a stranger he had just met yesterday. How could a person change their attitude so completely in an instant?

Because of that, the strongest emotion washing over him wasn't hatred or anger, but a sense of futility.

The two men's gazes locked in mid-air. They had never once argued in their entire lives, but now they were revealing completely different energies.

Jin Paecheon stepped onto Hwa Yulcheong's battlefield. Ashes and piles of corpses were scattered about, blood flowed on the ground, and screams echoed from all directions.

Is this your true self?

Standing alone in the center of that battlefield, Hwa Yulcheong's fervent gaze was so unfamiliar.

Jin Paecheon, who had been staring at Hwa Yulcheong, looked at Geom Mugeuk. Truly, if it hadn't been for Geom Mugeuk, he would have never discovered this true self.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon didn't say anything else long-winded. His gaze contained all his emotions, so he said just this one thing.

"I owe you a debt."

Truly, if it hadn't been for Geom Mugeuk, he would have surely fallen to the Heaven's Edge Hermit one day. He would have aimed for only the most certain moment. He would have never dreamed that this friend would stab him in the back.

Geom Mugeuk had saved not only his life but also the Murim Alliance and the entire orthodox sects murim. It was a massive debt, but Geom Mugeuk immediately tore up the IOU he could have held over him for a long time.

"A debt? Not at all. It's thanks to you believing in me, Chairman. You're the one who figured it out."

It was the moment a great weight was lifted from Jin Paecheon's heart, and the small hole of doubt that remained was completely sealed.

Geom Mugeuk addressed Hwa Yulcheong.

"You've finally shown your true colors. Has it been years? No, has it been decades?"

Even in this moment, Hwa Yulcheong maintained his composure.

His opponents were the Lord of the Murim Alliance and Geom Mugeuk. He would have known very well how strong the Chairman's martial arts were, not to mention Geom Mugeuk's. To be so calm against these two men clearly meant he had his own preparations.

Geom Mugeuk made sure Jin Paecheon didn't let his guard down.

"This man knew from the beginning that you were here, Chairman. No, he might have come here already suspecting that fact before he even arrived."

Jin Paecheon understood what Geom Mugeuk was trying to say. It meant to be careful, as their opponent might have a backup plan. He didn't need to worry about that. His heart had already grown cold at Hwa Yulcheong's reaction.

Now, what Jin Paecheon was curious about was this.

"For what purpose did you approach me?"

Was he after his position? Or did he have a personal grudge? Or perhaps, was there some other unexpected intention? He was so curious about the reason.

However, Hwa Yulcheong silently looked up at the sky as if to say he couldn't tell him. The blue sky was visible between the bamboo stalks.

Then, a single phrase flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"The Dark Palace."

In that moment, he could see the shock quake across Hwa Yulcheong's face. He couldn't hide his surprise. It was a reaction that confirmed Geom Mugeuk had hit the mark precisely.

Jin Paecheon also knew of the Dark Palace's existence. As far as he knew, there was only one Dark Palace in the history of the murim.

"If you mean the Dark Palace, are you perhaps talking about the one that was one of the guardian families of the Heavenly Fate Palace?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Yes, that's right. It's the very same Dark Palace from three hundred years ago."

Jin Paecheon was also well aware of the battle between the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Fate Palace three hundred years ago. The one who annihilated the mysterious sects' the Heavenly Fate Palace, which dreamed of conquering the murim at the time, was the then Lord of the Murim Alliance, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. How could he not know of the greatest achievement of the greatest Chairman in the history of the Murim Alliance?

Jin Paecheon's gaze shone intensely.

The fact that the Heavenly Fate Palace, annihilated three hundred years ago, had survived until now and dreamed of revenge was beyond surprising, it was shocking. At the same time, he could now understand. He had wondered what reason could possibly allow someone to hide their identity for decades.

The grudge for their annihilation must have been passed down to this day. Furthermore, he could now clearly understand why Hwa Yulcheong's energy held such a dark aura.

Hwa Yulcheong's gaze also shone intensely. He had been half in doubt even when Geom Mugeuk had called him an incarnation of revenge earlier. He had thought that since he was such an intelligent man, he might have said it based on conjecture. But Geom Mugeuk knew his identity precisely.

Hwa Yulcheong looked at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes asking a question.

How in the world did you know?

Geom Mugeuk couldn't exactly say that he had gone back three hundred years through the Secret Box and witnessed the battle himself.

"Our Cult can find out anything if we wish to know," he answered by putting the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult forward instead.

"We've been fighting you for quite a long time. People this strong don't just fall from the sky. I predicted you must have a grudge against the orthodox and unorthodox."

Since Geom Mugeuk had been at the center of the fight against the hidden forces until now, it wasn't strange that he would have discovered this fact.

Jin Paecheon confirmed with Hwa Yulcheong again.

"Are you truly a descendant of the Dark Palace?"

Jin Paecheon wanted to hear Hwa Yulcheong's story. About the Dark Palace he spoke of. Something like, 'I am this kind of person, and I took on this task with this kind of heart.'

However, Hwa Yulcheong merely stared at Jin Paecheon with an indifferent gaze, as if he had no intention of saying such things. The friendship of past years was of no help here in any sense.

Geom Mugeuk addressed him.

"What meaning is there in settling a grudge from three hundred years ago now? What on earth did you sacrifice your life for? For ancestors you don't even know?"

Hwa Yulcheong looked like he wanted to say something. However, he didn't give a reason. Instead, he asked Geom Mugeuk with a strange smile.

"You think you've won, don't you?"

A gaze that clearly held some kind of plan.

"Do you really think I didn't know that man would come?"

Listening, Jin Paecheon felt a bitter pang inside. Hwa Yulcheong was referring to him as 'that man'. It seemed he was the only one who had considered them friends.

Jin Paecheon slowly stepped forward, revealing an even more powerful energy.

"Yes, if you came knowing I was here, you must have come to see this through to the end with me."

Jin Paecheon no longer had any intention of talking with him. He wasn't a friend, but something like a very patient assassin who had infiltrated for revenge. And Jin Paecheon decided to kill him with his own hands.

"This is our business, so we'll be the ones to finish it."

Hwa Yulcheong's energy was also formidable, and since it was unknown what kind of martial arts he possessed, it was a fight where he absolutely could not be careless.

Just then, truly unimaginable words flowed from Hwa Yulcheong's mouth.

"If you draw that sword, Jin Hagun dies."

In an instant, Jin Paecheon's gaze turned cold. This was the reason Hwa Yulcheong had been so composed in front of the two absolute masters.

"You think you created this situation today? Not a chance! I'm the one who created this situation."

It meant he had already predicted everything. In other words, this stage was Hwa Yulcheong's stage.

"Commander Jin is being protected by the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. Even if you want to kill him, you can't do it easily."

Hwa Yulcheong laughed at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Doesn't it occur to you that he's in danger because of the Demon Slaying Brigade?"

Geom Mugeuk immediately understood the meaning of those words.

"You intend to use Soul-Bewitching Arts."

It meant he intended to use the Soul-Bewitching Arts on the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists to kill Jin Hagun. And that wasn't Hwa Yulcheong's only plan for today. His real plan was this.

"If you want to save your grandson..."

Hwa Yulcheong's gaze shifted from Jin Paecheon to Geom Mugeuk.

"Kill the Young Cult Leader."

"!"

Jin Paecheon hadn't expected him to make such a demand. He was a man who wouldn't bat an eye at most things, but in this moment, even Jin Paecheon was flustered.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, remained composed with an unchanging expression.

At his composure, Hwa Yulcheong asked coldly.

"Why? You think we can't kill Jin Hagun?"

To that, Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"No. I think you probably could kill him."

Hwa Yulcheong looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that said he was truly one of a kind. If they were trying to kill him using Jin Hagun's life as collateral, wasn't this the situation where he should be persuading Jin Paecheon that Jin Hagun would be safe no matter what?

"Now I understand."

Geom Mugeuk naturally realized one thing. A master of the Soul-Bewitching Arts had previously shown him their skills. Geom Mugeuk had told the Poison King that they must have some kind of intention.

"Now I see why you showed me the Soul-Bewitching Arts beforehand. Wasn't it to let me know how formidable your skills are? To let me know that the Soul-Bewitching Arts would work even on the Demon Slaying Brigade."

"In your position, shouldn't you be hiding that fact?"

He had expected him to hide it, of course, and had intended to use the fact that he hid it to cause conflict with Jin Paecheon.

"Hagun is my friend. I can't do that."

Hwa Yulcheong gave a strange smile and then said to Jin Paecheon.

"He's truly a man worth cherishing. But no matter how much you do, you can't let your grandson die, can you?"

Jin Paecheon glanced at Geom Mugeuk before asking Hwa Yulcheong.

"And what will you do after I kill the Young Cult Leader?"

"It'll be as if nothing happened. I'll leave, and you can continue to protect the Murim Alliance with your grandsons."

"So what do you gain from this?"

"I get to kill the Young Cult Leader who has inflicted enormous damage on us."

Geom Mugeuk let out a smirk and interjected.

"Is that really the only reason? Would a person like that live hiding their identity for decades for something so trivial?"

Hwa Yulcheong ignored Geom Mugeuk's words and pressed Jin Paecheon.

"Don't think too hard about it. This will be our secret. As long as I don't say anything, no one will know you killed the Young Cult Leader for your grandson's sake. Even if the Demonic Cult claims as much, you can just dismiss it as a conspiracy."

To that, Hwa Yulcheong added a powerful reason.

"Think about what will happen when such an outstanding Young Cult Leader becomes the Demonic Cult Leader. If you don't kill the Young Cult Leader today, the orthodox sects will be destroyed by him anyway. So hurry up and kill him."

While he was persuading Jin Paecheon, Geom Mugeuk just listened.

Finally, Jin Paecheon made his decision. Even though his grandson's life and the future of the orthodox sects were at stake, his deliberation wasn't long.

"I will not kill the Young Cult Leader."

At the firm decision, Hwa Yulcheong poked at the Chairman's sore spot.

"Does this mean you truly cherish the Young Cult Leader more than your own grandson? What would the martial artists think if they heard this?"

"Cherish him more than Hagun! How could that be?"

"Then why are you trying to kill your grandson?"

It wasn't as if Jin Paecheon had made this decision prepared for his grandson's death.

Jin Paecheon's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"I came here today as a spectator."

The moment he heard those words, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. The Chairman hadn't forgotten what he had told him. Added to that was the Chairman's trust.

"I believe this stage will not end in tragedy. Because you wouldn't have invited me to a tragedy."

Hwa Yulcheong stared at Jin Paecheon with a surprised face. It was an unexpected variable. He hadn't realized Jin Paecheon trusted Geom Mugeuk to this extent. The Jin Paecheon he knew wasn't this kind of person.

Just as he hadn't known him, he too hadn't known him.

Naturally, Hwa Yulcheong's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

How can this be?

Geom Mugeuk calmly explained to Jin Paecheon.

"Before So Cheongrak died, he said something. He said he concluded that if I die, my father will never stand for it."

Geom Mugeuk saw right through Hwa Yulcheong's plan.

"They've already calculated that if you kill me, Chairman, the Great Orthodox-Demonic War will break out."

Jin Paecheon nodded. Yes, if this wasn't his purpose, there was no way a man who had hidden his identity for decades would back down so easily.

How could Geom Mugeuk not have made any preparations for today's stage?

"Just as you predicted, I predicted it too," Geom Mugeuk told Jin Paecheon.

"Hagun will be safe."

Until he heard those words, Jin Paecheon had been extremely tense. No matter how much he trusted Geom Mugeuk, his grandson's life was still on the line. But Geom Mugeuk said it himself. That Hagun would be safe.

Geom Mugeuk told Hwa Yulcheong.

"Did you think I'd just stand by and watch you kill my friend?"

Hwa Yulcheong scoffed.

"I see you think the Demonic Buddha or the Poison King will stop it."

He had even predicted who might have gone to help from their side.

"Yes, those two are certainly Demon Supremes who are strong against the Soul-Bewitching Arts. But that only applies to the Soul-Bewitching Arts used on themselves."

Hwa Yulcheong smiled meaningfully.

"Can they really prevent Jin Hagun's death? The attack of a subordinate attacking his Commander right next to him? Or what if Jin Hagun decides to kill himself?"

It showed just how much he trusted the master of the Soul-Bewitching Arts.

Jin Paecheon tensed up again at Hwa Yulcheong's confidence. Naturally, his gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

Just as he always had, Geom Mugeuk did not disappoint him in this moment.

"To help my friend..."

The meaningful smile that had been on Hwa Yulcheong's face now appeared on Geom Mugeuk's.

"Did they really go?"


Chapter 657: Today, None of Us Will Die

"That's the place."

At his subordinate's words, Jin Hagun stared toward a distant building. It was an abandoned manor. The wind blew through, making the half-broken main gate let out a creaking sound.

They had finally discovered the location of the smithy artisan Gwak Yeong's younger brother and had arrived to rescue him.

This mission was particularly special to Jin Hagun.

It was a task that Geom Muyang had personally entrusted to him. That prideful man had assigned him the mission with the belief that Jin Hagun would handle it better than he could. This made it a job he was absolutely determined to accomplish.

"The manor is occupied by beggars, but judging by their movements, they are all individuals trained in martial arts."

"How many are there in total?"

"There are about seven or eight of them outside. It seemed there was a similar number inside as well."

They must be disguised as beggars, taking advantage of the fact that people tend to avoid places crowded with them.

"What are the positions of the sentries?"

The martial artist who had performed the reconnaissance unfolded a piece of paper. On it was a rough sketch of the manor's buildings.

"There are guards posted in all four directions. Here, here, here, and here."

The reconnaissance martial artist quickly pointed his finger at each of the guarded locations. As seasoned members of the Demon Slaying Brigade who had carried out numerous operations, they swiftly divided into teams and assigned their targets.

"There's a hostage, so we'll take them out quietly and then enter."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists cautiously approached the manor from all sides. Jin Hagun and those with the most outstanding movement arts in the brigade led the way.

The moment the beggar guarding the outside fell to a hidden weapon, the martial artists rushed in from four directions, scaling the wall simultaneously.

As Jin Hagun dropped down lightly from the wall, a beggar guarding the spot tried to pull a throwing knife from his clothes. Since Jin Hagun had already known he was there upon landing, the man had no chance to shout or attack.

SHWIIK. SLASH!

With a single strike from Jin Hagun's sword, the martial artist disguised as a beggar collapsed, his throat slashed.

The other beggars guarding different spots also fell in unison to the surprise attack. They were quite skilled, but not skilled enough to handle an ambush from the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Having entered over the walls from all sides, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists began to sweep through the buildings one by one. Drawing on their proficient experience, they silently eliminated everyone inside as well.

The only building left was the largest one in the center.

Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists quietly infiltrated it.

A throwing knife flew toward the necks of the beggars guarding the hallway. The knife struck true, and before the bodies could fall, the martial artists slid in to catch them. They advanced deeper inside without a single scream or the sound of a body hitting the floor.

And then, they reached the final door.

They cautiously opened the door and entered to find a large main hall. The space was so vast it prompted the thought that such a large room couldn't possibly exist inside this building.

In the center of the main hall, a man was sitting in a chair. His head was bowed low as if he were asleep, likely with his acupoints sealed.

They instinctively knew he must be the person they had come to rescue.

However, Jin Hagun remained cautious. Before sending a subordinate to check, he looked at one particular person.

He was the oldest-looking man among the martial artists who had come with them. In truth, although he wore the uniform of the Demon Slaying Brigade, he was not one of its members.

He was Hwa Song, the great master of the Great Order Soul Returning Art.

The Great Order Soul Returning Art is a martial art created to counter soul-stealing arts. It was a sorcery based on the Buddhist martial art, the Soul Sealing Light Meditation Art, and was specifically designed to oppose the soul-stealing arts of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The Murim Alliance trained martial artists capable of using the Great Order Soul Returning Art, and Hwa Song was one of the two great Masters who taught them. He was, in fact, one of the two most skilled experts in the Murim Alliance at neutralizing soul-stealing arts.

The reason Jin Hagun had brought Hwa Song on this mission was because of Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk had sent word that a master of soul-stealing arts was among their enemies this time. He had even added that they needed to be especially careful, as their opponent's skill was extraordinary.

Since receiving that message, the Demon Slaying Brigade had been moving with Hwa Song at all times. They had anticipated that their enemies might use soul-stealing arts in this rescue mission, and it seemed that was indeed the case.

Hwa Song looked around and immediately noticed the hidden secret art.

"A soul strengthening art has been cast here."

Hwa Song then explained the technique.

"In a space where a soul strengthening art is active, soul-stealing arts become much more powerful. Even I won't be able to easily neutralize them."

Jin Hagun's expression hardened. The person who cast the art would naturally be an expert in soul-stealing arts, which meant they could appear here at any moment.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists formed a perimeter around Hwa Song, guarding in all directions. The person they absolutely had to protect was Hwa Song.

Jin Hagun circulated his qi to survey the surroundings, but thankfully, he didn't sense anyone hiding.

Normally, checking on the hostage would be the first step, but one should not move carelessly in a space where a soul strengthening art is active.

"First, I'll neutralize the soul strengthening art."

"Please be careful."

With skillful hand movements, Hwa Song began to neutralize the art.

He moved a vase on a display cabinet to the side. Then he took a hanging scroll from the wall and placed it on the floor. He wasn't just moving things around randomly. He moved each item carefully, one by one.

He also took a powder from his clothes and sprinkled it on the floor, erased a line drawn on the wall, and drew a new one next to it.

While he worked, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade remained tense, guarding the surroundings.

After some time had passed, Hwa Song succeeded in neutralizing the soul strengthening art.

"It's done."

"Thank you for your hard work."

Even after the art was neutralized, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists couldn't feel any change.

Now, everyone's gaze turned to the sleeping man in the center of the hall.

A man sleeping alone in a space where a soul strengthening art had been cast. Truly, if this hadn't been a rescue mission, they would have retreated first to assess the situation.

However, since there was a high probability that he was Gwak Yeong's brother, they approached him cautiously.

Hwa Song led the way with Jin Hagun, approaching the sleeping man. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists acted as bodyguards on his left and right.

Hwa Song placed his palm near the man's forehead. A blue light seemed to flow from his hand, and then he spoke.

"This man is not under a soul-stealing art."

At that, a Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist approached and lifted the man's head. After confirming his face, the martial artist looked back at Jin Hagun and nodded once. It meant his appearance matched that of Gwak Yeong's brother.

"Wake him."

At Jin Hagun's command, a martial artist pressed the man's acupoints to wake him.

Although Hwa Song had said he wasn't under a soul-stealing art, they didn't know what kind of attack he might launch upon waking. Everyone raised their qi and remained tense.

The man who had just woken up stared at Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists with a startled face. The surprise and fear coming from him were by no means an act.

"Please, spare me!"

The man squeezed his eyes shut. Having just woken up, he didn't think the martial artists before him were there to rescue him. It seemed he thought they were on the same side as his kidnappers.

A Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist asked him, "What's your name?"

The man then cautiously opened his eyes and sized them up.

"Your name!"

When prompted once more, the man answered quickly.

"It's Gwak Ju."

It was definitely Gwak Yeong's brother.

Only then did Jin Hagun reveal his identity to him.

"We're the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade. We've come to rescue you at your older sister's request."

He mentioned Gwak Yeong on purpose.

At those words, Gwak Ju's eyes widened, and then he broke into a bright smile.

"Ah! Finally! Thank you, thank you so much."

"Let's get out of here."

It was just as they turned to leave with him.

SHWIIIIK. CHAENG!

Jin Hagun instinctively parried a sword flying toward Gwak Ju.

He was truly shocked. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist standing right behind him had suddenly thrust his sword at Gwak Ju.

"He's been hit by a soul-stealing art!"

Just as that martial artist was about to attack Gwak Ju again, a fellow martial artist next to him subdued his vital acupoints.

"......"

The subordinate's expression contorted, and a pained scream escaped his lips. The veins on his forehead began to bulge instantly.

"No!"

Jin Hagun's heart sank as he shouted urgently. It was just as Geom Mugeuk had told him. He had said that if you subdued the acupoints of someone under a soul-stealing art, they would die a painful death.

Fortunately, they had Hwa Song.

He quickly placed his palm on the martial artist's forehead and recited an incantation. As a blue light flowed from his hand, the face of the martial artist, who had been struggling in pain, became peaceful.

The martial artist was bewildered to find everyone staring at him.

"What's going on?"

He didn't even realize he had been under a soul-stealing art. That's how formidable the skill of the person who cast it on him was.

Jin Hagun told him calmly, "You were just under a soul-stealing art."

The subordinate was shocked.

If not for Hwa Song, he would have died. No, if Geom Mugeuk hadn't sent word in advance to be careful, they would have met with disaster here.

Jin Hagun released his qi and scanned the surroundings. However, there was no sign of anyone else hiding anywhere in the main hall.

"Let's get out of here quickly!"

Escaping this place first was the best course of action.

Just as they were about to hurry out.

SHWIIK.

Another Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist swung his sword.

PAAT!

The martial artist next to him couldn't avoid the sudden attack. Blood spurted from his arm.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK! CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

He charged madly at his comrade. Other martial artists subdued him.

"Keuaaah!"

The attacker was in a more urgent state than the one who was injured. With his acupoints subdued, his blood vessels swelled as if to burst, and he let out a scream.

Hwa Song again placed his palm on the man's forehead and recited the incantation. Falling under the soul-stealing art was so natural that there were no prior signs.

Hwa Song was inwardly shocked.

This shouldn't be happening.

It would be one thing if the soul strengthening art were still active, but it had already been neutralized. Yet, to continuously use a soul-stealing art in such a situation was by no means an easy feat.

The higher an opponent's martial arts realm, the more difficult it is to cast a soul-stealing art on them. For a Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist, it should be extremely difficult. To use a soul-stealing art continuously like this? Just who was their opponent?

Before he could even release the soul-stealing art, another martial artist swung his sword and charged at Jin Hagun this time. Jin Hagun did not subdue him and instead shouted.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

"Everyone, keep your distance from the person next to you."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists created distance between themselves. They maintained enough space to block any sudden moves from the side.

"We need to get out of here now!"

"......"

A martial artist at the back ran and opened the door. For a moment, the martial artist flinched in surprise.

Beyond the opened door, instead of a hallway, was a space identical to this room. It was like looking into a mirror.

Instinctively feeling he shouldn't enter, he closed the door and opened it again.

WHOOSH!

This time, flames surged up right before his eyes. Startled by the intense heat, the martial artist hurriedly closed the door.

Jin Hagun watched this unfold while dealing with his subordinate. He could tell they had fallen completely into the enemy's space.

"Master Hwa! Please hurry!"

Perhaps his inner arts were lacking. The speed at which Hwa Song was dispelling the soul-stealing art began to gradually decrease.

However, the rate at which they were falling victim to the soul-stealing art was, conversely, getting faster.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

Another fight broke out among the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists.

"Fight without subduing their inner arts!"

They had to hold on without subduing their inner arts while Hwa Song dispelled the soul-stealing art. If the number of subordinates affected by the art continued to increase, a truly perilous situation could unfold.

Jin Hagun could understand why the orthodox sects of the murim considered the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Poison King to be the most troublesome opponents. Any fight is difficult for a martial artist, but facing a soul-stealing art was especially so. Fighting one's own comrades was a mentally exhausting battle.

Another Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist fell to the soul-stealing art.

He knew he had to escape this space.

Jin Hagun entrusted the subordinate he was fighting to another and ran toward the door himself.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Sword qi raged from his blade.

However, the moment the sword qi touched the door, it vanished as if it were melting snow.

He realized he couldn't get out unless he found a way to break the technique. He shouted to Hwa Song.

"Master Hwa, you must neutralize this space."

As if he hadn't heard his shout, Hwa Song kept his back to him and didn't turn around.

It was at that very moment. Someone called him from behind.

"Leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade, Jin Hagun."

Startled, he turned to see it was Gwak Ju. His eyes no longer held the naive look from before. Instead of attacking him, he said calmly.

"Do you know why this is happening?"

Jin Hagun could tell. The master of the soul-stealing art was speaking to him through Gwak Ju's mouth.

"......"

In response to the calm question, the opponent delivered shocking news.

"While neutralizing the soul strengthening art earlier, Hwa Song activated an even more powerful soul strengthening art."

"!"

It was an unbelievable claim, but the unfolding situation proved his words were correct. Otherwise, it made no sense for such a powerful soul-stealing art to persist.

"How was that possible?"

"I planted a new soul strengthening art within the method to neutralize the first one. He himself cast the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art that I had arranged."

Earlier, he moved the vase, placed the scroll on the floor, sprinkled the powder, erased the line, and drew a new one. This meant that the process he had performed to neutralize the soul strengthening art had been arranged to activate another one.

"If the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art had been active from the beginning, Hwa Song would have sensed something was wrong. However, in his relief at having neutralized the first art, he didn't realize a new one had been cast. I know him very well."

At those words, Jin Hagun understood. The opponent wielding this soul-stealing art, much like So Cheongrak or the Heaven's Edge Hermit, had been plotting around the Murim Alliance for a long time. He must have been working behind the scenes, especially around the experts of the Great Order Soul Returning Art.

"Hwa Song had neutralized this exact same soul strengthening art before. Twice, in fact."

Jin Hagun understood. The one who had provided the opportunities to neutralize it was the very person speaking now.

"That's why he confidently used the same neutralization method he had used back then, without a shred of doubt."

A hint of a smile touched Gwak Ju's eyes.

"Sometimes, familiarity becomes a person's greatest trap."

Gwak Ju looked at Hwa Song.

Hwa Song stood blankly with his back turned. He wasn't dispelling the soul-stealing art anymore. The light that had been busily glowing from his hands was gone.

Hwa Song slowly turned to face them.

The moment they saw his changed eyes, not only Jin Hagun but all the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists let out a gasp.

The only person who could get them out of this place had fallen to the soul-stealing art. The few martial artists who had been standing around to protect him also drew their swords and turned toward Jin Hagun.

Those who were not under the soul-stealing art could not hide their bewilderment.

And on top of that, more shocking news came.

"At this very moment, the Leader of the Murim Alliance is likely killing the Young Cult Leader to save you."

"!"

The opponent's killing intent could be felt in Gwak Ju's eyes.

"The Young Cult Leader will die by the hand of the Leader of the Murim Alliance, and you will die here."

It meant that even if the Leader of the Murim Alliance killed the Young Cult Leader, they would still kill Jin Hagun. Their plan to kill Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun was proceeding to the very end.

Despite it being the worst possible news, Jin Hagun's expression brightened instead.

"Then they'll know we're in danger over there, too."

Jin Hagun said to his subordinates, "They'll be here to help us soon."

Gwak Ju laughed loudly in ridicule.

"You're clinging to false hope."

However, Jin Hagun's hope was founded on his absolute faith in his grandfather and Geom Mugeuk. His grandfather would never kill Geom Mugeuk, and Geom Mugeuk would never let such a situation happen.

"The two people I trust most in this world know I'm in crisis?"

Jin Hagun spoke quietly to his subordinates.

"Hold on until the end. Today, none of us will die!"


Chapter 658: I Don't Waste Words on Cowards

"So the one who will become the Murim Alliance's successor trusts the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult the most?" Gwak Ju burst into laughter.

Just as his expression began to settle, Hwa Song, who was standing elsewhere, suddenly burst out laughing.

The laughter was contagious. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists beside him, already under the soul-stealing art, began to laugh in succession.

The opponent moved freely from one person's body to another.

He then returned to the body of Gwak Ju, who stood next to Jin Hagun, and asked with a grin, "Do you really trust him?"

Did he really trust Geom Mugeuk?

Of course, Jin Hagun trusted Geom Mugeuk. He knew that if it were Geom Mugeuk, he would easily evade a fate like being killed by his own grandfather.

He was the type of person to save a cornered friend and then make a big show of it, even while hating to do so.

"He's my friend, so of course I trust him."

At Jin Hagun's unwavering answer, Gwak Ju openly sneered.

"The orthodox sects murim will fall apart even if we leave it alone."

Then he roared as if reprimanding him. "As the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade, aren't you ashamed in front of your subordinates?"

However, none of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists actually felt ashamed of Jin Hagun.

They knew better than anyone what kind of person Jin Hagun was. They were the ones who had watched from the closest vantage point as he met and formed a relationship with Geom Mugeuk.

Perhaps sensing the loyalty in their expressions, Gwak Ju's gaze turned cold.

"You will die here today."

He was plotting an exceptionally cruel death.

"After you watch your subordinates kill each other, I'll kill you last."

If I cut down this Gwak Ju before me, will the opponent truly die?

He thought not. If that were the case, the enemy wouldn't have exposed himself so defenselessly.

Jin Hagun stared quietly into Gwak Ju's eyes.

There were many things he wanted to say to the master of the soul-stealing art hiding beyond them.

A pathetic coward who couldn't even show his face!

He wanted to provoke and mock him.

However, he didn't think the man would reveal himself even if he did. If he were that kind of person, he would have shown himself from the start. A clumsy provocation would only put his subordinates' lives in greater danger.

Yes, what was needed now was not to fall for the enemy's provocation, but to hold out until Geom Mugeuk came to help. In the past, just harboring such a thought would have wounded his pride, but not anymore. Saving his subordinates was more important than his pride.

Jin Hagun stepped back and aimed his sword. His subordinates who were beside him lined up on either side of him.

Honestly, he was at a loss as to how to deal with this person. How on earth could he break this soul-stealing art?

At that moment, he recalled his grandfather's words.

Do you know why we haven't crumbled before their cruel and persistent desires?

Jin Hagun spoke confidently to his subordinates.

"The path we walk is the righteous path!"

Yes, no matter how much they hurried, they were always a step or two behind this damned evil, but this belief remained unchanged.

"We are the Demon Slaying Brigade. We fear no enemy!"

CHACHACHAK!

At Jin Hagun's words, his subordinates aimed their swords in unison. They were aimed at the comrades who had been with them just a moment ago.

SHWIIIIK!

The paused fight resumed, starting when the martial artist right next to Jin Hagun swung his sword at him.

CHAENG!

Jin Hagun lightly blocked the sword that flew at him from the side. He showed no signs of surprise or panic.

The mindset Jin Hagun had come up with was this.

"From now on, we begin live combat training with our comrades!"

It meant to treat their comrades affected by the soul-stealing art as if they were training. The afflicted would fight as if it were real, while they would treat it as training.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

A fight broke out among the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. For now, there was some leeway, as the number of those not yet affected by the soul-stealing art was greater.

Nevertheless, Jin Hagun poured all his mental energy into it. There was no telling when someone might turn and cause a tragic outcome.

Even if the enemy has grown stronger by activating the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art, he must have a limit.

The opponent must also be fighting using an immense amount of inner arts.

However, the opponent's soul-stealing art, empowered by the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art, was beyond imagination. He truly used the soul-stealing art without tiring.

One by one, the number of martial artists falling to the soul-stealing art increased.

Jin Hagun could tell. A master of this caliber could have killed them in other ways.

But the man was toying with him. He wanted to see Jin Hagun suffer as he watched his subordinates stab each other to death.

"Hold on! Hold on until the end!"

Someone will definitely come to help us!

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

The martial artists under the soul-stealing art attacked as if to kill. Since Jin Hagun's side couldn't kill them, the fight was incredibly difficult despite their numerical advantage.

Furthermore, the number of those affected by the soul-stealing art was gradually increasing.

"Watch out!"

He leaped over a subordinate rolling on the floor to block another subordinate who was attacking him.

CHAENG CHAENG CHAENG!

Sparks flew, and in that moment, the fallen martial artist pushed himself up.

He had just saved him, but that subordinate stabbed at Jin Hagun's back.

CHAEENG!

Jin Hagun spun around and deflected the sword. He wasn't angry. Instead, he felt sorry for his subordinate.

I'm sorry. I'm sorry I couldn't save you all.

He had faced many crises in his life, but he had never felt as sorry for his subordinates as he did at this moment.

And never before had his desire for strength been so intense.

If I survive today, I will become strong enough that something like this never happens again.

Jin Hagun threw his body to protect a subordinate who was being slammed into a wall. Blood spurted from his arm due to the reckless movement.

But there was no time to check the wound.

He pushed back a subordinate attacking a fallen one while assessing the rest of the situation. Both the attackers and the attacked were all his subordinates.

That was why he alone had to keep his wits about him. He absolutely could not let his subordinates die here, especially not by a comrade's sword.

I won't let a single one die!

Jin Hagun swung his sword like a madman.

The martial artists who weren't yet under the soul-stealing art had never seen Jin Hagun like this before. Knowing better than anyone why he was so desperate, they too fought like madmen.

Then, soon enough, they became enemies.

It wasn't enough.

Jin Hagun and the remaining Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were pushed back to the wall with the door.

The opponent brought the fight to a brief lull.

JJAK JJAK JJAK!

This time, Hwa Song walked forward, clapping. The man who should have been breaking them out of this space had become the enemy's puppet.

"Amazing! You fought like that and didn't kill a single subordinate."

Jin Hagun couldn't answer right away.

"Haa, haa, haa."

Only the sound of his ragged breathing echoed in the space.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists standing beside him checked Jin Hagun's body. He was already soaked in the blood that had flowed from his arms, legs, and back.

"Are you alright?"

Jin Hagun nodded at his subordinate's question.

At that very moment.

SHWIIK!

The subordinate who had asked if he was alright thrust his sword at Jin Hagun.

Dodging the incoming sword, Jin Hagun gripped the man's wrist tightly and spoke again.

Though the subordinate's eyes had already lost their reason, Jin Hagun stared into them and said, "I'm fine."

He flung the subordinate, who was about to attack again, toward the group of those under the soul-stealing art. Once he landed on the floor, he didn't attack again.

"The hypocrisy of these orthodox sects bastards is always so amusing to watch."

Despite Hwa Song's mockery, Jin Hagun stared at him and spoke calmly.

"Aren't I your target anyway? You've had your fun, so let my subordinates go now."

Hwa Song snorted.

"You're going to keep up the pretense until the very end?"

Hwa Song slowly walked toward Jin Hagun.

He came right up to Jin Hagun's face and said coldly, "Stop with the hypocrisy!"

Jin Hagun absolutely did not let his emotions explode.

But the opponent wanted to provoke Jin Hagun by any means necessary to see his true nature.

Hwa Song looked at the door behind Jin Hagun and said, "This is a door that can never be opened unless I open it for you."

Hwa Song grinned and suggested, "How about it? Should I open it just for you? If you stop the hypocrisy and agree to escape alone, I'll open it."

The subordinates beside him nodded. It was a sign for him to escape first if he could. Of course, they knew. Jin Hagun was not the type of person to abandon them and escape alone. Just as they wouldn't.

"Why can't you all be honest?"

Hwa Song knocked on the door behind Jin Hagun.

"Please open the door, I want to live! To hell with righteousness and all that, I need to live first! I'll do lots of good deeds later. Alright, I'll save the first five people!"

It was right then, as his mockery continued.

KWAJIK!

A hand burst through the shattering door.

The hand grabbed the throat of Hwa Song, who was standing in front of the door. It happened so fast that Hwa Song couldn't dodge in time.

The moment a scream like 'Kkuek' erupted.

PWAAANG.

In that instant, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists saw it. Something pure white shot out of Hwa Song's body. The entity they hadn't been able to see until now was finally visible.

It flew like an arrow and entered Gwak Ju's body.

Then, the hand that had burst through the door released Hwa Song's throat. Hwa Song retreated with a bewildered expression.

At the same time as he was released.

KIIIIIK.

The door that supposedly would never open unless he allowed it, opened.

Beyond the door was a pitch-black darkness where nothing could be seen.

A hand extended from within that darkness.

There was a drawing on the hand. A black chain was depicted, stretching from the back of the hand up the arm.

The owner of the hand walked forward out of the darkness.

The person who entered was a young woman.

The woman was none other than the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Cheong Seon.

Jin Hagun was truly surprised by her appearance.

He had seen her at the last tripartite meeting, but he had never imagined she would appear here.

Immediately, a thrilling shiver ran through Jin Hagun's entire body.

It was the joy of the moment he confirmed his faith was not misplaced. If not Geom Mugeuk, who else would have sent her?

Yes, this was the kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. If he weren't this kind of person, how could the successor of the Demonic Cult and he have become friends?

The aura she had, seen after a long time, was so different. He almost failed to recognize her.

Her cold gaze was exceptionally calm and deep. Her presence was completely different from when she first became a Demon Supreme.

Strange patterns were drawn on her face and arm.

First, the most noticeable thing was the drawing on her forehead.

A closed eye.

The closed eye was drawn in purple. It looked just like a third eye.

A red whirlwind pattern was drawn on her left cheek, and on the back of her right hand was the drawing of the intertwined chain he had seen earlier.

On the back of her opposite hand, her left, a blue flame shape was drawn.

These drawings, which looked anything but ordinary at a glance, were Soul Paintings. Soul Paintings were special drawings that strengthened the martial arts of those who practiced the soul-stealing art, and drawing them allowed one to wield an even more powerful soul-stealing art. It served the same function as the opponent currently using the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art to unleash a stronger soul-stealing art. The fact that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had appeared with Soul Paintings drawn meant she acknowledged her opponent and, at the same time, intended to fight seriously.

Jin Hagun greeted her with formal respect. Though she was young, she held the position of a Demon Supreme.

"I greet the Demon Supreme."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also returned a formal clasped hands greeting.

"I was a little late because I was meeting a distinguished person."

A distinguished person? Who could she be talking about? Geom Mugeuk? If she had met Geom Mugeuk, they would have come together. Then who on earth could it be?

Gwak Ju opened his mouth to speak to her.

"I've heard the news about the Demonic Cult's new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. You're much younger than I thought. You crazy bitch, you nearly scared me to death just now."

Even though he knew who his opponent was, he wasn't scared at all. Rather, his eyes were full of curiosity at her appearance.

"The previous Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme dabbled in the Pitch Black Demonic Art."

He was very interested in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"There's a rumor that the Young Cult Leader was the one who killed him. Is that true?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme gave no answer.

"The quiet type, are you?"

Then, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied with an indifferent gaze.

"It's because I don't waste words on cowards."

It was a mockery of him hiding in others' bodies without revealing himself.

Jin Hagun felt a sense of relief. He had held back the urge to say those very words so many times.

Gwak Ju's gaze turned cold.

"Well now, shall we see the skills of our young Demon Supreme?"

The moment his words ended, the sound of ghostly wails began to fill the air.

HIHIHIHIHIHI.

It was a wail that dug into a person's mind.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists raised their inner arts to resist the wailing. But as if it were a sound arts technique, the wail pierced the martial artists' ears.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme slowly brought a finger to her lips.

SHH!

In that instant, the ghostly wailing that had been echoing from all directions stopped completely.

The surroundings became so quiet it felt like a real ghost might appear.


Chapter 659: Still Think I'm Cute, Oh?

A terrifying silence descended, so profound it seemed even the wailing ghosts had been frightened into stillness.

Despite having his move countered in a single stroke, Gwak Ju chose to laugh out loud.

Jin Hagun could discern that the laugh was not Gwak Ju's own voice. The sound was mixed with that of a soul-enthralling art master, and Jin Hagun understood what that implied.

His emotions are wavering.

Jin Hagun sensed it. The first crack had just appeared in the world his enemy had created.

Gwak Ju, who had been laughing loudly, came to an abrupt stop.

"Our young Demon Supreme is better than that old man from the orthodox sects over there."

Hwa Song's face turned red at those words.

He was one of the two great Masters responsible for teaching the Great Order Soul Returning Art at the Murim Alliance.

He felt an immense shame that he, of all people, had succumbed to a soul-enthralling art. His opponent had just twisted the knife in that very wound.

"That old man even activated the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art himself."

Just as Hwa Song's face flushed an even deeper shade of red, Jin Hagun stepped forward.

"But at least he doesn't hide behind other people."

Jin Hagun's voice was clear and powerful, imbued with the True Heart Technique which blocks distracting thoughts and drives out inner demons. The feverish color blooming on Hwa Song's face began to subside.

"I have no face to show Commander Jin."

Jin Hagun comforted him with a firm tone.

"There's no need to blame yourself. That person has been working behind the scenes around Master Hwa for a very long time. It was likely a conspiracy that started the very first day Master Hwa began teaching his disciples. No one can know what he might have secretly fed you or what suggestions he continuously gave you during that time. The arrangement for the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art was also extremely clever. Anyone would have fallen for it."

At that, Gwak Ju directed a sneer at Jin Hagun.

"Our Commander Jin is quite busy, isn't he? Sucking up to the Demon Supreme and comforting an old man from the orthodox sects."

Jin Hagun remained unshaken by the mockery. Even though this was a world created by the scoundrel's evil arts, he was still the commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

In fact, he felt grateful to his enemy. He had learned a great deal because of this incident.

It was more than just a renewed determination to grow stronger.

After being caught in the scoundrel's evil arts, he had been subjected to continuous humiliation and forced to feel helpless.

Yet, even during that process, he tried to prevent his subordinates from getting hurt. He kept repeating this thought to himself.

My pride can be wounded. But my subordinates cannot be.

Jin Hagun focused on this feeling inside his heart.

He felt that he had matured, seeing how he had changed. Yes, the tip of the sword could waver, but the heart must not.

As he was steeling his resolve, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spoke to him.

"When a tiger is fully grown, it fears no serpent."

How could he not understand her meaning? She was telling him that he couldn't face this serpent because he was a tiger that wasn't yet fully grown.

He hadn't expected her to say such a thing, and Jin Hagun was inwardly moved.

Jin Hagun bowed his head slightly to convey his gratitude to her.

Gwak Ju interjected once more.

"What a scene. The Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult comforting the commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade! How bizarre can you get?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme slowly turned to look at him.

SHH!

The gesture felt as if it meant, 'You, shut up!' which caused Gwak Ju's expression to harden. She had managed to turn his insides upside down without uttering a single word.

Of course, he didn't simply let it pass.

"Your Young Cult Leader was killed by the grandfather of the man you're trying to save. Now, who do you think the serpent is?"

Jin Hagun quickly stepped forward, lest there be any misunderstanding.

"Don't be deceived. That could never happen."

Then, unexpected words came from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"I know. If one of the two were to die, forgive my presumption, but it would have been the Chairman."

Jin Hagun was startled for a moment. He could see from her unwavering gaze that she truly believed what she said.

Jin Hagun could feel that her belief stemmed not from rudeness, but from an absolute faith in Geom Mugeuk.

Ah, now that I think about it, she is the first Demon Supreme of the next generation.

Thinking of her as Geom Mugeuk's first Demon Supreme helped him to somewhat understand her absolute faith.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme started walking toward Gwak Ju and spoke.

"Ghost games should be played between ghosts."

Gwak Ju grinned broadly as he watched her approach. His feeling upon seeing this young Demon Supreme was simple.

"Cute."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stopped walking and gave him a bright smile.

"Don't take that back later."

"The way you talk is cute, too."

CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK!

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists, still under the soul-enthralling art, moved to block the path in front of Gwak Ju. Gwak Ju watched with an expression that seemed to say, 'What are you going to do about them? Go on, show me a little trick.'

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists aimed their swords at her and advanced.

Naturally, the one who grew anxious was Jin Hagun.

While he and his men had avoided attacking their comrades even at the risk of injury, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was different. It was unlikely she would show such consideration, nor could he demand it from her.

Jin Hagun gestured with his eyes to the Demon Slaying Brigade subordinates beside him, then moved forward. All the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists followed him and stepped forward.

"We will handle them."

"There's no need for that."

At the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's words, which told him to trust her and stand back, Jin Hagun immediately had his subordinates retreat. He trusted her. He trusted Geom Mugeuk, who had sent her.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists under the soul-enthralling art rushed toward her all at once.

SHWIIIIK! SHWIK! SHWIIIIK!

Thinking that someone was bound to die, the watching Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were about to rush out, but Jin Hagun spread his arms to the sides and stopped them. If you don't trust her, you step in from the start. If you trust her, you must trust her to the end.

The swirl pattern drawn on her cheek glowed, and at the same time, a pure white wave of energy erupted forward from her body.

FUWOOOOONG!

The fiercely blowing wave of energy made everyone's collars and hair flutter.

A silence followed.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists who had been striking with their swords all froze in place. Their sword techniques, thrusting toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, had stopped.

"......"

Their expressions had all returned to normal. They wore looks that questioned why they were attacking a woman they had never seen before.

As if blowing it away with the wind, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had released them from the soul-enthralling art all at once. It was a truly incredible display of divine power.

Soon after, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists saw Jin Hagun standing behind the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and grasped the situation. They realized they had fallen under a soul-enthralling art.

They all leaped toward Jin Hagun in unison.

Jin Hagun joyfully welcomed them.

"Welcome back."

Seeing Jin Hagun drenched in blood, they guessed what the situation had been like.

"Thank you, Commander."

"You should give your thanks to the Demon Supreme."

At that, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists politely paid their respects to her.

"Thank you."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme simply raised a hand lightly without looking back.

Jin Hagun found himself liking her. Perhaps it was because she was a Demon Supreme he would be seeing for a very long time, as long as his connection with Geom Mugeuk continued.

Now, only Gwak Ju stood alone before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

He was not flustered, even though the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had instantly broken the soul-enthralling art cast on the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists.

The moment he unleashed a sharp gaze.

CHAANG.

One of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists half-drew his sword.

Having fallen under the soul-enthralling art again, he was about to attack the martial artist next to him, but the art was broken by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme before he could fully draw his sword.

CHAANG!

A sword being drawn from another's hand stopped.

It was truly a soul-enthralling art confrontation the likes of which he had never witnessed.

Like a game of Go, it was a continuous sequence of attacking and defending, attacking and defending.

Each time, the swirl pattern drawn on her cheek shone with a radiant light.

Just as the opponent had strengthened his soul-enthralling art with the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art, he could see that the Honhwa was also lending her its power. And each time it glowed, the swirl pattern faded slightly.

In the end, the opponent gave up on casting the soul-enthralling art on the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists.

Gwak Ju gently tapped his palms together in a silent applause, as if admitting defeat. He still acted relaxed, but he couldn't hide the surprise in his eyes.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spoke, tossing the words out indifferently.

"You're such a coward, so why did you get involved in something like this?"

It wasn't blatant mockery, but a question that sounded genuinely curious. Because of that, a flash of irritation crossed Gwak Ju's face, and it truly hardened.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme never had an ordinary personality. She possessed great ambition and a sharp, fierce nature.

However, she had only recently ascended to the position of Demon Supreme and had been focused solely on training. She was relatively weaker than the other Demon Supremes, so how hard had she worked to escape that evaluation of being weak?

After only training for so long, she was finally facing a strong enemy, and her tongue was starting to loosen up.

"It's my first time seeing someone hide behind a hostage."

Of all people, the body he was currently possessing was Gwak Ju.

She knew that this current operation was a mission to rescue Gwak Ju.

Gwak Ju immediately countered.

"I hear the Young Cult Leader placed you in the position of Demon Supreme. Did you offer him that body of yours?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme returned the provocation. It was a taunt that paid him back in spades.

"And you? Did you come here after offering up your courage?"

In the end, the opponent couldn't hold back his anger.

Gwak Ju's gaze turned cold as he took something out from his robes.

It was a forged hidden weapon, a Blitz, which was a surprise.

He thought he had taken it out to fire at his opponent.

Gwak Ju began to bring the Blitz under his own chin. He was trying to kill himself.

"Since our Demon Supreme teases me for being a coward, I have no choice but to show you I'm not."

He grinned at Jin Hagun.

"Your objective was to save me, wasn't it? Mission failed."

Jin Hagun's heart raced. He couldn't let Gwak Yeong's younger brother die like this.

However, he trusted the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. She knew that they absolutely had to save that man.

Before the Blitz could be triggered!

Something else was unleashed first.

CHEOLGEUREONG, CHEOLGEUREONG!

Before he knew it, something was wrapped around Gwak Ju's body.

The black chains that had been engraved on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's hand had actually manifested and were now tightly wound around him.

"Go on, die if you want to die!"

His fingers weren't restrained. However, Gwak Ju couldn't fire the Blitz. Normally, he would have been able to escape Gwak Ju's body the moment Gwak Ju died.

But he couldn't do that while bound by these chains.

"The Soul Confinement Seal!"

The chains had completely trapped his soul within Gwak Ju's body. In the end, if Gwak Ju killed himself, he would die along with him.

Gwak Ju tried to break the chains. But the black radiance only shone more intensely, and they did not break.

"You drew such a powerful Honhwa yourself?"

He widened his eyes, which were full of disbelief.

"Who drew this Honhwa for you?"

He was certain she hadn't drawn the Honhwa herself. She didn't deny it.

"If I'd had just a few more years, I wouldn't have needed a Honhwa to deal with you."

After she finished speaking, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme pulled the chains, and Gwak Ju flew right in front of her.

She grabbed Gwak Ju's neck forcefully.

He felt it. Her killing intent was no simple threat.

"Are you planning to kill this man too?"

He threatened her with Gwak Ju's life, but it didn't work.

"Why? Am I not allowed?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's other hand, the one not gripping his neck, rose into the air.

"It's a good deal for me!"

SWAAAAEK!

Before anyone could stop her, she struck down with a palm toward Gwak Ju's head without any hesitation.

"Wait!"

At Gwak Ju's urgent shout, her hand stopped. It stopped precariously, right above his head.

He could tell. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had genuinely intended to kill him.

For the first time, a look of fear appeared on Gwak Ju's face.

Of course, he had no intention of dying along with this insignificant hostage.

"I'll leave."

TEOK.

As if in surrender, the Blitz held in Gwak Ju's hand fell to the floor.

However, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme continued to look down at him with a cold gaze, contemplating.

Gwak Ju shouted urgently.

"This is the man the First Young Lord promised to save at all costs. You must not kill him!"

To think he would end up begging like this.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled brightly, like a madwoman, and asked.

"Still think I'm cute, oh?"

As soon as her words ended, the black chains vanished, retracting into her arm. The chains were a much lighter shade than their original color.

Gwak Ju's expression returned to normal.

The being inside his body had vanished in an instant.

With Gwak Ju being the last, everyone present was now free from the soul-enthralling art.

Watching her threaten her opponent, Jin Hagun felt as if he were looking at a witch. He wondered what this young witch would become when she grew older.

An enraged voice echoed thunderously from the empty air. He no longer hid his fury.

"How dare you open the door to my world and enter."

His voice reverberated as if he wasn't physically present, like an echo in a cave.

"You mock and threaten me?"

In an instant, the surrounding scenery changed.

HWIIIIIIING!

The place where a fierce wind was blowing was the top of a cliff. Everyone stood precariously on that cliff. It was a cliff so high that the clouds could be seen far below.

The cliff was real. If they fell from here, they would really die.

"You should not have opened that door and entered."

In a battle of soul-enthralling arts, entering another's world was always an absolute disadvantage. It was much harder to dismantle a world than to create one.

"Go on, save them if you can."

GWADEUDEUK! GWADEUK!

The cliff they were standing on began to crack and crumble from the edges. It was a height that would be difficult to survive even with movement arts.

As the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme chanted an incantation, the swirl pattern engraved on her face shone more brilliantly than ever before.

The moment the light vanished!

GUUUUUUUUU!

A deep roar sounded from below the clouds, and a massive cliff pierced through them, rising up.

Surprisingly, a cliff similar to the one they were standing on had risen from below. This was no time to be amazed.

"Everyone, to the other side!"

At Jin Hagun's shout, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists used their movement arts to cross to the opposite cliff. Jin Hagun flew there with Gwak Ju tucked under his arm.

Those whose movement arts were lacking received help from their comrades and all landed safely on the opposite cliff.

GWARRRRREUNG!

In that time, the original cliff they had been on had completely collapsed.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's hair fluttered in the wind.

"You call this your world?"

She shouted in a sharp, clear voice from the cliff she had raised.

"If I take it, it becomes my world."


Chapter 660: She Was the Coolest Bitch I'd Ever Seen

A wind swept in, howling like a beast and carrying his fury. His voice rode upon the gale!

"This is my world!"

The fierce wind felt as if it could blow them all off the cliff at any moment.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme faced the oncoming gale, spreading her arms wide.

WHOOOOSH.

In response, all the wind rushed directly toward her. She stood tall, confronting the typhoon-like winds all by herself.

From the side, Jin Hagun and the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade watched.

Just then, Jin Hagun noticed something. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was smiling brightly, like a madwoman.

She was clearly enjoying this moment of battle.

WHOOOOOOOOSH.

The wind intensified, blowing even stronger than before. The light emanating from the whirlwind pattern etched on her cheek grew more brilliant.

When the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme didn't budge against the gale, the wind slowly began to subside.

Once the wind had stopped completely, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spoke to Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists who were standing on the cliff.

"Enjoy the view. You won't see it again."

At her words, everyone looked around. They hadn't considered admiring the scenery from the crumbling cliff, but the view from this clifftop, with clouds flowing below, was truly breathtaking.

It was a fleeting gift from the martial art known as the Soul-Stealing Art.

A moment later, the surrounding scenery started to change.

SHHHHH.

The space shifted, returning them to the great hall where they had originally been.

His voice echoed from the empty air.

"I take back what I said about you being cute."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme laughed and replied.

"Still, my heart fluttered a little. It's been a while since I've been called cute after only ever hearing 'bitch'."

Jin Hagun let out an involuntary chuckle. He hadn't expected the Demon Supreme to speak so freely.

Jin Hagun asked her a question.

"Can he exist like this without a body?"

"He's using the Body Changing Art."

The Body Changing Art was a type of Soul-Stealing Art. It was a supreme martial art that allowed a user to move between people's bodies.

"We can't kill him unless we kill his real body."

This meant that the only way to break this space was to find and kill the user's real body.

"He can't use the Body Changing Art if he's far from his main body, so it must be somewhere in this space."

"It's here?"

Surprised, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists scanned the great hall. However, there was no place where a physical body could possibly be hidden.

Just then, a voice spoke from the empty air.

"You'll never find my body."

"What's so great about your body that you've hidden it so well?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's lips moved as she recited an incantation, and a purple light began to flow from her forehead.

SHAAAA.

An astonishing sight followed.

SWOOOSH.

The closed eye drawn on her forehead slowly started to open.

The Ghostly Eye.

Emitting a purple glow, the Ghostly Eye scanned the surroundings. The moment its pupil stopped, her figure shot through the air.

RIIIIIP.

She tore through the space with her bare hands as if ripping cloth. The empty air ripped open, revealing the scene that lay beyond.

In that pitch-black place, an old man floated in the air with his eyes closed.

SHWAAAEK.

Her palm, imbued with qi, flew toward the old man's head. She intended to kill him without a moment's hesitation.

At that very moment, the old man's eyes flashed open.

When her palm struck, the old man was no longer there. Her fist only hit the pitch-black darkness.

THUD!

The old man landed on the floor with a heavy footstep. With his back still turned, he spoke in a low voice.

"To think you'd actually use the Ghostly Eye?"

He couldn't believe it. The Ghostly Eye wasn't a simple martial art for finding hidden things. It was a supreme martial art, one that could find the hidden truth within the Soul-Stealing Art. Even when he saw the closed eye on her forehead, he had thought, 'No way'. It wasn't a martial art that could be easily used just because someone drew it for you, or even if they did.

As the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme turned toward the old man, the torn space sealed itself and returned to its original state.

Her third eye slowly closed again and then disappeared. It was a Soul Flower that could only be used once.

The old man turned to face her and the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

He was an old man with the air of a good-natured person. He had a face you would never expect to see in a world of Soul-Stealing Art.

"You are?"

The first person to recognize the old man was Hwa Song. At first, he thought he was seeing things. This wasn't someone he expected to meet in a place like this.

However, he was certain it was him.

"Master Jin!"

Jin Hyo.

He was one of the two great masters who taught the Great Order Soul Returning Art.

He was someone Jin Hagun knew, and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists knew as well. In other words, the person who had been trying to kill them all this time was this very Master Jin, who was known for being a good person.

Only then did Jin Hagun understand.

With the Heaven's Edge Hermit at the center, the poison user So Cheongrak and the Soul-Stealing Art user Jin Hyo had deeply infiltrated the Murim Alliance. No, it wasn't infiltration. They had lived alongside the Murim Alliance all this time.

What if their plot hadn't been revealed this time? What if the three of them had hatched a decisive conspiracy? They were deadly enough on their own, but what if they had brought in another enemy?

The chill running down Jin Hagun's spine spoke for the result.

Jin Hyo's gaze was incredibly cold. Now in his own body, his presence was incomparably more intense than before.

Jin Hagun wondered. He felt so strong that he doubted whether the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme could even face him.

"Why didn't you fight in your own body sooner?"

Jin Hyo replied.

"Because I didn't need to reveal my true power for the likes of you."

He smiled leisurely. However, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme shattered his composure.

"Bullshit."

For a moment, the corner of Jin Hyo's eye twitched.

"It's because you don't want to die."

From her words, Jin Hagun understood. If he fought in his own body and died, he would truly die. That was also why he had begged to be let go when he was caught in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's Soul Confinement Seal earlier. He didn't want to die.

"A coward to the very end."

At Jin Hagun's words, Jin Hyo said coldly.

"Commander Jin, watch your mouth!"

Look who's talking!

Jin Hagun was truly dumbfounded. The only words that came to mind were curses, so he quietly brought a finger to his lips, just as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had done.

Shhh.

At the gesture telling him to shut up, Jin Hyo's fury exploded.

SHWIIIIK.

He rushed forward in an instant, intending to mercilessly slap Jin Hagun's cheek. He never reached him.

"......"

Jin Hyo looked down to see that chains had already wrapped around his body. It was the Soul Confinement Seal, unleashed from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's right hand.

Jin Hyo's gaze slowly turned toward her.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme clanked the chains, wrapping them once around her wrist as she spoke.

"Trash like you should fight this bitch."

Killing intent erupted from Jin Hyo's eyes.

"This pair, really!"

Jin Hyo grabbed the chains and pulled them toward himself.

CLANK! GRIIIIIND!

The chains pulled taut. Light burst from the whirlwind pattern on her face. A blue light began to emanate from the surrounding space as well.

Seeing this, Hwa Song lamented.

The Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art is displaying its full power.

In terms of strengthening the Soul-Stealing Art, the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art had an effect incomparable to a Soul Flower. It would have required much longer preparation and a vast amount of money for its materials. Since he had activated it himself, his feelings were indescribable.

Sure enough, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme slowly began to be dragged forward.

The flame pattern on the back of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's left hand started to glow. Real flames erupted and spread along the chains toward Jin Hyo.

Bound by the chains, Jin Hyo couldn't dodge.

FWOOSH.

Jin Hyo's body was engulfed in flames.

The watching martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade were all of one mind.

Burn to death!

The next moment!

SWAAAAAAH.

A blue energy burst from Jin Hyo's body.

"......"

The metallic sound of something snapping rang out.

CLANK! CLANK!

The chains that had bound him had broken. Engulfed in flames, Jin Hyo walked forward. The blue light surrounding his body seemed to shine brighter, and then the fire slowly died down.

Jin Hyo smoothed an irritated eyebrow.

"You crazy bitch! That's hot!"

Even though the situation had turned against her, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's spirit was not crushed. She was better at cursing.

"This piece of trash doesn't burn well."

Jin Hyo rushed toward her with murderous intent. Just as the two got close enough to grapple.

CHWAAK!

A blade-like tentacle shot out from Jin Hyo's back, aiming for her heart.

GRAB.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme caught it with her bare hand. The tentacle writhed, trying to escape her grasp.

Just as a second tentacle shot out from his back.

SHWIIIIK.

A stream of sword qi swept over Jin Hyo. Thrown back with a THWACK, blood trickled down his face. Blood flowed from a long gash on his face.

It was sword qi from Jin Hagun.

"That trash is our trash. We should be the ones to take it out."

With Jin Hagun in the lead, the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade rushed toward him in unison.

CHWAAAAAA.

A transparent barrier blocked their path.

SQUISH.

Thrown back, Jin Hagun rushed forward again and thrust his sword into the barrier. He pushed his inner arts to the limit, trying to tear it apart. The other Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists also charged at the barrier.

Then, an invisible energy shot out from the barrier like an awl and stabbed Jin Hagun. It wasn't just one. Dozens shot out like porcupine quills.

Jin Hagun raised his protective enhanced qi, but the awl-like energy piercing him inflicted terrible pain. However, he did not give up on tearing the barrier.

RIIIIIP.

Just as the barrier began to tear and Jin Hyo's attention turned to him.

PWAAAAK!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme grabbed the tentacle and ripped it out in one go. She hadn't missed the momentary lapse in his strength.

PAAAAAK!

Blood burst from Jin Hyo's back, and the roar of a monster could be heard.

"This crazy bitch!"

As Jin Hyo lunged to grab and tear off her arm, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's shadow rose up and lunged at him.

SWARARARAK!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's shadow, as if alive, wrapped around Jin Hyo's face and choked him. Seizing the opportunity, her fists flew toward Jin Hyo's stomach.

TANG! TANG!

Her fists bounced off the blue light surrounding him, making a metallic sound.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

With extreme force, Jin Hyo also tore the shadow apart with his bare hands. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was being overpowered.

In that time, Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade broke through the barrier.

SHWIIIIK! SHWIIIIK! SHWIK!

The moment sword qi poured toward him, the surroundings changed in an instant.

SPLASH!

Jin Hagun and all the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists fell into the sea. Swimming and looking around, they found themselves in the middle of the ocean. It was a vast sea with only the horizon visible in the distance, not a single rocky island in sight.

"Where is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

To Jin Hagun's shout, someone spoke from behind him.

"I am here."

Turning around, he saw her standing on the water behind him. He could tell she wasn't floating with movement arts, but was simply standing as if on solid ground because this was the world of the Soul-Stealing Art.

However, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists could not do the same. To them, this place was real water.

"......"

Just then, one of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists was suddenly sucked underwater. He wasn't the only one. Other martial artists were pulled under as well.

From the water, water-men appeared, holding weapons. They had human shapes, but their strange appearance was marked by scales and gills. An unknown force dragged the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists down one after another.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists swung their swords underwater, fighting them.

However, fighting in the water was an absolute disadvantage. The consumption of inner arts was much greater, and their power was diminished. Conversely, their opponents' attacks were much faster and more powerful.

Jin Hagun fought underwater, scanning his surroundings. The situation was not good. An unknown force kept pulling them down, making it impossible to rise to the surface. He fought while holding his breath, but just as he was reaching his limit.

This time, conversely, they were all pulled by an unknown force and flew out of the water.

CHWAAAAAK.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists and the water-men all flew into the air.

"Now's our chance! Kill them all!"

At Jin Hagun's command, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists attacked in unison. In the water, it might have been different, but how could the water-men stand against the Demon Slaying Brigade in a fight out of the water?

The water-men were all cut down by the sword qi of the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists.

SPLASH! SPLASH!

The corpses and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists fell back into the water.

Everyone understood. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had pulled them out.

"Thank you."

To Jin Hagun's thanks, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled and said.

"This fight is a real pain in the ass, isn't it?"

Anyone else might have agreed that this damn Soul-Stealing Art was just that. However, he didn't want to say that to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. This fight alongside her didn't feel that way.

"No, it's not."

At that, she stared at Jin Hagun for a moment, then smiled and said.

"Our dear Commander Jin is too much of a gentleman."

A compliment from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? She was truly an unpredictable woman.

It was at that moment.

"Look over there."

At the shout from a Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist, everyone's gaze turned to the corpses of the water-men.

POP, POP, POP!

The corpses burst like bubbles. In their place, new water-men were formed.

The expressions of Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade hardened. Against such an opponent, their inner arts would be depleted first. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's expression didn't change, as if she had already expected this.

That wasn't all.

CHWAAAAAA.

A huge wave was rolling in from the distance. Atop that high wave stood Jin Hyo. If they were swept away by that great wave, they would all be scattered and attacked by the water-men underwater. His intention was to divide and conquer.

In that desperate situation, Jin Hagun looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The patterns on her face had all disappeared. Only the flame pattern on the back of her hand remained, faint. And her face was pale from the extreme consumption of her inner arts.

"Demon Supreme, you should escape first."

He thought that someone like the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme surely had a secret plan to save herself. He couldn't let her die here too.

"I suppose I should."

When she readily agreed to leave, Jin Hagun felt relieved and gave a polite clasped hands greeting.

"I won't forget the grace you've shown us."

She looked at Jin Hagun and smiled.

"Saving myself and leaving you all behind? I really am a bitch, aren't I?"

Jin Hagun smiled.

"You were the coolest bitch I've ever seen. I'll see you in the next life."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists in the water also bowed their heads respectfully. Not one of them feared death.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who seemed about to leave, changed her mind.

"I'd like to go, but I can't."

"That friend will understand."

Geom Mugeuk, don't be too hard on the Demon Supreme, she did her best.

Then, she gave an incomprehensible reason.

"It's not because of the Young Cult Leader. It's because I'm still in training."

Just as Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists wore expressions of confusion, unable to understand what she meant.

A dark shadow fell over the spot where the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and Jin Hagun were standing.

Everyone turned to look. They were startled. It wasn't a cloud covering the sun.

CHWAAAAAA.

A colossal ship was cutting through the water, approaching them. It was the biggest ship they had ever seen in their lives. It was so large that the wave Jin Hyo was riding looked like a mere ripple in front of it.

At the prow of that ship stood the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with his arms crossed.


Chapter 661: The Reason I Sided with the Young Cult Leader

"Master."

From the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's cry, Jin Hagun and the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade understood.

They knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had arrived. The person standing proudly at the prow of the massive ship was indeed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

They also realized that the esteemed person the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme mentioned she was late to meet was none other than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came all this way?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme answered Jin Hagun's astonished question.

"Commander Jin, you have no idea how much the Young Cult Leader has been looking out for you."

Jin Hagun thought of Geom Mugeuk. The first image that always came to mind was his smiling face. He was constantly thinking of ways to tease Jin Hagun with foolish jokes, yet he never missed a single detail. He was, after all, the type of person who could make a huge ship like this appear at such a critical moment.

He had no idea how much the Young Cult Leader cared for him?

"How could I not know, when such esteemed people have all come here like this?"

Just then, the water creatures poking their heads above the surface shrieked with a bizarre excitement upon seeing the ship. To be precise, their screams were directed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader standing at the prow.

Having seen them up close, Jin Hagun could feel it. Their excitement and rage were born from fear. Even the water creatures, which were created through soul-strengthening arts, could sense the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's presence.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly unfolded his arms and extended a hand forward. Something materialized within his grasp.

SWOOSH. What shot out was a fishing rod tinged with a red energy.

"Well now, shall I show off my skills for the first time in a while?"

SWHIIIIISH.

The fishing line of red energy shot forward.

The water creatures in the fishing line's path were caught one after another, flying into the air. As they soared like dolls, a red energy seemed to envelop their bodies.

POP! POROK! POROROK!

The water creatures made cute noises in mid-air as they turned into water droplets and vanished.

SWHIIIIISH.

Again, the red-tinged fishing line cut through the air.

This time, an even greater number of water creatures flew into the air and burst into droplets.

The water creatures that vanished after being caught by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's fishing did not merge back together as they had before.

To the onlookers, the scene was like child's play, but the water creatures on the receiving end screamed and hid beneath the water's surface.

"You rascals, where do you think you're going!"

This time, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waved both his hands. A giant net appeared in his hands instead of a fishing rod. The net, shimmering with red energy, spread out toward the sea.

CHWARRRRRRRR.

A net full of water creatures was caught and lifted into the air. The net seemed to suck in the fleeing creatures, capturing them all.

"A full catch!"

POOF! POP! POOOOF! POPPOPOPOP!

Jin Hagun and the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade truly could not have imagined it. They never thought the terrifying water creatures would disappear just like this.

No, the sight was even beautiful, as the water droplets caught the light and burst into particles in every direction.

Once all the water creatures had vanished, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked down at Jin Hagun below the ship and asked cheerfully.

"How was it? Was I cool?"

In truth, Jin Hagun didn't know much about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. However, he had heard enough about him through Geom Mugeuk to have some idea of what kind of person he was, so he smiled and replied.

"You were very cool."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader crossed his arms again, looking as cool as a ship's captain.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the first to leap.

"Alright, everyone, let's get on board."

Following the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's lead, Jin Hagun and all the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade leaped onto the ship. The ship was so high that martial artists with weaker movement arts couldn't make it in one go and had to kick off the hull midway to ascend.

Jin Hagun flew up, carrying the hostage, Gwak Ju.

Gwak Ju was moved that Jin Hagun had taken care of him throughout the terrifying battle.

Although Jin Hagun flew up carrying him, he was the first to land on the ship.

When they landed on the deck, Gwak Ju belatedly expressed his gratitude. He hadn't had a chance to properly thank him during the preceding battle. He felt he had to do it now.

"Thank you so much."

Jin Hagun replied softly to his thanks.

"Save your thanks for your Noona. She's the one who sent us here."

A look of emotion crossed Gwak Ju's face. He knew without being told how much his Noona must have struggled for his sake.

"Please, you must rescue me. I have to see my Noona."

He knew he had been kidnapped because his Noona was a smithy artisan.

He didn't resent his Noona. Instead, he worried about how upset and guilty she must have felt because of him. That's why, when he saw her, he would tell her this first, even before thanking her for the rescue.

I'm okay. I'm perfectly fine.

Jin Hagun said to him, "We will be sure to take you home."

The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade all landed around Jin Hagun.

Once all his subordinates were on the ship, Jin Hagun walked over to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Cult Leader, thank you so much for saving us."

Jin Hagun politely offered a clasped hands greeting, and behind him, the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade bowed in unison. Gwak Ju and the great Master Hwa Song also bowed their heads.

They had truly met the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader at the gates of hell.

"What's that Young Cult Leader doing, letting his friend get into a corner and not even showing his face?"

As expected, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started badmouthing Geom Mugeuk the moment they met.

"Well, he's always been a selfish and cold person. He makes people suffer and never bothers to show up."

"My friend is probably in a difficult situation himself."

When Jin Hagun defended his friend, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader firmly shook his head.

"No way! Whoever is facing the Young Cult Leader is the one in trouble, not him."

As he said this, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader habitually glanced behind him.

Geom Mugeuk usually appeared from behind whenever he was being badmouthed, but he wasn't there today. A flicker of disappointment crossed his eyes for a brief moment.

Leaving his disappointment behind, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came up beside Jin Hagun and asked casually.

"What did the Young Cult Leader take from you? A treasured sword or some treasure, I mean. Come on, I'm like a big brother, so you can tell me everything."

Jin Hagun was flustered, not expecting to be asked such a thing in this urgent situation.

Cult Leader, can't you see the massive waves rushing toward us?

"No, nothing."

"Right, I was too embarrassed to admit it at first, too. Eventually, you'll end up sharing everything."

Jin Hagun realized the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was a much more free-spirited person than he had heard. Was it because he was this kind of person that he became friends with Geom Mugeuk? Or did he become like this because he was friends with Geom Mugeuk?

After exchanging greetings with Jin Hagun, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze turned to his disciple.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme bowed her head, looking ashamed.

"I'm sorry. I should have finished it with my own hands."

"No. You fought well enough."

It seemed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had watched her entire fight.

He looked at the approaching large wave and extended a hand into the air.

"......"

A blue energy bloomed in the air, as if caught by his fingertips.

"The Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art deployed here is too strong. This is the first time I've seen such a powerful soul strengthening art. It must have been prepared for a very long time."

Jin Hagun nodded and said softly, "You've seen it clearly. This plot was prepared decades ago."

The person most heartbroken by those words was the great Master Hwa Song. He had spent so many years with Jin Hyo as a colleague, like a friend. He had been deceived for all that long time.


Meanwhile, the wave drew near.

Standing atop the wave, Jin Hyo was staring at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The wave approached more slowly than its natural speed. He must have been observing the newly arrived Heavenly Wind Cult Leader while riding it.

The surging wave stopped. It froze high in the air as if in a painting, and Jin Hyo raised the wave even higher to meet the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eye level.

He recognized his opponent as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The crazy bitch even called her Master."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme felt sorry to her Master, feeling as if she had caused him to be insulted.

"I'm sorry."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't mind at all.

"Your opponent having a rough mouth is just proof that you fought well."

While comforting his disciple, he threw a sharp remark at Jin Hyo.

"I'm the only one who can insult my disciple. Got it, you cowardly old man!"

Jin Hyo's old eyes immediately turned fierce. He had heard the word 'cowardly' enough today, so the words that shot out were not kind.

"I've heard the rumors about you. They say you abandoned the Heavenly Wind Cult and latched onto the Demonic Cult?"

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not one to lose a war of words.

"To be precise, I latched onto the Young Cult Leader."

Just when it seemed he was meekly admitting it, he continued.

"The very same Young Cult Leader who's been neatly snapping your necks one by one. Now that I think about it, it seems you're the one who latched onto the wrong side, don't you think?"

GRRRRUMBLE!

As if reflecting Jin Hyo's mood, the surrounding waves rose higher, and dark storm clouds rolled in.

"Yes, I knew a day like this would come eventually."

Killing intent flowed from Jin Hyo's body. He revealed a presence far more powerful than when he fought the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. The aura he exuded was different, as if he hadn't been hiding just a fraction of his skill, but a full thirty percent.

Staring at him quietly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader brought up something unexpected.

"I remember hearing a rumor when I was young. That a person with a natural genius for soul-strengthening arts had appeared in the Central Plains."

The soul-strengthening art Jin Hyo was displaying now was at a level of mastery. More than other martial arts, soul-strengthening arts depended on talent. Without being born with it, one could never reach such a state.

No matter how much help he received from the Blood Heaven Soul Strengthening Art, it was no easy feat to defeat his disciple, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, with soul-strengthening arts. He must be the one who was called a genius.

"I heard news of you disappeared at some point, but it seems that talent didn't extend to your judgment."

Jin Hyo scoffed. He didn't deny that he was that person.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader confirmed his hunch was correct. He remembered him because of his own personality. He too had grown up hearing he had a natural genius, so when he heard there was someone like that in the Central Plains, he had been jealous and envious. He remembered cursing him for a long time.

"This world of ghost-play is quite small, isn't it."

The two men's gazes intertwined in the air, separated by the churning sea.

Then, Jin Hyo also asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader a question.

"And you, why were you recruited by the Young Cult Leader?"

This was what he was most curious about regarding the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To give up the position of Cult Leader and follow the Young Cult Leader? It was something he simply couldn't understand.

"I wasn't recruited."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed and added, "I was kidnapped. By the Young Cult Leader."

Jin Hyo didn't understand what he meant, but Jin Hagun, who was listening, smiled faintly.

He understood why he described it as being kidnapped. It felt like he had come to his senses only to find Geom Mugeuk standing before him, saying something.

You've been kidnapped by me.

Yes, I can completely relate.

Of course, Jin Hyo couldn't relate to those words or that feeling.

"How dare you walk into my world on your own two feet. It seems you enjoy being kidnapped."

Jin Hyo began to push his inner arts to their limit. A blue energy erupted from his body.

SHWAAAAAAAAA.

The clothes of those on the ship fluttered in the fierce wind. The wind began to blow stronger and stronger.

Soon, sea spray began to rise from the ocean, and whirlpools started to form.

KWAAAAAAAAAA!

It wasn't just one whirlpool. All around their ship, whirlpools began to appear. They grew one by one until their number exceeded a dozen. It was a terrifying sight just to behold.

The whirlpools originating from under the water gradually grew larger, and their speed increased.

He thought they were meant to smash the ship, but that wasn't it.

Something rose from the whirlpools.

PWAAANG! PWAAANG! PWANG!

What shot out from them were giant tentacles. He had used tentacles that emerged from his back when fighting the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme before, but this time, they were tentacles that looked like the giant legs of an octopus from the depths of the sea.

KWAAAAAAAAAA!

From all directions, tentacles flew toward the martial artists. Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade drew their swords in unison and leaped into action.

KWAANG!

A giant tentacle struck the ship, causing it to lurch.

The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade scattered in all directions, unleashing their sword qi.

The sword qi wounded the tentacles.

PWAAAAK!

Blue blood flowed from the tentacles. When the blood fell onto the deck, blue smoke rose, melting the wood.

CHIIIIIIK!

"It's poisonous smoke!"

The martial artists retreated, covering their mouths and noses.

Jin Hagun unleashed a palm technique to blow the smoke away, shouting, "Don't cut them recklessly!"

Now that the tentacles couldn't be cut recklessly, the situation for the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade became even more difficult.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained standing at the prow, his arms still crossed.

One of the tentacles flew toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, standing beside him, gathered her remaining inner arts and extended a hand toward the tentacle.

HWARURURUK!

The incoming tentacle burst into flames.

The tentacle shrieked and retreated into the water. After extinguishing the fire, the tentacle re-emerged but did not attack the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader again.

The deck was in utter chaos. A martial artist was ensnared by a tentacle and lifted into the air.

Jin Hagun leaped and swung his sword.

SHWIIIIK.

The tentacle, cut by his sword qi, released the martial artist. Jin Hagun snatched him from amidst the scattering blood and saved him.

Watching the scene with a calm gaze, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, "What should be done in a situation like this?"

"We must find the method to break it."

"Then find it."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme first looked at Jin Hyo. He was still standing on the wave with his eyes closed, controlling the tentacles. Three or four tentacles were protecting him.

Killing him would naturally make this space disappear, but she doubted her Master was asking for such a fundamental solution right now.

"The solution is in the water."

Since the tentacles came from the water, the solution must be in there as well.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at her quietly and said, "Shall I go?"

"Ah, no. This disciple will go."

Without hesitation, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme dove straight into the water.

Seeing this, Jin Hagun followed her and dove into the water. He knew that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's inner arts were nearly depleted.

"I'll help."

As Jin Hagun went in, a few martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade saw him and followed.

"They're all so young!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened as he watched the water they had entered.

Then, Jin Hyo opened his closed eyes.

As he looked at him, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader patted the ship and said, "I lost a lot of weight recently. But after drinking a bit with that disciple from the Outer Regions, I got a beer belly right away."

Talking about a beer belly in this situation? Jin Hyo wore an expression that said, Is this guy crazy?

Of course, even amidst this, the gazes of both men were frighteningly cold. Their eyes showed they would not allow a single moment of weakness.

"You asked why I was recruited by the Young Cult Leader, right? I was no different from you. I didn't care if others died, as long as I could satisfy my own desires. But this detestable Young Cult Leader, he acts like he's taking care of others first. His dark intentions haven't been exposed yet, but they will be someday. Right?"

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed loudly, Jin Hyo spat out disdainfully.

"What bullshit."

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened.

"That's right, that's why. You were called a genius, and I was called a genius as we grew up. But this is the result. What's the point of being a genius in martial arts? When small-minded people like us, with tempers as small as a soy sauce dish, get together, it only leads to this kind of bullshit. That's why. That's the reason I sided with the Young Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally answered the question he had first posed.

"To try living a little differently."


Chapter 662: Waves Aren't for Avoiding, They're for Overcoming

You want to live differently?

"What kind of bullshit is this now?"

The words held no water with Jin Hyo.

"So? Are you satisfied now that you've thrown away the Cult Leader position to run errands for the Young Cult Leader?"

He probably wanted to see a negative reaction and was certainly convinced he would get one.

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader answered with a bright smile.

"I'm truly satisfied. The heavens have given me a gift."

Jin Hyo could tell that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader genuinely thought so. How could anyone fake that kind of ecstatic joy?

"Why are you telling me this? Are you telling me to live like an idiot too?"

Whether this Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had dementia or was lost in belated sentimentality, it felt like he was about to say, 'You should try living like this too.'

Cold words flowed from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mouth.

"What are you talking about? You're going to die by my hand today."

"Then why did you say it?"

"Why? To show off, of course."

A curse escaped Jin Hyo's lips.

"This crazy fat bastard, really."

"Call me fat one more time and you'll regret it. Ah, wait a moment."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been standing at the bow, turned around.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were fighting a desperate battle against tentacles that had sprung up from all sides. One of them was in crisis. A tentacle had wrapped around the martial artist and was about to rip his leg clean off, but there was no one nearby to help him.

"......"

The tentacle that was about to rip off the martial artist's leg exploded from a single strike by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. It vanished without a trace, so no blood splattered onto the martial artist.

The martial artist bowed his head in thanks, then limped back to swinging his sword.

Without looking back, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said softly, "Don't be impatient, old man. You're going to die today anyway."

A thick killing intent, as if a strike could fly out at any moment, was directed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's turned back.

"Once you die today, my disciple's era will begin."

After all, a master of soul-manipulation arts like Jin Hyo might only appear once or twice in a generation.

Of course, Jin Hyo sneered coldly.

He intended to kill them both today and become the greatest master of soul-manipulation arts himself.

"When you two die, my era will begin."

"If that happens, the soul-manipulation arts will be lost for a very long time."

In response to Jin Hyo's questioning gaze, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader mentioned one person.

"Because you will die at the hands of the Young Cult Leader."

"Even you two couldn't kill me, and you're saying the Young Cult Leader will? Did you perhaps fall for his soul-manipulation arts?"

A strange smile formed on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips.

"It's because you haven't experienced it. Yes, with our poor imagination, we could never know. I was the same."

"You say that so easily after sending your disciple to her death."

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head.

"She won't die."

"Why are you so sure?"

"You saw it earlier. The young ones jumping into that water one after another without hesitation. Can you do that? I can't either."

"This world is a place where fools like that are the first to die."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly nodded his head.

"But this is my world, isn't it?"

To say something so shameless in a world he created.

"You crazy fatso! This is my world!"

"I clearly warned you, yet you do it again."

Jin Hyo scowled. He was the one doing most of the cursing, but strangely, he was the one in a worse mood. He didn't like that look in the man's eyes, as if he had realized something.

It was at that very moment.

PUNG! POONG! PUNG PUNG!

Tentacles began to explode from all directions. They were the kind that regenerated endlessly no matter how many were killed, but just as the water beasts had burst into droplets, these too exploded, creating a beautiful halo of light.

Just as the martial artists on the ship finally caught their breath in relief!

"......"

From within the water, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme revealed herself. Soon after, Jin Hagun emerged gasping for air, followed by the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. Some were injured, but thankfully, they had avoided any fatal wounds.

"We've broken through."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled with satisfaction and praised her.

"Well done, my disciple."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme beamed. She was always happiest when she received her Master's acknowledgment.

She glanced at Jin Hagun, who was floating beside her.

"Commander Jin's help was immense."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Jin Hagun, who shook his head.

"Your disciple did everything. We only played a supporting role."

He said as much, but without Jin Hagun, breaking through would have been much more difficult.

They leaped up onto the ship's deck.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to Jin Hyo, "See? In my world, they don't die."

Jin Hyo no longer said it was his world. He would have to kill them to shut that annoying mouth.

Jin Hyo began to draw up his qi. A blue energy started to emanate not just from his body, but now from his eyes as well.

CHWAAAAAAK!

The waves began to surge higher.

Jin Hyo's figure, standing atop them, looked small.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked up at him and shouted, "Hey man, if you push yourself like that at your age, you'll collapse!"

The angry waves rose even higher.

Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists stared at the towering waves.

It looked as if even this large ship would be helpless if that wave crashed down on it. If they fell into the water, there was no telling what else might attack them.

"Disciple, what should we do in a situation like this?"

"I think we should evade it first."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's answer.

"Waves aren't for avoiding, they're for overcoming."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stomped his foot where he stood.

"......"

A shockwave spread out in all directions from his foot.

KWAAAK! WAZZIKKEUN!

The ship's deck shattered and flew up from all sides.

What fell were wooden planks, each just big enough for one person to ride.

"Alright, everyone disembark!"

The moment he finished speaking.

"......"

The large ship they had been riding on vanished in an instant.

Atop the churning sea, everyone was now riding on the wooden fragments the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had created. Jin Hagun took care of Gwak Ju, who didn't know martial arts.

"Now, when a wave comes, you ride it."

HWIIIIING!

The wind and waves created by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pushed everyone on their planks into the surf.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took the lead, advancing toward the oncoming wave. His excited laughter echoed thunderously.

CHWAAAAAAK.

Everyone following behind saw it. They saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader cutting diagonally through the massive wave, ascending it.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Jin Hagun, and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists rode the waves together on their planks. The wind raised by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pushed them powerfully from behind.

They never imagined they would be surfing a wave within a world of soul-manipulation.

Instead of fear, Jin Hagun's heart pounded. Gwak Ju, holding onto him tightly, was also certain this would be a moment he would never forget for the rest of his life. Of course, no one would believe it.

PUAAAAA.

And everyone saw it. They saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rise to the crest of the great wave.

They saw him kick off from that crest and soar into the sky with Jin Hyo.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's red energy and Jin Hyo's blue energy clashed in mid-air. It looked as if two immortals were battling in the heavens.

KWAAANG!

The two colors, red and blue, spread across the clear sky as if it were paper, embroidering the heavens.

The first thought that came to Jin Hyo's mind at the moment of their first clash was this.

He's strong!

Perhaps his nonsensical words had made him seem weak. However, with just one exchange, he could tell. The man was astonishingly strong.

As the two men clashed in mid-air, the waves subsided as if by a lie.

Everyone stood on their wooden planks, watching the fight. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, in particular, did not miss a single one of her Master's movements.

JWAWAAAAAAK!

Jin Hyo's body instantly split, creating clones. They immediately formed a circle around the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The True Soul Splitting Clone Art.

They were not mere clones that only looked the same. They were clones that could actually attack with one-third of Jin Hyo's power.

It was truly one of Jin Hyo's secret techniques.

But none of them attacked.

SEOKEOK, SEOKEOK, SEOKEOK, SEOKEOK!

Jin Hyo's split bodies were sliced into dozens of pieces.

Dozens of threads were suddenly spread across the empty air.

Formless strands of enhanced qi created by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were spread out in all directions like a spider's web.

The liquid spilled by the clones as they were cut by the threads was flowing down them.

Among it was real blood.

Jin Hyo's shoulders were soaked with blood as he stared up at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a shocked face, his head tilted all the way back.

If he had raised his protective enhanced qi a moment later, if he had tilted his head back a moment later, his neck would have been sliced off, not his shoulder.

"Formless qi?"

It was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's martial arts, which used invisible energy as a weapon.

The formless qi he had showcased when fighting the Illusion King in the past was being unleashed once again.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's cool gaze was fixed on him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from down below and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader now were completely different people.

The next moment.

HUUUUNG.

The surrounding space began to spin and distort.

The people standing on the sea felt a wave of dizziness and fell from their planks. It was a vertigo that could not be resisted with mental strength.

However, they did not fall into the water.

They were suddenly in a new space.

Looking around, they were in a room filled with mirrors on all sides.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's reflection appeared in the mirrors.

A single mirror floated before the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was staring blankly at the mirror, which emanated a sinister energy.

Jin Hyo's unique martial arts, the Demonic Soul Mirror, had been activated.

The ultimate martial arts for controlling an opponent.

The moment one falls into the Demonic Soul Mirror, they are forced to obey the user's commands.

Deeming the situation serious, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme immediately tried to find her Master, but there was nothing but mirrors all around. The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists appeared and disappeared in the mirrors, and she couldn't tell where her Master was. This was a labyrinth of mirrors.

...Master!

Now, Jin Hyo's image appeared in the mirror.

"The deep darkness in your heart shall lead you to a new world, now obey my command!"

Jin Hyo's incantation echoed through the space. Jin Hyo wore a satisfied expression.

"Kill everyone here and then kill yourself!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, as well as Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists, were all shocked by the command. What if the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader obeyed his words? No one here would survive.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, having received the command, slowly opened his mouth. Normally, he should have been looking at Jin Hyo as he said it, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze was still fixed on the mirror.

"When did I get so many white hairs? This is all because of the Young Cult Leader."

In that instant, Jin Hyo's eyes shot wide open in astonishment. His expression twisted.

He looked at the Demonic Soul Mirror, but it didn't work?

He couldn't believe it.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, from beyond the mirror, glanced at Jin Hyo.

In that moment, Jin Hyo felt as if he were standing before a giant cliff.

He had thought it would be a winnable fight against the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but the real Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was far stronger than he had imagined.

I can't win like this!

There was only one method left.

The next moment!

SEUSEUSEUSEUSEU.

Cracks began to form on the mirrors on all sides, and the surroundings started to change.

And they were all standing in the great hall from the beginning.

Now, the look in Jin Hyo's eyes changed. The place once filled with killing intent was now occupied by an unknowable, tragic beauty.

"So it comes to this in the end."

As Jin Hyo chanted an incantation, the objects around them began to move.

The picture frame on the wall tilted, and the flowers in the vase withered. The window opened by itself, and incense began to burn.

"The Berserk Soul Art has been activated."

The Berserk Soul Art was a technique that displayed far greater power than the Heaven-Annihilating soul strengthening art he had activated earlier.

However, it had a fatal problem. If one used the Berserk Soul Art, they themselves could not survive. Moreover, it wasn't a simple death. One would die after experiencing truly horrific pain.

"Damn it! I didn't endure all this time just to end it like this. Damn it all!"

Jin Hyo shouted as if it were unfair. However, as long as the Demonic Soul Mirror didn't work, he had no other choice.

"That damn Young Cult Leader!"

He thought this was all because of Geom Mugeuk. He was the one who had sent them here.

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared, "Shut up! Someone like you has no right to speak his name!"

Both the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and Jin Hagun were inwardly shocked by the thundering shout. It was the same Heavenly Wind Cult Leader who was always badmouthing the Young Cult Leader.

Jin Hyo drew upon all his power with the Berserk Soul Art. He had intended to unleash all his strength in one blast to take you down with me.

Jin Hyo's expression hardened. The Berserk Soul Art did not activate.

He was shocked and bewildered. He tried to summon the energy of the berserk soul again, but the Berserk Soul Art wouldn't activate at all.

What did that mean?

"You broke through the Berserk Soul Art? But how?"

He hadn't interfered at all when he was activating the Berserk Soul Art.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly walked toward him.

"If I were the old me, I would have made the same choice. Even if it meant dying in excruciating pain, I would never have wanted to die alone. That's who we are. Selfish beings who only think of ourselves."

"Shut up!"

Just as Jin Hyo tried to activate the Berserk Soul Art once more.

WALKAK.

Blood gushed from his mouth.

Jin Hyo slowly looked down at his own chest.

Something invisible was embedded in the gaping hole in his chest.

"A formless spear?"

He had been too agitated by the thought that the Berserk Soul Art had been broken through. How could I be so careless in front of a master who could take my life with a single wrong breath?

"...What happened?"

At Jin Hyo's question, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flicked his finger.

TAK!

Then, the surroundings began to change.

To his surprise, it was the space with the mirrors.

The most shocked person was the dying Jin Hyo. This space was the one he himself had opened earlier. He hadn't opened it again.

"Why is this place...?"

With an uncomprehending expression, he stared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was silently gazing at him.

At that very moment, a thought flashed through his mind.

"No way!"

Jin Hyo could tell. The great hall he had returned to earlier was not his original space.

"That's right. The place just now was one I opened."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to open a space identical to the great hall outside.

The appearance was the same, but it was a completely different space.

That was why the Berserk Soul Art hadn't activated no matter how he moved the objects there.

Because the Berserk Soul Art hadn't activated, he couldn't give his all in the final battle due to his shock and confusion. If I had just kept my wits about me, I could have at least killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, whose inner arts were depleted, or those bastards from the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Blood gushed from Jin Hyo's mouth. Even though he had experienced it directly, he couldn't believe it.

"...You noticed I had prepared the Berserk Soul Art, and you calculated this whole situation?"

"I told you beforehand that this is my world, didn't I?"

"!"

Could it be that he had been planning for this moment since then?

Only at the moment of his death did Jin Hyo realize he was facing an opponent he could never defeat.

His dying eyes filled with anger and regret.

"...So you like your 'different life'. You, who have lived your entire life in an illusion!"

He wanted to insult the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but it had no effect.

"That illusion was my world. It is still my world."

Then, he offered some unexpected words.

"Shall I tell you why I've become so strong?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze was not on Jin Hyo, but on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. He passed his enlightenment on to his disciple.

"Because I tried to live differently, my world within the soul-manipulation arts grew stronger."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's eyes trembled. It was a moment where her Master was setting a milestone on the path she had to walk.

In contrast, Jin Hyo's eyes trembled with rage. He was even angrier because he could feel the sincerity in the words.

Rambling about a different life until the very end. He didn't want to hear that crap at the moment of his death. He truly hated it.

"...Bullshit to the very end."

No, this is bullshit.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader forced open Jin Hyo's slowly closing eyelids. The last thing Jin Hyo saw and heard before his breath gave out was this.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader patted his own belly and asked cheerfully.

"I should probably lose some of this belly fat, right?"


Chapter 663: I Guess I'll Have to Crash This Stage

SSSSSSSST.

The moment Jin Hyo's breath stopped, the world she had created began to vanish. The main hall, the place where they had first arrived, revealed itself once more. On the floor, the collapsed corpse of Jin Hyo served as the final signal that this entire affair was over.

We've finally returned to our world.

Jin Hagun sighed in relief, his first action being to check on his injured comrades. He distributed internal injury medicine to his severely wounded subordinates and personally applied ointment to their external wounds. While more than a few were injured, no one had fortunately suffered a fatal wound.

From among his uninjured subordinates, he dispatched the one with the most superior movement arts to his grandfather.

"Go and tell him we are safe!"

Jin Hagun had no intention of going to help his grandfather. In their exhausted and wounded state, they would only be a hindrance. Since his grandfather was with Geom Mugeuk, all he needed to do was send word that he was safe.

Great Master Hwa Song approached Jin Hagun to express his apologies.

"I'm ashamed to face you."

Even if he could claim they were defeated because their former comrade, Jin Hyo, was a villain, they had still been overcome far too helplessly.

Jin Hagun did not reprimand him. What mattered was what they did from this point forward. Since they had fallen, they simply had to get back up.

"We must use this incident as an opportunity to further develop the Great Order Soul Returning Art. Master Hwa, please take charge of that task."

Hwa Song nodded, his expression filled with determination.

Before departing, Jin Hagun turned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to express his gratitude.

"We survived thanks to you. Thank you so much."

The martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade also greeted him in unison with a clasped hands salute.

"Thank you."

Truly, if not for the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, every member of the Demon Slaying Brigade would have died here in this hall.

He himself would have become a hostage used to threaten his grandfather. It was a situation he did not even want to imagine.

"I will never forget the grace you've shown us today."

At that, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme deferred the credit to Geom Mugeuk.

"Repay that grace to the Young Cult Leader."

Jin Hagun smiled and nodded. The gazes the two of them exchanged were gentle. For today, at least, they were friends and comrades who had together broken through a life-or-death crisis.

Jin Hagun especially could not forget the words she had spoken to him. The words she had said when he felt endlessly helpless inside the world of the soul-stealing art.

[When it's fully grown, a tiger is scary, but a serpent is not.]

These words became a great source of comfort for him. They also made him form a new resolve.

I'll see you when I become a real tiger.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's booming voice came from behind them.

"Why repay the grace to the Young Cult Leader? You should repay it to us. Repay it to me!"

Jin Hagun turned toward him. He had not gotten to know the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader well during this incident, but he could at least tell that he was a cheerful person.

"Someday, I'll visit you with a list of things the Young Cult Leader has taken from me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed loudly at Jin Hagun's joke. He had not forgotten how he had teased Jin Hagun when they first met, asking what he had lost to the Young Cult Leader.

"Let's hold a big meeting for the victims! And of course, the head of that meeting will be me!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who was listening nearby, also smiled. There would probably be quite a few people who would want to join that meeting.

Through this incident, she had become genuinely impressed with her Master.

There is a saying that if you watch someone perform a task and think it looks too easy, that person is a true master.

Others might not have known, but she could tell. It might have appeared that her Master defeated Jin Hyo with ease, but that was absolutely not the case. He was able to kill her because he possessed the insight to manipulate his opponent's psychology and see through the surrounding situation and their heart.

The soul-stealing art is a martial art that deceives the minds of people, and today, her Master had demonstrated its very essence.

In this world, he was the head of the victims' meeting, but in that world, he was an absolute being. That was her Master.

"Well then, I'll see you next time."

After bidding farewell to the two, Jin Hagun left the main hall and spoke to Gwak Ju.

"Now, let's go meet your sister."

Gwak Yeong was currently at a safehouse belonging to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. His plan was to first meet with Geom Muyang and hand Gwak Ju over to him.

Gwak Ju asked in a trembling voice.

"Why are you doing all this for me?"

In every dangerous situation, the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade had taken care of him. What was he? He was merely the brother of a smithy artisan, an ordinary person who knew nothing of martial arts. Yet they had protected him more fiercely than their own lives.

Jin Hagun turned to face him. The gazes of all the surrounding Demon Slaying Brigade members were fixed on him.

"Our mission today was to rescue you. Even if everyone here had died and only one person remained, that one person would have saved you."

Gwak Ju looked at the Demon Slaying Brigade standing around him.

Ah, so these are the martial artists of the orthodox sects.

These were the people who had silently protected him in that dazzling and chaotic world, who had brought him back to this reality. The people who always kept their promises.

Gwak Ju bowed deeply to all of them, expressing his immense gratitude.

After they departed, only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme remained. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was looking up at the sky, his hands clasped behind his back. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also looked toward the sky, standing one step behind him.

She was recalling the words her Master had spoken earlier.

The effort to live differently made my world stronger.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader opened his mouth. While he was looking at the sky, his face had been endlessly serious, but now it was full of mischief.

"We have to go meet the person who put us through all this trouble and doesn't even show his face. We have to go meet the person who forgets all about us and only calls when he needs something, and tell him, 'That Cult Leader was here then'."

Although his words suggested otherwise, his face was full of anticipation at the thought of meeting Geom Mugeuk. It had been a really long time since they had last met.

"The Young Cult Leader must be fighting a difficult battle as well."

When they first arrived and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke ill of the Young Cult Leader, Jin Hagun had said the same thing. Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not think so at all.

"In trouble? Fat chance. Your Young Cult Leader is a kite. A kite."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started walking first and then added, "A kite that flies higher the rougher the wind blows."


With his identity revealed, the Heaven's Edge Hermit Hwa Yulcheong demanded that the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon kill Geom Mugeuk.

Kill him if you want to save your grandson.

However, Jin Paecheon refused the offer. He stated that he had come here today as a spectator. He believed that, at the very least, Geom Mugeuk would not allow this stage to end in tragedy.

In response to Hwa Yulcheong's confidence that it was a huge miscalculation to think the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha would save them, Geom Mugeuk showed even greater confidence.

"Did they really go to help my friend?"

Geom Mugeuk's words carried the conviction that Jin Hagun would be safe.

"Don't bluff, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk met Hwa Yulcheong's composure with his own.

"Bluffing is for people who have nothing. By now, the other remaining wing is probably falling too."

This was said with the firm belief that So Cheongrak was already dead and that the master of the soul-stealing art was also being dealt with.

Hwa Yulcheong stared at Jin Paecheon. His target today was, after all, Jin Paecheon.

"The decision is yours to make. Just don't regret it later."

He knew. For Jin Paecheon, who had already lost a blood relative, the safety of his grandchildren was his greatest weakness, one that was sure to be shaken.

However, he overlooked one fact. Jin Paecheon's faith in Geom Mugeuk was far greater than he had imagined.

Jin Paecheon answered resolutely.

"My decision has already been made."

He had already decided to place his trust in Geom Mugeuk.

As Jin Paecheon's gaze turned to him, Geom Mugeuk answered with confidence.

"If the person I sent can't save Hagun, then even if you and I were there, Chairman, we wouldn't be able to save him either."

At those words, Jin Paecheon thought of one person.

"Did you perhaps send the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. A sense of relief mixed with anxiety.

Hwa Yulcheong poked at that very anxiety.

"The fact that the new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is still a novice is known throughout the entire murim. The Young Cult Leader is just trying to take credit, to say he tried to save Hagun."

How could Jin Paecheon not know about the young Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? She was bound to be lacking when compared to the previous Demon Supreme.

Nevertheless, his lack of agitation was not because he trusted the young Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"It will be alright, won't it?"

"Of course."

Jin Paecheon nodded at Geom Mugeuk's firm reply.

Hwa Yulcheong sighed with mockery.

"Foolish! Truly foolish!"

Then, Geom Mugeuk cut in.

"You're the one who's foolish."

When Hwa Yulcheong looked at him with an expression that asked what he meant, an unexpected statement came out.

"You didn't know I have an anxiety disorder, did you?"

"Anxiety disorder?"

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult has an anxiety disorder? Young Cult Leader and anxiety disorder. It was a combination that absolutely did not fit.

"This anxiety is both a pain that torments me and, at the same time, my greatest strength. It's like this. Ah, what if I only send one person and they make a mistake? What if the opponent is stronger? What if another bastard comes to help? What if a variable appears? I'm the kind of person who worries about all these things. And the result of that worry is this."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Jin Paecheon.

"That's why I sent the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader along as well."

The moment he heard those words, Jin Paecheon's expression relaxed.

If it was just the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, yes, he had honestly been anxious. But if the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader went too?

Geom Mugeuk was right. Against an opponent who used the soul-stealing art, those two were better suited than he and Geom Mugeuk.

"Then that's fine."

He could not help but think that it was really fine now.

On the other hand, Hwa Yulcheong's expression hardened.

"You're bluffing again."

Hwa Yulcheong tried to persuade Jin Paecheon.

"The Young Cult Leader is lying right now to survive."

Jin Paecheon stared at him silently before remarking, "You're the one who's afraid of dying."

Displeasure flickered across Hwa Yulcheong's face. Since he had already revealed his identity, he no longer hid his emotions as meticulously as before.

Jin Paecheon continued speaking while staring at Hwa Yulcheong.

"I've never once tried to read your emotions until now. Thinking back, that was arrogance."

Was it because I was busy being the Chairman? No. It was because I did not have to.

It was because I have lived a life where I did not need to read other people's faces. Because everyone else was busy reading mine.

It was because I have lived a life where it took me decades to realize that the Heaven's Edge Hermit had never once gotten angry at me and had always catered to my mood.

"This is all something I brought upon myself."

However, that did not mean he had any intention of forgiving the man who had lived his life wearing that mask.

"The moment you plotted using my grandson's life, all ties between us were already severed."

What more needed to be said? Still, he was curious about one thing.

"Let me ask you one last thing. The righteousness you've practiced your whole life, what was in your heart when you did it? Was that all a pretense too?"

A sneer formed on Hwa Yulcheong's lips at Jin Paecheon's question.

"Why? Do you think your righteousness is real and mine is fake? Be honest, you must have been conscious of me at times. There must have been times you hated me for being revered as a more respected righteous man than you, the Chairman. Am I wrong?"

Jin Paecheon could not deny it. There really had been times like that. However, it was only a fleeting emotion. He had quickly controlled his heart and treated his friend with good intentions.

Hwa Yulcheong dug into Jin Paecheon even more relentlessly.

"If you kill me, what will the people who survived because of my help think? Will they really believe I was a villain who hid his identity for decades? Or will they think you killed me out of jealousy? Will they truly respect and follow you as they did before?"

Hwa Yulcheong was shaking Jin Paecheon. Having watched Jin Paecheon from his side for a long time, he knew better than anyone what words would become a throwing knife.

Jin Paecheon nodded silently.

"Yes, they might see me with different eyes."

Jin Paecheon seemed somehow detached. However, it was not because Hwa Yulcheong was shaking him.

"But that's fine. My era is coming to a close now."

The moment he heard those words, Geom Mugeuk knew. Jin Paecheon was finally planning to name Jin Hagun as his successor. He had a premonition that Jin Hagun might be the last of the three from the orthodox and unorthodox factions to become a successor, but the first to become the Chairman of the Murim Alliance.

"Yes, I acknowledge your righteousness. You lived a fine life."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk cut in.

"I don't acknowledge it."

How dare you try to shake the Chairman with that pathetic, glib tongue? A glib tongue for a glib tongue!

"You seem to want to claim that righteousness was real, but it was fake, wasn't it? For you, accumulating righteous deeds must have been a kind of mission to build trust with the Chairman. You should just claim to be a loyal and sincere person to the Dark Palace instead. I'll acknowledge that."

Struck where it hurt, the corner of Hwa Yulcheong's eye twitched. He had lived his life thinking exactly that.

"If that righteousness was real, you should have stopped So Cheongrak, who protected you, from killing innocent people with his poison experiments. You shouldn't have harmed people with the soul-stealing art and then made them kill themselves in the end. If you wanted to claim that at least your righteousness was real, you should have aimed for the Chairman alone, without such subordinates."

Hwa Yulcheong could not refute Geom Mugeuk's continuous words.

In truth, these words were not for him, but for Jin Paecheon. They were to tell him there was no need to be hurt by the poison throwing knife that came from a scabbard engraved with 'righteousness'.

"What? You accomplished it even if it was fake righteousness? You think it's better than nothing? If it hadn't been for you, there would have been a more excellent person performing righteous deeds in your place. A true righteous man who didn't have subordinates using poison and soul-stealing arts. So don't you dare discuss righteousness with the Chairman with that detestable mouth of yours."

A faint smile appeared on Jin Paecheon's lips. How could he not know? That Geom Mugeuk had said those words for his sake.

Hwa Yulcheong, on the other hand, glared at Geom Mugeuk with a terrifying gaze. He had said so much, yet he could not offer a single word of rebuttal. The emotion in his gaze was a dark energy, thicker than killing intent.

"Yes, this is your true self, isn't it?"

Hwa Yulcheong revealed himself. The aura of Hwa Yulcheong, who had now revealed his true nature, was incomparable to before. He was the absolute master of the Dark Palace, who had cultivated his power in the darkness for the past three hundred years.

Then, Jin Paecheon remarked in a calm tone, "Though I came as a spectator, I think I must crash this stage. Is that alright?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "From the beginning, this stage was yours, Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk took a step back, and Jin Paecheon stepped forward.

"Ah, and I will be the one to bring down the curtain on this stage."

As he said this, he looked down at his sword and uttered something unexpected.

"After becoming the Chairman of the Murim Alliance, I couldn't use my original swordsmanship. The Chairman couldn't wield such a rough and violent sword style without losing his dignity."

So it seemed his revealed aura would also be more violent, but instead, it was tranquil. It was not the sea of a raging storm with winds so fierce you could not even open your eyes, like his usual aura.

The sea in the darkness was endlessly calm. And that made it more terrifying, because it was impossible to know what would happen in that sea from now on.

The dark energy flowing from Hwa Yulcheong's body grew even stronger. The surrounding bamboo trees began to wither from that energy.

"I have no intention of sending things like you into Hagun's era."

Now referring to Hwa Yulcheong as 'things like you', Jin Paecheon, who had properly taken the stage, slowly drew his sword.

"I will have you exit along with me as I bring the curtain down on my era."


Chapter 664: I Can Hear Everything

A rough, tyrannical energy flowed from Jin Paecheon's body as a quiet cry echoed from the dark sea. Within that darkness, the Murim Alliance's leader, Jin Paecheon, found an old longing. He saw himself from a time when he fought like a madman, unconcerned with the opinions of others.

It was the him of that era, who never yielded the first move for appearances and never showed mercy to an enemy he wanted to kill. Yes, he too had such a time, however brief, when he lived freely without a care for others.

Watching Jin Paecheon, Geom Mugeuk felt that today, he would finally see his true nature.

Show them clearly. Show them what kind of person you are, Chairman.

In truth, this was the first time Geom Mugeuk had ever seen this side of him. He never had the chance to witness Jin Paecheon's martial arts in his life before regressing.


As Hwa Yulcheong drew his sword, a dark energy swirled and coiled around his body like a snake. It was a sinister power, the very essence of the Dark Palace, and it felt like an icy hand squeezing one's heart.

Hwa Yulcheong corrected what Jin Paecheon had said.

"You are not the one who will bring the curtain down on this era."

The dark energy flowing from him spread ever thicker, encroaching on the surroundings. One could feel his immense power from this ominous energy alone.

Even seeing this terrifying momentum, Jin Paecheon was not intimidated. Instead, a faint smile formed on his lips. It was the joy of a martial artist about to face a strong opponent, not the joy of a Chairman.

Geom Mugeuk watched and wondered.

What role did Hwa Yulcheong play in the Dark Palace? A master of his level must know of Hwa Mugi's existence. The person he mentioned, the one who would end this era, might be Hwa Mugi.

However, Geom Mugeuk continued to think of Hwa Mugi as someone who didn't exist, just as he had always done. He hoped that despite all the changes since his regression, the timing of Hwa Mugi's appearance would remain the same.

He wished for him to appear only after he had finished all his preparations.

He desperately hoped that one day, he could simply say, "I'll be back in a moment," while playing Go with his father or reading with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and go kill Hwa Mugi.

Then, if they asked where he had been, he could reply, "I just took care of something I had to do. Is it my turn?"

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky.

In the misty bamboo forest, a light drizzle began to fall. With this rain, the curtain rose on their stage.

The moment the rain hit the ground, Jin Paecheon vanished from his spot. There was no sound, no sign of him leaping.

The moment Hwa Yulcheong looked up, Jin Paecheon was already striking down with his sword from above. It was as if the man in front of him had been plucked from the ground and placed directly overhead. That was the speed of Jin Paecheon's movement arts.

A sword struck down as fast as light.

SHWAAAAK!

"......"

Light intersected with light. If Jin Paecheon was light, then Hwa Yulcheong was also light. Hwa Yulcheong parried Jin Paecheon's sword with his own.

"The Chairman, a surprise attack...!"

Hwa Yulcheong tried to taunt him and shake his resolve, but he was given no such opportunity.

KAANG! KAAANG!

Jin Paecheon's fierce attacks continued without pause. This was the leader of the Murim Alliance who did not yield the first strike. There were no more pretenses. He was even prepared to throw dirt in his opponent's eyes to survive.

In other words, his shackles had been released.

SHWIK! SHWIK!

Jin Paecheon's attacks were both strong and fast, aiming for vital points. It was said that strength meant sacrificing speed, but Jin Paecheon possessed both.

And Hwa Yulcheong blocked every one of those powerful attacks. An ordinary master's sword would have already broken, but Hwa Yulcheong's did not. A powerful dark energy was protecting it.

Watching this, Geom Mugeuk realized an important fact.

This isn't the swordsmanship Hwa Mugi used.

He himself had his chest pierced alongside Lee Ahn before he could properly fight Hwa Mugi, but he remembered one thing for certain. Hwa Mugi definitely did not use a swordsmanship that emitted this kind of dark energy.

Hwa Mugi used a different martial art.

Yes, no matter how strong this style looked, it could not have defeated his father's Nine Calamities Demonic Art. By watching this fight, Geom Mugeuk had discovered something very important.

The two men's swords flew fiercely at each other, each blade carrying decades of pent-up resentment.

CHAENG! CHAENG! CHAENG! CHAENGCHAENG!

The clashing sounds from the two swords, moving too fast to be seen, were like a musical ensemble. The tempo did not slow, but only grew faster, racing towards a climax.

Lines of sword light embroidered the air before vanishing. To an ordinary person, they were just countless, unrecognizable lines being drawn and erased. But there was someone who could appreciate the value of this painting.

To Geom Mugeuk, they were beautiful lines. It was a beautiful painting that contained the lifelong martial studies of two great masters. To watch such a duel this closely was a stroke of luck, a miraculous encounter.

Geom Mugeuk watched Jin Paecheon's martial arts with awe. The Chairman could have asked him to step aside to hide his techniques, and if he had, Geom Mugeuk would have retreated far away.

However, Jin Paecheon did not do that. He was showing all of his martial arts to someone who could one day become an enemy.

This was the caliber of the Murim Alliance's leader, Jin Paecheon. His vessel was large enough to fully submerge the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

Thank you, Chairman.

The way to repay this sentiment was not to look away. He engraved the fight between the two men in his heart more diligently than ever before.

Before the fight began, Geom Mugeuk had considered intervening if Jin Paecheon was in danger. He had intended to jump in without hesitation, deciding that dealing with Jin Paecheon's resentment was a problem for later. He had no intention of letting him die.

However, once the fight started, that thought had to change.

Could I even interfere in that fight?

The thought came naturally. There were no openings in their exchange. The moment one appeared, the fight would be over before he could even act. Their skills were that incredible.

When the symphony of clashing swords reached its peak!

PAPAPAK!

Blood spurted from Hwa Yulcheong's arm and side. One might normally throw in a taunt while enjoying such an advantage.

But Jin Paecheon, like a beast focused on its hunt, pushed his opponent even more fiercely. Watching him, Geom Mugeuk could read his mind.

It doesn't have to be a great technique. As long as it can kill the opponent.

Seeing Jin Paecheon like this, Geom Mugeuk wished he could show the fight to Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, and his other subordinates.

Look, even the leader of the Murim Alliance is fighting desperately without letting his guard down for a moment, so who do you think you are!

Of course, that 'you' included himself.

Hwa Yulcheong desperately tried to create distance, but this was something Jin Paecheon had intentionally allowed.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Dozens of sword qi burst from the ground and shot upwards. It was the first time Geom Mugeuk had ever seen a martial art where sword qi erupted from the earth.

Jin Paecheon's unique martial art, the Royal Sword Style, had been unleashed. The Royal Sword Style, the Fourth Technique, the Separation of Heaven and Earth.

Dozens of sword qi pierced the earth and soared. Since becoming the leader of the Murim Alliance, he had never used anything beyond the third stance. The techniques from the Fourth Stance onward were purely for killing, so he had deliberately hidden this tyrannical martial art.

Hwa Yulcheong flew into the air to avoid the sword qi. The sky was his only escape.

Just then, the fifth stance was unleashed, linked to the fourth. The Royal Sword Style, the Fifth Technique, the Chaotic Sword Dance.

Dozens of sword qi rained down on him while he was exposed in the air. It was like a volley of arrows, but the speed was different. They were as fast as light, as if fired from a machine.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWI!

He couldn't avoid the attacks coming from below and in front. Knowing he couldn't block them all, Hwa Yulcheong pushed his protective enhanced qi to its limit and swung his sword desperately.

PEOPEOPEOPEONG!

The sword qi that he failed to block struck his body, sending him flying and slamming into the ground.

However, Jin Paecheon did not stop his attack.

SHIIIIIIK.

A single stream of sword qi shot forward, grazing the ground as if it were alive. It was an attack that would have split the fallen man in two.

The moment the sword qi swept through the spot where Hwa Yulcheong had been, he vanished. Geom Mugeuk thought he had used the dark energy to escape, but he instantly reappeared, having crossed the space between them.

Right behind Jin Paecheon.

"......"

Blood spurted from Jin Paecheon's shoulder. If he hadn't instinctively twisted his body, the attack would have severed his arm.

Geom Mugeuk, who was watching, was startled. It wasn't because Jin Paecheon was cut, or because Hwa Yulcheong's movement was as fast as lightning. It wasn't even because the sword strike itself was incredibly fast.

I didn't hear anything!

The moment Hwa Yulcheong attacked Jin Paecheon, Geom Mugeuk heard nothing. Not the sound of his movement, nor the sound of his sword cutting the air. Even the fastest sword strike should make a fleeting sound, but it was as if his world had gone completely silent.

This was also why Jin Paecheon had allowed the attack to land. It was a soundless sword.

Hwa Yulcheong's unique martial art, the Dark Heaven Silent Sword Technique, had been unleashed.

Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone how difficult this attack was to block. Without sound, one could not rely on hearing. When facing a fast sword, you had to rely solely on sight.

Masters on the level of Jin Paecheon and Hwa Yulcheong used all their senses to fight, but hearing was the most important after sight. It was especially crucial when an opponent used a fast sword. But to hear nothing at all?

The most crucial reason this attack was so tricky was that without sound, it was impossible to gauge the strength of the incoming blow. This meant one had to assume every attack was the strongest and block accordingly, leading to extreme consumption of inner arts.

Geom Mugeuk could tell.

So this is the martial art he prepared for the day he would fight the Chairman!

Hwa Yulcheong spoke with a cold smile.

"I will be the one to bring down the curtain on your era."

The moment he finished speaking, his second attack came.

KAAANG!

The attack was blocked. Yes, someone on the Chairman's level could probably block it once instinctively.

CHAENG!

But the third attack was also blocked. A look of surprise flashed across Hwa Yulcheong's face for a moment.

Then, Jin Paecheon said something shocking.

"I can hear everything."

Not only Hwa Yulcheong was surprised, but Geom Mugeuk was as well. Because Geom Mugeuk couldn't hear it.

Hwa Yulcheong didn't believe him.

"You're bluffing just because you got lucky a few times."

In a flash, Hwa Yulcheong struck from a different place, aiming for another vital point. It was a martial art that moved without revealing sound or energy, honed just for this day. It should have been impossible to block.

"......"

However, Jin Paecheon blocked the next attack as well.

Just then, a massive, soundless sword qi plunged down from above Jin Paecheon's head.

KWAAAAANG!

Not only the swinging attacks, but this sword qi attack also made no sound. When the smoke settled, Jin Paecheon was standing in the same spot. A deep hole was carved into the ground right next to him.

It was powerful enough to have caused a serious injury on a direct hit, yet Jin Paecheon had dodged even that.

"You can really hear it?" Hwa Yulcheong asked, surprised, before hiding in the darkness.

In an instant, the surroundings grew dark, as if the only lamp in a lightless place had been snuffed out. In the pitch-black darkness, Geom Mugeuk knew Hwa Yulcheong had unleashed a martial art that used the energy of darkness. Both he and Jin Paecheon now stood within it.

From within the darkness, Hwa Yulcheong's voice was heard.

"...Truly incredible."

His voice was calm, though tinged with surprise and dejection. He seemed to believe this darkness would at least protect him.

"Jin Paecheon."

He called Jin Paecheon's name for the first time. Hearing his name called felt strangely unfamiliar to Jin Paecheon. Since becoming the Chairman, who would have dared? He then realized that in all their long years as friends, Hwa Yulcheong had never once called him by his name.

"I hated you."

For the first time in decades, he revealed his true feelings. It was hatred.

"I really hated seeing you act so fake, pretending it was all for the orthodox sects' martial artists. Most of the things you did were things you wouldn't have done if you weren't the leader of the Murim Alliance, right?"

Geom Mugeuk could tell that Hwa Yulcheong was trying to shake Jin Paecheon's heart by any means necessary. He could also tell that this darkness had the effect of summoning inner demons. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had already begun to activate to protect him.

Could the Chairman truly block this dark energy?

Jin Paecheon did not fall for the provocation. Something began to glow in the darkness. It was Jin Paecheon's sword.

SAAAAAAAAA.

The sword glowed, suffused with a brilliant light that illuminated Jin Paecheon's resolute and unchanged expression.

The moment Jin Paecheon's sword cut through the air!

CHWAAAAAK!

The curtain of darkness was sliced apart by his sword. Light poured in as if a black cloth were being torn open. Stepping out of the torn darkness and into the light, Jin Paecheon spoke.

"Now, you're going to hate me even more."


Chapter 665: Don't Dwell on Who It Was

This was no longer a simple matter of hating Jin Paecheon.

The curtain of darkness tearing before Hwa Yulcheong's eyes was something that should never have been torn.

The Dark Heaven Heart Destroying Art.

It was a secret technique designed to trap a person in endless darkness. The victim would wander within it until they eventually succumbed to their inner demons, revealing a fatal opening.

Fine, perhaps it was conceivable that Jin Paecheon could break through it. However, he should not have been able to tear it apart and emerge so effortlessly.

CHWAAAAAAK.

Having ripped through the darkness, Jin Paecheon asked a question.

"Why are you in the light?"

His meaning was clear. Shouldn't Hwa Yulcheong be the one hiding in the darkness, not trapping him in it?

Once Jin Paecheon decided to kill an opponent, he focused solely on that objective.

Yes, this was his true nature. If he resolved to kill, he would kill without fail. If he resolved to save, he would save without fail. It was precisely because he was this kind of person that he had ascended to the position of Chairman.

In this moment, Jin Paecheon felt unburdened. He felt as if he had rediscovered a forgotten part of himself, experiencing a strange pleasure from this long-overdue deviation and freedom.

As light spread from the tear he had made, the descending darkness vanished completely.

Then, Geom Mugeuk, who had also been inside the darkness, revealed himself.

Hwa Yulcheong asked in a trembling voice.

"How did you get out?"

A name of a martial art came from Jin Paecheon in response.

"The One Heart Light Sword."

At those words, Hwa Yulcheong's face filled with shock.

"You mean you've achieved complete mastery of the Pure Heart Mantra?"

The Pure Heart Mantra was the Murim Alliance's protective heart art for blocking evil energy. Just as the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the Murim Alliance had the Pure Heart Mantra.

The Pure Heart Mantra was a secret passed down only to the head of the Murim Alliance, and it was known to be extremely difficult to achieve complete mastery. Among all the past Chairmen, those who had achieved complete mastery could be counted on one hand.

The One Heart Light Sword could only be used upon achieving complete mastery of the Pure Heart Mantra. Jin Paecheon was far stronger than Hwa Yulcheong had ever known.

"You never once told me you achieved complete mastery of the Pure Heart Mantra, did you?"

Instantly, Hwa Yulcheong's gaze turned fierce.

"You hid your skills."

He thought he had thoroughly investigated Jin Paecheon during their years of friendship.

However, he had been wrong about the most critical part. Jin Paecheon had hidden his skills, and he had hidden them far too well.

Jin Paecheon answered calmly.

"Not as much as you, I'd wager."

Come to think of it, he hadn't intentionally hidden his skills. It was natural for a martial artist not to reveal all of his martial arts abilities, and since it wasn't in his nature to show off his martial arts, Hwa Yulcheong simply hadn't known of his achievement.

Perhaps knowing each other for so long had actually been a hindrance, preventing Hwa Yulcheong from ever truly knowing him.

"Besides, you still have more hidden, don't you?"

Jin Paecheon's question was not a mere guess.

Even though both the Dark Heaven Silent Sword Technique and the Dark Heaven Heart Destroying Art had failed, Hwa Yulcheong was not trying to escape. He clearly had another move in reserve.

"Sigh, how frustrating."

As if genuinely frustrated, Hwa Yulcheong leaped into the air.

He landed gracefully on a small leaf at the very top of a tall bamboo stalk.

Jin Paecheon also leaped, landing on a leaf a short distance away from him.

Geom Mugeuk landed on a different bamboo stalk, far from the two of them.

Above them was the sky, below them was the bamboo forest, and all around them was the falling rain.

It was a truly spectacular stage.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky. It seemed the rain would stop soon. He thought that perhaps by the time the rain stopped, this fight would also be over.

"You cannot stop our revenge. No one can."

Hwa Yulcheong was confident in the path he was taking.

"You can understand, can't you? What this feeling is like."

As Hwa Yulcheong once again prodded at Jin Paecheon's pain, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward.

"It's different from you."

Hwa Yulcheong's cold gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

"Because your revenge is a mistaken one. Ah, it's probably not your fault. It must be the fault of the person who raised you to be avatars of vengeance."

Hwa Yulcheong's expression hardened. The words were especially unpleasant because they implied he was not the master of his own actions but was being manipulated by someone else.

"Did you ask the Chairman if he understands your revenge? How could the Chairman understand? He's not the kind of person to hand a sword to his grandson and tell him to continue the revenge for generations. That's where you all went wrong from the start."

Hwa Yulcheong shouted furiously.

"What does someone like you know about revenge!"

What did he know about revenge? If Hwa Yulcheong knew what Geom Mugeuk had gone through to get revenge on Hwa Mugi, he wouldn't be saying that.

However, his mind had changed now.

He had started with only a desire for revenge, but in this life, revenge was just one part of his existence.

Didn't they say the best revenge against someone is to live a happy and good life?

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"That's right, I don't know much."

At that moment, Jin Paecheon saw it. Geom Mugeuk's eyes were shining brighter than ever before, holding a deep gaze that seemed to understand the emotion of revenge better than anyone.

Those shining eyes began to pierce through Hwa Yulcheong's intentions.

"Why don't you stop harping on about revenge now. That's not real either, is it?"

Hwa Yulcheong flinched, surprised by Geom Mugeuk's probing question.

"This whole affair, it's not because of revenge, is it?"

Geom Mugeuk knew well what kind of lives the forces behind Hwa Yulcheong had lived in his previous life.

They became the Twelve Zodiac Kings and ruled the murim. There was never a single announcement that they had killed the leaders of the orthodox and unorthodox factions for the sake of revenge.

"It might have started because of revenge, but it must have changed at some point. It would be strange if that desire hadn't changed despite the long three hundred years that have passed."

Geom Mugeuk stared directly into Hwa Yulcheong's eyes and spoke.

"So say it proudly. That you want to possess this murim. Because it was such a dream, you were able to hide by the Chairman's side for so long."

Jin Paecheon could tell from Hwa Yulcheong's reaction that Geom Mugeuk's words were true. Their goal was the unification of the murim.

Jin Paecheon spoke to Hwa Yulcheong in a stern voice.

"Now there is nothing left for me to understand about you."

With that, Jin Paecheon launched himself toward him.

CLANG! CLANG! CHAAENG!

The two men clashed, running together along the tops of the bamboo stalks.

Jin Paecheon's fighting style had changed.

Just moments ago, it had been incomparably rough and domineering. Now, he had returned to his usual calm and dignified swordsmanship.

"Why did your fighting style change?"

To Hwa Yulcheong's question, Jin Paecheon replied calmly.

"Before, I treated you with personal feelings."

He had seen him as a longtime friend who betrayed him, as someone trying to use his grandson's life for revenge.

However, things were different now.

"If you are people who dream of unifying the murim, then I must face you as the head of the Murim Alliance."

Perfectly controlled sword lines, no longer rough, now embroidered the empty air. His style had changed.

He didn't just press forward. When it was time to retreat, he retreated decisively. The tempo of his assault also shifted, speeding up and slowing down at will.

So, had Jin Paecheon become weaker?

No. On the contrary, Jin Paecheon's swordsmanship was even more difficult to face than when he was attacking fiercely. It was more solid and had no openings.

Hwa Yulcheong was convinced that he could never defeat him through normal means.

CHAAENG!

Hwa Yulcheong roughly parried the attack and descended to the ground as if fleeing. Jin Paecheon landed in front of him with a movement art that was neither fast nor slow.

Hwa Yulcheong's hidden trump card was not a martial art.

"Don't you want to know?"

They were truly words no one could have expected.

"Who killed your son."

For a moment, Jin Paecheon's expression stiffened. It was the most shocking thing he had heard since meeting Hwa Yulcheong.

Geom Mugeuk had heard about that incident from the Chairman when he killed the Wood King.

Jin Paecheon's son and daughter-in-law had been killed by the Wood Heaven Clan.

When Jin Paecheon rushed to the Wood Heaven Clan for revenge, the clan had already been annihilated. He had said he felt truly fortunate at that time. If not, he might have annihilated them himself.

Afterward, Baek Cheongeong, the sole survivor of the Wood Heaven Clan and the younger brother of its Patriarch, became Jin Hagun's Master and dreamed of revenge.

At that time, Geom Mugeuk had suspected it. He suspected they had used Baek Cheongeong, and that perhaps the death of the Chairman's son and daughter-in-law was also related to them.

Now, that suspicion had become reality.

Hwa Yulcheong was certain that Jin Paecheon could never ignore this truth. When it came to dealing with Jin Paecheon, this was his strongest weapon.

"Do you really think it was the work of the Wood Heaven Clan?"

This question already implied that the Wood Heaven Clan was not the true culprit.

"Only I know who it was."

Hwa Yulcheong savored this moment. He had imagined a day like this would come, toying with Jin Paecheon while watching his surprised face. He wondered just how surprised Jin Paecheon would be.

He can never kill me.

"If you don't let me go, that matter will be buried in secrecy forever."

Jin Paecheon's heart pounded violently. He could control his heart in other matters, but when it came to his son's death, it wasn't so easy.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward.

"It doesn't matter if we don't know."

Geom Mugeuk was the only person who could slow Jin Paecheon's racing heartbeat at this moment.

"If you fall for words that may or may not be true, Chairman, you'll live the rest of your life shackled by the name of revenge. That must be what this man wants."

He wasn't just telling him to endure for the greater good. Geom Mugeuk had a solution. His gaze toward Hwa Yulcheong was incomparably cold.

"It doesn't matter who killed them."

There was a clear reason for him to say such a thing.

"Because we're going to kill all of you anyway. If the culprit exists, it must be one of them."

"!"

Hwa Yulcheong's gaze wavered.

This man is speaking with sincerity right now.

He felt Jin Paecheon being swayed by Geom Mugeuk's words.

Hwa Yulcheong tried to sway Jin Paecheon, not Geom Mugeuk.

"That man is just an outsider. How could he know your sorrowful heart? How could he know that boiling paternal love?"

However, Geom Mugeuk delivered an even more powerful blow.

"Don't dwell on who it was. If you give meaning to that, the one who will inherit the shackles will be Hagun."

"!"

His words meant that if Jin Paecheon failed to find the culprit, Hagun would end up living a life searching for the enemy who killed his parents. It also meant that his quest would ultimately become no different from the revenge of the Dark Palace.

Those words were decisive.

Jin Paecheon nodded. It was not an easy decision, but Geom Mugeuk was right. Finding the culprit who killed his son and daughter-in-law was important, but the grandchild they left behind was more important.

When the curtain falls on his stage, there will be no more performances with these people forever. Hagun must never have to step onto this stage.

Yes, you will all go with me.

You will all die on my stage.

"I will not dwell on the past."

Knowing that Jin Paecheon was a man who never looked back once he made a decision, Hwa Yulcheong became truly angry.

Because of this damn Young Cult Leader, his plan to escape this place had been ruined. Even if he cut that bastard's throat, that detestable mouth would somehow live on and keep talking.

Jin Paecheon said, as if making a declaration.

"I don't need to know!"

Looking into Jin Paecheon's unwavering eyes, Hwa Yulcheong shouted.

"If you thought the martial arts of the Dark Palace were only for darkness, you are gravely mistaken."

The moment those words ended!

HWAAAAAK!

The whole world shone with a brilliant light. It was impossible to open one's eyes in the face of such a powerful glare.

The Blinding Bright Sky.

It was his last hidden secret technique.

Within that bright light, Hwa Yulcheong's final attack flew.

In that place where even vision was blocked, a soundless sword flew toward Jin Paecheon's heart.

CHAAENG!

His sword failed to reach Jin Paecheon's heart.

Jin Paecheon had struck the incoming sword away.

Hwa Yulcheong was astonished. He was not surprised because Jin Paecheon had blocked his attack.

Jin Paecheon had his eyes wide open within the Blinding Bright Sky.

"How on earth?"

The next moment!

SHIIIIING!

Along with the refreshing sound of a brisk wind, sword lines flashed before his eyes.

CHEOLKEOK.

Blankly watching Jin Paecheon sheathe his sword, Hwa Yulcheong felt his chest grow hot.

He slowly lowered his head and looked down at his chest.

When he pulled open his collar, a character was carved on his chest in a red line.

Jeong (正).

It was the character for 'righteousness'.

The Royal Sword Style, First Technique, the Warrior's Path.

The most basic and first sword form of the Royal Sword Style had been unleashed.

When Hwa Yulcheong slowly raised his head, Jin Paecheon spoke with a calm gaze.

"I did not win because I am strong."

It was the lifelong belief that had protected Jin Paecheon.

"We won because we are right."

The moment those words ended!

PWAAAAAA!

Blood spurted out from the character carved on Hwa Yulcheong's chest.

His body slowly began to collapse.

Just before he died, the last thing he saw was Geom Mugeuk standing with a bright smile in front of Jin Paecheon, who had already turned his back on him.

Geom Mugeuk didn't even look at his dying self.

Our failure here at the Murim Alliance is all because of that bastard. You won't even give me a single glance? You son of a bitch! Look at me!

You should at least say something!

With that resentment as his last thought, Hwa Yulcheong's breath completely stopped.

It was the moment the three people who had infiltrated the Murim Alliance for a long time, Hwa Yulcheong, So Cheongrak, and Jin Hyo, all met their deaths.


Geom Mugeuk's and Jin Paecheon's gazes met in mid-air.

"Thank you."

At Jin Paecheon's thanks, Geom Mugeuk politely performed a clasped hands greeting to show his respect.

"Those are my words to say. Chairman, you have shown me a new realm today. It will be of great help in advancing my martial arts."

He wasn't joking. He said it with sincerity. The Chairman's fight had possessed dignity and had properly shown the essence of the orthodox sects' murim.

At that, Jin Paecheon put on a feigned expression of trouble.

"It's a problem if you keep getting stronger."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud, and a smile formed on Jin Paecheon's lips.

Just then, a bodyguard from the Chairman's Hall arrived and delivered a piece of news.

"Word has come that Commander Jin and the Demon Slaying Brigade are all safe."

Jin Paecheon was truly happy. He had believed Geom Mugeuk's words that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had left, but he had still been worried. Fortunately, they were safe.

Soon after, Jin Paecheon solidified a decision.

"Do you know why I didn't pass down the Royal Sword Style to Hagun?"

Jin Paecheon had not passed down this powerful Royal Sword Style to Jin Hagun beforehand.

That was why Jin Hagun had learned martial arts in the past with the Wood King as his master.

He had told him to become the successor with his own strength, fair and square, without his grandfather's martial arts. But in truth, there was another reason he hadn't passed down the Royal Sword Style.

"I was afraid the boy would become intoxicated by this powerful martial art and be unable to control himself. I intended to pass it down when he was older and more mature."

Jin Paecheon himself had been like that. In his youth, he had almost caused several major incidents by believing only in the strength of his martial arts. Fortunately, heavenly luck was on his side, and he was able to reach this day.

"I think it's time to pass it down now."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. Jin Hagun would now officially become the successor of the Murim Alliance.

"Hagun will be really happy. We friends should hold a celebration."

Geom Mugeuk was as happy as if it were his own matter.

Gazing at that bright face, Jin Paecheon looked up at the sky. The falling rain had stopped at some point.

"Before you return to the Cult, stop by and see me."


Chapter 666: Who Is That Person?

Ju Somyeong, the general manager of the Nothing Manor, was rushing down a mountain path in a desperate attempt to escape Wuhan.

Hwa Yulcheong had once told him, "When the Black Pearl shatters, it means I am dead." The sacred artifact, the Black Pearl, had shattered after Hwa Yulcheong left for the great battle that was meant to change his destiny.

He had never dreamed that Hwa Yulcheong, his leader, could be defeated. If Hwa Yulcheong's identity was revealed, then Ju Somyeong's status as his subordinate would surely be exposed as well.

Damn that Young Cult Leader!

This was all the fault of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

The chance had been there when he failed to notice the Young Cult Leader's presence in the residence's hallway. It was there when Hwa Yulcheong mentioned that the Young Cult Leader knew about him.

He should have advised Hwa Yulcheong to leave Wuhan for a time and only come back after the Young Cult Leader had gone. The problem was that he had placed too much trust in Hwa Yulcheong's abilities.

I will kill him without fail!

Ju Somyeong swore to avenge Hwa Yulcheong. He planned to make a forceful report to his organization, insisting that they must kill the Young Cult Leader first.

While running along the deserted forest path, he kept his eyes scanning the surroundings.

Given the current situation, the surveillance networks of both the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would be spread out like a spider's web. It would be impossible for anyone to escape Wuhan if the two sides were sharing information. He could only hope that was not the case.

He suddenly stopped running.

Up ahead, he saw two people digging for medicinal herbs. Their appearances were immediately eye-catching. The older man was very short, and the younger was a handsome young man with an herb pouch tied to his waist.

Ju Somyeong was startled by how much they stood out, but they were clearly just herb gatherers. They paid him no attention, looking only at the herbs with admiration.

"To find the Cold Blood Grass in a place like this! You're amazing."

"Wuhan is truly a treasure trove of poisonous herbs."

"It's not a treasure trove that opens for just anyone."

"I was just lucky. Go on, you dig it."

"Is it really okay?"

The short man seemed to enjoy the thrill of digging. When he offered the opportunity to the younger man, the man's face lit up with joy.

Watching them, Ju Somyeong slipped to the side and darted into the forest. Their appearances were unusual, but they seemed to be genuine herb gatherers. Still, there was no reason to cross their path. He would have killed them on the spot if they had turned and seen him, as they could have told pursuers which way he went.

However, they were completely absorbed in digging for herbs.

You should know that saved your lives.

He took a detour and came out of the dense forest. Then he heard voices again.

"There's another one here!"

"This time it's the Hell Apostle Grass!"

The Hell Apostle Grass was another poisonous herb, just as rare as the Cold Blood Grass. The two were delighted, but Ju Somyeong's expression hardened completely.

He was certain he had taken a different direction from them. Had they managed to reach this spot by cutting through the forest because they were skilled herb gatherers?

Just in case, Ju Somyeong turned and ran back the way he had come. As he ran down a completely different path, a chill went down his spine. They were there again, up ahead.

At this point, how could Ju Somyeong not understand the situation?

They're masters!

They were true masters whose skills were so great they were unrecognizable, who did not even look like martial artists. Of course, they were the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha.

"Is there a need for this?"

At the Poison King's question, the Demonic Buddha looked at Ju Somyeong and replied.

"Still, wouldn't it be fine to give him one chance?"

"He looks stubborn."

Ju Somyeong knew. He knew they were talking about him. There was no need to even test their martial arts.

In that case?

Without any hesitation, Ju Somyeong pulled something from his robes. What he took out and aimed at his own head was the forged hidden weapon, the Blitz. It was the same kind of Blitz used when Hwa Yulcheong faked being ambushed.

"You will find out nothing from me."

His hand trembled as he aimed the Blitz. The thought that he might actually die filled him with terror. In contrast, the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha just stared at him blankly.

The Demonic Buddha spoke first.

"That's going to hurt."

The Demonic Buddha gestured for him to aim a little lower.

"The bone is thickest there. If it gets stuck without piercing through, you'll die feeling the agony of your skull melting."

The Poison King, who was listening, added a word.

"The poison is crappy, so it'll hurt even more."

From their words, Ju Somyeong could tell. His opponents were masters from the Demonic Cult.

"You damn Demonic Cult bastards! Do you think I'll get scared and talk just because of some dog-shit threat like that? Take one more step and I'll pull it!"

A moment of silence passed. The Demonic Buddha and the Poison King paid him no more attention.

"Let's take that ridge on the way down."

The direction the Demonic Buddha pointed was a place they had not yet been, and the Poison King's face brightened.

"Sounds good."

With that, the two of them left the spot. Left alone, Ju Somyeong was bewildered.

They're letting me live? Really?

But he soon understood their intention.

Those bastards! They plan to tail me and find our location.

That was a tactic that proved they did not know him at all.

You fools! Did you think I'd fall for such a shallow trick and obediently return?

They also knew nothing about his organization. He himself did not know the organization's location. He simply left a message to make a report.

But there was something he did not know. He knew nothing about his opponents.

His feet would not move.

"......"

Why was his body not moving?

That was the last conscious thought of the living Ju Somyeong.

"......"

In an instant, his body melted away. There was no pain, but there was also no trace left behind.


The carriage arrived at the residence where Geom Muyang was staying.

Gwak Ju stepped out of the carriage with a flushed face. His heart pounded with the thought of finally being able to see his Noona. Jin Hagun did not go inside. Instead, he sent a subordinate to announce his arrival.

A moment later, Geom Muyang came out.

"Why did you not come in?"

"My role ends here."

Jin Hagun did not consider himself the one who had saved Gwak Ju. This was not just because the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had helped.

"The First Young Lord is the one who saved this man."

Jin Hagun knew. He understood that Geom Muyang entrusting him with the task of saving Gwak Ju was by no means an easy decision. That proud man had bent his pride to make a request, for the reason that the Demon Slaying Brigade had a higher chance of saving this person.

This person had been saved at that very moment.

It was a detail he would not have considered in the past. He had changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. As he tried to see people for who they truly were, he had come to understand the person named Geom Muyang a little more deeply. He now knew that sometimes, quietly enduring was harder than fighting at the forefront.

Geom Muyang observed the state of Jin Hagun and the other Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. Their blood-soaked uniforms told him how hard they had fought. What more needed to be said?

"Thank you. I will be sure to repay this debt later."

The two men faced each other and nodded once. That was enough. Because of this incident, their relationship would be different from before.

Jin Hagun left the place immediately. He wanted to see his grandfather as soon as possible.

When Gwak Ju went inside, his Noona, Gwak Yeong, was waiting there. She had originally been at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Wuhan safehouse but was brought here right after Jin Hagun sent word that her brother had been rescued.

"Noona!"

He felt so emotional that he wondered if he had ever been this happy to see his Noona in his life. Gwak Ju ran to Gwak Yeong.

"Gross, what are you doing!"

Gwak Yeong dodged his hug, but a huge smile was spread across her face.

Gwak Ju first delivered the words he had resolved to say as soon as he saw his Noona.

"I'm fine. I'm perfectly fine."

So you can be fine too, Noona.

At those words, Gwak Yeong's eyes reddened. She had been acting as if nothing was wrong, but he could not know how much she had worried. She was a woman who had even thrown away her honor as the Murim Alliance's youngest smithy artisan to save him.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine."

"You're bleeding!"

"It's not my blood. The Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade saved me."

He could never forget the gratitude he felt for the man who had taken care of him until the very end.

"Where is the Commander?"

"He already left."

Gwak Yeong was disappointed. She should have at least offered her thanks to the lord of the Demon Slaying Brigade. This was also part of the reason Jin Hagun had left without coming inside. He wanted her to give all her thanks to Geom Muyang, so that Geom Muyang's efforts to save her would not be diminished.

Gwak Yeong walked over to Geom Muyang. She knew this whole affair had started from her meeting with this First Young Lord. It had all begun when he tracked down the forged hidden weapons she had made.

Gwak Yeong bowed her head to Geom Muyang.

"Thank you."

Geom Muyang passed the credit to the absent Jin Hagun.

"The lord of the Demon Slaying Brigade saved your brother, so there is no need to thank me."

Gwak Yeong knew. She knew that without this Geom Muyang in the first place, her brother could never have been saved. She, too, would have been used by their captors and eventually met her death.

"Now, you should return to the Murim Alliance with your brother."

At Geom Muyang's words, Gwak Yeong revealed her decision.

"I will follow you to the Divine Cult."

Gwak Ju was startled by his Noona's sudden declaration. Geom Muyang, on the other hand, was not surprised.

"I made a promise, didn't I? To make a weapon for you."

Geom Muyang then said to her, "There is no need for that. That is all in the past."

"Please let me keep my promise."

Her resolve was already set.

Gwak Yeong spoke to Gwak Ju, who was just watching.

"Why aren't you stopping me?"

He should at least know that this place was a den of demonic practitioners. Yet her brother was just watching.

"You've always made the right choices, Noona."

"You have to follow me, you know?"

Even though it meant he would have to devote himself to the Demonic Cult, Gwak Ju was not surprised.

"If you're going, Noona, then I have to go too."

I can't send you to that dangerous place alone, Noona.

Gwak Yeong's eyes trembled as she looked at her brother.

"Hey, you!"

"Yeah, I know you're grateful. Where else would you find a brother like this? I don't resent you for getting kidnapped because of my Noona, and I'm brave now that I'm out. Right?"

Gwak Ju had inherited Gwak Yeong's bright personality.

Gwak Yeong spoke to Geom Muyang again.

"Please take us siblings with you. We'll figure out how to make a living on our own. We won't be a burden."

Geom Muyang gave her one last chance.

"If a war breaks out, the weapons you make will kill people you used to know."

Gwak Yeong had already steeled her heart.

"Then I'll just have to make a lot of new acquaintances at the Demonic Cult."

At her words, Geom Muyang wore a dumbfounded expression.

"To be honest, I'm looking for a way to save myself."

She conveyed her honest feelings.

"I abandoned my honor as a smithy artisan and made forged weapons."

"The Murim Alliance will understand, given that your brother was kidnapped."

"Even so, I probably won't be able to become the artisan of the Murim Alliance smithy again."

That was likely true. They would not accept someone who had made forged hidden weapons as the artisan of the Murim Alliance smithy, regardless of whether it was for her brother.

"I can't go from making weapons for the elites of the Murim Alliance to making hoes in the marketplace. I'm clinging to you to save myself. I was even prepared to cling to the Young Lord's pant leg if you called me a selfish bitch."

Geom Muyang could see that her resolve was firm.

"You may have to start from the beginning."

"I don't think that will be the case. My skills are too exceptional for that."

She said this with a faint smile. Beside her, Gwak Ju pressed his hands together and bowed his head with an expression that said, "I apologize on behalf of my Noona's shamelessness."

"It will be even harder for a woman to endure in our Cult's smithy."

"You've never worked there, have you? It's hard for everyone there, men and women, artisans and newcomers alike. No one has the energy left to torment others."

Geom Muyang's deliberation was not long. The bond was deep enough to be accepted.

"If you make a shoddy weapon, you'll get a scolding from me."

After saying that, Geom Muyang turned away.

"Thank you, thank you so much!"

Without looking back, Geom Muyang entered the building. Only then did Gwak Yeong let out a sigh. It was a sigh mixed with relief at having received permission and anxiety about her new life.

Once they were alone, Gwak Ju asked her.

"I'll follow your decision, Noona, but..."

Gwak Ju's gaze turned toward Geom Muyang.

"Who is that person that you're so determined to follow him?"

Judging by the aura he gave off, he did not seem like an ordinary person.

How could she explain without startling her brother?

"That person is..."

Just as she was about to explain carefully, someone spoke from behind them.

"He's my brother."

When Gwak Yeong and Gwak Ju turned in surprise, Geom Mugeuk was walking in.

Gwak Yeong blinked for a moment.

If he's the First Young Lord's younger brother, then?

Her eyes widened. She already knew that the Second Young Lord was the heir to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Before she could utter a word in her shock, Geom Mugeuk wrapped an arm around Gwak Ju's shoulder and acted like a tattling friend.

"My brother looks gentle on the outside, right? But he has a nasty temper and is full of wicked ambition. He's especially harsh on his younger brother. So when you get to our Cult, you protect your Noona from my brother! Got it?"

Having said his piece, Geom Mugeuk went inside. Gwak Yeong stood there blankly, not having had a chance to greet him properly.

Gwak Ju asked his Noona again.

"What's with that guy? He just says what he wants and..."

"Shh! Quiet! Shut up!"

His Noona's hand, desperately clamping over his mouth, was trembling. Who on earth was he that she was this nervous?

"Who is he?"

Just then, another person appeared.

"Who else? A worthless younger brother who badmouths his older brother behind his back."

The person who appeared was someone who, of all people, should not be scolding someone for badmouthing others behind their back. He was none other than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Is that all? He steals any valuable items he sees, and he's a vicious leader who makes his subordinates suffer while he just crosses his arms and watches. So you protect your Noona from that man! He's more dangerous!"

Gwak Ju had seen for himself how incredible the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was. The image of him riding a wave and soaring to its peak was still vivid in his mind. Frozen stiff, Gwak Ju answered in a loud voice.

"Yes! I'll keep that in mind."

Following behind the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme entered with him. Gwak Ju bowed so low his waist nearly touched the ground. As he kept his head down until they entered the building, Gwak Yeong, who was also bowing, asked her brother.

"Who is that person?"

Gwak Ju answered in a trembling voice.

"That person is..."

Just then, yet another person appeared.

"A fool."

A person who perfectly met their bowed gazes walked past. He was none other than the Demonic Buddha.

"A fool the likes of which the world has never seen. A fool who gives away his liver and gallbladder because he's too nice, a fool who abandoned even his Ghost Shadows."

As a friend of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, he was able to say such things. With long strides, the Demonic Buddha entered the building.

Gwak Ju asked with a surprised expression, "Who is that person?"

Someone answered his question. Finally, the Poison King walked past them and said nonchalantly.

"They're all crazy people."

Seeing the surprised Gwak Ju, the Poison King added, "So you protect your Noona."

And with that, the Poison King also entered the building.

Gwak Ju blinked, trying to process what had just happened in a flash.

"So, let me get this straight. The person my Noona wants to follow has a younger brother who badmouths him behind his back. Right? But then there's a scary master who badmouths that younger brother. The one who saved me. But then there's someone who calls that terrifying master a fool. And all of these people are crazy. Did I hear all that correctly?"

Just as Gwak Yeong nodded, dark clouds gathered as if it were about to rain again, and the sound of thunder rumbled in the distance.

"Noona, where are we going?"


Chapter 667: I Wanted to Run Away

"Hyung! I made it back alive!"

As Geom Mugeuk entered the room with a cheerful greeting, he found Geom Muyang standing by the window.

Without turning around, Geom Muyang said, "I heard everything."

"What?"

"You, badmouthing me."

"I forgot to mention that. My hyung's hearing is so good he can even hear people talking behind his back. So if you're going to curse him, you have to do it from far away."

A faint smile appeared on the lips of Geom Muyang, who still had his back turned.

Geom Mugeuk collapsed onto a chair like a heap of laundry.

"Ah, it's finally over! Now, let's rest for a while! Don't try to stop me, I'm going to have fun! I'll hang out with my friends, the Demon Supremes, and even my father. I'm serious! Don't even mention conspiracies, masterminds, or schemes! Hyung, come hang out with me!"

Geom Muyang turned and looked Geom Mugeuk over.

"For someone who just finished a huge fight, you don't have a single drop of blood on your clothes."

"That's because sophisticated people like us fight with elegance."

Just then, the door opened and someone entered, offering a comment.

"Is that really why? Or is it because you let others do the fighting while you watched from the back with your arms crossed?"

Geom Mugeuk's face lit up. It was a welcome voice that he had not heard in a very long time.

"Of course, I'm sure your mouth wasn't idle while others were fighting."

Geom Mugeuk shot to his feet and turned to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme entering the room.

"I missed you so, so much, Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk ran toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with his arms spread wide. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader skillfully dodged him using his movement arts.

"Don't pretend you're happy to see me. I know you'd completely forgotten about me. Just now, you looked at my face and thought, 'Who's this? Ah! It's that Cult Leader from back then!'"

Geom Mugeuk shouted, "And I'm that Second Young Lord from back then!"

As Geom Mugeuk charged forward again, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader once more used his movement arts to evade him.

"Stop! You're being gross!"

Contrary to his words, however, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face was filled with delight. Joking and playing around so comfortably for the first time in a long while felt as if it cleared something that had been stuck in his chest.

He reflected on his time in the Outer Regions teaching the disciples at the Heavenly Wind Cult. Had there been anyone he could treat so casually? He had missed this feeling.

Yes, this is it. This is the feeling I gave everything up for.

He had longed to meet people with whom he could comfortably share his heart, people who would accept and correct any misunderstandings or mistakes along the way.

It would be a great fortune to have even one such person, but he was lucky enough to have two.

Just then, another person entered the room, clicking his tongue.

"You've completely fallen for his little act."

The person who had just entered was the Demonic Buddha.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha greeted one another with a look. They were two people whose relationship had been good, then bad, and had now recovered to some degree.

"Isn't this kind of act worth falling for?"

The Demonic Buddha could not disagree.

After Geom Mugeuk finished greeting Geom Muyang and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, he asked, "What about the Poison King?"

"He went to his room."

The Poison King was likely in his room already, laying out the poisonous herbs he had gathered.

"I tried to bring the steward back alive, but it didn't work out."

"You did well. He probably didn't know anything anyway."

Geom Mugeuk then formally expressed his gratitude.

"Thanks to you, I was able to handle this matter easily. Thank you."

"I didn't come for you."

As the Demonic Buddha said this, he looked toward Geom Muyang.

Geom Mugeuk felt that he now understood the sentiment behind the Demonic Buddha's unwavering loyalty to his hyung.

The Demonic Buddha had lived a lonelier life than anyone since he was young. That was why he understood. He knew what loneliness did to a person.

Because he himself had been confined to a small cave, he must have known the kind of loneliness his hyung felt after being pushed out of the succession battle.

"That's fine. There are two people here who came for me."

When Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, he shook his head firmly.

"Sorry, but I came to see Strategist Go."

"That's so harsh!"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the last person remaining, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled. He naturally expected her to say she came because of Geom Mugeuk.

"I wanted to see the Master after such a long time."

Only when Geom Mugeuk gave her a look that clearly said 'You too, Soul-Stealing Demon!', did she finally smile.

"I'm kidding."

Would the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader miss such a perfect opportunity?

"Kidding? You didn't come to see me?"

"No. I came to see the Master."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader teased Geom Mugeuk.

"Life is a path you walk alone."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the window.

"Hyung, let me borrow the window for a moment."

He then stared out the window, feigning loneliness.

At that moment, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who was watching him, felt something.

Geom Mugeuk's back looked genuinely lonely.

It was a feeling similar to the one she got when she saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing alone on a rooftop.

The thought suddenly occurred to her that perhaps this was the reason those two were the closest.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked Geom Mugeuk, "What about Strategist Go?"

"I don't know. Am I not a man who walks through life alone?"

"You can walk alone, just leave Strategist Go behind."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk laughed and turned around.

"We decided to meet at our Cult. He said he would come after taking care of some things."

The hidden contributor who allowed this matter to conclude so smoothly was none other than Go Wol. He had shared all of the Hidden Moon's information with the All-Knowing Hall and relayed it to Geom Mugeuk.

"So he's still being overworked by his heartless leader."

Geom Mugeuk did not deny it.

"That's why I need you, Cult Leader. No matter how much I tell him to slack off while he works, he doesn't listen to me."

"That stubborn mule doesn't listen to me either."

"Still, he listens to you more than he listens to me."

After exchanging greetings with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. He could sense that her presence had changed significantly. She was not the same person she was before.

"Thanks to you, this matter was resolved well. Thank you."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme thought that Geom Mugeuk was very meticulous. He never forgot to greet each and every person. Even when a job was finished, he never overlooked details that could have been easily dismissed.

"I believe it was only possible because the Young Cult Leader was here."

She knew. She knew that the one who had commanded the entire operation and ultimately thwarted all the conspiracies was Geom Mugeuk.

In the first place, she was someone who should not have been here in Wuhan. And was it just her? The Poison King, the Demonic Buddha, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the First Young Lord, and even the heir to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were all here.

The one who made all of this possible was that Young Cult Leader. The future Cult Leader she would have to serve for the rest of her life.

Geom Mugeuk was delighted by her words.

"As expected! The only one who truly recognizes me is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme!"

After the tumultuous reunion came to an end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked casually, "How was it over there?"

He was curious about the skill of the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"The Chairman's skills are no joke, right?"

Everyone was curious, so they all focused on Geom Mugeuk's answer.

"I'll have to tell my father to postpone the unification of the murim."

It was his way of saying the Chairman was that strong.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader immediately shook his head.

"Your father is more terrifying."

"You haven't fought my father or the Murim Alliance Chairman, have you?"

"Do you have to fight to know? If I had to face the Chairman, I'd be worried and start thinking about how to fight him. But if I had to face your father... ah, I don't even want to think about it. That's the difference."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader feared the Demonic Cult Leader more than the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"Now, let's head back. We have to see our poor, overworked Strategist."

The masters of the Demonic Cult could not stay in Wuhan for long.

So Geom Mugeuk sent him and the Demon Supremes back first.

"Please go on ahead. My hyung and I have something to take care of here."

Geom Muyang gave him a look that asked what kind of trouble he was planning to start now.

"You'll be hearing good news from the Murim Alliance soon."

"What news?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke with a mysterious smile.

"Since we've come all this way, let's give them a proper celebration before we leave."


Jin Hagun returned to the Murim Alliance.

Seeing the blood-soaked Jin Hagun and the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade, the Murim Alliance martial artists greeted them with a respectful clasped hands salute.

They knew well that the blood was shed to protect innocent lives.

Recently, Jin Hagun had been trying to change himself. As a result, his relationship with the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade had deepened. This change had transformed the Demon Slaying Brigade into an even stronger organization.

Naturally, the way the Demon Slaying Brigade was viewed within the Murim Alliance also changed.

After entering the inner hall, he dismissed his subordinates.

"Go treat your wounds and get some rest! You've all worked hard."

"You worked hard too, Commander!"

With that, Jin Hagun headed to the Chairman's Hall alone.

He thought of his grandfather the entire way.

He did not know what kind of fight had occurred with Hwa Yulcheong, but considering their own battle, his grandfather's fight must not have been easy either.

Especially since Jin Hyo had said she would use him as a hostage to threaten his grandfather. What if his grandfather had been hurt because of that?

That was why, this time, he had put his trust in Geom Mugeuk. He believed Geom Mugeuk would have protected his grandfather and kept him from wavering.

Jin Hagun entered the Chairman's Hall.

"......"

The moment the door opened, he instinctively felt that the air inside was different.

Jin Hagun's heart began to pound.

Seeing the inside of the Chairman's Hall, Jin Hagun's heart sank.

The Chairman's seat was empty.

If that had been all, he would have thought his grandfather had just stepped out for a moment.

However, below the Chairman's seat, dozens of martial artists were lined up on either side.

These were no ordinary martial artists. They were the leaders of the various organizations within the Murim Alliance.

First were the four elite organizations representing the Murim Alliance.

The Commanders of the Green Dragon Brigade, the White Dragon Brigade, the White Tiger Brigade, and the Vermilion Bird Brigade (朱雀團) were standing there.

They were not the only ones.

The Directors of the secretly operating elite organizations, the Heavenly Wind Pavilion and the Secret Pavilion, were also present.

In addition, the leaders of other organizations, including the Commanders of the Iron Cavalry Squad and the Secret Shadow Squad, were all gathered.

And standing before them all was the Murim Alliance's Head Strategist, Jaegal Hyeon.

Jin Hagun's heart began to pound like crazy. He was even more surprised to see his younger sister, Jin Haryong, standing there as well.

No way...

Could something have happened to his grandfather?

His steps toward them quickened.

The leaders of the Murim Alliance, lined up on both sides, watched Jin Hagun in silence.

When Jin Hagun arrived below the Chairman's seat, the door the Chairman used opened, and Jin Paecheon walked out.

The moment he saw his grandfather, Jin Hagun let out a sigh of relief. The short time it took to walk from the entrance to this spot had been the most nerve-wracking moment of his life.

"Chairman!"

Jin Hagun looked at Jin Paecheon with trembling eyes.

Seeing his grandfather safe and sound, the face of one person came to mind.

Thank you, Mugeuk. This time, you can gloat all you want. I'll accept it all.

Jin Hagun bowed respectfully.

"Jin Hagun, Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade, reporting that I have completed my mission and returned."

Jin Paecheon looked down at his grandson without a word. With his unusual gaze and the different atmosphere, Jin Hagun grew tense.

His grandfather was safe, so why on earth was everyone gathered like this?

Soon, surprising words flowed from Jin Paecheon's lips. Jin Paecheon was not a man to postpone something he had decided on.

"From this moment on, I hereby appoint Jin Hagun, Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade, as the next Chairman of the Murim Alliance!"

It was something he had never expected, and Jin Hagun's eyes widened.

His grandfather's words just now meant he was being made the official successor to the Chairman.

The moment he had longed for had arrived so suddenly, without any warning, leaving him shocked and flustered.

Jin Haryong sent a telepathic message to her Orabeoni.

[What are you doing, Orabeoni!]

Finally snapping back to his senses, Jin Hagun assumed a formal posture and shouted, "Jin Hagun, Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade, I accept your solemn command! I will protect the Alliance, uphold righteousness and chivalry, and defend justice."

At that, the leaders gathered there all shouted in unison.

"The path of justice and chivalry with justice we sweep the land!"

Their resounding voices were filled with spirit.

Jin Hagun was happy. So very happy. He could not express how much he had wished for this moment. Succeeding his grandfather as the Chairman of the Murim Alliance had been his dream since childhood.

Normally, the position of Murim Alliance Chairman was not something that could be inherited or decided unilaterally by the previous Chairman.

According to the established laws of the Alliance, a nominated candidate could only become the successor if more than eighty percent of the Murim Alliance's leaders, including the Head Strategist, approved. Whether they approved or disapproved was kept strictly confidential, so the selection was carried out with great impartiality.

Jin Paecheon's decision to postpone the selection of a successor had, in the end, been a wise one. In the meantime, Jin Hagun had been active as the Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade, steadily building his fame and reputation.

Furthermore, his character had been acknowledged in the process of carrying out his duties of chivalry.

Because of that, everyone had already made up their minds.

"Commander Jin, please come up."

At Head Strategist Jaegal Hyeon's words, Jin Hagun ascended the steps and stood beside Jin Paecheon.

The assembled leaders all bowed in unison.

"We greet the next Chairman!"

Jin Hagun also bowed to them in return.

"I sincerely thank you for thinking so highly of this unworthy one."

Jin Haryong also offered her congratulations. Normally, she too would have had to bow formally, but in this moment, she wanted to congratulate him as his younger sister. She knew better than anyone how long her Orabeoni had waited for this moment.

"Congratulations, Orabeoni!"

Jin Hagun smiled brightly at her.

The leaders each offered their congratulations. Jin Hagun went down to greet each of them individually and express his thanks.

With this, the successors for the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions were confirmed. A formal announcement would be made soon, and the entire murim would learn of this fact.

A grand festival would be held in the Murim Alliance.


After everyone had left, only Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun remained in the Chairman's Hall.

"Hagun, there is something I must tell you."

"I will engrave it deep in my heart."

He expected his grandfather to speak about the sense of duty and attitude a Chairman must possess, and about Geom Mugeuk and the peace of the murim.

However, his grandfather brought up something completely unexpected.

"There was a part of me that hoped you would not take this seat. I was of two minds."

For the first time, Jin Paecheon conveyed his honest feelings about the position of Chairman.

"This seat comes with an immense responsibility. It is a position where you must exercise extreme self-control over your desires and bear the burden of protecting countless lives. Even if it's not your fault, the responsibility will fall on you, and you must accept all manner of resentment."

Jin Paecheon conveyed his feelings to his grandson with deep affection.

"It might seem exciting and wonderful, but that only lasts a day or two. You have to live your entire life conscious of others' gazes. You have to be careful even when you eat, and you can't even curse freely. Because of the tangled relationships, you can't even show a hateful expression to someone you despise."

And then, a surprising truth was revealed.

"I wanted to run away several times."

Jin Hagun could not believe his grandfather had ever had such thoughts.

"Those people who were congratulating you earlier, if they were offered this seat, more of them would run away. The more you know about this position, the more you'd want to flee, not covet it."

Jin Hagun could understand what he meant. The position of Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade was incredibly difficult at times, so how much more so would the Chairman's seat be?

"Do you know how I overcame it?"

"How did you overcome it?"

Jin Paecheon's gaze intensified.

"With strength."

Jin Paecheon was not just trying to give his grandson this difficult and arduous position. He was also giving him the power to protect it.

"I will pass down the Royal Sword Style to you!"


Chapter 668: Our Time Starts Now

The courtyard was bustling with preparations for departure. A decision had been made for everyone to return to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters, leaving only Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang behind. It would have been discourteous to the Murim Alliance for so many masters from the Divine Cult to remain in Wuhan now that the matter was concluded.

Two people watched the scene from a short distance away. They were the siblings, Gwak Yeong and Gwak Ju.

"We have to go back with them?"

Brave as the siblings were, having stood up to the Demonic Cult's God of War, they found the prospect of returning with these people far more terrifying.

"And without the one who's taking Noona with him?" Gwak Yeong was even more disappointed by this. She wished Geom Muyang could go with them, but he had said he had business to attend to and would come later.

Come to think of it, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord was a more difficult and frightening person than those Demon Supremes, yet they were relying on him. She was grateful to Geom Muyang. For such a terrifying person to be someone they could depend on.

Gwak Yeong and Gwak Ju had found out who all those crazy people were. They also learned that the one who had called them crazy was the Poison King.

The Poison King? The very Poison King who made even peerless masters tremble had been the one to crack a joke as he passed them.

Their statuses were all so lofty that it was hard to believe. Would one ever get the chance to meet the former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes in a single lifetime? Yet, four such people were right before their eyes.

"They wouldn't eat us, would they?"

As Gwak Ju spoke, someone interjected from behind.

"They might not eat you, but they could use you as an ingredient for poison."

Gwak Ju turned in surprise to find Geom Mugeuk had approached them.

"You've never been submerged in a vat full of poison, have you? Your body starts to melt, and you can't tell if that thing floating over there is your finger or your ear."

Gwak Ju stared at Geom Mugeuk, swallowing a startled breath. It was not because the vat of poison was scary, but because of the status of the person before him.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult!

He had not known yesterday, but he knew now. A person of even higher status than those four terrifying individuals was speaking to him.

Was this a dream? Yes, this was all a dream. The idea of his Noona, a master artisan from the Murim Alliance smithy, defecting to the Demonic Cult was a dreamlike story to begin with.

"Which carriage are you going to ride?"

Geom Mugeuk's question snapped the dazed Gwak Ju back to his senses.

"Ah, uh. We're..."

Gwak Ju looked at his Noona. As if Gwak Yeong would have decided which one to take either.

Two carriages were currently waiting in the courtyard. The first carriage was for the Demonic Buddha and the Poison King. The second was for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Who over there seems to have the kindest face?"

At that, the four people about to board the carriages perked up their ears. Geom Mugeuk had spoken to the siblings in a whisper, but how could the hearing of four great masters be ordinary? Besides, Geom Mugeuk was looking right at them while whispering conspiratorially.

Gwak Ju looked at them and whispered softly. "Based on looks alone, that handsome one over there seems the nicest."

He thought they would not hear, but they heard everything.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader frowned. He was not shameless enough to hope to be picked as the most handsome. But the one with the kindest face! That's me, isn't it? When else would he get to use this benevolent impression if not now?

"What if you hop into the first carriage just because he looks nice and make a mistake? You know, right? The poison vat!"

Gwak Ju nodded, his face pale. "Then we'll take the second carriage."

"Right, nothing like that will happen there."

Just as he seemed to be reassuring him, Geom Mugeuk continued.

"However, if you make a mistake there, you'll end up stabbing your Noona to death and then killing yourself. See that ill-tempered, pot-bellied man over there? You have to be especially careful of him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shot a glare in their direction. He could hear everything. Someone stopped him before he could shout at the brat.

"Stop joking around."

Turning around, he saw Geom Muyang standing there.

"You two, take that carriage back."

A third carriage arrived. The ones acting as bodyguards for the carriage were the Branch martial artists who had first come with Geom Muyang. He had ordered them to bodyguard the two to the Headquarters and then return.

Gwak Yeong and Gwak Ju were relieved that they could travel separately from the Demon Supremes.

"I've already sent word, so when you arrive, go to the smithy and meet Master Gwak."

"Thank you for your consideration." Her gaze toward Geom Muyang was filled with many emotions. It was better when she did not know his status and could speak freely. Then she could have conveyed this burning gratitude more clearly. What a shame.

And so, Gwak Yeong and Gwak Ju walked toward the third carriage.

As the two passed by, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, "People usually pick the one who saved their life as number one."

Just as Gwak Ju flinched, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme played along with her Master's lingering grudge.

"I do need the blood of a young man as an ingredient for a grand ritual."

Aiyoo! With a short scream, Gwak Ju scrambled into the third carriage. He knew it was a joke, but it was scary even so.

Gwak Yeong followed with an awkward laugh.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang watched them.

"You take good care of them from now on."

"You're the one bringing them, Hyung. Why should I take care of them?"

"You're better at taking care of people."

"From what I saw this time, you have a knack for it too, Hyung."

Geom Muyang did not answer. Saving the Gwak siblings this time was a different side of him than his past self. It was an event that allowed him to confirm his own change.

"I like the you of today, Hyung. I like you more and more. So I'm telling you again, don't even dream of going back to how you were."

Just then, the carriages started to depart.

Geom Mugeuk ran up to bid farewell to the Demonic Buddha and the Poison King. "I'll see you at the Headquarters. And when you see the Head Strategist, please tell him not to worry about us and to please get some rest!"

The two did not even look at him, busy discussing poisonous herbs.

"Lord Demonic Buddha! You're just being used!"

And so, the first carriage left.

He entrusted someone else to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Cult Leader, please take care of our Strategist Go!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slammed the window shut. "As if you're worried!"

Soon after, the door opened slightly, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme gave a nod of farewell. And so, the second carriage also left.

When the third carriage passed, the playful look had vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face. "Welcome to our Cult."

His atmosphere was completely different from before. He had a clear, deep gaze and an overwhelming presence that could not be described in words.

Gwak Yeong and Gwak Ju bowed their heads respectfully. "Thank you so much for accepting us."

And so, the three carriages set off toward the Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk walked straight out the gate. "I'm going to the Murim Alliance for a bit."

Geom Muyang shook his head and called out loudly. "Is the Murim Alliance your living room, for you to come and go as you please?"

Geom Mugeuk's reply came from beyond the wall. "They told me to come!"


The streets of Wuhan were abuzz with two pieces of news.

First was the death of the Heaven's Edge Hermit, Hwa Yulcheong. When it was revealed that he was a villain who had infiltrated the Murim Alliance, the martial artists of Wuhan were thrown into shock.

The Murim Alliance made its position clear. They announced that the one who personally executed the Heaven's Edge Hermit was the Lord of the Murim Alliance. They also stated that his evil deeds had been confirmed by not only the Chairman's Hall bodyguards but also the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade.

Hwa Yulcheong had taunted Jin Paecheon, asking if the martial artists would truly believe his words, but the fallout was not as great as he had anticipated. Those who had followed him with devout belief raised issues, but far more people believed the Lord of the Murim Alliance and the Murim Alliance itself.

It was not just Jin Paecheon's martial arts skill that Hwa Yulcheong had failed to grasp. He had also failed to understand the true strength of Jin Paecheon, who had lived his entire life as a Chairman with nothing to be ashamed of. Although it would take time for the situation to be fully resolved, there was not enough chaos to become a problem.

There was also a second piece of news that overshadowed the first. It was the news that Jin Hagun had become the successor. The orthodox sects' martial artists cheered at the news. Many had thought that the next Chairman should be Jin Hagun. That was how much the Demon Slaying Brigade had dedicated themselves to the justice and righteousness of the murim, disregarding their own lives.

Geom Mugeuk, wearing a bamboo hat pulled down low, passed through the bustling marketplace, which was noisy with talk of Jin Hagun becoming the successor. The place he arrived at was the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

Jin Haryong was waiting for him at the entrance. She watched as Geom Mugeuk walked toward her.

You saved us again.

Seeing him always reminded her of when she first met him. This was especially true as the significance of the person named Geom Mugeuk grew.

Geom Mugeuk arrived in front of her. "It's all over now, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at her words. "No! Our time starts now!"

Knowing he meant it was time for them to have fun together, Jin Haryong smiled pleasantly. "Let's go, Grandfather is waiting."

The two entered the Murim Alliance. The place she led him to was not toward the Chairman's Hall. Perhaps an order had been given in advance, as the guards they encountered let them pass without asking for Geom Mugeuk's identity.

The two talked as they walked together.

"Aren't you disappointed?"

"About what?"

"You could have been the successor too, couldn't you?"

"That's something only a person with ambition would covet. I don't have that kind of ambition. The Chairman's granddaughter, and in the future, the Chairman's sister. I'm someone who already has her hands full managing those two roles."

Geom Mugeuk knew she had a greater ambition than that, but he was certain it was not to become the Lord of the Murim Alliance.

"What about Hagun?"

"Orabeoni is in the training grounds right now."

Having inherited the Royal Sword Style from Jin Paecheon, Jin Hagun was training alone. It was crucial to properly consolidate his learning after first receiving it, so he would likely be holed up in the training grounds for a while. This was a more important moment than any other for him right now.

"That's great. We can prepare a celebration party in the meantime."

"Are you really going to do it?"

"Of course. A friend has achieved his dream. Let's just invite our friends and have a small party."

Although 'small' was a word that did not quite suit them.

"I've already invited everyone."

"You're so diligent."

This gathering would truly be a meeting of the official successors of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

Jin Haryong was genuinely curious. "Isn't this kind of thing a bother for you?"

Among the friends gathering, he was the most outstanding in every respect, be it status, martial arts, or character. It would have been natural for him to think, 'Do I really have to be the one to call everyone?'

"If I put up with a little bother, I can throw a celebration that your Orabeoni will never forget for the rest of his life. So why wouldn't I do it just because it's a hassle?"

For a moment, Jin Haryong had a thought. If even someone this outstanding lived so diligently, who was she to do any less? She had to live more diligently!

Of course, he also had a way of flustering people like this.

"When should we start practicing the dance?"

"What?" Jin Haryong stopped in her tracks, a look of shock on her face.

"We have to put on a congratulatory performance."

"No! No way! I'll die of embarrassment! Absolutely not!"

Of course, her refusal was futile against Geom Mugeuk, as she had already become his prey.

"Then it can't be helped."

He's giving up this easily? Of course, that was not the case.

"It's a shame, though. You danced so hard on a day that wasn't even special. This is the most precious day in your Orabeoni's life. And you can't do it because you're embarrassed? Back then, the place was full of masters from the orthodox and unorthodox factions. This time, it's just us. Your Orabeoni is a very magnanimous person, so he'll understand. Someday, when you're older, you'll look back on today and think, 'Ah, it really was nothing. Why was I like that back then? Why did I hurt my Orabeoni's feelings?' You'll probably shed tears of regret at Hagun's grave, right? It's okay, Hagun will still understand."

In the end, Jin Haryong threw up both her hands in surrender. "Aish, really! I'll dance, I'll dance! Fine, I'll dance until I collapse from exhaustion!"

But she could not go down alone. "I have a condition. You have to dance, and Young Alliance Chairman Bi has to dance too!"

She figured Geom Mugeuk would jump at the chance to dance, but she was sure Bi Sayin would never dance. Just as a surge of hope rose within her that if he did not dance, she would not have to either, Geom Mugeuk gave a meaningful smile, as if he had a plan for everything.

"Of course. Sayin will be the center of it all."


Jin Paecheon was waiting deep inside the inner court. Before they arrived, Jin Haryong had already turned back, saying she could go no further. It was clearly a place only the Chairman could enter.

Jin Paecheon stood with his back to him, looking up at the sky.

"You have given me another great lesson this time, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon waited silently for Geom Mugeuk's next words.

"Once you've made up your mind, act immediately."

He was referring to how Jin Paecheon had immediately acted on his decision to name a successor.

Jin Paecheon, still gazing at the sky, said calmly, "The right time to do what must be done is now! I have lived my entire life believing that."

Geom Mugeuk came to stand beside Jin Paecheon. "I will be sure to keep that in mind as I live."

At those words, Jin Paecheon's gaze finally shifted from the sky to Geom Mugeuk. "You should try procrastinating a little."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Jin Paecheon's joke telling him not to get any stronger.

Jin Paecheon's expression toward Geom Mugeuk was gentle. "If it weren't for you, not only the Alliance, but Hagun and I would have been in great trouble."

"One can never know the future. I'm sure you would have realized everything at the decisive moment, Chairman."

"Would I have, I wonder?"

Although he said it with a negative connotation, Geom Mugeuk believed he would have. "Yes, I'm sure you would have."

"Why are you so certain?"

"Because your instincts for crisis would surely not have let it slide. When a true crisis arose, they would have definitely kicked in."

This was the reason he could not just let it go. The person before him was just that kind of man. He might let the comment about his crisis instinct slide, but he could not ignore this.

"I am a man who is clear about his debts and favors. Since I've incurred a debt, I must repay it."

Jin Paecheon started walking, and Geom Mugeuk followed quietly behind him. After walking a little further, they came to a place thick with fog.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. There were formations laid out here. If these were formations protecting a precious place, he could not possibly be told how to break them.

Just as he was wondering if he should close his eyes and follow, the fog parted on its own, forming a path.

"......"

He did not know the principle behind it, but the fog created a winding path. It went forward, then sideways, then forward again. It was likely a fog that opened a path only for Jin Paecheon. There was no need to worry about where to step or what to skip over. He just had to walk as the fog guided.

When they finally emerged from the long, foggy path, a massive door appeared before his eyes.

Inscribed upon it in a powerful script was the name of the place.

The Murim Vault.


Chapter 669: But You Didn't Know This, Did You?

The Murim Vault was a place where all the treasures of the murim were stored. It was an absolutely forbidden zone that only those permitted by the Murim Alliance Lord and Chairman were said to be able to enter. A mystical aura, as ancient as its long history, flowed from the very doors.

As he passed through the formations, Geom Mugeuk had honestly felt hopeful. His hope was not born from a greed for martial arts manuals or divine weapons. Instead, he hoped that a bead for the Secret Box to absorb might be stored here in the Murim Alliance's vault.

However, he never imagined the Murim Alliance Lord would actually bring him to this place.

"This is the first time someone from the Divine Cult has come this far," Jin Paecheon said. "Probably the first in all of history."

"It is an honor, Chairman," Geom Mugeuk replied.

Geom Mugeuk thought about how it wasn't just people from the Divine Cult. The number of orthodox sect members who had ever stood before this place could likely be counted on one hand.

"Since becoming the Chairman, I have never once used an item from this place for my own personal reasons," Jin Paecheon added, looking down at his own sword. "This swordsmanship is from a sword I've used since I was young."

He had touched neither the miracle herbs nor the divine weapons kept within this place.

"I believed this was not mine, but the property of the Murim Alliance. It is a legacy left by our ancestors to protect the orthodox sects murim."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Jin Paecheon with a voice full of respect. "It is because you are such a person that you have been able to protect the orthodox sects murim until now."

He was being completely sincere. If the Chairman had been a man full of greed, his father would not have overlooked that weakness for so long. Although he was a grandfather whose heart wavered because of his grandchildren, Geom Mugeuk could see that a man with such a heart was an even stronger martial artist.

"I have been contemplating what kind of reward to give you," Jin Paecheon said.

Geom Mugeuk had told him he would have resolved the situation well even without his help, but would he really have? Would his crisis instinct truly have kicked in for a friend he had spent decades with? He thought not.

Geom Mugeuk had saved his life and the lives of his grandchildren. By extension, he had saved the fate of the Murim Alliance. Including the last time, this was now twice.

Honestly, Jin Paecheon had wanted to say, "As a reward, I will make you my grandson-in-law." Of course, their relationship made that impossible. Even if it were possible, he now knew it couldn't be considered a gift. Rather, if Geom Mugeuk became his grandson-in-law, it would be he who was receiving the gift.

"If you were an ordinary master, I would have assessed your skills and talent and bestowed upon you a martial arts manual and a treasured sword myself. But I cannot do that for you."

Jin Paecheon's gaze turned to the Murim Vault.

"So, you shall choose for yourself."

An astonishing statement followed.

"Take three things you desire from this place."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned by the unexpected gift. Not one, but three?

Seeing the surprised Geom Mugeuk, Jin Paecheon gave a single nod.

"Chairman, I'm too greedy to refuse an offer like that. If you thought, 'Surely this fellow will refuse on his own,' then you've underestimated my greed. You think I'll reduce the three to one? No. I'm a greedy man who schemes to increase three to five."

"It was a decision made after much thought. Take three."

Only after that confirmation did Geom Mugeuk rejoice.

"Thank you so much! Thank you, Chairman!"

He wasn't just happy, he was ecstatic. He jumped up and down right in front of the Chairman.

"Are you that happy?"

"Of course! Isn't this a place I'll never get to see again in my life? Just getting to look around would be amazing, so how could I not be happy when I can take three items? I'm so happy! Treasure, just you wait! The incarnation of avarice is on his way! I'm coming to get five!"

"Three!"

"Yes! I'm coming to get three!"

A smile formed on Jin Paecheon's lips as he watched Geom Mugeuk's delight. Yes, this was much better than someone feigning refusal before reluctantly accepting a gift. To rejoice so freely that it even made the giver feel good.

"But why three?" Geom Mugeuk asked, then guessed the answer himself. "Is it perhaps because I rooted out the three people who had deeply infiltrated the Murim Alliance?"

Jin Paecheon hadn't decided on three for any particular reason. It just seemed cruel to tell him to take only one, so he had said three. If he had to attach a reason, it would be more accurate to say it was for saving himself, his grandson, and his granddaughter. One for each person.

"I should tell you in advance, I'm going to take only the best things."

"Go ahead."

Jin Paecheon took out a large key. He inserted it into the hole in the entrance and turned it.

KRRRRRRR.

The massive door began to slowly open.

"I'll be back then."

"Take your time and look around, even if it takes a while."

"Thank you very much."

After showing his respect with a formal clasped hands greeting, Geom Mugeuk stepped inside.


Behind the door was a corridor, and at the end of that corridor was another door. The walls leading to it were embedded with luminous pearls, so it wasn't dark. Usually, broken or low-grade luminous pearls were used to substitute for lanterns, but here, very bright and high-quality ones were used.

It was making a man's heart flutter right from the start.

His first goal here today was to obtain a bead for the Secret Box to absorb. He had obtained the Secret Box from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. In the basement of the Yellow Dragon Academy, he had connected with three hundred years in the past and obtained the heart-method incantation to control these energies.

He had currently absorbed three energies. The Black Orb came from the Heavenly Wind Cult, the Green Orb from the Evil Alliance, and the White Orb from the North Sea Ice Palace.

Last time, in the basement of the Yellow Dragon Academy, he had seen the Secret Box and the orbs drawn on the wall. The Secret Box was meant to absorb a total of six energies. They were black and white, blue and red, and yellow and purple.

Could he really obtain one of the energies here at the Murim Alliance?

Having reached the end of the corridor, Geom Mugeuk opened the door with a pounding heart and walked inside.

The first space of the murim secret vault was where treasures were stored. Usually, the most common sight in a place with treasures is various items made of gold. Gifts sent by a Trading Company or various sects, things like dragons, tigers, turtles, or toads made of gold, would typically fill a vault.

However, there was no such gold or jewelry in the Murim Vault. There was only one type of treasure here.

The Antitoxin Bead.

Shelves were filled with expensive, top-grade Antitoxin Beads. When he opened the boxes stacked below, they too were filled with the Antitoxin Bead. Each box was packed with the Antitoxin Bead, all sorted by grade.

Geom Mugeuk understood. The Murim Alliance was converting all its treasures into the Antitoxin Bead for storage.

Ah, they're preparing for war.

At the same time, it was also a preparation against the Poison King. If a war were to break out, the Antitoxin Bead here would be immediately distributed to all the masters of the alliance.

You won't have to worry so much about the current generation. Even if a war were to happen, Father wouldn't put the Poison King at the forefront.

Passing through the room of only the Antitoxin Bead, he opened the door to the next room. The moment he opened the door, a vast space revealed itself. It was a space dozens of times larger than where the Antitoxin Bead had been.

The aura emanating from this place was filled with the energies of the orthodox sects. It was so full of righteous and chivalrous energy that an ordinary master from the Demonic Cult or unorthodox sects would find it burdensome just to step inside.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked in. This was the place where divine weapons were stored. It was so vast the end was not in sight. Weapons hung on all four walls, and countless display stands holding more weapons were set up in the inner space.

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly, admiring them. They were mainly weapons used by masters of the orthodox sects, which was why the room was overflowing with their energy. Below the display stands, the names of the weapons and the masters who used them were written. There were also detailed accounts of where and with whom the masters had fought using them.

This was not just a warehouse. It was an exhibition hall where one could learn the history of the murim.

He had been in several vaults until now, but the Murim Alliance was the first to have one so well-organized. The weapons were famous ones he had heard of at least once.

Take this sword that immediately caught Geom Mugeuk's eye. The name written below the display stand was the Nameless Sword. It was the Nameless Sword because it had no name, but it was more famous than any sword that did. It was the unique weapon of an absolute master who swept through the murim two hundred years ago, known as the Nameless Warrior.

I can't just pass by the Nameless Sword.

He carefully lifted the Nameless Sword from its stand and drew it.

SHRRRNG.

The sharp aura emanating from the sword chilled the surroundings.

"Magnificent!"

Admiration escaped him automatically. Any martial artist who used a sword would find their feet rooted to the spot before this blade.

Next to it rested a pipa. It was a weapon for a martial artist who used sound arts. The Heavenly Music Pipa. It was the unique weapon of the Clear Flower Fairy, an absolute master of sound arts in the past. It was said that when the Heavenly Music Pipa was played, those with weak inner arts would have their eardrums burst and their blood and qi flow in reverse, causing instant death.

There was a reason the Nameless Sword and the Heavenly Music Pipa were placed so close together. The Clear Flower Fairy had lost her life in a battle against the Nameless Warrior. The display stand below also explained the final battle between the two.

After taking a few more steps, he saw a blade with a black dragon carved as if it were coiling around the blade's body. The Divine Black Dragon Blade.

"Ah! I haven't even walked ten steps since entering the room, and I've already seen the Nameless Sword, the Heavenly Music Pipa, and the Divine Black Dragon Blade? And I can only pick three things from here? I want to take everything except three!"

Jin Paecheon would have laughed heartily if he had heard him, but the place was truly filled with divine weapons that made one want to lie on the floor and throw a tantrum. With every step, a piece of history that had once shaken the murim revealed itself.

The Demon Restraining Chains. This chain weapon was also the unique weapon of an orthodox sects master who once roamed the murim. The fan next to it, named the White Air Fan, was also an absolute weapon where life and death were decided with a single wave. These two martial artists had been sworn brothers.

Geom Mugeuk's knowledge of the murim was broader and richer than anyone's, so he recognized many of the weapons. However, reading the descriptions, he found many hidden stories he didn't know. As he looked around, he found some surprisingly ordinary weapons as well. If the person who used the weapon was a great hero, or if the weapon was used in a truly meaningful way, it was displayed.

When one's martial arts reached a certain realm, an old iron sword used by a martial artist one respected would be more meaningful than any treasured sword.

Geom Mugeuk continued to walk, looking at the weapons. How far had he walked?

Suddenly, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated. It wasn't because an immediate danger was detected. It was because the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had reacted to an unusually powerful energy felt up ahead.

What in the world is over there?

Geom Mugeuk walked towards it. As he got closer, the energy grew more intense. When he arrived, there was a wide, open space. Before, the weapons had been displayed densely like a checkerboard, but here, there was only one display stand in the wide space. A single sword rested upon it.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had activated because of this very sword. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was triggered by the energy emanating from a mere sword?

Come to think of it, this was the very center of this second area. It was a layout where all the weapons were displayed in four directions with this sword at the core. A single sword rested there.

Geom Mugeuk slowly approached it. He could feel an intense righteous and chivalrous energy from the sword. The moment he saw the name written below it, Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in shock.

The Gentleman Sword.

A cry burst from Geom Mugeuk. "The Greatest of All Time the Gentleman Sword!"

That was the name used to refer to the Gentleman Sword. The Gentleman Sword was a symbol of the orthodox sects murim. It was said that if the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had the Heavenly Demon Sword, the orthodox sects murim had the Gentleman Sword.

"Ah! So this is the Gentleman Sword."

It was a sword Geom Mugeuk had only ever heard of. The scabbard and hilt of the Gentleman Sword were not ornate. However, the energy felt from the sword overwhelmed that of any other weapon.

Geom Mugeuk quietly stared at the Gentleman Sword.

First, he was amazed by Jin Paecheon. As the Murim Alliance Lord, he could have taken and used this Gentleman Sword. But he did not use the Gentleman Sword. It was likely because it was a sword that was a symbol of the orthodox sects murim, steeped in long history and tradition.

He must have known I might choose the Gentleman Sword, right?

Did he have faith that he wouldn't choose the Gentleman Sword? Or did he think it was acceptable for him to take the Gentleman Sword? In any case, since he had promised, if he said he would take this sword, Jin Paecheon would let him. He was not a man who broke his promises.

"No, didn't I go so far as to call myself an incarnation of avarice? What on earth did you trust in to tell me to take whatever I wanted?"

He thought Jin Paecheon was an incredible man.

Geom Mugeuk approached the Gentleman Sword until it was within arm's reach.

"You must be lonely, being trapped in here all by yourself, right?"

A treasured sword like the Gentleman Sword would surely want to meet a good master and reveal itself to the world.

Geom Mugeuk's deliberation was not long.

"Alright, let's get out of here together!"

Geom Mugeuk decided to take the Gentleman Sword with him. For such a precious sword to remain only in a vault was not right, neither for the murim nor for the sword itself.

Geom Mugeuk carefully took the Gentleman Sword in his hand. Even without drawing the blade, he could feel its energy.

As he held the Gentleman Sword, the Black Demon Sword at his waist let out a low hum.

GUUUUUNG.

It had sensed the presence of the Gentleman Sword. It was the moment a treasured sword recognized another treasured sword. Geom Mugeuk soothed the Black Demon Sword.

"Don't be nervous, it's okay."

Geom Mugeuk did not draw the Gentleman Sword. It was not a sword for him to use. No matter how much he was promised he could take anything, and no matter how he had saved their lives, there were some things he should not be greedy for.

"A reason to congratulate my friend has just come up."

He planned to give the Gentleman Sword to Jin Hagun as a gift. He had a character that perfectly matched the sword's name.

Knowing Jin Paecheon's personality, even if Jin Hagun were to become the Chairman later, he would never give this sword to his grandson. A man of such integrity who hadn't touched anything in this place his entire life would not be able to give the Gentleman Sword to his own blood.

So I'll give it to him!

Would the day come when he would see Jin Hagun perform the Royal Sword Style with the Gentleman Sword?

Geom Mugeuk fastened the Gentleman Sword to the opposite side of his waist from the Black Demon Sword. Thus, Geom Mugeuk chose the first of his three items. Just as he had joked to Jin Paecheon, he had truly chosen the best thing.

Jin Paecheon must have had faith that he wouldn't take this out.

But you didn't know this, did you?

"You'll probably like that friend of mine, too."


Chapter 670: Isn't It About Time You Ate One?

With the Gentleman Sword at his waist, Geom Mugeuk continued to survey the area. He was hoping the Secret Box might ring, on the off chance a bead was hidden among the weapons or inside a display cabinet's drawer.

However, the Secret Box stayed silent even after he had inspected every weapon in the room.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward the door that led to the next room. Before passing through, he turned back and offered a farewell.

"I've had a good look."

It was a farewell meant for the souls of the martial artists who once wielded these weapons. This exhibition hall, after all, valued the lives of the weapon users more than the weapons themselves.

Geom Mugeuk opened the door and stepped inside.

This new room was smaller than the one filled with weapons, but it was still quite large when compared to the first room. Protective armors were displayed here.

Just as before, descriptions of the armors and the people who wore them were provided. Geom Mugeuk slowly began to look around.

"Oh, so I get to see the Alluring Robe in person!"

It was the protective armor of Yeon Gaek, a swordsman and playboy who had been popular with female martial artists long ago. The robe, which featured a beautiful woman painted on its back, was his signature garment. No ordinary sword qi could penetrate the image.

"I'm so envious! Someday, I will too!"

With that remark, which was half-joking and half-serious, he started to examine the protective armors in earnest. There were truly all kinds of them.

"So this is what the Silver Scale Armor looks like!"

The silver scales glittered so brightly that they were dazzling. Of course, it seemed to be lacking in practicality.

"The Arrogant Dragon Armor! How magnificent."

A roaring dragon was depicted on the chest. It seemed that if someone wore this to face their enemies, its sheer presence alone would be enough to intimidate them.

By far, the finest piece of protective armor here was this one.

"The Celestial Deity Armor!"

It was a protective armor renowned for being so light and flexible that it felt like wearing nothing. One should not underestimate it for its thinness, however. It was an armor that vied for the title of the very best, as it could not be cut even by sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

You bastards, don't even think about trying to fool me from now on!

Since the authentic items were stored here, any of the weapons or armors from this place being traded on the market would have to be fakes.

But still, would a martial artist really just leave this behind? It's the Celestial Deity Armor.

However, he had already decided not to choose a protective armor today. He had a certain thought in mind.

"That's right, training is the best protective armor."

He reluctantly moved on, comforting himself with that thought.

As Geom Mugeuk was looking at the remaining armors, something stopped him in his tracks.

The Ice Dragon Divine Armor.

The moment he saw it, Geom Mugeuk was reminded of that time three hundred years ago.

This Ice Dragon Divine Armor was the gift the Darkness Palace Lord had given to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, along with the Heavenly Yin Pill. Geom Mugeuk had witnessed it happen that day.

At the time, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, the opponent the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had to fight, possessed an inner art of extreme yang. The armor was given as a way to prepare for that. Geom Mugeuk, however, had judged it to be a trap.

The Darkness Palace Lord had been hoping for the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord to be defeated.

He could not be certain, as he had not witnessed the fight that day, but he predicted that the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, who had prepared for an attack of extreme yang, was instead met with an attack of extreme yin.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor must not have been the only one in that fight. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had definitely been involved back then.

He looked around to see if there was anything else nearby related to the events of that time. Then, another item caught his eye.

Ah! This is?

It was not a protective armor. It was just a long piece of cloth.

The Saintess's Dream.

Geom Mugeuk knew what it was even without looking at the name written below.

It's the cloth the Saintess used to cover her eyes.

The Saintess he had met in the world three hundred years ago had been covering her eyes with this very cloth. He remembered the prophecy she had made.

Darkness will lead you to your heavenly purpose.

At the time, he had interpreted her prophecy to mean he would find the location of the large Secret Box through the Darkness Palace.

Now that he had confirmed their descendants had survived for three hundred years, the prophecy felt different.

That the fight against this hidden power is my heavenly purpose.

Geom Mugeuk slowly picked up the cloth named the Saintess's Dream.

"!"

The moment the cloth was in his hand, Geom Mugeuk felt a certain energy.

It was not an energy one could feel from a person's prayer or from martial arts. This energy was completely different, an auspicious and mystical force.

Was it because he had received a prophecy from the Saintess? Geom Mugeuk could clearly feel this energy, which had remained for over three hundred years.

Geom Mugeuk felt it instinctively. This energy was not for him, nor was it for anyone else.

It is for one person only.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk thought of someone. The face of a person to whom he felt he should deliver this appeared in his mind.

If encountering the divine relic left by the Saintess here is also fate?

Geom Mugeuk did not hesitate and took the Saintess's Dream. This was Geom Mugeuk's second choice. His first and second choices were both for others.

Let's make the last choice for myself.

Having made his decision, Geom Mugeuk headed to the next room.


The moment he opened the third door, a strong scent told him what kind of room this was. This medicinal fragrance, always pleasant to smell, came from the place where miracle herbs were stored.

"Wow! This is incredible."

Countless miracle herbs were spread out before his eyes. The first thing that caught his eye was the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Several of them were displayed, each in its own box.

Had he ever seen so many Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginsengs in one place? This was truly the first time. With them present, the Thousand Year Blood Ginsengs displayed separately nearby felt like mere balloon flower roots.

That wasn't all. Next to them was the Gu Yang Jin Dan, which bestowed an inner art of extreme yang, and across from it, as if to say 'the extreme yin inner art is over here', was the Divine Nine Yin Pill.

In front of those was the Pure Heart Pill. There were three or four of these miracle herbs, which one would be lucky to eat even one of in a lifetime.

And was that all? The Taeyang Dan and the Little Yang Pill, the Taiji True Heart Pill and the Gathering Clouds Pill, the Light Heralding Pill... there were truly all kinds of miracle herbs. And they were all very well organized.

Seeing this, he could once again appreciate what an incredible thing it was for Jin Paecheon to have let him in here.

What if he ate all these miracle herbs? What if he devoured them all like a madman and ran away? If one assumed there was even a slight chance of that happening, he would never have been allowed inside. The fact that he was let in anyway showed how much he was trusted.

The next room is probably the one with the secret manuals. Since I don't need any martial arts, I should choose a miracle herb here.

He possessed such a vast amount of inner arts that he wondered if he even needed more, but when it came to inner arts, the more the better.

He did not need to ponder which miracle herb to choose. As he walked along the rows of herbs, he met the commander of this room at its center.

"Blue Sky Stone Essence!"

It was the pinnacle of all miracle herbs. There was indeed a pure white bottle containing Blue Sky Stone Essence.

He carefully opened the stopper and looked inside, seeing what looked like a few drops of milky-white Blue Sky Stone Essence. Just a single drop had an effect superior to any of the other miracle herbs here.

"I was going to eat it all myself, but you sure are lucky!"

He was talking to his hyung. He had decided to split it with him. Why would he give it all away just because he liked him? Ah, well, he did like him a bit these days. Still, his hyung should be grateful to get even half.

"Chairman, I told you clearly when I came in. I said I would only take the best items."

And so, Geom Mugeuk had chosen the Gentleman Sword, the Saintess's Dream, and the Blue Sky Stone Essence. He had selected all three items he was allowed to take from this place.

Now, all that was left was to find the bead for the Secret Box to absorb. To Geom Mugeuk, this was more important than even the Blue Sky Stone Essence.

He meticulously searched the room with the miracle herbs, but the Secret Box showed no reaction.

Geom Mugeuk opened the next door and went inside. As expected, the final room was a place where martial arts secret manuals were stored.

Dozens of large bookshelves were filled with precious secret manuals that the Murim Alliance had collected over its long history.

"Ah, what a nice smell."

It was a good smell in a different sense from the medicinal fragrance. It was the scent of books.

Geom Mugeuk had become completely engrossed in reading in the Heavenly Demon Archives after becoming the Acting Cult Leader. He was now beginning to understand the joy of reading.

"I wonder what kind of books are here?"

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly, examining the bookshelves. They had mainly collected the martial arts of the orthodox sects. Regarding demonic arts or heretical arts, they had mostly gathered the martial arts used to counter them.

One could feel the will and confidence to surely suppress demonic and heretical arts with the martial arts of the orthodox sects.

There were ultimate martial arts that would make orthodox sects' martial artists faint, practically every other book. Geom Mugeuk did not take any out to look. For him now, the only martial art was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Thus, Geom Mugeuk walked slowly, passing between the bookshelves.

Secret Box, ring! Please, ring! You're hungry too, aren't you? Isn't it about time you ate one!

However, the Secret Box did not ring even after he had circled all the bookshelves.

Geom Mugeuk tried to shake off his disappointment.

Well, it can't be helped.

Geom Mugeuk did not rush. He had not been desperately trying to gather all the power of the beads from the start. He had only managed to collect three by faithfully following the flow of fate.

"No! It can't be! I have to find it!"

Geom Mugeuk went back to the first room. He started over from the beginning, meticulously searching as he moved inward.

From the Antitoxin Bead room to the weapons room, then from the protective armor room to the miracle herbs room. And finally, to the secret manuals room. He searched every corner, but the Secret Box did not react.

Ah! So the Murim Alliance's treasury didn't have a bead after all.

I had a feeling there would be one.

It's a shame, but I should still say my farewells before leaving.

"I've had a good look."

As he was about to just walk out, Geom Mugeuk looked back at the library. He had looked well at the other places as a farewell, but he was about to leave here without reading a single book.

"You know, I may not look it, but I've been reading quite a bit lately."

Geom Mugeuk picked the thinnest book from a nearby bookshelf.

"It's a commemoration of my visit here, so I should at least read one book before I go."

In a corner of this library space, there was a small chair against the wall, as if placed there for someone to sit and read.

It was when he approached that chair.

"......"

The Secret Box in his chest rang.

Geom Mugeuk was startled. He never thought the Secret Box, which had not rung no matter where he searched, would ring here.

Come to think of it, I only looked between the bookshelves, I never came to this corner!

There was nothing here but a single chair. The chair was also too small to hide a bead.

"There's nothing here."

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk flinched.

"No, there is something!"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the luminous pearl embedded in the wall behind the chair. It was a luminous pearl, placed there to provide light for reading.

That's it!

Indeed, as he approached the luminous pearl, the Secret Box vibrated even more strongly.

Geom Mugeuk very carefully pulled out the luminous pearl. Then, from behind where the luminous pearl had been, something rolled out.

What rolled out was a single bead. A yellow bead, the Yellow Orb.

Geom Mugeuk cheered.

"I found it!"

He would not have been this happy if he had found it from the start. Finding it after having given up hope made him overjoyed.

There was a reason he had not thought much of the chair in the corner and the luminous pearl above it. Luminous pearls were embedded in various places in every room. High-quality luminous pearls were embedded even in the corridor at the very entrance.

They were so commonly embedded in each room that he had thought nothing of this particular luminous pearl in the far corner of the final library.

Geom Mugeuk took out the Secret Box from his robes and placed the Yellow Orb on top of it.

HISSSS.

As always, the Secret Box absorbed the Yellow Orb. Soon after, the Secret Box vibrated greatly, and a golden energy began to flow out of it.

The energy of the Yellow Orb flowing from the Secret Box began to spread through Geom Mugeuk's hands and into his entire body, getting absorbed.

SWOOOOOSH.

The energy shimmered like light and spread like waves. The process felt incredibly pleasant. The sensation, like drinking cool water when one is at the peak of thirst, gave him a refreshing feeling that was simply beyond words.

Geom Mugeuk naturally began to perform the incantation he had learned before. As he did, the energies of the Black Orb, Green Orb, and White Orb, which had been dormant inside his body, reawakened.

These three energies began to move in a way completely different from his existing inner arts cultivation method, welcoming the newly joining energy of the Yellow Orb.

As the four energies coursed through the blood vessels of his entire body together, Geom Mugeuk had a new experience. His whole body felt as light as a feather, as if he could fly up into the sky.

At the final moment of the incantation, the four energies merged into one. In that instant, he felt the immense power contained within that energy. This power was a different kind of strength from that given by his existing inner arts.

However, the energies failed to fully merge and scattered again, falling dormant in his blood vessels.

Geom Mugeuk slowly opened his eyes.

"Haaa."

He had now completely absorbed the energy of the Yellow Orb.

Two colors remained. Only the red and purple beads were left.

Where could they possibly be?

What would happen if he gathered all the energies?

As he was momentarily lost in the afterglow of this mystical energy.

"......"

The Secret Box spat out the bead whose energy it had absorbed. The Yellow Orb that rolled out was now just an ordinary stone.

"Did you enjoy your meal?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, the Secret Box, as always, simply smiled.

Geom Mugeuk placed the energy-depleted Yellow Orb back into its original hole and reinserted the luminous pearl. Then he sat down in that spot and read the book he had brought.

It was a text left by an old master longing for his hometown. As he read the words, he missed his father and the people in our Cult.

A short while later, Geom Mugeuk finished the book and placed it back in its original spot. If he had not thought to read a book before leaving, he would have never found the Yellow Orb. After all, he would never have a reason to enter this place again.

Long live the Heavenly Demon Archives! Long live the bookworm Geom Mugeuk!

Geom Mugeuk gathered the three divine relics and walked toward the entrance where Jin Paecheon was waiting.

"I've had a good read!"


Chapter 671: I Intend to Let Him Go First

Geom Mugeuk stepped out from the Murim Vault.

Waiting for him was Jin Paecheon, whose back was turned to the entrance.

"Chairman, I'm out."

Jin Paecheon was curious about his choice, wondering what items he had brought out.

When Jin Paecheon turned to look at Geom Mugeuk, his mind went blank for a split second. The lapse was so complete that his life would have been in danger during a real battle. For that single instant, his mind was utterly empty.

The Gentleman Sword?

A wave of astonishment washed over him. He did not let it show on his face, but he was genuinely shocked. He had nearly let out an audible gasp.

"These are the three items I have chosen."

The Gentleman Sword was laid horizontally across Geom Mugeuk's outstretched arms. A bottle containing the Blue Sky Stone Essence rested upon the sword, and beside it hung the Saintess's Dream.

Stunned, Jin Paecheon found himself unable to speak for a moment.

He brought out the Gentleman Sword?

He had never considered the possibility that Geom Mugeuk would bring out the Gentleman Sword. The thought had not even crossed his mind.

The Gentleman Sword was a blade that served as a practical symbol for the orthodox sects. It was a sword he himself had only ever observed, never once attempting to draw it.

Is that really the Gentleman Sword in front of me?

He looked once more, and it was undeniably the Gentleman Sword.

"Do you know what kind of sword that is?" he asked, just in case Geom Mugeuk had taken it without understanding its significance.

"Of course," Geom Mugeuk replied, his eyes looking down at the Gentleman Sword.

"It's the Greatest of All Time, the Gentleman Sword."

His gaze lifted from the sword and returned to Jin Paecheon.

"I brought out the best sword among all the swords."

Even though he had told him to choose anything he desired, who would have thought he would actually bring out the Gentleman Sword?

Jin Paecheon was flabbergasted and bewildered. He was unsure how to process the situation. Why had he never considered that Geom Mugeuk might choose this?

Jin Paecheon's gaze shifted again, this time to the Blue Sky Stone Essence. It was the most precious of all miracle herbs.

This choice seemed less surprising, perhaps because he was still so shocked by the Gentleman Sword.

Right, he could give him the Blue Sky Stone Essence. After all, the young man had saved his grandsons and, by extension, the fate of the Murim Alliance.

However, the Gentleman Sword was the symbol of the orthodox sects. For that sword to fall into the hands of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

The martial artists of the orthodox sects would surely be in an uproar if they discovered this. The consequences might be even greater than when the truth about the Heaven's Edge Hermit was revealed.

I have to tell him no, even if it's now.

Jin Paecheon's eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. He was looking back at him with a mischievous expression, as if he found something incredibly amusing.

Yes, he must be very pleased.

"What is that cloth?"

"It is a sacred artifact named the Saintess's Dream."

Geom Mugeuk handed the Saintess's Dream, which was draped over the sword, to Jin Paecheon.

"Three hundred years ago, it was a relic of the Saintess Palace, one of the three organizations that protected the Heavenly Fate Palace."

As Jin Paecheon inspected the Saintess's Dream, he could not find anything special about it.

It's just a piece of cloth with historical meaning but no special powers.

Geom Mugeuk could guess this from Jin Paecheon's expression and reaction. He was the only one who could sense its sacred energy.

"May I ask why you chose this?"

"Because there is someone I want to give it to."

Jin Paecheon handed the Saintess's Dream back. He did not ask who that person was.

That was not the important part. He needed to make a decision right now. Once they left this place, there would be no going back.

In the end, however, Jin Paecheon did not speak the words that would forbid him from taking the Gentleman Sword.

A promise was a promise.

This was not just any promise. It was a promise made by the leader of the Murim Alliance to the Acting Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"An excellent choice."

Yes, how could a martial artist who wields a sword be wrong for choosing the Gentleman Sword?

Jin Paecheon shook off his lingering attachment and regret, offering Geom Mugeuk his sincere congratulations. He steeled his heart, determined not to regret this decision.

It would not be a waste to give him not just the Gentleman Sword, but all the treasures and sacred artifacts in that vault. He had saved his grandsons' lives.

If giving away the Gentleman Sword became an issue, he would gladly accept full responsibility. This was his problem to bear, not Geom Mugeuk's.

Now was the time to show his sincere gratitude.

"Thank you for what you've done."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Paecheon with a moved expression before he bowed his head respectfully.

"Please stay healthy for a long, long time and watch over us."

"Hey, you punk. Is that something the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult should say to the leader of the Murim Alliance?"

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"Let's head back now."

"Yes, Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk tucked the Saintess's Dream and the Blue Sky Stone Essence into his robes, then fastened the Gentleman Sword to his waist.

Although Jin Paecheon had firmly resolved to give it to him, his gaze still drifted unconsciously toward the Gentleman Sword. A sense of attachment lingered.

He felt his heart stir once more.

Ah! I can't be a true gentleman!

Jin Paecheon let out a dry laugh and started to walk.

SHHH...

Just as when they had entered, the mist within the formations parted on its own to create a path.

"Are you going back now?"

"No. As I mentioned before, I plan to call my friends and hold a celebratory feast for Hagun before I leave."

When he first heard this, he had assumed it was just something he said. It appeared he was truly planning to hold a celebration.

"If someone doesn't raise a flag and tell everyone to gather, we might never see each other again. I'm usually the one who holds that flag."

Jin Paecheon understood how difficult that role was. It was true for him as well.

I am Jin Paecheon, so why should I? If you want to see me, you should be the one to contact me first.

Honestly, it would be a lie to say he never had such thoughts.

"Why do you try so hard to gather everyone?"

"Because I like them. I like my friends. I like Hagun, and I like the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance. I like my other friends too. It's fun and enjoyable to see them. That's why I raise the flag. Of course, you, Chairman, might suspect that flag is a charge banner for a battlefield, but it's just a 'let's all gather here' happy-go-lucky assembly flag."

Jin Paecheon smiled faintly at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"Don't you have friends like that, Chairman?" Geom Mugeuk asked, fully aware of the situation with the Heaven's Edge Hermit.

As always, this was Geom Mugeuk's effort to prevent the wounds of the heart from being buried, even if the body was. If you have sent one friend off, you should make new ones.

"Why don't you try raising a flag yourself, even now?"

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression. Telling him to raise the flag himself?

"If you raise a flag, Chairman, the entire murim will be shocked, so you'll have to write in big letters on it. 'Absolutely no other meaning. This is a flag for having fun!'"

Jin Paecheon laughed out loud. This Geom Mugeuk was truly the only one who could make him laugh like this. And he was doing it while wearing the Gentleman Sword, no less.

"If I raise a flag, who would come?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk mentioned people he had not expected.

"There's my father, isn't there? And the Evil Alliance Chairman is here too."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk added, as if he were being completely serious, "They might be secretly waiting for someone to raise a flag for them."

Jin Paecheon started walking again with an expression that suggested he could not be helped. He thought it was nonsense, but he suddenly found himself recalling the tripartite meeting.

It had been more enjoyable than he had anticipated. Just as he thought it might be nice to gather once more, Jin Paecheon flinched.

What kind of ridiculous thought am I having!

As the two of them walked out of the formations and across the inner courtyard, someone was waiting at the spot where he had parted with Jin Haryong.

"Chairman."

The person who greeted Jin Paecheon politely was none other than Jin Hagun.

When he entered the training grounds, he had ordered his subordinate to call him without fail if Geom Mugeuk came to see the Chairman. He wanted to see Geom Mugeuk's face before he went back to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Jin Hagun asked Geom Mugeuk, "Did you pick a good gift?"

He had heard from Jin Haryong that his grandfather had taken Geom Mugeuk to the Murim Vault.

"I only brought out the most awesome stuff."

Jin Hagun glanced at the Gentleman Sword hanging on the opposite side of the Black Demon Sword. He did not recognize it as the Gentleman Sword, since he had never seen it in person.

One thing was certain. No matter what treasure Geom Mugeuk took, it would not be a waste.

"Thank you for everything."

He knew that he could become the successor entirely thanks to Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you going back right away?"

He naturally assumed that he would now be returning to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Me? I'm not leaving."

"What?"

"I'm going to your celebration party before I go. You've become the successor, so you have to have a party. I've already called all our friends."

"Which friends?"

"You don't even have that many friends, what are you asking for?"

Flustered, Jin Hagun looked toward his grandfather. Jin Paecheon simply watched the two of them in silence.

"Why? You don't like it?"

"It's not that I don't like it, but."

Honestly, he was happy. This celebration would be a gathering of those who would offer the most sincere congratulations.

"Here, and this is."

Geom Mugeuk unfastened the Gentleman Sword from his waist and held it out to him.

"My gift to commemorate you becoming the successor."

The person who was truly shocked at this moment was Jin Paecheon. It was a shock that went beyond mere surprise. He had never dreamed that Geom Mugeuk would give the Gentleman Sword to his grandson as a gift.

Jin Hagun waved his hands in refusal.

"No, what's with the gift!"

At that moment, Jin Paecheon's face twisted with frustration.

Geom Mugeuk teased him slightly. "You'll regret it later."

"I won't regret it. It's your gift, so you should take it."

Geom Mugeuk began to fasten the Gentleman Sword to his waist again. Jin Paecheon watched him with eyes full of lingering attachment.

Just as he was about to fasten it, Geom Mugeuk once again held the Gentleman Sword out to Jin Hagun.

"Take it. I chose it to give to you. Don't ignore a friend's sincerity."

Jin Hagun, who had been looking at Geom Mugeuk, glanced at his grandfather. He wondered if it was alright to accept this, since his grandfather was the one who gave the gift.

His grandfather said nothing and just stared at the sword. For some reason, he seemed more tense than usual. This was not a man who would be tense even when facing thousands of enemies.

Geom Mugeuk pushed the sword toward Jin Hagun.

"I received other good gifts from the Chairman. So don't feel burdened and take it. It's nothing special, and if you keep dragging this out, I'll just get embarrassed. Come on!"

"Thank you. Then I'll gratefully accept it."

In the end, Jin Hagun accepted the Gentleman Sword.

The moment he took the sword.

"!"

The look in Jin Hagun's eyes changed. He knew the instant he held it.

This is no ordinary sword.

Jin Hagun slowly drew the Gentleman Sword.

SHIIING.

The Gentleman Sword finally revealed itself to the world. After long years, the Gentleman Sword showed its form once again.

"Ah!"

A gasp of admiration escaped Jin Hagun's lips. The sharpness flowing from the blade was unlike anything he had ever seen in his life. It truly felt as if it could cut through the heart of the person looking at it.

He could feel the sword's breath. It was a deep and Dan Ah breath of the sword.

This was the first time he had ever felt such a thing from a sword. He had not seen every sword in the world, but he could still tell. This sword was the best of the best.

Jin Hagun slowly infused his inner arts into the sword, introducing himself.

As if responding to his greeting.

"......"

The sword let out a short cry. After that first communion, he returned the sword to its scabbard.

Jin Hagun's heart pounded as if it would burst.

"You said it was nothing special?"

At Jin Hagun's question, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "It doesn't suit me. I'm too far from being a gentleman."

A gentleman?

Instantly, Jin Hagun's eyes widened, and he shouted, "The Gentleman Sword!"

At his surprised cry, Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Yes, it's the Gentleman Sword."

Jin Hagun was horrified. How could he not know of the Greatest of All Time, the Gentleman Sword? That legendary sword was now in his hands, given to him as a gift.

"The Chairman gave me three artifacts from the Murim Vault as a gift."

The words Geom Mugeuk was about to say were intended for both Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun.

"He is a Chairman who has never touched a single item in the vault during his entire tenure. Considering his upright character, the Gentleman Sword would have remained stored there forever, right? You were raised under such a grandfather, so how would you be any different? The Gentleman Sword would have remained stored in the vault for the next generation too. So I caused a little trouble. I felt that I had to cause trouble for that sword to see the light of day. How is it? Now that you've greeted the Gentleman Sword. It's happy to be out of that stuffy place, isn't it?"

Jin Hagun did not know what to say.

"You really are something else!"

He was right. If not for him, this was a sword he could never have possessed. Furthermore, it was a gift given by forgoing one of the three items he could have had.

Jin Hagun looked at his grandfather. His eyes asked if it was really okay to accept this sword, and Jin Paecheon nodded.

Jin Paecheon did not show his emotions on the outside, but he was feeling immense joy. He was much happier than if it had simply been returned to the vault. The Gentleman Sword would protect his grandson more reliably than any other being.

Of course, the happiest person was Jin Hagun. What could be better for a martial artist than obtaining a great weapon? And what if that weapon was the Gentleman Sword?

"It's great, isn't it? So great you feel like you could dance, right?"

It was so great that he almost fell into that trap. He had nearly answered yes.

"I heard the Gentleman Sword is the history of the orthodox sects. From now on, my friend will be the one to continue writing that history."

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk, who was happy as if it were his own achievement, with trembling eyes. He could not say anything. No words could possibly express this gratitude.

Jin Paecheon asked Geom Mugeuk, "Why didn't you say so earlier?"

Not knowing his intentions, he had needlessly worried about the Gentleman Sword going to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"I wanted to surprise you, but more than that, it was because I trusted you, Chairman."

"You trusted me?"

"Yes. Even though I brought out something I absolutely shouldn't have, you didn't stop me at all. I believed you would do that, Chairman, and you kept your promise to the very end. Now, you hold an even greater place in my heart, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon silently regarded Geom Mugeuk. Regardless of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions, regardless of status, as a martial artist, no, as a human being, he was simply astounding.

"Then I'll be on my way."

Geom Mugeuk bid a polite farewell to the Chairman, then said to Jin Hagun, "It'll take some time for everyone to arrive. I'll send you the place and time later."

Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun stood for a long time, watching his back as he ran off excitedly.

When Geom Mugeuk was no longer in sight, Jin Hagun spoke calmly.

"There were moments I gave up. I thought I could never beat that friend. That no matter how hard I tried, I could never win."

Jin Paecheon sensed that was not the end of it, so he asked calmly, "And how is it now?"

"Instead of giving up, I intend to let him go first."

At his questioning gaze, Jin Hagun smiled.

"A friend as brilliant as him deserves to go first. Instead, I will follow him silently."

It was by no means giving up. Nor was it a mindset of having to win at all costs. It was the will to walk alongside Geom Mugeuk. To walk silently in the same era, even if a little behind.

"Someday, in the distant future, I might see that friend with white hair, sitting on a rock waiting for me. I'll tell him then. Thanks to you, I made it this far."

Jin Paecheon felt that his grandson, who had always seemed so young, had grown up a lot. He had always been worried. Worried for the murim that Jin Hagun would lead, for his grandson who would have to face that Geom Mugeuk. However, today he had a different thought. I shouldn't worry about these children anymore, I should cheer them on.

Jin Paecheon said as he walked toward the Chairman's Hall, "When you meet him then, be sure to tell him. That I was on pins and needles, worried he was going to take the Gentleman Sword."


Chapter 672: Why Are You So Good? Tell Me Why!

Geom Muyang was in his quarters practicing the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

This was a martial art his younger brother had passed on to him. Geom Mugeuk had even broken the cult's rules for his sake. How could Geom Muyang possibly neglect it? Whenever he had a spare moment, he focused entirely on mastering the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

While engrossed in his training, Geom Muyang opened his eyes and stopped his practice.

He had sensed someone entering the house. In the past, he would have noticed much later. Even though he had only been learning the art for a short time, it was already showing its effects.

When Geom Mugeuk entered the room, Geom Muyang was standing by the window.

"You're a young man, why are you always staring out the window?"

"So only old people are allowed to look out windows?"

"Young people don't. They can't stand it and just run outside."

"That's just a stereotype."

Geom Mugeuk walked over and stood beside Geom Muyang.

"How did it go?"

"I had a good meeting with the Chairman."

In the entire history of murim, had there ever been an era when the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could so easily meet the head of the Murim Alliance? His brother was likely the first.

"Are you hungry by any chance?"

When Geom Muyang shook his head, Geom Mugeuk pressed him again.

"This is important. I'm worried you might get so hungry you can't resist and gulp it down."

What kind of nonsense was he about to spout now? Geom Muyang shot his brother a look that said just that.

"Here, I bet this is the first time you've ever seen this."

Geom Mugeuk pulled a white bottle from his robes. The reason he had come running so excitedly was inside this bottle.

As Geom Mugeuk slowly uncorked it, an indescribably pleasant fragrance wafted out.

Geom Muyang, who had been staring quietly at the bottle, was startled.

"Don't tell me this is Blue Sky Stone Essence."

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Pay your respects! This is the Cult Leader and Chairman of the miracle herbs world. This is my pathetic older brother, Cult Leader, Chairman."

The aroma alone was overwhelming. Truly, he had never smelled such a sweet fragrance in his entire life.

"Where did you get this?"

It was such an incredible miracle herb that even the stoic Geom Muyang's voice trembled.

"The Chairman gave it to me as thanks for helping out this time. He said to split it with you. And he told me to be sure to pass on his thanks to you as well."

Geom Muyang let out a small, scoffing laugh.

That was impossible. It was even more impossible that the Chairman would have told him to share something so precious.

"I'm fine. You drink it."

"I can't do that. He gave it to us to share."

"Should I go confirm with the Chairman?"

"Go ahead if you don't believe me."

Of course, he couldn't confirm it. It wasn't in Geom Muyang's nature to go to the Chairman and ask, "Did you really tell him to share this with me?"

"It's fine. Even if he did, you drink it all."

"If you don't drink it, I'll throw it away."

"Go ahead."

"You think I can't do it?"

Geom Mugeuk made a motion to dump it on the floor.

Of course, he couldn't.

"Ugh, I'm so nervous it'll spill I can't even pretend to tilt it."

Geom Mugeuk held the bottle with both hands as if it were a sacred offering.

Geom Muyang turned back to the window.

A younger brother who wanted to share Blue Sky Stone Essence with him?

When had their relationship reached this point? It felt like just yesterday they were trying to kill each other, hating one another. In fact, the emotions from that time were still vivid. That was why moments like these sometimes felt so unfamiliar.

Then, he heard Geom Mugeuk's low voice from behind him.

"I'm scared."

When Geom Muyang turned around, the playful look had vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face.

"I'm scared I won't be able to stop these masterminds. As you saw this time, they're persistent bastards who have been patiently preparing for decades. What if someone even more vicious appears and I can't handle them?"

Geom Muyang stared at his brother for a moment before speaking abruptly.

"Are you fighting alone?"

As if he had been waiting for those words, Geom Mugeuk held out the bottle of Blue Sky Stone Essence.

"That's why we should drink it together and fight together. I'm not giving this to you for your sake, I'm giving it to you for mine. So you can protect me. If you keep this up, I'll issue an order in my capacity as the Acting Cult Leader."

How could he refuse the boy when he put it like that?

Geom Muyang said calmly, "Then just one drop! No more."

"Alright. I don't have many drops to give anyway."

"Drink it and leave me the rest."

"I'll drink mine later."

When Geom Muyang reached out his hand, Geom Mugeuk shook his head and said, "Open your mouth."

"What?"

"How can I trust you with this? What if you say you'll only drink one drop, then gulp it all down and claim it was a mistake?"

Geom Muyang's face twisted into an expression of disbelief.

"I'd rather not drink it at all."

"Then you're admitting my guess was right. You were trying to drink it all and failed."

Geom Muyang glared at Geom Mugeuk with a look that screamed, "Are you really insane?"

Geom Mugeuk met his gaze shamelessly.

"If you're innocent, then open your mouth."

Eventually, Geom Muyang slightly opened his mouth.

"Don't you dare close your mouth! If we spill this, we're ruined."

After that stern warning, Geom Mugeuk tilted the bottle without hesitation.

TUK TUK TUK!

Three drops fell in succession. He didn't have a chance to close his mouth after the first drop.

As Geom Muyang stared in shock, Geom Mugeuk shouted, "Talk later, hurry up and circulate your energy!"

This was not a situation to be stubborn, so Geom Muyang immediately sat cross-legged and began to absorb the elixir's effects.

Geom Mugeuk then tipped the remaining Blue Sky Stone Essence into his own mouth.

TUK! TUK!

There were two drops of Blue Sky Stone Essence left.

And so, the two brothers sat side by side, absorbing the energy of the Blue Sky Stone Essence into their bodies.

A warden was not needed. Geom Mugeuk's level was now so high that even if a problem arose, he could temporarily pause the absorption, deal with the issue, and then resume.

Geom Muyang was having a new experience.

A single drop held immense energy, yet he had received three! His meridians all opened up to a colossal energy he had never felt in his life.

Following the flow of his true qi, the energy of the Blue Sky Stone Essence began to melt into his meridians.

SHWAAAA, SHWAAAA!

Each time it dissolved, a powerful energy was transmitted through his meridians. The thrill of that moment was beyond words.

Geom Muyang cautiously, yet boldly, continued to dissolve the energy.

Once all three drops of the Blue Sky Stone Essence were absorbed, the energy raced fiercely through his meridians.

It was a sprint. A sprint of immense power he had never experienced before.

The wildly rushing energy gathered in his qi center and merged with his existing inner arts.

The next moment!

As the magnificent inner arts filled his qi center as if in an explosion, a look of ecstasy spread across Geom Muyang's face. He felt a greater joy now than any pleasure he had ever felt related to martial arts.

After calmly settling his inner arts, Geom Muyang opened his eyes.

A magnificent inner art surged within his qi center, and his eyes had become clearer and deeper. His body felt light, and his skin seemed to glow. He could vividly feel that he had become stronger.

The effects of the Blue Sky Stone Essence were not limited to just enhancing inner arts. It had also cleansed his meridians and further purified his inner arts.

Geom Mugeuk, who had finished circulating his energy first, was watching him.

It seemed he had been waiting, barely even breathing, until he was finished.

"Awesome, right?"

He couldn't deny those words. It was truly awesome.

Geom Muyang nodded silently and asked, "Why did you give me three drops?"

"Damn it! You think I wanted to? My hand slipped."

Geom Mugeuk put on a frustrated expression.

"I'd rather drop my sword fighting an enemy."

It was nonsense. There was no way Geom Mugeuk would have failed to control it, which meant he had intended to give him three drops from the start. He had been tricked by the boy again.

"I was lucky there were two drops left. If I'd poured it all, I would have cut your stomach open."

Instead of taking credit, Geom Mugeuk chose to play the villain.

"Did you think I'd just let you live after our fight for succession? You're going to have a hard life supporting your younger brother. Get ready."

Geom Muyang did not say thank you. Three drops of Blue Sky Stone Essence were not nearly enough to cover the cost of looking after this boy.

Geom Mugeuk shot up from his spot.

"Let's go out."

"Where?"

"We're in Wuhan, we have to at least see the market."

Just as Geom Muyang was about to refuse, Geom Mugeuk beat him to it.

"We came all the way to Wuhan, we have to buy a gift for Father. Aren't you going to buy one? Aigoo, our poor father who only favors his eldest son, when will he ever get a gift from his eldest..."

Before the words could get any longer, Geom Muyang rose from his seat.


The market street in front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters was bustling with people.

Shops lined both sides of the street, and peddlers with stalls slung over their shoulders called out to customers in hoarse voices. Countless pedestrians came and went.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang appeared on that crowded street.

Geom Mugeuk walked with his face uncovered, but Geom Muyang wore a bamboo hat pulled down low.

"Hyung, no one's looking. And so what if they are?"

However, Geom Muyang did not take off his hat. For a demonic cultivator to walk openly with his face revealed in Wuhan was something only his brother could do.

"Have we ever walked a market street together like this? This is the first time, right?"

He had walked a market street with his father when they traveled together. Today, he was walking with his brother. Would the day come when the three of them could walk together?

He thought his brother would just walk straight ahead, but surprisingly, he looked around at the various stalls as they walked.

It seemed he was genuinely looking for a gift for their father.

Just then, a merchant at a dumpling cart shouted loudly.

"Come and taste dumplings so good you wouldn't notice if the person eating with you dropped dead!"

At those words, Geom Mugeuk turned to his brother and said, "Well, killing someone is pretty hard, so I doubt we'll experience that kind of taste. Still, should we give it a try?"

Geom Mugeuk pulled his brother toward the cart.

They ordered a plate of dumplings, and for street food, they were quite delicious.

"Have you ever stood on the street and bought food before?"

Geom Muyang shook his head.

"What are your thoughts?"

"I'd like to kill one person and eat in peace?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. It was a rare joke from his brother, so he had to give it a big laugh.

As they ate their dumplings, the two of them looked around.

People haggling and fighting, a woman running with a bowl of food, children chasing after a candy seller, pedestrians moving to avoid men with heavy packs on their backs.

Geom Muyang saw it then. He saw Geom Mugeuk smiling as he watched them.

What was so great that his brother was smiling like that, watching a life he himself had never once paid any mind to?

Geom Mugeuk popped the last dumpling into his mouth.

"Since I lost the Blue Sky Stone Essence, I should at least get to eat this."

Geom Muyang let out a dry laugh.

The two of them started walking again.

As they walked through the market, Geom Muyang's gaze fell on a particular shop.

Geom Mugeuk noticed that the way his brother looked at that place was different from how he looked at others. It was a shop that sold musical instruments.

"Let's go in and have a look."

Geom Mugeuk entered first, and Geom Muyang followed him inside.

"Hyung, do you know how to play any instruments?"

"No."

For someone who said that, the look in his eyes as he gazed at this place was different.

"Right. What instrument would you play? Seeing as I have no sense of pitch, you must be the same. I've never seen Father play either, so it must be in our blood, our blood! All we know how to do is kill people!"

Just then, a sound came from behind him.

He turned in surprise to see Geom Muyang had started to play a bamboo flute.

As he breathed into the short bamboo flute, a beautiful sound flowed out.

The melody pierced through the surrounding noise and spread out.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened.

He wasn't just blowing into it. His brother was properly playing a song.

He was truly shocked, as he had never dreamed his brother could play an instrument.

It was another moment that made him realize how difficult it is to truly know someone, no matter how hard you try to see them.

Was it because he felt his brother's heart was in this melody? It was so wonderful to listen to.

When the performance ended, applause erupted from behind them. He turned to see that people who had been walking by had stopped and gathered at the shop's entrance.

Geom Mugeuk shouted at his brother, "What was that? Why are you so good? Tell me why!"

The shop owner also expressed his amazement.

"That was a truly wonderful performance."

Perhaps burdened by the praise from the crowd outside and the owner, Geom Muyang walked out of the shop.

Geom Mugeuk quickly bought the bamboo flute and chased after his brother.

"Why did you buy that?"

"The price of this bamboo flute has already jumped a thousandfold just because you played it. And who knows, we might have a use for it again soon."

When Geom Muyang looked at him as if to ask what he meant, Geom Mugeuk changed the subject.

"You seem like a different person. Imagine, laying out the bodies of your enemies, your hair whipping in a bloody wind, and then playing a tune on the bamboo flute! So cool, so cool! All the women would faint!"

"They'd faint from fear."

It was at that exact moment.

RATTLE.

A cargo cart passed by, splashing muddy water onto his brother's pants.

However, Geom Muyang paid it no mind and kept walking.

"I really thought a bloody wind would blow and the entire Wuhan market would be massacred."

At the nonsensical words, Geom Muyang, who was walking ahead, smiled silently.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. His brother was also enjoying this moment.

Yeah, you should smile like that more often. Doesn't it look good?

Geom Mugeuk was thoroughly enjoying this time with his brother.

The two of them looked at various things. Geom Mugeuk had been the one to bring up a gift for their father, but Geom Muyang was the one searching more seriously now.

However, there wasn't a gift that particularly caught his eye.

Geom Mugeuk held up a pair of pajamas and asked, "How about some Wuhan-style floral pajamas?"

At Geom Muyang's "Are you out of your mind?" look, Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"Ah, you haven't seen it."

Geom Mugeuk quietly put the pajamas down.

"Never mind. It's fine. The shock would be too much for you."

As they were walking through the market again, Geom Muyang's gaze stopped at one spot.

An elderly artist was sitting and drawing portraits of passersby.

For some reason, Geom Muyang walked over to the spot and sat down in front of the artist.

Geom Mugeuk followed with a surprised expression and asked, "What are you doing? You're scaring me."

This was his brother, who would never in his life sit in a place like this.

"You sit too."

"Me too?"

Even more surprised, Geom Mugeuk sat down next to his brother.

Could it be that he wanted to have a picture of them together?

As if to confirm it, Geom Muyang took off his bamboo hat for the first time since they arrived at the market.

After revealing his face, he said to the artist, "Please draw us together. I'll pay you more, so please draw it as well as you possibly can."

The artist began to move his brush with great care.

Geom Mugeuk stared at his brother with a shocked face.

Getting a portrait together was surprising enough, but asking him to draw it well?

"Who are you? Where did my brother go, and why are you pretending to be him!"

Even at Geom Mugeuk's joke, Geom Muyang's expression didn't change. He even took it a step further.

"I'm going to have this painting made into a scroll."

"What?"

Geom Muyang said something completely unexpected.

"I'm going to make it and give it to Father."

"!"

Only then did Geom Mugeuk understand his brother's intention. This was the gift for their father.

There could be no greater gift for their father than a picture of his two sons side by side.

"They say there's no younger brother as good as an older one. Were you always this smart?"

"Look forward." Geom Muyang added bluntly, "Or that ugly face of yours might get drawn weird."


Chapter 673: A Brother's Kindness is Invincible

The painting was truly magnificent.

It was the work of a famous painter who, for some reason, now made his living drawing portraits in the marketplace. His skill was so exceptional that he could have easily been the protagonist of this tale.

Anyone could tell that the two individuals in the portrait were Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang.

Geom Mugeuk examined the painting, first looking at it straight on and then from the side.

"No matter how I look at it, they made you more handsome," Geom Mugeuk said, spinning a conspiracy theory as he stared at the finished work.

"You threatened the painter with telepathy, didn't you? 'If you don't draw my brother better, I'll make sure you never hold a brush again!'"

The old painter simply smiled. Having drawn portraits here for a long time, he had seen countless people.

Perhaps because he had studied so many faces, he could now sense a person's life just by looking at them. Today, he had a particularly special experience.

It happened when he was drawing the younger brother's face. The man spouted words so light they seemed almost frivolous.

Strangely, while drawing him, he felt as if he were painting a landscape rather than a portrait. When he drew the man's hair, it was like painting a reed forest swaying in the wind, and when he drew his eyes, it felt like capturing a vast ocean. He also painted a snowy mountain in a blizzard and a barren wasteland without a single blade of grass. He sensed the four seasons and the very flow of time.

He had painted faces his entire life, but this was the first time he had ever felt this way while drawing someone.

Geom Muyang silently looked down at the finished work.

Unlike his own expressionless face, his younger brother in the painting was smiling brightly. It appeared he had kept smiling even while chattering away. He liked this painting.

"Here, here's the money."

Geom Muyang offered payment enough for ten portraits, but the old painter returned the money.

"It's been a long time since I've enjoyed painting this much. I'd like to give you this painting as a gift."

He did not want to put a price on today's painting. If he were to accept money, he felt he would need to receive hundreds, or even thousands, of times that amount.

When the painter bowed his head once more as if making a sincere request, Geom Muyang nodded.

"Do you know a place that makes hanging scrolls?"

The painter told him the location of a frame merchant in the marketplace.

After bidding the painter farewell, the two brothers headed straight for the frame merchant.

The owner, who claimed to have been mounting scrolls his entire life, had a face full of pride. Geom Muyang presented the painting to him.

"Please make this so it can be hung on a wall. No matter the cost, make it the best."

"The best, you say. Then it will take some time. Please come back in seven days," the owner replied.

Geom Muyang glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

"We'll be in Wuhan until then."

At Geom Mugeuk's answer, Geom Muyang spoke briefly to the owner and turned away.

"We will come in seven days."

Having left the frame merchant, the two started walking toward their lodging.

"When did you learn to play the bamboo flute?"

"A long time ago."

"Does Father know?"

Geom Muyang shook his head, but Geom Mugeuk thought differently.

"He probably knows."

Geom Muyang looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that asked what he meant.

"I'm saying he probably knows you can play an instrument."

His brother did not seem to believe him, but he was sure their father knew. When he first regressed, his father had even known that he had been afflicted with the Qi Dispersing Poison.

Geom Mugeuk knew that his father only pretended not to know things, but in reality, he knew a great deal about his children.

In any case, neither of them had the personality to say, 'Play it for me,' or 'I will play it for you.'

He thought he would have to set the stage for it someday. He truly wanted their father to hear his brother's performance at least once.

As they were walking together like that.

PITTER-PATTER.

Just as thick raindrops began to fall, WHOOSH.

A sudden shower started to pour down.

The two stood for a moment under the eaves of a shop, waiting for the rain to let up.

With their martial arts skills, they could have walked through the downpour without getting wet, but they simply waited for the rain to stop.

While watching the rain, Geom Muyang glanced at his younger brother.

The falling rain had silenced his talkative brother. Geom Muyang knew that this was his brother's true self.

That deep gaze, watching the rain in silence, was his brother's real gaze.

Geom Muyang asked quietly.

"What do you like?"

Startled by the unexpected question, Geom Mugeuk looked at his brother. Geom Muyang turned his head toward the falling rain and asked again.

"I asked what you like."

It was the first time his brother had ever asked him something personal, and unprompted at that.

"Me? I like lots of things. I like drinking and having fun with people."

"Too..."

Geom Muyang was about to warn him that being led too much by affection could get him killed. Then he realized that it was precisely that affection that was getting all their enemies killed.

His brother's affection was invincible.

"But you prefer being alone, don't you?"

His brother kept surprising him.

It was surprising that he knew that about him, and even more surprising that he would express it.

"My brother, you're like a ghost, a ghost. What's with you today?"

"What do you really like? Stop talking about people and booze."

Knowing his brother was asking seriously, he answered honestly.

"I like lying down comfortably and watching the sea, and I like soaking in a hot spring surrounded by a snowy landscape."

It might sound like a lie, with the sea and hot springs coming out of nowhere, but those were things he truly liked.

"I like this, too. Standing under the eaves like this, watching the rain."

Watching the world alone.

In his life before regressing, he had experienced that moment so many times.

In a blizzard, on a drifting raft, hanging from a cliff...

Even in those dreadfully lonely moments, just looking at the world like this made him feel better. Even just watching people pass by made him feel better.

That is probably why. Why I still like moments like this.

Geom Muyang, who had been quietly watching his brother, looked back at the rain.

"You said watching the scenery is for old people."

"At least I'm watching from the outside."

Finding his own words childish, Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. A faint smile touched Geom Muyang's lips.

SHHHHHHH.

"Brother, when Father finishes his seclusion training, let's the three of us go hunting."

Geom Muyang, who had been silently watching the falling rain, nodded.

"Alright."

Then he added another word.

"...Always take care of yourself first."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his brother with trembling eyes.

Today, for the first time, his brother had asked what he liked, and for the first time, he had shown concern for him.

"I knew it! You're not my brother! I should have known when you suggested we get a portrait done. Give me back my brother! When did you switch places!"

"......"

When the joke was over, Geom Mugeuk said seriously.

"Brother, I'm more selfish and cold-hearted than I look. You don't have to worry so much. If you think I'm doing something wrong, don't hesitate to curse me out."

Geom Muyang also replied seriously.

"I held back several times today."

SHHHHHHH.


Until the scroll was finished, the two decided to wait at their lodging and practice their martial arts.

Geom Muyang focused on honing the Heavenly Demon's self-defense arts. The power of the three drops of Blue Sky Stone Essence had a great effect on this training as well.

Perhaps thanks to his purified inner arts, his martial arts training was smoother than before, and his achievements came faster.

So that his brother could focus on training, Geom Mugeuk took charge of the meals.

For every meal, he went to an inn to buy food and set the table. He knew his brother did not like eating out, so he would go out on the pretext of wanting some fresh air and buy the food.

He used his movement arts to zip back and forth, making it seem like no big deal, but he served different dishes for every meal. When asked what he wanted to eat, Geom Muyang would reply 'anything,' but it could not be 'anything' every time.

Thanks to this, Geom Mugeuk also learned about his brother's tastes. Which dishes he liked, and which he disliked.

Even while eating, he tried to make even a little more conversation.

When would he ever get another chance to stay with his brother in the same house for seven days?

Geom Mugeuk, more than anyone, knew that if you miss the moment, you might not even get the chance to try.

And on the final, seventh day, Geom Muyang went out and bought the food himself.

Surprisingly, even though he had not asked, Geom Muyang had bought only the dishes that Geom Mugeuk liked.

"How on earth did you know I like these dishes?"

"A picky eater's preferences are obvious."

He answered bluntly, but for the past seven days, Geom Muyang had been carefully watching which dishes his brother's chopsticks went to more often during meals.

And so, seven days passed.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang appeared in the marketplace to pick up the scroll.

The streets of Wuhan were buzzing with one piece of news.

A grand banquet was being held by the Murim Alliance today to celebrate Jin Hagun becoming the successor. Not only the leaders within the alliance, but also various renowned masters of the Central Plains murim were all in attendance.

The marketplace also had a festive atmosphere. Martial artists flocked from various regions, and the streets were literally packed with people.

"You bastards, if you get too excited and so much as bump my brother's shoulder, all hell will break loose! It'll be a massacre!"

He only said that, as both Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang took care to avoid the crowds.

"Did you say Young Alliance Chairman Bi is arriving tomorrow?"

"Yeah."

Bi Sayin had sent word of it through the All-Knowing Hall.

"Ah, I'm so curious. I want to meet him quickly and ask what happened with Young Lady Han of the Ice Palace."

Previously, when they had all gathered and were about to part ways, Bi Sayin had abruptly suggested to Han Seol that she stop by the Evil Alliance before returning.

He had thought, oops, right after saying it, but surprisingly, Han Seol had agreed.

At that time, he had not teased Bi Sayin with telepathy to enjoy his happiness and just let him go.

"When I see him this time, I'm going to shake him down for every detail of what happened. Do you think that bear-like friend of mine could have said anything properly? This time, I'll have to properly teach him the art of seducing a woman."

Making their way through the crowd, the two arrived at the frame merchant.

The scroll was as magnificently finished as the owner's confidence had suggested.

"It's magnificent!"

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed in admiration. The painting had been made into a very high-quality and splendid scroll. It had a different feel from when it was just a drawing on paper.

Geom Muyang also smiled with satisfaction. It was good enough to be given to their father as a gift.

Geom Muyang carefully rolled up the scroll and tucked it securely inside his robes. To an onlooker, it would have seemed as if he were storing a treasured sword.

"Thank you for your hard work."

After paying for the scroll, the two left the frame merchant.

They were about to return to their lodging when.

"Get down!"

At Geom Mugeuk's shout, the two of them threw themselves into an alley.

Geom Muyang asked quietly, his face tense.

"Is it them?"

At Geom Muyang's question, Geom Mugeuk peeked his head out of the alley. His sharp gaze pierced through the crowd.

"Yeah, a really fierce and scary-looking guy. And that scary guy is doing something adorable."

"Adorable?"

Wondering what he meant, Geom Muyang also peeked his head out to look where his brother was looking.

He was definitely there.

Far away, at the end of the marketplace, was a fierce and scary-looking man. Passersby who met his gaze immediately made way for him.

Surprisingly, it was none other than Bi Sayin. They had been told he would arrive tomorrow.

"Looks like his schedule changed. But why are we hiding?"

At Geom Muyang's words, Geom Mugeuk's eyes narrowed.

"No way! Look next to that liar."

Next to Bi Sayin, a woman in a pure white martial arts uniform was looking around at the sights.

She was none other than Han Seol of the Ice Palace. Surprisingly, she was with him.

"Why are they together?"

"Look behind her."

Behind Han Seol, the figures of the Cold Ice Dual Swords, acting as her bodyguards, could also be seen.

"The Cold Ice Dual Swords are sightseeing without even paying attention to their bodyguard duties. That means they trust Sayin. In other words, it means the four of them are used to traveling like this. Which means Young Lady Han, who went to the Evil Alliance, has been sightseeing there instead of returning to the North Sea."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. Bi Sayin had probably been showing her around various places. Then, after receiving his message, they had come here together.

"He deceived me!"

"They probably just happened to arrive a day early."

However, nothing could escape Geom Mugeuk's sharp eyes.

"Look at his clothes."

Now that he looked, Bi Sayin was wearing white robes.

"He matched with her. He deliberately chose clothes with a pattern so it wouldn't look like they were perfectly matching."

Hearing that, it did seem that way.

Was Geom Muyang the type of person to enjoy spying like this?

However, being with Geom Mugeuk made even this kind of thing fun.

Geom Mugeuk's deductions continued.

"Do you know why he's not wearing a bamboo hat?"

"So he doesn't mess up his hair."

"......"

"No way."

Of all people, Bi Sayin? He had a face that looked like it could conquer the murim at any moment.

Geom Muyang could not believe it, but Geom Mugeuk was certain.

"Otherwise, there's no reason for him to be walking around showing his face right in the Murim Alliance's front yard."

Just then, Bi Sayin, who was far away, whipped his head around to look in their direction.

But the two had already ducked their heads back into the alley.

"Is something wrong?"

At Han Seol's question, Bi Sayin turned back to her. His fierce and sharp expression had softened.

"It's nothing."

Bi Sayin looked at a nearby vendor's cart and asked her.

"Would you like some sweets?"


Chapter 674: I Could Tolerate the Tanghulu, But

"Oh my god! Sayin is buying tanghulu!"

From the shadows of an alley, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang were spying on the pair.

"The owner saw Sayin's face and is handing over the tanghulu with trembling hands out of fear."

Geom Muyang stifled a laugh. While his comment was an obvious exaggeration for comedic effect, one thing was certain. Bi Sayin and tanghulu were a combination that simply did not fit.

"Could the two of them...!"

Geom Muyang let his sentence trail off, but Geom Mugeuk understood exactly what his brother was implying.

"They're not dating yet."

"How do you know?"

"If they were, they would've bought one and shared it."

The tanghulu Bi Sayin bought had about ten pieces on the skewer. It was more than enough for two people to share, yet Bi Sayin bought two and was handing one of them to her. Their exchange was also very polite.

"Here, take this."

"Thank you."

Han Seol accepted the skewered treat.

"This is the first time I've had this since coming to the Central Plains."

In truth, it had been a very long time for Bi Sayin as well. He didn't think he had eaten tanghulu since he was a small child and couldn't even recall the last time.

Han Seol took a bite.

"It's delicious."

The two of them resumed their walk, eating their tanghulu as they went.

A smile spread across Geom Mugeuk's face as he watched them. They looked so fresh and lovely walking together under the sunlight.

Of course, theirs was not a simple relationship.

The North Sea Ice Palace was a sect that leaned closer to the orthodox factions.

While it might not be on the same level as the heir to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the heir to the Murim Alliance, the relationship between the heir of the North Sea Ice Palace and the heir of the Evil Alliance was also one that was difficult to bridge.

Do your best, my friend.

Naturally, the words that actually came out of his mouth were the complete opposite.

"So while I was risking my life and shedding blood in battle, you were enjoying a spring romance?"

"You didn't risk your life, did you? You didn't shed a single drop of blood."

Geom Mugeuk pretended not to hear and moved with haste.

"Hyung, this way."

He moved with the same speed he would use to infiltrate the Chairman's Hall of the Evil Alliance.

"I have to hear what on earth they're talking about!"

Geom Muyang quickly followed his brother. There was never a dull moment when his younger brother was around.

The two of them soon found another piece of cover and concealed themselves.

In the past, he had spied on the couple walking with Jin Hagun, but today he was spying on them with his brother.

"Look over there. He's subtly using his body to block people from bumping into Young Lady Han. Hey, friend! You can't do that! You have to act indifferent! Women like bad boys!"

Geom Muyang, however, had a different reaction.

"What's wrong? They look good together."

Geom Mugeuk glanced over at his brother.

Geom Muyang was watching the two with a gentle expression. Judging by his look, it seemed as if he was reminiscing about a past love.

Come to think of it, had his brother ever had a woman he liked?

Given his personality, he wasn't the type to discuss such things. To hear that story, they would probably have to become several times closer than they were now.

Then again, the same was true for Bi Sayin over there. Geom Mugeuk was only finding out for sure because he had been caught red-handed today. Bi Sayin was not one to show his feelings easily.

"It might not be love. He could just be treating her well because she's the Ice Palace Princess."

"Look at their gazes before you say that. That bear-like guy is completely smitten."

At his brother's words, Geom Muyang observed their gazes. Compared to Han Seol, who was looking around in fascination, Bi Sayin was only looking at her. Then, whenever Han Seol happened to look at him, he would instantly turn his head away.

"The speed he turns his head is like a flash of lightning. He could dodge my swordsmanship."

Unaware that two people were spying on them, Bi Sayin was focusing all his attention on Han Seol. He considered her safety his responsibility until she returned home.

He was truly happy when Han Seol came to find him at the Evil Alliance Headquarters. She had said she would come, but he thought she might not.

He had wondered if she would really travel all the way to the Evil Alliance just to find him. Yet, she came, just as she had promised.

Bi Sayin treated her as an honored guest.

He showed her around not only the Evil Alliance Headquarters but also various areas within the Evil Alliance's territory.

Then, a situation arose where Bi Sayin had to return to the Evil Alliance for urgent business.

At that point, it was a situation where they should have naturally parted ways.

[If you would wait for me, I will handle my business and return. There is a place I really want to show you.]

He was disappointed that he would have to send her away without showing her the most beautiful scenery, which he had saved for last. He did not know when she would come to the Evil Alliance Headquarters again. No, this would likely be the last time.

In truth, he did not have high expectations. She had already seen many places, and more importantly, she would have to wait for more than twenty days for him to finish his work and return.

It was an unreasonable request, but she readily agreed.

[Yes, I will.]

Han Seol waited for Bi Sayin to finish his work and return.

Bi Sayin was more moved by the fact that she waited for him than by her coming to find him. He wanted to be sure to ask her when he got the chance.

Why, and with what feelings, had she waited for him?

And so, the two of them were able to stand side by side in front of that beautiful waterfall.

Just as they were about to truly part ways after seeing the final scenic view, a message came from Geom Mugeuk. Thanks to that, his connection with her was continuing here in Wuhan.

"If the crowds are uncomfortable, we can go into a tea house or a tavern."

If those places were also too crowded, he was planning to just rent out the entire establishment.

At Bi Sayin's words, Han Seol shook her head.

"No, it's more fun to look around."

The Wuhan marketplace was filled with all sorts of peddlers from all over the Central Plains because of Jin Hagun's celebratory banquet. As a result, there were many sights to see that one would not normally encounter.

"I'm really getting my fill of sightseeing in the Central Plains this time."

She had not known that her trip to the Central Plains would turn into this kind of journey.

She was someone who had toured the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and even the Evil Alliance. That alone was an incredible journey, but now she had come all the way to the front of the Murim Alliance Headquarters.

If she got the chance to tour the Murim Alliance Headquarters this time, she would become the only martial artist from the Ice Palace in history to have visited the headquarters of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

"Next time you come to the North Sea, I'll be your guide."

Bi Sayin was surprised by the unexpected offer.

"May I really go?"

"Of course."

Bi Sayin wanted to try climbing a snow-covered mountain with her.

At first, he was drawn to her because her appearance was his ideal type.

But spending time with her this time, he came to like her personality as well.

She was not overly friendly, nor did she keep too much distance. He liked this appropriate sense of distance she maintained when dealing with people.

Come to think of it, my meeting with Young Lady Han was also because of that friend.

If it weren't for Geom Mugeuk, she would never have come to the Central Plains in the first place. In a way, Geom Mugeuk had created the beginning of this connection.

At first, he thought she was interacting with him because Geom Mugeuk was with them.

But Han Seol acted separately from Geom Mugeuk.

Coming to find him at the Evil Alliance, waiting for him there, and now coming here to Wuhan with him like this.

That was why he was more grateful, and his heart was more drawn to her.

However, he did not reveal those feelings of his. He didn't want to burden her.

Bi Sayin turned to Han Seol.

"If you're hungry, there's a place called Wuhan's Number One Restaurant at the end of that road. Their food is a delicacy, so let's eat there."

"You must come to Wuhan often."

In reality, Bi Sayin had only been to Wuhan once. And that was when he was very young.

What reason would the heir of the Evil Alliance have to come to Wuhan, where the Murim Alliance Headquarters was located? Even the Thirteen Evil Wolves were currently on standby on the outskirts of Wuhan.

He only came because he was invited to a gathering of friends. Wuhan was not a place one could enter carelessly.

"No. I did some studying instead."

A slight smile touched Han Seol's lips at his words about studying.

"It just so happens I have a subordinate who is from here."

There was someone among the Thirteen Evil Wolves whose hometown was Wuhan. However, he had left a long time ago and was of no help.

In the end, Bi Sayin requested data from the Evil Shadow Pavilion, the Evil Alliance's intelligence organization.

He asked them to tell him the most delicious restaurants and places worth seeing in Wuhan.

It was probably the first time since the Evil Shadow Pavilion was founded that such a request for information had been made.

In any case, he couldn't bring himself to say he had gone to such lengths to find out, so he said he had heard it from a subordinate.

Han Seol glanced behind her.

"I'm fine, but I think you two must be hungry."

She walked over to the Cold Ice Dual Swords, who were following behind. The two were looking around the streets of Wuhan, which they had not seen in a long time, reminiscing about how this place had changed, and that place had changed. So much had changed.

"You two, please go down to Wuhan's Number One Restaurant and eat first. We'll look around a little more and then head there."

Sahan, the husband of the Cold Ice Dual Swords, insisted he couldn't do that, but he was dragged to the inn by his wife, So Bing, while being chided to be more perceptive.

Just then, Bi Sayin whipped his head around.

He had felt like someone was watching him. But there was no one in the direction the feeling came from.

"What's wrong?"

"It's nothing. Come, let's go."

From behind the cart where Bi Sayin's gaze had just lingered, the heads of Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang popped out.

"That sly bastard! He even got rid of the chaperones to be alone with her."

"I think Young Lady Han was the one who sent them away just now, though?"

How could Geom Mugeuk not know? He knew Han Seol must have some feelings for him to be walking around with him like this. If she disliked him, she wouldn't have spent even a day, no, not even a single shichen with him.

"Sayin's taking out his wallet again. He never buys me a single meal, but he's spending money like water."

This time, he was buying something else for her. He was buying a tassel to decorate her scabbard.

"If you're going to buy one, buy a pair! Ugh, he doesn't have that kind of sense."

Then Geom Mugeuk let out another sigh.

"Ah! I can't take this."

"......"

"Their hands just brushed while he was trying to attach the tassel to her scabbard."

"That can happen."

"Yeah, and because of that thing that can happen, Sayin's face turned red."

Geom Mugeuk was reading every single one of their expressions with the Divine Eye Technique.

"Acting all innocent like that doesn't work these days!"

"Either treat him like a naive fool or a playboy. Pick one."

In the meantime, Bi Sayin and Han Seol went to a place where people were gathered.

"Come on, come on! Hit the center with a throwing knife and win a prize!"

The prizes piled up next to the stall were dolls. There were dolls of martial artists holding swords and daos, and animal dolls like dragons and tigers. There were dolls made of cloth, and others carved from wood.

Seeing her gaze linger on the dolls, Bi Sayin stepped up without a second thought.

"How much is the entry fee?"

Bi Sayin paid the fee and stepped forward. Running a business like this in front of the Murim Alliance? And in front of the Murim Alliance, which was teeming with martial artists, no less.

As if there was nothing to think about, Bi Sayin took the throwing knife and threw it lightly as soon as he received it.

PAK.

The moment he threw the first throwing knife, Bi Sayin tasted the bitterness of the world.

The throwing knife did not hit the center.

That's impossible!

Bi Sayin paid the fee again and received another throwing knife.

This time, he calmly inspected the throwing knife and saw it was a defective product with poor balance.

Just because it is defective, does that mean I cannot hit the target? I am Bi Sayin.

SHWIIK.

He missed.

"No, this is..."

A flustered Bi Sayin paid the fee again.

He didn't know the principle behind it, but this throwing knife seemed to be made so that it would never hit the target if thrown properly. A throwing knife that was harder to hit the higher one's martial arts were.

Watching him try one more time, Geom Mugeuk sighed.

"Ah! He's going to lose all the points he's built up so far."

Continuing was a problem, beating up the owner for scamming him was a problem, and just giving up and leaving was also a problem.

Geom Muyang agreed with Geom Mugeuk's lament.

However, he also understood Bi Sayin's feelings. In front of the woman he liked, how could he stop, especially with his pride on the line?

It was then, when Bi Sayin failed for the fifth time.

Han Seol pointed to one of the dolls. It was a small bear doll in the corner.

"I want that one."

Flames erupted in Bi Sayin's eyes.

He threw, and threw again.

On the tenth try, finally!

PAK!

The throwing knife hit the target precisely. There was a properly balanced throwing knife mixed in with the others. The owner wasn't a complete scammer after all.

The owner brought over the bear doll and grinned.

"Congratulations, Martial Artist!"

Bi Sayin did not get angry. He spoke to the owner, half-joking and half-serious.

"Don't run this business in front of the Evil Alliance. You'll be stabbed to death before you even get to ten tries."

The owner replied with a wide smile.

"That's why I only do it in front of the Murim Alliance!"

Before they knew it, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang had moved closer and were hiding in a spot where they could hear their voices.

Geom Mugeuk whispered to Geom Muyang.

"Seeing him say that even after looking at that face, that owner has more guts than the masterminds we fought."

Geom Muyang nodded as if in agreement.

Bi Sayin carefully dusted off the bear doll before giving it to Han Seol.

"It's so cute. Thank you."

Han Seol smiled as she accepted the doll.

And so, with a doll in one hand and a tanghulu in the other, Bi Sayin and Han Seol walked past the spot where the Geom Mugeuk brothers were hiding.

Seeing him crouched behind the cart, letting them pass, Geom Muyang asked with a curious expression.

"Why are you just letting them go? I thought you were going to give them a good scare."

He thought Geom Mugeuk had been waiting for this exact moment to get close.

"That was the original plan."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Han Seol.

A moment ago, there were several ways she could have reacted. She could have told him to stop and leave, she could have waited patiently, or she could have gotten angry at the owner, accusing him of running a scam.

But she said she wanted the doll.

It was a move that lifted the mood. Geom Mugeuk thought her choice was the best one for both Bi Sayin and her. A wise choice that did not pour cold water on the situation, but instead ended the moment without making anyone feel bad.

"I'll let it slide today for Young Lady Han's sake."

Of course, there was a condition.

"Just for today!"

"Then what about tomorrow?"

This time, Geom Mugeuk's eyes blazed as he looked toward Bi Sayin.

"Sneaking around! I could tolerate the tanghulu, but a bear doll? I can't let this slide."

It was unmistakably the look of someone plotting something.

Geom Muyang inwardly mourned for Bi Sayin.

I don't think I'll be able to protect you, so I'll apologize in advance.


Chapter 675: What Are the Successors Talking About?

That evening, Bi Sayin and Han Seol made their way to Geom Mugeuk's residence. Han Seol had given the Cold Ice Dual Swords a rare chance to have time together, since she no longer needed a bodyguard for her meeting with Geom Mugeuk.

"You're finally here."

Geom Mugeuk greeted the two of them with a warm welcome.

"I thought you said you were arriving tomorrow?"

He had planned to simply reply, 'Well, things just turned out that way.' However, when he saw Geom Mugeuk's face, he found he couldn't bring himself to lie.

"We arrived early today, so I did some sightseeing in Wuhan with Young Lady Han."

They had enjoyed delicious food at Wuhan's Number One Restaurant, sipped tea at a teahouse renowned for its fragrant brews, and even taken a pleasant walk before their arrival. Bi Sayin felt genuinely apologetic toward Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Muyang also emerged to greet the pair.

"Welcome."

"I apologize for visiting so late."

It was Geom Muyang, however, who could not meet their eyes. He felt a sense of embarrassment as he recalled the moment he had been spying on the two of them.

"Alright, let's go inside. We have things to discuss and a lot to prepare."

Geom Mugeuk led them into the main hall.

"I plan to hold our own celebration in two days."

He figured that since Jin Hagun would be exhausted from the Murim Alliance banquet today, it would be best to let him rest for a day and hold their event the day after tomorrow.

"And for a celebration, we need a celebratory performance, right?"

At the mention of a "celebratory performance," everyone flinched and became tense. The emotion in their gazes was identical.

What are you plotting now?

Before Geom Mugeuk could utter another word, Bi Sayin spoke with firmness.

"Absolutely not."

"What?"

"Whatever you're thinking right now, absolutely not!"

Geom Mugeuk then asked with a meaningful smile on his face.

"What am I thinking?"

Bi Sayin refused to allow those words to pass his lips. He was certain that if he spoke them, Geom Mugeuk would immediately make it a reality.

However, Geom Mugeuk's target was not Bi Sayin. He casually directed a question to Han Seol.

"Can you dance? Surely a celebration isn't complete without dance and music, right?"

Han Seol had come to see Geom Mugeuk as such an eccentric individual that this insane suggestion of dancing at a party did not sound strange at all.

"Do we have to go that far? Isn't it enough to congratulate him sincerely?"

"Of course, that would be fine. Just like the countless guests who met Hagun today to congratulate him. He's probably still receiving congratulations if the banquet isn't over. In about ten years, Hagun will probably think to himself, 'What did that person say to congratulate me back then? Did they even come?'"

There was no way to refute his point.

"So you're saying we should do something memorable?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"We're not doing it for him."

"Then?"

"We're doing it for us. For the memory of us, who prepared such a celebratory performance for a friend. Think about it. Don't you remember the things you've given more than the things you've received in life?"

"!"

Bi Sayin, who was observing, shook his head. He could sense that Han Seol was being slightly persuaded.

No! You can't fall for it!

"I understand what you mean, but I can't dance."

At her words, a wave of relief washed over Bi Sayin.

Well done. Truly well done.

But then, Han Seol added another sentence that struck like a thunderbolt.

"...But what about a song?"

Bi Sayin stared at her, completely shocked. He was not the only one. Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang were also surprised.

"I'm not a great singer, though."

"It doesn't matter! We're all tone-deaf anyway, so this is perfect."

Geom Mugeuk cheered, but Bi Sayin's heart became complicated. If she was participating, he couldn't possibly refuse. Still, no matter what, he could not bring himself to dance again.

This time, Geom Mugeuk involved his brother.

"Besides, we have someone among us who can play a wonderful tune to accompany the Young Lady's song."

Just as Geom Mugeuk was about to slyly retrieve the bamboo flute from his sleeve, his brother's telepathy shot towards him.

[If you take that out, you're dead!]

[We can't have her sing without any music.]

Using her as a shield, Geom Mugeuk produced the bamboo flute.

"Isn't it amazing? That my brother knows how to play an instrument."

He then offered some subtle praise for his brother.

"He's probably the strongest person in the world who can play an instrument."

Geom Muyang looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that conveyed he was hopeless. His younger brother's gaze seemed to ask a question.

[Hyung, isn't it fun to live a life you've never lived before?]

Right, if he had intended to refuse, he shouldn't have played at the instrument shop that day.

"I'll do the playing."

Yes, if he was going to do it, it was better to decide quickly. To be more honest, playing the bamboo flute was a hundred times better than dancing or singing.

He felt relieved. What if he had been forced to dance? He would rather perform the Golden Basin Handwashing and enter seclusion.

Now, only one person remained. Bi Sayin was cornered at the edge of a cliff. If he fell, he would have to dance.

No! Absolutely not!

Geom Muyang could now clearly see what Geom Mugeuk had been plotting for Bi Sayin.

I really can't help with this one. Sorry.

One wrong move and his bamboo flute could be snatched away, and he could be dragged onto the dance floor himself.

Geom Mugeuk started to persuade Bi Sayin.

"Fortunately, we have a long time, a whole day."

"It's only one day."

"So what if we can't sing well, dance well, or play an instrument well? We'll be the only ones listening and watching."

Geom Mugeuk placed emphasis on the word 'we'.

"It's something the five of us are doing together. We'll take it to our graves."

"Why five?"

"Miss Jin has already agreed to join."

Even Miss Jin!

CRUMBLE!

A stone from behind his feet tumbled off the cliff below.

"Were you a dancer in a past life? Why are you so obsessed with dancing?"

Geom Mugeuk's reason came from an unexpected place.

"When we were on the brink of death, you said it. That if you survived, you would dance."

"!"

He had ended up dancing at the tripartite meeting because of that promise.

"It was a choice from your subconscious. The first thing you wanted to do if you survived. Perhaps it was because you wanted to live a different life, not your usual one, if you made it out alive?"

He's so good at twisting words I just said!

However, it was true that he was getting the chance to live a different life because of Geom Mugeuk. His current relationship with Han Seol was a part of that.

SWOOSH.

Just as he could hold on no longer and was about to fall from the cliff.

GRIP.

Someone grabbed his hand. It was Han Seol.

"Let's do a good job."

Her single phrase changed Bi Sayin's mind. It transformed from something he couldn't possibly do in front of her to something he would do bravely because she was watching.

Bi Sayin declared to Geom Mugeuk.

"This is the last time I'm dancing."

Geom Mugeuk shouted with a bright smile.

"Alright, let's dance our hearts out and then find other things we've never done before."


Two days later, Jin Hagun entered the Azure Cloud Forest. This was the location chosen for today's celebration, the very place where the final battle had occurred. The pavilion had been destroyed and was now gone, but the bamboo forest remained the same.

A banquet table was set in the middle of that bamboo forest. The table was laden with fine liquor and excellent dishes, which were foods that Jin Haryong had requested the Alliance's chefs to prepare.

"Welcome, my friend."

Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin, Han Seol, Jin Haryong, and Geom Muyang were all waiting for him.

The moment he saw them, Jin Hagun's mood lifted. He felt good just looking at them, even before a single word had been exchanged.

"Here, come and have a drink first."

As Jin Hagun strode over, Geom Mugeuk immediately poured him a drink.

TRICKLE.

The clear sound of a cup being filled echoed.

Jin Hagun gazed at Geom Mugeuk. His ascension to the position of successor.

No matter what anyone says, it's thanks to you.

Once the cup was full, Jin Hagun then filled Geom Mugeuk's cup in return.

I'll follow you slowly, my friend.

After filling Geom Mugeuk's cup, he proceeded to fill the cups of everyone else as well.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high.

"To the next Lord of the Murim Alliance!"

Everyone present echoed Geom Mugeuk's words and emptied their cups. A wide smile spread across Jin Hagun's face after he drained his cup.

He had achieved his dream, and he was surrounded by people who sincerely congratulated him for it. Among the people here, none were trying to get on his good side simply because he was the Murim Alliance Lord.

"Alright, this time, I'll pour you a drink."

This time, it was Bi Sayin who poured liquor into Jin Hagun's cup.

"Thank you for coming all this way."

"I'd come no matter where you were."

As the two men emptied their drinks, Geom Mugeuk made a sly comment.

"He might have wished the road was even longer."

At Jin Hagun's questioning look, Geom Mugeuk glanced toward Bi Sayin. A flustered Bi Sayin looked away, avoiding his gaze.

He could tell at once.

He noticed.

How sharp he was. He thought it might be for the best. It would be more comfortable to be teased by Geom Mugeuk than to carry the uncomfortable feeling of having deceived him.

Next, Jin Haryong stepped forward.

"Congratulations, Orabeoni."

"Thank you."

At the warm gazes they exchanged, Geom Mugeuk remarked.

"Hyung, that's the look siblings give each other."

Geom Muyang pretended not to hear and poured a drink for Jin Hagun.

"Please accept my cup as well."

"Thank you so much for coming."

Jin Hagun did not ask Geom Muyang separately about the Gwak Yeong siblings. The First Young Lord of the Demonic Cult was someone who inspired trust that he would take good care of them without needing to be asked. That was the kind of person he was to Jin Hagun now.

Finally, Han Seol poured him a drink.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you so much for coming."

And so, Jin Hagun drank with everyone there, taking turns with each of them. Now, the real drinking party began.

When everyone was tipsy from exchanging drinks, Geom Mugeuk stood up from his seat and walked out.

"Alright, today we will have a celebratory performance to congratulate our friend Hagun on becoming the successor!"

The announcement was so unexpected that Jin Hagun was startled. He was even more surprised to see everyone else stand up and walk out as well.

All five of them?

The others were one thing, but even Geom Muyang? That was the most shocking part.

The five of them stood in their designated spots. Geom Muyang and Han Seol stood at the very ends, with Geom Mugeuk, Bi Sayin, and Jin Haryong positioned between them.

They stood in a line and looked at Jin Hagun. He hadn't expected this kind of atmosphere to be created, so it was Jin Hagun who felt flustered.

What on earth are they planning to do?

Since there were no musicians, were they going to perform a sword demonstration? Just as he was thinking that, Geom Muyang took out a bamboo flute.

He was shocked for the first time right there. It was the moment the First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult took out a bamboo flute instead of hidden weapons.

As Geom Muyang took his stance and blew into the instrument, the bamboo flute sang out beautifully. It was truly a master-level skill.

Soon, a clear singing voice rode on the melody of the bamboo flute. Jin Hagun was shocked for the second time seeing Han Seol sing.

The Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace was singing to congratulate him?

Finally, the three people in the middle began to dance to the melody and the song. Jin Hagun's gaze fixed on one person. It was a man with an appearance least suited for dancing in this world.

Sayin, I'm sorry.

How much must he have been tormented by Geom Mugeuk to perform this dance? He could tell without even seeing it.

However, apart from that feeling, Bi Sayin was dancing the most earnestly of the three. He was not the type to do a half-hearted job of a dance he had agreed to do, even if he had said he would rather die than do it.

It was clear that they had practiced a lot. The three's dance was perfectly in sync with the bamboo flute and the song. It was a dance of complete absorption from Bi Sayin.

Had he practiced dancing in his daily life? The dance was so impressive it was hard to believe it was the result of just one day's practice. Bi Sayin deserved to be in the center.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Haryong on his left and right also danced hard, but they reduced their own movements to make Bi Sayin stand out even more.

The music became more exciting and faster, and Han Seol's song became more cheerful. The mist flowing around them made this stage even more magnificent.

A scene that Jin Hagun would truly never forget in his life was unfolding before his eyes.

What would happen if someday, when he was old, he told someone about today's events?

[A long time ago, a celebratory performance was held to congratulate me on becoming the successor. The First Young Lord of the Divine Cult played the bamboo flute, and the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace sang a song. And the successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the successor of the Evil Alliance, and my younger sister danced to that song.]

After hearing it all, that person might go to see the Murim Alliance's physician.

.....The Chairman seems to be unwell.

The bamboo flute and the song stopped, and the dance ended. Even their finishing poses were perfectly synchronized. It was too brilliant a performance for just one day of practice.

A brief silence flowed.

Jin Hagun rose from his seat and bowed his head in greeting.

"I will never forget this moment for the rest of my life."

He was sincerely grateful to them. Were these people who would normally play the bamboo flute, sing, and dance? The fact that they had practiced for him was deeply moving.

A completely burnt-out Bi Sayin staggered back to his seat and chugged his drink.

"How is it? Don't you feel refreshed now that it's over?"

He couldn't deny Geom Mugeuk's words. The drink he had just had was the most delicious in the world.

Just then, Bi Sayin's eyes met Han Seol's.

"You were amazing."

Her one phrase was enough. Bi Sayin smiled with satisfaction. Still!

There will be no more dancing in my life!


That night, under the moonlight, three men stood atop the bamboo canopy. They were the three successors who would lead murim in the future: Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun, and Bi Sayin.

"I'm leaving tomorrow."

Geom Mugeuk intended to return to our Cult as soon as this gathering was over. There was a place he needed to go, but he had been away from the cult for too long, so he planned to return to the Headquarters with his brother for now.

Jin Hagun was disappointed. He didn't know when they would see each other again if they parted like this.

At this moment, Bi Sayin was lamenting a different farewell even more. Once this gathering was over, Han Seol was also scheduled to return to the North Sea with the Cold Ice Dual Swords.

Bi Sayin's gaze drifted down toward Han Seol. Below, Geom Muyang, Jin Haryong, and Han Seol were talking, drunk on alcohol.

Let's have a drink, just us who were pushed out of the succession!

Geom Muyang and Jin Haryong had become one over the cup Jin Haryong offered, and the teddy bear Han Seol had brought all the way here also became a topic of conversation. Surprisingly, the three who seemed like they would be awkward together had a conversation that never stopped. Even Geom Muyang, who seemed like he wouldn't say a word, was chiming in with a few phrases.

Bi Sayin's gaze shifted from Han Seol back to Geom Mugeuk. He knew he had already been found out.

"Why aren't you teasing me?"

He had expected Geom Mugeuk to tease him, make fun of him, and fluster him for liking her.

"The road ahead is long. I figured I can tease you slowly."

His words were laced with worry about how difficult it would be for the two of them to get together.

Jin Hagun nodded as if he had the same thought.

Bi Sayin asked Jin Hagun.

"When did you figure it out?"

"From the first time I saw you."

"......"

"Did you expect me not to know when you came together in matching white clothes, carrying a teddy bear?"

Bi Sayin's face flushed slightly. He had been through so much with Geom Mugeuk that he had nothing left to be embarrassed about. However, he was still a little embarrassed in front of Jin Hagun.

He was the type of person who would rather die than talk to someone about his issues with women. But thinking that the two of them knew made him feel at ease.

"If the Ice Empress objects, just invade the North Sea! Our Cult will pretend not to know."

Jin Hagun picked up on Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"Don't do that. We'll have to go help the Ice Palace."

"You have to help your friend! Sayin, tell her she owes you a dance!"

At those words, Bi Sayin laughed. It had been a long time since he had laughed so brightly.

"Oh! A charming laugh! Show that laugh to Young Lady Han!"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Bi Sayin let out a light sigh. Would such a day ever come?

Just then, Jin Haryong shouted from below.

"What are you talking about that's so interesting?"

Three young men gathered together, what else but women?

Geom Mugeuk shouted back to her.

"What do you think successors talk about when they gather? The peace of murim, of course!"


Chapter 676: You're Supposed to Talk Behind Their Back

The celebratory banquet stretched on until the break of dawn. Everyone drank and conversed as if this night would be their last chance to see one another.

However, just as time flies faster in good company, the heartless hours moved with incredible speed. The night passed in a flash, and the moment of farewell arrived.

Han Seol was the first to say her goodbyes. She had spent the entire night talking with Jin Haryong and had grown quite close to her.

"I'll pay my respects to the Chairman and stay a few more days before returning to the North Sea."

She had decided to accompany Jin Haryong to the Chairman's Hall to greet the head of the Murim Alliance. After staying for a few more days, she would then depart.

This journey had truly given her the experience of meeting the leaders of all three major factions: the orthodox, the unorthodox, and the demonic.

Bi Sayin promised that they would meet again.

"I will see you next time."

He delivered the farewell as calmly and composedly as he could manage. For that reason, his regret felt even more profound.

Han Seol bowed her head and expressed her gratitude.

"Thanks to you, I had a wonderful time seeing the Central Plains."

She knew very well that a blunt and reserved man like Bi Sayin had made a great effort for her sake.

"I'll be sure to show you the North Sea next time."

As if to prove she was not just making an empty promise, she mentioned showing him the North Sea once more, which greatly lifted Bi Sayin's spirits.

"I will look forward to that day."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been listening, decided to chime in.

"What about us? We want to see the North Sea too! And drink Ice Wine on the snowy mountains!"

He expected Han Seol to reply with something like, "Of course, I'll invite all of you," but her response was different.

"Young Cult Leader, you've been there before, haven't you? You even had Ice Wine."

With those words, she gave a slight bow and turned away. She was making her firm intention to invite only Bi Sayin perfectly clear.

A smile that he could not possibly conceal crept onto Bi Sayin's lips.

Wearing an expression that said, 'I can't let this slide,' Geom Mugeuk dragged Jin Hagun into the conversation.

"And you still say you'll go help the Ice Palace?"

Jin Hagun nodded firmly.

"Of course I'll help. She said she'd invite me separately."

"What? When?"

"With her brother."

Geom Mugeuk feigned a shiver and muttered under his breath.

"Our Cult will attack the Ice Palace!"

"I'm telling you, we're going to help them!"

The Evil Alliance joined in, siding with the will of the Murim Alliance.

"We'll go help too."

"You're all so mean!"

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin laughed together at his antics.

Watching them, a thought suddenly struck Geom Muyang.

A murim where these three become the Cult Leader and the Chairman might usher in an era the previous generation could never have imagined.

It would be a murim that had never been seen before and would never be seen again.

To his own surprise, Geom Muyang found himself secretly looking forward to that murim. He was curious about that kind of jianghu.

Jin Haryong then bid farewell to Geom Mugeuk.

"Go back safely."

She turned away more cleanly than she ever had before.

It was because she felt an overwhelming sense of regret. Perhaps it was because she had sensed the strange current flowing between Bi Sayin and Han Seol, but parting with Geom Mugeuk felt more regrettable than usual.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk did not just let her go.

"Don't reveal your hidden ambitions to your Orabeoni! If you get caught, run to us!"

A faint smile touched Jin Haryong's lips as she heard Geom Mugeuk's words from behind her.

"To catch me and hand me over to my Orabeoni?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

"The three of you are always plotting like that, how could I not know?"

With that, Jin Haryong and Han Seol were the first to leave the gathering. As she walked into the distance, Han Seol glanced back at Bi Sayin and slightly lifted the teddy bear.

A bright smile spread across Bi Sayin's face. It seemed that for a while, he would be hearing, "Is something good going on?" from the First Wolf, the leader of the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Now, it was time for the three heirs to bid each other farewell. At the very end, they did not forget about the peace of the murim.

"Their leadership is still intact. So don't forget that something similar could happen at any time."

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words. They had already experienced more than enough of what their enemies were capable of.

"If anything strange happens, you must contact us. Got it? Don't you dare try to handle it alone!"

In the past, they would have let such words go in one ear and out the other. This time, however, Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin both nodded in agreement.

"Well then, see you next time!"

After the three exchanged a final glance, they each began walking in different directions.

Geom Mugeuk, who had already walked some distance, looked back and shouted.

"I miss you guys already! When should we meet again?"

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin smiled silently and continued on their way without looking back.

Geom Muyang saw it. He saw Geom Mugeuk's face after he had joked until the very end and then turned back around. The playfulness was gone, replaced by a calm and serious expression. This was his true self, but he was trying so hard.

Even if I die, I could never live like you.

The two brothers walked in silence for a moment.

"Hyung."

When a long time passed with no other words, Geom Muyang asked.

"You called me, why aren't you saying anything?"

"I just felt like calling you."

After they walked for a while longer, Geom Mugeuk spoke again.

"Hyung, make me a promise. That you'll grant me one favor later."

"No."

"Without even hearing what the favor is?"

"Because it'll obviously be some ridiculous request."

"That's why I'm asking you, Hyung. Who else would grant such a ridiculous request?"

"......"

Far in the distance, the sun was beginning to rise over the horizon. The two of them naturally stopped walking to watch the sight.

Through this trip outside the Cult, Geom Muyang saw a new side of life. He had only left the Cult to catch the person who made the fake hidden weapons, furious that they had nearly killed his younger brother.

Originally, his life had been set on a single path. Catch the bastard and kill him. He had lived such a determined life, believing that was all his life was meant to be.

However, this time he encountered a different side of life. He saved the younger sister of the person who made the counterfeit hidden weapons, watched the rain from under the eaves, secretly observed someone, and even played a bamboo flute in front of people.

Geom Muyang glanced at Geom Mugeuk standing beside him. The light that flew in, awakening the world, brightly illuminated his brother's face.

Come to think of it, his brother had been saying it all along. Let's live a different life. Let's not fight a succession battle where we kill each other. Let's have a different kind of succession battle.

When Geom Mugeuk felt his gaze and looked back, Geom Muyang spoke.

"Should we run?"

A smile brighter than the spreading sunlight bloomed on Geom Mugeuk's face. It was the first time his hyung had ever suggested they run together.

"Sounds good."

The two of them unleashed their movement arts and began to run forward. Running alongside his hyung, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Let's go. Home!"


Back at their Cult, long-awaited news was waiting for them.

"The Cult Leader has completed his seclusion training."

Upon hearing that news, Geom Mugeuk headed straight for the Cult Leader's hall with his hyung.

He had actually expected the seclusion training to last much longer. It was training for the next stage of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, an art in which his father had already achieved complete mastery.

But he came out sooner than expected. Then again, for someone of his father's caliber, the duration of the training probably meant nothing.

Did he truly make progress with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

"Finally, my time as the Acting Cult Leader is over!"

"Are you sad about it?"

"Sad? Pfft! Hyung, you have no idea. There's so much work in that position. Maybe Father ran away under the excuse of seclusion training because he didn't want to work either."

"Is Father you?"

"How did you know? I left the Cult because I didn't want to work."

Geom Muyang shook his head with a look that said his brother was hopeless.

"Ah, after seeing Father, there are so many people to meet! Alright, everyone, form a line!"

Geom Muyang thought he should meet the Gwak Yeong siblings first. Since he brought them all this way, he had to take care of them.

And so, the two of them entered the Cult Leader's hall. Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang slowly walked side by side down the path of blood.

Their father was sitting on the grand throne, looking completely unchanged.

Father, thank you.

Now I know. I know how precious and valuable it is to have someone unchangingly by your side.

Someday, that day will come. The day I must walk this path of blood alone and sit on the empty throne.

Walking up to the foot of the throne, Geom Mugeuk greeted him in a loud voice.

"Father, we have completed our task and returned to the Cult!"

Geom Muyang also bowed politely and paid his respects.

"We have returned, Cult Leader."

Geom Woojin looked at the two of them in turn before speaking calmly.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"......"

The resounding answer from the two brothers echoed through the Cult Leader's hall.

"Congratulations on finishing your seclusion training."

As he greeted him, Geom Mugeuk stared intently at his father.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at his father's question.

"I can't tell no matter how hard I look. What were the results of your seclusion training?"

"I trained, that's enough. Why are the results important?"

"They are important. It wasn't just anyone, it was you, Father, entering seclusion training after a long time."

Geom Mugeuk sensed a certain confidence in his father's eyes. It was a change he would never have noticed in the past. He had never even stared at his father's face like this before.

However, he could tell now. Because he kept looking and looking, he could now see the subtle difference. He knew what that confidence meant.

Father achieved a breakthrough!

The Eleventh Star? No. Even before the seclusion training, Father's martial arts had improved through continuous training. Then what could it be?

It's the Twelfth Star mastery!

As Father's life has changed recently, his martial arts must have changed as well.

Geom Mugeuk's heart began to pound. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art of the Twelfth Star! Just what kind of power would it have? Did the demonic spirits change too? And what about the Heavenly Demon Soul?

There had been many changes since his regression, but this was the moment he was facing the most powerful change of all.

Congratulations, Father!

It seemed those feelings were reflected in Geom Mugeuk's eyes and expression.

Geom Woojin sent a look that said, 'Don't tell me you've noticed?'

Geom Mugeuk replied with a look that said, 'Don't you want to brag?'

Please, brag to your heart's content to these sons of yours.

Of course, Geom Woojin was not the type to brag. Instead, a reprimand came down.

"You caused trouble while I was away! You should have known that the two of you shouldn't leave the Cult at the same time, shouldn't you?"

"I know. That's why we went with the Demon Supremes."

Father must have received a full report from the Head Strategist, who would have been anxious the whole time we were gone. A report that the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha were with us, and that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had also joined.

However, a report is just a report. Geom Mugeuk reported to his father what had happened while they were away.

This was something he always did when he returned from a trip outside the Cult. He would explain in detail the parts that couldn't be known from a report alone. It was another kind of conversation between his father and himself. He made sure to show this side of him in front of his hyung.

Hyung, maybe you'd be even better at this kind of conversation. So watch carefully.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk would never miss an opportunity to tease his hyung in this situation. At the end of his report, he dragged his hyung into it.

"Hyung saved the craftsman Gwak's younger sister. In the past, he's the type of person who would have ordered, 'It's a hassle, just get rid of them all!'"

Geom Muyang wore a look of disbelief, but his father did not stop the report.

"I believe that saving those siblings is just as meaningful in many ways as killing the mastermind this time. We've made a skilled young craftsman one of our own, and more importantly..."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his hyung standing beside him and continued.

"It was an event that showed me that Hyung has changed."

A hint of bewilderment flickered in Geom Muyang's eyes, but he did not say anything in front of their father.

"Hyung is getting cooler and cooler these days."

"What's this? You're praising your hyung?"

"He's right here, isn't he? You're supposed to talk behind their back."

A sneer formed on Geom Woojin's lips. That unchanging sneer put Geom Mugeuk's heart at ease.

You'll never know how much I wanted to see that sneer.

One must give gifts when the mood is this good.

"Oh, and we have a gift we prepared. It's a gift that Hyung chose."

Geom Woojin's gaze turned to Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang took a scroll from his robes and held it up with both hands.

As Geom Woojin reached out his hand, the scroll flew through the air and into his grasp with a swoosh. Slowly unrolling the scroll, Geom Woojin looked down at it without a word.

His father gazed at the scroll for a long time. This was the first time his father had ever stared at something for so long.

The scroll obscured his father's face. However, Geom Mugeuk somehow felt like he knew what kind of expression he was making.

After looking at the painting, Geom Woojin rolled up the scroll and placed it beside him.

"No, don't just put it down like that. That artist was something else. If you store it well, you might be able to sell it for a high price later."

Geom Woojin looked down at Geom Muyang without a word. It was the look in a father's eyes as he gazed at his eldest son.

Geom Mugeuk sensed his father's old regrets in that gaze. In that moment, his father was regretting.

It would have been better if he could have become the successor without killing his older brother.

Father, we will surely fulfill that unrealized wish of yours. We will live our whole lives protecting our brotherly bond.

Geom Mugeuk took something thickly wrapped from his robes.

"There's one more gift."

Geom Muyang had seen his younger brother grab that from the carriage when he heard their father was out of seclusion training. He had wondered what on earth he was packing.

With another swoosh, that too flew into Geom Woojin's hand.

"It's pajamas, the Wuhan brand flower-patterned pajamas. If I hadn't seen them, it would be one thing, but once I saw them, I just couldn't pass them by."

Geom Muyang was dumbfounded. It seemed his brother had stubbornly gone back and bought those flower-patterned pajamas after all.

You punk, do you really think Father will wear that?

He expected their father's roar to fall upon them.

His father silently placed that gift beside him as well. As if pleased with these two gifts, his father's expression was gentle.

"Go and rest."

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang bowed politely and turned to leave. After taking a few steps, Geom Mugeuk turned back as if he had just remembered something.

"Oh, Father. We should go hunting sometime, the three of us with Hyung."

He could feel his hyung tense up beside him. He must have been worried that their father might not be willing. It was a truly useless worry.

His father's decision was far too quick.

"We leave at dawn tomorrow."

Yep, that's our father. A man who never considers his children's schedules.


Chapter 677: This Liquor is Your Brother's Friend

In the early dawn, Geom Muyang stood with an anxious face at the entrance of Daecheon Mountain, their agreed meeting place. His heart trembled, and he hadn't slept a wink all night.

Hunting with his father.

He remembered when Geom Mugeuk had gone hunting with their father, and he had been curious back then. What did they talk about on the mountain?

At the time, he had still hated his younger brother. He had worried about what sort of lies Geom Mugeuk might have told their father to drive them apart.

Now, he was going on that same hunt.

Just then, Geom Muyang's eyes gradually widened. He was staring in surprise at Geom Mugeuk, who was walking toward him. To be precise, his surprise was because of the pack on Geom Mugeuk's back.

"Are you moving out?"

He was truly carrying a mountain-like pile of luggage on his back.

"You don't understand, Hyung. This is all necessary."

Geom Mugeuk had stacked and tied luggage on top of a large leather pack, then stacked even more on top of that. Dangling from it were utensils, gourds, a throwing knife for dressing animals, and even an axe. Since there were three of them, the luggage had increased.

In contrast, Geom Muyang carried only a single, small leather pack. It wasn't even half full. He had wondered what to bring but couldn't think of much to pack.

"Don't mind me, just think of me as a porter!"

"Let's split the load."

"It's fine. You have to assist Father, Hyung."

He had said this when the two of them met, but he started to whine as soon as Geom Woojin appeared.

"Aigoo, it's so heavy. When a younger brother is carrying so much, his older brother should at least offer to share the load."

Of course, it didn't work on Geom Woojin. He was certain his eldest had already offered to share. Geom Mugeuk was only playing such a prank because the offer had been made. By now, he could see right through Geom Mugeuk.

"Muyang, let's go."

"......"

Geom Woojin took the lead, looking after only his eldest son as he started up the mountain.

"Please give me your pack."

"It's fine."

Today, his father had also come wearing a small leather pack. The first time he had come hunting, he had been empty-handed.

What could he have brought?

Geom Woojin stood at the front, Geom Muyang was two or three steps behind him, and Geom Mugeuk was at the very back.

Geom Mugeuk intentionally lagged far behind as he walked. He did this so that his father and brother could talk comfortably.

His father and brother silently climbed the mountain path, occasionally exchanging a few words. He could have heard them if he tried, but he didn't.

Instead, he listened to the songs of the mountain birds, the sound of water flowing along the valley, and the sound of the wind. He listened to the chirping of insects and the rustling of leaves. The path turned from dirt to stone, and at times, it became a path of jewels under the sunlight filtering through the leaves.

How long had they walked like that?

"......"

At their father's signal, they all held their breath. His father pointed in one direction and asked his brother.

"Can you see it?"

Geom Muyang opened his eyes wide and scanned ahead, but he couldn't see anything.

"Close your eyes and feel it."

"......"

Geom Mugeuk knew what was happening. His father was trying to teach his brother the ki emission technique he had taught him on their previous hunt.

"Send out a single thread of ki. Slowly, without breaking it. Slowly, as if a silkworm is spinning its thread."

All masters handle ki and sense their surroundings with it. However, they don't think of drawing it out like a thread and sending it ten, twenty zhang away. It was impossible without knowing the core principle of imbuing the wind with ki.

Just as he had, his brother must be having a new experience right now.

"It broke. Concentrate and try again!"

"......"

Geom Muyang faithfully followed his father's instructions. When was the last time he had spoken with his father about martial arts from this close? It had been a very long time.

"You send out your ki as if you're slowly unwinding a spool of thread."

It was a difficult and tense situation, but it wasn't as uncomfortable as he had expected. His father, when teaching martial arts, was different from the man who sat on the grandmaster's chair.

Did Father always talk this much?

He was the kind of father who seemed like he would just say, 'Figure it out yourself!' and turn away. However, when it came to teaching martial arts, he was meticulous.

My brother must have felt this way with Father, too.

Perhaps Geom Mugeuk had suggested this hunt to convey this feeling to him as well. That the time spent with their father wasn't as uncomfortable as he thought.

"Now, imbue the wind with your ki."

At first, it's a single thread, but later, dozens of strands of ki will be able to spread out in all directions like a spider's web. Geom Mugeuk had already reached that stage.

"Again!"

Unlike him, who had managed it with ease, his brother couldn't do it so simply. Still, he had to realize it for himself. Especially when it came to handling ki, one had to understand and accept it in their own way for it to be truly effective.

His father waited for his brother without getting impatient.

Right, this was probably normal. He had just learned it too quickly.

Geom Mugeuk sat perched on a rock, silently watching his father instruct his brother. Watching them, his heart swelled with emotion for some reason, and he turned his head away.

Did he sense that momentary surge of emotion? As Geom Mugeuk gazed at the distant, layered mountains that touched the sky, he felt his father's eyes on him.

Geom Mugeuk slowly looked at his father. Their gazes met in mid-air. His father's eyes seemed to say, 'You did well setting this up.'

"You must be so frustrated teaching Hyung after teaching me, right?"

At the obnoxious remark, Geom Woojin strode over to Geom Mugeuk.

"There's always someone else who frustrates me."

His father, who had come right up to him, asked coldly.

"Do you have nothing to say to me?"

His eyes screamed, 'I know everything,' causing Geom Mugeuk to flinch and avert his gaze.

"You knew?"

"Of course!"

Geom Mugeuk could tell. His father had realized that he had passed on the Heavenly Demon Defense Art to his brother.

"You're not supposed to know, are you?"

It would be one thing if his brother had activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, but there had been no reason to do so until now. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was something you could never detect just by looking.

Ah! You knew because you achieved the complete mastery of the Twelth Star!

Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Hyung forced me to teach him. He said he'd kill me if I didn't!"

"......"

"Ah, if he was that reckless, he would have asked me to teach him the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

Still, a wrong was a wrong, so Geom Mugeuk knelt and begged.

"Father, please let it slide just this once! Hyung, hurry up and beg too!"

"Why are you dragging your brother into this?"

This was how he would let his brother off the hook.

"The situation was urgent. A powerful enemy who uses soul-stealing arts could have threatened Hyung. He already has a bad personality, but imagine if he was hit with a soul-stealing art on top of that. Phew, I wouldn't have been able to watch with my eyes open."

Geom Muyang should have reacted with disbelief, but he quietly walked over and knelt beside Geom Mugeuk.

He had thought that staying quiet and not getting involved might help the situation. It might have been different for another matter, but this was about the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. He couldn't leave it all to his younger brother.

"I'm sorry."

Geom Woojin asked Geom Muyang.

"Did you know it was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art when you learned it?"

"No."

Geom Woojin wore an expression that said he had expected as much, but Geom Muyang defended his brother.

"My brother did it for my sake."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his brother, touched, but quickly lowered his head at his father's sharp gaze and shouted.

"Please forgive us! Please let it go just this once!"

Looking down at his two sons, Geom Woojin said quietly.

"I can't just let it go."

Meaning he would forgive them, but not for free.

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head sharply and said.

"Fine, I'll do whatever you command. I'll accept anything except the unification of murim!"

Lifting his head beside him, Geom Muyang said.

"I will accept the unification of murim."

Geom Mugeuk turned to him and said.

"Joking at a time like this? Hyung, you've really changed a lot."

"I'm not joking."

Right, he knew it wasn't a joke. Because if their father wished it, his brother was the type of person to willingly stand at the forefront of the war of Ma Janghu.

Was it because of his brother's answer? Or was it because of something he planned to order them to do later? Their father turned away with an unreadable smile.

"Resume your training."

"......"

Geom Muyang got up and returned to his original spot. The ki emission training continued. Again and again.

How much time passed like that?

Finally, Geom Muyang emitted his ki and located an animal hiding far away.

"It seems to be a wild boar."

Geom Woojin nodded, his expression satisfied.

Geom Mugeuk handed his brother the bow and arrows that had been hanging from his pack.

"Father must be getting hungry."


"Hyung, just start the campfire."

He had said he would take care of the rest, and he really did. Geom Mugeuk's hands as he dressed the boar would put any hunter or professional cook to shame.

After dressing it with incredible speed and skill, he cut off the most delicious parts and skewered them on a wooden stick. Then, he took out the necessary seasonings for cooking from his leather pack. He sprinkled salt and layered on his secret, pre-made seasonings to add flavor. The meat began to cook, releasing a delicious aroma.

Watching this, Geom Muyang was inwardly surprised. They had camped in the forest a few times on their way back to the Cult, but he never knew his brother was this skilled. It was truly a dexterity separate from his skill in martial arts.

After he started grilling the meat, he began to unpack his luggage in earnest. First, he unwrapped a bundle that had been packed separately.

"......"

A tiger skin for their father was unfurled. It was large enough for him to sit and rest on, or even lie down.

"Father, please sit here comfortably."

Geom Woojin sat down on it.

"As expected! It suits you well! You look magnificent!"

When Geom Woojin extended his hand, the boar over the campfire turned by itself.

"Of course. Right now, not burning the meat is more important than looking cool!"

Geom Mugeuk unpacked the next item.

"This is for you and me, Hyung."

He laid out two pelts from ordinary beasts, clearly distinct from their father's. He placed his brother's spot a little closer to their father.

"Now, I've prepared this as well."

A small, foldable wooden table emerged from the leather pack. He placed it in front of his father. Next, he took out clean chopsticks and utensils from the pack and set them before his father.

Geom Woojin, seemingly finding it fun to grill the meat, used telekinesis to turn it and keep it from burning. Once the meat was perfectly golden brown, Geom Mugeuk cut the most tender and delicious part and brought it to his father.

"Please eat, Father."

He also cut meat for his brother's and his own plates.

"How does it taste?"

"It's fine."

His father's 'it's fine' was the highest praise, equivalent to 'it's fantastic.' His brother proved it.

His brother's eyes widened, his expression saying it all.

This is delicious?

Geom Mugeuk laughed and said.

"The First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult caught it, the successor prepared it, and the Cult Leader himself grilled it! How could it not be delicious? If you said it tasted bad, your entire family would be annihilated!"

Geom Muyang laughed at his words. When he was so nervous he couldn't sleep, he never imagined today's hunt would have such a good atmosphere. It was enjoyable. Eating meat cooked over a campfire on a mountain had a special flavor.

"I'll make it even more delicious!"

Geom Mugeuk rummaged through his pack again. Geom Muyang watched, wondering what would come out next.

"You can't have meat without liquor."

This time, it was liquor. It was their father's favorite liquor. There were also clean cups he had prepared, and even some snacks to go with it. The preparations were thorough.

Just then, Geom Woojin held out his hand. His own leather pack, which had been set aside, flew through the air and into his hand.

What on earth was he about to take out? The brothers watched with curiosity.

"I brought a bottle of liquor, too."

What their father took out was also liquor.

Geom Mugeuk felt puzzled. He had brought it last time, so his father must have assumed he would bring it this time as well.

"What kind of liquor is it?"

Then, words he could never have imagined flowed from his father's lips.

"It's a liquor I brewed myself when Yang-ie was born."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang were stunned.

Geom Muyang was especially shocked by the words that his father had personally brewed liquor in the year he was born. In that moment, his father's single phrase filled his mind.

Yang-ie.

When was the last time his father had called him Yang-ie? He had heard it when he was very young, but today was the first time since. That wasn't all.

He brewed it himself?

A wave of emotion washed over Geom Muyang. And not just any liquor, but one to commemorate his birth? And he had brought that liquor today.

"...Cult Leader."

Geom Muyang's voice trembled. Geom Mugeuk had never seen his brother tremble like this before.

His father lifted the bottle of liquor and said.

"Today, I came as a father."

"!"

"Come here and receive a cup of my liquor."

"...Yes, Father."

Geom Muyang approached his father and respectfully accepted the liquor.

"You come too."

Geom Mugeuk also went and received a cup. His brother was trembling so much that he couldn't even make a single joke.

Geom Muyang respectfully filled his father's cup, and the three of them drank.

"This tastes absolutely amazing!"

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed in admiration. It wasn't an empty compliment, it was truly delicious.

"This liquor is a friend to you, Hyung. A friend."

Passing the bottle back and forth, the three of them finished the liquor. They drank it all freely, holding nothing back.

It was the most delicious liquor Geom Muyang had ever tasted in his life. He thought he would probably never drink a liquor this good again until the day he died.

"When do we get to drink the liquor brewed in the year I was born? Will we drink it on the next hunt?"

Geom Woojin flinched at the excited Geom Mugeuk's question.

"You brewed one for me too, right? I know you favor the eldest son, Father, but your second brother is your child too. Right?"

Seeing his father's ambiguous expression, Geom Mugeuk asked with a look of disbelief.

"Don't tell me you didn't brew it yourself and had Uncle Hwi do it? 'Hwi, go brew a bottle of liquor. He's my son too, so we should commemorate it.'"

Watching his father, who still wore a strange smile, Geom Mugeuk's voice grew louder.

"You didn't forget to do even that, did you? That's not why you're smiling so awkwardly, is it? Please tell me it's not true! Tell me you at least bought one and claimed you brewed it!"

And so, the first day of the hunt was passing.


Chapter 678: Eating, Drinking, and Lazing Around

"You've changed lately."

Go Wol turned at the sound of the voice behind him and saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader standing there.

"What do you mean, Cult Leader?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's displeasure was obvious at Go Wol's polite tone.

"For starters, you've changed by speaking to me so formally."

"Aren't we in a place with many watchful eyes?"

The two of them were standing in the inner garden of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Watchful eyes, my foot! No one's paying any attention to us!"

Of course, everyone was paying attention. Who would dare ignore the man who was both the former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the current Master of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had returned to the cult before Geom Mugeuk and had sought out Go Wol first. However, Go Wol had been so busy with something since returning that it was difficult to even see his face. This was the source of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's dissatisfaction.

How could Go Wol not understand his heart? He decided that for today, at least, he would stop using the excuse of being busy.

"Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression finally softened at Go Wol's informal address.

"I truly enjoy my work."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader then questioned him, as if looking for an argument.

"Do you really enjoy it?"

He looked at Go Wol with a determined gaze. "You've changed. I used to hear the sound of your heart beating, but now all I hear are the gears turning in your head. You used to be hot, but now you've grown cold."

As always, he placed the blame on a single person.

"This is all because of the Young Cult Leader. He doesn't even know that this is the obvious outcome when a perfectionist like you is given a job. No, he probably knows. There's no way someone that smart wouldn't know this."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader liked Geom Mugeuk too. Seeing Go Wol suffer like this, however, made him angry.

He felt that Go Wol, after finally being set free, had put on shackles himself. No matter what anyone said, it was always Go Wol over the Young Cult Leader for him.

"Are you trying to make me out to be a cold-blooded monster just to criticize the Young Cult Leader?"

Even Go Wol's joke failed to improve the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mood.

"What did the Young Cult Leader say? It's obvious, isn't it? 'Sorry for making you work so hard. Let's just endure a little longer. I'm counting on you!' Am I right?"

"I haven't met him yet."

"What?"

"He went hunting with the Cult Leader and the First Young Lord."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a look of disbelief.

"So there was another cold-blooded one. See, I try not to badmouth the Young Cult Leader, but I can't help it. No matter how loyal you are, for the Young Cult Leader, family comes first. It's always family first."

"Isn't that obvious?"

Go Wol stared intently at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and posed another question.

"Aren't I your priority? You're my priority above all else, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was stunned.

Those words meant that they were family to each other. They were also the perfect counter to instantly dissipate the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's anger.

"Because we both know we're that kind of person to each other, the Young Cult Leader uses me, and I am loyal to the Young Cult Leader. There's a certain trust that comes from someone who has things to protect."

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke. "You only suffer like this every time because you say such easygoing things."

Go Wol's gaze shifted toward the All-Knowing Hall, visible in the distance.

"I have to suffer. This is the path to becoming the master of that place."

It was the first time he had revealed his ambition to become the Head Strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Cult Leader, I'm not cold. I'm hotter than I've ever been."

"Good for you, being so hot."

Go Wol smiled at the unnecessary grumpiness.

"Cult Leader, the Young Cult Leader is a man great enough for us to bet our entire lives on. We're the ones using the Young Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lifted his head and looked toward the distant Daecheon Mountain. He spoke loudly, "The Young Cult Leader has it good. He has a passionate Strategist who understands everything, a father, and a brother. Damn it! How can a man with no family live with all this sorrow?"

Go Wol then walked over to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Why don't you have a family? You're hurting the feelings of the family who's listening."


The hunt continued on the day of the second brother. To be precise, it was a day for discovering prey. His brother continuously practiced emitting his ki, finding all sorts of animals. His skill in ki emission improved rapidly, proving that blood really doesn't lie.

It was almost as fast as his own progress as a Heavenly Martial Body, and he could see why.

It was because the martial arts level of their father, who was teaching them, had risen even higher.

"You're teaching my brother better than you taught me! You didn't explain things like that when you were teaching me!"

His father pretended not to hear and focused on teaching his eldest son. He was pouring out all the affection he had been unable to give until now.

While they were training in ki emission, they finally hooked something big.

"I think it's a tiger!"

Geom Woojin nodded at Geom Muyang's words.

"We came here to hunt, so we should at least catch a tiger before we go."

Geom Muyang leaped forward first. Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk followed right behind him.

Landing lightly on a rock, Geom Muyang silently drew his bowstring.

Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk landed noiselessly behind him. Even a giant spirit beast with an inner core, let alone a tiger, could not escape this hunt.

The figure of a tiger was visible in the distance. It was a truly massive Big Tiger.

The bowstring was pulled taut.

The arrow, which looked like it would fly and pierce the tiger at any moment, was not released.

Geom Muyang spoke politely to his father.

"Its large size makes it seem like a sacred tiger that protects Daecheon Mountain, so I wanted to spare it."

His father nodded.

Just as the two were about to turn away without any lingering attachment, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"It's not because of them over there?"

Geom Mugeuk was pointing to a spot. A little ways from the tiger were two smaller tigers that appeared to be cubs. Since he had seen them, his father and brother must have seen them too.

"Father, you should tell my brother too. That it's the kind of cheap sentimentality that will get him killed. You would have said that if it were me! You would have told me to catch it right away and replace the hide I sleep on with that one!"

Geom Mugeuk saw it then. The corner of his father's lip was twitching slightly upwards.

Yes, if it were you, I would have said that. Geom Woojin turned and walked away, speaking firmly.

"One shouldn't kill a spirit beast carelessly."

His brother followed behind him with long strides.

Geom Mugeuk watched the tiger cubs follow their mother in the distance and shouted.

"Hey, second brothers, let's do our best!"

A smile formed on the lips of Geom Woojin, who was walking in the lead. It was a rare and precious smile, but unfortunately, his two sons could not see it.


That night, the campfire blazed again.

Geom Mugeuk liked this time of day more than the daytime. He enjoyed grilling and eating meat with his father and brother and drinking together. They shared all sorts of stories with the help of alcohol.

If the mood was enhanced by a night sky full of pouring stars like tonight, his spirits lifted even more.

"Father, may I relax my posture a bit?"

"When have you ever been formal?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and relaxed his posture, stretching his legs out and leaning back on his arms. He looked up at the stars in the night sky as a cool breeze ruffled his hair. The words, "Ah, this is nice!" escaped his lips naturally.

"Brother, you should relax too. The true taste of camping is in eating, drinking, and lazing around, you know."

Given his brother's personality, that was absolutely impossible in front of their father. Still, considering the dawn when they first set out, his brother was also quite relaxed.

"Father, I will read a book for a bit."

This time, a book emerged from the leather pouch that contained all sorts of things.

Geom Muyang had never imagined reading a book while on a hunt. He asked with curiosity.

"What book is it?"

Geom Mugeuk held up the book's cover. It was a poetry collection.

"You read poetry too?"

"Aigoo, my brother. All you know is how to kill people. What do you know about poetry? About literature?"

He had a motive for taking out the book and saying this in the first place.

"Ah, but you do know a little about music."

At the mention of music, Geom Muyang flinched.

Don't tell me you're...?

Sorry, brother.

Before Geom Muyang could send a telepathic message to stop him, Geom Mugeuk spoke to their father.

"Father, did you know that my brother knows how to play the bamboo flute?"

His flustered brother looked at their father. Almost no one knew, so how could their father possibly know? But surprisingly, his father slowly nodded.

"See, I told you, didn't I? That Father would know."

His father truly knew a lot about his two sons. It was just surprising that he had never shown it so much.

"Brother, in honor of Father's hidden affection, we should have another drink."

Geom Mugeuk tried to take out alcohol from the leather pouch. However, something else came out instead of a liquor bottle.

The moment he saw it, a sigh escaped from Geom Muyang. It was a bamboo flute.

"Huh? Why is this in here? I must have been packing in a hurry and it got mixed in."

No way! Geom Muyang shook his head.

His father didn't stop his younger brother's prank. What did that mean?

He knew that if his younger brother was determined, he would end up playing it eventually. Geom Muyang decided to take the initiative.

"My skills are lacking, but may I play a piece?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Geom Mugeuk felt he understood the heart contained in that blunt nod. His father had been waiting for this moment for a long time.

Meanwhile, Geom Muyang assumed the proper posture and brought the bamboo flute to his trembling lips. He was probably more nervous now than if he were in front of thousands, or tens of thousands, of people.

When a clear, deep sound flowed out, Geom Mugeuk saw it.

He saw his father gently closing his eyes.

The unspoken words resonated as a beautiful melody. The tune was like the sound of water flowing through a valley and also like a flickering campfire. The pouring stars, intoxicated by the rhythm, sparkled even more brightly.

A clear and deep sound that pierced the heart echoed through Daecheon Mountain.

When the performance finally ended, Geom Woojin opened his eyes.

The father's gaze upon his son was gentle.

"That was truly good."

Just "good" would have been high praise, but he had even added the word "truly" before it.

"Thank you, Father."

Geom Mugeuk had never seen his brother's face look so relieved.

Perhaps something that had weighed heavily on his brother's heart had vanished with this hunt.

When Geom Muyang's gaze turned to him, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Believe me! I didn't mean to pack the bamboo flute. I mistook it for a meat-grilling skewer and put it in."

He wasn't sure if he had ever said this to his younger brother.

"Thank you."

The playfulness vanished from the clowning Geom Mugeuk's face.

"Thank you, brother."

Their father watched silently as his sons exchanged thanks.

"Who do we take after to be so cool? As you can see, Father's sons are the kind of sons who read poetry and play instruments."

As he spoke with pride, Geom Mugeuk saw it.

A faint longing flickered in his father's eyes. It was the first time he had sensed such an emotion from his father, but it vanished in an instant.

His father turned his back and lay down on the tiger hide.

"Let's sleep now."


The next day, the three of them climbed to the summit of Daecheon Mountain.

This was a place where the boundary between heaven and earth blurred. The surrounding mountain peaks soared high, looking like murim masters standing tall.

The three stood at the summit and gazed at the magnificent scenery.

The last time he came up here with his father, he had said that he would return whenever his martial arts training became difficult.

He saw the image of his father's younger self overlapping with his father's back.

What were you thinking then, and what are you thinking now?

Just then, his father asked with his back still turned.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art has reached the ninth stage, hasn't it?"

His father had seen through more than just the Heavenly Demon Defense Art that his brother had mastered.

"Yes, it has reached the ninth stage."

He wondered about his father.

"How long did it take you to achieve complete mastery from the ninth stage?"

The time it took his father was seven years.

"Seven years."

That was a period of time only possible because it was his father, a man of natural genius.

"You could probably achieve it within five years."

Geom Woojin acknowledged his son's martial talent to that extent. After all, he himself had not reached the ninth stage at Geom Mugeuk's age.

If he achieved complete mastery within five years, he would become a legend. He would be the fastest among all past Cult Leaders to master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. He would even achieve the legend of mastering it as a Young Cult Leader, before even becoming the Cult Leader.

"If your chest feels tight or you feel a wall during your training, climb this Daecheon Mountain. The energy of Daecheon Mountain will surely help you."

"Yes, I will."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Geom Muyang with a triumphant air.

"I'm this kind of person. The successor to whom Father lends this entire great Daecheon Mountain!"

If he said it like this, his brother should have retorted, "How is that lending it to you?" or "Is that something to boast about to your brother who was pushed out of the succession?"

"I'm envious."

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk flinched. He couldn't respond to this powerful blow.

"You're ignoring me now, right? Ah, you're saying that because you don't know, brother, but Father brewed alcohol in the year I was born too. He's just teasing me. Come on, Father. Confess now! 'Son, on the day you were born!'"

Geom Woojin started walking with long strides and said, "The sun is setting. Let's head down."

Geom Muyang approached Geom Mugeuk.

"I told you it's a misunderstanding!"

"Give me the pack."

He was asking for the pack on his back.

"It's fine. See Father to the end today."

His brother was silent for a moment, then nodded and turned away. After walking some distance, he looked back and asked.

"Isn't it hard?"

He could tell he wasn't just referring to the pack on his back.

"Of course it's hard. It's killing me."

At those words, his brother grinned and started walking again.

Geom Mugeuk stood in place and watched the two of them walk away. His brother was walking one step closer to their father than when they were climbing up.

Now that they were one step closer, their relationship had become one that required twice the effort. Disappointment and resentment were fellows just waiting for the chance to get close, after all.

From somewhere far away, the roar of a tiger was heard.

Thinking that it might be the tiger his brother had spared, he started walking after the two of them.

"I thought you'd naturally carry the pack on the way down, Father! My brother only knows how to kill people and play the bamboo flute, he's such a heartless person. Can't you hear me? Father?"


Chapter 679: Only the Beginning of a Long Road

Upon his return from the hunt, the first person Geom Mugeuk met was Go Wol.

"Young Cult Leader!" Go Wol was humbled that Geom Mugeuk had come directly to his residence. "If you had sent word, I would have come to see you."

"I rushed here because I wanted to see you as soon as possible," Geom Mugeuk said.

"I'm glad you've returned to the cult safely."

Geom Mugeuk then expressed his sincere gratitude to Go Wol. "If it weren't for you, I couldn't have roamed such a vast distance so freely. Thank you."

The assistance from the Hidden Moon had been truly immense during this operation.

"You seem to have lost some weight since I last saw you," Go Wol observed. "Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine."

Just then, a gruff voice sounded from behind them. "It'd be strange if he didn't lose weight, working himself to the bone like that."

When Geom Mugeuk turned, he saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader standing there.

"Besides, when a leader asks if you're hurt, what subordinate says, 'Yes, I'm hurt!'? Where would you find someone like that? If it were you, you'd probably list every illness you have and some you don't."

"Of course, I'd whine and complain," Go Wol retorted. "I don't even know all the places my own body hurts, so how would anyone else know? They'd never know if I didn't tell them. But Cult Leader, how did you know I would come and time your arrival so perfectly?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader approached Geom Mugeuk, narrowing his eyes. "I was watching to see if you'd come to meet Strategist Go first after returning from the hunt."

"I knew it. My survival instincts must have guided my feet this way."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wanted to nag him more, but Go Wol's gaze said it all. That's enough!

Go Wol then asked Geom Mugeuk, "How was the hunt?"

Geom Mugeuk replied with a pleasant smile. "It was the most magnificent hunt of my entire life."

Go Wol knew just how difficult this hunt had been to achieve.

Geom Mugeuk had to win a bloodless succession battle and also open the heart of the First Young Lord who had been pushed aside. On top of that, he had to move the heart of the Demonic Cult Leader.

What if he had been asked to do it?

It felt like defeating the Murim Alliance in a direct assault would have been easier. Geom Mugeuk had accomplished that difficult task.

"Young Cult Leader, you must be busy, so please go about your business."

Was he the only one who needed to be seen? All eight Demon Supremes would want to see Geom Mugeuk. And then there were Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, and Jang Ho. The fact that Geom Mugeuk had come to see him first was deeply moving and something to be thankful for.

That was why there was something he absolutely had to say. "Young Cult Leader. From now on, you don't need to worry about me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked like he was about to step forward, wearing an expression that said, "He's talking nonsense again." But Go Wol subdued him with a glare. Cult Leader, stay out of it!

"I am not someone the Young Cult Leader needs to worry about," Go Wol continued. "Rather, my job is to solve the problems that the Young Cult Leader has to worry about. That is the job of a Strategist."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally couldn't hold back and stepped forward. "Are you a slave? Saying you'll work hard even if no one pays you any mind."

Since Geom Mugeuk was present, Go Wol spoke politely to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "I am being compensated sufficiently."

"What compensation?"

"Don't I receive a monthly salary?"

At those words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader scoffed. "As if that paltry sum of money amounts to anything!"

"I receive a lot. As far as I know, it's just below the Head Strategist."

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched in surprise. "Really?"

"Of course. I'm not someone who works for free. I'm the type to secure the best treatment one way or another."

When the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked to Geom Mugeuk for confirmation, Geom Mugeuk nodded. "If it were up to me, I'd want to give him the most, but I can't do that with the Head Strategist around."

After blinking for a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked Geom Mugeuk demandingly, "Why don't you give me one? I've suffered so much alongside Strategist Go."

"I know you've suffered, our dear Cult Leader."

"Then why won't you?"

"If you receive a monthly salary, you'd officially be my subordinate. How could I dare do such a thing?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader licked his lips and pondered for a moment. "I'll join, so give me one too."

Of course, he was half-joking. No matter how much he received, he was still wealthy enough to consider it a paltry sum.

"That would be difficult."

"Why? I'm swallowing my pride and saying I'll join, so why!"

"You're the Master of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, you can't receive a monthly salary under me. If anything, I should be receiving an allowance from you. 'Young Cult Leader, you've worked hard. It's not much, but use this.' Since we're on the topic, how about giving me some allowance?"

"Enough! Forget it!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had almost ended up with more than he bargained for, spoke to Go Wol with a look of disbelief. "You saw that clearly, right? You heard him? Trying to squeeze even a single penny more out of me. The Young Cult Leader is this ruthless."

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol looked at each other and laughed.

"Now, Strategist Go," Geom Mugeuk said. "There's a place you need to go with me. Cult Leader, you should come along as well."

Geom Mugeuk led the two of them into the inner court. A building had been constructed a short distance from the Young Cult Leader's residence. It was recently completed, and a black cloth was draped over the sign on its main gate.

"Where is this?" Go Wol asked.

At the question, Geom Mugeuk raised his hand and gave a slight flick.

"......"

The black cloth covering the sign was pulled away. Two characters were engraved on the sign.

The Hidden Moon.

The moment he saw it, Go Wol's eyes widened.

"It's the Hidden Moon Headquarters."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was also startled by those words. He had never expected a sign reading 'the Hidden Moon' to be hung within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Geom Mugeuk had already resolved the most important issue. "Father has already given his permission, so the Hidden Moon has become an official organization of our Cult. It's my direct subordinate organization."

This was something Geom Mugeuk had been preparing since Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were traveling through the Central Plains building the Hidden Moon organization.

Go Wol was moved. He had never dreamed that Geom Mugeuk had been making such preparations for him.

"Now, shall we take a look inside?"

The two followed Geom Mugeuk inside.

"It's not on the scale of the All-Knowing Hall, but it has everything it needs."

As they opened the door and entered the hallway, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader examined the walls on both sides and commented, "These walls... they're no ordinary walls."

"Yes, you have a good eye. Mechanisms have been installed. They aren't active yet, but once they are formally activated, no one will be able to enter recklessly. A place that handles information must have tight security."

These were not just ordinary mechanisms but ones for the highest level of security. This alone showed how much care Geom Mugeuk had put into it.

After passing through the long hallway where the mechanisms were installed, a large space appeared. "This is the operations room."

He hadn't just built a new building. The interior facilities were also perfect. One wall was designed to process information flying in from all over the Central Plains through a mechanical device.

"This is your office."

There was a fine desk, a comfortable chair, and a bookshelf. It was structured so that the entire situation in the operations room could be monitored from there.

Geom Mugeuk opened a door inside the office. "This is your room."

In the center of the rather spacious room, there was only one thing, a bed.

"In here, don't read books, don't sit and think, just sleep."

It was a room that contained Geom Mugeuk's concern for Go Wol's health. Go Wol was truly grateful for such detailed consideration.

"Thank you for your concern." Go Wol's voice trembled.

The facilities didn't end there. "I've also prepared a rest area for the martial artists who work here. Dedicated cooks will be stationed here to prepare meals."

Not only a workspace, but also places to eat, sleep, rest, and wash were perfectly prepared.

"Just in case, I've also created a secret space where you and the Strategists can hide. Of course, there's also an emergency escape route to exit the building."

If the Hidden Moon in the inner court were attacked, it would mean the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had already been breached, but Geom Mugeuk had considered even that worst-case scenario. Go Wol had learned martial arts, but the Strategists would be people who did not know martial arts.

"From now on, if the Hidden Moon needs martial force, contact the Ghost Shadow Squad led by Lee Ahn. She will actively help you."

"I understand, Young Cult Leader."

Go Wol was truly moved. He now had his own place within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. This was the moment he was seeing the fruits of his labor, having suffered to create the Hidden Moon's organization in the Central Plains.

Go Wol silently expressed his gratitude with a polite clasped hands greeting.

Geom Mugeuk also returned the greeting with a clasped hands greeting, as if to say he was counting on him.

Strategist Go, this is only the beginning of a long road.

Geom Mugeuk planned to make Go Wol the Head Strategist when he became the Cult Leader. He intended to let Sama Myeong, who had dedicated his life to their Cult, honorably step down to rest comfortably and spend the remainder of his life.

Of course, having worked his entire life, he wouldn't easily adapt to such a comfortable life, but if he played around, he would eventually feel the joy of playing.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been bad-mouthing Geom Mugeuk just a moment ago, asked with an awkward expression, "Is there no room for me?"


After meeting Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk headed for the Valley of Evil. As he entered, the passing Faceless Warriors greeted him politely.

It wasn't a greeting made simply because he was the successor. The eyes behind their masks were smiling brightly. They were genuinely happy to see him. This was thanks to becoming friendly with the Faceless Warriors during the last fight with the Queen of Darkness.

Geom Mugeuk now even felt happy to see them. Receiving such a warm welcome, he entered the residence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The moment he entered the room, Geom Mugeuk said nothing and just watched the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was standing in the center of the room.

A single throwing knife floated in front of him. It was the ten-thousand-year cold steel throwing knife that Geom Mugeuk had given him before.

The moment the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon snatched the throwing knife.

CHAK! CHAKCHAKCHAKCHAK! CHAKCHAK! CHAAAAAK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon swung the throwing knife in a continuous motion. Stabbing, slashing, blocking, and stabbing again. Short sword lines created by the throwing knife were continuously formed in the empty air.

The image created by those continuous lines was truly unique.

It's a trajectory I've never seen before.

If a throwing knife flew in with such a trajectory, could one easily dodge it?

After unleashing a flurry with the throwing knife, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly caught his breath and looked toward Geom Mugeuk. "You've come?"

At the polite greeting, as unchanging as ever, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and said, "Yes, I'm back."

Geom Mugeuk asked as he walked toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "That martial art just now, could it be?"

"Yes, that's right. It is the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. He had deliberately demonstrated the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique upon hearing news of his visit.

"It's truly fantastic!"

"It's still lacking, but I'm gradually getting the hang of it."

If the incomplete Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique was this powerful, the completed version would exert an indescribably formidable might.

"It is all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader, for giving me the manual for the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique." As he said that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lifted his mask to the top of his head.

In the past, when he wore a mask, he often wore it pushed up on his head like that, with the mask facing the sky. Now, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had revealed his face by lifting his mask in that way.

"I think hiding this handsome face behind a mask is the same as keeping the Heavenly Demon Sword locked away in the treasury."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was slightly embarrassed by the overly generous comparison. To think that such expressions had been hidden behind the mask all this time.

"Even when I'm alone, I sometimes take it off like this. I'm trying to be as comfortable as possible."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was gradually changing. He, who used to take off his mask only in front of Geom Mugeuk, had started to take it off even when he was alone. In particular, completely removing the mask felt distinctly different from taking it off by pushing it up onto his head like this.

It felt freer.

"Smiling Demon. You've changed somehow since I last saw you." It wasn't just a change in the way he removed his mask. The aura felt from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was different.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's martial arts had improved through a two-day duel with him and real combat with enemies. However, the aura he was showing now had a different feel from back then.

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled. "As expected! You can tell, Young Cult Leader."

Even after Geom Mugeuk left the cult, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had dedicated himself to his martial arts training. He was faithfully following Geom Mugeuk's request to become stronger.

As the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique newly harmonized with the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm and the Blood Calamity Finger, his level of martial arts had begun to move toward a new realm. If these three martial arts were to achieve harmony, he would truly be able to display a powerful divine might.

"This is all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader."

"Of course, it's because of me, whom our dear Smiling Demon has saved every time!"

"I think you've saved me more, haven't you?"

The two looked at each other and smiled brightly.

"By the way, is sister-in-law doing well?" Geom Mugeuk had already called the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman 'sister-in-law'. At the word 'sister-in-law', Yeo Jong had been greatly moved.

"She is doing well. As it happens, I was planning to go see her soon."

"Ah, that's perfect."

Geom Mugeuk took something out from his robes. "When you go, please give this to sister-in-law."

What Geom Mugeuk took out was one of the three items he had chosen from the Murim treasury, the Saintess's Dream. The moment he saw the Saintess's Dream, he felt he had to give it to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Yeo Jong. He was trying to faithfully follow that instinct.

He had originally planned to meet the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman in person to give it to her, but he had been away from the cult for too long and couldn't stop by the Thousand Flower Palace. He couldn't entrust it to anyone else, but if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was going himself, he could be trusted with it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze turned to the Saintess's Dream. It was an ordinary cloth from which nothing could be felt. For that very reason, it was considered more important. If it wasn't an important item for her, Geom Mugeuk wouldn't have asked him to deliver it.

"Do I just need to deliver it?"

"Yes. If my intuition is correct," Geom Mugeuk said as he handed over the Saintess's Dream, "she will surely know what kind of item it is."


Chapter 680: Even If You Put Down the Sword

When Geom Muyang entered the smithy, he saw Gwak Yeong in the distance, moving a lump of iron loaded onto a handcart.

Instead of approaching her, Geom Muyang walked straight to where Master Gwak was working. Master Gwak, who was inspecting the manufactured weaponry, noticed Geom Muyang and greeted him.

"I'm glad you've returned safely."

Geom Muyang also showed his respects politely.

"Thanks to your concern, I had a good trip. Have you been well?"

At that, Master Gwak shook his head with a strange smile.

"No, thanks to you, First Young Lord, I've had some things to worry about."

Geom Muyang could guess what he meant. He was surely talking about Gwak Yeong.

In the messenger pigeon he sent to Master Gwak, Geom Muyang had relayed the facts exactly as they were. He explained that Gwak Yeong was a master of the Murim Alliance smithy and that she had created counterfeit hidden weapons to save her younger sibling.

He had told him to see her for himself before deciding whether to accept her into the Cult's smithy. He also added that he was only sending her because it was a waste of her talent. Geom Muyang stressed that she had no connection to him, so he should decide on his own.

He only intended to introduce her to the smithy and had no thought of exerting any further influence. All authority here belonged to Master Gwak, and Geom Muyang respected that.

"I already knew the rumors about that woman."

How could he not know? She was the person who became the youngest master of the Murim Alliance smithy, and a woman at that.

Then, Master Gwak said something unexpected.

"The Gwak bloodline is skilled at handling iron."

"Could it be?"

"Yes, that's right. After checking, I found that she is also a descendant of the Gwak Family Smithy."

The Gwak Family Smithy. It was a family once known for having the greatest skill in the Central Plains when it came to making weaponry.

However, in a certain generation, the brothers of the iron gate fought amongst themselves, which led to a sword fight that caused them to scatter. The time it took for a great family to fall was merely half a day.

The reason Gwak Yeong was able to become a master of the Murim Alliance smithy at such a young age was also because she had inherited the outstanding bloodline of the Gwak Family Smithy.

Master Gwak's name was Gwak In. He too was a descendant of the Gwak Family Smithy, and to be precise, he was a distant relative of Gwak Yeong.

"That's why I was more conflicted. I would have accepted her right away, but I was worried it would look like I was accepting her just because we're from the same family."

Master Gwak had always been a man of upright character.

"But you accepted her."

When Master Gwak first saw the counterfeit hidden weapons, he was truly impressed. The skill was such that he would have believed it if his own people had made them. Moreover, when he learned that she had made them not in a proper smithy but in a converted warehouse with people who weren't proper technicians, he couldn't refuse her. Of course, that didn't mean he could immediately entrust her with a major role.

"I told her to start from the bottom, like anyone new to the smithy. After all, to adapt here, she'll have to prove herself with her skills."

There was no telling how long that would take.

Master Gwak's gaze turned toward Gwak Yeong, who was moving iron in the distance.

"That child has likely lived her life thinking she was already a completed sword. But now that she has to melt herself down and start again from molten iron, I too am curious what kind of sword she will become."

Geom Muyang watched her as she did menial chores, her face flushed red and dripping with sweat. After staring at her for a moment, Geom Muyang bid farewell to Master Gwak.

"Then I will take my leave."

After exchanging farewells with Master Gwak, Geom Muyang walked out of the smithy. He deliberately chose not to see her, thinking that acknowledging her in front of everyone wouldn't be helpful to her.

Gwak Yeong also knew that Geom Muyang had come, but she didn't look at him. In her heart, she wanted to run over and express her gratitude for his consideration in letting her join the smithy. However, she didn't.

The one she needed to get close to now was not Geom Muyang, not Master Gwak, not a Senior, and not her colleagues. The only one was this, right in front of her eyes.

Iron.

Her relationships with everyone else would be determined by how close she became with this.

I'll keep my promise to you after I've married this iron. Ah, I suppose it would be a remarriage.


"Elder!"

After leaving the Valley of Evil, Geom Mugeuk ran straight to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence. When he opened the gate and entered, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was training his martial arts in the courtyard.

This training had become a trend among the Demon Supremes. In fact, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was at the forefront of that trend, having started his martial arts training again quite a long time ago.

And recently, with Geom Woojin's seclusion training as a catalyst, the Demon Supremes each felt a sense of mission. They had gained the goal of overcoming the wall that stood before them.

The martial arts the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was currently performing was the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique.

The Third Technique the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind.

HWAAAAAAANG!

The rough blade energy extending from his dao swirled and flew out. Since he was performing this perilous martial art in the courtyard, the surroundings should have been devastated.

Just at the moment the blade energy was about to blow away the wall, it vanished right in front of it as if by magic.

"......"

Seeing this, Geom Mugeuk could tell that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was unleashing the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique only within a precisely defined area.

Just as it is harder to walk slowly up into the air than to fly up quickly, performing martial arts with such restrictions was a much higher state than pulverizing the wall and destroying the building behind it.

The Elder has reached a new state, too!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the Heaven Destroying Dao again. This time, his target was Geom Mugeuk.

SHWAAAAEK!

A wave of blade energy with tremendous force stretched toward Geom Mugeuk, who was standing in front of the gate.

The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique the Second Technique the Annihilation Blade Tidal Wave.

Geom Mugeuk did not avoid the terrifying attack.

A life-or-death moment!

"......"

Just like before, the wave of blade energy that flew at him vanished like a lie right in front of Geom Mugeuk's face.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared at Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you trying to die? You didn't even raise your protective enhanced qi!"

He had just belatedly realized that Geom Mugeuk had been standing there defenseless.

"I trusted you, Elder."

"What if I had made a mistake?"

"I'd appear in your dreams every day as a vengeful spirit, crying, 'Give me back my handsome face!'"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head with an expression that said he was hopeless. He could endure that, but he wouldn't be able to endure the guilt he'd feel toward the Cult Leader.

"I missed you!"

As Geom Mugeuk ran to embrace him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon blocked his path with the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"You reek of sweat. Get away!"

"Your sweat smells better than miracle herbs, Elder."

"Then stop frowning when you say it."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk burst out laughing. Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon put his mind at ease. There was a comfort that only he could provide.

"I'll go wash up."

"I told you, it's fine."

"I'm not fine with it."

If asked who among the Eight Demon Supremes was the neatest, Geom Mugeuk would firmly answer that it was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. One could tell just by looking at his always-clean bed. He was someone who seemed like he'd be far from neat.

Just then, something caught Geom Mugeuk's eye. Unfamiliar flowers and plants were planted in a flowerbed in the corner of the courtyard, evidence that he was getting along well with the Flower Sword Supreme.

How long had he been crouching there, looking at the grass and flowers? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice came from behind him.

"The Cult Leader was pleased, wasn't he?"

He knew he was asking about the hunting trip with his father and brother. Yes, perhaps the person who knew his father's heart best was this man, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Geom Mugeuk stood up, turned toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and said, "Phew, he showed so much favoritism to the eldest son. I cried myself to sleep every night."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave him a look that said, 'As if you would ever do that.'

"That mouth of yours must not have rested there either."

"How could it? It was two against one, I tell you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with a faint smile, "Well done."

It was just one short phrase, but it was filled with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's sincerity. It wasn't for Geom Mugeuk's sake, nor for his brother's. It was about their father. That he had done well for the Cult Leader's sake.

"Next time, you should come with us, Elder."

"Why would I go there?"

"You can go and take my side against our father who only favors his eldest son."

"If that's your purpose, you should take the drunkard or the masked one."

"The drunkard would just suck up to Father and take my brother's side. And Father wouldn't want to take the masked one."

"Then take the fist-fighter, your Master."

"You know how it is. My Master would just take Father's side. The only one who would wipe my tears is you, my Elder!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed as if he found it amusing.

Geom Mugeuk continued this good mood with an even better story.

"Did you know? You saved me in Wuhan this time, too, Elder."

"Me? I haven't even been near Wuhan."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at him with an expression that asked, 'What kind of prank are you trying to pull now?'

"Thanks to you, Elder, I came to like books, didn't I?"

In the murim treasury, when I had given up on finding the orb for the Secret Box to absorb and was about to just leave. If I hadn't had the thought to read just one book before leaving at the last moment, I would have never obtained the Yellow Orb.

"The thought to read a book changed my destiny. Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head to express his gratitude.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at him silently before speaking calmly.

"To defeat others, you must never let go of that sword. But to defeat yourself..."

Words followed that no one would believe were advice from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to the next Heavenly Demon.

"Even if you put down the sword from your hand, do not put down the book."


Standing on the Drunken Dream Palace, the Drunken Demon's gaze turned to the lake. Where his gaze rested, a corpse was floating by.

A corpse in his own residence?

It was something to be surprised about, yet the Drunken Demon wasn't surprised at all. He walked across the lake's surface and approached the corpse.

Looking down at the corpse floating face down, the Drunken Demon asked nonchalantly, "Is this a new way of expressing your apology?"

At that, as if it had been waiting, the corpse flipped over. The person floating in the lake was Geom Mugeuk.

"It's been a while, Hyung."

"What are you doing here?"

"I was trying to surprise you. I didn't realize you'd lost your inner child to this extent."

"This isn't a matter of an inner child, it's a matter of conscience."

The Drunken Demon had every right to say such a thing. The last time Geom Mugeuk left the Cult and returned to become the Acting Cult Leader, he hadn't seen the Drunken Demon either. So it had truly been a long time. He was someone who was usually upset that Geom Mugeuk visited him later than the other Demon Supremes.

"Hyung, how long has it been?"

Staring down at Geom Mugeuk, the Drunken Demon spoke with polite formality.

"Even as Father was turning into a fossil waiting for you, he spoke of you, Young Cult Leader. Although you treated him the worst among the Demon Supremes, Father still liked you the best."

Geom Mugeuk was not one to let the Drunken Demon's joke slide.

"You, you look just like Father, so handsome and atmospheric. You can resemble him in everything except his personality and his drunken habits!"

The Drunken Demon shook his head once, then launched himself back toward the Drunken Dream Palace. His movement arts as he walked on water were incredibly smooth and elegant.

Geom Mugeuk shouted as he watched him, "Even so, it hasn't been that long since we've seen each other!"

Geom Mugeuk lay back in the lake and looked up at the sky.

"Ah, this is nice. The sky really looks the best from here."

Floating in the lake of the Drunken Dream Palace after so long felt good. After fully savoring the thrill of returning, Geom Mugeuk climbed onto the Drunken Dream Palace.

The Drunken Demon poured wine into the Ice Palace Chalice for him.

"How did your trip go?"

"It went well."

He explained everything that had happened in Wuhan to the Drunken Demon as well. It was the same story he had told the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before they parted, and the one he had told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

It had always been this way. He told the Demon Supremes everything regarding the forces behind the scenes. It wasn't a fight he was fighting alone, but one he was fighting alongside them.

After hearing the whole story, the Drunken Demon refilled Geom Mugeuk's chalice.

"You've worked hard."

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head at the Drunken Demon's calm reaction.

"You seem different today, Hyung."

"I do?"

"Somehow calmer, I guess?"

He would have usually played more pranks. But he wasn't the type to act this way because he was truly sulking. Although he teased him for being petty, he knew better than anyone that he was a big-hearted person.

The problem was that today's change was a calmness that felt tinged with worry.

"Is it because of Young Lady Yeo?"

He already knew that the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin of the Three Drunkards treated each other with affection. He wondered if something had happened between the two of them while he was away.

I didn't sense any problems from her when she was guiding me earlier, though?

The Drunken Demon drained the chalice he was holding and stood up.

"Follow me."

The Drunken Demon led Geom Mugeuk somewhere. The two used their movement arts to launch themselves to the opposite side of the lake from the entrance.

The Drunken Demon led Geom Mugeuk into the Great Drunken Forest. Deep within the forest, an alcoholic qi spread out like a fog.

This was the absolute forbidden zone of the Great Drunken Forest. It was an alcoholic qi that couldn't be expelled with one's own qi, so it was a place that even a master could not easily pass through.

As the Drunken Demon walked, the alcoholic qi parted to make a path as if it were alive. In that place where only the Drunken Demon could go, was Division Leader Yang. It was the very place he had come to before, following the Drunken Demon.

Stepping inside, the Drunken Demon spoke with an incomprehensible expression.

"Your trip went well, the Cult Leader has come out of his seclusion training, and the Demon Supremes are getting stronger. Everything is going well."

The Drunken Demon's steps halted. His gaze turned to a large chalice placed in the center of the area. There lay the reason for the Drunken Demon's somber mood.

"Why has the new liquor I brewed gone bad again?"


Chapter 681: The Heavenly Demon Destroys the World

"You might think it's just a superstition."

When the liquor had first spoiled, Geom Mugeuk had teased the anxious Drunken Demon, asking what kind of Demon Supreme would believe in superstitions.

The Drunken Demon's gaze deepened as he looked down at the spoiled liquor.

"It's not a superstition to me."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's voice came from behind him.

"If it's not for you, Hyung..."

As the Drunken Demon turned, Geom Mugeuk finished his sentence.

"Then it's not for me either."

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Drunken Demon's side and looked down at the spoiled liquor with him.

"It seems we're still not enough."

The Drunken Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk, his expression asking what he meant.

"It seems we need to become stronger, and things need to go better for us."

Because just as our fate has changed, so must have theirs.

Right, I shouldn't just assume that because we've gotten stronger, our enemies have gotten weaker. They could take a different path than before and produce an absurd result. I can't let my guard down until the very end.

"This spoiled liquor is telling us to live more diligently."

The Drunken Demon shook his head at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"How can you live any more diligently than you already do?"

"You must not know, Hyung. I slack off a lot. I went hunting with you and Father, and didn't we just have a drink?"

"That drink we had was the first in a hundred years. And that hunt was the first time the three of us have ever gone together. You talk a big game, but you've never once properly had fun."

The Drunken Demon knew Geom Mugeuk better than anyone, proving that seeing someone often doesn't mean you know them well.

"You just haven't seen my wild drinking parties with my friends, Hyung."

"I'm sure a gathering of successors was just so wild."

"We even danced. What's with you?"

Geom Mugeuk threw open the main door and windows to air the place out. He then picked up a wooden bucket from the corner and began to clean up the liquor.

"Just leave it. I'll clean it up later."

"And worry yourself sick while you clean it alone?"

The two of them cleaned up the liquor and washed the cups together. Saying they might as well clean everything while they were at it, Geom Mugeuk rolled up his sleeves. In the end, the two of them cleaned the entire Division Leader's quarters.

"You're not going to brew any more for a while, right?"

He thought that would be the obvious answer.

"I'm going to brew more."

The reason for it was Geom Mugeuk himself.

"You said you'd believe this superstition, didn't you? Then I have to keep brewing. To see if it spoils worse, or less. The liquor is constantly sending us a signal."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. It was the Drunken Demon's intention for him to use that signal to fight more carefully. He could feel his brother's heart, anxious and upset, but still willing to let him know.

"Next time I leave the Cult and come back, I'm coming straight to you first, Hyung. Elder! I apologize in advance!"

"Come last. If you're busy, you don't have to come at all. I'll be fine."

The Drunken Demon walked out of the building first. Geom Mugeuk followed behind him and said.

"Now that you have a woman to protect, it seems you're finally maturing, Hyung."

"As if?"

The Drunken Demon took a long drink from the Hyeollu at his waist, then walked into the thick, fog-like alcoholic haze.

"Where in the world is there a mature drunkard?"


After parting with the Drunken Demon, the place Geom Mugeuk sought was his father's residence.

In front of the residence, Hwi dropped his concealment and revealed himself.

"Young Cult Leader, you've arrived?"

Hwi greeted Geom Mugeuk with the same unchanging demeanor as always.

"Have you been well, Uncle?"

"Yes, I have been well."

Hwi's gaze toward Geom Mugeuk was soft. It was the only time Hwi, who normally never revealed his emotions, would soften.

"The Cult Leader has not yet retired for the night. Please wait a moment."

Hwi disappeared and then reappeared.

"He says you may enter."

Geom Mugeuk opened the door and stepped inside. It was his father's bedchamber, which he had entered once before.

"You're not asleep yet. Ah!"

Geom Mugeuk, who was about to greet him, stared at his father with a surprised expression.

His father was wearing floral pajamas, the very ones he had bought as a gift in Wuhan. Geom Mugeuk beamed with joy.

"They suit you perfectly! My gift is much more practical and better than Hyung's, isn't it? Where did you shove that scroll? You've already thrown it away, right? I'll keep it a secret from Hyung."

As Geom Mugeuk's gaze swept around the room, it stopped on a spot where he and his brother were.

The scroll was hanging on the wall.

Geom Mugeuk wasn't moved just because it was hanging on the wall. It was because of where it was hung.

The scroll was hung in the position most visible when his father lay in bed. The image of his father gazing at his sons before falling asleep came to mind.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the scroll silently for a moment. Hanging here in his father's room, it looked new again.

"Hyung will be so happy when he sees this."

"Muyang has already seen it."

"What? When?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at his father, his face full of surprise.

"Muyang was the one who hung it there."

Did Hyung come on his own? Or did Father call for him? Either way, it showed how much the two of them had changed.

"Father, next time, let's have a portrait of the three of us painted. Should I send the Demonic Army to Wuhan right now to capture an artist?"

In the past, he would have started by saying no. But he didn't say no.

"What brings you here at this late hour?"

"Well, for most people, it's still early evening."

As his father's eyes narrowed, Geom Mugeuk quickly said.

"I have a favor to ask."

"What is it?"

"I've come to learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

Despite the sudden request, his father didn't seem very surprised.

"Did you know I would come?"

His father nodded.

"Didn't you notice that my recent seclusion training was effective? I knew you would come at some point."

"Of course I had to come. If I don't learn it now, when will I?"

And he had a specific goal for his martial arts training.

So far, he had learned up to the Fifth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"I believe it's time for me to learn the Sixth Technique."

The Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Techniques were martial arts performed by the Heavenly Demon Soul. In practice, this meant the final technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was the Sixth Technique.

The Sixth Technique, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

The Heavenly Demon destroys the world.

The final move, known as the most powerful in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

However, the final, sixth technique was extremely difficult to execute. Since it was a technique that poured out almost all of one's inner arts at once, a single misstep could result in severe internal injuries.

"I am ready, Father."

Geom Woojin, who had been gazing silently at his son, rose from his seat.

"Follow me."

Still in his pajamas, Geom Woojin grabbed only the Heavenly Demon Sword and went outside.

Geom Mugeuk followed behind him.

He felt a sense of freedom from the sight of his father, holding only a sword while dressed in his pajamas. It was a feeling he had never felt from his father before.

The two arrived at a training ground deep within the inner court.

It was a different training ground from the one Geom Mugeuk had visited to meet his father before. This place was surrounded by iron walls.

Geom Mugeuk knocked on a wall.

"This wall is incredibly thick, isn't it?"

"There are ten more such walls built behind it. At ten-pace intervals."

"Is this a place for locking up criminals so they can't escape?"

Just then, a particular wall caught Geom Mugeuk's eye.

Behind it stood another wall, just large enough for an adult to hide behind. It was no ordinary iron wall.

"Is that... Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron?"

To his surprise, his father nodded.

"Why is that precious Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron here?"

Moreover, its thickness was immense.

"What on earth is this room for?"

His father didn't tell him, as if to say he would find out later.

"Now, try to execute the Sixth Technique."

He already knew the incantation, so he could at least try. He had never executed it before, nor had he ever seen his father execute it.

As Geom Mugeuk prepared to execute the Sixth Technique, his father stepped behind the wall of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron.

"What are you doing?"

"I can't let you commit the unfilial act of harming your own father, can I?"

The moment he heard those words, he understood.

This wall of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron in front of him had been erected to block the power of the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. It meant the technique was powerful enough to potentially injure even his father.

Then what about this room made of iron walls and the other iron walls behind it? They were meant to measure the power of the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, and also to prevent that power from escaping outside. Just how strong is it?

"Normally, to use the Sixth Technique, you would need to train the form in earnest for several months, or ten days at the very fastest, before you could execute it."

"But why are you already going behind the wall?"

Then, an unexpected answer came.

"Because it's you."

It meant he might be able to unleash it on his first try. It also meant he held his son's talent in that high regard.

"How long did it take you, Father?"

"Ten days."

"Then it should only take me a day. Since the one teaching me is you, Father."

That familiar sneer formed on his father's lips.

"Alright, I'll begin."

Geom Mugeuk took a deep breath, then moved his inner qi according to the incantation and executed the Sixth Technique.

However, the technique did not manifest.

"Your movement of inner qi is too slow."

His father came out from behind the wall and explained the incantation in detail. It was an explanation from a different realm than when he was at the Tenth Star.

"Execute it again."

This time, too, his father went behind the wall of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron.

He thought his father might have said something like, 'I don't need a wall like this.' However, his father showed no shame in hiding his body behind the wall.

Geom Mugeuk understood the reason.

Because it was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Because it was his father's own martial art. He wouldn't have done this for any other martial art.

It didn't manifest this time either. However, he could feel that the movement of his inner qi was different from before.

"Something feels different."

How could it be the same, with such a teacher and such a student? It changed with every lesson.

"This time, my inner arts imbued the sword! Just a little, though."

Execute and fail, execute and fail again.

Geom Mugeuk would ask, and his father would explain.

A few hours passed like that. The night deepened and time crept toward dawn, but his father did not stop teaching.

He felt it every time, but when teaching martial arts, his father was a completely different person.

And then, finally!

The moment came when his efforts bore fruit.

An immense amount of qi seemed to gather on Geom Mugeuk's the Black Demon Sword.

HWAAAAAAAANG!

Light burst forth from the Black Demon Sword, which was aimed forward.

"......"

The world turned white. It was as if the sun had exploded right before his eyes. There was a massive explosion, but not a sound could be heard.

The iron wall vanished. It simply melted away. The wall standing behind it vanished, and then the wall far behind that one vanished as well. Everything in all directions was disappearing.

When the light faded, there was nothing left around him.

Everything visible to the eye had disappeared. This was no longer a room made of iron walls. Sunlight shone down from the vanished ceiling, and the blue sky was visible.

The only thing left was the wall of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron that had been erected in front of him.

"Father!"

Geom Mugeuk cried out in alarm, and his father walked out from behind the wall.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk let out a sigh of relief.

He now understood why the technique was named the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. It was a martial art that annihilated everything.

This is an insane martial art.

Geom Mugeuk asked his father in a trembling voice.

"Was it a success?"

Geom Woojin nodded. As if he had expected him to execute it in a single day, his father was not surprised.

Geom Mugeuk jumped up and down with joy. He could finally use all the techniques of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, right up to the last one.

"I did it!"

Then he collapsed to the ground. All the inner arts in his qi center had vanished. It was a single move that could only be used by expending all of one's inner arts.

Geom Woojin looked around. He was supposed to gauge the power by how many iron walls were left, but there was nothing left at all.

Power beyond measurement.

It was because Geom Mugeuk's vast and pure inner arts were so immense. Even the wall made of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron had been deeply gouged.

Geom Woojin stared at his son with a look of surprise and admiration before speaking calmly.

"When you execute the Sixth Technique, anyone passing beyond the fence will die, and people in distant buildings will die too. Every living thing in sight will die. People lying on the ground will die, and people flying away will also die. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

Geom Woojin warned him of the consequences of using this martial art carelessly.

He said this because he now knew his son well. He knew his son was the type to be scarred for a long time if any innocent victims were created.

Geom Mugeuk made a request to his father.

"I want to see your Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, Father."

The Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, achieved with the Twelfth Star mastery.

He might have said something like, 'Ask me after you've achieved complete mastery of the Tenth Star.'

For some reason, Geom Woojin drew the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"Wait! I have to get behind the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron wall too! Father, your son is going to die!"

However, light was already pouring out from the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"......"

Just as he thought he was dead, Geom Mugeuk saw it.

The light, which seemed ready to spread across the entire world, was shining only around his father.

Father is controlling the enhanced qi of the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World!

The light that should have scattered in all directions gradually gathered into one spot, forming the shape of a sword.

The moment the sword of pure white light was complete!

SHYAAAAAAAANG!

With a sound like a cool breeze he had never heard before, the sword of light flew toward the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron. His father had aimed for a corner.

PWAAAAAAAANG!

The sword of light passed straight through the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron. That thick slab of iron was pierced as if it were tofu.

"Ah!"

A gasp of admiration escaped Geom Mugeuk's lips.

It was the first time he had ever seen such a thick piece of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron pierced in a single move.

Geom Woojin asked calmly.

"Did you see?"

His father could probably execute the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World to annihilate everything, just as he himself had done. And by achieving the Twelfth Star mastery, he must have succeeded in gathering that power into one.

His father controlled destruction. There was an order to his father's destruction.

"Yes, I saw it clearly."

Once again, his father had nonchalantly set up a new milestone for his son.

Then, letting out a big yawn, he walked away from the site.

"I'm going to sleep."


Chapter 682: In Youth, I Will Not Believe in Fate

The Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. This was the ultimate technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, an ability that annihilated everything in its path.

However, training such a martial art was not a simple matter. It required a place with no other people, as someone could accidentally wander into the area of effect at the last moment.

Fortunately, this was not a constraint for Geom Mugeuk.

Upon returning to his residence, Geom Mugeuk immediately activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

TAK!

With a snap of his fingers, Geom Mugeuk found himself standing in a vast, open plain.

WHOOOOSH.

A strong wind blew, fluttering Geom Mugeuk's clothes and hair.

Here, I can unleash the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World to my heart's content.

He wanted to grasp the exact extent of this martial art's power. To do so, he created rocks at set intervals throughout the field.

Geom Mugeuk placed the rocks so far away that he wondered if the effect could possibly reach them. They were at a distance that was truly invisible to the naked eye. He did not create them in just one direction but in all directions around him.

With his preparations complete, Geom Mugeuk slowly drew the Black Demon Sword. He took a deep breath and then unleashed the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, the technique he had learned from his father.

"......"

SHWAAAAAA!

A blinding light erupted, spreading out in every direction. The grass, trees, and rocks, everything created in this space, began to disintegrate.

As the light that had illuminated the surroundings finally faded, Geom Mugeuk used the Divine Eye Technique. He focused his vision on the very last rock he had placed in the far distance.

The rock he had created there was gone. Even the stone placed at a distance that could only be seen with the Divine Eye Technique had been completely annihilated.

Geom Mugeuk understood why. The technique could exert such tremendous power because his own inner arts were immensely vast and pure.

FZZZZT.

In the next moment, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique shattered, having exhausted all of its inner arts.

Geom Mugeuk circulated his energy to replenish his inner arts before unleashing the Spacetime Manipulation Technique once more. He could use it even while the technique was active, so it wasn't something that required his qi center to be completely full.

So, just how much inner arts did he need in his qi center to be able to use it?

He tested it again and again.

Ninety percent.

He needed to have more than ninety percent of his inner arts to unleash the technique. When the martial art was activated, that entire ninety percent was consumed. Considering its formidable power, it would have been strange if any inner arts remained.

Ninety percent. Can I reduce this?

What if he could use it with eighty percent of his inner arts? Or perhaps seventy, sixty, or even fifty percent. If only he could lower the requirement to unleash this martial art.

Then he could fight normally and still use the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World as a final option.

First, I'll have to achieve complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to see if I can reduce this requirement.

Ultimately, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World was a martial art that could only be used freely upon reaching the twelfth stage of complete mastery. There would not be situations that could be solved by killing everyone in sight. He had to achieve the twelfth stage, just like his father.

For several days, Geom Mugeuk trained relentlessly in the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. His goal was to unleash it as naturally as he would any other martial art.

This training also had another purpose. The process of completely expending his inner arts and then refilling them served as a natural form of cultivation for his core technique.

How many days had passed while he was so immersed in training?

He could now unleash the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World as naturally as any other technique. He had figured out the exact reach of its power and precisely how much that power diminished with distance.

When was the last time he had trained in a martial art with the intensity of a scholar studying?

Once he could unleash the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World at will, Geom Mugeuk finally left his residence. After facing the great wall of complete mastery and focusing solely on his training, there was now someone he wanted to see.


The Fist Demon's fist sliced through the air.

BWOOONG!

The swiftly flying fist struck a woman squarely in the stomach.

PWAAAK!

The person sent sliding back from the Fist Demon's blow was none other than his disciple and successor, Cheon Sohwi.

If any righteous martial artists of the world saw this scene, they would all rush to save Cheon Sohwi. After all, a fearsome, large-bodied man was beating a woman with his fists as if to kill her.

PWAAAK!

This time, she was struck mercilessly in the side. She gritted her teeth, her expression pained.

PWAK! PWAAK!

Fists struck her arm and shoulder in succession. Cheon Sohwi staggered but refused to fall. Normally, she would have suffered severe internal injuries, but she was enduring it surprisingly well.

But it hurt. She felt the pain of being hit by a carriage, crushed by a giant pillar, or struck by a flying chunk of iron. Nevertheless, she did not fall, enduring and enduring.

Finally, the ceaseless storm of fists stopped.

"Hah, hah, hah."

Only her ragged breaths echoed in the space. If any more fists had flown, she would not have been able to endure and would have collapsed with internal injuries. The Fist Demon had pushed her precisely to her limit.

"Well done."

When she lifted her head, the Fist Demon was smiling as if he had not been hitting her at all.

"Thank you, Master."

The protective enhanced qi that guarded her body even while being beaten was the Big Dipper Body. Today's training was precisely for the Big Dipper Body.

The Big Dipper Body. It was a protective art that Geom Mugeuk had brought back from the underground area he visited with the Sword King. At that time, Geom Mugeuk had taken only one martial art from there, this very technique.

The reason Geom Mugeuk took the Big Dipper Body was that it could be used in conjunction with other protective arts. It was a martial art that could be used simultaneously with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and the Vajra Asura of the Thunder Arhat Fist. In conclusion, it meant he could use three protective arts at the same time.

Geom Mugeuk first improved the Big Dipper Body, which consumed a vast amount of inner arts, and then the Fist Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme discussed it to further increase its perfection. At that time, Geom Mugeuk had passed the martial art on to the Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, Lee Ahn, and Seo Jin, and the Fist Demon, in turn, passed the Big Dipper Body on to Cheon Sohwi, the next Fist Demon.

In truth, the ones who needed the Big Dipper Body the most were the Fist Demon and Cheon Sohwi, who fought with their bare hands.

"It's truly a magnificent protective art."

At Cheon Sohwi's admiration, the Fist Demon gave the credit to Geom Mugeuk.

"It's a martial art passed on by your Senior Brother, so give your thanks to your Senior Brother."

Just then, someone walked in from behind the Fist Demon and spoke.

"That's too harsh, Master! Where is there to even hit our delicate junior sister?"

The person who appeared was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

A faint smile formed on the lips of the Fist Demon, whose back was turned. A look of delight bloomed on Cheon Sohwi's face.

"Senior Brother! I appreciate the sentiment, but I'm not exactly delicate."

Her body had become more solid and muscular than before. A single glance at her physique revealed how diligently she had trained in fist techniques.

"It's good to see."

To Geom Mugeuk's praise, Cheon Sohwi replied humbly.

"I still have a long way to go."

Geom Mugeuk started picking a fight with the large back of the Fist Demon, whom he had not seen in a long time.

"Surely you're not aiming for Master's body, are you? Absolutely not, junior sister. Aim for this well-built Senior Brother's body!"

Only then did the Fist Demon turn toward Geom Mugeuk.

"You can't do anything with those baby hands."

Hearing the term 'baby hands' after so long was so welcome that Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and greeted him.

"Master, your disciple has returned from his trip outside the Cult."

The Fist Demon acted as if Geom Mugeuk had arrived at the perfect time. He turned to Cheon Sohwi instead of returning the greeting and said, "Seeing it directly is the fastest way to learn, I suppose."

Geom Mugeuk instantly understood what the Fist Demon was saying. He was being told to give a direct demonstration of the Big Dipper Body.

"I was wrong. Junior sister, to become the Fist Demon, you should naturally build a body like Master's, not my flimsy one! Your back needs to get twice as big as it is now!"

As the Fist Demon balled his fists with an expression that said it was too late and walked forward, Geom Mugeuk lowered his voice.

"I have come to see the Fist Demon in my capacity as the Young Cult Leader."

Of course, that did not work on the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon leaped into the air and threw a punch as fast as lightning.

WHOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk did not dodge the incoming fist. This was a demonstration of the Big Dipper Body, after all. A fist of immense power struck Geom Mugeuk in the chest.

PWAAAK!

He used the Big Dipper Body to block the impact. However, while he did not suffer internal injuries, the pain was transmitted fully to his body.

WHIZZ! HWIP! WHOOSH!

Again, the Fist Demon's fists successively struck Geom Mugeuk's torso. They were incomparably faster and stronger than the punches that had attacked Cheon Sohwi earlier.

KWAANG! KWANG! KWAANG!

Despite the continuous barrage of immensely powerful fists, Geom Mugeuk did not fall. As if taking a hit was also a skill, Geom Mugeuk took the blows really well.

In truth, though he pretended he did not want to do it, this was very useful training for Geom Mugeuk. When else would he get to test the Big Dipper Body against the Fist Demon's punches? Each and every punch was priceless.

After that flurry of punches, the Fist Demon asked Cheon Sohwi, "What's different from you?"

Cheon Sohwi, who had been standing there blankly with a surprised face, quickly came to her senses.

"At a glance, it looked like he was just enduring with the Big Dipper Body, but I felt that Senior Brother was deflecting the incoming fists. By subtly twisting his body."

The Fist Demon wore a satisfied expression. Cheon Sohwi had seen correctly.

"You saw well. Not only that, but he also controlled the intensity of the protective enhanced qi differently for each part of his body. He didn't strengthen the part being hit, but rather adjusted it to make it easier to deflect the impact."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk asked in surprise.

"Did I do that?"

The Fist Demon nodded at Geom Mugeuk's surprise.

"You did it instinctively. It's not something you can do intentionally."

The Fist Demon looked back at Cheon Sohwi. He said nothing, but his gaze seemed to ask a question.

Do you now see the path you must take?

Cheon Sohwi bowed respectfully.

"Master. Thank you so much for this great lesson."

Cheon Sohwi also expressed her gratitude to Geom Mugeuk.

"Thank you, Senior Brother."

"I'm glad it was helpful. Ugh, my whole body feels like it's going to break."

At Geom Mugeuk's feigned complaint, Cheon Sohwi also feigned a complaint in a whisper before leaving.

"I wonder if you're as hurt as I am? I'm really in pain!"

Cheon Sohwi left the place, groaning.

The playful look vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face as he watched her retreating back.

"I look forward to that day. The day those fists land a blow on the murim."

She, along with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, was a Demon Supreme who would lead the next generation. He was certain he would be able to witness her achievements.

"Let's walk for a bit."

"Yes, Master."

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon walked together, just the two of them, within the Eastern Fist Garrison. The passing Iron Fists bowed respectfully at Geom Mugeuk's visit. As his connection with them was deep, Geom Mugeuk's gaze toward the Iron Fists was gentle.

The two of them naturally headed toward the cliff that the Fist Demon wanted to destroy. As they walked there, Geom Mugeuk told him everything that had happened while he was away.

After hearing the whole story, the Fist Demon recalled something from long ago.

"In the past, when I roamed the Central Plains with the Cult Leader, we encountered unidentified individuals several times. Back then, I just dismissed them as some mysterious organization greedy for money and power. Perhaps among them were descendants of the Dark Palace."

"That was probably the case. No, they were definitely among them."

They must have been secretly growing their organization, earning money and building power all over the Central Plains.

The Fist Demon asked with a sense of wonder, "But why now?"

Over the course of three hundred years, there must have been many opportunities.

"It seems they believed the prophecy of the Saintess Palace."

"The prophecy will be fulfilled in this generation?"

"Yes, that's right."

The Fist Demon's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

Of all times, in an era with a Young Cult Leader like this? If they waited three hundred years, they should have waited another hundred.

Because that thought naturally came to mind, he could declare this.

"It must be a false prophecy."

He had said it with Geom Mugeuk in mind, but Geom Mugeuk attributed the reason to the Fist Demon.

"With you here, Master, they don't stand a chance."

Of course, the Fist Demon knew well that he was not the one who would change the prophecy. He knew that the one standing before the greatest fate, the one who would change everyone's destiny, was Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you believe in fate?"

How could he, who had regressed, not believe in fate? However, he did not say that he believed in it unconditionally.

"In my youth, I try not to believe in it."

The Fist Demon looked at him with an expression that asked what he meant.

"Because if I believe in a predetermined fate, I feel like I'll just make more excuses."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been walking while looking ahead, turned his gaze to the Fist Demon.

"We may not be able to decide our fate, but we can decide our mindset and attitude toward it. In my youth, I will live as if nothing in the world is set in stone. I will tenaciously move my body and cultivate my mind, and later, I will say this to fate. I've tried this hard, so what are you going to do about it?"

This had been Geom Mugeuk's consistent mindset since his regression. He said, "What are you going to do about it?" but in truth, he was also speaking to himself. If he could not change fate even after trying so hard, then there was nothing to be done.

"I think I'll believe in fate when I'm around your age, Master, as I look back on my life."

The Fist Demon was curious. When Geom Mugeuk reached his age and looked back on his life, what would he feel? What would he say then?

The two of them arrived in front of the cliff while conversing. Geom Mugeuk looked up at the cliff for a moment and then said abruptly, "You won't be destroying this cliff anymore, will you."

"Why do you think that?"

"Because you must now be confident that you can definitely destroy this cliff."

Geom Mugeuk could feel that the Fist Demon had grown stronger. In fact, even in their last fight, the Fist Demon had not asserted his pride and had fought flexibly. The fact that the Fist Demon, who would never break, had become flexible meant that he had become that much stronger.

"I'm still not confident."

Knowing that this was something only a stronger person could say, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and looked up at the cliff.

"Congratulations, it seems you've survived."

A faint smile also formed on the Fist Demon's lips.

Just then, an Iron Fist ran up to where the two were standing and delivered a messenger pigeon.

"A messenger pigeon has arrived for the Young Cult Leader."

It was a messenger pigeon sent by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The message written inside was brief.

[Please come to the Thousand Flower Palace. The Smiling Demon.]


Chapter 683: If the Heavens Were to Bestow a Prophecy

"Who is the message from?"

At the Fist Demon's question, Geom Mugeuk gave an honest answer.

"It's a message from the Smiling Demon. He's currently outside the cult handling a request for me."

The Fist Demon was well aware of the special relationship that existed between Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He had initially found their connection quite surprising. He thought their personalities were completely incompatible with one another.

His opinion had changed now, however. The more he came to know Geom Mugeuk, the more he sensed an indescribable loneliness from him. He realized this loneliness was very similar to that of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Do you have to go out again?"

"It seems I must."

"Be safe."

The Fist Demon's gruff farewell was clearly laced with concern.

"May I ask you for a favor?"

The Fist Demon nodded.

"Please pass a message to my father. Tell him I've quietly left the cult on business."

He felt he had to at least inform his father, even if no one else knew.

"Why not tell him yourself?"

"I have someone I need to meet."

The Fist Demon chided him for his priorities.

"Shouldn't you see the Cult Leader first and then go deliver your message to that person?"

"The person I have to meet is the Master's daughter."

"......"

"I understand. Please tell Lee Ahn that I left without being able to see her..."

Before Geom Mugeuk could finish his sentence, the Fist Demon turned and began walking away. He called back over his shoulder.

"I'll be sure to pass the message to the Cult Leader."


Lee Ahn was at her residence.

She stood in the courtyard looking up at the sky, her face filled with worry. Just as she was about to release a sigh she had been holding back!

WHOOSH!

A surprise attack launched from behind her.

Too late!

Realizing she was too late to dodge, she threw her body forward to lessen the impact and activated the Big Dipper Body.

THWACK!

A swift palm strike connected with her back. Thankfully, the Big Dipper Body protected her from harm.

Thrown forward by the force, she spun around as fast as lightning and drew the Sun Moon Sword.

SHIIIIIIK!

The Sun Moon Sword radiated a cold energy as it flew forward, stopping just short of slicing the opponent's neck.

"Young Master!"

The person standing there, smiling without any attempt to dodge, was Geom Mugeuk.

"Passed!"

He thought it was excellent how she had used the Big Dipper Body for protection and had stopped her sword instead of recklessly cutting down her opponent.

"What if I had accidentally cut you, Young Master!"

The sword she held with immense relief began to tremble in her hand.

"Once you reach that level, you shouldn't play pranks like surprise attacks."

This implied that with her current skill, she couldn't have killed him even by accident.

As Lee Ahn sheathed her sword, her face filled with delight. The person she had missed so dearly was standing right in front of her.

"You heard I was back, right?"

"......"

"And you didn't even come to see me. That's too much, Lee Ahn. Have you abandoned me now?"

"I went to see that 'abandoned' person's face three times! I went when you were out hunting, and I went two more times when you were away. What on earth kept you so busy!"

In the past, she would have simply waited for Geom Mugeuk to visit her, worried that she might be a disturbance if he was busy.

However, Lee Ahn did not do that this time.

"You could have at least left a letter saying you came by."

"What for? I could just visit again. And we were bound to meet like this eventually."

"What's this? Did you reach enlightenment while I was away?"

At his question, Lee Ahn sighed.

"If I had, I wouldn't be worrying."

"Is something wrong?"

She had been worrying a great deal about the Ghost Shadow Squad lately.

Once she started to manage the organization in earnest, many unexpected problems had surfaced.

A major issue had cropped up recently. A dispute had erupted between the first squad, led by Green Mask, and the second squad, led by Seo Jin. It began as a minor squabble between two regular members but had gradually escalated into a conflict between the squads themselves.

"I was thinking of intervening directly, but for now, I'm pretending not to know. But I also feel like I can't just leave it alone. It also makes me feel bad, like, what do they take me, their master, for?"

Lee Ahn revealed her honest feelings. It was something she would not have said to anyone except Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk gently fanned the flames of her frustration.

"They see you as a pushover. Imagine if General Jang were the leader. Would they dare to split into factions and fight? They see you as easygoing because you're kind."

"Right? Ugh, maybe I should just beat them all up."

"Go ahead and beat them up. Why not?"

"Well... there are the Division Leaders. I also feel like it's not my place to step in. And it's not something that can be solved by beating them up."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "You already know the answer, so what are you worrying about?"

Lee Ahn smiled along with him.

Why would I be worried? It is because I want to do a good job. How could I not care about an organization directly under the Young Cult Leader, an organization he entrusted me to lead as Commander?

Green Mask and Seo Jin must have their own thoughts, so they would probably resolve it well on their own. She knew she should think that way, but she was worried the situation would escalate and also ruin the relationship between the two of them.

Her habit of always considering the worst-case scenario was an occupational hazard from her time as a bodyguard.

Lee Ahn made a decision.

"Yes, I'll just pretend I don't know about this matter. There, worry over!"

"Then they'll think you don't know anything. You'll become a heartless and incompetent leader."

"Then what should I do?"

"You have to let them know that you know everything but are pretending not to. That way, you become a leader who gives her subordinates a chance to resolve things themselves. And you become a leader who isn't rash, who doesn't act carelessly despite knowing."

Lee Ahn shook her head.

"It's difficult, so difficult. I thought I'd do a great job once I became Commander. The times when I just followed you around without a thought were better, Young Master."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been gazing at Lee Ahn, made a surprising suggestion.

"Then let's do what was better."

"......"

"I'm leaving the cult right now. Let's go together."

Lee Ahn's eyes widened. She did not ask where they were going.

"How much time do I have to get ready?"

"Half a quarter-hour."

As soon as the words left his mouth, Lee Ahn dashed into her house and began to pack.

"You might only see me swinging a sword in the training grounds, but I'm a woman too! How can you show up half a quarter-hour before we leave!"

Despite her words, she moved like a flash of lightning, packing clothes and other necessary travel items into a leather pouch.

"If you just leave like this? What about your squad members?"

"What squad members? Did I have squad members?"

She finished her preparations in even less than half a quarter-hour.

"The rash leader who acts carelessly is ready to depart!"

She was so happy that he wondered what would have happened if he had not asked her to come along.

"Are you that happy?"

"Of course."

"You hate danger, don't you? What will you do if a terrifying danger is waiting for us?"

"Then please inform that terrifying foe. Tell them that an irritable woman, worn out by work and people, is coming along too. This time, they're the one who should run away, make sure you tell them."

The two of them faced each other and laughed.

"So, where are we going?"

"We're going to the Thousand Flower Palace."

Lee Ahn's expression brightened even more at the fact that their destination was the Thousand Flower Palace. Was it because Yeo Jong had said kind things to her? Or was it because of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's mysterious aura? For some reason, Lee Ahn always felt good when she met her.

And so, the two of them left the cult and began to run swiftly toward the Thousand Flower Palace.


The two of them ran and ran.

When it was time to rest from running, they would light a campfire and camp for the night.

While Lee Ahn restored her inner arts, Geom Mugeuk would hunt an animal and cook it for her. They would then sit side-by-side at the campfire, sharing stories.

Lately, he had been doing his best for his father, his brother, and the Demon Supremes. However, the person he truly needed to treat the best was Lee Ahn.

"Thank you."

"So suddenly?"

"Yes, I'm suddenly grateful."

"You don't have to say that. I was going to do the dishes and clean up anyway."

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at Lee Ahn. Being with her was this comfortable and pleasant.

"Nothing has happened at the Thousand Flower Palace, has it?"

"The Smiling Demon is there."

That one sentence was enough. This business was probably related to the Saintess's Dream.

Was she truly a descendant of the Saintess Palace, as he suspected?

After restoring their inner arts and finishing their rest, the two began to run again.

It was a busy journey where they could not even properly enjoy the scenery, but Lee Ahn was still happy. As long as she was with Geom Mugeuk, she was happy to be busy.


Finally, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn arrived at the Thousand Flower Palace.

In the inner courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman Yeo Jong were waiting for them, having already received the message.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

After the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's greeting, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman Yeo Jong also greeted him.

"I should have been the one to visit you. I'm sorry for making you come all this way."

Just as he had expected, the reason he was summoned was definitely because of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"If my sister-in-law calls, I must come running."

Geom Mugeuk treated her as his sister-in-law, just as he always did. He probably did not know how much this small title moved Yeo Jong.

"This Commander has come along as well."

After first greeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Lee Ahn greeted Yeo Jong. She was worried that her presence might cause an awkward situation for Geom Mugeuk.

"I pestered him to bring me because I wanted to see you, Pavilion Master. It's been a long time, Pavilion Master."

The gazes of the two women were gentle as they looked at each other.

"This martial artist has become even more beautiful."

At that, Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk and said, "See? This is what you're supposed to say when you see someone after a long time. Not just beat them up out of nowhere."

Guessing what had happened, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Yeo Jong smiled.

"Well then, let's go inside."

And so, the four of them sat facing each other in the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's residence.

"As you might have guessed, the reason I asked him to bring you here, Young Cult Leader, is because of this."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman brought over a jade box.

When she carefully opened the lid, the Saintess's Dream was inside. She had been keeping it very preciously.

"I received what you sent and have kept it in here ever since."

Looking at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's gaze as she looked down at the Saintess's Dream, Geom Mugeuk could tell. She knew what this item was.

My intuition was right.

She was undoubtedly a descendant of the Saintess Palace.

"Young Cult Leader, do you know what this is?"

"It is the Saintess's Dream."

"So you did know what it was when you sent it."

She could not describe how surprised she had been when Geom Mugeuk sent the Saintess's Dream through the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk added an explanation about the Saintess's Dream.

"I only know that it is a sacred treasure of the Saintess Palace, which was said to have been annihilated three hundred years ago along with the Heavenly Fate Palace. I do not know exactly how it is used."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked Geom Mugeuk again.

"Then, Young Cult Leader, why did you send this to me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat beside them, watching the two in silence. He thought about how his bond with Geom Mugeuk was so deep that it was now extending to Yeo Jong.

"I happened to find this sacred treasure in a report from the Murim Alliance. The moment I saw it, I felt that it belonged to you, sister-in-law."

"May I ask why?"

"I suddenly remembered that you could see people's fates."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to Lee Ahn beside him.

"You saw this Commander's fate back then. That's why I thought you might be a descendant of the Saintess Palace."

He had already heard the answer from the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's expression. If it were not true, she would have denied it immediately. Yeo Jong said nothing.

Soon, a surprising secret was revealed.

"You saw correctly. I am a descendant of the Saintess Palace."

After speaking to Geom Mugeuk, Yeo Jong looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. This was the first time she was revealing this fact to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as well.

"I didn't intend to deceive you. I had resolved to live my life forever forgetting that I was a descendant of the Saintess Palace. I also only recently learned that the Dark Palace was behind this incident."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was completely unfazed. His eyes said that her identity did not matter at all.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's gaze turned to the Saintess's Dream.

"This Saintess's Dream is a sacred treasure passed down to a Saintess who can make prophecies. I thought it had been lost long ago, but it was with the Murim Alliance."

And then came a surprising statement.

"I can make a prophecy with this."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman lifted her head and stared at Geom Mugeuk.

"That is, if I am a Saintess who can receive prophecies. I've heard that even among those of the Saintess bloodline, there are far more who cannot receive them."

Geom Mugeuk recalled the image of the Saintess from three hundred years ago. The image of her with her eyes covered by the Saintess's Dream.

Knowing the future, being a person who made prophecies, she had not looked happy at all.

"I didn't give this to you to make you receive a prophecy, sister-in-law. I simply returned it because it is yours. You can keep it in that box forever, or you can burn it right here and forget about the Saintess Palace forever. It doesn't matter to me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave a single nod, as if to say she should decide for herself.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman slowly took out the Saintess's Dream.

"To be honest, I was curious. Whether or not I am someone who can receive prophecies."

In truth, that was not the reason. What if Geom Mugeuk sending her the Saintess's Dream was fate? She felt she should not avoid this destiny. If only for the sake of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"And if the heavens were to bestow a prophecy upon me, I wonder what kind of prophecy it would be."

As the Saintess's Dream entered her hands, the mysterious aura it exuded grew even stronger.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman carefully covered her eyes with the Saintess's Dream.

Geom Mugeuk felt a mystical energy bloom around her body.

A suffocating silence fell. Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at her without even breathing.

How much time had passed?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman removed the Saintess's Dream.

As she slowly opened her eyes, they were filled with astonishment.

"I saw a scene."

It meant a prophecy had been bestowed. Surprisingly, she was a Saintess who could receive prophecies.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's trembling gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"I saw you there, Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 684: I'm the One Doing the Killing

A kaleidoscope swirled within the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes.

As she looked at Geom Mugeuk, he could read several emotions in her gaze. There was surprise, fear, and then terror. The final emotion, born from that mixture of negative feelings, was hesitation.

"What version of me did you see?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman did not answer Geom Mugeuk's question. She simply avoided his gaze instead.

Lee Ahn felt a sense of foreboding at her reaction. What could possibly be so unspeakable in this situation?

What on earth did she see?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched her in silence. He could have urged her to tell the Young Cult Leader, but he refrained from doing so. He didn't force her to speak, but simply waited for her to make a choice.

Geom Mugeuk tried to lighten the heavy atmosphere.

"Let me try and guess the prophecy. Did you see me at the vanguard of the war against the Demonic Sect? Attacking the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance too. Striking here, striking there. Did I happen to unify the entire murim? Were thousands, tens of thousands of heroes bowing down and worshipping me?"

At his words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman slowly shook her head, as if to say that wasn't it. She still couldn't bring herself to look Geom Mugeuk in the eye.

"That's a relief. To be honest, I was worried you might have seen that."

Geom Mugeuk guessed again.

"Then you must have seen something like this. You saw me slowly climbing a flight of stairs. There must have been a grand throne at the top. And when I sat on that seat of power, the surrounding scenery finally came into view. Piles of corpses everywhere, and blood flowing like a river. In the end, I must have looked at the corpses and smiled coldly. Right? You saw a scene like that, didn't you? That's why you can't say anything, right?"

However, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shook her head again, as if to say that wasn't it either.

"It would have been better if I had seen that."

In that moment, the smile vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face. Lee Ahn and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also tensed. Her words implied the scene was even more terrible than his guess.

As all eyes focused on her, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke quietly.

"The Young Cult Leader was killing someone."

"!"

It was a statement that left no room for jokes. Who on earth could he have been killing that would make a scene littered with countless corpses seem better by comparison?

"Who was I killing?"

If he had been killing some random villain, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman wouldn't have been this serious.

Her gaze slowly turned toward one person. The one she looked at with trembling eyes was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You were killing Orabeoni."

"!"

At that moment, everyone was startled. A heavy silence, brought on by surprise and shock, fell over the room.

I kill the Smiling Demon? No way!

Geom Mugeuk was certain that could never happen. It was a truly absurd prophecy.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to him.

Perhaps! Did she see that moment?

He wondered if she had seen the moment he killed the Smiling Demon in his life before regression. He thought that might be the only explanation.

If not that, there would be no reason for him to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. And the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would never do anything to deserve such a fate. However, the prophecies of the Saintess Palace were supposed to show the future. He couldn't understand how it could show the past, and a past from before his regression at that.

Geom Mugeuk broke the silence with a laugh.

"What on earth did you do? No, what are you planning to do?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lightly returned Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"When you kill me, please make it painless."

The two men laughed as they looked at each other.

They were relaxed, but Lee Ahn could not be. She knew her words would be very rude, but since no one else was bringing it up, she felt she had no choice.

"Can the prophecies be wrong?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman answered with somber eyes.

"A prophecy may not be given, but it is never wrong."

Words she neither wanted to say nor hear followed.

"What I saw will definitely happen."

If that's really true? Lee Ahn's heart began to pound. In this moment, she felt sorry for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but she was more worried about Geom Mugeuk than him.

What if something like that were to happen? Could Geom Mugeuk simply get over killing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? It would remain a wound for the rest of his life. No, that event could change Geom Mugeuk. He could become very dark and gloomy.

"But fate can be changed, can't it?"

At her words, Geom Mugeuk nodded vigorously.

"Yes, it can be changed."

Geom Mugeuk also spoke confidently to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Something like that won't happen. So please don't worry."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman kept her head down and showed no reaction. Perhaps because her heart was in turmoil, she still didn't meet Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

"You must be tired from receiving the prophecy, so please rest. We'll get some fresh air."

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat and left the room, and Lee Ahn followed him.

After the two of them left, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman a question.

"Care for a drink?"

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon got up and brought out some alcohol from a cabinet. There was a bottle he liked and one the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman liked, but he brought the one she preferred.

TRICKLE.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman emptied the drink in one go. Was it because she was worried the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon might die? She downed drink after drink.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon silently refilled her empty cup.

Then, after being lost in deep thought for a while, a certain resolve formed in the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes.

"Orabeoni."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman opened her mouth with difficulty, her voice trembling. It was the first time in her life she had ever felt so afraid.

"Orabeoni, I lied. The prophecy... I told it differently."

Despite the shocking confession, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes showed no surprise at all from behind his white mask.

"You knew?"

Surprisingly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"How did you know?"

"I know you, so how could I not know?"

In truth, there was a decisive reason. She saw him die, yet Yeo Jong was too calm. The Yeo Jong he knew was not that kind of person. Since she was someone who believed the prophecies would absolutely come true, she would have considered his death unavoidable.

On top of that, she couldn't meet the Young Cult Leader's gaze. It wasn't because she was looking at the man who would kill the man she liked. He could clearly feel a sense of apology coming from her.

"Perhaps the Young Cult Leader noticed as well. He is, after all, a very bright and perceptive person."

"I'm sorry, Orabeoni."

"It's alright. You must have had your reasons."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon refilled the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's empty cup again and asked, "What did you see in the prophecy?"

This was the moment the real prophecy she received would be revealed.

"It wasn't the Young Cult Leader."

After a brief pause, shocking words flowed from her lips.

"Orabeoni killed the Young Cult Leader."

"!"

Through the eyeholes of the white mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's startled eyes were visible. He had laughed when he heard he would die, and he had laughed when she said she had lied. But he was not laughing now.

"Orabeoni stabbed the Young Cult Leader's heart with a throwing knife."


Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn strolled through the inner garden of the Thousand Flower Palace. It was a beautifully decorated place, but none of the scenery registered in Lee Ahn's eyes.

"If I'd known this would happen, I shouldn't have come. I ran away to escape my worries, but how was I to know this kind of worry would be waiting for me?"

She had been worried about the First and Second Brigades fighting, but now she was worried about Geom Mugeuk killing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"This is why you have to see the world. Now that you're out here, that worry doesn't seem like such a big deal, does it?"

"Not a big deal! It's a conflict between the units directly under the heir of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult! The worry here is just too immense!"

Geom Mugeuk laughed as if he found it amusing, but Lee Ahn did not.

"Why? Are you afraid it will really happen?"

"Aren't you scared?"

"Don't worry, something like that won't happen."

"Of course it won't, but still."

What bothered her was the fact that the person who made the prophecy was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. If it had been someone else, she would have dismissed it as nonsense, but the Chairwoman wasn't someone who would make a false prophecy, was she?

"Ah! Let's go back and ask."

"Ask what?"

"Where you kill the Smiling Demon. Then you can just never go to that place, right? Then fate will change."

"Oh! Smart, aren't you?"

"If I were smart, I would have asked earlier. We always realize things after the fact. Let's go, hurry up and ask."

However, Geom Mugeuk didn't move from his spot.

"But what if, by trying to defy fate like that, fate changes?"

As Lee Ahn flinched in surprise, Geom Mugeuk spoke with a profound gaze.

"What if I end up being killed by the Smiling Demon? What will you do then?"

For a moment, Lee Ahn couldn't say anything. Geom Mugeuk dying? That would be the moment her own world ended.

"What would I do? I'd shout 'Hooray, I'm finally free!'"

"Then that's settled."

Geom Mugeuk started walking with a smile, and Lee Ahn followed behind him.

What do you mean, settled? If you die, I'll die too! So for my sake, you absolutely can't die!

When the two of them had circled the inner garden and returned, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were waiting in front of their residence. It hadn't seemed like they would meet again so soon when they left the room.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to Geom Mugeuk, "This person has something to say to you, Young Cult Leader."

At that, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman knelt on the spot.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were startled by the sudden action.

"I lied to you, Young Cult Leader. The prophecy I saw was a different scene."

This time, she conveyed the truth without avoiding Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

"The prophecy I saw was of Orabeoni killing you, Young Cult Leader."

The moment she heard those words, Lee Ahn froze in shock.

"I was so surprised and flustered that I lied in the moment. I'm sorry."

Geom Mugeuk was neither surprised nor angry.

"Please, get up."

Geom Mugeuk hurriedly helped her to her feet.

"I understand. I would have done the same."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman could tell from Geom Mugeuk's calm reaction.

Just as Orabeoni said, the Young Cult Leader knew too.

This lie was so great that she would have had no excuse if the Young Cult Leader had decided to kill her for it. It was, after all, a lie concerning the life of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader.

And yet, he had already noticed and was pretending not to know. If she hadn't confessed in the end, Geom Mugeuk would have pretended not to know until the very end. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have been the same. Really, these men.

"Whether I kill the Smiling Demon, or the Smiling Demon kills me, it's all the same. There's no need to distinguish between the two."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes were smiling. It was because he felt the same way.

Come to think of it, the fates of all four of them were on the line. If one person died, the aftermath would shake the remaining three to their core.

"Thank you for telling me the truth."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head to Geom Mugeuk, who was thanking her instead.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked over and gently patted the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's shoulder. If no one had been watching, he would have hugged her.

A little while ago, in the room, when she asked if she should tell the Young Cult Leader, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had told her this.

[What I learned from the Young Cult Leader was how to build a relationship without misunderstandings.]

That's why Geom Mugeuk told him everything. This time too, when he returned from his excursion, he told him everything that had happened in the Murim Alliance. You have to know to win. Problems always arise when you don't know.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had relayed Geom Mugeuk's philosophy to her.

[The moment we decide to handle it on our own, things will get complicated.]

At those words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had immediately gotten up, come out here, and waited for Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk guessed that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was behind this swift confession.

"Thank you, Smiling Demon."

"I'm the one doing the killing. You don't need to thank me."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's joke.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn stood there silently, her face pale. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman knew better than anyone how she was feeling right now. After all, she herself had lied for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The two men were composed, but the women were not at all.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman approached Lee Ahn and said, "I'm sorry."

"No, I'm the one who's sorry."

Lee Ahn felt truly sorry to both of them. When she heard the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the one to die, she hadn't been this shocked. She shouldn't have shown such a selfish side in front of them, but she couldn't help it.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman silently squeezed her hand.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took a throwing knife from his robes. It was the Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron throwing knife he had received from Geom Mugeuk.

"Was this the throwing knife that killed the Young Cult Leader?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman slowly nodded.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked down at his throwing knife. A prophecy showing him killing Geom Mugeuk with a throwing knife had appeared right after he received the Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron throwing knife as a gift, and even the manual for the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon couldn't just let it go, so he handed the throwing knife to Geom Mugeuk.

"Please hold onto this for a while."

As Geom Mugeuk accepted the throwing knife, Lee Ahn's expression brightened.

"Ah! If the throwing knife is with you, then that can't possibly happen!"

However, Geom Mugeuk's thoughts were different.

"Wouldn't that just lead to a worse outcome?"

He knew better than anyone that this thing called fate was not so easily thwarted.

Geom Mugeuk returned the throwing knife to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said, "If the Smiling Demon and I are entangled by a single fate, let's face it head-on and unravel it. Even if I'm stabbed by that throwing knife, I will survive."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the throwing knife. He could see the character for 'laugh' (笑) that Geom Mugeuk had personally carved into it.

Yes, just as we've always done.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon accepted the throwing knife with a smile.

"I'm ready."

Lee Ahn knew she couldn't stop the two men. They weren't the type of people to run from fate. So she said in her heart, I'm ready too.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, "Do you happen to know the location you saw in the prophecy?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman closed her eyes for a moment, recalling the scene.

"It was a place with a high stage, watched by countless people."

"Was it a duel stage?"

"It seemed like it, but I'm not certain. What I saw was that there were a great many people there."

"Fortunately, it won't be a lonely death, then."

Just as Lee Ahn was glaring at Geom Mugeuk for his thoughtless joke, a person entered the area. It was the general manager of the Thousand Flower Palace.

He approached and handed a letter to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"What is this?"

"It's an invitation for you, Pavilion Master, to serve as a judge."

"Me? As a judge?"

If judging is required, that means it's a competition.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman unfolded the invitation. Her eyes widened as she read the contents.

"Where is the invitation from?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman held the invitation forward for everyone to see. Only then did everyone understand why the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had been invited as a judge. The name of the competition was written at the top of the letter.

World's Number One Beauty Pageant.

As soon as he decided to face it head-on, fate sent an invitation.


Chapter 685: So Many Pretty Women

The invitation was truly unexpected.

"It's my first time being invited as a judge," the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said as if she couldn't quite believe it.

To Lee Ahn, however, it seemed only natural.

"They called for the best judge. Because you're someone who knows more about beauty than anyone else."

The Thousand Flower Palace had its headquarters here, but it also operated dozens of branches throughout the Central Plains. It was only natural for her to receive such an invitation, having met and experienced countless beautiful women in the process. Whoever made the selection had chosen well.

"Has there been a world number one beauty pageant before?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shook her head. "No, as far as I know, this is the first time this competition is being held."

She couldn't be certain if this competition had existed in her life before she regressed. It was something she had no interest in, so it was possible it had been held before. It was also possible that it was a new event created by the various changes that occurred after her regression.

"Who is hosting the competition?"

An unexpected name came up.

"They say it's the Mythical Sect."

The Mythical Sect was a very famous major sect in the murim, and it belonged to the unorthodox faction. Lee Ahn also knew of the Mythical Sect. Why would an unorthodox sect, not even an orthodox one, host such a competition?

"Why would the Mythical Sect suddenly host a competition like this?" Lee Ahn wondered.

At her question, Geom Mugeuk pointed a finger at her.

"It's because of you."

"What? Because of me?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the tense girl. "To officially announce your name to this murim."

"Hey, that's ridiculous..."

For a moment, Lee Ahn's expression flinched.

"Surely, you're not telling me to enter this competition, are you?"

"Why not? If it were a world number one handsome man contest, I would have entered. No, I would have sent our Smiling Demon."

Behind his mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sighed in relief. He knew that Geom Mugeuk would have genuinely found a way to send him.

"Why do I have to participate?"

"There could be an enemy among the contestants. Find them while you're among them."

In the past, she would have thought, 'What kind of enemy could be among the contestants?' But now she understood it was a real possibility.

Normally, Lee Ahn would have reacted like this.

I don't want to! Absolutely not!

She would have waved her hands, stepped back, and even given a look that said, 'Just you try and make me, I won't forgive you even if you're the Young Cult Leader!' She would have refused in every possible way.

Geom Mugeuk was likely waiting for that kind of reaction. That way, he wouldn't have to take her to such a dangerous place.

It was the place where the Demon Supreme would plunge a throwing knife into the Young Cult Leader's chest.

"I'll participate."

"Really?" Geom Mugeuk asked in surprise.

Lee Ahn nodded.

"But why?"

Then, Lee Ahn subtly asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman a question.

"How much do you think the prize money is?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked surprised by the unexpected question. She knew very well that Lee Ahn was not the type of person who would enter such a competition for money.

Soon after, she could guess what was on Lee Ahn's mind as she asked this.

"It's a competition to choose the world's number one beauty, so wouldn't they give at least fifty thousand taels?"

Lee Ahn's eyes widened as she shouted.

"They're giving fifty thousand taels?"

"And there might be additional prizes."

"Fifty thousand taels! That's an amount you could retire on and live off for the rest of your life! A life of martial prowess and idle feasting! The dream of every monthly salary worker!"

With an excited face, Lee Ahn told Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm entering too! Fate has given me a once-in-a-lifetime chance!"

How could he not know? She was acting this way because she was afraid he would send her back to their Cult, telling her it was too dangerous.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman added another word to help her.

"And it's not just the prize money. The major Trading Companies of the Central Plains will invite you to their events, and they'll give you several hundred taels each time."

"Several hundred taels just for showing my face!"

Geom Mugeuk grabbed her and shook her.

"Snap out of it! You're possessed by money right now!"

"How many Trading Companies are there in the Central Plains?"

"What about the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"Just tell them to keep fighting in their divided teams!"

Only after the two of them had their fun did Geom Mugeuk speak seriously.

"Lee Ahn, I'll take you with me. And you don't have to participate in the competition."

He knew very well that Lee Ahn would not be willing to show off her beauty in front of countless heroes.

He thought she would naturally say yes.

"No, I'm going to participate in the competition."

No matter how much she hated it or how embarrassing it was, she had a clear reason to take part in the competition.

"The platform you saw in the prophecy, it must be the stage for this competition, right?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded.

"I think so."

And that was where Geom Mugeuk would be stabbed in the heart.

"I'll be standing on that stage with you."

Geom Mugeuk could feel that her decision was firm. Lee Ahn was once again showing that she was the kind of person who would willingly step up for his sake, even for something she hated to death.

You're trying so hard to protect me, but I'm the one who protects you.

"I will go with you as your bodyguard."

Lee Ahn was inwardly relieved. Right, what was there to be afraid of with Geom Mugeuk by her side?

Geom Mugeuk also assigned a role to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Smiling Demon, please take on the role of the Pavilion Master's bodyguard."

"Understood."

Geom Mugeuk asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Where is the competition being held?"

"It's in Qingyang, Anhui Province."

Qingyang was the region where the Mythical Sect was located. They were holding the competition in their own front yard.

"When can you depart?"

"Anytime is fine."

"Then let's leave early tomorrow."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded and looked down at the invitation in her hand.

"I'm going to judge, but for some reason, I feel like I'm the one being judged."

She was right. Whether it was fate or some hidden power, it was drawing them in.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said to her.

"Please give Lee Ahn a vote in the end!"

Lee Ahn shouted in surprise.

"That's biased judging! Don't say things like that!"

"Oh? You seem confident you'll make it to the end. I thought you were just participating for the sake of it."

"That's not what I meant. Ugh!"

A slightly flushed Lee Ahn ran into the building, and Geom Mugeuk followed her. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched them with a smile.

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman suddenly said.

"Thank you."

She had listened to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and told the Young Cult Leader everything honestly. If she hadn't even told the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she hated to imagine how she would be feeling right now.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at her and smiled. It was a smile that needed no more words.

The white mask, reflecting the sunlight, shone brilliantly.


A young man was looking up at a stage that was in the final stages of construction. The stage was being built to be large and magnificent. This was the venue for the world number one beauty pageant.

Masters exuding a cold aura stood on all sides of the man. Passersby didn't dare approach and took a wide detour. Just by looking at his bodyguards, one could tell this man's status was not ordinary.

This young man was Ahn Hupyeong, the successor of the Mythical Sect, which was hosting the world number one beauty pageant.

"Young Lord, you've come out?" a middle-aged martial artist said, walking up beside him and greeting him politely.

The middle-aged man was Jo Man, the external manager of the Mythical Sect, who was in charge of preparing for the world number one beauty pageant.

"The marketplace is already bustling with people."

People from all over the Central Plains had begun to flock here to watch the competition. Although duel competitions were held throughout the Central Plains, this was the first official world number one beauty pageant, so the interest of the people of the Central Plains was focused on it.

Ahn Hupyeong asked, his gaze still fixed on the stage.

"Manager Jo."

"Yes, Young Lord."

"Do you know what my dream is?"

"To marry the world number one beauty."

He had heard this countless times since Ahn Hupyeong was young. Since that dream still hadn't changed, it was sincere. If it had been someone else, he would have sneered, 'Big dreams for such an ordinary face!'

"You are about to achieve your dream. Congratulations, Young Lord."

"It's too early to celebrate. The woman who becomes the world number one beauty must accept my choice."

"What woman would refuse you, Young Lord?"

A confident smile appeared on Ahn Hupyeong's lips.

Manager Jo knew it would be useless even if the woman refused the choice. Having watched him since he was young, he knew well what a persistent and terrifying person this Ahn Hupyeong was. Even after watching him for so long, he was still nervous about misspeaking in front of this Ahn Hupyeong.

Moreover, he was a lecherous scoundrel. Since he was young, he couldn't control himself around women. He didn't know which woman would become the world number one beauty, but he thought it might be the most unfortunate award of her life.

"When does it start?"

"The preliminaries begin in three days. Beauties from all over the Central Plains are arriving one after another for the competition."

Ahn Hupyeong looked at the three chairs placed in front of the stage. They were the seats for the judges. VIP seats were arranged on either side of them.

"The judges?"

"Two of the three have already arrived. We are just waiting for the last one, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, to arrive."

For a moment, Ahn Hupyeong's eyes shone sharply.

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman? Isn't the Thousand Flower Palace a brothel?"

"That is correct. We have invited the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman as a judge this time."

At that, Ahn Hupyeong's expression immediately hardened.

"You mean to say you appointed a mere brothel owner as a judge?"

"The Thousand Flower Palace is no ordinary brothel. It is the largest and most famous brothel, with dozens of branches in the Central Plains."

'Haven't you been there many times?' The words rose to his throat, but he couldn't bring himself to say them. Perhaps Ahn Hupyeong disliked it even more because it was a place he frequented.

"Even so, a brothel is a brothel."

The thought of marrying the world number one beauty judged by that brothel owner soured his mood completely.

"Who on earth appointed this woman as a judge?"

Manager Jo made a troubled expression before finally speaking cautiously.

"It was the Chief."

Ahn Hupyeong flinched in surprise.

"It was originally someone else, but he changed it at the last minute."

At those words, a look of bewilderment appeared on Ahn Hupyeong's face. His father was a man who had lived his whole life wielding a sword.

"Let me know when the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman arrives."


The carriage carrying Geom Mugeuk's party entered the marketplace of Qingyang.

Geom Mugeuk nudged Lee Ahn in the side.

"Stop staring!"

Lee Ahn, who had been staring at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sitting in front of her, was startled. She couldn't help but look. Since this morning, upon arriving at their destination, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had taken off his mask and was wearing a veil.

It was the first time she had seen the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon without his mask, although a veil covered the lower half of his face.

"You're so handsome!" Lee Ahn blurted out as if mesmerized.

Then, realizing she had said it to his face, she quickly lowered her head.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said, "It's frustrating, but I have to admit it."

With his eyes and forehead revealed, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked like a completely different person. Moreover, the special veil played a part. It was a stylish and cool veil with a single flower drawn on it, and the characters for Cheonhwa (天花) were embroidered at the bottom.

"I embroidered and made it for him myself." It was the work of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who was sitting next to her.

"But why did you ask me to make ten more just like it?"

She had made ten more because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had asked, but he hadn't told her the reason then or now.

"The moment he takes off that veil, all hell will break loose. All the beauties of the Central Plains will follow him, so ten won't be enough!"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman laughed pleasantly at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"I'll have to make more veils then!"

Just then, the coachman's voice came from the driver's seat.

"We've arrived at our destination."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened the carriage door and got out first. The moment they looked outside, everyone understood why ten more veils were needed.

Ten martial artists were waiting in front of the carriage. Surprisingly, they were the Faceless Warriors, who had arrived earlier and were waiting. They were the ten most skilled among the Faceless Warriors.

It was unclear when he had given them the veils, but they too had taken off their masks and were wearing veils just like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Dressed in the same martial arts uniform and wearing the same veils, they looked exactly like bodyguards from the Thousand Flower Palace.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had concluded that the only reason he would have to stab a throwing knife into Geom Mugeuk's chest was because of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. If she were taken hostage and her life used as leverage. Now that he was aware of that possibility, he would never let it happen. He had only brought ten to avoid attracting attention. If it had been possible, he would have brought all of the Faceless Warriors.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, standing before the ten Faceless Warriors, smiled and said. He was now the head of the Thousand Flower Palace's bodyguards.

"Well then, shall we go, Pavilion Master?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was moved. She was indescribably grateful to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for taking such care of her.

Before getting out of the carriage, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked back at Lee Ahn and said, "Then, I'll see you on the final stage."

"The finals! I won't be able to make it."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gave her a smile and then got out of the carriage. The ten Faceless Warriors surrounded her on all sides, with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon at the lead.

And so, they disappeared into the crowd.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn remained in the carriage for a moment without getting out together. They thought it would be better to get out separately to avoid drawing attention.

Lee Ahn's gaze trembled slightly as she looked out the carriage window.

"There are so many people."

It seemed she was nervous about appearing before so many people.

"A duel competition would be better, right?"

Even on the way here, Lee Ahn had trained in martial arts whenever she had a spare moment. She was already crazy about training, but this time she trained even harder. After all, her dream was to become the world number one master, not the world number one beauty.

He thought she would naturally say a duel competition was better.

"No, I can enter a duel competition even when I'm older, but I can only challenge for world number one beauty now, right?"

Lee Ahn put on the veil she had brought and got out of the carriage first. Since she was participating anyway, she was determined to do well. Like someone who had really come to become the world number one beauty. She had to focus and immerse herself in this competition to be able to spot anyone suspicious.

Geom Mugeuk didn't get out, watching the people come and go through the window for a moment.

We've finally arrived.

What kind of events awaited him here? He believed that everything that had led him here was fate. Discovering the Saintess's Dream in the Murim Alliance report, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman receiving the prophecy, and even being invited to this place.

And just as he had done until now, he would fight back with all his might.

"What are you thinking about so hard without getting out?"

When he turned his head, Lee Ahn was standing outside the carriage, looking at him.

"With so many pretty women around, what will our Lee Ahn do? Worried about that?"

"From what I can see, I don't see any woman prettier than me."

Above the pure white veil, Lee Ahn's beautiful eyes smiled brightly.

"Besides, you should worry about that after you've signed up for the competition yourself."


Chapter 686: Don't Kill Without Permission

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman arrived at the Mythical Sect. Jo Chonggwan, having heard the news, came out to greet her.

"Welcome. You must be tired from your long journey."

"Thank you for the invitation."

Jo Chonggwan's gaze shifted to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors standing behind her. He noted the veil, which was adorned with a single flower.

He figured she brought many bodyguards because the tournament was hosted by the unorthodox sects.

Still, he thought it was pointless. How strong could martial artists from a brothel truly be? If anything, having so many would only serve to irritate Ahn Hupyeong.

Jo Chonggwan led her to the main hall. Once the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was seated, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon positioned himself directly behind her, with the Faceless Warriors fanned out to his left and right.

Ordinarily, they would have scattered, squatting in corners, perching on windowsills, or even sitting on tree branches outside to watch. Today, however, they behaved like disciplined martial artists.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced back slightly, her eyes landing on the veil of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing right behind her.

Her gratitude extended beyond his protection. He was not the kind of person who belonged in a place like this, which made her even more thankful that he was there for her sake.

Her gaze returned to the front. Yes, with him standing behind her, who could she possibly fear?

Jo Chonggwan served her tea and spoke with caution.

"I should be showing you to your quarters immediately, but someone wishes to see you, Pavilion Master."

"May I ask who it is?"

"He will be here soon. Please have some tea while you wait."

Jo Chonggwan bowed politely before leaving the hall.

"I have a bad feeling about this."

Forcing a guest who had journeyed from afar to wait without even letting her unpack was a clear breach of etiquette. It suggested the matter was either extremely urgent or the other person was simply rude.

In this situation, it was both.

A moment later, Ahn Hupyeong entered. When it came to rudeness, he was second to none.

He was in a hurry, irritated that his father had appointed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman as a judge.

He worried his father, in his old age, had fallen for some bewitching woman from a brothel and become her pawn.

As a frequent patron of brothels, Ahn Hupyeong knew better than anyone how well the courtesans managed men. One might think his father, who had built a legacy among the unorthodox sects and possessed such profound martial arts, would not fall for something so trivial. But it was often the strongest who were most susceptible, because those women knew how to worm their way, like ghosts, into the space between the vanity and loneliness of a man who had reached the top.

The moment Ahn Hupyeong saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he was certain.

My premonition was right.

She was beautiful but also possessed an elegance. He sensed a dignity in her that seemed out of place for a brothel owner. It now seemed entirely plausible that his father could have fallen for her.

The martial artists serving as Ahn Hupyeong's bodyguards followed him inside, lining up behind him with threatening glares.

Ahn Hupyeong did not greet the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Instead, his first act was to gesture dismissively at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors, ordering them to leave.

This single action revealed exactly what kind of person he was.

Ahn Hupyeong was a man who wielded his power however he pleased. He had not grown up caring about the opinions of others. He had lived a life where people left when he told them to leave. Until now.

However, the opposing martial artists did not move.

Ahn Hupyeong's gaze naturally shifted to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Before he could speak, she asked a question first.

"Who are you?"

He stared down at her in silence for a moment.

"I am Ahn Hupyeong, the Mythical Sect Young Sect Leader."

Hearing this, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman rose from her seat and offered a polite clasped-hands greeting.

"So you are a person of high station. I am Yeojeong, leader of the Thousand Flower Palace. Thank you for the invitation."

"I wasn't the one who invited you, so there's no need for you to thank me."

He then looked back at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors.

Alright, now that you know who I am, you should get out!

He stared at them, his eyes conveying that exact thought, but they still did not move.

Before the atmosphere could become hostile, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman quickly intervened.

"I'm quite timid, so I've ordered them not to leave my side for any reason. Please understand, Young Sect Leader."

"If a situation arose where you had reason to be afraid, do you really think you'd be safe just because they're here?"

"I would at least find some comfort in their presence."

"So you refuse to send them out, no matter what?"

"Please understand the feelings of a timid woman experiencing the unorthodox sects for the first time."

Ahn Hupyeong scoffed and looked back at his own subordinates.

"Get them all out."

There was a reason Ahn Hupyeong was being so forceful. A woman running a large brothel like the Thousand Flower Palace had to have considerable nerve. He planned to crush her spirit from the very beginning. He wanted to see her composed face tremble with anxiety once her protectors were gone.

The man who stepped forward was Sa Chu, the leader of Ahn Hupyeong's martial artists. As the one responsible for the Mythical Sect heir's safety, he was naturally a man of outstanding skill.

He walked toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon but stopped abruptly. He could get no closer, halting about a dozen paces away.

Sa Chu stared, his gaze shifting between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors.

What are these bastards?

From the moment he entered and saw them, he had a strange feeling. He had met all kinds of rough and savage characters from the unorthodox sects, but he had never encountered any who gave off this particular feeling.

They weren't rough, yet they were clearly not pushovers. They seemed too sane to be madmen, but too bizarre to be considered sane.

How could he have known? He was facing the most peculiar demons led by the Eight Demon Supremes.

The one in the center especially drew his eye. Judging by his position, he was clearly the leader. He was simply staring back in silence. It was unsettling. Yes, that was the perfect word for it. Sa Chu felt he shouldn't be careless, yet he didn't sense the aura of a true master. He had a feeling the man would be nothing special in a fight, but he still did not want to fight him.

Had the man read his mind? A slight smile appeared in his opponent's eyes.

He's smiling?

Smiling in a situation like this? Ordinarily, Sa Chu would have already stabbed him through the heart and cut off his head. For some reason, however, he had no desire to do so.

Ahn Hupyeong was the one who broke the tense standoff.

"What is it? Is he an opponent you need to be so tense about?"

Ahn Hupyeong looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with a new expression. Of course, even if this was a master who could make Sa Chu tense, he had no reason to be afraid. No one would dare to harm him.

After all, he had been born wearing the powerful protective armor of being the Mythical Sect Young Sect Leader.

"I'm the esteemed Mythical Sect Young Sect Leader. Have I been bringing around a man weaker than a brothel owner's swordsman all this time?"

Sa Chu's eye twitched, but he did not draw his sword.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gently placated Ahn Hupyeong.

"I've been so busy selling alcohol that I'm ignorant of the ways of the jianghu. So please, Young Sect Leader, forgive me generously."

Ahn Hupyeong then asked with a cold gaze, "What is your relationship with my father?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman already understood why he was acting this way. On her way here, she had used the local Thousand Flower Palace information network to learn a great deal about the Mythical Sect. This was information that even the All-Knowing Hall or the Hidden Moon would struggle to acquire. After all, only she could know the kinds of things this very Ahn Hupyeong had said while drunk at the Thousand Flower Palace.

"I have never met the Chief."

Ahn Hupyeong scoffed.

And yet he calls you to this important event? When you've never even met?

He naturally assumed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was lying. This was precisely why he had tried to intimidate her. He believed that such insignificant beings would only spout lies when spoken to.

Just then, Jo Chonggwan's voice came from outside. "The Chief is looking for the Young Sect Leader."

Father is stopping me? Ahn Hupyeong thought his prediction was correct.

He turned and walked toward the door.

"What are you staring at like an idiot when you can't even kill him? Let's go."

Sa Chu turned away from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Countless thoughts had raced through his mind in that brief time, but his final conclusion was simple.

It's a relief I didn't have to fight.

People who knew him would never believe it, but he genuinely felt that way.

Unaware of his subordinate's thoughts, Ahn Hupyeong spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from the doorway.

"You're on my list. If I see you smiling next time, you'll die by my hand."

After delivering the cold warning, Ahn Hupyeong left the room.

To lighten the stiff atmosphere, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said with a smile, "What will you do now that you can't smile? I think you might have to change your alias."

At her joke, not only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon but also the Faceless Warriors beside him laughed silently.

The smile Ahn Hupyeong should have truly worried about was the one from the Faceless Warriors.

The moment he insulted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the protective armor of being the Mythical Sect Young Sect Leader became nothing more than a scrap of cloth.

This was because the Faceless Warriors were the type to hack someone to pieces first, without any regard for such things.

Knowing them better than anyone, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said only one thing to them.

"Don't smile."

To them, a smile meant action. So his words also carried another meaning.

Don't kill without permission.


After leaving the main hall, Ahn Hupyeong glared coldly at Sa Chu.

"What was that all about?"

"He was no ordinary man."

"Right, I'm sure he wasn't. So that makes you an ordinary man. Have you been deceiving me all this time, pretending to be extraordinary?"

Sa Chu made no excuses and simply bowed his head low.

Ahn Hupyeong did not insult him further. He knew very well how strong Sa Chu was. The Pavilion Master must have brought an incredible master with her.

Yes, to secure a position within the Mythical Sect, she would have to make that kind of investment.

"Summon Yong Seonsaeng."

Sa Chu flinched in surprise at the name, which was always brought up like an all-purpose solution.

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is a guest at this tournament."

"Who said anything about killing her?"

"If Yong Seonsaeng gets involved, things will escalate. And..."

"What? What are you trying to say? That even Yong Seonsaeng can't win?"

"No, that's not it."

Sa Chu fell silent.

He had a fleeting thought that it might actually be true. Then another thought followed. What if Yong Seonsaeng came and fought the man, only to discover his skills were nothing special despite the strange atmosphere? Either outcome would be a problem.

That was why it was better not to summon him.

Ahn Hupyeong strode forward and said, "If it's a problem that even Yong Seonsaeng can't solve, then something is happening behind my back, isn't it? Summon him at once."


Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn also arrived at the Mythical Sect. Tournament registrations were being accepted at the grand training grounds, which were filled with a great many people.

There were numerous women, and many people who had accompanied them.

When Lee Ahn entered, people naturally turned to look at her. Her veil could not conceal a beauty that drew everyone's gaze.

"The lines are over there."

So many people had gathered that registrations were being handled in about a dozen separate lines.

"Look here."

Lee Ahn, who was about to get in line, spotted a tournament poster on the wall.

"Ah, the prize for becoming the world's number one beauty isn't fifty thousand taels, it's thirty thousand. As a bonus, the winner gets to attend a banquet with the Evil Alliance Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk thought about the Evil Alliance Chairman. Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since he had seen him. Who knew he would miss those small eyes.

"You're disappointed it's not fifty thousand taels, aren't you?"

Lee Ahn flinched but tried to play innocent. "Of course not!"

"Feels like you lost twenty thousand taels, doesn't it? Be honest."

"...It is a little disappointing. Especially for a tournament covering the entire Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud, and Lee Ahn laughed along with him.

Lee Ahn was happy to be spending this time with Geom Mugeuk. Even now, she could feel the stares of those around them, but she focused only on him.

She didn't know when they would have another chance to laugh and chat together like this again.

"Alright, look around, and if you find anyone prettier than me, please kill them," Lee Ahn whispered.

Geom Mugeuk looked around at her words.

"Wouldn't that make you the public enemy of the murim?"

"Your friend is the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, what's there to worry about!"

Geom Mugeuk also enjoyed this time with her. Lee Ahn provided a unique comfort, and he knew well that this consideration was a product of her intelligence.

"Let's go get in line over there, too."

The two of them found the shortest of the dozen or so lines and joined it.

It was at that exact moment that a series of gasps erupted from the distance.

Naturally, everyone's gaze turned in that direction. The crowd parted, and a woman walked toward them through the opening.

The woman, dressed in a form-fitting palace gown, captured everyone's attention. She was beautiful. Her looks so overshadowed her splendid clothes that no one even noticed what she was wearing.

There were many beautiful women here, but her beauty overwhelmed them all. The only one who could compare was Lee Ahn.

If Lee Ahn's beauty was pure and white, this woman's was flamboyant. If Lee Ahn's was intelligent and innocent, this woman's was sensual.

As everyone held their breath, the woman walked directly to where Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were standing in line.

Now standing before the two of them, the woman smiled alluringly.

"This line seems to be the shortest."


Chapter 687: Affiliated Sect is the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult

"They say picking the right line makes life easier."

The woman spoke to Lee Ahn with ease, though her appearance suggested she was the type who would never exchange a single word with a stranger.

Lee Ahn stared silently at the woman.

One would expect to see flaws at this close a distance, but this woman was perfect. She was even dressed impeccably, and her makeup was flawless. It was to the point that Lee Ahn genuinely wanted to learn how to dress and apply makeup from her.

Lee Ahn wondered if this meeting was truly a coincidence. The woman was far too special to be just someone she met while standing in line.

She glanced at the other lines around them. Theirs was still the shortest.

"We don't know if we picked the right line yet," Lee Ahn said, looking toward the front of her queue. "You never know what kind of problem might pop up at the front, right? If you're unlucky, it could get cut off right before your turn."

The woman gave a mysterious smile at Lee Ahn's words.

The gazes of the two women intertwined in midair. Like two supreme masters facing off, their contrasting beauties clashed with a tense energy. Everyone around them held their breath, watching the two of them.

Geom Mugeuk was observing them from the closest vantage point.

The woman's gaze then shifted to Geom Mugeuk. Her captivating look was different when directed at a man versus a woman. She was someone who instinctively knew how to seduce men.

Lee Ahn poked Geom Mugeuk in the side.

"What are you staring at so blankly?"

Only then did Geom Mugeuk laugh awkwardly and reply, "You're just so beautiful. Please excuse my rudeness."

The woman, who didn't seem to mind his words, smiled.

Lee Ahn then repeated what Geom Mugeuk had said in the carriage. "It's frustrating, but I have to admit it."

As she spoke, she sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[Please kill her for me, this woman.]

This was an extension of her joke about killing any woman prettier than her. It meant she found this woman more beautiful than herself.

[Is she really worth killing?]

[You should be looking at me when you say that, not her.]

[Someone was staring at the Smiling Demon just like this in the carriage.]

[Now you understand, don't you? How I felt back then.]

Although she said that, she believed her staring at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was different from Geom Mugeuk's case. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was someone she knew, and he definitely had a person he loved. But this woman? She was a complete stranger.

Is he really that taken with her?

Lee Ahn had never seen Geom Mugeuk stare so intently at another woman before, so she was inwardly surprised.

Then again, he's a man too.

How could anyone not stare when a woman was that beautiful? Even she, another woman, was in awe. Yes, it was completely understandable.

If Lee Ahn noticed, the woman herself certainly must have. A flicker of confidence appeared in the woman's eyes at Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

Lee Ahn changed the subject. "Did you come here alone?"

"......"

She was clearly a woman who had learned martial arts, but Lee Ahn couldn't accurately gauge her skill. Whether it was because her skills were outstanding or because the martial arts she learned were special, she was very adept at concealing herself.

"It's surprising that someone as beautiful as you travels alone."

"It's because I'm fearless."

The woman introduced herself first. "My name is Cha Yiran."

"I'm Lee Ahn."

Geom Mugeuk introduced himself last. "I am Geom Yeon."

Cha Yiran smiled with her eyes at Geom Mugeuk. "That's a very nice name."

"Thank you. Young Lady Cha's name is also beautiful."

Cha Yiran then asked Geom Mugeuk, "What is the relationship between you two?"

Geom Mugeuk answered her question. "She is the one I serve."

Cha Yiran, who had been staring intently at Geom Mugeuk as if to pierce him with her gaze, tilted her head. "You don't seem like the type to serve anyone."

She then glanced at Lee Ahn. "Where can I find such a wonderful martial artist?"

Look at this woman.

The way she looked at Geom Mugeuk and the words she was saying now, she was openly seducing him.

Lee Ahn glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

Don't you dare look so pleased with yourself!

Lee Ahn told Cha Yiran curtly, "You won't be able to."

"We'll see about that," Cha Yiran replied, looking at Geom Mugeuk. "There's no guarantee he'll protect only one person for his entire life, is there?"

Protect me, not this woman.

Only after saying everything she wanted to did Cha Yiran flash a bright smile at Lee Ahn. "I'm joking."

Lee Ahn didn't get angry. This was a fight she would lose if she did.

"You're right. If he finds someone new he wants to protect, I should let him go at any time."

Now that someone was seriously trying to come between her and the Young Cult Leader, she could finally understand her feelings for Geom Mugeuk.

Until now, she had thought, If the Young Cult Leader found someone he loved, I would sincerely congratulate him and be as happy as if it were my own business. Of course, I should. That was her firm belief.

No matter how many times the Young Cult Leader called her his heart, even though the Cult Leader had permitted her to learn the Soaring Sky Sword Art, even though she had become the adopted daughter of the Fist Demon, and even though she had become the master of the Ghost Shadow Squad, her heart had always remained in the days when she was Geom Mugeuk's bodyguard.

And today, through this woman, she realized she might not be able to congratulate him sincerely.

"If he were to leave, would you really let him go?" Cha Yiran asked.

Lee Ahn shook her head. "No. How could I let someone like him go? If he said he was leaving..."

She looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I'll kill him."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Lee Ahn with surprised eyes.

Soon after, Lee Ahn looked at Cha Yiran and said with a smile, "I'm joking too."

Although they both claimed to be joking, an inexplicable, tense energy flowed between the two women.

While this was happening, the line gradually shortened, and it was finally Lee Ahn's turn. Geom Mugeuk stepped forward to register for her.

The martial artist taking registrations asked without lifting his head, "Please state the participant's name first."

"Lee Ahn."

The martial artist wrote the name on the document. "Lee Ahn, a martial artist?"

"That's right."

"A martial artist, then what is your affiliated sect or family?"

Then, unimaginable words flowed from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

The martial artist wrote it down on the document as he heard it. "The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and next..."

After writing it all down, the man flinched in surprise. "What did you just say?"

The name came again, spoken clearly. "The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

The martial artist's expression hardened as he raised his head, about to give them a stern scolding for playing such a prank.

But he couldn't do it. First, Lee Ahn, even wearing a veil, was too beautiful. He could also instinctively tell that Geom Mugeuk, standing beside her, was no ordinary person.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "I heard that anyone can apply regardless of their origin. Was I mistaken?"

"That's correct. Are you truly from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"

"That's right."

He hadn't expected anyone from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to participate, much less so brazenly reveal their identity.

The martial artist asked in a trembling voice, "May I ask your position in the Divine Cult?"

"I can't tell you that much."

"Yes, I understand."

In truth, Lee Ahn was just as surprised. No, she was even more surprised than the martial artist taking the registration. She had expected Geom Mugeuk to hide their identities and give a fake one, especially with that woman listening from behind them.

Surely he didn't do that just to look good in front of that woman, right?

She thought there was no way Geom Mugeuk would do that, but then again, the woman was so beautiful that he might have felt compelled to.

The martial artist at the registration desk handed them a participation ticket. "The preliminaries will be held in three days."

Then he said to the people in that line, "Please wait just a moment."

He left his seat and ran off somewhere.

Lee Ahn turned around. Cha Yiran must have heard the name Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but she didn't seem particularly surprised.

"You're not surprised."

"I told you I was fearless."

The two women's gazes locked in midair.

"Still, it seems you chose the wrong line today," Cha Yiran said.

After that, Lee Ahn strode away.

As Geom Mugeuk followed, Cha Yiran spoke to him, as if intending for Lee Ahn to hear. "Let's have a meal together sometime."

Geom Mugeuk gave a faint smile and a slight bow before following Lee Ahn out.


When the two of them had left the grand training grounds and exited the Mythical Sect completely, Lee Ahn finally spoke. "A peerless beauty asked you to dinner. Why didn't you make plans?"

"We'll end up eating with her later anyway."

Lee Ahn gave him a questioning gaze.

"That woman will approach us again," Geom Mugeuk explained.

At those words, Lee Ahn's steps halted. Her stiff expression completely softened.

"Right? That's it, isn't it? That woman knew our identities and approached us intentionally, right? You knew, didn't you? That's why you revealed your identity."

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, a wave of relief washed over Lee Ahn's heart. "Ah, I was so nervous. I was worried the Young Cult Leader had fallen for that suspicious woman."

It was a dishonest statement. She should have said a beautiful woman, not a suspicious one.

"But there's another reason I revealed our identities," Geom Mugeuk said.

"What reason is that?"

"Because of you."

"......"

Lee Ahn blinked, her expression uncomprehending.

A truly unexpected reason emerged. "If you become the world's number one beauty under a false identity, it would be meaningless, wouldn't it?"

"!"

"Lee Ahn of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is the world's number one beauty. That's how it must be known to the world."

Lee Ahn could tell that Geom Mugeuk was sincere.

"And there was one more reason," he continued. "That way, you won't have to deal with annoying things in your life."

If people knew the world's number one beauty was from the Demonic Cult, who would dare bother her? Even if a lecher from the murim wanted to see the world's number one beauty, and even if he was taken with her, would he dare to approach if he knew she was from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

Ah! So you revealed it because of me.

Lee Ahn was deeply moved. To think she had misunderstood the Young Cult Leader who was so considerate of her.

"But how did you know that woman approached us intentionally?"

The reason was simple. It was because he knew her.

She was one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. The Seventh King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Flower Queen. She was the world's number one beauty during the time the Twelve Zodiac Kings ruled the world. She garnered the attention of martial artists with her stunning beauty, but no one knew her true identity.

All sorts of rumors circulated. There were even claims that she had attained her position among the Twelve Zodiac Kings through her beauty. There was also a rumor that one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings had loved her and placed her in that position. However, that was just nonsense spoken by those who didn't know her.

"She is an assassin."

"!"

Lee Ahn's eyes widened in shock. She had never once imagined that beautiful woman could be an assassin. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't told her, she would not have easily believed it.

A true assassin, unknown to the world.

During the era when the Twelve Zodiac Kings ruled the murim, the most famous assassin known to the world was the Fourth King, the Death King. However, she operated in secret until the very moment of her death. Living with the dishonorable title of 'the Flower of the Twelve Zodiac Kings', it was only after her death that martial artists learned she was a truly outstanding assassin. Why she lived such a life was never known to the world.

She was the most beautiful assassin in the history of the murim, and the one with the most outstanding skills. Even though the Death King held all the fame as an assassin, she did not desire that fame. In that respect, she was truly a blade in the darkness.

The reason Geom Mugeuk had stared at her so intently earlier was first out of surprise, and later because he thought she was approaching him to use a honey trap.

"So she approached with you as her target," Lee Ahn said, tensing up.

An assassin and a bodyguard. An opponent fated to be her polar opposite.

Fortunately, the target was not Geom Mugeuk.

"Her target isn't me."

What if he hadn't chosen the Saintess's Dream from the Murim Vault? What if he hadn't given it to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman? What if he hadn't left the cult to meet the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman? He wouldn't be here. His presence here was entirely his own choice and will. However, this competition had been decided upon long before that.

In other words, separate from her approaching him now, her purpose for organizing and participating in this competition was something else entirely.

Geom Mugeuk stopped walking. He looked at a poster for the world's number one beauty competition pasted on a wall.

Only then did Lee Ahn understand. "The target was the Evil Alliance Chairman."

If one became the world's number one beauty, the prize was to attend a banquet with the Evil Alliance Chairman. A woman like her could surely achieve that title.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. If it was an assassination that required her to act personally, the target would likely be the Evil Alliance Chairman. Of course, that might not be the case, or the situation might have changed due to his intervention. Geom Mugeuk intended to prepare for all possibilities.

"The way to stop her is simple."

"You just have to kill her, Young Cult Leader."

"But nothing has been confirmed yet, has it?"

"Ah, right. Then how do we stop her?"

Geom Mugeuk said with a meaningful smile, "You just have to become the world's number one beauty. That way, you can stop that woman from attending the banquet. Lee Ahn, the world's number one beauty, saves the Evil Alliance Chairman!"

"Stop teasing me!"

Could she really beat that woman and be chosen as the world's number one beauty? Lee Ahn recalled the image of the woman walking toward her earlier. Even thinking about it again, she couldn't believe the woman was an assassin.

"It must have been fate that we got entangled. After all, she joined our line right when it was the shortest."

One might think it was fate that they ended up in the same line, but Geom Mugeuk knew that wasn't the case.

The secret assassin organization led by the Flower Queen was the Beautiful Bridges. The assassins of the Beautiful Bridges were all women. And it was said they were all beautiful women.

"I don't think it was a coincidence that our line was the shortest when she joined."

"What do you mean by that? Don't tell me..."

"Yes. The assassins she leads stood in the other lines to manipulate the length, all so she could naturally stand behind us."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk now understood for certain why they had organized a competition to choose the world's number one beauty instead of a duel tournament. Here, bustling with countless women gathered from all over the Central Plains, the assassins of the Beautiful Bridges could blend in naturally without arousing any suspicion.

It was impossible to know how many of them had come, but one thing was certain.

"This street is now filled with beautiful assassins."


Chapter 688: You Always Seem to Be in a Daze When You Enter This Room

"Father, you called for me?"

Ahn Hupyeong stepped into the main hall where the Mythical Sect Leader was managing his affairs.

The Mythical Sect Leader was Ahn Cheongwang. He was a truly legendary figure who had elevated the Mythical Sect from an ordinary local sect into a great one, known by everyone in the unorthodox faction.

His martial arts were profound and his personality was far from ordinary. If someone harmed him, he would certainly seek revenge, and he had the courage to not even blink with a sword at his throat. On top of that, he possessed a desire for success that was stronger than anyone else's.

Two guests were in the main hall, and Ahn Hupyeong flinched with surprise when he saw who they were.

They were two masters who were always mentioned when discussing his father's legend. Along with his father, they were the main figures who had built the Mythical Sect into what it was today.

The Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade.

If they had not assisted his father as if it were their own business, he would never have been able to grow the Mythical Sect to its current size. For this reason, his father valued them more than his own family.

And as long as his father's ambitions were still in motion, they would not be discarded after their usefulness had ended.

It was normally difficult to see these two, yet here they were together in the same room.

"I greet the Elders."

Ahn Hupyeong greeted them politely.

The two masters simply acknowledged him with a nod, receiving his greeting with only their eyes. Ahn Hupyeong was naturally displeased by such an attitude.

Even if I'm young, I'm still the Young Sect Leader.

It's been a while, couldn't they at least ask how I've been?

It was not them he hated, but his father. Those two masters were inherently heartless and wicked men.

However, if his father cherished and trusted him, they would not treat him so dismissively, at least out of respect for his father.

Just how much must my father disapprove of me for them to ignore me like this?

Ahn Cheongwang asked abruptly.

"I heard you met the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman?"

"Yes, I'm on my way back from seeing her."

"Why did you meet someone who was summoned to be a judge?"

"Isn't the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman the owner of the most famous brothel in the Central Plains? I thought she must be an extraordinary person, so I went to see if there was something I could learn."

Ahn Hupyeong carefully hid his true thoughts.

Honestly, if he could have his way, he would have asked this.

Have you fallen for that woman? Is that why you summoned the owner of a mere brothel to be a judge?

But if he did that, knowing his father's personality, a fiery reprimand would surely come. Furthermore, saying such a thing in front of the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade might get him beaten to death.

"I heard that you changed the judge to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman at the last minute."

It would be nice if he would just tell me he changed it for this or that reason.

"This is not a matter for you to interfere in."

This is why I can't help but be suspicious and worried.

Not a matter for me to interfere in? The sect's assets are on the line. How is that just your property, Father?

Just then, a subordinate entered the hall to report.

"It's said that among the contestants in this tournament, there is someone from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Ahn Cheongwang's expression immediately hardened. The Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade, who were with him, also glanced at each other.

"Are you certain?"

"We are currently investigating through the Evil Alliance."

"Report as soon as you find out."

"......"

The subordinate hurried outside.

Ahn Cheongwang, who was about to turn to the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade, dismissed his son as well.

"You may leave now."

Ahn Hupyeong bowed politely. As he was leaving, he glanced back at his father from the doorway. His father was speaking with the two masters, his expression serious.

What's so serious?

If it were a duel tournament, I could understand, but isn't this a beauty pageant?

What difference did it make if a contestant was from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult or the daughter of a righteous hero from the orthodox sects? It was just a tournament held for the entire murim to enjoy.

When the decision to hold the tournament was first made, his father had said this.

[With this tournament, there will be no one in the Central Plains who does not know the name of our sect.]

If it becomes a tournament where even the Demonic Cult participates, doesn't that better suit the purpose?

However, the current atmosphere was not that of such a festival.

Something I don't know about is definitely happening.

When he stepped out of the main hall, Sa Chu, who had been waiting, delivered some news.

"Teacher Yong has arrived and gone to see the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

Ahn Hupyeong was startled by this unexpected information.

"Already? How?"

"The Chief summoned him, so Teacher Yong was already here at the sect."

Teacher Yong was usually away. But his father had even summoned Teacher Yong to the sect? This made him even more curious about what was happening.

"And he went without even meeting me?"

"You know Teacher Yong's personality, don't you?"

Of course, he knew it well. He was an impatient and selfish man. He was truly uncontrollable, but he was at least a man whose skills were recognized.

The reason such a man was called Teacher was because he himself wanted to be called that.

His father did not use him for important tasks, believing he would cause a major incident one day. Thanks to that, he was able to join forces with him.

"You knew that Teacher Yong is a difficult person to control, didn't you?"

That's why I told you not to call him.

Ahn Hupyeong scowled and glared at Sa Chu.

"If you had done your job properly, I wouldn't have had to call him."

Sa Chu did not make excuses and simply lowered his head. He knew what kind of person Ahn Hupyeong was. He was someone who saw the other person's excuses as a challenge. In situations like this, it was best to just stay quiet.

Ahn Hupyeong walked away quickly. This was not the time to be grilling Sa Chu.

I have to see that detestable bastard get beaten up myself.

Especially that guy who was as handsome as a gigolo. Today's target was him.

Ahn Hupyeong strode toward the guest quarters where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was staying.


The words Teacher Yong had heard most often were these.

"Even for the unorthodox sects, isn't this too much?"

His entire life was summarized in those words.

He had committed acts without hesitation that would make even the most considerable villains of the unorthodox sects shake their heads.

Today, such a man, Teacher Yong, was angry.

The Chief had summoned him, so he had rushed to the Mythical Sect as if he had wings. He arrived full of anticipation, wondering why he had been called, but two days had passed and he had not seen the Chief's face even once.

However, his anger erupted when he heard that the Sect Leader was meeting with the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade, who had only just arrived today, first.

"Leeches living off their past fame!"

As soon as Ahn Hupyeong became the Chief, he planned to deal with those two first. To do that, he had to complete the task assigned by the future Chief.

Teacher Yong arrived at the guest quarters where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was staying.

Sa Chu had told him to 'take care of' the most handsome one among the bodyguards.

Consider yourself unlucky today.

Because his standard for 'taking care of' was going to be a bit more violent today.

Teacher Yong slowly pushed open the door to the guest quarters.

The scene inside then unfolded before him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were sitting side by side drinking tea, while the Faceless Warriors were scattered around the room, resting.

The gazes of everyone inside turned toward Teacher Yong in unison.

Why did he do it? Really, why did he do it?

SRRRK, THUD.

Teacher Yong closed the door again. He shut it quietly, like someone who had come to the wrong room.

After closing the door, Teacher Yong stood in front of it and asked himself a question.

Why did I close the door?

No one had drawn a weapon, and no one had even shown any killing intent. They had only looked at him in a completely peaceful atmosphere.

Unable to handle their gazes, his hand had closed the door on its own.

Don't tell me I was scared? That can't be!

He was bewildered, as this had never happened to him before.

It was at that very moment.

PWAK!

A single throwing knife pierced through the door.

The protruding knife stopped right in front of the left eye of the man standing before the door. If it had come out just a little further, his eye would have been pierced.

Even while looking at the blade sticking out before his eyes, Teacher Yong did not back away. He had a gut feeling that this was not an attack meant to kill him.

PWAK!

Another throwing knife shot through from the side. Indeed, this one also stopped precisely in front of his other eye.

Still, Teacher Yong did not move back.

PWAK!

The next throwing knife that came through stopped before his throat, but Teacher Yong did not retreat.

PWAK!

The next one that emerged stopped before his heart.

All four throwing knives were aimed at his vital points.

It was not meant to kill from the start. It was a demonstration, showing that they could aim precisely at his vital points.

One might think it is no big deal for a martial artist to pierce a door with a throwing knife, but the technique just displayed was no ordinary skill.

The knives had emerged without the slightest tilt, having precisely calculated the positions of his eyes and throat outside the door. The astonishing part was the precise distance control, stopping just short of touching him.

Moreover, the problem was that it was not one person who had thrown multiple knives.

The throwing knives were all different.

Since it was unlikely for one person to carry so many different knives, it meant that several people had taken turns displaying their skill.

That can't be.

For it to look as if one person had thrown them all meant that their skills were not only outstanding but also uniform.

SWOOOSH.

The protruding throwing knives all withdrew back inside at once.

The slowly disappearing knives seemed to be saying this.

Go back if you want to live.

Normally, he would have smashed the door down and charged in immediately.

How dare they do this to me? I would have twisted and broken the wrists of the bastards who threw the knives. I was only told to rough him up a bit, but I would have destroyed them all.

Because that was the kind of person he was.

However, his body would not move. He did not feel like it. But he could not just turn back either.

Endure it even after being humiliated? He had never done that in his life.

If I just leave, what will I tell the Young Sect Leader? What if rumors spread within the sect that I turned back because I was scared?

He should have left when his instincts first warned him.

His survival instinct could not overcome the life he had led out of habit.

He opened the door again and strode inside, shouting imposingly.

"Are you bastards wearing veils like a bunch of girls?"

However, at the sight within, Teacher Yong flinched in surprise, his eyes widening.

Huh?

The people inside were not wearing veils. Instead of veils, they wore pure white masks.

CREAAAK.

The white mask closing the door behind him was smiling.


When Ahn Hupyeong arrived at the guest quarters, he had expected to hear wailing, but it was surprisingly quiet.

"Don't tell me... they didn't kill him, did they?"

Sa Chu replied to Ahn Hupyeong's worry.

"Just in case, I told him they were the Chief's guests."

Ahn Hupyeong was relieved at those words. Teacher Yong was selfish, but he was afraid of his father.

Ahn Hupyeong looked on in anticipation.

He anticipated the sight of that bodyguard bastard collapsed on the floor, his face swollen and all his front teeth broken.

You smiled so arrogantly, didn't you? Let's see if you can smile today.

And he planned to personally rip off and tear up the bastard's damn veil. That is, if Teacher Yong had not torn it up already.

With that thought, Ahn Hupyeong opened the door to the guest quarters and stepped inside.

"If you've arrived, you should have seen me first..."

Ahn Hupyeong fell silent. Teacher Yong, who he had naturally expected to be there, was not in the room.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was drinking tea, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been looking out the window, turned to look this way. The rest of the Faceless Warriors were scattered around the guest quarters. Some were cleaning their weapons, some were resting on chairs, and some were folding clothes.

Seeing them in such a peaceful moment, Ahn Hupyeong turned to Sa Chu and questioned him with his eyes.

What happened? Didn't you say Teacher Yong came here first?

Sa Chu made a face that said he did not know either.

An Hpueyong turned his head again and asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Did anyone happen to come here?"

At that, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shook her head.

"No, no one came."

Right, if he had come, there's no way these bastards would be so unscathed.

Ahn Hupyeong's gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The man who had been standing by the window was now standing behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, looking at him.

The other Faceless Warriors were also looking at him. No one was smiling.

A bunch of mere bodyguards!

It was extremely unpleasant to be stared at so brazenly by them, when he was the Young Sect Leader of the Mythical Sect.

Furthermore, their gazes held no respect or fear. They were unpleasant gazes, as if looking at a caged animal.

Where the hell did he go without smashing these guys up?

Meanwhile, Sa Chu was examining the door.

He had seen a mark left on the door when they just entered. So he checked the inside as well, and there was a mark in the same spot.

It's the mark of a blade piercing through!

Realizing it was a mark that had not been there when he first came earlier, the hairs on his arms stood on end.

No way... he was here?

He looked around. Not a single piece of furniture was broken. A fight with him had broken out, yet the room was this pristine?

Crucially, no one in this room was injured. There was not even a scratch.

And what a master Teacher Yong was.

However, the reason that made his heart uneasy was the same.

There was no way that ill-tempered and impatient man would say he was going and then not show up.

What if, by some chance, they killed Teacher Yong? The body?

This was the Mythical Sect. It was hard enough to believe they could kill him without anyone getting hurt, but how did they dispose of the body?

Just then, Sa Chu looked at the Faceless Warrior who was close to him.

The Faceless Warrior was staring intently at him. The Faceless Warrior standing behind that one was also looking at him with a similar gaze.

The moment he saw that strange, indescribable gaze, a chill ran down his spine and he knew instinctively.

These crazy bastards killed Teacher Yong!

Just then, Ahn Hupyeong walked over to him and said.

"What are you doing? You always seem to be in a daze whenever you enter this room."

Ahn Hupyeong left the room without bidding farewell to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and just as Sa Chu was about to follow!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly raised his hand and made a 'shhh' gesture.

At that sight, Sa Chu's heart sank.

He realized that I realized.

The next moment, the rest of the Faceless Warriors raised their fingers in a single, synchronized motion.

Shhh!

Everyone was looking at him, making a 'shhh' gesture. It was the most terrifying and bizarre sight he had ever seen in his life.

Just then, Ahn Hupyeong shouted from behind him.

"What are you gawking at? Stop dawdling and get out here!"

Sa Chu reflexively looked back at Ahn Hupyeong, then glanced back inside the guest quarters.

As if nothing had happened, the people inside were drinking tea, folding clothes, yawning, and each doing their own thing.


Chapter 689: No Refunds

"What are you thinking so hard about! What's with you today?"

Sa Chu was still half dazed, even after they had left the guest hall.

Under Ahn Hupyeong's displeased gaze, Sa Chu lowered his head. "It's nothing, sir."

"Go find Master Yong right now. Find out where the hell he is and what he's doing, and bring him here immediately!"

How could he possibly find someone who was no longer there? Was Master Yong melted with Bone Dissolving Acid and washed away, or was he buried somewhere in the rear garden?

Sa Chu hesitated. He knew that he should have been honest. He should have explained that Master Yong was likely killed by those people, and that they had even warned him to keep his mouth shut.

What would happen if he told the truth?

Ahn Hupyeong would surely run straight to the Chief. And how would the Chief react to the news?

He had kept Master Yong around despite his haughty and willful behavior solely for his martial arts. A furious reprimand would surely fall upon him for getting him killed on a useless errand.

And what would happen after that? Would he mobilize all the martial artists to go and kill them?

Or wouldn't they just decide to leave them be until the tournament was over?

That seemed like a strong possibility. The tournament was far too important, as it had already been widely announced throughout the murim.

Besides, they still didn't know why the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had been invited to be a judge.

So, what if holding them accountable for Master Yong's death was postponed?

Sa Chu thought of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors. If they were capable of killing Master Yong without a trace, then killing him would be a simple matter. In the end, he would pay the price for ignoring their warning to stay silent.

Even if the decision was made to capture them immediately, could they really catch them all?

Sending a few masters would be nowhere near enough. And they wouldn't start a war right before such a major tournament.

No matter the outcome of his words.

I will die.

If Ahn Hupyeong had been a leader who cherished him, he wouldn't have reached the conclusion that he needed to save his own skin first.

"I don't think we'll be able to find Master Yong."

"What do you mean?" Ahn Hupyeong demanded.

Sa Chu wasn't saying this because the man was dead, but to save himself from a palpable killing intent.

"I believe the Chief may have intervened and sent him back."

"Father?"

"You know Master Yong's personality, don't you, sir? It's impossible that he wouldn't have come after saying he would. But since he's not here... who else could have stopped him midway?"

It was a plausible guess, so Ahn Hupyeong nodded in agreement.

It had been strange from the start that his father had summoned Master Yong in advance. He must have done it to prevent him from using the man for this kind of work.

"Fine, forget Master Yong. Just find out who those veiled bastards are. They're clearly not ordinary."

Ahn Hupyeong started walking away, then added as if he had just remembered something.

"Oh, and I heard a woman from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is attending this tournament. Find out where she's staying."

A beauty from the Demonic Cult? He had never had the pleasure of being with a woman from the Demonic Cult before. This was his chance.

Even in this situation, his lust and desire for women remained as strong as ever.

"Yes, I understand."

Sa Chu let out a sigh and glanced back toward the guest hall, now far behind him.

In that instant, Sa Chu flinched in shock. A gasp escaped his lips.

The Faceless Warriors were plastered against the guest hall window, staring directly at him. There were so many of them that he wondered if it was even possible for that many faces to fit in a single window.

The sight was as bizarre and terrifying as their earlier 'shushing' gesture.

Sa Chu whipped around and quickened his pace, fleeing the area.

Find out who they are?

Ah! He really didn't want to know.


Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn took a room at an inn located in the marketplace.

"A large room with two beds, please."

Lee Ahn was startled. She had naturally assumed they would get two separate rooms, but Geom Mugeuk had only requested one.

"We'll sleep in the same room until this tournament is over."

Now that he had confirmed their opponent was an assassin, he had no intention of letting her sleep alone.

Feeling needlessly shy, Lee Ahn spoke. "You still don't trust my skills."

"That's not it. I need you to protect me."

The inn owner smiled warmly, wearing an expression that seemed to say, 'I know exactly what you're up to.'

"Let's eat first. You've never had Anhui province cuisine, have you?"

"No. Have you, Young Master?"

"Of course I have."

Geom Mugeuk called over a waiter and skillfully ordered their food. He was well-acquainted with the region's famous dishes and smoothly ordered things that would suit Lee Ahn's palate.

"My, when did you come here and try all this?"

I got to eat it thanks to you. Because you saved my life.

The inn was filled with people who had come to participate in the tournament. Lee Ahn's gaze deepened as she watched them.

Geom Mugeuk had said it earlier. This street was full of beautiful assassins.

If that was true, it was possible that among the people eating right next to them was an assassin under her command.

"You asked me to protect you, Young Master, but I didn't even realize that woman was an assassin."

A bodyguard was supposed to be good at sensing assassins. They had to be.

But she hadn't sensed at all that the woman was an assassin. She had even felt jealous of her. Thinking about it now, it was so embarrassing. It would be embarrassing for a long, long time.

"That's because they are special assassins."

"But you recognized her, Young Cult Leader?"

That's because I already knew.

"That's because I'm a special person."

Lee Ahn laughed at Geom Mugeuk's boast, which she hadn't heard in a while.

"They probably didn't receive the typical training that assassins go through. That's why you can't feel the unique habits or the specific aura of an assassin."

She and the Beautiful Bridges she led were not ordinary assassins, after all.

Lee Ahn nodded and said. "They wouldn't have needed assassin training. They possess a weapon more powerful than any other."

The price for that enchanting smile would be one's life.


Three days later.

Lee Ahn's expression was grim as she walked out of the building where the preliminaries had been held.

She walked with her head down, trudging along.

"I knew this would happen. Me, the world number one beauty? I knew it when they made such a fuss before it even started! That's why I told you I didn't want to do it!"

She waited for words of comfort, but there was no reaction from Geom Mugeuk.

When she lifted her head, she saw Geom Mugeuk already crossing the training ground, walking far ahead of her.

"......"

Lee Ahn hurriedly ran after Geom Mugeuk. "Where are you going?"

"Where do you think? We have to hurry and prepare for the main competition."

"I told you, I was eliminated."

"A monkey can fall from a tree, and the Sword King can drop his sword, but there's no way you'd be eliminated from a beauty contest. Especially not in the preliminaries."

A hint of joy flickered across Lee Ahn's face. She was happier about Geom Mugeuk's words than about passing the preliminaries.

"Don't praise me so much! I'll... I'll really start to expect things."

"All the better to tease you with later."

He had hoped to at least see the face of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but she wasn't at the preliminary judging. It seemed she would be judging from the main competition onward.

The preliminaries had ended the moment she removed her veil.

"But where are we going now?"

"Didn't I say we're going to prepare for the main competition?"

"Where?"

The place Geom Mugeuk took her was a building a little ways off from the marketplace.

From the outside, you couldn't even tell what it sold, but upon entering, they found it was a clothing shop.

It was different from the other shops in the marketplace. It handled very precious clothes. They were garments made by renowned artisans from all over, and naturally, the prices were high.

"How did you know about this place?"

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman told me. She said to bring you here later and buy you a dress."

"Ah, I see."

It seemed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, unable to look after her personally, had spoken to Geom Mugeuk in advance.

And she hadn't only spoken to Geom Mugeuk.

"Welcome."

A middle-aged woman who appeared to be the owner came out to greet the two. She too seemed to have been contacted by the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, as her attitude toward them was very respectful.

"Please, choose a dress you like."

Lee Ahn looked around the interior. There were so many gorgeous and beautiful clothes that she felt rather flustered.

"I've... never been to a place like this before."

Was Lee Ahn the only one? Geom Mugeuk had never been to a place like this either.

"Take your time and choose."

The middle-aged woman held back for the time being, watching to see what kind of dress she would pick.

Lee Ahn looked over the clothes. Since they were made by artisans, how could the quality be anything but superb?

However, as someone who had only ever worn a martial arts uniform, she couldn't quite judge which dress was good or which would suit her.

Then, Lee Ahn's gaze stopped before a pure white palace gown that caught her eye. It didn't have any flashy patterns, but it was a dress that accentuated the figure more than the one she was currently wearing.

"Could I really wear a dress like that?"

Her face was already turning red just from imagining it.

"If it's just once in your life, wouldn't it be okay to try it on at least once?"

After a moment of deliberation, Lee Ahn made her decision. Geom Mugeuk's words had helped her decide.

"I'll take that one, please."

At that, the middle-aged woman smiled. "An excellent choice. It's a dress made stitch by stitch by an artisan."

Lee Ahn had never owned such an expensive dress. If I wear that, I'll be too afraid of tearing it to even draw my sword!

Just then, someone spoke from behind her.

"I'll buy that dress."

Turning around, she saw a woman entering the shop.

To her surprise, it was Cha Yiran.

Even though she now knew her opponent was an assassin, Lee Ahn treated her naturally.

"They say if a coincidence keeps happening, it's not a coincidence. We meet again."

Cha Yiran was honest about the encounter. "This time, it's not a coincidence."

It probably wasn't last time either.

"I saw this Young Lady enter here and followed you in."

"......"

"To scout what kind of dress my competitor is buying."

Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk and gave him an enchanting nod of greeting.

"And to have that meal we couldn't have."

She was frank.

Faced with her blatant show of interest, Lee Ahn gave an unexpected response.

"Could I ask you for a favor?"

"Go ahead."

Please stay away from my bodyguard! Instead, she said.

"Please help me pick a dress."

At the unexpected request, Cha Yiran wore an expression of interest.

"That's not a request you should be making of a competitor."

"And asking a competitor's bodyguard out for a meal isn't something one should do either."

Cha Yiran smiled as if in acknowledgment. "You have a point."

A smile suited her well. She was charming no matter how she smiled.

"Alright, I'll pick one out for you."

She scanned the clothes hanging inside.

First, she dismissed the dress Lee Ahn had initially chosen.

"No matter how many stitches the artisan put into it, this dress doesn't suit this Young Lady."

She also explained why.

"This Young Lady has a pure face. If the clothes are also pure, it becomes cliché and boring. That dress over there would be a much better fit."

She pointed to a vibrant red palace gown hanging on the opposite side. It was more revealing and far more flamboyant than the white gown.

After a moment of hesitation between the two dresses, Lee Ahn told the middle-aged woman.

"I'll take both, please."

She also revealed her reason for buying both.

"Whether I believe Young Lady Cha's words or not, I have to buy both."

"What do you mean?"

"If what Young Lady Cha says is true, then this white gown would suit you, so I should buy it. And if you were lying, then it would suit me, so I should buy it."

Cha Yiran smiled brightly. How could anyone look at a woman smiling like that and think of an assassin? It was that kind of smile.

Lee Ahn sent Geom Mugeuk a telepathy message. [I had no choice, for the sake of appearances.]

[One of them is coming out of your monthly salary.]

[No! I can't walk around wearing a year's worth of my earnings!]

The middle-aged woman wrapped up the clothes in Lee Ahn's size, and Geom Mugeuk paid for them.

After buying the clothes, the three of them left the shop.

Cha Yiran said to Geom Mugeuk. "Let's have a meal. You promised we would."

Geom Mugeuk smiled slightly and refused. "I have never made such a promise."

"Just for a moment."

She glanced at Lee Ahn.

"No. Even if the Young Lady gives her permission, I will not."

At Geom Mugeuk's firm words, Cha Yiran smiled and said. "This just makes me want to be with you more, doesn't it?"

Lee Ahn smiled, then bid her farewell. "It seems I should have let you have the white dress."

She walked away, leaving behind the implication that Cha Yiran needed to be prettier to tempt her bodyguard.

Geom Mugeuk followed behind her, holding the clothes in both hands.

Watching their retreating figures, Cha Yiran smiled. "Cute."

Cha Yiran lifted her head and looked at the sky. As her expression turned blank, she looked like a different woman. Her clear eyes turned cold, and her bright charm transformed into a dark, demonic allure.

"No matter what dress you wear, a person who is meant to die will die."


The road back to the inn was a road of regret.

"I'm ruined! I'm the kind of person who saves money even when buying a single meal. Ah! Style is fleeting, but debt is forever."

"And there wasn't even any style."

"This won't do. I'm going back right now to return it."

"That elegant and kind-looking owner said this when I was paying. Sorry, but no refunds!"

"She didn't even want the white dress!"

Lee Ahn, who had been agonizing, suddenly had a sparkle in her eyes.

"In that case, there's only one way."

"Right, thirty thousand taels!"

Shouting about their one shot at life, the two returned to the inn.

Unexpected people were waiting for them there.

It was none other than the Young Master, Ahn Hupyeong, and Sa Chu.

"They've arrived."

At Sa Chu's words, Ahn Hupyeong, who was sitting with his back to them, lowered his voice into a refined tone without turning around.

"You're the first woman to ever make me wait like this."


Chapter 690: Is Being Told You Resemble Your Son Something to Get Angry About?

Ahn Hupyeong got up from his seat and turned around slowly, aiming to appear as cool and leisurely as possible.

"I am from the Mythical Sect..."

The moment he saw Lee Ahn, Ahn Hupyeong found himself at a loss for words.

The two eyes that stared at him from over the veil seemed capable of sucking in one's very soul. Where could such eyes possibly exist in the world? They were right in front of him.

His mind went completely blank as his heart began to pound fiercely. A natural resolution formed from the frantic beating in his chest.

I will make this woman mine, no matter what.

This resolution was so strong that even Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, who stood opposite him, could sense it.

"Who are you?"

At Lee Ahn's question, Ahn Hupyeong finally regained his senses and completed his introduction.

"I am Ahn Hupyeong, the 소Chief of the Mythical Sect."

He spoke with confidence but did not receive the reaction he anticipated.

Lee Ahn simply continued to gaze at him with a blank expression.

"I've introduced myself."

It was a clear prompt for her to introduce herself in return. Lee Ahn replied in a low voice.

"I think you already know who I am, since you came looking for me."

"Of course, I do."

Ahn Hupyeong was not afraid at all, even though she was a member of the Demonic Cult. To him, who had never properly encountered a member of the cult, the Demonic Cult was something that existed in a distant world, far outside his sheltered life.

"What business brings you to me?"

Ahn Hupyeong was having an unfamiliar experience. No woman had ever treated him so coldly after learning of his status.

Is this what a woman of the Demonic Cult is like?

Ahn Hupyeong had fallen for this woman at first sight. It had been a long time since his heart had pounded like this.

"Please, sit for a moment."

Lee Ahn waited for a telepathic message from Geom Mugeuk, but he remained silent. This meant she was expected to handle the situation herself.

[This matter must be related to the Mythical Sect, right?]

He did, however, answer Lee Ahn's telepathic question.

[It's not just related. They're probably deeply involved.]

In a conflict like this, the side with more information would ultimately hold the advantage.

[Let's use this man to find out the Mythical Sect's internal situation.]

Lee Ahn took a seat across from Ahn Hupyeong.

As Geom Mugeuk positioned himself behind Lee Ahn, Ahn Hupyeong finally registered his presence. He had been so focused on Lee Ahn that he had failed to notice him until now.

With such feelings, it was natural for him to dislike the young, handsome bodyguard. Ahn Hupyeong shot a cold glare at Geom Mugeuk, but Geom Mugeuk stayed composed, pretending not to notice.

Sa Chu, who was observing the exchange, found the scene strangely familiar.

That composure... where had he encountered it before?

For a mere bodyguard to be so unruffled... The thought struck Sa Chu, and he flinched in surprise.

That handsome bastard who wore a veil!

Sa Chu was reminded of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. That bastard had also stood behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman with that exact same composed expression.

Ahn Hupyeong, meanwhile, could not tear his gaze away from Lee Ahn.

"I've traveled all over the Central Plains and met many a Divine Cult martial artist, but I don't believe I've ever met someone as beautiful as you."

"Who from our Cult have you met?"

Caught off guard by such a direct question, Ahn Hupyeong was inwardly flustered. Who from the Demonic Cult did he even know? The name he finally managed to recall was one he had only heard in passing.

"I've met the Demon Supreme."

This bluff, as it turned out, wasn't a lie. He really had met the Demon Supreme without realizing it. He had even been warned that he would die if he smiled again.

Before the woman sitting across from him could ask which Demon Supreme he had met, Ahn Hupyeong quickly added something else.

"Ah, I also briefly met the Demonic Army General last time. I had to cooperate with him on a matter for my sect."

The only names he had heard from the Demonic Cult were Demon Supreme and the Demonic Army General. Still, the Demonic Army General was an easier name to drop than Demon Supreme.

Lee Ahn gave a faint smile. He completely misinterpreted her obvious sneer.

That's right. I know both the Demon Supreme and the Demonic Army General, so how can you act so arrogant? You see me differently now, don't you?

Ahn Hupyeong even pushed further with a question.

"Have you ever seen the Demonic Army General?"

When Lee Ahn only continued to smile, he spoke with even greater excitement.

"You probably haven't. He's a very busy man. In fact, even I only saw him for a moment. I promised to take him somewhere nice the next time he's in Anhui, so let's go see him together then."

Ahn Hupyeong offered Lee Ahn a drink, continuing his ridiculous bluff.

"Here, have a drink on me."

"No, thank you."

Lee Ahn refused, but he poured a drink into the cup in front of her anyway.

"They say a drink helps break the ice when you first meet, don't they? Come on, let's have a drink."

"I don't just drink with anyone."

"Anyone?"

"Because I know nothing about you. I don't even know if you're really the 소Chief of the Mythical Sect."

Seizing the opportunity, Ahn Hupyeong spoke.

"Would you like a tour of our main hall?"

"I was just there today for the preliminaries."

"Not that part. Don't you want to see the stage where the finals will be held? If you're lucky, you might even get a chance to meet the judge."

Sa Chu, who was listening, frowned. He knew the person Ahn Hupyeong was referring to was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Taking her there just to impress a woman? His leader was more than capable of doing something so ridiculous.

We can't go there!

He truly never wanted to set foot in that reception hall again.

"Let's go. I promise you won't regret it, Young Lady."

Lee Ahn, who had already stood up, hesitated for a moment.

He, who never allowed a woman to look down on him, now simply waited for her answer.

"I'll change my clothes and come down."

With those words, Lee Ahn headed up to the second floor.

Ahn Hupyeong smiled with satisfaction.

It worked! She fell for it!

Right. As if she could keep acting so aloof. How could she refuse an invitation from the 소Chief of the Mythical Sect himself?

Just then, his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's as the bodyguard followed Lee Ahn upstairs.

Pretending not to see the fierce glare, Geom Mugeuk also went up to the second floor.

"It was the same with that bastard next to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Why are such unpleasant guys always hanging around?"

If you felt that way, you shouldn't get close to them!

Sa Chu barely managed to suppress the words he wanted to scream.

Perhaps because the pair reminded him of the man who protected the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Sa Chu had a bad feeling about them.

"You must be careful. We don't even know what position that woman holds in the Demonic Cult."

"Why? You think she's hiding some incredible skill?"

The problem was that he couldn't tell. Cases like this usually meant one of two things. Either her skills were so insignificant he couldn't sense them, or she was far stronger than him.

It was unlikely that such a young woman was much stronger than him. Besides, the young bodyguard standing behind her also seemed to have negligible skills.

And yet, why did he feel so uneasy?

Ahn Hupyeong had his own reasons for being convinced that Lee Ahn was no master.

"How could she be skilled with a face like that? If you had that face, would you be spending your time training in martial arts?"

That wasn't the only reason born from his hope that she wasn't some formidable woman.

"Would a woman of high status even enter a competition like this? Stop your useless worrying and tell the servants to clean my room. And have them prepare drinks and food."

While he was swelling with a dream that could never come true, Lee Ahn was asking for Geom Mugeuk's opinion.

"It's okay to go, right?"

"You've already decided, haven't you?"

"I'm just worried it might be the wrong decision. Ah! Making decisions is the hardest thing in the world! From now on, you make the decisions, Young Master. If you tell me to beat someone up, I'll beat them up. If you say, 'Kill them and bury the body!' I'll bury it!"

"Young Lady, I am merely a bodyguard."

"That's my life! Give me back my life!"

She was only making a fuss. In truth, Lee Ahn had already made a firm decision.

She was only joking around because it was Geom Mugeuk. She knew very well how dangerous this mission was.

This mission was a conspiracy by an assassin she couldn't detect to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman. It was the event from the prophecy where Geom Mugeuk would be stabbed in the chest by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's throwing knife.

Lee Ahn placed the white palace gown, one of the two outfits Geom Mugeuk had brought, onto the bed.

If she could just prevent that from happening, she would be willing to go on stage naked, never mind in some palace gown.

"Are you really going to change into that and go?"

"If I'm going to do this, I might as well do it right."

While she changed her clothes, Geom Mugeuk waited outside the door.

A moment later, the door opened, and Lee Ahn emerged.

Dressed in a pure white palace gown, Lee Ahn walked out with a shy expression. It was an outfit that wasn't meant to be worn with a sword, but the fact that she was wearing one gave her a unique charm.

Lee Ahn's heart pounded as she wondered how Geom Mugeuk would react.

"That woman lied."

"......"

"She said that with a pure face, pure clothes would be boring and tiresome? Lee Ahn, you look twice as pure."

Lee Ahn smiled happily. Hearing it from Geom Mugeuk alone made her happier than if a thousand people had called her beautiful.

"I'm going to be rich."

"......"

"For a competition like this, there must be a betting pool for who will become the world number one beauty, right? I'm going to bet my entire fortune on you."

"What if you lose it all?"

"You'll have to work for me for the rest of your life to pay it back. And pay for the clothes, too."

"The Young Cult Leader is the one who lost it, so why do I have to pay it back!"

The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

In truth, it was a worthy bet. He still had three shots left, after all.

The red palace gown, removing the veil, and adding makeup on top of it all.

"Thanks to a certain someone, I'm dreaming big."

"I didn't make you pretty. I just returned you to how you were meant to be."

As she walked down the stairs, Lee Ahn briefly imagined such a scene.

It was a vision of herself traveling through a peaceful murim with Geom Mugeuk. A peaceful jianghu with no masterminds or conspiracies, where they could laugh, chat, and talk nonsense.

She wanted to walk hand in hand with him, talking about the past.

Right. To do that, I have to turn these events into things of the past. Past events I can talk about with a smile.

Seeing her in the white palace gown, Ahn Hupyeong stared at Lee Ahn with his mouth agape.

As they left the inn and walked, Ahn Hupyeong felt wonderful. Walking side by side with such a beauty made him feel like he owned the world.

During their walk, Lee Ahn asked a question.

"But I have a question."

"Go on."

"Why did the Mythical Sect host this competition?"

"Why, to discover beauties like you, Young Lady, and to enhance our sect's reputation, of course."

Lee Ahn stopped walking and stared at him.

"I want to know the real reason, not that one. You know the real reason, don't you?"

Asked so directly, he couldn't bring himself to admit he didn't know.

However, he couldn't tell her, because he didn't know the reason himself.

"I'm curious about that real reason."

Geom Mugeuk, who was listening, thought Lee Ahn was handling this very well.

Impatience was already visible on Ahn Hupyeong's face. The desire to find out the answer and boastfully tell her was clear.

And so, they arrived at the stage where the finals would be held.

"This is the stage where the finals will be held."

The stage was complete, featuring an area behind the VIP seats for a large audience to watch.

As they were all looking around the place, Ahn Hupyeong, who had been staring at Lee Ahn, suddenly shouted.

"I will make you the world number one beauty, Young Lady!"

Lee Ahn looked at him. She had to control her expression to keep from laughing, because Geom Mugeuk had just sent her a telepathic message.

[That's thirty thousand taels taken care of!]

Sa Chu, who was listening, was dumbfounded. When had they even met? Besides, he hadn't even seen her face without the veil.

For someone who chased women so much, one would think he'd be a more level-headed judge. Then again, he was still too young for that. Yes, this was just like Ahn Hupyeong.

Lee Ahn looked at him and asked.

"Can you take responsibility for those words?"

Ahn Hupyeong answered with confidence.

"I am a man who always keeps his promises."


There was someone watching them.

The person standing on the roof with his arms crossed was none other than the Mythical Sect Leader, Ahn Cheongwang.

Just as his brow furrowed at his son's ridiculous promise, a sound echoed.

"......"

It was the sound of skin splitting, a sound that should never have come from his own neck.

JUREUREUK.

Something hot trickled down his neck.

When Ahn Cheongwang touched his neck, his hand came away stained with blood.

Only then did he see the throwing knife held in the hand that was wrapped around his neck. The hand holding the knife was delicate and fair.

Normally, he should have died, with blood gushing from his neck.

The wound was shallow.

It was not a cut meant to kill.

Just then, a woman's voice came from behind him.

"Can't even kill your own son. It's not easy, is it?"

The person who appeared from behind was Cha Yiran. She was the one who had sliced Ahn Cheongwang's neck with the throwing knife.

"Shall I kill him for you?"

Ahn Cheongwang looked at her with an indifferent gaze. Despite his fiery temper, he let the prank of having his neck sliced just slide.

"You just focus on keeping your promise."

Cha Yiran laughed as she replied.

"You father and son really do love your promises."

Ahn Cheongwang's gaze returned to his son.

"There was no mention of the Demonic Cult's involvement in this matter from the start, was there?"

"The unexpected always happens. Did you ever think you would orchestrate something like this?"

True, even he hadn't known. That he would end up facing a life like this.

However, perhaps he had vaguely suspected that a day like this would eventually come.

Considering it had taken him a mere half-quarter hour to make this life-altering decision. It took slightly longer than deciding what to have for a meal.

"Who is that woman from the Demonic Cult?"

"The apple doesn't fall far from the tree."

Realizing she meant he was just like his son, Ahn Cheongwang's expression hardened.

"Is being told you're like your son something to get so angry about? I was just saying your question was wrong."

Ahn Cheongwang quickly understood what she was getting at. He was certainly different from his son.

"Who is that man?"

At the proper question, Cha Yiran looked toward Geom Mugeuk and replied.

"He is someone you cannot handle. Someone whose true identity even the Evil Alliance, to which you've sworn lifelong loyalty, won't reveal to you."

She smiled brightly and added.

"Did you really think a demon wouldn't show up when you're holding hands with a devil?"


Chapter 691: It's Not Like He Won't Come Just Because It's Dangerous, Right?

"If he's such a great demon, why not kill him?"

Ahn Cheongwang was curious. He knew very well that this woman could kill anyone she set her mind to. He himself had nearly been killed just a moment ago.

"There are many kinds of demons," she said. "There are scary demons, cruel demons, and demons who play with people until they break. What kind of demon do you think that one is?"

He had expected her to describe a demon more terrifying than any she had mentioned.

"A good demon."

Ahn Cheongwang thought she must be joking, but her expression was serious.

"When demons and evil spirits fight, they might feel kinship, go easy on each other, or share the spoils. You know what I mean. You've lived that way. But that good demon has none of that. He just lops things off. If he were just a good-natured fool we could use him, but the problem is, he's a demon. Being good is a problem, and being a demon is a problem."

Ahn Cheongwang sensed that this woman was afraid of the young man.

A young master from the Demonic Cult who could frighten this woman.

Did such a person really exist?

In that instant, Ahn Cheongwang recalled a single person. It was someone he had initially dismissed, thinking it was impossible for him to be here.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

An answer that should not have come emerged in response to his doubtful question.

"I take back what I said about you resembling my son. You're a very smart man."

Now he understood. He understood why the Evil Alliance had not given him any information. A good demon? That was right. He had heard a rumor that the man was called the Demonic Knight.

"You crazy bitch!"

He swore at her for the first time since they had met.

She did not get angry. Instead, she smiled brightly, like a madwoman.

"That's why you need to go crazy too."

Cha Yiran slowly extended her hand toward Ahn Cheongwang's neck. Her fingers traced the red line drawn on his throat, stopping at the end.

"That Young Cult Leader doesn't go easy on people like I do."


"I have someone to introduce you to, Young Lady."

Ahn Hupyeong finally led Lee Ahn to the guest hall. He was desperate to make a good impression on her in any way possible.

Sa Chu tried to dissuade him with telepathy, but it was no use. [If you let a contestant meet a judge, it will cause problems later.]

[What problem?] Ahn Hupyeong retorted. [I'll just say we met by chance while passing by.]

Sa Chu absolutely did not want to go to the guest hall. He had no desire to see those frightening and bizarre people again, nor did he want to become any more entangled with them.

[If the Chief finds out, there will be a fiery scolding.]

However, even this warning was no match for a man willing to risk everything for this woman.

[Right, he'll find out if you tattle.]

In the end, unable to sway Ahn Hupyeong's stubbornness, they arrived at the guest hall where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was staying.

As they entered, they found the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and her entourage were not in the relaxed state they had been in before.

Had they seen them coming through the window?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was standing, and her bodyguards were all lined up in a row. They looked as if they were showing their respects to welcome a distinguished guest.

"Welcome."

At the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's greeting, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors standing behind her also bowed in unison.

Ahn Hupyeong was so pleased he felt like he could fly. This extremely courteous reception was more than he expected. These people had not been this polite before.

Right, this is how it should have been from the start. These people have finally come to their senses.

With his prestige bolstered in front of Lee Ahn, Ahn Hupyeong puffed out his chest and spoke boisterously.

"Have you all been well?"

How could he have known? That polite greeting was directed at Geom Mugeuk, who was standing behind him.

At that moment, Sa Chu was observing, wondering how these two bodyguards, who gave off a strangely similar vibe, would treat each other.

He's smiling?

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were looking at each other and smiling.

Do crazy people recognize each other?

He did not go so far as to think they might actually know each other.

Just then, Sa Chu's eyes met with one of the Faceless Warriors.

Was this the one who had stared at him from his side before? With their faces covered by veils, they all looked so similar he couldn't tell.

Sa Chu pretended not to see him and naturally turned his gaze away, then toward another direction. On the side he had turned to, another Faceless Warrior was staring intently at him.

Seriously, why do they keep staring at me!

Sa Chu finally lowered his head.

Don't look! Please don't look!

He peeked up, and they were still staring.

I haven't told anyone that Physician Yong is dead. And I won't in the future either!

While Sa Chu fought a desperate battle to find a place for his eyes, Ahn Hupyeong was ecstatic.

"This is my esteemed guest, this Young Lady. I was showing her around the main quarters and we stopped by. This is the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who will be judging this competition."

I'm the kind of person who can introduce you to the judge of the competition!

Ahn Hupyeong's shoulders soared toward the sky.

Even though he said she was a judge for the competition, Lee Ahn did not seem particularly uncomfortable.

"I'm Lee Ahn."

Ahn Hupyeong liked that about her too.

As expected of a demonic practitioner, she has a straightforward personality.

It would have been really annoying if she had made a fuss, asking why he introduced her to a judge and spouting insincere words about wanting to become the world number one beauty fair and square.

Naturally, Lee Ahn and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman acted as if they were meeting for the first time.

"Are you perhaps a contestant in this competition?"

Ahn Hupyeong answered for Lee Ahn.

"That's right. This Young Lady has passed the preliminaries. Ah, you two will be seeing each other in the finals."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's expression hardened slightly. Of course, this was an act for Ahn Hupyeong's benefit. It would have been strange for her to accept such a situation without question.

As if uncomfortable, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman dismissed those around her.

"I'd like to speak with my guests quietly, so all bodyguards, please step outside."

At her command, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors immediately went out.

Lee Ahn looked back at Geom Mugeuk and said, "Please wait outside."

Lee Ahn knew the reason the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had sent the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon out was to give him time with Geom Mugeuk. Otherwise, there would have been no need to send him out.

Geom Mugeuk also left without a word.

Then, Ahn Hupyeong looked at Sa Chu.

"What are you doing, not leaving?"

Sa Chu was inwardly flustered. He hadn't expected to be told to leave as well.

You want me to stay out there with them? Please!

However, Ahn Hupyeong was not the type to be a coward and keep only his bodyguard when the women had both sent theirs away.

In the end, after receiving a scolding via telepathy, Sa Chu was also kicked out.

In the courtyard, Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Faceless Warriors stood staring at him.

An unorthodox sects martial artist has his pride!

No, he didn't. Sa Chu pointlessly looked up at the sky, avoiding their gazes.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon strode toward him.

Why? Why are you coming over here!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon patted the terrified Sa Chu on the shoulder and smiled.

Just as Sa Chu relaxed, thinking it was a gesture of thanks for keeping his secret.

"......"

His acupoints were sealed in an instant, and he fell backward, asleep.

The Faceless Warriors stood guard in all directions. In their midst, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon conversed.

He had been planning to secretly visit the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon at night anyway, but now he was able to come openly, guided by Chief So.

Since time was short, Geom Mugeuk got straight to the point.

"The mastermind this time is a female assassin named Cha Yiran."

Geom Mugeuk also told him about the group of female assassins she led. The Faceless Warriors all listened in as well.

"They lack the characteristic aura of assassins, so you must be especially careful."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as well as the Faceless Warriors, nodded.

Hearing about them, a question naturally arose in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mind.

"If you know who the enemy is, why not eliminate them? The Pavilion Master's prophecy took place on the stage. Therefore..."

"You're suggesting we eliminate them all before the finals open, correct?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. Although he wasn't showing it, the prophecy had been weighing on his mind. It was a matter of life and death for none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you not doing so?"

As if he had already considered it, Geom Mugeuk revealed his reasons.

"There are two reasons. The first is to take out any other masterminds along with them."

Just as the Murim Alliance had not only the Heaven's Edge Hermit but also Physician So Cheongrak of Myeongsim.

Killing the Evil Alliance Chairman was no ordinary plot. Another hidden mastermind could reveal themselves. If they couldn't deal with them all at once, the danger would return someday.

"Actually, the second reason is what troubles me more."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he raised a fundamental question.

"Why are they trying to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Of course, it could be a long-prepared plan. Just as the Murim Alliance had prepared for decades, they could have schemed to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman by roping in the Mythical Sect.

But why kill the Evil Alliance Chairman now, after the Murim Alliance has failed? And when they likely know of his own involvement?

"Even if this plan succeeds, Young Alliance Chairman Bi will inherit the position. What possible benefit could there be for them to push this plan forward?"

Because of these questions, he had not acted rashly.

"They might have another plan."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in complete agreement. As expected, the Young Cult Leader saw through this situation far more than he had imagined.

"What do you intend to do now?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly and replied, "It's a prophecy from our Pavilion Master, so it can't be wrong, can it? Will you join me on stage?"

How could he not know that this didn't mean he would meekly let himself be stabbed by a throwing knife?

Knowing it was a call to face destiny head-on, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes lit up with a smile.

"I will be with you until the end."

The surrounding Faceless Warriors listened to the two men's conversation in silence. The smiles in their eyes resembled the smile of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had vowed to be with him until the end.

Just then, Ahn Hupyeong's voice came from inside the building, telling them to come in.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon went inside first.

The Faceless Warriors pressed Sa Chu's acupoints to wake him.

When Sa Chu, who had been lying on the ground, opened his eyes, he found the Faceless Warriors squatting in a circle, looking down at him with concern.

"!"

Sa Chu closed his eyes again.

He wished it were a dream, but from inside the building, Ahn Hupyeong's shout of "What are you doing, not coming in?" could be heard.


Bi Sayin entered the training ground.

This was the private training ground of the Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang.

"You called for me?"

Baek Jagang was meticulously polishing an iron dummy made of millennium cold iron. There were countless sword marks on it, all made for the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"I know when and how each of these was made."

That statement alone was enough to understand Baek Jagang's level and the mindset with which he swung his sword, one strike at a time.

"Whenever I wanted to surpass someone, several people would overlap on this iron dummy. The person who came to mind most often was the Demonic Cult Leader."

Bi Sayin could tell. The Master had truly wanted to surpass Geom Woojin. Seeing the Master speak of this so casually, he thought that he might have surpassed some new realm of mastery.

"I wonder who it will be in your life," Baek Jagang said.

Unexpected words flowed from his mouth. "I intend to pass this down to you now."

Bi Sayin was startled.

"Chairman!"

"I intended to pass it down to you from the beginning. Take it and train well."

Bi Sayin knew better than anyone what this iron dummy meant to Baek Jagang. To pass it down meant that he truly cherished and acknowledged him.

Bi Sayin did not refuse. He respectfully clasped his hands and bowed his waist.

"I will definitely achieve complete mastery of the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique. I will definitely become stronger."

His powerful resolve was tinged with deep emotion.

Baek Jagang nodded with a reassuring smile.

Just then, a subordinate's voice was heard from outside.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult has sent a messenger pigeon."

At the news, Baek Jagang and Bi Sayin looked at each other.

Since no one was allowed in the training ground, Bi Sayin went out to receive the messenger pigeon. He then read it.

"What business did he send it for?"

"It's regarding the world number one beauty pageant."

The two were well aware of the pageant being held in Anhui. The Mythical Sect Leader had personally visited to ask for permission to hold it and to create a banquet with the Evil Alliance Chairman as the prize.

The Mythical Sect was one of the sects that had long striven for the Evil Alliance. Their loyalty had not wavered even after their recent rise in power and prestige. That was why he had given his permission.

And now, Geom Mugeuk had sent a messenger pigeon about it.

After checking the message, Bi Sayin's expression hardened and his eyes grew serious.

"It says there is a plan to assassinate you, Chairman, at that banquet."

Since it was a messenger pigeon from Geom Mugeuk, the information could not be wrong. It even mentioned who the enemy was.

"She is a female assassin of the highest skill and leads an organization of female assassins."

Despite it being an assassination plot against him, Baek Jagang was rather pleased. He had felt somewhat left out when he received the report about the incident at the Murim Alliance.

Are these people only targeting the Murim Alliance Lord? Are they ignoring me?

Bi Sayin bowed his head with a look of shame.

"I apologize for making you hear such crucial information through the Young Cult Leader."

This too was not Bi Sayin's fault. If blame were to be assigned, those who handled information would have to be disciplined. However, Baek Jagang didn't mind at all, nor was he angry.

"At first, I thought the Young Cult Leader was simply outstanding. But having experienced it, I see that fate has its own way of dealing with the Young Cult Leader. So don't worry about it."

His words implied that the ties between the masterminds and Geom Mugeuk were deeply entangled.

"So, what did he say?"

"He sent an earnest request that you do not attend this banquet."

However, Baek Jagang had no intention of being absent.

"How can the main character not show up to a plot to kill him?"

Bi Sayin knew his master was not one to back down. Moreover, in a situation where Geom Mugeuk was handling the matter in his stead? The Master was not someone who entrusted his own affairs to others.

"But the Young Cult Leader sent two messenger pigeons."

"......"

"One was the official messenger pigeon I just mentioned, and the other came to me."

Bi Sayin checked the second message on the spot. After confirming its contents, he handed the pigeon's message to Baek Jagang. He had wondered why he was being shown a personal message.

After confirming the contents, Baek Jagang's small eyes disappeared with a great laugh.

[It's not like the Chairman is the type to stay away just because it's dangerous, right? Since he's coming anyway, you might as well bring him early!]


Chapter 692: Aren't You All Just That Foolish?

Ahn Hupyeong waited until after they had bid farewell to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and stepped outside. He then brought up the words he had been saving.

"Come on, let's go to my place for a drink."

He had endured the insincere exchange with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman for the sole purpose of saying this to Lee Ahn.

He had already sent word ahead for fine liquor and dishes to be prepared. If he also called for musicians to play some atmospheric music, there was no way she could refuse.

Ahn Hupyeong naturally assumed Lee Ahn would agree. He had introduced her to the judge, so he figured she would want to get on his good side, even if only a little.

"Let's do it next time."

Lee Ahn's refusal was flat and direct.

"If you don't like alcohol, then how about some tea?"

"Next time."

Ahn Hupyeong was flustered. No woman had ever rejected him so openly. With any other woman, he would have exploded in anger, but he held back this time.

His opponent was a martial artist, and his genuine attraction to her made him want to leave a good impression.

As he stood there wondering how to react, Lee Ahn approached him. A pleasant scent wafted from her as she drew near.

He also loved that she was whispering so only he could hear.

"When we meet next time, please tell me the real reason you held the competition. I can't stand being curious."

After she spoke, Lee Ahn gave a slight bow and walked away. Geom Mugeuk followed right behind her.

That bastard! That guy I want to beat the hell out of!

Unwarranted sparks of anger flew toward the innocent Geom Mugeuk. The fire vanished from sight before it could even ignite, leaving only Sa Chu with him.

Sa Chu was standing blankly, his gaze fixed on the reception hall.

Wondering what he was staring at, Ahn Hupyeong looked as well. The Faceless Warriors were looking their way from a window.

"Why? Did you lend them money or something?"

The dazed Sa Chu finally snapped back to his senses.

"No, sir."

"Then why are you looking at them like that?"

In truth, Sa Chu was recalling the earlier situation in the courtyard. When he had woken up, one of the Faceless Warriors had extended a hand to him. He felt as if he would die if he did not take it, so he grabbed the hand and let it pull him up.

Now I've truly joined hands with them.

If he had previously kept his mouth shut out of fear, he now felt like he was on their side. This came with the added feeling that he had to protect the secret even more fiercely.

"What's with you lately? Are you excited because you saw a pretty woman for the first time in a while?"

"No, sir."

He wished that were the case. Right now, Sa Chu had no interest in women. As the only one who knew they had killed Teacher Yong, he was in the middle of a silent, life-or-death struggle.

"But where are you going?"

"To my father."

Judging by the atmosphere, Ahn Hupyeong was about to go to the Chief and demand answers about why he had held the competition. He was doing all of this just so he could tell Lee Ahn the reason. He was truly acting like a man crazy for a woman.

"You can't. The Chief's fiery wrath will fall upon you!"

When Sa Chu blocked his path, Ahn Hupyeong yelled.

"Are you crazy?"

Sa Chu hastily stepped aside. This was definitely not his usual behavior.

"What's with you? Since when did you ever worry about me?"

That was true. He had always just followed Ahn Hupyeong and protected him. No matter what Ahn Hupyeong did or what nonsense he spouted, he had simply been a bodyguard.

However, he now found himself getting involved in Ahn Hupyeong's affairs without realizing it. He had never been the protagonist in his own life, but for some reason, he felt compelled to keep stepping forward.

"I'm sorry."

And so, Ahn Hupyeong went to the main hall where his father was.

Contrary to Sa Chu's worries, Ahn Cheongwang did not become that angry.

"Were you that curious about it?"

Ahn Hupyeong was inwardly flustered by his father's calm question. He had expected his father to yell angrily, asking if he had not been told it was none of his business. He had come fully prepared to face his fiery wrath.

"Yes, I heard you changed the judge at the last minute."

Ahn Cheongwang answered calmly.

"There were circumstances."

Ahn Cheongwang had an inkling as to why his son was so interested in this matter.

"It's not what you're thinking, so don't worry about it needlessly."

The father he knew was not someone who would ever say such things. He would have already been shouting, asking why he was asking again when he had been told it was none of his business. He had even come prepared to be struck.

Then, he thought, he would have something to tell her. I tried this hard for you, he would say. He was enjoying this pure feeling, one he had not experienced in a long time, or perhaps ever.

However, his father was treating him with a bewildering calmness.

"I'll tell you the rest of the story later."

Ahn Hupyeong was moved by his father's gentle gaze. His father had never treated him with such kind words before. He had always considered him pathetic.

For this moment, at least, he forgot about Lee Ahn. It was okay even though he had not gotten the words to tell her.

"Thank you for telling me."

Ahn Hupyeong bowed politely and went outside.

As Ahn Cheongwang watched his son's retreating back, the gentle expression vanished from his face.

He backed down so easily just because my attitude softened? He was moved so easily? A sigh escaped him as he looked at his son, who wore his heart so openly on his sleeve.

Just then, a woman's voice came from behind him.

"A man in love can't hide his true feelings."

The person who had appeared without a sound was Cha Yiran.

Ahn Cheongwang looked at her with a calm gaze.

"The same goes for you."

When he learned that the Young Cult Leader had intervened, he had cursed her, calling her a crazy bitch. He had since calmed his heart.

"You can't hide the fact that you're hiding something from me. What are you so engrossed in?"

Instead of answering, Cha Yiran smiled and asked a question.

"Do you regret joining hands with me?"

Not really. One night, he had woken from his sleep to find her looking down at him. If she had wanted to kill him, he would already be dead. Looking down at him, she had said this.

[If you refuse my offer, I'll go to the Black Heaven Sect.]

The Black Heaven Sect was the largest and strongest of the sects in Anhui. Ahn Cheongwang had built the Mythical Sect into a great power, but he could not defeat the Black Heaven Sect.

He could not win. No matter how hard he tried, he could never match the leader of the Black Heaven Sect. He felt the difference in their innate abilities and capacity. The leader of the Black Heaven Sect was a wall, an unbreakable wall.

To her words, Ahn Cheongwang had replied.

[Don't go.]

The woman's proposal was truly astonishing. It was to hold a world number one beauty pageant at the Mythical Sect, invite the Evil Alliance Chairman, and then eliminate the Evil Alliance Chairman and frame the leader of the Black Heaven Sect for the crime.

He accepted the proposal without much deliberation. He had lived his life by any means necessary. It was his dream to crush the Black Heaven Sect and become the number one among the unorthodox sects in Anhui, and eventually, the number one unorthodox faction of all.

Above all, if he refused, this woman would go to the Black Heaven Sect and make the same offer. No, she probably would not have gone. She must have come because she knew he would accept. She must have come because she smelled the scent of the ambition he had nurtured for so long.

"Don't touch the Young Cult Leader."

"You accepted the job of killing the Evil Alliance Chairman, so what are you afraid of?"

At first glance, he had thought the intervention of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult might actually be a good thing. People would think the Demonic Cult was involved in the death of the Evil Alliance Chairman. In that chaos, the fact that he had helped would be buried forever.

Except for one scenario. What if the Young Cult Leader died?

Would the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult really let those involved go? Would an order not come down to kill everyone involved, guilty or not? The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult he knew would certainly do so. They would try to annihilate the Mythical Sect for the sole reason of having hosted the competition.

"Killing the Young Cult Leader is absolutely out of the question."

"I won't kill him."

"Absolutely not!"

At his repeated protests, Cha Yiran left a deliberately mischievous remark and vanished before his eyes.

"You keep saying that, and it makes me really want to kill him, you know?"


Cha Yiran stood alone in a field under a brightly shining moon. The grass swayed in the wind, seeming as if it were breathing.

Parting that breath, a man walked toward her from the distance.

He was a man dressed to the nines. He wore expensive clothes and accessories, and even carried a folding fan with a painting of a beautiful woman on it.

Moreover, he wore thick, stark white makeup on his face that was so excessive it felt almost self-deprecating. Because of it, the man's face could not be seen clearly. The man swayed his fan gently as he walked toward her.

"It's been a while, my friend."

Cha Yiran showed a surprised expression at the man's greeting.

"I didn't expect you to bring it yourself."

"I said I'd bring it. I thought I'd see your face."

The man's name was Hwa Domyeong. The two, who seemed like they would not get along at all, had a relationship like friends. Surprisingly, they communicated well. Perhaps that was why Cha Yiran's expression was more relaxed than usual.

"You didn't come to see me. You came to see the Young Cult Leader, didn't you?"

Hwa Domyeong readily admitted it.

"An event this interesting is hard to come by in a lifetime. Are you really going to kill the Young Cult Leader too?"

Indeed, Ahn Cheongwang's premonition was correct. Her words about not killing the Young Cult Leader were a lie.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman and the Young Cult Leader. It'll be tough to handle on your own, won't it?"

"It's an order that was given knowing that, isn't it?"

"That sounds as if I was the one who gave the order."

"You could have at least tried to stop it."

Hwa Domyeong fanned himself rapidly, as if feigning ignorance.

"As you know, things are complicated on our end too."

Cha Yiran's expression showed she had little interest in understanding.

"You've met the Young Cult Leader, haven't you?"

When she nodded, Hwa Domyeong asked quickly.

"How was he? Is he really as amazing as the rumors say?"

"If you're curious, go meet him yourself."

"I'm not curious enough to risk my life. I'm just here as an errand boy and a spectator."

"So there is someone you're afraid of."

Then Hwa Domyeong mentioned an unexpected person.

"You haven't heard the story, have you? When Ak Gunhak returned..."

When he, the Sword King, was mentioned, Cha Yiran's eyes glinted slightly.

Among all her allies, the only person Cha Yiran felt any fondness for was Ak Gunhak. She always emphasized that it was not a romantic feeling, but a fondness for him as a martial artist and as a person.

And the only person who knew this fact was Hwa Domyeong.

"The higher-ups interrogated him. They asked, 'Why did you return without killing the Young Cult Leader?' Do you know what he said in response?"

"What did he say?"

"He said this."

He cleared his throat and imitated Ak Gunhak's words.

"I wasn't the one who spared him. The Young Cult Leader spared me."

At those words, Cha Yiran's eyes widened.

"That can't be."

She wore an expression of utter disbelief. The idea of the Ak Gunhak she knew losing to someone was unimaginable.

"Right, with his skills, there's no way he lost to the Young Cult Leader. But he really said that. I was there."

Cha Yiran thought of the Young Cult Leader. She had not yet had a proper conversation with Geom Mugeuk, so she did not know what kind of person he was. She knew he was strong, but still. He was the one who spared the Ak Gunhak? It was unbelievable.

"There must have been some circumstances."

"That's not the only surprising thing."

At least for Cha Yiran, what came next was even more shocking news.

"Ak Gunhak declared right then and there that he was leaving the organization. It was really something. He said that since he brought the Secret Box, his debt was fully repaid."

Cha Yiran's expression shifted through several emotions. The first thought that came to mind was simple.

"That's just like him."

First, she understood his decision.

"If even he leaves, only trash like us will be left."

Then, she reproached herself.

"The higher-ups wouldn't have allowed it, would they?"

Then, she felt doubt. Hwa Domyeong silently watched as her emotions changed quickly and complexly, which was unusual for her. It was a moment that reconfirmed Ak Gunhak was the only person who could shake her.

"Why do you think that? Do you think we're foolish enough to make an enemy of Ak Gunhak?"

Cha Yiran then nodded.

"You all are just that foolish, aren't you?"

At her words, Hwa Domyeong laughed out loud.

However, Cha Yiran did not laugh. If Ak Gunhak left safely, it would be a problem because she would miss him. If the organization held him back, that would also be a problem. Perhaps an order would even come down for her to kill him.

Hwa Domyeong took something out from his robes.

"Still, we're not complete fools. We finally managed to create this."

What he took out was a small box.

"Is this how we turn the tables?"

He asked, holding the box out to Cha Yiran.

"Are you confident?"

"And if I'm not?"

"I'll do it for you."

Beneath the thick makeup, Hwa Domyeong's gaze turned cold. The feeling he gave off now was completely different from when he was gently swaying his fan.

Cha Yiran quietly took the box.

"If you came to watch, then just watch. The Young Cult Leader will die by my hand."

"If you say so, then I'm sure it will happen."

Hwa Domyeong said as he turned away.

"I'll enjoy the show!"

Hwa Domyeong walked away with a swish, smiling and fanning himself.

Watching his retreating back in the distance, Cha Yiran slowly opened the box. Inside was a single red bead.


Chapter 693: Life May Be Short, but Eyelashes Must Be Long

Cha Yiran lifted the box to peer at the bead inside.

The bead's surface was smooth, its reddish glow both transparent and deep. Looking closer, she saw what resembled human blood vessels spreading out like a net. An aura-like energy shimmered and moved around them.

Was it because it felt as if it were alive?

She had the distinct feeling that she was not the one looking at the bead. Instead, the bead was looking at her.

Just as Cha Yiran was carefully closing the lid of the box, someone appeared behind her. The person was a woman dressed in a black martial arts uniform. She was Cha Yiran's subordinate and the most skilled assassin in the Beautiful Bridges organization, the First Bridge.

She too was beautiful and had successfully passed the preliminaries of the current tournament.

The First Bridge bowed respectfully and delivered her report.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman has departed from the Evil Alliance. I expect he will likely arrive on the day the main tournament opens."

Cha Yiran tilted her head slightly.

"He's earlier than scheduled."

The main tournament was meant to select eight people for the final round, with the final stage taking place three days later. The banquet that the Evil Alliance Chairman was scheduled to attend would be held on the evening after the finals.

But he was arriving on the day the main tournament opened, not for the finals?

"It seems he intends to watch the main tournament."

Since the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had intervened, various changes were occurring. From the perspective of those trying to execute their plan, this was not a welcome development.

"His bodyguard?"

"As expected, the Chairman's Hall bodyguard unit and the Young Alliance Chairman, leading the Thirteen Evil Wolves, have followed him."

Cha Yiran nodded.

"What about the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman?"

"She is still staying in the guest quarters."

"And the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"He has not made a move."

Cha Yiran spoke to the First Bridge, her tone a warning.

"They are bizarre and strange, making it easy to let your guard down. But don't forget. The words 'extreme evil' are attached to their names."

The First Bridge lowered her head, her eyes sharp.

"Yes! I will keep that in mind."

After bowing respectfully, the First Bridge looked at her leader. She knew better than anyone what an outstanding assassin Cha Yiran was, but their enemies this time were formidable. They were more brilliant than the splendid clothes her leader currently wore.

The Young Cult Leader and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Evil Alliance Chairman and the Young Alliance Chairman.

Reading the worry in the First Bridge's eyes, Cha Yiran held out the box she was holding.

"Don't worry. The reason we will win is in here."

The box was firmly shut, but an unknown, ominous energy flickered around it.


The day of the main tournament for the world's number one beauty pageant finally dawned.

Lee Ahn, who had woken at dawn, went up the back mountain to train her martial arts. Geom Mugeuk followed, watching her as she trained until she was dripping with sweat. Although he sometimes had to be away, he tried to stay by Lee Ahn's side as much as possible.

"I'm just so nervous."

She was most at ease when she was training her martial arts.

After she finished a round of training, Geom Mugeuk asked her.

"Are you feeling a little better now?"

"I feel like I can live now."

Despite her words, she was still trembling. It was nerve-wracking enough to perform martial arts before so many people, let alone having to show off her beauty.

Geom Mugeuk understood her feelings better than anyone.

"I'm sorry."

Lee Ahn smiled at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I should be the one thanking you. If it weren't for you, Young Master, when would I ever get to live such an interesting life?"

"Right? Isn't that right?"

Instead of agreeing, Lee Ahn ducked her head and started walking.

"Of course not. I want to run away right now."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and followed her.

When the two of them returned to the inn, a woman was waiting for her. Surprisingly, she was someone Geom Mugeuk had summoned.

"I asked for this person to be sent here."

He had found the woman after inquiring at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Anhui Branch. She was an expert in makeup and had come to do Lee Ahn's makeup.

"You can't go to the main tournament with a bare face, can you?"

Lee Ahn was truly grateful that Geom Mugeuk had taken care of such details. She had been worrying about how to do her makeup anyway.

The woman smiled at Lee Ahn, who had washed up and sat before a bronze mirror.

"Life may be short, but eyelashes must be long."

To this woman, makeup was life itself. It held the same meaning for her as a sword did for a martial artist. She advised Lee Ahn to wear the white palace attire from the two sets of clothes she had bought.

While applying makeup that matched the outfit, she explained her techniques in detail. It was truly the art of makeup being passed down by a woman of the highest skill.

While she was doing the makeup, Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes, circulated his energy, and calmed his inner arts and his mind. The main tournament was about to begin.

He didn't know when the scene the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had foreseen would occur. It could happen today, or it could be during the final stage three days from now.

It was unfortunate for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but that event would not happen.

The makeup didn't take as long as expected. She demonstrated in person that a true master does not drag out their work. No, she demonstrated it on Lee Ahn's face.

A light TAP-TAP, a swift PAT-PAT. Her hand movements were so light it made one wonder if it was enough. If this woman's makeup artistry were a martial art, it would be a fast sword technique.

"There, it's all done."

Her makeup finished, Lee Ahn turned toward Geom Mugeuk. The corners of her nervous eyes twitched. Even she couldn't get used to her reflection in the bronze mirror. She couldn't judge if she looked prettier than before, so she was both worried and expectant about what Geom Mugeuk would say.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been circulating his energy with his eyes closed, slowly opened them. After looking at Lee Ahn in silence, Geom Mugeuk said something incomprehensible.

"Live with this face from now on."

"You want me to wear makeup every day?"

It sounded like he was saying her made-up face was prettier than her real one! Taking it that way, Lee Ahn turned to the woman who did her makeup and joked.

"Your skills are so good, you've just become my hostage."

Of course, she had a feeling there was another meaning to Geom Mugeuk's words. He wasn't the type of person to tell her, who was obsessed with martial arts, to live with makeup on every day.

Indeed, there was a hidden meaning in Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Not that. I mean you should live with the feeling this made-up face gives off."

If her bare face was purity itself, her made-up face looked intense. It was hard to approach her, yet she was still beautiful. A woman's makeup certainly held a surprising power.

"Don't live with a weak heart. Don't live so kindly all the time. Don't be the first to speak, and if someone approaches you, live like you'd tell them to get lost!"

You can't even live like that yourself, Young Master!

Knowing well the sentiment behind Geom Mugeuk's words, Lee Ahn smiled.

"Yes! If I feel my heart weakening, I'll put on makeup first."

"Shall we go then?"

Before leaving, Lee Ahn politely expressed her gratitude to the woman.

"Thank you so much."

"I've already received a large sum of money, so I'm the one who should be grateful. I'll see you when you make it to the finals."

"Then today might be the last time."

Lee Ahn's modesty had no effect on the woman.

"In three days, I'll teach you the makeup techniques that suit the red palace attire. Look forward to it!"

The woman naturally believed Lee Ahn would advance to the finals. She had done makeup for countless women, but this was the first time she had seen one so beautiful. It was also the first time she had seen a woman who made doing makeup so rewarding. She truly wanted to be taken hostage and do her makeup every day.

And so, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn headed for the Mythical Sect.

The streets were teeming with people. Lee Ahn moved with her clothes covered by a thin cloak, wearing a bamboo hat with a veil. Over a hundred women had advanced to the main tournament, so today's stage would take quite some time.

Behind the main stage was the largest hall in the Mythical Sect, which served as the waiting room for the contestants. Bodyguards were not allowed inside the waiting room.

"Lee Ahn."

"Yes, Young Master."

"You know who's in there, right?"

He had said their enemy this time was an assassin organization made up of beautiful women. This meant that not only Cha Yiran but also several other assassins could be inside. No, they would definitely be there.

"From now on, the only one you can trust is yourself."

Lee Ahn nodded silently.

Just then, a person walked over. It was none other than Ahn Hupyeong. Sa Chu and his martial artists stood in a line some distance away.

"Young Lady. I wish you the best of luck."

"Thank you."

"You'll definitely pass the main tournament. I guarantee it."

His guarantee sounded as if he would use his influence to make sure she passed. He didn't realize that such words were rude to the other person and would actually lose him points. He had lived his entire life thinking only of himself, so he had no training in considering others' feelings.

His father, Ahn Cheongwang, had built the Mythical Sect into a large and powerful force, but the price of that dedication had to be paid by those closest to him.

Lee Ahn exchanged no more words with him and entered the hall.

It would have been nice if she'd said a few more words. Feeling spiteful out of unnecessary disappointment, Ahn Hupyeong glared at Geom Mugeuk.

A guy he disliked every time he saw him. A guy he hated for no real reason. A guy he wanted to take away, beat up, and thoroughly intimidate.

Because of that, his words couldn't be pleasant.

"Do your job as this Young Lady's bodyguard properly! Got it?"

He had lived his entire life being protected by bodyguards, so he had always looked down on those who served as one.

"......"

His pointless spite led to a question.

"Since when have you been this Young Lady's bodyguard?"

"For a long time."

"I'm asking since when!"

Since when had Lee Ahn been his bodyguard?

"Since I was a kid."

"A kid?"

For a moment, Ahn Hupyeong felt puzzled.

Receiving protection from a bodyguard since childhood? Doesn't that mean she has a noble status?

"This Young Lady... what is her position in the Divine Cult?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Ahn Hupyeong and gave a faint smile. It felt as if he were sneering, asking why he was only asking that now, and Ahn Hupyeong's expression hardened.

This bastard is smiling?

Just as he was contemplating how to crush him, a woman walked toward them.

Ahn Hupyeong was startled when he saw her. A woman as beautiful as Lee Ahn was walking toward them. The beauty, who gave off a completely different vibe, was none other than Cha Yiran.

"It seems the Young Lady has already gone inside."

"She just went in."

"Then an opportunity has come for me."

Ahn Hupyeong's eyes narrowed as he watched Cha Yiran smile bewitchingly at Geom Mugeuk. She clearly seemed to be an acquaintance of Lee Ahn, yet he was conversing with such a beauty just because he was a bodyguard.

"How about it? Shall we sneak out for a meal?"

She was making a joke-like temptation as usual, but Cha Yiran's feelings as she looked at Geom Mugeuk were clearly different from before.

You saved him? I can't believe it.

She had liked him. Ak Gunhak must have saved him. He wasn't the type to just do whatever he was told. That's why she wanted to ask Geom Mugeuk what had happened with that man. Why he was trying to leave. And if by any chance, where he was planning to go.

After hearing about him from Hwa Domyeong yesterday, she couldn't stop thinking about it. However, the opportunity to hear about Ak Gunhak would not come unless this Young Cult Leader was on the verge of death.

"Let's have a drink together tonight to celebrate making it to the finals."

She was saying she would naturally pass, and she expected Geom Mugeuk to refuse as he always did.

"Let's do that."

Cha Yiran gave Geom Mugeuk a surprised look at his answer.

"You have to keep your promise even if this Young Lady is eliminated."

"You're the one who should come without being embarrassed even if you're eliminated, Young Lady. I'll buy you a drink."

Cha Yiran smiled and went inside. Ahn Hupyeong, who had been looking for a chance to cut in, couldn't bring himself to speak in the end.

The usual Ahn Hupyeong would have definitely interrupted their conversation. Who are you, Young Lady? I am so-and-so. It's a pleasure to meet you. But he couldn't say a word. It wasn't because of his single-minded devotion to Lee Ahn.

He didn't know what it was, but it was difficult to approach her carelessly. The feeling she gave off was clearly that. Don't bother me right now!

"Who is that woman?"

"That is Young Lady Cha Yiran."

"Who do you think you are, making dinner plans without this Young Lady's permission? Who are you to tell her to come without being embarrassed even if she's eliminated?"

Seeing him joke and converse with a woman he himself couldn't even say a word to, his jealousy exploded. If it weren't for Lee Ahn, he would have ordered Sa Chu and his subordinates to drag him to a secluded place and beat him half to death.

"From this moment on, don't you say a single word! The instant I see you open that mouth, I'll rip it apart!"

After making that threat, he walked over to where Sa Chu was.

Sa Chu, who was just receiving a report from a subordinate, said urgently.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman and the Young Alliance Chairman have arrived."

"What? The Evil Alliance Chairman is already here?"

Ahn Hupyeong was greatly surprised. He had to make a good impression on the Evil Alliance Chairman and the Young Alliance Chairman, even if he didn't care about others.

"Where are they? Where are they now!"

"They are probably meeting with the Chief."

"Hurry and send the men to find out. Especially tell them to contact me immediately if the Young Alliance Chairman moves anywhere!"

The more important person to him was not the Evil Alliance Chairman, but the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman. He had to get on his good side to make his future life easier.

"I must be the first one to meet him!"

"Understood."

As he was bustling about, he caught sight of Geom Mugeuk in the distance, talking to someone. The other person was a young-looking man, but his back was turned, so he couldn't tell who it was.

He had told him not to say a single word today, yet Geom Mugeuk was talking with the man, smiling brightly.

This bastard!

Ahn Hupyeong took Sa Chu and his subordinates and strode toward the two.

"Didn't I say I'd rip your mouth open if you opened it?"

"I really didn't want to."

Geom Mugeuk tattled on the man in front of him.

"This person forced me to talk."


Chapter 694: What's With Your Face?

"Are you making another heart?"

At the sound of Bi Sayin's voice from behind him, a smile spread across Geom Mugeuk's lips. He must have seen him speaking with Cha Yiran.

"Unfortunately, the new heart you saw is one that doesn't beat in my body."

Geom Mugeuk turned around.

Normally, there wasn't a sliver of room for even a faint smile on Bi Sayin's fearsome face. Now, however, a space had been made for a rather large measure of gladness.

He had arrived on high alert, knowing there was a plan to assassinate the Master. Still, he couldn't hide the joy he felt upon meeting Geom Mugeuk.

"When did you arrive?"

"Just now."

"That's just like you."

He wondered what Geom Mugeuk was about to say.

"The finals of the world's number one beauty pageant are about to begin. I can only imagine how overworked your horses must have been, thanks to your determination to see the beauties."

It wasn't just the horses that were dragged into his teasing of Bi Sayin. He even brought up Han Seol, who had returned to the North Sea Ice Palace.

"What do you think Young Lady Han would say if she knew you arrived just in time for the finals?"

Bi Sayin was dumbfounded.

He was the one who sent a messenger pigeon telling Geom Mugeuk to come early since he was coming anyway!

Seeing Geom Mugeuk start teasing him the moment they met, it finally felt like he had truly met him.

It was at that very moment that someone walking up from behind spoke.

"Didn't I say I'd rip your mouth if you opened it?"

In that instant, Bi Sayin saw a flash of mischief in Geom Mugeuk's eyes. It was just as he expected.

"I really didn't want to, but this person forced me."

Geom Mugeuk was truly incorrigible.

But still, not the eyes or the nose, but the mouth? He was going to rip Geom Mugeuk's mouth? That mouth, which even the Chairmen couldn't handle!

Who was this poor, pitiful sacrifice, making such an arrogant threat without even knowing who his opponent was?

Ahn Hupyeong's voice came from behind him.

"Hey, is that true?"

If striking up a conversation with a friend out of gladness was considered being forced to speak.

Bi Sayin nodded obediently, like a man who had emptied his mind. He was going to play along with Geom Mugeuk's little game.

At that, Ahn Hupyeong's brow furrowed.

He asked a question, but the man just nodded without answering? Right, anyone who hangs out with this annoying bodyguard is all the same. He was already displeased from the start.

"Hey, turn around."

Bi Sayin slowly turned.

The moment he saw the man's face, a curse burst from Ahn Hupyeong's lips.

"Aigoo, shit!"

It wasn't an intentional curse, but one that flew out in sheer shock.

He had never in his life seen someone with such a terrifying appearance.

Bi Sayin's face was covered in scars. Slashed and distorted, the mere sight of it sent a chill down one's spine.

Just then, some beauties who were entering the waiting room happened to see the scene. In the haughty Ahn Hupyeong's life, showing any sign of being intimidated in front of women was unacceptable.

"What's with your face? Did you fight all the world's battles by yourself?"

Unfortunately for him, he didn't recognize who he was talking to.

Perfect, he doesn't recognize him!

Geom Mugeuk spoke, feigning injustice. "How could I not speak when such a frightening person addresses me?"

The corner of Bi Sayin's mouth twitched upward slightly.

He was now used to Geom Mugeuk playing pranks using his face.

He also knew that this was Geom Mugeuk's way of showing consideration. When others made fun of his face, Geom Mugeuk would join in, as if to say...

Don't worry about it, friend. Just enjoy it too!

"Young Sect Leader, if that scary face started talking to you, could you refuse to answer?"

Yes, he would probably feel disappointed if Geom Mugeuk didn't pull these kinds of pranks.

Ahn Hupyeong nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words. Hating the bodyguard was one thing, but he had to admit the man had a point. He would have answered too.

"You, do you know that guy?"

At Ahn Hupyeong's question, Bi Sayin glanced at Geom Mugeuk. The way he referred to Geom Mugeuk as 'that guy' meant he was supposed to pretend he didn't know him.

Bi Sayin shook his head as if to say he didn't know him.

It still bothered Ahn Hupyeong that the man wouldn't answer with words, but it was hard to get angry while looking at that face.

"If you don't know each other, why did you talk to him?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk stepped in for Bi Sayin.

"He approached me and asked if many beautiful women had arrived. He said he rushed here with all his might because of this competition."

Ahn Hupyeong couldn't help but scoff.

"With that face, he's into women?"

Ahn Hupyeong's words made the corner of Bi Sayin's eye twitch. Feeling an inexplicable chill, Ahn Hupyeong took out a shield.

"I'm the Young Sect Leader of the Mythical Sect. I'm the host of this competition."

Then he asked Geom Mugeuk again.

"You were smiling while you talked?"

At Ahn Hupyeong's interrogation, Geom Mugeuk asked back as if wronged.

"Well, I have to smile when I see that face. How could I possibly frown?"

Ahn Hupyeong laughed out loud. Right, that was also true. It wasn't easy to frown while looking at this face.

"Hey, Merciless Face."

Not only did he call him by a name he shouldn't have, but he also offered him a job.

"I don't know who you work for, but have you thought about working for me?"

A fierce-looking martial artist talking with Geom Mugeuk in front of the contestant waiting room. Ahn Hupyeong naturally assumed he was a bodyguard who had accompanied a contestant.

"I'll even pay you double."

There was a reason he wanted to hire him.

He felt like if he had a scary guy like this with him, he wouldn't have a single fear in the world.

And one more thing.

Ahn Hupyeong turned his head to look at Sa Chu, who was behind him.

"My bodyguard has been pretty useless lately."

It was the same right now. When he spoke, the man should have shown some reaction, but he was just staring blankly, his mind elsewhere again.

Sa Chu was trying to recall where he had seen Bi Sayin's face before. It felt familiar. There was no way he could forget a face like that.

The scariest face he had ever seen belonged to the heir of the Evil Alliance. He had seen him from a distance, but that intense face was unforgettable.

However, the possibility of the Evil Alliance's heir chatting with this bodyguard in front of a waiting room never even entered his mind. He didn't think for a second that the man could be Bi Sayin. This was despite hearing just a little while ago that the Young Alliance Chairman had arrived today.

Ah, that was another reason it couldn't be the Young Alliance Chairman. He would be busy greeting the Chief right now, not having a conversation with some bodyguard in a place like this.

"What are you doing now!"

Sa Chu snapped to his senses at Ahn Hupyeong's rebuke.

"I'm sorry."

"How many times has this been! You've been a real problem lately!"

As Ahn Hupyeong glared at him with an angry face, Sa Chu hung his head low.

Why does this keep happening lately?

Just then, a martial artist ran toward them.

"The Chief is looking for you urgently."

Before leaving, Ahn Hupyeong said to Bi Sayin, "If it's difficult for you to say, I'll speak to the person you serve directly."

As Ahn Hupyeong turned and walked away, Sa Chu followed behind him.

"You stay here and rip that guy's mouth open!"

Ahn Hupyeong strode away, taking his other subordinates with him.

Sa Chu knew he didn't mean it literally.

The opponent was a demon, and Lee Ahn's bodyguard at that. If he actually ripped his mouth, all hell would break loose. If he took the order at face value, he would obviously have to take all the blame.

Sa Chu looked at Geom Mugeuk and warned him coldly.

"Watch that mouth of yours from now on! It'll really get ripped!"

Geom Mugeuk feigned a look of surprise and covered his mouth with his hands, while Bi Sayin felt a genuine sense of disappointment, wishing someone would actually rip that mouth open.

Watching Sa Chu walk into the distance, Geom Mugeuk remarked, "Trying to rip my mouth! To a man who makes a living with his mouth!"

Bi Sayin laughed. He didn't know how many times he had laughed already since arriving. This was why seeing Geom Mugeuk was so enjoyable.

Just then, First Wolf walked over, greeted Geom Mugeuk, and then reported to Bi Sayin.

"The Chairman is looking for you."

He had come to see Geom Mugeuk as soon as he arrived, but now it was time to go and greet the Mythical Sect Leader.

"See you later."

"I'll have to greet the Chairman later."

It meant he intended to stay as close to Lee Ahn as possible for now. It also implied that the situation was not easy.

"I'll explain it to him."

"Thank you."

After walking a few steps, Bi Sayin turned back and said, "Thanks for letting me know about this."

"We agreed, didn't we?"

That they would always let each other know if anything happened.

Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin faced each other and nodded.

Meanwhile, Sa Chu, who was walking away dejectedly, looked back.

No matter how much I think about it, he looks so familiar.

Just then, a new person caught Sa Chu's eye.

There was one more person with the two of them. And this new person was someone Sa Chu knew.

First Wolf?

Sa Chu recognized First Wolf. There was a time when his dream had been to become one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. He eventually gave up because he lacked the skill.

He had admired them so much that he once stood guard at the main gate of the Evil Alliance just to see their faces. How could he not recognize First Wolf, of all people? But why was First Wolf here?

"......"

Sa Chu let out a scream.

Ahn Hupyeong, who was walking far ahead, turned to look at him. He saw Sa Chu standing alone in the distance and screaming.

"That guy has really lost his mind lately, completely lost it."

Ahn Hupyeong shook his head and started walking again.

Bi Sayin and First Wolf walked toward where Sa Chu was standing.

Sa Chu saw it.

Martial artists who had been hiding somewhere began to emerge one by one, falling in behind Bi Sayin.

One, two, three...

The number grew to a total of thirteen. They were the very ones he had wanted to become, even in his dreams.

Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves passed by him as he stood completely frozen. Bi Sayin walked past without giving him a single glance.

He had a suspicion when he saw First Wolf, but now he was certain.

He's really the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman!

Sa Chu stood on the spot, his body trembling. His master, who did nothing but cause trouble, had finally caused some Big Bro trouble. It was a wonder he had survived that encounter.

Ah, there was a reason he survived.

Bi Sayin hadn't said a single word, but there was someone who had done all the talking for him.

His gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk in the distance. He was still standing in front of the waiting room.

What are you?

Why were you talking with the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman? Did you really meet him by chance? Or did you know something?

What in the world are you!

Just then, his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

Geom Mugeuk grinned at him, then made a gesture of stretching his mouth wide with both hands.

In that moment, Sa Chu could feel it. It was a warning to just stay quiet. A warning that if he said anything unnecessary, his mouth would be ripped.

Sa Chu spun around and walked away.

Just then, he saw a group heading for the main gate in the distance. It was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, followed by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors.

Sa Chu spun around again and walked in a different direction.

Why is everyone doing this to me?


A dozen or so carriages entered the inner court of the Mythical Sect.

It was the Evil Alliance Chairman's personal carriage, made to be impervious to ordinary swords and resistant to fire.

The doors of the carriages, which had stopped in a line, opened simultaneously, and the Chairman's Hall bodyguards stepped out. As befitting the top bodyguards of the Evil Alliance, their gazes were deep and sharp.

Only after they disembarked and lined up in front of the carriages did the one unopened carriage door finally open.

The person who stepped out of the carriage was the Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang.

Dressed in a plain martial arts uniform rather than ornate clothes, he stood out even more. His presence was something no one could imitate.

The Mythical Sect Leader, Ahn Cheongwang, rushed forward and bowed deeply.

"Greetings to the Chairman."

He truly had not known that Baek Jagang would arrive today. Cha Yiran had not informed him that Baek Jagang would be arriving early, telling him to show a naturally surprised and flustered reaction.

Unaware of such machinations, Ahn Cheongwang remained bowed, tense.

Why did he come early? Could he have figured something out?

There was no reason for the busy Evil Alliance Chairman to arrive several days early.

"I did not expect you to arrive so soon."

At that, Baek Jagang slowly approached him.

Ahn Cheongwang's heart pounded like crazy. If the Evil Alliance Chairman had come knowing something, he was a dead man. It was the first time in his life he had ever been this nervous.

Baek Jagang straightened up the bowing man.

Then, after staring intently at Ahn Cheongwang, he asked abruptly, "Are you planning to kill me with this competition?"

"!"

Too shocked by the direct question, Ahn Cheongwang's eyes flew wide open.

"No, sir. What are you talking about?"

His voice trembled. Ahn Cheongwang protested again, as if wronged.

"Absolutely not!"

In that instant, goosebumps rose on Baek Jagang's skin.

Although he knew Ahn Cheongwang was lying, Baek Jagang laughed loudly and said, "I meant that my heart feels like it's going to explode from all the peerless beauties."

Ahn Cheongwang, whose heart had just plummeted, finally realized that Baek Jagang was joking.

"My own heart almost exploded first."

Ahn Cheongwang smiled in relief. He was still terrified, unsure if it was a joke or if he had asked knowing something, but he couldn't discern the true meaning from Baek Jagang's expression.

"The final competition happens to be held today, so please enjoy it at your leisure. Now, let's go inside."

They walked toward the main hall together, making conversation.

"That fellow Sayin will probably enjoy it more than I will."

"Has the Young Alliance Chairman come with you as well?"

When Baek Jagang nodded, Ahn Cheongwang looked around.

"Where is the Young Alliance Chairman?"

"He said he'd just take a quick look and went off to see the competition first. The boy didn't even pay his respects."

In truth, it wasn't really disrespectful. Not only Bi Sayin, but also Geom Mugeuk, whom he went to meet, were of a much higher station than the Chief.

"Isn't he still in his prime? My son is the same."

Ahn Cheongwang had a subordinate following him go find his son.

"Go at once and inform the Young Sect Leader that the Chairman has arrived, and bring him here."

Then he said to Baek Jagang, "My son has always admired the Young Alliance Chairman. He was always saying he wanted to be just like the Young Alliance Chairman."

At that, Baek Jagang also spoke to a bodyguard.

"Go and find Sayin. We should let the young ones greet each other."

Ahn Cheongwang smiled pleasantly and said, "My son will be absolutely delighted."


Chapter 695: Didn't You Say This Is Where I Die?

Ahn Hupyeong arrived at the main hall with a pounding heart.

Unfamiliar martial artists surrounded the building from the entrance. They were the Evil Alliance Chairman's Hall bodyguards. Their intimidating presence made the Mythical Sect martial artists look like novices, and he didn't dare meet their eyes.

Should I have changed into new clothes?

He could ignore everyone else in the world, but he had to make a good impression on the Evil Alliance Chairman and the Young Alliance Chairman. As a member of the unorthodox sects, one wrong move with them could lead to the annihilation of his sect in an instant.

Ahn Hupyeong took a deep breath and stepped inside.

The Evil Alliance Chairman was seated in the place of honor where his father always sat.

His father stood a short distance away with his hands clasped respectfully. It was the first time Ahn Hupyeong had ever seen his father stand so politely in front of someone.

So that's the Evil Alliance Chairman.

He didn't dare look him in the face, so he walked with his head slightly bowed. He had practiced smiling with his head down. It felt incredibly awkward to try and smile when he was used to scowling all the time.

I have to make a good impression.

With a trembling heart, Ahn Hupyeong walked forward and greeted him politely.

"It is an honor to meet the Chairman, whom I have always respected."

"It's a pleasure to meet you," Baek Jagang replied.

Baek Jagang had a rough idea of what kind of person Ahn Hupyeong was. When visiting the Mythical Sect, it was only natural that he would be briefed on the Chief's family.

Ahn Hupyeong was a degenerate heir who loved alcohol and women. Looking at him alone, the future of the Mythical Sect seemed bleak. Of course, the moment Ahn Cheongwang joined hands with the forces behind the scenes, it had gone from bleak to pitch-black darkness.

Ahn Cheongwang sent a telepathy message to his son.

[Don't make any mistakes. Do well!]

[Don't worry, Father!]

Just then, the door opened and someone entered.

Ahn Hupyeong turned his head to look at the entrance and was startled.

What is that bastard doing here?

The person who entered was none other than Bi Sayin.

Ahn Hupyeong quickly spoke to Baek Jagang and his father.

"Please excuse me for a moment."

Ahn Hupyeong rushed over to Bi Sayin, who was walking toward them. He stopped Bi Sayin in his tracks, scowling as he whispered.

"What do you think you're doing following me here?"

He assumed Bi Sayin had probably gotten in by telling the guards at the entrance that the young Chief had summoned him. The very thought showed just how self-centered and thoughtless Ahn Hupyeong was, to believe the Chairman's Hall bodyguards would let just anyone into a place where the Chairman was present simply because they claimed to be looking for him.

"Get out of here. Scram."

It was an exceptionally irritated whisper. Ahn Hupyeong's nerves were on edge. If he messed this up, it would truly be the end.

"Do you want to die?"

Focused solely on making a good impression on the Evil Alliance Chairman, he wasn't even scared of Bi Sayin's face right now.

Just like Sa Chu before him, the possibility that Bi Sayin could be the Young Alliance Chairman never even crossed Ahn Hupyeong's mind. The Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman asking Lee Ahn's bodyguard if a lot of beauties had come? How could that be possible?

Ahn Hupyeong thought he understood this scary-looking fellow. Right, how could he refuse an offer from the young Chief of the Mythical Sect to work under him? Especially when he was offered double the pay.

Then, Bi Sayin repeated what Ahn Hupyeong had said earlier.

"Did you say you would speak directly to the person I serve?"

It was the first time he had heard Bi Sayin's voice. It wasn't as pleasant to listen to as his face was to look at, but now was not the time to point that out.

"The one I serve is over there, so go ahead and tell him yourself."

Ahn Hupyeong's gaze followed Bi Sayin's. Baek Jagang was there.

This bastard is insulting the Evil Alliance Chairman? This is my chance. A golden opportunity to make a good impression on the Evil Alliance Chairman.

He had been trying to send this clueless fool away nicely, but he couldn't hold back when he insulted the Chairman. In that brief moment, his mind raced.

"You crazy bastard!"

Ahn Hupyeong looked toward the door and shouted.

"Sa Chu! Drag this son of a bitch out of here, now!"

Ahn Cheongwang, who had been watching, rushed over in a panic.

Of course, Ahn Cheongwang had met Bi Sayin before. When he saw his son run over as Bi Sayin entered, he assumed they had already met and exchanged greetings at the duel grounds. The boy was faster than anyone when it came to his own interests. He had just been thinking that it was a relief he had at least that much talent.

Telling someone to drag out the Young Alliance Chairman?

Ahn Hupyeong thought his father was rushing over with a pale face because of this man's ruthless appearance. As if to say, what are you doing not chasing him out quickly while the Chairman is watching?

I have to act before Father comes and resolves it.

The moment Ahn Hupyeong raised his hand to slap Bi Sayin's cheek.

GRIP!

Ahn Cheongwang, arriving just in the nick of time, grabbed his wrist. Of course, Ahn Hupyeong wouldn't have been able to land the blow even if he hadn't been stopped.

Utterly shocked, Ahn Cheongwang stared at his son, his face white as a sheet.

Ahn Hupyeong said loudly.

"It seems a man who doesn't know his place has followed me, wanting to become my subordinate. But he insulted the Chairman."

From a distance, Baek Jagang asked.

"What did he say to insult me?"

"He said I needed to get the Chairman's permission to hire him."

Baek Jagang smiled and said.

"He's not wrong."

It was then, as Ahn Hupyeong blinked, not understanding what that meant.

SLAP!

Ahn Cheongwang slapped his son's cheek without mercy. The pain was a secondary concern. Ahn Hupyeong was too stunned.

"Father?"

"How dare you be so rude to the Young Alliance Chairman? Get on your knees and apologize at once."

Ahn Hupyeong blinked.

Young Alliance Chairman? What Young Alliance Chairman?

As he stood there, still dazed, another slap flew at his face.

SLAP! SLAP! SLAP!

Emotion was packed into Ahn Cheongwang's hand as he relentlessly slapped his son's cheek. After all the foolish things he had done, his son had now committed this act of madness.

He should have raised him by beating him like this from the start. What if this incident became a problem and the Evil Alliance Chairman left? He might really beat his son to death.

At that moment, Baek Jagang's telepathy reached Bi Sayin.

[This is the Young Cult Leader's handiwork, I see.]

His own disciple wasn't the type to create such a situation by deliberately hiding his identity. If there was a need to beat someone, he would have already half-killed them himself.

[He's telling me to educate my own child properly, is that it?]

Of course, Geom Mugeuk might not have predicted this exact situation, but this was the result.

[If I had been alone, that man would have arrived as a corpse.]

A faint smile touched Baek Jagang's lips at Bi Sayin's telepathy. He could roughly imagine the situation without seeing it.

All the emotions that had built up over the past years poured out.

SLAP! SLAP! CRACK! SLAP!

When he felt Ahn Hupyeong had been hit enough, Bi Sayin stepped in.

"That's enough."

Ahn Cheongwang stopped the beating.

Ahn Hupyeong, his face swollen and red, said with a whimper.

"...Father."

"How dare you curse at the Young Alliance Chairman and raise your hand to strike him? You deserve to die. I should cut off that hand first."

"Please spare me! Father!"

"Will you not apologize at once?"

Ahn Hupyeong knelt and begged.

"I have committed a crime worthy of death by failing to recognize a person of your stature! I was wrong! Please spare my life!"

Bi Sayin did not scold him. He could have crushed Ahn Hupyeong further right here, but he didn't.

He had come already knowing that Ahn Hupyeong was a haughty degenerate, and scolding him more here wouldn't change his character. If anything, he would only harbor more resentment inside. Besides, he was here to stop a plot to assassinate his master, so there was no need to create a grudge with Ahn Hupyeong.

Bi Sayin helped Ahn Hupyeong up and said in a kind tone.

"My apologies. I failed to reveal my identity."

"Not at all, Young Alliance Chairman! Thank you for your forgiveness."

However, just as Bi Sayin had predicted, a person doesn't change in an instant. Far from reflecting, Ahn Hupyeong was blaming someone else. The target of his resentment should have been his father or Bi Sayin, but he blamed the wrong person.

This is all because of that bastard!

Lee Ahn's bodyguard! He had misunderstood because he saw the Young Alliance Chairman talking to that guy.

I'll make it up to the Young Alliance Chairman somehow, and as for that bastard, I'll...!

How could this moment be any different from his past life of always retaliating against those weaker than himself?

Ahn Cheongwang went before the Chairman and bowed his head in apology.

"I apologize for showing you such an unsightly scene."

Baek Jagang said in a pleasant tone.

"It was a misunderstanding, so don't worry about it."

Just then, a roar of cheers came from outside. It seemed the main tournament was about to begin.

Ahn Cheongwang stepped forward to break the awkward atmosphere.

"It seems the main event is about to start. I will escort you to the VIP seats."

Baek Jagang stood up, bringing the situation to a close.

"It's not polite to keep the ladies waiting."


The waiting room was filled with women.

Lee Ahn was quietly observing her surroundings from a corner of the room. She was trying to identify the assassins from the Beautiful Bridges among the participants.

To find an assassin, one must not look for an assassin. That was the key.

There were a few women who gave her a certain feeling. It was literally just a feeling. These were women found not by bodyguard Lee Ahn, but by martial artist Lee Ahn.

Just then, Cha Yiran entered the waiting room. After scanning the interior, she walked over to where Lee Ahn was.

Lee Ahn didn't look at her, instead watching the women she had identified. Who would react to Cha Yiran's appearance? Or, who would not react?

Cha Yiran walked right up to Lee Ahn.

"What should I do? It seems this Young Lady's bodyguard has already fallen for me."

"What do you mean?"

"We've decided to have a drink to celebrate making it to the finals. Just the two of us, intimately."

She meant for Lee Ahn to join them, but she said "the two of us."

Lee Ahn didn't fall for her provocation. Geom Mugeuk wouldn't have done that, and even if he had, there would have been a reason.

"He won't be able to without my permission."

Cha Yiran tilted her head at Lee Ahn and asked provocatively.

"Is that confidence? Or arrogance?"

"It's knowing him well."

"A bodyguard who knows their leader well is common, but a leader who knows their bodyguard well? That's a precious relationship."

Cha Yiran sat down next to Lee Ahn. Even then, Lee Ahn was observing how the surrounding women reacted. This was her original purpose for participating in the competition anyway. By identifying someone like this, she could save one of their own.

Cha Yiran said abruptly.

"You've finally drawn your treasured sword."

Lee Ahn was indeed wearing a treasured sword, but what Cha Yiran meant was that her makeup was beautiful. Indeed, Cha Yiran would be much better at recognizing the skill of the woman who did her makeup than she was.

"My opponent is who she is. Be careful, I become a different person when I wear makeup, you know?"

"This Young Lady is scarier without makeup. Pure beauty."

"You're trying to get me eliminated one way or another, aren't you."

The two looked at each other and laughed.

Yes, you should be scared. Scared of all that time I spent training, sweating, without a single touch of makeup.

Just then, the waiting room door opened and a martial artist announced loudly.

"The main tournament is now beginning!"

The roar of the crowd could be heard from outside.


Finally, it was Lee Ahn's turn. Dressed in a pure white palace gown with beautiful makeup, she slowly ascended the stairs.

When she stepped onto the stage, she could see the countless heroes of the martial world.

A deafening roar.

She thought her heart would burst from embarrassment when she came up here. That's why she had been up since dawn, swinging her sword on the mountain. But now that she was on stage, she wasn't as nervous as she thought she would be.

I might actually be a natural at this.

Lee Ahn slowly walked along the designated path.

And then she saw him.

Among the countless people, she saw Geom Mugeuk looking at her. It was like a lie, how clearly she saw him. Even though Geom Mugeuk wasn't revealing any presence, she found him.

Among all these people, she could only see Geom Mugeuk. Everyone around him turned to black and white, and only Geom Mugeuk remained in color.

Geom Mugeuk was smiling at her.

A thought suddenly occurred to Lee Ahn. This vacation was a time for her to confirm her feelings for the Young Cult Leader! She had even felt the emotion of jealousy for the first time. She had liked the Young Cult Leader since he was a little kid, but the feelings she realized this time were deeper than before.

Lee Ahn walked with confidence.

As she stood in the center of the stage, she saw the specially prepared judges' table in front of her. Among the three judges, she saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Their eyes met.

She was here, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was there, each doing their part.

Where I stand now, the Young Cult Leader will not be stabbed by the Smiling Demon's throwing knife.

Thus, the two women, each trying to protect their man, communicated with their eyes.

Nothing happened from the time she got on stage until she came down. Before leaving the stage, she looked at Geom Mugeuk one last time. It seemed like Geom Mugeuk's lips were mouthing something.

The ugly one's pretty impressive, huh?

Isn't that what he would have said? She smiled to herself and descended the stage.

As Geom Mugeuk watched Lee Ahn leave the stage, someone approached his side.

"It's been a while."

Surprisingly, it was the Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang. He was wearing a bamboo hat, so no one recognized him as the Evil Alliance Chairman. When Ahn Cheongwang offered to escort him to the VIP seats, he had said he wanted to watch quietly today and had blended into the crowd.

The two men watched the stage in front of them as they talked. Geom Mugeuk emitted his energy to create an invisible barrier around them, preventing their voices from being heard by those nearby.

"I told you not to come, so why are you here?"

"I came to see you."

"You didn't come to see the beauties?"

"Why not? I came to see you and the beauties."

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at Baek Jagang and said.

"To be honest, I would have been disappointed if you hadn't come."

"Didn't you say this is where I die?"

The two men looked at each other and laughed. In truth, Geom Mugeuk had wanted to see Baek Jagang. He would never know how charming those small eyes of his looked to him right now.

"She's coming out now. That woman over there is the assassin who wants to kill you, Chairman."

The woman who stepped onto the stage was none other than Cha Yiran.

At her appearance, the crowd erupted with fiery passion, but in contrast, Baek Jagang grew cold.

"Tell me. Give me a reason why I shouldn't jump on that stage right now and kill that woman. I am not a man who waits and watches someone who is trying to kill me."

He was not one to play with his enemies. He was a man who killed his enemies with all his might. He was, after all, a Chairman who always wore a martial arts uniform.

"If you don't give me a reason I can accept..."

Baek Jagang's small eyes narrowed even further. That point shone intensely, as if it were the source of all the killing intent in the world.

"I will kill her right here, right now."


Chapter 696: Who is Number One?

Geom Mugeuk could perceive that the Evil Alliance Chairman was entirely serious.

He wanted to leap onto that stage immediately and kill Cha Yiran.

She was currently striding across the stage, capturing the attention of all the heroes. A woman who should have led the most clandestine life was now smiling brightly for the world to see.

It was all for the sake of killing the Evil Alliance Chairman and becoming the world's number one beauty.

A surprising word then came from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Kill her."

"!"

Baek Jagang's eyes widened slightly when Geom Mugeuk instructed him to kill her. The answer was completely unexpected.

"Kill her?"

"Yes! Kill her."

Baek Jagang could also sense it. This was not a lie. No shiver of deceit ran down his spine.

Baek Jagang's gaze shifted to Cha Yiran on the stage. She was smiling radiantly from the stage's center toward the judges' seats. She would be exiting the stage very soon.

The intense killing intent coming from Baek Jagang next to him was so taut it felt like it could erupt toward the stage at any moment.

Geom Mugeuk wondered how many moves an assassin, now exposed to the world, could possibly withstand against the Evil Alliance Chairman.

After stepping over her corpse, Baek Jagang would likely say something along these lines.

'I am the Evil Alliance Chairman. I congratulate you on the opening of the world's number one beauty pageant.'

The members of the unorthodox sects would erupt at the Evil Alliance Chairman's surprise appearance. They would cheer for him without even asking why he had killed her.

He was, after all, a man who commanded the absolute faith and support of the unorthodox sects.

SHHH.

The pupils in his eyes, which had been focused with murderous intent, dilated, and the powerful killing intent disappeared.

Baek Jagang calmly revealed his reason for backing down.

"If she was a woman who had to be killed, you would have already done it before I got here."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at this profound display of trust.

Now, it was Geom Mugeuk's turn to reciprocate that trust.

"Yes, there was a reason I didn't kill her."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward the stage. Cha Yiran was now descending from it amid a wave of cheers.

"Would they truly have given such a massive task to her alone? There is likely someone else behind this."

Baek Jagang nodded. He understood the plan was to lure out the other mastermind so they could be eliminated together. Another conspirator could be hiding somewhere among these heroes.

"There's an even greater reason than that. Why would they target you, Chairman? Even if the assassination were to succeed, Sayin would simply take over the Chairman's position."

In truth, that was also why Baek Jagang had not killed her. He wanted to uncover the reason, even if it meant killing her later.

"Dying at the hands of the world's number one beauty wouldn't be so bad."

It was a joke that carried his true intention to wait instead of killing her first.

As he prepared to depart, Baek Jagang asked one final question.

"What would you have done if I had actually killed that woman?"

Geom Mugeuk considered this for a moment before speaking calmly.

"If you had killed her, there would have been another way."

He looked at Baek Jagang and then added another comment.

"With you here, Chairman, what is there to worry about?"

This statement also failed to send a shiver down his spine. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk's trust in him was genuine. For someone who talked so much, it was a rare occasion for Geom Mugeuk to say something that did not make one's skin crawl.

Baek Jagang, pulling his bamboo hat down, vanished into the crowd.

No further incidents took place before the main stage event concluded.

The eight beauties who would move on to the final stage, scheduled for three days after the competition, were announced.

Along with seven other beauties, Cha Yiran was named.

Lee Ahn advanced to the finals.

There were no surprises.


Ahn Hupyeong sat with a swollen face near the front of the stage.

He had come out to watch the competition even in his current state. He needed to show Lee Ahn that he had watched, and he was also curious to see what other pretty beauties were present.

He ignored the stares from those around him.

He had always carried the mindset, 'I'm the 소Chief of the Mythical Sect. No matter what state I'm in, I'm better than you, right? Can you look down on me? You can't, can you?'

Of course, his mood right now was the absolute worst.

Earlier, he had been too shocked and confused to think clearly, but as time went on, the situation became incredibly painful and felt deeply unfair.

He thought watching the beauties might improve his spirits, but the fervent energy and cheers only made his mood sink further.

That's right, when you are in a bad mood, you should not look at happy things. You should look at things more miserable than yourself.

Just then, someone offered something to him. He turned his head and saw Sa Chu holding out a cloth-wrapped bundle of ice.

"Put this on your face."

"I'm fine!"

He responded with irritation, but Sa Chu kept holding the pouch out.

"I said I'm fine! Are you mocking me?!"

Ahn Hupyeong angrily threw the pouch onto the ground.

His face throbbed from the effort of shouting.

"Damn it, that hurts."

Sa Chu simply stared at Ahn Hupyeong without saying a word.

He felt that Ahn Hupyeong deserved this, but seeing him in such a state still did not feel good.

"How much money do I have in the bank?"

"About twelve hundred taels."

"Is that all?"

Considering his usual extravagant spending, it was a relief that even that much remained.

"What kind of gift can I buy with that?"

"What kind of gift are you talking about?"

"What do you think! It's for the Young Alliance Chairman. I have to cheer him up, don't I?"

He had to do something. He had cursed at and even tried to strike the Young Alliance Chairman, so he was on his bad side, and it was a very bad side to be on.

"It will be difficult to buy something the Young Alliance Chairman would like with that amount of money."

"Damn it!"

At that moment, a cheer erupted from the crowd.

He raised his head and looked at the stage, where he saw Cha Yiran making her appearance.

"That woman?"

It was the woman who had been speaking with Lee Ahn's bodyguard. For some reason, he had found her difficult to approach.

Seeing her overwhelming beauty, a single thought flashed through Ahn Hupyeong's mind.

"Yes, that's it! I have to find that guy!"

Ahn Hupyeong shot to his feet and ran into the crowd of heroes.

Sa Chu sighed, wondering what sort of trouble he was about to stir up now, and followed after him.


After a period of wandering and searching, the person Ahn Hupyeong finally located was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"What on earth happened to your face?"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had a good idea why. It would have been fortunate if he had come to his senses after the beating.

"None of your business! You know that person who spoke to you earlier?"

"You mean the scary-looking person?"

"Did he really ask if a lot of beauties came?"

"Yes. He said he had a hard time rushing here to not be late."

Ahn Hupyeong's eyes began to sparkle.

"You said you were going drinking tonight, right? Where are you taking the Young Ladies?"

"We haven't decided yet. If we go, we're thinking of renting a room at a nearby tavern."

"Come to the Bright Flower House! I'll rent out the whole place."

The Bright Flower House was the largest and most expensive tavern in the entire marketplace.

Ahn Hupyeong had decided he would make up for his mistake by introducing Cha Yiran to Bi Sayin.

Yes, if he was fond of women, this meeting was sure to work.

When Geom Mugeuk showed a troubled expression, Ahn Hupyeong scowled.

"An important guest will be there too."

"Who might that be?"

He's a bodyguard, after all. If Ahn Hupyeong did not tell him who it was, he would never bring Lee Ahn and Cha Yiran.

Ahn Hupyeong held up two fingers.

"The person who is second among the murim prodigies."

"Who is that?"

"The Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

This was also an opportunity to show Lee Ahn what a great person he associated with. He could get on the Young Alliance Chairman's good side and Lee Ahn's good side at the same time.

He was a little worried that Bi Sayin might take a liking to Lee Ahn.

Well, if that happened, so be it. He would just switch his focus to Cha Yiran then. Right now, getting on the Young Alliance Chairman's good side was more important.

"You just have to bring them. I'll let you eat and drink all the expensive liquor and food you've never had in your life."

Ahn Hupyeong threatened in a low voice.

"If you don't come, I'll really rip that mouth of yours!"

At the mention of ripping his mouth, Sa Chu, who stood behind Ahn Hupyeong, flinched.

His eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

Sa Chu covered his own mouth with his palm. It was a signal that he had absolutely not said anything.

As Ahn Hupyeong turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk asked a question.

"Then who is the first among the prodigies?"

As if asking how he could possibly not know, Ahn Hupyeong replied while striding away.

"Wouldn't you, a demon, know better?"


A table was set up in the center of the Bright Flower House.

All manner of delicacies were spread across it, and fine liquor had been prepared.

"If you make a mistake, you'll all die today!"

At Ahn Hupyeong's shout, the cooks and waiters of the Bright Flower House grew tense.

Then, Ahn Hupyeong's gaze fell upon Sa Chu, who was standing there with a blank expression.

Ahn Hupyeong grabbed Sa Chu's shoulders from behind and shook him.

"What is it now? What's wrong?"

"Ah, it's nothing."

"Scared because the Young Alliance Chairman is coming? You just stand there quietly."

In reality, Sa Chu's heart was trembling not at the thought of the Young Alliance Chairman, but at meeting the Thirteen Evil Wolves up close. He wondered why so many surprising things had been happening lately.

Just then, Bi Sayin entered the room. Ahn Hupyeong rushed forward to greet him.

"You've arrived?"

The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed behind Bi Sayin. They scattered and took up positions around the room, ready to respond instantly if any trouble were to befall Bi Sayin.

Sa Chu bowed politely to Bi Sayin, then turned and offered a clasped hands greeting to the Thirteen Evil Wolves as well. He greeted them once in each direction. It was not common to greet them so thoroughly, and the First Wolf watched him with interest.

"Have the other guests not arrived yet?"

Ahn Hupyeong quickly answered Bi Sayin's question after he sat down.

"They should be on their way now."

Ahn Hupyeong looked at Sa Chu, about to signal for him to go and check.

However, Sa Chu was too preoccupied with staring at the Thirteen Evil Wolves to notice him.

Sigh, is he spacing out again?

Sa Chu was feeling a mixture of awe and sorrow.

They were the ones he had truly admired and looked up to since he was young.

The name, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, was an unfulfilled dream for him.

If I had tried harder back then, could I be standing in that spot now?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk stepped inside.

Ahn Hupyeong, who had been delighted, was suddenly taken aback. Only Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn had arrived.

Ahn Hupyeong rushed over to Geom Mugeuk and asked.

"Where is Young Lady Cha?"

"We arranged to meet her here."

"You made sure to tell her to come, right?"

"She'll come."

It was a conversation they could have had after greeting the Master. But his desire to introduce Cha Yiran to Bi Sayin was his first priority.

The next thing on his mind was the introduction.

"This person here is the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

Ahn Hupyeong puffed out his chest. 'This Young Lady, I am someone who associates with the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance.'

"This is Young Lady Lee Ahn, who has advanced to the finals."

This time, he looked at Bi Sayin and puffed up his neck. 'I am someone who socializes with such beauties!'

"Now, please have a seat."

As everyone began to take their seats, Geom Mugeuk swiftly claimed a spot for himself.

"Do you know what kind of gathering this is! How dare a mere bodyguard butt in?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he had been wronged.

"Didn't you say you'd treat me to liquor and food I've never had in my life? Didn't you say the number two prodigy was coming?"

"Has this bastard lost his mind!"

Bi Sayin asked in a low voice.

"Who is number one?"

Ahn Hupyeong was horrified and waved his hands dismissively.

"This man is talking nonsense!"

Watching the commotion, Sa Chu frowned. More than any other mistake, those words stuck in his ear.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves were standing right there, yet he was carelessly using words like 'mere bodyguard'.

Sa Chu gave a slight bow to the First Wolf, who was standing a short distance away, as if to apologize on Ahn Hupyeong's behalf.

Just then, the First Wolf's telepathy reached Sa Chu.

[Are your younger siblings well?]

Sa Chu looked at the First Wolf in shock. What did he mean by that?

In that moment, Sa Chu's eyes widened in astonishment. He sent a telepathic message back with a trembling voice.

[You remember me.]

He recalled that day from long ago.

He remembered the days of his youth, when he had waited persistently at the entrance of the Evil Alliance just to catch a glimpse of the Thirteen Evil Wolves' faces.

On the day he finally met them, Sa Chu had mustered the greatest courage of his entire life.

He had blocked the path of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. And he had asked something that no one around him could tell him.

"How can I become one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves?"

The one who had stepped forward and listened to him back then was that very same First Wolf.

"I heard that the best martial artists of the Evil Alliance are the Thirteen Evil Wolves. I want to become the best martial artist so I can feed my younger siblings until they are full."

They had left without a word, but surprisingly, the First Wolf remembered him from that day.

[How do you remember me?]

[Because you're the only one who ever blocked our path and survived.]

Sa Chu was incredibly grateful and moved that he was remembered.

However, because of that, he could no longer meet the First Wolf's gaze and lowered his head.

He, who had once dreamed such a grand dream.

Now his lot in life was to follow that scoundrel Ahn Hupyeong around, cleaning up his messes.

Just then, the First Wolf, as if surveying the surroundings, slowly walked past the deeply bowing Sa Chu and patted him on the shoulder.

It was a gesture more encouraging than any words in the world.

Sa Chu made a decision.

This robe, the one the First Wolf had patted his shoulder on, he would never wash it and would keep it safe for the rest of his life.

It was at that exact moment.

GRAB.

Just then, Ahn Hupyeong grabbed his shoulder from behind and said.

"Go to the kitchen and personally oversee things. Make sure there are no mistakes."

Of all places, he had grabbed the very spot the First Wolf had touched.

"Why don't you just say it instead of grabbing me!"

Sa Chu yelled. Ahn Hupyeong stared at him with a shocked expression. Everyone's attention focused on him.

"What in the world is wrong with you!"

It was the first time Sa Chu had ever shouted at Ahn Hupyeong. It was also a shout directed at himself.

After a moment of bewilderment, Ahn Hupyeong asked coldly.

"What's wrong with you?"

Just then, over Ahn Hupyeong's shoulder, Sa Chu saw Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk raised his palm to cover his mouth, the exact same gesture Sa Chu had made to him earlier.

Sa Chu understood. It meant he should not say anything right now.

Until now, everyone had told him to be quiet.

Shh! Shh, or they would rip his mouth.

But this gesture of covering the mouth was different. This was an action done for his sake.

Just let it pass quietly. Now is not the time. He could feel that sentiment.

"I'm sorry. I must have lost my mind."

Sa Chu ran to the kitchen with his head bowed.

It was not the time to berate him, so Ahn Hupyeong turned and said to everyone.

"Managing subordinates is so difficult these days. You all understand, right?"

He laughed out loud as he said it.

However, no one laughed with him. In fact, no one was even looking at him.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves were each staring straight ahead, and Lee Ahn and Bi Sayin were talking about something.

And Geom Mugeuk was watching Sa Chu walk to the kitchen.

Where is everyone looking?

In that brief moment, he felt completely abandoned. He had not even felt this way when his father beat him.

Just then, someone spoke from behind him.

"Excuse me, could you please move?"

Ahn Hupyeong turned to see Cha Yiran standing there. The woman who would be his salvation had finally appeared.

"Oh! Our Young Lady Cha has finally arrived."

He greeted her warmly, but Cha Yiran tilted her head.

"Who are you?"

"I am Ahn Hupyeong, the 소Chief of the Mythical Sect."

Instead of introducing herself, Cha Yiran just smiled sweetly.

"The face of such a noble person is quite swollen."

Cha Yiran walked past him.

Although Bi Sayin and Lee Ahn were there together, her gaze was fixed only on Geom Mugeuk.

"There are a lot of guests, aren't there? I told you we should meet alone."

Just as she walked up to the table where everyone was seated.

"......"

The Secret Box inside Geom Mugeuk's robes reacted faintly.

Cha Yiran smiled bewitchingly and said, "Who knows? Something good might happen if it's just the two of us?"


Chapter 697: Three Penalty Drinks If You Can't Answer

The Secret Box reacted the moment Cha Yiran arrived.

Could she have one of the orbs?

An inward shock coursed through Geom Mugeuk. The box had never reacted during his previous encounters with her. Today was the first time.

Geom Mugeuk mentally questioned the Secret Box hidden in his robes.

Do you absorb things other than the orbs? Are you the type to just gobble up anything when you're hungry?

He knew that wasn't the case, of course. He had distinctly seen the symbols for both the Secret Box and the orbs on the mural. Ultimately, this could only mean that she had brought an orb with her.

Only two of the six orbs were left. There was the red orb, the Red Orb, and the purple orb, the Purple Orb.

Is one of those two orbs with Cha Yiran?

Geom Mugeuk's heart began to pound.

He had never considered the possibility that someone else might possess one of the orbs the Secret Box absorbed. Until this point, they had always been kept in the most secret of locations, as if they were hidden away.

Was it because the Secret Box had reacted?

"Who knows? Something good might happen when it's just the two of us."

Her words from a moment ago, spoken as she walked over, now seemed to carry a hidden weight.

Could she possibly know that he had absorbed the energy from the orbs? Or was she completely unaware and just happened to have an orb for some other reason?

What if she brought it here knowingly? Was she thinking, "If you can, try to kill me and take it"? What would she do if he actually tried?

Cha Yiran casually sat down beside Geom Mugeuk. The reaction should have grown stronger, but this time was different. The moment she was near, the sensation stopped completely.

"Aren't you going to congratulate me? I made it to the finals."

"Congratulations."

"It feels good to be congratulated, even if I had to nudge you for it."

Ahn Hupyeong approached and quickly made an introduction for Bi Sayin. "Young Lady Cha, this is the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman."

Cha Yiran looked at Bi Sayin and feigned a surprised expression.

Seeing her reaction, Ahn Hupyeong felt a surge of inner pleasure, as if he were subtly placing himself on the same level as Bi Sayin.

Surprised, aren't you? Meeting the Mythical Sect's Young Sect Leader, and now the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman too?

Bi Sayin was thinking along similar lines.

What do you think? It's your first time seeing a woman this beautiful, isn't it?

Cha Yiran smiled bewitchingly as she greeted Bi Sayin. "I'm Cha Yiran."

She had a particular way of handling men. Without any deliberate attempt at seduction, the look in her eyes and her smile were enough to make a man restless and fall for her completely.

Bi Sayin simply stared at her without saying a word.

He already knew from the messenger pigeon Geom Mugeuk sent earlier that this woman planned to kill his master. Despite this, he showed no hostility.

The fact that Geom Mugeuk had orchestrated such a natural meeting proved his trust. As the man who would one day lead the Evil Alliance, he certainly had to be capable of this level of emotional control.

After all, wasn't this very woman, who was actively trying to kill his master, facing him without the slightest change in her expression?

"I am Bi Sayin."

Ahn Hupyeong was inwardly delighted by Bi Sayin's delayed response, assuming he was so captivated by Cha Yiran that he had forgotten to greet her promptly.

He naturally continued to take credit for the situation. "I rented out this entire place for this special occasion today!"

No matter what, he had to be seen as the hero who made this gathering happen.

"I really wanted to introduce Young Lady Cha to you, Young Alliance Chairman."

"To me?"

Seeing the question in Bi Sayin's eyes, Ahn Hupyeong smiled and offered some flattery. "I thought the two of you would look so good together."

He laughed heartily, but Bi Sayin's reaction was not what he had anticipated.

"I believe this gathering today is inappropriate."

Ahn Hupyeong asked in surprise, "What do you mean?"

"Is it right for these Young Ladies to be in a place with you?"

His words implied that a tournament organizer should not be meeting privately with the contestants who had reached the finals.

What kind of frustrating nonsense is this from someone who's supposed to become the supreme leader of the unorthodox sects! He desperately wanted to say that, but he held his tongue.

"Since the Young Alliance Chairman is here, it's a special occasion. I'm sure everyone will understand."

"Are you using me as an excuse?"

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

Bi Sayin made no effort to hide his thoughts or feelings. He behaved as he normally would, acting as if he was unaware of her true identity and showing Cha Yiran his natural self.

She was certainly no ordinary woman. She had come alone to a place where both he and Geom Mugeuk were present. While it was likely because she assumed they didn't know who she was, she still possessed nerves of steel.

Cha Yiran turned to look at Geom Mugeuk and said, "Thank you for introducing me to such a distinguished person, but my heart belongs to only one."

She wore an expression that she reserved only for when she looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Ahn Hupyeong could not understand it. What was so great about that bodyguard bastard?

"That bodyguard must have some charm I'm not aware of."

He had intended his words to belittle whatever that charm might be.

"Can't you see it? I can see plenty."

Cha Yiran brought her face extremely close to Geom Mugeuk's, so near that the slightest movement would cause them to touch.

Geom Mugeuk did not pull back, meeting her gaze directly.

"This man's eyes are so full of death," she said. "Yet how can they be so clear?"

She spoke as if she could truly see an aura of death in his eyes, but Geom Mugeuk remained silent.

It was Lee Ahn who spoke up in Geom Mugeuk's defense. "I've never once felt death in those eyes."

As Cha Yiran slowly turned her head to face her, Lee Ahn added, "One's own reflection is bound to appear in another's eyes."

She was implying that the death Cha Yiran saw ultimately came from Cha Yiran herself.

A strange smile formed on Cha Yiran's face. "This Young Lady must really like this man."

"I'm not stupid enough to dislike my bodyguard."

Her meaning was clear. How could she dislike the very person who protected her life?

Ahn Hupyeong's expression hardened as he listened. It sounded as if Lee Ahn's words were directed at him, who had just been in a conflict with Sa Chu.

Ahn Hupyeong was also displeased that both women had focused their attention on Geom Mugeuk from the very beginning. He was used to being the center of attention, but here he felt constantly left out.

Ahn Hupyeong picked up the liquor bottle to fill Bi Sayin's cup. "Here, Young Alliance Chairman. Please have a drink from me."

Bi Sayin did not even pretend to hear, his gaze fixed only on the two women.

The bottle felt awkward in Ahn Hupyeong's hand, and his face flushed. These people, really!

I'm the Mythical Sect's Young Sect Leader, for crying out loud! How can they treat me like this?

He's disgustingly fond of women. If that wasn't the reason, then it could only mean he was being utterly ignored.

In truth, Bi Sayin was trying to understand what kind of person Cha Yiran was. In a sense, she was a woman more deeply connected to him than to Geom Mugeuk. If she succeeded in killing his master, he would become the Evil Alliance Chairman.

In other words, she was the very woman trying to place him in the position of Evil Alliance Chairman.

For what reason?

Was there something to be gained by seating him, someone not yet ready, in the Chairman's position? Or did she have some other intention?

Ahn Hupyeong suppressed his anger and spoke again. "In this final, I can't decide who to support."

He was trying to show off his influence in any way he could. Ahn Hupyeong deliberately used the word 'support' instead of 'cheer for', speaking as if he could sway the decision for the world's number one beauty.

"Which one do you support, our Young Alliance Chairman? In fact, your support is the most important."

This time, Bi Sayin actually responded to his words.

"Why would my opinion matter? The opinions of the judges and the heroes are what's important."

"Aren't you in a position to overturn all those decisions?"

He had said it to flatter Bi Sayin, but his reaction was cold.

"Are you telling me to do something unfair?"

"No. That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean?"

"I'm just saying that's how great of a person you are. That's what I'm trying to say."

Facing Bi Sayin's still-cold gaze, Ahn Hupyeong downed his drink.

Things were not going as he had planned.

"Why isn't the food coming out?"

Ahn Hupyeong stood up and walked toward the kitchen.

Even as he stood, no one paid him any attention, which only made him angrier.

"What are you doing? Bring out the food, quickly!" he yelled the moment he entered the kitchen. He was just about to take his anger out on the innocent cooks.

"You should leave now."

He turned at the voice from behind him and saw Sa Chu. The man who had yelled at him earlier was now standing in a corner of the kitchen.

"What did you say?"

"I said, let's go back."

Ahn Hupyeong walked toward Sa Chu with an angry expression. On any other day, Sa Chu would have bowed his head deeply and apologized, but today he was staring straight at him.

"Do you know what kind of gathering this is?"

"What kind of gathering is it?"

"What?"

This was a gathering with a clear purpose. It was a chance to make a good impression on the Young Alliance Chairman and on Lee Ahn. How could Sa Chu act this way, knowing all that?

"Are you ignoring me too?"

"If I were ignoring you, I would've just stayed quiet and pretended not to know anything, like I always have."

Ahn Hupyeong could feel it instinctively. He didn't know why Sa Chu was acting this way, but he knew these words were for his own sake. Sa Chu was being rude, but he was the only one here who wasn't ignoring him.

"That is not a place for you, Young Lord."

All four of them were people Ahn Hupyeong could not handle. Only he himself was unaware of this fact.

"Hide in a burrow and come out when the storm passes. The only reason you're safe right now, Young Sect Leader, is because you're in the eye of the storm."

"!"

The storms had warned him to be quiet, but he had just broken that warning. It was okay, though. This would be his final piece of advice for Ahn Hupyeong.

Of course, Ahn Hupyeong did not take it well.

"You insolent bastard."

He knew the words were for his own good, but he was still offended. He had lived the kind of life where the truth was an offense.

"You'll have to be prepared for what comes later."

The moment Ahn Hupyeong turned around, a sharp tap sounded.

Sa Chu had suddenly struck Ahn Hupyeong's pressure point from behind. Caught completely by surprise, Ahn Hupyeong slumped into unconsciousness.

After calming the startled cooks, Sa Chu opened the kitchen's back door and called to a subordinate waiting outside. "The Young Sect Leader has had too much to drink. Take him to his residence, lay him on his bed, and come back."

His subordinates carried Ahn Hupyeong on their backs and returned to his residence.

It was the last courtesy Sa Chu could show him before leaving.

If Ahn Hupyeong stayed here in such an angry state, he would surely cause a major incident, even with the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman present. The Ahn Hupyeong he knew was that kind of person.

He wouldn't have been allowed to leave peacefully anyway, so he planned to depart like this.

Just as Sa Chu was about to leave through the back door himself, someone spoke from behind him.

"Was it because of your younger siblings?"

He turned to see First Wolf standing there.

First Wolf was asking if he had abandoned his dream and remained under Ahn Hupyeong's service because of his siblings.

Sa Chu confessed honestly. "No. I just used my siblings as an excuse to make the easy choice."

If it had truly been for his siblings, he would have tried again once their hunger was sated. The pay was good, and following Ahn Hupyeong was comfortable. At least in Anhui, no one dared to pick a fight with the Mythical Sect's Young Sect Leader.

"Today, I realized something. There are two kinds of impossibility. There's the kind that's impossible because you vaguely think you can't do it, and then there's the kind that's impossible even after you've tried to death. I've experienced the easy one, so now I'm going to challenge the difficult impossibility."

Sa Chu now intended to join the Evil Alliance. The monthly salary would be incomparably lower than what he currently earned. Starting over at his age would be several times more difficult. He also knew that joining now and becoming one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves was an impossible feat.

Still, he was determined to try. He viewed this reunion with the Thirteen Evil Wolves as the last chance heaven had given him.

"If we meet again, I will greet you formally then."

He then added with an awkward smile, "Though I probably won't see you for the rest of my life."

Sa Chu gave a polite clasped-hands greeting before he turned and walked away.

When he was young, he had blocked the path of the Thirteen Evil Wolves to bombard them with questions. He had thought that was passion and sincerity. Now, however, there would be no more questions.

He was old enough to understand that true passion doesn't ask questions. It begins long before one even thinks to ask.


First Wolf watched Sa Chu's retreating back in silence before he came back inside.

"Young Sect Leader An has already left."

At his words, no one questioned why Ahn Hupyeong had left so early.

Only Geom Mugeuk seemed to regret it.

"Ah! The person paying for the drinks has left early."

In response to his joke, Cha Yiran made an unexpected suggestion. "How about we make a bet for the drinks?"

The bet she proposed was truly unexpected.

"Let's not just drink. Let's ask each other questions one by one as we drink. If you can't answer, you have to drink three penalty shots! The person who drinks the most penalty shots today pays for everything. Oh, and to keep from getting drunk, no expelling alcohol with our internal energy!"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not the type of person to refuse such an interesting proposal. This was especially true in a situation where they all had things they wanted to ask one another. He figured she was the type who would rather drink the penalty shots than tell a lie. He himself had no intention of lying either.

"Alright, let's do it."

Since Geom Mugeuk accepted, Lee Ahn and Bi Sayin also nodded in agreement, their eyes gleaming with interest.

"Since I suggested it, I'll ask the first question."

Everyone readily nodded at Cha Yiran's words. They all toasted and emptied their cups.

"I'll ask bodyguard Geom."

Her gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

"You love this Young Lady here as a woman, don't you?"

The first question was a powerful one. Lee Ahn was even more surprised than Geom Mugeuk. She had never imagined Cha Yiran would ask such a thing.

"If you don't want to answer, you can just drink three penalty shots."

"There's no need for that. I'll answer."

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Lee Ahn before he replied.

"I do."

Cha Yiran looked surprised. "I was sure you'd drink the three penalty shots."

Lee Ahn was over the moon at Geom Mugeuk's answer. She was happy even if he had only said it because of the bet. Still, she was displeased with Cha Yiran's question.

So for the first question, you're asking about the Young Cult Leader and me?

She wanted to question Cha Yiran immediately, but Geom Mugeuk spoke first.

"I answered the question, so I'll ask the next one."

"Go ahead."

"I'll ask Young Lady Cha."

Once again, they all toasted and emptied their cups. Then, Geom Mugeuk asked Cha Yiran his question.

"Who is the person you trust the most?"

It was a question with many possible interpretations. She could name a family member or her leader. She could also name the person who accompanied her here for this task.

Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk with a strange glint in her eyes.

"I asked about someone you love, but you ask about someone you trust. Were you afraid I'd say it was you if you asked who I love?"

After offering a bright smile, she began to answer the question. "The person I trust the most is..."

A surprising statement then came from her lips.

"It's someone you know, too."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk stared at her with a shocked expression. He could not comprehend what she meant by that.

"I won't tell you who it is, just to make you die of curiosity. It's payback for your first answer."

She drank three penalty shots in a row, then set down her cup and asked, "Alright, who's asking the next question?"


Chapter 698: Did You Know I Was a Rowdy Drunk?

She said she trusts the person I know best?

If the mastermind was someone already deceased, there was no telling who it could be.

However, it seemed unlikely that she would claim to trust a dead person the most.

What if the person was still alive?

One individual naturally came to mind.

The Sword King Ak Gunhak.

He was the only one still living who could have been the subject of her answer.

Geom Mugeuk recalled his last moments with Ak Gunhak. He remembered the sight of his back as he walked away, his hair tied up tightly, an iron sword and shoes hanging from his waist.

He also recalled the image of him walking barefoot, then turning from a distance to look back.

[My name is Ak Gunhak.]

The memory of his shout and the bright smile he offered with his lonely eyes always came to mind. This must have meant that he missed him.

You're saying the person you trust most is Ak Gunhak?

From this answer, Geom Mugeuk understood.

She was telling him something.

I know what you know about me.

Until now, she had given no indication that she had such thoughts. The Secret Box's reaction was no coincidence. She was throwing down the gauntlet.

Stop me if you can.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Cha Yiran. She was pounding the table and shouting, much like a martial artist confronting an enemy.

"Alright, bring it on! I'll take any question!"

At her declaration, Lee Ahn stepped forward.

"I'll ask the next question."

As they had agreed to drink before asking, all four of them drained their cups.

"I'll ask Young Lady Cha."

Lee Ahn had been annoyed by Cha Yiran's first question, which had pried into Geom Mugeuk's feelings for her. How could she ask if he liked her, not in private, but when everyone involved was present?

It felt as if she was treating her relationship with Geom Mugeuk, and those emotions, like a game.

However, Lee Ahn did not react emotionally. She knew she was overreacting because she held the relationship so dear, but that was likely the exact outcome her opponent wanted.

Lee Ahn smiled and asked calmly.

"I'd like to ask about this person you trust the most. Does that person know of Young Lady Cha's trust?"

Cha Yiran's expression hardened slightly.

"Why are you asking about him?"

Her reason was Geom Mugeuk. If it was someone Geom Mugeuk also knew, then he was surely an important person. She was trying to help Geom Mugeuk in any small way she could.

Even if she could not grasp it herself, Geom Mugeuk would be able to sense her subtle emotions.

"I'm curious. The Young Lady Cha I've observed doesn't seem like someone who trusts people easily. I became curious about what kind of person could earn the title of 'most trusted'. I wonder, does he know?"

He probably knows. No, he probably does not. It was a simple answer, yet she hesitated before drinking three penalty cups again. She was demonstrating her resolve not to speak about him at all.

Lee Ahn spoke with an apologetic expression.

"I won't ask any more about him."

"It doesn't matter. There's plenty of alcohol. Now, bring it on again!"

Lee Ahn's question had been useful. From Cha Yiran's reaction, Geom Mugeuk realized that her feelings for Ak Gunhak were quite deep.

While you were digging away in that basement, when did you find the time to steal the heart of such a beautiful woman?

The next turn belonged to Bi Sayin.

"I will ask Young Lady Cha."

Cha Yiran laughed and remarked, "I'm the only one who's popular. This Young Lady must be disappointed."

"It's not in my nature to ignore someone who tells me to bring it on."

In truth, Bi Sayin had nothing he wanted to ask her, aside from why she was trying to kill his master. He only singled her out because he thought learning anything more about Cha Yiran might help the current situation.

"Why are you trying to become the world number one beauty?"

It appeared to be a mere formal question, but it was actually connected to the question he was truly curious about. She had planned to become the world number one beauty to get close to his master and launch a surprise attack.

If she were to answer this question honestly, she would have to say it.

To kill the Evil Alliance Chairman.

As Cha Yiran hesitated, Lee Ahn laughed and said jokingly, "I was just in it for the prize money."

But in the end, Cha Yiran did not answer.

"Ah, how I wish my reason was that simple."

With that, she once again drank three penalty cups.

She could have easily answered with something like, "Isn't it a dream every woman has at least once?"

This penalty drink, at least, showed him that she was being completely honest and serious about their bet.

After drinking so quickly, a flush rose to her face. Her tolerance for alcohol did not seem very high.

"Will you be alright?"

At Geom Mugeuk's concern, she replied gallantly, "Are you worried about me? I haven't even gotten started yet!"

One round of questions was over, and it was Cha Yiran's turn again. He thought she would question Geom Mugeuk, but her target was Bi Sayin.

"I'll ask the Young Alliance Chairman."

Her question was truly unexpected.

"What does the Evil Alliance Chairman like the most?"

For a moment, Bi Sayin was startled. He had not anticipated such a question from her.

Lee Ahn, who was beside him, also struggled to calm her tense heart.

"May I ask why you're asking?"

To Bi Sayin's question, Cha Yiran replied, "Aren't you curious? What does the supreme leader of the unorthodox sects like?"

She looked at Lee Ahn and provoked her.

"If I become the world number one beauty this time, I'll get to meet him in person at the celebratory banquet. It would be helpful to know what he likes, wouldn't it?"

Instead of answering, Bi Sayin drank the penalty.

"How could I dare speak of the Chairman at a drinking table? Please understand why I'm drinking the penalty."

He was furious at her audacity in asking about his master, but Bi Sayin did his best not to show it.

"I'm sorry, I must have asked a rude question."

"It's fine."

Geom Mugeuk could tell what she was doing. She had thrown this question to see if they knew she was targeting the Evil Alliance Chairman. Her question was useful to him as well.

It was Geom Mugeuk's turn to ask again. He singled out Cha Yiran once more.

"I'm sorry this is turning into a gauntlet, but I have another question for the Young Lady."

"Questions from my sword bodyguard are always welcome."

However, it was by no means a welcome question.

"Who is the person the Young Lady fears the most?"

For a moment, he could feel Cha Yiran flinch.

"A moment ago you asked who I trust the most, and now you ask who I fear the most."

Geom Mugeuk, the questioner, offered his own answer.

"For me, it's my father."

Besides the two questions he had already asked her, there were many others for which his father would be the answer.

The person he liked the most, the person he respected the most...

In the end, Cha Yiran picked up the penalty cup again.

"Bring it on! Bring it on!"

Lee Ahn followed up with a similar line of questioning.

"Then I'll ask a slightly easier question. What does Young Lady Cha cherish the most?"

But even this question left Cha Yiran at a loss for words.

"My goodness, you people!"

She shook her head, as if she had never expected such questions to be thrown at her when she first suggested the bet.

"The thing that's precious to me right now is..."

Her gaze fell upon her cup.

"This alcohol!"

She had answered, but as if that was not the answer she truly wanted to give, she drank the penalty again.

The sound of her putting down the cup grew louder. Her eyes, hazy with alcohol, began to lose focus.

Geom Mugeuk suggested they take a break and drink a little slower.

"It seems the Young Lady has lived a very harsh life. These were questions that others could answer without much difficulty."

Geom Mugeuk's and Cha Yiran's gazes met in mid-air.

Soon, a hint of sorrow flickered in her eyes as she let out a sigh.

"It wasn't a smooth life."

She did not hide her emotions. It was impossible to tell if she was being sincere or simply acting drunk.

"Alright, let's go again!"

"Let's take a break as we go."

"Bring it on!"

From that point on, the questions were not directed exclusively at Cha Yiran. Lee Ahn asked Bi Sayin about his biggest regret, and Geom Mugeuk asked Lee Ahn what book she had read recently. The questioning order changed, and at times, someone would ask two questions in a row as they all became steadily more intoxicated. Despite the undercurrent of caution between them, they thoroughly enjoyed the pleasure of the drinking party. When else could they ask such things? They freely threw questions at each other and provided answers.

As the questions went round and round, the last intelligible question from Cha Yiran was this. She asked Geom Mugeuk in a slurred voice.

"What's your biggest secret?"

Her intoxicated eyes seemed to be asking a different set of questions.

Who are you that our organization is being shattered? Who are you that he spared your life? Who are you that I have to go this far? Who are you...

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup and said in a drunken voice, "Under the influence, I almost revealed my secret."

When Geom Mugeuk drank the penalty, Cha Yiran was delighted.

"You're starting to crumble too! Come on, let's go!"

The phrase she said most at the drinking party that day was this.

Bring it all on!


When Cha Yiran awoke, she was lying on a bed in a guest room set aside in the Bright Flower House.

Turning her head, she saw Geom Mugeuk sitting in a chair next to the bed.

"What did you do to me? You look so innocent, but you're a sly one."

Geom Mugeuk asked with a look of disbelief, "Are you pretending you don't remember, or do you really not remember?"

"Of course!" Cha Yiran said with a bashful smile. "I'm pretending I don't remember."

"Vomiting, acting out, screaming your head off, and cursing. Do you remember any of it?"

"Bits and pieces."

Let's drink without circulating our internal energy!

What on earth was she thinking when she said that?

He did not know how much of it was intentional, but at least her drunken behavior was not an act.

He had experienced many things in his fight against the mastermind, and indeed in his entire life including before his regression, but this was the first time he had witnessed an enemy's drunken antics so vividly. It would probably never happen again, making it a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

"Did you know you were a rowdy drunk?"

Cha Yiran shook her head. "Yesterday was the first time I've ever drunk that heavily."

To get blackout drunk for the first time in her life in front of an enemy, and in the presence of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance at that. Who knew what she might say when she was dead drunk? He really had to give her credit for her nerve.

And now, it was time to discuss the truth they had not shared yesterday.

"Why did you reveal your identity?"

As expected, she did not feign ignorance and ask what he meant.

"You knew about me, didn't you?"

How had she figured that out? The only reason he knew about her was because he had known her in his life before regression.

"How did you know?"

"A woman's intuition."

This time, she was the one asking the question. He realized he should have just treated her as one of the beautiful women competing in the tournament.

"How did you know about me?"

"A man's intuition."

Cha Yiran smiled bewitchingly. "It's actually a relief. It was so frustrating not being able to speak comfortably until now. How desperate must I have been to suggest such a bet?"

"But you were the one who drank the most penalty shots."

"I didn't know you Demonic Cult people would ask questions like that. You even asked what my childhood dream was, right? Who on earth asked that?"

"So you do remember everything."

Cha Yiran slowly sat up in bed. Her clothes were wrinkled and stained with unidentifiable substances and mud. It seemed she had gone outside and rolled around on the ground.

"I'd believe you if you said that was a martial arts uniform just back from the battlefield."

"You're underestimating the cleanliness of martial artists."

She laughed, then picked up the water pitcher on the bedside table and gulped it down.

"What would you do if I had put poison in it?"

"If you were going to kill me, you would have done it while I was sleeping."

Geom Mugeuk knew she was not the type of person to fall asleep so defenselessly just because she was drunk. So why did she show such a vulnerability?

"Why didn't you kill me?"

"You're not someone who would die easily. If an easy chance to kill you came along, wouldn't that be a trap?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Cha Yiran put down the pitcher and laughed.

"You're as smart as I've heard."

She stretched and walked to the window to look outside. It was still early dawn.

"Even if you didn't kill me...!"

As she turned to look at Geom Mugeuk, her figure was incredibly sensual. No matter how dirty her clothes were, they could not mar her beauty.

"I thought you might give in under the influence of alcohol. You had the excuse of changing my clothes, too."

At her frank words, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "If you hadn't tried to vomit on me, I might have."

With a faint smile on her lips, Cha Yiran formally greeted Geom Mugeuk.

"Young Cult Leader, it's a pleasure to meet you."

Even after revealing her identity, she was still brimming with confidence.

"It's not my nature to leave enemies alive and create future problems. What were you thinking, doing this?"

It sounded like he was saying he had been waiting to kill her, but she was not frightened.

"Then I'll die."

Her eyes held no fear of death. It seemed to stem less from courage and more from a conviction that Geom Mugeuk would not kill her.

"That's what the man who came back after fighting you said."

He could tell that 'that man' meant Ak Gunhak.

"He said you let him go alive."

At that, Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"He was the one who spared me and left."

A smile that said, "I knew it," formed on her lips.

It was a different kind of smile from the ones she had shown so far. Compared to the bewitching smiles that had always been reflexive, this one was a bit stiff and awkward.

But Geom Mugeuk could feel it. That smile was her real smile.

And one more thing.

She not only trusted Ak Gunhak the most, but she was also in love with him.

"Has he left?"

Cha Yiran was inwardly surprised.

Geom Mugeuk knew he was going to leave. Ak Gunhak was not the type of person to tell others he was leaving.

What did he see in you to tell you even that?

A breeze from the window blew her hair.

"He hasn't been able to leave yet."

Geom Mugeuk did not ask further and just nodded.

"Why don't you ask? Why he couldn't leave."

If it were an organization one could leave easily, he would not have met him in that basement. He would not have said he was going to leave. How could it be easy to leave such a dreadful organization?

Geom Mugeuk bid her farewell.

"Sober up well."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to leave, she asked, "Why are you leaving without killing me?"

Geom Mugeuk looked back at her.

Because I still haven't figured out why you want to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman. And because there's one more thing I need to find out.

"Is it your mercy to let me compete in the finals before you kill me?"

At her unnecessary show of weakness, Geom Mugeuk shook his head firmly.

"After seeing that awful sight, I won the bet."

As Geom Mugeuk left the room, he added, "I can't very well kill the person who has to pay for the drinks, can I?"


Chapter 699: Why Do You Think Father Appointed the Demon Supremes?

Cha Yiran stood by the window, her gaze following Geom Mugeuk as he walked away.

As if he sensed her watching, Geom Mugeuk turned after walking some distance and waved.

Cha Yiran did not wave back. In response, Geom Mugeuk simply gave a bright smile before turning to continue on his way.

Her gaze lifted toward the dawn sky. The stars that had shone all night were now fading in the brightening light.

"Don't smile like that at someone you're going to kill soon."

At her words, a figure appeared on the roof of the building across from her. It was Hwa Domyeong, dressed in expensive clothes, looking his best, and even wearing white makeup.

"Don't come over. Spectators are supposed to watch from across the street."

She was referring to Hwa Domyeong's earlier claim that he had only come to watch this time.

Hwa Domyeong, however, leaped lightly through the open window she was looking out of.

"How could I just watch while you were crawling on the floor, drunk?"

"If the Young Cult Leader sees you, your head will go flying."

"He's the merciful man who spared you even after seeing that drunken display, isn't he?"

Cha Yiran couldn't help but laugh at Hwa Domyeong's joke. It must have been a truly incredible night.

"It's too much of a waste to just watch, isn't it?"

Cha Yiran glared at Hwa Domyeong.

"You intended to get involved in this from the start, didn't you?"

Hwa Domyeong neither confirmed nor denied her accusation.

"Don't. If you die too, things will get even messier. You know what will happen then, right?"

"We just have to win."

"They already knew their target was the Evil Alliance Chairman. They didn't even stop the Evil Alliance Chairman from coming."

"They're keeping us alive because they want to know why we're targeting the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Cha Yiran nodded.

"If you let your guard down..."

Cha Yiran cut Hwa Domyeong off.

"I won't."

After a brief pause, she emphasized her point even more strongly.

"The Young Cult Leader doesn't let his guard down."

Hwa Domyeong could see that she was afraid of Geom Mugeuk.

"Scared now, are you? After hearing about all the people who have died so far."

"I didn't see it myself."

The Geom Mugeuk who was a Young Cult Leader felt completely different from the one who had acted as a bodyguard. The look in his eyes after he revealed his identity was one that seemed to peer deep into one's soul.

"You've never failed before, have you?"

"Because this face and body have always worked."

In response to her self-deprecating words, Hwa Domyeong said something cryptic.

"Aren't you more frightening when they don't work?"

Though his makeup was ridiculously thick, Hwa Domyeong's eyes were utterly serious.

Then, Cha Yiran took something out from her robes. It was the very box Hwa Domyeong had given her. She opened the lid.

Inside the box was a red bead.

"He must have known I had this."

If that was the case, the bead should have been gone when she opened the box. He should have replaced it with a powerless stone and played dumb. And yet, Geom Mugeuk had not.

"He restrained himself."

Her eyes, staring at the bead, deepened.

"He didn't even think of opening it once."

She had thought that while he could endure killing an opponent, the desire to obtain this bead would be hard to resist. At least, she wouldn't have been able to.

"So don't hang around nearby. If I'm about to die at the Young Cult Leader's hands, I might just point out where you're hiding because I don't want to die alone."

A laugh spread from behind his fan.

"Just pay for my drinks here. I should at least get a spectator's fee."

"Where are you going?"

"To wash up and buy new clothes."

Cha Yiran turned and left the room.

"And to get over my hangover."

Watching her leave, Hwa Domyeong fanned himself gently. The beautiful woman painted on the fan seemed to dance.


When Geom Mugeuk returned to his quarters, Lee Ahn was awake and waiting for him.

She always felt a sense of relief when Geom Mugeuk returned safely, and that relief was especially strong today.

"How is Young Lady Cha?"

"I just saw her wake up."

This was about more than just worrying if she would try to seduce him. It meant he had returned without killing her. Lee Ahn had been worried when Geom Mugeuk said he would stay with her.

"She was acting so excessively drunk that it was suspicious. I wondered if it was all some kind of trap."

"It probably was a trap."

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression.

"It was a trap?"

"She must have hatched a plan that didn't go her way. Otherwise, she wouldn't have shown us that side of herself. And even if she had tried to kill us, it wouldn't have been easy."

Truly, the Cha Yiran of yesterday was more frightening than any hidden weapons.

Geom Mugeuk lay on his bed with his hands clasped behind his head and stared silently at the ceiling. For some reason, his expression was serious.

"Is something bothering you?"

"Does it look that way?"

When Lee Ahn nodded, Geom Mugeuk shot up from the bed.

"I knew it! You're the only one who knows me best."

No, anyone could tell you were worried!

The fact that he was showing it so openly meant he wanted to talk about it with her.

And Geom Mugeuk's worry was something truly unexpected.

"The person she said she trusts the most is Instructor Ak."

Lee Ahn was startled. She knew Ak Gunhak and had taken his classes at the Yellow Dragon Academy with Seo Jin. She also knew that Geom Mugeuk's relationship with him had deepened since then.

"Cha Yiran seemed to like him. That's not really the problem, but..."

A one-sided crush wasn't the issue. The real problem was something else.

"You're worried that Instructor Ak might like her back."

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

What if Ak Gunhak liked her? Then he would not kill Cha Yiran. He would find some way to resolve this matter without killing her.

"May I tell you what I think?"

"Of course."

Lee Ahn carefully posed a question.

"Is Instructor Ak the kind of person who would stand by and watch the woman he likes fight a life-or-death battle with his friend?"

She meant that if he liked the woman, he would have found a way to come. This logic might not apply to an ordinary person, but Lee Ahn had also experienced it. She knew what a formidable master he was.

"What if he doesn't know about this situation?"

This was precisely Geom Mugeuk's concern.

"You'll have to find out through Young Lady Cha."

"......"

"Go to Young Lady Cha and tell her that you and he are friends. Very close friends. Her reaction will surely be different depending on whether it's her own one-sided love or if the two of them like each other."

Lee Ahn said with conviction.

"I believe that you, Young Cult Leader, will definitely be able to spot the difference."

"Brilliant! Lee Ahn!"

"You thought of it too, didn't you? Weren't you just asking to hear it from my mouth to confirm it?"

"I didn't. I couldn't. When it's about my own affairs, my brain stops working."

"Is this the moment my hidden tail finally does something useful?"

"Let's go, and don't tuck that tail away just yet."

"Where are we going?"

Geom Mugeuk said something incomprehensible as he left the room.

"I'm going to become the world number one."


Ahn Hupyeong woke from his sleep.

"......"

He opened his eyes to find himself on the bed in his own quarters. He was sure he had been drinking with the Young Alliance Chairman at the Bright Flower House.

Was it a dream?

He couldn't tell if now was a dream or if the drinking had been one.

"Sa Chu! Sa Chu!"

Ahn Hupyeong shouted for Sa Chu. Usually, Sa Chu would open the door and ask what was wrong, but he did not enter the room. Instead, another subordinate came in.

"Martial Artist Sa is not here."

"Where did he go?"

"We haven't seen him since we parted at the Bright Flower House yesterday."

"The Bright Flower House?"

It wasn't a dream. Come to think of it, the last thing he remembered was meeting Sa Chu in the kitchen yesterday.

"He said you were drunk and that we should escort you to your quarters."

"That bastard!"

Ahn Hupyeong rushed to the Bright Flower House with his subordinates. The people from yesterday were all gone, and the establishment was busy preparing for business.

After grilling the cook and a waiter, he learned that Sa Chu had subdued them by striking their pressure points and then left. The remaining four had apparently drunk late into the night.

"Damn it! I should have been there!"

Ahn Hupyeong was more disappointed about missing the drinking party than about Sa Chu leaving. He had already forgotten how alienated he had felt there.

"Find this bastard! Now!"

He sent his subordinates to find Sa Chu, but he was already long gone.

He immediately went to Bi Sayin's quarters. He had to meet Bi Sayin and make an excuse for leaving without a word yesterday.

However, Bi Sayin was not in his quarters. He couldn't possibly go to the Evil Alliance Chairman and ask where the Young Alliance Chairman was.

Ahn Hupyeong headed straight for the inn where Lee Ahn was staying. If Bi Sayin wasn't around, he figured he should at least try to score points with Lee Ahn.

But she and that detestable bodyguard were also gone.

"Sa Chu! Where did they all go?"

He shouted as he turned, habitually looking for Sa Chu.

"Why aren't you saying anything?"

Ahn Hupyeong flinched. Sa Chu was not among the subordinates looking at him.

Come to think of it, he only recognized these subordinates by face and didn't even know their names. Sa Chu had always managed them. None of the fierce-looking men gave off a trustworthy feeling.

Then, he suddenly remembered what Sa Chu had told him before he left.

[Hide in a burrow and come out after the typhoon passes. The only reason you're safe now, Young Sect Leader, is because you're in the eye of the storm.]

Was there anyone among these men here now who would say such a thing to him?

"Find this bastard! Find him and bring him back alive!"


The people Ahn Hupyeong was desperately searching for were all gathered in one place.

Geom Mugeuk had taken Lee Ahn and Bi Sayin to the reception hall where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was staying.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew. With the final match two days away, Lee Ahn and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were people who should not be meeting. For them to come anyway meant the moment of decision had arrived. Moreover, Bi Sayin was with them.

After greeting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman as well, Geom Mugeuk reported what had happened yesterday.

"Cha Yiran has revealed her identity herself."

In that instant, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes glinted sharply. The enemy had changed their original plan.

Their original plan was for Cha Yiran to become the world number one and assassinate the Evil Alliance Chairman at the celebration banquet. But with Cha Yiran revealing her own identity, the situation had become unpredictable.

"Have they changed their target to you, Young Cult Leader?"

A hint of worry crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes above his mask.

"Perhaps. But it would be more accurate to say I've been included, not that the target has changed."

He meant their target was still the Evil Alliance Chairman.

The decisive reason was that Cha Yiran had previously asked Bi Sayin what the Evil Alliance Chairman liked. It was a question to gauge our reaction, to see if we knew their target. If the Evil Alliance Chairman wasn't the target, she wouldn't have asked.

"The fact that she revealed her identity must mean they are ready to fight. So..."

Geom Mugeuk had already made his decision before coming.

"We strike first."

Bi Sayin asked Geom Mugeuk, "When will we strike?"

The timing was much sooner than anyone had expected.

"Today, right now!"

Not only Bi Sayin who had asked, but Lee Ahn and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were also stunned.

Only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had a smile crinkle his eyes, as if he had expected it.

Yes, this was how it should be. To make a move, one had to move so unexpectedly that even one's own side couldn't predict it.

Cha Yiran would never expect this. How could she possibly imagine that after drinking and parting ways like that last night, they would move immediately today?

Lee Ahn now understood what Geom Mugeuk had said when they left the room earlier. If the incident occurred during the final match, he wouldn't be able to become the world number one. So his intention was to handle this matter beforehand and then participate in the final two days later to become the true world number one.

Tasks were assigned to each person.

"The Mythical Sect will be handled by the Evil Alliance."

Bi Sayin nodded.

The Mythical Sect Leader, the masters he had brought in, and the Mythical Sect's martial artists were by no means an easy opponent. But on this side, they had the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Next, he gave a task to Lee Ahn.

"While things are in motion, Lee Ahn will protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

In other words, there was a separate order to be given to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors.

"Yes, leave it to me."

Lee Ahn replied cheerfully and exchanged a glance with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I will take care of Cha Yiran. Smiling Demon, please take care of the assassin organization she brought with her."

"Leave it to me."

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon readily accepted the order, Lee Ahn cautiously spoke up.

"But we don't know who they are, do we?"

They were Cha Yiran's subordinates, but they were top-tier assassins who knew how to hide themselves perfectly. They had no idea how many had been mobilized or where and how they were hiding. Furthermore, many of them were likely among the women participating in this tournament.

"And you're going to find and deal with them all by today? That's impossible!"

It was a task more difficult than crushing the entire Mythical Sect. Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it.

"Yes, it's an impossible task."

"But why?"

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"Why do you think Father appointed the Demon Supremes? He must have appointed them so that when an impossible task arises, he could say this."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and imitated his father.

"Smiling Demon, go and take care of it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon responded with a respectful clasped hands greeting, as if addressing the Cult Leader.

"I accept your command."

CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK!

The Faceless Warriors standing behind him also performed a clasped hands greeting in unison.

Lee Ahn could see that Geom Mugeuk's joke contained an incredibly deep trust in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Still, she had to help if she could.

"There are a few women in the waiting room I've marked as potential assassins. If we tail them, there will surely be a moment they make contact with other assassins. Of course, I don't know if they'll make contact by today."

Of course, that method wouldn't allow them to deal with all of them by today. Still, she had said it hoping to be of some help.

"I appreciate the thought, but there's no need."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as if he had a method in mind, smiled gently in front of the lined-up the Faceless Warriors and said, "We'll handle it our way."


Chapter 700: You've Come to Save Me

One would expect the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's methods to be incomparably cruel and evil, but today was the opposite.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had asked Geom Mugeuk a question.

"Do you want them captured alive?"

The statement was surprising. Finding the assassins was already considered difficult enough. To capture them alive instead of eliminating them was to raise the difficulty of an impossible task to its absolute limit. That was the thought that came to mind.

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he replied.

"How did you know what I wanted?"

"I just had a feeling you would."

They had not yet confirmed the relationship between Cha Yiran and Ak Gunhak. To prevent any potential regrets, dealing with the matter without killing her subordinates was the best choice.

He had been about to make the request himself, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had read his mind and spoken first. It was just as one would expect from the Smiling Demon.

"Please do."

"I will obey your command."

As anticipated, there was no hesitation.

It was Lee Ahn who voiced the concerns others felt for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Putting your subordinates in danger! That's too much!"

She said it to lighten the mood, knowing Geom Mugeuk would take it as a joke.

"If you're so upset, why don't you become the Young Cult Leader?"

Though he said that, the emotion in Geom Mugeuk's eyes as he looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not shamelessness but trust. It was the trust that he could accomplish this much. It was the firm belief that this command would not endanger him or his subordinates.

He did not forget to add a joke for the Faceless Warriors.

"Don't kill them even if they get on your nerves. And don't hit their faces, they're women."

A smile bloomed in the eyes of the Faceless Warriors.

Bi Sayin, who was watching, was inwardly impressed.

The order had been given regardless. In that case, words like that would raise the morale of the Faceless Warriors more than a simple 'be careful' ever could. The statement also protected their pride.

Lee Ahn spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"If you ever need my help, I'll help too."

She could not bring it up again since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already refused. She meant, however, that she could tell him about the assassins she had recognized in the waiting room.

No matter how she considered it, finding them any other way did not seem easy. On top of that, the additional order to capture them alive had been given.

Are you really okay, Smiling Demon?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sensed the worry in her heart.

"Do you know why I refused your offer?"

She truly could not have imagined the reason was something like this.

"I already know who the assassins are."

"!"

"I've found sixteen of them so far."

He was saying he had found the confirmed assassins. Sixteen of them, no less.

A surprised Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Did you know, Young Cult Leader?

At her gaze, Geom Mugeuk shook his head. This was a fact that Geom Mugeuk had not known either.

"May I ask how you found them?"

At Lee Ahn's question, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stepped forward to explain.

"The Demon Supreme first investigated the other two judges besides myself."

Since arriving at the Mythical Sect, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not been simply spending his time in the guest quarters. He started by investigating the judges, as they were the people who would sit next to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"As expected, both of them were individuals with close ties to the Mythical Sect Leader. They were people who owed him a great debt and were in a position where they could not refuse his requests."

One thing remained unknown.

"I still don't know why I was called to be a judge."

She looked back and forth between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Geom Mugeuk.

"I can only vaguely guess that it's either because of the Smiling Demon or the Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk then said calmly.

"It could also be because of the Pavilion Master."

He did not explain the reason in detail, but the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman understood what Geom Mugeuk meant. It suggested she might have been called because she was a descendant of the Saintess Palace.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman continued her explanation. While she did not know why she was called, the reason for the other two was clear.

"I watched them give their scores carefully since the preliminaries. There were times when they gave higher scores to another woman despite there being a clearly more beautiful one. Of course, everyone has different eyes, but coincidentally, their choices were the same every time."

She had been observing not only the judging on stage but also the unorthodox judging at the judges' table.

"I've found the women they intentionally selected, but the problem is the women who were missed."

There must have been assassins who advanced to the main round on their pure beauty alone, like Cha Yiran.

A question then naturally arose.

"Then why did they have so many participate in the competition? If they were going to pick them anyway, wouldn't seven have been enough?"

In fact, even the final stage was not necessary.

"No, even one would have been enough."

Only the world number one beauty would attend the celebratory banquet with the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"I was curious about that too. But seeing this, I understood."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman held out a folded piece of paper.

"It's the seating chart for the day of the final stage."

A special section for the women who had advanced to the main round had been prepared behind the stage. The final stage would proceed with them watching from there.

"They're planning to start something on that stage that day. Their plans changed when the Young Cult Leader intervened."

Lee Ahn's gaze deepened.

The prophecy the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had seen also took place on a stage. They were definitely planning some conspiracy there. That conspiracy was also related to her, since she was the one who would be on the final stage.

What if Cha Yiran and the assassins attacked her at the same time? Stopping Cha Yiran alone would be difficult enough, but what if the assassins helped? Eventually, Geom Mugeuk would have to jump onto the stage to save her.

An assassination that could never be prepared for outside could happen on that stage. It would be the moment when Cha Yiran and the elite assassins of the Beautiful Bridges were all present.

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon who broke the heavy silence.

"They'll have to change their plans again."

He would definitely carry out the mission Geom Mugeuk had given him.

"Because on that day, there will be only one assassin on the stage."


Jo Chonggwan walked with hurried steps. As the one responsible for this competition, he had been busy day and night. With the finals in two days and the celebratory banquet for the Evil Alliance Chairman after that, events remained where a single mistake would lead to disaster.

When he entered his office, Jo Chonggwan flinched. For a moment, he thought he had entered the wrong room.

Someone was sitting at his office desk, looking through documents.

"Who are you?"

At the startled Jo Chonggwan's question, the man in the chair looked up. He gestured for him to come inside. Jo Chonggwan recognized the man at a glance.

This man?

It was the martial artist serving as the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's bodyguard. The unorthodox mask with a single flower drawn on it was unique, and his handsome appearance was hard to forget, even with the mask on. In any case, he was someone who should not be here.

The moment Jo Chonggwan spun around to flee, he bumped into someone. Someone had appeared at the door at some point.

The person grabbed his hand to keep him from falling, so he naturally thought it was a Mythical Sect martial artist. But it was not. When he looked up, he saw a mask with a single flower drawn on it here as well. Indifferent eyes stared down at him from above the mask.

The gaze was made all the more terrifying by its coldness, which was so contrary to the action of catching his hand.

When Jo Chonggwan turned around again, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was looking at him.

The moment their eyes met, Jo Chonggwan could feel it.

Different.

It was different from the bodyguard's gaze he had seen earlier and different from the countless gazes he had seen until now. He had met all sorts of martial artists during his long tenure as the general manager of the Mythical Sect, including numerous unorthodox sect martial artists. But this was the first time he had felt such a chill piercing his heart. It was completely different from the familiar fear of the violent and rough.

"I have something to say, so come here."

The command was calm but irresistible. Jo Chonggwan staggered toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The polite way he spoke made him an even more terrifying opponent.

"What is it that you want from me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then pushed forward the documents he was looking at.

"Contact them and tell them all to gather."

When Jo Chonggwan looked at the documents, he saw they were the personal information of the women who had advanced to the main round of the world number one beauty selection contest.

"Why these people?"

"You don't need to know."

He could call them. He knew where they were staying so that he could contact the participants at any time. They were all staying in inns or rented manors near the Mythical Sect.

He could not just do as he was told without reason.

"I don't know the reason, but the Chief will investigate this matter later."

He said it indirectly, meaning that he would have to deal with the entire Mythical Sect then. He said it thinking that no matter how scary this man was, he would surely fear the Mythical Sect Leader.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just stared at him. A single line of a smile formed in his eyes. It was not the bright smile he gave Geom Mugeuk.

It was the death-bringing smile of the Smiling Demon.

The moment he saw that smile, a terrifying fear that made it hard to breathe constricted Jo Chonggwan. It felt as if he could hear the wail of a soul being torn apart in a dark, deep place.

"You knew, didn't you?"

The question came without any context, but Jo Chonggwan's heart plummeted.

It's finally happened.

It was strange from the beginning that the Mythical Sect Leader would suddenly hold such a competition. He was not the type of person to even think of raising the Mythical Sect's fame by holding such a contest. This was clearly not an idea that came from the Mythical Sect Leader's head. He knew that better than anyone.

It was also strange that he had summoned the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade after starting the competition. He would not have summoned them if he was not afraid of something. On top of that, he had randomly invited the Evil Alliance Chairman to the celebratory banquet.

He had noticed something was afoot, but Jo Chonggwan had just been doing as he was told, as he always had.

"I... I don't know anything about it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked down at the documents on the desk and said, "Then prove it."

This was not a situation for further deliberation. He had already felt death in the man's smile.

"What should I tell them when I call?"

"Tell them there's a seating assignment for the final stage."

Jo Chonggwan said with a fearful face, "But I need the Chief's permission for something like this."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then said calmly, "Today, your Chief won't have the time for that."

"!"

Jo Chonggwan knew what that meant. His heart pounded as if it would burst.

"You prepared this competition, shouldn't you see it through to the end?"

It meant that he could live if he just did as he was told.

"Yes, I understand."

As Jo Chonggwan gathered the documents, his gaze fell on a separate pile of personal information set aside on the desk. It looked like a dozen or so sheets, and they were also women who had advanced to the main round.

"Why are these women being left out?"

An inscrutable remark flowed from the lips of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was looking out the window.

"Those people have already been summoned."


Mr. Noh, an old bachelor who sold all sorts of miscellaneous goods from a cart in the marketplace, had been in a good mood lately. It was because countless people filled the streets day after day for the competition. And what beautiful women they were.

He used to hate waking up in the morning, but these days his eyes would pop open, eager to go out and do business. The woman browsing his goods right now was also incredibly beautiful.

How wonderful would it be to marry a woman like this?

He felt like he could carry her on his back for the rest of his life if she asked.

"If you don't like that one, please take a look at this."

Mr. Noh found another accessory displayed on his cart and handed it to her.

"......"

Mr. Noh looked around with a surprised face. The woman who had been looking at his goods just a moment ago had vanished without a trace.

That woman was now in a carriage that had just passed by the cart. No, to be precise, she had been loaded into it. She could not move a single finger because her vital and vocal points had been sealed.

She stared at the man sitting across from her, her eyes wide with disbelief at the situation. The man wore a pure white mask and was looking out the carriage window.

The Faceless Warriors!

The woman knew who her opponent was. She was no ordinary woman either.

The Seventeenth Bridge. She was the seventeenth bridge of the Beautiful Bridges.

She had been careless. She truly never dreamed that a passing carriage would abduct her. But carelessness aside, her opponent's skill was too proficient.

The moment the carriage passed behind her, the door opened, and in an instant, her vital and vocal points were sealed. At the same time, she was pulled into the carriage. It all happened in the blink of an eye.

Where on earth are they taking me?

The Faceless Warrior should have at least glanced at her, but he just kept watching the scenery outside. He really felt like a country bumpkin seeing the city for the first time.

How long had they been traveling? The carriage stopped in front of a building.

Someone knocked on the back wall from the driver's seat side. Taking that as a signal, the Faceless Warrior in the cabin got out of the carriage. She felt the man from the driver's seat get out as well. He had covered the window's curtain when he got out, so she could not see what was happening outside.

The Seventeenth Bridge waited with an anxious and tense heart.

A moment later, the sound of clashing weapons came from outside. In that instant, she knew. The Faceless Warrior was fighting her comrades.

Please! Please!

Soon, the sounds of fighting stopped, and the surroundings became quiet.

A tense moment passed.

The carriage door swung open with a clatter.

Joy spread across the Seventeenth Bridge's face as she identified the person. The woman standing before the carriage was none other than the Fifth Bridge. She was a Senior whom she admired and whose skills were renowned. She had completed twenty-four assassinations without a single mistake.

Of course! You defeated those bastards and came to save me!

It was at that very moment.

The woman was shoved inside as if pushed. The Fifth Bridge, her vocal and vital points already sealed, was seated right next to the Seventeenth Bridge.

"......"

"......"

The Faceless Warrior who had pushed the Fifth Bridge in sat down and knocked on the wall toward the driver's seat. At the signal, the carriage started moving.

The Faceless Warrior never gave them a single glance, only watching the scenery outside as the carriage began to race toward the next bridge.


Chapter 701: You All Know Your Places, Right?

The Seventeenth Bridge was terrified. Her captors were the Faceless Warriors, the infamous followers of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. To be taken by them meant enduring a pain far worse than death.

Ordinarily, assassins carried poison pills in their molars for such situations. The assassins of the Beautiful Bridges, however, did not.

This was a direct order from their leader, Cha Yiran.

"If you have the strength to bite down on a poison pill, then clench your teeth and fight to survive until the very end!"

I shouldn't have let my guard down.

No, this was not a matter of carelessness. The outcome would have been identical even if she had been on high alert. An exposed assassin was no different than a common martial artist, and they had been ambushed.

How on earth did they find us?

Could there be a traitor? Betrayal was impossible, even if one wished for it. They did not even know where the others lived. Yet these men had located them, identifying them with unnerving precision.

It was at that moment.

PIIIII, PEW PEW PEW!

The sound of exploding fireworks echoed from nearby. They were fireworks that produced a peculiar sound.

The Seventeenth Bridge and the Fifth Bridge exchanged a look. The fireworks were an emergency signal used by the assassins of the Beautiful Bridges. This meant the Faceless Warriors were also targeting their allies elsewhere.

A Faceless Warrior leaned his head out the window, looking toward the sound of the fireworks.

How can he not even think to glance at us?

A normal man would have at least looked once. Were they truly raised by the Demonic Cult to be devoid of all emotion? Of course, she did not know just how relentlessly the Faceless Warriors could stare once they decided to look.

The carriage began to slow down. The two assassins did not know who was being targeted this time, but they shared a single wish.

Please, let them have heard the signal!

The carriage entered a deserted street on the city's outskirts.

THUD, THUD.

The Faceless Warrior driving the carriage seemed to pound on the back wall, and the carriage suddenly accelerated.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

She could feel something striking the carriage repeatedly.

Just as the Faceless Warrior inside opened the curtain of the opposite window to look out.

SWOOSH!

A hidden weapon shot through the open window and exited out the other side.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The sound of more hidden weapons embedding themselves in the carriage followed. The carriage swerved sharply and lurched, one wheel lifting as it tilted precariously. The Faceless Warrior moved to the opposite side, raising his qi.

Just as the tilted carriage barely regained its balance.

PWAAANG!

A short, arrow-like hidden weapon pierced through the carriage wall. This was no ordinary projectile. It was powerful enough to penetrate the wood and was aimed directly where the Seventeenth Bridge and the Fifth Bridge were sitting.

The Faceless Warrior struck the incoming hidden weapon with his throwing knife.

"......"

The force of the projectile was so great that his wrist ached as if it might break, but his action successfully changed the weapon's direction. The hidden weapon flew past, piercing the wall in the space just behind the two women's heads. If the Faceless Warrior had not deflected it, they both would have died.

At that same moment.

PWAK!

A hidden weapon tore through the arm of the Faceless Warrior who had exposed himself at the window to protect them. Blood spurted from his arm, but there was no time to treat the wound.

Another hidden weapon flew in.

SWOOOOOSH!

A projectile longer than the last one flew toward where the women were sitting. It was faster and stronger than the previous one.

The Faceless Warrior grabbed the two women, pulling them to the spot where he had been standing.

PWAAANG!

The hidden weapon pierced through the exact spot where they had just been sitting.

An indiscriminate attack was being launched from outside. The Seventeenth Bridge and the Fifth Bridge knew who the attacker was. It was the Eighth Bridge. She was the most skilled with hidden weapons among all the Beautiful Bridges.

Of all people, it had to be her. The Eighth Bridge had a selfish and ruthless personality. She was the type to launch an indiscriminate attack even knowing her own allies were inside the carriage.

CHAENG! CHAENG!

The Faceless Warrior deflected more hidden weapons that pierced the carriage. One of them would have hit the two women, but he blocked it, risking his own safety.

Why is he going this far to save us?

The Seventeenth Bridge was puzzled. When it came to being cruel and merciless, these Faceless Warriors should have been far worse, not better.

Hidden weapons continued to rain down, but the carriage ran smoothly. The Faceless Warrior in the driver's seat drove on, deflecting the incoming projectiles with finger qi bullets to protect himself and the horse. His skill in both driving and firing finger qi bullets was exceptional.

He knocked on the back wall to give a signal, then stopped the carriage next to a grove of trees that offered cover.

The moment the carriage stopped!

The Faceless Warrior threw open the carriage door, pushed the women out, and then threw himself out after them.

PAPAPAPAK!

With the carriage now stationary, the hidden weapons flew in with even greater accuracy.

After getting out, the Faceless Warrior first checked the driver's seat. His colleague who had been driving was gone, having already thrown himself to safety somewhere.

TING! SHWIIK!

A hidden weapon ricocheted off a wall and flew toward the Seventeenth Bridge's face.

"......"

The Faceless Warrior fired a finger qi bullet, deflecting the projectile. He was faithfully upholding Geom Mugeuk's joke about not hitting the face.

Just as he was about to hide the two women behind a tree.

SHWAAAAAAAAA!

Hidden weapons poured down on them like rain.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

The Faceless Warrior could have dodged alone, but he stood in front of the Seventeenth Bridge and the Fifth Bridge, deflecting the barrage. Blood splattered onto his white mask, but the Faceless Warrior did not evade.

The Seventeenth Bridge and the Fifth Bridge silently watched the back of the man who held his ground to protect them. It was a situation where they truly did not know who to root for.

He can't block it! It's impossible!

What the Eighth Bridge was currently unleashing was no ordinary hidden weapon. It was the Murim Alliance's golden hidden weapon, the Annihilation Rain Explosive, which she used only in the most desperate of times.

Blood spurted from the Faceless Warrior's shoulder and waist. He managed to block, avoiding vital spots even if it meant injuring his limbs.

"......"

With a final, sharp sound, the Faceless Warrior's arm went limp. He let out a ragged breath, too exhausted to block any more hidden weapons. A single throwing knife would have been the end of him.

However, no more hidden weapons came.

When the Faceless Warrior looked up, he saw the Faceless Warrior from the driver's seat looking their way from a distant rooftop. A woman was collapsed beside him. While he had been blocking the attack, his partner had succeeded in subduing her.

A short while later, three assassins sat side by side in the tattered carriage. The Seventeenth Bridge, the Fifth Bridge, and now the Eighth Bridge.

Only then did the Faceless Warrior properly treat his injuries. Though not life-threatening, the wounds were deep gashes. With an indifferent expression, he pressed his acupoints to stop the bleeding, applied a salve, and wrapped them in bandages.

"......"

Seeing the Faceless Warrior's eyes as he winced, the Seventeenth Bridge found it strange. She realized that this man felt pain too. His mask was covered in blood, most of which he had shed to protect her.

The Seventeenth Bridge thought that this time, the Faceless Warrior would not hold back. The Eighth Bridge had nearly killed him with the repeated use of the golden hidden weapons. She expected him to beat the Eighth Bridge half to death, if not kill her outright.

The Faceless Warrior did not even utter a curse. He simply gazed out the window.

What on earth is he thinking?

The Seventeenth Bridge also silently watched the passing scenery through a hole in the broken carriage.


The women arrived at the reception hall. The women gathered today were those who had advanced to the main tournament but had been eliminated before the final seven. Those who recognized each other exchanged greetings and chatted.

"I can't believe we're here again."

"I thought I'd never be able to come back."

This was the same reception hall where they had waited during the main tournament.

"We sat right here, didn't we?"

"Back then, I really thought I'd make it to the finals."

Laughter broke out here and there. The atmosphere was good, filled with a strange camaraderie born from being eliminated together.

Once all the women had entered, a martial artist wearing a bamboo hat followed them in and closed the door. Chief Jo was waiting inside the reception hall.

"I've gathered you all today for the seat arrangements for the final stage."

One side of the hall had been decorated like a stage, with chairs for them placed behind it.

"Please confirm your seats carefully today so there are no mistakes on the day of the event. Now, I will begin assigning the seats."

Chief Jo called out each person's name and assigned them a seat. He seemed more nervous and stiff than usual, but everyone was too busy checking their own seats to notice.

"Now, please come forward and sit in the numbered spot. On the day of the event, the chairs won't be numbered, so you must not get confused."

One by one, he had them take their seats. All the women's seats were assigned, and they sat looking at the stage. The stage was a fake one set up for the assignments, but their regret was real.

A sigh escaped from someone's lips. Everyone knew it was a sigh filled with the regret that the stage could have been hers. They had all sighed the same sigh in their hearts.

Just then, a sharp, clear voice rang out. The words were hard to believe.

"Stupid bitch, why are you sighing? You were eliminated because you're ugly."

Everyone's gaze turned to the woman who had hurled the insult. She was sitting right next to the woman who had sighed. At her words, the woman who had sighed widened her eyes in shock.

"What did you just say?"

"Are you deaf, too? You acted so high and mighty since the preliminaries, serves you right."

SLAP!

The woman who had sighed slapped her cheek without mercy.

"This bitch hit me?"

The two women grabbed each other's hair and started fighting.

It was a situation where someone should have intervened, but another woman watching them shouted.

"Just kill her!"

What was this now? The women's gazes turned to the one who had shouted. It did not seem to be a joke, as she shrieked again for her to be killed. The woman who insulted, the woman who slapped her, and the woman who shouted for her to be killed were all acting abnormally.

Three abnormal people were already a lot, but then another appeared.

"So low-class. No wonder pathetic bitches like you were eliminated. I can't stand to be with you."

At another woman's words, a woman in the back row mercilessly struck her on the head.

"You bitch, you're the most pathetic one here!"

This time, those two women started brawling.

Chief Jo ran over in surprise.

"Stop! Why are you all acting like this!"

He tried to stop them, but the agitated women were seeing red.

The fight spread in an instant. No one was instigating it, nor were they fighting in factions. They just fought with the person next to them or with those they held a grudge against from the tournament. They even fought with people they had never spoken to before.

They hurled insults at their opponents. Shouts and curses erupted from all directions. As if they had been waiting for this moment, everyone screamed viciously, throwing punches, scratching, tearing clothes, and pulling hair.

One woman bit another, while another simply sat down and burst into tears. There was a woman cursing her parents and lamenting her fate, and another screaming that she was the world's number one beauty. They were truly saying all the things they had hidden away.

Chief Jo's jaw dropped at the scene that had unfolded in an instant. He had truly never seen anything like it in his life. No matter how much resentment they held for being eliminated, how could people act like this?

It was hard to believe these were the same elegant women he had seen just moments before. It was as if a sudden madness had swept through them all. Of course, some women were standing perfectly fine, just watching the scene. So it was not a contagious disease.

In any case, he could not just stand by and watch this pandemonium.

"Stop! Stop it!"

As Chief Jo's shout echoed, the noisy space began to quiet down as if by a lie. Even Chief Jo, who had shouted, was surprised. Everyone had suddenly stopped fighting.

Hands gripping collars were released, and hands pulling hair let go. The women looked around, bewildered. They straightened their torn clothes, tidied their disheveled hair, and wiped their bloody noses. They no longer looked like the people who had been fighting like madwomen.

Instead, their expressions all seemed to ask the same questions.

What did I just do? Was that really worth fighting over like that?

Everyone looked embarrassed.

"What is the meaning of this?"

At Chief Jo's scolding, the women who had fought finally bowed their heads.

"I'm sorry."

Some women bowed their heads in apology, while others hid behind people in shame. One woman even apologized to the opponent she had been cursing just moments before.

Just then, the martial artist in the bamboo hat who had been standing by the entrance walked forward. The women were suddenly terrified. They had caused a disturbance before an important event. The Mythical Sect could punish them or spread rumors.

The martial artist in the bamboo hat raised his hand and pointed at the women. He herded the ones he indicated to one side. They were all the women who had excitedly fought just a moment ago. Not only that, but he also pointed out a few from among the women who had been watching.

After separating the women, the martial artist in the bamboo hat said to Chief Jo.

"Take them out."

Even as they were leaving, the women were puzzled. Wasn't it normal to let the women who did not fight go and keep the ones who did to be scolded? Yet all those who had fought were being sent out. A few women who had not fought were among them as well. They could not understand the criteria.

Chief Jo led them outside without a word of complaint.

Now, only twenty women remained. The remaining women looked at each other with serious expressions. And for good reason. The people who remained were ones who should never have been grouped together in a place like this.

They were the assassins of the Beautiful Bridges.

The highest-ranking among them was the Third Bridge. She could not understand this situation. Among so many women, in that pandemonium.

How on earth did he leave only us?

The gazes of the Third Bridge and the other assassins turned to the martial artist in the bamboo hat.

The martial artist in the bamboo hat walked forward. He righted a chair that had been knocked over in the fight and sat down on it. As he slowly took off his bamboo hat, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing a silk veil, was revealed.

"You all know your places, right?"

The low voice of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon echoed through the hall filled with assassins.

"First, have a seat."


Chapter 702: I Didn't Come Here to Kill You

The women were not fighting simply because their suppressed anger had finally erupted. A particular energy was stirring their fundamental nature.

It was the Evil Smile Qi.

This was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's unique demonic qi, which awakens the innate violence within humanity.

Exposure to the Evil Smile Qi causes one's heart to race with a murderous urge. In fact, someone with weak inner arts, if strongly exposed to it, might even stab the person beside them to death.

However, assassins are masters of emotional control. With the same level of inner arts and skill, they are far less affected than an ordinary martial artist. The way they endured and expressed their anger and violence was also subtly different.

Having been exposed to the Evil Smile Qi, they could not hide from the sharp eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, whose comprehension of evil was deeper than anyone else's.

The Third Bridge recognized the man who had taken off his bamboo hat. Indeed, he was someone who had every right to be so relaxed in front of twenty of them.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

She was already aware that he, the bodyguard of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. What she had not known, and had not anticipated, was that he would launch a preemptive strike today, the very day the final stage positions were to be decided.

Although she didn't know about the Evil Smile Qi, she was sure of one thing. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had used some kind of special method to identify them from among the other women.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gestured with a glance toward a chair a short distance away. It was an invitation for her to come and sit.

In a situation where she had to at least listen to what he had to say, the Third Bridge walked over and took a seat.

The other assassins spread out to the left and right, with the Third Bridge at the center. They assumed positions to launch a coordinated attack the moment a fight began. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, however, seemed completely unbothered.

Up close...

She could now clearly see the eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was wearing a silk veil. She had seen a glimpse of him during the main tournament, but this was her first time seeing him from this close.

Before this encounter with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she had held a certain misconception.

She had imagined the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was either so wicked-looking that it was difficult to meet his gaze, or that he possessed hideous scars or burns. She had thought that must be the reason he wore a mask.

To think he was so handsome.

Just by seeing his eyes and forehead, she could tell. He was an exceptionally handsome man.

Perhaps his nose or mouth is hideous.

Regardless, her first impression made her curious about his true face.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon posed a question to her.

"Do you have the authority to make decisions right now?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was asking if she could only follow her organization's orders, or if she could make certain choices on her own.

"And if I do?"

"Tell your subordinates not to kill themselves."

She had expected him to follow up with something that would shatter their morale, like, 'Because I'll kill you cruelly myself!'

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's next words were entirely unexpected.

"I didn't come here to kill you."

The Third Bridge stared silently at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It didn't sound like a lie, which only confused her more. He had found all of them, yet he wasn't going to kill them? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, of all people?

The Third Bridge replied softly.

"We don't do things like killing ourselves."

As if that was all that needed to be said, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

The Third Bridge rose slowly from her chair. He was likely trying to weaken their fighting spirit by confusing them with his claim that he wasn't here to kill.

"......"

She tore a long slit up the side of her palace skirt, exposing her thigh. A throwing knife was secured in a leather strap wrapped around it. Drawing the weapon, the Third Bridge spoke to the other assassins.

"We must kill him. There's no way the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will let us live."

The assassins all drew their respective weapons at once.

One woman drew a hidden throwing knife like the Third Bridge, while another wrapped a sharp fishing line around her hands, pulling it taut. Another unsheathed a flexible sword that had been disguised as a belt. A small hidden weapon was revealed as a norigae pendant was dismantled, and another woman drew her ornamental hairpin. A gleaming blue hidden weapon even emerged from inside a bracelet.

Twenty beautiful women, each drawing their hidden weapons. It was a spectacle that even a martial artist who had lived a full life would not easily get to see.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had also risen from his seat, reached into his robes. The assassins all tensed, uncertain of what he might pull out.

What appeared in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's hand was his mask.

The mask covered his face, and the silk veil he had been wearing slid down like a single falling blossom.

Now, it was not a silk veil that covered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's face, but a white mask.

The Third Bridge and the assassins tensed up. This was the first time they had seen the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's legendary white mask in person.

The feeling was different from when he wore the veil. A moment ago, she had thought, Are his eyes really that handsome? But once those same eyes were behind the mask, the entire feeling changed.

Those cold, unfamiliar eyes smiled from within the mask. He smiled as he observed the twenty assassins who had drawn their unique weapons.

Another layer of pressure was added to that.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had drawn a Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron throwing knife.

As far as the Third Bridge knew.

I thought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon used finger qi bullets and palm techniques?

Because of this, she had planned to fight cautiously, remaining wary of his finger and palm techniques. But he was drawing a throwing knife?

The pressure coming from that throwing knife was completely different in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's hand than it would be in anyone else's.

Normally, the Third Bridge would have said something like this before a fight.

No matter how strong you are, you can't possibly face all of us.

Faced with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's overwhelming presence, however, the Third Bridge had a different thought.

I should have just grabbed those women by the hair and left with them earlier.

She could sense that her subordinates were feeling the same intimidation. Having superior numbers did not mean they held the advantage.

Fundamentally, assassins were individuals who operated alone or followed a meticulously arranged plan. At this moment, they had no plan, and of course, the twenty of them had never attempted a joint attack before.

Still, there was one thing she could cling to.

"If each person inflicts just one wound, the twentieth person will walk out of here."

In a situation where their morale was crushed, this was more helpful than vaguely claiming they could win. It meant that if they fought to the death, someone might survive. And that someone could be you.

Befitting her role as their leader, the Third Bridge was the first to lunge at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SHWIK! SHWIIIIK! SHWIK!

The Third Bridge's throwing knives flew through the air in quick succession. All of them were aimed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's vital points.

It was an attack that accounted for many possibilities. She had planned how to react if he blocked or dodged, what her next move would be, and how to respond if her throwing knife was deflected by a counterattack.

She had not, however, anticipated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's movements to be this fast.

She couldn't even perceive how the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had dodged her attack. In what was truly an instant, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brushed past her. He moved so quickly that she didn't even have time to raise her protective enhanced qi.

She felt something graze her neck.

SAK.

Damn it! I've been cut!

Just as she despaired, expecting her throat to be slit open and blood to gush out.

She did not fall.

"......"

She touched her neck. A faint smear of blood came away on her hand. It was just enough to wipe off the single bead of blood that had formed.

She quickly used her throwing knife to see the reflection of her neck.

A single line of blood was drawn across her skin. He had not cut deeply but had only grazed it very lightly.

Was it a mistake?

But it was not a mistake.

The First Bridge and the Twentieth Bridge, who had just exchanged a move with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, were also standing a short distance away, touching their own necks.

It was an attack that would have killed them if it had been slightly deeper, yet they too were left standing with only a faint blood line drawn on them.

If he had intended to kill us, we would be dead.

Only then could the Third Bridge objectively observe how the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon fought.

She had thought she was hit simply because he was fast.

That wasn't it. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's attacks followed completely unpredictable paths. Even if she could have matched his speed, she would never have been able to block such a peculiar attack.

The hidden weapons thrown by the Nineteenth Bridge were all deflected by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's throwing knife. As the Sixteenth Bridge and the Thirteenth Bridge faltered while dodging the ricocheting weapons, their necks were slit in succession.

How can he do that?

What was truly astonishing was that the location and depth of the wound were the same, regardless of the opponent's skill level. This was a degree of mastery far more difficult than simply slitting all their throats to kill them.

Leave twenty wounds and we can survive?

How ridiculous that must have sounded to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They couldn't even land a single wound on him.

And not all the assassins yielded to this overwhelming difference in skill.

SAK!

The Nineteenth Bridge, whose neck had already been cut once, lunged to attack again. She launched another surprise attack, even knowing he had spared her.

HWIIIIK.

Of course, it was useless. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon easily dodged the Nineteenth Bridge's surprise attack, then grabbed her by the neck and slammed her into the floor.

"......"

Just as the Nineteenth Bridge, pinned to the floor, was about to charge once more.

"!"

The Nineteenth Bridge saw the eyes in the mask looking down at her.

Goosebumps erupted all over her body. She had never feared death, but this was not a matter of life or death.

Death itself was not frightening, but that gaze was. It was the fear that crossing this man could result in a pain far worse than death. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze stimulated a primal terror.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon left her and looked at the Third Bridge.

"You said you don't kill yourselves?"

The words also implied that if they continued this, he would kill them all.

The Third Bridge could not say a word.

In the midst of this, the Seventh Bridge was now launching a surprise attack on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SHWIIIIK!

But when her throwing knife sliced through the air, what she received in return was a blood line on her neck.

When she too, ignoring the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's earlier warning, was about to charge again.

The Third Bridge lunged forward and grabbed her wrist.

The Third Bridge looked at the Seventh Bridge and shook her head. She knew the Seventh Bridge had a fierce personality, but it was clear she would die a dog's death if she wasn't stopped. If they provoked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's temper, he might just kill them all.

And so, a gust of wind named the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon swept through the Beautiful Bridges.

What the wind left in its wake was a single line of blood.

Silence descended upon the hall.

With disbelieving eyes, they looked at the blood lines drawn on each other's necks.

The Third Bridge could tell.

If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had actually intended to kill them, this would not have been a fight. It would have been a massacre.

He's this strong?

She knew a Demon Supreme was formidable, but she had never imagined his skill was at this level.

If this had been the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from before Geom Mugeuk's regression, he would not have been able to achieve such an overwhelming result. Several women would have died, and this place would have become a sea of blood.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's inner arts and martial arts level had both risen since that time. He also had the experience of several desperate, life-or-death battles that had pushed him to the brink. To that, he had added the newly acquired Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked slowly back to the chair he had been sitting in and sat down once more.

"Now, everyone sit."

The Third Bridge let out a sigh and sat down. She had her subordinates sit as well.

"Everyone, sit down."

Now, the rest of the assassins also took their respective seats.

Then, as if on cue, the door opened and the masked Faceless Warriors entered.

The Faceless Warriors went around one by one, sealing the mute and paralysis points of the seated women.

Just then, one assassin launched a surprise attack, attempting to take a Faceless Warrior hostage. It was the Seventh Bridge, the same one the Third Bridge had stopped from charging the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon earlier.

The next moment.

PAAK!

The Seventh Bridge was sent flying after being struck in the chest.

The Faceless Warrior had dodged her surprise attack and hit her with his elbow. She collapsed to the floor and coughed up a mouthful of blood, but she wasn't dead.

This Faceless Warrior, who had been assisting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon alone, was the one with the strongest martial arts among the ten Faceless Warriors who had come this time. That was why the surprise attack had failed.

The Faceless Warrior sealed her paralysis and mute points, then helped her back into a sitting position. With her unconscious and her head slumped forward, no one else made a move.

And so, the mute and paralysis points of all twenty assassins were completely sealed.

Not everyone has been caught yet.

The remaining assassins could help Cha Yiran and complete their original plan.

Just as the Third Bridge was clinging to that final sliver of hope, the sound of an approaching carriage came from outside.

A Faceless Warrior opened the hall's door, revealing the carriage that had arrived. It was a carriage that had been attacked so fiercely it was a miracle it still held its shape, riddled with hidden weapons like a porcupine and broken in many places.

The Third Bridge's gaze trembled as she looked at the carriage.

No way...

The carriage door opened, and the Seventeenth Bridge, the Fifth Bridge, and the Eighth Bridge got out. The Third Bridge was deeply shocked to see that they too had been captured.

How did he find even them?

Meanwhile, as the Seventeenth Bridge entered the hall, her eyes fell upon her comrades. She did not see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon by the window or the Faceless Warriors standing behind the door.

Seeing her comrades sitting unharmed in their seats, she cheered inwardly. The Third Bridge was there, and she could see the Seventh Bridge too. There were twenty of them in total.

We're saved!

At the same time, a worry for the Faceless Warrior following behind her crossed the Seventeenth Bridge's mind.

You saved me, but...

She would not be able to save him. The number seventeen was not a number that could decide such a major affair.

You're going to die.


Chapter 703: If You Don't Answer After Being Asked Twice

The Seventeenth Bridge's footsteps began to slow. The Faceless Warrior followed behind her, completely oblivious.

If she could save anyone, she wanted to save this particular Faceless Warrior.

However, she was powerless to do so. Her acupoints were sealed, making it impossible to speak, and any real attempt to warn him would cost her life.

Her entire life had been spent contemplating only how to kill.

This feeling of wanting to save someone was truly unfamiliar. In fact, it was the first time she had ever felt it.

Just then, the Faceless Warrior behind her gave her a push. Her deep thoughts had caused her to slow down too much.

The Seventeenth Bridge glanced back at him.

They had shared the entire carriage ride, yet this was the first time their eyes had met. He had been looking outside the whole time.

The Seventeenth Bridge turned her head forward and resumed walking.

They soon entered the reception hall. As she stepped inside, the Seventeenth Bridge flinched. A Faceless Warrior was standing just behind the open door.

Another Faceless Warrior stood by the window. He was leaning against the wall, observing the hall, and the Seventeenth Bridge knew instantly that he was no ordinary member.

The presence he gave off was on a completely different level from the others. That powerful aura naturally brought a name to her mind.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!

Was it because of his pure white mask? The moment she saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the image of a giant, pure white wolf appeared in her thoughts. A lone wolf standing in a snowfield as snow fell around it.

Finally, she was able to see her comrades clearly. They were all staring in her direction with stiff, grim expressions.

Now she understood. The twenty assassins of the Beautiful Bridges, including the Third Bridge, had all been subdued.

Why hadn't she ever considered that they might have been captured?

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke in her direction.

"Are you alright?"

As the Seventeenth Bridge was momentarily confused, thinking he had asked her, a voice answered from behind.

"Yes, I'm fine."

The Seventeenth Bridge turned around in shock.

She saw the Faceless Warrior who had saved her answering with a polite, clasped-hands greeting. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been asking about his condition, as his martial arts uniform was soaked in blood from numerous injuries.

Seeing this, the Seventeenth Bridge was stunned once more.

He wasn't mute!

Until this moment, she had assumed the Faceless Warriors were incapable of speech. She thought they were men whose tongues had been cut out and whose emotions had been erased.

He then exchanged a look with the Faceless Warrior who had been in the hall from the start. To her astonishment, they smiled at each other.

What, they can smile too?

The Faceless Warrior guided the Seventeenth Bridge to a chair and had her sit down. Once seated, she finally grasped the reality of her situation. She was a captive of the terrifying Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors of the Demonic Cult.

Her gaze shifted to her senior and junior assassins.

Since they couldn't speak, they communicated with quiet glances. It was then that she noticed it. A single line of blood was drawn across each of their necks.

No way?

The Seventeenth Bridge could tell. These were wounds inflicted by a single person.

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon she had heard of was not someone who fit the description of a person who saved others. He was rumored to be the cruelest of all the Demon Supremes.

Why on earth isn't he killing us?

Meanwhile, more carriages began to arrive one after another.

Subdued assassins disembarked from these as well. Every assassin from the Beautiful Bridges mobilized for this mission was being captured and brought to this place. The Faceless Warriors seated the captured women in the empty chairs. With each new arrival, the assassins' shock grew at the number of their captured comrades.

Were we such a helpless organization?

These were women who had been confident they could kill any man in the world if they put their minds to it.

Their beauty, however, had no effect on these masked men. It was completely blocked by those masks, as if they had met their natural enemy.

Eventually, all the Faceless Warriors who had been sent out returned, having subdued the assassins.

Looking at the captured women, the Third Bridge knew the truth.

Everyone except the First Bridge and Igyo has been captured.

It was a relief they weren't killed immediately, but she wasn't naive enough to think the Demonic Cult would let them live.

Since they had been targeted, Cha Yiran, the First Bridge, and Igyo could also be in danger.

She also worried that they might be used as hostages to manipulate Cha Yiran.

Her gaze turned to the carriage parked outside.

There was only one thing to hope for now.

Whether he received a report about a broken carriage at the Mythical Sect's reception hall or a report about a fight between women inside, her hope was that the Mythical Sect Leader would personally lead his experts here.

No matter how powerful the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was, he wouldn't dare touch the Mythical Sect Leader just two days before the tournament.

She hoped he would come and create a variable.

But no matter how long she waited, the Mythical Sect Leader did not appear.


In the chief's hall of the Mythical Sect, three men were sitting and drinking.

The man in the center seat was the Mythical Sect Leader Ahn Cheongwang. The other two were the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade.

These were the two experts who had helped Ahn Cheongwang build the current Mythical Sect.

"Only two days left."

Cha Yiran had relayed her plan to assassinate the Evil Alliance Chairman on the final stage. The original plan was to kill him at the celebratory banquet a few days later, but it was moved up due to the Evil Alliance Chairman's early arrival.

"Don't forget the promise you made to us."

Ahn Cheongwang nodded at the Boa Sword's words.

"Have I ever broken a promise to you?"

He had, many times. Though he probably didn't remember. Or perhaps he was just pretending not to.

There was a bigger reason for getting his confirmation than just the promise itself. They knew well that Ahn Cheongwang's ambition was the kind that burned brighter, like another flame, the more it was fulfilled.

With a man like that, you had to collect what was owed when you had the chance. He would surely forget again otherwise.

What Ahn Cheongwang had promised the two men was immense wealth and power.

If the plan to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman and frame the Black Heaven Sect succeeded, the Black Heaven Sect would be annihilated by Bi Sayin, who was set to become the next Evil Alliance Chairman.

If that happened, the Mythical Sect would rise to become the foremost sect in Anhui. It would be able to absorb all the influence the Black Heaven Sect had once held.

If things went according to plan, becoming the number one unorthodox faction was not a distant dream.

"Come, let's have a drink."

The three men raised their cups for a toast.

Just as their cups clinked with a cheerful sound.

"......"

The door to the hall opened, and someone stepped inside.

Seeing the person who entered, the three men shot up from their seats in surprise.

Shockingly, the person who had entered was the Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang.

If the Evil Alliance Chairman had come, the martial artist guarding the door should have announced him. The lack of an announcement meant he had arrived in secret.

Something felt ominous, but Ahn Cheongwang rushed forward with a bright expression to greet him.

"Welcome, Chairman."

Ahn Cheongwang greeted him with a polite, clasped-hands gesture.

"What brings you here without any notice?"

Baek Jagang stared silently at his face, then asked abruptly, "Why did you do it?"

"!"

For a moment, Ahn Cheongwang's heart sank. Could the Chairman know everything? Had he come to confront him?

Behind him, a chill ran down the spines of the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade.

"What do you mean?"

A heavy silence fell. Though Ahn Cheongwang was unsure what was happening, he did not look away from Baek Jagang's gaze, his eyes conveying his innocence.

Baek Jagang's small eyes crinkled into a smile.

"If you're having a drink, you should have called me too."

Only then did Ahn Cheongwang let out an inward sigh of relief.

"I didn't dare to invite such an esteemed person for fear of being a nuisance. I apologize, Chairman."

The Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade, standing behind, greeted him with a polite, clasped-hands gesture.

"We greet the Chairman."

Baek Jagang looked at them. Then he repeated the same words he had said to Ahn Cheongwang.

"Why did you two do it?"

Hearing the same question again, the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade were inwardly flustered. Their guilt made them feel pricked, but the Boa Sword smiled and asked.

"What do you mean?"

Then, as if it were another joke, Baek Jagang smiled and said, "If you were here, you should have greeted me first."

"You seemed busy, so we were planning to greet you at the banquet. We apologize."

After the greetings were exchanged, the four men sat down again at the circular table.

Ahn Cheongwang poured a drink for Baek Jagang.

"Chairman, please have a drink first."

After accepting the cup, Baek Jagang poured drinks for the three men. As he filled the first cup for the Cold Iron Blade, who sat on his right, he asked him.

"Didn't I ask you why you did it?"

The three men flinched again. They thought the question had been answered and dismissed as a joke, but he was demanding an answer once more.

"What do you mean..."

Before he could finish his words, the sound of a gust of wind cut through the air.

SHWIIIIK!

"......"

It was the sound of a wind that carried his answer to a place where it could never be heard.

THUD.

The Cold Iron Blade's head fell onto the table, rolled, and came to a stop next to the liquor bottle.

"Shit!"

Spitting a single curse, the Boa Sword kicked his chair back and retreated. Ahn Cheongwang remained frozen in his seat, his eyes wide.

He never imagined the Chairman would cut down the Cold Iron Blade like this without any warning. And with a single strike.

CHAK.

Baek Jagang sheathed the sword he had drawn into the air.

He then spoke as if nothing had happened. "I seem to have gotten angrier these days. My limit has become twice. If I ask twice and don't get an answer, I find I can't stand it."

Baek Jagang looked at the Boa Sword, who had retreated a good distance away, and lifted the liquor bottle. It was a gesture for him to come and receive a drink.

The Boa Sword knew. Baek Jagang had come knowing everything. There was no other reason he would have done something like this.

If I accept that drink, I'll die.

The fear of death washed over him. He had roamed the Anhui murim his whole life, fearing nothing. But now, the thought of his imminent death made his entire body tremble.

The Boa Sword looked at Ahn Cheongwang. Ahn Cheongwang just sat there without a word. What brilliant plan could he possibly have in this situation? He was probably racking his brain, trying to find a way to escape.

The Boa Sword slowly walked over and sat down.

He was ready to draw his sword at any moment. Even if he died, he wouldn't die so meaninglessly.

He accepted the Evil Alliance Chairman's drink on the blood-soaked table.

Was it because he thought this might be his last drink?

The liquor that had tasted sweet just moments ago now tasted bitter.

"...The drink tastes good."

Baek Jagang asked again.

"Why did you do it?"

It was the second time he had been asked. He had to answer.

He answered honestly.

"For money and power. Was there any reason not to?"

Baek Jagang nodded with an expression that suggested he understood that much.

"You knew it was me, right?"

"No, we didn't know that."

The moment he answered, goosebumps rose on Baek Jagang's skin.

Baek Jagang stared at him silently, then said calmly, "Pour me a drink, and then you may go."

The Boa Sword's eyes widened. He's letting me live? It was hard to believe, but he had to get out of here first. Whatever lay outside this hell, could it be worse than hell itself?

The Boa Sword poured a drink for Baek Jagang.

GLUG, GLUG.

At that very moment!

SHWIIIIK!

PUUK!

In an instant, Baek Jagang's sword sliced through the air and pierced the Boa Sword's heart.

His blood trickled down the blade, while the liquor from the bottle continued to fill Baek Jagang's cup.

GLUG, GLUG.

After drinking all the liquor poured by the dead man, Baek Jagang pulled the sword from his heart.

THUD.

The corpse of the Boa Sword fell backward.

Ahn Cheongwang understood.

The words 'pour me a drink, and then you may go' didn't mean to leave the room.

It meant to leave this world.

Baek Jagang didn't waste time. He didn't try to sound out his opponent. He asked only what was necessary.

"Why did you do it?"

It was the second time he had asked him. He, too, could no longer delay or try to read the situation.

"I wanted to devour the Anhui murim, and all of the unorthodox sects' murim. The dream you had, Chairman, I had it too."

Ahn Cheongwang stood up and walked toward the grand chair in the back as he recounted the day Cha Yiran had come to him. Even as he got up and moved, Baek Jagang just listened.

"...If I hadn't accepted their proposal, they would have gone to the Black Heaven Sect. The one who would have been framed would have been our Mythical Sect."

He said it as if he had been wronged, but his excuse didn't work on Baek Jagang.

"That would not have happened. The master of the Black Heaven Sect is a man loyal to me. They wouldn't have gone to him in the first place."

His trust in the master of the Black Heaven Sect and his contempt for Ahn Cheongwang flowed out at the same time.

"Temptation always chooses the easier path."

Sitting in the grand chair, Ahn Cheongwang's face contorted, and he shouted as if in a desperate struggle.

"You're too arrogant."

The moment Ahn Cheongwang manipulated the armrest of the grand chair.

SREUREUNG.

The walls around Baek Jagang rotated, revealing hundreds of small holes. The ceiling opened up, revealing hundreds more.

It was a mechanism he had prepared for such a critical moment. A mechanism secretly built over a very long time, at a great expense.

Baek Jagang recognized it.

"The Myriad Needles Death Trap. A very fine mechanism. Did you know? A technician from my alliance made this."

His composure was unsettling, but Ahn Cheongwang trusted this mechanism. He trusted the money and time that had gone into it.

"Stop pretending to be calm! Even you won't escape unscathed."

Originally, he had no intention of using this mechanism on Baek Jagang. He had planned to use it if Cha Yiran betrayed him.

"Damn it!"

Even if the Evil Alliance Chairman died here and he escaped through the secret passage behind the chair, he would have to live the rest of his life on the run, hiding his identity and face.

"You weren't supposed to die here."

The one to kill you was supposed to be the Black Heaven Sect.

"How could you not wait two days and shatter my dream like this!"

Hundreds of hidden weapon holes were aimed at him, but Baek Jagang was completely unfazed.

"If you had used the money to build this mechanism to grow the Mythical Sect, you might have achieved your dream. You just chose the easy path."

In that moment, Ahn Cheongwang couldn't hold back and activated the mechanism.

CHAK!

However, the mechanism did not activate.

CHAK, CHAK!

No matter how many times he pressed the device, there was only a metallic sound. The mechanism did not attack.

Baek Jagang stood up and said leisurely, "Knowing full well what's in your heart, do you think my bodyguards would have just sent me in here alone?"

His bodyguards had already infiltrated the walls and roof beforehand and dismantled the mechanism.

"Damn it!"

Ahn Cheongwang shot to his feet. Should he flee through the secret passage? Or should he launch an attack?

While he was still undecided, a flash of light cut through that momentary gap.

SHUUUUNG!

PUAAAAK!

A blue sword qi, flying like a beam of light, pierced through his chest.

He couldn't fly up. He just slumped back into the grand chair.

"......"

He looked down at the hole in his chest and coughed up a gush of blood.

It was all so futile.

His decision to take Cha Yiran's hand had not even taken a quarter of an hour. That single decision had changed everything.

Life is long, but a decision is always made in an instant.

What would have happened if he had refused back then?

Baek Jagang turned and walked away, saying, "Dream your dream in your next life."

Just then, Ahn Cheongwang's voice came from behind.

"...That woman said something."

Baek Jagang stopped walking and looked back at his final moments.

Truly unexpected words poured out of Ahn Cheongwang's mouth along with blood.

"...She said that the murim will not be destroyed only if you die."

With those last words, Ahn Cheongwang's head dropped.

For the first time since entering the room, Baek Jagang's small eyes narrowed to sharp points and glinted. While listening to those words, no goosebumps had risen on his skin.

Which meant she had really said such a thing.

"The murim will be destroyed if I live?"


Chapter 704: My Mouth Was Itching to Talk

The Seventeenth Bridge was now able to tell them apart.

At a glance, the ten Faceless Warriors were indistinguishable. A closer look, however, revealed their individual characteristics. They possessed different heights and body types.

Most importantly, their masks had markings. Small pictures were drawn on the edges. One mask featured a small fox, while others had clouds, flames, vipers, or spiders.

She wondered if those were their individual symbols. Could there be masks where the entire surface was covered by that drawing? For instance, a fox mask, or a flame mask that looked as if it were burning.

On the mask of the Faceless Warrior who had saved her, a small crescent moon was drawn.

As the Seventeenth Bridge stared at the Faceless Warriors, her eyes met with the Fifth Bridge. He was a Senior she respected who had been captured alongside her.

The Fifth Bridge looked at her and slightly shook his head.

The Seventeenth Bridge knew what that gesture meant. It was a warning not to develop personal feelings. Her staring had been so intense, both in the carriage and here, that her inner thoughts were being exposed.

The Seventeenth Bridge gave a slight nod.

She thought, Right, what kind of crazy thought is this when I could die at any moment? It was only because it was the Fifth Bridge that he let it slide. If anyone else found out, she could be severely disciplined for colluding with the enemy.

I won't look anymore, she resolved.

Just then, as if guided by fate, the Faceless Warrior with the crescent moon, who had been gazing out the window, tapped the wall twice. The sound drew everyone's attention.

TAP, TAP.

He was signaling that someone was approaching.

Sure enough, the door opened a moment later and a person entered.

"Is Chief Jo here?"

It was the Mythical Sect's Chief Ahn Hupyeong. He had heard that the women who advanced to the main tournament were gathering for the final stage and had come to watch.

Ahn Hupyeong flinched in surprise.

The women were sitting in chairs. He felt a thrill at receiving the undivided attention of dozens of beautiful women.

The problem, however, was the men standing around them. Masked figures were positioned in various spots throughout the guest hall. One leaned against a wall, another was crouched in a corner, and another stood with his arms crossed beside the women. All of them were staring at him, creating a chilling sight.

At this point, he should have immediately realized something was wrong.

He mistakenly thought, Chief Jo is preparing something interesting. He assumed they were preparing a performance for the final stage.

"Villains and beauties! Not a bad idea. Who is it? Who's playing the leader?"

An absurd silence filled the room.

Just then, the Third Bridge turned his head to look at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The other assassins followed his gaze. The Third Bridge hoped his appearance would create a variable in the situation.

Ahn Hupyeong fearlessly walked up to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and exclaimed in admiration.

"I don't know who made it, but this mask is really well-made."

The two eyes behind the mask smiled brightly. If anyone had recognized that kind of smile, Sa Chu would never have left in the first place.

Seeing that smile, Ahn Hupyeong even issued a warning.

"They are precious people, so don't even think about trying any funny business."

As if he had forgotten, he turned to the women and revealed his identity.

"Ah, I haven't introduced myself. I am the Mythical Sect's Chief Ahn Hupyeong. If you have any problems, feel free to come find me and tell me anytime."

The women just stared at him. None of them spoke. Even if their pressure points had not been sealed, what could they possibly say to such an oblivious man?

The continued silence slightly soured Ahn Hupyeong's mood. However, he soon found the cause of this strange atmosphere within himself.

Right, they wouldn't dare speak casually to a Chief.

After sweeping his gaze over the women one last time, Ahn Hupyeong bid them farewell.

"Well then, practice hard."

Ahn Hupyeong stepped outside. No matter how he looked, there were no beauties like Lee Ahn or Cha Yiran.

Now that I think of it, should I go find her?

He started walking to find Lee Ahn.

Just then, a scene in the distance caught his eye.

A strange martial artist was walking in front, followed by martial artists from the Mythical Sect. They followed with their heads bowed as if they had committed a crime.

I've never seen him before.

In fact, it was not his first time seeing him. He was one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves he had seen when he met Bi Sayin before. That day, he had only paid attention to Bi Sayin and the women, so he did not remember their faces at all.

Just then, a martial artist shot out from the opposite building using his movement arts. He saw Ahn Hupyeong and shouted urgently.

"Go to my father at once!"

In that instant, one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, moving even faster, shot out from the building and subdued him in a flash.

Following that, the Mythical Sect martial artists walked out of the building in a line with their heads bowed. At the end, another of the Thirteen Evil Wolves emerged.

Startled, Ahn Hupyeong ran toward the Chief's hall.

The martial artist from the Thirteen Evil Wolves who had subdued the shouting man merely glanced at him once but did not pursue Ahn Hupyeong.

By the time Ahn Hupyeong reached the Chief's hall, Bi Sayin was standing at the entrance. Behind Bi Sayin, the Chairman's bodyguards were lined up.

"Young Chairman! Please help!"

He ran toward Bi Sayin.

"Suspicious individuals have infiltrated the main sect!"

Before Ahn Hupyeong could even get close to Bi Sayin, he was seized by those same suspicious individuals. His pressure and blood points were sealed, and he was dragged away.

Just then, the door opened and Baek Jagang came out from inside the Chief's hall.

He walked out with his hands clasped behind his back as if returning from a stroll, but a thick scent of blood wafted out with him.

The scene inside was visible to Bi Sayin's eyes.

The Mythical Sect Leader was dead, sitting in the grandmaster's chair. The head of the Cold Iron Blade was placed on the table where they had been drinking. Behind the table, the body of the Boa Sword lay on the floor.

With the corpses at his back, Baek Jagang asked, "Where is the female assassin who planned this?"

Bi Sayin could guess that the Chairman had heard something important related to her.

"The Young Cult Leader should be meeting with her now."


When Geom Mugeuk went to find Cha Yiran, she was buying new clothes. This was the very same place where she had bought clothes with Lee Ahn before.

"How did you know I was here?"

"Have you already forgotten? I was right next to you when you were drunk and crawling on the ground."

She was now wearing a plain black martial arts uniform instead of the fancy clothes she had worn before. Perhaps because it was the first time he had seen her in a martial arts uniform, this look seemed even more fresh and charming.

"Alright, since you're here, help me choose."

Cha Yiran showed him two sets of clothes she had picked out in the shop.

"Which one do you think suits me better?"

Both were extravagant outfits.

"The martial arts uniform you're wearing now is fine, isn't it?"

"This is my martial arts uniform. Hurry up and choose."

When Geom Mugeuk pointed to the outfit on the left, she chose the one on the right.

"Because you'd probably want that Young Lady to win."

Geom Mugeuk watched as she paid the shop owner for the clothes.

You won't be wearing those clothes to the tournament.

After paying, she said to Geom Mugeuk, "Wait a moment. I'll go change and come back out."

As she was about to go inside, she took something out and placed it on the table.

"Hold onto this for a moment."

Then she went inside to change her clothes.

Geom Mugeuk silently stared at the small box she had left behind.

VMMM.

The Secret Box reacted again. Surprisingly, she had left the box containing the orb.

What was she thinking? Did she really want him to take it? Last night, and now again. She was blatantly tempting him with the orb.

Geom Mugeuk gave a slight wave of his hand, and the box lid opened with telekinesis.

Inside was a red orb, the Red Orb.

"......"

The Secret Box reacted even more strongly.

Looking at the orb, he felt a powerful temptation to absorb its energy immediately. The existing energies dormant within his body began to awaken.

However, Geom Mugeuk waved his hand again, and the lid closed.

There was one thing she did not know. It was how difficult it had been for him to obtain the previous orbs. This orb could never be obtained so easily.

So, Secret Box, let's be patient.

As Geom Mugeuk controlled his mind, the awakening energy fell dormant again, and the Secret Box also calmed down.

A moment later, she came out after changing. Dressed in the beautiful clothes, she looked like a completely different person. Instead of asking about the clothes she had changed into, she asked about the box.

"Did you open it?"

"I did."

"How was it?"

"I wanted it."

"You wanted it. Those are sweet words."

Cha Yiran picked up the box and sat in a chair in the corner, crossing her legs. Her exposed thigh was incredibly sensual.

"Why didn't you take it?"

"I already did. That's an empty box."

Cha Yiran put it away without checking inside.

"You trust my conscience?"

"No, it's because the box explodes if you open it."

Their gazes intertwined in mid-air. Their eyes were so deep that it was impossible to know the other's thoughts just by looking.

"I didn't expect you to come find me so early."

They had drunk all night yesterday and parted ways while she was completely wasted. She thought she would not see him until tomorrow at the earliest.

"Now that you've revealed your identity, I suppose I feel more at ease for some reason."

Of course, that was not why he had come.

It was because the operation had begun. At this very moment, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Evil Alliance would all be carrying out their respective tasks. His job was first to find out if Ak Gunhak liked her too.

Geom Mugeuk first checked on her well-being.

"Did you get over your hangover?"

"I did."

"Good. You have to take care of your stomach from a young age."

At that, Cha Yiran asked with a strange smile, "Do you think you or I will live to be old?"

"I will live. Until I'm old."

"You're very greedy."

"That's right. I'm greedy for martial arts, for people, for money, for health, for a long life. I'm the man called the incarnation of greed."

Then Cha Yiran smiled and said, "The rumors say you're greedy with your words."

Geom Mugeuk then moved his jaw from side to side, loosening his mouth.

"My mouth was itching like crazy all this time."

Cha Yiran thought that by talking with Geom Mugeuk, she might be able to understand why Ak Gunhak had not killed him.

Separate from her mission, there was a line connecting her and Geom Mugeuk. Ak Gunhak. The moment that line snapped, there would be no common story to share with him. All that would remain would be to kill or be killed, to complete the mission or fail.

"Why couldn't he leave?" Geom Mugeuk now asked the question he had not asked last night.

"What other reason could there be? The organization wouldn't let him go."

"Is there any need to be loyal to such an organization?"

At that, Cha Yiran raised her eyebrows slightly.

"Loyalty? I'm not loyal to anyone. I work in exchange for payment."

Her words were likely sincere. In her life before his regression, she had died as an assassin until the very end. The fact that her life story was only revealed after her death was probably due to this way of thinking. The organization never liked her.

"It sounds like you're saying I could hire you if I paid the price."

"If you have the ability to do so."

"I'll hire you right now. Name your terms."

Of course, he said it knowing she would never accept.

As expected, she refused at once.

"If I were the kind of person to abandon my mission and quit in the middle, I wouldn't be worth hiring like this, would I?"

Therefore, she would surely try to carry out her assigned mission. She would definitely try to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman, and perhaps even him.

"Do you know where he was planning to go?"

Instead of answering, Cha Yiran asked a question back.

"You would be the one to know that, wouldn't you?"

He could tell from her eyes and expression. She really did not know where he was going. In fact, she was the one who was curious.

"He didn't know you liked him, then."

If they were truly in love, they would have surely talked about it. No, he might not have even thought of leaving in the first place. Unless they were planning to leave together.

"That's right. He doesn't know."

Cha Yiran did not try to hide that fact. She did not try to use it as a shield to protect her life.

"Why didn't you tell him?"

To think she would end up talking about this with Geom Mugeuk.

"We were both busy. And the organization didn't approve."

But it was easier to speak freely precisely because he was an enemy she had to kill.

"Why didn't the organization like it?"

"Because then there would have been two people wanting to leave."

Geom Mugeuk liked her honesty. Her real charm did not come from those smooth thighs.

Cha Yiran asked, looking curious, "Why do you care so much about him? He's already left you."

An answer she had never expected came from Geom Mugeuk.

"He was a cool person."

"I'll admit that."

"I like cool people. When I see people like that, I want to be like them, I want to learn from them."

Geom Mugeuk sat on the decorative shelf directly in front of her.

"In that respect, you were cool too."

At her questioning gaze, Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"I don't have the courage to get that drunk in front of an enemy."

It was a joke, but she did not laugh.

"Why can't you be honest?"

"What do you mean?"

"The reason you're interested in him isn't because he's cool, but because you want to keep such a strong master by your side, right? And since he's an enemy, the effect would be double, triple. Am I wrong?"

After staring at Cha Yiran for a moment, Geom Mugeuk asked abruptly, "Could you keep a man like him by your side?"

Cha Yiran could not say yes. It was partly because she liked Ak Gunhak's wind-like nature that she had fallen for him.

"The first time I saw him, he had his shoes off. How could you keep a man who walks around barefoot by your side?"

What if that was the truth? If he was not trying to possess him, then what was the reason?

"Then why?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said, "Because I want to help him leave."

As if to prove his sincerity, a surprising proposal was added.

"Let's help him leave."


Chapter 705: Isn't That Life Just Too Dull?

Cha Yiran's expression hardened.

She naturally assumed Geom Mugeuk was lying. For Ak Gunhak to leave, Geom Mugeuk would have to fight them.

"You're saying you'll fight them just to let that man leave?"

In response to her disbelief, Geom Mugeuk posed a question of his own.

"It seems like reason enough to fight."

"It's not enough."

She rose from her seat.

"What kind of fool in this world would risk their life just to let someone go?"

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

"Calling someone a fool to their face?"

He said it jokingly, but the Young Cult Leader before her was clearly speaking from the heart.

Sensing this, Cha Yiran was confused. She could have believed it if it were someone else.

Her opponent, however, was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He was a man who possessed power, martial arts, wealth, and honor. He was a man who could have the entire murim if he so desired.

A man like that would risk his life for someone who was leaving? And I'm supposed to believe that?

Just then, the First Bridge rushed into the room.

The First Bridge flinched, surprised to see Cha Yiran with Geom Mugeuk. Noticing her hesitation to report, Cha Yiran spoke.

"It's fine. If it's something you needed to report so urgently, it must be this man's doing."

She had not, however, imagined the matter would be so serious. Due to its content, the First Bridge delivered her report in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"Except for myself and the Second Bridge, everyone has been taken down by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors."

A momentary silence flowed.

Cha Yiran quietly closed her eyes.

Even in a situation where her anger should have erupted, she showed no fury and emitted no killing intent.

She was demonstrating that sometimes, silence is the most powerful expression of emotion.

In the silence, one could feel her rage being honed.

She slowly opened her closed eyes.

Her gaze was impossibly transparent and clear.

"So you're telling me you killed all my subordinates and then came here to say this to me?"

From her unfailingly calm words, Geom Mugeuk felt an immense rage.

It was also the first time he had seen this side of Cha Yiran, the assassin.

Geom Mugeuk immediately cleared up the misunderstanding.

"They're alive."

He had not confirmed it himself, but Geom Mugeuk trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors.

Cha Yiran did not believe him, however. She looked to the First Bridge, who continued with the remainder of her report.

"Based on distress signals from multiple locations, it seems they were attacked and captured simultaneously. We can't confirm if they are alive or dead at this time."

Geom Mugeuk, not one to create needless misunderstandings, spoke again with emphasis.

"They are not dead."

"Where are they now?"

"The Smiling Demon has them."

Based on what she had seen of him so far, Cha Yiran felt Geom Mugeuk was telling the truth. He did not seem like the type of person to lie about such a thing.

Cha Yiran first dismissed the First Bridge.

"You may leave."

"......"

Once they were alone, Cha Yiran asked.

"You could have killed them all. Why did you let them live?"

Geom Mugeuk gazed at her and answered.

"Because of you."

It was an unexpected answer, but Cha Yiran remained unshaken and stared at Geom Mugeuk.

"What do you mean by that?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke frankly.

"I was worried that he might like you."

"!"

She now understood why Geom Mugeuk had sought her out sooner than expected. He had a clear purpose.

"So you came to find out if that man, Ak Gunhak, likes me. Because if we liked each other, you couldn't kill my subordinates."

As Geom Mugeuk nodded, a thought occurred to Cha Yiran, along with a sense of relief that her subordinates might be safe.

If that was true, then his words about fighting to let Ak Gunhak go might also have been sincere.

You'd really risk your life, Young Cult Leader, for that man?

Is this really possible? To go this far for an opponent you met as an enemy and then parted ways with?

And the biggest problem at this moment was this.

"Now that you've confirmed he doesn't like me, you'll kill them all."

"To stop you, wouldn't I have to?"

The air around them grew cold, thick with tension.

"Didn't you come here to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman? Even if the final stage doesn't happen, you'll try to kill him one way or another."

Cha Yiran readily admitted it.

"Because that's my mission."

She was surprisingly honest.

"I can't just stand by and watch that happen."

Geom Mugeuk slowly gripped the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. Even as the sword seemed ready to be drawn at any moment, she did not take a single step back.

"Aren't you afraid of dying?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, her transparent eyes shone even brighter.

"If you're in the business of killing people for money and you're afraid of your own death, isn't that life just too dull?"

Geom Mugeuk could feel it.

To her, life and death were already one and the same.

She did not fear death. Perhaps that was why she could get so drunk and act out in front of him.

"What are you doing? Not cutting me down."

Geom Mugeuk removed his hand from the hilt.

Then, a captivating smile spread across Cha Yiran's previously cold face. Her emotions changed in an instant, making her seem like a different woman.

"You can't bring yourself to cut me down because I'm too pretty, right?"

She had returned to the seductive Cha Yiran.

"Wouldn't want to get blood on your new clothes, would we?"

Geom Mugeuk had no intention of drawing his sword in the first place.

"Kill me when you have the chance. Don't regret it later."

"Couldn't I also feel relieved later, thinking, 'I did well to spare her then'?"

Geom Mugeuk turned, showing her his back.

"Let's go out for a walk."

Cha Yiran stared silently at Geom Mugeuk, who allowed her his back in this situation, before following him out.

The two walked side by side through the marketplace. The smell of dumplings wafting from a stall ahead masked the tension that had lingered between them.

"Aren't you hungry?"

"You wouldn't be saying that if your subordinates were being held hostage."

Geom Mugeuk stopped in front of a cart selling dumplings, but she kept walking.

Geom Mugeuk followed behind her and said.

"Even if we don't eat dumplings, let's at least let that man leave."

Comparing eating dumplings to that matter.

"Go ahead."

"Let's do it together."

"Why do you keep trying to drag me into this?"

"Because you like him."

Cha Yiran stopped walking. Naturally, Geom Mugeuk also stopped.

"And what about him?"

He doesn't even know that I like him.

"If you help him, he'll probably think, 'Huh? Why is this woman helping me?'"

Since it's a matter that could cost you your life, his surprise will be even greater.

"When that happens, first, you should smile. Not the smile you show me, but your real smile."

My real smile? Wondering what he meant, Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk with a puzzled expression.

"When I said he spared me and left, not that I spared him, you smiled. It was an awkward, stiff smile. But that smile suited you so well. Just like that martial arts uniform suited you better than these clothes."

She had never considered such a thing. She had such an awkward smile? That plain martial arts uniform from before suited her better than this outfit?

"You're trying to get me eliminated from the final stage one way or another."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and continued what he was saying.

"You have to show him that smile. He'll realize in an instant that the captivating smile you show me is fake. Smile a real smile and say this."

She wondered what on earth he was about to say.

"'Since fate brought us together, how about we have a cup of tea?'"

Cha Yiran was so dumbfounded that she let out a hollow laugh.

Geom Mugeuk, however, seriously finished what he had to say.

"If he says no, you should kick off your shoes and chase after him."

In the end, she couldn't help but spit it out.

"Are you a madman?"

It was a question directed at the Young Cult Leader, and also what she imagined Ak Gunhak would say to her if she did such a thing.

"I hear that a lot."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud.

Cha Yiran recalled the image of Geom Mugeuk standing in the alleyway last night as they parted, smiling at her.

It seemed this man had been itching to speak all this time. He laughed so freely it was a wonder how he had held it in.

"The most dangerous people in this murim are the ones who smile as easily as you do."

"Then you're all in big trouble. Because this time, I came with someone who smiles very well indeed."

Cha Yiran knew. He was talking about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I'll have to see just how cheap that smile is."

It was her way of saying she would go and confirm the safety of her subordinates herself.


Despite the Fifth Bridge's admonishment, the Seventeenth Bridge glanced again at the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

This time, too, it was not of her own volition.

The one who had been looking out the window tapped the wall again, drawing everyone's attention.

It was different from before. The tapping sound was peculiar.

At the sound, all the Faceless Warriors reacted in unison. The one dozing in a corner shot to his feet. The one leaning against the far wall launched himself forward. Even those maintaining their weapons moved as if war had broken out.

Just like that, all the Faceless Warriors, who had been minding their own business, lined up behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Soon after, the door opened and Geom Mugeuk entered.

"Greetings, Young Cult Leader."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's greeting, the Faceless Warriors also moved in unison to perform a clasped hands greeting.

Their movements were so disciplined it was hard to believe these were the same Faceless Warriors who had been staring blankly out the window or dozing while squatting.

Geom Mugeuk also politely returned the clasped hands greeting to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Greetings, Smiling Demon."

Geom Mugeuk walked in and exchanged greetings with a surprising calmness.

Cha Yiran entered right after him, startling the female assassins. Had she come to rescue them? That thought was quickly replaced by shock and despair as they realized she, too, must have been captured. It was unbelievable that the great Cha Yiran had been taken.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said to them.

"Don't misunderstand. I'm the one who was captured by her."

Everyone looked on, puzzled by his incomprehensible words.

Cha Yiran walked in front of them.

Her gaze fell upon her subordinates' necks.

Lines of blood were drawn in the same place and of the same length.

Those single lines spoke volumes about the skill of the one who had drawn them.

Knowing her subordinates' skills well, the lines appeared even more distinct.

Cha Yiran said to her subordinates.

"See? Because you gritted your teeth and didn't kill yourselves, you get to see me again, don't you?"

At her words, the assassins' expressions relaxed slightly. It seemed Cha Yiran had not been captured after all.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk quickly took credit.

"You really brought them here without anyone getting hurt. As expected! You're amazing!"

Of course, three or four assassins were injured while resisting to the end. Considering the total number, however, it was fair to say they had been brought over with great care.

Cha Yiran's gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He was likely following the Young Cult Leader's orders, but she was grateful he had subdued and brought them here without injury. Especially coming from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

She conveyed her gratitude with her eyes.

Though she had come saying she wanted to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's cheap smile, she had no desire to actually see it. She knew all too well when he smiled.

She had to make a decision.

If she did not help Geom Mugeuk, they would all die. Even if the Young Cult Leader tried to spare them, that Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would not just let it be.

To save them, she would have to fight her own organization.

As she was contemplating, Geom Mugeuk's telepathy reached her.

[Take your subordinates.]

A surprised Cha Yiran turned to look at Geom Mugeuk. His gaze was serious, as if to say it was not a joke.

He's letting them go without any conditions?

[Are you serious?]

The reason was also very much like Geom Mugeuk.

[I am. Their leader came in person. It would be a loss of face to leave your subordinates behind, wouldn't it?]

It meant he was protecting her authority.

[With my freed subordinates, I could still assassinate the Evil Alliance Chairman.]

[Then most of your subordinates here will die. Regardless of your success.]

[I would use them as sacrificial lambs to ensure my success.]

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

[Perhaps you would.]

However, she could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was certain that such a thing would not happen.

[Why do you think I can't do it?]

[Because if you were that kind of person, you wouldn't have risked danger to come here and check on your subordinates' lives.]

The original plan to ambush the Evil Alliance Chairman was a case in point. Only Cha Yiran, having become the world's number one beauty, could attend the celebratory banquet where the Evil Alliance Chairman would be present.

Because she could not understand, she had to ask again.

[Why are you showing me such a favor?]

[Because I want to get on your good side.]

[And after you get on my good side?]

[We have to let that man leave.]

[You're really persistent.]

[Aren't madmen usually persistent?]

Cha Yiran stared into Geom Mugeuk's eyes. Everyone knew the two were conversing via telepathy, so they all watched them without so much as breathing loudly.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Faceless Warriors.

"Release their acupoints."

At his command, the Faceless Warriors stepped forward and released the women's sealed acupoints.

Cha Yiran did not say anything else to them.

"Let's go."

The assassins quietly followed her out. They did not know what kind of deal had been made, but Cha Yiran had saved them.

Thinking she must have paid a great price, none of them could show their joy.

At the entrance, Cha Yiran looked back at Geom Mugeuk.

[You lost out on this one. I wouldn't have given up my subordinates.]

Meaning she would have agreed to any demand. Surely that sharp-witted Young Cult Leader must have known.

[I have a lot, so I can afford a loss of this magnitude.]

Geom Mugeuk smiled and added.

[If you fight by taking as a hostage something your opponent can never give up, wouldn't that be too dull a life?]

After staring at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, Cha Yiran turned without a word and left the place.

After they had all left, Geom Mugeuk apologized to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You went through the trouble of capturing them. I'm sorry."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not ask why he had let them go. He silently smiled at Geom Mugeuk, then looked back at the Faceless Warriors standing behind him.

Knowing the will of the Demon Supreme, the Faceless Warriors all performed a clasped hands greeting in unison.

Before them, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also performed a polite clasped hands greeting and said. "Just give the order. We will capture them again, a hundred times over."


Chapter 706: If I'm Killed by the Handsome Young Cult Leader

"Martial Artist Lee."

At the call of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Lee Ahn, who had been standing by the door monitoring the situation outside, turned her head.

"Please get some rest."

Since receiving the mission to protect her, Lee Ahn had not let her mind wander for a single moment. She blocked the windows, checked the ceiling and walls, and monitored the hallway for any presence, repeating the process endlessly.

Lee Ahn pressed her ear to the door again and said.

"There's a saying passed down among bodyguards. An incident always happens the one time you look away."

Only after checking outside again did she turn back to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"I'm fine, Pavilion Master."

"Being a bodyguard seems like a truly difficult job."

"Thank you for your concern."

Lee Ahn felt at ease when she was with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

They first met when Lee Ahn's body was suffering from side effects. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had treated her with such kindness from that moment on, making her feel like an older sister or a friend.

That was why she was even more diligent in her bodyguard duties. She could not afford to lose her just because she could not resist looking away that one time.

"Don't worry, I'm a former bodyguard for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, after all..."

The next moment!

Lee Ahn spun around quickly, drawing her sword.

SWIIISH!

Her sword flashed like lightning, cutting through the empty air.

SRRRK, THUD! THUD THUD!

The door, sliced into a tilted cross shape, collapsed inward.

There was no one behind the fallen door.

"Come out."

At Lee Ahn's words, something popped out from the wall next to the doorway.

FWOOSH.

The object that unfurled was a fan painted with a beautiful woman. It fluttered gently, as if waving a flag of surrender. The person who peeked his face out was none other than Hwa Domyeong. He greeted Lee Ahn cheerfully, like an old acquaintance.

"Congratulations on reaching the finals, Martial Artist Lee!"

His makeup was so ridiculously thick that it was hard to tell what his face looked like, or what expression he was making.

However, she could tell one thing.

He's no ordinary master.

When she had cut the door, he had clearly been standing behind it. He had dodged her attack in that fleeting instant.

The mere fact that she could not gauge her opponent's skill meant he was by no means her inferior.

"Of course, the tournament was turned upside down when you all flipped everything over."

Hwa Domyeong examined the cross-section of the door that had fallen to the floor in pieces.

"To reach such a level at your age."

Only then did he enter, fanning himself nonchalantly.

Lee Ahn focused all her senses on her sword and her opponent, slowly backing away.

"To have such skill on top of those looks. You have every right to be arrogant. Truly amazing!"

He snapped his open fan shut and clapped his palm with it repeatedly, as if applauding.

Lee Ahn took something from her robes and placed it in her mouth. It was an Antitoxin Bead, a precaution against fan users who sometimes spread poison by opening and closing their fans.

In a situation like this, one did not take care of the person they were protecting first. If Lee Ahn was poisoned, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman would surely be poisoned as well, so she had to take the Antitoxin Bead first.

Only then did she use her free hand to signal the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman behind her. She used a hand signal rather than words, as the opponent could use that moment to launch a surprise attack.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman then put the Antitoxin Bead that Lee Ahn had prepared for her into her mouth.

Seeing this, Hwa Domyeong waved his fan back and forth, dismissing the notion with his hands.

"Don't worry. I don't use poison. I'm not a meticulous person. I'm so clumsy I'd probably end up poisoning myself with my own poison."

Lee Ahn, who had been listening, asked curtly.

"Who are you?"

Since her opponent was showing her courtesy, Lee Ahn also asked with basic etiquette.

"Let's just say I'm an errand boy for today. A well-wisher would also be fine."

"You've already offered your congratulations, so state your business."

"But first, let's put that sword down. Just looking at the blade makes my stomach churn."

However, Lee Ahn did not lower her sword. It would be nice to be as relaxed as her opponent, but he was not someone she could let her guard down against.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke calmly from behind.

"Did you summon me here?"

It was a question of whether he had called for her to be a judge at the tournament. She had a feeling that this strange man had come looking for her.

Indeed, her guess was correct.

"You could say it's something like that."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been looking at him, walked to the table in the center and sat down first.

"Please sit."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said, looking at Lee Ahn.

"It's alright, Martial Artist Lee."

Normally, Lee Ahn would have stopped the unidentified man from approaching the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She figured, however, that the Chairwoman was acting boldly because she had a plan.

Lee Ahn stepped back, allowing Hwa Domyeong to sit.

Seated, Hwa Domyeong stared intently at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and asked.

"They say you see things we cannot, don't they?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman simply stared back at him without a word.

"Do you see anything in me?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been gazing at him, shook her head.

"I don't see anything."

Whether that was true or not was something only she could know.

This time, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked.

"Why were you looking for me?"

"I have a message to deliver."

"Go on."

Beneath the thick makeup, his eyes turned cold. That single change in his gaze made the once frivolous man feel like a completely different person.

SHWAAAK.

Hwa Domyeong opened his fan, completely covering his face. From behind it, a cold and eerie voice, not his original one, flowed out.

It was such a natural voice that it felt like it might be his true voice, not an imitation.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman must die. If you defy this fate, the murim will be destroyed."

For a moment, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes widened in shock. Lee Ahn, who was standing between them and listening, was also greatly surprised.

The moment that astonishing message ended.

The fan swayed lightly.

SHRRRRK.

His form vanished abruptly, as if a ghost had disappeared.

Lee Ahn raised her ki and scanned the surroundings, but Hwa Domyeong was already completely gone.

"Are you alright?"

At Lee Ahn's question, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded and rose from her seat.

"I must see the Young Cult Leader right now."


"The Evil Alliance Chairman must die?"

Having heard the story, Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing beside him. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon met his gaze with an equally surprised expression.

Then came the even more shocking part of the story.

"He said that if this fate is defied, the murim will be destroyed."

The one who relayed the message was Lee Ahn. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was momentarily lost in deep thought.

"What kind of person was he?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Lee Ahn described him. His features were so distinct that it was easy to explain.

"He was a man with thick makeup, a flamboyant outfit with many accessories, and a fan painted with a beautiful woman. His stealth and movement techniques were incredible. I couldn't tell how much of a master he was."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. His eyes asked if he knew the person, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shook his head.

He was also a figure Geom Mugeuk had not known in his life before regression. This meant that, at the very least, he was not another one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

For someone with such skills and characteristics to be unknown meant he was not a figure who had been active on the front lines of the murim. Or perhaps he had died before the era of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

In any case, one thing was certain.

"It seems the reason they were targeting the Evil Alliance Chairman is related to the message that man delivered."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Lee Ahn nodded in agreement.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been quiet, opened her mouth.

"What he said was a prophecy."

A surprising fact was revealed by her.

"I knew the moment I heard it. That these words were a prophecy."

It seemed there was something that only she could sense.

If so, a question naturally arose.

"Is there another person in this era who can make prophecies besides you, Pavilion Master?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded.

"The Saintess was able to deliver prophecies. I left the palace early, so I don't know who can make prophecies now."

Geom Mugeuk could guess from her words. That she was the one who was supposed to be the next Saintess.

She had rejected the fate bestowed upon her and left the palace.

From that, another fact could be naturally deduced.

The reason the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had been invited as a judge for this tournament was related to the prophecy the man had delivered.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Geom Mugeuk with a worried expression.

Her heart was heavy, knowing that Geom Mugeuk and the Evil Alliance Chairman maintained a good relationship. If the man's words were a prophecy, just as she felt, then that prophecy would also be fulfilled.

Although he read the anxiety in her eyes, Geom Mugeuk offered a relaxed smile.

"It's alright. It's not that I don't believe your prophecy, Pavilion Master, but I believe it can definitely be changed. If not, wouldn't my fate be to have my chest pierced by the Smiling Demon's throwing knife?"

Geom Mugeuk could still feel the lingering worry in the smile the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman forced.

Yes, until now, those prophecies must have come true. That must be why she was so worried.

However, Geom Mugeuk had his own beliefs.

If a prophecy shows the path, it is a human who walks that path.

I will find another path!

Geom Mugeuk left the room to meet one person.

"I must see the Evil Alliance Chairman."


An estate not far from the Mythical Sect.

The Beautiful Bridges assassins stood guard on all sides.

Cha Yiran was alone in the room. She sat silently, staring at a box containing a bead on the table. Geom Mugeuk's words echoed in her mind.

[The leader came in person. I can't just leave her subordinates behind and cause her to lose face, can I?]

The way her subordinates looked at her had certainly saved her face. One might ask what great meaning that held, but it definitely had meaning. She had become the leader who led them out of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's den.

[If you fight by taking what your opponent can never give up as a hostage, wouldn't that be a rather dull life?]

She fiddled with the box as she recalled Geom Mugeuk's words. As her dilemma deepened, she heard someone's voice.

"Weren't assassins supposed to be ruthless?"

Hwa Domyeong stood at the door, having entered at some point.

"Assassins are meant to be ruthless. The kind assassins are the ones who die young."

Hwa Domyeong walked over and sat down across from her.

"What did the Young Cult Leader demand in exchange for releasing your subordinates?"

Cha Yiran continued to look down at the box as she said.

"He asked me to be sure to kill any rude person who enters a room without the owner's permission."

Hwa Domyeong opened his fan and covered his face.

"Don't forget, I'm a spectator, not an enemy."

The moment he appeared before the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he had gone from a spectator to an actor on the stage. Yet, he still claimed to be a spectator in front of her.

"What did he demand for releasing your subordinates?"

When she still did not answer, Hwa Domyeong guessed.

"He asked for the bead, right? Or maybe? To give up on killing the Evil Alliance Chairman? Or did he ask you to tell him who's at the top?"

Still staring at the box, Cha Yiran answered.

"He didn't demand anything."

Hwa Domyeong could tell from her expression that she was telling the truth. A sneer preceded his surprise.

"He's playing with you. The Young Cult Leader is an arrogant man."

"Shouldn't I be grateful he's playing along?"

"What?"

"If he hadn't, we all would have died there."

A moment of silence passed, and Hwa Domyeong fanned her as if to flatter her.

"You're not someone who dies easily, are you?"

"The moment that Young Cult Leader, who had been spouting nonsense, placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, I had a thought. Ah, I could actually die."

"Were you scared?"

She just stared at the box and shook her head from side to side.

"If I'm killed by the handsome Young Cult Leader, will a handsome demon push me into the fiery pits of hell?"

At her words, Hwa Domyeong laughed and said.

"Then you can be the one to kill me."

At that, Cha Yiran lifted her head and looked at Hwa Domyeong.

"Not right now."

Hwa Domyeong avoided her gaze, turning his body to the side as he sat, fanning himself gently.

Then, without looking at her, he asked abruptly.

"When are you going to do it?"

The time that would change everyone's fate flowed from Cha Yiran's lips.

"Tomorrow."

Hwa Domyeong stood up from his seat.

"I'd better get to bed early today if I want to see a good show tomorrow."

Just then, Cha Yiran asked.

"That person, Ak Gunhak, where is he now?"

Hwa Domyeong's gaze grew cold.

"Why do you ask?"

"I was thinking of confessing before I die."

"Before who dies? You? Or Ak Gunhak?"

"In your opinion, who do you think will die sooner?"

Silence flowed between the two.

Finally, Hwa Domyeong turned and said.

"A confession doesn't suit you. An assassin who falls in love becomes unhappy."

The moment Cha Yiran lightly bit her red lips.

Both of their gazes simultaneously turned towards one wall.

An immense presence could be felt from far beyond the wall.

The next moment.

SHWAAAK. Hwa Domyeong opened his fan and vanished in an instant.

Cha Yiran retrieved the bead box from the table. Then, turning her back to the wall, she raised her protective enhanced qi.

KWAAAAANG!

With a deafening explosion, an entire wall was blown away. A massive wave of enhanced qi raged in its place.

KWAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

Everything was swept away by the enhanced qi.

When the rising dust settled.

The room she had been in was completely gone, with nothing left.

Only Cha Yiran, standing with her back turned, stood there alone.

"This was a new outfit, and now it's ruined again."

She, who had her back turned, slowly turned around.

In the distance, a man in a black martial arts uniform was walking this way.

He was none other than the Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang.

It was not a surprise attack. He had announced his arrival with his aura, so this was his greeting.

The First Bridge flew in with the assassins and blocked his path.

Baek Jagang warned in a low voice.

"That kid went to the trouble of sparing your lives. Don't make me kill you with my own hands."

Cha Yiran could feel it. Baek Jagang intended to kill everyone who stood in his way.

Cha Yiran commanded the First Bridge.

"Stand down."

The First Bridge hesitated for a fraction of a second but soon accepted the order. The Evil Alliance Chairman was not an opponent she and her subordinates could stop.

Baek Jagang strode forward until he was right in front of her.

"I will now ask my questions."

Baek Jagang's sharp gaze flew at her as if to pierce through her.

"I will not ask you twice."


Chapter 707: Will This Be Enough to Help?

"Welcome, Chairman."

After offering a polite greeting, Cha Yiran glanced around at the ruined surroundings.

"I'd like to offer you a seat, but as you can see, there are none."

She remained calm even in a situation that threatened her life. Having long since torn down the signposts at the crossroads of life and death, she felt no fear. She would simply walk the path she desired, and the day her steps ceased would be her last.

"Are you not afraid of death?"

To Baek Jagang's question, which was delivered like that of a grim reaper, Cha Yiran replied politely.

"I am afraid."

At that moment, the hairs on the back of Baek Jagang's neck stood on end. He possessed a sense that could detect lies, and it was now reacting to her. The fact that he reacted to her words of fear meant she was lying.

She doesn't fear death?

Normally, he would have assumed this woman was either hiding a trump card or felt no fear because someone was coming to save her. However, Baek Jagang had seen it. He had seen the transcendence that flashed in her eyes for a fleeting moment.

He had encountered others with such eyes before. They were the kind of eyes he had seen in those for whom the boundary between life and death had crumbled. They were people who could do anything because they had already abandoned everything.

It was unexpected. How could someone with such a beautiful and glamorous appearance have no lingering attachment to life? What kind of life had she lived?

A thought suddenly occurred to Baek Jagang. Could it be that Geom Mugeuk was trying to resolve this without killing this woman because he, too, had seen what Baek Jagang just saw?

"I know the Young Cult Leader holds you in special regard. However, that is a matter between the Young Cult Leader and you. It has nothing to do with me."

After making it clear that he had no intention of showing mercy because of her relationship with Geom Mugeuk, Baek Jagang asked bluntly.

"Why are you trying to kill me?"

His earlier warning that he would not ask twice meant that if she failed to answer his first question, he would kill her.

"As you may already know, I am an assassin. So I accepted a contract."

Although she belonged to a clandestine organization, their relationship was not strictly hierarchical where she simply took orders. The organization paid her a fee to take on a job, and she tried to keep as much distance from them as possible. She knew, however, that the organization was displeased with her for this.

"So you accepted the contract even though you knew I was the target."

It was a sensitive point that could provoke the greatest anger, but Cha Yiran faced it head-on.

"How could I refuse? For an assassin, it's a once-in-a-lifetime contract."

Her honesty prompted a relentless stream of questions.

"What did you mean by what you said to the Mythical Sect Leader?"

In truth, the reason Baek Jagang had sought her out today was to ask this very question. The Mythical Sect Leader had left behind those words as he was dying.

"I heard you said that if I don't die, the murim will be destroyed?"

When she had said that, she never imagined a situation like this would unfold. That was a time when she had not expected Geom Mugeuk to intervene. In fact, the person who had told her this was Hwa Domyeong.

That sly man was probably watching this situation from a safe distance. Would he really just watch if Baek Jagang tried to kill her? Or would he step in to save her?

"Isn't that a question I should be asking you?"

Baek Jagang's gaze sharpened, but she calmly said what she had to say.

"Do you intend to destroy the murim?"

A brief silence fell between them. Baek Jagang had never expected to be asked this question by this woman.

Was that why? Baek Jagang took her bait.

"What if I do?"

She had not thrown that question to provoke Baek Jagang. It was quite the opposite.

"If you were that kind of person, you wouldn't have come to me and asked such a thing," Cha Yiran calmly continued. "They probably said that to persuade me. There's no better justification for killing someone, after all."

Finally, Baek Jagang asked the decisive question.

"Are you still planning to kill me?"

This answer did not come quickly. After a moment, she replied.

"Yes. I've already accepted the contract."

The hairs on his neck did not stand up, so he knew she was speaking her heart. Her courage was commendable, but that was no reason for forgiveness.

"Tell me why I shouldn't kill you."

Cha Yiran sighed and said, "I don't think there is one."

The grim reaper, who had only been asking questions, finally delivered his verdict.

"Then die!"

His hand grasped the hilt of his sword.

Watching him, Cha Yiran was reminded of the moment Geom Mugeuk had been about to draw his sword. The tension was even greater now. Geom Mugeuk had not drawn his weapon, but this Baek Jagang certainly would. And he would certainly kill her.

Cha Yiran raised her inner arts. Could she really defeat the Evil Alliance Chairman in a direct confrontation? It was highly unlikely.

Hwa Domyeong, are you just going to watch? If I die, this job will be a failure too.

But Hwa Domyeong did not appear.

Right, you were just a spectator.

She sensed that her final moment had come. In truth, she was not afraid of death. Rather, it was a moment she had been waiting for for some time. The Evil Alliance Chairman was her final contract. There could be no better person to grant her an end. Her only regret was that her subordinates would all die with her.

"My subordinates..."

Before she could even ask him to spare them, Baek Jagang cut her off.

"I am not one to leave future troubles behind. So why would I leave assassins as a future problem?"

A colossal energy flowed from Baek Jagang's body, spreading in all directions. She had never felt such a powerful pressure. It was as if a great, chained beast had been unleashed and was roaring at the sky.

Facing that pressure, Cha Yiran pushed her inner arts to their limit. She did not fear death, but she was not one to give up her life easily either. She took out a throwing knife. The sharply gleaming blade resembled her gaze.

The First Bridge and the other assassins, who had been watching from a distance, all launched themselves forward. They landed around the two and drew their hidden weapons. Faced with Baek Jagang's powerful pressure, they all foresaw their deaths, but not a single woman fled in fear.

SHIIING.

It was the very moment Baek Jagang's sword was being drawn.

SWOOSH.

Someone flew in as fast as light and landed between the two. It was none other than Geom Mugeuk, who had rushed over using the Swift Step.

Cha Yiran was startled by his appearance. She had not expected Geom Mugeuk to appear at this moment. Not only her, but the assassins around her were also surprised.

Baek Jagang's sword was not yet fully drawn.

"Thankfully, you haven't drawn your sword completely!"

At Geom Mugeuk's relief, Baek Jagang asked, "Did you rush here, so out of breath, because you were afraid I would kill this woman?"

Geom Mugeuk let out a sigh of relief and answered curtly.

"......"

It was a single-word answer, but a flicker of emotion crossed Cha Yiran's face. Hwa Domyeong, who called himself a friend, had not stepped forward, yet Geom Mugeuk, her enemy, had intervened for her sake.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Baek Jagang. In Baek Jagang's small eyes, Geom Mugeuk read a certain intention.

[Don't tell me. Did you know I was watching?]

At Geom Mugeuk's telepathy, the corner of Baek Jagang's mouth lifted slightly. His meaningful expression seemed to say, As expected, you understand my intentions.

Geom Mugeuk now knew for sure. Baek Jagang had noticed him watching from afar and had deliberately drawn his sword. He probably had no intention of killing her from the start. He had originally planned to just ask what he was curious about and leave. The reason he was about to draw his sword was to make her owe him her life.

He even let all her subordinates step forward so that he could save all of their lives as well. Right, he was not so rash as to recklessly interfere and kill her when he had entrusted her to Geom Mugeuk. If he were to kill her, he would do it in Geom Mugeuk's presence.

[Thank you so much, Chairman.]

Then, Baek Jagang also replied with telepathy. Geom Mugeuk's guess was indeed correct.

[Will this be enough to help?]

[Yes, enough to change the entire game.]

[Then it is settled.]

Now, no longer using telepathy, he made a request to Baek Jagang loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Please forgive her just this once, for my sake."

"The woman who says she will kill me?"

"Please bear with it just once, for my sake."

Baek Jagang seemed to ponder for a moment. Then he slowly released his hand from the sword's hilt.

"Let's consider the debt I owed you from last time repaid with this."

In fact, saying it this way was a more certain way to place her in his debt.

"Yes, thank you for your magnanimity."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head in greeting and sent Baek Jagang a telepathic message.

[You are truly magnificent!]

[More so than your father?]

...

[Save your praise for that day.]

After once again reminding him who his rival in his heart was, Baek Jagang strode away from the place. He did not spare a single glance for Cha Yiran and her assassins, as if to say, she's all yours now.

Geom Mugeuk silently watched his retreating back. Today, his black martial arts uniform looked particularly splendid. Cha Yiran here was an assassin trying to kill him. For him, who hated to leave future troubles, to concede this much was a huge gesture.

I will be sure to repay this favor.

Once Baek Jagang was completely gone, the taut tension among the assassins dissipated. Just a moment ago, they thought they would die at the hands of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and now they had nearly died at the hands of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

At a command from Cha Yiran's eyes, the First Bridge led the assassins to retreat to a distance. Before leaving, they glanced at Geom Mugeuk. It was not what Geom Mugeuk had intended, but thanks to the Evil Alliance Chairman, he had become the benefactor who saved their lives.

Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk with an uncomprehending gaze.

"Why did you save me? If I died, everything would have been settled cleanly. You wouldn't even have had to bloody your own hands."

Only then did Geom Mugeuk look at Cha Yiran. She stood there, covered in dust.

"In the end, you'll have to wear the clothes I picked out for you."

She had chosen different clothes at the shop, not the ones Geom Mugeuk had picked. Now that her clothes were ruined, he was joking that she would have to buy and wear the ones he had chosen.

Cha Yiran's eyes trembled slightly. How could he do this, knowing she was trying to kill him?

"Ugh, all this dust."

Geom Mugeuk waved his hand at the dust that had risen from the clash of pressures and killing intent.

"Let's take a walk."

The ruined place was not suitable for conversation, so the two slowly made their way toward the rear garden. There was a small flower garden in the back.

"You must have been very tense. Please, have a seat."

Geom Mugeuk sat down first on a wide rock placed in front of the flower garden. Cha Yiran also sat down next to him. The two looked at the flowers for a moment. As if mocking the urgency of a moment ago, the flowers swayed in the wind, indifferent to the affairs of the world.

"By the way, there's someone I need to ask you about."

"Who might that be?"

"A man with a painted face appeared before the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

For a moment, Cha Yiran's expression hardened slightly. She had not known about that.

"He left a message, saying that if the Evil Alliance Chairman isn't killed, the murim will be destroyed."

Hwa Domyeong had done that, yet he had not said anything of the sort when he met her. He clearly had some ulterior motive. She had not told Baek Jagang, but she told Geom Mugeuk about him, even though he always belittled himself as a mere spectator.

"He's an important person in the organization."

And so, she added one more thing.

"It's best not to touch that person."

Geom Mugeuk glanced at her and said, "Then do you think it's okay to touch me?"

Faced with Geom Mugeuk's deep, abyss-like gaze, Cha Yiran could not say a word.

But soon, Geom Mugeuk laughed as if it were a joke.

"A joke, it's a joke. I'll take your advice to heart. I should avoid scary guys in advance. I'm not the type to poke a bush where a snake is hiding with a stick. I also dislike people who go around stirring up trouble for no reason."

Cha Yiran asked again, "You still haven't answered. Why did you save me?"

"Didn't I tell you? That I like magnificent people."

Cha Yiran scoffed. She had already guessed the reason.

"Because if I'm alive, there's a greater chance I'll help that person leave him."

Sensing an opportunity, Cha Yiran conveyed her honest feelings.

"It doesn't feel good. It feels like I'm just a tool or a sacrificial lamb for that person."

Then, an unexpected response came from Geom Mugeuk.

"Aren't you living as a tool and a sacrificial lamb right now?"

Struck to the core, Cha Yiran's expression hardened slightly. Geom Mugeuk paid no mind to her reaction and continued with what he wanted to say.

"If you have to be one anyway, isn't it better to be a tool and a sacrificial lamb for someone you like?"

"What do you know about me?"

"I know enough. You have your habits when you drink. And you don't even know what clothes suit you."

Cha Yiran ended up laughing. There was probably no one else in the world like this Young Cult Leader, who could make a person laugh while saying something as unpleasant as calling her a tool and a sacrificial lamb.

"And you care for your subordinates immensely."

"Why do you think I care for my subordinates?"

There was a clear reason he thought so.

"Because I heard your subordinates don't commit suicide even if they fail a mission and are captured."

She truly thought the Young Cult Leader was brilliant. This opponent really missed nothing. And he went even further.

"That principle of not committing suicide, does it apply to you as well if you fail?"

He poked at an unexpected point like this.

"What if it does?"

"Let's make a promise."

The promise Geom Mugeuk was about to propose was something she had never imagined.

"If I stop your assassination attempt, you will accept a contract from me."

"!"

He was telling her to leave them and join hands with him. It was different from the suggestion of helping her leave him. It was an offer to give her a chance even after she failed her assassination. In this way, Geom Mugeuk took another step closer to her.

"Are you saying you'll spare the person who was just trying to kill you?"

"That's right."

"Are you a fool? Or do you think I'm foolish enough to believe that?"

But she could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was saying it with all his heart. It truly seemed like that Geom Mugeuk would smile brightly at her, the failed assassin, and say something like, Now, let's join hands as promised! With no hard feelings whatsoever.

"What if I succeed in the assassination?"

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and looked up at the sky. The clouds, seeming to scatter and connect, slowly moved as the wind guided them.

As if this too was his true heart, Geom Mugeuk answered calmly.

"I'll go to hell first and wait for you."


Chapter 708: Are You That Assassin From Back Then?

"Are you not afraid of death?"

Cha Yiran asked Geom Mugeuk the very same question the Evil Alliance Chairman had once asked her. The Chairman's words, promising he would wait for her in hell first, had felt entirely sincere.

Geom Mugeuk simply shook his head. "I am afraid."

She had expected a man like the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader to claim he had no fear of death whatsoever.

However, Geom Mugeuk continued with what seemed like complete honesty.

"I'm an anxious person. The kind who worries about all sorts of things in advance. For someone like me, how could I not be afraid of death? I'm afraid of my own death, and I'm even more afraid of the people around me dying. You asked me if I was a fool earlier, didn't you? I am a fool. I know full well that the more connections I make, the more worries I'll have, yet I keep increasing the number of people who shouldn't die."

As Geom Mugeuk stared intently at her, Cha Yiran asked, "Am I included among those people who shouldn't die?"

To her surprise, Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"What if that person sees me later and says this? 'Hey, you call yourself the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, and you couldn't even save the one woman who likes me? What the hell were you doing?' I'd be so ashamed I wouldn't even be able to lift my head. I wouldn't be able to act all high and mighty in front of him anymore."

It was such a simple reason that it resonated all the more.

"There's that kind of loyalty among men. The kind that says you have to protect your friend's woman. Although you're only half a woman."

At the phrase 'half a woman', Cha Yiran let out a dry laugh. He had said it that way because she was the only one who liked Ak Gunhak. But still, half a woman?

"There's a reason why men in this murim die young."

Though she said that, Cha Yiran could feel it. This Young Cult Leader sitting beside her was not such a simple person.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked, "What are you thinking so hard about?"

Looking at the flowers in the garden, Cha Yiran answered, "I'm thinking about whether you're a fool or a madman."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. He could definitely feel her heart wavering, perhaps because she thought he had saved her life.

"How much time do we have?"

"What time?"

"The time until the assassination."

The assassination was scheduled for tomorrow. Only a few hours remained until the Purple Orb.

"Why do you ask?"

"If there's time left, let's have dinner together one last time."

"Well, it's certain you're a madman."

A gust of wind blew past the two of them and the flower garden they were watching. The sunset, carried on the wind, spread across the garden, presenting the flowers in a new shade of beauty to the two people.

Watching Geom Mugeuk admire the sight, Cha Yiran thought to herself. It was supposed to be the other way around. He should be captivated by her face, not the flowers, hanging on her every word.

Instead, she was the one being constantly led on.

"Let's go eat, it's my request! They say you grant a dead person's wish, so can't you grant a living person's? And am I just some ordinary person? I'm your lifesaver, am I not? You think I wasn't scared of the Evil Alliance Chairman? Is that all? When you were drunk, throwing up, and crawling around...!"

As if she did not want to hear another word, she shot up from her seat.

"Wait here while I go change."


Several splendid outfits hung inside the closet. As Cha Yiran chose what to wear, her gaze fell upon a corner where a black martial arts uniform was folded.

After a moment of hesitation, Cha Yiran picked up the uniform and said, "How long are you going to hide?"

Just then, Hwa Domyeong revealed himself from behind her.

"Isn't that red palace gown on the left nice?"

However, Cha Yiran slammed the closet shut with a sharp sound.

"Are you angry?"

"Angry? What's there to be angry about? I've known for a long time that you're a coward."

"You're angry."

"I'm going to change. Turn around."

Hwa Domyeong turned his back, and Cha Yiran began to change her clothes.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman wouldn't have killed you. The Evil Alliance owes the Young Cult Leader a great debt. A man like him, who is clear about his debts and grudges, wouldn't have killed you recklessly."

Cha Yiran changed her clothes without a word.

"This plan was all calculated. So don't misunderstand and think I abandoned you."

"I didn't say anything."

"You're angry right now!"

Yes, she was angry. The reason for her anger, however, was not Hwa Domyeong. It was not because he had failed to step forward and help, either.

The reason she was angry was...

After she finished changing, she tucked the box containing the orb into her clothes.

"I'll be back."

Just then, Hwa Domyeong spoke. He addressed her without turning around.

"Don't go."

"You'll be persuaded by the Young Cult Leader. Just like Ak Gunhak was persuaded."

Cha Yiran's reply did not come.

"......"

The sound of a door opening was heard.

When Hwa Domyeong turned around, Cha Yiran had already left the room. He did not leave right away. His thick makeup made it impossible to know the exact emotion on his face, but it was at least not disappointment or anger.

"......"

He sat with his feet propped up on the table, fanning himself gently as he watched the sunset outside the window.


While Cha Yiran was changing, Geom Mugeuk waited for her. Just then, someone cautiously approached him. The person who drew near after hesitating about a hundred times was none other than the Seventeenth Bridge.

"I have a request for you, Young Cult Leader."

"Speak."

Earlier, when she had confronted the Evil Alliance Chairman, the Seventeenth Bridge had prepared for death. In that moment, she felt just one regret.

She regretted that she would die without being able to thank the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior who had saved her. It was surprising that she had thought of him at that moment. That was why she had mustered her courage.

"To the member of the Faceless Warriors with the crescent moon drawing, please give him this throwing knife and tell him thank you for saving me. I feel like if I don't say it today, I'll never be able to."

The Seventeenth Bridge politely handed over a throwing knife. It was a token of gratitude she wanted to give to the Faceless Warrior.

Geom Mugeuk immediately returned the throwing knife to her.

Realizing her mistake, the Seventeenth Bridge quickly bowed her head and apologized.

"I was rude to a person of your stature."

Come to think of it, this was like asking the Young Cult Leader to run an errand.

I must be crazy.

She had lost her mind for a moment, thinking only that she could not miss this opportunity. Her impatience to deliver the message before the Young Cult Leader left had caused her to make such a huge mistake. She had even made the request directly without getting permission from Cha Yiran. She would have no excuse if he decided to kill her.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's voice was heard.

"Give it to him yourself later."

When the Seventeenth Bridge looked up in surprise, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "After all this is over, I'll give you a chance to meet him in person, so you can give it to him then and tell him yourself."

The Seventeenth Bridge bowed her head in relief.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

She ran back, brushing off her startled heart. As she went, she regretted not having thanked him more properly. That was how flustered she was.

Soon after, Cha Yiran appeared. She had heard their conversation as she approached.

"Are you really going to let them meet?"

"I'll let them meet."

Seeing her incomprehensible expression, Geom Mugeuk explained his reason.

"In life, when would one ever get the chance to meet one of the Faceless Warriors, arranged by the Young Cult Leader? And when would one of the Faceless Warriors ever get to receive thanks from an assassin? With just a word from me, I can give them an experience others could never have in their entire lives, right? So is there any reason not to let them meet?"

Cha Yiran said nothing. It was a sentiment and a way of thinking she did not possess. She thought that if she were Geom Mugeuk, the outcome would have depended on her mood. She might have gotten angry, thinking, 'How dare she ask me to deliver a message?' Or she might have promised to deliver it and then forgotten. Yes, maybe she would have delivered it in a good mood.

But to arrange for the two of them to meet? That was something that did not exist in her world.

"And who knows what can happen between people? What if those two fall for each other, elope in the middle of the night, and then one day, you run into them walking down the street, holding a child's hand? Since they are my people and your people, when we wave at them, they will smile instead of killing themselves."

"!"

That was something that did not even exist in the dreams of her world. However, knowing that his words were sincere was what made dealing with Geom Mugeuk so difficult.

"If we're still alive by then."

"We will be alive. Us, and them. That's what we're constantly striving for."

He was not just talking. The fact that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had spared all of the Beautiful Bridges' assassins would also be included in that 'striving' he just mentioned.

"I'll buy dinner today. Since you saved my life."

"Buy me an expensive meal. I'm so tense, I'm craving meat!"

She walked ahead first, and Geom Mugeuk followed behind her.

"The clothes suit you well."

Cha Yiran quickened her pace even more and replied, "It's just that I didn't have anything else suitable to wear right now."


The two ate dinner together.

At least while eating, they did not discuss serious topics. They talked about the weather and their favorite seasons. They even argued over the food, debating where to find the best version of a dish. No, another place was more delicious.

And so, the two finished their meal.

"Thanks to you, I ate well."

"I'm glad."

She too had a proper meal for the first time in a long while. She could not even remember the last time she had eaten and conversed with someone so relaxed.

"Well, have you changed your mind now?"

Cha Yiran stared silently at Geom Mugeuk and asked back, "Did you put a potion in the food to change my mind?"

"I did. The effects should be kicking in right about now."

Cha Yiran smiled faintly at Geom Mugeuk's joke. The potion was already working its magic. Because even in this moment, she was conflicted.

She had never imagined she would have such worries. Betraying the organization? Being won over by the enemy?

It was not Geom Mugeuk's words that had swayed her. Words could be fabricated easily enough. The problem was that she was swayed by the person, Geom Mugeuk. By those clear, deep eyes that seemed to see right into her heart. By his sincerity from another world.

And one more thing. Ak Gunhak was a big factor. If Geom Mugeuk was the person that wonderful man liked, then he must be someone amazing. That kind of thought had an influence.

Come to think of it, regarding their relationship with Ak Gunhak, the way she saw Geom Mugeuk and the way he saw her was a subtle but crucial difference.

The person he likes.

The person who likes him.

Cha Yiran asked with a calm gaze, "Do you know what it means for an assassin to give up a contract?"

She, at least, knew better than anyone what it meant to her. She had died as an assassin until the very end.

"What does it mean?"

"First, I'll lose my reputation as an assassin. Of course, since it's not known to the world, there's not much of a reputation to speak of."

"But you have a reputation you've built in your own heart."

Geom Mugeuk understood her heart.

"There's a practical problem too. If I give up the contract, I have to return double the contract fee. Since the fee for this one is so enormous, I'll have to use all the money I've ever earned to pay it back."

That was not the only problem.

"And they'll try to kill me."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Yes, those bastards would not let her go willingly. Just as they would not let Ak Gunhak go.

"On the other hand, what I gain is..."

After a brief pause, she imitated Ak Gunhak.

"Huh? Why are you saving me?"

She laughed, as if finding her own words ridiculous.

To that empty laugh, Geom Mugeuk added one thing. "There is something you'll gain instead."

"What is it?"

"Me. The me who will tell that person how hard you tried. Even if he leaves, I will remain."

For a moment, Cha Yiran stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. Yes, in any sense, gaining the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader would surely be valuable. But how long would this feeling last?

"At first, you'll smile when you see me, but after seeing me once, twice, every time you see me, you'll think of me as a traitor. 'That woman, she betrayed once, she'll betray again.'"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"I'm sorry, but we won't have many chances to see each other anyway. I'm too busy. Our good relationship will be maintained simply because we see each other after a long time. Someone will probably come up to you and say something like this. 'Are you that assassin from back then? Wake up, the Young Cult Leader has abandoned you.'"

Somehow, it felt like that would really happen. But it did not feel bad.

"You don't have to give up the contract."

Geom Mugeuk was being as considerate of her as possible.

"Just don't forget your promise to me."

It was the promise to accept his contract if she failed the assassination.

Cha Yiran slowly shook her head. "If you thought I was that shameless, you've misjudged me."

Cha Yiran closed her eyes for a moment. How much time passed like that? She hardened her resolve.

"I knew a day would come when I would part ways with them. That's why I always tried to keep my distance. I just didn't know it would be this time."

She made a decision that would change her life.

"I will give up this contract."

It was giving up, not betrayal. It was not because she had any special loyalty or gratitude towards them. She had dealt with them as an assassin, so she intended to fulfill that responsibility.

Geom Mugeuk's face, looking at her, was filled with joy.

"Thank you. I will make sure you never regret making this choice."

Now, she revealed everything to Geom Mugeuk honestly.

"My original mission was to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman at the celebratory banquet."

Earlier, she had been paralyzed by the Evil Alliance Chairman's spirit. However, that was when she was an exposed assassin. The situation would have been different if she had stood before him as the woman who had just become the world's number one beauty.

"But when you appeared, a new mission was given."

She took out the box containing the orb from her clothes.

"They told me to make you take this. But there was a condition. The order was to make it fall into your hands naturally, not as if we were intentionally giving it to you. I gave you two chances to take it, but you didn't even touch it."

That day she was dead drunk, and the day she was changing her clothes, Geom Mugeuk had not coveted the orb.

"I'll have to return this to them too."

She slowly opened the box. The red light of the orb was both transparent and deep. Something was shimmering around the blood vessel-like patterns spreading inside it.

"......"

The Secret Box reacted even more strongly than before.

It was at that very moment.

"......"

The orb inside the box slowly began to rise into the air.


Chapter 709: You Are the One Who Must Flee

Until this moment, the orb had never moved on its own. The Secret Box, however, was now reacting to it.

WOOOOONG.

It's the real energy.

It was undeniably the same energy the Secret Box had been absorbing all this time. Still, there was no way the orb they had brought contained any goodwill.

"It must be put back."

The instant Geom Mugeuk carefully lifted the box to return the orb, it suddenly shot toward Cha Yiran.

With no time to think, Cha Yiran caught it.

The thought that she shouldn't catch it clashed with the fear that it might break. Her instincts took over, and she caught it. Since this was the orb she had been carrying and was meant to return, her body did not instinctively try to avoid it.

Startled, Geom Mugeuk was about to draw his sword, but Cha Yiran raised a hand to signal that she was fine.

The orb rested on her palm. She had only ever seen it inside the box and was now touching it for the first time. She had expected a sinister feeling, but that wasn't the case. Instead, an indescribable, mystical sensation spread through her palm. She did not know it, but this was the energy of the Red Orb.

Geom Mugeuk held the box forward once more.

As she tried to quickly place the orb back inside, it reacted first.

SHARARARARAK.

A thread-like strand of red energy flowed from the orb and wrapped around her wrist.

"I'm fine."

For now, the energy felt friendly. It didn't seem like it would harm her at all. The red thread on her wrist began to slowly wind its way up her arm as if it were exploring her.

Cha Yiran activated her inner arts and slowly drew a throwing knife.

Geom Mugeuk also prepared to draw his sword at a moment's notice. His other hand was ready to snatch the orb from her palm. If anything went wrong, he planned to sever the energy connecting her and the orb in a single motion.

The energy traveled up her arm, passed her shoulder, and attempted to wrap around her neck. She gently pushed it away with her other hand. Having it around her arm was one thing, but she did not feel like letting it coil around her neck.

In that very instant, the thread-like energy that had flowed from the orb swelled up as if angered.

SWOOOOOSH!

The energy that had been wrapped around her arm extended further, coiling around her waist and thighs like a snake. It happened in a flash. The energy remained connected to the orb, as if its roots had to stay there.

Even then, it was fine. The energy was still friendly.

The problem was that something was inside that energy.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk and Cha Yiran both saw it. Something was swimming swiftly through the red energy.

WHIRRRR.

This time, as it circled back through the red energy, they saw it clearly. To their astonishment, it was a snake. A real snake was moving through the red energy that coiled around her body like a serpent.

It was a tiny, blood-red snake, only the length of a finger. The snake swam through the red energy as if it were water.

As the red snake appeared, the nature of the energy wrapped around her body began to change. The incredibly soft red energy seemed to surge once, and then...

CRUUUUSH.

It began to constrict her.

Cha Yiran slashed at the energy with her throwing knife.

"......"

The energy, however, was not cut. The blade simply passed through it as if it were smoke.

I have to get that snake!

She aimed for the swiftly passing snake. It moved so fast that cutting it was not an easy task.

I'll cut it on the next pass!

SHWIIK! SLICE!

The throwing knife precisely sliced the snake as it passed through the energy coiled around the front of her waist. Yet, the severed snake instantly reformed into its original shape and continued to swim through the red energy.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to her with a grave expression.

"It's no use. That snake is both real and fake."

Geom Mugeuk knew what this was. He had studied and researched in advance after learning his opponent was the Dark Palace, and this martial art was among the things he had investigated.

"That snake is the 비blood threads."

It was a term that referred to both the snake and a single secret art.

The Dark Palace's 비blood threads.

This was their unique secret art, which infiltrated a person's body to control their mind.

There are generally two ways to control a person's mind. These are soul-controlling arts and parasite arts. The 비blood threads, however, was a secret art that combined both methods. In a word, it was a living secret art.

If a parasite invades the brain to control a person, the 비blood threads entered the heart to do so.

Parasites were ineffective against Myriad Poison Immunity and could be eliminated if one knew their type. But the 비blood threads was different. Not even Myriad Poison Immunity could block it, and no antidote existed. Furthermore, because it was not just a simple evil art, it was powerfully effective even against opponents who were strong against such arts.

In other words, a secret art with maximum effectiveness against Geom Mugeuk had just been unleashed.

Of course, creating the 비blood threads was an act so difficult it was considered nearly impossible. It was known to be a struggle to create even one in a lifetime. The process was too difficult, cost an immense amount of money, and even if one succeeded, keeping it alive and stored was said to be even harder.

It was said to be a secret art that only a genius of the dark martial arts could create.

Surprisingly, that very martial art had appeared.

Cha Yiran didn't know the specifics of the 비blood threads, but she was certain of at least one thing.

"Don't come near me! It's a trap!"

She knew instinctively that they wouldn't try to kill her. This was a lure for Geom Mugeuk. They must have predicted this situation from the moment they entrusted the orb to her.

Meanwhile, the red energy coiled even more tightly around her body.

"I'm going to kill you. Hurry and run away!"

She believed that if this unknown energy was absorbed into her, she would kill Geom Mugeuk. She would be consumed by madness and unleash tremendous inner arts. Since it was a dark scheme meant to deal with the Young Cult Leader, its power would be immense.

"......"

Her expression contorted further. The red energy pressed in so hard it felt like her body would crumble.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"You are the one who must run away."

Cha Yiran couldn't understand what Geom Mugeuk meant.

The moment Geom Mugeuk approached her again, she recalled what Hwa Domyeong had said to her earlier.

[You'll be persuaded by the Young Cult Leader. Just like Ak Gunhak was persuaded.]

He knew she would join hands with the Young Cult Leader.

[This whole plan was calculated.]

Yes, he had definitely said that. And he had calculated this as well.

That the Young Cult Leader would save me!

Hwa Domyeong must have entrusted the orb to her knowing that Geom Mugeuk would save her. He knew Geom Mugeuk wouldn't obediently absorb this orb. This was to force him to absorb it. The words she had said to Geom Mugeuk, half-joking and half-serious, had become reality.

...I really was their tool.

Her face was contorted not just from pain.

The gradually strengthening pressure was reaching its limit. She couldn't block it with her protective enhanced qi. It felt as if her entire body would burst at any moment.

Cha Yiran returned Geom Mugeuk's own words to him.

"I'll go to hell first and wait for you."

At the same time, she plunged the throwing knife into her own neck without a hint of hesitation.

SHWIIK.

She had broken her own principle of never taking her own life. In the moment of her death, she was grateful that she was someone who did not fear it. It was the same when she had sensed her death at the hands of the Evil Alliance Chairman, and it was the same now. Yes, a death like this wasn't so bad, she thought.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to stand by and watch.

The throwing knife stopped just before her neck. Geom Mugeuk had stopped her throwing knife with telekinesis.

"...Let me die for your sake."

Of course, it was a plea that wouldn't work on Geom Mugeuk.

"Have you forgotten? What would happen if you did that. Hey, you call yourself the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, and you couldn't even save one woman who likes you? What the hell were you doing? Hey, you half-a-woman."

Geom Mugeuk stared into her eyes and said, "Trust me."

As soon as he finished speaking, Geom Mugeuk snatched the red orb from her hand.

At that, the red energy that had emerged from the orb vibrated more intensely, constricting her.

Geom Mugeuk placed the orb inside his robes.

To Cha Yiran, it looked as if he were bringing the orb to his own heart. It seemed he was saying he would make the sacrifice, so she cried out desperately.

"No! Please... no."

However, the orb didn't touch his heart. It touched the Secret Box he had placed in his robes.

In that very instant, the orb, which had extended its long tendrils of energy, vibrated powerfully once.

Sssssssssst.

The energy enveloping Cha Yiran uncoiled and began to return to the orb. The orb started to retract all the energy it had sent out. The red snake was also among the retracting energy.

The Secret Box in his robes vibrated and rose into the air, taking Geom Mugeuk's body with it.

The Secret Box began to dissolve the orb's energy, just as it always did. This was energy that had already been moving in and out of the orb, but now the box began to melt it all down without a trace, as if refining it anew. The energy that flowed out from the Secret Box then began to seep into Geom Mugeuk's body. Geom Mugeuk did not avoid the energy and accepted it.

The energy that passed through the Secret Box was completely absorbed into Geom Mugeuk's body. The 비blood threads that had been dissolved in the energy reformed into the shape of a snake and was absorbed into Geom Mugeuk's body along with it.

Once all the energy was absorbed, he felt the orb pop out of the Secret Box.

Geom Mugeuk understood. They had used the Red Orb to implant the 비blood threads into him. Perhaps if they succeeded in controlling his mind, they would use any means necessary to retrieve all the energy inside his body. There was no way they would give up on this energy.

In any case, thanks to them, Geom Mugeuk had succeeded in obtaining the energy of the Red Orb.

There was just one problem. The 비blood threads had entered his body!

The energies within his body awoke all at once and began to run wild. He knew it was a rejection of the newly entered 비blood threads. Now, the 비blood threads was also among the five streams of energy circulating through his blood vessels.

Like a living creature, the 비blood threads watched for an opportunity to burrow into Geom Mugeuk's heart.

Geom Mugeuk circulated his qi, struggling to block it.

Although she had suffered enough pain to lose consciousness, Cha Yiran did not pass out. She struggled to her feet to help Geom Mugeuk but then stopped.

"Young Cult Leader!"

She could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was currently fighting the red snake inside his body. This was not a situation where someone else could carelessly intervene.

"You have to win!"

It was at that very moment.

TAK.

Someone struck her pressure points from behind. Then, a voice whispered in her ear.

"The Young Cult Leader can never win."

The man who had appeared behind her like a ghost was none other than Hwa Domyeong. Having just been freed from the constricting energy and with her focus entirely on Geom Mugeuk, she couldn't block Hwa Domyeong's surprise attack.

"So the Young Cult Leader really does know how to absorb energy."

He wore an expression as if he couldn't believe it even after seeing it with his own eyes.

Hwa Domyeong's gaze turned back to Cha Yiran.

"You worked hard, my friend."

Cha Yiran glared at him without a word. Hwa Domyeong, as if frightened, opened his fan and hid his face behind it. His words flowed from behind the fan.

"Because of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, there was no ordinary way to implant the 비blood threads into the Young Cult Leader's body. So we decided to throw out some big bait."

That bait was both Cha Yiran and the orb containing the Red Orb.

"No matter how great the Young Cult Leader is, he can't block the 비blood threads."

Hwa Domyeong peeked out from behind his fan. Various emotions were mixed in Hwa Domyeong's eyes as he looked at her.

On the other hand, Cha Yiran's feelings as she looked at him were clear.

Contempt and rage.

"You brought up Ak Gunhak on purpose, didn't you?"

It was Hwa Domyeong who had first brought up Ak Gunhak to her. It was to make her naturally grow closer to the Young Cult Leader through Ak Gunhak.

A satisfied smile formed on Hwa Domyeong's lips. It was a smile of affirmation.

"The Young Cult Leader isn't the type of person to stand by and watch someone who gave up their contract, abandoning everything, die right in front of him."

Cha Yiran was furious and despaired. However, this was not the time for self-blame.

"Hey, friend."

"Sorry, but are you still calling me a friend?"

"I can understand others, but shouldn't you, of all people, not be doing this to me?"

"Didn't I tell you not to meet the Young Cult Leader earlier?"

Is that the best excuse you could come up with?

Cha Yiran desperately held back the words she wanted to spit out.

"Why couldn't you trust me? I was going to pretend to refuse the contract and kill them all. You should have given me a chance."

Hwa Domyeong looked at her and laughed. It was clearly a sneer.

"This Young Cult Leader must be something else, seeing as he's making you tell lies like this."

Was the reason you fanned me so gently by my side all this time, calling me a friend, all for this day?

She once again held back the words she wanted to say.

"If it ends like this, I won't be able to close my eyes even in death. Let me handle my final contract with my own hands."

She was determined to save Geom Mugeuk somehow, even if it meant sacrificing herself.

However, it didn't work on Hwa Domyeong.

"Don't look at me, look over there. It's the moment the history of murim changes."

Geom Mugeuk stood with his eyes closed. Beneath his eyelids, his pupils moved violently. It was clear he was fighting a desperate battle with the 비blood threads inside his body.

"Once the 비blood threads completely dominates the Young Cult Leader..."

Words that should never have been uttered flowed out.

"The Young Cult Leader will kill the Evil Alliance Chairman."

CHWAAAK.

Hwa Domyeong opened his fan and gently fanned her.

"Your contract is a success."

Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk, who was fighting a desperate battle with his eyes closed. His last words came to her mind.

Trust me.

I gave up my contract for you, so I have to trust you. Yes, even if I give up the contract, I won't give up on you.

"The contract is a success, you say?"

Cha Yiran asked, adding a bewitching smile.

"I don't have to return the money, do I?"


Chapter 710: The One to Pull Me Out of Hell

"So you still haven't given up on the Young Cult Leader."

Hwa Domyeong interpreted Cha Yiran's joke in that specific way. She was not the type of person to jest about not returning money in a crisis like this. And for her to smile so alluringly at him?

"To be honest, I was hoping you wouldn't fall for it."

Hwa Domyeong slowly approached and came to a stop before Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk's eyes were shut, and his entire body was soaked in sweat.

"He's holding out for a long time. The blood threads should have settled in the Young Cult Leader's heart by now."

CHWAAAK.

Hwa Domyeong opened his fan and used it to cool Geom Mugeuk's face.

Just then, Cha Yiran's voice sounded from behind him.

"I'd like to finish the rest of the wine."

Her paralysis acupoint was suppressed, leaving her unable to move her body.

Hwa Domyeong shot a finger qi bullet to release her acupoints, allowing her to move. Of course, her inner arts remained suppressed.

Cha Yiran took the wine bottle from the table and poured a glass. It was the same wine they had ordered while dining with Geom Mugeuk. The two had rented a private room at the restaurant, and all of this had transpired just after their meal concluded.

Without turning around, Hwa Domyeong spoke.

"Well, at least you had a nice last meal."

His words carried the clear implication that he intended to kill them both once this was over.

When his comment received no reply, Hwa Domyeong glanced back at Cha Yiran. She did not plead for her life, nor did she show any will to fight, appearing to have given up quickly.

She was simply leaning back in her chair, drinking her wine in silence while gazing out the window.

She found herself recalling the moment she sat beside Geom Mugeuk in the manor's garden, looking up at the sky.

At that time, she never imagined she would abandon the contract.

She had once inwardly mocked the Mythical Sect Leader for changing his own destiny without hesitation, yet she was proving to be no different.

"What are you thinking about?"

In response to Hwa Domyeong's question, Cha Yiran refilled her glass and replied.

"I'm not thinking about anything."

Cha Yiran treated him with an air of indifference. Just as he knew her well, she also understood Hwa Domyeong completely.

He was a man who always hid behind his fan, feigning shyness, but he truly wanted to stand at the center of the world. He would be hoping for her acknowledgment and applause in this moment of success.

However, she had no intention of giving it to him.

Seeing her resigned to her fate, Hwa Domyeong finally raised a topic he knew would capture her interest.

"When Ak Gunhak retrieved the Secret Box..."

The glass Cha Yiran was lifting to her lips paused in mid-air.

"The old man was truly delighted. That alone more than compensated for returning without killing Geom Mugeuk. However, the Secret Box he brought back was a useless thing that had no effect."

Although she was unaware of what the Secret Box was, she listened intently, thinking it might be something that could aid Geom Mugeuk.

"He was tricked by that Young Cult Leader again."

What Cha Yiran was truly curious about was this.

"What was that red energy in the orb?"

The energy she had first sensed was genuinely pleasant, though its nature had changed once the red snake emerged.

"It's the power to stop the apocalypse."

The word 'apocalypse' once again came from Hwa Domyeong's mouth.

"From whom? From the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Hwa Domyeong nodded before looking over at Geom Mugeuk.

"It all ends today."


The blood threads traveled through the entire network of Geom Mugeuk's meridians as if it was their own home. The entity was as flexible as a water snake, swimming swiftly through a narrow cave.

The power and vitality it radiated were completely different from its appearance.

Condensed within it were all sorts of murim's miracle herbs, rare flowers and grasses, and the mystical power of various artifacts. He felt that if he could just destroy and absorb it, he would gain an energy more potent than any miracle herb he had ever taken. That was, if he could catch it.

The thing was fast.

SHASHASHAK.

It navigated his meridians with incredible speed, aiming for his heart and nothing else.

Geom Mugeuk used his qi to block the major meridians that led to his heart. His profound and pure inner arts enveloped his heart in a protective layer.

The blood threads, swimming rapidly, collided with the qi that was guarding his heart.

"......"

A shockwave coursed through his meridians, and Geom Mugeuk gritted his teeth. He tried to capture the retreating entity with his qi, but it was unbelievably fast.

SASASASAK.

Like a loach slipping through his grasp, it escaped Geom Mugeuk's qi and resumed its journey through his meridians.

The problem was that this was not his only concern.

The roaming blood threads were causing another issue.

Inside his body, the five energies he had absorbed from the Secret Box were now raging through his meridians. He guessed they were churning throughout his entire system.

He attempted to calm them, but it was futile. Only by completely dissolving the blood threads would these five energies settle down again. He was forced to fight a defensive battle to protect his heart in the middle of a raging storm, while also trying to capture his target.

KWAAAK!

The second collision was even more powerful than the first. Geom Mugeuk clenched his teeth again.

He thought that if he hadn't strengthened his meridians with the Meridians Strengthening Art, and if he hadn't accumulated more profound and pure inner arts from his various encounters, he would have been pierced by that single impact.

He tried to catch it again, but the blood threads quickly slipped away once more. This time, he sent his qi in pursuit of the entity.

The thing was intelligent and possessed a strong will to survive. It evaded his qi's pursuit, weaving through the countless meridians in his body to find a path to safety.

It primarily fled into meridians where his inner energy did not flow naturally. It knew this instinctively. It knew where to go to escape.

For its third attack, Geom Mugeuk launched an encirclement operation.

He sent his qi from all directions to corner it, but this time, it used the five energies churning inside his body to break through the encirclement.

The paths the blood threads took to escape were mostly routes that reversed the flow of true qi. Among them were acupressure pathways he could have taken but had never considered exploring.

Ah! So there was a path like this.

The paths the blood threads revealed out of its desperate will to survive were, in their own way, also paths that gave Geom Mugeuk a new enlightenment.

After making another circuit, the blood threads charged at his heart again.

Four times, five times, ten times, twenty times...

Perilous situations unfolded one after another, but Geom Mugeuk defended himself well. As the process repeated, Geom Mugeuk discovered new acupressure pathways.

The blood threads did not tire. However, the same was true for Geom Mugeuk.

You say you were painstakingly created over decades?

Sorry, but the same goes for me.

So bring it on!


Finally, Geom Mugeuk began to open his eyes.

Hwa Domyeong stood before him, his face filled with anticipation.

Standing behind them, Cha Yiran prayed with desperation.

Please!

The moment of destiny had arrived.

A cry of joy escaped Hwa Domyeong's lips, while a sigh of despair came from Cha Yiran.

Both of Geom Mugeuk's eyes were completely stained with red energy.

"It worked! The blood threads have completely taken control of the Young Cult Leader."

Cha Yiran clenched her fists. She had truly believed Geom Mugeuk would overcome it.

You told me to trust you!

She fell into despair, while Hwa Domyeong's face was filled with ecstasy.

The red energy that had bloomed in Geom Mugeuk's eyes soon vanished.

He then returned to his normal state, looking at Hwa Domyeong with a calm expression.

An unconcealable thrill spread across Hwa Domyeong's face. Everyone else had failed to eliminate the Young Cult Leader, but he had succeeded in getting the Young Cult Leader in the palm of his hand.

"We've been waiting for this one chance. In the end, you're nothing but a servant who did our work for us."

Geom Mugeuk simply stared at him, displaying no emotion.

Hwa Domyeong issued a cold command.

"Go and... the Evil Alliance Chairman..."

Just then, Cha Yiran cut him off.

"If the Young Cult Leader kills the Evil Alliance Chairman, a war will break out."

"I suppose it will."

Cha Yiran spoke with a look of contempt.

"To prevent the apocalypse? You should cover that mouth of yours with your fan."

Hwa Domyeong feigned covering his mouth with his fan and finished giving his order to Geom Mugeuk.

"Kill the Evil Alliance Chairman and return to me."

Geom Mugeuk slowly turned around.

Hwa Domyeong then turned toward Cha Yiran and said.

"Now, shall we have our last drink?"

It had been decided from the start that if the plan succeeded, she would betray them, and the traitor would be eliminated.

Cha Yiran silently stared at Geom Mugeuk's back, which was visible over Hwa Domyeong's shoulder.

She was infuriating him to the very end.

Hwa Domyeong stared into her pupils, noting her eyes were watching the Young Cult Leader until the last moment.

Just as he was about to kill her while looking into those pupils.

Hwa Domyeong saw it. In the reflection of her eyes, a flash of something flew toward him.

SHWIIIIIIK.

Hwa Domyeong desperately twisted his body.

PUUUUK!

The Black Demon Sword pierced his shoulder.

It was a strike that would have pierced his heart if he had not dodged at the last second.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been walking toward the door, had silently turned and attacked him. The technique he used was the Hell Step from the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Hwa Domyeong, his shoulder pierced, was overcome with shock and terror.

"...I told you to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman."

He thought Geom Mugeuk must have misunderstood the command.

That was why he could not immediately counterattack. He needed to figure out what went wrong and send him again. The blood threads, which had taken so long and so much effort to create, could not be made again in this era.

"I am your master...!"

The moment his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's, Hwa Domyeong's entire body trembled as if struck by lightning.

The composure in those eyes was something that not even ten blood threads could ever create.

"Don't tell me... the blood threads didn't work?"

A bright smile spread across Geom Mugeuk's face.

"The Red Orb and the blood threads. I enjoyed them both."

After finishing his words, Geom Mugeuk pulled out his sword.

PAAAAK!

Blood spurted from Hwa Domyeong's shoulder. Geom Mugeuk even allowed him time to stanch the bleeding.

"Get lost while I'm letting you live."

Even though he was in an absolutely advantageous position, Hwa Domyeong did not believe he would truly be spared. He assumed it was a trick to make him lower his guard for a surprise attack.

Geom Mugeuk told him the reason.

"Thank Young Lady Cha. She told me not to kill you."

Indeed, she had told him not to touch Hwa Domyeong. However, even Cha Yiran did not know he would actually spare him in this moment.

Hwa Domyeong looked at Cha Yiran. She was unaware of Geom Mugeuk's intentions, so she just stared back at Hwa Domyeong in silence.

CHAAAK.

As the fan opened, Hwa Domyeong vanished.

This was not just to make Hwa Domyeong owe Cha Yiran his life.

As soon as he confirmed Hwa Domyeong had completely disappeared from the room.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk dropped the Black Demon Sword to the floor and suddenly vomited blood.

"Young Cult Leader!"

The moment she supported Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes were about to turn red again. Cha Yiran gripped Geom Mugeuk's arm tightly.

"Get a hold of yourself!"

Geom Mugeuk barely managed to push back the red energy. He still had not gained complete control over the blood threads.

"I've only given it half of my heart."

He said he had given it, but he had actually used half his heart as a prison to lure it inside. It was the only way to catch the thing.

Because he was in a tense standoff within his heart, he could not execute the next move to kill Hwa Domyeong. If he had tried, he would have completely surrendered his heart to the blood threads. Even the initial Hell Step was a move he had used recklessly just to save her.

Cha Yiran could tell. Geom Mugeuk could have just quietly left. He could have pretended to go kill the Evil Alliance Chairman and then sought treatment from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Instead, he had recklessly used his inner arts to save her.

"Why on earth did you do that?"

With a trembling hand, Geom Mugeuk released her inner arts.

"No need to be moved. Now you have to save me."

Even as he spoke, the red energy repeatedly invaded and receded from Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

"When I open my eyes again..."

Geom Mugeuk spoke his last words as he closed his eyes. The sight of red energy seeping from between his closing eyelids was like the gates of hell closing. There was only one person who could pull him out of that hell.

"The Smiling Demon must be in front of me."

Geom Mugeuk intended to follow where the prophecy led. After delivering his final words, Geom Mugeuk completely closed his eyes.

Cha Yiran could tell that the time he had left was not much.

Cha Yiran sheathed the Black Demon Sword and then carried Geom Mugeuk on her back. Because her opponent was Geom Mugeuk, she could afford to make such a joke.

"Hiring me for a job without even paying the fee?"

She then leaped out through the window.

Just then, she saw it. Someone was looking down at her from the roof of the building across the street.

It was Hwa Domyeong, who had not yet left.

Cha Yiran leaped away without a word.

From the sight of Geom Mugeuk being carried on her back, Hwa Domyeong realized he had been tricked. He had not been spared. He just could not be killed.

Behind him, martial artists dropped their concealment and appeared as if gods descending from the heavens. Their concealment and lightness skills were extraordinary, and their presence was also formidable.

"Stop her! We must not let the Young Cult Leader be handed over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

The martial artists leaped in unison after her.

When Hwa Domyeong also tried to leap after them, his remaining subordinate stopped him.

"Your wound is deep."

The sword wound on his shoulder was deep, and he had only stopped the bleeding by pressing on his acupoints.

He was in a state where a careless move could lead to a more severe injury, but he could not just stand by.

"The Young Cult Leader's condition is worse."

Even if he had to give up on killing the Evil Alliance Chairman, he could not give up on Geom Mugeuk. He had to retrieve the energies dwelling in his body.

"Release the seal."


PIIIII, PEPEPEPEONG!

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior, who was sitting by the window looking outside, heard the distant sound of fireworks.

It was a peculiar sound.

It was the very same firework sound he had heard during the operation to capture the Beautiful Bridges assassins.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior looked back at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was meditating with his eyes closed, circulating his energy.

"It's a distress call from the assassins."

Behind his mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes flashed open.

As he rose from his seat, the Faceless Warriors, who had been occupied with their own tasks around the room, also rose in unison.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who was drinking tea with Lee Ahn.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman slowly nodded. She could feel it, as if by fate. The moment of the prophecy had finally arrived.

"Let's go!"

As the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped through the window and soared into the sky, all the windows opened, and the Faceless Warriors also leaped out in unison.

Far beyond them as they soared, fireworks were exploding.


Chapter 711: What a Terrible Assassin

Darkness fell. Cha Yiran stared into the darkened alley with cautious eyes. She could feel a suppressed killing intent from within, and the air flowing around her heralded death. Enemies were spread all around.

Cha Yiran carefully set Geom Mugeuk down. She leaned his body against a wall and lightly covered him with a black cloth.

It was a dark veil for concealment, the kind assassins always carried to avoid being seen in dark places. The veil was thin and light, folding down to the size of her palm.

Fortunately, the clothes she wore today were a black martial arts uniform she had put on because Geom Mugeuk had said it suited her. It was easy to fight in and inconspicuous in the dark.

It's almost as if you predicted something like this would happen, isn't it?

She moved silently into the darkness.

Inside the alley, a martial artist stood leaning against a wall. He kept his sword sheathed, wary that the blade might catch a reflection, and leaned against the brickwork.

SHIIIIK.

With the sound of tearing flesh, his throat was slit. The one who had clamped a hand over his mouth and slit his throat was Cha Yiran. In that moment, she had become a perfect assassin.

Just as Cha Yiran quietly lowered the martial artist's body to the ground, she prepared to return to where Geom Mugeuk was.

SHWIIK!

A sword flew out from the darkness. A hidden martial artist had dropped his concealment and revealed himself. The exposed martial artist had been bait from the start, a trap to kill her.

Cha Yiran reflexively twisted her body to dodge the attack.

PAAT!

The flying sword grazed her arm.

PUK!

The throwing knife in her hand lodged in the martial artist's throat.

After quietly laying the body down again, Cha Yiran darted back to where Geom Mugeuk was. Although she had dealt with the opponent, a slight delay could have resulted in injury. It meant these were not opponents to be taken lightly.

These are Hwa Domyeong's direct subordinates.

Their martial arts skills were formidable. As expected of Hwa Domyeong's subordinates, their concealment techniques were also extraordinary.

She removed the dark veil covering Geom Mugeuk. She could feel intense heat radiating from his body as he lay with his eyes closed. A fierce battle was likely raging inside him.

"I trust you can hear me. Just hold on a little longer."

She hoisted Geom Mugeuk onto her back. Tearing a strip from her clothes, she fastened him securely to her body so she could still use both hands.

The fastest way to the Mythical Sect was to use movement arts to leap between rooftops. But that method was too conspicuous and would draw all attacks to her. She couldn't fight like that while carrying Geom Mugeuk.

Once again, she began to move through the darkness. Befitting a top-tier assassin, her movements were devoid of any breath, footsteps, or even a hint of presence. It was as if a shadow were moving through the darkness.

Suddenly, the moon emerged from behind the clouds. Just as the surroundings brightened, the silhouette of a martial artist hiding in the shadow of a wall was revealed. The opponent saw her too.

The martial artist drew his sword to unleash sword qi, but Cha Yiran was faster.

SHWIIIIIIK!

PUUK!

Cha Yiran's throwing knife flew straight and fast as a beam of light, embedding itself in his throat.

At the same time, sword qi flew at her from behind.

SHWAAAAK!

As the sword qi filled the alley, she kicked off the ground and leaped into the air, still carrying Geom Mugeuk.

As she appeared in mid-air, silhouetted against the moon, two martial artists who had been hiding on the rooftops rushed toward her as if they had been waiting.

The martial artist rushing from the left was faster.

SHWAAEK.

Cha Yiran stretched her body out, lying flat in mid-air. The sword grazed past her face, missing its mark. Her expression, reflected on the blade, was perfectly calm.

GWAAK.

Grabbing and twisting the opponent's wrist, her body spun with his.

PUUUUK!

The sword of the martial artist rushing from the right pierced the chest of the martial artist from the left. Cha Yiran used the man from the left as a shield while simultaneously thrusting out her right palm.

PWAAANG!

A shower of enhanced qi rained down, striking the right-side martial artist in the chest.

PUPUPUPU!

Holes riddled his chest as the martial artist was sent flying into the distance. It was her special palm technique, falling like a night rain.

The Celestial Fairy Night Rain Palm.

She had unleashed her hidden unique martial art. Normally, she only used hidden weapons techniques and never revealed her unique martial art, but today, she was revealing everything she had.

In an instant, she dropped back down and slipped into the alley. The clouds covered the moon again, and the surroundings grew dark. She retrieved her throwing knife from the corpse and quickly moved on.

A low groan escaped Geom Mugeuk's lips. The more violently she moved, the more strain it would put on him.

However, moving cautiously would be even more dangerous. She had to break through at a higher speed, even if it was risky.

As she turned into the next alley, four ambushing martial artists attacked her simultaneously.

PWANG!

She unleashed the Celestial Fairy Night Rain Palm at the martial artist on her left and threw the throwing knife in her right hand at the one on her right. Then, she parried the sword coming from the front, twisting her body to evade the attack from behind.

GWAJIK!

The martial artist hit by the Celestial Fairy Night Rain Palm was sent flying backward, and the throwing knife accurately lodged in its target's throat. She had parried the attack from the front, but the martial artist behind her was the problem.

SHWIIIIK.

To keep Geom Mugeuk from being harmed, she would have to sacrifice one of her arms.

PUUK!

The sound of tearing flesh was heard. But it wasn't a sound from Cha Yiran's body.

Someone had rushed in, grabbing the attacker and repeatedly stabbing his side with a dagger.

PUK! PUUK!

The woman who subdued the opponent was none other than the First Bridge.

The martial artist who had attacked from the front was now under assault by two other people.

CHAENG! CHAENG!

He managed to block the attack from the Fifth Bridge on his left.

PUK!

But he couldn't block the dagger stabbed into his back by the Seventeenth Bridge.

Just as he gritted his teeth and turned to swing his sword, the Fifth Bridge stabbed him repeatedly in the back again.

PUK! PUK!

The martial artist could no longer endure and collapsed. Their opponent's martial arts skill was not low. A moment of carelessness, and they could have been the ones to fall.

The women exchanged only a glance. To Cha Yiran's grateful look as she ran, they returned a reassuring gaze, telling her to leave the rear to them.

The First Bridge directed the Fifth and Seventeenth Bridges to take the path to the right, while she herself entered the alley to the left.

This was not a fight where moving in a group was advantageous. It was a battle of stalking one another in the darkness.

The Fifth Bridge and the Seventeenth Bridge moved as a pair. Their movements were cautious. They didn't know where a hidden ambush might be waiting. Cha Yiran could evade such attacks, but it wouldn't be easy for them.

A scream erupted from the direction the First Bridge had gone. Fortunately, it was not a woman's scream.

In the instant they were distracted by the sound, a sword flew at the Fifth Bridge in a surprise attack.

SHWAAAAK!

The moment she parried the sword that suddenly flew from the darkness, another sword stabbed her in the stomach.

PUUK!

It was wielded by an attacker who dropped his concealment.

CHAENG! CHAENG!

The Seventeenth Bridge threw herself forward to block the follow-up attacks aimed at the Fifth Bridge.

The two martial artists who had revealed themselves were fast and strong. Even within the same organization, some are bound to be more skilled. The ones they faced now were much stronger and faster than those they had fought before.

CHAENG! CHAENGCHAENG!

The Seventeenth Bridge desperately protected the Fifth Bridge. If not for her single-minded determination to protect her comrade, she would not have been able to block the combined assault of these two.

Thanks to her, the Fifth Bridge bought enough time to stanch the bleeding from her stomach wound and rejoin the fight.

But the battle-hardened Fifth Bridge knew instinctively that if this continued, they would both die.

She lunged fiercely at one of the martial artists. It was a move of mutual destruction, aiming to die together.

"You crazy bitch!"

It was an attack so threatening it elicited a desperate cry, an attack that disregarded her own life.

In that desperate attempt, the Seventeenth Bridge found an opening. At that very moment, the two women switched opponents.

SHWIIIK!

SEOGEOK!

The Seventeenth Bridge succeeded in felling the martial artist the Fifth Bridge had been trying to kill. But the Fifth Bridge, having made a reckless move, was stabbed in the shoulder by the other martial artist's attack.

In the end, the Fifth Bridge collapsed on the spot. The wound in her stomach was grave, but the one in her shoulder was also severe.

The Seventeenth Bridge had no time to check on the Fifth Bridge's wounds. The opponent continued to press his attack.

If she could make a plan to kill him, the Seventeenth Bridge would surely be able to do it.

But this fight was different. Assassins were people who killed secretly, not experts at fighting openly like this.

Seeing the Seventeenth Bridge being pushed back, a strained voice came from behind her.

"...Go."

It was a plea for her to abandon her and run.

But the Seventeenth Bridge fought to the end. Her arm was slashed and her thigh was cut, but she did not give up.

KAAANG.

The dagger she was holding was knocked away and fell to the ground. The martial artist did not hesitate and thrust his sword toward her.

SHWIIIIK.

A hidden weapon appeared in the Seventeenth Bridge's hand. Her plan was to grab the sword with one hand as it pierced her chest and throw the hidden weapon with the other.

Will it even work?

But she had to try, to give the Fifth Bridge even a slim chance of survival. Just as the Fifth Bridge had aimed for mutual destruction, she too was prepared to sacrifice herself.

PUUUUK!

The sound of tearing flesh was heard.

It was not a sound from the Seventeenth Bridge's body. Nor was it a sound made by the hidden weapon she held. A dagger was embedded in the side of the martial artist's neck.

PAPAPAK!

As the dagger was pulled out, he sprayed blood and collapsed sideways. Behind him stood one of the Faceless Warriors. The Seventeenth Bridge recognized him at once. He was the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

Of all people, he saved me again.

She had hoped that if she met him during this fight, she would be the one to save him.

The Faceless Warrior picked up her dagger from the ground and handed it to her.

It was the same dagger she had wanted to give him, and now he was giving it to her.

But this was no time to be lost in personal feelings. She hurried to check on the Fifth Bridge's wounds. She pressed acupoints to stop the bleeding and applied medicine for blade wounds. Having already lost so much blood, the Fifth Bridge's face was pale.

Just then, the Faceless Warrior handed her a small pill. It was an emergency medicine used by the Faceless Warriors. When the Seventeenth Bridge placed the pill in the Fifth Bridge's mouth, a bit of color returned to her pale face.

The Faceless Warrior pointed in one direction with his finger. It was the direction where they had already cleared out the enemies.

"Take your comrade and escape that way."

It was the first time he had ever spoken to her.

The Seventeenth Bridge bowed her head respectfully.

"Thank you."

Regrettably, that was the end of their conversation. The Seventeenth Bridge hoisted the Fifth Bridge onto her back and ran in the direction he had indicated.

Before turning out of the alley, she glanced back, but the Faceless Warrior had already vanished into the darkness.


Amidst the corpses, Cha Yiran was gasping for breath.

You've brought quite a few spectators.

Hwa Domyeong had claimed he was just going to watch, but in reality, he was betting everything on this.

She returned and looked at Geom Mugeuk, who was still leaning against the wall. She had been cut in two places while desperately trying to stop them from taking him. Fortunately, the wounds weren't severe, but she had lost a lot of blood and was not in good condition.

Just a little further.

She had finally escaped the maze-like alleys. Just beyond the forest ahead lay the Mythical Sect, not far away.

"Young Cult Leader, just hold on a little longer! I'll definitely get you there!"

Just as she was exiting the alley, Cha Yiran stopped in her tracks. Her expression darkened.

In the clearing before the forest, about twenty martial artists stood in a line, holding their swords. They wore the same attire as the ones she had fought before, but their gazes were sharper and their presences more cutting. They seemed to be the most skilled members of the organization.

Breaking through them in her current condition would not be easy.

Hwa Domyeong stood in their midst.

And that wasn't all. Behind Hwa Domyeong stood three martial artists, two men and one woman, wearing bamboo hats. They revealed no presence, but their very existence was unsettling. Her assassin's instincts told her.

These are dangerous people.

Hwa Domyeong looked at her and said calmly, "He must be heavy. Put him down now."

Cha Yiran untied the cloth and carefully set Geom Mugeuk down.

She looked at Geom Mugeuk. It felt as if he might open his eyes and give her a bright smile at any moment. But Geom Mugeuk remained silent with his eyes closed.

"I'm sorry, but it seems the contract is a failure."

A faint smile touched her lips as she prepared for death.

"Abandoning a contract, failing a contract... I'm a really terrible assassin."

Geom Mugeuk was still silent.

After gazing at him for a moment, she slowly stood up and turned around. A throwing knife was in her hand.

"Can I choose who goes with me?"

Without waiting for an answer, Cha Yiran aimed the throwing knife in her hand at Hwa Domyeong.

"You."

CHWAAAK.

Hwa Domyeong opened his fan and fanned himself gently. If they had been alone, he would have hidden his face with that fan. In front of his subordinates, he became a different person.

"Right, you're only a spectator at times like these, aren't you?"

As if not allowing a single word of mockery, Hwa Domyeong gave a cold command.

"Kill her and bring me the Young Cult Leader."

Just as the twenty or so martial artists were about to step forward, someone flew in from behind. The person who ran to block Cha Yiran's path was the First Bridge. A few more assassins arrived behind her. The fight was still ongoing in the alleys, and the First Bridge had arrived first with only a few of them.

Cha Yiran could tell they alone could not turn the tide. Hwa Domyeong was one thing, but those three mysterious figures were even more ominous.

That was why she gave an order to the First Bridge.

"Take the others who are still fighting and leave this place."

"I can't do that."

The First Bridge had no intention of backing down. For the first time, she disobeyed Cha Yiran's command.

The same command fell from Hwa Domyeong's lips.

"Kill them all."

Just then, the moon, which had been hidden by clouds, reappeared, brightening the area. Compared to the advancing enemies, their own forces were too weak.

It was at that very moment.

The First Bridge said to Cha Yiran, "I will follow your order."

Cha Yiran was puzzled by her sudden change in attitude.

Hwa Domyeong sneered. "Yes, those who can live, should live."

As if to say that wasn't the reason, the First Bridge lifted her head and looked up. Everyone's gaze followed hers upward. The place the First Bridge was looking at was a large, ancient tree. Someone was on it.

When on earth did they get there?

On the high branches of the giant tree were the Faceless Warriors. Some were standing, some were squatting. Others were sitting perched on the branches. The sight of them looking down at the scene in silence, wearing their masks, was frighteningly bizarre.

The figures in the tree leaped down all at once. The Faceless Warriors landed lightly, even from such a height. Like a shield, they formed a line between Cha Yiran and the other assassins.

Hwa Domyeong stared at them with cold eyes. He had ignored the assassins before, but he could not ignore the Faceless Warriors. It wasn't because he was afraid of them, but rather...

If they are here, then...?

Just then, a low voice was heard from behind Cha Yiran.

"Young Cult Leader."

When Cha Yiran and the assassins turned in surprise, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was already sitting in front of Geom Mugeuk. Bathed in the cold moonlight, the white mask of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shone with a blueish tint. From within that coldness, a fervent gaze flowed out.

"I am here, so open your eyes!"


Chapter 712: Pierce My Heart!

The creature was intelligent. The Flying Blood Snake, which had been attacking the heart, changed its strategy.

It began to bite at Geom Mugeuk's blood vessels. At first, it gnawed on insignificant ones to gauge his reaction. When Geom Mugeuk paid it no mind, it started biting into more important vessels.

This was a tactic that exploited a simple fact. If he dispersed his inner qi to protect his blood vessels, the power guarding his heart would ultimately weaken.

Of course, it didn't attack to the point of killing him. The creature knew that if Geom Mugeuk died, it would die too. It was truly like a spirit beast that possessed intelligence.

It moved so fast he couldn't catch it. In the end, he had no choice but to pretend to offer his heart and trap it. He gave up half of his heart and used all his qi to block the snake from entering the other half.

Once inside, the Flying Blood Snake did not leave. At first, it just coiled up and remained still.

He thought it was a relief, but he was wrong.

The creature absorbed power through the heart, becoming even stronger than when it had roamed his blood vessels. Conversely, Geom Mugeuk grew that much weaker.

Its power replenished, the Flying Blood Snake began to attack the remaining half of the heart. It pushed forward with a force that was incomparable to before.

Geom Mugeuk poured all his qi into stopping it.

He endured and endured. The mental toll was immense, first to keep his blood vessels from being harmed, and now to keep his heart from being harmed. Holding on with every ounce of his focus and strength was truly exhausting.

He wanted to scream, but he didn't. He was certain Cha Yiran was also doing her best. If she learned of his condition, she would rush and make a mistake. For that reason, Geom Mugeuk endured.

When the pain reached its peak, he saw a vision. He was alone, holding back a massive, advancing wall.

Slowly, bit by bit, he was pushed back. It felt as if the muscles and bones of his entire body were melting. He wanted to let his arms go limp and give up.

But Geom Mugeuk did not give up. He was not the kind of person to quit just because things were hard.

How long had he held on like that?

THUD.

Geom Mugeuk turned his head at the presence beside him. For a moment, he was startled. Someone was pushing the wall with him. It was the handsome demon among the four cardinal demons of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

How did you get here?

THUD.

Then, a fearsome-looking demon appeared on the opposite side. It glanced at Geom Mugeuk with its terrifying face before starting to push the wall.

THUD.

This time, a mysterious-looking one appeared next to the handsome demon. Finally, an intelligent-looking one joined the fearsome one. With the four of them pushing together, he was no longer pushed back.

Geom Mugeuk was overjoyed.

At the last moment, something blocked the light, casting a huge shadow around him. When he looked up, a colossal something began to push the wall.

The Heavenly Demon Soul?

Yes, it was the Heavenly Demon Soul. It was too dark to see clearly, but it was definitely the Heavenly Demon Soul. With the demons and the Heavenly Demon Soul working together, the wall began to move forward again.

Ah! Now that the Heavenly Demon Soul is here, I can finally let go.

The strength gradually drained from Geom Mugeuk's arms.

But this vision was a product of his own subconscious. They were inner demons created because he was so exhausted. In reality, the wall was still being pushed back.

Inner demons often work this way. They shake one's resolve by using the form of those the target trusts most.

Yes, it's okay to rest a little now, right?

Just as the strength was about to completely leave his hands, he heard someone calling him from within the darkness.

...Young Cult Leader-nim.

This voice? It was a familiar voice, sounding like a distant whisper. The first time it called him, it sounded faint. But the next words flew in like a sword qi imbued with light, piercing the darkness as it rang out loud and clear.

"I am here, so open your eyes!"

The moment he clearly recognized the voice of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the things around him began to disappear. The demons vanished one by one.

Finally, the Heavenly Demon Soul disappeared. As the shadow it cast faded, his surroundings brightened. It was the moment his inner demons shattered.

"Young Cult Leader-nim!"

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's call, Geom Mugeuk's eyes flew open.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was truly there, looking down at him. Only then did Geom Mugeuk understand. Everything he had seen in the vision had been inner demons.

"Are you alright?"

The two eyes behind the mask were filled with worry. He had sensed that Geom Mugeuk's condition was not good.

Geom Mugeuk squeezed out his last bit of strength.

"Pierce my heart!"

"!"

At those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes widened. He could tell that the moment of the prophecy had found them.

He had also had many thoughts about the prophecy. Would he only pretend to kill the Young Cult Leader? Or would he kill a fake disguised as him? He had never considered that he would have to stab the real Geom Mugeuk's heart.

Geom Mugeuk's hand grabbed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's wrist. He then pulled that hand toward his heart.

Trust yourself and stab.

With that final action, Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes. While he had been lost to his inner demons, the Flying Blood Snake had already invaded the other half of his heart. The more of the heart it occupied, the stronger it became.

The moment he heard Geom Mugeuk's words, Hwa Domyeong shouted.

"No! Stop him!"

He mistakenly thought Geom Mugeuk was trying to kill himself, that he would rather die before being completely dominated by the Flying Blood Snake. If Geom Mugeuk died, they would fail to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman and be unable to retrieve the energies in his body, to say nothing of his second brother.

Hwa Domyeong's twenty or so subordinates launched themselves forward at once.

The Faceless Warriors also drew their throwing knives in unison to face them.

SWISH.

A Faceless Warrior dodged the sword of the first martial artist who rushed in and plunged a dagger into his chest.

CLANG!

The martial artist who blocked the attack was no ordinary expert. They were clearly more skilled than the ones they had faced in the alley.

But the ten strongest Faceless Warriors of the Valley of Evil were a type of enemy they had never faced before.

Just as he thrust his sword again.

SWOOSH! SHWOOK!

A Faceless Warrior's finger qi bullet flew at his face. He had not expected it, so while he barely dodged the first, the second tore off his ear.

POW!

The moment the enraged martial artist's movements became wild.

PLUNGE!

A Faceless Warrior's dagger embedded itself in his agitated heart. Immediately pulling out the knife, the Faceless Warrior darted to the side.

An enemy was about to ambush the back of an assassin woman he was fighting alongside.

SWOOOSH.

The previous Faceless Warrior snatched the opponent and drove a dagger into his neck.

PLUNGE.

The martial artist who tried to attack the Faceless Warrior who had saved the assassin fell at the hands of the First Bridge. The Faceless Warriors and the assassins had excellent coordination, fighting together like comrades.

Confirming that the opponents were stronger than expected, Hwa Domyeong issued a command to the three figures in bamboo hats standing behind him.

"Kill them all!"

At his command, two of the figures, a man and a woman, shot forward first. The woman used a sword and the man a dao. Their skills were extraordinary.

SWIIISH!

SHWAAAAK!

Fast and powerful sword qi and dao energy flew in a surprise attack toward the crescent-marked and spider-marked Faceless Warriors.

It was too late to dodge!

At that very moment!

FWOOSH!

Another wave of enhanced qi swirled and shot forward.

CRASH!

It collided with the incoming sword qi and dao energy. The person who landed in front of the two Faceless Warriors was Cha Yiran. She had thrust out both her palms, unleashing the Celestial Fairy Night Rain Palm to save them.

"Your opponent is me."

The two Faceless Warriors glanced once at Cha Yiran before launching themselves forward again. This was no time to exchange thanks.

Cha Yiran's gaze shifted past the bamboo-hatted martial artists to Hwa Domyeong. His gaze was not on her. He was looking past her, at Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

She could feel his urgency. Perhaps the reason he had hidden behind his fan so often was to conceal that very feeling.

Hwa Domyeong personally launched himself forward and landed in front of Cha Yiran. The last bamboo-hatted figure flew over with him, likely the martial artist tasked with ensuring his safe escape.

Hwa Domyeong had no intention of talking to her. He also knew she was not the type to move just because he told her to.

SWOOOOSH.

A powerful stream of enhanced qi whipped out from his fan.

Just as Cha Yiran soared into the air to dodge, the other male and female bamboo-hatted figures flew in for a combined attack. She parried the incoming sword with a dagger and continuously unleashed palm techniques.

Cha Yiran fought with all her might, determined not to let a single person pass.

But facing three opponents at once, including Hwa Domyeong, was too much for her. Ultimately, amidst the relentless attacks, she failed to dodge a stream of dao energy from the bamboo-hatted man.

THUD!

The dao energy struck her body. She had raised her protective enhanced qi in an instant, but the impact was immense. Still, she did not move aside. Even in that state, she launched a palm strike at the man who had attacked her.

It was at that moment.

FLASH!

The bamboo-hatted woman had flown up and was now hovering in the air before her. It was an incredible lightness skill, as if she had teleported.

SWIIISH!

Her sword was already flying toward Cha Yiran's face. In normal condition, she could have dodged it, but now she was a mess. She wouldn't die, but she couldn't avoid a serious injury to her face.

It was at that very moment.

SWISH!

A single dagger flew swiftly toward the bamboo-hatted woman.

CLANG!

The sword parried the dagger in mid-air and continued on to slash Cha Yiran.

But Cha Yiran had already escaped. The one who had thrown the knife was the spider-marked Faceless Warrior she had saved earlier.

SHWAAK! SHWAK!

Without giving her a moment to rest, enhanced qi poured down on Cha Yiran. Unfortunately, the assassins were fighting behind her, so she did not dodge and instead unleashed her palm techniques.

BOOM! CRAAASH! BOOM!

The bamboo-hatted figures attacked from the left and right, while Hwa Domyeong attacked from the front. All three focused their attacks on Cha Yiran. Staggering from the internal injuries she sustained, someone threw himself forward and saved her. This time, it was the crescent-marked martial artist.

The crescent-marked Faceless Warrior took the internally injured Cha Yiran and retreated. The female assassins rushed over to protect her.

The Faceless Warriors formed a circle around Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Fearless of death, their eyes declared they would not yield a single step.

"Wipe them all out!"

At Hwa Domyeong's command, the two bamboo-hatted figures stepped forward to lead the charge.

PLUNGE!

The sound of a blade tearing through flesh was heard. The sound came from the area surrounded by the Faceless Warriors.

As the Faceless Warriors turned, Hwa Domyeong could see the scene through the gap between them.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's dagger was embedded in Geom Mugeuk's heart.

For a moment, Hwa Domyeong's eyes widened.

He really stabbed the Young Cult Leader?

He knew that the Demon Supreme closest to Geom Mugeuk was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He might have believed it of another, but he thought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would never be able to kill Geom Mugeuk.

The Faceless Warriors also stared at the scene with shocked faces before turning back to the front. The female assassins looked back and forth between the two men with expressions of horror.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had truly stabbed Geom Mugeuk's heart.


While Cha Yiran, the Faceless Warriors, and the assassins fought their enemies, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had his palm on Geom Mugeuk's heart, his mind focused.

To him, all surrounding sounds had vanished. He could only feel the beating of Geom Mugeuk's heart. In this moment, he was a divine physician, the Demonic Physician.

An alien energy emanated from the heart.

He could feel the Flying Blood Snake taking control. He knew instinctively that to kill it, he had to pierce its head, no, its very core, precisely.

But he hesitated. A wrong move and Geom Mugeuk would die.

The problem was that the Flying Blood Snake was moving in unpredictable ways, advancing toward the other side of the heart.

There was only one chance.

It was the very moment it took over the last part of Geom Mugeuk's heart. The moment it occupied that final space!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waited for that moment. He knew a fierce battle was raging outside, but he focused solely on the Flying Blood Snake.

And finally!

The moment the Flying Blood Snake completely occupied the heart!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's dagger cut through the air without a sound. The character for 'laugh' (笑) carved on the knife sliced through the air. With the dagger given by Geom Mugeuk, with the martial arts taught by Geom Mugeuk, he stabbed Geom Mugeuk's heart.

PLUNGE!

It wasn't a feint. He stabbed deep enough to reach the heart.

A momentary silence fell over the place. Everyone stared at the scene.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pulled out the dagger, blood flowed from Geom Mugeuk's chest and his head drooped. He didn't move an inch. It truly seemed as if he were dead.

The one who belatedly shouted was Hwa Domyeong.

"No!"

He thought Geom Mugeuk was dead.

But the one that died was the Flying Blood Snake. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's dagger had succeeded in striking its vital point precisely.

FWOOOOSH.

The Flying Blood Snake, its core pierced, seemed to convulse once.

FSHHHHHHH.

Its body began to slowly dissipate. An immense energy from miracle herbs, rare flowers, and various divine objects filled the heart. That mystical energy mended the wound torn by the dagger.

Geom Mugeuk's body began to absorb that energy.

It was a first. Never before had any miracle herbs been absorbed starting from the heart. The energy, pumped out by the heart, flowed through the blood vessels and throughout his entire body.

Geom Mugeuk began to convert the energy of the Flying Blood Snake that filled his blood vessels into inner qi. It was an incredible energy he had never felt before.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched him in silence.

Geom Mugeuk's energy was so faint that only he, being so close, could barely feel it.

But the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could tell. Geom Mugeuk's expression had become peaceful. A faint smile even graced his lips, as if he were having a pleasant dream.

It worked.

He had stabbed him correctly. This was the first time in his life he had ever been so tense. He wouldn't have been this nervous even if it had been his own heart.

The prophecy was fulfilled. The unbelievable prophecy that he would stab Geom Mugeuk had come true exactly as foretold. The change of venue from a stage was likely because of that assassin woman. When she changed her mind, the stage for choosing the world's number one beauty had disappeared.

Then, Hwa Domyeong's enraged voice was heard.

"You crazy bastard! Even so, you killed the Young Cult Leader?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly turned his head to look at Hwa Domyeong. The two eyes behind the mask smiled coldly as he spoke.

"Then you must know now."

Geom Mugeuk's blood dripped from the dagger in his hand.

"That there is no one I cannot kill."


Chapter 713: Do We Have a Chance Even Now?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been sitting before Geom Mugeuk, rose to his feet.

As he walked forward, the Faceless Warriors closed their ranks to seal the entrance. They appeared to be protecting the Young Cult Leader's corpse, but their true aim was to hide Geom Mugeuk from outside view.

At first, the Faceless Warriors were also surprised. They had turned around only to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stabbing Geom Mugeuk's heart with a dagger.

But now, they understood. They knew Geom Mugeuk, sitting with his head bowed, was alive. They had to protect him until he regained consciousness.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes met Cha Yiran's, who stood among the assassins. If she hadn't brought Geom Mugeuk here, they might have missed their chance.

Cha Yiran could feel the gentleness in his gaze. Knowing what the gratitude in his eyes meant, she finally felt a sense of relief.

The Young Cult Leader is alive.

Yes, if he was the type to kill her, she wouldn't have asked to be brought to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the first place.

Cha Yiran's gaze turned to the Faceless Warriors. They stood packed so tightly that Geom Mugeuk was completely hidden.

The contract was completed safely.

For the first time, she had succeeded in a contract to save a person. Thanks to the Faceless Warriors' efforts, all the assassins, including the First Bridge, were safe.

Just then, the sound of fighting echoed from a distant alley. The battle there had not yet ended.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon addressed Cha Yiran politely, a courtesy for the one who had saved Geom Mugeuk.

"Please leave this place to us now."

It was his way of telling her to go and save her subordinates.

Cha Yiran didn't hesitate. With her internal injuries, she would only be a burden. That Hwa Domyeong clearly had something he was counting on. He wasn't even thinking of fleeing, despite the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing right before him.

She politely bid him farewell with a clasped hands greeting.

"Then, I'll be on my way."

After her farewell, she was the first to move.

"Let's go."

The female assassins gave a clasped hands greeting to the Faceless Warriors. Thanks to them, not a single assassin who came here had died.

The Seventeenth Bridge, who joined late after getting the Fifth Bridge to safety, bowed politely to the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior. She owed him her life twice.

I have to repay this debt, so don't you die.

She couldn't tell if he had read the sentiment in her eyes. With that, Cha Yiran led her subordinates and leaped toward the alley.

Even as she left, she was seeing a new side of Hwa Domyeong. He didn't spare her a single glance. They had acted like friends, and then he tried to kill her. Now, he wouldn't even look at her.

Was it because he was lost in the shock of a failed mission? His usual sly demeanor was gone. The composure he had shown before was only for when things were easy. Adversity always reveals a person's true character.

I wonder, can your desperate desires hidden behind that fan truly overcome the loyalty behind that smiling mask?

With that thought, she could leave without worry.

At this moment, Hwa Domyeong was seething, unable to contain his surging anger. With the Young Cult Leader dead, Cha Yiran was the last thing on his mind.

"When you go back, what will your Cult Leader say? Ah, you truly lived up to your name! Will he say that?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon actually considered this a good thing. If they misunderstood that Geom Mugeuk was dead, he would have to worry less about his safety.

He wanted to rush in and kill them all, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not hurry. Time was on their side. The enemy clearly had something they were counting on, which was why they weren't fleeing.

"It's already over."

Just then, a voice emerged, contradicting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's cold words.

"That's a lie."

The words came from the man among the three wearing bamboo hats who had not yet stepped forward. His voice was very young.

Everyone's attention focused on him.

"The Young Cult Leader is alive."

The man had sensed an overflowing vitality from Geom Mugeuk, despite the distance. It should have been even harder to read that energy with the Faceless Warriors surrounding him.

Hwa Domyeong's eyes widened in surprise.

"Is that true?"

The man was certain.

"I'm sure of it. I can't sense any anger or sadness from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon right now. The Young Cult Leader is alive."

He could read not only presences from afar but also the emotions of his opponents. He was clearly a very special person.

"How could he survive after being stabbed in the heart?"

An astonishing answer came to Hwa Domyeong's question.

"I can no longer feel the energy of the Flying Blood Snake from the Young Cult Leader's body."

Hwa Domyeong's surprised eyes grew even wider.

"It's not because the Young Cult Leader is dead that you can't feel it?"

"The Young Cult Leader is definitely alive."

Hwa Domyeong's expression brightened. If he was alive, it meant the energy could be recovered.

The man's gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Staring at the two eyes behind the mask, he said, "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have stabbed him with the dagger to kill the Flying Blood Snake in his heart."

They were hard words to believe, but Hwa Domyeong trusted the man. This was because the man was a disciple of the one who created the Flying Blood Snake. In fact, he had helped his master create it. He had come along because this plot involved its use.

Even more shocking words flowed from his mouth.

"Right now, the Young Cult Leader is likely dissolving the energy of the Flying Blood Snake."

Hwa Domyeong's expression hardened instantly.

"Didn't you say the energy of the Flying Blood Snake is too immense for a human to dissolve?"

"That's correct."

Although he said so, his tone lacked its previous conviction. However, one thing was certain.

"If the Young Cult Leader awakens, we have no chance of victory. We must finish this before he wakes up."

Just as he was about to order the deaths of both the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Faceless Warriors, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed coldly.

"Do you think you have a chance even now?"

Before the words could even finish, he commanded his subordinates first.

"Kill them all!"

As the order fell, the ten Faceless Warriors leaped forward in unison. From the other side, a dozen or so surviving martial artists rushed out.

It was a battle watched by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The morale of the Faceless Warriors soared. These were the warriors who had faced over twenty enemies, killed ten, and suffered no deaths themselves.

The fighting style of the Faceless Warriors was truly that of villains. They focused solely on winning, rolling on the ground to fire finger bullets or throwing dirt if at a disadvantage. They had no hesitation in stabbing someone in the back and felt no aversion if a comrade killed their opponent the same way. They had no pride about having to kill the opponent themselves.

And yet, they did not fear death.

In the middle of the fight, the two martial artists in bamboo hats tried to jump in.

But the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped them with a single phrase. It wasn't 'If you move, I move'.

"If you move, that man dies."

It was a warning that he would kill Hwa Domyeong. The threat worked perfectly. They could not move.

After felling all the enemies, the Faceless Warriors leaped back. They once again surrounded Geom Mugeuk, who remained as he was, with his eyes closed. The Faceless Warriors protected him, forming a circle again as blood was continuously painted over their masks.

Once all the martial artists were dealt with, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon strode toward Hwa Domyeong.

Seeing the white mask approach without hesitation, Hwa Domyeong felt a sense of fear and opened his fan.

CHWAAAK.

From behind the fan, his command was given.

"Hurry. Didn't he say the Young Cult Leader is alive?"

The two martial artists in bamboo hats strode forward, a black energy rippling around their bodies. They were masters who had learned the Dark Black Divine Art of the Dark Palace.

The Dark Black Divine Art was a martial art passed down to the martial artists of the Dark Palace, boasting truly immense power. However, its great power came with definite restrictions and side effects, so it could not be used recklessly. It was a martial art that could only be used in moments of absolute necessity. The moment one succumbed to the temptation of its strength, only ruin awaited.

SEUEUK.

As if a tattoo were being carved, a long black line was drawn across the cheeks of the two people beneath their bamboo hats. This was the Dark Black Ghostly Steps, a Dark Black Divine Art that dramatically increased one's movement speed.

That wasn't all. This time, a circle was drawn. This was the Dark Black Iron Body Art, which made the skin and muscles as hard as steel and strengthened their protective qi. As the circle was engraved over the line, the shape looked like wind brushing over a full moon.

With two Dark Black Divine Arts layered, they became incomparably faster and stronger.

SHWIIIIK!

The movements of the two rushing forward were fast, a different level of speed from when they had fought Cha Yiran. The woman, who was already fast, moved like a flash of lightning.

In a flash, the two martial artists were attacking the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from the left and right. They were perfectly in sync, like people who had practiced coordinated attacks for a long time.

SHWAAAAEK! SHWIIIIK!

A dao flew from the left and a sword from the right. It was a truly perfect attack with no room to escape.

A smile formed on the lips of the watching Hwa Domyeong.

How will you block this perfect coordinated attack?

How? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon blocked it while standing in place.

KANG! KAANG!

After deflecting the dao from the left, he struck away the sword from the right.

A flash of joy crossed the faces of the two martial artists. If one didn't escape this joint attack on the first move, they could never escape. He should have fled, even at the cost of injury.

The sword and dao linked together, pouring a barrage of attacks at incredible speed upon the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They were sure he could never handle this speed and power.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

Dozens of lines from the sword, the dao, and the dagger blocking them filled the air. The surroundings were instantly engulfed in the glint of steel.

When they first launched their attack, they had no idea the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would hold on this well.

The woman couldn't believe it. He was blocking a joint attack from two people using the Dark Black Ghostly Steps, not just one. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was currently facing two ghosts. No, they were the ones facing a ghost.

This can't go on!

The two made a quick decision. The Dark Black Divine Art was not meant for a prolonged battle.

SEUEUEUEU.

Another line appeared on the woman's face. She layered the Dark Black Ghostly Steps, increasing her speed at the risk of internal injury.

There was a change on the man's face as well. He strengthened the Dark Black Iron Body Art by two more stages. Three circles now overlapped on his face. He knew this would result in severe internal injuries, but he had to make a decisive move.

The woman understood his intention.

Just as the sword, dao, and dagger created a fantastical picture, someone threw a brush into the painting.

The man in the bamboo hat threw his dao at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and lunged at the same time. It was an unforeseen surprise attack, designed to startle his opponent.

He would be cut, but what if he could just grab the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in that moment? Then it would be over. She would sever the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's neck with a single strike.

He was confident. With the third stage of the Dark Black Iron Body Art, he would absolutely not die. In this moment, he was invincible.

A dagger slashed toward him as he rushed in.

FLASH.

A single line created by the dagger. The man, now without his dao, naturally couldn't block this move.

KAAAAAANG.

A metallic sound erupted from his body. The man sensed that he had succeeded.

I did it!

If I didn't die from this one move.

You die!

The man grabbed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body tightly with both arms. In his eyes, he saw the woman flying in to cut the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's neck. Both the man and the woman were smiling.

In that fleeting moment, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm pointed forward.

The man was startled. He was holding him so tightly it felt like he would burst, so how did he get his arm free?

The next moment, an ear-splitting explosion erupted.

KWAAAAANG.

The man standing behind them saw it. He saw the enhanced qi flying from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm. He saw the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm blasting into the woman's face.

PEOOOONG!

Struck by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm at such close range, the woman's face was blown away without a trace. Her headless body spewed blood as it fell backward.

The man could not understand it at all.

Why can't I put strength into my arms?

Even at this very moment, he couldn't put any strength into his arms. Only then did the man in the bamboo hat feel something hot flowing down his chest.

JUREUREUK.

His steel-like skin was split wide open. Blood was gushing out from between the split.

It was cut?

He was deeply shocked that his third-stage Dark Black Iron Body Art had been sliced through in a single move. But that seemingly ordinary move was no ordinary attack. It was the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique, unleashed with a Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron dagger.

The Laughing Fragrance's First Extreme.

Pain flooded in afterward. It wasn't just a wound, but one created by the shattering of his Dark Art, so the pain was incomparable. A truly unbearable, excruciating pain washed over him.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

A desperate scream erupted from his mouth. The pain was so agonizing that he wished for a quick death.

Just then, someone covered his mouth. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was suddenly behind him.

"Shh!"

Holding his mouth shut, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slit the man's throat with his dagger without hesitation.

SAAAAIAK.

It wasn't to lessen his pain. Standing behind the man who was spewing blood from his neck, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said softly.

"You'll wake the Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 714: I Couldn't See Well in the Dark

Not a sound could be heard. No matter how loudly they fought outside, Geom Mugeuk heard nothing. He was completely lost in a world of his own.

As he melted the energy of the Flying Blood Snake into his inner qi, his mind was filled only with thoughts of martial arts.

Usually, a state of selflessness was a miraculous encounter that came during training or enlightenment. But he had fallen into that state now while absorbing the snake's energy. Perhaps it was because the process was so dramatic and the energy itself was so immense.

An amount of inner qi far greater than any miracle herb he had ever consumed began to accumulate in his qi center. No matter how much he melted, there seemed to be no end to it. For a martial artist, could there be any greater joy?

Geom Mugeuk tried not to let a single handful of this gift from fate slip away. It was a miraculous encounter made possible only because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had stabbed him in the heart.

But inner qi was not the only thing he gained.

First, he had learned of many new blood vessels while dealing with the Flying Blood Snake. He could now move his qi in ways he had never considered, allowing him to execute his techniques more efficiently.

A slightly faster and slightly stronger technique.

At Geom Mugeuk's level, this 'slightly more' was enough to decide victory or defeat several times over.

And there was one more thing. The process of protecting his heart and enduring until the very end was a truly great experience for him. It was helpful precisely because it was the worst. How bad must it have been for him, a man more accustomed to pain than anyone, to fall prey to his inner demons?

By experiencing his own limits, Geom Mugeuk had matured and grown stronger. He could feel it instinctively. He had taken a large step closer to the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which had once seemed so vague.

He began to think that seeing the Heavenly Demon Soul within his inner demons might not have been a coincidence.

Ah, so this is how you felt. This is why Father went into seclusion training.

He had a premonition that he could achieve complete mastery if he just reached out his hand. One final training session was all that was needed.

WUUUUNG.

And so, completely immersed in his own world, Geom Mugeuk absorbed the remaining energy of the Flying Blood Snake, leaving none of it behind.


CHWAAAAAK.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flicked the blood from his dagger. The eyes of the Faceless Warriors, who had watched him dispatch the bamboo hat martial artists, filled with respect.

In contrast, Hwa Domyeong's expression hardened coldly.

It had been a joint attack by two people who had learned the Dark Black Divine Art. He'd never imagined they would lose. Even if they did, he thought they would at least inflict a fatal wound on the Smiling Demon or deplete his inner qi.

However, not a single drop of blood had splattered on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's pure white mask. Now, that smiling mask was the smile of a reaper.

Faced with the chill of death, Hwa Domyeong's mind grew calm. He supposed that to confront death, he had to be just as frightening.

He waved his fan gently.

"I'm not someone you can mess with carelessly."

A flicker of amusement crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"Then is our Young Cult Leader someone you can mess with carelessly?"

Hwa Domyeong could not refute his words.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly walked toward him.

"If you touch me, my main family will surely kill you."

But no threat could make that white, smiling death retreat.

"Then I must kill you. Before the Young Cult Leader wakes up."

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's will to prevent Geom Mugeuk from becoming a target of revenge.

Hwa Domyeong could feel it. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was determined to kill him. There was no choice left.

Hwa Domyeong took a small bottle from his robes. After uncorking it, he lifted the bottle and poured the contents over his face.

SHWAAAA.

The liquid trickled down, washing away his white makeup. This very makeup was the seal that controlled him.

When he was injured earlier, he had resolved to handle this matter even if it meant breaking the seal. He just never thought he would actually have to do it.

He had no choice. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's martial prowess was beyond imagination.

As the makeup washed away, his true face was revealed. Countless faint lines were drawn on it. There were not only the lines and circles from the Dark Black Divine Art, but many other lines as well.

It looked as if his face had been pieced together from fragments. Lines were drawn vertically, diagonally, and in various patterns. There were recognizable patterns like whirlwinds and others that were completely indecipherable.

The faintness of the lines made them even stranger, looking like a mix of wrinkles and scars. It was a brand created by greed. Hwa Domyeong had acquired these side effects from being too greedy while learning the Dark Black Divine Art. He wore heavy makeup to hide them.

SAAAAK.

Now, those faint lines began to darken. The line crossing his cheek darkened, the circle overlapping it darkened, and the diagonal line next to it darkened too.

A bamboo hat man watching this sent a voice transmission.

[You shouldn't overlap them like that.]

Hwa Domyeong sent a low voice transmission in reply.

[And if I don't? You want me to just die at the hands of that Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?]

In that time, all the lines on his face had darkened.

CHWAAAK.

When he opened his fan, it had changed as well. The Black Fan. Its color had turned jet black, and where a beautiful woman had been painted, a terrifying evil spirit was now drawn.

The change was not just external. Hwa Domyeong's aura had completely transformed, and the power of darkness flickered in his intensely glowing eyes.

"Now, hand over my Young Cult Leader!"

CHWAAAK!

The moment he snapped open the fan, a wave of enhanced qi swept through the spot where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been standing.

PAPAPAPAK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon threw himself aside to dodge, but Hwa Domyeong appeared before him as suddenly as a ghost.

If the Dark Black Ghostly Steps the bamboo hat woman had used was the second stage, his was now the third.

SHWAAEK.

PWEOK!

Struck by the fan, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slid backward.

Hwa Domyeong followed like a shadow. With the folded Black Fan, he rapidly stabbed at the Smiling Demon's vital points. The fan was as sharp and powerful as a treasured sword.

SHWAEK! SHWAAEK!

The faster Hwa Domyeong thrust his fan, the redder the three lines for the Dark Black Ghostly Steps became.

The lines turning red was a danger signal, indicating he was using more power than he could handle.

But Hwa Domyeong increased his attack speed even more. The third stage of the Dark Black Ghostly Steps was surpassing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's speed.

PWEOK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon allowed another attack to land. If not for his protective enhanced qi, the force would have been enough to break his shoulder blade.

The moment the Smiling Demon staggered back, Hwa Domyeong saw his chance and rushed forward.

SHYUK!

A surprise finger qi bullet flew toward Hwa Domyeong's face.

PWEOK!

Hwa Domyeong twisted the fan he was thrusting and barely managed to block it. If he had been any slower, his forehead would have been pierced.

Hwa Domyeong's furious counterattack flew out.

HWUUUUUUUNG

A wind swirled violently. It was no ordinary wind but a turbulent darkness vortex, a wind mixed with invisible enhanced qi.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon summoned his protective enhanced qi and threw himself aside.

SRRRK.

The trees behind him were not shattered but silently sliced down. The wind was a soundless assassin.

SRRRK, SRRRK!

The wind continuously blew where the Smiling Demon dodged, slicing away trees and rocks. This time, the symbol for the turbulent darkness vortex turned red.

The more he pushed himself, the greater the shock to his body, but Hwa Domyeong did not stop. If his opponent hadn't been the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he would never have pushed himself this hard.

WHOOOOSH!

Hwa Domyeong spun rapidly on the spot. The lines of the Dark Black Ghostly Steps grew redder, and the vortex pattern on his face began to darken.

WHOOSH! WHOOOOOSH!

From the main vortex, a dozen smaller vortexes branched out like limbs. They were not just any vortexes, but vortexes of powerful enhanced qi that could shred flesh and bone with a mere touch.

This was the manifestation of the Dark Black Boomerang, one of the techniques of the Dark Black Divine Art.

The vortexes pursued the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as if they were living creatures.

The Smiling Demon swiftly fled from them, firing the Blood Calamity Finger at the main vortex.

SHWIK!

Unable to pierce the rotational force, the Blood Calamity Finger was deflected. The Extremely Savage Demonic Palm he fired next was also deflected. Since it was repelled in a random direction, he couldn't attack recklessly.

WHOOOOSH!

The vortex was gradually growing larger. At this rate, it would cause damage all the way to where Geom Mugeuk was sitting. This was exactly what Hwa Domyeong was aiming for. A panicked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would surely reveal an opening.

Just as the small vortexes pressed in on the Smiling Demon from all sides, his figure shot upward. The small vortexes all stretched out toward Geom Mugeuk at once.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's target was the central vortex. Specifically, the very top. Just as he expected, there was no vortex there.

He looked down toward Hwa Domyeong, who stared up at him with a shocked face from the center of the vortex below.

KRAKRAKRAKRA-BOOM!

He unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm into its core.

KABOOOM!

With a tremendous explosion, the vortex erupted. When the dust settled, Hwa Domyeong's figure was visible.

GUSH.

His face, spewing blood, was covered in red lines. He had overexerted himself again by using the Dark Black Boomerang, and his face contorted in pain.

He was pushing himself too far. But he had no choice. Even when he pushed himself to the brink of death, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remained unscathed and kept coming at him.

Hwa Domyeong gathered his last ounce of strength.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWI!

His fan and dagger flew swiftly, aiming to pierce his opponent. More red lines appeared on his face as he moved like a flash of lightning, the fan opening and closing, thrusting and parrying.

Although his speed was clearly superior and his power was not lacking, he couldn't catch the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He didn't realize there was something he couldn't match. It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's combat experience.

While Hwa Domyeong had been ruining his body immersing himself in the Dark Black Divine Art, the Smiling Demon had been fighting life-or-death battles alongside Geom Mugeuk. He had already read all of Hwa Domyeong's attack patterns and habits.

PWAK!

Hwa Domyeong's arm was slashed by the Smiling Demon's dagger, spraying blood.

At that moment, Hwa Domyeong saw it. The white mask pierced through the airborne blood, trying to plunge a dagger into his heart. The eyes behind the mask were smiling.

Just when he thought it was the end!

WHOOSH!

A suddenly appearing curtain of darkness swallowed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The one who had unfurled the curtain was the last man in a bamboo hat. A thick black line was painted on his forehead with a red circle drawn over it. The Dark Black Domain. His trump card had been played.

"I can't hold him for long."

He too vanished, as if seeping into the darkness.

Hwa Domyeong couldn't hold on for long either. His face was now completely filled with red lines.

He walked toward Geom Mugeuk. His plan was to kill the Faceless Warriors, suppress Geom Mugeuk's inner qi, and then escape. It was his last chance for a comeback.

The Faceless Warriors exchanged glances. They knew full well the power Hwa Domyeong had displayed. Five of them split to the left and right and rushed toward him.

The remaining five lined up in front of Geom Mugeuk. They injected their inner qi from back to front, channeling it all into the person at the very front.

Hwa Domyeong fanned his fan fiercely.

"You annoying pests! Get lost!"

The enhanced qi from the fan flew toward the Faceless Warriors with tremendous force.

SWOOOOOSH!

The Faceless Warrior at the front thrust out a palm strike.

KABOOOM!

It was an earth-shaking attack, but with the combined inner qi of five men, they managed to block his assault.

URK.

As the first warrior suffered internal injuries and coughed up blood, the one behind him took his place, sending the injured man to the back.

Meanwhile, the five who had rushed forward earlier, Crescent Moon, Spider, Cloud, Wolf, and Flame, attacked him from all sides.

If he hadn't overexerted himself against the Smiling Demon, he would have easily won. But his body was not in a normal state, and his mind was frantic.

THWACK!

Struck by an attack, Flame tumbled to the ground. Crescent Moon was sent flying in the next attack, rolling away with Flame in his arms.

Hwa Domyeong tried to kill at least one of them for certain, but the other Faceless Warriors did not stand idly by.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

The Faceless Warriors fired finger qi bullets all at once. Unable to block the barrage, the bullets embedded themselves in his protective enhanced qi.

As the fight didn't go his way, Hwa Domyeong grew more agitated. His face turned red as if it would burst. He had almost reached his limit.

Hwa Domyeong unleashed his final move. He simply pushed forward, taking the attacks of the Faceless Warriors. He pushed on, unleashing the Dark Iron Body Art to its absolute limit. Three red circles glowed a blood-like crimson.

KLANG! KLAANG! KAAAANG! KLANG!

Neither the finger qi bullets nor the throwing knives could pierce him. He pushed forward, knocking aside the Faceless Warriors who blocked his path with his body.

I did it!

The moment Hwa Domyeong launched himself forward to snatch Geom Mugeuk.

SHUNK!

With the sound of tearing flesh, a silence fell. Gushing blood from his mouth, Hwa Domyeong looked down at his own chest. A dagger was embedded there.

A black circle hung in the air, and only an arm had emerged from it to stab him.

SSSSSSSSSS.

The black circle grew larger, and a person emerged. It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. In his other hand was the head of the man in the bamboo hat.

The Smiling Demon had broken through the Dark Black Domain. As he emerged, the surrounding darkness vanished.

Hwa Domyeong, his face covered in red lines, spoke with difficulty. He still wanted to live. If he survived, he believed he could one day have his revenge.

"If you let me live..."

Before the condition could leave his lips, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon cut him off.

"I couldn't see well in the dark."

After uttering those incomprehensible words, the Smiling Demon swiftly pulled out the dagger and plunged it properly into Hwa Domyeong's heart.

SHUNK!

Hwa Domyeong died instantly and collapsed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tossed the head he was holding next to Hwa Domyeong's fallen corpse. This was the moment all enemies in this place met their end.

He looked back at his subordinates. He said nothing, but his gaze spoke for him.

You have all worked hard.

Then, he sat down in front of Geom Mugeuk. He had been there when Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes, so he intended to be there when he opened them. He knew better than anyone how hard Geom Mugeuk had worked to get this far.

"Don't worry about a thing and rest well."

The Faceless Warriors dispersed into the surroundings.

Some of the Faceless Warriors treated their own wounds, while others tended to their comrades' injuries. One Faceless Warrior leaned against a tree and fell asleep, while another stood on a branch of that same tree, gazing into the distant forest. Another squatted on the ground, looking up at the moon.

There, amidst the piles of corpses and rivers of blood, they all rested quietly, waiting for Geom Mugeuk to awaken.


Chapter 715: Worried About Us the Moment You Woke Up?

Blood splattered across the moonlit alley. Cha Yiran stood behind a martial artist who collapsed, clutching his throat.

She closed her eyes and sensed the surrounding energy. Scanning the area with an assassin's unique senses, she found no enemies nearby.

A moment later, the First Bridge came to report to her.

"It's all taken care of."

Behind her, the other assassins of the Beautiful Bridges were visible. Cha Yiran, the First Bridge, and the remaining assassins had returned to the alley without delay, which allowed them to minimize the damage. However, several of the Beautiful Bridges assassins had been killed or injured in this fight.

And the battle was not yet over.

"We're going back."

Cha Yiran sent the severely injured for treatment and led all the remaining assassins who could still fight. They returned to where they had fought Hwa Domyeong.

She never thought this would be her fate with the Demonic Cult.

Either they would all die together, or they would all live together. Today's battle was that kind of fight.

Trusting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she had come here to save her subordinates.

But their opponent was Hwa Domyeong. He had shown a new side of himself this time, disappointingly revealing his true nature, but the fact that he was a strong man remained unchanged. The martial artists in bamboo hats who were with him were also formidable.

Above all, Hwa Domyeong hadn't tried to flee even after seeing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It clearly meant he had something to rely on.

"Hurry."

She unleashed her movement arts and ran at the head of the group.

This was for Geom Mugeuk, which ultimately meant it was for herself as well. She had already become a traitor to her organization. If something happened to Geom Mugeuk now, her choice would become meaningless.

While Cha Yiran was worrying, the Seventeenth Bridge, who followed behind, was thinking of someone else.

She desperately hoped that the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior was alive.

She kept getting a bad feeling. An image of herself discovering a mask with a crescent moon drawn on it among a tangle of unrecognizable corpses came to mind.

As they drew closer, the thickening scent of blood made her heart pound even harder.

Just as Cha Yiran and the assassins left the alley, they arrived at the place where they had fought before.

They stopped in their tracks. The scene unfolding before them was completely unexpected.

First, Geom Mugeuk was still sitting with his eyes closed.

Seeing him, Cha Yiran felt a wave of relief.

The Young Cult Leader is alive.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was also alive. He sat in front of Geom Mugeuk with his eyes closed, seemingly circulating his energy to recover his inner qi.

Around the two of them were the Faceless Warriors.

They were disposing of the corpses. A large pit was already filled with bodies. Even as she and her group arrived, the Faceless Warriors were still carrying more.

This was so the Young Cult Leader would not see a scene littered with corpses when he opened his eyes.

The Seventeenth Bridge looked for the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior first. She could always spot him at a glance, but perhaps because she was anxious, she couldn't see him.

So she started counting the Faceless Warriors.

One, two, three... eight, nine, ten!

Thankfully, all the Faceless Warriors were alive.

Just then, her eyes met with a Faceless Warrior carrying a corpse nearby. Only then did she realize he was the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior. His clothes were soaked in blood, but thankfully, he didn't seem to be seriously injured.

The Seventeenth Bridge gave a slight nod to the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior, who was staring at her.

He returned her greeting with a slight nod of his own.

Another Faceless Warrior, carrying a corpse with a partner, glanced at the two of them. They pretended not to notice and avoided each other's gazes.

Meanwhile, Cha Yiran was inwardly shocked.

They killed them all!

The first person she looked for was Hwa Domyeong. At first, she couldn't find his body. Seeing three bamboo hats on the ground, it seemed all the hat-wearing martial artists were dead.

Hwa Domyeong's body was nowhere to be seen.

Did he escape?

Then, an object caught her eye.

It was a fan.

A familiar fan stuck out from inside the pit of corpses.

The man who had died clutching that fan had numerous lines drawn on his face. She hadn't recognized him at first because his makeup was wiped away, but upon closer inspection, he was Hwa Domyeong. The red lines that had crossed his face were now all a dull gray.

More shocking than his death was that the Faceless Warriors had carelessly tossed him and his subordinates into the corpse pit like this.

The Faceless Warriors.

And their leader, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Cha Yiran thought she must not let her guard down. Just because a man named Geom Mugeuk smiled and didn't act like a demonic practitioner, she shouldn't think these people were also good.

They are the demonic practitioners of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. And not just any, but the demonic practitioners of the Valley of Evil.

Watching the Faceless Warriors begin to cover the corpse pit, Cha Yiran looked up at the night sky.

There was no turning back now. Since Hwa Domyeong, their kinsman, was dead, the organization behind him would surely try to kill her.

The moon had already begun to set, and a host of bright stars had become the new masters of the night sky.


The energy of the Flying Blood Snake was completely converted into inner qi and stored in his qi center.

Geom Mugeuk could say with certainty that in terms of inner qi alone, he was now the best in the murim.

Of course, one could never be sure about the ways of the world. No, at this level, he was the best.

The five energies that had been rampaging through his body had also quieted down and fallen dormant within him.

Only one energy remained.

Where could the last bead be hidden? And what would happen when he gathered all six energies?

With that final thought, Geom Mugeuk slowly opened his eyes.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was looking at him. He was there when he closed his eyes, and he was there when he woke up.

"You're awake?"

The eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were smiling in welcome.

Staring quietly into those eyes, Geom Mugeuk stretched widely instead of saying thank you.

"I slept well, thanks to you."

Geom Mugeuk got up from his spot, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rose with him.

His body felt more refreshed than ever. It wasn't because he had slept until dawn. The pure inner qi filling his qi center was as vast and deep as the ocean.

The sense of stability and confidence from this magnificent inner qi, which felt like it would never run dry no matter how much he used it, was beyond words.

What if he were to unleash the sixth form of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, with this inner qi?

If that art, which required most of his inner qi, was unleashed with this immense power? Even before, everything in sight had been annihilated.

Now, the result would be difficult to even imagine.

And what if he could control the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World at will, like his father?

What if he could create a sword of light with this inner qi?

Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded.

As Geom Mugeuk awoke, the Faceless Warriors lined up and offered a respectful clasped hands greeting. Joy could be felt in their eyes.

Geom Mugeuk examined their condition. While his own body felt so light, the martial arts uniforms of the Faceless Warriors were covered in blood. Many of them were injured as well.

He could guess how fierce a battle they had fought.

"You all worked hard protecting me, didn't you?"

At those words, the Faceless Warriors beamed. That one sentence from the Young Cult Leader was enough. As long as he acknowledged them, they were willing to lay down their lives at any time.

Opposite the Faceless Warriors stood the assassins. Cha Yiran was among them.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to her.

"Wasn't I heavy?"

"You were incredibly heavy."

She had fulfilled his request.

"You kept your promise that the Smiling Demon would be here when I opened my eyes."

"I'm the type to always keep my promises."

"Then let's make one more promise."

"That you'll let that person leave?"

She thought he was about to suggest they go rescue Ak Gunhak together.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. His promise was something she hadn't expected at all.

"Rest in the shade of our Cult until we have dealt with all of them."

He had phrased it nicely, but what Geom Mugeuk was saying was this.

I will protect you.

Yes, only the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could say such a thing to them.

"Are you worried about us the moment you woke up?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, his gaze deepening.

"Because you're the one who made it possible for me to open my eyes."

This was Geom Mugeuk's way of saying thank you.

Forming a formal connection with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was a matter that required careful consideration. If the person making the offer hadn't been Geom Mugeuk, she would have politely refused.

However, she didn't let pride or the honor of her organization interfere with this matter. When she thought only of the lives of her subordinates, the answer was not difficult.

"Then we will entrust ourselves to you for a while."

Cha Yiran offered a respectful clasped hands greeting. The female assassins behind her also bowed in unison. Among them was one woman who wore an unreadable smile.

Geom Mugeuk also returned their greeting respectfully.

"Once we've eliminated all of them, you are free to leave whenever you wish. I promise you on my name as the Young Cult Leader."

And so, it was decided that the assassins of the Beautiful Bridges would temporarily take refuge with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"What happened to the man with the painted face?"

"He's dead."

"Well done."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded and pointed out one thing.

"From the way he talked, he seemed to be the kinsman of a key figure."

Geom Mugeuk recalled what Cha Yiran had said.

That it was better not to touch him.

He must be a kinsman of the Hwa family.

"Even so, could he be the kinsman of a figure as important as me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke, and Cha Yiran smiled as well.

She felt it. With Geom Mugeuk here, the atmosphere changed. Faces brightened, and the air filled with life. It felt like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Faceless Warriors, and even she and her assassins were being influenced.

The sun rose brightly, and the world brightened with it.

The long night was finally over.


Lee Ahn stood by the window, watching the sunrise.

Geom Mugeuk would surely handle things well, and since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon went with him, it should be fine. No matter how positively she tried to think, she couldn't help but worry.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said from behind her.

"I feel bad, it's because of me."

"What?"

When Lee Ahn turned with a questioning look, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman explained.

"You wanted to go with the Young Cult Leader, didn't you?"

Lee Ahn smiled and replied.

"But because of that, the Smiling Demon can fight with a peaceful mind. It's better to have a comfortable Smiling Demon without me than an anxious Smiling Demon with me."

It was a statement that held the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in high regard and a humble one that lowered herself. It was also a statement that acknowledged the relationship between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Looking at Lee Ahn with a gentle gaze, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked.

"Are you worried the prophecy will come true?"

To that, Lee Ahn gave an unexpected answer.

"No, I hope the prophecy does come true."

When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at her with questioning eyes, Lee Ahn revealed her honest feelings.

"Because the Young Cult Leader already knows what the prophecy is. He must have prepared for it well. I'd rather not have any new variables appear."

From those words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman could tell.

This martial artist trusts the Young Cult Leader more than the prophecy.

Lee Ahn did not deny it.

Just as Lee Ahn was looking out the window again, a happy gasp escaped her lips.

People were walking into the courtyard.

Geom Mugeuk was in the center, flanked by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Cha Yiran. Behind Cha Yiran walked the assassins, and behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked the Faceless Warriors.

Geom Mugeuk saw Lee Ahn at the window and waved. The sight made Lee Ahn so happy she felt tears welling up, but she managed her emotions and waved back vigorously.

Watching them enter the guest hall safely, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman thanked the heavens.

She had no idea how scared and trembling she had been, worried that the event would truly happen because she had prophesied it.

Seeing her like that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave her a bright smile. If no one had been watching, she would have run into his arms.

Lee Ahn saw that Geom Mugeuk's chest was wrapped in bandages.

"You're hurt?"

At Lee Ahn's surprised question, Geom Mugeuk clutched his chest.

"I was stabbed in the heart."

At those words, not only Lee Ahn but also the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled.

"The Smiling Demon really did stab me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman realized the prophecy had come true. She had thought this one would be wrong for sure. But how did he survive?

"Are you okay?"

At Lee Ahn's concern, Geom Mugeuk began to exaggerate his pain.

"Okay? The Smiling Demon stabbed me so painfully. Phew, don't even get me started. I only survived because I have the strongest and most magnificent heart in the world."

Lee Ahn whispered to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You should've stabbed him harder. Or maybe not his heart, but that mouth of his."

Of course, it was a joke loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Not the mouth! Stab my heart instead!"

Everyone laughed as Geom Mugeuk played along.

"By the way, Lee Ahn, your prize money is gone."

With the Mythical Sect Leader and even Hwa Domyeong dead, it was impossible for the world number one tournament to continue.

At that, Lee Ahn looked at Cha Yiran and said.

"Young Lady Cha must be disappointed."

"Are you being serious?"

To Cha Yiran's question, Lee Ahn laughed pleasantly and replied.

"About fifty percent."

Cha Yiran smiled along with her. If the final stage had truly unfolded, what would the result have been?

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn.

"For the time being, Young Lady Cha will be with us. Lee Ahn, you'll be in charge of her."

"Yes!"

Lee Ahn looked at Cha Yiran. The emotion in her gaze was one of delight and a pleasant welcome.

Cha Yiran responded to the goodwill.

"Then I suppose I'll have to teach you a few things."

Cha Yiran said this while looking down at her own blood-stained martial arts uniform.

"That a martial arts uniform is something you only wear occasionally, on days like today."

Choosing clothes and putting on makeup. She meant she would teach her how a woman should adorn herself.

Lee Ahn grinned and said.

"I do kind of miss the clothes I wore on stage."

As the women shared such everyday conversation, everyone finally felt that this battle was over.

However, one task still remained for Geom Mugeuk.

Now that he was back, there was someone he had to meet first. The person who had been the cause of all this.

"I'll be back after I go see the Evil Alliance Chairman."


Chapter 716: Can You Handle Me?

The Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang stood on a building's roof, which offered a clear view of the Mythical Sect's grounds.

Behind him, Bi Sayin reported the results of his investigation.

"According to the investigation, it seems that not only Chief Ahn Hupyeong but also the other Mythical Sect martial artists were unaware of this incident."

This was perhaps to be expected. They wouldn't have carelessly leaked a plan as massive as assassinating the Evil Alliance Chairman.

It must have been a secret known only to the Boa Sword and the Cold Iron Blade, who died alongside the Mythical Sect Leader Ahn Cheongwang.

"What should we do with Ahn Hupyeong?"

As the direct blood relative of the sect leader who orchestrated this, he could be held accountable. A crime could be fabricated even if he was innocent.

However, Baek Jagang chose not to.

"Just leave him be. If he didn't know, there's no need to punish him."

Bi Sayin considered it a wise decision. Ahn Hupyeong was not malicious or bold enough to seek revenge over this. Showing the chairman's magnanimity was a better choice than appearing heartless by punishing a relative for a grave crime.

In fact, Ahn Hupyeong's real problems were just beginning. What if he inherited the Mythical Sect as things stood? Could this immature man, who lived like a wastrel, truly protect the sect in the harsh unorthodox murim? It would likely not be easy.

Just then, the voice of the bodyguard captain, Ingung, echoed from the air.

"Young Cult Leader Geom has arrived."

"Let him come."

Bi Sayin bowed to Baek Jagang. "Then I will take my leave."

He excused himself, thinking his master would have things to discuss privately with Geom Mugeuk about the incident.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk ascended to the spot where Baek Jagang waited alone.

"Greetings, Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely before expressing his gratitude.

"Thank you for entrusting this matter to me."

Since it was a plot to kill him, Baek Jagang could have handled it himself from start to finish. This was the territory of the Evil Alliance, after all.

"Do you know why I left this matter to you?"

"Why is that?"

It wasn't because he was bothered, nor was it because Geom Mugeuk had informed him of the plot.

Baek Jagang, who had been looking down at the Mythical Sect, turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"It's because I respect you."

Sensing he spoke with sincerity, Geom Mugeuk bowed his head in earnest.

"Thank you so much for thinking so highly of someone as lacking as myself. I, too, have always respected you, Chairman."

No shiver ran down Baek Jagang's spine. Naturally, his gaze toward Geom Mugeuk was gentle.

"You've worked hard."

"The Smiling Demon did everything this time. I just came here after a good night's sleep."

Baek Jagang stared intently at Geom Mugeuk.

"It seems you slept well."

Amazingly, Baek Jagang had read the change in Geom Mugeuk, who was truly growing stronger every time they met. This young cult leader made someone thinking of stepping down feel like they should start over. He was certain the Murim Alliance Chairman felt similarly, and perhaps even the Demonic Cult Leader was no different.

"Did you find out why those bastards tried to kill me?"

"I'm sorry, but I couldn't find out."

Baek Jagang thought that was perhaps to be expected. The moment he heard those prophecy-like words, it was no longer a simple assassination plot.

"What do you make of that nonsense?"

If the Evil Alliance Chairman does not die, the murim will be destroyed.

By calling it nonsense, Baek Jagang revealed he had no intention of destroying the murim.

It's nonsense. Geom Mugeuk could have said that just to please Baek Jagang.

"It's probably not nonsense."

Baek Jagang's small eyes glinted sharply.

"I believe those words hold some kind of meaning."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had said it was like a prophecy. That meant this Evil Alliance Chairman was deeply involved in future events in some way.

"So, you mean to say you believe it?"

"That you, Chairman, would destroy the murim? No, of course not. If you did that, would you really be telling the murim to just go and perish?"

He knew the young cult leader was just saying what he wanted to hear, but he couldn't help feeling pleased by his words.

"I don't believe those words at all."

"Then why did you say they have meaning?"

"They are people with twisted beliefs. They're the descendants of the Heavenly Fate Palace, who believe they are carrying out the will of the heavens. And among the three palaces of the Heavenly Fate Palace, they are the descendants of the Dark Palace, known to be the most evil. You know that three hundred years ago, they actually started a war to conquer the murim, don't you?"

Geom Mugeuk interpreted this prophecy from their perspective.

"If you remain alive, Chairman, they might not be able to achieve whatever it is they're dreaming of. Perhaps they interpreted you saving the murim as its destruction instead."

Baek Jagang smiled faintly. In the end, it wasn't just nonsense, but nonsense they were spouting with utmost seriousness.

"I have no reason to destroy the murim, but I have no reason to save it either."

"You never know."

Again, no shiver ran down Baek Jagang's spine. Geom Mugeuk truly believed he could save the murim.

"Please don't be offended by that prophecy. It just means you're at the center of this incident. However, I think one thing is certain. They have something to gain by assassinating you, Chairman. Since you have a clear successor, it's not the power of the Evil Alliance, but something else."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Baek Jagang and asked.

"What is it they want, Chairman?"

Baek Jagang gave no answer.

"The answer definitely lies with you, Chairman."


Bi Sayin was looking at the final stage of the tournament.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk flew over using his movement arts and landed on the empty stage.

"What a shame. I wanted to see Lee Ahn become the world's number one beauty on this stage."

Bi Sayin knew he would come looking for him. If he came to see the master, he would surely come to see him too. And indeed, without arranging a place to meet, he had found him on his own.

"If you're so disappointed, you can host it again yourself."

At Bi Sayin's words, Geom Mugeuk sat on the edge of the stage.

"A world's number one beauty contest hosted by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Would anyone even dare to participate? With no contestants, you could probably put on some makeup, enter, and still make it to the main rounds."

Bi Sayin let out a dry laugh. Most of his laughs were of this incredulous sort, but he found himself laughing quite often in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you going back to the Cult now?"

"I have to. Maybe it's because I saw the Chairman? I really miss my father."

He had told Cha Yiran he would rescue Ak Gunhak and let her leave, but he couldn't just do it recklessly.

He didn't know where Ak Gunhak was, and even if he did, this wasn't a matter that could be handled so simply.

If he trusted Ak Gunhak, he had to wait. If their connection was meant to continue, fate would surely call.

"By the way, do you know the place with the best atmosphere and scenery around here?"

"Why do you ask?"

Bi Sayin wondered why he was being asked. Even though this was the Evil Alliance's territory, Geom Mugeuk had been all over the Central Plains and would know better than anyone. He suspected a hidden motive to tease him.

"I'm going to let you do what you're good at."

"What I'm good at? What's that?"

Bi Sayin's anxiety began to mount. He would have preferred an answer like, 'Killing people!'

"You know? The thing you do so well behind your friends' backs."

Just as Bi Sayin's sense of crisis heightened, Geom Mugeuk spoke in a whisper.

"I'm talking about that secret, hidden affection of yours. A secret love!"

For a moment, Bi Sayin was flustered. He knew Geom Mugeuk was talking about Princess Han Seol of the Ice Palace, but he flatly denied it.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

Geom Mugeuk had said he would tease him for a long time, and now it had begun.

"I'm busy, so I'll just leave for today, but."

Geom Mugeuk said as he leaped away, continuing to tease him even as he left.

"Ah! I was going to pass on the secret technique to you."


The Seventeenth Bridge crossed a narrow wooden bridge. It stretched across the water toward a pavilion in the middle of a lake.

The surrounding scenery was breathtakingly beautiful. However, she couldn't enjoy the wildflowers swaying by the lakeside or the turquoise lake that sparkled like a jewel.

The one who had ordered her to this pavilion was Cha Yiran. She had pointed her out and sent her here without any explanation. Ah, she did say one thing. To go well-dressed. For some reason, it felt like she was being sent on an assassination mission.

And so, the Seventeenth Bridge arrived at the pavilion.

Stepping inside, she saw who was waiting for her and froze on the spot. It was the crescent moon, the Faceless Warrior.

He, too, seemed surprised, as if he hadn't expected her to come.

An awkward silence and atmosphere hung in the air for a moment.

The Seventeenth Bridge understood. She realized Cha Yiran had noticed her feelings for this Faceless Warrior. Had the Fifth Bridge told her? Or did someone who saw them greet each other while cleaning up the bodies report it? In any case, this had to be a warning not to give her heart to a man.

The Seventeenth Bridge took a deep breath and broke the silence. Thinking she would never be able to see this man again, she conveyed her honest feelings.

"Thank you for saving me twice. I was so happy when I saw you were alive earlier."

She had been so happy when Cha Yiran decided to rest under the shade of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Now, even if they were in the same place, she would never be able to acknowledge him.

She took a dagger from her robes and gave it to him.

"This dagger is meaningful to me. I want to give it to you as a token of my gratitude."

She was speaking confidently, but her voice was trembling. To feel this way for someone whose face she had never even seen.

"And please understand if I pretend not to know you from now on."

The crescent moon, the Faceless Warrior, just listened to her words in silence.

"Well, I'll be going now."

It was then, as she bowed her head to say goodbye, that someone flew across the lake like the wind and landed in the pavilion.

Holding a bottle of liquor in his hand, it was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"I bought some liquor for you two. Since you probably can't drink, I bought one with a nice fragrance. It's awkward when you first meet, but having this in the middle should liven things up, right? You have no idea how far I ran to buy this. But what's with the atmosphere? Did you two fight already?"

At Geom Mugeuk's appearance, both the Seventeenth Bridge and the crescent moon, the Faceless Warrior, were startled.

The Seventeenth Bridge asked with a surprised face, "Young Cult Leader, why are you here?"

"Why? Because I called you. I asked Young Lady Cha to call you here," Geom Mugeuk said to her bewildered expression.

"Have you already forgotten? Didn't I say I'd create an opportunity for you to express your gratitude? To meet him in person and give him the dagger."

How could the Seventeenth Bridge have forgotten? She had never imagined the young cult leader would actually arrange such a meeting, so she hadn't considered he was the one who set it up.

He really arranged this meeting for me?

Her face turned red. Unaware of the truth, she had revealed all her honest feelings to him. She couldn't bring herself to look at him.

"I misunderstood. I'm sorry."

She was so embarrassed she wanted to jump into the lake right then and there.

Just then, the crescent moon, the Faceless Warrior, spoke for the first time.

"The young cult leader even brought us liquor."

The Seventeenth Bridge lifted her head and looked at him.

"You should at least have a drink before you go."

A small ripple of emotion spread through her eyes.

The Faceless Warrior politely performed a clasped hands greeting to Geom Mugeuk and expressed his thanks.

"Thank you for arranging this meeting, Young Cult Leader."

In that moment, he seemed so composed that the Seventeenth Bridge became incredibly curious about what kind of face lay beneath his mask.

"Well then, I'll let you two talk."

Leaving the two of them behind, Geom Mugeuk quietly excused himself.

Geom Mugeuk crossed the lake in an instant and landed on the shore where Cha Yiran was waiting. In front of the other two, he had been a very respectable young cult leader.

"Young Lady Cha, by any chance, is there a secret technique among assassins' martial arts that lets you breathe underwater and eavesdrop? Ah! I'm dying of curiosity about what those two are talking about! Let's go listen in!"

When he had asked her to summon the Seventeenth Bridge, Cha Yiran had been surprised. She was surprised that he had actually made them meet, but even more surprised that he hadn't forgotten. The young cult leader hadn't forgotten about the affairs of a mere subordinate?

Cha Yiran turned her gaze toward the pavilion.

"What are you going to do if those two really elope in the middle of the night?"

"That would be nice, but in reality, they'll probably just keep it in their hearts and long for each other for the rest of their lives."

"Wouldn't that be more unfortunate?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk stared at her and asked abruptly.

"Are you more unfortunate because you keep that person in your heart?"

"!"

She wasn't. In her life, the feelings she had for him occupied a large space within the small domain of her happiness, even if they were one-sided.

"If you become the God of War in our Cult, those two could live happily without having to elope."

"Are you telling me to become a demon for their sake?"

Then, unexpected words flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"No, I'm telling you to become a demon for my sake."

For a moment, Cha Yiran was stunned. She never thought he would say something like that.

"Become the young cult leader's personal assassin squad. Rumors will spread throughout the murim. They'll say the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's young cult leader commands the greatest assassin squad in the murim! And that it's an assassin squad made up of incredibly beautiful women!"

Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Can you handle me?"

A moment of silence passed. She thought he would wave his hands and say it was a joke, but Geom Mugeuk stared at her with a serious expression.

For a brief moment, Cha Yiran wondered what it would be like to live such a life. This young cult leader was the kind of person who could make you seriously consider such a ridiculous proposal.

"You said I could leave as I please once I get rid of those bastards."

"Wouldn't it be too much of a waste to just let a talent like you go?"

She should have dismissed it as nonsense. Instead, Cha Yiran asked again.

"That person fought in order to leave. So what are you fighting for?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered.

"At least one thing is certain. It's not for the unification or destruction of the murim."

He revealed his honest feelings to her.

"I want to go fishing with my father, hang out with the Demon Supremes, drink, read books, and travel. I want to live like that."

Geom Mugeuk looked past the sunlit surface of the water toward the pavilion.

"And help those two elope. And also..."

Finally, he looked at Cha Yiran and added, "Help you find your love too."

Cha Yiran couldn't tell how much of it was sincere and how much was a joke, but one thing was certain. Being with this man would bring a great change to her life.

Geom Mugeuk let out a deliberate sigh.

"To me, living a life like this feels more difficult than unifying the murim."

His gaze toward her deepened.

"Can you handle a man like me?"


Chapter 717: Hold That Hand Tightly

Could she handle him?

Cha Yiran stared silently at Geom Mugeuk.

He was a man who said that living a life of fishing with his father was more difficult than unifying the murim. He was a man who would create such an opportunity for a subordinate, and not even his own, but a mere assassin. He was a man who would run off to buy alcohol, hoping the two of them would elope. He was a man who would extend a hand to someone who tried to kill him. And such a man's identity was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader.

Living as a martial artist, she had never seen someone like him. How could she possibly handle him?

"You don't really need an assassin group, do you?"

She had a feeling that if this Young Cult Leader before her truly wanted that kind of life, he wouldn't be fond of assassins.

Geom Mugeuk readily admitted her speculation.

"That's right. I don't need an assassin group. I need you."

"Why me? You must have countless masters who can carry out your orders."

"To be honest, at first, I was concerned because you liked that man, Ak Gunhak. Then, I was impressed by your courage in boldly giving up the contract. And now, you've saved my life."

In truth, that alone should have been enough explanation. But there were more reasons.

"You're beautiful enough to compete for the title of world number one, and your martial arts skills are excellent. And above all else, there is one more reason I like you."

Cha Yiran wondered what it could be. It seemed like everything that could be said had been. No, so much had been said that it was almost embarrassing.

The decisive reason Geom Mugeuk stated was something she had never expected.

"Because you're the kind of leader who tells her people that if they have the strength to bite down on a poison pill, they should grit their teeth and strive to live until the very end."

!

"I want to make a person like that one of my own."

Cha Yiran could now understand for certain why Ak Gunhak hadn't killed this man.

No, she even began to think that perhaps, just as Ak Gunhak had said, it was this man who had not killed him.

Of course, that didn't mean she could just accept his offer.

"In that ordinary life you're pursuing, will I really be necessary?"

"Didn't I say it earlier? That life feels more difficult than unifying the murim."

Getting rid of the forces behind the scenes wouldn't be the end of it.

His promise to his father.

If he couldn't persuade his father, a war would break out. Geom Mugeuk still considered preventing that to be a more difficult task than eliminating the masterminds.

"I'm not trying to negate the life you've lived as an assassin. If you come with me and decide this isn't the path for you, then I'll truly let you go."

The offer was made because he needed her, but it was also for her sake. Since they were now connected by fate, he hoped she would try living a life that wasn't that of an assassin. In his life before regression, she had lived her entire life as a nameless assassin. He believed that if she was someone who could silently endure such a life, she could live any other life well too.

"If you're worried about your subordinates, give them a choice."

It meant that anyone who had no intention of joining the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could be freely sent away.

"Please give me some time to think."

"Take your time. We have to return to our Cult together for now anyway."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned back to the pavilion on the lake.

The Seventeenth Bridge and the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior were still there. He thought they would part ways soon out of awkwardness, but the two of them were still there, talking about something.

When Geom Mugeuk used the Divine Eye Technique to look, he saw that the Seventeenth Bridge was smiling. Just what could that blunt Faceless Warrior have said to make the assassin laugh!

"Ah! I'm dying of curiosity. I need to hear what those two are talking about! Is there really no secret assassin martial arts for eavesdropping from a distance?"


That night, Cha Yiran couldn't sleep, her mind filled with various thoughts.

She eventually left her quarters to get some fresh air.

She wasn't the only one who couldn't sleep late into the night.

In the courtyard of the inner residence, Lee Ahn was looking up at the night sky.

As Cha Yiran walked toward her, Lee Ahn greeted her first.

"You're not asleep yet?"

Lee Ahn's gaze toward Cha Yiran was incredibly gentle. There was a good reason for it.

"I didn't know earlier. That you, Young Lady Cha, had taken such a risk for the Young Cult Leader."

Lee Ahn bowed her head politely to Cha Yiran.

"Thank you so much for saving the Young Cult Leader."

From her extremely polite greeting, Cha Yiran could tell that she genuinely cared for the Young Cult Leader. She thought the Young Cult Leader was quite greedy, trying to take her as a subordinate when he already had someone like this.

"I did it for myself as well, so you don't need to worry about it too much."

Nevertheless, Lee Ahn's eyes were filled with gratitude, so Cha Yiran changed the subject by looking up at the sky.

"What were you looking at so intently?"

"No matter how busy you are, look up at the sky at least once a day! That's what the Young Cult Leader always says. I forget all the time, so there are many days like this when I end up looking at the stars late at night."

After staring at the stars for a moment, Cha Yiran asked abruptly.

"What kind of person is the Young Cult Leader?"

Was it because of the sudden question? Lee Ahn couldn't answer easily.

"I asked too suddenly, didn't I? You don't have to answer if you don't want to."

That wasn't why Lee Ahn didn't answer.

"No. It's not that I don't want to answer. It's just that he's a difficult person to describe in a few words."

Cha Yiran understood Lee Ahn's words. Yes, Geom Mugeuk wasn't someone who could be easily explained, even if you had known him for a long time.

"The Young Cult Leader made an offer. He said he wants to make me his subordinate."

Lee Ahn nodded with an expression that said she had expected it.

"Did the Young Cult Leader perhaps tell you?"

"No."

"But you're not surprised."

"Because I think I would have done the same if I were the Young Cult Leader."

After looking at Lee Ahn for a moment, Cha Yiran said.

"You've learned something bad from the Young Cult Leader. Saying things the other person wants to hear."

"Is that a bad thing?"

Lee Ahn stared at her and said.

"It's an effort, isn't it? At the very least, it means you've thought beforehand about what the other person wants to hear. It would be bad if those words caused harm to the other person. But I don't think becoming the Young Cult Leader's subordinate is a bad thing."

Cha Yiran got a slightly different impression from the Lee Ahn she had seen until now. When Lee Ahn talked about the Young Cult Leader, her eyes shone.

"Are you perhaps afraid of your past life changing?"

Cha Yiran didn't answer Lee Ahn's question. Yes, if she was hesitating, that would be the biggest reason. To go from living the life of an assassin to becoming the Young Cult Leader's sword? The words to agree readily wouldn't come out, no matter how special a feeling Geom Mugeuk gave her.

"I had lived my entire life as the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard. It was a job I loved, and I had never even considered any other life."

As if she had made up her mind today, Lee Ahn spoke more than usual. At first, it was because if Geom Mugeuk wanted her, she wanted to help him, even in this small way. But as they talked, her true feelings came out without her realizing it.

"But the Young Cult Leader changed that life for me. Now, I'm not the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard, but the leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad. Do you know what I felt during that process?"

"What did you feel?"

Lee Ahn's gaze turned once again toward the stars in the night sky, deepening.

"A life doing what you love is not so much enjoyable as it is truly arduous."

This was the feeling she had right after she quit her bodyguard duties and became the leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad.

"Because it's something you love, you want to do it well, and to do it well, you have to work really hard. You have to endure things you dislike. I thought that if you do what you love, it would be nothing but enjoyable, but it's actually a very difficult thing. It's difficult precisely because you love it."

Lee Ahn's gaze, which had been on the stars, turned toward her.

"Do you know what I think when I open my eyes in the morning these days? Ah! I don't have to protect anyone. I just have to take care of myself and live. You wouldn't know how much relief a thought like that brings. It's a feeling I never knew when I was actually working as a bodyguard. I also learned this time that some feelings can only be felt when you quit the job."

Her words were contrary to the image of her who had so diligently protected the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. But that effort, and also the words she was saying now, were all sincere.

Hearing Lee Ahn's honest words, Cha Yiran thought to herself. What would a life without contracts be like for her? Would she really feel a sense of relief like Lee Ahn?

"You should try feeling what it's like at least once. Even if you go back to living as an assassin, it will surely be helpful to you, Young Lady Cha."

Cha Yiran could feel that Lee Ahn sincerely wanted her to become Geom Mugeuk's subordinate.

"Why are you telling me this? There's no advantage for you if I become the Young Cult Leader's subordinate, is there?"

"If you're asking if the Young Cult Leader's affection might be divided."

Lee Ahn added with a smile.

"You must not know the size of our Young Cult Leader's heart yet. His heart is big enough to contain the whole world and still have room to spare."

"And it's not that your heart is big?"

"I'm just pretending that it is."

Lee Ahn bowed her head in farewell and walked away.

As she was walking away, Lee Ahn turned back and said.

"Oh, and don't worry that you won't be able to leave. The Young Cult Leader is someone who tries his best to send the people around him away."

In the beginning, he had told Lee Ahn to leave for the sake of her own happiness.

And that was something Cha Yiran already knew. He was the one who had tried so hard to let Ak Gunhak go.

Lee Ahn's words today were ultimately to say this.

"So when he holds out his hand, hold it tight."


The next morning, preparations for departure were in full swing at the Mythical Sect.

Geom Mugeuk's party was preparing to return to the Cult.

Several carriages were prepared. Aside from the carriages for the leaders, the rest were filled with the injured.

The uninjured Faceless Warriors and the Beautiful Bridges assassins all rode horses, guarding the carriages. They all wore bamboo hats and veils.

Before Geom Mugeuk left, Bi Sayin came to see him. It was to say goodbye and also to express his gratitude.

Thanks to this, the Beautiful Bridges assassins were able to witness the rare sight of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's heir and the Evil Alliance's heir standing side by side, talking.

Bi Sayin expressed his gratitude.

"I'm grateful to you again for this."

If he hadn't told him about this matter in advance, there was no telling what might have happened to the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"This time, I'm the one who should be grateful. Thanks to the Chairman entrusting this matter to me, I've gained a lot."

Bi Sayin really liked this honesty of Geom Mugeuk's. Living in the murim, you come to realize it. People try to take credit for everything, and they try to make others indebted to them in any way they can.

But Geom Mugeuk was different. There was no distortion in his sense of gratitude and resentment.

"I believe the conspiracy targeting the Chairman is still ongoing. So you should pay close attention."

Bi Sayin nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words. He intended to guard Baek Jagang with the Thirteen Evil Wolves until the full story of this incident was revealed.

"The All-Knowing Hall will also send any information related to the Chairman immediately."

"Thank you. We will cooperate as well."

The two men faced each other, exchanging a look of reassurance. Seeing the mischief rising in Geom Mugeuk's eyes, Bi Sayin spoke first.

"Don't say it and just go!"

Of course, Geom Mugeuk wasn't one to just leave.

"You have to be this quick-witted to have a secret love affair."

After successfully teasing Bi Sayin, Geom Mugeuk climbed into the carriage. He stuck his head out the carriage window and said loudly to everyone.

"Alright, let's go home!"


The ceiling was high.

Large stone pillars supported the domed ceiling.

Painted on the walls and ceiling were constellations. It was as if the night sky had been moved indoors, with countless stars depicted, focusing on those with special significance to martial arts.

In this place, there were two things Geom Mugeuk would have recognized immediately had he been there.

First, a large Secret Box was placed in a corner of the space. The very one that Ak Gunhak had taken back with him was stored here.

The second was a symbol painted on one of the walls.

It was the very same symbol Geom Mugeuk had seen in the basement of the Yellow Dragon Academy.

Six round circles surrounded a Secret Box in the center.

A faint light was emanating from four of the circles.

Black, blue, white, and yellow.

Surprisingly, those were the colors of the beads that Geom Mugeuk had absorbed.

A middle-aged woman sat before it. Calm and filled with a sacred aura, she was Ga Ye, a descendant of the Saintess Palace and the current Saintess.

A large bowl was placed in front of her, filled to the brim with blood.

In the darkness in front of Ga Ye sat an old man. His back was straight, and his hands were calmly gathered in front of his qi center. Even in the darkness, his eyes shone, and his black pupils were a darkness that suppressed the dark.

Just then, the Secret Box painted on the mural behind Ga Ye seemed to glow.

HWAAAAK.

The fifth circle began to glow red.

Ga Ye said in a calm voice.

"The energy of the Red Way has appeared in the world."

Surprisingly, this mural was indicating that the energy within the bead was being released.

Then the old man in the darkness murmured.

"Now the Young Cult Leader will absorb the energy of the Red Way as well."

His voice had a deep resonance, like an ancient bell.

"The Flying Blood Snake must have entered the Young Cult Leader's body, riding the energy of the Red Way."

The old man in the darkness nodded at Ga Ye's words.

For this task, they had used the Flying Blood Snake, which could only be used once in a generation. If this succeeded, all past failures and sacrifices would be redeemed.

How much time had passed like that?

SSSSSSSS.

The bowl of blood placed before Ga Ye began to turn black. Looking down at it, Ga Ye's eyes widened in shock.

"The Flying Blood Snake is dead."

At her report, the eyes of the old man in the darkness shone intensely. Unable to withstand the energy radiating from him, Ga Ye closed her eyes and bowed her head.

"The death of the Flying Blood Snake means this attempt has also failed."

At the old man's words, Ga Ye could only stare at the blackened water with trembling eyes. She still couldn't believe it.

Then a low mumble of concern flowed from the old man in the darkness.

"In the end, must I awaken him?"

At that, Ga Ye prostrated herself before the old man.

"You mustn't. Without the Six Elements Origin Qi, he can't be controlled. If you just let him out..."

She didn't know about other things, but she was certain of this one thing, so Ga Ye added firmly.

"This murim will become a sea of blood."


Chapter 718: If Cornered, Take Off Your Mask

The carriage sped powerfully toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Lee Ahn, and Cha Yiran rode in the lead carriage.

Normally, they would have taken three separate carriages. They all rode in one because of the large number of injured people.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sat side by side. Across from them sat Lee Ahn, Geom Mugeuk, and Cha Yiran.

During the carriage ride, Cha Yiran saw an unexpected side of Geom Mugeuk. It was the sight of him working.

Messenger pigeons from the Hidden Moon flew to him continuously.

The messenger pigeons had stopped while he fought his enemies. Now that he had free time, a backlog of information was being reported.

The reports detailed what was happening in each region and which master had been killed by whom. They also covered deals being made at the Trading Company. Go Wol was carefully selecting and sending the information.

WHOOSH.

Each time he read a messenger pigeon, he summoned his Yeolyang-gigi to burn it. For matters that required a reply, he immediately wrote one and sent it back.

At times, he also exchanged voice transmissions with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon about the information.

It was the first time Cha Yiran had seen him work so seriously, and it was hard to get used to.

She also realized that Geom Mugeuk's knowledge was truly vast.

"In that village, there's a place called Gwanho restaurant. It's a restaurant run by brothers, and their fish dishes are absolutely incredible. You should definitely go if you get the chance. In the next village, there's a very skilled physician named Physician Gu. If you get injured around here, run to that village."

Was that all? He also knew every nook and cranny of the roads.

"Instead of that road, if you take the left path and go down the lower road, you can get there much faster."

He would even give directions like this to the Faceless Warriors driving the carriage.

"I'm so envious of your good sense of direction. I'm terrible with directions."

As the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman expressed her envy, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied.

"Don't you see a much more important path than I do, Pavilion Master?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gave a pleasant smile.

She thought that yes, there were people like him. He made you want to talk to them even if it was just for a single word.

Before the sun set, Geom Mugeuk had the carriages stop.

"Alright, let's rest here for today."

They were traveling without stopping in villages as much as possible. Their large numbers made them conspicuous, so they planned to return by camping out, even if it was inconvenient.

After arranging the carriages in a circle with a space in the middle, they let the horses loose in the field to rest.

They built a large bonfire in the center and prepared places to sleep. The Faceless Warriors and the assassins were skilled at everything, so they moved efficiently without anyone needing to give orders.

"Alright, I'll show off my skills for dinner tonight."

Geom Mugeuk rolled up his sleeves and stepped forward.

Cha Yiran had an expression that doubted the Young Cult Leader could possibly be good at cooking. She whispered to Lee Ahn.

"We're not about to be served a dish that we have to eat out of loyalty, are we?"

In response to Cha Yiran's worry, Lee Ahn praised Geom Mugeuk's cooking skills.

"Once you taste it, you'll find loyalty you never knew you had."

Cha Yiran thought it was an exaggeration. She knew Geom Mugeuk was multi-talented, but she doubted he could possibly be good at cooking too.

The Faceless Warriors and female assassins who had gone to find food returned. They had hunted a wild boar and gathered vegetables and fruits.

Geom Mugeuk looked for people to help with the cooking.

"Alright, anyone who's chopped meat and vegetables, not just people!"

Everyone just looked at each other, not stepping forward. It wasn't easy to dare volunteer as an assistant to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader.

"Well, if there are no volunteers, I'll just pick two people to assist me."

Geom Mugeuk chose one person from the Faceless Warriors and one from the assassins. Of course, those two were the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior and the Seventeenth Bridge.

"Alright, you two, go wash and trim those vegetables over there."

Since the three of them had met at the pavilion, they knew Geom Mugeuk had chosen them on purpose.

They had laughed and talked at the pavilion, but now they started working without even looking at each other.

Just then, a voice transmission from Cha Yiran arrived.

[You're so persistent.]

[I have to hear what they're talking about!]

Cha Yiran shook her head with an expression that said he was hopeless.

However, Geom Mugeuk was only persistent in words. He focused on his cooking. There were more than just one or two mouths to feed.

Geom Mugeuk began to butcher the wild boar they had caught.

SHUK SHUK SHUK!

His hand movements were incredibly fast. In an instant, he had dressed the fur, slit the belly, removed the organs, and drained the blood. Geom Mugeuk was properly balHwi-ing his skills for the first time in a while.

After butchering the meat, he began to make his secret marinade.

Cha Yiran realized for the first time that there wasn't a single spice the Young Cult Leader didn't have in his leather pouch.

He repeatedly slathered the marinade he made onto the meat.

"It would taste better if it were aged for a while, but we don't have time."

Geom Mugeuk held out his hand. An energy emitted from his hand enveloped the meat.

"Ah! So that precious martial arts is being used to make the marinade seep into the meat."

Lee Ahn's sigh-like joke was met with a reply from Geom Mugeuk.

"It's going into your mouths, so this is its most precious use."

Geom Mugeuk picked up a log lying on the ground and addressed those around him.

"Come on, everyone get ready to applaud!"

After drawing everyone's attention to himself, he threw the log into the air.

HWEEK.

Like a flash of light, the Black Demon Sword was drawn.

In an instant, dozens of sword glints flashed and enveloped the wood. Soon after, something poured down.

CHAKCHAKCHAKCHAKCHAKCHAK!

What fell into Geom Mugeuk's hands were, surprisingly, dozens of chopsticks.

It was a move he performed so effortlessly that it made one think, 'I could do that too'.

However, those who witnessed it firsthand were left with their jaws agape. They were skilled enough to know that this was a move absolutely no one could replicate.

They had just witnessed chopsticks being made with a level of skill they might see only once in a lifetime.

Geom Mugeuk didn't stop there. He scattered the chopsticks in all directions.

CHWAAAAAAK.

The chopsticks flew out like scattered hidden weapons, landing precisely in everyone's hands.

Cha Yiran looked down at the chopsticks in her hand with a shocked expression.

The chopsticks were uniform in size and thickness. They were so perfect that one would believe it if he'd said he dazzled their eyes with sword glints and then swapped them with ones he'd bought.

The Faceless Warriors applauded in unison. The assassins applauded along with them.

In response to their sincere admiration, Geom Mugeuk waved his hand with a swagger, as if it were nothing.

And so, Geom Mugeuk's cooking, a flurry of all sorts of secret techniques, was complete.

"Make sure you appreciate it. An opportunity like this doesn't come often."

The Faceless Warriors were one thing, but the Beautiful Bridges assassins truly agreed with his words. When in their lives would they ever get to eat a meal cooked by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader?

Surprisingly, the food was truly delicious. Cha Yiran thought she had never eaten meat this tasty, not even at an inn.

However, what truly surprised her wasn't that the meat was so delicious, nor was it because of the chopsticks he had made by hand.

Geom Mugeuk distributed the food he made to each person individually. He placed meat, rice, and vegetables on large, clean leaves and handed them out. He spoke as he served everyone, like a cook who had come to support a battlefield. Cha Yiran was surprised by his words.

"I figured you're all people who like to be alone, so I prepared it separately."

It was his consideration, telling them to take their food and go eat quietly wherever they pleased.

Cha Yiran imagined it. What if she were camping and eating with her subordinates?

She probably would have eaten the food her subordinates prepared for her. She would have eaten with people like the First Bridge or Yi Gyo. She wouldn't have paid any mind to her other subordinates, assuming they would take care of themselves.

And yet, Geom Mugeuk was seeing what kind of people the Faceless Warriors and assassins were. It was something she, who had been with them for so long, had never even considered.

"Keep the chopsticks safe. When I become the Cult Leader, they'll sell for a fortune."

After taking care of the Faceless Warriors and assassins, he prepared food for Cha Yiran, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and Lee Ahn. He finally packed the food for himself and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Please, you three, go ahead and eat. I'll eat separately with the Smiling Demon."

With that, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flew to a distant hill and settled down.

Once they were alone, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly took off his mask and rested it on top of his head. He was copying what Geom Mugeuk often did with his mask.

How could Geom Mugeuk forget to praise the Smiling Demon's face?

"If you're ever cornered by a female enemy, use the strength you'd use for a final blow to take off your mask instead. It will create an opportunity for a comeback."

The Young Cult Leader's compliments always felt good to hear, so the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled brightly.

The two ate together. Geom Mugeuk was so happy that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took off his mask in front of him. He was so happy to share the joy of eating and drinking together with him.

When they finished eating, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something he hadn't been able to say before.

"When I stabbed the Young Cult Leader's heart..."

His honest feelings followed.

"I was scared."

Geom Mugeuk was lost in thought for a moment, silent.

"I'm sorry. I wasn't worried at all."

"What if I had made a mistake?"

After speaking, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon put the mask he had rested on his head back on. At least in the moment of making that assumption, he couldn't control his expression. He hadn't realized it when he did the stabbing, but afterward, he kept thinking about that moment.

Sensing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's feelings, Geom Mugeuk calmly conveyed his own.

"I just had this belief. I might die at any time, but I wouldn't die from the Smiling Demon's dagger. I don't know who will kill me, but at least it won't be the Smiling Demon. It's obvious, isn't it! Thinking that put my mind at ease."

Darkness began to settle around them. They could have made a small bonfire, but they didn't.

They enjoyed the darkness and the silence. Geom Mugeuk, who laughed and chatted cheerfully in front of others, became incredibly calm and quiet when he was alone with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew. This was Geom Mugeuk's true self. He might even be a more taciturn person than he himself was.

That's why he wanted to let him rest quietly, at least when they were together.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't say a word until it was time to leave.


The carriage was now one day away from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Today, Geom Mugeuk cooked his last meal for them.

"Well, it's a shame, but my fantastic cooking ends today."

Everyone was disappointed, but one person was the most disappointed of all. It was the Seventeenth Bridge, who had been assisting with the cooking alongside the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior since the first day.

Thanks to Geom Mugeuk, she was able to make memories of washing and trimming vegetables with the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

Thank you, Young Cult Leader.

She was sincerely grateful for the Young Cult Leader's consideration.

Just then, Cha Yiran came up to Geom Mugeuk and asked a question.

"Aren't you tired?"

At her words, everyone's gaze focused on her. She had spoken provocatively in front of everyone.

Throughout the journey, Geom Mugeuk had treated everyone with energy. He cooked for them himself and lightened the mood with jokes and banter.

The Faceless Warriors already liked the Young Cult Leader. Now, Cha Yiran could see that the assassins were also starting to feel favorable toward him.

"I haven't had a moment to be tired. I've been having too much fun scoring points with you all."

If that was an act just to score points, then they were looking at the greatest actor in the Central Plains. No one thought it was an act.

"Besides, with my inner qi overflowing, how could I get tired?"

After a brief pause, she asked.

"I mean, aren't you tired of people?"

It wasn't a question about this trip alone.

She cared for her subordinates, but separate from that, she had no faith in people.

What would change just because he put so much effort into feeding them? If a situation arose where they had to betray him, they would probably do it while feeling sorry.

"Aren't I cheating?"

"What do you mean?"

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader. I'm saying these seven words are a shield that protects me. There are no situations that are difficult or annoying for me."

He was saying that he never had to suffer because of people.

But Cha Yiran knew. Those seven words weren't just a shield.

They also held the blade of desire, the desire to dominate, to show off, and to enjoy power. It was also the blade of a primal desire to reign through fear.

He didn't wield it.

Yes, perhaps the reason she had come this far, the reason she was standing here having this conversation, was because he had never once wielded that blade.

He used that blade to make chopsticks.

Geom Mugeuk returned the question with a deep gaze.

"Aren't you tired?"

A small sigh escaped Cha Yiran's lips.

Soon, she straightened her back and looked up at the sky.

As she gazed silently at the sky, she finally made a decision.

"The bridges we've crossed until now were bridges of death. From now on, I will build new bridges."

Cha Yiran bowed respectfully to Geom Mugeuk.

"I, Cha Yiran, will devote my life to serving the Young Cult Leader with loyalty."

The female assassins lined up behind her and all bowed in unison.

"We will serve the Young Cult Leader with loyalty."

During the journey here, they had already decided to follow Cha Yiran's will.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and helped Cha Yiran to her feet. His face was full of joy.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

Cha Yiran looked at Lee Ahn, who was standing before her. Her face was also full of joy.

"Someone once told me. When a hand reaches out, you should grab it tight."


The next day, the carriage arrived at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Cha Yiran and the assassins were astonished by the overwhelming scale of the Headquarters.

The carriage that entered the Headquarters came to a stop.

Cha Yiran and the assassins disembarked from the carriage and were surprised by the sight that unfolded before their eyes.

All the Faceless Warriors from the Valley of Evil were there, waiting for them.

After only seeing ten Faceless Warriors, the sight of countless masks filling their vision overwhelmed them once again.

Oh no! In truth, the Seventeenth Bridge was the most surprised. She felt that if he mixed into that crowd, she would never be able to find the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior again.

Just then, Cha Yiran was looking elsewhere. Among the giant demonic statues erected around them, one caught her eye.

One of the demonic statues was standing with its hand outstretched.

Looking up at the giant demon's hand, Cha Yiran truly realized what kind of hand she had taken.

Geom Mugeuk stood beside her, also looking up at the demonic statue.

"Cha Yiran, welcome home."


Chapter 719: That's Just Because You Haven't Tried My Cooking

Geom Mugeuk had called her name for the first time.

Cha Yiran stared at him with a surprised expression. As if nothing had happened, Geom Mugeuk treated her with the same formality as before.

"From now on, you'll have to get friendly with those evil demon statues."

Cha Yiran recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said just a moment ago.

Cha Yiran, welcome home.

She had never been under anyone's protection before. Ever since she came of age, she had lived her life by her own strength.

But hearing Geom Mugeuk's words stirred a strange feeling within her. For some reason, she felt as if she was being protected. It was the kind of feeling you get when a real adult pats your head and tells you, "Welcome."

"Now that I'm your subordinate, Young Cult Leader, please speak comfortably."

"No, let's continue as we have been."

"Why is that?"

"Sometimes, a leader needs a subordinate who isn't so comfortable. Wouldn't that keep them from letting their guard down?" Geom Mugeuk said, looking at Lee Ahn. "If I have a subordinate who is unconditionally on my side, I also need one like you."

The truth was, it was because of Ak Gunhak. There was no telling what the future held, and she might end up with Ak Gunhak in Chengdu. Out of consideration for him, Geom Mugeuk couldn't just drop the formalities.

He had also taken her as a subordinate to offer her the most certain form of protection.

"Do as you please."

Cha Yiran looked back at her subordinates. Unlike their usual selves, they looked tense and intimidated. It was only natural. No matter how experienced these assassins were, how could they not feel daunted by the overwhelming pressure of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

The endlessly towering buildings, the terrifying evil demon statues erected between them, and the fierce-looking demonic beings coming and going from all directions. And then there were the countless Faceless Warriors standing before them.

"You heard the Young Cult Leader, didn't you? This is our home now."

"Yes!" the assassins answered energetically.

She had come here trusting Geom Mugeuk, but her subordinates had come trusting her. She was the one who had to protect them.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to her. "Now that you're home, you should greet my father. Young Lady Cha, let's go together."

At his words, Cha Yiran flinched in surprise. Go to meet the Demonic Cult Leader? The Heavenly Demon?

"Why me?"

"It's customary to greet him when you return from a mission. Since you're my subordinate now, Young Lady Cha, shouldn't you pay your respects?"

It was a valid point, so Cha Yiran couldn't refuse. She had her subordinates wait there and followed Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and Lee Ahn toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

As they neared the hall, Cha Yiran's heart pounded even harder. It had never beaten this fast, not even when she was heading out on a difficult assassination.

As they walked, she asked cautiously, "What does the Cult Leader think of assassins?"

"He hates them."

He answered so bluntly that she thought she must have misheard.

"How much?"

"He hates them very much."

"Please be more specific."

The answer that came made her wish she had never asked.

"I can't be sure, but probably second most in the world?"

The Heavenly Demon hated her kind second most in the world, and she was on her way to see him? Even in this situation, she couldn't help but ask.

"Then who does he hate the most?"

"Martial artists who use poison. Our poor Poison King."

With such a specific number one, she could now be certain that he truly hated assassins second most.

Seeing her dismay, Geom Mugeuk pressed on. "Isn't it more comforting this way?"

How could he say it was comforting when she was this worried and uneasy?

"He'll dislike you anyway, even if you try your best to make a good impression, so you can just give up comfortably. Is there anything more tiring than trying to curry favor with someone?"

Cha Yiran shook her head in disbelief. At the same time, his words were strangely persuasive.

"Actually, Lee Ahn probably has it harder. Father has been doting on her lately."

Ever since she became the Fist Demon's adopted daughter, his father had become much gentler in his treatment of Lee Ahn. Hearing this, Lee Ahn let out a sigh.

"I wasn't thinking about it at all, but now that you've said that, I feel uneasy."

After roping in Cha Yiran and Lee Ahn, Geom Mugeuk now drew in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You must be comfortable, Smiling Demon, right? Since you've been clearly marked by Father."

He had been the only one to stand on Geom Mugeuk's side in front of his father.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something unexpected. "I'm not comfortable either."

He added, as if he truly meant it, "Being marked is one thing, but I am always striving to make a good impression on the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled with their eyes.

Geom Mugeuk knew. His father liked deeply loyal people like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He was not the type to hate someone simply because that loyalty was not directed at him. That was why he could so casually mention that he had been "marked."

And knowing that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was also making an effort.

In the meantime, they arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall. No one was guarding it. Only rows of pillars, shaped like demons supporting the high ceiling, stood there with a massive door at the far end.

But Cha Yiran could feel it instinctively. This space was by no means empty. Extreme danger lurked everywhere, danger that would only reveal itself to an uninvited guest.

Sure enough, as the four of them arrived, the door opened on its own. It was a sign that someone was watching.

As Cha Yiran stepped into the Heavenly Demon Hall, the first thing she saw was a red carpet. At the end of that path of blood, she saw a man sitting on a grand chair.

That must be the Demonic Cult Leader.

She could feel his presence even from a distance. It was an intense presence, the likes of which she had never felt in her life.

Usually, when one's martial arts reached the pinnacle, they would hide their presence. But the Demonic Cult Leader right now seemed to be saying...

Why should I hide?

The four of them walked the path of blood and arrived below the grand chair.

Geom Mugeuk greeted his father, who was still in his seat as always, in a loud voice. "Father, have you been well? I have returned safely."

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Geom Woojin recognized his son's achievement at a glance.

"You've had some success."

Geom Mugeuk looked back at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "Thanks to the Smiling Demon, I gained a great miraculous encounter."

He had not yet given a detailed report about the Flying Blood Snake. He thought that even his father would be shocked by a report of his son's heart being pierced, so he intended to tell him in person.

When he was given credit, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said calmly, "I was only assisting for a moment as ordered."

After speaking so humbly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed respectfully. "I have returned, Cult Leader."

"You've worked hard."

Indeed, what filled Geom Woojin's eyes as he looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was trust. If he hadn't trusted him, he would not have sent him out alone with the Young Cult Leader.

Next, Lee Ahn offered her greeting. "Lee Ahn has returned from her mission."

Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, Geom Woojin's gaze was gentle as he looked at Lee Ahn.

"Did you have a safe trip?"

"Thanks to your concern, I returned safely."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk introduced Cha Yiran. "This is someone who became my subordinate during this mission."

Cha Yiran bowed respectfully and greeted him. "My name is Cha Yiran. It is a true honor to meet such a distinguished person."

Of course, Geom Woojin had already received a report about her from the All-Knowing Hall.

Cha Yiran spoke in a trembling voice. "Although I was once an assassin, I intend to live a new life from now on."

But Geom Woojin's expression held no welcome whatsoever. He didn't even hide his disapproval of her.

At that cold gaze, Geom Mugeuk said to Cha Yiran, "Perhaps the ranking of what Father dislikes is not second, but first."

Geom Woojin's gaze shifted from Cha Yiran to his son. There was a clear reason for his father's coldness.

"What will you do if this woman's objective was to infiltrate our Cult?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at Geom Mugeuk, and from the other side, Lee Ahn did the same.

The moment she heard Geom Woojin's words, Lee Ahn's heart sank. What he had just said meant the assassination could still be in progress. It was a possibility she had never considered.

"What will you do if that woman exploited your cheap sentimentality?"

Lately, his father had stopped using the word "cheap" when talking about his sentimentality.

Now, his father was using the expression "cheap sentimentality" again as he questioned him. He was reprimanding him.

Cha Yiran turned her head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

She actually agreed with Geom Woojin's words. An assassin was someone who would kill their target by any means necessary. If she had truly been hired to kill Geom Woojin, she might have approached him just like this, by gaining Geom Mugeuk's trust.

As everyone wondered how he would explain himself, an irresponsible answer flowed from Geom Mugeuk.

"I didn't think that far. If that's the case, I suppose Uncle Hwi will protect you, Father."

In truth, he had thought about it. How could he not, when bringing an assassin into their Cult? But this time, he knew for certain that her target was the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Because there was a prophecy.

Even though he had reported this entire process to his father, he knew this was likely a warning for the future. He was worried that his lack of coldness would cause him to fail. Since the other party happened to be an assassin, he was taking this opportunity to emphasize his point.

Normally, even if he disliked Cha Yiran, he would have just given a nod and left it at that. That was his father's way of dealing with people he disliked. It was because he was worried about his son that he was even asking such a question.

"For what reason did you choose the Young Cult Leader?"

After a moment of thought, she gave an unexpected answer.

"Because of the chopsticks."

At Geom Woojin's questioning gaze, Cha Yiran explained. "The Young Cult Leader was camping and carved chopsticks for me from a log. Looking at those chopsticks, I thought I could trust and follow this person."

She did not avoid Geom Woojin's gaze, which felt like it could see right through to her soul.

"And the Young Cult Leader's food, which I ate with those chopsticks, was incredibly delicious."

Cha Yiran said no more, as if that was the entire reason.

An unexpected remark flowed from her father's lips, which had been cold the entire time.

"That's just because you haven't tried my cooking."

At those words, Cha Yiran's eyes widened in surprise.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and voiced his father's thoughts. "If you had come as a real assassin, you wouldn't have given such a ridiculous reason."

He added one more thing.

"You must never eat Father's cooking. If you do, you'll end up pledging your loyalty to him instead of me."

Hearing his son's flattery for the first time in a while, one corner of Geom Woojin's mouth curled up. He didn't say much more to Cha Yiran.

"Welcome."


As Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon went to the Heavenly Demon Hall, the Faceless Warriors mingled. The warriors who had come out to greet them now greeted the returning members. The ten who had returned were the top-ranked members, so they had many followers.

The Seventeenth Bridge discreetly glanced at the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior. Several others had come to greet him as well. At times they were bizarrely strange, but at other times like this, they seemed like perfectly normal martial artists with a proper senior-junior relationship.

Her heart grew heavy as she watched.

Until she arrived here, there had been some hope. As she washed vegetables as the Young Cult Leader's assistant, her feelings for him had grown even stronger. But now that she was actually at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, she had an ominous feeling that her relationship with him might be over.

Just then, someone next to her spoke softly. "It was just a coincidence."

Turning, she saw it was the Fifth Bridge. Having recovered somewhat from her injuries, she could now walk on her own.

"And just a fleeting emotion."

She had sighed when she saw the Seventeenth Bridge chosen as an assistant alongside the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior. He was someone to be avoided, yet they had become entangled. She didn't know that Geom Mugeuk had intentionally put them together. Even if she had known, she would have said the same thing.

"If you get involved with a man like that, you'll be the one who becomes unhappy."

"And are our fates so grand?"

"You're different."

The Fifth Bridge was genuinely worried about the Seventeenth Bridge. It would be strange to describe an assassin as pure, but in her eyes, the Seventeenth Bridge was a person who fit that strange description. How could she not worry when such a person was losing her heart to a demonic being from the Valley of Evil?

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Cha Yiran, and Lee Ahn returned. The Faceless Warriors, who had been scattered about, instantly fell into formation.

"Then please rest, Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, thank you, Smiling Demon."

The two bid each other farewell. As the Smiling Demon walked away, all the Faceless Warriors followed behind him.

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "You should guide Young Lady Cha to her quarters."

"Yes, I'll do that."

He had sent word ahead, so their quarters were already prepared. He had requested separate rooms for everyone so they could rest comfortably.

As soon as he finished speaking, Geom Mugeuk leaped into the air and flew off somewhere.

"I wonder who he's so busy to see?" Lee Ahn wondered aloud.

At her words, Cha Yiran remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said. That he would be too busy to see her often. It seemed that abandonment was already beginning.

Lee Ahn led Cha Yiran and the assassins to their quarters.

The Seventeenth Bridge couldn't leave her spot, staring after the Faceless Warriors walking far away. When she lost sight of him for a moment, she could no longer tell where the crescent moon martial artist was.

She let out a sigh without realizing it.

The Fifth Bridge, who was behind her, said, "Let's go, us too. This place is so big, we could get lost if we're not careful."

Getting lost among demonic beings was a thought she didn't even want to entertain.

The Seventeenth Bridge was just about to turn and follow the Fifth Bridge when one of the Faceless Warriors pushed through his comrades, walking back in their direction.

To her surprise, it was the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

He took out the dagger she had given him as a gift. The Seventeenth Bridge despaired. Now that they were back at the cult, he was surely returning the knife to end their relationship.

But that wasn't it.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior cut his own finger with the knife and drew a long, diagonal line on his mask with the blood.

A wave of emotion crossed the Seventeenth Bridge's face. She understood. He had just drawn a line on his mask to make it easier for her to recognize him.

This mask with the line, this is me.

After drawing the line, the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior turned again and ran to rejoin the other Faceless Warriors.

As the Seventeenth Bridge watched him with trembling eyes, the Fifth Bridge spoke from behind her.

"Seventeenth, no. He's a true madman!"

It was the moment a new life began for some, and for others, a new love truly began.


Chapter 720: You Don't Have to Come Anymore

"No matter what anyone says, I'll always come to see you first, Elder. Even if I get stabbed in the heart, I'll come see you first. Even if my father scolds me, I'll come to you first, Elder. Is it about the Blade Demon again? Aren't you sick of it? What about the other Demon Supremes then? No matter how upset they get, you come first, Elder!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was reading a book as Geom Mugeuk stood outside the window, raising his voice. After parting ways with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Geom Mugeuk had rushed straight to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

"You're pretending to read right now, but I know the words aren't registering. I also know you want to hug me because you're so happy to see me, but you're holding back because you're shy. Just stop holding back and express yourself! Isn't life a journey where we don't know what tomorrow will bring?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been looking at his book, lifted his head.

"Are you done?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled out the cotton he had stuffed in his ears.

"That's too much! I was stabbed in the heart and came back alive."

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't believe him, Geom Mugeuk pointed to his chest.

"Look at this!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced over casually, but his eyes flew wide open. The playfulness from a moment ago was replaced with shock.

"That wound, what is it?"

Seeing how startled the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was, Geom Mugeuk quickly covered the wound with his clothes.

"No, it's nothing. Just a little scratch."

In that instant, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's energy exploded.

"That masked bastard!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot to his feet. He looked ready to find the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon at once and hold him responsible for failing to protect Geom Mugeuk properly.

Geom Mugeuk knew that if he said the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had stabbed him, the man would fly off before even hearing the full story.

"If it weren't for the Smiling Demon, I would have died."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at Geom Mugeuk. It had been a long time since he had seen him this angry.

He had forgotten because the man had been so gentle with him lately, but this was who the Blade Demon originally was.

"This time, the Smiling Demon took care of all the enemies! It's true!"

With that, he managed to soothe the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's anger. The Blade Demon sat down again.

"How pathetic! Shouldn't you be at a point where you don't get stabbed by swords anymore?"

"There were too many beauties, so I got distracted."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon started reading his book again. Perhaps because he saw the wound, he spoke first this time.

"Have you already lost interest in reading?"

"I was too busy to find time to read."

"Excuses. If you set your mind to it, you can read even while fighting."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been reading for a moment, lifted his head. He had been silent, making Geom Mugeuk wonder what he was doing. He was only leaning against the wall by the window, looking up at the sky.

After some time passed like that, Geom Mugeuk spoke abruptly.

"Starting tomorrow, I'm going into seclusion training."

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised his head, Geom Mugeuk turned from the sky to look at him.

"It might take quite a while."

Geom Mugeuk felt that the tenth stage, complete mastery, was just a step away. It was shimmering right before his eyes. His plan was to greet his father and then immediately enter seclusion training. Once he went in, he was determined not to come out until he had achieved it.

He felt as if he could achieve complete mastery in just a few days, but that was just a wish. He couldn't know if it would take a month or several years. At least he had hope that it wouldn't take an absurdly long time, thanks to the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon accurately grasped Geom Mugeuk's current situation.

"Are you on the verge of complete mastery?"

"Yes."

Even though he had asked the question himself, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was inwardly surprised by the affirmative answer.

To be on the verge of complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art at such a young age? Had there ever been a Cult Leader in history who achieved it so quickly? It was a claim he wouldn't have believed if it hadn't come from Geom Mugeuk.

"I have a feeling it's not far off."

For some reason, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't offer congratulations or words of encouragement. He just stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence.

Just then, someone entered the area.

"Young Cult Leader!"

The person who ran over happily was Seo Daeryong, who had come to train after finishing his duties.

"When did you get back?"

"A little while ago."

"I missed you!"

Seo Daeryong rushed forward as if to hug Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk lightly dodged him and peered into the basket in his hands. Inside were alcohol and food.

"What's this? It looks delicious!"

"This is off-limits!"

Seo Daeryong quickly turned his body to protect the basket, then brought it to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"This is a dish from Young Lady Dan for you, Master."

It was a dish made by Dan Ah. She often cooked for Seo Daeryong's Master, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The food, made with healthy ingredients, was a heartfelt dish that couldn't be found in an inn.

"I told her she doesn't need to send anything."

"She just made a little extra while making our food. Please enjoy it comfortably."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew that wasn't true. Most of the dishes brought to him were his favorites.

"Tell her I'll eat it well."

"Yes, Master."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took the food and went inside his house. Dan Ah's cooking always satisfied him, so he wore a pleased smile.

Once the two were left alone in the yard, Geom Mugeuk casually asked, "Are Young Lady Dan and her sisters doing well?"

"Yes, they're doing well, thanks to you."

Not only Dan Ah, but her two younger sisters, Dan Bi and Dan Yeon, had also adapted well to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Dan Bi was doing well as an enforcement martial artist, and Dan Yeon as a Ghost Shadow Squad martial artist, each fulfilling their roles.

Dan Ah was focusing on her martial arts training while also taking care of Seo Daeryong. Although she was willing to do any job for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, even shoveling horse manure, she had decided that for the time being, looking after Seo Daeryong and her sisters was more important.

Seo Daeryong, in particular, had a grueling schedule with his work at the Sanzu River Hall and his martial arts training, so she was looking after his health. Thanks to her, Seo Daeryong was often told that he was looking better these days.

"Do you like Young Lady Dan that much? Does just thinking about her make you smile?"

A wide smile bloomed on Seo Daeryong's face. His answer was in that smile.

"Aren't you getting married?"

"I can only go after you go, Young Cult Leader. Please clear the way! Let the carriage behind you pass!"

"There are plenty of roads, so why come down a blocked one and shout for me to move?"

"The only path I walk is the one you walk, Young Cult Leader. I will follow that path for my entire life."

"Nice excuse." Geom Mugeuk narrowed his eyes and looked at Seo Daeryong with suspicion.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You're not confident, are you?"

"Aish, what do you take me for? I'm your right-hand man, Seo Daeryong, Young Cult Leader. Seo Daeryong!"

"Right, my right-hand man who's never properly dated a woman."

Seo Daeryong finally sighed and revealed his honest feelings.

"Honestly, I don't know. If I can get married. If I can provide for her."

"If the Director of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Sanzu Hall says that, then no one can get married. And why are you worried about providing for her? If you marry Young Lady Dan, she'll be the one providing for you."

Considering Dan Ah's cool and decisive personality, that was entirely plausible.

"Stop that and tell me the real reason you're hesitating."

How could he deceive Geom Mugeuk's eyes? Seo Daeryong finally revealed the true reason.

"I'm scared... about whether I can be a good father."

He never knew Seo Daeryong was worrying about something like this. No matter how close you are to someone, the depths of their heart are this profound.

"Worried about that before you're even married?"

He couldn't bring himself to say, 'That's so like you.' It was something Geom Mugeuk couldn't be confident about either.

"I've never experienced having a good father. I don't know how to be one."

Seo Daeryong genuinely wanted to know.

"Should I just do the opposite of what my father did?"

"You think that would work?"

"Probably not, right?"

Seo Daeryong sighed. Geom Mugeuk let him sigh his fill. Now that these long-buried emotions were out, it would be fine even if the ground sank a little.

"Even if you had met a good father, I think that's a separate issue from you becoming a good father."

"Why is that?"

"Just as you are different from your father, the child born to you will be different from you. The methods a good father used won't work the same way. I think this isn't something you learn by watching, but something you have to figure out by observing your child and finding the right method for them."

"!"

"It's like stepping onto a duel stage without knowing who your opponent is. You just get on, thinking, 'No matter who the opponent is, this is going to be hellishly difficult.'"

Seo Daeryong's expression softened.

"So in the end, it's difficult for everyone, right?"

"Look at you, and look at me. Do you think raising kids like us is easy?"

At those words, Seo Daeryong's dejected face relaxed.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was sitting by the window drinking, chimed in with a word.

"Family members are enemies, so why would a child be any different?"

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong laughed together.

Geom Mugeuk pointed out one fact.

"And you don't have to worry about that in the first place."

"Why not?"

"Young Lady Dan will make you a good father."

At that, Seo Daeryong smiled brightly.

"Young Cult Leader, how do you know so well without having experienced it yourself?"

"It's me. Your Young Cult Leader."

"Of course, you're our Young Cult Leader who knows everything about the world!"

The two of them laughed together.

"The fact that I can have such happy worries is all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader."

"As long as you know. Pay me back with money later."

"I'll continue to repay you only with my heart."

Geom Mugeuk turned to leave.

"You're leaving already? It's been a while, stay and hang out longer!"

To a disappointed Seo Daeryong, Geom Mugeuk said, "I won't be able to see you for a while."

As soon as the words left his mouth, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, emptying his cup by the window, said, "Come out tomorrow."

It was an unexpected command. He had clearly said he was going into seclusion training, yet the man told him to come out.

Geom Mugeuk didn't ask for a reason and simply replied, "I'll see you tomorrow."

He would find out tomorrow.


But when tomorrow came, he still didn't know the reason.

The next day, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't tell him why he had been summoned. He just sat in the same spot as yesterday, reading a book.

"Is there something you need me to do?"

"No."

"Anything you want to say?"

"No."

"Are you lonely these days?"

"This room is full of friends."

He meant the books were his friends.

"Perhaps you've been feeling irritable lately, with an urge to bother someone?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed.

"If not, then why did you call me!"

No matter how much he asked, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wouldn't tell him. Of course, he couldn't just say, 'Well, if you have no business with me, I'm leaving,' and go. His companion was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, after all.

That afternoon, Seo Daeryong dropped a bombshell.

"I told Young Lady Dan."

"Told her what?"

"That I want to marry her."

Not only Geom Mugeuk, but even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled.

"Really?"

"You told me to, didn't you?"

"I didn't tell you to. And even if I did, you went and did it the very next day?"

"What's the point of hesitating? The words of the Young Cult Leader, who is smarter than me, must be right. And I've decided I want to step onto that duel stage."

"Didn't you say you'd follow my path your whole life? The carriage hasn't moved yet, has it?"

Seo Daeryong bowed his head as if ashamed, but he said what he had to say.

"I'm much older, aren't I? I'm the carriage blocking the road. A cart full of manure."

"So what did Young Lady Dan say?"

"She said she was flustered to hear something like that while eating."

Geom Mugeuk asked with a look of disbelief.

"You said it while you were eating?"

"I'm regretting it enough, so please don't scold me for that part. The words just came out of nowhere while we were eating. I told her I wanted to sit across from her and eat like this for the rest of my life."

Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"Ah! I should have recited a poem while I said it."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and said, "No. It's better that you did it that way."

"I really did the right thing, right? Please tell me I did."

To Seo Daeryong, who was worried he had caused trouble, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "You did well. And that cart isn't full of manure, it's full of jewels. You'll be a good father."

Seo Daeryong's eyes welled with tears. He had thought something like marriage would never happen in his life.

"Since you're getting married, you should make it the best wedding possible. We should ask my father to officiate."

"The Cult Leader?" Seo Daeryong's eyes widened in surprise.

"You'll be the first martial artist to be married with the Heavenly Demon officiating."

Normally, Seo Daeryong would have freaked out and made a fuss, but now he spoke cautiously.

"If I do get married, the officiant..."

Seo Daeryong looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said, "I would like to ask my Master."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched in surprise. He never imagined Seo Daeryong would refuse the Cult Leader's offer and ask him instead.

"Master, I ask this of you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed and said, "A fine thing to ask of a Master who isn't even married."

He then spun around and went into his house.

Seeing that, Seo Daeryong turned pale.

"Did I make a mistake?"

Although he had grown closer to his master, Seo Daeryong still found him difficult and was cautious around him.

Geom Mugeuk watched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's retreating back and imagined his expression. Wasn't there a smile playing on his lips?

"No, he's probably in a good mood right now."

He must have gone inside because he couldn't control his expression.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's unexpected words came from inside.

"If you desire something too desperately, it tends to move further away."

Geom Mugeuk flinched in surprise. The person who was even more surprised was Seo Daeryong. He hung his head low with a crestfallen face.

"Ah! I made the decision too impulsively. I was too hasty! What should I do?"

He had naturally assumed the words were meant for him.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he said, "No, he was speaking to me."

The moment he heard the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, Geom Mugeuk understood. He understood why the man had told him to come to his residence.

His heart had been too rushed. So much so that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had worried about it.

Right, if it had been moving from the seventh to the eighth stage, or the eighth to the ninth, he wouldn't have been this desperate. It was the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

With a state he had only dreamed of right before his eyes, Geom Mugeuk's heart had grown impatient without him even realizing it. His heart was filled with the desire to immediately enter seclusion training and achieve complete mastery.

Normally, he would have gone to see the other Demon Supremes, Jang Ho, and Jo Cheonbae. But now, his mind was so fixated on complete mastery that he was only trying to rush to the training grounds.

He hadn't even reached the ninth stage through seclusion training. It wasn't a result achieved through such impatience. It was something he had achieved among people. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had reined in that hasty heart and given him a lesson.

The greater the greed, the more an illusion looks like reality.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and said in a loud voice, "I'll come out tomorrow, too."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon appeared at the window. As if proving Geom Mugeuk's thoughts were correct, he smiled and said, "You don't have to come anymore."

Looking at that warm smile, a thought naturally came to mind. Could he really have come this far if not for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? Since he was the first button among the Demon Supremes, wasn't that why he had been able to come this far safely?

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong, who was standing beside him blinking, and said, "No, I'll be here. I have to come and plan my right-hand man's grand marriage operation."

Seo Daeryong flinched and asked, "Is this something that requires a grand operation?"

Geom Mugeuk, his eyes terrifyingly serious and hiding a playful glint, nodded firmly.

"I can't just send you off to that fierce and endless battlefield without any preparation, can I?"


Chapter 721: Farther From Complete Mastery

It was getting dark by the time Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong left the Southern Blade Sect.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Seo Daeryong, who was walking lost in thought with a worried look on his face. "All sorts of worries pop up when you're about to get married, don't they?" he asked.

Seo Daeryong nodded. "My youngest sister-in-law mentioned something like that to me once."

He now called Dan Yeon his youngest sister-in-law, a title he used more comfortably than ever for the girl who had always followed him around calling him 'brother-in-law'.

"She said her Unnie feels burdened by the idea of a wedding ceremony."

Geom Mugeuk could understand how she felt, since she didn't know anyone here and her only family consisted of her two younger sisters.

"She wasn't ashamed of not having any guests," Seo Daeryong continued, "but she was worried it might reflect poorly on me. I just laughed it off at the time and said I didn't have any friends or family either."

Of course, that wasn't entirely true. Seo Daeryong still had Lee Ahn and Jang Ho, and the investigators and enforcement martial artists alone would be enough to fill the groom's side with guests.

"I'll take care of the guest issue for Young Lady Dan," Geom Mugeuk offered.

Seo Daeryong's face brightened instantly. "Will you really do that for me?"

As Geom Mugeuk nodded, he gave a final piece of advice. "Once the wedding talks start in earnest, feelings can get hurt over the smallest things. Be careful with your words, no matter what."

"Yes!"

"Well then, I'll see you tomorrow."

"See you tomorrow!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he watched Seo Daeryong's retreating back, seeing him run off in excitement. Right, he thought, marriage is something you should do when you're happy and blissfully unaware like this.

He started walking again, his destination not his own residence but the Demon Village.


The lights of the Alluring Inn were out. Inside, Jo Cheonbae was cleaning the empty tavern by himself, long after the waiter had gone home.

Suddenly, a very welcome voice called from outside.

"Innkeeper!"

The moment he heard it, Jo Cheonbae shouted and ran for the door. "Young Cult Leader... WHOA!"

In his haste, he tripped on the doorstep.

Just as he was about to crash to the ground, however, he stopped in mid-air, supported by a gentle energy. Feeling as if he were riding a soft cloud, he floated through the air and landed safely in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"I was just so happy to see you! Thank you, Young Cult Leader!"

"Our dear innkeeper should be more careful of tripping than of flying swords now," Geom Mugeuk teased.

The two faced each other and laughed brightly.

Seeing how delighted Jo Cheonbae was, Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of guilt. He had been too busy to visit after his last trip, and it had been quite a while since they had met.

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to you, I've been doing great. Our Young Cult Leader has become even more handsome and dashing."

"If only all the women in the world had eyes like our innkeeper's."

After exchanging greetings, the two went inside.

Although the inn was closed for the day, Jo Cheonbae rolled up his sleeves. "How many people are coming? I'll prepare the food in advance."

"I'm not meeting anyone. I just came because I wanted to have a drink with you, Innkeeper."

Jo Cheonbae's heart swelled with emotion. He was just an old tavern owner, and he was truly grateful that the Young Cult Leader would remember and visit him like this.

"No need for side dishes. Let's just have a drink."

Geom Mugeuk went up to the second floor, where his usual seat was spotless without a speck of dust. It was clear how much Jo Cheonbae cared for the spot, keeping it pristine even when not accepting customers.

Jo Cheonbae brought up some alcohol and simple snacks.

"Here, Innkeeper. Have a drink from me first."

As always, Jo Cheonbae accepted the drink with a look of humble gratitude and politely poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk in return.

"Alright, let's have a drink."

The two clinked their cups and drained them. Jo Cheonbae turned his body to the side and drank it all in one go.

"Did your business outside the cult go well?"

At Jo Cheonbae's question, Geom Mugeuk glanced at the writing on the wall. "I came back after rescuing one of the people who left their words there," he said.

"Goodness!" Jo Cheonbae shook his head with a look of astonishment, as if it were something he couldn't even imagine.

"Has anything been happening in the Demon Village?"

"When people live crowded together, there's always something going on."

"Tell me about it."

Jo Cheonbae shared various stories. A child was born to a merchant's family, someone else injured their leg, and another person moved away.

A conspiracy to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman was underway, yet the lives of these people continued. Even if another plot unfolded tomorrow, or a war with the Murim Alliance broke out, Jo Cheonbae would still open the doors of the Alluring Inn in the morning.

In this place, Geom Mugeuk finally felt like he was home. Once he cast aside the greed for complete mastery that had blinded him, he could see Jo Cheonbae's figure with perfect clarity.

"You know the person who sells dolls out front, right?"

"Of course I do."

"A new First Young Lord doll has come out."

"Ah! It's finally out."

Jo Cheonbae ran over to the counter and brought back a small box. "I bought it just in case you came, Young Cult Leader, so I could give it to you."

Geom Mugeuk opened the box. The stern face was unmistakably his older brother. He recalled the dolls displayed in his father's room and figured this one was probably already standing in his father's display case.

"Come to think of it, innkeeper, you only bought my brother's doll and not mine," Geom Mugeuk teased, as if he knew this was coming.

"I've already bought three of the Young Cult Leader's doll. I have one at home and sent two to my hometown."

After they chatted about this and that, Jo Cheonbae went down to the first floor, telling Geom Mugeuk to drink comfortably by himself. The innkeeper had declined to have more, saying he makes mistakes when he drinks on days like this, so he had only drunk that first cup.

And so, Geom Mugeuk drank alone, occasionally looking down at the first floor.

Jo Cheonbae was sitting at the moonlit counter, gazing out the window.

Suddenly, the image of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book overlapped with Jo Cheonbae's figure.

Geom Mugeuk understood. This was what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had spoken of. No matter how happy he was to see him or how much he wanted to drink, Jo Cheonbae was a man who lived by his principles, unwavering and not swayed by momentary emotions. This sight was the teaching itself.

Innkeeper Jo has already achieved complete mastery of his art.

"Innkeeper," he called out.

Jo Cheonbae looked up to the second floor and asked, "Is there anything else you need?"

"Please pack up some good alcohol for me."

"It seems you're off to meet someone important."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and offered a cryptic reply. "I'm trying to run further away from the thought of complete mastery."


In the torch-lit training ground, twelve martial artists trained late into the night. They were Geom Mugeuk's bodyguards, all of them training together regardless of whether they were on the day or night shift.

Executing a sword formation, they formed a circle and thrust their swords outwards in unison. The formation was a protective one, designed to guard a single person at its center.

The lifeblood of a sword formation is harmony and coordination. They covered each other's weaknesses, moving as a single entity. The momentum behind their swords was extraordinary, and they displayed an incomparably sharper spirit than when they first came to Geom Mugeuk.

After a round of intense training ended, only the sound of panting echoed in the space.

A voice suddenly spoke. "You're all getting quite good."

Startled, the bodyguards spun around. Geom Mugeuk was sitting in the very center of the formation they had been protecting.

"Young Cult Leader!"

At Bodyguard Captain Cheokyeon's cry, Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Everyone, sit as you are."

The bodyguards sat down, facing the center of the circle. They all had shocked expressions, for though there were twelve of them, none had noticed the Young Cult Leader entering and sitting in their midst.

"Is everyone tired?"

"No, sir!"

At the resounding reply, Geom Mugeuk turned his attention to Cheokyeon first. "Cheokyeon, I know you're working the hardest."

Cheokyeon was delighted to hear that. While he wasn't enduring these hardships for recognition, he was truly grateful to be acknowledged.

"I also know it's not easy living as my bodyguard," Geom Mugeuk continued. "When you were first assigned as my bodyguard, you probably expected something different from this. You probably imagined traveling across the Central Plains with me, having all sorts of experiences."

"......"

"However, aside from one trip outside the cult and guarding me here when I was the Acting Cult Leader, you've spent most of your time training in martial arts."

"We trained with the single-minded goal of becoming stronger to protect you, Young Cult Leader. But..." Cheokyeon made an expression caught between laughing and crying. "You've returned even stronger."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "Did you think I was the kind of person who would accept just anyone's protection?"

Geom Mugeuk opened the bundle he had brought with him. The items inside flew out to each of them.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIIIIK!

What flew out at the same time were wine cups. He had decided to drink with them and brought twelve cups.

The cups didn't fly all the way to them. Instead, they hovered in the air right before their eyes.

The bodyguards stared, astonished, the same thought crossing all their minds. Is this even possible?

Geom Mugeuk was displaying the divine skill of moving twelve objects at once with telekinesis. With his own cup, that made thirteen. And soon, it became fourteen as a wine bottle slowly rose into the air. It drifted over and began to pour into the cup floating in front of Cheokyeon.

TRICKLE.

After filling the cup, the bottle moved toward another martial artist's cup. It did not go to the one right next to him but instead sought out the cup belonging to Number Two. After filling Number Two's cup, the bottle moved to the cup of Number Three, who was sitting a little farther away, and then to Number Four's cup.

They had previously revealed to Geom Mugeuk that they used code names from Number One to Number Twelve when they were on missions outside. It seemed that Geom Mugeuk remembered the order perfectly, from Number Two to the youngest, Number Twelve, just as he had heard it back then.

The bodyguards were inwardly moved, as they had thought the Young Cult Leader didn't know much about them.

"You remembered all of us," Cheokyeon muttered emotionally.

Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of guilt. How neglectful have I been for them to be moved by something like this?

"Get stronger. That's the only way you can protect me!" he declared.

He didn't apologize, knowing that saying something like, 'I just made you train so I could go around comfortably,' would only hurt their pride. He had made a firm resolution today not to be impatient himself, but he demanded it of them.

"Be impatient! Be more impatient than anyone else! You never know when I'll become the Cult Leader! Wake up in the middle of the night and swing your swords! Understand?"

"Yes!"

As Geom Mugeuk grabbed the cup floating before him, the twelve bodyguards also took theirs.

The Young Cult Leader they were meant to protect was someone who could say such things while keeping thirteen cups afloat in the air. They had to protect such a person, and when that person told them to get stronger, how could they not be motivated?

"I command you all. Continue to grow stronger."

Geom Mugeuk drank his alcohol, and the bodyguards drained their cups in unison.

"And tomorrow, we need to look imposing, so make sure your clothes are properly pressed!"


Cha Yiran looked out the window as her first day in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult dawned. The accommodations Geom Mugeuk had arranged were truly excellent, not just for her, but for her subordinates as well.

Their rooms were clean and tidy, with special care taken to provide new beds and bedding. As they say, you can know ten things by seeing one. There was a reason she was here.

Just then, the First Bridge came to report. "We are ready."

"Let's go."

Geom Mugeuk had summoned all of them. They wore martial arts uniforms instead of their splendid clothes. A new life was about to begin.

When they arrived at the training ground a short distance from their residence, people were already waiting for them.

It was the Ghost Shadow Squad, led by Lee Ahn. The Ghost Shadows' First Division, led by Green Mask, and the Second Division, led by Seo Jin, stood with an extraordinary presence, the very picture of a well-disciplined organization.

Lee Ahn stood before them, and Cha Yiran felt that the sight of her was different from when they had met in Anhui. She wasn't revealing her true presence back then, she realized.

Lee Ahn introduced Green Mask and Seo Jin to Cha Yiran. Green Mask was someone who could have become the next Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, so his presence was anything but ordinary. Seo Jin's presence had also changed after her return from the Yellow Dragon Academy, thanks to her swordsmanship and  mystic arts training.

Unlike Cha Yiran, who watched them calmly, the female assassins were feeling an unknown sense of rivalry. They had to live as martial artists now, not assassins. It was time to change their confidence in being able to assassinate anyone into the confidence of being able to fight and win against anyone.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk appeared with twelve bodyguards behind him, all wearing the formal uniform of the bodyguard unit. A symbol was embroidered on their chests, a demon drawn inside a shield. Furthermore, the single character for 'Demon' (魔) was embroidered in a powerful script on the black masks they wore.

Everyone present was formidable, but these bodyguards didn't fall behind in the slightest.

Seeing them, Cha Yiran and the female assassins were once again reminded that Geom Mugeuk was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

When Geom Mugeuk arrived, everyone present bowed respectfully in unison.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk formally received their greeting with a light clasped hands salute. He also gave a nod to Dan Yeon, the youngest of the Ghost Shadow Squad, acknowledging her with the propriety the occasion demanded. After that, he asked Cha Yiran, "Did you sleep well?"

"Yes, thanks to your consideration, I slept very soundly."

The women standing behind her also bowed their heads in unison to express their gratitude. How could they not know? He had taken special care of them.

"I'm thinking of appointing you as one of our martial squad leaders, but I need the Cult Leader's permission, so you'll have to wait a bit. Come up with a name for your unit in the meantime."

Then, Cha Yiran said something unexpected. "If possible, we would like to join the Ghost Shadow Squad."

"Do you know what that means?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I do," she replied, her gaze steady. It meant she would be placed under Lee Ahn. Cha Yiran's gaze shifted to Green Mask and Seo Jin. "Those two don't seem like people who would remain as mere Captains either."

At that, Geom Mugeuk properly introduced the two. "The First Captain is someone who gave up becoming the next Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Second Captain is a descendant of the Ghost Sect."

Cha Yiran nodded with an 'I knew it!' expression. "For us who have lived as assassins, it will take a lot of effort and time to live as martial artists. We will learn under Young Lady Lee, no, Commander Lee. And since we've decided to serve you, Young Cult Leader, I believe rank is not important."

Geom Mugeuk thought her choice was truly wise. However, he was not the one to make this decision. "Lee Ahn. Will you accept them as the Third Division?"

Lee Ahn looked at Cha Yiran, her mind weighing the reasons to accept against the reasons to refuse.

Her deliberation was not long. For Geom Mugeuk's sake, and for the sake of Green Mask and Seo Jin, she had to let them in.

Such burdensome Captains! she thought as she said, "I will accept you as the Third Captain of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Cha Yiran also showed her respects to Lee Ahn politely. "I greet you, Captain."

"I look forward to working with you."

With Cha Yiran's addition, the Ghost Shadow Squad was finally complete. Geom Mugeuk looked at the three women with a heart full of emotion. Lee Ahn, Seo Jin, and Cha Yiran. The three women who had saved his life in his past life, and again in this one, were now gathered under the single name of the Ghost Shadow Squad.

Geom Mugeuk said to Cha Yiran, "Okay, Ghost Shadow Squad Third Division. Listen up, this is your first mission."

"Please give us your orders."

"You must become guests at a wedding ceremony."

Cha Yiran was startled for a moment, as Geom Mugeuk's mission was truly unexpected. However, her expression quickly turned cold and professional. "Is the assassination target the groom? Or the bride?"


Chapter 722: I'll Pick a Day That's Convenient for Me

"...Just kidding."

With all eyes on her, Cha Yiran let out a laugh. Their first mission couldn't possibly be to attend a wedding just to kill someone. Sending them as actual guests was just as absurd. She had assumed 'wedding guest' was some kind of code word the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult used.

"But I wasn't joking," Geom Mugeuk said.

Cha Yiran stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment. Her voice was filled with disbelief as she asked, "You really mean for us to go as wedding guests?"

"That's right."

"And once we're there?"

"You just need to congratulate them and come back."

Lee Ahn suddenly asked with a surprised expression, "No way, is Director Seo getting married?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, Lee Ahn's expression brightened. She knew that Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah were developing feelings for each other, but she hadn't expected them to marry so quickly.

Geom Mugeuk explained to Cha Yiran. "The part about it being a mission was a joke. There is a Young Lady who lived as a mercenary before joining our Cult. She's getting married soon, but since she has no friends here, I was hoping you all would be her guests."

If they hadn't experienced what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, they would have assumed there was some hidden meaning and never taken his words at face value, but now they knew. This Young Cult Leader was the kind of person who would even find wedding guests for his subordinate's wedding ceremony.

Cha Yiran said with a smile, "You've never attended a wedding as a guest for the bride, have you?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He had attended several weddings in his past life, but never once paid any mind to the ceremony itself. He was only there to meet someone or simply to mark his attendance.

"The bride should be the star of the wedding," Cha Yiran said, gesturing toward her subordinates. "What do you think? Do my girls look like they'd let the bride be the star?"

Only then did Geom Mugeuk understand what Cha Yiran was saying.

"Oh. I was shortsighted."

He really hadn't thought that far. He only assumed it would be enough for these women to go as her friends.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to Dan Yeon, who was with the second team of the Ghost Shadows. "Youngest Young Lady."

As Geom Mugeuk singled her out, everyone's gaze focused on her.

"Yes, Young Cult Leader?"

In the past, they had comfortably exchanged jokes, but she couldn't do that now with everyone watching.

"Congratulations."

"Young Cult Leader, thank you for taking care of our Unnie's wedding."

Dan Yeon could tell what had happened. She had once mentioned the guest situation to Seo Daeryong, her future brother-in-law, who must have told Geom Mugeuk about it.

"Of course, I should. Thanks to Young Lady Dan, our Cult has received a great deal of help."

Geom Mugeuk made it clear that this was not a matter stemming from a personal relationship. He was taking care of this because of the Dan Sisters' contributions to the Cult. This was a consideration for them as they navigated life in the organization.

Just then, Captain Seo Jin stepped forward and asked Dan Yeon, "Youngest, why didn't you say anything?"

"It was just decided yesterday."

Seo Jin addressed Geom Mugeuk. "Why are you worried about her not having guests? We're here."

An astonishing statement followed.

"Our Youngest's family is our family too."

Seo Jin meant it sincerely. At the very least, she considered the Ghost Shadow Squad family, especially the martial artists of the second team she led. She had dedicated her life to this work upon becoming a Captain.

Dan Yeon, on the other hand, wasn't quite there yet. The organization was still new to her even though she was doted on as the youngest. To her, family was still just her two elder sisters.

That was why Seo Jin's words were both surprising and gratifying, though she figured the captain was only saying it because the Young Cult Leader was present.

"Thank you, Captain."

Seo Jin looked at Geom Mugeuk and said, "Don't worry."

Geom Mugeuk suddenly recalled the Seo Jin from before his regression. She had always said those words during the darkest and most difficult period of his life.

"Don't worry. Everything will be alright."

Yes, thanks to you, it was. Thank you, my friend.

"With Captain Seo here..." Geom Mugeuk added with a smile. "I guess there was no need for me to worry in the first place."


"I don't know if this was the right choice."

A bouquet of flowers sat on the table in front of Dan Ah. A little while ago, Seo Daeryong had come to give her the flowers and formally propose. She had been too flustered to answer properly when he blurted it out during dinner yesterday, but today, she had said yes.

"Congratulations, Unnie."

"What's there to congratulate?"

Dan Ah glanced at her younger sisters, feeling unnecessarily sorry for getting married before them. This perfectly normal event felt like something she had to apologize for.

Originally, she had no intention of marrying. If she did, she planned to do so only after both her younger sisters were married, and she had even told them as much. But now that a good man had come along, she was getting married first, and she felt she couldn't face her sisters.

"I'm sorry to you both."

Then, her blunt-natured second sister, Dan Bi, said to her, "We're actually grateful you're getting married, Unnie."

"What?"

"If you were alone, Unnie..."

"If you don't get married, Unnie, that's great for us," Dan Yeon interjected, stopping her second sister from saying that if their Unnie remained single, she would be a burden to them. "Still, you have to go so we can learn how to have a wedding, spend the honeymoon, and have and raise children. You have to experience it and teach us, Unnie."

At those words, Dan Ah smiled. When had this little kid grown up so much to say such thoughtful things?

"But there will be too few guests on our side."

At her practical concern, Dan Yeon reassured her. "Some of my colleagues from the Ghost Shadow Squad will come."

The atmosphere had suggested more would come than she thought, but she made no promises, just in case her sister was disappointed later.

Dan Bi, on the other hand, couldn't even promise a single person. "The people from the Sanzu River Hall are all Director Seo's guests."

Dan Ah forced a smile. "It's okay, don't worry about it."

Though she said that, she was worried deep down. It didn't really matter to her personally, as she wasn't the type to care what others thought or desire to look good to them.

She never regretted or felt ashamed of her life as a mercenary. She had saved many people doing that work, and it was how she and her two sisters had survived.

The only one she was worried about was Seo Daeryong. Since she had no parents, the lack of guests on her side would surely be noticeable. She didn't want Seo Daeryong to hear people ask, "Why is he marrying a woman like that?"

"I'm worried I'll be a burden to Director Seo."

"What are you talking about? Even if it were the Young Cult Leader and not the Director, you'd be too good for him, Unnie. Unless it was the Cult Leader himself, then maybe."

The comment went too far, so Dan Ah clamped a hand over her sister's mouth. Then again, Dan Ah herself had picked the Demonic Cult Leader as the most desirable man when they first met at the inn.

Just then, Dan Bi took out an envelope she had prepared. "Take this."

Dan Ah took it and opened it to find a promissory note for a rather large sum.

"You'll have a lot of expenses, so use this to help. The youngest and I both pitched in the same amount."

"It's fine! I have plenty of money!"

The money they had earned from their contracts so far had been divided equally among the three of them. However, her two younger sisters knew that even though they split the money equally and pooled funds for common expenses, their Unnie had always spent much more. They were now old enough to understand how large those subtle, unseen expenses could become when they added up.

"I have plenty of money. So take it back. Save it and use it when you two get married."

Of course, the two sisters didn't take it back.

"We're still a long way off. Besides, when we get married, you'll help us then, won't you, Unnie?"

Dan Yeon picked up where Dan Bi left off. "You have to get married and show us you're living well. How else would we feel like getting married ourselves?"

The sisters she had devoted her everything to raising were saying this to her.

"Unnie, use this money and prepare without feeling intimidated!"


"I told you, you don't have to come anymore."

When Geom Mugeuk visited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence again, Seo Daeryong was just about to begin his training.

"After his training, Daeryong and I need to plan our strategy."

While Seo Daeryong trained, Geom Mugeuk fidgeted restlessly, pacing back and forth. He sat down only to stand up again, then went into the room and busily pulled books from the bookshelf before putting them back.

Finding the sight distracting, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon retrieved a practice dao from a corner and tossed it to Geom Mugeuk.

"Don't just stand around, swing this at least."

"Why is this so heavy?" Catching the large dao, Geom Mugeuk whined that his arm was going to fall off. "But if I'm going to train, it should be with swordsmanship."

"Training with those light swords that would break with a single tap in our Southern Blade Sect? Not a chance."

"Father uses a sword, you know."

"The Cult Leader's sword is heavy."

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the large dao. He could guess why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had insisted on putting a blade in his hand.

Stay away. Avoid thinking about complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Geom Mugeuk swung the blade in a corner until Seo Daeryong's training was over, though he spent most of the time just staring at it and only swung it a few times.

When the training ended, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked Geom Mugeuk, "How is it?"

"It's heavy. I was thinking about why it's so heavy."

The moment he heard Geom Mugeuk's answer, a strange smile formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips.

Seo Daeryong knew what that smile meant. He recalled what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said on his first day of training, when he had commented that the blade was heavy.

"Understanding that weight is the beginning and the end of the blade arts I intend to teach you."

Geom Mugeuk had understood the core of the blade arts in an instant.

Just as he was looking at Geom Mugeuk with an impressed expression, Geom Mugeuk showed an even more surprising side.

"You met with Young Lady Dan before coming here, didn't you?"

"How did you know?"

"You brought her flowers, too, right?"

Seo Daeryong gasped, his eyes widening. "How did you know that as well?"

"I'm the Young Cult Leader. Your Young Cult Leader!"

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon picked up some flower petals from the floor. More than just one or two had been stuck to Seo Daeryong's clothes before he started training.

"Did you get into a fight with the flowers or something?"

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's question, Seo Daeryong finally understood how Geom Mugeuk had known.

Naturally, a protest from Geom Mugeuk followed. "Hey, what am I supposed to do if you reveal the secret to my mystique and the respect I command!"

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon pretended not to hear and started to head inside, Geom Mugeuk hurriedly stopped him. "Now, Elder, please sit here for a moment. You need to know what this disciple of yours has been up to."

And so, the three of them sat side by side in the training yard.

"Before coming to train today, I picked a bouquet of flowers and went to see Young Lady Dan. I formally asked her to marry me."

"And?"

"She accepted my proposal." Seo Daeryong's face was filled with emotion.

"Congratulations. You're the first of us three to get married."

At the mention of "us three," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked incredulous before breaking into a faint smile. He too had once thought about marriage, but he just hadn't known back then that he would be single until now.

"I'm sorry for going first!"

"Sorry? I should be the one who's sorry."

"Huh?"

"My right-hand man is about to open the gates of hell, and I'm not stopping him, am I?" Geom Mugeuk grinned. No matter what he said, to Seo Daeryong, he knew they were the gates of happiness.

"With Young Lady Dan by my side, I'm not afraid of that hell."

"Later on, you can't come to me complaining, 'Why didn't you stop me back then?!', or 'Young Cult Leader, you knew it would turn out like this, right? You know everything in the world!' You can't do that! None of that!"

"I'll never do that." Seo Daeryong asked cautiously, "But... even if I get married, I'm still the Young Cult Leader's right-hand man, right? Nothing changes between us, right?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him. "Something does change. You'll have to step down from being my right-hand man."

"Aw, you're trying to joke around again."

"You know full well how dangerous the job of my right-hand man is."

What Seo Daeryong knew was that the right-hand man was better protected from danger than anyone. The right arm was supposed to protect the body, yet he was always the one being protected.

"Happiness and the right-hand man, you can't have both. Choose one."

Seo Daeryong's face fell, and he stood up from his seat. "I'll go and tell her. That our love will have to be fulfilled in the next life."

"What are you doing? Go on."

"I'm going. I'm really going."

Watching Seo Daeryong hesitate, Geom Mugeuk said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "His footwork is as heavy as his large dao. He's still just a brat."

"He took two steps."

"And now he's taken one step back."

Just then, Seo Daeryong, who had walked a short distance away, came back. "Hey! This is too much! I can't give up either of them!"

At this sight, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head and remarked with a look of pity, "What's so great about being the right-hand man? Anyone would think it's a position that pays a monthly salary."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said suggestively, "Come to think of it, there was someone who once agonized over whether to be the right wing or the left wing."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pretended not to hear and looked up at the distant sky. To Seo Daeryong, this position as the right-hand man was more important than any other.

"I... I'll work harder. So please let me continue to be your right-hand man even after I'm married."

This wasn't a joke, and it held a special meaning for him. Since he was the Director of the Sanzu Hall, he couldn't travel the Central Plains with Geom Mugeuk.

Even if that weren't the case, he still lacked the skills to assist Geom Mugeuk. He was afraid that if he lost this position, which he insisted on holding despite not being able to properly fulfill its duties, his connection with Geom Mugeuk might be severed completely.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon just looked up at the sky silently, his expression showing that he understood his disciple's heart completely.

The playfulness vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face as he spoke to Seo Daeryong with a calm gaze. "Once you have a wife and child, you have to put your energy there. I have no use for a right-hand man who can't even take care of his own family. Take care of your family first, then take care of me. Can you do that?"

Seo Daeryong, who had been staring silently at Geom Mugeuk, let out a sigh. "Isn't that too selfish for a right-hand man?"

"That's because you don't understand."

"Huh?"

"An arm that is responsible for a family is much stronger than an arm that is alone. You're going to become truly strong now, and the blade you wield will carry a different kind of power. Now, that blade will never break."

"!"

"If I knew this and still cut off that right arm, then I, the body, would be the selfish one."

Staring silently at Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong said quietly, "That works out perfectly. A selfish body and a selfish right-hand man. I'll stick with you until the end."

Even if I'm cut off, I'll be cut off after properly doing my duty as the right-hand man.

"Once a right-hand man, always a right-hand man."

Someday, he would sit his grandchildren on his lap and tell them stories about this man, for there were so many stories to tell.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been listening to their conversation, interjected. "I'll officiate the wedding."

A startled Seo Daeryong shot to his feet and stood before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, bowing politely to express his gratitude. "Thank you so much, Master!"

Given his master's personality, he wasn't the type to officiate a wedding, so Seo Daeryong knew very well what a huge decision this was.

"Have you set a date?"

"We haven't decided yet. Please pick an auspicious day for us, Master."

"I don't know much about that sort of thing. The Head Strategist or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader might know."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk extended his hand, and a book that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been reading on the desk by the window floated into the air. The book's title was revealed to all.

❮Inquiring the Will of the Heavens❯

Below it was a subtitle.

❮How to Pick an Auspicious Day❯

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave Geom Mugeuk an exasperated look, realizing the young man must have peeked at it earlier when he was bustling in and out before the training.

"It's a coincidence."

How could that be a coincidence? Seo Daeryong was truly moved. "I would be honored if you would pick the date, Master. For that reason alone, we will live a happy life. I beg of you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon rose from his seat and said as he walked into the building, "I'll pick a day that's convenient for me."


Chapter 723: Don't Try to Shoulder It All Alone

Seo Daeryong's wedding date was set. Although he had claimed he would decide on his own, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had carefully chosen the date for him. Worried he might have chosen poorly, he even went to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Head Strategist to confirm it was an auspicious day.

With the chosen date fast approaching, Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah hurriedly began their wedding preparations.

In the meantime, Geom Mugeuk went to see the Fist Demon. He could have postponed meeting the other Demon Supremes, but the Fist Demon was his master before he was a Demon Supreme.

Given their relationship, Geom Mugeuk would have had no excuse if the Fist Demon had scolded him, saying, "You should have come to me first, not the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!"

That wasn't the Fist Demon's nature, however. He was the type of person who wouldn't say a single word of criticism even if Geom Mugeuk came to him last every time.

The man was like a high, solid cliff that he had once sought to break. And now, he had surpassed even that cliff.

Anyway, Geom Mugeuk found the Fist Demon sitting cross-legged at the base of that very cliff, lost in meditation.

He quietly sat down cross-legged beside him. He unconsciously started to cultivate his inner energy before stopping himself. Come to think of it, he hadn't done any ordinary meditation for a long time.

Whenever he sat like this, he would cultivate his inner energy or practice the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. He had strived not to waste a single moment.

Right, let's take it easy for a while.

He closed his eyes. He didn't even pay attention to his breathing and just sat there blankly as various thoughts rose and faded. He thought of his brother, of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol. He also thought of the other Demon Supremes.

I should go see them soon. They'll be disappointed if I'm late.

As he grew impatient, he would calm himself.

This impatience is exactly what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me not to feel!

How much time had passed like that?

"Mugeuk."

At the Fist Demon's call, Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes. His master's voice sounded different from usual for some reason, making Geom Mugeuk inwardly tense.

"Yes, Master."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon sitting next to him. The Fist Demon, who had been gazing at the cliff, turned to look back at him. What on earth was he going to say with such a deep gaze? Finally, unexpected words flowed from his lips.

"Don't ever take such a risk again."

Only then did Geom Mugeuk understand. The Fist Demon had heard about the Smiling Demon stabbing his heart from Lee Ahn.

The words, "I had no choice," lingered on his lips, but he didn't say them. The man who had traversed the murim with his father since his youth wouldn't be saying that because he didn't understand the circumstances. He wasn't the type of person to say things like, "Don't take risks." He was the type to say, "Never back down."

"I understand, Master."

Right, it wasn't something he couldn't avoid. He could have evaded the prophecy. When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman told him of it, he could have just returned to the Cult. But the prophecy was fulfilled because he was the type of person to leap into fate rather than avoid it.

"Everything you do is no longer just your own business."

Geom Mugeuk understood the heavy meaning behind the Fist Demon's words. He thought of the countless people connected to him and the sorrow his death would create, equal to that number.

However, the reason the Fist Demon brought this up now was likely with only one person's sorrow in mind.

His father's sorrow. Because he knew his father better than anyone.

Therefore, the Fist Demon's words now were the same as saying this. If you die, the Great Orthodox-Demonic War will begin.

Moreover, unlike before his regression, his father had achieved the Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The Demon Supremes had also grown stronger than before.

The wails of my death will become the drums of war.

Geom Mugeuk met the Fist Demon's gaze and replied, "I will not forget the weight of my life."

The Fist Demon nodded and rose from his seat.

Geom Mugeuk also stood and broke the tense atmosphere with a joke. "By the way, you almost became the world's greatest father. What a shame."

Of course, the Fist Demon wasn't disappointed at all. "A shame? I'm already the world's greatest father."

The Fist Demon cherished Lee Ahn more than his own daughter. It truly made one wonder what would have happened if he hadn't adopted Lee Ahn, but Geom Mugeuk considered this to be the nature of the man called the Fist Demon. He was a person who, once he gives his heart, gives it completely. That was the kind of person the Fist Demon was.

"Master."

"What is it?"

"Please teach me the Thunder Asura Fist again."

Not "please teach me a move," but "teach me again." The Fist Demon looked puzzled at the request.

"I've already taught you everything there is to teach."

"In that time, you have changed, Master, and so have I."

Both of their martial arts skills had grown stronger than when Geom Mugeuk first learned the fist art.

There will be something new to learn.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's teaching was to distance himself from the greed of achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, not to distance himself from martial arts training.

The Thunder Asura Fist, in particular, was a martial art that had been postponed because of that greed. It had been pushed back again and again, first for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and then for the Heavenly Space Secret Art. In truth, it was a martial art that didn't deserve such treatment.

The Fist Demon sensed that Geom Mugeuk was at a turning point in his martial path. To think he would come to him at a time like this...

"Fine. I will now impart the oral formula of the Thunder Asura Fist."

The Fist Demon imparted the oral formula as if he were teaching them for the first time. It was the same oral formula, but it felt different from when he had first learned them.

After listening to the formula, he discussed them with the Fist Demon in detail. Not only that, but they also spoke candidly about the ultimate principles of martial arts they had realized in the meantime. This process was not limited to just imparting the fist art, but a deep sharing of martial knowledge.

Geom Mugeuk learned, and the Fist Demon learned. They taught while learning, and learned while teaching.

When the verbal exchange of learning was over, the Fist Demon immediately took off his shirt.

Usually, when he took off his martial arts uniform, he would just toss it aside, but today, he folded it neatly and placed it beside him.

Come to think of it, that's a brand new martial arts uniform.

It seemed the news of the heart-stabbing wasn't the only thing Lee Ahn had brought.

Geom Mugeuk also took off his top and stepped forward.

The Fist Demon's gaze briefly flickered to the wound on Geom Mugeuk's chest, but he said no more about it.

The two men stood side by side and began to unleash the Thunder Asura Fist. In their last battle, the Fist Demon had shown it. The sound of thunder no longer came from his fists.

KWAREUREUNG! KWAKWANG!

Therefore, the fists making the sound of thunder were Geom Mugeuk's. The sound was louder and more powerful than before.

After this sound reached its peak, it would gradually diminish until, like the Fist Demon's fists, it made no sound at all.

When they finished a round of training like that, the Fist Demon smiled in satisfaction. "Finally, those baby fists of yours are starting to have some power."

With this training, Geom Mugeuk's mastery of the fist art had clearly risen to the next stage.

"They're at least a boy's fists now, right?"

"But you're still a long way from being a man!"

"May I continue to visit you until my fists become a man's?"

The Fist Demon silently nodded.

Geom Mugeuk trained the next day, and the day after that. He stayed at the Fist Demon's residence and trained, completely immersed and focusing solely on the Thunder Asura Fist.

He had lived his whole life diligently, but this was the first time he had trained so completely absorbed, without any other thoughts.

Before he knew it, Geom Mugeuk had even forgotten the thought of distancing himself from the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.


Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah sat facing each other. Today was the day to discuss a somewhat sensitive yet important matter.

"This is the money I've saved up."

"This is the money I've saved so far."

The two of them revealed their savings. They needed to buy a house and prepare for the wedding, so they had to know how much they had. As it turned out, Dan Ah had far more money compared to Seo Daeryong.

"I'm sorry."

The difference in their savings was so large that the apology came out naturally.

"Sorry for what? You only became the Director recently, right? We can just start saving from now on. Isn't there joy in starting with a small house and gradually accumulating more things?"

Seo Daeryong stared at her money without a word.

"What's wrong?"

"It's just that, thinking about how Young Lady Dan earned this money by risking her life, I wonder if I can even spend it."

Dan Ah smiled. "That's exactly why we should spend it. We're using it for the most valuable thing in my life."

"I thought you'd scold me for not saving more than this."

"From now on, you will be scolded. You can't just spend recklessly like when you were a bachelor. Come on, let's go look for a house."

Leaving Headquarters, the two of them started by looking around the nearby villages. The areas close to Headquarters and the Demon Village had very high housing prices, and the cost also varied depending on the size of the house.

With their combined money, they would have to go somewhere quite far away. However, Seo Daeryong seemed to have lingering attachments and couldn't bring himself to leave the vicinity.

He stopped in front of a well-located house and asked, "How about a house like this?"

"It's quiet and clean. Not too far from Headquarters. There's a big academy over there, and a martial arts academy behind it. It's on a road where carriages don't pass. It seems like a really great place to raise children."

"Let's raise them well here."

"Yes, let's save up diligently and definitely buy this house."

Seo Daeryong smirked. "There's no need to buy it. It's already our house."

"What?"

"I bought this house a few years ago."

Dan Ah's eyes widened in surprise.

As if to prove it, Seo Daeryong took out a key, unlocked the door, and went inside. "After becoming the Sanzu Hall Director, I've mostly been staying at my official residence, so I only come by occasionally to clean."

Dan Ah gaped. The house was bigger and nicer than she had expected. For a house he couldn't visit often, it was also fairly clean.

"When I bought this house, it wasn't as expensive as it is now. This neighborhood got more valuable after that academy and martial arts academy we saw earlier were constructed."

"Even so, it must have been expensive."

Seo Daeryong puffed out his chest. "Even before I became the Sanzu Hall Director, I was a Special Investigator. I earned pretty good money. Of course, I did have to take a bank loan to buy it."

Seo Daeryong had saved his money diligently. Before meeting Geom Mugeuk, he disliked socializing with people, so he was able to avoid squandering his money on entertainment like some of his colleagues. Thanks to that, he was able to afford a house like this.

"But! I paid back all the money I borrowed from the bank last year."

"Did you hide this from me intentionally?"

"I'm sorry! I wanted to bring you here and surprise you."

"You know I have a temper, right?"

"Of course." Seo Daeryong took a step back.

"I almost said this earlier. Why are you so poor? Did you get robbed by bandits? Did you give all your money away to some courtesan?"

"I was prepared to take a punch if it came."

Dan Ah was happy, and the reason for her happiness wasn't just the house. "I'm so happy we have a nice house, but more than that, I'm happier that you're not someone who lived wastefully without a thought. I was worried about how I was going to train this hopeless man."

"I'm not someone who just lives recklessly!"

Seo Daeryong finally made the boast he had always made only to Geom Mugeuk. Of all the boasts he had ever made, this was the most satisfying.

"For your information, I was the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall."


Finally, the day of the wedding ceremony dawned. Dan Ah was so nervous she could barely sleep. She did fall asleep for a short while, but even then, she had a nightmare.

She dreamt of a desolate wedding with only a few guests. To make matters worse, it started pouring rain, and the few guests who were there all left. It was the worst possible wedding.

On the other hand, Seo Daeryong was in high spirits, grinning from ear to ear.

"Today's finally the day!"

There were no major hurdles during the wedding preparations. While some people fought during this process and even canceled their weddings, Seo Daeryong readily followed Dan Ah's wishes.

Dan Ah looked at Seo Daeryong and said, "Make me one promise."

"Tell me anything."

Staring intently at Seo Daeryong, Dan Ah took his hand and said, "Whatever happens in our lives, don't try to shoulder it all alone. A married couple always walks together."

Seo Daeryong nodded. "I promise."

The two of them faced each other and shared a bright smile.

"Then I'll see you later."

"See you later."

After Seo Daeryong left the residence, Dan Ah looked up at the sky outside her window. This was the moment she finally accepted the contract of marriage in her life.

I will complete it without fail.

A moment later, she had visitors. They were none other than Lee Ahn and Cha Yiran.

"Ah! Commander Lee, you came in person."

Seo Daeryong had formally introduced Dan Ah to Lee Ahn and Jang Ho over a meal. On that day, Lee Ahn had told her not to prepare her makeup and wedding attire, as she would take care of it. And now, she had come in person.

"I didn't expect you to come yourself. Thank you so much for coming."

"Director Seo is my friend. It's only natural that I'd come. And today, I'm just an assistant. I've brought a real expert." Lee Ahn glanced at Cha Yiran, who then introduced herself.

"I'm Cha Yiran, the Third Captain of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

"My name is Dan Ah. It's an honor to meet you." Dan Ah greeted. She had heard about Cha Yiran several times through her younger sister, Dan Yeon. Seeing her in person, she was even more beautiful than she had heard.

"I'll do your makeup."

Dan Ah was moved. She had thought they would just send someone, but she never imagined the two high-ranking martial artists would come in person.

Cha Yiran put her skills to good use. When the rather long makeup session was finished, gasps of admiration came from everyone. When Dan Ah also put on the splendid red wedding gown, she was truly beautiful.

"With this level of beauty, it wouldn't matter who else showed up, would it?" Lee Ahn praised.

Cha Yiran smiled pleasantly. There was no higher praise for her makeup skills than that.

Dan Bi and Dan Yeon, who were waiting outside, came in and were delighted to see their Unnie.

"You're so pretty!"

"Our Unnie, you're this beautiful, yet you almost wasted your whole life as a mercenary."

At her sisters' compliments, Dan Ah lowered her head shyly.

Lee Ahn said to Dan Ah, "Are you ready?"

Dan Ah nodded. When she opened the door and stepped outside, an astonishing sight awaited her.

A flower palanquin was prepared to take her to the ceremony venue. It was a splendid and beautiful palanquin, but what surprised Dan Ah were the people who would carry it.

The palanquin bearers were truly massive. They weren't just large in stature. Possessing a fearsome aura that no one would dare to approach carelessly, they were none other than members of the Demonic Army.

"We will escort you to the ceremony venue."

It was a flower palanquin specially prepared for her by the Demonic Army General Jang Ho.

To the surprised and moved Dan Ah, Lee Ahn said with a smile, "A flower palanquin escorted by the Demonic Army is something no one else in the world has ever ridden in."

The wedding, which had surpassed her expectations from the very beginning, finally began.


Chapter 724: Master is Not His Usual Self

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at his reflection in the bronze mirror. He had taken off the martial arts uniform he always wore and was now in ceremonial robes to officiate today's wedding.

He cleared his throat for a moment, then announced, "Today, in this very spot, the groom Seo Daeryong and the bride Dan Ah are joined in a hundred-year bond, a destiny bestowed by the heavens."

Then, he started changing his tone.

"Are joined. Are joined, I say."

None of it felt right, and a look of displeasure bloomed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. If he followed his temper, he would have just wanted to say this.

"Today is the day these two form a blood pact!"

But that was not an option. He practiced the wedding speech again.

"The groom, Seo Daeryong, joined our Cult at a young age and walked the perilous path of demonic arts..."

When he couldn't remember the next part, he pulled a piece of paper from his robes and read it. He muttered the written words for a moment before speaking again.

"After serving as a Special Investigator of the Sanzu River Hall, he rose to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director. The bride, Dan Ah, has traversed the Central Plains..."

He unfolded the paper again, memorizing the rest.

Just as his nervous voice trembled, someone spoke from behind him. "My goodness! What are we to do if the officiant is more nervous than the groom?"

A faint smile touched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. The owner of the voice was Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned toward Geom Mugeuk and said, "Who said I'm nervous?"

"Isn't it because you're too tense to memorize it?"

"You think I can't memorize something like this?"

Geom Mugeuk said with a laugh, "If you try to recite it after memorizing it word for word, you'll definitely forget. Your mind will go blank, and you won't be able to think of anything."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's brow twitched, but he couldn't deny it. Geom Mugeuk was right. He had been trying to memorize it since last night, and it still wasn't sticking. In front of a crowd, it would be even harder to recall.

"I'd rather fight a life-or-death battle with the Murim Alliance Chairman." For something like that, he would go out to fight without batting an eye. Why was something so trivial making him this nervous?

Geom Mugeuk offered a solution. "Just say what you want to say to Daeryong. It doesn't matter if it's short. Actually, guests these days prefer shorter speeches."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon admitted honestly, "In my younger days, I could memorize entire martial arts manuals on the spot. I don't know why this is so hard."

"It's because it's your disciple's wedding, and you want to do a good job."

"Why don't you just say it's because I'm old!"

After his grumpy outburst, HWARREUREUK.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used his searing yang energy to burn the paper with the wedding speech. "Just 'live well and eat well!' I'll just say that one thing and be done with it."

"That suits you perfectly, Elder. Everyone will love it."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said something unexpected. "Or you could give the speech."

"Me?" Geom Mugeuk looked dumbfounded.

"Weren't you the one who made that brat Daeryong into a proper man and got him married? You're much better with words, too."

"You're the one who made Director Seo a man, Elder. Would the Director Seo of today even exist if you hadn't taken him as your disciple?"

"That was me falling for your little scheme."

"I wasn't the one who drunkenly clung to your trouser leg, Elder, nor was I the one who let a wasted Daeryong sleep in your bed." In that respect, he believed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong were truly fated to be.

"Elder, you've worked hard raising Director Seo into a man and getting him married."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at Geom Mugeuk. Seeing him come to check on him, knowing he would be anxious on a day like this, he thought about how consistent Geom Mugeuk always was.

"How are the fisticuffs going with that your brawler of a master?" Everyone knew that Geom Mugeuk had holed himself up in the Fist Demon's quarters to train.

Geom Mugeuk held up a tightly clenched fist. "It went from a baby's fist to a boy's fist, and yesterday, I finally received his acknowledgment. This fist is now an adult's fist."

His Thunder Asura Fist had ascended another level. When those who were racing toward the pinnacle of martial arts trained together, openly sharing their achievements, the effects were unbelievable.

It wasn't just Geom Mugeuk. The Fist Demon also felt he had gained a great deal from the training. This was because of what the Fist Demon had said at the end.

"I wonder if my fists will make a sound again."

The sound of thunder had come and gone. If it were to return now, what kind of sound would it make? No, what would the power of that fist be like?

"This is all thanks to you, Elder."

"Why is it thanks to me? It's because your master taught you well and you worked hard."

"Because you showed me the right path, Elder. If not for you, I would have been running in the opposite direction. Effort aimed in the wrong direction only returns as frustration equal to that effort. 'If you don't know which way to go, it's better to rest!' It's all thanks to your teachings, Elder."

A satisfied expression formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face.

Geom Mugeuk added with a smile, "Now, you must also show Daeryong which way to go. Let's go."


At that same time, Seo Daeryong was also standing before a bronze mirror. He was wearing red ceremonial robes embroidered with clouds and cranes, silk shoes, a floral coronet, and a jade belt. His own appearance looked so unfamiliar.

Seo Daeryong asked his reflection in the mirror. "Daeryong, are you allowed to be this happy?"

Just then, a voice came from behind. "You are."

Startled, he turned to see the Demonic Army General Jang Ho standing at the door.

"Congratulations on your marriage."

Seo Daeryong approached him with a moved expression. "Thank you, General." He had met Jang Ho once for a meal to introduce Dan Ah, but they hadn't seen each other separately since then as they were busy.

"How do you feel?"

Seo Daeryong replied to Jang Ho's question with a smile. "Didn't you hear me just a moment ago?"

Jang Ho laughed along with him. "Well, let's go."

When they went outside, four members of the Demonic Army were waiting.

"We will be escorting the bride and groom for the day."

"You really don't have to go this far."

It might seem like a small thing, but it held great significance. For the Demonic Army to move like this meant that the Demonic Army General was acknowledging his friendship with Seo Daeryong. Considering Jang Ho's strict nature in all matters, this was truly a great show of favor toward Seo Daeryong.

"Thank you, General."

"Don't mention it."

If his life hadn't changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk, this was a man he would have never exchanged a single word with. Now, they had become this close.

They arrived at the location where the wedding ceremony was being held. A large training ground was decorated all over with red and gold cloth and banners. A large folding screen stood in the center, and in front of it, a table was set for the wedding. To its left and right, seats were prepared for the bride and groom to greet their guests.

As Seo Daeryong sat in the groom's seat, he was surprised. A great number of seats had been prepared for the guests, and his first thought was whether they could possibly fill them all.

Soon, the flower palanquin carrying the bride arrived.

As she stepped out of the palanquin, Dan Ah's heart sank. There was no one in the numerous prepared seats, even though the ceremony was about to begin. With a trembling heart, she sat in the waiting area for the bride.

Next, Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived.

Seo Daeryong rose from his seat and greeted the two. "Master! Young Cult Leader!" The truth was, he too was inwardly flustered by the lack of guests.

Geom Mugeuk looked around. "It's almost time for the ceremony to start, but not many people have come."

It wasn't just 'not many'. Aside from the members of the Demonic Army who had come with them, there were truly only a few people.

"What about the investigators and enforcement martial artists from the Sanzu River Hall? Not here yet?"

Seo Daeryong hung his head low. "It seems my usual conduct has been poor." He looked as if he was about to cry. He himself was fine. He had lived a lonely life anyway. But for Dan Ah's sake, the wedding couldn't be this desolate.

Ah, I didn't want to show her this side of things. Just twenty more people, no, just ten more, please come!

Geom Mugeuk consoled, "It's enough if the people who truly want to congratulate you are here. And they are. Your master is here, General Jang is here, Lee Ahn is here. The Second Young Lady and the Youngest Young Lady are here. And most importantly, I'm here!"

Seo Daeryong grabbed Geom Mugeuk's collar, pulled him aside, and whispered desperately, "Young Cult Leader, please call even just your bodyguards. I'm so ashamed for Young Lady Dan to see this."

He hadn't known so few would come. He had worked so hard all this time. It seemed that effort had been his alone.

"You think my bodyguards will be enough?"

"What?"

Geom Mugeuk raised his hand high.

PWIIIIING! BANG! BOOM!

At that signal, fireworks erupted from all directions. Colorful and beautiful fireworks exploded in the blue sky.

BANG! BOOM! BOOM!

Finally, the guests began to enter. Geom Mugeuk had made them wait for a while to tease Seo Daeryong.

"Young Cult Leader!" Seeing the people entering the venue, tears welled up in Seo Daeryong's eyes.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "The bride isn't crying, but the groom is about to?"

"I... I was really surprised!"

"Well, did you think you could get married before me and not get teased at least this much?"

The first to enter were the investigators and enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall.

"Director! Congratulations!"

Led by the most senior investigator, Gong Myeong, the investigators swarmed in to congratulate him. The enforcement martial artists followed behind them.

"And without you even asking, my bodyguards came too." Indeed, the Young Cult Leader's bodyguards also came to offer their congratulations.

Seo Daeryong was so busy receiving greetings from the flood of guests that he couldn't think straight.

Watching this, Dan Ah felt a great sense of relief. To be honest, until a moment ago, she had been even more nervous and flustered than Seo Daeryong.

What a relief.

Thinking back to when there was no one here, the situation of her own lack of guests seemed like no problem at all. However, that problem was also solved quickly.

A crowd of guests swarmed in to congratulate her. They were none other than the second team of the Ghost Shadows, led by Seo Jin.

"Congratulations on your marriage, Young Lady Dan!" Seo Jin greeted them on behalf of the team.

Dan Yeon stepped forward to introduce her colleagues. "This is Captain Seo Jin of the Ghost Shadows Second Division, which I belong to."

Dan Ah bowed her head respectfully. "My sister still has much to learn. Please guide her well in the future."

"Yeon is already doing well. Don't worry," Seo Jin replied.

Other team members stepped forward to congratulate her.

"Congratulations on your marriage."

"I'm on the same team as Dan Yeon. Congratulations."

"Congratulations."

Dan Ah was relieved. The worries that had kept her up all night vanished in that moment. This many congratulations were enough. No, it wasn't just one or two people. Almost all the team members had come to congratulate her, and Dan Ah was deeply moved.

It was more than enough. Still, they weren't the only guests today.

Various commanders and captains from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult came to congratulate Seo Daeryong. Due to the nature of the Sanzu River Hall, it didn't have good relations with other organizations, yet many people still came to celebrate.

It was thanks to Seo Daeryong's fair handling of matters. While many disliked him, there were also many who highly valued his work.

Just then, the martial artists parted in a rush, creating a path.

The first Demon Supreme had arrived, and surprisingly, the one who seemed most likely to come last had come first.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing a white mask, led a few of the Faceless Warriors and walked toward Seo Daeryong. "Congratulations," he said.

"Thank you so much. I never imagined you would come, Smiling Demon," Seo Daeryong said nervously. Even though he was the Sanzu Hall Director, he hadn't dared to invite the Demon Supremes.

"The Blade Demon invited me," the Smiling Demon replied. In truth, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have attended even without the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's invitation. After all, he was Geom Mugeuk's right-hand man.

At that moment, the Seventeenth Bridge, standing behind Cha Yiran, searched for the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior among those behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Surprisingly, he was there. It seemed that, just as she had, he too had striven to be part of this escort.

Their gazes met in mid-air. To meet at a wedding of all places made it a truly meaningful encounter.

As it turned out, the Smiling Demon wasn't the only Demon Supreme in attendance. The Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme appeared there together.

Seo Daeryong was stunned by their unexpected visit.

The Drunken Demon congratulated Seo Daeryong, handing him alcohol as a gift. "It's a sweet fruit wine. If you ever need strong liquor later, come find me." He then said loudly to Geom Mugeuk, "I've brought good liquor to drink at the celebration tonight!"

Looking where he was pointing, Yeo Bin of the Three Great Drunkards was standing there with boxes of alcohol piled up.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. In the time he hadn't seen him, the Drunken Demon had become even more free. He looked around at the surrounding Demon Supremes and declared, "Tonight, we drink all night! Nobody think about going home today!"

The Flower Sword Supreme also brought a gift. However, she didn't give it to Seo Daeryong, but to Dan Ah. "Congratulations on your marriage."

"Thank you, Sword Supreme," Dan Ah replied.

Dan Ah had learned swordsmanship from the Flower Sword Supreme once after coming to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Although she hadn't officially become her disciple, in her heart, she regarded the Flower Sword Supreme as her master. She had desperately wanted to invite her but hadn't dared to invite a Demon Supreme, yet here she was.

The Flower Sword Supreme gave her a flower pot as a gift. It was one of the cherished flowers she grew herself.

"A flower may seem to bloom on its own, but it requires a lot of care. It needs sunlight, it needs wind, and it needs to be repotted. A married life is probably the same, isn't it?" the Flower Sword Supreme said.

Dan Ah immediately understood the meaning behind this gift. "I will do my best to nurture them both, Sword Supreme."

Watching from the side, Seo Daeryong wanted to shout: "The flower I'm growing in my office, I still haven't killed it and am raising it well!"

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke to him as he was thinking such jokes. "You are truly a fortunate man."

At first, he thought she was talking about Dan Ah, but this time, her words were about someone else. The Flower Sword Supreme looked at someone, and Seo Daeryong followed her gaze.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was there, greeting guests with a bright smile.

"!" The sight caused a sharp pang of emotion to strike Seo Daeryong's heart.

The Flower Sword Supreme said in amazement, "That's the first time I've ever seen that expression on his face."

His Master, who normally never smiled, was greeting the guests with a wide grin. He was thanking them for coming. He was telling them where to sit. He was telling them to be sure to stay for the meal afterward. He even smiled at not just the other Demon Supremes and Commanders but ordinary martial artists, people he normally wouldn't give a second glance to.

In this moment, his master was not being his usual self.


Chapter 725: Eat Well and Live Well

Seo Daeryong said nothing. He just stared silently at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. In that moment, the image of his master's bright smile was deeply engraved in his heart.

"Director Seo."

At the Flower Sword Supreme's call, Seo Daeryong snapped back to his senses and looked at her.

"Yes, Sword Supreme-nim."

"You need to greet the guests."

While he had been watching the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, several martial artists had lined up and were now waiting for him.

"Ah, yes."

As the Flower Sword Supreme turned to leave, Seo Daeryong spoke to her.

"Thank you, Sword Supreme-nim."

If she hadn't pointed it out, he would have been so busy receiving congratulations that he would have missed his master's expression.

The Flower Sword Supreme simply nodded and walked away. She headed toward Geom Mugeuk, who was standing a short distance away talking with the Drunken Demon.

"It's more upsetting for me that you're not upset, Hyung."

The Drunken Demon no longer seemed to care that Geom Mugeuk hadn't visited him after returning. He should have been grumbling and complaining.

"You must have been busy."

"I wasn't busy. I had time to visit you, Hyung."

"Your heart must have been busy."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the Drunken Demon.

"Did something happen in the meantime? Are you sick? Is it a terminal illness?"

"Once it's over, it's all meaningless. When I die, will I regret that you didn't come to see me?"

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme approached them and commented.

"He's just changed his way of being upset. It's a change of tactics, so don't be fooled."

Startled, the Drunken Demon let out a hollow laugh and looked up at the sky.

Leaving him be, Geom Mugeuk greeted the Flower Sword Supreme with a respectful bow.

"I apologize for not visiting you immediately after my return."

"I heard you were training in fist techniques."

The Flower Sword Supreme studied Geom Mugeuk for a moment, then shook her head.

"Because of you, I have no time to rest."

It was her way of saying he had grown every time she saw him. It also implied that she was still striving hard herself.

"May I visit you soon for a duel?"

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and nodded.

"Come anytime."

Just then, a new Demon Supreme arrived. It was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. She had minimized her demonic energy as a guest, but Geom Mugeuk could tell she had grown stronger. She too was improving by leaps and bounds every time he saw her.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme offered her congratulations to Seo Daeryong. She had come more because of her relationship with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon than any friendship with the groom.

Afterward, she sought out Geom Mugeuk first to greet him. No matter what anyone said, the person she cared about most was Geom Mugeuk. The person she most wanted to show her growth to was the Young Cult Leader.

"This wait is a most interesting and pleasant one."

He meant he was waiting for the day she grew strong enough to become his Demon Supreme.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled happily. His words were a reward for her past efforts and more than enough to fuel her future endeavors.

The next Demon Supreme to arrive was the person with the most frightening face among all the guests. The appearance of the Fist Demon made everyone hold their breath. His large back cut a path through the crowd.

The Fist Demon went not to Seo Daeryong, but to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon first to offer his congratulations.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you for coming."

Geom Mugeuk watched the two of them talk. They were the two people closest to his father. Because of that, they shared a unique bond centered around the former Cult Leader. And there was also a bond centered around him.

When the two of them looked at him while talking, Geom Mugeuk said with a smile. "You're not speaking ill of me, are you?"

The two did not reply and simply continued their conversation.

"That's too much!"

Cha Yiran, watching from the side, could sense how deep their relationship with the Young Cult Leader was from the way they ignored him. If she had not experienced Geom Mugeuk before, she would have had to make all sorts of assumptions about that behavior.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk saw someone and ran over happily.

"Innkeeper."

A well-dressed Jo Cheonbae stood in a far corner. He, of course, had also been invited.

"Young Cult Leader."

"I'm glad you came. Now, let's go."

Geom Mugeuk took his hand and led him to Seo Daeryong.

"Actually, our innkeeper here is already acquainted with all the Demon Supremes, isn't he? Would you like to go around and greet them all?"

"Goodness, please don't say such things, even as a joke."

Cha Yiran silently watched as Geom Mugeuk took Jo Cheonbae to greet Seo Daeryong. The Young Cult Leader treated him more warmly than he did the Demon Supremes. This was another thing that would have made her ponder the tavern owner's true identity, had she not experienced Geom Mugeuk beforehand.

"There's no need to be suspicious."

Lee Ahn came to her side and said this.

"I'm not suspicious."

She no longer thought that Geom Mugeuk was hiding something. It was just that he was new and surprising every time she saw him.

"It's just... I was thinking it must be very difficult to be the Young Cult Leader's shadow."

At that, Lee Ahn gave an enigmatic smile.

"No, it's because it's not hard that it will be hard for us."

Cha Yiran felt she could roughly guess what Lee Ahn meant.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk brought Jo Cheonbae over to where they were. Lee Ahn greeted Jo Cheonbae warmly.

"Come over here and stay with us."

"No, it's alright. I can stay back there."

"Stay with me."

Not far from them, the bride, Dan Ah, was seated. She was in a state of shock at the incredible guests. Captains of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult came, then more Captains, and then Demon Supremes. In her entire life, she had never seen or even heard of such a grand wedding.

To think she had worried that such a grand wedding would feel empty. What on earth had she been thinking?

A new thought occurred to her.

He really was an amazing person.

She was so grateful that such an amazing person liked her.

Geom Mugeuk looked around. He had found Jo Cheonbae, but there were still people he needed to find.

"By the way, why can't I see them? I'll be right back."

Geom Mugeuk set off to find someone in the bustling venue. The person he was looking for was squatting under a tree in a corner of the training ground. It was the Poison King. He had come here without even offering a greeting.

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him and asked.

"What's this one's name?"

"Hongduui."

Indeed, the heads of the ants crawling on the ground were red.

"You'll suffer if you underestimate them just because they're small."

They appeared to be a highly venomous type of ant.

"When did you arrive?"

The answer came not from the Poison King, but from behind him.

"We arrived a while ago."

Turning around, he saw the Demonic Buddha standing there. A little farther away was his brother, Geom Muyang.

"What's this? A suspicious meeting?"

In truth, there was nothing suspicious about it. His brother was close with the Demonic Buddha, and the Demonic Buddha was close with the Poison King.

"I know the name of this gathering. The Flames of Rebellion!"

At Geom Mugeuk's jest, Geom Muyang replied bluntly.

"Those flames were extinguished a long time ago. Someone put them out quite thoroughly."

The Demonic Buddha smiled faintly at Geom Muyang's words. His brother was now relaxed enough to make such jokes comfortably.

"If you're all here, you should offer your congratulations first."

"We'll do it later."

Of course, it seemed they were all held up because the Poison King was engrossed in his ants.

"Since it's been a while since your last outing, I thought you'd make a grand entrance, flashing a golden aura?"

Today, the Demonic Buddha's body had a fainter glow than usual. It seemed he had adjusted its intensity since he came as a guest.

"At my wedding, you must enter with a light so bright it blinds the guests."

"You're getting married too?" the Demonic Buddha asked in surprise.

Geom Mugeuk replied as if it were obvious.

"Of course, I have to."

He answered so readily that the Demonic Buddha did not quite believe him.

"Even if you do, there will be too many shining people at your wedding. My radiance won't be nearly enough."

It truly felt like it would be a wedding where one could not even imagine who would attend.

Just then, the surroundings suddenly began to quiet down. Everyone's gaze turned to one spot. All relaxed postures straightened up. Even the Poison King, who seemed as if he would remain squatting if a bloody battle broke out, stood up.

Geom Woojin was walking toward them.

At his appearance, everyone held their breath. Those who had thought, "Surely the Cult Leader wouldn't come," were even more surprised. Among them, the most surprised were Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah. They had never dreamed that the Cult Leader would attend their wedding.

Everyone in Geom Woojin's path showed their respect with a clasped hands greeting. He revealed no aura, but his presence alone overwhelmed everyone there.

Walking slowly, Geom Woojin headed, surprisingly, toward the bride. He spoke to Dan Ah with a gentle gaze.

"Congratulations on your marriage."

It was astonishing enough that the Demonic Cult Leader had come, but he had come to congratulate her first. Dan Ah's mind went blank, not knowing what to do.

"How could the Cult Leader...?"

At her surprise, Geom Woojin said calmly.

"Don't we have a connection from the Central Plains?"

He was referring to the time the dish they had sent from the next table had come to him. Of course, that was not why Geom Woojin had come. He attended because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but he took care of her first, the one who had joined the cult with only her two younger sisters.

"Thank you so much, Cult Leader."

She was about to prostrate herself in her ceremonial robes, but a gentle energy from Geom Woojin stopped her.

Dan Bi and Dan Yeon also watched the Cult Leader's retreating back with deep emotion. Dan Yeon, who had sent the dish that day, truly wanted to shout.

The most handsome and wonderful person in this world is the Cult Leader!

After attending to the bride, Geom Woojin approached Seo Daeryong.

"Director Seo, congratulations on your marriage."

"Thank you, Cult Leader."

Seo Daeryong was moved. He was truly grateful that the Cult Leader had taken care of her first, not him.

When Geom Woojin sat in the center seat, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang sat on either side of him. The Demon Supremes lined up to their left and right. Naturally, the Poison King and the Demonic Buddha, who had been in the corner, also sat with them.

The wedding proceeded, and soon it was time for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's officiating speech. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had never been nervous in front of anyone, now felt a palpable tension.

After clearing his throat, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly opened his mouth.

"Today, in the presence of our august Cult Leader, my disciple, the Sanzu Hall Director Seo Daeryong, and the beautiful bride Dan Ah, are joined in a hundred-year bond by a fate bestowed by the heavens."

A smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips.

You bastards, eat well and live well.

That was what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said he would do. He must have really wanted to just say that. Instead, he was delivering the speech he had painstakingly memorized.

"The groom, Seo Daeryong, joined our Cult through the God of War early on and walked the arduous path of the demonic way..."

This was not a place to act on his temper or reveal his personality. It was a precious occasion for Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah.

Everyone listened to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's speech. He stammered in the middle, and his words were cut off at times.

"...Life is an inherently lonely path. To meet a companion to walk that path with can be called the greatest blessing in life."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words trailed off. He had forgotten the next part.

Flustered, he closed his eyes, recalled the memory, and then continued speaking. Considering his pride, it was an unimaginable thing, but he silently continued his words.

"...Do not look only at each other's strengths, but soothe each other's wounds. Rest with your backs against each other. Be together in every moment. A married couple is..."

He forgot the next words again. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued the ceremony by recalling his memory once more. He could have finished it briefly out of shame. However, he spoke the words he had prepared, one letter, one word at a time.

Geom Woojin looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with a deep gaze. The Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, the Drunken Demon, and the other Demon Supremes were the same. Today, they were seeing a new side of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for the first time in decades.

"...And as you wander the jianghu, when you stop in a field, watch the stars and share your final moments together."

That was the end of the officiating speech.

After finishing, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong was fighting back tears, his eyes red.

Now, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon conveyed his honest feelings. Not the prepared speech, but the words he wanted to say to his disciple and his wife at this moment.

"I am a man who has never married in my life. So I don't know how to live to have a good married life."

Seo Daeryong looked at his master with trembling eyes.

"I haven't even lived as a good person. My life was just full of misfortune."

Seo Daeryong almost shouted, "That's not true, Master."

"So I don't really know what to say to you two."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked past the couple toward Geom Woojin. After exchanging a look with the Cult Leader, he slowly turned his head to look at the Drunken Demon, and then at the Flower Sword Supreme.

"As I get older, I find myself constantly regretting the past."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze returned to Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah.

"You are both smart kids, so don't live a life of regret like this master of yours."

Seo Daeryong bowed his head deeply, his shoulders trembling slightly. The tears he had been holding back began to fall. At Seo Daeryong's tears, tears also fell from Dan Ah's eyes. She knew well how Seo Daeryong felt about his master.

When the two of them started crying, the flustered Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. A wedding was not supposed to be this solemn, so Geom Mugeuk stepped in with a smile.

"Our Elder, how did you manage to hold back from saying this?"

Geom Mugeuk imitated the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and declared.

"Oh, you demons of the Divine Cult, born and raised in darkness! Betrayal is death, so form an eternal blood pact! Abandon the sword and take up the blade!"

The Demon Supremes laughed, and one corner of Geom Woojin's mouth curled up. With a sense of relief, the tension on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face eased.

Since both of them had lost their parents, the procedure of bowing to them was omitted. Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah tried to bow to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon instead, but he waved his hands dismissively and walked far away.

Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah bowed to his retreating back.

With that bow, their wedding ceremony came to an end.

As the two who had bowed stood up, a gust of wind blew.

HWIIIING.

A petal fell from the flower Dan Ah was holding. It fluttered through the people and landed on the Flower Sword Supreme's hand. A smile formed on the lips of the woman who loved flowers.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward Seo Daeryong, smiling brightly. Seeing that expression approach him, Seo Daeryong wondered if he had ever seen the Young Cult Leader's face so happy.

BANG! BOOOM! BANG!

Under the exploding fireworks, Geom Mugeuk said the words the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not bring himself to say.

"My right-hand man, eat well and live well!"


Chapter 726: If You Want It, Want It More Desperately Than Anyone

"I knew you'd be here."

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's voice from behind, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head in surprise.

"How did you know I was here?"

This was the very peak of the Great Sky Peak. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood at its summit, looking up at the stars. Seo Daeryong had once told him that his master would climb this mountain whenever he needed to clear his head.

"Is there anything I don't know about you, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"You must have come up here because you were feeling frustrated, too."

Geom Mugeuk did not deny it and simply smiled.

"What about the celebratory banquet?"

"It ended well."

His father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not attended from the start, and most of the Demon Supremes had also left after staying for only a short while. They knew that their absence would allow Seo Daeryong to relax and enjoy himself with his peers.

He had quietly slipped away after watching Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah having a good time amidst the noisy celebration. Perhaps they would even get to see the drunken Sanzu Hall Director reciting poetry.

"The wedding speech was truly wonderful."

"I didn't think I'd forget it so many times."

"It's because I'm old."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed as he gazed up at the stars.

"You've married off your right-hand man. What will you do now?"

Until now, he had only spoken of distancing himself from the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. But his answer was different now.

"Now, I will run toward the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

When he felt that the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was just around the corner and was about to enter seclusion training, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had stopped him.

If you want something too desperately, it moves further away.

He had a great realization then. The process of reaching his current state had been the result of his interactions with people, yet he had been led by the desire to achieve complete mastery, abandoning that entire process.

However, the complete mastery he spoke of now was different from back then. It was a declaration made after seeing Daeryong married off.

A changed aspiration filled Geom Mugeuk's eyes. This time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not stop him.

"If you've decided to want it, then want it more desperately than anyone else."


That morning, Geom Mugeuk packed his belongings.

He gathered a change of clothes, seasonings for cooking, a leather hide to lay on the ground, and dried foods that would last a long time. He also packed a few other items just in case.

With a full load prepared, he climbed the Great Sky Peak again.

He searched for a suitable place among the many spots on the Great Sky Peak. He eventually found a location with a wide, open area that no one visited due to the rough terrain. The cliff rising behind it even had a cave, and a stream flowed nearby.

A cliff at the back and a wide-open space in the front. It was the perfect place for training.

Geom Mugeuk unpacked his things in the cave.

He decided not to use the Heavenly Space Secret Art for this training session. Since complete mastery felt within his grasp, he resolved to train while feeling the energy of the Great Sky Peak with his body.

His father had told him long ago that if his heart felt heavy or he hit a wall during training, he should climb this mountain. The energy of the Great Sky Peak would help him.

He began his training the next morning.

First, he sat cross-legged and meditated, feeling the essence of the Great Sky Peak. After a hearty meal, he began to seriously train in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

He performed the first through fifth techniques in the open space. He only unleashed the sixth technique, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, after opening the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

If he were to unleash the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World here after absorbing the energy of the blood threads, his surroundings would be completely annihilated.

After unleashing the technique and completely exhausting all his inner qi, he emerged from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Having completely depleted his inner qi, Geom Mugeuk sat down and began to replenish it.

"One time!"

He planned to repeat this process continuously. It was by no means an easy task, as he performed the techniques with all his heart and soul.

His goal was five times a day.

How many times would he have to stay here?

A hundred? A thousand? Or perhaps ten thousand?


Eat, train, walk, sleep. This routine repeated every day.

The complete mastery that seemed just within reach was not so close after all.

Was it something that seemed to be right in front of him but was actually far away? Had he mistaken it for being close because it was so immense?

Fortunately, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's teachings demonstrated their power when he began his training in earnest. He had passed on two teachings.

Don't be too desperate.

And yet, be more desperate than anyone.

Geom Mugeuk put both of these contradictory pieces of advice into practice.

On days when he grew impatient and wondered if this training method was wrong, he recalled the first piece of advice.

When the thought "Should I just go down and find another way?" tempted him, he recalled the second piece of advice.

People thought his strength was in forming good relationships, but his real strength was accomplishing things alone. He was the kind of person who would dedicate his entire life to a single goal.

And today, on the two hundred and twenty-fifth time he performed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he had an unexpected visitor.

The person who climbed up to the spot as if on a stroll, with his hands clasped behind his back, was Geom Woojin.

"Father!"

Geom Woojin wore a pathetic expression.

"You look like a beggar."

Come to think of it, he hadn't even shaved recently. Focusing only on his training had left his appearance a mess.

"Are you going to meet it looking like that?"

"Meet who?"

From his father's gaze, which stared at him without a word, Geom Mugeuk knew who he was talking about.

He meant, was he going to meet the Heavenly Demon Soul in such a state when it manifested?

He couldn't possibly do that. Not for something he had longed for so much.

"Please, sit here, Father."

Geom Mugeuk quickly unfurled the tiger skin he had rolled up in his leather pouch. The one already spread on the ground was just ordinary leather.

"Did you know I would come?"

"I brought it just in case."

He wouldn't have packed it if he were anywhere else. But this was the place his father had recommended. He had a feeling his father might visit at least once.

Geom Woojin sat on the tiger skin.

"Have you eaten?"

"I have not."

It had taken a very long time to hear those words. His father had come all this way just to have a meal with his son.

"Please wait a moment. I'll go catch a wild boar right away."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to go hunting, Geom Woojin stopped him.

"Let's eat what you were eating."

"It's all cold."

"It's fine."

Geom Mugeuk brought out the leftover meat and food. He generated Yang energy to heat the food and served it to his father. His pouch, of course, contained clean utensils he had prepared in case his father came.

The two ate in silence. They only ate without a word, but it was no longer awkward in the slightest.

After they finished their meal, Geom Mugeuk brewed tea. His pouch also contained the tea his father enjoyed.

"I didn't bring any alcohol because I thought I might want to go down the mountain if I drank."

"The tea tastes good, so it's fine."

The two sat facing each other, drinking tea.

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his honest feelings.

"I feel like I'm almost there, like I'll achieve it as soon as I finish this training session. Is complete mastery always like a mirage in the desert?"

Geom Woojin took a sip of tea before answering.

"Normally, you wouldn't have even been able to enter that desert."

It meant that Geom Mugeuk's progress was exceptionally fast.

Becoming stronger by achieving complete mastery was important, but his greater desire was to see his own Heavenly Demon Soul.

What did it look like? Did the Heavenly Demon Soul truly have a soul? How would it communicate with him?

He had so many questions, but he didn't ask his father. He wanted to feel everything for himself.

However, there was one thing he had to ask.

"After I achieve complete mastery, how do I summon the Heavenly Demon Soul?"

"You will be able to summon it with your will."

"How much inner qi does it require?"

"No inner qi is needed for the Heavenly Demon Soul to descend. However, your inner qi is needed for the Heavenly Demon Soul to use martial arts."

Ultimately, it meant that the Heavenly Demon Soul was deeply connected to the person who performed the martial arts.

The descent of the Heavenly Demon Soul. His heart trembled just hearing those words.

After finishing the rest of his tea, Geom Woojin rose from his seat.

"When you come down from the mountain, let's play a game of Go."

His father didn't say a single word like "do well" or "do this." He truly just ate and left.

However, this visit brought about a change.


The day after his father's visit, he took a walk as usual after finishing his training.

The training was done with all his might, so the mental exertion was immense, and he was completely drained when it was over. However, he never skipped his walk.

He contemplated as he walked. He thought about things before his regression, the enemies he had killed, martial arts incantations, and new training methods.

Just then, a giant fallen tree, toppled by a collapsed section of the valley, caught Geom Mugeuk's eye.

"What a waste."

A giant tree that must have been a thousand years old lay broken.

Geom Mugeuk, who was about to pass by, went back to the tree.

SAAAK! SAAK!

Geom Mugeuk cut the tree with the Black Demon Sword. He then carried the wood, cut into a fairly large box-like size, back to his shelter.

Geom Mugeuk began to make something with it.

SAAAK, SAAK.

As the sword carved it away, the object that gradually took shape was a thick Go board with legs.

The reason Geom Mugeuk hadn't just passed by the giant tree was because this broken tree was a Torreya tree, the highest quality material for a Go board. Moreover, it was a thousand-year-old Torreya tree.

When you come down, let's play a game of Go.

He wanted to make a Go board himself and give it to his father as a gift. For his father, who loved Go, there could be no better gift.

Geom Mugeuk crafted the Go board with great care. His training continued, and in his spare time, he poured his efforts into making the Go board.

Ten days later, the Go board was finally complete. A magnificent Go board was created, so fine that one would believe it was bought from a master craftsman.

Now, only one process remained, the most important task.

After looking down at the Go board for a moment to compose himself, Geom Mugeuk began to draw lines on it with the Black Demon Sword.

SAK! SAK! SAK!

The lines were drawn with an indifferent air. Nineteen horizontal lines were drawn, and soon after, vertical lines were drawn again.

Even though a single mistake would ruin the entire thing, Geom Mugeuk did not lose his concentration. The space between the lines was drawn with perfect precision, without a hair's breadth of error.

Geom Mugeuk was satisfied. It had turned out even better than he had thought.

Once he had made the board, he felt the desire to make the Go stones himself as well.

He cut more of the Torreya tree and made Go bowls. Making the bowls was actually more difficult than the board. It was a task that required more specialized skill than it looked, and only after several failures was a satisfactory set of Go bowls created.

And finally, he made the Go stones.

While on his walks, he had found a white rock that shone like crystal. A few days later, he found black stones that emitted a jet-black light.

Geom Mugeuk began to make the Go stones by emitting sword qi from the Black Demon Sword.

Even though it was more inconvenient and difficult, he made them with the Black Demon Sword instead of a dagger. He carved the Go stones by controlling the fine sword qi. In the end, he smoothed the stones with enhanced qi.

He had never imagined he would be making Go stones using martial arts.

It took a long time to make the first Go stone, but that time gradually decreased. This was almost the first time he had ever tried such fine control with sword qi.

SAAAK! SAAK!

The more he made, the more accustomed he became to the fine control of his sword qi and enhanced qi.

Train and make Go stones, then train and make Go stones again. One, then two, sometimes three or four, he carefully made Go stones every day.

No matter how tired he was, he never rested from his training or from making the stones. Every day repeated like this, and Geom Mugeuk overcame the boredom.

Finally, today, he had made a total of three hundred and twenty-one, the very last Go stone.

"It's finally finished!"

With a trembling hand, Geom Mugeuk placed the last stone he made into the Go bowl. Go stones of identical size sparkled inside the bowl.

He touched them with a heart full of emotion, then carefully placed them in a corner of the cave and covered them with the tiger skin. There was something he had to do now, more important than savoring this feeling.

Geom Mugeuk came out of the cave and drew his sword.

It was night, and his training for the day was already over, but he was about to perform the Nine Calamities Demonic Art again.

The moment he finished the last Go stone, the thought that he must perform the art came to him. He didn't know why he had that thought. He just felt that way.

The moment his solar eclipse, the Human Destroying Stance, was unleashed.

SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK!

Four demons that appeared from the four cardinal directions slashed a single space. Before they could even disappear, he unleashed the second stance, the Great Annihilation Stance.

Now, Geom Mugeuk unleashed these five techniques in a linked sequence.

SSSSSSSSSS!

Fearsome-looking demons split apart before his eyes. Their number was twenty-six!

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

They tore through space and charged forward.

Before he could even see the result, Geom Mugeuk's sword was already unleashing the next technique.

HWIING!

With the sound of a single gust of wind, a wall of enhanced qi formed in front of him. Before the transparent glow of the Impenetrable Demonic Wall could completely fade, the Darkness Flash was unleashed.

HUK.

It was as if a deep darkness had descended.

SHIIIIING.

A single streak of light cut across the darkness.

When the surroundings brightened again, sword qi was pouring down from the sky like lightning. It was the fifth stance, the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike.

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Fragments of stone shot up. The traces of sword qi left on the ground were spaced evenly, and the depth of the holes was also identical.

He was unleashing the Nine Calamities Demonic Art with complete freedom.

Even though he had performed the first five stances consecutively, Geom Mugeuk felt no strain on his body. Of course, he could not unleash the sixth technique, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, here.

He couldn't destroy the Great Sky Peak.

Geom Mugeuk opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and unleashed the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World there.

FLASH!

The moment light erupted from the Black Demon Sword, it blanketed the world in white. The world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique was annihilated.

It was the same technique he had repeated hundreds of times since climbing the Great Sky Peak. Normally, after completely annihilating the world within the technique, he would release it himself and come out.

But today's Heavenly Demon Destroys the World was different. After flying endlessly and annihilating everything, something changed.

KWAJIJIJIJIK!

Cracks appeared on all sides of the world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, and it began to break apart.

!

The world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique that Geom Mugeuk was watching was cracking. He hadn't even released it.

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique is breaking apart!

The Heavenly Demon Destroys the World was shattering and breaking through the created space. Geom Mugeuk was bewildered, as this had never happened before.

KWAAAAAANG!

As the Spacetime Manipulation Technique shattered, Geom Mugeuk was flung out into the outside world.

PUUK.

With a tremendous impact, he crashed into the cliff. He was defenseless, without any inner qi.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The remaining shockwave of the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, even after breaking through the technique, shattered the surroundings.

KWAANG! KWAREUREUREUNG!

The cliff where the cave was located collapsed from the aftermath.

WAAREUREUREUREU!

Geom Mugeuk's eyes shot open. He rolled to dodge, but he couldn't avoid another massive boulder. It all happened in an instant.

No!

KUUUUNG!

Darkness came with a deafening roar.

Am I dead?

Judging by the fact that his whole body felt like it was about to explode from the impact of hitting the wall earlier, he wasn't dead. How on earth did he survive?

At that very moment, the darkness surrounding him began to move.

Then, it slowly began to open its eyes.


Chapter 727: Your Master and Friend

When the darkness opened its eyes, Geom Mugeuk felt as if a new world was opening up in front of him.

Those two eyes gazed down at him with pupils were as deep and dark as an abyss, and they mirrored the aura that he himself possessed.

Geom Mugeuk had seen these eyes before. They had appeared to him many times in dreams and illusions, and they were the only feature he had ever seen with clarity. Yes, these were the very same eyes.

A shiver coursed through Geom Mugeuk's entire body, from his toes to the crown of his head, as he realized what this being was.

It's the Heavenly Demon Soul!

This was the moment his own Heavenly Demon Soul descended upon the world for the first time, and it had done so to save his life.

The Heavenly Demon Soul slowly began to raise its body. The two eyes that were once so close now moved farther away.

KUUUNG!

The massive boulder that had been resting on the Heavenly Demon Soul's back crashed to the ground.

Geom Mugeuk understood. At the most critical moment, the Heavenly Demon Soul had descended and used its own body to block the boulder.

The Heavenly Demon Soul saved me.

What was even more astonishing was this.

It descended even though I didn't call it!

In the instant the boulder fell towards him, Geom Mugeuk had thought of those he would leave behind, the people who would mourn him.

Did the Soul read his heart and come to save its master? Or was it trying to preserve its own fate, to avoid vanishing right after its birth without ever seeing the world?

Under the moonlight, the Heavenly Demon Soul revealed its magnificent form, radiating a truly overwhelming presence.

This was an absolute being that ruled over every demon and evil spirit in the world. The pinnacle of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the ultimate form of all demonic arts.

The face of the Heavenly Demon Soul, revealed in the moonlight, was genuinely terrifying.

This was its appearance just after manifesting? What would happen if it grew and even learned martial arts?

We'll have to make a new statue for our Cult, Father.

Near the Heavenly Demon Hall stood a giant demonic statue modeled after the Heavenly Demon Soul. Seeing the real thing, it was incomparably more terrifying than the statue.

The cold pressure from its gaze, in particular, was something no sculpture could ever express.

But maybe it was because this was his own Heavenly Demon Soul?

Geom Mugeuk found himself thinking that this terrifying face was handsome.

It was terrifying yet handsome. More than anything, looking into those haughty eyes, he could sense that it was not just a killing machine that followed orders.

It was far more magnificent than the image he had imagined dozens, even hundreds, of times.

You! I like you!

What should he say first?

Just then, as the Heavenly Demon Soul's gaze seemed to turn toward Geom Mugeuk, it began to disappear without a sound.

No!

It had manifested on its own while Geom Mugeuk's inner qi was completely drained, so it could not remain for long and was now returning.

His father had told him that only willpower was needed to summon the Heavenly Demon Soul, not inner qi. However, inner qi was essential to keep the Heavenly Demon Soul summoned and use its techniques.

The disappointment was brief.

Geom Mugeuk's face soon filled with ecstasy.

"I've finally achieved complete mastery."

A flashback of one's life did not only occur at the moment of death. The countless experiences from his journey so far flashed before his eyes.

His life's purpose was to stop Hwa Mugi and save everyone. This was the moment he had achieved the most crucial thing needed to fulfill that purpose.

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud like a madman. His laughter echoed throughout the mountains.

He was truly happy. He had made many martial accomplishments, but had he ever felt this happy before?

Even if he acquired any martial arts manual in the world or the rarest miracle herb, could he be happier than this?

He could not.

He honestly felt like dancing... no, what was stopping him? He could just perform the dance he once shared with Bi Sayin. He would dance alone under the moonlight.

Geom Mugeuk, who was sitting against the cliff, tried to stand up.

"......"

He grimaced and sat back down. His body was not in a normal state. The impact from being slammed into the cliff when the Spacetime Manipulation Technique broke earlier made his entire body ache as if he had been beaten. He had crashed with his bare body, completely without inner arts.

A moment ago, while looking at the Heavenly Demon Soul, he hadn't felt any pain at all. However, the instant his tension eased, the pain washed over him.

Geom Mugeuk checked his body's condition. Fortunately, while the bruises were severe, no bones were broken, and he had no internal injuries.

He grimaced from the surging pain, yet he grinned like a madman. It was fine if it hurt. So what if it was painful? He had achieved the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art that he had dreamed of.

Now he understood. He knew why the Spacetime Manipulation Technique had broken during his final training.

As the Nine Calamities Demonic Art reached complete mastery, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World had torn apart the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. This meant that the technique could be broken by the fully mastered Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

Normally, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique being broken would be bad, but this was a reason to rejoice. It meant the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was just that incredible.

"I did it!"

Geom Mugeuk's shout echoed through the mountains.

He leaned against the cliff for a moment and looked up at the night sky. How could achieving such a great feat be possible with his effort alone?

"Thank you."

After offering his thanks to the heavens, Geom Mugeuk began to recover his inner qi.

He closed his eyes and circulated his energy. He completed one cycle, then two, then three.

When his qi center was filled with inner qi, he was also able to manage the pain in his body.

Finally recovered, he turned his attention to the cave. A large boulder was blocking the entrance. It was fine to be in pain, and he wouldn't be embarrassed to dance, but there was one thing he couldn't stand happening no matter what.

Please, just not the Go board!

If the inside of the cave had collapsed, the Go board and stones would not have survived. Ah, he really did not even want to think about it.

Geom Mugeuk went to the cave entrance and pushed the boulder blocking it. The large rock moved away as lightly as a rolling ball.

Fortunately, the cave had not collapsed.

He hurried inside. Fortunately, since the Go board and stones had been covered with a tiger pelt, they were not even scratched by the falling debris.

He let out a sigh of relief and caressed the Go board with his hand. It was so precious not just because it was a gift for his father.

He could feel it. The process of making this Go board and stones had definitely helped him achieve complete mastery.

If that was the case, the person he truly had to thank was his father. If not for his father, he would never have even thought of making a Go board.

He didn't really suggest we play Go because he predicted this outcome, did he?

It was a truly absurd guess, but he had such thoughts because it was his father and not someone else.

In any case, he wanted to pack his things and go down right away, but there was something he had to do in the morning.

Geom Mugeuk slept his last night at the Great Sky Peak in the cave.

He felt so good that sleep would not come. He was afraid that if he woke up, all of this might have been a dream.


The next morning, Geom Mugeuk came out of the cave.

Fortunately, it was not a dream. The area in front of the cave was full of collapsed rocks and stones.

Geom Mugeuk stretched pleasantly. He could feel that his martial arts realm had risen another level. Whether he used the Soaring Sky Sword Art or the Thunder Arhat Fist, he would be able to execute them better.

This was the first time he had ever felt so clearly that he had become stronger.

He washed himself clean under the waterfall and changed into a new martial arts uniform he had stored deep inside his leather pouch. This was the outfit he had brought to wear when he achieved complete mastery.

He put the Go stone containers in the pouch and, after wrapping the Go board in tiger skin, fastened it securely on top.

After finishing his preparations to descend the mountain, Geom Mugeuk drew his sword.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, First Technique, the Human Destroying Stance.

With a human-sized boulder at the center, the four demonic spirits of the east, west, south, and north appeared.

If the thing he wanted to see most after achieving complete mastery was the Heavenly Demon Soul, the next thing he wanted to see were these guys. How had they changed?

The swords of the four demonic spirits flashed!

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! SLASH!

Their attacks were much faster and stronger than before.

The power at the ninth star and the power at complete mastery were completely different. It was incomparable to the difference between the eighth and ninth stars. If someone were to be hacked to pieces by the demonic spirits in the middle of that, no one would be able to withstand it.

Furthermore, it was not just the power that had changed. The four demonic spirits that had shattered the boulder looked at him. Their appearances had also changed. They showed their faces as if to say, this is our true form.

They had become more terrifying, more handsome, looked smarter, and more mysterious. Unique patterns had appeared on their faces and bodies.

He had seen his father's demonic spirits before. Their appearance and the aura they gave off were clearly different from his own demonic spirits now. This made him think that their appearance and aura were definitely related to the person wielding the martial arts.

"Nice to see you, East, West, South and North."

Geom Mugeuk called out their names. Of course, the demonic spirits did not answer just because he had achieved complete mastery.

However, he felt it. The look in their eyes as they gazed at him was different from before. What was contained in their gaze was clearly some kind of emotion.

The four demonic spirits East, West, South and North only looked at him with deeper gazes, but Geom Mugeuk interpreted their looks as he pleased.

[Couldn't you have given us better names?]

[Father named you, so there's nothing I can do.]

Of course, they would not actually ask such a thing, so it was a question and answer created by Geom Mugeuk's own mind.

There was something else that had changed after achieving complete mastery. He could make the four demonic spirits of the Human Destroying Stance remain.

However, the inner arts required to maintain the demonic spirits doubled, tripled, and quadrupled over time, increasing to an unbearable amount.

From this, he could surmise that the longer the Heavenly Demon Soul remained manifested, the more immense the amount of inner qi it would consume. Then again, it was impossible for such a terrifying being to remain descended indefinitely.

Though it was a shame, Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the four demonic spirits.

"Let's meet again."

The four demonic spirits disappeared, and this time he unleashed the Great Annihilation Stance.

SSSSSS.

A demonic spirit with a terrifying face appeared.

As seen before, it had become more terrifying, and the demonic qi flowing from it was also much more powerful.

And the number of demonic spirits, which had previously split into twenty-six, now split into forty-four.

RUMBLE!

When the Great Annihilation Stance was unleashed, they swept away everything in front of them as they advanced.

The clearing, which had been a mess of fallen rocks and debris, became clean. The Great Annihilation Stance swept past, leaving nothing behind. Naturally, its power was stronger, and he could control them with more precision.

The place became a clean clearing, just as it was when Geom Mugeuk first settled here.

After cleaning up the area, he shouldered his leather pouch and walked the path he took for his daily strolls.

Two seasons had passed since he came up the Great Sky Peak, and he was now in his third. During that time, he had taken a walk every single day without fail after finishing his training.

He felt that these walks, just as much as the arduous daily training and the process of making the Go stones, had surely helped him achieve complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Good ideas, after all, always came to him when he was moving.

And one more thing.

While walking, Geom Mugeuk tried to loosen up his tightly-structured life. During these walks, he tried to afford himself some leisure in a life where he had cherished every single moment.

In truth, he found that more difficult. Strenuous effort was possible through his own will, but having leisure in life was something that required wisdom.

After finishing his last walk, he climbed to the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

The blowing wind fluttered the hem of his clothes.

Suddenly, he heard the roar of a tiger from afar. He thought it might be the same tiger he had saved when he came here with his father and brother.

Geom Mugeuk fully savored the mystical energy of the Great Sky Peak. His father had been right. This place, the Great Sky Peak, had helped him achieve complete mastery.

After standing there for a moment gazing at the summit's scenery, he turned around and called forth the Heavenly Demon Soul again.

Yesterday, he had met it in an injured state without any inner qi, so today, he intended to greet it properly.

He worried that he might not be able to summon it, having just achieved complete mastery. After all, yesterday, it had descended on its own in a life-or-death situation.

However, his fears were unfounded. With a whoosh, the Heavenly Demon Soul was suddenly standing before him.

The feeling of the Heavenly Demon Soul seen under the moonlight was different from seeing it under the bright sunlight.

It seemed mystical that such a purely jet-black being could exist in the bright world.

SWOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's body floated into the air, rising until he was in front of the Heavenly Demon Soul's face.

He met its eyes. He could look at it from this close because he had created it, but it was emitting such intense demonic qi and a powerful glint in its eyes that no master would dare to face it.

He introduced himself to the Heavenly Demon Soul, "Hello! I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

The Heavenly Demon Soul showed no reaction.

"I am your master and your friend!"

The Heavenly Demon Soul seemed as if it had thoughts, but it also seemed like a being that followed orders without any thought.

However, Geom Mugeuk believed that the Heavenly Demon Soul was surely a being with reason. When it had appeared in dreams or illusions before, and also when it saved him yesterday, there had clearly been some kind of emotion in its eyes.

"Thank you for saving me yesterday."

The fact that it was not showing any emotion yet might be because it had not accepted him as its true master. In other words, from now onwards, he would have to show this Heavenly Demon Soul what kind of person he was.

Geom Mugeuk wanted to become its true master and share an emotional connection with this Heavenly Demon Soul. He wanted to have a conversation with it.

That is why he wanted to lie down together on the beach within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and talk with the Heavenly Demon Soul. Of course, to do that, he would need a bigger island and an incredibly large and sturdy chair.

Geom Mugeuk stopped looking at the Heavenly Demon Soul and turned around.

Together, they looked down from the summit at the world below the Great Sky Peak.

He stood there silently until his inner qi was completely depleted.

Just before the Heavenly Demon Soul disappeared, Geom Mugeuk told it something he had felt from his life before regression, and even in his life after.

"I've wanted to see you for a very long time."


Chapter 728: Now, You Must Not Lose to Anyone

Geom Mugeuk stepped into the Heavenly Demon Hall. After descending from the Great Sky Peak, he had come straight to the Heavenly Demon Hall without even unpacking his belongings.

It was the longest he had been away from Headquarters since his regression, but Geom Mugeuk wasn't worried. The current Cult was not the same as the Cult of the past.

His father and the Demon Supremes had all changed. Without that trust, he wouldn't have been able to endure the indefinite training deep within the Great Sky Peak, cut off from the world.

Indeed, nothing had changed. The resounding greetings of the guards at the main gate of the Divine Cult were the same as ever. The martial artists coming and going in the outer court looked no different than usual, and the sharp vigilance of the inner court also remained unchanged.

The doors slowly opened, and Geom Mugeuk stepped inside. Beyond the red carpet, he could see the grand chair in the distance. His father was sitting on the grand chair, looking the same as ever.

Geom Mugeuk used the Divine Eye Technique to get a closer look at his father's expression. The emotions on his father's face were joy and delight.

Was it because he had been away for so long? Or was there another reason? He was truly happy that his son had returned.

It was an expression he could never see up close, so Geom Mugeuk stood there for a moment, savoring it.

"Father!"

After calling out to his father from the entrance, Geom Mugeuk walked down the Path of Blood. The unique scent of the Heavenly Demon Hall, the plush feel of the carpet under his feet, the demon statues placed everywhere. He had missed it all.

I'm back!

Walking the Path of Blood, Geom Mugeuk felt an unparalleled sense of comfort and relief. It was like coming home after a long journey. No, it felt like a triumphant return. Since this was his first time entering the Heavenly Demon Hall after achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, this moment was incredibly precious.

He reached the foot of the grand chair and stood before his father.

Instead of a greeting, Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude. "Thank you, Father!"

For always protecting this place, remaining just as you are.

Geom Woojin stared at his son, silently asking why he was being thanked.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "For not invading the Murim Alliance while I was gone."

A sneer formed on his father's lips.

Only after seeing that sneer did Geom Mugeuk offer his real greeting. "I have returned safely from the mountain, Father."

He had spent such a long time alone on the mountain in silence that he could not resist being a little playful.

"Isn't our Cult running a little too well without me? Everyone I saw on the way in had this look on their face. 'Oh, right. Our Young Cult Leader was away, wasn't he?'"

Geom Woojin, who had been looking down at his son in silence, rose from his seat. He slowly walked down the steps and stood before Geom Mugeuk, recognizing his son's achievement.

"You've achieved complete mastery."

"Ah! As expected, you recognized it at a glance, Father. I was trying my best to hide my energy to give you a surprise."

Unexpectedly, Geom Woojin shook his head. "I did not say that because I recognized it."

"You didn't know?"

Surprising words came from Geom Woojin's mouth. "Who could possibly see through the Nine Calamities Demonic Art once one has reached complete mastery?"

"!" Geom Mugeuk asked in surprise, "But Father, haven't you achieved the Twelth Star complete mastery?"

"Even so, is it not the same level of complete mastery?"

Finally, he understood. This was how special the complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was. The moment one achieved it, one entered an entirely different realm.

He finally, truly realized it. He had genuinely achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"Then how did you know?"

After a brief pause, Geom Woojin answered. "Because you would not have come home before achieving complete mastery."

Geom Mugeuk stared at his father without a word. There was an inexpressible joy that came when someone recognized your true worth.

"I almost couldn't come down at all. I nearly ended up doing my brother a huge favor."

Yes, his father had seen right through him. He had intended not to descend if he could not achieve complete mastery.

"What took me seven years, you have done in a little over one."

Seven years was the time it took Geom Woojin to go from the ninth star to complete mastery. He had thought it would take his son at least five years, no matter how brilliant he was. Once again, his son had surpassed his expectations.

"You have accomplished the feat of achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art faster than any Cult Leader in history."

And he had done it not as a Cult Leader, but from the position of Young Cult Leader.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk thought to himself. I probably took a longer time any Cult Leader in history.

He smiled brightly and said, "It's all thanks to you, Father."

"Thanks to me?"

As his father looked at him with a gaze that asked for a reason, Geom Mugeuk set down the leather backpack he was carrying. "No matter how I think about it, I believe this played a big role in my achieving complete mastery."

He took out the Go board wrapped in tiger skin that had been fastened to the backpack, and the container of Go stones from inside the backpack.

"It's a Go board I made to give to you, Father. Here are the Go stones as well."

Geom Woojin extended his hand, and the heavy Go board floated into the air.

He examined the lines drawn on the Go board closely. They were drawn without a single fraction of an inch of error.

"Did you draw them in a single stroke?"

"Yes."

Geom Woojin nodded with a satisfied expression, as if he could tell from the lines alone what state of mind and what level of skill had gone into drawing them.

This time, the Go stone container opened by itself, and the stones inside all floated into the air at once.

RATTLE.

Every Go stone moved independently. Geom Woojin was displaying the divine skill of moving each one individually with telekinesis.

"Ah, this gift is a failure. You don't need a Go board, do you, Father?!"

Geom Mugeuk meant that his father could just use the air as a Go board with his telekinesis.

As if to say that was not the case, Geom Woojin said, "Go is all about the feel of the stones in your hand."

He then examined the Go stones floating in the air. They were all of identical size and thickness. They looked so well-made that one would believe they were crafted by a master artisan of Go stones.

"Did you make them yourself?"

"I carved every single one with the Black Demon Sword. From now on, please call me the filial son who carves Go stones at the Great Sky Peak!"

One corner of Geom Woojin's mouth lifted, but the finished product was indeed something to be proud of. "You made them well."

The Go stones were made with such care that it would be difficult to find a flaw even if one tried.

RATTLE.

The Go stones floating in the air all returned to their container.

"But why do you say it's thanks to me?"

"Coincidentally, I achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art on the very day I finished the last Go stone. I think the practice of finely controlling my sword qi and enhanced qi must have helped. I had never done that kind of training before."

Geom Woojin nodded silently.

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at his father and said, "If you hadn't told me to play a game of Go with you when I came down, I wouldn't have made the board and stones. If so, I might still be training on the Great Sky Peak. Did you perhaps break that torreya tree knowing this would happen?"

"How is that thanks to me? It is thanks to your own decision and effort to carve the Go stones."

From his father's expression and words, it was impossible to tell whether that was truly the case.

"Now that you have achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, you must abide by this one rule."

With such great power came great responsibility. Added to that was the pride of Geom Woojin and all the past Heavenly Demons.

"From now on, you must not lose to anyone."

Geom Mugeuk promised his father. "I will never lose."

Geom Woojin turned around. The Go board, with the container of stones on top, floated in the air and followed him. "Follow me."

Geom Mugeuk walked behind his father. He assumed they were naturally going to his father's quarters to play Go. However, his father led him to the Cult Leader's private training ground.

Geom Woojin set the Go board down in the middle of the training ground.

"We're playing here?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Geom Mugeuk looked around. Seeing the various weapons in the training ground, he said, "You're trying to intimidate me with the atmosphere, are you not? I'm not the same pushover son I used to be. I'm a son who now has a strategist who's good at Go."

Of course, his father would not have brought him here for such a reason. He surely had something else in mind.

The two sat facing each other across the Go board. Geom Mugeuk, holding the black stones, made the first move.

"......"

A pleasant sound echoed out. The feeling of placing the stone was good, and the sound was truly wonderful.

"You're right, Go is all about the feel of the stones!"

Next, his father made a move.

"......"

A clear, pure sound rang out. The moment he heard that pleasant sound, he felt as if all his past hardships in carving the stones had been rewarded.

Move after move was exchanged with pleasant sounds. It felt wonderful to play Go with his father after so long, but today, Geom Mugeuk's mind was elsewhere.

As the opening phase of the game was ending, Geom Mugeuk asked casually, "There's something I'd like to ask you about the Heavenly Demon Soul."

Geom Woojin nodded, his eyes still on the Go board.

"Have you ever had a conversation with the Heavenly Demon Soul?"

Geom Woojin shook his head. Then again, even if it were possible, his father's personality was not one to converse with the Heavenly Demon Soul.

This time, Geom Woojin asked abruptly. "Do you want to chatter with the Heavenly Demon Soul as well?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and admitted it. "Aren't you curious? It's a being created from my own mind, I want to know what it's thinking."

Geom Woojin's hand, which was about to place a stone, paused in mid-air. "You're curious about that?"

"Aren't you curious about it, Father?"

"Not at all."

A few more moves passed. As he placed a Go stone, Geom Woojin shared a piece of information. "The records show that there was a Heavenly Demon who conversed with the Heavenly Demon Soul. It was a very long time ago."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes lit up. Just as I thought! The Heavenly Demon Soul is a being with a will of its own.

Seeing the flash of joy on his son's face, Geom Woojin warned him. "The Heavenly Demon Soul is a dangerous being. If it happens to go berserk, it cannot be stopped. Do you still want to chatter with it?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered. "Yes. If it's that kind of being, then I should get even closer to it."

Geom Woojin nodded silently. "Yes, I knew you would say that."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at his father and asked. "Would you like to see my Heavenly Demon Soul?"

He had thought that might be why his father had brought him to the training ground.

"It probably will not descend in front of me."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father with a surprised expression. "May I check?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Geom Mugeuk called forth the Heavenly Demon Soul. Surprisingly, just as his father had said, the Heavenly Demon Soul did not descend.

"How did you know?"

"It was just a feeling."

Geom Woojin's eyes deepened as he spoke about the Heavenly Demon Soul. "The Heavenly Demon Soul is a being that refuses to lose to anyone."

"Ah! So you're saying it will not appear because it cannot defeat you."

As if to say that was not it, Geom Woojin shook his head. "The Heavenly Demon Soul does not fear humans."

"Then it must be because it fears your Heavenly Demon Soul," Geom Mugeuk said, nodding. He had thought that was the obvious reason.

However, Geom Woojin shook his head. "That is not something one can know for sure..."

If it were any other Heavenly Demon Soul, he would have said that was definitely the reason. However, this was his son, the son he had watched until now, the son who had achieved complete mastery in such a short time.

"...Because it is your Heavenly Demon Soul."

It meant he could not easily determine the reason.

After saying that, Geom Woojin made a decisive move.

"......"

"I's my win."

"Ah! When was my large group captured?"

"It was not captured by me. It was captured by your Heavenly Demon Soul."

Geom Mugeuk knew his father meant that he had been focusing on the Heavenly Demon Soul instead of the game.

"I'm sorry."

His father replied with an expression that said it was fine. "It's fine. I was the same."

The reason Geom Woojin had brought him to the training ground, a place only he could enter, was not to play Go, nor was it to see Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul. It was for this reason.

"From now on, I will teach the Seventh Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to you."

"!"

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art Seventh Technique, Demonic Soul Realm Creation. From the Seventh to the Ninth Technique, these were martial arts used by the Heavenly Demon Soul. One had to master all three of those techniques to be considered a perfect master of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"Can I learn the Seventh Technique even if the Heavenly Demon Soul refuses to manifest?"

"You're the one who learns the Seventh Technique."

Geom Woojin revealed a new fact about the martial arts of the Heavenly Demon Soul. "The Heavenly Demon Soul is connected to you. The power of the martial arts wielded by the Heavenly Demon Soul is determined by how well you understand the oral formula."

"So the stronger I become, the stronger the Heavenly Demon Soul becomes."

Geom Woojin nodded. "Now, listen carefully to what I am about to say."

Geom Woojin began to teach the oral formula. "When the Demonic Soul descends and swallows chaos, a new world shall arrive. The origin of inner qi begins at the Shimen Acupoint. The inner qi that circulates through the Girdling Vessel must be as fast as lightning..."

Geom Mugeuk first repeated the oral formula his father recited several times to memorize it. It was the most difficult of all the martial arts oral formulas he had ever learned.

Geom Mugeuk could understand why. The martial arts system used by the Heavenly Demon Soul was very different from that used by humans, making the oral formula much harder to comprehend.

Whenever there was a part he did not understand, he immediately asked his father. His father explained it with all his heart. In fact, even in this moment, Geom Mugeuk was having a miraculous encounter.

Normally, it would have been his father at the Tenth Star of complete mastery teaching the oral formula. But now, it was his father who had achieved the Twelth Star of complete mastery who was teaching him.

The level of enlightenment was different, so the teaching was different as well. There were parts that were so advanced they were difficult to grasp, but who was the one learning?

If there was anything Geom Mugeuk did not understand in the slightest, he immediately asked his father. He would state his own thoughts, his father would reinterpret them, and Geom Mugeuk would ask another question based on that.

There had been several teachings from his father before, but as the martial learning of the two grew higher, the enlightenments they gained also became unspeakably precious. It is said that a good disciple makes a good teacher, and in the end, today's lesson became the highest level of teaching in the history of teaching the final three techniques.

And so, after a few hours, the transmission of the Seventh Technique was complete.

Geom Mugeuk, who had closed his eyes to organize the technique, slowly opened them.

"Do you understand?"

"Yes, I think I understand it to some extent."

Geom Mugeuk bowed deeply to his father in gratitude. It was a teaching so great that it truly deserved a deep bow.

"The Heavenly Demon Soul will be pleased."

Geom Mugeuk was curious. What difference would there be in the Heavenly Demon Soul before and after he learned the Seventh Technique? How would the Heavenly Demon Soul react to him learning its Seventh Technique? Would it be grateful? Or would it remain as stoic as ever?

"When you have completely mastered the Seventh Technique, I will teach you the Eighth Technique."

Geom Woojin, who was walking out of the training ground first, paused for a moment. Then, he said the words he had not said before.

"Congratulations on achieving complete mastery."

His father had not forgotten to congratulate him.


Chapter 729: The Young Cult Leader Awakened Him

"Careful, careful. There's a stone there. Watch your step."

Walking beside Dan Ah, Seo Daeryong scanned the ground with frightening intensity.

"I'm fine! Anyone watching would think I was passing through formations or something."

Dan Ah's belly was round and prominent. She was pregnant, with only two or three months left until her due date.

"It must be difficult, let me carry you on my back." Seo Daeryong crouched down to carry her. He wasn't the type to care about the stares of others.

Dan Ah massaged his shoulders. "I need to keep walking and moving for exercise, for my health and the baby's. I'll head back now, so you should get going."

"Let's head back together first. I'll see you home before I go."

"I'll be fine, so please go. Master will be waiting."

Dan Ah had come out to see Seo Daeryong off to his training.

"Can you get back on your own?"

"Why? Are you worried enemies are lying in ambush on the way home?"

Although Seo Daeryong was making a fuss, he had never been happier than he was these days. He had been happy when they married, but he was truly ecstatic at the news that she was with child. The moment he heard it, he had been momentarily stunned.

I'm going to be a father?

He truly couldn't find the words to describe the feeling. It was a completely different kind of joy from being admitted to the Sanzu River Hall as the top student or becoming the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple. The joy was so immense that it often didn't feel real.

Of course, his worries were as mountainous as his joy. The baby had to be born healthy. Dan Ah had to be safe, too. The child had to grow up strong and healthy. He was already shouldering all the worries of the future.

"Just a moment." Seo Daeryong carefully placed a hand on the belly of Dan Ah, who was about to turn back. "The little one is quiet today."

Could life really be this good? Dan Ah smiled and looked at Seo Daeryong. "I'm going now."

"Go safely. Don't fall."

"I'm a martial artist, you know. My inner arts don't just disappear because I'm pregnant!"

After sending her off, Seo Daeryong arrived at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

"Sorry I'm late, Master."

Seo Daeryong's attitude was different from when he was with Dan Ah. When it came to training, he was more serious and diligent than anyone. He greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and was about to head out to the courtyard, when his master stopped him.

"Take this with you when you leave later."

"What's this?" Seo Daeryong looked inside the bundle. What the Blood Heaven Blade Demon handed him was a bundle of medicinal herbs.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon explained, "The Insect Physician had someone send it over."

"The Insect Physician?"

"She said to be sure to take it, as it's good for both the baby and the mother."

"Why would the Insect Physician send this to me?"

"How should I know?"

Seo Daeryong was confused. He wasn't close enough to the Insect Physician for her to send him something like this.

Just then, a welcome voice came from behind.

"Why do you think? She was doing a friend a favor."

Seo Daeryong turned in surprise to see Geom Mugeuk standing there.

"Young Cult Leader!" he exclaimed, rushing over to Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon jumped with surprise from his spot by the window. For some reason, he was even more shocked than Seo Daeryong.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "The person over there is friends with the Insect Physician."

"Ah!" Seo Daeryong looked back at his master with a shocked face. How could he, a disciple, not have known that? In other words, his master had gotten the medicine for him.

Before he could say thank you, however, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been at the window, disappeared inside.

Geom Mugeuk spoke on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's behalf, "He wants to say 'My disciple, I specially asked the Insect Physician to prepare it.' Elder, you're allowed to take the credit for things like this!"

Seo Daeryong, his face filled with emotion, shouted loudly, "Thank you, Master!"

No answer came from within.

Geom Mugeuk offered his congratulations to Seo Daeryong. "So you're finally becoming a father."

"The one who seemed least likely to marry, the ugliest one, the most pathetic one, I... I'm becoming a father." Seo Daeryong's throat tightened, as if he was about to cry just thinking about it. "This is all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader, and to Master."

"I'll give you a congratulatory gift later."

"There's no need. Your existence itself is a gift, Young Cult Leader."

"Is that so? I was planning to get you something incredibly expensive and nice."

"......"

"......"

"My child doesn't know of your existence yet, Young Cult Leader... so maybe a gift is necessary."

Geom Mugeuk laughed loudly, and Seo Daeryong laughed along with him.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice came from inside. "If you're here, stop chattering and come in."

As Geom Mugeuk headed inside, he said to Seo Daeryong, "Later, you'll have to teach me your secret techniques on how to raise a child."

"Just have one first, please!"

With that, Geom Mugeuk entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's room. As soon as he stepped inside, he took a deep breath, inhaling the scent.

"Ah, the smell of these books! I've truly missed it!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, still looking surprised, asked, "Did you really achieve complete mastery?"

"No, it was too hard, so I gave up and came back."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't believe him. Instead, his eyes toward Geom Mugeuk were filled with conviction as he said, "You really did it."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because you wouldn't have come back until you achieved complete mastery."

The playfulness vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face. His father's and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's opinion of him were the same.

He respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed. "Thanks to the Elder showing me the right path, I have achieved complete mastery and returned. Thank you very much."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze also became exceedingly respectful as he looked at the bowing Geom Mugeuk. He too clasped his hands together respectfully. "Congratulations on achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

This greeting wasn't for Geom Mugeuk, but a sign of respect for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art itself. One would show respect just seeing the art being performed, let alone for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art that had reached complete mastery.

After exchanging greetings, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon silently watched Geom Mugeuk. This young man had surprised him many times before, but never as much as now.

Yes, he had believed that Geom Mugeuk would naturally achieve complete mastery, but he never thought it would be this fast. Even when he heard that complete mastery was shimmering just before his eyes, he had thought it would take at least several years.

After all, Geom Woojin, who was called the greatest martial arts genius in history, had achieved complete mastery much later in life.

"What do you plan to do now?" he asked.

Geom Mugeuk pulled a book from the bookshelf, sat on the edge of the bed, and opened it. "I've heard that's the reason why people who achieve great success fail. It's because they suddenly try to make a big change in their lives. They should only change a little, but they try to change drastically all at once."

He, who had been speaking while looking down at the book, raised his head and looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Nothing has changed. When I return from my travels, I will still visit you first, Elder, and I will sit here and read books. I will learn fist techniques from Master, I will have a duel with the Sword Supreme, and I will help the Poison King with his poison research."

And with the power of this unchanging life, I will achieve the Twelth Star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.


Returning to his residence, Geom Mugeuk activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. A vast field unfolded before his eyes, and he summoned the Heavenly Demon Soul.

The Heavenly Demon Soul, which hadn't appeared before his father, now manifested immediately.

Why didn't you come out in front of Father?

Looking into the Heavenly Demon Soul's eyes, he could tell that fear was not the reason. His father had guessed as much without even seeing this Heavenly Demon Soul, but he wanted to be sure.

He smiled brightly and explained where they were. "This is a space I created with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. When we meet, it will mostly be here."

There weren't many places in the outside world where he could comfortably manifest the Heavenly Demon Soul, after all.

"So even if you don't like it, don't destroy it. It's the space I cherish the most."

The Heavenly Demon Soul merely gazed at the world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique with a heavy look.

"It's okay. I've had a lot of practice talking to myself in front of quiet people. Since you were born from me though, I doubt you're really the silent type, so it's okay to show me your true colors. I like talkative people, no, I like a talkative Heavenly Demon Soul."

It would be nice if it even smiled, but the Heavenly Demon Soul showed no reaction.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Heavenly Demon Soul's waist. There was something there that wasn't there before...

"You! You've changed?"

The Heavenly Demon Soul's appearance had indeed changed. Now, it wore a sword at its waist, and surprisingly, the sword looked similar to the Black Demon Sword.

This was a change that occurred after he learned the seventh form of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

No, there's one more change.

Looking closely, he saw a faint pattern etched on the Heavenly Demon Soul's chest that hadn't been there before. Because its body was as dark as jet-black, he had to look carefully to see the faint pattern, but he couldn't tell its exact shape.

He figured he would have to master all nine forms to see the Heavenly Demon Soul's final form.

WHOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk flew up in front of the Heavenly Demon Soul's face and met its eyes. His gaze and aura changed. No longer was he the bright, talkative persona from a moment ago, but the calm, taciturn version of himself from before his regression.

With that gaze, filled with an infinitely deep loneliness, he conveyed his true feelings.

"I called you today because I wanted to congratulate you on learning your first martial arts technique. Being congratulated felt pretty good, so I wanted you to hear it too."

Geom Mugeuk said calmly to the Heavenly Demon Soul, "Congratulations!"

At that moment, he saw a glint in the Heavenly Demon Soul's dark, deep eyes. It had understood his words.

It definitely feels emotions!


An old man sat in the darkness. His back was ramrod straight, and his hands were gathered in front of his qi center. His two eyes, shining in the darkness, dominated the gloom.

SLITHER...

A black circle formed on the floor in front of the old man, and a person clad in black rose up from it. The black-clad person prostrated himself before the old man and reported, "The Young Cult Leader has returned to the cult."

The old man's eyes shone intensely in the darkness. "He's finally back!"

His words sounded as if he had been waiting for Geom Mugeuk to descend from the Great Sky Peak.

"Tell them to proceed with the plan."

"......"

The moment the old man's order was given, someone else appeared.

"Please withdraw that order for a moment," Ga Ye, the Saintess, cut in. She was the one who had previously informed the old man that the Red Orb had appeared in the world. In that place where everything was black, she wore a pure white martial arts uniform.

"What brings you here?" the old man demanded.

"Please come with me for a moment, Patriarch."

The old man rose from his seat, and the black-clad person who had been reporting disappeared back into the floor. The Saintess wouldn't seek him out unless it was urgent.

As the old man moved, something astonishing happened. The darkness surrounding him moved along with him, as if it were a living creature. This was not simply an aura of darkness emanating from his body. Real darkness was following him.

HISSSS...

The darkness changed into various forms. It floated along, covering the old man's body like a cloud, and it changed shape to make the old man look like a demon. Then, as if a ray of light were descending from the sky, a single stream of darkness came down from the ceiling, covering him from head to toe.

That darkness was alive, as if it had a life of its own.

On the door at the end of the corridor where the two arrived, the emblem of the Secret Box and the six orbs was drawn. When they entered, they found themselves in the same place where they had spoken before. The large Secret Box was placed in the corner, and the ceiling was filled with constellations.

"What is it?" the old man asked.

Ga Ye looked up at the ceiling with trembling eyes. "Look there."

The old man looked up at the ceiling. In that instant, an intense light shot out from within the darkness. Among the stars drawn on the ceiling, the largest one in the center was lit up.

This could only mean one thing.

"He has awakened."

"!"

A silence of shock and astonishment fell. Something truly unimaginable had happened.

"He woke up on his own?"

"......"

"That's impossible!"

At the old man's furious energy, the darkness enveloping him scattered in all directions as if fleeing. Then, the old man's form was fully revealed.

The marks of time were on his face. The wrinkles, layered like old tree rings, made it impossible to even guess his age. His features were covered by the wrinkles, making them unrecognizable.

Anyone who saw him would feel this way. How could someone so old sit so straight, how could he emit such an intense gaze, and how could he produce a voice with such a deep resonance?

He was the current Darkness Palace Lord, Hwa Mugyeong, and he, who could control his heart in any situation, was flustered at this very moment.

"How could that be possible?"

Ga Ye answered him, "He awakened on the day the Young Cult Leader descended the mountain."

"!" Hwa Mugyeong's eyes shone intensely. "What does that mean? Are you saying the Young Cult Leader's descent awakened him?"

Surprisingly, Ga Ye believed so.

"I believe the two of them are connected by destiny," she said with conviction. "The Young Cult Leader definitely awakened him."

When the plan using the Flying Blood Snake had failed, Hwa Mugyeong had pondered whether he should awaken that person. At that time, Ga Ye had stopped him, saying the murim would become a sea of blood.

Hwa Mugyeong also knew that the choice to awaken him was truly the last resort. He also knew there was a world of difference between him waking him up and him waking up on his own.

"Even if he awakens, he can't break the seal of the place where he is trapped."

"......"

Suddenly, one of the many stars on the ceiling lit up. The two watched the sight with astonished eyes.

"......"

Another star nearby lit up.

FLASH, FLASH!

This time, a star lit up and then immediately went out again. Then another star lit up. One star would brighten and then go out, and another would do the same. It seemed this would repeat several times.

FLASH FLASH FLASH FLASH FLASH FLASH!

One of the countless constellations was completed and began to shine.

Both Hwa Mugyeong and Ga Ye understood what this meant.

"He has begun to break the seal."


Chapter 730: Shall We Do It Here?

"How long will it take to break the seal?"

Ga Ye lifted her gaze to the stars scattered across the ceiling at Hwa Mugyeong's question. Only one constellation had completed itself while no others had lit up.

"I don't know. I've never heard of anyone breaking the seal of the Seventy-Two Stars Soul Sealing Formation by their own power."

Had anyone else been trapped within those bounds, she would have declared it impossible without hesitation. But this was him, the one who had already stirred from this very seal by his own will.

"At the earliest, it could take a few months. At the latest, it could take several years. We must come up with a countermeasure quickly."

Fear crept through her voice, that familiar dread which had haunted her for so long. The terror that all would perish when he finally awakened.

Hwa Mugyeong remained steady where she trembled. Initial surprise and disbelief had given way to grim certainty, and with that certainty came clarity about what needed to happen.

"We don't have much time."

What had to be accomplished in those precious remaining moments was clear.

"We have one last chance. If we can just retrieve the Six Elements Origin Qi before he breaks the seal, we will be able to control him."

Hwa Mugyeong called out right away. "Hue!"

A circle of absolute blackness materialized on the floor, and from it emerged the same dark-clad figure from before.

"Deliver this message to them. The energy must be retrieved."

"As you command!"

The shadowy messenger disappeared back into the floor.

Ga Ye turned her attention skyward once more. In her mind, she pictured every constellation blazing to life across that ceiling.

"I'm afraid."

Her honest confession drew Hwa Mugyeong toward a Secret Box positioned in the corner. His movements were deliberate as he approached.

He raised one weathered hand to caress its surface. Deep lines etched the back of his dry skin while profound regret filled his eyes as they fixed on the container. Words seemed to press against his lips, yet as always had been his way, that regret never found voice. Instead it seeped deeper into those worn creases.

"I like that honesty of yours. You are startled when surprised, and you say you are scared when you are scared. You do not have the pretense of your predecessors."

The darkness that had scattered in her moment of terror began gathering around Hwa Mugyeong once again. Sensing its master's somber mood, the shadows settled without their usual restless dance, becoming deep and cold instead.

"Yes, we must do this while trembling. This is a matter of taking over the murim."


Geom Mugeuk stood gazing upward at the plaque before him.

❬The Hidden Moon❭

Looking upon those characters stirred only one emotion within him—guilt.

He understood better than anyone how tirelessly Go Wol had labored to establish a building bearing this plaque within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Headquarters. That knowledge made the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's constant reminders about Go Wol more precious than any other words. Those nagging comments never let him forget the magnitude of Go Wol's contributions.

Geom Mugeuk passed through the entrance into the building. No martial artists stood guard at the threshold. Instead, sophisticated mechanisms lined both corridor walls. These devices had been inactive during Go Wol's previous tour of this place, but now they hummed with readiness.

The long corridor stretched ahead with its newly installed defenses until finally the operations room came into view.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader." Go Wol offered his respectful greeting to Geom Mugeuk.

"You look better than the last time I saw you."

"Isn't there someone who takes care of my health more diligently than I do?"

His words indicated the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's careful attention to his condition.

"How has the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader been these days?"

"He's busy trying to lose his belly fat these days. He pesters me every day to let him know immediately if there's any information on martial arts for losing weight. He says even a demonic art would be fine."

Knowing such words would indeed come from that man's mouth, Geom Mugeuk found himself laughing.

"Well, let's take a look around."

Activity filled every corner of the operations room. Information flowed in from across the Central Plains through dozens of openings in the walls while workers sorted everything methodically to one side. The space truly resembled a smaller version of the All-Knowing Hall.

"There's a place I need to inspect."

Geom Mugeuk opened a door within Go Wol's office that led to a simple space containing only a single bed for rest.

"Just as I thought! I knew it."

Books and documents formed towering stacks beside the bed.

Flustered, Go Wol hastily explained, "T-These are things I read when I can't sleep."

"In that case, just close your eyes."

Geom Mugeuk gathered all the documents from that location and carried them outside.

"This is now an order."

"Yes! I will be sure to obey."

How could he dare refuse the Young Cult Leader's command?

After completing his tour of the Hidden Moon in this manner, Go Wol presented documents he had prepared beforehand. "These are the major incidents that occurred in the murim while you were at the Great Sky Peak."

Geom Mugeuk read slowly through Go Wol's organized reports. His enemies had even attempted to capture him using the Red Orb's energy, yet they had failed utterly. They were surely weaving fresh conspiracies, which meant something among these incidents had to connect to their schemes.

"Is there any incident worth noting these days?"

"Yes, there is one recent incident of note."

"What is it?"

"Have you ever heard of the Grave of Swords?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Only one Grave of Swords held significance in the current murim.

"Isn't that the place where the masters of the previous generation gathered to fight and ended up all dying?"

"That's correct. It became famous as it was known that the reason the masters fought was because of treasures and artifacts so valuable that they were worth risking their lives for."

Geom Mugeuk had entered that place during his life before regression. Of course, his purpose had not been the Grave of Swords' treasures but finding someone who had ventured inside.

"Recently, a rumor has been circulating that a treasure map with the location of the Grave of Swords has been discovered, and the movements of the murim are unusual. There have already been a number of deaths from people fighting over it."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze sharpened with intensity. The timing felt completely wrong for the Grave of Swords' appearance. It had emerged much later than this in his previous life and had brought storms of blood across the murim.

The Grave of Swords is opening now?

Go Wol read the seriousness in Geom Mugeuk's expression. "Is there something on your mind?"

The timing of such a significant event had advanced dramatically. It could relate to his enemies' activities, and even if not, it certainly demanded attention.

"Please investigate this matter under the assumption that it is related to them."

"Yes, I understand."

Go Wol asked no questions. His experience handling information had taught him firsthand about the diverse ways their enemies wove their conspiracies.

"Now, please distribute this to the strategists."

Geom Mugeuk withdrew a handful of envelopes from his robes. Each contained bank notes of considerable sums.

"Nothing boosts morale quite like this."

Geom Mugeuk spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear while holding the envelopes high, and the working strategists broke into bright smiles.

"They say a person's lifespan shortens by however long they remain seated. Everyone should rise frequently and sleep soundly."

Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Hidden Moon's strategists in this way before departing.

Go Wol accompanied him to the entrance. "Thank you very much for your concern."

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk offered separate advice to Go Wol, who always showed such dedication to his duties.

"Your health is the most important thing. If your health deteriorates, the tens of thousands of pieces of information gathered here will be worth less than this one piece of information that everyone in the world knows."

Geom Mugeuk emphasized this one crucial point.

"Nothing is more important than your health, got it?"


After departing the Hidden Moon, Geom Mugeuk made his way to the Flower Sword Supreme's residence.

"Sword Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme emerged while opening her hut's door. "Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

Warmth filled the Flower Sword Supreme's greeting to Geom Mugeuk.

"Though time has passed, your beauty shines as brilliantly as ever, Sword Supreme."

"It feels quite good to hear your flattery after so long."

Since appearance no longer held meaning for her, she spoke with greater ease.

"Come by often and say some empty praise."

"Of course, I will come every day. And they are not empty praises!"

The two looked at each other and laughed.

"Shouldn't you check how hard I've trained before coming down?"

The Flower Sword Supreme made an unexpected suggestion. "Shall we do it here?"

She proposed holding their duel in this very yard rather than the training ground.

Geom Mugeuk surveyed their surroundings. Flowerpots lined up with blooming flowers created colorful rows while several food-storage jars occupied their spaces. A lengthy clothesline stretched across the yard's center where the Sword Supreme's white garments swayed in the breeze.

In other words, she was proposing a duel without breaking anything. It was a proposal for a duel of a much higher level than any they had had before.

"Very well."

Naturally, Geom Mugeuk readily accepted.

The two drew their swords at the same time.

From Geom Mugeuk's stance alone, the Flower Sword Supreme could determine what results his Great Sky Peak training had produced.

Swords drawn, the pair slowly began to approach each other.

As they moved with the clothesline between them, wind stirred and caused the clothes to flutter.

SWOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword cut through the dancing fabric.

CLANG!

The Flower Sword Supreme swung the One Flower Sword swiftly to parry his strike.

It was just a sword strike without any inner arts, but it was heavy. Truly heavy.

The sword qi carried in his sword has changed.

WHOOSH!

This time the Flower Sword Supreme's blade grazed the clothesline as it flew inward.

CLANG!

Geom Mugeuk also recognized that the sword qi in her sword exceeded anything from before.

CLANG! CLANG!

The Black Demon Sword and One Flower Sword moved rapidly between the hanging laundry.

Though sword met sword with dangerous sword qi, neither the laundry nor the clothesline suffered tears or cuts. The white clothes simply fluttered in the sword wind's wake.

Once again the two moved and exchanged their attacks.

Though this was not a duel of pouring everything forward in overwhelming assault like before, it proved far more tense and dangerous.

Swords came and went before a pile of firewood stacked in one corner.

An uncut log flew upward. Both swords flew in, targeting each other with the log positioned between them.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

The log fell as properly chopped firewood. This was not some game of making firewood while attacking each other. Creating firewood was a natural condition both understood without spoken agreement, and upon that foundation, truly dangerous techniques were exchanged. A feast of swordsmanship unfolded within perfectly controlled movements.

He kicked off from a potted flower and soared upward, yet not a single petal dropped. When he landed on the roof, no footstep sounds emerged.

Though they dueled using only fundamental swordsmanship without employing their unique techniques, this combat proved far more perilous than fights involving flying sword qi and enhanced sword qi.

WHOOOSH!

After a clash that carried them around the entire yard, both stood in their original positions.

Nothing around them differed from before the duel began. Not only had nothing broken, but not even a scratch from any sword marked the area.

"Thank you very much for your teachings," Geom Mugeuk said politely.

The Flower Sword Supreme returned an equally respectful clasped hands salute. "Congratulations on achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

She too first paid her respects to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, not to Geom Mugeuk.

"How did you know?"

The way she figured it out differed from how Geom Woojin or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had realized it.

"When we fought previously, I could sense you holding back so that you wouldn't harm me."

The Flower Sword Supreme was surprised at herself for not feeling her pride wounded while saying such words.

"But just now, no such feeling existed. I felt as though you gave it your best."

"Hasn't my skill decreased instead?"

"No. You have now reached a stage where you can fight with your best effort and not harm me."

The Flower Sword Supreme made a clasped hands greeting this time while holding her sword.

"Thank you for your teachings."

She knew intuitively that this combat had created great impact within her and would provide immense help in advancing to her next stage, and she felt amazed. To witness the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in complete mastery twice during this era. When had she last seen the Cult Leader, who had achieved complete mastery, wear a smile?

"I too have learned a great deal. Thank you, Sword Supreme."

After finishing their duel like that, the two sat side by side on a small bench in the yard and drank tea.

"By the way, I am thinking of leaving the sect tomorrow."

"Where are you going?"

A name he had heard once today flowed from her lips.

"I understand the Grave of Swords has revealed itself to the murim."

Geom Mugeuk turned to observe the Flower Sword Supreme. She was gazing into her own teacup.

"As someone who lives by the sword, shouldn't I go take a look?"

She probably was not going for the treasures or artifacts rumored to be there. Such matters were not her concern.

Geom Mugeuk asked casually, "Might I perhaps accompany you?"

Surprise crossed the Flower Sword Supreme's features. "You?"

"I wish to go with you, Sword Supreme. Am I not also someone who lives by the sword?"

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded readily. "I would be glad. It is something I would rather ask of you. However, you have only just come down from the Great Sky Peak. Are you alright?"

"Didn't I just confirm it? Annoyingly, our Cult is running too well without me."

At those words, the Flower Sword Supreme laughed pleasantly.

"See you tomorrow at dawn."


The next day at dawn, Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme met at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's main gate. Geom Mugeuk carried a bag stuffed full with luggage.

Who in the world would believe such a sight? That the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would depart the sect carrying so much baggage. He was a man who could obtain anything in the world simply by venturing out with a single sword.

"Let's go."

"Wait just a moment." Geom Mugeuk bowed his head deeply toward the Flower Sword Supreme. "Allow me to apologize in advance."

"Why? Can you not go with me?"

The Flower Sword Supreme assumed Geom Mugeuk had obligations elsewhere. That would explain his abundant luggage.

"No. It's the opposite. I've already caused trouble first, and I'm apologizing now."

Just as questioning expression crossed her face, the trouble Geom Mugeuk had mentioned walked toward them.

Approaching with a sullen expression and grumbling complaints was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, a giant dao strapped across his back.

"Where on earth are you taking me this early in the morning?"


Chapter 731: The Heavens Gave the Sword Supreme Everything, Except...

"Why is that person here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's surprise at seeing the Flower Sword Supreme was mirrored in her own expression.

"I believe that is the question I should be asking," she retorted.

Since she clearly had not expected to meet him here either, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze naturally shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

"I was planning to leave the sect with the Sword Supreme, Elder, and I wanted to bring you along."

The Blade Demon was taken aback, having never expected to be summoned for such a reason.

"Well, you should've said so beforehand."

"I was worried you wouldn't come. Besides, it could be dangerous if just the two of us went."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked incredulous. "Dangerous for whom? For the jianghu? For this murim?"

As he spoke, he stole a glance at the Flower Sword Supreme, who stood there without a word. With her reacting like that, how could he possibly ask to join them?

"I refuse!" he declared, turning away sharply.

"Ah, then I suppose we have no choice but to go by ourselves," Geom Mugeuk said in a very disappointed tone.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's back twitched. How could Geom Mugeuk not understand what was in his heart? That desperate feeling of hurry up and stop me, so I can pretend I have no choice but to follow. If he had truly disliked the situation, he would have already flown away and vanished.

Geom Mugeuk knew better than anyone that he wanted to come along, which was precisely why he had orchestrated this little scene without telling the Flower Sword Supreme in advance. Just as Geom he was about to call out, though, an unexpected person spoke up.

"Let's go together."

To everyone's astonishment, it was the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spun around, his expression one of pure surprise.

Geom Mugeuk's own surprise was evident as he looked at her, for he had fully expected her to be angry that he had invited the Blade Demon without her permission.

"You don't want to?" she asked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched at her question. "It's not that I don't want to."

As if there was nothing more to be said, she turned and began walking toward the carriage.

Geom Mugeuk knew the two of them had been getting along well recently, the proof being that the Blade Demon's flower garden remained perfectly maintained. It was for this reason he had asked him to come.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned to Geom Mugeuk. "Where are we going?"

"Have you heard of the Grave of Swords?"

"It's been noisy these days. Why there?"

The question made it clear the Blade Demon did more than just read his books. He was well aware of the murim's current affairs.

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme, who had already boarded the carriage, called out to them. "Aren't you coming?"

The two men hurriedly boarded as well.

Geom Mugeuk loaded their luggage and took the driver's seat himself. Awkward or not, he intended to drive the carriage personally to give the other two as much time alone as possible.

"Alright, we're departing!"

It was the first time the three of them had ever left the sect together.


That evening, after letting the horses rest, Geom Mugeuk prepared their camp. He soon had a bonfire crackling and had prepared a resting place for the two Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk's giant leather bag seemed to contain everything. The most space was taken up by plush fur hides he had prepared for the two of them to lie on comfortably, a soft and high-quality leather he had specially obtained for this journey. For their first night, they had dinner with food he had prepared in advance.

After the meal, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heaven Destroying Dao. "That dao of yours is too conspicuous, Elder." He took a cloth from his bag. "How about we wrap it with this?"

It was an incredibly old cloth he had prepared specifically to make the weapon look shabby.

"I will not wrap my dao in such a rag!"

"That's why I'll wrap it for you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not remain stubborn. As Geom Mugeuk had said, it was such a great legenday blade that someone might recognize it. He could not cause trouble for them over something so trivial, so in the end, he surrendered the dao with a pretense of having no other choice.

Geom Mugeuk began to wrap the cloth around the Heaven Destroying Dao. "Even if it's frustrating, please bear with it for a little while."

The Flower Sword Supreme chimed in. "The dao will bear it just fine. It's a certain hot-tempered person who won't be able to."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "The Elder's temper is indeed like fire."

"His nasty temper is the same now as it was then. How can he not change at all?"

Seeing the Flower Sword Supreme's amusement, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said sullenly, "Look who's talking. If we're talking about bad tempers..."

He was about to say that she had quite a temper herself but stopped when he saw the sharpness of a sword in her eyes.

"...In the end, you won't be able to control your temper and will draw your sword first."

"Me? That's absurd!"

"We can make a bet on it."

"Fine, let's make that bet."

The two stared each other down before turning their gazes to Geom Mugeuk.

"Yes, I'll be the witness for this bet."

Geom Mugeuk preferred to handle things quietly, so it was a good thing if the two of them could be as patient as possible.

"A bet needs stakes. What'll you wager?"

Since neither of them could think of anything on the spot, he decided for them.

"How about granting each other one wish?"

One might have expected them to ask what the other would wish for before agreeing, yet, the two Demon Supremes nodded without a single question.

After the bet was made, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked Geom Mugeuk, "You think they're involved in this Grave of Swords affair, don't you?"

The Flower Sword Supreme also waited for his answer. She had suspected this was why he had asked her to come along. There had to be a reason for him to leave the sect again when he had only just returned from the Great Sky Peak.

As expected, she was right.

"I believe it's worth looking into."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme exchanged a glance. For the Young Cult Leader to move like this, there had to be a reason. This matter was no longer just the Flower Sword Supreme's personal affair.

"It's also true that I've brought you along to protect us, Elder."

"What strength does an old man have?"

"Old? Among the Demon Supremes, you're the most vigorous, Elder. I think you're the youngest of them all. Your way of thinking is the youngest, too."

He said what he wanted to say to the Flower Sword Supreme on his behalf and planned to keep saying it throughout the journey. His goal was for her to return full of confidence.

"There, it's done."

Geom Mugeuk returned the wrapped dao. Once sheathed in cloth, the Heaven Destroying Dao looked like an ordinary giant blade.

"I hope there will be no need to unwrap that cloth."

I hope there will be no need to use that blade.

Taking the dao, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lay down. "With someone who brings a storm of blood wherever he goes, how can things go as one wishes?"


The next day, their carriage continued on its journey, its destination constantly changing. The battle for the treasure map was still ongoing, so its owner was in constant flux.

Geom Mugeuk was in no hurry. He believed that if he just followed the information flowing in from the Hidden Moon and the All-Knowing Hall, he would eventually meet the final owner. This would be even more certain if his enemies were behind it, as the entire affair would be a conspiracy designed to draw him out.

Then, one day, the Flower Sword Supreme said something entirely unexpected.

"I'll make dinner tonight."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in shock. "You'll cook for us, Sword Supreme?"

"Why? Don't you trust me?"

"Not at all! What greater honor could there be? I'll boast about this to everyone I meet!"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It seemed like a situation where he would say something, but he was making a strange expression instead.

The Flower Sword Supreme even did the hunting herself, leaping away and returning a short time later with two rabbits.

"I'll make rabbit porridge."

"Oh, I'm looking forward to it! I've never had rabbit porridge before."

While she prepared the rabbits, Geom Mugeuk washed and trimmed the vegetables and mushrooms she had asked him to get. Even if it was just a knife used for cooking, a sword was a sword. She prepared the ingredients with a truly masterful skill.

"Do you have a pot and seasonings?"

"Of course. Everything is prepared right here."

Geom Mugeuk took the seasonings from his bag and handed them to her.

CHOP CHOP CHOP CHOP!

The way the Sword Supreme sprinkled the seasonings was like a martial arts performance. Her elegant movements raised Geom Mugeuk's expectations to the extreme.

And so, the dinner she made was completed.

"I'll eat well!"

The moment Geom Mugeuk took a bite, his eyes widened. "!"

It's bad. What on earth is this strange taste? Were my expectations too high? No... this is objectively, undeniably bad.

"How is the taste?" the Sword Supreme asked, her voice full of expectation.

Geom Mugeuk forced a smile. "It's delicious! It's the most uh, unique dish I've ever eaten!"

He could not bring himself to say it was the most delicious.

The Sword Supreme smiled. "I've made it for our sword demons before. They all said it was delicious and ate well."

That's because they're your subordinates! There's no subordinate crazy enough to say 'It tastes bad, Sword Supreme!' No, even I, the Young Cult Leader, can't do that.

The Flower Sword Supreme also ate the porridge she had made, her expression suggesting it was not that bad.

Ah! The heavens gave the Sword Supreme everything except normal tastebuds!

Geom Mugeuk stole a glance at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was holding his bowl and drinking from it... no, the amount of porridge in the bowl had not decreased at all.

He plans to secretly get rid of that porridge with his inner qi!

Now he understood the strange expression the man had made when the Sword Supreme announced she would cook.

The Elder knew! He knew what kind of dish would come out!

With a face that said he could not be helped, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon placed a book atop the Heaven Destroying Dao and began to read slowly.

Geom Mugeuk leaned back and looked up at the night sky. "This is nice."

The Flower Sword Supreme was sitting and circulating her qi, her expression gentle, as if she were lost in pleasant thoughts.

At dawn, Geom Mugeuk woke. Beyond the extinguished bonfire, he saw the backs of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, sitting side by side as they looked up at the dawning sky. The two said nothing, just silently watching the stars. Though they did not speak, it felt as if a thousand silent conversations were passing between them.

Geom Mugeuk lay back down and looked at the stars for a moment before closing his eyes again and falling into a deep sleep.


Geom Mugeuk's party arrived in the vicinity of Tianzi Mountain in Hunan. Rumor had it that the person with the treasure map had been chased and had hidden somewhere on the mountain, causing heroes from all over to gather there.

As they drew closer, the number of martial artists heading up the mountain increased. They traveled alone and in groups, a bustling crowd of all sorts.

Geom Mugeuk left the carriage at a private house at the foot of the mountain and they continued upward with only their luggage.

They did not hurry. Rushing ahead now would only get them swept up in the chaos. Since the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon were reporting the entire situation, there was no need to rush.

As the three of them were slowly walking up the mountain path, some people shouted from behind.

"Out of the way!"

"Don't get in our way!"

A glance over their shoulders revealed two martial artists with hostile auras, their movement arts carrying them forward at an extraordinary speed. It seemed they would simply knock them over if they got in the way. They were either confident in their skills, possessed a naturally nasty temper, or assumed Geom Mugeuk was no master because he was carrying a large load of luggage.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon moved to the side of the path, positioning the Flower Sword Supreme on the inside.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the sight of him worrying that she, of all people, might get hurt. Would the Sword Supreme get hurt even if a hundred of those guys came at her?

The Flower Sword Supreme also looked at Geom Mugeuk with an incredulous expression, as if she felt embarrassed, but a faint smile played on her lips.

One of the two passing martial artists shouted at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as he passed. "Don't block the way, old man! If I weren't in such a hurry, you'd be dead!"

A vein popped on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's forehead.

The Flower Sword Supreme whispered from the side, "Surely you're not going to let men like that go?"

At her provocation, his expression relaxed. Soon, words that showed his determination not to lose the bet flowed from his mouth.

"He said he was in a hurry, didn't he?"


Chapter 732: How Dare a Mere Porter?

"He's a lucky one, surviving after cursing at the Elder," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

The Flower Sword Supreme chimed in, "The only one, in fact."

The teasing did not seem to faze the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He remained steadfast, even offering a benevolent smile as he said, "People curse sometimes. It's just a part and parcel of life."

Geom Mugeuk immediately burst into laughter.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must have found his own words amusing, for he turned his head away, likely struggling to keep a straight face.

"I have no intention of intervening. I'm curious about the outcome of this bet," Geom Mugeuk added.

What if all three of them held back from now on?

"Then the result will be decided very soon," the Flower Sword Supreme declared confidently, certain that she could control her temper far better than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Just then, someone shouted, "Get out of the way if you don't want to die!"

Another group of martial artists rushed past, their rough movement arts kicking up a cloud of dust.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon casually fanned it away with his hand.

"Are you alright?" Geom Mugeuk asked, worried.

"I'm fine."

"Shouldn't a palm technique have shot out from your hand just now? If someone who isn't used to holding back suddenly restrains themselves too much, they'll get sick."

"When a martial artist uses movement arts, dust is bound to be kicked up," the Blade Demon replied calmly.

Seeing him act like a high monk mastering his mind, Geom Mugeuk feigned a sigh. "Ah! If I'd known this kind of mental training awaited us, I should have brought the Demonic Buddha."

"He's the most impatient one of all," the Blade Demon retorted. "Isn't his version of Buddha one that kills first and then prays for their entry into paradise?"

Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme laughed together. The situation around them was escalating rapidly, yet the three of them were in no hurry.

They walked a little further before the path opened into a wide, clear space at the foot of the mountain. The area was packed with martial artists, and a palpable, immense heat emanated from the sheer mass of bodies.

"I heard he's hiding in the cave!"

"Hurry up and move!"

"Move before I kill you!"

Before this shouting, protesting crowd stood the mouth of a cave.

This was the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths, and it was famous for its vast interior and maze-like complexity. So many had died after entering and failing to find their way out that it had earned another name, the Cave of Death.

Martial artists from the Flying Dragon Gang, a notoriously belligerent group from Hunan, blocked the entrance.

One of them, Song Byeokchan, one of the gang's top ten masters, stepped forward. His voice, laced with inner arts, carried over the din, "The Cave of Ten Thousand Paths is sealed. Everyone, back away."

A hero from the gathered crowd immediately protested, "Why are you stopping us from entering? Is the Flying Dragon Gang trying to monopolize the treasure map?"

Song Byeokchan replied smoothly, "We are trying to prevent bloodshed in our gang's territory. This is to stop you from losing your lives in vain over a pointless fight, so do not misunderstand."

Of course, no one believed his words. It was obvious that the Flying Dragon Gang had already dispatched its own masters to search the cave's interior. Many outside masters had slipped in before the blockade, but the cave was so complex that they still had not found the person who had hidden with the treasure map.

The martial artist who had just protested tried to incite the crowd. "Let's force our way through. If we all join forces..."

SHWIK! THUD!

Before he could finish, Song Byeokchan's sword was already embedded in the back of his neck. The man was helpless against the surprise attack from behind.

Song Byeokchan coldly pulled his bloodied sword free as the man collapsed. He looked down at the body, then addressed the crowd, "Is there anyone else who still wishes to defy our gang?"

A heavy silence fell over the area. In Hunan, not many people could afford to ignore the might of the Flying Dragon Gang.

Watching from the back, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "A cave? I can't stand stuffy places."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled. "It seems I have the advantage in many ways."

She meant that the Blade Demon's temper would surely fray faster in such a confined space.

"Now, all of you, turn back."

Song Byeokchan stepped forward, and the Flying Dragon Gang martial artists lined up behind him, drawing their swords and advancing with menace. Even so, the martial artists did not back down. The desire to become an unparalleled master, the greed for the immense wealth promised by the treasure map, kept every one of them rooted to the spot. Even now, more people were flocking to the mountain.

Just as the standoff reached its peak, the air filled with a sharp whistle.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Hidden weapons rained down upon the Flying Dragon Gang from behind.

"Ambush!" Song Byeokchan shouted urgently, but his men were already falling one after another.

The attackers, to everyone's surprise, emerged from inside the cave.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Song Byeokchan desperately swung his sword, deflecting what he could, but the sheer number of projectiles was overwhelming.

THWACK!

As he focused on the weapons, a heavy palm strike slammed into his back. His body was launched through the air, tumbling to the ground before lying still.

Now, the man who had shouted so loudly moments before was now just a corpse.

The one who had hidden among the martial artists to launch the surprise attack was a muscular man with a vulgar impression. He had already hidden his subordinates inside the cave before the Flying Dragon Gang had sealed the entrance.

"Why is this your territory? It's our territory."

Someone in the crowd recognized him and shouted.

"The Viridian Forest Emperor!"

He was a famous member of the Viridian Forest in Hunan, with a mountain keep right here on Emperor Mountain. Interestingly, his title was not because he was as great as a king of the Viridian Forest, but because he was the master of this particular mountain. He was a vicious man with a vulgar disposition who would commit any evil deed for money.

Recently, however, he had clashed with the Flying Dragon Gang and suffered consecutive defeats, greatly diminishing his influence. Having indulged in money and women, his once-formidable martial arts were a shadow of their former glory.

He spat on Song Byeokchan's corpse. "Shameless bastards. You thought you could swallow a treasure of the ages all by yourselves?"

Cheers erupted from the crowd.

"Now, let's go in!"

The martial artists surged toward the entrance of the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths, but their advance was cut short as hidden weapons once again rained down on them.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Those at the front were struck down.

The Viridian Forest Emperor stepped forward, blocking the cave entrance in front of the bandits who had thrown the weapons. "Who said you could enter as you please?"

His booming shout instantly quelled the atmosphere.

He then announced loudly, "To enter this place, you must pay a toll."

Bewildered expressions spread through the crowd, but in this tense atmosphere, no one dared to protest.

Someone finally asked, "How much is the toll?"

"One thousand taels per person. If you don't have money, I'll also accept weapons or artifacts of equivalent value."

The martial artists murmured amongst themselves. A thousand taels was an exorbitant price just to enter a cave.

"Isn't that too expensive?" someone protested.

The Viridian Forest Emperor merely tempted them further.

"You'd miss the chance to obtain a treasure of the ages just to save a mere thousand taels? Do as you please."

In truth, he had no intention of entering the cave himself. If he collected from just ten people, it would be ten thousand taels. From a hundred, a whopping one hundred thousand. Since martial artists were continuously flocking to the area, collecting from a hundred people was not an impossible task.

The life of the Viridian Forest involved lying in ambush for days just to rob someone of a few dozen taels. He could not miss such a golden opportunity. Since he was bound to be ruined by the Flying Dragon Gang soon anyway, he planned to make a huge score and then leave this place for good.

"Aren't the Viridian Forest people who collect tolls by nature? The path you're taking this time is the path to becoming an absolute master, so the toll is merely expensive. There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world. You'll surely receive a great reward for paying a high price."

Finally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't help blurting out, "This bandit has a good head on his shoulders!"

Unfortunately, he spoke just as the noisy area fell silent for a moment, and his words carried directly to the Viridian Forest Emperor's ears.

The man whipped his head around toward the source of the voice. "Who is it!"

The people in front moved aside, revealing Geom Mugeuk and company. The sound had definitely come from his direction.

"Was it you? The one who just spouted nonsense?"

"It wasn't me," Geom Mugeuk said, stepping aside and gesturing behind him. "It was this person."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked dumbfounded at Geom Mugeuk's shameless tattling.

The Flower Sword Supreme beamed, her expression clearly saying, Of course the Young Cult Leader is on my side.

The Viridian Forest Emperor stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said coldly, "Old man, do you want to die?"

Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme grinned from ear to ear.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied calmly, "I was just saying you have a good head on your shoulders, so don't mind me."

Even though his opponent was submissive, the Viridian Forest Emperor decided not to let it go. He took a few steps forward, intending to make an example of the old man. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed utterly insignificant because he was not revealing his aura. However, the closer the bandit got, an inexplicable sense of unease grew within him.

Why? Is it because of his eyes?

He had already committed, however. If he backed down now, the jackals watching him would rush in to tear him apart.

The Flower Sword Supreme watched the scene with a pleased expression, certain she had won the bet. There was no way the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would let a man like this lay a hand on him, bet or no bet.

"Wait." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stopped the bandit for a moment, then reached into his shirt pocket.

The Viridian Forest Emperor flinched and gathered his inner qi in preparation for a surprise attack, but what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled from his robes turned out to be a small pouch.

The Viridian Forest Emperor took another cautious step back. Is that poison?

The Blade Demon reached into the pouch, took something out, and held it forward. "Here is one thousand taels."

Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme could only stare at each other in astonishment. They never would have dreamed that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would actually offer to pay.

"Take it."

The Viridian Forest Emperor took the bank note in a daze. It was real.

"You're the first customer to pay the toll, so I'll overlook your earlier mistake."

Since the old man had paid, he could not very well beat him up. To make others pay, he had to let this transaction go smoothly.

"Fine, you may enter."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then urged Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme. "What are you two doing? Pay up."

Geom Mugeuk whispered to the Flower Sword Supreme, "You have the treasure map, don't you, Sword Supreme? He's doing this so he can win the bet and make you hand it over, right?"

The Flower Sword Supreme's gaze deepened as she looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. What is it you want?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon casually turned back to the Viridian Forest Emperor. "I have a question."

"What is it?"

"How long will you be here?"

The Viridian Forest Emperor flinched. "Why do you ask?"

"Never mind. I was just asking."

For some reason, the question put the bandit in a foul mood.

The Flower Sword Supreme pouted, "I don't have a thousand taels on me right now."

The Viridian Forest Emperor looked her up and down. Since she was with a man who had paid so obediently, he didn't think there was anything special about her. Moreover, when he saw the young man standing next to her, weighed down by luggage, he was certain that they were not martial masters.

This mistaken belief caused him to say something he shouldn't have.

"If you don't have money, I can accept other things."

The relaxed expression on the Flower Sword Supreme's face vanished, replaced by an icy mask. Her true nature surfaced in an instant.

To hell with the bet, I should cut his head off.

Just then, though, she saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hand moving toward the knot binding the Heaven Destroying Dao. He could endure insults directed at himself, but he would not stand for them against her.

The sight of his quiet defense made a smile spread across her face, and her anger subsided as quickly as it had appeared.

Before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could untie the knot, she said, "There are too many eyes on us right now, so let's meet here again later. I'll give you a very nice gift."

"Do you take me for a fool? What guarantee is there that you'll come out alive?"

The Flower Sword Supreme gave the Viridian Forest Emperor a meaningful look. "Don't worry. I have a very good reason to make sure I come out alive."

The Viridian Forest Emperor had no idea just how desperately the two of them now wanted to meet him again.

Their tense exchange was cut short by a clear, sharp woman's voice that sliced through the air from behind. "Kill that lecherous bastard."

The Viridian Forest Emperor turned in surprise and saw a young woman standing there, leading a group of martial artists. As she gave the command, the martial artists behind her lunged forward.

The Viridian Forest Emperor resisted, throwing punches, but he could not withstand their combined attack. Their skills far surpassed those of the Flying Dragon Gang members he had faced earlier.

He was hacked to death, and his subordinates, who had been throwing hidden weapons, fled without a second glance. They knew the woman's identity.

She was the Cold Moon Sword, Chu Yeon, the only daughter of the Flying Dragon Boss. Within the Flying Dragon Gang, she was renowned for showing no mercy to her enemies.

With the Viridian Forest Emperor's subordinates gone, a few martial artists near the entrance rushed into the cave. Soon, the entire crowd surged inside, and no one could stop them.

Chu Yeon did not intervene. She simply watched with a cold and disdainful gaze.

Suddenly, the three people who had not entered caught her eye.

Geom Mugeuk searched the Viridian Forest Emperor's corpse and found the banknote that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given him. The note was stained with blood. He pocketed it and offered a new thousand-tael note to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

However, the Blade Demon held out his hand, asking for the bloodstained note instead.

"Please take the new one."

"It's fine."

A thought suddenly occurred to Geom Mugeuk. Perhaps the Blood Heaven Blade Demon considered even this bank note a part of his memories with the Flower Sword Supreme.

He moved to hand the blood-stained note over, when a cold voice interrupted them, "You should be ashamed of yourselves."

Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at the speaker, Chu Yeon.

"No matter how great the treasure map is, for martial artists to give in to the threats of the Viridian Forest and pay money is embarrassing, not to mention looting a corpse to retrieve your money."

Geom Mugeuk met her contemptuous gaze and replied, "You, Young Lady, are wrong."

Chu Yeon's face froze. How dare a mere porter step forward and say I'm wrong?

"First of all," Geom Mugeuk began, looking at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "the Elder made the choice to pay to save all of those martial artists."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched inwardly. I did that to save all of the martial artists? Since when?

Geom Mugeuk continued, his voice ringing with conviction, "If those people entered this place, they would eventually fight and kill each other, but because our Elder paid, it created an atmosphere where everyone had to pay. Since most of them wouldn't have a large sum like a thousand taels, they wouldn't be able to go in. In the end, the Elder saved everyone's lives. He's such a compassionate man, isn't he?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon cleared his throat at the explanation, which was way better than his real reason.

Chu Yeon opened her mouth to retort, asking where he was spouting such sophistry, but Geom Mugeuk interrupted again, "However, after he went to the trouble of saving them, they all just went inside. If it were you, Young Lady, you could have stopped them. You couldn't possibly be thinking, 'Let them all go in and die,' could you?"

For a moment, Chu Yeon's face twitched. Shockingly, she had indeed felt that way just a moment ago. She was angered that a mere luggage carrier had seen right through her.

"There it is! The treasure map!" a shout erupted from inside the cave.

Screams followed, along with the continuous sound of clashing weapons that soon grew distant.

"We must go in now," one of Chu Yeon's subordinates urged.

Chu Yeon nodded. Just before entering the cave, she looked back coldly at Geom Mugeuk. She did not make a throat-slitting gesture, but her gaze was a clear warning that she would kill him the next time they met.

After the Flying Dragon Gang left, the three of them finally entered the cave.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been teased the whole time, smiled with satisfaction. "Looks like you'll be the first one to draw your sword."


Chapter 733: I Have a Good Feeling About This Path

The cave's interior was pitch black, though this fact was lost on Geom Mugeuk. His mastery of the Divine Eye Technique made the cavern appear as bright as day.

The two Demon Supremes navigated the darkness with equal ease, though anyone else would have needed a torch or been forced to wander blindly through the passages, relying on instinct alone.

Still, Geom Mugeuk retrieved a small torch from his leather pouch and lit it.

The two Demon Supremes began to converse as they moved deeper into the cave.

"So this is one of those labyrinth caves?"

"The three of us won't get lost, will we?"

"Aren't we more likely to get lost precisely because there are three of us?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon suggested, alluding to how they might get lost if they trusted each another too much.

The Flower Sword Supreme offered a faint smile at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words. Most people would have expected him to say something like 'If we get lost, we'll just smash our way out,' but she knew better. She understood the surprisingly delicate side he kept hidden.

Neither of them was truly worried about getting lost, of course. Their confidence rested entirely on the carefree figure of Geom Mugeuk walking ahead of them.

"When else would I get the chance to be lost with you two?" Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "Besides, just because we wander around a little doesn't mean the path we have to take will disappear, will it?"

The three of them ventured deeper into the cave. The air grew thick with the scent of blood, and a cacophony of clashing weapons, curses, and screams echoed from the surrounding passages. A veritable hellscape of killing and being killed was unfolding all around them.

"First, let's take the path to the right," Geom Mugeuk said, choosing one of the three forks ahead.

"It's so convenient traveling with the Young Cult Leader. You just have this feeling that he'll take care of everything," the Flower Sword Supreme remarked with blind faith.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at Geom Mugeuk's back and grumbled, "Exactly! You understand perfectly! So, Young Cult Leader? Where on earth is that guy with the treasure map hiding?"

Geom Mugeuk replied with a laugh, "I don't have any special plan. I'm just picking paths as they come."

"But how did he end up being chased in here? Was he herded this way?" the Flower Sword Supreme wondered.

"He might have come in on purpose," Geom Mugeuk suggested.

"On purpose?"

Geom Mugeuk clearly had a premonition about something, but he didn't elaborate, so they didn't bother to ask. Their Young Cult Leader was the type who would eventually explain everything in excruciating detail, even if they begged him not to.

Suddenly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flicked a finger, sending a qi bullet to shatter a rock protruding from the ceiling. The stone would have struck the Flower Sword Supreme's head had he not acted.

"I saw it too," she remarked.

"I'm sure you did."

"No matter how kind you are to me, I won't go easy on you for the bet."

"Who asked you to?"

Geom Mugeuk listened to their conversation with a gentle expression. Yes, this was why he had come with them. He had wanted to hear this very banter.

The cave formed a complex maze. Every short distance brought them to another fork, sometimes with as many as three or four different paths, yet Geom Mugeuk strode forward confidently, as if he knew exactly where he was going.

SHWIIIIK!

A sword suddenly shot out from the darkness, aimed straight for Geom Mugeuk. He twisted his body just enough for the blade to slice through empty air and kept walking without so much as a glance at his attacker.

The ambusher was left flustered. Not only had his target completely ignored him, but the two people following also passed by without a single look.

SHWIIIIK!

His belated second swing missed its mark. The trio had already vanished into the darkness.

"What the fuck...?"

PUUK!

A sword burst through the man's chest as he stood there, momentarily stunned. Someone else had ambushed him from behind. The new attacker searched the fallen corpse, and when the treasure map didn't turn up, he disappeared back into the shadows.

There were no rational choices or judgments here. Everyone was hiding, ambushing, and killing, then searching the bodies for the treasure map. Only the luckiest would claim the prize in this chaos.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Ahead, a group of people was locked in fierce battle.

One of them might have the treasure map, the Demon Supremes thought, but Geom Mugeuk simply passed them by.

"Let's just keep going," he said.

A stray sword flew toward him as he crossed the battle, but it failed to graze even a single strand of his hair. He slipped through the fighting area as lightly as if he were playing a game of tag.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme followed with equal ease.

"Why aren't you stopping them?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk glanced back at the fight. "Look at their eyes."

They were all consumed by greedy madness.

"It would be easier to make a gambler quit gambling," he said, continuing deeper into the cave.

"Do you even know where he's hiding?"

"If we're lucky, we'll find him."

In truth, Geom Mugeuk wasn't relying on luck. He had been to the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths before. Back when he wandered all over the Central Plains in search of regression materials, he had explored this famous cave on Emperor Mountain.

The mysterious, labyrinthine cavern hadn't let him leave easily back then. He had felt that something must be hidden in a place he hadn't yet explored. Though much of the memory had faded, he had once known this place so well he could have drawn a map from memory.

I wonder if those things are still here at this point in time?

He had failed to find the materials for the Great Regression Technique here, but he had discovered other things instead. He just couldn't be sure if they were still here, since the timing was different.

At least, he had a good idea of where people could hide for an ambush.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, following close behind, exchanged a look. They half-expected Geom Mugeuk to get lost and wander at some point, but he never passed through the same place twice.

Finally, as they navigated the cave's interior, they came upon a slightly wider space.

Geom Mugeuk took two bamboo flasks from his leather pouch, giving one to each of his companions. "Have some water."

They both drank the cool water.

Geom Mugeuk then looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with a worried expression. "Feeling suffocated?"

"I'm fine."

Geom Mugeuk frowned. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't fine. Sweat beaded on his brow. As he had mentioned before entering, he truly hated stuffy places.

"I'll go check this tunnel. Please rest here for a moment," he said, entrusting the torch to the old man.

"What about you?"

"My night vision is excellent."

In truth, Geom Mugeuk was more comfortable moving without a torch.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Using the Swift Step, he vanished from sight in an instant.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme sat side by side on a flat rock.

"I've been surprised by the Young Cult Leader so many times that things like this don't even feel strange anymore," the Flower Sword Supreme said.

"......" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded and wiped away his sweat.

"You hated stuffy, narrow places even when you were young. You haven't changed."

"Do people change so easily?"

The Flower Sword Supreme laughed.

"Why are you laughing?"

"It's nothing."

The Flower Sword Supreme regarded the man next to her. Anyone else could have said that, but not the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had changed so much after meeting Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you remember? When we went to visit the Cult Leader at his training cave?" she asked.

It was back when Geom Woojin was still the Young Cult Leader. She couldn't recall the reason, but an order had been given for him to train in a cave for a hundred days.

"We snuck in with alcohol we'd bought," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon recalled, a smile forming on his lips. How could he forget one of the few happy memories from his past?

"You boasted that we should just trust you, but then you got us lost right away."

"Did I?"

In truth, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't gotten lost that day. He had only pretended to be lost because he wanted to walk with her a little longer. Come to think of it, the cave that day hadn't felt so stuffy. Even while sweating profusely, he had never once felt suffocated.

"We were so young back then."

He recalled the sight of the Cult Leader smiling at them when they arrived, shaking the bottle of alcohol.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Suddenly, as they were briefly lost in memories of the past, a volley of hidden weapons flew from the darkness, aimed directly at the Flower Sword Supreme.

TADANGDANGDANG!

The cloth-wrapped Heaven Destroying Dao deflected them all.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had blocked the attack, lowered his weapon. Once the ambush failed, the attacker vanished.

The two Demon Supremes didn't even think of chasing them, paying no mind to the events unfolding around them.

"Why?" the Flower Sword Supreme asked. "Did you think I couldn't block that myself?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at the torch placed beside him. "It seemed dark on your side...." he began, then added a completely unnecessary comment, "People's night vision gets worse as they get older, you know."

"Telling a mature lady that she's getting old is rude."

"What's wrong with getting older? You don't have to try so hard to look young. The evening is always more beautiful than the morning."

"I said I don't like it, but you just keep going!"

The Flower Sword Supreme glared at him, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon subtly turned his head away.

Just then, another group of martial artists burst in, led by Chu Yeon, the daughter of the Flying Dragon Boss. Her and her followers' swords were still dripping with blood, and the number of martial artists with her had dwindled from ten to eight.

At first, Chu Yeon had thought they could sweep through this cave at their leisure. After all, the people she brought were the Ten Flying Dragon Elites, the best of the Flying Dragon Gang.

However, they had been ambushed twice during their search, and two of the Elites had lost their lives. Fighting with torches in a narrow, complex, and pitch-black cave was far different from what she had imagined.

Today, for the first time, she had been forced to realize that even the Ten Flying Dragon Elites were mortals who could die. Because of this, her nerves were on edge.

"What are you two doing here?" she demanded.

There was another reason they stood out.

"Where's that porter?"

The arrogant words the man had spoken earlier lingered in her mind. How could a mere porter be so haughty? She had resolved to teach him a proper lesson if she saw him again.

"Is he already dead? Why aren't you answering?" she demanded sharply.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been looking away, slowly turned his head.

The moment her eyes met his, Chu Yeon's heart sank. He hadn't revealed his aura or shown any killing intent, yet goosebumps erupted all over her body.

It was his gaze. The torchlight flickered in his pupils, making it seem as if flames were erupting from his eyes.

Feeling as if her own body was being engulfed in fire, she reflexively gathered her inner qi.

Sensing their leader's anxiety, the remaining Flying Dragon Elites all raised their swords at once.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hand moved toward the knot of the cloth wrapped around the Heaven Destroying Dao. The moment he pulled it, he would lose the bet. However, if a fight was inevitable, he had no intention of letting the Flower Sword Supreme step forward just so he could win.

TAP!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze fell upon the knot. The Flower Sword Supreme was clutching it, silently commanding him not to draw his weapon.

"Young Lady," she called out calmly.

Chu Yeon's attention, which had been focused solely on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, shifted to his female companion. The moment she saw the woman's composed gaze, though, she finally came to her senses.

So they were both absolute masters!

If they could give off such an impression without even revealing their auras, her group wouldn't stand a chance against them.

Her heart growing heavy, Chu Yeon had the Flying Dragon Elites sheathe their swords.

So even masters like these have come in. Can I really obtain the map?

There was a huge difference between how she felt when she entered this place and how she felt now.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk returned. "Young Lady, you're safe!" he greeted so warmly that Chu Yeon was taken aback. "I was worried because so many people were getting hurt and dying. I'm glad you're safe."

Now she understood why this porter had been so arrogant. What did he have to fear when he was accompanied by such masters?

"Why were you worried about me?"

"We talked outside. Isn't that a destined meeting?"

To Chu Yeon, it might have sounded like he was teasing her, but he was sincere. If a hidden power was involved in this incident, then there must be things they have arranged.

Are you perhaps one of them?

She could be, or she couldn't be. Their connection might be one that ended after today, never to be seen again. Or, by following the thread connected to her, he might be able to find them.

As always, Geom Mugeuk intended not to miss a single thing. He planned to play dumb, accept everything, and turn their plans against them.

He warned, "There are corpses piled up over there. Please be careful."

Chu Yeon couldn't bring herself to curse at someone who was greeting her so warmly and expressing concern. No, it was more likely because of those two masters. Anyway, an opportunity to teach him a lesson would come someday.

"You be careful yourself, porter."

Chu Yeon turned and walked away. At the last moment, she glanced back at the two Demon Supremes, but neither of them was looking at her.

After the Flying Dragon Gang had departed, Geom Mugeuk took something from the leather pouch he carried. "I couldn't find the person with the map in that tunnel, but I did find this."

It was a deep, blue-green moss, carefully wrapped in paper.

"This is?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were stunned into silence when they recognized it.

"Immortal Stalactite Moss?"

Immortal Stalactite Moss was a miracle herb, a type of moss that grew on stalactites hanging from cave ceilings. It was an extremely rare treasure that only grew when numerous conditions were perfectly met.

"This is the first time I've seen it in person," the Flower Sword Supreme gasped.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. "It's my first time too."

The two Demon Supremes stared at Geom Mugeuk with astonishment. Even witnessing it firsthand, finding Immortal Stalactite Moss in this pitch blackness and bringing it out was an unbelievable feat.

"Why are you so surprised? Doesn't everyone find a miracle herb or two when they enter a cave? Let's share it nicely among the three of us when we get out later. I'll cook it so you can enjoy it, no, please let me do the cooking!"

The effects of Immortal Stalactite Moss were different from those of ordinary miracle herbs, as it didn't just increase one's inner arts. As its name, 'the moss eaten by immortals,' suggested, it was a miracle herb known to be excellent for one's health, restoring vitality and granting a long, disease-free life upon consumption. That was why he planned to feed a generous portion to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in particular.

Listening to him, the two Demon Supremes found themselves thinking the same thing. If such incredible luck always followed the Young Cult Leader like this, then he really might be able to find the person with the treasure map here.

Slinging his leather backpack over his shoulder, Geom Mugeuk once again took the lead down an unexplored path.

"I have a good feeling about this path. Now, let's go!"


Chapter 734: I Can't Stand Being the Only One Left Out

The Flower Sword Supreme gave up trying to memorize the path. She had attempted to keep a rough mental map after entering the cave, but now she abandoned the effort completely.

A glance back revealed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon following Geom Mugeuk with a relaxed expression. He, it seemed, had surrendered to the maze long ago.

She directed her question to Geom Mugeuk. "How do you know the way so well?"

"I guess you could say I was born with an instinct for it."

"Even the Cult Leader probably couldn't navigate this well. Do you have some kind of secret?"

"Just intuition!"

Geom Mugeuk called it intuition, but in truth, it was the hard-won result of training and experience. He knew this place, the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths, inside and out, yet his keen sense of direction was a skill honed by wandering through countless places in his life before regression. Back then, he had hated getting lost more than anything in the world, so he had forced himself to remember correctly to avoid treading the same ground twice.

A short while later, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's teasing voice cut through the silence. "Looks like your intuition led to a dead end!"

The path they had followed for some time terminated abruptly in a wall of solid rock.

"I had a really good feeling about this path." Geom Mugeuk muttered, refusing to accept it. He walked to the very end of the path and began examining the wall. "There's something down here."

He had found a narrow passage tucked away at the very bottom of the left wall. At a glance, the opening was completely hidden by a protruding rock. One would have to lie flat on the ground just to see it, making it a passage that ordinary people could never find. After navigating a complex maze, no one would press on to a clear dead end, get on the floor, and check both sides.

As for how had he found it back then? He hadn't found it from this side, but from the other side.

"As expected, the Young Cult Leader has a sharp eye," the Flower Sword Supreme praised.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, however, acted grumpy for no reason. "It was just a lucky find. How could he have known about that?"

"Half of the luck was thanks to you, Elder."

"Because of me?"

"Because you were teasing me, I came all the way to the end to find something."

"And the other half?"

Geom Mugeuk looked down toward the opening. "I felt a flow of air coming from this direction."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme exchanged a startled look. They hadn't realized Geom Mugeuk was paying attention to such subtle details.

"I'll go in first," Geom Mugeuk offered.

"Be careful," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. No matter how grumpy he acted, he was the person most worried about Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk crawled on the ground and slipped into the passage. Soon, his voice echoed from within. "Come on in."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme followed him into the tight space.

The Blade Demon was naturally reluctant. "I can't believe I'm crawling for the first time in decades."

As the two Demon Supremes emerged from the passage, their eyes widened in admiration. They had found an independent space nestled between the cliffs, a world apart from the oppressive cave. Water flowed freely, while flowers, grass, and trees grew in abundance. It truly seemed like the perfect place to build a house and live in peace. Moreover, the unique terrain made it impossible to discover from the outside unless one jumped from the impossibly high cliff above.

Before his regression, Geom Mugeuk had climbed down that very cliff. To exaggerate a bit, he had been in a phase of climbing every cliff he could find. He had descended all the way down and discovered the hole, only learning that it connected to the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths after he entered.

So this place was this beautiful.

When he came here before, he had only scoured it for useful items, blind to the picturesque scenery.

"I'm going to go look around up there," Geom Mugeuk announced before leaping toward the cliff face.

While he was gone, the Flower Sword Supreme slowly surveyed the area. The first things that caught her eye were the flowers blooming in a corner, some of which she had never seen before. "It would be nice to build a house here someday and live quietly."

"Inviting guests wouldn't be easy," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon noted.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled. He was right. It would be a house where not only the residents but also any visitors would have to be peerless masters capable of scaling the cliffs.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk returned, carrying something unexpected. He held three peaches which emitted a brilliant glow and a spiritual energy so potent their fragrance was extraordinary.

"I found these on a tree halfway up the cliff. You must be hungry. Please have one."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes widened. "Could this be?! It's not a Heavenly Peach, is it?" he asked, his voice trembling.

Geom Mugeuk replied with a grin. "Why wouldn't it be?"

The fruits were, surprisingly, the miracle herbs known as Heavenly Peaches. Like the Immortal Stalactite Moss they had found earlier, they were a treasure rarely seen in the world.

"It's a spiritual herb known to be especially good for women. Your skin is already good, Sword Supreme, but now it'll be like a baby's. Here, please have one."

If the Immortal Stalactite Moss was more effective for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, this Heavenly Peach was a miracle herb perfectly suited for the Flower Sword Supreme.

Geom Mugeuk offered a Heavenly Peach to each of them. He had found Immortal Stalactite Moss and now Heavenly Peaches, and he was handing them out like fruit bought from a market stall.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't take a bite. "Miracle herbs all have their fated masters. This is your miraculous encounter, so you should consume them all."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded, sharing his sentiment.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the two of them. Right, before his regression, he had eaten them all himself. "My miraculous encounter is the two of you," he said.

"!"

"You've seen how I do things until now, haven't you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't refute that. He knew better than anyone what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was and the efforts he had made. He also knew well that Geom Mugeuk would never eat the spiritual herbs alone. "Still, you should eat them."

Geom Mugeuk watched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon quietly for a moment, then said with a mischievous smile, "Alright. I'll eat two."

"Why two? It should be three!" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon protested, then glanced at the Flower Sword Supreme. She was inhaling the sweet fragrance of the Heavenly Peach.

"It wouldn't be polite to refuse too much, would it?" she said, indicating she intended to eat hers.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and held out his hand. "I'll just eat the Elder's then."

As Geom Mugeuk reached for the peach, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon swiftly pulled his hand back. It was one thing if they all abstained, but he couldn't stand being the only one left out. "Come to think of it, I do feel a bit hungry."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud, and the two Demon Supremes smiled as well. How could they express their gratitude in words when he was so generously sharing such a spiritual fruit?

"Please, eat up. I've heard that a Heavenly Peach is most effective when consumed within five minutes of being picked."

Geom Mugeuk took a large bite of the peach in his hand. If a heavenly taste truly existed, this was it. A sweet juice he had never experienced before flowed out and slid instantly down his throat.

Though he had no further need for more inner qi, consuming the Heavenly Peach was still a worthwhile endeavor. Its effects went beyond enhancing inner qi. While it didn't grant immortality, it made the body resistant to disease and strengthened the five senses. It could even regrow lost hair and rejuvenate the skin.

"Ah, it's delicious!" he exclaimed.

At his cry, the Flower Sword Supreme also took a large bite. Although she usually ate elegantly, this time she did her best not to spill a single drop of juice. Her expression said everything about its taste. It was no exaggeration to call it the most delicious fruit she had ever eaten.

Following her lead, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also ate his Heavenly Peach.

"Sweet, so sweet."

Who would have thought that after leaving the Cult, he would get to eat a Heavenly Peach he had only ever heard about in legends? This journey with Geom Mugeuk was truly one unexpected and intriguing event after another.

The three of them sat down in their respective spots and began to circulate their qi, using their own unique cultivation methods to absorb the spiritual energy of the Heavenly Peach into their qi centers. Perhaps it was the pleasant fragrance emanating from inside and outside their bodies, but it felt more refreshing than absorbing any other miracle herb.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon opened his eyes after absorbing the immense energy into his qi center. Not only had his power increased, but his body also felt significantly lighter.

Geom Mugeuk, who had finished first, was already looking up at the small patch of sky visible between the cliffs. He had fortunately obtained both miraculous encounters he knew about in the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths. The thought occurred to him that the existence of three Heavenly Peaches might have been fate.

Following the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme also finished circulating her qi.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader," she said.

For her, who was striving to become stronger, the effects of the Heavenly Peach were a great help. On top of that, she gained a healthier body and firmer skin.

Geom Mugeuk turned to face her, his expression bright. "I should be the one thanking you. If you hadn't left the Cult this time, how would I have obtained such a miraculous encounter? This is all thanks to you, Sword Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at him without a word. What could she possibly say to him when he insisted on giving her the credit for this as well? Instead, she turned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Did you hear that? You should be grateful to me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon touched his cheek. "My skin really does feel better."

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword and angled it to reflect the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. "Is that all? Look here. Your wrinkles have smoothed out a lot too."

"Really? It's not just my imagination?"

"Later, when you eat the Immortal Stalactite Moss, your skin will put the Poison King's to shame. What does age matter? As long as your heart is young and your body is healthy, that's all that matters," Geom Mugeuk said, hyping him up as much as possible in front of the Flower Sword Supreme.

There were no words more pleasing than being told he looked younger, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't hide his smile.

Please, live a long and youthful life.

Geom Mugeuk walked back toward the hole they had entered through and started crawling back. "Well then, let's go. How was it? Worth crawling on the floor, wasn't it?"

From behind, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled for show. "I still hate crawling!"

Normally, he would have suggested breaking down the wall and walking out, but for some reason, he obediently crawled through.

After leaving that hidden sanctuary, Geom Mugeuk once again took the lead, heading back the way they came. "This time, I have a good feeling about this way!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon followed close behind. "We ate a Heavenly Peach thanks to that intuition, so we have to follow."

And so, the two Demon Supremes once again trailed after Geom Mugeuk.

Outside, the scene from hell was still unfolding. The screams echoing from all directions were a stark reminder that they had returned to reality.

After walking for some time, they came upon two martial artists facing off with their swords drawn. Their auras were extraordinary, and indeed, they were figures worthy of such a presence.

One was the Blue Sky Double Axe, who had made a name for himself in the Hunan region with a single axe. The other was the Weird Blood Blade, a master from Jiangxi drawn here by rumors of a treasure map. As fate would have it, two masters of similar skill had run into each other.

The aura emanating from the two men saturated the air. They knew each other well, so neither made a careless move.

"I thought you'd be the one I'd have to fight at the very end," the Blue Sky Double Axe said, holding both himself and his opponent in high regard. He wanted to avoid this fight.

The Weird Blood Blade, on the other hand, intended to settle things here and now. He reasoned that the narrow passage gave him an advantage over a man who wielded a large axe. "If we have to fight eventually, is there any need to postpone it?"

Just as the tension reached a point where a blow could be struck at any moment, a voice interrupted them.

"If you're not going to fight... would you two mind letting us pass through first?"

The two men were startled. Pass through where? Here? Here, where the Blue Sky Double Axe and the Weird Blood Blade were pointing their blades at each other, ready to kill? In this narrow passage, no less?

Just as they were thinking, No way, someone began walking toward them. Truly, both men couldn't help but think, Is this guy crazy? However, the crazy guy really did walk right between them. He even offered a greeting as he passed between the flashing sword and axe blades. "My, you're working hard."

The two martial artists were dumbfounded, so much so that they couldn't even laugh.

If that wasn't bad enough, the crazy guy wasn't alone. An eye-catching woman followed behind him, and finally, an old man carrying something large on his back passed by, constantly stroking his own cheek. These strange people didn't even give them a single glance.

While the trio passed by one after another, the two men couldn't move. A careless action would create an opening for their opponent. Moreover, if those crazy people decided to attack them together, it could lead to an even bigger problem.

"What was that just now?"

"They must have gone crazy from fear."

Of course, contrary to their words, they could feel that those people were no ordinary figures, but whether they were crazy or true masters, the tension of their once-in-a-lifetime battle had completely dissipated. Without either being the first to move, the two men slowly sheathed their weapons and disappeared in opposite directions.

Geom Mugeuk continued onward, the two Demon Supremes following him with torches to light the way. Caves were visible in all directions. The path had been complex until now, but this area was a true maze. A single space could have up to ten openings, and entering one led to another five or six branching paths, and all the passages were like that.

The Demon Supremes could clearly see why this place was called the cave of death. Furthermore, the paths in this section were designed to loop around, meaning anyone who didn't know the way would simply wander in circles.

"Even someone who knows the way could get lost here," the Flower Sword Supreme murmured.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded in agreement, sweating profusely. Even the miracle herbs couldn't dispel the suffocating feeling of being in this narrow place.

Geom Mugeuk asked mysteriously, "So, if someone were to hide, wouldn't they hide around here?"

The two Demon Supremes exchanged a knowing glance. They could tell what Geom Mugeuk was thinking. He intended to find the person with the treasure map right here. He had mentioned earlier that the person might have intentionally entered the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths, and it was clear he had his suspicions.

Following him, they arrived at a place where a new scene unfolded, a breath of fresh air for the suffocating Blood Heaven Blade Demon. A magnificent spectacle created by time spread out before their eyes.

A space as large as a plaza was filled with giant stalactites and stalagmites. Stalactites, grown long like the fangs of a beast, hung from the ceiling, while stalagmites soared up to meet them. Among them, some were on the verge of touching, looking as if the sky and the earth were coming together.

DRIP, DRIP, DRIP...

The sound of water droplets falling from the stalactites echoed, breaking the silence.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been gazing at the cavern, began to walk into the mysterious area. "This seems like a place where something good might happen, don't you think?"


Chapter 735: He Must Have Been Here in a Previous Life

"A place like this existed, huh?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme stood captivated, marveling at the mystery nature had crafted before them. The complex maze they'd navigated to reach this hidden sanctuary now seemed a small price to pay. To witness such magnificent beauty, shouldn't one have to struggle to find it?

After a moment of shared wonder, Geom Mugeuk broke the silence. "If I had to hide somewhere in the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths, I think I'd choose this place. How could anyone who passed through that complex maze possibly imagine that someone would be hiding here, in such a nice place?"

He explained that visitors would be momentarily captivated by the majestic view, then simply set out to find another path.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked around with a puzzled expression. "Here? Where exactly is there to hide here?"

No matter how he searched the vast cavern, it seemed to offer no cover at all.

"Aren't there plenty of places to hide?" Geom Mugeuk argued.

"Plenty?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scanned the area again. Disbelief crossed his face as his gaze fell upon the large stalagmites rising from the ground.

Don't tell me... inside there?

As if confirming the demon's suspicion, Geom Mugeuk began walking slowly among the stalagmites. "Someone capable of snatching the treasure map and starting this free-for-all would've known what kind of place the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths is. They wouldn't have entered recklessly, knowing they could wander the maze and die without knowing the way. He's likely someone who knows the interior of this place well, and also knows this very location."

"Then he's no ordinary fellow," the Flower Sword Supreme observed.

"He's more than that," Geom Mugeuk continued, his voice growing grim. "He's someone who intended to make his pursuers fight and kill each other in this pandemonium."

He stopped in front of one particular stalagmite. It had a sunken section, and within that inwardly curved part was a fairly large hole, though it looked far too narrow for a person to enter.

Geom Mugeuk gestured with his eyes to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. The two Demon Supremes had already sensed the presence of a person inside.

"I've always been curious," Geom Mugeuk mused aloud. "What does the inside of this stalagmite look like?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied with a grin. "Why not just cut it open and see?"

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword and tapped the stone. "Should I cut it around here?"

"Cut it diagonally," the Blade Demon advised. "That way you can see better."

"Like this?" Geom Mugeuk tapped the stalagmite again with his sword. "Alright, I'm cutting!"

At that very moment, a frantic voice erupted from the hole. "Wait! There's a person here! There's a person!"

A man poked his head out. It seemed impossible for anyone to emerge from such a small opening, but he slid out as smoothly as an octopus.

"Don't kill me! Please!"

He was a man of small stature with the face of an adult but the body of a boy. He stared at the three of them with eyes full of terror. Judging by the energy emanating from him, he was a martial artist, but not one with any skill worth boasting about.

"Please spare me."

After sizing up the situation, the man seemed to realize he couldn't take the three of them on and prostrated himself flat on the ground.

"I came in to find the treasure map, got lost, and ended up here," he stammered. "I was too scared to go out, so I was hiding here. I'm not a bad person!"

"You're not a good person either, I bet," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled.

"N-No..."

The man trembled all over as he launched, unasked, into his personal story. He spoke of his father, the Patriarch of a small martial family, who'd developed a gambling addiction late in life and ruined them. It had gotten so bad that his young sister was about to be sold to a rich family. That was when he heard a rumor about a treasure map on Emperor Mountain and came up without a second thought.

"If I can't get the treasure map, my sister will be sold," he pleaded, tears falling from his eyes. "Please, just pretend you didn't see me and pass by!"

Geom Mugeuk, who'd been staring silently at the man, said coldly, "How do you plan to get the treasure map with such shitty martial arts skills? Were you hoping to hide here until everyone else killed each other, and the map would just be lying there for you? You shouldn't blame your father. You're making an absurd gamble yourself."

"......" The man hung his head low, unable to answer.

"Let's go," Geom Mugeuk said to the two Demon Supremes. "I'll take you outside. Anyway, it seems we've looked around most of the cave, shall we leave now?"

He's talking about leaving without getting the treasure map?

The Demon Supremes knew Geom Mugeuk well. He wasn't the type to come all this way for the treasure map only to give up so easily.

"Let's do that," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon agreed.

He and the Flower Sword Supreme exchanged a knowing glance. They both understood.

It's him.

Geom Mugeuk must have discovered something they hadn't. He'd said something good was about to happen, and now he'd found the one with the treasure map.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thought to himself, Why not subdue that bastard's inner arts right now and search him? It was what he would've done.

The Flower Sword Supreme, on the other hand, wasn't worried at all. The Young Cult Leader will handle it.

Before leaving, she looked around the cavern one last time, her gaze full of lingering attachment.

"......" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood beside her.

"Will I ever have another chance to come to a place like this?" she murmured. "I want to burn it into my memory before I go."

"We can just come again," he offered.

"......" The Flower Sword Supreme fell silent. She knew what he meant.

However, she couldn't come even if she wanted to, because she didn't know the way. Without Geom Mugeuk, it would be difficult to even get out of the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths.

"The Central Plains is full of caves like this," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon added. "Next time..."

He didn't finish his sentence, but the Flower Sword Supreme knew what he was about to say.

Geom Mugeuk watched their backs and waited for them. He didn't intrude. Just like when they sat side by side watching the morning stars, what they needed now was time alone together.

Instead, he glanced at the man.

Terrified, the man quickly averted his gaze. "Are you really going to let me live?"

"You've used up all the luck of your lifetime this time," Geom Mugeuk said. "Because you met me."

The man felt relieved, but at the same time, he couldn't hide the complex emotions on his face, perhaps because he was worried about his sister.

A moment later, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme walked over to them.

"Alright, let's go now."

And so, they left the space with the stalactites and stalagmites.

The atmosphere inside the cave had grown even more heated. The more people died, the stronger the madness of the survivors became. The thrill of killing someone and rummaging through their belongings was more electrifying than any pleasure they'd ever experienced.

Maybe this time, the treasure map will appear?

This intense anticipation drove them to slaughter and madness.

Chu Yeon of the Flying Dragon Gang was no different.

SHWIIIIK! PUK!

Blood splattered across her face as she sliced the neck of the opponent rushing toward her. She personally searched the body of the fallen man, but the treasure map wasn't there this time either. Wiping the blood from her face with her sleeve, Chu Yeon scowled.

The situation wasn't going as she'd thought. The Ten Flying Dragon Elites, who'd numbered ten when they first entered, were now down to six. It was a situation where she should've given up and left, but she didn't.

Just then, a group of people approached her.

"......" She was startled to see the man in the lead. It was none other than the porter. They'd met again.

Geom Mugeuk greeted her cheerfully. "Seeing as we've met three times in one day, it must be fate."

Chu Yeon glared coldly at him. Just looking at the man put her in a bad mood. She hated how this mere porter treated her so casually, acting as if he were the head disciple of those masters.

However, if he were their disciple, he would've addressed them as Master, but no, he called the old man Elder. He had to be a porter or some low-level martial artist. After all, he showed no trace of having learned any martial arts.

If it weren't for those two, he'd be dying at my hands, leaving 'We shouldn't have met a third time' as his last words. No, he would've been dead after our previous meeting.

Her gaze turned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. Just like before, they didn't spare her a single glance.

They're completely ignoring me.

Chu Yeon's gaze shifted again to the small man with them. "Who's he?"

"We met him by chance," Geom Mugeuk replied. "We're traveling together."

"Why are you taking him with you?"

"He says his younger sister is about to be sold. With such a desperate situation, shouldn't we help him?"

Chu Yeon eyed the man suspiciously. "You believe that story?"

"Are you suggesting he has the treasure map?" Geom Mugeuk asked, gesturing to the man's frail body. "With that build of his?"

"Don't tell me you haven't searched him yet?"

"I haven't," Geom Mugeuk replied with unnerving confidence.

Chu Yeon was dumbfounded. "May we search him instead?" she asked, directing the question not to the porter, but to the two masters behind her.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. "To think you're so distrustful. Fine, go ahead."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was inwardly startled. He'd expected Geom Mugeuk use them to prevent anyone from laying a hand on the man.

That man definitely has the treasure map!

He had a feeling he would finally have to untie the cloth wrapped around the Heaven Destroying Dao here.

One of the martial artists from the Ten Flying Dragon Elites searched the man's body. He searched more thoroughly than anyone else, but he didn't find the treasure map.

Chu Yeon had ordered the search just in case, but the ones who were truly surprised were the two Demon Supremes.

[He doesn't have the treasure map?]

[If he doesn't, then why is the Young Cult Leader trying to leave? And why is he dragging this man along?]

[How am I supposed to know what's going on in that guy's head?]

Geom Mugeuk smiled and bid them farewell. "Well then, let's see each other alive a fourth time!"

In truth, Chu Yeon wanted to search the leather pouch Geom Mugeuk was carrying. She really wanted to search the bodies of those two masters. It felt too suspicious to just let them go, so she mustered her courage, a courage drunk on the blood of those she'd killed today.

"That luggage of yours, may I see it?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head with a relaxed expression. "I'd normally show you, but there are many things in here you shouldn't see."

His words only made Chu Yeon more curious. She really wanted to give the order, 'Snatch that leather pouch!'

Could I be mistaken? What if those two aren't masters and I've just mistaken them for masters?

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon started walking away. "Let's get going."

He strode toward Chu Yeon, who was blocking the path, and she unconsciously stepped aside.

He made me step back without releasing his aura or killing intent? I didn't make a mistake. He's definitely a master.

"It's the treasure map!" a shout suddenly echoed from deep within the cave.

Chu Yeon and her subordinates instantly dashed toward the source of the sound.

The porter's voice followed them from behind. "Be careful, Young Lady!"

Chu Yeon bit her lip. If I ever see you again, please let it be when those two masters aren't around! Just let me catch you once.

Geom Mugeuk started walking again, and the man and the two Demon Supremes followed behind him.

After a while, the Flower Sword Supreme noticed a secret mark she'd carved on the wall earlier. She'd left it to try and remember the path when they first entered, but had given up when it became too complicated.

[Look over there,] she told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. [That's a mark I secretly left on our way in.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked where she indicated.

[The Young Cult Leader is leading us out through the exact same path we came in,] the Flower Sword Supreme continued.

[That rascal. He must've been here in a previous life.]

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled faintly at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words.

How could they know that his joke had actually hit the nail on the head?

And so, Geom Mugeuk led them out of the cave. As it happened, there was no one outside when they emerged.

Breathing in the outside air, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon took a deep breath with an expression that said he finally felt alive. "Did you come out because of me?" he asked, worried that they'd given up and come out because he was feeling suffocated. "I could've endured it. If you're really worried about me, just leave me here and go back in."

"How could I go anywhere while leaving Elder behind?"

"You wander around just fine without me."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "Still, it wasn't a complete waste, was it?"

He looked at the man. The man, perhaps worried the three might change their minds, hastily bid them farewell. "Thank you for saving me. I'll be on my way now."

Seeing his dejected state, Geom Mugeuk suspected the man might just go back into the cave after they parted ways. "Wait a moment," he said, approaching the man.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme watched, considering this a natural course of events.

Yes, the Young Cult Leader wouldn't just let him go. The Young Cult Leader would surely make sure his sister wasn't sold.

Indeed, as if to give the man some money, Geom Mugeuk reached into his pocket.

"Do you know what this is?"

However, money wasn't what came out. Geom Mugeuk pulled out a sheet of paper containing information sent from the Hidden Moon. On it was a sketch of a person's face, and below the sketch was densely written text.

"It's a sketch and personal details of the man who was chased into the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths with the treasure map," Geom Mugeuk said casually. "What do you think? Our information network is amazing, isn't it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes widened. Although they knew Geom Mugeuk was receiving information from the All-Knowing Hall and the Hidden Moon the whole way here, they hadn't known he had received that particular piece of information.

"The name of the one who snatched the treasure map is Tae Su, the son of the Great Thief Tae Gon, the best of his generation."

Tae Gon was a famous name that even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme recognized.

Geom Mugeuk read the information written below the sketch to the man. "Tae Su received lessons in thievery from his father since he was young and inherited various skills. He's proficient in cryptography and terrain analysis, and has a knack for dismantling mechanisms. His memory is so outstanding that he never forgets something he's seen once, and that's not all. He's mastered the Bone Contraction Art, allowing him to easily enter narrow spaces. He's a really amazing guy, isn't he? But his face looks just like..."

Geom Mugeuk held the paper with the sketch next to the man's face so they were side by side.

Comparing the two faces, the two Demon Supremes finally understood why Geom Mugeuk had insisted on bringing only this man out with them. Geom Mugeuk had known right from the very beginning.

"It's you, isn't it?"


Chapter 736: You Must Also Know How to Steal Hearts

"It's not me!" the man denied sharply as he recoiled, but protesting was futile. The face in the drawing mirrored his own perfectly.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze drifted back to the sketch. "You know, when I first saw you, my first thought was that I needed to find whoever drew this and give them a special reward. Maybe even a vacation."

"No, you've misunderstood!" The man stomped his feet frantically in indignation. When the trio's expressions remained unchanged, he pounded his chest in raw frustration, tears welling in his eyes. "It's not me! The world is full of people who look alike, isn't it? I have to get back and save my younger sister. Please, you have to let me go!"

His performance was so convincing that most would feel as if they truly were making a mistake.

However, Geom Mugeuk was unmoved. He pointed to a line of text beneath the drawing. "Oh my, look here. I seem to have missed something when I was reading your information. It says you're a good actor and skilled at deceiving others, doesn't it?"

It was written there, plain as day.

"Didn't you see when you searched me? I didn't have anything like a treasure map."

"I know. You already burned it, so it's now all in your head, right? Your memory is probably excellent, and I'd wager you have an even greater talent for memorizing maps."

"That's not true! Why are you doing this to me?"

"Why?" Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Because it's you."

He jabbed the man twice in the side.

POKE! POKE!

The effect was immediate.

PWOOOSH!

Air rushed into the man's body, and his small, boyish frame expanded until he stood before them as an ordinary man.

Geom Mugeuk's pokes had been playful, but their purpose was anything but. The man's Bone Contraction Art had been broken, forcing him back to his original form. "Nice to meet you, Tae Su!"

This man was Tae Su, son of the Great Thief Tae Gon. The shock of being recognized was eclipsed only by the astonishment that his Bone Contraction Art had been broken in an instant.

His surprise didn't end there.

The old man and the woman accompanying the youth didn't even seem particularly startled by his transformation. Their composure remained unshaken even when his true form was revealed.

"Give me some water," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

Geom Mugeuk set down his leather pack and produced a bamboo flask. "You need to drink plenty of water for your skin to improve. Now that it's gotten better, you have to maintain it."

BOOM!

In that single, explosive instant, Tae Su launched himself forward. His martial arts were average, but he prided himself on his movement arts, believing them faster than anyone's. He vanished from the spot in a flash. One leap carried him more than 60 meters. A second leap doubled that distance to 150 meters. By the time he landed from his third, he expected to be nothing more than a memory.

Just who are those people to know my identity so precisely!

As he landed from his third leap, though, a silent gasp escaped him.

"......"

His eyes flew wide. The trio were standing right in front of him.

Geom Mugeuk was still calmly handing the bamboo flask to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who uncorked it and took a drink as if nothing had happened.

How on earth?

For a moment, he wondered if he was dreaming, or perhaps seeing an illusion, but this was no time to ponder such things.

BOOM!

He kicked off the ground again, moving with every ounce of speed he could muster.

And when he stopped, the three of them were there once more.

"Give me some water, too," the Flower Sword Supreme said, holding out her hand.

Geom Mugeuk produced another flask for her. Their actions continued as if he had never run at all.

Tae Su stood there in a daze. A dizzying sensation washed over him. He felt as if they remained fixed in place in front of the cave, and it was the world itself that kept shifting around them, but that wasn't it.

He had clearly fled using his movement arts, and this was a different place entirely. They hadn't chased him. They had simply arrived first and were continuing what they had been doing.

Just how fast are they? The young one is even carrying that large leather pack!?

That wasn't his only question.

How did they know I would run in this direction?

Geom Mugeuk returned the flask to the leather pack and slung it back over his shoulder.

"W-What... are you people?" Tae Su stammered, his voice trembling as if he had seen a ghost.

The youngest of the ghosts smiled and walked toward him.

"People get sensitive for no reason when they're hungry, don't they?"

With a casual wave of his hand, Geom Mugeuk suppressed Tae Su's inner arts.

"Stop running around. Let's eat first."


A campfire blazed in a forest far from the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths.

While Geom Mugeuk prepared their meal, Tae Su sat with his inner arts suppressed, watching every move.

This has to be a prelude to torture. They wouldn't just stop for a meal at a time like this. They've probably mixed a truth serum into the food. Or maybe it's poison, something they'll use as a threat. They can't just force-feed me, because I might try to kill myself or become so defiant I'd rather die than talk... so this is their plan! To make me eat it willingly!

Who on earth are these people? I've never heard of three masters like this in the murim. With such a unique combination, rumors would have been unavoidable.

Geom Mugeuk began to stir-fry vegetables and mushrooms, adding salt and a secret seasoning. After finishing the cooking with skillful speed, he divided the stir-fried mushrooms into four bowls and brought one to Tae Su.

"Here, eat," Geom Mugeuk said, untying one of the thief's hands so he could eat by himself.

"I'm not hungry."

"Eat now. Don't complain that you're hungry later."

Geom Mugeuk placed the bowl in front of Tae Su and walked back to his leather pack. From it, he took out something wrapped in paper. When he unfolded the paper, it revealed a patch of moss.

A distinctive scent wafted over, and Tae Su stiffened.

This smell... could it be? Immortal Stalactite Moss?

Geom Mugeuk divided the moss, placing portions only on his own bowl and those of the two Demon Supremes. "It's too tasteless to eat on its own, but it should be fine like this."

Tae Su's eyes widened. That was also true. Immortal Stalactite Moss was famously bland.

No way. Is it real? It can't be. No matter what, they wouldn't just mix Immortal Stalactite Moss into a mushroom dish, would they?

Still, its appearance and smell were unmistakable. As a thief, he had studied countless miracle herbs.

No, that's impossible. Immortal Stalactite Moss is a legendary herb. It can't be, and there's no way the three of them would share something so precious. Oh, I get it now! They're trying to bait me.

He was certain it was bait. If the three of them ate it while pretending it was the real thing, he might be tempted to eat his food as well.

The moss must be a fake, laced with poison or a truth serum, and they've probably already taken the antidote.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him, picked up the moss from his own bowl, and offered it. "Want some of this?"

Just as I thought. This is playing out exactly as I predicted, Tae Su sneered inwardly, shaking his head. "I'm fine."

Geom Mugeuk feigned surprise. "You're quite something to refuse this. You'll be kicking yourself in regret later."

Tae Su scoffed. The Immortal Stalactite Moss couldn't be real. If it were, they would never offer to share it.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon compared the moss in his bowl with the others and commented, "Mine seems to be the largest portion."

His bowl did indeed have the most.

"You're mistaken," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"......" Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew Geom Mugeuk had given him the most.

The Flower Sword Supreme, sitting opposite, gestured with her eyes for him to accept it and eat. "Just eat it."

"I never thought I'd be eating something this precious with mushrooms," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon remarked.

"As they say, anything that goes in your mouth should be eaten deliciously for it to be good for the body, right?"

The three of them began to eat.

"This is tastier than I thought," the Flower Sword Supreme said, satisfied.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded in agreement, and just like that, they ate all of the Immortal Stalactite Moss.

After finishing their meal, they sat down without a word and began to circulate their qi. When they were done, the light in their eyes had deepened. The moss was known to restore vitality and grant a long, healthy life.

"You look even younger than before you ate," the Flower Sword Supreme observed.

"Really?" Geom Mugeuk drew his sword, holding it up like a mirror. "I can't really tell."

There was, however, a definite difference. The two miracle herbs they had consumed were a great help to Geom Mugeuk, but they were an even greater boon to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gazed quietly at his own reflection in his dao's polished blade. Suddenly, he uttered words he may never have spoken in his entire life, "This is fun."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at him in shock. She, more than anyone, knew he was not a man for such sentiments, and she understood the profound weight those two words carried.

What would the Young Cult Leader say in response?

Geom Mugeuk's answer was simple.

"I'm having fun too."

The Flower Sword Supreme did not say it aloud, but she too was enjoying herself. It was a joy she had not felt in a very long time.

Watching the three of them, Tae Su felt a strange emotion stir within him.

What is with these people?

They acted as if they had truly eaten Immortal Stalactite Moss, and now they were paying him no mind at all.

Tae Su cautiously asked Geom Mugeuk, "What are you going to do with me now?"

Geom Mugeuk replied without hesitation, "We're going to find the Grave of Swords together."

Who decided that? Tae Su was inwardly dumbfounded, but he maintained his act and denied it to the very end. "You've truly misunderstood. I was only there by chance. I was training to find my way in that complex cave and practicing my Bone Contraction Art."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and pulled the sketch from his robes again. "You have no idea how much effort from how many people went into getting this single piece of paper into my hands, do you? This information is imbued with the hard work of dozens of people who have dedicated their lives to one thing. People who are many times smarter than you or I."

The two Demon Supremes listened, thinking to themselves that while everything Geom Mugeuk said was true, there was one exception.

They're not smarter than you.

That was why they were secretly curious to see how Geom Mugeuk would uncover the location of the treasure map.

"In this situation, flat-out denial is the worst of the worst strategies," Geom Mugeuk continued. "It just makes your opponent look down on you, thinking, 'Ah, this guy only uses pathetic methods.' You're not that kind of guy, are you? It says right here that you're not."

Tae Su stared at Geom Mugeuk for a long moment before finally changing his strategy. He realized that blind insistence would not work.

"You're right," he conceded. "I have the map memorized. Not just the location of the treasure, but the way to enter through the real entrance, not the fake one, and how to avoid the traps inside. I'm the only one in this world who knows."

That was only half true. In his life before returning, Geom Mugeuk had been inside the Grave of Swords. He hadn't gone there for treasure, however, so he did not know its interior well. He had gone to meet one person.

Geom Mugeuk stared at Tae Su without a word.

Tae Su tensed his stomach and met the gaze, refusing to look away. He felt a strange emotion emanating from the clear eyes fixed upon him.

Why is he looking at me like that?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, watching the two, sent a telepathic message to the Flower Sword Supreme. [If we just beat him up, he'd spill everything.]

The Flower Sword Supreme added her own thoughts. [Or cut off his fingers, one by one.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied with a strange smile. [The Young Cult Leader doesn't know you're the type to say things like this, does he?]

[This is just between the two of us.]

A slightly pleased smile touched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips at her words.

Anyway, Geom Mugeuk did not beat up Tae Su, nor did he cut off his fingers.

SSRRNG!

Instead, he drew the Black Demon Sword. "Right, a place like the Grave of Swords might be better off remaining a secret of the murim forever."

He swiftly raised the blade.

SHWIIIIK!

With no hesitation, Geom Mugeuk brought the sword down in a swift arc aimed directly at Tae Su's neck.

"Wait!" Tae Su shouted.

The sword stopped perilously close to his neck, its edge just grazing his skin.

DRIP...

A trickle of blood dribbled from the slight cut.

Tae Su's eyes went wide with a mixture of fear and surprise. This crazy bastard really tried to kill me.

"If you kill me, you'll die too."

"Why would I?"

"You know who my father is, don't you? He's Tae Gon, the greatest thief of his generation. If I die, my father will surely take revenge. There's no one he can't find and no place he can't infiltrate. He'll slip into your chambers silently while you sleep. It'll be useless no matter how deep you hide."

The corners of the listening Demon Supremes' mouths turned up. They wondered how this thief's expression would change if he knew where that 'place' was.

Geom Mugeuk met the threat with one of his own. "Then I guess I'll just have to take care of your father first."

Tae Su was startled for a moment but quickly feigned composure. "You'll never find my father's whereabouts."

"Right, it won't be easy, but it's not impossible either. First, I'll spread a rumor that Tae Gon is the one who has the treasure map to the Grave of Swords. Countless people will rush to find your father." Geom Mugeuk held up the sketch. "I'll use my information network to find out everything about him. I'll even get a similar sketch of his face and circulate it all over the Central Plains."

"!"

"Then when your father, angered by all this, comes looking for you, I can easily take care of him."

Geom Mugeuk's threat was specific and detailed, and it landed its mark. When Tae Su could offer no rebuttal, he withdrew the sword.

"Didn't I tell you to eat? Your head isn't working because you're hungry, so you resort to such clumsy threats. This isn't the time for threats. It's the time to make a deal. You should be asking me what I'll give you if you tell me the location of the treasure."

After a moment of thought, Tae Su asked, "What will you give me?"

"That depends on what's there."

"How can I trust that you'll let me live once we get there?"

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "I believe that a man who dreams of becoming the greatest thief of his generation shouldn't only know how to steal objects."

Tae Su flinched. The words struck him with the force of a physical blow, for they were the exact words his father so often told him, repeated without a single letter changed.

"To become the greatest thief, you must also know how to steal hearts."

"!"

A look of pure shock flashed across Tae Su's face.

Is it a coincidence?

However, it was no coincidence. In his life before returning, Geom Mugeuk had heard those words directly from Tae Gon himself. The person he had met all those years ago in the Grave of Swords was none other than Tae Su's father.

"So," Geom Mugeuk said, "try to steal my heart on the way there."


Chapter 737: Only One Person Is Allowed To Do That

"Have you ever met my father?" Tae Su asked, stunned. Those words matched his father's exactly.

Could it be a coincidence? Or does this person actually know my father?

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "No, but I've heard he's a man of firm principles."

At least, not in this life.

Tae Su's expression hardened at the mention of 'principles'.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "I heard he only steals from the unjust and gives a portion to the poor. Is that right?"

Tae Su nodded silently. His father had taught him never to break that principle, but he had always resented that teaching.

If his father wanted to do good deeds, he should have lived as a righteous warrior. What conscience could a thief possibly have? If you were going to be called a thief anyway, you might as well steal everything without discrimination.

Those feelings festered until the day he finally exploded.


"Father, are your principles for the sake of good deeds? Or are they just to justify your thievery?"



His father had offered no answer, but Tae Su saw it all on his face, the anger, the disappointment, the bewilderment. He hadn't seen his father since that day.

"Father is..." Tae Su had meant to say 'a great man', but he hesitated. When Geom Mugeuk had pointed a sword at him just moments ago, his father was the very shield he'd used, but a lump formed in his throat and strangled the words before they could escape.

Geom Mugeuk finished his hesitant thought, "For us sons, fathers are really difficult to deal with, huh."

Tae Su's stiff expression softened without him knowing, when he saw that strange look in Geom Mugeuk's eyes again.

He's looking at me with those eyes again.

The look seemed to hold something he desperately wanted to say.

"Well, we've eaten, so shall we get going?" Geom Mugeuk led the way while the two Demon Supremes followed. After walking some distance, he turned back to find Tae Su still standing in the same spot. "What are you doing? Aren't you coming?"

"You have to release my acupoints for me to move."

"They've been released for a while now."

Tae Su's eyes widened. His subdued acupoints had indeed been released. While his inner arts remained sealed, his body could move freely.

Since when?

He hadn't felt even a hint of a finger qi bullet flying toward him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, however, knew better than the target himself just how incredible a technique this was.

After they descended the mountain, Geom Mugeuk's group found the carriage they'd left at a private house and set off. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme rode inside while Geom Mugeuk and Tae Su sat in the driver's seat.

When Geom Mugeuk started the carriage on his own, Tae Su asked with a puzzled expression, "Do you even know where we're going?"

He'd expected to be asked for directions, or at least if this was roughly the right way.

"Until you tell me, I'm going wherever I please. If we happen to go too far in the wrong direction, just give the reins a gentle pull."

Looking at the face that seemed ready to poke him in the side again at any moment made Tae Su realize that figuring out this young man would be no easy task.

"Come to think of it, I don't even know your name."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened slightly. He watched the open road ahead for a moment before stating his name. "It's Geom Mugeuk."

Inside the carriage, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme glanced at each other. They knew their Young Cult Leader usually used the name Geom Yeon when outside the cult, so revealing his real name meant he was willing to reveal his identity as well.

Of course, Tae Su had no idea that the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was named Geom Mugeuk. Even if he'd known, he would have assumed it was merely someone with the same name. After all, why would the Young Cult Leader be carrying luggage and personally cooking a mushroom dish for him?

Tae Su glanced at Geom Mugeuk. "Can you tell me which sect you belong to?"

"I could, but you'd be better off not knowing."

"Why's that?"

"Because if you knew, stealing my heart would become much more difficult. Just follow your heart."

Tae Su completely misunderstood the refusal.

He must be from one of the orthodox sects. Probably a  prestigious noble family

He felt that if they were from the Demonic Cult or the unorthodox sects, they would have revealed their identities without being asked, if only to intimidate him.

In that case, he needed to figure out who was leading these three. At first, it seemed to be the old man, but observing them eat made him reconsider. Although the young man didn't carry luggage or cook, for some reason, he seemed to be in charge.

"Then may I ask what your relationship is with those two?" he asked.

A family Elder? A Master?

Geom Mugeuk's answer was completely unexpected.

"They're my wings."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme inside the carriage immediately shared a laugh. Indeed, they were the very two people who'd become the Young Cult Leader's left and right wings.

"With just these two, I can chew up and swallow this entire Central Plains."

"Just the three of you?"

"You're going to be on our side now, too. So that makes four!"

Tae Su looked away. I'm supposed to steal the heart of this unpredictable person?

A task more difficult than any theft he'd ever committed was just beginning.


The moving carriage stopped beside a lake.

"Get out and take a look over there," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme stepped out of the carriage. The setting sun bled its colors across the vast lake beside the road while light stretched into the sky and seeped into the water, the two blending into a magnificent vista.

Geom Mugeuk leaped onto the carriage roof and sat down. "Isn't it a truly breathtaking sight?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme nodded in unison. It was the first time the two of them had seen such a beautiful sunset together, and Geom Mugeuk had stopped the carriage for them.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. Enjoy this moment to your heart's content!

While the three of them gazed at the spectacular view, Tae Su remained in the driver's seat, looking at the other side of the road. He could understand the two masters from the carriage, but why would a perfectly young man be so captivated by a sunset? It all felt like hypocrisy and pretense, probably just flattery to get on the good side of the two masters.

How should I escape?

If things continued like this, he would die at their hands. He had to lead them to the Grave of Swords and use its traps to either escape or eliminate them.

Suddenly, an unseen force seized him, lifting him into the air and putting him down beside Geom Mugeuk on the carriage roof.

Geom Mugeuk, who had used telekinesis, asked, "You were just thinking wicked thoughts, weren't you? Scheming about how to kill us and get away? Were you planning to use the traps at the Grave of Swords?"

"N-No!" Tae Su stammered uncontrollably. The accusation was so accurate it had been impossible to prepare for.

"You can think your wicked thoughts later, but this is a scene you won't be able to see again. You have to watch it when you can. There is no later."

Why is there no later? I'm living his life, risking my neck, precisely for that 'later'.

Tae Su forced down the words that rose to his throat and looked at the sunset. Just then, a flock of birds flying low skimmed the lake's surface and sent up droplets that burst with red light. It was, admittedly, beautiful.

He suddenly realized this was the first time he'd ever seen such a sight. He'd never once stood by a lake at sunset, his life having been spent busily, either being chased or chasing others.

"If I sit next to you and pretend to find that scenery beautiful, can I steal your heart?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and nodded. "Yes. Because I'll think, 'At least this guy is trying.'"

Tae Su stared at him. "Even if it's a lie?"

"Isn't doing nothing and making no effort a deception in itself?"

Tae Su bit his lip slightly, then steeled his resolve. "Fine. If that's what you want, I can be actively hypocritical for you."

A smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips. "Alright, go ahead and try."

He watched the sunset and waited, but now that the stage was set, Tae Su couldn't get the words out.

Geom Mugeuk egged him on, "It's not that hard, is it? Just smile and say, 'It's truly beautiful.' That one phrase is enough. 'Thank you for letting me sit next to you like this' would be even better."

Tae Su sighed. Even with the example, the words wouldn't come easily. When they first met, he'd tried to deceive Geom Mugeuk with tears welling in his eyes. He'd prided himself on his acting skills, second to none.

Is it pride that's holding him back now? Or something else?

"I'll do it later," he finally muttered.

"Alright, then." Geom Mugeuk didn't press him.

Standing side by side below, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gazed at the lake and sent a telepathic message to the Flower Sword Supreme. [That thief won't have an easy time. He's been told to steal the most difficult thing in the world.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew that while might seem like Geom Mugeuk gave his affection to just about anyone, that was absolutely not the case. He knew very well how difficult it was to truly win that man's heart. [Only one person has ever succeeded in stealing it.]

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at him. [You?]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head as if the idea was ridiculous. [Not me. Maybe the Masked Guy?]

[Is that so? I thought it was you for sure, Orabeoni.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched at the word Orabeoni. It was a title he hadn't heard in a long time, something he only heard when the Flower Sword Supreme was in a good mood.

[...You're in as good a mood as I am.]

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

All of a sudden, a group of martial artists rushed toward them, several dozen strong. In an instant, they surrounded the carriage, the aura of each one extraordinary.

A familiar face walked out from among them. It was Chu Yeon, the Flying Dragon Boss's daughter. Behind her stood the remaining four of the Ten Dragons of the Flying Dragon. They'd lost six of their number in that cave.

"Hey, luggage carrier," she snapped. "I couldn't find your bodies, no matter how hard I looked."

Not only their bodies, but also the treasure map!

Her gaze shifted to Tae Su. "So, you're taking him with you."

"We're going with him to save his younger sister."

Chu Yeon scoffed. "You must take me for a fool. Masters like you are moving for someone like him?"

She didn't believe it because there were too many suspicious things. Her gaze shifted to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who were still fixed on the lake, not even glancing her way. They hadn't changed at all from the cave, still paying her no mind.

Let's see just how much you can ignore me.

A man with white hair stepped out from behind Chu Yeon. He was Jong Baek, an Elder of the Flying Dragon Gang, and the man her father trusted most. Furthermore, he was a master who not only possessed profound martial arts but also had extensive knowledge of the murim. His fiery and fearsome personality made him the person she feared above all others.

"Are you sure it's them?"

"Yes, they must have the treasure map."

Jong Baek imbued his voice with inner qi. "I am Jong Baek, and a Flying Dragon Gang Elder. May I ask where you esteemed masters are from?"

Although he asked politely, he had already made up his mind. No matter who the opponent was, he was determined to cut them down if they got in the way of his quest. They had already suffered too great a loss in the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths to back down now. His gaze fell upon the two masters who were still standing with their backs to him.

Yeon was right, they are no ordinary individuals.

He couldn't gauge the couple's skills at all from their appearance, but that was fine. His forces wouldn't be pushed back, no matter who they fought.

His gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk. "Then you answer."

"We are not from a great sect like the Flying Dragon Gang. Why would we reveal ourselves in the middle of a struggle for a treasure map? I hope you understand."

Jong Baek studied Geom Mugeuk intently.

Chu Yeon stepped forward and said politely, "That man is merely a luggage carrier. You need not pay him any mind."

Jong Baek sighed. He could tell she was misjudging their opponent. The young man before him showed no signs of having learned martial arts, yet his presence was stronger than anyone else's here. "Very well. Then is it true that you have the treasure map?" he asked.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "No. The Young Lady has misunderstood."

Chu Yeon stepped forward again. "If you're so confident, then let us search your luggage."

"You can search my body and my luggage all you want, but you cannot search those two. Only one person in the world is allowed to do that," Geom Mugeuk refused.

A tense atmosphere filled the air, until it was broken by a calm yet elegant voice.

"It's been a while, Elder Jong," the Flower Sword Supreme said, slowly turning around to face them.

Finally, Jong Baek saw her face.

Huh? I've definitely seen that face before, but I can't remember where. I'm sure I've heard that voice before, too. Who is she?

His instincts screamed at him. He had to remember, and quickly.

The Flower Sword Supreme slowly approached him. "I've changed a lot, so it probably won't be easy to recognize me."

As the woman walked, Jong Baek noticed the engraving on her sword scabbard. It was a red camellia flower, as vivid as blood.

Jong Baek's gaze snapped back to her. Recognition dawned, and he recoiled in shock. "Y-You are!"

Finally, he recognized the Flower Sword Supreme. As she said, she was completely different from before when she wore heavy makeup and flamboyant clothes. He hadn't been able to recall her because he never imagined he would meet her in a place like this.

Before he could say anything, she glanced back at Geom Mugeuk and calmly stated, "I am currently traveling in the service of a precious person."

Jong Baek shivered as if struck by lightning. A Demon Supreme is mentioning the words 'precious person'? That can only mean...!

He looked from her to Geom Mugeuk and then apologized, "Our gang has made a grave mistake. This old man wishes to cut off an arm to beg for forgiveness, so please accept it."

Chu Yeon's eyes widened in shock. The fearsome and powerful Elder Jong was going to cut off his own arm without even fighting? She and the other martial artists were all bewildered.

Jong Baek drew his sword without hesitation. "I sincerely hope you will forgive me."

SHWIIIIK!

Before anyone could stop him, he swung the sword down toward his arm.

Chu Yeon screamed in horror.

GWAK!

The next moment, Jong Baek was more surprised than if his arm had been cut off. Geom Mugeuk appeared before him, his hand firmly clamped around his wrist. He hadn't noticed the man move at all, he was caught in an instant. Had the young man aimed for his neck instead of his arm, he would have died instantly.

This person can kill me in one strike...

He couldn't believe his eyes. He was sure that this young man wasn't the Demonic Cult Leader, but the Young Cult Leader.

Seeing the old man frozen in shock, Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Elder Jong, there is something I need you to do with this precious arm."


Chapter 738: Do You Know Whose Tomb It Is?

Jong Baek had heard all sorts of rumors about the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, about how he was incredible, outstanding, and... eccentric.

If he had to describe facing the Young Cult Leader in front of him with just one word, though, it would be 'overwhelming'. So overwhelming that he could barely breathe.

"......" Jong Baek released the breath he'd been holding.

Geom Mugeuk released his wrist. The Young Cult Leader had snatched his swiftly descending arm in an instant, but his wrist looked completely unmarked, as if it had never been grabbed.

So this is the difference!

What distinguished a master who had climbed to reach the final realm wasn't about striking harder or breaking more, or about flying higher or moving faster. Jong Baek knew the true difference in skill showed in these trivial, minute details.

His gaze shifted from his wrist to Geom Mugeuk.

This man is the current Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Jong Baek felt no malice in Geom Mugeuk's gentle eyes as he looked at him. That made it even more terrifying. After all, this man was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

What could he possibly want? What if he demands something more important than my arm?

"What is it that you desire?" he asked.

Meanwhile, Chu Yeon and the other martial artists watching didn't realize how astonishing Geom Mugeuk's move had been. They'd all focused so intently on Jong Baek cutting off his arm that they missed why he had stopped halfway.

Normally, Chu Yeon would have stepped forward and said something like 'how dare you lay a hand on him!', but the strange atmosphere held her back, and the young man's intervention had indeed prevented Jong Baek's arm from being cut off.

Still, she couldn't understand the situation. The Jong Baek she'd known since childhood was an invincible master. No problem existed that he couldn't solve. Whenever the Flying Dragon Gang faced a crisis, he was always at the forefront.

But why? Who in the world is that porter? Why did Elder Jong try to cut off his arm in apology?

Finally, Geom Mugeuk replied, "Since you have two arms, I have two requests."

Jong Baek winced. I was only planning to cut off one arm.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was joking. He said it because he had two requests, but everyone was so tense that only the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme chuckled, though faintly.

"The first request is..." Geom Mugeuk looked at Chu Yeon.

Jong Baek immediately understood what he was implying. Chu Yeon had treated the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult like a porter and ignored him, so he'd have no grounds to complain even if Geom Mugeuk killed her. Besides, he said they met in the cave three times, so that implied her rudeness wasn't a one-time occurrence.

"What are you doing? Apologize at once!" he roared thunderously.

Chu Yeon prostrated herself on the spot. "I have committed a crime worthy of death by failing to recognize a person of great importance!"

She had known Jong Baek since she was a child. He'd always doted on her and cherished her more than anyone. This was the first time she'd ever seen him so angry.

Jong Baek politely pleaded, "It was a mistake made by a foolish child, so please show her mercy."

He worried what he would do if Geom Mugeuk wanted Chu Yeon's arm instead of his own. If the Young Cult Leader wanted to punish her, he was determined to stop it, even if it meant offering his own life. If he couldn't protect the girl he'd watched grow up, he'd have no face to show the Flying Dragon Boss.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to Chu Yeon and helped her to her feet. "I never told you who I was, so it's only natural that you didn't recognize me."

Chu Yeon was bewildered by Geom Mugeuk gentleness. She'd expected to be scolded.

"Do you remember? I said we should meet for a fourth time, alive."

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his point to the terrified girl. "However, the 'four' in 'fourth time' isn't what's important. Those four are."

His gaze turned to the Flying Dragon Gang members standing behind her. Four survivors out of ten.

He meant that meeting him for a fourth time wasn't important. The fact that only four of her subordinates remained was the serious and crucial matter. She shouldn't have been so greedy for the treasure map that she let her subordinates die.

Even now, the treasure map probably occupied more space in her mind than her subordinates' deaths.

"If you don't understand that difference, we won't be meeting for a fifth time alive."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

Somehow, she had answered well, but Chu Yeon didn't understand the meaning behind his words. What was so important about the number four?

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jong Baek. "Do you now know what you must do with that arm?"

He meant that instead of cutting off the arm, Jong Baek should use that hand properly discipline this reckless, haughty girl.

Realizing Geom Mugeuk's intention, Jong Baek let out a long sigh. "Until now, I've used the excuse of being busy with my own life and failed to pay attention to the most important thing in our gang. I will correct that and teach her well."

I should have cared for her better in place of our busy Boss. The problem was that I spoiled her and only saw her as cute. Because she was always so polite to me, I assumed she acted that way outside as well.

He looked at Chu Yeon, whose head was still bowed low. She was in for a very difficult life from now on.

For your own sake, endure it well and work hard, immature Young Lady.

Geom Mugeuk turned back to Jong Baek.

Jong Baek tensed inwardly. This would be the real demand. He grew even more nervous. He'd expected Geom Mugeuk to use the pardon for Chu Yeon as a pretext to demand something even greater.

However, the second request was also something he'd never expected.

"Persuade the Flying Dragon Boss not to interfere in this matter any further. At the very least, you must not meet me again over this treasure map," Geom Mugeuk said firmly on purpose. For the Flying Dragon Gang's sake, they should not get involved any further.

Jong Baek didn't hesitate to answer, "I will take it to heart. This old man will take responsibility and follow your words."

"Thank you, Elder Jong."

Jong Baek asked cautiously, "Is that all you have to say?"

"Yes, you only have two arms, don't you?"

Even if Geom Mugeuk hadn't said it, it was only natural for the Flying Dragon Gang to withdraw. Having become entangled with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult like this, how could they possibly continue pursuing the treasure map?

Seeing Geom Mugeuk clasp his hands politely, Jong Baek finally understood. Both requests had been made for the Flying Dragon Gang's sake, even though he was someone who had no need to do this.

Even if the Young Cult Leader came alone, our gang would be annihilated.

The Young Cult Leader was the kind of person who could have beaten Chu Yeon half to death and threatened to kill them if they interfered again.

Jong Baek's gaze shifted to the Flower Sword Supreme standing beside him. She had changed a lot from when he'd met her before, and it wasn't just her appearance.

She's gotten stronger! Incomparably so.

He couldn't have faced her before, but now, even daring to stand before her felt burdensome.

Finally, his gaze fell upon the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who still had his back turned. The giant dao on his back was wrapped in cloth. He hadn't turned around, but now Jong Baek knew who he was.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon!

If this were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon from the rumors, he would have already stepped forward and swept everyone away.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has changed!

Jong Baek bowed silently to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as well. This wasn't a bow of fear simply because they were from the Demonic Cult. It was sincere gratitude for the mercy shown by Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes.

"Thank you so much for your mercy."

"No, thank you for accepting my requests so readily," Geom Mugeuk said, upholding his dignity in front of his subordinates.

Jong Baek left with Chu Yeon and her subordinates. Chu Yeon glanced once at Geom Mugeuk before lowering her head and departing.

A day will come when she's older and remembers today.

Jong Baek could only hope she'd live a life where today remained a shameful memory.


Meanwhile, the lake, which had been bathed in sunset, grew dark.

"Let's stay here for the night."

Geom Mugeuk drove the carriage to a field near the lakeshore. After unhitching the horses to let them rest, he started a campfire.

The two Demon Supremes went off together and hunted sone wild game for dinner. Geom Mugeuk skillfully prepared it and served up an excellent meal.

Tae Su hadn't eaten the food offered before, but this time, he silently ate everything Geom Mugeuk gave him. He now knew this wasn't the kind of person who'd poison food or mix in a truth serum.

After the meal, the two Demon Supremes went for a walk by the lake, leaving Geom Mugeuk and Tae Su at the camp.

"That thing you refused to eat last time, it was a real Immortal Stalactite Moss, you know," Geom Mugeuk teased.

"I know," Tae Su replied. The thought had occurred to him while eating just now. With people like these, that must have been real too. "If I had said I'd eat it, would you really have given it to me?"

"I would have given you a piece of mine."

Instead of thinking 'He definitely wouldn't have given it to me,' the question 'Would he really have given it to me?' arose.

Soon, Tae Su scolded himself. Give a piece to me? Something that precious? Don't get confused! There's no way he'll really do it.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Why haven't you asked who we are?"

Tae Su replied while staring at the blazing fire, "I'm not curious."

In truth, he was curious. He too had been very surprised to see an Elder of the Flying Dragon Gang so frightened.

At first, he'd actually suspected they too were from the Flying Dragon Gang. He wondered if they were on the same side, putting on an act to intimidate him.

However, he soon realized that couldn't be the case. They could have just tortured him, so there was no reason to make things so complicated.

"If I ask who you are, will you answer?"

"No."

Tae Su raised one corner of his mouth as if he'd expected that.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "Do you know why I can't tell you?"

"Why?"

"Your way of speaking has changed."

"!" Tae Su was taken aback. Now that the young man mentioned it, it was true. Before meeting Elder Jong of the Flying Dragon Gang, he'd been speaking informally, but now he was addressing him with a very polite tone. "I... didn't notice."

"You don't have to notice that, but you should be aware of this. If you knew I belonged to a powerful and famous family, you'd give up on stealing my heart."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because you're the type of person who can't even say, 'This scenery is so beautiful,' to me. You have immense pride."

Tae Su couldn't refute those words.

"Pride is important, but don't forget this. If you're too prideful, you'll end up bowing down in a low place."

The words stabbed Tae Su in the chest, likely because he knew he wasn't the kind of person who could protect even that paltry pride to the very end.

He, who had been silently staring at the flickering campfire, asked, "A person like you could find out everything you want from me, whether by threat or torture. Why are you giving me a chance like this?"

An unexpected answer came.

"I owe a debt to a thief from long ago."

Tae Su was puzzled. This man? To whom could he possibly owe a debt, and for what? It seemed impossible.

"Who is it?" he asked. He knew the lineage of most thieves in the Central Plains. If Geom Mugeuk just said the name, he'd know who it was, but Geom Mugeuk didn't say.

"If you can't tell me who it is, could you at least tell me why you are trying to repay the debt to me? I'm not the person you owe."

Geom Mugeuk flopped down where he was and looked up at the starry night sky. "Because I don't think I'll ever meet another thief I can talk to like this in my life again. Just accept it! Didn't I tell you? You used up all your life's luck by meeting me. You should at least get something out of it."

Tae Su stared silently at Geom Mugeuk, then back at the campfire, and then up at the night sky where small embers were drifting.

He was lost in thought for a long while, when suddenly, he brought up an old story.

"Forty years ago, a single treasure map appeared in the world."

Geom Mugeuk, still lying down, turned his head to look at him, but Tae Su continued speaking from across the campfire.

"Rumors that the treasure map showed the location of a tomb filled with enough treasure to live as a tycoon for generations. It threw the murim into an uproar. However, whose tomb it was remained unknown."

"Just like now?"

"Yes, just like now."

As always, the history of the murim was repeating itself.

"That tomb is this very Grave of Swords. At the time, many peerless masters entered, and not a single one came out alive. Putting aside all the treasures there, what if one could obtain the weapons of ancient masters? What if there was a martial arts manual? That alone would be worth risking one's life for."

And then, a fact that even Geom Mugeuk didn't know came from Tae Su's lips.

"Do you know whose tomb it was in the first place?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

Tae Su mentioned a name, revealing a fact unknown to the world.

"It is the unorthodox's strongest swordsman, Ju Gasin."

The unorthodox's strongest swordsman, Ju Gasin. He was a figure from three hundred years ago, famous for being the Evil Alliance Chairman and the greatest master of the unorthodox sects.

"The Grave of Swords is his tomb."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been lying down, sat up. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Why did you tell me you owed a debt to a thief?"

Silence fell as their gazes locked for a moment.

Tae Su revealed the secret because he'd made up his mind.

"It doesn't matter who you are. From now until we reach the Grave of Swords, I will survive by stealing your heart. I will not only save my life but also obtain the treasure I desire from that place. I will take my chances with you."

And then I will show my father. That I survived by stealing the heart of a truly great person.

"The Grave of Swords is in Zhejiang Province."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who were returning from their walk, happened to hear those words.

"I will tell you the exact location when we arrive."

Knowing that Tae Su's words weren't a lie, Geom Mugeuk said to the two Demon Supremes, "Starting tomorrow, we head to Zhejiang Province."

Once the destination was set, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt a pang of disappointment.

What's the rush?! Why did the thief spill the beans so quickly!

They could have wandered a bit longer, following wherever their feet took them. Then again, who could hold their tongue when caught by someone like Geom Mugeuk?

Geom Mugeuk grinned. Who was he? How could he not sense the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disappointment?

"We need to give this friend here a chance to steal my heart, so let's travel slowly!"


Chapter 739: If It's Not Us, and It's Not You, Then...

The carriage squeezed down a narrow road, lush grass blades rustling against its wooden frame, yet Geom Mugeuk drove with confidence that suggested he knew exactly where he was going.

Tae Su glanced at Geom Mugeuk beside him. What if this is a dead end? We won't be able to turn the carriage around. What if we run into another carriage? Ah, on second thought, that's unlikely. No one else is mad enough to drive a carriage down a forest path this narrow.

Inside the carriage, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon watched grass brush past the window. Is he taking a shortcut? Otherwise, there's no reason to choose such a narrow path. He said we'd go slowly, so what's the rush?

He glanced at the Flower Sword Supreme. She sat with eyes closed, circulating her energy. She had always looked young, but the Heavenly Peach and Immortal Stalactite Moss had given her skin a radiant glow.

She suddenly opened her eyes. "I hear water."

Indeed, the distant sound of rushing water reached them from outside.

Wait, is Geom Mugeuk planning to cross a river with a carriage?

The sound grew steadily louder, until the carriage broke free from the forest path, and a magnificent vista unfolded before them.

KWAAAAA!

The powerful roar of water echoed through the valley.

Geom Mugeuk brought the carriage to a halt. "You two, please get out for a moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme stepped onto the grass. A grand waterfall dominated the view, so breathtaking it stole the air from their lungs. White water plunged down a sheer cliff, shattering against rocks below and sending fine spray into the air. Mist caught the sunlight, painting a rainbow across the scene and lending it the feel of a celestial paradise where immortals might dwell.

The four of them gazed at the waterfall in silence. Tranquility washed over them from its sheer grandeur. They could have stood there all day.

"How did you know about a place like this?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked. His admiration was plain.

Geom Mugeuk proudly took credit, as if he'd been waiting for the question. "I did a little research beforehand, just to show you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was bewildered. How is that possible? Until yesterday, we didn't even know we were going to Zhejiang. Besides, this waterfall is in a truly remote location. For the Young Cult Leader to take us this deep into the woods, he must have been here before.

"Later, if we go back out that way," Geom Mugeuk added, looking at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "there's a roadside restaurant that makes amazing beef noodles. Let's eat there before we go. You like beef noodles, don't you?"

"I see your taste in food hasn't changed," the Flower Sword Supreme chimed in.

"Did he like beef noodles when he was younger too?"

"He liked them so much he ate them every day."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon waved his hand dismissively. "You remember all sorts of things. I didn't like it that much."

Still, he was secretly pleased she remembered those times.

"Shall we get going?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt grateful toward Geom Mugeuk. This young man hadn't come here because he wanted to see a waterfall. He'd rushed down that narrow path just to show it to him and the Flower Sword Supreme.

"That was a real feast for the eyes," he said in gratitude.

The carriage started moving again. Instead of turning back, Geom Mugeuk found another path leading out. After a short drive along the narrow road, they emerged onto the main road.

"How do you know the roads so well?"

"Well, I know them because I've traveled them a lot."

Considering Geom Mugeuk's youth, Tae Su found that hard to understand. Does his family run an escort agency? Is that why he's traveled all over the Central Plains despite his age?

It seemed plausible. Just as Tae Su reached this conclusion, recalling the escort agencies he knew, Geom Mugeuk suddenly yanked him hard to the side.

SWISH! SLAM!

A throwing knife whizzed past where Tae Su's face had been a heartbeat before and slammed into the carriage frame. His eyes widened in shock at the sudden ambush.

"Take the reins!" Geom Mugeuk shouted, thrusting them into Tae Su's hands.

The moment he did, a deadly volley rained down.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Hidden weapons flew from all directions, aimed at the horses. Geom Mugeuk leaped into action.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Tae Su was once again astonished by Geom Mugeuk's lightning-fast movements. After deflecting weapons from the left, he was already parrying the ones from the right. The deflected blades flew precisely back toward their throwers. Screams erupted from the woods on both sides of the road.

His jaw dropped in disbelief. Geom Mugeuk was so fast, it was as if twins were deflecting weapons from both sides at once. No, triplets, because in the next instant, Geom Mugeuk was suddenly sitting beside him again, grabbing the reins.

"Hold on tight!" he shouted, yanking the reins sharply. The carriage swerved.

PAK PAK PAK PAK PAK!

The hidden weapons that would have riddled the carriage missed, striking the ground instead. He dodged the next volley by slowing the horses abruptly.

Tae Su was certain now. To drive a carriage this well, he's definitely from an escort agency! He must have learned the roads of the Central Plains since childhood.

Something ahead caught his eye. "There! Look over there!"

A massive tree had fallen across the road, deliberately knocked down to block their path. It wasn't just a log but a huge, thick trunk, making it impossible to simply pass over.

"Hold on tight!"

In a situation where any sane driver would stop, Geom Mugeuk sped up.

He's going to charge? Don't tell me he's going to jump it?

"Stop! No! This isn't a horse, it's a carriage!" Tae Su yelled, but Geom Mugeuk charged forward like a madman.

"Here we go!"

"Aaaaaaaah!" Tae Su let out a scream as the horses reached the tree. He thought they were about to crash, but in that instant, the horses leaped, soaring into the air and taking the carriage with them.

It's jumping over this? A whole carriage!

For a moment, everything seemed to move in slow motion, as if in a dream.

THUD!

The carriage landed smoothly on the other side of the fallen tree and began speeding away again.

When Tae Su finally dared to look back, he saw masked figures emerging from the woods. They were staring after the carriage with the same shocked expressions he imagined he wore. "How did the carriage jump over that?"

"This carriage is carrying my wings!" Geom Mugeuk replied. In truth, however, he had used telekinesis to lift the horses and carriage clean into the air and carry them over the obstacle.

Earlier, Tae Su had asked who the two masters in the carriage were, and Geom Mugeuk had called them his wings.

Did they do it? Is something like this even possible even if they're masters?

A moment ago, as the carriage had flown up, the one Geom Mugeuk called his left wing inside had looked out the window. "We're really flying," she remarked.

The right wing laughed. "Who else but the Young Cult Leader would even think of something like this?"

Using telekinesis to lift a moving carriage to avoid an obstacle was something even they couldn't do. Even if they had the ability, they never would have thought to jump over it. Their first instinct would have been to stop the carriage and kill all the pursuers.

"Thanks to you, I even get to fly in a carriage," the Flower Sword Supreme remarked excitedly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also smiled. Truly, there was never a dull moment on this vacation.

Meanwhile, unlike the two calm individuals, Tae Su was in the middle of a life-or-death adventure. He looked back again and shouted, "There! Those guys are chasing us."

Behind them, about twenty masked figures were pursuing the carriage using swift movement arts.

"Here, take the reins again." Geom Mugeuk stood up from the driver's seat, opened the door of the moving carriage, and slipped inside. He smiled at the two Demon Supremes, then opened his leather pouch and started searching. "Carriage chases are common when you're out in the Central Plains, aren't they?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon peered into the pouch and frowned. "Why is there so much distracting junk in here?"

"It might look like that, but it's really inconvenient when you don't have it. Ah, here it is." Geom Mugeuk took out a leather belt studded with about twenty throwing knives. "Since I've decided not to draw my sword, I'll make do with these."

"That's the same thing," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled.

As he said, a knife thrown by Geom Mugeuk could hardly be called an ordinary weapon.

Geom Mugeuk fastened the belt around his body and climbed onto the carriage roof. By that time, the masked figures had nearly caught up. He pulled out a throwing knife and threw it at the closest pursuer.

"......" The masked man flipped over and collapsed as the knife cut through the air. When it had been flying toward him, he'd thought he could easily dodge it, but he'd failed.

One man fell, but the others kept chasing.

SHWIK! SHWIK!

This time, Geom Mugeuk threw two throwing knives. It wasn't a lightning-fast attack like before, and the blades moved at a speed that seemed easy enough to avoid.

However, their targets couldn't dodge this time either. The seemingly ordinary knives changed speed and direction at the last moment. One man who tried to block with his sword failed, and another who tried to twist his body away failed as well.

Even though three had fallen now, the rest still charged forward.

As if to make a point, Geom Mugeuk took out three throwing knives this time. He deliberately held them out for all to see. Three this time!

One of the masked figures at the back raised his hand, and the pursuers stopped all at once. The man in the back, clearly the leader, had not only realized that three more of his subordinates would die without fail, but had also grasped from Geom Mugeuk's skill with the throwing knives alone that they were hopelessly outmatched.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes met the man's. The eyes above the mask were calm. This was an opponent who knew when to give up.

The leader turned around and left with the other masked figures.

Geom Mugeuk returned to the driver's seat. "Are you okay?"

"Yes, thank you for saving me." Tae Su bowed his head gratefully. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't pulled him aside, that first throwing knife would have killed him. "Where are we going now?"

He thought they would surely come up with some countermeasure now that they had pursuers. Were they going abandon the carriage and travel by movement arts?

The person holding the reins, however, was Geom Mugeuk.

"We're going to eat beef noodles!"


An hour later, the four of them were indeed eating beef noodles.

"This tastes good," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with satisfaction. It was truly worth making a special trip for. The dumplings they'd ordered alongside were also fantastic.

Even the Flower Sword Supreme, who didn't usually like beef noodles, finished her entire bowl. "That was delicious."

"I'm glad it suited your palate," Geom Mugeuk said. "Please look forward to the next one."

This meant the next famous restaurant they visited would be one that had food she liked.

"Do you know what food I like?"

"I know that whenever you go to the Central Plains, you'll order pork in five-spice sauce. I know a place that makes it exceptionally well."

The Flower Sword Supreme regarded Geom Mugeuk with gentle eyes. He was a man who had generously shared precious miracle herbs and was now trying to treat her to her favorite food. "Thanks to you bringing me out here, both my eyes and mouth are feasting."

Geom Mugeuk bestowed things that ordinary people could never dream of imitating, and yet he was the one saying thank you. Truly, he was the kind of person who carved what he received in stone and wrote what he gave in water. How could one not become such a person's wing?

I will gladly be your wing.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon interjected, "Why are you buying her pork in five-spice sauce while I get beef noodles? I like plenty of expensive dishes too."

Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme laughed together.

Unaware of their relationship, Tae Su laughed along awkwardly. Inwardly, though, he was anxious.

I know they're all masters, but... should they really be this relaxed? What if those masked figures brought back other masters?

Fortunately, Geom Mugeuk soon turned the conversation back to the attack. "Judging by the movements of the attackers from before, they were well-trained."

They weren't hired martial artists or outcasts, but members of a single organization.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately suspected the Flying Dragon Gang. "Didn't the Flying Dragon Gang leak our information? Or maybe it's them."

It was a reasonable suspicion. The Flying Dragon Gang were the last people they'd met, and the Flying Dragon Boss might have gotten greedy despite Jong Baek's attempts to dissuade him.

Geom Mugeuk thought of Jong Baek and how he'd acted when they parted. Somehow, he felt that Jong Baek would have kept his promise one way or another. "It's probably not the Flying Dragon Gang. Assuming it's not them, there are two possibilities. Either they were after us..." His gaze turned to Tae Su. "...Or they were after Tae Su."

Naturally, it was highly likely they were after Tae Su, who had the treasure map. After all, if the pursuers knew the trio's true identities, they wouldn't have attacked so recklessly.

The gazes of the three masters focused on Tae Su, and he tensed up.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Besides us, does anyone else know you have the treasure map?"

"No, I didn't tell anyone," Tae Su denied, shaking his head firmly.

"Then maybe they're trying to kill you for some other grudge, not because of the map."

"As you already know, my father and I have only ever stolen from villains, so while our names are known, very few people know our faces."

This was the reason why he'd been so surprised when Geom Mugeuk showed him the wanted poster with his likeness.

"So it's not us, and it's not you?"

Geom Mugeuk frowned. Then how did they find us?

He hadn't shown it openly, but he'd been careful about being followed. He'd switched between main roads and side roads, even using the Divine Eye Technique intermittently to check their trail. On top of that, he'd taken a detour to the waterfall. He was certain no one was following them when he checked then.

He stared silently at Tae Su, when a look of sudden realization crossed his face.

"If it's not us, and it's not you, then there's only one thing left." Rummaging, through his leather pouch, he took out a small vial. "Come closer, Tae Su."

Tae Su approached with a nervous expression.

"Hold out your hand!"

"What's this?"

"It's a medicine that'll give us the answer."

"Is it a truth serum? It's not like my hand has a mouth, though."

DRIP!

Geom Mugeuk poured the liquid from the vial onto Tae Su's palm, and it instantly turned blue. "See? This is how your hand answers!"

"What did you do?"

"You have Soul Tracking Incense on your hand."

Tae Su shook his head in confusion. "I've never been marked with Soul Tracking Incense before."

Geom Mugeuk hadn't checked because he assumed Tae Su himself had been marked. However, if it wasn't them, and it wasn't him, then...

"It must have been on the treasure map."

Someone must have applied it in case they lost it.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme exchanged surprised glances. No matter how experienced they were, they wouldn't have thought to check for that.

"Can't you get rid of the Soul Tracking Incense?"

"Of course I can."

"Please get rid of it!"

Geom Mugeuk moved to draw his sword.

Tae Su immediately yelped and pulled his hand back. The gesture meant there was no way to remove it without cutting off his hand.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "This is Soul Tracking Incense, which is much more effective than the regular kind of tracking incense. It's impossible to get rid of until a certain amount of time passes and the scent disappears on its own. It's so expensive that not just anyone can use it."

Besides, those pursuers weren't ordinary martial artists. For such skilled fighters to be chasing someone using Soul Tracking Incense... what can that mean?

"You," Geom Mugeuk said seriously. "Who did you steal that treasure map from?"


Chapter 740: Because Those Three Characters Represent Who He Is

"I don't know," Tae Su said.

Geom Mugeuk pressed him. "You stole from someone you don't even know? I thought you only targeted villains?"

Tae Su hung his head. "I broke my principles this time."

When rumors spread about a treasure map appearing in the murim, his father had warned him to stay away. But he'd said hurtful things to his father and jumped into the fray anyway.

"By the time I went after it, the map had already changed hands several times. There was killing and dying everywhere - pure chaos. I practically picked it up from the middle of that mess, so I have no idea who originally owned it."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Well, we'll find out eventually. They'll chase you to the ends of the earth."

Something about those words chilled Tae Su. "If you torture me for the exact location of the Grave of Swords and then kill me, you could avoid their pursuit."

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "That's a good idea, isn't it?"

Right, this is probably better than him promising not to kill me and then stabbing me in the back.

"That's exactly why I'll never tell you the detailed location. You'll have to protect me until we get there."

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Looks like we'll be escorting a precious person."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied without interest. "Is it just one precious person, or two?"

He was referring to Geom Mugeuk, but Tae Su misunderstood and thought he meant the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I'm just looking forward to the pork in five-spice sauce at the place you're taking us," the Flower Sword Supreme grumbled.

The completely wrong hierarchy formed in Tae Su's mind.

The woman's at the top, then the old man, then this guy.


As they rode in the carriage, Tae Su's misunderstanding deepened.

"I think I know what kind of family you're from now."

"And where's that?"

"An escort agency, right?"

Geom Mugeuk went speechless with shock.

That convinced Tae Su his guess was correct. "The way you drive the carriage so well, how you can make it jump over obstacles, and how you know the roads perfectly."

If they were masters from ordinary sects, he would've surely heard rumors about these three. But masters from escort agencies or the merchant world? They were generally less known than those from murim sects.

"What's the name of the escort agency?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Have you heard of the Heavenly Demon Escort Agency?"

"Never heard of it."

"It's not well-known yet, but it's about to become the best."

"Why is it called the Thousand Horse Escort Agency?"[^1]

Geom Mugeuk smirked. He had come up with this easily misunderstood name specifically to say this. "Because we have a thousand horses."

"A thousand horses!" Tae Su's eyes widened in surprise. A thousand horses, really? He thought it was a bluff but showed surprise anyway.

"If I get the chance later, I'll give you an opportunity to meet our escort agency's director."

"The director of the Thousand Horse Escort Agency?"

"That's right."

Inside the carriage, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme laughed at the same time.

[We've suddenly become escorts!] the Flower Sword Supreme giggled.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied to her telepathy. [I don't know why he loves playing pranks so much.]

[It's because he's young.]

[Young? He's an old man in a young body.]

The Flower Sword Supreme laughed in agreement. She recalled the past. [Think about when we were young. How much we wanted to have fun when we were together.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. The Cult atmosphere back then was completely different from now. The previous Cult Leader and Demon Supremes were far more terrifying.

Nevertheless, those were enjoyable times. They acted without thinking about consequences. Meeting people was so interesting and fun.

But at some point, meeting someone became incredibly tiring.

[Compared to our time, the punks these days have it really easy.]

[Don't you dare say that to the kids. They'll call you old-fashioned.]

[I won't.]

Normally, she would've just laughed it off, but the Flower Sword Supreme added one more thing. [Don't be like that anymore. The Young Cult Leader gave you a chance.]

She meant that Geom Mugeuk had given him a chance to live a more vibrant and healthier life.

[Live youthfully. More youthfully than the young ones.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze deepened as he looked out the carriage window.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!

Some time later, Tae Su carefully asked Geom Mugeuk, "Now that they've seen your skills, they'll bring back stronger masters."

"I suppose so."

"Aren't you scared, not knowing who they'll bring?"

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "We found you in that complicated Cave of Ten Thousand Paths and drove off those who attacked the carriage. We even convinced you, who burned the treasure map, to tell us the location of the treasure. Also, there's something you're forgetting."

"What's that?"

"During this entire time..."

This was what Tae Su hadn't realized.

"We haven't even drawn our swords yet."


In the restaurant that Geom Mugeuk's group had left, an old man ate beef noodles.

The person sitting across from him was the leader of the masked men who'd been tracking Geom Mugeuk. His name was Ji Han.

Ji Han waited until the old man finished his meal. He was anxious, but the old man was worth the wait.

"Why don't you eat too?" the old man asked.

"I'm fine."

"If it's because of the mask, you can take it off for a bit. It's not like we don't know each other's faces."

Ji Han always wore a mask on missions. For some reason, wearing it put his mind at ease. The mask made him feel like he'd become a different person.

When the old man finished eating, Ji Han finally took out an envelope containing bank notes from his robes. "I need information about him."

The old man didn't even check the amount before replying, "I don't know anything."

Ji Han's eyes glinted sharply. "To think the words 'I don't know' would come from your mouth."

This old man was called Old Song, the most famous information broker in the region. Coming from a family of information brokers spanning several generations, there was nothing he didn't know. Especially since the current battle for the treasure map was happening in his territory, he knew all the related information. He was probably making a fortune from it.

Ji Han had done business with Old Song for quite some time. Old Song always provided the desired answer. There was only one case where he couldn't get what he wanted - when he didn't have enough money to buy the information.

He took out another envelope and placed it next to the first.

Still, Old Song shook his head. "I don't know."

A third envelope appeared.

Like a true information broker, Old Song knew the exact nature of this envelope. "I know your system. The first two envelopes are your organization's money, but the third one's your personal money, isn't it?"

Ji Han didn't deny it.

"Why are you going this far to buy information on them?"

Ji Han recalled the image of the young man standing on the carriage, looking down at him.

"Because I have a bad feeling."

Old Song stared at Ji Han silently for a moment. They'd always met for business and parted after business, but today, his gaze toward Ji Han held personal sentiment. "How many years have we known each other?"

"About nine years."

"Has it been that long already?"

Sighing, he decided to share a thought he'd never voiced before.

"Honestly, I've taken a liking to you. You were more polite and decent than the countless predecessors who held your position." Old Song's gaze deepened. "So I hope you'll take your hands off this matter."

"!" Ji Han could tell that Old Song knew about his target. "Please, just tell me his name."

Again, Old Song shook his head. "I can't do that, because those three characters represent who he is."

Ji Han was startled. This was a first. A case where Old Song knew the information but refused to sell it. Just who was that man?

"You know I can't just walk away from this, don't you?" he pleaded.

"What can't you do when your life's on the line? Leave your organization right now. Hide for about ten years, then come out and live a new life. You, of all people, should be able to hide better than anyone, right?"

Yes, I could hide so that no one could ever find me.

Ji Han's role in the organization was the Soul Chasing Corps Commander, and as the name suggested, his specialty was tracking people. Using Soul Tracking Incense and pursuing it was the job of the organization he led.

He never expected Old Song to say something like this to him. It clearly meant the opponent was someone he couldn't handle, and Old Song was trying to save his life.

When Ji Han didn't answer, Old Song stood up first. "I suppose this will be our last meeting. The meal's on me. Thank you for everything until now."

He made to leave.

Ji Han whispered, "Is there any other choice I can make besides leaving?"

"If you cannot leave..." Old Song delivered a cryptic message. "Then run headfirst to your death."


A man with a massive build and an aura like blazing fire stood on a cliff.

He was the Flame Dragon Commander Cheon Daewoong. Famous for his fiery temper, he was in charge of retrieving the treasure map this time.

Ji Han appeared behind him. "We've failed to retrieve the treasure map."

Cheon Daewoong asked without turning around. "I heard you gave up the chase even though there were only three casualties."

"That's correct."

"Why did you run away like a coward?"

"I had a bad feeling," Ji Han said. He knew he shouldn't answer like this, but he couldn't help it. There was no more accurate answer.

"A bad feeling?" As expected, Cheon Daewoong's expression hardened as he repeated the words. "Since when did my orders become less important than your feelings?"

Ji Han couldn't make any excuses.

Cheon Daewoong turned his head, unleashing a swirling aura like a fierce gale, like the roar of a tiger. "Answer me!"

Ji Han bowed his head. "I apologize."

Cheon Daewoong looked as if he was about to smash his skull in, but fortunately, he didn't raise a hand. Only the Soul Chasing Corps could track Soul Tracking Incense.

"Remember this. The Soul Tracking Incense saved you." Turning to his subordinates, Cheon Daewoong shouted, "Hey! Four Blood Wind Swordsmen!"

At his call, four martial artists appeared.

Cheon Daewoong gave an order to Ji Han. "Take the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen to them!" He turned back to the cliff and added, "We'll talk again about that unpleasant feeling of yours after we find the treasure map."


Tae Su tossed and turned in his sleep. Ever since he heard that Soul Tracking Incense was on his hand, he couldn't stop worrying. He closed his eyes to sleep, but sleep wouldn't come. In contrast, the carefree trio were all sleeping soundly.

What would they do if someone attacked? I'll have to keep watch myself... but what's the point of me being awake? I wouldn't notice anyone approaching until they were right on top of me!

SWOOSH!

Before he knew it, a cold blade was pointed at his neck.

Tae Su's heart sank. When did they...?

Tae Su glanced over at the trio. Martial artists stood over their sleeping forms as well, swords aimed. They were the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen.

Even with swords at their necks, the three were still sound asleep.

They're stronger than them! Aren't they worried at all? What if these guys brought real masters? Why are they so carefree and arrogant!

He had to scream, even if it meant his own death. If even one of the three could dodge the sword aimed at them and counterattack? At least they could avoid a dog's death.

But with a sword at his throat, no scream came out.

Please! Please wake up!

The Blood Wind Swordsman who had his sword at Geom Mugeuk's neck whispered, "To think he ran away because he couldn't kill pathetic fools like these."

They were the type who never let their guard down when facing an enemy. But if their targets didn't wake up even when a sword was close enough to touch their necks, they were opponents they could afford to be careless with. Even now, if he just put a little force into his hand and jabbed, this guy would be dead.

Then, another Blood Wind Swordsman standing next to the Flower Sword Supreme chuckled, "Aren't they just a bunch of dogs who chase after incense?"

"Did these guys get drugged or something? They're still not waking up."

They were now talking at normal volume, but the trio remained deep in sleep.

"What kind of weapon is this, all wrapped up so tightly?" One of them reached out to untie the knot on the propped-up Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Untie that, and you die," someone warned.

The Blood Wind Swordsman was so startled he felt his heart would leap out of his mouth. He hadn't noticed someone approaching until they spoke right next to his ear.

The next person to be surprised was the one holding a sword to Geom Mugeuk's neck. The lying Geom Mugeuk had vanished and was now standing next to his colleague who'd been about to untie the knot.

"Kill them all!" the Blood Wind Swordsman holding Tae Su hostage commanded.

"......" Tae Su saw twins again. No, this time, they were quadruplets. Simultaneously, the necks of three of the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen were snapped.

Because they were snapped at the same time, there was only one sound. In Tae Su's eyes, three Geom Mugeuks had truly appeared at once and snapped their necks simultaneously.

This was the power of the Four Strides of the Wind God, which had reached its ultimate state as Geom Mugeuk's martial arts proficiency had risen even further.

Why were there quadruplets? Because a Geom Mugeuk had also appeared next to the Blood Wind Swordsman holding a sword to Tae Su's neck.

"I've killed them as ordered," Geom Mugeuk said coldly, as if he were carrying out the order to 'kill them all'.

The swordsman turned to the Geom Mugeuk standing beside him with trembling eyes. He truly couldn't have imagined that there was a master who could kill three, no, all four of them in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Oh, right. You said to kill them all, didn't you?"

SWOOSH!

Even though he saw it from right beside him, Tae Su's eyes couldn't see how Geom Mugeuk snapped the man's neck. The last remaining member of the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen collapsed, now a corpse.

"Aaaaaah!" he screamed belatedly, then quickly covered his mouth. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was stirring, getting up with an annoyed expression.

"How long are you going to be so noisy? People should be sleeping at this hour!" he complained.

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "Yes, so go back to sleep. We'll sleep too after we clean up the bodies."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lay back down.

Tae Su tiptoed over to Geom Mugeuk's side and whispered, "Sometimes there are treasures that look ordinary because they're too precious."

His gaze was fixed on Geom Mugeuk. This young man had dealt with the assassins so quickly that he made them seem weak. He'd probably find out how formidable those enemies were when the sun came up.

Geom Mugeuk looked into the distant darkness and waved in that direction. "That masked man who was following us was watching from afar, but he just left."

Tae Su looked in that direction, but all he could see was darkness. "If he was watching, shouldn't you have hidden your skills? Now that he's seen this, won't a truly terrifying person come next?"

At Tae Su's worry, Geom Mugeuk wore a 'what can I do' expression and shrugged. "Ah, but this is me hiding my skills as much as possible!"

[^1]: Both Thousand Horse (千馬) and Heavenly Demon (天魔) are pronounced as Cheonma.


Chapter 741: I Think You Just Stole My Heart

Ji Han raced through the darkness, his heart pounding like it would burst from his chest.

Have I ever felt this shocked since becoming a martial artist? What the fuck did I just witness?

In one horrifying instant, the young man had struck down all four Blood Wind Swordsmen. From his distant hiding spot, Ji Han couldn't see exactly how they'd died.

Poison? Hidden weapons?

He didn't know how they were killed, only that it happened in a flash. However, what truly made Ji Han's heart race wasn't that the young man had killed them. It was that the man had seen him.

He definitely saw me.

Hidden in deep shadows, so far away, the man had looked right at him. No mistake about it. He'd even waved.

How long had he been running? Ji Han finally stopped, gasping for air. The shock had thrown his movement arts into chaos, and he'd failed to control his breathing. Now his qi and blood churned within him, bringing him to the verge of internal injury. This was a first for him.

"Huff, huff..."

The image of the young man smiling from atop the carriage resurfaced. His ominous premonition had been right.

He's not someone we should have touched.

Now he understood perfectly why Old Song had refused to sell the information.

He's a monster. One we can't handle.

He knew for certain the advice to back off had been genuine concern for his life.

However, deserting the organization wasn't so simple. An unauthorized departure would trigger a relentless manhunt that would never end. The more wicked and vile the organization, the less they forgave betrayal. As a master tracker himself, he knew he could evade them, but it would mean a lifetime on the run, constantly anxious. Leaving required thorough preparation, not a sudden flight of panic.

Therefore, he had to go back and report.

He could already picture how Flame Dragon Commander Cheon Daewoong would react to the news. The Four Blood Wind Swordsmen are dead. They're not opponents we should have provoked.

The moment he uttered those words, Cheon Daewoong would likely erupt. In a fit of fury over losing his most trusted men, he might kill Ji Han on the spot. The man acted without thinking.

In that moment, with his ally seeming more dangerous than his enemy, Ji Han recalled Old Song's advice.


"If you can't leave... then charge toward your death."



Surely it wasn't meant literally. It had been offered as a favor, after all.

Would that death be merciful?

Standing alone under the faint starlight of dawn, Ji Han's worries deepened.


Behind the curtain, Cheon Daewoong poured wine. It had been ages since anyone had seen him pour wine for another with such respect, a clear sign of his guest's importance. Only after filling the cup did he ask again about the report he'd just received. "The Four Blood Wind Swordsmen are dead?"

His calm voice sent even greater fear through Ji Han. "Yes, they're all dead."

From behind the curtain, Cheon Daewoong spoke politely to his guest, "Please, continue drinking for a moment."

One side of the curtain was pulled back, and Cheon Daewoong walked out. The moment the refined man stepped into the open, he became a different person.

Without warning, Cheon Daewoong's fist flew at Ji Han.

SWOOOOSH!

"......"

A palm strike whistled past Ji Han's face and shattered the door behind him, catching the guards outside in the sudden disaster.

"Who did you say is dead?"

SWOOOOSH! CRAAACK!

Cheon Daewoong began smashing everything in sight, completely transformed from moments before. It was like he was declaring, This is who I really am. My refinement inside was merely courtesy to my guest. In fact, the violence of his outburst only emphasized the respect he held for the person behind the curtain.

CRACK! CRAAACK!

The ground around Ji Han churned, pulverized by palm strikes. Debris peppered his body, but he refused to move. This was the type of person Ji Han despised most. A man who expressed anger through violence, who believed strength gave him the right to unleash his emotions as he pleased.

Fortunately, the anger wasn't directed at Ji Han himself. Only after his fit subsided did Cheon Daewoong's rage seem to cool.

"Whose work was it? The old man with them? Or did that mysterious woman kill them?"

Ji Han had seen at least one thing clearly. It was the young man's work, unless the other two had performed their martial arts while lying down... so he answered honestly, "I couldn't see properly."

He expected a furious reprimand, but Cheon Daewoong seemed to find the answer normal.

"Right, that's to be expected."

Ji Han shivered. He knew Cheon Daewoong considered him far weaker than the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen. In fact, many in the organization looked down on him, treating him as nothing more than a hunting dog that followed scents.

There was a clear reason for their dislike. Most of his targets were deserters, which meant Ji Han was the very man who would hunt them down if they ever tried to escape.

"You were probably hiding far away like a coward, weren't you?"

"The Four Blood Wind Swordsmen told me to stay back so I wouldn't interfere," he lied. "They said I might needlessly reveal my presence to the enemy."

In truth, he'd retreated on his own after pointing them to the location. It had been a surprise attack late at night, and the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen had been brimming with confidence, certain that the four of them together couldn't lose to anyone, even in broad daylight.

"Still, you must have seen something, right?"

"The fight was over in an instant, so I didn't see anything."

Cheon Daewoong grabbed Ji Han by the collar. "If you can't even tattle properly, what good are you besides sniffing things out? Should I cut off that nose of yours?"

Ji Han averted his gaze from the contemptuous eyes and lowered his head. Cheon Daewoong threw him to the ground, and he tumbled across the floor. He could have used his lightness technique to land on his feet, but he knew such a display might truly provoke a killing blow.

Cheon Daewoong turned back toward the curtain, his voice once again polite, "It seems this matter will have to be handled by you, Elder."

The shadow within the curtain drank its wine before setting the cup down, "Very well."

The curtain was drawn aside, and the man called Elder revealed himself. Seeing his face, Ji Han understood at once why the ill-tempered Cheon Daewoong had been so respectful.

"Lead me to them."


The carriage departed early the next morning. Geom Mugeuk acted like nothing had happened, making Tae Su wonder if he'd dreamt the entire encounter.

"By any chance, do you know who those attackers were last night?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I do."

"You do? Who were they?"

"Why are you curious about that now?"

"I feel like I should know who I bit."

The real reason was that he was curious just how skilled the masters he'd killed were. He'd been too shocked and flustered the night before to ask.

Geom Mugeuk replied, "The Four Blood Wind Swordsmen."

Tae Su was startled for a moment, but then he shook his head, "Hey, stop joking around."

He figured Geom Mugeuk had just picked the name of some famous group of four because four men had died. If you're going to joke, at least make it believable. The Four Blood Wind Swordsmen?

They were renowned masters of the unorthodox sects who had killed countless martial artists, many of them well-known masters themselves. On top of that, they'd committed innumerable evil deeds. They were the kind of men whose name, if mentioned at an inn, would instantly silence the entire room, and he was supposed to believe they'd died without even getting to properly swing their swords? It was absurd.

"I'm not that naive. I've been around the jianghu long enough. So stop teasing me and tell me who they really were."

Geom Mugeuk simply drove the carriage in silence, not bothering to insist. Paradoxically, his silence made it feel more real. Tae Su recalled the man's lightning-fast movements from the night before and asked again, his voice trembling, "Was it really the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, Tae Su's face went pale. Before, during the fight over the treasure map, the people chasing him had just been nameless, greedy martial artists. He could evade them with his movement arts and his Bone Contraction Art without needing to know their names.

However, now, names were starting to appear, like the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen. The terrifying men he'd only heard stories about had pointed their swords at him and died right before his eyes. Perhaps this was just the beginning.

Composing himself, Tae Su looked at Geom Mugeuk. Did this man really kill them?

"Did you know it was them when you killed them?"

"I didn't know at the time."

"Then how do you know now?"

"A report flew in this morning."

"From who?"

"The Thousand Horse Escort Agency has an information network all over the Central Plains. With a thousand horses, how fast do you think we can exchange messages?"

Tae Su stared, unsure whether to believe him. Geom Mugeuk took a piece of paper from his robes and handed it over.

As Tae Su read its contents, he let out a scream, "Aargh!"

It was because of another name written on the paper.

[The Four Blood Wind Swordsmen were active as the limbs of the Evil King Sect's Flame Dragon Commander, Cheon Daewoong.]

Tae Su gasped, "They belonged to the Evil King Sect?"

The Evil King Sect was famous among the unorthodox sects for its violence and notoriety. They hadn't always been so infamous, but at some point, they began accepting fugitives who had committed crimes in the murim, and the sect's influence changed. Now, it was a place where countless villains gathered, to the point where it was said that if you caused trouble, you could hide in the Evil King Sect.

Tae Su shouted, "We have to hide! This is no time to be out in the open!"

Tae Su was genuinely terrified. Every rumor about the Evil King Sect was enough to make one's face scrunch up in disgust. It wasn't just that they killed people, it was how they killed them, with extreme cruelty. They were men who had abandoned their humanity, using terror to make their sect even stronger, and these people were acting this nonchalant after provoking them?

Tae Su declared, "Give me the reins. I'll find a place to hide."

As someone accustomed to running and hiding, he felt he had to take the lead. How could the two people in the carriage, and Geom Mugeuk himself, be so calm?

"I'll teach you the Bone Contraction Art. Let's go back to the Cave of Ten Thousand Paths and hide in that hole."

Tae Su was dead serious. Any other sect, maybe, but the Evil King Sect was teeming with villains.

"I might be able to fit, but I can't have our dear elders go into such a cramped space, can I?"

"Our opponent is the Evil King Sect! They're not people a mere escort agency can handle! If we hide for a few years, they'll forget about the treasure map."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Tae Su. He and the Demon Supremes didn't have a few years, or even a few days, for that. Hey kid, we're busy people.

"What about your scent?"

"Ah!"

Tae Su had completely forgotten what they were using to track him. Unless he cut off his hand, he couldn't escape the Evil King Sect's pursuit.

Geom Mugeuk mentioned a place. "Should we ask the Evil Alliance for help?"

Tae Su looked at him in disbelief. "You want to call a tiger to chase away a wolf?"

"It's like fighting fire with fire."

"No matter how vicious the Evil King Sect is, don't they say blood is thicker than water? If the Evil King Sect falls, the power of the unorthodox sects will weaken. The Evil Alliance won't attack them."

"When a war breaks out with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult or the orthodox sects, do you really think the Evil King Sect will lead the charge? Not a chance! Those guys will use the chaos to try and gain their own advantages. The current Evil Alliance would probably love to get rid of them. Even evil needs to have a minimum level of class."

Even if Geom Mugeuk was right about that part, Tae Su had another point.

"Even if the Evil Alliance stops them, do you think they'll just leave the treasure map alone?"

"And if they don't?"

"They'll obviously try to take it, and they'll kill us all to keep it a secret."

"I don't think so."

At the carefree reply, Tae Su finally let out a sigh. Could they really survive with the Evil King Sect targeting them? Did this nonchalance truly come from confidence and skill?

"If masters we can't handle appear, please hand me over."

Of course, he wasn't being serious. He was testing Geom Mugeuk.

"Of course, we'll have to."

It was the obvious answer, but he felt a little disappointed anyway.

"However, that won't happen."

"Pardon?"

"Because there won't be any opponents we can't handle."

Hearing those words, Tae Su was suddenly reminded of what his father had told him.


"Don't be greedy for the treasure map! It's something we can't handle."



Even if it was something he couldn't handle, in that moment, he wanted to believe in Geom Mugeuk's bluff.

Please, I hope you all can handle it!

How much further did they travel before a single old man appeared, blocking the road?

He exuded powerful presence, and Tae Su recognized him as the very same old man who had been drinking with Cheon Daewoong. Dressed in white robes with his pure white beard fluttering in the wind, he looked like an immortal. On the surface, he appeared to be a man who had transcended the secular world, but he'd transcended it in a very different way.

Knowing their opponent was the Evil King Sect, it wasn't difficult to deduce the identity of the old man wearing robes with the character for "myriad" on his chest.

"The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit!"

Tae Su trembled all over. The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit was an absolute master of the unorthodox sects who had committed all sorts of evil deeds. Rumors about him were many. Some said he was called the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit because he'd killed ten thousand masters, while others claimed the name came from committing ten thousand evil acts. Some said both were true.

No matter how skilled these people are, they can't possibly face the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit!

The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit didn't ask who had killed the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen.

"Who has the treasure map?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk looked at Tae Su without a moment's hesitation.

Seriously? Even if it's true, you're just going to stare at me that blatantly?

Tae Su felt that the moment he couldn't handle had finally arrived, far sooner than he'd expected. He understood now why Geom Mugeuk was abandoning him. Who could possibly face the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit? This was the end of his bluff.

Since things have come to this...

Tae Su spoke to the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit with a determined look in his eyes, not quite understanding why he felt compelled to do so. "I have the treasure map memorized. Take me and let these people go. If you kill them, you'll never learn the location of the treasure. Please, spare these people!"

The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit offered Tae Su a smile filled with killing intent.

In stark contrast, a broad smile that could offset all that coldness bloomed on the face of the man right next to him. "I think you just stole my heart."


Chapter 742: What Kind of Life Have You Lived?

Tae Su stared in disbelief, "You're joking in a situation like this?"

He could only assume this was Geom Mugeuk's final, desperate shred of pride. He was likely trying to mask the guilt of his surrender with a jest. Even so, he found he couldn't bring himself to hate the man, this strange fellow who bluffed about having a thousand horses.

Geom Mugeuk asked, a smile playing on his lips, "Was that heart of yours stolen with just a single word?"

Tae Su answered, his voice heavy with the knowledge that being dragged away meant certain death, "It was the promise to save your life. I don't know why I want to save you. I guess I just took a liking to you, but I have one favor to ask. If you ever meet my father, please tell him I was sorry."

It was this certainty that compelled him to reveal his honest feelings. His greatest regret was dying without seeing his father again, without being able to take back his last hurtful words.

"What bullshit." A harsh voice cut through the air. The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit stepped forward, cold killing intent flowing from his eyes, "Do you think I'll spare them just because you tell me to?"

Geom Mugeuk stated calmly, "If you kill them, I will never tell you the location of the Grave of Swords."

A sneer formed on the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's lips, "Do you think I've never tortured anyone before? They all talk big like you at first, but there hasn't been a single one who didn't open their mouth. You seem confident you'll be different. Before that, I'll kill them all, one by one, right in front of you."

His threat was a chilling testament to why he was called the source of myriad evils.

Tae Su felt a surge of panic. This wasn't what he had wanted at all.

The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's voice boomed with haughty confidence, certain of his ability to slaughter anyone who dared to emerge, "All of you in the carriage, crawl out now! Before I blow the whole thing away."

TAK.

The carriage door opened and the Flower Sword Supreme stepped out. She wore no fancy makeup or beautiful clothes, yet the moment the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit saw her, a flicker of lust crossed his eyes. Among the countless evil deeds he had committed, lewd acts were certainly not absent.

He rasped, "It's been a long time since my lust was stirred. I'll kill you last."

SHRING.

The One Flower Sword was already being drawn from its sheath, but she managed to stop her hand just in time. That's right, she reminded herself, I can't lose the bet because of a guy like this.

CHAK.

Sheathing the blade, the Flower Sword Supreme smiled at Geom Mugeuk, "It seems the two medicines you gave me were effective. To think they can even stir the lust of such an ugly old man."

Geom Mugeuk grinned brightly, "Would the result have been any different if you hadn't taken them?"

At his words, she let out a pleasant laugh.

TAK.

The opposite carriage door flew open with an irritable crack. From the darkness within, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's annoyed voice drifted out. "You disgust me. I don't even want to lay a hand on you."

Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme both knew he was furious, and they knew exactly why.

Finally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon emerged from the carriage, his cold gaze locking onto the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit. "Just kill yourself."

A curse or a surge of killing intent should have been the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's response. Instead, as he stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, his eyes widened in shock. "You are...!"

The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit recognized him. They had met before. He stammered, his voice trembling, "Why are you here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon ignored the question and asked coldly, "You don't want to? Then I'll kill you myself."

He strode forward, and terrifying demonic qi began to rage from his body, washing over the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit. In that instant, the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit raised a palm and struck the crown of his own head.

KWAJIK!

His skull shattered and he collapsed on the spot, a lifeless heap on the ground. He had actually killed himself.

A scream escaped Tae Su's lips before he could stop it, "Aargh!"

What in the world did I just see? The Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit, that infamous villain, took his own life, but why?

The man he'd heard stories about would fight with every despicable method imaginable, even resorting to the Self Destruction Art if all else failed.

So who in the world is that old man that the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit would kill himself without even trying to fight?

Geom Mugeuk said, backing far away from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "Whoa, please stay over there. What kind of life have you lived?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon licked his lips while the Flower Sword Supreme laughed, "He was quite hot-blooded in his day. He was once so fearsome that even a man like the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit trembled before him."

The Blade Demon muttered, "That temper of his is all gone now."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and finished his thought, "I like the current you a hundred times better, so please don't revive it."

Meanwhile, Tae Su cautiously approached the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's corpse. He wanted to confirm the man was dead but was too scared to even shake the body, half expecting it to jump up at any moment.

He asked, his voice dazed as if he had lost his mind, "Why did he kill himself?"

Geom Mugeuk offered, "Because he was scared?"

The answer only fueled another conspiracy theory in Tae Su's mind, "You're all in on this, aren't you? You're acting to get my treasure map, right?"

He could already picture it, the moment he entered the Grave of Swords, everyone who had supposedly died would appear, standing in a line to mock him.

Geom Mugeuk said, looking to one side and waving, "Looks like there's another actor over there."

At his gesture, a masked figure who had been hiding far away revealed himself. The man who appeared, his eyes as surprised as Tae Su's, was Ji Han. Geom Mugeuk had expected him to use his movement arts and flee, but instead, Ji Han launched himself in their direction, landing neatly in front of them.

Just like that day, Geom Mugeuk was looking at him and smiling. To his left stood the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with his arms crossed, and to his right, the Flower Sword Supreme with her calm eyes. These were the people who could make the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit kill himself without even drawing a sword.

Ji Han bowed his head in greeting and then revealed his identity, "I am Ji Han, Commander of the Soul Chasing Corps of the Evil King Sect."

As he spoke, he removed his mask, revealing a face that matched his calm eyes.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "The Soul Chasing Commander? Are you the one who applied the Soul Tracking Incense?"

"Yes, that is my job."

"Why did you come to me instead of running away?"

Ji Han glanced at the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's corpse and sighed, "The guard captain for this mission, Flame Dragon Commander Cheon Daewoong, will never believe the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit killed himself without a fight. He's always disliked me, so he'll frame me, saying I colluded with the enemy to kill him."

Someone had to take responsibility for the deaths of the Four Blood Wind Swordsmen and the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit, and he knew Cheon Daewoong would find a way to pin the blame on him.

He then revealed his other reason, "For over ten years, I've been courteous to someone, and because of that, I was able to obtain a piece of information. He never sold your information, and he advised me to leave. He said if I couldn't leave, I should run toward death."

He was speaking of the information broker, Old Song.

Ji Han stared directly at Geom Mugeuk, "Following his advice, I intend to bet my life and future."

He earnestly hoped that this death standing before him was a generous one, a death with the capacity for acceptance. The entire time he spoke, a part of him thought this was a crazy act, entrusting himself to someone without even knowing who they were.

Geom Mugeuk quietly studied Ji Han. His calm eyes didn't seem to fit with the Evil King Sect, "Why did you join the Evil King Sect?"

Ji Han explained, "I was born with a sensitive nose. I could distinguish every scent even when they were mixed together, and I could follow any trail no matter how far it went. I liked the various scents of the world. Then I met my master and learned the art of researching and tracking them. My master belonged to the Evil King Sect. I was young, so I didn't know what kind of place it was, and back then, it wasn't so infamous."

Geom Mugeuk could feel the truth in his words, "Have you ever killed an innocent person?"

"My missions were mostly tracking down and capturing those who fled the main sect. In that process, I have unavoidably killed those who fought to the death."

"Other than that?"

"None."

A talent who could handle Soul Tracking Incense was definitely someone the Ghost Shadow Squad needed, "What is it you want?"

"Please take me as your subordinate."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme looked at each other. First Tae Su, and now this man named Ji Han.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon conveyed through telepathy, "Why does everyone like the Young Cult Leader so much?"

The Flower Sword Supreme replied, "Ask yourself."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head away with a huff.

Geom Mugeuk did not accept the request right away, "Do you know who I am?"

Ji Han said, "You're the person someone who has thought well of me for ten years told me to throw my lot in with. I trust his judgment, and I have nowhere to return to."

In truth, there was one more reason. Having researched scents for so long, he would sometimes smell a certain imaginary scent from people. If Cheon Daewoong gave off a stench, this man gave off a good scent.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk made his decision, "Alright. I accept."

Ji Han was surprised by the ready acceptance. He hadn't expected it to be so easy and had assumed all sorts of conditions would be set, demanding he prove his loyalty.

"From now on, you are my person."

"!"

He had used the expression "my person," not "subordinate."

Ji Han asked, "Do you trust me?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head, "I don't know who you are, so I can't trust you yet."

"Then why me?"

Geom Mugeuk asked, recalling how Ji Han had given up after three of his men died, "When you first pursued me, why did you stop the chase?"

"I judged that if we went further, all my subordinates would die."

Geom Mugeuk said, "I trust that wise judgment. I trust the heart that cares for its subordinates."

Cheon Daewoong had mocked him for that very decision, scorning him as a coward for returning after only three men had died, yet Geom Mugeuk was saying his judgment on that same fact was excellent.

Ji Han hesitated no longer. He performed a polite clasped hands greeting, showing his profound respect, "Ji Han greets his new Liege. I will serve you with loyalty."

"Your ability is more important than any other. I'll be counting on you from now on."

The sorrow of his past, of being treated like a hunting dog within the organization, washed over him, and the rims of his eyes turned red. Those were the words he had wanted to hear for so long.

Watching this, Tae Su suddenly felt a pang of envy. In that moment, he realized he too had wanted to do work that was acknowledged by someone. He thought that perhaps the reason he was always angry and dissatisfied wasn't his father's rule to only steal from the wicked, but because his work could never be openly acknowledged, but now, right before his eyes, someone was changing his own destiny, showing that it was something that could be altered if one tried.

Ji Han looked at Tae Su and said, "I can't completely erase the Soul Tracking Incense on that man's hands, but I can make it fainter. That should buy us some time to shake off any pursuers."

Even without him, the other subordinates of the Soul Chasing Corps would be on their trail.

Geom Mugeuk commanded, "Do it."

Ji Han took out several small bottles from his robes and poured their contents onto Tae Su's hands in sequence.

Geom Mugeuk joked, "Looks like you won't have to cut off your hands now."

Tae Su beamed with joy. He had been feeling deeply uneasy, as if his own hands had become shackles for everyone.

Geom Mugeuk then turned to Ji Han, "Lead the way."

"To where, sir?"

The place Geom Mugeuk wanted to go was entirely unexpected, "To where the Flame Dragon Commander is."

"!"

"He's the one who tormented and tried to kill my person, so I will kill him."

Ji Han was taken aback. He could tell this young man was being sincere and that he could really kill Cheon Daewoong.

Tae Su, however, jumped in surprise and protested, "You want us to strike an Evil King Sect martial artist first? We can't do that!"

Geom Mugeuk retorted, "Didn't you hear the information broker? If you want to live, throw yourself into death!"

While Tae Su tried to stop him out of fear, Ji Han tried to stop him for a different reason, "You must not kill him."

"The reason?"

Ji Han explained, "If he fails to retrieve the treasure map this time, he'll be in big trouble anyway. Instead, if you kill him now, the Evil King Sect will start to get seriously involved. I believe it's the right choice to keep a fool in the enemy camp alive."

Geom Mugeuk's expression turned pleased at Ji Han's correct judgment, "I will follow your will. Instead, you will have to die."

"!"

Not only Ji Han, but Tae Su was also startled. Of course, Geom Mugeuk didn't really intend to kill him.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "The Soul Tracking Incense that was applied to the treasure map, do you happen to have any left?"

"Yes, I do."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's corpse, "Apply it to that man's hands."

Ji Han did as he was told, applying the incense to the corpse's hands.

Geom Mugeuk declared, "That bastard killed everyone here and stole the treasure map."

Only then did they understand his plan. He was going to frame the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit for intercepting the treasure map. Since the man had committed all sorts of evil deeds, no one would suspect a thing.

Geom Mugeuk let out a long whistle.

A moment later, a martial artist appeared. He was the messenger who relayed information between Geom Mugeuk and the All-Knowing Hall, a man skilled enough to be called a master of movement arts and stealth.

Geom Mugeuk ordered, "Take this corpse and head in the direction of Shaanxi. There will be people chasing you. Go as far as you can, leave the corpse, and get away. The Soul Tracking Incense is on the corpse's hands, so you must not touch them."

Shaanxi was in the opposite direction of Zhejiang, where they were currently headed.

"Yes, I understand."

The man tied the corpse's hands behind its back, hoisted the body onto his shoulders, and vanished. With a master of movement arts leaving first, there was no chance he would be caught by later pursuers.

Ji Han mused aloud, impressed by the excellent plan, "If he's found as a corpse with Soul Tracking Incense on his hands? They'll assume he fled all the way to Shaanxi, only to have the treasure map stolen by someone else before being killed."

The plan was brilliant. First, it would create confusion that the location on the map was in Shaanxi. Next, since Ji Han himself would be considered dead, he could avoid the organization's pursuit, and in the end, Cheon Daewoong would have to take responsibility for entrusting the matter to the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit.

Tae Su asked cautiously, "Who was that person who took the corpse? Is he an escort? Or a porter?"

At the word escort, Ji Han looked at Tae Su with a puzzled expression.

Tae Su felt a useless sense of pride, thinking, I know more about this Geom Mugeuk than you do.

A pointless rivalry was already starting to emerge.

Ji Han, however, knew instinctively that Geom Mugeuk and his two companions were by no means people from an escort agency.

Geom Mugeuk said, "Well, let's get going too."

The two men sat on either side of him in the carriage.

Geom Mugeuk remarked, "One is a master of escape, and the other is a master of pursuit. This is a perfect balance, isn't it?"

Tae Su and Ji Han looked at each other. They had never dreamed that their relationship of pursuer and pursued would lead to them sitting side-by-side in the same carriage.

Geom Mugeuk declared, "Now, let's let the Evil King Sect bastards suffer to their heart's content in the wrong place."

The carriage began to race toward Zhejiang province once again.

"Let's go get some pork in five-spice sauce!"


Chapter 743: This Is Why We Wait in Line

The carriage sped toward Zhejiang.

Ji Han shifted uncomfortably as Geom Mugeuk held the reins. "I'll drive. Please, go to the back and get some rest."

"No, it's fine," Geom Mugeuk replied without turning around.

Tae Su leaned forward from his seat with a knowing air. "This man here's from an escort agency. He's traveled all over the Central Plains since he was young, so he's an absolutely amazing driver."

Geom Mugeuk had never said such a thing, but Tae Su believed it with all his heart.

Ji Han stared at the man in question. He looked again and again, but nothing about Geom Mugeuk suggested he belonged to an escort agency. What kind of escort, or even Head Escort, could possibly drive the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit to suicide?

He's quite unobservant for a thief.

"You have no idea how well he knows the roads. And he's such a great cook. You'd be shocked if you tasted a meal he made," Tae Su continued praising, completely unaware of Ji Han's assessment. As he boasted, however, a strange emptiness settled over him. Ji Han was Geom Mugeuk's subordinate, not him!

Ji Han sighed. His curiosity was piqued not by the man's cooking, but by his qi. The lords he had known until now were unfamiliar with the roads, let alone capable of driving a carriage themselves, as their subordinates handled all such trivialities.

However, this man was a good cook, and even personally prepared meals for his followers? A strange sense of anticipation began to build within him. How often did a martial artist get the chance to meet a leader like this?

No, I shouldn't get my hopes up.

He quickly tempered his excitement. Great expectations often led to great disappointment, and he still had no idea what kind of person this leader truly was.

The steady rhythm of the wheels broke when Geom Mugeuk suddenly addressed him. "You said you were the one who applied the Soul Tracking Incense to the treasure map, right?"

"That's right."

"Do you know how the Evil King Sect obtained it?"

"No, I don't. At the time, one of the higher-ups brought the map to me. They said it was an item that must not be lost, so I should use our most effective Soul Tracking Incense."

"Do you know who he is?"

Ji Han shook his head. "No. He was wearing a bamboo hat pulled down low, so I couldn't see his face clearly."

"So he deliberately hid his identity."

Ji Han nodded, admitting he hadn't thought much of it then. The Evil King Sect was, after all, a place filled with all sorts of secretive individuals. "However, I think I would recognize him if I saw him again."

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the master tracker beside him. "You mean you remember his scent."

"Yes, he had a very unique smell," Ji Han confirmed. "But why do you ask?"

"It's strange. It doesn't make sense that a group like the Evil King Sect would obtain a treasure map only to lose it again, does it?" Geom Mugeuk mused, his gaze returning to the road ahead.

Ji Han's eyes widened in alarm. "Are you suggesting the Evil King Sect intentionally leaked the treasure map into the Central Plains?"

Tae Su, who had been listening intently from the driver's seat, held his breath and anxiously waited for the answer. If that was true, it meant he had been dancing in the palm of their hands all along.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened. "I think that's a possibility. The struggle for the treasure map drew so much attention that even we noticed, after all."

A thought suddenly struck Ji Han.

Who exactly is this 'we' you speak of?

He realized with a jolt that he was now a part of that 'we'.


They stopped the carriage in an open field. While the horse rested and grazed on the lush grass, everyone took a much-needed break.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme went for a walk together, while Tae Su stretched out in the field to get some shuteye. Geom Mugeuk stood alone on a small hill, looking up at the sky.

Ji Han approached Geom Mugeuk. There was something he wished to ask the young man in private.

"When was the last time you looked up at the sky?" Geom Mugeuk asked without looking away from the clouds.

Ji Han followed his gaze and answered honestly. "I can't remember."

"From now on, try to look at it often. Those who follow me are required to look at the sky at least once a day."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

"If you have something to ask, go ahead."

Ji Han nodded. This was a question best asked without Tae Su around, ad it seemed Geom Mugeuk had not yet revealed his identity to the thief. "I would like to know your name, my Liege."

Old Song's words echoed in his mind.


"Those three characters of his name represent who he is."



In stark contrast to his cautious inquiry, though, Geom Mugeuk answered nonchalantly, "I'm Geom Mugeuk. It's a good name, isn't it?"

"Yes, it's very good..." Ji Han replied just as casually, but suddenly, he flinched.

Geom Mugeuk? I've definitely heard that name somewhere before.

His body reacted before his memory could. An unknown, dark energy seemed to wash over him, sending a chill down his spine and making the hair on his arms stand on end.

Geom Mugeuk, Geom Mugeuk. Where have I heard that name before?

"!"

A lightning bolt of recognition struck inside his mind. The name Geom Mugeuk was simply so famous, so monumental, that he hadn't been able to recall it right away. He had never dreamed he would hear it from the mouth of the man who had become his lord, especially not while standing alone with him in a quiet field.

It can't be, right? That's ridiculous!

The more he tried to deny it, telling himself it was just someone with the same name, the faster his heart began to pound against his ribs. With a sense of rising disbelief, Ji Han stared at the man beside him.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Whatever you're thinking, you're right."

From that simple answer, which seemed to say Geom Mugeuk knew exactly what Ji Han was thinking, and from the relaxed expression that met his gaze, Ji Han knew. This Geom Mugeuk was the Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you regret deciding to become my subordinate?"

That question sealed it.

He's really the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader!

Ji Han's body trembled like an aspen leaf. "No, I don't regret it. I'm just... surprised."

He was in a state of shock. He had imagined all sorts of possibilities for his new leader. The scion of a prestigious orthodox sect? A renowned master from an unorthodox faction? A reclusive master who had undergone rejuvenation?

He had truly considered every possibility, but among all those thoughts, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader had not been one of them, because who would imagine that the Young Cult Leader would smile so brightly at someone? His thoughts had been bound to stereotypes.

He suddenly thought of Old Song and how ridiculous he must have sounded asking for the name of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader. The words 'That damned old man!' came to him automatically.

What had he said? To charge at him? At the Young Cult Leader!?

Now that he knew, was it even okay to stand side-by-side like this? To make eye contact? In the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, wasn't everyone supposed to prostrate themselves before the Young Cult Leader?

He shook off his spiraling thoughts and mustered his courage. "Then... who are those two over there?"

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"Ahh!"

They were truly the Eight Demon Supremes he had only ever heard of in stories.

Now it all makes sense!

He understood why the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit had committed suicide. After showing such blatant lust toward the Flower Sword Supreme, his life was forfeit. He had killed himself because he knew he could not be forgiven. The alternative would have been to be torn to shreds.

Still, he couldn't believe that the Young Cult Leader and two Demon Supremes were traveling the Central Plains without any other subordinates. He would have expected an entourage of hundreds, or even thousands.

Are they using reverse psychology? Even seeing it with my own eyes, I can hardly believe it, so who else would?

"I never knew I would come to serve such an incredible person."

"Yes, so from now on, you must respect me deeply and serve me as if I were the heavens!"

Ji Han knew Geom Mugeuk was speaking jokingly, but how could he possibly take it as a joke?

"I will devote my entire being to serving you with loyalty!"

Geom Mugeuk's tone softened. "If you devote your entire being, there will come a day when things are too hard. When that happens, don't look at the ground, don't look at your subordinates, and don't look at me. Look up there." He gestured with his chin. "Look there. Don't look at me, don't look into your own heart, just look up there, at the sky."

Ji Han followed his gaze to the sky. Wispy clouds drifted slowly across the vast blue expanse. A single bird spread its wings, gliding leisurely on the wind.

"Even when you sigh, look up there and sigh. Even when you vent your anger, look up there and vent. If you do, you'll feel yourself shrink, and then your worries will shrink too."

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader was telling him to look at the sky when things got hard.

So this is the lord I will serve.

He also finally had his answer.

'We' are the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

That fearsome name was now his own, too.

Just then, Tae Su ambled over to them. "What are you two talking about so seriously?"

"My Liege was teaching me how to become smaller," Ji Han replied.

Tae Su blinked, wondering what that could possibly mean, but Ji Han offered no further explanation.

An unnecessary sense of alienation pricked at him. When he noticed that Ji Han's attitude toward Geom Mugeuk had become even more devoted, that feeling only grew.

Is that what loyalty is?

Until now, the mere thought of being under someone had made him feel suffocated, but seeing Ji Han, he felt a strange pang of jealousy. He was the one who had captured Geom Mugeuk's heart, so why did he feel like he was the one who had lost something?

"When this is over and we go back," Tae Su said with a hint of envy, "you'll be traveling all over the Central Plains under the name of the Thousand Horses Escort Agency."

Ji Han flinched. How can he say the name 'Heavenly Demon'[^1] so carelessly! He's going to get himself killed!

Oblivious to such worries, Tae Su boasted subtly, "He said he'll introduce me to the head of the Thousand Horses Escort Agency later."

Ji Han's jaw dropped. Then you'll really die, you fucking idiot!


"There it is!" Tae Su shouted. "The place with the delicious pork in five-spice sauce!"

The front of the inn was packed with people. A long line of customers snaked out from the entrance where a waiter was shouting, "If you just wait a little longer, we'll have a table for you!"

Geom Mugeuk got out of the carriage and walked toward the crowd.

Ji Han followed close behind, inwardly tense. What will he do? Will he intimidate the people in line and chase them away? Or will he ignore them all and simply walk inside?

Neither option seemed to fit the man he was beginning to know.

The next moment, Ji Han's eyes widened.

Geom Mugeuk went to the very end of the long line and stood there patiently.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader is waiting in line to eat?

He couldn't believe it... no, this Young Cult Leader was a renowned eccentric, so maybe it was believable.

However, an even more surprising scene unfolded next. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme followed Geom Mugeuk and got in line right behind him. Neither of them seemed the least bit displeased. On the contrary, they looked amused and intrigued.

"Is this the first time you've waited in line to eat?" Geom Mugeuk asked the Flower Sword Supreme, who nodded in response.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon put on a deliberately sour expression. "Waiting in line just for a single meal!"

"You can go rest in the carriage." Geom Mugeuk offered. "I'll call you when it's our turn."

"Forget it. It's a hassle."

Though his words were gruff, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was clearly enjoying the simple act of standing in line with the Flower Sword Supreme. He was savoring the unfamiliar pleasure of this brand-new experience.

Suddenly, the Flower Sword Supreme raised a hand to shield her face from the bright sunlight. In a casual motion, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted the giant dao from his back and rested it on his shoulder. The wide blade blocked the sun, casting a perfect shadow over her face.

She shifted back slightly, and he pretended not to notice and moved with her.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled faintly. Her eyes fell on the cloth-wrapped knot on his dao. "That knot has held up for quite a while."

Without turning around, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied, "There's a bet on it. Do you think it'll come undone?"

The two of them were still burning with a quiet competitive spirit.

As they watched the people and chatted among themselves, the line shortened faster than they expected.

"Look!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed. "There are finally more people behind us than in front of us. This is why we wait in line."

Listening to his new lord, Ji Han thought to himself, Do these people know? That they're standing in front of, and behind, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader? That they'll be eating in the same restaurant with him?

The line grew shorter and shorter, until it was finally their turn.

SCREECH!

A lavish carriage pulled to a stop in front of the inn. It was flanked by mounted martial artists acting as bodyguards, a clear sign that it belonged to a wealthy family.

A man and a woman stepped out. The man exited first and gallantly helped the woman down. She was dressed in expensive, flashy clothes, with glittering jewels adorning her neck and wrists. Every accessory she wore was clearly of the highest quality. The man, who also looked like the son of a rich family, never took his eyes off her, utterly smitten.

"The pork in five-spice sauce here is really something I'd recommend." the man said.

The woman frowned slightly as she looked at the inn. "I'm disappointed. To think you'd bring me to such a shabby place right before our wedding."

Her dismissive gaze and irritated tone revealed her character in a single sentence.

"But the food is really good." the man insisted.

Her gaze then swept over the people still standing in line, and her expression soured. "I'm not going to stand in line to eat."

"Of course you won't." The man gestured to his bodyguards with his eyes.

They immediately moved to block Geom Mugeuk's path, their stances menacing. The man and woman then cut the line as if it were the most natural thing in the world and went inside, their martial artists following close behind.

The waiter looked at Geom Mugeuk with an apologetic expression. "I'm sorry, sir."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at him. "It's fine. A skilled waiter knows to turn a blind eye at times like this."

The waiter endured it, Geom Mugeuk endured it, and the Demon Supremes endured it, but as a subordinate, Ji Han could not.

How dare they!

"I'll go in and teach them a sharp lesson," he said. He had sized up the accompanying martial artists and was confident he could handle them himself.

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head in confusion. "Why? Are you going to forgive them?"

"Pardon?" Ji Han thought he must have misheard. He had said he would teach them a lesson.

However, Geom Mugeuk had heard him perfectly. "Just leave them be. We can't have you stepping in and scolding them, only to ruin their relationship, can we?"

Only then did Ji Han understand. Leaving the couple alone was not an act of forgiveness. Geom Mugeuk was getting his revenge by letting two perfectly matched assholes meet and suffer with each other for the rest of their lives.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head, sighing, "Scary bastard! Don't you think this guy is much worse than me?"

He looked at the Flower Sword Supreme, seeking her agreement.

She merely smiled in response.

Soon, it was their turn.

As they opened the inn's door and stepped inside, a wave of heat from the crowd and the rich smell of food washed over them. The interior was truly spacious, filled with countless people.

In the boisterous atmosphere, patrons ate and drank while waiters bustled between the tables, carrying trays laden with food.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the interior, which resembled a chaotic battlefield, and declared grimly, "We won't be able to come back here and eat again. So, if someone steps on your foot, let it go. If they spill food on you, let it go. If they start a fight, let it go. I'll tolerate everything except insults to my parents! The important thing is that our Elders get to eat their pork in five-spice sauce!"

[^1]: Like I previously mentioned, "Heavenly Demon" and "Thousand Horses" are homophones, both pronounced "Cheonma". The funny thing is, the HDDC probably has a thousand horses. Mugeuk hasn't told a single lie.


Chapter 744: More Enthusiastic Than When Mediating the Great Orthodox-Unorthodox War

A waiter led Geom Mugeuk's party to their table.

"This is your first time in such a crowded inn, isn't it?" Geom Mugeuk asked as they walked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme nodded. They had only come here because they were with Geom Mugeuk. Normally, they would never stand in line for such a crowded inn.

"Orabeoni, you're the type who wouldn't even stand in line for a treasure vault," the Flower Sword Supreme remarked playfully.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt pleased by the word Orabeoni, and pleased again that she saw him so accurately.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk wouldn't let an opportunity to tease them pass. "If there's a line like that, call me! I'll wait all night! I'll come three days early and lay out a mat."

The Flower Sword Supreme laughed, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at her. He hadn't seen her laugh so often in a very long time.

"Coming through!" a waiter shouted, rushing past with a tray held in both hands, his movements as nimble as a martial artist's.

It wasn't just him. Shouts for wine and food came from all directions, but all the waiters moved with agility through the chaos, responding to every call.

"Those people are the true heroes of this battlefield," Geom Mugeuk observed.

Ji Han followed behind, watching Geom Mugeuk. His master was someone who saw and meddled in everything. He even paid close attention to a passing waiter.

Up ahead, Ji Han saw the man and woman who'd cut in line. Four bodyguards stood guard around their table. It seemed unnecessary, but the man wanted to show off, and the woman enjoyed it.

Their waiter guided Geom Mugeuk's party to a nearby table.

"Now, leave the ordering to me." Geom Mugeuk said. "A large pork in five-spice sauce, and two bottles of your best wine."

"As you can see, we're very busy, so the food will take some time," the waiter said.

"Just tell them to make it delicious! We have esteemed guests here!"

"Understood, sir!"

The waiter happily ran off with the silver tael Geom Mugeuk had given him.

Ji Han watched him go, thinking, how could he know just how esteemed these guests are? If he knew, the owner would probably hang a sign next to his plaque, saying: 'The restaurant visited by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader and two Demon Supremes.' The length of the queue would probably multiply several times over, wouldn't it?

"We finally get to try it!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed.

"How good can pork in five-spice sauce be?"

"You won't be saying that after you try it. You might even ask to come back again."

Geom Mugeuk's words carried his hope that the two Demon Supremes would indeed come again.

The wine arrived first, along with some simple side dishes.

Geom Mugeuk poured wine for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. "Thank you very much," he said sincerely.

Throughout this vacation, he and the Sword Supreme had followed his lead. There must have been times they were reluctant or uncomfortable, but they endured it silently, showing him what true adults were like.

The Flower Sword Supreme accepted the wine and conveyed her own sincerity. "If anything, I should be the one thanking you."

Geom Mugeuk had brought her all this way for the pork in five-spice sauce she liked. She'd experienced many emotions in her life, joy and sorrow, inspiration and emptiness, anger and regret. Amidst all those feelings, there was one she'd never truly felt—fun.

She wondered if she'd ever felt something was purely fun like this before.

"This vacation is quite fun," she said.

"I'm glad you're enjoying yourself."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured wine for Geom Mugeuk. "This is for you."

The clear sound of wine filling the cup conveyed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gratitude for this opportunity.

After receiving the wine, Geom Mugeuk poured for Ji Han and Tae Su. "A cup for my subordinate, and a cup for the gentleman thief who stole my heart."

Tae Su smiled at Geom Mugeuk's words, realizing he'd forgotten his own predicament. He'd worried they would eliminate him the moment he revealed the Grave of Swords' location and helped bypass its mechanisms, but lately, he hadn't even thought about it.

Am I possessed by something that wants me to die?

He couldn't help it. His companion was the type to raise his cup and shout...

"NOW, TO OUR PORK IN FIVE-SPICE SAUCE!" Geom Mugeuk declared.

Ji Han and Tae Su shouted along loudly. ""To the pork in five-spice sauce!""

Their loud shouts drew a yell from another table. "Who's being so noisy?"

It was a table of martial artists who looked like troublemakers.

Geom Mugeuk immediately replied in a loud voice, "Our apologies! We'll drink quietly now!"

At Geom Mugeuk's quick apology, they didn't press the issue.

Geom Mugeuk whispered, "We will endure, no matter what, until we eat the pork in five-spice sauce! There will be absolutely no bloodshed until then! Now, cheers!"

After that whispered toast, they all emptied their first cups.

"Ah, this wine is amazing! Come on out, pork in five-spice sauce!"

However, something else emerged instead of the pork in five-spice sauce.

An irritated voice shouted from the inn's entrance. "Out of the way, bastards!"

Geom Mugeuk looked toward the entrance. A man with a fierce gaze stood there. He scanned the room, then started walking toward their area.

Geom Mugeuk quickly turned back and whispered. "Don't look that way! Absolutely do not make eye contact!"

Even if Geom Mugeuk had told them to look, they wouldn't have bothered. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme ignored the approaching man and refilled each other's cups.

Fortunately, the man wasn't headed for Geom Mugeuk's table. Instead, he approached the man and woman who'd cut in line earlier.

The woman's eyes widened in shock at first, but soon, her expression turned as vicious as his. "Why are you here?" she demanded.

"You're marrying this cripple after dumping me?"

The man's expression hardened. His pride wounded, he gave his bodyguards a terrifying order. "What are you doing? Cut off his arms and legs and throw him out."

The bodyguards blocked the man's path.

"Just like a cowardly bastard. Hiding behind your underlings to bark?" the intruder sneered.

"It's because a piece of dog shit like you isn't worth my time."

They seemed to know each other.

The surrounding customers got up and left. Food was good, but their lives were more important.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. The man had caused trouble at the entrance and was now about to start a fight inside. "Why does it have to be today of all days?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon seized the chance to tease Geom Mugeuk. "Wherever you go, is it ever easy to enjoy a single meal?"

He meant that Geom Mugeuk always brought a storm of blood with him.

Regardless, Geom Mugeuk had to stop them. If swords were drawn, things would be smashed and a corpse would appear. That would end business for the day.

Everyone watched the confrontation with bated breath.

"Just a moment!" Geom Mugeuk yelled, stepping forward.

The man who'd stormed in reacted coldly. "Who are you?"

"As you can see, I'm a customer from the next table."

"Then just eat your damn food. Why are you meddling?"

The man was seeing red, oblivious to his surroundings. Neither the intense presence of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, as strong as a giant dao, nor the unapproachable aura of the Flower Sword Supreme registered in his eyes.

"I have something to tell you quietly for a moment," Geom Mugeuk said, approaching the man.

The man immediately stepped back and tried to draw his sword, but before he could move, Geom Mugeuk was already right beside him, whispering in his ear. To everyone else, it looked as if the intermediate motion had been completely skipped.

Geom Mugeuk and the man simultaneously glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Anyone could tell Geom Mugeuk was talking about him.

The man's expression changed from moment to moment. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head, wondering what nonsense Geom Mugeuk was spouting now.

When the whispering ended, the man who'd been ready to wreck the place left quietly, without even glancing at the woman.

Geom Mugeuk returned to his seat.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "You talked about me, didn't you?"

"I did."

"What did you say?"

"I said that man over there is the great demon lord who once turned the murim into a sea of blood, and he's finally come out of seclusion after a very long time. Oh, and I also mentioned you're the type to tear people's limbs off while they're still alive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked in disbelief. "And he believed that?"

"He took one look at you, Elder, and just believed it."

Unsure whether to laugh or be angry, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon took a sip of wine. "That's not all, is there?!"

"I also said this. 'He's been single for a long time, so he tears apart lovers' quarrels starting from the groin!' The moment he heard that, he left immediately."

The Flower Sword Supreme burst out laughing.

Geom Mugeuk could sense the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's change, no, his effort. Usually, when he visited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he wouldn't entertain such jokes, but today, he was playing along with every single one, likely for the Flower Sword Supreme's sake. He wanted to see her smile like that, even just one more time.

Yes, please laugh a lot like that.

Just then, the man who'd cut in line approached Geom Mugeuk. "What did you say to that man?"

He should have thanked Geom Mugeuk for driving the man away, but his tone was confrontational. The woman could be seen behind the man. She must have told him she was curious, and he'd undoubtedly stepped up to find out for her.

Ji Han wondered how the Young Cult Leader would react. If it were him, he would have started cursing: I just saved you from danger, why are you being so rude?

This time, though, Geom Mugeuk made up a different story. "My uncle and aunt over there have been married for thirty years."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's and the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes widened at the unexpected lie.

"This very restaurant is where my uncle proposed."

At the word 'proposed', the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes trembled slightly.

"I told that man that my uncle and aunt came here to eat the pork in five-spice sauce they had back then, reminiscing about those days. He said it reminded him of his own parents and that he would let it go, just for today."

"That guy said that? There's no way."

"Doesn't everyone have a story that others don't know?" With that, Geom Mugeuk changed the subject. "I heard at the entrance. You two are getting married? Congratulations. You two look wonderful together."

The man's expression softened more at the compliment about them looking good together than at the congratulations.

"Someday, after many years, you two will probably visit this place again, won't you? Ah, I'm so envious."

How could the man pick a fight with someone saying such things? Besides, Geom Mugeuk had already driven the other man away.

The man returned to his table, and Geom Mugeuk sat back down.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked accusingly. "Do I look like the kind of person who would propose in a noisy place like this?"

The Flower Sword Supreme answered for him. "You also look like a demon lord who tears off limbs."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud, amused.

The good mood was short-lived.

CLATTER!

Another fight broke out. The rowdy martial artists at the next table had started a fight.

Geom Mugeuk covered his face and sighed, "Why? Why is eating Immortal Stalactite Moss and Heavenly Peach more peaceful than eating pork in five-spice sauce?"

He shot up from his seat and ran toward the fight.

No one else moved. Since Geom Mugeuk went to stop it, the fight wouldn't get serious.

The men who were about to brawl scowled. No matter how hard they tried, their swords wouldn't come out, as if stuck tight in their scabbards. Those who'd already drawn their swords sheathed them against their will.

"What is this?"

"What kind of trick is this?!"

In the chaos, Geom Mugeuk spoke to one person, then another. He went back and forth, speaking earnestly to them.

The Flower Sword Supreme watched him and commented, "He looks like he's mediating a truce for the great war between the orthodox and unorthodox, going back and forth between the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance with enthusiasm."

"Nah, he wouldn't mediate a great war between the orthodox and unorthodox that enthusiastically. Why is he doing this for people who would turn to dust if he blew on them?"

"It's his terrifying obsession with feeding us pork in five-spice sauce."

The two of them laughed together. It was a slight exaggeration, but they'd laughed more on this vacation than in their entire lives.

Fortunately, the great war was stopped just before it could erupt. Whatever Geom Mugeuk said, the rowdy men reconciled and shared drinks with hearty laughter.

Geom Mugeuk returned after helping a waiter clean up the spilled food and broken bottles.

"I asked the waiter if fights break out like this often."

"What did he say?"

"He said he's been a waiter for seven years, and this is the first time he's seen a day with so many incidents."

"I told you it's because of you! You're jinxed!"

"Is it really because of me? Or is it because of a certain scary demon lord?"

Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon both insisted it was the other's fault.

Meanwhile, new customers sat at the next table. As soon as they sat down, they brought up a certain topic.

"Did you hear the rumor? They say the person with the treasure map for the Grave of Swords is passing through Jiangxi on their way to Zhejiang."

"I heard the Hunan region is in an uproar because of that treasure map."

"People are flocking from all over the Central Plains. Now Jiangxi is about to be thrown into chaos too."

Ji Han was startled. He was sure he'd properly applied the Soul Tracking Incense to the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's corpse, and that corpse should be on its way to Shaanxi.

So why wasn't the rumor about Shaanxi? Why was it following them?

"What could have happened?" he muttered.

Geom Mugeuk answered his question. "It seems someone wants the entire murim to move because of this treasure map."

Ji Han recalled the man in the bamboo hat who'd come to him, the man who'd had him apply the Soul Tracking Incense to the treasure map. He thought it might be him.

Tae Su was also surprised. He'd merely snatched the treasure map, but the incident had been escalating ever since.

Just then, a waiter brought their food.

"It's finally here! Even if a war breaks out right now, I have to eat this!"

Finally, the pork in five-spice sauce was served on the table. The freshly stir-fried meat was neatly sliced and cooked gently. Finely chopped green onions topped the dish. The five spices of star anise, cinnamon, fennel, clove, and Sichuan pepper mingled with the rich aroma of the meat, stimulating their appetites.

"Here, you two should eat first."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon yielded the first bite to the Flower Sword Supreme. "You eat first."

The moment the Flower Sword Supreme lifted her chopsticks, the surroundings began to grow quiet. A chilling energy spread from the inn's entrance, filling the interior. From that energy alone, they could tell the newcomer was a formidable master.

"Everyone, put down your chopsticks!" a cold command filled with inner qi rang out. It was a phrase more unwelcome than a threat to kill everyone.

Watching the steam rise from the pork in five-spice sauce, Geom Mugeuk sighed. "Ah! You have to eat it before it gets cold."

---

Translator's Note: This party is seriously jinxed.


Chapter 745: We Must Move Forward

A large man with a threatening aura stood before them. The Flame Dragon Commander Cheon Daewoong had arrived.

"From now on, anyone who moves without my permission dies. Don't even breathe," his voice boomed, infused with inner arts.

Behind Cheon Daewoong, seven elites from the Flame Dragon Brigade lined up. They were the Seven Flames, Cheon Daewoong's loyal limbs, known for their rough and cruel nature. On Cheon Daewoong's path to becoming commander, the seven of them had killed more people than the entire rest of the Flame Dragon Brigade combined.

Cheon Daewoong had received information and rushed here in pursuit, bringing only the Seven Flames with him. His blazing eyes scanned the inn's interior until they met Ji Han's.

Ji Han shot up from his seat without realizing it.

"So you really were here," Cheon Daewoong said, his words making it clear that someone had told him Ji Han was here. "How dare a mere hunting dog that just sniffs around pull a stunt like this?"

Ji Han's pupils wavered. Cheon Daewoong should have gone to Shaanxi to after finding the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit's corpse. Contempt and harassment he had habitually endured flooded back, freezing his body, and unpleasant emotions shook him.

"How dare a punk like you betray me?!" Cheon Daewoong roared, his fury exploding. He couldn't believe Ji Han, of all people, had tried to deceive him. The verbal abuse he had held back on his way here poured out. "Did your father teach you to betray the organization that raised you? Well, I guess he probably crawled on the ground sniffing shit too, right? You fucking son of a bitch!"

Killing intent surged in Ji Han's eyes at the insult to his parents. Although his father had sold him at a young age, he had done it so Ji Han could live well and not suffer in a poor family.

"Sit down."

Ji Han stared blankly at the woman sitting across from him. Surprisingly, the one who had spoken calmly was not Geom Mugeuk, but the Flower Sword Supreme. This was even the first time she had spoken to him.

"Let's eat together," the Flower Sword Supreme added.

"Okay."

Ji Han sat down in a daze. The Flower Sword Supreme's single phrase had instantly calmed his emotions, which had been on the verge of being consumed by anger and killing intent.

The inn fell silent as everyone stared at the Flower Sword Supreme. She exuded an elegant grace, the complete opposite of Cheon Daewoong's hostile atmosphere, as she tasted the pork in five-spice sauce.

Everyone held their breath. It seemed they could even hear the sound of her chewing.

The Flower Sword Supreme closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the taste. Soon, her expression brightened. "It's delicious."

Cheon Daewoong was dumbfounded. He had clearly told them to put down their chopsticks, yet she was eating as if to spite him? He should have burst out with curses, but the Flower Sword Supreme's mysterious beauty made him decide to wait and see how she would act.

Geom Mugeuk was delighted. "Ah, what a relief. I went through so much trouble to protect this pork in five-spice sauce. I was worried it wouldn't taste good."

He had truly protected that moment by running around and stopping all sorts of fights.

The Flower Sword Supreme offered some to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Orabeoni, you should try some too."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also picked up his chopsticks and ate the pork in five-spice sauce. "Not bad."

A reaction like this was high praise from him.

"If you only eat noodle dishes at your age, it's bad for your health. You should eat a variety of things more often." The Flower Sword Supreme's gaze turned to Ji Han again. "Why aren't you eating?"

Although he wasn't in the mood to eat, Ji Han picked up his chopsticks. "I will eat."

"Delicious food has a way of lifting one's spirits."

Ji Han realized she was trying to look after his feelings. He was inwardly surprised and moved, so he ate the pork in five-spice sauce. "It's delicious."

That was a lie. He was actually so distracted he couldn't taste the food at all.

Just then, he met Geom Mugeuk's gaze and realized he had momentarily forgotten whose subordinate he had become and who he was with. Freezing up at the sight of Cheon Daewoong was disrespectful to his new liege.

"I'm sorry," he apologized.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "You were correct all along."

"Pardon?"

"That guy is definitely an idiot."

Ji Han had previously stopped Geom Mugeuk from killing Cheon Daewoong, saying it was better to have an idiot in the enemy camp. Now, that very idiot had come to find him.

Sensing he had been called an idiot, Cheon Daewoong unleashed his killing intent. "Now that you're done stuffing your faces, prepare to die."

SHWAAAAAA!

He didn't care if the people inside the restaurant were hurt.

Unfortunately, the killing intent couldn't spread far before something blocked it.

Cheon Daewoong flinched in surprise, feeling as if an invisible barrier had enveloped him. This was the first time something like this had happened since he started learning martial arts.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat and walked toward him with a bright smile. "So you're my subordinate's former superior."

"Former superior?"

"Ji Han is my subordinate now."

"By whose authority?"

One would have expected Geom Mugeuk to say 'by my authority', but he just looked at Ji Han, saying, "By his own will."

It was the truth. He hadn't made him a subordinate. Ji Han was the one who had come asking to be taken in.

Cheon Daewoong became more cautious, sensing his opponent's overwhelming power. He decided to first flaunt the power backing him. "Are you confident you can handle the Evil King Sect?"

At the mention of the Evil King Sect, the watching customers turned pale. They had already guessed from his words and actions that Cheon Daewoong was not a good person, but the Evil King Sect? Their evil deeds were so infamous that everyone shuddered at the name.

"I can handle it, but the other customers might get indigestion."

TAK.

Geom Mugeuk placed an arm around Cheon Daewoong's shoulders. "Now, now, let's not do this here. Shall we step outside for a moment?"

The two had been standing apart, facing each other, but they were suddenly side by side. It seemed to everyone's eyes as if the intermediate steps had been skipped.

Naturally, the most surprised person was Cheon Daewoong himself. The next most surprised were the Seven Flames standing beside him.

Geom Mugeuk poked Cheon Daewoong's bicep with a finger. "Oh, your muscles are amazing! I happen to have a thing for muscular people."

Despite this, Cheon Daewoong didn't shake him off.

The watching Seven Flames instinctively knew their commander had been subdued. After all, he hated it when others touched his body.

The two men walked outside, and the flustered Seven Flames followed them.

Ji Han shot to his feet. "I'll go too!"

His leader had gone out to fight because of him, so he couldn't just sit there.

As he rushed out, Tae Su also shot up and ran out.

"They're all so young," the Flower Sword Supreme remarked, refilling the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's cup with wine.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank it down. "Do you miss those days?" he asked.

He expected her to say, 'Of course, I miss it', but the Flower Sword Supreme shook her head. "I did before I met the Young Cult Leader. I regretted and missed the past. I was very angry with my life back then."

"And now?"

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled without a word. There was no need to answer. She was already showing her transformation, from her external appearance to her internal changes.

Instead, she asked back, "What about you, Orabeoni? Do you have any regrets?"

After a moment of silence, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally brought out an emotion he hadn't shown for thirty years. "I regret it."

The Flower Sword Supreme broke the heavy silence. "Then let's come here again. We can wait in line together."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at her with a surprised expression.

"Next time, let's come with just the two of us," she added.

Staring at her quietly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon silently nodded.


Cheon Daewoong couldn't resist. He had no idea when his inner arts had been suppressed. The acupoints on his upper body were sealed, leaving him able to do nothing but walk.

Was it because the god of death had blinded his eyes? Instead of thinking 'He was a master!', he had a different regret.

I was careless!

He had been certain that the only masters were the old man and the woman, while Geom Mugeuk was too young to be particularly strong. Most importantly, this young man's actions were too frivolous, and he talked too much.

Cheon Daewoong glanced behind him. Fortunately, his subordinates followed closely.

Yes, I can still find an opportunity to eliminate this bastard.

All the while, Geom Mugeuk kept talking.

"Everyone came here to eat delicious food, even waiting in line. Who are you and I to cause a scene in there?"

What the hell is this crazy bastard talking about?

He was enraged that a mere hunting dog had betrayed him, and now a guy like this was manhandling him.

"By the way, why did you insult my subordinate's parents earlier? It was quite unpleasant to hear. I can tolerate most things, but I can't stand insults about parents."

"I wasn't insulting you, was I?"

"If you had, your head would be rolling around right now, kicked by the busy waiters' feet. Before that, your body would have been split in half. Ah, not that I would have done it. I'm the type who despises breaking things and killing people in taverns or inns. It's just that the two people with me are very fond of my father. The moment 'your father' came out of your mouth, your neck would've been lopped off, and your body sliced in two, is what I'm saying."

While he spoke, the two arrived at an empty lot behind the inn. As they stopped, the Seven Flames surrounded them with drawn swords. They couldn't attack recklessly, as Cheon Daewoong could be in danger.

Trusting in his subordinates' presence, Cheon Daewoong asked. "The treasure map, you have it, don't you?"

"That's right. We have it. Then let me ask you a question. Who told you we were at this inn?"

"......" Cheon Daewoong didn't answer.

Geom Mugeuk lightly squeezed his fingers, crushing the man's shoulder.

"Aaaaaargh!" A scream erupted from Cheon Daewoong's mouth.

"Oops, my apologies. I must have held on too tightly, as I got nervous waiting for your answer. This time, I'll wait while holding this arm." Geom Mugeuk reached for Cheon Daewoong's other arm.

Cheon Daewoong immediately shouted, "I don't know! I only know it was someone sent directly by the Sect Leader."

"If you don't know, you should at least describe his appearance."

"He was wearing a bamboo hat, so I couldn't see!"

Geom Mugeuk figured it was same man who had brought the treasure map and told him to apply the Soul Tracking Incense. In any case, he had found out that the man was connected to the leader of the Evil King Sect.

"Since I broke your arm, I feel bad, so I'll give you a piece of information. The truth is, the treasure map you're looking for was intentionally leaked by the person who sent you."

"What nonsense is this?"

"You called my subordinate a hunting dog, but you're the real hunting dog who knows nothing. Compared to you, my subordinate is a man with a special talent that no one else in the world possesses." Geom Mugeuk looked at a tree behind them. "Ji Han."

Ji Han revealed himself from behind the tree.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "If you fought these guys here, how many are you confident you could take on?"

"Three of them."

The Seven Flames' expressions hardened. How dare a mere hunting dog claim he could handle three of them?

"With your talent, you could take on all seven of them with just a little more training," Geom Mugeuk said, having accurately assessed the skills of both Ji Han and the Seven Flames. "I'll show you how to do it later."

Ji Han's heart pounded at the unexpected words. The Young Cult Leader was saying he would bestow his teachings upon him.

"No need to be too moved. Everyone else is cursing me for putting them through a hellish training regimen."

"If it's that kind of hell, I'll gladly go there anytime."

Cheon Daewoong aimed for this moment when Geom Mugeuk was distracted by talking with Ji Han. "Now!" he shouted.

Simultaneously, the Seven Flames thrust their swords at Geom Mugeuk.

STAB! STAB! STAB! STAB! STAB STAB STAB!

The sound of tearing flesh was heard in an instant. Not a single sword had missed its mark.

However, the Seven Flames' eyes widened at the scene before them. The person stabbed by the swords was Cheon Daewoong. In an instant, the two men's positions had switched, making it seem as if they had been aiming for him all along.

Moreover, since they had all aimed for vital organs, Cheon Daewoong vomited a gush of blood and died instantly.

Suddenly, the necks of the Seven Flames, who surrounded Cheon Daewoong with their swords still embedded in him, began to droop. Geom Mugeuk had moved in a swift circle behind them like a flash of lightning, snapping their necks before they could pull their swords from Cheon Daewoong's body.

Everything happened so quickly that the sound couldn't keep up with the action.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

Cheon Daewoong was stabbed to death in the center, while the surrounding Seven Flames died standing with broken necks. Anyone who discovered the scene would describe it as bizarre.

A thrill ran through Ji Han's entire body. He knew Geom Mugeuk was strong, but he never imagined he was this strong. Their skills were worlds apart, like heaven and earth.

The Young Cult Leader looked at him, his playful demeanor now replaced with a deep gaze. "Don't look back anymore. We must move forward."

Ji Han bowed deeply. "I won't be trapped by the past any longer. Thank you."

"Me too!" a voice shouted from behind.

Geom Mugeuk raised a hand to stop Tae Su, who had just appeared. As if he knew what Tae Su was about to say, he said calmly, "Make your decision after you apologize to your father."

Tae Su realized his heart had been too hasty and sighed deeply. "Yes, I understand."

The three of them returned to the inn. Seeing them return safely, the customers and waiters beamed with joy. Some people even applauded.

Ji Han and Tae Su enjoyed the five-spice pork and liquor. The kitchen even brought out a special dish.

"It's so delicious."

Only now did Ji Han truly taste the pork in five-spice sauce. Geom Mugeuk ran to the front of the kitchen and shouted into the service window.

"Everyone said your food is delicious! Please continue to preserve this flavor without changing it! There are people who will come looking for it again someday!"

Watching him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme looked at each other. They had just agreed to come again, just the two of them.

It's like he can read minds.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head and held out his cup. The Flower Sword Supreme toasted with him.

What their cups held was not liquor, but a promise.


The carriage continued on, finally arriving in Zhejiang Province. Along the way, the party saw many martial artists flocking to the province, including masters and novices alike. Some came in groups and some came alone, gathering like moths to a flame.

When the carriage arrived at the foot of a mountain, Tae Su finally revealed the Grave of Swords' exact location. "The Grave of Swords is here, on Mount Tianmu. There are ponds on the eastern and western peaks of the mountain. When viewed from above, they look like eyes, giving rise to this place's name."[^1]

He then revealed the precise entrance to the Grave of Swords.

"The entrance is below the left eye."

[^1]: Tianmu means "Heaven's Eye". It's a real mountain in China, so I used the Chinese name.


Chapter 746: Shall We Go Find Some Treasure?

A new star blazed to life and completed another constellation.

"Haa..." Saintess Ga Ye sighed as she stared at the ceiling. Several constellations now glowed, centered around the largest star. "He's breaking the seal faster and faster. At this rate, he'll shatter the Seventy Two Stars Soul Sealing Formation and emerge much sooner than expected."

The Darkness Palace Lord Hwa Mugyeong stood behind the Saintess as she reported with trembling eyes, but he remained unmoved. He simply gazed up at the ceiling in silence. Deep, layered wrinkles on his face completely hid his emotions. A faint aura of darkness wrapped around him, making his thoughts impossible to read.

Ga Ye had to ask him directly. "Aren't you afraid, Palace Lord?"

"I am afraid." His voice resonated like an ancient bell, speaking only truth.

Ga Ye knew this well. The only person in the world the Darkness Palace Lord feared was the man trapped inside that seal. That's why their Grave of Swords plan absolutely had to succeed. "This is our last chance. Can he handle the Young Cult Leader alone? Besides, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme are with him."

Hwa Mugyeong said something unexpected. "He isn't alone."

Ga Ye's eyes lit up. "Who did you send?"

"Someone trustworthy enough."

There was another, more important fact.

"And he's completed the song."

Ga Ye's voice trembled. "How? Wasn't he still far from achieving complete mastery?"

Hwa Mugyeong revealed something startling. "I gave him the Heaven's Will Divine Pill."

Ga Ye knew about the pill. The Heaven's Will Divine Pill was the Heavenly Fate Palace's greatest miracle herb. The Darkness Palace Lord had been saving it for the most critical moment, and it seemed he'd decided that moment was now.

"We'll recover all of the Six Elements Origin Qi, and the Young Cult Leader will die this time."


"The entrance to the Grave of Swords is through a hidden underwater cave beneath the lake." Tae Su's voice shook as he revealed the entrance. He was tense inside. Now that he'd played his last card, his life hung in the balance. Fear overwhelmed him and he didn't dare test Geom Mugeuk.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk wouldn't miss the chance to tease the nervous man. "Looks like you're not needed anymore," he said coldly.

Tae Su flinched before putting on a brave front. "Do you really think I told you the real location?"

"If it's not the left lake, I'll just check the right one."

"It might not even be this mountain, right?"

"Not this mountain?"

Faced with such a direct question, Tae Su was momentarily speechless. He'd witnessed Geom Mugeuk's ridiculous martial prowess several times during their journey here. How could he possibly dare claim it wasn't the right place now?

Instead of answering, he simply sighed.

"Don't worry, I'll bury you in a sunny spot by the lake," Geom Mugeuk reassured.

"No, please bury me somewhere else. Otherwise, I'll become a regretful ghost that haunts this lakeshore. I'll keep thinking, why didn't I run away then?"

The playful look vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face. "I'll give you a chance now so you won't have any regrets," he said seriously.

Tae Su tensed up.

Geom Mugeuk offered, "From now on, think carefully before you decide. You know well that even if I don't kill you, the danger of dying in that place is high, right? You can leave now. If you want to go, I'll let you."

Tae Su considered Geom Mugeuk's offer. If he left now, he could certainly survive.

He'd survived after meddling with a treasure map he never should've touched. This wasn't a bad outcome. He could live if he just let go of his greed. Leaving when offered his life would be the wise choice, but...

"I want to see this through to the end."

This time, he had a reason to stay until the very end.

This choice wasn't given to him alone.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Ji Han. "What about you? You don't need to take the risk. You can wait for me in the village at the foot of the mountain."

Ji Han answered immediately, as if he'd already thought about it. "How can I stay in a safe place when you, my Liege, are in danger? I want to serve you until the end as well, but please promise me one thing."

"What thing?"

"Please treat me as if I'm not here. Even if my life is at stake, don't save me. Don't spare even a single glance in my direction."

He said this because he worried that his inferior martial arts would burden Geom Mugeuk. Although his martial arts skills weren't something to be ashamed of anywhere else, his new liege's abilities were so extraordinary that such worries arose naturally.

"I wouldn't have paid you any mind, but now that you've said that, I'm already worried."

"Ah! That's not what I meant."

Geom Mugeuk enjoyed watching the flustered Ji Han before speaking, "Okay, don't expect my help. I'll help if I can, but when things get urgent, you must survive on your own."

"That's perfectly reasonable. I absolutely won't be a burden."

Seeing the resolve in his eyes, Geom Mugeuk offered reassurance with a gentle gaze. "When you're with me, you don't need to worry about that. If an enemy is strong enough that I can't protect you, then it's an enemy I couldn't beat even if I fought alone anyway."

Ji Han was sincerely grateful that Geom Mugeuk was taking him along. He didn't know what kind of work he would do in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult in the future, but he thought this experience with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader would be his first and last.

It wasn't just the Young Cult Leader, too. To be with two Demon Supremes as well... this was truly the greatest moment of his life.

He didn't want to give up this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity just because he was afraid.

Geom Mugeuk gave orders to Tae Su and Ji Han. "You two, go to that village over there right now. Get a room and leave the carriage. Wait, take this luggage down first."

He grabbed his leather backpack from the carriage.

"Surely you're not planning to take that luggage with you?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

"I have to. You two might need to sleep there, you know."

"We're fine with camping."

"I'm not fine with it. One must be even more particular about their sleeping arrangements when away from home."

Once the leather backpack was unloaded, Ji Han and Tae Su took the carriage to the village.

Now, only Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes remained.

Geom Mugeuk took a small piece of leather from his backpack and spread it on a rock. "Please sit here."

The two sat side by side. The soft leather felt surprisingly comfortable.

Just then, the sound of clashing weapons echoed from up the mountain.

They'd already seen martial artists flocking to Zhejiang on their way here. However, even within the vast province of Zhejiang, they were gathering specifically at Mount Tianmu. This meant someone was luring them here.

"This is a trap, isn't it?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Yes, it seems so."

"Is there any point in setting such an obvious trap?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced up the mountain. "It's effective, isn't it? Everyone has gathered here like this."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who'd been listening quietly, asked, "Are those masterminds involved in this too?"

"It's not certain yet, but I believe so."

"If you think so, then it's definitely their doing," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon concluded firmly. Geom Mugeuk was speculating, but he was certain the young man was right. That was how much he trusted Geom Mugeuk's judgment. "Did you know about this from the start?"

"I suspected it might be the case, so I invited both you Elders. If my prediction is correct, this will be a tough fight."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme exchanged glances.

"We'll have to earn the price of the miracle herbs, won't we?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and replied, "We'll have to earn it and then some. After all, both my face and yours have gotten a lot younger because of them, Orabeoni."

A smile naturally formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. The massive increase in his inner arts wasn't important. These days, being told he looked younger made him happier than any other words.

In the meantime, Ji Han and Tae Su returned.

"On our way, we saw martial artists arriving here one after another."

It seemed the rumors had spread quite effectively.

"Well then, shall we go find some treasure?"

With Geom Mugeuk in the lead, they began to ascend Mount Tianmu.

Hearing the sounds of fighting from all around, Tae Su said quietly, "The treasure map stated this place was Mount Tianmu, but the fact that the entrance was through the lake on the western peak could only be known by solving a cipher. I was able to solve it because my father trained me in deciphering codes since I was young, but others won't be able to solve it easily."

Some time later, they walked into a huge fight taking place in a large clearing halfway up the mountain. It wasn't just a skirmish. People were stabbed by swords and died one after another.

"Hand over the treasure map!"

Surprisingly, even here, they were fighting because of the treasure map.

"I told you I don't have it!"

"That bastard has the treasure map!"

"That's a lie!"

It was utter chaos. People killed others to search their bodies for the treasure map, while some framed others.

Looking at the situation, it was clear that most of them had been swept up by rumors, unaware that the entrance to the Grave of Swords was here.

However, the true masters weren't joining the fight. They watched the situation from a distance.

Geom Mugeuk's group also kept their distance, waiting for the fighting to calm down.

Just as the deadly fight continued, someone spoke with a voice laced with inner qi, "Everyone, stop fighting! I will guide all of you to the Grave of Swords!"

The fighters all stopped and stepped back. Guide them to the Grave of Swords? To think someone would say such a thing in this situation.

Everyone turned to the person who'd spoken in surprise, including Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, Ji Han, and Tae Su. The person who offered to guide them wore a mask made of iron. Perhaps because of the iron mask, his voice sounded peculiar, making it difficult to guess his age.

"How do you plan to guide us there? Do you have the treasure map?" someone asked.

As if to confirm it, the man in the iron mask took something from his robes. "That's right. I have the treasure map to the Grave of Swords."

A greedy killing intent surged in the eyes of those surrounding him.

The next moment, the man in the iron mask unfolded the treasure map in front of the crowd. "Here, I'll let everyone get a good look at it. Just don't fight."

The martial artists approached to look at the treasure map. They wanted nothing more than to snatch it and run, but the unique and composed aura emanating from the man in the iron mask didn't allow it.

The location written on the treasure map was indeed Mount Tianmu, but the exact spot wasn't shown. Instead, there were unknown characters and a grid of numbers.

"As you can see, the exact entrance is written in a cipher. Therefore, even if you were to obtain this, you couldn't go there right away."

"How can we believe that your treasure map is real?" someone shouted.

"The treasure map is real. I discovered the entrance to the Grave of Swords by solving this cipher."

The martial artists murmured among themselves.

"And yet you'll take us to the Grave of Swords?"

"That's right."

Naturally, the martial artists didn't believe him.

"That's ridiculous. You expect us to believe that? In a situation where it wouldn't be enough to kill everyone present, you're saying you'll take us all?"

There were many among them with hearts despicable enough to kill their own companions. How could they believe his words?

The man in the iron mask revealed his reason. "Because I can't break through and enter that place alone."

Everyone's eyes widened in shock.

"It's a place that can only be entered if many people combine their strength. It's impossible to pass through alone."

Someone from the crowd asked again, "Who are you?"

"Later, rumors will spread about who obtained the treasure. Is there anyone here who wants to reveal who they are? Then you reveal your identity first. I'll reveal mine too."

After he said that, no one asked who he was anymore.

Just then, someone else stepped forward.

"This is a trap," said a middle-aged martial artist with a long sword scar running from his forehead to his chin. It was an unforgettable face.

"Why is it a trap?"

He took something from his robes and unfolded it before the crowd. "Because there's a treasure map here too."

Those who were close confirmed its contents.

"It's the same treasure map!"

It was indeed the exact same treasure map as the one the man in the iron mask had shown. It was completely identical, without a single character out of place.

The scarred man said to everyone, "What reason could there be to make multiple copies of the same treasure map? Isn't this a conspiracy by someone to kill us all here?"

The martial artists murmured, agitated. With two treasure maps appearing, the situation was certainly suspicious.

"So? Are you not going to go in?" the man in the iron mask asked loudly. He understood their desires more accurately than anyone. "Whether there are two treasure maps or three, even if ten were circulating, are you going to leave without checking the place out? If so, leave right now. Anyone who thinks it's a trap should leave immediately."

Circumstantially, the probability of it being a trap was high. However, no one left. What if it was real? Couldn't multiple treasure maps have been made? What if the ones who remained found the treasure of the Grave of Swords after they left? That would be unbearable.

"Someone must have made two treasure maps to make people think it's a trap and stop them from going to the Grave of Swords!"

Then other martial artists yelled.

"I'm not leaving. Take me with you!"

"I'll go too!"

"We won't leave."

"We'll follow you!"

Do they even know who the person inside that iron mask is?

Everyone's eyes were blinded by the treasure of the Grave of Swords.

The man in the iron mask said to the scarred martial artist, "You said you think it's a trap, so why don't you leave?"

The scarred martial artist said nothing, but in the end, he didn't leave.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was watching, immediately suspected the man in the iron mask. "That masked man is suspicious."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the scarred martial artist who'd tried to warn them it was a trap. "In that case, that scarred man is suspicious too."

"Why do you think that?"

"The one who insists on taking everyone is suspicious, but why did that man go out of his way to try and stop them?"

The explanation made sense, so the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

Geom Mugeuk looked around at the numerous people and whispered "Our enemy is surely hidden among those present here."

Suddenly, Ji Han inhaled sharply through his nose with a surprised expression. "Wait! I smell something."


Chapter 747: Your Death Has Guided Us to a New Path

"It's that scent from before."

Ji Han recognized the smell. It belonged to the man in the bamboo hat who had told him to apply the Soul Tracking Incense.

"That person is here, but..." He frowned. "There are so many other smells mixed that I think I'll have to get closer to be sure."

Geom Mugeuk was taken aback. It was remarkable that Ji Han could even smell the incense at all in such a crowded place.

Ji Han stepped forward to get a better whiff, but Geom Mugeuk pulled him back and shook his head.

Ji Han realized he had gotten too excited. If he approached so recklessly, he would reveal that they had noticed the man.

The man in the iron mask took the lead and climbed to the summit. "Now, everyone, follow me!"

The martial artists followed him, still half in doubt.

Geom Mugeuk's party also followed them. The appearance of the man in the iron mask created a completely unexpected situation.

The man in the iron mask climbed the western peak and acted as if he had truly deciphered the code. A large pond was there, big enough to be a lake.

"Beneath this pond is an underwater cave that leads to the Grave of Swords," he announced, revealing that he knew the exact location of the entrance. "You'll have to hold your breath for a long time to pass through. It'd be best for those who can't swim or are afraid of water not to enter."

A martial artist who feared water asked, "How long do we have to hold our breath?"

"You must hold it until you've slowly counted to one hundred."

Everyone thought they could manage that.

Geom Mugeuk warned Tae Su and Ji Han, who were both confident swimmers. "If you let your guard down just because of his words, you'll die. You have to swim, but the bigger problem is your poor vision down there. There could be unexpected obstacles, or someone might run out of breath and grab onto you. Don't think of that one hundred as the same as counting to one hundred outside of the water."

Tae Su and Ji Han steeled themselves.

On the contrary, Geom Mugeuk wasn't worried about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. Masters at their level could fight aquatic beasts underwater.

"You must follow me closely," the man in the iron mask said, then jumped into the water without hesitation.

The other martial artists dove in one after another, afraid of losing him. They judged it would be safest to stick right behind him.

Geom Mugeuk was relaxed, however. He took a cloth from his leather backpack, the kind used for a wind-repelling cloak, and wrapped the backpack in it.

"You really carry all sorts of things!" Tae Su exclaimed. Geom Mugeuk's leather backpack truly seemed to have everything.

"Can you two swim?" Geom Mugeuk asked the elders.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed.

"He's as good as a water dragon," the Flower Sword Supreme explained the reason for his confidence.

"I'll entrust this luggage to the water dragon, then." Geom Mugeuk entrusted the wrapped leather backpack to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Normally, he would carry it himself, but he had to look after the thief and the tracker in the narrow passage.

"You're asking an old man to do chores?"

"You don't look that old anymore."

The Flower Sword Supreme held out her hand. "Give it to me. I'll take it."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to hand it over, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon snatched the leather backpack first.

Tae Su jumped into the water, followed by Ji Han, then Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes.

Tae Su led the way at the very front. True to his word, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon swam like a water dragon even with the large luggage and his giant dao. The Flower Sword Supreme also dove in with elegant movements.

The deeper they went, the darker it became. Fish appeared and vanished from sight in an instant.

Suddenly, a human corpse appeared. Someone had already drowned.

Startled, Tae Su momentarily lost his sense of direction. The corpse had shaken his composure, and the bottom was darker than he had expected. He floundered for a moment.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy reached him. [Go to the right.]

Indeed, there was a hole between the rocks in the direction Geom Mugeuk had indicated. Waterweeds had originally covered it, but the entrance was now exposed because the people ahead had torn them all away.

As Tae Su entered, a strange thought occurred to him. Wait... since when does telepathy work underwater?

He quickly gave up thinking, assuming he was just hallucinating.

The cave was large enough for a couple of adults to swim side-by-side, but it was too dark to see ahead. It was a cave one would never enter without being certain there was a space to breathe at the end.

Tae Su was startled again. A drowned corpse blocked the passage. He tried to push it aside, but in his haste, the floating body would not move easily.

SWOOSH!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who followed behind, stretched out his hand. With a rush of bubbles, the corpse was instantly pushed far ahead.

Now, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon swam at the front, clearing away the floating corpses. There was more than just one or two bodies of those who had died on the way.

Tae Su shuddered. The passage was longer than he thought. He felt like he had already counted to one hundred.

At this rate...

His martial arts were relatively weak, and he was running out of breath. The terror of suffocation led to the fear of death.

Will I die without even reaching the entrance of the Grave of Swords?

No, there was something even more shameful than that.

Me, the guide, drowning to death?

That was something to be ashamed of even in death.

I can do it! I will do it!

However, contrary to his will, his consciousness began to fade.

[Close your eyes!]

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy reached him again.

Is it another hallucination?

Tae Su's eyes fluttered shut, even if he had been told not to close them.

SWOOOOOSH!

His body shot forward, cutting through the water. Ji Han, swimming behind him, was also pulled forward by Geom Mugeuk's hand. They parted the water and shot forward in an instant.

"Open your eyes."

When Tae Su opened his eyes, he and Ji Han were already poking their heads out of the water. The corpses that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had pushed ahead floated nearby.

After throwing the two men out of the water, Geom Mugeuk emerged himself.

Tae Su bowed his head in gratitude. "Thank you so much for saving me."

Ji Han would have made it on his own, but Tae Su had truly been on the verge of death. He felt ashamed and embarrassed for worrying about what he would do if Geom Mugeuk arrived and killed him.

Soon after, the Flower Sword Supreme was the last to emerge from the water.

They found themselves in a space large enough for about a dozen people to stand. Some distance away, there was another underground cave. The people who had come out first seemed to have already gone into the cave, as no one was there.

The Flower Sword Supreme's wet clothes clung to her body. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned around and discreetly shielded her with his giant dao.

FWOOSH!

The Flower Sword Supreme circulated her yang qi and dried her clothes while standing. "I think this is the first time I've swum through an underwater cave like this," she grumbled. "What about you, Orabeoni?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also dried his clothes with yang qi as he replied, "You think I would have?"

Geom Mugeuk didn't dry his clothes. Two masters emerging from the water perfectly dry was enough.

They walked into the cave and found a wide space where those who had entered first were gathered. Most of the martial artists who had jumped into the water were dead, leaving only about twenty still alive.

Their gazes turned to the five newcomers. They needed the numbers to decrease to heighten their chances of getting the treasure, so the arrival of five people was naturally met with unfriendly stares.

"Hurry up and open the door!" someone shouted.

Above the cliff face up ahead, there was a stone gate. The entrance to the Grave of Swords.

The martial artists stared at the gate, their faces filled with greed and desire. They believed that beyond this door lay something that would change their destinies.

The man in the iron mask slowly opened the door.

As the door opened, the scene inside was revealed. Hundreds, thousands of swords overwhelmed everyone's sight. Swords were embedded everywhere the eye could see. It was a scene truly befitting the name 'Grave of Swords'.

Looking closer, this wasn't just a flat area. It was a recreation of some grand hall. Pillars, chairs, and stone statues lining the walls all had swords stuck in them. Countless swords, each of which seemed to have its own story.

The martial artists began examining the nearby swords. Their eyes lit up, wondering if a treasured sword might be hidden among the old iron blades.

"Look, but don't pull them out!" the masked man warned.

However, whenever many people gather, someone always ignored such warnings.

SHIING! THUNK!

The moment someone pulled out a sword with an ornate scabbard, a blade shot up from the floor and pierced his groin. It moved with the speed of light, making it impossible to avoid. No one mourned his death.

The man in the iron mask looked at the grand throne far in the front and said, "We must get to the door behind that grand throne. The trap activated the moment we entered this place."

The distance from where he stood to the grand throne was awkward. It was a distance that someone confident in their movement arts would be tempted to cross in one go.

This awkward distance, combined with the greed to be first, prompted one person to leap forward.

SWISH! THUNK!

When he was about halfway across, he was killed by a blade that fell from the ceiling, piercing his head.

At the same time, another person cut through the air.

The opportunity is this very moment, right after the trap has been triggered!

He passed through the spot just as the previous person's body hit the floor.

SHIING! CLANG!

He deflected the hidden weapons falling toward his head.

I did it!

The moment he kicked off the air again, intending to rush toward the door...

SWIIISH!

Another blade, flying as fast as light, pierced through his heart. It was an attack that flew diagonally from the ceiling. The angle was difficult to deflect, and its speed was too fast. The floor opened, and the corpse fell through.

Another master rushed through the spot.

The moment it disposes of the body is the opportunity!

Contrary to his hopes, reality was harsh. Disposing of the body was also a trap.

The three corpses vanished into the ground in an instant.

A brief silence followed. The three martial artists' greed was excessive, but their skills weren't lacking.

"Let's just smash everything and go in!" someone roared.

The man in the iron mask said firmly, "That won't do. It was written on the treasure map. If you try to force your way in by destroying the traps, this place will collapse and be submerged. Do you now understand why I brought you all here?"

What was more frightening than death was the prospect of not being able to obtain the treasures here.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Tae Su. He had previously been confident that he not only knew the location of the Grave of Swords but that he alone could disable its traps.

However, Tae Su whispered with a flustered expression, "This is completely different from the trap description written on the treasure map."

Geom Mugeuk wasn't surprised at all. It was unlikely that whoever released multiple treasure maps would have obediently revealed the traps of this place beforehand.

The man in the iron mask asked everyone, "Is there anyone who knows how to get through this place?"

When no one could answer, the man in the iron mask singled out Geom Mugeuk. "You there, the young master with the luggage."

Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you perhaps know a way?"

"Why are you asking me?"

"Because of that luggage. To have swum all the way here with such a large bundle must mean you have the skill to match, no? If someone so young has such skill, they must also have a sharp mind. A problem like this can be solved by someone young and smart."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The man knew his identity, and was testing him.

Is it you?

However, for him to be the mastermind, he had appeared far too openly.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked forward and looked around at those standing there. With people dying, only the true masters and the cautious ones remained. The mastermind could be among them.

"Have you not found anything strange about this place?"

At that, the people looked around. Soon, their gazes, having found no answer, returned to Geom Mugeuk. It was the same for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

What Geom Mugeuk had found was something no one had considered.

"I found the swords in this place to be the strangest thing."

Everyone wore puzzled expressions.

The man in the iron mask spoke for them all. "The swords are strange in the Grave of Swords?"

Rather, everyone looked at Geom Mugeuk with expressions that suggested he was the strange one. After all, the embedded swords were the least strange thing in this place.

Geom Mugeuk asked them, "Was this place the Grave of Swords from the very beginning?"

For a moment, everyone flinched.

"Isn't this a place that was named the Grave of Swords because decades ago, countless masters entered and died here? The name 'Grave of Swords' was given after they died, so isn't it strange that this gate is decorated like the Grave of Swords?"

"!"

This meant the gate was created after the Grave of Swords came to be. The possibility of this place being a trap grew even larger, but no one said they would turn back.

Geom Mugeuk slowly looked around. Finally, his steps halted in front of a stone statue with several swords embedded in it.

It was a statue of a woman holding a pipa. The woman wore a truly sorrowful expression.

Geom Mugeuk had been here before in his past life. Back then, this statue definitely wasn't here. It was the kind of statue he would have surely remembered if it had been.

"Was this woman a musician? Or a master of sound arts?"

Geom Mugeuk flicked the sword embedded in her stomach with his finger.

TING!

The metallic sound rang out clearly.

Geom Mugeuk flicked the sword embedded in her side, then the shoulder, then the thigh. Each sword stuck in the body produced a different sound, whether because the metal was different or the depth of embedding was different.

Tae Su whispered cautiously to Geom Mugeuk. "That sound just now was the same as a note from a pipa."

"The same as a pipa note?"

"Yes."

"You know about musical instruments too?"

"I learned a little of this and that when I was young."

His father had taught him to play, saying that to be a proper thief, one must also know about musical instruments.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the statue again. "Perhaps?"

After asking Tae Su, Geom Mugeuk pushed the swords deep into the statue in order, starting from the one that made the lowest note. The sword that made the highest note was the last to be embedded in her heart.

The moment all the swords were fully embedded in the statue, the ground began to shake, and the floor started to move.

RUUUUMBLE! SHIIIIINK!

The swords embedded in the floor seemed to shuffle around. Then, as if inviting them to cross, sword hilts of the same color formed a straight line all the way to the door.

Seeing this, Tae Su shouted with joy, "The trap has been disarmed!"

Everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk in astonishment. Some were in awe, while others were suspicious. It was a simple method once you knew it, but for those who didn't know the answer, it was a solution they could have been stuck here for a lifetime without figuring out.

The man in the iron mask looked at Geom Mugeuk with a gaze full of various emotions. "Truly amazing!"

"I was lucky. The person I brought with me happened to have learned music."

Of course, only the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme knew it was possible because it was Geom Mugeuk. The two looked at each other, shaking their heads and also nodding.

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk offered a final farewell to the statue. "Your death has guided us to a new path. Thank you."

Everyone stepped on the sword hilts and passed through. Indeed, there were no attacks.

Thus, they passed the first gate and opened the second door.

There were swords here as well, but there was a difference from before. While the previous room had countless swords, this one had only a single blade.

In the center of the room sat the skeleton of a man, and a single sword was leaning against his body.


Chapter 748: Long Time No See, My Friend

Everyone stared at the sword leaning against the skeleton. This single blade radiated far more powerful presence than all the other swords they'd encountered.

"Don't act rashly!" the masked man warned.

Even without his warning, no one dared rush forward. They'd already experienced how terrifying the traps in this place could be. Besides, whoever claimed the sword first would be ganged by everyone else.

They focused on the sword while cautiously watching one another.

During the tense standoff, the iron mask man singled out Geom Mugeuk again. "Hey, young master with the luggage."

"Seems like my name's permanently 'young master with the luggage' now," Geom Mugeuk complained.

"You refused to reveal your identity, so what did you expect? I can only call you that."

"So? Why did you call me?"

The iron mask man scanned the room cautiously before asking, "What kind of trap do you think is hidden here?"

"Why are you asking me that?"

"Because you're the guy who dismantled the last trap. You said it was luck, young master, but luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity."

Everyone turned to Geom Mugeuk, their eyes filled with subtle expectation. Even after learning that multiple treasure maps existed and that these traps were built after this place was named the Grave of Swords, they showed no signs of giving up.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. Their greed and ambition are beyond my control. What if this whole affair is a conspiracy? Why go through the trouble of luring all these people here? To draw me here naturally? I would have come anyway, even without them. So why attract all these people by spreading multiple treasure maps? Why turn the entire Central Plains upside down?

His gaze shifted to the sword resting on the skeleton.

"Actually, obtaining that sword is easy."

Everyone looked surprised by his claim.

"The problem will be what happens after you get the sword."

After that cryptic remark, Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward the skeleton in the center of the room.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme watched him tensely, ready to jump in at any moment if the situation became critical. The trap in the previous room was a top-tier device that must have cost a fortune. There was no telling what other dangers lurked here.

However, Geom Mugeuk felt confident he was safe.

"There probably aren't any trap mechanisms installed."

Everyone felt as if blades would fly from the ceiling and floor at any moment, but just as Geom Mugeuk predicted, no attack came as he approached the skeleton.

Geom Mugeuk didn't immediately pick up the sword. Instead, he stood before the skeleton and paid his respects with clasped hands. "I don't know who you are, Senior. I don't know if you were a good person or an evil one, if you died here seeking treasure like us, or if you came for another reason, but no matter what kind of person you were, I believe it's wrong to use you, a skeleton, in a conspiracy. Whoever put you here will surely pay for their sins. So please, let go of your resentment and rest in peace."

The moment he finished speaking, the skeleton collapsed.

RUMBLE!

The people gasped. It was as if the skeleton had understood Geom Mugeuk's words.

Geom Mugeuk bent down to pick up the sword. Immediately, a puff of poisonous smoke rose from the skeleton and entered his body.

WHOOSH!

The poison had no color or smell. If not for his Myriad Poison Immunity, he would never have known he was poisoned.

It's the Violet Cloud Inner Qi Poison!

He'd learned about this poison while studying various toxins to help the Poison King. The Violet Cloud Inner Qi Poison didn't kill its victim instantly. It activated only when the victim, unaware of being poisoned, used intense inner arts. The victim's body would turn purple, their movements would become sluggish, and their qi and blood would become entangled.

It was a supreme poison that required immense time and money to create, but it had no effect on him.

If they wanted to kill me, wouldn't they have used an imperceptible poison?

Just then, a telepathic message reached Geom Mugeuk.

[You have just been poisoned by a deadly toxin.]

Geom Mugeuk slowly picked up the sword and turned around. Everyone was staring at him.

The voice in the telepathy wasn't the young man's, nor was it the scarred martial artist's.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to one of the martial artists in the crowd. [How did you know I was poisoned?]

The man's eyes trembled slightly. He was a middle-aged martial artist of average appearance and build. He hadn't revealed his presence until now, simply acted just like another person obsessed with treasure.

[How did you know I was the one who contacted you?]

[Because you were the only one looking at me, not the sword.]

[!] The man was genuinely surprised. He hadn't expected to be found for such a reason.

In truth, that wasn't how Geom Mugeuk had noticed him. His martial skill was simply beyond common sense. Even with his back turned, he had pinpointed the telepathy's origin.

[Who are you?] he asked.

Judging by the warning, the man didn't seem hostile. Still, he didn't reveal his identity.

[I have the antidote. I'll give it to you when the opportunity arises.]

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The man knew he was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader and had a deep connection to the creators of this place's traps. At the very least, he knew poison had been placed on the skeleton.

Just then, an anxious martial artist shouted, "Hurry up and draw the sword!"

"Draw it!"

Geom Mugeuk slowly drew the sword. The revealed blade emanated a cold chill. It was unmistakably a treasured sword. Two characters were engraved on the blade in powerful script—Broken Soul (斷魂).

It was the signature sword of the peerless master, the Broken Soul Swordsman, who was known to have entered the Grave of Swords.

Upon seeing the words, the man who had exchanged telepathy with Geom Mugeuk shouted, "It's the Broken Soul Sword!"

He knew that shouting and showing greed would paradoxically make him less conspicuous.

The crowd stirred when the sword was revealed to be the Broken Soul Sword. Burning desire filled the martial artists' eyes. So what if this place was a trap? If they could just obtain a treasured sword like that and escape!

Geom Mugeuk threw cold water on their desire. "This room has a trap far more terrifying than the previous one."

Startled, everyone looked around. They scanned the walls and the floor, but they could see no hidden trap.

"Where is this trap?" the iron masked man asked.

Geom Mugeuk gave an unexpected answer. "This time, the trap is all of you."

They looked confused, so Geom Mugeuk explained, "Your desire to possess this sword is the trap of this room."

He meant the bloody battle to seize the sword was the room's true trap. Considering these people had slaughtered each other over treasure maps, his words weren't wrong.

"So? Who wants this sword?"

Everyone wanted to answer, "Me," but no one did.

Geom Mugeuk asked the iron mask man, "Should you take it, since you guided us here? Or should I, who solved the last puzzle? Or should we all duel and let the strongest person take it?"

Everyone fell silent. If anyone but Geom Mugeuk had held the sword first, a fight might have already broken out.

The iron mask man asked Geom Mugeuk, "So? What's your opinion, young master with the luggage?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at the two eyes visible through the iron mask. "Let's leave it here. Let's show the despicable schemers who planned this that we won't move as they intended. We'll ignore this sword and move on. That's how we overcome this room."

This place was perhaps far more difficult than the last room. They had to overcome the greed of these avaricious people.

"If you have a better way, please speak up."

While everyone was lost in thought, a telepathic message from Ji Han arrived. [I've found out who the smell is coming from. It was coming from that man wearing the iron mask.]

He'd suspected two people, the iron mask man and the scarred martial artist. Now, the man in the iron mask was confirmed as the mastermind. Right, it was the iron mask man who had induced him to be poisoned.

[Well done.]

Ji Han felt good at Geom Mugeuk's praise. It was the first time he'd properly fulfilled his role since becoming his subordinate.

Geom Mugeuk sent another telepathic message to the man who had contacted him earlier. [If you don't want to tell me who you are, let's at least know each other's names.]

After a moment's hesitation, the man revealed his name. [I am Dan Sojin.]

[I am Geom Mugeuk.]

[I know.]

Indeed, he knew who Geom Mugeuk was.

[Then tell me just one more thing. Who is that man with the sword scar on his face?]

He thought Dan Sojin would surely know the identities of both the iron mask man and the scarred martial artist. He was right.

[He's from the Evil Alliance.]

Geom Mugeuk wasn't surprised. Considering this was the tomb of Ju Gasin, the unorthodox's strongest swordsman and a former Chairman of the Evil Alliance, it wasn't strange for an Evil Alliance master to be here.

The iron mask man was part of the mastermind group, and the scarred martial artist was from the Evil Alliance. All that remained was to figure out where Dan Sojin belonged.

Just then, the iron mask man made a decision. "I'll follow the will of the young master with the luggage. I don't think we should fight amongst ourselves here over a single sword."

The other martial artists also followed his lead. The atmosphere wasn't one where a single person could take the sword just by being greedy.

"Now, let's go."

As the group walked toward the door at the back, someone lunged for the Broken Soul Sword. In an instant, he snatched the sword and threw himself toward the first room they'd entered. He couldn't resist.

If I can take this sword and get out that door! I'm satisfied with that!

Just like its name, the Broken Soul Sword had severed the restraint from his soul.

"Don't even think about it!"

Other martial artists swarmed him furiously. If they couldn't have the sword themselves, they certainly weren't about to let someone else have it.

Three people attacked the man at once. Unable to escape, he drew the Broken Soul Sword and swung it.

"......"

The Broken Soul Sword shattered his opponent's sword and sliced right through the man's torso.

SLASH! SLICE!

The swords of the other two martial artists cut his thigh and side.

The man gritted his teeth and swung the Broken Soul Sword again, cutting down the martial artist who had slashed his thigh. The sword displayed immense power against ordinary blades.

However, his skill wasn't a match for the sword. Cutting down three people was his limit.

SHLICK!

His movement stopped as a sword protruded from his back. He looked at the Broken Soul Sword with no regret in his eyes.

"I've wielded the greatest sword in the world. I can die satisfied now."

With those words, he collapsed and died.

"Damn bastard!"

The martial artist who killed him picked up the Broken Soul Sword. He seemed about to sheathe it, then he too lunged for the entrance. After seeing how it shattered the Sword Demon's blade, he couldn't resist either.

However, he didn't even get a chance to swing the sword.

SHWIIIIK!

A throwing knife flew like a beam of light and pierced his back. The martial artist with the scar on his face had thrown it.

The fleeing man staggered, then collapsed and died. Clutching the sword in death, his appearance was no different from the skeleton that was originally there. If someone saw this man years from now, they would see the exact same sight.

Now, no one else tried to claim the sword.

The iron mask man opened the door to the next room. Everyone was startled by the scene that unfolded. Inside, martial artists were fighting each other. They weren't real people, but life-sized puppets crafted so exquisitely that they looked like real people fighting.

At first glance, they assumed it was a reenactment of a battle from the Grave of Swords, but it wasn't. Several puppets were attacking one person, and the one being attacked was, surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk.

The puppets surrounding him were the Twelve Zodiac Kings he'd faced. From the Wood King who died in the Murim Alliance, to the Illusion King and Hwan Yeo who died in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Brawling King who died in the Evil Alliance, the Blood King who died in the North Sea Ice Palace, the Death King who died in the Golden Dragon Clan, and the Queen of Darkness who died at the Thousand Flower Palace.

They attacked Geom Mugeuk from all sides. Wooden stems extended from the Wood King's body. Demons emerged from a gate opened by the Illusion King and Hwan Yeo. The Brawling King charged like a mad bull, and the Blood King's blood splattered everywhere. Darkness descended around the Queen of Darkness's palanquin, and the Death King leaped through that darkness to attack Geom Mugeuk.

Every detail was crafted with incredible vividness. It truly looked like a battle was unfolding before their eyes. Since they were all dead, the puppets seemed like a memorial to the deceased Twelve Zodiac Kings.

Geom Mugeuk was surprised, but not because there was a puppet of himself, nor because the surrounding puppets were the Twelve Zodiac Kings. A living person was standing in front of the puppets. He blended in so naturally that at first, he also looked like a puppet.

He stood barefoot in a shabby martial arts uniform, his hair tied back tightly, an old iron sword at his waist. He was the person in this murim who best suited the Grave of Swords.

The Sword King Ak Gunhak, who'd been looking at the puppets, turned toward Geom Mugeuk. The shoes Geom Mugeuk had given him as a gift were hanging from his waist.

He greeted him with a bright smile, "Long time no see, my friend."


Chapter 749: This World is Full of Detestable Bastards

Geom Mugeuk couldn't remember the last time he'd been this surprised. He never dreamed he'd see Ak Gunhak in this room.

"Ak-hyung!" he shouted, his cheerful voice echoing through the chamber.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled as he looked at Ak Gunhak. He couldn't hide his delight and had to force himself not to run over and throw his arms around him. When they last met, they'd agreed to be friends. That meant he was no longer the Sword King, but Ak-hyung.

Do you remember what I said? We should see each other when we want to, help each other when we must. Please be a friend who can sometimes even throw his shoes at me.

Geom Mugeuk had truly missed his friend. This, however, wasn't the place they should have met.

"I thought when we met again, we'd be grilling meat in a field. Or maybe we'd bump shoulders, drunk in some tavern. I even thought it'd be fine if we never met again." Geom Mugeuk sighed deliberately. "So why are you in a gloomy place like this again? Just how much do you like the underground? This is ridiculous, isn't it?"

He referred to the time they broke through the Yellow Dragon Academy's underground tunnel. The moment they surfaced together to gaze at the stars and ate their fill of miracle herbs came back to him as if it were yesterday.

"I'm sorry," Ak Gunhak apologized.

How could Geom Mugeuk not know? There must have been a reason Ak Gunhak couldn't leave.

"Is it because you haven't paid off your debt?"

After a brief pause, the Sword King answered, "I've repaid my debt in full."

"Then why can't you leave?"

The Sword King remained silent.

What on earth is holding him back? What could possibly shackle a powerful master who dreamed of freedom so badly?

"When a man says he's leaving, he should leave. You should've just left, smacking anyone who stood in your way with those shoes." Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell to the Sword King's shoes hanging on his waist. They were brand new, as if he'd never worn them. "I bought you those shoes to wear, but you didn't even put them on. I even held a gathering for our friends, but you didn't come. You knew I was hosting it, right?"

Surprisingly, the Sword King nodded. He had been paying attention to Geom Mugeuk. "I was afraid you'd ask me to dance, so I didn't go."

"You can't dance, and you can't leave. What's wrong with you?!" Geom Mugeuk whined. Despite his words, though, his face filled with delight. How could he possibly hide his joy? "Still, I'm really happy to see you again."

Everything he'd said was just a prelude to this one sentence.

The two men looked at each other and smiled brightly. No matter their circumstances, their happiness was real.

In contrast, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened as he watched them. He'd guessed the other man's identity.

So it's him.

Since Geom Mugeuk always told him about his adventures upon returning to the Cult, he could tell that this swordsmaster was the one who had survived the battle at the the Yellow Dragon Academy.

He could feel it just by looking. He sensed the barefooted swordmaster's immense strength. The man exuded the most powerful presence of any enemy he'd ever met.

[Yes, that's right. It's him.]

The Flower Sword Supreme had met the Sword King during that battle, along with the Fist Demon. A fight had nearly broken out because Ak Gunhak emerged from the underground first. In that tense, hair-trigger situation, Geom Mugeuk followed him out, and thankfully, a fight was averted.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon frowned. Geom Mugeuk's friendships with Jin Hagun or Bi Sayin were one thing, but this was different.

[He looks dangerous.]

[Well, he is strong.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. He didn't call Ak Gunhak dangerous because he looked strong. He said it because he felt Geom Mugeuk was opening his heart too carelessly to an enemy.

[That barefoot man is dangerous.]

The Flower Sword Supreme glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was seeing something she could not.

Meanwhile, the conversation between Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King continued.

"Looks like our Ak-hyung even gained a woman who likes him in the meantime."

"Me?"

"You have no idea how much we talked about you, Ak-hyung. A woman's life has changed because of you."

Geom Mugeuk thought it was a real shame. Cha Yiran should be here for this. Would she be shy? Flustered? Or would she handle the mood with surprising skill?

"Is she pretty?"

"You should be asking who she is!"

The two men laughed together.

Of course, the Sword King knew the woman he meant was Cha Yiran. After all, she was the one who left the organization after fighting Geom Mugeuk.

"Let's go meet her together after this is over."

The Sword King didn't agree. Geom Mugeuk knew this silent response wasn't because he disliked her, so he persisted.

"You're gonna be this shameless after turning a woman's life upside down? No, absolutely not! I'm definitely taking you with me."

Still, the Sword King said nothing.

I don't know how you see the end of this fight, but I'm taking you to our Cult. Even if you leave, you'll leave from there.

After his reunion with Geom Mugeuk, the Sword King turned his gaze to the two Demon Supremes and clasped his hands in greeting, showing his respect.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at him without hiding his displeasure, while the Flower Sword Supreme returned the gesture with a light greeting of her own.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Sword King the most important question. "So? Why are you here?"

A surprising answer came from the Sword King's lips. "To protect the one who wants to kill you."

Geom Mugeuk wasn't very surprised. He'd anticipated it the moment he saw him. "Well, that's a big problem. If Ak-hyung protects someone, no one can kill them."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's cold voice came from behind. "I will kill him."

Geom Mugeuk knew he was serious. "Okay! While I hold this man down tight, please kill him quickly."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon retorted, "Please, make friends with normal people!"

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and replied, "But my very first friend was already not normal."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew the comment was about him and shook his head.

Meanwhile, Tae Su watched the scene unfold, his heart pounding. It wasn't because Geom Mugeuk had met some unknown person here. For some reason, his heart raced as he watched the puppet being ganged up on.

He'd seen Geom Mugeuk in action several times, but he'd never felt this kind of palpitation, probably because he'd dispatched them too quickly. However, seeing him stand so alone against such fearsome masters made him seem like a man from a heaven beyond the heavens, someone Tae Su could never hope to approach.

He'd originally planned to meet his father after this and tell him he was quitting thievery. Now, a different thought crossed his mind.

Would it be okay to ask to become this person's subordinate?

He felt as if he'd been looking up at a sky he could never reach, chasing an impossible dream all by himself.

Tae Su glanced at Ji Han. Don't you feel the same?

Ji Han, however, watched the situation with calm eyes. He knew Geom Mugeuk's identity, so this situation didn't surprise him at all.

A puppet being ganged up on? Of course, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult should be the main character among those puppets.

Nevertheless, he was inwardly tense. He had no idea how this situation was unfolding. Was it really okay for the first battle he fought while serving the Young Cult Leader to be such a grand one?

If these two felt this way, the other martial artists were even more shaken by the unexpected situation. They'd thought opening this room would reveal a new trap and that treasure would be waiting for them. They'd expected a scene with dozens of skeletons, with all sorts of treasures scattered beside them.

Reality, however, didn't forgive those who dreamed.

We've been tricked!

They thought Geom Mugeuk had deceived them and brought them here. The puppet, and the warm way he greeted the person already here, all pointed to it.

They soon realized, however, that Geom Mugeuk hadn't been the one leading them.

The man in the iron mask revealed his identity by respectfully greeting the Sword King. "It's been a while."

"Isn't it hot wearing that mask all the time?"

"It is fine."

Their casual conversation made it clear that the iron mask man's position wasn't low.

"The person you're looking for?"

"He should be among them."

The iron mask martial artist walked toward the group of martial artists, took an incense stick from his robes and lit it.

"This is the Scent Visualization Incense. It will react to the person we are looking for."

Smoke flowed from the incense, slowly spreading through the surroundings.

The martial artists all felt a sense of dread as they watched the smoke approach. A situation they could have never imagined was unfolding.

Geom Mugeuk suddenly realized that the iron mask man was looking for Dan Sojin, the one who'd contacted him via telepathy.

"......"

The smoke, which had been drifting slowly, coiled around one person as if it were alive.

The person the smoke chose was, as Geom Mugeuk expected, Dan Sojin.

Geom Mugeuk prepared for a worst-case scenario. If the iron mask man tried to kill Dan Sojin, he planned to save him first. Of course, that didn't guarantee Dan Sojin wasn't an enemy. All he knew about him was his name. Still, he felt an instinctual need to save him.

Fortunately, the iron mask man had no intention of killing him.

"Come over here."

Dan Sojin trembled, terrified. He'd been acting quite well from the very beginning. "Why are you doing this?"

His acting, however, was now too late.

"Stop it and come out. You have to come out from there to live."

The remaining people were startled by those words. Did that mean he intended to kill everyone else?

The iron mask man pointed out one more person. "You, come out as well."

It was the man with the sword scar on his face. According to Dan Sojin, he was a martial artist from the Evil Alliance.

The iron mask martial artist also knew his identity precisely.

"This man was sent by the Evil Alliance Chairman. He ordered that this man be kept alive as well."

The designated man with the sword scar walked forward and stood next to Dan Sojin. This wasn't a situation or atmosphere for resistance.

After picking out those two, the iron mask man walked toward the remaining martial artists, clearly intending to kill all the rest.

Just then, the Sword King said calmly, "I just reunited with my friend after a long time. Don't spread the smell of blood."

The iron mask man was flustered, knowing this meant he shouldn't kill them. "You cannot do this."

The Sword King stared silently at the iron mask man. He wasn't glaring or revealing any killing intent, but the iron mask man immediately bowed his head low.

The Sword King spoke to the martial artists who stood around awkwardly. "Get out, and don't look back."

The martial artists scrambled back the way they came.

"If I build up some good karma like this, maybe they'll put me in a slightly less hot pit of fire in hell later, right?"

He said it as if he'd saved them for his own sake, but Geom Mugeuk knew. He'd let them go for him, because he knew his friend hated indiscriminate slaughter.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Suddenly, the sound of raging enhanced qi came from the direction they'd fled. Screams were heard, and the thick scent of blood wafted from that direction.

Soon after, four men entered the room, wearing peculiar attire. Two wore black martial arts uniforms with black cloaks and had black daos at their waists, while the other two wore red martial arts uniforms with red cloaks and had red daos at their waists.

A man walked in between the two pairs. He was a man with an absolutely overwhelming presence. Tall and powerfully built, he wore twin daos at his waist.

The left and right daos he carried were different from each other. The left dao was a black dao, as dark as jet, while the right dao was a blood dao, as red as blood. The black dao had a moon drawn in pure white lines, and the blood dao had a sun drawn on it.

His features were sharp, as if carved with a knife, and his jet-black eyes shone like the gleam of a blade. His gaze was so sharp that just looking at him felt like having a blade pressed against one's throat.

The moment Geom Mugeuk saw him, he knew who he was. The second king of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Blade King, Naeng Musang.

He'd risen to the position of the greatest master of blade techniques during the era of the Twelve Zodiac Kings with those twin daos. His martial arts were said to be so profound that rumors claimed his blade techniques were strong enough to rival the Sword King. Everyone feared him, not just for his formidable blade techniques, but more so for his cruel and sometimes near-maniacal personality.

The four martial artists who entered before him were the Blade King's limbs, absolute masters known as the Four Dark Blood Bladesmen.

Now, following the Sword King, the Blade King had also appeared. The first and second kings of the Twelve Zodiac Kings were in the same place.

The Sword King looked at the Blade King and said, "Your hellfire just got a little hotter."

Their gazes locked in mid-air. There was no fear in the Blade King's eyes as he looked at the Sword King. Nor was it a look of disrespect.

"No matter how hard I tried to understand you, I can't." The Blade King's voice was as sharp as a midwinter wind, yet also low and dry.

Then, as if to say this person was the reason, the Blade King turned his head and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

SWOOOOOSH!

A single thread of killing intent flew toward Geom Mugeuk. The killing intent was laden with emotion, full of displeasure and hostility.

SLAM!

Before that killing intent could reach Geom Mugeuk, however, the Heaven Destroying Dao embedded itself in the ground in front of him. The energy radiating from the Heaven Destroying Dao, still wrapped in cloth, repelled every last shred of killing intent, allowing none of it through.

The aura of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who'd suddenly stepped in front of Geom Mugeuk, was colder than ever. This wasn't the gentle man who usually read books and drank tea.

"Ultimately, this world is full of detestable bastards."

SRRRRK!

He untied the knot that bound the Heaven Destroying Dao. As the cloth unwound, the true form of the blade was revealed.

"Let's just say I lost this bet."


Chapter 750: So, You Have a Temper Too, Huh?

The Flower Sword Supreme extended her snow-white hand.

SHHHHK!

The cloth flew from the floor into her grasp. She folded the fabric that had wrapped the Blood Heaven giant dao and tucked it into her robes.

"Since you lost the bet, please grant my wish."

She accepted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's concession. This was the proper way to show him respect.

"I will."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon yanked the Blood Heaven giant dao from the ground and released the demonic qi that he had kept concealed this entire tip.

CRACKLE!

The demonic qi tore through the air as it spread. Ice on the ground cracked slowly at first, then the collapse accelerated. Something in deep slumber was awakening.

SWOOOOOSH!

The demonic qi tore through space with terrifying force as it flew toward the Blade King, heralding the start of the fight.

The Four Dark Blood Bladesmen covered themselves with blood-colored cloaks and raised their protective enhanced qi as the menacing demonic qi approached.

WHOOSH!

Still, the surging demonic qi pushed them back. The incoming force was that powerful.

CHWAAAAAK!

The Blade King stood his ground and took the demonic qi head-on. His hair whipped around and his clothes fluttered. Even amid this powerful demonic qi, his hostile gaze passed over the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and fixed on Geom Mugeuk.

"Coward."

The Blade King ignored the man who had released the demonic qi and faced Geom Mugeuk instead, as if taunting him for hiding behind the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The provocation would have worked on anyone, but his opponent was unfortunately Geom Mugeuk, who immediately realized this provocation was actually meant for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Geom Mugeuk asked from behind the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Do you have one? Someone who makes you look like a coward like this. You don't have one, do you?"

The Blade King's face twitched. Geom Mugeuk's words were vague, but he could feel they were aimed at him. He had intended to provoke his opponent but was provoked instead.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's back. "I'll trust my left wing the most!"

To the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the words meant one thing.

Don't lose your temper.

It was not 'Don't fall for the provocation'. Geom Mugeuk trusted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would not fall for simple taunts.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snorted. That is how provocations work, you know? Even when you know it is a taunt, you still get angry.

However, Geom Mugeuk had not even allowed for that. For a Young Cult Leader this considerate, he felt he should at least show that much composure.

"Are you sure you trust your left wing the most?" he asked sarcastically.

Geom Mugeuk smiled energetically. "Of course! There's no one I trust more than my left wing... except the Cult Leader!"

The Blade King glanced at the Sword King beside him. The emotion in his gaze was clear. He could not understand how the Sword King had gotten involved with that Young Cult Leader.

The Sword King stood with his arms crossed, showing no reaction. He was certain that neither the Blade King nor the Demon Supremes could understand his relationship with Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon strode forward.

Geom Mugeuk did not intervene. Whatever these peoples' objective was, whatever they had prepared, this fight could not be stopped now that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had stepped forward.

One must fight when it is time to fight. Masters like himself and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grew most when they fought powerful enemies in real combat. Besides, although the Blade King was formidable, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not the same man he was, either.

Since his regression, this old man had steadily improved through training. Moreover, he had even consumed two legendary herbs during this trip, the Immortal Stalactite Moss and Heavenly Peach.

Nevertheless, what he trusted most was the sight of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book by the window. It was a peaceful daily routine unrelated to martial arts, but he believed the things gained from that routine would protect the old man.

Of course, this still was not a fight where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could let his guard down. His opponent was the Blade King, the enemy closest to the Sword King's level of skill.

Geom Mugeuk provoked the Blade King one last time. "Don't worry. There's an empty spot among those dolls for you."

The Blade King's angular face grew sharper. It was impossible to imagine a pleasant expression on that face.

The Sword King silently gazed at Geom Mugeuk. The Young Cult Leader had said he liked his own free-spirited nature, but a thought came to mind whenever he saw him like this.

He realized that while Geom Mugeuk often complained about being tied down by worries and relationships, he was far freer than himself. Looking at him, he realized true freedom was not felt when one was alone, but was obtained when one was properly intertwined with their surroundings.

Just as one needs two wings to fly.

The Blade King slowly drew his dao. "I've wanted to face you at least once."

However, the Blade King only drew the red dao from his pair. His eyes flowed with the confidence and superiority of a man who believed he could kill his opponent with just one dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not let the arrogance slide. "Don't you need two chopsticks?"

He had been calm lately, but his personality was never ordinary.

SWOOOOOSH!

The two men rushed toward each other.

The Heaven Destroying Dao and the red dao clashed in mid-air. A dao simply clashed with a dao, yet a tremendous force erupted.

"Old Demon Supreme, isn't that dao too heavy for you now?"

"If it's too heavy for you, you should just use your twin daos."

SWOOOOSH!

The Heaven Destroying Demon Dao pushed him back and cut through the air.

CLAAANG!

The red dao blocked the giant dao's immense power. The small dao withstood the large one.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The daos created sparks in the air. It was clearly different from a fight between swords. The blades flew at each other with enough power to shatter anything upon impact.

A single doubt arose in the minds of those watching.

How are the daos not breaking under that much force?

They felt that thrilling anxiety with every exchange of blows.

SWOOSH! SWOOSH!

The red dao flew toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in succession. The attacks were fast, and the red dao's trajectory always touched upon death. Each strike was aimed to split the opponent's torso.

However, at the last moment, the Heaven Destroying Dao always severed that deadly trajectory. They thought that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could never match that speed with such a heavy dao, yet the Heaven Destroying Dao blocked every incoming strike.

CLANG! CLANG! CLAAANG!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used his dao like a shield. He maximized the giant dao's advantage, blocking attacks with minimal movement.

The Blade King's swings accelerated. Dozens of arcs embroidered the empty air. With each clash, a dazzling flash erupted, and sparks flew like fireworks.

They were not using their unique martial arts to generate enhanced qi. They were engaged in a battle of pure momentum, competing in strength and speed.

I can kill you with this alone.

It was a battle of pride between men who wielded the dao.

Sharp edges grazed past their faces as they narrowly dodged attacks that could have blown their heads off. They had to dodge like this to block the next strike.

It was an exchange where a single inch of unnecessary movement led to death. An ordinary master fought their opponent, but a master who has reached the extreme realm fought against fear.

The Flower Sword Supreme watched the fight and turned her head toward a quiet heat she felt beside her. Geom Mugeuk was staring at the fight so hard it was as if he wanted to pierce it with his gaze. He focused all his nerves, mentally fighting alongside the two bladesmen.

She could tell. If a truly dangerous moment came, Geom Mugeuk would intervene. He would definitely intervene, even if it meant getting scolded again and again by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon later.

She could feel his fervent heart, one that would never let the Blood Heaven Blade Demon die. Geom Mugeuk was probably hoping that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would grow even stronger through this fight.

Her gaze returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was smiling.

He's enjoying this fight.

The ecstasy of fighting a truly strong opponent was transmitted to her. She felt a desire to rush in and fight as well.

Orabeoni, we no longer need to long for our younger days, because we are living through a time even more passionate than back then.

The fierce battle continued when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon launched an unexpected attack. The Blade King could not understand it.

A thrust with a giant dao?

An unreasonable move always comes with a price. This was a chance to parry the dao, slide along its flat side, and cut him down in one breath.

The Blade King moved on instinct.

WHIRRRRRRRR!

Suddenly, the incoming Heaven Destroying Dao began to spin. The speed was unbelievable for such a large dao, spun so instantaneously and quickly. It tore the air apart as it flew toward his chest.

I can't dodge this!

In that fleeting moment, countless thoughts raced through the Blade King's mind. A simple dodge would mean injury from the rotation. Parrying at an angle would send his own dao flying. It was too late to retreat. A clumsy dodge would only result in greater injury!

CLANG!

A sound as loud as an explosion erupted. The Heaven Destroying Dao stopped in mid-air. Its rotation ceased.

Even though his attack had been blocked, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was smiling. It was not just the red dao that blocked the Heaven Destroying Dao. The Blade King now held a black dao in his other hand. He had been forced to draw it, crossing his twin daos to stop the rotation.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned. "Now it's two, isn't it?"

Flames seemed to ignite in the Blade King's eyes. His aura grew even more intense.

Since they did not know what moves would come next, Geom Mugeuk advised everyone, "Alright, everyone! Let's move further back."

Geom Mugeuk had Ji Han, Tae Su, Dan Sojin, and the Evil Alliance martial artist move back and stay close to him, where he could protect them.

While everyone's attention was focused on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Blade King, Dan Sojin discreetly handed something to Geom Mugeuk. When he took it, he saw it was a single pill.

[This is the antidote for the poison you were hit with earlier.]

[How can I trust that?]

[Because the you I know is someone who can see the truth. I trust you'll judge wisely.]

Geom Mugeuk stared at him silently. It did not matter anyway, even if the medicine was poison.

[I'll trust you.]

Geom Mugeuk took the pill in front of him. After swallowing it, he could tell it was not poison. It seemed to be the real antidote.

[I trust you, but do you trust me?]

Geom Mugeuk asked if he was truly on their side.

[If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't have come here in the first place.]

Dan Sojin said nothing more after that telepathic exchange.

Why were those bastards looking for this man? Why is this man helping me? Also, why did they order that Evil Alliance martial artist to be kept alive?

The iron mask martial artist had said so earlier. An order was given to keep the Evil Alliance martial artist alive. From the feeling of those words, he knew the one who gave the order was neither the Sword King nor the Blade King.

There is an enemy who hasn't arrived here yet.

Geom Mugeuk was certain. The fact that they had called the Sword King and the Blade King meant they had also bet everything. There were still enemies remaining.

As such, he did not let his guard down. For now, he intended to protect Dan Sojin and the Evil Alliance martial artist as much as possible.

The Blade King said coldly, "Old Demon Supreme, you are worthy of facing my twin daos."

"Right, showing off is something you do in your prime. When you get old, you can't even be bothered."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon never lost a battle of words. Geom Mugeuk thought it was because he read so many books.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Blade King rushed toward each other.

CLAAANG!

The Blade King swiftly blocked the Heaven Destroying Dao and struck down with his twin daos. The two blades flew in, crossing at a terrifying speed.

Two daos beat one. If he did not have this belief, he would not have chosen twin daos in the first place. He had believed he could overpower him with twin daos.

However, the Heaven Destroying Dao was not pushed back at all. At the peak of the tense exchange, when the two forces clashed with all their might, silence erupted instead of an explosion. A fleeting moment passed where sound devoured sound.

KWAAAAANG!

A deafening explosion followed.

SHUFFLE...

The Blade King was pushed back several more steps. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had overwhelmed him with his inner qi.

"You were this strong?" he exclaimed, surprised.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snorted. He had certainly grown stronger. He felt a vibrant energy overflowing within his body, and it was not just a matter of inner qi.

The energy flowing through his body was young. When this youthful power combined with the experienced Blood Heaven Blade Demon, it produced a tremendous effect. His mind worked faster and his qi moved more smoothly.

Right, this is how it felt back then.

For the first time in forever, he felt like he could fight all day and not get tired.

WHOOOOOOSH!

The moon engraved on the red dao and the sun engraved on the black dao in the Blade King's hands began to glow as he began to emit an even more powerful aura. The surrounding space began to distort from that immense energy.

SWAAAAAAH!

Tae Su and Ji Han shivered. They had never felt such a terrifying aura, one that felt like it would tear their bodies apart.

Geom Mugeuk released his qi to protect the four people behind him. Otherwise, the aura alone could inflict internal injuries.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon remained completely unshaken within the storm-like aura. From this aura, he could tell what kind of person the Blade King was. Cold, heartless, merciless, and cruel. It was an aura completely devoid of warmth.

"So, you have a temper too, huh?"

Demonic qi erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's body. It was a powerful qi, incomparable to the one he had released at the beginning.

SWAAAAAAAAH!

It was a rough and violent demonic qi that neither Geom Mugeuk nor the Flower Sword Supreme had ever seen from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It was also a demonic qi he had hidden from everyone for a long time.

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's demonic qi tangled with the Blade King's aura, the place felt like the very center of hell.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon casually rested the large Heaven Destroying Dao on his shoulder. "However, I'm the one who has survived all kinds of shitty tempers to reach where I am today."


Chapter 751: Alright, You Join In Too

The Blade King awakened something that had slumbered deep within the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The ferocious nature that had hidden itself after meeting Geom Mugeuk stirred to life. All the brutality from the old man's past emerged—the days when he drove the Myriad Evils Mountain Hermit to suicide, when he had no faith in humanity.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon possessed two sides. One enjoyed calmly reading books. The other was this.

"Sometimes, I get confused about which is my true self. Well, I suppose it doesn't matter."

WHOOOSH!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the Heaven Destroying Dao, warming up.

Their auras clashed before they even moved. A ruffian would have felt like he was in an alley during a gang fight. A true master would have felt like he was standing in hell. This was the battle of their auras.

The Blade King had never faced an enemy's energy that matched his own cold, terrifying presence so perfectly.

"Old Demon Supreme, we are of the same kind," the Blade King remarked genuinely.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon denied his words. "Seeing as the words 'same kind' are more unpleasant than being called old, I think I at least know what kind of person I want to be."

He spoke not to the Blade King, but to himself, Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme.

Geom Mugeuk didn't let the comment pass. "Elder, you look your best when you're reading a book."

A faint smile touched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. He realized that despite living for years as a Demon Supreme and reading so many books, he had never seriously considered what kind of person he was. Even after meeting Geom Mugeuk, he had tried to understand Geom Mugeuk rather than himself.

To be having such thoughts during a fight with the Blade King...

It was likely because he saw his own past in that heartless, cold aura. He saw the hidden nature he wanted to dismiss as a thing of the past.

Behind them, Tae Su's eyes trembled as he listened to their conversation. When the Blade King first called the Blood Heaven Blade Demon 'Old Demon Supreme', he thought he had misheard. He assumed it was some alias, or perhaps it was 'Horse Supreme' or something.

However, he had heard it clearly just a moment ago.

Demon Supreme? Really, a Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult? Then again, would anyone in this murim who isn't a demonic practitioner dare use the words 'Demon Supreme' as an alias?

Tae Su's heart pounded as if it would burst. He immediately sent a telepathic message to Ji Han. [Did you know that man is a Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult?]

Even as he sent the message, he secretly hoped for a different reply. Something like 'Demon Supreme? What nonsense are you talking about?', confirming he had misheard again. He even hoped for a delusional answer like, 'Since we're the Thousand Horse Escort Agency, isn't it only natural for one of our experts to be called a Horse Supreme?'

A shocking reply came back from Ji Han.

[I knew that both of them were Demon Supremes.]

Tae Su gasped, and a chill ran down his spine.

Why did I never once think they could be demonic practitioners?

The answer came easily. It was because of Geom Mugeuk. How could anyone associate someone like Geom Mugeuk with a demonic practitioner?

Only now did Tae Su realize his absurd misunderstanding.

Right, how could they be an escort agency? How could people this strong be mere escorts?

Considering the aura and martial prowess of the Sword King and the Blade King, what in the world would this escort agency have to be transporting to attract such enemies? No, even if they were transporting the most precious thing in the world, such formidable enemies would not appear.

Even though the truth was revealed, though, he still couldn't quite believe it. He had ridden in a carriage with Demon Supremes and camped with them? Demon Supremes had stood in line to eat pork in five-spice sauce?

Aren't Demon Supremes the kind of people who would kill everyone in line, sit among the corpses, and tell the cook, 'Bring me the pork in five-spice sauce'?

[The two of them are the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme of the Eight Demon Supremes.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's identity was already revealed. Ji Han thought there was no need to hide it from Tae Su any longer.

The fact that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had been with him all this time didn't feel real to Tae Su. They were figures he had only heard about in stories, and stories told by people who had never seen them at that!

[Then who is that young man?]

Geom Mugeuk joked comfortably with the two Demon Supremes and acted familiar with them. Who in the world was he?

Ji Han revealed Geom Mugeuk's identity as well. [He is the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.]

Startled, Tae Su shouted, "You're lying!"

He quickly covered his mouth. He had been conversing via telepathy and had shouted out loud without realizing it.

Everyone's gaze focused on him.

Geom Mugeuk was among them. With a look that showed he knew exactly why Tae Su had shouted, he said, "Do you understand now? The reason I told you to meet my father before making a decision?"

Geom Mugeuk looked away from the astonished Tae Su. He glanced at Dan Sojin and the Evil Alliance martial artist standing beside Dan Sojin.

Geom Mugeuk had already noticed that Dan Sojin knew his identity. The man in the black uniform from the Evil Alliance also seemed unsurprised by the situation. It appeared he knew Geom Mugeuk's identity and that of the two Demon Supremes as well.

One thing was certain. These people were clearly important to the masterminds behind this, especially Dan Sojin.

Meanwhile, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Blade King surged toward each other again. As their auras grew more intense, their movements changed as well.

The more skilled a master, the less emotion they put into their attacks. These two, however, did not hide their emotions. Their exchange was one between masters who fought with raw feeling.

Their attacks, imbued with a simple 'I don't like you!', were steeped in killing intent.

KWA! KAANG! KWAKWAKWAKA!

The three clashing blades looked as if they would shatter at any moment. Every time the twin blades crossed and flew, it looked as if the moon was setting and the sun was rising. Each time the two men swung their blades, a powerful blade wind swirled and raged, strong enough to sweep away anyone who didn't gather their inner qi to endure it.

Beyond the battle, the Sword King looked at Geom Mugeuk. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk intended to intervene if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was ever in danger.

For that reason, Geom Mugeuk didn't look at the Sword King. He was completely immersed in the fight. He couldn't miss a single breath if he wanted to intervene.

Right, this is the kind of person you are. A person who strives never to lose those he cherishes, who cares for others more than himself, and yet is endlessly free.

KWAANG!

The Heaven Destroying Dao stabbed into the ground, blocking an incoming attack.

The Blade King flew in with a follow-up attack, aiming for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon behind the Heaven Destroying Dao. His body twisted like a snake as he swiftly struck with his blades in a decisive blow.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not behind the Heaven Destroying Dao.

A single thought flashed through the Blade King's mind. There's no way he would have let go of his blade, right?

The thought became a sense of crisis, and the Blade King instinctively threw his body aside.

WHOOOOSH! KWAAAAANG!

A palm technique descended from above, sweeping through the spot where the Blade King had been. The floor shattered, and the grounded Heaven Destroying Dao tilted.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been perched on its hilt, landed and picked up the blade. The moment the Blade King's attack flew in, he had leaped onto the hilt of the Heaven Destroying Dao. He had anticipated that the Blade King would immediately launch a surprise attack behind it.

"You're quite something." The Blade King acknowledged the move. He hadn't expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to use such an unorthodox move. It didn't suit him or the preceding fight, which was why it was so threatening. Perhaps for that reason, the word 'old' was missing this time.

SHWIIIIING! SHWIIING! SHWIIING!

When they clashed again, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's fighting style had changed. His blade use had become faster. It seemed he would counter the opponent's fast twin blades with sheer force, but instead, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon increased the speed of his large giant dao.

Geom Mugeuk saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon move the Heaven Destroying Dao so quickly and lightly for the first time.

He's likely learning many things from this fight.

KAKAKAKAKANG!

The Heaven Destroying Dao grazed past the Blade King's shoulder after having grazed past his face. In the process, the red and black blades grazed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's neck and thigh.

Even amidst the fierce battle, they clearly maintained the boundaries of their fighting area. Not a single nearby doll had fallen over despite the terrifying fight.

However, the domain of their fight began to shift. It slowly moved toward where Geom Mugeuk's group stood. This was the Blade King's intention. He figured the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would have to be more careful if they fought near them.

That was the Blade King's miscalculation. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon paid it no mind at all. He didn't know how great his trust in Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme was.

This choice got on the Blade King's nerves.

This is all Geom Mugeuk's fault!

The red blade, aimed at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, missed and grazed past the front of Geom Mugeuk's face.

WHOOOOOSH!

Even as the blade passed with incredible force, Geom Mugeuk stood his ground without moving a single step.

At that moment, the Blade King saw it. Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled, not even blinking.

How insolent!

Unfortunately, in a fight with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, that momentary lapse brought great danger.

CLANG!

He barely blocked the incoming giant dao with his twin blades, but blood spurted from the Blade King's waist. If it had been just a little deeper, the Heaven Destroying Dao would have severed his waist.

Moreover, it was the first time blood had been drawn since the two began their fight.

Seeing his own blood, killing intent erupted from the Blade King's eyes.

WOOONG!

Red and black blade qi began to form on the red and black blades.

In response, a pure white blade qi like fallen snow also formed on the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The watching Flower Sword Supreme saw that the color of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blade qi had changed. It wasn't originally such a pure white color.

You've gotten a lot stronger, Orabeoni.

In the end, the Blade King was the first to unleash his unique martial arts. Both men had been fighting cautiously, but the more impatient one was the relatively younger Blade King.

The Sword King's presence made it worse. He couldn't kill one old man while the Sword King was watching. It might not have been his intention, but at this moment, the Sword King's mere presence helped Geom Mugeuk.

Stepping forward with his right foot, the Blade King stomped down hard and unleashed the first form of the Sun Moon Dark Blood Blade Technique, the Blood Dragon Sky Sundering Slash.

The floor cracked as red enhanced qi swirled from the Blade King's red blade in the shape of a dragon and flew forward.

KWAAAAAAA!

The enhanced qi flew forward with its mouth wide open. It was not an attack that could be blocked with ordinary blade qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also unleashed his unique martial arts, the First Technique of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade, the Annihilation Blade Slash. He, who had grown even stronger than before he left the cult, showed off his newly gained power for the first time.

SHIIIIIIIIK!

A single, fast, and powerful streak of enhanced qi poured from the Heaven Destroying Dao.

PWAAAAAK!

The head of the incoming dragon was severed, and the enhanced qi following it scattered in the air.

The Blade King was neither surprised nor flustered that his attack was neutralized so easily. His opponent had already shown more than enough skill. If he couldn't neutralize it, it would more likely be a trap.

He immediately unleashed his second technique, the second form of the Sun Moon Dark Blood Blade Technique, the Extreme Solar Cleave.

This time, the black dao emitted a dazzling light.

CHWAAAAAANG!

With a sharp sound, blade qi poured in like sunlight. Dozens of strands of enhanced qi rained down on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Countering it was the second form of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the Annihilation Blade Tidal Wave.

KWAAAAAAAAAA!

The blade energy extending from the Heaven Destroying Dao flowed like a wave. This was no longer the same tidal wave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had unleashed before, it was deeper and more magnificent.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The dozens of strands of blade energy were submerged in the wave and swept away. He could clearly see the blade energy unable to advance, instead being pushed back by the wave.

The aftermath of this collision shook the walls and the very ground.

At this rate, a bigger technique could collapse the cave, but the Blade King immediately unleashed his next move. He was determined to kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, even if the cave collapsed.

Drawing out even more extreme qi, he used the third form, the Blood Blade Flurry. Enhanced qi formed into a chain and flew forward like a red-hot iron chain flying without a set path.

The attack bent and twisted, flying erratically. One couldn't know where or how it would change its course to strike.

In response, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon used the third form of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the Bloody Annihilation Blade Wind. Several streams of blade energy extended from the Heaven Destroying Dao, spinning as they flew.

The watching Blade King's eyes widened. This attack was far more powerful than the previous two!

PAK! PAAAK! PAAAK! PAK!

The incoming blade energy precisely severed the links of the enhanced qi chain. The enhanced qi, its chain broken, lost its irregularity and flew straight forward.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme swung their swords and neutralized all the enhanced qi that flew past. If those attacks had continued, they could have shattered the back wall and collapsed the place.

"Old Demon Supreme, let's finish this!" the Blade King bellowed, releasing even more of his inner qi. An intense light emanated from the sun and moon drawn on his blades.

The sun and moon rose simultaneously... only for the Sword King to smoothly move forward and block the Blade King's path. He had fearlessly intervened, despite the risk of being attacked by both of them.

No matter how agitated he was, the Blade King couldn't unleash a technique at the Sword King. The brilliant light shining from the red and black blades slowly faded. "How dare you interfere in my fight?" he roared, glaring at the Sword King with a terrifying gaze, as if he would tear him apart alive.

The Blade King was not the only one who was angry.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also aimed his giant dao at the Sword King, his demonic qi shimmering from his body. "Alright, you join in too!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's aura suggested he was willing to take on the Sword King as well.

Of course, he only said it in the heat of the moment. He could sense that the Sword King's martial arts were stronger than the Blade King's.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward. "Please calm down. That man who looks even older than you, Elder, is your only opponent."

His gaze turned to the Sword King. When asked why he had come, the Sword King had said he was here to protect the person trying to kill Geom Mugeuk.

"I don't think that's the person you're supposed to protect, Brother Ak. Who is it?" he asked.

He thought that at the very least, the target wasn't the Blade King.

Geom Mugeuk had seen it correctly. The Sword King had not stepped forward to protect the Blade King.

The Sword King's gaze turned toward the back.

SREUREUK!

The door at the back of the space swung wide open on its own. From within, a beautiful melody began to flow out, unfitting for the bloody, thunderous battle.


Chapter 752: You Did Well to Bring That Bag

The melody was truly beautiful.

However, Geom Mugeuk knew the sweeter the melody, the closer one came to death. This sound came from hell.

The short performance ended. A man walked out through the open door. His lanky frame looked like nothing but skin stretched over bones. Sharp cheekbones jutted over deeply sunken cheeks. Where his eyes should have been, only dead white pupils remained. He was blind.

His gaunt body looked ready to collapse at any moment, but a strange rhythm pulsed through his movements.

Is he listening to music only he can hear?

His legs stepped forward to some internal beat. He swung his long arms as if dancing to a tune only he could hear. His gait resembled a movement art that made one wonder how a blind man could walk with such grace.

The most eye-catching thing about him was the pipa he carried. The old, worn instrument was unusual. It had no strings.

The beautiful melody from moments ago could not have come from this stringless instrument, but Geom Mugeuk knew this man had played it anyway. He recognized him as the Tenth King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Sound King, Sin Ryu.

When it came to sound arts, people called Sin Ryu a true genius, unrivaled even among history's greatest martial artists. That stringless pipa was his unique weapon, the Stringless Phantom Song Pipa.

He wasn't particularly prominent among the Twelve Zodiac Kings. No one knew whom he'd killed or what deeds he'd accomplished. Still, he held his position as one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings until the very end anyway. He did it with that sickly body that looked ready to collapse, with those unseeing eyes.

Before he died, a rumor circulated that he'd perfected a terrifying sound art. The technique was so powerful that no master could stand against it. The jianghu never learned what kind of martial art it actually was.

The Sound King, who had lived such a life, revealed himself here today.

Geom Mugeuk knew instinctively that the Sword King had come here to protect the Sound King.

The Sword King moved first, proving his prediction correct. The man who seemed bound by no one slowly walked over and stood beside the Sound King.

The Blade King's fight had been interrupted. He still wore an angry expression and made no effort to hide it. He couldn't insist on continuing the fight though. An unknown tension emanated from the Sound King, whether from orders or skill.

The Blade King shot a cold glare at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, then strode over to stand beside the Sound King.

This was the first time three of the Twelve Zodiac Kings had gathered in one place since Geom Mugeuk began fighting them. It meant they considered this matter extremely important.

Standing between the Sword King and the Blade King, the Sound King's presence wasn't overshadowed in the slightest.

Was the Sound King always this kind of person?

Even Geom Mugeuk felt inwardly surprised by the presence he exuded. The protagonist of this place today was clearly him.

The Tenth King is the main character in a place where the First and Second Kings are present?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Sword King. Their eyes met in mid-air.

What on earth are you plotting today? And why are you here?

The Sword King silently accepted Geom Mugeuk's gaze. He didn't send a single word of telepathy. Rather, he acted as if he weren't there.

Geom Mugeuk considered it a good sign. If the Sword King made excuses, it would truly be the worst-case scenario.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme defiantly stood to Geom Mugeuk's left and right. Their aura screamed, 'Alright, let's see you try us, three on three.'

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Blade King glared at each other as if they wanted to kill one another. The heat from their earlier battle hadn't cooled. Although the Blade King's waist had been slashed, their fight had been evenly matched.

The Sound King looked toward where Geom Mugeuk stood, as if he could see. His empty eyes, which revealed no emotion, gave off a mysterious yet chilling feeling.

"You've had a long journey, Young Cult Leader," he said softly, as if whispering, but his every word was as clear as a bell.

Unlike his appearance, his voice carried a pleasant, beautiful tone. His voice alone revealed that his inner arts were extremely profound.

"It was less of a hardship and more of a pleasant journey," Geom Mugeuk replied, looking back at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. "Because it was a journey I spent with people I deeply respect and admire."

The Sound King immediately greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with the same politeness he'd shown Geom Mugeuk. "I've heard much of your reputation, Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It's an honor to meet you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared into his gray eyes. "Can you see with those eyes?"

"My eyes cannot see."

"Then how did you know I was here?"

"I noticed because the person with the most fiery energy in this place was standing there." The Sound King's gaze then turned to the Flower Sword Supreme. "You possess an elegant and noble energy. It's a pleasure to meet you for the first time, Flower Sword Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme wasn't pleased by the compliment. Her reaction was even colder than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's. "You've perceived incorrectly. I only think of killing you all, so how could I be elegant and noble?"

The Sound King wasn't the least bit offended by her blunt words.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon followed up. "Now, enough with the flattery. Tell us why you've called us all the way here."

For three masters of this caliber to appear meant they'd undoubtedly been waiting. The puppets that had jointly attacked Geom Mugeuk earlier proved it. This place was clearly a prepared stage.

The Sound King answered calmly. "Of course, I have my reasons. Just like all of you."

The Sound King's dead eyes turned toward the Flower Sword Supreme. "Why have you come here?"

It was a question that implied she'd come for a reason.

The Sound King asked the same question to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and also to Dan Sojin and the Evil Alliance martial artists.

No one answered, but everyone on their side had a reason. Even Ji Han, who had become his subordinate, had a reason for following him here. Tae Su had a reason as well.

Finally, the Sound King asked Geom Mugeuk the same question. "Why have you come here?"

Geom Mugeuk turned the reason back on the Sound King. "I was drawn here by a melody of such beauty. Even if I am to die, I can't turn my back on a beautiful song."

"You must be a lover of music, Young Cult Leader."

"I'm just a man who knows how to kill people. Take this opportunity to teach me about music."

The Sound King's gray eyes silently regarded Geom Mugeuk, then he turned around. "Everyone, please come inside this room for a moment."

He walked back into the place from which he'd emerged. The Sword King, the Blade King, the Four Dark Blood Bladesmen, and the man in the iron mask followed him inside.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. The initiative was currently with the other side. They couldn't let their guard down for a second.

The two Demon Supremes nodded. They understood Geom Mugeuk's look. It was a warning to be careful, and then be careful again.

Geom Mugeuk's party, Dan Sojin, and the Evil Alliance martial artists followed the Sound King into the room. The vast, plaza-like space was scattered with broken blades and weapons, along with a dozen or so skeletons, traces of a fierce battle.

Skeletons lay collapsed on the floor. Some were entangled, swords plunged into each other's bodies. One skeleton leaned alone against a wall.

A coffin lay in the center of it all.

A wave of emotion crossed Tae Su's face.

This is it!

He knew he'd finally reached the Grave of Swords. He'd risked his life and jumped into the struggle for the treasure map just to come here.

He'd only managed to reach this place after meeting the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes.

He didn't know about the others, but as a thief, he'd come here for the treasures within. He wanted to immediately check the swords held by the corpses. He wanted to run over right now and open that coffin to see what was inside.

Those people had probably already opened it. He wanted to open it even though he knew there would likely be nothing left.

The Sound King spoke to Geom Mugeuk. "This is the Grave of Swords written on the treasure map."

"The atmosphere is different from what I imagined. I thought it would be a much more splendid and grand place."

"We haven't touched anything in this room."

It was impossible to know if his words could be trusted. Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk asked, "Aren't you curious about what's inside that coffin?"

"Even so, it wouldn't be right to dishonor the deceased," the Sound King replied as if he truly hadn't opened anything.

Geom Mugeuk noticed the Flower Sword Supreme staring intently at one of the skeletons. It was a skeleton kneeling, supporting itself with one hand on a sword. The look in her eyes was unusual.

Geom Mugeuk approached her. "Is it someone you know?"

The Flower Sword Supreme slowly nodded. "That sword he's holding is Lonely Silence. That man is my maternal uncle. He used to visit and play with me sometimes when I was young. The last time I saw him before he disappeared, he spoke of a treasure map."

Now Geom Mugeuk understood why the Flower Sword Supreme had wanted to come to the Grave of Swords. She'd thought her uncle might have come here.

"I came here on the off chance, and he really was here."

Geom Mugeuk understood. The Dark Palace had used the Grave of Swords to lure him in. If he hadn't left the cult with the Flower Sword Supreme, they would have captured her after she came here alone and then contacted him. In any case, it was all to make him come to this place.

Dan Sojin sent a telepathy to Geom Mugeuk. "There's a venomous insect hidden in that corpse."

They'd placed poison even on the corpse that held special meaning for the Flower Sword Supreme. Their scheme was to poison him with the Violet Cloud Inner Qi Poison at the gate, and then to poison the Flower Sword Supreme with this skeleton.

Their plan for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had likely failed because they hadn't realized how strong he was. They hadn't expected that the Blade King would be unable to kill him in their earlier fight.

Geom Mugeuk immediately sent a telepathic message to Ji Han.

Ji Han answered as instructed. "I smell something from that corpse."

"What kind of smell?"

"It smells like insects."

He used Ji Han's sense of smell so as not to reveal what Dan Sojin had told him.

Geom Mugeuk rummaged through his bag and took out a small container and a pair of chopsticks, then  asked for the Flower Sword Supreme's permission, "Would you permit me to be impolite for a moment?"

The Flower Sword Supreme could already tell from their conversation and Geom Mugeuk's eyes that something was amiss, so she readily nodded.

Geom Mugeuk paid his respects to the skeletal corpse. "I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I respect your relative, the Flower Sword Supreme, more than anyone. Hence, for the Sword Supreme's safety, I would like to examine this for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk carefully examined the corpse.

SHWIIIIK!

Something shot up toward Geom Mugeuk. It was so fast it was invisible to the naked eye.

PAAT.

Geom Mugeuk was already prepared. He snatched it with his chopsticks in an instant. It was a venomous insect with many legs, like a centipede, moved between his chopsticks.

He recognized the venomous insect, which was close to a spirit beast. "It's a Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede. Where did you guys catch such a rare venomous insect?"

The Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede was a parasite that primarily lived in corpses. It possessed a potent venom that could kill most masters instantly.

A master like the Flower Sword Supreme would avoid instant death. Instead, she would have to fight while concentrating the poison in one part of her body, preventing her from using her full strength.

If not for his Myriad Poison Immunity, he wouldn't have known he was poisoned by the Violet Cloud Inner Qi Poison. This Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede would have looked like an accident. They would have seized control of the situation without anyone noticing.

Geom Mugeuk placed the Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede into the container from his bag and sealed it tightly. "Our Poison King will be really happy if I bring this to him."

Geom Mugeuk had indeed prepared the chopsticks and container specifically for the Poison King. He figured that a venomous insect meant for the Flower Sword Supreme must be truly rare. He'd obtained a more valuable venomous insect than he'd expected.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sneered at the Sound King. "'Didn't touch anything in this room,' you said?"

The Flower Sword Supreme glared at the Sound King with cold eyes. Her anger was justified. She'd been the target, and they'd desecrated her uncle's corpse.

The Sound King's expression hardened slightly. His gaze shifted to the man in the iron mask.

The man in the iron mask answered calmly. "I was merely doing the job I was assigned."

One could tell that, at the very least, the Sound King hadn't ordered it.

Geom Mugeuk's expression hardened slightly. This was even worse. It meant the Sound King was confident he could win even without using poison.

The Flower Sword Supreme slowly walked over, bowed, and then looked at the skeleton for a moment. She hadn't thought much of it when she left the cult, but seeing her uncle's remains from so long ago made her heart ache with a faint sorrow.

"Uncle, I'll take you back with me now."

"I'll help you." Geom Mugeuk took out a leather bag for collecting remains from his own bag and began to collect the remains with her. It was a bag that truly contained all sorts of things.

The Blade King started to step forward, as if to ask what they were doing at such a crucial moment, but stopped when he felt someone's gaze. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was staring at him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head with an expression that said not to interfere. His eyes were devoid of any emotion, yet the Blade King felt his heart freeze. It was a colder gaze than any he'd received during their earlier fight.

The Sound King had said he found him because he had the most fiery energy. He'd been sorely mistaken, because in that moment, the Blade King felt it.

This man's darkness is deeper than my own.

The Sound King silently watched the two collect the corpse. Beside him, the Sword King silently watched Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk finished collecting the remains and hung the leather bag next to his own. "Please bear with it for a moment, even if it's uncomfortable."

He'd collected the skeleton in advance because he didn't know what would happen later. A big fight could break out and cause the cave to collapse.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been watching, suddenly remarked, "You did well to bring that big bag."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "So you finally admit it!"

The Sound King waited until the two had finished collecting the corpse, then asked Geom Mugeuk, "Do you know where this is?"

Geom Mugeuk had heard a fact from Tae Su that was almost unknown to the world. "Isn't this the tomb of Ju Gasin, who was the greatest master of the unorthodox sects and the Evil Alliance Chairman three hundred years ago?"

The Sound King shook his head. "All past Evil Alliance Chairmen are buried in one place."

Everyone listening was shocked. It was the first time not only Geom Mugeuk, but also the Demon Supremes, had heard of this.

"No one in the murim knows its location. Even the Evil Alliance Chairman himself doesn't know where he'll be buried. Only a family called the Hundred Graves Clan, who have guarded and managed the tombs for generations, knows the exact location."

The Sound King's dead eyes turned toward Dan Sojin. "Isn't that right? Hundred Graves Patriarch, Dan Sojin."


Chapter 753: None of You Will Enter

His identity was finally revealed. Dan Sojin was the Patriarch of the Hundred Graves Clan—a man with a background no one could have imagined.

A family that managed the tombs of the successive Evil Alliance Chairmen? Even Geom Mugeuk hadn't known this fact. He'd have to ask the Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang directly to be certain.

However, Dan Sojin's current expression suggested the Sound King's words were true. He, who'd been so good at acting nonchalant, offered no denial.

The Sound King looked at Dan Sojin and spoke politely. "I finally get to meet you. I can feel a steel-like spirit and will from your presence."

Dan Sojin no longer hid his identity. His entire presence shifted. It wasn't the aura of a strong martial artist. Instead, the spirit in his eyes revealed his upright character.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Sound King, "Why were you looking for that man?"

The Sound King answered without hiding anything. "To enter that tomb, of course."

"What's in there?"

"It's the tomb of the successive Evil Alliance Chairmen. Wouldn't it be filled with all sorts of divine weapons and martial arts manuals?"

Geom Mugeuk stared quietly at the Sound King, then smiled. "For someone like you who loves music to be so greedy... it somehow doesn't seem to fit."

The Sound King's expression changed subtly. It was the same look he'd worn when wrongly accused of poisoning the white bones, as if he wanted to scream, "I'm not that kind of person!" He couldn't completely hide his emotions.

Right, you're not the type to cause such a commotion for that reason. Divine weapons and martial arts manuals all exist in the world. There must be something in that tomb that doesn't exist anywhere else.

A phrase suddenly flashed through Geom Mugeuk's mind.


"If the Evil Alliance Chairman doesn't die, the murim will be destroyed."



What if the Evil Alliance Chairman dies?

The Hundred Graves Clan would entomb him, and no matter how secretly they moved, they couldn't escape the surveillance of determined watchers. If the Sword King tailed them, he'd certainly discover the tomb's location.

So that's why they tried to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman!

He realized their attempt to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman during the beauty pageant was a plot to enter that tomb.

These thoughts led to one natural conclusion.

The last orb is hidden there!

They'd tried to take the energy from his body in a previous conspiracy. Now they aimed for his energy again with that last orb. This fact made it clear they couldn't simply take his energy. It could only be absorbed if another energy was present.

If so, this was their last chance. Since they considered this energy so important, what Geom Mugeuk had to do was naturally decided. They'd certainly try to obtain that energy, so he had to obtain the energy of that last orb first.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over and stood before Dan Sojin, blocking the path. "Now that your identity's exposed, you should've quickly hidden behind me. Why make me come to you?"

Dan Sojin replied from behind him. "I believed you'd protect me even from a distance."

"Look at the three people in front of us. Who looks like a pushover I can handle from way over there? Besides, don't you see they aren't even reacting to me blocking your path? They're confident they can kill you either way. Especially that barefoot man with the sword. That bland-looking person isn't easy. I know because I've fought him before."

The Sword King still stood there expressionlessly.

Let's see how long you can remain unresponsive, Ak-hyung.

Geom Mugeuk trusted the Sword King, despite knowing that to trust someone completely was to always risk betrayal. However, he could willingly take that risk with the Sword King. It didn't matter if the shoes on his waist weren't the ones he'd gifted. It was fine even if that old iron sword had been replaced by a brilliant treasured sword.

Ak-hyung, I believe in you.

The Sword King just silently met Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

The Blade King watched the scene and sent a telepathic message to the Sound King. [Do not trust Ak Gunhak, not even a little.]

He felt reluctant, as if driving a wedge between them, but he had to warn the Sound King.

[I know.]

[Then that's enough.]

The Blade King had requested that the Darkness Palace Lord entrust this matter to him. He'd argued that the Sword King couldn't be trusted since he'd returned without killing the Young Cult Leader, and the Sound King didn't have the firm and decisive personality to take the lead in this affair.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord had appointed the Sound King as the one in charge of this matter. There must've been some reason he didn't know, but the Darkness Palace Lord hadn't told him. He only told him to trust the Sound King.

I hope the Saintess's judgment was correct.

Geom Mugeuk turned to look at Dan Sojin and asked abruptly, "However, are you on my side?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm asking if there's any reason I should help you."

Dan Sojin tried to hide his bewilderment. [You're saying that after taking my antidote?]

[Oh, right, the antidote.]

[I bet the fate of my family on you!]

[So what? Are you my friend? Isn't this too much of a burden to place on someone you've just met?]

[That... I admit.] Dan Sojin's expression showed he had much to say, but there was no time. All that mattered was how Geom Mugeuk would respond to this sudden trust.

Geom Mugeuk continued the conversation from before their telepathic conversation. "Why are you silent? If I help you, what will you do for me?"

"Is there something you want?"

"Just grant me one favor."

Dan Sojin's eyes shone sharply. He anticipated what favor Geom Mugeuk would ask. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader would only ask one thing of him.

Young Cult Leader, even you cannot enter that place.

For that reason, he added a clear condition. "I will grant it, if it's a favor I can grant."

Since he was a smart person, Geom Mugeuk could've tried to change the condition he set, but for some reason, he readily accepted it.

"Good, you've promised." He turned back toward the Sound King. "Then why did you drag me into this?"

Of course, he knew it was to absorb the energy in his body, but he wanted to see how the Sound King would answer.

The Sound King gave an unexpected reply. "Because we want you to persuade that man to tell us the location of the tomb."

Geom Mugeuk felt it. Surprisingly, those words were sincere. They intended to use him to find the tomb's location. They'd enter together, and there, they'd steal his energy.

"Can't you just take him and torture him, or use soul-capturing arts?"

There was a reason they couldn't do that.

"It doesn't work on that man." The Sound King's gray gaze shifted from Geom Mugeuk to Dan Sojin. "Torture and soul-capturing arts don't work on the bloodline of the Hundred Graves Clan. If they're put under soul-capturing arts or feel pain beyond what they can endure, a restriction planted in them activates, causing their blood vessels to rupture and they will die."

Oh, so that's how they'd so thoroughly kept their secrets.

Only now did Geom Mugeuk clearly understand why both sides were trying to use him. One side was a difficult opponent to escape from, and the other was a difficult opponent to uncover.

At least one thing was certain. Entering the tomb through Dan Sojin would be more difficult than dealing with the people before him. Judging by his resolute gaze, he wasn't the type of person to let an outsider into the tomb.

"And you want me to persuade him?"

The Sound King nodded. "Young Cult Leader, you should be able to find a way. That's why we called you."

"You've overestimated me."

"Looking at what you've shown so far, I believe you can do it. Look at the puppets outside. Look at who you've been dealing with."

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly. "How did you know I was weak to compliments?"

"Let's split the treasures in the tomb fifty-fifty."

"To even know I'm weak to greed! You've really done your research thoroughly."

Dan Sojin, standing behind him, felt his expression automatically stiffen. He'd gambled by trusting Geom Mugeuk, but what if he'd misjudged? What if the Young Cult Leader really joined hands with them? Honestly, Geom Mugeuk was more terrifying than them.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk abruptly asked about an unexpected person. "However, why did you leave that 'random' unorthodox martial artist alive?"

When the Sound King couldn't answer, Geom Mugeuk asked the man in the iron mask. "It's your decision, so you must know the reason, right?"

However, the man in the iron mask also gave no answer. Geom Mugeuk saw right through the impure intention they couldn't speak of.

"Could it be that you need someone to testify that it was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader who committed this act?"

He asked it like a joke, but a telling silence followed. That momentary reaction confirmed Geom Mugeuk's guess was correct. There was no other reason to keep that man alive.

"You're not planning to kill us all after you get what you want, then use high-level evil arts on that martial artist to make him report that the one who raided the tomb was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, are you? Surely, the one who plays such beautiful melodies wouldn't have prepared such a despicable method, right?"

As he mentioned music again, the Sound King's expression hardened. His opponent knew exactly which words would offend him the most.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "What happens if I refuse your offer?"

"All of you will die. Today, the Eight Demon Supremes will become the Six Demon Supremes."

The two Demon Supremes had opposite reactions to the blatant threat. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared icily at the Sound King. The Flower Sword Supreme actually smiled faintly. Of course, both reactions meant the same thing.

"That won't do. All the people my father likes the most are gathered here. If we all die on the same day at the same time, my father will be very sad."

The Sound King misunderstood Geom Mugeuk's words. "Mentioning the Heavenly Demon won't change the outcome."

It seemed he thought Geom Mugeuk was trying to resolve the situation with the Heavenly Demon's authority.

"Even if the Heavenly Demon were here, the result wouldn't change."

At this truly arrogant confidence, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme looked at each other. They didn't need to get angry. Those words would anger Geom Mugeuk the most.

However, Geom Mugeuk didn't get emotional at all. "You must've looked into me while taking on this job, so you thought you'd know more about me than I do myself." He slowly walked over and stood before the Evil Alliance martial artist. "What's your name?"

"Just call me Pung."

"Did you come here under the Chairman's direct orders?"

"......" Pung hesitated.

"If you're at a level to receive direct orders, I trust you know about the relationship between the Evil Alliance Chairman and me. You probably have a rough idea of my relationship with the Young Alliance Chairman as well. Therefore, you should be fine answering this much."

"I left the Alliance under orders to investigate the treasure map incident."

"I see! From now on, Martial Artist Pung, you're definitely on my side."

"......" Pung stared at Geom Mugeuk in disbelief.

"If you die here, wouldn't I be too ashamed to face the Chairman and his disciple? For now, let's have you on my side." Geom Mugeuk turned back to the Sound King. "This is the kind of person I am. Even this person I just met today isn't allowed to die here!"

He moved again and walked in front of Ji Han. "This is a man who was my enemy but became my subordinate. I still don't know much about him. I just had a very good feeling about him, so I made him my subordinate."

A smile formed on Ji Han's lips. The words 'because I had a good feeling about him' sounded much better than reasons like because he was capable, or because his martial arts were outstanding.

Geom Mugeuk stared quietly at Ji Han, then declared, "I have every intention of not letting this man die either."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk stood before Tae Su. "This man is the thief who had the treasure map. He's a man with a good, loving father. He probably didn't know things would turn out like this, so he must be very surprised right now."

Tae Su's pupils trembled as he looked at Geom Mugeuk. Now that he knew Geom Mugeuk's identity, he no longer dared to even make a single joke.

"We haven't formed a relationship yet, but I'm going to take this man out alive too, because he succeeded in stealing my heart."

Tae Su was moved. It was a minor incident in the eyes of the Young Cult Leader, something he could've just ignored, yet he was making it so meaningful.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme watched and understood. It was because Geom Mugeuk was this kind of person that he'd become so strong. Because he'd fought battles to survive even while dragging along a string of hostages, he'd become much, much stronger.

On the other hand, the Sound King couldn't understand Geom Mugeuk at all. "Why are you trying to save all of them like this?" he asked politely, but his tone betrayed his unspoken question: Why save these insignificant people?

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "If you can't understand me, then I suppose that makes you trash that even the most beautiful melodies can't salvage."

The Sound King finally exploded. "Shut up!" he roared, unable to endure his music being insulted over and over again.

Geom Mugeuk roared back. "You shut up!"

All eyes focused on Geom Mugeuk. Even without fully revealing his aura, the Young Cult Leader's power was immense.

"How dare you spout nonsense in front of me about being able to kill my father? How dare you threaten to kill his Demon Supremes? ...Yes, you're truly people who can't see what's in front of you. To say such things in front of me, you must be blind."

Geom Mugeuk's cold gaze slowly swept over the Sound King, the Blade King, the Four Dark Blood Bladesmen, and the iron mask martial artist.

"None of you will enter that tomb, because you're all going to die right here."

Geom Mugeuk spread his arms out like wings. As if on cue, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme simultaneously drew the Blood Heaven Blade and the One Flower Sword.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze finally stopped on the Sword King. "Ak-hyung, you stay out of this."


Chapter 754: I Hate That Ponytail of Yours!

Geom Mugeuk unleashed his demonic qi.

SWOOOOOSH!

Immense demonic energy surged toward everyone standing before him. The Four Dark Blood Bladesmen couldn't withstand it directly. They wrapped themselves in their blood-cloaks and retreated. The man in the iron mask raised his inner arts to confront the overwhelming force.

The demonic qi felt rough and powerful. Geom Mugeuk usually projected gentle energy, like the sea reflecting the sky, but this was different. This energy sent chills down their spines and made them shiver. A single thought arose in everyone's mind.

So this is demonic qi.

It was demonic qi so powerful it paralyzed them with fear.

Geom Mugeuk intended to wipe out everything before him with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's Great Annihilation Stance. This would only end when one side was completely dead.

Can you truly block my Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which has reached complete mastery? You'll all sleep in your graves here! Then even more sensational rumors will spread like wildfire through the jianghu. So please leave now, Ak-hyung.

Everyone's gaze turned to Ak Gunhak.

Burdened by their stares, Ak Gunhak blinked and slowly began walking. He walked toward Geom Mugeuk, looking as if he truly intended to leave.

"What are you doing right now?" the Blade King asked in disbelief.

"Didn't he tell me to leave?"

The Blade King's expression hardened. He was annoyed, unable to tell if this was a joke or genuine. "You were on the Young Cult Leader's side from the beginning, weren't you? This whole situation was planned in advance."

"Can't you see the Young Cult Leader is genuinely angry? When someone like him gets mad, it's truly terrifying."

The Sword King walked toward Geom Mugeuk and his group again. He stopped in front of Geom Mugeuk. "Why are you so angry?"

"I can't stand insults to my parents, and the two people behind me are no different from parents to me."

The gazes of the two Demon Supremes deepened. They knew he wasn't just saying this to be polite.

Just when it seemed he might leave, the Sword King turned around again. He walked toward where the Sound King was.

"Calm down now, and just enjoy the music for the moment."

Geom Mugeuk had a premonition. He knew from the start that the man had no intention of leaving. If he were the type to leave when told, he wouldn't have come in the first place. "Ak-hyung, please move. I'm really angry."

"I know."

Despite knowing, the Sword King defiantly stood blocking the Sound King.

Standing behind him, the Sound King's gaze on Geom Mugeuk was colder than ever. He couldn't understand why Geom Mugeuk was angry. He was the one who was truly furious.

Who was it that mocked my music and ignored me?

The Sound King lifted his pipa as if to play it. "I didn't expect the Young Cult Leader to listen to my music so obediently."

"......"

The moment the Sound King plucked the pipa, a low, deep wave cut through the air.

"......"

The Black Demon Sword, thrust into the air, trembled violently.

It was a single, light, playful pluck, yet its power was immense. This wasn't ordinary enhanced qi. Just as sound is invisible, the incoming attack couldn't be seen. It had to be blocked by instinct. A single pluck of a finger was enough to know this was the pinnacle of sound arts.

"Did you say you'd protect them all? Let's see you try."

The Sound King plucked the stringless pipa again. For a moment, it felt as if the air itself would burst.

TWAAANG! BOOM!

This time, Geom Mugeuk blocked the attack in front of Ji Han with his sword. He'd moved in an instant to block the attack aimed at him.

This attack was even more powerful than the last. However, his relaxed expression revealed that he had yet to unleash his true strength.

"Isn't that a bit too strong for just plucking a pipa string? You should've been a woodcutter."

TWAAAANG! BOOM!

This time, he targeted the Evil Alliance martial artist. The Evil Alliance martial artist was a much greater master than Ji Han or Tae Su, but he wasn't skilled enough to block the Sound King's attack.

"......"

The Black Demon Sword vibrated in the air. The vibrations from the sound arts flowed through the sword, making his wrist tingle.

"As expected of the Young Cult Leader. Then, can you block this as well?"

Sensing an extraordinary attack was coming, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon prepared to step forward. However, the Flower Sword Supreme stopped him.

Her meaning was clear. They should leave it to Geom Mugeuk unless he asked for help.

TWARARANG!

This time, the sound arts flew toward three people simultaneously.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Geom Mugeuk appeared in front of all three at the same time and blocked the attacks.

At this incredible display of divine skill, the Sound King was actually pleased. "For our Young Cult Leader, I must play a very exciting piece."

Geom Mugeuk shouted at the Sword King. "Ak-hyung! Your little brother's gonna die at this rate! Please move!"

He knew it was an exaggeration, but was the Sword King really gonna keep blocking the way while they were being attacked so helplessly?

"Or is he perhaps your hidden son?" he squealed.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk saw it. The Sword King was forcing himself to hold back a laugh.

Yes, the Sword King was the same Sword King as before. That expression told him more than a hundred words could.

Honestly, if he was determined to kill, he could easily kill the Sound King even with the Sword King blocking the way. He just had to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's Human Destroying Stance on the Sound King.

Could the Sword King really block the attack of the four demonic spirits from the north, south, east, and west, now that the art had reached complete mastery?

Besides, even without the Human Destroying Stance, there were other methods.

What if I brought the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike down on all of their heads?

Nevertheless, the only reason he didn't kill him was because of the Sword King. Because he had faith in his friend.

Is Ak-hyung really a rigid person? Is he really a frustrating person? No. He's smarter and more relaxed than anyone. When a person like that acts so frustratingly, there has to be a good reason.

He hadn't sent him a single word via telepathy, but he was speaking with his actions.

I will not kill the Sound King.

The fact that Ak Gunhak wasn't explaining the reason must also mean he had his own difficult circumstances.

Suddenly, the Flower Sword Supreme stepped forward. "Young Cult Leader, please leave this to me."

Geom Mugeuk looked at her. Since she stepped forward on her own, he couldn't say no. It wasn't as if she had come forward without knowing his relationship with the Sword King.

Now, this fight was their fight.

"Yes, I'll leave it to you, Sword Supreme." Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Sword King. "Ak-hyung, you're in big trouble now. You should've moved when I told you to. Our Sword Supreme has stepped up."

Even though the Flower Sword Supreme had stepped forward, the Sword King remained standing silently.

Geom Mugeuk gave a cold warning to the Sound King, who was behind the Sword King. "If you interfere in this fight and try to attack the Sword Supreme, you'll really die. Not even Ak-hyung can stop me from doing that. I may talk a lot of nonsense, making it hard to tell what's genuine, but I don't joke about matters of life and death. The moment you lift a single finger, you're dead."

The Sound King looked at Geom Mugeuk with a peculiar gaze, then smiled and replied, "I have no intention of interfering."

The Sound King completely removed his hands from the pipa and tucked it into his belt.

The Flower Sword Supreme stood facing the Sword King. Most expected her to be polite to him, considering his relationship with Geom Mugeuk, but she wasn't like that at all.

"Move," she demanded.

When they first met, they'd at least exchanged a light greeting with a clasped hands greeting, but now the Flower Sword Supreme was acting coldly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly. Hah! Looks like I'm not the only one living while suppressing a bad temper?

The Sword King, who'd been staring at her silently, responded in kind. "No."

As if she'd expected it, the Flower Sword Supreme nodded. "This is what I hate. The fact that you have this kind of connection with the Young Cult Leader, your bare feet, and that stupid ponytail of yours!"

The Young Cult Leader must've fallen for that unique charm, which is hard to find in anyone else.

The Sword King tapped his tightly bound hair with his hand. "I can't give this up, you know?"

Geom Mugeuk interjected, "He's saying he can give me up!"

The Flower Sword Supreme calmed her heart. She didn't see this as a fight with someone the Young Cult Leader knew. This was a fight against an enemy trying to protect the mastermind.

"The more I look at you, the more dangerous you seem."

Just seeing him block the way in a situation like this proved it. His relationship with the Young Cult Leader was their own business. Right now, she was looking at him as the Demon Supreme, the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon silently nodded. He felt the same way. If he could, he would've wanted to step forward himself. However, just as he'd engaged in a duel of blade arts with that master wielding twin blades, this fight was hers.

The problem was that the barefoot man felt even stronger than the one he'd crossed blades with earlier.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. The Young Cult Leader was the one who knew the most about this barefoot man.

Is it okay to let these two fight like this? Why aren't you stopping them? ...Alright, if you trust him, then I must trust him too.

Regardless, since it concerned the Flower Sword Supreme, he couldn't help but feel anxious.

A cold chill flowed between the Flower Sword Supreme and the Sword King. The tension was as taut as it had been between the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Blade King. No, it was even more intense.

The Flower Sword Supreme already knew how strong the man before her was, having heard it from Geom Mugeuk. A life-or-death battle with such a strong opponent was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

The two rushed toward each other.

CLAAANG!

The moment their swords met, the Flower Sword Supreme felt the infinite power contained within her opponent's blade. He seemed as light as the wind.

His sword is heavy.

His sword was as heavy as if Mount Tai were crashing down. This wasn't a matter of how much inner qi was infused into it.

Facing her opponent up close gave her a completely different impression of him from the man who had joked around with Geom Mugeuk.

SWOOSH!

Parrying the Flower Sword Supreme's sword, the Sword King counterattacked.

WHOOSH!

In an instant, a blade flashed past her eyes, jolting her senses to the maximum. Had she dodged a moment too late, she would have been blinded.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The two swords instantly accelerated. There was no probing exchange. From the very beginning, their swords moved at top speed, flashes of light glinting in the air.

Those other than Geom Mugeuk, the Demon Supremes, the Sound King, and the Blade King couldn't follow the speed with their eyes.

Flashes of light exploded in all directions like fireworks. The trajectories and afterimages of the swords piled up, creating a single painting, as if bamboo swayed in the wind while plum blossoms bloomed in the dead of winter.

The ones who could properly appreciate the painting were Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Sound King, and the Blade King. Still, though they watched the same scene, each felt a different impression according to their own skill and personality.

The sword lines were sometimes thin, and sometimes thick, as if drawn with bold brush strokes of ink.

The empty space was no less interesting. In the empty space they created, there were opportunities for counterattacks and surprise strikes. The empty space was both an opportunity and the greatest danger. To misuse it meant immediate defeat and death.

Each time a new sword line filled the empty space, the two faced a moment between life and death.

The Flower Sword Supreme was taken aback.

This man's sword is the real deal.

Her treasured sword, the One Flower Sword, couldn't break that old iron sword.

Yet, the moment she truly acknowledged her opponent, she felt something awakening in her heart.

I will win!

Their fight was both elegant and fierce. Moves where a single mistake would lead to death were exchanged, but they didn't fear them.

There wasn't even a chance to use their unique martial arts. The moment one tried to unleash a grand technique, an arm or a neck would be severed.

The onlookers held their breath. The chance to witness a sword duel between masters who'd reached such a level came maybe once or twice in a lifetime. That was why everyone watched the fight without even blinking. If they blinked, the two would've already exchanged another move.

The Sword King was surprised. He hadn't known the Flower Sword Supreme could fight this well.

At first, when he saw Geom Mugeuk permit this fight, he thought it was a sign for him to teach her a lesson.

He didn't give me permission to fight her only for her sake!

Geom Mugeuk was also offering him an opportunity to learn and grow through this fight.

You and your schemes! You knew it'd become such a terrifying fight, yet you pushed your precious Demon Supreme into it. Just how far does your trust in me go?

That was why, for the Sword King, this fight was also a fight with Geom Mugeuk. His opponent was pushing him with a skill that allowed for no holding back, yet he had to hold back.

He exerted the utmost concentration. It was the first time since he'd picked up a sword that he'd fought with his entire being.

SWOOOOSH!

The area of the fight gradually expanded. The two exchanged blows as they passed in front of Geom Mugeuk, and then past the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared fiercely at the Sword King, but the latter had no leeway to meet his gaze.

The remaining four people stood like dolls with their eyes shut tight. With flashes of sword light erupting beside them, a single careless move meant death.

Amazingly, despite this incredible fight, the two swordmasters didn't harm anyone around them. However, the same couldn't be said for their surroundings.

SHIIIIING!

Hundreds of sword marks scarred the walls, and part of the ceiling had collapsed.

This was despite them not yet using full-fledged sword qi or enhanced sword qi. That was how fiercely the two fought.

Sword fought sword, will fought will, and the entire lives of two people fought.

The Flower Sword Supreme instinctively felt that she was growing through this fight. It was different from when she dueled with Geom Mugeuk.

This fight was real. She attacked with the intent to sever her opponent's arm, and she was prepared to have her own arm cut off.

At some point, she fell into a state of selflessness.

Gradually, the sound of swords clashing subsided, and the surroundings began to grow quiet. Everything started to move in slow motion.

"......"

A single drop of blood rose into the air. It was impossible to tell who it belonged to.

In this moment, the Flower Sword Supreme felt time slow down. A single drop of blood remained suspended in the air, and she saw her own face reflected in that blood.

Am I hallucinating? Am I really seeing this? Or have I already been cut?

SPLAAAT!

Her face, reflected in the blood, split in two.

The next moment, time returned to its normal speed, and a sound was heard.

SHIIIIING!

A sudden silence fell.

The Flower Sword Supreme's body was twisted to the side. One of her shoulders was soaked in blood. Just like her reflection in the droplet of blood, she might have been sliced in half if she failed to dodge, but she survived.

"......"

At the same time, the Sword King's bangs floated to the ground, and a faint red line appeared on his forehead. Fortunately, it was only a skin-deep wound.

The Flower Sword Supreme and the Sword King looked at each other. They couldn't hide the deep emotion in their eyes. Would they ever meet such a great opponent again in their lives?

It was a situation where one might expect a polite clasped hands greeting and words of a fight well fought. A situation where one might say it was the best fight of their lives.

"I just can't take it anymore..." the Flower Sword Supreme muttered.

The Sword King expected the Flower Sword Supreme to say she couldn't fight anymore because of her injury, but that wasn't it.

She was declaring that she couldn't stand it anymore because she was angry and frustrated.

"I absolutely have to cut off that damned ponytail today!" she screamed.


Chapter 755: That Won't Happen in This Fight

Fighting spirit blazed from the Flower Sword Supreme. She stepped forward, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked over and blocked her path.

"Wait." He held out a healing salve. "Wounds don't heal as quickly when you get older."

Her blazing fighting spirit died down. "Why are you doing this? You're killing my motivation."

"Relax a little. You're too tense right now."

Behind the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Geom Mugeuk nodded in agreement.

"But how can I relax? He's an opponent I can't possibly beat if I'm not tense."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon remained calm despite her high praise for the Sword King. "Relax anyway."

The Flower Sword Supreme opened the salve and dabbed some on her finger before applying it to her shoulder. She knew he spoke out of concern.

She simply slipped her hand under her clothes, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon still turned his back to her.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk teased the Sword King. "What should we do? Ak-hyung's most charming feature is that tightly bound ponytail!"

The Sword King touched the back of his neck. "I'd be lucky if only my hair got cut."

His words revealed how difficult the fight had been.

"So you know how to exaggerate your pains."

"And whose fault do you think that is?"

Geom Mugeuk giggled. In moments like this, sharing such conversations, he was just like the old Sword King.

He glanced at the Sound King standing behind him. The man looked relaxed, slowly swaying his upper body and swinging his arms back and forth as if listening to music only he could hear.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Sound King for a while before speaking. "She's beautiful."

"Who? That person?" Ak Gunhak asked, bewildered.

"No, that woman who likes you, Ak-hyung. She's incredibly beautiful."

"Is that so?" Ak Gunhak pretended not to know who Geom Mugeuk meant, even though he did.

Geom Mugeuk said no more. The Sword King knew exactly why he had brought her up.

Ak-hyung, I'm going to take you back to our Cult, and I'm definitely going to watch that awkward reunion between you two.

The Flower Sword Supreme stepped forward again, and Geom Mugeuk stepped back.

He called out to the Flower Sword Supreme. "Please chop off that damned ponytail."

Then he can't go on about freedom anymore. I'll even make him wear shoes.

"Understood. Leave it to me."

The Blade King watched this exchange with obvious displeasure. He disliked Ak Gunhak the most, yet the Darkness Palace Lord had always held Ak Gunhak in high regard and entrusted the most important missions to him.

Even though he's so obviously a traitor.

He had been displeased with the Sword King during this entire mission, and seeing him joke with Geom Mugeuk right before his eyes made killing intent rise within him.

When this is over, I will kill you without fail.

Since he didn't hide his killing intent, the Sword King glanced back at him.

"Don't forget that I'm watching you," the Blade King warned. He had maintained basic courtesy so far, but now he abandoned such formalities.

The Sword King simply smiled at the warning and turned back around.

The Blade King's expression hardened even more.


The Flower Sword Supreme and the Sword King faced each other once more. She stepped forward partly to follow the Young Cult Leader's will and make the Sword King stand aside, but in truth, she wanted to fight the Sword King one more time.

She felt she would never have another chance to fight this man in her lifetime. Especially not a fight where they both gave their all.

The Flower Sword Supreme fully released her aura, like a single sword aimed at the Sword King's face. It created extreme fear, like it could fly out at any moment and pierce him.

The sword evoked various emotions in its opponent. Fear, elegance, terror, passion, loneliness. Her presence would be felt differently depending on the person receiving it.

The emotion the Sword King felt most strongly was passion. He could see the woman beyond the sword, the sword on her makeup-free face and a powerful desire to become stronger.

He knew who had planted such emotions in the faces of these Demon Supremes. He knew who made them carry those absurd gifts at their waists.

SSSSSSH...

The Sword King also revealed his aura, something he wouldn't show unless he acknowledged his opponent.

The surroundings glittered, and the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes filled with astonishment. Hundreds, thousands of sword blades surrounded her, ready to cut her at the slightest movement.

She could feel it. If she moved rashly, she would truly be cut. The blades within this presence were sharper than real ones.

So the real Grave of Swords was here.

The Sword King's presence was powerful enough to evoke that feeling. It was truly the first time she had ever encountered such a murderous presence.

A single sword versus thousands of swords.

The two auras clashed with explosive intensity.

WOOOONG!

The Flower Sword Supreme infused qi into the One Flower Sword. Pure white enhanced sword qi flowed along her blade.

However, the Sword King didn't manifest his enhanced sword qi.

He intends to block my enhanced sword qi with that iron sword?

Anyone else would have been enraged, thinking 'How dare he!', but the Flower Sword Supreme grew tense instead.

Can that sword really withstand enhanced sword qi?

The result was astonishing.

CLAAAANG!

When the One Flower Sword and the Sword King's iron sword clashed, the iron sword didn't break.

It really doesn't break against enhanced sword qi?

The Flower Sword Supreme's shock was brief. Looking closely, she felt something invisible on the Sword King's sword.

Another shock washed over her.

"Formless Enhanced Sword Qi!"

The Sword King's enhanced sword qi showed no sign of its existence. As a user of formless sword qi, his enhanced sword qi was also invisible.

If an opponent attacked without knowing he could use Formless Enhanced Sword Qi, their sword would be severed in an instant, and their torso would be sliced through.

KAKAKAKAKANG!

The formless enhanced qi and the pure white enhanced qi collided with thunderous crashes. Tremendous vibrations spread out each time the enhanced qi clashed.

It was amazing that the iron sword, though imbued with enhanced sword qi, could withstand both shocks. The sword itself wasn't special.

Her opponent felt like a cool autumn breeze, but in battle, he was a fierce winter wind.

How can he be this strong?

The Sword King was the strongest of the twelve masters raised by an organization that had prepared for revenge for three hundred years.

The Flower Sword Supreme had a premonition. This fight might be the catalyst for her One Flower Sword Technique to ascend from the eleventh to the twelfth stage. The battle with the Sword King gave her that much inspiration and enlightenment.

The Flower Sword Supreme unleashed her unique martial art, the One Flower Sword Technique.

As she pioneered her own realm, no longer bound by techniques, the original eight techniques had been reduced to just three. When all these techniques disappeared, she would reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

The first technique she had newly named was Blooming Flower. The tip of her sword trembled lightly, and a dozen streams of sword qi blossomed.

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

The sword qi flying toward the Sword King wasn't trivial. Each stream contained the profound mastery of a swordsmanship that had reached a high realm.

The Sword King felt he could never block it without using his own unique martial arts, the Divine Formless Sword Technique, so he used his First Sword, the Formless Void.

The surrounding air shifted, and the Sword King's sword trembled.

HWIRURURURURURU!

In an instant, a whirlwind seemed to form at the tip of his sword.

The Flower Sword Supreme's incoming sword qi was swept up by the whirlwind and vanished. Still, she was neither surprised nor flustered. His technique was surely as polished as her own.

She unleashed her second unique martial art, the One Flower Sword Technique, Second Stance, Falling Flower.

Like petals falling in the wind, streams of sword qi descended in a diagonal torrent at the most difficult angle to block.

SWAAAAAAAAAK!

The Sword King responded once again with the Divine Formless Sword Technique, Third Sword, Formless Counter. A dark space seemed to form in front of him.

HEUK!

It instantly sucked in the incoming sword qi, which then disappeared.

However, that wasn't the end. The next moment, darkness erupted from a small point, spitting out the sword qi it had absorbed.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

The sword qi that had flown away returned to the Flower Sword Supreme, who never imagined her own attack would be turned back on her.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK! CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

Her One Flower Sword embroidered the air as her sword struck down the falling petals.

A stream of sword qi she failed to block grazed her side, and blood splattered again. It was the first time she had ever had to block her own technique.

This time, the Sword King unleashed his next technique first, the Second Sword, Formless Flash.

In a flash, a line of light was drawn between the Sword King and the Flower Sword Supreme. No, it was as if the line had been there from the very beginning.

At the same time, the Flower Sword Supreme used her final technique, the One Flower Sword Technique, Third Stance, One Flower.

In a flash, the two techniques intersected.

There was no sound.

SEUREUREUK!

The Flower Sword Supreme twisted her body to dodge, and her bangs were sliced off. A line of blood was drawn across her forehead.

Was it intentional? The same wound that had previously been drawn on the Sword King's forehead now appeared on hers.

JJEOEOEOEOK!

A long, diagonal line appeared on the wall behind the Sword King.

The Sword King stood in front of it. If the wall behind him was cut, it seemed his body should have been cut as well.

WOOONG!

His extended iron sword vibrated. He had blocked even her third technique.

SNAP!

Suddenly, though, the cord tying the Sword King's hair snapped, and his hair came undone. Instead of cutting his hair, the Flower Sword Supreme had cut the cord binding it!

The two faced each other. They didn't exchange polite greetings this time either. However, their eyes already held a mutual respect.

It's finally over.

The Flower Sword Supreme relaxed her guard.

The Blade King immediately took action. I knew you'd spare her again!

He had been waiting for a chance to ambush her. He knew Ak Gunhak would never kill her, so he had been looking for an opportunity to do it himself. Now was the perfect chance.

SHWAAAAAEK!

Just as the red dao was about to strike the Flower Sword Supreme's back, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Heaven Destroying Dao got in its way.

The Flower Sword Supreme had relaxed, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't. The moment the Blade King moved, he moved as well.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's fury erupted. "You son of a bitch, how dare you!"

Immense demonic qi and killing intent exploded from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's body. The Heaven Destroying Dao, imbued with enhanced qi, split the air with devastating force.

SHWAAAAAAAAEK!

The Blade King raised his twin daos to block. Having clashed several times before, he knew the power of the attack.

The moment the daos collided, the Blade King's eyes widened. He hadn't experienced such a powerful strike even in their previous fight.

That was because this was a strike filled with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's rage.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWANG!

The Heaven Destroying Dao rained down upon him like a storm.

Despite the powerful attacks that felt like they would break his wrists, the Blade King was pleased.

Yes, get angry! The angrier you get, the more opportunities I'll have!

KWANG! KWAANG! KWAAAANG!

The Blade King's figure was gradually pushed back. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was truly surging forward like a tidal wave. He was engulfed in madness, striking down with his dao like a maniac.

This old man's strength!

KWANG! KWAANG! KWANG!

Judging the Blade King to be at a disadvantage, the Four Dark Blood Bladesmen lunged forward at the same time. Just as the Blade King had aimed for the Flower Sword Supreme's back, their target was the fighting Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

In that instant, Geom Mugeuk moved. His figure shot out like a beam of light and passed through them.

SWISH!

He cut four people, but there was only a single sound. The sight of them being cut was like a scene infinitely reflected in a hall of mirrors. Four different people were cut at the same time as if they were one.

"Didn't I tell you not to lift a single finger?" Geom Mugeuk remarked.

His earlier warning wasn't for the already dead Four Dark Blood Bladesmen. He aimed his sword at the man in the iron mask and the Sound King.

"Don't even dream of interfering!"

He hadn't stopped the Blade King earlier because the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had already lunged forward. However, he would absolutely not permit any other interference.

The Sound King sneered, "You stop us from entering, but surely you're not planning to intervene yourself, Young Cult Leader?"

"That won't happen in this fight," Geom Mugeuk replied, declaring his absolute faith in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Meanwhile, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's assault continued. It was truly a frenzied attack, as if he could see nothing else.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWANG! KWANG!

However, even while on the defensive, the Blade King smiled inwardly. If his opponent had been any other master, they would have already fallen to this momentum, but he wasn't so weak as to be killed by an enraged opponent.

For a master to become this agitated meant they had already resigned themselves to defeat.

Indeed, an opportunity arrived. Because he had struck down in such a frenzy, his dao hit the back wall and bounced off.

The Blade King didn't miss that moment. The red dao aimed for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's fingers. As he dodged, his grip on the blood-red giant dao weakened.

SHWAAAAAEK!

The red dao knocked the blood-red giant dao from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hand, sending it flying.

It's over!

In a fight between masters like them, losing one's weapon meant the fight was over. There would be no chance to pick it up again.

SSWAEK! SHWAAEK!

Faced with the ensuing torrent of attacks from the twin daos, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon chose not to leap back. Instead, he closed the distance and grabbed both of the Blade King's wrists.

At this series of bad moves, the Blade King laughed.

Grabbing my wrists with bare hands?

WUUUUNG!

Blade energy began to form on the red daos. If he just moved the energy-infused daos slightly, the old man's wrists would be severed.

"Old Demon Supreme, were you fond of that woman?"

His taunt didn't end with a sneer.

"After I kill you, I'll tear that woman apart limb from limb while she's still alive."

He had expected to see a pained expression on his opponent's face, but instead, an unreadable smile formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips.

"The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, Fifth Technique, Annihilation Blade Rush."

"What?"

The moment the Blade King raised his head with a chilling premonition, his eyes shot wide open. The blood-red giant dao he thought he had sent flying was hovering above his head. It was aimed at him, radiating menacing blue blade energy.

His opponent hadn't been enraged like a madman. He wasn't some ignorant old fool.

The cunning old fox had planned for this very moment. The one who had truly gotten thrown off by his fake rage was himself.

SHWAAAAAEK!

He tried to dodge, but he couldn't. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had raised his qi to its absolute limit and was holding his hands in an iron grip.

The Heaven Destroying Dao plunged down like a beam of light, tearing through his protective enhanced qi and embedding itself in his shoulder.

KWADEUDEUK! PUUUK!

"Uwaaaaaaak!" A scream erupted from the Blade King's mouth. Excruciating pain washed over him as the massive Heaven Destroying Dao embedded itself in his shoulder.

CLANG!

The red dao fell to the ground first. It was the first time he had ever dropped his weapon in a fight.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, still holding his wrists, pulled his arms to either side. In that instant, the Blade King's eyes widened in horror.

He's trying to rip me in half!?

This was no time for lofty words like 'Old Demon Supreme'.

"Stop! You crazy old man! Stop!"

The Blade King tried to manifest blade energy on his black dao again to cut off his opponent's wrists.

PUUUUK!

However, the Heaven Destroying Dao embedded in his shoulder cut deeper, parting flesh and bone. Unable to bear the pain, he dropped the black dao as well.

Even in this situation, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon began to pull his arms apart even more forcefully.

"You bastard! I said stop!" Howling in pain, the Blade King tried to resist by pushing his inner arts to the limit, but the Heaven Destroying Dao had already cut halfway through his body.

Suddenly, he saw it. He saw the crimson demonic qi flowing from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes.

The madness the old man had shown earlier wasn't true madness, only feigned lunacy. This sight before him now was his true, hidden nature.

"...Please!"

The Heaven Destroying Dao mercilessly dug deeper into flesh and bone.

"Uwaaaaaaak!"

Starting from his shoulder, the Heaven Destroying Dao completely split the Blade King's body in two before embedding itself in the ground.

PUAAAAAK!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, covered in blood, looked down at the half with the head still attached and said coldly, "If we ever meet again in hell, I'm going to kill you a second time."


Chapter 756: Just as You Trust Him, We Trust You

Blood filled the air with its metallic tang. Heavy silence crushed down on everyone standing behind Geom Mugeuk. No one dared speak.

Tae Su trembled. He'd witnessed countless deaths, but nothing this brutal.

So this is how terrifying he was.

Tae Su knew the Demon Supremes of the Demonic Cult were fearsome, but he had never felt that terror himself. Now he understood. This old man wasn't just a ordinary martial master, but a Demon Supreme.

Ji Han also grasped what kind of organization he'd joined. The Demonic Cult was a place where one small mistake could get him killed. The demonic qi that erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon during the kill had frozen his blood.

The Evil Alliance martial artist felt the same fear.

Meanwhile, Dan Sojin, head of the Hundred Graves Clan, watched in silence.

Was my choice truly the right one?

These were the people he'd asked for help. He worried he had fled a wolf only to leap into the jaws of a tiger.

The man in the iron mask stepped back, horrified. The Sword King watched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon silently from behind him.

Finally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon broke the crushing silence.

"Mugeuk, give me some water."

Geom Mugeuk held out his hand. His leather bag opened by itself, and a bamboo flask floated out. He stayed tense, watching for any movement from the Sound King while the Blade Demon was distracted.

The Sound King showed no emotion at the Blade King's death. He simply swayed gently, sinking deeper into his own rhythm, his own world.

Geom Mugeuk approached the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Without turning, the old man held out a hand behind him.

Geom Mugeuk knew he didn't want to show his face, so he placed the bamboo flask in the waiting palm.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't asked for water to drink.

SPLASH!

Still facing away, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured the water over his face, washing away the blood.

Only then did he turn around. He was himself again, the same man who sat by windows reading books. The terrifying demonic qi from moments ago had vanished completely.

As if the fight had never happened, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally shared his thoughts on the Flower Sword Supreme's battle. "That was a splendid fight. Is your forehead alright?"

Geom Mugeuk understood. The Blade Demon had not wanted to face them with blood covering his features.

Similarly, how could the Flower Sword Supreme not understand his sentiment?

"I'm fine. It's just a small scratch," she said.

"Make sure to apply medicine so it doesn't scar."

"Yes, I will."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at the Sword King.

Geom Mugeuk said on his behalf, "How dare you scar such a precious face?"

The Sword King gave Geom Mugeuk an aggrieved look. His eyes seemed to say he wanted to lift his bangs, show his own forehead, and complain, "What about me? Isn't this face precious too?"

If they had been alone, he surely would have, but with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon present, he did not want to provoke the man needlessly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke politely to the Sword King. "Step aside now."

"I can't do that," the Sword King replied.

The corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eye twitched. He already disliked this man, yet he was still being defiant. Then again, the Sword King did not even listen to the Young Cult Leader, so why would he listen to him?

"Fine. You must have your reasons. Then, you'll understand our reasons too, won't you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon strode forward, radiating killing intent toward the Sword King.

The Sword King did not back down. His resolve blazed clear. No one would touch the Sound King today.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. This fight had to be stopped. The battle with the Flower Sword Supreme had been life or death, but it had boundaries. The Sword King had drawn a line, and neither he nor the Flower Sword Supreme had crossed it.

However, a fight with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was different. Given his personality, if he truly charged in to kill, it would become a genuine battle to the death.

"Elder!"

"Don't stop me," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without looking back.

"I won't stop you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced back at Geom Mugeuk. His look said, Really?

"Since you're fighting anyway, you have to win! That flimsy sword of his looks like it'll break with a tap, so snap it in two!"

"You're saying things you don't mean."

How could the Blood Heaven Blade Demon not know Geom Mugeuk's heart? He knew better than anyone that the Young Cult Leader was in the most difficult position.

If Geom Mugeuk had sided with the ponytail dude and tried to stop the fight, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon might have fought anyway, but since Geom Mugeuk took his side and told him to win, his desire to fight vanished.

Cunning punk. He knows me too well.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stopped and turned back.

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded, her expression saying, Well done.

"I told you to apply your medicine first," he grumbled to her.

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon returned, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sound King. The Sound King still swayed, never once glancing at the Blade King's corpse. Even without seeing his non-existent pupils, it was clear he felt no sadness or worry.

Someone as powerful as the Blade King is dead, and you aren't worried? What's the source of your confidence? Do you trust the Sword King that much?

"Were you on bad terms with the deceased? For a musician, aren't you far too apathetic?"

Geom Mugeuk provoked the Sound King about music again, knowing it was the most effective taunt. Since he could get nothing from the Sword King, he would provoke the Sound King instead.

The swaying Sound King turned his head toward Geom Mugeuk. "Young Cult Leader, you underestimate me too much."

"I'm not underestimating you. I'm afraid of you." Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the Sword King. "That man's trying so hard to protect you, so how could I not be afraid? Would he protect you like that if you didn't have something extraordinary?"

The Sound King looked at the Sword King. "He's certainly a reliable person."

His words and expression showed sincere trust, but Geom Mugeuk sensed something else.

This man. He doesn't trust the Sword King. Right... considering Ak-hyung's relationship with me, it's natural he wouldn't trust him. Then why is he so relaxed? If he doesn't trust the Sword King, it must mean he believes in himself.

Even now, the Sound King nodded his head, feeling a melody. Heat radiated from him, as if he wanted to leap up and dance wildly at any moment.

Something has changed.

With the Blade King's death, he seemed even more confident. He looked delighted, as if he had moved to the next stage.

The Sound King said to Geom Mugeuk, "The smell of blood is too strong here. Let's move."

He started walking without waiting for a reply. He passed right in front of Geom Mugeuk, who could have cut him down ten times over.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King. You know I could do it, right? I'm letting him pass because I trust you.

How could the Sword King not know? Still, he showed no reaction.

"I misjudged you! I was fooled by those bare feet and that ponytail. I forgot for a moment what a villain Ak-hyung really is."

The Sword King yelled back from up ahead. "Hey! To the murim, aren't you the bigger villain?"

They walked back to the room with the dolls. The man in the iron mask followed quietly.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at him. Are you going to keep following that bastard's lead?

He had every reason to explode with rage, but the two Demon Supremes stood silently on either side of Geom Mugeuk. A single emotion blazed in their eyes.

Just as you trust that man, we trust you.

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head to them in gratitude, then started walking again. His party followed the Sound King back to the room. In the new space, the smell of blood was less intense and more bearable.

Tae Su shouted, "Look over there!"

He pointed to where the dolls had been set up. The dolls had fascinated him most in this room earlier. He had observed them carefully, so they were the first thing he looked at upon returning.

However, they had changed.

Not only Geom Mugeuk but also the two Demon Supremes were startled. There was one more doll among the Twelve Zodiac Kings that had attacked Geom Mugeuk. A doll of the dead Blade King now stood there. Between the Brawling King and the Blood King, the Blade King fiercely swung his dao.

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly toward the dolls. The Blade King doll, like the others, was exquisitely crafted. Its vivid expression recalled his fight with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon just moments ago.

"You anticipated this man's death," he remarked.

The Sound King did not deny it.

"Did you make a doll of yourself too? Where would you like to stand?"

The Sound King's voice came from behind him. "Young Cult Leader, there is no doll of me."

Geom Mugeuk turned to him. "These dolls, did you make them?"

He asked because he felt it might be true.

The Sound King retorted, looking dumbfounded. "You've seen my eyes. Surely you're not asking that seriously?"

"You're more sinister than you look, so I asked just in case you can see everything with those eyes."

"Conversely, many people can't see properly even with their eyes open."

The Sound King scanned them all, as if to say that applied to Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes. The confidence of the man with closed eyes overwhelmed those with open eyes.

"Young Cult Leader, it's still not too late. There's no need to sacrifice all these people here, is there?"

He was confident he could kill them all.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently, then asked abruptly, "You've had a miraculous encounter recently, haven't you?"

Otherwise, he would not have come flanked by the Sword King and the Blade King.

Could it be?

In his life before regressing, the Sound King had perfected a terrifying sound art before he died. It was a sound art so powerful that no master could stand against it.

He's perfected it!

Just as the fates of the figures in the dolls had changed, his fate must have also changed. Geom Mugeuk was certain of it.

"You've perfected your sound arts, haven't you?"

The Sound King did not deny it. Now it was clear where his confidence came from.

"Would you care to listen to a performance?"

"Fine. We're the type who dance when there's music. I'll perform a refreshing sword dance for you."

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward, and the Sword King moved to block his path.

"Let's dance together."

How could that be a real sword dance? The Sword King knew Geom Mugeuk intended to kill the Sound King, so he stepped forward.

Geom Mugeuk could have snapped at him, but he said gently instead, "No! What's a man who doesn't even attend gatherings for fear of dancing doing talking about dancing?"

TDIRIRING!

A melody rang out from behind them.

"Rupturing Resonance!" the Sound King cried.

Tae Su, Ji Han, the martial artist from the Evil Alliance, and Dan Sojin all covered their ears. A sound wave they could not handle washed over them.

"......"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme released their qi, blocking the surging sound wave. Only then did the pained expressions on the four people behind them ease.

Geom Mugeuk surged forward and shouted to the two Demon Supremes. "While I hold back this frustrating ponytail, cut off that man's arms and his pipa!"

Right. If the Sword King was so determined to save the Sound King, there was no need to aim for his life.

Geom Mugeuk rushed the Sword King like lightning and swung his sword. "This time, let's see you try and block me, Ak-hyung!"

Their swords clashed mid-air, blades flashing brilliantly. It was the pinnacle of swordsmanship, a clash between two absolute swordmasters.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG !

They exchanged blows at invisible speed, but Geom Mugeuk stared into the Sword King's eyes.

Why are you blocking me like this?

He knew by instinct. Even if it meant the Sound King's arms would be cut off, the Sword King was determined to block only him.

Swords clashed, moving too fast to be seen. To the four people in the back, it looked no different from the earlier fight with the Flower Sword Supreme, but the content of this fight was completely different.

Having mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Geom Mugeuk's sword now overwhelmed the Sword King's. Geom Mugeuk could win if he wanted to.

You must feel it too, right? You must know you can't stop me in the end. So why are you blocking me like this?

Meanwhile, the Flower Sword Supreme and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon rushed the Sound King, swinging their sword and giant dao.

SHWIIIIK! SWAAAAEK! PAANG! PWEOOONG!

Their weapons stopped mid-air. The Sword King had not flown in to block them. An invisible curtain blocked the way in front of the Sound King. It was a barrier of sound.

"A barrier of sound!"

Just as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shouted, it was indeed the barrier of sound, a technique only possible at the highest realm of sound arts.

From within the barrier, the Sound King's gaze blazed intensely. He began to play his pipa in earnest.

TDIRIRING!

"Blood Thunder Resonance!"

Simultaneously, sound arts rained down from all directions like lightning strikes.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The powerful, lightning-like attacks stormed toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, as well as the four people behind them.

"I'll take the rear."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon threw himself backward and swung his giant dao.

KKWANG! KWAANG! KWANG!

The Flower Sword Supreme dodged the sound arts and charged the sound barrier. If they both defended, they would be at their foe's mercy. Trusting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, she attacked.

PWEOOONG!

The sound barrier's power was immense and would not break easily.

As such, the Flower Sword Supreme immediately unleashed the One Flower Sword Technique, First Stance, Blooming Flower!

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

Her technique began to rip apart the sound barrier.

Still, inside the barrier, the Sound King remained absorbed in his performance.

SWAAAAEK!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been guarding the rear, surged forward. The Heaven Destroying Dao pierced the damaged sound barrier, already torn by the Blooming Flower technique.

KWAAAANG! JIIIIIIIIK!

The two Demon Supremes violently tore through the Sound Barrier Formation and entered the Sound King's domain.

The Sound King's performance reached its climax.

SHWIIIIK!

The Flower Sword Supreme's sword flew toward his arm.

Just as she was about to cut it off, however, the climactic performance abruptly halted.

"......"

With a single gust of wind, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme vanished.


Chapter 757: Light Also Enters Through the Broken Cracks

Geom Mugeuk lowered his sword while fighting the Sword King.

SHIIIIK!

The Sword King's blade stopped just inches from Geom Mugeuk's neck. The strike could have been fatal, but Geom Mugeuk had dropped his guard completely. He wouldn't have done so if he didn't trust the Sword King with his life.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fixed on the Sound King. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had vanished without a trace during their assault.

He said without looking at the Sword King, "Hyung, I'm getting more and more pissed off."

A quiet reply came back. "I know."

"Then that's enough." Geom Mugeuk walked slowly toward the Sound King.

The Sword King followed behind him, footsteps silent as shadows. Though he moved like an ally, his true purpose was clear. He was there to protect the Sound King.

Geom Mugeuk no longer bothered with the Sword King. He treated him like part of the scenery now, like a rock blocking his path, or a random nonsensical joke, or a crying little girl with a story.

Still, he was good scenery.

Geom Mugeuk approached the Sound King directly. The sound barrier that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme had torn apart was already rebuilt.

TUNG, TUNG!

Geom Mugeuk struck the sound barrier with his hand. An invisible shield pushed back against his touch.

"Where are those two?"

The Sound King stared directly into Geom Mugeuk's eyes. "In hell."

Geom Mugeuk could have exploded with rage. Instead, he stayed calm. "They used to visit hell like it was their own home, so they'll be fine."

"This hell will be different." The Sound King began playing the same song he'd used to banish them. The two had disappeared when this melody reached its peak, and the Sound King's fingers paused mid-pluck on invisible strings. "This piece is called the Song of Despair. It's a song I'm very fond of."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "It probably won't be easy for them to escape."

The sound arts the Sound King wielded weren't ordinary techniques. This was a method that used sound to trap victims in illusions, in other words, Illusory Sound Arts. Since this technique made the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme vanish completely, it was likely an attack that couldn't be broken easily, just as the Sound King claimed.

"Nevertheless, there is no evil art that cannot be overcome," he added confidently.

The Sound King smiled relaxed from within his sound barrier. "Does my performance look like some mere evil art to you?"

"I know it's not." Still, Geom Mugeuk believed in the two Demon Supremes just as strongly as the Sound King believed in his sound arts. What he really wanted to know was something else. "But the people trapped aren't just some mere masters either, are they? By any chance, are the two of them trapped in the same place?"

The Sound King nodded. "That is correct."

Relief washed over Geom Mugeuk's face immediately. "Then they'll come out safely."

"Why are you so certain?"

Why? You probably don't know what extremes the Elder who has fallen into hell with the Sword Supreme will resort to.

"Have you ever tried to protect someone by putting your own life on the line?"

"......" The Sound King couldn't answer right away.

"You haven't, have you? That's why your music sucks."

The Sound King's expression hardened instantly. No matter how hard he tried to control his emotions, the Young Cult Leader kept getting under his skin. "If you don't want to see the Demon Supremes come out torn to shreds, find out the tomb's location from the Dan Patriarch."

The Sound King looked back at Dan Sojin, who watched them with obvious tension. He believed that threatening Geom Mugeuk with the Demon Supremes' lives would force obedience from him.

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "If you say it so openly like this, is that man going to tell me the location?"

"That depends on you, Young Cult Leader. If you want to save the Demon Supremes, then do so."

"You're overestimating me." Geom Mugeuk glanced over.

Dan Sojin clearly stated his position. "I know the situation is urgent, but I cannot tell you."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sound King again. "See? He says he can't."

The Sound King's expression stiffened at Geom Mugeuk's playful response. "You said they were like parents to you, but I see you truly are a heartless person, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him directly. "Fine, let's say I'm a heartless bastard. Why are you being so unreasonable?"

"What do you mean?"

"You know it too, don't you? In this situation, not even the Evil Alliance Chairman himself could find out. Why are you being so stubborn when you know it's impossible?"

"If it's you, Young Cult Leader..."

"Yeah, because you kept flattering me like this, I was confused at first. These guys are really overestimating me. Right, I'm great enough to be overestimated. You guys must be pretty desperate. Right, you have every reason to be," Geom Mugeuk cut him off, his eyes sharpening like blades. "But that can't be right. Showing such a flaw at such a crucial moment? Sure, you might. What kind of thorough plan would a man who strums a pipa all day come up with? But the person who sent you isn't that careless, is he?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently into the Sound King's lifeless eyes. "What did that person plot? What orders did he give you?"

Strictly speaking, this was another remark that completely ignored the Sound King. Geom Mugeuk provoked him endlessly while the Sound King struggled to maintain his composure.

"Stop wasting time. Even as we speak, your Demon Supremes are dying."

PUAAAAK!

Empty space tore open before the Sound King, and a bloodied sword shot out like a bullet, nearly stabbing him in the face.

JIIIIIIIIK!

The sword began slicing through the air. A crack formed in the empty space, as if an invisible curtain was being torn to reveal what lay behind it.

Soon, though, the sword disappeared again. From within the tear came waves of scorching heat, the thick smell of blood, and the thunderous sound of explosions.

PUUUUK!

The sword shot out from the tear again.

JIIIIIIIIK!

This time, the sword sliced straight down, tearing the space even wider.

The Sound King silently wiped blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, then began to play again. "The power of music is incredible."

A single melody flowed from his fingers.

Tae Su burst out laughing like a madman, "Uhahahahaha!"

Ji Han, who stood next to him, also burst into uncontrollable laughter. Their expressions and eyes showed they couldn't control their emotions, but they were powerless to stop laughing.

Geom Mugeuk didn't get angry at the trick. Instead, he played along. "Let's see you two laugh for the first time in a while. Hey, musician! Unleash more of your inner qi and play!"

The Sound King didn't comply. It was unknown how long he could make the two men laugh, but doing so would require enormous amounts of inner qi. Still, he insisted, "I can make them laugh until they die."

"Okay. That's better than crying to death."

The Sound King's performance changed. Tae Su and Ji Han, who had been laughing hysterically, instantly stopped and instead burst into tears. They weren't just making crying sounds. They were truly bawling their eyes out.

This was the first time Ji Han had cried since he'd grown up. He was amazed that his eyes held so many tears.

The Sound King's performance changed again. This time, Tae Su and Ji Han started throwing punches at each other with furious expressions. No invisible force was controlling them. This rage was clearly their own.

He controlled people's emotions with his pipa performance.

Geom Mugeuk had seen many masters of sound arts, but this was the first time he'd witnessed someone manipulate emotions like this.

"You don't know how weak human emotions are, do you? All humans are broken beings in some way. Young Cult Leader, you are no exception."

Geom Mugeuk answered calmly. "And that's what's good about it, isn't it? Light also enters through those broken cracks. That light shines on the dark holes in one's heart. Ah, so I had a hole here, and it wasn't just one hole! I learned something new again."

Here, only the Sword King, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Flower Sword Supreme could understand what Geom Mugeuk's words meant. They were able to look into those holes because they had met Geom Mugeuk.

However, the Sound King didn't know the exact meaning of those words. He still thought Geom Mugeuk was mocking him. "Young Cult Leader, look at your own holes!"

He began to play in earnest. The sound was distinctly different from his previous performance.

TWARARARANG!

The melody trembled faintly as it embroidered the space around them. It instilled a single powerful illusion in everyone's mind. The scene changed with startling suddenness.

Tae Su saw his father. It was the exact moment he had uttered words that wounded his father deeply.


"Is that principle of yours for the sake of good deeds? Or is it to justify thievery?"



His father turned away without a word. At the time, he had vaguely thought he said something he shouldn't have. Now he saw a very deep wound carved across his father's face.

Father, I'm sorry.

Ji Han saw the figure of the Evil King Sect's Flame Dragon Commander, Cheon Daewoong.


"You traitor! You bastard who betrayed the organization to save your own skin!"



Regardless of how much Cheon Daewoong had tormented him and treated him poorly, Ji Han was not someone who betrayed others. Unknowingly, it had remained as a great wound in his heart.

The Evil Alliance martial artist Pungdo and the Hundred Graves Clan's head Dan Sojin also saw their own illusions, and even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme stopped moving for an instant.

Geom Mugeuk saw it too. Someone he had never imagined would appear before him at this moment.

It was the Hwa Mugi of that day.

Hwa Mugi looked down with a pathetic gaze at Geom Mugeuk, who lay collapsed and pierced through along with Lee Ahn.


"The woman died and you lived."



Of course, such a moment never actually happened. It was a scene created by his own illusion.

It was a moment when anger should have erupted. Instead, a smile formed on his lips.

I've come a very long way to see you.

[Nice to see you, Hwa Mugi!]

The next moment, Geom Mugeuk's eyes flew open as he shattered the illusion completely. To him, Hwa Mugi was no longer a wound. He wasn't an object of hatred or fear either.

It wasn't 'I will definitely kill you'. Hwa Mugi was simply a part of his life now. Just as he shouldn't get sick or into an accident, he shouldn't lose to Hwa Mugi.

Was that why? The illusion passed by in a mere instant. He felt no particular emotion toward Hwa Mugi.

When Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes, the Sound King was strumming his pipa and shouting, "Death Resonance!"

CHWAAAAAAAK!

Powerful energy created by the sound waves flew toward everyone present.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to his senses after Geom Mugeuk.

KWAANG! KWANG!

He consecutively struck down the sound arts flying toward himself and the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Flower Sword Supreme opened her eyes a step too late. Seeing her dark complexion, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was inwardly curious.

What did you see?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't ask, and he wouldn't ask in the future. Sometimes, you have to take a step back to see both the difficult and the good things more clearly. Just enough distance for it to be respect, not coldness.

PEOPEOPEOPEONG!

Geom Mugeuk blocked the attacks targeting the others behind him.

The surprise on the Sound King's face deepened even more. "To wake up from the Soul-Rending Song so quickly!"

He looked at Geom Mugeuk with complete disbelief, but soon, the surprise transformed into excitement. He abandoned the courtesy he had shown Geom Mugeuk until now.

Light seemed to shine from his previously faint, lifeless eyes as he laughed, "Young Cult Leader, you are truly a remarkable man, I admit it. You're worthy of hearing my masterpiece! This is a song I composed recently! You'll be the first to hear it."

As his hand brushed the pipa, a clear and deep sound flowed out.

As the Sound King's intent deepened, the sound of the pipa also deepened dramatically.

Following his melody, notes flowing from the pipa swirled around him in brilliant spirals. Gold and silver light shone brilliantly, making it seem as if a musical score was being drawn in the air around him. The sight was like looking at stars scattered across the night sky.

The sound of the performance came from all directions, as if dozens of musicians were playing in perfect ensemble. The melody made the hearts of those who heard it pound with overwhelming force.

Geom Mugeuk had a gut feeling. The Sound King was about to make his real move. He gathered as much of his inner qi in preparation to strike.

A cold sneer formed on the Sound King's face. "Didn't you say you'd protect them all? Let's see you try. Who do you think you are, a god?!"

The moment his words ended, brilliant light poured out from everything floating in the air.

SHIIIIIIIIIIK!

A single streak of light cut across that brilliant radiance. A light that split light itself.

SEOGEOK!

When the light disappeared, everyone could see clearly.

The Sword King stood before the Sound King, his back turned to the others. A single drop of blood fell from his sword, which he held extended straight out to the side.

THUD! ROLL...

The Sound King's head fell to the floor and rolled to the side.

In that moment, the Sword King had unleashed the Seventh Sword of his Divine Formless Sword Technique, Formless Life. That single strike severed the light, severed the sound barrier, and severed the Sound King's music and his neck in one perfect motion.

CHWAAAAAAAK!

Blood spurted from the Sound King's severed neck into the air like a crimson fountain.

A rain of blood poured down on the Sword King's body like a shower.


Chapter 758: Connections Are Short, Life Is Long

Ak-hyung, are you kidding me? If you were going to do this, you should've just killed him from the start!

Geom Mugeuk didn't shout these words aloud. He sensed something deeper in the Sword King's blood-drenched figure. A vague premonition had already warned him this might happen.

Why did he protect the Sound King from me?

Even though another member of the Twelve Zodiac Kings was dead, he felt no joy.

The Sword King turned toward him, blood streaming down his face. "Listen carefully to what I'm about to say, Mugeuk," he said with desperate urgency. "The Sound King has completed his final song, and it isn't the sound arts attack he was about to unleash earlier."

Quiet music drifted from somewhere around them. The melody seemed to shift from left to right, growing steadily louder.

The cheerful, exciting tune clashed completely with the Sound King's death. It suggested the fight wasn't over, rather...it was just beginning!

The Sword King's expression showed he'd already expected this. He explained, "The Darkness Palace Lord gave him the Heaven's Will Divine Pill. That thing not some simple elixir, but the one and only supreme elixir of the Heavenly Fate Palace, imbued with the energy of all creation. The Saintess used something she'd cherished and saved for this occasion."

His gaze fell on the fallen Sound King. For someone who'd taken such a thing, he'd died far too easily. Blood poured out and stained his pipa crimson.

"After taking the Heaven's Will Divine Pill, he completed his final song. Once that song was finished, it played around him constantly. We just couldn't hear it."

Geom Mugeuk nodded silently. He guessed the tune the Sound King had been humming all along was that very final song.

The Sword King revealed a shocking secret, saying, "It's the Soul-Switching Song. If you kill him while the Soul-Switching Song plays, his soul switches with whoever killed him."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk understood why the Sword King had desperately tried to stop him from killing the man.

"He intended to die by your hand and take over your body from the very beginning. That was his goal."

"Does that mean he's going to take over your body now, Ak-hyung? You must've killed him because you had a countermeasure, right?"

"......" The Sword King couldn't say he did. There was no countermeasure.

"Why didn't you tell me? If you'd told me through telepathy..."

"And if I had?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk couldn't answer.

"You would've insisted on killing him yourself, right?"

Only four people here were skilled enough to kill him: Geom Mugeuk, the two Demon Supremes, and the Sword King himself. In a situation like this, Geom Mugeuk would never sacrifice someone else.

"You would've killed him, thinking you could overcome it somehow. You probably would've cut him down without hesitation."

Geom Mugeuk sighed. The Sword King saw right through him. He would've trusted himself, trusted the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and killed him.

"You all overestimate me too much. Why would I cut him down? Especially when I knew the consequences would be so terrifying."

The Sword King shook his head. Geom Mugeuk's words only made it clearer that he certainly would've killed the Sound King. Not only the Sword King, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme knew it too. The Young Cult Leader would've undoubtedly struck him down.

"Even for you, there's no overcoming the Soul-Switching Song."

"Then what about you, Ak-hyung?"

The Sword King's expression was calm, as if he'd already thought everything through. "Before that bastard takes me over, kill me."

"!"

The Sword King had intended to save Geom Mugeuk by sacrificing himself.

He couldn't have killed the Sound King beforehand either. If he had, the man might've pretended to be him, approached Geom Mugeuk, and done who knows what.

The best course was to cut him down in front of Geom Mugeuk and reveal the truth.

The Sword King's gaze shifted to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Flower Sword Supreme. "It would've been better if I'd cut him down before you two suffered, but I hesitated. I kept worrying and searching, wondering if there was any other way."

It was a matter of life and death, after all. He truly hadn't wanted to resort to this until the very last moment.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who'd regarded him with displeasure, now had a softened expression. "I understand."

Not just the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but the Flower Sword Supreme was also inwardly surprised. Being with Geom Mugeuk meant experiencing all sorts of things, but for such a powerful master to sacrifice himself for Geom Mugeuk was completely unexpected.

They'd figured there must be a reason he was protecting a user of sound arts, but they never imagined it would be for this. He'd fought the duel with her with such resolve and endured the misunderstanding of his frustrating actions.

He could've pretended to know nothing and guided them to kill the Sound King instead of Geom Mugeuk, but he didn't push that task onto others. Not even when his life was on the line.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Sword King, "Why are you going this far?"

I've asked myself that question countless times. Do I really have to go this far for Geom Mugeuk?

The Sword King had honestly agonized over it. He'd deliberated an unknowable amount. His connection with Geom Mugeuk was short, and the rest of his own life was endlessly long.

However, he chose to save Geom Mugeuk. He just wanted to, because he was the first and only friend in his life.

However, he gave a second reason, "Because if that man takes over your body, this murim will be annihilated."

If they possessed Geom Mugeuk's identity and everything he'd built, the result would be horrific.

"No, why are you worried about the murim? Were you that kind of person, Ak-hyung? You're someone whose goal is to leave the murim!"

The Sword King smiled bitterly. "You're right. I should've left long ago."

He'd intended to leave, but when he learned the Darkness Palace Lord had used even the Heaven's Will Divine Pill to deal with Geom Mugeuk, he ultimately gave up on leaving.

Although he told Geom Mugeuk to kill him, the Sword King knew.

"I know that you can't kill me."

The Sword King drew his sword. He intended to take his own life.

"Wait! Stop!" Geom Mugeuk shot forward like lightning and grabbed his arm. Of all the times he'd used the Four Strides of the Wind God, this was the fastest.

The Sword King argued. "Just imagine me wielding sound arts as well. Even you won't be able to handle it."

The Sword King and Sound King combined? They would become a truly powerful enemy. Moreover, unable to bring himself to cut the Sword King's throat, Geom Mugeuk might hesitate, and those with him could be sacrificed.

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk was certain.

"Don't worry, I can handle it."

"You can't!"

Geom Mugeuk lost his temper. Staring at the Sword King with blazing eyes, he roared, "I said I can, you bastard! I can handle it! So don't be hasty, damn it!" Calming his rampaging emotions, he softened his tone. "If this is your choice, Ak-hyung, then you have to give me a chance to choose too. If you take your own life in front of me, I will regret this moment for the rest of my life."

"......" The Sword King's gaze wavered.

"Even if that bastard takes you over, I'll definitely turn you back to normal. If your soul falls into hell, I'll go to hell itself to bring it back."

The Sword King sighed. Yes, it's because Geom Mugeuk is this kind of person that I made such a choice. I have no regrets.

"Trust me. If I feel like it's absolutely impossible, then I'll kill you with my own hands. Die by my hand then."

The Sword King didn't believe Geom Mugeuk. His gaze went past the Young Cult Leader's shoulder to the Flower Sword Supreme.

If a situation arises later where I must be killed, you must be the one to kill me.

The Flower Sword Supreme could read the desperate plea in his eyes, so she nodded silently.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Sword King seriously. "But something's suspicious. You... you're not my Ak-hyung, are you?"

The Sword King stared blankly at Geom Mugeuk. What kind of joke are you trying to pull in this situation?

"You've already taken over our Ak-hyung, haven't you? After all this time, there's no way he'd still be the same, right?"

Come to think of it, a fair amount of time had passed while the Sword King was explaining.

As everyone's eyes focused on him, the Sword King became flustered. "No, I'm still me."

He'd expected a process, sensing the bastard invading as a soul and himself struggling to block it.

Can I suddenly become someone else without realizing it? Will the change happen the moment the music that is still playing ends?

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Ak-hyung, where did we first meet?"

"......" The Sword King shook his head with a look of disbelief.

"Seeing as you're not answering, you must still be Ak-hyung. Everyone ignores me and pretends not to hear when I ask questions like that."

The Sword King glanced at the Sound King's corpse again. Did something really go wrong?

"He probably won't enter your body, Ak-hyung," Geom Mugeuk said unexpectedly.

"I wish that were the case, but my willpower isn't enough to block his sound arts, which was perfected with the Heaven's Will Divine Pill."

"No, that's not what I mean," Geom Mugeuk explained. "I just don't think taking over my body is the real goal."

"What?"

Not just the Sword King, but everyone else listened intently to Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I've been thinking about it the whole time. Why is Ak-hyung acting like this? The first thought I had was, could it be that if you kill that man, the killer dies with him? Is some kind of cursed song playing? I made that kind of guess."

However, that wasn't it. Geom Mugeuk knew the enemies' goal wasn't to kill him, but to steal the energy in his body.

"I also considered the current situation. Could it be that the souls would switch? But I quickly discarded that guess too."

"......"

"Because of you, Ak-hyung."

"?" The Sword King tilted his head in confusion.

"If that were the case, why did they send you? That person you called Saintess knows that we parted last time without killing each other, doesn't she?"

"I told her I couldn't kill you because I had to retrieve the Secret Box," the Sword King argued.

"Do you really think the Saintess believed that?" Geom Mugeuk retorted, grinning as if he'd figured everything out. "They've staked everything on this scheme. If I were the Darkness Palace Lord, I wouldn't have chosen a course of action with even the slightest risk."

"Then what do you think their aim is?"

SWISH!

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk swung his sword at the man in the iron mask. "You tell me."

CLANG!

A single line scored from the iron mask's forehead to its chin, but surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk's sword qi only etched a line on the surface. The iron mask wasn't cut.

A voice came from beneath the iron mask. "To finally show interest in me now. I'm disappointed, Young Cult Leader."

It was a different voice from the powerful and bright one that had led the martial artists earlier. The heavy qi he exuded also didn't match how he'd dodged to avoid dying in the previous battle.

He slowly removed the iron mask, revealing a middle-aged man with an ordinary appearance so plain that any appearance would seem to suit him.

Geom Mugeuk knew who he was. The Eleventh King of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, the Iron King Gi Sahu. Shockingly, another of the Twelve Zodiac Kings was in this place.

The Iron King was a figure who fought using all sorts of tools. He mainly handled things made of iron, mixing it with other metals to create a metal as strong as Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron.

He was a genius maker of mechanisms who killed people using all kinds of hidden weapons and bizarre devices never before seen in the murim. Martial artists called him the Ruler of Iron.

With the last of the Twelve Zodiac Kings revealing himself, Geom Mugeuk would finally meet all of them.

"I thought you would've figured it out a little sooner, Young Cult Leader."

The Iron King was smiling. He wasn't nervous or flustered at all, even though his identity had been exposed.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. He should've noticed the man's presence earlier, but he hadn't known at the time. The Iron King was exceptionally skilled at concealing his qi, and he was closer to an artisan than a pure martial artist. A terrifying artisan who could easily kill masters, of course.

He had been distracted by the Sword King, Blade King and Sound King. He never imagined that four of the Twelve Zodiac Kings would be in one place.

Only a moment ago had a thought had suddenly occurred to him. If they'd truly staked everything on this, would they have just left the last living member of the Zodiac out?

"So it's you. The one who'll wrap up this mess."

The Iron King nodded and listened to the music flowing around them. "This song, isn't it pleasant to listen to?" His gaze turned to the Sword King. "The Saintess already knew you would betray her."

Geom Mugeuk said to the Sword King, "It's because you walk around barefoot. You go around looking like you're ready to leave at any moment! Who would trust you?"

The Sword King had mixed feelings. He was glad to be alive, but a much larger conspiracy was unfolding.

A new truth was revealed through the Iron King.

"This song isn't the Soul-Switching Song, but the Soul-Returning Song."

The Soul-Returning Song? That meant to return a soul.

"It's a song that was complete, yet not complete."

Starting with that cryptic remark, the Iron King's mouth revealed an astonishing fact. "The Soul-Returning Song is finally completed with the death of the performer. In other words, it's a song that can only be played to completion once. So listen well. You'll never be able to hear it again."

The music flowing around them was exciting yet dreamlike, cheerful yet eerie.

"To summon a soul, wouldn't the sacrifice of the living be necessary? The performer's sacrifice is needed, and the one who kills the performer must also be someone sacrificing themselves for another. It's by offering that desperate heart that a soul from the other world is summoned."

"!"

It meant the song was completed by combining two things: the Sound King's death and the Sword King's sacrifice.

"The higher the quality of the ones being sacrificed, and the purer their hearts, the more souls can be summoned."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King with worried eyes. This was a man whose quality was far too high. "Who on earth are you trying to summon?"

The music reached its climax and stopped for a moment.

"......"

Hearing a sound from behind, Geom Mugeuk slowly turned around. He looked at a puppet standing far in the distance. A metallic sound rang out as the puppet moved.

SWOOSH!

The puppet slowly turned its head to look this way. It was the Brawling King.

Its eyes seemed to flash once before changing to look like real, living eyes. Upon spotting Geom Mugeuk, it began to radiate killing intent.

"Young Cult Leader!"

From that blazing gaze, Geom Mugeuk could instinctively tell. The real Brawling King's soul had entered that puppet.

"It seems Ak-hyung liked me a little too much."

The Brawling King wasn't the only one that began to move.

DRIP, DRIP...

The blood that had been floating in the air fell, and red energy began to flow from the Blood King's two eyes.

SLITHER...

The wooden stems flowing from the Wood King's body began to squirm, and ghostly sounds started to come from the gate the Illusion King had opened in the air.

A crack of bones came from the Fist King's clenched fist.

The door of the carriage the Queen of Darkness was in opened slightly, a dark gaze glittering from within.

The Death King, who'd been floating in the air, landed lightly on the ground.

The sun and moon on the Blade King's black dao and red dao, which had been set up last, began to shine again.

Amidst the grand and cheerful music that resounded once more, all the puppets of the Twelve Zodiac King turned their heads toward Geom Mugeuk.


Chapter 759: Why Are My Wings Spreading Over There?

Nine of the Twelve Zodiac Kings, along with the Illusion King's twin Hwan Yeo, were revived. Ten dolls, crafted with such vivid detail that it made it seem as if they truly returned from the dead.

However, their minds weren't perfectly restored. Memories and instincts from their final battles returned first, leaving them bewildered. Then they saw Geom Mugeuk, and their hatred exploded... but another, conflicting emotion surfaced.

Fear.

Memories of their final moments washed over them like a wave of terror. Even if Geom Mugeuk hadn't killed them directly, he'd been present at every one of their deaths.

As fear spread among them like a plague, the echoing music softened to a low hum.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM BOOM!

A drumbeat joined the performance. The music shifted, as if a living person watched the spectacle, and it held power. Like battlefield drums, it drove away the fear the Twelve Zodiac Kings felt.

Their inherent auras began to flow. Red energy poured from the Blood King's eyes, the same energy he had possessed in life. The Queen of Darkness was no different. A sinister black aura surrounded her carriage, and the Illusion King's aura was bizarre. Their auras were even more powerful than before.

BOOM BOOM BOOM!

The lively music boosted their morale.

The Brawling King shouted through the drumming, "Geom Mugeuk!"

The reason for his animosity was simple. He had died twice because of Geom Mugeuk.

The first time, he escaped a crisis fighting the Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang, only to be brought to the brink of death by the Poison King's venom. He treated the venom with difficulty and returned with the Queen of Darkness, only for Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to kill him again.

"If I die this time, it'll be the third!"

The Brawling King couldn't hold back his rage and shot forward.

WHOOSH!

He flew in and threw a punch. He displayed the same martial arts as when he was alive, his strike properly infused with inner arts.

Unfortunately, Geom Mugeuk had ascended to another level since their last fight. He was faster and more powerful.

SWISH! SWISH! THUD!

He dodged the Brawling King's rapid fists and landed a punch squarely in the doll's chest.

"......" The Brawling King slid backward but was unharmed despite the direct hit.

Geom Mugeuk scowled. Though it looked human, the doll's bones were made of metal, and it wasn't simple iron. He glanced at the Iron King. "Why are these dolls so tough? You were the one who made them, right?"

"Dolls? Do those look like mere dolls to you? They're my masterpieces."

The Iron King had a right to be proud. The Soul-Returning Song was incredible, but he had created vessels that could contain the spirits perfectly, with no side effects or disharmony.

The ten Zodiac Kings walked forward in unison, their auras filled with terrifying killing intent.

SWAAAAAAAA!

The pressure was immense. Tae Su stumbled backward and fell. Ji Han tried to endure but retreated to the back wall. The pressure was intense even with the two Demon Supremes raising their qi to block it.

Amidst the dreadful, swirling aura, an Evil Alliance martial artist named Pung had a thought. Later, if I survive and return to the Evil Alliance, will the Evil Alliance Chairman really believe my report? A report that dead masters have come back to life. Judging by the situation, they seem to be on the same level as the master who used a scythe and died earlier. Ten such masters have been revived.

And they weren't the only danger.

KLANG, KLANG, KLANG, KLANG!

The walls and ceiling opened, revealing hundreds of holes. These were mechanisms for powerful hidden weapons, packed so densely that there'd be no escape if they all launched at once. Since the Iron King created them, their power would be beyond description.

The Iron King opened his chest, revealing a metal lump attached to his heart. "The moment my heart stops, all the mechanisms will activate. Then no one will be able to survive in this space. Perhaps you, Young Cult Leader, who has learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, might survive, but the rest will all die."

He didn't underestimate Geom Mugeuk's skill. His words were a clear warning against using the Nine Calamities Demonic Art recklessly.

Geom Mugeuk walked over and peered into one of the holes. He fearlessly stared into the opening, from which something seemed ready to burst out. "It's too dark, I can't see anything."

The Iron King matched Geom Mugeuk's composure, acting nonchalantly. He fearlessly approached Geom Mugeuk, as if daring him to attack and prove his threat wasn't empty. "They're filled with things that enhanced qi can't block. Care to test them out?"

He showed no fear, even standing close enough for Geom Mugeuk to slice his neck with a single swing.

He glanced at Ji Han and Tae Su. "You said you'd protect them, didn't you?"

"Of course, I have to protect them," Geom Mugeuk declared confidently.

The Iron King smiled, certain that even Geom Mugeuk couldn't handle this situation while protecting the bystanders. "To not abandon such weaklings. This is a hell of your own making."

Geom Mugeuk replied calmly, "The hell you're thinking of and the hell I'm thinking of are different."

He turned his head, his eyes meeting Ji Han and Tae Su's.

"We're sorry," Ji Han said. "You're in a dilemma because of us."

He was furious at his own weakness. He couldn't help Geom Mugeuk fight, but he shouldn't be a liability. The thought of being a burden hurt his pride and made him feel apologetic. They were part of this hell.

Geom Mugeuk leaned his back against the terrifying mechanisms and said something unexpected. "If I were to look back and you weren't there, then this place would truly be hell."

Ji Han looked at him, confused.

Geom Mugeuk gazed up at the sealed ceiling, also filled with countless holes, with deep eyes, as if seeing the sky beyond. "The sky outside must be clear and bright right now, but here, underground, I have to kill those I've already killed once. If you weren't here, this would be my hell."

Perhaps the gently flowing melody prevented an attack. The Twelve Zodiac Kings didn't charge, even with Geom Mugeuk's back turned. The music was clearly communicating with them.

Geom Mugeuk continued speaking to Ji Han. "Fighting only for yourself, fighting alone. If a person keeps walking down that path, they'll eventually become a sword of slaughter, devoured by loneliness."

"......" Those words struck a chord with the Sword King, who had spent most of his life fighting alone.

"Don't be moved because I'm protecting you. I'm going this for my own sake. It's hard to fight for myself, and easier to fight for you. It's the same when I train. So don't be moved by this selfishness, and don't feel sorry."

Ji Han knew he'd never forget Geom Mugeuk's appearance at this moment, as he leaned against mechanisms that enhanced qi couldn't block, with the terrifying Twelve Zodiac Kings behind him. "I still don't understand why you're being so good to me," he muttered.

"Aren't you also a sword who's fought alone for a long time?"

"!" Ji Han remembered being entrusted to his master only because of his keen sense of smell. Geom Mugeuk was right. He had always been alone, swinging his sword only for himself.

What more needs to be said? I have been shown the path I must take from now on.

Ji Han bowed respectfully. "You smell great right now, Young Cult Leader."

"Of course. How could you ever say that your liege is stinky?"

Geom Mugeuk turned away.

"I'm sorry," the Sword King apologized, his eyes cold and sunken. "This whole affair happened because of me."

Geom Mugeuk could feel his anger, and rightfully so. The Sword King had been thoroughly used. The Darkness Palace Lord knew exactly how he would act, and the thought of being played made him unable to contain his anger.

"Don't apologize. You should be grateful that this happened instead," he remarked.

"Why?"

"Thanks to your predictable actions, I confirmed just how much Ak-hyung cares for me." Geom Mugeuk bowed formally. "Thank you for saving me from the Sound King."

"But I didn't save you, did I?"

"What are you talking about? You already did."

Geom Mugeuk. What Ak Gunhak had done was as good as saving his life. The moment the Sword King killed the Sound King, he had basically shown that he was willing to sacrifice his own life for his friend.

"When I meet that woman who likes Ak-hyung, I'll be sure to tell her today's story. I'll tell her how cool the man she fell in love with is."

The Sword King knew the words were meant to comfort him, but they still felt good to hear.

"Aren't you one busy man? Even now, you're consoling your subordinate and me," he said.

Geom Mugeuk turned toward the Twelve Zodiac Kings. "Well, there's one more person to console. No, one more spirit." His gaze fell on the Wood King. "To you, our farewell was just a moment ago, but for me, it's been a long time."

In their previous fight, Geom Mugeuk had tried to avoid killing the Wood King. The man had dreamed of revenge, mistakenly believing the Murim Alliance Chairman had annihilated his clan. Although he had many sins, Geom Mugeuk wanted to convey one thing.

"I confirmed that the Murim Alliance Chairman didn't commit that act."

Geom Mugeuk had learned during his fight with Hwa Yulcheong that the ones behind them were involved in the Wood Heaven Clan's destruction.

The Wood King's eyes wavered. He remembered how Geom Mugeuk had desperately tried to save him just before his death. He could feel that the young man wasn't lying, then or now.

"The one who orchestrated it will die by my hand, so please, let go of your resentment and misunderstanding," Geom Mugeuk reassured.

"......" The Wood King said nothing, but Geom Mugeuk felt his gaze become peaceful.

Slowly, he closed his eyes. His spirit was trying to leave this place of its own will.

Just then, the music grew louder. The notes tore and rose like a ghostly wail, trying to stop the spirit from leaving.

"Stop!" Geom Mugeuk warned in a low voice.

His words, laced with demonic qi, echoed, and the music paused for a moment before growing even louder.

"I SAID, STOP!"

Geom Mugeuk's demonic qi surged toward the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

WHOOOOSH!

A violent gale of demonic qi made their bodies flutter fiercely. When the energy subsided, the Wood King's spirit was gone, as if it had ridden the wind far away. His doll no longer moved, his eyes closed and a smile on his face.

"In your next life, I hope you live a life of neither killing nor being killed."

The listening Blood Heaven Blade Demon could tell Geom Mugeuk spoke with sincerity. He thought that was perhaps the life this Young Cult Leader himself wished for. A life of laughing, talking, and joking.

How ironic. The strongest person here the one who hates fighting the most.

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward and glared at the Iron King with a cold, stern gaze. "You've all concocted schemes and conspiracies, but you never should've brought back the dead. If you couldn't win, you should've given up and stayed in your graves. Living in despair, living as a nightmare."

The music sounded bizarre, as if listening to Geom Mugeuk's response.

The Sword King walked up from behind. "These guys won't understand even if you spend a hundred days trying to persuade them. I know that well."

He tore a strip from his clothes and tied back his disheveled hair, then took the shoes from his waist and put them on. After that, he stepped forward alone, facing the figures lined up before him.

Before meeting Geom Mugeuk, he had been one of them. He had even occupied the highest rank among them, or so the Darkness Palace Lord had treated him.

"You've had a lot of complaints about me, haven't you?" he chuckled.

The Blade King's eyes, in particular, held a cold killing intent.

Another cold voice rang out from behind.

"You. I said I'd kill you again if we met, didn't I?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked out and stood beside the Sword Kings. He hadn't stepped forward because of the Blade King. Though initially displeased with the Sword King, he was now grateful for his willingness to sacrifice himself for Geom Mugeuk. He couldn't let him fight alone.

"As expected of a swordsman, you've got spirit." The Flower Sword Supreme also stepped forward, though she did so out of respect for the Sword King as a fellow swordsman. She glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Orabeoni, if you keep doing that, you'll make a mistake in front of the Cult Leader someday."

"Don't even joke about that."

The Sword King looked at the two people beside him and bowed his head slightly. He hadn't expected them to step up for him. The three of them drew their swords and blades at the same time.

Behind them, Geom Mugeuk complained, "Hey, why are my wings spreading over there?"

Exasperated expressions flickered across the three's faces. Geom Mugeuk was trying to make them laugh even now.

"Why are you three acting all tragic and cool by yourselves? Why are you acting all close without me? I'm going to fight too! Ak-hyung, move aside. That's my spot."

Of course, no one looked back or replied.

The Iron King watched, insulted by Geom Mugeuk's composure. "Young Cult Leader, your arrogance will lead everyone to their deaths."

Geom Mugeuk stared back at the Iron King, all playfulness gone from his face. "We had a disagreement about hell, didn't we? Well, I think I've seen enough of your hell... so now, I'll show you mine."

His eyes were so cold it was hard to believe he had just made a joke.

TAK!


Chapter 760: Your Hell is Wherever I Am

The Iron King's eyes flew open. An endlessly sprawling field stretched before him. Genuine surprise and bewilderment washed over his face.

He and the Twelve Zodiac Kings stood in a completely different space. There had been no sign, not even the feeling of being moved or entering somewhere new, yet the scent of grass carried on the wind felt real.

What the fuck? Nothing in the intel I received even suggested that the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could use illusion arts!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Sword King stood nearby, equally surprised.

"I thought you three should know I can open a space like this, so I brought you here together," Geom Mugeuk explained.

The Flower Sword Supreme examined the ground. The grass felt real. The stones were solid. Even the soil was genuine.

This isn't a simple illusion. It's all real.

The Young Cult Leader's surprises weren't over yet.

"Is this the hell you spoke of?" the Iron King asked with a puzzled look.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the clear sky. He'd wanted to see the sky when he was talking to Ji Han earlier. "Yes, this is my hell."

"It's too beautiful to be called hell."

"Then were you perhaps expecting a hell like this?"

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers. The place changed instantly. The green space turned red, transforming into a scene that could truly be called hell. A river of blood flowed through the landscape while flames erupted like volcanoes in various places. The sounds of suffering souls mixed with the shrieks of demons. The wind carried the agony of burnt souls, making it suffocating just to breathe.

A hellhound breathing fire from its mouth rushed toward Geom Mugeuk. It charged as if to pounce, but screeched to a halt right before him and wagged its tail.

Geom Mugeuk stroked the hellhound's head, and it breathed fire.

FWOOSH!

The Sword King and the two Demon Supremes stared at the scene with astonishment. This hell, and the dog guarding it, were both incredibly vivid.

"A hell like this is also hell."

SNAP!

The place changed back to the original field.

"This place is also hell."

The location didn't matter at all.

"Your hell is wherever I am."

SHWAAAAA...

Geom Mugeuk's cold demonic qi, laden with clear killing intent, washed over them once again.

The Iron King's expression hardened. By being dragged here, he'd lost the hostages, his most powerful card.

With a gentle face that contrasted his demonic qi, Geom Mugeuk looked back at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "They say looking at this kind of green color is good for your eye health."

"Are you treating me like an old man again?"

"No, it's because you read so many books."

Geom Mugeuk had two reasons for bringing them here with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

First, he needed to neutralize the Iron King's traps. The Iron King could operate his traps freely, but he had to be in the same space at the very least. Furthermore, the device on his chest, which would activate upon his death, also had to be in the same space. By bringing the man to a different world, even if it was created from the same location, his traps were now completely neutralized.

Second, he had to come here to use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art freely. If he'd used the art back in the cave, it could have collapsed and buried them all.

Music began to play. Just as the souls of the Twelve Zodiac Kings inhabited those bodies, the soul of the Sound King inhabited the unending melody.

Geom Mugeuk looked in the direction of the music. "It seems you want to become the eternal musician."

The music turned irritable in response.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stepped forward. "You did well bringing us here. Now I can fight to my heart's content."

Seeing his excitement, Geom Mugeuk wore an apologetic expression. "No, you can't do that."

"What?"

"I'm going to fight alone."

"Then why did you bring us here?"

"To watch me fight, obviously. I get more excited when there's an audience. Where's the fun in fighting alone?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's jaw dropped in disbelief.

The person more disappointed than the two Demon Supremes was, by far, the Sword King. "This fight is my fight!" he objected.

"No! It's my fight!" Geom Mugeuk said to him.

This was a change that had begun with his regression. The fact that they were fighting these people here was entirely because of him.

"This is a worthless endeavor for you three. Please use your precious blades and swords on opponents with hot blood flowing through them. Leave these ones to me."

"My sword isn't so precious..." the Sword King muttered.

Recalling a past event, Geom Mugeuk said firmly, "It's not up to the swordsman to decide what kind of sword they wield, but for others to judge. Ak-hyung's sword is a precious one. It has been ever since you showed the stars to those people living underground and sent them off safely."

Since Geom Mugeuk had gone this far, the Sword King could no longer insist. With an awkward expression, he moved to take off his shoes, grumbling, "You know, I feel like I've done nothing but act as a spectator all day."

"Don't take them off. If they wear out, I'll buy you better ones."

The Sword King insisted on taking off his shoes and tied them to his waist. "I don't want to. I like these shoes. Now then, shall we see how much my friend's skills have improved?"

The Sword King, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Flower Sword Supreme stepped back. After all, the Sword King had been the first to step forward, and they'd only come to help him.

Even without fighting directly, just watching Geom Mugeuk fight would surely benefit them. Perhaps that was why he'd brought them here.

SHIIING!

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword and walked forward slowly. The Iron King still stood off to the side.

It was a nine-versus-one fight. Normally, it would have been an absurd matchup. Although they didn't possess complete rationality, they were armed with even stronger martial arts and a thirst for revenge. These nine members of the Twelve Zodiac Kings were a force capable of conquering the murim right now.

Geom Mugeuk was trying to face them alone. For him too, this was a once-in-a-lifetime battle.

The Iron King shouted to the Twelve Zodiac Kings, "Now, it's time for revenge!"

Geom Mugeuk readily accepted that encouragement and excitement. He shouted at the air, "Hey, Sound King! I want lively music! At maximum volume!"

As soon as he finished speaking, he lunged toward the Twelve Zodiac Kings, nine masters whose skills had reached the pinnacle.

The Twelve Zodiac Kings scattered left and right with the Brawling King at the center to meet Geom Mugeuk.

WHOOOSH!

The Brawling King's fist, powerful enough to shatter steel, flew in.

Geom Mugeuk dodged the fist. The Blade King's red dao grazed past his face.

Ten red threads shot from the Blood King's fingers toward Geom Mugeuk. He dodged the blood threads, and they hit the Fist King attacking from behind. However, the Fist King merely frowned once and continued to charge at Geom Mugeuk.

Amidst the exchange of fists and swords, the Death King's hidden weapons cut through the air.

Geom Mugeuk didn't counterattack, only dodging as if he intended to evade the combined assault of all nine.

The world quickly became a whirlwind of sword glints, enhanced qi, and killing intent of all different properties. The swirling enhanced qi became a dragon and ascended while sword qi formed a net to cover the opponent. However, the dragon couldn't bite the cintamani,[^1] and the net couldn't catch the fish.

The Illusion King and Hwan Yeo used their illusion techniques to open a gate. Demons burst out from it.

The Brawling King led the charge while the blood spewed by the Blood King scattered toward Geom Mugeuk.

The Fist King's fist flew in and the Death King launched a surprise attack.

In that moment, the Flower Sword Supreme could feel it. The scene was coincidentally similar to the previous setup where puppets jointly attacked Geom Mugeuk earlier. It was as if the scene was foretelling the future.

Geom Mugeuk revealed the outcome of that prediction. He escaped the combined assault by pushing the Four Strides of the Wind God to its limit.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The attacks struck empty space.

Watching the scene, the Sword King unconsciously took a step forward. He knew Geom Mugeuk had gotten stronger, but...

He's gotten really strong!

He was incomparably stronger than when they'd last parted. The more of a master one becomes, the slower their growth, yet Geom Mugeuk was once again showing remarkable improvement.

The Sword King wanted to draw his sword and leap into the fight right away. Just watching Geom Mugeuk dodge made his heart pound like crazy.

This battle, which had reached the extreme of skill, was a battle of points and a battle of lines. If a point was struck, it meant death. If a line was drawn, it also meant death. Those individual points gathered to become a line, and the line scattered to become points again.

Attacks that should have killed him several times over rained down on Geom Mugeuk, but he didn't die. Rather, his movements were beautiful, like a sword dance performed to the music.

He was fighting not only the Twelve Zodiac Kings, but also the soul of the Sound King.

A single hypothetical question bloomed in the Sword King, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Flower Sword Supreme's minds: What if it were me? How would I have dodged, and how would I have attacked?

The enlightenment that came from that comparison was as great as the learning from fighting directly. After all, this was Geom Mugeuk's fight.

At least one thing was certain. None of them could fight like this.

CHWAAK! CHWAAAAAK...

Red threads appeared around Geom Mugeuk, surrounding him like a spider's web as the Blood King unleashed his hidden trump card, the Clone Blood Net.

PAPAPAPAK!

Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword instantly tore through the blood net and emerged unscathed.

Seeing that his opponent was much stronger compared to when they'd fought before, an even denser blood qi surged from the Blood King's body.

The music grew louder, drawing out the power of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

SHWAAAAAEK!

A massive wave of enhanced qi launched by the Brawling King flew toward Geom Mugeuk. The Revolving Wind Cloud Fist, augmented by the power of the Queen of Darkness, struck Geom Mugeuk, who had just torn through the blood net.

KWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The ground and grass where Geom Mugeuk had been were all swept away, creating a long, straight trench.

It was truly an incredible amount of power.

When the dust settled, Geom Mugeuk stood at the very front of the trench with his arms crossed. Amazingly, he hadn't been pushed back a single step.

Geom Mugeuk had blocked the attack with three martial arts. The Big Dipper Body, which he had obtained from the Yellow Dragon Academy's underground chamber, the Vajra Asura from the Thunder Arhat Fist, and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Geom Mugeuk strode toward the Brawling King confidently, if he'd deliberately taken the blow in order to test his defensive arts. "Your teamwork isn't what it used to be. Did you two have a fight?" he taunted.

The Brawling King's face twisted viciously. He had launched a combined attack with the Queen of Darkness that was clearly more powerful than in their last fight, yet Geom Mugeuk easily blocked it with his bare body.

HWAAAK!

Suddenly, the Dark Black Veil, unfurled by the enraged Queen of Darkness, enveloped Geom Mugeuk like a cloth.

PUUUUK!

However, incomparably faster than when Geom Mugeuk had been caught before, the Black Demon Sword shot out and shredded the Dark Black Veil.

"You said it back then, didn't you? That as long as you're in the darkness, I can never win. Let's see if that's still true."

HWIK!

The surroundings instantly darkened, and a single streak of light was drawn as he performed the Fourth Stance of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Darkness Flash.

The Queen of Darkness said leisurely, "Young Cult Leader, didn't I tell you? Dark-type demonic arts will never work on me..."

THUD!

Before she could finish speaking, her neck was severed, and her head rolled to the ground.

Now that Geom Mugeuk had reached complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, his Darkness Flash effortlessly cut off the Queen of Darkness's neck.

However, even though she was beheaded, her soul didn't perish. Her head, wearing an expression of disbelief and shock, hurled curses at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. Just beheading them isn't enough to send off their souls, huh?

Seeing the Queen of Darkness's severed neck, the Twelve Zodiac Kings simultaneously unleashed their enhanced qi.

KWANG! KWANG! KWAAANG! KWAANG!

The watching Sword King's heart sank. The concentrated attacks were so powerful that the thought 'should I help him?' crossed his mind.

When the dust settled, Geom Mugeuk's figure reappeared, this time with a pure white wall of enhanced qi surrounding him.

This was the Third Stance of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

Geom Mugeuk could now make the Impenetrable Demonic Wall small enough to protect only himself.

Still, when he blocked this last attack, the music became ear-splittingly loud. The melody screamed, as if it were asking why they couldn't win even after being empowered so much.

An even more intense energy radiated from the eyes of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. They were about to launch an attack that surpassed their limits.

Geom Mugeuk observed them calmly. "I want to fight more, but I can't waste any more inner qi. This was enough to confirm how much stronger I've gotten."

Huh? The two Demon Supremes, who knew how profound Geom Mugeuk's inner arts were, exchanged glances. Since when did the Impenetrable Demonic Wall require that much inner qi?

Unfortunately, they misunderstood his words.

Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Twelve Zodiac Kings. "At least for today, you guys aren't at fault. You were merely dragged to a place you shouldn't be. Now, return to where you came from, and never come to this world again."

Glancing back, he then something incomprehensible to the three people behind him. "Please stand right behind me. I can't control this technique as precisely as my father yet, but I at least have the skill to release it only forward. I also have a feeling I can unleash it without destroying this place. Also... if I fail to control the power, I'll leave the rest to you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes widened in surprise. "Wait, what are you trying to do?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, then thrust the Black Demon Sword forward.

He unleashed Sixth Stance of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

Light erupted from the Black Demon Sword and turned the entire world white. The sun had gone supernova, yet the world remained silent.

Within that light, the Twelve Zodiac Kings' final moments could be seen.

The Fist King's arms, crossed to block the incoming light, were disappearing. Along with his arms, his body also perished in the light.

The sun engraved on the black dao that the Blade King had thrust out was vanishing as it met the real sun.

The Death King threw his body to hide, but there was nowhere to conceal himself.

The severed head and torso of the Queen of Darkness, as well as the darkness that still lingered around her, melted away in the light.

The Illusion King and Hwan Yeo vanished like they were always an illusion.

The Brawling King's vengeance and the Blood King's blood melted away.

The device on the Iron King's chest that had threatened everyone's lives also dissolved without a trace.

Now, nothing remained in that place. Not a single blade of grass, nor a single stone. Not even a single soul fragment or piece of iron that had become the bones of the Twelve Zodiac Kings remained.

The echoing music had also stopped, proving the soul of the Sound King had been completely annihilated.

The final technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. In this moment when the Heavenly Demon destroyed the world, nothing could survive.

Now, all of the Twelve Zodiac Kings (except the Sword King and the Flower Queen who had switched sides) were annihilated.

Faced with this overwhelming martial prowess, the three people behind him were unable to speak. The two Demon Supremes had even forgotten to pay their respects to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the empty space, overwhelmed with emotion.

I did it!

He'd succeeded in unleashing the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World without dismantling the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

The three people at the back stared at Geom Mugeuk with eyes full of admiration and respect both for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and for the martial artist.

"Okay! Since they have returned to their own world..." Geom Mugeuk gathered his last remaining handful of inner qi. "Let's return to our world as well!"

SNAP!

---

Translator's Note: Phew, no cliffhanger! I manually edited this chapter to spruce it up a bit too. Again, don't ask for more chapters, we are caught up with the author and at worst 24h behind.

[^1]: Cintamani: A wish-fulfilling jewel resembling a pearl described in Hindu and Mahayana Buddhist traditions.


Chapter 761: Youngest, Where Are You?

"It seems the formations have been activated!" Ji Han shouted.

In an instant, Geom Mugeuk, the two Demon Supremes, and the master Geom Mugeuk had called Ak-hyung vanished before their eyes.

Fortunately, the enemies they faced also vanished. If only Geom Mugeuk's group had disappeared, it would have been the worst-case scenario.

Their disappearance was not surprising. In a battle where even dead souls were summoned, vanishing into a formation seemed almost normal. Everyone assumed someone had deployed one.

Ji Han turned to Tae Su. "If we're going to get out of this room, now's our chance."

If the masked man reappeared instead of Geom Mugeuk's group, everyone here would die.

"What about you?" Tae Su asked.

"I will wait here for the Young Cult Leader," Ji Han answered.

This was not a decision from obligation. He was resolved to share life and death with the Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk's words echoed in his mind. "You too are a sword that has fought alone for a long time, aren't you?"

No one else had ever said such words to him in his entire life.

Tae Su felt a sting of resentment at Ji Han's well-meaning suggestion. "I'll wait too."

Why is he telling me to leave when he's not going himself? What does he take me for!

He could not say these words aloud because he felt intimidated.

Until now, Tae Su had always considered himself the protagonist because he had the treasure map. He believed he had an important role, even if he was not the main character.

However, he was wrong. The young man carrying the luggage was the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader, and the old man and woman with him were Demon Supremes. The martial artist named Pung was sent by the Evil Alliance Chairman. The other man was the Patriarch of the clan that managed the tombs of past Evil Alliance Chairmen.

Only Ji Han seemed approachable, but he had already earned Geom Mugeuk's trust.

Tae Su knew a higher status meant more danger in this situation, but he still felt an inexplicable sense of alienation.

He suddenly recalled Geom Mugeuk's words.


"You have tremendous pride."



Tae Su now understood why he had said such hurtful things to his father. He wanted to live in the spotlight, to be the protagonist. He wanted a life where no one would tell him to run away at the first chance. That was a life he could never have as a thief.

Ji Han was not the only one suggesting escape.

Pung, the Evil Alliance martial artist, urged Dan Sojin, the head of the Hundred Graves Clan. "Patriarch, you should leave now."

Pung had to protect the Patriarch of the clan that managed the tombs of past Evil Alliance Chairmen.

Still, Dan Sojin did not move. "I'm fine."

He knew he could not avoid this situation just by running. If Geom Mugeuk did not emerge from the formations, he would die eventually, even if he escaped now.

The die had been cast. He could only hope that his gamble, made at the cost of exposing himself, would pay off.


An unknown amount of time passed, and the agonizing wait finally came to an end. Just as suddenly as the people had vanished, they reappeared.

"Ah!" Ji Han cried out.

Geom Mugeuk, the Sword King, and the two Demon Supremes had returned safely, completely unharmed. A wave of relief washed over everyone.

"You've returned?" Ji Han greeted Geom Mugeuk, overjoyed.

Tae Su, Pung, and Dan Sojin were also greatly pleased.

Dan Sojin was the most relieved of all. Not just his life, but the fate of his entire clan had been at stake.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said to Geom Mugeuk, "First, recover your inner qi."

"Yes, Elder."

Geom Mugeuk sat cross-legged and began to circulate his qi. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Sword King surrounded him, standing guard.

The scene truly solidified Geom Mugeuk's status as the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The three guardians recalled the battle inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. They could never forget that fight.

They remembered Geom Mugeuk evading the attacks of all Twelve Zodiac Kings. If Tae Su or Ji Han had seen it, they might have thought the opponents were weak because of how easily Geom Mugeuk dodged.

However, the three of them knew the truth. They knew how difficult it was to evade even one of those moves, yet Geom Mugeuk had faced all those threatening attacks at once.

And then there was that one, unforgettable move. The final attack that annihilated everything was a scene they would remember until the day they died.

Geom Mugeuk finished circulating his qi and opened his eyes. Seeing the three guardians, he joked loudly, "If there's anyone in the murim who's been guarded by more incredible people than this, tell them to step forward!"

He stood up to continue chatting.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon started walking off. "First, let's get out of this unpleasant place."

The Iron King was dead, but the surrounding traps were still active. There was no reason to stay.

The group left the room and then the tomb itself. They swam through the entrance passage and emerged into a large, lake-like pond.

The fresh air felt refreshing after the stuffy underground.

"Now I feel like I can finally live!" Geom Mugeuk shouted cheerfully.

It was not just a feeling. They had all truly survived.

Everyone's gaze focused on him. Seeing their relieved faces, Geom Mugeuk finally felt the battle was over.

He looked up at the sky. The Sword King, the two Demon Supremes, and the other four followed his gaze.

After a long moment, Geom Mugeuk turned to Tae Su. "Are you okay?"

Tae Su had been feeling like the most useless person there. His heart swelled with emotion when Geom Mugeuk checked on him first. "Yes, I'm okay," he replied.

"I have an idea of what you want to say to me," Geom Mugeuk said. "Do you still feel the same way?"

Tae Su had considered living as Geom Mugeuk's subordinate, but he answered honestly, "I'm not sure."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Go meet your father, think it over carefully, and then decide slowly."

Before his regression, he had formed a connection with Tae Su's father, Tae Gon, and owed him a debt. That was why he wanted to give Tae Su a chance.

"You can come after a year, or you can come after ten years."

"Is that really okay?" Tae Su asked, his voice trembling.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "But you need to know this. I can accept you into our Cult because of my connection with you, but once you join, you'll have to live your own life, separate from me. It might be difficult to even see my face. It's the same for Ji Han. I'm just the catalyst. You're the one who has to live the changed life. Don't forget, if you don't change, nothing will be different, even if your environment does."

"......" Tae Su stared silently at Geom Mugeuk.

"Come find me when you're ready to take responsibility for your own life."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader. First, though, I must see my father."

Tae Su thought he should first apologize for the hurtful things he had said to his father. He bowed politely to Geom Mugeuk and the others, then left.

It was impossible to know if he would join the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult or simply cherish this day as a memory.

Geom Mugeuk thought it would be fine either way. It would be good to have at least one thief who stole from the wicked to help the poor.

He approached Dan Sojin and Pung of the Evil Alliance. "Martial Artist Pung, you should return directly to the Alliance and report what happened."

Pung's mission was to report this incident, so all that remained was for him to do so.

"And please have the Evil Alliance take care of the traps in the Grave of Swords."

Though it was not a real tomb, it was known as the resting place of the unorthodox's strongest swordsman, Ju Gasin. Geom Mugeuk felt it was right for them to handle it.

"Yes, we will take care of it." Pung started to walk away, but he turned back to Geom Mugeuk. "Thank you. If you hadn't been here, Young Cult Leader, I wouldn't have returned alive."

He had not played an active role, but witnessing everything was his contribution.

"If I hadn't been here, they wouldn't have been here either," Geom Mugeuk replied. "So, I should be the one apologizing. I'm glad you're safe, martial Artist Pung."

Pung stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, then gave a polite clasped-hands greeting and disappeared.

Only Dan Sojin remained.

"Thank you for saving my life," Dan Sojin said, treating Geom Mugeuk with the utmost respect.

It was not just because Geom Mugeuk had saved his life. The way he treated Ji Han and Tae Su showed what kind of person he was. He was a man worthy of respect.

"I know they're trying to find something in the tomb," he added. "By any chance, Young Cult Leader, do you know what it is?"

"I do," Geom Mugeuk replied, but could not tell him the whole truth. "It's something that's useless to anyone else but them and me."

Judging by the enemies they had faced, Dan Sojin guessed the item was incredibly important.

If he could, he would have taken Geom Mugeuk to find it himself. Geom Mugeuk had saved not only his life but his entire clan.

"Do you remember promising me one favor if I helped you, Patriarch Dan?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I said I would grant it if I could fulfill it."

Dan Sojin anticipated the request. It had to be about entering the tomb. What else could the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult possibly ask of him?

However, that was the judgment of someone who did not yet know Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's request was completely unexpected. "When the Evil Alliance Chairman passes away, please take good care of him."

"!" Dan Sojin was inwardly stunned. "Was that the favor you really intended to ask, Young Cult Leader?"

"It is. Please take extra special care of him."

The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was worried about the Evil Alliance Chairman's afterlife?

"Didn't you want to enter the tombs of the past Evil Alliance Chairmen?" Dan Sojin asked.

"Of course I want to enter."

"Then why don't you ask for that?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled. He had already read Dan Sojin's resolve. "You have no intention of revealing the tomb's location, even if it costs you your life, do you?"

Dan Sojin had intended exactly that. He would have granted any other request but refused only that one. "That's correct. It's a matter of long-standing family law, so I can't decide on my own."

"I thought so," Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I couldn't possibly waste this precious favor on someone like that, could I?"

No matter how important the orb was, he could not pressure Dan Sojin for the location.

"Instead, I'll look for the tomb's location my own way. It's a very important item to me, and finding it will also be for the sake of your Hundred Graves Clan. If I don't take it, those bastards will keep targeting it."

He had obtained the previous five orbs through fate, not by greed or force.

"If it's fated to be mine, I will obtain it."

Dan Sojin found himself hoping Geom Mugeuk would discover the tomb.

Still, not even you will find it easily, Young Cult Leader.

Even if Geom Mugeuk found it, the tomb was not a place one could easily enter.

Unaware of this sentiment, Geom Mugeuk chuckled casually, "Oh, and please take good care of my friend Sain later. Sain will probably be the next Chairman, right? When you meet him, please tell him I asked."

Dan Sojin could tell the request was sincere. The Young Cult Leader was not the person he had imagined. Perhaps the die he had cast had unexpected numbers on it.

"Seeing you, Young Cult Leader, I feel you are like the wind. I hope you continue to live a wonderful life, entrusting yourself to it." Dan Sojin bowed his head politely in farewell and departed.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Sword King and the Demon Supremes. His eyes met the Sword King's, and he said first, "Don't even dream of running away, Ak-hyung. This time, you must come with me to our Cult, where a woman is waiting desperately for you!"

"......" The Sword King hesitated to answer.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon interjected. "Let's go together."

The Sword King looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who said nothing more. After a moment, he readily agreed. "Yes, I will."

Geom Mugeuk naturally complained. "What? You didn't even answer when I asked you to come!"

"It's different with you."

"No way, you can't come anymore! Bare feet, ponytails, and sword-wielding riffraff are all forbidden from entering the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

A thought suddenly occurred to Geom Mugeuk. The Sword King had clearly earned major points with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for his willingness to sacrifice himself. The free-spirited Sword King and the book-loving Blood Heaven Blade Demon might get along surprisingly well.

"Sword Supreme," he said, turning to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"What is it?"

"How about we lay your maternal uncle to rest here on Mount Tianmu?" Geom Mugeuk suggested. The remains were still inside his leather backpack.

The Flower Sword Supreme did not deliberate for long. Her uncle had wandered the jianghu his entire life. She thought it was fitting to lay him to rest on Mount Tianmu, the site of his final adventure. "Let's do that. That's a good idea."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon remarked to Geom Mugeuk, "You never seem to forget anything."

He himself had forgotten they had recovered the body from the Grave of Swords.

"A time will come when I too will forget and miss things," Geom Mugeuk said, looking at Ji Han. "When that happens, you'll have to look after me."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind," Ji Han answered energetically, though he worried internally. I'm older than the Young Cult Leader, so won't I be even more scatterbrained by then?

He decided he would have to live younger and with a sharper mind for Geom Mugeuk's sake.

They buried the body on a pleasant hill on Mount Tianmu and made a grave.

"Please go down first," Geom Mugeuk said. "I'll look around here for a bit before I come down."

The Sword King asked, "Do you think the tomb of the Evil Alliance Chairman is here?"

"Yes, I believe it's somewhere on this mountain. I might need a few days to find it, so please rest comfortably."

Geom Mugeuk suspected that Dan Sojin had stepped forward and asked for help previously because of the enemy's pressure, but that also meant that the thing he was looking for was really here.

"I'll go down first," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

He turned, and the Flower Sword Supreme and the Sword King followed him. The three of them felt no need to protect Geom Mugeuk, at least not today.

Geom Mugeuk told Ji Han, "Take good care of those three."

"......"

And so, Geom Mugeuk was left alone on Mount Tianmu.

He looked at the various peaks. It would not be an easy search, but he possessed things the masterminds behind this did not. He had the Secret Box, and the five energies within his body.

Geom Mugeuk's shout echoed toward the last remaining pearl, "Youngest, where are you? Your brothers are here."


Chapter 762: A Martial Artist Should Greet Others First

Geom Mugeuk stared sharply into the distance. After a long moment, he rubbed his eyes.

"Oof, my eyes hurt."

He had used the Divine Eye Technique to gaze intently at the opposite cliff face, searching for any holes or devices. No matter how hard he looked, however, he found nothing special.

He started walking again.

"Youngest, where on earth are you?"

He had first checked the ponds on the peak opposite the Grave of Swords. The twin ponds were like a pair of eyes representing Mount Tianmu. Since the fake Grave of Swords was under one pond, he thought the real entrance might be in the other pond.

Unfortunately, there was nothing. He searched the pond's bottom thoroughly but found no passage.

After that, he began searching the nearby peaks one by one, but it was not an easy task. The tomb wouldn't have a sign that read 'Tomb of Evil Alliance Chairmen'. It was likely hidden in plain sight, designed to be overlooked.

Can I really find that secretly hidden tomb in this vast Mount Tianmu?

Geom Mugeuk realized he could not rush around using movement arts out of impatience. He had to feel for changes in his body or vibrations from the Secret Box.

The problem was that if the final bead was hidden deep inside the tomb, his senses and the Secret Box might not react at all. After all, until now, the Secret Box had only reacted when it was very close to a bead. His only hope was that it would react more strongly since this bead was the final piece of energy.

Geom Mugeuk ascended the mountain and focused all his senses on his surroundings. He released his qi as he walked, spreading the energy like a spiderweb to scan the area. He could feel insects rustling under rotten leaves, but detected no other special energy.

Right, this is to be expected. It would be stranger if I found it easily.

After walking for a while, he heard the sound of water, so he went down to a valley and washed his face.

His own reflection stared back from the stream, and the face of his older self from before his regression overlapped with it.

Compared to the hardships of that time, this is nothing.

"Alright, let's go find our Youngest!"

Geom Mugeuk searched the area thoroughly until late but could not find the tomb's entrance. Someone unfamiliar with searching would grow anxious, wondering if they had missed something and were now wasting their efforts elsewhere.

Still, he had to move on without lingering regrets. He knew from experience that a place once missed would not be easily noticed, no matter how many times he looked again. He had to move on to the next place without looking back. He had to push forward to search without getting exhausted.

"Don't worry. The one thing I'm better at than killing people is finding things."


That night, Geom Mugeuk camped alone. Most of his camping until now had been with other people, but today's camp was just for him.

He lit a campfire, made a spot for himself, and sat on a soft animal hide. He grilled and ate meat while drinking by himself.

CRACKLE!

Having a drink while watching the blazing campfire was not bad. No, it was enjoyable. He had always been a person who liked being alone. Even the difficult times he spent alone before his regression were not hard because of loneliness, looking back on them now.


What if I can't find the materials for the grand technique? What if my life ends just searching for materials like this?



The anxiety from such thoughts had made it difficult, but he had overcome it well in the end. He had overcome it and come this far.

Therefore, he felt he deserved to give himself a pat on the back, especially now that he had dealt with all the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

"You're doing well, Mugeuk."

Geom Mugeuk praised himself. After regressing, he had praised others until his mouth went dry, but he had forgotten to praise himself.

Rather, he did not know when he had last praised himself so openly. Had there ever been such a time?

"Mugeuk, you're really doing a great job!"

Only the stars filling the sky seemed to applaud this precious praise with their twinkling light.


The Flower Sword Supreme stood alone, looking up at the night sky.

"Can't sleep?"

She turned to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon walking toward her. After parting with Geom Mugeuk, they had taken a room at an inn in the village. She was now at the village entrance, a short walk from the inn.

"I can't seem to sleep today for some reason."

It was not just because she was in an unfamiliar bed.

"The image of the Young Cult Leader fighting keeps coming to mind."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded in understanding. It was the same for him. What they saw today would probably stimulate and torment them for some time.

"What do you think, Orabeoni?"

"About what?"

He thought she was asking about the Young Cult Leader's martial arts, but her question was about something else.

"I mean this trip out of the cult. I don't think I've ever had a journey as fun as this one in my entire life."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. It was the same for him. A journey with Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme could not be anything but enjoyable. "It's because Mugeuk took such good care of us."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded in agreement. "The Young Cult Leader seems to like you a lot, Orabeoni."

"That kid? No way."

Though he said that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew Geom Mugeuk's heart. He knew the kid intended to boost his morale in front of the Flower Sword Supreme with every word. He knew it from watching Geom Mugeuk pile up those youth-restoring miracle herbs.

Understanding such feelings was a gift from a journey that could only be experienced by leaving the cult together.

"You've changed a lot too, Orabeoni. In the past, you wouldn't have asked that person to come with us."

The Flower Sword Supreme had been inwardly surprised when the Blade Demon asked the Sword King to join them at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He was not that kind of person. She had naturally assumed he suggested it for the Young Cult Leader's sake.

"I didn't say that because of the Young Cult Leader, but because of you."

"Because of me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said something unexpected. "I thought you would want to fight him one more time."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with an unreadable smile. "It was the first time I've felt this way. Three swordsmen gathered in one place, yet I'm the weakest one?"

She could accept that the Young Cult Leader was stronger than her. Not only had Geom Mugeuk mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he was also a more special person than anyone else.

The Sword King, however, was a different case. He was an enemy she had met and a fellow swordsman.

She knew she could not defeat him. Although the result looked like a draw, she could tell that he had held back in fear of inflicting a fatal injury.

"Shall I make a confession?" she chuckled.

"......" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched. The Flower Sword Supreme had never said such things in her life.

"There was a time when I came to hate the sword."

Perhaps the greatest gain for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon from this trip was his relationship with her. She now revealed her inner thoughts so freely. They had become comfortable before, but never to this extent.

"Tsk, the Sword Supreme hating the sword?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon joked.

The Flower Sword Supreme drew her sword with a faint smile. "No matter how much I trained, my swordsmanship stagnated. I felt like I had reached my limit. Just thinking about it was suffocating."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew. Since she was young, she had a strong competitive spirit and a great desire to become stronger.

"I was very irritable back then, and I didn't want to see anyone. I didn't show it on the outside, but my inner self was a complete mess."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at her face reflected in the sword. Her face from that time overlapped with the image. It was a time when her makeup grew progressively heavier.

"Back then, the Young Cult Leader destroyed the obstacle blocking my path in a single stroke and showed me a new, higher limit. The moment I saw that, all my problems were solved. That's when I realized. All my problems were because of my swordsmanship."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon regretted that he had not been able to help her back then. Thinking about it now, it would not have been difficult to talk comfortably and share their inner thoughts like this. He should have gone to her first, apologized, and accepted her feelings.

Why was that so difficult back then? Thinking about it now, it was really nothing.

"But during this vacation, the Young Cult Leader completely blew away that limit again. So I don't need to fight that person again."

She looked up at the night sky.

"Because now, the sky is above my head."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon understood her words. The Flower Sword Supreme intended to truly go all the way to the end with the sword.

"Is this a blessing? Or a curse?" he muttered out of concern for her, but it seemed it was a blessing.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled. "The Young Cult Leader may have blown away our imagined limits, but he also breathed new life into us, didn't he? Let's start over."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew her words about starting over were related to martial arts. Nevertheless, in that moment, he could not help but wonder what it would have been like if her words had a different meaning.

He did not reveal such feelings. Even though they had shared some moments, there was still an invisible barrier between them. The Flower Sword Supreme was someone who would take a step back for every step he took forward.

Instead, he warned, "Don't you dare lose to that sword-wielding punk!"

The two Demon Supremes talked, oblivious to the deepening night.


The next day, Geom Mugeuk continued to wander through the mountains. He emitted a spiderweb of energy from his body to search for anything different. Whenever he found a clear view, he examined the opposite cliff with the Divine Eye Technique.

It was a daunting and difficult task, but he continued his relentless, silent search for the entrance.

"How do you like it? Is the view nice there?"

On a sunny hill across from where Geom Mugeuk stood, he could see the tomb of the Flower Sword Supreme's maternal uncle.

"You know, right? That's quite an auspicious site too. Traditionally, an auspicious site must have a mountain behind it and water flowing in front..."

A thought suddenly struck Geom Mugeuk, and his eyes widened. He recalled a passage about feng shui from a book he had read at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's house.

"Ah, that's right!"

He immediately soared into the air.

"...The mountain ranges on the left and right should appear to embrace the auspicious site, the wind should be hidden, and the water should meander. The soil must be firm and not damp, and it should be red or golden in color."

It was the content about auspicious sites he had read back then.

"I have to find the auspicious site!"

No matter how important secrecy was, it was still the tomb of the past Evil Alliance Chairmen. They must have found a location according to feng shui. It was obvious, but he had not thought of it until he saw the tomb of the Flower Sword Supreme's maternal uncle.

Geom Mugeuk flew between the peaks of Mount Tianmu, searching for the most likely auspicious site.

Soon, he found such a place.

"This is it!"

It was Immortal Peak, located in what could be called the most auspicious site on Mount Tianmu.

Geom Mugeuk went straight to the base of the peak. He did not know if the tomb was here, but it was wise to check the most likely place first.

He ascended the mountain and examined his surroundings with even greater care. While climbing, he met an old herb gatherer who was descending.

"Greetings!" Geom Mugeuk bowed his head lightly as he passed.

The old man asked, "Are you perhaps a martial artist?"

"I am."

"I was surprised because this is the first time a martial artist has greeted me first."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and gave him a clasped hands greeting. "On behalf of all the rude martial artists you've met until now, I apologize. A martial artist should greet others first."

The old man waved his hands, flustered by the unexpected response. "There's no need for that. I'm sorry and grateful for your words alone."

Having exchanged greetings, they both paused to talk.

"The scenery here is truly wonderful," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

A vast expanse of grass stretched out on a hillside, where the grasses grew to the height of an adult's waist, dancing in the breeze.

"This is a place where you can play with the wind, so it's called the Wind Garden," the old man explained.

Geom Mugeuk blinked in confusion. "Play with the wind? What do you mean..."

Just then, a long blade of grass caught the wind and fluttered along with it. It moved this way and that, up and down. Mysteriously, the wind blew from various directions.

"Isn't it interesting?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. This was a name and a place he would not have known if he had not greeted the old man.

"Well then, travel safely."

After saying goodbye, the old man continued on his way.

Geom Mugeuk watched his retreating back, then looked at the Wind Garden. The blade of grass was still playing there like a child.

As he was about to start climbing again, Dan Sojin's parting words suddenly came to mind.

"When I see you, Young Cult Leader, I think you're like the wind. I hope you continue to live a wonderful life, entrusting your body to the wind like this."

Could it be? Could he have given me some kind of clue?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the windy field. A tomb entrance would never be on a sloping field like this, so if he had not met the old man, he would have passed by without a second thought, thinking this was too wide-open a space to hold anything secret.

Because of Dan Sojin's last words, however, he felt drawn to it.

Watching the blade of grass entrust itself to the wind, Geom Mugeuk walked toward the spot. He pushed into the waist-high grasses and, just as Dan Sojin had said, completely entrusted his body to the wind.

WHOOSH!

He walked forward with the wind that blew from behind. When the wind shifted to his left, he walked to the right. His body and steps were incredibly light.

When the wind stopped, Geom Mugeuk also stopped.

Entrusting one's body to the wind was easier said than done. He had to feel the wind perfectly to move precisely. He had to stop exactly when needed and react immediately when the wind blew from another direction.

He moved exactly as the wind blew. In that moment, he became one with the wind, as if he were dancing with it. He kept moving.

A thought that this was a crazy act crossed his mind, but he continued to entrust his body to the wind.

He followed the wind for a long time.

When he stopped, following the final gust of wind, his figure vanished with a short sound.

"......"

If anyone had seen it, they would have thought he had collapsed in the tall grass, but he truly wasn't there anymore.

Geom Mugeuk did not know that from above, the flattened grasses where he had moved had formed a pattern in the shape of a five-pointed star, the symbol of the Five-Pointed Starry Wind Array.

WHOOOOSH!

With a single gust, the flattened grasses instantly returned to their original state, as if nothing had ever happened. In the place where the mystery had vanished, only that single blade of grass still fluttered in the wind.


Chapter 763: Hey There, It's Been a While!

Geom Mugeuk stood in darkness. He activated the Divine Eye Technique and scanned his surroundings.

A staircase descended before him. The mystical formation had transported him here the moment he surrendered himself to the wind.

This is it!

He knew instantly. This was the entrance to the tomb of the past Chairmen.

Thank you, Dan Patriarch.

Dan Sojin had left a clue in his farewell. The clan's laws prevented him from taking the dangerous object himself, so he hoped someone else would. He wanted someone to remove that dangerous object from the tomb.

Still he probably never expected Geom Mugeuk would actually find this place. The location was brilliantly hidden. Anyone would assume a secret tomb's entrance lay hidden deep in rugged mountains. Who would imagine it existed in such an open place?

The formation was also impressive. A formation that could only be entered by completely surrendering one's body to the wind? Geom Mugeuk had never experienced such elegant work.

He didn't know who created it, but one thing was certain. The creator was a true master, likely a figure still respected by all who studied formations.

The thought made him tense. A formation created by such a person would be waiting below.

Geom Mugeuk descended the stairs carefully. He already felt the mystique radiating from the space itself. The aura far surpassed that of the fake Grave of Swords where he had fought the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

The surroundings brightened as he moved deeper. A long corridor waited at the bottom, and at its end stood another staircase leading further underground.

The first gate!

Geom Mugeuk examined the corridor walls. The floor, walls, and ceiling were riddled with countless holes. The moment he stepped inside, a mechanism would activate and shoot out hidden weapons or sword blades. Fortunately, it was a mechanical trap, not a formation.

He studied the mechanism carefully and made his decision.

I'll break through with sheer speed.

He had no intention of damaging the mechanism to show off. He was a quiet guest and planned to leave without anyone knowing he had been there.

Geom Mugeuk calmed his mind with a deep breath, then shot forward. He pushed his recently acquired speed to its absolute limit.

SHIIIIIIIIK!

The mechanism reacted all at once.

SHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUKSHUK!

In a flash, Geom Mugeuk landed at the end of the corridor, his breathing undisturbed. He arrived before he could even take a single breath.

Hundreds of spear blades erupted from all directions in the corridor, weaving together like a spider's web before retracting. The blades chased after him like a wave or a flame, but they couldn't catch lightning.

SREUNG, SREUREUREUNG, SREUREUNG.

Geom Mugeuk's breakthrough surpassed the maximum speed the trap's creator had imagined for an intruder. No matter how skilled, no one could be faster than this, yet he was faster. His movement arts exceeded the creator's imagination.

He passed through without leaving a single scratch on the mechanism and descended the next set of stairs.

The second gate waited on the second basement level, and it was far more dangerous than the first.

At least, it would have been for anyone who wasn't Geom Mugeuk.

The moment he stepped off the last stair, he felt it. A wisp of poison entered with his breath.

It's imperceptible poison!

The trap made intruders focus on the passage ahead while releasing poison at the bottom of the stairs. It was a secret attack using expensive imperceptible fatal poison, hiding both location and method. Even a master who safely passed the first gate wouldn't survive here.

Geom Mugeuk easily broke through the first and second gates and descended the stairs again to the third basement level.

At the third gate, a formation activated.

SSSSST.

The space around Geom Mugeuk shifted. His surroundings transformed into a desolate field, and phantoms like black shadows materialized all around him. The phantoms wielded all sorts of weapons and rushed toward him.

...Hmm?

He tilted his head in confusion, noticing something strange.

SWAAAAAEK!

Geom Mugeuk swiftly cut down the phantoms rushing at him from all sides. An enormous number charged forward, but he wasn't the man he used to be. Sword qi from the Black Demon Sword swept through them. Even with the same inner arts, the number of enemies he could kill was now different.

The phantoms continued to charge over the bodies of their fallen. An ordinary master's inner qi could never handle such numbers, but the formation's creator had miscalculated. Surely no one could withstand this many enemies, right? Unfortunately, there was someone right here who could.

PWAAAAAK!

When Geom Mugeuk cut down the last phantom, the formation shattered.

SSSSSSSST.

His skill overwhelmed the gates. The three gates demanded speed, poison resistance, and inner arts that surpassed human limits.

Geom Mugeuk was like a natural enemy to these traps. It was probably unavoidable. They likely never imagined someone this strong would enter.

After he cleared the third gate, a massive stone door appeared before his eyes. He had finally reached the tomb.

Geom Mugeuk opened the stone door and stepped inside. The interior was magnificent. The impossibly high ceiling overwhelmed him, and stone statues lined all sides.

One statue depicted a martial artist wearing gauntlets, another holding a dao. One statue showed a figure thrusting a fist forward, while another sat on a grand chair.

From their dignified appearances, he could tell these were the past Chairmen of the Evil Alliance.

Murals covered every wall. They depicted what looked like a great war between the orthodox and unorthodox factions. Flames blazed across the scenes and corpses littered the ground. In the center stood a towering martial artist who must have been one of the past Chairmen.

A display case in the center of the room contained the legacies of the Evil Alliance Chairmen. Martial arts manuals and the divine weapons they had used lay within. These were the arts and weapons of the Chairmen of each era. He knew how precious they were without even looking.

And among them, there it was. Resting on pure white cloth was the last purple bead, the Purple Orb.

"There's our youngest!"

Geom Mugeuk strode toward it. He picked up the Purple Orb and gazed down at it silently. The sixth and final orb. The masterminds had gone to great lengths to obtain its energy.

"......" He stared at it with a deepened gaze, then suddenly threw the Purple Orb onto the floor. It shattered into pieces.

SSSSSSS...

Purple energy spread in all directions, but Geom Mugeuk just watched in silence.

A voice echoed, "Why did you do that?"

A secret door opened in the wall, and someone rushed out. Surprisingly, it was Dan Sojin, the head of the Hundred Graves Clan who managed this tomb. He seemed to have been hiding there, secretly watching.

"That orb, wasn't it what you were looking for?"

"It was. I fought those bastards for this."

"Then why did you break it?"

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the broken Purple Orb. "Because it's a fake."

Dan Sojin blinked in surprise. "It was a fake?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded silently.

"How did you know it was a fake?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him quietly, then answered honestly, "I've obtained the other orbs before this. Those orbs were hidden in hard-to-find places. However, the orb here was displayed ostentatiously. It was in the most conspicuous spot."

"You broke it just for that reason? Couldn't it have been displayed for some other reason?"

"Of course, that wasn't the only reason."

When Geom Mugeuk had held the final orb, neither the Secret Box nor the energy in his body reacted at all. How could that be? It was the final energy, so a reaction was guaranteed.

"This tomb is also a fake," he added.

Dan Sojin tilted his head, baffled. "A fake? I'm right here, so what on earth are you talking about?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Dan Sojin. "It's a fake because you are here."

"!" Dan Sojin's expression hardened. "What in the world are you saying?"

"The moment I saw you, I was certain this place is fake."

Dan Sojin scowled. "Is this how you repay the kindness I've shown you?"

Geom Mugeuk explained calmly,"The wind formation at the entrance was incredible. I've truly never experienced such an amazing formation before.

"......"

"However, the formations inside were too generic in comparison. The entrance was so incredible, yet the gates protecting the interior were just this? Launching spear blades, spewing poison, and phantoms attacking. They were common mechanisms and formations you could see anywhere."

"......"

Geom Mugeuk declared confidently, "I thought that the person who made the formation at the entrance would never have created such a generic formation."

That was why he had tilted his head while breaking the third gate's formation.

"So I thought a little more. If the creator were to put a formation here, what kind would it be? Anyone entering this place would undoubtedly be aiming for the legacies of the past Chairmen. Then, one legendary formation came to mind." A single formation name flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips. "The Wish-Fulfilling Illusion Formation!"

The Wish-Fulfilling Illusion Formation was an ancient formation that allowed whoever was trapped within it to obtain what they most desired. It gave treasure to someone who wanted treasure, and a manual to someone who wanted a manual.

However, the moment they took it, they could never escape. While they rejoiced in their prize, the person in reality eventually died from qi exhaustion.

There was only one way to break it. You had to reject the object the moment you obtained it, just as Geom Mugeuk had shattered the Purple Orb. This method was the most difficult one for a human.

"I was inside the formation from the very first gate. It was so seamlessly connected with the entrance formation that I didn't realize it at all!"

The formation had activated the moment he first fell into the darkness. It was a skill befitting the person who created the wind formation. Geom Mugeuk didn't know who the creator was, but they were worthy of being called a god of formations.

"Well, what surprises me more is that the formation wasn't broken even after I rejected what I desired."

Dan Sojin's demeanor changed. "Young Cult Leader, you're truly amazing!" he exclaimed with great admiration, as if this had all been a test.

He took another box from his robes and gave it to Geom Mugeuk.

"Here's the real orb. I'm sorry for testing you, Young Cult Leader. I wanted to see if you could break the Wish-Fulfilling Illusion Formation."

Geom Mugeuk took the box and opened it. Inside was a purple orb that shone even more brilliantly than the last one. "Truly amazing," he admired.

Dan Sojin asked curiously, "Is that orb really so amazing? What is it for?"

"I wasn't talking about the orb."

Geom Mugeuk picked up the orb.

SHATTER!

This time, too, he shattered it without hesitation.

"......" Dan Sojin jaw dropped at he stared at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "The creator not only linked two formations seamlessly, but also made a formation that requires passing not one, but two trials."

"Two trials? What do you mean?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "It's you. You're a part of the formation, and the second trial."

"!"

"Moreover, it seems you don't even know you're playing such a role."

Dan Sojin shouted angrily, "What kind of crazy talk is that?"s

Geom Mugeuk shot back, "What kind of person are you?"

"What?"

"Try to remember what kind of person you are." After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk asked again. "You're a loyal man. A man who would willingly give his life to protect this tomb. Those last words you gave me were your utmost consideration, something you must have done after much deliberation. However, you tested me here with something you kept in your robes? In this sacred tomb that you cherish more than your own life, after finding that hard-to-find orb? Are you that kind of person?"

Dan Sojin became confused. "I... I'm not that kind of person."

SSSSST!

The moment he admitted it, Dan Sojin's form began to disappear. He really was the second trial. If someone else had broken through, the method would have appeared as someone connected to them, not Dan Sojin.

Anyone who entered this place had to pass the three gates within the formation and also reject what they desperately desired. Even then, they had to reject the second temptation as well. In the end, it was a formation that could never be broken by an intruder who entered with any sort of greed.

THUD!

A book fell to the spot where Dan Sojin had disappeared. It was titled "Understanding the Ultimate Heavenly Formations".

Geom Mugeuk opened the book and read it.

@[I leave the enlightenment of my later years to the one who broke my consecutive formations.]@

@[\- The Void Phantom Sage]@

Geom Mugeuk didn't know of the Void Phantom Sage. However, if this was the person who created these two formations, wouldn't the manual he left behind be the equivalent of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art for the world of formations?

He carefully placed the book in his robes. He considered such a miraculous encounter at a time like this to be the will of heaven.

"I'll use this to help the world."

Only then did the formation finally begin to disappear.

SREUREUK!

Geom Mugeuk's surroundings shifted. The tomb's interior vanished, and he was back in the darkness where he had first fallen. Before his eyes stood a massive stone door, the entrance to the real tomb.

As if to prove it, the face of a wolf was carved into the center of the stone door. It was the guardian statue that stood at the entrance to the Evil Alliance's Chairman's Hall. It had an incredibly valiant appearance, as if protecting the souls of the past Chairmen.

"Hey there, it's been a while!"

Geom Mugeuk pushed the door open with both hands.

CREEEEEAK!

The layered history of the unorthodox murim opened before him. Even the musty scent of time was different from before.


Chapter 764: Cry Louder

A vast space unfolded before Geom Mugeuk's eyes. This overwhelming scale was nothing like the fake tomb he had seen within the formations. This was where past Chairmen rested for eternity.

He stood on the boundary between the living and the dead and announced his presence loudly. "Hello! I'm Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Though our paths were different, I respect the great lives of the Seniors who protected what they held dear with a single sword. A bad group now seeks to disrupt the order of good and evil and take over the murim. I've come here to stop them, so please forgive this junior's unpermitted intrusion."

He bowed respectfully and stepped inside, then added a remark that was uniquely his.

"I like and respect the current Chairman of the Evil Alliance, and I'm friends with the next Chairman! So please, look upon me favorably!"

Geom Mugeuk stood at the entrance for a moment, overwhelmed by the weight of long years as he surveyed the interior. Incense permeated the dry, heavy air.

The interior was vast, but he figured he had enough time to look around. Even Dan Sojin likely couldn't come and go as he pleased and could probably only enter on designated days.

Time wasn't the important thing, however. If fate willed it, he would find the orb in just one hour. If not, he could search for ten years and still find nothing. He could only hope the final orb was fated to be with him.

The interior formed a massive circle. In the center of the back wall stood a stone statue of a martial artist sitting on a grand throne.

Despite being a statue, it radiated powerful authority. It seemed to be the Evil Alliance's founder. Its two eyes were inlaid with blood jade, making its gaze fearsome to meet. An altar for performing rites stood in front of it, surrounded by dozens of pillars.

Each pillar recorded the history of a past Chairman. One pillar for one person's life.

The texts recorded when and where they were born, what martial arts they learned, and how they became the Evil Alliance Chairman. They detailed what they accomplished after their inauguration and when and how they died. Each pillar was the Evil Alliance's history.

Geom Mugeuk slowly read the contents. Reading someone's life story, especially one left as a record, was an extremely tedious task.

However, he knew there was certainly something to learn from others' choices. Life wasn't long enough to make all those choices himself. Therefore, he read about the most important choices the Chairmen made throughout their lives and their consequences.

When he finished one person's story, he moved to the next pillar to read another Chairman's life.

He laughed at times and frowned at others. There were Chairmen he liked, and there were Chairmen who made him wonder how such a terrible person could have existed.

As he continued reading through the pillars, a particular name caught his eye—Ju Gasin.

Ju Gasin was the unorthodox's greatest master and the Evil Alliance Chairman three hundred years ago. The Grave of Swords beneath the lake, where Geom Mugeuk had previously fought the Twelve Zodiac Kings, was also known as Ju Gasin's tomb, and had attracted countless masters there in his past life.

The man's real body, however, was enshrined here.

Geom Mugeuk read about Ju Gasin's life. He learned how Ju Gasin mastered martial arts, became the unorthodox's greatest swordman, and then the Evil Alliance Chairman.

After becoming Chairman, he always had a wolf named Crimson Wolf with him.

An Evil Alliance Chairman who brings a wolf around?

For some reason, he thought that was really cool.

Suddenly, a passage among Ju Gasin's deeds caught his attention.

@[Vanquished the Heavenly Fate Palace alongside the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.]@

Ah, so Ju Gasin was there too!

Three hundred years ago, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult wasn't the only one to join the final bloody battle between the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Fate Palace. The Evil Alliance had also intervened, led by Ju Gasin himself.

It was now certain the final orb was stored here not by coincidence, but as a continuation of fate from three hundred years ago. This was something he never would have known if he hadn't read the pillar's contents carefully.

Geom Mugeuk read all the remaining pillars. Baek Jagang's pillar wasn't yet there. After his death, his pillar would also be erected here.

Will my name also get a line in the Chairman's history?

Something like: @[Vanquished the remnants of the Heavenly Fate Palace alongside the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!]@

I hope so, Chairman.

Having read the history on all the pillars, Geom Mugeuk walked over to where the past Chairmen's legacies were kept.

Their unique secret manuals were displayed in cabinets. These were truly divine arts that would turn the murim upside down if a single volume leaked, but of course, he passed by without opening them. The same went for the weapons, protective armor, gauntlets, hidden weapons, and even the clothes and shoes the Chairmen favored.

He was more interested in the artifacts displayed in front of the manuals, wondering if an orb might be mixed among them. Still, no inscriptions indicated what they were or who they belonged to, so it was impossible to know who had left which artifact.

That was why Geom Mugeuk didn't touch the artifacts either. Though no one was watching, he maintained the utmost etiquette. He only observed them closely from a distance, just in case an orb was mixed in. However, even after looking over all the artifacts, the Secret Box didn't react.

Right, they wouldn't have hidden it so easily.

Considering how he had obtained the others, finding this one wouldn't be easy. He had gotten the Black Orb from Jo Baekta, the next Cult Leader of the Heavenly Wind Cult, by simply saying, 'Let's settle this with this'.

On the surface, it seemed easy, but the process leading to that moment had been anything but.

Geom Mugeuk now walked toward the surrounding wall. Stone statues of martial artists stood along it, leaning on their swords as if guarding something.

Murals covered the wall. They depicted various scenes of what appeared to be former Evil Alliance Chairmen. There were scenes of them in bloody battles, shouting while holding a flag on a battlefield piled with corpses, and splitting a cliff with a sword. There was also a scene of one running while holding a child, and even one of a brutal killing.

Countless diverse paintings covered a significant portion of the vast wall, creating a spectacular sight. Stone statues stood in a circle before the murals at regular intervals.

Their numbers were too great for them to be mere symbolic guardians. Moreover, the distance between each statue was precise, without a single millimeter of error.

Who are you all standing there to protect?

Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on the wall between two statues. The wall was so thick that even a great master couldn't know what was beyond it, but he, whose martial arts had reached the pinnacle, could feel what was on the other side.

There's a space behind the wall.

He looked at the statues standing in a circle along the round wall.

So this is where the Chairmen's coffins are kept, between each of these statues!

These statues were a kind of guardian, each protecting a Chairman's coffin.

Geom Mugeuk tried to find a way to open it, but there was no door on the wall. There wasn't even a trace of what could be a door. It must have been made to open and close, so there had to be some kind of unknown, elaborate mechanism.

What if the orb is inside someone's coffin?

That would be a truly difficult situation. Finding the last orb was paramount, but he couldn't just break down the wall and open a coffin. He couldn't do that, not because of Dan Sojin, but for Baek Jagang and Bi Sayin's sake.

Please don't let it be hidden in there.

He walked along the circle, examining the guardian statues first.

Please cry, Secret Box! Let the statue's eyes pop out with a purple glow, and let that ornament hanging from the sword's hilt fall off!

That, however, was just wishful thinking. The Secret Box didn't cry even after he had examined all the guardian statues. He examined the statue sitting on the grand throne and even flew into the air to check the ceiling, but he couldn't find the orb.

Could it be that it's not in this tomb?

No, that couldn't be.


"If the Evil Alliance Chairman doesn't die, the murim will be destroyed."



Those bastards had said that as if it was a prophecy, but they had clearly intended to kill the current Evil Alliance Chairman, find this place, and take the orb.

It's definitely in here.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the walls between the statues.

Now, those are the only places left. The mechanism to open the door must be somewhere. If not, I'll have to cut through the wall without leaving a trace...

As the thought crossed his mind, he realized he was being uncharacteristically impatient. He was clenching his fists without even realizing it. His heart raced because it was the last orb.

I didn't obtain any of the orbs so far by trying to force it.

Geom Mugeuk unclenched his fist. He had to quell his impatience to find the orb.

He plopped down on the spot.

"Aigoo, dear Chairmen. Please allow this humble junior to rest here for a moment. The bastards from the Demonic Cult are just naturally this impatient. Please understand."

His voice echoed through the hall. As he sat there, he suddenly thought of Baek Jagang. He missed the man who used to look at him with those small eyes.

Chairman, Chairman, please come and find it for me!

"When the years pass, you too will rest here, Chairman."

Baek Jagang's likeness would also be painted as a mural, and later still, Bi Sayin would be painted too.

Once I leave this place, I'll never be able to come back, so it's a painting I'll never get to see.

"If I really miss you that much, I might just sneak back in here."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, imagining Bi Sayin chiding him for only thinking of scenarios where he died first.

Regaining his composure, he looked around and gazed at the murals. Until a moment ago, he had been so focused on finding the orb that he had paid more attention to the Secret Box's vibrations than the paintings.

Ah, Ju Gasin must be in one of these paintings somewhere.

He didn't care about the others, but he wanted to find Ju Gasin, the only person he knew of here. If the orb was hidden here, it would have been according to Ju Gasin's will. However, since the Chairmen in the paintings were unidentifiable, finding Ju Gasin was impossible.

The artifacts, the secret manuals... not a single name was written down. The Evil Alliance was truly inconsiderate.

As he sat there appreciating the murals, a painting of a wolf with magnificent red fur caught his eye.

"Hey, you're really handsome!"

Just as he was about to look away, his gaze returned to the wolf. At the same time, a single phrase came to mind.


"Even after becoming the Chairman, he had a wolf named Crimson Wolf with him."



If he named it Crimson Wolf, then it must be a wolf with red fur!

Geom Mugeuk shot to his feet and approached the painting. His eyes widened as he looked closely at the wolf. The wolf wore magnificent armor on its neck and body. In the center of the armor around its neck, an orb was embedded.

It's a blue orb!

The orb he had previously obtained from the Evil Alliance's steel wolf statue was the Green Orb.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Chairman standing next to the wolf. A middle-aged man was depicted gallantly, fully clad in treasured armor as if heading off to war. He was a martial artist who suited the wolf perfectly.

His eyes grew even wider. An orb was embedded in the belt he wore at his waist, and it was purple.

This man is Ju Gasin!

The orb on the wolf's armor being blue could have been a coincidence, but the orb on this belt ornament couldn't be.

So Ju Gasin obtained two orbs that day. He hid one in the steel wolf statue, and the other one? Where did he put the other one?

Geom Mugeuk shot off again, returning to the pile of artifacts. He searched for the belt Ju Gasin was wearing.

"There it is!"

The belt didn't have an orb embedded in it, but Geom Mugeuk felt an inexplicable energy radiating from it.

"Excuse me for a moment, Chairman."

He carefully picked up the belt.

"Perhaps we could've met that day."

Unfortunately, the Secret Box had returned him to reality before that fateful battle three hundred years ago. If he had been there, he might have really met Ju Gasin.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the belt silently and then fastened it around his own waist. Nothing happened.

His gaze turned to the painting again.

Perhaps?

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over and stood next to a steel wolf statue. He stood in the exact same way as Ju Gasin in the painting.

SWOOSH!

At that very moment, he felt the metal ornament on the belt being drawn to the steel wolf statue by a magnetic force. A clanking sound seemed to come from inside the wolf statue.

SRRRNG!

A section of wall between the guardian statues on the far side slid wide open, and a coffin emerged from the open doorway. Both the door and the advancing coffin moved with an incredibly elaborate mechanism.

Geom Mugeuk knew instinctively.

It's Ju Gasin's coffin!

CHRRRNG!

The lid covering the coffin slid sideways and down, opening completely.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward it with trembling eyes. The moment he saw inside the coffin, intense emotion overcame his heart.

Ju Gasin's skeleton lay within. Its hands were brought together over its chest, and between those two hands rested an orb. It was the final orb he had been searching for so desperately, the Purple Orb.

The orb revealed itself to the world for the first time in three hundred years, radiating brilliant purple light.

WUUUUNG!

The Secret Box in his robes began to vibrate. It was more powerful than any vibration he had ever felt before.

"Cry louder, Secret Box!"

At the same time, the five energies that had been dormant inside Geom Mugeuk's body awakened all at once.

"Yay! We've finally found our Youngest!"

---

Translator's Note: Dear Absolute Regression Readers, the author has gone off on Chuseok vacation. He'll be back either next Friday 10th Oct or the following Monday 13th Oct. Let us all suffer the cliffhanger of not knowing what collecting all the orbs do for at least a week together!

Meanwhile, you can distract yourself by reading another one of the author's works, [Absolute Warrior](https://northbladetl.com/ABSW/)!


Chapter 765: A Fragrant Scent Instead of Blood

Geom Mugeuk bowed respectfully to the skeletal remains of Ju Gasin, the Evil Alliance Chairman from three hundred years ago. "Chairman, three hundred years have passed since your era. I don't know what happened back then, but I believe these orbs were divided to keep peace in the murim."

Of course, the orbs might not have been divided for peace. There must have been complicated entanglements and mutual checks involved.

"With these orbs, I'll surely protect the peace that you seniors gave your lives to create."

Geom Mugeuk carefully picked up the Purple Orb from the skeleton's hand. As he held it up, the Secret Box inside his robes began to vibrate even more powerfully.

He bowed to the skeleton. "Thank you."

The coffin lid closed automatically, as if it had been waiting.

CHWARRRRREUREUNG!

The coffin returned to its original storage place, and the secret door slid shut. Not a single trace of the door remained on the wall between the guardian statues.

Geom Mugeuk took the Secret Box from his robes, feeling more nervous than he ever had when absorbing an orb's energy.

The Secret Box smiled, as always. He remembered drawing that smiling face on it like it was yesterday.

"Secret Box, this is the last one!"

WUUUUUUNG!

He placed the purple orb on the vibrating Secret Box.

SEUREUREUREUK!

The Purple Orb dissolved into the Secret Box as if it were liquid.

"......"

SWAAAAAAAH!

After one strong vibration, the Secret Box floated into the air. It usually rotated, but today, a purple radiance burst from the box instead.

At the same time, the five energies within Geom Mugeuk's body awakened and also began to emit their own colors, becoming light that pierced through his body and erupted outward.

Six colors of light swirled through the air, as if six dragons were coiling around Geom Mugeuk. The scene was so fantastical that anyone who saw it would have thought it was a dream.

SHUUUUUUK!

The six swirling energies gathered into the Secret Box, but even after absorbing them, the box remained floating in the air.

SWAAAAAAAH!

Suddenly, the Secret Box shot the six intertwined energies toward Geom Mugeuk in a straight line, reminiscent of an attack with sword qi.

Geom Mugeuk calmly accepted all that energy.

SEUSEUSEUSEUSEU...

With that, the Secret Box vanished into the air like smoke. Its mission was complete.

No, Secret Box!

The Secret Box had smiled at Geom Mugeuk until the very end. Memories of their conversations surfaced, and a lump formed in his chest. He didn't want to part like this, but if this was their destiny...

Secret Box, thank you for everything.

Smiling brightly, the Secret Box vanished. It was a farewell to a friend who had been with him all this time.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Now, the Secret Box was gone, but the six energies it had expelled raced through Geom Mugeuk's body.

I've finally gathered all of the energies.

Geom Mugeuk instinctively felt the incredible potential of this power. Its very nature was different from existing miracle herbs. In fact, it should never have been called a miracle herb at all.

He began to execute the qi cultivation method he had learned from the large Secret Box, when he traveled back three hundred years in time.

To move qi, one must be as free as the wind, yet as heavy as the earth. As hot as fire, yet stop as cold as ice. As deep as darkness, yet as bright as lightning. Uniting these six energies will grant the greatest power of all time!

The six energies, which had entered as one twisted strand, scattered to flow down different meridians along paths Geom Mugeuk had never imagined. It flowed in reverse and followed routes that should have caused internal injuries. This cultivation method instantly shattered all his existing knowledge of martial arts.

After swirling through new paths in his meridians, the six mysteries finally gathered at his qi center and united as one.

"......"

Brilliant light erupted from Geom Mugeuk's entire body, so blinding that even his Divine Eye Technique couldn't see through it.

In that moment, he felt a refreshing energy he had never experienced before. The united energy didn't disappear but instead enveloped his qi center.

If he had to describe the feeling in one word, it would be mysterious energy. Yes, mysterious energy now flowed along with the inner qi that emerged from his qi center.

My inner qi has completely transformed.

To say it had simply become purer was a massive understatement.

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk felt his whole body float into the air.

A wave of dizziness washed over him. It had to be because of this new energy in his qi center.

He sat down and crossed his legs, then tried to calm his mind and stabilize his body, but he still felt dazed.

How could he describe this feeling? It was like standing still and watching a giant tsunami rush in from the distance, or the feeling of needing to run but just staring blankly. He wanted to move, but his body wouldn't budge.

He could feel his heartbeat gradually slowing, but his body didn't react. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art remained inactive, and his crisis instinct didn't respond.

What in the world is going to happen now?

Geom Mugeuk had never been in this physical state before.

Could I have been poisoned or fallen victim to a soul-manipulation technique? Impossible. This is definitely a side effect of the energy I absorbed.

The giant tsunami in his mind crashed down on him.

CRACK!

"...UGH!" he groaned. He was someone who wouldn't blink at most pain, yet he couldn't stop his face from contorting in agony.

KA-RACK!

The sound of cracking bones came from his body again.

"AAAAAAGH!" Geom Mugeuk screamed.

Something unbelievable was happening. The bones all over his body began to shatter one by one. He tried to circulate his qi to stop it, but his qi wouldn't obey him. It was as if his body didn't belong to him.

The energy surrounding my qi center! Was it actually a trap meant to harm me? No, that can't be. No one would lay a trap that's so difficult to discover. Then, why is this happening?

CRACK! CRACK!

"Uwaaaack!"

The bones inside his body moved on their own.

KWADEDEUK! UDEUDEUK!

The muscles and tendons attached to his bones stretched and then contracted again.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

It was a pain no human could endure.


Geom Mugeuk fell into a dream.

The floor was covered in blood. He looked around and saw he was standing in front of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Blood flowed from the collapsed, bleeding bodies of the Heavenly Demon Hall's bodyguards.

Among them was Hwi. Hwi, who had been blocking the entrance, was dead, leaning against the wall. His eyes were still open.

Uncle Hwi!

Geom Mugeuk instinctively knew where he was.

It's that day.

Before his regression, he hadn't made it this far. Before he got here, Hwa Mugi had defeated him, and he had been on the verge of death. This scene was an illusion his mind had created.

He closed Hwi's eyes, then opened the doors to the Heavenly Demon Hall and stepped inside.

SPLASH!

The floor was drenched a literal river of blood.

In the distance, he saw the grand throne, but someone else sat there instead of his father.

Father!

His father sat on the floor in front of the throne, but he didn't need confirmation to know that he was dead.

Although he knew it was a dream created by his subconscious, he felt his heart wrenching in pain.

Hwa Mugi sat on the grand throne, staring down at him. The man's arrogant, haughty gaze was exactly as it had been that day.

Geom Mugeuk knelt before his father. He didn't know what kind of fight had taken place that day, but...

"This time will be different, Father."

HWIIIIK!

Hwa Mugi extended his hand, and Geom Mugeuk flew helplessly into his nemesis's grasp. The telekinesis was too powerful to resist.

"What's going to be different?" Hwa Mugi asked coldly.

Geom Mugeuk stared him in the eye and said calmly, "You'll find out soon."

Hwa Mugi's lips curled into a sneer.

CRACK!

Without hesitation, he broke Geom Mugeuk's neck.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

Screaming, Geom Mugeuk's eyes shot open.

KA-RACK! CRACK!

He found himself still lying on the cold floor inside the tomb, writhing in pain as the bones in his body were reconstructed.


How much time has passed?

Opening his eyes, Geom Mugeuk felt a raging fever throughout his body. He had never been this sick before.

The changes to his body were still underway. Previously, it was his bones being completely reconstructed, and this time, it was his flesh.

SQUELCH...

Muscles tore, and new muscles regenerated.

SQUELCH! SQUELCH!

Geom Mugeuk had endured the pain of his shattered bones, but the pain of his torn muscles was equally agonizing. Nevertheless, he gritted his teeth and endured it.

He repeatedly lost and regained consciousness, feeling as if an old house were being demolished and a new one were being built.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The qi that exploded from his qi center raced through his meridians. All blocked channels opened, and every meridian through which the qi flowed became wider and stronger. This change was different from that of the Meridians Strengthening Art.

Once his flesh and meridians had been reconstructed, another change occurred. All the pores on his skin opened, and all the impure qi in his body was expelled.

Soon, an unbearable stench radiated from him, so foul that he couldn't believe it came from his own body.

That wasn't all. All the hair on his body fell out and grew back. His skin peeled off and new skin formed. He was molting.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk couldn't distinguish between dreams and reality. He sank into another dream.

SPLASH!

Once again, he entered the Heavenly Demon Hall. As before, the floor was drenched in blood.

He looked at the grand throne. To his bewilderment, the person sitting there wasn't Hwa Mugi, but his father.

Hwa Mugi was sitting where his father had been in the previous dream, dead.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father in joy.

"Now, only the unification of murim remains," Geom Woojin declared.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes flew open. He was still lying on the cold tomb floor.

He could hear the sound of his blood flowing through his veins. It was a bizarre experience. The pounding of his heart reverberated in his ears, and the breeze caressing his skin felt vivid. Scents he hadn't noticed before filled his nostrils.

In that dizzying flood of sensations, he lost consciousness again.

Just how long have I been here?

He stood among countless stars. In the deep darkness, he saw an illusion of innumerable twinkling stars passing by him.

The largest star flew toward him and collided with him.

Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes yet again. Finally, he was fully awake.

How many days has it been?

He slowly pushed his body up. Fortunately, the maddening pain was gone. His five senses, which had been driving him crazy, had also calmed down.

I feel like I could fly.

His body felt truly light. The saying 'light as a feather' must have been for times like this.

He soon frowned at the stench coming from his body, though. He was absolutely filthy!

SNAP!

He immediately unleashed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, transporting himself to the place with the warm hot spring in the snowy field. Tossing off his clothes, he threw himself into the water.

PLOP!

Geom Mugeuk bathed in the warm spring to cleanse his body, but it wasn't enough, so he created a new hot spring and bathed again.

When he was finished, he stepped out and snapped his fingers again. A large bronze mirror capable of reflecting his entire body appeared before him.

His eyes widened in shock as he examined himself. His body had changed. It wasn't a drastic change, but his bone structure was clearly different. The width, thickness, and length of his shoulders, arms, and legs were all altered.

Moreover, his skin was flawless. Not a single scar remained. When touched, his skin was as smooth as jade and as soft as a baby's, and the muscles beneath were incomparably stronger.

Next, he focused on his senses. His vision, which was already good, had improved even more, and his sense of hearing, smell, and touch had become much more acute. To exaggerate slightly, he could hear an ant crawling far away if he focused.

Finally, he was certain.

I really underwent Body Reformation!

He thought it might be possible when he realized his bones were reforming.

Body Reformation, the death of old flesh and rebirth into a new body, was the greatest miracle a martial artist could experience. He wondered if it could happen to him, but it seemed that the pain he endured was indeed for the sake of attaining perfection.

Eager to test his newfound abilities, he picked up the Black Demon Sword that had fallen to the ground at some point.

SHWIIK, SHWIK!

Geom Mugeuk swung his sword within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. True enough, the feeling was completely different. He had thought his body was optimized for martial arts before, but that had been an arrogant miscalculation.

It feels even better!

His body had now changed into one perfect for performing martial arts.

"Haha... Hahaha!"

Geom Mugeuk's thunderous laughter echoed throughout the world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

He wasn't happy because he could now better deal with Hwa Mugi. No, he was elated because he now had a perfect body, heightened senses, and an even clearer mind. As a martial artist, he had grown closer to perfection.

At the end of the day, he was a martial artist. Born with the Heavenly Martial Body, he was the epitome of martial talent, but killing Hwa Mugi wasn't all he lived for. Just as reaching the summit of a difficult mountain doesn't mean one has to live there forever, he felt pure joy simply from advancing in martial arts.

Body Reformation wasn't the only gift from the mysterious energy. The united elemental energies still enveloped his qi center and lingered in his inner qi.

SWAAAAEK!

Geom Mugeuk executed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Perhaps due to the mysterious energy, he was able to unleash greater power with less inner qi than before. Furthermore, when he circulated his qi to replenish it, the newly created qi retained that mysterious power as well.

He had truly obtained a new type of qi. He wasn't sure if this power simply made his inner arts more efficient or if it had some other effect. However, he believed it would help him fight Hwa Mugi.

He washed and dried his clothes with heat energy before exiting the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. A fragrant scent radiated from his body.

After enduring all that pain, I'd better smell good.

Geom Mugeuk stood before the wall through which Ju Gasin's coffin had passed and bowed respectfully. "If we meet again, I'll greet you properly," he said.

He walked to the tomb entrance and paused on the boundary between life and death.

Glancing back, he shouted to the former Evil Alliance chairmen, "I'm going to live with this fragrant scent instead of the smell of blood! I mean it! Without a doubt!"


Chapter 766: You're Not the Young Cult Leader

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon read a book by his inn room window as moonlight streamed inside. The light, usually cold as a blade, was incredibly soft and gentle as it illuminated the book.

The Flower Sword Supreme sat at a table drinking tea, lost in thought. "Aren't you worried?" she asked.

Seven days had passed since Geom Mugeuk left. While no news was usually good news for someone like him, she had started to worry after a week of silence.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned a page, his expression unconcerned. "About who?" he asked back.

His question seemed to really mean, Is Geom Mugeuk someone I should be worried about?

"That's exactly why I'm worried," the Flower Sword Supreme added. "He's not the type to be this late."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted his head and looked out the window. The night was deep, and the street was empty. In truth, though he didn't show it, he was also worried.

He wouldn't have been worried if Geom Mugeuk had gone to kill someone, but he had stayed behind to find the tombs of past Evil Alliance Chairmen. The brilliant Young Cult Leader wouldn't search meaninglessly for days. He should have either found what he wanted in a few days or given up and returned by now.

He closed his book. "Will worrying make someone who isn't coming, come? Let's get some fresh air."

The Flower Sword Supreme put down her teacup and stood up. "Sure, I was feeling stuffy anyway."

The two of them left the room.

Sensing their movement, Ji Han came out of the room next door. "Is there anything you need?" he asked.

Since their first day at the inn, he had taken care of the Demon Supremes and the Sword King. He looked after their meals and would quickly chase away any drunkard who so much as shouted.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked past him without a word, but suddenly, as if remembering something, he glanced back and said to Ji Han, "You don't have to be this attentive."

"Yes, sir!"

When they had left the inn, the Flower Sword Supreme remarked casually, "You've really changed a lot."

"......" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at her, asking what she meant with his gaze.

"You've learned to be considerate of those under you."

"Considerate? I just find it bothersome."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked on nonchalantly, but his change was clear even in the way he walked. In the past, his steps had been as quick as his impatient temper, but now, he matched his pace with hers.

"besides, am I the only one who's changed?" he asked.

The Flower Sword Supreme had nothing to say to that. After all, it wasn't just her state of mind that had changed, but even her appearance. "The Young Cult Leader must've used sorcery," she chuckled. "He turned our twilight into a sunrise."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thought the Flower Sword Supreme's metaphor was perfect. This trip out of the Cult had made him want to start everything over again.

That's right, one doesn't stop because they get old, they get old because they stopped.

They walked and talked.

Soon, they ran into the Sword King sitting alone on a rock, drinking. He stood up and greeted them, and the two offered a light greeting in return.

They had been awkward with each other for the seven days since coming down from Mount Tianmu. In the underground tomb, they had a common enemy. Now that Geom Mugeuk was gone, though, it was uncomfortable to eat or drink together, so they had lived almost like strangers.

Hence, the Sword King thought they would just pass by awkwardly again today.

However, for some reason, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon decided to join him, asking, "Is there any liquor left?"

The Sword King first took a drink himself before offering the bottle to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, to show that the liquor wasn't poisoned.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took the bottle and gulped down the liquor. "I don't doubt you, you know. Because you're someone that kid trusts."

He did not hesitate to show his trust in Geom Mugeuk.

The Sword King nodded, feeling the same. If not for Geom Mugeuk, he would never have associated with the two Demon Supremes, even if they had stood up for him. There would have been no reason for them to be together like this.

"May I sit for a moment?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

The Sword King readily answered, "Of course."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme sat side by side on the rock. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took another sip of liquor and returned the bottle.

In truth, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had stopped for the Flower Sword Supreme. He knew she had gained great enlightenment from her confrontation with Ak Gunhak and wanted to talk to him more, but was acting distant because she was needlessly conscious of him.

The Flower Sword Supreme said to the Sword King, "I saw you training every night."

The Sword King devoted himself to training every night. His appearance and aura suggested he would never train, but he swung his sword until dawn.

"It's because of you, Sword Supreme," the Sword King replied.

"Because of me?"

"Yes."

The Sword King acknowledged and respected the Flower Sword Supreme's swordsmanship.

If things continue like this, I'll eventually be overtaken.

Not counting Geom Mugeuk, she was the only person he had ever met who gave him this feeling.

Instead of saying he was feeling worried about being overtaken, though, he phrased it differently, saying, "Because I think I'll lose if we fight again."

The Flower Sword Supreme chuckled. She knew he had gone easy on her in their previous fight. "I wanted to achieve the result you mentioned, but it'll be difficult if you train like this every day, won't it?"

"Didn't you only see me because you too went out to train?"

The two swordmasters' gazes toward each other were gentle, showing their mutual respect for each other.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon listened to their conversation in silence. In the past, he would have been displeased, obsessive and jealous to see the Flower Sword Supreme talking with another man, especially an absolute master like the Sword King. However, now he understood that to win a person's heart, he had to become someone she could comfortably spend time with, rather than trying to forcefully possess her.

My sincerity will get through, and if it doesn't, then she was never meant to be mine in the first place.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at the moon. A wolf howled and an owl hooted in the distance. The conversation between the two was pleasant to hear as they naturally reviewed their past fight and discussed swordsmanship.

A long time later, a familiar voice drifted from the far end of the road.

"Hey, isn't the mood a little too good without me? You should've been fighting and causing a ruckus. That way, you would've been desperately waiting for my return!"

A smile appeared on all three of their faces at the same time.

The Flower Sword Supreme said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "You were right. There was nothing to be worried about."

Contrary to her expectations, though, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched and aimed his blade at Geom Mugeuk. "Wait!" he shouted in warning.

Geom Mugeuk stopped in his tracks. "What's wrong? Did someone else win you over while I was gone?"

"Who are you?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked coldly, noticing a change in Geom Mugeuk. It was probably because he had seen Geom Mugeuk more often than the Sword King and the Flower Sword Supreme had.

Finally, the Sword King and the Flower Sword Supreme also sensed that something about Geom Mugeuk was different.

"Elder, it's me!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, fully revealing himself under the moonlight.

"No, you're not the Young Cult Leader," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon insisted. The man in front of him clearly looked like Geom Mugeuk, but there was a strange sense of disharmony. He felt different from the person they usually saw.

"It's me, it's me! The one who ditches the masked man, the drunkard, and the poisoner to run straight to you, Elder, as soon as I return from a trip. The one and only duel friend of the Sword Supreme, and the one who truly admires our Ak-hyung's bare feet!"

The gazes of the three focused on Geom Mugeuk. His way of speaking was the same, but he had clearly changed.

Did he grow taller? Have his shoulders gotten broader?

The three most noticeable changes were Geom Mugeuk's smooth skin, his gaze, and the fragrance radiating from his body. His skin looked as clear and smooth as jade. His gaze had always been clear and deep, but now his eyes looked as if they could peer into the deepest abyss. The incredibly pleasant scent emanating from his body made one want to stay by his side forever.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon carefully approached Geom Mugeuk and observed him. Soon, his eyes widened in disbelief. "You... did you undergo Body Reformation?" he stammered, astonished.

The Sword King and the Flower Sword Supreme's jaws dropped at the unexpected conclusion.

Geom Mugeuk didn't hide his miraculous encounter. No, he couldn't hide it. "As expected! Our Elder is the first to recognize it," he said happily, the suddenly feigned being in pain. "I thought my bones were grinding away and my flesh was tearing apart. I really thought I was going to die from the pain!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked back at the Flower Sword Supreme and the Sword King.

The Flower Sword Supreme sent him a telepathic message. [We might be witnessing the most important moment in the history of the murim.]

He completely agreed with her.

The Sword King also couldn't hide his surprise. He had seen for himself that Geom Mugeuk was a person destined to run into all sorts of secret techniques, but still, Body Reformation? It was such an incredible miraculous encounter that he was stunned speechless.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon voiced the thought in all three of their minds, "I don't know what task the murim intends to entrust you with for this to happen."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. I guess I am the only one who knows the will of the heavens.

He spoke of the life he would lead after fulfilling that will. "Has there ever been a Young Cult Leader in the history of the murim whose life goal was to just play around and do nothing? It's about time one appeared, don't you think?"

"How grandly are you planning to play?"

"You'll be playing with me later. You'll see then."

The Flower Sword Supreme interjected, "Young Cult Leader, will you let me join in then?"

"Of course."

"You promised. You can't turn your back on me just because I'm old."

"That's what I should be saying to you. You can't say you're too busy with swordsmanship training to play! And Sword Supreme, even when you hang out with us, you look like our same-age friend." Those pleasant words then shifted from her to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Look at how our Elder's wrinkles have disappeared. From now on, I'll have to call you Hyung. Blade Demon-hyung!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head with an expression that said 'you're talking nonsense.' He asked, "Did you finish your personal business?"

"Yes, it's been taken care of."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. In truth, Geom Mugeuk's radiant skin spoke of the result without him needing to ask.

"Let's return to the Cult early tomorrow," Geom Mugeuk added.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme nodded. The journey that had begun with the three of them riding out in a carriage was finally ending.

Geom Mugeuk scurried over to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and stuck his face out. "Come on, this isn't something you can see every day. Touch my cheek! It's soft baby skin. I'm telling you, give it a pinch."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up, looking disgusted. "I'm still in the middle of my walk."

"Me too." The Flower Sword Supreme stood up to follow.

"Hey, where are you going! I'm telling you, it's really smooth! This is your only chance to pinch the Young Cult Leader's cheek! No, even if you're leaving, you should at least congratulate me. Say 'Congratulations. You suffered a lot! You'll become a legend of murim!' No, don't go!"

The two Demon Supremes pretended not to hear and quickened their pace.

Once they were far from Geom Mugeuk, the Flower Sword Supreme finally showed her surprise and admiration. "I thought there would be no more surprises on this trip. Body Reformation? I had no idea that was possible."

It was an absolute miraculous encounter known to have been experienced by only a few people in the long history of murim. Even seeing it with her own eyes, it was unbelievable. If it had been anyone other than Geom Mugeuk, she would have thought it was some kind of trick.

"Either he's a madman, or the heavens are mad."

"They're both mad."

Considering Geom Mugeuk's actions so far, there was no other way to describe it.

Though they said that, however, the two Demon Supremes were overjoyed. Geom Mugeuk was someone they had to protect, even at the cost of their own lives. For such a person to become stronger was what they wished for more than anyone.

"Those bastards behind the scenes picked the wrong opponent."

Geom Mugeuk had achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art at a young age, and now he had even undergone Body Reformation. Who could possibly be a match for him?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered a different perspective. "The reason the heavens are bestowing this fate upon him, huh?"

He couldn't imagine Geom Mugeuk losing to anyone.

Could there be another reason for granting such a miraculous encounter? If so, then...

"...Maybe its because the Cult Leader will really push for the unification of the murim."

The Cult Leader was the only person that Geom Mugeuk could not defeat.

Was this miraculous encounter was granted to Geom Mugeuk because he is fated to stop the Cult Leader's ambition?

The Flower Sword Supreme also knew well that the Cult Leader wouldn't give up on his dream easily. "If that's the case, then the Young Cult Leader is in for a very tough battle." She sighed worriedly, "Whose side should we be on then?"


Geom Mugeuk watched the two Demon Supremes disappear into the distance. Unlike what they worried about, he wasn't thinking about his father at all.

Now that the Twelve Zodiac Kings were all dead, there was only one nemesis left in his mind.

"The real enemy will appear now," he said.

The Sword King, who didn't know of Hwa Mugi's existence, assumed that Geom Mugeuk was referring to the Darkness Palace Lord. He wondered if his former superior could truly face this young man after losing all of his subordinates.

Geom Mugeuk called out, "Ak-hyung."

"......" The Sword King looked at him.

"Even if you leave eventually, please stay and have your fill of fun in our Cult before you go."

"Why do you think I'm going to leave?"

"Because everyone who asks that question ends up leaving. Please don't give me false hope. It's painful for me."

Geom Mugeuk wanted to keep the Sword King by his side somehow, but it was more important for his friend to live the life he wanted.

"I won't stop you from leaving. Instead, leave later, much later. Stay and have a great time with me. When you think, 'Ah, it's not fun being with this guy anymore. I'm sick and tired of these Demonic Cult bastards,' then you can leave."

Instead of answering, the Sword King looked up at the moon.

If I were to leave when it's no longer fun being with you, I'd never be able to leave.

In truth, he was of two minds. He wanted to go far away and live quietly among people who didn't know him, but he also wanted to stay by Geom Mugeuk's side and watch what kind of life this man, granted such an incredible destiny, would lead.

Geom Mugeuk grinned mischievously. "Whether you're leaving or just visiting, though, there's someone you absolutely have to meet first!"

Despite knowing full well who Geom Mugeuk was talking about, the Sword King feigned ignorance. "Fine. Let's go see just how pretty that woman you mentioned is."


Chapter 767: The Father of a Son Like You

The next morning, Ji Han woke at dawn and prepared thoroughly for their departure. He fed the horses until they were full and cleaned the carriage until it was spotless. Soon, the carriage stood ready in front of the inn, and all that remained was to get in and leave.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme didn't board the carriage.

"You go on ahead. We'll get some more air before we return."

The Flower Sword Supreme had said something unexpected during their walk last night.

[Since we've come this far, let's visit Lake Tai for the first time in a while before we go back.]

Lake Tai was in the northern river region of Zhejiang province. In the past, when Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon roamed the jianghu, the four of them, including the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, had met there. She couldn't remember why, but she vaguely recalled that they had an enjoyable time.

It was one of her few youthful memories with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[I wonder how much it has changed.]

[Let's go.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon agreed without hesitation. As enjoyable as the journey with Geom Mugeuk was, it couldn't compare to a trip with just the Flower Sword Supreme.

Normally, Geom Mugeuk would have made a fuss, demanding to be taken along. This time, however, he readily let the two of them go. "Since it's been a while since you've been out, please take care of all your business before you come back. No, you don't have to come back for a year if you don't want to. I realized something after being away from the Cult for so long. Strangely enough, the Cult runs just fine without us."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme gave the Sword King a simple nod of farewell.

As he turned away, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a telepathic message to the Sword King. [The Young Cult Leader likes you a lot. Stay by his side as much as you can.]

Without waiting for a reply, he started walking, and the Flower Sword Supreme followed him.

Geom Mugeuk stood for a moment, watching them go. I hope you make many memories and return safely.

"Alright, let's get going too," he finally said.

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King climbed into the carriage, and Ji Han took the driver's seat. It was still a group of three, but he was returning with two different people than when he had left the Cult.

Geom Mugeuk stuck his head out of the carriage window and shouted loudly, "Let's go! Back home to the Cult!"

Nevertheless, the carriage didn't move.

"Why aren't we going?" he asked in confusion.

Ji Han looked back with a slightly flustered face. "Uhm, I don't know where the headquarters of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "When in doubt, just charge ahead!"

Inside the carriage, the Sword King smiled. Those words were meant for his hesitating self as well.

Is it really okay for me to go to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? But he's telling me, what are you hesitating for? Just go!

And so, the carriage began to pick up speed, racing toward the place where a new life awaited.


Darkness shrouded the Darkness Palace Lord, Hwa Mugyeong, stirring as if in turmoil. A low groan escaped from the shadows that coiled around his body like smoke, "Ugh!"

The Saintess Ga Ye, who sat a short distance away with her eyes closed, opened them.

"Are you having a nightmare?"

SSSSSSH...

The darkness enveloping Hwa Mugyeong parted, revealing his face. The sweat beaded on his deeply furrowed brow hinted at the kind of dream he was having.

He habitually raised his head to look at the ceiling. Countless constellations were already shining, but thankfully, no new stars had lit up compared to before he fell asleep.

After giving his last command, he hadn't left this room at all. This room held the large Secret Box, the mural of the six orbs on the back wall, and the constellations on the ceiling that showed how much of the seal had been released.

"You're the one who should be having dreams," he replied in a deep, resonant voice.

Ga Ye could guess what he meant. He was implying that she should be the one receiving prophecies.

Yes, a prophecy was desperately needed at a time like this. She didn't even have a clue where this situation was heading.

SSSSSSH...

A black hole formed on the floor, and Hwa Mugyeong's subordinate, Hoe, rose from it.

The outcome was clear in the brief silence and the look in his eyes before he even gave his report.

"We've failed."

"Sigh..." Ga Ye reacted first, sighing deeply as she sat in the back. They had failed to find the last orb, the Purple Orb. Naturally, they must have also failed to extract the energy from Geom Mugeuk's body.

Their last hope had vanished.

She expected Hwa Mugyeong's anger to explode, but surprisingly, he was calm. No, that made it even more terrifying. She couldn't predict what he could do next.

"Did you summon all the souls of the dead?"

"Yes."

"And you still failed?"

Hoe replied gloomily, "All the souls were annihilated. Ak Gunhak survived and has joined the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

Hwa Mugyeong didn't get angry about that. If this mission failed, that was a natural consequence. Ak Gunhak's betrayal had been expected from the start, and he had been sent for the purpose of summoning the souls anyway.

Hoe prostrated himself on the spot. "I'll find the Purple Orb somehow before the seal is completely broken."

Hwa Mugyeong shook his head. How could he accomplish something that couldn't be done even by summoning the souls of the dead? This is not a matter that can be solved by loyalty alone.

FWOOSH!

Suddenly, a light burst from the Secret Box depicted on the mural behind Ga Ye. The source of the light was, surprisingly, the last remaining circle.

Purple light filled the room, coloring their shocked faces.

"The energy of the Purple Way has appeared in the world," Ga Ye announced.

Hwa Mugyeong asked, "Don't tell me... the Young Cult Leader found the last energy?"

The mural on the back wall answered his question.

FWOOOOSH!

The six circles began to glow in unison, and light poured out from the square shape in the center. As the central square lit up, the six surrounding circles lost their light.

"The Six Elements Origin Qi has merged into one!"

Five of the energies were with the Young Cult Leader, so for the six to merge into one meant...

"The Young Cult Leader has absorbed the power of all Six Elements Origin Qi," Ga Ye shouted. She hesitated for a moment, then repeated, "...Oh no, the power of the Six Elements Origin Qi now belongs to the Young Cult Leader."

A heavy silence fell upon the room.

Hwa Mugyeong slowly looked up at the ceiling, speaking coldly to the heavens beyond it. "Is this all your will? Is this pathetic reality all you left for three hundred years later?"

The prophecy passed down for three hundred years was wrong. The power had been claimed not by them, but by the Young Cult Leader.

Until now, even if the Young Cult Leader intercepted the power of the orbs, he had considered it fate. A fate where he would claim it all at the end after the Young Cult Leader had painstakingly gathered it, because there was a prophecy that the Heavenly Fate Palace would rule the murim.

"Is this your heavenly will! You damn heavens! Do you think I'll give up? Don't make me laugh! This isn't your will, but my will, the will of our three hundred years of effort!"

POP!

As if in response to his shout, another star lit up.

Hwa Mugyeong's eyes trembled. He made a decision.

SSSHHH!

The dark energy that had been enveloping him vanished in an instant, revealing his true body. Layers upon layers of fine wrinkles, the marks of time, coated his skin.

Ga Ye blinked in surprise. She had never seen him with the darkness completely gone before. It had always lingered around him somehow.

However, she knew why he had cast off the dark energy. It was because soon, darkness itself would emerge into the world.

Hwa Mugyeong's will to achieve his goal, even if it meant succumbing to darkness he couldn't control, showed that he, who once ruled the darkness, was now prepared to be ruled by it.

He hadn't given up yet.


The carriage continued toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk cherished his time with the Sword King. He cooked for him personally and lit a bonfire in a scenic field at night. They discussed martial arts as the cool breeze blew through the carriage window. More importantly, they could test their skills against each other.

"Ak-hyung, how about a duel with me for the first time in a while?"

Geom Mugeuk was curious about the changes in his fighting style after his Body Reformation. He had the perfect person to test it against, and he couldn't just let the opportunity pass.

He also made sure Ji Han couldn't watch the duel.

"It's not because I'm trying to hide some great martial arts, but because watching it would actually hinder your future training."

A difference in skill was only helpful up to a certain point. Watching a duel between himself and the Sword King would only be a hindrance to Ji Han's training.

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King stood facing each other in a windy field.

Both men knew how precious this moment was. Nowhere in this murim would they find an opportunity for such a duel with such an opponent.

The Sword King silently stared at Geom Mugeuk. Swords hadn't been drawn yet, but he could feel the difference in Geom Mugeuk's stance alone.

The pressure is different.

It was a completely different feeling from the last time they had crossed swords. Because of that, he couldn't help but ask, "Shall we fight for real?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled gently. "Why are you being so scary?"

SHIING!

He drew the Black Demon Sword.

The Sword King tensed. The Geom Mugeuk who was just standing there and the Geom Mugeuk who had drawn his sword were two different people.

You're the scarier one.

He had a feeling that Geom Mugeuk could kill him with that playful face.

He too slowly drew his iron sword.

The two men gauged each other with deep gazes, then moved at the same time.

CLANG!

Sword met sword, but Geom Mugeuk didn't follow up with another move.

The moment their swords clashed, he closed his eyes and fell into deep thought.

The Sword King had no choice but to wait for his opponent to open his eyes. He could predict the result of the duel from one clash.

He has already surpassed me.

From that one strike he had delivered with all his heart, Geom Mugeuk had clearly gained some sort of enlightenment. Perhaps through that single strike, he was envisioning a battle of hundreds of moves in his mind.

Some time later, Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes. The two men's swords were still crossed.

"Why are you so strong?" the Sword King complained, acknowledging how Geom Mugeuk had gained some realization from that last strike.

Geom Mugeuk replied, "This iron sword, you should switch it for a legendary sword!"

The Sword King shook his head. He had never once thought of changing his sword. This old iron sword had always been sufficient.

"No, I want to see Ak-hyung holding a legendary sword," Geom Mugeuk insisted, telling him to wield a stronger sword and display stronger swordsmanship.

The Sword King could feel it instinctively. For a swordmaster to wield an old iron sword certainly made for a cool look, but even that coolness was a mold he was trapped in. He had to break that mold to become stronger. It was time to wear shoes again.

The next time he took off the shoes he had put back on, he wouldn't even need an iron sword.

"I'll get you a legendary sword," Geom Mugeuk offered.

The Sword King replied, "I have a lot of money."

"I'll get you something money can't buy."

"You buy me shoes, a sword, and introduce me to a woman. Why are you doing all this for me?"

Sheathing his sword, Geom Mugeuk walked towards the carriage. "To keep you tied tightly by my side, I have to show my sincerity, and that sincerity hasn't even begun!"


The carriage traveled on, finally arriving at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

The moment he saw the magnificent buildings beyond the high walls, Ji Han's heart pounded as if it would burst.

I'm finally here.

The cultists standing guard at the main gate radiated truly terrifying demonic qi.

He had practiced what to say in his mind countless times from afar.

The Young Cult Leader is in this carriage. No, that's not right. The Young Cult Leader is in this carriage, move aside! Should I say it that strongly?

He couldn't ask Geom Mugeuk about something like this, so his heart just kept pounding.

He also thought that since he was new to the Headquarters, they might ask him to get out and investigate him. He had worried and imagined all sorts of things, but the actual result was anticlimactic.

The gate opened, and the cultists said politely, "Please proceed straight down this path."

They already knew that Geom Mugeuk was inside.

The moment he entered the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, a gasp of admiration escaped Ji Han's lips. "Ah!"

A vast, open space unfolded before him. Endless buildings scattered across the landscape, with towering and fearsome demonic statues standing between them. Countless cultists were coming and going. Opening the gate felt like stepping into another world.

Geom Mugeuk stopped the slowly advancing carriage. "Let's get out and take a tour of the Cult!"

Geom Mugeuk, the Sword King, and Ji Han got out of the carriage.

When the passing cultists saw Geom Mugeuk, they respectfully greeted him.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

"Have you been well?"

"Of course!" Geom Mugeuk waved to each of the cultists who recognized him from afar and greeted him. He then turned to the Sword King and added, "Oh, I'm not creating a good atmosphere just to make our Ak-hyung attached to this place! Don't misunderstand!"

"I wasn't thinking that," the Sword King replied.

Geom Mugeuk at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was exactly as he had expected. He wasn't the type of person to treat masters well and subordinates poorly. He could feel that the bright expressions directed at Geom Mugeuk weren't fake.

Geom Mugeuk asked Ji Han. "What about you? What do you think?"

"I'm still dazed."

"From now on, this is your home."

Ji Han blinked in confusion. The reality that he had attacked the person who would become the master of this incredible place, and then became that person's subordinate, hadn't yet fully sunk in.

Overwhelmed by the grandeur of the Divine Cult, they arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"You wait here. There's someone I want to introduce you to later," Geom Mugeuk told Ji Han.

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King. "Ak-hyung, let's go."

The Sword King looked up at the towering demonic statue at the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall. He truly never thought the day would come in his life when he would meet the Heavenly Demon.

"Are you nervous?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Sword King shook his head. "No."

"As expected! Our Ak-hyung is the most courageous person of all."

The Sword King sighed. That wasn't the reason. Geom Mugeuk had completely misunderstood. "It's not that I'm nervous, I'm scared. See my hand trembling?"

"Why are you so scared?"

"Because I'm about to meet the father of a son like you."

Geom Mugeuk laughed, "Don't worry. Aren't I the blue that comes from indigo, the tiger son of a tiger father, and the back wave of the Yangtze River?[^1] Besides, my father is a surprisingly ordinary and kind person."

The two of them entered the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Far in the distance, beyond the blood-red path, Geom Woojin could be seen on the grand throne.

Feeling the Heavenly Demon's suffocating presence, the Sword King whispered in terror, "You're a damned liar."

[^1]: All idioms that indicate the younger generation has surpassed the older generation.


Chapter 768: Why Are You Asking My Father That?

The Sword King was not pressured just because he knew the man before him was the Heavenly Demon. He would have felt the same way if he had encountered this man on the street. He would have recognized him instantly, even in a crowd of hundreds.

It was a presence that could not be hidden, no, this man was simply making absolutely no effort to hide himself.

"Father, your son has returned from his excursion!" Geom Mugeuk greeted loudly.

The Sword King awkwardly put on the shoes that hung from his waist.

"Well, Ak-hyung. Let's go!" Geom Mugeuk said, appearing as cheerful as ever. Deep down though, he was more nervous than he had ever been.

How will Father react to my Body Reformation? Will he accept the Sword King? What am I going to do if he refuses? I can't just say, "He's my fellow ponytail friend, so you don't need to worry about him." The Sword King's skill and presence are far too great for that!

Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King walked side by side down the path of blood and arrived before the throne.

The Sword King showed his respect with a polite, clasped-hands greeting. "Greetings, I'm Ak Gunhak. It's an honor to meet you, Heavenly Demon. Thanks to your son, I have the chance to meet a revered figure of the murim."

Geom Woojin's impassive eyes shifted to the Sword King's feet, his gaze containing neither goodwill nor hostility. "I heard you usually go around barefoot?"

The Sword King shuddered. It seemed Geom Mugeuk had told his father about him.

"I felt it would be disrespectful to be barefoot when meeting such an esteemed person, so I put them on."

He was not being deferential because the other man was stronger than him. He had originally planned to enter barefoot but changed his mind when he heard Geom Mugeuk's call out to his father.

Yes, this was a courtesy he paid not because the man was the Heavenly Demon, but because he was Geom Mugeuk's father. Wearing shoes was the highest form of respect he could show.

Geom Woojin and the Sword King made eye contact.

Geom Mugeuk looked on anxiously. No matter how strong the Sword King was, he was no match for his father. Still, he was more than skilled enough to provoke Geom Woojin.

Father, this man is my friend, too. Please, look upon him kindly.

Well, the people he had previously introduced as his friends were people like Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun. His father did not exactly approve of any of them.

Geom Woojin's gaze shifted from the Sword King to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk looked up. Finally, the moment has come!

Geom Woojin, who had been silently looking down at his son, rose from his seat. He descended the stairs slowly, neither too fast nor too slow, his footsteps making no sound at all.

For Geom Mugeuk, this was just his father, a familiar sight.

For the Sword King, however, it was different. With every step Geom Woojin took, his heart hammered in his chest. The Heavenly Demon's presence felt like a fist striking his heart with each step. If he had followed his instincts, he would have retreated one step for every one his opponent took.

Geom Woojin stopped right in front of Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk waited in anticipation. Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had recognized his Body Reformation. There was no way his father would not notice.

Sure enough, the sneer he was so fond of spread across his father's lips. The emotion contained within it today was clear.

Now you show up after going through a Body Reformation?

Right, his father would sneer and spout sarcasm, but he was not the type to feel something like jealousy.

Raising his hands in surrender, he confessed. "Let me say this upfront, I'm your son. I'm an unfilial son who achieved Body Reformation before his father, but I'm definitely your real son!"

SWOOSH! GRAB!

Geom Woojin reached out and seized both of his son's arms.

Geom Mugeuk flinched in surprise. "If you're trying to test whether a body that's undergone Body Reformation can be torn apart, please stop! If you try to rip me apart, I'll really break!"

Fortunately, there was no test to see if his body would be torn apart.

PAT, PAT...

Geom Woojin's hands slid down to Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. From there, he began to inspect the rest of his son's body.

He examined his arms and shoulders, his waist and back, and even his legs, touching each part meticulously. It was not a casual inspection but a very thorough one. He checked how much the bones had elongated, how the skin and muscles had changed, and what the body's balance was like.

Geom Mugeuk found his father's touch unfamiliar. Thinking back, his father had never made physical contact with him, except when he was very young.

It was reassuring, though. His father's touch was like when the Demonic Physician examined a patient, filled with care and affection. He was personally checking to make sure nothing had gone wrong.

Even knowing his father's intentions, though, he was inwardly tense. After all, his father could launch a surprise attack at any moment and then say something like, "You've undergone Body Reformation. I expected you to be able to dodge something like this."

There was precedence, too. His father had done something like this before. He remembered reporting his complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, only to have a finger qi bullet fly in his face. Considering that, he needed to be ten times more vigilant today.

However, what came at him today was a hundred times more shocking than that finger qi bullet.

After finishing his inspection of his son's body, Geom Woojin's gaze shifted to the Sword King, then back to his son. "Kill him," he commanded coldly.

Not only Geom Mugeuk but the Sword King was also stunned.

The Sword King had expected that he would be unwelcome, but he never imagined the Heavenly Demon would execute him.

Geom Mugeuk immediately protested, "Wait, Father! I know we enjoy killing people, but we're not so bad that we'd kill someone who just arrived and gave a friendly greeting, are we?"

Geom Woojin remained silent, as if to confirm the order was not a mistake.

"He's not as handsome as you, so there's no way he stole one of your women," Geom Mugeuk joked. "Did he perhaps run off with your money when you were young?"

Of course, the joke fell flat.

The Sword King was curious to see how Geom Mugeuk would handle the situation. The son was just as adept at surprising people as the father.

Geom Mugeuk let out a deep sigh. "Ak-hyung, if this were an order from anyone else, I might be able to refuse it, but I can't disobey Father's command."

The Sword King's eyes widened. Wait, is he actually going to kill me?

As if he truly intended to carry out the order, Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword.

Faced with this unexpected turn, the Sword King stared at him, dumbfounded. "Young Cult Leader, I even put on my shoes for this. Is this really how it's going to be?"

He spoke formally, a departure from his usual casual manner, because they were before the Cult Leader who had just ordered his death.

"What can I do? It's my father's command."

Seeing that Geom Mugeuk was dead serious, the Sword King quickly accepted the situation. He glanced around at Geom Woojin and the Heavenly Demon Hall before looking back at Geom Mugeuk.

Am I really going to die by Geom Mugeuk's hand, here in the Heavenly Demon Hall, under the watchful eye of the Heavenly Demon?

"Yes, this is a fine way to go."

He drew his sword as well. He had already been prepared to die for Geom Mugeuk beneath Mount Tianmu. This death was merely a little delayed.

The thought brought him a sense of peace.

The two men stood facing each other, swords raised.

"Young Cult Leader, you must not let your guard down for a second. I intend to use the full extent of my skills."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The Sword King was willing to die fighting him.

Right, was the reason I liked the Sword King simply because he tied his hair in a ponytail and walked around barefoot? No, it was because of his detached composure in the face of death, despite his incredible skill. If it were me, I couldn't die like that. It would be too much of a waste of my abilities.

A taut tension filled the air.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze, which had been fixed on the Sword King, shifted to Geom Woojin. "You should say it now. 'Son, that's enough. I now fully understand your heart, which places my command above even friendship.'"

Geom Woojin merely continued to stare at Geom Mugeuk in silence, holding fast to his command to kill.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "At least tell me why you want him dead."

"......" Geom Woojin did not provide a reason.

"Seriously, this is too much!" Geom Mugeuk sheathed the Black Demon Sword. "You know I can't kill him, don't you?"

"If you disobey me, I'll have you removed from the position of Young Cult Leader," Geom Woojin replied, his eyes were deadly serious.

The Sword King watched Geom Mugeuk anxiously. He couldn't possibly give it up, could he?

"Okay, I'll give up the position of Young Cult Leader," Geom Mugeuk declared.

The Sword King quickly cut in, "Young Cult Leader, I'm not worth that much."

"Of course you're not."

"What?"

"I'm not giving up the Young Cult Leader position because you, Ak-hyung, are as valuable as the title. This position determines the fate of countless members of our Cult. It's a position that can't be compared to anything else in value. Even my own life isn't worth as much as this seat," Geom Mugeuk explained.

If those words were meant for his father, his next words were for the Sword King.

"I want to kill you, but I'm not confident that I can."

He did not use his relationship with the Sword King as a reason.

How could I kill my friend?

Approaching it with such sentiment would be a mistake. It would only have the opposite effect on his father.

Furthermore, this choice was a way of saving the Sword King's face. He could not kill him not because they were friends, but because he was too strong. It was a consideration for the Sword King as a martial artist.

Geom Mugeuk said firmly, "Father, this man is the strongest opponent I've ever fought, and I still haven't seen his final technique."

Even though they were before his father, the Sword King was formerly one of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. If the swordmaster's dignity as a martial artist was undermined and his pride wounded, he would not be able to stay by his side.

Such a thing could not be allowed to happen, especially not in front of him. If it did, the man would surely leave.

"Father, your son could die!"

Even after all this, Geom Woojin did not back down.

"Don't worry, your brother is still alive and well. I'll even avenge you myself."

"No way! I'd be sick with jealousy if I have to watch my brother become the Cult Leader."

"If you don't kill that man, you won't become the Cult Leader anyway."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father. It was time to ask the most important question. "Why are you testing me?"

"A test?"

"Yes. You're not the type of person to issue such a command, Father. If you really wanted this man dead, you would've killed him yourself."

Surprisingly, it really was a test, and the reason for it was completely unexpected.

"I need to confirm that you hadn't changed."

"What?" Geom Mugeuk blinked in shock.

Geom Woojin revealed something even his son didn't know. "When it comes to Body Reformation, the physical changes aren't the most important part."

Geom Mugeuk looked down at his own body. "How can you say that after seeing this smooth skin and smelling this fragrance? That's not all. My bone structure has changed, and my whole body feels light enough to fly. What could possibly be more important than all this?"

Geom Woojin stared into his son's eyes as if to pierce them. "Your mind."

"!"

"Body Reformation completely alters even the blood vessels in the brain. Do you know why Body Reformation is so rare in the jianghu? It's because even if they endure the physical agony, many go mad or die during the process of their brains being altered."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned speechless. His father was usually a man of few words, but when it came to matters of martial arts, he was always generous with his explanations.

"Haven't you noticed any changes to your mental state?"

"My mind feels clearer than before. I can think faster, and my memory seems to have improved as well," Geom Mugeuk replied, finally realizing why he had become lost in thought during the first exchange of his duel with the Sword King.

"What's important is how it has changed. Separate from your mind becoming clearer, your personality could've warped into something strange, but seeing your pathetic display..." Geom Woojin's expression softened. "Fortunately, it seems you haven't changed at all."

It meant he had achieved a perfect Body Reformation.

In truth, Geom Mugeuk suspected that wasn't the only reason for his father's test. There were many other ways to check if his mind was intact, so why insist on ordering him to kill the Sword King?

The only reason was because his father had wanted to see how the Sword King would react.

Did the Sword King pass Father's inspection? Or did he intend to deepen our bond since our fates are already entangled?

His father must have known that he would never kill the Sword King. He probably just wanted to see whether the Sword King would willingly offer up his life, and whether their friendship was enough to make him to forsake the position of Young Cult Leader.

Geom Woojin turned and ascended to the throne. "Congratulations, my son."

"!" Geom Mugeuk stared at his father, his face blank with shock.


"Congratulations, my son."



Those three simple words shook him to his core. He could feel the sincerity behind them.

He bowed his head in gratitude. "Thank you, Father."

Damn it. I had no intention of marrying in this life either, but you keep shaking my resolve, Father.

He wouldn't let this good mood go to waste.

"Father, to celebrate my Body Reformation, please grant your son one request," he said boldly and shamelessly.

Geom Woojin's mouth twitched in disbelief. "What request?"

"Please grant me the White Flower Sword."

A tense silence fell over the hall.

"You want the White Flower Sword? One of our Cult's four legendary swords?"

"......"

The White Flower Sword was the fourth-ranked of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's four legendary swords, with the first three being the Heavenly Demon Sword, the Black Demon Sword, and the Evil Spirit Sword.

The Black Demon Sword was coarse and destructive, and the Evil Spirit Sword held a dark, malevolent aura, and the White Flower Sword possessed a gentle and noble energy.

"I want to give the White Flower Sword to Ak-hyung as a gift."

The Sword King's eyes widened in shock. He knew of the White Flower Sword. When Geom Mugeuk had promised to get him a legendary sword, he never imagined it would be one of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's four legendary swords.

He immediately declined politely, "Young Cult Leader, that sword is too much for me."

"But it suits you so well, Ak-hyung!"

"I'm not such a noble person. I'll accept your sentiment alone, Young Cult Leader."

"Bring the White Flower Sword," Geom Woojin commanded.

The Sword King was stunned speechless, while Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked up at his father.

I'm in deep shit. I already worried about how I'll be able to stand against Father when that day comes, but now...

Well, that was for the future. For now, the Sword King was the priority.

"Please don't give me a new order like, 'Kill this man with that sword'!" he joked again.

The Sword King started to panic. He, who had never once been flustered even before the Darkness Palace Lord, couldn't count how many times this father and son pair had surprised and bewildered him today.

Huh? They're really giving me the precious White Flower Sword? One of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's four legendary swords?

Fine, he could concede that Geom Mugeuk might give it to him, because he was that kind of person.

The Heavenly Demon actually agreed? I was once an enemy of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!

Just then, Hwi appeared, holding a sword box.

Geom Mugeuk exchanged a glance with Hwi. Long time no see, Uncle Hwi!

The eyes of the masked Hwi crinkled in a slight smile, as if to say, 'Congratulations on your Body Reformation, Young Cult Leader.'

Hwi handed over the box containing the White Flower Sword to Geom Mugeuk and vanished without a sound.

Geom Woojin said, "This is your congratulatory gift."

"Thank you, Father." Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully in thanks, then presented the sword box to the Sword King right in front of his father.

Of course, he didn't forget to add a joke.

"Be careful when you open it. It might explode."

The Sword King silently looked down at the sword box in his hands. He was dumbfounded. He had never dreamed he would receive such a precious sword so easily.

"Why are you bestowing such a gift upon me?" he asked Geom Woojin.

Geom Mugeuk instantly took offense at that. "Hey, I'm the one giving it to you! Why are you asking my father that? Look at me! Me!"

Unfortunately for him, the Sword King's gaze remained fixed on Geom Woojin.

"...Let's just say I liked the sight of you wearing shoes," Geom Woojin replied emotionlessly.

"Hey, I'm the one who gave you those shoes too!"

You're both completely insane, the Sword King thought, but he couldn't bring himself to say it out loud.

Instead, he bowed his head respectfully and conveyed the sentiment in a more refined manner.

"Like father, like son. Now I understand perfectly how someone like the Young Cult Leader could exist."


Chapter 769: Are You Looking Down on Him Because He's a Martial Arts Instructor?

The Sword King remarked that he now understood how someone like the Young Cult Leader could be born.

However, Geom Woojin immediately retorted, "Did I give you a sword just for you to insult me?"

The Sword King panicked. Did he see through my inner thoughts despite my mild phrasing? I need to come up with an excuse right away!

"Please don't misunderstand. I meant that after meeting the Cult Leader, I now understand how such an excellent son could be born," he said earnestly.

Next to the Sword King, however, Geom Mugeuk chuckled. He knew his father was joking, and the fact that he was joking meant one thing.

He passed.

The Sword King had passed his father's test.

Well, which parent could dislike a man willing to lay down his life for their child?

"Of course, it's high praise, the highest praise," Geom Mugeuk added. "You've worked hard, Father, to raise such a magnificent son."

Geom Woojin made an expression that clearly said, 'How can you say such things about yourself so shamelessly?' If the Sword King had not been there, he surely would have said it aloud.

The Sword King bowed his head respectfully to show his gratitude. "I won't forget the grace you've shown me."

The sword's worth to him was not important. What mattered was the White Flower Sword's value to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He had received one of its four greatest legendary swords.

Geom Mugeuk also bid his father farewell. "Father, I'll come to see you again later. I have so much to tell you this time."

He always told his father what happened whenever he returned to the cult. This time, he especially could not skip the thrilling story about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

Geom Woojin nodded. "Let's have dinner together."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled. His father probably did not know how deeply those easy words moved his son.

He left the Heavenly Demon Hall with the Sword King.

While walking down the long corridor, the Sword King stopped for a moment, staring at the demonic statues supporting the pillars that lined the hallway.

He turned to Geom Mugeuk. "What is it you truly want from me?" he asked. "Do you want me to fight for you? Or do you want me to become your subordinate?"

Geom Mugeuk asked back, "If I said I want you to become my subordinate and fight for me, would you do it?"

The Sword King gave no answer. It was a question he could not answer easily, yet perhaps he could.

"Honestly, I want to insist that you do, because once we're bound by a master-subordinate relationship, you'll be with me for life." Geom Mugeuk paused briefly, then continued, "But I'd rather be friends with you, Ak-hyung. Even if you suddenly leave one day, and I have to spend every year wondering where you are and what you're doing, I'd still rather be your friend. I don't want to see you serving under anyone."

The Sword King's gaze deepened. This was why he thought he could answer the question easily. The chance to serve a man like this was an opportunity that required heavenly fortune. "Even so, this sword is too extravagant a gift for a friend," he muttered.

Geom Mugeuk relieved that burden. "It's a gift for me, not for you, Ak-hyung."

"For you?"

"Yes, for me. I want to live among cool and good people."

"What does that have to do with this sword?"

"That sword will make you an even stronger and cooler person!"

The Sword King had believed he would become truly cool and free only when he used an ordinary sword. However, Geom Mugeuk said the opposite, that he would become stronger, freer, and cooler by wielding a legendary sword.

"If I couldn't be among such cool people, I'd probably be living with the same dream as you, Ak-hyung."

The Sword King sighed lightly. "That dream... isn't a very good one."

If you know that, then why are you so intent on leaving? Wake up from that dream, and find yourself a new dream! Geom Mugeuk thought, but did not say the words aloud. Ak Gunhak would surely understand him.

His gaze shifted to the sword box. "Why don't you draw the sword? You have to give it a chance to show off."

The Sword King opened the sword box and took out the White Flower Sword. Its scabbard was elegant and luxurious.

SHIIING!

As he drew the sword, the surrounding air seemed to change instantly. The blade was brilliant but not blinding, radiating an elegant and gentle dignity.

Geom Mugeuk grinned in anticipation. Just imagining the Sword King attacking with that sword was enough to instill fear.

"It's the only one of our Cult's four legendary swords that doesn't contain demonic qi or ghostly energy," he explained.

The Sword King infused the blade with qi, and the sword hummed softly.

WOOONG!

A stream of energy flowed along the blade, communing with the Sword King's breath. He closed his eyes to feel the sword, then opened them with a joyful expression.

"This is a truly fine sword."

Of course it is. Geom Mugeuk smiled. The sword's character matched the Sword King's own, so he would feel an even greater connection to it.

The Sword King drew the iron sword he had been wearing and flicked a finger at it.

TWANG!

It snapped in half effortlessly.

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head in confusion. "Was that sword really so easy to break?"

"It's a sword I bought for one tael at the market."

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped in disbelief. "Still, how could you abandon it so heartlessly! It must've held all sorts of memories. My friend, this man has abandoned you!"

"What memories? If it breaks or I lose it, I can just buy a new sword." The Sword King fastened the White Flower Sword to his waist where the iron sword had been. "Oh, and it's my sword now. You can't ask for it back."

Geom Mugeuk stood for a moment, watching the Sword King's back as he strode away.

How could that old iron sword not hold memories? Breaking the old sword was the Sword King's answer to his gift. It was the swordmaster's way of saying he would use this sword in accordance with the goodwill shown him.

"Well, now that you've met my very ordinary and friendly father, it's time to go meet the person who's been waiting for you with bated breath! I'm sorry, Sword, but you'll have to wait a bit. We need to take care of the most urgent task first!"


On the training grounds where the Ghost Shadow Third Division (the former Beautiful Bridges assassins) were training, swords sliced through the air in unison.

"Straighten your backs!" Cha Yiran shouted. She was in charge of their training today.

SHWIIIIING!

The girls slashed, thrusted, and blocked. These were basic swordsmanship movements, but their swords held power and their actions were flawless. They built their stamina and mastered the fundamentals of swordsmanship without using inner arts.

Now that they had joined the Ghost Shadow Squad, they were no longer just assassins. On the contrary, their assassination techniques were a disadvantage in an all-out battle, so they needed to learn swordsmanship suitable for open combat.

The problem was the lack of a suitable style. Although Cha Yiran had learned some swordsmanship in her youth, it was not a martial art she could pass down, so for now, she had them repeat only basic sword training.

"Ahhh!"

Low murmurs of admiration rang out from the dozens of cultists who were watching them train. Some were just passing by, while others had come specifically to watch. The training of these beautiful women was the talk of the cult.

Meanwhile, one woman frequently stole glances at the crowd.

The Seventeenth Bridge scanned the onlookers, wondering if the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior might be among them.

She had thought being in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult together meant she would see the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior more often. However, she had fewer opportunities. They had become members of the Ghost Shadow Squad, and he had entered the Valley of Evil.

As they each led busy lives, she had no chance to meet him. She tried taking pointless strolls and even went near the Valley of Evil, but she could not find him, and she could not just enter the Valley of Evil to see him.

"Stop looking, he's not there," the Fifth Bridge whispered while swinging her sword beside her. As the Seventeenth Bridge's closest friend, she knew about her crush on the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

"I heard the Faceless Warriors rarely leave the Valley of Evil."

The Seventeenth Bridge sighed. Was that why she had never run into any of them?

"He might've taken off his mask and be watching me," she mumbled hopefully.

Could the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior be among those people?

"Wake up!" the Fifth Bridge nagged, raising her voice without realizing it.

Cha Yiran heard her.

She made eye contact with Cha Yiran, then bowed her head in apology and focused on her training.

Soon, the arduous training session ended. A few onlookers clapped, and some even cheered. They only dared to do so because they did not know who these women were. Since they were only practicing basic swordsmanship, they might have looked like easy targets.

The girls could have taken offense at the underestimation, but none of them cared. In fact, they enjoyed the gazes and reactions.

After all, they were killers who could slay every last one of them. The one who clapped the loudest would probably die first.

As the women caught their breath and were about to disperse, Cha Yiran called out to the Seventeenth Bridge. "Can we talk?"

"Yes, Ma'am!"

The two walked out of the training grounds.

"Have you seen him again?" Cha Yiran asked.

Before coming to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, she had sent the Seventeenth Bridge to meet the Faceless Warriors during the beauty pageant.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had arranged their meeting, and Cha Yiran had merely sent her along. At that time, she learned of her surbordinate's relationship with the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

"No, I haven't met him yet." the Seventeenth Bridge replied. "I don't think now is the time to be thinking about men."

She immediately regretted those words.

Cha Yiran smiled bitterly. How could she not know her subordinate's words were insincere? As time passed, feelings would cool and fade into memory, just like her own thoughts of Ak Gunhak.

"Go see him," she encouraged.

"What?"

"Go to the Valley of Evil and find him. You're under the Young Cult Leader's direct command, while they're under the Demon Supreme's. We have no reason to feel inferior."

The Seventeenth Bridge stared at Cha Yiran in surprise. Had the person changed with her position? She never imagined Cha Yiran would give such advice.

Cha Yiran teased, "Want me to go with you?"

"No. I can go alone," the Seventeenth Bridge said, summoning courage she did not know she had. Since Cha Yiran herself had given this advice, she could not do nothing. "I'll go right now."

Cha Yiran stopped her as she hurried off. "Go to my room and open the wardrobe. There's a blue gown in there. Wear that. It'll look good on you."

"B-But...!?"

"Why? Do you want me to go with you and dress you?"

"No!"

"Go on."

"Yes, Ma'am." The Seventeenth Bridge bowed politely and started running, then turned back from a distance. "Thank you so much."

After bowing deeply, she ran off again.

Cha Yiran looked up at the clear blue sky. Just looking at the Seventeenth Bridge, she could feel her excitement.

Yes, that's what it's like to truly love someone. Maybe I should have a drink with the First Bridge later?

Just then, someone spoke from behind her.

"People who play matchmaker for other lovers usually end up drinking alone."

Startled, she turned around. Geom Mugeuk stood there with a smile. No one could compare to this man when it came to surprising people.

"Says the one who can't even take care of his own affairs," she retorted, recalling a past event in response to Geom Mugeuk's provocation. "Do you remember? That day at the lakeside where that girl and the Faceless Warriors met, you said you'd help her elope and find my love for me too. Why haven't you found him? Please find my love."

Geom Mugeuk could feel her heart was at ease enough to joke like that. It meant she was adjusting well to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. "And if I find him? You wouldn't even be able to confess that you liked him."

"Why do you think I can't? Our Young Cult Leader still doesn't know me very well."

Seeing her boast, Geom Mugeuk gave a playful yet meaningful smile.

"Hmm?" Cha Yiran tilted her head. "Did you do something to your skin?"

As a master of cosmetics, she immediately noticed Geom Mugeuk's skin had become clearer and more translucent.

"What did you put on? You smell nice too. Come to think of it, your shoulders seem a bit broader as well."

Geom Mugeuk grinned and dismissed the flattery. "Our Division Leader Cha will survive well in this organization."

Still, Cha Yiran felt that was not it. This man, something about him has changed.

Geom Mugeuk changed the subject. "I heard you've been teaching your subordinates swordsmanship lately."

"I'm only teaching the basics for now, but since my main martial art isn't swordsmanship, I'm worried about the future."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "That works out perfectly. I know a good swordsmanship teacher."

Cha Yiran looked at him with anticipation.

"He's an instructor who taught swordsmanship at a martial arts academy,"  Geom Mugeuk added. "He's taught some very excellent students."

Disappointment flashed across Cha Yiran's face. "Even if my main martial art isn't swordsmanship, wouldn't I be better than a mere teacher from a martial arts academy?"

"Are you looking down on him because he's a martial arts instructor?"

Cha Yiran smiled. "When you're at my level, you're allowed to look down on others a little."

"That's too harsh. You'll hurt the poor teacher's feelings." Geom Mugeuk glanced behind him and spoke as if someone were there, behind the building. "Please be patient. I know you're a broad-minded teacher."

Cha Yiran assumed Geom Mugeuk was joking. He knew her skills and those of her subordinates. There was no way he would bring a martial arts academy teacher to instruct them.

Cha Yiran looked in the direction Geom Mugeuk was facing and called out. "Go back! We are women you can't handle, Instructor. As you can see, we're rude and have no potential."

"Don't say that. It was so difficult to get this teacher to come here!" Geom Mugeuk walked toward the building and peered behind it. "Please don't be too disappointed, Hyung-nim. It's not like students disrespecting their teachers is anything new these days."

Cha Yiran walked over as well. She would never have played along with such a prank for anyone other than Geom Mugeuk. "Just which martial arts academy is he from, and who did he teach... HIEEEEK!"

The moment she rounded the corner and saw where Geom Mugeuk was looking, a genuine shriek burst from her lips.

Standing there with his hair tied back tightly and his feet bare was Ak Gunhak. It was really Ak Gunhak, the very man she had longed to see.

"He was a swordsmanship instructor at the Yellow Dragon Academy. I learned from him, as did your Captain and the First Division Leader. Aren't we all excellent students?"

Geom Mugeuk's words did not even register in Cha Yiran's ears. Her heart pounded as if it would burst, and her cheeks and ears flushed red.

"...No, this, how, why?"

---

Translator's Note: Aaaaand, cliffhanger!


Chapter 770: I Came to See You Today Too

Cha Yiran had never been so flustered in her life. She could say with certainty that this was the first time her face was burning so hot that she could feel the heat.

Seeing her face blaze red, the Sword King felt a pang of guilt. He had played along with Geom Mugeuk, knowing full well that he would tease her.


"You must wait here without moving. You can't come out until I give the signal, okay?"

"What kind of prank are you trying to pull now?!"



He wondered if letting Geom Mugeuk drag him along as if he could not refuse was really the right thing to do, but deep down, he was curious.

Does she really like me?

Geom Mugeuk had repeated it so many times and made such a fuss that it did not seem like baseless nonsense.

Well, her reaction confirms it. She truly does like me.

The Sword King found it surprising. He had only ever exchanged greetings and light chatter with Cha Yiran.

She seriously likes me?

"Long time no see," he greeted.

Cha Yiran struggled to calm her pounding heart and compose herself. "Yes, i-it's been a while," she replied, a slight but undeniable quiver in her voice.

After all, only one thought filled her mind right now.

How much did he hear? Surely he didn't hear everything, right?

She had shouted so loudly about finding her love.

Please, just say you didn't overhear it!

This was all Geom Mugeuk's scheme. If the Sword King were not here, she would have grabbed Geom Mugeuk by the collar and shaken him.

"I didn't expect to see you here," she said anxiously.

"The same goes for me," the Sword King replied.

"What happened?"

"......" The Sword King hesitated. He had no simple explanation for how he had ended up at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk answered for him. "He came to our Cult because he heard you wanted to see him."

"Stop teasing me already!" Cha Yiran exclaimed, thinking Geom Mugeuk was teasing her.

Geom Mugeuk smiled innocently, trying to keep the prank going until the very end. He had brought Ak Gunhak here not only to tease her, but him as well.

Still, this was a prank that was also very sincere.

The Sword King said calmly, "One of the reasons I came to the Divine Cult was indeed to meet you."

Cha Yiran's calmed heart started pounding again. Her heart confirmed it. She truly did like him.

Though of course, the Sword King did not reveal his feelings.

"Since you and I are the only ones who survived, I felt we should see each other at least once," he added.

Finally, Cha Yiran realized that only she and Ak Gunhak remained out of the Twelve Zodiac Kings.

"So they all died in the end," she whispered, glancing at Geom Mugeuk.

When they were carrying out tasks for the Darkness Palace, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was never on their radar. However, he had gradually became the center of events, and ultimately, it seemed that he had he wiped out everyone except for her and the Sword King.

Honestly, she could understand it if were the Cult Leader, but she had never imagined they would all be defeated by the Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk truly is a man who doesn't know the meaning of impossible.

Most importantly, he had also kept his promise to save her love. He had rescued Ak Gunhak from the clutches of the fearsome Darkness Palace Lord and placed him right before her.

"Are you hurt anywhere?" she asked worriedly.

The Sword King shook his head. "I'm fine. What about you?"

"I'm perfectly fine too." Cha Yiran smiled. Her heart surprisingly calmed as she spoke with the Sword King. Still, she asked cautiously, "By any chance, did you hear what I said earlier?"

The Sword King nodded. This wasn't something he could hide forever, so he might as well admit it now.

Cha Yiran immediately made up an excuse, saying, "It's a prank the Young Cult Leader and I often play, so please don't mind it."

"Won't you regret it?" Geom Mugeuk cut in, knowing that if this moment passed, it would be hard to create such an atmosphere again. She would never blush like this again. "I'm asking if you won't regret it later. 'I should've confessed my feelings then.' 'Since our relationship was going to end like this anyway, why did I worry so much?' 'It would've been just one moment of embarrassment.' No, in fact, not being able to confess your feelings is the truly embarrassing thing."

Cha Yiran could not refute him. She was certain she would have such regrets.

Sighing, she asked, "Why are you trying so hard to set us up?"

"Because you're both good people."

The Sword King interjected, "That's a lie. He's doing that because he enjoys seeing us flustered. The Young Cult Leader loves teasing people."

"Ak-hyung! That's a misunderstanding!"

"Misunderstanding, my ass!"

Cha Yiran challenged Geom Mugeuk. "You said I'm a good person, right? Name three good things about me."

"......"

"I knew it."

Cha Yiran stood beside the Sword King, forming a united front. "I get it now. The real reason we were dragged all the way here was for the Young Cult Leader's momentary fun and entertainment."

"If we don't stay sharp, we'll fall for the Young Cult Leader's tricks again."

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped in disbelief. "I was trying to matchmake you two, but not like this."

The three of them smiled at the same time. The banter lightened the atmosphere, and the awkwardness vanished.

Cha Yiran looked at the Sword King. "By the way, I survived because of you. Thank you for saving my life."

The Sword King blinked in surprise. "What do you mean by that?"

Cha Yiran looked at Geom Mugeuk. "The Young Cult Leader spared me when he found out that I liked you."

"!" The Sword King stared at Geom Mugeuk, shocked. "Is that true?"

"How could I kill someone who might be Ak-hyung's lover, even if she was an enemy?"

The Sword King shook his head helplessly. Geom Mugeuk must have been in a life-or-death situation when facing Cha Yiran, and yet he stuck to his principles.

Cha Yiran sighed, "Honestly, I can't understand you, Young Cult Leader. Why are you giving Gunhak the freedom to choose whether he wants to stay or go? If you like someone a lot, you should hold on to them, right? Why try to send them away? I really don't get you!"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Then you should be able to understand me now. You see, the plan has changed. Back then, the plan was to free this man, but right now, we're going to tie him down tightly by our side."

Cha Yiran's heart fluttered. She wished for nothing more than to stay with Ak Gunhak.

"Are you seriously holding a strategy meeting in front of the target?" Ak Gunhak grumbled.

Geom Mugeuk retorted, "Would you be fooled even if we talked behind your back and tried to deceive you? Okay, Cha Yiran. From now on, our plan is to break this man's wings and cling tightly to his trouser legs. I'll grab the left leg, and you grab the right leg. We'll pour out all our friendship and affection. If that still doesn't work, as soon as the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme return, we'll pull on that ponytail of his."

Cha Yiran's mind went blank. For some reason, she didn't feel opposed to the idea of Geom Mugeuk saying such things openly in front of the Sword King or him telling her to grab the man's leg.

Ak Gunhak also smiled helplessly. Truly, Geom Mugeuk was the only person in the murim who could pull off something that insane.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "Fortunately, our Ak-hyung will be staying at our Cult for a while. What I said earlier about teaching martial arts wasn't a joke either."

Of course, he would not ask Ak Gunhak to teach his unique martial arts, but even improving their basic swordsmanship would make the Third Squad much stronger than if they had learned from a martial arts manual.

"Will you really teach me and my subordinates swordsmanship?" Cha Yiran asked cautiously.

Ak Gunhak replied with a smile, "If you can accept being taught by a martial arts academy instructor."


Lee Ahn trained alone. Her sword flowed like a smooth wave, then erupted like fierce lava. Her gaze never left the tip of her blade.

She fought an imaginary opponent. After mastering the Soaring Sky Sword Art, she had begun this earnest training against virtual foes.

As she grew stronger, so did her imaginary enemies. She pushed her imagination to its limits.

This meant the fight did not look particularly cool. She dodged an attack, then dodged again, even rolling on the ground to evade.

At a glance, it looked ridiculous, but Lee Ahn was very serious. She did not use a half-baked imagination, knowing that improper training could be more harmful than helpful. If her body grew used to easily blocked attacks, she would fail to block a real enemy.

After tearing up the training ground, she took a deep breath and pointed her blade forward. The imaginary enemy was not yet defeated and still stared her down.

"Isn't this too unfair?" A welcome voice came from behind her.

"!!!" Lee Ahn's expression brightened instantly.

"If someone this beautiful also trains so hard, isn't that just too perfect?"

"Young Master!" Lee Ahn turned to see Geom Mugeuk approaching her. She stared at him for a moment, then smiled brightly. "Young Master! Congratulations on your Body Reformation!"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in shock. "Who did you hear it from? Did you just meet with my father?"

"No, I can just tell by looking at you," Lee Ahn replied. She had recognized the change in Geom Mugeuk immediately. As his bodyguard since childhood, she was more astute to changes in his body than most. This time, the change was so significant she could tell he had undergone Body Reformation at a glance. "How could I not notice when you've changed so much?"

"Why don't you seem the least bit surprised?"

"I know, right? Why am I not surprised?" Lee Ahn widened her eyes and tilted her head shyly. "I guess I just thought it was only natural for you to achieve Body Reformation. After all, you're the kind of person who would step out for a moment, come back, and say, 'Hey, I just saved the murim from destruction,' right?"

SHUFFLE...

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk pulled Lee Ahn into a hug. He used to give her piggyback rides, and she would run and jump into his arms, but it had been a while since he had last even touched her.

"I missed you, Lee Ahn," he said, squeezing her tightly.

Lee Ahn hugged him back with all her strength, thinking her Young Master must have endured some tough times. Still, she teased, "Ah, this embrace feels so unfamiliar. Your chest is broader, and you're taller. I feel like I'm cheating on someone."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at her joke. Only Lee Ahn could give him this unique flutter of excitement and comfort. "They say that I smell really nice now."

"This scent is very nice too, but I think I like your original scent more."

"You're probably the only person who would say the original scent is better than the one from a body that has undergone Body Reformation."

"But it's the truth... Ah!" Lee Ahn suddenly pulled away, startled. "I... I smell of sweat."

She had forgotten she just finished training.

"Since we're on the topic, are you always training when I come? You should use those martial arts you've worked so hard on to beat up guys you don't like, get drunk and cause a scene, or just go on vacation somewhere. I told you to live true to your desires!"

"My greatest desire is to become the world's strongest."

"Then what's your second desire? Your third!"

"My other desires are ones that can only be achieved after my first one is fulfilled."

"So what are they?!"

Lee Ahn smiled and dodged the question by changing the subject. "Now that you've returned, Young Cult Leader, I'll summon the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Alright. I have someone to introduce to you all anyway."


The Seventeenth Bridge wore a blue palace gown that Cha Yiran had given her, looking incomparably more beautiful than she did in her martial arts uniform. As always, her superior had a precise eye for color matching and fashion.

She took a deep breath and walked into the Valley of Evil. She had been near the valley before but had never stepped inside.

No martial artists guarded the entrance, but gazes watched her from above. The Faceless Warriors sat on tree branches on either side of the entrance. Some squatted, while others sat comfortably.

She walked past the watching warriors and continued deeper inside. She was more nervous now than she had ever been on an assassination mission.

She hoped to run into the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior, but it was futile. Many more Faceless Warriors moved about here than during their mission together. Only the elites had come then, but now everyone was here. The sheer number of masked people made her dizzy.

She finally gave up on finding him herself and asked a passing Faceless Warrior, "May I ask you for a favor?"

The Faceless Warrior stared at her intently, then nodded.

"I'm looking for someone," she said. "I'd like to see the person with a crescent moon drawn on his mask."

"Wait here," the Faceless Warrior replied, then dashed off.

Sometimes the Faceless Warriors felt bizarre, but at other times, they seemed like perfectly normal people.

A moment later, the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior appeared. His eyes behind the mask were filled with surprise, as if he never expected her to come here.

The Seventeenth Bridge was nervous, but she had mustered the courage to come this far and decided to see it through. "I know it's rude to show up unannounced... but I wanted to see you," she said. "Since you didn't come to see me, I came to see you."

Many eyes still watched them from the surroundings, but she was not ashamed.

"I came to see you today too," the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior replied unexpectedly.

The Seventeenth Bridge was startled, but she soon realized he had been among those watching her earlier.

He really took off his mask and came to see me!

She was deeply moved. The words 'today too' meant he had come on other days as well.

Her courage surged.

"Could you show me around your home?"

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior nodded.

The two of them walked into the Valley of Evil.

At the same time, one of the watching Faceless Warriors shot ahead of them using swift movement arts. The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior had sent him a telepathic message.

[Hurry and help me clean the house before we get there!]


Chapter 771: My Nickname is the Bitch of the Valley of Evil

Ji Han stood before the Ghost Shadow Squad building to wait for Geom Mugeuk.

"Wait here a moment," Geom Mugeuk said. "You'll soon meet the Commander of the organization you'll be joining."

"Yes, I understand."

"Although you were once a Commander, you may have to start as a regular martial artist depending on the leader's evaluation."

"I'm prepared for that."

Geom Mugeuk instructed Ji Han to wait and went to the training ground behind the building.

Ji Han's heart pounded as he waited for the person who would become his leader.

What kind of person will they be? Will I be able to adapt well to the organization? I was the Soul Chasing Commander of the Evil King Sect, after all. I can't help but feel a bit bitter to start as a regular martial artist.

Nevertheless, it was his own choice to come here. He resolved to climb back up from the bottom.

A short while later, a man in a green mask walked over, leading a group of martial artists. He was Green Mask, and those following him were the martial artists of the Ghost Shadows' first group.

The first group consisted mainly of those who used swords and daos. Through continuous training, they had developed skills and organization worthy of being called elites.

Ji Han flinched. He caught a scent from Green Mask. It was not a real scent, but one that radiated from his qi.

He could smell the qi of people, and the Yellow Dragon Commander who had tormented him previously had reeked of a foul stench. The scent he caught from Green Mask, though...

The smell of blood!

A scent revealed a person's disposition. This was no ordinary person.

This person must be the Commander.

Ji Han naturally assumed Green Mask was the Commander. It seemed impossible for someone who radiated such formidable qi not to be the leader.

The members of the Ghost Shadow Squad's First Division lined up before the building, and Green Mask stood in front of them.

Green Mask looked at Ji Han.

As their eyes met through the mask's cold openings, Ji Han felt conflicted.

Should I greet him first?

However, with Geom Mugeuk absent, it felt awkward to offer a greeting. What would he even say?

Just then, Division Leader Seo Jin entered, leading her Second Division subordinates.

Ji Han's nose twitched again. Her qi carried the smell of incense from a funeral home, meaning that she was someone close to the dead.

The ghostly energy lingering around her was indeed extraordinary. Since returning from the Yellow Dragon Academy, Seo Jin had dedicated herself to training in ghost arts and had become noticeably stronger.

Because of her, the martial artists of the second group who followed her had also learned ghost arts.

Of course, Seo Jin had not passed down the unique arts of the Ghost Sect. The techniques she taught were common ones, like creating smoke for concealment or conjuring apparitions to startle people.

In this way, she differentiated her division from the other two.

Could this woman be the Commander?

Considering Seo Jin's qi and the special atmosphere of her subordinates, she also seemed like she could be the Commander.

Ji Han's gaze shifted back to Green Mask.

Then what about that masked man?

He did not seem like someone who would serve under anyone.

Green Mask and Seo Jin greeted each other with clasped hands. They appeared to be of equal rank, which confused Ji Han.

Next, Cha Yiran appeared, leading her assassins. The Third Division of the Ghost Shadow Squad had arrived.

The moment he saw her, Ji Han thought, It's this woman!

No matter how strong Green Mask was or how special Seo Jin was, neither radiated a presence as powerful as Cha Yiran's.

She was also breathtakingly beautiful. It was the first time in his life he had seen such a woman.

The women following her were also outstandingly beautiful and felt like no ordinary martial artists.

Ji Han hastily looked forward. He had almost stared, completely captivated. A bewitching scent that stimulated men radiated from Cha Yiran.

"You've arrived?" Green Mask asked.

"I'm a little late," Cha Yiran replied.

Cha Yiran exchanged greetings with Green Mask and then with Seo Jin.

Seo Jin immediately sensed her pleasant mood. "Did something good happen?" she asked.

"Why are you asking that?"

"You seem to be in a good mood."

"Not really. Maybe it's because the weather is nice?"

Although Cha Yiran feigned ignorance, she was in a better mood than ever. Ak Gunhak had arrived, and she had secured a promise from him for basic swordsmanship training. The thought of seeing him often made her steps light and brought a natural smile to her lips.

Meanwhile, seeing these three people greet each other as equals confused Ji Han even more.

Is this woman not the Commander either?

How could someone like that not be the Commander? Her presence was so powerful he would have believed her if she were a Commander or even a hall Director.

Ah, I see. This must be a gathering of Commanders!

Ji Han felt certain. After all, Green Mask and Seo Jin alone had the strength to be more than just Commanders.

Just then, two people walked out from behind the building.

Ji Han felt relieved at the sight of Geom Mugeuk, but his gaze fixed on Lee Ahn, who emerged with him.

The moment he saw Lee Ahn, he was entranced. He had truly never seen such a beautiful woman.

He had thought the same about Cha Yiran, but no. This woman was more attractive, and radiated a wonderfully pleasant scent. It was the scent he smelled when meeting a person of truly good character, and it made her beauty shine even brighter.

Geom Mugeuk stood before the martial artists of the Ghost Shadow Squad. "It's been a while. Have you all been well?"

""Yes! It's good to see you, Cult Leader!"" the Ghost Shadow Squad members thundered in response.

Geom Mugeuk walked up to Green Mask. "Your skills have improved a lot, haven't they?" he asked, though could tell just by looking at Green Mask.

"The Commander spars with me very often."

After achieving complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, Lee Ahn had paid close attention to Green Mask. His joining the Ghost Shadow Squad was not solely because of Geom Mugeuk. She was certainly part of the reason.

Thus, just as Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme had done for her, she became his dueling partner. It was her way of looking after him.

"I'm learning more from the First Division Leader," Lee Ahn said humbly.

Finally, Ji Han realized that the beautiful woman was the Commander of the Ghost Shadow Squad.

So this woman is the one who will be my leader.

He had never imagined she would be so young and beautiful, but the other three surprised him more.

To think all those skilled people are merely Division Leaders!

He was truly astonished. He had not known it was this kind of organization.

Hah. Can I really be bitter about demoted to a regular martial artist in an organization where people like them are Division Leaders?

Geom Mugeuk formally introduced Ji Han to Lee Ahn. "This is a friend I met while I was away. Whether to accept him into the Ghost Shadow Squad is entirely up to you."

Ji Han politely offered Lee Ahn a clasped hands greeting. His fate now rested with this woman. "Greetings. My name is Ji Han."

"I'm Lee Ahn, the Commander of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

"It is an honor to meet you."

Ji Han grew more nervous as everyone's eyes focused on him.

"What is your background?" Lee Ahn asked.

"I was the Soul Chasing Commander of the Evil King Sect. When it comes to tracking down enemies, I'm more confident than anyone."

"Do you know what the Ghost Shadow Squad does?"

"No, I do not."

"We serve the Young Cult Leader here directly."

A surge of passion filled Ji Han's chest. He had followed Geom Mugeuk to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, trusting only him.

He knew he might not receive much attention, and if he joined an organization far from the Young Cult Leader, he might never see his face properly. Still, he never thought he'd be sent to a the Young Cult Leader's own martial unit!

Lee Ahn asked a question she often posed in such situations. "Let me ask you one thing. If an order from the Young Cult Leader conflicts with one from the Cult Leader, whose order will you follow?"

Ji Han pondered for a moment, then said, "I believe I must follow the Cult Leader's order."

Lee Ahn blinked in surprise. She had thought he would obey the Young Cult Leader. "Why choose him over the Young Cult Leader?"

"Shouldn't we aim to please the Cult Leader so that he'll let the Young Cult Leader succeed him one day? I don't know about other organizations, but where I worked, a direct unit shouldn't go against the highest-ranking superior's wishes. However, once the Young Cult Leader becomes the Cult Leader, I believe I must follow any order he gives, no matter how unreasonable," Ji Han explained. He then added with an awkward expression, "To be honest, I still don't know much about the Divine Cult, and I had no intention of joining until I met the Young Cult Leader. I came this far solely because of my connection with him. If I can just serve the Young Cult Leader, I ask for nothing else. Please give me any order. I will serve my new master loyally."

Geom Mugeuk said to Ji Han, "You made it sound cool, but in the end, you're saying you won't listen to me, right?"

Ji Han panicked. "No, that's not it..."

Lee Ahn interjected, "I like this guy. If we ever have to disobey the Young Cult Leader in the future, we can use him as a scapegoat, right? We can just say we had no choice because Ji Han insisted."

Ji Han was even more flustered. To say such a thing right to his face!

After thoroughly enjoying his flustered state, Lee Ahn made her decision. "You said your name is Ji Han?"

"......"

"I hereby appoint you as the Fourth Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Ji Han was startled by the words 'Fourth Division Leader'. He hesitated, saying, "I don't know if I am qualified for such a position."

Looking at the three Division Leaders before him, he wondered if he could really stand shoulder to shoulder with them.

"Right, I don't know that either."

"Then why did you choose me as a Division Leader?"

"Because the Young Cult Leader recommended you to me. He must have brought you all this way because he thinks you're someone who can be entrusted with at least a Division Leader position, right?"

Ji Han could feel his commander's absolute faith in the Young Cult Leader.

"Don't be too moved by that," Lee Ahn added. "Even though you're a Division Leader, there's no one in the Fourth Division yet."

Ji Han smiled. He did not see that as a disadvantage, but as an advantage. "Doesn't that mean I can select the subordinates I want?"

Lee Ahn smiled and looked at Geom Mugeuk. Right, he must have recommended such a smart and bold person for a reason. "From now on, you will develop the Fourth Division into a unit specialized in tracking arts, utilizing your specialty."

Ji Han was overjoyed. Could there be a better start to his new life in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult than working directly under the Young Cult Leader? Moreover, in an organization where he could fully exercise his own specialty?

"I will devote my loyalty to you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled with satisfaction as he looked at Lee Ahn and the four Division Leaders standing before him. "The Ghost Shadow Squad is finally complete."

The First Division specialized in frontal combat, the Second Division in ghost arts, the Third Division in assassination, and the Fourth Division in tracking.

Finally, he had assembled a balanced Ghost Shadow Squad.

"You will be deployed into actual combat soon. Prepare yourselves thoroughly!"


"The room is incredibly clean," the Seventeenth Bridge remarked.

She could not have imagined the complex sequence of events that had transpired before she spoke those words.

The Faceless Warrior who rushed over upon receiving the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior's message wore a mask with a rabbit drawn on it. Not all Faceless Warriors could draw symbols on their masks, only elites with proven skill and experience.

As luck would have it, he was the junior with the fastest movement arts.

The Rabbit Faceless Warrior rushed in, opened the window to air out the room, then threw all the clothes from the bed and table underneath the bed. After that, he requested help from the Faceless Warrior next door.

"Quick! I need tea, a tea set, and scented candles! Food and some good liquor too!"

"What in the world is going on?"

"Senior Crescent Moon is bringing a woman home."

That was enough. The neighboring Faceless Warrior scurried to bring the requested items.

He lit a scented candle in the room, and together, they moved all the unwashed crockery to the house next door. Then, the two men used their best movement arts to sweep the floor and wipe off the dust.

By the time they finished cleaning and came out, the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior and the Seventeenth Bridge were walking toward them in the distance.

"What's this? Why is a woman here?" another Faceless Warrior passed by the front of the house and remarked with a displeased look.

SHASHASHAK!

The Seventeenth Bridge glanced in that direction at the sound of his voice, but the oblivious man had already been whisked away, practically kidnapped by the two Faceless Warriors for nearly ruining the mood.

As the two continued to walk, a shirtless Faceless Warrior wearing only a mask appeared, scratching his butt and yawning as he walked.

SHASHASHAK!

He too disappeared as if kidnapped.

Because of such desperate efforts by assistants, the two were able to arrive at the house while having a calm conversation.

"Somehow, I thought your room would be clean," the Seventeenth Bridge remarked.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior subtly kicked a piece of clothing sticking out from under the bed, relieved his buddy had miraculously managed to clean so much in such a short time. Even the clothes that had been strewn across the bed were now shoved underneath it.

"The room smells nice."

"Does it? I can't tell."

"I'm thirsty. Please give me some tea, even if it's cold."

"Wait a moment."

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior hesitated.

Is there any tea in the house? I only drink wine at home!

There had to be some he had received somewhere.

When the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior opened the closet, he found an unfamiliar tea caddy and tea set. Next to them was a bottle of liquor and some snacks.

That kid, to think he even thought of this.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior brewed the tea and brought it out with the snacks.

"The tea is delicious, and the cookies are too."

"I'm glad."

Seeing his lover enjoy the food and drinks made the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior very happy.

"I've now dated every man in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult," the Seventeenth Bridge said.

"What do you mean?"

"When people see me, won't they say that? 'Isn't that the bitch from the Valley of Evil?' From now on, my nickname will be 'Bitch of the Valley of Evil'."

She was likely the first woman to come to the Valley of Evil because she liked a Faceless Warrior.

The Seventeenth Bridge summoned even more of her courage.

"I want to see your face without the mask."

It was impossible to like someone without knowing their face. Anyone who heard would call her a crazy woman. How could you like someone so much without knowing who was under the mask?

"I'm afraid you'll be disappointed."

"The longer you postpone it, the more disappointed I will be."

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior sighed. She was right, he could not hide his face forever. He slowly took off his mask.

A young man's face appeared.

The Seventeenth Bridge's eyes widened. Seeing him mark the mask with blood, she had expected a rugged man, but his features were gentler than she thought.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior had not lied. She had seen him before during training. Among the intimidating demonic practitioners, he had stood out.

Surprisingly, she had even thought before, How nice would it be if the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior was like him?

She sighed, "I'm disappointed."

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior grew flustered.

"I was so nervous, you know," she continued. "What if you're so ugly I can't handle it? What if a much older man appears? Do you know what I was thinking? I'll still go for it. I'll go with you to the end. Even if you're ugly, I'll go, and even if you're twice my age, I'll go. I was steeling my heart just like that."

She was even more worried because what if she accidentally blurted, "Did you want to date me with this face?"

"......"

"But you were so handsome!"

Relief filled the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior's tense eyes. He stared quietly at the Seventeenth Bridge and said abruptly, "I'll take responsibility for you. I'll take responsibility for the Bitch of the Valley of Evil."

The Seventeenth Bridge's face brightened. Yes, this was the manliness she had fallen for when he rescued her. Although he looked like a boy, his eyes were those of a real man.

She walked to the window and leaned her head out. "You people over there heard that, right?"

Four Faceless Warriors were hiding below the window. They were the Rabbit Faceless Warrior, the neighbor who brought the tea, the one who had asked why a woman was there, and the shirtless one. The neighbor held a scented candle, apparently to enhance the atmosphere.

The Seventeenth Bridge had known for a while that four people were hiding outside. As a former assassin, how could she not sense their poorly concealed presence?

"That man said he'll take responsibility for me, and the four of you are my witnesses."

Among the masks looking up with awkward gazes, she spotted a drawing. "Mr. Rabbit, you heard him clearly, right?"


Chapter 772: For Giving Birth to You and Creating Our Bond

After leaving the Ghost Shadow Squad, Geom Mugeuk returned to his quarters.

Cheokyeon, the head of the bodyguards, waited for him with twelve others in a line before the residence, dressed in formal uniform.

"Welcome back, Young Cult Leader!" they greeted in unison.

Their booming voices were warm. Their respect for the Young Cult Leader had deepened since he called each of them by name and shared a drink with them.

"Have you all been training hard?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Cheokyeon answered confidently for everyone. "We've been training diligently for the day we can serve you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk observed them. A few bodyguards had already advanced their martial arts to the next level, and several others were on the verge of a breakthrough.

At the same time, he confirmed his own skills had improved, as he could now gauge their abilities with greater detail and accuracy.

Cheokyeon was the first of the bodyguards to notice the change in Geom Mugeuk. "Hmm, Young Cult Leader, you seem to have changed somehow."

Since he had mastered the Ghost Eye Art, an ability used to find those in hiding, it was no surprise he noticed Geom Mugeuk's change faster than anyone else.

"I guess my growth spurt isn't over yet. I keep getting taller," Geom Mugeuk joked.

Cheokyeon clearly felt the change despite the joke. Still, he did not suspect that Geom Mugeuk had undergone Body Reformation.

"It's been a while, so shall we see how much your skills have improved?"

Geom Mugeuk had them demonstrate their martial arts and corrected their flawed movements one by one. He pointed out just one thing for each subordinate, but it was an extraordinary point.

The bodyguards were moved once again by his teachings. The Young Cult Leader was not only the person they served but also their teacher.

After the individual lessons ended, Geom Mugeuk said to them, "Being a bodyguard is good, and training is good, but don't forget this. This is the most brilliant time of your lives. You'll be on guard duty until you're sick of it later, so for now, find hobbies, meet women, take vacations and travel. Live like that. I don't want you to spend your whole lives standing guard until you die."

They heard this every time, but they still could not neglect their training. They wanted to proudly serve the Young Cult Leader even a day sooner. The more they heard such words, the more they wanted to serve him quickly.

Geom Mugeuk took a bamboo container from his leather pouch. "I'm going to the Thousand Poisons Forest now. Prepare to go out."

He deliberately took the bodyguards with him. They were already waiting for him in their formal uniforms. Even if they could not accompany him outside the cult, they should at least be together at times like this.

Geom Mugeuk led the bodyguards through the cult grounds. Seeing the passing martial artists bow respectfully, the bodyguards' chests swelled with pride.

Then, for the first time, Geom Mugeuk even took the bodyguards inside the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"This is your first time in the Thousand Poisons Forest, isn't it?"

"......"

"If you get lost here, you should consider yourself as good as dead. It's vast and teeming with deadly poisonous creatures everywhere."

The bodyguards walked nervously, sticking close to Geom Mugeuk. Fortunately, Geom Mugeuk knew the complex paths of the Thousand Poisons Forest better than anyone.

As they walked, he spotted poisonous creatures he recognized and explained them to the bodyguards.

"See that snake wrapped around the branch over there? That's a venomous snake called the Willow Flower Viper. It's an essential ingredient for making flower poison. Cheokyeon! There's a poisonous insect on your shoulder!"

"Don't joke around... GAH!"

Geom Mugeuk flicked the poisonous insect off Cheokyeon's shoulder with a finger. Everyone huddled even closer around Geom Mugeuk.

They soon arrived at the Poison King's residence. Geom Mugeuk told his subordinates to wait and entered the dwelling. The Poison King was in the front yard of his laboratory, mixing poisons.

"Poison King! I'm here!"

The Poison King was so focused on his work that he did not even look up.

"I knew you'd be like this, so I prepared something. You have no idea how much I struggled to get this thing. Even while fighting a life-or-death battle with an enemy, I did my best to protect this poison container, thinking only of you. Poison King, are you listening to me?"

Of course, the Poison King paid him no mind. He was not pretending not to hear, he was truly lost in his task.

Geom Mugeuk slightly opened the stopper of the bamboo container.

RUSTLE, RUSTLE...

A smell like a rotting corpse wafted out.

The Poison King reacted, finally raising his head. "This smell? Could it be?"

He set down his work and rushed over to Geom Mugeuk. Peering inside the poison container, he saw a poisonous insect that looked like a centipede.

Geom Mugeuk had found the creature in the underground of Mount Tianmu and had not forgotten to catch it for the Poison King.

The Poison King's expression brightened. "It's the Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede!"

Geom Mugeuk could only shake his head at the sight. Our dear Poison King, who knows nothing but poison!

The Poison King used chopsticks to take out the Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede. It writhed between the chopsticks. The creature was grotesque and frightening, but he gazed at it with immense affection. "See the spot on its belly? The one with the round spot is the female. It's several times harder to find than the male."

A round spot was indeed visible on its belly.

Geom Mugeuk only knew because the Poison King had pointed it out. He would never have had a reason to look at the belly of such a frightening creature. "You've been neglecting me because the Demonic Buddha has been bringing you all the poison herbs, haven't you? Well, the era of the Demonic Buddha is over, and my era has begun."

Just then, a voice came from behind. "Why do you keep trying to send away someone who's right here?"

Geom Mugeuk turned to see the Demonic Buddha walking out of the warehouse, carrying a large poison container. "Why are you here? No, what's with that poison container? Is he making you move poison containers now, on top of gathering poison herbs? Were you tricked by the Poison King and being exploited for your labor again?"

The Demonic Buddha said something unexpected. "I'm learning poison arts."

"What?"

The Demonic Buddha repeated himself. "I said I'm learning poison arts from the Poison King."

"You, the Demonic Buddha?"

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "I became interested in poison arts while gathering poison herbs, so I'm learning from the basics."

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. The idea of the Demonic Buddha learning poison arts was truly unimaginable.

"If you start using poison arts, Demonic Buddha, who can stop you?"

"I'm not learning to use it on others. I'm just studying it."

The Demonic Buddha placed the poison container beside the Poison King and went back into the warehouse.

Geom Mugeuk scurried in after him. "Isn't it difficult?"

"It's only difficult when it's my main occupation. What's so hard about a hobby I can quit at any time?"

The Demonic Buddha's expression was serene, like someone who had attained enlightenment.

However, Geom Mugeuk sensed a hidden torrent beneath that lake-like tranquility. Carving statues and learning poison arts. Could it be that something is boiling inside him, so much so that he has to strive this hard to find peace?

"This side of you is unfamiliar, Demonic Buddha."

The Demonic Buddha paused his work and hopped onto a container to sit. Geom Mugeuk also sat on a container next to him.

"Yes, these are things I wouldn't have done in the past."

"But why did you have a change of heart?"

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha brought up something Geom Mugeuk had said before.

"You told me not to just sit around carving statues. You told me to go among people, understand their hearts, persuade them with passion, and fight with all my might for my goals."

"Yes, I did."

"...but it didn't work out well. It felt as if the embers in my heart had died out. A life without a dream leaves only a habitual routine."

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "How can one revive extinguished embers?"

Indeed, how could a person change so easily? This was a man who used to run around several times more diligently than ordinary people on those short legs of his.

Geom Mugeuk pondered for a moment before speaking abruptly, "How can you revive extinguished embers? You must let go of your lingering attachment to the warmth left in the ashes."

"!" The Demonic Buddha's heart sank. He felt as if Geom Mugeuk had hit the nail on the head. Yes, he was still sifting through the ashes, searching for an ember.

"Now isn't the time to light a fire, but to gather firewood," Geom Mugeuk added. "Why don't you start anew by chopping wood?"

A flicker of passion crossed the Demonic Buddha's eyes. He had only thought of reviving his past ambitions, not of starting over from the beginning.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "If you had ambitions for that time, then you must have ambitions fitting for this time as well, and it might not be that you have to burn that ambition fiercely to be great. There's a certain grace in having a full pile of firewood and choosing not to light it."

Finally, the Demonic Buddha saw the path he should take. As long as his heart remained with the First Young Lord, it was unrealistic for him to ever fiercely reignite his ambitions. Instead, he would just keep longing for those past ambitions.

However, Geom Mugeuk was now telling him not to think of the embers as extinguished, but to think of it as choosing not to light the fire. He had to change from a passive mindset to an active one.

The Demonic Buddha had a premonition that this small difference in thinking would greatly change his life. He turned his head and stared intently at Geom Mugeuk.

"Look? Didn't I change too?" Geom Mugeuk asked, as if he had been waiting for this moment.

"Did you get a haircut?"

"No, please look more closely."

"I don't see anything." The Demonic Buddha's expression showed he was not joking. He genuinely did not know.

"No, how can someone who finds poison herbs like a ghost not notice my changes? Look at my skin. Smell me, too."

"Why would I look at another man's skin? That's disgusting." The Demonic Buddha got down again, picked up a poison container, and walked out.

"No, I'm telling you, just look once!"

Feeling ignored, Geom Mugeuk decided to ask the Poison King instead. Unfortunately, the Poison King was engrossed in extracting venom from the Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede. It seemed impossible to break his concentration unless his father appeared.

In the end, he retreated without getting to boast about his Body Reformation. "I'm busy today, so I'll just pay my respects and leave. I'll visit again."

After a deep bow, he left with his subordinates.

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the sky. "Body Reformation? The Young Cult Leader might truly be a man sent from the heavens," he remarked.

He had known all along but pretended not to.

Only then did the Poison King look up with a surprised expression. "The Young Cult Leader underwent Body Reformation?"

He had been so focused on the Venomous Corpse Blood Centipede that he had not noticed. Even if that were not the case, he was someone who had little interest in others anyway.

The Demonic Buddha set the poison container down beside him. "We might have to start preparing soon as well."

The Poison King gave him a questioning gaze.

The Demonic Buddha calmly replied, "The current Heavenly Demon Divine Cult possesses the greatest military strength of any era in its history. Do you really think the Cult Leader will let this opportunity pass?"

The Heavenly Demon who achieved Twelfth Star complete mastery and the Young Cult Leader who achieved Tenth Star complete mastery. Not to mention the Eight Demon Supremes, who had each broken through their own limits.

The Cult Leader was not the type of man to pile up firewood and not light it.

"The Cult Leader's dream is getting closer and closer to reality. I have a feeling that the more the Young Cult Leader tries to stop him, the more fate might push things in that direction."


After leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest, Geom Mugeuk visited the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence.

Seeing that he had brought all his bodyguards, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "What's this? Did you come to arrest me?"

"Would these men be enough for that? We'd have to mobilize all of our Cult's elites."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed pleasantly before his expression hardened. It always started with such nice talk, but by the time he came to his senses, something had been taken from him. "What have you come to take from a penniless man like me this time?"

"Take from you? I came because I wanted to see you, Cult Leader."

"You probably came to check if I've acquired anything new." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader eyed Geom Mugeuk suspiciously, then flinched in surprise.

Geom Mugeuk thought the man had recognized his Body Reformation.

"You've gained weight!" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader burst out laughing. "If you don't manage yourself like I do, you'll also gain weight in no time."

Geom Mugeuk froze. Come to think of it, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did look like he had lost a little weight, though it was just a tiny bit. "You've lost a lot of weight. You look much more handsome."

"Do I really look that way?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, smiling contentedly. It had been a while since Geom Mugeuk's flattery skills had been put to use.

"Even now, when you walk through the cult grounds, don't you feel the stares?"

"Stares? What kind of stares?"

"The stares of women, I mean. They're being discreet because we're inside the cult, but if you were to go out to the Central Plains, women would be lining up to follow you."

"Hey, you don't have to go that far."

"Let's go to the Central Plains together sometime. I'll prove it to you."

"You always say that."

"No, let's the three of us go out for some fresh air with Strategist Go."

"That's a promise."

"Of course." Now that they had finished some small talk, Geom Mugeuk subtly revealed his true intentions. "In that spirit, may I ask you for a favor?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore an 'I knew it' expression. "Don't call it a favor, call it greed. So, what is it you want?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk hesitated, pretending to be troubled.

"For someone as shameless as you to hesitate like this, it must be a request I don't want to grant."

Geom Mugeuk sighed and revealed his request. "There's someone I wish to teach the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

Surprisingly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew who it was. "The Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in surprise. "How did you know?"

"You held back for quite a while. I thought you would've come to ask sooner," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, as if he had been expecting it all along.

"That's right. I've wanted to teach my father from the very beginning."

"But why didn't you ask until now?"

"Because it would be a troublesome request for you, Cult Leader."

"Then, what about now?"

"The situation has changed. It's now time for the enemy leader to emerge. As you know, he's no ordinary foe."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. Naturally, he also assumed that Geom Mugeuk was talking about the Darkness Palace Lord.

"That's why I want to teach my father a hidden trump card," Geom Mugeuk said, though he expected an absolute refusal.

For some reason, however, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader readily agreed. "Alright, go ahead."

"What? You'll allow it?"

"That's right."

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader in shock. "May I ask why you're agreeing so readily?"

An unexpected answer came.

"Well, it's for your father."

Geom Mugeuk thought it was out of goodwill or respect for his father, but that was not it.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued, "He gave birth to you and allowed us to form a bond, so I suppose I can give him a gift of this magnitude."

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely moved. Could there be a more touching reason than this?

He exclaimed emotionally, "When it comes to the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, I'm your disciple, Cult Leader, am I not? Since my father will be learning from me, that makes you a Grandmaster. From now on, I'll call you Grandmaster! Spacetime Grandmaster!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at him with interest. "Still, will your father really agree to learn it so obediently?"

Considering Geom Woojin's pride, the man would never agree to learn it. Teaching him would not be easy either.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "I do have one idea in mind."

"What is it?"

Framing it as a preparation for danger would only backfire. Suggesting a walk within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique would be met with ridicule. All complicated plans would fail.

However, there was one simple method to provoke his father...by stirring his competitive spirit.

"How long did you say it took you to master the Spacetime Manipulation Technique?"


Chapter 773: I Will Not Run Away

"You like him that much?" Dan Ah asked, laying in bed.

Seo Daeryong looked at the baby in his arms, having rushed home the moment he finished work at the Sanzu River Hall. "I do. Very much so."

Five days ago, Dan Ah had given birth to a son. Seo Daeryong only now learned that childbirth was no ordinary matter. He had naively thought a pregnant woman just gave birth. Watching from her side, he realized it was not an easy task at all.

"That's enough staring," Dan Ah said.

Despite his wife's protest, Seo Daeryong had no intention of putting down the baby.

Dan Ah giggled. This was the same man who had trembled like an aspen leaf on the first day, terrified of dropping the child. "You should eat quickly and go train your martial arts."

"I'll stay just a little longer. Ah, the little guy just smiled. That's right, I'm your Daddy."

Even holding his son, it did not feel real.

Have I truly become a father? I can't tell if I'm dreaming or awake.

"It's a huge relief that he looks like you," he said.

The son was the spitting image of his mother. He had worried what he would do if the boy took after him and had a gloomy face.

"I was hoping he'd look like you," Dan Ah replied.

"What are you talking about! How would I handle the resentment later if that happened?"

"What's wrong with you?"

"I like how things are now. I'm so happy to have such a handsome son who looks like you."

"His mouth is the spitting image of yours," Dan Ah pointed out.

Seo Daeryong mimicked the baby's mouth. Seeing the child in person was completely different from when he was in the womb. "My son! My handsome son!"

Just then, a voice came from behind him. "Bragging about your son already?"

Seo Daeryong turned in surprise and saw Geom Mugeuk standing there. "Young Cult Leader!"

"Congratulations, Daeryong," Geom Mugeuk said.

"Young Cult Leader! I've become a father!" Seo Daeryong exclaimed.

He should have first asked if Geom Mugeuk had returned safely, but seeing Geom Mugeuk's face made him unable to contain his surging emotion. Looking at Geom Mugeuk, he felt the same overwhelming feeling a woman experiences when she sees her own mother after giving birth.

Geom Mugeuk approached and looked at the baby. "He's definitely worth bragging about."

"I'd say this is a success, right?" Seo Daeryong grinned.

"It's a perfect success! What's his name?"

"We named him Yeongha."

"Seo Yeongha. That's a good name." Geom Mugeuk turned to Dan Ah. "Lady Dan, congratulations. You've worked hard."

"It's all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader," Dan Ah said sincerely.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. Her husband said the same thing every time he opened his mouth. As if without the Young Cult Leader, he would never have known such happiness in his life.

He handed Seo Daeryong the medicine he had brought. "I asked the Demonic Physician to specially prepare this. It'll help your wife with her postpartum recovery."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah bowed together politely to express their gratitude.

"Would you like to hold him?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"Of course, he's your son. I should hold him."

As he handed the baby over, Seo Daeryong quickly added, "You have to support his neck and head well. Support him with your arm like this, and use your other hand to support his back and bottom. Yes, like that. Relax."

To his surprise, though, Geom Mugeuk held the baby skillfully, proving his worries needless.

"What am I supposed to do if you're good at holding babies too? Isn't it okay for you to be bad at something like this?" he grumbled.

"You say that because you haven't realized that I'm using a tremendous amount of qi right now."

Seo Daeryong stretched out his senses. Like Geom Mugeuk said, a soft, cloud-like qi swirled around the baby. "...Baby, pay your respects. This is the Young Cult Leader."

The baby beamed, as if he had truly understood the words.

A smile naturally formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips. "Yeongha, congratulations on being born to good parents."

He handed the baby to Dan Ah and asked Seo Daeryong, "So, how does it feel to be a father?"

"I'm still dazed."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, then promised Seo Daeryong the greatest gift of all. "When the child is older, I'll personally open his Conception and Governing Vessels for him."

Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah were stunned. Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels consumed a lot of qi and the process was extremely dangerous. It was something never done for anyone outside one's own family.

"Young Cult Leader! Thank you. Thank you so much."

Seo Daeryong was as happy as when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had opened his own Conception and Governing Vessels. No, he was even happier. This meant Geom Mugeuk truly regarded the baby as a nephew.

Amidst it all, he did not forget to make a witty remark.

"When it wouldn't be enough to pledge loyalty for generations, I'm receiving love for generations instead."

Truly, it was a debt he could not repay even with his death.

"As I watch my child grow, I'll find the right way for him and raise him well."

If that was the advice he had given before the child was born, Geom Mugeuk now offered new advice. "I once heard someone say this. Raise your child as if he were a guest. Just as we don't treat guests poorly, you should raise your child with kindness and respect, and just as a guest leaves, you should consider that your child will also leave one day. It must mean to treat them well, but not to be tied down."

Seo Daeryong repeated Geom Mugeuk's words in his mind. "I'll keep that in mind and raise him well, but I'm not sure if I'll be able to let this guest go."

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. Right, that must be why people tell even their fifty-year-old children to be careful.

"Later, you'll probably say this to me," he said. "'Young Cult Leader, you don't know how big the difference is between reality and theory, do you? When it comes to children...!'"

Listening, Seo Daeryong and Dan Ah laughed together.

"Come to think of it, I was so busy with my own child that I didn't even ask about Master. I heard he didn't return with you this time," Seo Daeryong said.

"He decided to tour around the jianghu a little longer with the Sword Supreme."

"Tell him to take his time."

"Why? So you can slack off on your martial arts training and play with the baby?"

Seo Daeryong, on the contrary, strengthened his resolve. "Wrong. I'm going to train twice as hard now, no, ten times harder."

Geom Mugeuk believed him. He was certain that Seo Daeryong would be a truly good parent.

"I'll be going now. Lady Dan, please take good care of yourself."

Seo Daeryong pouted, looking disappointed. Reaching out, he tried to stop Geom Mugeuk. "Young Cult Leader, it's been a while. Please stay for dinner."

"I have dinner plans with my father, so I'll be on my way today," Geom Mugeuk explained, then bid farewell to the baby in Dan Ah's arms. "Welcome to the world, my dear nephew. Grow up healthy and strong!"

When Geom Mugeuk had gone, Seo Daeryong said to the baby, "Don't be like your Daddy. Grow up to be like the Young Cult Leader."

Dan Ah refuted him firmly, "No, grow up to be like your Daddy. Mommy would like that much, much more."


Geom Mugeuk went to his father's bedchambers and waited while his father changed his clothes.

Some things immediately caught his eye. A scroll depicting his brother and himself hung on one wall. Next to it, the flower-patterned pajamas he had given as a gift were neatly folded. On a decorative stand beside that were dolls of his father, the Demon Supremes, himself, and his brother Geom Muyang.

He never would have known that his father was the kind of person who would hang such things in his room, wear flower-patterned pajamas, and display dolls if he had not grown closer to him.

Just then, his father entered the room.

Geom Mugeuk said seriously, "Father, I think there's some kind of conspiracy afoot. The painting, and these dolls too. It seems my brother was drawn and made to be more handsome."

"When coincidences overlap, shouldn't you suspect they might be the truth?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and turned toward his father, who still favored his elder brother, and complained, "I'm hungry, Father."

"Let's go eat."

They had arranged it beforehand, so dinner was already prepared.

"It's been a while since I've had a meal prepared by the Heavenly Demon Hall's chefs."

It was the first dinner he had with his father in a long time.

While they ate, Geom Mugeuk told his father about his trip outside the cult. His father had already heard the important matters through the All-Knowing Hall, but Geom Mugeuk added the exciting details only he could provide to the story's skeleton.

"By the way, did you know that the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme had feelings for each other?"

His father nodded.

"Oh, and Elder Blade Demon took such good care of the Sword Supreme that I was treated like a nuisance. I'm so sad!"

"As if you would be. I'm relieved you didn't just tease my Demon Supremes."

"You misunderstand me, Father!"

"So, where did those two say they were going?"

"They went to Lake Tai."

A faint smile touched Geom Woojin's lips. He remembered that the four of them, including the Fist Demon, had met there in the past.

Geom Mugeuk guessed from his father's expression that there was a story behind the location. "Have you been to Lake Tai?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Let's go there as a family, together with my brother next time. You can have a drink with your sons on a boat on the lake."

Pleasantries done, he went back to serious topics.

"...By the way, those bastards used the Soul-Returning Song to summon the souls of those they had fought until now. It was possible because they apparently gave a one-of-a-kind miracle herb called the Heaven's Will Divine Pill to a user of sound arts."

He explained the subsequent battle in detail, knowing his father was most interested in stories of combat and martial arts.

"...And that's how I finished them off completely."

"You eliminated them with the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World?"

"Yes, their souls wouldn't disappear even when their heads were cut off."

"Were you able to control the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World?"

"Ahem! To a certain extent..."

Geom Woojin raised an eyebrow, indicating he did not think his son was at that level yet. "Still, it must not have been easy to use that in a small space with many people."

Geom Mugeuk smirked. It was time to speak of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. "That's why I used a certain secret art to isolate them."

"A secret art?"

Geom Mugeuk hinted at it by reciting the incantation. "Would you like to try and guess what incantation this is?"

"It sounds like a demonic art from the Blood Cult."

"Good guess! I'll recite it one more time."

"No need. I've already memorized it."

Geom Mugeuk stared at his father, utterly shocked. "You memorized it after hearing it only once?"

"......"

"That can't be! I can't believe it."

To prove he was telling the truth, Geom Woojin recited the incantation from beginning to end, word for word.

"You are truly amazing!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed. His father had even accurately guessed the martial art's origin.

"Is it the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's martial art?"

"How did you know?"

"Judging by the incantation, it's clearly a supreme demonic art. In this era, he's the only one to have mastered a Blood Cult demonic art of that level."

"That's correct. It's a martial art of the Heavenly Wind Cult." Geom Mugeuk nodded. As expected, his father was a natural genius at martial arts.

"What martial art is this incantation for?"

"The reason I was able to use the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World freely before was because of this martial art." After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk revealed what the incantation was for. "It's the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique was a martial art that Geom Woojin had heard of before, but he had never imagined his son would know the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's unique martial art.

"I know about the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, but that stingy bastard actually passed it down to you?"

"Yes, I had the opportunity to learn it when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader first came to our Cult."

"You recited this incantation for a reason, didn't you?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. His father was too sharp. "Yes, I really want to teach this secret art to you as well, Father. I've already received the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's permission."

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique was the surest way to escape a crisis.

"I refuse."

Geom Mugeuk pouted. His father refused flatly, just as he had expected. "I want to take a walk with you in a new space, Father..."

"What's so great about being inside an illusion? It's suffocating."

"No, it's not. It's exactly like reality! No, it's even more real than reality! Also, do you know how useful this martial art is? You'll know when you see it for yourself!"

TAK!

Geom Mugeuk activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, and a green field spread out around him. To his father, it must have looked as if he had vanished in an instant.

Will you still say it's not useful?

PWAAAK!

The space before his eyes tore apart, and something pierced through. To his surprise, it was the Heavenly Demon Sword.

JIIIIIIK!

His father stepped through the tear, ripping the world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique wide open. He had incredibly dismantled the technique.

"You could see how to break it?" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, bewildered.

"Don't you know that no demonic art or wicked technique can stand before the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?" Geom Woojin replied as if it were only natural.

This was the power of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art at the Twelfth Star of complete mastery. The art could even tear apart the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Geom Mugeuk peered behind his father. The outside world was visible through the tear in space. He had opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique countless times, but this sight was utterly unfamiliar.

"You may be able to enter, Father, but others can't, can they? It can be a useful refuge in a moment of crisis."

His father looked at him quizzically, as if asking why he would ever need to hide. "I will never flee," he declared resolutely.

Faced with his stubborn father, Geom Mugeuk deployed his trump card. He would provoke his father's competitive spirit.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader told me he mastered this martial art in three days. He said no one would ever be able to break his record."

The corners of Geom Woojin's mouth lifted in a smirk. He knew he was being provoked. "So? How long did it take you?"

"I have the Heavenly Martial Body, don't I?"

"I asked you how long it took."

Geom Mugeuk knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's record would not be enough of a provocation. His father would naturally assume he could master it faster. The only record his father cared about was his son's.

In reality, it had taken him exactly four hours, but mastering it in four hours was an impossible feat, even for his father. He might not even attempt the challenge.

"It took me only twelve hours."

He gave a time that his father would find challenging but achievable.

Please forgive this white lie, Father! It's fine if you learn it and never use it. Just please learn it!

"Father, you can't compare yourself to me. Just breaking the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's record would be amazing..."

His father cut him off and set the time. "Let's meet again in ten hours."

---

Translator's Note: All the missing chapters have been added. Ebook will be compiled soon.


Chapter 774: Ugh, Those Pesky Geoms!

Late at night, Gwak Yeong cleaned the smithy, her body feeling like it weighed a thousand pounds. She wiped the workbench with a damp cloth, then swept the ashes and metal scraps on the floor into a pile.

She had been the youngest master craftsman in the Murim Alliance, but now she did menial chores in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's smithy. Since arriving, she had silently devoted herself to her assigned tasks.

At first, many people looked at her with displeasure. They disliked that she was from the Murim Alliance, and they also disliked that she was a woman.

However, she silently endured their disregard and contempt, and never shirked from dirty work. Because of that, the way people looked at her had changed significantly.

The nature of those who worked with iron was like fire. They hated what they hate with a fiery passion, but they also had the character to acknowledge what deserved acknowledgment. Gwak Yeong had certainly worked hard enough to be recognized by everyone.

This was also a time for her to reflect on herself.

Right, this is how I felt when I first learned blacksmithing.

She wondered when it started. After becoming a master craftsman, she felt she had unconsciously become arrogant and lost her fierce determination.

Did the bastards who kidnapped my brother target me because my conceit created a weakness?

Sighing, she completed her exhausting work and prepared to leave.

"You may use the fire starting tomorrow," someone called out to her.

It was Master Craftsman Gwak, who had remained in his office instead of going home.

Gwak Yeong's face lit up. To use the fire meant to forge weapons. She had finally received the permission she had been waiting for. "Thank you!"

"There are still people who look down on you," Master Craftsman Gwak remarked. Although he had treated her indifferently, he had actually kept an eye on her all this time.

"I know."

"Prove yourself with the swords you forge."

"......"

Master Craftsman Gwak left the smithy, while Gwak Yeong bowed her head several times in gratitude.

She walked over to the extinguished furnace.

I can finally forge a sword! How long have I waited for this moment?

She fought back tears that threatened to spill.

No, I can't show weakness.

Her younger brother, who had enlisted as a low-level martial artist, had begun life as a demonic practitioner. She could tell from his face how hard and difficult it was, but he was also enduring it silently.

We can do this.

After looking around the empty smithy, she stepped outside and closed the door.

"Congratulations," a man said.

Startled, she turned to see Geom Muyang standing there. For a moment, a flicker of delight crossed her face before it hardened. "Could it be...?"

"If you're asking if I asked Master Craftsman Gwak to let you forge swords, then no. If I had done that, you would never be able to work here again."

Gwak Yeong nodded. He was right. The Master Craftsman Gwak she knew was not someone who would yield to external pressure, even from the First Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. If he had made such a request, she would likely never be allowed to forge a sword in her life.

"I just wanted to congratulate you," Geom Muyang added.

Yesterday, Master Craftsman Gwak had visited him and informed him that he planned to let Gwak Yeong forge swords. As she had come all the way to the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult because of him, he couldn't completely ignore her.

He started to turn away, intending to leave, but Gwak Yeong stopped him.

"Please buy me a drink."

"......" Geom Muyang stared at her in shock. She had been meek lately, but now seemed to go back to the bold person she had been when they had first met.

Gwak Yeong tilted her head. "Why are you looking at me like that? You know I've always had this bold personality, don't you? I've just been holding it in since I came here. First Young Lord, please just put up with my temper for today. I am on the verge of collapsing from pent-up anger."

"Pfft!" Geom Muyang let out a small laugh at her confidence.

Encouraged by his favorable reaction, she continued, "Just for today, I want to be congratulated by someone. As for asking you to foot the bill, it's because, as you know, I'm not in a position to receive a proper monthly salary yet. I'll treat you when I receive my first paycheck."

Geom Muyang nodded. He had been debating whether to suggest a celebratory drink himself, but ultimately, he had given up, worried about burdening her. Since she spoke up first though... yes, he did want to congratulate her. She had worked so incredibly hard that he did not regret introducing her to Master Craftsman Gwak at all.

The two of them walked side-by-side toward the Demonic Village.

Some distance away, a certain someone spied on the two of them as they left.

It was Geom Mugeuk, who come looking for his brother just to see his face. A subordinate had told him he went to the smithy, so he had headed there after talking to his father.

To his surprise, his brother had not forgotten Gwak Yeong and was taking care of her. This was something the brother in his past life would never have done.

Seeing that his brother had changed, Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened. "You have to become even cooler from now on, Hyung-nim!"


Geom Mugeuk went straight back to his residence. While waiting 10 hours for his father, he activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to train.

Since his father was learning the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, he would practice the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Of course, because he was using the Heavenly Space Secret Art, his training  would last more than 10 hours.

The Heavenly Space Secret Art, which had once granted seven times the duration, now granted nine times. Ten hours in reality was ninety hours for him, almost four days.

Contrary to the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, though, he had no intention of telling his father about the Heavenly Space Secret Art, which slowed the flow of time.

He judged that his father would surely master the Heavenly Space Secret Art, just as he had. In doing so, he could become a demon god and ascend, or he might get lost in his martial arts training forever and never emerge from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

That was not a funny joke. He could really lose his father to an eternal illusion.

I'm sorry, Father. I trust you would control yourself well, but your son is just a worrier by nature.

He focused on his Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I will break through the Tenth Star mastery and achieve the Twelfth Star!

Now that the Twelve Zodiac Kings had been defeated, there was no telling when Hwa Mugi might appear.

Therefore, Geom Mugeuk intended to work his hardest until the very last moment. If he still could not defeat Hwa Mugi despite all this effort, then he would admit it like a true martial artist, 'Alright, you win.'

Several hours later, when he grew tired from training, he created a hot spring and took a soak.

The second time he exhausted himself, he created an island and rested while feeling the sea breeze.

Throughout his training, he wondered.

Will Father really be able to succeed within the given time?

And so, ten hours passed in reality.

Geom Mugeuk went to see his father in the Cult Leader's personal training ground.

First, he tried to read his father's expression.

Did he learn it in time? Or did he fail?

Unfortunately, he could not tell from his father's expression whether it was a success or a failure. At times like this, only one thought came to mind.

Father, you really should've been a gambler!

Since it was possible he had failed, Geom Mugeuk consoled, "Even if you failed, please don't be too ashamed. Ten hours is an absolutely impossible amount of time. This son doesn't want such an inhuman father. So please, speak your mind freely. 'Son, ten hours is impossible. Give me a little more time.'"

One corner of his father's triumphant mouth curled up slightly.

SNAP!

Geom Woojin snapped his fingers, and the two of them stood in an empty white space.

He had succeeded.

"You did it!" Geom Mugeuk jumped up and down with joy. He was happier than when he had succeeded himself.

As long as his father could use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, whether he actually would or not was a secondary issue. That was a matter for his father to decide. He was more than satisfied that his father had another trump card.

"I'll be sure to tell the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader that it took you ten hours."

"Eight hours."

"What?"

"I finished in eight hours."

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will probably be shocked speechless!"

He probably won't be. He already knows I learned it in four hours. He'll probably say something like this. 'Ugh, those pesky Geoms!'

"That's truly amazing! I truly respect you, Father."

A satisfied smile spread across Geom Woojin's face. He felt that the intense concentration and effort he had poured into learning the Spacetime Manipulation Technique were fully rewarded. No, his son was even happier than that.

Geom Mugeuk beamed. In truth, there was another reason for his joy. He knew that his father had accepted this bet not just out of competitive spirit, but because he could sense his son's concern. He was so grateful for that sentiment.

Of course, his father still probably did not think a situation would ever arise where he would need to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to escape.

"When you first succeed, you can only create an empty space like this, but as your mastery of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique increases, you can create various things. You can even completely recreate a place from your memory. I'll show you a demonstration. I'm not sure if my Spacetime Manipulation Technique will work inside here, though."

He had never tried using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique before.

SNAP!

He tried to activate his own technique, and... surprisingly, it worked.

WHOOSH!

The two of them stood together on the peak of a snow-covered field. The wind blew, fluttering their clothes and hair.

Geom Woojin touched the snow on the ground. It was real, cold snow. The ice cliff on the other side reflected the sunlight and shimmered.

"Amazing, isn't it?" Geom Mugeuk said, then snapped his fingers again.

A plum tree appeared next to them, and its blossoms bloomed in the snowy wind.

He snapped his fingers again, and a small rock appeared next to it.

"You can create anything you want like this. Oh, and you don't have to snap your fingers. I just do it for style."

Geom Woojin smirked. "Like this, you mean?"

SNAP!

The surroundings changed again. This time, Geom Woojin's Spacetime Manipulation Technique space was created inside the Geom Mugeuk's.

Geom Mugeuk looked around, stunned speechless. It was not a white space. He saw things that were all too familiar.

"No, how?"

The Heavenly Demon Hall had been created. Geom Woojin had not recreated it perfectly yet, but the three most important things were there. The path of blood, the stairs, and the throne.

His father walked up the stairs with the gait of a victor and sat on the throne, looking smug.

Geom Mugeuk jumped in exasperation. "I can't take this, I really can't! Father, how can you sit on the throne even in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique? Part of the reason I taught you this was so you could get away from that damned chair!"

With an expression that said, 'Is that so?', Geom Woojin stood up from his seat and snapped his fingers.

SNAP!

The newly created things, including the throne, disappeared.

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped in admiration seeing his father manipulate objects so freely, albeit still in a limited way. "You're truly incredible. To be this skilled without a Heavenly Martial Body... if you had one, it would've been absolute chaos."

He meant it sincerely. Although Geom Woojin's true genius did not lie with his physical constitution, he was certain that his own birth with a Heavenly Martial Body stemmed from his father's innate martial talent.

He pouted. "If you're going to create something, Father, it should be a pretty place like this!"

SNAP!

The next moment, the Geoms were standing on a white sandy beach. Since Geom Mugeuk could not maintain two spaces at once, the snowfield he created earlier disappeared.

Now, there was a blue sky and a hot sun. The ocean stretched endlessly into the horizon. On the beach, there was a tree with large leaves, and in its shade was a comfortable-looking chair.

Previously, he never intended to show anyone his private place, but now he wanted to show it to his father.

"This is my most cherished personal space."

He snapped his fingers again, and another comfortable chair appeared under the broad-leafed tree.

"Lie down here."

Geom Woojin lay down on the beach chair next to his son. Lying in such a beautiful place, with the warm sun shining down and soft sand beneath him, felt new.

In all my life, have I ever relaxed on a beach chair like this?

Geom Mugeuk muttered, "Lying here and looking at that blue sky makes all my worries disappear."

"What worries could a young man like you have?"

"Don't I go around meddling in everyone's business? On top of that, aren't I doing the most pointless thing in the world, trying to look good to everyone?"

"So you are aware that it's pointless."

The two of them looked up at the sky in silence.

Suddenly, Geom Woojin asked, "Are you lonely?"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. Like the Smiling Demon, it seemed that his father had also realized that loneliness was a feeling one experienced not when alone, but when surrounded by many people.

"...Sometimes," he replied softly.

Geom Woojin stared wordlessly at his son.

Geom Mugeuk looked back at his father and said nonchalantly, "But everything feels better after I come here to rest. You must have times when you want to be alone too, right, Father? Without Uncle Hwi, without a bodyguard, just completely alone."

"If I asked you to leave now, I could be alone."

"No you can't! This space is truly and completely my own. You can curse all you want in here! You can run around naked!"

Geom Woojin gazed back up at the sky. No matter how real this blue, clear sky felt, it wasn't real. "No matter how hard reality is or how comfortable this place feels, don't get too lost in a mere illusion."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind. Also..." Geom Mugeuk gathered his courage. "What about you? Do you never feel lonely, Father?"

"Never."

"But you must have worries, right? What is your biggest worry, Father?"

Geom Woojin glared daggers at his stupid son.

Geom Mugeuk giggled, "Hehe, I mean besides me."

I suppose it makes sense for him to be worried about me. I'm a son who stands in the way of his dream! That must be the worst kind of worry!

"Hmm, then I have none."

"How could you? When you put it like that, it makes me sound like such a troublemaker!"

Does Father really have no worries? That's impossible. Sigh, when will the day come when Father can comfortably speak his mind?

That goal felt more difficult than achieving Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Still, I will keep trying until that day, Father.

At the very least, Geom Mugeuk was relieved that his father seemed more interested in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique than he had expected.

"I'm looking forward to the personal space you'll create, Father. I'm curious to know where you feel most at ease. Please let me see it someday. Oh, and the Heavenly Demon Hall is absolutely forbidden! The throne too!"

"......" Geom Woojin did not answer, but he did not say he would not create it either.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at him.

What kind of space does Father cherish the most? Will I ever get to see it? Is it right for the sight of you lying down comfortably to be so unfamiliar? Please take some breaks, Father.

"The sea breeze is quite nice," Geom Woojin remarked.

Oh? It seems he does like this beach quite a bit?

Beneath his chair, Geom Mugeuk's fingers tapped together quickly. A cool breeze picked up, cutting through the heat, while a flock of seagulls soared overhead. A line of crabs scuttled past his father's chair.

Please, rest comfortably, at least in here, Father.


Chapter 775: Since I've Learned a Good Martial Art

Geom Woojin couldn't remember the last time he had such a pleasant and comfortable rest. He had taken countless breaks before, of course, but this moment felt more precious and pleasant than any other.

The reason was probably his son.

He turned his head slightly to look at Geom Mugeuk beside him. His son still diligently snapped his fingers under the chair, trying to lift his spirits.

The brat's attempts did not end with seagulls and crawling crabs.

SWOOOOOSH!

A pure white stream of water shot into the sky from the sea.

PHWOOOOSH!

A large whale breached the water's surface.

Geom Woojin's eyes widened in surprise. He never expected a real whale to appear. He asked, "Have you ever seen a whale before?"

"I've only seen pictures of them in books."

"And yet you created such a realistic-looking one."

Seeing a real whale was difficult for a martial artist living in the Central Plains. Geom Woojin had seen them a few times in his youth while wandering with the Fist Demon, but after becoming the Cult Leader, today was his first time seeing one in person.

Geom Mugeuk had also seen whales several times before his regression, but most were just fleeting glimpses. He only once saw a truly impressive one, and he now recreated that intense memory exactly as it was.

WOOOOO...

The whale made a low, deep sound.

Geom Woojin looked at his son again. Though he had never heard one himself, it truly sounded like a whale. It sounded as if the sea yearned for the sky.

"There's a knack to it." Geom Mugeuk explained to his father how to freely unfold imagined images within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He detailed how to deploy the incantations and how to set one's mind and heart.

He wanted his father to become more interested in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. That way, his father might use it in an emergency.

Geom Woojin listened to his son while watching the whale swim through the sea.

"The whale looks lonely," he suddenly said.

PHWOOSH!

Another stream of water erupted, and a second whale rose to the surface. The two whales swam together as small dolphins leaped around them.

Geom Woojin smiled unconsciously as he watched. It was the first time in his life he had ever seen such a sight.

He was not the only one feeling happy.

Geom Mugeuk was once happiest alone in this space, but now he felt even more joyful with his father. To feel such emotions here of all places... his father was not the only one changing.

The whales swam away, and the water's surface grew calm again.

Geom Woojin stared at the sea in silence. In the past, he would have already said, 'Let's leave now,' but those words did not come.

I'll stay just a little longer, he thought.

As Geom Woojin sat there, he dozed off and dreamed. It was a dream of his youth, from before he had even become the Young Cult Leader. As if in a lucid dream, he saw himself objectively.

Was there a time I smiled so brightly? Did I get angry so fiercely? Was I that good at expressing my emotions?

He did not know how long he had slept.

When he opened his eyes, Geom Mugeuk was sleeping beside him.

He was inwardly surprised. It did not matter that they were inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique or that he was with his son. He had never in his life fallen asleep without realizing it.

The warm sunlight and cool breeze were still present.

He's maintaining the Spacetime Manipulation Technique even while sleeping like this.

Geom Woojin could tell his son's mastery of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique was truly high.

This illusionary art must have been created to kill people. It was an art of the Blood Cult, after all. It was surely made to lure in, startle, and confuse opponents for an easy kill. However, his son used that fearsome martial art as a space for rest, even creating whales purely for entertainment.

"When did you wake up?" Geom Mugeuk yawned and woke up.

Geom Woojin feigned disapproval. It wasn't really his place to scold his son, since he too had slept, but he still said sternly, "Is it alright for a martial artist to be so careless?"

"If an enemy comes, I know you'll block them for me, Father."

Geom Woojin snorted. His son must have seen him fall asleep first, yet pretended he had been the one to doze off. "Let's get up now."

"Yes, Father."

Before leaving the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Geom Mugeuk said one last thing. "Father, I enjoyed today."

Normally, Geom Woojin would have just given a single nod or not reacted at all.

Today, however, his father nodded and shared his own feelings.

"I enjoyed it too."

Geom Mugeuk was moved. He knew his father would never say such a thing if he did not truly mean it.

Seeing how genuinely happy his son was, Geom Woojin suddenly recalled the younger self from his dream. The version of himself who once said such things freely.

His son had taught him something he had forgotten. Perhaps what he had learned from his son all this time was this very method of revealing and expressing emotions.

"I'll cancel the technique," Geom Mugeuk said.

He was about to snap his fingers when his father stopped him.

"Wait."

Their time here was not over. The words 'Let's get up now' did not mean it was time to leave, but to simply stand up.

"Since I've learned a good martial art, shouldn't I teach you something too?" Geom Woojin said.

Geom Mugeuk waited for the next words, a sense of disbelief dawning on him. Suddenly, he remembered that his father never simply received something for nothing.

Geom Woojin continued, "I'll pass down the Eighth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to you."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled. Nothing could shake his heart as much as the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"But isn't it too soon?" he asked.

The Seventh to the Ninth Techniques of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art were martial arts used by the Heavenly Demon Soul. His father had passed down the Seventh Technique, the Demonic Soul Realm Creation, before he left the cult, but now he intended to pass down the next one already?

Geom Woojin rolled his eyes. "Isn't your destiny flowing that way?"

Finally, Geom Mugeuk understood. His father was passing the technique down sooner because he had achieved Body Reformation.

Indeed, his guess was correct.

"Since you've achieved Body Reformation, you'll understand the incantations more easily." Geom Woojin looked at his son and said calmly, "From now on, I'll teach you the Eighth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

Geom Mugeuk bowed respectfully, then knelt to listen attentively.

"Stand up." Geom Woojin had his son stand, then gave an unexpected instruction. "Create a walking path. A path with many changes."

Geom Mugeuk thought for a moment, then snapped his fingers.

SNAP!

A small trail appeared before them. The trail led to a stream, across a small field, and into a bamboo forest. Beyond the bamboo forest, a waterfall cascaded down.

"Let's walk together."

To his surprise, his father recited the incantation as they walked.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art Eighth Technique was Berserk Demon Soul, the second demonic art used by the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"The Demon Soul gallops through a new world, so all bow and revere it. The beginning of the qi starts at the Tianshu Acupoint. The first departure of qi must be light and powerful. After passing through the Zhongwan Acupoint, it must be heavy and solemn, and upon reaching the Dazhui Acupoint..."

Memorizing such difficult incantations while walking was not easy. Moreover, the incantations for the Eighth Technique were more complex than the Seventh Technique's.

The Seventh Technique had been more complex than any incantation Geom Mugeuk had learned before, and the Eighth Technique was even harder, mainly because its system defied the common sense of existing martial arts. If taught while sitting still, he would have to memorize it all at once.

But now was different. His father was using a new method of transmission.

"When the qi reaches the Baihui Acupoint, a blue energy will swirl before your eyes..." While teaching this part, his father plucked a green leaf and threw it at Geom Mugeuk like a hidden weapon. "Reverse the qi again, but maintain a gentle energy."

When it was time to reverse the qi, his father turned and caressed a flower petal blooming on the path behind them. When teaching the part about skipping over meridians, he recited the incantation while crossing a stepping-stone bridge.

"...When the qi passes the Mingmen Acupoint, you must draw in that energy as if it were a whirlwind."

Geom Woojin spun his hand. A palm technique whirled from his hand, launching toward Geom Mugeuk's Mingmen Acupoint.

SHWAAAAAK!

Geom Mugeuk dodged, memorizing the incantation perfectly. In fact, the action helped him memorize it even better.

"...You must move as coldly as the autumn frost."

While reciting this incantation, Geom Woojin dipped his hand into the stream. For the part about continuing the qi gently but strongly, he bent a large bamboo stalk and then released it. When it was time to extend a strong and solid energy, he sat on a boulder. He used anything in the environment that connected to the incantation.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. As the difficult incantations matched his father's actions and the surroundings, the lesson was easy... no, it was more than easy. He felt like he would never forget it. This special lesson was imprinted with his father's heart for his son.

The precious lesson ended when their long walk concluded back where they had started.

"I think I've memorized all the incantations," he said.

Geom Woojin asked various questions to confirm. After carefully checking that his son had memorized the difficult parts well, he wore a satisfied expression.

Geom Mugeuk heart leaped with glee. His father's expression said it all. He had learned everything perfectly.

"Father, how did you know this secret method of teaching incantations while walking?" he asked. "I memorized it so much better."

"I've done it this way since I was young, whenever I had to memorize something difficult. I used other objects in my surroundings to memorize them."

"Thanks to that method, I memorized it all."

"Even with that method, it should be impossible to memorize all those difficult incantations so quickly. I expected we would have to take this walk three times."

Of course, memorizing the incantations and manifesting them in one's body were two different things.

Since he had to move his qi in such a new way, Geom Mugeuk asked his father about the parts he did not understand. As always, his father answered his questions with sincerity.

Recently, whenever he and his father discussed martial arts, one of them would achieve a deep breakthrough. The content of their discussions was therefore more profound. Even if they talked about the same topic as last time, there would be new enlightenment.

After the question-and-answer session ended, Geom Mugeuk understood the incantations without any blockage. His memory had certainly improved, and his comprehension had heightened.

The effects of Body Reformation were clear. It normally would have taken several times longer, but he learned it even faster than he had learned the Seventh Technique.

He did not ask how long it took his father to learn the Eighth Technique. He did not want to needlessly wound his highly competitive father's pride.

That turned out to be a needless worry. Not only did he not wound his father's pride, he was a source of it.

"Of all the Demonic Cult Leaders in history, you're likely the fastest to learn the Eighth Technique," Geom Woojin remarked. "Both in reaching this point and the time it took to learn it."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father. The emotion on Geom Woojin's face was clearly closer to pride than surprise.

He was truly happy. Completing the Nine Calamities Demonic Art meant he was also becoming complete, both as a martial artist and as the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

He gave the credit to his father. "Of all the Demonic Cult Leaders in history, you, Father, made the lesson for the Eighth Technique the easiest to learn and understand."

Geom Woojin reminded him, "As I've said before, the power of the Heavenly Demon Soul is determined by how well you understand the incantations. Therefore, you must never be negligent in understanding and training them whenever you have time."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. This meant for the last three techniques, he did not need to summon the Heavenly Demon Soul to train separately. Everything depended on how deeply he himself understood them.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Alright, let's go out now."

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers first.

SNAP!

The beach disappeared, and the world his father had created with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique appeared. Previously, he had created his own space inside of it, so that was where they returned to.

SNAP!

This time, Geom Woojin snapped his fingers, and they finally returned to reality, in his personal training ground.

The two of them left the training ground and walked through the inner palace.

Geom Mugeuk began, "Father, I have two goals regarding the Heavenly Demon Soul."

"What are they?" Geom Woojin asked.

"I've mentioned it before. The first is to converse with the Heavenly Demon Soul."

Geom Woojin nodded. He had once said told his son that among the past Heavenly Demon Souls, there was one that could speak.

"My second goal is to make the Heavenly Demon Soul smaller," Geom Mugeuk added. "About the size of a person."

"And when you do?"

"We'll go around together like friends."

Geom Woojin had never considered such a thing. He shook his head, bewildered. "Yes. Perhaps if it's you."

In the past, he would have called it crazy talk. Now, he suspected he might actually see that absurd sight.

"But where are you going now?"

"I have to go take care of my piled-up work."

"Just slack off for the day. Our Cult will run just fine even if you do."

Geom Woojin replied as he walked ahead, "And why do you think it runs so well?"

Geom Mugeuk stood in place, watching his father's back. His father walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall, leaving unsaid that everything worked smoothly was because of his own constant efforts.

Suddenly, he shouted, "Father, your already-smart son has learned such a precious lesson, so I'll be even more successful from now on. Thank you so much!"

Geom Woojin paused for a moment and answered without turning back. "Let's just call it repayment for letting me see the whales."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. Yes. Among today's many unforgettable moments, watching the whales with Father is one I will never forget.

"Just say the word anytime. I'll have those guys on standby," he replied.

Geom Woojin continued walking towards the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Geom Mugeuk could not see his face, but he was sure his father was smiling.

He gazed up at the sky. He had finally learned up to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art Eighth Technique.

Now, only the final Ninth Technique remained.


Chapter 776: Strike While Its Hot

After leaving his father, Geom Mugeuk wanted to summon the Heavenly Demon Soul. He needed to see what had changed after he mastered the Eighth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Before that, however, he had to greet the person who most resembled the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"Master! Have you been well?" he greeted cheerfully.

The Fist Demon immediately noticed the change in his disciple. "Take off your clothes."

"You ask your disciple to strip the moment you see him?!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed.

"Stop joking around!"

Geom Mugeuk removed his shirt completely.

The Fist Demon stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes widening. "No way. Did you undergo Body Reformation?"

He recognized the changes in Geom Mugeuk's body at a glance. He was certain because they had often trained together with their shirts off.

"Yes, I was blessed with heavenly luck during my recent trip and underwent Body Reformation."

Surprise flickered across the Fist Demon's face. For anyone, Body Reformation was a miracle one might only hear about once in a lifetime.

He carefully examined Geom Mugeuk's body, just as Geom Woojin had, but while the father had inspected his son with a parent's concern, he had a different purpose.

"For someone who practices fist arts, Body Reformation is incomparably special compared to those who practice other martial arts."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. That's right.

To the Fist Demon, Body Reformation was significant enough to warrant such a statement. After all, in close combat arts, one's body itself was a weapon, and his weapon had now been transformed.

"You, who once practiced the martial arts of Man, can now practice the martial arts of Heaven. You can now reach the state of Unity of Man and Heaven."

Geom Mugeuk listened seriously to his master's words. Master probably knows so much because he desires Body Reformation more than anyone.

The First Demon continued, "Failing to completely master the Thunder Arhat Fist with that body would be a great disservice to both the martial art and the body itself, wouldn't it?"

"Of course. I'll definitely achieve complete mastery this time," Geom Mugeuk replied.

The Fist Demon was telling him to master the Thunder Arhat Fist right after he had learned the Eighth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Previously, he had once requested the Fist Demon re-teach him the Thunder Arhat Fist again from the beginning, and that training had allowed him to ascend to the next level. Right now, however, his overall understanding of martial arts had risen so high that complete mastery of the Thunder Arhat Fist was no longer a far off dream.

He considered this series of events a miraculous encounter brought on by his Body Reformation. It seemed that Body Reformation was not just a miracle of the mind and body, it was organically connected to unexpected events and influenced fate itself.

"Have you fought since your Body Reformation?" the Fist Demon asked.

"No, I haven't," Geom Mugeuk said, wondering why his master was suddenly asking that.

The Fist Demon thought deeply for a moment. Despite his carefree appearance, he was a very cautious person. "Are you busy right now?"

"No. Time is all I have!" Geom Mugeuk replied, grinning. His master, who had just been deep in thought, was asking if he was busy. However, no matter how busy he was, there was only one correct answer here: 'Even if my father calls, I'll make time for you first.'

"Wait a moment."

The Fist Demon went into his residence and came out a short while later, carrying a box. It was impossible to know what was inside, but its aged appearance showed it had not been used for a very long time.

"Follow me."

He led Geom Mugeuk out of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and the two used their movement arts to race to the Great Sky Peak.

The Fist Demon then took Geom Mugeuk to a small clearing near the largest waterfall on the peak. He placed the box on a rock, then stood facing his disciple. "Do you trust me?"

"Why are you suddenly asking something like that?"

"Answer me."

"I do. I trust you, Master, more than I trust myself."

Geom Mugeuk was not just saying that to flatter his master. The man known as the Fist Demon inspired a unique kind of trust. If told to wait for a hundred years, he was the type of person who would silently stand in that spot for a hundred years.

"How much do you respect me?"

Geom Mugeuk flinched and took a step back. "Why are you being so scary?"

"Answer me."

"I respect you far more than you could ever imagine, Master."

"Then you won't get angry if I beat you to a pulp for no reason, right?"

"What?"

The Fist Demon's fist cut through the air the moment the words left his mouth.

WHOOSH! THWACK!

The sudden attack sent Geom Mugeuk flying, clutching his stomach. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art did not activate.

Was it because there was no killing intent? Or because the attack was not imbued with qi?

The Fist Demon smirked. "From now on, don't use any inner arts or any kind of protective technique against my attacks."

Geom Mugeuk got up. "If you're the one throwing the punches, then that's basically the same as telling me to go die..."

SMACK!

Geom Mugeuk was sent flying by the Fist Demon's punch again.

If the fist had been imbued with inner qi, he would have surely died or suffered a fatal injury, but the Fist Demon's fist contained only lightning qi, which he could imbue without using inner arts.

Of course, that did not mean it did not hurt.

Just like that, Geom Mugeuk got beaten to a pulp by the Fist Demon's fists.

THWACK! THUD!

The Fist Demon's fists landed consecutively. A tingling lightning energy flowed from the spots Geom Mugeuk was hit.

"Hey, are you beating me up just because your disciple achieved Body Reformation before you did?" Geom Mugeuk cried out in protest. "If you keep this up, I'll spread a rumor that you hit me out of jealousy... OWW!"

WHACK! SMACK! POW! THWACK!

The punches began to fly in earnest. Moreover, the Fist Demon did not just hit one area. He made sure to strike Geom Mugeuk's entire body evenly, hitting his torso, arms, legs, and even his face.

Gradually, the punches grew stronger, and the flowing lightning energy intensified.

Even while being beaten senseless, Geom Mugeuk naturally understood. The Fist Demon was tempering his body. If that were not the case, there would be no reason for him to beat his disciple like this.

Because of that, he tried his best not to activate any protective techniques, which meant that the beating hurt...a lot. At this rate, how could the Heavenly Demon Defense Art simply remain dormant?

As such, Geom Mugeuk struggled with all his might to prevent it from activating.

It hurts this much, and I still have to struggle to keep you from activating!

THWACK! BONK! WHACK!

"Hey, is it fair to hit me from behind like a coward!"

The incoming fists grew even stronger.

"It hurts! Master! Your disciple is dying!"

Geom Mugeuk was not exaggerating. It really hurt. A scream escaped him involuntarily whenever the lightning energy flowed through the places he was hit.

Still, even as he was being hit, he could feel it. The Fist Demon was concentrating all his nerves as he struck.

Right now, Master is having a harder time than I am.

He could feel the Fist Demon's enormous mental energy consumption. It made sense, as one wrong move could leave him seriously injured. No, if he was unlucky, he could even die.

WHACK! THUD! THWACK! SMACK!

It wasn't long before Geom Mugeuk could no longer endure the punches and was about to pass out.

"Endure it!"  the Fist Demon shouted.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes, which were about to close, shot open.

"This process is like forging steel to make it stronger," the Fist Demon explained. "But the material right now is ten-thousand-year-old cold iron, so we need to strike it while its hot, before any impurities can mix in."

Geom Mugeuk's face paled. The ten-thousand-year-old cold iron was his own body, and the hammer striking it was the Fist Demon's fist, the fist of the best pugilist in the murim, thrown with his entire focus and imbued with lightning.

It was truly the most precious hammer in the world...

BOOM! KABOOM! BOOM!

If he had not become the Fist Demon's disciple, he would never have had such a miraculous encounter. Normally, no one would dare subject the Young Cult Leader to such a harsh beating, but right now, the Fist Demon was throwing his punches considering him as only a disciple.

After what felt like forever, the Fist Demon's barrage of punches finally stopped.

Geom Mugeuk collapsed on the spot.

Unfortunately, his ordeal was not yet over.

"Get under the waterfall right now," the Fist Demon commanded.

Geom Mugeuk groaned, "In this state?"

As if to say there was no time to waste, the Fist Demon threw Geom Mugeuk under the waterfall.

"You must not use any inner arts!"

"I'll die then! Aaargh!"

Contrary to his words, Geom Mugeuk took the full force of the waterfall with his bare body, without using inner arts. The pain felt like it would kill him, but he tried to let the waterfall hit his entire body evenly.

That must have been what his master intended. Judging by the fact that they started in this place, this part of the process was likely just as important as the beating.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

As the falling water pounded his injured body, it truly felt as if his entire being was melting away. The pain now was worse than the agony of Body Reformation.

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk gritted his teeth and endured.

How much did he trust the Fist Demon? He trusted him enough to think it would be okay even if something went wrong and he died.

He endured and endured, until eventually, he passed out under the waterfall.


An unknown amount of time passed.

When Geom Mugeuk opened his eyes, the Fist Demon was looking down at him, looking haggard.

He must have expended a great deal of mental energy.

"...Master."

"You're awake?"

Geom Mugeuk looked around. He was lying on a rock next to the waterfall, and an unfamiliar medicinal scent radiated from his body.

So the box he brought with him contained medicine.

"You endured well. I believed you could withstand it." The Fist Demon smiled gruffly, indicating that things had gone well. "A body that has undergone Body Reformation is magnificent on its own. People often describe it as perfect. However, if that magnificent body is properly forged, it becomes even more perfect."

The Fist Demon revealed that what he had done earlier was not a simple beating.

"The technique I used on you is called the Meridian-Strengthening Electrocution Art. It's a secret art passed down alongside the Thunder Arhat Fist, a method of destroying the skin and muscles with lightning energy and then allowing them to recover anew. It's a secret art that can only be used once, on a body that has undergone Body Reformation. I never thought the day would come when I would use it."

Geom Mugeuk sat up. He thought he would not even be able to move from the pain, but his body felt unbelievably light.

"Go wash off in the waterfall."

Geom Mugeuk went under the waterfall and washed his body.

After cleaning himself up, he examined his body. Despite being beaten so severely, not a single bruise remained.

His skin had become clearer and cleaner, and the quality of his muscles had changed. He could feel with his entire being that he had become stronger.

The ten-thousand-year-old cold iron had now become a treasured sword forged from ten-thousand-year-old cold iron.

"It would've been better if someone more skilled than me had performed the Meridian-Strengthening Electrocution Art, but this was the best I could do."

"Where in this world could there be a better fist than yours, Master?" Geom Mugeuk shot to his feet and gave the Fist Demon a deep bow. "Thank you, Master. Thank you so much for turning my miraculous encounter into an even greater one."

The Fist Demon smiled with satisfaction, pleased that his efforts had not been in vain. "Make sure you achieve complete mastery of the Thunder Arhat Fist as well."

The miraculous encounter of Body Reformation did not end here.

"Master, please teach me again."

Geom Mugeuk did not postpone his training in the Thunder Arhat Fist. After the Fist Demon had dedicated himself so much for his sake, he could not delay achieving complete mastery.

This was, in fact, an opportunity for him, and windows of opportunity never stayed open for long.

"I'll come to see you every day until the sound of thunder disappears from my fist," Geom Mugeuk declared.

He was not just aiming for complete mastery. He aimed for a deeper state where he would not only master the art but also make the sound of thunder disappear.

In martial arts, there was a concept of momentum that cannot be explained by common sense, and he had no intention of losing this momentum.

I'll break through it all at once!

Geom Mugeuk thrust his fist forward, and the Fist Demon thrust his own fist out to meet it. The difference in their fist sizes was still like that of an adult and a baby.

"Alright, let's turn this baby fist into an adult's fist!"

From that day on, Geom Mugeuk began to train in the Thunder Arhat Fist.

After finishing his first day of training, he returned home, opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, activated the Heavenly Space Secret Art, and threw punches.

The next day, when he trained with the Fist Demon, his master was inwardly surprised.

He changed this much in just one day?

Geom Mugeuk smiled mysteriously. His master must think that this was because of Body Reformation and the secret art he had performed, but that was not the only reason. He had simply already trained for days by himself.

Meanwhile, training with Geom Mugeuk was also deeply inspiring for the Fist Demon.

How could it not be? The person who had undergone Body Reformation was Geom Mugeuk, and he had also received the Meridian-Strengthening Electrocution Art.

The questions Geom Mugeuk asked during their short breaks touched upon the core of fist arts. This gave the Fist Demon, who was striving for the pinnacle of the art, an opportunity to reflect on his own training. The two of them unreservedly shared the profound meaning of martial arts.

The Fist Demon completely abandoned the mindset of a teacher. They were now equals, training together.

With this mindset, he immersed himself in training with Geom Mugeuk. The miraculous encounter of Body Reformation continued, extending even into the Fist Demon's heart.

When it came to martial arts training, Geom Mugeuk found that training with the Fist Demon suited him best. His master was a man who did not know defeat. He was the kind of man who, once he started throwing punches, would continue until his arm fell off.

They were the same type.

No sound came from the Fist Demon's fist, while the sound of thunder came from Geom Mugeuk's.

Once, while training with Geom Mugeuk in the past, the Fist Demon had said this:


"I wonder if my fist will ever make a sound again."



The sound of thunder no longer came from his fist, and he meant that if he broke through to the next level, the sound would return.

One man threw his punches to make the sound of thunder return, while the other threw his punches to make the sound of thunder disappear from his own.

For the next few days, at the Fist Demon's training ground in the Eastern Fist Garrison, the sound of thunder produced by Geom Mugeuk echoed every day. The Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison trained while listening to the sound of thunder.

Cheon Sohwi, the next Fist Demon, gazed in the direction of the thunderous sounds with a deep look in her eyes.

Senior Brother is truly training with all his might.

The continuous sound of thunder meant that he was throwing punches endlessly. The ceaseless thunder made them all feel solemn.

How could they neglect their training when their Master and Eldest Senior Brother were training so diligently?

The Iron Fists also trained together with all their might. Even when they all collapsed from exhaustion, Cheon Sohwi continued to throw punches alone.

Even after Cheon Sohwi herself collapsed, the sound of thunder continued.

One day, during his grueling training with the Fist Demon, Geom Mugeuk's fist cut through the air as usual, but suddenly, his form froze.

From the fist that flew and landed just like any other time, no sound of thunder emerged.

I did it!

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon with a face full of ecstasy.

KWAAAAAAAAAAAAANG!

A thunderous roar that shook the very axis of the earth, a sound never heard before, erupted from the Fist Demon's fist, loud enough to be heard from anywhere within the vast Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

It was the moment the owner of the thunderous sound changed.

The fruit of master and disciple's shared efforts had fallen together, as if by fate.


Chapter 777: Strong Enough to Power Through Any Trap

A thunderous roar shattered the peace of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, so deafening that the demons thought they were under attack.

Drinkers spilled their alcohol. Sleepers shot up from their beds. People carrying luggage dropped their loads. The faint of heart screamed.

Every gaze turned toward the source of the thunder.

They'd never heard such a loud thunderclap in their lives. Most assumed something had exploded.

DONG! DOOOONG!

The emergency bell rang out repeatedly. Countless cultists ran busily across the fortress grounds.

The sound reached even the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Head Strategist Sama Myeong, who was in the middle of a report, flinched in surprise. For a moment, he wondered if something terrible had happened within the cult.

In contrast, Geom Woojin smiled. He knew the exact source of that sound. "The Fist Demon's fist has reached the heavens."

Finally, Sama Myeong understood. That loud thunderclap was the sound of the Fist Demon's fist.

It seemed that his martial arts had reached a realm that could actually shake the heavens and earth.

Coincidentally, he had just been reporting that Geom Mugeuk was once again training in fist techniques with the Fist Demon today.

So the Young Cult Leader has influenced even the Fist Demon's realm.

He knew better than anyone that the Demon Supremes had been growing stronger lately because of Geom Mugeuk.

Perhaps because of the Fist Demon's thunderclap, Geom Woojin revealed his inner thoughts for the first time in a long while, , muttering, "I miss the days when I roamed the Central Plains with that man."

Sama Myeong smiled as he recalled that time. "You two were truly incredible."

The two leaders of the Cult reminisced the past for a good long time.


The next Fist Demon, Cheon Sohwi, stared blankly at her master's training grounds, overwhelmed with emotion.

"Master!"

Just like Geom Woojin, she also knew that sound had come from her master's fist.

She felt a thrill that a human fist could produce such a sound, and her heart swelled with hope that her own fist could one day make that sound.

Someday, I will get there too!

The Little Fist Demon, Cheon Sohwi, set her life's goal.


While all this was happening, the person who had created the deafening thunderclap was calm.

The Fist Demon retracted the fist he'd thrust forward. "Congratulations, my disciple."

He knew that right before he had thrown his own punch, Geom Mugeuk's fist had made no sound at all.

"I should be the one congratulating you," Geom Mugeuk said. "Truly, congratulations, Master."

The Fist Demon looked down at his own fist. This was the moment he had longed for, yet he felt surprisingly calm, happy but dazed.

Geom Mugeuk teased, "I'd like to hear that thunderclap again, but if I did, everyone would think a real war had broken out, wouldn't they?"

Even now, the sound of the emergency bell echoed from afar.

"Master, how do you feel?"

A smile appeared on the Fist Demon's stern and fearsome face. "Awesome."

When was the last time he'd so honestly revealed his joy? He used to show it to the Cult Leader, back in the old days.

He looked at Geom Mugeuk. He would never have reached this realm without training together with him, this much was certain.

"It's all thanks to you," he said.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Of course, it's thanks to me."

The Fist Demon clenched his fist again. "You said you wanted to hear that thunderclap again, right?"

"No! This is all because of your own effort, Master!" Geom Mugeuk retracted his words instantly. For his stoic master to make such a joke, he could tell just how happy he was.

He looked down at his own fist. This time, it was his turn to express his sincere gratitude.

"I was able to do it thanks to you, Master."

He had not only completely mastered the Thunder Arhat Fist but had even gone a step further. The sound of thunder had vanished from his fist.

In terms of fist techniques, he had reached an unbelievable realm.

"We should gather everyone in our Cult and hold a banquet. Ah, I'll call Lee Ahn first. Lee Ahn, your father has gotten stronger! He now has the strongest fists in the history of the murim!"

Of course, such theatrics had no effect on the Fist Demon.

He began to walk away, leaving the training grounds first.

"Go and rest. You've worked hard."

After walking a few steps, though, he stopped.

"Congratulations. Now, your fist has become the fist of an adult."

Finally, the words Geom Mugeuk had so desperately wanted to hear flowed from his lips.


Geom Mugeuk returned to his residence and immediately opened the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. The place he created today was a hot spring in a snowy field.

"Ah, this is nice."

He stripped off his clothes and submerged himself in the hot spring. Since starting his fist technique training, he'd devoted himself to it, even sacrificing sleep. The joy of this brief rest, after achieving the fruhis of his bloody efforts, was surely incomparable to any other pleasure.

FLUTTER...

Snow began to fall on the snowy field.

Immersed in the hot spring amidst the beautiful scenery, Geom Mugeuk silently watched the falling snow. He relieved his accumulated fatigue and enjoyed the time alone.

Thanks to the effects of Body Reformation and the mysterious energy inside his qi center, his body recovered much faster than before.

After getting out of the hot spring, he used his yang qi to dry his body and got dressed.

Then he opened a new space.

WHOOOOSH!

In a windy wasteland, he summoned the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Originally, he'd wanted to summon and check on it right after learning the Eighth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Berserk Demon Soul, but he postponed this reunion when he began his full-fledged fist technique training.

What changes will there be to the Heavenly Demon Soul? he wondered.

He conveyed his will, and the Heavenly Demon Soul suddenly stood before him.

No matter how many times he summoned it, it never felt any less incredible. How could such a massive Heavenly Demon Soul manifest without even disturbing the wind?

Geom Mugeuk greeted the Heavenly Demon Soul as comfortably as a friend. "I told you last time, right? This is the world inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I opened a different place than last time for a change of scenery, because I didn't know what kind of space you'd like."

Last time, he had opened a field, but today he opened a wasteland, a place where the sandstorms of the Outer Regions blew. For some reason, he felt this lonely space might suit the Heavenly Demon Soul better.

"If you don't like the sandstorm, I can change it to another place."

Of course, the Heavenly Demon Soul showed no reaction.

However, Geom Mugeuk could feel it.

It doesn't like this place.

He sensed the Heavenly Demon Soul's emotions. They could now share feelings on the level of 'like' and 'dislike'!

CLICK!

The surroundings changed. Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul were standing on a plain again.

SHWAAAAAA!

Geom Mugeuk made it rain. The raindrops cleanly washed the dirt and dust from the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Soon, the rain stopped and the sun rose. A cool breeze blew, and the sunlight and wind dried the wet Heavenly Demon Soul.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk felt that the Heavenly Demon Soul's mood had improved.

It really has emotions!

The reason he could feel those emotions was likely because he'd mastered the Eighth Technique. As he mastered more techniques, he was growing closer to the Heavenly Demon Soul!

"You've changed again!" he exclaimed.

He noticed a change in the Heavenly Demon Soul's appearance. When he mastered the Seventh Technique, the Heavenly Demon Soul had gained a sword, and a faint, unrecognizable pattern had formed on his chest.

Now that he'd mastered the Eighth Technique, the faint pattern on his chest was clearly visible. The pattern, embedded in his chest like a heart, was a flame emblem tinged with blue light. It looked just like the flames of hell.

Upon closer inspection, though, it wasn't a simple flame shape. It was the face of a fiercely burning demon, the face of the Heavenly Demon Soul hiself, shaped from flames.

So this is why the flame is so scary!

It blazed fiercely, glaring menacingly at his opponent.

"After I master the final Ninth Technique, I hope I can have a conversation with you!" he said regretfully.

SEUEUK!

The Heavenly Demon Soul slowly began to bend his body.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in shock.

The Heavenly Demon Soul bent at the waist and extended his hand, offering his palm to him.

Does he want me to climb on?

Geom Mugeuk carefully stepped onto his palm.

SEUEUK!

The Heavenly Demon Soul straightened up and stood with his hand held out in front of his chest.

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul's gazes met.

"Thank you, my friend."

Geom Mugeuk was moved. This was the first time the Heavenly Demon Soul had extended his hand to him.

The fact that it would lift him onto his hand surely meant it was a being with reason.

However, the Heavenly Demon Soul didn't express any further actions or emotions. It merely gazed silently at Geom Mugeuk.

"Even this much means we've gotten a lot closer. Right?"

Seen up close, the Heavenly Demon Soul's face was terrifying beyond measure.

"And don't worry that I'll be too scared of your face. I just spent all my time with someone just as scary as you."

Geom Mugeuk turned around on the palm. In the distance, the sun was setting over the horizon. A red glow colored the surroundings, blurring the boundary between the sky and the earth. Before it, trees stood like an ink wash painting with their backs to the sun.

The spreading sunset light colored Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul. They too were a part of this landscape.

The two stood like that for a long time without a word. Although Geom Mugeuk couldn't talk to the Heavenly Demon Soul, his heart was at peace.

Just then, he sensed someone's presence outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

He turned to the Heavenly Demon Soul and bid it farewell. "Next time, let's have a conversation. I'll make your body smaller so we can go out into the real world together, not this fake one. Let's meet again later, my friend!"

As he said goodbye, the Heavenly Demon Soul vanished. It usually disappeared in an instant, but today it seemed to fade a little more slowly. Perhaps it was because of his good mood.

When the Heavenly Demon Soul disappeared, Geom Mugeuk, who'd been on his palm, slowly descended to the ground by stepping on air. He then dispelled the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and landed on the floor of his room.

"Young Cult Leader, are you in?" an incredibly welcome voice asked.

Geom Mugeuk rushed outside. To his surprise, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood in the courtyard, wearing a pure white mask.

"Smiling Demon!"

"Young Cult Leader!"

The eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask smiled in welcome.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. Truly, he felt a unique emotion when he saw those smiling eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask. It was a special feeling that was hard to put into words.

Moreover, today, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon hadn't come alone.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who'd come with him, greeted, "Have you been well, Young Cult Leader?"

"Chairwoman, I didn't know you had visited our Cult!"

"Young Cult Leader, you've become even more handsome since I last saw you."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in agreement. While the change was barely noticeable to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he had accurately grasped the full extent of Geom Mugeuk's transformation. "I know you've been training with the Fist Demon. Is it perhaps because of that thunderclap?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly, "No. I underwent Body Reformation when I left the cult this time."

Since everyone he had met so far had noticed the change, he had no choice but to tell them about the Body Reformation too.

"On top of that, Master gave me an even greater miraculous encounter."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes filled with joy.

Geom Mugeuk's heart leaped. Seeing those eyes, which were happier than if he himself had undergone Body Reformation, what more needed to be said?

"My sincerest congratulations, Young Cult Leader," the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman congratulated, surprised. She knew what a tremendous miraculous encounter Body Reformation was.

"Thank you, but we shouldn't keep standing here. Please come in."

Geom Mugeuk guided the two inside.

"Chairwoman, would you like some tea?"

"If it's tea brewed by you, Young Cult Leader, how could I refuse?"

Geom Mugeuk brewed and served tea. It was the best tea among the many he had.

"Perhaps because you brewed it, Young Cult Leader, this is the most delicious tea I've ever had."

"Of course. It's filled with my respect and affection."

After chatting for a while over tea, Geom Mugeuk asked, "But what brings you here to see me?"

If nothing had happened, the two of them wouldn't have come to see him together.

As it turned out, there was a matter big enough for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to seek him out.

"I received a secret message."

The problem was the identity of the person who sent the message.

"The Saintess sent word that she wants to meet me."

Both the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who first received the message, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who heard it from her, judged that they couldn't handle this matter alone.

"Did she state her purpose?"

"No, she said she'd talk when we meet."

"Where did she suggest meeting?"

"She said to meet at Dongting Lake in Hunan province."

Hunan was a region dominated by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but that was no reason to be complacent. Their opponent could have been aiming for such carelessness.

"She said to come alone, but I felt I shouldn't, so I informed Orabeoni."

"You did well."

This message had arrived after the Sword King and the Flower Queen had been taken, and all the remaining Twelve Zodiac Kings were dead. It was possible that the real Saintess had something to say to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but he thought this was more likely to be a trap than a real request.

After all, it wouldn't be strange for the Darkness Palace Lord to join hands with the Saintess and make some desperate move.

"It would be nice if I could receive a prophecy at a time like this," the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sighed, feeling her own limitations.

Geom Mugeuk thought of the Saintess who'd delivered a prophecy to him three hundred years ago.

If the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman didn't receive a prophecy, then did the Saintess receive one? Is that why she wants to meet?

If this was a meeting between the descendants of that Saintess over a prophecy, then there was no backing out of this.

"If the Saintess wants to meet, then we must meet. However!" Geom Mugeuk's eyes shone sharply. "I intend to move differently than we have until now. If this is a conspiracy, they'll expect me and the Smiling Demon to come with you, Chairwoman, because that's what we've always done."

They had been cautious because of Hwa Mugi, but now the situation was too different from before his regression. As such, he intended to respond differently than before.

He no longer intended to move according to their will. He was now strong enough to power his way through everything, even a trap.

"This time, we'll go there fully prepared."


Chapter 778: I Need At Least One Pushover Too

Geom Mugeuk went to see his father first. He needed his father's permission to leave the cult with the Demon Supremes, and this time was especially important.

"Father! Your son's fists have now become a man's fists. The days of being teased by Master for having baby fists are over!" he bantered as he walked the Path of Blood. "I've finally achieved complete mastery of the Thunder Arhat Fist. If there's anyone who won't listen to you, just say the word and I'll beat them up!"

"Go beat yourself up then!"

Geom Mugeuk stopped before the throne. "Ah, that's right. No one will disobey you but me, huh?"

Geom Woojin stared silently at his son. "That person has performed a precious secret art for you."

"How did you know?" Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. Amazingly, his father had noticed that he had grown stronger through the Meridian-Strengthening Electrocution Art.

I'm not surprised that Father recognized Body Reformation in an instant, but the changes from the Meridian-Strengthening Electrocution Art are largely internal. How did he notice it?

Nodding, he continued, "That's right. Master used his exclusive secret art to strengthen my body."

Geom Woojin snorted. There was a reason he had recognized the change instantly. He already knew about the secret art.

"Do you know what kind of secret art it is?" Geom Mugeuk teased.

Geom Woojin feigned ignorance. "Tell me."

"It's a secret art Master dreamed of using for the longest time. Everyone who learns the Thunder Arhat Fist dreams of achieving Body Reformation and then receiving the Meridian-Strengthening Electrocution Art," Geom Mugeuk explained emotionally.

After all, it wasn't just a simple secret art. The Fist Demon had willingly passed his own dream to him, his disciple. Even if the chances of achieving Body Reformation were slim, it couldn't have been easy to give up his lifelong aspiration, yet the Fist Demon hadn't hesitated when making that choice.

"...But he could've at least made a big deal out of it when he did it," Geom Mugeuk added, grumbling.

Geom Woojin smiled at the thought of the man who wasn't here. "That's just the kind of person he is."

Both he and the Fist Demon had lived their entire lives without ever seeking credit.

"Oh, and Master has also reached a new realm."

"I know."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Of course. Father understood that the Fist Demon had reached a new realm just from the sound of thunder.

"You're truly amazing. Is there anything you don't know, Father?"

"If you're done bragging, you may leave."

"No, I didn't come to see you today to brag."

Geom Mugeuk relayed the message from the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to his father exactly as he'd heard it.

"...So, it seems I must leave the cult tomorrow. This time, I plan to go out in a proper formation. I'll take all the Demon Supremes with me, leaving only two behind."

Since the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were outside the cult, there were a total of six Demon Supremes left. This meant he intended to take four of them.

Geom Woojin shook his head. "If you're going to take that many, then you might as well just take them all."

It was a gesture of concern for his son.

"But then you'll have to protect our Cult all by yourself, Father."

The corner of Geom Woojin's mouth lifted slightly. "Why? Do you think I can't protect it alone?"

"Of course you can."

"Then why?"

"Well, if you were to attempt conquering the murim while I'm gone, someone has to be here to stop you, right?" Geom Mugeuk said jokingly.

However, he wasn't actually exaggerating. Not even he could imagine how powerful his father, who had reached the Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, currently was.

If someone saw Father walking out of the Heavenly Demon Hall alone and asked where he was going, and he said, "I'm going to conquer the murim." Would that person dare to laugh?

"We also have to consider Strategist Sama. If all the Demon Supremes leave the cult, our dear strategist will be extremely worried. Uncle Hwi and the bodyguard units will also be several times more concerned. So, I'll leave two of the Supremes behind."

Geom Woojin sighed. His son was right. He couldn't cause others worry because of his selfishness.

Now, however, he started to get curious about who would be taken away and who would be left behind.

"So, who's staying behind?"


The Drunken Demon was completely wasted. When he saw Geom Mugeuk, he waved his hand, his words slurring in a lazy drawl, "My little brother! Come quick and pour this hyung a drink."

Geom Mugeuk was baffled. The Drunken Demon had drunk so much that the area around the Drunken Dream Palace was thick with alcohol qi, like a fog. "Why are you so drunk in the middle of the day?"

The Drunken Demon shook a liquor bottle. "This bastard here is my only friend in this lonely life!"

Geom Mugeuk instantly understood. Ah, he's sulking!

Yes, he had every right to be. He had come to see him last this time as well.

"Did you say that's your only friend? Don't hurt your other friend's feelings!"

"Well well, who do we have here? My, if it isn't our busy Young Cult Leader? What brings such an esteemed person to this humble place?"

"Hyung, where did that magnanimous demeanor you showed me last time go?" Geom Mugeuk imitated the Drunken Demon. "Once it's past, it's all meaningless. When I die, am I going to regret that you didn't visit me?"

Back then, the Drunken Demon had even looked up at the sky and laughed.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Drunken Demon with puppy dog eyes. "Where did that great hyung go?"

The Drunken Demon pouted. "That great hyung withered and died of loneliness. Now, only a petty, small-minded hyung remains. Just because I said it was okay for you to come late, did you really have to come here last?"

"Hyung, I'm being serious. I didn't come late because you're a pushover, but because I feel you understand me the best."

"That's what being a pushover means!" the Drunken Demon shouted.

Geom Mugeuk employed a strategy of turning the tables. "So what if you're a bit of a pushover?!"

"What?"

"I need at least one pushover too!"

"What is this? This shamelessness? It's... it's sobering me up!"

Geom Mugeuk filled a cup from the bottle on the table and downed it in one gulp. "Elder Blade Demon is an Elder, so he's a toughie. The Fist Demon is my Master, so he's hard to be friendly with. The Sword Supreme is too elegant and noble, so talking to her feels stuffy. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is too young, so she's hard to understand. The Demonic Buddha only likes Hyung-nim, so he's impossible to get through to. The Poison King is obsessed with poison, and doesn't want to talk about other things. The Smiling Demon is too nice, so I feel bad being mean to him. For someone like me, I need at least one easy-going hyung like the Drunken Demon! Right? Be my easy-going hyung forever!"

The Drunken Demon listened with a dumbfounded expression, then finally burst into laughter. "Right, you're right. Everyone needs at least one pushover in their life, so they can have some breathing room. Fine! I'll be that pushover for you."

"Yay! The petty hyung is gone, and my great hyung has returned!"

"This is the magnanimity of drunkards! Now, let's drink!"

The two men vigorously clinked their cups and emptied them.

"From now on, always come to me last!"

"There's a good side to it! Because I come here last, I have so much juicy gossip about the other Demon Supremes, we won't need any snacks!"

"Excellent! Let's get wasted while bad-mouthing those bastards!"

The two emptied their cups, united in spirit.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk knew the Drunken Demon wasn't drunk because he had come here last. He was no longer the same Drunken Demon of the past. He just said he was upset for the sake of it.

Feeling the dense alcohol qi in the air, he asked casually, "Were you training?"

As expected, the Drunken Demon nodded. The reason he was so drunk was that he'd been in the middle of martial arts training. "This is all your fault. The good thing about being the Drunken Demon was that I could just drink and live recklessly."

However, at some point, the other Demon Supremes had started to get stronger. The one who had led the charge was even his friend, the Flower Sword Supreme.

"With thunder striking from a clear sky, how can I drink in peace... hmm?" The Drunken Demon tilted his head. "What's this? Is it because I'm drunk? You seem... different somehow."

He blinked his drunken eyes and stared at Geom Mugeuk.

"Hehe..." Geom Mugeuk told the Drunken Demon about his Body Reformation.

When he finished his story, the Drunken Demon grinned. "My little brother achieved Body Reformation, I can't just let this pass. We need proper celebratory drinks. Yeo Bin, bring out the best liquor I've been saving."

Yeo Bin brought the liquor as requested. It was a bottle the Drunken Demon had treasured and saved.

"When did you hide this one away?" Geom Mugeuk asked,

The Drunken Demon replied, "I hid it away to drink on a day like this."

"Not this one, bring out the one you hid to drink when you achieve Body Reformation!"

The two men drank. The liquor tasted absolutely amazing.

"This liquor is really delicious."

"On a day like this, you have to drink good liquor! Drink more!"

Geom Mugeuk laughed. This truly was the most boisterous celebration he'd received so far.

Right, a celebration for Body Reformation should be at least this grand. He should get drunk and dance.

"Does Body Reformation change your internal organs too?" the Drunken Demon asked. "I want to drink with a clean stomach, like starting fresh!"

"Don't worry," Geom Mugeuk said seriously, "People like you, hyung, are surprisingly clean on the inside. Your insides are probably cleaner than mine."

The Drunken Demon laughed loudly, saying that was probably true.

For the first time in a long while, Geom Mugeuk drank comfortably with the Drunken Demon.

"By the way, what was that loud thunder yesterday?"

"It was the sound of Master ascending to a new realm."

"Then what about you?"

"I also achieved complete mastery of the Thunder Arhat Fist."

"Already?" The Drunken Demon's jaw dropped.

How long has it been since he became the Fist Demon's disciple? He's already reached complete mastery?

"You, what are you planning to do, getting this strong? Don't tell me you're the one dreaming of conquering the murim? You bastard! That's it, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk fell silent. The Drunken Demon was joking, but it was nonetheless a reminder that someone who didn't know him well might actually misunderstand. He had a feeling that the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance might be getting nervous, even if they weren't showing it on the surface.

After some time, he asked, "The drunken madness of the Great Drunken Forest... it still corrupts you, doesn't it?"

The Drunken Demon nodded. "Yeah, so I have no choice but to train."

"Fortunately, you seem a lot less affected than before."

"Really?" For a moment, both the drunkenness and the playfulness vanished from the Drunken Demon's face. "That's why it's okay for you to visit me last. It's proof that you're doing really well right now."

The Drunken Demon emptied his cup alone. The blowing wind rustled his disheveled hair.

Geom Mugeuk observed him.

The Demon Supremes have really changed a lot recently. They've become boisterous and loud.

When he thought about it, they had all been lonely people previously.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon believed that he was a bringer of misfortune. The Fist Demon hesitated alone before a cliff. The Flower Sword Supreme hid her heart behind thick makeup. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood alone in an empty room staring at a white wall. The Poison King holed up in the Thousand Poisons Forest, immersed in his poison research. The Demonic Buddha ran around on his short legs to make Hyung-nim the Young Cult Leader, and this Drunken Demon was forever wasted all by himself. Yes, they were all lonely people.

He took a deep breath and said, "Hyung, I'm leaving the cult tomorrow. I'd like you to come with me."

"Where are you going?"

"To Hunan, Dongting Lake."

"Who else is going?"

"Quite a few of us are going this time."

The Drunken Demon didn't bother asking who they were. He simply leaned against a pillar behind him and took a swig of his drink. "Okay. I'll go out with you for a drink."


The next person Geom Mugeuk visited was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Young Cult Leader?" she exclaimed. She was engrossed in her training didn't expect his visit at all.

"Have you been well?" Geom Mugeuk asked politely.

"I've been well, thanks to you. I heard the news of your return to the cult, but what brings you here?"

"I came to greet you after being away for a while."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had never expected the Young Cult Leader to visit her like this. Moreover, he hadn't come just to say hello.

Geom Mugeuk told her about what had happened during his recent trip outside the cult.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was moved. She was aware that whenever the Young Cult Leader returned from a trip, he would visit the Demon Supremes and tell them what had happened, but until now, he had never visited her.

I've always wondered if such a day would come for me.

She was overjoyed that Geom Mugeuk had now begun to include her in these matters as well. It meant that he had acknowledged her as a proper Demon Supreme.

When Geom Mugeuk was done talking about his adventures, he relayed the matter concerning the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"I intend to leave the cult tomorrow. If you're free, I'd like you to come with me and help me."

"Of course, I'll go with you!" the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied without hesitation. She was grateful to Geom Mugeuk for coming to her and asking for her help. "Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. If the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was still lacking in skill and ran the risk of becoming a burden, he wouldn't have asked her to come along. He would have told her to build up her skills more.

Fortunately, she had grown stronger every time he saw her, and was now gradually becoming the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme that martial artists once feared the most.

Finally, before leaving, he said the words she wanted to hear most.

"I'm comforted to know that my Demon Supreme will be joining me on this journey."


The Demonic Buddha stared at Geom Mugeuk in shock and disbelief. "What? You want me to go too?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. With this, the four Demon Supremes who would go with him were decided. Naturally, the Demon Supremes who would remain were the Fist Demon and the Poison King. With those two protecting his father, there was no need to worry about the Cult.

The Demonic Buddha narrowed his eyes. "Are you perhaps worried about the Cult Leader?"

He was quicker on the uptake than anyone. How could anyone deceive him, who had played politics his whole life?

Geom Mugeuk played dumb. "What do you mean?"

"I'm asking why you chose to leave those two behind, of all people," the Demonic Buddha said, knowing those two were the strongest and most dangerous among the current Demon Supremes.

"Going out with Master is inconvenient. I can't swagger around and say, 'I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!'"

"As if you'd ever want to do that. Then what about the Poison King?"

"You know that the Poison King hates going to the Central Plains more than anything in the world, don't you?"

"......" The Demonic Buddha didn't believe Geom Mugeuk's excuses for a second. There was definitely a reason why he was leaving those two in particular. "You've already killed so many of the enemies, so who are you afraid of?"

He had realized a while ago that Geom Mugeuk was more concerned about the hidden enemies than a war with the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance.

Of course, he understood that the enemies from the three-hundred-year-old Dark Palace were unimaginably strong, but weren't they already broken beyond repair?

Geom Mugeuk answered matter-of-factly, "As you know, I have anxiety issues. I worry about all sorts of things even if they're unlikely to happen. Anyway, Demonic Buddha, you'll come with me, right?"

The Demonic Buddha regarded Geom Mugeuk for a moment, then nodded. "Do I, who lost the power struggle, have any say in the matter? If you say let's go, then I must go."

"Now you sound more like your normal self."

"So I sound like myself only when I'm being sarcastic?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled. The Demonic Buddha was heeding his advice not to act like a Buddha who had emptied his mind.

With this, he would be going out with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Drunken Demon, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and the Demonic Buddha.

"So? Are you going to launch a surprise attack on the Murim Alliance? Or the Evil Alliance?" the Demonic Buddha joked, feeling that the lineup was excessive.

Geom Mugeuk replied without hesitation, "I plan to strike both at the same time."

"???" The Demonic Buddha was bewildered.

However, Geom Mugeuk made that nonsensical joke for good reason.

"Because this isn't the end. I'm going to take even more people with me."


Chapter 779: The Sun Would Set If Everyone Said Just One Word, Right?

Geom Mugeuk announced, "I'm going to give the Ghost Shadow Squad its first mission now."

Lee Ahn could not hide her excitement. She recalled the day she was appointed Commander of the Ghost Shadow Squad, when she joked about designing their uniforms. It felt like only yesterday.

"All divisions will be deployed," Geom Mugeuk added.

The squad members looked at each other. This was their first official mission. They had endured countless combat simulations, but it had all been training until now.

The four Division Leaders stood before them. The eyes of First Division Leader Green Mask shone sharply from behind his mask. Second Division Leader Seo Jin's eerie aura deepened. Third Division Leader Cha Yiran remained calm, while Fourth Division Leader Ji Han stared at Geom Mugeuk determinedly.

Their reactions differed, but their minds were one. They had to execute this mission perfectly.

"What is the mission?" Lee Ahn asked.

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "I don't know either."

"......"

"The mission will be decided when we reach our destination," Geom Mugeuk added. "We might depart with great fanfare only to return after getting some fresh air. Or, most of the people here might return as corpses."

Lee Ahn immediately understood that the Young Cult Leader was serious. Geom Mugeuk rarely even considered the possibility of his people returning dead.

Geom Mugeuk sighed as he stared at the Ghost Shadow Squad. If he had his way, he would have left them behind. However, a calm sea never made a skilled sailor. It was time for them to overcome the waves.

"However, I believe you'll all do well," he encouraged.

""Leave it to us!"" the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists answered thunderously. They could not hide their excitement and anticipation for their first mission.

"We depart early tomorrow, so get ready. All Division Leaders remain here for a further briefing. Everyone else is dismissed."

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists dispersed, leaving Lee Ahn and the four Division Leaders.

Geom Mugeuk regarded the four Division Leaders one by one. Green Mask, Seo Jin, Cha Yiran and Ji Han. They were all deeply connected to him and could understand his intentions easily, so he would not speak at length.

"If I worried about an organization with you guys as its Division Leaders, then I don't deserve to be leading it in the first place. Go and prepare for departure. Commander, stay behind."

The Division Leaders left, and now only Lee Ahn remained.

Geom Mugeuk visibly relaxed. He had intentionally created the tense atmosphere just now. "It was tough keeping a straight face," he complained.

However, Lee Ahn did not relax. "Do you know what I was just thinking?"

"No. What were you thinking?"

"It might be a bit of a downer right before a mission, is that okay?"

"Go ahead."

Lee Ahn honestly revealed her feelings. "Ah, this job really isn't for me! The moment I heard that most of us could die, my heart sank and my vision went white."

She really had thought that. For her, who had lived to protect others, the death of her subordinates was unbearable. Even if they returned safely this time, what about the next? Could she really accept a life of losing subordinates one by one?

She had worried about this before, but hearing those words right before a real mission brought a different level of fear.

Geom Mugeuk said to her, "Do you know what I was thinking when I said that?"

"What were you thinking?"

"Ah, this job really isn't for me!"

Lee Ahn laughed. How could she not know her Young Master? He was a man who would be happiest touring the Central Plains, punishing villains, and laughing with good people.

It was the same for Geom Mugeuk. How could he not understand Lee Ahn's heart?

"Lee Ahn."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader?"

"I'm not telling you to live this life forever. Sometimes, you have to experience a life like this to know just how precious the life you want to live truly is."

Even now, this life was incredibly precious to Lee Ahn. It was a life serving a Young Cult Leader who provided such breathing room in a world full of suffocating leaders. That was why she could probably hold her breath until her chest burst.

"I'll do my best for as long as I can."

"Get ready, and I'll see you tomorrow. Oh, and there are others going with us."

"......"

"You'll see tomorrow," Geom Mugeuk teased. "Also, pack everything you can think of that might have the slightest chance of being useful! Don't hesitate! Once you're out there, you'll find yourself short of everything."

Lee Ahn also left, and Geom Mugeuk was left alone. No, to be precise, he was not alone.

The Sword King landed silently beside Geom Mugeuk. "Why don't you ask me to go with you?"

"How could I take you with me, Ak-hyung?"

"......"

"What if the Darkness Palace Lord shows up? Can you kill him?"

"I can," the Sword King said, but this wasn't the reason why he was still staying in the cult. "The reason I'm here isn't because of the Darkness Palace Lord, but because of you."

Previously, he had decided to protect Geom Mugeuk after learning of the plan to resurrect the dead. Of course, the Darkness Palace Lord had intentionally revealed that plan to trick him, but that didn't change his will.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "You don't have to do that. There's no need to prove yourself, Ak-hyung. I already know everything. Your existence alone is more than I deserve."

Ak Gunhak was baffled. Look who's talking! How can I not worry when you're this kind of person?

"The Darkness Palace Lord is strong," he insisted. "No, he's even more terrifying because it's impossible to know how strong he is."

Geom Mugeuk was taken aback. The fact that even the Sword King could not fathom the Darkness Palace Lord's strength spoke volumes about his skills.

Ak Gunhak sighed, "I don't even know how old he is. Also, besides the people you've killed so far, the Darkness Palace Lord has many masters under his direct command."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He'd figured as much. The Darkness Palace was an organization that had spent the last three hundred years preparing for war.

"Aren't you worried?"

"Don't worry."

"......"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned up to the sky and said to the Sword King what he had said to his father long ago. "Because my demonic path exists for this very moment."

He had worked himself to death precisely for a moment like this, to be able to say such words with confidence.

"So the Darkness Palace Lord is an opponent that makes even you nervous, Ak-hyung. I wonder, how terrifying must he be? A monstrous opponent whose age and strength are unknown. That's why he's an enemy no one dares to think of killing."

He looked back at the Sword King.

"My demonic path is the conviction that I must strike down the vicious and terrible evil that humans can't handle, that absolute evil."

"......" The Sword King stared at him wordlessly.

Geom Mugeuk added calmly, "If we can't kill him, who can? A greater demon must devour the lesser one."


The next morning, the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artist gathered at the departure point, wearing black martial arts uniforms and masks. On the black masks, the words 'Ghost Shadow (鬼影)' were embroidered in white.

Gathered together in their official uniforms, they felt they had nothing to fear. Their shoulders squared up on their own. They wanted to find a bronze mirror to see their reflection.

Just then, the Transport Division Director showed up. The martial artists under him brought and distributed horses, one for each member of the Ghost Shadow Squad.

"Our Transport Division's branches are spread out all over the Central Plains. You can switch out tired horses at any time."

"Thank you, Director," Lee Ahn said politely. This was their first large-scale operation, and the first time she learned the Transport Division provided such support.

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists were inwardly pleased. The Transport Division Director himself had come for their departure.

Of course, that brief happiness was a misunderstanding.

Another group of martial artists soon arrived, pulling enormous transport carriages and lining them up without the slightest error. There were not just one, but over a dozen of them.

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists were puzzled. They were riding horses, so why bring these carriages? Were they for luggage? Even so, why were they so large and numerous?

Their question was soon answered with the arrival of another group of martial artists.

Even from a distance, it was clear who they were. Only the soldiers of the Demonic Army, the most elite martial unit of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, possessed such massive builds. Their appearance alone radiated a terrifying, oppressive aura.

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists' eyes widened. They now knew what the carriages were for. They were for the Demonic Army.

Could this be a joint operation with the Demonic Army?

"......"

As camouflage paper was torn from the carriage walls, the symbol of the Demonic Army was revealed. They usually moved in secret, but this was an official operation. The thought of these giant carriages riding in a line was magnificent just to imagine.

From among the soldiers, the Demonic Army General Jang Ho walked out.

"Commander Lee."

"General Jang!"

Lee Ahn and Jang Ho greeted each other warmly.

"This is the first time we're going on a mission together, huh, Commander?"

"It's an honor, General. I'm still inexperienced, so I'll be in your care."

"I'm well aware that the Ghost Shadow Squad is excellently trained. We'll be in your care as well," Jang Ho replied humbly.

The Ghost Shadow Squad was greatly surprised by the joint operation, but their astonishment was just beginning.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme arrived, striding in with a haughty expression.

The surrounding atmosphere instantly changed. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme radiated a chilling presence even without revealing her qi.

Everyone politely paid their respects to her with clasped hands.

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists grew even more tense. They had not known this operation would be with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. They now understood why the Transport Division Director had come in person.

A martial artist brought a carriage exclusively for a Demon Supreme. The walls of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's carriage were covered in dizzying, complex patterns that made one's head spin.

The patterns alone sent a clear message. Messing with the person within would make your life very complicated.

Just then, another Demon Supreme walked over, yawning.

"Is there really a need to depart this early in the morning?" the Drunken Demon groaned, his face already flushed from alcohol.

The Ghost Shadow Squad's jaws dropped in shock. So it was an operation with not one, but two Demon Supremes! The Demonic Army was not enough, now two Demon Supremes were going? What kind of operation was this?

A martial artist brought the Drunken Demon's carriage, which had been modified to be much longer than the others.

"I'm a bit hungover, so I'm going to rest," the Drunken Demon said, opening the carriage to reveal a bed inside and walls lined with liquor bottles.

Everyone's eyes widened. No one had ever seen such a carriage before!

Suddenly, the Demonic Buddha walked into the area, glowing golden as always.

The Ghost Shadow Squad gasped. The Demonic Buddha is going too? Not two, but three Demon Supremes?

While politely greeting the arriving Demon Supremes, they exchanged bewildered glances. Three Demon Supremes, whose faces were hard to see even once in the cult, had appeared.

The carriage the Transport Division brought for the Demonic Buddha was plated in gold. It was a carriage that would attract every bandit in the world.

And then... a fourth Demon Supreme appeared.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman strolled in together.

Upon seeing that pure white mask, the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists froze.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is going too!

This went beyond bewilderment and surprise. It was pure chaos.

An martial artist brought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's carriage. It was made with plain white walls, with nothing drawn on them.

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists were all at a loss for words. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, four Demon Supremes, and the elite Demonic Army were all going on this trip?

A single thought crossed their minds. Did a war break out somewhere or something?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was also surprised. She had heard Geom Mugeuk would be going out with a proper entourage this time, but she had expected one this grand. She had even considered going to meet the Saintess alone.

However, Geom Mugeuk had judged this matter to be something that required this many people.

"The Young Cult Leader is arriving!" Cheokyeon, Geom Mugeuk's head bodyguard, announced loudly.

CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK CHAK.

The Young Cult Leader's bodyguards walked out in official uniforms and masks, clearing a path. Having devoted themselves to training, they proved themselves to be superior to all the martial artists here. They were the epitome of what the Young Cult Leader's bodyguards should be like now!

Geom Mugeuk walked down the path they had cleared, saying, "The main character always appears last."

The window of the Drunken Demon's carriage opened. "So cool! My little..."

Before the Drunken Demon could make a drunken scene, Geom Mugeuk lightly waved his hand and shut the carriage window with telekinesis. "Your hangover must be severe, so please get some more sleep," he sighed.

Seeing that the Drunken Demon was not sober yet, it seemed he had been training in martial arts until morning.

After politely paying his respects to the Demon Supremes, Geom Mugeuk looked around at the other subordinates present. He saw Jang Ho and specifically raised a hand and greeted him.

At that sight, the morale of the Demonic Army rose even higher.

"There are so many people, the sun would set if everyone said just one word, right?"

Normally, the next line should be, 'So let's keep it short!', but Geom Mugeuk was different.

"I don't mind if the sun sets, so everyone say whatever you want to say."

A smile appeared on everyone's lips. Of course, no one was tactless enough to speak up in this situation.

Except for one person.

"Why are you leaving me behind!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader cried, having somehow found out about the trip. "I'm going too."

"You can't."

"Why not?"

"It would be uncomfortable for the disciples to be with their masters," Geom Mugeuk said firmly. If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came along, his disciple, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, would surely be uncomfortable. This was a conversation only he and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could have in her presence, so he needed to say it.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pouted. "You might not know this, but we have a very close master-disciple relationship. She'll be comfortable even if I'm there."

"That's what you think. The one in the higher position is always comfortable. The poor little disciples are the ones who aren't!"

"I doubt your Master feels that way."

Instead of replying to that irrefutable statement, Geom Mugeuk flattered the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Cult Leader. It's because you're protecting our Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that I can leave so comfortably. The only reason I can take the Demonic Army with me is all thanks to you."

"Is that so?" Since many people were watching, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader needlessly shrugged his shoulders with pride.

"Then, what about me?!" someone else screamed.

Turning around, Geom Mugeuk spotted the Sanzu Hall Director, Seo Daeryong.

Once again, the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists were surprised. To think the Young Cult Leader was someone who could make even the head of that strict organization come and ask to be taken along!

"Are you afraid the sun will really set if I follow you? I'll keep my mouth shut," Seo Daeryong added. He wanted to follow Geom Mugeuk on an operation like this, even if it meant quitting his position as the Sanzu Hall Director.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "No, I can't take you because I'll keep thinking of your newborn baby."

"I can bear it."

"I'm not talking about you, I'm talking about me. If I see you, I'll keep thinking of the baby. He's just too damn cute, so no."

Geom Mugeuk pleasantly refused Seo Daeryong, then looked at those who would be going with him.

"Well then, we're planning to really raise hell this time, so I'll be in your care."

The martial artists brought the exclusive carriage of the Young Cult Leader. The symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul was fearsomely drawn on the sturdy, blade-proof walls of the carriage.

"Haa... Have a safe trip!" Seo Daeryong shouted, despite his disappointment at being left behind.

Everyone boarded their carriages. The Demonic Army's carriages took the lead, followed by Geom Mugeuk's carriage, which was surrounded by the bodyguards on horseback. The four Demon Supremes' carriages followed behind them, and finally, the Ghost Shadow Squad followed on horseback.

The Transport Division martial artists used hand signals to guide the carriages out in an orderly fashion. The line of carriages and horses galloped forward past them.

As Geom Mugeuk's carriage passed them, they bowed their heads.

This was the first time the Young Cult Leader departed the Cult in a formal, proper manner.


Chapter 780: How Could Anyone Resist a Golden Carriage?

"We will rest here for today," Cheokyeon announced upon receiving Geom Mugeuk's command. Geom Mugeuk knew the roads well and was highly experienced in camping. He knew exactly where a group this large should rest.

The transport carriages leading the procession slowed and halted, then pulled off the road and stopped in a wide field. The group was too large to stop in a town.

The Demonic Army's carriages formed a defensive line like an outer wall. Though they had the largest numbers, as veterans of every kind of field activity, they moved quietly and swiftly.

In the center, Geom Mugeuk's carriage and the Demon Supremes' carriages arranged themselves in a circle.

Lee Ahn, who had been watching them set up while feigning disinterest, gave an order to her subordinates in the Ghost Shadow Squad. "We'll set up over here."

Jang Ho secretly watched them out of the corner of his eye. Since Lee Ahn had no experience managing such a large force on the move, he had expected her to struggle and planned to advise her through telepathy, but to his surprise, she managed the deployment of her subordinates excellently.

No, she was better than excellent.

Lee Ahn sought out Ji Han. "Fourth Division Leader."

"Yes, Commander?"

"Honestly, I've learned more from books than experience. As the former Soul Chasing Commander, I believe you're more skilled at this than I am. Is this formation correct?"

"Yes, you did great. However, I think we could put a little more distance between the teams. If we're ambushed from the outside..."

Lee Ahn listened intently to Ji Han's explanation.

Watching them, Jang Ho thought she was doing a fine job. She did not pretend to know what she did not. She showed a willingness to learn and was not ashamed to ask for help.

Well done, Commander Lee.

Just like that, the Demonic Army and the Ghost Shadow Squad set up a perimeter on the outside, while Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes settled in the middle. Soon, bonfires were lit up all over the camp.

Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes gathered around a central bonfire.

Behind Geom Mugeuk, his bodyguard unit took their positions. They flawlessly applied their training to a real-world situation, leaving no gaps in their master's protection.

Geom Mugeuk called out, "Cheokyeon."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader?"

"Be honest. You're secretly hoping someone attacks us, aren't you?"

Cheokyeon visibly panicked, though he denied it, saying, "No, I'm not."

"Yes, you are. All of you trained so hard for this day. Someone has to attack us for you to show off your skills, right?"

"As long as we're here, they won't touch a single hair on your head, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Demonic Army and the Ghost Shadow Squad on the perimeter. "What kind of enemy can break through all those people? Do you think you're stronger than them? If so, I should tell the Demonic Army to step up their game."

"That's not what I meant..."

"Young Cult Leader, why are you teasing an innocent man?" the Drunken Demon interjected, saving the flustered Cheokyeon.

He retrieved a bottle of liquor from his carriage and approached them. In front of everyone else, he did not address Geom Mugeuk as a brother, but respectfully called him the Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "When you speak so politely, it makes me sound like I'm actually bullying him, doesn't it?"

The Drunken Demon looked at the other three Demon Supremes sitting by the fire. "Shall we all share a drink before bed?"

He first poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk, then for the Demonic Buddha, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and finally the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. This was the first time the four of them had shared drinks together in a field camp like this.

Ever since leaving the cult, the Drunken Demon had been constantly drunk. By now, everyone could tell that he was in the middle of his martial arts training. To continue training while traveling meant he was undergoing a very important regimen.

"This liquor is delicious too, Sir Drunken Demon!" Geom Mugeuk commended.

The Drunken Demon held up the bottle proudly. "This is a lucky battle wine I've been saving for an occasion just like this."

"This departure isn't grand enough to warrant such a name."

The Drunken Demon looked around. His action seemed to say, You say that, even though you've brought out enough forces to wage a war?

The Demonic Buddha pointed at the Ghost Shadow Squad. "When did you raise such a fine organization?"

"It wasn't me who did that. Lee Ahn raised them." Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Lee Ahn. With her subordinates beside her, she looked every bit a fine Commander. Although she frequently complained that the role did not suit her, she was doing well. "They're the ones who will lead our Cult in the future, after we retire."

The Demonic Buddha was dumbfounded. "You're already thinking about retirement?"

"I can't live like my father."

"What do you mean, you can't?" the Demonic Buddha pressed, his gaze sharp.

However, Geom Mugeuk did not elaborate. Instead, he said simply, "I'm going to live while enjoying myself. Now, how about another drink?"

This time, he refilled everyone's cup personally.

As he poured the last one for the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the Demonic Buddha abruptly asked, "Are you not interested in conquering the murim at all?"

All eyes turned to Geom Mugeuk. Not long ago, when the Demonic Buddha had visited the Drunken Demon, the Drunken Demon had wondered about the very same thing. With the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's power growing recently, the topic of conquering the murim kept coming up.

Sensing an opportunity, the Drunken Demon joined in to probe Geom Mugeuk. "I admit I'm curious about a murim led by our Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk paused for a moment, then shot back, "What is there to look forward to in a murim built upon the deaths of my friends?"

Everyone was well aware of his relationships with Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun.

The Demonic Buddha replied, "Just as you succeeded in the succession war with your brother, couldn't you also conquer the murim without shedding a single drop of blood?"

Everyone waited for his answer. If it was anyone other than Geom Mugeuk, they would have dismissed it as nonsense. However, if it was Geom Mugeuk, wasn't such a ridiculous feat possible?

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "You're overestimating me. Even on the off chance that impossibility were to be achieved, do you think that fragile peace could be maintained?"

The Dark Palace had built its strength in the shadows for three hundred years to seize control of the murim. The orthodox and unorthodox sects would do the same. No, they would be even more relentless.

"The fallen orthodox sects will rebuild and the unorthodox will recover. In the end, as much blood will be shed as if a war had broken out," Geom Mugeuk added calmly. "This murim has been divided between demonic, orthodox, and unorthodox for far too long. Unification is nothing more than an impossible ideal."

The Demonic Buddha stared at Geom Mugeuk. "Depending on whose ideal it is, it could become a reality."

Geom Mugeuk knew the Demonic Buddha was referring to his father.

"A moment will come when I'll have to persuade you all on this matter." He raised his cup. "I'll be counting on you then."

A brief silence fell.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the first person to raise his cup. This toast was a declaration of his will to follow Geom Mugeuk, even if it meant defying his father's orders.

Until now, he was the only one to defy the Cult Leader, but this time, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also raised her cup. She had been unable to defy Geom Woojin's will last time, but now she intended to follow the Young Cult Leader's command. He was worthy of it.

The Demonic Buddha did not raise his cup, and the Drunken Demon drank his liquor alone without toasting.

"The day will come when I can toast with you two as well!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed.

The Demonic Buddha drained his cup. His expression suggested the unfolding situation already filled him with excitement. "That would be your impossible ideal."


Makchung, the Boss of the Big Tiger Fortress, had a dream. He dreamed of a giant golden whale swimming toward him. The dream was so vivid that he remembered the scene clearly even after waking up.

Now, he was looking at that golden whale. No, to be precise...

"It really is a golden carriage!"

Standing atop the canyon, Makchung was mesmerized by the golden carriage approaching from the distance. When he first received the report from his subordinate on patrol, he had assumed it was just a carriage painted yellow. After all, what kind of madman would travel in an actual golden carriage?

However, the way that carriage reflected the sunlight proved it was undoubtedly plated with real gold.

Makchung recalled his dream. He felt that the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that comes to every man in the Viridian Forest had found him.

"How much money must they have to ride in a carriage made of gold?"

It was time to risk his life. However, one thing bothered him.

"They're not from the Demonic Cult, are they?"

Gongbae, his right-hand man and the one leading the patrol, replied, "Boss, I've never once heard of demonic practitioners riding in golden carriages."

"What about the possibility of a famous martial family?"

"Look at the carriages at the front. Those are transport carriages, not the kind used by martial families. It must be a trading company moving expensive goods, or some tycoon relocating."

"How many bodyguards are there?"

"A lot."

Makchung felt relieved. Murim organizations with real martial masters never traveled in such a large crowd. It was certainly a rich person who had hired a horde of mercenaries to show off their affluence.

"Besides, their formation is a mess," Gongbae added. "Look over there. There are no martial artists guarding the carriages, and the riders are just following behind. They're scared and just trying to fill the numbers."

Makchung hesitated. "Still, there must be one or two real masters there."

Gongbae reassured him. "Don't worry. If we ambush them in the canyon, even those guys will be helpless."

Makchung nodded. His hesitation was brief. They had lived their entire lives as bandits of the Viridian Forest.

"No matter how dangerous it is, how could anyone resist a golden carriage?"


The line of carriages racing through the narrow canyon slowed and came to a stop.

Jang Ho dismounted from his carriage and walked back toward Geom Mugeuk's. "It's the Viridian Forest."

"Finally!" A cheer erupted from Geom Mugeuk, who had complained a hundred times about how boring it was to ride in his own carriage.

He scrambled out of the carriage as if he had been waiting for something to happen all along.

Ahead, a group of Viridian Forest bandits blocked the road. On both sides of the canyon above, dozens of them aimed arrows down at them.

The arrows were not the real problem, though. The bandits had propped about ten massive boulders up with levers, ready to be rolled down at any moment. Dodging the boulders was easy, but the carriages would be in trouble.

Geom Mugeuk grinned eagerly. "I finally met them! I've been in and out of the cult so many times but never once ran into these guys. I was so bored I kept praying to meet them, but it never happened. Now that I'm leading everyone out, they show up? Are these Viridian Forest bandits blind?"

Jang Ho smiled. "They probably saw the transport carriages and thought some merchant was moving cargo."

Moreover, the large number of followers likely made them underestimate the group.

"This is all the Demonic Buddha's fault. With a glittering golden carriage like that on the road, how could the Viridian Forest resist? Even I couldn't. Seriously, what is a religious man doing with a golden carriage!" Geom Mugeuk teased. There was no way he could pass up a chance to poke fun at the Demonic Buddha.

"Ahem!" The sound of the Demonic Buddha's awkward throat-clearing rang out from inside the carriage.

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "What are you going to do? Are you going to send all those men to nirvana? Take responsibility."

"It wouldn't be impossible," the Demonic Buddha said, opening his carriage door as if he really intended to kill all the bandits.

Geom Mugeuk used telekinesis to shut the door. "Oh no, I think our dear Bloody Buddha should remain on standby for a moment. General Jang, if those guys see you, they'll run in the blink of an eye. Go hide. Bodyguards, you all fall back too! Nobody stand out! Not a single one!"

Jang Ho climbed onto a carriage with a smile. Geom Mugeuk's bodyguards retreated with expressions that seemed to ask, Are we really hiding?

In the meantime, the men of the Viridian Forest approached.

Makchung led the group, with Gongbae following closely by his side. Behind them were the most skilled members of the Big Tiger Fortress.

He first assessed his opponents, trying to gauge who they were and how skilled they might be.

The coachmen are nothing special.

The martial artists who had emerged from the convoy looked just like coachmen. In reality, they were expert coachmen who could maneuver carriages along the narrowest of roads..

It really is a tycoon's procession.

Was it because he wanted it to be true? Or was it because of his dream of the golden whale? He jumped to a hasty conclusion.

After passing about ten carriages, he found Geom Mugeuk waiting for them.

Unfortunately, he did not get close enough to Geom Mugeuk's carriage to see the emblem painted on it.

Geom Mugeuk greeted happily, "Welcome, gentlemen of the Viridian Forest! This is my first time seeing you all!"

Makchung's jaw dropped. What is with this cheerful greeting? I've never met such a naive simpleton!

"I'm Makchung, the Boss of the Big Tiger Fortress," he introduced himself.

"Oh! So you're the Great Hero Mak!" Geom Mugeuk echoed excitedly.

Makchung was stunned. Why is he so happy? We're the Viridian Forest, you fool!

He lowered his voice into a dignified tone. "This canyon is quite dangerous and treacherous, making it easy to be attacked. We'll protect you until you pass through."

"I know, I know. You'll protect us, and we pay you a protection fee in return, right? Right? I know all about it."

Ah, what a simpleton! Makchung truly thought he might be about to score the biggest haul of his life. From what he could see, the young man's martial arts skills looked pathetic.

"Young Master is well-informed," he said.

Usually, the Viridian Forest did not kill their targets after taking their goods. Doing so would invite attacks from the merchant the escort agency guilds. The unwritten rule of the jianghu was to accept a toll and let each other pass amicably.

Of course, today's glittering procession made him want to take everything. Even now, Makchung's gaze was fixed on the sparkling golden carriage in the back.

He was so engrossed in it that he completely missed the characters 'Demonic Army (魔军)' written on the side of the carriages. Even if he had seen them, he would never have dreamed that this Demonic Army was that Demonic Army.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "How much should I give you for the toll?"

"We usually take ten percent of the goods' value," Makchung replied.

Of course, they did not normally take that much. He threw out a high number, planning to negotiate down if needed.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Oh, ten percent! It's a bit on the pricey side, but since it's my first time, I should pay it!"

Makchung's eyes widened in disbelief. Damn it. If I'd known, I would've asked for thirty percent.

Geom Mugeuk sighed at the disappointed Makchung. "But what should I do? I didn't bring that much money with me."

"We normally only accept money, but I'll make a special exception today," Makchung said magnanimously. "Since you have over ten carriages loaded with goods, why don't you just hand over one of them?"

Geom Mugeuk readily agreed. "Ah, is that really okay?"

Makchung inwardly cheered. Greed was added to his excitement. "On second thought, I'll have to pick two. I counted, and you have well over ten carriages, don't you? Besides, I'm making a special concession by accepting goods, so you should make a concession too, Young Master."

This time too, Geom Mugeuk readily agreed.

Smiling brightly and happily, he said, "Fine. Pick two. There are the large carriages up front, and there are several other carriages back here. Take your time, look around, and pick just two. But you must take the carriages you choose with you!"


Chapter 781: I'll Give You a Chance to Change Your Mind!

Makchung and Gongbae huddled together for a strategy meeting.

"Which carriage should I choose?" Makchung asked.

Gongbae already knew his leader wanted that golden carriage. It had captured his attention completely. "There might not be anything special inside that golden carriage," he suggested carefully.

"A decoy?"

"Isn't it possible they're just drawing attention to it? Maybe they hid the real treasure somewhere else."

The logic made sense, but Makchung couldn't shake the memory of his dream. That golden whale had felt so vivid, so real.

Geom Mugeuk strolled up beside Makchung. "Now, take your time. Look around and pick the one that gives you a good feeling."

Why is this guy so excited about getting his things stolen?

Makchung thought he understood.

Ah, he's acting this way because he's terrified.

People often pretended to be calm when they were scared out of their wits. The realization made him feel a little sorry for the man.

"Not just the carriage, but everything inside, including the people, will belong to our Great Hero Mak."

Makchung walked alongside Geom Mugeuk. The first carriage belonged to Geom Mugeuk himself.

He glanced casually at it and froze. The symbol painted on its side made his blood run cold. "Whoa! Damn! What the fuck!"

A curse exploded from his lips before he could stop it. The face of the Heavenly Demon Soul stared back at him from the carriage's side, painted in vivid, horrifying detail!

"Isn't it cool?" Geom Mugeuk asked, completely proud of himself.

Makchung's voice came out carefully. "Do you even know what this painting is?"

"It's the symbol of the Demonic Cult, isn't it? Since I started driving around with this painting, no bad guys have dared to mess with me."

Makchung couldn't believe what he was hearing. Is this guy crazy, or is he just an idiot? Ahh, since I had such a good dream, I'll give some good advice just this once!

"I'm not usually one to say this, but you'll get into big trouble if you go around carelessly with a painting like this."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head with unmistakable pride. "I heard the artist who painted this is very famous. The craftsman who built this carriage is also incredibly renowned. That makes the entire carriage a tremendous work of art. It's just hard to find a buyer, but its value is priceless."

The carriage door hung open from when Geom Mugeuk had gotten out earlier. A large leather pouch sat beside the seat.

"If you choose this carriage, you'll get that leather pouch too. It's filled with many precious things. If you pick this carriage, you can turn your life around!"

Makchung was already walking toward the next carriage. "You must be trying to get me killed by making me impersonate the Demonic Cult. A clever trick, but I'm not that foolish."

Geom Mugeuk sighed resignedly. "Ah, it's a shame you don't recognize my sincerity."

Makchung flinched at the next carriage too. Someone had painted the entire thing white. Even the curtains drawn over the windows were stark white.

Another crazy one. Who paints a carriage completely white?

"The owner of this carriage really loves the color white," Geom Mugeuk explained.

"Even if they love it, this is too much."

"This carriage belongs to someone with a stunningly beautiful smile in his eyes. You won't regret choosing it. For your reference, almost no one has ever seen his smiling eyes."

Makchung's expression turned curious. "Why has no one seen them?"

Because everyone who saw them died. Geom Mugeuk smiled mysteriously, then urged, "Why don't you open the carriage door and see for yourself?"

Makchung stared at the pure white carriage for a long moment. "Can a smiling expression feed me?"

He shook off the grim reaper's temptation and moved on.

A faint woman's laugh drifted from inside the carriage. It was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's laugh.

Makchung frowned at the next carriage too.

There's another crazy person! No, a crazy carriage.

Graffiti-like patterns covered every inch of it. The dizzying, complex, swirling designs painted across the carriage made him nauseous just looking at them.

"What kind of madman painted this?"

The longer he stared, the worse his dizziness became. The painted vortex truly felt like it was spinning, pulling him in deeper and deeper.

"Even in this complex painting, there is order and life. I used to hate this painting, but now I've grown to like it," Geom Mugeuk said.

At those words, the vortex stopped moving, replaced by gentle energy flowing from the carriage.

"If you ride in this carriage, our Great Hero Mak will be able to see things you could never see while alive. For instance, a place like hell. When else would you get to see a place like that?"

Makchung stared at Geom Mugeuk incredulously. What nonsense has he been spouting? He must be trying to confuse me so I don't pick the carriage with the treasure. It won't work, you bastard!

He finally reached the golden carriage. After examining it closely, he couldn't contain his excitement. "This is it!"

The carriage was truly plated in gold. Not cheap plating either, but properly gilded. His face lit up. The carriage alone had to be worth a fortune.

"I happen to like gold a lot," he admitted honestly.

"Ah, you'll get along well with the owner of this carriage. He's absolutely crazy about gold too."

FLAP!

The curtain of the golden carriage's window fluttered, and cold energy poured out from within.

SWOOOOSH! SHOOOVE!

Geom Mugeuk secretly released his own energy and shoved the cold aura back into the carriage. "So, will you choose this carriage, full of desire and greed?"

SWOOOOSH! SHOOOVE!

"Before that, I want to see the last carriage." Makchung approached the final carriage. A thick smell of alcohol wafted from it. The carriage stretched longer than all the others. "This is a liquor carriage!"

An impersonator's carriage, a white carriage, a graffiti carriage, a golden carriage, and now a liquor carriage. He'd never seen such a variety all at once.

"That's right!" Geom Mugeuk nodded enthusiastically. "There's a lot of precious liquor, so you won't regret choosing it. It's full of priceless liquor you can't buy with money."

"Liquor can only be so expensive."

A hand suddenly emerged from between the curtains of the liquor carriage's window, holding a cup. It was an invitation to try some liquor.

"Have a taste and then decide," Geom Mugeuk offered.

Naturally, Makchung didn't drink it. "No thanks. How can I drink that without knowing what's in it?"

"Our Great Hero Mak keeps making regrettable choices. This is a chance to drink the finest liquor in the world."

Geom Mugeuk walked over, took the cup, and drank it himself. "Kyah! This liquor tastes amazing!"

Makchung loved liquor, and the offer tempted him slightly, but he wasn't about to fall for such an obvious trick.

He turned his attention to the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists standing at a distance from the last carriage. The female assassins of the Third Division had intentionally moved to the very back, completely out of his line of sight.

Don't look up, no matter what!

The Ghost Shadow Squad and bodyguards obeyed Geom Mugeuk's order perfectly. They stood with deliberately downcast expressions to conceal their presence. They kept their heads bowed to avoid eye contact, exactly like terrified people would.

Still, something about them made Makchung uneasy.

What is this? This unpleasant feeling?

"The carriages you've seen so far are obviously for people to ride in, aren't they?" Gongbae came over with a new suggestion for Makchung. "Why not choose two of those large carriages over there instead? If you pick the ones filled with silk or treasure, then...!"

Makchung hesitated. He couldn't give up on the golden carriage.

Gongbae pressed his point. "Since you can pick two, let's open that large carriage first. Then you can decide whether or not to choose this golden one."

"Good idea."

Makchung and Gongbae walked toward the big carriage together.

"The most valuable items should be in the rearmost carriage," Gongbae said.

Makchung tilted his head. "Why?"

"Wouldn't he keep the most precious things closest to himself?"

"Well said!"

Following Gongbae's advice, Makchung headed straight for the big carriage positioned right in front of Geom Mugeuk's carriage.

What could be inside? Please let it be a carriage full of gold, jewels, pottery, and paintings!

He opened the carriage door with anticipation written all over his face.

"!"

About twenty members of the Demonic Army sat inside, split between the left and right sides. Jang Ho, who had hastily boarded, was with them too.

They all turned their heads at once to look directly at Makchung.

THUD!

Makchung's reflexes kicked in the instant their eyes met, and he slammed the door shut. He wouldn't have reacted so quickly even if a sword had flown at his face.

In fact, he opened and closed it so fast that Gongbae, standing right behind him, saw absolutely nothing.

"What was in there?" Gongbae asked.

Makchung gulped. He wanted to ask the same thing.

What the hell was that?

No way would a transport carriage like this be filled with martial artists, but he'd never seen people with such massive builds before.

Ah! Maybe they were statues of martial artists? Hmm?

Gongbae reached for the door handle.

"Don't open it!" Makchung shouted.

Gongbae jumped back in surprise.

Statues, my ass!

It had only been a split second, but they'd definitely looked at him. The memory terrified him. He knew he'd never forget the gazes of those huge men for the rest of his life.

Still, Makchung pretended he'd seen nothing. He had a feeling that if he admitted to seeing them, the carriage door would fly open and they'd all come pouring out.

"Since I didn't see inside, it doesn't count as a choice yet," he said to Geom Mugeuk. "I changed my mind at the last second. If you're a man, shouldn't you allow this much?"

Despite his denial, Geom Mugeuk kept smiling like something had pleased him. "You're right. I would have been conflicted too. After all, how could anyone choose in an instant? Go on, choose again."

"Thanks."

Makchung didn't dare think of choosing the big carriage again. He returned to stand in front of the golden carriage. His legs trembled so badly he thought he might collapse.

Right, let's just pick one quickly and get out of here.

Greed was the only reason he couldn't leave, even after seeing what lurked inside that big carriage. Normally, he would have fled immediately, but he just couldn't abandon that golden carriage.

Right, let's just think of them as statues. They were all statues! It was a mistake to even consider anything else over this in the first place.

Makchung stood proudly in front of the golden carriage. "I'll choose this one!"

He opened the door cautiously. Inside the carriage, the Demonic Buddha sat with his eyes closed.

"It's a golden Buddha statue!" Makchung shouted, so happy he felt like he could fly. He must have been seeing things all day. "See? Wasn't my choice the right one?"

Gongbae stared past Makchung with a shocked expression. "B-Boss... the statue opened its eyes!"

"What?" Makchung spun around in surprise. The Demonic Buddha stared back at him with glowing red eyes, looking exactly like the Bloody Buddha himself. "AAAAAAAACK!"

Terror sent him stumbling backward, and he fell flat on his ass.

The Demonic Buddha flicked his finger, and the carriage door slammed shut.

Right before it closed completely, he shot Geom Mugeuk a look that clearly said, 'Are you going to keep bothering me?'

Geom Mugeuk used telekinesis to wrench the door open again. "There, you've been chosen!"

"......" The Demonic Buddha stared at Geom Mugeuk in disbelief.

"Our Great Hero Mak, please ride in the carriage," Geom Mugeuk added cheerfully.

Feeling the faint golden killing intent radiating from the Demonic Buddha's body, Makchung waved his hands frantically. "I-I'll un-choose this one."

"No, you can't. Didn't we promise you'd take the carriage you chose? Since you both love gold, I'm sure you'll have a lot to talk about."

Every survival instinct Makchung possessed screamed at him. Getting into a carriage with someone radiating that golden light would be a fatal mistake.

"I-If you keep forcing me, a boulder is going to fall on your head," he warned desperately.

Geom Mugeuk's voice dropped low as he returned the threat. "Then I'll catch it with one hand and hand it to our Great Hero Mak."

Makchung flinched. The scene flashed vividly through his mind. The man caught that massive boulder with one hand, tossed it casually at him, and said, "Here, you take it." Then he would get crushed into a bloody pulp beneath the rock with a squish!

Geom Mugeuk came to his side with a bright smile. "Just kidding, just kidding. How could I catch that huge boulder with one hand? Maybe... with two hands? Anyway, you still have to choose one more carriage, right?"

He grabbed Makchung and pulled him along.

"No, I'm good. I don't need to choose." Makchung pleaded. "Please, just let me go!"

"No can do. We agreed you'd pick two, so you have to pick."

"I'll give you the protection money. Please, just let me go!"

However, Geom Mugeuk's iron grip was inescapable.

"Come on!"

Makchung could see it clearly now. The young master's eyes had lost all their naive innocence. Things had gone horribly, terribly wrong.

The liquor cup appeared again between the curtains of the Drunken Demon's carriage. A signal to choose him, but that just made the option even more terrifying.

Makchung's gaze shifted to the pure white carriage. He almost chose it but changed his mind at the last second.

He pointed at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's carriage instead.

"I'll choose that one."

Despite the chaotic exterior, maybe something unexpectedly calm waited inside.

Please!

Luck seemed to be on his side for once.

CLACK!

When the door opened, a woman with a mysterious aura sat inside. She looked their way and smiled faintly.

Makchung thought she'd smiled at him, but the expression was meant for Geom Mugeuk standing beside him.

"Not this one! I'll give you a chance to change your mind!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, sounding genuinely regretful.

Makchung's eyes lit up with sudden hope. He'll let me change? Then this is it! This carriage is my ticket to survival!

"I refuse." He ran forward and climbed into the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's carriage on his own. "I've decided on this carriage, so don't make me ride in that golden one!"

"No, that one is scarier..."

THUD!

The door to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's carriage closed, then immediately opened again.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme still sat in her spot, but Makchung had vanished completely.

"Boss!" Gongbae shouted, but Makchung didn't appear. "Who are you people? If you mess with us, every member of the Viridian Forest in the Central Plains will rise up!"

Geom Mugeuk grinned at him. "If they knew who we were, they'd all sit right back down."

Gongbae looked up. If he gave the signal, the attack would begin. Arrows would rain down, and those massive boulders would come rolling down the mountain.

However, he didn't dare give the order. Something deep inside warned him against it.

Instead, he dropped to the ground and prostrated himself. "Please spare my life!"

The members of the Viridian Forest watching from above all prostrated themselves in perfect unison.

CLACK!

The door to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's carriage opened again. Makchung, who had completely disappeared, now sat in his original spot looking utterly dazed.

"AAAAAAAACK!" He suddenly screamed, jumped out of the carriage, and rolled across the ground. He was paralyzed with raw terror, as if he'd truly witnessed hell itself.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme hadn't killed him. She had judged that the Young Cult Leader wouldn't kill these men. He wasn't the type to play games with people he intended to execute.

Geom Mugeuk's aura shifted completely. "Great Hero Mak."

"No, I'm not a hero! Please spare me!" Makchung begged desperately for his life. He was certain Geom Mugeuk would strike him down now that the game had ended.

However, the young man's tone stayed gentle. "I'm in a hurry now, so how about you choose your carriages on our way back? Be sure to wait for us here!"

Makchung understood those words instantly. If they were still living as members of the Viridian Forest when he returned, they'd all die.

The dream of the golden whale had been a dream that would change his life. It just hadn't changed in any way he had imagined.

Geom Mugeuk called out cheerfully, "Alright, let's get moving again!"

The carriages and horses started forward once more.

The previously intimidated Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists revealed their true presence as they passed the two men. Among those following on horseback, not a single one looked like an easy opponent.

The golden carriage moved further and further away, like a golden whale swimming off into the distance.

Gongbae complained as he watched it go, "I told you we should have picked the large carriages, didn't I?"

Makchung let out a long, exhausted sigh. "You're only saying that because you didn't see what was inside, you idiot."


Chapter 782: This Is Why You Shouldn't Carelessly Accept Gifts

Sama Myeong commanded the situation from the All-Knowing Hall operations room, which always went on high alert whenever the Young Cult Leader left the cult.

This time was different though. This was the first time Geom Mugeuk had ever left with four Demon Supremes and the Demonic Army. The Ghost Shadow Squad and bodyguards had departed as well, making it the largest procession in history.

A strategist approached and reported on the Young Cult Leader's movements. "The Young Cult Leader has finally entered Hunan."

The Young Cult Leader's destination was Dongting Lake in northern Hunan. On the Central Plains topographical map, a strategist moved Geom Mugeuk's flag, labeled Little Demon (小魔),[^1] from Guizhou to Hunan.

Next to the flag signifying Geom Mugeuk, the strategist placed the flags of the Demon Supremes. The golden flag bore the character for Buddha (佛), the pure white flag had Smile (笑), the purple flag had Soul (魂), and the sky-blue flag had Wine (酒) written on it.

Next to them went the Demonic Army (军) flag, and beside it, a slightly smaller flag for the Ghost Shadow Squad with the character for Shadow (影).

Just then, another strategist came to report. "The Murim Alliance has requested to be informed of the purpose of this departure."

The Murim Alliance reacted before the Evil Alliance because Hubei, where the Murim Alliance was located, wasn't far from Hunan. Normally, they would have to inform them that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was going to meet the Saintess.

"Do not respond," Sama Myeong said.

"Yes, Head Strategist."

Their lack of response would strain relations with the Murim Alliance, but it was an unavoidable choice.

Sama Myeong understood the gravity of the situation. Geom Mugeuk could travel with four Demon Supremes because he was close to them. However, taking the Demonic Army as well meant a major battle could erupt.

Since Geom Mugeuk himself had made the judgment, it had to be treated as a dangerous situation. If information leaked to the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, it could seriously hinder his mission.

At that moment, another strategist reported. "Strategist Go of the Hidden Moon requests an audience."

"Show him in."

A visit from Go Wol in a situation like this? Something unusual must be happening.

A moment later, a strategist from the All-Knowing Hall guided Go Wol inside. Very few people within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were allowed into the operations room, but Sama Myeong had specially granted Go Wol access.

When organizations with similar natures existed, they were bound to compete. However, the Hidden Moon had thoroughly dedicated itself to a supportive role, passing all credit gained through information to the All-Knowing Hall.

It was as if the Young Cult Leader's Hidden Moon had pledged to support the Cult Leader's All-Knowing Hall. Because of this, no conflict had arisen between the two organizations.

"Greetings, Head Strategist."

"Welcome, Strategist Go."

The current Cult Leader's Head Strategist and the man who would become the next Head Strategist greeted each other warmly.

Go Wol briefly looked around, feeling the busy heat radiating from the All-Knowing Hall strategists.

"Come, let's go inside and have some tea." Sama Myeong led Go Wol into his office and personally brewed tea. "How have you been lately? Busy?"

He thought that would be the case. The mental burden on Go Wol must be immense with the Young Cult Leader's departure.

However, Go Wol replied, "I've decided not to worry about the Young Cult Leader. If I treated him like an ordinary person, I don't think I could endure it."

Sama Myeong smiled. He understood that feeling completely. He himself had lost count of how many times he'd thought it a relief to serve Geom Woojin instead of Geom Mugeuk.

The two sat facing each other and drank tea.

After savoring a sip, Go Wol got straight to the point. "You're a busy man, so I'll get straight to it."

He glanced toward the Central Plains topographical map visible outside the office window, where countless flags stood planted.

Sama Myeong naturally expected his eyes to fall upon Geom Mugeuk's location, but they were fixed on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters instead.

There, the largest and most splendid flag, Demon (魔), belonged to the Cult Leader.

Next to it stood two Demon Supreme flags. The green flag bore the character for Poison (毒), and the black flag had the character for Fist (拳) in white. The gray flag symbolizing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had the character for Wind (風), and next to it was a new flag, labeled Gunhak (群鶴, Flock of Cranes).

"What do you think when you see those flags?" Go Wol asked.

"?" Sama Myeong didn't understand what Go Wol meant.

Go Wol continued as if he hadn't expected an answer, "Looking at those flags, I had this thought: 'How well-balanced.'"

It was an unexpected answer. Sama Myeong looked at the flags again and saw the truth in it.

Only two Demon Supremes remained in the cult, but they were the strongest—the Fist Demon and Poison Demon. In addition, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Ak Gunhak were also present, two individuals with skills at or above the Demon Supreme level.

Go Wol looked at Sama Myeong. "Why do you think the Young Cult Leader created such a balance?"

"Are you saying the Young Cult Leader intended for this to happen?"

If that were true, what did it imply?

Sama Myeong flinched. "Surely not? Did he think our Cult could be attacked?" he asked in disbelief.

Go Wol nodded. "I believe so."

"......" Sama Myeong's expression hardened.

"This is the conclusion I came to after seeing how the Young Cult Leader arranged the split," Go Wol explained. "I thought, perhaps their original plan was to lure out the Young Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes and strike our empty Cult, and perhaps the Young Cult Leader anticipated this and created this balance."

Sama Myeong was silent for a moment. He certainly knew this matter was important.

However, he could say with certainty that he hadn't considered even the slightest possibility of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters being attacked. The thought seemed absurd, yet he also felt he might have been careless.

"I felt I had to share this thought with you, Head Strategist."

Sama Myeong hesitated. Normally, the conversation would have ended with a simple, 'Thank you for telling me your thoughts.' However, he knew better than anyone how brilliantly Go Wol had nurtured the Hidden Moon.

Thus, he asked, "If you were in my place, what would you do?"

Go Wol answered calmly, "If I were you, I would light the Demonic Flames."

"!" Sama Myeong was startled. Lighting the Demonic Flames was a symbolic act, a general emergency order for Headquarters.

The moment the Demonic Flames were lit, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would enter a state of war. All cultists went on high alert, and all traps and formations would operate at their highest level of security.

Their Headquarters would literally transform into an impregnable fortress, an undertaking that required enormous manpower and a vast amount of money.

"Why are you this concerned?" he asked. "It can't be just because of the power balance."

Go Wol smiled. Indeed, it wasn't. The decisive reason lay with Geom Mugeuk. "From the past, whenever I saw the Young Cult Leader, he showed an excessive level of caution and preparation for great dangers to come."

Sama Myeong nodded. That was something he had sensed as well, leading him to wonder, Why would such an outstanding person strive so hard to become stronger?

Moreover, Geom Mugeuk wasn't someone with a lust for power or a desire to show off.

"I believe the Young Cult Leader is sensing a danger that we cannot."

"!"

"As my liege's strategist, I believe that time is now."

A brief silence fell between them.

Sama Myeong fell into deep thought. If Go Wol had come all this way to say this, it was advice that shouldn't be taken lightly.

Ultimately, however, he shook his head. "To light the Demonic Flames, I need the Cult Leader's permission, but he will never allow it."

It might be possible if all the Demon Supremes were present, but to suggest lighting the Demonic Flames when a majority of them were away? The prideful Cult Leader would never accept it.

Go Wol had expected as much. "That's why you and I must persuade him, Head Strategist. Isn't that our job? I'll help."

Sama Myeong was taken aback. For Go Wol, a strategist not of the All-Knowing Hall, to step before the Cult Leader on such a matter required risking his life. It showed just how importantly he viewed this issue.

"Save that courage for your Cult Leader later." Sama Myeong shook his head and rose from his seat. "I'll persuade my Cult Leader."


The Sword King silently stared at the wall. The writings of incredible people were inscribed there.

This was the second floor of the Alluring Inn. Jo Cheonbae had given him a spot here since he was a friend of Geom Mugeuk.

On the table sat untouched alcohol and side dishes. If he hadn't known this was Geom Mugeuk's regular tavern, he would have thought the writings were a prank or a forgery.

Just then, someone walked up. To his surprise, it was Geom Woojin.

"Greetings, Cult Leader," he said, bowing respectfully.

Geom Woojin gave a slight nod to accept the greeting.

The Sword King reached for the shoes that had been hanging at his waist.

"If you're more comfortable with them off, keep them off."

"It's alright."

The Sword King put on his shoes.

Geom Woojin slowly walked over and stood beside the Sword King. His gaze was directed at the writings of the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"You've accomplished something truly great," the Sword King remarked.

Geom Woojin snorted. "You know as well as I do that it wasn't my doing, don't you?"

"You fathered the remarkable son who did it." The Sword King smiled faintly. He was conversing with the Demonic Cult Leader like this because of that remarkable son. He'd received a precious gift from the Cult Leader, also because of that son. He now wore the White Flower Sword instead of his iron sword. "The sword you bestowed upon me is too magnificent," he added.

"I'm glad you like it."

"May I ask why you bestowed such a precious sword upon me?"

The Sword King thought that Geom Woojin must want something for giving him such an incredible sword.

Is it to ask me to persuade his son when a conflict arises between them?

He thought that might be it. Even for this Cult Leader, dealing with that remarkable son wouldn't be an easy task.

However, his prediction turned out to be completely wrong.

"In the future, please stand on that child's side no matter what."

"!" The Sword King stared at Geom Woojin in shock.

"That child will surely have a difficult time."

The Sword King immediately understood. The Cult Leader genuinely cared for his son, but he was also certain that they would one day end up opposing each other.

The Cult Leader really intends to conquer the murim.

He hesitated to answer. Whether Geom Woojin conquered the murim or not was none of his business.

The problem was Geom Mugeuk. To agree would be the same as making a promise to the Cult Leader.

Would I really stay by Geom Mugeuk's side until then? If I make the promise, I would have to stay.

Geom Woojin didn't rush him for an answer. Instead, he felt a sense of approval at his cautious demeanor.

After a long deliberation, the Sword King answered calmly. "Yes, I will."

It was a brief answer, but a look of satisfaction flickered across Geom Woojin's face. "Shall we toast to that promise?" he asked, pouring a cup of wine for the Sword King.

GLUG GLUG!

The Sword King respectfully accepted the drink and drank it down refreshingly.

Then, Geom Woojin also drank the wine poured by the Sword King. It was a drink of promise.

After the toast, Geom Woojin left without a word.

Watching his retreating back, the Sword King sighed. He looked down at the sword and shoes at his waist.

"This is why one shouldn't carelessly accept gifts."

Damn this crazy father son pair!


When Geom Woojin returned to his residence, he found Sama Myeong there waiting for him. "What brings you here?"

Sama Myeong smiled. "I came because I wanted to play a game of Go with you, Cult Leader. It's been a while."

"Excellent, let's go inside."

The two sat facing each other with a Go board between them. It was the very board that Geom Mugeuk had personally made and gifted to him.

CLACK, CLACK...

They exchanged a few words about the excellent board and stones, then only the sound of Go stones being placed could be heard.

As if he'd truly come just to play Go, Sama Myeong focused silently on the game. As the game progressed, however, he made a deep invasion into Geom Woojin's territory, so deep that it would be difficult to survive.

"That's an uncharacteristically bold move for you,"  Geom Woojin remarked. "Are you confident you can survive after entering my territory where my influence is so strong?"

"If this move caught you off guard, Cult Leader, wouldn't a way be found somehow?"

Geom Woojin stared quietly down at the board. "So you're worried too."

"!" Sama Myeong lifted his head and looked at Geom Woojin. With just that one move, the Cult Leader had guessed why he had visited.

"I suppose I'm getting more worried as I get older," Geom Woojin muttered, still looking at the Go board. "That boy came to see me before he left. He said he was taking the Demon Supremes with him, so I told him to take them all. However, he made this and that excuse and left the Poison King and the Fist Demon behind."

A sneer formed on his lips, clearly revealing his feelings: How arrogant, worrying about his father?

He picked up a Go stone.

Sama Myeong naturally thought he would respond to his move that had jumped into his territory.

However, Geom Woojin replied, "I will not respond to this move of yours. I'll play elsewhere."

Sama Myeong instantly understood. Though Geom Woojin didn't say it aloud, he had basically announced that he wouldn't light the Demonic Flames. "It must hurt your pride to accept this reckless move," he replied, thinking that was only natural.

"No, that's not why."

CLACK!

Geom Woojin added a move to the central fight. "If I respond to that and end up losing, wouldn't the fight over here become disadvantageous?"

"!" Sama Myeong understood the meaning behind that move. If the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters became an impregnable fortress, the enemy would most certainly focus all their power on the Young Cult Leader.

Geom Woojin was declaring his intention to draw the enemies toward himself for the sake of his son. The Cult Leader was now revealing his heart through the game of Go, telling them: 'Don't touch my son, come for me instead!'

Sama Myeong, who had been staring silently at Geom Woojin, looked down at the Go board again. "Now, because I played a reckless move by playing elsewhere, the central fight has become difficult."

He felt his chest grow warm.

Right, the Cult Leader is not one to avoid a fight.

The important thing was that the Cult Leader wasn't being careless, and he knew better than anyone just how powerful a non-careless Cult Leader was.

He added another move to try and save his previous stones.

In response, Geom Woojin mercilessly cut between the two stones and started a fight.

CLACK!

"We should be the ones to greet our guests."

[^1]: The hangul for Little Demon (小魔) is Soma, same as Smiling Demon (笑魔).


Chapter 783: The Demonic Cult is the Demonic Cult!

"Damn those orthodox sects bastards! They're worse than trash!"

The man's eyes burned with resentment and killing intent. A strange energy, like that of someone driven mad by a demonic art, radiated from his body.

Jin Hagun stood before him. Behind him, the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists surrounded the area.

Though he was officially the Young Alliance Chairman, Jin Hagun still led the Demon Slaying Brigade on righteous missions. He refused to avoid danger just because of his new title and planned to continue until the day before he became Chairman.

"Calm down. There's nowhere to run anyway," he said, trying to soothe the man.

The man had attacked orthodox sects and committed a massacre. Their investigation revealed he had no prior grudge against them.

"You will all be destroyed soon," the man snarled. Then he let out a startling cry, and a dark energy bloomed in the man's eyes. "The Everlasting Divine Cult! The Invincible Heavenly Demon!"

Jin Hagun threw himself backward and shouted, "Everyone, get back!"

KWAAAAANG!

A powerful explosion swept through the area. The man had used the Self Destruction Art.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Debris and dust rained down.

Jin Hagun checked on his subordinates. "Is anyone hurt?"

"No one is injured!"

Fortunately, their commander's quick warning had saved everyone.

For the past few days, a series of massacres by demonic practitioners had plagued the Hubei region. They attacked orthodox sects and ambushed ordinary merchants who knew no martial arts. Women and children were among the victims, pushing the orthodox sects' fury toward demonic practitioners to its peak.

However, Jin Hagun knew this was the work of the masterminds behind the scenes.

They're plotting something again.

He was furious. He raged at the bastards who killed people without hesitation for their own goals.

If they commit massacres and then kill themselves like that, how can the grievances of the dead ever be resolved?

When he became Chairman, he would dedicate his life to minimizing such unjust deaths. He would make evil-doers live in pain and regret before they died miserably.

Just then, the Demon Slaying Brigade's messenger pigeon handler ran up to report. "The Chairman has sent word for you to return immediately."

Jin Hagun turned to the surrounding Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. "Let's go back!"

He leaped away with his movement arts, and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists flew after him in unison.


When Jin Hagun returned, the Murim Alliance was on high alert, represented by the White Tiger Emblem.

The Murim Alliance had four alert levels. They ranged from the lowest, the Black Tortoise Emblem, to the Vermillion Bird Emblem, the White Tiger Emblem, and finally the Azure Dragon Emblem.

The White Tiger Emblem was the level just below the Azure Dragon Emblem, which was activated only during wartime. That meant an alert had been issued for a situation just short of war.

This was the first time such a thing had happened since Jin Hagun became the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade. Although several incidents had occurred recently, he hadn't thought the situation warranted a White Tiger Emblem.

Did another incident occur?

With a tense heart, Jin Hagun entered the Chairman's Hall. Inside were the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, and the Head Strategist, Jaegal Hyeon.

"I, the Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade, has returned as ordered." Jin Hagun greeted Jin Paecheon formally, then exchanged greetings with Jaegal Hyeon.

"What happened with the matter you went out for?" Jin Paecheon asked.

Jin Hagun replied with a look of shame. "We failed to capture him alive. The bastard claimed to be from the Divine Cult right before he used the Self Destruction Art, but I've determined this incident isn't related the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Jin Paecheon nodded. He thought so as well. The Geom Woojin he knew wasn't a man who would orchestrate things in such a manner. "That's not important. The problem is that the members of the orthodox sects think it was."

Jin Hagun sighed. At times like this, he felt an endless powerlessness. A few bastards had stirred things up, and now the orthodox sects' public opinion was in turmoil.

He asked cautiously, "But why did you issue the White Tiger Emblem?"

Jaegal Hyeon answered instead. "The Young Cult Leader has left the cult, leading four Demon Supremes and the Demonic Army."

Jin Hagun, who'd been away dealing with the recent incidents, hadn't known this.

"After entering Hunan, the Young Cult Leader has been continuously advancing north."

The words 'advancing north' told Jin Hagun how Jaegal Hyeon viewed this incident. Hunan was Heavenly Demon Divine Cult territory, but a continued push north would lead into Hubei, where the Murim Alliance Headquarters was located.

Moreover, there was a decisive reason they were taking this so seriously.

"When we asked for the reason they left the cult, the Divine Cult gave no response."

Only then did Jin Hagun understand the alert and the heavy atmosphere in the Chairman's Hall. The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had marched out with four Demon Supremes and the Demonic Army, and they wouldn't even reveal why. It was more than enough to warrant a White Tiger Emblem.

This time, Jin Paecheon asked his grandson, "Did you receive any separate contact from him?"

"No, I didn't."

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened slightly. He thought Geom Mugeuk might have sent a separate message to his grandson.

Jin Hagun, however, wasn't bothered that Geom Mugeuk hadn't contacted him. "I think I know now why the recent incidents occurred," he said. "Those bastards made a move to prevent us from helping the Young Cult Leader. If public opinion of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult worsens, our alliance won't be able to help them."

He grew anxious. The fact that the masterminds were trying to sever the ties between him and Geom Mugeuk meant that something might happen to Geom Mugeuk personally.

Of course, Jin Paecheon and Jaegal Hyeon had also considered that possibility. However, they couldn't just blindly believe it. Their opponent was the Demonic Cult, after all.

Was all the goodwill they've shown until now for this one moment?

They always had to consider that possibility, especially when Jin Hagun showed such firm faith in Geom Mugeuk.

"If he didn't contact me, I believe that in itself is a message," Jin Hagun declared.

"What do you mean?"

"If he didn't trust me completely, he would've sent a message. He would've explained everything in tedious detail. The fact that he didn't contact me must mean he thinks I'll understand without him having to say anything. The Young Cult Leader trusts me as a true friend."

He was now past the stage of just blindly believing.

"I won't be upset that the Young Cult Leader didn't send a messenger pigeon. Rather, this time, I'll be the one to send a messenger pigeon to the Young Cult Leader first."

"What will you send?"

Jin Hagun said with a face devoid of any doubt, "I understand your intentions well, my friend."

Jin Paecheon said nothing. He had been worried from the beginning about his grandson who trusted Geom Mugeuk too much. That worry continued even now.

Jin Hagun continued, "I know very well what you're worried about, Grandfather. It's fine to worry about me, and it's fine to issue an alert. However, please don't limit the target of that alert to just the Young Cult Leader. Please also keep in mind that there must been an important reason why he went out so hastily with so many troops."

Jin Paecheon was still worried, yet he also felt a sense of envy. In all his long years, had he ever trusted someone that much?

"So? Are you planning to go help the Young Cult Leader?" he asked, expecting his grandson to ask for permission.

Jin Hagun's answer was unexpected. "No, I won't go."

"Why?"

Jin Hagun recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said on the day they met to celebrate his inauguration as Young Alliance Chairman.


"If anything strange happens, you must contact me. Got it? Don't you dare try to handle it alone!"



That was the kind of man Geom Mugeuk was.

"If he needed my help, he would've sent a message asking for it."

If he had, I would've run to him. I would've helped him, even if it meant staking my position as Young Alliance Chairman, even if it meant staking my life.

If he had only said that, Jin Paecheon would still have been worried. However, Jin Hagun had another reason for not going. It was a matter as important in his life as helping Geom Mugeuk.

"Also, right now, I have more important things to deal with. The masterminds might commit another massacre to drive a wedge between us and the Divine Cult."

Innocent people could be sacrificed to their schemes.

"Preventing that is more important. Even if that is their intention, saving people is the most important thing."

Jin Paecheon nodded, satisfied.

Jin Hagun added resolutely, "Please raise the alert level to the Azure Dragon Emblem. That way, we can more effectively prevent those bastards from committing another massacre. Please also inform the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that we've issued the Azure Dragon Emblem for these reasons. I don't think we need a war of nerves where we don't contact them just because they didn't contact us. We must act according to our principles. I believe that's the way of the orthodox sects that you taught me, Grandfather."

The worry vanished from Jin Paecheon's face. He had thought his grandson was so smitten with Geom Mugeuk that he could not think straight, but with his grandson's current mindset, there was nothing to worry about.

He issued an order to Jaegal Hyeon. "Raise the alert to the Azure Dragon Emblem, and inform the Divine Cult of that fact."

"Yes, I understand."

Jin Paecheon turned toward his grandson. "Go and do what you must."

"Yes, Chairman."

After a respectful bow, Jin Hagun left. His firm steps were filled with his faith in Geom Mugeuk.

I'll trust you and do my part, my friend.


The escalating tension between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance also reached the Evil Alliance.

"Chairman Jin must be agonizing over this, but he's not afraid of the Young Cult Leader, he's afraid of the Cult Leader," the Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang said. He then asked for Bi Sayin's opinion. "What are your thoughts?"

Bi Sayin answered confidently. "I believe it's obviously a ploy by the masterminds."

"What's your reason for being so certain?"

Bi Sayin brought up a past event. "Do you remember the day we received the report about the treasure map?"

The Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang nodded, recalling that day. The subordinate's report had been truly unbelievable.


"They summoned the souls of the dead. I saw it with my own eyes."



Even hearing the incredible report, he had not felt a chill run down his spine. He knew then just how formidable and insane those bastards were.

"Our current enemies are capable of such things," Bi Sayin continued. "They're beings that ordinary people can never stop. That's why I think this way. I believe the survival instinct of the murim gave birth to the Young Cult Leader."

Baek Jagang was astounded. A rather outlandish statement had come from his disciple's mouth. He asked, "So you're saying the Young Cult Leader is a being created by the murim to save itself from destruction?"

"Yes."

Baek Jagang laughed with an incredulous expression. He was more amused than chilled by the notion. His disciple truly believed it.

"That's not to say I'm deifying Geom Mugeuk. In fact, I feel sorry for him," Bi Sayin added.

"Sorry for him?"

"Because he's done everything so perfectly until now, if he makes even a small mistake, everyone will be disappointed and blame him."

Even the reason Bi Sayin could converse so comfortably with his master now was because Geom Mugeuk told him to look his master straight in the eye, to see him clearly for who he was. It used to be an incredibly difficult task, but now he sometimes felt that talking with his master was the most comfortable thing.

Baek Jagang asked his disciple curiously, "What will you do if the Young Cult Leader makes a mistake?"

A faint smile appeared on Bi Sayin's fearsome face. "Since he's teased me before, I'll be at the very front, accusing him."

Baek Jagang felt a chill run down his spine. It was clear his disciple would protect Geom Mugeuk no matter how big a mistake the guy made, and he did not hide that feeling.

"I want to go and help the Young Cult Leader," Bi Sayin said. He wanted to run to Geom Mugeuk's aid right away, simply as a friend.

Baek Jagang shook his head. "As you know, the current Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is the strongest it has ever been in history. Geom Woojin would never let that power go to waste. If that power diminishes while dealing with these enemies, it would be a welcome development for us."

He hoped for the Demonic Cult's power to wane, and he did not hide that sentiment from his disciple.

"If we let the Demonic Cult continue undiminished, we'll have to stand before an enemy many times more terrifying than the masterminds we face now." Baek Jagang glanced at the entrance of the Chairman's Hall, picturing a scene. "The Demonic Cult Leader I know will surely try to open that door and enter this place. Can you handle that moment?"

"......" Bi Sayin could not answer. It was something he couldn't handle.

"As time passes, can you be certain that the Young Cult Leader you trust so much won't open that door and come in?"

"......" Bi Sayin did not answer. He felt his master was about to forbid him from helping.

However, Baek Jagang readily gave his permission. "Well, what happens later can be resolved later. For now, you should go help your friend. Go on."

He thought Bi Sayin would be delighted by the unexpected permission.

However, Bi Sayin shook his head. "No, I won't go."

He had changed his mind in that short time.

Baek Jagang stared quietly at his disciple. "Why?"

"Even if I don't help him, I'm confident my friend will survive."

"Because he's the one born from the murim's survival instinct?"

"No. It's because he brought his bodyguards and the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists with him this time."

Bi Sayin did not know everything about Geom Mugeuk, but he knew one thing for certain.

"If the Young Cult Leader wasn't confident he could protect his subordinates, he wouldn't have brought them out. That's the kind of person he is."

"Then why did you say you were going to help him earlier?"

Bi Sayin hesitated for a moment, then answered honestly, "It was more for myself than for my friend. I wanted to show off, to say, 'I came to save you in this situation.' I've been indebted to him for so much that I wanted to repay even a little of it."

His gaze shifted to the entrance of the Chairman's Hall, where Baek Jagang had been looking earlier.

"However, after hearing your words, Chairman, I realized this isn't the time to be showing off. It's a time to strengthen that door."

His fighting spirit ignited. He would save every moment to train harder and invest in the Evil Alliance.

"I'll ensure the Demonic Cult Leader never sits in your seat, Chairman."

Seeing Bi Sayin's determination, Baek Jagang said the words he had long wanted to say.

"Don't forget, Sayin. Just as we can't hide the blood of the unorthodox flowing in our veins, in the end..."

His eyes glinted sharply.

"The Demonic Cult is the Demonic Cult!"


Chapter 784: I Already Have Countless Stars

Even at this late hour, the Hidden Moon's operations room bustled with activity. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was in a state of emergency, so the strategists paid keen attention to every small report.

They meticulously monitored the movements of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, as well as the various sects in the Central Plains. They especially tracked every movement along Geom Mugeuk's travel route.

The report they awaited finally arrived.

"The Young Cult Leader has arrived safely at the rendezvous point."

The flags for the Young Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes were placed on Dongting Lake. The All-Knowing Hall had written 'Little Demon' on Geom Mugeuk's flag, but the Hidden Moon used 'Little Heaven (小天)'. Go Wol had chosen the name. To Go Wol, Geom Mugeuk was no different from the heavens.

He's finally arrived.

The Young Cult Leader had left the Cult countless times, but Go Wol had never been so tense. A persistent anxiety pricked at him, a feeling that something terrible was about to happen. That was why he had gone to see Sama Myeong.

Just then, an unexpected person visited.

"The Head Strategist has arrived."

"Show him in at once."

Sama Myeong entered a moment later.

"Welcome, Head Strategist," Go Wol greeted, surprised.

"I meant to come sooner, but I'm late." Sama Myeong's hands were full of food for the strategists. It was an unexpected and uncharacteristic sight, which moved the strategists of the Hidden Moon even more. The Head Strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had personally brought them food.

"Thank you, Head Strategist."

Sama Myeong smiled as Go Wol thanked him on their behalf. "Give me a tour of this place."

"There probably isn't much to see. This place was meticulously modeled after the All-Knowing Hall. The Young Cult Leader made a copy of the most perfect intelligence operations room in this murim."

Sama Myeong smiled with pleasure at Go Wol's praise. It was not empty flattery. The interior truly resembled the All-Knowing Hall, as if it had been moved piece by piece.

As he looked around, his gaze fell upon the flags on the map of the Central Plains. The flags had reached Dongting Lake. In the All-Knowing Hall, those same flags would have been moved to the same position.

After the tour, Go Wol tried to lead Sama Myeong to his office. "Please, come in."

"The night air felt nice on my way here. How about we go outside and talk instead?"

"Yes, let's do that."

The two men left the Hidden Moon building. They walked through the inner courtyard of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, enjoying the cool night air.

After a while, Sama Myeong spoke first. "The Cult Leader will not light the Demonic Flames."

Go Wol nodded, unsurprised. He had expected this. "I thought it wouldn't be an easy matter."

"It's not because of the Cult Leader's pride." Sama Myeong explained why Geom Woojin was unwilling to light the Demonic Flames.

After hearing the whole story, Go Wol asked, "Did you come here just to tell me this?"

"That's right."

Go Wol looked at Sama Myeong with a puzzled expression. The Head Strategist could have sent a messenger, or kept quiet since Go Wol would have found out eventually anyway.

Sama Myeong explained, "Others may not know, but you, at least, must know exactly what the Cult Leader thinks of the Young Cult Leader. I believe the most important thing for a Head Strategist is to know exactly what kind of person the leader you serve is. A sharp mind? Cool-headed judgment? All of that comes later."

Go Wol bowed his head respectfully. "Thank you so much for this valuable lesson."

He was also grateful for being called 'Head Strategist'. It meant Sama Myeong acknowledged him as the next Head Strategist. It was an incredibly precious moment for him.

"Don't stay cooped up in the operations room all the time. Come out for some fresh air like this. Come out and look up at the sky, too."

The words 'look at the sky' made Go Wol think of Geom Mugeuk.

Young Cult Leader, are you also looking at that night sky right now?

As the two men looked up at the stars, one star among the dense clusters shone with unusual brightness.

Sama Myeong let out a short cry of surprise. "Ah!"

Go Wol tilted his head in puzzlement. "What is it?"

Disbelief flooded Sama Myeong's face. Wondering if exhaustion made him see things, he closed his eyes and opened them again, but the stars remained unchanged.

Voice trembling, he delivered the shocking news, saying, "The Celestial Killer Star has appeared."

"!" Go Wol's eyes widened. The Celestial Killer Star was a bad omen. It was known to shine when a great harbinger of slaughter appeared in the murim.

No, it was not just an omen. Whenever the Celestial Killer Star appeared, the murim would become a sea of blood.

"Is that star really the Celestial Killer Star?" Go Wol asked again.

Sama Myeong hesitated. He didn't want to believe what he was seeing, yet he was certain. A man with his extensive knowledge of celestial phenomena could not possibly fail to recognize the Celestial Killer Star. Finally, he replied, "...It is. It's definitely the Celestial Killer Star."

"This is the first time I've actually seen the Celestial Killer Star."

"The same goes for me."

This was also the first time Sama Myeong had seen it in person. He had only ever learned about the Celestial Killer Star from books and stories.

He suddenly recalled his last conversation with Go Wol.

Could the danger the Young Cult Leader sensed possibly be...?

He voiced his question. "Could this be what the Young Cult Leader was worried about?"

Go Wol felt as if a fog clouding his mind was finally lifting. "I believe so."

If that was the case, how on earth did the Young Cult Leader know the Celestial Killer Star would appear? This was not simply a matter of being knowledgeable about celestial phenomena. The Young Cult Leader had read the secrets of the heavens.

"I will inform the Cult Leader. You must immediately relay this fact to the Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, I understand."

"Hmm?" Sama Myeong suddenly noticed that Go Wol had already regained his composure. "Aren't you worried?"

"On the contrary, I feel relieved. The Young Cult Leader predicted this exactly, didn't he?"

Go Wol smiled. Words born from his absolute faith in Geom Mugeuk continued to flow.

"It suddenly occurred to me that a Young Cult Leader like him might even be able to stop the Celestial Killer Star."

Sama Myeong was a man who believed there was no such thing as an optimistic strategist. A strategist always had to consider the negative outcomes first.

At least in this moment, though, he wanted to believe in Go Wol's positive outlook. No matter how much he thought it was just wishful thinking.

His own countermeasures, born from always considering the worst-case scenario, were what had protected the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult until now.

I can't light the Demonic Flames, but...

"We must evacuate the Demon Village at once."


"We've arrived at Dongting Lake."

In the distance, a lake stretched out, as vast as the sea. At night, the lanterns of the boats floating on the water were beautiful.

"She said to find a boat with a white flag here."

The meeting place between the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Saintess was one of the boats on Dongting Lake.

Geom Mugeuk called the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, the Demon Supremes, Lee Ahn, Jang Ho, and the Ghost Shadow Squad Division Leaders to his side. "Today's meeting will be one of two scenarios. Either the Saintess truly has something to tell you secretly, Chairwoman, or she has set a trap with the Darkness Palace Lord. If the Saintess requested this meeting on her own, there's no problem. We can just enjoy a leisurely boat ride on Dongting Lake and go back."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded, but she was worried about one thing. "The Saintess told me to come alone. She said she wouldn't meet me if anyone else came along."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at her concern. "To me, that sounds like she's begging you to bring everyone."

He had a good reason for thinking so.

"Even if the Saintess acted on her own to tell you something, Chairwoman, I believe the Darkness Palace Lord would know about it."

He had confirmed in the underground tomb that the Darkness Palace Lord manipulated people's psychology. The bastard had used the Sword King's relationship with him to summon the souls of the Twelve Zodiac Kings. If he had been working with the Saintess from the beginning, he would know her well and would not miss her betrayal.

"Through our many past battles, the Darkness Palace Lord knows me well. That means he also knows about the relationship between me and the Smiling Demon."

How could the Darkness Palace Lord not know that he had fought multiple fierce battles alongside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Perhaps the Demon Supreme he hated most right now was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Therefore, both the Darkness Palace Lord and the Saintess know that I would never send the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman here alone. In other words, whether this is a trap or not, the opponent won't even entertain the thought that you would come alone, Chairwoman."

Those listening nodded in agreement.

"Even if we concede that the Saintess really did ask to meet you on her own, and the Darkness Palace Lord is unaware of it, there's still no need for you to go alone. The one in a bind is the Saintess, who contacted you first. Even if you go with someone, she won't be able to refuse the meeting."

As always, Geom Mugeuk saw right through his opponent. The conclusion was clear.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked, "Then, will it be just you and I at the meeting, Young Cult Leader? Or...?"

"No, I'll go with one of the Demon Supremes."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded, assuming he would take the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. However, the person Geom Mugeuk asked to go with him was someone else.

"The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme will accompany me," he announced, then explained, "Our opponent is a user of the Pitch Black Demonic Art. The ones strongest against that Pitch Black Demonic Art are myself and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

Of course, the Demonic Buddha was also strong against the Pitch Black Demonic Art, but he had another job to do.

"Yes, I will go with you," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied, delighted. The Young Cult Leader was not just bringing her along. He was entrusting her with a crucial role.

Geom Mugeuk's instructions continued. "General Jang."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader?"

"Please wait on standby near the lakeshore with the Demonic Army. Operate under the assumption that the enemy already knows you guys are here."

Jang Ho's eyes glinted sharply. "Yes, I understand."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He wasn't worried about Jang Ho and the Demonic Army. They were more reliable than anyone.

He gave an order to Lee Ahn and the four Division Captains. "The Ghost Shadow Squad and the bodyguard unit will disguise themselves as people out for a night stroll, forming male-female pairs or groups of three to five. Your task is to find any signs of an enemy ambush. If this is a trap, there will surely be traces of them somewhere. If you find anything, report it to the Demonic Army immediately and move together."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader!"

Finally, he assigned roles to the remaining three Demon Supremes.

"Demonic Buddha, Drunken Demon, what do you think about going on a boat ride after such a long time?"

The Demon Supremes' role was to take a boat out and keep watch over the area near the meeting vessel.

The Drunken Demon was thrilled at the thought of floating on the lake and drinking. "I knew this would happen, so I brought the perfect alcohol for a boat ride."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk assigned a role to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "Smiling Demon, please take command of this operation."

The role of field commander was the most important of all. The Smiling Demon would need to oversee the big picture and respond to any variables.

"Understood," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

He interpreted this order as Geom Mugeuk telling him, 'I will protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, so you take good care of the Ghost Shadow Squad and the Demonic Army.'

Geom Mugeuk turned back to the Ghost Shadow Squad and the bodyguards. "Listen carefully. In my demonic path, no one sacrifices themselves for the sake of the whole. Prioritize your own safety above all else. It doesn't matter if you let the enemy escape, and it's fine to be a coward. What I can't forgive is you getting hurt or killed. Above all, don't worry about me."

These were his honest feelings about his subordinates.

The Drunken Demon slyly interjected, "That applies to us too, right?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Demon Supremes. "Of course not. Our Demon Supremes, please prioritize the mission over your personal safety. You must never let the enemy escape. I'll tease you about it forever. Most importantly, please worry about me! The Young Cult Leader comes before your own safety!"

The two eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eye sockets smiled brightly, but the other three Demon Supremes turned their heads, pretending not to have heard anything.

Geom Mugeuk looked around at everyone and declared energetically, "Okay, everyone! Let's finish this job safely and then go for that boat ride!"

Everyone prepared to officially begin the operation.

Suddenly, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been looking up at the sky and praying, cried out in surprise. "That star!"

Her eyes flew wide open in shock. It was the first time they had ever seen her so startled.

Everyone tensed and looked at the night sky.

"The Celestial Killer Star has appeared!"

Everyone was shocked at the words 'Celestial Killer Star'. They all knew what its appearance meant. It signified the arrival of a great harbinger of slaughter who would drench the jianghu in blood.

The problem was that the person signified by the Celestial Killer Star was not the Darkness Palace Lord, as he had already been living in this era for a long time.

A new villain had appeared.

The Demon Supremes exchanged grave looks. The Ghost Shadow Squad Division Leaders also exchanged glances with Lee Ahn. The relaxed atmosphere Geom Mugeuk had created instantly turned frigid.

Everyone's gaze naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk silently gazed at the Celestial Killer Star. Only he knew who that star signified.

So, you've finally appeared.

He had hoped the person would appear as late as possible. He had not yet achieved Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, nor had he learned the final technique.

Still, he wasn't afraid. He had run his best race up to this moment, without any regrets.

This was the good thing about living with all one's might. He didn't tremble, even in the face of such a formidable enemy.

His gaze shifted from the Celestial Killer Star to his companions. "Don't worry, stars aren't only in the sky. There are stars over here, too. There's a smiling star, a drunken star, a shining star, and a bizarre star. There's a beautiful star and a reliable star. That star is one, but we are many."

"And among them is the most brilliantly shining star," the Drunken Demon added with a drunken smile.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shook his head. "The Young Cult Leader is not a star."

Everyone stared at him, waiting for an explanation.

"The Young Cult Leader is the sky that allows all those stars to shine."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon believed that if it were not for Geom Mugeuk, they could never have become stars.

However, not even the Celestial Killer Star could stop the drunken Drunken Demon's mischief.

"Not the sky, but the darkness, I'd say. The darkness. Because it's the darkness that makes the stars shine. The pitch-black darkness that always visits me last."

Whether sky or darkness, no one denied that Geom Mugeuk had made them all shine. They had all changed so much because of Geom Mugeuk, and these days, they were shining like stars.

Geom Mugeuk did not miss this opportunity to show off.

"As expected! Only our Smiling Demon recognizes my true worth. Now, in that spirit, I, as the sky, will say a word to that Celestial Killer Star."

He turned once more to the Celestial Killer Star, his clear, deep eyes glittering brighter than the star itself.

"Since I already have countless stars... you may lose your light in my world."


Chapter 785: For My Son

Seo Daeryong led all the Sanzu River Hall investigators and enforcement martial artists, numbering over a hundred in total, into the Demon Village.

At first, everyone in the marketplace stared at them in surprise, assuming it was a procession leaving for somewhere else.

However, the enforcement martial artists entered each house and shouted loudly, "We're evacuating all houses starting now. Everyone, pack only what you need and come out!"

The Sanzu River Hall martial artists acted according to the evacuation plan they had prepared in advance, dispersing to their designated areas and guiding people to safety. They swept through the houses in the Demon Village and brought everyone outside. After that, they began to clear out not only the marketplace shops but also the residents living on the outskirts. The village was larger than it looked, and many people lived outside the main town.

Seo Daeryong took charge of the Alluring Inn himself, catching Jo Cheonbae and those eating there off guard.

"We're evacuating the village. You'll have to stay at one of our Cult's shelters for a while."

"Did something happen?" Jo Cheonbae asked, surprised.

Seo Daeryong replied calmly, "I'm sorry, but I can't tell you the specifics. Please hurry and pack your things."

The customers hurried home in an orderly fashion. Since the task was carried out by the Sanzu River Hall martial artists who had helped them a lot, the people of the Demon Village were less alarmed and did not panic.

All of this was made possible by Geom Mugeuk, who established the Sanzu River Hall Branch in the Demon Village. Thanks to the hard work of the branch's staff, the martial artists who used to bully and abuse the residents had completely disappeared.

Amid the surprise and confusion, though, Jo Cheonbae worried about one person, thinking some misfortune had befallen the Demonic Cult.

"The Young Cult Leader is safe, isn't he?"

Seo Daeryong smiled. "Of course, he's safe."

Contrary to his answer, however, he was worried about Geom Mugeuk. The order had come down suddenly, so he hadn't heard the exact circumstances, but he figured they were evacuating the residents because Headquarters might be attacked.

And if even Headquarters was in danger, then it wouldn't be any safer outside.

Young Cult Leader! Please be careful.

At first, he had been disappointed that he couldn't follow Geom Mugeuk. Now, though, he felt relieved that he hadn't.

There were people here he absolutely had to protect, including his son, his wife, and his sisters-in-law. He would protect his family even if it meant sacrificing his own life.

Jo Cheonbae packed what he needed and came out. Before leaving the entrance, he looked back and gazed worriedly at the wall on the second floor, praying that it would still be intact when he returned.

When he finally went out, the people who had left earlier murmured amongst themselves. It was the first time they'd ever been evacuated like this, so everyone was tense and frightened. Whispers circulated that a war must have broken out.

Jo Cheonbae found one thing to be a relief. His wife, Yang In, was away at their married daughter's home.

To put it bluntly, he'd lived long enough and had no regrets about dying at any time. However, he couldn't help but worry about his wife, who had suffered her whole life, and his children.

"Visitors from out of town must also evacuate. If any of your family members are outside the village, please inform our martial artists where they went. We'll send a separate warning telling them not to return for the time being."

Despite the task of moving nearly a thousand people, the process went smoothly. No one argued with or harassed the martial artists enforcing the evacuation.

An outsider might have thought they were afraid of the demonic practitioners, but that wasn't the reason. It was their deep bond with the Young Cult Leader and the Sanzu River Hall martial artists, who had protected them all this time, that kept them from thinking the Demonic Cult was going to harm them.

Because now, they had faith in the Demonic Cult. They believed that these actions were being taken to protect them.

"Now, let's all go to Headquarters."

The Sanzu River Hall investigators went to each house to check if anyone had been left behind. Only when they confirmed that the village was empty did they lead everyone into the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The residents of Demon Village were so astonished by the majestic Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that their jaws dropped. For most of them, it was their first time venturing this far inside.

After walking a long time behind the martial artists, they saw hundreds of temporary tents. Inside the shelters, they found water, food, and other necessities, enough to live comfortably for a while.

"Please bear with us, even if the sleeping arrangements are uncomfortable. If you need anything, go to the blue tent over there, and they'll take care of it."


Some distance away, two people watched the villages enter the cult.

They were Geom Woojin and Sama Myeong.

After parting ways with Go Wol, Sama Myeong had made a beeline toward the Cult Leader to report the appearance of the Celestial Killer Star.

Geom Woojin's reaction was exactly as he had predicted.


"Is that so?"



He knew the Cult Leader was a man who didn't believe in astronomy or the signs of the heavens. He believed only in the will of man and the power of martial arts.

Yet, he was also the kind of person who would welcome the appearance of the great star of slaughter.


"For the Celestial Killer Star to appear at a time like this... it can't be a coincidence."



Geom Woojin had just silently nodded, even though he had heard about lighting the Demonic Flames the other day, and now the Celestial Killer Star had appeared.


"That is why I would like to evacuate the Demon Village. If the Celestial Killer Star comes to Headquarters, they will surely pass through the Demon Village. I'm worried that they might massacre all the villagers."



Sama Myeong was cautious. The Cult Leader could have easily asked what all the fuss was about over such a trivial matter, as it made him appear weak to others. After all, just because the Celestial Killer Star appeared in the sky didn't mean the mass murderer would appear immediately. No one knew if they would come tomorrow, in a month, or next year.

Nevertheless, Geom Woojin readily gave his permission.


"Good point. Bring them all into our Cult and protect them."



Sama Myeong had stared at his superior in shock. The Cult Leader's quick agreement was already unexpected, but he went a step further.


"If we send the villagers to another place, won't rumors spread that we're preparing something big? Handle the evacuation quietly."



Sama Myeong was moved. He could tell. This, too, was intended to prevent any harm from reaching the Young Cult Leader, should the enemy come reach Headquarters.


"Yes, I'll take care of it."



Through this process, the villagers were allowed to enter the cult's grounds for the first time.

Just then, the sound of people clamoring rang out.

"Whoa!"

"Look over there!"

A group of demonic practitioners were heading their way. Compared to the enforcement martial artists or the others they'd seen upon entering the cult, these people exuded a much more intense aura.

Seeing the person at the head of the group, the nearby enforcement martial artists bowed politely.

At that sight, the residents of the Demon Village also bowed their heads.

A man who was terrifying just to look at stood at the forefront. He was the Fist Demon, with enormous fists and muscles that looked like they would burst at any moment. Even without his fearsome face, his presence alone overwhelmed everyone there.

Behind him, the Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison followed. They were all Black Fists, the strongest among the Iron Fists, and their commander was none other than the next Fist Demon, Cheon Sohwi.

A single member of the Black Fists was a master that ordinary martial artists couldn't handle. When they all appeared at once, the pressure was so suffocating it was hard to breathe just by looking at them. Moreover, their gazes were as sharp as if they were heading into war.

The Black Fists lined up in the training grounds, and the Fist Demon continued to walk until he stood before Geom Woojin. "Greetings, Cult Leader."

"You're here. Congratulations." Geom Woojin congratulated the Fist Demon on reaching a new realm.

The Fist Demon respectfully clasped his large fists in greeting and bowed his head. "Thank you."

That was all. Without needing any other words, he knew that Geom Woojin was sincerely congratulating him. They were two people who understood each other's hearts without speaking.

The people of the Demon Village watched, holding their breaths. They'd only just realized that the man standing in the distance was the Cult Leader.

Seeing Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon standing side by side, Sama Myeong recalled how the two of them looked in their youth. The image of their younger selves overlapped with their current appearance.

Just then, other demonic practitioners appeared in that place.

This time, the residents of the Demon Village felt their spirits crushed in a different way. While they had gaped in awe at the Fist Demon and the Iron Fists, this time they clamped their open mouths shut in fear and only swallowed their saliva.

Once again, all eyes focused on the person in the lead. He was a pretty boy with an incredibly youthful face, but he was this murim's most powerful war deterrent—the Poison King.

Moreover, the twelve poison pouches he wore at his waist weren't the ones with the cute zodiac animals he usually wore. If those drawings were frightening because of their cuteness, this time the drawings were openly terrifying.

The twelve pouches were adorned with fearsome images of the zodiac animals. The red-eyed rat was grotesque just to look at, and the tiger looked as if it would leap out of the pouch and tear a person to shreds at any moment.

These were the poison pouches the Poison King wore when he went to war. Those who knew this fact could tell what state of mind he was in just by looking at his pouches.

Behind the Poison King followed Sangseon, wearing nine poison pouches, leading the Poison Fangs of the Thousand Poisons Forest. They each wore a different number of poison pouches at their waists, and only those Poison Fangs with at least five pouches were here.

The Poison Fangs lined up like the Iron Fists, and the Poison King walked to Geom Woojin. Unlike his usual absent-minded self, he greeted the Cult Leader sharply, "Greetings, Cult Leader."

"Welcome."

Because of his overly youthful appearance, he looked like a son or a nephew standing next to Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon. However, his presence was no weaker than that of the Fist Demon.

As if the tension from just those two wasn't enough to make one burst, another person with an overwhelming aura appeared—the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

This wasn't the fat old man who usually spoke nonsense. Right now, he was the absolute ruler of the Outer Regions, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

After walking up to Geom Woojin, he greeted him politely and then asked, "I'd like to pay you back for all the meals I've eaten. Will you give me the chance?"

Geom Woojin nodded. "I would be grateful if you did."

Sama Myeong was inwardly surprised. The Geom Woojin he knew would have politely declined. He would have said this was their Cult's business and told him to rest easy. However, for some reason, he readily accepted the offer of help.

After that, another man who didn't fall behind any of the three masters in terms of aura appeared.

The man who appeared with his hair tied back tightly and a single sword at his side was the Sword King. He walked out without a word, wearing his shoes.

Normally, he was a man who would take off his shoes when he saw the Cult Leader. Him wearing them properly this time showed his will to fight alongside the Cult Leader.

As the Sword King respectfully clasped his hands in greeting, Geom Woojin gave a silent nod. Having promised him that he would help Geom Mugeuk when he was struggling later, the swordmaster was now forced to stay at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult until he was needed.

Therefore, whatever happened at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was also his business.

As the four masters appeared, Geom Woojin gave an order to Sama Myeong. "Light the Demonic Flames."

"!" Sama Myeong was taken aback. He understood summoning the two Demon Supremes and accepting the help of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King, but lighting the Demonic Flames? Just not long ago, hadn't the Cult Leader said he wouldn't light them because if their Cult became an impenetrable fortress, they would go after the Young Cult Leader?

After a moment of confusion, he finally understood.

Ah! The Cult Leader intends to lead these four masters out of Headquarters and stop the enemy at the Demon Village!

He must have intended to do so from the moment he gave permission to evacuate the Demon Village.

Also, it didn't matter if the enemy knew this. No, the Cult Leader probably wanted them to know that the Heavenly Demon had left Headquarters and was in the Demon Village with a small number of people.

He's telling the enemy to focus on him.

Sama Myeong thought Geom Woojin's judgment wasn't wrong. If the enemy was strong enough to invade Headquarters, and if that person was born under the Celestial Killer Star, sending out subordinates would only result in needless sacrifices. Even worse, the opponent might exploit their protection of the weak during the fight.

If Geom Woojin were the type of person to sacrifice all his subordinates to weaken the enemy, then stopping them at Headquarters would be the better choice, but he wasn't that kind of person.

No, he was the kind of person who wanted to stand at the forefront, especially when the enemy was strong.

Knowing the Cult Leader better than anyone, Sama Myeong calmly followed his will. "Yes, please leave the rest to me."

He met Geom Woojin's gaze.

Please be careful, Cult Leader.

Geom Woojin gave a single nod and then started walking. The Fist Demon and the Poison King fanned out to his left and right. Behind them, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King followed.

As they walked out, the demonic practitioners and the residents of the Demon Village all bowed their heads in unison.

Sama Myeong gave an order to a strategist who was waiting a short distance away. "Light the Demonic Flames."

The strategist ran off somewhere, and a short while later.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Heavy drum beats began to echo from all over the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Fire erupted from the brazier held high by the demonic statue.

Simultaneously, the prepared formations and mechanisms throughout the grounds began to activate. Formations would also be spread around the area where the Demon Village residents' tents were to protect them.

BOOM! DUDOOM! BOOM!

As the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult transformed into an impenetrable fortress, five individuals, each skilled enough to turn the Central Plains upside down, strode forth.

Normally, Geom Woojin would have emerged alone to confront the opponent. If not, he might have come out with the Fist Demon, reminiscing about the old days. However, he brought his strongest forces out.

The reason was his son, Geom Mugeuk.

"My son has always feared a certain being."

Geom Woojin confirmed it this time. With the appearance of the Celestial Killer Star, he now understood why his son had worked so hard and striven to become so strong.

Somehow, that boy knew beforehand that this being would appear.

The four people behind him nodded. They too had incredibly deep connections with Geom Mugeuk, and understood what Geom Woojin meant better than anyone.

"If it's a being that even that child feared so much, then I shouldn't take it lightly."

This was a testament to his faith and trust in his son.

If it's an enemy you feared so much, then I, too, will face them with everything I've got.

Geom Woojin looked back at the four people behind him. Truly, these were men who would never back down from a fight. They were men who would get angry if you told them they were second or third best.

"This fight is not for our Cult, nor is it for the murim," he said calmly, his gaze serene. "For my son, I plan to erase that person."


Chapter 786: No Matter How Busy, There's Always Time for a Word

DUNG! DUNG! DUUUNG!

Heavy drumbeats echoed as Demonic Flames blossomed throughout the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Seo Daeryong said to the people of Demon Village, "From now on, formations will be deployed outside the tents."

All the villagers tensed. They had never seen formations activated right before their eyes.

SHHHHH...

Everyone stared, mesmerized, as fog began to rise around the tents.

SWOOOOSH!

Pillars of mist shot up from various places. Tendrils of fog meandered across the ground like a spider's web. Something shimmered within the mist, seeming almost alive. A sound, like voices or the wind, echoed eerily as light burst from all directions.

"Woahhh!"

The mysterious and profound spectacle drew gasps of admiration from the crowd, including Seo Daeryong, who had never seen formations deployed before either.

SHHHHHH...

Once the formations were fully activated, only a faint, thin fog could be seen.

"The Illusory Fog Misdirection Formation has been deployed," Seo Daeryong announced. "Even if there are intruders outside, they won't be able to enter this place."

The villagers' emotions were conflicted. While they felt moved that the cult would protect them, they were also terrified by the danger that made implementing such measures necessary.

Furthermore, the Illusory Fog Misdirection Formation was not the only formation that was activated. All across the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, other formations with different properties activated. While the Illusory Fog Misdirection Formation was optimized for protection, some other formations were created purely for slaughter.

That wasn't all.

RUMMMBLE! CLANK, CLANK.

The ground opened, and mechanical devices rose from various locations within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. There were stone lanterns, benches, metal railings, and statues shaped like animals. They all looked ordinary, but each was a deadly mechanical contraption.

All of this could be observed from one place. A giant brazier rose from the palm of a towering demonic statue, its Demonic Flames burning.

A swordsman stood beside the brazier, staring into the distance with a hardened expression, watching Geom Woojin and the four masters depart.

Geom Muyang trusted his father more than anyone, but he felt uneasy. He could not grasp the reality of a situation that required lighting the Demonic Flames.

At the same time, he felt powerless, unable to go with his father. He knew he should focus on his own duty, but his heart wouldn't let him.

At times like this, my little brother should be here.

That kid would probably say something silly, like who was worrying about whom, or he would hit the nail right on the head with some random witty comment.

Are you depressed because you're worried about Father? Or are you upset because he didn't ask you to go with him? Or are you angry that you're not skilled enough to go along?

His brother would have undoubtedly seen through his inner thoughts and said something infuriating like that.

Still, Geom Muyang wanted to hear them. He wanted to shake off the pathetic thoughts lingering in his heart.

Just then, a voice spoke from behind him. "So you were here."

Geom Muyang turned around, only to see someone he didn't expect. Hwi had ascended to the palm of the demonic statue without a sound.

His eyes widened in surprise. He had not expected Hwi to seek him out.

"Did Father send you?"

Did he ask Hwi to summon me? Geom Muyang held onto that hope.

"No, he didn't."

"Then why?"

Geom Muyang was bewildered. Hwi did not usually visit him, but more importantly, why was he here and not beside his father?

Hwi gave an unexpected answer. "I thought you, First Young Lord, would be feeling the most like me right now."

Before leaving the cult, Geom Woojin had given him a separate order.


"You'll remain at the cult. I think I'll fight while reminiscing about the old days for a change."



The old days meant the time Geom Woojin roamed the Central Plains with the Fist Demon. In other words, Hwi and the other bodyguards were not to follow him.


"But Cult Leader!"

"Hwi!"



Hwi could say no more after hearing his name. Geom Woojin's strong will was embedded in that single word.

This was a battle the Fist Demon, the Poison King, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and Ak Gunhak were heading into together. If a situation arose where he, a bodyguard, had to step in, then the battle would already be lost.

Geom Woojin knew this and left him behind. He even entrusted Geom Muyang to Hwi in the unlikely event his eldest son was targeted.

After a moment of thought, Hwi had replied politely.


"Fine, I'll wait at the cult."



In any other situation, he would have been stubborn. If it was any other fight, however, the Cult Leader would not have acted this way either.

He said to Geom Muyang, "The Cult Leader left me behind and departed."

Geom Muyang was truly taken aback. It wasn't his father's words that surprised him, but Hwi's obedience. The Hwi he knew was a bodyguard who would never accept an order to stay behind, even from his father.

"Isn't this the first time you've been separated from Father?" he asked.

Hwi replied calmly, "Yes, it's the first time."

Geom Muyang blinked at his composure. "Aren't you worried?"

"Of course I am. In fact, I've never been more worried in my entire life."

Hwi smiled faintly. How could he not be worried?

"Then why didn't you follow him? With your skills, you could have gone with him, couldn't you?" Geom Muyang asked. He knew that Hwi was the type of person who would defy an order and follow in secret.

Hwi thought for a while, then said, "I'm not sure myself."

If he had to give a reason, then it was probably because...

"I didn't think I should defy the Cult Leader's will before the fight even begins."

Geom Muyang nodded in understanding at Hwi's honest answer, because he felt the same way. The impending battle felt that significant.

"Right now, I honestly resent my younger brother. If I were the successor instead of him, I would've learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and gone with Father."

Hwi decisively cut off that regretful thought. "That wouldn't have been possible."

"Pardon?"

"Even if you learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Cult Leader would have left you behind."

"He would have if I'd learned it poorly, but if I had achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he would've taken me with him."

Hwi shook his head. "No. Even if you achieved Twelfth Star mastery, he wouldn't take you with him."

"?" Geom Muyang stared at Hwi in confusion. If that were the case, his father should not have taken the other four people either.

Hwi explained his reasoning coolly, "There's no parent in this world who would take their child to fight a formidable enemy when the outcome can't be guaranteed."

"!"

The two men's gazes locked.

"First Young Lord. I may not have raised a child myself, but I believe I know the Cult Leader's heart better than anyone. His leaving you behind has nothing to do with your martial prowess, so please don't be upset. It would've been no different even if the Young Cult Leader were here."

Geom Muyang was speechless. He never thought that Hwi would speak to him about a personal matter, much less comfort him.

Was Hwi always this kind of person? Probably not.

As far as he knew, Hwi was a man who would normally say only what was necessary and leave.

It seems that my younger brother has changed even this lonely man who lived his entire life in the shadows.

"Until the Cult Leader returns, the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards and I will serve you, First Young Lord."

The Cult Leader had not ordered Hwi to protect his son, but some things were understood without being said.

"Thank you, Martial Artist Hwi."

This was not a thank you for the promise of protection. It was for the comfort Hwi had just offered, which had been a great source of strength.

"You're most welcome."

Hwi bowed politely, then vanished.

Geom Muyang could not sense his presence nearby, but he knew the man was surely somewhere in the vicinity.

A moment after Hwi disappeared, someone spoke from far below the demonic statue. "My neck hurts. When are you coming down?"

The blacksmith Gwak Yeong looked up from below. "I can't get up there."

Geom Muyang leaped down, landing lightly in front of her.

"I came because I thought you'd be troubled," Gwak Yeong explained, "but it looks like someone else checked on you first."

Geom Muyang met her eyes. They had shared a celebratory drink when she received permission to make swords in the smithy. Drunk, she had excitedly shouted that they should be friends.

It was a drunken antic that could have cost her her life, but he had let it pass.

"Aren't you busy right now?" he asked.

The smithy had also gone on high alert when the Demonic Flames rose, as it provided weapons for all the demonic practitioners and created and maintained the mechanical contraptions.

Gwak Yeong shook her head. "Actually, I'm freer than usual."

The cultists still did not trust her because she came from the Murim Alliance, so she had no tasks in an emergency like this.

"Besides, no matter how busy I am, I should have enough time to say a word to the gracious person who changed my life. On that note, may I say something presumptuous?"

"Go ahead."

Gwak Yeong looked into Geom Muyang's eyes. "The Cult Leader will be safe, so please don't worry. I thought you, First Young Lord, would be the most worried. Do you think the enemy would even dare to come? They probably turned around and went somewhere else."

Geom Muyang stared at Gwak Yeong. "You must keep your promise," he said abruptly.

"What promise? Ah! I'll definitely buy you a drink on payday."

"That's a given. I'm talking about the other promise."

Gwak Yeong's eyes widened. "Huh? Did I make any other promise?"

"Didn't you say you'd personally forge me a legendary sword as magnificent as the Heavenly Demon Sword?"

"I did?"

Geom Muyang nodded.

Gwak Yeong was stunned. It seemed she had spouted all sorts of crazy things while drunk. "I'll keep it, I'll keep it!"

Geom Muyang gave Gwak Yeong a faint smile, then walked away with long strides.

When his figure grew distant, Gwak Yeong muttered softly, "Cheer up, friend. I'll cheer up too, and one day, I'll really keep that promise."


Countless boats floated on Dongting Lake.

The small boat carrying Geom Mugeuk, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also moved slowly, cutting through the moonlit water.

The sound of a flute and women's laughter drifted from somewhere. Everyone was enjoying a late-night boat ride.

Geom Mugeuk sat in the middle, rowing. The two women sat on either side of him, searching for a boat with a white flag.

He looked far in the opposite direction, at the boat carrying the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha. It was dark and far away, but he could see it clearly.

The Demonic Buddha had dimmed the light from his body as much as possible. He also hung several lanterns around himself to hide his glow.

The Drunken Demon was drinking while the Demonic Buddha tossed very small lotus flowers into the lake.

These were the blood lotuses used by the Demonic Buddha. They were connected to his senses, so as they floated to various parts of Dongting Lake, he could detect qi, auras or unusual energy beneath the water through them. This allowed him to find hidden assassins or unusual treasures underwater.

Meanwhile, the Drunken Demon kept drinking. Geom Mugeuk could tell from afar that the Drunken Demon was accumulating his alcohol qi for a fight. After all, a sober Drunken Demon was fearsome, but a dead-drunk Drunken Demon was truly terrifying.

He glanced at the lakeshore. The people there looked like small dots from so far away. It was too dark for even a master martial artist to make out their forms, but he could see everyone there.

Lee Ahn walked with the fourth Division Leader, Ji Han. They pretended to be lovers while checking the surroundings for anything suspicious.

On the opposite side, Cha Yiran walked with a few members of the third team, deliberately attracting attention. Local men gathered around, drawn by their beauty.

Meanwhile, the other team members thoroughly searched the area. If they found anything suspicious, they would immediately report it to the Demonic Army hidden in the forest behind them.

Everyone fulfilled their roles.

"Look over there!" the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shouted.

Geom Mugeuk looked in the direction she pointed. A large ship, capable of carrying hundreds, was approaching them.

He recognized it at a glance.

"It's the Ship of Fortune."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded. They too had heard of the ship.

"There's a saying that if you board that ship, you can get off a rich person. Nowadays, only the wealthy can board, which is why it became the Ship of Fortune. In truth, it's a casino ship run by the Water Dragon Gang."

The Water Dragon Gang were one of the most renowned sects in Hunan, dominating the area around Dongting Lake. They were involved in various businesses around Dongting Lake, and the Ship of Fortune was the most profitable, making money by inviting wealthy people from the Central Plains onto the Ship of Fortune for all sorts of pleasures and gambling.

Just then, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spotted something. "Look up there!"

A white flag was tied to the top of the Ship of Fortune's mast.

Geom Mugeuk and the two women were surprised.

"They wanted to meet on the Ship of Fortune?"

It was an unexpected meeting place. They had expected the white flag on a gloomy, haunted-looking boat.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman clammed up at the thought of finally meeting the Saintess.

On the other hand, Geom Mugeuk was relaxed.

"Isn't showing off the reason I came out all dressed up?" he remarked, rowing vigorously toward the Ship of Fortune. "And there's no better place to show off than a casino!"


Chapter 787: Would You Really Come Alone?

A martial artist appeared on the deck of the Ship of Fortune as Geom Mugeuk's small boat approached. "Do you have an invitation?"

Geom Mugeuk pulled something from his robes. "Here, an invitation."

He flicked a piece of paper through the air. It flew straight to the martial artist on the ship. The martial artist caught it and saw it was a one-hundred taels bank note.

While the martial artist checked the note, Geom Mugeuk and the two women appeared before him. Their silent, instantaneous movement revealed the high level of their skills.

"Guide us to the Captain."

They could have easily subdued me and forced me to guide them with skills like these. Why are they paying me and asking for guidance?

"I must inform the Captain beforehand."

"I don't mind."

"Please follow me."

The three followed the martial artist into the ship.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman quietly trailed behind Geom Mugeuk. They were surprised that he wanted to immediately seek out the ship's captain.

A blast of hot air hit them as they opened the first door, leading to a large, hall-like space.

This place was a casino where over a hundred people gambled intently, but it was no simple gambling den on a ship. The facilities were far better than most on land.

Women carried trays of liquor, while martial artists stood guard, watching for trouble. Sighs of regret, shouts of joy, and angry curses filled the air. One could feel the gamblers' emotions without even looking.

Geom Mugeuk's party crossed the room, but no one paid them any attention. Every gambler's gaze remained fixed on their cards, their opponents' faces, or the rolling dice.

The martial artist demonstrated the power of one hundred taels without being asked. "There are seven rooms like this on the ship," he introduced. "This is the lowest tier, a place for those with five hundred taels."

Five hundred taels was an unbelievably large sum for ordinary people.

The martial artist led them down a narrow corridor and knocked on an iron door with a predetermined signal. The thick door opened into another room.

The martial artist explained that while the previous room required five hundred taels, this one required two thousand.

"If you win enough to make five thousand taels here, you can move to the next room. Or you could just bring five thousand taels from the start."

One could keep moving up that way. The higher the tier, the bigger the stakes. The structure was designed to exploit a gambler's desire to win big in high-stakes games, something like, I've been this far, I can keep winning!

It expertly exploited the human desire to see things through to the end.

Doubt once again troubled the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Why did the Saintess ask to meet in a place like this?

She could not understand, no matter how hard she thought. She glanced at Geom Mugeuk, feeling a little more at ease, believing he surely had a plan.

They passed through several more rooms. The one they now crossed required thirty thousand taels for entry.

One might expect a more relaxed atmosphere among the rich, but that was not the case. Although the place was not as loud as the first room, the suffocating tension in the air grew with the stakes.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. Gamblers are gamblers, regardless of the amount of money involved.

The martial artist finally guided the three into the Captain's office.

The Captain of the Ship of Fortune was Yang Dong. He had a sturdy build and was one of the top three masters in the Water Dragon Pirates, a man who had earned the full trust and favor of the pirate boss.

He studied Geom Mugeuk, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. A single look told him they were not ordinary. "Where are you from?"

"What does origin matter in a gambling den? What's important is how much money we have, right?"

"Origin is more important to us, because many try to reclaim the money they lost through less than peaceful means. If you don't intend to reveal your identities, then you'll have to leave the ship."

"We're from the Divine Cult," Geom Mugeuk answered without hesitation, as if he had always intended to reveal his identity.

Yang Dong's eyes widened in disbelief. "How can I believe that?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled. The captain's genuine reaction made it clear he had no connection to the Darkness Palace.

SWISH!

In an instant, his sword was at Yang Dong's neck, a faint demonic qi flowing from the blade's tip.

Yang Dong froze. Even though he was supposedly one of the top three masters in the Water Dragon Pirates, he'd missed seeing Geom Mugeuk draw his sword.

This young man is an unparalleled master, far beyond my own level!

SWOOSH!

In the blink of an eye, Geom Mugeuk's sword was back in his sheath.

Yang Dong clasped his hands together politely. Just as he hadn't seen the sword being drawn, he also didn't see it being sheathed. "What brings such esteemed guests to this place?"

"Don't be nervous. We didn't come here to ruin your business. In fact, you could say we came to catch someone who plans to do just that."

Yang Dong was not only a skilled martial artist but also quick-witted, which was why he operated the profitable Ship of Fortune. He could tell the demonic master before him had not come to cause harm.

"Where are they?"

"Guide us to the VIP room."

Yang Dong flinched in surprise. "How did you know there was a VIP room?"

"Have you already forgotten who we are?"

A faint smile appeared on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's lips. When Geom Mugeuk said he was going to show off before boarding, she had assumed he meant among the gamblers, but that was not it.

The person Geom Mugeuk intended to impress was the captain. As always, he defied her expectations.

If it had been her, she would have infiltrated quietly and started gambling in the lowest room to gauge the atmosphere. She would probably still be in the first room, trying to learn from other gamblers that a second room even existed.

On the other hand, Geom Mugeuk was already on his way to the VIP room for the wealthiest patrons.

Thinking about it, his choice was correct. A meeting in a place like this was likely not meant to be in some deserted corner. If so, they would have met on a quiet boat. Therefore, it made sense to start from the most central location.

If the Saintess wasn't in the VIP room, then they could make their way down from there.

I'm learning from the Young Cult's Leader's way of handling things, huh.

"Guide us there," Geom Mugeuk demanded.

"Why are you trying to go there?" Yang Dong asked, not backing down just yet. The tycoons in that room were people he could not hand over, even at the cost of his own life. "No matter who you are, I can't take you there..."

Geom Mugeuk cut him off and revealed his identity. "I am the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Yang Dong's eyes widened. A demonic practitioner would never dare impersonate the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

I knew this kid was formidable, but to think he was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult!

Geom Mugeuk continued, "I hate gambling. I also hate gamblers, and I hate those who run gambling dens and casinos even more. A murderer at least only kills the victim, but you people drive their families and acquaintances into misery as well. So stop pissing me off. I'm just going to handle my business quietly and leave."

This was his philosophy on gambling.

Yang Dong sighed, resigned to his fate. He couldn't possibly oppose the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. "Please, handle it quietly."

For a moment, he wanted to add, 'If you cause trouble, we won't stand for it either', but ultimately, he couldn't bring himself to do it. There was no way he could stand up to the Demonic Cult.

He personally guided Geom Mugeuk and the two women to the VIP room. They navigated complex cabins and passed through a secret door to arrive.

"Well now, new guests have arrived."

The gazes of those inside turned toward Geom Mugeuk's party.

Seven people sat around a large round table. There was an old man, a middle-aged man, and a young man, all dressed in expensive clothes that marked them as wealthy.

Among them was a woman.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman knew the moment she saw the woman. It was the Saintess. She had left the palace at a young age and had never seen the Saintess before, but she recognized her at a glance.

She quietly informed Geom Mugeuk and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, "That's her."

Indeed, the woman was the Saintess, Ga Ye. The woman who had read constellations for the Darkness Palace Lord now sat at a gambling table.

Ga Ye looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "You've come? You're here sooner than I expected," she said calmly and even a little joyfully. "Have you ever played this game? It's more fun than you'd think. Come over and play a round."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman did not know what to make of the offer. She never imagined sitting at a gambling table.

Geom Mugeuk strode forward and drew his sword. "Anyone not involved with this woman, get out right now. If you stay, I'll consider you her ally," he warned, releasing a cold, demonic sword qi. "No matter how crazy you are for gambling, you can at least read the room, right?"

The demonic qi the Young Cult Leader released was not something ordinary people could withstand. The people at the round table immediately stood up, trembling.

Yang Dong ushered them out, thinking it was for the best. If these esteemed people died in a fight and rumors spread, it would be the end of the Ship of Fortune.

I just need to keep them alive.

Once outside with Yang Dong, the VIPs finally got angry.

"Is this how you're going to manage your guests?"

"I apologize. There are circumstances, so I ask for your special understanding just for today."

"You have another room, right?"

Even now, they were more interested in gambling than in going home.

Yang Dong smiled. "Of course. Now, let's go."

He led them away. Ensuring these tycoons remained addicted to gambling was more important than what happened inside the room.

Now, only Ga Ye remained. It seemed she had truly come alone.

However, Geom Mugeuk thought this was not a good sign. Being alone meant she trusted in something unseen.

The Saintess's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. "You're more handsome than I expected."

Geom Mugeuk's assessment was harsh. "And you're more shameless than I expected."

"Shameless?"

"You told our Chairwoman to come alone, didn't you?"

"I did."

"Think about everything you people have done. How could you tell her to come alone? If we asked you to visit our Cult alone, would you have really come alone?"

Ga Ye did not refute his words. Instead, she smiled.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman slowly walked over and sat opposite the Saintess. The two women, both saintesses who received prophecies yet lived completely different lives, stared at each other.

Finally, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked calmly, "Why did you want to see me?"

"You're as impatient as the Young Cult Leader."

"I've become this way after enduring several storms because of you people."

"The phrase 'you people' is a bit strange. Shouldn't the Chairwoman and I be bound by the word 'us'?"

"I left when I was young because I hated that."

The two women exchanged polite words, but an unseen energy clashed intensely between them.

"You're aware that the Celestial Killer Star has appeared, aren't you?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded.

Ga Ye continued, "I've received a new prophecy. 'This world will be ruled by the one born with the Celestial Killer Star.' That is the new prophecy that has been handed down."

A heavy silence fell at the incredible prophecy from the Saintess's lips.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was the most shocked. She had lived believing prophecies were never wrong, and her heart pounded fiercely. This prophecy meant the Young Cult Leader and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would die.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"It's a prophecy of our palace. Others may not know, but shouldn't you, at least, be aware?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over and sat beside the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "That prophecy is a lie."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Geom Mugeuk with surprise. "A Saintess can't lie about a prophecy."

"Then it seems she has given up on being a Saintess," Geom Mugeuk stated firmly. "If a prophecy were to be given in this situation, it would have been given to the Chairwoman."

Ga Ye asked with genuine curiosity, "Why do you think so?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze was cold. "Because your life is wrong."

"!" Ga Ye's relaxed expression hardened slightly.

"I think you're a worse person than the Darkness Palace Lord. The Darkness Palace Lord has a clear objective, but what about you? Was the role of the Saintess Palace ever to help the Darkness Palace conquer the world?"

"The Darkness Palace inherited the will of the Heavenly Fate Palace."

She meant she followed the Heavenly Fate Palace, not the Darkness Palace.

"Do you really think so?" Geom Mugeuk stared at her so intensely that his gaze seemed to pierce through her. "If the Saintess from the era of the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord saw you now, what do you think she would say? Would she say you're doing a good job?"

The corner of the Saintess's eye twitched.

Geom Mugeuk provoked her further. "If the Darkness Palace Lord is trying to use the Chairwoman to lure me in and kill me, aren't you the opposite? Don't you want to kill the Chairwoman more than me?"

"Why would I want to kill her?"

"How would I know what's in your heart? Perhaps it's because you can't receive prophecies, while the Chairwoman here can, and it makes you angry."

"Shut up!" Ga Ye's composure shattered, and her expression turned cold.

Geom Mugeuk raised his sword and half-drew it before her face. "I believe the heavens would not bestow a prophecy upon a person like you. Instead of meeting the Chairwoman to tell her a fake prophecy, you should have apologized. You should have said you were sorry for calling her into a trap like this. That you had no other choice."

The Saintess's scowling face reflected on the shining blade.

Geom Mugeuk sheathed his sword again and rose from his seat. "We're leaving."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced at the quietly sitting Saintess, then asked Geom Mugeuk, "Are we just leaving her here?"

"She has already left."

"What?"

SWOOOSH!

A single stream of sword qi sliced through the Saintess's neck, and her severed head flew into the air. Geom Mugeuk had beheaded the Saintess with the Black Demon Sword.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme were startled, but not as startled as when they noticed that no blood came was flowing from the corpse's neck.

POOF! POOF!

The Saintess's head and body vanished into black smoke.

Geom Mugeuk frowned. The moment he had sheathed his half-drawn sword, he had noticed the Saintess's energy change. Someone, he did not know who, had spirited her away with incredible skill.

"A formation was just deployed around us!"

Geom Mugeuk walked back and opened the door. The corridor outside shimmered with black energy, filled with black smoke like a fog.

"Now I think I know why she wanted to meet on this ship."

He  recognized the technique from the Pitch Black Demonic Art unfolding before his eyes.

"The Greedy Annihilation Art has been deployed on this ship."

The Greedy Annihilation Art was a representative Pitch Black Demonic Art passed down in the Darkness Palace.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also knew what kind of demonic art it was. "It's a Pitch Black Demonic Art that is activated by feeding on instinctive human desires. The more primal the desire, like appetite or lust, and the stronger that desire, the greater the power it generates... Ah!"

In that moment, she too understood why the meeting had been arranged here.

"This ship is filled with a desire that chews up and spits out even appetite or lust..."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the corridor, filled with terror and foreboding.

"No. It's filled with a much crazier desire," he whispered.


Chapter 788: What About Under the Light?

The Saintess Ga Ye shot out from the pitch-black hole.

"Huff, huff..." She gasped for breath with a furrowed brow. The sensation of being transported was the most unpleasant experience of her life.

The Darkness Palace Lord sat before her, in the very center of the space, surrounded by the Five Top Scholars of the Dark Palace, who were also sitting with their hands extended.

SHWAA...

Their outstretched hands formed various hand seals. Each time they moved, a thin wisp of smoke rose from their fingertips. The smoke formed bizarre patterns and unknown characters in the air before vanishing.

Whenever these patterns and characters appeared, a character would light up on the floor where the Darkness Palace Lord sat.

Ga Ye could not tell what kind of incantation they were weaving, but she could guess its tremendous power once completed.

She looked around. They were not the only ones in this space. Two old men sat side by side in a corner, so alike they could have been twins.

They were the Dark Elder and the Black Elder, and together they formed the Dark Black Duo. Both absolute masters were over a hundred years old, and were trump cards the Darkness Palace Lord had saved for the final battle.

Even Ga Ye, who had served the Darkness Palace Lord for a long time, was seeing them in person for the first time.

One might think she would observe them more closely, but her gaze was fixed on the opposite wall, where a painting of a standing man was hung.

Her gaze remained fixed there because this being was even more peculiar than the two old men.

Sensing her stare, the man on the wall turned to look at Ga Ye and grinned. The image was so vivid that her heart sank, even though she had expected it.

The painting was known as the Dark Black Painted Spirit. Same as the Dark Black Duo, this artifact was the Dark Palace's secret weapon, which she had only ever heard about.

The man in the painting began to move slowly. He took a step as if the world within the wall was his own, walking inside it. When the man passed by the place where the Darkness Palace Lord was, he tiptoed carefully.

He went all the way to the opposite wall, then moved behind the Dark Black Duo and playfully waved his hand.

The Black Elder of the Dark Black Duo swung his hand without looking back.

THWACK!

His palm technique struck the wall, but the man there had already vanished.

Ga Ye lost sight of him as he disappeared in an instant.

Where did he go?

Just then, he popped out from the corner line between the walls.

He looked somehow full of mischief, but Ga Ye knew better. Along with the Dark Black Duo, the being the Darkness Palace Lord cherished most was the Dark Black Painted Spirit. That meant he was just as fearsome and powerful as they.

Moreover, those two were not the only ones. Today, all the masters of the Dark Palace had been mobilized on this ship and around Dongting Lake. The Darkness Palace Lord had unleashed all the power he had accumulated over three hundred years, staking his life on this battle against the Demonic Cult.

Finally, the Darkness Palace Lord, who had his eyes closed, slowly opened them.

"I didn't give the signal, so why did you summon me?" Ga Ye asked. Her tone was polite and calm, but it held strong dissatisfaction.

She had been unilaterally overwhelmed by Geom Mugeuk's words, unable to say a single word in rebuttal before the Darkness Palace Lord pulled her out, even though he could see and hear the entire conversation in the VIP room.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord did not ask, 'What were you going to say to the Young Cult Leader if you stayed longer?' Instead, he read her emotions. "Why were you so angry?"

The moment Ga Ye was caught in Geom Mugeuk's psychological warfare and became enraged, she had already lost.

"If you had stayed there any longer, you might not have been able to return. Didn't you see how quickly the Young Cult Leader found you? Didn't you experience how he turned your heart upside down as soon as he arrived?"

He meant that if Ga Ye had dragged it out any longer, she could have truly died at Geom Mugeuk's hands.

Just as with Geom Mugeuk, Ga Ye could not refute the Darkness Palace Lord, because she had truly lost her temper when Geom Mugeuk asked if she wanted to kill the Thousand Flower Chairwoman. After that, the moment he suggested that the reason was because of she couldn't truly receive prophecies, she felt as if she had been stripped naked.

"Do you know what's regrettable about you?"

"What is it?"

"It would have been better if you weren't a Saintess."

"!" Ga Ye was taken aback. This was the first time the Darkness Palace Lord had ever said such a thing.

"That shell of being a Saintess is making you not be yourself."

Ga Ye's barely calmed emotions surged once again, for the exact same reason as before. Still, she couldn't easily refute the Darkness Palace Lord's words. "That shell is everything I am."

"Is that really so?" The Darkness Palace Lord regarded her with eyes that seemed to pierce right through her heart.

"Are you trying to say that if I weren't a Saintess, I would have become a truly evil woman? I'm sorry, but from the very beginning until now, I have been helping you as a Saintess. Following not my own will, but the will of heaven."

Honestly, she wanted to add this as well.

I am a person connected to the heavens.

She should have been able to say it confidently... but she couldn't.

Because even at such a critical moment, the heavens had not shown her their will.

The Darkness Palace Lord, who was looking at her with an unreadable expression, nodded. "I was rash. Don't mind it and calm your heart."

Ga Ye sighed. How could she easily compose herself, when the reason for her very existence had been denied?

SSSSSH...

Suddenly, Hoe, a subordinate of the Darkness Palace Lord, rose up from the floor. "We have completed our preparations."

A dark energy began to rise around the Darkness Palace Lord, incomparably thicker than usual. "Today's battle is the most important one that will decide our fate. Don't let a single one of those Demonic Cult bastards leave alive!"

The rising dark energy completely enveloped the Darkness Palace Lord's body.

"From this moment, the Dark Black Holy War begins!"


When one reached Geom Mugeuk's level in martial arts, there were things one could tell at a glance. For example, he could judged the skill of the person who spirited away the Saintess so flawlessly, as well as the level of the demonic art now unfolding.

"It seems the Darkness Palace Lord is here," he concluded.

The expressions of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Thousand Flower Chairwoman hardened. It was not that they had not expected it at all, but the final mastermind behind this incident had truly appeared.

The Thousand Flower Chairwoman's heart sank once again at the fact that she had considered coming to a place like this alone.

WHOOSH!

The black energy spread across the corridor floor began to creep into the room like a fog. The Greedy Annihilation Art, personally unleashed by the Darkness Palace Lord, instilled fear just by looking at it.

"What will happen if we're exposed to that energy?" the Thousand Flower Chairwoman asked.

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "I don't know. At the very least, you must not forget that this demonic art is the Pitch Black Demonic Art, which uses human desire."

He meant they had to steel their hearts.

"Since we know it's a trap, shouldn't we escape from here?" the Thousand Flower Chairwoman suggested.

She did not want the Young Cult Leader to fall into danger because of her. After all, this meeting had happened because of her.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "Too late. This dark energy is probably already spreading throughout the entire ship."

"Can't we smash through the cabin wall and get out?" the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme suggested. Her thought was that even if they had to fight, they should do it after leaving the ship.

Unfortunately, that was impossible.

"We can't escape from here unless we break the Greedy Annihilation Art."

As if to demonstrate it himself, Geom Mugeuk lightly threw a punch toward the cabin wall.

KR-KR-KR-KRAKOOM!

Although his fist made no sound, a hole formed in the wall and continued to pierce through beyond it.

THUD!

An unusual impact sound echoed at the end.

The Thousand Flower Chairwoman and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stared at the gaping hole. Black smoke billowed at the end of the hole, but even that incredible punch hadn't broken through it.

The dark smoke of the Greedy Annihilation Art had completely surrounded the ship.

"I could break through that with a more powerful force, but..." Geom Mugeuk hesitated.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art at complete mastery could easily destroy the formation. If he unleashed the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World toward a wall with no people, everything would vanish without a trace. Naturally, the Greedy Annihilation Art would be broken as well.

However, he couldn't do that.

"...If we forcibly destroy the Greedy Annihilation Art, everyone on this ship will die."

The Greedy Annihilation Art was already connected to the people on the ship, manifesting itself based on their desires.

"The reason the Saintess was waiting in the last room was probably because of us."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme immediately understood Geom Mugeuk's words. "So it was to connect that Pitch Black Demonic Art to us as well."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "That's right. That's why she was sitting so nonchalantly in the hardest place to find, to buy time. Originally, she probably expected it would take us longer to arrive and reach this place. Thanks to that, we haven't become deeply entangled with the Greedy Annihilation Art."

Fortunately, he had found the Captain right away and came here, then immediately chased out the gamblers and got to the point.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was inwardly very impressed. If it were up to me, I would still be searching for the Saintess in the lower-level gambling den, moving exactly as the enemy intended.

"So if we force our way out, we can survive, but the rest of the people on this ship will all die."

Even though they were gambling addicts, Geom Mugeuk could not just let innocents die such a horrible death. Besides, among them were Water Dragon Gang martial artists as well as sailors who did not know martial arts.

Furthermore, the Water Dragon Gang was an unorthodox sect. Considering his relationship with the Evil Alliance, he could not let them die.

"If we don't dispel the demonic art quickly, everyone here will become fuel for it. They'll die from their qi depletion without knowing what's happening to them."

The Greedy Annihilation Art was terrifying because it sucked away all human desires.

"Also, the longer we drag this out, the more we'll be affected too. The formation will try to draw out our desires as well."

The Thousand Flower Chairwoman could not readily think of what her greatest desires were. She had thoughts about how she wanted to live, but that did not seem to fit the expression 'desire'.

On the other hand, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme knew her own desire precisely.

I want to become the most skilled Demon Supreme among the Young Cult Leader's Demon Supremes. I want to become the Demon Supreme he cherishes the most.

"Now, let's get out of this room first."

The black energy had already crept in, filling half the room.

Geom Mugeuk examined the back wall.

KR-KR-KR-KRAKOOM!

He punched a large hole, big enough for a person to pass through, in the direction where there was space. Beyond that wall was another corridor.

Geom Mugeuk instructed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. "To break the Greedy Annihilation Art, we need to find the Darkness Palace Lord. I'll look for him, so please protect the Chairwoman in the meantime. Avoid that black fog as much as possible."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded reliably. "Don't worry, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk prepared to enter the area where the black fog was rolling in.

"Will you be okay?" the Thousand Flower Chairwoman asked worriedly.

Geom Mugeuk replied with a smile, "To find him, I'll have to go to the source of that darkness."

Because the Darkness Palace Lord would be at the source of that black energy.

After raising the Heavenly Demon Defense Art to its limit, Geom Mugeuk walked into the black fog.

In an instant, the darkness swallowed him.


The Demonic Buddha stared at the Drunken Demon, dumbfounded. After chugging alcohol, he had slumped to the side and fallen asleep, snoring loudly.

Getting drunk and sleeping at such an important moment? Is this guy crazy?

The Demonic Buddha looked at the Drunken Demon with a judging gaze before letting out a faint smile.

This is all the Young Cult Leader's doing. Spending time with the Young Cult Leader changed the Drunken Demon like this, and even made me look at this changed Drunken Demon with a smile. Well, since the person on that ship over there is the Young Cult Leader, I'm not worried...

The moment he casually glanced at the Ship of Fortune, his expression hardened.

"Hey, wake up!" he shouted urgently.

The Drunken Demon opened his eyes dazedly.

"Look over there!"

Still half-asleep, the Drunken Demon looked where the Demonic Buddha was pointing. His eyes flew open as he shot to his feet.

A massive dark energy could be felt from the Ship of Fortune, and billowing black smoke began to envelop the vessel.

The two men met each other's gaze and nodded simultaneously.

SWOOOOSH!

Their figures shot toward the Ship of Fortune. The evil energy was far too immense to simply think, 'Geom Mugeuk will handle it.'

The two dashed across the water's surface toward the Ship of Fortune using the movement arts technique, Flying Over Water.

THUD!

Suddenly, they crashed into something and were thrown backward. There was an invisible barrier in front of them, even though they were still a long way from reaching the ship.

"It's a barrier formation!" the Drunken Demon roared.

The Demonic Buddha examined the barrier spread out before his eyes. "It's the Heavenly Night Domain!"

This was one of the Dark Palace's impenetrable barrier formations, and was known to increase in strength significantly when cast at night.

SPLASH!

The Drunken Demon dived into the water and swam downward. However, the barrier extended below the water's surface as well.

The Ship of Fortune was inside a massive, transparent, spherical barrier. Worse, both the dark energy felt from the ship earlier and this barrier were the strongest techniques of the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

Considering they had not noticed the barrier being cast despite being nearby with a blood lotus deployed, today's meeting was a thoroughly prepared trap.

The Demonic Buddha said, "We have to break through the barrier and get to that ship somehow."

The Drunken Demon first launched a palm strike at the barrier.

SWIIISH! BOOM!

The barrier's membrane seemed to dent inward before bouncing back.

"Let's do it together."

This time, the Demonic Buddha and the Drunken Demon launched a palm strike simultaneously.

BOOOOOOM!

However, even with both of their attacks, the barrier did not break.

"We'll have to find a way to break it to get through."

However, finding a way was not easy, as the barrier was spread out in a vast, large sphere centered on the Ship of Fortune. Moreover, what if the method to break it was underwater? Finding it in these dark waters was nearly impossible.

The Drunken Demon took out a dagger and infused it with inner qi.

SHWIIING! THUD!

However, his dagger failed to pierce the barrier and bounced off. It was truly being maintained with immense power.

Then, the Demonic Buddha thought of another way to break it. "The Heavenly Night Domain gets stronger in the dark, right?"

"That's what I've heard."

"Then what about under the light?"

The Demonic Buddha's eyes seemed to sharpen, and soon, a golden light began to emanate from his body.

FLAAASH!

Not only the people on the other boats nearby, but also the people on the lakeshore, all saw that light.

The Demonic Buddha gathered the light emanating from his body into his palm and focused on one spot on the barrier.

At the same time, the Drunken Demon threw his dagger toward the part illuminated by the light.

SHWIIING! CRASH!

This time, the throwing knife embedded itself in the barrier.

However, it was only embedded and did not tear through, so the Drunken Demon pushed his inner arts to the limit.

FLAAAAAAAAASH!

The light emitted by the Demonic Buddha also became so bright that one could not open their eyes.

RIIIIIP!

The Drunken Demon's dagger began to tear through the barrier.


Chapter 789: A Body That Has Lived a Dizzying Life

RRRRIP!

The barrier tore open, and the two men seized the opening and threw themselves inside.

WHOOSH!

The barrier sealed itself the moment they entered. The power maintaining it was extraordinary.

The Drunken Demon marveled at the Demonic Buddha. "That was a brilliant move."

The solution was clever and literally dazzling.

The Demonic Buddha's past self would have been cynical, wondering if he was being mocked for glowing, but the him of today just smiled faintly. If the situation wasn't so urgent, he might have boasted: 'The Young Cult Leader calls me the 'Little Giant' when he sees me.'

The two men shot toward the Ship of Fortune, where an intense aura of darkness emanated.

"This is no ordinary smoke," the Drunken Demon remarked. He didn't know what the smoke was.

However, the Demonic Buddha did. "The Greedy Annihilation Art has been cast on this ship."

He knew the martial arts of the Darkness Palace well, so he reached for the smoke billowing from the ship's surface.

WHOOMPH!

The smoke gently pushed the Demonic Buddha's hand away, but he felt the immense power within it.

"I've never encountered pitch-black demonic qi this powerful."

"It seems the Darkness Palace Lord himself cast this demonic art."

The Demonic Buddha nodded. Both men's expressions hardened. This meant Geom Mugeuk could be in danger on the ship. They were even more worried because he wasn't alone.

"We have to find a way in, no matter what," the Drunken Demon said firmly.

Little brother, just hold on. Your big brother will find a way inside.

As the two examined the ship, he sensed an energy from behind and spun around.

A single drop of water floated in mid-air. Just as he thought something was wrong, it shot forward like a hidden weapon.

He twisted in mid-air to dodge.

WHOOSH!

A water droplet grazed his face.

This was no ordinary droplet. It was powerful enough to tear flesh and break bone!

The Demonic Buddha also stared ahead, his expression hard. Two water droplets floated before him.

WHOOSH! POP!

The fluid projectiles flew at the Demonic Buddha, and he extended his hand to block them.

THWACK! THWACK!

The droplets burst against the qi before his palm with extraordinary force.

The Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha exchanged a look.

FWOOSH!

Suddenly, as if the attacks were just a probe, dozens of water droplets shot up from the calm water.

The eyes of the two Demon Supremes glinted.

FWIP-FWIP-FWIP-FWIP-FWIP-FWIP-FWIP!

The droplets shot from the surface toward the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha. In response, the Demonic Buddha's prayer beads flew through the air.

SHUK-SHUK-SHUK-SHUK-SHUK-SHUK-SHUK! THWACK-THWACK-THWACK-THWACK-THWACK-THWACK-THWACK!

The beads burst every water droplet in mid-air.

The surroundings fell quiet again, as if nothing had happened.

"Someone is using water arts," the Demonic Buddha said.

The Drunken Demon shouted in his drunken voice, "You bloated water ghost, stop your games and get out here!"

An old man then revealed himself from the distant water.

CHWAAAAAK!

He rose straight up, standing erect. His long robes depicted crashing waves, and he stood on the water as if it were solid ground.

He wasn't using martial arts. He was truly standing on the water.

The Demonic Buddha recognized him. Only one old man could appear like this in such attire. "Blue Sea Lord."

The Drunken Demon's eyes widened. Even he knew of the famous Blue Sea Lord. The old man was an absolute master of water arts, once called the King of Water, and had once boasted he was the world's number one when fighting on water.

When he stopped appearing in the murim at some point, various rumors began to circulate. Some said he had died fighting an absolute master, while others rumored he had drowned in the sea while recklessly training his water arts. Still others claimed he had secluded himself alone on some martial artist's island in the middle of the sea.

As it turned out, it seemed he had joined the Darkness Palace.

"To think the fishy-smelling old man is still alive!" the Demonic Buddha mocked.

The Blue Sea Lord laughed coldly. "I've heard about it too. That some unsightly clown is playing the part of a Demon Supreme."

The Demonic Buddha's expression turned cold. This man wouldn't have dared to meet his eyes on land, but here, he had every right to boast. There was only water, and the barrier left nowhere to run.

The Drunken Demon turned to the Demonic Buddha. "I'll take care of him. You find a way into that ship."

If the Blue Sea Lord was the gatekeeper, then a much stronger enemy must be targeting the Young Cult Leader inside. They had to get in as quickly as possible.

"No, why me? I'll fight, you find a way."

"No can do."

"Why?"

"Are you sure you want to entrust a thinking job to a drunkard?"

The Drunken Demon's voice was drunken, but his eyes were clear.

The Demonic Buddha understood his meaning perfectly. He knew more about the Pitch Black Demonic Art due to his martial arts compatibility, which was why he had recognized the Greedy Annihilation Art.

Alright, I'll find a way as fast as I can.

He nodded, then told the Blue Sea Lord, "Don't you die before I find a way!"

After implying he would kill the man himself, he leaped away. He moved to the opposite side of the Ship of Fortune, seemingly unconcerned with the fight.

The dark smoke hadn't been rising for long. If he searched quickly, he might find a spot where it hadn't fully spread.

Left alone, the Drunken Demon approached the Blue Sea Lord with a silly grin and drunken eyes. "Are we the only clowns? An old man cleaning up after the Darkness Palace is a clown too. Alright, let's see the clowns play!"

SWOOSH!

The Drunken Demon rushed the Blue Sea Lord.

THUD!

Something blocked his path again. He looked closer and saw a water barrier in front of the Blue Sea Lord. It was clearly water, yet his hand couldn't pass through.

"Again?"

SWOOSH! POW!

He threw a palm strike but couldn't break the water barrier. To his irritation, the Blue Sea Lord's smiling face also appeared distorted through the shimmering water.

"How did cowards like you come out to fight?"

He plunged into the water, but a barrier was below as well. He tried to leap over it, but there was a ceiling too.

The protective water wall was a manifestation of the Blue Sea Lord's unique martial art. It was the Third Technique of the Blue Sea Divine Art, Oceanic Water Wall.

The Drunken Demon knocked on the water wall like a drunkard at a tavern door.

KNOCK, KNOCK!

"It's one-on-one on your home turf, and you're still acting like a coward? I'm even running low on qi just floating here! So come on out! There's plenty of water here too!"

The Blue Sea Lord didn't even blink at the provocation. "For a demonic practitioner to speak of cowardice is truly shameless." He drew upon his inner qi. "You bastards will become fish food in Dongting Lake today."

He began his full-scale attack.

PLINK! PLINK! PLINK! PLINK-PLINK!

Dozens of circular ripples formed on the water around him, like those from falling raindrops. This was the Fourth Technique of the Blue Sea Divine Art, Turbulent Torrent Crash.

The round ripples began to explode with immense power. Pillars of water shot up from all directions.

BOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM!

The Drunken Demon narrowly dodged between the erupting explosions, jumping about in what looked like a drunken dance.

"Aargh! I'm gonna die!"

BOOM! KABOOOM!

Just when an explosion seemed to hit him, though, he would pop out from behind it, wildly flailing his limbs. He was clearly caught in the blast, yet somehow he was already flinging himself away.

Just looking at him, he seemed like a drunkard being chased by a dog, stumbling and running in every direction. They were the movements of a drunkard who looked like he could collapse at any moment.

However, the Drunken Demon's footwork was truly astonishing. The very essence of footwork was imbued in each and every movement.

In this moment, he put into practice the martial will he had contemplated while drinking on his journey.

When the Turbulent Torrent Crash explosions ended, he yelled, "Are you crazy? Do you know how many fish you just killed?"

He acted like he was truly drunk and spouting nonsense, but the Blue Sea Lord wasn't about to fall for that.

He dodged that?

It was possible to dodge, but he hadn't expected the Drunken Demon to do it so ridiculously. He looked so drunk it was impossible to tell if it was skill or just luck.

His next attack followed. The Blue Sea Divine Art, Fifth Technique, Myriad Styles Renaissance.

The water beneath the Drunken Demon's feet began to churn.

RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE!

A giant whirlpool formed beneath his feet.

"What's this now?"

As he leaped into the air, the whirlpool swirled and shot up like a water pillar.

WHIRRRRRRRRRRRRR!

The whirlpool pursued the Drunken Demon like a living creature trying to devour him.

"It's a snake, a water snake!" the Drunken Demon shrieked, even as he unleashed a palm technique downward from mid-air.

KABOOM!

The waterspout shattered, but the water immediately merged again into an even larger one.

The fleeing Drunken Demon crashed into the Oceanic Water Wall, bounced forward, and was swept into the charging waterspout. Inside the powerful vortex, which could tear a body to shreds, he flailed and spun, looking as helpless as a doll.

"Got him!"

No one caught in the Myriad Styles Renaissance ever escaped alive, but because of his opponent, the Blue Sea Lord increased the vortex's speed even more.

WHIRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!

The rotation was so fast the Drunken Demon's figure vanished. His entire body would be torn to shreds, leaving not even a trace.

"Alright, one down." The Blue Sea Lord called out to the Demonic Buddha. "Midget! Now it's your turn!"

The Demonic Buddha leaped up from the other side of the Ship of Fortune, glanced once at the madly spinning vortex and disappeared again.

The Blue Sea Lord scoffed. "Where are you going, midget? There's nowhere to run, even if you hide in fear."

Just then, the vortex's mad spin gradually decreased.

The Blue Sea Lord startled. He hadn't slowed it, yet it was slowing down.

When the vortex stopped completely, his eyes widened.

SPLASH!

The Drunken Demon landed perfectly fine on the water's surface. "Damn, that was dizzying," he groaned, staggering.

"How? How in the world?" The Blue Sea Lord couldn't hide his shock, as if he'd seen a ghost. "You broke through the Myriad Styles Renaissance with your bare body?"

The Drunken Demon met his opponent's disbelieving gaze and took a swig from his gourd. "This body has lived a lifetime dizzy on alcohol. How could that be as dizzying as my life?" He raised his gourd and grinned. "Want to have a drink and listen to my life story?"

He stumbled toward the Blue Sea Lord as he talked, but the old man didn't notice.

The Drunken Demon's movement arts had changed. Before the Blue Sea Lord knew it, he too was walking on water as if it were land, just like himself. The Demon Supreme had come out of the vortex having gained some kind of enlightenment.

"This crazy drunkard!"

The Drunken Demon's drunken eyes were terrifying, especially after surviving something no one should have.

He unleashed his most powerful technique, the Sixth Technique of the Blue Sea Divine Art, Heated Steam Burst.

BUBBLE-BUBBLE BUBBLE-BUBBLE!

The surrounding water instantly began to boil.

"Cook to death!"

SPLAAAAASH!

Water as hot as lava crashed over the Drunken Demon in a wave.

This technique had claimed countless masters' lives, as normal protective enhanced qi couldn't block this special heat.

SPLAAAAASH!

The boiling water crashed over him, but the Drunken Demon didn't dodge.

"Aaaaaargh! It's hot!"

He wailed in pain but continued walking until he reached the Oceanic Water Wall. Alcohol qi, not protective enhanced qi, protected him.

TSSSSSSSSS.

The alcohol qi sizzled in the heat. Hot steam rose from the Drunken Demon's body. His face cooked red, he began to tear at the Oceanic Water Wall with his bare hands.

RRRRIP!

Surprisingly, it tore apart.

"When we're drunk, we don't even feel pain! We see nothing in front of us."

The Blue Sea Lord felt a chill as he saw the Drunken Demon's bloodshot eyes stick through the torn barrier. He had fought countless enemies, but never one like this.

He wouldn't have been so shocked if his opponent had used a unique martial art to block it, but his opponent was simply enduring the attack with his bare body. He hadn't flinched.

Suddenly, he felt a fear as great as the blow to his pride.

A mere Demon Supreme is this strong?

This was not the level of a Demon Supreme as he knew it.

He leaped to the opposite side, outside the Oceanic Water Wall.

The Drunken Demon staggered toward him again, slurring his words. "I'm telling you, I had a breakthrough thanks to you. Here, have a drink on me and spin up another whirlpool!"

"This crazy son of a bitch!"

Overwhelmed by his aura, the Blue Sea Lord stepped back. At that moment, he bumped into something behind him.

THUD!

Startled, he turned around. The Demonic Buddha was standing behind him, emitting a soft glow.

The Demonic Buddha looked at him and said coldly, "The midget is right here, isn't he?"

A hand seal was already formed in his hands.

"Fuck..."

He didn't even have time to finish the curse.

CRAAAAASH!

A golden enhanced qi descended like lightning, striking the Blue Sea Lord's head. His head exploded, and he collapsed, dead on the spot.

The Drunken Demon looked down at the corpse. "I get it. You turn around and forget, turn around and forget again. You forget when you're old, and you forget when you're drunk."

The Demonic Buddha hurried his colleague along, "Let's go. I've found the way in."

"See? You're a hundred times smarter than the drunkard!"

BOOOOOM!

Just then, an explosion erupted from the distant lakeshore. The clash of weapons came from where the Ghost Shadow Squad's subordinates were. In the distance, enemies swarmed in from all directions like bees from a hive.

The Drunken Demon narrowed his eyes. "Now I see. They cast a net to catch us from the very beginning."

The Demonic Buddha took the wine bottle from his hand and chugged it.

Seeing this, the Drunken Demon grinned foolishly. "Looks like these guys are bringing out our Demonic Buddha's old temper."

The Demonic Buddha shot forward wordlessly, and the Drunken Demon followed, leaping toward the rear of the Ship of Fortune. He wasn't worried about the chaos outside.

Just as this place shone with golden light, that place would soon see a pure white smile.


Chapter 790: This Is Only The Beginning

Lee Ahn walked along the lakeside with Ji Han.

Despite the late hour, the area was crowded. People strolled slowly around the lake's perimeter, where rows of peddlers sold their goods. Vendors offered alcohol, snacks, and fireworks.

The peaceful scene only made Lee Ahn more anxious.

Ji Han said cautiously, "This may sound strange, but I smell something ominous."

He drew the air in deeply. He had been focusing on the scents for a while, trusting his nose more than his eyes.

"There's a scent I can't quite describe. It's mixed with a strong metallic smell."

Lee Ahn looked around but saw no unusual changes in her surroundings. However, being unable to see a crisis meant it could be that much more dangerous.

"It's just a feeling, but..."

"That feeling, I trust it."

Lee Ahn let out a long whistle, and a nearby Ghost Shadow Squad martial artist responded with a bird call. The signal was relayed through a song before turning back into a whistle. This was the prearranged warning to prepare for danger.

In the distance, Lee Ahn saw Cha Yiran and the Third Division members glance in her direction. The scattered Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists had all tensed inwardly at her warning.

Just then, a brilliant golden radiance erupted from the middle of the distant lake.

Lee Ahn instantly realized what it was. "It's the Demonic Buddha!"

The light, which had been spreading in all directions, now focused on a single point. The Demonic Buddha and the Drunken Demon were actually breaking through a barrier, but she was too far away to see exactly what they were doing.

She could only feel with certainty that something was happening, so she gazed past the shining light toward the Ship of Fortune.

Young Cult Leader! If the Demonic Buddha had to reveal himself with such a brilliant light, something must have happened inside the Ship of Fortune. Don't let yourself get even a single scratch!

She sincerely prayed that Geom Mugeuk would emerge safely.

At that very moment, her instinct for danger flared. Without hesitation, she threw herself at Ji Han, and the two tumbled to the ground.

SWISH SWISH!

Steel needles shot through the spot where she and Ji Han had just stood. The needles' speed and power proved they were not thrown by a person.

As she sprang to her feet, a whistle was already in her mouth.

PWEEET!

The moment the emergency signal echoed, the enemy's full-scale attack began.

Before Lee Ahn could even identify the attackers, an orb flew toward her.

WHOOSH! BANG!

A cloud of smoke billowed from the orb.

As her vision was obscured, Lee Ahn felt an intense killing intent from beyond the smoke.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

A barrage of hidden weapons fired indiscriminately from beyond the smoke.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

She drew her sword and deflected the incoming hidden weapons. Their speed made them difficult to block even with clear sight, but her vision was now obscured.

Ordinarily, she would have had to leap away to dodge, or leaped up and blocked them from outside the smoke. However, if she did that, the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists and the ordinary citizens behind her would all be killed.

This enemy didn't care about the lives of others. No, perhaps they were even using that to their advantage.

Soon, the smoke cleared, and a man and a woman who had been strolling behind Lee Ahn stared in shock, having fallen on their butts. They looked completely bewildered, not understanding what had just happened.

Lee Ahn was no longer where she had been standing.

"Gurgle."

A sword was embedded in the chest of a man who had been on the other side of the smoke.

Lee Ahn's wrist still throbbed from deflecting the hidden weapons, and now she understood why the attack had been so powerful.

Attached to the right arm of the man she had stabbed was a cylindrical steel hidden weapons launcher. Even at a glance, it was a weapon of immense power.

The man died with a look of disbelief. He had thought that at such a close range, she wouldn't be able to block the attack even without the smoke, yet she had deflected every single hidden weapon from within it.

She blocked the Certain Kill Bomb from inside a smoke screen?

What he did not know was that Lee Ahn had deflected not only the hidden weapons aimed at her, but also all the ones headed for other targets.

This was the skill of a woman who had achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art and yet continued to train endlessly.

"Watch out!" Ji Han shouted, as another man charging in from a different direction aimed a hidden weapon at Lee Ahn.

Thankfully, before he could fire the Certain Kill Bomb, his throat was slit.

SHIIIIING! SPURT!

The man collapsed, spewing blood. Cha Yiran was revealed standing behind him.

Cha Yiran nodded in response to Lee Ahn's grateful glance. As an assassin, she possessed extensive knowledge of hidden weapons, and had recognized the hidden weapon at a single glance.

"It's the Certain Kill Bomb, a hidden weapon from the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect with terrifying power despite being easy to carry and use."

About fifty years ago, the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect was famous for its mechanical devices and hidden weapons. The hidden weapons and mechanical devices they created were so exceptional that there was hardly anyone in the jianghu who didn't know of them. The Murim Alliance even purchased their devices to install in their own headquarters.

One day, the sect was suddenly annihilated. The Murim Alliance launched a large-scale investigation, but they were never able to find out why or by whom they were destroyed.

"The masterminds behind this must have annihilated the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect and stolen their technology," Lee Ahn surmised.

Cha Yiran nodded in agreement. "It seems so. Though... if they are truly using the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect's technology, then the Certain Kill Bomb is only the beginning."

A look of worry crossed her face.


The Demonic Army stood by, their wagons hidden in a nearby forest.

Jang Ho had carried out countless operations, but he had never been this tense. The Young Cult Leader's presence, along with an operation involving Lee Ahn and several Demon Supremes, was the likely cause.

Just then, a whistle sounded from outside the forest.

PWEEET!

The Demonic Army reacted instantly to the emergency whistle.

"We move out now!" Jang Ho commanded.

The waiting Demonic Army members charged out all at once, Jang Ho at their head.

The moment he was about to exit the forest, though, he felt an indescribable unease.

"Halt!" he roared, screeching to a halt.

The Demonic Army members following him also stopped in unison.

Soon, Jang Ho understood the source of the unsettling feeling. The peddlers' carts at the entrance now faced them, even though to do business, they should have been facing the crowded lakeside instead.

In that fleeting moment of tension and silence, something rose from the carts so naturally and silently that Jang Ho initially felt nothing was wrong.

An iron pillar shot up from the center of each cart. On top of each pillar, a large iron cylinder bristling with dozens of holes aimed at them. Hidden weapon launchers revealed themselves from all four wagons in unison.

"Take cover!"

The moment Jang Ho's shout rang out, hidden weapons fired from all the carts at once.

SHHHHHHHHHHHHK!

The ones who fired the hidden weapons were not martial artists. To avoid blowing their cover, the Dark Palace had used subordinates who possessed no inner arts but had trained for a long time by posing as actual peddlers.

The speed and power of these weapons were incomparable to the portable Certain Kill Bomb used earlier.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Jang Ho retreated, deflecting the hidden weapons with his sword. Even though he had fully infused his sword with inner qi, his wrist ached as if it would break.

Fortunately, because he had noticed and reacted quickly, the Demonic Army members following him were able to hide behind trees.

He would not just take the attack lying down.

SHWIIIIING!

As he retreated, Jang Ho unleashed a fierce stream of sword qi.

KAAAAANG!

Unfortunately, an iron plate, impervious to sword qi, had already risen to protect the enemy firing the hidden weapons. Unless he could fire his sword qi precisely through the small peephole the enemy was using, he could not kill them.

With hidden weapons raining down, it was impossible to aim his sword qi with such precision.

Finally, a subordinate from the Demonic Army skilled in hidden weapons and mechanisms recognized what was being fired from the carts.

"It's the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect's Tempest Rapid-Fire Cannon!"

Jang Ho's expression hardened. He did not know the details about the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect, but he knew one thing for certain—their outstanding technology was still the stuff of legends.

In the meantime, a new cart arrived, twice the size of the others. It was the large cart that had been selling noodles up ahead. The old man operating it was also a subordinate of the Dark Palace who had not learned martial arts.

The hidden weapons loaded on that cart were much larger than the previous ones.

"It's the Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon!" the knowledgeable subordinate yelled urgently.

Jang Ho could tell from the man's urgent voice that this weapon was far more dangerous than the previous one.

FWOOOOSH!

A steel bolt, slower but incomparably larger and more powerful than before, was fired.

CRASH! CRUNCH!

The tree he was hiding behind shattered from the projectile's immense power.

"Back! Get back!"

Jang Ho and the Demonic Army retreated again.

FWOOSH! KRAKOOM!

The ground was torn up and shrapnel flew, but they retreated calmly, walking backward. They knew from long experience that getting agitated in a situation like this would get them all killed.

While this happened at the front, the Demonic Army members at the rear climbed onto their wagons. It was not to move the wagons, nor was it to escape.

KACHAK!

The first Demonic Army member to board operated a device inside the wagon.

KLANG, KLANG, KLANG, KLANG.

Lines appeared on the wagon's walls with a metallic sound.

The Demonic Army members inside pulled handles attached to the walls.

CLANK, CLANK, CLANK, CLANK.

The wagon walls separated into several large pieces. Surprisingly, the pieces were large shields, designed to serve as wagon walls normally and shields in an emergency.

Even the letters and pictures painted on the wagon's exterior were drawn to form their own distinct designs when turned into shields.

These were the tactical shields of the Demonic Army, used for combat in emergencies.

The walls of the parked wagons were all disassembled, and the Demonic Army members rushed out with the shields. They were giant shields, large enough for two of their large bodies to stand side-by-side.

The enemy's weapons could not fire continuously. They had to take turns reloading.

The moment the most powerful weapon, the Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon, paused to reload its bolt, Jang Ho gave his command, "FIRE!"

The Demonic Army members from the rear charged forward with their shields raised.

Their first target was the Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon, which even the shields could not block.

The Tempest Rapid-Fire Cannon unleashed a volley to protect it.

BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG!

The barrage of hidden weapons hammered against the shields. However, two Demonic Army members pushed forward, raising their qi to the limit. Other Demonic Army members ran close behind them. A dozen men clung to a single shield.

The shields were not made of ordinary metal. They were the pinnacle of the smithy's technology, specially crafted for the Demonic Army.

As they pushed forward, the Demonic Army members holding the shields at the front staggered from the powerful impacts. Other Demonic Army members from behind swapped places with them and pushed on.

The faces of those firing the hidden weapons filled with bewilderment. They had never expected the Demonic Army to use shields, let alone bulldoze their way forward.

"Hurry! Reload!"

The Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon's hidden weapon was reloaded.

FWOOOOOM! KRA-BOOM!

The Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon struck the lead shield. Unable to withstand the force, the Demonic Army members were pushed back. The two men holding the shield vomited blood.

The Demonic Army members behind them took their place holding the shield, and the injured were moved to the rear. Their shields did not break, and their fighting spirit could not be doused.

Before the second shot could be fired, Jang Ho leaped over the shields and soared into the air.

The fast-firing Tempest Rapid-Fire Cannons all aimed at the sky, targeting him. The Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon also instinctively aimed for him.

SHK SHK SHK SHK SHK SHK SHK!

Jang Ho deflected the incoming attacks by swinging his sword in mid-air. Blocking in the air was twice as difficult and risked his life, but he bravely became the bait. Fortunately, the Heavenly Punishment Death Cannon was slow for its power, so he could dodge it.

The Demonic Army did not miss that moment. The shield wall opened, and the Demonic Army members charged out from within.

SHWAAAAAAAA!

Their huge bodies charged forward at an insane speed. By the time the startled enemies aimed at them again, they had already arrived.

CRASH!

The Demonic Army members slammed their bodies directly into the carts. At the same time, Jang Ho also swooped down from the air and thrust his sword through the hole in the iron plate.

THWUMP!

The man behind it was pierced through the face and collapsed.

A cart that had not yet been attacked spun around, but a Demonic Army warrior who arrived right after, shield in hand, charged straight at it.

CRAAASH!

The cart was smashed and overturned. Just as the martial artist who had been using the hidden weapons stood up, the massive shield struck him.

THWACK!

His entire body shattered, and he tumbled to the ground. The last thing he saw were the large characters for 'Demonic Army (魔軍)' painted on the shield.

The Demonic Army swept through the area like a storm. Just as they were catching their breath, they heard the continuous sound of something being launched from a distance.

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP THUMP.

Dozens of iron balls, each the size of an adult's fist, flew toward the Demonic Army's position in an arc.

Jang Ho shouted, "Deploy the Turtle Shell iron wall Formation!"

The next moment, the Demonic Army members with shields all gathered around Jang Ho.

CHK-CHK-CHK-CHK-CHK-CHK-CHK-CHK!

They used the shields to block all sides and even the ceiling, forming a turtle's shell.

BOOM! KRA-BOOM! BOOM! BOOM BOOM BOOM!

The iron balls exploded in mid-air.

PING PING PING PING PING PING PING PING PING PING!

Hundreds of smaller iron pellets burst out in all directions at incredible speed.

The powerfully flying pellets hammered against the shields. Because the pellets were so small and flew with such force, they would have been difficult to block without the shields. Moreover, more iron balls were continuously flying in.

The Demonic Army members infused their shields with qi to block the assault. The shields vibrated as if they would shatter at any moment.

BOOM! BOOM! KRA-BOOM! KRA-BOOM!

Jang Ho also infused qi into the ceiling shields along with the other Demonic Army members.

His heart grew anxious. He truly never imagined that enemies armed with the hidden weapons and mechanisms of the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect would be waiting for them here.

What if this attack was unleashed on the Ghost Shadow Squad?

Even for the Demonic Army, with their tactical shields, this attack was not easy to block. The Ghost Shadow Squad would suffer immense casualties.

Knowing Lee Ahn's personality, she would try to protect her subordinates no matter what, and even she could end up in a dangerous situation. That could not be allowed to happen.

If Lee Ahn were to die or get injured, how could I possibly face the Young Cult Leader in the future?

"We will protect the Ghost Shadow Squad. Charge forward in this formation!"

The Demonic Army began to move quickly, maintaining the Turtle Shell iron wall Formation while enduring the explosions.

It was the strongest and fastest turtle in the world.


Chapter 791: That's Why I Left the Smiling Demon Alone

Geom Mugeuk stepped into the darkness.

A suffocating stuffiness washed over him the moment he entered the fog. His body felt heavy, as if his clothes were soaked with water.

He felt he could not have displayed even half his usual skill if the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had not pushed the energy back. The aura would significantly affect anyone without a martial art to counteract it.

He focused all his senses and took a step forward.

WHOOSH!

Something suddenly shot from the darkness.

SHIIIIK! THWACK!

It had a vague human form, but it was not human. The Black Demon Sword sliced its neck, and it vanished with a puff of smoke.

A voice echoed through the fog. "What if that was a real person? How could you swing your sword so recklessly?"

Geom Mugeuk instinctively knew who the owner of the voice was. "It's you, the Darkness Palace Lord."

"That's right, it's me."

The words were not spoken, nor sent by telepathy. They traveled through the dark fog itself.

"How did you know it was me?"

"How could I not know? There's no ill-fated connection quite like ours."

Something shimmered within the fog.

SLITHER...

The Darkness Palace Lord revealed himself before Geom Mugeuk. This was the first time the two had met.

Geom Mugeuk remarked, "You look just as I imagined."

"And how did you imagine me?"

"Old, ugly, greedy..." Geom Mugeuk strode forward and reached out to touch the Darkness Palace Lord, but his hand passed right through him. He looked vivid and real, but he was an illusion. "...And cowardly. You wouldn't show yourself unless you'd thrown all your subordinates at me first, would you?"

A strange smile touched the Darkness Palace Lord's lips. To be so rude at their first meeting. Geom Mugeuk was exactly like the Young Cult Leader from the reports, always striking at an opponent's weaknesses.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "Betraying long-standing friendships, using people's hearts. That's your method, isn't it? Have you ever once approached someone honorably and said, 'Let's have a fight'?"

Instead of rising to the provocation, the Darkness Palace Lord said something unexpected. "Young Cult Leader, would you like to see what a cowardly, dishonorable man has done?"

He spread his hand, and a scene unfolded beside him like an illusion.

"This is what's happening outside."

The image showed Lee Ahn leaning against a rock, blood pouring from her chest. No one helped her as she died.

Her figure then receded, revealing the surrounding scene. The Ghost Shadow Squad Division Leaders and their team members were all dead, their bodies strewn about.

Cha Yiran lay fallen, her body severed in two. Green Mask was dead beneath a half-shattered mask. Seo Jin was dead, riddled with so many hidden weapons she looked like a porcupine. Ji Han was dead, his face plunged into a pool of his own blood.

Lee Ahn looked around at the scene, tormented. "I'm sorry I couldn't protect you," she gasped, even as a gush of blood poured from her mouth.

Geom Mugeuk roared in fury, "You bastard! I'll kill you!"

He tried to throttle the illusion's neck, but he could not.

"Come out, now! Aren't you coming out? You bastard, I said come out!"

The Darkness Palace Lord watched him quietly. "You're not agitated at all."

Geom Mugeuk instantly stopped screaming, and his panicked eyes calmed. He hadn't believed what he had been shown in the slightest. "You must have hoped I'd go crazy, but I'm sorry. As you can see, acting worked up isn't easy for me."

"Why do you assume it's fake?"

"I didn't raise her to be that weak, and she has a guardian who wouldn't let her die like that. Plus, the deciding factor is that Lee Ahn didn't call for me as she was dying. If she had said, 'Young Cult Leader, I'm sorry I couldn't serve you until the end,' then even I might have gotten a little worried."

A look of disbelief flickered in the Darkness Palace Lord's eyes.

Geom Mugeuk added unexpectedly, "Since you're showing me things, how about you show me the real scene outside? I'm curious how everyone's doing without me. In any case, one of us is going to disappear from this world today. We've waited three hundred years to finally meet, so what's the rush? Honestly, you're curious too, aren't you? Who knows? Maybe seeing Lee Ahn really die will make me fall into qi deviation."

The Darkness Palace Lord stared silently at Geom Mugeuk, then waved his hand again.

The initial scene of scattered corpses vanished, and the real view of the lakeside unfolded before their eyes.


The attacks concentrated on Lee Ahn, too persistent to be a simple tactic of killing the leader to lower morale.

She realized that an order must have been given to kill her, no matter the cost. However, they had overlooked one thing. She was much stronger they had anticipated.

Moreover, because the attacks focused on her, Cha Yiran and the members of Team Three could easily pick off the assassins.

Ordinarily, it would have been an incredibly difficult fight. The enemies had not learned martial arts, and were trained solely to launch hidden weapons. They were also trained not to reveal their killing intent, making them difficult to detect, yet they suddenly popped out from among the screaming, fleeing civilians to launch their hidden weapons.

In a battle where it was impossible to tell assassin from civilian, Cha Yiran and the assassins displayed their absolute best skills. They, too, were masters at concealing their killing intent.

Meanwhile, the First and Second Divisions rescued the civilians.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK! CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Another assassin popped out and launched hidden weapons at Lee Ahn, but she deflected them all. She feared the deflected weapons might hit someone behind her, so she did not dodge, instead knocking every single one away with her sword with divine skill.

Cha Yiran, once again, dealt with the attacker who threw the hidden weapons. The women who had once vied for the title of the world's number one beauty worked in tandem. One blocked the hidden weapons while the other killed the enemy.

Suddenly, Lee Ahn spotted merchants trembling by a cart, unable to dodge in time. "Get over to where the martial artists are!" she shouted in warning.

Right after, though, she was assaulted by a sense of unease. Her eyes met one of the merchants, and his eyes held no trace of fear.

SLITHER...

A device for launching hidden weapons rose from his cart. It was the Tempest Rapid-Fire Cannon that had previously threatened the Demonic Army.

SHWIIIIIIK!

Lee Ahn instinctively fired her sword qi, but an iron wall in front of it blocked the attack. To harm the enemy, she had to precisely strike the small peephole made for looking outside.

Her heart sank. It had been difficult enough just deflecting the hidden weapons the enemies wore on their arms, but he mechanism mounted on the cart looked incomparably more powerful than those.

Worse, there was not just one cart, but three. A total of three Tempest Rapid-Fire Cannons, including the other carts to the left and right, aimed at her all at once. They had been waiting for this very moment amidst the chaos.

It was the worst possible situation, but she wasn't afraid. If she died here, the civilians behind her and the subordinates protecting them would all die. As a Commander, she could never allow that.

Block it. Lee Ahn, you can block it.

She calmed her mind and concentrated with all her might.

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

The moment the Tempest Rapid-Fire Cannon fired, something incredible happened. Perhaps it was because her concentration had reached its absolute limit, everything around her began to move slowly.

Through the hole in the mechanism, she could see the enemy's pupils move. She could see the hidden weapons pouring out of the mechanism. One, two, three. She saw the continuous stream of hidden weapons emerging in slow motion.

Hidden weapons also launched from the left and right, flying toward her. Her instincts told her which hidden weapons to dodge and which to deflect.

Then, the slow flow of time returned to normal.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

She deflected the incoming hidden weapons as she charged, and was suddenly in front of the cart.

SHWIIK!

She brought her sword down vertically.

CRASH! SPLURT!

She sliced through the iron plate that her sword qi could not cut previously, splitting the man's face in half behind it.

"Gasp!"

The moment she let out the breath she had been holding, the mechanism on the left also stopped firing.

Cha Yiran had leaped over the iron wall as it turned to attack Lee Ahn and plunged a throwing knife into the operator's neck. It was an unbelievably fast movement.

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

The mechanism on the right was still firing, but something like a black serpent shot up from under the cart, forcing its aim toward the sky. It was the work of Seo Jin's ghost arts.

SPLURT!

Green Mask planted a throwing knife in the heart of the operator as he lost his balance.

Lee Ahn stared blankly at her sword for a moment. Not only had she experienced time slowing down, but she had sliced the iron plate that her sword qi could not cut as if it were a radish.

She could not understand how it was possible. She would have to ask Geom Mugeuk about it later.

A moment later, the Demonic Army arrived. The continuous barrage of explosive hidden weapons had stopped for some reason, allowing them to break formation and rush over.

Jang Ho and the Demonic Army gaped in shock at the sight before them. The situation was already resolved. The three mechanisms were completely destroyed, and the corpses of those with mechanical hidden weapons scattered everywhere.

The Third Division martial artists collected the hidden weapons from their arms. They planned to recover all of them and take them to the smithy.

On one side, the First and Second Divisions stood guard, protecting the common people.

Jang Ho realized he had grossly underestimated the Ghost Shadow Squad.

"General Jang," Lee Ahn greeted. She could feel how urgently Jang Ho and the Demonic Army had rushed over and was grateful for it.

"Commander Lee."

The two stood face to face.

Jang Ho could feel it. The Lee Ahn on the battlefield was so much more skilled than the one from their tavern gathering. that she seemed like a different person. "I'm glad you're safe."

"It's thanks to your concern."

Jang Ho offered a word of encouragement to Lee Ahn, who had fought so brilliantly. "Congratulations on your first real battle. If the Demonic Army is ever threatened again, please be sure to come and help us."

Lee Ahn smiled. This was the highest possible praise from him. "Thank you, General. I doubt there will be a need for us to come help, but please, call on us anytime."

SWOOOOOSH!

Just when they thought everything was over, something flew toward the two of them.

A member of the Demonic Army holding a shield beside them threw himself forward to protect Jang Ho and Lee Ahn, and the pair spun around together and quickly infused their qi into the shield.

KABOOM!

The three of them were pushed back. Realizing from the sound that the incoming object was no ordinary projectile, the two had combined their strength. If they had not, the Demonic Army soldier who tried to protect them would have died from the impact.

CRACK...

The shield he held cracked and then shattered. Finally, the tactical shield that had remained unbroken throughout the entire battle was destroyed.

THUD!

Someone landed in that spot.

Everyone was startled the moment. He was a man of enormous build, clad in iron armor from head to toe. Various metal plates attached to the armor made his frame look even larger.

Cha Yiran recognized him. Or more accurately, she recognized what he was wearing. "The Divine Mechanical Armor!"

The greatest creation of the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect was this very Divine Mechanical Armor. It was the culmination of all their technology and capabilities.

"It can't be cut by sword qi or enhanced sword qi."

That was not the only problem. The man was armed from head to toe, with advanced weapons attached to his shoulders, arms, and waist. They were far more powerful than the ones they had experienced before.

Lee Ahn knew the only weakness was to aim for the eyes of the iron mask protecting his face. However, judging by the opponent's presence, he was a formidable martial artist. He would never easily expose his eyes.

"Arrogant dogs of the Demonic Cult, did you think we'd get scared and run away just because you swarmed us like a pack of dogs?"

The iron-clad man slowly raised both arms. A nasty metallic sound came from the hidden weapons attached to his arms.

"I wonder how many of you will survive here?"

The Demonic Army soldiers with shields rushed forward, forming a line in front of the Ghost Shadow Squad. Their eyes showed no fear.

"You Demonic Cult bastards, this will be your grave..."

Before he could finish his sentence, something flew through the air, shooting forward without a tremor or hesitation and striking the iron mask's eye hole precisely.

THWACK!

The projectile was not only faster than a meteor streaking across the night sky, it was faster than even the speed of sound!

SHWIIIIIIIIK!

Silence fell over the area as blood trickled from the eye of the iron-clad man.

The man who looked like he was about to slaughter them all began to slowly collapse.

THUD!

He was already dead by the time he hit the ground.

Lee Ahn and everyone else there turned around with shocked faces. They were stunned when they confirmed where the finger qi bullet had come from.

No way. From this distance?

Far away, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing a pure white mask, revealed himself from behind a rock on a small hill. He had landed a direct hit with the Blood Calamity Finger from such a great distance.

Everyone understood. This was not the old Blood Calamity Finger. It was a faster, more accurate Blood Calamity Finger.

Furthermore, they realized that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been watching this entire battle from the very beginning, and the reason they had all finished the fight alive because he had been quietly watching over them.

After all, in the chaos of battle, the martial artists must have missed some enemies. However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not miss them. A silently flying Blood Calamity Finger send every grim reaper back before they could take any lives.

Everyone felt a shiver run down their spine. Perhaps this battle had been more mentally taxing for him than if he had fought directly.

Jang Ho too realized that the person who had taken out the enemies that attacked them at the end was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He realized that the Demon Supreme had been silently traversing the battlefield, fighting alongside them the whole time.

Lee Ahn, her face filled with emotion, called out to him powerfully, "Smiling Demon!"


"Smiling Demon!" Geom Mugeuk shouted at the same time as Lee Ahn, his face filled with emotion.

He could not remember the last time he had been this moved. He was so proud of Lee Ahn and all the team members for their splendid fight. They all fought well!

Conversely, the Darkness Palace Lord's expression hardened. The scene that had been unfolding like an illusion beside him vanished with a poof.

"Don't think this is the end." The illusion of the Darkness Palace Lord flickered, showing his rage. "Your Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will be trapped in eternal darkness today."

"......" Geom Mugeuk showed no reaction.

The Darkness Palace Lord asked, "You don't believe this either?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "I believe it. You knew the Smiling Demon would come here, so you wouldn't have sent just anyone to fight him. You must have sent a very, very fearsome foe. You have to kill or take hostage the person I cherish most to shake my heart, no matter what. This is a very important matter for you, isn't it?"

His faith in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was absolute. Neither the advantage of time etched into the Darkness Palace Lord's fine wrinkles nor the threats filled with the aura of darkness could overcome his conviction.

"That's why I left the Smiling Demon alone, without any other Demon Supreme to support him," he added. "It's all to teach you guys that tricks like that never work."


Chapter 792: Just You Dare Open Your Eyes!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flew a great distance and landed before Lee Ahn.

"Thank you for saving our lives."

Lee Ahn and all the martial artists behind her bowed their heads respectfully. If the warrior in the Divine Mechanical Armor had unleashed their hidden weapons, many would have died.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon clasped his hands behind his back as if it were nothing. He gazed at the Ship of Fortune floating on the distant river.

The dark energy radiating from the ship grew stronger. The Demonic Buddha and the Drunken Demon had likely broken through the barrier to board it because of that energy.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wanted to break the barrier and board the ship immediately. He trusted the Young Cult Leader more than anyone, but the Darkness Palace Lord was pouring everything into a final, desperate struggle. After all, an unexpected ambush had been waiting even here.

He spoke to Jang Ho and Lee Ahn. "Leave only those who need to stay. Have the subordinates wait at the safehouse."

"Yes, we will."

This mission had provided the subordinates with enough real-world combat experience.

Lee Ahn kept Cha Yiran and Green Mask with her. She knew Cha Yiran would be a great help in the fight, and she kept Green Mask for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sake. She thought Green Mask would want to stay.

"The Second and Fourth Division Leaders are to take the subordinates to the safehouse and wait."

"Yes, understood."

"And make sure to take all the hidden weapons. Secure that Divine Mechanical Armor properly."

Seo Jin and Ji Han collected all the hidden weapons from the corpses with the subordinates. Fortunately, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had killed the user by piercing their eye in a single move, so they obtained the Divine Mechanical Armor intact. These weapons from the Divine Mechanical Engineering Sect would greatly help the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's smithy.

Jang Ho sent the entire Demonic Army back. They reassembled the tactical shields into carriage walls, but the gaping hole from one broken shield seemed to hint at what could have happened if the fight had gone wrong.

After all the subordinates left for the safehouse, only Lee Ahn, Jang Ho, Cha Yiran, and Green Mask remained.

Lee Ahn sensed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's consideration. He could have sent everyone to the safehouse, or said they had done enough and freed himself from the responsibility of protecting them, but instead, he was giving her another chance to remain on the battlefield and gain more experience.

Needless to say, she could gain much not just from fighting, but even from simply standing here and gazing at the dark energy filling the Ship of Fortune.

It was a consideration only a truly strong person could show, and it revealed the depth of his relationship with Geom Mugeuk.

Thank you, Smiling Demon.

Just then, Green Mask approached the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He hadn't had a chance to speak with him privately during the journey from the cult, and even if he had, he would not have dared to approach. However, after watching him protect the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists, he could not stay silent.

"Thank you for protecting us," he said.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon continued to stare at the Ship of Fortune, but he asked a single question he had not asked during their entire journey. "Have you been well?"

Green Mask felt a lump in his throat. "Yes, I've been well."

He had left to start a new life, but he could not help but feel a longing for the Valley of Evil. The person he missed most was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Suddenly, a surprising remark casually slipped from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's lips.

"You can come back if you want to."

"!" Green Mask's eyes widened behind his mask. He hadn't been this surprised even when the ambusher suddenly appeared and shoved hidden weapons in his face.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned to Green Mask with a questioning gaze. "You thought a new life would be all good, but now that it's your reality, it's not so different, is it?"

Unsure how to answer, Green Mask silently lowered his head. As much as he was satisfied with his current life, he also missed his days as one of the Faceless Warriors.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said abruptly, "Come out."

Green Mask looked up in surprise. He thought he was being told to leave the Ghost Shadow Squad, but that was not it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze was directed far behind Green Mask's shoulder.

SWOOSH!

In the distance, a black circle formed on the ground, and Hoe, the Darkness Palace Lord's henchman, rose from it. No emotion could be felt from him. No hostility, no anger, no killing intent. His indifferent gaze seemed all the more dangerous.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon realized one thing. From their enemies' perspective, they should be concentrating their forces on the Ship of Fortune, where the Young Cult Leader and several Demon Supremes had gone. For Hoe to come here meant something else.

"So, you're aiming for this Commander here."

Hoe did not answer.

Cha Yiran looked at Lee Ahn and spoke instead. "If he's an enemy, it's only natural to aim for the opponent's heart, isn't it?"

Lee Ahn was bewildered. Teasing me about my heart in a situation like this? Cha Yiran is clearly more at ease than I am.

"The Young Cult Leader shouldn't have called me his heart," she joked, but her eyes shone with a sharp light. "Still, thanks to that, my heart has become a little stronger."

After experiencing the fight in a state of selflessness, she had gained a strange sense of confidence. That confidence sparked a desire to fight more.

Hoe looked at Cha Yiran. "Weren't you supposed to be the one aiming for that heart?"

Cha Yiran readily admitted to her betrayal. "Looking for loyalty from an assassin?"

She did not know the Darkness Palace Lord's direct subordinates well. The twelve who would later become the Twelve Zodiac Kings were managed separately.

However, she knew Hoe well. He was the subordinate the Darkness Palace Lord trusted the most, as well as the one who relayed orders between the Darkness Palace Lord and them.

This time, he had come in person.

"It seems the situation is desperate enough for you to come yourself."

Hoe neither confirmed nor denied it. His gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "What you said earlier was wrong. I did not come here for her, but for you."

The moment those words ended, a black circle had already formed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's feet.

WHOOSH!

In an instant, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was dragged into the darkness.

It was not a force that could be blocked with movement techniques or inner arts. To others, it looked as if he was falling downward.

To the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the outside world flipped upside down, and in an instant, he was standing in a pitch-black darkness without a single speck of light. Even his white mask was consumed by the darkness, reflecting nothing.

From within the darkness, Hoe's voice rang out. "You will be trapped here for the rest of your life."

This was the Eternal Prison of Darkness, one of the most powerful signature demonic arts of the Dark Palace, and a demonic art that required sacrifice and risk. In exchange for imprisoning someone, the user also had to be trapped inside with them. They could only escape this demonic art once the person they imprisoned was dead.

Of course, the opponent would try to find and kill him, but it was impossible to find him in this absolute darkness. The darkness was on his side, and it was no ordinary darkness.

"In the end, no one can stand the darkness and solitude, and they die of madness."

Despite those terrifying words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was completely unfazed. Rather, the eyes behind his mask were smiling.

He had spent his entire life training while staring at nothing but a white wall. He had long reached the state of emptiness and nothingness.

He uttered words that Hoe could never have imagined.

"Really? It's surprisingly comfortable here."


The Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha watched the black energy slowly creeping in from the end of the hallway.

"That's the energy unleashed by the Greedy Annihilation Art. If you're exposed to it, you can't use your full power. Let's go back that way," the Demonic Buddha suggested.

The Drunken Demon shook his head. "Let's just push through."

There was a reason he suggested this course of action.

"The Young Cult Leader wouldn't have avoided this energy."

The Demonic Buddha nodded. Yes, Geom Mugeuk would have pushed through this dark energy to find the Darkness Palace Lord. "Alright, let's push through. Though, I can withstand this energy, but will you be alright?"

In truth, his suggestion to turn back had been out of consideration for the Drunken Demon.

"I'll endure it with the power of alcohol."

As the two walked into the black fog, a malevolent energy assailed them. A golden radiance erupted from the Demonic Buddha's body, protecting him. Next to him, a potent alcoholic aura, strong enough to make someone pass out from a mere whiff, enveloped and protected the Drunken Demon.

Still, even though the nature of their martial arts gave them a strong advantage against the Pitch Black Demonic Art, they could not protect their bodies completely.

"This energy is truly vile," the Drunken Demon remarked. The dark energy penetrated his alcohol qi, making his body grow heavy, as if he were suffering from a severe illness.

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "I've never encountered such strong pitch black demonic qi in my life. Without the Cult Leader's the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, it would be impossible to fully withstand this energy."

The golden light from the Demonic Buddha's body grew more intense, and the Drunken Demon's alcoholic aura also thickened.

"With this environmental benefit, the Pitch Black Demonic Art our enemies use will be much more powerful than usual too."

As they walked on, they came to a fork in the path.

"Which way do you think we should go?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

"The Young Cult Leader would have definitely headed in the direction where the energy grows stronger," the Drunken Demon replied confidently. He had not just drunk with Geom Mugeuk. He knew well what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was and what choices he would make.

The Demonic Buddha paused to sense the energy within the fog. "Then, it's this way."

The two of them walked in the direction where the energy was stronger. As they proceeded, they reached a dead end with a large door.

The Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha looked at each other and nodded. After exchanging a look that urged caution, they opened the door and stepped inside.

The place was incredibly spacious. After walking through the narrow cabin hallways, such a space was completely unexpected. The ceiling was so high they had to crane their necks to see it.

It looked like a storage hold on the ship, with a few large crates and some nets lying around. There was a door leading out on the opposite side. Fortunately, the fog had not yet invaded this storeroom.

"I can finally breathe. Let's rest for a moment," the Drunken Demon said.

The Demonic Buddha, who had been tense the whole time, also let out a sigh of relief.

While resting and looking around, the Drunken Demon spotted something on one of the walls. "Look over there, there's a painting on the wall."

It was a bizarre painting of a man standing with his eyes closed. Only a single person was drawn on that vast wall.

"Somehow, it's unsettling." The Demonic Buddha felt uncomfortable with the fact that there was a painting in a place like this.

However, the Drunken Demon's unease was more specific. "This bastard, his face itself is unsettling, and closing his eyes like that looks arrogant."

He gathered his qi and walked toward the painting.

From behind, he heard the Demonic Buddha's voice. "I don't know who painted it, but they did a good job."

Yes, it was probably so unsettling because it was painted too well. The figure in the painting was drawn so vividly it looked as if it could move at any moment.

"A sailor couldn't have painted this well."

"Maybe a painter fell into gambling debt."

"Somehow, I feel like this guy is going to open his eyes." The Drunken Demon taunted the painting like a drunkard. "You, just you dare open your eyes. I'll stab you for sure."

The Demonic Buddha might have said something, but he remained silent.

Feeling an inexplicable sense of foreboding, the Drunken Demon suddenly spun around.

"!" His expression froze. A scene that could sober anyone up instantly was unfolding before him.

The Demonic Buddha had become a painting on the wall and was looking around at his own body and his surroundings in bewilderment.

"I must have had too much to drink. The Demonic Buddha is inside the wall."

The moment those words left his mouth, the Drunken Demon spun around as fast as lightning and hurled a throwing knife at the painting of the man with his eyes closed.

SHIIING! THUD!

His throwing knife embedded itself in the painting, stuck in the chest of the man with closed eyes. Although the knife was embedded, the painting did not move at all. What stained the knife was not blood, but paint.

Is it not this bastard?

At that moment, the man's eyes flew open.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Without a moment's hesitation, the Drunken Demon continuously stabbed with his throwing knives.

However, the man in the painting smiled at the Drunken Demon, as if to say that stabbing him a hundred times would be useless.

"You son of a bitch!"

The man moved within the wall. The part of his chest where the throwing knives had struck had turned white.

SWISH, SWISH, SWISH!

Then, as if an invisible brush were painting, color filled in the spot.

This man was the Dark Black Painted Spirit, the secret weapon who had been with the Darkness Palace Lord earlier.

"So you can't be killed from the outside, is that it?"

The Dark Black Painted Spirit moved swiftly along the wall toward the Demonic Buddha on the other side.

"Be careful, Demonic Buddha!"

The Demonic Buddha also looked at the Drunken Demon and said something. However, his mouth only moved, and his voice could not be heard.

He threw a palm strike, which was rendered as a painting, at the Dark Black Painted Spirit rushing toward him.

The Dark Black Painted Spirit also unleashed a palm technique.

The two palm techniques, flying as paintings, met in the middle and exploded.

The explosion was also depicted as a painting. From the outside, it looked utterly ridiculous, but the Drunken Demon knew better. If it was an evil arts powerful enough to pull in the Demonic Buddha in an instant, then it was dangerous.

If he dies in there, the Demonic Buddha will die too!

The problem was that the space was absolutely advantageous to that bastard.

He pounded on the wall, trying to enter the painting himself, but he could not get in. The wall was just a wall. He wanted to smash the entire wall, but with the Demonic Buddha inside, he could not break it recklessly.

"Kill that bastard and come out! I'm counting on you, the Demonic Buddha!"

Right now, all he could trust was the Demonic Buddha's skill.

And the Demonic Buddha splendidly lived up to those expectations. While engaged in close combat with the fiend, he seized an opportunity and completed a hand seal.

The Great Golden Mara Art! Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp!

Golden enhanced qi swirled from the Demonic Buddha's hands and spread forward like a wave, magnificent even as a painting.

"He did it!" The Drunken Demon cheered. Since the hand seal was completed in an instant at close range, there was no way for the fiend to dodge.

However, at that very moment, something unbelievable happened.

The Demonic Buddha's movements came to a dead stop. The golden enhanced qi he had unleashed stopped in mid-air.

The Dark Black Painted Spirit, who had been trying to dodge, also froze.

They had all become a painting.

And then something even more shocking followed.

SWISH, SWISH, SWISH!

Something began to be drawn between the Demonic Buddha and the Dark Black Painted Spirit.

"This is insane! That's cheating!"

A pitch-black hole was drawn right in front of the flying enhanced qi, like a passage leading somewhere else.

The Drunken Demon's eyes widened in shock. A sense of foreboding surged through him.

The corner of the Dark Black Painted Spirit' mouth, which had been frozen like a painting, curled into a smirk!

"You... don't tell me?"

The next moment, the painting began to move again. The enhanced qi unleashed by the Demonic Buddha entered the dark passage drawn in front of it.

Simultaneously, a pitch-black darkness appeared in front of the Drunken Demon.

SWOOOOOSH!

The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp poured down upon the Drunken Demon.


Chapter 793: Take Care of the Young Cult Leader

The Demonic Buddha was utterly bewildered, no he was completely flabbergasted. It was surprising enough to have entered the wall, but now he himself had become a painting.

He had heard of an evil art called the Dark Black Painting Technique that used paintings before, but this was the first time he had directly experienced it.

He looked around the white space, which was as empty as a painter's canvas. Everything was so white that his sense of distance grew dull.

From here, he could see the outside. A transparent barrier separated his space from the outside world, and it refused to budge when he pressed his hand against it.

BOOM!

He threw a palm strike to break out, but the force simply vanished into the transparent barrier. Instinct told him that he could never pierce the barrier with force alone unless he found the proper method to break it.

Outside, he saw the Drunken Demon stab the man with closed eyes with a throwing knife.

The attack had no effect. Instead, the painting of the man inside the wall opened its eyes and rushed toward him.

He could see the Drunken Demon in the outside world say something, but he couldn't hear anything. He could only watch from a space completely separated from the outside world.

After clashing with the man once, he completed a hand seal, confident he could finish him with this single move. There was no way the man could dodge his Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp at such close range.

The next moment, though, he discovered that he couldn't move. The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp that he had unleashed also stopped in mid-air. In that instant, everything truly became a painting.

The only saving grace was that his opponent had also stopped. The man seemed conscious, just like himself, as his eyes looked his way and smiled.

SKRIT... SKRIT... SKRIT!

A black hole formed in front of his enhanced qi. As soon as it was complete, his enhanced qi vanished into the dark passage.

As if that weren't bad enough, something even more astonishing unfolded. The Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp bore down on the Drunken Demon outside.

"No!"

He watched in disbelief as the Drunken Demon was helplessly engulfed by the enhanced qi and sent flying into the far wall, unable to dodge in time.

In contrast, the Dark Black Painted Spirit enjoyed the situation, smiling playfully.

Fortunately, he saw the Drunken Demon leap back to his feet. Evidently, he had been prepared all along, and raised his defensive qi to their limit.

The two Demon Supremes' gazes met. The Drunken Demon nodded with a look that said he was okay, filling the Demonic Buddha with a sense of relief.

However, he was also worried.

This is bad. What if my attacks are redirected to the Drunken Demon? If this continues, I won't be able to use my most powerful techniques at critical moments. This is an incredibly disadvantageous fight.

The Demonic Buddha decided to face the Painted Spirit with conventional attacks instead of the Great Golden Mara Art.

I'll kill him with fundamental skills!

He knew he could overwhelm the Painted Spirit with pure skill. The man should have already been a corpse on the ground.

As things played out, however, he found that the annoying Spirit could do more than just draw dark passages to redirect attacks to the outside world. His fighting style was utterly unique.

SWOOSH!

A black line was drawn like a painter striking an orchid onto a canvas, turning into a wave of sword qi that cut cleanly across the space.

SWOOSH, SWOOOOSH!

The Demonic Buddha twisted his body to dodge. As black sword qi grazed past him, prayer beads flew from his hand.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

However, the sword qi was a wide-ranging attack that anticipated his evasion.

PLIP!

A drop of ink appeared between the two and began to spread out from that point, swallowing all the flying prayer beads.

The Demonic Buddha frowned in irritation. His opponent attacked using paintings, and this space was his canvas.

Moreover, with the Greedy Annihilation Art spread throughout this entire ship, this man's evil arts has become several times more powerful!

The dark energy grew stronger, feeding on the intense greed of the gamblers.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha felt an eerie sensation and looked up. A red enhanced qi had somehow become entangled in a strange shape and was floating in the air.

WHOOOOSH! CRASH!

The red enhanced qi slammed down.

Diving to evade it, the Demonic Buddha realized the identity of the red enhanced qi as the seal stamped on a painting.[^1]

CRASH! CRAAASH!

The seals fell in succession, and the Demonic Buddha used his brilliant movement arts to escape the attacks. Because it was manifested as a painting, it looked playful yet bizarre, but it was a powerful attack that would cause serious injury if it actually hit.

When he saw an opportunity, he rushed right in front of the Spirit to sever his neck. However, he found himself once again stopped like a painting.

The Painted Spirit also stopped and smiled at the Demonic Buddha.

SKRIT... SKRIT... SKRIT!

As a picture was drawn, a sudden, tremendous gust of wind sent the Demonic Buddha flying.

WHOOOOSH!

The distance between him and the man widened again.

"Damn it!"

This fight was more difficult than any he had ever fought.

"I've heard rumors that the skills of the Eight Demon Supremes are incredible, but you're nothing special, are you?" the Dark Black Painted Spirit taunted.

The Demonic Buddha calmly retorted, "I've never been interested in painting. If I'd known this would happen, I would've taken up painting instead of sculpting."

Although it was a situation that should have made him anxious, he remained composed. Losing his cool at a time like this would only lead to defeat.

"Demonic Buddha, you will remain here with me forever."

With those cryptic words, the Dark Black Painted Spirit took several scrolls out from his robes. He unrolled one of them, revealing the image of a martial artist. The image was drawn only in ink, with no color on the face or clothing.

The man, who was reaching out his hand, had an expression filled with rage and despair. One could sense that it was the final moment before death.

The same was true for the martial artist in another scroll. This time, the image vividly depicted him begging for his life.

The Dark Black Painted Spirit took out an empty scroll. Its border was more ornate than the others; it was a golden scroll.

"I'll put you in this one as a special treat."

"Make sure you draw me more handsome than I am in real life," the Demonic Buddha added coolly.

The Dark Black Painted Spirit sneered. "You must trust that drunkard over there."

He glanced at the Drunken Demon outside the painting. The Demonic Buddha also looked in that direction.

Beyond the transparent barrier, the Drunken Demon was smashing the boxes in the room, looking for a way to break the technique. Judging by the Dark Black Painted Spirit's relaxed expression, however, the solution was not there.

"Aren't you curious what the solution is?" the Dark Black Painted Spirit mocked.

The Demonic Buddha replied confidently, "He'll find it. He's a smarter friend than he looks."

Before they fought again, there was one thing he wanted to know.

"Why did you choose me and not him?"

The man had shown an air of confidence as if he would answer anything, but he did not answer that question.

"You'll get to hear all about it later, inside this scroll."


"There's definitely a way to break this."

The Drunken Demon smashed all the boxes in the room. He did it in case there was a clue inside that could break the technique, but there was nothing inside.

Think! You drunkard, use your head! The more flamboyant and powerful an evil art is, the simpler and closer its solution will be!

However, no matter how much he looked around, he couldn't find anything that could be the solution.

He ran to the wall and placed his hand on it. He checked to see if there was anything inside and even tried injecting his qi, but there was nothing unusual about the wall that served as the stage for the fight.

He looked at the Demonic Buddha fighting on the opposite wall. Even at this moment, the Demonic Buddha was trying to dodge an incoming palm technique, only to find his entire body constricted by thorny vines.

His heart sank, but not because the Demonic Buddha had taken a palm strike from the vines. It was because the color of his body had faded compared to before. Not only was his golden radiance losing its light, but the color of his clothes was also gradually fading.

He had a feeling that once he lost all his color, he would die.

As time passes, he's truly becoming a painting.

The Drunken Demon's heart raced. He leaped up to the ceiling and inspected it, hoping there might be something hidden, but there was nothing unusual about the ceiling either.

In the end, he did what he had been hesitating to do.

CRAAAASH!

Unable to find another way, he destroyed part of the wall.

The moment the wall was breached, the ground where the Demonic Buddha stood quaked as if from an earthquake, causing his footing to become unstable. Giant boulders rained down from above. The Demonic Buddha threw himself aside to dodge them, and fireballs poured down on him.

Seeing the Demonic Buddha barely escape, the Drunken Demon breathed a sigh of relief. He had confirmed that he should not forcibly break the wall.

The Demonic Buddha fought on without giving up. However, just when an attack was about to land properly, he would turn into a painting and stop.

A wall appeared in front of his fist, with steel spikes embedded in it. The spikes were drawn sharply right in front of the Demonic Buddha's fist.

The Drunken Demon ran up to the Dark Black Painted Spirit, who was also frozen, and shouted, "You cowardly bastard! That's enough!"

He raised his fist, intending to blow away the entire section where the man was drawn.

In the end, though, he couldn't bring himself to do it. Making a hole in a distant wall had caused enough chaos. He had a feeling that the moment he struck this man, everything would be over.

It's a trap. If I do that, the Demonic Buddha might never be able to escape.

As the picture was drawn, the two men started moving again. Unable to stop his forward momentum, the Demonic Buddha's fist shattered the steel spikes and broke the wall behind them. Although it was a blow imbued with inner arts, the Demonic Buddha's skin tore and blood flowed.

That man must also be consuming a vast amount of inner qi every time he draws a picture, so how is he holding out like this? Oh, I see. The damn Greedy Annihilation Art is sustaining him.

The color had completely drained from the Demonic Buddha's legs, turning them the color of ink and rendering him immobile.

The Drunken Demon ran in front of the Demonic Buddha, his indignation and anger transmitted even through the barrier, but the Demonic Buddha merely mouthed something calmly.

The Drunken Demon still couldn't hear anything, but he knew what was being said. Just by looking at the Demonic Buddha's expression, he could tell what he was saying.

"Get out of here."

And one more phrase was added.

"Take care of the Young Cult Leader."

The Demonic Buddha's expression looked as peaceful as an enlightened high monk.

Have I ever seen such a peaceful face on the Demonic Buddha since they met?

The Demonic Buddha brought his hands together in prayer, as if he intended to end it all with a final, peaceful image of his hands joined.

First Young Lord, I am sorry I could not serve you until the end.

The Drunken Demon had never felt such great despair. He truly never imagined he would lose the Demonic Buddha like this.

I'm sorry, Mugeuk. How great would it be if Geom Mugeuk were here? Mugeuk would have definitely found the solution, and after crushing that bastard, he would have said something like 'I could draw better than you with my feet'. Why is it me here and not him? If only he was the one here instead!

Suddenly, a realization dawned upon him like a lightning bolt, and he flinched.

That's right. Why the Demonic Buddha? I was the one who cursed at the painting... wait. Could it be?

He pounded on the wall and roared, "Attack one last time! With the strongest attack you have!"

Knowing his words would not be heard, he mimed forming a hand seal in front of the Demonic Buddha, then raised his palm high and slammed it down.

The Demonic Buddha's eyes widened in surprise. He wants me to attack with that technique? But that move will fall on him, won't it?

The Drunken Demon looked at him and nodded. Trust me and do it.

The Drunken Demon's steady gaze didn't convey a plea for him to a struggle desperately before death.

The Demonic Buddha steeled his mind. His lower body was immobile, and the ink was gradually spreading to his upper body. He had only one chance left.

He parted his praying hands and formed a hand seal with both hands, then gathered all his remaining inner qi to unleash the most powerful technique of the Great Golden Mara Art, the Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp!

The Dark Black Painted Spirit smirked, as if taunting, 'Go on, try it'.

WHOOOOOOOOSH!

The palm of a giant Buddha statue, emitting a golden radiance, struck down at the Dark Black Painted Spirit.

The next moment, the giant palm stopped right above the Dark Black Painted Spirit's head.

SKRIT... SKRIT... SKRIT!

In the space between, the dark passage began to be drawn again.

The Dark Black Painted Spirit smiled brightly even before the motion stopped. The Drunken Demon would never be able to withstand this powerful technique...

"Ptui! There's nothing better than alcohol for erasing ink!"

The Drunken Demon gargled his liquor, infusing it with his alcohol qi, and spat it at the black hole.

"!"

The alcohol soaked into the drawing, and the Drunken Demon dashed from side to side, wiping it away with his sleeve.

The Dark Black Painted Spirit's eyes filled with astonishment.

No!

The world inside the painting moved again, and the giant palm struck down on the Dark Black Painted Spirit.

KABOOOOOOM!

Crushed by the Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp, the Dark Black Painted Spirit tried to resist, but he might as well have been a praying mantis trying to stop a carriage wheel.

CRUNCH!

His body was shattered to pieces by the giant, palm-shaped enhanced qi.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

KABOOM!

A moment later, all traces of the Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp vanished, leaving only flattened, spread-out stains of colorful paint.

SSSSSSS...

The Demonic Buddha's lower body, which had turned the color of ink, began to return to its original color. He was changing from a painting back into a person.

THUD!

The wall spat the Demonic Buddha out.

The Drunken Demon, his tension released, collapsed onto the floor. The Demonic Buddha also let out a sigh and sat down next to him.

For a moment, neither of them said a word. They didn't say "good work" or "thank you." Even without words, they had seen each other's hearts.

The heart of the Demonic Buddha, who had told him to go on ahead. And the heart of the Drunken Demon, who stayed until the end to protect him.

The Drunken Demon offered the liquor bottle from his waist to the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha looked down at the bottle for a moment before handing it back. "Save this precious alcohol and drink it yourself."

He now understood for certain why the Painted Spirit had chosen him and not the Drunken Demon. The solution to the brutal Dark Black Painting Technique was incredibly simple. It was liquid.

Realizing that the opponent was a painting that needed to be erased was the key. Perhaps if even a single drop of water had touched the man's body, this evil art would have been broken. If there was no water, one had to use their own blood.

The Drunken Demon had alcohol, and above all, the alcohol qi that protected him was ultimately composed of water.

The Painted Spirit could never have fought the Drunken Demon in the first place. In terms of compatibility, he was far too weak against the Drunken Demon. He probably would not have faced the Drunken Demon after killing him.

The two men circulated their qi to recover their inner arts and then opened the door at the end of the space.

Beyond the door, an even deeper darkness awaited them.

The Demonic Buddha revealed his golden radiance and stepped in first. "When we get back, I'll buy you a drink of some fine alcohol."

"I'll be looking forward to it," the Drunken Demon said with a smile as he followed him in.

That would be the first drink the Demonic Buddha had ever treated him to.

[^1]: Ancient Asian artists used their personal seals/stamps to authenticate their works instead of signatures.


Chapter 794: Please Help My Friend's Father

Perfect darkness surrounded them, a void where nothing could be seen.

This was the Eternal Prison of Darkness.

Normally, those trapped here would wander through the darkness. They would try to measure the space, find an escape, or see if anyone else was present. They would search for any way to break free.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, however, did not. He stood still within the darkness, even staring into it with wide-open eyes, as if he could see something in front of him. The sight was truly bizarre.

Ultimately though, Hoe was the one in control.

He won't break easily, but he will break eventually.

This darkness drove people mad. It delved into the human mind and unearthed every negative emotion a person possessed.

Fear and anxiety, helplessness, hatred, sorrow, guilt, weakness.

He had seen many times how easily and quickly a human could break.

Soon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would become enraged and laugh like a madman. Even a stoic martial artist who had never shed a tear would end up wailing here in the Eternal Prison of Darkness.

Now, break, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!

Hoe pushed his inner arts further, and the darkness grew even deeper.

When there was still no reaction, Hoe decided to provoke the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon directly. "Do you know why I trapped you instead of Lee Ahn? It's because I judged that your death would be a greater shock to the Young Cult Leader than the death of Lee Ahn."

The voice echoed from all directions, making its source impossible to pinpoint.

Hoe was certain the Young Cult Leader's well-being could shake the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's heart the most.

Sure enough, the previously silent Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finally spoke at the mention of Geom Mugeuk. "Even after so many encounters, you still know nothing about the Young Cult Leader."

"What do you mean?"

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered, "Even if we all die, the Young Cult Leader will not be shaken."

"!"

"He'll probably just become even colder."

Hoe could feel that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon genuinely believed that.

"So in the earlier fight, you should have targeted the weaker Commander Lee, not me. Did you think that if that woman got hurt or died, we would all truly die?"

Hoe's heart sank at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words. "Then your death will be a meaningless one."

"Why seek meaning in death? I never sought it in life."

Hoe's provocations and taunts had no effect.

This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked a question. "What in the world have you prepared on that ship?"

Hoe could tell. The quiet man was conversing with him only to ask this question. He wanted to find out anything he could and report it to Geom Mugeuk.

"You're madly devoted to the Young Cult Leader. What you said was wrong. If the Young Cult Leader loses someone like you, he'll go mad and run rampant."

Damn it, if only our Palace had someone like him...

Hoe poured out the maximum amount of qi he could muster. The dark energy grew stronger and stronger.

However, the two eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask were smiling. "Thank you for bringing me to a place like this."

With those incomprehensible words, he drew his dagger, but even that blade reflected no light in this darkness.

Even so, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slashed through the empty air.

SWISH!

A pure white line of sword qi cut through the darkness. Really, it should have vanished into the darkness, but it remained exactly as it was.

The darkness quickly surged to erase the sword line.

Still, the line left by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's dagger did not disappear.

"!" Hoe was shocked. This had never happened before.

Something even more surprising followed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to execute the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique in the darkness. The lines created in the empty air followed original and special trajectories that only a supreme martial art could leave behind, but more surprisingly, the trajectories left by the dagger remained in the darkness, emitting a pure white light.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

No matter how the darkness rushed in, it could not erase the lines.

Hoe could not comprehend this phenomenon at all. "How in the world did you do that?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's training in the pure white room was a discipline to cultivate extreme concentration and mental tranquility. It was a training to deeply contemplate the moral principles of good and evil, using it to realize the principles of martial arts.

When he entered the Eternal Prison of Darkness, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon immediately realized. His pure white room and this room of darkness were, in the end, the same room.

After all, what he had been seeing in his white room was not light, but darkness. He had stood there alone, gazing at his own life, a life lived in extreme evil.

That was why this place was comfortable. It was like entering his own room.

Just as the Dark Black Painted Spirit could not face the Drunken Demon, the Eternal Prison of Darkness could not hold the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had overwhelmed the Pitch Black Demonic Art, and this room had become his own.

That meant he could engrave light into the darkness with the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique.

After executing all the techniques, he slowly watched their trajectories.

Where else would I get the chance to see every trajectory of my martial arts so vividly?

This was something only possible when he and the Eternal Prison of Darkness met.

That was not all. He took a step to the side and began to perform the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique again. This time as well, the darkness tried to erase the traces of his technique, but the pure white sword lines did not disappear.

He compared the new performance of the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique with the one from before, examining it again.

"You crazy bastard! Are you training your martial arts in my Eternal Prison of Darkness right now?" Hoe's agitated voice echoed.

He swore he had never imagined something like this could happen in his unique demonic art. His qi and blood nearly flowed in reverse from pure wrath, causing internal injuries. This was a different problem from his dark qi not working!

"Stop it! You madman!"

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not stop. He simply performed the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique again and again, as if this were a miraculous, once-in-a-lifetime encounter. It seemed he intended to completely master the martial art here today before leaving.

Agitated, Hoe shouted, "Aren't you worried about the Young Cult Leader? What would he say if he knew you were leisurely training your martial arts here?"

The two eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask smiled brightly. "The Young Cult Leader would be the most pleased, of course."

Hoe poured in his remaining qi to strengthen the dark energy.

However, just as the moon shines brighter on a darker night, the trajectories of the Laughing Fragrance Dagger Technique only became clearer.

Finally, he understood. He was the one being affected by this place.

Damn it! The Smiling Demon was never an opponent I could handle in the first place.

As countless shining sword lines appeared, the space gradually brightened. This training, performed alone in the darkness, was both martial arts training and a process for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to find the light.

After a long time, when the space filled with light.

SPARKLE!

The surroundings seemed to flash brightly, and then the two men found themselves back in their original spots.

Blood gushed from Hoe's mouth. The breaking of the Eternal Prison of Darkness had severed all his meridians, a fatal injury.

"Kill me," he gasped for breath in agony.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gazed quietly into Hoe's pained eyes. The eyes behind the mask held no hatred or animosity for the one who tried to kill him. Instead, his gaze was gentle. "Your darkness was comfortable for me."

SHWIIIIK!

His dagger cut through the air, liberating Hoe from his pain.

The last thing Hoe saw was the character for 'Smile' that Geom Mugeuk had engraved on the dagger.

Lee Ahn, Cha Yiran, Green Mask, and Jang Ho, who had been waiting outside, bowed to the Smiling Demon respectfully. They had all waited anxiously after he was suddenly dragged into the darkness.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had returned safely.

They knew it before, but now they experienced directly just how terrifying the beings known as Demon Supremes were.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood by the lake, silently gazing at the Ship of Fortune.

Normally, Lee Ahn would be tense, wondering what might pop out next, but being with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon made her feel at ease.

In fact, she found herself feeling quite envious of Geom Mugeuk.

How wonderful must it feel to have someone like that by your side in life?

[Don't be too envious.] Cha Yiran, ever the astute one, sent her a telepathic message.

Lee Ahn pouted. [I'm not envious. If I had to say, I'm a person closer to the Smiling Demon than the Young Cult Leader.]

[What do you mean by that?]

[It means I'm not a vessel big enough to contain someone like the Young Cult Leader. I'm the type of person who's more comfortable following and admiring him. Even if I get abandoned in the end, that's easier on my heart.]

Cha Yiran grinned at her commander's answer.

Lee Ahn thought that this kind of relationship with her subordinate was not so bad. It wasn't easy to meet someone in life with whom you could share such honest feelings.

Right, so what if my heart's a soy sauce dish? I'll just live my life holding soy sauce. What's important is not spilling it!

She directed her gaze toward the distant Ship of Fortune.

So, greatest vessel in the world, please come out quickly and hold all of us little dishes!


An urgent report arrived at the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall.

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has lit the Demonic Flames,"  Murim Alliance Head Strategist Jaegal Hyeon reported.

Both the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun, who was with him, were startled. The Demonic Flames had not been lit once since Geom Woojin ascended to the position of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader.

"Now, every Branch of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has entered a state of emergency."

Jin Paecheon worried that the event he had been anxious about was finally happening. He trusted Geom Mugeuk, but he did not trust Geom Woojin.

Jaegal Hyeon knew what the Chairman worried about, so he quickly added, "Fortunately, there are no signs of war breaking out."

That could only mean that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was in danger.

"There's one more piece of news. After sealing the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters, the Demonic Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes went to the evacuated Demon Village."

This additional news was even more surprising than the lighting of the Demonic Flames. As leader of the Murim Alliance, Jin Paecheon knew what that meant. A powerful enemy was heading toward the Cult, strong enough to make the Demonic Cult Leader tense and bring out the Demon Supremes.

"It seems to be related to the recent appearance of the Celestial Killer Star."

Of course, the Murim Alliance also knew about the appearance of the Celestial Killer Star. They were taking the matter seriously and carefully observing the murim.

"We believe they have judged that the Celestial Killer Star is coming for them."

Jin Hagun's expression hardened as he silently listened to the two men's conversation. He had not been this worried when the Demon Supremes had left the cult before. However, the subsequent appearance of the Celestial Killer Star had made his heart sink, and now, even the Demonic Flames had been lit.

There had been countless incidents involving the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and Geom Mugeuk until now, but this was the first time he had ever been this worried about them.

Mugeuk, are you alright?

He truly felt like he wanted to rush over there right this instant.

"Was there any word from the Divine Cult regarding this matter?" Jin Paecheon asked.

Jaegal Hyeon shook his head. "No, there was not."

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened.

We can only guess, then. Most likely, they lit the flames because the Celestial Killer Star is heading in their direction. Fuck, how nice it would be if those bastards would give us even a rough hint? As always, that damned Heavenly Demon is taking matters into his own hands.

Then again, that was what the Cult were like before Geom Mugeuk, the oddity, appeared. In fact, they used to worry that the cult would find out about their important affairs.

Regardless, they had already activated their highest level of emergency alert, the Heavenly Dragon Order, when Geom Mugeuk left the cult.

"What do you suggest we do?"

"If the Celestial Killer Star truly exists as the Divine Cult believes, there is no guarantee that person won't come to our alliance."

Jin Paecheon slowly nodded. That person was surely connected to the mastermind that the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic had been fighting together.

"Please recall all the masters who are outside and permit the activation of all formations and mechanisms within the Alliance."

If that happened, the Murim Alliance would also become an ironclad fortress and shift to a full wartime footing.

"Do it."

"Yes, I'll implement it immediately."

Jaegal Hyeon left, leaving only Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun behind.

Jin Paecheon walked to the large window next to the grand chair and looked outside.

Jin Hagun read one thing from his grandfather's back. "Do you want to go help the Demonic Cult Leader?"

"......" Jin Paecheon looked back at his grandson.

"I asked because it seemed like you did."

Surprisingly, Jin Paecheon did feel the desire to help Geom Woojin. The Demonic Cult Leader made him uncomfortable just by looking at him, yet he still wanted to help him. It was less a rational judgment and more an emotional impulse.

Nevertheless, despite knowing his rival was in danger, he was locking his doors and breaking the promise made during the tripartite meeting to face the enemy together.

For someone with his personality, it was unusual. However, for the sake of the Murim Alliance, it was something he had to do.

"If the Demonic Cult Leader dies because of this, where do you think the sword that brought down the Demonic Cult will be aimed next?"

"Then why are you hesitating?"

Because of a single possibility.

Jin Paecheon was neither afraid of the Celestial Killer Star, nor of the infamy he would gain for helping the Demonic Cult.

"What if that Celestial Killer Star comes to our alliance?"

What if the Celestial Killer Star were to attack this place while he was away? If his grandchildren and the Murim Alliance martial artists were to die because of it? It would truly remain an eternal regret.

"Haven't you protected the alliance your entire life with that kind of heart?" Jin Hagun asked.

"!"

"I think it's okay for you to follow your heart just this once, Grandfather."

Thinking his grandson was saying it for his own sake, Jin Paecheon gently reprimanded him. "That's a rash thought."

In truth, Jin Hagun had said it because he was certain of one thing. "The Celestial Killer Star won't come to our alliance."

Jin Paecheon gave his grandson a questioning look.

Jin Hagun calmly replied, "Because if they had judged it so, the Divine Cult would have sent word for us to be careful."

His words stemmed from a deep faith in Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"I think I know now why the Young Cult Leader led the Demon Supremes out without any word. That rascal is trying to fight the final battle without our help, even after telling us to be sure to send word if anything happened. Damn bastard's trying to act all cool all by himself."

This was why he wanted to run over there right now and yell at Geom Mugeuk: 'At the next gathering, you'll start by drinking three penalty bottles!'

"I believe the appearance of the Celestial Killer Star is also a fate that originated from my friend. That's why they must have headed for the Divine Cult."

Jin Paecheon silently looked down at the view of the Murim Alliance, where formations were being deployed and mechanisms were beginning to operate.

When his grandfather said nothing more, Jin Hagun bowed respectfully and withdrew.

Even after his grandson left, Jin Paecheon stared out the window for a long while.

When he finally turned around, a single sword was standing next to the grand chair. Surprisingly, it was the Gentleman Sword, which Jin Hagun had received as a gift from Geom Mugeuk.

First among ancient swords, the Gentleman Sword.

Jin Paecheon slowly walked over and picked up the Gentleman Sword. It seemed his grandson thought he might leave. The boy must have left this sword here, telling him to take it if he did go, believing that the Gentleman Sword in his grandfather's hands would make him invincible.

Perhaps this thoughtful grandson was making a request of him.

Grandfather, please help my friend's father.

Jin Paecheon looked down at the Gentleman Sword with a deep gaze. "With a grandson like this, doesn't it just make you want to go and brag about him to that person?"


Chapter 795: A Troublesome Task, Even Now

Geom Mugeuk followed the growing dark energy. His Body Reformation had awakened more than just his five senses. His sixth sense and survival instincts were now far sharper. The thick, dark fog could not slow his steps.

SWOOSH!

A sword suddenly shot from the floor, aiming to pierce the sole of his foot, but he instinctively dodged and leaped over it.

Just then, swords shot out from both walls as well.

SWOOOSH, SWISH!

He lightly dodged again and retreated.

It was not just blades that emerged. Arms holding the swords came out with them, and there were not just one or two.

Arms filled the corridor, shooting out from the walls, ceiling, and floor. It was a bizarre corridor filled with sword-wielding limbs.

WHOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk threw a light palm strike to test their reaction, and the sword-wielding arms instantly vanished into the walls. Once the palm technique passed though, the arms reappeared as if they were living limbs.

He could tell this was no simple mechanism.

This is the work of a master of the Pitch Black Demonic Art's Dark Summoning Arts.

The sight alone was enough to give one goosebumps, but he was rather pleased.

"Seeing how they're trying to block me like this, I must be on the right path."

Geom Mugeuk charged forward recklessly, seemingly with no plan to deal with the countless arms. Why would he need to think when skill would suffice?

SWISH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWISH! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

An arm was severed every time his sword flashed.

Still, the sword-wielding arms were no ordinary foe. The swords flew in, stabbing at Geom Mugeuk from truly bizarre angles. The attacks came from directions one would rarely experience in a fight against a person. Their movements seemed guided by the minds of several clever masters.

Nevertheless, they had met the wrong opponent.

THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK!

Geom Mugeuk broke through head-on and reached the end of the corridor in an instant.. The Black Demon Sword moved so fast that only its gleam flashed through the fog as severed arms flew in all directions.

THUD. THUD. THUD. THUD.

The corridor floor was littered with severed arms.

POOF! POOF! POOF! POOFPOOFPOOF!

The arms vanished, turning into black smoke. Amazingly, they had not managed to tear even a single hem of Geom Mugeuk's clothing. It was truly overwhelming martial prowess.

KACHAK!

The door at the very end of the corridor opened. A gambling game was in full swing inside the room.

Geom Mugeuk peered inside. Despite the commotion outside, the room was still filled with gamblers engrossed in their games. The fervor was even more intense than when he first arrived on the ship.

The Greedy Annihilation Art is draining all of their energy.

Among the gamblers, some squatted in corners with their heads buried between their knees. Others had collapsed and lost consciousness. Those with weaker bodies were the first to be affected by the life-draining.

They only had one thing in common—they were so lost in their gambling that they did not even notice Geom Mugeuk watching them.

Suddenly, one person caught Geom Mugeuk's eye. An old man watching the gamblers was, surprisingly, the Darkness Palace Lord.

Just like before, Geom Mugeuk could tell it was an illusion. The gamblers, however, did not even realize the spectator beside them was fake.

The Darkness Palace Lord looked at Geom Mugeuk. "How about it? Won't you test your luck?"

"I have no interest in gambling, but I do know one secret."

"What secret is that?"

"The surefire way to win at gambling."

The Darkness Palace Lord waited with a curious gaze for Geom Mugeuk's answer.

"The only way to win at gambling is to not step through the door of this gambling den."

Geom Mugeuk slammed the door shut and went on his way. His voice then came from outside the door. "I win."

The Darkness Palace Lord's illusion looked dumbfounded at this action, but the door was already shut. Truly, Geom Mugeuk never moved as he expected.

As Geom Mugeuk walked swiftly down the corridor, the illusion of the Darkness Palace Lord appeared before him again. "What will you do if I get angry and kill them all? Why just leave?"

"So, did you kill them all?"

"......" The Darkness Palace Lord gave no answer.

"Right, I thought so. You're maintaining this grand technique by tapping into those people's desires, so you can't just kill them recklessly. Every single one is precious, aren't they?"

"I can go back right now and kill everyone in that room."

Geom Mugeuk called his bluff, "Then go ahead, do it."

The Darkness Palace Lord sent a piercing gaze to discern his true intentions, but he still could not read the Young Cult Leader's heart.

"Why? Did you think I'd be desperate to save these gamblers just because I protect the people of the Demon Village as my own? If I were that kind of person, do you think I could have come this far?"

Geom Mugeuk strode forward until he was right in front of the illusion of the Darkness Palace Lord. It was he who was delving into the truth beyond the illusion.

"Shall I guess why you've appeared before me again?" he asked, staring intently into the eyes of the Darkness Palace Lord. "Things outside the ship didn't go well, did they? You tried to take Lee Ahn hostage or kill her, but you failed, right?"

"......" For a moment, the face of the Darkness Palace Lord twitched.

"So you came to see if you could use those gamblers as hostages instead, to test if that would work on me, didn't you?"

"......" The Darkness Palace Lord neither confirmed nor denied it.

"Or are you trying to stall for time by appearing like this? Am I perhaps approaching you faster than you expected? Why? Do you still need more time to prepare whatever you've planned?"

The Darkness Palace Lord sighed inwardly. From the moment Geom Mugeuk first boarded this Ship of Fortune, his actions had been completely unpredictable.

"I'm going to run from now on."

Geom Mugeuk passed through the illusion and really began to run.

When the illusion turned to look back, he had already disappeared around a corner at the end of the corridor.

Geom Mugeuk continued sprinting through the ship. If the Darkness Palace Lord was trying to delay his arrival as he suspected, then reaching him even a moment sooner would grant him an absolute advantage.

As he sprinted through the fog, he came to a halt. Something was filling the corridor up ahead.

Red eyes glowed in the darkness.

Geom Mugeuk knew by instinct. The things in front of him had human forms, but they were beasts summoned by the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

There were not just one or two. They completely filled the corridor. The dark energy they emitted was enough to paralyze a person with fear.

These are the beasts summoned by that master of Dark Summoning Arts from before.

Judging by their aura, he could tell they were stronger summons than the sword-wielding arms.

"KRAAAAAH!" The beast at the front let out a monstrous roar and charged at Geom Mugeuk.

SWOOOOSH! SLICE!

Like a bolt of lightning, the Black Demon Sword drew a diagonal line, and the beast's body split along with it.

That was when the beast's attack truly began.

SSSSZZZZZ...

The splattering black blood melted the floor and walls. The creature's blood had the same effect as the Bone Dissolving Acid used in the jianghu to melt corpses.

That was not all. Even though its body was sliced in two, the creature did not fall and continued its charge.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

The Black Demon Sword moved as fast as lightning, dicing it into pieces. Only then did the beast disappear into black smoke.

SSSSZZZZZ...

Noxious fumes rose from the Bone Dissolving Acid splattered everywhere.

The beasts that sprayed Bone Dissolving Acid packed the narrow corridor. After one died, the others did not charge but waited.

The situation would make one worry about how to break through, but Geom Mugeuk did not hold back his martial arts.

"If you're going to come at me like this, then I have no choice."

SHHH!

Two reliable figures appeared before Geom Mugeuk's eyes. This was the Second Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Great Annihilation Stance. It was a smaller than the usual the Great Annihilation Stance, with only two friends.

However, its power was undiminished. The two demons that filled the corridor pushed straight ahead.

KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-CRACK!

The beasts charged, trying to withstand it, but they were no match for the demons. Their bodies exploded.

POP! POP! POP! POP! POP! POP! SSSSZZZZZ...

Bone Dissolving Acid splattered everywhere, but to the demons of the Great Annihilation Stance, it was no different from being caught in the rain.

When the two demons pushed all the way to the end of the corridor, a scream erupted from the end.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

The demons stopped just before sweeping away the screamer.

The person, stunned to the point of fainting, was none other than Captain Yang Dong. He had been catering to the VIPs when he heard a strange noise, opened the door, and came face to face with the demons.

Yang Dong fell right on his backside, and the terrifying demons looked down at him coldly. "Please spare me!" he begged.

SSSHHH...

As the demons slowly faded, Geom Mugeuk's words followed. "Don't be afraid. For today, they are the guardian deities who will protect you."


Bi Sayin leaped onto the largest giant wolf statue in the inner court where the Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang was standing. From there, one could see a clear view of the entire Evil Alliance.

"I heard news that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had lit the Demonic Flames. Is that true?" he asked. He had been conducting an operation outside when he heard the news and rushed back, and could not describe how shocked he was by the report.

Baek Jagang silently nodded. "The fact that they lit the Demonic Flames is not what's important. What's important is that Geom Woojin allowed it."

What Baek Jagang focused on was this. The Geom Woojin that Baek Jagang knew was not a man who would ever light the Demonic Flames. He knew well how proud that man was. If such a man had sealed the Demonic Cult Headquarters, then there were only two possibilities.

"Either it's a trick to kill us all..." Baek Jagang's eyes glinted sharply. "...Or something truly dangerous is heading their way."

Bi Sayin's expression hardened. It would not be a trick to kill the orthodox and unorthodox sects. This happened after Geom Mugeuk had left with numerous Demon Supremes. If they intended to start a war, it would mean Geom Mugeuk was involved, which was impossible.

For that reason, Bi Sayin worried about Geom Mugeuk.

"If they were truly targeting us, they wouldn't have lit the Demonic Flames. Is it because of the Celestial Killer Star?"

The Evil Alliance knew what the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance knew. They had also been on high alert for the appearance of the Celestial Killer Star.

"It must be. Because of this, the Murim Alliance has activated their wartime procedure as well."

"How will you respond?"

"We'll have to watch both sides and then make our move," Baek Jagang said nonchalantly, even though it could have hurt his pride.

Bi Sayin respected and admired this about his master. His master was prouder than anyone to walk the path of evil and had great pride as the Evil Alliance Chairman, yet he never belittled his opponents or exaggerated the Evil Alliance's strength.

"What would you do?" Baek Jagang asked his disciple.

"First, our Alliance should strengthen our defenses to a minimum level."

"No, not that. What would you have done if you were me?"

"Are you asking under the assumption that Geom Mugeuk is the Demonic Cult Leader?"

Baek Jagang nodded.

Bi Sayin answered honestly, "If Mugeuk had lit the Demonic Flames, I would have gone to help him."

"What if they invade our Alliance? Are you saying it's okay for the entire Unorthodox Alliance to be destroyed because of your friendship?"

Bi Sayin lowered his head. "This disciple made a foolish judgment, letting personal feelings cloud the greater cause."

However, it seemed Baek Jagang had not said it to reprimand him. A hint of regret flickered in his eyes. "I envy you. In all my life, I've never had a friend like that."

Bi Sayin looked at his master in surprise. He had never said such a thing before. "That's because you've dedicated your entire life to the alliance."

Baek Jagang shook his head. No, it was for another reason. The ability to know when someone was lying was a curse, at least when it came to making friends.

In addition to his distrust of people, though, there was another reason.

"Because it's a hassle."

"Pardon?"

"Even you are conflicted, aren't you? He's your friend, but should you go save him or not? I hated even the thought of it." Baek Jagang had not said this because he wanted his disciple to also desire such killing intent. It was quite the opposite. His gentle gaze turned to his disciple. "It's comfortable to keep the door closed, but then you're trapped inside as well."

Bi Sayin understood. It meant that he should cherish his friendship with Geom Mugeuk. Finally, his master acknowledged his friendship with the Young Cult Leader. "I won't find it a hassle."

Baek Jagang read the purity dwelling within his disciple's fearsome face.

Another surprising decision flowed from his lips.

"I've avoided it my whole life, so maybe I'll try a troublesome task for once, even now?"

"!" Bi Sayin was startled. He knew those words meant his master was going to help the Demonic Cult Leader.

"Why? Are you surprised that I'm going to help someone who isn't even my friend?"

Baek Jagang seemed like an emotional person, but he was not someone who made decisions based on emotion. That was why Bi Sayin was so curious about his master's decision.

"May I ask the reason?"

"If the Demonic Cult Leader dies, then I can't get my revenge on the Demonic Cult Leader, can I?"

He can't get revenge on the Demonic Cult Leader, not the Celestial Killer Star?

Bi Sayin wondered what that meant, but the reason was something he had never expected.

"During the tripartite meeting, didn't the Demonic Cult Leader and that old fogey from the Murim Alliance boast endlessly about having two children each? I have to show them that one well-raised child can beat two."

At the word 'child', a surge of emotion swept through Bi Sayin's chest. Nothing moved him more than when his master treated him as a son, not just a disciple.

"If that proud man lit the Demonic Flames, then this is something I must go to. It's no different from him lighting a fire to call for me."

Furthermore, he was not worried about leaving his post and not protecting the Evil Alliance.

"What if that the Celestial Killer Star bastard is strong enough to kill the Demonic Cult Leader?"

Baek Jagang had a feeling based on seeing countless villains from the unorthodox sects. If it was that kind of absolute villain?

"That guy won't attack the Alliance if I'm not here, so we'll leave the gates wide open to announce my departure."

Bi Sayin could not hide the overwhelming emotion. Respect for his master naturally welled up in his heart. "Master, you're the coolest. I want to become an Evil Alliance Chairman just like you!"

Baek Jagang smiled. Throughout his conversation with his disciple today, he did not feel a single chill run down his spine. If he had met someone like this when he was younger, perhaps he might have had at least one friend.

"I'll be back."

"Yes, Master." Instead of telling his master to be careful, Bi Sayin added, "By the way, about that revenge match against the Demonic Cult Leader or the Murim Alliance Chairman..."

He did not want to lose the revenge match concerning the raising of a child, even if only for his master's sake.

"Go and boast loudly. I'll take responsibility!"


Chapter 796: If It Was a Prophecy Your Saintess Was Meant to Hear

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered a kitchen untouched by the dark energy. The room was empty, as it was not yet time to prepare a meal.

"Let's rest here for a moment."

"Okay."

Although the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was politely caring for her, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman found this kindness burdensome. Her companion was young, but she was still a Demon Supreme of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"If you're hungry, have some of this." The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme held out the two duck legs she had found in the kitchen.

"I'm fine," the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman declined.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme leaned against a table and tore into a duck leg, eating enthusiastically.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sensed a relaxed confidence and strength in the woman's natural demeanor. "It's quiet," she remarked.

The unsettling silence was strange. They should have heard the distant sounds of fighting.

"The Young Cult Leader is probably heading in the opposite direction from us," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied.

Although she could not fight alongside Geom Mugeuk, she considered her task very important. After all, the reason Geom Mugeuk could fight without worries was because he trusted her to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Moreover, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had a deep connection to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Protecting her was crucial.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme set down the duck leg and wiped her hands carelessly on a nearby cloth. "Step back."

As the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman moved back, the door opened and someone entered.

The person who stepped inside was an old man. He was the Black Elder, one of the two elders who had been with the Darkness Palace Lord. He entered naturally, as if he knew they were there.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme wiped her greasy lips on her sleeve and stood protectively before the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

The Black Elder looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and grinned. His smile was full of a confidence that belittled his opponent. She was far too young. "I heard a new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had taken over, but I didn't realize you'd be a little girl."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme responded calmly, "You've deployed the Greedy Annihilation Art just to catch a little girl and a woman. Does receiving the energy of those gamblers make your old body feel full of vigor?"

She did not back down in their battle of wills. Besides, she was naturally skilled at cursing and provoking opponents during a fight, and today was no exception.

She added, "And you should wash more as you get older. You reek of rotting corpses."

Her words completely unsettled the Black Elder.

"You damned bitch!"

A dark energy, sharp as a blade, erupted from the Black Elder's body.

SWOOOOOSH.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme released her qi to block the incoming energy. The two auras clashed intensely.

The Black Elder's appearance was not entirely a bad thing. It meant the Young Cult Leader was doing his job well. It also meant their enemies' situation was desperate enough that they needed to take the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman hostage.

That's right, things aren't going your way, are they?

Just then, someone else entered from behind the Black Elder.

"Let's postpone the fight for a moment," the Saintess Ga Ye requested politely. She, who had vanished as if fleeing, had reappeared.

The Black Elder withdrew his aura.

Ga Ye slowly approached the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Backed by the Black Elder, she showed no fear of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Finally, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and Ga Ye stood facing each other.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke first, "What lies have you come to tell this time?"

You told me to come alone, but this place was a trap.

Despite the situation, Ga Ye had shown herself again, and she did not apologize for her deception.

"The Young Cult Leader was right," Ga Ye said, not hiding her true feelings. "I wanted to kill you."

"......" The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman listened quietly to her confession.

"When the Darkness Palace Lord ordered me to summon you here, I was secretly hoping that you would die."

Listening to Ga Ye, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman thought that perhaps the Darkness Palace Lord was the one who had kept her alive.

"I know you recently received a prophecy. What was it?" Ga Ye asked.

"How did you know that?"

During the world's greatest beauty pageant, she had received a prophecy that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would pierce Geom Mugeuk's heart.

"I just knew. Now, tell me what the prophecy was," Ga Ye demanded. She wanted her curiosity satisfied.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman now clearly saw the root of Ga Ye's desire to kill her. However, instead of answering,  she asked aback, "How long has it been since you last received a prophecy?"

Ga Ye's gaze turned icy. "Who do you think you are to dare speak of the Saintess's prophecies?"

"That's right, I'm not a member of the Saintess Palace."

Ga Ye fumed. This was it. This was why she was so angry. She had dedicated her entire being to the Saintess Palace, yet prophecies descended upon a coward who had fled.

"'This world will be ruled by the one born with the Celestial Killer Star,'" the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman continued. "Like the Young Cult Leader said, you made that prophecy up, didn't you?"

"Shut up!"

From the Saintess's violent reaction, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman immediately understood that she had hit the mark. The Saintess had already lost her way. Perhaps that was why the prophecies came to her, even though she had left.

On the other hand, she understood Ga Ye. She knew better than anyone how growing up as the Saintess in that closed-off place could wear a person down. She also knew how a Saintess who could not receive prophecies was treated.

Ga Ye spoke indifferently, "Whatever prophecy you received, nothing changes. You're going to die anyway."

Despite the threat, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sensed fear. "What exactly are you afraid of? Is it the Celestial Killer Star?"

The emotion in Ga Ye's eyes was an unconcealable, primal fear.

"We should have been the ones to possess that power."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman did not know the exact details, but she could guess who had received that power. She tried to persuade Ge Ye, "No, it's right for the Young Cult Leader to have that power. He is someone who will use it justly, no matter what kind of power it is. Besides, I think there's still a chance. If you truly believe in the will of the heavens, the final prophecy will descend upon you. Don't side with the Young Cult Leader or the Darkness Palace Lord. Side with the heavens, just as the Saintess Palace has always done."

Ga Ye's gaze wavered slightly.

SSSSSS...

The dark energy flowing around the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman receded on its own. This was the innate energy that flowed from the Black Elder's body.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had not pushed it away. The energy retreated from the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman by itself.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gasped and made a surprising statement. "A prophecy is about to descend."

She felt a prophecy coming.

It was an unexpected situation, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded calmly. "I'll protect you, so receive the prophecy."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman immediately sat cross-legged and took a white cloth, the Saintess's Dream, from her robes.

Before covering her eyes, she saw Ga Ye's despairing face, but had no time to spare her a thought.

Honestly, she did not want to receive the prophecy. She would not have accepted it if it was unrelated to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or Geom Mugeuk.

However, she had to receive it now. If the heavens were sending a prophecy at this moment, it must have a meaning.

Ga Ye's face twisted into a vicious expression. She's receiving a prophecy right now? Right here, while I'm watching? At the very instant I'm erupting with anger for not receiving one?

The heavens were ignoring her. If this was how the heavens were, she would never believe in them again.

Or perhaps the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was deceiving her.

Whatever the case, Ga Ye could only react one way. Killing intent flowed from her eyes. "Kill her!"

The Black Elder stepped forward. "I can't do that. My job is to bring that woman to the Darkness Palace Lord. The contents of that prophecy must be reported to him."

The Darkness Palace Lord's intention was not merely to use the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman as a hostage.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme blocked the way in front of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "If it was a prophecy your Saintess was meant to hear, it would have descended upon her."

She added another task to her duty. She had grown more irritated as she listened.

"Hey, fake Saintess," she mocked.

Ga Ye, who had turned away, bit her lip hard. The word 'fake' shook her to the core.

"From now on, resent me instead of the heavens. Because I'm the one who's going to kill you," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme added.

Those words were chilling. The one who had just promised death was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Still, Ga Ye did not look frightened at all. She asked the Black Elder, "Were you ordered to bring that little girl back alive too?"

"Of course not," the Black Elder laughed coldly. He intended to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme as painfully as possible.

SWOOOSH!

He unleashed a powerful move from the very beginning. A powerful palm technique shot from his hand toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

SHWAA...

In an instant, one of the strange symbols painted on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's carriage materialized in the empty air before her.

KABOOM!

The moment the palm technique struck the symbol, it changed direction and flew toward the wall. The cabin wall shattered, but a writhing dark mist lay beyond it. The energy of the Greedy Annihilation Art surrounded the ship, so they did not have to worry about it sinking.

"What a strange little trick."

SWOOOOOSH!

This time, he unleashed an even more powerful strike.

SHWIIIIK!

Another symbol appeared, redirecting the palm technique toward Ga Ye.

KABOOM!

The Black Elder extended a hand and blocked the attack flying toward Ga Ye.

SSSSSS...

Black smoke rose from his palm as he neutralized his own technique.

"Not bad."

The dismissive look on the Black Elder's face vanished. The qi infused in that last strike was not easily blocked. Moreover, the move to not just deflect it but to precisely redirect it at Ga Ye was truly extraordinary.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme snorted. This was the Soul Origin Transference Art, one of her legacy's unique demonic arts.

The Black Elder did not know how hard she had worked. He did not know how she had trained, sacrificing sleep, just to not fall behind the other Demon Supremes. He did not know that at the center of those efforts was the most outstanding illusion arts master, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Black Elder chanted an incantation.

RUMMMBLE...

The floor began to shake and vibrate as if in an earthquake. Parts of the floor swelled up, and then skeletons burst out, as if hatching from an egg.

This was the Underworld Nine Springs Summoning Art, the most powerful technique of the Black Elder's Pitch Black Demonic Art.

The chilling skeletons were not illusions. A ghastly blue light, the kind emitted by the dead, flowed from their eyes.

It was fortunate that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had her eyes covered. Even the bravest person would find it impossible to maintain composure at such a sight.

Of course, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was not afraid at all. "Now I see why you reeked of rotting corpses."

She quietly chanted a mantra.

SHHHHH...

Unintelligible characters began to write themselves on the floor, forming a circle around the cross-legged Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and herself. Light emanated from the inscriptions.

The moment the skeletons tried to cross the characters, an invisible barrier blocked their path.

CRASH!

The martial art she had unleashed was the Ghost Writings Barrier Art.

THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!

The skeletons swarmed forward, striking the invisible barrier with their weapons, but the barrier created by the ghostly characters did not break.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was buying as much time as possible. She thought a chaotic battle might prevent the prophecy from being received.

"Not bad."

The watching Black Elder launched a palm technique at the floor. He did not waste an attack on the barrier.

KABOOOOM!

The floor shattered under his immense power, and they all fell downward.

THUD!

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman landed softly on the floor below.

Fortunately, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had used her qi to ensure a safe landing, and likewise, the Black Elder protected Ga Ye.

He had thought destroying the floor would break the characters and the ghostly barrier. However, even after falling, both the characters and the barrier remained intact.

CRASH! KABOOM!

Again, the Black Elder broke the floor with a palm technique. Once again, they all fell downward.

He was not trying to destroy the barrier. He knew that the deeper they fell, the denser the dark energy became.

After falling a few more times, they reached a place filled with dense dark energy. They had gone up to avoid it, only to fall vertically back into it.

THWACK! THWACK!

The skeletons' power became incomparably stronger, and they struck the barrier with renewed force.

Nevertheless, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's barrier still did not break.

The Black Elder chanted another mantra, and the skeletons hammering the barrier quickly retreated as if in fear.

RUMMMMMMMBLE!

When he finished the mantra, a vibration far greater than any before shook the room.

A skeleton far larger and more massive than the others rose from the floor. Unlike the previous ones, it wore armor made of bone, its eye sockets were deeper, and the blue light flowing from its nose was so intense it looked like an embedded jewel. Each of its finger bones was as sharp as a blade, and an oppressive aura of death flowed between its bones.

This was the king of the skeletons, the Nine Springs Corpse King.

The Nine Springs Corpse King held a massive sword, looking like a grim reaper risen from hell.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's gaze deepened.

It has a soul.

The Nine Springs Corpse King was different from the other skeletons. She could feel a soul within it. It was a malevolent soul, filled only with anger, resentment, and killing intent.

Convinced of his victory, the Black Elder laughed hysterically, "Let's see you block this!"

The Nine Springs Corpse King's massive sword flew toward the barrier.

SWOOOOSH! CRASH!

The barrier shook violently from the first attack. A crack appeared with the second, more powerful strike. The power was immense.

RUMBLE!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme glanced back at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who still sat with her eyes covered by the Saintess's Dream. She had to protect her until the prophecy was fully received.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and patch the hole," the Black Elder taunted.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme began to chant a mantra, as if she intended to do just that.

KABOOM! KABOOOM! CRASH!

Under the relentless attacks, the barrier cracked instantly.

CRAAAAAACK!

One final blow would shatter the barrier completely. The smaller skeletons surrounded them, ready to swarm in the moment the shield broke.

"Look like the Cult will have to pick a new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme again. That position must be cursed."

The Nine Springs Corpse King delivered the final blow.

SWOOOOSH! GRAB!

The Black Elder looked up, startled. At the last minute, he had blocked the sword that the Nine Springs Corpse King had swung down. Dark energy shimmered from his palm, and his arm trembled from the impact.

"What the hell?"

The Nine Springs Corpse King, which had been about to deliver the final blow, had suddenly turned and struck him instead.

Astonished, he shifted his gaze to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who stood behind the Nine Springs Corpse King.

No way...

The same blue energy flowing from the Nine Springs Corpse King's eyes also flowed from her own.

She had not been chanting a mantra to strengthen the barrier. Amazingly, she had been subduing the soul of the summoned Nine Springs Corpse King.

She grinned. Even if you created that monster, the moment a soul inhabits it...!

"This skeleton is mine now."


Chapter 797: I Wanted To Be Your First Demon Supreme

The Black Elder's bewilderment twisted into rage. He truly never imagined that a demonic beast he had summoned, especially the Nine Springs Corpse King, would be turned over to the enemy.

"You damned wench!"

With a furious curse, he threw a palm strike.

POW!

The Nine Springs Corpse King slid back across the ground, but even against that powerful palm strike, it was unfazed. It was only natural, as that was the strongest being he could summon.

"You foolish thing! Disappear!"

The Black Elder chanted an incantation, and the surroundings began to vibrate again.

RUMBLE...

This time, in a reverse summoning, the floor caved in and began to pull at the Nine Springs Corpse King like a swamp. Immediately, it tried to forcibly cancel the summoning.

The Black Elder's face hardened. The Nine Springs Corpse King was resisting, refusing to be dragged in.

This can't be happening!

Even though he had severed the spiritual line connecting them, the Nine Springs Corpse King did not disappear.

The Black Elder recited another incantation, a secret art of the Dark Palace that could see through an opponent's evil arts, the Eye of a Hundred Souls.

A powerful being like the Nine Springs Corpse King could not be subjugated with a simple soul-stealing art. Soul chains, the chains of the soul, would connect the caster and the subjugated. Severing that connection could break the art.

Of course, finding the line was difficult, and cutting it required a great expenditure of inner qi.

When he activated the Eye of a Hundred Souls, the Black Elder's vision went dark for a moment before faint chains appeared.

There! If I just cut that!

The next moment, his joy turned to shock and despair. There was not just one soul chain. Dozens of lines connected the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme to the Nine Springs Corpse King, covering its head, neck, arms, hands, waist, legs, and feet. The ultimate soul-stealing art, one that granted perfect control, unfolded before him.

"Why are you peeking at what belongs to another?" the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice rang out, as if she knew her enemy was watching.

The Black Elder grew even more furious, but he soon calmed his mind. His opponent's skills were not limited to her soul-stealing art. The young woman was trying to play with his mind. "To have reached such a state at your young age, I have to give you credit."

Ga Ye, standing behind the Black Elder, was also shocked. She had already experienced several times that the Demon Supremes were far stronger than they had thought. However, she had not expected that strength, which surpassed all expectations, to extend to the young Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

She shifted her gaze to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sitting silently behind the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, her eyes covered by the Saintess's Dream.

Ga Ye thought she might be acting to deceive her, but could that bitch maintain such an act while a battle this large unfolded?

She looked up in despair. Beyond the repeatedly blasted-open ceiling, had the distant sky truly abandoned her?

If this was going to happen, you shouldn't have given her the prophecy in the first place!

She directed her resentment at the heavens.

Meanwhile, the Nine Springs Corpse King's sword flew toward the Black Elder.

CRASH! CRUUUNCH!

A small skeleton rushed forward and was shattered in his place. Skeletons swarmed from all directions, surrounding their king. The skeletons felt fear, but they could not disobey the Black Elder's command.

SWOOOSH! CRACK!

A single swing from the Nine Springs Corpse King's sword shattered a skeleton to pieces. If they had been any match for it, how could it have earned the title of Skeleton King?

The skeletons charged. They grabbed its arms and clung to its back, trying to overwhelm it with sheer numbers, but the Nine Springs Corpse King was far too strong. Shattered skeletons flew in all directions.

The skeletons had been strengthened by the Greedy Annihilation Art's aura, but they were not the only ones. The Nine Springs Corpse King had also become much more powerful than its original state.

The Black Elder did not miss the opportunity the skeletons were buying him. He flew toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. The Ghost Sect barrier had already been mostly destroyed by the Nine Springs Corpse King's earlier attack.

CRASH! BOOM!

The Black Elder's fists, imbued with qi, repeatedly struck the barrier.

CRRRAAACK! KABOOM!

As the barrier was destroyed, the glowing characters on the floor lost their light and vanished.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had been performing her soul-stealing art, said calmly, "Look behind you."

The Black Elder turned around. In that time he was distracted, the Nine Springs Corpse King had smashed all the skeletons and now aimed its massive sword at Ga Ye's neck.

"If you don't back down, your Saintess dies."

"A Demon Supreme using a hostage? Don't you have any shame?"

"None at all." The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme did not even bat an eye. Instead, she provoked the Black Elder in return. "Though I think I'd be a little ashamed if I lost to you."

Neither the provocation nor the hostage situation worked on either of them.

"Kill her."

"Hmph." As if she had expected such a reaction, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme simply snorted.

"You're not surprised?"

"I knew you people weren't the type to protect anyone."

Ga Ye's expression hardened as she listened to their conversation. If the Darkness Palace Lord had ordered her brought back alive at all costs, the Black Elder would not have dared to make such a decision.

She had been in shock, feeling abandoned by the heavens. Now, realizing she had also been abandoned by the Darkness Palace Lord, her heart grew incomparably heavy.

Finally, the Black Elder revealed part of their plan. "The Palace Lord knows that you delivered a false prophecy, Saintess."

A Saintess who could not receive prophecies was a useless thing to be discarded.

Ga Ye did not reveal her troubled heart. Instead, she spoke with a calm, rebuking gaze. "Do you think you can survive after daring to forsake the will of the heavens? I'm asking if you can bear this great sin with the mere excuse that it was the Saintess's command."

Although she had not received a prophecy recently, she was still the one who had ascended to the position of Saintess by receiving one.

The Black Elder scoffed at her words, laced with a stern rebuke, but he could not speak to her carelessly. Until the situation had become like this, she had been the most precious person after the Darkness Palace Lord.

Ga Ye's gaze now turned to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. She was the one holding the power over her life and death now. "If you kill me, you'll commit the sin of defying the will of the heavens."

"I have my own heaven," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied firmly.

Although the heavens were mentioned, she was not at all afraid. She was here, following the command of that heaven.

SWISH!

The Nine Springs Corpse King raised its sword high. It intended to behead Ga Ye with a single strike, but the Black Elder made no move to save her.

Ga Ye, sensing that she could not escape death, left her final words. "My prophecy will surely become reality."

The only being she truly feared was the one born under the Celestial Killer Star. The one who had awakened and broken his seal by himself. He would come to rule the world.

Just as the Nine Springs Corpse King was about to swing its sword, someone stepped forward and stopped it.

"Please don't kill her."

The descending sword of the Nine Springs Corpse King stopped right beside her neck.

The one who had spoken was none other than the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She had undone the Saintess's Dream that covered her eyes and rose from her seat. A mystical energy flowed from her opened eyes, and the swirling darkness dared not approach her.

Everyone could tell. She had received a prophecy.

What kind of prophecy could she have received?

However, no one dared to ask, awed by the mystical aura emanating from her. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman also said nothing about the prophecy.

The Black Elder said to her, "Now, we have even more reason to capture you."

"Why are you trying to save me?" Ga Ye asked.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gave no answer.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme said nothing. Asking about the prophecy was a job for the Young Cult Leader. Her job was to protect the Chairwoman from the enemy.

"Please stand back for a moment," she requested.

Her aura quickly grew more intense. If she had been defensive until now to avoid interfering with the prophecy, from now on, she would go on the offensive.

The Nine Springs Corpse King withdrew the sword aimed at Ga Ye and began to attack the Black Elder in earnest.

RUMMMMBLE!

The very axis of the earth trembled as the Nine Springs Corpse King and the Black Elder collided.

The Nine Springs Corpse King's attacks were relentless. Since it did not matter if its entire body was shattered, it continued with the most violent attacks it could muster.

This made the Black Elder even angrier. He truly wanted to grind the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's bones to dust and drink them, but it was not an easy fight.

The Nine Springs Corpse King was the strongest summon he could call upon. The only fortunate thing was that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was too busy controlling the Nine Springs Corpse King with her soul-stealing art to launch any other attacks.

As the fight intensified, the Nine Springs Corpse King's armor shattered, followed by the sound of breaking bones. However, in the process, the Black Elder also consumed a massive amount of inner qi and even faced a dangerous situation where his head was nearly taken off.

Even with its bones rattling and broken, the Nine Springs Corpse King fought well. As time passed, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was controlling it with even greater skill.

The Black Elder pushed his qi to its limit, intending to overpower the Nine Springs Corpse King in a single blow.

She's getting more and more used to it. This can't go on!

He had to finish it as quickly as possible, even if it meant sustaining internal injuries.

However, this was the moment the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had been waiting for.

SWOOOSH!

Just as the Black Elder recklessly charged in, the Nine Springs Corpse King threw its sword with the speed of lightning. It had never let go of its sword until now. This was the first time it had thrown it.

As the Black Elder twisted his body with lightning speed to dodge, the large sword grazed past his face.

The unexpected attacks continued. When the Black Elder righted himself, the Nine Springs Corpse King was already upon him. It exposed its entire body as if to die together, but its blade-sharp hands flew toward his shoulders.

Damn it! Too late!

He could shatter the Nine Springs Corpse King's chest, but his own shoulders would be severely injured.

In that life-or-death moment, something incredible happened.

SHWAAA...

Something pitch-black grabbed the Nine Springs Corpse King. Surprisingly, it was the Nine Springs Corpse King's own shadow.

Suspended in mid-air, the Nine Springs Corpse King struggled, but it was held fast, unable to move as if buried in its own shadow. The shadow began to constrict the Nine Springs Corpse King with immense force.

The Black Elder did not miss the opportunity.

KABOOM!

He repeatedly struck the Nine Springs Corpse King with a palm technique containing the absolute limit of his qi. On top of that, the shadow constricted the Nine Springs Corpse King with tremendous force.

CRASH! BOOM! BOOM! CRASH! SSSSH...

Ultimately, unable to withstand the two attacks, the Nine Springs Corpse King shattered into pieces and vanished.

"Ptui!" The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spat out a mouthful of blood. Because the shadow had constricted it, she had been unable to withdraw the soul chains, and suffered internal injuries when her subjugated target vanished in that state.

In that instant, a barrage of palm techniques rained down on her.

SWOOSH! SWISH! SWOOSH! SWISH!

With the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman behind her, she did not dodge, instead swinging both her palms to block the palm technique head-on. The attack had come so quickly that she had no time to use her soul-stealing art to deflect it.

THUD, THWACK, THUD, THWACK!

Her body shook violently. She blocked with her palm arts and her protective enhanced qi, but the shock added to her previous internal injuries was immense.

"Keuk!"

She coughed up even more blood.

"Demon Supreme!" The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman called out urgently.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded as if to say she was fine. However, a trickle of blood flowed from the corner of her mouth.

Suddenly, someone walked into the area.

"Foolish man! You summoned the Nine Springs Corpse King against the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

The newcomer was the Dark Elder, the other of the two old men who had been with the Darkness Palace Lord. He was the one who had just constricted the Nine Springs Corpse King with a shadow and unleashed the continuous palm technique using his unique demonic art, the Dark Shadow Devourer.

The Black Elder had nothing to say to that. It was a clear mistake born from underestimating his opponent. "I never thought that little girl could subjugate the Nine Springs Corpse King."

"It is certainly surprising." The Dark Elder stared at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with cold eyes.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme bit her lip anxiously. The Black Elder and the Dark Elder were the right-hand men of the Darkness Palace Lord and masters of the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

"The Young Cult Leader is on the verge of storming the Saintess. We must finish this quickly and return."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's expression grew grave. She had barely managed to handle one of them. Facing two was an impossible fight. Worse, her internal injuries were grave, and this place was thick with the aura of the Palace of Great Greed.

Before, she had used the Nine Springs Corpse King, which had received that dark energy, to fight, but now she had to fight at a complete disadvantage.

"Demon Supreme!" The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood in front of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Her only thought was that she had to save her somehow. "Your Saintess wants to know my prophecy. If you kill the Demon Supreme, I'll never open my mouth."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman showed her firm resolve, but it did not work on the Black Elder and the Dark Elder.

"That would be a matter between you and the Saintess."

They made it clear that they would kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme no matter what.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme moved forward. "I'm fine, so please step back."

"Demon Supreme."

Tears welled up in the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes as she looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. This was a death she would face for trying to protect her. If she had wanted to escape, she could have done so during the fight with the first old man.

In contrast, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was calm. "Cherish the prophecy. The Young Cult Leader will come to save you soon."

She meant not to speak of the prophecy until the Young Cult Leader came to rescue her. That it would protect her life.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme foresaw her own death.

Young Cult Leader, I am sorry for failing to complete my mission.

She did not ask for that sentiment to be passed on to the Young Cult Leader. Hearing such words would only make him feel gloomy.

I wanted to be your first Demon Supreme, Young Cult Leader....

She stood proudly before the two old men. "You filth who reek of rotting corpses, I won't die quietly. I'll at least take an arm and an eye with me."

An intense killing intent erupted from her eyes. As she revealed her final aura, the surroundings seemed to spin, and a wave of dizziness washed over them.

The Black Elder and the Dark Elder raised their qi to resist her aura. It was a powerful fighting spirit that suggested she truly would not die quietly.

"There won't be a single eye or arm left on your body," she snarled.

The Black Elder and the Dark Elder also unleashed their own auras without restraint. The deathly energy flowing from them mixed with the dark energy of the surroundings, crushing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's aura. Because it was a two-on-one fight, her energy was pushed back.

Just as the Black Elder and the Dark Elder were splitting to either side to launch a joint attack, though, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes sparkled.

She slowly looked around, muttering, "Hey... do you smell that? I think it's the scent of alcohol."


Chapter 798: You Picked the Wrong Opponent

It was unmistakably the smell of alcohol.

The Black Elder and the Dark Elder exchanged a look and nodded at the same time. They immediately unleashed their palm techniques.

SWOOSH!

Two tremendous streams of palm energy flew toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. They attacked without restraint, knowing the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman would die if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme dodged.

As they expected, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme held her ground in front of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman until the very end.

"No!" the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman screamed.

BANG! KABOOM!

A series of heavy roars echoed.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them again, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood before her, perfectly fine. Two streams of palm energy had flown from somewhere else and neutralized the attack.

Their eyes and noses told them who had helped. A golden wave flowed through the dark mist, and the smell of alcohol grew stronger. Two men stepped into the space.

An undeniable surge of emotion crossed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face. Just a moment ago, she had been prepared for death.

Even if I die carrying out the Young Cult Leader's orders, how can I not fear death at such a young age?

The Demonic Buddha entered first and spoke to her. "You've worked hard, Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

Has the Demonic Buddha's face ever looked so welcoming?

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme bowed her head respectfully to show her gratitude. "You saved my life. Thank you."

"You would've blocked it just fine on your own," the Demonic Buddha said, looking up at the gaping hole in the ceiling. "Why didn't I think of this? We should've come down this way too."

Earlier, the Black Elder had searched for a stronger dark energy, smashing through the floor and falling to the level where the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha were.

"Wouldn't that have been less elegant?"

The Drunken Demon followed, reeking of alcohol. He glanced at Ga Ye in the corner, then strode toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The expressions of the Black Elder and the Dark Elder hardened completely at the two men's appearance. The Demonic Buddha and the Drunken Demon's presence meant the Dark Black Painted Spirit was already defeated. The skills of these damn Demon Supremes were truly running wild.

The Drunken Demon stopped before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Seeing the bloodstain on her mouth, he took a small liquor bottle from his robes and handed it to her. "Have a drink."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme looked at him, and he nodded with his intoxicated eyes. She opened the bottle without a second word. The scent of potent liquor spread as she drank it all.

This was no ordinary alcohol. It was the Drunken Demon's special medicinal liquor, highly effective for treating internal injuries.

She knew the moment she drank it.

This is a valuable liquor.

Indeed it was. The alcohol entered her body and began to soothe her twisted and injured qi and blood. She had not expected him to so generously offer such a precious drink.

"I'll treat you to a drink later."

It was a liquor too valuable to be repaid with a single drink, but she expressed her gratitude that way for now.

The Drunken Demon smiled pleasantly. "My popularity is skyrocketing these days! There's a line of people wanting to buy me drinks. Young Cult Leader, this is the kind of man I am!"

He looked like he could not wait to find Geom Mugeuk and brag.

The two old men watched, displeased with the Drunken Demon. His relaxed attitude in front of them was a clear sign of disrespect.

Meanwhile, tears finally streamed down the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face. She had truly thought the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was going to die. She felt an immense sense of gratitude and reassurance that the two Demon Supremes had appeared in time.

She bowed her head respectfully to the two Demon Supremes, thanking them not for saving her, but for saving the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Thank you both, truly.

The Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha said nothing to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had saved her today. That credit belonged entirely to her.

The Drunken Demon thought she was truly amazing. The final attack was dangerous enough to be fatal, yet she had not dodged, protecting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman instead. That was why he had willingly given her his prized internal medicine.

After tending to her, the Drunken Demon finally turned to the Black Elder and the Dark Elder.

"You fought two against one, so three against two should be fine, right?"

The Black Elder and the Dark Elder had nothing to say.

The Dark Elder radiated a cold aura. "Not just three, four is also possible. No, it wouldn't matter if all eight of you came."

The Drunken Demon sneered openly. "Eight, you say? When you were too scared to face even one of us alone? I'd love to line up all the Demon Supremes for you. Only after big fists smash your heads, a finger qi bullet pokes holes in your eyeballs, and deadly poison shreds your organs will you finally cry and snivel, 'Oh my, I was spouting nonsense because I'm old, please spare me!'"

Although he acted dismissive, he did not let his guard down. The Greedy Annihilation Art spreading through the ship was reaching its peak. The opponent's Pitch Black Demonic Art would unleash its most powerful force. They had a numerical advantage, but they also had to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. No one knew how this fight would unfold.

He asked the Demonic Buddha, "Which one will you take?"

"Anyone is fine with me."

"As expected! The composure of the strong!"

He then asked the two old men directly. "Who's stronger between you two? The weaker one can fight me."

It seemed like a flippant question, but it was meant to break their harmony, assuming each secretly believed he was the stronger one.

"A trick to divide us." The Dark Elder immediately saw through his intention.

The Drunken Demon then said to the Demonic Buddha, "Please take care of that one. He seems more cautious, so his skills are likely superior."

With this, he identified the more cautious one and also wounded the Black Elder's pride by treating him as inferior.

"Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, please support me."

He readily admitted his disadvantage in martial arts compatibility for this fight. He was not ashamed to admit he was weaker.

The Black Elder spoke to the Drunken Demon with cold eyes. "There's no need to pair up. Your opponent isn't me."

He unleashed a new dark summoning art, the Wild Beast Summoning Art. Beast-shaped monsters materialized, baring massive teeth. They were soulless summons, immune to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's soul-stealing.

The Drunken Demon drew his throwing knife, showing no fear as he faced the terrifying summons. "You could've at least summoned something I could have a drink with."

The moment he finished speaking, he charged the beasts.

In all his long years mastering summoning demonic art, the Black Elder had never seen an opponent charge in so recklessly, let alone a Demon Supreme.

The beasts rushed toward the Drunken Demon.

As their fight began, the Dark Elder walked toward the Demonic Buddha. "Can that light from your body truly protect you?"

The Demonic Buddha quietly put his palms together. "This light has not been protecting me. I have been protecting this light."

WHOOSH.

The dark energy from the Dark Elder's body swirled around them like a gale, and they both vanished instantly.

STAB! SHUNK! STAB! STAB!

The Drunken Demon's throwing knife stabbed the beasts repeatedly. It looked like a chaotic brawl where he relied only on his protective enhanced qi, but his movement technique displayed incredible divine prowess.

He had raised the level of his martial studies while breaking through the Myriad Styles Renaissance, the whirlwind martial arts of the Blue Sea Lord he fought outside. The results were showing now.

Beasts rushed in from all sides, seemingly tearing at his body, but he narrowly deflected their attacks. Only his clothing tore, while the beasts' bodies were blown apart by his attacks. He stabbed and kicked the beasts rushing at him, stomped on a fallen one, and even choked another.

The Black Elder tried to summon more beasts.

But the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme did not stand by and watch.

SWOOSH! SWISH! SWOOSH!

The Black Elder stopped his summoning and threw himself backward to dodge the incoming palm technique.

When did she recover from her internal injuries?

Before he knew it, the Drunken Demon was charging through the beasts. Surrounded by them, he looked like a beast himself. He had actually bitten a dark beast's neck and torn it open.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme understood why he was fighting like this. He should have chosen the stronger opponent, the Dark Elder, since he was fighting alongside her. Instead, he chose the relatively weaker Black Elder.

His intention was to finish the Black Elder quickly and help the Demonic Buddha. That was why she actively supported him.

The Black Elder hid his body in the darkness as the Drunken Demon charged. He had deployed the Dark Shadow Stealth Art. The more time he bought, the better. The Dark Elder would surely kill the Demonic Buddha and return.

"Are you going to be a coward about this?" The Drunken Demon tried to find him by raising his qi, but the dark energy was too strong.

SHHHHK!

Just then, a symbol of a human eye inside a circle appeared in the air above the Drunken Demon's throwing knife. This technique was called the Dark Night Opens Its Eyes, and it was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's unique demonic art for finding those hidden in darkness.

SHIMMER...

The symbol seemed to temporarily imbue the Drunken Demon's throwing knife. The symbol's eye flashed open.


The Demonic Buddha stood in an empty space. An unknown force held his body tight, and he could not move. He realized that when the dark energy swirled around him, some form of the Pitch Black Demonic Art had been cast.

The Dark Elder slowly walked toward him. "Is there any need for us to fight like low-level thugs, smashing everything like a drunkard?"

The Demonic Buddha replied calmly, "I was hoping for a fight where we smash everything."

"Then you've picked the wrong opponent."

The Dark Elder slowly circled the Demonic Buddha once, then looked behind him. "A shadow contains a person's dark side."

The Demonic Buddha realized his own shadow was holding him. His opponent was a user of the Pitch Black Demonic Art that utilized shadows.

He calmly looked for the Dark Elder's shadow. "Where is your shadow?"

The Dark Elder had no shadow. "There should be no shadows here. This is a place where the shadow devours its master. Just as you are being devoured now."

The Pitch Black Demonic Art cast on the Demonic Buddha was the one the Dark Elder was most confident in. The Soul-Shattering Destruction Art.

"The wounds in your heart will be your undoing."

"What a common and boring demonic art."

A sneer formed on the Dark Elder's face. "Is that so? A single wound will be amplified a hundredfold. No human can withstand that pain."

It was a demonic art with a set method of defeat. If one endured, it would be broken. If one could not, one would be broken.

"The Demonic Buddha, you will die here."

Originally, he had not intended to use the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art on the Demonic Buddha. "It was a demonic art I was going to use on the Young Cult Leader, but it seems I'll be using it on you first."

It worked better on more skilled opponents because strong people often harbored deep darkness.

"Then why don't you save it for the Young Cult Leader?"

"Let's see how long you can afford to be so relaxed."

SHHHHH...

In that moment, the Demonic Buddha found himself in a different space. It was the small cave from his childhood, the place he always hid to escape others' teasing.

Just as the wound should have surfaced, a smile appeared on his lips.

If this demonic art had hit him for the first time, this place could have plunged him into deep inner demons. As the man said, if the wound from that time was amplified a hundredfold, his mind might not have withstood it.

That is, if it were the old him.

"Someone already brought me here before."

He walked out of the cave on his own. Not even a small wound remained here to be amplified.

SHHHHH...

As the cave disappeared, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader appeared, his face full of disappointment. "I thought we were friends, but you threw away our friendship for mere power. That's the kind of person you are."

Though the words were meant to provoke, the Demonic Buddha answered calmly, "We've already reconciled."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a bewildered expression for a moment, then slowly faded away.

SHHHH...

The Demonic Buddha murmured to himself, "I suppose the First Young Lord will appear now."

As if on cue, Geom Muyang appeared. "I couldn't become the successor because of you! And even then, you were contemplating whether to tell Mugeuk. Even now, you hide that heart with a detestable..."

The Demonic Buddha strode toward Geom Muyang and said nothing. He simply hugged him tightly. "I'm sorry, First Young Lord. It's all my fault."

He gently patted Geom Muyang's back. In that moment, he was an adult guiding Geom Muyang, and also a small giant.

SHHHHH...

Geom Muyang disappeared from his arms.

Even though he thought he had overcome these things, seeing them as a test made him realize that a wound once inflicted on the heart never truly disappears, but he confirmed that he had certainly overcome those wounds.

No, he felt fortunate to have these wounds. They were traces of having lived as a human, not a heartless Demon Supreme. They were precious wounds.

And so, he could now say these words: Wounds, they do not fade.

The next moment, the Dark Elder stood before him with a horrified look, blood gushing from his mouth. The demonic art had been broken in an instant, causing him a severe internal injury.

"How could the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art be broken so easily?" The Dark Elder looked utterly disbelieving. "How can this be?"

"That's because those wounds of the soul have already become scars."

"!"

"You were right. You picked the wrong opponent."

Of all people, he had cast the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art on the one Demon Supreme who had worked most diligently to overcome the wounds of his heart.

The Demonic Buddha quietly brought his fingers together into a hand seal. "Did you say this is a place where the shadow devours its master?"

A brilliant radiance began to shine from his body. The light shot out, pushing back the dark energy that had dominated the space.

"Then let's see... shall I find your shadow?"


Chapter 799: I Am the Bloody Buddha

Light emanated from the Demonic Buddha, pushing back the darkness.

SWOOOOOSH!

The darkness receded before his golden radiance in a spectacular sight.

When the light shone on the Dark Elder, his shadow became visible.

"No!" he cried out urgently.

SLITHER!

The shadow rose like a person and seized the Dark Elder's body from behind, as if embracing him. However, he did not resist, as if he knew there was no escape.

The Demonic Buddha recalled what the man had said earlier.


"This is a place where shadows should not exist. It's a place where shadows devour their masters."



"So you're really being devoured too."

The Dark Elder glared at him with blazing eyes. "Do you have any idea what you've just done?"

"You seem to have many scars on your heart as well. What will happen to you if your scars are magnified a hundredfold?"

"Did you really think I'd fall for the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art? Once the Evil Shadow emerges, even I can't handle it! Because you summoned the Evil Shadow, neither of us can leave this place unless one of us dies."

The Dark Elder was not worried about falling for the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art himself, but he called his own shadow the Evil Shadow. Now, he could no longer dispel the space by his own will.

SHWAAAAAK!

The shadow holding him immobile now covered his body, as if swallowing him whole.

"Aaaaaargh!"

A scream erupted from him as the darkness infiltrated his body. He felt the pain of his living flesh being torn apart as something foreign entered him.

The moment the Evil Shadow began to merge with the Dark Elder, the Demonic Buddha prepared to attack immediately. It would be foolish to simply watch this unusual situation unfold.

However, a gust of dark energy swirled around the Dark Elder's body like a whirlwind before he could complete the hand seal.

WHOOOOSH!

The Demonic Buddha released the hand seal. He sensed an attack would be useless right now.

A moment later, the whirlwind dissipated, revealing the Dark Elder's changed form. A shadow covered his entire body like armor. Half of his face was also covered by the shadow, which writhed as it tried to invade the rest of his face.

"Demonic Buddha, you've done something you shouldn't have."

"I just wanted to let you see the scars on your own heart. Who knew this would happen?"

Having been devoured by the Evil Shadow, the Dark Elder radiated killing intent. He looked like darkness and darkness had merged into one.

"Besides, weren't you planning to transform into this form in the end anyway? If I had to see it, it's better to see it while I'm still full of energy."

He was right. If all else failed, the Dark Elder would have summoned the Evil Shadow to fight. The problem was the time limit.

I must hurry.

Merging with the Evil Shadow made him much more powerful, but if too much time passed, he would be truly devoured. Once consumed, he would become an insane madman who had lost all reason. He would not remember anything afterward, so that moment would be his death.

The Demonic Buddha brought his palms together with a cold gaze. "For your life full of sin, I shall help you attain nirvana."

The Dark Elder rushed toward him. "Shut up, you damn monk!"

He leaped into the air and threw a series of punches. He had mastered more than just demonic arts that used shadows. Unleashing his technique, the Darkness Rapid Flurry, a hailstorm of powerful fists crashed down upon the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha did not evade, countering with a palm technique.

KRA-KRA-KRA-KOOM!

A sound like a collapsing mountain echoed as fist and palm collided.

He tensed inwardly, confirming his opponent's qi was stronger than he had imagined. At the same time, a fighting spirit surged in his heart. Separate from his political efforts, he was also a man who enjoyed fighting and loved to win.

This time, the Demonic Buddha rushed at the Dark Elder and unleashed a palm technique. Prayer beads wrapped tightly around his palms like gauntlets, emanating a golden radiance.

KABOOM!

The force of the powerful palm technique sent the Dark Elder sliding backward.

"Isn't a fight where you just smash everything more fun?"

Before he had even finished speaking, his hand seal was already formed. Golden enhanced qi swirled from his twin palms and shot forward as he unleashed the Great Golden Mara Art's Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp.

SWOOOOOSH!

Facing the wave-like surge of enhanced qi, the Dark Elder also unleashed his unique demonic art, the Dark Shadow Wave. Shadows surged up from the ground like a crashing wave.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The collision of their enhanced qi shook the very foundations of the earth.

Although he had suffered severe internal injuries when the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art was broken, the Dark Elder was not pushed back by the Demonic Buddha. He ran wild, combining the effects of the Greedy Annihilation Art with the evil spirit.

SWOOOOOSH!

He unleashed his unique demonic art, the Dark Sky Death Rain. A single pitch-black spear plunged down, aiming for the crown of the Demonic Buddha's head.

THUD!

He twisted his body to dodge, and the spear of enhanced qi pierced the ground in front of him.

"You're trying to kill me with just this?"

"Do you think the rain will fall in a single drop?"

The next moment, countless dots appeared above the Demonic Buddha's head.

SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SH!

As if the first spear had been a single preliminary raindrop, dozens of dark spears rained down on him. It was not an attack he could simply dodge, so he quickly formed a hand seal.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

A golden radiance extended, and lotus flowers bloomed around his body as he used the Great Golden Mara Art, Blossoming Lotus Flowers. The incoming enhanced qi failed to pierce the lotus flowers and vanished.

"Lotus flowers blooming on a rainy day are always more elegant."

The two men stared at each other.

The Demonic Buddha read the urgency in the Dark Elder's eyes. Even now, the shadow was gradually encroaching upon the remaining half of his face. "What happens to you if you're completely devoured?"

"You should be asking what will happen to you, not me."

The result would be terrible for himself and for the Demonic Buddha. Every breath he took, the evil spirit's energy possessed him even more rapidly.

I have to kill the Demonic Buddha, no matter what.

The moment the Demonic Buddha died, the evil spirit would absorb the malicious energy in his corpse. At that point, he could appease the sated spirit and separate it from himself.

However, the Demonic Buddha was not someone who would die easily. The more urgent his attacks became, the further the Demonic Buddha moved from death.

Damn it! If only I hadn't been internally injured!

As the evil spirit consumed him, the Dark Elder grew more violent.

"No! Please!" As the evil spirit covered the last part of his face, his eyes looked at the Demonic Buddha. His gaze mixed hatred and pleading. "You moronic monk, you'll die too."

With those last words, the Evil Shadow took complete control of him.

Now, no reason remained in the Dark Elder. Only madness and the will to kill dominated him.

The Demonic Buddha did not miss this moment when the master changed. Forming the Great Golden Mara Art, Heavenly Promise Seal, a streak of enhanced qi struck down on the Dark Elder like a bolt of lightning.

THWACK!

Struck squarely, he was thrown backward, but he soon got back up.

A black shadow filled the spot where he was hit. Having been completely devoured by the Evil Shadow, he had grown stronger, and the energy of the Greedy Annihilation Art was reaching its peak.

The Demonic Buddha grit his teeth.

I have to end this in one blow.

To kill his enemy, he had to use the Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp, but this space was too narrow. It was a place where the technique's only weakness applied.

WOOOOOOO!

From all directions, shadows summoned by the Evil Shadow rose up. They each held different weapons, their dark, cold energy feeling like that of massacred martial artists.

The Dark Shadow Army. The Dark Elder's final, ultimate technique... no, it was the Evil Shadow's final, ultimate technique.

The Demonic Buddha threw a palm strike at a shadow rushing toward him.

THWACK!

The shadow exploded in one hit, but another one charged in.

Facing the shadows rushing from all sides, he was cornered. With his back to a wall, he fought the swarming, endlessly resummoned shadows.

If this continues, my inner arts will be depleted and I'll die.

He had to make a move.

Suddenly, a thought came to his mind.

Will that work?

There was a move he had been thinking about for a long time, a solution to compensate for the greatest weakness of the Great Golden Mara Art. He had pondered the thought while carving stone statues and mulled it over while searching for poisonous herbs. However, it was a technique he had only organized in his head, never having seriously trained or unleashed it.

He did not know if it was possible, but right now, it was his best option.

He unleashed the Blossoming Lotus Flowers to push the shadows back. Then, inside the lotus of enhanced qi, he guided his true qi through a new meridian pathway.

May the Bloody Buddha have mercy.

A new hand seal formed in his hands. His last thought at that moment was this.

The Bloody Buddha is me, and I am the Bloody Buddha.

FWOOSH!

A golden radiance burst from his hands. A palm-shaped mass of enhanced qi began to grow larger and larger until it filled the entire space.

WHOOOOOOOOSH!

Along with a golden wave, the palm flew straight forward.

It was not the Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp struck down by a giant Buddha statue, but a new Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp. It was not the palm of a golden Buddha, but the palm of the Demonic Buddha himself.

KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA-KRA!

The shadows blocking his path were swept away by the palm.

Still, the palm continued forward, pushing back even the Dark Elder who stood behind them.

KABOOOOOM!

An enormous roar followed.

When the rising dust settled, the Dark Elder was embedded deep in the wall. A palm print was carved deeply around his body. It was small, but its power was no less than the Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp.

I did it.

Even after succeeding, the Demonic Buddha was surprised. Perhaps the thought to use this technique had come to him because he was already prepared to succeed with it.

He named this new technique.

"The Small Demonic Palm."

He acknowledged that he himself was a small person.

The success of the technique was not due to the mercy of the Bloody Buddha. It was because of his mind, which had broken the Soul-Shattering Destruction Art. It was also because of his heart, which overcame not only his past trauma, but also his short stature and even his small-mindedness.

Small people created small things, but his was a smallness more vast and powerful than anything else.

"Ugh..." A low groan escaped from the mouth of the Dark Elder, who was deeply embedded in the center of the palm print. The evil spirit that had dominated his body was gone. Life faded from his eyes, which were filled with disbelief.

The Demonic Buddha put his palms together and spoke politely. "Consider yourself fortunate to die as a human, and go with a peaceful heart."

In this moment, he had the appearance of an enlightened high monk.

The Dark Elder, who had been staring blankly at him, drooped his head.

As his breath stopped, the space where they had fought began to disappear.


The Saintess Ga Ye ran down the corridor. She had rushed out of that place while the fight was in full swing.

The moment she left the room, she made eye contact with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. The woman watched her leave without a word.

When she sensed the emotion in those eyes was not hatred, a negative feeling overshadowed any gratitude for having her life saved.

How annoying. Is it pity? Or is she showing mercy because she's the one who received the prophecy?

Even in the middle of a fight, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme surely knew she was escaping. However, she did not stop her. She must have granted the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's request to spare her.

I don't believe it. Receiving a prophecy at this exact moment, while I'm here, and inside this greedy Ship of Fortune filled with the energy of darkness? Don't make me laugh.

There was no way the will of the heavens would descend at a moment like this.

She also did not believe that the Darkness Palace Lord had abandoned her. Perhaps that old man spouted nonsense because he was not confident he could protect her. She would go and confirm it with him directly.

She continued to run toward the room where the Darkness Palace Lord was. The broken debris scattered along the way did not even register in her eyes.

THUD!

Just as she rounded the last corner, she collided with someone's back.

"Whoa, you scared me!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, turning around with a start. "Well, who is this? Isn't it our dear Saintess?"

Ga Ye was startled. She never dreamed she would meet him in front of the Darkness Palace Lord's room.

"Our Darkness Palace Lord is so cowardly, he's locked the door and won't open it."

The dark mist of the Greedy Annihilation Art enveloped not only the door but the entire room, making it impossible to enter unless the Darkness Palace Lord opened it. While he could probably blow the whole thing away with the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, opening that door seemed difficult.

Ga Ye shook her head. "Even I can't open that door."

He stared at her for a moment, then asked abruptly. "Did the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman save you?"

Ga Ye flinched for a moment. Her reaction was an answer in itself, but she asked him with a slightly angry face. "Why do you think that?"

"If you came running in such a hurry, it means your situation isn't good, and our Demon Supremes don't think of you as anything special." Geom Mugeuk assessed the situation as accurately as if he had been there himself.

"Your Demon Supremes are all dead."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "So they're all fine. Ah, I miss our Demon Supremes!"

Ga Ye was once again astounded. To be so relaxed even in this situation, Geom Mugeuk was certainly an incredible person. Then again, it was because he was such a person that the Darkness Palace Lord had been driven into this corner.

Her gaze went past Geom Mugeuk to the door. The Darkness Palace Lord on the other side was surely watching this situation and listening to their entire conversation.

Geom Mugeuk also looked at the door. "It seems the Darkness Palace Lord thinks even less of you than our Demon Supremes do. At least if my person were outside with an enemy, I would have opened that door."

"Don't try to drive a wedge between us with pointless words." As if she did not want to hear any more, Ga Ye sat down and closed her eyes. "Do whatever you want, kill me or spare me."

Geom Mugeuk shouted at the door. "If you don't open this door, I'll kill the Saintess!"

He raised his hand high, about to strike Ga Ye's crown. However, there was no reaction from beyond the door.

Lowering his hand, he said to her, "Is there even a relationship left to drive a wedge into?"

Ga Ye still kept her eyes squeezed shut, saying nothing.

To her surprise, he continued, "Hey, you ugly old man. I know full well you use your subordinates as tools and then discard them. You can do that to others, but you can't do this to the Saintess, can you? The Saintess Palace is the most important reason for your existence, isn't it? It's your justification! If you lose your justification, you become worse than some back-alley degenerate."

Beneath her closed eyelids, Ga Ye's eyes trembled slightly.

"I can ignore the Saintess, but you can't."

The words she had wanted to say to the Darkness Palace Lord at least once came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"If the Saintess became unable to receive prophecies, isn't that your problem, not her responsibility? Isn't it because the things you've done have strayed too far from the will of the heavens? Why are you shifting that responsibility onto the Saintess? For someone in your position, you're truly pathetic."

Still, the Darkness Palace Lord beyond the door remained silent.

The one who spoke was Ga Ye.

"What do you know about me?" she snapped, but her voice was less defiant than before.

Geom Mugeuk went and sat down next to her. "Feeling a bit better? If you want, I can curse him out some more for you."


Chapter 800: I Hope the Greatest Star in History Comes

The Black Elder hid in the darkness to buy time. It was a two-on-one fight. There was no need to engage in such a disadvantageous battle. As soon as the Dark Elder finished off the Demonic Buddha and returned, they would win this fight.

What if I and the Dark Elder were to focus our attacks on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and eliminate her first? After that, I can summon the Nine Springs Corpse King with the Underworld Nine Springs Summoning Art and make it three against one. Then, tearing that detestable drunkard to shreds would be simple.

The problem was that the Dark Elder's fight dragged on.

What are you doing, unable to kill a single damn monk? Hurry up and get over here!

Fortunately, he was confident that while he used the Dark Shadow Stealth Art, no one could find him.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme activated the Dark Night Opens Its Eyes, and the eye-shaped pattern engraved on the Drunken Demon's dagger flashed open.

The pupil moved about, searching for the opponent hidden in the darkness. The sight of the eye darting around looked incredibly bizarre.

Finally, it fixed its gaze on one spot.

The Drunken Demon didn't hesitate. He lunged toward that spot and slashed with his dagger.

SHWIIIIK!

Blood splattered through the dispersing black mist.

For a fleeting moment, the Black Elder's surprised face became visible, but he quickly hid himself once again with the Dark Shadow Stealth Art.

The pupil darted left and right again, and the Drunken Demon charged toward the spot where the pupil looked.

SHWIK! SHWIIK! SHWIK!

This time, instead of slashing, he thrust the dagger rapidly, more precise and faster than before.

SPLURT!

Blood splattered in the air again, but this time, there was a lot more than before.

Unable to use his protective enhanced qi while maintaining the Dark Shadow Stealth Art, the Black Elder was finally forced to reveal himself. Ultimately, his Dark Shadow Stealth Art had failed to evade the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's Dark Night Opens Its Eyes.

He looked down at the slash and stab wounds. The unpleasant sensation of blood trickling down his body made him curse loudly. "You son of a bitch!"

The Drunken Demon staggered forward like a drunkard, grinning foolishly. "When you're drunk, you're a dog. A dog."

Seeing his staggering form, the Black Elder launched a surprise palm technique.

SHWAAAAK! SHWAAK!

The Drunken Demon swayed and dodged the palm technique. It seemed impossible for a drunk to avoid such a swift surprise attack, yet he narrowly avoided it time and again.

Suddenly, he let out a bizarre scream and charged. It was a completely unpredictable attack.

"Keuk!" The Black Elder blocked the sudden assault by summoning skeletons, but the effort made him cough up blood. He had suffered internal injuries from hastily casting the Underworld Nine Springs Summoning Art.

The Drunken Demon charged forward and smashed the skeletons that had been so difficult to summon.

KWACK, KWADIDIDIK!

He punched and rammed them with his body. He shrugged off and dodged even when the skeletons grabbed him or swung their swords, and continued his charge.

"What a madman!" The Black Elder was not lacking in combat experience, but this was the first time he had been in a fight like this. He never expected his opponent to push forward so relentlessly.

The Drunken Demon wasn't taking his time. Unaware of the outcome of the battle between the Demonic Buddha and the Dark Elder, he had to end this fight as quickly as possible.

To his opponent, it looked like a truly reckless charge.

SHWAAAAAK!

The Black Elder launched a palm technique at the Drunken Demon's face, who was caught between the skeletons.

FWOOSH!

The palm technique dissipated in mid-air.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, standing behind, had fired a palm technique of her own to neutralize it.

Having missed a good opportunity, the Black Elder was furious. "You damned bastards!"

Finally, the Drunken Demon broke through the skeletons and rushed forward, giggling like a true madman.

SHWIIK!

The Black Elder grabbed the Drunken Demon's arm as he tried to stab with the dagger, but he grabbed back as if in a contest of strength.

PWAK! PWEOK!

The remaining skeletons struck the Drunken Demon's back, but he didn't seem to feel the pain and kept pushing forward.

Seeing his bloodshot eyes up close, the Black Elder felt the fear of death for the first time. If not for the Greedy Annihilation Art, he would have already been overpowered.

PWEOOOK!

Just then, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's palm technique flew in and struck his face. If he had been even a moment late in raising his defensive enhanced qi, his entire face would have been blown off.

"You cowardly..."

BONK!

The Drunken Demon headbutted him without mercy.

The Black Elder couldn't regain his senses. A combined attack and a headbutt?

PWAK! PWEOK!

His nose was broken and blood trickled down his throat, but he had no time to check his injuries. He tried to create a variable somehow, but he couldn't handle their rough fighting style.

They should be acting leisurely, showing off their pride in their strength. They should be boasting a little, giving me time to think and look for an opening... so why!?

PWAK! PWEOK! PWAK!

The moment the the Drunken Demon felt the strength drain from the hand gripping his arm, he let go and slashed through the air.

PUKPUKPUK!

He stabbed the Black Elder's heart repeatedly with the dagger, showing no mercy. The moment the opponent's limp corpse fell to the ground, he spun around as fast as lightning and shouted, "Watch out!"

The body of the Black Elder with the stabbed heart wasn't real. It dissolved into black smoke, and the real Black Elder rose from behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Just before his heart was stabbed, he had squeezed out his remaining inner arts to use one last technique, the Dark Shadow Shell Replacement Art.

The Black Elder grabbed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's neck from behind. "If you move even a single step, this bitch's neck will snap."

He intended to hold out like this until the Dark Elder returned. He simply couldn't handle a two-on-one fight.

Succeeding in taking the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman hostage, he felt a pang of regret. He should have done this before his body got so messed up.

The next moment, his eyes widened. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood in front of him, looking at him.

For a moment, he was stunned. The person he had taken hostage was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, so why was she over there? Then who was he holding?

PEOONG!

The sound of something being pierced through erupted.

He felt a hollowness in his stomach and the sensation of something flowing out.

The moment he looked down at his stomach, he was overcome with shock. There was a gaping hole in his stomach.

The woman he was holding had launched a palm technique backward. The attack was from too close and completely unexpected, so he had no time to raise his protective enhanced qi.

The woman slipped from his grasp and slowly turned around. She wasn't the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, even though he was sure he had gotten behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"How?"

Finally, he understood. Back when he was fighting frantically with the Drunken Demon, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had cast a soul-bewitching art on him.

Normally, he wouldn't have been caught by such an art, but with his severe internal injuries and having been headbutted, he was half out of his mind and fell for it.

His lips quivered. Just as he was about to use his last ounce of strength to hurl curses and insults at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, these heartless Demon Supremes didn't even allow him that.

KWADIDIDIK!

A single streak of enhanced qi, resembling the Drunken Demon's usual appearance when drinking alone, descended upon him. It was the Second Cup of the Drunken Demon's unique martial arts, the Wine God Art, the Wine God's Drinks Alone.

The moment the enhanced qi struck the crown of his head, his entire body was shattered, and he died.

He had been the one who said he wouldn't leave the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with a single eye or limb, yet in the end, nothing was left of his own corpse.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme turned and checked on the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "Are you alright?"

"Yes, I'm fine. It's all thanks to you, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme." The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head politely. "I won't forget this debt."

This wasn't an ordinary life-saving grace. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had protected her without flinching, even when she herself was in a situation where she could have died.

However, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme gave the credit to Geom Mugeuk until the very end, saying, "I was only following the Young Cult Leader's orders."

HWAAAAAK!

Suddenly, in the place where the Demonic Buddha and the Dark Elder had disappeared, the faint shape of a giant, golden palm print appeared and then vanished.

"That's the Demonic Buddha's demonic palm," the Drunken Demon explained.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman watched the spot anxiously.

A moment later, the Demonic Buddha and the Dark Elder appeared there... or rather, what fragments remained of the Dark Elder's corpse.

The Drunken Demon greeted, "You've worked hard!"

The Demonic Buddha looked at the remains presumed to be the Black Elder. "He must have made you two very angry."

"It's the opposite. We're the ones who made him angry."

The Demonic Buddha smiled. "You did well."

Now, the Darkness Palace Lord's two limbs, the Dark Elder and the Black Elder, had also met their end.

He reached out his hand and examined the dark energy flowing like mist.

"The energy of the Greedy Annihilation Art still hasn't diminished."

The Dark Elder, influenced by the Greedy Annihilation Art, was by no means an easy opponent. If the Darkness Palace Lord were to become even stronger because of this energy, the fight could become incomparably more difficult than the battles with the Black Elder or the Dark Elder.

This was no time to be drunk on victory.

"Let's hurry to the Young Cult Leader."

The Demonic Buddha took the lead and walked into the dark energy, followed by the two women.

The Drunken Demon walked at the very back. Little brother, I've saved the last drink for you!


Five people left the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. Geom Woojin led the way, flanked by the Fist Demon and the Poison King, with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King at the outer ends.

If Geom Mugeuk had seen this, it was a sight he would never have let pass without exclaiming, "Father, you now have the strongest wings in the world!"

He would have undoubtedly said something like that.

The four people following the Heavenly Demon walked behind him in silence.

Soon, they entered the Demon Village. The place, which was always bustling, was now empty.

Geom Woojin stood in the middle of the road and looked at the street. It was impossible to guess what he was thinking as he gazed at the empty street with his deepened eyes.

Given the situation, the tension was extraordinary, and no one opened their mouth.

Geom Woojin, the Fist Demon, and the Poison King were naturally men of few words, and the Sword King was not one to speak unless asked in such a setting.

There was only one chatty person here.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, whose mouth had been itching to talk since they left the Headquarters, finally couldn't hold it in any longer. "Maybe it's because of that tavern, but whenever I come to the Demon Village, I always think of the Young Cult Leader."

Geom Woojin groaned. "You've suffered a lot because of my son."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was bewildered. Since he was in front of none other than the Cult Leader, he expected a reply like, 'Not at all, you know very well what a fine person the Young Cult Leader is, despite his young age,' so what was this answer?

He waved his hands dismissively and shook his head. "Phew, don't even mention it. Your son frustrated me so much. Back then, I wondered what great sin I must have committed in a past life."

Everyone there had experienced Geom Mugeuk, so a faint smile touched their lips. To them, he was the only person who could make them smile just by thinking of him.

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hadn't brought Geom Mugeuk up to speak ill of him. "But now, I'm grateful to the Young Cult Leader. If I hadn't been so frustrated back then, if I hadn't been jumping up and down in anger, I would still be living unhappily."

No, I might be feeling a sad joy by looking at a sacred object every day, while keeping Go Wol shackled.

His gaze deepened. "Thanks to the Young Cult Leader, I'm happy these days."

He looked at Geom Woojin. The Demonic Cult Leader was always a difficult and awkward person to deal with, but he really wanted to say this one thing.

"You raised your son well."

Geom Woojin looked at him and replied calmly, "It's because you see him in a good light."

Silence fell upon them again. Even after a long while, no one spoke.

In the end, the one to speak again was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Everyone else was just so taciturn! He was certain that if it weren't for him, they could stand there all day, no, for a whole month, and no one would say a word. They look so stuffy and boring that even the approaching Celestial Killer Star would turn back!

But he couldn't bring himself to say such a thing in front of Geom Woojin.

"If that person really comes here, then this Celestial Killer Star will be a very unlucky Celestial Killer Star."

Everyone nodded in agreement, except for the Sword King.

"That might not necessarily be the case," he said. He would never have interjected if it were about something else, but this time he had a reason.

"Why do you think so?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"It's because of the Young Cult Leader," the Sword King answered.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tilted his head in confusion. "Aren't they saying that someone like the Young Cult Leader was born to stop the Celestial Killer Star that is appearing this time?"

"What if the heavens created a balance with the Young Cult Leader? If that's the case, then this Celestial Killer Star will be the greatest star in history."

The Sword King's words were a testament to how highly he regarded Geom Mugeuk. This was also why he had thought of Geom Mugeuk first when he heard the news of the Celestial Killer Star's appearance.  At the same time, it was a chilling statement.

Geom Mugeuk was a Young Cult Leader unlike any seen before in history. If, as he said, this was a destined rival meant to create balance, it meant a truly terrifying enemy could be coming.

Geom Woojin snorted. "If what you say is true, then I will destroy that Celestial Killer Star with my own hands."

Everyone could feel the firm resolve in his words. They knew that in this moment, he was not speaking as the Heavenly Demon, but as a father.

"If what you say is true, then I hope the greatest star in history comes."

If fate truly created a balance, then the stronger the Celestial Killer Star, the greater a person his son would become.

Watching the Cult Leader reveal his feelings for his son like this, the Fist Demon could feel it. Many people had changed because of Geom Mugeuk, but the person who had changed the most was the Cult Leader. On the surface, it seemed he had changed the least, but he had changed the most, even more than himself.

"When the ominous star falls, the newborn star will shine even brighter," he added.

Geom Woojin nodded and exchanged glances with his old friend.

Let's kill him ourselves, without burdening Mugeuk.

Yes, Cult Leader.

It was not the gaze of a Cult Leader and a Demon Supreme, but of a father and a master.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said cheerfully, as if to change the mood. "Young Cult Leader, your father is going through so much trouble, what are you doing and where are you?"

The one who responded to his words was the Sword King.

"The Young Cult Leader is... probably out there somewhere, frustrating someone to death."

Just as he did to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and just as he did to me.


Chapter 801: One Must Eat, Even if the Celestial Killer Star Arrives

Ga Ye felt relieved. Geom Mugeuk had voiced exactly what she wanted to shout at the Darkness Palace Lord.

He could have cursed even more if he wished. If she had her way, she would have urged him to keep going until the Darkness Palace Lord opened the door, stepped out, and bowed his head in apology.

"Don't hold back so much just because you're a Saintess."

The intention behind Geom Mugeuk's sweet words was too clear.

"No matter what you say, I won't take your side." Ga Ye added a feigned sigh. "Besides, you saw it. The Darkness Palace Lord didn't open the door even when you tried to kill me. I have no use to you."

Well, her words were one thing, but she still believed in the Darkness Palace Lord. He likely had not opened the door because he knew Geom Mugeuk would not actually strike the killing blow.

She added, "I know how good you are at deceiving people, so don't waste your breath with pointless words."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "That's right. With that art of deception, I made the two coolest people from your side my own. I wonder what our Ak-hyung is doing right now. I hope he is not getting picked on at the academy because I'm not there. Ak-hyung, you have to hang in there!"

Ga Ye stared at him. How can he say something like that now?

She felt she could not understand this Young Cult Leader with common sense.

However, Geom Mugeuk had mentioned the traitors for a reason.

"If Ak-hyung or Young Lady Cha were in your situation," he explained, "the Darkness Palace Lord would have opened the door and come out."

Ga Ye bit her lip. "It's useless to try to drive a wedge between us. That door won't open because of a provocation."

Even so, Geom Mugeuk's attempt dug deep.

"The Darkness Palace Lord appeared before me twice. Both times, he was only an illusion. Even so, he sent you out here alone. You could have been killed by me or the Demon Supremes."

Ga Ye's chest tightened. Anger boiled up even though she knew he was trying to create a rift. It struck harder because she had once been abandoned by the Black Elder.

"When we first met, you said it yourself that a prophecy would not be granted to someone like me."

"That was because you were being so shameless. I thought you would at least apologize to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Something like 'I'm sorry, I had no choice but to summon you here', you know?"

"Is a simple phrase like that really so important?"

"That one phrase can change everything. Missing the chance to say it can lead to a lifetime of regret."

Ga Ye shook her head. She had never looked at it that way. "She was already summoned, so what meaning would an apology have?"

"That's not the reason you did not apologize."

"......" Ga Ye shuddered. Geom Mugeuk's words hit her like a blade.

"Be honest. You did not even think of apologizing. Now that you hear my words, you are thinking should I have said it. If so, that means the Darkness Palace Lord raised you that way. You said I'm good at deception. You should say that to the Darkness Palace Lord first."

Ga Ye could not refute anything.

Geom Mugeuk pressed on with cold precision. "You have become not the Saintess of the Saintess Palace, but a handmaiden of the Darkness Palace. That is probably why the prophecy was given to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman after she left the palace."

"Shut up!" Ga Ye shouted, her voice raw.

Truth was always a blade. It could defend or destroy.

For her, it cut deep.

"Fine. I still have no intention of apologizing. I will never take your side, even if I die."

"I'm not doing this to make you my ally."

Ga Ye's eyes widened in surprise. "Then why are you doing this to me? Why did you act so friendly?"

Geom Mugeuk looked toward the door again. "I'm using you to open that door. You're the key that can open it."

His blunt honesty stunned Ga Ye. Curiosity flickered beneath her shock. How did he plan to open it?

"If I ask you one question, that door will open."

What question can do that?

Geom Mugeuk looked her straight in the eye. "The six powers contained in that orb, how do I use them?"

Ga Ye flinched.

Geom Mugeuk smiled victoriously. Her reaction betrayed everything. "I could ask another question too. Tell me what kind of person the master of the Celestial Killer Star is. Tell me their story and abilities. Tell me where they are and what they will do. If you answer, I'll let you live."

"......" Ga Ye did not respond.

"The best way to get revenge on the Darkness Palace Lord who abandoned you is to tell me the truth."

SSSSHHH!

Suddenly, the dark mist around the door scattered, and the door opened.

"Didn't I tell you? You are the key."

Ga Ye's expression turned cold. The Darkness Palace Lord had opened the door because he feared she would reveal his secrets.

She would not speak, no matter the torture, yet he had not even waited until she lost a finger.

This is how little he trusts my willpower? What does he take me for?

She understood now. The Darkness Palace Lord did not trust her at all.

She raged, "The door is open, so I'm useless now, right? Go on, kill me. Kill me! Then you two big shots can fight until you both drop dead. I'll watch and see which one of you reaches hell first."

She felt miserable. Abandoned by the heavens. Abandoned by the Darkness Palace Lord. And now she was even useless to Geom Mugeuk.

However, Geom Mugeuk watched her with the same calm gaze. He did not rush toward the open door even though it might close again.

If Ga Ye had been in his place, she would have cut her down and rushed in, but Geom Mugeuk kept looking at her.

"Now that you have screamed your lungs out, has your anger subsided a bit?"

Geom Mugeuk's words drained the tension from her. After making her that furious, how could he say something like that?

"Just looking at your face makes my blood boil so much I feel like I'm going crazy."

"Then stop looking and go."

Ga Ye flinched. "You're letting me live?"

"Doesn't a Saintess's life belong not to man but to the heavens?" Geom Mugeuk turned away as if he truly meant to spare her.

Ga Ye shouted after him, "Tell me the real reason you're letting me live."

Geom Mugeuk remembered the Saintess from three hundred years ago. The woman who had delivered the prophecy to him.

Did you know your Saintess Palace would end up like this?

"Consider it help from your ancestors."

Leaving behind those cryptic words, Geom Mugeuk walked toward the door.

Ga Ye, watching him, did not leave. She ran up and walked side by side with him. "I'm still not done being angry."

Geom Mugeuk nodded and mumbled to himself, "Maybe she knew it would end like this long ago..."

The two of them entered the room where the Darkness Palace Lord was.


Five men stood on the streets of the Demon Village until sunset.

"We don't know when the Celestial Killer Star will arrive, so let's wait comfortably inside the tavern until he does. There's no need to waste our strength on the street before the fight even begins, is there?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suggested.

Geom Woojin readily nodded. Just as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, there was no way of knowing if the Celestial Killer Star would come today, tomorrow, a month from now, or never at all.

Nevertheless, he had lit the demonic signal fire and brought them out because of his son. He felt the wheels of fate turning with his son's departure from the cult.

They entered the Alluring Inn. Because Jo Cheonbae had vacated the tavern in a hurry, the inside was still a mess.

The four demonic masters moved. This was a space for the Demonic Cult Leader. They could not have him stay in such a messy place.

"It looks like this place needs some cleaning," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said playfully. "Who's the youngest one here? The youngest should clean up."

Everyone smiled faintly at his joke about finding the youngest. Thanks to him, the atmosphere was pleasant.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at the Poison King. He had naturally assumed the Poison King would be the youngest.

However, an unexpected person stepped forward and revealed the truth.

"I am the youngest," the Sword King confessed.

"You're the youngest?"

"I'm two years younger than the Poison King."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes widened in shock. "I'd believe it if you said he was your son!"

"If we're going by that logic..." The Sword King's voice trailed off. He could not bring himself to say that the Poison King must look like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grandson.

"But how do you know you're the youngest?"

"I know the ages of everyone here."

The Sword King's words were a sudden reminder that he had once been their enemy.

"I'll clean up here, so please go up to the second floor. Even if the Celestial Killer Star comes, we still have to eat."

They could not just leave the Cult Leader standing there, so the Fist Demon and the Poison King escorted Geom Woojin to the second floor.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stayed on the first floor with the Sword King, who was the most approachable and easiest to talk to. He also felt a bit sorry for making him work by bringing up the topic of who was youngest.

Fortunately, the second floor was clean. Geom Woojin sat in the seat Geom Mugeuk always took, and the Fist Demon sat across from him.

The Poison King sat separately at a nearby table. Knowing the Cult Leader disliked poison arts, he deliberately chose an inconspicuous spot.

The Fist Demon asked Geom Woojin, "Are you comfortable? Please let me know if you need anything."

"I'm fine."

The Fist Demon nodded. He could sense that the Cult Leader was enjoying the tension on the eve of this decisive battle. "It's been a while since we've been in an atmosphere like this."

"Yes, it has."

Others might not know, but the Fist Demon knew. He knew how much this Cult Leader enjoyed fighting his enemies.

Geom Woojin was a man who would gladly stay up for days and nights for the chance to fight a strong opponent. He was a man who had crossed the Central Plains from end to end without rest.

Freed from the burden of his authority, the Cult Leader became a completely different person.

Everyone would probably be shocked. The Cult Leader has a side like that? They would all think something along those lines.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's voice drifted up from the first floor. Unable to hold back, he was already critiquing the Sword King's work.

"You would have made a good waiter. Your skill with a cleaning rag is extraordinary."

It could have sounded offensive, but the Sword King did not mind at all. In truth, with his shabby clothes, ponytail, and bare feet,  if not for the sword at his hip, he looked exactly like an old waiter.

"I've actually thought about opening an inn someday."

"It suits you, it really does. How about an inn where anyone who starts a fight has to forfeit their life? We'll spread rumors that it's the safest inn in all of murim. What should we name it?"

GRUMBLE...

As the excited Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chattered on, his stomach rumbled.

"All this talking must have made me hungry already. I wonder how many meals the Young Cult Leader eats in a day?"

"I'll make something simple to eat."

"Would you?"

Just then, the Fist Demon came down to the first floor. "I'll do it. I need to prepare a meal for the Cult Leader anyway."

They wondered if he was stopping them from touching the food because of a lack of trust, but that was not the reason.

From the second floor, Geom Woojin said something unexpected. "That man used to cook quite a bit in his younger days."

When Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon roamed the Central Plains in their youth, they often cooked for themselves. Geom Woojin's own cooking skills were learned during that time.

The Sword King and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the Fist Demon in surprise.

He cooks with those big hands?

The large kitchen knife in his hand looked like a small paring knife.

It was a rare sight.

While the Fist Demon chopped carrots in the kitchen, the Sword King wiped the tables with a rag, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched them from his chair.

If someone were to paint this scene, the title of the painting would be this: Waiting for the Celestial Killer Star.

Of course, it would be a painting no one would believe.

With the three of them downstairs, only Geom Woojin and the Poison King remained on the second floor.

An awkward silence fell, but Geom Woojin had once visited the Thousand Poisons Forest to help the Poison King with his poison concoctions.

Geom Woojin was the first to speak, remarking, "Your poison pouch looks different than usual."

The Poison King, who had been lost in his own world while staring blankly out the window, instantly returned to reality. "This is my war pouch."

Geom Woojin shook his head calmly. "This war is not your war."

The Poison King lowered his head slightly. He thought the Cult Leader was saying it because he disliked poison arts, but that was not it.

"The war to protect Mugeuk is your war."

"!" The Poison King raised his head, shocked. The Cult Leader's words were in preparation for losing this fight.

The Fist Demon's chopping stopped, and the Sword King's wiping paused. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's head naturally turned toward the second floor.

Geom Woojin asked, "How will you protect Mugeuk from an enemy my martial arts cannot affect?"

The Cult Leader and the Poison King locked gazes. Geom Woojin was asking the ultimate weapon of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, 'When I am dead, how will you protect Mugeuk?'

The Poison King thought for a moment. "I will protect him by making a threat that only I can make."

"What kind of threat? If they are skilled enough to kill me, they might have already reached the state of Myriad Poison Immunity."

The Poison King gave an unexpected answer. "It is not a threat to poison him."

"Then what is it?"

"After I go into hiding, I will send a letter to the bastard."s The Poison King recited the threat. "If you kill the Young Cult Leader, I will poison every person in the world so you have nothing to rule. The murim you conquer will be desolate."

The end of the world. It was the most vicious threat in existence, that only the Poison King could make.

Everyone fell silent. They knew the Poison King could really do it.

"But such a thing will not happen," the Poison King added. Considering how little he normally talked to Geom Woojin, this was ten years of words spoken at once.

Because the Cult Leader will never lose to the Celestial Killer Star.

Geom Woojin expected those words, yet the Poison King's reason for thinking this way was different from the Sword King.

"I do not believe the Young Cult Leader was born to create a balance with the Celestial Killer Star. Saying that would be an understatement. The Young Cult Leader is far too outstanding and brilliant for a mere Celestial Killer Star to be his equal," the Poison King said.

"Then why do you think Mugeuk was born?"

The Poison King answered sincerely, "I believe the Young Cult Leader was born to create a balance with you, Cult Leader."

Shock rippled through Geom Woojin and the three people below. None of them had imagined the Poison King thought that way, that he would believe Geom Mugeuk was born to stop his own father.

"To me, you, Cult Leader, are much more frightening than the Celestial Killer Star. That is why I fear the Young Cult Leader the most."


Chapter 802: Don't Mistake It for Salt!

The Darkness Palace Lord stood in the center of the room. The Five Top Scholars lay dead around him, bleeding from their noses and mouths. Their life force had been completely drained.

Earlier, they formed hand seals, creating bizarre patterns and characters in the air. Each character was then engraved onto the glowing floor where the Darkness Palace Lord sat.

Now, those strange characters had transferred from the floor to him. Indecipherable script covered his body, hands, and even his face.

He exuded a presence far more intense than the one from the illusion. His eyes filled with unreadable elation and confidence.

"We finally meet, Young Cult Leader."

Ga Ye's eyes trembled at the sight. He succeeded in the grand ritual using the Five Top Scholars.

The Darkness Palace Lord had not told even her what kind of ritual it was, which meant it must have been incredibly dangerous and extraordinary.

Ga Ye glanced at Geom Mugeuk standing beside her. No matter how strong you are, can you handle that man?

Whether he knew her thoughts or not, Geom Mugeuk remained relaxed. "You even locked the door. How does someone so timid even think of taking over the murim?"

Even before his regression, the Darkness Palace Lord had pushed the Twelve Zodiac Kings to the forefront while he remained in the shadows. No one had known of his existence. He was the type of person who enjoyed controlling the world from the shadows.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord was just as composed as Geom Mugeuk. "You've cornered me this far. How could I not be afraid?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the dead men. "Just how many people must die for that old body of yours?"

"The path to a great cause is paved with corpses."

"I've never seen a man who speaks of sacrifice for a great cause ever sacrifice himself."

"They willingly met their deaths with joyous hearts to create a great future for everyone else."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the unknown characters etched onto his face. "But it says right there, 'This is unfair! I'm so frustrated! The Darkness Palace Lord is trash who used and discarded us!'"

The dark energy swirling around the Darkness Palace Lord's body roiled violently, revealing his mood. Maintaining composure in front of Geom Mugeuk was no easy feat.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Ga Ye. "Now, unleash the anger you couldn't resolve."

He knew she had entered with great vigor, planning to curse the Darkness Palace Lord the moment she saw him with words like, 'You villain who defies the will of the heavens!'

However, now that she was face to face with him, the words would not come out.

The Darkness Palace Lord spoke to her, his gaze gentle. "Don't misunderstand. I didn't open the door because I was certain the Young Cult Leader wouldn't kill you."

"Then why did you open it now?" she asked, even though the very act of doing so was proof that she was wavering.

"As you can see, the grand ritual has just ended."

"The Black Elder didn't try to save me."

"Is he not a man who looks out only for himself?"

The Darkness Palace Lord's excuses were seamless. Ga Ye could not readily refute him.

"Don't be deceived by the Young Cult Leader. You know well what kind of tongue he possesses, don't you?"

Ga Ye's gaze naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk.

As if expecting this, Geom Mugeuk asked calmly, "Do you know why you want to believe him? Right now, you want comfort more than you want the truth."

"!"

Her heart sank. He exposed a part of her heart that even she did not know. The Darkness Palace Lord's words had indeed comforted her.

I wanted to hear that he didn't abandon me.

Instead of reprimanding her, Geom Mugeuk offered consolation. "People become like that when they're exhausted. It's tiring even when you walk your own path. It's bound to be even more tiring when you walk a path that isn't yours. If you believe his words, you may go to his side."

He didn't try to persuade her any further.

Honestly, Ga Ye could not tell which of them was telling the truth.

As she struggled with her conflict, the Darkness Palace Lord extended a hand, beckoning her to come to him.

The moment she saw that hand reaching for her, she realized a new truth.

"From when I was young until now, you never once reached out your hand to me."

The hand the Darkness Palace Lord had extended twitched.

Ga Ye shuddered. Despite watching him for so long, she did not know the Darkness Palace Lord well. He never revealed his true self to her.

Still, even if she did not know him well, she was familiar with the dark smoke swirling around him like a living creature that always represented his emotions.

And right now, the black smoke was utterly sinister and anxious.

Come on, come on! I'll swallow you whole!

It lay in wait, like a predator eyeing its prey.

Finally, Ga Ye saw clearly. She knew which of the two men had deceived her, and realized she had been brainwashed for a very long time.

"Do you understand now? Why he keeps the Saintess Palace on such a tight leash."

Ga Ye was assaulted by a sense of injustice. Even when she was a child, the Darkness Palace Lord was an old man. The previous Saintess, who placed her in that position, had never dared to resist him either.

"But I had no power to resist."

"What are you talking about? You had the most power of all."

"What do you mean?"

"Aren't the heavens backing you?"

Ga Ye was speechless.

"You possessed the strongest power to sway the future. You just didn't recognize it, and there was no one beside you to tell you."

Ga Ye thought Geom Mugeuk was right. Instead of making excuses about being weak, she should have tried to change things.

If someone like Geom Mugeuk had been by my side, could I have changed things?

"The reason the Heavenly Fate Palace was annihilated three hundred years ago was because the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord didn't listen to his Saintess."

The Saintess back then had said the will of the heavens would arrive in three hundred years, but the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord ignored her.

"You speak as if you saw it yourself," the Darkness Palace Lord remarked.

Geom Mugeuk smiled, his eyes clear and deep. He exuded a composure that only someone who had truly seen the past could show, and the Darkness Palace Lord's heart grew cold.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Ga Ye. "Now, say what you want to say. If you don't say it now, you'll regret it for the rest of your life. There won't be a next time."

Ga Ye did not get angry at the Darkness Palace Lord. Instead, she spoke calmly, saying words she should have said long ago. "The way you've done things, which I've watched my whole life, was wrong."

It was the first time in her life she had ever said anything negative to him.

"You have to pay the price for your deeds, and so will I, who failed to stop you."

Tears streamed down Ga Ye's face. She had always thought it was natural to help the Darkness Palace Lord. She had often felt something was wrong but had deliberately ignored it.

Geom Mugeuk asked her, "Do you feel a little better?"

"......" Ga Ye kept her head down and did not answer.

"Still, you did well. When you look back on this later, you'll think you did the right thing by speaking up today."

Later? Would there even be a 'later' for me? Ga Ye felt like she would not last another two hours.

"Why are you doing all this for me?"

"I used you to open this door, and I want to get on your good side to hear the answer to the question I asked earlier."

Even though Geom Mugeuk said it so bluntly, Ga Ye did not feel any repulsion.

The Darkness Palace Lord interjected. "Young Cult Leader, you're truly remarkable. To change a person in such a short time."

"It's not that I'm remarkable, it's that the Saintess here is." Geom Mugeuk looked at Ga Ye. "The ship known as the Saintess Palace has been docked in the harbor until now. You, the captain, have lived without knowing the ship's original purpose. You should set sail for the sea now."

He was telling her to live as the true Saintess of the Saintess Palace.

"Haven't the heavens already abandoned me?"

"I believe you've never once properly looked at the heavens. You have to go out to sea to see the real sky. A lightning bolt might strike or a typhoon might rage, but you must go out anyway. Don't die by my hand, and don't die by his. If you must die, die in that sea."

A surge of passion swept through Ga Ye's heart. Even if she only had one day left, she wanted to live it as the true Saintess.

Having experienced it herself, she finally understood why Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran followed the Young Cult Leader.

Finally, the answer to his earlier question flowed from her lips.

"Those six powers are called the Six Elements Origin Qi."

"......" The Darkness Palace Lord did not stop her, merely watching in silence.

"Why were you trying so hard to obtain it?"

"Because only that power can control him."

Geom Mugeuk was startled. He had assumed Hwa Mugi would use these six energies, but to control him? Just what kind of martial arts had Hwa Mugi learned that only the Six Elements Origin Qi could control him?

The Darkness Palace Lord, who had been silent, finally said, "The murim he will rule will be a completely different murim from the one that has existed until now. Evil, which has been treated as bad, will become good, and good will become bad. The weak will die and be mocked. The strong will be worshipped, and the one who has killed more people will be revered in this new murim. Just like the primordial murim."

An aura of darkness as deep as the abyss flowed from his body.

"Young Cult Leader, once you die, a new murim will unfold."


Silence fell over the room at the Poison King's words.

Geom Woojin stared wordlessly at him.

Having said his piece, the Poison King kept his head bowed and remained quiet.

Geom Woojin looked down at the floor below and called out. "Bring a bottle of wine up here!"

"I'll do it!" The Fist Demon grabbed a bottle and went up to the second floor.

Geom Woojin pushed a new, overturned cup across the table toward the Poison King, who respectfully accepted it.

GURGLE!

After filling the cup, Geom Woojin said, "Pour me a cup as well."

"Yes, Cult Leader." The Poison King filled Geom Woojin's cup. Though he was a man who had declared he would kill everyone, his hand trembled with nervousness.

"Let's have a drink."

Geom Woojin emptied his cup first, and the Poison King followed.

After drinking, Geom Woojin sent him back to his seat. "That's enough. Go and rest."

The Poison King bowed politely and returned to his spot. As if he had never been so talkative, he stared out the window and retreated into his own world.

The Fist Demon began to understand the Poison King a little better. He was a man who lived completely in his own world, which was why he could act that way.

Did he say the Young Cult Leader is the scariest? I think you're the scariest one here.

The Fist Demon felt a renewed sense of the Poison King's fearsomeness as he spoke to Geom Woojin, "Please wait a moment. I'll prepare a meal and bring it up shortly."

Anyone could see that Geom Woojin was in a good mood, even without noticing the subtle hint of a smile that only the Fist Demon could perceive.

The Poison King's answer was a pass. A pass with top honors, at that.

On the first floor, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader whispered to the Sword King, "You got out of that one nicely." He glanced up at the second floor. "If you hadn't, you would've had to fight those people. Do you think you could've handled them?"

Geom Woojin sitting silently, the Poison King staring out the window, and the Fist Demon quietly descending the stairs. There were only three of them, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wanted no part in fighting them. They exuded immense pressure even without the monstrous Geom Mugeuk, and there were still more Demon Supremes.

"......" The Sword King continued wringing a cleaning cloth, seemingly uninterested.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader added, "The inn you mentioned earlier, please give it a name."


The Celestial Killer Star did not come, so the group continued to stay at the Alluring Inn, though they could have moved to another place with beds.

The reason was because Geom Woojin had decided to stay here, likely because this place held various meanings to him.

Geom Woojin, the two Demon Supremes, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader substituted sleep with qi circulation. As they were absolute masters, it posed no problem.

The Sword King slept on several chairs pushed together on the first floor.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wanted to do the same, but could not because of his loud snoring. As fearless as he was, he was not brave enough to disturb the Heavenly Demon's sleep.

They cooked their own meals and laughed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's jokes.

Should we really be this relaxed when the Celestial Killer Star is on his way?

Days passed, filled with such thoughts.

And today, Geom Woojin rolled up his sleeves and entered the kitchen himself. "I'll prepare the meal."

The four masters were startled by his words. A meal prepared by the Heavenly Demon?

"How could I possibly digest a meal like that from the pressure? I'd rather do it myself," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, trying to step in.

However, the Fist Demon stopped him. "Take this opportunity to witness the Cult Leader's skills."

He knew the Cult Leader's cooking skills were excellent, and it seemed he intended to show them off for the first time in a long while.

Just then, the Poison King, who had been sitting like a statue by the second-floor window, entered the kitchen. "I will help."

The Poison King offering to help was even more surprising than Geom Woojin announcing he would cook. Everyone could see that the relationship between the two had changed after the earlier questions and shared wine.

At the very least, the Poison King had changed.

Geom Woojin nodded. "Peel those onions over there."

"Okay."

The sight of Geom Woojin butchering meat while the Poison King peeled onions was an even rarer spectacle than the first day's scene of the Fist Demon sharpening the Blade Demon's sword and the Sword King wiping tables.

The Poison King, who handled deadly poisons with ease, had tears welling up in his eyes from the sting of the onions.

Watching him, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted, "Don't get confused and mistake the salt for the powder in your pouch!"

Geom Woojin's lips curved into a smile at the worried joke, but in the next moment, his smile vanished. His calm, settled gaze turned toward the tavern entrance outside the kitchen.

Soon after, the other four people also naturally looked in that direction.

Someone was approaching.

Everyone's expression hardened. They could feel a presence walking down the street of the Demon Village, heading straight for them, and that person made no effort to conceal himself.

A moment later, a man in a light martial arts uniform stepped inside.

Surprisingly, it was the Evil Alliance Chairman, Baek Jagang. He had arrived at the Alluring Inn before the Celestial Killer Star.

A momentary silence fell over the tavern as everyone was stunned speechless.

Geom Woojin broke the silence. He poked his head out of the kitchen, holding a kitchen knife instead of the Heavenly Demon Sword. "Have you eaten yet?"


Chapter 803: Deliciously Spicy

When the Celestial Killer Star was mentioned, Ga Ye felt fear.

Others might not know, but she knew just how terrifying that person was. She had witnessed as he broke the seal of the Seventy Two Stars Soul Sealing Formation, a feat said to be impossible for any human.

She recalled that day. In that place where starlight glittered across the ceiling, she had felt true terror.


"You must leave now."



Only one constellation on the ceiling remained unlit. Once that last constellation lit up, 'he' would break the seal and come out.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord sat cross-legged and motionless, like a man who had given up on everything. Even the dark energy hovering around his body lacked vigor.

Ga Ye knew that if the Seventy Two Stars Soul Sealing Formation was completely destroyed, the person trapped inside could never escape. The Darkness Palace Lord definitely knew about it too.


"There's a way to stop him from coming out, and you know it too."

"You want to destroy the seal? What will happen to this palace's three-hundred-year-old wish then?"

"But if he comes out before we obtain the Six Elements Origin Qi... he'll kill you first, Lord."

"That might be so." The Darkness Palace Lord nodded as if he had resolved himself to die.

"No, you can't die. We'll destroy the seal and find another way."

He paused briefly then sighed. "Do you think I have enough time left to start over?"

"......"



Ga Ye could not answer his question. No matter how powerful he was, he was ultimately human. The fine wrinkles on his face spoke of that limit.


"Go to Dongting Lake first and prepare the things I told you about."

"What are you planning to do?"

"I'm going to meet him."



As unknown characters overlapped over the Darkness Palace Lord's face, Ga Ye returned to reality. Ultimately, the old man hadn't died. Instead, he came to Dongting Lake, but he did not say whether he met the man who unsealed himself, or what conversation they had if they did meet.

If he met him, how did he survive? Did he beg? Or did he negotiate? Or did he come without meeting him?

The Darkness Palace Lord glared at Geom Mugeuk. "Now every tavern table in this world will be smashed."

He knew exactly what kind of demonic path the Young Cult Leader dreamed of.

"What a joke." Geom Mugeuk sneered at that curse-like prophecy. "A new murim where evil becomes good and good becomes evil? That isn't the murim you want, is it?"

"......" The Darkness Palace Lord's eyes twitched.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "You dreamed of a murim where everything runs normally, didn't you? A murim where subordinates rule the world and you become the mastermind reigning over them, isn't that it?"

The Darkness Palace Lord could not deny it. How did the Young Cult Leader know? That was truly the life he dreamed of.

"If the world is completely covered in darkness, would your darkness have any meaning?"

"!"

Geom Mugeuk's eyes flashed. The Darkness Palace Lord must know that in such a world, he would no longer be special. He would simply degenerate into just one of countless evils.

"One of us will definitely die today. Before that, I want to hear the whole story from you."

Geom Mugeuk knew that the Darkness Palace Lord had a deep connection with Hwa Mugi, and he wanted to find out as much as possible about Hwa Mugi before fighting him.

If they are people bound by such deep fate, wouldn't he feel like telling someone at least once before the final battle?

He demanded, "How did you come to know that person?"


When Baek Jagang rushed to the Demonic Cult, he never imagined the atmosphere would be like this.

He expected a situation of utmost solemnity and seriousness to be unfolding and even seriously thought, How should I greet the Demonic Cult Leader? Would he believe that I came to help? Should I say I came to help? Or perhaps joke a little? Like, 'I came to see what the Celestial Killer Star looks like'?

He had come while thinking how he should respond to all types of situations, but clearly he had missed the most important one.

"Have you eaten yet?" Geom Woojin asked.

Baek Jagang answered blankly, "...No, no yet."

"Then, please wait a moment."

Geom Woojin's head, which had poked out of the kitchen, went back inside. Through a small crack in the door, he could see the Heavenly Demon slicing meat in the kitchen.

Moreover, he had an assistant so young that Baek Jagang thought he was a chef or a waiter...until he spotted the pouch on the man's waist.

Something hung there that made his heart sink more than seeing a treasured sword or treasured blade when checking an opponent's weaponry, and there were twelve of them.

Finally, he realized that the person peeling onions was the Poison King.

The Poison King is peeling onions?

Moreover, the Poison King focused only on helping Geom Woojin even though the Evil Alliance Chairman had arrived.

Baek Jagang didn't mind because he already knew that the Poison King was an eccentric person unbound by common etiquette, but this wasn't what shocked him.

The Demonic Cult Leader is cooking and the Poison King is helping?

For a moment, a thought crossed his mind.

Are they making a poisoned dish together knowing I would come?

Would not this be a more reasonable suspicion than the Heavenly Demon and the Poison King personally cooking and serving a meal?

Of course, Baek Jagang knew that was not the case, because Geom Woojin would not poison him. He was the type to throw that kitchen knife to kill him.

Furthermore, the Poison King was peeling onions with tears streaming down his face. Surely he was not crying because he was sad that the Evil Alliance Chairman was about to be poisoned to death, right?

But if they aren't trying to poison me, then...? Could it be? Has the Celestial Killer Star already come, killed Geom Woojin, and is wearing his skin?

Baek Jagang immediately wanted to slap himself. How shocked must he have been to entertain such silly thoughts?

The Fist Demon approached him and greeted politely, "You've come a long way. Please sit here."

Baek Jagang clasped his hands and greeted back, "Thank you."

He also exchanged greetings with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader since they already knew each other.

"Long time no see."

"Have you been well?"

Although the fatty had stepped down from the position of Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Baek Jagang still acknowledged him as the strongest in the Outer Regions.

Meanwhile, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was just as taken aback by Baek Jagang's unexpected visit. A crisis struck the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, yet the Evil Alliance Chairman came to help? How should he accept this fact?

"Did you come alone?" he asked.

"Yes, I came alone."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader fell into stunned silence again. This was as surprising as the fact that he came at all.

He actually came alone? What if he got killed by the Demonic Cult Leader?

Since he was someone who could not hold back his curiosity, he began to probe Baek Jagang's intentions indirectly.

"When Chairman Baek entered the entrance, I had this thought for a moment. Is Chairman Baek perhaps the Celestial Killer Star?"

Baek Jagang smiled. He knew the illusion arts master liked silly banter. "I sometimes get misunderstood like that when I can't control my temper." He then returned the joke magnified five times over. "Speaking of which, aren't there already five Celestial Killer Stars inside this tavern alone?"

Am I the only Celestial Killer Star?

"Bwahaha!"

At the joke implying they looked more like Celestial Killer Stars, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed out loud.

It was true. If any of them went out into the jianghu and caused trouble, the worst incident in history would occur.

"Since you aren't the Celestial Killer Star, why did you come here?"

The Fist Demon listening from the side and the Sword King in the corner also waited for Baek Jagang's answer with curiosity.

Geom Woojin cooked quietly, but he too perked up his ears.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked with a smile, but the somewhat direct and rude question could not be answered with a smile.

Still, Baek Jagang was rather grateful to him. It was better to ask like this than harbor doubts, since it at least gives one a chance at conversation.

Of course, he did not easily reveal his true thoughts.

"I came out to play because I was bored."

Everyone was surprised by those words. They wondered if it was a joke, but Baek Jagang's tone was too devoid of laughter for that.

"Unless it's something of this magnitude, I can't find justification to come out and play alone. So I thought, 'this is my chance', and ran here."

Baek Jagang could not reveal the real reason out loud. He couldn't say that he came because he was worried the Demonic Cult Leader might die.

Although it was a situation where he should be happy if the Demonic Cult weakened, and although he worried about the Demonic Cult Leader's ambition to unify the murim, he still hoped he would not die.

Of course, he could not say it was because the lips get cold without teeth, nor could he say that his disciple would be greatly heartbroken if his best friend's father died.

He also could not say that he wanted to grow old together with this Demonic Cult Leader while boasting about their children.

His pride simply would not let him explain his reasons for coming.

Just then, Geom Woojin called Baek Jagang from the kitchen. "Chairman Baek."

Baek Jagang turned around, only to see Geom Woojin poking his head out of the kitchen again.

A heavy tension flowed as everyone wondered what words would come out of the Heavenly Demon's mouth.

"Can you handle spicy food?"

Baek Jagang could feel it in Geom Woojin's eyes looking at him. That he knew why he had come.

Still, he smiled and played along.

"I like spicy food very much."

Geom Woojin nodded and disappeared back into the kitchen.

"Slice a few more chili peppers."

The Poison King, who had not yet wiped away the tear tracks caused by the onions, began slicing chili peppers this time.

Now the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader no longer asked why Baek Jagang had come. "I also like spicy things very much. The best thing about coming to the Central Plains was that there are many spicy foods," he said randomly.

"That's amazing. It's a decision not just anyone can make," Baek Jagang said. It was a remark regarding him abandoning his position as Cult Leader and coming to the Central Plains.

"I guess my life was boring too."

Since the topic came up, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader introduced the Sword King.

"By the way, this person here is in a similar situation to me."

Baek Jagang tilted his head, wondering what that meant.

"He came all the way to this distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult because of the Young Cult Leader."

Of course, he had noticed the Sword King. Even though the swordmaster wasn't releasing his aura, he could sense the man's strength.

Regardless, such a force joining the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult wasn't good for the Evil Alliance.

"Evil martial artist, if your life ever becomes boring, please look toward our alliance, not the Murim Alliance."

The Sword King bowed his head slightly without a word.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader answered on his behalf. "Unfortunately for you, Chairman, it seems that person has already found the answer to what to do when life becomes boring."

SIZZLE!

When he finished greetings with the Sword King as well, the sound of food being stir-fried came from the kitchen.

Geom Woojin was stir-frying meat and vegetables in a heated wok. The chopped onions from the Poison King's tearful sacrifice were also in there.

Feeling sorry just sitting there, Baek Jagang stood up and walked to the kitchen. "Is there anything I can help with?"

"It's fine. It's almost done now."

Baek Jagang stood in front of the kitchen for a moment and looked at Geom Woojin's back as he cooked. The Heavenly Demon was not staging this scene on purpose. He was sincere about cooking right now.

Is this your way of relieving the loneliness of life?

Finally, the dish was completed.

Everyone sat around the table and tasted the dish Geom Woojin made.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader read the room and did not pick up his chopsticks first. Eating a dish prepared by the Poison King was something one couldn't do without nerves of steel. Only after seeing Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon eat did he pick up his chopsticks.

He ate with a mindset wondering how good it could possibly be, but the dish was unexpectedly delicious.

"Oh! It's delicious!" he exclaimed.

It was not just to curry favor with the Heavenly Demon. Baek Jagang was truly surprised by Geom Woojin's cooking skills. The meat and vegetables were roasted well, and the seasoning was incredible.

"I'd believe it if you said a professional chef made it. I'd like to learn if there's an opportunity."

"You're too kind," Geom Woojin replied nonchalantly.

Still, the Fist Demon could feel it. That even though he was acting stoic, Geom Woojin was incredibly proud right now.

Geom Woojin added casually, "Thank you for coming."

Goosebumps did not rise on Baek Jagang's ears. That was the truth.

He picked up a chopstick-full of food and shoved it in his mouth.

"Mmm! It's deliciously spicy."


The next day, Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon entered the Demon Village as darkness fell.

He didn't know how many times he considered turning back while coming here. It was because of the worry that, by one in ten thousand chance, the Celestial Killer Star might go to the Murim Alliance.

However, he eventually came to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Despite Head Strategist Jaegal Hyeon's desperate attempts to dissuade him, he repeated the same words his grandson had said to him.


"This is the first and last selfish decision I will make in my time as Murim Alliance Chairman."



Nevertheless, he was worried.

What will the Demonic Cult Leader think of my visit? He will suspect me first, right? He might think I came to find out information about the Nine Calamities Demonic Palace while watching him fight the Celestial Killer Star, or he might suspect that I would betray him at a decisive moment and try to kill him.

Jin Paecheon looked down at the Gentleman Sword at his waist. Since he even came wearing the greatest sword of the orthodox, the man might suspect him even more. He had to persuade him well so there would be no needless misunderstanding.

As he moved his steps with a heavy and cautious heart, there was exactly one place with lights on in the dark street.

That place?

It was the very tavern where they held the three-party talks before, but the energy felt from the place was unusual.

Jin Paecheon took a deep breath and carefully opened the tavern door and entered.

Four people sitting at a table stared at him in surprise. The Fist Demon and the Poison King were sitting in the front, and next to them sat the Sword King and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Jin Paecheon's heart sank. What a serious atmosphere! Furthermore, the Demonic Cult Leader is missing?! Did I arrive a step too late?

Suddenly, he heard two people conversing inside the kitchen.

"You mean I should rotate it like this so the seasoning permeates the meat evenly, right?"

"There's no need to use your inner qi to that extent."

"Wouldn't it taste better if I make it stylishly while I'm at it?"

"You showed off and splashed it all over the side."

Jin Paecheon's eyes went wide in shock. He recognized both voices.

Unless I heard wrongly... Don't tell me! Did I fall for some kind of illusion art without realizing it?

Baek Jagang poked his head out of the kitchen. As if he had fought a bloody battle in the kitchen, red seasoning was smeared not only on his clothes but also on his face.

"Have you eaten?" he asked Jin Paecheon, smiling brightly.


Chapter 804: Gather, Laugh, Chat, Sing, and Dance

Jin Paecheon debated whether to draw his sword. Even the sauce stains on Baek Jagang's face could not relieve his taut tension.

No, that appearance makes even less sense. If this isn't evil arts, then what on earth is?

The situation was so distinct that it was actually suspicious.

Just then, Geom Woojin came out of the kitchen. "You've arrived?"

Jin Paecheon stared piercingly at him. "Cult Leader Geom, is that you?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Baek Jagang was still sticking his head out through the hole in the kitchen wall. "I was in the middle of learning how to cook from Cult Leader Geom here," he explained.

For a brief moment, a thought crossed Jin Paecheon's mind. Are Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and Evil Alliance conspiring to kill me? What a perfect trap!

Geom Woojin, Baek Jagang, and even the four masters sitting at the table. Even if he had brought Gentleman Sword, could he defeat them? It was impossible.

Of course, Jin Paecheon knew that was not the situation. He must have been truly shocked to even entertain such ridiculous thoughts.

""......"" The Fist Demon, Poison King, Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and Sword King sympathized with Jin Paecheon. It would be strange not to be surprised after seeing this sight.

The person who stepped forward to resolve this tense situation was, as expected, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"If it were me, I would've already drawn my sword."

Jin Paecheon turned toward him.

Skipping the greetings, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued, his expression showing he fully understood how he felt. "What kind of Evil Alliance Chairman comes to help because the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is in crisis? He should pray for them to go to ruin, right?"

He looked at Baek Jagang sticking his head out of the kitchen, then looked back at Geom Woojin.

"What kind of Demonic Cult Leader teaches cooking to the Evil Alliance Chairman who came to visit randomly? He would probably send a telepathic message to the Poison King over there, telling him to season the Evil Alliance Chairman's soup with imperceptible poison instead of salt."

He was having fun teasing the Cult Leader and Chairmen.

His gaze turned to Jin Paecheon again. "Is that all? What kind of Murim Alliance Chairman comes alone to the Demonic Cult Headquarters to help the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Isn't this all a nonsensical illusion and evil arts? If it were me, I would've already blown this place apart."

The moment he heard those words, Jin Paecheon's worries were blown away.

Come to think of it, his coming here was nonsensical to begin with. Right now, Head Strategist Jaegal Hyeon would not be able to tell anyone that he went to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters alone. Not only would they not believe it, but everyone would jump up and down asking why he let him go.

Jin Paecheon regarded the people in the room one by one.

First, his eyes met Geom Woojin's.

Right, no evil arts can perfectly recreate this person's spirit, that feeling.

He also looked at Baek Jagang sticking his head out next to him. The Baek Jagang he knew was definitely not someone who would do that.

Why the hell are you sticking your head out from there? And what on earth is that smeared on your face?

Jin Paecheon turned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Although he was saying silly things, he was undeniably the absolute ruler of Outer Regions.

Here, however, he was not the main character but one of many side characters. Surprisingly, he did not look displeased about it at all.

Next, Jin Paecheon looked at the two Demon Supremes. They were not just any Demon Supremes, but the Fist Demon and the Poison King.

The Cult Leader has truly resolved to fight.

Finally, he looked at the Sword King. Of course, Jin Paecheon knew about this swordmaster who had just joined the Divine Cult. The man was a major source of trouble for the Murim Alliance!

At first, he thought Geom Mugeuk was surprising and amazing, but now, everyone was really changing. It was to the point where he felt a natural anxiety, wondering if he was the only one who remained stagnant.

Only after looking at everyone did he finally clasp his hands in greeting. "My greetings are late."

Everyone seated also stood up and bowed politely.

After finishing the greeting, Jin Paecheon added, "Guess I didn't need to come, huh?"

The people gathered here alone seemed capable of destroying the murim several times over.

The Fist Demon guided him to a seat. "Please sit here."

"Thank you."

Baek Jagang went back into the kitchen. "I'll finish the cooking I was doing. You two talk."

Geom Woojin sat opposite Jin Paecheon. He knew well how difficult it must have been for someone of Jin Paecheon's personality to leave the Murim Alliance and come here at such a time. "Did you come alone?"

Jin Paecheon nodded. "I don't know when the last time was that I came out to the murim alone like this."

Apart from his worries about the Alliance, Jin Paecheon felt a sense of freedom. Although he came as fast as possible, there were a couple of moments where he inevitably had to stop at an inn to eat.

At those times, no one at the inn recognized him. No one could have imagined that the Murim Alliance Chairman would be eating noodles alone in a corner seat. It was a situation so incomparable to the usual official processions where all martial artists bowed their heads and welcomed him, but that moment felt fresh and good.

While eating, he listened to the stories people shared. Who was doing well these days, that a prodigy appeared in a certain village, or that a certain escort agency went under.

Just listening to all that random gossip was fun. It was a fresh joy given by a life he had not experienced. If it were not for the urgent matter, he would have gone to a tea house to drink tea and walked around the marketplace alone.

Suddenly, he wondered if Geom Woojin had such an experience before.

"Have you ever traveled alone, Cult Leader?" he asked.

"I once traveled quietly with my son."

"That must've been nice."

Geom Woojin nodded as if it really had been good. "When you return to the Alliance, try spending time with your grandchildren."

Jin Paecheon sighed. What would his grandchildren think if he asked Jin Hagun or Jin Haryong to go on a vacation together? Would they feel burdened?

Geom Woojin's gaze turned to the sword at Jin Paecheon's waist. "Is that sword perhaps the Gentleman Sword?"

"As expected, you recognized it at once, Cult Leader."

At the mention of the Gentleman Sword, the four masters present were startled.

They had only heard of the legendary Gentleman Sword before, so it was their first time seeing it in person. Since they were all martial artists, they showed interest.

"This sword is my grandson's sword," Jin Paecheon explained, but he knew that at least in this place, whose sword it was did not matter. Who gave it was what mattered. He added, "Your son gave it to my grandson as a gift."

Everyone was surprised to hear it was a gift from Geom Mugeuk, but soon, they all nodded.

As expected! The boldness to give Gentleman Sword as a gift to someone was something only Geom Mugeuk could do.

A smile formed on Geom Woojin's lips.

The Fist Demon could tell what kind of joy was contained in the Cult Leader's smile. The sword Geom Mugeuk wore was the Black Demon Sword the Cult Leader had bestowed personally upon him. He must be pleased that the boy did not get greedy even after obtaining a better sword, and happy that the child was wise enough to gift a sword symbolizing the orthodox sects to the next Murim Alliance Chairman.

Even he, as the boy's master, felt gratified hearing this, so how happy must the father be?

The Fist Demon glanced at the Poison King. Even while sitting at the table together, the Poison King was staring blankly out the window.

He was likely listening to everything regardless. That was probably why he could say that he feared the Young Cult Leader the most. After all, this current situation was yet another anecdote justifying the statement that the Young Cult Leader was the most terrifying of them all.

Of course, not everyone accepted this story with grace.

"Why is he so generous to others?! What about me?!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared in anger at the unfairness of it all.

Was it only Gentleman Sword? Stray sparks flew toward the Sword King for no reason.

"Didn't the Young Cult Leader give you the White Flower Sword as a gift too? You said he gave you those shoes as well! Why does he give to everyone else but only take from me!"

Geom Woojin spoke to him in a subtle tone. "Didn't you say you were happy because of my son?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader narrowed his eyes and stared at Geom Woojin. Spouting facts now instead of offering comfort?

"Hmph, now I see exactly who the Young Cult Leader takes after. He's just a chip off the old block."

Even though it meant his son was as vicious as his father, Geom Woojin laughed in a good mood.

Baek Jagang brought out the food at that moment. "Here is the first dish of my life, completed under the guidance of Cult Leader Geom."

Watching Baek Jagang look so proud, Jin Paecheon finally realized the absurdity of this situation. Right now, the Murim Alliance Chairman was about to eat food cooked by the Evil Alliance Chairman in the front yard of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Is this really okay!?

This pounding in his chest was different from the tension of facing an enemy. It was closer to the thrill of doing something naughty as a child.

Only one thing was certain. He had now become a part of the crazy illusion created by this gathering. Anyone seeing this would consider it evil arts or an illusion, if only because of his presence.

Geom Woojin picked up his chopsticks first and tasted Baek Jagang's dish, even as Baek Jagang watched nervously.

Geom Woojin nodded, satisfied. "I believe you're ready to graduate from cooking class."

Baek Jagang rejoiced and waited for Jin Paecheon's evaluation.

Jin Paecheon picked up his chopsticks.

Surely it's not poisoned?

Even if he tried not to think about it, the thought occurred naturally since the Poison King was with them.

He chewed the food slowly and carefully before swallowing. He intended to spit it out immediately if there was poison, but to an observer, it looked like he was savoring the flavor.

Suddenly, his eyes widened.

"Why is this..." He paused for a moment before exclaiming in surprise. "...So delicious?"

Baek Jagang's face brightened visibly.

Once the two men had tasted it, the others lifted their chopsticks as well.

Even the Fist Demon, who had some knowledge of cooking, nodded and acknowledged the taste. Of course, this evaluation stemmed from loyalty. Considering who taught him, how could it not be delicious?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave a slightly more objective evaluation. "It would be better if it were a bit spicier, but this is excellent."

"I'll show you a properly spicy flavor next time."

Jin Paecheon, who was listening, inwardly had a thought.

Would there really be a 'next time' for this gathering?

Then again, considering their first three-way encounter, who could have known the three of them would meet again like this? And in the same place, no less.

When the meal was roughly finished, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked the question he had been holding back. "Chairman Baek here said he came because he was bored, but what brings our Chairman Jin here?"

Jin Paecheon glared at Baek Jagang. As if that man would come here just because he's bored!

"Do you happen to have any alcohol?" he asked.

The Sword King started to rise to fetch alcohol at Jin Paecheon's request, but the Fist Demon stood up first.

"I'll get it."

The guests were visitors to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and he believed he should attend to them personally. Since the Poison King was not the type to do such things, he had taken charge of hosting the guests. That was also why he had personally stepped forward to guide them to their seats when the Chairmen first arrived.

When the Fist Demon returned with the alcohol, Geom Woojin poured a drink for Jin Paecheon. "Thank you for coming."

Baek Jagang did not get goosebumps this time, either. The Cult Leader was sincerely grateful that they had come.

"I didn't drink a drop of alcohol on my way here. Surely, one cup here is acceptable."

Since it was not exactly a drinking atmosphere, Jin Paecheon did not offer it to the others and drank alone. He just felt like having a drink.

"To be honest, I came because of Hagun."

The moment he saw Gentleman Sword propped up next to his armchair, he had a premonition that he would eventually end up coming here.

"I've held my grandson to a very strict standard until now."

After entrusting Jin Hagun with the leadership of the Demon Slaying Brigade, he emphasized the path of justice and chivalry. He taught him that a martial artist of the orthodox sects must be willing to lay down his life for righteousness.

"I hoped for my grandson to live cleanly without a single speck of blemish."

Only then could he inherit the position of Chairman.

"Come to think of it, that wasn't for my grandson, but for myself. 'As expected, Chairman raised him well.' That was the evaluation I wanted to hear."

Jin Paecheon calmly revealed his inner thoughts, and everyone listened quietly.

"Since I've pushed him so hard all his life, shouldn't I grant my grandson's request just this once?"

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Woojin. Words that no one had expected flowed from his mouth.

"At the very least, you won't die here before I do."

He intended to fulfill his grandson's wish to help his friend's father, no matter what.

Geom Woojin met Jin Paecheon's gaze. He knew that Jin Paecheon might choose to remain silent, but he was not a man who lied.

He did not say thank you. He simply met Jin Paecheon's gaze calmly.

Meanwhile, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rolled his eyes in disbelief. No matter how much he thought about it, he did not think the Celestial Killer Star would dare appear in a situation like this.

"If the Celestial Killer Star is in his right mind, would he come here? Especially when all three of you are gathered."

"He will come."

The person who spoke so decisively was, surprisingly, Geom Woojin.

Everyone's gaze turned to him. His calm eyes turned toward Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang. "I was half-doubtful until the two of you arrived. However, seeing that you're here, the Celestial Killer Star will definitely come."

While the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought he would not come because everyone had gathered, Geom Woojin thought the opposite.

"Because fate has gathered us in one place."

It meant there was the pull of destiny.

"Just as the two of you opened that door and walked in, the Celestial Killer Star will open that door and enter."

Geom Woojin felt the wheel of fate rolling toward them, so unlike his usual self, he revealed his inner thoughts. It was an expression of gratitude to the two Chairmen who had come all this way.

"I know that the two of you are wary of me and don't trust me."

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang's eyes settled calmly.

They knew. Regardless of this battle, Geom Woojin was still a man who dreamed of unifying the murim.

They knew that perhaps a more difficult and terrifying battle than the one against the Celestial Killer Star awaited them.

As if acknowledging that fact, Geom Woojin said, "However, let us consider this battle as one independent of our personal relationships and stances."

His reason for being here was because of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, nor was it to defend his pride as a martial artist. Of course, it was not for the peace of the murim, either.

"This battle is deeply connected to our children."

Not only Geom Mugeuk, but Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin had also been fighting life-and-death battles against those bastards.

"As time passes, they'll inevitably have to live busy and difficult lives."

Those children would one day have to live carrying the greatest responsibilities in the murim on their shoulders.

"So for now, let the children gather, laugh, chat, sing, and dance."

Finding joy in a brief rest at an inn. Smiling brightly at the success of a first dish.

Geom Woojin looked at everyone, making eye contact with each of them in turn. Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, the Fist Demon, the Poison King, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King.

"Let us end this battle in our generation."


Chapter 805: If You Hang Around a Drunkard, You'll Become A Drunkard

"How did you come to know that person?"

When Geom Mugeuk asked about the Celestial Killer Star, the Darkness Palace Lord's gaze sank. He looked like he had much to say, but he said nothing.

Geom Mugeuk provoked him. "You must be angry. It's the life you've dreamed of your whole life, but the Celestial Killer Star has taken it."

The Darkness Palace Lord did not fall for the provocation. Rather, he answered calmly, "Aren't you the one who's angry? If you became the Demonic Cult Leader, this murim could've been yours."

Geom Mugeuk did not neglect a single word from him while conversing. It was important to know even one more thing regarding Hwa Mugi. "You really trust the Celestial Killer Star. Just how strong is he for you to trust him this much?"

He knew that strength better than anyone, but he asked as if he did not know.

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze turned toward Ga Ye standing behind Geom Mugeuk. "If you're curious, why not ask that Saintess who's flattering you in every way just to save her life?"

Even though it was a remark mocking and looking down on her, Ga Ye did not get angry. She looked somewhat calm. That change touched a nerve with the Darkness Palace Lord.

Geom Mugeuk took her side. "If you used a person and threw them away, you shouldn't treat them like a traitor but show some remorse. Why can't you people say sorry?"

Ga Ye recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said earlier. When they first met, he said the same thing to her. That he thought she would at least say sorry to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. That the Darkness Palace Lord raised her to be a person who does not know how to be sorry.

Looking at the Darkness Palace Lord's attitude, she thought those words were right. She was raised that way, and she became such a person.

Suddenly, the words Geom Mugeuk said came to mind.


"You must go out to the sea to see the real sky. I don't know if lightning will strike or a typhoon will blow, but just go out. Even if you die, die in that sea."



Her gaze turned to the Darkness Palace Lord. "I'm not on anyone's side. I'm standing here as the Saintess of the Saintess Palace."

"Does the belief of the Saintess change this easily?" The Darkness Palace Lord raged, feeling betrayed.

Ga Ye stared into his eyes. "That's right. I'm a person without such qualifications. Since becoming the Saintess at a young age, I've lived while helping you. Talking about the will of the heavens now would be absurd. I don't know if my beliefs changed easily, but this heart right now is sincere."

She focused on her heart. Now, she did not resent the Darkness Palace Lord anymore, because her ship had left the dock and gone out to sea.

"Whether I die by you today, or by the Young Cult Leader, or by that person later, I don't regret today's decision. Give up now and tell the Young Cult Leader how to kill that person." She calmly conveyed her final sincerity. "This is the will of heaven."

However, her mention of heavenly will did not get through at all.

BLAM!

Geom Mugeuk, still standing, extended his hand to the side and blocked the palm technique flying toward Ga Ye. It was not a palm technique thrown to kill her, but a light attack thrown knowing he would block it.

"This is my answer," the Darkness Palace Lord said threateningly.

Geom Mugeuk snickered mockingly. The Darkness Palace Lord wanted to look cool and show a final leader-like appearance at the end. Stern, cool, and mysterious.

Perhaps he could show such an appearance in front of the Demon Supremes, but it was impossible to show such an appearance in front of him and the Saintess, because they were two people who stimulated primal emotions just by looking at them.

"You shouldn't have betrayed me, if you think about the things I did for you...!"

Geom Mugeuk received that resentment on Ga Ye's behalf. "Don't be deceived," he said to her. "Whether it's me, my blunt father, or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, everyone would've done more than what that person did. Don't be deceived by that selfish condescension. Rather, argue with him. Ask why he acts like he gave a dragon's head when he only gave a rat's tail."

The Darkness Palace Lord really wanted to scream, 'You damn Young Cult Leader!' He wanted to murder the mouthy bastard right away, but he held back. There was something he absolutely had to do no matter how angry he got.

On the other hand, Geom Mugeuk continued to provoke him. "You're a self-centered asshole who thinks only of yourself to a terrible degree. If one were to unfold those wrinkles, the spaces between them would be filled with selfishness."

"Is there anyone who isn't like that? Are you different? For the sake of people? Demonic hero? Don't make me laugh. That's nothing more than enjoying a game for your own satisfaction."

Geom Mugeuk nodded agreeably. "Right, I admit it. I do enjoy playing this game. I also live hoping that my game becomes a fun game for others as well. What about you? What's the result of your game? To live as the eminence in shadow? The ultimate mastermind behind the scenes? Or is killing everyone around you your game?"

"The person who killed everyone around me is you."

"I did it to save everyone else."

The two men's tense gazes tangled in the air.

"Where's the Celestial Killer Star right now?" Geom Mugeuk demanded. The Darkness Palace Lord answered everything else but did not answer anything regarding the Celestial Killer Star.

Ga Ye's voice came from behind. "The Celestial Killer Star woke up on his own and broke the seal of the Seventy Two Stars Soul Sealing Formation on his own. I think he awakened because of you, Young Cult Leader."

She thought it was related to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk could not deny it, because his regression had indeed changed the time of his appearance. "So he was sealed away? But now he's broken that seal and escaped?"

Ga Ye nodded. "I think so."

Geom Mugeuk asked the Darkness Palace Lord, "Where is he now?"

"Where do you think he went?"

There was one place Geom Mugeuk thought of.

"Did he go to our Cult?"

"Just as you killed everyone around me, everyone around you will die. This is my final game," the Darkness Palace Lord replied with an expression that said 'this is my revenge'.

Even though it was truly a scary statement, however, Geom Mugeuk was not flustered or shaken.

The Darkness Palace Lord's face hardened. "...You aren't surprised."

Geom Mugeuk revealed his honest feelings. "I'm a person who worries about everything, so I'm inclined to just think that if Father can't solve the problem, then I can't solve it either."

He trusted in his father. Before his regression, Geom Woojin was only at the Tenth Star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but now he had reached the Twelfth Star. More importantly, his father's life and attitude had also changed.

However, Ga Ye still feared the Celestial Killer Star more than Geom Woojin. "He's a person stronger than you can imagine. If you can't control him with the Six Elements Origin Qi..."

Geom Mugeuk could tell that the words saying even the Demonic Cult Leader could not win against him were omitted.

At least now he finally understood why Hwa Mugi went into seclusion in his life before regression. That must not have been seclusion, but after killing the Murim Alliance Chairman, the Evil Alliance Chairman, and his father, this Darkness Palace Lord controlled Hwa Mugi with the power of the Six Elements Origin Qi, perhaps sealing him away again or maybe even killing him.

"How do I use that Six Elements Origin Qi?" he asked.

The Darkness Palace Lord answered, "I'll tell you that."

"There's no way you'd tell me properly, right?"

"We don't know the method anyway. Only this can teach you."

CREAK...

The wall behind the Darkness Palace Lord opened.

Geom Mugeuk was startled when he saw what was placed in the space behind it. Surprisingly, it was a large Secret Box. In this final battle, the Darkness Palace Lord had brought the Secret Box out.

"You know what this is too, right?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I know it as your divine artifact passed down from long ago."

That war three hundred years ago also started from this Secret Box. When the Secret Box produced a small Secret Box, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord at the time thought that the heavens had bestowed the heavenly will upon him.

"To combine the Six Elements Origin Qi contained in your body into one, you must borrow the power of this Secret Box."

Geom Mugeuk could tell that the Darkness Palace Lord did not know the fact that he had already learned the chant through the Secret Box and combined the energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi into one.

In this place filled with the energy of the Blood Art, and moreover, in a state where he succeeded in an unknown grand technique, this was the reason he did not try to kill him immediately.

He hasn't given up yet! He intends to steal the energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi through this Secret Box.

Yes, he must've been able to come this far because he had such persistence. When he, who gathered all six energies, met this Secret Box, if something happened, he intends to aim for that moment and steal the energy. He thought that the grand method related to those characters engraved all over his face might be related to that.

Sorry, but it's too late! Nothing will happen even if I approach the Secret Box!

"Can I go closer and look?"

The Darkness Palace Lord stepped aside.

Geom Mugeuk walked a few steps and stopped. "Why are you showing it so obediently? Did you perhaps pull some trick?"

"You're the one who said you'd look up close. If you don't like it, back off."

"I can't do that, even out of curiosity."

Geom Mugeuk approached the Secret Box. When they parted last time, he hoped there would be a day they would meet again by fate, but to think they would meet again like this.

Big Secret Box, it's good to see you!

It was really nice to see the Secret Box he thought he would never see again. Since the small Secret Box disappeared when absorbing the last power, now this was the only Secret Box.

Geom Mugeuk touched the Secret Box with his hand.

I didn't know I'd see you again like this.

VWOOSH!

Right at that moment, as if falling into a swamp, Geom Mugeuk was sucked into the Secret Box. There was no warning or prior sign.

"H-Huh?"

Since he had the experience of being sucked in once, he knew what this phenomenon was.

No! Not now!

The problem was the people remaining. The Saintess was one thing, but the three Demon Supremes and the Thousand Flower Pavilion Master were also still on the ship. They must be coming here looking for him.

However, his body was already more than half inside the Secret Box. He could not escape with his own strength, and even if he could come out, it was a situation where he should not go out.

In an instant, he completely disappeared into the Secret Box.

When Geom Mugeuk disappeared, the Darkness Palace Lord ran to the Secret Box. Even when Geom Mugeuk approached the Secret Box, he inwardly hoped to get one last chance, but something completely unexpected happened. He never dreamed that the Secret Box would swallow Geom Mugeuk.

He carefully placed his hand on the part that absorbed Geom Mugeuk, worried that he would be swallowed too, but the wall of the Secret Box that absorbed a person like a swamp remained a hard and cold lump of metal.

He tried to examine the inside by injecting qi, but no energy was felt from inside.

The Darkness Palace Lord placed his hand on the Secret Box and spoke earnestly, "O noble divine artifact of our palace, please give me the power the Young Cult Leader obtained!"

The Secret Box did not budge.

"That power is this palace's power, and my power. Give me the power!" he shouted earnestly.

The Secret Box still did not react.

"If you abandon me like this, I'll smash the Secret Box while the Young Cult Leader is inside."

It was not a simple threat. If that happened, he would win the fight against the Young Cult Leader for now. It was not the best situation, but he would have avoided the worst situation.

"Bestow the heavenly will upon me!"

As if to smash the Secret Box, the Darkness Palace Lord raised his hand high. Tremendous dark energy surged into his hand.

"Stop!" Ga Ye howled. "The Secret Box is the absolute divine artifact of the Heavenly Fate Palace. You must not break it like that!"

The Darkness Palace Lord asked Ga Ye with his hand raised. "Are you worrying about the Secret Box? Or the Young Cult Leader?"

"I'm worried about you, you fool!"

"!" The Darkness Palace Lord realized that she was speaking sincerely. Since he had watched her for a long time, he could tell if she was speaking the truth or a lie.

"I'm worried about you right now, damn it."

"Why worry about me?"

"Because I'm the Saintess and you're the Darkness Palace Lord. It's unfortunate, but the heavenly will is with the Young Cult Leader, not you."

Ga Ye was trying hard to fulfill her final role as the Saintess. Watching the Darkness Palace Lord wriggle with anger, she finished what she was saying.

"Please don't go against the will of the heavens."

She knew this would provoke and anger him more, but she considered conveying those words her final calling.

Words I should've said a long time ago. I'm sorry for saying them now.

The Darkness Palace Lord roared, "Hmph! All you are is a fake Saintess who can't even receive prophecies."

Originally, it was a remark that would hurt her the most, but in this moment, Ga Ye felt that those words no longer hurt her.

The moment he saw her face was peaceful, the Darkness Palace Lord's anger surged unlike anything he had ever revealed before. Thinking that Geom Mugeuk, whom the bitch had met not long ago, created that peace in her, murderous intent beyond anger burned in him.

He said coldly, "I never believed in heavenly will from the start."

WHOOSH!

Ga Ye closed her eyes as the palm technique shot by the Darkness Palace Lord flew toward her.

In her heart, she was standing on the deck looking at the sky. A huge storm was rushing toward her ship, but she looked up at the sky until the end.

I'm sorry for not properly upholding the will.

BAM!

Her figure flew backward.

She thought she would naturally die in one strike, but she could tell she was not dead.

When she opened her eyes, someone was supporting her body from behind. It was not that she was hit by the palm technique and bounced back. Someone threw a palm technique that shattered the Darkness Palace Lord's palm technique, and she was pushed back by the aftermath of that collision.

Ga Ye turned around in surprise to see the Drunken Demon standing behind her. Beside him, the Demonic Buddha, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman appeared. They had arrived just in time.

The ship did not capsize in the storm. She stood on the deck and looked up at the sky.

Is there still work left for me to do?

Ga Ye looked at the Drunken Demon. It was strange that he saved her. The Young Cult Leader said he would spare her, but to the Demon Supremes, she was nothing more than an enemy. Was it because of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman?

"Why did you save me?" she asked, dazed.

The Drunken Demon answered, reeking of alcohol, "If you hang around a drunkard, you'll become a drunkard. If you hang around someone who resents the world, you become a person who resents the world. If you hang around someone who likes books, you become someone who likes books. If you hang around someone like our Young Cult Leader, you end up saving people in crisis."

He looked around the area with drunken eyes.

"So? Where's our Young Cult Leader?"


Chapter 806: Why Did You Bring Me Back?

The Drunken Demon turned Ga Ye around. The reason he threw a palm strike to save her was not for her sake, but because of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Previously during the fight with the Black Elder, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had tried to save her. He believed there must be a reason she wanted to save her, and the fact that the Darkness Palace Lord was trying to kill her meant the relationship between the two had completely soured.

Anyway, the main idea was to save her for now and use her. To the Demon Supremes, Ga Ye was nothing more than the Darkness Palace Lord's limb.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?" he asked with an intense gaze, though his tone was polite.

Meanwhile, the Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme were staring at the Darkness Palace Lord. Even though they had appeared, he was looking at them with arrogant eyes.

"The Young Cult Leader was sucked into that Secret Box," Ga Ye answered obediently. He was the person who saved her life, and it involved the Young Cult Leader. The boat she rode had not sunk in the typhoon and was still floating on the sea.

Everyone's gaze turned to the Secret Box. Geom Mugeuk was sucked into that metal box? It was an incomprehensible statement.

"That Secret Box is a divine object of the Heavenly Fate Palace. The moment the Young Cult Leader touched it, he was swallowed inside."

The Demon Supremes did not believe her.

However, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman did. "It does not seem like the Saintess is lying."

At her trust, the Demonic Buddha asked Ga Ye again, "Then was he dragged in because that fellow used an illusion?"

"No."

"No? What on earth do you mean?"

"Literally, that Secret Box swallowed the Young Cult Leader."

The Demonic Buddha felt that her words were not false. Still, he looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to confirm one more time.

At the look asking if this was really true, she silently nodded.

Watching this, the Drunken Demon laughed loudly, "Anyway, he's number one at surprising people. Now he even gets sucked into a place like that."

Although he was saying silly things, his eyes looking at the Secret Box were serious. In other words, it meant the Young Cult Leader's life or death was unknown.

"I don't know who's inside there, but they'll regret calling him."

Saying that, he exchanged glances with the two Demon Supremes. In a situation where the Young Cult Leader's survival was unclear, they had to kill this Darkness Palace Lord. Furthermore, they might have to fight while protecting not only the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman but also that Secret Box. Considering the enemies they met while coming here, dealing with this Darkness Palace Lord would absolutely not be easy.

Indeed, the Darkness Palace Lord was not intimidated at all even facing three Demon Supremes. He acted as if he was confident he could kill them all.

The dark energy flowing from his body began to dominate the space, as if possessing a will. It flowed along the floor and walls, gradually swallowing the light in that space.

The Darkness Palace Lord opened his mouth for the first time. "Even if he comes out safely from there, the only thing the Young Cult Leader will see is the death of everyone he likes."

It was a declaration that he would kill everyone here.

The Drunken Demon was not someone to let such words pass. "If you want to kill everyone he likes, you'll have to kill a really large number. Our Young Cult Leader likes people so much that people he likes are everywhere."

The Darkness Palace Lord looked at him and spoke coldly, "I'll kill you first."

The Drunken Demon waved his hand. "Not me! The Young Cult Leader likes everyone except me. He always comes to find me last."

The Demonic Buddha joined in on the Drunken Demon's persistent pettiness. "That won't be much different for me."

"Ah, I see. Since our Demonic Buddha only likes the First Young Lord, he doesn't like you at all. How did we gather only the unpopular ones?" The Drunken Demon nodded, then looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. "The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is in big trouble. Our Young Cult Leader cherishes the youngest Demon Supreme tremendously."

A faint smile formed on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's lips, even though he meant she should die first.

The Darkness Palace Lord did not get excited at all by their composure. "Fine, then I'll rephrase. Not the people he likes, but the death of everyone the Young Cult Leader knows."

As soon as those words ended, the surrounding space was instantly submerged in darkness.

To be precise, it was not darkness but night.

FLASH!

A star brightened, emitting light in the distance as the Darkness Palace Lord's unique martial arts, the Dark Heaven Stellar Soul Art, was unleashed.

Soon, stars began to shine all around them, like the countless stars in the night sky. There were big stars, and there were small stars. The Milky Way glistened in the distance.

This sight was truly enchanting and mysterious. They were really floating in a night sky full of stars.

The Darkness Palace Lord stood before them, yet he seemed very close. In another way, he seemed to be standing really far away, creating an illusion.

The three Demon Supremes instinctively felt that this demonic art was extraordinary.

The Drunken Demon glanced around at the surrounding stars. "I've drunk alcohol in all sorts of places. I drank on a roof, drank on a snowy mountain, drank while floating on water, and drank on the road. However, there is just one place I haven't been able to drink, the sky."

He was moved while looking at the stars floating around.

"My lifelong dream was to drink alcohol in the sky, and you're making it come true!"

FWOOSH!

One of the countless stars floating around fell toward him like a comet. It was small like a dot when it was far away, however when it flew in front of him, it was the size of an adult's head.

The Drunken Demon summoned his qi and thrust a palm technique toward the flying light.

BAM!

The impact pushed him back a few steps. It was a star from afar, yet up close it was powerful darkness enhanced qi. Only a single star had flown in, but the enhanced qi receiving the energy of the demonic art was incredibly powerful.

Since the stars filling the darkness felt incredibly threatening, the Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also gathered their qi and prepared to fight in earnest.

The Drunken Demon finished drinking the alcohol he had saved to give to Geom Mugeuk and spoke as if aggrieved. "If I go somewhere and say I was hit by a star, they'll say I'm talking nonsense because I'm drunk, right? Ah! Is this also the fate of a drunkard?"

He was not pushed back in spirit at all.

When it came to fighting spirit, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was also extraordinary.

She opened her mouth for the first time. "Did you say you would kill everyone the Young Cult Leader knows before he comes out?"

Dizzying killing intent that made the world spin flowed from her eyes.

"You're included in those people he knows, aren't you?"


When Geom Mugeuk regained consciousness, he was standing in an unfamiliar place. Looking around, he flinched in surprise. A large Secret Box was placed in an empty space.

Where am I? Oh, I know...

Since it was a place he had been to before, he could tell this was the mountainside of the White Sun Peak where the duel between the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Divine Sword Martial Emperor took place three hundred years ago.

The very place where the large Secret Box was hidden by the Darkness Palace's maze formation!

His heart pounded.

I have returned to three hundred years ago again.

The Secret Box had brought him back to that time and place again.

He examined his physical condition first. Just like when the box brought him back before, he only had just enough inner qi to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

He approached the Secret Box placed in the center of that place.

"Why did you bring me back again?"

Of course, the Secret Box had no reaction.

To what point in time did it bring him? Was it the situation where the fight between the Divine Sword Martial Emperor and the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had ended? Since it was a fight where the result was already determined anyway.

Just as he was about to go outside to examine the situation, he heard the presence of someone entering that place and quickly used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to hide himself.

Someone hurriedly entered this place carrying a person on their back.

"Please endure just a little longer!"

It was the Protection Palace Lord Baek Yanggi, and the person he was carrying was the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord Wi Mucheon. It seemed that the duel at the White Sun Peak had already ended.

The Protection Palace Lord carefully seated Wi Mucheon leaning against the Secret Box. "Are you alright?"

Wi Mucheon's face was pale. He was trembling all over as if feeling extreme cold. "P-Please take off my armor quickly."

The Protection Palace Lord took off Wi Mucheon's outer garment. He was wearing the Ice Dragon Divine Armor inside.

When he came here last time, Geom Mugeuk saw the Darkness Palace Lord giving the Ice Dragon Divine Armor and the Heavenly Yin Pill, which he received from the Demonic Cult's masked man, as a gift to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. He handed those items over precisely because the Divine Sword Martial Emperor used extreme yang martial arts.

Judging by Wi Mucheon's current condition, he had been hit by an extreme yin attack. Instead of protecting him, the Heavenly Yin Pill and the Ice Dragon Divine Armor had rather worsened that injury.

"The Darkness Palace Lord betrayed us!" the Protection Palace Lord cried, regretting his failure to notice the trap.

He was also there on the day Wi Mucheon received this gift. He thought it was suspicious, yet he could not insist until the end because Wi Mucheon trusted the Darkness Palace Lord. At the time, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord accepted this fight as his fate.

When the Protection Palace Lord took off the Ice Dragon Divine Armor from his body, something rolled out from his bosom and rolled across the floor.

It was the small Secret Box.

Despite his extreme injury, Wi Mucheon struggled to take it. "G-Give me that."

"We must treat the wound first right now."

"Give it to me!"

The Protection Palace Lord picked up the Secret Box that fell on the floor and gave it to his master.

Wi Mucheon grasped the Secret Box with both hands. "If it was going to be like this, why did you come out into the world? If you were not going to give me power in the end, why?"

VWOOONG!

The Secret Box cried.

Wi Mucheon's eyes became intense. "You called me like this... Cough!"

He threw up blood.

"Palace Lord!"

Watching that sight, Geom Mugeuk realized that the Secret Box was reacting to him.

After seating him, the Protection Palace Lord injected qi into his back.

VWOOOOOOONG!

Even though he injected inner qi carefully, Wi Mucheon received a great shock and vomited blood again. His current physical condition was truly on the verge of breaking.

"I'll do it again."

Wi Mucheon refused his treatment and turned around to sit. "The Saintess was right. Heaven's Will is not with me."

The Protection Palace Lord bowed his head. He knew that Wi Mucheon's condition was already irreversible. "Everything is my responsibility."

He should have stopped it. He should have stopped the war from happening in the first place. That was the Protection Palace Lord's real duty. If the Darkness Palace Lord had other intentions, finding that out was also his duty.

"Lord Baek, listen carefully to me from now on."

"Yes, Palace Lord."

Wi Mucheon stared at the loyal Protection Palace Lord, then held out the bloodstained Secret Box he was holding in his hand. "Take this Secret Box and escape from here."

As the Protection Palace Lord tried to say something, Wi Mucheon raised his hand to stop him. "You must fulfill the Heaven's Will three hundred years later."

The Protection Palace Lord did not take the Secret Box. "I cannot do that. I am the Protection Palace Lord. The role of protecting the Palace Lord is my calling and mission given by the heavens."

Wi Mucheon shook his head. "This is my final request."

At those desperate eyes, the Protection Palace Lord's face trembled. He knelt and politely accepted the Secret Box, the divine object of the Heavenly Fate Palace.

Even if I could leave with this, could I inherit Heaven's Will? And is it the right thing to do?

"Lord Baek! There is no time."

Since he could no longer refuse, just as the Protection Palace Lord was about to nod, a thunderous explosion echoed from outside.

BLAM!

It was the sound of the maze formation installed outside being destroyed. There was only one reason why the Darkness Palace's formations were destroyed so easily. Someone had told the enemies the method to destroy it.

Soon, three people entered that place.

The person standing in the center was the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, but the two people who entered with him possessed a presence no weaker than he. They entered side by side together, but perhaps wary of each other, they kept some distance from each other.

The Protection Palace Lord stood in front of Wi Mucheon.

All this is the Darkness Palace Lord's doing.

That traitor taught the method to destroy the maze formation and let them walk into here. The Protection Palace Lord wanted to kill the Darkness Palace Lord more than them.

Wi Mucheon spoke from behind. "Step aside."

The Protection Palace Lord slowly stepped aside.

The place Wi Mucheon's gaze headed first was the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. "Is it alright for you to do this?"

The extreme yin attack he suffered was not an attack suffered from the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. It was an attack suffered from one of the two people who entered together.

The duel at the White Sun Peak was a thoroughly prepared trap.

"......" The Divine Sword Martial Emperor said nothing with a sunken face, as if he would not make excuses.

Wi Mucheon's gaze headed toward the man to the left of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. Wearing a robe as dark as blood, he was revealing a presence more intense than anyone else here. His identity, which suffocated just by looking, was precisely...

"Demonic Cult Leader, for you to intervene in this fight...!"

Surprisingly, one of the two people was Hyeok Docheon, the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult three hundred years ago.

Three hundred years ago, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was different from now. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult of terror itself, and the person leading that Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was this very Hyeok Docheon.

He was more cruel and heartless than any previous Demonic Cult Leader, so much so that martial artists dared not speak his name and trembled in fear.

Geom Mugeuk was surprised seeing the Heavenly Demon of three hundred years ago. He knew the Demonic Cult had intervened, however he never dreamed he would see him here.

That person is the Heavenly Demon of this era.

His impression was intense. Even though the wind did not blow, his hair soared in all directions as if fluttering, and intense demonic qi that seemed to contain hell was flowing from his two eyes.

Wi Mucheon's gaze looked at the man on the opposite side this time. He had well-groomed pure white hair and eyes where solitude and superiority were felt simultaneously. His presence was also extraordinary.

"As if that was not enough, to even drag in the Evil Alliance Chairman."

Surprisingly, he was the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Geom Mugeuk was as surprised by his identity as he was seeing the Demonic Cult Leader. No, he was more surprised. Because he was a person he had met too.

The Evil Alliance Chairman Ju Gasin, was the owner of the coffin where he had obtained the last bead, the Purple Orb, in the underground tomb. The one he met as white bones was standing before his eyes now.

He recalled Ju Gasin's story on the pillar in that underground tomb.

@[Defeated the Heavenly Fate Palace together with the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.]@

Really, the Evil Alliance Chairman Ju Gasin had killed the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord together with the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. The Demonic Cult Leader was not in that record, yet the three were together.

Hidden inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Geom Mugeuk watched the three heads of the orthodox and unorthodox with deep eyes.

Just as the three murim leaders gathered in one place three hundred years later, these three people gathered like this three hundred years ago too.

You guys, you all gathered on this day.


Chapter 807: I Will Take All the Secret Boxes

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord Wi Mucheon glared at the Divine Sword Martial Emperor with eyes full of resentment. He could not understand. How could a man who received the respect of the orthodox sects drag in the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance?

"Why on earth are you doing this?"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor finally opened his mouth. "Too many people have died because of you. Shouldn't we end the war now?"

"Nonsense!" Wi Mucheon shouted and vomited blood again. On the boundary of life and death, he gritted his teeth and roared as if he were still a healthy man, "Are you not ashamed?"

The Protection Palace Lord stood next to him with eyes full of pity. The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was currently using up his remaining life force on anger.

On the other hand, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor remained calm. "Ultimately, the person who called these people here isn't me, but you. All of this happened because you dreamed a dream you shouldn't have."

He had not known the war with them would last this long. Nor did he know that the mysterious organization called the Heavenly Fate Palace was this strong.

"Even so, you drag in the Demonic Cult? I thought at least you knew honor."

"I didn't call them."

"!"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor turned his gaze toward the Demonic Cult Leader Hyeok Docheon. "This person contacted me first."

Wi Mucheon stared at Hyeok Docheon in surprise. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult contacted the Murim Alliance first? Why the fuck?

Eventually, Hyeok Docheon opened his mouth. One might expect a deep and low voice, but his tone was sharp, contrary to his appearance. One could tell he had lived without hiding his emotions. "I heard a mysterious power that can gain the world is hidden in the Heavenly Fate Palace's sacred artifact."

Having found that information, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had intervened in this matter first.

Geom Mugeuk had already confirmed that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult knew about the existence of the Secret Box when he came here before.

So he intervened because of that sacred artifact.

There was no way a man like Hyeok Docheon would have intervened for the sake of the Murim Alliance. However, doubts also arose.

There's no way the Demonic Cult Leader would believe a legend passed down like that?

At that moment, one person came to mind.

The Darkness Palace Lord!

He must have packaged the Heavenly Fate Palace's sacred artifact well as a legend and leaked it to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and put in continuous effort for a long time to finally make Hyeok Docheon believe it.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. When he came last time, they ate together and talked. Although he was mentally exhausted, he didn't think that man was someone who would move according to the will of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

His gaze finally landed on the Evil Alliance Chairman Ju Gasin.

That person must have the answer.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor emphasized again that it was Wi Mucheon who created this situation today. "You're the one who called us all here, so stop blaming others."

Originally, he was not someone who shifted responsibility to others, but he decided to make an exception just this once. If he did not, he would not be able to endure it. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the figures of his subordinates who had died on the battlefield.

Of course, Wi Mucheon did not accept it meekly. "You blame others while telling me not to blame others?"

To the dying man, the disappointment in the Divine Sword Martial Emperor turned into anger. His eyes burned, but all he could do now was glare.

Hyeok Docheon declared to everyone. "We're taking the Secret Box."

He looked at the Protection Palace Lord. The small Secret Box was in his hand.

"Bring it here."

The Protection Palace Lord knew the truth. Whether he handed over the Secret Box or not, he would die anyway. Those people would never let what happened here today leak to the outside world.

He looked at Wi Mucheon. With eyes losing their vitality, Wi Mucheon said nothing. Having served him for a long time, he could understand the emotions contained in those eyes, saying 'Do as you wish.'

The Protection Palace Lord grabbed the Secret Box with both hands and held it out. "If you don't back off, I'll destroy the Secret Box."

The silence that flowed for a moment was brief.

A cold smile formed on Hyeok Docheon's lips. "If it breaks that easily just because you try to break it, then it's not worth having. Go on. Break it."

Threats did not work on him.

Of course, the Protection Palace Lord was no pushover either. He looked down at the Secret Box and injected qi with the intention of really destroying it. All the tragedies of the Heavenly Fate Palace today started from this object.

I will bear this sin. I'm sorry.

He sincerely apologized to both the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Secret Box.

Hyeok Docheon flinched for a moment, but he just watched. If it was an existence that could be smashed like that, then this information itself must be wrong.

Thankfully, no matter how much qi the Protection Palace Lord injected, the Secret Box was not destroyed.

Just as he changed his method and raised his hand high to smash it...

SWISH!

A streak of sword qi passed through his arm.

THUD.

His arm was cut off and fell to the floor.

SPLURT!

Blood gushed from the severed spot. His blood poured down onto the Secret Box he had dropped on the floor.

Hyeok Docheon's sword was drawn. "That's enough."

He had instantly unleashed sword qi to cut off the arm. Even if the Protection Palace Lord was focused on the Secret Box, he wasn't someone to be defeated this easily. Hyeok Docheon's martial arts skills were just that amazing.

The Protection Palace Lord sealed his acupoints to stop the bleeding.

Watching that scene, Wi Mucheon's face became even paler. He reached out and picked up the Secret Box that had fallen on the floor and embraced it, even though with the Protection Palace Lord's blood added to his own blood that was already on it, the Secret Box now looked like a red box.

Geom Mugeuk watched that scene silently.

First, the Protection Palace Lord's loyalty was pitiful. It was the tragedy of one who served the wrong master. He was in no position to help, and even if he could help, he should not recklessly change past history.

His gaze turned to the Secret Box dripping with blood. It was a Secret Box he had always treated like a friend, and he had even drawn a smiling face on it, so that appearance now was too unfamiliar.

When he opened the beach inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, he always placed the Secret Box next to him. Thinking about it now, that smiling friend was the Secret Box that had gone through this. It felt like a martial artist who had returned home from the battlefield.

Wi Mucheon, who was looking down at the Secret Box, asked calmly, "Did he want my position?"

Hyeok Docheon nodded. "Not only that, but in exchange for your sacrifices, he demanded that we stop hunting down the Heavenly Fate Palace."

Listening to this, the Protection Palace Lord's eyes turned bloodshot, as if they would shed tears of blood at any moment. His mind was filled only with the thought that he must kill the Darkness Palace Lord before dying.

On the other hand, Wi Mucheon was calm. Rather, a mysterious smile formed on his lips.

It looked like the despondent smile of a person facing death, but Geom Mugeuk felt a strange joy embedded in his smile.

He could understand what the source of that joy was. It was because the Darkness Palace Lord he had seen personally was a wicked man and a person with great ambition.

He wanted the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord position, but he gave up the Secret Box? Would he really try to take over the Heavenly Fate Palace without the sacred artifact? That would be the same as obtaining a Heavenly Fate Palace without its core.

Wi Mucheon must be thinking the exact same thing as him right now. The thought that this was not the end.

Darkness Palace Lord, what on earth have you arranged?

He had a premonition that there was definitely something more than simple betrayal.

Hyeok Docheon said to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, "You probably want that guy, so take him."

The Evil Alliance Chairman Ju Gasin, who had been watching the situation silently until then, spoke for the first time. "I'll take one of the Secret Boxes. You choose first."

As if he knew this would happen, a sneer formed on Hyeok Docheon's lips. "I knew why you dragged in the Evil Alliance. You dragged them in to prevent me from monopolizing the Secret Box."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor had not informed Hyeok Docheon in advance that Ju Gasin was coming here today, so when he saw Ju Gasin appear at White Sun Peak, he knew the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had pulled a trick. He simply did not show any reaction for the time being, because the Divine Sword Martial Emperor was not one to be taken down easily.

However, the reason Ju Gasin came was different from his expectation.

"That's a misunderstanding. I never contacted the Evil Alliance first," the Divine Sword Martial Emperor explained.

In other words, he meant the Evil Alliance Chairman also intervened on his own.

Wi Mucheon let out a low laugh. "...Now I know for sure. The Darkness Palace Lord dragged you all here."

It was the moment a premonition turned into conviction. The traitor had leaked that the Secret Box was an ancient treasure to both the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance.

Hyeok Docheon spoke loudly, "So what if it's a trap? I just have to smash everything and then take both the large and small Secret Boxes."

Eerie demonic qi swirled around his body. He was confident that no trap could confine him.

However, Ju Gasin was not afraid at all. "No. You'll have to yield one."

There was a separate reason why he was confident in front of the Demonic Cult Leader. He took a step closer to the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Hyeok Docheon instantly realized what that step symbolized. "Have you two joined forces?"

Even in a situation where he should be furious, he was calm. It was something he had expected from the moment the Evil Alliance Chairman appeared.

"What if I come to find you later?"

It was a threat that he would attack the Evil Alliance to get the small Secret Box, but it did not work on Ju Gasin.

"It would be better than you coming after gaining the power of the Secret Box."

He meant that if Hyeok Docheon gained power from the Secret Box, would he not invade anyway? At least Ju Gasin firmly believed that some power was contained in the Secret Box.

When Hyeok Docheon looked at him and laughed, Ju Gasin laughed too.

If Hyeok Docheon's laugh was a laugh of intense will saying 'I'll definitely kill you!', Ju Gasin's was a laugh containing the madness of 'Let's die together, you bastard!'.

Hyeok Docheon wanted to kill them all if he could, but dealing with both of them simultaneously was a fight where he would have to risk his life too. He was an incredibly cruel and terrifying figure, but he was not reckless or foolish enough to wage a life-and-death battle with the Murim Alliance Chairman and Evil Alliance Chairman in a place that might be a trap.

Between the two men where tense tension flowed, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor said nothing. One war ended today, but he felt a new war had begun.

His gaze turned to Wi Mucheon. The Protection Palace Lord had stepped back to one side and was struggling to inject qi with his one remaining hand to save the dying man. Thanks to his efforts, Wi Mucheon was still alive.

Are you telling me not to blame you even after this?

In the meantime, Hyeok Docheon decided to take only the large Secret Box. "If I have to choose, big is better, right?"

He walked towards the large Secret Box. Although he had turned his back on the two Chairmen, he did not care at all. He was as leisurely as a tiger walking through its territory.

How many steps did he walk?

VWOOONG!

Suddenly, a low vibration resonated from deep within the large Secret Box, surprising everyone.

The Secret Box is reacting to the Demonic Cult Leader?

Thinking that the Secret Box recognized him, strength entered Hyeok Docheon's steps.

VRRRRRRM!

The closer he got, the more the Secret Box vibrated. It was not just vibrating, it felt like it was speaking to him.

SHAAAAAA!

That was not all. A soft light flowed from the Secret Box, and a mysterious energy began to flow out. It was a marvelous energy not found in the human world.

A look of joy crossed Hyeok Docheon's face. If I gain the power to possess the world, this murim will be mine!

The dream of unifying murim, hidden deep in his heart, began to squirm.

However, Geom Mugeuk could know instinctively. No, you fool! This is the Darkness Palace Lord's arrangement!

Ultimately, there was no record in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that Hyeok Docheon gained great power, nor were there any special achievements he left in murim history.

But then, how did the Darkness Palace Lord know the Secret Box would react to the Demonic Cult Leader?

As Hyeok Docheon got closer, the resonance of the Secret Box grew louder, and the energy flowing out became more intense.

Standing in front of the Secret Box, Hyeok Docheon declared confidently, "From now on, I'm your master."

He slowly placed his palm on the Secret Box, expecting a bigger reaction.

However, nothing happened. The resonance disappeared, and the energy stopped flowing.

Just as Hyeok Docheon was about to take his hand off the Secret Box in disappointment, he flinched in surprise. His palm would not separate from the Secret Box. Rather, the Secret Box had begun to suck at him with a powerful force.

"What?"

It was not just pulling his hand.

As his body was about to be dragged into the Secret Box, he resisted by bracing himself with his other hand.

A curse naturally burst out at the ominous premonition.

"Oh, shit!"

The Secret Box was pulling him with tremendous force. This force was of a nature he had never experienced before. A power not felt in the human world.

Hyeok Docheon removed the hand he was bracing with and struck the Secret Box with his fist.

BAM! BOOM!

Despite the tremendous impact, the Secret Box did not budge, as if it had taken root in the floor.

THUD!

Rather, because he dispersed his qi while removing one hand, Hyeok Docheon, unable to withstand the pulling force, hit his face against the Secret Box.

Immediately, he thought he should feel ashamed as the Heavenly Demon, even more so because the people watching were none other than the Murim Alliance Chairman and Evil Alliance Chairman.

Unfortunately, he did not even have time to feel shame, and it was not just because the suction force was powerful. It was because he instinctively felt that this power was different.

Like a waterfall falling from above and water flowing from a river to the sea, it sucked him in like an undeniable law of nature, far beyond what a mere human could refuse.

Nevertheless, Hyeok Docheon endured by gathering extreme amounts of qi.

"You son of a bitch! Keuaaah Aaaaaah!"

With his face crushed against the Secret Box, he forcibly turned his head to look back.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor and Ju Gasin were just staring at this side, surprised by this sudden situation.

Wi Mucheon and the Protection Palace Lord were the same. They had served the Secret Box as a sacred artifact all their lives, but this was the first time they saw it pulling a person.

Geom Mugeuk was terrified at first, afraid it might send that Hyeok Docheon three hundred years into the future.

Luckily, it did not seem like was about to do that. When it absorbed him, it pulled him in deeply like falling into a swamp, but right now, the surface of the Secret Box was hard.

Suddenly, he saw it. A single existence that appeared momentarily overlapping in Hyeok Docheon's body. Something was shimmering and escaping from his body.

He knew what that was better than anyone here.

The Heavenly Demon Soul!

Geom Mugeuk could tell. What the Secret Box was trying to suck in was not Hyeok Docheon.

The Secret Box is sucking in his Heavenly Demon Soul!
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It's not pulling me in.

Hyeok Docheon realized a step too late that the Secret Box was draining the Heavenly Demon Soul residing in his body.

As he endured to prevent it from being taken, the Secret Box pulled with even greater force.

It would have been better if it were sucking him in instead. Forcibly tearing the Heavenly Demon Soul from his body and soul brought terrible pain.

He felt his qi and blood reverse as he forcibly held on.

"Keuaaak!"

Blood spurted from his mouth and spilled all over the Secret Box, but it simply devoured his blood and vibrated even more energetically.

Geom Mugeuk could tell from the reactions of others that the Heavenly Demon Soul overlapping Hyeok Docheon's body was visible only to his eyes. That meant what he saw now was not the Heavenly Demon Soul manifested through martial arts, but the Soul residing within Hyeok Docheon's soul.

As a result, to other people's eyes, it still looked like Hyeok Docheon was being sucked into the Secret Box.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor shouted to Ju Gasin. "The Demonic Cult Leader must not die!"

At first, he had secretly cheered for the Secret Box.

This is the perfect opportunity to kill the Demonic Cult Leader!

However, that was an emotional and momentary desire he should not harbor right now.

No, he must not die!

If the Demonic Cult Leader died here, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would misunderstand that their Cult Leader died after falling into his trap, and the result would be obvious—the next Great Orthodox-Demonic War.

Could they easily defeat the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult just because the Demonic Cult Leader was gone? Furthermore, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would gain a powerful justification called revenge for the Cult Leader.

A war against demons running wild with vengeance? It was something that absolutely must not happen. Even if they eventually won the war, it would be a hollow victory achieved by sacrificing countless lives.

Too many people had already died in this war. As the Murim Alliance Chairman, the guilt alone was hard to bear. Another war must not occur.

Besides, there was another reason to save the Demonic Cult Leader, and it was the Evil Alliance Chairman Ju Gasin standing next to him. It was impossible to know how he, whose inner thoughts were unreadable, would act in a situation where the Demonic Cult Leader died.

Having made up his mind, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor threw himself forward first. "I'll help," he said, rushing toward Hyeok Docheon.

To think a day would come in his life when he would willingly rescue the Demonic Cult Leader.

"I'll help, so don't refuse!"

He gathered his inner qi and grabbed Hyeok Docheon's body, but just as he tried to pull, he saw Hyeok Docheon's pupils widen.

He's looking... behind me!?

SWISH! BAM BAM!

A palm strike struck his back. Ju Gasin had ambushed him!

"Keuk!"

The blood he spat out splattered onto Hyeok Docheon's back and the Secret Box. Even though he suffered internal injuries, he turned around as fast as lightning and swung his sword, avoiding a fatal wound by raising his defensive enhanced qi at the last moment.

CLANG!

He narrowly deflected the sword flying toward his heart. Fortunately, he also suspected that Ju Gasin might attack him, just in case.

Still, he did not know the bastard would attack so quickly and decisively. How could the man make a decision that would change the fate of countless people, including himself, so instinctively?

BOOM BOOM!

The two swords clashed in the air, creating an explosion.

"You!" Enraged, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor glared at Ju Gasin beyond the crossed swords. Since he saw the clear killing intent in the opponent's eyes, no more words were needed.

Ju Gasin had judged that this moment was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to kill both the Demonic Cult Leader and the Murim Alliance Chairman. Now that he had drawn his sword, there was no turning back.

The two men's swords moved back and forth as fast as light.

Although he suffered internal injuries from Ju Gasin's surprise attack, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor was not pushed back in the clash. It was a fight where he would die if he was pushed back even a single step. He swallowed the blood surging up.

Their swords were so fast that they left the next afterimage before the previous one disappeared. It looked as if the two were fighting with dozens of swords held by dozens of arms.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's unique martial arts was the Shining Sun Sword Technique based on extreme yang inner arts, and Ju Gasin used the Frozen World Sword Technique based on extreme yin inner arts.

It was truly a battle between extreme yang and extreme yin, heat and cold. If one side emitted light, the other side swallowed it.

A cold blizzard raged from Ju Gasin's sword, and heat as hot as the sun spewed from the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's sword. The world repeatedly turned into summer and then winter.

Geom Mugeuk watched the fight, entranced. He could not take his eyes off it.

Truly amazing moves followed one after another. The swordsmanship of three hundred years ago was different from now. There was learning and enlightenment coming from that difference.

While their bloody battle was in full swing, Hyeok Docheon was also fighting a desperate battle against the Secret Box. He tried to protect the Heavenly Demon Soul somehow, but it was a force no human could stop.

Eventually, unable to endure any longer, the Heavenly Demon Soul slipped out of his body.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

The vivid pain of his soul tearing away was agonizing.

Geom Mugeuk watched as the Heavenly Demon Soul was absorbed into the Secret Box. The sight of that powerful Heavenly Demon Soul being sucked in so helplessly was incredibly shocking. Would it have been sucked in even if it had manifested as a giant? It was impossible to know.

Once it absorbed the Heavenly Demon Soul, the Secret Box no longer pulled at Hyeok Docheon.

Watching the chaotic scene, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord laughed even while vomiting blood from his mouth.

Yes, kill each other!

On the other hand, the Protection Palace Lord was embracing his body, trying to prevent the aftermath of the fight from reaching the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

BAM! KABOOOOM!

An attack that went astray from the fierce battle between the two Chairmen struck his body. He endured with extreme defensive enhanced qi, but the pain of bones snapping washed over him.

He was desperately trying to protect the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord until the very last moment. He knew his lord would soon die, but he fulfilled his calling until the end.

Then came a series of explosions.

BOOM! BOOM! KABOOOOM! BAM!

The sound was so loud and intense that even the Divine Sword Martial Emperor and Ju Gasin stopped fighting and retreated from each other.

Hyeok Docheon, having been robbed of the Heavenly Demon Soul, was punching the Secret Box like a madman.

To the eyes of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, who could not see the Heavenly Demon Soul, it looked like he had escaped from being sucked in.

"The Evil Alliance Chairman has betrayed us. First, this side..."

At that moment, he could not continue speaking. Red blood qi was flowing from Hyeok Docheon's two eyes as he looked this way.

The Demonic Cult Leader has fallen into qi deviation!

Indeed, Hyeok Docheon had half lost his mind as the Heavenly Demon Soul was forcibly torn away. He reached out toward Ju Gasin, about to unleash a technique with all of his inner qi.

Geom Mugeuk shivered. No!

Hyeok Docheon was trying to unleash the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. If he used that in this insane state, not only himself but everything here would be annihilated.

FLASH!

Light burst out the next moment, but fortunately, that light did not come from Hyeok Docheon's hand.

The Secret Box emitted a light so bright that one could not open their eyes in all directions.

At that moment, everyone's movements stopped as if it were a lie, and that applied to him as well. The aftermath of the light reached even him, who was inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Geom Mugeuk could not move his body at all. It was as if the light was saying this: 'You just watch.'

He saw the figures of people frozen in the light. Hyeok Docheon with his hand reached out, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor trying to say something to him, Ju Gasin with an unreadable expression, the laughing Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, and even the Protection Palace Lord protecting him with his body.

They were each letting out their own silent screams.

The next moment, something began to slip out of Hyeok Docheon's frozen body.

That was not all. Something also came out of the bodies of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, Ju Gasin, and the dying Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

Golden radiance shone along the contours of their bodies, and then another version of them separated from their bodies.

Surprisingly, those were their souls.

The souls waved their hands to avoid leaving the bodies, but they were separated from their bodies as if the dead were leaving their flesh.

It was not just the souls. The innate life qi and inner qi from the qi center separated and came out together, emitting radiance.

Geom Mugeuk was truly astonished. He had experienced all sorts of things until now, but this sight was a first. It was mysterious yet bizarre.

The flowing souls and innate true qi swirled around the Secret Box once.

At that time, he could clearly see their expressions. The appearance of Hyeok Docheon roaring while in qi deviation, the astonished Divine Sword Martial Emperor, Ju Gasin who did not reveal his emotions even in this situation, and even the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord who was smiling brightly as if thinking they were going to hell together.

They showed their final appearances like that.

SWISH SWISH!

In an instant, all their souls were absorbed into the Secret Box as if being sucked into an abyss.

THUD!

The remaining bodies collapsed to the floor, and Geom Mugeuk could tell they were all dead.

No, strictly speaking, they were not dead. The Secret Box had absorbed them all, leaving only empty bodies behind. Their souls, life force, and all the inner qi they possessed were gone.

Now, the only survivors here were himself and the Protection Palace Lord.

The Protection Palace Lord looked with pitiful eyes at Wi Mucheon, whom he was holding with one arm. His lord had already breathed his last.

"...My Lord."

Fortunately, Wi Mucheon's final appearance was a smiling face, but a single tear flowed from his eye regardless.

"I apologize for failing to protect you."

He had hoped to die first even if he died, but the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord had died first.

Geom Mugeuk could feel that the reason the Secret Box did not absorb the Protection Palace Lord was not because his martial arts were inferior compared to the other four.

He thought it was because the Protection Palace Lord was a different person from them. Because he was a person like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had lived his whole life protecting someone.

The Protection Palace Lord looked back at the corpses of the three leaders of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions lying on the floor.

CLUNK!

When he was standing there in a daze with an expression of disbelief, something rolled across the floor.

The Secret Box had spat out a colorless transparent bead. Because it was transparent, though, the back was clearly visible.

WHOOOOOSH!

The moment the Protection Palace Lord struggled to go pick it up, black energy rising from his legs wrapped around and surrounded his body.

"Ugh!"

The dark energy crushed and bound him with tremendous force. Having already lost an arm and suffered internal injuries while protecting the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord with defensive enhanced qi, he could not withstand this pressure.

CRACK!

With the sound of bones breaking, the Protection Palace Lord vomited blood.

SSSSS!

The person revealing himself in front of him along with black smoke was none other than the Darkness Palace Lord of this era, Hwa Sogang.

SLITHER!

As the Darkness Palace Lord reached out his hand, the transparent bead that had fallen on the floor floated into the air, and his face filled with ecstasy as he looked at it.

"I knew it! The will of the heavens was with me!"

He felt like screaming out of pure joy. Even if he combined all the joy he had experienced since birth, it would not be as joyful as this moment.

The Protection Palace Lord, trapped in darkness and watching that sight, let out a low groan. "...Hwa Sogang."

The Darkness Palace Lord was lost only in the transparent bead despite his call, as mysterious energy flowed from it and an unprecedented power was felt from the bead.

"...You damn traitor." The Protection Palace Lord glared with burning eyes.

The Darkness Palace Lord looked at him. "What does that make you, then? A loser?"

The Protection Palace Lord hardened his expression and tried to escape from the darkness. However, the more he did, the stronger the binding became.

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze turned to the transparent bead again. "I found out the secret of the Secret Box."

He had been searching for the secret of the Secret Box for a long time and finally found it, but he did not inform the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord of that important fact.

"The Secret Box is a legendary divine artifact that absorbs evil spirits and turns them into natural qi. Not knowing that, we just enshrined it for a long time."

Just looking at what it showed a moment ago, one could tell that his words were true.

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze turned to Hyeok Docheon collapsed on the floor. "The Heavenly Demon Soul is a great evil spirit among evil spirits, and since Hyeok Docheon, who wields that soul, has a wicked and cruel personality, I knew the Secret Box would definitely absorb him."

He expected exactly that much. When the Demonic Cult Leader, robbed of the Heavenly Demon Soul, went berserk, he intended to steal only the bead containing the Heavenly Demon Soul and escape. That power alone was enough for him.

However, the Secret Box gave a much bigger gift than that. Even the Darkness Palace Lord, who planned this, did not know that the Secret Box would absorb them all.

"With this power, I'll rule the murim forever."

The Darkness Palace Lord stared at the bead as if possessed. He saw the sky and the sea inside this transparent bead. He saw light and darkness. He saw life and death.

The Protection Palace Lord struggled not to lose consciousness even while his whole body was being crushed. "The heavens won't allow such strong power... to someone like you."

The Darkness Palace Lord stared at him incredulously. "Do you really think the heavens are on your side?"

At least in this situation, the words saying so did not come out.

"...The masters of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions won't leave you alone."

The Darkness Palace Lord laughed. "How, when they don't know I killed them? Fighting over the divine artifact of the Heavenly Fate Palace, the three leaders of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions destroyed each other! It's truly a shameful matter. This incident today won't even be known to the world. It'll be an event that doesn't exist in history."

CRUNCH!

The sound of bones being completely crushed was heard from the Protection Palace Lord's body.

Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes, unable to watch. He knew he shouldn't help, but he couldn't avoid wanting to help.

Since seeing the light earlier, he was unable to move. The Secret Box was preventing him from interfering in this matter at all costs.

The Protection Palace Lord spoke with difficulty. "The heavens were not on our side... but they won't be on yours either."

With those words, his head dropped.

Only then did the darkness surrounding him disappear, and the corpse fell to the floor.

"This incident won't remain in history, but..." The Darkness Palace Lord's body began to be covered in black smoke, and he left a final word to the Protection Palace Lord's corpse. "I'll remain as history!"

He disappeared along with the smoke.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk released the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and revealed himself. He could only move after the Darkness Palace Lord left.

His expression was more series than ever. Finally, he understood where Hwa Mugi's ridiculous strength originated.

The Heavenly Demon, the Murim Alliance Chairman, the Evil Alliance Chairman, plus the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Heavenly Demon Soul. Five souls and their innate life force are mixed within him. Considering the soul of Hwa Mugi, the owner of the body who accepted that energy, a total of six souls reside in him.

He could now clearly understand why the monster could not be controlled without the Six Elements Origin Qi.

He did not know why the Six Elements Origin Qi was scattered and hidden like that, but he could tell that the six energies he had collected were deeply related to those six souls.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Protection Palace Lord's corpse, whose eyes had not even closed. "Ultimately, that Darkness Palace Lord didn't achieve the will of the heavens. He didn't put his name on a single line of history."

Because that power was too strong, he likely failed to achieve his goal. It must have been known only in later generations that one needed the Six Elements Origin Qi to handle that power.

"His descendants won't achieve that vain ambition either. So, close your eyes in peace."

Geom Mugeuk closed the Protection Palace Lord's glaring eyes and looked at the small, blood-soaked Secret Box lying next to him. Since it had completely disappeared in his world, this would be the last time he saw it.

Thank you, my friend.

After saying his farewells, Geom Mugeuk walked straight toward the large Secret Box with long strides.

"Send me back."

Until now, he had been sucked into the Secret Box at completely unexpected moments, but for the first time, he made a demand of it with his own will.

"To where my people are."


Chapter 809: I Have Bad Drinking Habits

"Doesn't that include you?" the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied to the Darkness Palace Lord's statement that he would kill everyone Geom Mugeuk knew.

Seeing her fighting spirit, the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha exchanged glances. They could tell that she wanted to fight the Darkness Palace Lord.

The Demonic Buddha walked slowly and stood before the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman as if to say that he would protect her, so the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme should fight to her heart's content.

At the same time, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman moved to stand beside Ga Ye.

Ga Ye stared at her without a word. She could tell. Even here, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was trying to save her. Since the Demon Supremes would protect the woman, them sticking close meant she might survive as a bonus.

Why are you trying to save me? I lured you into a trap.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman must have read the emotions in her eyes, yet she only looked worriedly at the Darkness Palace Lord and the Demon Supremes.

The Drunken Demon and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood side by side.

"Let's have a proper fight again," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme challenged the Darkness Palace Lord.

She was grateful to the two other Demon Supremes. No matter how hard she had trained, she was young and lacked practical experience compared to them, but still, they acknowledged her as a competent Demon Supreme even when though their opponent was the Darkness Palace Lord.

She lightly greeted the Drunken Demon and also greeted the Demonic Buddha standing behind. This battle was an opportunity for her to stand tall as a true Demon Supreme.

"Hoo..."

As she exhaled slowly, her breath spread into the darkness.

Sounds could be heard within that breath. The sound of a human sigh, the sound of screaming, the sound of wailing in sorrow, the sound of cackling laughter. The sounds of all kinds of people were contained in her breath.

The surrounding air changed. The silent space filled with the sounds of joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure.

The Demonic Buddha emitted a bright light from his body, illuminating the dark space. Losing the darkness, the stars also lost their light.

The Drunken Demon released a powerful alcohol qi, making the night sky drunk.

As the three Demon Supremes released their energy simultaneously, the atmosphere of the place shifted.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord raised his index finger to the void, as if to say he was the master here.

The positions of the surrounding stars changed.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

As if the change in the stars' positions naturally meant their positions changed as well, the surrounding atmosphere the Demon Supremes had worked so hard to alter vanished completely. They were standing in a different place.

Just seeing this one move, one could feel how formidable the Darkness Palace Lord was here.

Of course, the Demon Supremes were not the type to be discouraged by that.

The Drunken Demon yielded the first strike. "Since Soul-Stealing watched my back in the previous fight, I'll take the support role this time."

The Darkness Palace Lord provoked her. "He's pushing you forward because he fears death."

Unfortunately, taunts did not work on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Rather, it gave her an opening for a counterattack. "Is that coming from you, who sacrificed countless subordinates and only now crawled out?"

Her words were direct and rough. She liked the method of openly cursing to provoke her opponent.

"Ugly old man, it's time for you to receive heavenly punishment for your refusal to age gracefully."

The Darkness Palace Lord's eyes sank coldly. He had intended to fight elegantly, displaying authority and fear before the Demon Supremes, but he had forgotten one thing. "You damn Demon Supremes seem to have all been influenced by that guy."

"That's an honor to me."

FLASH!

One of the stars floating nearby shone, then fell toward her at a terrifying speed.

SHWEEEEEK!

The enhanced qi contained within the star was so powerful that it had forced the Drunken Demon back several steps in the first attack.

FWIP!

Just as the enhanced qi was about to fall on her, though, she drew a pattern in the air, which swallowed the enhanced qi. At the same time, a pattern appeared beside the Darkness Palace Lord, and the enhanced qi shot out from it.

This was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's Soul Origin Transference Art, which redirected attacks elsewhere.

BAM!

The Darkness Palace Lord thrust out his hand to block the attack he had launched, and his body merely shook from the impact. He did not move a single step, showing just how profound his inner arts were.

PEW PEW PEW!

This time, three stars flew at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme simultaneously. She drew a pattern again. However, while there were three flying stars, there was only one pattern.

KWANG! KWANG! KWAAAANG!

Three explosions rang out in succession. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme sent one back, while the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha each unleashed a palm technique to block the other two stars.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had not requested the two Demon Supremes to block the other attacks. She had faith that they would naturally block them, and the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha proved her faith was right.

On top of that, the Drunken Demon went one step further. As soon as he blocked the enhanced qi, he rushed at the Darkness Palace Lord.

When it came to charging, no one could match him. In a flash, he was thrusting a dagger at the Darkness Palace Lord.

WHOOSH!

With the sound of a streak of wind, the distance between the two widened in an instant.

The Darkness Palace Lord, who had been right in front of his eyes, was now far away like a dot. He was freely shrinking and stretching the space of this night sky he had unfolded.

The Drunken Demon cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled, "Elder! You'll get lost if you stray too far from us!"

He mocked the enemy, but his eyes were cautious. The move the Darkness Palace Lord just displayed was by no means a shallow trick. He was truly moving as if folding this space.

"There's no chance of winning here. We must tear through and leave," the Demonic Buddha said.

Everyone agreed, but this wasn't an easy task. The wall of darkness was incomparably strong, and even if they combined their strength to pierce it, the Darkness Palace Lord would not simply stand by and watch.

SWOOSH!

The Darkness Palace Lord crossed the space again, approaching to within a dozen steps. "You can only leave by dying..."

Suddenly, he felt his body was unnatural. Before he knew it, red threads were tied to his arms, shoulders, and legs, making him seem like a puppet controlled by strings.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had unleashed her Blood Thread Puppetry Art. She lifted one arm up, and kept the other down.

The mighty Darkness Palace Lord was left in a ridiculous pose.

She did not unleash the Blood Thread Puppetry Art to insult him, nor was she confident she could bind him for long. With her lacking inner arts, that was impossible. She unleashed the technique because she believed in the intelligence of the people fighting alongside her.

Sure enough, the Drunken Demon was already rushing toward the Darkness Palace Lord. Having gained great enlightenment in movement arts during this journey, his speed was incomparable to before.

He did not miss this opportunity when the enemy was frozen in place.

FWIP!

His dagger thrust toward the Darkness Palace Lord's heart.

SPLURT!

Blood splattered into the void.

"Aaaack!"

However, the person who screamed was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been watching the fight.

Everyone froze with shocked expressions, realizing the blood scattered in the air was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's.

The Drunken Demon and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stared at each other. His dagger had just cut her shoulder. Just before he could pierce the Darkness Palace Lord's heart, the old bastard had swapped places with her.

"Hahaha!" The Darkness Palace Lord laughed from the spot where the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had been standing.

This was one of his unique martial arts, the Dark Heaven Space Swapping Art.

If the Drunken Demon had not redirected his dagger at the last moment, he would have killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Fortunately, in that fleeting moment, he had seen joy rather than fear in his target's eyes, so he instinctively wrenched his blade away.

Still, his heart sank with a thud. This was the first time he had seen such a strange demonic art.

If the Darkness Palace Lord can use this switching technique freely, could we kill him?

"Soul-Stealing, are you okay?"

"Yes." The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded with a look that said she was really okay and sealed the acupoint on her shoulder to stop the bleeding.

The Drunken Demon turned toward the Darkness Palace Lord and laughed. "So you were there? I must be really drunk to attack my own comrade! Sigh, this is why drunkards are no good."

Watching the scene, Ga Ye whispered, "As long as the Greedy Annihilation Art is active, his inner qi is practically infinite. Someone outside must get everyone off the boat and halt the Greedy Annihilation Art. Only then do we stand a chance of victory."

Even though she hadn't raised her voice, everyone heard her.

Now, the Darkness Palace Lord did not even curse her as a traitor. Her own guilt was the greatest punishment for her.

Ga Ye, having finished explaining the situation, went back to being expressionless. She still couldn't believe she had betrayed the person she had followed all her life.

Could a person's fate change like this in a single day? Is it allowed to change?

Meanwhile, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had nearly died just moments ago, activated another technique in the blink of an eye.

Patterns filled the space around her and the Darkness Palace Lord. Around her, around him, and connecting between them like a road.

The next moment, she stood before a door.

This was the Direct Mind Control Art, a technique to enter the opponent's mind directly. Attempting to directly control the mind of a master like the Darkness Palace Lord was an extremely dangerous endeavor, but her strongest martial arts was, after all, soul-stealing arts.

To win this fight, she had no choice but to take the risk.

She opened the door and entered and empty room.

She entered the door within that room again, but the next room was also empty.

These rooms were places where one could see the memories of the person under the mind control art. Not just any memories, but the memories of their best moments. One used those best moments to control the opponent.

Every time she opened a room and entered, she went back in time.

The next room was empty too.

She had performed countless mind control arts, but she had never seen such empty rooms.

Passing through old age and middle age, she opened the door to the Darkness Palace Lord's youth.

However, even the happy memories of his youth were empty.

How could this be?

When she opened the last room, a single memory was there. She saw the Darkness Palace Lord as a child, with someone.

Looking up at the person he was with, the young Darkness Palace Lord was smiling brightly. Because the person had their back turned, though, she could not see who it was from this side.

This was the one and only pleasant memory in his entire life. The thought occurred to her that perhaps this was the first and last time in his life he had smiled so brightly.

Just as she was about to approach to check the person standing with their back turned, however, the eyes of the Darkness Palace Lord from his childhood, who had been looking up at the man, suddenly focused on her.

"!" An ominous feeling surged through her, and she quickly ran back the way she came. This was the first time a figure in a memory moved voluntarily like this!

Every time she passed a room she had come through, the door closed by itself.

THUD! THUD!

She intuitively knew that if she was trapped in a room, she could not escape. That meant qi deviation caused by the failure of the mind control art.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Closing and closing again. Just as she ran frantically and barely exited the last room, her eyes snapped open.

CLANG!

The patterns connecting her and the Darkness Palace Lord shattered and broke.

She forcibly swallowed the blood rising inside her. The mind control art had failed.

"Who is that person?" she asked.

The Darkness Palace Lord's face twitched, perhaps due to anger at having his innermost thoughts revealed. Powerful dark energy surged from his body, and seven stars among the night sky began to shine.

As he activated the Big Dipper Annihilation, those seven stars filled the space and poured down upon her.

SHWAAAAAA!

It was an attack of incomparable power compared to what flew earlier. Because it flew in so wide and fast, there was no space to dodge.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme raised her protective enhanced qi to the limit, but it was a situation where she had to be prepared for internal injury.

Right then, the Demonic Buddha's voice rang out from behind her. "It's nice and spacious here."

Already, his fingers were forming hand seals—The Demonic Palm Destruction Stamp.

A giant Bloody Buddha rose from the center of the night sky, blocking the seven enhanced qi beams.

BOOOOOOM! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The Bloody Buddha blocked all the enhanced qi flying toward her with its body.

SLAM!

The giant palm struck down toward the Darkness Palace Lord.

Normally, one could not avoid the Bloody Buddha's palm in that space, but he stretched the space and fled far away.

The Drunken Demon judged that he shouldn't waste any more time. They needed to finish fighting before their inner qi was completely depleted.

While the distance between them widened, he took out his unique weapon, Bloody Tears, which he wore at his waist.

"Careful, I have bad drinking habits."

As he injected his unique inner arts into the gourd-shaped Bloody Tears, it vibrated and emitted a pure white light.

The Drunken Demon's unique martial arts, the Wine God Art, final cup, the Drunken Wine God.

He opened the stopper of Bloody Tears and gulped down the alcohol inside. Black alcohol qi began to ripple from his body, while pure white drunkenness flowed from his two eyes.

"Oh, I'm drunk!"

He pulled out the dagger and swung it in the air, acting out his drunken behavior.

"Who's blocking my way! Move!"

"I'll make you even dizzier, you crazy drunkard!"

Watching that sight, the Darkness Palace Lord unleashed the Dark Heaven Meteor Strike.

This time, the stars on all sides began to rotate around them. The stars rotated as if the sky had gone mad.

WHIZZZ!

It was so dizzying that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and Ga Ye collapsed on the spot.

The Drunken Demon, who intended to rush at him, stumbled and ran elsewhere.

The technique didn't simply cause dizziness. It was a dark current that stole the opponent's mind was caused it to swirl.

"Am I drunk? Is the world drunk? The world is spinning wildly!" the Drunken Demon rambled, but he was panicking. He had to infuse his body with the effect of his strongest move, Bloody Tears, before it faded.

The Demonic Buddha clasped his hands and tried to calm his mind, but he could not attack the Darkness Palace Lord through this dizziness.

As the power of the Dark Heaven Meteor Strike became stronger, the stars spun even faster.

Amidst this, the Darkness Palace Lord's voice rang out loudly. "You're the ones who walked toward your deaths. Blame your arrogance in willing walking into this place despite knowing it was a trap!"

Black energy began to gather in his hand.

"I'll show the Young Cult Leader your dead bodies!"

At that time, when everyone was dizzy and unable to come to their senses, there was one exception.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was pretending to be dizzy, but her eyes glinted sharply.

How dare you spin the world when I am here?

The whirlwind pattern was her symbol, so this dizziness actually made her stronger. Within this insane dizziness, she felt peace and comfort.

She raised her qi to the limit. She even drew in the energy of the Dark Heaven Meteor Strike and made it her own power.

After gathering that power, she released her mind control art again.

The target of the mind control art was not the Darkness Palace Lord, though. The target she unleashed the mind control art on was, surprisingly, the Drunken Demon.

[Please don't reject me, Drunken Demon!]


Chapter 810: Drunkards Drink Until Morning Comes

The Drunken Demon accepted the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's request without resistance. He understood why she used the Soul-Stealing Art on him. She was probably the only one here who could push through this dizziness.

Still, the Soul-Stealing Art she used on him differed from what she'd tried on the Darkness Palace Lord earlier. This was the One Body Dual Souls Art. If the previous technique had been about domination and control, this one was about sharing consciousness and moving as one body.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme settled into the Drunken Demon's heart.

So this is the Drunken Demon's heart!

She saw a vessel that radiated energy like a newborn star at the center of his heart. It contained the alcohol qi from deep within the forbidden area of the Great Drunken Forest.

The actual alcohol of the Great Drunken Forest had spoiled, but the one in his heart hadn't. It remained pure. She could tell that the wish for the alcohol not to spoil formed the core of who the Drunken Demon was.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme closed her eyes and recited the chant. Unknown strings of text formed around his alcohol qi.

The moment she settled into his heart, the Drunken Demon experienced something amazing. The world that had been spinning so badly he could barely stand suddenly became peaceful. His head cleared. His mind eased. It felt like a leisurely day where he had nothing to do but lie in the Drunken Dream Palace and watch clouds drift by.

The Drunken Demon felt a powerful strength he'd never experienced before as the energy of the Drunken Wine God unleashed through Blood Tears combined with the energy the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme conveyed.

"You bastard, where are you! Where are you hiding?"

He staggered toward the Darkness Palace Lord... and face-planted again. This time, though, he did it deliberately to get as close as possible.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, now one with him, marveled at his shrewdness. Even now, with powerful dark enhanced qi gathering in the Darkness Palace Lord's hand, the Drunken Demon didn't hurry.

The stars orbiting around them spun so fast they'd become invisible.

The Drunken Demon rushed at the Darkness Palace Lord again and fell forward. "Oh my, it seems this crazy world is drunker than I am."

"Hahaha!" The Darkness Palace Lord laughed, letting his guard down for a moment.

The Drunken Demon cut through the spinning world like a beam of light.

SHWAAAAAA!

In an instant, his dagger flashed right in front of the Darkness Palace Lord.

The Darkness Palace Lord had used the Pitch Black Demonic Art earlier to switch places with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but the Drunken Demon didn't hesitate. He was certain this fast attack couldn't be blocked. More than that, the Darkness Palace Lord was still gathering dark energy in his hand.

THWACK!

Blood burst out as the dagger embedded itself in his target's chest.

It missed the heart!

Just as the Drunken Demon expected, the Darkness Palace Lord couldn't use the Dark Heaven Space Swapping Art to switch positions with an opponent. Dealing with the Drunken Demon who'd rushed right under his nose made the enhanced qi in his hand a burden rather than a help.

SWISH!

The Darkness Palace Lord threw away the enhanced qi like trash, but it missed its mark.

SWOOOSH!

The Drunken Demon's second attack struck the Darkness Palace Lord's body again. He intended to end it with this blow.

THUCK!

Unfortunately, though the strike landed true, it didn't go deep enough.

SHOOOOM!

The Darkness Palace Lord instantly expanded the space and vanished far away, tearing through the air like ripping open a full moon and then stopping the bleeding in his chest. Both attacks had been truly threatening. If he'd reacted even a little later, his heart would have been pierced.

Regardless, that attack stopped the rapidly spinning stars. The Dark Heaven Meteor Strike was interrupted by the Darkness Palace Lord's injury.

The Darkness Palace Lord stared at the Drunken Demon with surprise written across his face. "How on earth?"

His gaze soon turned toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, still standing silently in the back. When he saw her, he instantly realized she was inside the Drunken Demon's body.

"You used your Soul-Stealing Art on him."

The Drunken Demon didn't chase after the Darkness Palace Lord. Catching someone who moved by freely folding and unfolding space with movement arts was impossible. Instead, he raised his qi and rushed toward the nearest wall of darkness.

"Let's see if you can avoid coming here."

He thrust his dagger into the wall.

The Demon Supremes believed there was no chance of victory in this dark space beneath the night sky, but they had to break through somehow.

Therefore, he concentrated all his qi into the dagger, but the wall of darkness wouldn't pierce easily.

Light suddenly flew into the spot where he was stabbing.

FLAAAARE!

The Demonic Buddha had recovered from the dizziness. He emitted light from his hand, and the dark energy weakened under his golden radiance.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme came over and gripped the dagger together, pushing it forward.

At the same time, she stopped the Soul-Stealing Art and exited the Drunken Demon's body. They were out of the dizzying Dark Heaven Meteor Strike now. There was no need to stay merged anymore.

SCREEECH!

As the three Demon Supremes combined their strength, the dagger began piercing through the wall of darkness.

"Just a little, just a little more!"

SWOOOSH!

Suddenly, a star fell like light toward the Drunken Demon.

BAM!

The brightly glowing Demonic Buddha threw a palm strike with his other hand and destroyed the enhanced qi attacking the Drunken Demon.

SHAK SHAK!

Just as the dagger was about to pierce through, however, the surrounding constellations shifted.

"Fuck," the Drunken Demon swore.

They had almost pierced it, but now their position had changed. The wall in front of them was a new wall.

Meanwhile, the Darkness Palace Lord closed in again.

Normally, even someone with profound inner arts like him couldn't use such great Pitch Black Demonic Art continuously, as very move he unfolded required immense inner qi. However, as Ga Ye had said, the Greedy Annihilation Art was giving him endless energy.

Still, the Drunken Demon didn't give up.

"Let's see how long you can keep switching!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme sent a telepathic message to him. [Can you let me enter one more time?]

[Today, this body belongs to you, Soul-Stealing.]

She nodded and unleashed a Soul-Stealing Art that pushed the opponent's potential to the limit, Soul Awakening. It was a technique that could strain both her body and the Drunken Demon's, but they had no choice.

New patterns began appearing around the Drunken Demon's body. A more powerful, madness-filled drunken aura flowed from his eyes.

"Drunkards are originally a tribe that smashes and tears everything. I'll definitely tear it apart!"

The Darkness Palace Lord quickly tried to stop the rampaging Drunken Demon. If left alone in this berserk state, he would surely pierce through.

However, the Demonic Buddha rushed toward him, yelling, "Your opponent is me!"

A golden radiance poured from his body. In terms of martial arts compatibility, he was the strongest against the Darkness Palace Lord.

Until not long ago, he had to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but he realized there was no chance of victory if he stayed out of this fight. He had to put pressure on the enemy so the bastard couldn't touch either the Drunken Demon or the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

SWISH! BAM!

The Darkness Palace Lord and the Demonic Buddha's palms collided, and the impact pushed both back.

The Demonic Buddha, inferior in inner arts, was pushed back further, but while being pushed back, his hands formed the seal of the Great Golden Mara Art, Slaughter Scripture Regret Stamp!

SWOOOOOSH!

Golden enhanced qi swirled toward the Darkness Palace Lord, while dark energy soared up like a fortress wall in front of him.

SHOOOOOM!

The wall extended far to the end. It seemed uselessly long, much longer than the enhanced qi flying toward him.

KABOOM!

The golden enhanced qi collided with the wall and spread left and right along the fortress wall. As it turned out, it wasn't a hard wall but one that absorbed impact. The shock dispersed while rippling like waves, flowing all the way to the end.

The golden enhanced qi that reached the end dissipated.

The Darkness Palace Lord's counterattack began. Judging that he shouldn't drag out time, he unleashed a powerful move that could kill the Demonic Buddha at once, the Dark Heaven Meteor Shower.

The Demonic Buddha tensed. The meteors pouring toward him weren't an attack that could be blocked by ordinary methods.

Golden radiance spewed from the Demonic Buddha's body as lotus flowers bloomed. This was the Blossoming Lotus Flowers of the Great Golden Mara Art.

BOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! BOOM!

Stars poured continuously onto the lotus flowers. The impact felt like the night sky was turning upside down.

SSSSSS...

When the attack ended, the lotus flowers had disappeared.

Blood flowed from the corner of the Demonic Buddha's mouth. He'd suffered internal injuries despite blocking with the full bloom of lotuses.

He was definitely being pushed back in inner arts, but he didn't stop attacking. He clashed by thrusting his double palms continuously.

It looked like he was attacking recklessly out of excitement, but he wasn't. Those fierce palm techniques were feints to hide this one move.

FLAAAARE!

Golden radiance spewed from the Demonic Buddha's hands as a palm-shaped enhanced qi began to grow.

WHOOOAAAANG!

Along with a golden wave, the Small Demonic Palm, the technique the Demonic Buddha had newly created, shot out.

SHOOOOOM!

The Darkness Palace Lord retreated instantly as if teleporting, but the giant palm didn't stop and continued flying toward him. The previous fortress wall blocked its path, but it couldn't disperse the impact of the Small Demonic Palm's attack. Before it could disperse, the Small Demonic Palm crumbled the wall and pushed forward.

RUMBLE! BOOM!

The power of the Small Demonic Palm was tremendous.

The Darkness Palace Lord fled endlessly far away.

The Demonic Buddha's palm continued to push forward, but it couldn't push through to the very end. The Small Demonic Palm stopped because the power fell short.

The Darkness Palace Lord watched the golden palm disappear, then instantly closed the distance and rushed forward.

The Demonic Buddha's face had turned completely pale. He had forcibly used the Small Demonic Palm while suffering from internal injuries.

The Darkness Palace Lord's eyes shone sharply, and a pitch-black spear appeared in his hand, the Dark Heaven Phantom Spear he'd been waiting for this moment to use.

SWISH!

He threw that spear at the Demonic Buddha.

Just as the Demonic Buddha tried to throw his body to dodge, the dark energy that had been hovering around the Darkness Palace Lord appeared beneath his feet and grabbed him. That energy even grabbed his two arms so he couldn't form seals.

Throwing the spear wasn't the only technique. It was an attack that pierced with a spear after momentarily immobilizing the body. Since the spear flew so fast, he had no time to shake off the dark energy holding him.

The Demonic Buddha raised his protective enhanced qi to the limit. He sensed that even if he didn't die instantly, he would suffer a fatal wound.

KABOOM!

Just as the Dark Heaven Phantom Spear was about to pierce his face, it deviated and disappeared into the darkness behind him, only grazing his face.

The Drunken Demon stood in front of him. He had given up on the wall that was almost pierced to save the Demonic Buddha.

Worse, the hand holding the dagger hung limp.

The Demonic Buddha could tell. The Drunken Demon's arm had broken from forcibly deflecting the spear. "Why'd you save me? You should've kept piercing that," he asked.

The Drunken Demon answered with his back still turned. "Didn't you agree to buy me a drink? I'll definitely get that drink."

For a moment, the Demonic Buddha's chest tightened with emotion, but even if he died, they should have pierced that place for the Drunken Demon and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme to have a chance of survival.

"You still should've got out!" the Demonic Buddha shouted angrily.

The Drunken Demon answered in a sheepish tone. "Drunkards have poor judgment."

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze turned to the Drunken Demon's arm. "Your arm is broken."

The Drunken Demon held the dagger in his other hand. "I should cut back on drinking until it heals. Now that I'm older, injuries don't heal quickly."

While still acting relaxed, he regretted one thing.

If only I could use Blood Tears just one more time!

The energy of Blood Tears had already disappeared. The opportunity to unleash his strongest power was gone.

That wasn't all. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme wasn't in good condition either. The great shock he'd received was also transmitted to her while she maintained the Soul-Stealing Art.

All three were standing fine, but none were in a normal state.

A cold smile formed on the Darkness Palace Lord's face as he saw their condition. "I wonder whose death the Young Cult Leader will mourn the most?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme answered, "It'll be your death. He'll regret not being able to kill you himself."

The Drunken Demon followed up on her words. "Will he only be regretful? He'll nag up a storm, so prepare earplugs in advance."

The Drunken Demon and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme exchanged glances and smiled faintly.

Nevertheless, the more guts they showed, the more the Demonic Buddha standing behind them sensed death. The opponent was too strong to overcome with just spirit.

He glanced back at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Apology filled his eyes.

[I'm sorry I couldn't protect you.]

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head with a calm face. Her eyes contained this emotion. No. I won't forget this grace today.

The Demonic Buddha also felt sorry to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had entrusted her to them, trusting the Young Cult Leader and them. He conveyed his apology in his heart, I'm sorry about this.

He summoned all his qi. Even if he had to die, he couldn't just die meekly.

"The Bloody Buddha says not to show mercy anymore."

He joined the other two Demon Supremes in battle.

FLICKER, FLICKER... SPUTTER!

Right then, just as they were about to fight the last battle, though, the stars that were lighting up the surroundings began to lose their light one by one.

Soon, the speed of the dimming increased. Almost all the countless shining stars disappeared.

Now, only a few dozen stars remained.

The Darkness Palace Lord's expression hardened.

Ga Ye's eyes widened in realization. "The Greedy Annihilation Art has been broken!"

That meant all the gamblers riding the ship had disembarked. The Darkness Palace Lord could no longer wield infinite inner qi or power stronger than his original capacity.

The three Demon Supremes immediately understood what had happened.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon has made his move! But, while the masked fellow can easily clear the outside and enter the ship, it couldn't have been easy to pierce through the outer barrier and the dark smoke surrounding the ship alone, could it?

They looked at each other and exchanged glances. Their hearts were one.

Whatever. Let's give it a try!

Reading their minds, the Darkness Palace Lord sneered coldly. "That doesn't change your fate!"

He had reason to be confident. He still had all his inner qi, while the three Demon Supremes were injured and exhausted.

He looked up at the dozens of stars floating around. "As you can see, there are still many stars."

The Drunken Demon also looked up at the stars. There was no sign of defeat or despair in his eyes.

"I'll knock down all those stars for you. After all, us drunkards drink until morning comes."


Chapter 811: Nothing Big Happened All Our Lives

Now the three Demon Supremes had hope. Since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had arrived outside, they just had to hold out until he joined them.

On the other hand, they also bore a greater responsibility and duty. Even if they couldn't hold out and died, they had to inflict as much damage as possible on the Darkness Palace Lord. After all, if he escaped unscathed, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wouldn't be able to face him alone even if this space shattered.

The Drunken Demon sent telepathy to the Demonic Buddha. [If the moment comes when I grab him, don't worry about my life and attack.]

Though he confidently claimed he'd knock down all the remaining stars, he was prepared for death. Even with the Greedy Annihilation Art gone, the Darkness Palace Lord was still a strong opponent. More importantly, they all suffered from internal and external injuries and lacked inner qi. Defeating him was by no means an easy task.

As he thought of death, two people came to mind. Yeo Bin, who would be waiting for him at the Drunken Dream Palace, came first.

If I die, she'll just drink alcohol all the time.

He was more concerned about how much pain Yeo Bin would be in than about the fear or regret of his own death.

Next, he thought of Geom Mugeuk, who hadn't come out of the Secret Box and whose survival was uncertain.

There's... nothing to worry about on that front.

The Young Cult Leader would take care of comforting and looking after Yeo Bin.

Brother, I leave the rest to you.

Nothing gave a martial artist more strength than knowing there was someone to take responsibility for what they left behind.

The Drunken Demon looked at the Demonic Buddha. He never thought he'd end up saving him twice. If they survived, he'd gain a drinking buddy. [Buy me a drink later when we meet in hell.]

The Demonic Buddha stared at him and replied calmly, [I'll buy alcohol and visit the Drunken Dream Palace. Invite me to your home.]

He meant they should survive together and drink at our Cult.

Sensing that the two men were about to unleash their final move, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also prepared her last resort. She intended to use the Soul-Stealing Art on the Darkness Palace Lord one last time, but it hadn't worked even when she was uninjured. Entering the Darkness Palace Lord's body while suffering from severe internal injuries would undoubtedly cause qi deviation.

Still, it can't be helped.

If she could tie him down even for a fleeting moment, with luck, the Drunken Demon and the Demonic Buddha might be able to finish him somehow.

Sensing her impending death, she thought of Geom Mugeuk. Just like during the last crisis, her greatest regret remained unchanged.

I'm sorry I couldn't serve you until the end, Young Cult Leader.

At that moment, the Drunken Demon's telepathy flew in. [I have a favor to ask of you, Soul-Stealing.]

[Please speak.]

The Drunken Demon's request was something she'd never imagined. She was surprised upon hearing the content.


[You'll naturally know when that moment is, Soul-Stealing.]



After asking the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for that one thing, the Drunken Demon took the lead. "Hey, old man! If you invited a drunkard, shouldn't you hold a banquet again?"

The Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme walked out on either side of him. Today, the two Demon Supremes willingly became the Drunken Demon's wings.

They no longer paid attention to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Since the Darkness Palace Lord was already confident of victory, the possibility of him taking her hostage was slim, and if they lost this fight, she would die with them anyway. Protecting her in this situation was meaningless.

The Darkness Palace Lord looked at the three Demon Supremes and said coldly, "Enjoy it, for this will be your final banquet."

He appeared confident on the outside, but like the dark energy wrapped around his body, he was also tense.

Since the Greedy Annihilation Art is gone, I must be cautious.

No matter how injured they were, a Demon Supreme was still a Demon Supreme. From now on, he shouldn't overuse the Pitch Black Demonic Art, which consumed a lot of inner qi, because if he ran out of energy and even one Demon Supreme remained, he would also die.

"Give me booze! And give me the Young Cult Leader!" the Drunken Demon shouted as he charged like a madman. Even though one of his arms was broken, he had absolutely no fear.

The Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme rushed in from behind his left and right. Even though they hadn't planned a strategy together, they each knew what they had to do.

The pressure from the combined attack of the three Demon Supremes was immense, but the Darkness Palace Lord targeted the Drunken Demon first.

SHWAA! SWISH!

He thrust both palms toward him, sending two palm strikes at the Drunken Demon from different directions.

The Drunken Demon used his movement arts to dodge. The achievement in movement arts he'd gained during this excursion was shining in this final battle.

The Darkness Palace Lord flew back and thrust both palms again. Two streams of palm technique flew in with a time delay.

SHWAA! SWISH! RUMBLE!

It seemed the Drunken Demon would dodge well using his movement arts this time too, but the solid floor unexpectedly rippled and moved as if it were alive. Because of that, his movement arts were disrupted.

THWACK!

The second palm technique exploded against his body, sending him flying backward and crashing into the ground.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme neutralized the palm technique flying toward the fallen Drunken Demon, drawing a pattern in front of him that swallowed the incoming enhanced qi. After that, her Soul Origin Transference Art sent the enhanced qi back to the Darkness Palace Lord.

Meanwhile, the Demonic Buddha blocked the path in front of the Drunken Demon. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine." The Drunken Demon raised his body and stood up bravely. Fortunately, he'd been struck on the side opposite his broken arm. Even though he'd used defensive enhanced qi, it hurt as if his bones were broken. "Doesn't everyone fall over once while drinking?"

He rushed toward the Darkness Palace Lord again.

RUMBLE, RUMBLE!

When the floor rippled, one might expect him to fly into the air and charge, but he ran along the rippling floor, choosing to save even a tiny bit of inner qi. The rippling floor hindered his movement arts, but he clearly showed the difference between being caught off guard and going in knowingly, dodging attacks as if dancing on the rippling floor and sliding toward the Darkness Palace Lord in an instant.

The Darkness Palace Lord, who had been running away until now, fought him head-on this time. His old body moved incredibly nimbly as he tried to strike the Drunken Demon's neck and heart with his hands.

THWACK!

The Drunken Demon allowed the Darkness Palace Lord to land a palm strike, but didn't retreat. He fought with the determination to fight with headbutts and bites if both his arms were broken.

"You know why fights between drunkards are vicious? When we're drunk, we don't even know we're in pain."

Still, how could it not hurt? The Drunken Demon simply endured the pain and pushed him back.

Because the two were engaged in such rapid close-quarters combat, the Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme couldn't intervene and only watched.

At the moment when the close-quarters combat reached its peak, the Darkness Palace Lord's dark energy, which had been quiet until then, grabbed the Drunken Demon. It was an energy that had been waiting for this very moment.

"Watch out!" the Demonic Buddha shouted, but the Darkness Palace Lord's strike was already smashing into the Drunken Demon's chest.

THWAAAAACK!

The Drunken Demon coughed up a burst of blood. He looked at the Demonic Buddha once with blank eyes, then dropped his head and collapsed.

The Darkness Palace Lord looked down at him coldly. "Your drinking party is over."

A deep sigh escaped the Demonic Buddha. No vitality could be felt from the Drunken Demon's body. He had died from that single move.

The Drunken Demon died so vainly?

A golden radiance filled with intense killing intent poured out from his eyes as he looked at the Darkness Palace Lord.

The Darkness Palace Lord walked forward with a much lighter heart. The Drunken Demon, who tried to stick close during the combined attack, had been tricky, but he believed he could sufficiently handle the remaining two.

He sensed victory in the Demonic Buddha's agitation, caused by the Drunken Demon's death. Even if the shorty fought calmly, he couldn't win, so if he was agitated, the outcome was obvious.

A golden radiance began gathering in the Demonic Buddha's hand. He intuitively knew he was about to use a major demonic art.

This was actually what he wanted. If his enemy used a major martial art, his remaining inner qi would be depleted in an instant.

"I know well that your Bloody Buddha isn't merciful, but it seems that ruthlessness applies to you as well."

Suddenly, someone wrapped one arm around the Darkness Palace Lord's neck from behind.

"Now!" the Drunken Demon, whom everyone had thought was dead, shouted.

In fact, he had asked the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme via telepathy before the fight started to make him appear dead to trick the Darkness Palace Lord into letting his guard down. Every hit he had taken was for the sake of this one opportunity.

Thus, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had poured all her inner qi into unleashing the final Soul-Stealing Art, the Soul-Stealing Turtle Breathing Art, and perfectly camouflaged his death by sharing the impact of the final strike by half. It was a perfect move that even fooled the Demonic Buddha.

WHOOOOOOOSH!

The Small Demonic Palm was unleashed from the Demonic Buddha's hand.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

A giant golden palm struck the Darkness Palace Lord and the Drunken Demon, pushing them back.

The Drunken Demon rolled on the ground. Coughing up blood, his body was in a completely tattered state.

A short distance away, the Darkness Palace Lord stood with a dismayed expression. Blood trickled down his arm and he'd suffered a large wound on his face, but he was still alive.

A regretful sigh escaped the Drunken Demon's mouth. He turned his head to look at the Demonic Buddha. "With a heart so weak, how can you call yourself a person who serves the Bloody Buddha?"

At the last moment, the Demonic Buddha had hesitated for a split second. That hesitation gave the Darkness Palace Lord time to escape, and because he escaped, the Drunken Demon, who was clinging to him, also survived.

The reason the Demonic Buddha hesitated was because of the Drunken Demon. He couldn't bear to kill the man who had saved him twice with his own hands. Even though that choice was the only way to save himself and the others, he had hesitated at that final moment.

"I couldn't let you die with a guy like that, even if it means my own death."

The Drunken Demon lay back and looked up at the night sky. Now, only real death remained. "This is all the Young Cult Leader's fault."

The Demonic Buddha wasn't originally such a soft-hearted person. Then again, by that logic, he wouldn't have saved the Demonic Buddha twice either.

The Demonic Buddha sat down and silently rolled his prayer beads. Since he had already expended all his remaining inner qi, he couldn't help the Drunken Demon.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was in the same state. She'd exhausted all her remaining inner qi while using the Soul Stealing Turtle Breathing Art.

The Darkness Palace Lord extended his palm to deliver a strike to the Drunken Demon. "Persistent bastard!"

The Drunken Demon was truly an opponent he never wanted to fight again.

"Old man, move that hand away. I can't see the sky."

"Stop."

Just as the Darkness Palace Lord laughed coldly and was about to blow his head off with a palm technique, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stepped forward. She walked over fearlessly and blocked the path in front of the Drunken Demon.

"If you kill this person, you won't hear the final prophecy from me."

Not only the Drunken Demon, but also the Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme were surprised.

The Darkness Palace Lord's deep wrinkles twitched. "You think the prophecy is important to me at this point?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded calmly as if she had read his mind. "I received a prophecy on this ship. Aren't you curious what it is?"

The Darkness Palace Lord's eyes trembled slightly. "So? What prophecy is it?"

"I'll tell you if you spare the Demon Supremes."

The Darkness Palace Lord extended the hand that had been aimed at the Drunken Demon toward her with an indifferent gaze.

"No!" Ga Ye shouted. She couldn't watch the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, her savior, die like this.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord hadn't extended his hand to kill the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Instead, he moved her away from the others using telekinesis. "Even if I give up hearing the prophecy, I can't spare them."

Finally, Ga Ye understood. The Darkness Palace Lord intended to spare the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and kill her.

"The person who should die first is me. I'm the one who failed to properly convey the will of the heavens," she said, accepting death meekly.

The Darkness Palace Lord snorted. "There's no need to decide the order of death. I'll kill you all at once."

He raised his hand, and the stars floating in the sky began to descend.

It was different from before when the stars fell as enhanced qi. All the remaining stars descended slowly. The masses of pure white light were beautiful just to look at.

Those stars gathered around the three Demon Supremes and Ga Ye. In front of their faces, and in front of their hearts.

Everyone could feel it. These stars would soon explode around them and kill them all.

Thinking they were about to die, the Demon Supremes all closed their eyes.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme whispered, "It was an honor to fight alongside you two."

It was a greeting of gratitude to the two Senior Demon Supremes who'd treated her as a fellow Demon Supreme until the very end.

THUK!

At the very moment the stars were about to explode, however, the sound of something being pierced echoed.

The gazes of the Demon Supremes, who'd closed their eyes, turned toward the source of the sound. A single sword protruded from the spot the Drunken Demon had almost completely torn earlier. It was a sword that had stabbed in from the outside, knowing that spot was weak.

Was it because the Greedy Annihilation Art had disappeared? Or was the sword owner's martial arts too profound?

RIIIIIIIP!

The protruding sword tore the dark energy downward, causing the dark qi to howl like a stuck pig.

SSSSSSS...

Surprisingly, the stars that had been floating in front of them, looking like they'd explode at any moment, lost their light and vanished.

Since there were no stars in the night sky, the Darkness Palace Lord couldn't shift the constellations to move locations. He hurriedly chanted a mantra, and the dark energy surrounding him rushed to fill the long tear below.

CRAAAASH!

However, a giant dao pierced through the spot where the sword had torn downward once.

Now, there was a giant dao crashing down from above, while a sword stabbed upward from below. Two weapons pierced the wall of darkness simultaneously.

SCREEEEE POP POP POP POP POP POP POP!

The space screamed a piercing shriek, followed by the sound of firecrackers exploding.

The night sky began to disappear. The Dark Heaven Stellar Soul Art unleashed by the Darkness Palace Lord was broken. The hellish night sky vanished, and everyone returned to the original space.

Seeing those standing there, the Drunken Demon tried to laugh loudly but clutched his chest at the surging pain. The Demonic Buddha also breathed a sigh of relief, and a bright smile appeared on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shouted with trembling eyes, "Smiling Demon!"

A pure white mask was looking at her and smiling. He, whom she missed so much, had come to save them!

Moreover, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wasn't the only one there. If that were the case, the three Demon Supremes wouldn't have been this relieved.

Two more people stood beside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and their mere presence perfectly explained how the people outside were able to pierce the barrier and the dark smoke surrounding the ship.

"Nothing big happened all our lives, so why'd this mess happen right when we went on a trip?" the Flower Sword Supreme grumbled.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shrugged, placing his giant dao over his shoulder. "This is why I can't go anywhere."


Chapter 812: Extreme Evil Does Not Cross the Line

The Drunken Demon floated up into the air. Recognizing the severity of his injuries, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had extended his hand and used telekinesis, letting a gentle energy envelope him and carry him over.

"Ah, this is nice. So comfortable!" the Drunken Demon exclaimed, but despite his words, he gritted his teeth against the pain. No matter how gently he was moved, his entire body ached.

The relatively less injured Demonic Buddha and Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme walked over to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Darkness Palace Lord merely watched. He wanted to make a move, but couldn't. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were watching his every move with cold eyes.

It seemed as if they were only staring at each other, but an invisible and tense current flowed between them. It was the kind of tension where the slightest twitch of a finger would unleash a storm of sword qi and enhanced qi.

Although they had the numerical advantage, the Demon Supremes could not attack the enemy recklessly. Not only were there injured on their side, but the Darkness Palace Lord still appeared composed. His aura was far from ordinary.

Flying through that tense atmosphere, the Drunken Demon landed in front of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "How did you know to come here?"

After parting with Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had gone to Lake Tai just as they had planned. The two stood beneath a willow tree and gazed at the lake. They had expected it to have changed so much that it would feel like their first time here, but surprisingly, it looked exactly as it had before.

The memory of meeting the Cult Leader and the Fist Demon here was still vivid.


"Everything is the same, only we've grown old."



At the Flower Sword Supreme's wistful remark, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gazed silently at the lake. He thought that in the past, he would have felt much more regret.

However, his heart had changed. He had lived this long carrying the weight of the years, but lately, that weight did not feel so heavy.


"Isn't that what makes it better in some ways?"



Honestly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon preferred the present over his youth. He preferred these days of reading books under the sun to those times when the blood never dried on the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The same went for his relationship with the Flower Sword Supreme. His only regret was that these good times would not last much longer, yet even that had been extended by Geom Mugeuk with the Immortal Stalactite Moss and the Heavenly Peach. What was there to be sad about?

The Flower Sword Supreme knew exactly what he felt as he said those words. Her own feelings were not much different.

She pointed to a tavern built on the lakeshore in the distance. "Do you remember that tavern over there? The Cult Leader bought us drinks there."

"I remember. The day the Cult Leader was also furious that day."

"You remember."

"Being here brings it all back."

"Shall we go take a look?"

The two slowly walked along the lake to the tavern and drank while reminiscing about the old days. The owner had changed, and the food tasted different. Still, they lost themselves in memories and had a pleasant time.

Starting with Lake Tai, they visited many places. They traveled mainly to places neither had been before. They sought out famous scenic spots and even waited in line at an inn where a skilled chef worked. Now, they even knew how to enjoy the act of waiting in line itself.

While traveling through the Central Plains like this, they heard news from the All-Knowing Hall that the Demonic Flames had been lit. Even during their travels, the two had periodically stopped by an All-Knowing Hall Branch to check if anything was happening with the Cult, as they knew the organization behind the scenes had not yet been completely uprooted.

"Why did you come here instead of going to Headquarters?" the Drunken Demon asked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed his unwavering faith in one person. "Wouldn't the Cult Leader protect headquarters just fine?" He could have just left it at that, but he added, "Besides, the Poison King and the Fist Demon are there."

When the Drunken Demon made a face that said 'Then what about us?', he poked his broken arm with a finger.

"Aaargh! That hurts!"

Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't deliberately causing his comrade pain. After examining the arm, he sealed a few acupoints to stop the bleeding and set the bone. "Fortunately, it's a clean break. If you rest for a while and meditate, the bone should mend."

"What about my butt, my side, my knee, my neck, and my elbow?"

"Seeing as you can list them all correctly, your head must be fine."

The Drunken Demon smiled and bowed his head in gratitude. "It's a good thing you came here."

If they bad not come, they would all be dead. These three Demon Supremes had saved their lives.

The reason the Drunken Demon could converse so leisurely with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was that the Flower Sword Supreme and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were in a tense standoff with the Darkness Palace Lord.

The Darkness Palace Lord, for whatever reason, just watched the situation unfold in silence.

Meanwhile, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme came over and offered the Drunken Demon an internal injury medicine. "It's not as good as the one you gave me, but please take this."

Earlier, the Drunken Demon had given his prized internal injury medicine to her for risking her life to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Thank you, Soul-Stealing," the Drunken Demon mumbled awkwardly as he drank the medicine. "Anyone watching would think I did all the fighting myself."

The Demonic Buddha held out an ointment for external wounds. "You did fight alone."

The Drunken Demon replied as he took the ointment and applied it. "Nah. If I had, I'd already be a corpse. You'll definitely have to buy me a drink."

"Once you're all healed, invite me to the Drunken Dream Palace."

"Yay! Alcohol is the best medicine!"

Just then, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spoke cautiously. "Please invite me then, too."

"Of course, I will!"

On this mission, the Drunken Demon had formed a deep bond with the Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Indeed, for a martial artist, there was no better way to grow closer than fighting for one's life together.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been silently watching the Darkness Palace Lord, asked the Drunken Demon. "Where is the Young Cult Leader?"

The Drunken Demon's gaze turned to the Secret Box lying to one side. "It's hard to believe, but they say he was absorbed by that Secret Box. I didn't see it myself, though."

Naturally, the gazes of the three Demon Supremes who had just arrived turned to the Darkness Palace Lord. They naturally assumed he had been trapped there by the Darkness Palace Lord's evil arts.

"Did he fall victim to that man?"

"No, the Secret Box absorbed him on its own."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded, confirming the truth of those words.

This meant the Young Cult Leader's fate was still unknown. Naturally, the Demon Supremes' gazes toward the Darkness Palace Lord could only be cold.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly walked toward the Darkness Palace Lord. "And yet, you're not thinking of running away."

Someone of the Darkness Palace Lord's caliber should have at least one escape technique. Although three of the Demon Supremes were injured, there were still six of them present.

Six Demon Supremes facing a single enemy was likely a first in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but even in such a situation, the Darkness Palace Lord was not the least bit intimidated.

Instead, with a meaningful smile that suggested he had an ace up his sleeve, he uttered some cryptic words. "Do you think the situation will change just because more Demon Supremes have arrived?"

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze fell upon the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It was a look filled with intent.

The Demon Supremes tensed.

The moment the Darkness Palace Lord's gaze deepened, the Evil Thrall Creation Art of the Pitch Black Demonic Art was unleashed. This demonic art was the Darkness Palace Lord's ultimate martial arts, capable of controlling only those with evil in their hearts.

He had unleashed the Evil Thrall Creation Art, which was said to ensnare any evil person without fail, on the one called the incarnation of evil—the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Now that the incarnation of evil, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, is here, you are mine.

Of course, he could not control the target completely. Depending on the person, he could dominate them for as little as a moment or as long as several days.

Naturally, it was a martial arts that consumed a significant amount of qi. Failure would result in severe internal injuries.

I don't even need a second. I only need to control him for half a second!

The three Demon Supremes from before had exhausted their inner qi, so they were no concern. He and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just needed to kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme quickly.

In the instant the Evil Thrall Creation Art was cast, time in the real world would stop, and he would enter the target's personal space deep within their heart, a space of their instinctual desires. All he had to do was subjugate the evil within that space to take control of their mind.

Until now, the spaces he had seen included ones littered with corpses, rooms full of treasure, or places filled with gluttony and lust.

This time, however, was different. The Darkness Palace Lord found himself in a room that was completely white.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was also standing alone in the middle of the room, staring at a wall.

As expected! He's different from ordinary evil men!

Regardless, the longer he took, the more inner qi he would consume.

He immediately spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "Your darkness has called to me. As your master, I command you to follow me!"

As the Evil Thrall Creation Art took effect, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned toward him. It was a demonic art that worked more easily the greater the target's evil heart, and this was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

You can never refuse me.

The Darkness Palace Lord rejoiced and stepped out of the room. Now, all that was left was for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to come out.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood at the doorway and did not come out.

"Come out at once!" he roared.

Still, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not emerge.

This was the first time someone had defied his command after the contract of subjugation had been formed.

Just then, something caught the Darkness Palace Lord's eye. A single line was drawn across the doorway.

What's that?

It was, quite literally, just a line.

The Darkness Palace Lord realized this was why the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not leaving the room.

He carefully touched the line. It had a unique texture. It was something he had never experienced before in his life.

He tried to pull the line to break it, but the line did not break. Even when he pushed his inner qi to its limit and tried to snap it, it would not break.

He created a blade of enhanced qi and tried to cut it, but the thin line could not be cut. No matter what he tried, it would not sever. The line was stronger than ten-thousand-year-old cold iron.

"What in the world is this?"

This line was the very same one the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had drawn on the white wall himself long ago.

There was a time when Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would draw lines to confirm their relationship. They asked each other how far they had come. In the end, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had drawn a line on the wall of his own room, a wall he seemed unlikely to ever deface.

He had then asked Geom Mugeuk.


"Second Young Lord, how far have we come?"



That very line was what was blocking the Evil Thrall Creation Art. The extreme evil no longer crossed the line.

The Darkness Palace Lord looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon standing beyond the line.

When their eyes met through the mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled coldly.

SLAM!

The open door slammed shut, and simultaneously, the Evil Thrall Creation Art shattered.

CRACK!

As the Pitch Black Demonic Art failed, the Darkness Palace Lord's qi and blood twisted. He swallowed the blood that rose in his throat. The more powerful the demonic art, the greater the backlash from failure. He desperately tried to hide the fact that he had sustained an internal injury.

In reality, the eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon facing him were also smiling coldly.

Nevertheless, even in the moment his demonic art failed, the Darkness Palace Lord was curious about that line.

What was that?

The other Demon Supremes grinned, figuring that something had happened between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Darkness Palace Lord.

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze shifted to the other Demon Supremes. Now that he was injured, it was impossible to face the three newly arrived Demon Supremes.

His initial plan had gone awry, but there was still one more chance. Fortunately, there was someone here who was once known to be even more fearsome and cruel than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze turned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Attempting the Evil Thrall Creation Art again was a great risk. Not only would it consume a massive amount of inner qi, but if it failed again, the new injury would compound his existing one. It would result in a critical wound.

Nevertheless, he used it on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had to turn at least one of the enemy to his side.

Once again, he found himself standing in a room, only this time, it was a room filled with books.

Where on earth am I? A room that should have been filled with corpses is instead filled with books?

Books were piled up not only against all four walls but also all around where he stood.

Could these be martial arts manuals?

He picked up the book on top of the pile in front of him and flipped through it.

A collection of poems?

The book next to it was about growing flowers. The one below that was about officiating weddings.

Don't tell me I've fallen into qi deviation?

For a moment, he wondered if he had fallen into qi deviation from recklessly using his martial arts while injured.

RUSTLE, RUSTLE...

The Darkness Palace Lord turned his head in the direction of the rustling sound. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was sitting in the corner and reading a book.

The sight was unfamiliar and strange.

Why the fuck are you reading a book in a place like this?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was focused on his book. The only sound was the turning of pages.

The Darkness Palace Lord spoke softly to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Your darkness has called to me. As your master, I command you to follow me!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been reading, rose from his seat and began to follow him.

The Darkness Palace Lord smiled. Now, all he had to do was leave the room. Fortunately, the line that had been in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room was not here.

He tried to lead Blood Heaven Blade Demon out, but even after some time, he simply could not find the exit.

When he knocked over a pile of books, another pile appeared behind it. Beyond that were more books, and more books still. It was a room where books were piled up endlessly.

As time dragged on, his inner qi continued to drain. The Darkness Palace Lord grew flustered and searched more frantically through the books.

RUMBLE!

A pile of books came crashing down on him, and the Evil Thrall Creation Art shattered.

CRACK!

"Kkhheuk!"

This time, the Darkness Palace Lord could not hide his injury.

Watching him vomit a mouthful of blood, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon remarked. "What on earth are you doing all by yourself?"

His face flushed with shame, the Darkness Palace Lord looked up at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. There seemed to be no mercy in the cold eyes staring back at him. He was so different from the man who had been reading a book earlier that he felt like a completely different person.

What is with these people?

He had never dreamed that his ultimate demonic art would fail twice in a row.

The Darkness Palace Lord extended his hand to the side. His palm was aimed at the Secret Box. "If you don't leave right now, the Young Cult Leader will die."

The threat was effective. If Geom Mugeuk had been absorbed by that thing, it absolutely could not be destroyed.

"Get lost. Now."

Silence flowed through the area.

The Darkness Palace Lord gathered all his remaining inner qi, and the dark enhanced qi forming in his hand grew even stronger. "I'll really smash it to pieces. It wouldn't be so bad if I took the Young Cult Leader with me."

If he was going to die anyway, he had no intention of dying alone.

Just then, one of the Demon Supremes uttered something unexpected.

"Go ahead. Break it."

It was the Demonic Buddha.

"Stop bluffing!"

"Break it! Smash it to smithereens!"

There was a clear reason for the Demonic Buddha's bravado.

"Finally, the First Young Lord will become the successor! HAHAHAHAHA!"

Seeing his genuinely joyful expression, the Darkness Palace Lord's hand trembled. It looked as if the enhanced qi would fly out at any moment.

PTUI!

Suddenly, the Secret Box spat someone out.

"Oof!"

Naturally, it was Geom Mugeuk. As he emerged, he had clearly heard what the Demonic Buddha said.

"Damn it! This is why I can't leave my post for even a second!"


Chapter 813: Just as Those Present Here Have Done

Everyone, not to mention the Darkness Palace Lord, was startled.

Even then, the Darkness Palace Lord was still reaching for the Secret Box.

Quick-witted Geom Mugeuk immediately grasped the situation. "Trying to break this? Not a chance. It'll never break."

Three hundred years ago, the Secret Box hadn't even budged when the Heavenly Demon Hyeok Docheon had furiously pounded it with his fists.

"And as you can see, taking hostages won't work on those heartless and merciless Demon Supremes!" He then shouted at the Demonic Buddha. "You wanted to break it! Smash it to pieces! Even though I was inside that thing!"

The Drunken Demon glanced at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and mimed that it was finally time to cover his ears. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled at the sight.

The atmosphere had changed instantly with Geom Mugeuk's appearance.

"Have you still not given up on my Hyung-nim?"

A deep sense of relief washed over the Demonic Buddha. He had acted boldly toward the Darkness Palace Lord, but how could he have truly meant it?

He had shouted so loudly because he was certain the Darkness Palace Lord could never break the Secret Box. Having suffered internal injuries and even coughed up blood, that Secret Box was his last hope.

Of course, even with that certainty, who could predict the ways of the world? What if the bastard really did smash the Secret Box?

The Demonic Buddha's heart had pounded as if it would burst. Therefore, at this moment, the person he was happiest to see was Geom Mugeuk.

Of course, he had to express it like this, "What a shame, the First Young Lord could have become the successor." He glared at the Darkness Palace Lord. "Why did you hesitate so much? You should've just smashed it."

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Darkness Palace Lord. "See? They're this vicious!"

A look of despair crossed the Darkness Palace Lord's face. Three perfectly fine Demon Supremes, and now Geom Mugeuk as well.

In contrast, his Greedy Annihilation Art had vanished. His ultimate demonic arts, the Dark Heaven Stellar Soul Art and the Evil Thrall Creation Art, had failed. He had suffered severe internal injuries.

Now, he had only one move left. The single move he had saved for the final moment of his life.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme and feigned surprise. "Oh my, why are you two here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head with a look of disbelief.

Why is startling people like that is so typical for Geom Mugeuk...

"I came because I heard all hell broke loose when someone was eaten by a lump of iron."

"I didn't go in, I was dragged in. Phew! You'd be shocked if you knew what I saw." Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Darkness Palace Lord, who was staring at him with eyes shrouded in darkness. "What about you? Are you curious about what I saw?"

He acted as if he was about to tell him, but...

"I'm not gonna tell you~"

For a moment, the Darkness Palace Lord's face twitched. It was a fresh reminder of just how infuriating this Young Cult Leader bastard could be.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled. "It seems the Young Cult Leader hasn't changed a bit in the Secret Box."

Geom Mugeuk asked her. "Did you enjoy your trip?"

"It was the most enjoyable trip of my life."

A pleasant smile formed on the face of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was standing naturally beside her.

"Don't let this be a one-time thing. You should travel often."

"That's the plan. Next, I'm thinking of heading to the southern regions."

Geom Mugeuk didn't forget the words the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had recently come to love most. "Hmm? How have you gotten even younger since I last saw you?!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon averted his gaze as if upset, but his smile only deepened.

Geom Mugeuk turned his attention to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. "Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, are you alright?"

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

She had also suffered internal injuries, but they weren't serious.

"Did those two bully you or give you a hard time for being the youngest? Did they make you take the lead in dangerous situations?"

"On the contrary, I was overprotected."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was overjoyed to see Geom Mugeuk again. Because he had survived, her chance to become the first Demon Supreme of the next generation's Demonic Cult Leader had also survived.

Now, she intended to add one more thing to that.

I want to be the next generation Demon Supreme whom the Cult Leader trusts the most.

Just as the current Cult Leader had the Fist Demon, she wanted to be the one to stand in that position for Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Drunken Demon and made a belated fuss. "What?! Who on earth did this to our dear Drunken Demon?" He glared at the Darkness Palace Lord. "Was it you? It was you, wasn't it? You bastard!"

The Drunken Demon grumbled from behind him. "Why don't you stop acting?"

"Acting?"

The Drunken Demon couldn't hold back and shouted, "If you were so worried, you should've come to me first! You should've checked on me first! I'm the one who's hurt the most! How dare you check on me last and pretend to be concerned!"

Geom Mugeuk stealthily approached and gently touched the Drunken Demon's broken arm. "Oh dear, what kind of Demon Supreme goes around with a broken arm?"

The three Demon Supremes who arrived later could guess how difficult this fight had been from that fact alone. For someone at the level of a Demon Supreme, breaking an arm was an unimaginable event.

"I got drunk and fell down."

"You should be more careful."

The Drunken Demon looked down at Geom Mugeuk's hand holding his arm. He could feel Geom Mugeuk's emotions from that faintly trembling hand saying, 'Thank you for surviving, Hyung-nim.'

Just then, the Demonic Buddha said calmly, "The Drunken Demon saved us."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded along with an expression that said she agreed.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "That's why I came to you late. The main character always appears last, so you always save the main character for last."

Leaving the needlessly proud Drunken Demon, he turned toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

From behind, the Drunken Demon shouted. "Wait?! I'm not the last one?!"

Geom Mugeuk pretended not to hear and looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He must have been the one in charge of the outside who brought the two newly joined Demon Supremes inside. His precise judgment must have saved everyone.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked with a smile, "Did you have a good trip?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. It was because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that he could visit the world of three hundred years ago with a peaceful mind. "Thanks to you, I had a good trip."

The Darkness Palace Lord watched with his own eyes, yet he couldn't understand their relationship. He had heard countless reports that Geom Mugeuk was close with the Demon Supremes, but seeing it in person was shocking.

He exchanges such jokes with the Demon Supremes? They share such looks of trust?

Those were looks he had never once experienced himself, not even from his own aide, Hoe.

Once Geom Mugeuk finished greeting the Demon Supremes, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked curiously, "What on earth happened inside that lump of iron?"

Although Geom Mugeuk had said he wouldn't tell the Darkness Palace Lord, he spoke honestly to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "The Secret Box showed me the time three hundred years ago, when the Heavenly Fate Palace started the war."

He didn't say that he had personally gone back three hundred years. They would just assume the Secret Box had shown him the past.

Still, everyone was surprised.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Darkness Palace Lord. "What kind of person is Hwa Mugi?"

This was the first time he had mentioned Hwa Mugi directly to someone.

"!" The Darkness Palace Lord's eyes widened. He never imagined that name would come from Geom Mugeuk. Even the Saintess had only known of His existence, not His name.

"The Secret Box told me that person's name."

The Demon Supremes could tell. The being that Geom Mugeuk had vaguely feared was this person named Hwa Mugi. The Darkness Palace Lord was not the final enemy.

The Darkness Palace Lord's gaze turned to the Secret Box. "This Secret Box is our sacred object, so why did it choose you?"

"To be precise, it's the sacred object of the Heavenly Fate Palace. You're a descendant of the Darkness Palace, which was under the Heavenly Fate Palace."

The Darkness Palace Lord was curious. Why on earth did the Secret Box absorb Geom Mugeuk and not me? How did the Secret Box reveal the truth? And what else did it reveal?

"Do you have anything to say to me?" Geom Mugeuk demanded.

The Darkness Palace Lord didn't answer.

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword without hesitation. "Fine, I'll respect your wishes."

The three Demon Supremes standing behind him also gathered their inner qi in unison, preparing for battle.

Seeing their readiness to charge at any moment, the Darkness Palace Lord quickly said. "That being is not someone the likes of you can handle."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk knew very well why the old bastard was so confident. With those five souls and their inner qi residing within Hwa Mugi, how could he possibly lose to anyone? No one would think it possible.

"If you've heard about him, you should know this isn't the time to be so relaxed, right?"

The Darkness Palace Lord tried to somehow separate Geom Mugeuk from the others and send him rushing back to Demonic Cult Headquarters. That was his only sliver of hope for survival.

However, Geom Mugeuk smashed all his hopes, saying, "Are you asking why I don't run to my father right now? I will go, but even if I go, I have to kill you first. I'm going to watch you die completely before my eyes. That's why I came out in the first place."

Because this place was just as important as that one.

However, the Darkness Palace Lord interpreted Geom Mugeuk's composure differently. "That can't be it. It must be because you can become the Cult Leader if your father dies."

The Demon Supremes' eyes darkened at the two's conversation. It wasn't because they suspected Geom Mugeuk of having such intentions, but because of the martial arts skill of that man, Hwa Mugi. Judging by the conversation, Hwa Mugi seemed to possess enough power to kill even the Cult Leader, and Geom Mugeuk seemed to acknowledge it.

Still, Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "Like you just saw, no one in my family is the type to meekly give up their position."

The Darkness Palace Lord laughed coldly. The possibility of Hwa Mugi's defeat didn't even exist in his mind. "You're all going to die anyway. Not just you, but the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance will all be wiped out. You've dominated this murim for far too long. A new era is about to begin."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently. "Even if that happens, it won't be your success. It won't be your era. At best, you'll just become Hwa Mugi's underling."

Rage surged within the Darkness Palace Lord. Those were the words he hated to hear the most.

Geom Mugeuk continued taunting him. "Do you know why you failed?"

No, the words the Darkness Palace Lord didn't want to hear were just beginning.

"You've spent too long in the darkness. The darkness has devoured you."

"Of course it should. I am the Darkness Palace Lord."

"Because you're the Darkness Palace Lord, you should have come out into the light. Only when you turn your back to the light can you truly see what darkness is."

"......" The Darkness Palace Lord felt his resolve waver.

"Since this is the end anyway, I'll be honest. I was disappointed when I met you in person. You weren't as cool as I thought you'd be. Ah, of course, seeing the methods you've chosen so far, I did expect you to be someone unremarkable. Still, I thought you might have a different kind of coolness in person, but you didn't, and I figured out why."

"......" The Darkness Palace Lord felt humiliated and ashamed.

"You've been fossilized in that darkness for so long. You've even forgotten what it means to be cool."

"Shut up!" the Darkness Palace Lord roared at the barrage of crude insults. "I have lived my entire life in sacrifice for the great cause of my palace. I have lived solely for the sake of revenge!"

However, that great cause didn't work on Geom Mugeuk.

"Then why didn't you name a successor?"

"What?"

"If your true purpose was for that great cause, you should have appointed a successor. If you couldn't achieve it yourself, you should have passed on your will to a successor to fulfill it. That noble will wouldn't change even with the passage of time, but you didn't name a successor. Shall I tell you why? It's because you weren't fighting for a great cause. You were just greedy to become the mastermind and rule this murim."

The Darkness Palace Lord glared fiercely at Geom Mugeuk. One could never know just how infuriating this Geom Mugeuk was without experiencing it firsthand.

Finally, he began to tell his story.

"This was my father's dream."

The moment a faint memory flickered across the Darkness Palace Lord's face, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme knew that the person he had looked up at with a bright smile, when she had entered his mind during the earlier fight, was his father.

Did he come this far with just that one good memory?

"The power we obtained was not something an ordinary human could handle. Countless people died because of that power. After learning that only a human born with the energy of the Celestial Killer Star could accept that power, I spent my entire life searching for that destiny. Then, to control the power contained within the Celestial Killer Star, I spent a long time trying to find the Six Elements Origin Qi. How dare a punk like you, who was born as the son of the Heavenly Demon and lived a comfortable life, mock a life like mine?"

The Darkness Palace Lord's rage exploded. His internal injuries flared up, and blood trickled from his mouth.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm. "Trying to inherit and fulfill your father's dream? What a devoted son. I, on the other hand, am an unfilial son trying to put an end to my father's dream."

He meant it sincerely, but to the Darkness Palace Lord, it sounded like mockery.

A deep energy of darkness flowed from the Darkness Palace Lord's eyes. They could feel that he had made up his mind about something. "How do you think I've designed my end?"

"You're not the type to have a cool ending, so you'd probably be thinking of taking everyone down with you with something lame like a self-destruction art."

He had predicted that the man would have prepared a self-destruction art, and his prediction was correct.

Light began to flow from the characters drawn on the Darkness Palace Lord's face. They had thought it was a grand technique to steal the Six Elements Origin Qi from his body, but it wasn't. This was the Phantom Writing Annihilation Art.

It was by no means a lame self-destruction art, rather, it was the most powerful one that even borrowed the power of ghosts.

As the characters on the Darkness Palace Lord's face and body glowed, indecipherable characters began to be carved into the floor and the air. Those in the room were trapped within the characters that filled their surroundings.

"You will all go with me into eternal darkness."

The moment he tried to unleash the Phantom Writing Annihilation Art, the three Demon Supremes moved.

SWISH! THWACK!

A stream of finger qi bullet flew toward the Darkness Palace Lord's face. It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger.

However, the dark energy that always protected him blocked the Blood Calamity Finger.

"You cannot stop me!"

While the dark energy surrounded and protected him, the light of the Phantom Writing Annihilation Art carved on his body and all around grew even more intense. In this moment of self-destruction, the Pitch Black Demonic Art was, quite paradoxically, shining more brightly than any other martial art.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH! THWACK THWACK THWACK THWACK! PIERCE!

The Blood Calamity Finger, flying as fast as light, struck the same spot it had hit before. The finger qi bullet, which had continuously struck the same spot, finally broke through the dark energy.

SMACK!

The moment the Blood Calamity Finger struck the Darkness Palace Lord's face, the dark energy weakened.

SHUNK!

As if waiting for that very moment, the One Flower Sword instantly pierced through the dark energy and impaled his chest.

SLAAAAASH!

Simultaneously, the Heaven Destroying Dao sliced cleanly from his shoulder down to his chest.

SPLUUURT!

The Darkness Palace Lord's body split open, and blood gushed out like a fountain. He, who was internally injured and hiding within his dark energy solely to unleash his Self Destruction Art, could never have blocked the attacks of the three Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to him as he lay collapsed on the floor.

In his fading consciousness, the Darkness Palace Lord left his final curse. "...You won't be able to stop him."

Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it. "That's right, I probably can't stop him. Instead, my father will stop him. The Murim and Evil Alliance Chairmen will stop him, and the Demon Supremes will stop him."

He was not at all ashamed to admit the truth.

Geom Mugeuk looked back at the six Demon Supremes lined up behind him and met each of their gazes. "Just as those present here have done now." His gaze returned to the Darkness Palace Lord. "Your darkness was the kind that hides itself while sacrificing all its subordinates. A darkness that doesn't face the light is a darkness that must disappear from this world."

The Darkness Palace Lord opened his mouth to say something, but only blood gushed out instead of words.

Geom Mugeuk's final words were polite. "So, have no more lingering attachments to this world, and return to the eternal darkness you love so much."

A great lingering attachment still remained in the Darkness Palace Lord's eyes, but he could not defy the call of death. His eyes slowly closed, and soon, his breathing stopped.

The dark energy that had been faintly lingering around also scattered into the air and vanished forever.

This was the moment the final mastermind, the Darkness Palace Lord, finally died.

Now, only one person remained—Hwa Mugi.


Chapter 814: Who Is Doing the Dishes?

Everyone who had been in the cabin came up to the ship's deck. The dark smoke that had surrounded the ship and the barrier on the lake were all gone, and dawn was breaking after the long night.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the boats moving the gamblers in the distance. Numerous small boats were carrying the Ship of Fortune's gamblers to land.

The Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists were on the boats. Geom Mugeuk waved his hand toward the one Lee Ahn was on. "Lee Ahn!"

Lee Ahn shouted, "Young Cult Leader!"

Seeing that Geom Mugeuk was safe, she jumped up and down in joy even though her subordinates were watching. It was the Young Cult Leader over dignity.

Shouts of happiness and victory erupted from all the boats at once. Not only Geom Mugeuk, but all the Demon Supremes who had entered the ship appeared on the deck.

The four Division Leaders of the Ghost Shadow Squad—Green Mask, Cha Yiran, Seo Jin, and Ji Han—were on a small boat. They also looked at Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes, smiling.

Green Mask's gaze, which had been on Geom Mugeuk, turned toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He recalled the words his former master had said.


"You may return if you wish."



Whether he returned or not, those words were incredibly meaningful to him.

It is a relief that you are safe.

Though he was too far to be seen, Green Mask bowed politely to the two men.

The Darkness Palace Lord is dead. Cha Yiran instantly realized from the fact they had come out of this final battle safely. The darkness that had followed her had vanished forever. They really did it.

If she had not chosen Geom Mugeuk, her name would have been listed as a victim in the Hell Mansion.

Seo Jin and Ji Han cheered as the Ghost Shadow Squad's first mission ended successfully.

"I had won the jackpot, but because of you bastards...!"

Ji Han smacked the back of a red-eyed gambler's head. "You lived because of us!"

They lived for now. However, if they could not escape gambling, they would eventually face ruin.

On another small boat, Yang Dong, the Captain of the Ship of Fortune, was secretly surprised. When he realized a terrifying conspiracy was unfolding on his ship, he really thought he would die. Surprisingly, however, the demonic practitioners saved them.

"I'll definitely report to the Evil Alliance that you saved us."

Lee Ahn, who was on the same boat, nodded.

Well, even without saying it, there was someone who would brag to the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman until his ears bled. Everyone would know anyway.

Lee Ahn's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk in the distance. Even standing among many people, Geom Mugeuk was shining.

Geom Mugeuk's shout rang out from afar.

"Good work, everyone!"

The cheers of the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists grew louder. The thunderous shouts of the Demonic Army waiting in the distance could also be heard.

After boosting the morale of his subordinates, Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Demon Supremes. "I'll head back to our Cult first."

The Demon Supremes nodded. Since no one could catch up to Geom Mugeuk's movement arts, he would arrive earliest if he ran alone.

"We'll follow as fast as possible."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon decided to follow Geom Mugeuk.

On the other hand, due to injuries, the Demonic Buddha, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and the Drunken Demon had to return by carriage. They would go as fast as possible, but it could not compare to the speed of movement arts.

Ga Ye sat on the deck, staring blankly at the lake. She was not sad about the Darkness Palace Lord's death, nor did she feel relieved. Her mind swirled with complicated thoughts.

What happens to me now? Is the Young Cult Leader leaving just like that?

She had to ask and confirm before he left.

"Are you going to spare me?"

"I've already spared you."

Before entering the room where the Darkness Palace Lord was, Geom Mugeuk had given her a chance to leave.

"Without the Six Elements Origin Qi, you can't control him."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I know."

"Aren't you worried? The Six Elements Origin Qi is with you, Young Cult Leader."

"Of course I'm worried. Worried enough to go crazy."

A look of confusion crossed Ga Ye's face. "Then why are you leisurely talking to me like this?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Because the matter with you is just as important."

"!" Ga Ye had a thought. Right, because he is this kind of person, he maintains such strong bonds with the Demon Supremes.

She felt she now understood why the Darkness Palace Lord could not defeat this Young Cult Leader. To defeat a person like this... one's mind couldn't be too fossilized.

"Still, there's one thing I believe. In the process of obtaining the Six Elements Origin Qi, not only I, but my father and the Demon Supremes all became stronger. Everyone changed a lot. I believe in the power of that change as much as the power of the Six Elements Origin Qi."

Ga Ye felt it was fate that she was saying this. "Memorize the Six Elements Origin Qi chant I'm about to recite. I also don't know exactly how this chant works, but it was passed down since long ago."

Perhaps what the Darkness Palace Lord feared most was her passing this chant to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk memorized the chant Ga Ye recited perfectly. The chant was not very long, and he knew instinctively that this chant was essential to control Hwa Mugi. "Thank you very much."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who was watching from the side, remarked, "The Heavens have not abandoned you. This appearance of yours was the prophecy I saw."

"!"

"I saw you passing the chant to the Young Cult Leader."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had seen the prophecy of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stabbing Geom Mugeuk's heart, had seen this moment as a prophecy this time.

Ga Ye looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman with wide, surprised eyes. "So that's why you spared me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shook her head. Although she had indeed told the Demon Supremes to spare her, she didn't think that was the main reason for Ga Ye's survival. "I don't think I spared you, but rather that you were fated to live."

Ga Ye looked at the rising sun in the distance. She felt an unknown overwhelming emotion. Perhaps the heavens had given her a last chance to see if she would pass the chant to Geom Mugeuk.

Seeing her shadow in the sunlight, suddenly, she recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said to the Darkness Palace Lord. That only when you turn your back on the light can you accurately see what your darkness is like.

Ga Ye's gaze turned to the sky for the first time in a very long while. She had only resented the heavens, so looking up like this was a rare occurrence.

Watching the light push away the darkness, this feeling naturally welled up.

I will live the rest of my life helping people with a heart of atonement.

Meanwhile, through the conversation between the two women, Geom Mugeuk realized that the Six Elements Origin Qi was important enough to warrant a prophecy. That meant he had to return quickly.

He bowed to everyone. "I'll set off for the Cult first. See you later."

Leaping into the air, Geom Mugeuk became a dot and disappeared in an instant.

"He got faster," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed in admiration.

Everyone shook their heads with expressions of amazement. Truly, Geom Mugeuk's movement arts skill made even a Demon Supreme's jaw drop.

With pure inner qi imbued with the mysterious energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi, and having undergone Body Reformation, Geom Mugeuk's Swift Step cut through the air at extreme speed.

Father, I am coming!


The day after the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon arrived at the Alluring Inn, after finishing breakfast, Jin Paecheon asked abruptly, "By the way, who's doing the dishes?"

He had not thought about it yesterday because things were chaotic, but he suddenly became curious. There was no one here but them, so one of them had to do the dishes. No matter how he looked at it, though, there was no one suitable for dishwashing.

The Poison King? Judging by his appearance, he looked like he should do it.

The Fist Demon? Could he even wipe a bowl with those big hands? No, he would break all the bowls.

At that moment, the Sword King spoke to Jin Paecheon. "I'm in charge of dishwashing as the youngest."

"Are you the youngest?"

"Yes, I am."

Jin Paecheon realized once again that the Poison King really looked young for his age. "...I'll help you today."

Everyone looked at Jin Paecheon with surprised faces. The Murim Alliance Chairman doing dishes?

At their surprised gazes, Jin Paecheon looked around. "By rule, one does not touch the eldest and the youngest."

With some thought in mind, he went out to the back of the inn carrying the dirty dishes and helped the Sword King.

Baek Jagang saw through Jin Paecheon's inner thoughts. "Wow, he sure is greedy for capable people. He's coveting that swordmaster."

He meant that Jin Paecheon was doing that to look good to Ak Gunhak. Personally, he also wanted to take Ak Gunhak to the Evil Alliance. How reassuring would it be to have such an absolute master by his side?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the back building visible through the open door. "Even if the Young Cult Leader gives up the Gentleman Sword, would he give up that person? Not a chance."

Baek Jagang shrugged. "If Chairman Jin puts in the effort, you never know."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. "True. That swordsman does have a temperament closer to the orthodox sects."

"That will not happen," the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin spoke firmly. He had already made Ak Gunhak promise to side with Geom Mugeuk.

Thinking that the Demonic Cult Leader had already made a move, Baek Jagang shook his head. "Fuck, the truly greedy person was right here all along."

Their gazes turned back to Jin Paecheon, who was squatting and doing dishes with the Sword King. It was probably his first time doing dishes in his life.

"Even if you wash every dish in the world, it's in vain, Chairman Jin!" Baek Jagang chuckled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed. "Still, let's watch closely. It's a sight we'll never see again in the history of the jianghu."


A few days had passed since Jin Paecheon joined the Alluring Inn, but the Celestial Killer Star still hadn't arrived.

When Jin Paecheon first came here, he did not know he would be living in the same space with these people for days.

Had the Murim Alliance Chairman ever lived in such a cramped space with anyone? Moreover, his housemates were the Demonic Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman? Where in the world could there be a more uncomfortable situation?

He could fight alongside them, but he thought that eating together, washing up, and sleeping in the same space would be a hundred times harder and more uncomfortable. Surprisingly, though it was okay.

No, it really was not bad. He thought he would never adjust, but it was manageable. People you meet briefly and people you live with for a few days were definitely different.

Geom Woojin had felt incredibly cold and arrogant to him, but...


"Sleep here. This spot has less draft."



Geom Woojin gave up his spot willingly. Did this person have this side to him?


"It's fine."

"Use this."



Would a mere draft be a problem for Jin Paecheon? Still, it was Geom Woojin's consideration for him, who was the oldest.


"Thank you."



Also, Geom Woojin spoke better than expected. He thought he was a man of few words, yet, he conversed quite well with him, the Evil Alliance Chairman, the two Demon Supremes, and the Sword King.

When he thought about why he had the prejudice that he was a silent person, it was because he did not say anything useless. Since he only said what was necessary, he felt like a silent person.

Next, Baek Jagang. This person was very, very serious about cooking.


"Do you have a favorite food?"

"I eat anything well."

"Still, there must be something you enjoy. I'll learn from Cult Leader Geom and make it for you."



When he first heard that, Jin Paecheon wondered if the man was trying to poison the food. If the Poison King had not been here, he would have eaten with suspicion the whole time.

To think I have to worry about the Evil Alliance Chairman's poison, not the Poison King's!

However, after watching for a few days, he realized that the man was truly enjoying cooking.


"Is cooking fun?"



Today as well, Baek Jagang was busy making something in the kitchen, a soup dish he learned from Geom Woojin.


"There's fun in doing things I've never done in my life. Chairman, you should learn too."

"I have no talent for cooking. I'd rather do the dishes."



Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was sitting at the counter, spoke.


"We could open an inn together."



The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader envisioned a hypothetical inn.


"Cult Leader Geom and Chairman Baek can take charge of the kitchen. The Sword King and the Poison King over there can be waiters. The Fist Demon can handle drunkards causing trouble, and Chairman Jin can take charge of the dishes."



Noticing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left himself out, Jin Paecheon asked, "Then what will you do, Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

The fatty, who assigned the Demonic Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman as cooks and the Murim Alliance Chairman to dishwashing, replied shamelessly, "Naturally, I should sit at the counter. Don't I look like the innkeeper based on my physique alone?"

Everyone listening smiled. No one could deny that a good atmosphere was being maintained thanks to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. This was a dangerous meeting where war could have broken out several times.

Of course, the two Chairmen also kept their boundaries well. They did not bring up unnecessarily serious topics and talked about light and enjoyable things as much as possible.

Everyone put down the heavy burden of carrying the world for a moment while they were here.

It was probably because of what Geom Woojin said.


"Let us end this fight in our generation."



This fight was not for their honor, nor was it for the peace of murim. It was for their children.

That justification was more powerful than any other. At least here, they considered themselves on the same side, no, they believed so.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader went one step further. "Let's leave the murim to the smart and young successors and live mingling like friends. How much longer will we live anyway? Let's stop glaring daggers at each other and just live carefreely!"

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Woojin and Baek Jagang. He could somewhat picture being friends with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, as the fatty was a cheerful person who livened up the mood well. However, mingling like friends with those two? Was that even possible?

Indeed, seeing that he was even imagining something he would not have even thought about before showed that the relationship had developed a lot.

The Fist Demon brought tea to the table where Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon sat facing each other.

Baek Jagang poked his head out from the kitchen. "Have a cup of tea. The meal will be ready soon! Look forward to today's dish!"

The Fist Demon placed the teacups in front of the two men.

Geom Woojin's hand, reaching for the teacup, stopped in mid-air. Faint ripples were forming on the surface of the tea.

The next moment, larger ripples formed.

Geom Woojin knew what these ripples meant.

Someone was walking this way and creating ripples with just their footsteps.

Moreover, it was not ripples caused by stomping powerfully. They were walking silently, but the ripples were created by their presence.

Jin Paecheon sitting in front, and the Fist Demon who brought the tea, were also looking down at the ripples with sunken eyes. Had they ever felt such an intense presence in their lives?

The Sword King, who was wiping a table nearby, put down the rag. The sound of the Blade Demon from the kitchen stopped. The Poison King's eyes, emerging from his own world, were deeper and colder than ever.

Someone was walking toward this place without hiding his presence.


Chapter 815: Let's Be Friends Just for Today

The man's presence grew immense as he drew closer, as if he was pushing space aside with his very existence as he walked.

Geom Woojin and the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, rose from their seats. This was not a presence one could face while sitting down.

Besides, Geom Woojin was the host. Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were only here to assist him.

Jin Paecheon stood a short distance from the table.

SWISH!

A kitchen knife lifted the beaded curtain over the kitchen entrance.

Baek Jagang, standing behind it, commented with a hint of regret, "The soup was boiling so nicely, too."

He spoke casually, but his eyes shone sharper than ever. He extinguished the fire, set down the knife, and strode out of the kitchen.

The Sword King moved slowly to stand against the back wall, not far from where the Poison King sat. He didn't know how the Poison King would fight, but he felt someone needed to protect him. That way, the Poison King's arts could truly shine.

The Poison King seemed to notice his intention. He glanced at the Sword King before looking back toward the entrance.

The man arrived in front of the Alluring Inn, bringing with him a tension that could explode at any moment.

He stepped into the Alluring Inn. He had long, dark hair and a tall, powerful build perfect for martial arts. His gaze was intense, and a red aura lingered in his pupils.

This wasn't killing intent or qi. It was an innate aura, not an energy someone projected artificially.

Everyone could tell that the aura was the energy of the Celestial Killer Star, even though none of them had ever seen it in person.

The man wore a single sword in a black scabbard. Most impressively, he was younger than they had imagined.

As the man entered the inn, his tremendous presence vanished. This meant he could control it at will, making it impossible for them to relax their guard.

The man walked without hesitation to Geom Woojin's table and fearlessly took the seat Jin Paecheon had just vacated. Sitting down while enemies stood right beside him was an act of madness, especially when those enemies were the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Fist Demon. If not for the presence he had projected earlier, one might have mistaken him for a passing drunkard.

The man lifted the teacup poured for Jin Paecheon and drained it in one gulp. He set the teacup down and remarked politely, "Not bad."

It was unclear if he meant the tea or the people waiting for him.

His gaze turned to Geom Woojin. "So you're the Demonic Cult Leader of this era."

The man's voice was as calm as his gaze. He didn't try to add weight to it or project a fierce spirit, nor did he act deliberately casual. Everyone's first impression was that he was an opponent whose true measure was difficult to grasp.

Geom Woojin nodded. "And you're the Celestial Killer Star."

The man smiled softly, his words flowing naturally as if he had been part of the group all along. "Isn't it funny that a person is born with a destiny? It means that no matter how kindly I try to live, I'll eventually cause a bloodbath. Cult Leader, do you also believe fate can't be defied?"

Geom Woojin snorted. "Why ask? You've already proved it by coming here."

The two men's gazes locked.

"If you don't want to be called the Celestial Killer Star, state your true name."

"You're qualified to hear my name."

The Fist Demon, standing beside Geom Woojin, was ready to throw a punch at any moment. To him, the man's calmness felt like extreme danger and arrogance.

"Hwa Mugi."

The man was Hwa Mugi. He was the one who had killed the Cult Leader and the Chairmen in Geom Mugeuk's life before his regression. Now, he had appeared at the Alluring Inn.

Hwa Mugi held the empty teacup out to the side and opened his hand.

CLANG!

The teacup fell to the floor and shattered.

"Yes, just as this cup fell and shattered, I couldn't defy my fate."

In response, Geom Woojin slowly drank his tea. Then, just like Hwa Mugi, he dropped his empty cup.

FWIP!

This time, however, it didn't shatter. Just before the cup hit the floor, it flew up via telekinesis and settled back into its original spot.

"Fate can be defied." Geom Woojin met Hwa Mugi's gaze. "I, too, once enjoyed the sound of things shattering, but no more."

Hwa Mugi's expression brightened. "I made the right choice coming to you first. I feel better now."

Despite his words, however, the faint red glow in his eyes darkened.

Hwa Mugi made eye contact with each person there, first meeting Jin Paecheon's gaze, then Baek Jagang's. His gaze revealed everything. He knew Jin Paecheon was the Murim Alliance Chairman and Baek Jagang was the Evil Alliance Chairman, yet he didn't waver in the slightest.

His gaze swept over the others. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Fist Demon, the Sword King, and even the Poison King. Even if he didn't know their identities, he should have been able to estimate their skill, yet Hwa Mugi's expression remained unchanged.

Because of this, his next words sounded like false modesty.

"You've overestimated me."

"I didn't overestimate you," Geom Woojin denied. "My son did."

From the start, lighting the Demonic Flames had been Geom Mugeuk's idea. Taking several Demon Supremes with him and leaving the Fist Demon and the Poison King behind were all part of it.

Geom Woojin considered it all to be Geom Mugeuk's arrangement. His son's prediction had been correct. A man who could remain at ease even in this situation had truly come.

Son, so this was the existence you feared?

Indeed, Hwa Mugi was an opponent worth fearing. The unknown potential radiating from the man was unlike anything he had ever seen. He couldn't predict what might burst forth from within him. The fact that the enemy remained calm in this situation alone made him truly formidable.

"Actually, the person I wanted to see most was your son," Hwa Mugi remarked.

"Then why did you come to me?"

"To hurt your son." Hwa Mugi looked straight into Geom Woojin's eyes. "By killing you."

Silence filled the room. Hwa Mugi had clearly revealed his reason for coming. He had come to kill Geom Woojin.

In Geom Mugeuk's previous life, Hwa Mugi had gone to the Murim Alliance first, then the Evil Alliance, and finally the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. This time, he had come to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult first.

The Fist Demon quietly clenched his fist. He would kill the Cult Leader just to hurt Geom Mugeuk?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to Geom Woojin, "What a relief! Wouldn't it be unsettling if he wanted to kill the Cult Leader because of heaven's fate or something like that?"

As expected, he had to be the one to break the suffocating tension.

Geom Woojin played along. "Then are you saying it's fine for my son to be hurt?"

"Since he's the Young Cult Leader who turns wounds into armor, it's fine. The experience will make him an even better Cult Leader in the future."

Listening to their conversation, Hwa Mugi smiled brightly. He seemed to smile a lot. Looking around, he changed the subject. "I heard a three-way summit was held here?"

Hwa Mugi abruptly stood and walked toward the second floor. This place was filled with opponents where a single misstep could cost him his life. The moment someone attacked, hell would be unleashed, yet, he moved naturally.

His movements were neither grand nor special. He appeared so full of openings that it was ironically difficult to find one to exploit.

On his way to the second floor, he met the Poison King and the Sword King's eyes. After passing them, he stopped at the stairs and looked back at the Sword King.

"Ponytail and bare feet. It's you! The traitor."

"......" The Sword King showed no reaction.

"You're brave."

He meant it was brave for the Sword King to wait for him despite the betrayal.

"You flatter me. I've never met anyone as brave as you," the Sword King said. Even though he had belonged to Hwa Mugi's organization, this was his first time seeing the man.

Hwa Mugi grinned at the Sword King. "I still won't let you off the hook, though."

He went up to the second floor and looked at the words written on the wall.

"They're really here."

It seemed he had come knowing about the inscriptions.

Hwa Mugi read the phrases one by one with his hands clasped behind his back. After finishing, he looked down from the railing. "You people are different from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions I know. They did nothing but fight incessantly."

Everyone had the same question. Hwa Mugi was clearly young, so which factions was he referring to? Was he a master from a previous generation who underwent rejuvenation? It was certainly possible.

For now, they observed Hwa Mugi carefully, allowing him to lead the situation. What they needed was information about their opponent.

"I should leave a line of writing before I go, too."

Unfortunately, someone downstairs couldn't stand his leisurely attitude.

"Tell us what you want to leave. I'll write it for you," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader chimed in.

Hwa Mugi leaned against the railing and asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, "Who are you?"

He didn't seem to be trying to provoke him. He genuinely appeared not to know.

Everyone instantly realized that he must have come here without knowing who was present. He had simply barged into the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's headquarters alone, armed with only a single sword.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's pride was stung, but he replied, "I'm not important, so don't mind me. Just remember me as the one who will record your will."

However. Hwa Mugi recognized him a moment later. "Ah, you're the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I heard you were in the Divine Cult as well."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze grew incredibly cold. He was no longer the gentle, lackadaisical man just moments before. "Seeing that your master sent you here anyway, he must have hoped you'd die here."

Hwa Mugi nodded readily. Of course, he had seen through the Darkness Palace Lord's intentions.

"Correct. The Lord was hoping I'd die here along with all of you. Do you know why I didn't kill him, even knowing that? He knelt and begged for his life. He said he'd offer me the Young Cult Leader's head."

Everyone could tell he wasn't lying. The Darkness Palace Lord, the mastermind behind all this, had knelt and begged this man for his life. Hwa Mugi was the true leader of their organization.

Realizing this, Geom Woojin smiled.

Well done, son.

He was praising his son's choice to leave the true leader to him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said confidently, "Don't worry. Even if you didn't kill him, the Young Cult Leader will cut off his head."

"You people really trust the Young Cult Leader." Hwa Mugi looked back at the wall on the second floor. "Well, that isn't something just anyone can accomplish. Anyway, let's put aside the fact that your child is special. For the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to interact with orthodox sects? Isn't that a bit shameful?"

He had asked the question without turning around, but it was clear who his question was for.

"Not at all," Geom Woojin shook his head firmly.

Jin Paecheon was inwardly surprised. The Cult Leader answered sincerely.

He might choose not to speak, but he was not a man who lied.

Hwa Mugi changed his target, turning to to Jin Paecheon. "I should ask our Murim Alliance Chairman this then. Why are you here?"

Jin Paecheon was inwardly flustered. He hadn't expected to be asked why he was here. If Hwa Mugi had asked if he was ashamed, Jin Paecheon would have simply answered that he wasn't. However, the reason he was here was a long story.

Hwa Mugi asked again, "Is it acceptable for the Murim Alliance Chairman to associate with the Demonic Cult Leader like this?"

"I'm not here as the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"Then in what capacity are you here?"

After a brief pause, Jin Paecheon answered calmly. "I'm here as that man's friend."

Even as he spoke, he wondered if this was right. A friend? Their relationship was still too distant for that word, and their positions prevented them from ever truly being friends. However, Hwa Mugi had pushed him, and the word 'friend' had slipped out before he knew it.

Suddenly, Geom Woojin's telepathy reached him. [Let's be friends, just for today.]

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Woojin and nodded, grateful that his temporary friend understood his feelings so well.

"What nonsense is this? Chairman Jin! You must not be here! You must never associate with that evil Demonic Cult and the cunning Evil Alliance!" Hwa Mugi screamed like a madman. "If you associate with them, you'll regret it for the rest of your life. Leave this place right now!"

Jin Paecheon and the others were stunned speechless. Hwa Mugi's entire demeanor had changed in an instant, as if he was a completely different person. In fact, he sounded genuinely worried.

Everyone stared blankly at him, puzzled.

"I said leave! Now!" Hwa Mugi roared.

In that moment, he really looked like a madman. Everyone thought Hwa Mugi was just mocking the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Only Geom Woojin noticed the anomaly. For a brief instant, the red aura in Hwa Mugi's eyes vanished, replaced by a flash of orthodox qi.

That's clearly orthodox qi!

In other words, he wasn't acting.

Geom Woojin realized an important truth.

There is something really weird going on inside that man's body.


Chapter 816: I Could Be the Demonic Cult Leader, but Not the Murim Alliance Chairman

Geom Woojin intuitively sensed that figuring out what resided within Hwa Mugi's body was the key to victory or defeat.

There was a reason he tried to analyze his opponent so calmly. Could the Celestial Killer Star have come here without knowing he had mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art? No, that was impossible. He knew about the writing on the second floor of the Alluring Inn.

Still, his opponent's relaxed demeanor meant he was prepared.

Why are you so confident even against the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

He had to find the answer before they fought in earnest.

Suddenly, Hwa Mugi laughed like a madman, then stopped just as abruptly, his expression returning to normal. "Friend? Why are you talking about friendship nonsense at your age?"

Jin Paecheon stared at Hwa Mugi, bewildered. Just a moment ago, Hwa Mugi had sounded like a senior from the orthodox sects offering advice. He had sensed the desperation of someone ruined by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance, warning him not to follow the same path, but the Hwa Mugi before him now felt completely different.

Hwa Mugi calmly dug into Jin Paecheon's psyche. "Chairman Jin, you're lonely right now. Looking down from a high mountain, you see beasts and people living side by side. They all live on your mountain, but what about you? There's no one there, is there? Since you've lived your whole life under the sun, you don't even have a single cloud to share a word with, do you? Still, no matter how lonely you are, should you befriend a dark cloud full of thunder? The heavy rain from that cloud will sweep away everything living on your mountain."

Hwa Mugi knew Jin Paecheon's past well. Despite his apparent youth, he spoke like an old man, so much so that one might think he had truly undergone rejuvenation.

In fact, he was so eloquent that his earlier words seemed like a performance designed to mock Jin Paecheon.

Normally, the remark about being lonely would have pierced deep into Jin Paecheon's heart. After all, he should never have formed a good relationship with Geom Woojin in the first place.

He glanced at Geom Woojin, who was watching Hwa Mugi with calm eyes, and recalled the telepathic message from earlier.


[Let's be friends just for today.]



That statement became a shield. Hwa Mugi's words could not pierce him, at least not today.

Although I came for my grandson, what does it matter if I become friends with the Demonic Cult Leader for a day?

"I guess you have to be this crazy to become the Celestial Killer Star." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward, provoking Hwa Mugi on Jin Paecheon's behalf. "What about you? Do you have any friends?"

Hwa Mugi was speechless for a moment.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smirked. "Right, I knew you wouldn't. Who are you to lecture anyone when you don't have a single friend? Me? I have one."

Hwa Mugi's target shifted from Jin Paecheon to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "I heard you threw away the Cult Leader position just to make that one friend?"

"You must have heard wrong. I threw away not only my position as Cult Leader but also my sacred artifacts and my pride," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader added cheerfully. "Now, without those things, I'm living a more interesting life. If I were still in the Outer Regions, I wouldn't have been able to see this interesting spectacle."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wasn't scared at all. He usually spouted nonsense, but when an enemy appeared, he was the first to step forward.

Hwa Mugi recalled what the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had said earlier. "Didn't you say that if the Young Cult Leader loses his father, he will make that wound into armor and become a better Cult Leader?"

He walked over and threw the inn's window wide open. In the distance, smoke from the Demonic Flames rose from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

"I'll kill all of you here, and then I'll kill all those guys over there too. Those who learned martial arts, those who didn't—everyone, without exception. I won't even leave a single dog alive."

A subtle killing intent radiated from his body. It was intense, yet unlike any they had experienced before. The killing intent held a promise, a vow that he would see his words through.

Hwa Mugi grinned. "If the Cult disappears entirely, then he can't become a good Cult Leader, right?"

It was an arrogant declaration that he would massacre the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult single-handedly.

In the previous timeline, he had killed only the Heavenly Demon's family and bodyguards, but now he intended to massacre the entire Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Hwa Mugi's fate had also changed due to Geom Mugeuk's regression.

Geom Woojin, however, showed no reaction to the threat. He simply watched Hwa Mugi's every move in silence.

The Fist Demon, who was next to him, sensed that Geom Woojin was different from usual. The Heavenly Demon was not angry right now. He had set even his emotions aside.

Cult Leader, what are you thinking right now?

Meanwhile, Hwa Mugi's arrogance did not stop at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. His gaze turned to Jin Paecheon. "Next, I'll go to the Murim Alliance and kill all the orthodox sect bastards there."

Finally, the subtly flowing killing intent settled on Baek Jagang. "You guys are last."

It was the most arrogant threat in the history of the murim. A promise to massacre the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

Hwa Mugi looked back at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, because you ran your mouth, now even the people of the Outer Regions will all die."

He placed the responsibility for their deaths on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wanted to retort, but he held his tongue since the lives of the Murim Alliance and Evil Alliance martial artists were at stake.

Hwa Mugi was truly unpredictable. One moment he would smile brightly, endlessly relaxed, and the next he would sincerely threaten to massacre countless people.

Baek Jagang snorted. "He's a guy who came to kill everyone in the first place, so why should we even bother listening to his crap?"

Just as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had stepped forward for Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang now stepped forward for him.

"That Murim Alliance Chairman over there said he came because of a friend, but what did you come for, Evil Alliance Chairman?" Hwa Mugi asked,

Baek Jagang answered leisurely, "I came to see what the Celestial Killer Star looked like, obviously."

"And what do you think, now that you've seen me in person?"

"You're younger than I thought, and more talkative than you look. Ah, but you might be old, seeing how much you love the sound of your own voice."

"Isn't this an enjoyable occasion that won't happen again in a lifetime?"

The remark implied he would play with them to his heart's content before killing them.

Hwa Mugi provoked Baek Jagang just as he had Jin Paecheon. "What would the unorthodox martial artists think if they saw you caught between the Murim Alliance and the Demonic Cult, trying to read the room?"

"What would they think? They'd say, 'You're reading the room well to survive! Well done!' I only pick guys like that to work under me," Baek Jagang laughed.

He was different from the prideful Jin Paecheon. He felt no inferiority from such words. That was a side of him Bi Sayin had always liked.

Baek Jagang did not wish for the sun, nor did he want to become darkness. He lived like the wind with his feet on the ground. This was the path he had chosen to walk.

"Just because you're a Cult Leader, a Chairman, or a Celestial Killer Star doesn't mean you're automatically above others."

Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon blinked in shock. Today, they were seeing a whole new side of Baek Jagang. He never usually said such things, so they were learning about this part of him for the first time.

Jin Paecheon, in particular, reflected on himself. He couldn't speak so freely, but he felt he had been living too rigidly as a Chairman.

Can I say this when I'm the Murim Alliance Chairman? How will others view me? Will this remark disgrace the honor of the orthodox sects?

He realized he had bound himself with too many constraints.

Come to think of it, he had been a truly free person in his youth. However, at some point, he had started living only the life of the Murim Alliance Chairman, not Jin Paecheon.

He sighed. He was feeling more emotions in this small inn than he had in his entire life inside the vast Chairman's Hall of the Murim Alliance.

Coming here was a good idea, if only for this realization.

Hwa Mugi, on the other hand, smiled brightly, pleased by Baek Jagang's answer. "The unorthodox martial artists I knew were all gloomy and inscrutable. I like you! You're refreshing!"

"You're also different from the Celestial Killer Star I imagined."

Curiosity flashed across Hwa Mugi's face. "What was the Celestial Killer Star you imagined like?"

"The Celestial Killer Star I envisioned doesn't run wild, vowing to kill everyone just because they were born the Celestial Killer Star. I thought the Celestial Killer Star would be someone who can't adapt to the world, is excluded from relationships, and inevitably causes a bloodbath in rage, but you don't seem to have any mental trauma. You're just a homicidal maniac who never even tried to live a good life."

Baek Jagang's provocation was sharp, yet Hwa Mugi seemed even more delighted.

"Oh, smart too! I like it." Hwa Mugi stared quietly at Baek Jagang, then said abruptly. "Shall I spare you today?"

The remark was filled with the certainty that everyone else would die.

Baek Jagang nodded. "Such words are always welcome."

Hwa Mugi strode toward Baek Jagang. Tension instantly crackled between them, and Baek Jagang's eyes narrowed, but Hwa Mugi closed the distance until he was within striking range, then stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Baek Jagang.

He looked at Jin Paecheon as if he and Baek Jagang were now friends.

"What do you think of this, Murim Alliance Chairman? Compare to your hypocritical justice, wanting to befriend the Demonic Cult Leader while protecting the murim."

"......" Jin Paecheon said nothing and listened silently.

Baek Jagang's gaze shifted to Jin Paecheon. "I think I could be the Demonic Cult Leader, but I couldn't be the Murim Alliance Chairman. You can't do bad things. You have to help total strangers and sacrifice yourself for chivalry, even if it means you'll die. Isn't that a path you can barely walk even by being a hypocrite? Damn, it's a path I couldn't walk even if I were a total, unsalvageable hypocrite."

It was the first time he was revealing his true feelings to Jin Paecheon.

He glanced back at Hwa Mugi. "Honestly, you can't walk that path either, can you?"

Hwa Mugi's bright smile twisted into a strange one. "This is disappointing. I thought we were kindred spirits."

Their gazes locked, and the tension thickened. They were so close that a fight seemed imminent.

"Didn't you say that earlier? That the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic you know are not like this. As you can see, this is an exceptional situation. Why don't you try becoming friends withe everyone?"

Hwa Mugi had certainly said that while reading the writing on the second floor, but hearing his own words used against him was, naturally, extremely unpleasant. Baek Jagang's words had truly struck a nerve.

"Is that 'exceptional situation' being swept up in the Young Cult Leader's mess?" he snapped.

"Aha. You're afraid of the Young Cult Leader."

"!" For a moment, Hwa Mugi's expression hardened.

"Saying you'll kill the Cult Leader to hurt the Young Cult Leader... that's also because you're afraid of him, isn't it?" Baek Jagang met Hwa Mugi's gaze with eyes that, though small, were as deep and dark as an abyss. "Hey, why do you fear the Young Cult Leader so much?"

SWAAAAAAA!

Red energy spewed forth from Hwa Mugi's eyes, carrying with it killing intent more powerful than any they had ever felt. It surpassed the limits of what a human could emit, as if it alone was enough to kill a martial master.

Everyone present instinctively unleashed their defensive qi.

"You bug-like unorthodox mongrel!" Hwa Mugi bellowed. "Lower your eyes before I pluck those small eyeballs out!"

A moment ago, he was casually laughing off provocations, but he transformed into a terrifying person in the blink of an eye. A rough and violent persona, completely different from before, emerged.

Hwa Mugi poured out verbal abuse. "How dare an unorthodox bastard who should be selling alcohol in some back alley run his mouth in front of me? You rats commit petty crimes but don't have the guts to become truly evil! You're more pathetic than the orthodox riffraff!"

He looked ready to draw his sword and fight Baek Jagang at any moment.

The tension between them was stretched taut, but surprisingly, it did not break. Everyone thought Hwa Mugi was mocking Baek Jagang again, as he clearly seemed to be a madman with split personalities.

There was only one exception—Geom Woojin, who had been staring at Hwa Mugi's eyes the entire time.

For a fleeting moment, he saw demonic qi flashed in the man's eyes. It was an instantaneous reaction, one that would have been impossible to notice if he wasn't focused. It was like witnessing a soul change for a split second.

There is a demonic practitioner inside that body too!

Geom Woojin could tell it wasn't just an orthodox master inside Hwa Mugi's body. His earlier remark that the unorthodox sects he knew weren't like this confirmed that he also had an unorthodox master inside him.

That man's body contains the souls of an orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic master.

It was unbelievable, but on second thought, it seemed like exactly the kind of nonsensical being the Celestial Killer Star should be.

Is it really only three souls though?

Even Geom Woojin had never encountered a case where multiple souls resided in one body.

Then there's one thing I have to verify now.

He sent a telepathic message to the Fist Demon. [Land one solid hit on that guy.]

The Fist Demon had been waiting for this order.

WHOOSH!

His fist shot toward Hwa Mugi's face.

PAAANG!

Hwa Mugi, who was still facing Baek Jagang, leaned back slightly and caught the Fist Demon's punch in his palm. A tremendous shockwave erupted from the impact, sending chopstick cases and empty kitchenware flying from the other tables.

To everyone's shock, Hwa Mugi didn't budge an inch from the impact. The Fist Demon hadn't used his full power, but it was not a blow that could be blocked so easily.

"A mere Demon Supreme dares to throw a fist at me?" he snarled, turning around with terrifying eyes.

WHOOSH!

The Fist Demon's second punch landed squarely on Hwa Mugi's face.

THWACK!

Judging by his earlier skill, he could have dodged it, but Hwa Mugi took the hit intentionally. His head snapped back so violently it looked like it might fly off, but he slowly brought it forward again.

Despite the powerful impact, not a single scratch marked his face. His defensive qi was tremendous.

Hwa Mugi smirked and taunted, "It hurts less than the rumors say?"

The Fist Demon's fearsome expression hardened, but he quietly stepped back. The Cult Leader's order was to land a blow, not to fight a life-or-death battle.

Meanwhile, Geom Woojin carefully observed Hwa Mugi, who had returned to his original demeanor.

He had discovered two things during that brief exchange. First, although the personalities emerged abruptly, they could not act entirely on their own will. Otherwise, the demonic one would have surely gone on a rampage.

He recalled what the demonic master had said.


"A mere Demon Supreme dares to throw a fist at me?"



Dare? No ordinary demonic master would dare talk to a Demon Supreme like that. That means... a past Heavenly Demon is inside there!

He didn't know if it was the previous generation, the one before that, or one from long ago, but he was certain a former Demonic Cult Leader was inside Hwa Mugi.

What did that mean? The answer to his first question was now clear.


Why are you so confident even against the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?



This guy also uses the Nine Calamities Demonic Art!


Chapter 817: If My Heart Burned Hot, I Would Have Died Alongside You All

"Taking a hit really wakes me up."

Hwa Mugi caressed his unscratched face. It was a blatant exaggeration, a clear provocation.

The Fist Demon, however, didn't even blink. His gaze was on Hwa Mugi, but his mind was focused on the Cult Leader.

The Cult Leader never lost his composure, no matter the situation. Now, however, he seemed concerned about something else.

What on earth is going on?

He must have realized something by ordering the attack on Hwa Mugi.

Just then, a telepathic message from Geom Woojin reached the Fist Demon.

[He's not acting. There are multiple souls inside his body.]

Geom Woojin shared what he had noticed first. It had always been this way between them, even from their youth. He always informed the Fist Demon of important matters first.

The next message surprised the Fist Demon even more.

[It seems the soul of a past Demonic Cult Leader is inside his body too.]

"!" The Fist Demon finally understood Geom Woojin's seriousness. If a Demonic Cult Leader was inside Hwa Mugi, this was the worst possible situation.

[Do you know who it is?]

[I have a rough guess.]

Whenever his son returned from outside the cult, he would share every detail of what had happened. He would talk about who he caught, what might be behind certain events, and what to be careful of in the future.

Geom Woojin listened to all of his son's chatter. That time wasn't for hearing reports, but for being with his son. It was a conversation shared between them.

That time finally paid off. If he had only read the All-Knowing Hall's report, he would never have made the connection so quickly.

It's the bastards from three hundred years ago!

He already knew the Dark Palace, the mastermind behind this conspiracy, originated from the conflict between the Heavenly Fate Palace and the Murim Alliance three hundred years ago.

The orthodox sects master who spoke to Jin Paecheon earlier had shown deep regret for associating with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance. What did it mean that he could speak so strongly, even to the Murim Alliance Chairman?

He's the Divine Sword Martial Emperor from three hundred years ago!

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was the most famous of the past Murim Alliance Chairmen, a figure even Geom Woojin recognized.

Then, if the two he saw were the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Demonic Cult Leader, then the soul of the unorthodox master he hadn't seen must be the Evil Alliance Chairman from that same era.

Now Geom Woojin understood Hwa Mugi's strength. Judging by how he had taken the Fist Demon's punch without any effect, it wasn't just souls residing within him.

Their power has all been combined in him!

If so, this would not be an easy fight. Having greater numbers didn't mean their strength combined proportionally.

The more skilled the masters, the easier and yet harder a combined attack became. They knew better than anyone when and how to intervene. Conversely, interrupting another master's ultimate martial arts was an incredibly difficult task.

What if the guy tried to defeat them one by one with his overwhelming martial prowess? Aside from himself and the two Chairmen, the others would be defeated in an instant.

The best method was to kill him in a single, decisive strike.

The first thing that came to mind was the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World. It could kill Hwa Mugi cleanly and surely, but others might get swept up and die.

The bigger problem was that Hwa Mugi might also be able to use the technique.

In the fleeting moment the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World is unleashed, one must erect the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. Then, as the wall melts away, one unleashes their own Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

That was how he would respond if his opponent used the technique. It meant he wouldn't just die, at the very least.

But what if Hwa Mugi made the same choice? No one here would survive.

The next method he considered was using the Heavenly Demon Soul. The Heavenly Demon Destroys the World could not be used if the Heavenly Demon Soul manifested. The Soul was an absolute existence born from the pinnacle of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art after its complete mastery, so the art itself could not contend with it.

The problem was that Heavenly Demon Souls inherently refused to fight each other. If one manifested, the other likely would not appear, making it impossible to know whose would emerge.

Geom Woojin conveyed his discoveries to the two Chairmen via telepathy. If Hwa Mugi used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he would likely target them, so they needed to be warned.

Jin Paecheon was inwardly tense, more so than ever before. The fact that his opponent could use the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was terrifying, but something else bothered him even more.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor is in that guy's body?

Among all past Chairmen, he respected the Divine Sword Martial Emperor the most. The legacy he left in the orthodox murim was truly great.

If it was really him, as Geom Woojin claimed, why was he residing inside the body of the Celestial Killer Star? Did this mean another dark secret was hidden behind his noble history?

Baek Jagang, on the other hand, wasn't interested in which Evil Alliance Chairman resided in the body.

So that guy uses the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, too?

A competitive spirit rose to match his fear. Perhaps today he would finally face the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in person.

While they exchanged telepathic messages, Hwa Mugi turned his attention to provoking someone new. "Our Poison King is quite silent."

Everyone was surprised. As far as they knew, Hwa Mugi was the first person to ever provoke the Poison King after learning his identity.

"Aren't you curious? Whether I have Myriad Poison Immunity or not."

The Poison King sat in the corner, staring at him quietly. His gaze was deep, belying his youthful face. "You absolutely don't have Myriad Poison Immunity."

Excluding his conversation with Geom Woojin, this was the first time he had spoken in the Alluring Inn.

"Why are you so sure I don't have Myriad Poison Immunity?"

The Poison King's reasoning was simple. "Because such a noble and miraculous gift would never have been given to you."

To most poison users, Myriad Poison Immunity was a natural disaster, something beyond a mere natural enemy. To him, however, it was a noble gift. Because he truly loved poison, he held no hostility even for Myriad Poison Immunity.

And he believed Geom Mugeuk had received that precious gift because of his own noble character.

Hwa Mugi laughed instead of getting angry at the dismissive remark. Unless another personality emerged, he rarely fell for provocations. He was the type to express even anger with a laugh.

"True, I don't have Myriad Poison Immunity. Instead, I have about Nine-Thousand-Nine-Hundred-Ninety-Nine Poison Immunity. Can you really find the one poison that works on me? The moment you try, I'll kill you first."

He meant that while not perfect, he was prepared for almost any poison.

Hwa Mugi slowly stepped toward the Poison King. As he moved, the very air around him seemed to change, carrying a different kind of tension than when he had approached Baek Jagang.

"Or should I just kill you now?"

The red energy in Hwa Mugi's gaze intensified. He looked ready to rush forward and sever the Poison King's head at any moment.

Still, even in this crisis, the Poison King remained seated.

"Why aren't you using poison? Are you afraid of me?" Hwa Mugi taunted.

However, the Poison King wasn't defenseless out of fear. "The Cult Leader hasn't given me the order to move."

"!"

It was the Poison King's will to only use poison on Geom Woojin's command. In other words, he would rather die than act without an order.

"You ask how I'll find a poison that works on you?" A green light seemed to seep from the Poison King's eyes. "I won't look for it. Because if the order is given, I will unleash ten thousand types of poison on you."

"!"

It was a truly arrogant statement. How could one person carry ten thousand poisons? Coming from the Poison King, however, the words carried a different weight.

A look of mad euphoria crossed Hwa Mugi's face as he stared at the Poison King. "I really want to cut off your head." He turned back toward Geom Woojin. "And I'll bring it to him. I want to see how that Cult Leader of yours reacts to your death!"

He was clearly sincere. Though it didn't show on the surface, Hwa Mugi's killing intent had been escalating since he arrived.

SWISH!

Just as Hwa Mugi took another step toward the Poison King, however, a silently drawn sword blocked his path.

Surprisingly, the sword belonged to the Sword King.

All eyes turned to the Sword King, as no one had expected him to step forward for the Poison King.

Even the Poison King himself looked surprised. In truth, the Sword King had positioned himself nearby from the start, intending to protect him.

"You dare draw a sword in front of me?"

It was an arrogant thing to say to the Sword King. Still, it wasn't surprising coming from someone who had threatened to annihilate the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

The Sword King answered calmly, "Understand this. My sword is the only thing I have to offer."

Nevertheless, this sword was far too powerful to be called 'only' that. With the White Flower Sword in his hand, the Sword King's aura felt like a castle wall hundreds of meters high blocking the path.

The red energy flowing from Hwa Mugi's body froze midair as it met the cold chill emanating from the blade. The White Flower Sword blocked the waves of red energy like a breakwater.

"So you're a cold man? I thought you had a burning heart, since you betrayed us to join the Young Cult Leader."

The Sword King replied calmly, "If my heart burned hot, I would have already died alongside you all."

A new euphoria filled Hwa Mugi's face. His expression seemed to say, Isn't this interesting?

"I'll kill you second."

He tried to move past the blade to close in on the Sword King.

CLASH!

The Sword King's sword cleaved the air with lightning speed. The blade's tip struck upward at a sharp angle, narrowly grazing Hwa Mugi's chin. The attack was so fast it seemed impossible to dodge, yet Hwa Mugi had evaded it.

With his head still tilted back, Hwa Mugi looked down at the Sword King arrogantly. "Is it because you want to be first?"

The Sword King was making it clear: Hwa Mugi could not reach the Poison King without cutting him down first.

The Sword King recalled the past, his gaze calm. "The Darkness Palace Lord always told me that we were following the Will of Heaven," he said tonelessly.

"Traitor. You didn't follow the Will of Heaven in the end, did you?"

"I did. The Will of Heaven was just not with you."

Hwa Mugi's eyes shone intensely for a moment. "Then where is this Will of Heaven? Is it here? I don't see it anywhere."

After a brief pause, the Sword King said something surprising. "The Will of Heaven lies with the Young Cult Leader."

Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Fist Demon, and the Poison King all listened in silence.

At that moment, the look in Hwa Mugi's eyes changed. A new personality had emerged. "How dare a traitor speak of the Will of Heaven!"

Geom Woojin knew instantly. This was a new soul that hadn't appeared until now.

Is it the soul of the Evil Alliance Chairman?

No. Not with that violent reaction to the mention of the Will of Heaven.

It's the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord!

With this, Geom Woojin was certain. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance had intervened in the war back then, and something must have happened. The souls trapped at that time had been passed down to the present day.

Souls that were passed down across three hundred years. One might wonder if such a thing was possible, but he was witnessing it with his own eyes.

Hwa Mugi asked with a cold gaze, "Do you even know what the Will of Heaven is?"

The answer came from the Sword King, the man who had dreamed of freedom.

"I don't know the Will of Heaven, but I know what the sky is. It's where birds live, clouds live, the wind lives, and the sun lives."

He thought of the one person who always came to mind when he looked at the sky. The person he missed most, even now.

"While you all harped on about the Will of Heaven, the Young Cult Leader told us to look up at the sky. There was no grand meaning to it. He just wanted us to straighten our backs and look up for once."

At those words, Geom Woojin thought of his son and smiled faintly.

It was the same for Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang. If not for Geom Mugeuk, none of them would be standing here together.

The Sword King honestly revealed the thoughts he had kept in his heart. "I learned from watching the Young Cult Leader. The Will of Heaven isn't something granted with some grand meaning. It isn't something bestowed, but something shouldered. It's the act of willingly taking on the burden placed before the one who can bear its weight."

It was the first time he had revealed his thoughts on the Will of Heaven to anyone.

The Sword King looked into Hwa Mugi's eyes and asked one final question. "Do you see the burden placed before you? Or have you spent your entire life pretending not to see it while you chase only the Will of Heaven?"

Until now, the souls within Hwa Mugi had never lost control, no matter how angry they became.

This time was different. Hearing from the traitor himself that the Will of Heaven did not exist pushed their rage beyond its limit.

SHIIING!

Hwa Mugi drew his sword with the speed of light. It was a unique weapon, a black sword with a pitch-black blade.

CLANG!

The Sword King blocked the strike but was instantly pushed back.

SWISH!

A second attack, even faster than the first, flew toward him.

SQUELCH!

A tearing sound filled the air.

The black sword, however, had merely pierced a soft, human-shaped doll. For a moment, the doll seemed to grin at Hwa Mugi.

POOF!

But almost immediately after, it vanished like smoke.

Behind it stood the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King. Hwa Mugi's attack had been so powerful that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been forced to intervene. He had not delayed, knowing the strike could have been instantly fatal.

"I still haven't decided on a name for the tavern," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joked.

The Sword King replied while rubbing his wrist, which had nearly broken from the tremendous inner qi in Hwa Mugi's attack. "Just give it any name."

"I refuse. I'll give it a magnificent name."

Judging by his earlier momentum, Hwa Mugi should have charged again, but instead, he was laughing at the two of them. He had returned to his original self.

He stretched widely, as if he found the situation incredibly amusing. As he stretched, his drawn black sword pointed toward the sky.

"Now, shall we fight in earnest?"

Hwa Mugi's gaze shifted between the Sword King, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Poison King.

"Who should I kill first? Or should I kill all three of you at once?"

He paid no mind to the other four people behind him. His demeanor suggested they were welcome to intervene whenever they pleased.

Just then, a calm voice called out from behind him.

"Come here."

The speaker was Geom Woojin.

Hwa Mugi looked back at Geom Woojin and grinned. "Our Cult Leader is calling me himself, but what should I do? I'm a bit busy here. Wait, I'll reduce their numbers a bit and then come over."

Geom Woojin shook his head. "Not you."

"!"

Frigid demonic qi flowed from his eyes as he hurled a provocation that no one expected, aimed directly at the souls within Hwa Mugi's body.

"Stop hiding inside there like fucking cripples and haul your sorry asses out here, all of you."

---

Translator's Note: There are only 4 chapters this week because the author does not work on Christmas. He's probably taking New Year's Day off next week too.


Chapter 818: You're An Embarrassment to All Heavenly Demons

The Fist Demon's gaze turned toward Geom Woojin. It had been a long time since he had heard the Cult Leader curse.

The Cult Leader used to curse quite often in his youth. Before becoming the Young Cult Leader, and even during his time as one, the Cult Leader had a very different vibe than he did now. He said whatever he wanted and expressed his emotions freely. There was even a time when he called the Blood Heaven Blade Demon 'Hyung'.

Anyway, one thing was certain. In their entire lives, the Cult Leader had cursed far more than he had, though no one would ever believe it.

The person most surprised by Geom Woojin's words was Jin Paecheon.

To think that person knows how to curse like this?

Jin Paecheon stared blankly at Baek Jagang, who shook his head in response to the unspoken question.

However, he knew one thing. Only someone who used to curse a lot could do it so naturally.

Was the Cult Leader always that foul-mouthed? How on earth did he hold it in until now?

The more he looked at him, the more unfathomable he seemed.

The others, who hadn't heard the telepathic exchange, finally understood from Geom Woojin's words that Hwa Mugi wasn't acting, he was possessed by multiple souls.

The Sword King stepped forward and looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had blocked the attack for him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader met his grateful gaze and gave a single, reliable nod.

If Hwa Mugi's second and third attacks had followed, it was impossible to know how the fight would have ended. He had only blocked a single attack, but he knew the moment their swords met.

He's strong!

This was the first time he had ever felt such profound inner qi.

Moreover, the inner qi wasn't the only surprising thing.

His movements are so clean!

The Sword King felt a desire to keep fighting him. Meeting a strong opponent made his own blood boil.

The Poison King silently watched Hwa Mugi turn away from him. He could tell that the Cult Leader had diverted Hwa Mugi's attention.

He had known from the start that the Cult Leader didn't want him to actively participate in this fight. What the Cult Leader wanted from him was to protect the Young Cult Leader if he lost this fight. When the Cult Leader gave that order earlier, the Poison King had declared he would protect the Young Cult Leader, even if it meant threatening to kill everyone in the world.

Still, the Cult Leader made him sit here today so he could clearly observe their opponent. After all, one could only prepare properly if they knew what they were facing.

Hwa Mugi slowly turned toward Geom Woojin, and the air instantly grew heavy. He was no longer interested in the Poison King, his initial target, nor the Sword King or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader who had intervened.

This was natural. It wasn't Hwa Mugi glaring at Geom Woojin, but another soul entirely.

"How dare you, knowing who I am?!" he roared.

Geom Woojin knew who had emerged. It must be the Demonic Cult Leader from three hundred years ago.

He shook his head in mock exasperation. "Where did you learn to speak like that?"

They were in a tense standoff, ready to clash at any moment.

Geom Woojin asked again, "Who are you?"

None of the souls had revealed their identities yet. Aside from the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, who had been enraged at the Sword King over an interpretation of Heaven's Will, none had even drawn a sword.

However, Geom Woojin could tell. The souls were restricted.

I must break those restrictions.

He had to make them go crazy and rampage, because the more the souls inside the Celestial Killer Star rampaged, the greater the chance of defeating it.

Normally, a confused and unpredictable opponent would be a disadvantage. However, with the skills of the seven masters present, that confusion would work in their favor.

"I asked you who you are," he repeated.

"I am... ugh..."

The demon inside Hwa Mugi couldn't reveal his identity. The restriction was powerful enough to silence even him, a former Demonic Cult Leader.

Nevertheless, Geom Woojin provoked him further. "I see. You're a coward who doesn't even dare say his own name!"

SHATTER!

The restriction broke, and demonic qi began to settle in Hwa Mugi's rippling red eyes.

Until now, only Geom Woojin could feel a faint energy, but now the demonic qi was revealed in earnest.

The soul inside Hwa Mugi shouted, "I am Hyeok Docheon, the man who led the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult three hundred years ago!"

He might have tolerated it from someone else, but he couldn't bear such insults from a later-generation Demonic Cult Leader. His pride wouldn't allow it.

Having revealed himself, Hyeok Docheon spoke sternly, "Kneel immediately and apologize!"

SWAAAAAAH!

Tremendous demonic qi poured out toward Geom Woojin.

Everyone in the tavern simultaneously raised their defensive qi. Even though the demonic qi was directed only at Geom Woojin, just being in the same space was suffocating.

Geom Woojin snorted derisively. "No."

Hyeok Docheon's face hardened. His expression was more one of absurdity than anger.

He didn't know. He had no idea that the Demonic Cult Leader he was facing was the person who had scrawled insults on the wall of the Little Heaven Cave, calling all the previous Cult Leaders retards.

Geom Woojin grinned. He had no intention of going easy on his opponent just because he was the Demonic Cult Leader from three hundred years ago. Instead, he exploited the man's fiery personality and provoked him further.

"Why should I? You are not the Heavenly Demon."

Hyeok Docheon flew into a rage. "Are you saying you don't believe me? I am Hyeok Docheon!"

CRACK!

The floor split and began to crack. It wasn't broken by inner qi, but by the sheer pressure of his demonic qi.

In fact, the demonic qi alone was enough to prove he was Hyeok Docheon. It wasn't just strong because of its profoundness. It contained a dignity that only a Demonic Cult Leader could possess, unlike ordinary demonic qi.

However, far from being scared, Geom Woojin poured oil on the flames, saying, "If you were a real Heavenly Demon, you would've already escaped from there. You wouldn't still be trapped in someone else's body, tarnishing the honor of our Cult."

Hyeok Docheon's anger at the insult soared like wildfire. He raised his black sword, pointing it at Geom Woojin and looking ready to pounce at any moment.

Geom Woojin was inwardly pleased by the reaction. Yes, go crazy! Reveal your emotions! Explode your demonic qi and stir everything up! Tear apart the other souls!

He continued his train of insults, "If, by some chance, you are a real Heavenly Demon..."

Everyone expected him to say something along the lines of 'show me proof', but instead...

"...Then you should go kill yourself, because you're a fucking embarrassment to all Heavenly Demons."

"!"

A heavy silence descended.

Jin Paecheon gulped. Judging by the situation, the soul was undoubtedly the Demonic Cult Leader Hyeok Docheon from three hundred years ago, just as he claimed.

But telling him to commit suicide? When the opponent is just a soul?

On the other hand, Baek Jagang almost laughed out loud despite the tense atmosphere. He didn't get goosebumps, so that meant Geom Woojin was being sincere, not just making empty threats.

"Hahaha!"

Well, someone did actually laugh out loud—Hwa Mugi.

Just as the demonic qi was about to explode, Hwa Mugi laughed. The enraged Hyeok Docheon receded, and he reemerged as the dominant personality.

"They say the Young Cult Leader acts like a madman and makes people laugh. Now I realize he's just a chip off the old block."

Geom Woojin's eyes flickered. Now he was sure. Although the souls appeared randomly, ultimately, Hwa Mugi was the one in control. After all, if he hadn't been in control, Hyeok Docheon would have already lunged at him.

Hwa Mugi walked to the kitchen and found some alcohol. He poured the alcohol into a large cup and drank it, as if to soothe the enraged Hyeok Docheon.

He then held up the bottle toward Geom Woojin, his expression asking if he wanted a drink.

Geom Woojin shook his head. "No style at all. If you're the Heavenly Demon, you should drink straight from the bottle!"

Hwa Mugi scooped up some of the soup Baek Jagang had made earlier for a snack. "It's a bit cold, but it's tasty. Who made this?"

He was still relaxed.

Geom Woojin had a question about the composure Hwa Mugi had shown since his first appearance.

Why doesn't he attack us right away? Is it because he wants to enjoy being out in the world after so long? To toy with us and revel in his strength?

At first, he thought so, but now, he found another answer in the monster's gradually rising killing intent.

He's building up his power.

He could feel it. Though Hwa Mugi appeared calm, his killing intent was steadily escalating. He was deliberately stirring up the emotions of the souls inside his body for a powerful outburst.

So this is the nature of the Celestial Killer Star.

This murderous nature, a gift from the heavens, would exert its greatest power when his accumulated killing intent reached its peak. Hwa Mugi would move at that exact moment.

Geom Woojin guessed one more thing from this observation.

If this fight were easy for him, he wouldn't need to gather his killing intent like this.

Now, he had two choices. Fight before the killing intent grew any stronger, or continue agitating the souls dwelling within Hwa Mugi's body in the hopes that he would self-destruct.

He chose the second option.

On their side was himself, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman. On the other side was the Demonic Cult Leader from three hundred years ago and the two former Chairmen.

If fate had brought them together like this, he believed the souls must have a role to play.

He didn't know how many souls were inside, but three had revealed their identities so far. They were the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, Hyeok Docheon, and the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord.

The soul he presumed was also there, but had not yet been revealed, was the Evil Alliance Chairman.

The next soul Geom Woojin targeted after Hyeok Docheon was the most disparate person among them.

Geom Woojin sent a telepathic message to Jin Paecheon. [Don't you want to see the Divine Sword Martial Emperor?]

Jin Paecheon understood. He didn't know Geom Woojin's intention, but he knew it was a request to draw out the soul of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. Besides, even without the request, he wanted to properly meet the Divine Sword Martial Emperor again.

He said to Hwa Mugi, "Give me a drink."

Hwa Mugi looked at Jin Paecheon and laughed heartily. "Good! The Demonic Cult Leader looks like he'd drink like a hero, but he's instead cautious. Meanwhile, the Murim Alliance Chairman, who looks like a great scholar, is quite the hero!"

He shook the bottle and beckoned for Jin Paecheon to come closer.

"Come here! I'll pour it myself."

SLIDE...

However, Jin Paecheon didn't move closer. He used telekinesis to bring the bottle to himself.

Hwa Mugi feigned a pout. "How disappointing. You are a scholar, after all."

Jin Paecheon smiled, then raised the bottle and asked Hwa Mugi politely, "Chairman, would you accept a drink from me?"

A strange smile formed on Hwa Mugi's lips. In an instant, his eyes had changed.

"Pour me a glass."

From his calm voice, it was clear that another soul had emerged.

Jin Paecheon stared silently at Hwa Mugi for a moment. This wasn't a prank. The man had truly changed into someone else.

Geom Woojin secretly marveled how Jin Paecheon had summoned the Divine Sword Martial Emperor not through taunts, but by appealing to his personality with a single, polite remark.

Jin Paecheon approached Hwa Mugi with the bottle and poured him a full glass of alcohol.

After emptying the glass, Hwa Mugi asked, "Do you know who I am?"

"Aren't you the Divine Sword Martial Emperor?"

"How did you know it was me?"

Passion stirred in Jin Paecheon's heart at the realization that he was truly facing the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

Cult Leader Geom's guess was correct.

With calm eyes, Jin Paecheon revealed his honest feelings. "The person I respect most is you, Chairman. Whenever anyone asks who I respect most, I always say your name."

For a moment, emotion flickered across the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's face. Considering all the bastards he was sharing a body with, it had been a long time since he had spoken with a member of the orthodox instead of a villain, and to hear he was so respected...!

"How did you end up in that body?" Jin Paecheon asked.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor sighed. "The Heavenly Fate Palace had a divine artifact that absorbed evil spirits. While it was absorbing others, it sucked me in as well."

"Then why was that Demonic Cult Leader there earlier?"

He could understand why the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was there, but why was the Demonic Cult Leader with them?

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor couldn't answer easily. He couldn't bring himself to tell the later-generation Murim Alliance Chairman, who respected him so much, that he had personally dragged the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance into that war.

"Was it you who called them, Chairman?" Jin Paecheon pressed, figuring there could be no other reason for his predecessor's hesitation.

After a brief pause, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor answered, "I remember the day I declared war on the Heavenly Fate Palace. I spoke confidently before all the members of the orthodox sects. I told them we would root out evil and protect the murim. I was so confident back then, sure I could end the war quickly with my own hands."

Darkness settled in the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes.

"But the war didn't end quickly. Countless people died because of it. It's all my fault."

Jin Paecheon nodded. As a fellow Murim Alliance Chairman, he understood that feeling better than anyone. However, he wasn't curious about his feelings right now. He still hadn't received an answer to his earlier question.

"Was it you who dragged in the Demonic Cult Leader, Chairman?"

Eventually, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor answered honestly. "Yes, it was me."

Various emotions bloomed in the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes, the strongest of which was a sense of injustice.

"I only wanted to minimize my subordinates' casualties. I hoped to end the war decisively so no more of them would lose their lives. Even if it tarnished my honor, I believed it was the right path for the orthodox murim. I did it to save the world!"

"......" Jin Paecheon said nothing, sensing the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's growing agitation.

"And yet! The heavens treated me the same as the Demonic Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman! It sucked me in along with the Heavenly Fate Chairman who started the war! Just because I was there!"

"......" Jin Paecheon struggled to swallow the words rising in his throat. Was that really the only reason?

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor took Jin Paecheon's silence as assurance that he was being blamed. "Would it have been different if it were you? You're working with the Demonic Cult Leader and the Evil Alliance Chairman, and a war hasn't even broken out!"

"......" Jin Paecheon still didn't answer.

But someone else did.

"Yes, it would have been different," Geom Woojin said.

Everyone's gaze turned to him.

"Chairman Jin is the kind of person who would run all the way here alone for his grandson, but wouldn't call me to aid his war."

Geom Woojin's and Jin Paecheon's gazes met.

Jin Paecheon was surprised that Geom Woojin understood him so accurately. The Demonic Cult Leader was right. If it were him, he would never have dragged the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult into his fight, even if it meant he and everyone else would die.

Anger, however, welled up on the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's face. Hearing such words from the Demonic Cult Leader, of all people, was a disgrace.

Geom Woojin grinned smugly. He pushed so hard because he hoped to create a variable within that body. As Hwa Mugi's killing intent accumulated, the confusion had to grow alongside it.

"You said you did it because you were worried about the murim?" He stared piercingly into the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes, his gaze deepening. "Then prove it."

He didn't say what to prove or how. He knew that in moments like this, saying nothing had the most powerful effect. He wasn't forcing him to do something, but the opposite.

"If you can't... then quit your boring grumbling and let someone else come out, you old fogey."

He pushed the amalgamation that was Hwa Mugi to the edge.


Chapter 819: You Must Live

Telling him to stop his stale complaints and bring out someone else was just another way of telling him to get lost, so the Divine Sword Martial Emperor should have been furious, but he was lost in other thoughts. The words he had just heard filled his heart.

[If you did this for the sake of murim, then prove it.]

Did I really drag the Demonic Cult into that war for the sake of murim?

It was a question he had asked himself for a long time. After much agonizing, he had decided the answer was yes, but he knew the truth. If that were truly the case, he would not have agonized over it for so long. Ultimately, bringing in the Demonic Cult was a choice he made entirely for himself.

He wanted to end the war himself. If he failed to end the war that had already taken countless lives, history would record it like this: With the death of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, the war ended in defeat, resulting in countless sacrifices.

He did not want the reputation he had built over his entire life to end that way. He did not fear death, but he feared defeat.

He wanted to win the war by any means necessary. He wanted to stand before the orthodox sects' martial artists and say, "I'm sorry I couldn't end the war sooner, but in the end, we won."

Geom Woojin pressed him once more. "Can you prove to Chairman Jin that it was truly a choice for murim?"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor did not answer.

Jin Paecheon stepped forward. "You don't need to prove it."

Everyone, including the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, turned their eyes toward Jin Paecheon.

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Woojin first, his gaze asking Geom Woojin to leave the matter to him. Then, he spoke to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor again. "I know you tried in your own way, Chairman. I believe in you."

For a moment, the eyes of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, who had borrowed Hwa Mugi's body, wavered. If his opponent had said they could not trust him, he would have rationalized his actions somehow, but because Jin Paecheon said he believed him, his heart felt heavier instead, and he had nothing to say.

How could Jin Paecheon not know?  The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was not a villain who exploited the hearts of others. He knew why the Divine Sword Martial Emperor could not answer confidently, and he understood that feeling that could not be put into words.

That was why he said he believed him. If the man were truly a villain, he would not have shown such a reaction. He would have brazenly insisted it was a choice for the true murim and shouted that he would prove it.

People have their own lives and their own reasons. Some will understand, and others will criticize.

Even if others pushed him into a corner, Jin Paecheon did not want to do so himself. He did not want to see the person he respected crumble in front of everyone.

"And I will protect the murim of this era."

This was Jin Paecheon's sincere promise.

"Even knowing that you're inside that body, Chairman, I will point my sword at the Celestial Killer Star. I will swing my sword to kill him. I apologize for that in advance."

Jin Paecheon showed every courtesy he could as a junior Chairman and a descendant of the orthodox.

Watching the scene, Geom Woojin realized that Jin Paecheon's courtesy and uprightness were shaking the Divine Sword Martial Emperor even more than his own pressure had. Whether he intended it or not, Jin Paecheon was brilliantly fulfilling Geom Woojin's own intention. He was violently shaking the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's soul.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor eventually retreated without a word, letting Hwa Mugi resurface.

Hwa Mugi sat on the table with a sour expression. "You act like a scholar, but you're quite the old fox, aren't you?"

"What do you mean?"

"You properly shook the old man's heart."

Hwa Mugi lifted the liquor bottle from the table and drank. "How can he be a Chairman with such a weak heart? If you're a Chairman, you should be this vicious and wicked."

Hwa Mugi criticized Jin Paecheon, intending to shake him just as much as the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had been shaken.

However, Jin Paecheon did not fall for the provocation. "I sincerely believe in the Chairman."

Hwa Mugi looked at Geom Woojin. "The current Murim Alliance Chairman is this naive, so how is it that you haven't crushed the orthodox yet?"

It was a remark mocking both Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon.

Of course, Geom Woojin was not agitated at all. Instead, he discovered a fact from Hwa Mugi's reaction.

The Celestial Killer Star cares about the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

What did that mean?

The Celestial Killer Star and the souls are connected.

It meant the souls influenced the Celestial Killer Star in some way. His choice to shake the souls had been correct.

Hwa Mugi spoke to everyone while drinking. "I can't understand you orthodox people. Why do you risk your lives on such useless things? Faith? What does it matter if you believe, and what does it matter if you don't? You people live too conscious of others."

Jin Paecheon asked Hwa Mugi, "Then what do you believe in?"

"The only thing I believe in is that today's events are solely inevitable."

"Do you consider yourself an inevitable existence?"

Hwa Mugi's eyes shone arrogantly. "You guys should consider it that way. If today's death is a coincidence, isn't it too tragic for you?"

"It is a coincidence," Baek Jagang cut in. "Living today is a coincidence, and dying is also a coincidence."

He did not consider life and death to be inevitable. He thought one died if they were unlucky.

"Countless people were born, and coincidentally, you became the Celestial Killer Star. We also became leaders of the murim through a series of coincidences, so don't package yourself so grandly."

Hwa Mugi's eyes changed. He radiated a wicked aura, an energy he had never revealed until now. "You knew I was here, didn't you?" he growled in a completely different tone.

Finally, Ju Gasin, the Evil Alliance Chairman from three hundred years ago, revealed himself. Hyeok Docheon had come out because Geom Woojin provoked him, and the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had appeared because Jin Paecheon politely invited him.

Now, it was Ju Gasin's turn.

"Since the Demonic Cult Leader is here, and the Murim Alliance Chairman is here, you must have been here too," Baek Jagang said. He had predicted that the Evil Alliance Chairman from three hundred years ago would be inside Hwa Mugi's body too.

"Then why didn't you look for me?"

"I didn't want to see you."

"Why?"

"We're opponents who will kill each other anyway, so what's the point of seeing you? It would only leave a bad taste."

Ju Gasin did not get angry. Instead, he looked at Baek Jagang with an intrigued expression. "How is the current Evil Alliance?"

"It's rolling along well enough."

Ju Gasin's gaze turned toward Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon. "The orthodox sects always considered us opportunists who would join hands with the Demonic Cult at any time, and the Demonic Cult always ignored and despised us." He turned back to Baek Jagang. "It was always us who were covered in blood between the orthodox sects and the Demonic Cult."

Ju Gasin had dreamed of unifying the murim. He considered the war between the Heavenly Fate Palace and the Murim Alliance an opportunity granted to him by the heavens.

However, his dream was shattered when he was sucked into the Secret Box. He had forgotten that dream for a long time, but seeing Baek Jagang made it feel like it was reviving.

Baek Jagang snorted. "It's not something to blame others for, is it? Since we acted that way."

Baek Jagang's attitude intrigued Ju Gasin even more. He was curious about the thoughts of this Evil Alliance Chairman from three hundred years in the future. "What is your creed?"

Baek Jagang answered nonchalantly, "Creed? I have nothing grand like that. If they join under me, I'll make sure they eat well and live well. That's all."

Ju Gasin, who was quietly staring at Baek Jagang, sent an unexpected telepathic message. [You must live. Live so that you may achieve the dream of conquering murim that I could not fulfill.]

This was not a message sent to hide the conversation from Hwa Mugi or the other souls. It was to prevent Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and the others from hearing.

[I will let only you survive in this fight today.]

Baek Jagang sent a message back to him. [How do you plan on doing that?]

[By persuading the Celestial Killer Star.]

Hearing those words, Baek Jagang realized something. These souls and the Celestial Killer Star could converse.

[How can I conquer murim just by surviving here?]

Everyone noticed that Baek Jagang had started conversing with Hwa Mugi via telepathy, but they waited for their conversation to end.

[If the Demonic Cult Leader and the Murim Alliance Chairman die here today, and subsequently the Demonic Cult Headquarters and the Murim Alliance are annihilated, you will take over that power vacuum.]

Now that the Twelve Zodiac Kings were all dead, someone had to rule the murim.

[What about that Celestial Killer Star?]

After a brief pause, Ju Gasin continued.

[You will have to serve him. You will stand in a position beneath one person and above all others.]

Facing an important decision, Baek Jagang asked, [Did the Celestial Killer Star learn all of your martial arts?]

[He did.]

[Does he possess all your inner qi as well?]

[He took all of our inner qi as well as our innate qi. He is an existence where all of us are combined.]

[Is that possible?]

Many attempts had been made to plant multiple souls in all sorts of bodies over the last three hundred years. However, no matter how naturally gifted a body's mental and physical strength were, none could withstand their souls and power. Most went mad before lasting even a few years.

However, Hwa Mugi, who was born as the Celestial Killer Star, was different. He accepted the inner qi and souls of many and even absorbed all their martial arts.

Consequently, since no attempt to secure his loyalty worked, the Darkness Palace Lord eventually resorted to sealing him.

[What is his weakness?] Baek Jagang asked.

[Why do you ask that?]

[He might try to kill me later too, right?]

[If you don't betray him, that won't happen.]

[Does he have a weakness?]

The answer did not come immediately.

From that hesitation, Baek Jagang understood that the Celestial Killer Star definitely had a weakness. [If you tell me his weakness, I will accept your proposal.]

Finally though, Ju Gasin realized Baek Jagang's true intentions. [You have no intention of honoring my request.]

Baek Jagang's small eyes squinted into a smile. [Beg for my life and serve that Celestial Killer Star? I feel that would hurt my pride more than walking on eggshells between the Demonic Cult and the orthodox right now. Let me ask you something. Would the you three hundred years ago have accepted that proposal?]

[I would have accepted, and I would have waited for another opportunity. After all, is there anything more important than your life?]

Ju Gasin was saying he would have become the second-in-command and looked for a chance to kill Hwa Mugi.

[That is why I refuse. Because I think this side is going to win.]

[!]

Silence flowed between the two.

[I don't like you, but if you survive today, the Evil Alliance won't easily fall to ruin.]

Hearing the favorable evaluation, Baek Jagang offered a compliment in return. [You're a pity as well. If you had been born in the right era, I think you would have achieved your dream.]

Hwa Mugi laughed. At first glance, it seemed like his real self was laughing as Ju Gasin's presence faded, but the laugh truly belonged to Ju Gasin.

Hwa Mugi stared at Baek Jagang as if he knew the contents of their telepathic conversation. "You say you're walking on eggshells between the Demonic Cult and the orthodox, but you're the most ambitious one here."

Geom Woojin and Jin Paecheon looked at Baek Jagang, but he did not try to explain Ju Gasin's proposal. He was confident that neither Geom Woojin nor Jin Paecheon would misunderstand.

Geom Woojin felt a sense of trust with the man. Whatever Hwa Mugi said, Baek Jagang looked as if he had not a shred of shame.

Baek Jagang revealed the information he had gleamed from Ju Gasin. "The souls can converse with each other. That Hwa Mugi fellow has learned all their martial arts, and he said he possesses their inner qi and innate true qi as well. We must see him as an opponent where all of them are combined."

It was the moment the most important information for this fight, which they had only vaguely guessed, was revealed.

"He was trying hard to save you, yet you're struggling to die first." Hwa Mugi smiled, but his eyes were filled with intense killing intent.

Of course, Baek Jagang was not afraid at all. Instead, he sowed discord in return. "Us unorthodox bastards are originally good at backstabbing, so you be careful of that person inside too. You never know when he might smack the back of your soul's head."

The atmosphere turned cold and heavy.

Geom Woojin stepped forward. "Since it seems we've seen everyone we need to see, shall we see some skills?"

Starting with Ju Gasin, they had seen all four people residing in Hwa Mugi's body. Although he did not know how the meeting with them would affect the fight with Hwa Mugi, he believed this choice was correct.

Hwa Mugi pulled out the black sword and rested it on his shoulder. "Now, who will come first?"

Geom Woojin did not fall for the provocation. "We'll fight however we find comfortable. We might take turns fighting one-on-one, or we might all attack together. Each of us will fight the battle we want."

Those words were not meant for Hwa Mugi. He was speaking to everyone present.

Once the fight starts, fight without restrictions. Throw away pride and honor. Focus only on winning!

The two Chairmen, as well as the Fist Demon, the Poison King, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Sword King, realized Geom Woojin's intention.

Hwa Mugi applauded. "Even if it's not me, this murim will soon fall into the hands of the Demonic Cult."

It was a compliment to Geom Woojin's excellent judgment, but his words contained a powerful attempt to sow discord.

Unfortunately, the attempt failed. Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were already worried about that possibility and had agreed to treat this fight as a separate matter.

Today was a fight for a son, a grandson, and a disciple. Nothing more.

Jin Paecheon volunteered first. "Give me the opportunity to attack first."

Knowing that Jin Paecheon had taken the most difficult step, Geom Woojin willingly granted his request. "Do so."

"Thank you."

Jin Paecheon stepped forward. Suggesting they go outside to fight had little meaning. This tavern was doomed. The bigger issue was whether the Demon Village itself would remain intact.

His spirit changed as he stood before Hwa Mugi. A clear, white jade-like spirit wrapped around his body, and his eyes shone coldly.

He slowly drew the Gentleman Sword. With the perfect draw, the Gentleman Sword awakened.

Could the sound of drawing a sword be this clear and beautiful? The moment the Gentleman Sword came completely out of its scabbard, a cold radiance cut through the air. Invisible waves of energy stretched out in all directions.

ZING!

The Gentleman Sword, a legendary blade, began to cry out in the hands of the strongest orthodox master. Its majestic hum seemed to say, 'This world is divided into two, the world before drawing me, and the world after drawing me.'

Jin Paecheon conveyed his heart's desire to the Gentleman Sword.

Although you are held in my hand, this fight is for your master. So let us do well, Gentleman Sword.


Chapter 820: Everyone Who Wrote It Is Right Here

Jin Paecheon had a naturally domineering martial arts disposition. When the heavy yet incomparably clear energy of the Gentleman Sword was added to his own, he revealed a new spirit.

Hwa Mugi recognized the sword Jin Paecheon was holding. "Is that... the legendary Gentleman Sword?!"

He grew excited upon seeing the Gentleman Sword, feeling delight, not fear.

"So, you're not a scholar after all? You came here determined to kill me."

Hwa Mugi's eyes blazed with a single emotion, the instinctive greed he felt for the Gentleman Sword. He didn't hide it, so everyone could feel his greed.

"Do you want it?" Jin Paecheon asked.

Hwa Mugi answered, "Aren't a gentleman and a killer separated only by a single sheet of paper?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't help but interject. "Just how thick is that paper?"

Everyone smiled faintly at his words.

"Look at yourself. What's the difference between Chairman Jin and you?" Hwa Mugi laughed, but his laugh was filled with clear killing intent. "I'll pierce your heart with that sword."

It was a declaration that he would kill both Jin Paecheon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tapped his chest, as if daring him to try. "Even if I can't be a gentleman, I'm not a coward. Come at me anytime. No, you won't be able to, because you'll die at Chairman Jin's hands."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader successfully raised Jin Paecheon's morale. He was always the best at livening up the atmosphere, no matter the situation.

Jin Paecheon slowly aimed the Gentleman Sword at Hwa Mugi. "Now, whose martial arts will you unleash?"

Hwa Mugi made a cruel choice. "I'll kill you with the martial arts of the person you admire the most!"

Hwa Mugi intended to face Jin Paecheon with the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's martial arts.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's unique style was the Shining Sun Sword Technique, while Jin Paecheon's was the Royal Sword Style. Two supreme orthodox martial arts were about to collide.

The two men rushed at each other and thrust their swords.

TING!

Incredibly, the tips of their swords clashed perfectly. To collide with such precision while rushing at that speed was a display of divine might from the very first move.

SCHWIIIIING!

The blades scraped against each other as they flew toward their targets.

With a sharp whistle, the blades grazed past each other's ears. If they hadn't turned their heads to dodge, the swords would have pierced their faces.

When the two swords crossed, Jin Paecheon's face reflected on the blade in that fleeting moment. It was a black sword, but the reflection was perfectly clear.

For some time now, his reflection on a sword blade during a fight had been calm and composed. It was the face of a man so used to fighting that he no longer felt tense, a face weary of life. His reflection had only grown older with time, so he had stopped looking at it.

But today, Jin Paecheon's face was different. He was tense and excited, just like the day he fought his first real battle long ago.

His heart pounded like a war drum on a battlefield.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew as their swords clashed and they relentlessly aimed fatal attacks at each other's vital points.

One might expect the legendary Gentleman Sword to break its opponent's weapon in a single blow, but Hwa Mugi's sword remained intact.

After all, that black sword was no ordinary weapon either. It was the Dark Heaven Secret Sword, the Dark Palace's greatest treasured sword.

Moreover, Hwa Mugi's powerful inner qi supported the treasured sword. Without that immense energy protecting it, the blade would have shattered long ago from their powerful clashes.

SWISH!

Hwa Mugi's black sword moved with incredible speed.

Jin Paecheon's eyes couldn't keep up, so he had to block by instinct alone. There were no feints to test his opponent's skill. To do so would be suicide. He could only endure by unleashing the absolute best move he could muster at every moment.

"That's a truly amazing sword!" Hwa Mugi praised.

The onlookers understood. Hwa Mugi's reaction revealed his greed while simultaneously provoking Jin Paecheon. His admiration was not for Jin Paecheon's swordsmanship, but for his sword.

This was a battle between two men who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship. Victory and defeat would be decided by the slightest mental wavering. If Jin Paecheon was affected by those words, it would have a disastrous effect on the fight.

However, it was a needless worry. Jin Paecheon had weathered countless storms and bloody battles to stand where he was today. Just the fact that Hwa Mugi resorted to provocation meant he felt it was necessary to win.

In other words, this is a fight worth fighting!

Jin Paecheon had reached a stage where he could interpret any provocation from his opponent in a way that benefited him in the fight.

The two men's swords flew relentlessly toward each other. Their blades carved trajectories that shifted between straight lines and curves, though all paths lead to death.

Jin Paecheon walked that path like a gentleman. He endured despite his inferior inner qi thanks to the Gentleman Sword, which was so powerful that even Hwa Mugi had to focus on preventing his own black sword from breaking.

SWISH! SWOOSH! SWISH!

Hwa Mugi's sword stabbed toward Jin Paecheon's neck, shoulder, and heart in succession.

Each time Jin Paecheon deflected an attack, a shockwave that felt like it would break his wrist shot up his arm. He couldn't believe such profound inner qi was embedded in such swift attacks. Each strike felt like a supreme master's ultimate move.

And yet, these attacks came one after another, as if they were nothing.

The onlookers all felt it at once.

It won't be easy for any of us to intervene in this fight.

A single moment's lapse in concentration would mean death. Intervening at the wrong time could do more harm than good to Jin Paecheon.

Besides, how could they intervene when such a perfect fight was unfolding? Or rather, they couldn't intervene precisely because Jin Paecheon was fighting so well.

Meanwhile, Geom Woojin wasn't watching their every move. The offense and defense were so fast that even he couldn't find an opening by following their techniques.

Instead, he followed the flow of the fight. He observed their eyes, their expressions, and listened to their breathing. He looked for signs of fatigue, fear, or an opening for a final move. He gauged the overall flow of the battle.

The fight became increasingly rough and ferocious. Once a calm lake, it was now a raging current plunging over a waterfall.

Jin Paecheon was completely immersed in the fight, fighting at the absolute peak of his ability. He saw and heard nothing else. Only Hwa Mugi and his sword existed.

Because he was so lost in the battle, the onlookers were actually more tense than he was.

Suddenly, Geom Woojin and Baek Jagang genuinely worried about Jin Paecheon, and it wasn't because they feared being next if he died. They were afraid of being unable to prevent his death and having to deliver the news to his son and disciple.

The mental exhaustion of the onlookers was immense.

SPLAAASH! SLICE!

Finally, with the sound of tearing cloth, the two separated.

A long gash was torn in Jin Paecheon's clothes. A little deeper, and it would have been a serious injury.

"Huff, huff..." Jin Paecheon panted, his breathing rough and ragged.

Hwa Mugi, on the other hand, was perfectly calm, his breathing smooth.

That was only to be expected. His strength didn't just come from the combined martial arts and inner qi of several souls. He was someone born as the Celestial Killer Star.

If that wasn't enough, he had the Heavenly Martial Body, the perfect body to learn martial arts. It was even said that someone with such a body practiced straight punches instead of making fetal kicks in the womb.

Therefore, Hwa Mugi was not just strong in inner qi. He could use martial arts more excellently than the masters of three hundred years ago.

"Those from three hundred years ago and you people now are the same," Hwa Mugi abruptly growled.

The fight paused. Hwa Mugi's anger was directed at everyone present.

"You consider me greedy for trying to possess a single sword?" Hwa Mugi continued, then turned to Geom Woojin. "When you people try to occupy this entire murim."

He looked at Baek Jagang. "You say my birth was a coincidence? I'm an inevitable existence! Created by you!"

Finally, his gaze returned to Jin Paecheon and approached him. "What about you? Isn't your justice built on a mountain of graves?"

Baek Jagang was about to step forward replace the exhausted old man, but Jin Paecheon looked at him, his clear eyes asking for more time.

Baek Jagang glanced at Geom Woojin, asking for his opinion.

Geom Woojin said to Jin Paecheon, "We should probably give him an answer to that question."

Understanding this meant giving Jin Paecheon more time, Baek Jagang stepped back.

Hwa Mugi asked Jin Paecheon. Red energy rippled in his eyes, a powerful killing intent he hadn't shown until now. "You defined yourselves and determined the value of your own existence. Are you truly righteous?"

Jin Paecheon sighed lightly and answered, "Like you said, perhaps we're only separated by a single sheet of paper."

He had once left the Alliance to kill those who murdered his child. What if he had gone through with it?

"So I've been searching for the answer to your question my entire life."

Sensing his sincerity, Hwa Mugi asked again, "Chairman, is the murim you're trying to protect worth sacrificing your life for?"

"Yes, it is."

There was no hesitation in that answer.

"Is this murim indeed worth saving?"

"Yes, it is."

Again, Jin Paecheon's answer was clear.

"Why?"

"Because people more outstanding than you or I will appear in this murim and protect its value."

Geom Mugeuk or his grandson Hagun would carry on. He believed they would create a better murim. Before, he had only worried, but now he believed.

Jin Paecheon declared confidently, "You might kill me, but you won't destroy that value."

Hwa Mugi snorted coldly. "Since you're being so stubborn, I think I'll destroy it after all."

The two clashed again. The others were worried by his exhaustion, but Jin Paecheon fought even better than before.

In an instant, dozens of moves passed.

CLANG!

Their swords locked in a cross. Beyond the blades, they saw each other's expressions. Hwa Mugi was smiling.

Jin Paecheon felt the impure intention in that smile.

Suddenly, Hwa Mugi's technique changed. He had been using the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's techniques, but he suddenly switched to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's martial arts.

"The Murim Alliance Chairman I couldn't kill back then, I'll kill today!"

Jin Paecheon was bewildered by the sudden change in style. His body was attuned to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's martial arts, but now he faced a completely different swordsmanship.

Against an ordinary master, such a change wouldn't matter, but his opponent was Hwa Mugi.

The new style came at Jin Paecheon with extreme speed.

PAPAPAT!

Blood splattered from Jin Paecheon's shoulder and arm.

Hwa Mugi rushed in to finish Jin Paecheon, but he suddenly halted, spun around and swung his sword.

KABOOM!

The air exploded with the sound of enhanced qi. The Sword King had unleashed his formless enhanced qi and intervened in the fight.

After neutralizing the formless enhanced qi, Hwa Mugi shot toward the Sword King like a beam of light.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The Sword King was pushed back by Hwa Mugi's relentless assault. He was outmatched in speed and inner qi, but not in swordsmanship. If not for his skill, he would have been stabbed five times already.

KAKAKAKAKANG! SWOOOSH!

In an instant, Hwa Mugi backed the Sword King against a wall and struck from a bizarre, seemingly unavoidable angle.

SLICE!

The blade sliced through the Sword King's hair and cut a long gash into the tavern wall. He had dodged the attack by a hair's breadth.

SWIIISH!

Just as Hwa Mugi prepared to continue, Jin Paecheon's Gentleman Sword stabbed his back from behind.

Hwa Mugi twisted his body, knocked the sword aside, and dodged to the side. "What kind of gentleman stabs someone in the back?" he yelled mockingly.

Jin Paecheon didn't react to the taunt. Blood flowed from his shoulder and arm.

Hwa Mugi tried to provoke him again. "This is what happens when a gentleman hangs out with bad guys like them."

Geom Woojin and Baek Jagang said nothing. They hadn't intervened because the Sword King, whose  position had been optimal for helping Jin Paecheon without getting in his way, had already stepped in at the critical moment during the earlier exchange.

"If I knew being bad was this interesting, I should've tried it sooner," Jin Paecheon replied, remaining calm despite his injury.

The Sword King said to him, "Thank you."

Because Jin Paecheon had rushed in, Hwa Mugi's follow-up attack never came. If it had, he would have been severely wounded, if not killed.

Jin Paecheon shook his head. "I'm the one who should be thanking you."

If not for the Sword King's formless sword qi, he would have suffered a fatal wound instead of a minor one.

"No, there was no need you to help him," Geom Woojin cut in.

Everyone stared at him, puzzled. No need? Did he mean there was no need to help Jin Paecheon?

Geom Woojin slowly raised his palm. It seemed he would aim at Hwa Mugi, but instead, he pointed toward the second floor of the tavern.

SWOOOOOSH! KABOOM!

His palm technique smashed the engraved wall, sending pieces flying. The wall that Jo Cheonbae cherished as much as his own life shattered and disappeared.

Everyone stared at him in surprise, not expecting him to smash it.

Hwa Mugi too blinked in shock. "Isn't that the masterpiece your son created?"

Geom Woojin looked at the Sword King. "You could've dodged by jumping up just now, but you didn't, right?"

He had seen it clearly. The Sword King could have dodged Hwa Mugi's attack much more easily a moment ago, but his instinct had told him not to jump up to the second floor.

The reason? He hoped that the historic achievement Geom Mugeuk left behind would not disappear.

Geom Woojin had read that hesitation in his fight, and he did not having like such restrictions in a difficult fight. As such, he chose to blow it away himself, telling everyone to fight without restraint from now on.

As for Jo Cheonbae, there was an alternative. They could build him a bigger, more awesome new tavern. And then...

"We can just write our names and messages on a new wall later. Everyone who scribbled on it is right here anyway."


Chapter 821: The Young Cult Leader is the Root of All My Problems

The Sword King was deeply moved. It was a touching moment he hadn't expected. Geom Woojin had blown away the wall for his sake.

He had been worrying about the second-floor wall during the lightning-fast exchange. The Sword King realized once again just how amazing Geom Woojin was.

Of course, destroying the wall wasn't just for him. It was a message to fight without worrying about anything else.

The Sword King politely clasped his hands and paid his respects to Geom Woojin. "Thank you for your consideration."

Geom Woojin nodded as if it were nothing.

Hwa Mugi silently stared at the gaping hole in the second-floor wall. He was smiling, but his expression was slightly different than before.

He had come knowing this place held significance for them. He had fought using only basic martial arts, avoiding the unique techniques of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor or the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, specifically to exploit that wall.

To think he'd blow it away himself? He really isn't an easy opponent.

Meanwhile, Jin Paecheon stopped the bleeding from his injured shoulder and arm. He had been cut in a literal instant and keenly experienced the truth that a single moment separates life and death.

After checking his wounds, he walked over to Geom Woojin and Baek Jagang.

"I caused you unnecessary worry."

Jin Paecheon didn't stubbornly insist on fighting further. Knowing when to retreat is often more difficult than knowing when to advance, and he understood this. It was time for him to step back.

Geom Woojin nodded, just glad he was safe. "That was magnificent martial arts."

The fight had been fought solely with swords and basic skills, yet, it was a fiercer and more incredible battle than one where countless streams of sword qi and enhanced qi ran rampant.

Baek Jagang conveyed his feelings more honestly. "Honestly, I was worried."

In the past, he would have certainly thought he was being looked down upon. Now, however, those words didn't sound unpleasant.

"Thank you." Jin Paecheon accepted the sentiment. He had to thank someone who worried about him.

Hwa Mugi didn't just watch Jin Paecheon leave. Since the Gentleman Sword was still in Jin Paecheon's hand, he provoked him again. "You intend to end it like this? The Murim Alliance Chairman barely survived with the help of others. Aren't you ashamed?"

Jin Paecheon calmly accepted the mockery and returned the Gentleman Sword to its scabbard. "You're right. I am deeply ashamed."

He admitted it honestly, but he felt no psychological blow. Instead, he felt relieved. He had done enough.

If he survived and looked back on today in a few days, he would undoubtedly feel regret. He would think about how he should have used a different technique or responded differently. He would even lose sleep over how he should have replied to the Celestial Killer Star.

Right now, however, he had absolutely no regrets. He might have been able to fight better, but he knew he couldn't have fought well enough to kill Hwa Mugi.

This was his best. Since he had fought with all his effort, there was nothing to regret.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been listening, intervened. "What is there to be ashamed of? The shame should be on that guy over there. Chairman Jin is letting it slide because he's a gentle person, like a nobleman. You're using the martial arts and inner qi of several people. You're the one who should be ashamed for using all that. If you use only one person's martial arts and one person's worth of inner qi, then I'll acknowledge you."

Hwa Mugi laughed as he looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. His eyes held a killing intent that promised death, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't care at all.

"You should consider yourself lucky the Young Cult Leader isn't here. If he were, a coward like you would've already collapsed from a fit of rage."

Everyone listening agreed with the mention of a fit of rage.

Just then, one person stepped forward.

"Please give me the opportunity this time," the Sword King said. Since the Cult Leader had released his restrictions, he wanted to fight to his heart's content.

Geom Woojin stared at him for a moment before nodding. He trusted the man named Ak Gunhak, vaguely believing he must have his reasons for stepping forward.

Indeed, the Sword King hadn't stepped forward out of a competitive spirit. He didn't overestimate his skills. Knowing he couldn't handle Hwa Mugi alone, he asked one person for help.

"Would you watch my back one more time?"

His partner was none other than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the man who had stepped forward to save him earlier.

"Since you use formless enhanced qi and my martial arts also have formless qi, we should match well."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had also seen in Jin Paecheon's fight that killing Hwa Mugi alone was by no means an easy task.

Geom Woojin had clearly stated his will earlier. They were not to think about honor or face in this fight. Only winning mattered.

"There are many souls in him and only one of me, but I suppose I should help." Mocking Hwa Mugi once more, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward.

Geom Woojin requested one thing from the Sword King. "Don't forget your promise."

It was the promise to stay by Geom Mugeuk's side and help him. In other words, he was telling him not to die.

"Yes, I won't forget."

The Sword King had stepped forward partly out of a personal desire to fight, but a more important reason was to reduce Hwa Mugi's inner qi as much as possible. Only then would the final fighter have a chance of winning.

The Sword King sent a telepathic message to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. [It would be good if we could kill him, but if that's not feasible, I think we must at least make him exhaust his qi.]

[I think that's a wise choice.]

Just then, Jin Paecheon, who was watching, spoke to the Sword King. "Please be careful."

The Sword King slightly bowed his head to Jin Paecheon, conveying his gratitude.

Watching Jin Paecheon take special care of the Sword King, Baek Jagang thought to himself.

Even if you give him the Gentleman Sword from your waist, he's already a person who has left.

This was separate from Geom Woojin speaking as if he had already won him over.

Judging by his earlier desire to protect the second-floor wall, he was completely Geom Mugeuk's person.

Well, perhaps that loyalty made him even more desirable.

His ponytail swaying, the Sword King walked forward. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood one step behind him.

Of course, fighting together didn't mean they would be twice as strong. If they hadn't practiced combined techniques, they could actually hinder each other. They would have to react instinctively and fight well in the moment.

Hwa Mugi crossed his arms and spoke arrogantly. "By whose permission? Do you think I'll fight just because you say you will?"

BAM!

He swung his sword, blocking the formless enhanced qi that flew silently toward him.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Hwa Mugi blocked the successive waves of formless enhanced qi while standing perfectly still. He deflected the powerful attacks without retreating a single step.

The one who had fired the formless enhanced qi was the Sword King.

"Still don't feel like fighting?"

It was impossible to tell from Hwa Mugi's expression if he was angry. However, his killing intent had certainly grown stronger.

"There isn't a single one of you that I like."

Among those he disliked, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would be sad to rank second, so he couldn't hold back this time either.

"If everyone around you is like that, maybe the problem is you?"

Hwa Mugi laughed and nodded. "From now on, it'll be a problem for all of us."

SWISH!

He rushed not at the Sword King, but at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That mouth was apparently more annoying than the enhanced qi that had just flown at him.

The black sword cut through the air, as fast as light.

PAAANG!

Human-shaped dolls instantly appeared, blocking the path between the two.

This was the Shadow Illusion Human Wall, a technique from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's unique martial art, the Uncanny Blood Demon Art.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOOOOM!

Hwa Mugi pushed forward, cutting down the doll-shaped obstacles in his way. Though they weren't meant to be cut down so easily, they vanished like smoke—poof, poof—before his black sword.

Suddenly, the Sword King was standing behind the dolls.

"I'll go first!"

The Sword King tried to lead the fight, not because he considered himself stronger than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but due to the compatibility of their martial arts, it wasn't easy for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to face Hwa Mugi.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader fought with his bare hands, but Hwa Mugi's sword was too fast and powerful. Since Hwa Mugi closed the distance instantly and stabbed with his sword, facing him bare-handed was incredibly difficult. It would be hard enough just to block.

That was why the Sword King stepped forward first.

Realizing it no longer mattered if the building was destroyed, he immediately unleashed his unique martial art, the Divine Formless Sword Technique, First Technique, Formless Void.

WHIIIIIIIRL!

As the Sword King thrust his sword, a tornado raged toward Hwa Mugi.

PAPAPAPAPAPAK!

A tornado of tremendous enhanced qi twisted around Hwa Mugi's body. Normally, his flesh and bones should have been torn apart and scattered by the vortex, but his defensive enhanced qi turned the tornado into a mere spring breeze.

SWISH! THUD!

In that state, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's palm technique struck Hwa Mugi's body.

Hwa Mugi withstood both attacks as if to show off. In that moment, he truly looked like a monster.

SWISH!

He escaped the tornado in an instant.

"Careful!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted.

By the time his shout reached the Sword King, though, Hwa Mugi was already in front of him, thrusting his black sword.

The enhanced qi Hwa Mugi sent flying through space was no ordinary sword qi. It was the third technique of the Shining Sun Sword Technique, the Shining Sun Pierces Heaven.

ROAAAAR!

A tremendous blast of fiery enhanced qi, hot enough to melt anything and unblockable by normal means, exploded toward the Sword King.

WHOOSH!

However, a pitch-black space appeared in front of the Sword King, instantly sucking in the flying flames. He had countered with the Divine Formless Sword Technique, Third Technique, Formless Counter.

ROAAAAR!

Another space burst open, spitting the absorbed flames back at Hwa Mugi.

ROAAAAAAAR! CHWAAAAAK!

Hwa Mugi took the intense heat directly, then split the hot flames he had created and pushed forward through them, thrusting his sword with terrifying momentum.

CLANG!

The Sword King raised his inner qi to the limit to block, but a shock strong enough to snap his wrist rushed up his arm. Even though he had braced for it, he couldn't get used to the impact.

And such attacks next poured down like rain.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

As the two exchanged sword blows too fast for the eye to see, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waited anxiously for an opportunity. He couldn't intervene. The two swordsmen changed positions several times in the blink of an eye.

For now, the Sword King did the best he could, but with every exchange, he felt the same sensation.

I can't win.

Hwa Mugi was fast and strong, with absolutely no gaps in his technique. He felt like he was fighting a massive wall.

Moreover, the innate killing intent Hwa Mugi exuded made the extreme battle even more difficult. The flow of natural qi itself was affected by that killing intent, which had now far exceeded human limits.

BAM!

Eventually, the Sword King couldn't withstand Hwa Mugi's fierce attacks. Blocking a powerful blow, the Sword King flew back and slammed into the wall and vomited a mouthful of blood. He had finally suffered internal injuries from continuously blocking the powerful attacks.

Is it because his killing intent has grown stronger?

Somehow, Hwa Mugi was stronger than when he had faced Jin Paecheon. He was getting stronger with time!

SWISH!

Hwa Mugi immediately rushed in as if to finish off the Sword King, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader blocked his path.

SHASHASHASHASHASHAK!

Dozens of blue lines cut through the air and flew toward Hwa Mugi from all directions. This was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's Blue Thread Blood Net of the Uncanny Blood Demon Art, a technique that could slice through a human body with a mere graze.

PAPAPAPAK!

Hwa Mugi rammed the lines with his body, protected by his defensive enhanced qi. None of the threads cut him.

SWISH!

Hwa Mugi continued pushing forward.

PLOP!

Just then, a small dot appeared in the air and suddenly grew large.

WHIRRRRRRR!

A black hole pulled at Hwa Mugi, but he didn't get sucked in. He held his ground by using the Thousand Pound Smash.

He was enduring the Death Vortex, a technique from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's Uncanny Blood Demon Art, purely with strength.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was truly astonished. He knew one could break the Death Vortex after falling into it, but he didn't know one could withstand it with sheer strength. Gritting his teeth, he gathered all of his inner qi and unleashed a palm technique.

SWISH! THUD!

Despite the impact, Hwa Mugi walked forward instead of being sucked in.

THUD! THU-UD!

As if to show that nothing could stop him, he approached one step at a time, like a nightmare on a summer night.

WHIRRRRRRR...

The Death Vortex pulled at him more strongly from behind, but he continued to walk forward.

Finally, Hwa Mugi arrived right in front of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He was likely approaching this way on purpose, annoyed by the constant taunts and daring him to chatter again.

Still, even though Hwa Mugi was close enough to pierce his heart with a single thrust, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't dodge. He knew that the moment Hwa Mugi attacked...

SHWIIIIK!

As expected.

The White Flower Sword cut across the air, intercepting the black sword. The Sword King, despite his internal injuries, had dramatically recovered.

CLANG! WHIRRRRR! POP!

Hwa Mugi was forced to disperse his inner qi to block the Sword King's slash, and ended up paying for it by getting sucked into the black hole created by the Death Vortex.

The black hole vanished in an instant, as if it had sent him to another world.

Nevertheless, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't be relieved. He had experienced Hwa Mugi's skill firsthand.

"That won't last long either."

PUUUK!

As soon as he finished speaking, the black sword tore through the air and re-emerged.

RIIIIIP!

Hwa Mugi poked his head out through the torn space. "I don't like dark places," he said, smiling despite being immersed in a space that annihilated everything.

Looking at that astonishing, almost grotesque divine power, the Sword King asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, "Why did you go so far to protect me?"

Just a moment ago, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had risked his life. If the Sword King had been even a little late, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would have been stabbed by Hwa Mugi's sword.

Curious about the reason, Hwa Mugi also listened, his head still sticking out of the darkness.

The Sword King naturally thought the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would make a joke, something like, There are five other people, so someone would have saved me.

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave an unexpected reason.

"The Young Cult Leader is the root of all my problems."

Everyone's gaze turned toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Even if we win this fight, if you die, it'll be a defeat for the Young Cult Leader."

"!"

"It would be a defeat he'd grieve over for a very long time, maybe his whole life."

The Sword King didn't know the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was thinking such thoughts.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze turned toward Geom Woojin, thinking he would understand his feelings best. A father should know better than anyone what it took for his son to entrust this fight to them.

His current feelings were exactly the same as Geom Woojin's when he had destroyed the second-floor wall—the desire to save everyone and have them leave their writings on a new wall.

"I want to give the Young Cult Leader a proper victory."

Even though a nightmarish existence was sticking its head out toward them, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wasn't afraid at all.

"So, not a single one of us is allowed to die."


Chapter 822: Just by Their Appearance, They Are Indeed Villains

A faint smile touched Geom Woojin's lips. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's declaration that no one must die for the Young Cult Leader was his desire, too.

The Fist Demon was happy to see that smile on the Cult Leader's face more often these days. It was a smile he had seen frequently in their youth, but at some point, it had vanished.

He knew the Cult Leader had grown exhausted while leading the cult. How stifling it must have been for a man who once roamed the Central Plains freely to be trapped on that throne?

Yet, Geom Woojin's strong sense of responsibility prevented him from simply kicking the chair away and standing up.

Perhaps the Cult Leader had been depressed all this time. That was likely why his relationship with the Demon Supremes had grown distant.

The Young Cult Leader was the one who broke that spell. It wasn't just the Cult Leader. Geom Mugeuk dragged all the Demon Supremes who had fallen into their own darkness out into the light, yust as he had pulled him from the deep hole of his obsession with bringing down a cliff.

"Shouldn't we all survive and show off a bit to the Young Cult Leader?"

Everyone agreed with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. No one must die in this fight. Only then would it be a true victory for Geom Mugeuk.

They had received so much from the young man, it was time to return the favor.

The Sword King asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, "Didn't you say you suffered a lot because of the Young Cult Leader?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had complained about it several times in this very tavern, speaking loudly on purpose so Geom Woojin would hear.

"That's right."

"Then why are you doing this?"

"Because I received even more." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader revealed his honest feelings. His gaze turned to the Sword King, perhaps softened by the affection built during their stay. "And even if it weren't for the Young Cult Leader, I can't lose you to a guy like that, can I?"

"You almost fell into danger because of that, Cult Leader," the Sword King argued. When Hwa Mugi had approached him earlier, he had felt the chilling touch of death. Had he ever felt it so vividly?

"There are five of us. Even if it wasn't you, someone would have saved me," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joked.

Still, the Sword King took his words seriously. "That's exactly why they might not have been able to save you. Because there are five of us."

"What do you mean?"

"Thinking that someone else would save you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader feigned shock. "Did I really almost die? No! I still have a mountain of things I want to do!"

The Sword King's gaze returned to Hwa Mugi. "If we don't kill that man, you won't be able to do a single thing, let alone a mountain of them."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell the Sword King wanted to keep fighting despite his internal injuries. "Are you alright?"

"Yes."

While fighting Hwa Mugi, the Sword King sensed he was an opponent he could not defeat. However, he had no intention of backing down.

As long as he had inner qi, he had to force the Celestial Killer Star to expend even a little more of his own before the next person took over. Every bit of Hwa Mugi's remaining energy would become an attack aimed at the others. He had to absorb as many of those blows as possible.

Moreover, there was something more important than draining Hwa Mugi's inner qi. The others, who had not yet fought, were watching. It was crucial to reveal even a little more about Hwa Mugi's abilities.

"Will you be alright, Cult Leader?"

"I was born and raised in rough sandstorms. A fight like this is like a skirmish in a greenhouse." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader then looked at Hwa Mugi, whose head was still the only thing visible in the darkness, and continued his analogy. "Is it warm in there?"

RIIIIIP!

Hwa Mugi tore apart the darkness below his face with his hands and stepped out. His killing intent intensified. Facing seven masters was pushing his primal bloodlust to its absolute limit. "Even if your martial arts are insignificant, at least you're not a coward like a certain someone else," he sneered.

The Sword King retorted to the jab at Jin Paecheon. "That someone was just being cautious and wise."

It would be a disaster to lose the Gentleman Sword by fighting recklessly with an injured body.

Still, unlike the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, he was not one for theatrics.

"Before we fight, I have something to ask a person inside your body," he said directly.

Hwa Mugi nodded, gesturing for him to ask.

"So? Who's in charge? I have something to ask the leader."

Hwa Mugi instantly grasped the Sword King's intention. "Are you trying to cause internal division with such words? A clever attempt, but useless. These people were never united in the first place." His gaze shifted to Geom Woojin, Jin Paecheon, and Baek Jagang. "Just as those three can never become friends, no matter how close they pretend to be."

Geom Woojin and the two Chairmen remained silent. It wasn't a false statement. Once this fight ended, they were destined to be each other's greatest enemies.

The Sword King spoke decisively. "It will be different this time. The Young Cult Leader is here."

Hwa Mugi looked surprised. First the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and now the Sword King. "You all really like the Young Cult Leader. I'm curious what kind of man he is."

"Then why didn't you go after the Young Cult Leader?"

Hwa Mugi's expression flinched at the question before he quickly recovered with a cold smile. "I left the Young Cult Leader to the Darkness Palace Lord."

"Aren't you just afraid of the Young Cult Leader?"

Hwa Mugi snorted at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's taunt. "I'm not afraid of all of you combined. Why would I be afraid of the Young Cult Leader?"

"!!!" Goosebumps rose on Baek Jagang's skin.

Which part of that was a lie? That he isn't afraid of us? Or that he isn't afraid of the Young Cult Leader?

Judging by the composure Hwa Mugi had shown so far, Baek Jagang had a sudden revelation.

The Celestial Killer Star is scared of the Young Cult Leader!

When he had spoken with Ju Gasin via telepathy earlier, he had guessed Hwa Mugi might have a weakness. Now he realized that weakness was Geom Mugeuk.

He thought of Geom Mugeuk.

To make even the Celestial Killer Star feel fear... perhaps that young man truly is an agent of destiny sent by the heavens.

Hwa Mugi rushed toward the Sword King. "I'll kill all of you, and then I'll kill the Young Cult Leader too!"

The two men's swords clashed in the air again.

Again, just a few clashes of their swords shook the Sword King's insides. It was a level of speed and power he couldn't get used to, even after exchanging several blows, all backed by an even more potent killing intent.

However, the Sword King's will was no less formidable than Hwa Mugi's killing intent.

Even if it's just one more move, I will do my best to exhaust you.

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not just watching. He unleashed the Bloody Sandstorm of the Uncanny Blood Demon Art.

SWISHHHHHHH!

Furious winds of death raged toward Hwa Mugi, threatening to tear his defensive qi to shreds. This was a martial arts technique, not just wind.

However, Hwa Mugi didn't falter in the slightest. He didn't even blink in the face of the fierce gale, his focus remaining entirely on the Sword King.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not surprised. This was the man who had withstood the Death Vortex with the Thousand Pound Smash and torn his way out in an instant.

Still, the Bloody Sandstorm gave the Sword King the opening he needed to unleash his own techniques. Though he was outmatched in inner qi, he initiated an exchange that would consume a great deal of it.

Second form of the Divine Formless Sword Technique, Formless Chop.

The moment the White Flower Sword trembled in the air, a streak of sword qi struck down at Hwa Mugi like lightning.

Hwa Mugi dodged the seemingly unavoidable attack. He used the movement arts of Ju Gasin, the Lord of the Evil Alliance from three hundred years ago, the Bright World Heavenly King Steps.

He dodged a light-speed attack with a light-speed movement art. It was a profound technique that made them realize he had only been taking hits earlier to show off.

The Sword King's assault continued.

Fourth form of the Divine Formless Sword Technique, Formless Tempest!

Formless sword qi rained down from all directions.

"Good!" Hwa Mugi thrust his sword in all directions, an excited look on his face. He proved he could block even a storm of blades.

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!

The impact shook the walls, sending fragments and dust raining from the ceiling.

PATTER PATTER...

The moment the debris obscured their vision was exactly what the Sword King had been waiting for.

SWISHHH!

A sharp whistling sound cut across the hall as Hwa Mugi thrust his sword forward.

RIIIIIP!

A horizontal line appeared on the wall behind Hwa Mugi, exactly at the height of his neck. The line sliced through the air from the far wall, stopping just short of his throat. If it had continued, his neck would have been severed, but the line stopped next to Hwa Mugi's neck.

RIIIIIIIP!

The line started again on the other side of Hwa Mugi's neck.

This was the seventh form of the Divine Formless Sword Technique, Formless Life, and the very move that had cut the Sound King's neck.

Nevertheless, Hwa Mugi had blocked the decisive strike.

"I was a little surprised that time," he laughed.

The Sword King's heart sank. Hwa Mugi was truly an invincible, immortal monster.

Hwa Mugi rushed at the Sword King again.

CLANG! CLANG! CLAAAANG!

As if determined to kill him this time, Hwa Mugi pressed his attack with even greater force.

The Sword King had a premonition. He would be lucky to last another fifty moves. In a fight where a dozen exchanges passed in an instant, fifty moves was no time at all.

Suddenly, however, he saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader behind Hwa Mugi, drawing something invisible from his body.

It was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's peerless secret technique.

Formless Spear!

This was a Formless Spear infused with all the inner qi the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had saved up.

For a brief moment, their eyes met.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze conveyed a clear message: [If my technique hits, I'm confident I can pierce the Celestial Killer Star's body.]

TING!

The Sword King's White Flower Sword flew from his grasp, but he quickly grabbed Hwa Mugi's wrists in exchange.

Hwa Mugi realized instantly that the Sword King had let go of his sword on purpose.

SWISHHHHH!

At the same time, a powerful energy surged from behind.

Hwa Mugi read the death wish in the Sword King's eyes. The man was sacrificing himself to hold him in place, saying, 'Pierce through me as well!'

SWISHHHHH!

The Sword King froze. Hwa Mugi was grinning.

WHISH!

In an instant, their positions were swapped. The Sword King had channeled all his inner qi to hold on, but he couldn't withstand Hwa Mugi's strength.

As Hwa Mugi spun him around, the Formless Spear flew straight toward the Sword King's back.

SWISHHH!

"Hmm?"

Hwa Mugi saw it again. The Sword King wasn't flustered. His eyes were calm.

Don't tell me?

The Sword King didn't gather his defensive qi. He had predicted their positions would be swapped, no matter how hard he held on.

So this was his plan all along!

He intended for the Formless Spear to pierce his own body and continue on to strike Hwa Mugi.

The Sword King didn't let go of Hwa Mugi's wrists. He should have died at Geom Mugeuk's hands. The heavens must have saved him for this very moment.

However, the Formless Spear stopped right in front of the Sword King's back.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hadn't thrown the Formless Spear. He had rushed forward, holding it himself.

Throwing it would have been faster and more effective, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had worried about their positions being swapped. He didn't know the Sword King intended to sacrifice himself.

SSSSSS...

The Formless Spear in the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand vanished. Against any other master, he would have pressed the attack, but against Hwa Mugi, the spear would only be a hindrance, especially since he was no spear master.

THUD!

Hwa Mugi's palm strike sent both the Sword King and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader staggering back together.

"Fine! If you won't do it, I'll pierce you both at once!" he roared,  thrusting his Black Sword forward.

SWISHHHHH!

The Sword King didn't dodge. If he moved, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader behind him would be stabbed, but he had dropped his sword to grab Hwa Mugi's arms. All he had left was his body.

He raised his defensive qi to its absolute limit, hoping that even if the blade pierced him, it wouldn't reach the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

SWISH! PUUK!

The Black Sword tore through the defensive qi and plunged into the Sword King's chest.

TAK!

Just as Hwa Mugi pushed the sword to drive it all the way through, though, the Black Sword stopped dead in midair.

Someone had grabbed the sword with their bare hands.

"Grabbing my sword with a bare hand? Who?" Hwa Mugi raged, only to realize that it was the Fist Demon.

No, he didn't grab it with his bare hands!

The Fist Demon was wearing the Fighting God gauntlets, a gift from Geom Mugeuk.

WHOOOOSH! PUCK!

The Fist Demon's other fist slammed straight into Hwa Mugi's face.

RUMBLE, BOOM BOOM!

A tremendous clap of thunder echoed at the same time.

Hwa Mugi flew backward, the Black Sword yanking free from the Sword King's chest.

The Fist Demon instantly sealed the acupoints on the Sword King's chest to stop the bleeding. Fortunately, the sword had missed his heart, and since it hadn't pierced all the way through, the wound wasn't fatal.

"You should have dodged!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted at the Sword King for foolishly taking the blow for him.

"...You should have thrown the Formless Spear."

In the end, the two had saved each other.

"Thank you for saving me," the Sword King said.

The Fist Demon gave a single, stoic nod in response.

Hwa Mugi clutched his ears, not his bruised face. The thunderous crack from the Fist Demon's punch had nearly torn his eardrums.

His anger flared toward the Fist Demon. "Empty carts make the most noise."

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was ready with a retort. "Why do you think that cart is empty? It's waiting to be loaded with your corpse."

Hwa Mugi's killing intent flared, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had already moved the injured Sword King back to where Geom Woojin and the two Chairmen stood.

Geom Woojin didn't ask if the Sword King was alright. He knew what the man needed to hear more. "You fought well," he praised.

The Sword King bowed his head in shame. He wished he could have fought better, but he had given it his all.

"And don't do that again," Geom Woojin added, showing that he knew the Sword King had tried to sacrifice himself.

The Sword King bowed his head again. Geom Woojin was scolding him for trying to die after they had all promised to protect the Young Cult Leader.

Well, as long as someone understood, that was enough.

I will dedicate the rest of my life to the Young Cult Leader.

Just then, Baek Jagang walked over to the Fist Demon. Hwa Mugi may have taken one hit, but that didn't mean the Fist Demon could handle him alone. He decided it was his turn to step up.

He stood shoulder to shoulder with the Fist Demon. He never thought he would see the day he fought on the same side as this man.

As two new opponents appeared, Hwa Mugi spoke loudly, as if making a speech. "Cult Leaders and Chairmen, all gathered to fight me one after another! Tell me, who is the villain here, and who is the hero?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader dampened Hwa Mugi's spirit by readily agreeing. "Honestly, just by their appearance, those two are definitely villains."

Baek Jagang looked at the Fist Demon and shared his thoughts on the fight so far. "Everyone was too gentle."

By his standards, not only Jin Paecheon but also the Sword King and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been too soft. But the Fist Demon?

"Since that man wants to be a hero so badly, why don't we show him what real villains look like?"

An incomparably evil and cold qi unlike anything they had seen before erupted from his body.


Chapter 823: The Only One Who Can Kill Me

Baek Jagang's killing intent dominated the space.

This was his ultimate killing intent. The energy was suffocating, like being trapped in a narrow box. Chills ran down the spines of those present, raising goosebumps. Movements slowed as skin grew cold, but the heart burned hot. Fear, intimidation, anger, and hatred—all negative emotions ran wild.

The energy alone should have crushed a person, but Hwa Mugi took a deep breath and savored it. "This is the first time I've felt such powerful killing intent. The person inside me is quite insidious, you see."

Ju Gasin, who resided within his body, had never revealed such energy.

Baek Jagang recalled his earlier conversation with Ju Gasin. The insidious man had tried to save him. Assuming Ju Gasin was listening, Baek Jagang spoke to Hwa Mugi, "Still, thank you for the offer."

The remark was unexpected, but everyone understood. It was clearly an extension of the earlier telepathic conversation, words meant for the Evil Alliance Chairman from three hundred years ago.

The Fist Demon silently watched Baek Jagang standing beside him. He found it unexpected that Baek Jagang had stepped forward like this. He had expected Baek Jagang to fight alone, just as Jin Paecheon had.

Since the Murim Alliance Chairman fought alone, I, the Evil Alliance Chairman, cannot perform a joint attack.

He had expected such posturing, but Baek Jagang chose practicality over pride, and that wasn't all.

The Fist Demon read a clear intention in Baek Jagang's eyes.

Let's end this fight, just the two of us!

The Fist Demon instantly clenched his fist. This was exactly what he had hoped for. He wanted nothing more than to prevent this dangerous fight from reaching the Cult Leader.

He began to earnestly emit his demonic qi, which felt different than usual. It didn't spread out and erupt. Instead, it felt like a great mountain pressing down, something huge and unbreakable that began to crush Hwa Mugi.

Baek Jagang's killing intent and the Fist Demon's demonic qi pressured Hwa Mugi simultaneously. The combined energy was so powerful it made it difficult to even stand, yet Hwa Mugi was unfazed.

"These energies aren't unfamiliar to me," Hwa Mugi spoke as if he were a hero confronting true villains. "Right! If it's you two, you're villains worth catching!"

He turned his gaze to the Fist Demon and sheathed his black sword. "I wanted to fight you more than anyone else... with these fists."

He clenched both fists, showing them to the Fist Demon. It was the ultimate provocation, a clear challenge to a fistfight.

"How about it? With me in fist arts..."

Before Hwa Mugi could finish, Baek Jagang shot through the air.

SWISH!

Baek Jagang's sword flew instantly toward Hwa Mugi's chest.

The attack was completely unexpected. Who would have imagined Baek Jagang would charge while Hwa Mugi was challenging the Fist Demon to a fistfight?

SWISH!

Baek Jagang's sword grazed Hwa Mugi's body. As Hwa Mugi twisted away, the blade changed its angle.

CLASH!

Again, the sword grazed his face.

Unable to dodge normally, Hwa Mugi used the Bright World Heavenly King Steps, the technique Ju Gasin had displayed earlier.

Baek Jagang continued his relentless assault, giving Hwa Mugi no chance to draw his sword. His attacks were different from those of Jin Paecheon or the Sword King. Baek Jagang didn't just aim for vital points.

The sword that had shot up toward Hwa Mugi's chin now slashed diagonally. He aimed for the shoulder, then the thigh. Arms, waist, it didn't matter where he struck, as long as he could cut his opponent. This made his attacks all the more threatening.

WHISH!

Finally, Hwa Mugi used the Bright World Heavenly King Steps to retreat a great distance. It was the first time he had fallen back since the fight began.

"You're ignoring the Fist Demon..."

Hwa Mugi couldn't finish his sentence. A blast of fist wind shot from the Fist Demon's hand.

WHOOOOSH!

While Hwa Mugi and Baek Jagang fought, the Fist Demon had gathered his inner qi to its absolute limit. This was no mere fist wind. It contained enough power to pulverize rock.

BOOOOM!

Hwa Mugi was swept away by the fist wind, crashing through the inn wall. He tried to endure with his defensive qi, but Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon were right behind the blast, flying in simultaneously.

Hwa Mugi landed outside the Alluring Inn, with Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon rushing right after him. The two cornered him, giving him no chance to breathe. Sword qi and fist wind flew toward him at the same time.

Hwa Mugi soared into the air.

BOOOOM!

The building across from the Alluring Inn was completely obliterated by the combined sword qi and fist wind. The fight's stage had now moved from the Alluring Inn to the Demon Village itself.

Hwa Mugi landed on the roof of a nearby building. "Fist Demon, I want a cool fight with you. Are you going to act uncool like that unorthodox sect bastard? Why? Do you lack confidence?"

His provocation went beyond confidence, reaching the peak of arrogance, as if he was determined to duel the Fist Demon one on one.

To Baek Jagang, however, it looked different.

[The bastard is trying to avoid a joint attack,] he told the Fist Demon.

If the Fist Demon engaged Hwa Mugi in a fistfight, they would become entangled, making it difficult for him to join the attack.

The Fist Demon immediately understood Baek Jagang's meaning. [Let's not fight according to the bastard's will.]

Jin Paecheon, who was watching, also read Hwa Mugi's intention and interpreted it this way. [It seems the bastard has started to control his inner qi,] he told Geom Woojin.

Geom Woojin nodded, agreeing with Jin Paecheon. The Celestial Killer Star had previously shown his strength by enduring attacks with his defensive qi, but now he had started to dodge.

Right. Even if he's the Celestial Killer Star, as long as he's human, he can't possess infinite inner qi.

Also, Hwa Mugi didn't possess enough power to crush everyone at the same time. He had inflicted external injuries on Jin Paecheon and internal injuries on the Sword King, but Jin Paecheon had the Gentleman Sword, and the Sword King had the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The power Hwa Mugi had shown so far was only slightly greater than two opponents attacking together. This meant a proper joint attack could lead to a close fight. On the other hand, the fight became much more dangerous. If he ran out of spare inner qi, the Celestial Killer Star might resort to a one-hit-kill technique.

Just like before, the fight could end before they could intervene. Ultimately, Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon had to help each other.

Just how far will they help each other?

Because he couldn't know the answer, Geom Woojin watched this fight more intently than any before.

The Fist Demon looked up at Hwa Mugi on the roof. "You want to challenge me in fist arts?" He wriggled his finger at the enemy. "Come down. A fist fight must be fought with feet planted on the ground."

The moment Hwa Mugi leaped lightly from the roof to land before the Fist Demon, Baek Jagang's sword, which had been waiting, sliced through the air. The first form of the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique, White Heaven Stance, raged toward Hwa Mugi as a flood of white enhanced qi.

However, Hwa Mugi's black sword cut through the air as if he had been waiting for it, unleashing the second form of the Shining Sun Sword Arts, Solar Birth.

BOOOOM!

The two supreme martial arts collided, and the surroundings shook with an explosion like an earthquake. Hwa Mugi had clearly expected the ambush.

SWISH!

Hwa Mugi rushed through the rising dust.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The moment their swords clashed, Baek Jagang felt the same thing the others had.

He's strong.

Hwa Mugi's black sword pulsed with an inner qi so powerful it felt like it would snap his wrist.

It's about time his power decreased.

Yet Hwa Mugi was still powerful. After a dozen rapid exchanges, Hwa Mugi's final strike was fully imbued with inner qi. He tried to shatter Baek Jagang's sword with that single blow, but the blade held.

BOOM!

Baek Jagang was pushed back. The attack was so powerful that he had to disperse its force as he retreated.

Right, keep wasting your inner qi like that!

Meanwhile, Hwa Mugi attacked the Fist Demon, stabbing at his vital points.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

With his large build, the Fist Demon didn't look like he could easily dodge the attack. Surprisingly, however, the Fist Demon's large frame dodged every successive attack. His movement arts were flashy.


"In fist arts, footwork is more important than the fist."



This was what the Fist Demon always emphasized to his subordinates. In other words, dodging was more important than hitting. Since a fist-fighter had to face armed opponents, movement and close-combat arts for dodging and deflecting were paramount.

How on earth does he dodge with that large build?

The Fist Demon answered with his actions.

Furthermore, Hwa Mugi couldn't focus solely on the Fist Demon. Before he knew it, Baek Jagang was attacking from his left.

SWISH!

Hwa Mugi dodged Baek Jagang's sword and thrust his own. For an instant, the two crossed swords aimed for each other's hearts.

THUD!

The moment the two swords missed, the Fist Demon's fist struck his side hard.

However, the moment his fist connected, the Fist Demon felt a defensive qi unlike any he had ever felt, different from when he had first struck Hwa Mugi's face. That blow had a solid impact, but this was different.

Despite the loud sound, hitting the body felt like punching water. The qi in his fist seemed to scatter into it.

So this is the kind of defensive qi he's using to block everything!

Hwa Mugi thrust his sword toward the Fist Demon.

SWISH! CLANG!

Baek Jagang intercepted the attack, blocking the sword meant for the Fist Demon. At that exact moment, the Fist Demon launched an unexpected attack from an impossibly close distance, activating his unique martial art, the Thunder Arhat Fist, First Fist, Black Cloud Asura.

BOOOOM!

An explosion sent Hwa Mugi staggering back. He had been hit squarely by the Thunder Arhat Fist, but he did not fall.

The two men did not miss the opportunity.

This time, Baek Jagang unleashed his own unique martial art, the fifth form of the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique, the Rotating Destruction Stance.

Sword qi erupted in all directions, centering on Hwa Mugi. There was nowhere to dodge.

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

Sword qi struck Hwa Mugi's body from all directions. The earth shook and an explosion burst out.

Still, within the rising dust, Hwa Mugi stood tall, refusing to fall.

SWOOOOOSH!

The Fist Demon's fist flew in again.

THWACK!

For the first time, Hwa Mugi was thrown backward, rolling across the ground. The Third Fist, the Heavenly Lightning Asura—the heaviest of the Fist Demon's techniques—had struck true.

RUMBLE!

The sound of thunder shook the heavens and the earth. As soon as Hwa Mugi leaped to his feet, enhanced qi from Baek Jagang's sword struck him repeatedly.

BOOM! BOOM! BAM!

The Fist Demon did the same, pouring out his own enhanced fist qi, determined not to miss this chance. Hwa Mugi couldn't dodge the attacks and was hit by every one.

It was a chance to kill him.

The Fist Demon prepared to unleash his final move, the Sixth Fist, Hell Lightning Asura. It was a final technique that could only be used once, as it expended all of his inner qi in a single blow.

Baek Jagang did the same, gathering his inner qi to unleash the strongest move of the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique, intending to cut Hwa Mugi down for good.

"Wait!" someone roared, stopping them.

It was Geom Woojin, who had been watching silently until now.

At his command, the attacks ceased. The dust settled, revealing Hwa Mugi's figure. He was still standing.

A raw killing intent poured from Hwa Mugi's body. If his previous killing intent had escalated gradually, this new aura tore violently from within him. It was an uncontrollable, ungovernable killing intent.

Finally, the Celestial Killer Star was beginning to collapse.

The Fist Demon couldn't understand. It was a golden opportunity. Why did the Cult Leader stop us?

Geom Woojin's gaze fell upon Hwa Mugi. A crimson light flowed from Hwa Mugi's eyes. It was the first time anyone had seen killing intent with such a red hue.

Geom Woojin looked at him and said calmly, "Stop the acting now."

At the word 'acting', the Fist Demon, Baek Jagang, and everyone else stared in surprise, their gazes shifting between Geom Woojin and Hwa Mugi.

Geom Woojin explained to Baek Jagang, "That man's defensive qi doesn't seem to be ordinary."

He had been watching Hwa Mugi's every move. Earlier, Hwa Mugi had blocked attacks he could have easily dodged, relying instead on his defensive qi. At first, he thought it was a simple display of power.

However, seeing Hwa Mugi willingly take the Fist Demon and Baek Jagang's terrifying attacks just now, he felt something was wrong. Hwa Mugi clearly could have dodged. The attacks were powerful, but considering the movement arts he had displayed, there was no reason for him to take them head-on.

Wasn't he the one who tried to fight the Fist Demon with his fists to conserve inner qi? So why is he taking attacks like this now? The consumption of inner qi must be extreme. Is he putting himself at a disadvantage on purpose? If not, then...

Geom Woojin revealed his conclusion, "It seems that man's defensive qi absorbs attacks and converts them into inner qi."

"!" The statement was so shocking that everyone stared at Hwa Mugi with wide eyes.

Geom Woojin turned to Hwa Mugi. "Isn't that so?"

SSSSSHH...

The insanely powerful killing intent began to subside. It had seemed uncontrollable, yet it vanished in an instant. Surprisingly, Hwa Mugi could control it after all.

At the same time, a calm expression replaced the anger on Hwa Mugi's face. "As expected! You noticed. This is the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art, a martial art I created."

More precisely, it was a martial art he created with the help of the souls inside his body, but anyway, Geom Woojin was right. He hadn't taken the attacks just to show off his defensive qi.

He added, "You must have thought you were draining my inner qi, but I was draining yours."

"!"

On their side, two people were injured, and everyone had exhausted a great deal of inner qi.

"I've refilled all my inner qi again."

If Geom Woojin hadn't noticed, Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon would have completely exhausted their inner qi.

Hwa Mugi took hits from the beginning to make them believe he was blindly trusting his defensive qi. That way, they wouldn't suspect anything.

He was never truly arrogant. He had been fighting a calculated, perfect battle while merely pretending to be.

The only time he was truly arrogant was right now.

"The only one who can kill me is myself."


Chapter 824: You Only Show Up When I Curse You!

KWAAAA!

Hwa Mugi's atmosphere changed. His killing intent vanished completely, which was more terrifying than when it had been running wild.

The sight was enough to break everyone's spirit. He had withstood the combined attack of the Fist Demon and Baek Jagang, even recovering his inner qi in the process.

The Fist Demon broke the heavy silence. "I apologize. I should have noticed it first."

When he struck Hwa Mugi, he felt a defensive qi unlike any he had ever encountered. He should have realized it then.

Geom Woojin responded firmly to the Fist Demon's self-reproach. "Even those watching from the side couldn't figure it out. It would have been impossible to realize it while fighting such a difficult battle."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. "None of us who fought earlier noticed it either."

Who could have imagined such incredible martial arts existed?

He added naturally, "If one needs to be at this level to cause a bloodbath, I could never cause one in my lifetime."

Hwa Mugi was no longer smiling, as if a layer had been peeled away, revealing his true self. "The orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions, as well as those from outside the pass, all gathered to wait for me. Are you people even sane?"

His words implied that they were the ones who had made him this way, just as he had said before.

As Hwa Mugi's cold gaze fell upon him, Jin Paecheon knew he had made the right choice in coming. What if he hadn't come to help the Demonic Cult Leader? Could the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult have handled that monster alone? And if the Celestial Killer Star, who had swept through the Demonic Cult, had come to the Murim Alliance, could he have stopped him?

He had come for his grandson, but in the end...

Hagun, you sending me here ending up saving this grandfather of yours.

The boy had even made him take the Gentleman Sword with him.

Geom Woojin asked Baek Jagang, "Will you continue to fight?"

He had discovered the secret of the defensive qi, but this battle was still between Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon. The decision to stop was theirs to make.

Baek Jagang looked at the Fist Demon before answering, seeking his opinion first. It was a courtesy to the man who had fought alongside him.

Normally, the Fist Demon would have insisted on fighting. Ending a battle after the opponent had just refilled his inner qi was an unbearable disgrace. However, Baek Jagang's choice to attack alongside him had made an impression. He valued rational practicality over pride, but he was not a man without honor or self-esteem.

Why fight blindly against an opponent he didn't know how to handle, just for the sake of it?

The Fist Demon chose practicality over pride and took a step back. "I will follow the Chairman's will."

Baek Jagang did not make a decision immediately. He turned and asked the others, "Do you have any good ideas?"

His lack of pretense made him seem more trustworthy.

Jin Paecheon spoke quietly. "The more extreme the effect of a demonic art, the greater the side effects. We must find that weakness."

He was certain that absorbing inner qi must have come at a cost.

KWAAAA!

Hwa Mugi's killing intent flared once more, completely different from before. This was his true killing intent, mingled with that of the souls dwelling inside him and the weight of three hundred years, and it seemed to say: 'I have no such thing as a weakness!'

Death started to feel terrifyingly close to those present.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lamented, "Where on earth is the Young Cult Leader? With that smart head of his, he should be telling us, 'This is this, and that is that! You fight that monster like this!' Sigh, why is he never around when I really need him, but he always shows up to take my artifacts? He even came in a swarm to take Go Wol away! He always appeared whenever I cursed and complained before, didn't he? Show yourself, Young Cult Leader!"

The Sword King gave the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader a hopeless look. How can he joke at a time like this?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader even turned around, desperately hoping to see Geom Mugeuk walking down the road to the Demon Village, but no one appeared.

The Sword King's gaze followed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's into the distance. Why have such ridiculous expectations? he thought, even as he also hoped to see Geom Mugeuk.

It wasn't just the Sword King. Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang felt much the same. Geom Mugeuk had shown them such amazing things that they couldn't help but expect a lot of the young man.

Surely, if it were the Young Cult Leader, he would find the answer to this battle.

Just then, Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang's eyes met. They realized they, the Chairman of the Murim Alliance and the Chairman of the Evil Alliance, were thinking the same thing and waiting for a young man the age of their own sons or grandsons. They shared a silent fear that someone might realize it.

"What do you think?" Geom Woojin asked.

Everyone looked at Geom Woojin. Surely he isn't asking Hwa Mugi that?

Hwa Mugi also thought the question was directed at him. "Do you think I will answer that?"

"I was not asking you." Geom Woojin's gaze was directed far beyond Hwa Mugi, toward a building's roof.

Everyone followed his gaze. On a distant roof, someone was waving happily at them, so far away he looked like a dot.

"Get your ass over here," Geom Woojin growled in a low voice.

The person on the roof launched himself forward as if he had heard it. He crossed the distance in an instant, as if shifting space. None of the masters present could perform such a swift movement art.

As far as they knew, only one person possessed such a divine ability.

"I have returned, Father!" Geom Mugeuk chirped happily.

Everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk, surprised.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mouth hung wide open, his face a mask of surprise and joy. He wanted to scream, 'He's here, he's here! The Young Cult Leader really came at my call!'

Geom Mugeuk, whom they had waited and waited for, had finally arrived.

"I was in such a hurry that I couldn't buy you a gift, Father," Geom Mugeuk apologized.

Geom Woojin rolled his eyes. This was definitely his son, because no one else would be talking about gifts in a situation like this. "How long have you been watching the fight?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "I arrived when the fight broke out outside the tavern."

In other words, he had arrived at the Demon Village when the Evil Alliance Chairman and the Fist Demon were fighting Hwa Mugi.

"Why were you hiding?" Geom Woojin asked.

Geom Mugeuk hesitated. When he arrived, his inner qi was completely depleted. No matter how urgent the situation, he had to replenish his inner qi, so he meditated at a distance so great that neither Hwa Mugi nor his father could sense him.

All that time, he monitored the situation with the Divine Eye Technique. As soon as his meditation ended, he used the technique he learned when he first climbed the mountain with his father to signal his arrival, sending Geom Woojin a tendril of the same energy he once used to detect wild boars tens of meters away.

Still...

"I wasn't hiding," he denied fervently. "You haven't fought in a long time, so you should show off your skills and take some credit from your son. So, Father, you should fight later too. I yielded to you because I am a filial son."

A sneer touched Geom Woojin's lips.

Seeing it for the first time in a long while, Geom Mugeuk laughed and exchanged a glance with his father.

Welcome back.

I'm home, Father!

They could now understand each other with just a look.

Anyway, Geom Mugeuk was relieved and happy.

I wasn't too late!

He had been afraid someone might have died or suffered an irreversible injury. He had feared arriving to find everything in shambles. These worries had driven him to run without rest, stopping only to recover his inner qi. He hadn't slept or eaten.

As a natural worrier, he had imagined all sorts of terrible outcomes on his way here. However, one thought always calmed his anxiety.

It will be fine. Father is there.

And surprisingly, there were unexpected people here as well.

"Chairman Jin!" Geom Mugeuk continued his greetings with his back to Hwa Mugi, who simply watched in silence.

Hwa Mugi didn't get angry at the intentional disregard. Instead, he stared at Geom Mugeuk with a caution he had never shown before.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely to Jin Paecheon. "Long time no see!"

His gaze fell on Jin Paecheon's injury, then to the Gentleman Sword at his waist. He understood at once why he had come and what had happened.

"Thank you for coming," he said politely.

Jin Paecheon also looked down at the Gentleman Sword. "Thank Hagun, not me."

"I'll seat Hagun at the head of the table at our next gathering. Of course, he'll have to buy the drinks as the price for bragging," Geom Mugeuk said. Next, he bowed politely to Baek Jagang. "Did Sayin say anything, Chairman Baek?"

"He told me not to come because he was worried I would get hurt."

"I guess I'll have to seat him at the bottom of the table."

Geom Mugeuk was surprisingly talking about a gathering of friends, even cracking silly jokes, with Hwa Mugi right behind him. He then made a promise, "I'll never forget the grace you've both shown me by coming here today. If a day comes when you need me, I'll be the first to arrive!"

For Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang, there was no greater reward. It was a promise that the Young Cult Leader would come to save Jin Hagun or Bi Sayin if they were ever in danger.

"Come to our side first," Baek Jagang added.

Jin Paecheon smiled at Baek Jagang's joke.

Hwa Mugi's eyes sharpened as he saw the two Chairmen relax.

They were so serious a few moments ago, but now they're laughing?

The atmosphere changed completely the moment Geom Mugeuk arrived. The gloomy battlefield seemed to brighten.

Hwa Mugi opened his mouth to say something, but Geom Mugeuk ignored him and continued his greetings.

Geom Mugeuk didn't want Hwa Mugi to know much he had thought of him, from his life before regression until this very moment. No one here could know how fateful and important this meeting was, or how much he had both feared and waited for this moment.

So he wouldn't spare Hwa Mugi a single glance.

Besides, the people here were more important than Hwa Mugi.

It was the one mindset he had held since his regression.

I didn't regress to kill you. I regressed to live a happy life with these people.

He would uphold that principle, even now.

He turned to the Fist Demon. "Master, your disciple has returned."

"Welcome back."

Geom Mugeuk delivered the news the Fist Demon wanted to hear most. "Commander Lee has also safely completed her mission. She will arrive later with her subordinates."

Joy flashed in the Fist Demon's eyes. His daughter was safe. Geom Mugeuk's bright expression also meant that all the Demon Supremes and demons who went with her were safe as well. A fight against the Darkness Palace Lord wouldn't have been easy.

He silently patted Geom Mugeuk's shoulder with his large hand. "You worked hard."

"Anyone watching would think the fight is already over," Hwa Mugi cut in, seething. He certainly hadn't expected his first meeting with Geom Mugeuk to be with the back of the young man's head.

Geom Mugeuk spoke without turning around. "I'm holding you in high regard, aren't I?"

"What?"

"I should at least pay my respects before I die."

Geom Mugeuk meant he was saying his greetings because he might die by Hwa Mugi's hands. Since it was a direct acknowledgment of his skill, Hwa Mugi couldn't refute it, so he was left speechless.

Geom Mugeuk next turned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, whose face was full of anticipation as if saying, 'It must be my turn this time, right?'

However, Geom Mugeuk sighed and grumbled, "Cult Leader, did you curse me even while fighting such an important battle?"

"That's because you only show up when I curse you!"

Their gazes met. Geom Mugeuk had never felt so welcome.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed heavily. The artifacts must be effective. He appears whenever I curse him.

Geom Mugeuk added, "As expected of the Cult Leader. You're always helping our Cult in moments of crisis."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader immediately protested, "I came here against my will. This is just something I need to do if I want to keep freeloading off the Cult."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was someone who could naturally make such jokes in front of him.

Meanwhile, Hwa Mugi was stupefied. Is he really going to greet every single person? he thought, but Geom Mugeuk did just that, greeting each person as if to show off.

The souls inside him began to clamor. How could they stay still after seeing this?

Now it was noisy outside and noisy inside.

Geom Mugeuk approached the Poison King, who stood quietly behind the others, next. "Why are you just watching from the back instead of melting him with poison?"

The Poison King glanced at Geom Woojin with a look that said, 'Because the Cult Leader didn't allow me to!'

Only with Geom Mugeuk present could he convey such a half-joking, half-serious message to the Cult Leader.

"Father, from now on, just send the Poison King to kill your enemies while you enjoy a drink with the others."

The remark revered the Poison King as the best.

The Poison King was inwardly delighted, though he didn't show it. No, no one was happier than him to see Geom Mugeuk.

If there had been a single casualty, he intended to obey the Cult Leader's absolute order to run away and protect Geom Mugeuk. He had been drowning in anxiety, fearing he might have to abandon the Cult Leader on the battlefield. Geom Mugeuk's appearance was a joy as great as discovering three rare poisonous insects in a row.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King. "Are you alright? Why did you come out, Ak-hyung? You should have stayed hidden."

Anyone could see that the person most injured was the Sword King.

The Sword King pretended to sigh. "As you know, my appearance stands out too much. I couldn't hide in time."

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "By the way, Division Leader Cha is also safe," he remarked. The joy of their reunion wouldn't stop him from seizing the golden opportunity to tease his friend.

The Sword King grew flustered at the mention of Cha Yiran. You're teasing me about her now? In front of the Cult Leader and the Chairmen?

"...Why are you telling me that now?" he exclaimed.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk turned to face Hwa Mugi.

Hwa Mugi grit his teeth. He's only looking at me now?

He felt like a nameless nobody, no, the Young Cult Leader had probably intended that.

Geom Mugeuk regarded his nemesis. Naturally, Hwa Mugi wouldn't know that he had hoped their meeting would be even more insignificant. That he had imagined saying, 'I'll be back in a moment,' during a game of Go with his father, gone off to kill Hwa Mugi, and returned in time to say, 'It's my turn, right?' as if nothing had happened.

Unfortunately, Hwa Mugi emerged into the world sooner than expected, changing both their fates.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Hwa Mugi, his eyes deep with meaning. You'll never know where I came from to stop you. You'll never know how long a path I've walked to get here.

Oddly though, Hwa Mugi returned his gaze with eyes that also seemed to have seen an infinite amount of time. "Strangely, you do not feel unfamiliar to me."

"That happens when you see a handsome face," Geom Mugeuk replied, smiling. "Anyway, I'm starving to death because I ran without stopping to eat. Please, I beg you... Let's eat first, then fight!"

Now was the moment for today's battle to move on to the next stage.


Chapter 825: Everyone Is Out of Their Minds

Let's eat? In the middle of a life-or-death battle? Is he a lunatic?

That was the first thought to cross Hwa Mugi's mind. It was a thought many who had encountered Geom Mugeuk shared.

No, he can't possibly be that crazy. He must have something up his sleeve.

Hwa Mugi knew the Young Cult Leader was no ordinary person, but what surprised him more was everyone else's reaction.

Shouldn't at least one of them look bewildered or question the absurdity of the Young Cult Leader's suggestion?

Contrary to his expectations, a shocking response began to unfold.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rubbed his belly. "Come to think of it, I'm hungry too."

Since Hwa Mugi had barged in just as Baek Jagang finished cooking, no one had eaten yet.

Hwa Mugi ignored the fatty. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was known for spouting nonsense, so his reaction was somewhat understandable.

However, Baek Jagang then boasted to Geom Mugeuk, "The Cult Leader taught me how to cook."

Hwa Mugi simply couldn't understand. Why is the Evil Alliance Chairman saying that? Is he going to cook? The man who was just fighting so fiercely? No, why does even the Demonic Cult Leader look proud at those words?

It was as if a switch had flipped the moment the Young Cult Leader arrived, transforming the entire group. The warriors who hadn't taken their eyes off him for a second began to look elsewhere, their grave expressions brightening.

The Sword King glanced at the sky for the first time. The Poison King, who had been staring with eyes as deep as an abyss, now studied an uprooted tree.

Surely he isn't looking at that bug crawling from the roots?

The common emotion radiating from them was relief.

Why? Not even the Heavenly Demon's presence gave them relief!

Hwa Mugi was both bewildered and curious.

Just what is this guy?

He had heard from the Darkness Palace Lord that the Young Cult Leader influenced everyone, but he never imagined it was to this extent.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Hwa Mugi again, not with an idle threat like, "I'll kill you after we eat," but with a simple request.

"Let's eat before you kill us," he said.

"Is there a reason I should?" Hwa Mugi asked.

"Yes," Geom Mugeuk replied. "Because this will be the last meal you ever enjoy."

"What?" For a moment, Hwa Mugi thought Geom Mugeuk was threatening him.

"Well, if you win and we all die, this atmosphere, this feeling, this tension... you'll never experience it again," Geom Mugeuk explained seriously, staring into Hwa Mugi's eyes. "Once we're all dead, only those trembling in fear and feigning loyalty will remain. You know, those people who just pretend to be loyal. You'll kill them indiscriminately out of boredom and temper. Unfortunately, no matter how many you kill, your heart will never again beat in excitement like it does today."

"!" Hwa Mugi's gaze shifted from Geom Mugeuk to Geom Woojin, the man he had been most wary of throughout the fight. Though Geom Woojin hadn't drawn his sword, he felt as if they had already fought a fierce battle.

He tuned to the other martial masters of the current era. Next to Geom Woojin, the Fist Demon stood tall, his fists still clenched with regret. Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang stood side by side, with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Sword King, and the Poison King behind them.

Yes, he's right. A moment like this will never come again.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "So, let's eat."

"......" Hwa Mugi found himself strangely persuaded. The tension had been draining away ever since the Young Cult Leader arrived.

Geom Mugeuk whined, "If you don't want to, then at least let me eat! Are you going to be that petty about food?"

"...Fine." Hwa Mugi finally nodded. Geom Mugeuk was simply too intriguing to attack outright. He couldn't fight with such deflated morale anyway.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. "Okay, let's go inside!"

He turned toward the Alluring Inn.

"...AAAAAAH! WHAT'S ALL THISSSSS!" he screamed in despair.

One wall of the Alluring Inn had collapsed, and the second-floor wall with the carved writing was gone entirely.

Geom Mugeuk spun to face Hwa Mugi. "You bastard, did you break that? Do you know how precious that wall is?! This won't do." He placed a hand on his sword. "No matter how hungry I am, it seems I need to teach you a lesson first."

Hwa Mugi reached for his own black sword. He welcomed a fight, even though he felt wronged at being accused for a crime he didn't commit.

"Actually, I'm the one who smashed the wall," Geom Woojin confessed.

A moment of silence passed.

Geom Mugeuk lowered his voice and said seriously, "You did well. Removing a wall that hinders battle is the best plan. Actually, I'm only saying this now, but the writing everyone left wasn't that great. Since you've practiced once, you'll leave even better writing next time, right? Right?"

As soon as he finished talking, he entered the ruined inn.

Geom Woojin followed, and Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang trailed behind them, laughing.

The three of them entered without even a glance at Hwa Mugi.

Only the Fist Demon remained wary of Hwa Mugi's movements as the others filed into the Alluring Inn.

Hwa Mugi couldn't believe his eyes. These guys! They're all just going inside and leaving me behind?

Just moments ago, they were fighting over who was a hero and who was a villain, but now, he felt lonely and ignored. He had gone from protagonist to supporting character... no, not even that. He was an extra, left alone on the road.

Don't extras often die in stories?

After staring quietly at the inn for a while, Hwa Mugi followed the group inside.

"It's more damaged than I thought," Geom Mugeuk grumbled, surveying the interior. The remaining walls were cracked, and broken tables and chairs lay scattered about. He looked up at the empty space where the second-floor wall had been. "I once told the owner that even if this wall were destroyed, its destruction would have meaning."

"Are you upset I didn't protect it?" Geom Woojin asked. He knew that everything in the inn, from the unbroken tables to the wall, all of it represented his son's demonic path.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father. You probably don't know how much it means to me that you're asking this, Father.

He smiled. "What are you talking about? You already protected it, didn't you?"

"??" Geom Woojin blinked, puzzled.

Geom Mugeuk glanced out the window at the burning Demonic Flames in the distance. "What I wanted to protect wasn't the wall or the tables, but the innkeeper and the people of the Demon Village. You already protected them by lighting the Demonic Flames, Father." His gaze returned to Geom Woojin. "That was a truly wonderful choice, Father. The people of the Demon Village will never forget your grace."

"......" Geom Woojin stared at his son without a word.

Rather, the Fist Demon, who had been listening in, was the one who reacted.

The Cult Leader is human too. He must have thought of Geom Mugeuk while protecting the Demon Village people. He must have hoped to hear these words from his son.

A faint smile touched his lips.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "The fact that you chose this place as the battleground for the fate of the murim will be a lifelong source of pride for the innkeeper. It will have a meaning far greater than any writing on a wall."

The Fist Demon knew how good the Cult Leader must feel. If he himself felt this pleased, how much more so must the Cult Leader be?

"Fortunately, some things are still intact." Geom Mugeuk dragged an unbroken table and chairs from a corner to the center of the room. "Please sit, Father."

"......" Hwa Mugi stood at the entrance, watching Geom Mugeuk's every move. His eyes seemed to say, Fine, let's see how far you'll take this insane farce.

Baek Jagang stepped forward. "I learned a few dishes from your father. Would you like a taste?"

"Please do!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed. "How many people in the history of the murim get to eat food cooked by the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Baek Jagang went straight into the kitchen to inspect his cooking. "You're in luck. The kitchen isn't too damaged."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes lit up. "Can I look forward to it?"

"Of course!" Baek Jagang replied.

Even if it doesn't taste good, I have an escape route, he thought. I can just push all the blame onto his father.

The thought excited him more than he had been during the fight. And so, the hand that had just unleashed the Tyrannical King Annihilation Sword Technique now held a kitchen knife.

Baek Jagang called out, "Is there anyone who can help me?"

Geom Woojin remained seated, unable to leave Hwa Mugi unattended.

The Poison King, remembering the tears he shed while peeling onions, deliberately stared out the window. His posture made it clear he had only helped the Cult Leader and would not do so for anyone else.

"I'd like to help, but I have no talent for it," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who would indeed likely cause more trouble than help, added.

The Sword King was nursing internal injuries, and Jin Paecheon was in an awkward position to volunteer.

That left one person.

"I will help," the Fist Demon volunteered.

He had already demonstrated his skill by slicing carrots earlier. Despite his appearance, his cooking skills were far superior to Baek Jagang's.

Also, he offered to help not because no one else was suitable, but because he genuinely wanted to. He had learned something from Baek Jagang this time about choosing practical benefit over honor and pride, and it had greatly influenced him.

He entered the kitchen. Now, the two men who had fought Hwa Mugi together were embarking on a new battle in the kitchen.

Hwa Mugi watched the ridiculous scene unfold.

Everyone is out of their minds.

Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon, who were just trying to kill him, had disappeared into the kitchen. Normal people wouldn't have done that, and even if they did, shouldn't they have at least said something like, "Let's postpone our fight until after the meal"?

Do they really believe the Young Cult Leader can handle me? Or did the Poison King release some mass hallucination drug?

His eyes met Geom Mugeuk's.

"Come here and sit," Geom Mugeuk said.

Hwa Mugi didn't move.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Look, we don't kill people while they're eating. So come on."

Hwa Mugi slowly walked over and sat down. Geom Mugeuk's eyes were dangerous. Looking into them, he felt the man was sincerely telling the truth and making sense even though he was blabbing nonsense.

Geom Mugeuk went to the kitchen and returned with alcohol and cups. "I'll pour you a drink, Father, especially since it's been a while," he said, pouring for Geom Woojin first. "I should've brought some of the Drunken Demon's good wine, but it's all gone."

Everyone immediately understood the implication. A fight had occurred that was so intense, the Drunken Demon had to drink all his wine. The battle on that front must have been truly terrible.

After that, Geom Mugeuk poured drinks for the others in turn, starting with Jin Paecheon.

The alcohol felt more profound than ever. Just moments ago, they had despaired before the monstrous Hwa Mugi. Now, they were receiving a drink from Geom Mugeuk.

After filling the cup before Hwa Mugi to the brim, Geom Mugeuk held out the bottle to him. "You. Pour me a drink too."

Hwa Mugi glared at Geom Mugeuk. "What are you doing?"

"I'm having a drink with my life's nemesis for the first and last time."

"......" Hwa Mugi glared daggers at Geom Mugeuk, but he saw only sincerity, not trickery.

"One of us will die before the day is over anyway," Geom Mugeuk added. "Even if you rule the murim later, try to live with at least this much composure."

Hwa Mugi finally took the bottle and filled Geom Mugeuk's cup. He braced for a surprise attack, but nothing happened.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high. "Here's to a drink with the Celestial Killer Star! Cheers!"

Everyone drank except for Hwa Mugi, who hadn't touched his cup.

Deep down, Jin Paecheon was stupefied. He had expected the situation to improve with Geom Mugeuk's arrival, but he hadn't expected the entire game to change. Not even the Celestial Killer Star was an exception from the Young Cult Leader's contagious madness.

A short while later, Baek Jagang brought out a large bowl of food, and the Fist Demon served it into smaller bowls.

Baek Jagang said nervously, "Here, everyone try it."

Geom Mugeuk sniffed the air. "It smells delicious!"

"Let's eat together," Geom Woojin said to Baek Jagang.

Baek Jagang and the Fist Demon joined the table.

Hwa Mugi stared down at the food before him. When Geom Mugeuk first suggested eating, he never imagined it would lead to this.

Of course, he wasn't alone in being bewildered. Who could have imagined sitting at a dining table with the Celestial Killer Star?

"It's really delicious!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed.

Baek Jagang asked suspiciously, "Aren't you just saying that for your father's sake?"

"I have about nine tongues, and the one I'm using now is for tasting, not flattery. It's really delicious."

Baek Jagang was still skeptical, but his expression brightened when the others agreed. He definitely had a talent for cooking.

Geom Mugeuk chirped, "Please make it again next time I visit!"

"Come anytime," Baek Jagang replied.

A sneer formed on Hwa Mugi's lips. There is no next time for any of you.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Hwa Mugi. "Why aren't you eating?"

Hwa Mugi hadn't touched his chopsticks. Just because everyone else had lost their minds didn't mean he had to.

Geom Mugeuk stared quietly at Hwa Mugi before saying something surprising. Well, Hwa Mugi had already been surprised several times today, but this was the most shocking remark yet.

"Actually, this is the second time I'm eating with you."


Chapter 826: Because You Want to Tell Your Story

This is the second time he's eating with who?

All eyes turned toward Geom Mugeuk. Not only Hwa Mugi but everyone else at the table was surprised.

"What kind of nonsense is that?" Hwa Mugi asked, dumbfounded.

Ignoring Hwa Mugi, Geom Mugeuk bowed and said politely, "It's been a long time since then. Chairman, you lied to me."

Finally, Hwa Mugi realized the greeting was not meant for him.

Still, although everyone could tell that Geom Mugeuk was speaking to one of the two Chairmen dwelling inside Hwa Mugi's body, they had no idea who he was talking to.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "Do you remember the question I asked you that day?"

Of course, the person Geom Mugeuk addressed was the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. When he went back three hundred years, he had asked the Murim Alliance Chairman a question.


"Is there a way for us to win?"



"......" Hwa Mugi didn't say a word.

Geom Mugeuk decided to continue. It seemed he still hadn't said enough for Divine Sword Martial Emperor to remember him. "You answered like this back then. 'There is no special method. We just have to fight and win.'"

Hwa Mugi's eyes wavered. Geom Mugeuk had driven a wedge into his jumbled memory.

"You promised to give a congratulatory speech at the Division Leader's wedding. You couldn't keep that promise either."

Hwa Mugi jumped up from his seat. His eyes had changed to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's in an instant.

"How do you know that?"

Finally, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor remembered that day. He recalled a young martial artist who had questioned him after his speech, just before the final battle. In that solemn atmosphere, the man had asked boldly.


"Is there a way for us to win?"



Seeing his face, I remember now. As he said, I ended up lying to him. I said there was no special method, but I had called in the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance. Wait... that martial artist from back then is the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader from three hundred years later?

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was flustered and shocked by this unbelievable fact.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and spoke calmly. "Please sit. Let's eat together like we did back then."

Still in shock, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor slowly sat back down.

Right, we ate together then, too.

Surprisingly, Hwa Mugi did nothing. He could have forced the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's soul back, but he was also curious about the situation.

"I met you three hundred years ago! How are you here?" the Divine Sword Martial Emperor asked, astonished.

Geom Woojin stared at his son, eyes wide with shock. He hadn't been this surprised even when the Celestial Killer Star appeared.

The others felt the same. Geom Mugeuk's specialty was surprising people, but this went beyond mere surprise.

Only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded knowingly, trying his hardest to hold back from joking, 'So you were actually three hundred years old! No wonder I lost to you so badly!'

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly, "It may be hard to believe, but the Secret Box, a sacred item of the Heavenly Fate Palace, sent me back three hundred years."

The only other person who knew this was the Sword King. When Geom Mugeuk returned through the Secret Box, he had told the truth to the Sword King, who was guarding it.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was stunned speechless. Since the mysterious sacred item had absorbed them, he could believe Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I was there that day all of them were absorbed, too," Geom Mugeuk said, looking at his father.

Geom Woojin nodded curtly, his expression showing he understood and that there was no need for further explanation. Geom Mugeuk had probably just experienced yet another amazing, miraculous encounter.

Meanwhile, Hwa Mugi finally realized why he found Geom Mugeuk familiar. It was likely due to the influence of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's subconscious memory.

Staring silently at Geom Mugeuk, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor let out a long, lamenting sigh. "I regret saying those words to you."

He sincerely meant it. While he hadn't regretted it for all the years that passed, he occasionally thought of that young man who was too impressive to forget. Above all, the fact that he had lied weighed on his mind.

"I'm sorry."

"You don't need to apologize to me. I'm a person from three hundred years in the future, and someone from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult at that."

That fact was the most incomprehensible thing to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. "Why did you come to me? Did you decide that yourself?"

"No. It was the Secret Box that sent me to you, Chairman."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was stunned again. If he's a descendant of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, shouldn't he have gone to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord? Or is it because I dragged in the Demonic Cult Leader?

"I don't know the reason either," Geom Mugeuk added. Since all the time traveling was related to his regression, it was not something he could discuss here.

"You called me because you have a favor to ask." The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's gaze turned to Jin Paecheon, who was sitting silently.

He was more concerned about the future Murim Alliance Chairman, who respected him more than the Young Cult Leader did, but Jin Paecheon was still just listening silently to their conversation.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor felt he had to do something, even if just for him.

His gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk. "What do you want from me?"

This was the moment Hwa Mugi might have cut in. He could have asked for help in the fight or for the secret of the Celestial Killer Star, but Hwa Mugi did not, as if confident he would win regardless.

However, what Geom Mugeuk wanted completely shattered their expectations.

"I called you to eat with us as a former Murim Alliance Chairman, not as the Celestial Killer Star."

"!"

"I know we're filling the Celestial Killer Star's stomach, but please eat as the Chairman."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes wavered. "Is that all?"

"Yes, that's all!"

Not only Geom Woojin but everyone listening knew Geom Mugeuk was sincere. That lie-like sincerity had moved their hearts as well.

However, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor couldn't possibly know that.

"Are you saying you don't need my help because I'm not good enough?"

"It's the opposite," Geom Mugeuk replied, his eyes and expression incredibly calm and serious. "I felt back then that you sincerely cared for your subordinates, Chairman. I also felt your agony and apology for not ending the war sooner. I didn't know I would meet you again, but seeing you like this, I wanted to treat you to a meal."

He looked at Baek Jagang and added, "This dish made by the Evil Alliance Chairman tastes very good. Please try it."

"......" The Divine Sword Martial Emperor silently looked at the dish in front of him.

Geom Mugeuk did not press him further and began eating his own food.

Eventually, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor voiced what he had kept in his heart for so long. His words were for Geom Mugeuk, and simultaneously for Jin Paecheon.

"My absorption into the Secret Box wasn't due to bad luck. I was absorbed because I'm the same kind of trash as the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, the Demonic Cult Leader, and the Evil Alliance Chairman."

The thought hurt his pride and angered him, but he knew this was the truth. The realization had pained him for three hundred years.

"The moment I chose to drag them in, I became the same kind of villain. I'm not qualified to eat your food."

That was why he couldn't pick up his chopsticks.

Geom Mugeuk swallowed his food, drank some water, and asked calmly, "Why are you trying to be so perfect?"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor flinched at the unexpected question.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Paecheon. "By the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's standards, Chairman Jin over there also made a big mistake. He came here alone to help the Demonic Cult. By your standards, Master Divine Sword, that must be a bigger mistake, right?"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor flinched again. He had indeed initially told Jin Paecheon that he would be ruined if he associated with the Demonic Cult.

Geom Mugeuk asked Jin Paecheon, "Do you think coming here was a mistake?"

Jin Paecheon knew why Geom Mugeuk was acting like this. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's biggest dilemma was his dilemma too.

"Yes, it's a mistake. A very big mistake," he said.

Despite his words, his expression was relaxed. Looking at the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, he saw his old self. He used to be like that, making a perfect Chairman his whole life's goal, but now, things were a bit different. Now, he could think and say this.

"But I'm human too, so what if I make a mistake? I lived without making any mistakes my whole life, so I can make one for once."

As if expecting this answer, Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Your subordinates will like it more. They'll think, 'Our perfect Chairman has a human side like that too, he makes mistakes just like us!'"

His gaze returned to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. He knew the man's concern was also a sign of respect for Jin Paecheon.

"You say you're the same kind as them, Divine Sword? No, I think you're completely different."

"......" The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes trembled.

"You lived your whole life for righteousness and chivalry, and sacrificed yourself to protect the peace of murim, didn't you? On the other hand, the Demonic Cult Leader at the time was notorious for cruelty. What kind of terrible villain are you comparing yourself to?!"

Geom Mugeuk knew Demonic Cult Leader Hyeok Docheon was listening, but he didn't hold back.

"If the Secret Box hadn't absorbed the Demonic Cult Leader, I think our Cult would be very different from how it is now. Our Cult's history would surely have taken a nasty turn, fate would have changed again and again, and my father might not have become the Cult Leader. I might not even be born!"

He meant that the event three hundred years ago and the present were linked by a great fate.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was stupefied. He had never considered that. He never dreamed he would meet the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and have this conversation.

Sighing, he said, "That doesn't make my sin of dragging in the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance disappear. I said it was for the sake of the murim, but it was a choice I made for myself."

"If you hadn't made a choice for yourself, Chairman, the war might have lasted much longer. We might have lost. Many more people would have died. Your greed saved the murim, Chairman."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's eyes wavered. He had told himself those same words hundreds, even thousands of times, but he had wanted to hear them from someone else. He wanted to hear that his choice was ultimately good. He wanted to hear the thought he had repeated countless times in his mind from another person's lips.

Hearing it once from another is better than a thousand times in one's own heart.

Finally, after three hundred years, he was hearing it from the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"If you were really the same kind as them, you wouldn't be having this conversation with me right now. They would've forgotten everything already. You're having this conversation because you're someone who has carried the burden of your heart for three hundred years. You've suffered a lot all this time." Geom Mugeuk picked up a pair of chopsticks and held them out to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. "Please forgive yourself now."

An unknown passion surged in the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's chest. He felt something that had been tightly blocked inside him for three hundred years finally breaking free. He accepted the chopsticks with trembling hands.

Jin Paecheon looked at him and nodded, respect still shining in his eyes.

Just as his chopsticks were about to pick up the food...

CLATTER!

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor suddenly grabbed the bowl in front of him and threw it, shattering it. No, he wasn't the Divine Sword Martial Emperor anymore, his eyes had changed. Before anyone noticed, he had returned to being Hwa Mugi.

Geom Mugeuk did not get angry. Although the Divine Sword Martial Emperor couldn't eat with them, he believed his feelings had been conveyed. "Since I've seen the Chairman, tell the others to come out too."

Hwa Mugi sneered. "Why? Trying to lure others with some nonsense, like how you bought forced favor from the Divine Sword Martial Emperor? Do you think they'll change their minds and harm me?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head coolly. "That's not why."

"Then why?"

"Because everyone probably wants to talk."

"What?"

"I heard you were sealed for a long time. You only talked to them inside you, right? Wouldn't they want to say something to others, to their descendants, instead of the people they're sick of?"

Hwa Mugi was not easily convinced. "You're trying to bewitch their hearts to get what you want."

Geom Mugeuk hesitated for a moment, then asked, "Do you know why you came in to eat obediently instead of fighting outside?"

Hwa Mugi snorted. It was because Geom Mugeuk had stimulated his curiosity, but he answered, "Because I can kill you all anytime."

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "No, it's because you also want to tell your story."

"?!"

"You want to share you take not to those boring people inside your body, not to the Darkness Palace Lord who tried to use you, but to me, my father, and the people here. Whether it's boasting, anger, or whatever." Geom Mugeuk regarded Hwa Mugi with clear and deep eyes. "Surely, you don't only think about beating everyone to death?"

"...What if that's all there is in my heart?" Hwa Mugi shot back.

Geom Mugeuk walked to the kitchen, brought a small bowl, filled it with food again, and placed it in front of his nemesis. "Eat and search that heart of yours again. When a person is hungry, they can't think clearly. Let's talk after eating. I haven't finished eating either."

He resumed eating.

BAM!

Hwa Mugi slammed the table mercilessly.

It should have been completely smashed, but somehow, the table was fine.

The reason was because Geom Mugeuk's palm was already on the table. He had emitted qi to protect it.

"Stop throwing a tantrum. Precious people are still eating."

Hwa Mugi increased his qi and slammed the table again.

BOOOOM!

Still, the table did not break. Hwa Mugi had used a tremendous amount of inner qi, but Geom Mugeuk had just as much qi to spare.

"Heaven even gave you a good excuse to live by killing people. You are destined live a boring life of nothing but killing. Why are you in such a hurry? Your life's biggest fight will end today anyway. Why not let the ones inside you say what they want? If you've been together that long, you should show that much courtesy to them."

Hwa Mugi could not refute that last part.

"And it's not just their stories I want to hear..." Geom Mugeuk stared into Hwa Mugi's eyes. "I want to know your story too."


Chapter 827: Let's Use Words!

"You really are a crazy bastard," Hwa Mugi snarled, the words slipping out naturally.

Geom Mugeuk grinned like a madman. "Right. You have to say at least that much. You, me, and the people inside your body are all saying what we want. No one here will die with unspoken regrets today." He looked at the people sitting with him. "Father, if you have something to say too, please go ahead."

Geom Woojin made a rare joke. "You talk enough for our entire family."

Geom Mugeuk followed up cheerfully, "Okay! I'll speak as the representative of the Geom Family!"

Jin Paecheon's gaze softened as he watched Geom Mugeuk. His trust in the young man deepened as he saw him converse with the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

He had spoken with the Divine Sword Martial Emperor first, trying his best, yet he had failed to move his predecessor's heart. Geom Mugeuk, however, had properly comforted him. He was a hundred times better than his old self.

Meanwhile, Baek Jagang admired Geom Mugeuk for a different reason. When the Young Cult Leader spoke, he never got goosebumps. Surprisingly, all of his crazy-sounding words came from the heart.

"Chairmen, please speak comfortably too!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disapproving glare caught his eye.

"Why don't you tell me to speak comfortably too?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

Geom Mugeuk replied as if the answer were obvious, "You'd do it even if I told you not to."

"Well, that's true."

"I also need to thank you."

"For what?"

"You must have been the voice for our side while I was gone, right? How much did you suffer on behalf of these blunt, silent people?" Geom Mugeuk said as if he had witnessed everything himself.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed, "You really don't miss a thing."

"I might miss other things, but how could I miss the Cult Leader's exploits?"

After giving the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader an emotional look, Geom Mugeuk turned back to Hwa Mugi. "I told you to say whatever you want."

Hwa Mugi remained silent, his eyes filled with ridicule, as if to ask if mere words could make him speak.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had no such inhibitions. "Well..." he rambled on. "They say one can't perform when they're suddenly put on the spot. If I ask you to talk, any words you had would probably vanish. In that case, shall I break the ice? Hmm, just now, did you call me a crazy bastard? Even though you're even crazier than me."

Hwa Mugi was dumbfounded. Is this madman calling me crazy?!

He wanted to rage, but Geom Mugeuk's next words quickly calmed him down.

"You invaded this place alone, didn't you? You'll probably be the only person in murim history to fight the entire world by yourself. No one has before, and no one will after. You've set an unprecedented record," Geom Mugeuk praised.

Regardless, Hwa Mugi was not easily swayed. "Don't flatter me. I have nothing to say to you."

"I'm not flattering you. I'm just stating facts."

Hwa Mugi had no intention of talking, but Geom Mugeuk's words kept provoking him.

Geom Mugeuk continued talking. "There's one thing I'm curious about. Why did you invade our Cult?"

Hwa Mugi and the others expected him to ask why he attacked the Divine Cult first instead of the Murim or Evil Alliance, but as it turned out, that wasn't the point of Geom Mugeuk's question.

"You could have lived a different life, couldn't you? With your skills, you could have led an amazing life."

"......" Hwa Mugi couldn't answer. He had never considered living differently. He was the Celestial Killer Star. He devoured souls. He broke the seal. He thought he was naturally supposed to invade all the great murim factions, kill everyone, and take over the murim.

Geom Mugeuk pressed on. "Did you think you were simply following the destiny given by the heavens? Don't make me laugh. I'd never live according to their will!"

"The heavens gave me this great power," Hwa Mugi retorted. "Would they have given it to me just to live an ordinary life? If the heavens created someone like me, it's all because of you people."

Geom Mugeuk snorted. Hwa Mugi repeated the same words he had been saying since he arrived, but they had no effect on him. "Is that your own belief? Or is it something the Darkness Palace Lord or the souls inside you said?"

"......" Hwa Mugi couldn't claim the thought was his own.

Had Geom Mugeuk hit the nail on the head? His eyes grew cold.

"It's easy for you to talk since it's not your problem," he finally snarled.

Geom Mugeuk immediately apologized, "I'm sorry about that."

"This must be your goal. To confuse me with that three-inch tongue."

Geom Mugeuk gulped down the liquor in front of him. "Well, I have to be selfish, too. Did you think I suggested this talk for your sake? It's for me and for everyone else here. It's so we can understand you better and kill you more surely, so please understand if I seem a bit chatty."

Hwa Mugi thought he finally understood why everyone's attitude had changed when Geom Mugeuk arrived. In just a short time, this lunatic had made him feel good, then angry, then confused, putting him through a whirlwind of emotions. He had sworn not to talk, but now he found himself in a tense conversation.

His curiosity about Geom Mugeuk was now at an end. It was time to get up and draw his sword.

"Oh, right," Geom Mugeuk added. "I have to thank one of the people inside you."

Hwa Mugi assumed he meant the Demonic Cult Leader, but...

"Bring out the Evil Alliance Chairman for me."

Baek Jagang's jaw dropped in shock. He knew Geom Mugeuk had met the Divine Sword Martial Emperor three hundred years in the past, but what connection could he have with Ju Gasin?

Hwa Mugi asked, "Why?"

"You'll know if you watch."

Hwa Mugi hesitated. If Geom Mugeuk had asked for the Demonic Cult Leader, he would have refused, but he was curious why Geom Mugeuk wanted to thank the Evil Alliance Chairman.

"We agreed no one would die with unspoken regrets!" Geom Mugeuk reminded.

Sighing, Hwa Mugi granted the request.

Ju Gasin appeared, his gaze calm. He too had no idea why Geom Mugeuk had summoned him. "Why did you look for me?"

That was the question on everyone's mind.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Including today, this is the third time we've met."

Ju Gasin tilted his head in confusion. "Third time? We met three hundred years ago, and we're meeting now. That's the second time, isn't it?"

"I saw you at your tomb."

In an instant, Ju Gasin's eyes sharpened.

"You gave me a gift there."

Geom Mugeuk had obtained the last bead from Ju Gasin's corpse, but he didn't say what the gift was.

There was a reason he didn't mention the Six Elements Origin Qi, and it was because Hwa Mugi wouldn't know about it. The Darkness Palace Lord would never have told the Celestial Killer Star about the only power that could control him.

Until witnessing the events of that day, Geom Mugeuk had thought the leaders of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions had divided the Six Elements Origin Qi among themselves. He assumed some of it had flowed to the Ice Palace and the Heavenly Wind Cult for various reasons.

However, all of it had been absorbed into the Secret Box, trapped in transparent beads, and taken by the Darkness Palace Lord of that era.

Did the six beads emerge from the Secret Box after that? Or were they hidden elsewhere from the start? Since he had returned to his own time before seeing what happened, he couldn't know, but one thing was certain—someone other than the people present that day had placed the Six Elements Origin Qi in its various locations.

"So, Evil Alliance Chairman, please enjoy the meal the Divine Sword Martial Emperor couldn't."

"Do you know who I am, telling me to eat this?"

Geom Mugeuk didn't know much about him, but he guessed one thing. "Aren't you someone who still hasn't abandoned his dream?"

Ju Gasin narrowed his eyes. "Why do you think so?"

"The reason you intervened in the war three hundred years ago was because you dreamed of conquering the murim."

"!!" Baek Jagang was inwardly impressed. He knew Ju Gasin hadn't abandoned his dream because he had heard the proposal himself, yet Geom Mugeuk was reading the man's mind perfectly without hearing a single word of it.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "I'm sorry, but that's not going to happen. If you have anything left to say, say it all now. You won't get another chance."

It sounded as if he was telling Ju Gasin not to have any regrets before he killed Hwa Mugi.

Ju Gasin gazed at Geom Mugeuk for a moment before refusing flatly. "I have nothing to say to you."

Sensing that Ju Gasin was about to disappear, Geom Mugeuk mentioned someone unexpected. "Ah, right. I saw Jeokrang, the one who was always with you, at your tomb."

"!" At the mention of Jeokrang, emotion flickered in Ju Gasin's eyes for the first time. It was longing.

"Ah, of course, I didn't see him in person, but in a painting. He was really cool and handsome. I could tell you cherished him just by looking at the painting of you two together."

Ju Gasin nodded. "He's the only one..." he began, but quickly stopped himself.

The only one who understood me. Did I seriously almost say that?

Geom Mugeuk lifted his cup. "Let's toast to Jeokrang. He must have grieved your death a great deal."

Ju Gasin was a man who seemed as if he would never raise a cup for any other reason, but he raised his cup and then gestured toward Baek Jagang, inviting him to drink with them. He was still hoping Baek Jagang would accept his proposal to save him and live a life second only to one.

Baek Jagang lifted his cup and quietly toasted in the air.

Ju Gasin brought the cup to his lips.

CLANG!

To no one's surprise, the cup fell to the floor and shattered. Before anyone realized, his eyes had changed, but the person who appeared this time was not Hwa Mugi. It was none other than the Demonic Cult Leader, Hyeok Docheon.

"All you pathetic fools," Hyeok Docheon growled. "Orthodox or unorthodox, you're all the same. What's so great about dragging in some pathetic outside forces that you know are going to betray you? Why feel guilty about it for three hundred years? And you, you miss your measly dog at a time like this?"

Geom Mugeuk retorted, "Let's correct two things. They aren't 'pathetic outside forces,' they're the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance, and Chairman Ju wasn't toasting a 'measly dog' but a wolf. A very handsome wolf named Jeokrang."[^1]

Hyeok Docheon glared at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes burning. "Are you saying our Cult would have become worse if I hadn't been absorbed into the Secret Box?" He shifted his gaze to Geom Woojin, who he had disliked since the moment they met. "You are just as arrogant as your father."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes lit up. To him, this was the highest praise. "Oh my, saying I resemble Father is the best compliment you could give me. Thank you for the kind words."

Hyeok Docheon flinched, thinking he was being mocked. Demonic qi surged around him, thick with killing intent. "You dare insult a former Cult Leader?"

Geom Mugeuk chuckled calmly. "The Heavenly Demon I know wouldn't break a cup he's sharing with a descendant after three hundred years. I don't know who you are, but go back inside and tell the real Demonic Cult Leader to come out, you fake."

Hyeok Docheon glared at Geom Mugeuk. "You... are definitely your father's son! But... looking at you, a thought suddenly occurred to me."

There was a reason he had suppressed Ju Gasin and taken control. There was a matter far more important to him than guilt or some stupid dog or wolf whatever.

"I'll ask you directly," he said sternly. "Can you get me out of this body?"

Everyone was stunned by the question. They never expected Hyeok Docheon to appear so suddenly and ask such a question.

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head. "Why are you asking me?"

Hyeok Docheon's eyes burned intensely.  "If the Secret Box took you to that time three hundred years ago, it must have considered you special. So tell me. Do you know a way to free me?"

Of course, the Secret Box wasn't the only reason he suspected Geom Mugeuk had special powers. The Darkness Palace Lord had said their whole scheme collapsed because of the Young Cult Leader. Seeing how Geom Mugeuk sat the Celestial Killer Star down at a table and handled him so easily also proved he was no ordinary man.

All eyes focused on Geom Mugeuk. Even knowing who he was, they wondered if he would actually say yes.

Geom Mugeuk didn't disappoint.

"I can probably get you out of that body," he replied.

Of course, it wouldn't be in the way Hyeok Docheon wanted.

Hyeok Docheon's eyes widened. The fact that Geom Mugeuk said "probably" instead of a definite "I can" made it sound more trustworthy.

The others were just as surprised. Hwa Mugi and the other souls must have been shocked as well, but Baek Jagang, who never got goosebumps from Geom Mugeuk, was the most surprised of all.

"Hahaha!" Hyeok Docheon burst into hearty laughter for a while, but stopped laughing abruptly and glared at Geom Mugeuk again. "Is that true? If you're lying, I'll tear you apart alive!"

Surprise, doubt, expectation, and excitement were all mixed in that single question.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the shattered cup on the floor. "You should have asked that important question before you broke the cup."

Hyeok Docheon was still half-doubtful, but he made a proposal, clinging to the hope that it was real. "If you free me, I'll grant you anything you want! I'll help you achieve your dream of conquering the murim."

He was convinced he knew what Geom Mugeuk desired.

"PFFT! Hahaha!" Geom Mugeuk broke out in laughter.

Hyeok Docheon assumed it was a laugh of joy.

"Just stopping the conquering of the murim is hard enough for me," Geom Mugeuk choked between giggles. "Honestly, it's harder than dealing with you!"

Hyeok Docheon was thoroughly confused.

The others present, however, reacted differently. Some smiled faintly, while others looked slightly awkward. Only Geom Woojin's expression remained unchanged.

"If you free me..." Hyeok Docheon's voice trailed off.

Before anyone knew it, Hwa Mugi was back in control. He had allowed the other conversations, but he blocked this one.

"Just as I thought!" Hwa Mugi snapped. "You're trying to delude the Demonic Cult Leader with nonsense, aren't you? Claiming you can extract them from my body?"

Geom Mugeuk watched him quietly before asking abruptly, "Do you dislike them?"

"What?"

"I'm asking if you're okay with them being inside you. Reading your thoughts, feeling your emotions. Don't you hate that?"

Hwa Mugi's expression hardened. His relationship with the souls was too complex to be explained in a few words or easily concluded.

"What are they to you?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Hwa Mugi didn't answer. He rose slowly, drew his black sword, and aimed it at Geom Mugeuk.

A powerful killing intent the likes of which Geom Mugeuk had never felt washed over him, but he remained relaxed.

"Right, fighting is another form of conversation," he acknowledged. "Still, I prefer to converse with words. There are still people inside you who haven't spoken."

Hwa Mugi's killing intent thickened. He had no intention of playing along with Geom Mugeuk's word games any longer.

Geom Mugeuk accepted the challenge. "Fine, let's fight. Maybe a good beating will make you talk, but please, let's just use words afterwards!"

Despite his words, though, he remained seated and looked at a certain person.

"Father, please beat that guy half to death and put him back in his seat for me!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader assumed Geom Mugeuk was joking because he hadn't witnessed their opponent's true strength. He advised, "Young Cult Leader, that man is no ordinary foe! He recovered all his inner qi with a technique called the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art!"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I know. That's why I asked Father to beat him up."

Absolute trust in his father shone in his eyes.

Geom Woojin, who had been watching his son quietly, slowly rose from his seat. "Now that we've eaten, shall we get some exercise to help with digestion?"

[^1]: A very handsome wolf named Jeokrang: This is a pun on his name, as "Rang" means "Wolf".


Chapter 828: Because I'm in Front of My Son

"You acted so high and mighty, but all you do is hide behind your father?" Hwa Mugi openly mocked Geom Mugeuk.

Unfortunately, words couldn't hurt Geom Mugeuk, not unless Hwa Mugi used the black sword in his hand at the same time.

"Who else should I hide behind if not my father? It's the most comfortable place for me," Geom Mugeuk said shamelessly. "And Father needs an opportunity to show off his skills, too."

Geom Woojin slowly walked out from beside the table. It was the first time he had stepped forward since Hwa Mugi's arrival.

Hwa Mugi also stepped aside. Everyone who had been sitting at the table stood up and lined up behind Geom Woojin.

Was it because he was in front of his son? Even with the Celestial Killer Star before him, Geom Woojin looked completely calm, composed to the point of arrogance.

The one who was actually nervous was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Although the Celestial Killer Star was being swayed by Geom Mugeuk's words, he had fought the man personally. Even without that special defensive enhanced qi, the man's skills were extraordinary.

Hwa Mugi was an opponent who might be beaten with words but was not easy to defeat in a fight. If the Demonic Cult Leader stepped forward, that Celestial Killer Star might use different moves than before.

He glanced at the Fist Demon. A son who asked his father to beat such a man half to death, and a father who stepped forward without hesitation simply because he was asked. Even if those two were like that, why was the Fist Demon so calm? Considering his relationship with the Cult Leader, he should have been the most worried, yet he watched silently, his expression unchanged.

No, aren't you anxious? Am I the only one anxious?!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze shifted to the Poison King. The man had been half in his own world since Geom Mugeuk appeared. He hadn't taken his eyes off him for a moment, but now he was constantly looking out the window. It seemed the person who trusted Geom Mugeuk the most might be the Poison King.

Meanwhile, the Sword King was silently treating his internal injuries and didn't look worried at all. His trust in Geom Woojin was one thing, but his faith in Geom Mugeuk also seemed immense. His expression had become completely relaxed after Geom Mugeuk appeared.

Finally, Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang seemed to have slightly different worries. They had already shown their skills, and now only Geom Woojin remained, but just how strong was the Demonic Cult Leader? It was a problem if Geom Woojin was defeated, but it was might be a bigger problem if he overwhelmed his opponent.

Hwa Mugi and Geom Woojin stood facing each other, about ten steps apart. Even though Hwa Mugi aimed his black sword, Geom Woojin did not draw his own.

Hwa Mugi asked in disbelief, "You intend to fight with your bare hands?"

He understood why Geom Woojin was doing it. Geom Mugeuk hadn't asked him to kill the man, but to beat him half to death and sit him back down. But even if his child asked him to do that...

His eyes grew cold. "Aren't you really underestimating me?"

If Geom Woojin had suggested they fight fairly without swords, he wouldn't have been this angry, but since he was acting like, 'You fight however you want, I'll beat you with my fists,' he felt thoroughly underestimated.

CLACK!

He sheathed his sword.

"Don't you think it would be shameful to get beaten up in front of your child?"

Geom Mugeuk answered on his father's behalf. "If he endures a wound for the sake of his son, that's something to be proud of. He'll boast about that wound for the rest of his life, showing it off and saying it's a wound he got for his son. See? This filial son is making you even cooler, Father!"

Hwa Mugi confirmed once again that he could not win a war of words with Geom Mugeuk. He resolved to smash that arrogant face and make Geom Woojin beg for his life in front of his son.

Let's see what you say then.

"Now, the one who draws their sword first loses!" Geom Mugeuk shouted loudly.

As the two were about to fight with their fists, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke worriedly, "That guy's defensive enhanced qi absorbs external impact as inner qi. A fistfight is absolutely disadvantageous."

He couldn't know exactly how the Celestial Killer Star's Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art worked. He didn't know if the demonic art was continuously active, or if Hwa Mugi had to activate it to absorb external attacks, but either way, Hwa Mugi activated it the moment he was attacked.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's conclusion was simple. To kill him, one had to tear through the defensive qi and drive a sword into his body. Geom Woojin had watched the fight as well, so surely he knew that too, right?

He's overexerting himself because of the Young Cult Leader.

Geom Woojin beckoned for Hwa Mugi to come first.

Hwa Mugi sneered at the arrogant gesture. "The weak side should attack first..."

BAM!

Before he could finish his sentence, Hwa Mugi was slammed into the ground.

Geom Woojin had rushed in like a flash, grabbed Hwa Mugi by the collar, and thrown him straight down. It was so fast that Hwa Mugi couldn't dodge.

Lying on the ground, Hwa Mugi's face was filled with surprise. "...This fast?"

POW!

Geom Woojin's fist struck where Hwa Mugi's face had been.

CRACK!

The ground caved in around the fist, and cracks spread out like a spiderweb.

Hwa Mugi, who had been there a moment ago, was now getting up some distance away. The instant the fist flew, he had rolled over to escape, his speed no slower than Geom Woojin.

The faces of those watching filled with shock. Hwa Mugi was moving faster than he had when fighting them earlier. They had thought he might show another level of skill as his killing intent changed, and they were right.

Still, Geom Woojin managed to slam such a fast opponent to the ground.

Geom Woojin's figure flew toward Hwa Mugi again.

Hwa Mugi threw a punch at Geom Woojin. If their inner qi clashed, he was confident he could beat even the Demonic Cult Leader.

WHOOSH! SWISH!

Just as their fists were about to collide, Geom Woojin's body seemed to shift to the side.

SLAM!

His kick struck Hwa Mugi directly in the stomach.

SCREEEECH!

Hwa Mugi slid back several steps. He was surprised, and so were the onlookers.

Geom Woojin's instantaneous transition from a punch to a kick was like lightning, as if the intermediate steps had been completely omitted.

SWOOSH!

Geom Woojin's pursuing fist grazed Hwa Mugi's face. Hwa Mugi dodged by bending his waist back, but Geom Woojin was already in the air, stomping down with his foot.

CRASH!

The floor where Geom Woojin struck split open. Hwa Mugi barely dodged and came to a stop. He now stood on the road in front of the Alluring Inn, outside the wall that had been blown open.

He could not hide the surprise on his face. Geom Woojin was much faster and stronger than he had thought.

As Geom Woojin slowly walked toward him, everyone followed.

"It's the first time I've seen Father use his fists and feet," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

The Fist Demon, walking beside him, answered, "In his younger days, he preferred using his fists."

"He did?"

"Yes. Many people were smashed by those fists."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father's back. Every time he heard stories like this about his father's youth, he couldn't quite picture it. A father who expressed emotions, spat curses, and threw punches.

Secret Box, if you were going to take me to the past, you should have taken me to my father's younger days.

Meanwhile, the Fist Demon was inwardly relieved.

The Cult Leader's become much stronger too.

He knew Geom Woojin had been immersed in martial arts training recently and had made progress, but he didn't realize he had become this strong.

The two Chairmen recognized it as well. Jin Paecheon watched the fight, inwardly surprised by Geom Woojin's skills. He had been cheering for him, but seeing those skills brought other worries.

Glancing at Baek Jagang, he could tell from the man's eyes that he felt the same. There was no relief there, only surprise and worry.

Cult Leader Geom's skills are above ours, damn it.

It was clear even before Geom Woojin drew his sword. If he fought in earnest with his blade, the difference would likely feel even greater.

Was that why? A concern unrelated to the current moment flashed through his mind.

Is it just the Demonic Cult Leader? The Demon Supremes are also stronger than ever, and outstanding masters like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King have joined the Cult.

And above all else.

His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

What if even Geom Mugeuk follows the Demonic Cult Leader's will?

Perhaps an unprecedented situation might occur where the Murim Alliance would have to join hands with the Evil Alliance.

Jin Paecheon sighed. He had never imagined a time would come where he would seriously consider allying with the Evil Alliance.


Geom Woojin and Hwa Mugi faced each other with the road between them.

Although he had already allowed two attacks, Hwa Mugi was overflowing with composure. "Perhaps because it's the Demonic Cult Leader's inner qi, it tastes even better," he taunted.

This was the exact situation the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had worried about. Nevertheless, Geom Woojin's expression showed he didn't care at all.

FLASH!

Geom Woojin's fists flew toward Hwa Mugi in rapid succession.

This time, he was far too fast. Hwa Mugi dodged the first punch but couldn't avoid the second.

THUD!

Geom Woojin's fist struck Hwa Mugi's shoulder.

He frowned. He had felt it with the kick earlier, but it was like hitting water. It was a defensive enhanced qi with a texture he had never felt before, one that seemed to nullify all impact and pain.

Fists flew back and forth between the two again.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. While the profound martial intent contained in each of his father's movements might look like a simple exchange of punches, he could understand why his father attacked from that angle, why he dodged in that way.

Moreover, the martial insights Geom Woojin had gained from achieving the twelfth star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art were on full display.

There was no wasted motion between the two combatants. They exchanged truly perfect offense and defense, a conversation held with their bodies. An attack was a question, and a block was an answer.

And in that process, the one asking and answering more properly was Geom Woojin.

THUD!

Hwa Mugi was sent flying, smashing into a pile of large sacks in front of a grain store.

SWOOOSH.

Rice flowed down like a waterfall from the torn sacks, pouring over his head, but Hwa Mugi just laughed. He beckoned with his hand, as if telling Geom Woojin to hit him as much as he wanted.

Thinking Geom Woojin was overexerting himself to grant his son's request, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [Stop your father before the fight drags on. Only the Cult Leader's inner qi is being consumed. He's overexerting himself because of you!]

Geom Mugeuk sent an unexpected answer. [You're only saying that because you don't know my father well.]

[What?]

[Father is absolutely not someone who would fight a disadvantageous battle for me. He's cold-hearted when it comes to fighting.]

He meant there was no way he would fight a disadvantageous battle swayed by affection, especially one this important.

[Father watched the previous fight too, right?]

[He did.]

[Even so, the fact that he's fighting with his fists means he's doing it because there's a sufficient chance of winning. Not because of me. Even if everyone in the world worries, you don't need to worry about my father.]

Geom Mugeuk trusted his father, even in this moment.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader envied Geom Woojin at that moment. He thought it would be wonderful to have even one child who trusted him so completely.

Hwa Mugi spread his arms wide and provoked Geom Woojin. "You don't want to admit you were arrogant because you're in front of your son, do you?"

Geom Woojin's fist, flying like an arrow, struck the water-like defensive qi again.

THWACK! WHACK! SMACK!

Hwa Mugi took all of Geom Woojin's continuous punches head-on. The two seemed to be engaged in a battle of wills. One side was saying 'hit me,' and the other was saying 'let's see how long you can endure.'

"His inner qi will be completely exhausted at that rate," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader worried aloud, intending for Geom Woojin to hear. He was concerned that anger was making the Heavenly Demon forget his inner qi was being consumed.

Hwa Mugi was pushed back while taking a beating all over his body, but he was smiling. "Your attacks are useless! It doesn't hurt at all!"

THUD! POW! BAM!

Amidst the continuous attacks, Hwa Mugi shouted loudly again, "Draw your sword! Admit defeat..."

Geom Woojin's fists flew even faster in response.

THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD THUD!

After driving Hwa Mugi to a wall, he threw punches ceaselessly.

The two were like a wave and a rock. Just as a rock does not budge no matter how much the waves crash, Hwa Mugi endured all those punches with his defensive enhanced qi. He was also like a lump of iron being struck by a master blacksmith, seeming to grow stronger and more complete with every blow.

Still, Geom Woojin did not stop. His fists became faster and more powerful.

Everyone watched the scene silently.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Geom Mugeuk again. You're the only one who can stop him!

"STOP!" someone suddenly yelled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought Geom Mugeuk had shouted, but it wasn't him.

A single sword cut through the air. Hwa Mugi's black sword was thrust forward, and Geom Woojin had stepped back to dodge it.

Everyone watched this unexpected turn with surprise. The person who shouted "stop" was Hwa Mugi.

They were confused. Why? Hwa Mugi had been enduring so well. They thought he was happily watching Geom Woojin use up his inner qi, but suddenly he drew his sword.

"...Stop now," Hwa Mugi groaned, his face distorted with pain.

It seemed the rock had been broken by the waves, and the sword had been broken by the blacksmith's hammer.

Geom Mugeuk could tell that his father had attacked like that knowing this would happen. "How did you know that he was forcibly enduring the pain?" he asked.

Geom Woojin smirked. There were two reasons why he was so sure of this outcome. "If his martial arts were perfect, he wouldn't have tried to steal our inner qi in the first place."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. That was true. If it were truly such a perfect demonic art, given Hwa Mugi's personality, he would have fought even more arrogantly, but instead, he had tricked them into exhausting their inner qi without revealing that fact from the beginning.

As for the other decisive reason...

"Why did such a meticulous person keep saying it didn't hurt while fighting me?" Geom Woojin continued. "He could have pretended to be in pain to make me let my guard down and exhaust my inner qi as much as possible."

Geom Mugeuk nodded in understanding. "I get it now. He said that because it hurt too much!"


Chapter 829: You've Suffered Dealing with Talkative Me

"Father, you were truly magnificent!" Geom Mugeuk cheered joyfully. "Thank you!"

The Fist Demon and the Poison King bowed their heads to Geom Woojin in respect. For them, as Demon Supremes, watching the Cult Leader fight was a great honor.

Geom Woojin's expression didn't change, but the Fist Demon could feel it. The Cult Leader was in a better mood than ever before. He knew that if prodded even slightly, those emotions would pour out, so he was deliberately maintaining a stoic facade.

He felt a sense of relief. If the Cult Leader had lost to Hwa Mugi, it would have weighed heavily on his mind, even if Geom Mugeuk might not have cared.

You fought well, Cult Leader.

Geom Woojin responded to the Fist Demon's gaze. "How was it? The skills I learned from you haven't gotten rusty, have they?"

The two men looked at each other and smiled.

Meanwhile, Hwa Mugi's face was contorted in a grimace. The Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art has been broken.

The Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art had a side effect. As Jin Paecheon had said, a demonic art with such incredible effects was bound to have a corresponding consequence.

Its side effect was that when the art absorbed an external blow, converting defensive enhanced qi into inner qi, it transmitted pain far greater than the original impact. It seemed as though the defensive enhanced qi was striking water and wouldn't hurt at all, but each blow inflicted excruciating pain.

By enduring that pain, however, the user could make their opponent fall into despair as they realized their attacks were useless. That was the true terror of the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art.

If he failed to endure the pain and stopped, he would suffer internal injuries, and the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art would be broken.

Thus, Hwa Mugi had endured all the preceding attacks with extreme fortitude.

Considering whose attacks they were, Hwa Mugi was a truly formidable martial artist just for withstanding them.

At first, Geom Woojin's fists were bearable, but as he was struck again and again, the impact became extraordinary. Having withstood the combined attacks of the Evil Alliance Chairman and the Fist Demon earlier, he couldn't understand why these fists hurt so much.

He had forced himself to endure the pain until, finally, the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art shattered.

Unfortunately, he didn't know that the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art, as its name suggested, was just another a demonic art in the end. Although he had created the martial art with the help of all the souls in his body, Hyeok Docheon had provided the most assistance.

That was a mistake. As the foundation of the art was demonic, it couldn't handle the fists of Geom Woojin, who had mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art—the supreme demonic art.

Moreover, it wasn't just any Nine Calamities Demonic Art. These were the fists of Geom Woojin, who had achieved the Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The fact that Hwa Mugi had endured for so long was, in itself, quite remarkable.

Hwa Mugi's gaze turned to Geom Woojin. Now that the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art was broken, his plan to kill his opponent by completely depleting their inner qi was ruined.

In the end, there's only one way to defeat this man!

Hwa Mugi thought of a certain martial art.


"See? You see what my father is like when he fights?" Geom Mugeuk boasted to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded with a surprised expression. Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, Geom Woojin hadn't fought emotionally because of his son.

Was he the only one surprised? Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were also astonished.

Although it was a fight without drawn swords, Geom Woojin had overwhelmed Hwa Mugi. What was even more surprising was that he had found his opponent's weakness. If it had been them, they would have retreated to avoid consuming more inner qi.

Until now, they had only thought of Geom Mugeuk as special.

The Young Cult Leader truly inherited his father's blood.

The thought came to them naturally.

Hwa Mugi looked at Geom Woojin and said coldly, "Let's fight with swords now."

Geom Mugeuk wasn't about to let that slide. "Wipe the blood from your mouth first."

Blood trickled from the corner of Hwa Mugi's mouth. He had coughed it up from internal injuries when the Heaven Defying Demonic Absorption Art was broken.

"And you have to keep your promise. Didn't you say that whoever draws their sword first loses?"

Hwa Mugi stood his ground, refusing to acknowledge it. "Should a man who will leave an unparalleled name in the history of the murim break his promise?"

"If you all die, it's a history only I will remember anyway. Also, there are people watching you here besides us, you know?"

Who else is here?  Hwa Mugi and the others wondered.

Geom Mugeuk answered, "The souls dwelling in your heart are watching, aren't they?"

"!"

"You can just kill us and be done with it, but they're watching to see what kind of person you are." Geom Mugeuk added with a sincere gaze, "Just like me, you have to think about life after you kill us."

Life after killing them? Hwa Mugi had never once seriously considered it.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "I consider the life after I kill you to be more important. I've lived that way until now."

I won't miss the scenery flowing past the carriage window while only thinking of the destination. I won't neglect the breathless moments on the mountainside for a brief moment of joy at the summit.

"After I kill you, I'm going to travel with Father and Master. I'll go digging for medicinal herbs with the Poison King, and I'll send the Murim Alliance Chairman on a trip with Hagun and Haryong. I'll visit the Evil Alliance Chairman and eat the food he cooks himself, and I'll also go on a trip with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Strategist Go. I'll drink and have fun all night with Division Leader Cha, who likes my Ak-hyung, and Lee Ahn. Those things are a thousand, ten thousand times more important than killing you."

In truth, he wasn't saying this to Hwa Mugi. It was a promise to his father and the others present about how he would live in the future.

"Just as I have these people, you have those people, don't you? You wouldn't want to show them the pathetic sight of you breaking a promise, would you?"

Hwa Mugi's face twitched. He didn't like how Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he knew him so well. "Do you think the ones inside me mean something significant to me?"

The listening Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had a retort on the tip of his tongue. If you disregard them, then you shouldn't use their inner qi or martial arts! He naturally assumed Geom Mugeuk would retort in the same way.

"They do have great meaning, don't they?"

Hwa Mugi flinched.

Geom Mugeuk added with conviction, "If they were people who meant nothing to you, you wouldn't have let them come out and speak freely earlier."

Even if that weren't the case, how could his relationship with them be meaningless? They must have fought, reconciled, and ignored each other. After going through all sorts of things, they would have developed a complex bond of both love and hate.

Hwa Mugi, who had been staring silently at Geom Mugeuk, took a step backward. "Fine, I'll keep my promise."

Surprisingly, he was the first to walk back into the tavern.

When Hwa Mugi first came here, he could never have imagined the fight proceeding like this.

Am I going crazy too from dealing with a madman?

As he sat at the table where he had first been seated, Geom Mugeuk and the others also came inside and returned to their original seats.

In effect, Geom Mugeuk had beaten him into taking a seat. "I'd like to hear your story too," he said, repeating his earlier words.

A corner of Hwa Mugi's mouth twitched upward slightly, and his gaze changed in an instant. "Did you say you were there three hundred years ago?"

Geom Mugeuk instantly knew that the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, with whom he had not yet spoken with, had appeared. "That's right," he replied.

"Did you see me there?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He had infiltrated the Heavenly Fate Palace's camp and seen him at the time. "At that time, the Saintess denied her own prophecy."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord knew for certain that Geom Mugeuk's claim was true, because that was something only he knew.

"Yes. Just as the Saintess prophesied, I failed to achieve the Heavenly Will."

A deep regret crossed the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's face.

What would have happened if I had listened to her back then? I probably would have died already, and a descendant of the Heavenly Fate Palace would be trying to achieve the Heavenly Will.

"Do you know why I've been able to hold on until now?"

"I have an idea."

"What do you think it is?"

"It must be because you wanted to see if the Heavenly Will would truly be achieved."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord nodded as if to say he was correct. "As the Saintess prophesied, only now, after three hundred years, has it become possible to achieve the Heavenly Will," he said as if the Heavenly Will had already been achieved.

Geom Mugeuk snorted. "Because you're in that body, you believe you are the one achieving the Heavenly Will."

Perhaps finding those words uncomfortable, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's reply was sharp. "You will all die today, fulfilling the prophecy."

Geom Mugeuk firmly denied his words. "That prophecy is wrong."

"Prophecies are never wrong!"

"Are you talking about the same prophecy you denied three hundred years ago?"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's expression hardened.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "The Darkness Palace Lord, who succeeded the Heavenly Fate Palace, is dead. All of his subordinates are dead too. All that's left is your soul and this Celestial Killer Star."

"As long as my soul lives, the Heavenly Will will be achieved."

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "I'm sure you remember, but didn't the Protection Palace Lord tried to protect you until his last moment, even as his arm was being cut off?"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's pupils wavered as the image of the Protection Palace Lord trying to protect him came to mind.

Geom Mugeuk poured him a cup of liquor. "This is a toast to him."

Until now, he had repeatedly offered liquor and food to the souls, but the cups and dishes had all been thrown to the floor and shattered. He thought one of them might finally have a drink.

However, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord refused. "There's no need for that."

Geom Mugeuk guessed why he wouldn't drink. "Do you know how he died?"

"No."

Geom Mugeuk smirked. Even though the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's voice didn't tremble, it was clear he was lying. If he truly didn't know, he would have asked how he died.

"The Darkness Palace Lord killed him," he answered. "He killed him and obtained the orb containing your souls."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's gaze wavered. It was a truth he had desperately tried to deny. In his mind, he had often imagined the Protection Palace Lord leaving the murim to live a long, happy life. He imagined him living as the principal of a martial arts academy, having children, and living well before dying. He also imagined him becoming rich and living in luxury before dying.

Still, he had suspected the truth. That the man had died at the hands of the Darkness Palace Lord.

He had simply desperately denied that fact because the reality was too difficult to accept.

"The Protection Palace Lord died with his eyes open." Geom Mugeuk paused briefly, then added, "I was the one who closed them."

Not just Geom Woojin, but everyone listened to Geom Mugeuk's words in astonishment. It was surprising enough that he had gone back three hundred years, but to think he had been at the center of the incident and even closed the Protection Palace Lord's eyes!

"And now you claim you want to achieve the Heavenly Will inside the Celestial Killer Star, a creation of the descendants of the very people who killed the Protection Palace Lord. Did the Heavenly Will tell you to become a Heavenly Killer?"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord was engulfed in passion and rage. "You think all of this is my fault, don't you? That's why you resent me, right?"

"I don't resent you. Thanks to you, I've gained so much, but who do you resent?"

"I..." The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord couldn't answer easily.

Who should I name? The Darkness Palace Lord who betrayed me? The Murim Alliance Chairman who involved the Demonic Cult? The Secret Box that drew me in? The heavens above? Or... myself, for having a futile dream?

His gaze changed, and he reverted to being Hwa Mugi.

"Do you think you can beat me by provoking them like this?" Hwa Mugi asked.

Geom Mugeuk replied calmly, "That's not why I'm talking to them."

"Then why?"

"They've been trapped in there for three hundred years. They deserve to know the truth before they die. They deserve to leave behind their last words."

Hwa Mugi could feel that Geom Mugeuk was being sincere, which made it all the more incomprehensible to him. "What's the point of something like that?!"

"It's important to say the words you've kept in your heart before you die."

Hwa Mugi still couldn't understand. "Why are you going this far? He's an enemy you're going to kill anyway, so why!"

"That's right. After today, I'll never think of you or those people again. That's why I'm getting it all out today. If you have something to say, say it all."

Hwa Mugi had no intention of being swayed by Geom Mugeuk. "I have nothing to say."

"Then say it to them, not me. They might seem like your enemies, but weren't they also your friends and your masters? Don't take my words the wrong way, just do it while you have the chance. Speaking of which, I should say something too."

Geom Mugeuk turned to the crowd. "As you know, that man has achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. It's possible we could lose if things go wrong. I'm saying this in advance, just in case I die without getting to say my farewells." He bowed his head respectfully. "Thank you for graciously tolerating this young, immature brat as he recklessly stirred up trouble."

His gaze swept over each person one by one. Finally, it rested on his father. "You know my heart, don't you?"

Geom Woojin blurted out, "I don't."

"Hey, that's too harsh!"

The Fist Demon, standing beside him, smiled faintly.

"You know, don't you, Master?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I don't know either."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who hadn't even been asked, shook his head, claiming he knew the least of all.

"You're all so mean!" After bidding farewell to everyone, Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky through the gaping hole in the ceiling.

What is he thinking? Everyone thought. His gaze as he looked up at the sky was impossibly deep.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. Since fate has allowed me to arrive on time...

"Allow me to have the honor of the final fight," he declared coolly.

With his father here, he could fully immerse himself in the battle. No matter what unexpected situation arose, his father would handle it.

No one objected. Although Geom Woojin had originally intended to finish off the Celestial Killer Star himself, but after seeing his son arrive and listening to their conversation, he knew this fight was truly his son's to fight.

Geom Woojin's gaze on his son was deep, but he said only one thing. "Be careful."

"Yes, Father."

As Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat, Hwa Mugi also stood up.

Before the fight, Geom Mugeuk poured liquor into the cup placed in front of Hwa Mugi. "If you don't want to talk, at least have a drink."

TRICKLE...

He filled Hwa Mugi's cup, then his own.

"You've suffered a lot dealing with talkative me." Geom Mugeuk drained his cup. "Now, let's end this."


Chapter 830: Why Aren't You Being Pushed Back in a Battle of Inner Qi?

Hwa Mugi lifted the cup Geom Mugeuk had poured for him. "I can hear them screaming inside my heart to let them out. I feel extreme anger and desperate sorrow. They have never revealed their emotions to this extent before."

He drank the wine. In the end, it was Hwa Mugi, who had sworn never to drink, who emptied the cup today, not the souls.

"I didn't drink this wine because of you. I drank it for them."

It was a moment that showed they were beings of great significance to him in some way, just as Geom Mugeuk had said earlier.

He put down the cup and asked, "You could have attacked while I was drinking. Why didn't you?"

He expected an answer like 'You were prepared for it, weren't you?' or 'That wouldn't be cool, would it?', but...

"Everyone is watching, aren't they?" Geom Mugeuk answered, looking at the people around him.

His father, the Chairmans, the Demon Supremes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and even the Sword King. Naturally, they were watching him and Hwa Mugi without looking away for even a moment.

"I may look like I do whatever I want, but I'm incredibly conscious of how people see me. You have no idea how hard I try to look cool to others."

Hwa Mugi let out a hollow laugh. He didn't know it would be for such a reason. No, even if that was the reason, to say it so honestly was unexpected.

He revealed his thoughts for the first time, saying, "Actually, I didn't have any particular thoughts about this murim at first. After meeting you, though, it suddenly became interesting," he admitted sincerely. "If it is a murim with people like you..."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "I'm sorry for raising your expectations too high from the start. Still, look around carefully after you kill me. There are many interesting things and interesting people here and there. Don't get your fun from killing people. Feeling superior by bullying those weaker than you is the lowest of the low."

"You're trying to lecture me again. You asked to fight, yet you keep spouting useless words."

Of course, he was the one who started the current conversation, but Geom Mugeuk meekly admitted his fault.

"Sorry. I talked a lot because I thought I wouldn't have another chance to say these things. People who talk a lot usually make mistakes too. You don't have to worry about that since you don't talk much."

For a very brief moment, Hwa Mugi thought that it wouldn't be boring to have a guy like Geom Mugeuk as a subordinate. He could already imagine how frustrating it would be to watch those who pledged false loyalty to him out of fear. It was just as the Young Cult Leader said.

"Now, let's really fight." Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword.

VWOOONG!

The Black Demon Sword cried out. Was it because it knew the opponent was its master's fated nemesis?

Hwa Mugi also drew his black sword. "You must be strong. Seeing how the Black Demon Sword is crying like this."

The two swords aimed at each other shone sharply.

"It's stuffy, so let's go outside and fight," Geom Mugeuk suggested.

Hwa Mugi readily accepted. "Let's do that."

The two went back out of the tavern and stood facing each other in the middle of the road in the Demon Village. The others stood in front of the Alluring Inn to watch their fight.

Geom Mugeuk released his aura in earnest.

The next moment, Hwa Mugi was standing in the sky. Originally, Geom Mugeuk's aura was a sea as deep as an abyss. The illusion of standing in the sky was due to the sky reflected in the clear water.

However, it was different now. This was the real sky.

As Geom Mugeuk absorbed the mysterious energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi during Body Reformation, his aura had changed from the sea to the sky. It did not drag the opponent into the deep sea like the abyss as his previous aura did, nor did it make one feel the fear of suffocation. It just showed the sky.

Hwa Mugi looked around. The feeling of standing in the real sky was truly an unexpected aura.

Revealing a martial artist's aura was intended to pressure and intimidate the opponent, but this sky did not harm or threaten him in any way.

That was why he was overwhelmed. He felt like he was standing all alone before vast nature. Before the transcendent aura of an absolute powerhouse that did not need to threaten the opponent.

He looked around him, then at Geom Mugeuk standing tall in the middle of that sky.

The sky and Geom Mugeuk were not separate. The sky was Geom Mugeuk, and Geom Mugeuk was the sky.

How can he have the aura of such an absolute being when he is so young?

That angered him.

"You have such a great aura, yet you said you would just go on trips, dig up poisonous herbs, and drink wine all night?" he asked incredulously.

Geom Mugeuk calmly answered that anger. "I guarantee you that finding someone to happily do all that with is much harder than ruling the murim."

Hwa Mugi revealed his aura. Cold killing intent flowing from the black sword spread out in all directions like a spiderweb, becoming a biting north wind that froze the surrounding air.

CRACK! CRACK!

The powerful killing froze the lungs. It froze the sky. Ice flowers bloomed everywhere.

Hwa Mugi's killing intent rejected the sky. It did not acknowledge nature and denied Geom Mugeuk's attitude toward life.

"Don't be ridiculous. If the heavens gave you strength, they gave it to you to use in a fitting place. You're deceiving the fate of a martial artist."

He punched the frozen part of the air.

CLANG!

Surprisingly, the sky shattered, revealing what was behind it—a pitch black darkness.

Hwa Mugi looked into the darkness through the broken spot. "This is your true form."

He tore away the area around the break with his hand, and the sky fell like a collapsing ice wall, showing more of the darkness beyond.

"......" Geom Mugeuk silently watched Hwa Mugi break his aura.

"This darkness as thick as an abyss is your true form, isn't it? Why do you live hiding yourself?" Hwa Mugi asked.

Geom Mugeuk answered nonchalantly, "That side is me, and this side is me too. Just as there is a you who wants to kill me, and a you who wants to talk to me."

He walked slowly toward Hwa Mugi, coming close enough to touch if he reached out, but Hwa Mugi stood his ground.

Suffocating tension flowed. It felt like he would thrust his sword at the opponent in a flash.

Geom Mugeuk touched the broken part with his hand as if repairing it, then that place became the blue sky again. "I just like this side better than that side," he said, staring at Hwa Mugi. "Why didn't you attack when I was filling that hole?"

Hwa Mugi flinched at Geom Mugeuk's question. He didn't want to fight this battle with a sneak attack. He really felt that way. He wanted to fight properly with this Young Cult Leader. Suddenly, the words Geom Mugeuk had said came to mind.

"I guess I'm thinking about what comes after killing you all," he replied. It meant that his souls were also watching him.

A smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips. "You're doing well."

"I'll only be doing well if I kill you."

VROOOOM!

inner qi began to be injected into the black sword in Hwa Mugi's hand.

VROOOM!

inner qi also settled in Geom Mugeuk's the Black Demon Sword.

The two men, who had filled their two swords with inner qi, slashed at each other at the same time as if on cue.

SWISH! BOOOOM!

The swords collided with a tremendous explosion, but surprisingly, neither of them was pushed back.

Hwa Mugi glared from beyond the crossed swords. "You!"

He had used all the force of his inner qi, containing the combined strength of Hyeok Docheon, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, Ju Gasin, and the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, but Geom Mugeuk was not pushed back at all

"Why aren't you being pushed back in a battle of inner qi?"

Leaving aside Geom Mugeuk's skill, this was shocking.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "I ate a lot of this and that because I'm the incarnation of greed."

The onlookers were just as surprised.

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang looked at each other and exchanged glances. They unconsciously looked at each other with the thought, 'Is what I saw real?' It was the moment they confirmed that Geom Mugeuk had more inner qi than anyone else here.

The Fist Demon expected Geom Mugeuk to retreat a step or two, so he was inwardly surprised to see him not retreat even a single step.

As expected, the Cult Leader knows him better than I do.

Standing next to him, Geom Woojin watched silently as if he had already expected this to happen.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not miss the chance to take credit. Since he couldn't say it to Geom Mugeuk who was fighting, he whispered to the Sword King standing next to him, "My sacred artifact contributed to that inner qi!"

"......" The Sword King said nothing, though in fact, he could also brag about this part. They were the two who had eaten their fill of miracle herbs together while excavating the Secret Box with Geom Mugeuk in the past.

I fed him well that day.

Of course, he did not speak those words aloud. After giving a faint smile to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, he watched Geom Mugeuk fight.

The reason the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could say such things was because Geom Mugeuk was fighting that well.

Swords clashed and flashed. Geom Mugeuk did not just have a lot of inner qi. The speed at which he moved his body and thrust his sword also transcended imagination.

The impression of the two men who entered the fight was the same.

Strong!

Hwa Mugi felt that Geom Mugeuk was more difficult than when he faced the Chairmen. This was true even though he was using all the skills he had hidden earlier.

Geom Mugeuk also realized that Hwa Mugi was much stronger than he thought.

Lives were exchanged every time the swords flashed, and not a single mistake could be tolerated.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Dozens of moves passed within a single breath. Their fight was not a fight of limbs, nor a fight of swords, nor a fight of technique and technique. It was a fight between the will to kill each other.

Geom Mugeuk was now displaying the best skill he could. He did not hide his skills.

He would end it. He intended not to pass this fight on to the people behind him.

He knew that his father wanted to kill Hwa Mugi himself to protect him. He knew that the Chairmen, the Demon Supremes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Sword King all felt the same way, but he would protect them.

This was why he had walked that long road. Why he had endured that hard life to save the people who shouldn't die.

I will save everyone.

CLANG!

At that moment when a tense offense and defense were exchanged, the two were pushed back in opposite directions by a powerful move.

They unleashed a decisive move simultaneously.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Four evil spirits surrounded Geom Mugeuk. Not the evil spirits he always saw, but evil spirits with unfamiliar faces.

This was Hwa Mugi's Human Destroying Stance, the First Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art

Seeing Geom Mugeuk trapped by the evil spirits, Hwa Mugi laughed.

You are finished now!

It was a decisive move aiming for Geom Mugeuk's carelessness.

WHOOSH!

However, Geom Mugeuk's technique activated almost immediately after.

Darkness settled all around.

SWISH!

And a single ray of light cut through the darkness.

Geom Mugeuk had unleashed the Darkness Flash, the Fourth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

It was a battle of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art versus the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The onlookers were startled. They never imagined that the combatants would unleash the Nine Calamities Demonic Art so suddenly during a swordfight.

The Sword King tried to jump in right away. If Geom Woojin hadn't been standing still and watching, he would have already rushed in.

Unfortunately, he was too slow. The evil spirits on all sides were striking down at Geom Mugeuk with their swords. In every direction lay only death.

BOOOOM!

Suddenly, something pure white seemed to overlap with the evil spirit attacking Geom Mugeuk from the front.

SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!

The other three evil spirits' swords crashed down upon their target.

What made the evil spirit of the Human Destroying Stance, which could never be penetrated normally, disappear was the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

The moment Geom Mugeuk set up the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, sized to block one person, overlapping where the evil spirit in front was standing, the evil spirit in front disappeared. At the same time, he canceled the Impenetrable Demonic Wall and sprang forward in the blink of an eye.

He had not let his guard down. He had especially thought about how to react when the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was unleashed.

Since he had made up his mind to escape like this if the Human Destroying Stance was used against him, he responded with the Impenetrable Demonic Wall in that fleeting moment when the Human Destroying Stance was unleashed.

Opposite him, Hwa Mugi also blocked the Darkness Flash in an unexpected way.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!

Four evil spirits appeared around him.

CLANG!

The Darkness Flash cut the evil spirits' necks, but it could not cut Hwa Mugi. He had used the Human Destroying Stance on himself to use the evil spirits as shields.

Both men stared at each other in surprise.

Hwa Mugi was truly speechless. He didn't know Geom Mugeuk would break through the Human Destroying Stance with the Impenetrable Demonic Wall and come out unscathed.

How? His Impenetrable Demonic Wall is as small as mine!

Geom Mugeuk too could tell that Hwa Mugi had achieved complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and that his level was comparable to Hyeok Docheon, the Demonic Cult Leader from three hundred years ago.

In fact, he was even more shocked.

"How did you use two the Human Destroying Stances at the same time?" he asked.

Hwa Mugi had attacked with the Human Destroying Stance and defended with the Human Destroying Stance at the same time. He could never do that.

Did he achieve Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

He glanced at his father, and Geom Woojin shook his head slightly, also looking surprised.

Oh. So it's impossible to use two Human Destroying Stances simultaneously even at Twelfth Star mastery.

"How on earth did you do that?" he asked again.

Instead of answering, Hwa Mugi rushed toward Geom Mugeuk drastically faster than before.

SWOOOSH!

In a flash, Hwa Mugi's black sword was cutting the front. Geom Mugeuk twisted his body to dodge, but...

SPURT!

Blood splattered from Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. Fortunately, it was a shallow cut, but it was an attack that would have cut off his arm if he had been close.

SWISH!

Geom Mugeuk dodged the second attack and retreated. If it weren't for the Four Strides of the Wind God, Hwa Mugi would have cut him this time as well.

The onlookers were startled. It was a threatening and fast attack, enough to make them think Hwa Mugi must have been hiding more of his skills.

WHOOOOSH!

Powerful demonic qi shimmered like a haze from Hwa Mugi, but that wasn't all. Before anyone knew it, the whites of his eyes turned completely black.

The moment Geom Mugeuk saw those eyes, the fine hairs on his entire body stood up, and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated to the extreme.

Hwa Mugi's voice resonated as if coming from a bottomless pit. "Why didn't you try to talk to me?"


Chapter 831: Your Heavenly Demon Soul Cannot Enter the World

"The Heavenly Demon Soul!"

Geom Mugeuk immediately recognized the opponent's existence.

To think the Heavenly Demon Soul absorbed that day was here with these souls?

Three hundred years ago on that day, the Heavenly Demon Soul was absorbed into the Secret Box first. Hyeok Docheon struggled desperately not to lose it, but in the end, his Heavenly Demon Soul was sucked into the Secret Box, and the remaining people absorbed after that.

Geom Mugeuk naturally thought the Heavenly Demon Soul had disappeared, but to think that the Heavenly Demon Soul was together with these souls! He was someone who did not get surprised or flustered in any situation, yet he was flustered in this moment.

The appearance of the Heavenly Demon Soul brought shock not only to Geom Mugeuk but also to everyone watching. To think the legendary Heavenly Demon Soul would reveal itself by borrowing a human body like this.

Even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been spouting nonsense until just a moment ago, froze.

The Fist Demon's expression hardened. If it were another enemy, perhaps, but the Heavenly Demon Soul was absolutely not easy to deal with. Moreover, that current Heavenly Demon Soul was a Heavenly Demon Soul that could think for itself and even speak.

The Heavenly Demon Soul might be a more dangerous enemy than the Celestial Killer Star we faced earlier.

The Fist Demon looked at Geom Woojin standing next to him. Tension could be felt from the hardened Cult Leader's expression.

It was inevitable. An existence that a demonic practitioner must absolutely never make an enemy of had appeared. No demonic art would be able to impact the Heavenly Demon Soul. Even the Cult Leader or Young Cult Leader's Nine Calamities Demonic Art might not work.

Geom Mugeuk calmly spoke to Hwa Mugi, no, to the Heavenly Demon Soul. "If I knew you were there, I would have tried to talk to you first."

The Heavenly Demon Soul, borrowing Hwa Mugi's body, asked in a soul-shaking voice, "Why?"

It was a sound coming from a human, but it was not a human voice.

"Because having a conversation with the Heavenly Demon Soul is my dream."

Of course, that dream was to talk with his own Heavenly Demon Soul.

Geom Mugeuk recalled the words his father had told him in the past.


"There was a Heavenly Demon who conversed with the Heavenly Demon Soul in the records, but it was a very long time ago."



So when Geom Mugeuk said he wanted to converse with the Heavenly Demon Soul, his father had said this as well.


"The Heavenly Demon Soul is a dangerous existence. If it goes on a rampage, it cannot be stopped. Do you still want to chat with it?"



It must have been said regarding a situation exactly like this.

Right now, the Heavenly Demon Soul on the verge of a rampage, or perhaps one that had already started a rampage, was standing before his eyes.

"You are certainly different from the others," he added. "I saw you get absorbed that day, but I did not know you were with these people like this."

The other souls could not dominate Hwa Mugi's body. They only borrowed his mouth to speak. However, the Heavenly Demon Soul completely dominated Hwa Mugi's body.

Previously, Geom Mugeuk naturally assumed the Heavenly Demon Soul had been annihilated. Since Hwa Mugi learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he thought a new one might have been born from his Nine Calamities Demonic Art, or perhaps he didn't have a Heavenly Demon Soul in the first place.

He smiled. "Since we met even now, let's talk to our heart's content. Do you know how to drink alcohol? Let's go inside and have a drink while..."

"Kneel," the Heavenly Demon Soul's booming voice rang out.

Silence dominated for an instant.

Still, Geom Mugeuk wasn't the least bit upset. "I can kneel as much as you want. You aren't some nobody but a Heavenly Demon Soul from three hundred years ago. If we are family, we are family, right? I could even say, 'Greetings Grandfather Heavenly Demon Soul!' and kneel."

Of course, he was not someone who would kneel obediently. Glancing at his father, he said, "However... I must receive permission before I can do that."

The Heavenly Demon Soul's gaze headed toward Geom Woojin. "Permission is not needed. I intend to make the Demonic Cult Leader kneel as well."

Despite the rude words, Geom Woojin did not show any reaction. This fight was, to the very end, his son's fight.

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head in confusion. "I wasn't talking about getting Father's permission, though."

The Heavenly Demon Soul looked at Geom Mugeuk with a questioning gaze. The people watching also looked at Geom Mugeuk with minds asking, 'Then whose permission is he going to get?'

"I have to get permission from my Heavenly Demon Soul," Geom Mugeuk clarified.

"!" The Heavenly Demon Soul frowned slightly.

"I am a person who can kneel even to a tavern owner if I have to kneel," Geom Mugeuk explained. "However, I don't know what kind of personality my Heavenly Demon Soul has yet. As you heard earlier, I am incredibly conscious of other people's gazes. Since it is the Heavenly Demon Soul residing in my body, how much more conscious would I be? Right now, inside my head, there are only thoughts of looking cool to my Heavenly Demon Soul."

Everyone was stunned. No one knew Geom Mugeuk would mention his own Heavenly Demon Soul.

ROAAAR!

Tremendous demonic qi poured out from the Heavenly Demon Soul's body. People who had not learned demonic art raised their qi all at once to resist the demonic qi that exceeded limits.

Amidst the raging demonic qi, the Heavenly Demon Soul's deep voice flowed out. "As long as I have descended, your Heavenly Demon Soul cannot come out into the world."

This Heavenly Demon Soul was the Heavenly Demon Soul of Hyeok Docheon, who was the most cruel and arrogant tyrant of three hundred years ago. It was convinced it could overwhelm not only Geom Mugeuk but even Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul.

Geom Mugeuk had experienced a similar event. His own Heavenly Demon Soul did not appear in front of his father.

Did it not appear because my father's Heavenly Demon Soul was stronger? Or was it showing respect to a Heavenly Demon Soul of a previous generation?

Geom Mugeuk called out his own Heavenly Demon Soul. However, like the Heavenly Demon Soul's words, his own Heavenly Demon Soul did not manifest.

"For me to kneel means my Heavenly Demon Soul kneels. Is that guy really such a great existence?"

It was not words spoken to the opponent, but words spoken to his own Heavenly Demon Soul.

Hey, friend. Do we have to kneel to a guy like this?

His own Heavenly Demon Soul had no reaction.

The Heavenly Demon Soul residing in Hwa Mugi's body reacted with rage.

SHWAAAAAA!

It rushed toward Geom Mugeuk. As shown earlier, is was faster than Hwa Mugi. And since the speed increased, would the attack remain the same?

Of course not. Every time the Heavenly Demon Soul's sword flew in, the tearing sound of space itself ripping was heard.

CLANG CLANG CLANG!

That attack was so fast that there was no room for consciousness to intervene, thinking 'I should block like this and counterattack like that.' Only the reactions of a body forged by instinct and training could block this terrifying attack.

After the primary shock of swords clashing, a new shock surged in as a wave. That wave contained a dark energy Geom Mugeuk had never experienced in his life. If it was an energy that had such a negative influence even on him, who had reached complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, he could know without looking how it would be for others.

The depth of the fight was different from before. The Heavenly Demon Soul's sword was not a sword meant to cut a person. It was a sword that cut the sky and cut the world.

The watching people watched the fight with bated breath. Everyone was surprised by Geom Mugeuk's skill. In particular, Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang had to admit a painful fact: The Young Cult Leader is above us.

It was not just that Geom Mugeuk had more inner qi. His skill was clearly a step above as well. They would not be able to block that Heavenly Demon Soul's attack like that.

SWISH!

The Heavenly Demon Soul's missed sword qi passed by, cutting the building behind.

SLASH!

It cut the building behind that, and cut all the trees behind that as well. The buildings and trees were cut away like paper.

Geom Mugeuk was gradually pushed back by the Heavenly Demon Soul's attacks. He was busy only defending without being able to counterattack.

The watching people all looked at Geom Woojin. It was a gaze filled with worry about whether he would let the Young Cult Leader fight like this.

The current opponent was too strong. It was an enemy difficult for anyone here to handle. If so, everyone should rush in before it was too late.

However, Geom Woojin watched the fight without a word. He would not step forward until his son shouted for help.

Geom Mugeuk, who desperately widened the distance from the Heavenly Demon Soul, unleashed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

An evil spirit revealed its form in front of Geom Mugeuk. The most terrifying evil spirit among east, west, south, and north.

CHWARURURURUK!

That evil spirit began to split.

How did Geom Mugeuk intend to block? The Heavenly Demon Soul was only watching the sight of the evil spirit splitting.

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!

Geom Mugeuk's Great Annihilation Stance descended upon the Heavenly Demon Soul, and an army of evil spirits rushed toward it.

That was when he saw it. The other surrounding evil spirits swept everything away as they passed, but the evil spirit attacking the Heavenly Demon Soul self-destructed and disappeared.

Even at that shocking sight, he wasn't surprised. This confirmed what he had already expected.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art does not work on the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Because the existence born from the ultimate peak of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art is also of no use against me," the Heavenly Demon Soul declared arrogantly.

Geom Mugeuk felt joy from the Heavenly Demon Soul and also felt a sense of superiority.

Is the Heavenly Demon Soul originally an existence like this? Or is that Heavenly Demon Soul special?

Nevertheless, even in this situation, he did not lose his spirit at all.

"Then I'll beat you without using the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

The Heavenly Demon Soul's two pitch-black eyes smiled. "You'll die by the Nine Calamities Demonic Art!"

It thrust his sword, sending sword qi pouring down from the sky like a lightning bolt. This was the Fifth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike.

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

Each and every one of those sword qi was a powerful attack that would pierce an absolute master's head.

Geom Mugeuk immediately used the Four Strides of the Wind God. He, who had undergone Body Reformation, could now use the Four Strides of the Wind God at an unprecedented level.

The Shadow Step that Geom Mugeuk unfolded was on a different level from what he used before. To the eyes of the watching people, it looked as if multiple forms of him were being created at the same time.

Geom Mugeuk's form flashed, and he escaped the rain of sword qi. Surprisingly, he was not hit by a single drop of rain.

Still, that was not the end. The moment he escaped the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike, Geom Mugeuk exerted the Hell Step and rushed toward the Heavenly Demon Soul.

The Hell Step in the Four Strides of the Wind God was supposed to neutralize any defense or evasion. The person who wrote those words in the manual would shout in admiration seeing the Hell Step Geom Mugeuk was unfolding now, saying 'Yes! Just like that!'

SWAAAAAISH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword grazed the Celestial Killer Star's chest. The Celestial Killer Star's sword, which had dodged by twisting the body to the side, flew toward Geom Mugeuk.

SWISH!

Geom Mugeuk also dodged the Celestial Killer Star's counterattack.

The two people crossed each other and swapped positions.

The Celestial Killer Star looked at Geom Mugeuk with surprised eyes. "I didn't know you would be able to dodge the Soul Slicing Demonic Strike with mere movement arts."

Geom Mugeuk was also just as surprised. The opponent dodged the decisive blow attacked with the Hell Step. Even though it was a faster and more precise attack than any Hell Step he had unfolded until now.

He who wrote the Four Strides of the Wind God manual would have to add one phrase. It can neutralize any 'human' defense or evasion.

While swapping positions, the watching Geom Mugeuk made eye contact with his father. [Please trust me until the end of this fight.]

Geom Woojin nodded. His son wasn't someone who ran wild with competitive spirit, so he must be up to something. However, it was a fight too precarious to watch.

[Be careful,] he warned his son.

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul clashed again.

Geom Mugeuk fought in a state of selflessness. It was a fight exceeding human limits, where he had to block attacks stabbing at vital points in the chest seven times in the blink of an eye and then counterattack on the eighth time.

The spectators were astounded. Young Cult Leader's skill is improving through this fight! No, it has already improved.

Even though the Heavenly Demon Soul's attacks became faster than at first, Geom Mugeuk was blocking them all.

Perhaps he himself did not realize that his stage of martial arts had risen, because he didn't even have the leeway to do so right now.

Still, no matter how much achievement Geom Mugeuk gained, the hearts of those watching were too anxious. He was barely blocking the attacks. It wouldn't be strange at all if he died anytime.

SPLAT!

Blood splattered from Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. This time, he was stabbed quite deeply, scattering blood into the air.

His breathing was rough, and his heart felt like it would burst at any moment.

SPLURT!

This time, blood splattered from his flank. He really barely dodged.

Thinking it was time for someone to step in, Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang both looked at Geom Woojin.

The Fist Demon also reluctantly sent a message to Geom Woojin, despite holding back all this time. [We must help Mugeuk.]

He considered that since it was his son, Geom Woojin might not be able to make a calm judgment. Thinking that he might jump in faster because it was his son, but also that he might miss the timing because it was his son.

[No. We must wait,] Geom Woojin replied.

The Fist Demon did not speak anymore. He knew better than anyone what kind of feelings the Cult Leader had when saying those words.

...Cult Leader.

BAM!

In the meantime, Geom Mugeuk flew into the wall again and was embedded there.

Wiping the blood flowing from his mouth, he provoked the Heavenly Demon Soul. "If you were Father's Heavenly Demon Soul, I absolutely wouldn't have been able to win, but you aren't."

The Heavenly Demon Soul shot him an unpleasant gaze asking for the reason.

Geom Mugeuk stared straight at him. "Because you are one who has lost the honor and pride of the Heavenly Demon Soul," he taunted. "How dare an existence that should protect the Divine Cult point a sword at the Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader? The one who should kneel is you!"

Intense demonic qi spewed out from the Heavenly Demon Soul's black pupils, completely different in nature from demonic qi emitted by a human.

WHOOOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's clothes fluttered violently. Not only the people who hadn't learned demonic art, but everyone else except Geom Woojin stepped back.

The Fist Demon couldn't understand. If the opponent was a clumsy guy, perhaps, but in this disadvantageous fight...

[Why on earth is Mugeuk provoking the Heavenly Demon Soul like that?] he asked Geom Woojin, wondering if the Cult Leader knew something he didn't.

Indeed, the Cult Leader knew.

[He is not provoking that Heavenly Demon Soul.]

At first, the Fist Demon didn't understand the meaning of those words. After thinking on those words again, though, he had an idea.

Don't tell me?

At the Heavenly Demon Soul's blow, Geom Mugeuk rolled on the floor, but he quickly sprang back to his feet and vomited a mouthful of blood. He had suffered internal injuries from this blow.

Geom Woojin, unable to endure anymore at the sight of his son covered entirely in blood, prepared to step forward. However, when he made eye contact with his son, the message he saw was 'Father! Please trust me until the end!'

He hesitated.

The Heavenly Demon Soul's sword flew toward Geom Mugeuk. "This is the end for you!"

SWISH!

Everyone moved to help Geom Mugeuk, except for Geom Woojin.

The moment the Heavenly Demon Soul's sword was about to pierce Geom Mugeuk's chest one step ahead of those trying to help.

CLANG!

Someone struck away the Heavenly Demon Soul's sword.

Surprise bloomed on the face of the Heavenly Demon Soul, who retreated at that powerful restraint.

Those who had thrown their bodies to help Geom Mugeuk also looked at one place with surprised expressions.

An existence was standing in front of Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled as he looked at that back. The reason he had endured risking his life until now was here. This was the true target of his provocation.

"I believed... that you would definitely come out."

His Heavenly Demon Soul had descended. Instead of its usual giant form, however, it was the same size as a human.

---

Translator's Note: Sorry for the lateness, I only just got home.


Chapter 832: Do You Know Why They Never Fight?

"You look exactly the same!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed.

He walked forward and stared at his Heavenly Demon Soul. The large the Heavenly Demon Soul had shrunk in size while retaining its appearance.

It still possessed a face and eyes that were terrifying to behold. The hellfire shaped like the Heavenly Demon Soul's face in its heart remained the same.

Since it was small like a human, it felt even more terrifying, yet on the other hand, the smaller size made it look somewhat more refined and cool.

Feeling overwhelmed, Geom Mugeuk greeted, "It's been a while, friend."

He called his Heavenly Demon Soul a friend. When he first met the Heavenly Demon Soul, he told him that he was his master and friend, but of course, he would rather be a friend than a master.

His Heavenly Demon Soul seemed to glance at him for a moment, but soon fixed his gaze back on the Heavenly Demon Soul dwelling in Hwa Mugi's body instead.

"Thank you for saving me!" Geom Mugeuk said.

But that wasn't all. Would he be Geom Mugeuk if he just said that and moved on?

He continued, "Everyone expects you to speak well because you're my Heavenly Demon Soul, so say something."

"......"

Was it just his mood? Geom Mugeuk felt that his Heavenly Demon Soul was slightly perplexed.

Nevertheless, the chatterbox's delight continued. It was hard to believe he was someone driven to the brink of death just a moment ago.

"I once told Father that I had two wishes regarding you. The first is to have a conversation with you."

"......" The Heavenly Demon Soul remained silent.

"The second is to make your size small and travel around like friends. I've already achieved one of the two wishes!"

Those who had thrown themselves to help Geom Mugeuk were also looking at the Heavenly Demon Soul in surprise. In particular, Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were close to Geom Mugeuk, but they learned for the first time that the Heavenly Demon Soul could descend in such a small form.

Geom Mugeuk looked at them and said with a laugh, "Where in the world would you find a Murim Alliance Chairman and Evil Alliance Chairman throwing themselves forward to save the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"

Jin Paecheon was truly relieved by the fact that Geom Mugeuk was safe. "Right now, you aren't the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader, but Hagun's friend."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and bowed politely. "Thank you. I'll boast about this incident for the rest of my life."

Because of this bond, Jin Paecheon's regret ran deep. He sighed, "You've saved us several times, but I can't save you even once."

"Even if it weren't for the Heavenly Demon Soul, you would have saved me, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon didn't know if he could agree with that.

Would I really have been able to save him? It was a close call when I tried to protect him earlier.

If the Heavenly Demon Soul had not descended, he would have tried to block it by launching sword qi, but there was no guarantee that Geom Mugeuk would have been safe.

He definitely regretted being a step late. He should have intervened regardless of the Demonic Cult Leader's will.

He was simply grateful to Geom Mugeuk for a few words of gratitude.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward Baek Jagang. "You came along as well?"

Baek Jagang answered nonchalantly, "We have a habit of instinctively moving when the orthodox sects move."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at that joke. Since Baek Jagang did not act condescending at all, his gratitude was even greater.

He bowed his head politely to him as well. "I won't forget the grace of you sacrificing your precious body for me today."

Baek Jagang sneered. As usual, Geom Mugeuk's promise did not make his skin crawl.

Geom Mugeuk hopped over to the Fist Demon. "As expected! Master is the best! Better than my heartless father!"

The Fist Demon didn't say anything. He could confirm that the Cult Leader had seen correctly.

To think he risked his life to make his the Heavenly Demon Soul descend.

Truly, it was something that could never be attempted unless one was Geom Mugeuk.

On the other hand, he also thought that Geom Mugeuk had made a wise judgment. If Geom Mugeuk or the Cult Leader's Heavenly Demon Soul did not descend, the fight against that Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul would have been impossible.

Geom Mugeuk had found a breakthrough in a disadvantageous fight.

Geom Mugeuk went over to the Sword King. It was truly historic how all these great masters tried to save him simultaneously.

"Actually, I wasn't that worried," the Sword King said first.

"Why?"

"I figured you were enduring like that because you had a plan."

Geom Mugeuk grinned. Although you came forward too urgently to say that.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted at Geom Mugeuk, "You, are you going to surprise people like this? What were you going to do if the Heavenly Demon Soul didn't appear?"

"I had a backup plan." Geom Mugeuk loosened his shirt to reveal the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped tightly around his chest. "I was using the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the Big Dipper Body, and even the Vajra Asura on top of this. Even the sword of the Heavenly Demon Soul wouldn't have pierced me easily. Also, if I felt danger the moment I was stabbed, I would have used that trick I learned from you, Cult Leader."

Only then did a smile appear on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips. "As expected! You had a plan for everything. Yes, you must have had a plan since you took my artifacts."

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. Hearing the terrifyingly persistent story of the artifacts come up again, it seemed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was also relieved.

Finally, his gaze turned toward his father, who hadn't budged an inch. "You're too much, Father! Even the Poison King took a few steps forward."

"......" The Poison King quietly stepped back.

Geom Woojin stared at his son without a word. How could the boy know how difficult it was to watch until the end without stepping in just now? It might have been the hardest moment recently, or perhaps in his entire life.

Geom Mugeuk bowed deeply. How could he not know how his father truly felt? The relief he felt now was a relief he was seeing on his father's face for the first time in his life. He could not convey his overwhelming gratitude with just words.

"Thank you, Father."

His father had believed in him until the end. Because his father believed, the Heavenly Demon Soul could descend.

After exchanging greetings with those who tried to protect him, Geom Mugeuk walked back to his Heavenly Demon Soul's side. Even while they were talking, the two Heavenly Demon Souls were staring at each other.

"You have to get used to it in the future. I'm a very talkative person."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hold back and chimed in, "He's your the Heavenly Demon Soul, so he might talk even more than you. He might be hiding his inner thoughts insidiously like his master right now."

Geom Mugeuk thought that he really wished it were like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's joke.

I want to talk about all sorts of things with you someday. I want to share words with you that I cannot say to anyone else. So please say at least one word before this fight ends.

This was his wish.

Meanwhile, the Heavenly Demon Soul dwelling in Hwa Mugi's body still seemed unable to believe what had just transpired. "You really descended?"

Previously, he had guaranteed that his opponents' Heavenly Demon Souls would never appear as long as he was present. However, Geom Mugeuk's the Heavenly Demon Soul had shattered that boast and descended.

And there was another fact that surprised him.

"How did you manifest in a small form?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul simply stared at the opponent silently without giving any answer.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his the Heavenly Demon Soul. "I don't know much about you guys. I only heard from Father that Heavenly Demon Souls are extremely reluctant to clash with each other, so I'm sorry for giving this kind of order as my first command." His voice turned stern. "Destroy him."

Receiving the order, the Heavenly Demon Soul walked forward without a shred of hesitation.

"Do you know what you've just done?" Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul sneered at Geom Mugeuk.

"Wait." Geom Mugeuk called his the Heavenly Demon Soul to a stop. The enemy's words sounded like more than just simple annoyance. When his the Heavenly Demon Soul stopped, he asked, "What do you mean?"

"Do you know why the Heavenly Demon Souls never fight each other?"

That was a question Geom Mugeuk had also been curious about, and today, that surprising secret was revealed.

"Because if the Heavenly Demon Souls fight each other and lose, they are extinguished forever."

"!" Geom Mugeuk was startled. He was surprised to the point where he wondered if he had been this surprised recently. This was a fact that neither he nor his father knew.

"That is why if there is a the Heavenly Demon Soul they consider stronger than themselves, they never manifest. That is the innate nature of the Heavenly Demon Soul. The winner absorbs the opponent's power and becomes even stronger. The existence of the defeated side is extinguished, and all the power he possessed is absorbed."

This was a secret that could only be heard from a the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul revealed a single emotion he had not shown until now—Greed.

"Your Heavenly Demon Soul is special. He manifested in such a small body."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze looked at his Heavenly Demon Soul.

Yes, you're special. You're the Heavenly Demon Soul who saved me the very first time you appeared!

This was the part that surprised Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul most about this descent.

"He descended even while knowing he was weaker."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his the Heavenly Demon Soul without a word. At that figure just staring at the opponent with a stoic face.

Did you descend for me even though you could lose the fight and be extinguished?

Because of that, the fellow's ambition did not reach Geom Mugeuk's ears.

"I will absorb your power and become the strongest the Heavenly Demon Soul in history."

Geom Mugeuk asked calmly, "Is he right?"

His Heavenly Demon Soul gave no answer. He used to express his intentions by moving his eyes slightly, but now he was only looking straight ahead.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "I asked if if he's right. I know you don't speak, but answer me anyway."

There was still no reaction.

Because of that, he realized that the statement about eternal extinction was true.

"Go back inside," he ordered the Heavenly Demon Soul to disappear again.

However, the Heavenly Demon Soul did not disappear.

"That's an order. Go inside, quickly."

Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul still did not disappear.

He whispered, "The Heavenly Demon Soul is an existence that must protect its master. Did you judge that my life is in danger right now?"

He meant that the sense of duty to protect the master took precedence over the master's order.

Naturally, his Heavenly Demon Soul must have made such a judgment. It was true he was summoned when he was about to get hit.

You really descended to protect me, even going against your very nature.

Geom Mugeuk was touched, but he couldn't stop here. He had to break the Heavenly Demon Soul's stubbornness quickly.

"Look, friend. Even if we haven't been together for a long time, enough time has passed for you to roughly know what kind of person I am, right? You know that I always find a way, don't you? So go inside. Besides, I'm not alone. Father is here, and others are here too. So don't worry about me and go inside."

Even with gentle persuasion, the Heavenly Demon Soul didn't budge.

Geom Mugeuk read another emotion in those eyes besides the desire to protect him—the pride of the Heavenly Demon Soul that it would not lose to anyone.

'Would you retreat in this situation?' those eyes seemed to ask him.

Of course... I wouldn't abandon the person I have to protect.

The Heavenly Demon Soul resembled him exactly. Because of that, Geom Mugeuk could feel that he could not stop him.

In the end, he nodded, and the two Heavenly Demon Souls walked toward each other with heavy steps.

SWISH!

They swung their swords at each other. Tremendous demonic qi swirled as their swords clashed in midair.

BAM!

Due to the impact, demonic qi burst out like an explosion. Although only the size had shrunk, the fight between the two was spewing out the demonic qi flowing from a battle between two giant Heavenly Demon Souls.

WHOOOOOSH!

Everyone watching stepped back. They could only block the demonic qi by expending their inner qi to the limit.

Since the Heavenly Demon Souls were fighting, the aspect of the battle was different again. This was not a fight using fast technique and movement arts like humans.

It was a fight between demonic qi and demonic qi. A fight of spirit against spirit. A fight of pride against pride.

Two demonic qis with different properties confronted each other violently.

Over the crossed swords, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul said arrogantly, "Do you think a Heavenly Demon Soul that hasn't been born for long can defeat me, who has survived for three hundred years?"

He was declaring that he was overwhelmingly ahead in combat experience.

Geom Mugeuk's heart sank. There was one thing he had forgotten.

He had not yet learned the Ninth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The Heavenly Demon Soul used the seventh to ninth techniques of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but he had only learned up to the eighth technique.

He had forgotten that point because the thought of summoning the Heavenly Demon Soul took precedence earlier.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul would definitely have learned up to the final technique.

What if the enemy uses the ninth technique, not any other technique? At this rate, he will lose and disappear forever.

This was a completely different issue from his martial arts becoming weaker. He couldn't bear to lose a friend.

What should I do? Think, Geom Mugeuk! Think!

A single thought crossed Geom Mugeuk's mind.

Perhaps? It sounds crazy, but this might be the only way...

He sent a telepathic message to his father. [Father, please teach me the Ninth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art right now.]

Geom Woojin could understand why his son was making such a request. If anyone other than his son had said that, he would have dismissed it as crazy nonsense, but since it was Geom Mugeuk, he didn't hesitate for long. They were in a fight against time. He had to decide quickly.

[Fine, I'll teach it to you. The Ninth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Supreme Demonic Soul.]

Geom Mugeuk was delighted. To think Father would teach me the final technique in this place!

[You must not only remember the chant perfectly, but fully understand it after hearing it only once!] Geom Woojin added. He was only attempting this because it was his son. Because he believed that if it was the son he had observed until now, he might be able to do it.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. [I will definitely grasp it.]

The current attempt was not for his the Heavenly Demon Soul to learn it to defeat the opponent. It was an attempt to at least endure enough not to be extinguished.

Please!

Geom Mugeuk sent another telepathic message to the two Chairmans and the others. [Please protect Father and me from all stray attacks for a moment.]

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang immediately understood that father and son were trying to do something. They moved in front of Geom Mugeuk, while the others stood ahead of Geom Woojin.

Geom Mugeuk concentrated harder than he ever had. He never dreamed that he would be learning the final technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in the place where this final battle was taking place.

All my efforts to learn martial arts until now must be for this moment. Please let Body Reformation be of help! Let the martial achievement gained from the fight with Hwa Mugi earlier be of help! I will definitely grasp the Ninth Technique instantly and unleash it!

Listening to his father's chant coming through telepathy, Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes.

Please endure until then, my friend.

---

Translator's Note: Let's now suffer the Friday cliffhanger together, muhahahaha.


Chapter 833: Your Heavenly Demon Soul Has Perished

Geom Woojin passed the Ninth Technique to his son.

[Where the will of the demon soul goes, death follows, and no one shall be able to stop it. The qi begins at the Chonghoe acupoint. The result precedes the cause, and death comes before life. Do not fear the reverse flow of qi...]

He did exactly as his son wished, not intervening at all. Once his son overcame this battle, he would grow and become stronger.

This battle was a crisis of a lifetime, with his life and the fate of the murim at stake. At the same time, it was a miraculous encounter that would never come again in a martial artist's life.

Geom Woojin willingly gave that miraculous encounter to his son. He would never have left it entirely up to him if he didn't trust him.

As he taught his son the oral formula, the two Heavenly Demon Souls entered a full-scale battle where the loser would perish forever.

BOOM!

Swords clashed in the air, but neither Heavenly Demon Soul took a single step back.

"I'll definitely make your power mine!"

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul wielded its sword with desire, while Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul fought with the will to protect its master.

Powerful demonic qi raged with every clash of their swords. The two similar yet different energies seemed to howl as if they were alive.

This demonic qi was also what prevented an opponent from escaping the Great Annihilation Stance. It was an absolute power that trapped them within that space.

The Heavenly Demon Souls raged with even more powerful demonic qi than the Great Annihilation Stance itself.

With two Heavenly Demon Souls emitting such demonic qi, Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, and the others could not go near the fight.

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang gave up on intervening and instead stood before Geom Mugeuk, blocking the shockwaves from the battle. They judged that Geom Woojin was passing something to Geom Mugeuk. If so, even the slightest gust of wind could be a hindrance.

The Fist Demon, the Sword King, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also raised defensive qi barriers with the same thought.

Under their protection, Geom Mugeuk memorized the oral formula his father passed on. He had already mastered up to the eighth technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and his martial arts had reached the peak.

He understood the meaning of most of the oral formula the moment he heard it. However, some parts still eluded him.

He skipped the parts he didn't understand for now and focused on the rest of the oral formula.

Once Geom Woojin finished reciting the oral formula, Geom Mugeuk said, [Father, please guard this place for a moment.]

He immediately used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and disappeared.

Geom Woojin thought his son had entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to focus on learning the technique.

Only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew Geom Mugeuk's true intention.

He intends to unleash the Heavenly Space Secret Art inside there.

He felt gratified that his teachings were being used at such a crucial moment. He thought that perhaps destiny had led to this.

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk used the Heavenly Space Secret Art inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He could have brought his father with him here from the start, which would have saved time, but there was a reason he didn't.

He had to avoid a situation where both he and his father were absent from the outside. His opponent was Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul, a cruel and heartless being. The moment it realized he and his father were gone, there was no telling what tricks it would use against the others.

One of them had to remain. He couldn't focus on the final technique's oral formula while worrying about the outside.

Having gained more time with the Heavenly Space Secret Art, Geom Mugeuk contemplated the oral formula. He reviewed the parts he knew and set aside the parts he didn't. He would ask his father about these parts when he returned, though it worried him that there were more of them than he had expected.

Can I understand all of this in time?

Geom Mugeuk suddenly felt a surge of fear. This wasn't just any martial art, but the final technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Had he been arrogant, overestimating his own skills?

A thought suddenly surfaced.

Maybe I should have spent this time figuring out how to use that other oral formula instead?

There was another oral formula he had learned from Saintess Ga Ye. While learning it, he had a hunch it was used to control Hwa Mugi.

But she only passed on the oral formula, not how to use it, as she didn't know how to do that either.

Right, the Darkness Palace Lord wouldn't have taught that method to anyone else. Still, should I have tried to find a way to use that oral formula?

The moment that thought occurred, Geom Mugeuk realized.

These are inner demons, born from the fear of not being able to master the ninth technique.

Since his Heavenly Demon Soul had already appeared, such thoughts were just belated regrets. Even if the oral formula worked on Hwa Mugi, it wouldn't work on the Heavenly Demon Soul.

He didn't know what help that oral formula would provide later, but for now, he had to focus on mastering the Ninth Technique.

Still,once he lost his concentration, it wasn't easy to compose himself. The more he tried to shake off the thoughts, the more they intruded.

Time inside the Heavenly Space Secret Art seemed to flow faster.

Suddenly, a scene came to Geom Mugeuk's mind. It was the image of himself walking alone in a snowy field where a blizzard raged.

He remembered walking through that vague despair and desperate loneliness, wondering if he could truly find all the ingredients for the grand method.

My journey to reach this very place today... The oral formula of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is important, and the oral formula of the Six Elements Origin Qi is important, but the most important thing is me, the one who walked this long road to get here.

I didn't travel this path using tricks, so believe in yourself, Mugeuk. If it doesn't work even after trying this hard, then so be it. I will gladly die. Didn't I try hard enough to be able to say that?

As these feelings arose, Geom Mugeuk's anxious heart calmed. He felt the distracting thoughts subside as his mind grew tranquil.

The time that had seemed to fly by now slowed once more.

Time, please flow slowly.

After organizing the oral formula in his head, Geom Mugeuk released the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and returned.

A fiercer battle was taking place outside. He could tell from a single glance that his Heavenly Demon Soul was being pushed back, but he had no time to worry about it.

[There are several parts I don't understand. First, it said the season stops at winter when moving from the Gihae acupoint to the Junggeuk acupoint. Does that mean I should stop the qi, or move it with cold qi?] he asked his father about the parts he was unsure of.

Geom Woojin earnestly explained, [It's both. You stop the qi while maintaining as much cold qi as possible, but that's not the important part.]

Geom Mugeuk understood ten things when taught one. [When spring comes is what's important!]

Geom Woojin nodded and added one more thing. [When is important, but so is how. The key is how softly you release the stopped, cold qi.]

[I understand what you mean, Father.]

Geom Mugeuk not only asked about what he didn't know but also confirmed his suspicions.

[Should I move the qi quickly when passing from the Yanggang acupoint to the Hwangmun acupoint?]

[That is correct.]

[Then when I have to move from the Taegye acupoint to the Taejong acupoint...]

Geom Mugeuk continued to ask questions, absorbing his father's explanations, displaying truly terrifying concentration. If his father had only been at the tenth star instead of the twelfth, or if he himself was at a lower level, this exchange would have been impossible.

SWISH! BAM!

Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul was pushed back toward them.

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang raised their defensive enhanced qi, blocking Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul with the softest qi possible to avoid injuring it.

Enduring the powerful demonic qi radiating from the Heavenly Demon Soul, the two pushed it forward again.

The Heavenly Demon Soul charged forward again, unafraid and unhesitating.

Geom Mugeuk knew why his Heavenly Demon Soul was being pushed back, even though he and Hwa Mugi had fought to a draw in their inner qi contest. His father had told him before that the strength of a Heavenly Demon Soul depended on the summoner's understanding of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. It was being pushed back because he hadn't yet mastered the Ninth Technique.

Geom Mugeuk struggled to calm his impatient heart and sent another telepathic message to his father. [I'm going to organize my thoughts one last time.]

After saying that, he disappeared into the Spacetime Manipulation Technique again.

Geom Woojin was inwardly stunned. It was one thing to memorize the oral formula so quickly, but his son had also understood most of it and asked questions about the exact parts he had predicted.

However, there were still parts Geom Mugeuk hadn't asked about, parts that Geom Woojin felt he definitely should have. It would be fortunate if he had skipped them because he already knew them, but what if he had missed them? It would be difficult to fully master the oral formula then.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul saw Geom Mugeuk disappear and reappear while fighting. It sensed that Geom Mugeuk was plotting something.

I can't drag this out any longer.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul unleashed the the Seventh Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Demonic Soul Realm Creation. Countless blades of enhanced qi formed in the sky like a spreading net.

The onlookers knew that if those countless blades flew at them, they would never be able to block them. The only question was whether their defensive enhanced qi could block the attack without injury.

Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul countered by unleashing the same technique, Demonic Soul Realm Creation.

Their movements were identical. The motion of extending the sword, even the angle of the arm. Even the countless blades of enhanced qi created behind them were identical.

The Demonic Soul Realm Creation unleashed by the two Heavenly Demon Souls looked like perfect mirror images.

SWIIIIISH! SWIIIIISH!

The countless blades of enhanced qi from both Heavenly Demon Souls surged toward each other.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The tremendous enhanced qi collided mid-air, creating a shower of sparks.

WHOOOOSH!

The aftermath of the collision spread in all directions. A tremendous shockwave spread out, shaking the very earth and cracking the ground.

The nearby drapery and hardware stores collapsed amid thick dust rising into the air.

RUMBLE!

Something burst through the smoke.

A row of evil spirits pushed through the haze.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul had not been aiming for Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul. While their vision was obscured by the Demonic Soul Realm Creation, it had unleashed the Great Annihilation Stance toward Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang.

"Be careful!" Jin Paecheon shouted, raising his defensive enhanced qi to its absolute limit.

Baek Jagang responded to the incoming Great Annihilation Stance in the same way. He stuck close to Jin Paecheon's side, preparing to face one of the evil spirits. "Stand in a line!"

It was a wise judgment. The evil spirits were larger than humans, so two people standing in the path of one would be enough. If they focused their power to block one evil spirit, the others could safely take cover behind them.

RUMBLE! BOOOOOOOOM!

The moment the evil spirit pounced, Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, and everyone else saw it collide with something just before it reached them.

A wall of enhanced qi had been erected in front of Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang.

Surprisingly, it was Geom Woojin's Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

The evil spirits that struck the Impenetrable Demonic Wall began to disappear. Just as Geom Mugeuk had used it to escape the Human Destroying Stance, the evil spirits of the Great Annihilation Stance could not pierce it either.

Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang looked back. Geom Mugeuk was gone, but Geom Woojin met their gaze and bowed his head slightly, a silent thanks for trying to protect him instead of dodging.

The two Chairmen returned the gesture of gratitude.

A sudden thought occurred to them. What if the Impenetrable Demonic Wall had appeared behind them instead? They would have been trapped between the Great Annihilation Stance and the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

No, there was something even more terrible. What if Geom Woojin had unleashed the Great Annihilation Stance from behind?

Could they have blocked the Great Annihilation Stance flooding in from both front and back? It would have been impossible. They would have died, crushed between the evil spirits. That is, if Geom Woojin had betrayed them.

But Geom Woojin had erected the Impenetrable Demonic Wall in front of them.

While they were grateful, the thought was not entirely pleasant. The idea of such a person becoming their enemy was terrifying.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul wasted no more time and immediately unleashed the Ninth Technique, Supreme Demonic Soul. It knew that while Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul might have mastered the Eighth Technique, it could not have mastered the Ninth.

"It's over now!" The two pitch-black eyes of Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul began to shine with a pure white light.

Everyone could feel it. They didn't know what kind of attack was coming, but they knew that if it landed, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul would perish.

Geom Woojin spoke quietly, but more urgently than ever, "Son, you have to come out now!"

FLASH!

Light shot out from the pure white eyes of Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul. It was the Supreme Demonic Soul, the final technique that annihilated anything in its gaze.

The next moment, Geom Woojin looked around. He and Geom Mugeuk stood alone in an empty space.

"Father."

Geom Woojin realized his son had brought him into the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Geom Mugeuk apologized, "Sorry, I haven't perfectly grasped the Ninth Technique yet."

Geom Woojin nodded blankly. Right. No matter how outstanding my son is, it's impossible to master it in this short time.

His regret was immense.

"It's a pity, but your Heavenly Demon Soul has perished," he sighed.

He was more heartbroken than anyone. He should have stopped the boy. This wasn't his son's fault, but his own.

Geom Mugeuk felt a pang in his heart. It was the first time he had ever seen his father so full of regret. Throughout this final battle, he had seen expressions on his father's face that were entirely new to him.

So he grinned. "No, not yet," he said.

"?" Geom Woojin gave his son a questioning look.

"Look over there."

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, and the scenery outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique became visible.

Geom Woojin was startled by the sight. Chronologically, his son's Heavenly Demon Soul should have been annihilated by the Supreme Demonic Soul, but the light shooting from the enemy's eyes had stopped.

No, it hadn't stopped completely. It was still moving, but only minutely.

The others also stood as if frozen in time, their movements barely perceptible.

Regrettably, Geom Mugeuk had not grasped the Ninth Technique in time, but perhaps because he had cherished every moment with such desperation, he had a different realization instead.

"I've just achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Space Secret Art."


Chapter 834: How Have You Held Back Until Now?

"The Heavenly Space Secret Art?" Geom Woojin asked, unfamiliar with the name.

Geom Mugeuk quickly explained. "It's a secret art exclusive to the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. When activated, I can gain more time in here than what passes outside. I've just achieved complete mastery of it."

Geom Woojin glanced outside, his expression surprised. Time truly seemed to have stopped, flowing at an almost imperceptible rate.

"I learned this from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, too," Geom Mugeuk added.

Geom Woojin finally understood completely, including why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had complained so much about his stolen artifacts. If he had taught Geom Mugeuk such a mystical secret art, he had every right to complain. "Can the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader use this secret art, too?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader only knew the oral formula but couldn't perform the art himself. "I'm probably the first to reach this stage."

He could feel it. Since he had just reached complete mastery, time still flowed, albeit slowly. He thought that if his mastery matured or if he achieved Twelfth Star mastery, time might stop altogether.

He thought this for one reason. The moment he achieved complete mastery, his own time no longer flowed within this space.

Normally, gaining nine times the amount of time would mean his physical body aged accordingly. Since he was still young, it hadn't been a problem. Capturing Hwa Mugi was so important that he had willingly accepted the side effects.

However, the moment he achieved complete mastery, time stopped for him inside the Heavenly Space Secret Art as well. His body had stopped aging.

Geom Mugeuk now had his own perfect time as a bonus, a gift from the heavens.

Anyway, while he respected and loved his father more than anyone, he decided not to teach him this secret art.

This was due to a long-held worry. He feared his father would become so engrossed in martial arts that he would never leave the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

That thought remained unchanged. His father was a man who would pour everything into reaching the pinnacle of martial arts.

Besides, his father could waste too much time trying to achieve complete mastery. His father was in a different position than he was.

Even Geom Mugeuk didn't know how he had managed to achieve complete mastery this time. He could only say he had been incredibly lucky. He believed it was the result of his desperate wish for time to slow down so he could master the Ninth Technique.

Father, I'm sorry. I can do anything else for you, but I can't do this.

"Father, there's something more important than that right now," he said.

Geom Woojin nodded. Time outside hadn't stopped completely. "Hurry and ask about the parts you don't understand."

Geom Mugeuk again posed his questions to his father, asking about the parts of the Ninth Technique's oral formula he couldn't understand alone.

"When sending qi from the Yangji acupoint to the Yanggok acupoint..."


"No!" the Sword King shouted the moment light erupted from the eyes of Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul.

In that instant, he thought of Geom Mugeuk. He had sensed that Geom Mugeuk saw his Heavenly Demon Soul as more than just a part of his martial arts.

What if he loses the Heavenly Demon Soul he treats like a friend?

Geom Mugeuk would probably live the rest of his life blaming himself. Given his personality, he would joke about the Heavenly Demon Soul more and try to move past it, but it would remain a wound he would carry until the day he died.

He would have blocked it for Geom Mugeuk if he could, but in a flash, the light was already engulfing the Heavenly Demon Soul's face.

Struck by the light, the Heavenly Demon Soul's face shone so brightly it was no longer visible. Its face had to be melting from the enhanced qi, which was as fast as light and as powerful as lava.

The onlookers sighed in despair. Geom Mugeuk was about to lose his Heavenly Demon Soul, and the opposing Heavenly Demon Soul would become much stronger.

Just as everyone watched with heavy hearts, the brilliant light on its face began to fade, revealing the Heavenly Demon Soul's face.

It didn't melt!

What surprised them wasn't just that its face hadn't melted. Light also erupted from its eyes.

Incredibly, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul had also unleashed the Ninth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Supreme Demonic Soul.

VMMMMMM!

The light from Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul began to push back the incoming beam. Though both were light, the one from Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul was tinged with blue, making it easy to see the tide turn.

Supreme Demonic Soul versus Supreme Demonic Soul. Two Heavenly Demon Souls were locked in a tense power struggle, using the final technique that could melt anything on contact.

Amazingly, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul was not being pushed back. Even though it had unleashed the technique at the last second, just as the light was about to touch its face, it was pushing the incoming beam away.

The Sword King and everyone else watching were astonished. What in the world happened?

Geom Mugeuk's cheer answered their question. "You can do it!"

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin were now outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Geom Mugeuk had perfectly mastered the Ninth Technique just before the light from Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul struck his own.

BOOM!

The intensely clashing light between the two Heavenly Demon Souls vanished with a loud roar. Despite being unleashed late, the Supreme Demonic Soul had blocked the attack without taking any damage. As Geom Mugeuk mastered the final technique, his Heavenly Demon Soul grew even stronger.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his Heavenly Demon Soul, who had dramatically escaped the brink of annihilation. "Thank goodness!"

The Heavenly Demon Soul glanced at Geom Mugeuk.

In its pitch-black eyes, Geom Mugeuk sensed an emotion. It was looking at him with gratitude.

Yes, his Heavenly Demon Soul possessed emotions. One could tell just by looking at Hyeok Docheon's Soul. It was just that, in most cases, they never revealed them.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to his father. [You saved my Heavenly Demon Soul. Thank you, Father.]

Yes, it was all thanks to Geom Woojin. Who else could have taught the Ninth Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in such a short time?

Only Geom Woojin knew the truth. The only person in this murim who could enable him to take such credit was his son. No matter how good one is at teaching, the student must be able to understand.

Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, and everyone else watched with astonished expressions. Everyone could guess what had happened. Geom Woojin had taught Geom Mugeuk the technique his Heavenly Demon Soul had just used.

He taught him a technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art right here and now? And the Heavenly Demon Soul used it right away?

It was an unbelievable sight. Even those who had witnessed it firsthand found it hard to believe. No one else would.

Jin Paecheon felt a renewed sense of unease. Ever since arriving, he had been as wary of Geom Woojin as he was of the enemy. The Demonic Cult Leader had erected the Impenetrable Demonic Wall for them, only to teach the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in the middle of this chaos.

No matter how much Geom Mugeuk eased his worries, Geom Woojin always brought them right back. Jin Paecheon knew that Geom Woojin dreamed of unifying the murim.

Baek Jagang, on the other hand, thought differently. This was not an anxiety that could be resolved by worrying.

Right now, he felt a fighting spirit that made him want a proper match, and his target was the Heavenly Demon Soul.

If I were to fight that Heavenly Demon Soul, how should I fight? Could I really dodge that gaze from a moment ago?

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the Heavenly Demon Soul stimulated Baek Jagang not as the Evil Alliance Chairman, but as a martial artist.

Of course, the most surprised person here was Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul. It now understood clearly why the Heavenly Demon Soul before it was so special. It was because this Heavenly Demon Soul was created by such a special Young Cult Leader.

"The more I see of you, the more amazing you are!" it exclaimed.

It was surprising enough that Geom Mugeuk's Soul had manifested, but for a Heavenly Demon Soul that had appeared so recently to be this strong was astounding.

What if I absorbed the power of this Heavenly Demon Soul?

The thought occurred to it that it might become the strongest Heavenly Demon Soul in history.

With that power, I might even be able to absorb him. If that happens...

An unknown desire, along with demonic qi, tore through the air.

BOOM!

The two Heavenly Demon Souls clashed again. As a demonic qi more powerful than before swept through the area, the onlookers took a few more steps back.

The urgent battle between the Heavenly Demon Souls began anew.

Geom Mugeuk had no time to verbally thank Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang. He simply bowed his head slightly.

Even in this tense situation, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent a telepathic message. [You used the Heavenly Space Secret Art just now, didn't you?]

[How did you know?]

Although he had learned the art from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, he had never told him about his achievement.

He must have recalled the Heavenly Space Secret Art after seeing me enter and exit the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

[I knew you could do it.]

[Thank you for believing in me.]

Geom Mugeuk recalled when he first brought the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to his side.

Strategist Go, your judgment was correct.

After becoming an ally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been an immense help, even in this final battle.

KABOOM! BOOM! KABOOOOOOOM!

Every time the two Heavenly Demon Souls moved, space distorted and the ground shattered. Each time they clashed, shockwaves swept away nearby buildings.

As if reborn with the final incantation, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul did not fall behind Hyeok Docheon's. In fact, it was gradually overwhelming it in strength, speed, demonic qi, and spirit.

KABOOOM!

Struck by a powerful blow, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul flew backward with an expression of disbelief.

That Young Cult Leader's understanding of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is deeper than the Cult Leader's?[^1] How can that be? It's unbelievable. No matter how talented he is, he's still so young. He even just mastered the final Ninth Technique.

The next moment, Hwa Mugi's pitch-black eyes returned to normal. He was Hwa Mugi again.

"Truly impressive," he praised.

Naturally, he had been watching the fight. While the Heavenly Demon Soul was preoccupied with its opponent, he had focused on Geom Mugeuk.

"I thought this Heavenly Demon Soul would be enough. I can't believe you pushed it back?"

His was no ordinary Heavenly Demon Soul. It was a Heavenly Demon Soul that had existed for three hundred years, borrowing the body of the Celestial Killer Star. A Heavenly Demon Soul that used not only its own techniques but all the other techniques of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "My friend takes after me, so it's one hell of a fighter."

Hwa Mugi's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul. "It seems to have inherited your stubbornness."

"So please, convince it to go back inside."

Hwa Mugi snorted coldly. "There's no need for that. I'll make it disappear forever," he declared confidently.

His eyes turned black again, changing back into the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head in puzzlement. It's already being pushed back by my Heavenly Demon Soul, so why call it out again?

In the next moment, however, he understood why Hwa Mugi had briefly returned.

SHHHHK!

Behind Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul, something enormous rose up.

It was another Heavenly Demon Soul, appearing with powerful demonic qi and an immense presence.

Not a small one, but a gigantic, real Heavenly Demon Soul.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul hadn't grown larger. Incredibly, a new Heavenly Demon Soul had descended.

"Could it be?"

The moment he saw it, Geom Mugeuk knew. Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul had been trapped with the other souls from the beginning, and a new Heavenly Demon Soul had been born from Hwa Mugi, who had inherited complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The Heavenly Demon Soul that had just descended was Hwa Mugi's.

Everyone looked up at Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul, their faces shocked. It was completely different from the small-statured Heavenly Demon Soul. Its overwhelming size was like a giant stone statue, and the massive sword at its waist looked like it could destroy dozens of buildings in a single swing.

The Heavenly Demon Soul looked down on everyone with an arrogant gaze. Its eyes held a unique aura, a mixture of demonic qi and killing intent. The presence and pressure it emanated were immense and special.

The Heavenly Demon Soul of the Celestial Killer Star. The first of its kind in the history of the murim had appeared.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul broke the silence. "Your Heavenly Demon Soul is a being that should never have been able to come out. It must have known there was another Heavenly Demon Soul inside this body, not just me."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his Heavenly Demon Soul. "Did you know from the beginning? That there were two Heavenly Demon Souls over there?"

His Heavenly Demon Soul still didn't answer, merely glancing at him.

If that's true, it came out prepared to be annihilated from the start.

This was why it hadn't gone back inside, no matter how many times he ordered it to. It hadn't gone back because it knew the enemy had two Heavenly Demon Souls.

"No matter how special your Heavenly Demon Soul is, it can't win against the two of us."

SHWIIIIIIIIING!

Hwa Mugi's giant Heavenly Demon Soul swung its sword down toward Geom Mugeuk's. At the same time, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul also rushed in.

Even facing the attacks of two Heavenly Demon Souls, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul did not dodge. It intended to protect Geom Mugeuk, even if it meant sacrificing itself. It had overcome the first crisis, but now another had arrived.

"No! Go back!" Geom Mugeuk shouted, but the Heavenly Demon Soul did not evade.

Having no choice, he tried to enter the Spacetime Manipulation Technique with his Heavenly Demon Soul, but that wasn't the best solution. There were others left behind, and he couldn't end this fight by simply hiding.

THWANG!

With a loud clang, the giant sword swinging down from the air was blocked mid-swing.

The rushing Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul stopped in its tracks and looked up, its face shocked.

Geom Mugeuk looked up. Everyone watching also looked up.

Another giant sword blocked the descending one. It was yet another Heavenly Demon Soul, a fourth one! This was now the moment the most Heavenly Demon Souls had ever appeared in one place in the history of the murim.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the newcomer. This final Heavenly Demon Soul was special.

Just as his demonic spirit had a different appearance and aura when his Nine Calamities Demonic Art was at the ninth star versus the tenth star, this new Heavenly Demon Soul looked different from the others.

Its body was slightly smaller, but its presence was even greater. The flame on its chest burned larger and clearer, and the symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul was engraved on the back of its right hand. Its body was a different color, with slightly different parts, giving it a refined appearance. However, its face and gaze were so fearsome and intense that they overwhelmed every other Heavenly Demon Soul present.

Geom Mugeuk studied it in admiration. "You must have been dying to show off. How have you held back until now?"

Finally, Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul, which had achieved twelfth star mastery, descended.

[^1]: Cult Leader here referring to Hyeok Docheon.


Chapter 835: There Are Too Many Heavenly Demon Souls

This was the first time Geom Mugeuk had seen his father's Heavenly Demon Soul.

"It's magnificent!" he exclaimed.

That was his honest impression. He wanted to tell his own Heavenly Demon Soul, 'You have to grow up to be that cool too!'

KIIIIING!

The swords of the two colossal Heavenly Demon Souls pushed against each other, creating a metallic roar. Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul emanated an aura mixed with killing intent and demonic qi, while his father's Heavenly Demon Soul radiated pure demonic qi. A bloody battle could break out at any moment.

"Wait!" Geom Mugeuk shouted to Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul. "Just a moment before you fight! This is a moment that will never happen again in the history of murim, so just a moment!"

Of course, he was speaking to Hwa Mugi, who was inside the body. Hwa Mugi was the only one who could command that Heavenly Demon Soul.

Bewildered, Hwa Mugi accepted Geom Mugeuk's request. The two Heavenly Demon Souls stood still, their swords locked.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father's Heavenly Demon Soul again. So you're the completed form!

A thought naturally came to him. He wondered how his own Heavenly Demon Soul's appearance would change once he achieved twelfth star mastery.

Jin Paecheon sent a telepathic message to Baek Jagang. [It seems Cult Leader Geom has achieved twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.]

He could confirm it by the Heavenly Demon Soul's different appearance.

Baek Jagang's gaze, which had been on the Heavenly Demon Soul, turned to Jin Paecheon. [We should probably go stand next to the Celestial Killer Star.]

Baek Jagang's joke didn't sound like a mere joke to Jin Paecheon. Still, he thought it was a good thing he came this time. Although his life had been in danger and he had felt powerless, he had learned exactly what kind of skill Geom Woojin possessed.

In fact, Jin Paecheon was so concerned about Geom Woojin that he almost forgot the greater danger standing before him.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze now turned to Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul. That one was no ordinary Heavenly Demon Soul either. He could declare that its killing intent, mixed with demonic qi, was incomparable to any he had ever experienced.

If an ordinary master were exposed to that killing intent, they would try to kill whoever was nearby. If there was no one to kill, it was powerful enough to make them harm themselves.

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul asked in disbelief, "How did another Heavenly Demon Soul descend?"

It was perfectly possible for Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul to descend while he was present. He was borrowing the body of the Celestial Killer Star, and the two Heavenly Demon Souls were manifesting from a single body.

He even understood the descent of Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul. The human named Geom Mugeuk was just that special.

After all, like master, like Heavenly Demon Soul. Let's just say there could be one Heavenly Demon Soul in this world that would emerge prepared to be annihilated.

His gaze turned to the final Heavenly Demon Soul, which he could not comprehend at all.

It was Geom Mugeuk who solved the mystery. "I know the main character always appears last, but if you could've summoned it like this, you should've done it sooner."

"Isn't this your fight?" Geom Woojin retorted. Well, that was one reason, but he had another. "I tried to summon it earlier as well."

"What?"

Not only Geom Mugeuk but everyone there was surprised.

Geom Woojin revealed the shocking truth, "But my Heavenly Demon Soul refused to descend."

He had tried during the earlier fight against Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul, but he'd failed.

Geom Mugeuk couldn't understand. His father's Heavenly Demon Soul wouldn't have been scared of Hyeok Docheon's. Nor would it have shown courtesy to a predecessor from three hundred years ago. Not his father's Heavenly Demon Soul.

"Maybe it didn't consider its opponent a true Heavenly Demon Soul?" he asked.

Perhaps it considered it a half-baked Heavenly Demon Soul dwelling in a human body?

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul was clearly not a normal one, and technically, the same was true for Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul. Hwa Mugi hadn't learned the martial art normally, but rather absorbed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art as the Celestial Killer Star.

However, Geom Woojin thought differently. "I don't think that was the reason for the refusal."

"Then what was it?"

"......" Geom Woojin's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul.

Geom Mugeuk flinched in surprise. "Huh? Because of my Heavenly Demon Soul?"

It can't be because my Heavenly Demon Soul is stronger, so why?

Geom Woojin replied, "He didn't come out of respect for your Heavenly Demon Soul."

"!" Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened.

By nature, a Heavenly Demon Soul was not a being that received help from others. It was a matter of pride.

Or perhaps his own Heavenly Demon Soul had conveyed its will, asking to be entrusted with the fight. He didn't know if that was possible.

"Then why did it come out now?" he asked.

"Because I asked it to."

Geom Mugeuk was truly taken aback. His father hadn't commanded the Heavenly Demon Soul. He had asked it.

"It was the first time I've ever asked for something since becoming the Cult Leader," Geom Woojin added.

Geom Mugeuk was at a loss for words. That might have been the first request his father had ever made in his life. He was not one to ask anyone for favors.

And yet, the Heavenly Demon Soul had accepted his father's first request.

Father said he never spoke with his Heavenly Demon Soul, but it must have watched over him for a long, long time. So it must have known better than anyone what his request meant!

"I can't quite imagine you asking the Heavenly Demon Soul for a favor, Father."

In fact, it wasn't just that his father had made a request that moved Geom Mugeuk. The important thing was that he had told him about it.

He was finally putting into practice what Geom Mugeuk had repeatedly said, that you don't know unless you're told. He had even done it in front of all these people.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely. "Thank you, Father." His gaze turned to the opposing Heavenly Demon Souls. "You know, there are too many Heavenly Demon Souls here!"

At those words, the four Heavenly Demon Souls moved simultaneously.

The one that charged forward fastest was Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul.

CLAAANG! CLANG!

Just as it had in the previous fight, his Heavenly Demon Soul overwhelmed Hyeok Docheon's from the very first move. It pushed forward, overwhelming its opponent in strength, demonic qi, and speed.

Watching it press the attack, Geom Mugeuk felt a strange sense of unease.

"Wait! Retreat!" he yelled, calling back his Heavenly Demon Soul.

Despite the advantageous situation, it retreated as commanded.

"I know how much you want to fight, but something is strange." Geom Mugeuk looked at Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul, which had been pushed back during the initial exchange. "It definitely lost to you before, so why is it trying to fight again?"

There's no way Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul would willingly be annihilated and have its power absorbed.

Of course, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul could be insisting out of pride, but Hwa Mugi was in that body. He wouldn't give up Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul so easily.

He was definitely plotting something.

Geom Mugeuk came to that conclusion.

Carelessness always comes when fear diminishes, just like now, when Father's Heavenly Demon Soul has appeared. I must not forget. The master of that body is Hwa Mugi, a man born with the fate of the Celestial Killer Star. It wouldn't be strange for him to kill every person in the world.

In the meantime, the other two Heavenly Demon Souls were also clashing. As mountains pushed against each other, the earth screamed.

KRAAACK!

As the two Heavenly Demon Souls exerted their strength, the ground they stood on shattered and caved in. They proved that the idea of them being slow just because they were large was a mistaken prejudice.

SWOOOSH!

One twisted its body to dodge a rapidly thrusting sword. While dodging, it simultaneously launched a counterattack.

The fight between these two was different from the previous fight between the other two Heavenly Demon Souls. If the fight between Geom Mugeuk's and Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul was a battle of brute force and demonic qi, the current fight was much more delicate.

The Heavenly Demon Soul of the Celestial Killer Star fought the Heavenly Demon Soul of twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. They fought like humans, their swords fast and precise as they aimed for each other's vital points.

The onlookers were even more surprised to see the massive figures display such movements.

Even Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul watched their fight without missing a single moment.

Geom Mugeuk could tell this fight was influencing his own Heavenly Demon Soul.

It's learning how to fight.

BAM! BAAM!

The sounds and sparks created as the giant swords clashed were like fireworks exploding in the sky.

This fight has to be decided quickly.

Summoning a Heavenly Demon Soul required no inner qi, but fighting consumed a massive amount. Even now, his father and Hwa Mugi were expending an enormous amount of inner qi.

CLAAANG!

After meeting a few attacks head-on, Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul deflected the next one at an angle. This created a small opening.

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul did not miss it.

SWOOOOSH!

It struck the opponent's chest with its shoulder, which was as large as a castle wall.

THUUUD!

The collision of shoulder and chest sounded like a low, deep bell.

Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul staggered but did not fall.

Seizing the opportunity, Geom Woojin's sword flew in and slashed its side.

SHRRRIP!

Instead of blood, black demonic qi flowed from the sword wound.

It was the first time Geom Mugeuk had seen a Heavenly Demon Soul bleed demonic qi like blood when cut.

Just as it charged in, not missing the opportunity, Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul turned around as fast as lightning.

SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK SHUK!

Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul unleashed the Seventh Technique, Demonic Soul Realm Creation, which was unfolding behind its back.

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul didn't parry the dozens of enhanced qi swords pouring in from behind. Doing so would have left it open to an attack from Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul. It was a clever move, using itself as a shield to aim for the back.

WHOOSH!

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul continued its turn, rotating once more and moving sideways. Since it had moved with intent, it got into position without delay.

BAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAMBAM!

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul swung its sword, deflecting the pouring enhanced qi.

There was no attack from behind. Because it had moved to the side, Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul also had to block its own attacks.

The moment they parried the attacks, they sent their swords flying at each other once more. The two Heavenly Demon Souls clashed again amidst swirling demonic qi and killing intent.

Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul had unleashed a threatening move, but its opponent was Geom Woojin's Soul. No matter how great Hwa Mugi was, he couldn't possibly match Geom Woojin's deep understanding of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. It was a gap that couldn't be closed even with his profound inner qi and immense killing intent.

SHRRRIP!

Again, the thigh of Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul was slashed. Demonic qi flowed from the cut.

THWACK!

This time, a fist struck its face.

Hwa Mugi would never have imagined that Geom Woojin had achieved twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Not only had the Demonic Cult Leader Hyeok Docheon failed to reach it three hundred years ago, but the number of Demonic Cult Leaders who had reached the twelfth star could be counted on one hand in the entire history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Of course, that didn't mean Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul was just taking a beating.

THWUMP!

Just as it was pushed back and the distance between them widened, the eyes of Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul turned pure white.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art's Ninth Technique, Supreme Demonic Soul.

In a flash, light shot out from its eyes. This wasn't meant to kill Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul. Hwa Mugi expected that it would be blocked by another Ninth Technique, leading the fight into a battle of inner qi.

However, Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul responded in an unexpected way.

SWOOOOSH!

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul ran, dodging the enhanced qi of light.

But no matter how fast it was, how could it possibly dodge the Supreme Demonic Soul?

VMMMMMM!

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul ran, dodging the light that followed it and cut through the world. Surprisingly, it used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's Eighth Technique, Berserk Demon Soul.

Normally, it wouldn't have been able to shake off that gaze, but the Berserk Demon Soul, having reached the twelfth star, narrowly dodged the tenth star Supreme Demonic Soul.

SWOOOOSH!

It seemed to circle around Hwa Mugi once. Then, as if to say, 'Here!', it reached a certain spot and its large body soared into the air.

The light extending from the two eyes split the sky.

As if expecting this, Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul twisted its body in mid-air to dodge, then fell and struck down with its sword. The move was perfectly designed from start to finish.

SWOOOSH! SHRRRRRIP!

The sword of Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul sliced through the opponent's shoulder and all the way down to its chest. Demonic qi gushed from the split wound like a waterfall, and a thick, desperate scream erupted from the depths of hell.

SHLIIICK!

The sword that had cut down the shoulder reached the Heavenly Demon Soul symbol engraved on its heart.

Just as it was about to cut the symbol and end the fight, though, the Heavenly Demon Soul's sword stopped.

At first, he thought Hwa Mugi had used some trick, but that wasn't it. Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul had stopped on its own.

SHHHNK!

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul pulled out the embedded sword.

GUSSSSH!

Demonic qi gushed out like blood, but it wasn't enough to cause annihilation.

Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul returned its sword to its sheath.

CLANK!

The onlookers could tell that Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul wasn't trying to completely annihilate its opponent and absorb its power.

The moment he saw that, Geom Mugeuk saw his father's image overlapping with the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Father's Heavenly Demon Soul is just like Father.

Geom Woojin was not one to become stronger by absorbing his opponent's power. It was a moment that clearly confirmed that a Heavenly Demon Soul is born from the disposition of its master.

Then what about my Heavenly Demon Soul? All it needs is a first taste!

A change occurred in Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul.

FSHHHHH...

The killing intent in its eyes, once entangled with demonic qi, began to disappear, leaving only pure demonic qi. Surprisingly, those demonic qi-filled eyes held gratitude.

Geom Mugeuk learned something new about the Heavenly Demon Soul. When Hwa Mugi died, the Heavenly Demon Soul would also disappear, but that death was different from being annihilated and having its power stolen. It was the difference between disappearing forever and not.

The two Heavenly Demon Souls looked at each other with indifferent eyes, as if they had never fought so fiercely. One was defeated, but it was not ashamed or angry.

After a moment's blunt gaze, Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul disappeared without a sound. At least one thing was certain. It would never descend again in front of Geom Woojin.

As it vanished, Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul glanced once at the master it served. Then, as if its role was also finished, it disappeared as well.

For whatever reason, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul just watched silently throughout the whole fight, and Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul did the same.

"......" Geom Mugeuk finally nudged his Heavenly Demon Soul's side with his elbow, saying, "You can't get emotional over that."

The Heavenly Demon Soul slightly turned its head toward Geom Mugeuk.

"If we're in the same situation, you must absorb its power. Coolness is fleeting, but strength is eternal! You know, right? That your master is the incarnation of greed." Geom Mugeuk nodded to himself with a look that made it unclear whether he was joking or serious. "We still have a long way to go to get stronger."


Chapter 836: I Haven't Lived the Life of a Protagonist

Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul felt a complex mix of emotions. Its original plan was to absorb Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Soul, then use that strengthened power to absorb Hwa Mugi's.

If it succeeded, wouldn't it be able to return to its original state? It wanted a body. Its own body.

Although it was supposed to pledge eternal loyalty to Hyeok Docheon for giving it life, that loyalty had faded over the past three hundred years. Being with the others had made it half-human. It wouldn't have even minded becoming Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Soul, as long as it could obtain a body.

While lost in these thoughts, it saw Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul refrain from annihilating Hwa Mugi's.

A Heavenly Demon Soul that was defeated and annihilated would disappear forever. However, if it vanished because its master died, it could one day find another. Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul had not stolen that opportunity for the sake of its own power.

In that moment, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul remembered what kind of being it once was. It had been proud and full of self-esteem, an absolute existence that didn't covet the power of others. All demons had looked up to it and trembled in fear.

A wave of despair washed over it as it realized it had become a mongrel, its mind filled with stray thoughts.

[You're wavering too,] a voice echoed in its heart.

It was Hwa Mugi's voice.

WHOOSH!

The moment it heard those words, the Heavenly Demon Soul's spirit was sucked into darkness as if falling off a cliff. The black eyes vanished, and Hwa Mugi returned.

Hwa Mugi was not angry or shaken, despite his Heavenly Demon Soul's defeat. "You people can even shake the will of a Heavenly Demon Soul."

He had thought it might be possible when he saw the other souls within his body waver and crumble. It was a miracle they hadn't gone mad after being trapped for so long. They hadn't endured because they were masters, but because they were together.

It was understandable that they, as humans, would be shaken. He truly hadn't expected that even a Heavenly Demon Soul would be swayed by them. Not only his own, but Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul had been shaken as well.

A question arose on its own.

"What in the world are you?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced back at the people lined up behind him. A long battle had been unfolding, yet they had been silently watching this fight. "Me? No, they are gathered here because of you. If it weren't for you..."

What if Hwa Mugi had never existed? What if I hadn't regressed? What kind of life would I be living? My brother would have become the Young Cult Leader, and I might have already died. Even if I had survived, my relationships with my father and the Demon Supremes would have been a mess. It would have been difficult to even see the two Chairmen. Would I have ever even met the Sword King?

"Well, I should say I'm where I am thanks to you, not because of you."

My entire life was hard because of you, and my life now is incredibly happy, also because of you.

That was what Hwa Mugi was to him.

Hwa Mugi felt the deep, complex emotions in Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

Why is he looking at me like that?

That Young Cult Leader had been utterly incomprehensible from the very beginning.

"I regret it," he suddenly said.

He wasn't just saying it. He genuinely regretted it.

"I should have killed them all, one by one, and saved you for last."

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled cryptically. Hwa Mugi, you already did something similar once. You killed the Chairmen, my father, and even tried to kill me. You've already lived that life.

Hwa Mugi's candid self-reproach continued, "I was arrogant."

In truth, he had every right to be arrogant. He possessed incredible martial arts, vast inner qi, a protective enhanced qi that replenished his energy, and two Heavenly Demon Souls. How could he possibly have imagined losing?

His self-blame continued. Even if he had come this far with arrogance, he should have done things differently.

"I should have pushed them relentlessly and finished them all off before you arrived."

The situation had become a mess ever since Geom Mugeuk arrived. He was even dragged away to eat a meal. He hated to admit it, but in the end, it wasn't just the souls that had been swayed by this Young Cult Leader.

By regretting and blaming himself, he was acting like a defeated man.

However, Geom Mugeuk didn't believe the act. Earlier, when his own Heavenly Demon Soul was attacking Hyeok Docheon's, Hwa Mugi had been trying to set some kind of trap.

He hasn't given up yet.

If anything, he was in a more dangerous state. Hwa Mugi was trying to lure them into complacency while plotting something.

Originally, this was my plan. Father, let's fight together. When else would I get a chance to fight alongside my father? I had planned to eliminate Hwa Mugi for good with his help.

However, his instinct told him otherwise.

'Fight alone.'

Geom Mugeuk decided to follow the instinct that had protected him for so long. He looked at Hwa Mugi and feigned nonchalance. "Don't blame yourself. It's not because you were arrogant, but because I've lived my life so diligently."

Though he acted carelessly, he did not let his guard down.

He drew the Black Demon Sword.

Before the fight, he glanced at his Heavenly Demon Soul. It had not yet disappeared and was still there, staring at Hwa Mugi with its pitch-black eyes.

Geom Mugeuk could feel the Heavenly Demon Soul's desire. "I know you want to fight to the end."

The Heavenly Demon Soul just kept staring straight ahead. It must want to eliminate Hwa Mugi itself, perhaps sensing that Hwa Mugi was a fated nemesis to its master.

With everyone's eyes on him, Geom Mugeuk calmly addressed his Heavenly Demon Soul. "I haven't lived my life trying to be the protagonist."

At the unexpected words, the Heavenly Demon Soul slightly turned its head to look at Geom Mugeuk.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, standing behind him, couldn't hold back and exclaimed, "That's absurd!"

The Sword King next to him nodded in agreement.

However, upon reflection, everyone knew that no one had lived for others more than Geom Mugeuk. Whenever they met Geom Mugeuk, everyone felt like they were the protagonist. He helped them understand who they were and what they liked.

That was why they were willing to be here, even as a supporting character or an extra, rather than the protagonist.

"To live as my Heavenly Demon Soul, you'll have to get used to not being the protagonist. You'll often have to step back, watch, endure, and yield. A lot of it probably won't suit your personality. Still, I won't live as the protagonist of this world. We won't be deciding the fate of the murim. We'll just be lying in a cart, gazing at the sky as we travel through the Central Plains." Geom Mugeuk paused for a moment, the said, "However, in this fight, I must be the protagonist."

It was a statement not just for the Heavenly Demon Soul, but for everyone.

The Heavenly Demon Soul's gaze remained fixed on Geom Mugeuk. Until now, it had only ever glanced at him furtively, but now it stared intently.

Geom Mugeuk revealed his true thoughts, "Thank you so much for descending for me today. I know it was a descent made with the resolve to be annihilated. Thank you, my friend."

The Heavenly Demon Soul, which had been gazing at Geom Mugeuk, vanished without a sound.

"...I talked so much, how can you leave without saying a single word!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, sending off the Heavenly Demon Soul.

He stepped forward.

To Hwa Mugi, the sight was truly pathetic. The Heavenly Demon Soul was nothing more than an evil spirit derived from martial arts. "You're not only talkative, but you also worry about every little thing."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "You're the same, carrying all that baggage, aren't you? In that sense, we're alike."

What a madman! The thought instantly came to Hwa Mugi's mind at the word 'alike'.

To him, Geom Mugeuk was an utterly incomprehensible person. The more he saw him, the more he wanted to kill him immediately, yet at the same time, he was curious what other nonsense he would spout.

"How about it? I'm still willing to talk with you," Geom Mugeuk offered.

He had expected to be treated like a madman, but this time the answer was different.

Hwa Mugi replied, "When the fight is over, I'll talk as much as you want."

SWOOOOSH!

Hwa Mugi launched himself toward Geom Mugeuk, and Geom Mugeuk charged forward without dodging. Having fought once before, they both knew their skills were evenly matched. That was why they unleashed their best moves from the very beginning.

CLANG!

The moment they exchanged their first blow, a thrill shot through their hearts. This was the final battle where they had to reveal everything without holding back.

SWIIISH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword flew toward Hwa Mugi's waist, moving faster than thought. Of course, Hwa Mugi's dodge was faster still. Hwa Mugi twisted his body to evade, stabbing his own sword toward Geom Mugeuk's neck.

SWISH!

Geom Mugeuk narrowly dodged and stabbed at the heart, while Hwa Mugi aimed for the eyes. Their attacks, aimed solely to kill, belied the nonsensical conversation they had shared just moments before.

Both Geom Mugeuk and Hwa Mugi felt it. Even if they survived, they would never have a fight like this again.

Flashes of sword light sparked ceaselessly. The swords moved too quickly for complex techniques that required preparation or large amounts of inner qi.

This battle was purely practical swordsmanship, meant only to kill. There was no room for beauty or elegance, only straight lines—the shortest path to take a life. Only against a mediocre opponent could one afford the aesthetics of a curve.

They exchanged attacks that would pierce a vital point in a moment of hesitation.

The onlookers couldn't take their eyes off the fight. They could neither join in nor help. The combatants' positions changed so rapidly that it was impossible to even launch sword qi.

Those who used swords, in particular, watched as if they were fighting themselves. Their hearts pounded. They wanted to fight in Geom Mugeuk's place, not to help, but because they yearned for such a battle.

Amidst the rapid offense, they began to unleash short, fast bursts of sword qi. It created the illusion that their swords were lengthening and shortening.

"Woah!"

Gasps of awe escaped from the onlookers. To unleash sword qi while moving so quickly was truly hard to believe, even seeing it with their own eyes.

SHHK! SHHHHK! SHK SHK SHK SHK!

Dozens of lines had already been drawn around the two men, covering the ground and the broken walls. There were so many lines that it looked as if they were fighting on a Go board.

Perhaps they felt suffocated being trapped there. As if by mutual agreement, the two men began fighting while racing down the main street of the Demon Village, exchanging sword blows as they ran.

The sword flashes they created formed long tails, following them like the tail of a kite through the streets.

They ran far into the distance and then raced back to their original spot.

Even while running like mad, the two exchanged blows, never taking their eyes off each other for a single moment. The instant they lost sight was the moment of death.

The two were clearly enjoying this fight. The enjoyment just wasn't apparent because the attacks were so deadly. It didn't show because there was no time to talk, no time to even crack a smile.

This time, they soared upward, treading on the empty air as if on an invisible floor.

Jumping up to fight was something any master could do, but fighting while treading on air as if it were solid ground was a realm not just anyone could reach. They were displaying everything possible with swordsmanship that had reached the pinnacle.

The swords became light, then heavy. When light, they were slow, and when heavy, they were fast. It was a battle that defied the basic principles of swordsmanship.

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk had a new experience. Normally, when one entered a state of selflessness, they became unaware of the fight itself. By the time they came to their senses, the fight was over.

However, this time, it was the opposite. Geom Mugeuk felt as if his soul had left his body and was watching his own fight as a third party.

Is this a realm beyond selflessness? Or is it something else?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened.

Perhaps?

Just as that feeling intensified while dozens of blows were exchanged in an instant.

KAAANG!

Hwa Mugi knocked away Geom Mugeuk's sword and shouted, "You've lost!"

Simultaneously, a dark energy erupted from Hwa Mugi's body like an explosion.

FWOOOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk knew instinctively. Since the start of the fight, Hwa Mugi had been preparing and waiting for this one moment. It was his decisive move.

He could tell that Hwa Mugi had poured almost all of his remaining inner qi into this single attack. The immense energy coiled around his body, pressing in.

What does he plan to do afterward?

WHOOM!

In that instant, something invisible engulfed him.

FWOOP!

The world went dark and then became bright again.

Geom Mugeuk was standing in a new space. A thick, unsettling fog flowed around him as if it were alive. He could hear the sound of flowing water from somewhere, and also the crackling of a fire. There was a fragrant scent, the smell of blood, and the stench of rotting corpses.

Someone emerged from the fog. Surprisingly, it was the Divine Sword Martial Emperor.

"Young Cult Leader," the Divine Sword Martial Emperor greeted, not surprised to meet Geom Mugeuk here. It was as if he knew Geom Mugeuk had entered and had come looking for him. "Hwa Mugi used the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art to trap your soul. It's a technique belonging to the Pitch Black Demonic Art, the same one he used to put us in his body. This is inside his mind."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Despite the shocking words, he did not seem overly surprised.

"I know you're strong, but..." The Divine Sword Martial Emperor urgently added with a worried expression, revealing why Hwa Mugi had said he would talk his fill after the fight. "If you can't escape within two hours, you'll be trapped here forever."


Chapter 837: Loved by All Martial Artists

NOTE: There was an error in the previous chapter. It is not 4 hours but 2 hours.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk, stared intently at the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. He looked so vivid, like a truly living person.

"Excuse me, but may I touch you just once?" he asked.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was baffled. How could Geom Mugeuk be so relaxed after learning he was trapped here forever? Just as when they first met, the Young Cult Leader was a complete enigma. "This isn't the time for that. We only have two hours."

Unfortunately, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor didn't know the way out. He wondered if the Young Cult Leader could truly escape this hellish place.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Truly. I just never thought I'd meet you here."

In truth, he had intended for this meeting to happen. While fighting Hwa Mugi earlier, he had felt his soul repeatedly trying to leave his body. Throughout the fight, he had remained wary of Hwa Mugi using a hidden trump card.

He had sensed something was wrong and was about to retreat with the Vanishing Step, but just as he was about to evade, the mysterious energy within his body reacted.

It was the first time this had happened since he met Hwa Mugi, but in the end, getting trapped here had been his own instinctive choice.

Especially when he saw the Divine Sword Martial Emperor here, he felt he had made the right choice. The energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi was clearly related to their souls.

Geom Mugeuk added, "I believe it was fate that brought me here."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor nodded. Indeed, how could meeting as souls inside the Celestial Killer Star's body not be fateful?

"Can you see or hear what's happening outside from in here?" Geom Mugeuk asked. When the souls had emerged by borrowing Hwa Mugi's body, they had been aware of the situation outside.

"There's a separate place where that's possible."

"Would you take me there?"

"Follow me." The Divine Sword Martial Emperor parted the fog and led the way.

Following behind, Geom Mugeuk asked, "Why are you helping me? I'm the successor to the Divine Cult."

Without looking back, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor replied, "Consider it a reward for your intention to treat me to a meal."

Though that's not the real reason.


"Chairman, your greed saved the murim."



Geom Mugeuk had said the words he had longed to hear from someone.


"Please, forgive yourself now."



At those words, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had forgiven himself. Now, even if he were to die—though he was already as good as dead—he would have no regrets.

As they left the fog-filled area, the surrounding scenery began to appear.

The first thing that caught Geom Mugeuk's eye was the sky. He lifted his head and saw the sun and moon hanging in the sky at the same time. Mountains floated upside down, and a waterfall flowed upward from a cliff face. It was a scene one would only expect to see in a dream.

To the left was a swamp teeming with all sorts of poisonous creatures. If the Poison King had entered with him, he would have run straight for it.

Beyond the swamp, a large castle stood on a hill, giving off an eerie, haunted atmosphere.

On the opposite side, a field was filled with corpses. Smoke rose from a small village beyond it, which was the source of the reeking smell of blood.

There was also a maze-like area of walls and a forest of blades so overgrown it was impossible to enter. Skeletons were impaled on the spearheads lining the path.

"A strange place, isn't it?"

"Yes, I never imagined it would be like this."

He had thought the souls would be confined in a small, room-like space, but they were living in a world of their own.

"This place is constantly changing. It's completely different now from when I first arrived. Now that you're here, it will probably change again."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He could tell the interior of this place changed according to Hwa Mugi's thoughts and emotions.

As they walked further, they came to a sheer cliff. Looking down, he couldn't see the bottom.

Crossing a rickety wooden bridge suspended between the cliffs, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor said, "It was hard to believe at first that such a place could exist within a person's mind. Sometimes I wonder what kind of places exist within my own mind."

Although he had found much peace through Geom Mugeuk, he was still afraid.

What if people came here and saw the real mind of the Murim Alliance Chairman and found things even more hideous and harsh than this?

Geom Mugeuk stated with conviction, "That won't be the case."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor stopped in the middle of the bridge and looked back.

The wind blew, shaking the bridge, but Geom Mugeuk spoke to him calmly. "Because if you were the kind of person with such a landscape in your heart, you wouldn't have come to help me like this. So what if it's a bit more desolate than expected? You can just tell them, 'Hey, you bastards, it looks like this because I fought a war for the sake of the murim. My inner world became like this for your sake.'"

A smile formed on the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's lips. Geom Mugeuk's logic was so simple it was brilliant. "You have a talent for making people feel good."

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Isn't it thanks to that talent that I'm receiving your help now, Divine Sword?"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor once again took the lead and crossed the bridge. "Your heart must be filled with warm landscapes."

Following behind him, Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened. I wonder about that.

After crossing the cliff, they arrived at a field where a large white circle was drawn on the ground, surrounded by unknown shapes and characters.

A mystical energy flowed around it. The place felt like a separate space from the areas they had passed through before.

"This place is called the Heart's Circle. From here, you can see and hear the outside world. However, Hwa Mugi has completely sealed it off. It seems he doesn't intend to open it until he has you completely trapped."

Geom Mugeuk didn't know for sure, but the outside world must be in an uproar. After all, he had suddenly collapsed in the middle of a fight.

Still, he wasn't worried. He was surrounded by trustworthy people and believed they would handle the situation well. For now, he had to focus on what was happening here.

"How do I talk to Hwa Mugi?" he asked.

"He can hear what we say from anywhere."

"Then he must be listening to our conversation right now."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor nodded.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the empty air. "I should say something to him."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor expected Geom Mugeuk to say something like, 'You cowardly bastard! Trapping me like this is a disgrace to the name of the Celestial Killer Star!', but...

Geom Mugeuk shouted cheerfully, "Hey, Celestial Killer Star, I made it into your mind safe and sound! Thanks for showing me around! This is a first for me, an experience I probably wouldn't have had even if I lived to be a hundred! Thanks to you, I got to meet the Divine Sword Martial Emperor again! I'm so happy!"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor stared blankly at Geom Mugeuk. The young man was genuinely happy. It wasn't sarcasm aimed at the Celestial Killer Star.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Don't forget your promise that we'd talk our hearts out after the fight!" He turned back to the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, "Does he ever answer?"

"Sometimes."

"What kind of bullshit is this?" someone approaching them from behind spoke.

There was only one soul here who would utter such words as their first.

Geom Mugeuk turned around. Indeed, the person who appeared was the Demonic Cult Leader Hyeok Docheon. He looked exactly as he had before being sucked into the Secret Box.

However, Hyeok Docheon's anger was directed not at Geom Mugeuk, but at the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. "Are you planning to escape by yourself?" he demanded.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was dumbfounded. "Accusing people with nonsense again."

This brief exchange revealed how the two had been getting along.

Geom Mugeuk greeted Hyeok Docheon. "Greetings, Cult Leader!"

Hyeok Docheon's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. This young man hadn't said a single good word about him. He had called him cruel and notorious, and even claimed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's situation would have been worse if Hyeok Docheon hadn't been trapped. He had also provoked him by saying a true Heavenly Demon wouldn't have broken a cup like he did.

Despite all that, Hyeok Docheon welcomed Geom Mugeuk for one reason.

"You said you could get me out of here, didn't you?"

"I did."

Hyeok Docheon's eyes flashed expectantly. "Did you come here to get me out?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "I wish that were the case, but I was captured and brought here too."

"You idiot!" Hyeok Docheon's expression crumpled.

If he can't get me out, there's no need to be nice.

He opened his mouth to shout, but Geom Mugeuk quickly added, "If we're lucky, I might be still able to get you out of here. It might even be easier to do it from the inside."

Hyeok Docheon's surging anger subsided. He would do anything to get out of this place. Having experienced what kind of person the Young Cult Leader was, he couldn't easily abandon the hope that he might be able to free him. "You said you don't want to conquer the murim, right?"

He had offered to help Geom Mugeuk conquer the murim if he was freed, but the Young Cult Leader had refused, so he had to think of something else.

"No, I don't."

"Why? You're destined to become the Demonic Cult Leader, yet you have no ambition to grasp the murim in your fist?"

"No, not at all."

Hyeok Docheon could tolerate other things, but this was hard to bear. "How did someone as soft as you become the Young Cult Leader of our Cult? The mere mention of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult should make everyone in the world tremble! That's the prestige and dignity of our Cult!"

"What are you afraid of?" Geom Mugeuk calmly asked.

"What?"

"Isn't the desire to be feared by others just a way to protect yourself? Something like 'I'm a scary person, so don't mess with me!'"

Thinking he was being treated like a coward, Hyeok Docheon roared, "It's not because I'm scared! It's because it has always been that way. That's what we of the Cult are!"

"In the long history of the murim, wouldn't it be alright to have at least one Demonic Cult Leader who is loved by all martial artists?"

"You crazy bastard!" Hyeok Docheon's anger boiled, but he forced himself to endure it. He still had to place his hopes on this Young Cult Leader. "Fine, enough with the nonsense. What is it that you want?"

What Geom Mugeuk wanted was nothing grand. "Just help me for two hours. I have to get out for you to get out, Cult Leader."

"Just say the word."

"First, please call everyone else here."

Another voice came from behind. "There's no need. We're all here."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and the Evil Alliance Chairman Ju Gasin walked over. However, the final soul, Hyeok Docheon's Heavenly Demon Soul, did not appear. It seemed he had little interaction with the others, or perhaps he didn't appear when Hyeok Docheon was present.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord said to Geom Mugeuk, "You acted all high and mighty, but you're no different from the rest of us."

Despite his words, there was no great hostility in his eyes. This was because he had heard that Geom Mugeuk had personally closed the eyes of the Protection Palace Lord.

Geom Mugeuk readily acknowledged his words. "Aren't empty carts always the loudest? I'll need all of you to fill this cart for me."

Everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk, their expressions asking what he meant.

"As you all know, every evil art has a counter. If you all help me, I will try to get you out of here," Geom Mugeuk explained. He knew well that the more powerful the evil art, the easier its counter could sometimes be to find.

Everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk with shocked expressions. They hadn't believed him even when he told Hyeok Docheon he could get out, thinking he was just trying to provoke him. In fact, they still didn't believe him.

"How do you plan to get us out? Are you going to put us into someone else's body?" the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord asked.

Geom Mugeuk could have given them false hope by saying yes, but he didn't. "I don't know."

"You don't know?"

"It's just a premonition. If fate led me here, it must have been to lead you all out. If I succeed, I don't know whether you'll enter another's body, be reborn, or go to heaven or hell. Only the gods would know."

Hyeok Docheon's expression hardened. "I will undoubtedly go to hell. In that case, it might be better to remain in this body."

The same was true for the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and Ju Gasin.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "I believe that, at the very least, none of you will go to hell."

"Why do you think that?"

"Because you've already been trapped in hell for three hundred years."

"!" A heavy silence fell over the place.

Geom Mugeuk spoke again. "I can't presume to know what kind of lives you've lived for the past three hundred years, or what you're thinking now. I won't force anyone who doesn't want to go. If you choose to stay... you will either spend this life with the Celestial Killer Star, or you will die with him today."

He meant their fate would be decided by the outcome of this battle.

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord asked suspiciously, "How can we believe you can pull this off?"

"There's no need to doubt or worry beforehand. After all, if I fail to get out..." Geom Mugeuk let out a light sigh. "...You'll be able to nag me for the rest of your lives!"

Everyone nodded. The person in the biggest hurry was Geom Mugeuk himself.

The one who remained most active in helping him was the Divine Sword Martial Emperor. "How can we help?" he asked.

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor wasn't helping because he wanted to leave this place. He was helping with the pure intention of enabling him to escape.

At first, he had considered using the Swift Step to run around and search for the counter, but finding it in this vast place within two hours would not be an easy task. So he instead asked for everyone to be gathered here.

If fate truly led me here, doesn't that mean I'm supposed to receive help from these souls? Yes, instead of trying to do it alone, I should accept their help.

"Is there any strange place inside here? A place that stands out, or has something special about it that you can't quite identify."

"As you saw on your way here, this whole place is full of strange things," the Divine Sword Martial Emperor answered.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in realization. "Then I should ask the opposite. Is there any place that isn't special?"

Everyone tried to recall if such a place existed. Having been here for so long, it was surprisingly difficult to think of one.

Just then, the one person who hadn't said a single word since meeting Geom Mugeuk here, who rarely revealed his thoughts or feelings, making it impossible to know if he even wanted to leave this place—Ju Gasin calmly regarded Geom Mugeuk and said, "There is such a place. This place has been changing ever since we arrived, but... there is one place that has remained exactly the same from the very beginning."


Chapter 838: In Two Hours, You Die

Geom Woojin fought alongside his son. Though he only watched, he was with Geom Mugeuk in spirit, thrusting his sword and blocking blades in tandem. They moved as one, allowing him to react faster than anyone.

The instant Geom Mugeuk's strength failed, Geom Woojin shot through the air like a lightning bolt. He caught his son before he could even fall. Cradling his son in one arm, he sent the Heavenly Demon Sword flying toward Hwa Mugi's neck with the other.

SWISH!

Hwa Mugi stood his ground, making no move to dodge. He was certain Geom Woojin wouldn't kill him, despite his agitation. He trusted his opponent's skill and believed Geom Woojin would remain calm, no matter the circumstances.

Indeed, the Heavenly Demon Sword stopped just short of his neck.

Hwa Mugi stared at Geom Woojin, who stood behind the cold blade, and said calmly, "If you kill me, your son dies."

Geom Woojin could tell at a glance that Hwa Mugi had almost no inner qi left.

He poured everything into that one move.

As a result, his son now lay unconscious in his arms.

"Lay a hand on my body, and your son dies," Hwa Mugi repeated.

Geom Woojin merely stared back with an impassive gaze. If anything, the situation only made him colder.

The Fist Demon approached and took Geom Mugeuk into his arms. After carefully examining Geom Mugeuk's condition, he calmly reported, "There are no external injuries, but he's completely unconscious."

Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Poison King, and the Sword King gathered around Geom Mugeuk. The sight of the ever-talkative young man lying silent with his eyes closed was deeply unsettling. Though their concern varied, all of them were worried.

The Poison King stepped forward to examine Geom Mugeuk. "He hasn't been poisoned," he said, his voice unusually agitated and his gaze toward Hwa Mugi filled with blatant irritation. It was a rare display of emotion from him in Geom Woojin's presence.

Hwa Mugi said to Geom Woojin, "Your son is inside my body."

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader understood. "He used the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art! It's a secret technique of the Dark Palace that traps a person's soul inside one's body..." He added nervously,  "If it's the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art, he has to break free within two hours. If he fails... he'll be trapped in that man's body forever."

As if confirming the guess, Hwa Mugi provoked Geom Woojin. "I wonder? Can the current Demonic Cult Leader bring himself to kill an enemy when his own son's soul is trapped inside?"

He spread his arms wide, as if daring Geom Woojin to try.

Geom Woojin stared at Hwa Mugi in silence. With his opponent's inner qi depleted, killing him would be as easy as lifting a finger.

Just as the tension became palpable, Jin Paecheon stepped forward. "Cult Leader Geom isn't a man bound by personal feelings, so he might just kill you... but there's no need for that. The Young Cult Leader will surely break your evil arts and escape."

Of course, he hadn't stepped forward just to support Hwa Mugi's provocation.

Hwa Mugi's gaze shifted past Geom Woojin to Jin Paecheon. "Then you have nothing to worry about, right?" he said confidently.

His demeanor was enough to make everyone uneasy. After all, one was Geom Mugeuk, but the other was the Celestial Killer Star, who had come to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters all by himself.

This time, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward. "Are you sure about this? If the Young Cult Leader gets trapped in you, he'll be chattering away all day, every day. Are you confident you can live with him for the rest of your life? Don't come crying to us later, begging us to take him back. Just release the Young Cult Leader now. The Young Cult Leader is not someone a single person can handle alone."

No one treated the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words as a joke. They all wholeheartedly agreed. Putting everything else aside, the thought of Geom Mugeuk's soul relentlessly hurling curses from within one's mind was truly difficult to endure.

Geom Woojin asked Hwa Mugi, "What is it you want?"

Hwa Mugi said unexpectedly, "Let me go, and I'll release the Young Cult Leader."

Surprisingly, Hwa Mugi was trying to use Geom Mugeuk as a hostage to escape. It was unexpected. The Celestial Killer Star seemed like the type of man who would either survive alone or kill everyone, yet here he was, planning for the future.

"If you don't let me go right now, the Young Cult Leader dies!"

POW! CRASH!

The moment those words left his mouth, Geom Woojin's fist exploded on his face. Hwa Mugi went flying and tumbled across the ground.

Everyone stared in shock, not expecting Geom Woojin to strike without warning. Fortunately, the punch wasn't infused with inner qi, so Hwa Mugi's head didn't shatter.

Hwa Mugi had threatened to kill Geom Mugeuk if they touched his body, but Geom Woojin was certain he wouldn't be able to do it.

He strode over, grabbed the collar of the man lying on the ground, and hauled him up.

Though it was a punch without inner qi, Hwa Mugi had taken it without any protective qi, and he stared up at Geom Woojin with a wounded face.

Geom Woojin sensed that the Celestial Killer Star wasn't using this tactic merely to escape. He didn't know what it was, but the man was plotting something dangerous, a plan that stimulated his own crisis instincts.

Still, he showed no sign of this and said coldly, "Whether Mugeuk breaks free and comes out or not..." he paused briefly, then stated icily, "In two hours, you die."

The Fist Demon walked over and sealed Hwa Mugi's acupoints, preventing any chance of him recovering his inner qi.

He knew Geom Woojin's words were sincere. The Demonic Cult Leader's actions were possible only because he believed in his son more than anyone, certain that Geom Mugeuk would break free.

However, he also knew the sincerity of the alternative. Even if Geom Mugeuk failed, the Cult Leader was a man who would sever Hwa Mugi's head without hesitation. He would not let his son live on inside the Celestial Killer Star's body.

His son wouldn't want that either, and Geom Woojin knew it.

For that reason, the Fist Demon prayed earnestly.

Mugeuk, you must escape.


No one expected Ju Gasin to step forward, so all eyes focused on him. Geom Mugeuk had asked him for the most unchanged place in Hwa Mugi's mental world. What was it?

"Can you guide me there?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I will." Ju Gasin nodded. He had intended to reveal the location from the start, which was why he had spoken up.

Geom Mugeuk asked apologetically, "But will you face any disadvantages for helping me like this? Like being locked up in a prison or something."

Ju Gasin said nothing, so the Divine Sword Martial Emperor answered instead, "He might even receive a reward. Besides, it's not certain if he's actually helping you."

He did not trust Ju Gasin. The man could be leading them to the wrong place to waste time, a possibility that made him anxious.

Despite spending so many years together, he still didn't know what kind of person Ju Gasin was or what he was thinking. This very situation was a case in point, as he couldn't fathom Ju Gasin's intentions.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was not worried. "I don't think so."

"Why do you think that?"

"Because if he does, he'll be tormented endlessly by Cult Leader Hyeok, not me."

After all, Hyeok Docheon desperately wanted to get out of this place.

Indeed, Hyeok Docheon was glaring at Ju Gasin with eyes that said he wouldn't let him get away with a lie.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the others and said, "Will you come with me?"

Except for Hyeok Docheon, who had clearly demanded to be let out, the others had yet to express their intentions.

Naturally, Hyeok Docheon stepped forward, and the Divine Sword Martial Emperor also intended to help Geom Mugeuk to the end. The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord decided to go along as well.

"We don't have time, so let's go using movement arts." Geom Mugeuk extended his hands to both sides.

Everyone was startled by the gesture.

"No way. You want us to hold hands?"

"You don't have any inner qi, do you? And I can't exactly carry you all under my arms."

Here, the souls acted just like ordinary people, but they had no inner qi. However, Geom Mugeuk could still use his inner qi and martial arts. If he put his mind to it, he could destroy this entire mental world.

Of course, being a world of the mind, it would regenerate, but it would become a completely different place.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor, on Geom Mugeuk's right, took his hand without hesitation.

Hyeok Docheon, on the opposite side, hesitated. "Are you trying to make things difficult for us on purpose? Just take us with telekinesis. Your martial arts should be more than enough for that, shouldn't they?"

Geom Mugeuk refused at once. "I can't waste inner qi so needlessly when I don't know what might happen. If you don't want to, you can stay here. I'll go with the two Chairmen."

In the end, Hyeok Docheon took Geom Mugeuk's hand. Taking the strange Young Cult Leader's hand was the easy part. The problem was having to take Ju Gasin's hand with his other hand.

However, Ju Gasin grabbed his hand without much thought. He likely didn't want to hold Hyeok Docheon's hand either, yet he didn't hesitate.

Hyeok Docheon also couldn't fathom Ju Gasin's true intentions. What an inscrutable bastard!

The final hurdle was between the Divine Sword Martial Emperor and the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. Normally, they were opponents who wouldn't hold hands even if it meant death, but the Divine Sword Martial Emperor willingly extended his hand.

"Take it." The Divine Sword Martial Emperor prioritized helping Geom Mugeuk over his own feelings. He felt that fate had given him a final mission to help this Young Cult Leader.

Perhaps sensing the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's unusual state of mind, or perhaps because he had no intention of being left out, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord also took the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's hand.

"Alright, let's go!"

Geom Mugeuk soared into the air, and they all rose with him. At first, they thought it was madness, but the cool wind blew all such thoughts away.

How long had it been since they had flown? How they had longed to fly so freely?

They had fought before by borrowing Hwa Mugi's body, but this was the first time they had experienced flying through their own world. For the first time, they held hands and flew through the sky with the very people they had spent three hundred years with. The feeling was truly strange.

Then, the weather suddenly changed, and dark clouds gathered in an instant. It was as if the world was declaring it would never permit their flight.

A flash, and lightning struck down.

KRA-KA-KA-BOOM!

Geom Mugeuk twisted his body in mid-air, and the lightning bolt grazed past them. "By the way, what happens if we die here?" he asked urgently.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor answered, "We revive after some time. Sometimes we come back right away, other times it takes a few days."

They had likely killed each other before, even without inner qi. Perhaps those fights had been even more brutal.

"Then we absolutely cannot die within the next two hours!" Geom Mugeuk declared, determined to get everyone out.

FLASH! FLASH! RUMBLE! CRASH!

It was unclear whether it was Hwa Mugi's interference or a defense mechanism of the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art, but lightning continued to strike down at them.

However, the one leading them was Geom Mugeuk. Moreover, though they flew using his inner qi, they were all top-ranked leaders of the murim. The lightning could not break their will to advance. They became one, weaving through the bolts in a sight no one would have believed possible.

"There it is," Ju Gasin said.

Geom Mugeuk brought everyone down to the place Ju Gasin had indicated. They had flown through the sky and arrived in an instant.

I thought we were going to that castle on the distant hill beyond the swamp. It looked like it had been there for a very long time.

However, the place Ju Gasin guided them to was not a floating mountain, a complex maze, or any bizarre landscape. It was a village. A village from which smoke was rising, beyond the field strewn with corpses. There were corpses scattered there as well.

Hyeok Docheon looked around and remarked, "Right, now that I think about it, this village has been here from the beginning."

He had never come near it because of the terrible stench of rotting corpses. Besides, there was nothing special here. It was just a small country village, littered with bodies as if it had gone through a war.

Ju Gasin suddenly spoke, "This place has changed a lot, too."

All eyes turned to him.

"The roads have changed, and the houses and these walls have shifted little by little. Sometimes the paths would narrow, and the walls would get taller or shorter, but the basic layout of this village has remained the same."

Geom Mugeuk could tell Ju Gasin had been here many times. Perhaps Ju Gasin was the one who had wandered this mental world the most, searching for a way out. "Did you want to leave this place too, Chairman?"

Ju Gasin replied, "Who wouldn't?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the village. "If it's been here from the beginning, then this must be an unforgettable place for the Celestial Killer Star."

Everyone nodded at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Could it be his hometown?"

Hyeok Docheon spoke as if he finally understood. "The Darkness Palace Lord must have massacred his family and the villagers when he took him. To further incite his innate killing intent."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor's expression hardened. He was tormented. If that were true, then they couldn't consider themselves unrelated to the massacre of this innocent village.

However, words that would relieve his anguish flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"I don't think this is his hometown."

All eyes focused on Geom Mugeuk at his unexpected statement, but he had a reason for thinking so.

"The Darkness Palace Lord I experienced was a man who used everyone except himself," Geom Mugeuk explained. "If the Celestial Killer Star had a family, he would have used them, not killed them."

Meaning, he wouldn't have just massacred them blindly.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor asked with a puzzled face, "If it's not his hometown, then where is this place?"

What kind of place would haunt the Celestial Killer Star's mind for so long?

Geom Mugeuk answered, "I believe it's the place where he committed his first murder."

---
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Chapter 839: You've Never Been the Wind, Have You?

Geom Mugeuk and the four masters entered the village.

"Do you think the exit is here?" the Divine Sword Martial Emperor asked.

Geom Mugeuk answered, "It's the place Chairman Ju told me about. He must have given me another gift."

"Don't trust my words too much. I only told you that a place like this exists," Ju Gasin mumbled tonelessly, feeling burdened by the statement.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "You should say that to the person next to me, not me. I won't blame you even if we can't find it."

Ju Gasin glanced at Hyeok Docheon.

Hyeok Docheon smirked. "A man should take responsibility for the words he spouts."

"......" Ju Gasin silently turned away.

They looked around the village.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor sighed, gazing at the corpses scattered everywhere. "He really killed a lot of them."

An entire village had been massacred, including women and children. It was a gruesome sight.

He had only visited this place once or twice before and rarely returned. This was not a sight he liked to see.

Until now, I've never thought deeply about this place. I just took it for granted. Since this is the mind of the Celestial Killer Star, of course there would be places littered with corpses. I also hated the smell of rotting bodies.

And yet, Geom Mugeuk predicted this was where the Celestial Killer Star had committed his first murder.

"You figured it out as soon as you arrived," he commended.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "I might not be correct. I was just sharing my speculation... hmm?"

Geom Mugeuk led the group to a house on the edge of the village, seemingly having noticed something. "I think this is the house we need to find," he declared confidently.

The certainty in his voice puzzled the Divine Sword Martial Emperor and the other three masters. To them, the house looked no different from the others.

"Why do you think so?" the Divine Sword Martial Emperor asked.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the yard. "Look over there," he said, pointing to a swallow's nest under the eaves. "And over there, too."

Everyone looked where Geom Mugeuk pointed. Neatly arranged jars stood in the yard, something they hadn't seen at other houses. Farming tools were propped against the wall, and flowers bloomed in a corner.

"If this village was created from his memories, then this place has far more intricate details than the other houses," Geom Mugeuk explained.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor nodded in understanding. "He remembers this house in much greater detail than the others."

"He probably came here often."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor had been observing carefully as they walked but hadn't noticed such a difference. Even Ju Gasin, a frequent visitor, hadn't perceived the difference. They were once again amazed by Geom Mugeuk's keen eye.

Geom Mugeuk crossed the yard and entered the house. Just as he had said, this was the house they were looking for.

When he opened the door, a completely unexpected scene unfolded. Hwa Mugi was waiting for them.

"After all the years we've spent together? Tsk, what a disloyal bunch of humans," Hwa Mugi grumbled.

No one was surprised, since they knew Hwa Mugi could hear everything they said in his mental world.

Geom Mugeuk chuckled, "If your companions make a choice like this after spending so much time together, shouldn't you reflect on yourself instead of sneering at others?"

Hwa Mugi frowned. "You knew I'd be waiting," he concluded from Geom Mugeuk's attitude.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Because you must have instinctively known this was your last chance to talk to me."

"Last chance? You won't be able to escape, and we'll be together for the rest of our lives."

"If I'm trapped inside you...." Geom Mugeuk declared, "I won't say a single word to you until the day you die."

"!" Hwa Mugi stared at Geom Mugeuk, bewildered.

This talkative man won't say a single word until he dies?

Was it because he found it unbelievable? No. Hwa Mugi felt it instinctively. This Young Cult Leader truly wouldn't say another word.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "The reason I won't talk isn't because you trapped me here. When martial artists fight and one fails to overcome an evil art and gets trapped, they must accept the consequences."

"Then why won't you talk?" Hwa Mugi asked.

"If a situation arises where I have to live trapped inside you, it would mean you've killed my father. If I can't get out, my father will kill you. He's not the type of man to let you live, even if it's inside the Celestial Killer Star. Didn't he already tell you he'd kill you in two hours?"

"......" Hwa Mugi listened to Geom Mugeuk's words in silence. It seemed that Geom Mugeuk understood his father perfectly.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "A situation where we talk for the rest of our lives would mean you've killed my father and everyone else. That's why I won't talk. You'd be the enemy who killed my father and the people I care about."

Hwa Mugi raised one hand and moved it lightly in the air. "Then we'll all die."

Black smoke rose from his fingertips, forming a large human eye in the air. Through it, they could see the outside scenery that Hwa Mugi was watching.

Up ahead, Geom Mugeuk could see his father standing with the Fist Demon. His father's expression was the same as usual, but he now knew how much worry was hidden beneath that stoic face.

I'm sorry for making you worry, Father.

He shouted, "Father, please save your son!"

Of course, his shout couldn't be heard outside, but at that moment, Geom Woojin glanced in their direction. It might have been a coincidence, but he felt as if his father had truly heard his voice.

After looking at Hwa Mugi for a moment, Geom Woojin turned back toward the Fist Demon.

Hwa Mugi turned his head, showing Geom Mugeuk his own body lying a short distance from his father. The Sword King was sitting beside him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader approached them. "Don't worry. You know it too, don't you? Even if you throw the Young Cult Leader into hell, he'll piss off the King of Hell and find his way out."

"I'm not worried," the Sword King denied.

"You're not?"

"I was just watching because he looks so peaceful while sleeping. He sleeps like a baby."

"Isn't it just peaceful because the Young Cult Leader isn't talking?"

The Sword King smiled at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's joke. In truth, he knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the most worried.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came closer and peered into Hwa Mugi's eye, his face appearing enormous. "Young Cult Leader, can you hear me? Hey. Constantly startling old people is bad for the heart. Stop startling the people in there, and stop startling us! Come on out. You said you were going on a trip with Go Wol!"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he watched the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Yes, I'll be out soon. Hey, show me the Chairmen too!"

Until now, Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang were nowhere to be seen, perhaps in a different direction.

However, with a gesture from Hwa Mugi, the floating eye vanished. "As you can see, I've been subdued. How could I kill your father? I don't have a single wisp of inner qi right now, and even my acupoints have been sealed."

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Isn't that the situation you were hoping for?"

Hwa Mugi flinched.

"You have enough inner qi, don't you?" Geom Mugeuk pointed out.

He understood why Hwa Mugi had used this technique, even at the cost of exhausting all his inner qi.

"I heard that if I'm trapped here for two hours, I can never escape, and my inner qi, life energy, and even my martial arts will be absorbed by you, right?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader probably knows this much, but does he know this as well?

Geom Mugeuk turned to the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. "What happens to his sealed acupoints then?"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord knew more about the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art than anyone. He answered, "The moment all of your inner qi and life energy become the Celestial Killer Star's, all his blood vessels will open, unsealing his acupoints."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Hwa Mugi. "You plan to use that inner qi to launch a surprise attack with the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, don't you?"

Hwa Mugi was stunned. Indeed, he had been aiming for that one move. Provoking the Demonic Cult Leader to get hit was also part of that hidden plan, to make his opponent lower their guard as much as possible.

If he succeeded, he could kill everyone in an instant. His opponent was especially off guard because his own inner qi was suppressed.

He really thought had truly prepared the perfect move.

"How did you know?" he asked, staring at Geom Mugeuk in shock.

Geom Mugeuk replied jokingly, "I'm in your mind right now, aren't I?"

Hwa Mugi didn't laugh at the bad joke. He was simply astonished. "Young Cult Leader, I truly acknowledge you," he said sincerely.

"You're so caught up in praise that you've forgotten what you're supposed to be doing," Hyeok Docheon suddenly interjected. This was no time to be leisurely chatting with the Celestial Killer Star.

The onlookers grew anxious.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor desperately scanned the room.

If there's an exit in this room, I have to find it quickly.

Time was ticking away, yet Geom Mugeuk was just chatting leisurely, so he felt he had to find the exit himself. He wanted to fulfill his role as the Divine Sword.

Unfortunately, no matter how hard he looked, he couldn't see anything that resembled an exit.

"That man is deliberately stalling for time," Ju Gasin remarked.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "It's the opposite. I'm the one holding him here. I want to hear his story." He then asked a question to proved his point. "Who in this house did you kill?"

"Is this the time for such a question?" Hyeok Docheon roared. He could understand the conversation up to this point, as it was about figuring out the enemy's plan, but asking who Hwa Mugi killed? What was so important about that right now?

Hwa Mugi welcomed the question with open arms. Stalling for time was to his advantage, after all. "I don't know who lived in this house," he replied. "I killed everyone in the village."

Geom Mugeuk snorted. "No, you killed only one person. The person who lived in this house."

For a moment, Hwa Mugi's eyes glinted sharply.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor asked in surprise, "You're saying this village wasn't massacred by his hand?"

"Yes, he likely killed only one person in this village."

"Why do you think so?"

"If he were cruel enough to massacre an entire village, would he have kept this place in his heart for so long?"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor nodded. It made sense. A man cruel enough to massacre a village have wouldn't have kept this place in his heart for so long. "Then what about the corpses we saw on the way here?"

"They're likely illusions created by guilt. He must have had to convince himself, 'I'm not the person who killed that one person. I am the Killer Star who kills everyone.' He must have needed that mindset to endure."

"......" Hwa Mugi didn't refute it, instead staring intently at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "That first murder, it had already happened by the time you came to your senses, hadn't it?"

"!" Hwa Mugi's face twitched.

"Tell me about that day," Geom Mugeuk demanded.

Hyeok Docheon reacted before Hwa Mugi did. "You're going to listen to that kind of story at a precious time like this?" He grabbed Geom Mugeuk by the collar. "Cut the crap and find the exit! Use that clever head of yours, not that talkative mouth!"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor didn't stop Hyeok Docheon. He couldn't understand Geom Mugeuk either and wondered if he had given up.

Still, even with his collar grabbed, Geom Mugeuk didn't back down. "I want to hear your story, Hwa Mugi."

Hyeok Docheon finally let go, shoving Geom Mugeuk back irritably. Without his inner qi, he was no match for the Young Cult Leader. Otherwise, he would have beaten the little bastard half to death to force him to find the exit. "Looks like we'll never escape this place," he grumbled.

Meanwhile, Hwa Mugi felt bewildered as he looked at Geom Mugeuk, who was still watching him. Come to think of it, Geom Mugeuk had said he wanted to talk from the very first moment they met.

"Why do you want to hear my story so badly?" he asked.

No matter how he thought about it, he couldn't understand.

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his honest feelings. "The Celestial Killer Star, a powerful light that could shake the world, yet you've never shone according to your own will, have you? You've only spun like a pinwheel, but you've never been the wind, have you?"

"!"

"After committing a murder that left such a long-lasting, unforgettable scar, you were dragged away by the Darkness Palace Lord, who implanted these people's souls into your body. Learning martial arts, being sealed away later, none of that was your will, right? And what about when you broke the seal and came here? Was that really by your will? The Darkness Palace Lord probably told you to eliminate the Demonic Cult first and unify the murim."

Geom Mugeuk glanced behind him.

"On the other hand, everyone here had their own will. For the peace of the murim, for the unification of the murim, for the will of heaven, for the world of the unorthodox path. It was because of our individual wills that we created today's outcome, but what about you?"

He looked at Hwa Mugi again.

"I hope that the words containing your will don't end up being just 'I'll kill you'."

Because over the past years, neither the Darkness Palace Lord nor the four masters here have ever properly listened to you.

"I'll listen to you."

Because thanks to you, I was able to come this far. Thanks to you, I have become happy. So, release that deep resentment you couldn't tell anyone and vent it to me.

Hwa Mugi stared at Geom Mugeuk in silence for a long time. Finally, he opened his mouth. "...This crazy bastard, what do you take me for!"

Starting with those words, Hwa Mugi began to curse. He cursed indiscriminately.

Geom Mugeuk simply listened.

After Hwa Mugi had hurled every curse he knew, he snarled, "Let's see if you're still saying that when all your people are dead."

He vanished in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk watched him until the very last moment, then turned around. "Well, at least he got to curse his heart out before he left."

The four men were looking at Geom Mugeuk with different expressions. Hyeok Docheon looked like he was finishing the rest of the cursing with his expression. The Divine Sword Martial Emperor smiled as if he had given up. Ju Gasin remained emotionless, and the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord sneered.

"So your grand 'will of heaven' was to have a conversation with the enemy," the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord taunted.

Geom Mugeuk nodded seriously. "I suppose it is."

Hyeok Docheon shook his head at his meek acceptance. "Then you should have found the exit with that brilliant conversation of yours! It's all over now, anyway. You wasted all our time spouting nonsense."

It wasn't a matter of the remaining time. He felt that Geom Mugeuk had no intention of finding the exit in the first place.

However, Ju Gasin had a different idea. "You determined from the start that the exit couldn't be found," he said.

"I hope this choice was worth it for you," the Divine Sword Martial Emperor said, sensing a special kind of resolve in Geom Mugeuk that he himself did not understand.

Just as everyone was giving up, Geom Mugeuk released his qi to create a barrier around them, ensuring their conversation couldn't be heard outside.

"You're all wrong! I've already found the exit," he whispered.

Everyone was taken aback. Geom Mugeuk's words instantly explained why he had been acting so leisurely. As everyone stared at him with shocked faces, an even more astonishing fact was revealed.

"I, together with all of you, are the exit."


Chapter 840: I'm the Only One Protecting You

"What do you mean, we're the exit?" the Divine Sword Martial Emperor asked.

Geom Mugeuk calmly answered, "It's just as I said. The key to finding the exit is me and the four of you."

Everyone still looked confused.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. When Hwa Mugi had used the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art, the mysterious energy in his qi center had reacted. That was why he had accepted the attack without dodging.

Earlier, when he met Hwa Mugi in the room, his body began circulating energy on its own, using the oral formula he'd learned from the Saintess. It was as if his body was confirming his choice had been the right one.

The energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi, which had merged into one and settled in his inner qi, then began to circulate through the blood vessels of his entire body.

That wasn't all. The energy, containing that mystical power, was released outward.

SWAAAAAAAH!

As the energy emerged, its mystique reached its peak. It shone brilliantly, like a light bestowed upon a chosen one.

Surprisingly, no one else could see or feel the energy. Even Hwa Mugi, the master of this space, failed to notice. Only Geom Mugeuk saw and felt it.

The light emanating from Geom Mugeuk extended to the four people who had come with him. They didn't feel the Six Elements Origin Qi enveloping them.

The moment he saw it, though, he knew.

Ah! So this technique is the key to finding the exit!

He could tell that the energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi completely overwhelmed the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art. He felt it instinctively. This newborn, star-like energy would free them from this place.

He also understood why it was said that the Six Elements Origin Qi could control Hwa Mugi. When they were freed, he would likely claim all the innate life qi, inner qi, and martial arts that had gone to Hwa Mugi. It would all become his own power.


"If you can merge these six energies into one, you will be able to possess the greatest power of all."



Now he clearly understood what the Secret Box had meant.

"How are you going to break it?" Hyeok Docheon asked urgently. He couldn't hide his excitement. Just as he was about to give up, hope was reignited in him.

"A moment ago, a technique I learned began to circulate energy on its own," Geom Mugeuk replied. "I believe this is what will let you all out of here."

"What kind of technique is it?"

"It's a technique I learned from the Saintess."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord recalled the Saintess who had tried to stop him until the very end. This was a technique taught by her descendant.

Had she foreseen even this moment?

Hyeok Docheon continued asking, "What happens when you circulate that technique?"

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "As I've said before, I don't know. Your souls could be extinguished and you could fall into an eternal sleep, be reborn as a baby, return to the past, or go to heaven or hell. Or perhaps you'll enter someone else's body. The heavens will decide your fate." He didn't forget to add a joke. "If by any chance you enter someone else's body, please find me and give me a little signal. Wouldn't that be a connection worthy of sharing a drink?"

He said it so casually that it seemed like it could actually happen.

He turned to Hyeok Docheon. "And please call your Heavenly Demon Soul as well."

Hyeok Docheon blinked in surprise. "Are you serious?"

"Yes."

As if connected to Hyeok Docheon by soul, the Heavenly Demon Soul immediately appeared.

"You've been with these guys all these years, so you should have the chance to choose too."

The Heavenly Demon Soul looked somewhat surprised, as if it hadn't expected to be included. "But I tried to kill you?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "That doesn't matter. This is a courtesy to the Heavenly Demon Soul. You Heavenly Demon Souls are not beings that should be discarded so carelessly, are you?"

The Heavenly Demon Soul's gaze wavered slightly. When Geom Woojin's Heavenly Demon Soul had forgiven Hwa Mugi's, he had been reminded of what kind of being he was. Now, he felt that same emotion through Geom Woojin's son.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Like I said before, I don't know what will happen to you. It might be the same as the others, or not."

He looked up at the sky through the window, where mountains floated upside down and the sun and moon hung together.

"But I believe one thing. The sky you'll see won't be as strange as this one. I'll ask you last, so take your time and think about it."

He turned to Hyeok Docheon.

"Since you have the most straightforward personality, I'll ask you first. Cult Leader Hyeok, will you trust my solution?"

"Are you sure I won't go to hell?" Hyeok Docheon asked.

The thing he still feared most was this. Earlier, Geom Mugeuk had said that since being trapped for three hundred years was like hell itself, he wouldn't go to hell, but now, he spoke honestly.

Geom Mugeuk said seriously, "Honestly, I don't know. How could I?"

Paradoxically, that strengthened Hyeok Docheon's resolve. He was a man who had always lived as he pleased, and he didn't want to be here any longer.

"Right, how would you know? Okay, I'm going! Hurry up and get out of here before it's too late!"

"I have to ask the others, too."

Hyeok Docheon shouted at the others, "Stop dawdling and decide quickly! If you don't want to leave, then get lost!"

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor did not hesitate. It wasn't because of Hyeok Docheon's urging, but because he had already made up his mind.

He expressed his gratitude with a polite clasped hands greeting, saying, "Yes, let's go. It's time to see the end. Thank you."

He had no desire to go to paradise. Thanks to Geom Mugeuk, the anguish that had plagued him for so long had vanished. Whether he went to hell or simply fell into an eternal sleep, it was time to end this life.

"I will gladly go wherever you send me," he added.

Geom Mugeuk returned the greeting. "I truly hope to see you again and treat you to a proper meal."

Next was Ju Gasin. He found it strange that Hyeok Docheon and the Divine Sword Martial Emperor had made the same decision.

"This is the first time those two have been of one mind in all these long years," Ju Gasin exclaimed. He then conveyed feelings he had never once revealed to them. "You thought of me as an inscrutable, sinister man. I just disliked you and found you irritating, so much so that I didn't even want to speak with you."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor was surprised. "Why didn't you just show your irritation sooner?"

Hyeok Docheon also chimed in. "And you still say you're not an inscrutable, sinister man? Saying that at a moment like this makes you exactly that kid of person."

Ju Gasin finally accepted the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's suggestion. "You fucking irritating bastards!" he swore, before turning to Geom Mugeuk. "Tell the current Evil Alliance Chairman to be sure to achieve what he desires. He'll know what you mean if you say that."

Geom Mugeuk could guess what that was. "That wish may threaten us and the murim, but I will be sure to deliver your message."

Ju Gasin nodded. Still, the last thing he wanted to see was not a person, but the red wolf he used to travel with. If he were to be reborn as an animal, he hoped it would be as a wolf.

This time, Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. Although the man had mocked him earlier, his eyes held no hostility. "Everyone else is going, so you should go too, Lord."

From Geom Mugeuk's attitude, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord could tell this was not pretense.

He was a person of a different caliber from the very beginning. Why on earth is this man like this?

He felt that harboring such thoughts was like a small bird watching a giant roc soar through the sky and wondering, 'Why does it struggle to fly so high?'

"Perhaps the Heavenly Will of three hundred years later was with you all along," he muttered, obsessed with the Heavenly Will until the very end.

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his honest feelings. "To be honest, I'm not interested in the Heavenly Will. It's hard enough to protect my own will, so how can I live while worrying about the will of the heavens? Of course, there are times when I lean on fate. Times when I just want to think, 'This must all be destiny.' Looking back, those were always the times when I was struggling. When life was so arduous that I wanted to run away."

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's expression was stiff. Geom Mugeuk was essentially asking if his Heavenly Will wasn't just a form of escapism.

Is he saying this to mock me? But his eyes are too clear and deep for that.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "You consider the Heavenly Will to be so important, Lord, but what about them?"

"Who are you talking about?" the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord asked back.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "I'm talking about the Protection Palace Lord who tried to protect you, and the countless others who died in that war. Do you really think they gave their lives for the Heavenly Will?"

"!"

"I don't think so. They simply believed in and followed your will, Lord. They didn't trust some prophecy that fell out of the sky one day, but the judgment of the leader who had looked after them their entire lives." Geom Mugeuk stared into the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's eyes. "Do you remember what was in your heart before you spoke of the Heavenly Will to those around you?"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord couldn't answer. Instead, he asked in a subdued voice, "If I leave this place, will I be able to meet them?"

Geom Mugeuk gazed at him silently for a moment. "There are no more prophecies, so please don't ask me that. From now on, do as you will, Lord."

Without waiting for an answer, he turned to the Heavenly Demon Soul. "Will you go with them?"

Surprisingly, the Heavenly Demon Soul shook its head. It was a decision made because it remembered its great nature. It hadn't lived honorably for the past three hundred years, but at least in its final moments...

"My spirit has become too corrupted. I should not be reborn."

In the end, it would rather disappear as a dignified Heavenly Demon Soul than be reborn a mongrel.

It looked at Hyeok Docheon for a moment, but left no words for him. After gazing at him silently for a moment, it vanished without a sound.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. It was a shame, but this was not the time to dwell on this.

"We don't have much time left," he said, extending both hands. "Form a circle and hold the hand of the person next to you."

Hyeok Docheon scowled. "We have to hold hands again!?" he complained loudly.


Hwa Mugi recalled Geom Mugeuk's words.


"I'll listen to you."



The more he thought about it, the angrier he became.

How dare that arrogant bastard pity me?

He knew that when Geom Mugeuk said those words, the young man had been sincere. He genuinely wanted to listen to his story.

It made him so angry just thinking about it that he had tried his best to forget, but he couldn't forget. The more he tried, the more vividly it was imprinted on his mind.

What the hell is there to talk about!?

Hwa Mugi clenched his fists tightly.

"There is only fifteen minutes left," the Fist Demon suddenly said.

The tension heightened. Two hours had almost passed.

Geom Woojin stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking up at the sky.

The Fist Demon knew the Cult Leader better than anyone, but at this moment, he couldn't even begin to imagine what he was thinking.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader approached Geom Woojin and asked in a whisper, "You're not really planning to kill him, are you?"

Geom Woojin did not answer.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a pang of anxiety. He should have at least shown a look that said, 'How could I possibly kill him?' Instead, a certain resolve could be felt from Geom Woojin's tightly sealed lips.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shrugged as if it were no big deal. "Even if the Young Cult Leader gets trapped in that body, there must be a way to get him out. You know what your son is like, don't you? He'll wake up saying, 'Sorry I'm late, there were too many people to chat with inside'."

Geom Woojin stared at him.

The moment their eyes met, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew. Geom Woojin had truly decided to kill Hwa Mugi if his son failed to escape.

"Are you crazy?" he roared.

This was the first time the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had spoken rudely to Geom Woojin, but no one, not Geom Woojin, the Fist Demon, or anyone else, said a word.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted at Geom Woojin and at everyone else. "It's fine to be cold-hearted, and it's fine to keep your word, but what on earth are you trying to do right now? ...Don't even dream of it."

He strode forward, stood in front of Hwa Mugi, and unleashed his aura.

"If you want to kill this man, you'll have to do it over my dead body."

Everyone stared at him in silence.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked for help from the Sword King, with whom he had grown quite close. "You're going to help me, right?"

The Sword King did not immediately agree. If Geom Woojin had decided to kill his own son, he wouldn't have made such a decision lightly. There was surely some plan he was unaware of.

Of course, if Geom Woojin really tried to kill Hwa Mugi, he wouldn't just stand by and watch.

Still, he couldn't step in now. For the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's sake.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raged, "And you call yourself a friend! After receiving a sword and even shoes from the Young Cult Leader! If you act like this, I'm not going to name your tavern!"

He turned to the rest.

The Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon remained silent, but he felt similarly as the Sword King. He believed that Geom Woojin would not kill Hwa Mugi.

Just then, the Evil Alliance Chairman Baek Jagang, who had been silent, stepped forward. "You must not protect that man."

All eyes turned to him.

Baek Jagang, who could clearly feel what thoughts the Celestial Killer Star was harboring with his goosebumps, said, "That man plans to kill us all. You know that better than anyone, don't you?"

After all, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had deep knowledge of the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced back at Hwa Mugi. "Of course he has a plot. A grand and magnificent plot. Otherwise, would he be in this state? He'd probably try to strike down me, the one protecting him, first."

"Then why are you doing this?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to everyone, "Even so, we can't kill the Young Cult Leader."

Everyone stared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader in silence. This would have been expected from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but it was surprising coming from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

They realized it anew. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was a man who protected Geom Mugeuk just as much as he cursed him behind his back.

Just then, Hwa Mugi's voice came from behind. "What on earth is the Young Cult Leader to you that you'd go this far for him?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to Hwa Mugi.

Hwa Mugi asked again, "Did you also fall for the Young Cult Leader's tempting words meant to curry favor?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader snorted. "And you? Have you ever said even a single tempting word for someone else's sake?"

Hwa Mugi couldn't answer. He truly couldn't understand Geom Mugeuk's relationships with others.

No, it was starting to make sense, and that was irritating.

That damn Young Cult Leader!

He looked into his own mind. He had been so focused on their conversation that he hadn't paid attention to Geom Mugeuk.

He froze in shock. All the people inside him were standing in a circle, holding hands.

A sense of foreboding washed over him.

He muttered unconsciously, "No..."

His voice was soft, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was right in front of him, heard him clearly.

"Yes!" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to him and shouted, "It's the Young Cult Leader, isn't it? The Young Cult Leader is finally making his move, right? Young Cult Leader, come out and see!" He looked into Hwa Mugi's eyes and shouted even louder. "I'M THE ONLY ONE PROTECTING YOU!"


Chapter 841: Why Don't You Hate Me?

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor extended his hand to Hyeok Docheon. "Let's hold hands now. We've fought so many times."

He had already held hands with the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord while they were flying and wanted to make this final gesture.

Hyeok Docheon, in a hurry to leave, did not refuse and quickly grasped his hand. Of course, he did not forget to add a final word. "You were the one who was always so damn frustrating."

In the past, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor would not have let that slide, but now he simply smiled.

"You two as well, hurry up and grab on," Hyeok Docheon urged. "If we fail to escape because you were too slow, I'll kill you all myself!"

The Heavenly Fate Palace Lord and Ju Gasin also joined hands. Knowing they were short on time, everyone acted quickly.

Once the four men formed a circle, Geom Mugeuk began to circulate the incantation.

As his life energy moved with the incantation, the aura of the Six Elements Origin Qi flowed from his hands into the others.

Hyeok Docheon's eyes widened. He had never felt such an energy in his life.

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor and the other two felt the same. They knew intuitively that this power was not of the mortal world.

As the energy passed through their bodies, a mystical radiance began to emanate from the united group.

Just then, Hwa Mugi reappeared.

"How dare you pull such a stunt!" he roared.

While the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had distracted him, this unexpected event had unfolded within his mind. He knew instinctively that he could not allow this to continue. With nearly two hours passed, this had to be a ploy to break the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art.

He rushed toward the group, trying to break their clasped hands. He reasoned that separating them would sever the flow of life energy.

However, the radiance emanating from their bodies blocked his approach.

Hwa Mugi ground his teeth in chagrin. Since his physical body's inner qi was suppressed, his soul could not use it either. Even if he could use martial arts, he doubted he could penetrate the light.

"STOP!" he shouted, trying to force his way through, but it was useless.

His only hope was time. Nearly two hours had passed, not even enough time for an incense stick to burn.

The two hours have to be up before their energy circulation is complete!

The four souls felt a change. The sensation of holding hands faded, and they forgot the mystical energy. They felt as if they were standing alone in an empty space as their lives flashed before their eyes. Every emotion they had ever experienced swept through their minds.

The unified energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi then fragmented into different colored lights.

The pure white energy of the White Orb enveloped the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, making him look as if he were vanishing into a thick fog.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

The Divine Sword Martial Emperor smiled brightly and disappeared with the white light.

The black energy of the Black Orb enveloped Hyeok Docheon. He seemed to walk down a dark street before disappearing into the shadows.

"You're too soft! The Demonic Cult must be rough and strong!"

The final image created by the darkness was faintly reminiscent of the Heavenly Demon Soul. Perhaps they would now be together until the end.

The red energy of the Red Orb enveloped Ju Gasin. The fiery energy took the shape of a red wolf before vanishing with him.

"Still, for a Demonic Cult bastard, you weren't half bad."

Those were his last words to Geom Mugeuk.

The final light, a golden one, enveloped the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord. His turning figure looked like someone walking alone into the sunset, carrying a final, lingering regret.

"Still, the will of heaven exists. I hope the destiny given to you can change the world."

And with that, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord also disappeared.

Geom Mugeuk had no way of knowing where they had gone.

"I pray you've all gone to the places you desired!" he said, bowing respectfully toward the spot where they had vanished, marking the end of a bond that had spanned over three hundred years.

At that exact moment, two hours passed.

SWOOOOOSH!

Hwa Mugi's expression brightened instantly. Geom Mugeuk's innate life energy, inner qi, and martial arts began to flow into him. He was overjoyed that the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art had not been broken.

"Yes, I don't need them. You can take their place!" he laughed loudly. He was even happier about the nature of the inner qi entering him.

How can such pure inner qi exist?

Even the inner qi of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, an absolute master of the orthodox sects, was not this pure.

All of Geom Mugeuk's power was absorbed into Hwa Mugi's body.

Suddenly, something even more astonishing happened.

SWOOOOOSH!

The inner qi Hwa Mugi had obtained from Hyeok Docheon, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord, and Ju Gasin also began to replenish, despite having been depleted in the outside world. As their souls departed permanently, all their power was fully restored.

The heavens are helping me!

As this power merged with Geom Mugeuk's, Hwa Mugi felt an immense strength. He was confident he could fight the entire murim alone.

"I am the greatest of all time!" he bellowed.

With this power, he felt he could kill everyone without even using the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World as planned.

He taunted Geom Mugeuk, "If you had a way to break it, you should've just left on your own instead of saving them. That pathetic desire to be a good person has trapped you here for life."

Geom Mugeuk readily admitted it. "Yes, I know that the desire to be a good person can be a great weakness. But what can I do? I'm greedy, so I want to be that kind of person. I'm someone who's extremely conscious of what others think and wants them to tell me how cool I am."

He was calm, but that did not mean he had given up. His serenity did not stem from resignation. Though his own power had been drained away, the energies of the Green and Purple Orbs remained. He could feel them vividly, a sign that this was not over.

VWOOOM!

The energy of the Green Orb began to circulate on its own within Geom Mugeuk's body, releasing a green radiance.

This was not simple green light. The light began to absorb all the innate life energy, inner qi, and martial arts from Hwa Mugi.

"NO!" Hwa Mugi gritted his teeth and resisted, but the force was irresistible. He could not even lift a finger.

He now saw that the Dark Heaven Soul Binding Art had already been broken. Geom Mugeuk's compliance had been a ploy to gather all the power in one place for absorption.

"Young Cult Leader! You son of a bitch! Stop! STOOOOOP!"

Hwa Mugi tried to leave the world of the mind, but it was impossible. He could not resist the power of the Six Elements Origin Qi. His fate was sealed the moment he accepted the souls of the past.

Still, he did not give up. He drew upon all his killing intent.

"I'll kill you!" he growled, his eyes blazing crimson as the most powerful killing intent he had ever mustered erupted from him, far surpassing anything he had shown before.

Geom Mugeuk said nothing. As all of his power returned to him, merged with the innate life energy and inner qi of the other four masters, he finally understood why Hwa Mugi had declared himself the greatest of all time.

Hwa Mugi struggled desperately, refusing to give up.

I can't let it end like this.

The world of his mind collapsed. The house and village vanished. The floating mountain crashed to the ground, and the swamp overturned, scattering poisons everywhere. The sun and moon disappeared, plunging the world into pitch-black darkness.

TWINKLE!

Suddenly, in the darkness, a single star began to shine. The Celestial Killer Star's light poured down on him.

A killing intent not of a human emanated from his eyes. Fate had bestowed upon him one final power.

Please! Just one time! Just leave me enough inner qi to use it!

The moment his will reached the star, its light severed Geom Mugeuk's green radiance.

Hwa Mugi disappeared.


"Neither of them has opened their eyes yet."

Two hours had passed, but Hwa Mugi and Geom Mugeuk remained with their eyes closed. Everyone could feel the two locked in a battle within Hwa Mugi's mind.

"Young Cult Leader, please come out..." the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pleaded as the Sword King forcibly dragged him away from Hwa Mugi for his own safety and sandwiched the man between himself and Geom Woojin.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was on high alert, ready to act the moment Geom Woojin moved.

However, even though Geom Woojin had seemed ready to kill Hwa Mugi the instant the two hours were up, in the end, he did not.

The Fist Demon knew how difficult that decision must have been. This is the first time the Cult Leader has failed to keep his word.

Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, and the Poison King were also gathered near Geom Woojin. Jin Paecheon argued for trusting Geom Mugeuk and waiting, while Baek Jagang insisted that dragging this out was dangerous. The Poison King just stared silently at Geom Mugeuk's prone form.

Amidst the suffocating tension, Hwa Mugi opened his eyes. He did not hesitate. There was no time to think. If he did not kill all these people here first, he would die. He had to wipe them all out before Geom Mugeuk woke up.

Hwa Mugi raised his hand, thrust it forward, and unleashed the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

FLASH!

The entire world turned white. The massive, silent blast was like an exploding sun.

Fortunately, though he had not killed Hwa Mugi, Geom Woojin had not let his guard down. The instant Hwa Mugi awoke, he erected the Impenetrable Demonic Wall and then unleashed his own Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

FLAAAAASH!

The situation everyone had feared most was unfolding. Blocking with the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, then countering with the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World created a scenario where both sides could be annihilated.

However, the two men's techniques were different. Unlike Hwa Mugi's attack, which annihilated everything in sight, Geom Woojin's took the form of a single, pure white sword.

Far behind Hwa Mugi, demonic flames rose from Headquarters, and Geom Woojin could not afford to destroy that as well. He had once shown Geom Mugeuk this level of control, a feat possible only with Twelfth Star mastery.

The sword of light flew silently, piercing through Hwa Mugi's world-ending technique without being destroyed itself.

PSHUUUUK!

A beam shot straight through Hwa Mugi's chest.

SHWAAAAA!

Now, the problem was on their side. The Impenetrable Demonic Wall was melting. Even at Twelfth Star mastery, it could not completely block the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon stood at the very front.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader prepared to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, but he knew it would be useless. The attack would annihilate any demonic or evil art in this space.

As the wall almost completely melted, he revealed his true feelings. "Even if we all died, you shouldn't have killed Hwa Mugi."

He had protected the Young Cult Leader until the very end, not even considering that Geom Mugeuk's body would also be annihilated.

"The Young Cult Leader would have somehow survived and escaped that body. He would have created a better murim than we ever could."

Just then, a welcome voice came from behind. "It feels a bit awkward seeing you when you're not cursing."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned in surprise to see Geom Mugeuk standing there.

"I'll give my greetings in a moment!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, immediately erecting a new Impenetrable Demonic Wall behind his father's.

SHWAAAAA!

Geom Woojin's wall melted away, but Geom Mugeuk's held firm against the remaining impact from the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World.

Everyone behind watched in astonishment. Using two Impenetrable Demonic Walls to block one attack was a scene unprecedented in the history of murim, and one that would likely never happen again.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father. Father.

Geom Woojin stared silently at the wall his son had created. He kept his gaze forward, knowing that meeting his son's eyes would reveal the depth of his worry.

Next to them, the Fist Demon was certain. Geom Woojin had unleashed his attack because he had sensed Geom Mugeuk had awakened. He must have been the first to know.

FSSSSS!

The pure white energy battering the wall slowly faded away. Geom Mugeuk's Impenetrable Demonic Wall had withstood Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, even though he had only managed it because his father's wall took the initial blow and because he had absorbed all the power that had been inside Hwa Mugi.

As the blinding light faded, Hwa Mugi's figure came into view. He lay on the ground with a gaping hole in his chest.

Geom Mugeuk sighed, "So, it was Father who killed you in the end."

In a way, Geom Woojin had kept his word to kill the Celestial Killer Star.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over to Hwa Mugi, who was still breathing, and looked down at him. He usually avoided looking at dying villains, refusing to attach meaning to their deaths, but he could not do that with Hwa Mugi. "If you have anything to say, say it now," he snapped.

Blood gushed from Hwa Mugi's mouth as he gasped, "You crazy bastard... I hate you."

He had wanted to unleash a torrent of curses, but he figured he had already cursed this crazy Young Cult Leader enough.

Hwa Mugi could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was staring down at him with a profound gaze, but there was no ill will in those eyes.

I tried to kill you, your father, and everyone you care about.

"...Why don't you hate me?" he asked.

Geom Mugeuk smiled bitterly. Because I resented you enough in my previous life.

Instead of that, however, he said, "They say resentment is a double-edged sword. It's so I'd be hurt less. You shouldn't resent others too much either."

"You, until the very end..." Hwa Mugi could not continue. His lungs had failed him.

Just then, something incredible happened.

SWOOOOOSH!

The last of the energy in Geom Mugeuk's body, that of the Purple Orb, flowed out and enveloped Hwa Mugi.

Geom Mugeuk instantly knew the Six Elements Origin Qi, no, the heavens themselves, intended to take Hwa Mugi back.

Geom Woojin and the others watched in astonishment. Finally, they realized Geom Mugeuk must have fought a much harder battle than they imagined.

Hwa Mugi opened his eyes again. He had been given a moment for a final farewell.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him. When he had first started on this path, he had imagined tearing Hwa Mugi to pieces, demanding to know why he had killed innocent children. Yet here he was, saying a final farewell.

"In your next life, please live a normal, happy life with her," he whispered.

Hwa Mugi's eyes widened in shock. "How did you know?"

How did Geom Mugeuk know about the woman I had loved?

"I saw items in your room that could only belong to a young woman."

Hwa Mugi let out an empty laugh, realizing Geom Mugeuk had noticed such a detail in the midst of everything. Nevertheless, he refused to show a smile in his final moments. "In my next life... I'll definitely kill them all," he said, though the venomous killing intent was gone from his eyes.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. "I don't care. The one who'll have to struggle to stop you then won't be me."

The violet light scattered brilliantly, taking Hwa Mugi along with it like a star vanishing from the night sky.

Since meeting Hwa Mugi, Geom Mugeuk had only ever called him the Celestial Killer Star. Now, for the first and last time, he called his name.

"...Farewell, Hwa Mugi."


Chapter 842: You Survived Too

Geom Mugeuk stood looking up at the sky. He felt unburdened, as if he had completed the greatest task of his life. He was so happy he could fly.

This was the moment all his efforts finally bore fruit, including the time spent wandering for materials before his regression and all the work he had put in since.

Most importantly, this moment was precious not because he had killed Hwa Mugi, but because no one had died.

Geom Mugeuk slowly turned around, toward the place where his real life awaited. He first greeted his father. "It's all thanks to you, Father, that I was able to finish this safely. Thank you."

He meant it sincerely. His father's presence had allowed him to act freely and without worry, doing everything he wanted with a peaceful heart.

Geom Woojin gazed at his son and said calmly, "Come closer."

Geom Mugeuk approached, and to his shock, Geom Woojin silently hugged him.

Everyone stared in surprise, not expecting Geom Woojin to hug his son in front of them all.

Geom Mugeuk was the most surprised of all. He was too shocked to even think of a silly joke.

"Your inner qi has increased," Geom Woojin remarked.

Geom Mugeuk's expression seemed to say, 'surely not...', even as he asked, "Don't tell me you hugged me just to check how much my inner qi has increased?"

"Did you think I hugged you because I love you?" Geom Woojin stepped back as if his business was done.

Geom Mugeuk raised his voice. "That's too much!"

However, he had felt the sentiment in his father's touch.

I'm sorry for making you worry, Father.

Next, Geom Mugeuk greeted the Fist Demon. "Master!"

The Fist Demon nodded once. "You've worked hard."

It was a blunt response, as always.

In truth, if the Cult Leader hadn't hugged Geom Mugeuk first, the Fist Demon would have. He would have told him he had worked hard. Just for today, he had wanted to.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the two Chairmen. He first relayed Ju Gasin's message to Baek Jagang. "Chairman Ju had a message for you. He said you'll surely achieve what you desire."

"I see."

Geom Mugeuk knew exactly what that dream was, but he feigned ignorance. "It won't be easy, spending the rest of your life traveling and having fun with my father and Chairman Jin."

Hearing this, Jin Paecheon subtly interjected, "I'm fine with it, but I'm not sure if Cult Leader Geom would want that."

He said it like a joke, but his words held a hidden meaning. Having witnessed Geom Woojin's power, he worried that the end of this fight might be the beginning of a new one. He had come to help for his grandson's sake, but despite his good intentions, he couldn't help but worry about the future.

Geom Mugeuk couldn't confidently tell Jin Paecheon that his father would make peace with them. He still didn't know what his father was thinking. If his father hadn't given up on his ambition, stopping him from conquering the murim would be a far more difficult task than killing Hwa Mugi.

Indeed, his father didn't even offer an empty, "I'm fine with it too." Perhaps he was sending a signal to the two Chairmen at that very moment, telling them, 'My mind hasn't changed, so be prepared.'

As an unknown tension filled the air, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward. "Young Cult Leader, you don't seem to know, so I'll tell you. While you were trapped in there, do you know who stepped up to protect you? I'm talking about the one person who stood up like a hero among those heartless people trying to kill the Celestial Killer Star before you even came out."

His expression screamed, It was me, me! but Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King. "Of course, it must have been my friend. He probably ran out barefoot."

The Sword King had a relaxed expression. He had gained great enlightenment in swordsmanship while watching the battles, and on top of that, Geom Mugeuk was safe. He couldn't have wished for a better result.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waved his hand dismissively. "It's a shame, but your friend was so busy thinking about the new tavern he's going to open that he didn't even care you were in danger."

Seeing the smile on the Sword King's lips deepen, Geom Mugeuk turned to the Poison King. "He may not look it, but the Poison King is actually a very affectionate person."

This time, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lowered his voice and whispered in Geom Mugeuk's ear, "Actually, the person who had it easiest in this fight was the Poison King. He didn't lift a single finger."

"Doesn't that actually mean he had a harder time than anyone else?"

Although they spoke in whispers, everyone heard their conversation.

"I'm telling you, it was someone else!"

"The only one who would do that for me is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Stop looking for people who aren't here!"

"Perhaps one of the two Chairmen..."

As Geom Mugeuk continued to joke, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips jutted out in a pout. "You're treating me like that Cult Leader from back then!"

Only then did Geom Mugeuk look at him and say calmly, "So that Cult Leader from back then protected the me of today," he said, his eyes filled with sincere gratitude. "I'm talking about that Cult Leader from back then who gave everything for me without holding back."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was stunned. Right, I always complained about having my sacred artifacts taken, but he never once argued against me for that. Yes, nothing I gave him was a waste.

He changed the topic, "So, when are the three of us going on that trip with Go Wol?"

"We have to! We'll go soon! However, for now, I have a mountain of things to do. Just pack your bags and wait..." Just then, something caught Geom Mugeuk's eye. "Ah! Look over there."

Everyone's gaze turned behind them.

Geom Mugeuk's happy voice flew toward what was there. "You survived too!"


Geom Muyang stood on the palm of a giant demonic statue that held up a burning Demonic Flame brazier, gazing toward the Demon Village. Several days had passed, but those who left with his father had not returned.

As the Demonic Flames blazed, the information network of the All-Knowing Hall moved even more swiftly. He had heard that the Evil Alliance Chairman and the Murim Alliance Chairman had come to help, and finally, that Geom Mugeuk had also arrived.

"Is there still no news?" he asked.

Hwi's reply came from the empty air. "No, not yet."

So the battle isn't over.

That made him even more worried. Even with all of them there, they still hadn't been able to kill the Celestial Killer Star.

Geom Muyang tried to shake off his anxiety with a joke. "The fight's probably dragging on because Mugeuk talks too much."

He heard Hwi's soft laughter.

FLAAAAASH!

Geom Muyang was startled as the entire world lit up brightly in the distance.

Hwi suddenly appeared beside Geom Muyang and shouted, "The Heavenly Demon Destroys the World has been unleashed!"

Geom Muyang's expression hardened. A battle had broken out that required the use of the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, the final technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

When the light faded, Geom Muyang said to Hwi, "Snuff out the Demonic Flames and come with me."

Hwi looked at him, surprised. "You can't."

With the lives of the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader unknown, he couldn't send out the Cult Leader's only remaining blood relative.

Geom Muyang insisted, "Now that the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World has been used, the fight must be over. If we lost, do you think these mechanisms and formations could stop him?"

Hwi agreed with him. If the worst-case scenario had happened...

The two immediately shot out of the Cult. When they arrived at the Demon Village, there was nothing there. It was a space of nothingness where everything had vanished.

Then, an astonishing sight met their eyes—a single table.

The object Geom Mugeuk had been looking at when he said, "You survived too," was that very table.

Everything had been obliterated by Hwa Mugi's Heavenly Demon Destroys the World, but by chance, a table and chairs from the Alluring Inn, which had been behind the Impenetrable Demonic Wall, remained intact.

It wasn't intentionally protected. It was the very table where they had all eaten together.

Geom Mugeuk walked over and caressed the table.

Perhaps the heavens are telling me to continue living while protecting my demonic path.

When Geom Muyang and Hwi arrived, everyone was sitting at that table. Geom Woojin was at the center, flanked by Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang. Next to them were the Fist Demon and the Poison King, and at the ends sat Geom Mugeuk, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Sword King.

Sitting like that in a space of nothingness, they looked like a scene from a painting.

"Hyung! Over here! Uncle Hwi! Welcome!" Geom Mugeuk greeted cheerfully.

Geom Muyang's tension eased. No one could know the anxiety he had felt on his way there. He walked quickly to his father.

Hwi, who had been walking with him, vanished without a sound, returning to his original duty.

Geom Muyang bowed politely to Geom Woojin. "Greetings, Cult Leader. Congratulations on defeating the Celestial Killer Star."

Geom Woojin nodded and gave the credit to the two Chairmen. "We won safely because these two helped."

Geom Muyang expressed his gratitude to the two Chairmen. He then greeted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes, before Geom Mugeuk pulled him into the seat next to him.

"I missed you, Hyung-nim."

Geom Muyang wondered, Did he really miss me as much as I missed him? For the first time, I prayed to the heavens. For everyone to be safe. For my younger brother to welcome me with his usual banter.

He looked around and said, "We'll have to rebuild this whole place."

"We'll build it up again, grand and new. Bigger and taller. Let's just tell everyone to take a good long rest on this occasion."

Geom Muyang looked at Geom Mugeuk. His gaze was softer than ever before. "You look tired."

Geom Mugeuk leaned back in his chair and stretched out his legs. It was the first time his brother had ever looked at him and said he looked tired. "I'm going to sleep all day tomorrow. No, wait. On days like this, I'm too happy to sleep, no matter how tired I am."

Just then, three more people arrived, rushing in like the wind. They were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Since they were the first group to depart the ship, they arrived first. Due to their injuries, the Demonic Buddha, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, and the Drunken Demon were returning by carriage and would come later.

The three Demon Supremes could tell from the state of the Demon Village just how difficult and incredible the battle had been.

Geom Mugeuk shouted to them. "Elder! Sword Supreme! Smiling Demon!"

He shot to his feet and ran to them like an overjoyed child.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used his movement arts to dodge Geom Mugeuk, who was about to throw himself into his arms, and walked toward Geom Woojin.

The Flower Sword Supreme, following behind, said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "See? I told you, didn't I? Since the Young Cult Leader ran ahead, everything would be fine." She then tattled to Geom Mugeuk. "You can't imagine how much he rushed us, saying we had to get here quickly."

Geom Mugeuk shouted at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's back. "Elder! I want to go to your house, pile up a bunch of books on the bed, and lie down to read!"

"Is that your bed?! That's my bed!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who walked up last, smiled brightly from behind his mask.

Geom Mugeuk smiled back. As always, that was enough of a reunion greeting for them.

The three Demon Supremes greeted Geom Woojin, and then the Chairmen as well.

The two Chairmen sensed a different kind of energy from the three Demon Supremes than they had before. It wasn't just Geom Mugeuk. The Demon Supremes also grew stronger every time they met.

After the greetings were over, since everyone was safe, the Flower Sword Supreme joked with Geom Woojin, "We should have finished our tour of the Central Plains before coming back."

Geom Woojin smiled. "I heard you visited many places?"

"We even went to Lake Tai. Do you remember it?"

Geom Woojin nodded, indicating he remembered.

"When we went, it hadn't changed as much as I expected."

Listening in, Geom Mugeuk said to his father, "Since you're talking about it, the four of you should go again."

Jin Paecheon smiled. "Next time, be sure to let us know. Otherwise, there will be another emergency."

He and Baek Jagang rose from their seats.

"Well, we'll be on our way now."

They were two people who had come like the wind and intended to leave just as quickly.

Geom Woojin didn't try to force them to stay. He was grateful they had come all this way, but their presence was something that shouldn't be known to the outside world.

He gave the two a polite clasped-hands greeting. "I will not forget the help you've given me this time."

After they exchanged farewells, Baek Jagang said one last thing. "Thank you for teaching me how to cook."

"I still have some recipes I've saved."

"I hope there will be another chance to learn."

Geom Woojin turned and walked back toward the Cult. Geom Muyang and the five Demon Supremes followed him, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King also joined the group so that Geom Mugeuk could see the Chairmen off comfortably.

Their departing figures looked incredibly majestic, as if with wings spread, even though not all the Demon Supremes were gathered.

Watching them leave, Jin Paecheon's gaze deepened. Throughout the entire battle, he had been more worried about Geom Woojin and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult than about Hwa Mugi.

Geom Woojin is strong. Too strong.

He recalled the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World that Geom Woojin had unleashed earlier.

A sword of light that pierced through the light.

Using the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World was said to exhaust nearly all of one's inner qi, but he had no confidence he could block that attack. In short, to fight Geom Woojin was to die.

And on top of that, there was the Heavenly Demon Soul.

In the current murim, no one can defeat Cult Leader Geom.

And that wasn't all. The Demon Supremes were also strong, stronger than any in history.

Like Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang had a premonition that Geom Woojin would not abandon his dream of unifying the murim. With such power, he would never give up.

He suddenly recalled the words Ju Gasin had left behind.

Did you tell me to unify the unorthodox factions? You've given me too difficult a task.

Geom Mugeuk greeted Jin Paecheon. "I'll come visit Hagun and Haryong soon."

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a gentle smile, feeling that the fate of the murim now rested on the Young Cult Leader. Nevertheless, he showed no sign of placing that burden on him. "I'll be waiting." He also said his goodbyes to Baek Jagang. "I'll come over to have some of your home cooking."

"I'll make it spicy and stimulating for you."

Geom Mugeuk looked around. His father was walking toward the Headquarters, while the two Chairmen were heading in the opposite direction. He alone stood in the middle.

They had exchanged pleasantries, but he could feel the Chairmen were tense.

Why are you all being like this? You can't be this tense already! I still have plenty of time left to persuade Father!

Geom Mugeuk imbued his voice with inner qi and spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear, "From now on, I'm just going to have fun. If another mastermind appears in the murim, contact my father or the two Chairmen over there. Conspiracies, schemes, tricks, plots. Those words are no longer in my vocabulary.

"From now on, for me, there will only be rest, hanging out with friends, traveling, cooking, drinking parties, dancing, and reading! You can't scold me for having too much fun. 'Are you playing around again? If you're just having fun, who's going to protect the murim?' If you nag me like that, I'm running away from home."


Chapter 843: Have You Decided What Kind of Life You'll Live?

Geom Mugeuk entered the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

The martial artists guarding the main gate bowed in unison. "Welcome, Young Cult Leader!"

Just moments before, they had been in a state of suffocating tension. They couldn't even be out here when the Demonic Flames were lit. All the traps and formations at the main gate were active, and they had been on standby in their designated locations.

However, once the Demonic Flames vanished and they saw Geom Woojin and the Demon Supremes return safely, they knew the battle had ended in victory. The story of events surrounding the lighting of the Demonic Flames would be told to their juniors for years. With enough exaggeration, it might even become an adventure tale starting with, "Let me tell you about the day the main gate was breached..."

Instead of returning to his residence, Geom Mugeuk headed for the temporary lodgings where the residents of the Demon Village were staying.

"It's the Young Cult Leader!"

"The Young Cult Leader is here!"

The residents of the Demon Village were overjoyed to see Geom Mugeuk. Although the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had brought them here for their safety, the sudden move had left them anxious. Now, though, the Young Cult Leader they trusted and followed had returned.

The residents crowded around Geom Mugeuk as he looked over their tents. No matter how much care was taken, a temporary shelter could only be so comfortable.

"You've all been through a lot," he comforted.

Jo Cheonbae rushed out from the crowd. "Young Cult Leader! You're safe."

"Innkeeper, have you been well?" Geom Mugeuk asked, taking Jo Cheonbae's hands.

"My goodness, why would a person of your stature do this?" Jo Cheonbae's face flushed. It was an immense honor and a great joy for the Young Cult Leader to hold his hands in front of so many people.

"The battle outside is over," Geom Mugeuk announced.

Everyone cheered in delight.

"Can we go back home now?"

"You can, but there's a problem," Geom Mugeuk said.

The villagers tilted their heads, puzzled.

"Everyone, follow me." Geom Mugeuk led them all out of the Headquarters.

When they arrived at the Demon Village, the residents were dumbfounded. Nothing remained where their homes once stood. Not even a trace of rubble was left. They couldn't believe their eyes.

"A great battle took place here," Geom Mugeuk explained. "It couldn't be helped."

At first, everyone was too stunned to speak.

Suddenly, a single sigh broke the silence, and then everyone began to show their emotions. Some were bewildered, while others clutched their heads in agony. Some collapsed and burst into tears. Others couldn't hide the resentment in their eyes as they looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk silently watched them let out their emotions.

"How are we supposed to live now?"

"Young Cult Leader! Please save us!"

"This is too much!"

The shock of losing their homes made them forget that the person before them was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Everyone!" Jo Cheonbae shouted. "What is this rudeness toward the Young Cult Leader? If we had been here, we would have been wiped out just like this."

His words brought everyone to their senses. They realized the loss of their homes wasn't the real issue. If Geom Woojin hadn't moved them, they all would have died.

Jo Cheonbae turned to Geom Mugeuk. "Thank you so much for saving us," he said, showing the other villagers that gratitude should come first.

Following his lead, the other residents also thanked Geom Mugeuk.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Right, they could resent anyone else, but not the Young Cult Leader. They all knew how much he had done for them.

"Our Cult will rebuild your homes for you," Geom Mugeuk added.

Everyone felt a sense of relief. Without the Divine Cult's help, their lives would have become hopeless.

Moreover, that wasn't the only good news.

"Additionally, we plan to restore the furniture and belongings that were lost as best we can. We will also provide you with money to support yourselves for a while."

One of the residents who had previously shown resentment spoke up. "If you'd told us from the beginning, I wouldn't have acted so disgracefully. I'm sorry, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled bitterly. There was a reason he hadn't told them sooner. "I didn't say anything because I don't think it was a disgraceful display. Even if we build better buildings here and furnish them, we can't restore the decades of memories you've all built, can we?"

Not only Jo Cheonbae but all the residents were stunned by his words. They hadn't expected the Young Cult Leader to be concerned about something like that.

"So you can grieve more and resent more. If you hold it in, you'll fall ill from suppressed anger. For now, get angry and resentful to your heart's content."

Several people burst into tears they had been holding back. The Young Cult Leader was correct. This wasn't a problem money alone could solve. Taller and better buildings were nice, but other things had to be addressed first.

"I'm sorry for blowing up your memories."

Jo Cheonbae spoke for the residents. "Not at all. Saving our lives and building us new homes is a blessing we don't deserve. Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Following Jo Cheonbae, all the other residents bowed their heads to the Young Cult Leader.

"Thank you for saying so," Geom Mugeuk acknowledged. "Starting tomorrow, our Cult will mobilize all its manpower to construct a new Demon Village. Let's work together to build our new home!"

If the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult put its mind to it, rebuilding the Demon Village wouldn't take long.

Geom Mugeuk grinned slyly. "Now, you've all worked hard, so think of it as life giving you a vacation and get some good rest! Oh, and all the money used for the reconstruction comes from my father. Thank him, not me."

Laughter erupted at his words, and the residents' faces brightened considerably. Their eyes, fixed on Geom Mugeuk, filled with indescribable gratitude and loyalty.

Suddenly, Jo Cheonbae recalled something the Young Cult Leader had said in the past, when he declared he would never tolerate external pressure.


"If someone tries to scare me by saying they'll call their father, I'll call my father too!"



He was mentioning the Cult Leader now, just as he did then, but today's Young Cult Leader felt different from the one in the past.

The Young Cult Leader is maturing so wonderfully.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to Jo Cheonbae's side. "Innkeeper, at least that one thing survived," he said, pointing to a single table. "I've got a great idea. Since it's a historically significant table, make people pay double to eat there."

Jo Cheonbae laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke. He planned to take the table home and pass it down as a family heirloom.

"Oh, and don't be sad that the writing on this wall is gone. When the new building is up, we'll gather all those people who wrote on it and have them write something new," Geom Mugeuk consoled.

Jo Cheonbae revealed his honest feelings. "No, please don't do that. To be honest, I'm relieved that it's gone. I said before that I didn't care, but I was worried sick every day that someone might steal it or a drunk might scribble on it! I'm glad I don't have to worry about that anymore! Phew!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "You're right. You don't need the physical evidence, do you? After all, you experienced it yourself. Tell the customers about that day, word for word. You yourself are a legend."

Jo Cheonbae looked at Geom Mugeuk with trembling eyes. The Young Cult Leader always made him feel this way.

Who am I to deserve this?

Here was the Young Cult Leader, turning the old innkeeper of a tavern into a legend.

Geom Mugeuk sat at the table. "Innkeeper, bring some wine over here!"

He was joking, knowing full well that everything was gone.

THUD!

"Here you go."

Startled, Geom Mugeuk shot up from his seat. A person he never imagined seeing stood behind him—the old man who had sent him to the past.

"Elder!" he cried out.

Suddenly, everyone around them stopped moving. Jo Cheonbae was frozen. The people from the Demon Village were all still, as if time had stopped.

"You were abstaining from alcohol when we last met, so you couldn't drink, right? It should be fine now," the old man said with a smile, sitting down at the table.

Geom Mugeuk was stunned. This was his third meeting with the old man. The second time, in the Valley of Wind, the old man had patted his shoulder and said, "It's tough, isn't it? You're doing well."

He has no idea how much strength those words gave me.

He picked up the wine bottle and filled the old man's cup to the brim. "Please accept a drink from me."

The old man filled Geom Mugeuk's cup in return. "You've finally achieved your long-held wish by killing those who must be killed and saving those who must be saved."

"It's all thanks to you, Elder."

"Not everyone who goes back to the past can live a life like yours. It wasn't my doing, but yours."

The two men clinked their cups and drained them.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. The wine the old man gave him was no ordinary drink.

A single cup of wine brought an astonishing change. Various innate true qi and inner qi were currently mixed within his body, including Hyeok Docheon's demonic qi, the Divine Sword Martial Emperor's orthodox qi, Ju Gasin's unorthodox qi, and even the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's unique qi. On top of that, innate life qi of different natures were also jumbled together.

Normally, Geom Mugeuk could convert newly acquired inner qi into his own, thanks to the immense purity of his own qi. This time, however, the sheer volume of qi and the different properties of the life qi made merging it all a difficult task.

The quantity was enormous, but its purity had diminished. He had thought he would need to discard a significant portion.

SHHHHH...

However, after drinking the old man's wine, all that energy began to merge. Qi mixed with qi, and life qi with life qi. Soon, they merged into Geom Mugeuk's original qi and became a single entity, as if they had been his from the very beginning.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes grew clearer and deeper. A power that transcended human limits now flowed abundantly through his body.

"I thought you were going to reclaim this power," he muttered. Just a moment ago, as the energies were merging, he had thought the old man would take them away, but instead, the old man had made them identical to his own energy, allowing them to become an even greater power.

The old man chuckled, "It's power you earned through your own efforts. How could I do such a thing?"

Geom Mugeuk asked something he had suspected for a while, "You were the one who arranged for the Six Elements Origin Qi to be scattered throughout the murim, weren't you, Elder?"

The old man simply gave an enigmatic smile, as if he couldn't reveal such things, but Geom Mugeuk knew. It had to be the old man's arrangement.

Just as he had searched for the materials for the Great Art of Regression before, he now had to pass the trial of obtaining those six energies after regressing.

The old man looked at Geom Mugeuk with gentle eyes. He was the only person who knew how much Geom Mugeuk had suffered in his life before regression. "You've worked hard. Do you remember? Your answer when I asked what kind of life you wanted to live after your revenge was complete."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He remembered it as vividly as if it were yesterday.


"I don't know. Whether I'll succeed my father and become the Heavenly Demon, live quietly with my back to the world, become a womanizer who possesses all the beauties of the world, leave the cult and live a life beating up trashy bastards, or become trash myself... I haven't decided anything."



The old man asked, "Have you decided now? What kind of life you'll live."

After a moment of thought, Geom Mugeuk answered calmly. "I haven't yet found a life that can be summed up in a single phrase. I still don't know whether I'll become the Heavenly Demon or a free spirit roaming the murim. I only know one thing. No matter what kind of life I live, I'll uphold my motto of living as joyfully as possible in each moment."

Suddenly, as if remembering something important, he asked pointedly, "Wait, shouldn't you be asking this question after I've convinced my father, who's trying to conquer the murim? I now have a task more difficult than catching Hwa Mugi! You know what kind of person my father is, don't you?"

The old man seemed to find the situation amusing. "Isn't life a series of hardships?"

"Surely you're not saying there's another hardship after that, are you?"

"Who can know the ways of the world?"

Geom Mugeuk was speechless. Besides Father's matter, could there really be more problems that I can't solve with my status and martial arts?

The old man spoke as if he had read Geom Mugeuk's mind. "Your child could give you trouble."

A child! Geom Mugeuk stared at the old man in shock. "Don't tell me you're preparing for something like that and getting ready to enjoy it, are you?"

"How could that be up to me? Whether you have children or not depends on you."

"Don't say such scary things!"

Geom Mugeuk's mind whirled. A child? It was an issue he had never once considered, but as his relationship with his father deepened, he had thought about having one. He wanted to be a father like his own.

After some thought, he sighed, "I could never be a good father like him. A father should be able to command respect with just a look, but I talk so much. Aren't I destined to be a nagging father?"

"You could have an ideal father-son relationship with a lot of conversation."

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the old man and shook his head. "Don't try to push me in a weird direction. I'm not getting married!"

The old man, who watched Geom Mugeuk with a fond smile, bid him farewell. "Now that I've had a drink with you, I must be going."

Geom Mugeuk was sad to part with the old man. This meeting was different from their first and their second. "You asked me how I'm going to live, but my future life might disappoint you. I've used up almost all the coolness I had in me."

"Don't worry. The people you've made cool will in turn lead you to become even cooler."

Looking at the old man, Geom Mugeuk broke into a bright smile. "I haven't been able to greet you properly until now because I was always in a rush."

He gave the old man a deep bow, conveying his heartfelt gratitude to the heavens.

"Thank you so much for sending me back!"

The old man slowly faded away, leaving his final words. "Watching over your life has been a great joy to me."

And with that, the old man was gone.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the sky. "Please continue to watch over me."

"There's no need to watch. The Young Cult Leader will definitely become the greatest Cult Leader in the history of the murim!" Jo Cheonbae, who had started moving again, exclaimed, naturally assuming Geom Mugeuk's words were directed at him.


Chapter 844: I Can't Give Up Because of You

"I thought you said you were going to play like there's no tomorrow. What are you doing here?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked Geom Mugeuk, his eyes still fixed on his book.

Geom Mugeuk sat across from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, diligently writing on a piece of paper. "I'm organizing what I need to do from now on."

"What's there to do that's so much?"

The paper was filled with a to-do list, detailing everything he had put off until after Hwa Mugi was captured.

First, there were many people to meet. He wanted to meet Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin for a celebratory drink. Although the Cult had finished the job, his two friends had been part of that long process. If not for his connection with them, the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman would never have come to their aid. Oh, and he also wanted to see Jin Haryong and Han Seol of the Ice Palace.

Second, he wanted to have a drink with Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho for the first time in a while, and he planned to have one with the Sword King and Cha Yiran as well.

Third, he had to meet with the Demon Supremes. He wanted to talk privately with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and drink with the Drunken Demon once he arrived at Headquarters. He also had to check on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had fought splendidly as the youngest, and he wanted to visit the Poison King to discuss the recent battle. Since he hadn't done anything, he might paradoxically have the most to say.

"Who else do you have to see?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, glancing from his book to the paper. "What's that one there? The Handsome Foursome's Central Plains Outing?"

That was the most eye-catching item on the list.

"Ah, the Cult's most handsome men are planning a trip to the Central Plains. It's a plan we made a while ago."

A flicker of curiosity crossed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. "Who's in this foursome?"

"Of course, I'm included. Next is the Smiling Demon, then the Poison King, and finally the Drunken Demon. That's the four of us. To be honest, I once lost to my father in a popularity contest, but that was only because of Daeryong's sister-in-law's unique taste."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had one question. "Is the masked man really that handsome?"

"Yes. It's no joke."

The displeasure on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face was clear. A masked man, a drunkard, and a poisoner are in the foursome, but I'm left out?

In the end, he couldn't hold back and asked casually, "What about me?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blade Demon and smiled. "Judging by your taut skin right now, you'd naturally be next after me, Elder, but if we went as a fivesome, would the Sword Supreme be okay with that?"

Of course she wouldn't be. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze returned to his book.

Geom Mugeuk asked with a smile, "How was your trip?"

"It wasn't bad," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, but it had been the most enjoyable trip of his life.

He had seen many places he thought he would never see again. Above all, he was just happy to be with the Flower Sword Supreme. He found it hard to adjust to her kindness at times. His only regret was wondering how much better it would have been if they had come when they were a little younger.

He advised, "Travel a lot while you're still young."

At those words, Geom Mugeuk began writing again. A trip with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Go Wol. A trip with just his brother. A trip with Lee Ahn, and traveling with his father.

"Why are you so concerned with all the men? Just go have fun with Lee Ahn."

Geom Mugeuk paused. If he asked Lee Ahn to go on a trip with him, she would be overjoyed. She was the woman who had followed him like a shadow her whole life, silently protecting his side. If she were with another man, she would surely show off all nine of her tails and be far more charming, but in front of him, the Young Cult Leader, she was always busy hiding them.

"Elder, have you ever thought about getting married?" he suddenly asked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hand paused as it turned a page. "Marriage? At my age?"

"What does age matter?"

"People will point fingers."

"I'll cut off all those fingers myself."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised his head and looked at Geom Mugeuk. "What about you?"

"Me? Marriage at my age? It's still too early. My brother isn't married yet either."

"Do you even want to get married?"

Geom Mugeuk looked out the window. A bright, full moon hung in the sky. "I don't know if I can make someone happy."

"What do you mean, 'make' them happy? Marriage isn't about keeping your partner from getting wet in the rain. It's about willingly getting soaked together." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze returned to his book.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and said, "Perhaps the Sword Supreme is also waiting to get soaked in the rain with you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed self-deprecatingly. "We're just... pathetic."

After watching the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for a moment, Geom Mugeuk began writing again. Beneath 'Get my brother married' and 'Get Ak Gunhak married', he added in very small letters, 'Get Elder married, definitely.'

Was that all there was to do?

There was also the task of achieving the twelfth star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. During the recent battle, he realized that he had already reached the eleventh star. This was something he had to achieve in the shortest time possible using the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

But he really wanted to laze around all day by himself within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. One day on an island under the scorching sun, the next in a hot spring amidst a snowy landscape.

Watching the diligently writing Geom Mugeuk, a faint smile touched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. He was grateful that Geom Mugeuk had come to see him first. Even when pondering what to do, he had come here to do it. He felt a sense of pride in being the Young Cult Leader's first choice.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been writing his to-do list, walked over to the window. After standing there for a moment and gazing at the bright moon, he called out calmly, "Elder."

"What is it?"

"I wanted to save this for much later, but I feel you'd know best about this."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised his head and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk asked seriously, "Do you think Father will really try to conquer the murim? He knows I'm dead set against it, and he's gotten closer to both Chairmen. Will he still do it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was lost in thought for a moment, then finally replied coolly, "Conquering the murim, huh..." After a brief pause, he added firmly, "He will push for it."

There was no hint of a joke on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. He truly believed it.

"He'll find a way to convince you and then act."

Just as I thought! Geom Mugeuk's shoulders slumped as he sighed. "Ah! If someone was going to conquer the murim, they should have done it long ago. Why did it have to be passed down to my father's generation to make things difficult for me?"

"Do you know why our Cult hasn't been able to conquer the murim until now?"

"Why not?"

"It doesn't end just by killing the Murim Alliance Chairman and the martial artists of the Murim Alliance. That number is only a very small fraction of the whole. The jianghu is filled with as many martial artists as there are grains of sand on a beach. If a war between the demonic and orthodox factions were to break out, countless hidden masters from the orthodox sects would emerge. Do you think the orthodox sects are strong in a crisis for no reason?"

That wasn't all. Even if the Demonic Cult won the war and took control of the Central Plains, there would be endless resistance afterward. Assassination attempts targeting demonic practitioners would continue, and countless demonic followers would lose their lives.

This was a different situation from before his regression, where an overwhelming being like Hwa Mugi had appeared and closed off both the demonic and orthodox factions. There was long-accumulated resentment and anger between the two sides.

"Furthermore, the unorthodox sects will never side with our Cult. They know it'll be their turn to be wiped out after the orthodox sects. In the end, it would be a war against a combined orthodox and unorthodox alliance."

"Please, say exactly what you just said to Father."

"Do you think the Cult Leader doesn't know that?"

Geom Mugeuk pouted. Yes, that was true. His father would know better than anyone. "I thought he would give up because of me..."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up and stared at Geom Mugeuk. The exact opposite of what he expected came from his mouth. "He can't give up because of you."

"What?"

"He'll push even harder because of you."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in shock. "What do you mean? Because of me? Why?"

"Stop thinking only about yourself and try to see it from a different perspective. From the Cult Leader's perspective."

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head. From Father's perspective?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon explained, "If he can just convince you, he can wage the war against the orthodox and unorthodox factions with you by his side. If you help, that war will be several times easier. Because of you, wouldn't this war be tempting?"

Geom Mugeuk couldn't answer. He had never once considered this perspective, but thinking about his own martial arts now, it wasn't wrong.

"It's not just because you're strong," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon added. "With you, he could achieve victory with far fewer casualties. That's something you desperately want, after all. Wouldn't you use that clever head of yours to wage the war with minimal damage?"

Geom Mugeuk was speechless. This was also something he had never considered. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon understood his father perfectly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed, "If I had a son like you, I'd want to give it a try too. Because with you, it feels like nothing is impossible."

"!" Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring silently at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, chose to escape reality. "I'm going to pretend I didn't hear what you said today. Father has abandoned his dream of conquering the murim!"

"If that makes you feel better."

"I shouldn't have asked. This is why I was going to bring this up after I'd had my fun." Geom Mugeuk tucked the paper from the desk into his clothes and bid a listless farewell. "I'll be going now."

"Where are you going this late at night? To see the masked man?"

"No. For today at least, I want to see someone who has absolutely no connection to our Cult or world domination."

"And who might that be?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke as he opened the door and left. "There is. Someone who dreams of being the world's strongest tavern owner."


The Sword King was sitting on a rock in the courtyard of his residence, looking up at the moon.

Geom Mugeuk entered the space. "What are you doing all alone looking so melodramatic? You should at least have a drink."

"I don't really like alcohol that much."

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him on the rock. "How can someone who doesn't even like alcohol say they're going to run a tavern? If someone who likes to drink opens a tavern, they'll go broke. Either the business will fail, or their health will."

From what the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had said earlier, he knew that the Sword King wanted to open a tavern.

He added, "Okay, I'll give you that, but why does a tavern owner need to be good at fighting? The stronger you are, the less suited you are for the job, isn't it?"

The Sword King, who had been listening, said abruptly, "You can speak comfortably to me now."

"Pardon?"

"You said we were friends."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Sword King with a surprised expression. The Sword King was trying to change the nature of their relationship. "Is that really okay?"

The Sword King nodded. Geom Mugeuk had given him a completely new life by killing the Celestial Killer Star. If Geom Mugeuk had told him to serve him as an older brother, he would have been willing to say, "Yes, I will."

If it hadn't been Geom Mugeuk, he wouldn't have told him to drop the formalities, and if it hadn't been the Sword King, he wouldn't have done so.

"Ak-hyung, I'm going to speak comfortably from now on. It feels like we're really friends now. But are you really going to open a tavern? It didn't sound like you were just saying it."

"I wanted to try living a different kind of life."

"Why a tavern, of all things?"

"It seems like it wouldn't be boring. I could hear about what's happening in the world through the customers."

Geom Mugeuk tried to imagine a tavern run by the Sword King. Ak Gunhak, with his horsetail hair and bare feet, seemed like he would fit the part better than anyone at first glance. "A retired supreme master opens a tavern and lives an ordinary life? It sounds cool, but..."

"But?"

"Won't you get tired of that ordinary life pretty quickly? I think I'd get sick of the smell of food after just a month, and you'll have to deal with all sorts of troublemakers. With your temper, could you really put up with them?"

The Sword King couldn't say no. Right now, it wasn't a matter of 'I must do this,' but more of a 'Should I give it a try?' In the end, he said, "If it's not fun, I can just quit."

Geom Mugeuk, who was quietly staring at the Sword King, offered some unexpected advice. "Instead of that, why not try doing it properly?"

"Properly? How?"

"Build it on a grand scale, the biggest inn in the Central Plains. You've saved up enough money for that, right?"

The Sword King was astounded. He's telling someone who said he'd quit if it wasn't a good fit to build the biggest inn in the Central Plains?

Geom Mugeuk rambled on, "Build it to be top-class and charge high prices. Sell high-end cuisine, and make the guest rooms have the best facilities. Differentiate the waiters from other places by training them to be impeccably polite. Make it the kind of inn that people say is the best in the Central Plains, a place they'd want to visit at least once if they make enough money, and the most important thing is this: When entering this inn, everyone must check their weapons at the entrance, and you'll set a rule that there's absolutely no fighting inside. All martial artists, whether from the demonic or orthodox factions, can enter, but they must never fight, but what if someone breaks the rule? You know what you're good at, Ak-hyung, right?" Geom Mugeuk drew the side of his hand across his neck. "You'd be establishing the safest inn in all of murim."

The Sword King's expression showed a hint of interest. It was a rule that had never been seen in an inn before. "If word gets out, all sorts of funny characters will flock to it."

Geom Mugeuk grinned. There was a reason he was telling him this. "That's the fun of it. Wouldn't every day be interesting? Ak-hyung, with your martial arts, it's difficult to live an ordinary life and suppress your killing intent. Since you only live once, live it in a cool and fun way. You're the type of person who wants to just disappear somewhere, right? I think people like that need to live loudly like this."

"......" The Sword King considered the idea. In any case, his was a life where he couldn't just disappear to a place where no one knew him. He had made a promise to the Demonic Cult Leader to protect Geom Mugeuk. No matter where he was or what he was doing, if Geom Mugeuk needed help, he would come running.

"And don't think about doing it alone. Do it with Division Leader Cha. Ak-hyung, you have a surprisingly soft side, so if you do it alone, you'll just end up losing money all the time."

"!" The Sword King flinched at the mention of Cha Yiran.

"You don't dislike Division Leader Cha, do you, Ak-hyung? If word gets out that the inn even has a peerless beauty like Division Leader Cha, you'll probably make a fortune. You'll become a tycoon through the inn."

"Hahaha!" The Sword King laughed out loud. It was truly advice worthy of Geom Mugeuk. The problem was that this ridiculous advice was tempting. There had been moments in the recent battle where he had been prepared to die. After a life like that, what couldn't he do?

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked in and said, "The name of the inn is decided. How about the Hero Inn?"

He had originally prepared a different name, but on his way over, he heard Geom Mugeuk's words and changed his mind.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. "I like it. The inn run by the world's greatest swordsman and the world's most beautiful assassin is called the Hero Inn! Which martial artist could resist that?"


Chapter 845: Even the Fearsome Heavenly Demon Soul Will Smile

While Geom Mugeuk was away getting drinks, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King sat side by side, gazing up at the moon. They had grown quite close during the fight at the Alluring Inn, so the silence between them was not awkward at all.

"The Hero Inn, what a wonderful name," the Sword King commended.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader grinned proudly. In truth, the name had only popped into his head the moment he heard Geom Mugeuk's suggestion upon entering the building, but he said, "I put a lot of thought into it for you."

"Thank you, but I still don't know if I can live such a life." The Sword King sighed. Geom Mugeuk's proposal was not something one could accept without immense resolve. "I've only ever lived for myself. Can I really live while taking care of other people?"

Operating a large establishment meant managing dozens of employees.

Can I really manage them and also maintain a good relationship with Cha Yiran? Would Cha Yiran even want to live that kind of life with me in the first place?

And yet, the fact that he was contemplating it so deeply meant a part of him wanted to try. It was a surprising turn for a man who had spent his life only thinking of running somewhere far away.

"Is there anything in the world you can't do if you set your mind to it? It's just that setting your mind to it is the hard part," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said emphatically.

The Sword King immediately understood why he had said that. This was the very man who had made the biggest, most life-altering decision of them all. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had cast aside his entire cult to come here, yet he was agonizing over opening a single tavern!

"Cult Leader, have you ever regretted your decision to come here?"

Various emotions flickered across the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. He could have just laughed it off, but instead, he revealed his honest feelings. "Why wouldn't I?"

The period when he roamed the Central Plains with Go Wol, establishing one Hidden Moon branch after another, had been particularly difficult. Protecting Go Wol, who was completely absorbed in his work, was a meaningful task, but creating the Hidden Moon was not what he had wanted to do.

"It's embarrassing to say, but there were times I fell asleep thinking of my days as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I actually even missed that damn sandstorm."

The Sword King nodded in understanding.

This made the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader feel he could be honest with the Sword King.

He must be a decent person if Geom Mugeuk likes him so much.

Beyond that, the Sword King simply had a certain charm. He seemed like the kind of person who would not use a story told in confidence as a weakness.

"What about now? Do you still regret it?" the Sword King asked.

"Now... I still regret it sometimes."

The Sword King laughed, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along with him.

"This is all because of the Young Cult Leader, so you should be careful too. You might find yourself lying in bed at your inn, missing this very moment. There's no rule that says you won't become 'that ponytail from back then'. Ah! I was bewitched back then. Why was I so bewitched by that Young Cult Leader who doesn't even visit?"

Just then, a voice came from behind.

"That's more like it! Now you sound like our Cult Leader," Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, returning with the drinks. "Weren't you just hiding and waiting for me to badmouth someone before you showed up?"

"I can see why you'd think that!"

Geom Mugeuk grinned and sat down between the two men. "On a day like this, we have to have a drink. This is a meaningful day. I can finally speak comfortably with you, and we also have a cool name for the inn, Hero Inn."

"I haven't decided to choose that yet," the Sword King protested.

However, in Geom Mugeuk's mind, the inn had already opened its doors. "What are you so worried about? If things get troublesome and complicated later, just write this in big letters and post it on the entrance. 'Warning! The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is the innkeeper's friend.'"

The Sword King laughed and shook his head. "That would only cause ten times more trouble!"

"And it'd be ten times more fun for us watching, hehe!" Geom Mugeuk put down cups for everyone. "Here, please accept a drink from me."

He poured a drink for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader first, and then for the Sword King.

The Sword King poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk. "Have a drink from me."

They toasted and drank, savoring the alcohol as they sat on a wide rock in the courtyard, the moonlight their only appetizer.

"This is nice."

"It is nice."

Words of appreciation came naturally from all of them.

Setting down his cup, Geom Mugeuk voiced the words that had been deep in his heart. "I'm so glad everyone is safe."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Sword King looked at Geom Mugeuk. They knew full well how hard he had struggled to save everyone.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "It was you who saved us all."

A smile formed on Geom Mugeuk's lips. He was always the one saying what others wanted to hear, but he also longed to hear those words himself.

He had really wanted to hear, 'Well done, you saved them all.'

He had strived for so long just to hear that one phrase.

He looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with gentle eyes. "And you, Cult Leader, saved me. Thanks to you, I'm sitting here drinking."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader loved to take credit, but not for that final battle. "I just took the opportunity to step forward. Who there would have wanted you to die? Even if everyone else died because he wasn't killed... as long as you were in his body, your father wouldn't have killed him. I'm sure of it."

Geom Mugeuk was suddenly reminded of what the old man had said.


"Don't worry. The people you've made cool will in turn lead you to be even cooler."



He asked, "I heard you stood in front of me and asked my father, 'Are you crazy?'"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waved his hands dismissively. "I was the crazy one back then."

Everyone laughed together at his words.

The three men drank cheerfully. After they had emptied their drinks and were getting up to leave, Geom Mugeuk made plans for the future.

"When Lee Ahn and Division Leader Cha return, the four of us should have a drink."

"Okay!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader agreed immediately.

On the other hand, the Sword King flinched slightly at the mention of Cha Yiran.

Geom Mugeuk did not miss the change in his expression. "That's why you absolutely need Division Leader Cha!"

He and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left the Sword King's residence.

As they were walking through the inner garden together, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader briefly stopped. "Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Cult Leader?"

"Can I ask you something?"

"Please, go ahead."

"Is my being by Go Wol's side a burden to him?"

"A burden?"

"Exactly what it sounds like. I'm asking if he might feel like he has to take responsibility for me to the end, since he's the one who brought me here."

"You curse the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult so freely, yet you're worried about what Strategist Go thinks." Geom Mugeuk offered words of encouragement to the awkwardly smiling Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "He persuaded you so earnestly to come here, how could he find you a burden! If he does, you should just up and leave. People don't know how precious someone is until they're gone."

"He's so busy he wouldn't even notice I was gone," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader mumbled worriedly.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. When one started worrying, useless imaginations can consume a relationship. The best response in such a situation was to face it directly. Therefore, he said, "Speaking of which, shall we go see our Strategist Go? He's probably still awake, right?"

"But he'll be working..."

"Let's go. We can just see his face and leave."

Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started walking toward the Hidden Moon. When they arrived, they asked the martial artist guarding the entrance to call for Go Wol.

While they were waiting, Geom Mugeuk spoke up abruptly, answering the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's earlier question. "I think it's the opposite."

"What is?"

"Strategist Go is probably worrying 'Won't the Cult Leader find me burdensome? Is he missing his chance to roam the Central Plains because he's tied to me? What will happen if the Cult Leader loses interest in me?' He might not show it, but he's probably extremely concerned about holding you back."

"Do you really think so?"

"Yes. At least, that's how I would feel, if I were him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mood brightened at Geom Mugeuk's firm reply. Even though he knew the words were meant to comfort him, they gave him strength.

Just then, Go Wol ran out of the building with a delighted expression. "Young Cult Leader, congratulations on repelling the great enemy!" he said, bowing respectfully with his hands clasped together.

"It's all thanks to you protecting us from behind the scenes," Geom Mugeuk replied.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader feigned a pout. "What about me?! I risked my life fighting too."

Go Wol looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "You also went through a lot, Cult Leader."

His words were polite, but his eyes held a hint of playfulness. If the Young Cult Leader had not been there, his eyes seemed to say, 'Cult Leader! You suffered more!'

Seeing that look made the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader realize his worries were for nothing. The ever-busy Go Wol was still the same.

Go Wol asked Geom Mugeuk, "How do you feel?"

"Bittersweet." Geom Mugeuk smiled thinly. Not even a full day had passed since he killed Hwa Mugi.

Go Wol read Geom Mugeuk's mind with perfect accuracy. "You're more worried about the future, aren't you?"

"So you also think my father intends to conquer the murim."

As expected, Go Wol shared the same thought as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Yes, the Cult Leader will definitely try to conquer the murim."

Geom Mugeuk sighed. If even Go Wol saw it that way, then it was reality. "Give me advice as a strategist!"

The Demon Supremes had to follow his father's orders, whether they wanted to or not. While the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme might follow him, the rest would undoubtedly follow his father.

However, Go Wol was his strategist, not the strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"There is a surefire way to stop your father, but it's a method you won't want."

"Tell me."

It was an unexpected method, and just as Go Wol had said, it was one he did not want.

"Before the promised five years are up, you, Young Cult Leader, must become the Cult Leader."

"!" Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. Go Wol was right, this was also the most certain method. Only the Cult Leader could declare war.

The problem was that he had no desire whatsoever to take the Cult Leader's seat while his father was still perfectly healthy.

"But is there a way for me to become the Cult Leader?"

Go Wol did not answer. His expression said that he knew but could never let the words pass his lips.

From that reaction, Geom Mugeuk guessed the method. He would have to duel his father and win. If the son became stronger than the father, then father would have to cede the position of Cult Leader to his son.

"As you know, I was the Acting Cult Leader once. I was stuck in the Heavenly Demon Hall all day, working. It was truly frustrating and difficult, but I also learned that because my father endures that hardship, so many people in our Cult can live," he said plainly, then shifted his gaze from Go Wol to the moon. "The day my father steps down, I will make it the most honorable day in the world. I will make it a day befitting his lifelong efforts and devotion to protecting the Heavenly Demon Hall."

Go Wol bowed his head respectfully. As an intelligent strategist, he instantly understood Geom Mugeuk's meaning and his resolve to never take the Cult Leader's seat by defeating his father.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been listening quietly, found another way. "Hey, Young Cult Leader! I've thought of a way to stop your father!"

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol's gazes focused on him.

The answer was wholly unexpected.

"Get married and give him a grandchild!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exclaimed.

"Hahaha!" Geom Mugeuk laughed, thinking it was a joke.

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was serious. "I'm not joking. If he holds a cute and handsome grandson who looks like you, his desire for war will vanish. No, since he only raised a son, give him a granddaughter. Trust me! Even the fearsome Heavenly Demon Soul will smile in front of an adorable granddaughter!"

Geom Mugeuk laughed it off as nonsense, but next to him, Go Wol nodded in earnest.


"You're still awake?" Geom Mugeuk remarked.

Geom Woojin was standing in the inner garden of his residence, hands clasped behind his back, looking up at the night sky. "Isn't that why you came? You expected as much."

"Yes, that's right." Geom Mugeuk nodded. His father always went to bed early, but for some reason, he had a feeling he would be awake tonight. That was why he had used his qi to purge the alcohol from the few drinks he had and came with a clear head.

He walked to his father's side and looked up at the same moon he had just seen with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Sword King, and Go Wol. Now, he watched it with his father.

He had not thought much of it before, but looking at the moon with his father made his heart swell with emotion. He was standing with the person he had wanted to save the most.

"How do you feel?" Geom Woojin asked.

"I feel great. So great that I don't think I'll be able to sleep tonight. Oh, and look at this." Geom Mugeuk took a piece of paper from his robes. It was the schedule he had written in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's room. "There are so many things I have to do right now. Look here, not there, and don't even think about joining the four handsome men and making the Demon Supremes uncomfortable."

The corners of Geom Woojin's mouth lifted.

Geom Mugeuk's heart soared. It was the first time he had seen his father's welcome sneer since Hwa Mugi's death. "It's here. 'Travel with Father'! I want to go on another trip with you, Father!"

"Prepare the fishing rods for that time too."

Geom Mugeuk was taken aback. He had expected his father to say he was busy, but no, he wanted a rematch of their fishing duel.

Tonight, though, he had been waiting for his son.

"Unleash the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

Geom Mugeuk did as he was told and unleashed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"That time slowing one too."

Geom Mugeuk obediently unleashed the Heavenly Space Secret Art as well, making the outside scenery visible.

Geom Woojin was amazed all over again, even though he had experienced the Heavenly Space Secret Art once before. Time flowed slowly, as if it had stopped. He could see the minute flapping of an insect's wings as it flew toward a lantern on the wall.

Geom Mugeuk hesitated. I'm sorry, Father, but I won't teach you the Heavenly Space Secret Art, no matter what.

To his surprise, his father had not told him to open this space to learn the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

"You've reached the next level of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"Yes, the recent battle was helpful."

Geom Mugeuk was now at the eleventh star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Only one step remained until the twelfth. Of course, that one step could take a lifetime if he was unlucky.

Geom Woojin drew the Heavenly Demon Sword. "You're not leaving here until you achieve the twelfth star."

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. Father made me use the Heavenly Space Secret Art so he could train me? Ah, the reason he was wearing his sword so late at night must be because he anticipated my visit!

His father must know that his dream would become harder to achieve if his son became even stronger, but instead of asking to be taught the Heavenly Space Secret Art, his father was trying to help his son achieve twelfth star mastery. Because that was the kind of father he was.

This is why this fight is the hardest for me.

Geom Mugeuk smiled sheepishly. "As you can see, I have a lot of things to do..."

He drew the Black Demon Sword.

"...So I have to finish this before morning comes," he declared powerfully.


Chapter 846: I Want to Achieve It Slowly

Geom Mugeuk unleashed his full power in the duel against his father. He had to, whether he wanted to or not.

SWOOOOSH!

His father's attacks were, without exaggeration, fiercer than Hwa Mugi's.

'Father, it's me, your son! I'm not the enemy, I'm not the Celestial Killer Star!' he wanted to yell, but he didn't have the luxury to joke. A moment's loss of focus meant certain death. Geom Woojin had reverted to the heartless father he once was, the same man who had fired a finger qi bullet at his son's face when they first went hiking.

Considering the purpose of this training, these deadly attacks were only natural. This duel was a form of training that demanded an extraordinary mindset beyond mere skill. It was a fight where lethal techniques were rampant, yet they could not harm each other. This required an extreme level of concentration and judgment that only Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk were capable of.

The exchange between father and son was a series of correct and incorrect answers. His father would attack as if to say, 'This is the answer,' and Geom Mugeuk would block it as if to say, 'That is the wrong answer.' Then another attack would come, as if asking, 'Then this must be the answer?' and Geom Mugeuk would desperately prove it wrong.

Of course, this was only between the two of them. To anyone else, every one of those moves was a correct attack.

Geom Mugeuk desperately dodged his father's attacks. He probably wouldn't die from an attack of this level, not unless he failed to meet the standard his father had set...

Actually, I might really die!

When their first duel inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique ended, Geom Woojin noticed a change in his son. "You didn't just gain inner qi!"

His son's skills had clearly improved. Beyond Geom Mugeuk's mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which rose from the tenth to the eleventh star, his son's overall knowledge of martial theory and proficiency had grown.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I obtained not only the masters' life qi and inner qi, but also all the martial arts they had mastered."

It was a gift from the heavens. He had instantly received the mastery each of them had achieved in their lifetimes. He could even use their martial arts.

Normally, someone who learned a demonic art could not use the martial arts of the orthodox or unorthodox sects because the fundamental nature of their inner qi was different. However, as the many types of life qi and inner qi merged, he could now use all the martial arts he had obtained.

This meant that in the future, he could easily pose as a member of the orthodox or unorthodox when he went out into the murim.

Geom Woojin raised his sword again. "Come on, again!" he commanded, even as he wondered how many times he would have to say this before his son was ready to leave.

The two of them lunged at each other.

WHOOSH!

Their movements were as fast as light, yet outside, an insect flew even more slowly than a snail, heading for the lantern.


"Am I still drunk?" The Drunken Demon looked out the window and blinked in surprise. "Didn't you just say we were entering the Demon Village?"

The driver was just as surprised. His voice trembled as he looked around in bewilderment, but he answered the Drunken Demon's question. "That's right, this is the Demon Village."

"Stop the carriage."

When the Drunken Demon's carriage stopped, the others behind it also came to a halt. The Drunken Demon got out, followed by the Demonic Buddha and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. They were all equally astonished.

The three Demon Supremes exchanged glances. They had already heard from the All-Knowing Hall that the Celestial Killer Star had been defeated, but not that the Demon Village had been annihilated in the process.

Was the fight really this fierce?

Behind them, the Ghost Shadow Squad on horseback and the large carriages carrying the Demonic Army also stopped. Among them, the most shocked person was Lee Ahn. She knew better than anyone how important this place was to Geom Mugeuk.

Young Cult Leader!

Where the Demon Village had vanished, cultists and laborers were preparing for construction. They divided the area into zones, discussing what kind of buildings to erect and where.

The cultists and laborers recognized the Demon Supremes and bowed respectfully.

The First Young Lord, Geom Muyang walked out from their midst. Head Strategist Sama Myeong had appointed him to oversee the rebuilding of the Demon Village, as his meticulous nature made him better suited for such practical tasks than Geom Mugeuk.

"First Young Lord!" the Demonic Buddha greeted.

"Demonic Buddha!" Geom Muyang exchanged greetings with the three Demon Supremes. Lee Ahn and Jang Ho also came and greeted him.

Geom Muyang first checked on the Demon Supremes. "Are your injuries alright?"

"We're all fine."

"That's a relief."

The Demonic Buddha asked worriedly, "What happened here?"

"As you may have heard, the Cult Leader defeated the Celestial Killer Star here. Don't worry though, the Cult Leader and all the residents of the Demon Village are safe."

Lee Ahn then asked in a trembling voice, "What about the Young Cult Leader? Is he okay?"

While waiting for the answer. her heart pounded so hard she thought it might burst. If a situation had occurred where the entire Demon Village was about to be blown away, Geom Mugeuk would have tried to stop it no matter what. She was worried that he might have been injured in the process.

Fortunately, that was not the case.

"The Young Cult Leader is also safe."

"Phew!" Lee Ahn sighed in relief.

Geom Muyang delivered surprising news to the Demon Supremes. "Father and Mugeuk have entered joint seclusion training yesterday."

Everyone was startled by the words 'joint seclusion training'. They had never heard of a Cult Leader and a Young Cult Leader doing such a thing before.

"Could it be?" the Demonic Buddha asked cautiously, worried they were using 'joint seclusion training' as a cover for treating injuries.

Geom Muyang read the Demonic Buddha's concern and smiled. "It's not what you're thinking. There's nothing to worry about."

Only then did the Demonic Buddha and everyone else feel relieved.

"You must be tired from your long journey. Please, go and get some rest."

The Demonic Buddha boarded the carriage. "If it's only the second day, the cult will be quiet for a while!"

The Drunken Demon urged his driver, "Let's go. I can smell the liquor I stored in the Drunken Dream Palace all the way from here."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme said nothing, but she wanted to see the Young Cult Leader more than ever. She had, after all, safely finished the battle as his first Demon Supreme.

And so, the carriages carrying the injured Demon Supreme trio sped toward Headquarters.

Lee Ahn stood for a moment, looking at the spot where the Alluring Inn used to be. A hint of regret crossed her face.

She felt immense relief that the Cult Leader and Geom Mugeuk were safe, but the Demon Village's destruction was a huge shame. The Alluring Inn, in particular, held many memories for her.

She remembered drinking with Geom Mugeuk. She had gotten drunk and he had carried her on his back. She also recalled the drinking gatherings with Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho. It had felt so good to drink at the very place where they had achieved the tripartite meeting.

She felt a pang of regret that she had not come more often. She had been too busy lately, and after Seo Daeryong got married, they had not been able to have any drinking gatherings at all.

Just then, Jang Ho came and stood beside her. "Commander Lee, don't be too disheartened."

Lee Ahn nodded. "When this place is rebuilt, shall we resume our drinking gatherings, General Jang?"

"Sounds good to me."

After promising to meet again, the large carriages belonging to the Demonic Army also departed.

Lee Ahn was about to tell her subordinates to leave when she saw Cha Yiran staring at something, so she walked over to her division captain's side. "What are you looking at?"

"I'm watching a scene that portrays me as the evil leader who stands in the way of love."

Lee Ahn followed Cha Yiran's gaze. The person Cha Yiran was watching was the Seventeenth Bridge, who was staring at a young man standing among the laborers. The look they shared was incredibly affectionate.

Of course, the man was the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior. He had already taken off his mask and shown her his face. Having heard she had almost arrived, he had been waiting for her among the laborers. Since only a few close associates knew about their relationship, they were meeting secretly.

"These two are making me green with envy," Cha Yiran grumbled.

Lee Ahn smiled. "They say that even during a war, children are born and smoke rises from cooking rice, don't they?"

Cha Yiran sighed, "Commander, are you trying to annoy me too?"

"Look who's talking."

The two women looked at each other and smiled.

"It's really over now," Lee Ahn added, looking around. "Completely and utterly."

When thinking about the masterminds behind this incident, her first thought was of Geom Mugeuk. The first time he had left the cult, she was so worried that she focused solely on her martial arts training. It was to the point where one could say she had reached her current level of skill thanks to that.

She looked at Cha Yiran. "How do you feel?"

This fight's end must hold great significance for Cha Yiran, just as it did for her.

"Relieved," Cha Yiran replied. She felt as if she had cast off shackles she had worn for a long time. The darkness connected to her was completely severed, and her new life was just beginning. She said to her division members, "You're all dismissed. Get a good rest today!"

She dismissed them for the sake of the Seventeenth Bridge—a kind gesture that allowed the couple, who clearly wanted to be together, some extra time alone.

"How about a drink later, with just us leaders?"

Lee Ahn nodded. "Sounds good."

If life was something so fragile that it could vanish overnight like this... then she decided she wouldn't put things off anymore.


Two days had passed since father and son entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. A considerable amount of time had passed inside.

Geom Mugeuk's boast of leaving before morning crumbled in the face of the difficulty of reaching the twelfth star. How could something like that be so easy?

The training continued. Some days they sparred with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art; other days, with the Soaring Sky Sword Art; and still other days, with the most basic swordsmanship.

Whenever they grew accustomed to each other's sword styles, his father would unleash a powerful move. It was a terrifying attack, enough to make him think, I'm going to die at this rate!

Having survived another near-death experience, Geom Mugeuk announced, "Father, it's time to eat."

"Alright, let's eat."

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, and a dining table appeared in a field overlooking a beautiful lakeside. For every meal, he created various beautiful locations for his father.

Geom Woojin sighed, "Don't waste your inner qi on pointless things!"

"I can't do that. Even if it means using one less technique later, you must have a proper meal."

Geom Mugeuk brought a few dishes from the pile of food stacked to one side and set the table. The person responsible for providing food from the outside was Hwi.

Earlier, he had briefly come out to grab a large amount of food and had asked Hwi to continuously bring provisions to the spot where the Spacetime Manipulation Technique was deployed. He could have taken several months' worth of meals inside at once, but then his father would have had to eat only dried foods like jerky.

That was why Geom Mugeuk had food from the Heavenly Demon Hall's cook continuously brought to this place. He had told Hwi the truth, that time flowed differently in the deployed space, so a lot of food was needed.

This, for two full days, Hwi had brought food as soon as the Heavenly Demon Hall's cook prepared it, and the food would disappear the moment it was placed there.

"Today's food is really delicious. Your cook really showed off his skills."

"That poor man must be going through a lot of trouble, cooking without rest."

"What choice is there? He'll just have to suffer for a few days."

"Can you even get out in a few days?"

"Seriously, how did you ever achieve something this difficult, Father?"

Food was not the only thing Geom Mugeuk was attentive to. He made time pass inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique just as it did outside. The sun would rise and set, night would come, and dawn would break.

This too was for his father. He himself was young and could live hectically, but if his father lived like that for a long period, it would cause health problems. He made sure his father slept when it was time to sleep and kept to a precise meal schedule.

Geom Woojin knew that creating a nearly perfect day within this space was something only an absolute master like his son could do. He was inwardly moved by the brat's consideration, but he did not show it.

After they finished their meal, Geom Mugeuk clicked his fingers again and turned the surroundings into a walking path. Some days it was a beautiful bamboo forest, and on others, it was the trail on the Great Sky Peak. On still other days, it would become a snow-covered path no one had walked on but his past self. It was a path that had been so lonely when he walked it alone, but now he walked it with his father.

Geom Mugeuk loved this time with his father. In truth, he didn't care if he mastered the twelfth star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. This time with his father was simply too precious.

He knew better than anyone how quickly this time, which felt like it would last forever, could pass in an instant, and that one could only realize how brilliant a moment was after it had already passed.

After their walk, they would have their evening training. In the evenings, rather than practical training, they mostly discussed martial theory.

"Among the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord's martial arts, there is a technique called the Twelve Reincarnations. When this technique is performed, the movement of qi is different from other martial arts. This technique begins its qi from the Junggeuk acupoint..."

Geom Mugeuk hoped this precious time would not end with him just teaching his father. His father had reached the twelfth star, but the path of martial arts was endless. His father could still reach another realm.

That was why he discussed the various enlightenments he had gained from the martial arts of the Divine Sword Martial Emperor, Ju Gasin, and the Heavenly Fate Palace Lord with his father. He generously shared it all, confident that when that knowledge went to his father and returned, it came back imbued with an even deeper understanding of martial arts.

When the evening training was over, Geom Mugeuk would change the space to night. Moreover, to ensure Geom Woojin could sleep in the most comfortable and familiar place, he recreated his father's room exactly as it was.

Of course, he could not replicate it perfectly, but with his excellent memory, he made it roughly similar. He even put up the drawing of him with his brother and did not forget the doll on the display cabinet.

The only thing different was that next to his father's large bed, he placed a bed for himself.

The few words exchanged with his father just before falling asleep were also wonderful. He would ask about his father's days as the Young Cult Leader and about the Demon Supremes, though it was mostly him talking to himself without getting a response.

However, neither of them, not his father nor himself, brought up the topic of world domination.

"Go to sleep!"

"Goodnight, Father. Thank you for today as well." Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, and the surroundings grew dark.

Geom Woojin snorted. "Tomorrow will be even harder!"

Geom Mugeuk could tell his father had no intention of leaving until he mastered the twelfth star.

Please don't push me too hard. We're having such a great time together! I want to achieve the twelfth star slowly, even if it takes just one more day.


Chapter 847: She's Watching Over Me Even Now

The training continued. Geom Mugeuk trained day after day, certain he would achieve twelfth star mastery. After all, the best was teaching the best of the best. All that remained was effort.

He knew from experience that water heats up gradually until it suddenly boils. If he couldn't endure the process and stopped, all that remained was for it to cool.

However, it was too hot right now, so hot he wanted to give up on the spot.

"Haa, haa..."

Geom Mugeuk lay on the ground, panting for breath. Geom Woojin stood beside him with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing into the distance.

The training grew more intense each day, to the point where Geom Mugeuk worried about his father, the one teaching him.

PLOP, PLOP...

Just then, raindrops began to fall.

SHWAAAAAA!

Soon, a downpour began.

Geom Mugeuk squealed, "Ah! It's raining. Where did this sudden rain come from?!"

"......" Geom Woojin rolled his eyes. What good acting, considering he was the one who made it rain.

"Father, should we take shelter over there for a moment?"

Geom Woojin turned around. A small pavilion had appeared behind them at some point. Smiling faintly, he walked toward it. An invisible aura protected his body, so not a single drop of rain touched him.

SHWAAAAAA!

The two sat side by side, watching the falling rain.

"Would you like a drink?" Geom Mugeuk asked. "The chef happened to make some savory crepes today."

Geom Woojin stared at his son. The rascal, he had it all planned! Well, there should be a day for slacking off now and then.

Sighing, he nodded. "Let's have a drink. It's been a while."

Before the words were even out of his mouth, Geom Mugeuk flew off and returned in an instant with wine and crepes.

The two drank in the pavilion, with the rain and crepes as their side dishes.

In truth, even including his life before regressing, this was the first time Geom Mugeuk had spent so much time alone with someone. It was likely the same for his father, yet Geom Mugeuk didn't find the time awkward or burdensome at all.

It wasn't just because of his own efforts. His attempts to make his father feel as comfortable here as he was in the outside world had eliminated any awkwardness. How could there be time for awkwardness? He was always busy creating new spaces and trying to make them even a little more atmospheric.

SHWAAAAAA!

Just sitting still and watching the rain felt good.

Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk said carefully. "I might lose all the points I've worked so hard to build up, but there's a question I must ask. What kind of person was my mother?"

This was a question he had never brought up before, but his father wasn't surprised by the sudden question, as if he had anticipated his son would ask someday.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "I once asked Hyung-nim about Mother when I was very young. Back then, he told me never to bring it up because you hated talking about it, so I never brought it up again after that day."

His brother was young back then, too. At that time, they were both too young to even think about the succession war.

After hearing his Geom Muyang's advice, he had lived as if their mother was a forbidden topic. He had no memory of her, so there was no fond longing. Besides, after Hwa Mugi appeared, his entire life had been focused on stopping him.

Now that Hwa Mugi was dead, he thought it was time to finally ask his father.

For the longest time, Geom Woojin said nothing. He just silently watched the falling rain.

Geom Mugeuk didn't press the issue. He figured his father would tell him when the time was right.

SHWAAAAAAAA!


"Another bottle of wine," Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon requested.

A waiter rushed over and delivered the alcohol. "Here you are! Please enjoy!"

Currently, Jin Paecheon was in an inn bustling with people. On his way back to the Murim Alliance, he had stopped by a tavern again.

He had also stopped by a tavern on his way to help the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, enjoying a brief escape where no one recognized him. He hadn't had the leisure then, but now he calmly savored the moment.

This time, too, no one recognized him. Who would imagine the Murim Alliance Chairman drinking alone in an inn like this? Even an acquaintance would probably just tilt their head in confusion and walk past.

The noisy inn was filled with all sorts of people—some eating, others drinking and chatting, families dining together, and escorts on missions. Amidst it all, Jin Paecheon was people-watching.

Suddenly, his eyes fell upon a boy on the roadside peering into the inn. The boy, dressed in beggar's rags, held his younger sibling's hand tightly.

Without hesitation, he beckoned the child over. The boy shot him a wary glance before leading his sibling inside, but unfortunately, the owner tried to chase the children away at the entrance.

"I called them over. Let them in," Jin Paecheon said firmly.

Recognizing at a glance that he was no ordinary martial artist, the owner quickly sent the children to him.

Jin Paecheon asked the children, "This old man ordered too much food and can't finish it all. It'd be a waste to throw it out, so would you two help me out?"

The younger sibling might not have understood, but the older one's expression showed he understood the kind intention behind the words.

"Thank you," the boy said, feeding his younger sibling first. When the child are ravenously, he nagged, "Slowly! Eat slowly."

Only after taking care of his sibling did he begin to eat.

"How old are you?" Jin Paecheon asked.

"I'm twelve."

"Your parents?"

"They passed away."

The boy explained that they were left with relatives but fled in the middle of the night with his sibling after being abused.

Jin Paecheon was astounded. How many days could this child possibly survive in this harsh world with such a young sibling in tow?

So they could eat in peace, he didn't speak to the child anymore.

When the children finished their meal, he wrote something on a piece of paper and gave it to the boy. "Do you know where the Murim Alliance Branch is in this town?"

"Yes, I saw it on my way here."

"Go straight to the Murim Alliance Branch. If you give them this letter, you'll be able to get a job that will keep your sibling from starving."

"Okay!" The boy nodded. He was smart and quick-witted. He might not have gone if told to go somewhere else, but he knew the Murim Alliance Branch at least wouldn't sell him off.

"Don't be afraid, just go. Trust this old man. Understand?"

"Thank you." The boy bowed deeply, then took his sibling and left.

A young man walked over and sat in the spot the two children had vacated.

"Chairman, I'm so relieved you've returned safely," Jin Hagun sighed in relief.

Since Jin Paecheon had left, he hadn't had a single peaceful night's sleep. He had regretted asking his grandfather for the favor countless times.

Thus, when he received his grandfather's urgent messenger pigeon asking to meet here, he couldn't describe his joy. His grandfather's safety made him far happier than the defeat of the Celestial Killer Star.

Jin Paecheon commanded, "Send a subordinate to make sure those children find their way to the Branch, and speak well of them to the staff there."

"Yes, Chairman." Jin Hagun relayed the order to a subordinate from the Demon Slaying Brigade who was waiting outside.

When his grandson sat down again, Jin Paecheon calmly recounted the outcome of the battle and conveyed his honest feelings. "There were several battles, but in the end, the Demonic Cult Leader defeated the Celestial Killer Star, and the Young Cult Leader blocked his final counterattack. I worried about their strength during the fight, and I'm still worried about it. All the way here, I couldn't shake of the worry that the Demonic Cult Leader might pursue the futile dream of a Great Orthodox-Demonic War. Only a moment ago, while feeding those children, did I remember something I had forgotten. Hagun, if you had been sitting here, would you have called those children over and fed them?"

Jin Hagun didn't hesitate. "Yes, I would have."

"Yes, that's who we are."

In the process of making Jin Hagun the Young Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon's trust in his grandson had deepened immensely. He no longer deceived his own heart for the sake of appearances.

He smiled gently, all traces of worry gone from his face and a steadfast will in his voice. "This old man was so overwhelmed by the Demonic Cult Leader's powerful martial arts that I briefly forgot who we are. I was only worried about war. As long as we have the heart to help that child hold his sibling's hand, we will not lose. I'm ashamed to admit that this old man briefly forgot that what has protected the orthodox murim for so long was not a technique that could defeat the Demonic Cult Leader's Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but that very heart. Remember this, Hagun. The people we must protect are not just those children, but everyone who tries to protect them. We will protect them all. That is the reason for our existence. Do you understand?"

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

"Good. Meanwhile, this old man intends to work even harder from now on."

"......" Jin Hagun looked into his grandfather's brightly shining eyes.

Do people normally age gracefully? I doubt it. I guess cool people grow old coolly, and uncool people just become tasteless old men.

"I will definitely become a cool Chairman just like you, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon smiled, unfastened the Gentleman Sword he wore, and offered it to his grandson. "Take your sword back."


Today, a confrontation of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was unfolding.

The Great Annihilation Stance versus the Great Annihilation Stance.

SHHHHHHHHK!

The demonic spirits on both sides split apart simultaneously.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened as he stared at the demonic spirits lined up before Geom Woojin. He had used the Great Annihilation Stance countless times, but he had never seen the version his father was using now.

Was this technique always capable of being modified like this?

Amazingly, his father's demonic spirits stood in a two row formation. The demonic spirits that originally lined up in a single row could now form two, thanks to the twelfth star mastery.

Were these things always this obedient?

The number of spirits had also increased, making it truly feel like a demonic army marching in formation.

"This is cheating, Father!" he complained, but the words had barely left his mouth when his father's demonic spirits surged forward.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

Geom Mugeuk's demonic spirits charged forward without fear.

KABOOOOOOOM!

His demonic spirits and the first row of his father's spirits collided and annihilated each other, but immediately after, the second row of demonic spirits pressed forward to overwhelm him.

BAM! KABAM!

The Impenetrable Demonic Wall that Geom Mugeuk erected blocked the terrifyingly advancing demonic spirits, but for some reason, his father was pushing forward with more powerful inner qi than ever before.

"This time, I really almost died..." Geom Mugeuk couldn't finish his sentence. A shadow began to fall over the place where he and his father stood. "No way. It can't be, right?"

There was no warning. Behind his father, the Heavenly Demon Soul descended, and dozens of sword-shaped enhanced qi twinkled like stars in the empty void behind it. This was the Seventh Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, Demonic Soul Realm Creation.

Without looking back, Geom Mugeuk used the Vanishing Step to escape.

SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH! BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM!

The enhanced qi swords rained down, narrowly missing the fleeing Geom Mugeuk.

"Even with the Demonic Soul Realm Creation, you can't catch me... Eh?"

SHWAAAAAAK!

The massive Heavenly Demon Soul rushed toward Geom Mugeuk at a terrifying speed, using the Eighth Technique, Berserk Demon Soul.

Having caught up to Geom Mugeuk with incredible speed, the Heavenly Demon Soul's eyes turned white to unleash its Ninth Technique, Supreme Demonic Soul.

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. Father, why are you doing this? I'm going to die!

"Save me, my Heavenly Demon Soul!" he screamed, erecting the Impenetrable Demonic Wall.

VMMMMMMMM!

The Supreme Demonic Soul crashed into the Impenetrable Demonic Wall. If it broke through, the attack could not be blocked with protective enhanced qi, yet neither Geom Woojin nor the Heavenly Demon Soul held back.

Geom Mugeuk could feel a certain sentiment from his father's cold gaze, 'Find a way out of this, or you die!'

FLASH!

The next moment, the enhanced qi that broke through the Impenetrable Demonic Wall collided with a pure white light.

KABOOM!

With a tremendous explosion, the surroundings vibrated as if an earthquake had struck. Overturned soil and dust rained down.

When the dust cleared, Geom Mugeuk was standing. Amazingly, he was unharmed even by the Supreme Demonic Soul.

"I imitated what you did, Father, and it worked," he gasped. "When I was about to die, I was able to imitate it."

He had unleashed the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World at the last moment. It was not the version that annihilated everything, but the same one his father had used to create a sword of light and kill Hwa Mugi. He had manifested it as a sword, countering the ultimate move with the ultimate move.

Geom Woojin smiled strangely. "Do you think you could imitate that just by trying? You have achieved twelfth star mastery. No, you already achieved it a few days ago. You knew, didn't you?"

"...Yes, I knew." Geom Mugeuk hung his head low. His father was right. He was able to modify and use the Heavenly Demon Destroys the World because he had achieved twelfth star mastery.

"Why didn't you say anything?"

"I wanted to spend a few more days with you, Father, so I didn't tell you. I'm sorry."

Geom Woojin sighed. How can I scold such a son for deceiving me? Everyone in the world finds me difficult to live with, yet my son wanted to stay with me for even a few more days.

In truth, their feelings were mutual. He had also known for a few days that his son had achieved twelfth star mastery, but mentioned nothing of it.

"You've finally done it," he said.

"Yes, I've finally done it."

"Congratulations."

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head in gratitude. "This is all thanks to you, Father. It was only with your help that I easily achieved a great feat which should have taken a lifetime. Thank you so much!"

Although he didn't show it, Geom Woojin was just as happy as his son. "No, it's thanks to your own effort. You've worked hard."

The two stood side by side, gazing at the distant horizon. The sun was setting, painting the world in a beautiful, crimson twilight.

Geom Mugeuk mumbled dejectedly, "So this is the end of our time here."

After watching the sunset for a moment, Geom Woojin said abruptly, "She was the only person I ever loved."

"!" Geom Mugeuk stared at his father in surprise. A hint of longing flickered in his father's eyes as he gazed at the sunset. It was a look he had never seen before.

A sigh of relief escaped him without him realizing it.

What did my father think of my mother? Did he perhaps hate her? Did he regret meeting her? Was there some unspeakable story?

He had worried about all sorts of things, but now, none of that mattered.

Everything's good as long as Father carries Mother in his heart.

"I'm sure she was the most wonderful person in the world," he remarked.

Geom Woojin's gaze deepened as he looked at his son. "She would have been very happy to see you now."

"I see! She's watching over me even now." An undeniable surge of emotion crossed Geom Woojin's face. As if to hide that emotion, he turned to look at the distant sunset.

"Let's leave now," Geom Woojin said.

"Yes, Father."

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers. It was the most cheerful and pleasant snap since he had first used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.


Chapter 848: Don't Flip Over the Cult Leader's Drinking Table

When Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin emerged, they found Hwi setting down food.

He greeted them with a pleased expression, clasping his hands. "Greetings, Cult Leader and Young Cult Leader."

He examined Geom Woojin first. He had worried that the Cult Leader might have changed, since time flowed differently inside and outside the training area, but fortunately, Geom Woojin looked the same as before.

"You've worked hard, haven't you?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Hwi shook his head. "Not at all. I only brought the food."

"Please tell the cooks! Their hard work is over now! If we had only eaten jerky and nutrient balls, we'd still be in there."

Thanks to the cooks and Hwi, he and his father had eaten well and trained hard.

Hwi said politely to Geom Mugeuk, "Congratulations on your great achievement."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in surprise. "Is it that obvious?"

"No, I haven't been able to fathom the Young Cult Leader's level for a while now."

This wasn't just a polite remark. It was the truth. Geom Mugeuk had long since surpassed the state of Origin Reversal and had now reached the final realm of martial arts.

"Then how did you know?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Hwi smiled. "You wouldn't have entered joint seclusion training if it wasn't a crucial moment, and having done so, you wouldn't have come out without results."

He knew both of their personalities perfectly. In particular, he knew the Cult Leader better than anyone, and for him, giving up halfway was not an option.

Geom Woojin declared proudly. "Geuk is the youngest in our Cult's history to achieve twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

At the words 'twelfth star mastery', Hwi turned to Geom Mugeuk in astonishment and congratulated him again. "Young Cult Leader, my sincerest congratulations."

The Young Cult Leader had truly become the second-strongest martial master in the world. Given his youth, it was only a matter of time before he became number one. Considering his extraordinary achievements, it wouldn't take long.

In truth, while achieving twelfth star mastery was a remarkable feat, Hwi found something else even more surprising.

Cult Leader, do you realize you just bragged about your son to me for the first time?

Geom Mugeuk credited his father. "When it comes to being blessed with parents, I'm second to none, right? Who else in the world would guide someone as young as me to twelfth star mastery?"

It wasn't just this seclusion training. His father's help had also been the greatest factor when he achieved tenth star mastery.

"As long as you know," Geom Woojin sneered.

In fact, the seclusion training time had also been a great help to him. The experience made him realize that the completion of martial arts was still far off. Even after achieving twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, there was still a long path left to walk.

Hwi delivered news that needed to be shared while they were both present. "The Demon Supremes, the Demonic Army, and the Ghost Shadow Squad have all returned. However, an incident occurred during the process."

He explained that the large Secret Box that remained after the fight with the Darkness Palace Lord was being moved to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

"I received a report that the Secret Box vanished during transport. It wasn't plundered or lost, it just disappeared without a trace. The Sanzu River Hall has begun an investigation into the matter."

Geom Woojin looked at Geom Mugeuk, as his son knew the most about the Secret Box.

"I don't think an investigation is necessary," Geom Mugeuk said, figuring the old man who sent him back in time must have retrieved the Secret Box. No, considering its mystical properties, perhaps the Secret Box had never belonged to the mortal world in the first place. He added, "It seems the Secret Box has gone back to where it originally belongs."

Geom Woojin nodded. He knew the Secret Box was why multiple souls had entered the Celestial Killer Star's body. It was an item that had to be recovered, but for his son to speak this way, he must have a good idea of what happened. "Have them stop the investigation."

"I will relay the message."

Geom Mugeuk said to his father. "Oh, and Father. Why don't you open the Heavenly Demon Vault to celebrate this occasion?"

"!?" Geom Woojin gave his son a questioning look.

"The big fight is over, so why not gather all the Demon Supremes soon and hold a tournament? We can put up a few Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng Roots as prizes."

"What kind of tournament?"

"The Demon Supremes can't just beat each other up, so how about a fishing tournament? A showdown with their pride on the line! You, me, and Hyung-nim can participate too."

At the mention of fishing, a competitive spirit flashed across Geom Woojin's face.

"Excellent!" he agreed at once and started walking toward the Heavenly Demon Hall, with Hwi following behind.

A faint smile touched his lips as he walked. How could he not know his son was setting the stage for him to take care of the Demon Supremes, using the fishing tournament as an excuse to console them for their hard work?

Geom Mugeuk stood there for a moment, looking up at the sky, even after Geom Woojin and Hwi had walked off toward the Heavenly Demon Hall. His original plan was to play to his heart's content, but he had instead emerged from the most arduous training of his life.

That was why he shouted at the real sky, which he hadn't seen in a long time.

"Don't try to stop me now! I'm really going to have fun! Really!"

In the silent sky, only indifferent cumulus clouds drifted slowly by.


Having achieved twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, there was something Geom Mugeuk had to do.

Returning to his residence, he immediately unleashed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. A green plain unfolded before him, and he summoned a being well-suited to the vast space.

His colossal Heavenly Demon Soul descended.

This was the first time he had seen his own Heavenly Demon Soul after achieving twelfth star mastery. Just as his father's had changed, his own had also transformed.

The flame pattern on its chest was larger and more distinct, and the symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul was engraved on the backs of both its hands. His father's Heavenly Demon Soul had the symbol only on its right hand, but his was on both. Furthermore, various parts of its body looked different, as if it were wearing armor. It looked much cooler and more refined, but its gaze was even more fearsome and intense.

"Congratulations on becoming a Twelfth Star Heavenly Demon Soul!"

The Heavenly Demon Soul slowly brought its hands together and bowed slightly, like a human performing a clasped-hands greeting. Geom Mugeuk could tell it was congratulating him on achieving twelfth star mastery.

"Thanks, my friend. We have a place to go now, so please descend in human size."

The Heavenly Demon Soul vanished and then descended again in a smaller size. Compared to the usual one, the smaller version of the Heavenly Demon Soul had a much more intense feel.

SNAP!

Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, and the space around them changed to his favorite place, the small island. Under the hot sun, a white sandy beach stretched out beside a broad-leafed tree. Two comfortable chairs sat in its shade.

"This is your seat," he said.

"......" The Heavenly Demon Soul's eyes wavered slightly.

There was a saying that a Heavenly Demon Soul's personality resembles its master, and Geom Mugeuk's was certainly unique.

Geom Mugeuk sat first, leaning back in the chair as if half-lying down. "You have no idea how much I missed this place while I was training," he rambled, his gaze fixed on the sea. "Sitting here like this, looking at the sea, I can forget all my worries, at least for a little while. I don't know if you have any worries, though."

The Heavenly Demon Soul glanced at Geom Mugeuk before looking back at the sea.

"You've reached the Twelfth Star now, so you're going to talk, right? Honestly, you must be itching to speak, aren't you? Father said some Heavenly Demon Souls in the past conversed with their masters. You're not the first, so no need to feel burdened. Besides, it's impossible for the Heavenly Demon Soul of a master who loves to talk this much to be unable to speak, right?"

Still, the Heavenly Demon Soul remained silent.

Geom Mugeuk pouted, though in truth, it didn't matter if it didn't speak. Just having someone there to listen to him was enough to be grateful for.

Just then, the Heavenly Demon Soul slowly sat down in its chair.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his friend, deeply moved. It hadn't simply obeyed a command to sit. This action was clearly an emotional exchange, a sign they had grown one step closer.

The Heavenly Demon Soul stared at the distant sea with a stoic face.

A thought occurred to Geom Mugeuk. Perhaps this Heavenly Demon Soul didn't resemble his talkative, post-regression self, but rather his personality from before he regressed—his hidden true self, deep in his heart.

He smiled. "Yeah, it would be too noisy if we were both talkative, wouldn't it?"

And so, Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul sat silently on the beach, watching the sea.


"You're already out of seclusion training? I heard you entered joint seclusion training with the Cult Leader, so I thought you'd be in there for a long time."

The Drunken Demon was startled to see Geom Mugeuk. He seemed surprised that they had come out in just a few days.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. After relaxing on the beach with the Heavenly Demon Soul, the Drunken Demon was the first person he had gone to see. "That's just how it turned out. How are your injuries?"

"I'm fine now. Don't tell me you came because you were worried about me?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. The Drunken Demon had fought so fiercely that he had drunk all his liquor. This time, he wanted to check on him first. "I wanted to have a celebratory drink with you."

"Sounds good." The Drunken Demon went to get some liquor from a corner of the Drunken Dream Palace, when he suddenly remembered something. "No, wait. There's a place you and I should go."

He led Geom Mugeuk to the forbidden zone deep within the Great Drunken Forest, the very place where the wines were kept.

Geom Mugeuk knew why the Drunken Demon had brought him here. Now that the Celestial Killer Star was dead, he wanted to check if the wines had spoiled.

The two entered nervously.

After checking the wines, the Drunken Demon cheered joyfully, as happy as a child. "The wines haven't spoiled! Everything's finally back to normal!"

Geom Mugeuk could feel just how important these wines were to him. "You're that happy?"

"Of course."

Others might think of it as a superstition, but to the Drunken Demon, it was the most important thing.

"Congratulations!"

"Thanks. Let's have our celebratory drink here."

"Sounds good."

The Drunken Demon brought out liquor and cups he had stored in the forbidden zone.

The two sat and drank next to the wines. The Drunken Demon smiled nonstop, happy just looking at the clear liquid.

"This liquor tastes amazing. I don't think I've had this one before."

"It's one I've been saving. I was planning to drink it when the wines returned to normal."

"You seem to have an endless supply of saved liquor."

"I even have some I've set aside to drink on the day you become the Cult Leader. That's the one I cherish the most."

Geom Mugeuk laughed loudly, "Isn't the best one the one you were going to drink when you retire?"

The Drunken Demon flinched.

Drinking in the forbidden zone of the Great Drunken Forest had its own unique charm.

After a few drinks, the Drunken Demon spoke to Geom Mugeuk, "Don't worry about the future ahead of time."

"Is it that obvious?"

"Worry is written all over your face."

"You know me. I'm the type to worry needlessly. I even worry about things that won't happen, and since this matter is what it is, it's not easy to just put it off for later." Geom Mugeuk emptied his cup and shared his honest feelings. "A moment ago, I even had this wicked thought. What if Father starts to seriously try to conquer the murim? I even wished your wines would spoil again. Then maybe I could use it as an excuse to stop him."

The Drunken Demon refilled Geom Mugeuk's empty cup. "The Cult Leader wouldn't care about the wines spoiling."

Geom Mugeuk had nothing to say to that. The Drunken Demon was someone who would follow the Cult Leader's orders without question. If an order came down to kill Jin Hagun or Bi Sayin, he would carry it out willingly.

The Drunken Demon looked down at his cup for a moment, then said something unexpected. "Don't flip over the Cult Leader's drinking table."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Drunken Demon.

He continued speaking with his gaze still fixed on his cup, "For many long years, the Cult Leader has been drinking the liquor called 'world domination', and he's drunk on it. How do you think he'd feel if someone suddenly showed up, flipped over his table, and threw cold water on him to sober him up? Even if it's his own son."

"Then what should I do?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Drunken Demon answered as he drained his cup, "You sit at that drinking table too."

Those were words Geom Mugeuk had never expected.

"First, sit down and think. Don't just flip the table."

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head in puzzlement. Sit at my father's drinking party? What then?

"What if I get drunk too?" he asked.

"That, I don't know." The Drunken Demon laughed self-deprecatingly and poured liquor into Geom Mugeuk's empty cup. "What do you expect from a drunkard's advice?"

"No. It was helpful advice."

"Really?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Until now, just as the Drunken Demon said, he had only been thinking about flipping the table and ending the drinking party, but the Drunken Demon was right. From his father's perspective, it would be a sudden and unfair act.

"I felt this when we went to the Ice Palace before, but you're really smart," he said.

The Drunken Demon waved his hands dismissively, but he couldn't hide the 'praise me more' look in his eyes.

"You're the smartest among the Demon Supremes!"

"If I hadn't been so into liquor, I might have been a strategist in the All-Knowing Hall."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. Go Wol had told him to become the Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had told him to give his father a grandchild. Now, the Drunken Demon was telling him to get drunk with his father. Everyone was giving him advice in their own way.

At least, one thing was clear.

"Alright, I'll do as you say. I'll sit at that drinking party first. Father must know too. Just how terrible the hangover from this drinking party will be."

Because it was a matter where countless lives would be lost.

What if I become his drinking partner and, in return, we never end the party?

He didn't know if that was possible, but at least he had a clear direction for one thing.

I shouldn't just try to stop my father blindly.

The Drunken Demon brought a box of liquor he had stored in a corner of the forbidden zone. "Take this when you go. It's the same liquor we just drank."

"Why are you giving me something this precious? A whole box of it?"

The Drunken Demon grinned. He wasn't giving the liquor to Geom Mugeuk as a reward for the compliment. Holding out the box, he added, "You said you're going to meet people and have fun now, right? Good liquor creates a good atmosphere, and that good atmosphere... will help you find your answer."


Chapter 849: Have You Ever Asked the Cult Leader?

When Cha Yiran arrived at Geom Mugeuk's residence, she met someone unexpected at the entrance.

"Huh?"

She was a woman who wouldn't bat an eye at the most vicious demons, but one person always made her fluster—the Sword King.

The two bowed to each other in greeting.

"The Young Cult Leader invited me for a meal."

"It's the same for me."

It was clear that Geom Mugeuk had invited them both without telling either one.

The Sword King knew Cha Yiran had feelings for him, making the encounter incredibly awkward.

"Let's go in."

"Yes."

A delicious aroma wafted from the residence as the two entered.

"Ak-hyung, you're here? Welcome, Division Leader Cha!" Geom Mugeuk greeted. He was cooking in the courtyard. A large table was already set with alcohol and dishes, with meat grilling beside it. "If you wait just a moment, it'll be ready to eat."

Just then, Lee Ahn came out of the building carrying cups, bowls, and chopsticks.

Cha Yiran greeted her first, "Commander."

"Division Leader Cha, you're here?" Lee Ahn waved back.

Cha Yiran looked at the dishes on the table and asked Lee Ahn, "Is today a special occasion?"

Lee Ahn turned to Geom Mugeuk with the same question. "Is today a special occasion?"

Geom Mugeuk answered, "It's a day for drinking with friends since the Drunken Demon gifted me some fine liquor. It's also the day our Ak-hyung announces his new life plan."

Cha Yiran glanced over, asking what he meant, but the Sword King looked flustered. This was clearly the first time he had heard of this.

Cha Yiran quickly grasped the situation. "Now that the Celestial Killer Star is gone, you need new prey, I see."

The Sword King nodded at her joke. "Aren't we from that side of things?"

Cha Yiran nodded in agreement.

"Don't misunderstand! Today's prey is this meat I've cooked," Geom Mugeuk protested, cutting meat he was grilling and bringing it to the table. "This is the first time the four of us are sharing a meal together, isn't it?"

This gathering was part of his plan. He had wanted to drink with the four of them. Luckily, the Sword King provided the reason and the Drunken Demon provided the liquor.

After tasting the Drunken Demon's liquor, Cha Yiran marveled at its flavor. "This is truly delicious."

It was her first time tasting it, a flavor that naturally lifted one's spirits.

Lee Ahn sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [You arranged this to get those two together, didn't you?]

[Nope.]

[Then?]

[I wanted to hang out with you. I just invited those two as a bonus.]

Though she knew it wasn't true, Lee Ahn smiled happily at his pleasant words.

The Sword King watched them exchange telepathic messages and smile, shaking his head. He knew exactly what Geom Mugeuk was scheming. He was surely going to bring up the inn story to Cha Yiran.

Just then, Cha Yiran asked the Sword King, "Do you still have the desire to leave?"

The Sword King shook his head. He had now completely abandoned any thought of leaving. "I feel like the place I arrived at after leaving is this very place."

A smile touched Cha Yiran's lips. She felt the same way. "By the way, you promised to take charge of our division's swordsmanship training, didn't you?"

Geom Mugeuk cut into their conversation. "That might be difficult. Ak-hyung is planning to start a new business."

"What kind of business?"

"He's planning to build the largest inn in the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk explained what kind of inn it would be. It would be luxurious and grand, with a strict rule that no fighting was allowed inside.

"He's looking for a business partner right now. Someone sharp and decisive would be good. Our Ak-hyung has a surprisingly soft heart." He then revealed his true intentions. "Division Leader Cha, aren't you interested in a business like that? You must have saved up a lot of money to invest."

"...?" Cha Yiran hesitated.

The Sword King stepped in. "Stop with the nonsense."

He tried to stop Geom Mugeuk, worried Cha Yiran might feel burdened, but of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to be stopped so easily.

"I'm not telling you two to date. I'm giving Division Leader Cha a choice." Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Cha Yiran.

She could feel that he was truly giving her an opportunity, just as he said. It was not an opportunity to run an inn, but an opportunity to hold onto the man named Ak Gunhak.

Her relationship with Ak Gunhak was currently ambiguous. If he didn't know that she liked him, it wouldn't be this awkward. If she didn't create some kind of change, their relationship would fizzle out. Moreover, if he really started an inn, they would have no reason to meet at the Divine Cult.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze seemed to be telling her, 'You're an assassin, aren't you? Your target is right in front of you. Don't miss!'

Finally, she answered, "I'm interested."

The Sword King was taken aback. He hadn't expected her to be interested.

"I'd like to participate in that business too," Cha Yiran added.

The Sword King asked, "Were you interested in running an inn before?"

Cha Yiran answered honestly, "No. I've never once in my life thought about running an inn."

"Then why?"

Cha Yiran gathered her last bit of courage as she stared at the Sword King. "Because I'm still holding onto your right foot."

The Sword King knew what that meant. The day they first reunited at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, Geom Mugeuk had joked that he would grab Ak Gunhak's left leg so he couldn't run away, and she should hold onto his right.

That was why he knew how much courage it took for her to say this. This was her confession.

The Sword King didn't dislike Cha Yiran. It would be a lie to say he disliked a woman beautiful enough to be considered the world's number one beauty, though her beauty was also burdensome.

Most importantly, though, he still didn't know her well as a person.

"We don't know each other very well, do we?" he asked.

Cha Yiran stared silently at the Sword King before replying, "Don't you think we'll get to know each other well after seeing each other for a long time?" She pointed at Geom Mugeuk. "Did you decide to change your life only after you knew everything about what kind of person the Young Cult Leader is?"

At least, she hadn't.

Neither had the Sword King, evidently. He still didn't fully understand the man named Geom Mugeuk, and yet, he had become his friend. He had seen one good side of a person and, intoxicated by its intensity, changed his life.

"......" Still, he hesitated to answer right away.

Cha Yiran drained her cup and continued, "Don't feel burdened. I only said it because I felt like I'd never be able to if not today. I hope your business prospers." She bid farewell to Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn. "Thank you for inviting me today. The liquor and food were delicious."

She rose to her feet. I have no regrets. If I had let him go without even saying this properly, I would have regretted it forever.

Suddenly, the Sword King declared loudly, "Let's do it!"

Cha Yiran looked at him in surprise.

"Let's open an inn together!" the Sword King exclaimed, picking up a liquor bottle and gesturing for her to receive a drink. "No fighting is allowed in the inn, but we need to beat up anyone who doesn't listen. Let's give it a try, the two of us. If we fail, we can curse our friend over there to our heart's content for tricking us into opening such a strange inn and making us fail spectacularly."

Cha Yiran sat back down and accepted the drink from the Sword King. "I'm the type who either doesn't start something or, if I do, I'll make it the number one inn in the Central Plains for sure."

The Sword King inwardly flinched at her intensity. This must be why I need her, right?

Cha Yiran belatedly looked at Lee Ahn. "Oh, I should have gotten permission from the Commander first."

Lee Ahn giggled playfully, "I know, right? Resigning without authorization is tantamount to desertion. What should we do?"

"How about this? The Commander and the Young Cult Leader can use our inn for free forever."

Lee Ahn nodded. "That sounds acceptable."

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk and the Sword King were exchanging telepathic messages.

[This is an unexpected variable, Ak-hyung! I think you've already lost the inn to Division Leader Cha! No, I think you might have sold your soul to her without realizing it too!]

[Don't you dare think you can get away scot-free after pushing me down this path.]

[I'll have to see whether you live well or not before I decide.]

The two looked at each other and laughed.

Ak Gunhak had only considered running an inn, but Geom Mugeuk had scaled it up to be the best in the Central Plains and set the stage for him to do it with the world's number one beauty. The Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman had watched his every move, trying desperately to recruit him, yet this Young Cult Leader was sending him away, telling him to live his own life.

He smiled. Thank you, my friend.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high and announced, "Now, to our free inn for life!"


The next day, Geom Mugeuk visited the Thousand Poisons Forest with a bottle of liquor.

The Poison King's right-hand man, Sangseon, greeted him. "It's been a while, Young Cult Leader."

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to you, I have been. Young Cult Leader, congratulations on repelling the great enemy."

As they walked and chatted, Sangseon said something unexpected.

"By the way, please don't be surprised today."

"What do you mean?"

"The Poison King has changed a little since the fight at the Demon Village."

"Don't tell me he's completely shut himself off from the outside world and retreated into himself?"

Sangseon shook his head. "No. It's the opposite."

"Pardon?" Geom Mugeuk tilted his head.

Sangseon smiled cryptically. "You'll know when you see him."

Geom Mugeuk soon arrived at the Poison King's workshop. The Poison King was alone inside, perched on a large workbench.

He looked up and greeted Geom Mugeuk. "You're here?"

Geom Mugeuk flinched. He was startled by the unfamiliar sight of the Poison King greeting him first, as he was usually completely absorbed in something else.

"Have you eaten?" the Poison King asked.

Geom Mugeuk shouted when the Poison King even asked about his meal. "Who are you? Who are you that's possessed the Poison King's body?"

The Poison King chuckled and looked at the liquor bottle Geom Mugeuk was holding. "Is that liquor? Bring it here."

Geom Mugeuk was astounded. The Poison King seemed like a completely different person. Now he understood why Sangseon had told him not to be surprised.

With a bewildered expression, he approached and handed the Poison King the liquor.

The Poison King drank straight from the bottle. He wiped the liquor that trickled down his chin with his sleeve. "I just failed to concoct the Blood Snake Poison. I thought I'd succeed this time, but why is this liquor so delicious?"

"The liquor is delicious because it was a gift from the Drunken Demon, but..." Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the Poison King's face. "Were you always like this?"

"What was I like?"

"You were quiet, always lost in your own thoughts."

"That won't do. A person who handles poison must be colder and more rational than anyone."

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. Come to think of it, he's right. How could a person who blankly stares at poison insects all day handle poisons that could kill hundreds, even thousands, in an instant?

Just as he had a lonely side, it seemed the Poison King also had another side hidden away.

"Demonic Buddha!" he cried out. "You must see this. You've been completely deceived all this time! You were used as an herb gatherer by such a cold-hearted person!"

The Poison King smiled faintly at Geom Mugeuk's cry and offered him the bottle.

Geom Mugeuk took a refreshing swig, then asked again, "Why did you act like that?"

"It wasn't an act."

"Then?"

"I realized that one cannot uncover the ultimate secrets of the poison arts with only a cold, rational mind. You have to be obsessed with poison, study poisonous insects all day, and think only of poison to master the art."

He meant that one needed both sides to reach the true final realm of the poison arts. One had to be completely immersed in their own world when necessary, but also rational when the time came.

"If you misuse poison, you don't just kill yourself. Your family dies, your comrades die, and even passersby die. That's why if you're not prepared to go mad for poison, you shouldn't learn poison arts in the first place."

Perhaps for the Poison King, the more comfortable of the two opposing sides was when he was immersed in his own world. But now, he had closed the door to that world and emerged. It felt like he would be the same tomorrow and the day after.

"It's because of my father, isn't it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Poison King, who had been drinking, flinched.

Until now, his existence had been the most powerful deterrent to war, but if a war were to break out, he would become the Cult's most powerful weapon. As intelligent as he was, he naturally understood that with the death of the Celestial Killer Star, the real fight was only now about to begin.

This was not a fight to protect the Young Cult Leader, but the start of the Cult Leader's war to conquer the murim.

His personal change signified this. He had begun preparing for war.

Geom Mugeuk handed over the liquor bottle. "Please teach me how to make one antidote."

"What kind of antidote does someone with Myriad Poison Immunity need?"

"I mean an antidote that can stop a war."

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk. Despite his changed words and actions, he was still the same Poison King who had once barked like a dog with him. "You can only make an antidote if you properly understand the poison."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. The Poison King had once said that the pinnacle of the poison arts was not administering poison, but detoxification.

The Poison King asked, "Have you ever asked the Cult Leader about his dream?"

"!" Geom Mugeuk was stunned. Come to think of it, he had never asked his father what kind of world he dreamed of.

"If you want to make an antidote, you must know exactly what kind of poison it is," the Poison King advised.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. The Poison King's advice was a pointer, just as the Drunken Demon's had been, on what he should do first when he sat at that liquor table. He thanked the Poison King, "Thank you for your advice. Thanks to you, I have an idea of how to make the antidote."

The Poison King hadn't just given him a clue. He had also given him the dilemma of whether he should really detoxify the poison.

"On that day, the Cult Leader was prepared for death," the Poison King muttered, his eyes darkening as he recalled that time. "He was determined to save you, and only you. He was sincere."

Geom Mugeuk was shaken. Can I even dare to imagine my father's heart as he entrusted my well-being to the Poison King? Or the Poison King's feelings as he received that order?

He remarked, "Seeing as the last person he entrusted his son to was you, it seems my father trusted you the most."

The Poison King shook his head. "Not a chance."

Geom Mugeuk pouted. Perhaps the relationship between the Poison King and his father was like his own relationship with his father before the regression, blocked by walls of misunderstanding, rigidity, and prejudice. "You should have a heart-to-heart talk with my father about poison arts someday. Show him this side of you today, too. It might not be as bad as you think."

The Poison King froze. Talk with the Cult Leader? That's not an easy task for me!

Geom Mugeuk decided he had to take action to improve the relationship between his father and the Poison King.

"There are days like today when, no matter how hard you try and how much you focus, you still fail to concoct a poison. Shall I tell you a method for making an antidote, too?" He whispered suggestively as if he was sharing a huge secret, "Start practicing your fishing starting today."


Chapter 850: I Think It's Time You Take Off Your Mask

When Geom Mugeuk returned to his residence after meeting the Poison King, Seo Daeryong was waiting at the door.

Seo Daeryong called out, "Young Cult Leader!"

"My right-hand man!" Geom Mugeuk greeted Seo Daeryong warmly. The bright smile on his face instantly melted away the worries Seo Daeryong had while waiting.

"I know you're busy, but I just wanted to see you," Seo Daeryong said sheepishly.

"I'm glad you came. Let's go inside."

"No, it's alright. I've seen you, so that's enough."

"It's not enough for me. Come on in."

Geom Mugeuk went inside first, leaving Seo Daeryong no choice but to follow.

"Is Yeongha growing up well?"

Seo Daeryong was incredibly grateful that Geom Mugeuk remembered his son's name. "He's growing so much every day. You'd be surprised if you saw him."

"I can picture the little guy. Why didn't you bring him?"

"Having a son is great and all, but I need a little freedom too. You wouldn't know, would you? The Young Cult Leader may know everything in the world, but you probably don't know this." Seo Daeryong slumped his shoulders and said exaggeratedly, "Raising a child is harder than martial arts training."

"Pfft!" Geom Mugeuk giggled.

"At first, he'd wake up all night and keep us from sleeping. Now, if I take my eyes off him for even a second, he gets into so much trouble. Bumping into things, falling over, swallowing stuff. Is this how you felt watching over us, Young Cult Leader?" Seo Daeryong's expression turned awkward. "Wait, I shouldn't have said that in front of someone who isn't even married, right?"

"No, in this field, you're my senior, aren't you? Pass on all your knowledge. Come on, sit down."

Geom Mugeuk seated Seo Daeryong at a table in the courtyard and brought out some wine from a box in the corner. Every time he took a bottle out of this box, he would share it with different people. "This is a special wine from the Drunken Demon. It tastes amazing," he said.

Seo Daeryong glanced at the remaining bottles. There weren't many left, not enough even for just the Demon Supremes. "I'm fine without any wine."

Geom Mugeuk noticed Seo Daeryong's hesitation. He opened the stopper without a second thought and poured a cup for his friend. "Drink up."

"Are you sure you can give this precious wine to me?"

"I'm giving it to you because it's precious."

Seo Daeryong was deeply moved. "After all the grace you've shown me, you could curse me every day until I die and I'd be fine with it."

"Don't lie. The moment you hear just one unpleasant word, you'll immediately think, 'Young Cult Leader, how could you do this to me?!'"

Seo Daeryong laughed and emptied his cup. "This wine tastes truly exquisite."

Just as the Drunken Demon had said, good wine had a power of its own. It lifted one's spirits, making them say two words where they might have only said one.

Seo Daeryong told Geom Mugeuk about his wife, Dan Ah, and her sisters. He also mentioned that thanks to their recent victory, the Cult Leader and Young Cult Leader's popularity within the cult had skyrocketed.

While they were chatting, Geom Mugeuk asked casually, "Daeryong, if Yeongha grew up and vehemently opposed something you wanted to do, how would you feel?"

"My son?" Seo Daeryong fell into deep thought. The question was especially poignant now, as he was suffering through the hardships of raising a child.

"My son, whom I've raised like a precious treasure? The son I raised while losing sleep and missing meals? I'd willingly give my life for that boy, and after all that, what if he says, 'Father, I refuse. That's not right!' Is that what you mean? If that happened, I'd drag him to the duel grounds and just...!" He, who had been raising his voice, let out a soft sigh. "...I'd be disappointed, but in the end, I'd understand my son and follow his wishes."

"Why?"

"Because if my son opposes something, he must have a good reason for it."

"Couldn't your son be wrong?"

"No, he won't be wrong. I'll raise him well enough that I can trust him like this. Just like you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled self-deprecatingly. "Do I look like a good son to you?"

"Of course. My wife and I wish so much for our son to grow up to be just like you, Young Cult Leader. It's our greatest wish. Even if I tell my child a hundred times, 'You have to grow up like the Young Cult Leader!' he's my son, so he'll probably grow up to be like me. That's why I'm going to try to become a better man myself."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. Having become a father, Seo Daeryong had certainly matured. The change in him was as palpable as the change in the Poison King.

He patted Seo Daeryong's shoulder, saying, "That's admirable, my right-hand man. Let's drink all of that wine tonight. You're completely escaping from childcare for today! What is little Yeongha gonna do? His daddy's going to get a little drunk! And tell Lady Dan, her husband is mine tonight!"

Seo Daeryong stared at Geom Mugeuk. He was suggesting they drink all of that precious wine together, even though there were still Demon Supremes and other important people who should be drinking it. Anyone who could read his thoughts would probably sigh in boredom.

Are you moved by the Young Cult Leader again? Is being moved the only emotion you can feel for him?

But what could he do? He was constantly moved by the man named Geom Mugeuk.

If it were him, he would have screened and vetted everyone, weighing who would be most useful before appointing them as his right-hand man. Yet, this precious man had taken him when he was shabby and insignificant, and still treated him as his right-hand man.

When Geom Mugeuk went to the wine box to get more wine, he shot up from his seat and rushed out the door.

"Ah! I completely forgot my wife asked me to buy something. I'll be going first, Young Cult Leader!"


The next day, Geom Mugeuk visited the Fist Demon with a bottle of wine. When he arrived, the Fist Demon was in the courtyard, training his fist techniques while shirtless as usual.

"Master! Do you still have more training to do?" he asked.

"If I didn't, the Celestial Killer Star would have died by my fist, wouldn't he?"

Geom Mugeuk watched the Fist Demon train for a moment, then placed the bottle of wine beside him. "This wine is a gift from the Drunken Demon. Save it and drink it with Lee Ahn later. It tastes amazing."

He stood to the side, watching the Fist Demon train. After a while, though, he couldn't stand it anymore.

"When you swing your fists, Master, I just can't hold back. I'll join you."

Geom Mugeuk took off his shirt and jumped into the training. The two masters of the Thunder Arhat Fist created art in the empty air.

As he thrust his fist in the exact same motion, Geom Mugeuk suddenly remarked, "Father told me about Mother."

For a moment, he felt the Fist Demon's fist flinch.

"Did he?" the Fist Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Yes."

He could have asked the Fist Demon about his mother, but he didn't.

The Fist Demon's fists never stopped moving. When the training ended, for some reason, he took Geom Mugeuk to that cliff.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at it and commented, "This cliff hasn't changed at all."

"What do you think? Do you think you can destroy it with a single punch now?"

Power flowed into Geom Mugeuk's fist. If I channeled all my inner qi into this one punch, couldn't I destroy that cliff?

The Fist Demon asked calmly, "What does this cliff mean to you?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk couldn't easily answer.

The Fist Demon knew the answer better than he did. "Even if you could destroy this cliff with one punch, you probably wouldn't. You're not the type to show off your skills. More importantly, you'd think, 'If this cliff collapses, all the trees and animals living here will die.' You'd think that if you just left it alone, they could live in harmony."

"...You're right," Geom Mugeuk readily admitted. Yes, he wouldn't destroy the cliff even if he could.

"Come, let's go up."

"Didn't you say this cliff was meant for destroying, not for climbing?"

The Fist Demon didn't answer, simply launching himself into the air. His large body ascended the cliff with surprising lightness.

TAP! TAP!

The two men leaped off the protrusions on the cliff face, soaring up in an instant. Geom Mugeuk could now reach the top without any intermediate leaps, but he followed the Fist Demon's path exactly, stepping where he stepped.

And so, they stood atop the cliff. Looking down from there, not only the Eastern Fist Garrison but also the entirety of the Headquarters was clearly visible. In the distance, even the Heavenly Demon Hall could be seen.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "How long has it been since you've been up here?"

"I haven't come up here since I resolved to destroy this cliff," came the reply.

Geom Mugeuk could confirm once again that the Fist Demon had now completely abandoned that resolution. This change was also proof that his master had grown stronger. It meant his target was no longer the cliff, but something within his heart.

WHOOSH!

The wind blew, fluttering the hems of their clothes.

After a moment, the Fist Demon said, "For the Cult Leader, achieving world domination is probably similar to how I felt about this cliff."

"!" Geom Mugeuk stared at the Fist Demon in surprise.

The Fist Demon continued stoically, "It's a personal target he always thought about and aimed for. He must have thought every day that he would surely achieve it someday, just as I thought about destroying the cliff."

Geom Mugeuk said nothing. He had no intention of persuading the Fist Demon to help him. No, even if he could, he wouldn't. Even if he succeeded in persuading all the other Demon Supremes, he wanted the Fist Demon, at least, to stand by his father's side.

Of course, the Fist Demon was a man who wouldn't be swayed by any persuasion in the first place.

He suddenly recalled something. "A long time ago, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me something. Back in the old days, when Father and you, Master, fought your way across the Central Plains, Father returned to the cult one day and said this to Elder Blade Demon: 'This murim... I must have it.' Do you know why Father said that?"

He repeated the words his father had said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Perhaps that was the day his father first dreamed of conquering the murim.

The Fist Demon stood silently and slowly nodded. "It was because of your mother."

"!" Geom Mugeuk stared at the Fist Demon in shock. However, the Fist Demon did not elaborate, though his expression said, 'If you want to know more, ask the Cult Leader yourself.'

After staring silently at the distant Heavenly Demon Hall for a long time, Geom Mugeuk broke the silence. "Master, setting aside all other reasons, there is one reason why we shouldn't destroy this cliff." He looked around and said cheerfully, "The view from up here is just too good."


Of all the subordinates of the Eight Demon Supremes, the Faceless Warriors of the Valley of Evil welcomed Geom Mugeuk most enthusiastically. They were normally quiet when alone, but enthusiastic when gathered. Having carried out a mission with him before, they liked Geom Mugeuk more than anyone.

The Faceless Warriors squatting in the trees, passing on the road, and huddled together for some unknown reason, all greeted Geom Mugeuk with bright smiles.

After receiving their warm welcome, Geom Mugeuk arrived at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence. "Smiling Demon! I'm here!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon greeted Geom Mugeuk warmly. "Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk set down the bottle of wine. "This is wine I received from the Drunken Demon. It tastes really good."

Now, there was even a table in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room where they could sit and drink together. Of course, the only person he could drink or eat with was Geom Mugeuk.

"How was your seclusion training?" the Smiling Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk told the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon about the Heavenly Space Secret Art and didn't hide his martial arts achievements. "...So this time, I spent quite a long time with my father. In the end, I even achieved twelfth star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was as happy as if it were his own achievement. "Congratulations on achieving twelfth star mastery at such a young age, Young Cult Leader!" he said sincerely. "This will go down as a legend in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"Thank you."

"We must have a celebratory drink today."

"Of course."

The two sat facing each other at the table.

"How was your time with the Cult Leader?"

"It was good," Geom Mugeuk said fondly.

An opportunity like that won't come easily again.

He conveyed his honest feelings to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, feelings he hadn't shared with the other Demon Supremes.

"But the longer I spent with my father, the weaker my resolve became. I started to think, when Father says, 'Let's march to war,' will I really be able to say, 'No, you can't'? Honestly, I started to feel like I don't want to defy my father, so I keep trying to rationalize it. If we take over the murim, could it become a happier place than one divided with the orthodox and unorthodox factions? Could one great sacrifice prevent many more sacrifices in the future? I also had another thought. Is this murim really worth protecting, to the point of opposing my own father?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in understanding.

Geom Mugeuk sighed, "Frankly, I still don't know what to do."

I've heard a lot of advice and even made plans, but I'm worried about whether I can truly change Father's mind.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been gazing silently at Geom Mugeuk, took off the mask he was wearing.

Geom Mugeuk was startled. It had been a long time since he had seen the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's face.

"How do I look with my mask off?" the Smiling Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "What's there to say? It makes me ashamed to insist I'm the first among the four handsome men of our Cult."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, but he hadn't taken off his mask just for a drink. He asked again, "With my mask off, am I still the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"It's a bit awkward and unfamiliar, but of course you're still the Smiling Demon!"

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "Young Cult Leader, I think it's time you take off your mask as well."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm talking about the mask of being a good son. The reason you are having such a hard time is because you are trying to oppose your father without taking off that mask,"  the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon explained, more serious than ever before. He met Geom Mugeuk's gaze. "Are you afraid to take off your mask?"

Geom Mugeuk sighed. "...I can take it off."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon understood Geom Mugeuk's heart immediately. "You're afraid of what the Cult Leader will look like with his mask off."

Geom Mugeuk nodded honestly. He's right, the thought of seeing that scares me.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was usually a man of few words, but he did not spare his advice now.

"Unfortunately, this is not a fight you can wage while wearing a mask. You shouldn't do that. Rather, you must make the Cult Leader take off his mask as well. If either of you fights while wearing a mask, that means one side has conceded. The outcome will be a lifetime of regret and resentment. You will remember it at the moment of your death in the distant future. That's why, you must not be afraid to see another side of the Cult Leader."

As if to say they should save the celebratory drink for after the real fight, he put his mask back on.

"And do not forget that I am always behind you, Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 851: The World is Full of Swindlers

When Geom Mugeuk went to see the Demonic Buddha, he found him sitting in the prayer hall, tending to a fishing rod.

The sight startled Geom Mugeuk. "How did you know?"

"Know what?" the Demonic Buddha asked, looking at Geom Mugeuk quizzically.

"About that fishing."

"What about it? I've got nothing better to do. I just thought I'd try to fish for a while."

"Is that the only reason?"

"What else? Does there need to be another?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk sat beside the Demonic Buddha, his eyes still filled with suspicion.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's nothing."

The Demonic Buddha turned his gaze back to the fishing rod and asked nonchalantly, "I hear you've been busy meeting with the Demon Supremes lately?"

"You know about that too."

Geom Mugeuk was now convinced he had found out about the competition in advance. Could his intention to go fishing be a coincidence? No way! If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had a fishing rod, it might be a coincidence, but the Demonic Buddha?

"You're truly amazing," he said sarcastically. "How on earth did you find out about the fishing competition?"

Indeed, the Demonic Buddha showed no surprise at the mention of a fishing competition.

"Didn't you tell me? To return to my old self. Was there ever anything that happened in our Cult that I didn't know? I even know the location of the fishing competition."

"You found out something even I, the Young Cult Leader, don't know! You're truly magnificent!"

For the first time in a while, Geom Mugeuk praised, "Our little giant, the Demonic Buddha, has finally returned to his original form! The ambitious incarnation of power! Our Demonic Buddha has returned!"

An unreadable hint of mischief crossed the Demonic Buddha's pleased face.

"By the way, are you good at fishing?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I did a bit in my younger days," the Demonic Buddha replied proudly.

Geom Mugeuk panicked. The way his hands handled the fishing rod was extraordinary. This won't do. The Poison King needs to get first place. I didn't even tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that I was backing the Poison King.

"Are you aiming for first place?" he asked.

"Of course."

"Didn't the Buddhas of old preach about abandoning greed?"

"Our Bloody Buddha is different. He says to take whatever you can, by any means necessary."

Geom Mugeuk pouted.

However, was it just his hands that were quick? The Demonic Buddha was quick-witted too. "Why? Is there someone you want to support?" he asked.

"Of course not," Geom Mugeuk denied. "Am I not the incarnation of competitiveness myself?"

I can't let him find out I'm trying to support the Poison King. That's the only way to ensure his victory.

The Demonic Buddha went back to arranging the line on his fishing rod.

Geom Mugeuk sat beside him, looked up at the sky, then offered him the wine he had brought as if suddenly remembering. "Oh, please keep this wine and drink it later. The Drunken Demon gave me some of his prized collection."

"He wouldn't just give you this precious wine for nothing. What do you want?"

"Don't you already know my worries without me having to say anything?"

The Demonic Buddha placed the fishing rod on the prayer hall floor. "The only problem you have left is the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk sighed, but he was calm. "What should I do?"

"You've been running around diligently. Haven't you already found the answer?"

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head in confusion. Combining all the solutions given by each of the Demon Supremes would yield a single answer, and in creating that answer, he felt the Demonic Buddha's thoughts were essential. This Demon Supreme possessed a unique insight unlike any other. He asked, "Still, among all the Demon Supremes, aren't you the most brilliant and level-headed, Demonic Buddha? I must hear what you have to say."

Even knowing it was just flattery, the golden aura around the Demonic Buddha's body intensified. "I have one thing to tell you." he said. He did not view the situation emotionally, so he offered a single-word solution. "Justification."

"!" Even without further explanation, Geom Mugeuk understood what the word meant. "You mean I must give my father a good reason to give up the war."

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "To you, he is your father, but to us, he is the Cult Leader. It may not seem like it, but everyone in the Cult is watching him. They watch what decisions the Cult Leader makes, and why he makes them. Each and every one of those decisions builds his authority and leads to loyalty." He emphasized again, "You must give him a valid reason to back down. One that everyone watching can accept. That is the most important thing."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He was right. It was valuable advice from the Demonic Buddha, who had strived to gain power by navigating the relationships between people. "Thank you, Demonic Buddha. You've told me something important that I was overlooking."

"So? Was that worth the wine?"

"How could this compare to the price of a single bottle? I'll go and steal all the wine in the Great Drunken Forest right now."

However, the Demonic Buddha didn't even accept that one bottle. "Take this and give it to someone else."

"Why? This wine is delicious."

"I've already had some."

"What? You've had some?"

"The Drunken Demon came by yesterday, and we had a drink together."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned. He had never imagined that the Drunken Demon would visit the Demonic Buddha to drink.

In truth, the two had grown closer during the fight with the Darkness Palace Lord. The Drunken Demon had been particularly moved when the Demonic Buddha tried to sacrifice himself in the battle within the painting.

"You truly are blessed with good people, Demonic Buddha. You lose one person, and another appears."

"Who did I lose?"

"Ah, you haven't met him yet, have you? Once you meet the Poison King who has shown his true colors, you'll find out who the greatest swindler in this murim is. You must go and see for yourself, and take back all the poisonous herbs you've given him until now."

The Demonic Buddha could tell that the Poison King had shown a new side of himself to Geom Mugeuk. "We all deceive and let ourselves be deceived," he muttered like an enlightened old monk.

Geom Mugeuk picked up the wine and stood. "Then I'll take this wine back. I guess I don't need to stop by home."

"Who are you taking it to now?"

"I'm going to see the Sword Supreme."

"You've heard my advice, do you need more?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head and said as he walked out, "I'm going to ask the Sword Supreme about something else."


When Geom Mugeuk arrived at the Flower Sword Supreme's residence, she also showed him a new side of herself. She was wearing beautiful clothes and had on vibrant makeup.

"I put on some makeup for the first time in a while. What do you think?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes popped. "You're so dazzling I can't even look at you."

For a long time, the Flower Sword Supreme hadn't cared about her appearance at all. Not only did she not wear makeup, but she also only wore a martial arts uniform. Today, however, she looked exceptionally elegant and radiant.

Naturally, there was a reason for this.

The Flower Sword Supreme explained, "There's an event tomorrow, so I thought I'd practice getting dressed up for the first time in a while."

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head. "What event is tomorrow?"

"You don't know yet?"

KNOCK KNOCK!

A subordinate entered the room and brought the Flower Sword Supreme a fishing rod.

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped in shock. "Huh? How did you know, Sword Supreme?"

"How did I know what?"

"About the fishing competition!"

"The Cult Leader sent someone to inform me earlier. He told all the Demon Supremes that we should go fishing tomorrow. He also said there's a prize for the person who catches the biggest fish."

Geom Mugeuk was speechless. Finally, he realized that Demonic Buddha had played a prank on him. He had pretended to have figured it out on his own when he had already received a message from the Heavenly Demon Hall!

I take back the 'little giant' comment! Give me back my praise! And Father, if you're going to set a date, you should have told your son first! I was the one who brought up fishing in the first place!

"Haaaah..." he sighed. Unfortunately, he and his father took pleasure in pranking others in the same way.

"What's wrong?"

"The world is full of swindlers!"

The Flower Sword Supreme teased, "There's one in front of you right now."

"Haha!" Geom Mugeuk laughed, knowing she was telling him to be wary of a woman wearing makeup. "By the way, this wine is from the Drunken Demon's prized collection. He gave me a whole box, so I'm giving one bottle to each of the Demon Supremes as a gift."

"I know about this wine."

"Oh? How?"

"This is the wine he would never give me, even when I begged for a single bottle. And yet, he gave you a whole box?!"

Geom Mugeuk grinned, but he couldn't bring himself to tattle on the Drunken Demon, who had voluntarily shared this wine with the Demonic Buddha. Instead, he simply said, "He must have known it would eventually find its way to you, Sword Supreme."

The Flower Sword Supreme snorted. "Don't take that drunkard's side."

She and the Drunken Demon were friends, which was why they could speak so informally.

"Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Sword Supreme?"

"I know what you want from the Demon Supremes. You want us to support you and stop the Cult Leader. Am I wrong?"

"No, you're correct."

The Flower Sword Supreme stated her intentions clearly, "Saying this might make our duel friend title seem like just empty words, but I cannot help you. I will follow the Cult Leader's will."

"I understand your position, Sword Supreme, and I won't hold it against you. Our duel friend title isn't just for show. We'll continue to be good friends."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled pleasantly, though her slightly trembling eyes betrayed her feelings. She had just flatly stated she couldn't help him, yet the Young Cult Leader was offering to help her. She couldn't be more grateful for that. She asked, "In that spirit, shall we have a duel?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "A duel is always welcome."

The Flower Sword Supreme was moved. Her skills were constantly improving, but there was no one to verify those skills and show her the path forward. She couldn't duel with the other Demon Supremes, nor could she go to the Cult Leader. Now, even the enemies with whom she could have life-or-death battles had disappeared.

Geom Mugeuk was fulfilling that most crucial role in her life, even at this moment, after she had said she could not help him.

Truly, if the opponent wasn't the Cult Leader, I would have definitely stepped up for the Young Cult Leader.

The two of them went outside. Both swordmasters had reached a different realm since their last duel.

"Dueling with you always makes my heart flutter, Sword Supreme."

"Not as much as mine, I'm sure."

And so, their duel began. Just as their realms had changed, this duel was different. It wasn't as fierce as other days. The duel was calm and elegant, the least intense they had ever had.

Their swords never traced the same trajectory twice. Like an artist endlessly painting new pictures, the blades continuously drew new lines.

The one leading today's duel was Geom Mugeuk. He led the Flower Sword Supreme, just as his father had led him.

The Flower Sword Supreme could feel the Young Cult Leader's sword constantly asking her, 'What is the sword?'

Well, she was called the Sword Supreme, so how could she not have an answer?

She had many answers, and those answers changed throughout her life. Sometimes the sword represented power, and other times it represented fear. Sometimes it was a wall, and sometimes it was freedom. Sometimes it was death; sometimes it was life. Sometimes it was honor; sometimes it was guilt. The meaning of the sword changed endlessly.

And now, she could not answer the question posed by Geom Mugeuk's sword. Being unable to answer meant she still had a long way to go.

Soon, the duel ended.

The Flower Sword Supreme recalled their duel. It wasn't a long duel, but it was one that left her thinking. The exchanges, which she would have remembered vividly before, were now a blur.

How did I survive with such a mindset? Did the Young Cult Leader go easy on me?

She mused, "Young Cult Leader, I thought the more I cut with my sword, the clearer the world would become."

"Is that not the case?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"No. The more I cut, the blurrier the world becomes. Am I getting old? Or is my sword getting old?" The Flower Sword Supreme looked down at the sword she was clutching. Have I regressed instead of advancing to the next stage? Why does everything feel so vague and hazy?

Geom Mugeuk's gaze was deep and calm, as if he understood what she was feeling. After all, he too had walked the path of that bewildering moment when everything seems to deconstruct. "I like the sight of a mountain shrouded in thick fog. It's mysterious and beautiful. It has its own ineffable feeling. In that moment, I believe the fog is also a part of the mountain."

The Flower Sword Supreme interpreted his words this way: 'Don't strive so hard to seek perfection. So what if it's blurry, and so what if there's fog? If one part is blurry, you might not see the details, but you'll see the whole picture better. When you're young, the individual parts are so clear that you can't enjoy the deep blurriness of the world, which is like fog.'

Enlightenment struck her, and she loosened her grip on her sword.

Instantly, she realized that a new sword path had been bestowed upon her sword.

She politely clasped her hands, showing her respect. This gesture transcended the relationship between a Demon Supreme and the Young Cult Leader. It was the respect one martial artist paid to another who had journeyed further along the same road.

"Thank you so much for showing me that there is an endless new path for me," she said sincerely.

Geom Mugeuk bowed politely in response. "I am also happy that the path I walk is not a lonely one."

The two of them faced each other and smiled.

The Flower Sword Supreme declared, "From now on, I'll wear makeup when I want to and not when I don't."

After all, not caring about one's appearance is, in the end, still a way of caring about one's appearance.

Before they parted, Geom Mugeuk said, "I have one thing to ask you."

"What is it?"

"It's about my mother."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression noticeably hardened. "Why are you suddenly asking about this?"

"During my recent seclusion training, I asked Father about Mother."

"What did he say?"

Geom Mugeuk told her exactly what Geom Woojin had said. "Father said that Mother was the only one he ever loved."

The Flower Sword Supreme slowly nodded. "Yes, she was the only one the Cult Leader ever loved."

"...?" Geom Mugeuk could sense her nervousness.

After a moment of silence, the Flower Sword Supreme sighed. "To be honest, I didn't like the Demon Queen."

It was a difficult thing to say to Geom Mugeuk, but she didn't want to lie.

"In fact, my feelings were closer to hatred..." The Flower Sword Supreme trailed off and said no more.

Geom Mugeuk could feel a mix of complex emotions coming from her. He apologized, "I shouldn't have brought it up. I'm sorry, Sword Supreme."

It was clear that the Flower Sword Supreme hadn't disliked his mother out of simple jealousy. Her loyalty to his father had always been pure and clear. There was definitely a deeper story behind it.

"I'll see you at the fishing spot tomorrow. Please show up looking even more beautiful than today and surprise Elder Blade Demon!"

He bowed and turned to leave.

"She was beautiful beyond comparison," came the Flower Sword Supreme's low voice from behind him.

Geom Mugeuk turned back towards the Flower Sword Supreme, whose eyes deepened as she recalled a certain day long ago.

"I still vividly remember the ornate, flower-patterned gown that the Demon Queen used to wear."

---
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Chapter 852: Fishing Is Just an Excuse to Get Together

"What are you doing here?" Geom Muyang demanded.

However, Geom Mugeuk, who was perched on the palm of a giant demon statue that held up a brazier for the Demonic Flames, kept his gaze fixed on the night view of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. "I heard you come up here every night, Hyung."

"Every night? This is only my third time."

Geom Muyang paused. Come to think of it, it was already his third time. When the Demonic Flames had first been lit, he had stood here, looking desperately toward the Demon Village where his father and brother had fought. He could not explain the feeling, but even now that the fight was over, he found himself repeatedly drawn to this place.

He sighed, "So? Did you come here to see me?"

"Don't just stand there, have a seat," Geom Mugeuk said. "It's worth coming up here often. The night view is amazing."

Geom Muyang slowly walked over and sat beside his younger brother. The two sat on the tips of the demon statue's fingers, looking down at the entire Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Geom Mugeuk handed a wine bottle to Geom Muyang. "Here, a gift. It's precious wine, so drink it on a special day."

The wine was from the Drunken Demon, and only one bottle was given to each person. However, as if to defy those words, Geom Muyang immediately poured himself a drink and downed it.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "You're not ignoring me, you're just saying this moment with me is special, right?"

Geom Muyang gave no answer, but one corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

The brothers sat quietly for a long time.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk broke the long silence. "What will you do if I try to stop Father from conquering the murim? Whose side will you take, Hyung?"

"Obviously..."

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk thought his elder brother was about to say he would side with their father.

"...I'll have to take your side."

Geom Mugeuk stared at his brother, surprised. "You'd take my side?"

"If I get on the bad side of the next Cult Leader, my life will be miserable, won't it? I have a lot more days to live with you."

Geom Mugeuk was astounded. This was not the brother he used to know. The current Geom Muyang even knew how to make jokes like this. "Can you really defy Father to his face?"

Geom Muyang stared at Geom Mugeuk. "Of course I can. If anyone can't, it'll be you," he said with utmost seriousness.

"You think I can't defy Father?"

Geom Muyang nodded. "Yes. You've gotten too close to Father."

Geom Mugeuk could not refute his brother's words. He sighed lightly and extended his hand. The wine bottle flew from Geom Muyang's grasp into his own via telekinesis. He drank the wine straight from the bottle as if to quench his burning throat. "Don't you have any advice for me, Hyung?"

"No."

"You can reveal your secret techniques to your little brother. Don't you know any of Father's weaknesses that only you are aware of?"

"How many of your weaknesses should I tell Father about in return? I know quite a few."

Geom Mugeuk broke into laughter. Yes, even if his brother knew a method, he would never teach him how to go against their father. "This is enough. This must be the first time since the creation of Heaven and Earth that you have listened to me like this."

Geom Muyang extended his hand, and the bottle flew back to him. This time, he drank from the bottle, saying, "If it were me, I wouldn't try to stop Father. If Father conquers the murim, he'll gain the world."

"You're right. Maybe I should just pretend I can't win and not stop him. Then I can inherit the world later?"

"......" Geom Muyang stared silently at the night view, but not all of the scenery from here was beautiful. In the distance, the spot where the lights of the original Demon Village should have been was as dark as an abyss.

Geom Mugeuk waited for his reply. Does he think I would never do such a thing?

Suddenly, Geom Muyang asked, "I heard you asked about Mother?"

"Who told you? I've asked so many people."

"Father told me."

"I guess Father is the only one who looks out for his eldest son."

Geom Muyang's expression stiffened slightly. "......"

"Why does everyone get like this whenever Mother's name comes up?" Geom Mugeuk asked curiously.

"Who else did you ask?"

"I asked Master and the Sword Supreme. The Sword Supreme remembered Mother's floral gown."

Of course, the Flower Sword Supreme likely remembered much more, but she had not said anything else about their mother. He had come to see his brother after parting with her.

Geom Muyang asked, "If you were going to ask about Mother, why didn't you come to me?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the distant Heavenly Demon Hall. "I thought the mood would get too serious if I talked with you, Hyung. Seriously, the look on your face makes it seem like we're in the midst of an emergency that requires us to light the Demonic Flames again."

"......" Geom Muyang did not laugh at his younger brother's joke.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "When we were young, you told me never to talk about Mom, and those words became like a prohibition for me. I grew up truly believing I shouldn't ever mention her in front of anyone."

Geom Muyang stared at the view without a word, as if remembering that day.

"I don't plan on blaming you for it, though," Geom Mugeuk added. The past was the past. Back then, not only he, but his brother too, were very young. "What's the use of talking about someone who's already passed away? It would only have hurt our feelings."

Mother, don't you think this second son of yours speaks too heartlessly? No, even these heartless words have come too late. As you saw, Mother, my life before regression was too difficult, and after regressing, my mind has been completely occupied with saving everyone. I'm sorry, Mother.

"I haven't spoken of Mother since that day either," Geom Muyang mumbled.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. It was the first time his brother had brought up their mother.

"I don't remember exactly how old I was," Geom Muyang said, "but I once asked Father about Mother. I saw it then. His face hardened and changed in an instant. Even as a child, I could tell how much pain he was in."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. It seemed his brother had also decided from that moment on that he should not bring up their mother, and he had told his younger brother that too. Perhaps, back then, he still cared dearly for his little brother.

Geom Mugeuk tried to recall his childhood memories, but try as he might, he couldn't remember his mother. "Actually, I don't remember Mother. She passed away when I was three, right? You'd think I'd have some faint memories from that time, but how can I not remember a single thing? Did she not even hold me?"

Geom Muyang shook his head. "No, she loved you more."

The image of his mother holding his younger brother surfaced in his mind. He had been there too, right beside them. His mother had smiled brightly and said to him, "Yang, you have to protect your little brother from now on."

Geom Mugeuk asked, "You remember everything, don't you, Hyung?"

"......" Geom Muyang said nothing.

"Since I don't remember anything, it's just a vague longing for me, but it's different for you, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk thought his brother must miss their mother more than he did. If there was any sadness or wound, it would be much deeper.

"Are you okay, Hyung?"

Knowing his brother's personality, the one thing he probably never talked about with anyone was their mother. He must have wanted to confide in someone about it at least once.

"Haa..." A faint sigh escaped Geom Muyang's lips.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned once more toward the distant Heavenly Demon Hall. "Hyung, if you ever want to talk about Mother, come find me. I want to hear about her."

"...You know, I planned to reinvestigate Mother's death if I became the Cult Leader," Geom Muyang suddenly said. "I couldn't believe she died of an illness."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Geom Muyang in shock, but his brother was serious. Geom Muyang could not accept the fact that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had failed to save their mother from her illness.

He could tell. His brother missed their mother so much that he needed someone to blame just to endure it. He was probably saying this now to imply that his younger brother should now be the one to uncover the truth.

Geom Mugeuk thought for a while before replying, "Yes, there might be another story behind Mother's death, but I'm not going to bother investigating it."

Geom Muyang glared at him angrily.

However, Geom Mugeuk had a firm reason for his answer. "Father surely did his best to save Mother. If he couldn't save her despite that, then it must have been something unavoidable. Even if there was a conspiracy behind Mother's death, like you suspect, Father would have already finished his revenge. She was the only person he ever loved."

Another soft sigh escaped his brother's lips. Geom Muyang was desperately suppressing the passion surging from his chest.

Geom Mugeuk could feel that his brother's heart was filled to the brim with longing for their mother. He turned his gaze to the night sky, searching for his mother's star among the countless twinkling lights.

Mother, I'm fine, so please take care of Hyung first.


It was well past midnight when Geom Mugeuk visited the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader," she greeted, surprised.

"I'm sorry for visiting at such a late hour, Soul-Stealing."

"Not at all. I was awake."

"Let's get some fresh air together."

Geom Mugeuk walked with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme through the interior of the Western Illusion Sanctum. The shamans standing guard bowed respectfully to the two of them.

"Are your injuries okay?"

"Yes, they've already healed."

Geom Mugeuk held up the wine bottle in his hand. "Then you should be able to drink this. It's wine I received from the Drunken Demon. I brought it because I wanted to drink it with you."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

As they walked, Geom Mugeuk looked around and asked, "Is it just me, or does this place seem different from the last time I was here?"

The old Western Illusion Sanctum was filled with traps and ghostly energy, with demonic flowers that could plunge people into their inner demons blooming everywhere. In contrast, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme showed him an ordinary and beautiful garden during their walk.

"I had the demonic flowers dug up, and redecorated the whole place. The shamans deal with souls and meet ghosts every day, so I thought the place they live should at least be ordinary and beautiful."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. It seemed the change was not just for aesthetic reasons, but the former Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme would never have shown such consideration. This was why new blood was needed. He asked, "Are you preparing for the fishing competition tomorrow?"

"I've never fished in my life. I'm just hoping I get lucky and catch at least one."

"Come out early tomorrow. I'll teach you the basics."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk barely managed to hold back his desire to boast that his fishing skills had even beaten his father's.

At the end of the beautiful promenade lined with soul lamps stood a large tree.

"This is the tree called the Tree of Souls," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme introduced. "It's known to have the effect of stabilizing a shaman's ghostly energy and clearing their mind."

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the Tree of Souls. Just looking at it gave off a mystical feeling. "This is the first I've known of such a tree here."

"There's a saying that shamans cannot lie beneath this Tree of Souls."

Geom Mugeuk immediately looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with a 'this is my chance' expression. "Soul-Stealing."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader?"

"Whose side are you on?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smiled. They had discussed this issue before, and that was why she had been so happy during the fight with the Darkness Palace Lord, thinking she had won as the Young Cult Leader's first Demon Supreme.

Now, under the Tree of Souls, it was time to put a final stamp on it.

"I am on your side, Young Cult Leader," she said sincerely.

"Then my definite allies are now the Smiling Demon and you, Soul-Stealing."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was even more pleased that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was on the Young Cult Leader's side. Among the Eight Demon Supremes, she liked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon the best. She was fond of the unique yet solitary feeling he exuded.

"I'm going to announce it in front of Father at the fishing competition tomorrow. From now on, Father has only six Demon Supremes!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme blushed. It was an awkward situation just thinking about it. "...Yes, you may."

"When Father tried to persuade you before, I let you go to the other side, but I won't let you go now."

"Even if you pushed me from behind now, I wouldn't go."

The two looked at each other and smiled.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme finally felt that she had truly become Geom Mugeuk's person. Someone needed her, and that person was Geom Mugeuk. How could she not be happy?

Geom Mugeuk suggested, "Let's have a drink to commemorate this moment."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded. "Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk drank first, then handed the bottle to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who also drank the wine down coolly.

"For the past few days, I've been meeting with the Demon Supremes and talking about Father," Geom Mugeuk explained. "I've been asking for advice on how to stop him from conquering the murim. Soul-Stealing, what should I do to stop Father?"

For a moment, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was flustered. She had not expected him to ask her. "I'm still inexperienced, so I won't be able to give you any helpful advice."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "Tell me anyway. If you, my first Demon Supreme, won't, then who will? I absolutely need your help, Soul-Stealing."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was touched. It was a burdensome request, but she was far more grateful for it than if he had dismissed her for being young.

She pondered for a moment, looking up at the Tree of Souls.

"The only thing I know is the art of soul-stealing," she said, conveying what she had felt while learning the art. "When you first learn the art of soul-stealing, you start by learning how to suppress a soul. In that process, souls can scatter, or conversely, the martial artist can be overcome by the soul and go mad."

"......" Geom Mugeuk listened to her calmly. He knew she had a personality that was good at cursing and provocation, but she was also good at speaking calmly like this.

"When you become a master of the art, you begin to understand what the soul wants. You gently soothe the soul and guide it down the desired path. Since each Chaos Demon has a different story and nature, one's skill is determined by how well one can soothe them.

"Finally, when you reach the final stage of the art, you don't need words, and you don't need to soothe. If you stand before a soul with a strong will, the soul will naturally be drawn to that strong heart. Just as Sword Unification is achieved in swordsmanship, the will of the practitioner and the soul to be controlled become one."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Don't try to persuade the Cult Leader with words. Instead, show him your will, Young Cult Leader."

Her words struck a deep chord in Geom Mugeuk's heart.

That's right; this isn't a battle of persuasion. It's a battle between the world Father wants and the world I want to live in—a battle of world against world.

Seeing Geom Mugeuk lost in thought, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme felt unnecessarily embarrassed. "I've spoken out of turn, despite knowing nothing."

"Don't say that. Your advice is incredibly helpful."

"Thank you for saying so."

As the night was late, Geom Mugeuk bid her farewell. "Soul-Stealing, I'll be expecting a big catch tomorrow!"

"To be honest, I'm nervous thinking the Cult Leader will be there too."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Don't worry. Fishing is just an excuse to get together. Father just wants to spend some enjoyable time with his Demon Supremes."


At the same time, a light was on in Geom Woojin's residence, and an overwhelming tension permeated the space.

Geom Woojin was still awake. He handled the object in his hands meticulously, as if he were polishing the Heavenly Demon Sword before heading into battle. Like a martial artist seeking vengeance, his focus was colder and sharper than ever.

Hwi, watching from concealment, knew that the Cult Leader had not been this tense even when he went to face the Celestial Killer Star.

WHISH, WHISH...

Long past the hour he should have been asleep, Geom Woojin was diligently tending to his fishing rod.

---

Translator's Note: As 16-18 Feb are Korean public holidays, there will be no new chapter until Thursday. Happy Lunar New Year!


Chapter 853: The Heavenly Demon Cup Fishing Tournament

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme arrived at the designated location. She had arranged to meet Geom Mugeuk and came earlier than the appointed time.

Along the riverbank, Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards set up tents for the Cult Leader and the Demon Supreme, searching the surroundings for potential ambushes. Security was at its tightest for their attendance, though this event was safer than most.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme spotted another Demon Supreme standing by the river, already fishing. It was still early, so she hadn't expected anyone else, but an unlikely person had arrived first.

"You're here already, Poison King?" she asked politely.

The Poison King bowed his head in return.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was inwardly surprised. The Poison King, of all people, practicing his fishing? He seemed the last person to enjoy such an activity.

The Poison King has this side to him?

While she was lost in thought, Geom Mugeuk arrived. He gave the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme a brief nod before approaching the Poison King. "Have you been practicing much?"

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's question, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme understood. Ah, it's because of the Young Cult Leader.

It all made sense. Just as Geom Mugeuk had summoned her here so early, only he could make the Poison King practice fishing alone. There must have been some arrangement between them that she didn't know about.

"How is it? Is my form okay?" the Poison King asked, demonstrating the motion of casting and reeling in his line for Geom Mugeuk.

"Who taught you?"

"Sangseon."

"I knew it! Your form is excellent. However, don't choose this spot later." Geom Mugeuk looked around. "That spot over there looks good. I'm sure Father and Elder Blade Demon will try to claim it, so even if you have to poison them, make sure you get it."

The Poison King nodded solemnly at the grim joke.

Geom Mugeuk whispered quietly into the Poison King ear, "There's only one antidote for building a good relationship with Father."

"Winning."

"No. Winning isn't the antidote. It could become an even stronger poison."

"?" The Poison King gave Geom Mugeuk a questioning look.

"It's the fact that you, the Poison King, learned to fish to get closer to Father. It's showing him you've learned the discernment to claim a spot like that."

The Poison King nodded. He had detoxified countless poisons, but striving so hard for an antidote to a human relationship was not entirely new.

He recalled barking like a dog with Geom Mugeuk and leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest for the Central Plains. All of it had been an effort to find an antidote for a relationship.

Because of those past efforts, this one did not feel unfamiliar.

"Then keep practicing," Geom Mugeuk said.

As he was about to walk over to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the Poison King suddenly interjected, "Have you found your antidote?"

Geom Mugeuk looked back at him. The Poison King was essentially asking whether he had asked the Cult Leader the most important question about his dream of conquering the murim. He replied seriously, "I plan to ask him today."

The Poison King's gaze deepened as he turned back to the river. "No one knows who will catch what today."

Geom Mugeuk watched the morning sunlight shattering on the water's surface beside the Poison King. "I'm more nervous than I was for the fight with the Celestial Killer Star. Poison King, please be on my side!"

The Poison King cast his line into the river again. "Nice try."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and went over to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. "You just need to go where you feel it and cast your line. Enjoy your first time fishing."

"Yes, I understand."

Despite his words, Geom Mugeuk taught her properly, from baiting the hook to casting the line and knowing the right moment to jerk the rod.

As he was teaching her, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived. He stood at a distance, watching them.

A scene from long ago superimposed itself over the pair, a memory of his younger self teaching the Cult Leader how to fish. Back then, they had both been so young.

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Geom Mugeuk greeted warmly, "Welcome, Elder!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon declared confidently, "You know, fishing isn't something you can master with just a day or two of practice."

SHHHHK!

He hadn't brought just one fishing rod. More than ten fishing rods spread out in the air like an unfurled arsenal.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at the floating rods and smiled. "I bet each of those has a story." He then brought up the most significant event in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's fishing life to boost his spirits. "Which one is it? The rod you used to teach my father how to fish for the first time?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pointed to the first rod among them. It was a rod he wouldn't sell for a thousand gold pieces. "This is the one."

"Please offer a word of advice for our two novice anglers, the Poison King and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme," Geom Mugeuk prompted.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stroked his chin, pondering. "In murim, there are enemies itching to draw their swords, aren't there? It's the same here. You can't be itching to make a catch. The fish can sense the trembling of the line like mind-readers." He approached Geom Mugeuk and pinched his cheeks. "And for bait, use bait like this."

"What kind of bait is bait like me?"

However, the Poison King and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded as if they understood perfectly. The lesson was clear, it was important to use bait the fish liked. The Young Cult Leader knew better than anyone what his opponent desired, which was why one couldn't help but take his bait, even knowing it was a trap.

"The fish in this river today might be a bunch of simpletons," Geom Mugeuk said.

A woman behind him remarked, "They can't have come with a mind as empty as mine."

Geom Mugeuk turned around. The next to arrive was the Flower Sword Supreme, dressed in even more beautiful clothes and makeup than the day before.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes widened at her stunning appearance.

"First place today will go to the Sword Supreme," Geom Mugeuk announced.

"And why is that?" she asked.

"Because the fish will swarm just to see your beautiful face."

The Flower Sword Supreme beamed. "Of course! It was worth waking up early to do my makeup for our Young Cult Leader."

She, too, had memories associated with fishing. Looking at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, she remarked, "Seeing you hold a fishing rod after so long reminds me of the old days."

She had no interest in fishing herself, but she recalled a time when the Cult Leader and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon went fishing together.

"Did you say fishing is about waiting?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "That's right."

"I don't know how someone as impatient as you can like fishing so much."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered, "The thrill of the catch is good, but sometimes I get a certain feeling. The world doesn't always go my way, but there are moments when it feels like not just a fish, but the world itself is being pulled toward me. I do it because I can't forget that moment."

The Flower Sword Supreme shook her head as if she couldn't understand. She had never felt that pulling sensation, from a fish or from the world.

Just then, the Fist Demon arrived. The fishing rod in his large hand looked as if it might snap at any moment.

"Master, do you enjoy fishing?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I tried it a couple of times with the Cult Leader back in the day."

Geom Mugeuk imagined the Fist Demon fishing with his father, a picturesque scene in his mind.

"I have no talent or interest in fishing," the Fist Demon admitted. Standing still and waiting for a fish to bite did not suit his temperament. The thrill of the catch wasn't particularly moving for him either, perhaps because he had mastered martial arts that primarily used the hands.

"Ah, it's actually harder when there are a lot of beginners," Geom Mugeuk worried aloud.

Another person arrived and responded, "Put your worries aside. As long as I'm here, there will be no room for beginner's luck."

The one who arrived so confidently was the Demonic Buddha, a single fishing rod slung over his shoulder. Considering his talent for gathering medicinal herbs, his fishing skills could not be underestimated.

After greeting everyone, the Demonic Buddha approached Geom Mugeuk and asked quietly, "You say the Poison King is a fraud? What on earth has changed about him?"

The Poison King was squatting by the riverbank, looking for poisonous insects. As more Demon Supreme gathered, he had begun to revert to his usual self.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "That appearance right now is an act. He's a master actor!"

Next, the Drunken Demon arrived, also looking confident. "Have you forgotten that the Drunken Dream Palace floats on a lake? Do you think all I did there was drink?"

The last Demon Supreme to arrive was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who came even though he had no interest in fishing.

Geom Mugeuk met him with high praise. "Smiling Demon, you look so good holding a fishing rod!"

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Jeslous, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon muttered quietly, "What doesn't look cool on him? Don't you shout that he's cool even when he just points a finger?"

"How many people in the world look cool just by pointing a finger?" Geom Mugeuk retorted. "You have to tell such a person that they're cool."

Behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask, his eyes smiled brightly.

Since the Cult Leader hosted the tournament, no one was late. It was a grand reconciliation after a major battle, and the atmosphere was exceptionally pleasant.

Still, with all eight Demon Supremes gathered, the riverbank felt like it would explode from their immense auras.

Just then, one of the bodyguards announced, "The Cult Leader has arrived!"

Geom Woojin slowly walked into the area, assisted by Geom Muyang, who carried his fishing rod. The Demon Supremes reverently welcomed Geom Woojin, and the relaxed atmosphere instantly grew tense.

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, "Father! Your second son is also your son! Why didn't you ask me to come with you?!"

The Demon Supreme once again realized what an incredible feat Geom Mugeuk had accomplished. This was a scene that should have been impossible. The Cult Leader might bring the Young Cult Leader to such an event, but never the First Young Lord who had lost the succession war.

Yet, here was the Young Cult Leader chatting with the Demon Supremes, while the ousted First Young Lord confidently escorted the Cult Leader.

"We greet the Cult Leader!" the Demon Supremes shouted in unison.

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward. "Today, I am a participant, but I've also decided to act as the host."

No one objected. Geom Mugeuk was the only one who could lighten the stiffening mood. Even if he had refused, they would have forced him into the role.

"Now then, before the tournament officially begins, can our Cult Leader please say a few words! ...Father, please say something."

Geom Woojin met the eyes of each Demon Supreme, from the ever-reliable Fist Demon to the Poison King, who was always intimidated in his presence. "You all worked hard fighting those bastards. For today, just think of it as a day to rest and enjoy yourselves." He suddenly turned to Geom Mugeuk. "Now you say something too."

Everyone instantly understood. This was the Cult Leader officially acknowledging the Young Cult Leader's crucial contribution to their recent victory.

Geom Mugeuk put on a deeply moved expression. "Standing in this emotional spot, I'm suddenly reminded of the first time I met all of you. First, our dear Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon. When I first met him, he was so stubborn and crotchety..."

As the speech threatened to drag on, the Demon Supremes began to feign disinterest. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme started a conversation, the Demonic Buddha swung his fishing rod around, the Poison King went back to searching for bugs, and the Drunken Demon sneakily took a sip of alcohol.

"...I'm kidding, I'm kidding! You're all too much! How has our Cult not changed at all?!"

The gazes of the Demon Supremes, who had played along, focused on Geom Mugeuk once more.

"Thank you," Geom Mugeuk said, his tone turning serious. "Thanks to all of you, we were able to eliminate our enemies." He first expressed his gratitude, then added what he truly wanted to say. "However, I don't think we need to place too much meaning on that. It was an obvious outcome, wasn't it? When it comes to killing our enemies, aren't we the best at it in all of murim?"

The Demon Supreme smiled at the realistic statement.

Geom Mugeuk delivered his point. "Our job is to kill the absolute evil that no one else can kill."

Geom Woojin remembered. Those words, spoken long ago, defined the demonic path his son pursued. Geom Mugeuk was declaring that he would stay true to that path.

"I've heard that when external enemies disappear, an internal crisis arrives," Geom Mugeuk continued. "I'm a worrier, so I plan to live without letting my guard down. For me, a new fight has already begun."

The Demon Supremes knew exactly what fight he meant. It was a fight between the Demonic Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader, a conflict upon which the fate of murim rested. Of course, it was their fight as well, one where they would have to choose between the two men.

Before the atmosphere could get too heavy, Geom Mugeuk changed the subject. "Alright, let me tell you about today's fishing tournament." He walked over to a table laden with prizes. "It should go without saying, but no martial arts are to be used. Revealing your aura is also forbidden. You must compete using only pure fishing skills. The time limit is from now until the sun sets over that river."

He had deliberately set a long time limit so they could all eat together and catch up.

"Now, I will announce the most important detail. The prize for the winner is!" Geom Mugeuk checked the contents of the prize box, then lifted the box to show everyone. "Oooooh! Father is being very generous today. To the person who catches the biggest fish, we will award a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng Root. This is the first time in murim history that a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng Root has been offered as a prize in a fishing tournament! A round of applause for our Cult Leader!"

The Demon Supremes laughed and clapped. This was the first time they had all gathered in such a pleasant atmosphere.

"There's another prize," Geom Mugeuk announced. "The person who catches the most fish will also receive a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng Root!"

The Flower Sword Supreme asked, "What if someone catches the biggest fish and also the most fish?"

"Then of course, they'll receive both roots! Also, anyone who catches at least one fish will receive a root of the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng Root as a commemorative prize." Geom Mugeuk glanced at his father. "Seeing how amazing the prizes are, I think Father plans on winning everything. Am I right?"

A corner of Geom Woojin's mouth lifted, and the smiles on the faces of the Demon Supremes deepened.

Geom Mugeuk raised his own fishing rod high and shouted, "Now, let the first ever Heavenly Demon Cup Fishing Tournament begin!"


Chapter 854: The Fate of This Murim Depends On You

"For today's fishing competition, you can't go past that protruding rock over there or that tree on the other side."

Before the main event, Geom Mugeuk set the boundaries. He kept everyone within sight and close enough to communicate telepathically, since today's gathering was arranged more for conversations they couldn't usually have than for the fishing itself. Since the river curved through the area, fortunately, everyone ended up breaking into two groups that faced each other rather than standing in a single file line.

"Now, pick your spots. If you don't like where you start, you can move later or stay put," he added, knowing that claiming a good spot mattered more than fishing skill. With the area so limited, securing a strong position from the start was everything. "Father, please choose your spot first."

Geom Woojin declined. "I'll choose later."

Geom Mugeuk knew his father well enough. He had been waiting for exactly that answer. His father wouldn't want anyone saying they'd won because they found a better spot. "Then how about this? To keep things fair, let's have the people with no fishing experience choose first."

Geom Woojin nodded. Today's contest was as much a battle of pride as it was a fishing competition.

With that settled, the novices got first pick.

"First, could the ones who were boasting about their skills earlier please step aside?"

The three boasters—the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Demonic Buddha, and the Drunken Demon—who understood better than anyone how much a good spot could decide things, were disqualified from priority selection. Though none of them showed it, disappointment was plain on their faces.

"Alright. Among everyone else, who arrived first today?"

Everyone looked around. The Poison King tentatively raised his hand.

"Okay, Poison King! Please choose first."

"Then I won't refuse." The Poison King smiled. He had sworn he would defend his preferred spot even if it meant spreading poison, and now Geom Mugeuk had handed him the chance to take it without a fight. He bowed his head toward Geom Woojin and started toward the spot Geom Mugeuk had indicated earlier.

"How strange!" someone complained.

The Poison King flinched and stopped. The speaker was, of all people, the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha continued, "The Poison King has absolutely no interest in fishing, yet you're telling me he was the first to arrive today?"

The Poison King was astounded. Of all the Demon Supremes, the Demonic Buddha was the one he considered his closest friend, and yet he was the one raising an objection?

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Demonic Buddha. Is he trying to steal the Poison King's spot to win the tournament?

The Demonic Buddha of the past would have done exactly that and more. He would have spun a conspiracy theory, claiming the Poison King had colluded with the Young Cult Leader to secure a prime location, then used the accusation as cover to take the spot for himself.

However, he felt the Demonic Buddha of today would never do such a thing. Geom Mugeuk trusted him, which was precisely why he could even entertain the thought as a joke, "The little giant's revenge for being used as a poison herb collector has finally begun."

Those words alone told everyone the Demonic Buddha had been gathering medicinal herbs for the Poison King.

With all eyes on him, the Poison King answered calmly, "Isn't this the first competition our Cult Leader is hosting? I came early to practice. The Young Cult Leader taught me how to pick a good spot."

"I see," the Demonic Buddha replied, accepting the answer without question.

That reaction said everything. He had steered the conversation precisely so the Poison King would speak those words himself, making sure the Cult Leader heard them directly.

When he had learned the Poison King arrived first, he guessed the reason immediately. The Young Cult Leader had been meeting with all the Demon Supremes, clearly working to mend what was broken, so he stepped in to give the Poison King a stage.

Of course, what mattered most was Geom Woojin's reaction. He studied the Poison King with calm eyes, then said gently, "I hope fishing will become an enjoyable hobby for you."

The Poison King clasped his hands in a respectful bow, walked to his chosen spot, and claimed the best position on the riverbank.

Geom Mugeuk leaned close to the Demonic Buddha and whispered in his ear. "I'm telling you, you're being deceived, Demonic Buddha. You're being fooled to the very end."

The Demonic Buddha smiled when he realized Geom Mugeuk had seen through him completely, but it was because the Young Cult Leader understood him without misreading him that he had been able to act at all.

"Next person!" Geom Mugeuk called out.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stepped forward.

Everyone stared at her in shock. It was surprising enough that the Poison King had been first, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was second? The two people martial artists feared most in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had been the first and second to arrive at a fishing competition, and both were beginners.

Unlike the Poison King, however, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme picked her spot without much thought.

Visible relief spread across the faces of the three boasters. From an expert's eye, she had chosen a stretch of water where catching even a single fish would be a struggle.

Geom Mugeuk called out to her. "Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme tensed inwardly. There was a mischievous glint in the Young Cult Leader's eyes.

Here it comes. He's undoubtedly about to declare to the Cult Leader that he only has six Demon Supremes, not eight.

She had already steeled herself to become the Young Cult Leader's Demon Supreme, but hearing it declared aloud in front of the Cult Leader was another matter entirely. Her heart pounded... but the words that came out of his mouth were nothing like what she had expected.

"Use your soul-stealing arts to send all the fish to me!" Geom Mugeuk yelled. "Don't send any to my father!"

It was a joke, of course. Martial arts were strictly off limits.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme relaxed inwardly, then smiled. "Somehow, that sounds like you're telling me to send them to the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head with great conviction. "I may be the most filial son in the history of the Divine Cult, but not today. Today isn't a fishing competition, it's a fishing war!"

Geom Woojin snorted, making no effort to hide the competitive fire burning in his eyes. Father and son stared each other down, neither willing to yield an inch, and the sight of it lit something in everyone around them.

"Alright. The next to arrive was Elder Blade Demon, right? As a master among masters, I'm sure you'll step aside."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smacked his lips with regret. He had his eye on a few choice spots, and losing all of them left him with no real path to victory.

Next up was the Flower Sword Supreme. With no idea which spots were actually good, she drifted toward a stretch shaded by a tree. She had done her makeup nicely and had no intention of standing in the sun all day.

Just as she settled down, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tilted his chin, nudging her silently to move a little further back. He stopped short of using telepathy, thinking that would truly be cheating.

Geom Mugeuk didn't miss it for a second. "Hehe, our Elder is worried that the Sword Supreme might go home with an empty basket."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Please catch plenty for my share too."

That alone showed how much she had changed.

Next, the Fist Demon strode forward and planted himself at an open spot. Everything about him suggested he would eventually lose patience, snap his rod in half, and wade into the river to catch fish bare-handed.

After that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chose the spot farthest from everyone else.

No words were needed. Just watching all the Demon Supremes pick their positions revealed their personalities.

"What about you, Hyung? Aren't you competing?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Geom Muyang shook his head. "Today, I'll just watch Father fish and learn."

Geom Mugeuk sighed. His brother had made the wiser choice. On a day like this, standing beside their father rather than against him would do far more for their relationship.

This left the self-proclaimed masters. Geom Woojin, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Demonic Buddha, the Drunken Demon, and Geom Mugeuk himself.

"Then, as the youngest, I'll choose my spot first," Geom Mugeuk said, quickly trying to slip in ahead of the others.

The Demonic Buddha rolled his prayer beads. "Young Cult Leader, do you know what fishing and life have in common?"

"What?"

"There are days you feel good even returning with an empty basket, and there are days you feel hollow even with one full of fish. Isn't life the same? There's no need to fill your basket so much."

"Why would you say something like that at a fishing competition?!"

The Demonic Buddha pretended not to hear, wearing the serene expression of a monk who had transcended all earthly concerns. "Isn't it more important how many people you've talked with than how many fish you've caught?"

"So why are you doing this to me? The fish are more important! Is the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng a joke?!"

Laughter rippled through the group. The atmosphere was wonderful from the very start. With Geom Mugeuk leading the mood, there was no room for boredom or tension.

Geom Mugeuk grinned at the Demonic Buddha. He made everyone laugh. He deserves a reward.

"The Bloody Buddha has turned into a benevolent Buddha at the riverside, so I have to yield my spot," he said resignedly.

Geom Woojin nodded readily.

The Demonic Buddha laughed. "Hohoho! Do you understand now? When one abandons greed, unexpected fortune arrives."

Geom Mugeuk wailed, "That's not true! You didn't abandon your greed, did you?"

Leaving a complaining Geom Mugeuk behind him, the Demonic Buddha strolled forward and claimed his spot. The location he chose made it perfectly clear he had not been bluffing about his fishing skills.

Geom Mugeuk immediately tried to secure his spot again. "Alright then. As the youngest, I'll go next..."

Before he could finish, Geom Woojin turned to the Drunken Demon. "You choose next."

"Thank you for the consideration." The Drunken Demon beamed. Having the Cult Leader look out for him was more than he had hoped for, and there were still a few decent spots left too.

This isn't bad at all.

He had chosen later overall, but he had secured a better position than three of his toughest competitors, the Cult Leader, the Young Cult Leader, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"......" Geom Mugeuk pouted. He assumed his father would naturally yield to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon next.

To his surprise, Geom Woojin said, "It's my turn."

"?" Geom Mugeuk watched his father step forward as if he had been generous enough already. He asked out of genuine curiosity, "Setting me aside, why aren't you yielding to Elder Blade Demon?"

"I must protect the pride of the master who taught me how to fish."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression lit up. Just being acknowledged like that, in front of everyone, was more than enough.

Geom Mugeuk whined, "Hey, Elder. Father just took your spot and you're standing there grinning? Don't you see that Father is most wary of you? This whole riverbank is a conspiracy!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled back. "From where I'm standing, the one he's most wary of is you."

"Huh?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon strode forward and claimed the last decent spot, leaving only one place left for Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. "Oh no, I was so busy watching everyone else that I forgot to grab my own spot!"

Smiles spread across every face.

This was something utterly unimaginable in the old Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. A gathering like this would never have existed, but even if it had, it would have been a bloody battlefield, crushed beneath the Cult Leader's presence and filled with power struggles among the Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk took the single open spot left, wedged between his father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The three ended up standing unusually close together, but neither Geom Woojin nor the Blood Heaven Blade Demon minded. If anything, the elder looked pleased to have the young man beside him.

Once everyone had settled, all eyes turned to Geom Woojin. He baited his hook, drew back, and cast his line toward the river with a powerful sweep of his arm.

WHOOOSH!

The line sang through the air, cutting a clean arc across the sparkling silver water.

SPLASH!

That was the signal. Lines flew in every direction at once.

The Poison King, thanks to his practice, cast with a clean plop that looked nothing like a beginner's throw.

The Fist Demon, who looked like he might fling his rod clean into the river, instead laid his line down softly nearby.

Conversely, the Flower Sword Supreme, who seemed like she would cast most elegantly, hurled hers the farthest with the most excitement.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon moved with practiced, unhurried precision.

The Demonic Buddha cast his rod sideways in a peculiar, almost meditative arc.

The Drunken Demon tossed his line one-handed, full of lazy flair.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon used barely any motion at all.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme cast with a clean plop, exactly as she had been taught.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk sent his line out. Nothing flashy, just an ordinary cast, but the weight of countless hours on the water showed in every small movement of his hands.

And so, the fishing began in earnest. Everyone stared at the river, lost in their own thoughts.

During his life before regression, while searching for the Ten-Thousand Year Fire Carp, Geom Mugeuk had always been impatient. He had wanted to find it quickly. Somewhere along the way,  though, he came to an understanding.

Just as a life spent only chasing opportunities ends up hollow, a hasty fisherman only muddies the water. You had to wait. You had to watch the river quietly, counting a thousand breaths, ten thousand breaths, until the one breath arrived when you could snatch the line. If you didn't miss that single moment, everything could change. And if you did miss it, you didn't quit. No fisherman ever stopped fishing over one lost catch.

He had found what he was looking for because he had kept going, right to the very end.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at Geom Mugeuk. The look in his eyes as he watched the water was deeper than that of any Demon Supreme present. You brat, what are you thinking about right now?

Geom Woojin also turned his head slightly toward his son. The two men's eyes met by accident over the young man standing between them.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze seemed to ask: Your son brought us this far. Are you planning to go all the way with a son like him?

Perhaps he read it clearly, because Geom Woojin's gaze answered: Where we are now, we can definitely achieve it. Do you really want to miss this chance?

They held each other's gaze for a moment, then both turned back to the river without a word.

A short while later, Geom Mugeuk secured his rod and walked over to his father. His brother stood beside Geom Woojin, quietly watching the water.

Geom Muyang looked over at him. "Should I step aside?"

"No. What can't I say in front of you, Hyung? Unless I'm badmouthing you, of course."

Geom Muyang was momentarily at a loss for words, but felt a quiet gratitude at that. "...Come to think of it, this is the first time the three of us have stood by a river like this, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "It'd be nice to bring an artist here and have him paint this scene, or we could ask the doll maker from the Demon Village to make dolls of the three of us fishing."

Geom Woojin cut in, "Seeing you so relaxed, you must be confident."

"Would a huge catch be up and moving at this hour? It'll probably sleep in until late afternoon and start stirring slowly. I'm just matching its pace." Geom Mugeuk added a boast on top of it. "Shall we call this the victor's composure?"

"It won't be easy today."

"Then, separate from the competition, would you like to make a side bet with me?"

Geom Woojin's eyes sharpened with interest at the word 'bet'. "What kind of bet?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. He had already thought of this beforehand. "A bet on who places first. You can bet on yourself, of course."

Geom Woojin's interest sharpened further. "We'll start observing from now and decide in two hours."

"As for the prize... how about the loser grants the winner one wish?" Geom Mugeuk asked, putting something on the table even more outrageous than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

"Any wish at all?"

"Yes. Anything."

Geom Woojin scoffed, then replied, "You're going to lose, though."

"We don't know that for sure."

Geom Woojin stared at his son for a long moment, then nodded without hesitation. "Fine."

Neither of them set any limits, no exceptions, no conditions. Just like that, a truly enormous bet had been made.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been listening from the side, shook his head slowly as if they were both incorrigible. He turned back to the flowing river and muttered softly, not to the men beside him, but to the fish somewhere beneath the surface. "Now, the fate of this murim depends not on the Celestial Killer Star, but on you."


Chapter 855: Have You Decided Who to Choose?

"I made a bet with my father on who would win," Geom Mugeuk announced, infusing his voice with inner qi so everyone could hear. "The prize is a wish."

The Demon Supremes all turned to look at him, their expressions filled with interest.

After announcing the bet, Geom Mugeuk addressed his father. "Alright, then. In two hours, we'll choose who we think will win." He proposed one more condition. "And when we decide, let's not tell each other who we picked. We'll write it on paper and only open it after the final winner is declared."

"Are you worried I'll change my mind?"

"How could I dare? And I know you wouldn't either, Father."

"Then why?"

"For example, let's say I choose Master." Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the Fist Demon. "You never know. Master might actually win."

The Fist Demon stared at the river and answered bluntly, "That won't happen."

There's nothing more boring in the world than fishing. I only just arrived, and I'm already bored. Even if I catch a fish, what's so fun about that? The thrill of the catch? That's only because these people don't know the thrill of landing a punch. If this hadn't been a competition hosted by the Cult Leader, I would have already left.

"If I choose him, how can Master possibly do his best, knowing he has to consider you, Father? And what if it's the other way around, and he knows you've chosen him?"

Geom Woojin nodded. If he chose the Fist Demon, the man would use every trick in the book to win. That was certain, regardless of his boredom. After all, many of the Demon Supremes were conscious of him. "Fine. We'll do it your way," he said, readily accepting the proposal so that his son would not be at an unfair disadvantage.

As Geom Mugeuk returned to his spot, his eyes met Geom Muyang's. "You should also watch carefully and see who might win, Hyung. If you get a good feeling about someone, let me know instead of Father."

Geom Muyang couldn't fathom his younger brother's intentions. This clever boy wouldn't have made such a bet without a plan.

What in the world are you planning? If Father hadn't been here, I would have grabbed you by the collar and shaken you for an answer.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward his spot, clutching his head as if deep in thought. "Who should I choose?" He walked past his own spot and went over to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Look at this. Even at this fishing spot, I come to find you first after my father. See?"

"You don't have to come today. Please, stop being so noisy and go over there," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied.

He was serious about fishing. Today, he was determined to show everyone a skill befitting the Cult Leader's fishing instructor.

"I'll be quiet right next to you," Geom Mugeuk said, crouching beside the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

As they stared at the floats on the river, the two continued their conversation in hushed tones.

"Why? Are you worried now that you've caused trouble?"

"Is that considered trouble?"

"Yes, it is! Why did you have to bet a wish? The Cult Leader..." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon trailed off.

Still, Geom Mugeuk could guess what he was about to say. Everyone knew what his father's wish was.

"So? Who are you going to pick as the winner?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk asked back, "If it were you, Elder, who would you pick?"

"Myself, of course."

Geom Mugeuk smiled as if he had expected that answer. "Then I'll choose you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked down at Geom Mugeuk, surprised at how easily he had decided, and took a step back. "Don't pick me. Of course I'm going to win, but still, don't. It's too much pressure. If the Cult Leader's dream is crushed because of me, he's only human, and it'll weigh on his mind forever. I don't want to be that kind of person to the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk giggled. He knew very well how much the Blood Heaven Blade Demon cherished his relationship with his father. Staring silently at the river, he suddenly asked, "Who do you think Father will pick?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without hesitation. "The Cult Leader? He'll obviously pick himself."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Given Father's personality, that's highly likely. This fishing competition is a revenge match for his pride.

"So you need to find someone who can beat the Cult Leader, and leave me out of it," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon added.

Geom Mugeuk leisurely scanned the fishing Demon Supremes one by one. It was still early, so everyone was relaxing and watching the river. His gaze stopped on the Flower Sword Supreme, who was standing in the shade of a tree.

He whispered to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "Elder, don't just stare at the water. Go talk with the Sword Supreme and take a walk."

"During this important competition?"

"That's why she'll be even more moved. 'Ah, he wants to spend time with me even during such an important competition!' When you're on your deathbed, are you going to regret losing a fishing contest? Or will you regret not taking a walk with the Sword Supreme in this beautiful place?"

"Obviously, I'd regret losing the fishing contest, and I'm sure the Sword Supreme would prefer the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng over a walk."

Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed together.

"I got one!" a woman shouted.

Finally, someone had caught the first fish. To everyone's surprise, it was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who stared in surprise at the fish flapping on the end of her line.

Everyone had thought her spot wasn't very good, yet the first fish was pulled from there. It was a fairly large fish, too.

"Is this what's known as beginner's luck?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered curtly, "The fish must be blind."

Geom Mugeuk shouted, "Congratulations! That's the first fish you've ever caught in your life, Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader," the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme replied, holding up the fish with a thrilled expression.

Geom Mugeuk didn't forget to tease the Demonic Buddha, who had claimed there would be no such thing as beginner's luck as long as he was around.. "Can you still stop a beginner's luck now?"

The Demonic Buddha gave Geom Mugeuk a meaningful smile. "Do you know what the greatest enemy of beginner's luck is?"

"What is it?"

"Time." The Demonic Buddha spoke again like an enlightened monk. "If you wait patiently, beginner's luck is bound to run out, and this competition lasts until late today, doesn't it?"

The Demon Supremes listened quietly. It had been a long time since they had all gathered like this to share such a conversation.

Instead of returning to his spot, Geom Mugeuk went to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was farthest away. "If you take off your mask, all the fish will gather here just to see your handsome face."

Behind the mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled. The two stood side by side at the riverbank and chatted.

The Demon Supremes watching them wondered how the Young Cult Leader could have become so close to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon of all people. It made them realize once again how unpredictable human relationships were.

"Is the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman doing well?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Smiling Demon replied, "Yes, she's happy that she can finally focus on her own work again."

She must have neglected the affairs of the Thousand Flower Palace while caught up in this incident.

"I should visit and pay my respects when I go out to the Central Plains."

"She would be delighted if you visited, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk suddenly became curious. I wonder if the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman knows about my future. Did she receive a new prophecy related to world domination?

He turned back to the Smiling Demon. "You intend to take off your mask today, don't you?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. The moment he heard about their bet, he knew the Young Cult Leader had thrown down the gauntlet here at this fishing spot today.

With all Eight Demon Supremes gathered here, today might just be the most opportune moment for the Young Cult Leader to take action.

"But how would you predict who would come in first?" he asked, assuming Geom Mugeuk had a solid plan for making such a bet.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "I didn't make the bet because I predicted anything."

"Then why?"

"If I can't change Father's mind by the end of the competition, I plan to leave it to fate as a last resort."

The words were half-joking, half-serious, but whether it was a joke or not, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon believed in Geom Mugeuk.

"You've done well. When it comes to luck, aren't you second to none, Young Cult Leader?"

"I'm pretty lucky."

The two faced each other and smiled.

"If it were you, Smiling Demon, who would you pick?"

After a moment of thought, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chose an unexpected person. "If it were me, I would pick the Cult Leader."

"Father?"

"Yes."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't give a reason, so Geom Mugeuk didn't press him.

"I'll come by again later," Geom Mugeuk said, heading back to his spot.

"I got one!" someone yelled.

A second person had reeled in a fish. This time, it was also someone unexpected—the Sword Supreme.

She looked at the fish flapping on her line and shook her head. "You poor thing. Of all the bait to take, you had to choose mine on the very first day I've ever fished?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at her and called out, "Can anyone truly control their attraction to beauty? Congratulations, Sword Supreme!"

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk went straight to the Demonic Buddha. "What happens when many beginners have a lucky streak? Even time might not be able to handle it, don't you think?"

Knowing Geom Mugeuk had come to tease him, the Demonic Buddha once again adopted the air of an enlightened monk. "As long as the beginners are fighting the fish, they can't beat us. Aren't we the ones who fight with our own minds?"

Geom Mugeuk crouched beside the Demonic Buddha. "When did you get so into fishing?"

"Like you, I also enjoy my time alone."

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "But most of that time is spent busily running around, and you're no different from me, Demonic Buddha."

In this respect, the Demonic Buddha was similar to him. He seemed to meet many people and enjoy those encounters, but he was a person who, more than anyone, liked to be alone.

"What do you think of my choice?" Geom Mugeuk asked. "In your eyes, Demonic Buddha, will it be a good one? Or a disastrous one?"

"That will depend on whose name you write down."

"If it were you, Demonic Buddha, whose name would you write?"

The Demonic Buddha glared at Geom Mugeuk. "Haven't you already written it down in your heart?"

"Not at all. If I had, I would've suggested we write it down immediately instead of giving Father two hours."

"Causing such a big incident without a plan? That's just like you."

"You're supposed to say it's not like me!"

After a moment of thought, the Demonic Buddha pointed to one person. Geom Mugeuk had expected the Demonic Buddha to name himself, confident as he was in his fishing, but the same answer as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came from his lips. "If it were me, I would have written down the Cult Leader."

"May I ask why?"

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha answered, "Because you are not as desperate as the Cult Leader."

"!" Geom Mugeuk froze in shock.

The Demonic Buddha's gaze turned toward his father.

Geom Mugeuk knew the person who had most accurately read his father's aspirations was likely the Demonic Buddha, who had been at the forefront of the succession war.

"If you think the Cult Leader vaguely wants to take over the murim, you are gravely mistaken," the Demonic Buddha said, warning him that his father's desire was far stronger than he imagined.

Just then, another fish was caught. The beginners' luck continued.

The person who reeled it in this time was the Poison King, his face full of joy. It was the first time Geom Mugeuk had ever seen the Poison King look so happy about something.

"Demonic Buddha, perhaps you should be diving for poisonous fish instead of heading to the mountains to dig for poisonous herbs."

The Demonic Buddha laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"I'll be back later."

When Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Demonic Buddha and returned to his spot, the fourth fish was caught. This time, the person who caught the fish was another beginner, the Poison King.

As the beginners caught fish one after another, a change occurred among those present. A golden glow intensified around the Demonic Buddha's body as he cast his line even farther, and the Drunken Demon took an anxious breath.

Geom Mugeuk snickered. Look at him getting all antsy, unable to wait patiently like the Elder... or not.

He looked back at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was unfolding his fishing rods and selecting a different one. He was blaming his equipment.

The trio of boasters wasn't the only ones who had changed. Geom Woojin slowly walked toward the Poison King.

Everyone's eyes focused on him. Naturally, the most nervous person was the Poison King.

Geom Woojin held out his hand.

SSSSST!

With a single light gesture, a large pit formed next to where the Poison King stood. He moved his hand again, and a small channel of water was created from the river to the pit. After filling the pit with water, he placed the fish the Poison King had caught inside. The two fish swam around in the small pond.

"From now on, put the fish you catch in here."

"Yes, Cult Leader."

"How do you like fishing?"

"I think it suits my disposition well."

The Poison King meant it sincerely. He loved nature, and when it came to just spacing out, he was the best among the Demon Supremes there.

"I thought you would." Nodding, Geom Woojin walked back to his spot.

The Poison King already looked as if he had won. The Cult Leader's personal attention was a gesture more precious than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

"You're not planning to choose the Poison King, are you?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Geom Woojin gave an enigmatic smile. "Why do you think not? Can't I choose anyone here?"

Watching his father return to his spot, Geom Mugeuk sighed. "Now you're resorting to confusion tactics."


Finally, two hours passed.

Geom Mugeuk announced the fish count as if he were a commentator. "The Poison King has three fish, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme has two, the Drunken Demon has one, and the Flower Sword Supreme has one. A total of seven fish have been caught. Their sizes are all pretty similar, so it's not a situation to argue over yet."

The rest, Geom Woojin, Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Demonic Buddha, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Fist Demon, had yet to catch a single fish.

After reporting the situation, Geom Mugeuk stood before his father. "Have you decided who today's winner will be?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

The gazes of all the Demon Supremes were fixed on the two of them. From this point on, the fate of murim could be decided by the name written down.

The two men each wrote a name on a piece of paper. Geom Woojin wrote without hesitation and folded it so it couldn't be seen.

Geom Mugeuk wrote his name a moment later and held out the paper, then suddenly shouted, "Ah, not this one."

FWOOSH!

The paper in his hand burst into flames. After burning it with his yang qi, he wrote a new name.

Geom Woojin and the Demon Supremes considered even this dramatic display to be part of his strategy.

The Demon Supremes wondered, Who in the world did the two of them write down?

Geom Mugeuk entrusted his and his father's papers to his brother. "Hyung, you hold onto these."

Geom Muyang blinked in surprise. "What's to stop me from writing down a different name to help Father and then revealing that as the winner's name?"

"As if you would! Even if you did, do you really think Father would accept a victory based on a name you forged?"

Geom Muyang smiled. His brother had a point. He took the papers and tucked them into his robes.

Geom Mugeuk asked his father loud enough for everyone to hear, "Can't we just live happily like this, fishing together?"

Geom Woojin snorted. "How long do you think this joy will last? It is a joy that will end when the sun sets."

"We can go hunting the next day, have a picnic the day after, drink the day after that, and go out to punish some bad guys the day after that. There's so much to do!"

"......" Geom Woojin gave no reply to his son's words.

"Father." Instead of flipping the table, Geom Mugeuk sat across from his father at his drinking table. For the first time in a very long time, he finally asked the question he had never asked before. "What kind of murim do you dream of, Father?"


Chapter 856: You Just Killed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon

What kind of murim does Geom Woojin dream of?

All the Demon Supremes held their breath. It was a question no one had ever dared to ask before.

"I'm curious, Father." Geom Mugeuk's gaze went past his father's shoulder to the Poison King.


"Have you ever asked the Cult Leader about his dream of conquering the murim?"



He was now using the harmful advice the Poison King had given him.

Geom Woojin stared at his son in silence, and Geom Mugeuk did not avoid his father's gaze. He knew why his father had decided to conquer the murim. The Fist Demon had told him it was because of his mother.

Father, is it still for that reason? How do you truly see this murim? Do you hate it? Is that why you want to tear it all down? Or are you, unexpectedly, dreaming of a peaceful murim at the end of it all?

Finally, Geom Woojin muttered, "To dream about this murim..."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied. It was a moment fitting for a phrase his father often used on him. "That's the kind of cheap sentimentality that gets you killed, is what you want to say, right?"

However, Geom Woojin did not smile. "This murim isn't worth that."

With those words, Geom Mugeuk understood his father's view of murim without needing to hear more.

Is it because of Mother?

He couldn't bring himself to say the words. He felt he could talk about anything else, but he had to be cautious with topics related to his mother. She was the most precious person to his father.

He argued, "It may have no value to you, Father, but countless people live in this murim, giving it their own value. I want to protect what they value."

Geom Woojin's expression twitched slightly. The tension between the two heightened.

This time, Geom Woojin questioned his son. "Fine. Then let me ask you something. If I go to war despite your persuasion, what will you do?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered, "I will stop you. If I do that, what will you do, Father?"

Geom Woojin read an intention in his son's unnecessary provocation. A desire to see the result for himself. "Blood Heaven Blade Demon, hear me."

"Yes, Cult Leader." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon politely clasped his hands, ready to receive his orders.

The Cult Leader's command soon followed.

"Suppress the Young Cult Leader's inner qi and make him kneel before me."

All the Demon Supremes were shocked. The pleasant, cheerful atmosphere from moments ago instantly turned cold, as if a river had frozen solid.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without hesitation. "I will obey your solemn command."

He slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk. He had expected this. If such an order were given, it would come to him, not the Fist Demon. The Cult Leader knew better than anyone that this would be far more effective.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk. You brat, what are you going to do now? You couldn't have been unaware that a moment like this might come, could you? Hurry up and ask the Cult Leader for forgiveness.

Geom Mugeuk must have read the emotion in his gaze, but he did not act as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wished. He did the exact opposite. "Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

"Yes, Young Cult Leader?"

"Stop the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"I will obey your command."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked out from the opposite side and stood between Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon unleashed a cold aura. "Step aside."

"I cannot."

"Don't you know what you're doing right now?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't understand.  Stopping the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was acting on the Cult Leader's orders, could be considered treason. It was a situation where even a death sentence would be justified. There was no way Geom Mugeuk did not know that.

He should be stopping the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from stepping forward, but instead, he's giving him an order?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon politely bowed his head to Geom Woojin. "I apologize, Cult Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [If you don't want the masked man to die, make him back down now.]

However, for whatever reason, Geom Mugeuk did not make the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon back down.

Geom Woojin gave another command. "Flower Sword Supreme, hear me."

"Yes, Cult Leader."

"Help the Blood Heaven Blade Demon subdue the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"I will obey your solemn command."

The Flower Sword Supreme stepped forward. Her gaze fell on Geom Mugeuk, who was behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Young Cult Leader, why on earth are you doing this?

Knowing that Geom Mugeuk was wiser and smarter than anyone, she too could not understand his current actions.

Tension flowed between the three facing Demon Supremes. A situation was unfolding where the unspoken rule that Demon Supremes never fight each other might be broken.

The Drunken Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk. Mugeuk, hurry and fix this. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could really die if this continues. No, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon isn't the problem. You could get kicked out of your position as Young Cult Leader!

However, far from fixing the problem, Geom Mugeuk escalated it. "Drunken Demon, please help me."

The words, 'You crazy bastard! Is this really the time to ask me for help?!' rose in the Drunken Demon's throat, but he replied politely. "Young Cult Leader, I cannot do that."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Demonic Buddha without hesitation. "Demonic Buddha, please help me."

The Demonic Buddha could tell Geom Mugeuk was doing this with some intention, and he was curious what that intention was. There was truly never a dull moment with the Young Cult Leader. "I'm sorry, but I refuse."

When the Demonic Buddha firmly refused, Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Poison King. "Poison King, please help me!"

The Poison King silently watched the three fish he had caught swimming in the puddle. He knew the Young Cult Leader couldn't stop the Cult Leader's will with only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

What if I helped? I could become his most powerful support. Of course, I'd be on the Cult Leader's bad side forever.

He slowly shook his head, indicating his refusal. He would have refused even without the puddle the Cult Leader had made for him. Today, he would not be barking like a dog with the Young Cult Leader.

Next was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, please help me."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's situation was different from the other Demon Supremes.


"From now on, Father only has six Demon Supremes!"



It was Geom Mugeuk who had asked if it was okay to make such a joke to his father.

This isn't a joke, is it?

Nevertheless, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was about to step forward to help.

However, Geom Mugeuk's telepathic message reached her first. [Soul-Stealing, just stay put. Today is not the day.]

Believing he had a plan, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme followed Geom Mugeuk's will. "I'm sorry, Young Cult Leader."

And so, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme also politely refused.

Now, Geom Mugeuk looked at the last remaining Demon Supreme. He did not give up, even though he was asking someone who would never turn his back on the Cult Leader, not even if all the other Demon Supremes did.

"Please help me, Master!"

Indeed, the Fist Demon just looked at Geom Mugeuk silently. He did not even express his refusal, as if the request was absurd from the start.

Rejected by everyone, Geom Mugeuk looked at his father.

Geom Woojin asked in a low tone. "You just killed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for treason. Is this what you wanted?"

"......"

Geom Woojin had expected as much. His intelligent son would not have expected any Demon Supreme other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to help. If he had been confident that even a few Demon Supremes would step up to help, he would not have created this situation in the first place. At least, he was not the kind of son who would corner his father like that. His faith in his son was that strong.

"Why did you tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to stop him?"

The gazes of all the Demon Supremes turned to Geom Mugeuk. Everyone was curious why he had made the man step forward and block the way.

Geom Mugeuk answered, "Because it's something that won't happen in reality."

Not understanding what he meant, everyone wore puzzled expressions.

"That's why I wanted to see it once," Geom Mugeuk continued. "The sight of the Smiling Demon stepping forward for me, and the sight of the other Demon Supremes, who won't defy Father's orders no matter how close I get to them."

"Something that won't happen in reality?"

"Yes, this will never happen. The Smiling Demon will never become a traitor." Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Because if you start a war, Father, I will follow your orders."

"!"

Geom Mugeuk had felt the same way when he promised his father a five-year deadline. Today, he revealed that sentiment to his father in detail. "When that time comes, I will stand at the vanguard as promised. I won't resent you for going against my wishes. I have no intention of plotting to ruin your war. I will lead that war to certain victory."

Everyone could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was speaking from the heart.

"Of course, I will strive to minimize the casualties of the war. It won't be easy, but I will try my best to save the lives of the Chairmen and my friends. That's why I'm trying so hard to stop you. Because the outcome is already decided if I fail. I will try to stop you until the tournament ends today, and if I fail today, I will keep trying until the last day of our promised five years." He asked his father for forgiveness, "I created this situation intentionally to show you my true feelings. So please, forgive the Smiling Demon."

Geom Woojin sighed. Seeing that the Smiling Demon had not stepped forward on his own but was called out by his son, it was clear the situation had been intentionally staged. Besides, he already knew that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had dedicated everything to his son. The bigger problem would have been if he hadn't stepped forward for his son. Therefore, he held no ill will toward him for disobeying his command.

Geom Woojin sent a telepathic message to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. [Thank you for following my request so well.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew what he meant. The Cult Leader had once entrusted the Young Cult Leader to him, and now Geom Woojin proved that he remembered it precisely, that those words had not been spoken lightly.

[I will uphold that promise until the day I die.]

Seeing the exchange of glances, Geom Woojin nodded with a satisfied smile.

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's side. "From now on, you won't have to stand between my father and me like this. Thank you for today, Smiling Demon."

Behind the mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled pleasantly.

Watching them, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme felt relieved, but also a little disappointed. She could understand why Geom Mugeuk had stopped her from stepping forward. It must have been his way of telling her not to get on his father's bad side when it was not a real situation. If two of them had defied the Cult Leader's will, the atmosphere would have become completely different.

However, seeing Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she couldn't help but feel that she wanted to stand on that side too.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk thanked his father. "Thank you so much for generously overlooking your son's childish behavior."

Geom Woojin felt it. His son had declared war on him by revealing his true feelings.

As always, his son did not hide his true feelings and let imagination fill the void. This clever boy knew that such imagination was always cold.

THUD!

Suddenly, the fishing rod propped up next to him fell over.

"Ah! That's my fishing rod!"

A fish had taken the bait on the rod Geom Mugeuk had set up. Geom Mugeuk ran over and pulled the fish up.

"It's my first fish!" Geom Mugeuk held the fish high, his face excited. "Did you see my skill? Catching a fish without even holding the rod? The fish just rush toward me even when I'm standing still... Hey, where are you going? Look at my fish! Doesn't it look like the biggest one?"

Geom Woojin cast his fishing line into the river again. The Demon Supremes who had been in a standoff returned to their spots, and the rest also picked up their fishing rods again.

Geom Mugeuk shouted to the Demon Supremes who had started fishing again. "Alright, the tournament continues. Please fish hard from now on! Especially the person whose name I wrote down!"

The heavy and serious atmosphere brightened up again.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said to Geom Mugeuk, "I told you clearly not to write my name."

He had said it loudly on purpose for the Cult Leader to hear. He had told Geom Mugeuk that he did not want to be the reason the Cult Leader's will was bent.

It seems the Cult Leader's still confident he can win, even though he hasn't caught a single fish yet.

"What will you do if Father wrote your name?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at Geom Woojin. "That's not possible."

"You never know. Father might have picked you, Elder. You have to get first place."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk. "You picked me, didn't you?"

"Who knows?" Geom Mugeuk smiled and started walking again.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was astounded. "Where are you going again without fishing?"

"I caught one fish, but you still haven't caught any, Elder."

"I'm strong in the second half... and that fish, it caught itself!"

Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Drunken Demon, who wordlessly poured some wine into the Ice Palace Chalice he wore at his waist.

Geom Mugeuk drank the wine. Drinking the already delicious alcohol from the Ice Palace Chalice made it taste absolutely incredible. "This wine tastes great!"

"You're a real madman," the Drunken Demon sighed. He had not shown it earlier, but he had been incredibly anxious. He was worried the father-son relationship would be completely ruined.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "Didn't you tell me to sit down and not flip the table? I just followed your advice, hyung."

"You brat, a drinking session needs good side dishes. How can the mood be good when you start with hard wine so openly?"

"I was too hasty, wasn't I?"

"You think?! Find some side dishes, even now."

"Yeah, I have to. I came out here today to avoid a situation like that. I have to find it!"

Geom Mugeuk stood next to the Drunken Demon for a moment, watching the flowing river. "Hyung, is it arrogant of me to believe I can change my father's mind?"

The Drunken Demon did not answer. If it had been anyone else, he would have answered with a firm yes. However, knowing everything Geom Mugeuk had done and all the effort he had put in, he couldn't bring himself to say it.

In the end, he looked down at the wine bottle in his hand and said, "You know what? Wine has never once tried to change me. It's just wine, but I, the one who drinks it, keep changing. I feel good, I get depressed, I get angry, I feel lonely." He poured more wine into the Ice Palace Chalice, then continued, "If you're set on changing the Cult Leader, it'll be the hardest thing in the world, but what if, instead, you decide to become a good wine and get the Cult Leader drunk that day? That might be worth a try."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. The words resonated with him, but a natural worry followed. "What if he regrets it when he sobers up?"

"Everyone has regrets the day after getting drunk." The Drunken Demon took a long swig of his drink. "But if the wine is named Geom Mugeuk, it'll at least be a pleasant regret."


Chapter 857: What's a Drunkard Doing Worrying About a Hangover

The Drunken Demon was right. Geom Mugeuk didn't need to worry about his father's hangover. Whether his father regretted it or not, he couldn't let such feelings stop him. "I've said it before, but the more I see you, the smarter you seem. You're the smartest of all the Demon Supremes, Hyung."

The compliment always felt good, and the Drunken Demon couldn't hide the smile that bloomed on his face.

Geom Mugeuk continued praising, "You're not just an ordinary drunkard, Hyung. You're an extraordinary one!"

Pleased, the Drunken Demon poured wine into the Ice Palace Chalice.

Geom Mugeuk drank, then returned the Drunken Demon's earlier words to him. "If this wine was called 'The Drunken Demon,' I'd gladly get drunk on it all night!"

As the two drank, someone caught a fish.

FWOOSH!

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and it was the first fish he had caught all day.

A reaction completely opposite to the Smiling Demon's own indifference erupted.

"Smiling Demon!" Geom Mugeuk shouted. "Congratulations! Our Smiling Demon has finally caught his first fish! It's probably the most handsome fish in this entire river!"

The Drunken Demon watched Geom Mugeuk jump up and down, as happy as if he'd caught the fish himself. He expressed his dissatisfaction, "Isn't your reaction a bit too different? You weren't this happy when I caught one, were you?"

"Because you're not the Smiling Demon, Hyung."

"Don't discriminate right in front of me. That's the worst."

"If you didn't like it, you should've stepped up when I shouted, 'Please help me, Drunken Demon!'"

"I was about to."

"......" Geom Mugeuk stared into the Drunken Demon's eyes.

Faced with that direct gaze, the Drunken Demon couldn't lie. Defying the Cult Leader's order and stepping forward for Geom Mugeuk was impossible for him. " I wouldn't have been able to. I have to admit it. The most I could've done was probably pour some wine on your grave."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "It's fine. If it was wine from you, it would've been delicious. I'll pour your favorite wine on your grave, too."

The Drunken Demon unexpected shook his head. "No, don't pour wine on my grave. I've spent my whole life drinking, so why would I need it in death? I intend to walk the path to the underworld sober."

As if to say they should drink while they were still alive, the Drunken Demon took a drink and refilled Geom Mugeuk's chalice.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the cup. "What's the side dish of your life, Hyung?"

The Drunken Demon thought for a moment. "You. Watching you is fun."

"Besides me?"

"......" The Drunken Demon couldn't answer easily.

"What about Yeo Bin?"

"Yeo Bin isn't a side dish for me... she's hard liquor."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at the half-joking, half-serious remark. "Isn't it about time you partook of that hard liquor?"

The Drunken Demon gave Geom Mugeuk a disbelieving look.

"I'm saying, it's time the two of you got married."

"All of a sudden?"

"You have to think for her sake, too."

Geom Mugeuk didn't know Yeo Bin's exact age, but as one of the Three Drunkards, she couldn't be young.

The Drunken Demon took a drink. The contemplation in his eyes suggested he wasn't entirely against the idea.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Has she ever said anything? Doesn't she ask you to marry her?"

"She's not the type to bring something like that up."

"Her counterpart is a Demon Supreme. Who would bring that up so easily? You have to bring it up first, Hyung. Don't you have some wine saved for your wedding? Bring out some sweet wine and ask her to marry you on a day with a good atmosphere."

"......" The Drunken Demon simply emptied his cup without a word.

"Why? You don't like Yeo Bin?"

"Of course not. Where else would I find a woman like her?"

"Then why?"

The Drunken Demon looked down at his empty cup and sighed lightly. "Because I only know how to get drunk. I don't really know how to sober up."

He seemed worried about whether someone who had only ever drunk could be responsible for another person.

"Aigoo, they say a monk can't shave his own head. You give me all sorts of good advice, but you're so bad at handling your own affairs." Geom Mugeuk refilled the Drunken Demon's empty cup. "Yeo Bin probably agrees with me."

"What do you mean?"

"She's probably worried, too. As one of the Three Drunkards, she's also lived a life of drinking, whether for martial arts or not. Don't you think she's worried? 'Can someone like me live well with the Drunken Demon?'"

"......" Again, the Drunken Demon emptied his cup without a word.

"She knows more about wine than anyone, she's watched you longer than anyone, and she likes you more than anyone. So think of her as a lifelong drinking companion and marry her. Drink together in the evening, then wake up and regret it together in the morning. Live like that, taking turns quitting drinking."

The Drunken Demon smiled at Geom Mugeuk. Sometimes, the bright young kid acted like someone who had lived a full lifetime.

Geom Mugeuk rambled on, "They say men who live alone die the fastest."

"What's the point of living a long life?"

"You have to drink and hang out with me until we're old. You need someone like Yeo Bin to watch over you, Hyung. Hurry and grab her before she runs off somewhere."

Geom Mugeuk finished his last cup, then looked at the Fist Demon standing in the distance. It would be nice to drink and talk about this all day, but there's work to be done.

"When it comes to Father, Master should know best, right?" he asked.

The Drunken Demon nodded blankly. "I suppose so."

Geom Mugeuk added as he stood up and walked away, "Hmph, what's a drunkard doing worrying about a hangover?"

Walking toward the Fist Demon, he paused. In the distance, he saw his father teaching his older brother how to fish.

Suddenly, he thought his father might be thinking of his own deceased older brother while teaching his eldest son to fish. He didn't know why the thought occurred to him.

Geom Mugeuk started walking again and stood next to the Fist Demon. "Fishing is boring, isn't it?"

The Fist Demon didn't answer, but his silence was answer enough.

"The fish are too scared to come near because you're scowling so fiercely, Master."

"Seeing as you're so relaxed, it seems you didn't write your own name down, at least."

"Who I wrote down is a top secret."

Geom Mugeuk stood beside the Fist Demon and gazed at the river.

The Fist Demon asked, "Why are you wandering around instead of fishing during a fishing competition?"

"I'm looking for a side dish."

The Fist Demon was about to ask what he meant, but he quickly turned his head back toward the river. How could I possibly understand the things Geom Mugeuk does? Just look at what happened earlier. The Young Cult Leader does things I can't even imagine.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "I've been thinking hard about what my father likes the most. Ah, excluding people. If we included people, wouldn't it be me?"

The Fist Demon looked at the confident Geom Mugeuk with an expression that seemed to ask, Is that really so?

"There are things I've learned after getting closer to my father. He likes Go, cooking, and fishing, but those are all hobbies, aren't they? Surely he doesn't enjoy his official duties." Geom Mugeuk sighed lightly. "I tried so hard to get close to my father, but I've realized I don't know what he likes the most."

Come to think of it, is it just Father? I don't know what Hyung likes the most. What does Lee Ahn like the most? I don't even know what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who willingly offered his life just a moment ago, likes the most. And what about the Drunken Demon, who I was just drinking with?

The Fist Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Did you come here thinking I would know?"

"You don't know?" Geom Mugeuk tilted his head, puzzled. I thought the Fist Demon, who has been with Father since their youth, might know.

"No, I don't."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. There was no hesitation in that answer. The Fist Demon truly didn't know.

The Fist Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Even if you asked me that question, I'd have to think for a long time to answer, and it would be an answer that could change tomorrow. What about you? What do you like the most?"

Geom Mugeuk couldn't answer readily, either. Right, how can I know someone else's heart when I don't even know what I like the most?

The two of them stared at the river in silence. The chatter with the Drunken Demon was comforting, but so was this silence with the Fist Demon.

After some time, the Fist Demon said abruptly, "I haven't forgotten our promise."

Geom Mugeuk understood. He had made a promise with the Fist Demon before. If his father decided to start a war, the Fist Demon would be the first to know, and he had asked the Fist Demon to tell him in advance. The Fist Demon had willingly made that difficult promise.

"I hope I won't have to keep my promise," the Fist Demon added, revealing his feelings on the matter for the first time.

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully to express his gratitude. "Thank you, Master..."

"It's a big one!" someone yelled.

The one who caught the first big fish was one of the three braggarts, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It was twice the size of any fish caught so far.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been perfectly quiet with the Fist Demon, suddenly transformed back into his loudmouthed self. "Oh my! The current first-place fish has appeared!" He ran to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said exactly what he wanted to hear. "As expected! You're amazing! The skills you had as Father's fishing teacher are still sharp! At this rate, aren't you going to win, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon brimmed with pride. "If you wanted to win the bet, you should've picked me."

"Didn't you tell me not to pick you?"

"You have to be humble to win."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon held up the large fish for the Flower Sword Supreme to see, as if to say they should win and take the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng together.

Just as his father had done for the Poison King, Geom Mugeuk made a puddle of water, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon placed the fish in the puddle.

Crouching in front of the puddle and staring at the fish, Geom Mugeuk suddenly spoke. "You were very surprised earlier, weren't you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hands paused for a moment as he put a new worm on his hook, then started moving again. "It's not like this is the first time you've surprised me."

"I'm sorry."

"So? How are you planning to persuade the Cult Leader?"

"I'm trying to find what Father likes the most."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot back, "What are you going to do once you find out what he likes? Try to suck up to him with it? The Cult Leader would just love that."

He's right! Geom Mugeuk's eyes sparkled as he realized his entire approach of finding out what his father liked most to get on his good side was wrong from the get go. "Then what should I do?" he asked. When it came to his father, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would be offended to be considered second to the Fist Demon.

"You have to find out what he hates the most."

"!"

"It's easy to fake what you like, but it's not so easy to fake what you hate. To know someone deeply, you should look at what they hate rather than what they like."

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed in admiration. "As expected! You're the smartest, Elder! You're probably the smartest of all the Demon Supremes, past and present!" he shouted loud enough for everyone to hear.

One person reacted immediately.

"I heard I was the smartest just a little while ago!" the Drunken Demon complained.

Instead of pacifying the Drunken Demon, Geom Mugeuk added to fuel to the flames. "You're drunk, Drunken Demon. With the widely-read and knowledgeable Blade Demon here, how could you possibly be the smartest?"

The Drunken Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk, dumbfounded, before giving up and taking a drink. "Ah, I'm getting drunk."

Even being accused of drunken rambling, he felt good. He enjoyed being able to exchange such jokes in moments like these.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his father. What does Father hate the most?

From what he knew, his father hated poison arts, soul-manipulation techniques, and assassins. However, those were just general things.

What does my father truly hate? The answer to this problem might lie in something I've never seriously considered before.


PSHHHHHH!

Everyone curled up under the tent, watching the sudden downpour. The Heavenly Demon Hall chefs had finished preparing lunch just as the rain started, so everyone had paused their fishing and gathered in the tent.

"Fishing in the rain is the best," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon remarked.

Those with fishing experience nodded in agreement.

Of course, the Fist Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not agree with the sentiment. Meanwhile, the Poison King and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had newly discovered the joy of fishing, were eager to finish their meal and get back to it, rain or shine.

Currently, the Poison King was in first place for the number of fish caught, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in first place for the largest fish.

"It's the first time, isn't it?" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed. "That all of us are gathering and eating outdoors together like this!"

Everyone nodded. Who would have thought a day would come when all the Demon Supremes would gather so pleasantly to eat while watching the rain fall?

"Father, please accept a cup of wine from your son." Geom Mugeuk poured a drink for Geom Woojin.

After receiving the drink, Geom Woojin poured one for his two sons.

Following them, the Demon Supremes also shared drinks with those sitting next to them.

The Drunken Demon was the first to pour a drink for the Fist Demon, who sat beside him. "It's been a long time since we've drunk together like this."

It truly had been a long time since he had last shared a drink with the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon filled the Drunken Demon's cup with his large hand. "I enjoyed the wine you sent through the Young Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon understood. Geom Mugeuk had distributed the wine as gifts to the other Demon Supremes and had thankfully revealed it was from him. Aww, how sweet. How could I not like the boy?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shared a drink with the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Are you confident you'll win?" she asked.

He nodded confidently. "It'd be weirder if I couldn't win in this game."

The sight of the two of them together was now perfectly natural. They no longer bothered to hide their feelings for each other. Their last journey had brought a great change to their relationship.

Meanwhile, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme felt good receiving a drink from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The feeling was less romantic and more like admiration.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had a unique atmosphere she hadn't felt from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader or Geom Mugeuk. It was an atmosphere that made her want to become a person who gave off a similar feeling.

The Poison King poured a drink for the Demonic Buddha. "Thank you," he said, knowing the Demonic Buddha had stepped forward earlier for his sake.

The Demonic Buddha snorted. "The Young Cult Leader is worried. He says he might have to start looking for poisonous fish instead of poisonous herbs now."

The Poison King didn't deny it, smiling faintly. Suddenly, his eyes met Geom Woojin's, and he bowed his head slightly, much more naturally than before. A small puddle had created a big change.

PSHHHHHHH!

Geom Woojin watched the falling rain and murmured softly, "This is truly nice."


Chapter 858: The First Place Has Changed!

All the Demon Supremes turned to Geom Woojin. It was the first time they had ever heard the words 'truly nice' had ever come from the Cult Leader's mouth.

Was he saying it because he liked the falling rain? No, it must have meant that it was nice to be together like this.

The Demon Supremes exchanged glances before looking at the person who had made this unbelievable event possible.

The person in question, Geom Mugeuk, was also looking at the same scenery his father was watching. "The riverside scenery in the rain is really beautiful. Watching the rain like this always puts me in a good mood," he said, not expecting a reply.

However, Geom Woojin responded to his son. "I like the rain, too."

"You do, Father?"

"Why are you so surprised?"

"I just thought you'd say you hate the rain because it's dreary and messy."

A faint, wistful emotion flickered in Geom Woojin's eyes as he watched the rain fall, but the emotion vanished just as quickly, leaving no trace.

The countless circles forming on the river, the smell of damp earth, the patter of rain on the tent, and the mist rising in the distance all combined to lift everyone's spirits.

Geom Woojin slowly turned his head to look at the Demon Supremes. He saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon watching the rain with the Flower Sword Supreme, the Drunken Demon drinking with the sound of the rain as his side dish, the Poison King who no longer averted his gaze, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme who exuded a distinctly youthful and vibrant energy, the Demonic Buddha who oscillated between the calculating Bloody Buddha and a Buddha who seemed to take the world lightly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon who had already proven his loyalty to the son was as pure as his white mask, and finally, the Fist Demon who would leap to his feet at the words 'let's go' without even asking where.

There was a time when he had doubted and distrusted the Demon Supremes. Thinking back now, there had been no reason for it. It had been an inexplicably dark and gloomy period. Now, though, he trusted the Demon Supremes more firmly than anyone.

The Drunken Demon noticed that Geom Woojin's cup was empty. He could tolerate many things, but not this. "Allow me to pour you a drink."

"It's been a while. Let's drink from that cup," Geom Woojin suggested. Previously, after returning from the Ice Palace affair with Geom Mugeuk, he had drunk from the Ice Palace Chalice.

The Drunken Demon poured wine into the Ice Palace Chalice and handed it to Geom Woojin.

Geom Woojin took a sip and praised, "It tastes as good as I remember."

"I'll pour you another."

"That's enough. You have a drink." Geom Woojin poured wine into the chalice. "How is the wine of the Great Drunken Forest?"

Surprised by the unexpected question, the Drunken Demon asked in surprise. "Did you know the wine had gone bad?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

The Drunken Demon was astounded. As expected, the Cult Leader knows everything that happens within the Cult!

He answered, "After we repelled the Celestial Killer Star, the wine became clear again."

"That's a relief."

The Drunken Demon had thought the Cult Leader would consider it a superstition to divine the Cult's well-being through the state of the wine, so he was truly grateful that Geom Woojin had asked about it.

Geom Woojin's attention then turned to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. "How is your training progressing?"

"I am doing my best."

Geom Woojin took a small wooden box from his robes and held it out. "Take it."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme approached Geom Woojin and politely accepted the box. When she opened it, she was surprised to find the Demonic Essence Pill inside.

"Take it and consume it."

Deeply moved, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme bowed her head respectfully. "Thank you, Cult Leader."

At first, she wondered if he was giving them to all the Demon Supremes, but Geom Woojin did not bestow the elixir on anyone else.

Only then did she realize. The Cult Leader had given the elixir only to her, and he had done it in front of everyone. She was so moved that her eyes and face trembled slightly.

Geom Mugeuk was not one to let this pass without a comment. "Is that an elixir just for the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "Why give it to only one person and disappoint the other Demon Supremes?"

"Because I wanted to."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. "Soul-Stealing, it seems Father has noticed that you're trying to come over to my side."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme felt like making a joke of her own and saying, 'In that case, I might have to reconsider becoming the Young Cult Leader's first Demon Supreme.'

Of course, though, she did not say that. She merely smiled faintly, her gaze falling to the box containing the Demonic Essence Pill.

Geom Mugeuk laughed and said to Geom Woojin, "Why have you been hiding such an affectionate side all this time? I was wondering why I was so warm-hearted, and it turns out I take after you, Father."

A surprising remark came from Geom Woojin, who was quietly gazing at his son. "No. You take after your mother."

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk was stunned. He never expected his father to mention his mother in front of the Demon Supremes.

Not only Geom Mugeuk, but the Demon Supremes were also surprised. Bringing this up was even more shocking than his earlier comment about it being 'truly nice' or his gestures toward the Drunken Demon and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Then I must have inherited my talent for surprising people from you, Father," Geom Mugeuk joked.

However, his father denied even that. "You didn't get that from me, either."

Geom Mugeuk could tell that his mother must have often surprised his father when she was alive. he voiced the feeling he had gotten from his father's gaze as he watched the rain. "Mother must have been the one who liked the rain, and you came to like it because of her."

"......" Geom Woojin did not deny it.

Since his father had brought his mother up, Geom Mugeuk asked, "What kind of person was Mother?"

Instead of answering, Geom Woojin turned his head and looked at the rain, which was now beginning to subside.

The one who answered in his stead was the Fist Demon. "The Demon Queen was a truly wonderful person."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon. He was not the type to say pleasant things just to flatter someone, so his mother must have truly been a wonderful person.

Come to think of it, all the other Demon Supremes, except for the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, might have met my mother. After all, the Flower Sword Supreme remembered her clearly.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the Flower Sword Supreme. Her gaze, directed at her cup, had deepened. This was the Sword Supreme who had said she hated his mother.

Why would the Sword Supreme dislike her? Especially if she was such a wonderful person.

Perhaps because he knew the Flower Sword Supreme's feelings, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, sitting beside her, remained silent.

Not wanting the mood to become somber, Geom Mugeuk quickly changed the subject. "Alright, alright, let's get back to the fishing tournament and have a little chat with our trending Demon Supremes!"

His first target was the Poison King.

"Poison King, you're currently in first place for the most fish caught. How do you feel?"

The Poison King shot him a look that seemed to say, Do you really have to ask me that here? before replying sincerely, "I never knew fishing could be this much fun."

"It wouldn't have been fun if you hadn't caught a single fish, would it?" Geom Mugeuk slyly glanced at his father. "Father, who still hasn't caught a single fish, would know that feeling best. Father, if you're too relaxed, you won't get even your Thousand Year Blood Ginseng back."

The Thousand Year Blood Ginseng was promised as a commemorative prize for catching even one fish. It was practically a participation award.

"You're awfully confident for someone who only caught one fish by luck."

"I haven't even started fishing in earnest yet."

"Neither have I." Geom Woojin said confidently. "I will win the bet."

Piqued by his father's mysterious confidence, Geom Mugeuk asked curiously, "Who on earth did you write down? At first, I thought you'd obviously chosen yourself, but you're so relaxed right now. You didn't really write down 'Poison King', did you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon chimed in. "He should have written my name."

Geom Mugeuk announced loudly again, "Here we have the Blade Demon, who is currently in first place for the biggest catch! What are your thoughts on today's tournament?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon declared confidently, "You want to win the bet? Then ask the Cult Leader to change the name you wrote to mine right now."

Geom Mugeuk did not forget to tease the Demonic Buddha. "And now a word from the Demonic Buddha, who also has yet to catch a single fish."

The Demonic Buddha was still unperturbed. "It's about time for beginners' luck to run out."

"Shall we go and see?"

Before they knew it, the rain had stopped. The riverside scenery after the rain was exceptionally clear and fresh, as if the heavens had granted them a brief gift, allowing them to enjoy the atmosphere and their meal together.

"Alright, the afternoon fishing tournament begins now! Anyone who wants to move spots is free to do so!" Geom Mugeuk announced, but everyone returned to their own spots and cast their lines.

Now that it was afternoon, everyone focused on fishing.

Geom Mugeuk also stopped wandering around and fished while standing. As if to prove his real skill, he caught the first fish of the afternoon. "Now I'm showing my real skills!" he exclaimed excitedly, but his mind was preoccupied with a single thought.

What does Father hate the most?

Setting aside the bet and the five-year promise, he was personally curious. He could just ask directly, but he knew he would not get an honest answer that way, because that answer might have to be pulled from the dark void that everyone carries in their heart.

What about me? What do I like the most? What do I hate the most?

He asked himself these questions as he once again cast his line forcefully into the river.

It seemed the fish also sensed that the real competition had begun. They were being caught more frequently than before, and the next fish caught was a significant one.

"It's a big one!"

The one who caught the huge fish was none other than Geom Woojin.

Geom Mugeuk applauded. "That's the biggest fish caught so far. You're finally showing your skills! Congratulations, Father!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stealthily made his way over to where Geom Woojin was. "You've caught a big one. Congratulations."

His words were congratulatory, but his expression was different. Is it really the biggest one? he wondered, sizing it up to see if it was bigger than the one he had caught.

Geom Mugeuk, who had appeared from somewhere, spoke from behind him. "It's definitely bigger, isn't it?"

"Don't they look about the same?"

"It's bigger, much bigger!"

In truth, even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could see that Geom Woojin's catch was larger.

Geom Mugeuk announced loudly to everyone. "The first place for the biggest catch has changed..." Suddenly, his face paled. "Father, don't tell me... did you write down your own name?"

Geom Woojin flashed a strange, unreadable smirk.

"This is an emergency!" Geom Mugeuk ran back to his spot and picked up his fishing rod. "Alright, no more playing around. Fish, come to me!"

Now relegated to second place, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt even more rushed. "You brat, if you keep shouting like that, you'll scare all the fish away."

The fish that fled went straight for the bait cast by the Fist Demon. Soon, a rather large fish flapped at the end of the Fist Demon's line.

Even from a distance, Geom Mugeuk judged the size with uncanny accuracy. "It looks small because Master's hands are so big, but that fish isn't small either. It's the third largest. Demonic Buddha, it seems that beginner's luck hasn't run out yet."

Having still not caught a single fish, the Demonic Buddha started radiating an aura of impatience. At this rate, he might really end up with nothing. Of course, even in a panic, he didn't forget imitate a devout high monk. "One must not forget that fishing is a time to converse with nature, and furthermore, with oneself."

"Please don't forget that this is a fishing tournament!"

"Empty your mind, Young Cult Leader."

SPLASH!

This time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reeled his second fish in.

Was my intense desire to win successfully conveyed to the fish?

After that, he caught several in a row. While he was still second in terms of the biggest catch, he now rose to second place for the number of fish caught as well.

"Elder, if you do well, you might take home both Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng roots!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes sparkled as he steeled his resolve.

Meanwhile, after waiting all this time, the Demonic Buddha finally got a bite, only for the fish to steal the bait and run. He finally exploded in frustration. "You bastards! I'll wipe out your entire species!"

Geom Mugeuk laughed as he watched the Demonic Buddha. "Ah, the Bloody Buddha has returned."

Ultimately, though, the Poison King's beginner's luck held out until the very end. Whenever the Blood Heaven Blade Demon got close, he would pull ahead again.

The difference in fish between the Poison King and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was just one. The difference in size between his father's catch and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's was about a handspan.

As they caught and lost fish, the time they had initially set ran out. A bodyguard came and announced, "It is almost time to finish up."

At this rate, Geom Woojin and the Poison King would be the winners.

From a distance, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched Geom Mugeuk with a worried expression. His look seemed to ask whose name Geom Mugeuk had written, and if it was alright for things to end this way.

The atmosphere of the fishing tournament was wonderful, but the consequences of the bet was something everyone had to face. If the Cult Leader had written his own name and won, his wish would have to be granted.

Not just the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but all the Demon Supremes were certain. That wish would undoubtedly be related to conquering the murim.

The bodyguard announced loudly, "I will now count to ten, and the tournament will end."

The Fist Demon stretched, thinking, This boring fishing is finally over.

The Flower Sword Supreme also murmured that this would be her last time fishing.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had already put fishing aside, her thoughts on the Demonic Essence Pill she held close to her chest. Can I really consume something so precious?

On the other hand, there were those for whom the tournament was not yet over, even with only ten seconds left.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon prayed inwardly. He wanted to win and show off to the Flower Sword Supreme. Please! Just one last big one! Even a small fry, just one more!

The Poison King also stared at his float until the very end, trying to catch just one more.

Besides them, Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk kept their eyes fixed on their floats until the last moment.

The bodyguard began to count. "Ten, nine, eight..."

FWOOSH!

Suddenly, a brilliant light began to shine from beneath the water, spreading in all directions. The light grew larger and clearer, and then...

PWAAAAH!

A fish that had taken the bait shot into the air, emitting a red glow like a small dragon ascending to the heavens.

"WOOOOOAH!"

The moment they saw the fish, gasps of admiration escaped everyone's lips. It was bigger than any fish caught so far. It was a size that would undoubtedly make its catcher the winner, but it was not just a large fish.

The fish had golden pupils and long whiskers. It radiated fiery red energy, and each of its scales bore the marks of great age. Its fins, spread wide, were as magnificent as a phoenix's wings.

Emitting a radiant light, the fish flew into the arms of the owner of the fishing rod it had bitten.


Chapter 859: The Most Magnificently Crazy Bastard I Know

The person who reeled in the fish was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

As all eyes focused on him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked with a shocked expression, "Don't tell me... is that the 10000 Year Fire Carp?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had once seen a drawing of the 10000 Year Fire Carp in the Encyclopedia of Spirit Beasts. It certainly resembled the fish Geom Mugeuk was holding.

However, neither Geom Woojin nor the other Demon Supremes had ever seen a 10000 Year Fire Carp in person. They could only guess its appearance from drawings or stories.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the fish in his arms and answered in a trembling voice, "Yes, I think it is."

He was certain the fish he had caught was a real 10000 Year Fire Carp. He had caught one before.

The Demon Supremes were overcome with shock. Though they had been through countless trials and were not easily surprised, they had just witnessed someone catch a 10000 Year Fire Carp with a fishing rod right before their eyes.

Geom Woojin also couldn't hide his surprise. "How did you catch the 10000 Year Fire Carp?"

Geom Mugeuk replied in a trembling voice, "I don't know either."

He hadn't caught it intentionally. The 10000 Year Fire Carp he caught before his regression was from a different place and time. He couldn't even begin to describe the struggle it took to catch the 10000 Year Fire Carp in his past life.

The 10000 Year Fire Carp was not a spirit beast found in an ordinary river. He had caught it deep within a perilous, dizzying, fiery cavern.

But to catch a 10000 Year Fire Carp in a fishing tournament? And it had to be him? Was he fated to catch a 10000 Year Fire Carp at least once in his life, regardless of his regression? If not, then what?

Geom Mugeuk thought of the old man who had sent him back in time. Is this a gift for me?

It might not be a gift. If he won, he would lose the bet with his father, since he hadn't written his own name.

The 10000 Year Fire Carp thrashed powerfully in Geom Mugeuk's hands. As if bidding farewell, it spread its large fins, and a sunset-colored radiance emanated from its scales. The light, more beautiful than any sunset, mingled with a golden hue and began to shine.

The brilliant light gathered into a single point.

SHWAAAAA!

When the light vanished, the 10000 Year Fire Carp was gone. In its place, a large, red inner core remained in Geom Mugeuk's hand.

A fragrance spread through the air from the inner core of the 10000 Year Fire Carp. Along with the Blue Sky Stone Essence, it was one of the two greatest treasures in the world of miracle herbs. The scent was subtle yet clear, as if it could clear one's mind with a single breath. It was a fragrance no one there, aside from Geom Mugeuk, had ever smelled.

Geom Mugeuk gazed emotionally at the inner core in his hand. The countless efforts he had made to obtain it in his past life flashed through his mind.

Meanwhile, everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk in astonishment. He had surprised them countless times, but to do so even during a fishing tournament was unbelievable.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard who was counting down. "Aren't you going to finish the countdown?"

The dazed bodyguard snapped to his senses and finished the count. "Three, two, one. The fishing tournament has ended!"

He announced the winner in a loud voice. There was no need to even measure the size.

"The winner of the first Heavenly Demon Cup Fishing Tournament is the Young Cult Leader!"

Although the person who caught the most fish would also receive a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, the true winner was determined by the biggest prize. Moreover, the fish that led to the Young Cult Leader's victory was the 10000 Year Fire Carp.

Geom Mugeuk raised the 10000 Year Fire Carp's inner core high and shouted, "I've won!"

He didn't know the result of the bet with his father, but for now, he was happy. A victory brought by the 10000 Year Fire Carp was certainly a reason to celebrate.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk received a prize greater than the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng—Geom Woojin burst out laughing. It was the first time he had ever seen his father laugh a pure, hearty laugh with no hidden intentions.

When his father laughed, the Demon Supremes laughed with him. The laughter came naturally.

As they laughed with the Cult Leader, the Demon Supremes realized it was only natural that they had changed. How could they not be influenced by a Young Cult Leader born with such a grand destiny?

Now, it was the first time in history the Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes had all laughed so heartily together.

When the laughter by the river subsided, Geom Mugeuk asked his father, "May I keep this inner core?"

Geom Woojin nodded. "You caught it, so of course it's yours."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and confirmed, "Are you sure you won't be upset if I don't give it to you, Father? You have a perfect reason to say, 'I hosted this tournament, so hand it over, you brat!'"

A faint smile touched Geom Woojin's lips. "I hosted this tournament, so hand it over, you brat!"

"Now you truly sound like the Demonic Cult Leader."

After playing along, Geom Woojin said calmly, "If it were any other miracle herb, perhaps, but no martial artist in the world would call you unfilial for disobeying me and keeping the inner core of a 10000 Year Fire Carp."

Geom Woojin and the Demon Supremes believed that such precious treasures had destined owners. They also believed that coveting a treasure not meant for you would only bring harm.

"Consume it at once. I will protect you," Geom Woojin offered.

This was the highest honor, a revered warden for the most precious of miracle herbs.

However, Geom Mugeuk proved the day's surprises were not over.

"I'm not going to consume this," he said. "There's someone I want to give it to."

Everyone was puzzled. He isn't going to consume the inner core of the 10000 Year Fire Carp? Who on earth is he planning to give it to?

Geom Mugeuk held the inner core out to one person. "Take it."

The person Geom Mugeuk offered the inner core to was Geom Muyang.

Of everyone present, Geom Muyang was the most shocked. "You're giving that to me?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

Geom Muyang's eyes widened. "Why?"

"What do you mean, why? I'm giving it to you because you're my hyung."

Geom Muyang shook his head firmly. "I refuse."

"Why?"

Geom Muyang's reason was the same as Geom Mugeuk's. "Because I'm your hyung. You consume it. This 10000 Year Fire Carp came to you."

"No! It came to me so I could give it to you!"

"Nonsense!"

Geom Mugeuk pouted. He had anticipated his brother's refusal. However, he had a secret weapon to break his stubborn will. He looked at his father with pleading eyes.

Geom Woojin had an inkling why Geom Mugeuk wanted to give the precious inner core to Geom Muyang. After a moment of thought, he said to his eldest son, "Muyang."

"Yes, Father?"

"Consume it."

"Father!" For the first time in his life, Geom Muyang defied his father's command. "I refuse."

Geom Woojin, as if understanding his son's heart, repeated calmly, "Consume it."

Geom Muyang could not disobey a command given twice. He could not defy the Cult Leader's order with all the Demon Supremes watching. "...Yes, Father."

He accepted the 10000 Year Fire Carp's inner core from Geom Mugeuk.

The brothers exchanged a look.

You bastard! Are you really going to do this?

Save that look for when someone tries to steal the 10000 Year Fire Carp's inner core from you.

The Demon Supremes witnessed an unbelievable scene: a man giving the inner core of a 10000 Year Fire Carp to his brother. It was a moment that reaffirmed the immensity of Geom Mugeuk's character.

"Then I will consume it."

Geom Muyang sat on the spot in a meditative posture and consumed the inner core. It melted in his mouth, the sweetest taste he had ever experienced.

An immense amount of qi began to circulate through his body, and he focused on meditating to control it. Geom Woojin placed a hand on his back, infusing a stream of qi into him to help him absorb all the 10000 Year Fire Carp's energy.

Geom Mugeuk watched silently. His eyes met with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who stood opposite him. The eyes behind the mask were smiling brightly.

That was magnificent, Young Cult Leader.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon beside him nodded, and the Flower Sword Supreme smiled beautifully. The Drunken Demon filled his Ice Palace Chalice with alcohol, raised it in a toast, and drained the cup.

The Poison King focused solely on Geom Woojin and Geom Muyang, while the Demonic Buddha watched Geom Muyang with a pleased smile. The Fist Demon clenched both of his large fists, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme bowed her head in respect.

Before long, the energy melted into Geom Muyang's body. With Geom Woojin's help, he absorbed every last bit of the 10000 Year Fire Carp's energy.

His qi center was now filled with incomparably pure inner qi. He possessed an amount of inner qi that would not lose to anyone except Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Muyang opened his eyes. A clear, deep light shone from them, revealing his achievement. He had truly obtained the greatest miraculous encounter a martial artist could hope for. "Thank you, Father."

After thanking Geom Woojin, Geom Muyang stood before Geom Mugeuk. When they agreed to a succession battle without killing, he had never dreamed a moment like this would come.

He said to his younger brother, "You've given me both of the most precious miracle herbs in the murim."

Geom Mugeuk had previously given him three drops of the Blue Sky Stone Essence as well.

"You're truly a madman." Then he added, "The most magnificently crazy bastard I know."

It was the highest praise he could give his younger brother.

Geom Muyang smiled brightly. "You refused the Blue Sky Stone Essence and the 10000 Year Fire Carp. Don't forget that you're just as crazy as me."

Geom Mugeuk laughed with him, then said to Geom Woojin, "Now, it's time for the award ceremony. Poison King, come over here! You have to receive your Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

Geom Woojin personally awarded the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. First, he gave one to the Poison King, who had caught the most fish. "Congratulations."

"Thank you, Cult Leader." The Poison King could feel the antidote Geom Mugeuk made for him working. His relationship with the Cult Leader had already changed, and he felt it would change even more in the future.

Next, Geom Woojin held out the box containing the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng to Geom Mugeuk. "Congratulations."

"Thank you, Father."

Geom Mugeuk lifted the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng high and shouted, "I'll keep this safe and give it as a wedding gift to the first Demon Supreme to get married! Since it's up for grabs, don't miss your chance!"

Currently, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Drunken Demon were the strongest candidates.

The rest of the Demon Supremes received a Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Only the Demonic Buddha had failed to catch a single fish.

Once again a devout high monk, he rolled his prayer beads and remarked, "The Buddha said that one must cast away greed."

Of course, Geom Mugeuk didn't pass up the opportunity to tease him. "The Demonic Buddha cast away greed, and the fish cast away the Demonic Buddha."

A golden radiance, yearning for a second tournament, emanated from the small giant's body.


Once the award ceremony was over, the moment of truth arrived. Geom Muyang took two folded pieces of paper from his robes. "I will now announce the results of the bet between Father and Mugeuk."

Everyone's attention focused on the names the two had written.

Geom Muyang unfolded Geom Mugeuk's paper first. After checking it, he held it up for everyone to see. It read: Father.

Surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk had chosen his father.

Geom Woojin asked curiously, "Why did you write my name?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly. "I expected you to write your own name and win. Since I also wrote your name, the bet would've ended in a draw."

"Why did you think I would win? Didn't you beat me in our last fishing bet?" Geom Woojin was confused. Why didn't his son just write his own name and win?

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "This time is different."

The Demonic Buddha had said he wasn't as desperate as his father. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had also advised that he would have written his father's name.

"It's something you've longed for for so long, isn't it? I didn't think I could win." Geom Mugeuk added with a smile, "I was hoping we'd both guess right and tie, but it seems we'll tie by both being wrong."

Geom Woojin asked with an unreadable expression, "Why do you think it's a draw?"

"You must have picked yourself, Father, right? Don't tell me you didn't?"

Geom Muyang unfolded the paper Geom Woojin had written.

"!!!!" His expression faltered for a moment before he held it up for everyone to see.

Gasps erupted from the crowd. The name on the paper was: Geom Mugeuk. Surprisingly, Geom Woojin had written his son's name. The son had written the father's name, and the father had written the son's.

"I've won the bet," Geom Woojin announced gleefully.

Geom Mugeuk asked his father, shocked, "Why did you choose me?"

"Because I thought you would win."

"Why? Don't tell me you released that 10000 Year Fire Carp. Are you secretly raising a few in the Heavenly Demon Vault?"

Geom Woojin's lips curled slightly at the ridiculous joke. His reason for writing his son's name was the same as his son's reason for writing his. "Because you always achieve what you set out to do."

"!"

"I also thought you would write your own name and win for sure."

Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk had thought the exact same thing of each other.

Geom Mugeuk couldn't understand. If the old man sent the 10000 Year Fire Carp, he surely would have predicted this. Did he want his father to win?

Did you want Father to conquer the murim?

That didn't seem likely. Or perhaps it wasn't the old man, but his own tumultuous fate that had sent the 10000 Year Fire Carp.

"I've lost." Geom Mugeuk admitted defeat.

The Demon Supremes looked at him. No matter how exceptional Geom Mugeuk was, this was something beyond his control.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, as if to console him, "This is the will of the heavens."

"If I'd known I was going to lose like this, I would've just written an Elder's name to curry some favor."

The Drunken Demon poured alcohol into the Ice Palace Chalice and offered it to him. "Drink a cup for your defeat."

Geom Mugeuk downed the drink. "It's bitter!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stated calmly, "I will serve you."

It was a declaration of his will to assist Geom Mugeuk at the forefront of the war, words more reassuring than any other.

"Thank you, Smiling Demon."

Before stating his wish, Geom Woojin asked Geom Mugeuk, "If you had won, what wish would you have made?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered, "There was something I desperately wanted to hear from you, Father. I probably would have asked for that."

Geom Woojin stared at his son silently. Right, he isn't the kind of son who would win a bet and wish for his father to abandon his dream.

He hesitated for a moment before finally opening his mouth. "My wish is..."

For you to stand at the vanguard of the war against the Murim Alliance!

Geom Mugeuk expected that wish, but what came out was something no one could have imagined. It was the same wish he had made to his father after winning the cult's martial arts tournament on the first day of his regression.

"...To go hunting with you, just the two of us."

---

Translator's Note: Next Monday is a holiday in lieu of Korea's Independence Day (March 1), so there will be no chapter.


Chapter 860: A Harder Battle to Give It Back

Geom Mugeuk was taken aback. His father could have gone hunting with him anytime. If Geom Woojin had just said, 'Let's go,' they could have gone tomorrow, the day after, or even every day. They could have gone hunting all year round. However, his father had made it his wish.

I want to go hunting you, just the two of us.

Was it because the words were so unexpected? The moment Geom Mugeuk heard them, an indescribable passion surged from deep within his chest.

The emotion was impossible to hide, and the Demon Supremes watching Geom Mugeuk all felt that same passion. They knew how hard Geom Mugeuk had worked for the Cult Leader, so they shared in his profound emotion.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "We leave tomorrow morning!" he replied, speaking just as his father had in the past when he had made a promise without considering his son's circumstances.

The Demon Supremes laughed at the very Geom Mugeuk-like response. Who else in the world could speak to the Cult Leader like that? It was quite amusing to watch.

Even a smirk formed on Geom Woojin's lips.

Geom Mugeuk had seen his father laugh heartily today, and now he had seen this smirk. That was enough. He had seen all of his father's smiles for the day.

"Good." Geom Woojin readily accepted.

Thank you, Father, Geom Mugeuk thought. Still, he didn't miss a beat, continuing to host the fishing competition until the very end. "Alright, alright, before we conclude the fishing competition, the Cult Leader has a few words for us."

In truth, while this competition was for himself and his father, it was also for his father and the Demon Supremes.

Geom Woojin looked around at the Demon Supremes. He met each of their gazes, his eyes softer than ever before. "Today was enjoyable. Let's have another gathering like this if the opportunity arises. You've all worked hard."

At his brief words, the Demon Supremes all clasped their hands politely. "We enjoyed it as well, Cult Leader."

The Poison King, the Drunken Demon, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme were especially moved by the Cult Leader during the competition. The small puddle of water, the question about his drunken fit, the domain granted only to her—the hearts of the three were stirred. The impact was far greater because it came from someone who would never be expected to do such things.

Geom Mugeuk announced loudly, "With this, I now declare the end of the very first Heavenly Demon Cup Fishing Competition!"

And so, with an unexpected result, the fishing competition came to an end.

Geom Muyang packed up Geom Woojin's fishing rod, and the Demon Supremes returned to their spots to pack up their own. They released the fish they had caught back into the river.

Geom Woojin left the area first, with Geom Muyang in tow. The Demon Supremes followed behind him in a single file, carrying their fishing rods or slinging them over their shoulders.

They could have returned slowly, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme could have gone for a walk. However, they all chose to follow the Cult Leader. The Demon Supremes felt a deep respect for him after seeing him refrain from forcing war upon Geom Mugeuk.

Of course, this wasn't entirely good for Geom Mugeuk. Because Geom Woojin was this kind of father, everyone would rush to the battlefield without hesitation at the single phrase, 'The time has come.'

Geom Mugeuk shouted from behind them. "Come on, anyone who wants to ask today's winner for his fishing secrets, feel free to ask! Don't you want to know the secret to catching the 10,000 Year Fire Carp? The thrill of reeling in the 10,000 Year Fire Carp, you're curious, aren't you? Hey, where are you all going in such a hurry? Stay and hang out with me for a bit! You're all free, aren't you!"

Unfortunately, not a single one of the Demon Supremes looked back.

Soon, Geom Woojin and the Demon Supremes grew distant. Geom Mugeuk watched until they disappeared from his sight. The sight of the eight Demon Supremes following his father, their figures walking away with their wings spread perfectly, was the very scene he had most wanted to see when he proposed the fishing competition.

You did a great job, Father.

As Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the river, he returned to his true self, his eyes calm and subdued. He stood there alone until the sun had completely set and darkness fell.


At dawn the next day, Geom Mugeuk left the cult with his father. He carried a large leather pack, just like the first time they went hunting together, no, he had even more baggage than back then.

"You know how many necessary things are packed in here, don't you?" he exclaimed, seeing Geom Woojin climb the mountain with his free hands clasped behind his back.

He followed his father. They had hunted together many times by now. There were also hunts where the three of them, including his brother, went together, but today's hunt was more special than any other.

"Uncle Hwi didn't come today either. It's really just you and me, Father," Geom Mugeuk remarked. He had now reached a level where he could clearly detect even Hwi's stealth.

Geom Woojin nodded. He really hadn't brought Hwi along.

Geom Mugeuk understood the reason for that. This was, after all, a perfect opportunity to have a heart-to-heart talk about things they had kept hidden deep inside. "Please understand if I, the quiet one, become a bit talkative today!"

Despite his words, he walked quietly behind his father, basking in the joy of walking through the mountains with his father. Of feeling the sunlight filtering through the branches, hearing their muted footsteps on blades of grass, listening to the quiet murmur of a stream in the valley below, smelling the scent of pine resin, earth on the wind, and seeing a squirrel rustling the leaves as it climbed a tree.

After wandering through the mountains for some time, Geom Woojin said, "Tiger tracks."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. It was a rather large tiger. "It went this way!"

They could have found the tiger in an instant by using martial arts to track it, but Geom Woojin didn't even use his qi to locate the animal. He was purely enjoying the hunt itself. Yesterday, he was a fisherman, today he was a hunter.

Geom Mugeuk felt that his father's heart was the same as his own when he had first returned and asked to go hunting with him. Back then, he had simply wanted to get closer to his father. Now, his father simply wanted to spend time with his son.

That was why, as if by an unspoken agreement, they didn't talk about conquering the murim.

"It looks like it spotted prey here and took off running," Geom Woojin muttered. He could tell the tiger's situation just by looking at the tracks.

They tracked it for a while longer before spotting the tiger far in the distance, below a rock.

Geom Mugeuk's bowstring was drawn taut, but in the end, he didn't shoot the arrow. In that time, the tiger disappeared.

Geom Woojin asked, "Why didn't you shoot?"

Geom Mugeuk gave an absurd reason. "It looked like one of the cubs of that tiger that Hyung spared back then. Ah, but I would have shot the firstborn. That one's clearly the second brother."

During one of their hunting trips, Geom Muyang couldn't bring himself to release the bowstring after seeing the cubs near the tiger.

At the silly joke, Geom Woojin rolled his eyes incredulously and walked toward the sound of water.

The two of them quenched their thirst with water from the flowing stream.

Geom Mugeuk suggested, "We lost it anyway, so why don't we rest for a bit?"

The two sat on a rock by the stream. The sound of the flowing water was so clear and cheerful that just sitting there felt pleasant.

Geom Woojin briefly switched from being a hunter to a fisherman. "So, how did it feel to catch the 10,000 Year Fire Carp?" he asked, purely curious.

Geom Mugeuk grinned and boasted, "It was amazing. The moment it was hooked, I knew it was a huge catch. Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon said it, didn't he? That sometimes when you're fishing, it feels like the whole world is rushing toward you. That's exactly what it felt like when I reeled in the 10,000 Year Fire Carp... You're jealous, aren't you?"

Geom Woojin couldn't say no, but he coveted the thrill of catching the fish more than the inner core of the 10,000 Year Fire Carp.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha will probably be seeing fish in front of their eyes for a few days."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had placed second in the number of fish caught and third for the largest catch. If he had placed second in the largest catch category as well, he would have been truly disappointed.

As for the Demonic Buddha, who hadn't reeled in a single fish, why, he might even be at that riverbank today, scolding the poor fish, 'You should have been caught like this yesterday!'

In truth, though Geom Mugeuk didn't know it, Geom Woojin had also been grinding his teeth, determined to take first place. Fortunately, winning the bet had lessened the disappointment, but his desire for the top spot was stronger than anyone's.

He subtly suggested, "You should hold a second competition next year."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "But at that rate, we won't have any Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng left."

Geom Woojin snorted. "Since I put up the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng for the first competition, I'll naturally have to put up something different for the second one. There are plenty of martial arts manuals in the Heavenly Demon Archives, aren't there?"

Geom Mugeuk naturally brought up the topic of the Demon Supremes. "I was reminded once again this time just how much the Demon Supremes like you, Father."

"And not you?"

"No, they like you. I can feel it when I watch the Demon Supremes," Geom Mugeuk said sincerely, not just to please his father. "When I think about it, the reason I've been able to act so freely is because you backed me all the way, isn't it? That's probably why the Demon Supremes put up with me no matter how much I messed around. Thanks to you, I had my fill of enjoying the most powerful bodyguards."

Geom Woojin stared at his son. "Then why are you trying to give up your position?"

Geom Mugeuk shuddered. As expected, his father knew why he had given the inner core of the 10,000 Year Fire Carp to his brother. It was because he intended to hand over the Young Cult Leader position. No matter how he thought about it, he didn't have the confidence to live his entire life protecting that throne.

He had felt it keenly when he was the Acting Cult Leader. That path was not his to walk. He wanted to wander the Central Plains and live freely.

"It's not because I hate it..."

Hating the position his father had protected his entire life would be the greatest disrespect he could show him.

"It's because Hyung is a better fit."

Geom Woojin stared silently at Geom Mugeuk. He was his own son, but he felt he truly couldn't understand him. Giving up this position so easily was by no means a simple matter.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Of course, I'm a responsible person, so I would lead the cult well regardless. I also worry a lot and tend to prepare in advance, so I'd overcome crises just fine. But if someone were to ask me if I was happy, though, I don't think I could say yes. On the other hand, if you asked Hyung, he would say he is happy. You can tell just by watching how he handles his duties within the cult now."

His brother handled his work so well it could be called nearly perfect.

"......" Geom Woojin nodded silently, as if he too agreed with that assessment.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Hyung becomes the Cult Leader, and I live freely. Both Hyung and I will be happy. Rather than a choice that makes us both unhappy, I've made one that makes us both happy."

Geom Woojin didn't deny or refute his son's words. Personality wise, Geom Muyang was indeed the one better suited for the Cult Leader position. The problem was something else. "Even if I allow it, Muyang will never accept your intentions," he said. "You can make him eat the 10,000 Year Fire Carp, but you can't make him replace you."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. His father knew his brother better than anyone. Geom Muyang, who had lost the power struggle, sitting in a position his younger brother yielded to him? His pride would never allow it.

"Father, how can I persuade Hyung? Should I just run away? What could he do if I just disappeared?"

Of course, he wasn't being serious. If he did that, his brother would live an unhappy life, even after ascending to the position of Cult Leader.

"I fought so hard to take that position in the succession battle, and now I have to fight an even harder battle to give it back!"

Geom Woojin, who had been quietly watching his son's theatrics, suddenly remarked, "You're confident you can persuade your brother, aren't you?"

Geom Mugeuk sighed. As always, his father was incredibly sharp. "Yes, I'm actually confident I can persuade him."

"Why are you so confident?"

"Because I know Hyung's weakness."

"?" Geom Woojin flinched at the word 'weakness'.

"Because Hyung truly loves our Cult."

"!" Geom Woojin's eyes widened in shock. This was a weakness he had never considered.

"In that respect, he's just like you, Father."

After a brief pause, Geom Woojin asked, "If you can hand over the position as you wish, what do you plan to do?"

"I plan to travel the Central Plains with Lee Ahn. I promised to take her out a long time ago. It's time to keep that promise."

We promised to visit every famous place and see every scenic view. I promised to let her taste every famous dish.

He had another purpose as well.

"I'm going to use this opportunity to help Lee Ahn find her true self."

Geom Woojin could have been confused by his words, but he simply nodded. Having lived for so long as a bodyguard, there must be a part of Lee Ahn that was inevitably bound to his son. Geom Mugeuk probably wanted to help her break that original bond.

"Though if I break the barrier that binds Lee Ahn, she might leave me."

Geom Woojin said something cryptic. "It could be the other way around."

"The other way around?"

"That child might cling to you. Not as a master, but as a man."

"She's not the type to do that."

Geom Woojin gave a strange smile. It was a look that said, 'Is that really so?' mixed with a look that said, 'What do you even know about women?'

Geom Mugeuk giggled. He was thrilled.

Talking about women with my father? With my father of all people? This is more precious than the 10,000 Year Fire Carp.

Seeing this side of his father and having this kind of conversation felt unfamiliar, yet wonderful.

He smirked naughtily. "Perhaps... when you were younger...?"

As if guessing what his son was about to say, Geom Woojin stood up. "Alright, let's get going."

"That just makes you seem more suspicious, you know?" Geom Mugeuk raised his voice as he followed behind. "Is the reason I want to form the 'Four Handsome Men' and leave the cult also because I inherited your blood?"


A campfire blazed on the mountainside where the sun had set early. They had come to hunt in earnest, but the two of them hadn't caught a single animal. They were capable of catching every beast on the mountain if they set their minds to it, but today's hunt was a bust.

For some reason, Geom Mugeuk didn't want to see any blood today, and his father, as if reading his son's mind, also didn't catch any animals.

"I knew this would happen, so I came prepared. This is a feast for failed hunters," Geom Mugeuk said as he took food out of his leather pack. Although it was dried food, the snacks were too exquisite to be considered hastily packed, and he even had his father's favorite liquor. "Please have a drink."

After accepting the drink, Geom Woojin filled his son's cup. The two of them pleasantly emptied their cups.

Geom Mugeuk felt comfortable and happy in this moment alone with his father. At the same time, he felt a strange tension. He didn't know what kind of stories would come out today.

After they had a few drinks, Geom Woojin asked a question, as if it had just occurred to him. "If you had won the bet... What was it you wanted to ask me?"

His son had said there was something he wanted to ask him, and he wondered what it was.


Chapter 861: Did You Think You Could Escape So Easily?

Geom Mugeuk had two questions for his father, but he didn't want to spoil the pleasant atmosphere by asking 'What do you hate the most?' now, while they were drinking and talking alone. So, he asked the other burning question on his mind.

"I want to know about Mother."

Geom Woojin nodded as if he had expected the question. "Don't try to know more."

Geom Mugeuk stared at his father, surprised. Geom Woojin's face flickered red in the bonfire's light.

That was advice for me.

Geom Woojin continued, "The dead don't just stay in the past."

Geom Mugeuk understood what he meant. He had felt the sorrow of losing everyone more keenly than anyone in his life before regression. Those deaths had dominated both of his lives. Therefore, he understood that the more he knew about his mother, the more he would miss her.

"Let her remain a vague longing, just as she is now," Geom Woojin added.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. His mother's brief, shining life was forever luminous in his father's heart. The love that had lost its way remained there, transformed into longing. "Isn't it hard for you, keeping the memories all to yourself?" he asked.

Geom Woojin flinched at the unexpected words and looked at his son.

Geom Mugeuk stared back. Knowing his father's personality, he was sure Geom Woojin had never spoken about his mother to anyone. Not to his brother, the Fist Demon, or Sama Myeong. He would have endured the pain of that loss all by himself. This gruff man would have certainly done so.

After all, in his life before regression, he too had endured all that pain alone. Looking back, keeping all their feelings bottled up hadn't done either of them any good.

I miss you. I long for you. I'm sad. I'm angry.

If only his father could have uttered a single word to someone, his heart might have felt a little lighter. It was a pity that Geom Woojin, just like himself before regression, never had that opportunity.

"Father, I want to rejoice with you, yearn with you, and mourn with you."

"......" Geom Woojin stared at his son with trembling eyes. He hadn't known this was why his son was asking about his mother.

"Father, I want to hear about my mother, who liked floral patterns."

Geom Woojin drank his alcohol without a word. He looked down at his empty cup, then gazed up at the night sky. He didn't ask any more questions and only quietly refilled his father's cup.

After a long silence, Geom Woojin finally told the story he had kept buried in his heart for a long time. "I met your mother when I was about your age. She was a woman from the orthodox sects."

Geom Mugeuk blinked in shock. Now he understood why his father had said he resembled his mother. He also understood why he had decided upon his demonic path so naturally. It was because his mother's blood flowed in him.

Geom Woojin seemed ready to say more, but after finishing his drink, he turned and lay down, seemingly unable to hide his surging emotions now that he had started to speak. "Let's get some sleep."

Geom Mugeuk didn't press further. His father might have said a few more words if he insisted, but he chose not to.

Anyway, looking at his father's back always brought various thoughts to mind. The back he saw today felt different from any he had seen before.

He could imagine, without hearing the full story, how arduous it must have been for a woman of the orthodox sects to become the Demon Queen. There must have been many things that couldn't be easily told to a child, enough to fill several books.

The important thing was that his father and mother had overcome that difficult process, found love, and given birth to him and his brother.

"You've been through so much, Father," he said. "Thank you for bringing me into this world."

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk felt Geom Woojin's back tremble slightly, but his father said nothing more.

He lay down and looked up at the night sky.

Father, please tell me more about Mother someday.


"You're here?" The Demonic Buddha, who was sitting in the Buddhist hall chanting, said without turning around.

Geom Mugeuk entered the Demonic Buddha's room.

The Demonic Buddha greeted him nonchalantly, as if he had expected Geom Mugeuk to visit as soon as he descended the mountain. "You came down earlier than I thought."

"I couldn't stand it. I missed you so much, Demonic Buddha."

The Demonic Buddha, who had been facing the Bloody Buddha, turned to face Geom Mugeuk. He had an inkling of why Geom Mugeuk had come. He had read the Young Cult Leader's mind the moment the bastard gave the 10,000 Year Fire Carp's inner core to Geom Muyang. "As always, you've come because you want something from me. The Cult Leader didn't allow it, did he?"

"He hasn't allowed it yet. He's certain my brother won't listen to me."

The Demonic Buddha nodded in agreement. "He sees things clearly."

"That's why I've come to you for an answer, Demonic Buddha."

"If that's why you're here, then you've come in vain."

"What do you mean?"

The Demonic Buddha declared confidently, "You know what kind of person your brother is, don't you? He will never accept that position." He tilted his head in confusion. "Why are you suddenly trying to run away, anyway? Did that swordsman, Ak Gunhak, put some ideas in your head?"

"No. That man has decided to settle down now."

"Then why?"

Geom Mugeuk hesitated. This wasn't a sudden impulse. His heart had been divided for a long time. He had considered becoming a truly amazing Cult Leader, but he had also thought about giving the position to his brother and living freely.

However, something else had influenced him this time.

Why would I obtain the inner core of the 10,000 Year Fire Carp after Hwa Mugi's death?

He wondered if this might be a destiny ordained by the heavens. After all, it was unlikely to be a heavenly gift to increase his inner qi.

The Demonic Buddha asked, "Is it because of the First Young Lord?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk couldn't deny it.

"Listen, Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Demonic Buddha?"

"I know very well what kind of person you are. You might find a way to persuade the First Young Lord. You might even succeed. And I hope you fail."

Geom Mugeuk could feel his sincerity, so he asked cautiously, "May I ask why?"

The Demonic Buddha's gaze turned cold. "Because it will make the First Young Lord's life miserable."

"!" Geom Mugeuk was too startled to speak. Coming from someone who knew his brother better than anyone, the words carried immense weight.

"After ascending to the position of Cult Leader, the First Young Lord will have to fight with himself endlessly. He'll question whether he's a person suited for the Cult Leader's seat. Moreover, he'll be endlessly suspicious. He will wonder if the Demon Supremes truly follow him, or if they are reminiscing about someone else, ready to abandon him the moment that person comes back."

"But you'll be by my brother's side, won't you, Demonic Buddha?"

The Demonic Buddha slowly shook his head. "My existence will only make it harder for the First Young Lord. I was with him through the defeat in the succession battle. Every time he sees me, he'll be reminded of the ghosts of the past. Listen, Young Cult Leader. The human heart is not that strong. Not everyone can have a heart like yours."

"......" Geom Mugeuk couldn't reply. He had vaguely thought it would be fine if his brother took the position, that it would be okay if the Demonic Buddha helped. He never thought the Demonic Buddha was seeing the outcome of this matter much more realistically and accurately.

"Did you think you could escape so easily after getting so deeply involved in everyone's lives?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

Geom Mugeuk knew the Demonic Buddha was right. He couldn't make any excuses.

After a moment of thought, he readily admitted his mistake. "I was too selfish and narrow-minded."

He had only focused on whether his brother would accept, not on what his brother's life would be like afterward. The brother from his previous life, the man who had won the succession war was no longer here.

"I would have disappointed everyone who trusted and followed me until now."

The rigid expression on the Demonic Buddha's face softened. Because Geom Mugeuk admitted what he needed to and didn't cling to useless stubbornness, he could offer heartfelt advice. "It's not that there's no way at all."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes sparkled as he looked at the Demonic Buddha. "Please tell me."

The Demonic Buddha, who seemed to have already pondered the matter, said calmly, "There's just the one method."

"What is it?"

"Justification."

"?" Geom Mugeuk blinked in confusion. The Demonic Buddha had given him the same advice when he asked how to stop his father from trying to conquer the murim, but what did it mean now?

The Demonic Buddha continued, "The First Young Lord needs justification to inherit the position of Cult Leader."

"Is there a way to create that justification?" Geom Mugeuk asked, not expecting much.

Surprisingly, the Demonic Buddha had an answer.

"There is, but it requires a condition. You must become the Cult Leader."

"!" Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in shock, but he waited for the Demonic Buddha's explanation patiently.

"If you hand over the position without becoming the Cult Leader, that's just yielding, but if you become the Cult Leader, lead our Cult, and then appoint the First Young Lord as your successor, that becomes a formal succession," the Demonic Buddha said. "While you are the Cult Leader, lead our Cult in your own way, but while doing so, keep entrusting the First Young Lord with important duties, the kind of tasks only a Cult Leader can assign."

Geom Mugeuk nodded in understanding. His brother would probably handle those tasks better than anyone. Because it concerned his brother, the Demonic Buddha was giving his advice more earnestly than ever.

"Through that work, the First Young Lord will prove his own excellence. That will become his justification to become the next Cult Leader. Try this, and try that. If it doesn't seem right, devise another method. As time passes, your thoughts, the First Young Lord's thoughts, and my thoughts will all change. The worries of today might be nothing by then. Perhaps you would have truly regretted giving up the Cult Leader position. You might even complain to me about that. But... there is a time for everything, even running away. You run when fate cracks open the back door for you."

Geom Mugeuk, who had been listening silently, recalled his conversation with the old man.


"You asked me how I'm going to live, but my future life might disappoint you. I've used up almost all the coolness I had in me."

"Don't worry. The people you've made cool will in turn lead you to become even cooler."



Geom Mugeuk shot to his feet and bowed his head respectfully to the Demonic Buddha. "Your words are wise. Thank you."

The Demonic Buddha, with his wise and gracious teaching, had guided him back to the right path when he was about to go down the wrong one.

"You have set my life and my brother's life straight. You've caught two big fish today." Grinning, Geom Mugeuk added an utterly unbearable remark. "You should've caught some like this that day."

The Demonic Buddha, who had been smiling like a devout monk, closed his eyes and squeezed his prayer beads so forcefully they seemed about to break. "When did you say the next competition would be held?"


"Here, these are the necessary supplies."

Geom Muyang handed a document to Gwak Yeong. They were standing in the Demon Village, where reconstruction was in full swing. He was the general manager of the project, and Gwak Yeong had come on an errand for the smithy.

"I'll see you again then." Gwak Yeong bowed politely and turned away. She wanted to crack a friendly joke, but seeing him working hard, she didn't dare open her mouth.

Suddenly, she heard Geom Muyang's voice from behind her.

"When are you going to give me the treasured sword you promised?"

Gwak Yeong smiled and turned back. "At this rate, by the time I've made a treasured sword, you might have forgotten all about me, First Young Lord."

It was half a joke, but she was genuinely worried about when she would reach a position to make treasured swords. She was still just making iron swords at the smithy. Even with her artisan-level skills, her history as a Murim Alliance traitor held her back.

Geom Muyang tilted his head. "Why do you think I would forget you?"

"Because you're a noble and busy person, First Young Lord."

"Couldn't it be the other way around? You'll become the one and only famous artisan of the smithy, and I'll still be an insignificant First Young Lord."

Gwak Yeong smiled. "Seeing you engage in such unfitting self-pity, you look like you need a friend to drink with. If you feel like a drink later, come to the smithy. I'll buy you one!" After a quick bow, she started to walk away, but abruptly decided to glance back at Geom Muyang. "You're the smartest demonic practitioner I've ever seen. Don't forget that."

After blurting out the words, she ran off into the distance.

Geom Muyang watched her go, then turned around to find Geom Mugeuk standing behind him. He gave a start, shocked.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. "You're the smartest? How can she say that after seeing me?!"

Knowing that engaging with that comment would surely lead to teasing about Gwak Yeong, Geom Muyang changed the subject. "When did you come down the mountain?"

"A little while ago."

"How's Father?"

"He blamed me for coming back empty-handed from the hunt. He said the three of us should go next time, you included."

Geom Muyang tried to suppress a smile. "Why are you here?"

"I missed you."

"You say that to everyone you meet, don't you?"

"You really are smart. Though not as smart as me."

Geom Muyang stared at Geom Mugeuk intently and then said seriously, "I know what you're thinking. Don't even dream of it."

As if to prove he wasn't just saying it, his eyes shone sharply, and his tightly closed lips held a firm resolve.

"I shouldn't have taken the inner core."

He had taken it because of his father, but he regretted it afterward.

Geom Mugeuk snorted. "I know what you're misunderstanding, but sorry, you're the one who shouldn't be dreaming. Don't you know how hard I worked to get this position?"

"......" Geom Muyang stared at his younger brother suspiciously.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "This position I snatched from you, I'm going to keep it until I'm old and dead. Don't come begging me to let you have it for just one day later. Oh, but I'll let you sit on the throne once."

Despite his brother's joke, the suspicion on Geom Muyang's tense face did not fade. "Then why did you give me the inner core?"

"I gave it to you for practical reasons. It's more effective for you to have it than me. If the benefit of taking the 10,000 Year Fire Carp's inner core is a ten, then for me, it would be a benefit of two or three, objectively speaking, but you could take all ten."

Geom Muyang frowned. His brother wasn't wrong. Geom Mugeuk's inner qi was so pure and vast that adding the inner core of the 10,000 Year Fire Carp wouldn't have a significant, noticeable effect. For him, however, it was different.

His life could now be divided into two parts. Before taking the core, and after taking it.

Geom Mugeuk added an emotional component to his rational calculation. "You're the one who will support the Cult Leader in the future, so you need to be strong too. That way, I can go around and say, 'That man is my brother.' This is for my own vanity, so don't be too grateful!"

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure."

Only then did Geom Muyang's expression relax.

Seeing his brother like this, Geom Mugeuk was reminded once again how right the Demonic Buddha's advice had been. "...I'm sorry, Hyung."

"For what?"

For being selfish and only thinking of myself.

"I bad-mouthed you again behind your back."

Geom Muyang laughed in disbelief, and Geom Mugeuk laughed along with him.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the bustling construction site. Since the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was mobilizing massive manpower and resources, the buildings were rising day by day.

He looked up at the building rising from the site of the Alluring Inn.

"Oh? It seems our dear innkeeper will be very happy."


Chapter 862: I Didn't Bring My Pajamas

Geom Woojin remained in the Heavenly Demon Hall until late, sitting on the grand throne lost in thought long after he should have been asleep.

The doors to the Heavenly Demon Hall opened, and Geom Mugeuk entered.

"Father, I've returned!" Geom Mugeuk greeted loudly, walking down the blood-red path toward the throne.

Geom Mugeuk stopped below the throne and looked up at his father. Geom Woojin looked the same as always, yet for some reason, both his father and the throne felt different today.

Amidst the strange tension filling the hall, he said provocatively, "That seat will be mine now."

Geom Woojin scoffed at his son's declaration. "Is this treason?"

The serious atmosphere dissipated, and the midnight rebellion ended instantly.

"Of course not. I meant it'll be my seat in about thirty years," Geom Mugeuk replied sheepishly.

Geom Woojin could tell his son had changed his mind about handing over the position of Young Cult Leader. "Why the change of heart?"

"I thought about it, and it felt unfair. Why should I give such a great position to my brother for no good reason?" After his joke, Geom Mugeuk admitted honestly, "...Actually, I got scolded by the Demonic Buddha."

That explanation was enough. Geom Woojin knew the Demonic Buddha understood his eldest son best and must have persuaded his second son.

From this, he could also tell the Demonic Buddha was still fond of his eldest son. Otherwise, he would have done whatever it took to make Muyang the Young Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk rambled on. "Father, you know how much I love to have fun, right? If I become the Cult Leader, rumors like this will spread through the jianghu. 'Did you hear? The Demonic Cult Leader got drunk, sang, took off his clothes, and danced.' If you don't want to see that happen, please hold onto that seat for a long, long time. I'm sure I'll mature as I get older!"

"How long are you planning to make your old man suffer?"

"Until I get tired of playing and beg you to step down?"

Geom Woojin gazed quietly at his son, then said abruptly, "You've thought it through well."

The words were unexpected, and Geom Mugeuk was inwardly surprised.

Didn't Father secretly want my brother to be the successor?

He had thought so, but now his father looked pleased, as if this were the right decision.

Father, do you really want me to become the Cult Leader? Me, the one who's trying to stop your dream in any way I can?

"The Demonic Buddha is dreaming of a revenge match," Geom Mugeuk said, changing the topic. His eyes fell on the fishing rod propped against the wall behind the throne. It hadn't been put away yet. "Ah, so there's another avenger here. When I see the Demonic Buddha, I'll let him know that the revenge match will likely happen in the not-too-distant future. Well then, please rest."

He bowed politely and left the hall.

After his son left, Geom Woojin turned to look at the moon outside the window. Gazing at its brilliant light, he said to the hidden Hwi, "Bring me a good bottle of wine."


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was reading a book in his courtyard. He had planted the Heaven Destroying Dao in the ground and was leaning comfortably against the giant blade as he read. On nights with bright moonlight like this, he often came out to the courtyard to read.

Suddenly, he sensed someone behind the giant blade. Judging by the martial skill required to approach so closely without being detected... never mind that, only one person would visit his residence at this ungodly hour.

"You rascal, why are you here again instead of sleeping at this hour?" he grumbled.

There was no reply.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon kept his eyes on his book as he said to Geom Mugeuk. "Did you have a good time with the Cult Leader on the hunt?"

Still, there was no answer, as if the visitor were planning a prank.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued anyway. "No matter how smart you are, how could you possibly understand a parent's heart? The Cult Leader is holding back a lot, given his personality. You can't even imagine what he's really like. So be good to your father."

"......"

When there was still no answer, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally looked up. "Why is this rascal so quiet? I'm telling you now, if you didn't bring your pajamas, don't even think about getting on the bed!"

A low voice came from behind the giant blade. "I didn't bring my pajamas."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up from his seat, startled. "C-C-C-Cult Leader!"

The visitor was Geom Woojin.

"Sorry for coming so late. Were you very surprised?" Geom Woojin asked.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't know what to say. Surprised? He was so shocked he couldn't remember the last time he'd been this startled. He had never imagined the Cult Leader would visit in the dead of night. "What brings you here?" he asked, worried that something had happened.

However, Geom Woojin simply held up a bottle of wine. "I came to have a drink with you."

"As it happens, I was just thinking of having a drink. Please, come inside."

"The night breeze is nice. Let's drink out here."

"Then please wait just a moment."

"Take your time."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went inside to get cups and some simple snacks. As he was about to return, a scene outside the window caught his eye.

Geom Woojin was leaning against the Heaven Destroying Dao, looking up at the moon. Over that image, a vision of a younger Geom Woojin appeared, laughing heartily as he leaned against the giant blade and drank.

In the past, Geom Woojin always liked to lean against his giant blade when he drank. He used to say it just felt good for some reason.

Is it because of Geom Mugeuk? Lately, whenever I see the Cult Leader, I keep thinking of the old days.

Geom Woojin, who had been looking at the moon, glanced over. Their eyes met, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned before stepping outside.

"I don't have any proper snacks."

"It's fine."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured a drink for him first. After receiving it, Geom Woojin filled the Blade Demon's cup, and the two men emptied their cups together. It had been a long time since they had drunk alone like this.

"Did the hunt go well?"

"We came back empty-handed."

A faint smile touched the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. If the two had seriously set their minds to hunting, they would have wiped out every beast on the Great Sky Peak. "Did you get to talk much with your son?"

"My son? More like that rascal of a son."

"Hahaha!" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed at Geom Woojin's joke.

"He asked about his mother," Geom Woojin added tonelessly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's hand paused as he poured wine into Geom Woojin's cup. "It's about time for that," he said solemnly, filling Geom Woojin's cup to the brim.

"He didn't ask me about her because he missed her."

"What do you mean?"

"The insolent brat asked me because he was worried I might be having a hard time."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank his wine, his expression saying, That sounds exactly like something Geom Mugeuk would do.

After emptying his cup, he mentioned something he had never said to the Cult Leader before. "Sometimes, when I see the Young Cult Leader, I'm reminded of the Demon Queen."

Since the Demon Queen's death, he had never brought her up. This was the first time. He did so because he believed the Cult Leader's visit and his mention of the Demon Queen meant he wanted to talk about her.

Geom Woojin nodded silently.

It was a wordless response, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could feel that the Cult Leader dearly missed the Demon Queen. He knew how much Geom Woojin loved her, having watched it all from the beginning.

He recalled that day again.


"I will take over this murim so that we can live in peace."



The look in Geom Woojin's eyes as he said those words, his face full of passion, was not a lust for power, but the resolve of a man who had fallen hopelessly in love with a woman on the enemy side.

The face of the current Geom Woojin overlapped with the face of that young Geom Woojin.

"I have the confidence to bend the world to my will," he sighed, "but I have no confidence I can do the same with my own son."

"You can do as you please." the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, knowing Geom Woojin's heart well. He held out his cup. "You just don't want to. Your enemies include your own family, and among them, your own son is your biggest enemy of all."

Geom Woojin smiled, clinked his cup against the Blade Demon's, and drained it.

The Blade Demon was taken aback. Ever since becoming Cult Leader, Geom Woojin had only ever shown a strong side, but today, he kept reminding him of his younger days.

He needs someone on his side right now.

"Summon the Young Cult Leader tomorrow and scold him like this: 'You brat, stop running around like a wild child and listen to your father!'"

Geom Woojin laughed pleasantly, the kind of laugh that would have made Geom Mugeuk say, 'Please smile like that for your children, too.'

"I can't do that," he replied. "That brat is the type to just say, 'Okay, Father!'"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon agreed. If Geom Mugeuk were the type to blindly rebel and insist he was right, it would be easier to break his will. However, Geom Mugeuk held a deep respect for Geom Woojin. That was what made this fight so difficult.

It was a difficult fight for the son, but an even more difficult one for the father. Geom Woojin had a critical weakness, that no parent could ever win against their child.

After a few more drinks, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shared words he had hidden in his heart. "If a parent is the bow, then the child must be the arrow. Even if that arrow is aimed in a direction the parent does not want..." He refilled the cup before continuing, "When the time comes, you must entrust it to the wind and release the bowstring."

Geom Woojin silently stared at his own reflection in his cup.

It was impossible to know if he had released the bowstring in his heart.

The two men drank together until the moon set.


BOOM! BOOOM! BOOM!

Fireworks exploded in the sky. The promised day had finally come. Construction in the Demon Village was complete, and the residents could move into their new homes.

The villagers were overjoyed. Their old houses had been completely transformed. Collapsed mud walls were replaced with stone, and thatched roofs with tile. One-story houses became two-story, and two-story houses became three. The interiors were filled with better furniture than they had ever owned. Clothes, daily necessities, and enough food to last a while were piled in the courtyards.

They had never known the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would do so much for them. This went beyond saving their lives, it was a great act of grace.

"Mom! Is this our house now?"

"Yes, it's our new home."

Children ran excitedly into the houses while women shed tears, stroking the sturdy pillars. The men looked around their new homes and shops with overwhelmed hearts.

"The Demon Village is alive again!"

At someone's loud cry, everyone let out a joyous cheer.

"Long live the Cult Leader!"

"Long live the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

Of course, what made them just as happy as their new homes was the fact that they had not been abandoned.

Among the rejoicing people was Jo Cheonbae, who looked up at his tavern with a deeply moved expression. The old two-story building was now a magnificent three-story one. It was a splendid inn, beautifully constructed to catch any passerby's eye. He had never dreamed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would rebuild his establishment so magnificently.

The kitchen was fully stocked with ingredients and the warehouse was filled with good wine. They had prepared everything so he could open for business today.

It was the same for the other businesses. The fruit stand was full of fruit, and the clothier's shop was full of fabric. The Cult hadn't just built houses, they had attended to every considerate detail.

Suddenly, a cheer rose from the distance. Everyone looked over to see the people deserving of such cheers approaching.

Geom Mugeuk and Geom Muyang entered the Demon Village, accompanied by Geom Mugeuk's bodyguards.

The bodyguards' presence was now in no way inferior to the Cult Leader's bodyguards. Considering their youth, it was a truly remarkable leap in progress.

Of course, bodyguard leader Cheokyeon was still pushing his subordinates harshly. The Young Cult Leader was growing stronger at a much faster rate than they were.

The people of the Demon Village bowed their heads and greeted them politely.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

"We greet the First Young Lord!"

Geom Mugeuk grinned merrily. "How is everyone feeling?"

""Great!""

Geom Mugeuk gave the credit for the results to his older brother. "The reason we were able to rebuild the Demon Village so quickly is all thanks to the efforts of my Hyung-nim here. My Hyung-nim sacrificed his sleep to oversee the construction."

The people of the Demon Village bowed to Geom Muyang, expressing their gratitude.

"Thank you, First Young Lord."

"Thank you! First Young Lord!"

Geom Mugeuk gestured to Geom Muyang with his eyes. "Hyung-nim, say a few words."

"No," Geom Muyang immediately declined.

Geom Mugeuk insisted, "You're the one who built their houses, aren't you? You have to say something."

In the end, Geom Muyang stepped forward. He wouldn't be nervous in front of a thousand martial artists, but for some reason, being watched by the ordinary people of the Demon Village felt burdensome. "I worked hard to build it even a day sooner," he said. "But I also made sure everything was built sturdily, so don't worry. Please, live well."

It was a brief greeting, but applause and cheers erupted from all around.

Seeing the people so happy made Geom Muyang feel good as well. His efforts to finish the construction a day earlier, working day and night, had been worthwhile.

As if he had forgotten, he belatedly returned the credit to his younger brother, "Oh, and the reason this project proceeded as it did was because the Young Cult Leader holds all of you in special regard. Don't forget that."

Geom Mugeuk waved to the residents, grinning shamelessly. "Did you hear that? You mustn't forget that it's all thanks to me!"

The residents laughed happily. Even if Geom Muyang hadn't said it, they all already knew.

The elders of the Demon Village often said this was the most blessed era for the village in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and everyone knew it was thanks to the Young Cult Leader.

Jo Cheonbae, who had been lost in the crowd, ran up and greeted, "Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Innkeeper Jo! How do you feel?"

"It's wonderful. I'm so happy." Jo Cheonbae looked up at the inn. On the large sign above the entrance, the characters for the Alluring Inn (風流酒店) were written splendidly in a powerful script. He didn't know who wrote it, but the characters were truly wonderful. "The calligraphy is especially magnificent. I don't know which master calligrapher wrote this, but please be sure to tell them that I'd like to treat them to a drink."

"Okay! I'll be sure to pass the message on to Father."

"Thank you... Huh?" Jo Cheonbae flinched. A chill ran down his spine, and his heart began to pound. "W-What did you just say?"

"I said I'd tell my father."

"Why the Cult Leader?"

"Because he wrote those characters?"

Horrified, Jo Cheonbae trembled like an aspen leaf. "T-The Cult Leader wrote that sign? How on earth could this happen?!"

"Because I asked him to," Geom Mugeuk replied proudly.

The surrounding residents stared up at the sign, their faces shocked.

"Oh my, for such a noble person to do that!"

Jo Cheonbae didn't know what to do. Imagining the Demonic Cult Leader writing his tavern's name sent him beyond gratitude into a state of shock. This was an even more moving event than the characters that had disappeared along with the wall before.

Tears welled up in his eyes.

"I don't know how I can ever repay this kindness."

"You can repay it with your unchanging, delicious cooking, of course. Now, now, everyone, let's gather at the Alluring Inn!"

Geom Mugeuk beamed. Seeing these people living well held great meaning for him. No matter what anyone said, his own demonic path was right here in the Demon Village.

"I'll be the first to patronize the new business. Innkeeper Jo, set the table!"


Chapter 863: I Want to Remember What You Were Like at This Time

An unexpected person stood at the door, his back turned.

"Young Cult Leader!" Jang Ho greeted.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been looking up at the sky, turned to Jang Ho and smiled brightly. "General Jang, I came hoping for a cup of tea."

Jang Ho tensed. Why is he here this early in the morning? At my residence? Did something happen?

"Please, come in," he said anxiously.

"Then I'll impose." Geom Mugeuk stepped inside. The interior was neat and well-organized, much like Jang Ho's personality. "Is it right for a man living alone to have such a clean house?"

"I'm rarely home, so I don't have time to make a mess."

Geom Mugeuk looked around while Jang Ho brewed the tea.

"I'm not sure if the tea will suit your taste..." Jang Ho mumbled.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "It's perfect."

"...Is there something going on?" Jang Ho asked. He doubted Geom Mugeuk had come just for tea this early in the morning. As expected, there was a reason for the visit.

"I came to ask a favor of you, General Jang."

"Please, tell me," Jang Ho said sincerely. Just one favor? At this point, I could grant him ten, no, a hundred favors. I would even give my life if he asked.

"Draw my face."

"Pardon?"

"I want to leave a portrait of myself as I am now."

Jang Ho frowned, puzzled. "Doesn't our Cult have many painters with excellent skills?"

"I want to be remembered in a painting drawn by you, General Jang."

"......" Jang Ho frowned, feeling troubled.

"You drew my back, so now you have to draw my front."

Jang Ho finally understood. He had once drawn and gifted a painting of Geom Mugeuk's back as he stood on a cliff, and had promised to draw his front view when his skills improved. Geom Mugeuk hadn't forgotten. The look in those eyes made it clear this was a sincere request. "My skills are lacking, but I'll do my best," he said.

He led Geom Mugeuk to his workshop. Several paintings lay across the table, each one demonstrating skill that went far beyond a mere hobby. Among them was a painting of Lee Ahn he hadn't yet given her, and one of Seo Daeryong as well.

"Why haven't you given these paintings to them?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Jang Ho replied bashfully, "I just drew them as practice."

"They're too good to be just practice. It's a waste to let them sit here."

Jang Ho flinched. He had actually wanted to give them as keepsakes but had always felt too embarrassed. He never thought they were good enough to be gifts. "...Please sit there."

Geom Mugeuk sat in a chair, and Jang Ho began to paint from a short distance away.

As he worked, that day naturally came to mind. It sometimes surfaced when he painted, the memory of Geom Mugeuk holding out a brush, paints, and paper to him.

Since that day, painting had quietly shaped his life. The moments he spent with a brush in hand were his only respite from the constant danger and missions that came with being the Demonic Army General.

At first, he had consciously painted subjects far removed from the murim. Painting was a brief escape, a time to rest.

Now, however, he painted freely. He drew his Demonic Army subordinates, the demonic statues at Headquarters, martial artists training in the practice yard, even the faces of comrades who had died in battle. What had once been a hobby had become a source of solace.

Before long, the painting was finished.

"This painting is too flattering!" Geom Mugeuk praised.

"That's because you're handsome, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk grinned from ear to ear as he studied it. "Don't you ever draw my brother!"

"May I ask why you wanted me to paint you?"

"Won't this painting sell for an exorbitant price? It's a painting of the Young Cult Leader by none other than the Demonic Army General of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It'll be worth whatever one asks for it."

"Haha!" Jang Ho laughed at the joke.

Of course, that wasn't the real reason for the painting. Geom Mugeuk explained more seriously, "After killing the Celestial Killer Star, I'm about to start living my own life. I want to preserve what kind of expression I have, what kind of look is in my eyes when I see people at this moment."

Jang Ho froze. The meaning behind the painting was far greater than he had imagined. "You entrusted such an important painting to me?"

"It's because it's that important that I entrusted it to you." Geom Mugeuk looked at the painting again, pleased. "I absolutely love it."

"I'll wrap it up for you." Jang Ho wrapped the painting in a thin leather cloth to prevent damage, folded it carefully, and handed it over.

Geom Mugeuk tucked it into his shirt pocket. "I'm leaving. Don't see me out. Thanks for the painting!"

As he left the workshop, he added one last thing.

"When I become the Cult Leader later, draw me again. Sitting perfectly on the grand throne."

"Yes! I'll draw you even more handsomely then!"

After Geom Mugeuk left, Jang Ho turned his head casually, then flinched in surprise.

He laughed helplessly. The paintings of Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong had vanished!


"Are my eyes this droopy? They're not, right?" Seo Daeryong asked.

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword, angling the blade so it reflected Seo Daeryong's face. "I think they are."

Seo Daeryong stared at his reflection and sighed self-deprecatingly. "When did I get so old?"

CLACK!

The sword slid back into its sheath.

"If you don't like the painting, I'll take it back," Geom Mugeuk said.

"I like it. I really like it." Seo Daeryong hugged the painting tightly, afraid it would actually be taken away. It was a painting by Jang Ho, after all, and it fully captured the warmth of a drinking companion while making him look far more handsome than he was in real life. "General Jang's painting skills are amazing."

"Keep it safe and leave it to your son as a family heirloom. It'll sell for a fortune later."

"Of course! As expected, the only one who looks out for my finances is our Young Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the mountain of documents piled across the desk in the Sanzu River Hall office. The papers alone were proof that Seo Daeryong was still buried in work. "How have you been lately?"

"I work, train in martial arts, and when I go home, I play with my kid. It's frighteningly the same every day. Yesterday is today, and today is tomorrow. It feels like I'm trapped in a formation." Seo Daeryong reached out a hand as if pressing against the walls of that formation. "Aren't you leaving the Cult? It'd be even better if you're going out to have fun."

"Why?"

"Please take me with you when you go!"

Geom Mugeuk agreed without hesitation. "Okay, let's go."

"Really?"

"Go say goodbye to your son. Tell him his father is going out to have fun, so he should grow up well. Tell Young Lady Dan to keep up the good work raising the kid all by herself. If you're going to abandon your wife and child, you should play without any regrets."

Seo Daeryong sighed and shouted, "When will I get to have fun?!"

"Look forward to your next life."

"......" Despite his complaints, Seo Daeryong face was full of joy. "Actually, I'm so happy these days. So happy that I wonder if I deserve it. S-Sometimes I get scared that this happiness will disappear in an instant."

The fear had grown even greater since he'd had a child. It wasn't that the work was hard. He was afraid of some unknown misfortune, of something happening to his child or wife. His naturally gloomy personality hadn't gone anywhere. The growing happiness simply fed his anxiety.

Geom Mugeuk knew this side of Seo Daeryong better than anyone. "Have you forgotten who you are?"

"Who am I?"

Geom Mugeuk cleared his throat as if preparing for a speech. "You're a power-hungry and ruthless man who loves only one woman, a rebel who raises his hand when everyone else is silent yet is also a pacifist, an impulsive person who made a life-changing decision over a drink at an inn, a duel tournament champion who is also annoyingly fun, the next Blade Demon who has opened the Conception and Governing Vessels, and my right-hand man with a pure soul who now even has a son."

The moment he heard those words, Seo Daeryong felt a surge of emotion. "You have all of that memorized?"

"Of course!" Geom Mugeuk said proudly. A few more lines had even been added to his description. The part about having a pure soul was something the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had once said, and he had remembered it and folded it in. "You were there at my beginning, so you will be there at my end. You will adorn the finale with me, so don't be anxious."

Seo Daeryong smiled brightly. "Hearing you say that makes me truly happy."

"Your anxiety is all gone now, right?"

"No, the happiness grew, so I became more anxious."

Geom Mugeuk laughed, and Seo Daeryong laughed along with him.

"...I'll be leaving now." Geom Mugeuk turned to go.

Seo Daeryong called out from behind. "Why did you come today?"

"I came to give you the painting."

"Is that really all?" Seo Daeryong repeated suspiciously. For some reason, he felt Geom Mugeuk hadn't come just to deliver the painting.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze was gentle as he looked back at his friend. "I want to remember what you were like at this time."

He left the room after those quiet, cryptic words.

"Remember what?" Seo Daeryong shouted.

The reply came from far outside.

"Your droopy eyes, obviously!"


As Geom Mugeuk walked away from the Sanzu River Hall, someone was waiting for him. It was, surprisingly, the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior.

"I came to see you because I have something I wish to ask, Young Cult Leader," he said. The trembling in his eyes behind the mask showed he had mustered great courage to come here.

"Speak," Geom Mugeuk said.

"I heard that the Ghost Shadow Squad assassins will all be leaving soon."

When Cha Yiran decided to leave, her subordinate assassins followed her decision. She had let them choose freely, either to start a new life or follow her to the end.

The problem was the Seventeenth Bridge, the woman he loved.

"I want to continue living as one of the Faceless Warriors. I'm afraid that if I tell her how I feel, I'll be forcing her to make a choice."

"Are you afraid she'll leave?"

"No. If that's the case, I intend to let her go very respectfully." The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior shook his head. What troubled him wasn't rejection, but forced acceptance. "What if we live here together as the Faceless Warriors, and she becomes unhappy later on?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. A Faceless Warrior worrying about such things already proved how much he truly liked the Seventeenth Bridge. "Why are you asking me that?"

"Somehow, I felt that you would know what I should do, Young Cult Leader," the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior replied nervously. He had witnessed firsthand just how sharp and perceptive Geom Mugeuk was during the world's number one beauty pageant, and the Young Cult Leader had even arranged a private meeting between him and the Seventeenth Bridge back then. "If you hadn't let us meet that day, we wouldn't have been able to come this far."

"So you want me to take responsibility?"

"......" The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior went flustered.

Geom Mugeuk enjoyed his reaction. Alright, since he came all this way so bravely, I should say something as helpful as possible. However, Crescent Moon, when it comes to women, you and I are not so different.

He asked, "You said you were afraid of forcing a choice on her, right?"

"Yes."

"This time, force the choice."

"???" The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior stared at Geom Mugeuk, surprised.

Geom Mugeuk elaborated, "Say, 'I can't give up on either, so only your choice remains.' Force it like that, but tell her this in advance. 'I'm forcing you to choose now, but later, you will force me to choose.'"

"What kind of choice are you talking about?" the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior asked. It was not a choice he had considered.

"Eloping together, of course!"

"!"

"Tell her to be sure to say it before things reach a point of no return, after enduring and enduring a hard life. 'I'm so tired and sick of this Faceless Warrior's life. I made the choice back then, so this time, you choose!'" Geom Mugeuk smiled. "I've said it in a complicated way, but it means to live the life of a Faceless Warrior once without regrets, and then run away together."

The Faceless Warrior's eyes curved into a smile behind the mask, shaped just like a crescent moon. He bowed his head in deep gratitude. "Thank you so much, Young Cult Leader."

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk finally understood why the man used the crescent moon symbol. He watched him turn and walk away.

Right, is it really the parting that is unbearable? It is ending things without being able to say anything, without being able to make a choice, without being able to do anything properly that leaves regrets and lingers in the heart.


Lee Ahn sat lost in thought in her room, turning over the memory of Cha Yiran's earlier visit. She had come to say her farewells, telling her that she had decided to leave with the Sword King.


"I'll come visit the inn next time."

"It's an expensive inn, so make sure you earn a lot of money."



As Cha Yiran was about to leave, she had turned back.


"Can I say something not as a subordinate, but as a fellow woman?"



And then, the last thing she said.


"That heart, isn't it about time it started beating for real?"



Lee Ahn knew exactly what she meant. Easy for you to say. You know full well whose heart it is!

Her complaint slipped out of her mouth before she could stop herself.

"Even though you know how many people's lives and deaths depend on the owner of that heart..."

"Who depends on who?" a voice came from behind her.

Lee Ahn spun around. Geom Mugeuk stood behind her. "Young Cult Leader!"

"Someone could rob the whole house and you wouldn't even notice. What were you thinking about so deeply?"

Flustered, Lee Ahn said whatever came to mind first. "You don't know that a Captain has more work to do than the Young Cult Leader, do you? I have a mountain of things to worry about. Oh, Martial Artist Ak and Martial Artist Cha are leaving soon."

"Yeah, I heard from Ak-hyung."

"Oh, you met him?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "He said he'll contact me when he opens the inn. Normally, I'd go with him to scout for a location and help build the inn, but since Young Lady Cha is going with him, I guess there's no need to worry."

Thinking of the Sword King and Cha Yiran, Lee Ahn felt that the connections between people were truly unknowable. She had met them as enemies, then became master and disciple, participated in the world's number one beauty pageant together, became friends and subordinates, and now they were leaving as strangers again.

"Let's go."

"Where?"

"To find the real Lee Ahn."

"Ah, the Alluring Inn has opened a new branch, right? I'll have to have a drink to take off my mask again."

"No, farther than that."

"?" For a moment, Lee Ahn's eyes sparkled. Could it be?

"Let's go get some fresh air in the Central Plains."

"Just the two of us?"

"Yes, just the two of us."

Her expression brightened with a joy she couldn't hide, and seeing it made Geom Mugeuk feel twice as good for suggesting it.

"Pack your things."

Lee Ahn ran to the closet and threw it open.

SLIDE!

A small, pre-packed leather pouch sat waiting inside.

"You had all your travel stuff prepared?"

"You always ask to leave so suddenly, so I've learned to keep it ready in advance."

"Let's go. Give me your bag."

Lee Ahn hesitated. "Wait! I need a little more time. How long can you wait?"

"One hour?"

"Please wait outside!"

Geom Mugeuk went outside, and she moved like an arrow.

One hour later, Lee Ahn stepped out of her room. She wore the gorgeous clothes she had bought during the world's number one beauty pageant, her makeup carefully done. She looked truly beautiful and captivating.

"It's been a while since I've gone out, so I dressed up a bit," she said, but feeling his fixed gaze on her, she asked cautiously. "Is it too much? Should I change and wear a bamboo hat?"

"No. I told you to live with this face. You've been too sparing with it until now. Let's go and use it properly this time."

Lee Ahn shrugged playfully. "Are you sure? This is a world's number one beauty pageant finalist's face. No getting jealous later."

"You'd better not get jealous when all the pretty female martial artists are lining up for me."

The two of them faced each other and smiled brightly.

"Off to the jianghu we go!" Geom Mugeuk declared energetically, walking out alongside her.


Chapter 864: Wipe Your Mouth First

Geom Mugeuk frowned. "This is disappointing."

He and Lee Ahn put down their chopsticks at the same time. They had not even eaten half of the meal.

"It doesn't suit my palate either," Lee Ahn concurred. "And we're not the type to leave food we paid for."

"Are you sure this is the right place? Isn't there an inn with the same name in the next town over?"

"No, this is it."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn sat side-by-side, looking down at a booklet entitled "The Central Plains' Guide to Cuisine". He had bought the guide long ago at a bookstore recommended by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon while with his father. He had intended to take his father to the listed places, but he had come with Lee Ahn first to check it out while passing through.

"I guess our expectations were too high," he sighed.

"Just because it's in a book doesn't mean it's delicious, but I thought it would at least be decent."

"Still, that last place was good, wasn't it?" Geom Mugeuk drew a line through the name of the inn in his booklet. "It's a good thing we came to check first. If I'd brought my father here, he would've sacrificed the cooks and a Great Demonic-Orthodox War would've broken out on the spot."

Lee Ahn laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

Since leaving the Cult, the two of them were simply enjoying themselves. They sought out inns and restaurants famous for their food and made sure to visit any place known for its spectacular scenery.

When they camped, they fell asleep watching the stars and even swam together in clear water. Geom Mugeuk showed off his skills and cooked for her. In one kind-hearted village, they had even stayed the night and helped with the farm work.

Geom Mugeuk was in no hurry. He traveled with her at a leisurely pace and did not worry about what might be waiting at the end of their journey.

Lee Ahn could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was making this a trip for her.

The thought made her happy, but also a little anxious. She had never enjoyed such a relaxed time with Geom Mugeuk before. She had never been this happy in her life.

Just then, a waiter set down a dish and some liquor.

"This isn't what we ordered," she said.

Geom Mugeuk opened his mouth, ready to say, 'You punk! We already said the food was bad, why are you bringing more!'

Before he could voice anything, though, the waiter glanced at a corner table and explained, "That customer over there sent this dish especially for the young lady."

Looking over, they saw a middle-aged man watching them.

Lee Ahn gave a slight nod to express her thanks, then turned to Geom Mugeuk and boasted, "See? How many times has this been? The eighth time?"

"It's the sixth."

Truly, eyes followed Lee Ahn wherever she went. This was not the first or second time someone had sent them a dish. Lee Ahn had called it a nuisance and offered to wear her bamboo hat, but Geom Mugeuk had her go without it.

"Enjoy it. Enjoy it to your heart's content," Geom Mugeuk chuckled.

Lee Ahn asked, "Aren't you the one enjoying it more, Young Master?"

"Was it that obvious?"

In truth, Geom Mugeuk was enjoying it more. The gazes would land on the beautiful Lee Ahn, then without fail, they would turn to him. At times like that, Geom Mugeuk would wear a proud expression, a look that said, 'I'm the one traveling with this beauty.'

"Oh, that man is coming this way."

The man who had sent the dish was walking toward them. He was a rather handsome, middle-aged man wearing expensive clothes and accessories adorned with gold and jade.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him for a moment, then looked at Lee Ahn. His eyes seemed to ask, 'You get it, right?'

Lee Ahn smiled and nodded. "You've gotten much better at recognizing them, even from a distance."

"You know one when you see one."

The man arrived in front of them. "Is this your first time in this town?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and held up the booklet. "As you can see, I'm traveling with my junior sister."

The man introduced himself. "My name is Dam Ho."

"I'm Geom Yeon," Geom Mugeuk said. "The 'Yeon' for smoke, not the 'Yeon' for destiny."

Lee Ahn also introduced herself. "I'm Lee Ahn."

Geom Mugeuk used the alias Geom Yeon because his own name was well-known, but Lee Ahn used her real name and showed her real face.

"Seeing you two reminds me of the old days, so I sent over some drinks and food," Dam Ho said. "Since fate has brought us together, let's share a table. They say there's nothing more meaningful in the murim than forging new connections, wouldn't you agree? Drinks and food are on me tonight."

He did not wait for permission before sitting opposite them. His words and actions were full of confidence.

"I must have had a good dream last night for something so wonderful to happen!" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed.

One would think he would be annoyed at having their private time interrupted, but for some reason, he welcomed the man without protest.

Dam Ho looked at Lee Ahn with admiration. He did not hide his feelings. "I don't think I've ever seen such a beautiful Young Lady. What is the relationship between you two?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "She is my junior sister and my friend."

"Aren't you anxious traveling with such a beautiful junior sister?" Dam Ho asked.

"What's there to be anxious about?"

"I mean, don't people come and pick fights? All sorts of riffraff tend to flock to a beautiful woman."

It was not something he should be saying, yet he said it with confidence.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "My junior sister is a good fighter, so it's fine. Come now, let's drink and have a good time! Oh, by the way, since you're buying, could you buy it for us at the inn next door?"


A line of Murim Alliance martial artists had formed in front of the Chu Family Sword Sect. They had surrounded the area, standing guard to ensure no one could enter or leave.

Soon, another group of martial artists arrived, led by a man to whom everyone bowed in unison.

The man leading the Demon Slaying Brigade was none other than the Young Alliance Chairman Jin Hagun.

"What happened?" Jin Hagun asked.

A Murim Alliance martial artist answered, "The second son of the Chu Family Sword Sect has been taken hostage by unidentified individuals."

The regular Murim Alliance Branch martial artists could not handle the situation, so they had urgently requested help. Fortunately, the Demon Slaying Brigade had been on a mission nearby.

"A hostage situation in broad daylight? Who's the culprit?"

"Their identities have not yet been revealed."

Jin Hagun nodded. That means it wasn't a perfectly planned crime.

"There's a high probability it's related to a grudge," he said.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists nodded in agreement. There was no other reason for a hostage situation like this.

However, one thing was strange.

Jin Hagun asked, "Did the Chu Family Sword Sect contact the Alliance?"

The Chu Family Sword Sect was a renowned and prestigious orthodox sect. With their numerous masters, they were unlikely to ask for help. Besides, he had heard that the Sect Leader of the Chu Family Sword Sect was a man famous for his pride.

"It seems their rescue attempt failed."

"The Chu Family Sword Sect failed?"

"The retainers are barely managing to stop the Sect Leader from charging in to rescue him himself."

The Chu Family Sword Sect he knew had quite a few renowned masters. For them to have failed meant the opponent's martial arts were considerable.

"It seems they're having a hard time since his son is the hostage."

Jin Hagun nodded and asked again, "What are their demands?"

"They've requested delicious liquor and food."

"Liquor and food?"

Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists wore expressions of incomprehension. It was usually local thugs who demanded liquor and food when they took hostages. For masters strong enough to thwart the Chu Family Sword Sect's rescue to demand such things did not add up.

"That man over there is Sect Leader Chu."

The Sect Leader of the Chu Family, Chu Yeom, walked over to Jin Hagun. Given the circumstances, Chu Yeom's complexion was naturally not good.

The two men exchanged a polite clasped-hands greeting.

"It has been a while, Young Alliance Chairman."

"Sect Leader."

"I regret that we must meet under such circumstances."

"Right now, your son's life is more important." Jin Hagun carefully asked, "Are there any individuals who might hold a grudge against him?"

Chu Yeom shook his head. "My son, especially my second boy, is a truly bright and kind kid. He's never caused a single bit of trouble in his life."

Jin Hagun sighed inwardly. In his experience, parents rarely understood how much of a troublemaker their child truly was. Their testimony was often the most unhelpful. He asked, "Where are they?"

"They've taken over the rear garden's annex."

"We will take it from here."

"I'm counting on you."

Jin Hagun led the Demon Slaying Brigade into the rear garden. Befitting the Murim Alliance's finest elites, they moved without a sound.

After his martial artists secured the garden like an iron fortress, he led only a dozen members inside the building.

Still, there was no reaction from within.

Having completely erased his presence, Jin Hagun silently approached a window and peered inside through a small gap. He saw a young man kneeling in the distance, his face swollen from a clear beating. It was undoubtedly the second son of the Chu Family Sword Sect.

Thankfully, he's not dead yet.

He also saw martial artists collapsed around the room, likely the masters from the Chu Family Sword Sect who had attempted the rescue. He had a feeling they were not dead either. However, from this angle, the hostage-takers were not visible.

I need to hurry.

He gave a hand signal to his subordinates: [We all enter at once.]

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists at the other windows nodded. One person slipped onto the ceiling.

Jin Hagun did not hesitate. He gave the signal.

CRASH!

He and the Demon Slaying Brigade burst in simultaneously through the doors, windows, and ceiling.

WHOOSH!

The martial artist hiding in the ceiling dropped down, wrapped his arms around the kneeling man, and pulled him back. "Hostage secured!" he shouted.

Normally, Jin Hagun would have launched his attack before the words were even out, but suddenly, he skid to a halt, staring blankly ahead. The other Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were also dumbfounded, their swords frozen mid-swing.

The martial artist who had rescued the hostage finally glanced at the kidnapper.

"Gasp!"

He too froze like a stone statue. A scene that would make anyone freeze was unfolding before them.

Two people were looking at them from the front of the room. The young man holding a chicken leg in one hand and a liquor cup in the other was someone he recognized.

"You're here?" Geom Mugeuk said to Jin Hagun, licking his greasy lips. This was the first time they had seen each other since he had fought the Celestial Killer Star.

Jin Hagun had been wondering why he had not heard from him, but here the Young Cult Leader was, in a hostage situation with a chicken leg in his hand, asking with greasy lips, 'You're here?'

He was so shocked that at first, he thought it was just someone who looked like Geom Mugeuk. He could never have imagined that the person holding the son of the Chu Family Sword Sect hostage would be this guy!

He looked at the other culprit. In front of Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn was drinking. She too was holding a chicken leg, tearing into it with gusto.

Lee Ahn quickly put down the chicken leg, took a handkerchief from her robes, and wiped her mouth. She politely bowed her head to Jin Hagun in greeting.

Jin Hagun returned her bow, then looked behind him.

"...Please save me," the second son of the Chu Family Sword Sect, Chu Jung, said with difficulty. Not only was his face swollen, but several of his teeth were also broken.

"......" Jin Hagun looked back at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk immediately tattled on his travel companion, "I didn't do it, Lee Ahn did. She said she just couldn't stand it and that she might not get another chance to hit him later."

Lee Ahn shot him a look of disbelief. Her expression clearly said, 'You're really going to tattle on me? Even repeating exactly what I said?'

Unfortunately, she couldn't deny that she had hit Chu Jung.

"Same goes for that one over there," Geom Mugeuk said, gesturing to the side.

Jin Hagun glanced where Geom Mugeuk indicated. A man was hanging on the back wall like a piece of clothing. Surprisingly, it was Dam Ho, the man they had met at the inn. He too was a complete mess, his head hanging low.

Looking at the scene, the Demonic Cult pair truly looked like a villainous couple.

CLACK.

Just then, the door opened, and Sect Leader Chu Yeom entered, followed by the martial artists who had been guarding the entrance. They were all shocked by the situation inside.

Chu Yeom ran to his son. "Jung, are you alright?" Seeing the state of his son's face, his eyes turned cold. "What are you doing? Why aren't you apprehending those fiends immediately?"

Jin Hagun asked Chu Jung in a low voice, "What did you do?"

Chu Yeom flinched in surprise. Why was his supposed rescuer not questioning the hostage-takers, but his son?

He demanded coldly, "Commander Jin, what do you think you're doing right now?"

When they had greeted each other earlier, he had called him Young Alliance Chairman, but now the title had changed to Commander as a sign of his displeasure.

Jin Hagun sighed. How could he not know what had transpired here? He understood what kind of people Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were. For them, and especially Lee Ahn, to beat someone like this meant the person truly deserved it. Geom Jung had undoubtedly done something terrible.

"Even if you ask him, that punk will never talk. He did something unspeakable," Geom Mugeuk chimed in.

"Shut up! Who do you think you are to spew such nonsense?" Chu Yeom roared.

Lee Ahn took another handkerchief from her robes and handed it to Geom Mugeuk. "Wipe your mouth first."

"Thanks." Geom Mugeuk wiped the grease from his mouth.

That action made Chu Yeom even angrier. Who would dare to act like this in front of him?

"The crime of taking my son hostage and killing the martial artists of the Chu Family Sword Sect is an act of making an enemy of the entire orthodox murim...!" Chu Yeom's voice trailed off, and his heart sank as he met Geom Mugeuk's gaze. The words that were about to pour out of his mouth were swallowed back down.

Even without emitting any killing intent or aura, Geom Mugeuk overwhelmed him with just his gaze.

"You're wrong on both counts," Geom Mugeuk said firmly.

"What?"

"First, all those people who came in earlier are alive."

The nearby Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists checked on the fallen individuals. Indeed, just as Geom Mugeuk had said, they were all alive.

Geom Mugeuk added, "They're uninjured. Only their paralysis and mute acupoints have been sealed."

Chu Yeom's expression hardened. He knew very well that subduing masters without injury was far more difficult than killing them.

How on earth?

One could kill them in a surprise attack, but to seal the acupoints of those masters without injury was by no means an easy feat.

"And we didn't take your son hostage either." Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Jin Hagun. "We were simply waiting for the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade to arrive."

Jin Hagun asked calmly, "Why were you waiting for me?"

"Because I missed you?" Geom Mugeuk answered with absolute seriousness.

Jin Hagun conveyed with his eyes, '...You crazy bastard! Is this the time for jokes?!'

Unfortunately, the martial artists behind him couldn't see the expression they would normally never get to witness.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk revealed the real reason. "There was an incident that shook the murim recently, wasn't there?"

Instantly, Jin Hagun's expression hardened, and the name of an organization escaped his lips. "The Beauty Appreciation Sect!"[^1]

[^1]: "Beauty Appreciation" has the hanja "耽美", read "danmei" in Chinese. Some of you might recognize the term as the genre name for Chinese Boy's Love.


Chapter 865: That's Because They Haven't Been Dragged to Our Cult's Dungeons Yet

The Beauty Appreciation Sect was the name of the organization Jin Hagun had recently been tracking.  Despite its name, it was a truly vile group.

He first learned of them while investigating a series of disappearances. When women of the murim began vanishing one after another, the Demon Slaying Brigade launched a full-scale probe. In the process, they uncovered the Beauty Appreciation Sect, a secret organization that hadn't been registered as a murim sect in any of the alliances.

Upon further investigation, they discovered that the Beauty Appreciation Sect was actually a human trafficking ring that kidnapped women from the jianghu and sold them. They primarily targeted beautiful women, committing the heinous crime of abducting not only adult women but also young girls.

After a long chase, they captured the individuals involved. However, those people turned out to be mere pawns following orders from above. It was a meticulous, cell-based organization. Its members only received money and written orders, and never knew who was commanding them.

After the lower-level cells were arrested, the culprits stopped kidnapping women. They were likely waiting for the investigation by the Demon Slaying Brigade to die down.

Jin Hagun was furious and despaired. The Demon Slaying Brigade had other enemies to deal with.

I should have caught them in one swoop, no matter what it took!

If things continued as they were, they would have to shelve the case, unable to catch the culprits until they resumed their evil deeds. Furthermore, the criminals would surely act with even greater secrecy, meaning countless more victims would be needed before another clue emerged.

And now, even the Young Cult Leader was mentioning the Beauty Appreciation Sect.

However, that wasn't his most shocking statement yet.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "By the way. the Sect Leader of the Beauty Appreciation Sect is in this very room."

"!"

SHK SHK SHK SHK!

All the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists flared their qi and pointed their swords in every direction, instantly on high alert. They had followed Jin Hagun long enough to have experienced plenty of Geom Mugeuk's antics. They all knew that while he often spouted nonsense, he would never joke about something like this.

Jin Hagun's gaze turned to the man hanging on the wall, naturally assuming it was that person. "Is it him?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly shook his head.

Jin Hagun's eyes widened. It's not him? It can't be the Chu Family Sword Sect Leader or his son. Is it one of the collapsed martial artists from the sect? No... wait.

He suddenly recalled that Lee Ahn had mercilessly beaten Chu Jung, the second son, even saying that there wouldn't be another chance to beat him later. "No way..." he muttered.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Yes way!"

Jin Hagun's gaze shifted to Chu Jung, who was standing behind him. The answer to his initial question, "What did you do?" had finally arrived.

Not just Jin Hagun, but all the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were horrified. The scion of a prestigious family was the Sect Leader of the Beauty Appreciation Sect?

Naturally, the person most shocked was his father, Chu Yeom.

"You crazy bastard!" Chu Yeom roared, reflexively trying to draw his sword and step forward.

CLICK!

The half-drawn sword slid back into its sheath. Someone had pressed his sword's hilt back down with a finger.

It was Lee Ahn. In a flash, she had rushed to Chu Yeom's side and was now staring at him. "I understand how you feel," she said calmly, "but he is not the person you should be pointing your sword at."

Chu Yeom realized this young woman was a far greater master than himself. No matter how agitated he was, he would never have allowed someone to get this close so easily. Moreover, his sword refused to be drawn while she merely pressed the hilt with her finger.

"Who are you people?" he asked in a trembling voice.

Lee Ahn's demeanor changed in an instant, becoming nothing like the person who had been tearing into a chicken drumstick earlier. She casually stepped back and replied, "Who we are isn't important. What's important right now is who your son is."

Jin Hagun could tell the Lee Ahn he saw now was different from the last time he saw her.

She's gotten much stronger.

On top of that, her skills were still improving, as she frequently discussed martial arts with Geom Mugeuk during their travels.

Jin Hagun gestured with his eyes to the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists. Two of them rushed forward from either side and sealed Chu Yeom's acupoints.

"What are you doing?" he shouted, but it was too late.

Jin Hagun sighed. This was a necessary measure. If the man rampaged out of agitation over his son, he would be the only one to suffer. He said coolly, "Please calm down. I will uncover the truth of this incident."

Chu Yeom flinched and narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "Don't tell me. Is this a conspiracy by the Murim Alliance to destroy our sect?"

It was an understandable misunderstanding. Unknown masters had abducted his son, and the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade, who had come to rescue him, seemed to know them.

Because he understood, Jin Hagun did not get angry at the disrespectful remark. "If you've committed an evil act that warrants elimination by the Demon Slaying Brigade, then you'll be proven right. If not, I suggest you watch a little longer, Sect Leader."

Chu Yeom said nothing more. His last remark had clearly been a slip of the tongue. It was an insult to the Alliance, the Demon Slaying Brigade, and the Young Alliance Chairman all at once.

Jin Hagun sighed. Sect Leader Chu, how could you possibly know? That this friend in front of me only takes action after all preparations are complete.

He asked Geom Mugeuk, "Is there any proof that Young Master Chu is the head of the Beauty Appreciation Sect?"

"Of course."

"Then do you also know where the women who were sold are now?"

For Jin Hagun, this was the most important question. Rescuing them was his top priority. He thought Geom Mugeuk would surely have found out.

However, Geom Mugeuk replied, "Not a single person was sold."

"Not a single one?" Jin Hagun was bewildered.

Geom Mugeuk revealed the shocking truth. "The Beauty Appreciation Sect never existed in the first place."

"!" Jin Hagun's eyes widened, but the astonishing revelations continued.

"The Beauty Appreciation Sect was a fictional organization created to confuse you." Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Chu Jung. "When you started zeroing in on him while investigating the disappearances, he created a fictional organization called the Beauty Appreciation Sect. He paid a few men to pretend to be members of a cell and used, had them kidnap women and then let you catch them."

"Why would he do that?" Jin Hagun exclaimed.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "As long as you think the culprits are a human trafficking ring, you'll never catch him."

Jin Hagun nodded. The Young Cult Leader was right. No one could have imagined that the heir of a prestigious orthodox sect, a young successor known to be kind and intelligent, would be running such an organization.

Still, there was a part he couldn't understand.

He asked, "Even without creating such an organization, no one would have thought Chu Jung would commit such acts, right?"

Chu Yeom nodded as if the question were valid, waiting for an answer.

The reply that followed was just as surprising.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "He didn't create it to protect himself. He did it to protect his master."

"Now the nonsense is revealed," Chu Yeom shouted. "I am Jung's father and master!"

Jin Hagun, on the other hand, realized who Geom Mugeuk was referring to as the master. His gaze naturally shifted to the man hanging on the wall. "So that man is his true master."

Geom Mugeuk nodded and extended his hand forward.

SWISH!

As he used telekinesis, the man's hanging head lifted on its own. He was still unconscious, but his face was not that of the handsome middle-aged man they had met at the inn. He had the appearance of a much older man. This was his true form.

"He's the Lascivious Demon!" an elderly Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist, Jeong Gyeong, shouted in recognition.

Everyone was startled by his identity. The Lascivious Demon was a famous lecher, on the list of the murim's public enemies for raping and killing countless women. He was an infamous villain who would kill women and suck out their essence.

The Murim Alliance had tried everything to catch him. Last year, they had even managed to surround and corner him, but they ultimately failed to capture him.

And yet, that same Lascivious Demon was captured here.

The Lascivious Demon had approached Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn at the inn, buying them drinks and food. Earlier, as he had walked toward them, Geom Mugeuk had asked Lee Ahn with his eyes if she recognized the problem with him.

Lee Ahn had nodded that she did. The man had used the Age Freezing Art to make his face look younger.

Geom Mugeuk was delighted. He had reached a level where he could recognize practitioners of the Age Freezing Art at a glance, and he had taught Lee Ahn how to spot its unique energy and characteristics.

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artist, Jeong Gyeong, added something he had just remembered. "Come to think of it, the place where the Murim Alliance lost him back then was near here."

Jin Hagun's expression darkened. If the Lascivious Demon is involved in this...

"...Then all the kidnapped women must be dead," he growled.

The Lascivious Demon he knew never left his victims alive.

His prediction was correct.

Geom Mugeuk sighed, "They were all drained of their essence and died."

Not just Jin Hagun, but all the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists let out a collective sigh of despair. They had wanted to save the women who had been sold. Naturally, their gazes turned fierce.

Now, the last thing Jin Hagun was curious about was this. "How did you catch him?"

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "I didn't catch him. He came to me on his own."

Jin Hagun finally understood. The Lascivious Demon had been drawn to Lee Ahn's beauty and was captured while trying to commit a lewd act.

The criminal had picked the absolute worst target of all. Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were a natural disaster for all perverts!

Geom Mugeuk added, "I caught him trying to drug us and found out he was the Lascivious Demon. To be honest, I had no intention of handing him over to you, since you're so busy. I was just going to punish him a bit and kill him, but then, he said this: If I would just stop the pain, he'd tell me who the Sect Leader of the Beauty Appreciation Sect was."

"......" Finally, Jin Hagun understood the whole story.

"You can hear the rest from him directly." Geom Mugeuk flicked a finger qi bullet, striking an acupoint to wake the man he had put to sleep.

Waking from his slumber, the man blinked and looked at the people standing before him. He wasn't intimidated by the sight of Jin Hagun and the Demon Slaying Brigade. Instead, a smirk reflexively formed on his lips.

Jin Hagun demanded, "Did you threaten Chu Jung and make him your disciple?"

The Lascivious Demon sneered. "What kind of nonsense are you spouting now?"

"Answer respectfully," Geom Mugeuk commanded.

The Lascivious Demon casually glanced to the side, and his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. He blinked for a moment, then recoiled in shock.

"Aaaargh!" he screamed, his once-relaxed eyes now filled with terror. He had finally remembered what happened before he fell asleep.

"Shh..." Geom Mugeuk hushed the man.

The Lascivious Demon clamped his mouth shut like a clam.

"This is the Young Alliance Chairman of the Murim Alliance," Geom Mugeuk said sternly. "Answer him with respect."

The Lascivious Demon's eyes widened at the words 'Young Alliance Chairman,' but he still feared Geom Mugeuk the most. "I-I understand. I'll tell you everything, so you must keep your promise, okay!?" he stammered.

Everyone was astonished. It was the first time anyone had seen the Lascivious Demon act so obediently.

Geom Mugeuk readily nodded.

"What did you just ask?" the Lascivious Demon said to Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun repeated, "I asked if you threatened Chu Jung and made him your disciple."

The Lascivious Demon's gaze turned to Chu Jung. "That child saved me when I was on the verge of death from severe injuries I sustained during the pursuit. He wished to become my disciple, even after learning who I was."

Everyone there was stunned. Chu Jung wasn't forced to become a disciple. It was the opposite. He had requested it!

The Lascivious Demon continued, "The moment I saw that child, I knew he was born with a lust and evil stronger than anyone else's. This child has no compassionate feelings whatsoever. I wouldn't be surprised if he eventually surpassed me. What a shame it's come to this."

Of course, Chu Jung strongly denied it. "That's a lie! It's a slanderous attempt to frame me!"

The Lascivious Demon looked at him and lamented, "It's all over, Disciple. We... picked the wrong target."

Chu Yeom roared, "Shut up! How dare a lecherous bastard like you spout such filthy lies? Young Alliance Chairman, you're not going to believe a pervert like him, are you? It's all just his word! You can't condemn our son as a criminal without any evidence."

The Lascivious Demon snorted coldly. "Your son's body is filled with the qi of the bedroom arts I taught him. You'll know immediately if you check his body. He has already consumed nine women."

Chu Yeom's jaw dropped in shock. "Impossible! You could have forcibly injected it into him!"

Setting aside how ridiculous that was, Jin Hagun was curious about something else. "Then why didn't your son say that from the beginning?" he asked. "Your son could have accused the man hanging on the wall of forcing him to become his disciple."

Chu Yeom flinched. Jin Hagun was right. If his son were innocent, he would have started by saying he was forced to become a disciple and that the man had forcibly injected qi into his body.

Geom Mugeuk delivered the final blow. "Well, he must have been flustered. Because he ran the Beauty Appreciation Sect as a cell organization, there must be written evidence. If you search his residence, you'll find a secret safe, and the evidence will be in there. A handwriting comparison will prove it."

"Lies! That criminal probably planted fabricated evidence there too!" Chu Yeom shrieked, desperately trying to protect his son.

Jin Hagun asked, "Sect Leader Chu, will you be able to control your son from now on?"

"!"

A silence fell over the room.

Chu Yeom slowly turned to look at his son. "I'll never let you be falsely accused..."

He couldn't finish his sentence. His son wasn't looking at him. He was glaring at the Lascivious Demon with an angry face, but the look in his eyes was different from the fury of a man wrongly accused.

As if realizing he could no longer hide it, Chu Jung revealed his true colors. "You fucking idiot! I told you to lay low for a while! You couldn't even wait a few days and had to ruin everything!"

Chu Yeom was startled by his son's cold tone and expression. He looked so unfamiliar that for a moment, he felt like he wasn't his son at all.

The Lascivious Demon laughed out loud. "Disciple, even if I was going to die, how could I just leave such a beauty alone?" He turned to Geom Mugeuk as if he had done his part. "You must keep your promise."

Geom Mugeuk waved his hand, and the man's acupoints were sealed again, causing him to fall asleep.

"What promise did you make with him?" Jin Hagun asked. Surely Geom Mugeuk wouldn't have promised to release such a villain.

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "I promised not to drag him to our Cult. Actually, I scared him a bit while I was punishing him. I told him I'd drag him to our Cult, keep healing him so he'd stay alive, and make him suffer the worst pain imaginable for the rest of his life."

"!" Jin Hagun felt a frustration that went beyond simple anger. Whenever he saw a villain who mocked goodness and justice crumble before the fear of a greater evil, a fire blazed in his chest.

Geom Mugeuk added, "I tried to find out where the women's bodies were buried, but he said only his disciple knows the location."

Jin Hagun walked over and stared intently at Chu Jung. "Where did you bury the bodies of the women you killed?"

Chu Jung's eyes were empty, with only a single point of malice embedded within them.

Jin Hagun's eyes flashed. The moment he saw the strange smile forming on Chu Jung's lips, he knew the man would never reveal where the bodies were buried. No matter how much they interrogated him, or even tortured him, they would not get the answer they wanted. Instead, he would enjoy withholding it as his final act of defiance. His mind was simply wired differently.

Geom Mugeuk, standing behind him, seemed to have realized the same thing. "Send him to us."

Jin Hagun turned and looked at Geom Mugeuk. Just as Chu Jung had revealed his true nature, Geom Mugeuk was now revealing his.

Geom Mugeuk smiled wickedly. "They're all like this because they haven't been dragged down to our Cult's dungeons yet."


Chapter 866: We'll Wake Up Secretly At Night

Chu Jung glared at Geom Mugeuk, his gaze filled with a bone-chilling malice.

Unfortunately for him, his opponent was a man who had faced every kind of villain, from the Twelve Zodiac Kings to the Celestial Killer Star.

Geom Mugeuk met the malicious glare with contempt and said to Jin Hagun, "I'll not only find where the bodies are buried, I'll make him turn over a new leaf before sending him back."

He said it like a joke, but everyone knew it wasn't. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could certainly make this bastard beg for forgiveness and turn over a new leaf, just as they had turned the notorious Lascivious Demon into an obedient little puppy.

Still, Jin Hagun couldn't let personal feelings dictate how the Murim Alliance handled its affairs. "No, leave the rest to us. We may not be as effective as the Cult, but we have our own methods of dealing with trash, honed over many years of fighting evil."

Geom Mugeuk nodded, his expression showing he understood. "As you wish..."

Just then, Jin Hagun's telepathy reached him.

[If we fail, could you help us then?]

Geom Mugeuk knew how difficult that request was for this young man. The honor of the Murim Alliance was at stake. Jin Hagun had only asked because he was that determined to find the bodies of the dead women. [Why not? We occasionally dispatch those terrifying people in our dungeons on outside missions,] he replied.

[Thank you.] Jin Hagun hesitated, then added, [It's not something that should be handled that way, but...]

[It's fine.] Geom Mugeuk cut off Jin Hagun firmly. [A man who ruined nine innocent lives deserves to be treated a hundred times more harshly than this.]

Above all, the bodies had to be returned to their families.

Jin Hagun silently nodded. In the past, he would have been ashamed of his failure to capture them himself. He would have wasted his emotions on useless thoughts like 'the Demon Slaying Brigade should have caught them, yet not only had they failed, but now he was asking for help?'

Not anymore, though. While he would still adorn his sword with a tassel of honor, he would not let useless pride hinder his path.

"Take these men away," he commanded.

Several martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade subdued the Lascivious Demon and Chu Jung and led them away. Chu Yeom also staggered away, looking utterly devastated.

Jin Hagun started to say something but stopped. What could he possibly say in this situation? What words would even register? Chu Yeom would never escape this shock.

Instead, he thanked Geom Mugeuk. "Thank you. Many future sacrifices were prevented because of you two."

Geom Mugeuk gestured toward Lee Ahn with both hands, as if presenting an offering. "Thank you, Martial Artist Lee."

Lee Ahn waved her hands dismissively. "I didn't do anything but stand still."

Geom Mugeuk, still gesturing with reverence, replied, "Even when you just stand still, flowers bow their heads, the moon hides behind the clouds, and lechers run to you begging to be caught."

"Young Master! Please!"

Their playful banter lightened the mood, and they could finally share the joy of their reunion.

"Did you two leave the Cult by yourselves?" Jin Hagun asked.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "We wanted to quietly and leisurely tour the Central Plains, just the two of us."

Jin Hagun smiled faintly. As if. Will fate, or the murim, ever leave this guy alone? The Lascivious Demon already approached him of his own accord, leading to the resolution of the Beauty Appreciation Sect incident.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Let's go grab a drink. We need to catch up after so long."

Jin Hagun shook his head. "Unfortunately, I don't think we can today. I have to clean up after this incident, and I have other things to do."

He was happy to see Geom Mugeuk, but that made him even more reluctant to go. If he was with Geom Mugeuk, he would end up laughing.

However, he sincerely wanted to save the kidnapped victims. He couldn't bring himself to laugh knowing they were all dead, at least not today.

The quick-witted Geom Mugeuk understood his friend's heart, but this was exactly why he tried to drag him along more forcefully. His friend was more precious than the dead. He narrowed his eyes. "You'd cast out a friend who walked forty thousand kilometers overnight just to see you?"

Jin Hagun rolled his eyes. "Everything you just said is wrong. Your original purpose wasn't to find me, you didn't walk all night, it certainly wasn't forty thousand kilometers, and I'm not casting you out."

Geom Mugeuk nudged Lee Ahn with his eyes, as if asking what she was doing.

Lee Ahn quickly put on a sorrowful pout. "Young Cult Leader, it's not polite to force a busy person to play with you." She let out a long sigh. "Let's just go. Let's walk the forty thousand kilometers home in tears."

Once Lee Ahn joined in, Jin Hagun grit his teeth, distressed. Finally, he nodded. "Alright, just for a little while..."

Before he could finish, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn grabbed him from both sides.

"We're borrowing your commander!"

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists watched the spectacle with smiles. While the elders of the Murim Alliance might worry about this relationship, they accepted it. They knew this was the only time their commander truly relaxed.

Pretending to be dragged along, Jin Hagun issued various orders to his subordinates. "Report to the Alliance first, and get official statements from those two..."

Gwang Hyo, a martial artist of the Demon Slaying Brigade, chimed in cheerfully, "We know the drill! Leave the cleanup to us."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, linking arms with Jin Hagun, also joked around.

"Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade, you're under arrest. I think you're the one who really needs a taste of our Cult's dungeons."

"Even if you're taking me away, you should at least tell me the charges."

"The charge is workaholism! You damn workaholic!"

"You... How could you call your friend a workaholic!"

Watching them recede into the distance amidst loud clamors, Gwang Hyo remarked, "Now that the Young Cult Leader has left the Cult, this murim is going to get noisy again."


The three friends sat facing each other in a teahouse in the marketplace. Since Jin Hagun had adamantly refused alcohol, they decided to have tea.

Geom Mugeuk first asked about Jin Paecheon's well-being. "Is the Chairman doing well?"

Jin Hagun nodded. "He is."

After the fight with the Celestial Killer Star, his grandfather had been dedicating himself to martial arts training. It was the first time he had ever seen his grandfather so devoted to training. The battle had changed him.

"Grandfather believes a Great Orthodox-Demonic War might break out," he admitted honestly. His grandfather's unknown tension was also why he had been so engrossed in his work lately.

Geom Mugeuk responded with equal honesty. "Mmhmm. Father still hasn't given up." He paused briefly, then added, " But I haven't given up either."

Jin Hagun gave a slight nod, realizing that Geom Mugeuk still intended to stop his father.

A momentary silence ensued.

Lee Ahn broke the heavy atmosphere by savoring the aroma of her tea. "Try it, the scent is wonderful."

Jin Hagun could feel that she had become brighter than before. "Martial Artist Lee, I'm glad to see that you look much better now."

"Are you saying I've gotten prettier?"

"???" Jin Hagun's eyes widened as he panicked.

Lee Ahn instructed, "In times like this, you're supposed to answer, 'Yes, you have.'"

"Yes, you have," Jin Hagun repeated.

Finally, Lee Ahn smiled. "You might not know it, but I'm naturally this bold. I've just been hiding it while serving a certain someone. Don't be surprised! My hidden fox tails will start coming out one by one now!"

She knew that when Jin Hagun said she looked better, he meant that she seemed brighter. It was true, she had never been this cheerful before.

It was probably because she was out with just Geom Mugeuk. This journey must be making her happier.

Perhaps the fate of these two will be decided on this journey, Jin Hagun thought. He glanced at Geom Mugeuk. You! What are you hesitating for? You've got such a beautiful woman by your side, how dense can you be?

Geom Mugeuk took a sip of tea. "You look tired. You should take some breaks."

Jin Hagun sighed and stared blankly at his teacup. Lately, he had been in a constant state of tension, immersing himself even more in the work of the Demon Slaying Brigade. "I want to, but the number of cases requiring the Demon Slaying Brigade is increasing," he grumbled. "I don't know why, but I get the feeling that people are gradually going crazier. There are more and more brutal incidents that ordinary Murim Alliance martial artists can't handle recently."

He lifted his head. Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were staring intently at him.

Realizing he was dampening the mood, he apologized, "I'm sorry, I've made the mood unnecessarily heavy."

Fortunately, an expert at lightening a heavy mood was sitting right in front of him. The kind of person who could make someone worrying about a world gone mad chuckle.

"Since you ruined the mood, you're paying for the tea," Geom Mugeuk said, staring at Jin Hagun. Suddenly, a hint of determination flickered in his eyes. "Hey, friend."

"Yes?"

"Come with us."

"Where are you going?"

"We're on a journey where we go wherever our feet take us. We see people we want to see. If the timing is off, we just pass by. It's a journey where absolutely nothing is decided."

Jin Hagun was bewildered, but how could he dislike a journey with Geom Mugeuk? He wanted to see Bi Sayin and Han Seol too. He couldn't even remember the last time he saw his sister Haryong!

In the end, though, he sighed, "I can't, I have too much work."

Geom Mugeuk insisted, "That's why you have to go. It looks like you're doing nothing but work."

Jin Hagun frowned. There was another reason he didn't want to go, no, in fact, this was the main reason. "You two came out to have a good time together, didn't you?" he asked.

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "Who said you have to stay with us until the end? We travel together and part ways when the time comes. Also, who knows? You might meet a woman who likes you, right? Don't even dream of ditching us then! We'll follow you all the way to the Alliance Chairman's Hall and watch you two kiss!"

"......" Jin Hagun waved his hands with an incredulous expression.

However, Geom Mugeuk had already made up his mind. "You need a vacation!"

Jin Hagun argued back, "Since when does the Demon Slaying Brigade get vacations?"

"Are the members of the Demon Slaying Brigade not human?" Geom Mugeuk retorted.

"What about the incidents that happen in the meantime? Evil never rests. Don't you know that?"

"Announce it to the murim. 'The Demon Slaying Brigade is going on vacation. Anyone who causes trouble during this period will be sent to hell and punished twice as hard.' I'll send a messenger pigeon to our Cult too, telling them not to cause trouble. Let's declare a Murim Peace Week."

"Pfft!" Jin Hagun laughed out loud at the phrase 'Murim Peace Week'. He tried not to, but the joke was too funny. "If villains were the kind of people who wouldn't cause trouble just because we said so, we wouldn't have to worry in the first place."

Yes, if villains could be stopped that easily, the world would be peaceful by now. But somehow, as if there was a rule, the void left by one villain was always filled by another.

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk wasn't about to give up yet. "Didn't you say 'evil never rests'? You aren't evil, so you need to rest!"

"What?"

"Your job is to find where the bodies of innocent kidnapped women are buried and to watch over a father who found out his lecherous son murdered women. You endure these things solely through a sense of justice and loyalty."

"......" Jin Hagun smiled bitterly at the convincing persuasion.

Geom Mugeuk looked him in the eye. "It's one thing for you to overwork, but what about your subordinates?"

"!" Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk in shock.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "Are they really as mentally strong as you? I don't think so. They're likely struggling to keep up under extreme circumstances."

Jin Hagun was stunned speechless. Those words reminded him of a recent conversation with Jeong Hyeok, his subordinate in the Demon Slaying Brigade.


"How old is your son?"

"He's six."

"When was the last time you saw him?"

"Last autumn. I haven't seen him since."

"......"

"......"

"He must have grown a lot."

"I suppose so."



He and the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists were willingly sacrificing their lives and working without rest to maintain the peace. Of course, there was an indescribable sense of fulfillment in punishing evil and saving innocent lives, but...

Geom Mugeuk stared out the window. After watching the people passing by for a moment, he said calmly, "If the world goes mad and we go mad with it, don't you think that ultimately makes us the losers?"


All of the Demon Slaying Brigade's martial artists assembled at their Commander's sudden summons.

Jin Hagun stood before them and regarded each member. Seeing his serious expression, everyone assumed something terrible had happened, but Jin Hagun simply wordlessly handed each of them an envelope.

The martial artists' expressions darkened. Surely, a life-threatening mission had been assigned to them. They were probably being told to write their last wills and testaments.

Still, although they always wrote wills before dangerous missions, what kind of dangerous mission required the entire force to be deployed?

They opened the envelopes anxiously, only to be taken aback by its contents. The envelopes were stuffed full of banknotes.

Jeong Hyeok asked on behalf of everyone else, "What is this money for?"

Jin Hagun grinned. They'll never imagine the reason they're getting this bonus.

"It's your vacation bonus," he said.

"What?"

"Starting today, you're on vacation for one month."

The martial artists' jaws dropped in shock. They were more surprised than if they had heard that the Great Orthodox-Demonic War had broken out.

Jin Hagun continued, "Take care of your families, visit your hometowns, go on a trip. Each of you should do the things you've been putting off."

Finally, the men's various confusing emotions coalesced into one feeling. Someone smiled brightly, and that smile spread throughout the group, followed by an eruption of cheers.

Jin Hagun hadn't realized his subordinates would be this happy. They were far more elated than he had expected. He thought at least one person would object, and he had even prepared a speech to persuade them, but no one did.

Geom Mugeuk was right. Though they didn't show it, they had all been struggling to persevere.

"May I ask the reason for this?" Jeong Hyeok asked.

"I thought it was time for us to get some rest too," Jin Hagun replied. He didn't want to pretend the reason was solely for them, so he added mischievously, "And actually, I once again fell for the Young Cult Leader's scam."

All the Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists laughed at their commander's honesty.

"We'll have to move busily for a while after you return," Jin Hagun added. "So rest well and come back."

The martial artists answered thunderously.

"Thank you, Commander!"

"You get some good rest too, Commander."

The Demon Slaying Brigade martial artists knew how hard Jin Hagun had worked. As the Young Alliance Chairman, he willingly took on tasks he could have avoided. That was why they had endured as well.

To them, this vacation was truly as welcome as rain in a drought.

After they all dispersed, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn appeared.

Geom Mugeuk walked over, joking playfully with Lee Ahn. "Success! We've disbanded the Murim Alliance's most elite organization for a month."

"What's the next step?"

"We plunge the Young Alliance Chairman into a swamp of pleasure until he says, 'I don't ever want to go back to the Demon Slaying Brigade!'"

Lee Ahn agreed. "Understood. When one starts playing, it might feel burdensome at first, but there's nothing more fun than that."

Jin Hagun shook his head in exasperation. How could they be so perfectly in sync? They must have planned this behind my back.

Of course, he had a retort prepared, too.

"Now that there are three of us, the cozy atmosphere for you two is over," he said. In truth, he felt slightly worried about being a third wheel.

However, Geom Mugeuk spoke as if it were a good thing. "Not at all. Now that a common enemy has appeared, we'll become even more united. We'll wake up and meet up secretly at night, okay, Lee Ahn?"

"I don't know what you're talking about!" Lee Ahn screamed, blushing furiously. No matter how much of a joke it was, that was one line she found hard to accept.

Watching her, Jin Hagun laughed. Yes, if I'm with them... If I'm going to rest, I'm going to do it properly. This will be the first and last carefree journey of my life.

He strode forward. "Don't try to stop me anymore. For the duration of this vacation, I'm neither the Commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade or the Young Alliance Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk immediately asked, "Where are you going?"

"Didn't you say it's a journey where we go wherever our feet take us?" Jin Hagun shot back. "So just shut up and follow me."

Lee Ahn was delighted. The tired and weary Jin Hagun was already showing signs of vitality. You did well, Young Master!

Geom Mugeuk chased after Jin Hagun with Lee Ahn, shouting, "Everyone, make way! The Renegade Young Alliance Chairman is here!"


Chapter 867: This Isn't Your First Time Having Street Food, Is It?

An ox-drawn cart rumbled down a road that cut through a field. Riding in the cart were Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and Jin Hagun. The three had been walking when an old man driving the cart offered them a ride to the next village.

Jin Hagun sat perched on the edge of the cart, looking back the way they came. Lee Ahn leaned against the side, while Geom Mugeuk lay flat with his eyes closed.

Jin Hagun had never ridden in an ox-drawn cart before. He had never traveled this slowly, either.

CREAK, CREAK...

His dangling feet swayed with every jolt of the cart. Below him, the dirt road they had traveled receded into the distance.

The past two days had been incredibly fun. The three of them had hunted together, grilled meat over a campfire, and admired breathtaking scenery. They even tried the food at a famous inn. At night, they fell asleep gazing at the stars. He couldn't even tell how those two days had flown by.

Still, as much fun as it was, he knew if his companion wasn't Geom Mugeuk, he would have already resumed his work and training. It seemed Geom Mugeuk was right about him being a workaholic.

Jin Hagun glanced behind him. Geom Mugeuk was breathing softly in his sleep, and Lee Ahn was looking down at her lord, her deep gaze seemingly filled with many thoughts.

Sensing his stare, Lee Ahn turned toward him. Their eyes met, and she gave him a bright smile.

Jin Hagun returned a faint smile of his own before looking away. Her kind smile can lift anyone's spirits.

Like a ship crossing a sea of sunset, the cart continued on its way. The last beautiful moments before sunset painted the world crimson. The grass bent in the blowing wind before rising again, looking just like a spreading fire.

It was dark by the time they reached the village, so they immediately looked for an inn.

"We have two rooms left."

They were three people, and there were only two rooms.

"Let's see the rooms first," Geom Mugeuk said.

The innkeeper led them to the guest rooms in the rear courtyard. "If you happen to be a married couple, you could use this spacious room," he said. As an experienced business owner, he didn't dare carelessly assume who the husband was.

"Doesn't it look obvious that we're the couple?" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed. "Come on, Lee Ahn. Let's take this room."

Before Geom Mugeuk could take Lee Ahn away, though, Jin Hagun stepped forward and grabbed his arm. "I'll share this room with this fellow, so please rest comfortably, Martial Artist Lee."

Geom Mugeuk immediately tried to pull his hand free. "You spoilsport!"

However, Jin Hagun forcefully dragged the guy along, thinking, Is it really okay to be playing around like this?

When they were alone, Geom Mugeuk asked, "Do you regret it?"

"......" Jin Hagun hesitated. He didn't regret his decision, but everything felt unfamiliar to him. For three days, he had done nothing.

Have I ever lived so carefreely?

Even more surprising, he had nothing scheduled for tomorrow either.

"Grandfather must have been notified by now," he muttered. He was particularly concerned about his grandfather, since he had left without permission.

Geom Mugeuk snorted. "The Chairman will probably say you did a good thing. He'll think, 'My grandson has finally found some leisure'."

Jin Hagun smiled. The words might have been meant only to make him feel better, but they put his mind at ease nonetheless. "In that case, I should get the large bed."

"This and that are two completely different things!" Geom Mugeuk yelled, but Jin Hagun had already thrown himself onto the large bed.


The next morning, Jin Hagun opened his eyes. Turning his head, he saw that Geom Mugeuk's bed was empty.

He sat up and pushed aside the curtain. His eyes widened in shock. He had thought it would be dawn or early morning, but the sun was high in the sky.

Have I ever overslept like this?

He couldn't believe he had slept in so late. This was the first time he had overslept since he was a very young child!

He was always on edge and never slept properly, usually waking up several times a night. Yet, yesterday, he had slept incredibly soundly, like he was dead to the world. If someone had launched a surprise attack, he would have been killed.

Just then, the door opened, and Geom Mugeuk entered.

"You're awake?"

"Why didn't you wake me?"

"I just woke up myself." Geom Mugeuk joked about their oversleeping. "I slept without waking up once, too. The successors to the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were almost replaced overnight! My brother almost got to cheer 'Hooray'!"

Jin Hagun was baffled. I can never tell anyone about this. If the people of the orthodox sects found out, they'd call me crazy. How could I fall into such a deep sleep while sharing a room with the successor of the Divine Cult?

"If you're up, let's go explore the village," Lee Ahn's voice came from outside. "I did some scouting, and we should eat out."

Jin Hagun quickly washed his face and left the inn with the other two.

The marketplace was bustling with people during lunchtime. Perhaps because they hadn't eaten breakfast, his feet naturally stopped at a street food cart. It sold skewers of grilled meat and vegetables, and the appetizing smell was almost violent.

After a silent agreement with the other two, Geom Mugeuk ordered three skewers.

Jin Hagun pulled the meat off the skewer with his teeth and marveled at the taste. "This is delicious!"

He looked like he would eat politely, but he finished his skewer the fastest and ordered another.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him. "Don't tell me... is this your first time having street food?"

"It is," Jin Hagun admitted honestly.

Geom Mugeuk wasn't one to let this slide. "You look like you had a rough upbringing, but you were raised more delicately than I thought."

"What part of me looks like that?" Jin Hagun wiped the sauce from his mouth with his sleeve, an action he would never have imagined doing if his subordinates were present. The deliberately rebellious act gave him a great sense of liberation.

Of course, it was more fun because there were friends beside him whose eyes went wide with surprise.

"Lee Ahn, it seems we brought the wrong person along. The next Murim Alliance Chairman oversleeps, is a glutton, and wipes his mouth with his sleeve?"

"What should we do? I think we've been scammed."

Jin Hagun pretended not to hear them. "I'll pay for the skewers," he announced, paying the vendor.

Geom Mugeuk shouted, "And one more thing! He even flaunts his wealth!"

Jin Hagun started walking toward a line of food carts. This time, it was noodles.

Today was his first time eating noodles while standing on the street, and his first time learning that such delicious food could be so cheap. He had no excuse if Geom Mugeuk teased him again for being raised so delicately.

After their simple meal, they went to a stall to look at the goods for sale.

Jin Hagun was amazed. They sell all sorts of things.

He had passed through countless marketplaces, but he realized he had never once been curious about what they sold or how much it cost. He simply hadn't been interested.

When he walked down a street, he only ever thought of his destination, the people he would meet, and how to resolve whatever incident awaited him. The only time he paid attention to the roadside was when there was a possibility of an ambush.

He realized that all his efforts were ultimately to protect these people, yet he knew nothing about them.

Suddenly, a group of shell gambling hustlers caught his eye.

"Step right up, step right up! Guess right and win triple! Guess wrong and we just take your bet! Triple your money!"

Jin Hagun's eyes lit up with interest.

"Don't tell me you're into gambling now too?" Geom Mugeuk immediately asked, pretending to dissuade him but actually egging him on.

"Why not?" Shrugging, Jin Hagun walked over to the hustlers, who ran their illegal gambling business with their backs to an alley, ready to flee at any moment.

He stood among the onlookers, watching the hustler's hand movements carefully. Finally, he placed a coin in the rightmost cup.

"I'll win and buy you dinner too," he said.

That confidence was short-lived. When the cup was lifted, the die was in the middle.

Jin Hagun looked at Geom Mugeuk in surprise. "I was so sure it was on the right."

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "The better your eyes, the more you're deceived. You have to understand the principle of the trick."

Jin Hagun shook his head in amazement.

Geom Mugeuk leaned close and whispered, "I want to tell them: 'Do you know what a historic day this is in your lives as swindlers?'"

"......"

Jin Hagun bet two more times but failed both times.

"Any more and I'll go bankrupt," Jin Hagun said firmly, walking away.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "You're just leaving?"

"What else?"

"Those scoundrels! Tricking innocent people with their schemes! Aren't you going to punish them?"

"The one who gets tricked by something like that is the fool."

"Ooh! For a moment there, I thought you were a villain." Geom Mugeuk turned to Lee Ahn. "Lee Ahn, this guy is already starting to get corrupted. We don't even have to tempt him..."

Lee Ahn was busy picking out an item at a general goods stall up ahead. She held up a small fine-toothed comb and waved it. "Hey, please buy this for me."

"Buy it with your own money."

"I don't want to. Please buy it for me, Young Master."

"......"

Jin Hagun groaned in frustration. "Just buy one for her. How much can it cost?"

Geom Mugeuk shouted, "Hagun-orabeoni here says he'll buy it for you!"

Jin Hagun flinched, flustered. "O-Orabeoni?"

"You said you'd give up being the Young Alliance Chairman and Brigade Commander, didn't you? That means you just an Orabeoni. What else should she call you? Mr. Jin? Hagun? Master Jin?"

Hearing that, Jin Hagun realized Geom Mugeuk wasn't wrong. Still, he insisted, "Don't be rude to Martial Artist Lee. Asking her to call me Orabeoni is also disrespectful to her."

"Back to being the orthodox good boy, are we? Even though you were so naughty just a while ago..."

Jin Hagun couldn't help but chuckle. Right. No matter how much I try to deviate, can my fundamental nature change so easily?

He went over to Lee Ahn and paid for the comb.

"Thank you!" Lee Ahn exclaimed. "I'll have to keep this as a family heirloom!"

"It's nothing."

Lee Ahn repaid the cost of the comb with a piece of advice. "When you're dating a woman in the future, you shouldn't give her everything she asks for."

"?" Jin Hagun gave her a questioning look.

Lee Ahn answered, "If you give them too much, they start to think it's a given. I have a feeling you would give them everything, Young Alliance Chairman."

Jin Hagun's eyes widened. She had read him well. If he were to date a woman, he would probably grant most of her requests.

"I think being good at refusing is actually a way to protect love," Lee Ahn said, smiling bashfully as if embarrassed by her own words. "It's all just things I've overheard, I don't really know myself. Oh, I'm going to go look over there."

She went into a weapon shop, while Geom Mugeuk went into the clothing store across the street.

"Do you happen to have any floral-patterned pajamas here?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Watching them, Jin Hagun shook his head. "Hey, you two are switched!"

It was an ordinary marketplace, but being with these two made it feel like a new world. It was so much fun.

He ambled over to an open square in the middle of the market. There, several apothecaries had gathered a crowd and were selling their wares.

"Medicine! Get your medicine! Give your children this medicine for just three months, and their height will shoot up!"

Jin Hagun stood among the people and watched the haggling. Just as his grandfather had once enjoyed the amusement of being unrecognized in a tavern, he too was savoring the pleasure of blending into a crowd where no one knew him.

"Then what happens if an adult takes it?" someone asked.

A muscular man tensed his stomach, and the wooden plank the peddler swung at him broke in two.

"For a child, it all goes to height, and for an adult, it all goes to muscle."

Jin Hagun smiled. That's a medicinal effect that not even the miracle herbs of the Murim Alliance can produce.

"Did some mysterious faction disguised as medicine peddlers show up?" a woman behind him asked.

He spun around, only to see his sister Jin Haryong standing there.

"How did you find me!?" he exclaimed.

Jin Haryong pouted. Her brother had sent an urgent messenger pigeon telling her to meet him here, so she had rushed over, surprised by the sudden message, but his expression looked more relaxed than she had expected.

"I came here with Young Cult Leader Geom. Martial Artist Lee is with us too."

Jin Haryong's eyes widened at the news that Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were here.

"I took a vacation. The entire Demon Slaying Brigade is on leave."

Jin Haryong's jaw dropped. "Orabeoni? On vacation? Really?"

She stared at him in disbelief before finally nodding. Geom Mugeuk must have convinced this stubborn Orabeoni of mine.

Jin Hagun added sheepishly, "I thought you'd want to see him too."

Jin Haryong, who had been watching the performer transition from flexing to spinning plates, blurted out, "Aren't you worried? I haven't completely gotten over my feelings for him yet."

"I am worried."

"Then why did you call for me?" Jin Haryong tilted her head. She was surprised that her brother had sent the messenger pigeon himself. Usually, Geom Mugeuk was the one who contacted her.

Jin Hagun replied, "Because it's human nature to want to do something more when you're told not to, and to miss someone more when you can't see them."

"So, you're asking me to meet him and get over it?"

"......" Jin Hagun couldn't say no. How can a human relationship be severed just by not seeing someone? You have to see them to end it.

Jin Haryong nodded. "True. If I were to get together with him, Orabeoni would be plagued by all sorts of rumors throughout your future term as Chairman."

Hers was indeed a forbidden love, something the people of the orthodox sects, especially the old masters and renowned figures, would never tolerate. Political enemies would even emerge, accusing Jin Hagun of colluding with the Demonic Cult.

"If we had met as ordinary people, you wouldn't have opposed it then, would you?" she asked, expecting that since her brother liked Geom Mugeuk so much, he would have actively supported them.

Unexpectedly, Jin Hagun shook his head.

Jin Haryong blinked in shock. "You would have opposed it?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because I thought you would have a hard life." Jin Hagun conveyed to his sister the feelings he had never expressed until now. "You feel it too, but that man was born with the destiny to be the protagonist of the murim. He was born to save the murim, rather than to be with his woman. I want my sister to live as the protagonist of her own life."

Jin Haryong instantly found a flaw in her brother's reasoning. "Then what about Lee Ahn? Is it okay if she's not the protagonist?"

She thought her brother would be flustered by his own logic, but...

Jin Hagun said firmly, "But Martial Artist Lee is not my sister."

Sensing that he meant it sincerely, Jin Haryong was both moved and surprised. "Are you sick somewhere? Did you get a fatal disease?" she asked, half-joking, half-serious question.

Jin Hagun calmly conveyed the rest of his thoughts. "You were born too late to receive our parents' love, Grandfather is always busy with his work as the Chairman, and I am busy training martial arts and going on missions. I hope that at least your husband will be someone who is always by your side, taking good care of you."

Somehow, he felt his sister could meet a truly great man, even if it wasn't Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Haryong grinned. "And not because I'm a selfish person who only thinks of myself?"

"There's that aspect too." Jin Hagun nodded in agreement.

"To think you'd say all this! Orabeoni, you've really changed a lot."

The two of them looked at each other and smiled.

"If you really can't get over him, I'll just give up becoming Chairman."

"Don't say things you don't mean. So? Where are they?"

"Over there, in the weapon shop and the tailor's."

Jin Haryong strode towards the weapon shop.

"Uh... that's the wrong one," Jin Hagun whispered softly.


Chapter 868: Not a Teddy Bear, but a Wolf Doll

Lee Ahn stared at an iron sword in the weapon shop. The sword she was looking at was not one of the expensive, ornately sheathed blades displayed in the center, but one of several swords arranged as a backdrop behind the main products.

The shopkeeper approached cautiously. "Does this sword catch your eye? You've been looking only at this one for a while now."

He had run the weapon shop for a long time and met countless martial artists. He had already intuited that Lee Ahn was a master who did not quite fit in with his shop.

"For some reason, this sword just holds my gaze," Lee Ahn said.

Perhaps she felt that the sword, placed behind the more glamorous ones, was like looking at herself.

Geom Mugeuk was one thing, but being with him meant that most of the people she met were flamboyant. The Young Alliance Chairmans of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, Demon Supremes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Army General, the Sanzu Hall Director. Even when meeting subordinates, they were people like Green Mask or Cha Yiran, and even her enemies were all formidable figures.

She, who had been a bodyguard, was like that sword placed behind the fancy ones.

"Why don't you try drawing it?" the shopkeeper asked.

Lee Ahn replied, "I feel like I know what kind of sword it is without having to."

The shopkeeper's gaze shifted to the sword at her hip. "It seems you already carry a fine sword."

Lee Ahn nodded. Her sword was the Sun Moon Sword, a gift from Geom Mugeuk. "It was a gift from a fine person."

"By any chance, is that fine person the one over there picking out pajamas?" a woman asked from the entrance.

Lee Ahn turned, around. The person standing at the entrance was Jin Haryong, who had entered thinking Geom Mugeuk would naturally be there but found Lee Ahn instead. Geom Mugeuk was across the street at a clothier, picking out pajamas.

Lee Ahn smiled brightly at her friend, whom she had not seen in a long time. "Probably."

Jin Haryong came to stand next to Lee Ahn, while the shopkeeper quickly returned to the counter, wondering what was with today that such beautiful women were visiting one after another.

"What on earth is this trip?" Jin Haryong asked. "My Orabeoni took a whole vacation for it."

"According to the Young Cult Leader, it's a journey to find himself," Lee Ahn replied.

"He's so good at coming up with excuses to play around."

Jin Haryong sensed that Lee Ahn's aura was different from before, but she could not quite put her finger on what the difference was.

She's gotten stronger again.

Not only that, but her gaze and atmosphere seemed different as well. It was a woman's intuition sensing some kind of emotional change.

"Have you eaten?" Lee Ahn asked.

"No."

"The skewers in this town are delicious. Let's go, my treat." Lee Ahn started to walk away.

Jin Haryong grabbed her arm. "I'm interested in the Young Cult Leader."

Despite the sudden declaration, Lee Ahn was neither surprised nor flustered. "I know."

"Is that all you have to say?"

"What else?"

The two women's gazes locked in mid-air.

"You should be questioning me," Jin Haryong said. "The Young Cult Leader calls you his heart, but I, your friend, are interested? You should be calling me shameless."

Lee Ahn, who had been staring at her quietly, looked around. "It's dangerous to argue in a place with so many swords. Let's go. People get more on edge when they're hungry."

However, Jin Haryong had already made up her mind to say her piece. There was something she had wanted to ask for a long time. Separate from her own feelings for Geom Mugeuk, it was a point of frustration and curiosity as a fellow woman.

"This isn't something to talk about with a smile," she said firmly. "Why are you just letting things be? That man calls you his heart. Do you think he's joking?"

"No. He may play all sorts of pranks, but he's not someone who toys with people's hearts."

"Then why?"

"......" Lee Ahn remained silent, but her gaze said, Do you really need to hear the answer?

Jin Haryong simply held onto her friend's arm tighter.

Finally, an unexpected answer flowed from Lee Ahn's lips. "I've never just let things be."

"!"

"Not for a single moment since I first met the Young Master at the age of seven."

Staring silently at Lee Ahn, Jin Haryong let go of her arm.

Lee Ahn took the first step. "Let's go, you must be hungry."

The two women left the weapon shop and stood in front, looking at the clothier across the street. They could see Geom Mugeuk inside, talking with the owner.

Seeing the owner burst into laughter, Jin Haryong chuckled. "I just can't with him. He's chatting away in there too."

Lee Ahn looked down the opposite way. "Your brother is no different."

Jin Haryong turned her head and was startled. Jin Hagun was helping some medicine peddlers with a demonstration. He and a peddler were holding a log that had surely been broken beforehand...

A muscular man ran up and headbutted the log they were holding.

CRACK!

As the log split in half, the onlookers cheered.

Orabeoni, mingling with medicine peddlers?

It was truly something she could never have imagined.

"What on earth is this trip? Did everyone decide to go crazy?" she exclaimed.

"This is the first time I've seen the Young Alliance Chairman smile like that," Lee Ahn said.

Jin Haryong nodded. Just as she said, Jin Hagun was smiling brightly. "You're right. It's the first time I've seen Orabeoni smile so brightly."

After watching for a moment, she said to Lee Ahn, "Tell them I left first. I was busy but just stopped by to see you all for a moment."

As she was about to leave, Lee Ahn grabbed her arm. "Let's go on this trip together."

Jin Haryong stared at her, almost glaring. "You seem confident. I am Jin Haryong, am the greatest beauty in all of Hebei, the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the younger sister of the next Chairman. Are you confident you can handle me?"

"I'm not asking you to come because I'm confident."

"Then why?"

"Because I want to travel with a friend, too."

"!"

"The Young Master and your brother are so happy meeting up as friends. I want to go on this trip with a friend, too."

Jin Haryong was dumbfounded. "This really is a trip where everyone's decided to go crazy."

Lee Ahn did not let go of her arm. "The skewer place is this way!"


"Happy birthday!" The First Wolf of the Thirteen Evil Wolves presented a small box to Bi Sayin. "It's a gift we prepared."

"I told you gifts weren't necessary."

"It's nothing much. Please accept it as a small token of our sincerity."

Bi Sayin opened the box, revealing a gold wolf accessory, the symbol of the Evil Alliance. "It's magnificent," he commended, immediately pinning it to his chest.

"You don't have to wear it."

"I'll wear it for today. Thank you for the gift." Bi Sayin looked at the other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves standing behind him, a hint of sincere thanks crossing his fearsome and grim face. "Thank you, everyone."

The Thirteen Evil Wolves performed a clasped hands greeting in unison. ""Happy birthday.""

The First Wolf reported to Bi Sayin, "Oh, and I've reserved the VIP section at Hwayang Pavilion. I've also told them to prepare the dishes you mentioned."

Normally, a grand banquet was held for the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman's birthday. However, Bi Sayin had stopped the birthday banquets a few years ago. He found it burdensome to deal with people trying to curry favor with him through expensive gifts and awkward to greet people he barely remembered. He had no desire to be the center of everyone's attention at a banquet.

Today, he planned to spend his birthday quietly at Hwayang Pavilion.

SWISH!

As they were walking there, though, a single throwing knife flew toward Bi Sayin.

CLANG!

The First Wolf deflected the incoming throwing knife with his sword. "Ambush!"

Four of the Thirteen Evil Wolves launched themselves in the direction the throwing knife came from, while the remaining nine formed a protective circle around Bi Sayin.

However, the Thirteen Evil Wolves who went to find the attacker returned empty-handed.

"The culprit vanished without a trace."

The First Wolf, who had deflected the throwing knife, knew it was not an attack meant to kill Bi Sayin. The attack was too straightforward for that.

Sure enough, a letter was tied to the throwing knife lying on the ground.

He took out a small vial from his robes and lightly sprinkled its contents on the throwing knife and the letter.

"There's no poison on it," he confirmed, before untying the letter and bringing it to Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin's eyes widened in surprise as he read the letter. His expression alone suggested its contents were serious.

"What does it say?" the First Wolf asked.

Bi Sayin showed the letter to the First Wolf.

@[Come alone to the jujube tree manor ten kilometers to the west. If you don't, Han Seol will die.]@


Bi Sayin arrived at the manor. Seeing the main gate hanging askew from its hinges, he could tell the place had been abandoned for a long time.

He crossed a courtyard littered with gravel and trash and entered the central building. Upon entering the main hall, he found four people there.

A chair was placed in the center, and a woman was seated on it. A black sack covered her head, making her face unrecognizable.

Three people in black stood around her. They wore black martial arts uniforms and bamboo hats with veils, so their faces were also hidden.

The man in the middle spoke coldly. "Young Alliance Chairman Bi Sayin of the Evil Alliance."

Bi Sayin stiffened. The man's voice was incredibly deep, so deep it seemed difficult to produce intentionally.

"You really came alone to save the woman." The man in the bamboo hat let out a vile laugh. "So the rumors that the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman is in love with the North Sea Princess were true."

Bi Sayin's gaze fixed on the woman in the chair. His already fearsome face hardened, becoming even more terrifying. "Why have you covered her face?"

"I have something to ask. It's a question that would be difficult to answer face-to-face." The man in the bamboo hat held a sword to the woman's neck. "Han Seol, do you know that the Young Alliance Chairman likes you?"

After a moment of hesitation, the woman slowly nodded.

"Do you like the Young Alliance Chairman?"

Though she hesitated longer than before, the woman slowly nodded again.

The man in the bamboo hat laughed. "What a beautiful love. A love where you'd sacrifice your lives for each other."

"I have no intention of sacrificing my life," Bi Sayin interjected.

A silence fell, so profound that one might wonder if they had misheard.

They had not. Bi Sayin drew his sword without hesitation.

VWOOM!

His sword was enveloped in enhanced sword qi.

"How dare you try to hold a hostage against me!" he roared.

The man in the bamboo hat pressed his sword more tightly against the woman's neck. "Don't try anything foolish. If you so much as lift a finger, Han Seol dies."

Bi Sayin let out a long whistle. A moment later, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who had been waiting outside the manor, stormed in.

"If Han Seol dies, the North Sea Ice Palace won't stand by idly!" the man shouted.

Bi Sayin did not even blink at the threat. In fact, he took it a step further. "Her death will be framed as the work of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

The man in the bamboo hat flinched. The other two men in bamboo hats also startled in surprise.

Bi Sayin bellowed, "Kill them all!"

"Han Seol will die if you do!" the man screamed.

However, the Thirteen Evil Wolves charged forward as commanded.

As they flew in simultaneously, the man in the center, instead of killing the woman, shouted, "Wait! Wait! We surrender! Cease the attack!"

The charging Thirteen Evil Wolves stopped in their tracks, their swords pointed at the 'kidnappers'.

The man in the bamboo hat slowly removed the black sack from the woman's head, revealing Lee Ahn.

Lee Ahn muttered sheepishly, "...Happy birthday, Young Alliance Chairman Bi."

Soon after, the man took off his own bamboo hat. It was none other than Geom Mugeuk, who had been disguising his voice. The other two also removed their hats, revealing Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong.

Jin Haryong spoke with a dumbfounded look on her face. "Did we almost got killed trying to throw a surprise birthday party?"

Jin Hagun also wore a look of disbelief. "You'd attack without even checking the hostage?"

Lee Ahn fanned her face with her hand. "I thought I was going to die of heat wearing that thing."

Geom Mugeuk roared, "Are you crazy? Lee Ahn gave the performance of her life, are you insane? What were you going to do if Young Lady Han died!"

Not only Lee Ahn, but he himself had thoroughly concealed his presence, disguised his voice, and even swapped his usual swordsmanship for a common iron sword.

Bi Sayin smiled leisurely and revealed the truth. "I knew it was you from the start. Who else but you would dare kidnap Young Lady Han and send me such a letter?"

The only person who would do this was Geom Mugeuk. His threat to pin everything on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was just to mess with the guy.

"Did you think you could fool me?" Bi Sayin smiled with satisfaction, as if he had won.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves also looked relaxed, as if they had known all along.

Geom Mugeuk, as well as the other three, naturally believed Bi Sayin. He was not the type of person to bring the Thirteen Evil Wolves if he thought the real Han Seol had been kidnapped, or pin Han Seol's death on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

How on earth did he know?

Before figuring that out, Geom Mugeuk was not about to let this golden opportunity to tease Bi Sayin pass by. He began his counterattack. "Lies! You're just making excuses now that you've been caught!"

As if on cue, everyone chimed in. By now, they were all experts at playing along with Geom Mugeuk's antics.

"I'm disappointed!" Lee Ahn shook her head.

Jin Haryong lamented, "I've witnessed the coldness of the jianghu firsthand today."

Jin Hagun also joined in. "Have we been deceived all this time?"

"So it was all fake affection," Geom Mugeuk sighed. "Young Lady Han, you've been deceived! This heartless unorthodox successor has no room for love."

Bi Sayin, who had been smiling leisurely, immediately became flustered. "I'm telling you, I knew! Don't misunderstand."

Unfortunately, his friends were not hunters who would let go of their prey once they caught it.

The lead hunter was Jin Hagun. He recalled the time he had strolled through the market with Bi Sayin. He had realized the relationship between the two when he saw Bi Sayin, dressed in white with Han Seol, carrying a teddy bear. "That teddy bear!" he cried out.

Good point! Geom Mugeuk's eyes gleamed as he revealed the teddy bear's true identity. "It wasn't a cute teddy bear, but a scary wolf doll hiding his ambition to take over the North Sea Ice Palace. Look there! He's even wearing it on his chest!"

Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong added their support.

"I think I'll be scared every time I see a teddy bear from now on."

"I should probably throw out the teddy bear I have at home first."

The two women looked at each other and smiled with their eyes. When else would they, as martial artists, get a chance to tease the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman like this? Being with Geom Mugeuk truly led to unimaginable experiences.

Geom Mugeuk remembered something else. "Ah, the sweets you bought for Young Lady Han at the market that day must have been poisoned!" He turned to Jin Hagun and said sincerely, "I'm sorry. Oversleeping, spilling food on my clothes, showing off, gambling... all of that was nothing in the face of this great evil. We failed to see the true, massive iceberg beneath the glacier."

Jin Hagun nodded. "I accept your apology."

Bi Sayin shook his head. "How long are you planning to keep up this fiasco?"

"We're not done yet! Not until we've completely stripped away that hypocritical mask of yours!"

A triumphant smile returned to Bi Sayin's lips. As if he had been waiting for this moment, his final counterattack began. "This trick might have worked if you had claimed all of you were kidnapped. I would have really come alone then."

Finally, the reason he knew the kidnapping was a prank from the moment he received the letter walked out from among the Thirteen Evil Wolves. He had arranged to have dinner with this person at the Hwayang Pavilion today.

"......" Han Seol, dressed in pure white, smiled awkwardly.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun shouted at the same time.

"Oh, come on!"

"You two were together again, just by yourselves?"


Chapter 869: Did I Happen to Make a Drunken Scene?

The four of them closed in, pressuring the two. Their target was not the hot, fearsome man, but the cold, beautiful woman.

Geom Mugeuk fired the first shot. "You didn't even contact us to say you were coming."

Lee Ahn played along. "I'm her only older cousin, and even I didn't know."

Even Jin Hagun made a joke he would never normally make. "After visiting the Divine Cult and then the Evil Alliance, I thought you'd surely come to our Murim Alliance this time..."

His words reminded Jin Haryong of when Geom Mugeuk had asked Han Seol about her ideal type. She sighed, "This is all because my brother isn't dependable and talks too much."

Jin Hagun's eyes widened in disbelief. He was famous for being dependable and taciturn. To hear that he talked too much, and in front of Geom Mugeuk of all people, was a serious slight.

"I can't stand for this!" Geom Mugeuk cried out, leading the charge.

The other three followed, pressing in on Han Seol.

Han Seol took a step back, and Bi Sayin instinctively stepped in front of her to block them. When he saw the playful look on Geom Mugeuk's face, however, he inwardly regretted it.

"It seems I've been mistaken all this time," Geom Mugeuk sighed, glancing at Jin Hagun. "Until now, I thought you were the Young Alliance Chairman of the Murim Alliance."

"?" Jin Hagun tilted his head in confusion.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "Anyone can see we're the villains, while that fellow over there is the righteous hero protecting a damsel in distress, right?"

Jin Hagun nodded. "Turns out I was with the Evil Alliance all along."

Jin Haryong laughed dryly at her brother's silly joke. Wasn't he just performing with a medicine peddler? And now he was making jokes so casually? She was seeing many new sides of her brother today.

Geom Mugeuk shouted dramatically, "I never dreamed the first war of our era would be between the Demonic-Orthodox Alliance and the Evil-Ice Alliance."

Bi Sayin hurriedly waved his hands. "Don't misunderstand, it's not what you're thinking. I just..."

"Just what!"

Watching their antics, Han Seol finally sighed, "I came to wish the Young Alliance Chairman a happy birthday. It's been a while, everyone." She greeted Lee Ahn separately. "Unnie, have you been well?"

Geom Mugeuk sighed, "From now on, I'll get updates on you through the Young Alliance Chairman."

Everyone could sense Han Seol's interest in Bi Sayin. Coming all this way just for his birthday was something she would only do if she was interested.

And Han Seol did not bother to hide it. "The Young Alliance Chairman is the kindest to me," she said.

A faint blush crept onto Bi Sayin's face. Spring had finally come to that fearsome man.

"I said you look cool when you smile, but not right now!" Geom Mugeuk became a love-obstructor and deployed his battle formations. "Since I'm a villain anyway, I'll gladly become a barrier to your affection. If you can't find a way to break through me, you'll never achieve your love. I'll chase you to the ends of the earth and interfere!"

"But is there anyone here who actually knows how to break through the barrier of affection?" Bi Sayin suddenly asked.

"......" Geom Mugeuk couldn't offer a rebuttal.

Jin Haryong acted as the fair judge. "It seems the Young Alliance Chairman has found the way to break through in one go, hasn't he?"

Geom Mugeuk admitted defeat. "Aigoo! He's not a bear or a wolf, he's a fox, a fox!"

Everyone laughed, and the tumultuous greetings finally came to an end.

Bi Sayin asked, "So? What on earth is going on?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun. "Hagun took a vacation. It's our chance to strike the Murim Alliance with you."

Bi Sayin looked at Jin Hagun. Normally, he would have asked if he was alright, as they had grown closer recently. However, something else came out of his mouth. "I'm jealous," he grumbled, genuinely envious of Jin Hagun's courage.

Geom Mugeuk chimed in, "There's a spot for you, too."

Bi Sayin finally realized these guys had not come just to celebrate his birthday. They had come to ask him to join them on vacation.

Of course, I'll go!

The words rose to his throat, but he couldn't say them. He was not in a position to leave whenever he wanted. Above all, Han Seol was here.

He said to First Wolf, "Friends have come from afar. Please prepare the finest liquor."


First Wolf rented out the entire Hwayang Pavilion. He had originally rented only a single VIP room, but the situation had changed. This was a gathering of the successors of the three powers who would one day become the masters of the murim. Their safety was one concern, but the risk of information leaking out was another.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves guarded the perimeter like an iron wall, personally bringing in the liquor and appetizers.

Bi Sayin poured drinks for everyone, overjoyed that his friends had come. "Thank you for coming!"

Everyone set aside their jokes and congratulated him sincerely.

"Congratulations."

"Congratulations!"

Bi Sayin felt drunk before he even had a single drink. The Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and the Young Alliance Chairman of the Murim Alliance, all together to celebrate a birthday? It was a first in the history of the murim, and likely an event that would never happen again. They were clearly making their mark on history.

"Alright, a toast to Sayin's birthday! Cheers!"

Everyone happily drank their first cup. The Hwayang Pavilion's finest liquor went down smoothly.

Bi Sayin also congratulated Geom Mugeuk. "Congratulations on defeating the Celestial Killer Star."

"It was only possible because the two Chairmen helped."

Geom Mugeuk gave credit to the Chairmen, but Bi Sayin knew the truth. The ones who ultimately killed the Celestial Killer Star were the Demonic Cult Leader and Geom Mugeuk. Baek Jagang had told him everything after returning from the battle.

Since the topic came up, Geom Mugeuk added frankly, "The fight with the Celestial Killer Star is over, but I'm still fighting, you know?"

He did not have to say who he was fighting for them to know which 'enemy' he was referring to.

"There's no telling what kind of situation will unfold in the future," Geom Mugeuk sighed. The atmosphere grew heavy, but he wanted to finish talking before he got drunk. "That's why, I'm going to tell you my absolute baseline."

At the word 'absolute baseline,' everyone looked at Geom Mugeuk. The fact that he was mentioning this itself was astonishing.

"No matter the situation, I will not attack you... Even if it costs me my life."

""!"" Everyone could tell Geom Mugeuk was speaking from the heart.

"Ah, of course, this doesn't mean you're more important than me. My own life is far more precious. It's just... if our relationship were to break, it wouldn't be because of a lack of trust, but because of circumstances."

Geom Mugeuk gave an example of the most extreme situation.

"The lives of hundreds of my cultists are on the line. If I don't attack you, they'll all die. The same goes for you. In a situation like that, no matter how close we are, we'll start to doubt each other. We'll think, 'The situation is unavoidable, so Hagun will attack,' or 'Sayin will attack,' or 'That talkative demonic bastard will attack'."

"......" Everyone listened to Geom Mugeuk in silence.

"That's why I'm telling you this now. Even if that situation arises, I will not attack you. I'll find a different solution for sure, so don't waste time needlessly doubting me. Use that time to find your own ways out of doubt."

Finally, everyone understood exactly why Geom Mugeuk stated this baseline. He didn't want them to waste mental energy on useless doubts, but instead deal with situations as wisely as possible.

Geom Mugeuk was not the only one who felt that way.

Jin Hagun stated his own resolve calmly, "I, too, will never draw my sword against you."

Bi Sayin also conveyed his sincere feelings. "I'll also swear that I will never attack you."

No more words were needed. The three of them raised their cups and toasted.

The three women watching could sense it. They might be witnessing the true unification of the murim. If the Cult Leader and the Chairmen—and not their successors—held a meeting like this, they could unite the murim in a much more perfect way than forceful conquest. All factions would respect each other, stay out of each other's territory, and live together in harmony.

Of course, even amidst this solemn oath, Geom Mugeuk did not forget to tease the man of the hour. "Of course, if you go around having fun with a lady behind your friends' backs, I might just draw my sword then."

Bi Sayin cheerfully accepted Geom Mugeuk's joke. "As long as it's not to kidnap that lady, I will never draw my sword either."

The three of them laughed together and emptied their cups again.


Lee Ahn was outside, getting some air. She had not drunk this much in a long time.

Everyone was drinking without using their inner qi to expel the alcohol. No one forced drinks on anyone, but they all got very drunk. They drank because they were happy, because the liquor was good, and simply for the sake of drinking.

Bi Sayin, in particular, was in the best of moods. It was his first time having such an exciting birthday party.

Even now, boisterous sounds came from inside. Geom Mugeuk's voice usually dominated at parties, but today, the voices of Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun were contributing significantly as well.

"This will be the first and last birthday party," Bi Sayin muttered.

A drunk Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun immediately started shouting.

"What do you mean, the last! What about my birthday party? We have to at least do mine!"

"Sorry, but the next birthday is mine."

Lee Ahn smiled as she listened.

Just then, Han Seol walked up behind her. The liquor and food stains scattered on her pure white clothes revealed what the atmosphere inside was like.

"Those people are really making a day of it," Han Seol remarked, her face flushed from the alcohol.

Lee Ahn chuckled. "It's a birthday party, but it's also a celebration for defeating a great enemy."

Han Seol nodded. She was more than qualified to participate, as she and the North Sea Ice Palace had also played a part in the fight against that great enemy. She asked, "By the way, is something going on between you two?"

Lee Ahn shook her head. "Nothing's wrong. I just came out to have fun with the Young Cult Leader."

"......" Han Seol hesitated. She was not asking about Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn. "I mean... with Miss Jin."

"What about Miss Jin?"

"You two seem awkward. I have a knack for spotting people who are pretending to be cheerful with someone they find awkward."

Lee Ahn did not deliberately hide the truth. "We decided to determine whether we'll become friends or enemies on this trip," she confessed.

Of course, this wasn't everything.

After a moment of confusion, Han Seol suddenly made a recommendation without even hearing the details, "Then become enemies. I think that would be more beneficial for you, Unnie."

Perhaps it was the alcohol, but she was talking more than usual.

Staring quietly at Han Seol, Lee Ahn brought up something she had never mentioned before. "I always told the Young Cult Leader that I have ten tails, but I actually don't."

"Then how many do you have?" Han Seol asked curiously. She thought that Lee Ahn would say she had many more, but the answer was unexpected.

"...One," Lee Ahn answered after a brief pause. "I only have a single tail that pretends to be ten."

"Why did you pretend to have ten tails?"

Lee Ahn looked up at the night sky for a moment. "I guess I wanted to say that even though I'm a bodyguard who stands silently like a folding screen, I'm actually a person with hidden charms. That I'm not just a frustratingly nice person, but someone who takes care of her own business. That I'm someone who knows how to take, not a fool who just yields," she muttered, admitting she wasn't who she always pretended to be.

She felt like an ordinary sword displayed behind a weapons merchant. She was the type to save a woman's husband after receiving just a sip of water. Even Han Seol, who did not know her well, had worried she might yield something important.

However, Han Seol shook her head, disagreeing. "I think you're more charming because you were a person without tails, Unnie."

"What?"

"The parts you dislike about yourself are things I could never obtain, even if I tried my whole life. In fact, I'd have to act with ten tails. I'd have to pretend to be kind, pretend to know how to yield, pretend not to be selfish, and pretend to be someone who could willingly sacrifice for another. I need tails to become like you, Unnie, but you need tails to become the opposite."

The two women looked at each other in silence.

Suddenly, Jin Haryong poked her head out of a third-floor window and called out drunkenly, "What are you two doing? Come on! The man of the hour is going to dance!"

Lee Ahn and Han Seol looked up. Jin Haryong looked very red, and Bi Sayin, who had volunteered to dance, was probably completely wasted by now.

Lee Ahn shouted back, "I'm coming! I can miss everything else, but I can't miss that."

Before she could finish speaking, Han Seol was already heading inside. Her hurried steps clearly belonged to someone going to stop the show, not enjoy it.

As Lee Ahn followed, she glanced at the night sky and murmured softly, "Seol, it seems even the chill of the North Sea won't be enough to cool down tonight's heat."


Bi Sayin woke to a throbbing headache. It was the first time he had ever drunk so much without a care for the consequences.

All of a sudden, Geom Mugeuk's voice echoed from the depths of his mind, making every hair on his body stand on end.

\> "Come on, on a fine day like this, we can't go without a dance!"

His eyes flew wide open.

I swore I would never dance again, didn't I? Why do I kind of remember standing up and shouting, "Of course!" last night? It can't be, right? Surely not? O-Of course it's not true! So... just what's this ominous feeling?

He got out of bed and shouted, "First Wolf!"

"You're awake?"

"Come see me for a moment."

First Wolf, who had been guarding the door, entered.

Bi Sayin froze for a moment. The sight of First Wolf brought back a memory of him grabbing his bodyguard's hand and forcing him to come inside and drink. Still, he got straight to the point and asked, "Did I dance?"

A smile flickered across First Wolf's face. "Which dance are you referring to?"

FUCK!

Bi Sayin shook his head, not daring to ask any further. "N-Never mind. It's fine."

No, there's something I absolutely have to ask...

"...Actually, did I happen to make a drunken scene?"

Surely I didn't make a scene in front of Han Seol, did I?

Fortunately, First Wolf shook his head. "It was the first time I've ever seen you look so happy. It was a good sight."

"But where is everyone?"

First Wolf took a letter from his robes and handed it to Bi Sayin. "The Young Cult Leader left this letter when he departed with your friends."

Bi Sayin was startled. They couldn't wait and had already left. They probably did it to give him some time alone with Han Seol, but couldn't they have at least had breakfast together or said goodbye before leaving?

He opened the letter, feeling a sense of disappointment. The letter read, @['If you want to save Young Lady Han, follow the western main road, but come alone.']@

Bi Sayin stared blankly at the letter for a moment, then burst out laughing. It was a proposal worthy of Geom Mugeuk.

Bringing Han Seol along was a pleasant form of coercion, a hostage situation only Geom Mugeuk could pull off. It was his way of telling Bi Sayin to stop overthinking and just come with them.

Bi Sayin showed the letter to First Wolf. "First Wolf."

"Yes, Young Alliance Chairman?" First Wolf asked, playing dumb. He had already guessed the letter's contents since Geom Mugeuk had taken Han Seol with him.

Bi Sayin looked at First Wolf coolly. "This time, it seems I really must go rescue her alone."


Chapter 870: Like a Celestial Fairy Banished From Heaven

Bi Sayin dashed westward using his movement arts, sprinting like a child rushing to meet his friends.

When was the last time I ran with such excitement?

After running for a good while, he found them waiting at a roadside inn with tables and chairs set outside.

"Over here, over here!" Geom Mugeuk waved and welcomed him, as if certain Bi Sayin would follow. "You haven't cured your hangover yet, have you? Innkeeper, another bowl over here."

Bi Sayin sat down. Han Seol, sitting across from him, gave him a slight bow as apology for agreeing with Geom Mugeuk's suggestion without telling him beforehand. She had been swayed by the argument that this was the only way Bi Sayin could come along, but she still felt sorry.

Bi Sayin gave a faint smile and nodded as if to say it was fine. He was actually grateful she had been persuaded. Thanks to her, he could join them on this trip. "I came without even sending word to the Chairman," he groaned.

Jin Hagun, his comrade, was in the same situation. "I did the same," he admitted.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the two of them. "It's always more exciting when you're prepared to get scolded, but did the First Wolf really let you go so easily?"

"I was puzzled too." Bi Saying nodded. He had expected the First Wolf to protest, insisting it was absolutely out of the question, but he had given his permission.

Has he decided that his Young Alliance Chairman's fate can't be un-intertwined from Geom Mugeuk's?

"Looks like he's prepared to get scolded along with me," he added.

Jin Hagun smiled faintly. Hearing about the Thirteen Evil Wolves reminded him of his subordinates in the Demon Slaying Brigade.

I wonder if they're all enjoying their leave. No, I should forget about it!

Just then, the innkeeper brought a hot soup dish to Bi Sayin.

"The food here is good. Take your time and eat," Geom Mugeuk said.

Bi Sayin tasted the soup. Just as Geom Mugeuk mentioned, it was delicious. Spicy and refreshing. He felt his insides unwind. "So, where are we headed now?"

Geom Mugeuk told Bi Sayin about their trip. "The principle of this trip is to go wherever our feet take us."

"I don't think I've ever lived like that," Bi Sayin replied.

Jin Hagun nodded in agreement. "Me neither."

Geom Mugeuk first asked the two Young Alliance Chairmans, who were pushing themselves the most for this trip. "Is there anywhere in particular you'd like to go?"

Bi Sayin and Jin Hagun shook their heads. A place might come to mind as they traveled, but nothing occurred to them right now.

"Then shall we start by going where my feet take me?"

Everyone nodded. They sensed that Geom Mugeuk had a destination in mind.

"By any chance, do you like insects?"

Jin Hagun asked with a puzzled expression. "Who in the world likes insects?"

Geom Mugeuk said with an unreadable smile, "You'll come to love them on this trip."


Hearing the sound of insects from afar, the Insect Physician raised her head.

"The crickets have been singing since morning. I suppose a welcome guest will arrive today."

Pyo Jigwang, who was warming up with a sword in the courtyard, looked at the main gate and remarked, "I hope they bring a sack full of money!"

"You rascal, why is a young man like you so obsessed with money?"

"Who do you think I learned it from? And young? I'm an old man myself now."

"What a way to talk to your old Master."

Pyo Jigwang put down his sword and brought a cup of water to the Insect Physician. "Now that you're up, have a glass of water first."

"I'm not thirsty."

"You may not be, Elder, but your body needs it."

Pyo Jigwang made her drink the water, then began to massage her shoulders. This was the start of their daily routine.

"Ah, that feels good."

"Drinking a glass of lukewarm water right when you wake up is so good for your health."

"You rascal, does someone who cares about health ruin their body like that?"

"My body was injured while doing great things."

Geom Mugeuk had met Pyo Jigwang in the past when he fought the Brawling King in the Evil Alliance. He had brought Pyo Jigwang, a man used by those behind the scenes, to the Insect Physician to be taken in as a disciple. Since then, Pyo Jigwang had been living as if reborn, serving the Insect Physician as his master.

"I keep telling you, you should train with me."

The Insect Physician was a martial master. Her medical skills were as outstanding as the Demonic or Divine Physician's not just because of her deep knowledge of poisonous insects, but because she herself was a master who had reached the pinnacle and knew a martial artist's body better than anyone.

"You do it. I'm old, everything is a bother. That's enough with the shoulders."

"Just a little longer." Pyo Jigwang continued to massage her shoulders. "By the way, are you not going to set up the formations anymore?"

Originally, the Nirvana Dream was surrounded by formations. One had to speak a code word to the boy at the village entrance and reveal who had sent them to be allowed inside. However, the Insect Physician had removed those formations, saying they were no longer needed now that she had a reliable disciple.

Still, Pyo Jigwang knew his master's heart. He knew that his master, feeling she was running out of time, was trying to save even the money for maintaining the formations to raise and teach one more child.

"Why? Are you scared because there are no formations?"

"Of course I'm scared. The world is so dangerous these days."

"Are those words befitting the mouth of a vicious man who was once the Black Dragon Commander?"

After taking Pyo Jigwang as her disciple, the Insect Physician had completely shaken off her loneliness and depression. Life with this disciple was quite enjoyable.

Only after massaging her for a while longer did Pyo Jigwang go to the courtyard and swing his sword again. He, once the Black Dragon Commander of the Evil Alliance, had been so severely injured during a mission that his body was unable to use martial arts, but he was now swinging his sword using inner qi.

He had given up on martial arts and devoted himself solely to serving the Insect Physician, but she had cured him using a treatment method involving poisonous insects. While not back to his prime, he had now recovered a significant amount of his martial arts.

The greater miracle for him, however, was something else.

"Your hips are dropping. Bend your knees more."

The Insect Physician had not only treated him but also passed on her own martial arts, which were stronger than his. She had acknowledged Pyo Jigwang as her true disciple.

"Breathe deeper. Hold your breath, that's right!" As she was instructing Pyo Jigwang, the Insect Physician spoke as if something had just occurred to her. "Jigwang."

"Yes, Master?"

"When I die, release all the insects here, and you go far away and live your own life. Don't suffer trying to carry on my work. Just live doing what you want to do."

The look in Pyo Jigwang's eyes deepened as he swung his sword. His quick-witted Master was reading his mind completely. "Why would taking care of the children be suffering?"

"It is suffering."

"So do you regret it? Spending all the money you earned in your lifetime taking care of orphans? Living a life where you were called a money-grubber?"

The Insect Physician looked up at the sky. Do I regret my life? Of course not.

"Yes, I regret it," she said.

"Then in your next life, don't live like this. Live lavishly. Earn money and buy a grand, tile-roofed house as big as a whale's back. I'll live like that in my next life, too."

Pyo Jigwang intended to continue her work even if the Insect Physician died. That was why he was doing his best to learn her medical arts.

Just then, the main gate was thrown open roughly, and two martial artists stepped inside. From the way they entered without permission, it was clear they hadn't come with good intentions.

"It seems those crickets aren't very good at distinguishing welcome guests." Pyo Jigwang led his master to a chair placed so she could watch the courtyard and sat her down. "Stay right here and don't move. I'll deal with them."

"I can't stand it now that I'm old. My anger is boiling over."

"Don't blame your age. It's because of that shitty temper of yours."

"You rascal!"

In the meantime, the two martial artists approached them.

The middle-aged man leading the way was Jo Dang, the Sect Leader of the Harmonious Sect. The man standing next to Jo Dang was Hwang Chun, Jo Dang's right-hand man and the top swordsman of the Harmonious Sect.

"Who are you?" Pyo Jigwang asked calmly.

Hwang Chun stepped forward in place of his leader. "We sent a man here a few days ago."

Pyo Jigwang quietly rebuked him. "When have we ever met that you're speaking so informally? Show some manners."

Hwang Chun's face crumpled into a scowl. "In the murim, age means nothing. Skill is what determines your age."

The Sect Leader, Jo Dang, stepped forward. "How insolent."

At his rebuke, Hwang Chun stepped back. It was clear the scolding was merely for show. If Jo Dang were a man who knew manners, his subordinate wouldn't have said such things in front of him in the first place.

"I am Jo Dang, Sect Leader of the Harmonious Sect," he introduced himself. "I should have come to see you in person from the start. My apologies."

"Welcome, Sect Leader Jo," Pyo Jigwang greeted him politely.

The Insect Physician was sitting in her chair as told, watching the courtyard.

"What brings an esteemed person like you to this place?"

"I sent a man here a few days ago."

Pyo Jigwang nodded. "I remember, and I believe I politely conveyed that their offer was rejected."

Jo Dang had come here because he wanted to buy a piece of land in another region. Knowing that the owner of that land was the master of the Nirvana Dream, he had sent his steward with a few martial artists to negotiate a reasonable price and buy it. However, the steward and the martial artists had returned covered in red welts from insect bites. The deal had, of course, failed.

Therefore, since it was an urgent and important matter, he, the Sect Leader, had come in person.

"This is a meeting with an important person, so I should have come myself from the beginning. I apologize again." After apologizing, Jo Dang said with a pleasant face, "That land, I'll buy it for a better price than the market rate."

Pyo Jigwang didn't bother asking the price. "I refuse."

"Deals always fall through because the price isn't right, wouldn't you agree? I'll give you double the land's value."

He had obtained information that a large sect was planning to relocate near that land. If he could buy that land and sell it to the relocating sect, he could make a profit of several dozen times the price.

"The land is not for sale."

"Fine. I'll give you three times the price. That's my final offer."

"Even if you offered ten times the price, I have no intention of selling."

Jo Dang frowned. These people... could they have heard the relocation rumor?

"May I ask the reason?" he asked.

Pyo Jigwang asked back, "Do you know what building is on this land?"

"I heard there's a place called the Blue Orphanage that gathers and raises orphans..." Jo Dang wore a look of disbelief. "Don't tell me you're refusing to sell because of that place? How ridiculous, Money-Grubber."

Finally, Jo Dang revealed his true colors. He had come knowing that the master of the Nirvana Dream was a physician known as a money-grubber. His expression, which had been polite until then, turned cold. Whoever bought the land would surely tear down that unprofitable place first.

"A physician mad for money," he taunted. "The rumors about you are quite widespread. Do you sell those orphans for a high price or something?"

Pyo Jigwang sighed, "You know our Elder is the Insect Physician, and yet you're this rude?"

"Yes, I hear she's good with poisonous insects," Jo Dang said, but he had an ace up his sleeve. He took an Antitoxin Bead, and a top-grade one at that, out from his pocket.

Not only that, but Hwang Chun also took out an Antitoxin Bead. The two of them had come fully prepared.

"If you understand why only the two of us came, you'd be wise not to be so stubborn."

It was a clear threat that they might kill them if they didn't sign the contract.

Jo Dang took a contract out from his robes. "Put your handprint on the contract. Don't forget, you can still make a handprint with a severed arm."

As long as he officially bought it for three times the market price, he would have a plausible excuse if problems arose later. Something like 'The money-grubber demanded three times the price, so I paid it!'

"You scum, worse than insects!" Pyo Jigwang roared in fury.

The Insect Physician, who had been sitting quietly, complained in a languid voice. "You rascal, how dare you compare precious, precious insects to scum like them?" She casually turned her head to look at Jo Dang and Hwang Chun. "Did you know that there are insects that go crazy for the Antitoxin Bead?"

After saying only that, she groaned and struggled to get up from her seat.

"Oof, my back..."

Pyo Jigwang interpreted her words for the two men, who didn't understand. "She means that there are poisonous insects that even a high-grade Antitoxin Bead can't stop."


Geom Mugeuk was strolling happily with his friends. "Alright, watch carefully from now on," he explained excitedly as he led the way. "When we turn that corner, there'll be a boy sitting on a wooden bench. Next time you come, just say this to him. 'Boy, go and bring a bottle of wine brewed from insects.' Then the boy will ask who sent you. That's when you answer, 'I was sent by the handsome and dashing Young Cult Leader Geom.' Got it?"

When they turned the corner, there was indeed a wooden bench there, and a boy sitting and reading a book on it.

"You've really grown a lot!" Geom Mugeuk remarked.

The boy, who had grown so much since he last saw him, also recognized Geom Mugeuk. "Long time no see, sir."

"Remember the people standing behind me, and guide them well next time they come. They're hard to forget once you've seen them, so you'll recognize them right away. Oh, that scary-looking hyung is actually a nice guy, so guide him well too. Hey, friends! See? You wouldn't even be able to get through here without me."

Just as Geom Mugeuk was showing off to his heart's content, the boy said, "You can get to the Nirvana Dream by going straight down this path."

Geom Mugeuk blinked in confusion,. "What are you talking about?"

"The Elder has removed the formations."

Five people walked past Geom Mugeuk, who was standing there blankly.

The scary-looking hyung said a word as he passed. "Friend, bring us a bottle of wine brewed from insects."

"He just said you don't need the wine anymore!" Geom Mugeuk whined, feeling alone, but he gave the boy some pocket money anyway.

The boy was shocked. "You're giving me this much?"

"I'm giving it to you because I'm proud to always see you reading. Buy lots of books and read them. That will surely be your path to survival! Hey, friends, wait for meeee!"

Geom Mugeuk ran after his friends.

The boy, looking down at the money slip, bowed his head politely to Geom Mugeuk.

After they had walked for a while and the Nirvana Dream came into view, Geom Mugeuk introduced the Insect Physician. "You have no idea what an amazing person Elder Insect Physician is. She's a noble soul who has dedicated her entire life to children. She's kind yet graceful, her medical skills are on par with the Divine Physician, and she possesses great knowledge and upbringing.

"Why do you think this place is called the Nirvana Dream? It's because she's like a celestial fairy banished from Heaven, that's what I'm saying. Elder, I'm here!"

Throwing open the main gate of the Nirvana Dream, Geom Mugeuk and his friends stepped inside, but they were rendered speechless by the scene unfolding within.

The Insect Physician was just about to make a large insect in her hand bite the shirtless Jo Dang, whose entire body was already covered in wounds as if bitten by other insects.

Just as she looked over at them, pleased by Geom Mugeuk's visit...

CHOMP!

The insect she was holding mercilessly bit into his body, and Jo Dang screamed, "Aaaaaaaargh!"

Hwang Chun, who had fainted, came to his senses. He crawled toward the entrance and begged, grabbing the leg of someone who had just entered.

That person happened to be Bi Sayin, but Hwang Chun was in no state to recognize whose leg he was holding.

"...Please save me!"

Whether he had been beaten or bitten by insects, Hwang Chun's face and body were swollen beyond recognition.

Bi Sayin looked at the Insect Physician, who was smiling brightly at them with a blood-smeared face, and whispered quietly in Geom Mugeuk's ear, "I think she's more like a devil banished from Hell, though?"


Chapter 871: Why Would People Like You Come Here?

Six ropes descended from the heavens, lowering a lifeline to Jo Dang who was being mauled by the Insect Physician's poisonous insects. That was because when she saw Geom Mugeuk, she quickly withdrew the poisonous insects that were biting him.

Sensing an opportunity, Jo Dang mustered his strength. Though half out of his mind, his desire to live was immense. Shooting to his feet, he sprinted toward the main gate, shouting, "Please save me!"

He assumed the six were guests and that they wouldn't kill everyone just to silence witnesses.

As he'd hoped, the Insect Physician didn't stop him as he approached the group.

He expected them to ask what was happening. He even had a well-crafted answer ready. He would claim he came to buy land, but the money-grubber demanded three times the market price. When he refused, she tried to kill them.

However, one of the men standing in a line said something completely unexpected.

"If you want to live, you have to choose well," Geom Mugeuk remarked. His gaze fell on Hwang Chun, who was clinging to Bi Sayin's leg. "That man's choice can't be considered a very good one."

Bi Sayin smiled, thoroughly enjoying Geom Mugeuk's teasing.

Unfortunately, to Jo Dang, Bi Sayin's happy expression felt as terrifying as the grim reaper's.

Geom Mugeuk asked Jo Dang, "Now, will you be able to choose correctly?"

Jo Dang stood in the middle of the courtyard and stared at the six. What in the world is this situation? Aren't these people together? Are they trying to play a prank on me? Are they a gang of murim eccentrics?

He had no other choice. If he didn't do anything, he was fated to be torn apart by poisonous insects anyway.

His gaze scanned the six people. None of them were ordinary. Each had an appearance that would make anyone look twice. The one who stood out the most was undoubtedly Geom Mugeuk, who stood in the center.

When their eyes met, Geom Mugeuk spread his arms wide. "Pick me! I'm the best choice!"

Jo Dang quickly looked away. He wasn't so far gone as to choose that talkative, strange man.

Next to Geom Mugeuk was the fearsome-looking Bi Sayin. Hwang Chun, still clinging to his foot, was motionless and seemed to have fainted again.

How could he choose someone like that? Then again, based on looks alone, that man does seem to be the strongest.

Still, with six people to pick from, he didn't want to choose someone with that face.

His gaze turned to Jin Hagun. He could feel a righteous, chivalrous energy from that man's eyes. It seemed like he would definitely help if asked...and for that very reason, his instincts rejected Jin Hagun.

Not that person. Asking for help from such an upright person after committing evil deeds could bring another disaster.

This time, he looked at the women. The first was Lee Ahn, a woman so beautiful he wondered if she was an illusion.

The other two women were the same. Jin Haryong and Han Seol each had their own unique brand of beauty.

Jo Dang excluded all of them. In this murim, the more beautiful the woman, the more careful you had to be.

His gaze naturally returned to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "See? There's no one but me, right?"

Jo Dang nodded. "Please help me."

There was only one reason for his choice. He sensed that Geom Mugeuk was the center of the group, the one controlling the atmosphere.

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed gleefully, "Did you see that? Did you see him choose me? This dependability, this trust that you all will never have! This strength that seems like it could save you from any crisis!"

Jo Dang wanted to scream. That's not why! I only chose you because you're the only one talking!

After boasting to his heart's content, Geom Mugeuk addressed his friends. "Since he chose me, I'll give my greetings last. Now, everyone else, go ahead and introduce yourselves."

The first to move was Bi Sayin, who swiftly detached the fainted Hwang Chun from his foot. Stepping forward, he greeted the Insect Physician, "I am Bi Sayin, the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance. I have heard much about you, Elder."

He revealed his identity out of respect for her.

The Insect Physician wasn't surprised at all to hear he was the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman. She simply massaged her arm and asked, "My only reputation is that of a money-grubber, isn't it?"

"Aren't there some insects that are more helpful to the world than humans?"

This one's quite clever, the Insect Physician thought. She suddenly asked, "So? Do you have a lot of money?"

"I do."

"Then buy a few bottles of Flower Worm Wine from me on your way out."

"Okay."

The Insect Physician's face brightened. "Buy five bottles, and don't complain that it's expensive."

In that moment, she truly looked like a money-grubber.

Meanwhile, Jo Dang was horrified as he listened to the conversation. That man is the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance?

To think he would meet the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman in a place like this, and without any subordinates.

Could the talkative man and the others be his subordinates? No wonder he's traveling with three beauties! If that's the case... I'm doomed! I should have chosen him!

Just then, Jin Hagun stepped forward and clasped his hands together politely. "I am Jin Hagun, Commander of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade. It is an honor to meet you."

The Insect Physician's expression grew pleased at the mention of the Demon Slaying Brigade. As someone who walked the path of righteousness, she had a basic fondness for the Young Alliance Chairman of the Murim Alliance. Even with a disciple from the Evil Alliance and such a deep connection to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader, she was a good person to the bone.

"I have heard of your excellent character many times," she commended. "Please continue to be a pillar of the murim."

"You are too kind. I will buy some wine as well," Jin Hagun offered, having guessed why she was trying to sell wine.

"You don't have to. It's too expensive." The Insect Physician shook her head, openly admitting that the price was a rip-off.

Still, Jin Hagun insisted, "I have a lot of money too."

"Then you just buy one bottle. Use the rest of your money for other good deeds," the Insect Physician said, certain that Jin Hagun's money would be used for good deeds anyway.

Of course, there was no way Geom Mugeuk would let this blatant favoritism slide.

"Aren't you discriminating too much? It's bad enough that my friend here has a scary face, but now he has to get ripped off too!"

"It's most satisfying to fleece villains. You, ten bottles."

"That's too much!"

Meanwhile, Jo Dang's eyes widened, startled by the title 'Demon Slaying Brigade Commander'. He knew very well that the commander of the Demon Slaying Brigade was next in line to become the Murim Alliance Chairman.

That man is the Young Alliance Chairman of the Murim Alliance?

He was so shocked that he no longer felt the pain from the insect bites.

Soon, however, he realized how absurd the situation was. The Murim Alliance Young Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman should never be together, especially without their subordinates.

Just who are these people? They must be imposters! So why is the Insect Physician accepting this ridiculous situation? Why is she believing them so readily? Are they working together to deceive me? But what's the point of doing that when they can easily overpower me...?

This time, Jin Haryong greeted, "I'm this guy's younger sister, Jin Haryong. It's a great honor to meet you."

"You and your brother seem to get along well, traveling together like this."

"We do."

Geom Mugeuk slyly interjected, teasing Jin Haryong, "She lost the succession battle, you see. What power does the loser have? If he says let's go, she has to go."

Jin Haryong scowled. This guy, he has no idea why I joined this trip, doesn't he? How could he make such a joke without knowing how I feel!?

She screamed, "Please lend me some of those poisonous insects you're holding! I'll shut that mouth right up!"

The Insect Physician offered her the poisonous insects.

Jin Haryong flinched back in surprise. Up close, they were truly disgusting and terrifying.

Next, Han Seol stepped forward, but the Insect Physician recognized her origins before she even introduced herself. "You've come from a cold place."

"I am Han Seol of the Ice Palace."

"Is your mother the Empress?"

"Yes, she is."

"Then you should buy a bottle too. It will chase away all the cold."

"Okay."

Finally, Lee Ahn offered her greeting. "I have heard about you from the Young Cult Leader. I am Lee Ahn."

The Insect Physician remembered Geom Mugeuk mentioning a Lee Ahn. "Right, he said he had a subordinate he cherished like his own heart. That must be you."

The Insect Physician gazed silently at Lee Ahn's face. Geom Mugeuk had told her about Lee Ahn in the past, and she had not forgotten their conversation. The undisguisable goodness emanating from this girl was the kind of disposition she liked most.

Therefore, she remarked, "You're too good for the Young Cult Leader."

Lee Ahn felt an overwhelming wave of emotion. It was the first time in her life she had heard such words. She had never even thought that about herself, always considering herself far too lacking for the Young Cult Leader. She had never once seen herself as his equal.

Although she knew it was just a compliment, the words moved her deeply, so she swallowed her emotions and replied calmly, "I am receiving such undeserved praise thanks to having served the Young Cult Leader for a long time. I will buy some wine as well."

"No! Don't buy it!" Geom Mugeuk shouted. "If you do, our Cult will be getting ripped off for eleven bottles!"

Jo Dang heard nothing else. The words 'Young Cult Leader' shook his very soul.

Young Cult Leader? The Young Cult Leader of where?

The Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman had appeared, and the Murim Alliance Young Alliance Chairman had appeared. There was only one place left.

Jo Dang slowly turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk. It can't be. Surely, it can't be?

"Young Cult Leader!" Pyo Jigwang shouted, emerging from the backyard with a container of poisonous insects. He set it down and ran to Geom Mugeuk. "It's been a long time, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk could tell from the sword at Pyo Jigwang's waist that he had even recovered his martial arts. "You look well."

"Thanks to you, Young Cult Leader, I am living well."

Pyo Jigwang couldn't hide his emotion. He wouldn't have resented Geom Mugeuk at all even if he had been killed back then, but Geom Mugeuk had given him a second chance. The life he lived now was a gift from the Young Cult Leader before him.

Naturally, Geom Mugeuk's wasn't the only familiar face to him. He quickly spotted Bi Sayin among the group.

"Young Alliance Chairman!" he greeted.

"Good to see you."

"Have you been well?" Pyo Jigwang's eyes filled with the deepest gratitude as he looked at Bi Sayin, who had saved his life in the past.

By the time everyone had finished their greetings, Jo Dang was lost in shock and confusion. With a trembling heart, he asked Geom Mugeuk, "Why do they call you the Young Cult Leader?"

"Because I am the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader."

"!" The reply made Jo Dang wish he had never asked. The moment he saw those clear, deep eyes, he knew instinctively that the man before him truly was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Feeling like he was going crazy, he shrieked, "Why on earth would people like you come to meet a mere physician?"

No matter how skilled this Insect Physician is, they surely have more distinguished physicians at their disposal, right?

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently. "You're wrong. This Elder here is an amazing person who sacrificed her entire life for the sake of orphans, even bearing the stigma of a money-grubber. She is the one meeting with mere brats like us." His eyes grew cold, laced with demonic qi. "The Insect Physician is someone even we respect greatly. What about you? What have you done?"

The Insect Physician closed her eyes as she listened. Geom Mugeuk's words were comforting, soothing the hardships of her difficult past.

Yes, if I can receive such an evaluation from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader, how could I have any regrets about this life?

Jo Dang trembled at Geom Mugeuk's rebuke, unable to say a word. He had lived a life that was the complete opposite of his sect's name, harmony. Living harmoniously? No, he had lived only for himself, committing all sorts of evil deeds with Hwang Chun to satisfy his own greed, and he had gotten away with it until now.

Today, though, he was well and truly caught by the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic murim.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Since you chose me, let's go to the Divine Cult together!"

Jo Dang's face turned deathly pale, and he staggered backward. It was clear what would happen to him if he were dragged to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

He looked at Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin, who stared back stoically. If they were the type to help him, they wouldn't have come here with Geom Mugeuk in the first place.

He staggered back toward the Insect Physician. As he did so, his gaze fell on the poisonous insect she was holding.

He slowly reached out, grabbed the Insect Physician's wrist, and pulled it toward himself. The poisonous insect in her hand touched his chest.

CHOMP!

"Aaaaaargh!"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Jo Dang had chosen the pain of being bitten to death by a poisonous insect over being dragged to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. "That choice might just be the best one," he said.

The Insect Physician nodded to Pyo Jigwang, who came over, sealed Jo Dang's and Hwang Chun's vital and blood points, and dragged them to the backyard.

Only now did Geom Mugeuk have a proper reunion with her.

"Elder! Divine Physician!" Geom Mugeuk ran over happily and lifted the Insect Physician into a hug. "My Noonim has gotten even more beautiful!"

He used to hug her impulsively like this in the past and had also playfully called her 'Noonim'.

The Insect Physician welcomed Geom Mugeuk with a bright smile. She rarely showed her emotions, but now she couldn't hide her delight. "I thought I would die without seeing you again, but you came. Did you finish what you had to do?"

"Yes." Geom Mugeuk nodded.

The Insect Physician smiled pleasantly and patted Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. "You've worked hard."

"This is all thanks to you, Elder," Geom Mugeuk said sincerely. It was thanks to the Insect Physician that he had achieved Myriad Poison Immunity, which in turn had allowed him to easily escape many dangers. "By the way, who were those people from before?"

The Insect Physician's eyes widened. "You're asking now?"

Pyo Jigwang answered as he walked out from the backyard. "They were scoundrels who tried to take away the home of the children the Elder sponsors."

Not just Geom Mugeuk, but his friends' expressions soured. This was a crime that would earn the same punishment whether they were dragged to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, or the Evil Alliance.

Geom Mugeuk offered to handle the cleanup. "If you leave them in the backyard, people from our Cult will come and take care of them soon."

Since this was related to the Insect Physician, he would have his people thoroughly investigate the scoundrels' deeds and ensure there were no loose ends.

"But what brings you here?" the Insect Physician asked.

Geom Mugeuk pointed to his friends. "I brought my friends to introduce them to you."

Everyone once again performed a clasped hands greeting to show their respect. They all knew why Geom Mugeuk had brought them here. He wanted to show them firsthand that a life like this existed—a life that leaves behind truth rather than fame, where fame is nothing more than an insect's shed skin.

Geom Mugeuk also had one more reason.

"Didn't I make you a promise?" he said.

"What promise?"

"That I would definitely cure your illness, Elder."

"!" A look of utter shock bloomed on the Insect Physician's face. She never imagined Geom Mugeuk would have come for such a reason. It was a promise she herself had forgotten.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "I think I can finally give it a try now."


Chapter 872: Now, Thirty More Years of Infamy

The Insect Physician was deeply moved. Geom Mugeuk's words, "I can give it a try now," meant he had been thinking about her illness all this time.

Her gaze toward Geom Mugeuk filled with deep gratitude. On nights she was too pained to sleep, the Young Cult Leader before her must have been somewhere, worrying.

"Thank you for your concern, but my illness can't be cured," she said.

She had spent her life studying rare poisonous insects. In the process, she had been poisoned by extreme toxins many times, ruining her body. Conventional medicine had no effect, so she was barely holding on by using poison to counteract poison.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "Please, believe in me."

Jin Hagun shot Geom Mugeuk a look of respect that went beyond mere surprise. In this moment, he reaffirmed just how much Geom Mugeuk valued the bonds he formed.

The Insect Physician retorted again, "There's no need to waste your energy on this old body. It's already broken beyond repair..."

Just then, Pyo Jigwang rushed over and tugged on her arm. "Master, at times like this, you're supposed to say, 'Alright, do whatever you want with this already broken body!'"

"You rascal, let go of me!"

"Being stubborn in your old age just makes the young ones work harder. Now, hurry up and go inside."

"I said, let go!"

Pyo Jigwang forcibly dragged her into the room.

Geom Mugeuk followed them inside and told his friends, "This might take a while."

Bi Sayin nodded. "Take your time and do it well."

Just as I expected!

Finally, he understood why Geom Mugeuk had come here. The man could have simply said he came to keep a promise, and it would have been a simple matter.

However, he felt Geom Mugeuk had kept them in the dark deliberately, to convey a message: 'Let's live like this from now on, sincerely helping others rather than chasing honor, and always keeping the promises we make.'

Geom Mugeuk entered the room where the Insect Physician had been taken. She was still bickering with Pyo Jigwang.

"I'm telling you, I'm fine. I know my own body best."

"Have you ever seen a monk shave his own head? Even a physician needs to see another physician when they're sick. Now, please sit down."

"I said I'm fine," the Insect Physician complained, even as she reluctantly sat on the edge of the bed.

"Is there anything you need?" Pyo Jigwang asked Geom Mugeuk. Although he didn't say it, his eyes revealed just how desperate he was.

"I'm fine."

"Please call if you need anything at all. I'll be waiting right outside the door," Pyo Jigwang said. Before he left, he whispered in his master's ear, "Don't be needlessly stubborn and do exactly as the Young Cult Leader tells you!"

The Insect Physician shook her head. "If you're going to take on a disciple, you should get a young one. This one nags more than I do."

"Youngsters these days are terrified of poisonous insects. Just think of that old man as the youngest one available."

The Insect Physician, who had been smiling faintly, said with a serious face. "Listen, Young Cult Leader."

"Yes, Elder?"

"You don't need to push yourself. I mean it," she said, knowing just how difficult it would be to cure her body. "As I told you, I'm in a state where poison is suppressing other poison. Over time, I developed a tolerance, and I had to use stronger poisons, but those poisons have become entangled with each other, creating a mess. It has reached a dangerous point where it could explode at the slightest touch. Not even you can handle it. So just go out and tell them you tried but failed. Let's just chat for a bit and then you can leave."

It seemed she had allowed herself to be dragged in with that intention from the start.

Geom Mugeuk argued back, "If it explodes at the slightest touch, then I'll just have to touch it even more slightly."

His mastery of martial arts had grown incomparably since he made the promise to her. His inner qi, imbued with the profound energy of the Six Elements Origin Qi, had become exceptionally pure.

"Yes, I know very well how outstanding you are, but it's still impossible." The Insect Physician explained, "Even if my body could withstand the treatment process, you can't do it alone. It's impossible to separate the clumped poisons, but even if you could, both poisons must be expelled from the body in an instant. One person can't possibly handle both tasks simultaneously."

In other words, it required two people.

After a moment of thought, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "I'll have to call an assistant, then."

Thinking he meant one of his friends waiting outside, the Insect Physician shook her head. "They can't handle the poison dwelling in my body. Do you want to watch your young friends spend the rest of their days massaging their aching shoulders and legs?"

Geom Mugeuk might be fine because of his Myriad Poison Immunity, but the poison was something others could not endure.

An astonishing statement came from Geom Mugeuk's lips. "There is. There is one other person who can withstand the poison."

"!" The Insect Physician's eyes widened in shock.

"Poison has no effect on my assistant."

Her eyes widened even further. "There's another with Myriad Poison Immunity besides you?"

She had used a lifetime's worth of ingredients to grant him Myriad Poison Immunity. How could there be another such miraculous encounter?

"You'll see, but please, try not to be surprised."

Even with the warning, the Insect Physician couldn't help but be astonished.

"Gasp!"

Her eyes flew open. A scene beyond mere surprise, something truly shocking, unfolded before her.

A being stood behind Geom Mugeuk, having appeared without a sound.

It was the Heavenly Demon Soul, manifested in human size.

"Relax your eyes! This is a very important person!" Geom Mugeuk broke the tension with a joke. After all, even reduced to human size, the presence exuded by the Heavenly Demon Soul was not something a person could easily withstand. "This is my Heavenly Demon Soul, manifested from my martial arts. It's a being that no poison can affect."

The Insect Physician was astounded. She had only heard about the Heavenly Demon Soul in stories before today. "From what I've heard, I thought it was enormous."

"It normally is, but my neck started to hurt from having to look up to chat with it." Geom Mugeuk turned to the Heavenly Demon Soul. "Friend, I need your help."

The Heavenly Demon Soul, which had been gazing at him, gave a slight nod.

The sight astonished the Insect Physician even more. Geom Mugeuk was communicating with a being born from his martial arts.

Geom Mugeuk said honestly, "To be honest, this is the first time I've attempted a treatment like this with the Heavenly Demon Soul, so I can't be certain." He glanced at his Heavenly Demon Soul. "However, I feel like I can succeed with my Heavenly Demon Soul by my side."

He sometimes used the Heavenly Space Secret Art to spend time with the Heavenly Demon Soul on a beach. All they did was sit quietly, watch the waves, and feel the sea breeze, but he felt himself growing closer to it. He could clearly sense the Heavenly Demon Soul's emotions and its potential.

"What do you say? Will you entrust yourself to me, no, to us?"

The Insect Physician's hesitation was brief. Geom Mugeuk was willing to manifest the Heavenly Demon Soul itself to treat her. Her connection with this Young Cult Leader ran deep.

Looking at Geom Mugeuk, she gave her consent. "Alright. Even a physician needs to find another physician when they're sick."

Geom Mugeuk was delighted and helped her sit in the middle of the bed. "Here, please sit comfortably."

The Insect Physician sat down cross-legged.

"It will be difficult if you remain awake. Please sleep for a while."

The Insect Physician nodded, following Geom Mugeuk's wishes. Even if she were to die like this, at least the last thing she would see was the Myriad Poison Immunity she had yearned for all her life.

Yes, it can't get any better than this.

Geom Mugeuk pressed a pressure point to put her to sleep, then said to the Heavenly Demon Soul. "Alright, the two of us are going to extract every last bit of poison from the Elder's body. Do as I say."

The Heavenly Demon Soul gave him a reassuring look. With it by his side, he was confident he could succeed.

Geom Mugeuk sat behind the Insect Physician and placed his palm on her back. The Heavenly Demon Soul sat in front of her and placed its palm on her chest.

"Alright, let's begin."

First, a stream of Geom Mugeuk's qi flowed into the Insect Physician's body. He slowly examined her interior. As expected, her blood vessels were severely damaged.

This won't do.

His qi gently enveloped her blood vessels, protecting and stabilizing her vessels and natural qi. He reinforced them with his own qi, as if shoring up a crumbling dam.

As he slowly soothed her insides, he found the poison deep within her blood vessels.

Here it is.

The poison was clumped together. As she had said, various poisons had accumulated over time, becoming entangled like one large mass.

Geom Mugeuk approached the poison cautiously. If he mishandled it and caused it to flare up, it would be over.

Slowly, very slowly, he examined the poison. Just as she had said, it was largely divided into two parts. However, they were intertwined like a spider's web, and separating them did not look easy. It was too large to be moved as it was.

I have to untangle it and split it into two pieces.

He sent a signal to the waiting Heavenly Demon Soul.

[Now it's your turn to help!]

The Heavenly Demon Soul injected a stream of its qi.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. He had only recently discovered that the Heavenly Demon Soul could use qi. He didn't know if it was a normal ability or if his was special, but it could move its qi with the same deliberation as he could.

Once the Heavenly Demon Soul's qi reached the poison, Geom Mugeuk began to seriously separate the tangled toxins. His qi moved like the hands of a living person. Untangling intertwined poisons with qi alone was a feat that required his level of martial arts mastery.

The Heavenly Demon Soul assisted in this task. Having been born from Geom Mugeuk's body, it knew what its master wanted without being told. In that moment, the Heavenly Demon Soul was the finest assistant in the world.

Just as only a true master can display the art of patience, Geom Mugeuk worked so slowly that one might wonder if the treatment would ever end. As he worked, the Heavenly Demon Soul's qi would envelop and calm any poison that tried to escape into the blood vessels.

Geom Mugeuk was truly the physician, and the Heavenly Demon Soul was perfectly playing the role of the assistant physician.

The more he worked, though, the more he could see why the Insect Physician had been unable to remove the poison herself. All sorts of unknown poisons were entangled. It was such a mess that it was impossible to know where to even begin.

Still, he calmly untied the knots one by one. He was a man who had spent a lifetime searching for materials for his grand technique.

No matter how tangled it is, can it be harder to unravel than my life before I regressed?

Two hours passed, and then another four. Time continued to flow, but Geom Mugeuk's concentration remained as sharp as when he started.

As he began to untangle the last knot of poison, he conveyed to the Heavenly Demon Soul.

[Alright, get ready.]

They had reached the most critical moment of the treatment.

The tangled poison completely separated after a series of delicate qi movements. At that very instant, Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul enveloped the poisons with their qi and began to move them along blood vessels in opposite directions.

[We have to get the poison out before it runs rampant!]

Once separated, both the suppressing poison and the suppressed poison began to run wild. The tendency to suppress and the feeling of liberation were both activated. The qi of Geom Mugeuk and the Heavenly Demon Soul surrounded them, moving them as quickly as possible toward the blood vessels where their palms were placed.

"Ugh!" A short cry escaped the Insect Physician's lips. Even in her sleep, she seemed to feel the poison expanding and about to erupt.

[A little faster!]

The blood vessels swelled, and the poison was on the verge of exploding.

SWOOOOSH!

Half of the poison reached Geom Mugeuk's palm and was sucked in. Just as the poison was about to spread out from his palm in all directions...

FWOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk instantly incinerated it with his True Samadhi Fire.

However, there was not just one flame.

FWOOSH!

Above the Heavenly Demon Soul's palm, the poison also vanished with a burst of flame. The Heavenly Demon Soul had also succeeded in expelling the poison from the body before it could wreak havoc inside.

"Hooo..."

A sigh of relief escaped Geom Mugeuk automatically. The procedure had been a success, but just barely. He expressed his gratitude to the Heavenly Demon Soul. "I couldn't have done it without you. Thank you, my friend."

A faint smile seemed to form on the Heavenly Demon Soul's lips, and then it vanished without a sound.

Geom Mugeuk injected his qi to check the rest of the Insect Physician's body. Only after confirming that no poison remained did he wake her.

The Insect Physician slowly opened her eyes. The look in them was different from before.

"...I'm alive."

No, she was more than just alive. She could feel that the terrible poison that had dominated her body was completely gone. As the poison vanished, the excruciating pain that felt like her whole body was melting away disappeared with it.

She couldn't even remember the last time her body hadn't been in pain.

"You did it," she croaked hoarsely, her voice trembling as much as her gaze.

"It wasn't me, it was you, Elder Physician."

"......"

"If you hadn't given me the miraculous encounter of Myriad Poison Immunity, today's treatment would have been impossible."

"......" The Insect Physician silently grasped Geom Mugeuk's hand. This withered hand would no longer need to massage her shoulders and legs.

Geom Mugeuk apologized, "I'm sorry I couldn't treat you sooner."

"......" The Insect Physician's grip on Geom Mugeuk's hand tightened. Her face overflowed with an unconcealable joy and emotion.

"Now you'll be able to spread your infamy for at least another thirty years," Geom Mugeuk added, smirking.

When the two of them came out of the room, everyone was waiting outside.

The moment Pyo Jigwang saw the Insect Physician, his eyes filled with tears. He could tell just from her gait that the treatment had been a success.

"Master!" he cried, bursting into tears. The way he bowed his head and wept showed how much he cared for the Insect Physician.

The Insect Physician looked at her disciple and said mischievously, "You rascal, you still have to give me my morning massages."

Pyo Jigwang wiped his tears with his sleeve. "Then you have to promise me that you'll drink a glass of water first."

Jin Hagun, Bi Sayin, Lee Ahn, Jin Haryong, and Han Seol were all looking at Geom Mugeuk. The fact that it had taken so long meant the treatment had been truly difficult, but as always, Geom Mugeuk had accomplished the difficult task.

"I'm starving. You guys didn't eat without me, did you?" Geom Mugeuk asked suspiciously. "Where's your loyalty?"

Everyone smiled brightly at him as he made a silly comment, just as he always did.

"You're hungry, aren't you?" The Insect Physician swung the arm she previously couldn't even lift due to pain.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened in alarm. "You shouldn't be moving like that yet."

"Nonsense. Just wait, I'll cook for you myself."

"Does this mean I finally get to taste your bug cuisine, Elder?" Geom Mugeuk asked. He had tried the bug cuisine once before, back when he was undergoing the grand technique for Myriad Poison Immunity.

To everyone but Geom Mugeuk and the Insect Physician, though, this statement struck them like a thunderbolt.

Geom Mugeuk grinned, planning to tease his friends. "It was gross, but it tasted alright."

Not only the women but also Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin were startled.

It has to be a joke, right? If the Insect Physician really offered it, we won't be able to refuse out of politeness!

However, the Insect Physician shook her head. "No, I won't do that."

"Huh?" Geom Mugeuk blinked in confusion. Was this really the same Insect Physician who used to tear the wings off poisonous insects and eat their legs raw because of the pain?

The Insect Physician snorted. "Why would I feed bugs to such precious guests? Gwang, go buy all the ingredients for a feast. Get beef, pork, and chicken! We're having a grand banquet today!"

Everyone was relieved, but Geom Mugeuk alone shouted with a look of disbelief. "But you fed the bugs to me!"

"Well, I didn't think you'd actually eat them just because I told you to." The Insect Physician turned to the others. "Just wait, I'll cook you all a delicious meal."

Everyone smiled warmly.

"Yes! We'll look forward to it, Elder Physician!"

Only Geom Mugeuk yelled, "You said one has to know how to eat poisonous insects to know life!"

The Insect Physician walked away with an expression that said the very thought was disgusting. "Who eats bugs these days?"


Chapter 873: Don't I Look More Handsome in Person?

The Insect Physician flitted about energetically, even before fully recovering her strength. This was a testament to how sick she had been.

"Jigwang, go see if the pork is done boiling!"

"Yes."

"And hurry up and wash the vegetables."

"I'm on it!"

Pyo Jigwang was excited too. The delicious smells of boiling, simmering, and stir-frying filled the courtyard.

Lee Ahn offered to help, but the Insect Physician flatly refused. She wanted to prepare a proper meal for Geom Mugeuk with her own hands.

She had recovered, but she was getting on in years. Her guest was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and there was no guarantee they would ever meet again.

Watching her bustle about happily, Lee Ahn smiled. "I don't think I have the confidence to live like that..."

THUMP!

Before she could finish, Geom Mugeuk rested his head on her shoulder.

Lee Ahn turned her head. Geom Mugeuk, who had been nagging the Insect Physician just moments ago, had fallen asleep.

Seeing him sleep so peacefully, she realized how much mental energy he had expended on the treatment.

That's right, get some rest now, Young Master.

Lee Ahn remained still, afraid she might wake Geom Mugeuk. She released her qi, creating a barrier to block out all external sounds. Her skills had advanced to the point where this was possible.

Just then, Han Seol emerged from the building. She saw Geom Mugeuk leaning on Lee Ahn and immediately turned back inside, only to run into Jin Haryong.

"It looks like we still have some time until the meal," she said. "Would you like to have a cup of tea in my room?"

Jin Haryong nodded. "Alright."

Han Seol led her into her room.

Meanwhile, Bi Sayin was in the backyard, looking at the poisonous insects displayed on one of the walls. Pyo Jigwang had assured him he could look as much as he wanted, since the insects that emitted deadly poison were stored separately.

Jin Hagun walked over as Bi Sayin was observing the insects. "Fortunately, it seems we won't have to eat those bugs."

Bi Sayin said to the bug he was observing, "You're all very lucky."

Jin Hagun stood beside Bi Sayin. A sense of camaraderie, born from dealing with their common enemy Geom Mugeuk, had brought them closer.

After watching the insects for a moment, Bi Sayin asked, "Aren't you worried about the Alliance?"

Jin Hagun shook his head. "I was worried the first day, but now I don't feel anything."

Bi Sayin smiled. It was an uncharacteristic thing for Jin Hagun to say.

"What about you?" Jin Hagun asked.

"I wasn't worried, not even on the first day."

This time, Jin Hagun laughed. It was unbelievable they were having such a conversation, considering the atmosphere when they first met. "Do you remember? The day I asked Mugeuk what kind of demonic path he dreamed of."

Bi Sayin nodded. He had been there that day too.

Jin Hagun continued, "Back then, Mugeuk said that the murim he dreams of is one where the Orthodox, Unorthodox, and Demonic paths get along well."

Bi Sayin picked up where Jin Hagun left off. "In the end, he's sticking to his words."

"He's so stubborn."

Bi Sayin completely agreed. It was that stubbornness that had dragged them all here today.

Jin Hagun asked cautiously, "Can I ask you something?"

"Young Lady Han?"

Jin Hagun nodded.

"She's a friend..." Bi Sayin admitted honestly, something he would have never revealed had he not gotten closer to Jin Hagun. Still, he added, "...For now."

A faint smile touched Jin Hagun's lips. "I hope things go well with her."

"Thanks."

Just then, Pyo Jigwang's voice rang out from the courtyard. "Dinner is ready!"


The next morning, Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Insect Physician.

"Stay a little longer! I'll make you more delicious food."

"No matter how grand the feast you prepared yesterday was, the most delicious thing I ever ate was that bug feast from the past! The one that taught me the pain of betrayal."

The Insect Physician laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

Geom Mugeuk grew serious and bid her farewell. "Please stay healthy until I see you again!"

The Insect Physician wondered if there would be a next time, but then reconsidered. There would be. Geom Mugeuk was the type to visit even if he only heard news of her death. "You too. Take care until then."

Jin Hagun, Bi Sayin, and the three women also bid farewell to the Insect Physician and Pyo Jigwang.

After the goodbyes, Pyo Jigwang approached Geom Mugeuk to express his gratitude separately. "Young Cult Leader, you've saved my life twice now."

Geom Mugeuk understood he meant that saving his master was the same as saving him. "Well, the two people I saved will go on to save two hundred, no, two thousand more lives."

Pyo Jigwang's gaze deepened. When he first met Geom Mugeuk, he had been a wreck. Now, he was living a precious life, and he had the Young Cult Leader to thank for it. "Farewell."

As he walked away from the main gate, Geom Mugeuk glanced back. Pyo Jigwang was massaging his master's shoulders as they went back inside together.

You two live well.

When Geom Mugeuk turned back around, everyone's eyes were on him.

Lee Ahn asked, "Where are we going now?"

"Let's just go wherever our feet take us," Geom Mugeuk answered.


When they saw the sign hanging over the restaurant, the whole group stopped in their tracks and stared.

"That's a very brave name, isn't it?" Lee Ahn remarked incredulously.

Everyone nodded in agreement.

@[The Heavenly Horse Restaurant (天馬飯店).]@[^1]

They wondered who would dare use the name 'Heavenly Demon', but the Hanja characters were different. It used the character for 'horse' (馬), not 'demon' (魔). In any case, it was a name certain to catch the eye of passersby.

"How can we just pass by a place with a name like this? We're hungry, so let's grab a bite there," Geom Mugeuk suggested.

Everyone nodded in agreement. They were all curious about who would choose such a name and why.

They stepped inside. The restaurant seemed decent, with quite a few customers already seated.

A young woman who looked like a newlywed guided them to a table.

"A bowl of noodles for each of us, please."

Compared to the restaurant's grand name, though, the food was ordinary.

Since their visit was more out of curiosity than hunger, Geom Mugeuk asked the woman a question after they finished their meal. "Is the owner here fond of horses?"

The woman, who had clearly been asked this question many times, immediately understood. "Yes, he loves horses very much."

"Why are you lying?" A customer at the next table chimed in, then revealed the real reason. "It's because the owner here has met the Heavenly Demon in person."

Geom Mugeuk and his companions were startled. In contrast, the customer who had saidn and his friends laughed in amusement.

Someone from inside the kitchen called out, "I'm telling you, I really did meet him!"

"Yeah, sure you did."

The owner who shouted from the kitchen and the customer seemed to know each other. The customer was likely a regular.

With a conversation like this going on, how could Geom Mugeuk simply let it pass?

"Owner, did you really meet the Demonic Cult Leader?" he asked.

A reply came from the kitchen. "That's right."

"Tell us the story! And bring a bottle of liquor here. Serve a round to the other tables, too. All drinks are on me!"

All the customers cheered, and the atmosphere instantly heated up.

"It's been a while, hasn't it? Come on out and tell the story!"

The customers egged the chef on. It seemed most of them had heard the story before.

Fearing they might miss out on the free drinks, another person urged him on again. "Hurry up and tell it!"

"Yeah! Come on out!"

A moment later, the chef walked out from the kitchen.

He flinched when he saw Geom Mugeuk. It wasn't because Geom Mugeuk was a martial artist, nor was it because his companions had an unusual air about them.

"Have we met before?" the chef asked.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head, and the man tilted his own. The face was familiar, but he couldn't for the life of him remember where he had seen it.

"Now, let's hear the story of how you met the Heavenly Demon!" Geom Mugeuk insisted.

The cook's eyes grew distant as he began his story. "In my younger days, I worked as an investigator for a moneylender. My job was to confirm a borrower's family lived at their listed address and get them to act as a guarantor."

Surprisingly, the man was none other than Deokchul, the moneylender investigator who had gone to collect money from Geom Woojin in the past.

"This might sound hard to believe, but at the time, the Demonic Cult Leader's son borrowed money from a moneylender."

Jin Hagun shot Geom Mugeuk an exasperated look. Beside him, Bi Sayin nodded with conviction. The incident was so absurd that they were certain it had to be Geom Mugeuk.

Meanwhile, the other customers were already laughing. The story was unbelievable from the very start.

"Anyone hearing this would think the Young Cult Leader is a reckless brat."

"If that were the case, he would've just bought the whole moneylender's business. Or taken it by force."

For ordinary people, the idea of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult borrowing money from a moneylender was unimaginable.

As if he had experienced this reaction many times, Deokchul stoically continued his story. "I went all the way to the village in front of the Demonic Cult Headquarters and met the Demon Supremes, and even the First Young Lord there."

How could anyone believe that a mere moneylender's investigator could see the Demon Supremes and the First Young Lord? Still, no one scoffed yet. The real kicker was yet to come.

"Anyway, right in front of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters, there were merchants were selling dolls of the Demon Supremes."

"......" Everyone held back their laughter, sensing this wasn't the punchline yet.

Deokchul continued, "I bought dolls of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha back then. Then, at a tavern there, I met the Heavenly Demon."

As if on cue, the customers burst out laughing. Those who had heard the story before laughed, and those hearing it for the first time laughed too.

How could he tell such a ridiculous story so nonchalantly? It was funny because the lie was so absurd, and he told it with such a straight face.

Deokchul's wife, however, was upset. Why did her husband keep telling this story when he knew it would only bring him ridicule?

Nevertheless, Deokchul ignored them and rambled on, "It wasn't an ordinary tavern. Writings left by the Demon Supremes and the Heavenly Demon were on the walls."

""!!!"" Suddenly, Geom Mugeuk and his companions realized the man was telling the truth.

"I went up to him while he was drinking alone and asked him to be the guarantor for his son."

Geom Mugeuk couldn't resist grinning. "So? What did he say?"

"He laughed heartily. My persuasion that no parent can win against their child eventually convinced him to sign the guarantor form."

Geom Mugeuk had actually heard from Jo Yang of the moneylender's that his father had met an investigator. It seemed the man standing before him now was that very person!

Deokchul expressed his deep gratitude for the Demonic Cult Leader. "Even though I was incredibly rude, the Heavenly Demon didn't kill me. Instead, he gave me a thousand taels and told me to buy his doll."

Laughter erupted again at the part about buying the doll. Someone commented that this part was funny no matter how many times they heard it.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Why do you keep telling this story when you know people don't believe you?"

Deokchul revealed his reason. "Because it's the truth. That day, I promised the Cult Leader that I would return to my hometown and live as a new man. With the money he gave me, I came back home, opened this restaurant, and married my wife."

His gaze turned to his wife, who sighed deeply. "Please, stop now," she pleaded, tears streaming from her eyes.

Her husband was a good man, someone she could trust for the rest of her life, but he had this one flaw. She couldn't understand his obsession with this lie and hated seeing him become a laughingstock.

"I'm sorry," Deokchul apologized.

"Promise me you'll stop from now on," his wife said firmly.

Deokchul hesitated for a moment before nodding. He knew his wife was upset, but he hadn't realized it pained her this much. "Alright." He turned to Geom Mugeuk. "The people here will be the last to hear my story. I'm sorry, Darling. I won't do it again."

"Thank you." The wife heaved a sigh of relief.

Deokchul began trudging back to the kitchen, but Geom Mugeuk asked from behind him, "So, did you buy the dolls?"

Deokchul stopped in his tracks and turned to look at Geom Mugeuk. "Why do you ask?"

"Because I believe you."

For a moment, surprise flashed across Deokchul's face. "You believe me?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded seriously.

Deokchul could tell from Geom Mugeuk's expression that the young man wasn't mocking him. He truly believed the story. "Why do you believe me?" he asked curiously.

Geom Mugeuk replied, "Because I think you told the truth."

Deokchul's face brightened. No one had ever believed his story before. He knew his wife didn't truly believe him either, despite what she said.

Well, since today is the last time I tell this story anyway...

"Please wait a moment."

Deokchul brought a box from the kitchen. He had never shown this to anyone but his wife before.

He opened the box, revealing the dolls he had bought. Not only were there dolls of the Eight Demon Supremes, but also of Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk.

The customers, seeing the dolls for the first time, crowded around.

"Oh! These are well-made."

"Who is this supposed to be?"

"This Demon Supreme is so cool!"

Geom Mugeuk inspected the dolls closely. Deokchul indeed had all the dolls that were being sold at the time he borrowed money. "Why did you buy all the dolls?" he asked.

If the story was correct, then Deokchul only needed to buy the Cult Leader and Fist Demon dolls, but the dolls laid out also included his own doll and those of the other Eight Demon Supremes.

Deokchul hesitated. "The reason I bought them all was..."

Geom Mugeuk finished the sentence for him despite being the one to ask the question, "Because they offered a thirty percent discount if you bought them all at once, right?"

Deokchul stared at Geom Mugeuk, shocked. "That's right. How did you know?"

Geom Mugeuk smirked and continued, "The amount the Demonic Cult Leader's son borrowed was ten taels, wasn't it?"

"That's right, it was ten taels... Eeeek!" Deokchul was suddenly startled. "How did you know that, too?"

Now, all the customers' eyes turned to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk wondered out loud, "If someone lends money to the son, should they really go to the father to collect it?"

Everyone was bewildered, wondering what he meant.

Geom Mugeuk placed one of the dolls from the box on the table. "Whose doll is this?"

"It's the Young Cult Leader's doll."

Geom Mugeuk stood next to the doll, then struck the exact same pose as the doll. "Don't I look more handsome in person?"

Everyone's gaze flickered between Geom Mugeuk and the doll.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

A scream erupted from someone who realized the two looked exactly alike.

A deathly silence fell over the restaurant.

Geom Mugeuk raised his hand, and all the liquor bottles and cups in the room floated into the air and filled themselves. With this single move, he proved he was the real Young Cult Leader.

Then, he placed ten taels on the table in addition to the cost of their meal. It was for the drinks he had promised, and he deliberately made it ten taels.

He addressed his final words to Deokchul's wife. "Your husband is not a liar or a braggart. He is a wonderful man who kept his promise to my father."

A mixture of apology and awe washed over the face of Deokchul's wife.

Geom Mugeuk left with his companions.

Deokchul, his wife, and the customers all rushed outside to see them off.

They were overwhelmed. Not only had the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult appeared in person, he had also bought and poured them drinks. This was a story they could pass down for generations.

Watching them walk away, Deokchul's wife was the first to apologize. "I'm sorry, Dear."

Deokchul shook his head in a daze. "It's alright, Darling."

The customers also apologized. Their mouths were already itching to tell the story of what they had just witnessed.

"We're sorry for not believing you all this time."

"I apologize as well."

"Please forgive us."

Deokchul smiled at them. He knew that no matter how much they boasted, no one would believe their stories of what happened today too.

"Now you've all become braggarts as well!" he declared.

The customers laughed at his words.

When they looked out the windows, the Young Cult Leader and his group had already vanished.

"If I tell people about this too, no one in the world will believe me, will they?" Deokchul asked.

His wife smiled, accepting his regretful yet overwhelming feelings. "Keep telling that story. I'll always believe you from now on, for the rest of my life."

---

Translator's Note: Selamat Hari Raya! Eid Mubarak!

[^1]: Word pun. Remember the "Thousand Horse Escort Agency"? This is similar. The hangul says Cheonma Restaurant, and the Hanja states that Cheonma is Heavenly Horse (or Pegasus).


Chapter 874: You've Saved Up a Lot of Money, Haven't You?

Where the water had receded, only mud remained. Some houses had collapsed, while others were filled to the brim with mud.

People cleared the area, sinking waist-deep into the thick muck as children and adults alike shed tears. The women struggled to salvage any household goods buried in the mud.

A man and a woman watched the scene from a short distance away.

The woman was Geum Arin of the Golden Dragon Clan.

"Last night's flood caused the levee to break, overwhelming the village. Many people died, unable to escape in time," she sighed at the report from the Golden Dragon Chamberlain standing beside her. "Have new houses built for those who lost their homes."

"Surely you don't mean all of them?" the Chamberlain asked, surprised.

"Yes, rebuild all of them. Also, arrange temporary lodging and send relief supplies."

The Patriarch of the Golden Dragon Clan, Geum Cheonbang, had entrusted the family's affairs to Geum Arin and stepped back from the front lines. Now, she made all the family's decisions.

"It will cost more money than you think," the Chamberlain mumbled reluctantly.

However, Geum Arin was firm. This village was located not too far from the Golden Dragon Clan, after all. "Even so, we can't just stand by and watch those people suffer, can we?"

"We can request cooperation from the Murim Alliance to handle this together," the Chamberlain argued.

"This is our territory. We should be the ones to look after these people."

"Didn't you spend a hundred thousand taels for people from another region last time?"

Geum Arin nodded. She understood the Chamberlain's concern. "Are you worried I'll squander the main family's fortune?"

"That's not it, but..."

Geum Arin smiled. Despite his words, he was clearly worried. "I'm a greedy person, too, but this is something that must be done."

"......"

The Chamberlain's gaze seemed to ask why she had changed so much, but she didn't tell him. "Please proceed at once."

"Yes, I understand."

Geum Arin stood for a moment, watching the restoration work. Not only the villagers but also martial artists with swords at their waists had come to help with the recovery.

The men cleared heavy debris while the women carried out household items from their homes. Some were looking after the children. A fire was lit on one side, and food was cooked to feed the young ones. The clueless little kids giggled and ran around.

Just then, someone spoke from behind her. "Looks like the Golden Dragon Clan is making a lot of money these days."

She turned in surprise to see a middle-aged man standing a short distance away. He had a round face and a portly build, but his presence was incredibly sharp, belying his unassuming appearance.

Geum Arin was taken aback. She a martial arts expert who had once led the secret organization run by the Golden Dragon Trading Company. Although she had been neglecting her martial arts training lately after formally taking over the family's affairs, she still possessed the sharpness to recognize an opponent's skill at a glance.

He's a master.

Yes, this man was a master so powerful that even she had to be on high alert. Worse, the moment she saw him, she knew he had not come with good intentions.

SHHHHK!

A man with pure white hair appeared before her, releasing his concealment. He was Lim Hyuk, her bodyguard. She had deliberately brought only him here to avoid causing a commotion.

Lim Hyuk warned Geum Arin through telepathy. [He is a master. Please be careful.]

Geum Arin nodded. Many things had happened after the rumor spread through the merchant world that her father had stepped down. There were schemes by those who thought she was naive about the world and tried to lowball contract terms, or those who saw her as an easy target and tried to gain some advantage. Many of their methods had failed, but no one had ever confronted her so directly.

Lim Hyuk drew his sword, but the man showed no fear.

From that alone, Geum Arin could tell the opponent's skill surpassed Lim Hyuk's, so she had him step aside. If the opponent had intended to kill her, he would have ambushed her instead of revealing himself.

She asked politely, "May I ask for your esteemed name, Senior?"

"People call me the Bloody Wallet."

Lim Hyuk's expression hardened, recognizing the alias. If the rumors about the Bloody Wallet's skills were true, he was an opponent they couldn't easily handle even if they attacked together.

Geum Arin had also heard of the Bloody Wallet. After all, he was an infamous figure in the merchant world, notorious for latching onto trading companies across the Central Plains like a leech and extorting money from them.

One might think such a scoundrel couldn't be much of a master, but the murim always had its exceptions. They say money can even command ghosts, and the fact that he survived while extorting from the cash-rich merchant world was proof of what a formidable master he was.

The Bloody Wallet enjoyed exerting his influence in the merchant world and took pleasure in ripping them off. The money he extorted this way was squandered on alcohol and gambling. He was also known to spend tens of thousands of taels in a single night at a brothel.

"A person of great renown has graced us with his presence," she said sarcastically.

The Bloody Wallet grinned widely. "How could my reputation compare to yours? I hear the Golden Dragon Clan is busy saving the world these days."

Geum Arin scowled. It seemed her recent good deeds had reached the ears of this money-grubbing demon. "There's a reason for those good deeds."

"What reason?"

"I made a promise. To live a good life."

"With whom?"

Geum Arin smiled. Originally, she wasn't the type to help those in need or make donations, but after becoming the successor of the Golden Dragon Clan, she had not spared any expense in performing good deeds.

She was living with the mindset of atoning for her past mistakes, and following the will of the one person who had helped her become the successor.

"There's someone whose name uses the character for smoke," she answered. "It's a promise with that person, who vanished like smoke."

Of course, the Bloody Wallet had no idea what she was talking about. "Why do you still keep someone who vanished like smoke in your heart?"

Because he isn't just any smoke.

Even now, Geum Arin thought of Geom Yeon from time to time and all the amazing things he had accomplished. It would be nice to see him one more time, but she would likely never see him again.

"Why have you come to see me?" she asked, feigning ignorance despite knowing better than anyone why he had visited. "Please, tell me."

The Bloody Wallet took a piece of paper from his pocket and held it out. It was a contract stating that she would pay three hundred thousand taels in exchange for protection from an enemy.

Geum Arin grit her teeth. He's demanding a staggering three hundred thousand taels!?

"Who is this dangerous enemy written here?" she demanded.

The Bloody Wallet slowly approached her in response. Lim Hyuk tried to block him, but Geum Arin signaled that it was fine. Now that he had presented the contract, nothing would happen until she affixed her seal.

The Bloody Wallet came to her side and looked at the restoration work. A man covered head to toe in mud passed them, pushing a handcart filled with mud and broken furniture.

Watching the scene, the Bloody Wallet mentioned someone. "From what I hear, there's a very vicious bastard in the merchant world. They say he's so greedy for money that he's a madman who isn't satisfied until he's taken everything his opponent has, including their life. I've heard he's like a natural disaster that merchants can't defend against, just like the flood that swept through this place." He turned to look at Geum Arin. "I'm saying I'll protect you from him."

Geum Arin understood. That vicious bastard was none other than the Bloody Wallet himself. In other words, it was a shameless threat—if she didn't hand over three hundred thousand taels, he would take all her money and kill her.

He must have prepared the contract so that he could claim it was a legitimate transaction if the Murim Alliance later took issue with it.

Geum Arin recalled a recent incident in the merchant world. "I heard a rumor recently that the Director of the Nine Dragons Trading Company had one of his arms cut off. Was that the work of that vicious man as well?"

It was publicly known that he lost his arm in an accident, but seeing the Bloody Wallet, she was certain he too had fallen victim to the scoundrel.

The Bloody Wallet's smirk confirmed her guess. "I'd say that vicious bastard showed mercy. He ended it with just one arm."

Geum Arin fumed. When her father was the Patriarch, the Bloody Wallet had never visited the Golden Dragon Clan. Her father's close relationship with the Murim Alliance Chairman was public knowledge.

Now that she had taken over the family's affairs, though, he had shown up as if to make a point, as if he had been waiting for this very moment. Moreover, for him to come to her like this while her father was still very much alive meant that this man not only had the skills but also the audacity of a true madman.

"I'm sorry, but I don't have that much money right now. If you come back later, I'll give it to you then."

"You have money to build houses for those people, though?"

Geum Arin sighed inwardly. It looked like the Bloody Wallet had overheard her earlier conversation with the Chamberlain. That was why he had said, "Looks like the Golden Dragon Clan is making a lot of money these days."

"Alright, let's do this. First, I'll take just the money to build their houses. I'll consider the rest a loan from me to you. I'll only charge one percent interest per day," the Bloody Wallet said, presenting an unacceptable condition.

Geum Arin gave no answer. This man clearly enjoyed this kind of process. The amount of money wasn't important to him. What mattered was the opponent's reaction.

"Ah, you probably haven't heard that rumor," the Bloody Wallet continued. "They say that before the vicious man cut off his arm, the bodyguard protecting the Nine Dragons Director was beheaded. You haven't heard that, have you? Your only concern is money, after all. The Director of the Nine Dragons Trading Company boasted that he wouldn't give any money because he trusted the bodyguard protecting him. In the end, only that bodyguard met a pitiful fate. I heard he had a family, too."

Geum Arin narrowed her eyes. That was a threat to kill Lim Hyuk. The Bloody Wallet was truly arrogant, extorting money and mocking her at the same time.

He followed up his threat by drawing his sword.

SHIIING!

"Let me lessen our Young Lady's worries. People tend to make decisions faster once their subordinate's head is cut off."

He moved to kill Lim Hyuk.

Geum Arin stated coldly, "If you touch us, the Murim Alliance won't stand by."

The Bloody Wallet snorted, confident she wouldn't report this incident to her father. "You're the one leading the family, and you're going to tattle to your father because you can't handle your own affairs? Go on, tell him."

Geum Arin's heart sank. Her appeal to use the Murim Alliance was useless.

"Even if the Murim Alliance comes to investigate, I'll bribe the investigator with half of the three hundred thousand taels. Let's see if he chooses justice or money." The Bloody Wallet smirked, enjoying the situation. For him, there was nothing more thrilling than taking away what was most important to someone. He taunted, "I will kill this man and cut off one of your arms. Then again, even without an arm, someone else will count your money for you. They'll feed you and wash you, too. That's the great thing about being rich."

Geum Arin's expression hardened. Damn it, there's not guarantee we could win in a fight...

"I'll affix my seal," she said in the end. She couldn't lose Lim Hyuk over three hundred thousand taels. She then added, "If you kill him, you'll have to get that seal from my father."

She meant she would die here with her subordinate as well.

"Then I'll just take one arm from this man." The Bloody Wallet raised his sword to cut off Lim Hyuk's arm.

Geum Arin drew her own sword and stood in front of the man who had been her bodyguard since she was a child. "You won't touch a single hair on his head!"

Lim Hyuk stepped in front of her again. He would give not just his arm but his life if it meant she could be safe. "I will be fine, Young Lady."

The Bloody Wallet laughed, "Acting so devoted, how can I not kill him? I'm curious to see the reaction."

He raised his sword high.

SPLAT!

Something flew toward the Bloody Wallet. Thinking it was a hidden weapon, he glanced down in surprise, only to see he was splattered with mud.

He looked up and realized that a young man who had been moving debris with a handcart had thrown mud at him.

"Hey, what do you think you're doing? Everyone else is working, and you're just picking fights!" the young man scolded.

The Bloody Wallet was momentarily dumbfounded. He had not only been interrupted, but hit with mud.

Why didn't I sense it? Is it because he has no killing intent?

He stared at the young man, who wore a sword, but showed no sign of having learned martial arts.

Above all, he felt no tension because the young man's face and entire body were covered in mud. A true master would never be doing this kind of hard manual labor.

The Bloody Wallet laughed out loud, amused. "Lost your house, so now you've lost your mind?"

"Could it be?" Geum Arin's eyes, fixed on the young man, grew wider and wider.

When she first saw him, his face seemed familiar. She hadn't recognized him at once because his whole body and face were covered in mud, but when she heard his voice, she knew.

"Geom Yeon!"

Geum Arin had never been so happy to see someone. She was so overjoyed she almost cheered. Surprisingly, the person passing by with the handcart was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"What are you doing here?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk replied, "I was on my way to see you, but I couldn't just pass by when I saw these people suffering, so I was helping out."

"You were on your way to see me? Why?"

"Have you already forgotten? I told you I'd introduce you to some friends next time, didn't I?"

Geum Arin was stunned.

That's right. He did say that. That he had friends who were too pure for their positions. That he would introduce me to such people.

She had interpreted his words to mean that her position as the Young Lady of the Golden Dragon Clan wasn't so great, and that she should just live a good life without making a fuss, but he had really come to introduce her to his friends?

On the other hand, the Bloody Wallet's expression hardened. The fact that this man knew Geum Arin bothered him. It meant he had approached them intentionally.

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk threw an unexpected question at the Bloody Wallet. "You've saved up a lot of money, haven't you?"

"Why do you ask?"

"My friends have such sharp ears. They heard everything. I might have tipped them off a little, too. And... they're all very eager to cut off your arms."

"What?"

"See, there are five others besides me in my group, so not only your arms but your legs have all been claimed. It looks like you'll have to spend the rest of your life lying down, having someone feed you. You're going to need a lot of money."

The Bloody Wallet's expression hardened instantly. This young man's words were too strange to be the mere ramblings of a madman.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "One person in particular got really heated. Why did you have to bring up the Murim Alliance? I'll try to stop him, but he's rediscovered his true nature during this trip and has become very rough and violent. He might even defect to the unorthodox at this rate."

"?" The Bloody Wallet had no idea what this mud-caked young man was talking about.

Geom Mugeuk looked back at the busy construction site. "Now then, allow me to introduce my friends!"


Chapter 875: Turning a Friend Into the Public Enemy of the Murim

The water dripping from the edge of the roof looked like tears.

Jin Hagun swiftly lifted a collapsed roof to check for anyone trapped underneath. Fortunately, no one was there. He was covered head to toe in muck, looking as if he had just emerged from a mud pit, with only his eyes visible.

A short distance away, Bi Sayin lifted a large, uprooted tree that had drifted by and moved it aside. He too was covered in mud but worked on, completely unfazed.

Bi Sayin glanced at Jin Hagun, whose expression revealed he was deeply upset. When they first saw the devastated village, Jin Hagun had been the first to rush in.

Han Seol brought a large jar of clean water and began washing and treating the injured. She applied healing salves to their wounds and wrapped them in clean bandages. Beside her, Jin Haryong cooked soup and rice in a large cauldron.

The people who had lost their homes had no appetite, but eating was crucial. Everyone was exhausted enough to collapse, and the children, above all, needed to be fed.

Lee Ahn looked after the children who had lost their parents, holding the crying ones in her arms. She understood their feelings better than anyone. She knew the fear that came from realizing no one was left in the world to care for them, a terror that would affect them for the rest of their lives.

"It's okay, it's okay. Everything will be all right," she comforted, hugging each of the children one by one.

Geom Mugeuk shouted from a distance, "Everyone, come over here for a moment."

Everyone paused their work and walked over to him.

Geum Arin stared at them, utterly astonished. He really brought his friends!

What was even more surprising was that they were working alongside everyone else on the recovery efforts.

When she first saw the Bloody Wallet, she had recognized that he was a master superior to her. However, she couldn't sense the level of these five people. They seemed like they could be masters greater than her, yet they also seemed like people who had never learned martial arts at all.

If she hadn't known about the man named Geom Yeon, she would have assumed they were just ordinary people. The chances of five absurdly powerful young masters and mistresses gathering together, all so skilled she couldn't even sense their power, seemed impossible, but considering Geom Yeon had brought them, and judging by his own prowess...

All of them are far greater masters than me, and even greater than the Bloody Wallet. But they're so young! Who on earth are they?

"I'll somehow try to stop those angry friends of mine," Geom Mugeuk said, sidling up to the Bloody Wallet as if they were on the same side. Pointing at Jin Hagun, he tattled, "That friend over there is especially angry. You can tell he's stubborn just by looking at him, can't you?"

The Bloody Wallet tried to gauge Jin Hagun's skill but couldn't sense anything. Still, a true master would never do such manual labor, especially not while covered in mud. Because of this preconception, he didn't think the young men were superior to him. Still, just in case, he asked cautiously, "What kind of man is he?"

"He's a friend who has finally broken the chains that bound him and found freedom."

"Shouldn't he be happy about that, then?"

"This is his territory, you see. He's reverted to being a workaholic."

"......" The Bloody Wallet was thoroughly confused.

He couldn't possibly know Geom Mugeuk meant it was the territory of the orthodox sects.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "And you, Ahjussi, are trying to steal the money meant to rebuild the houses. On top of that, you even mentioned bribing a Murim Alliance martial artist to cover it up, so of course he's furious."

Jin Hagun strode toward the two of them. His aura was so imposing that the Bloody Wallet instinctively drew his sword and pointed the blade at Geom Mugeuk's neck. "Move a single finger, and this man dies."

Without hesitation, Jin Hagun raised his hand and wiggled a finger provocatively. Oddly, no one else watching showed any sign of anxiety.

"Hilarious," the Bloody Wallet snorted. "You think I'd fall for such a trick? This man must be your leader."

Geom Mugeuk laughed loudly, "See? Even a villain like this thinks I look like the leader!"

The Bloody Wallet flinched at the word 'villain'.

To his shock, Jin Hagun fanned the flames, saying, "If you can kill him, go ahead. No, please kill him. We'd love to see just how one goes about killing this friend of ours."

The Bloody Wallet was astounded. What on earth are they talking about? And why are the ones behind him all nodding?

In the end, he assumed they were mocking him, thinking he couldn't actually kill the man.

"How dare you brats...!"

SHING! THWACK!

The Bloody Wallet sliced through Geom Mugeuk's neck without hesitation. Geom Mugeuk collapsed, clutching his throat.

"There. I've killed him as you wished," he said, expecting everyone to be shocked and horrified.

However, not a single person watching was surprised.

Was that talkative bastard just an insignificant nobody to them?

He thought at least one of them would be. Nevertheless, having easily killed one of their party, he was now certain they knew no martial arts. If there had been a true master among them, they wouldn't have just stood by and watched their friend die.

"Who should I kill next?" he sneered. The moment he slit Geom Mugeuk's throat, he had already decided to kill them all.

"Who else!? You should start with that heartless bastard over there who asked you to kill his friend."

"...?" The Bloody Wallet's eyes widened as he stared at the speaker. The man he thought was dead was lying on his side, propped up on one elbow with his head resting in his palm. "But... I'm sure I cut your neck...?"

He had even felt the blade slice through.

How is this young man still alive? If he tricked me, how did he do it?

Geom Mugeuk added, "After you're done with the first bastard, let's go with that savage brute who just watched from the sidelines without trying to stop his friend from being killed."

SWOOSH!

The Bloody Wallet swung his sword at the reclining Geom Mugeuk. In the next instant, though, Geom Mugeuk was standing beside him. He hadn't seen how the man dodged. It felt like a dream.

"Hey, what are you doing? I'm on your side!" Geom Mugeuk protested. "Ahjussi, do you think you can handle that friend over there by yourself?"

The Bloody Wallet spun around. Jin Hagun was striding forward.

This time, he thrust his sword toward Jin Hagun at the fastest speed he could manage.

SWISH! SWISH! TAP!

However, Jin Hagun easily dodged, countered, and in a single move, sealed his paralysis acupoints.

Only now did the Bloody Wallet understand. These people were all masters beyond his comprehension.

"Which arm did you say you were? The right arm? Just cut one off!" Geom Mugeuk cheered.

The Bloody Wallet flinched. That's right. Didn't he say he'd cut off all my limbs?

The thought of himself with both arms and legs severed was horrifying.

"If you touch me, you'll have to deal with the Murim Alliance," he screamed reflexively.

Geom Mugeuk sighed deeply. "Hey, I told you not to bring up the Murim Alliance."

WHOOOOSH! THWACK!

Jin Hagun's fist flew toward the Bloody Wallet's abdomen. With that single blow, his qi center was shattered.

"Aaaaaargh!" The Bloody Wallet writhed on the ground, screaming. For a martial artist, the pain of a destroyed qi center was far greater than losing a limb. Not only was the physical pain immense, the despair of losing all his accumulated inner qi and knowing he could never possess it again was an even greater agony. "Fuck you! You son of a bitch, I'll kill you! Aaaaaaaargh!"

Looking down at the man thrashing on the ground, Jin Hagun said coldly, "Why cut off your limbs? You should pay for your sins with your body intact. I won't let you just lie around and be fed."

He had decided that the Bloody Wallet would be sent to the harshest of the Murim Alliance's prisons to die after a long life of non-stop hard labor.

"You motherfucker, I will have my revenge!" the Bloody Wallet growled, his eyes blazing with hatred. There was a reason he could still boast despite his shattered qi center. "You have no idea who I've been bribing all this time. You don't know how powerful they are. No matter how skilled you are, you can't handle an organization as large as the Murim Alliance. Kuhahahaha! I'll make you the public enemy of the murim."

Jin Hagun declared icily, "They'll all be joining you in prison. I will hunt down every single person connected to you without exception."

"Hah! How could someone like you...?"

Jin Hagun turned to Lim Hyuk. "Please take this man to the nearest Murim Alliance Branch. Tell them that Commander Jin Hagun of the Demon Slaying Brigade sent you, and instruct them to transfer him to Headquarters."

""!!!""

Not only Lim Hyuk but Geum Arin too was stunned. There wasn't a martial artist alive who didn't know that the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade was next in line to become the Murim Alliance Chairman.

The Bloody Wallet's eyes bulged. This punk was the Young Alliance Chairman of the Murim Alliance?

"Nonsense!" he cried.

Geom Mugeuk crouched beside the fallen man, looking into his disbelieving eyes. He said sorrowfully, "That's why I told you not to bring up the Murim Alliance. Why did you keep talking about it?" He then whispered, "Don't worry, I'll make sure to sabotage that friend of mine and turn him into the public enemy of the murim! Tsk tsk, he's slowly returning to his true nature."

"...Who in the world are you people?"

"We're just some youths who ran away from home."

That was the end of the conversation.

Geom Mugeuk sealed the Bloody Wallet's vocal acupoints. He guessed Jin Hagun hadn't cut off the man's limbs because the children were watching from a distance, and was worried they might see such a gruesome sight. This was the true nature of his friend, Jin Hagun.

Besides, the life that awaited the Bloody Wallet would be far more difficult and miserable than one spent without limbs.

"Now, everyone, please introduce yourselves to my lady friend here!" he sang cheerfully.

Bi Sayin introduced himself to Geum Arin. "I am Bi Sayin of the Evil Alliance."

Geom Mugeuk added from the side, "And he's the one who will become the next Evil Alliance Chairman."

Geum Arin's and Lim Hyuk's eyes widened even further. It sounded like a joke, but they could tell it wasn't. The fearsome, silent man standing there seemed to confirm the statement.

The successors of the Murim and Evil Alliances are together?

Geum Arin's eyes trembled. These two are Geom Yeon's friends!?

That wasn't even the end.

"I'm Han Seol of the Ice Palace."

Again, Geom Mugeuk revealed her identity. "She is the Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace."

Geum Arin was bewildered. Even the legendary Princess of the North Sea Ice Palace was here. Her white robes were stained, but the cold energy in her eyes proved his words were not a lie.

She then learned that Jin Haryong was Jin Hagun's younger sister and the leader of a group of prodigies, and that Lee Ahn was the head of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Ghost Shadow Squad.

Naturally, Geum Arin's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. How could you be friends with all these people? Just how did you bring such incredible individuals all the way here?

"Who are you really?" she asked hesitantly.

Geom Mugeuk looked at her and said calmly, "I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"!" Geum Arin was so shocked that her legs gave out. She couldn't believe it.

The Murim Alliance Young Alliance Chairman, the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman, and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader? The entire future of the murim is standing right before my eyes!

Geom Mugeuk had literally brought the entire murim to find her. People of such incredible status were covered in mud, helping the common folk. Masters like them could have handled everything with a flick of their wrists using telekinesis. They could have been like her, simply ordering new houses to be built.

Yet, they all worked directly alongside the people, cooking meals for them and their children.

Lim Hyuk sent a telepathic message his dazed mistress. [Hurry and greet them!]

With a trembling voice, Geum Arin clasped her hands in greeting. "I am Geum Arin of the Golden Dragon Clan." She looked at Geom Mugeuk and revealed her honest feelings. "Who am I to be introduced to such incredible people?"

Geom Mugeuk stood seriously before her, the playfulness gone from his face. "Young Lady, you're doing really well. Far better than I had expected."

When they arrived, he had already seen the evidence Geum Arin's prior good deeds. He had also heard she was planning to spend a great deal of money to help the people here.

He added, "I'm glad I chose you back then."

A wave of emotion surged through Geum Arin's chest. Those words were more empowering than any others.

Geom Mugeuk turned back to his friends. "Okay, okay, we've made our introductions, so let's get back to work!"

Geum Arin also joined the recovery work, the first time in her life she had ever done such a thing. She carried loads as instructed and looked after the children, working with all her might.

They also ate their meals together there.

When Geom Mugeuk first suggested they eat, Geum Arin had momentarily thought of the best restaurant to host them. However, Geom Mugeuk had meant for them to eat the food cooked right there, together with everyone else.

In that moment, Geum Arin felt a sense of shame.

I still have a long way to go.

It bothered her throughout the meal, so she confessed that she had had such a shameful thought.

At that, Geom Mugeuk soothed her embarrassment with a joke. "You should have said so sooner! The work was hard, it would have been nice to eat at a good place."

After eating, Jin Hagun looked at the collapsed floodbank in the distance. "I didn't know there was a floodbank here. I only just learned that there have been several floods."

He blamed himself. This was clearly the Murim Alliance's territory, and he felt guilty, thinking that a more sturdy floodbank could have prevented innocent people from dying.

Geom Mugeuk comforted him. "Is that the only thing we don't know? We'll have to face countless similar situations in the future."

"Still, I can't help but be angry."

"That anger will guide you to become a good Chairman."

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk. "And not guide me to join the unorthodox?"

Bi Sayin responded to his joke. "You becoming part of the unorthodox is about as likely as Mugeuk becoming a man of few words."

The three of them looked at each other and smiled.

As their journey continued, their friendship deepened.


After finishing their meal, they parted ways with Geum Arin.

"From now on, the 'Yeon' in my name is not the 'Yeon (煙)' for smoke, but the 'Yeon (緣)' for destiny," Geom Mugeuk said in farewell.

Geum Arin bowed her head respectfully. "I will cherish the lesson you have given me for the rest of my life."

Geom Mugeuk hadn't said a single word about how she should live. Instead, he had shown her through his actions. He showed her how one should live. Even these incredible people were living so passionately, finding their own paths. Even this incredible man had come all this way to keep a promise made in passing.

Leaving behind a great lesson, Geom Mugeuk and his companions departed.

Geum Arin and Lim Hyuk stood there, watching until they disappeared into the sunset.

"Uncle."

"Yes, Young Lady?"

"This isn't a dream, is it?"

"It is not."

A bright smile appeared on Geum Arin's face, along with a flash of determination.

Geom Mugeuk had taken the dirt that was the Bloody Wallet away, and left behind a new shining dragon pearl in the heart of the Golden Dragon Clan's Young Lady.

"The heavens must have given me this incredible connection so that I might live a magnificent life, right?"


Chapter 876: Even if I Become the Cult Leader and You Become the Chairman

The All-Knowing Hall's strategy room was always busy. Countless pieces of information continuously flew in, and Strategist Go analyzed and classified them.

Today though, an unexpected person paid a visit.

""Greetings, Cult Leader!"" The strategists stopped their work and greeted Geom Woojin in unison.

Head Strategist Sama Myeong rushed out of his office. The day shift had already been replaced by the night shift, but he had yet to leave. "What brings you here at this hour, Cult Leader?"

"I came to have a cup of tea with you."

"Please, come this way." Sama Myeong guided him to his office. "Please sit, Cult Leader. I'll prepare some tea."

While Sama Myeong personally brewed the tea, Geom Woojin sat and looked around the office, which was filled with books and documents. "Are you keeping up with your inner arts training?" he asked.

Sama Myeong nodded. "Yes, I practice every morning and evening."

The inner art Geom Woojin had specially taught him was an unrivaled technique any martial artist would covet. The more he practiced it, the healthier he felt, his body growing much lighter and more refreshed with time.

"You must get plenty of sleep," Geom Woojin reminded. "If you fall, our Cult falls with you. So take special care of your health."

"Thank you for your concern," Sama Myeong said.

He brewed the tea he had specially saved for visits from Geom Woojin or Geom Mugeuk. Staying up late was a lifelong habit for him, but lately it was the Cult Leader who had been losing sleep, the same Cult Leader who always fell asleep on time.

"Please, drink."

"It tastes good."

Sama Myeong knew exactly why the Cult Leader couldn't sleep. He understood the heart of the man who sought him out so late, a Cult Leader torn between his son's wishes and his own long-held ambitions.

As he drank his tea, his thoughts drifted to the past, back when he was a young man dreaming of becoming the Head Strategist.

"Do you remember the first thing you said to me?" he asked.

Geom Woojin nodded.

"You told me back then, 'If I lose this fight, you will die with me. Will you still be my strategist?'"

Geom Woojin also remembered that day. The succession war of his generation had been at its peak then, and the atmosphere was incomparably more brutal than his sons' little struggles. He gazed at Sama Myeong gently. "And in response, you said, 'I will make you, the Second Young Lord, the Cult Leader.' You kept that promise."

A peculiar look crossed Sama Myeong's eyes. "I sometimes wonder. Wasn't there a better way back then?"

Witnessing Geom Mugeuk's succession battle brought such thoughts to the surface more often. Surely he could have given better advice.

Geom Woojin set down his teacup. "We did our best."

Sama Myeong nodded. Hearing the Cult Leader say so was gratifying. Back then, they had believed they could change the world, and that belief alone had carried them this far.

Geom Woojin looked toward the strategic terrain map visible through the window, with blue lines drawn all over. "What are those blue lines?"

"The Young Cult Leader's tracks."

"Are you tracking all his movements?" Geom Woojin asked, surprised.

Sama Myeong smiled and shook his head. "The Young Cult Leader is the one sending word to the All-Knowing Hall whenever he can make contact."

Geom Woojin stepped out of the office and stood before the map.

Sama Myeong followed, stopping respectfully a few steps behind him. "He's wandering all over the place."

Geom Woojin understood. By sending word when he didn't have to, his son was showing him something.

'Father, this is the life I want.'

His son had told him as much, pleading with him to travel and enjoy the Central Plains as well. Through this journey, his son was sending a message.

'Father, let's live like this.'

"Is there any movement from the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance?"

"No, there is none."

Geom Woojin turned to Sama Myeong. The successors of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions were traveling the Central Plains together, yet everything was quiet. "Has this jianghu ever been so complacent?" he joked, smirking.

Sama Myeong joked back, "I can assure you, there has never been an opportunity like this."

Geom Woojin's gaze returned to the blue lines.

Sama Myeong turned to his subordinate strategists. "Everyone, go out and get some fresh air."

All of them filed out of the room.

Once they were alone, Sama Myeong operated a hidden device on the strategy room wall.

RUUUMBLE...

The wall with the map slid open, revealing a new map behind it. The other walls did the same, each one displaying different information.

The map, once covered in blue lines, was now awash in red. Red flags were planted across it.

Originally, the Demon Supreme flags each had their own unique color, but now, there was only red. On every flag was a single black character—Fist (拳), Blade (刀), Sword (劍), Poison (毒), Evil (惡), Buddha (佛), Wine (酒), Soul (魂).

This showed they were moving with a single purpose, with no regard for the individuality of any person or organization. And it wasn't just the Demon Supreme flags. Every organizational flag was the same. They were war banners, and the map was a battle map.

Cult Leader, which will you choose? Will you live freely like those blue lines? Or will you live waving this red flag? Sama Myeong wondered.

"The Young Cult Leader is desperately trying to prevent a war, but the more he moves, the greater our chances of victory have become," he said, musing at the truly paradoxical result. "The martial strengths of the Demon Supremes has continued to rise, and with the eradication of corruption within the Cult, our military strength has been continuously reinforced. On top of that, both you, Cult Leader, and the Young Cult Leader have achieved Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I can state with certainty that our Cult's current power is the strongest in its history."

Geom Woojin stood with his hands clasped behind his back, silently staring at the battle map. Sama Myeong's words meant that, barring any unforeseen events, the unification of the murim was a foregone conclusion. One decision was all it would take to carve a new history in the murim that would never be seen again.

Sama Myeong could tell. As the Young Cult Leader's activities increased the probability of victory, the Cult Leader's desire for war had decreased. By that same measure, his love for his son must have grown.

What are the chances that the Cult Leader will start a war now?

Sama Myeong could perform difficult calculations in all sorts of situations, but reading Geom Woojin's heart was not easy.

He operated the device again. The walls returned to their original state, the red flags vanishing and the spreading blue lines taking their place once more.

Geom Woojin looked at the blue journey again. "What is the boy doing now?"


SPLASH!

Geom Mugeuk threw himself into the river. He had been washing mud off by the riverbank and simply decided to jump in.

SPLISH! SPLASH!

Seeing him cut through the water with cool, easy strokes, Lee Ahn rushed forward. "I'm coming too!"

The moment she jumped in, Jin Haryong jumped in right behind her. "I'm going too!"

"You can't!" Jin Hagun shouted, worried that her wet clothes would cling to her body. The moon is shining brightly overhead! Everyone will clearly see my sister's figure...

Geom Mugeuk instantly stopped swimming. With his head above water, he looked over. "So it's not okay for Haryong, but fine for Lee Ahn?"

Lee Ahn, her head also above water, played along. "That's too much, Young Alliance Chairman."

"That's not it..." Jin Hagun went slightly flustered. He had blurted it out without thinking the moment his sister jumped in.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Bi Sayin. "Look at dependable Sayin over there. He doesn't say things like that to Young Lady Han, does he?"

Right on cue, Bi Sayin turned to Han Seol and played along, saying, "You can't do that."

Han Seol smiled faintly. "I'm the type who does things more when someone tells me not to."

SPLASH!

She jumped straight into the water.

Han Seol, who came from the North Sea, was a far better swimmer than expected.

"I thought you couldn't swim since you came from a cold place," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

Han Seol laughed at the prejudice. "Did you forget who I am? The colder the water, the more it's my world."

She gestured for Bi Sayin to come in.

How could he ignore that? Bi Sayin jumped in with a splash.

Now, only Jin Hagun remained on the riverbank. Since he had told his sister not to go in, it felt wrong to join them himself, so he simply washed his clothes instead...until Geom Mugeuk slapped the water's surface with his palm.

WHAP!

And flicked the splashing droplets with his fingers.

ZING!

A single water droplet shot toward Jin Hagun like a hidden weapon.

Jin Hagun turned his body slightly and dodged it. "Stop!"

ZING! ZING!

Geom Mugeuk flicked two this time. "You villain who only favors his own sister!"

ZING! PING! PING!

After dodging a few more, Jin Hagun finally gave in and jumped into the river. "You damn punk! I told you to stop!!!"

"See? This guy's evil nature has finally awakened!"

Jin Hagun chased after Geom Mugeuk, who was already swimming away.

"Why are you so fast? Did you learn water arts or something?" Jin Hagun roared, though he smiled happily as he gave chase. He had wanted to jump in and play with them, and he was grateful to Geom Mugeuk for giving him the excuse to do it.

The real water play began the moment Geom Mugeuk started running across the surface of the river.

"Lee Ahn, the Murim Alliance is attacking!"

"Haryong, let's join forces and strike the Divine Cult!"

Jin Haryong laughed. This was the first time she had seen her Orabeoni play so brightly. For the first time in a long while, she was reminded of how he had been when they were young.

Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun drew on all their movement arts skills from Stepping On Water and Flying Over Water to River Crossing on Reeds, and even Air Treading and Sky Traversal. They tore across the river in every direction, putting their divine skills on full display.

"Hey, is this something to run away from using the Heavenly Demon Flight Step?"

"You shouldn't say that while chasing me so fiercely. Lee Ahn, ask the Evil Alliance for help."

"Haryong, we'll call the Ice Palace!"

Geom Mugeuk stopped dead and said with complete seriousness, "Take that back. That would make those two tragic lovers."

"Ah, I take it back."

Geom Mugeuk smiled wickedly. "So naive! Lee Ahn, the Murim Alliance has canceled their request for the Ice Palace's help. Let's continue our joint attack!"

There were no orthodox sects, unorthodox sects, or demonic cult there. Only youths who loved their friends and loved to play.


That night, they all sat around a campfire. They had played with great excitement and followed it with a delicious late dinner of hunted meat.

After the meal, Jin Hagun announced his decision. "I'll be heading back now."

It was unexpected, and everyone's gaze turned to him.

"It's not because I'm not enjoying this trip. It's the opposite. I feel like if I stay any longer, I won't want to go back."

In truth, there was another, bigger reason. It was because of the people who had been sacrificed by the collapsed floodbank. Perhaps because he had personally participated in the rescue and recovery, the dead and the children kept coming to his mind.

Of course, he wasn't going to return to Headquarters and immediately start building floodbanks. He simply realized there was so much he had to do.

Bi Sayin looked at Han Seol. She read the meaning in his eyes and nodded. The two of them also had a plan.

"Then we'll be going too. Since we're out, we were thinking of visiting the North Sea."

This meant he would escort Han Seol and pay his respects to the Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace.

"Should we tag along?" Geom Mugeuk asked suggestively.

Bi Sayin was about to agree when Han Seol cut him off. "We are allies with the Murim Alliance."

She used the joke from their water play to refuse him.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Jin Hagun, his eyes saying, Hey! Sayin is already under her thumb!

Jin Hagun nodded in agreement.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. He already considered that they might part ways like this, but it wasn't time to end his trip yet. "Lee Ahn, our journey continues."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Undeniable joy flashed across Lee Ahn's face. She turned toward one person. "Friend, let's go together."

Though she knew the words were sincere, Jin Haryong refused. "I'm a busy person too."

Jin Hagun stiffened. How could he not know his sister's heart?

"Why do you like Martial Artist Lee so much?" he asked.

He wasn't the type to ask such a question, but he did it for his sister's sake. Though he asked it as a joke, it was a difficult thing to bring up. His sister had set her heart on someone she could never have, and he wanted her to cut ties today.

It was the same for Geom Mugeuk. How could he not know why Jin Hagun asked that? It was time to make his feelings clear, for Jin Haryong's sake and for Jin Hagun's as well.

He looked at Lee Ahn, sitting next to him.

Why do I like Lee Ahn? Is it because all of this is possible thanks to her? Because she had thrown herself in front of Hwa Mugi's sword qi, allowing me to survive?

...No.

The reason he liked her wasn't just because she had saved his life. There were many other reasons, though he didn't reveal them. Those were words he would one day say to Lee Ahn when they were alone.

"Well, she's really pretty, isn't she?" he said superficially.

Though I would have chosen Lee Ahn even if her face had been ordinary, or even if she hadn't been cured of the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art.

Jin Haryong feigned a frown. "Tsk! Judging a woman by her looks alone!"

"If you're going to complain, you should've been born the world's greatest beauty, not just Hubei's greatest beauty!"

"You jerk!"

"Don't forget that we're the Demonic Cult!"

Jin Haryong was actually grateful he had put it that way. It let her console herself with the thought that she had simply lost on looks. No one could compete with Lee Ahn's face. She turned to her brother. "Orabeoni, are you just going to stand by while your sister is treated like this? You should say you're going to start the Great Orthodox-Demonic War."

Jin Hagun said cautiously, "Uhh... Honestly, Martial Artist Lee is beautiful, isn't she?"

"I can't believe you! Seriously! All you men are just...!"

Jin Hagun smiled. Deep down, he was grateful to Geom Mugeuk. A clean break like this would allow his sister to find a new love.

"So, is this our last night?" Geom Mugeuk muttered, sulking.

Bi Sayin replied, "Parting when you still long for more makes the next meeting all the more precious."

"Your face doesn't look like you're longing for anything at all!"

Han Seol smiled faintly.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the two of them and made a proposal. "Let's make a promise. Let's set a date once a year to travel together, even for just a few days. Even if I become the Cult Leader and you two become Chairmen."

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin wondered if they could really manage that once they became Chairmen, but feeling as they did now, it seemed entirely possible.

"Let's do that."

"I promise."

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high. "If you skip, the fine is one Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng Root. I'm not kidding!"

Everyone cheered heartily and drank.

"It's always the person who makes a rule like that who ends up having to miss it."

"Who's making ominous predictions?! Who!?"

Their farewells continued until dawn. Everyone was sharp-witted, but for all their sharpness, it wasn't enough to cut through the sorrow of a parting.


Chapter 877: A Direct Subordinate of the Young Cult Leader?

When Tae Su returned, he braced himself for a fiery scolding. His father knew he'd gotten involved with the treasure map, the very thing he had forbidden.

However, his father's reaction was not what he had expected.

"You're back?"

"Yes."

SCRAPE! SCRAPE!

His father sat with his back to him, tending to his equipment.

The entire way home, Tae Su had resolved to apologize first, but the sight of that stubborn back made his anger flare up again.

Shouldn't Father at least ask if I had been in danger, or how I had escaped?

But all he said was...

"Have you eaten?"

"A thief never starves."

Originally, Tae Su had planned to tell his father everything. He wanted to talk about meeting the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult while escaping with the treasure map, and about the incredible things he had experienced in the pond beneath Mount Tianmu. He had intended to tell him all about the miracle of returning alive despite getting entangled with the Demonic Cult.

In the end, though, he couldn't even manage a single "I'm sorry."

He moved to leave the room.

"There's a job. It's one that will take time to prepare..." Tae Gon said abruptly.

Tae Su shivered. Before he had run away, he had always worked with his father as a two-man team.

"No. I have some things to think about for a while."

He didn't ask where or what the target was.

"I see."

His father's simple reply only angered him more.

"Make sure you eat."

Tae Su left his father behind and went outside.

He didn't know it then. He didn't know that his father was deeply hurt, or that while the wounds parents leave on their children might scar, the wounds children inflict on their parents leave no trace at all.

After that, Tae Su wandered for a while. He considered just leaving for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, when he suddenly remembered what the Young Cult Leader had said.


"Come find me when you're ready to take responsibility for your own life."



I'm not ready yet. How can I take responsibility for my own life when I couldn't even properly apologize to Father?

His father was often away from home, and time continued to pass.

Tae Su realized he was using his father as an excuse again. It wasn't because of his father that he couldn't go to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He couldn't go because he was afraid of the life there.

The Young Cult Leader had said it when they parted.


"Accepting you into our Cult is possible through our connection, but once you enter the cult, you must live your own life, separate from me. You might find it difficult to even see my face once. I am only the catalyst. You are the one who has to live the changed life. Don't forget, if you don't change, nothing will, even if your environment does."



As time went on, one part kept bothering him.

You might find it difficult to even see my face once.

Could he really survive among those rough demonic practitioners without the Young Cult Leader by his side? No, he wasn't confident. That was why he had made the excuse that he couldn't go because he hadn't reconciled with his father. He was intentionally delaying the reconciliation.

I haven't changed at all.

Even the hurtful words he had said to his father had been an excuse.


"Is that principle of yours for the sake of good deeds? Or is it to justify your thievery?"



He had no interest in his father's morals. He was just frustrated. His father could become the greatest legendary thief and steal everything, so why did he only steal from the wicked? Why did he share what he worked so hard to steal?

He should have just said, "I'm greedy," and in return, received the scolding, "No, son. You must live with at least this much integrity."

But no. Instead, he had hurt his father.

Damn it!

A messy period of time flowed by.

Yes, it was okay. He could say hurtful things to his father, and he could take a step back from a chance to change his life. So what if he drank and wandered a bit? He was still young.

However, there was at least one thing he shouldn't have done. He shouldn't have let his father go there alone.


Lim Ju, the Shanyang Branch Manager of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, stared silently at Tae Su. "You're whose son?"

"I am Tae Su, son of the legendary thief Tae Gon."

Tae Su was a mess. His hair was disheveled, and a scruffy beard covered his face. Only his eyes shone like those of a wounded beast.

"What proof do you have that you're Tae Gon's son?" Lim Ju asked suspiciously.

Tae Su took out a wallet from his robes, which contained payment slips.

Seeing it, Lim Ju's gaze sharpened. It was his own wallet, the one that had been in the Branch's safe.

Tae Su knew this would displease Lim Ju, but there was no surer way to prove he was Tae Gon's son.

"Why have you come to me?" Lim Ju asked, though he already guessed the reason.

"It's because of my father."

Lim Ju nodded, having expected this. After all, the entire region was in an uproar over Tae Gon. The legendary thief had been caught infiltrating the Blood Shadow Sect, and the murim was buzzing with the news that he, who had never been caught before, had finally failed.

The Blood Shadow Sect was a notoriously infamous sect belonging to the Evil Alliance. They never allowed themselves to suffer a loss and were mercilessly cold to the weak. That was how they had expanded their influence so quickly.

And this very sect had announced they would publicly execute Tae Gon in front of a crowd.

"The public execution is in two days, isn't it?"

"It's tomorrow."

"Why have you come to me?"

Tae Su had only learned of his father's capture after the Blood Shadow Sect's announcement, several days late, having been lost in a drunken stupor.

It's because of me.

He believed his father was caught because he couldn't focus, all because of him.

He tried everything he could to save his father. He attempted to infiltrate the Blood Shadow Sect but ultimately failed. Having announced a public execution, they had anticipated a rescue attempt and set up an ironclad perimeter.

That was when he thought of asking the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult for help.

"I'm close with the Young Cult Leader," he said, making a life-or-death gamble. Daring to mention the Young Cult Leader's name was an audacity that could get him cut down in a single stroke.

Fortunately, Lim Ju was not a rash man. "You're close with the Young Cult Leader?"

"Yes."

Tae Su's mind raced. His father always used to say:


"To be the best thief, you must also know how to steal people's hearts."



Now, to save his father, he had to steal the heart of the Branch Manager before him.

"I am scheduled to be placed under the Young Cult Leader's command."

"Scheduled?" Lim Ju was baffled. The son of a legendary thief, set to be executed tomorrow, suddenly shows up and claims to be close with the Young Cult Leader?

"The Young Cult Leader said he would make me his direct subordinate." Tae Su met Lim Ju's eyes confidently, even though deep down he wondered, What if the Young Cult Leader has already forgotten about me?

Lim Ju frowned. What kind of madman would come to a Branch of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and try to pull a scam by mentioning the Young Cult Leader? There's only one answer, it isn't a scam.

If it were, this man would have forged some plausible evidence.

What does he mean by 'scheduled to be placed', though?

It was truly dumbfounding. Still, the man before him must have at least met the Young Cult Leader before.

"So? What do you want?" he asked.

"Please save my father."

Lim Ju stared intently at Tae Su. "Why not ask the Young Cult Leader for help directly?"

"This happened so suddenly that I don't have time to inform him. If you help me, the Young Cult Leader will surely reward you greatly later."

Lim Ju replied coldly, "You're one crazy bastard."

Tae Su flinched.

Lim Ju warned, "What if I make a move on the Blood Shadow Sect based on your word, and later the Young Cult Leader says he doesn't know you?"

"That's not true," Tae Su denied. "He really knows me. If my words are false, I'll accept death as my punishment."

"Of course you will. The problem is that it won't end with just your death."

The reason Lim Ju didn't immediately throw him out was not because he was worried about being on the wrong side of someone truly close to the Young Cult Leader. It was the opposite.

He was thinking of one person from the rumors—Gang Tal of the Zheng'an Branch. That man was the dream and hope of every Branch Manager in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. His tale of success, rising to the Headquarters through his connection with the Young Cult Leader, was a legend among them all.

Has such fortune found me? Or is this the temptation of terrible misfortune?

After careful deliberation, he came to a conclusion.

"I'm sorry, but I can't help you."

If he later claimed it was hard to trust Tae Su, he could at least keep his position. However, if the man truly had no significant relationship with the Young Cult Leader, he would be cast out to be a stable hand in some backwater village.

For now, the legend among Branch Managers was a title held solely by Gang Tal.


The next day, a large stage was erected in the open space before the Blood Shadow Sect's main entrance. A huge crowd gathered there to see the legendary thief, Tae Gon.

Tae Gon was dragged onto the stage, his vital points for movement and speech sealed. He looked terrible, as if he had been tortured.

"Thieving bastard!"

"Kill him!"

While some jeered, others looked at him with pity. No matter what anyone said, he was a man who stole from the wicked to help the poor.

Tae Gon scanned the crowd of martial artists that filled the area. There were people cursing, people laughing, and people watching with sad faces. All sorts of people were there, but the majority looked at him with pity.

Suddenly, Tae Gon's eyes met someone's, and his heart sank. His son, Tae Su, was standing in the front row as if to make a statement.

Su!

He was relieved to see his son one last time, but at the same time, he felt a sense of dread.

He didn't come here to do something foolish, did he?

Tae Su was a smart kid, so he wouldn't. No matter how fast his movement arts were, he couldn't break through the countless Blood Shadow Sect martial artists deployed here.

Just then, a middle-aged man walked onto the stage. With his cold and merciless impression, he was none other than the Blood Shadow Sect Leader, Geo Baek, a man famous for his cruel and dispassionate nature.

Geo Baek looked at the gathered crowd. No one met his gaze, and not a single breath could be heard.

Finally, he spoke, "Where are the cheers bought with the money you stole? You only steal the wealth of the wicked? Then where are those who ate that rotten meat now? Where are the self-proclaimed guardians of justice?"

Only silence flowed through the area.

Geo Baek's gaze turned to Tae Gon. "I heard you have a son. They say he went thieving with you? Where is your son?"

Tae Su just stood silently in the crowd.

Fearing he would be caught looking at his son, Tae Gon looked elsewhere.

Geo Baek continued, "He's probably hiding somewhere here like a rat, watching his father die. If you were truly a man of courage, you would come out and save your father, but you won't, will you? Because you're all just trash who do nothing but steal."

Despite the provocation, Tae Su did not move.

Tae Gon's expression brightened. Well done, my son. Please, don't think of revenge, and don't steal anymore. Live as you wish.

Geo Baek drew his sword, intending to execute Tae Gon himself.

Tae Gon closed his eyes, refusing to look at his son. If their eyes met, it would only hurt his son's heart.

"Stop!" someone screamed.

The owner of the voice that echoed through the place was Tae Su.

Tae Gon's face hardened. No!

However, Tae Su was already walking forward and climbing onto the stage. "I am his son."

Gasps erupted from all around. Some cheered and clapped, while sighs of pity came from all directions.

"Though you inherited the blood of a thief, your filial piety runs deep?" Geo Baek sneered.

Tae Su grit his teeth. He didn't know how much he had agonized over it all night. Should he set off a smoke bomb and use the confusion to escape? Bribe one of their experts? Disguise himself as one of their subordinates?

Unfortunately, there was no method he could accomplish in just one day. The Blood Shadow Sect had too many experts. This was the last resort he came up with.

"I am a direct subordinate of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader!" he shouted.

In front of the Branch Manager, he was a person who was going to be a direct subordinate. Now, he introduced himself as one.

I'm sorry, Young Cult Leader. This is the my only hope.

Geo Baek's face twitched. "You're a subordinate of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader?"

Tae Su nodded. "That's right."

"HAHAHAHAHAHA!" Geo Baek laughed out loud. He didn't consider for a second that it might be true.

His subordinates on the stage laughed too, and laughter erupted from all over the crowd.

On the other hand, those who felt pity felt it even more keenly. They understood his feelings. How could they not understand his desire to save his father, even by doing this?

In any case, one thing was the same. Whether they were laughing or pitying, no one believed his words.

Geo Baek gestured with his eyes, and the experts on stage rushed to force Tae Su to his knees.

"There is no greater punishment than watching your own child die first," Geo Baek said.

Tae Gon, whose speech acupoint was sealed, struggled desperately, pleading to be allowed to speak.

At Geo Baek's signal, a martial artist released his pressure point.

"Please, spare my son. Please, spare him! I'm the one who did the stealing! If you spare my son, I'll do anything you say."

Geo Baek, who was looking at him with a sneer, made an unexpected offer. "If I spare your son, can you steal from the good people too? Can you steal every last bit of property from kind and good people?"

Tae Gon's eyes wavered. The words "I can" would not come out.

"So you choose your pride over your son."

Finally, Tae Su delivered the words he hadn't been able to say to his father. "I'm sorry, Father. What I said back then wasn't what I truly meant. I like you because you're not the kind of person who steals just anything."

Even if he was going to die, he had to say these words.

Distraught, Tae Gon shouted, "Why did you come? Why! What do those words matter! What does this old father matter!"

Tae Su trembled. Tears streamed from his father's eyes, flowing freely. It was the first time he had ever seen his father cry.

Seeing his father's tears, his vision blurred. Yes, he could have let his father go alone, but maybe he shouldn't have stepped forward at this moment. Seeing his father's tears made him think that.

But I couldn't just let you go without even trying, Father.

Geo Baek grabbed Tae Su by the collar and hauled him to his feet. "A sniveling brat like you claims to be a direct subordinate of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

Tears streamed from Tae Su's eyes as well. "Yes, I... am the Young Cult Leader's direct subordinate... so let my father go."

Some laughed at the pathetic sight, but most of the people watched in silence. They wanted to step up and protect him, but they couldn't. They hoped someone would step forward, but no one could.

"If you're a limb of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader, then I'm the Demonic Cult Leader!"

"Father!"

A cheerful voice rang out, cutting through the noise and clamor of the massive crowd. A single phrase, imbued with profound inner qi, pierced the ears of everyone present.

"Father!"

The crowd's gazes turned toward the speaker.

Geom Mugeuk strode forward, parting the crowd as he went. He then stared at Geo Baek. "Huh? You're not my father."


Chapter 878: Today Is the First and the Last Time

The leader of the Blood Shadow Sect, Geo Baek, immediately realized that the young man who had appeared was no ordinary person. He could tell just by the inner qi carried in his voice.

In the ensuing silence, Tae Su's trembling voice emerged. "Young Cult Leader? Is it really you?"

He was truly shocked. He had never dreamed he would see Geom Mugeuk here.

The words 'Young Cult Leader' shocked everyone. Tae Su had claimed to be a direct subordinate of the Young Cult Leader, but now he was calling this man by that title? The surrounding heroes murmured in surprise.

Geom Mugeuk greeted Tae Su warmly. "Tae Su, have you been well?"

The question made Tae Su's heart swell with emotion. The tears he had held back from the shock threatened to spill out again. "No, I haven't. As you can see, I haven't been well at all. I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

Even after hearing the words 'Young Cult Leader', Geo Baek didn't believe it. "Who might you be, young master?"

"How can a parent not recognize their own child?"

Geom Mugeuk's joke made Geo Baek's expression harden. It was the most unpleasant and unsettling joke in the world.

For some reason, Geom Mugeuk readily revealed his identity in front of the large crowd. "I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

A silence born of shock and astonishment filled the air.

Geo Baek scanned Geom Mugeuk's surroundings. He saw no bodyguards, and the crowd stared at the young man with shocked faces.

He reached a conclusion. This had to be a plot hatched by the son to save his father, by having a young expert impersonate the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. More importantly, there was a decisive reason why he didn't believe the man before him was the Young Cult Leader.

"These swindlers have used their heads a bit. Did you think if you acted like the Young Cult Leader here, I'd just say, 'Oh my, Young Cult Leader,' and let those bastards go? Besides, would the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult really travel alone like this? Do you take me for a fool?"

Everyone murmured in agreement.

Geom Mugeuk questioned Geo Baek's logic. "If I were planning a scam of this scale, wouldn't I have brought some subordinates along?"

That made sense, but Geo Baek still couldn't believe the man was the Young Cult Leader. "You probably couldn't find anyone daring enough to commit to such an act."

Many of the spectators felt a sense of pity, wishing the real Young Cult Leader would appear and save the father and son. However, even to them, it seemed unlikely. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult wouldn't come to save a thief, and he certainly wouldn't travel alone. If he were on the move, his entourage would be at least as large as the crowd gathered here.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked onto the stage, prompting the Blood Shadow Sect martial artists to step forward, their hands on their swords.

"If you draw those swords, there will be no turning back," Geom Mugeuk warned. "Have your subordinates stand down."

Geo Baek misunderstood the warning. He's definitely a fake. The real Young Cult Leader would have displayed his overwhelming aura and skills.

Feeling confident, he ordered his subordinates to stand down as requested. "It's fine, don't do anything."

Once on stage, Geom Mugeuk ignored them and walked toward Tae Su and his father, who were kneeling together. He helped the two of them to their feet. "By the way, did my subordinate here wrong you somehow?"

Geo Baek was dumbfounded. "So you're going to play this Young Cult Leader game to the end?"

Fine, I'll play along, but you won't be leaving this place alive today either. After all, this is my stage. No matter how skilled you are, you won't be able to withstand our combined attack.

He answered, "Your subordinate committed the sin of being born to the wrong parent."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to Tae Gon, who was staring at him in shock.

Tae Gon shuddered. The moment he saw Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes up close, he knew.

This man is no ordinary person.

He glanced at his son. The boy's respect and awe for Geom Mugeuk were plain to see. His son wasn't a good enough actor to fake that expression.

He really is the Young Cult Leader! Did Tae Su really become a direct subordinate of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader? What on earth happened between them? Even if it were true, why would the Young Cult Leader come to save us in person?

Everything was confusing, but one thing was certain. The Young Cult Leader's eyes held a hint of favor as he looked at him, probably because of Tae Su.

But Tae Gon had no idea how wrong he was.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. It's been a long time.

In his life before regression, he had been indebted to Tae Gon. He had been so focused on moving forward that he couldn't fully repay the kindness. Now, fate had brought them together again.

"Do you have the wrong parent?" he asked Tae Su.

Tae Su finally voiced the sincere feelings he had never told his father. "No. Father is my life's greatest blessing."

Deep emotion crossed Tae Gon's face. It was the first time he had heard such words from his son, and he knew he would never forget them.

Geom Mugeuk deliberately pouted. "And not me?"

Tense, Tae Su didn't realize Geom Mugeuk was joking and answered earnestly, "You're the second, Young Cult Leader."

"Hmm, I'll let it slide since he's your father." Geom Mugeuk turned back to Geo Baek, who had been listening with a ridiculous expression. "It doesn't seem like my subordinate was born to the wrong parent."

"What kind of parent teaches their child to steal? I don't think your subordinate has a good parent."

"Well, if I have a child, I'll also teach them to punish the bad guys harshly."

The corner of Geo Baek's eye twitched.

Before he could erupt in anger, Geom Mugeuk rebuked him, "Earlier, when you were about to kill my subordinate, you said it, didn't you? That watching your child die would be the most painful thing." He shook his head in disappointment. "Even for the unorthodox, that's going too far."

All the parents among the onlookers sympathized with his words.

Geo Baek's eyes filled with killing intent. I let things slide, but now this upstart dares to judge and scold me?

"Make that bastard kneel before me right now!" he commanded.

The Blood Shadow Sect martial artists drew their swords in unison.

The audience felt a pang of pity. The young man who spoke the truth was going to die as well.

"How dare you draw your swords against the Young Cult Leader!" a woman roared, flying out from the crowd and landing on the stage.

"Protect the Sect Leader!" one of the Blood Shadow Sect martial artists yelled.

The experts on stage rushed toward the woman.

FLASH!

A dozen streaks of sword light flashed blindingly, and the Blood Shadow Sect martial artists who had been rushing from all directions stopped in their tracks.

When the spectators recovered from their temporary blindness, they saw the woman standing among the martial artists, who were frozen like dolls.

Lee Ahn stood in their midst, her sword held loosely at her side. She had released her sword qi to seal all her opponents' paralysis acupoints, a feat much harder than doing it with one's hands or a finger qi bullet. The slightest mistake in control would cause the sword qi to pierce their flesh.

Geo Baek stared at Lee Ahn, shocked. The move she had just displayed was on a level he couldn't hope to imitate. It felt like a dream or an illusion.

...A Martial God!

The spectators erupted in cheers, astonished by her skill and captivated by her beauty.

Geo Baek froze. Lee Ahn's sword was pointed at his neck. It was the first time he had ever been so helpless. She had sealed his paralysis acupoints while subduing his subordinates.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "Wouldn't it be a bigger problem if I weren't the Young Cult Leader? According to you, the experts of the Blood Shadow Sect were just taken down by mere swindlers, right?"

Geo Baek sighed. He knew from the woman's skill that Geom Mugeuk was telling the truth. She was not someone a mere thief could bring along for a scam. "You really are the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"I can take my subordinate back now, right?"

Normally, Geo Baek would have had to let them go, but he couldn't back down in front of so many people. "You may take your subordinate, but you cannot take his father," he argued. "That man is an intruder who came to steal our sect's treasure. I cannot simply let him go."

They won't dare kill me, a member of the Evil Alliance. If they would, she wouldn't have just suppressed my subordinates' paralysis acupoints. She would have killed them.

"Surely the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult doesn't intend to forsake the laws of the jianghu, does he?"

"You want to clearly distinguish right from wrong?"

"That way, all these people will remember the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult as someone who knows the ways of the jianghu, wouldn't they?"

Geo Baek grinned, inwardly pleased with his argument. This incident would spread throughout the Central Plains, and everyone would hear how the leader of the Blood Shadow Sect stood up to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Don't forget that our sect belongs to the Evil Alliance."

"Ah, as a matter of fact, I was just about to contact the Evil Alliance." Geom Mugeuk ordered Lee Ahn, "Send word to the Evil Alliance right now. Tell them that the leader of the Blood Shadow Sect has committed a grave sin against our Cult and is being punished."

Geo Baek was startled. "What are you talking about? What grave sin have I committed?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him icily. "The sin of impersonating the great Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

"!"

"For the crime of impersonating the Heavenly Demon, I will execute you!"

At the word 'execute', Geo Baek was utterly horrified. "Wait! That was only a joke!"

"A joke? You dare make the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult the butt of a joke?"

Geo Baek couldn't refute it. If Geom Mugeuk pushed the matter, even the Evil Alliance would be helpless. It was, after all, related to the Heavenly Demon.

Damn it!

VWOOOSH!

Lee Ahn revealed her killing intent, looking ready to kill Geo Baek the moment the order was given.

Geo Baek trembled in fear. He truly hadn't expected to die like this.

Just then, a telepathic message from Geom Mugeuk reached him.

[Do you want to live?]

Geo Baek didn't dare act on his temper. He had a feeling they would really kill him if he resisted. He realized his paralysis acupoints had been released at some point, allowing him to move freely. These people handled his body like a toy, their actions completely imperceptible.

[I want to live.]

[Sell the item that legendary thief tried to steal and use the money to help people. Many have lost their homes to the floods in this area, so you can help them.]

From the moment he stepped forward, Geom Mugeuk had no intention of killing Geo Baek. If he had committed evil deeds that crossed the line, the Evil Alliance would have to punish him. That was a matter of courtesy to Bi Sayin.

Geom Mugeuk had Lee Ahn sheathe her sword. "Hehe, I was just kidding. How could I kill someone so renowned in the Evil Alliance?"

Geo Baek also forced a smile. "I was also joking. It's a request from none other than the Young Cult Leader, so of course, I must grant it. Please, take them both."

"Thank you."

The two of them laughed together as if they had just been playing a prank on each other.

Geo Baek addressed the crowd. "Since we've had such a precious meeting, I will put forth the item the legendary thief tried to steal to help the victims of the recent flood."

The onlookers exchanged glances. They knew exactly what was happening. Geo Baek was only performing a good deed because of the Young Cult Leader.

One person started clapping, and soon everyone was cheering. It looked like they were cheering for Geo Baek's good deed, but most were cheering because he had submitted to the Young Cult Leader. The scene revealed just how excessive the Blood Shadow Sect's usual evil deeds were.

Geom Mugeuk bid him farewell. "Well then, let's meet again next time."

"Please travel safely."

Even without looking back, Geom Mugeuk knew what kind of look Geo Baek was giving them. Now that he had overcome this crisis, he would continue his evil deeds and might even dream of revenge against Tae Gon and his son.

However, Geo Baek did not know that the real disaster had yet to begin. This incident would naturally reach Bi Sayin's ears, and Bi Sayin would not let the matter slide. If an investigation revealed evil deeds that crossed the line, Bi Sayin would not let them go unpunished.

This was also why Geom Mugeuk had intervened by revealing his real identity instead of acting as Geom Yeon.


Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn took Tae Su and Tae Gon to a nearby forest.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

The two of them thanked Geom Mugeuk several times.

After expressing their gratitude, Tae Gon suddenly embraced his son, holding him for a long time without a word.

Eventually, Tae Gon confessed his honest feelings to Geom Mugeuk. "Everyone calls me a legendary righteous thief, but in truth, I don't deserve such a title. I've set aside a portion of the stolen wealth for my son, storing it in a bank in the Central Plains under my son's name."

Tae Su was startled. He already knew his father didn't use all the stolen wealth to help the poor. That was why he had said such hurtful things to him. However, he never knew his father had saved that money for him.

"There's no need to make excuses to me. Everyone has their own life," Geom Mugeuk said, before turning to Tae Su. "So? Will you become my subordinate?"

As if he had already decided, Tae Su shook his head. "Today is the first and last time I'll be your subordinate, Young Cult Leader. I want to live with my father."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "If you remember the moment you risked your life for your father, you'll be able to live well from now on," he said encouragingly.

"Why are you being so good to me?" Tae Su asked. No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't understand why the Young Cult Leader had come to save him.

"I didn't save your father for your sake," Geom Mugeuk revealed.

"What?"

Geom Mugeuk turned back to Tae Gon. The reason he knew about what was happening here was that he had been keeping an eye on Tae Gon through the All-Knowing Hall. "A long time ago, I incurred a debt to you. With this, I'll consider it fully repaid," he said incomprehensibly.

Of course, Tae Gon was confused. The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult owes me a debt? Since when? How?

Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk did not elaborate.

"My former subordinate, live well!"

Leaving those words behind, he and Lee Ahn leaped away and vanished from the spot.

Tae Gon made a decision on the spot. "Son, I plan to stop stealing from now on."

"!?" Tae Su looked at his father in surprise.

"What you said before was right. Leaving money for you was, in the end, the same as leaving it for myself. I was just rationalizing my thievery."

Tae Gon smiled bitterly. That must have been why his son's words had hurt so much.

"Father."

"What is it?"

"Let's start stealing properly now."

"What?"

Tae Su snorted. Both he and his father had learned nothing but thievery their whole lives. What happiness would they find living any other way?

"Let's become real legendary thieves now. The kind that has no regrets and no shame. I believe what happened today was heaven's will, telling us to live that way."

Tae Gon didn't have to think for long.

Yes, I should have walked this path from the beginning.

He patted his son's shoulder and nodded.

They laughed together and looked toward the spot where Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn had vanished.

They were already gone, but Tae Su belatedly shouted, remembering his friend with the good sense of smell. "Please make sure to give this message to Ji Han! Tell him that the next time we meet, I'll definitely smell good!"


Chapter 879: Don't Go Anywhere Else, Come to Us

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn stopped walking. Beside their path, a drunkard sat on the steps of a building, singing.

Lee Ahn thought to herself. What kind of story does he have to be singing so sorrowfully?

Geom Mugeuk, listening beside her, commented, "He's a terrible singer."

"Pfft!" Lee Ahn laughed out loud. How could he critique the man's singing in a situation like this?

Courtesans came out and led the drunkard inside.

"You said you were going out for some fresh air, what are you doing here?" one said.

"Do you know who I am?! Tell the Chairwoman to come out here! Now!" the drunkard yelled.

Watching the scene, Lee Ahn remarked, "I wonder if he even knows who the Chairwoman here is."

She and Geom Mugeuk were outside the Thousand Flower Palace, having come to meet the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman while traveling through the Central Plains.

The shouting drunkard turned on them. "Hey! Who are you? What are you staring at? What's your problem?"

"No, no, we're leaving. Sorry for staring!" Lee Ahn grabbed Geom Mugeuk and pulled him away. "Let's go. We don't need to get involved in his miserable life."

The drunkard continued to scream behind them as courtesans came out to soothe him and lead him inside. Martial artists were not mobilized unless it was a major disturbance.

"Phew, no matter how much money I made, I could never do this business," Geom Mugeuk sighed. "How could anyone watch this kind of thing every day?"

"You'd probably be the best at it if you tried," Lee Ahn argued, shaking her head. If it had been Geom Mugeuk, he probably would have sat down with that singing drunkard and sung along.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn entered the inner garden containing the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's residence. They could feel martial artists concealed all around them. There had been guards on their previous visit, but the ones hiding now were far more skilled. The Thousand Flower Palace had clearly overcome many challenges and built a steady foundation.

When they opened the last gate to the inner garden, they were greeted by two Faceless Warriors.

Even without them removing their masks, Geom Mugeuk knew they were the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior and the Seventeenth Bridge. Now, the Seventeenth Bridge also wore the mask of a Faceless Warrior, confirming she had joined them. Moreover, the character '17 (十七)' was written on to her pure white mask.

""Welcome, Young Cult Leader!""

The two bowed respectfully, their gazes exceptionally warm. After all, Geom Mugeuk had been instrumental in bringing their love to fruition.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior, in particular, had found Geom Mugeuk's words helpful when he had come to him with his worries. He had been agonizing over whether he could force the Seventeenth Bridge to become a Faceless Warrior with him.


"Let's try living the life of Faceless Warriors first. If we don't like it, we can run away together, leaving no regrets behind."



After that, the Seventeenth Bridge began her life as a Faceless Warrior. Contrary to the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior's worries, she found it enjoyable. The life behind a mask suited her surprisingly well.

"Why are the two of you here? Were you dispatched?" Geom Mugeuk asked,figuring the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had sent them to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"I was the one who was dispatched," an unexpected person replied, walking out from another building.

To Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn's surprise, it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Geom Mugeuk's face brightened. "My goodness, Smiling Demon, when did you arrive?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled brightly behind his mask. "Quite a while ago."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the pair of lovebirds and nodded. Now, it was clear that the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior and the Seventeenth Bridge were accompanying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"It seemed the Young Cult Leader was especially fond of these two, so I brought them out to get some fresh air," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon added.

"They're a fine-looking young couple, aren't they?" a woman remarked, walking out from behind them. "But can they be as fine-looking as the Young Cult Leader and Martial Artist Lee?"

This time, it was the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. To her, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were at a truly beautiful age, just like the two young Faceless Warriors.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk turned toward her. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, whom he had not seen in a long time, wore a splendid outfit and makeup, but her bright expression stood out most of all. "Chairwoman, you've become even more beautiful and radiant."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "How could I not be?"

Geom Mugeuk grinned. He knew she meant she was happy because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was there.

Lee Ahn greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "It's been a long time."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in acknowledgment, while the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman welcomed Lee Ahn warmly, taking her hand in delight.

"I've missed you, Martial Artist Lee. You've become even more beautiful since I last saw you."

Lee Ahn smiled. In reality, her appearance had not changed. However, her martial arts had improved during her travels, changing her atmosphere and presence. "Thank you, Chairwoman. I've missed you too."

Geom Mugeuk interjected, "You have no idea how much she pestered me to come see you, Chairwoman."

Since it was true, Lee Ahn did not deny it. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman always had kind words for her, and she knew it was not just because of Geom Mugeuk.

Furthermore, the Chairwoman was a special person to her. When they had first met, she had not yet been cured of the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art. Even so, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had recognized her true worth. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was also the one who told her she was destined for great things and should cherish herself.

And there was one more thing. For some reason, she had felt a strong need to see the Chairwoman on this trip, an emotion she had never felt before.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman eyed Lee Ahn, as if she could read her emotions. "My dear, shall we let the men have their fun and go for a walk?"

"Yes, I'd like that."

Geom Mugeuk shouted after the departing ladies. "Let the men have their fun! Those are the words we men most want to hear! Please say them often!"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at Geom Mugeuk's shout from behind.

"The Young Cult Leader is always the same, isn't he?" Lee Ahn grumbled.

Surprisingly, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman shook her head. "He seems very different to me."

"What? The Young Cult Leader? Different how?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman nodded but did not explain. Instead, she asked about Lee Ahn's journey. "Are you enjoying your travels?"

Lee Ahn smiled and nodded. A journey with Geom Mugeuk could not be anything but enjoyable.

Perhaps she had wanted to meet the Chairwoman because she knew the woman would understand her heart better than anyone. In truth, she wanted to ask her "What should I do?", but the words wouldn't leave her mouth.

Lee Ahn looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "A few days ago, I had this strange feeling that I wanted to see you, Chairwoman, so I pestered the Young Cult Leader to change our travel plans to come here. I think I was craving your home-cooked meals, Chairwoman."

She had tasted the Chairwoman's cooking before, back when she was confined in the safehouse.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman rolled up her sleeves. "It seems I'll have to show off my skills once again."

The two women looked at each other and laughed.

The Chairwoman's gaze shifted from Lee Ahn to the stars in the night sky, a hint of insight flashing in her eyes. "You're getting closer and closer to your destiny, Martial Artist Lee."

Lee Ahn flinched. From their very first meeting, the Chairwoman had spoken as if she could see her future. "I don't really know what my destiny is."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled. "No, you already know."

"......" Lee Ahn could not deny it. When Geom Mugeuk had suggested the trip, he had said he wanted to find the real Lee Ahn.

Lee Ahn knew those words foretold a change in her relationship with Geom Mugeuk. Whatever happened, it would be related to her destiny.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said encouragingly, "Believe in yourself. You will play a greater role than anyone else in the world."

Lee Ahn smiled, though it would be a lie to say the words were not a burden. "You have no idea how much strength words like these have given me."

"I'm only telling you what I see and feel."

Lee Ahn raised her head. What could she have possibly seen in me?

Far in the distance, on the roof of the tallest building in the Thousand Flower Palace, stood the two men.


Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood side by side, gazing at the sprawling night view.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked, "Are you enjoying your travels?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded eagerly. "Yes, it's been fun. I've met old acquaintances, and I've confirmed that over half of the restaurants listed in the Central Plains' Guide to Cuisine are terrible."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled at the joke.

Geom Mugeuk added, "Actually, I came on this trip to find an answer."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could guess the nature of the problem. Since it was a trip with only Lee Ahn, it had to concern her. "So, did you find your answer?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly nodded. "Yes."

In truth, when he first regressed, he had intended to send Lee Ahn away. He had even told her to leave, trying his best not to give her his heart.

He had planned to live this life alone as well. He thought it was disrespectful to love someone while carrying the baggage of his dark and difficult past life.

However, his heart began to change as he lived his new life. His relationships with his father, the Demon Supremes, and his friends grew precious, and a new desire sprouted within him.

Maybe I can be a good father, like my father.

Still, something made him waver.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon noticed his hesitation immediately. "What are you worried about?"

Geom Mugeuk sighed, "Am I allowed to dream of happiness?"

This was not a fitting answer for someone who could dream of conquering the world, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew where this question came from. He knew it was a question born from the unfitting darkness he sometimes sensed in Geom Mugeuk, an abyss of unknown depth.

"What makes you anxious?" he asked.

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk answered, "I'm afraid that by being overly greedy, a great misfortune like the Celestial Killer Star will come again. No, the Celestial Killer Star has already come, so perhaps an even greater misfortune will arrive."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not ask why that was overly greedy. Instead, he said, "Tell it to come."

"!"

"Aren't we the ones who handle such misfortune and darkness best? Tell it not to go anywhere else, but to come to us."

A smile spread across Geom Mugeuk's face. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said to come to us, not just to the Young Cult Leader. He meant they would face whatever darkness came together.

"Besides, if we save the murim one more time, the Young Cult Leader would accumulate even more good karma and fortune."

Geom Mugeuk was moved. Could there be anyone who could give permission to be happy in such a cool way? That must be why he could so easily say the words he had buried deep in his heart.

"Then, shall I trust the Smiling Demon and try to be happy?"


"This is it, the place the Chairwoman told us about," Lee Ahn said.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were talking a walk at a nearby flower garden recommended by the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

As expected, he place was truly beautiful. Weeping willows that looked hundreds of years old let their hair hang into the lake, and moonlight filtered through the leaves. The stars seemed to have shattered and fallen into the water, twinkling there. Hundreds, thousands of fireflies flew around the lakeside where beautiful flowers bloomed.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn stood lost in the beautiful scenery, surrounded by the scent of grass, water, and old trees.

"It's so beautiful," Lee Ahn muttered in admiration.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. It was the first time he had seen such a beautiful sight, too.

Lee Ahn held out her hand, and a firefly landed on her fingertip. Its light pulsed as if it were breathing.

For a while, she watched the scene quietly.

"Young Cult Leader, are you having fun traveling with me?" she asked suddenly.

Geom Mugeuk immediately nodded. "Of course."

"In what way?"

"Why? Do you think I'm traveling with you even though it's no fun?"

"Because you're someone who always keeps your promises."

Lee Ahn slightly raised her hand, and the firefly on her fingertip flew away. "If it's for my sake, you can go back now."

"I don't want to."

"Pardon?"

"I'm really enjoying this trip. Even if you're not, I'm going to continue because I am. If you don't like it, you should have been born as the Young Cult Leader."

Lee Ahn was truly grateful for his words. "Well, I'm not resentful at all that I wasn't born as the Young Cult Leader, but I am a little resentful that you were born as the Young Cult Leader." She paused for a moment. Finally, the time had come to ask her question. "So, why are you so good to me? Oh, and this is the last time I'm asking, I swear."

They had once jokingly promised she would only ask this question five times, and she had already asked it four times. Geom Mugeuk had been good to her far more than five times, but now she was asking the fifth and final question she had saved.

"I won't ask again after this," she added.

Geom Mugeuk had once answered playfully that it was to work her to the bone for the rest of her life. Another time, he had said she had suddenly come to mind on his way back from a fight with his brother. And now, she felt it was time he gave her a proper answer.

"There are many reasons," Geom Mugeuk replied. "Can you remember them all?"

Lee Ahn nodded. "Even if I forget the oral formula for the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I won't forget what you're about to say."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "The first reason is because you're good at making jokes like that."

"That wasn't a joke."

"Second, because you're someone who nods along and takes my side no matter what I say."

Lee Ahn refuted that reason. "If the other person is the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader, even someone with a broken neck would nod and take his side."

Geom Mugeuk gave another reason. "Third, you possess the perseverance to never give up once you set your mind to something."

Lee Ahn had shown that perseverance while learning the Soaring Sky Sword Art. Every time he visited, she was practicing her martial arts.

Still, Lee Ahn snorted. "Who would give up after obtaining the Soaring Sky Sword Art? Even the laziest person in the world would have lost sleep over it."

Geom Mugeuk ignored her rebuttals and kept listing reasons. "More than anything, I like your goodness."

"You've been completely deceived." Eyes trembling, Lee Ahn told a story she had never told anyone before. "It's because of the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art. I had to be good to survive. That way, I wouldn't be abandoned by you, Young Cult Leader. I wasn't even ten years old back then. It's embarrassing, but from that point on, goodness became one of my methods of survival."

"......" Geom Mugeuk could feel it. She was trying to push him away, but it was not a true rejection. It looked more like she was using all her strength to break down the wall that stood between them, only to discover that it was made of steel.

Refuting a hundred reasons with a hundred rebuttals. This was her effort to break down the wall.

"There are no more, right? Now that you're trying to list them, there are only a few, aren't there?" Lee Ahn asked, looking back at the fireflies.

"Young Lady Lee," Geom Mugeuk suddenly said.

Lee Ahn flinched. Geom Mugeuk had surprised her countless times over the years, but never as much as in this moment.


Chapter 880: If the Celestial Killer Star Had Attacked Today

"Young Lady Lee."

Lee Ahn blinked in confusion. Did I hear him wrong?

No, she hadn't misheard. She knew exactly what those words meant. She instinctively understood that Geom Mugeuk was standing before her as himself, not the Young Cult Leader.

She felt as if fireflies were glowing all around her. Her heart pounded, threatening to burst. She had never been so surprised or nervous in her life.

Still, she couldn't simply be happy. Her subconscious conjured negative scenarios, and the light of the fireflies that had brightened her heart went out.

Lee Ahn! Get a grip! You could be mistaken. Could this just be another one of his jokes?

However, Geom Mugeuk's eyes were serious as he looked at her. If this were a joke, he would have already made her laugh with some silly remark.

Could it be?

Her surprise turned to anxiety. He was acting so unfamiliar.

"Are you trying to send me away?" she asked worriedly. The Young Cult Leader had tried to send her away before. Was this final journey meant to be their farewell?

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "That's correct."

Lee Ahn was shocked. She wouldn't have felt this dazed even if her own father had punched her in the head.

He's clearly looking at me as a man, so why is he saying that he'll send me away? Is he angry at me?

She had contradicted him on every point after he had listed her strengths, so it was understandable if he was. On them other hand, he wasn't the type to send her away for such a reason.

She was extremely confused, but nevertheless, she had to be sure of one thing.

I can never leave the Young Cult Leader.

She forced a smile and spoke jokingly, throwing her pride aside. "Why are you being like this? I told you, didn't I? I'm going to stick right by your side and live comfortably for the rest of my life. I'll cling to your leg. You know me, when I say I'll do something, I do it."

However, Geom Mugeuk was firm. "You must leave."

Lee Ahn despaired at his resolute attitude. His words stabbed her like a sword. "You said I was your heart, didn't you? Can you live without a heart?"

"I will replace it with a new heart."

"!" Lee Ahn's heart sank. Geom Mugeuk was still speaking so formally, which made him feel like a stranger.

Why would he make me leave so suddenly, especially in this beautiful place?

"Please tell me the reason," she said. "If I can't accept it, I won't leave. You said I have a persistence that doesn't give up? I trained late into the night to fight back in times like these."

Geom Mugeuk revealed his reason. "Because that's the only way for us to move on to the next step."

Lee Ahn couldn't understand what he meant. She waited for his next words.

"Ah, I didn't say I was sending Young Lady Lee away physically," Geom Mugeuk explained.

Lee Ahn went blank. His answer was still incomprehensible. "What does that mean? You were just trying to send me away a moment ago, weren't you?"

"The one I'm sending away is the Lee Ahn who calls me 'Young Cult Leader'."

"!" Lee Ahn's eyes widened.

"The one I'm sending away is the Lee Ahn who is formal with me." After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk calmly added, "The one I'm sending away is the Lee Ahn who believes she can never be with me. The Young Lady Lee who is left after those Lee Ahns have departed will be my new heart."

Finally, Lee Ahn understood. Just as she had first felt, Geom Mugeuk was standing before her as a man.

Geom Mugeuk, who was usually an eloquent speaker, shuffled his feet nervously. "It doesn't matter if you can't tell jokes, and it doesn't matter if you only pretended to agree with me because I'm the Young Cult Leader. It doesn't matter if you lack willpower, and it doesn't matter if your kindness was a survival strategy. I..."

"Wait! Don't! Don't say anything!" Lee Ahn screamed.

Geom Mugeuk paused at her shout. "But... I want you to hear this."

"I don't want to. No, I'll listen, just give me a moment!"

Like a child, Lee Ahn covered her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. She knew what he was about to say, but the moment Geom Mugeuk spoke those words, they could never go back to how they were.

She liked Geom Mugeuk. She had liked him from the day she first stood before him as a little girl until now.

He had called her his heart and cherished her more than anyone. He never hesitated to call her his heart, no matter where they were or who they were with. He never once compared her to anyone else, nor was he ever ashamed of her.

Still, they had always maintained an invisible wall between them.

Geom Mugeuk planned to break that wall now. Grabbing Lee Ahn's wrists, he gently tugged her hands from her ears.

Lee Ahn slowly opened her eyes.

Geom Mugeuk met her gaze. "I like the Young Lady Lee standing before me now as a woman."

Lee Ahn trembled. A whirlwind of joy, nervousness, fear, excitement, and happiness enveloped her.

If she accepted his feelings, she would become the wife of the future Heavenly Demon, the next Demon Queen.

She stood at the most important crossroads of her life. Her answer would change her future, and Geom Mugeuk's.

She was confident she could overcome any hardship that came with this choice, because she genuinely liked Geom Mugeuk.

She had only one concern.

"Will you not regret choosing me?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk replied awkwardly, "I'm not as perfect a person as Young Lady Lee thinks. I'm a darker person than I appear. I may seem to get along well with people, but I prefer to be alone, and I'm someone who worries about things I don't need to. Because I've stained these hands with so much blood, a lifetime of bad luck may follow me." He returned her question. "Are you okay with a man like me?"

The two looked at each other without a word as a single firefly passed between them.

Finally, Lee Ahn conveyed her feelings. "I was entrusted to the Divine Cult at a young age, and I've survived to see this moment. No amount of bad luck will ever overcome my good fortune."

Understanding that she was accepting him, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. "You've protected me until now, so for the rest of our lives, I will protect you."

Lee Ahn stepped closer to him. She stared quietly at his face, then spoke in a low but firm voice. "No, I'll protect my dark and worrisome man."

Her face drew closer to his, and her soft lips touched his. Her heart pounded, and her face turned beet red.

She didn't know where she found such courage. She had always stood behind him, but this must have been her will to step forward with confidence.

Blushing, she tried to pull back in embarrassment, but Geom Mugeuk pulled her close.

This time, he kissed her, a sweet and deep kiss.

The fireflies around them lit up all at once, and that night, they did not go out for a long, long time.


The next morning, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman went to the kitchen early. She rolled up her sleeves where the Thousand Flower Palace cooks, who had worked late into the night, had just left. She intended to show off her skills for Lee Ahn, who had said she wanted a home-cooked meal.

Just as she put a pot on to boil water, Lee Ahn entered.

"Did you sleep well?"

"Why are you up so early? It seemed like you came back late last night. Did you sleep well?"

"Yes, I slept very well."

Lee Ahn hadn't slept a wink. She had learned last night that one can't sleep not only from being troubled or worried, but also from being too happy.

"How was that place?"

"It was wonderful."

That place had become unforgettable for her. How could she ever forget it and what happened there? Lee Ahn was truly grateful to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman for telling her about the beautiful spot.

The Chairwoman smiled. She could tell that the Lee Ahn of yesterday and the Lee Ahn of today were different. Not because she received prophecies, but because she was a woman.

"I'll help too."

"Would you?"

Lee Ahn brought the requested ingredients from storage and washed them in clean water.

As the two prepared food together, Geom Mugeuk poked his head in. "Something smells delicious."

The Chairwoman opened the pot lid and showed it to him. "I haven't even started boiling anything yet."

"Does one need to draw a sword to know a master? You can tell just by their stance." Geom Mugeuk marveled at the ingredients sliced to one side. "As expected! Our Lee Ahn is really good at her work!"

"I did that," the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said.

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to Lee Ahn with an awkward smile as she cut the vegetables. "I'll help too."

"Here you go, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk sat down as usual, but it didn't feel the same. He kept glancing at Lee Ahn, and she felt his gaze but deliberately pretended not to notice.

"I need to go get something for a moment," the Chairwoman said, leaving the kitchen for a moment.

Lee Ahn whispered, "Why do you keep staring at me? And why are you even here?"

"Why do you think? I wanted to help."

"I don't need your help. Go out and play with the Smiling Demon, and please speak to me informally."

"I don't want to."

Usually, people in a secret relationship would speak formally in front of others and informally when alone, but the two of them were the opposite.

"The Lee Ahn who was formal with you has already left far away. See? I'm calling you 'you' right now, not Young Cult Leader. So please be informal."

"Then Young Lady Lee should also be informal when we're alone."

Lee Ahn sighed. In truth, she had been worried about this morning.

What if it becomes awkward? What if last night feels like it never happened?

As it turned out, it was a needless worry. The tension had continued into the morning, and she actually liked this secretive, clandestine feeling.

"Should I really?"

"You should."

Lee Ahn was about to retort but couldn't. "This is the one thing I can't do."

"Then I can't either."

"Please, just do it." Lee Ahn gently tugged on Geom Mugeuk's sleeve, signaling for him to stop being stubborn.

Geom Mugeuk let himself be pulled toward her like a doll. "Did you want to hold me that badly?"

"I barely pulled you!" Lee Ahn protested. She hadn't even used any strength, yet his body flitted back and forth. "Stop playing around. You wouldn't even budge if the Celestial Killer Star pulled you."

The two of them joked and laughed.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman returned with a small jar.

In an instant, Geom Mugeuk teleported back to his original spot, washing vegetables as if nothing had happened.

He's fast!

Lee Ahn was inwardly amazed that a person could move so quickly.

The Chairwoman looked at the two of them. "Did you two have a fight?"

"If she dared to fight with me, she'd be sent straight to our Cult's underground prison," Geom Mugeuk replied. "Why do you ask?"

"There's just a strange, awkward air between you two..."

Geom Mugeuk tensed, but just in time, he sensed the presence of a savior outside. "It seems the Smiling Demon is here! I'll go out and wait," he said, scurrying out the door.

The Chairwoman smiled teasingly. "He seems unusually flustered today, doesn't he?"

Lee Ahn didn't answer. She stared at the door through which Geom Mugeuk had disappeared, lost in thought.

The Chairwoman smirked watching her. "And you as well."

Lee Ahn spun around at the speed of lightning. "Pardon? What did you say?"

"I said, it's a shame. If the Celestial Killer Star had attacked today, you would have won."

Understanding her meaning, Lee Ahn's cheeks turned slightly red.

The Chairwoman didn't embarrass her further and began to cook. "Now, bring the cut vegetables over here."

"Yes."

Lee Ahn learned how to cook properly from the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She was already decent at making noodles and a few other dishes, but she was no match for the Chairwoman, so she learned from the very basics.

Despite holding a sword for so long, she learned anew how to hold a kitchen knife. She learned how to prepare ingredients, when and in what order to add them, how to control the heat, and how to season the food at the end.

The Chairwoman's cooking skills were excellent, and Lee Ahn learned diligently.

A short while later, the food was served, and the four of them sat down together.

Because Lee Ahn was present, the masked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon joined them at the table but didn't eat. He just valued being there together.

"This is truly delicious!" Geom Mugeuk marveled. "We need to release a revised edition of the Central Plains' Guide to Cuisine. We must feature the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman on the very first page."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman laughed, "When you feature her, don't forget to include Martial Artist Lee as her assistant!"

"I only did as I was told. Do you think it would taste this good if I made it?" Lee Ahn mumbled.

"You have skilled hands, so you'll learn quickly."

"I should ask you to properly teach me sometime, Chairwoman."

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, a breeze from the window blew Lee Ahn's hair.

Geom Mugeuk, sitting next to her, unconsciously raised his hand to fix it, then caught himself and moved his hand toward his chopsticks instead.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Chairwoman, who gave a slight nod.

Behind the mask, his eyes smiled brightly.

"Allow me to pour you a drink." He first poured a drink for Geom Mugeuk, then filled Lee Ahn's cup. "Martial Artist Lee should also have a drink."

From his demeanor, Lee Ahn could tell that he had realized the nature of her relationship with Geom Mugeuk. His gaze and attitude toward her had changed, becoming more polite and gentle.

"I look forward to your guidance," she replied politely, knowing better than anyone about the relationship between Geom Mugeuk and the Smiling Demon.

"From what I have seen of Martial Artist Lee until now, I believe you can become a wonderful Demon Queen."

"Those are words I dare not yet bear."

Lee Ahn humbly bowed her head. The weight of the words 'Demon Queen' was the heaviest she had ever felt.

Geom Mugeuk poured drinks for the Smiling Demon and the Chairwoman, as the Smiling Demon's courtesy was also a sign of respect toward him. He then made an official announcement. "Today is our first day together."

"......" Lee Ahn bowed her head again in embarrassment.

"Congratulations!"

"Thank you."

They all toasted in celebration.

The Chairwoman said cheerfully, "It's an honor to be able to share this historic first day with you."

She could feel that this moment wasn't just changing the fate of two people. It was a moment that would greatly influence the fate of the murim.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior and the Seventeenth Bridge, who stood guard outside, looked at each other with emotional eyes. To think they were here at this historic moment, at the very place where the Young Cult Leader, who had brought their own love to fruition, was now finding his own.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the two of them seriously. "How on earth did you know? Was it that obvious?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Chairwoman laughed together.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered, "It was more than obvious. It was written all over your face."

"It's not something you can hide just because you want to," the Chairwoman added with a smile.

Geom Mugeuk confessed honestly. "To be honest, I wanted to brag about it."

Lee Ahn looked at him. "Even though you possess such incredible martial arts, you've never once bragged about that, but you brag about this?"

The four of them laughed together.

After breakfast, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn left the Thousand Flower Palace. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Chairwoman didn't try to make them stay longer, nor did they ask where they were going.

"We'll visit again next time."

"Come anytime. The gates of the Thousand Flower Palace will always be open for you two."

Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to the Smiling Demon through telepathy. [I will trust you and be happy, Smiling Demon.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was incredibly grateful to Geom Mugeuk for taking his advice. [Yes. Just trust me and be as happy as you can be.]

The two faced each other and shared a bright smile.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn left the Thousand Flower Palace. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood side by side, watching them go.

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior and the Seventeenth Bridge watched from a large tree branch extending over the Thousand Flower Palace wall, perched side by side.

Once they were far from the Thousand Flower Palace, Geom Mugeuk held out his hand to Lee Ahn, and she shyly took it with a bright smile.

Hand in hand, the two of them disappeared, melting into the dazzling sunlight.


Chapter 881: Living A Good Life is the Best Revenge

"Do you have any errands for me?" the boy asked.

"No," the shirtless, middle-aged man hammering in the smithy answered bluntly. He was thin and frail, but the force behind his hammer strikes was immense.

The boy asked again, "Is there anything I can help with?"

"No."

"Then I'll clean up in here," the boy offered.

Without waiting for permission, he began cleaning the smithy. He set the hammers, chisels, and tongs upright and swept the ash from beside the furnace. After wiping the floor, he returned the scattered tools to their proper places. Because he was so small, he had to use both hands and his entire body just to drag the larger hammers.

The man worked on in silence, not chasing the boy away. For the past few days, the kid, who looked barely ten, had been visiting his small smithy on the village outskirts.

CLANG! CLAAANG!

He could tell from the boy's increasingly dirty clothes, likely from sleeping outdoors, that he was surviving on the food he earned from his work here. Without that income, the boy would either become a beggar or fall into the wrong hands and be sold off.

Fortunately, the quick-witted boy understood the value of his single daily meal and never got on his nerves.

After cleaning to the best of his ability, the boy admired the swords, daos, and throwing knives hanging on one wall. The smith produced not only farming tools, such as hoes and plows, but also various weapons for martial artists. It was hard to believe that one man had made them all.

The boy looked up at a crossbow designed to hide weapons, bound by a locked chain, hanging on the wall. It was clearly a dangerous weapon. "Did you make that, too? If someone who's learned martial arts got hit by that, they'd die, right?"

"......" As always, the man gave no reply.

"I want to make things like that someday."

The man stopped hammering. "Why do you want to make them?"

The boy blinked in shock. This was the first question the man had asked in all the days he had been coming, having only ever given him food. He answered clearly, "He said that a person needs a skill to make a living."

"Who?"

"Father."

The man didn't ask about the boy about his father. The boy's expression held not hatred, but longing. A father like that wouldn't have abandoned his child, so he was probably dead.

"Can I learn blacksmithing too?" the boy asked.

"If it's just to make a living, aren't there easier jobs?" the man asked back. From the boy's words, it seemed he had tried to apprentice at other places before this one.

"The village inn said they don't need a waiter."

The man nodded. Indeed, the boy was still too young to do much else besides being a waiter in the marketplace. "You can eat now," he said.

"Yes, thank you."

The boy walked over to the corner table on his own. When he lifted the cloth covering a basket, he found rice balls and dried meat inside.

He ate the rice balls and meat slowly, careful not to gobble them down or spill anything. He tried his best not to be an eyesore. Despite his hunger, he didn't eat everything that was there.

"Do you truly want to learn blacksmithing?" the man asked.

Startled by the unexpected words, the boy ran toward the man. "Yes! Please teach me!"

The man looked into the boy's sparkling eyes and nodded. "Finish your food first."

"Yes!"

The man went back to hammering in silence.

CLAAANG! CLANG!

From that day on, the boy began to learn the trade in earnest. He was still too young for hard labor, so he cleaned, ran errands, and observed the man at work, gaining invaluable lessons from the simple act of watching.

The boy was smart and bright for his age, so even though he knew it was premature, the man shared many stories with him.

"Before you can master steel, you must master fire, and before you can master fire, you must master your own heart. In the end, the work of a blacksmith is all about how well you can master things."

The boy nodded. He did not yet know what an incredible blacksmith the man was, nor that the man's skills were far too great for him to be running a small smithy in such a remote place.

"If you fear the fire, you can't do this work, but you must not disrespect it either. Do you understand?"

Though he couldn't fully comprehend the words yet, the boy listened intently to everything the man said.

Several months passed like that.


The boy walked through the night, his face tense as if he were being chased. He clutched a heavy crossbow to his chest—the very one from the smithy's wall—and struggled with its weight as he moved.

When someone approached, the boy hid behind a tree. After the person passed, he emerged and started walking again. His gaze was fixed on a martial arts academy in the distance.

As he cautiously approached, someone blocked his path.

The boy froze in shock. It was the owner of the smithy, who he was sure had been asleep. "...Master."

After feeding and sheltering him for months, the man asked coldly, "Did you come to the smithy from the very beginning just to steal that?"

The boy couldn't say no. Over the months, he had figured out how to use the crossbow and had also found where the key to its lock was kept.

The man held out his hand, gesturing for the crossbow.

The boy stepped back. "I need this."

For the boy, desperation outweighed his guilt. He had a reason he had to do this.

"That bastard killed my father. I'm going to kill him with this."

Crying, the boy told his story.

He had lived alone with his father, who did odd jobs at the Yongbaek Martial Arts Academy, the largest in the area. His father was diligent and had no trouble providing for his son.

One day, his father came home, severely beaten. Groaning in pain, he had said he would be fine after a night's sleep, but he never woke up ever again.

From what the boy overheard the neighbors say as they buried his father, he had been beaten to death by Jong Chu, an instructor at the Yongbaek Martial Arts Academy.

The reason was trivial. His father hadn't placed training equipment where Jong Chu wanted it, and even that was Jong Chu's own misunderstanding.

Jong Chu had always had a nasty temper that worsened when he was drunk. Beating and tormenting people was a daily routine for him, and he had been drunk that day as well. He had caused trouble many times before, but because his martial arts were so good and his temper so foul, everyone let his misdeeds slide.


"Does a person die from a few hits? He must have had some other illness."



That was what the bastard had reportedly said upon hearing of his father's death.

The boy cried as he told his tale. He had been dreaming of revenge even before coming to the smithy. He had claimed the waiter job didn't work out because he had no money, but in reality, he had planned to work there to save up for his revenge.

"I heard the customers talking," he sobbed. "They said if you pay money, an assassin will kill someone for you, but it would have taken me twenty years of work to save up that much. This is the only way I can get my revenge."

Tears streamed from the boy's eyes. Of course, he knew there was a high chance he would have lost even that money to scammers promising to introduce him to an assassin, but he was willing to take the risk. He had truly loved his father, who had been his entire world.

The man watched the boy silently. He's a smart and strong-willed boy. What other child would dream of revenge after his father died, or work in a smithy for months just to steal a crossbow? The heavens have given him a special trait, but also a trial he cannot overcome.

He calmly reprimanded. "So thievery is fine, but murder is unforgivable? Is that what you think?"

"......" The boy couldn't answer.

"You can't kill him with that weapon. That particular crossbow has a strong recoil, so even if you aim and shoot, you won't hit your target."

The boy looked down at the heavy crossbow in his arms. Truly, it wasn't something he could just hit a target with by pulling the trigger.

"Even if you got lucky and hit him, you'd also be guilty of murder," the man added. "You'd be locked up in prison for the rest of your life."

The boy hung his head, but said nothing. He had clearly steeled himself for the consequences.

Therefore, the man scolded him for a different reason. "It's not just you. I'll suffer if you kill someone with that crossbow too."

"You, Master?"

"Isn't it suspicious for a little kid like you to have crossbow? Don't you think they'll track down where it came from? Worse, they'll think a child couldn't have thought of doing such a thing, so they'll assume I put you up to it. Are you okay with me dying for the sake of your revenge?"

The boy was stunned. How could I have thought that far ahead?

"I'm sorry," he apologized. Tears continued to stream down his cheeks, as if his small eyes held an endless supply.

The man added yet another reason. "Would your father want you to be locked up in prison for life while avenging him?"

"......" The boy said nothing.

The man took the crossbow from the boy's arms. "You living a good life is the best revenge."

"Then what about the bastard who killed my father?" the boy asked.

The man said nothing and started to walk away. "Come back tomorrow."

The boy flinched and looked at the man. He never imagined the man would tell him to come back after he had stolen the crossbow. "Why..."

"Didn't your father tell you? You need a skill to make a living."


CLANG, CLAAANG!

The man paused his hammering and glanced at the corner table. The daily meal he prepared for the boy was still there under its cloth cover. The boy was late.

After staring at it for a moment, the man was about to start hammering again when someone spoke from behind him. "I'd like you to tend to this sword."

Without turning around, he answered, "Take it somewhere else. I can't handle a sword that precious."

"How do you know it's a precious sword without even looking at it?" the customer asked.

"Because... it's your sword."

The man turned around. The person smiling before him was Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk grinned at Myeongjin, a former subordinate of the Death King and current owner of this smithy.

Myeongjin sighed, "I thought I'd completely hidden my past, but I guess not."

"If you wanted to do that, you should have sold rice or clothes."

Geom Mugeuk remembered that when they parted ways, Myeongjin had said he would live as a blacksmith. There was no way the All-Knowing Hall would fail to find his whereabouts with such a clue.

Myeongjin stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, recalling the Young Cult Leader's words. It was the answer to why he had been spared.


"Because I don't want the path I walk to sweep away people like you. I thought it would be nice if, somewhere in this world, there was at least one cool assassin who would accept a single coin offered by a kid who'd lost their parents unjustly as payment to kill a villain."



For that reason, Myeongjin was glad to be reunited with Geom Mugeuk. The Young Cult Leader was the only person who had truly understood him.

Geom Mugeuk looked outside. "Young Lady Lee, please come in."

Lee Ahn, who had been waiting outside, entered.

"This is my lover." Geom Mugeuk introduced her as if showing her off. His voice was full of excitement, and his expression clearly asked, What do you think? Isn't she a wonderful woman?

Lee Ahn shook her head with a helpless expression. It really seemed like Geom Mugeuk was going to introduce her like this every time he met someone he knew. Clasping her hands together, she politely greeted, "I heard about you on the way here. It's an honor to meet you."

"I don't know what you've heard, but I am anything but an honorable man," Myeongjin replied humbly. Once, he had been the second best assassin of the Hell Mansion. He could tell at a glance that Lee Ahn's martial arts were superior to his own. "You are someone who has achieved great things at a young age. The honor is all mine."

Lee Ahn was taken aback once again. As she traveled with Geom Mugeuk, she was meeting many different kinds of people. She knew how difficult it was to live a life completely unlike the one you used to live, but now she saw people who could do that truly existed.

So this is how a great assassin lives, running a small smithy.

After exchanging greetings with Lee Ahn, Myeongjin asked Geom Mugeuk, "Why did you come looking for me?"

"Have you forgotten? Didn't you promise to send me any good items you make? I waited and waited, but you never sent anything, so I came to find you myself," Geom Mugeuk lied blatantly. In truth, he had just been curious about how Myeongjin was living.

Myeongjin narrowed his eyes. "Were you really waiting for me?"

This is the Young Cult Leader who wields the Black Demon Sword, the second-best sword in the Demonic Cult. When he becomes the Cult Leader, he'll own the Heavenly Demon Sword, the best sword in the Cult. What kind of fine weapon could he possibly need from me?

"I haven't made anything good yet," he admitted.

"When you do, be sure to send it to our Cult."

Myeongjin nodded. This was clearly Geom Mugeuk's way of saying he wanted to continue their connection. He was the one who should be grateful for that.

Geom Mugeuk smiled. He had come to see Myeongjin partly because he missed him, but also because he really wanted to tell him something. "Live with peace of mind from now on," he said. "The ghosts of your past will no longer follow you."

Myeongjin understood. The organization he had once belonged to was completely gone. He was now a completely free man. "Thank you."

Their gazes met and held.

Geom Mugeuk bid Myeongjin farewell. "Well then, let's meet again."

"Let's."

Lee Ahn watched them in surprise. Are we really leaving just like that? After just seeing his face? Without even sharing a meal?

On this journey, she was discovering new things about the man named Geom Mugeuk. She had thought she knew him better than anyone, but that was a misconception.

They had traveled a long way for such a brief meeting. She hadn't known that Geom Mugeuk was the kind of person to travel so far just for this. She had always thought that after coming all this way, he would be the type to eat, drink, and see everything.

Which version of him is the real one? Wasn't it the talkative one? But here he is, just smiling and leaving after a few words?

After bidding Myeongjin farewell and leaving the smithy, they saw a boy running toward them excitedly.

With a face that looked like he owned the world, the boy entered the smithy and shouted with joy. "Master! That bastard died last night! He was drunk and missed a step..."

Myeongjin interjected, "You're late, you brat! Hurry up and start cleaning."

"I'll work and learn really hard from now on!"

"Eat first."

"Yes!"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze, which had been on the small smithy, turned toward the sky, which was exceptionally blue today.

A smile formed on his lips.

"So you don't even accept that single coin now, huh?"


Chapter 882: Get the Innkeeper Out Here Now!

"Is that the place you mentioned?" Sa Juyeong, the eldest son of the Northern Ocean Sect Leader, asked as he gazed at the building in the distance.

"Yes, Young Lord," Lee Gaek replied. He was Sa Juyeong's right-hand man and a skilled swordsman. Due to he extensive experience in the murim, Sa Juyeong brought him along everywhere.

"So you're telling me they built an inn in our territory and haven't paid their respects even once in several months?"

The Northern Ocean Sect was the largest sect in the region, straddling the line between orthodox and unorthodox. No law stated that one had to pay respects just for starting a business, but until now, most new business innkeepers had offered their greetings in one way or another.

The quick-witted ones did so voluntarily. For most, however, the Northern Ocean Sect would send someone to give them a hint. It was a simple message: now that you are within our sphere of influence, you must pay your respects. You must show your sincerity with a certain amount each year. Only then can you receive our help in times of need.

"That damn brat couldn't even handle one simple job."

This task usually fell to Sa Juyeong, but he had been away on business with Lee Gaek for the past few months, so he had entrusted it to his younger brother, who had failed.

To solve the problem, he set out the day after he returned home. This was a golden opportunity to show his father his capabilities and prove that he, the eldest son, was the one who should inherit the Northern Ocean Sect.

Just as Sa Juyeong was about to step forward, Lee Gaek said, "From what I've heard, that inn is no ordinary inn."

"What do you mean?"

"I heard that to enter the inn, you must leave your sword at the entrance."

Sa Juyeong was startled. It was the first time in his life he had ever heard such a thing. "What are you talking about? We have to leave our swords at an inn's entrance? What kind of fool would entrust their weapon to a mere waiter at the entrance of an inn?"

"I've only heard stories myself." Lee Gaek shook his head. He, too, had been away with Sa Juyeong and had no way of knowing about this inn. Moreover, that was not the only rumor he had heard. "Furthermore, they say there's a rule that you absolutely cannot fight inside that inn."

"It must be a false rumor. Who in their right mind would create such an inn?" Sa Juyeong let out a hollow laugh. As if leaving your sword at the entrance was not enough, one couldn't even fight?

"Business must be slow, so they're probably trying to attract attention with some peculiar gimmick. I also heard the food and room prices are incredibly expensive."

The two men walked toward the front of the inn. Up close, the inn had a tremendous presence. It truly looked like the largest inn in the Central Plains. A massive sign hung over the entrance, with calligraphy that possessed the spirit of a dragon ascending to the heavens.

The Hero Inn (英雄客棧).

"The Hero Inn? I don't know who named it, but they're truly arrogant."

"I wonder who wrote that."

"To come up with a name like this! Whoever the innkeeper is, they're a clever one. They know how to draw attention in various ways."

"If they were so clever, they would have come to greet us first."

Sa Juyeong snorted. It was fortunate that his brother could not handle the job, but the sight of this inn was infuriating.

Do they think they can act so bold just because they're a large establishment? They're just mere innkeepers! Alright, now it's time for them to taste the strength of a real hero.

The two men stepped into the inn.

"Welcome." A man at the entrance greeted them politely.

He was not the kind of waiter one would see at a typical inn. He was dressed smartly, like the general manager of a large sect.

As they entered through the door he held open, the air smelled not of alcohol, but of flowers.

The interior was magnificent and beautiful. It was not just large, but also incredibly luxurious. The ceiling beams were carved with gilded dragons, and ornate lanterns hung everywhere. Famous paintings and poems adorned the walls, and the floor was etched with beautiful patterns.

The tables were made of expensive wood, and the chairs looked exceptionally comfortable. The space between tables was wide, and the staircase leading to the second floor was surprisingly built in a sweeping curve.

"Is this really an inn?" Sa Juyeong blinked in shock. He had visited many renowned inns, but he had never seen a place so splendid and grand.

The waiters working inside were also different. They were all in matching uniforms, carrying alcohol and dishes, but none of them were running. Everyone walked with a graceful, well-bred gait.

"They must have spent a fortune building this place!"

A smile spread across Sa Juyeong's face. That also meant there was a lot of money to be extorted.

A waiter who had been waiting inside guided them to where a man stood. He was a man with a ponytail and a friendly face, giving off a free-spirited vibe. "Welcome, guests," the man greeted warmly.

Sa Juyeong lowered his voice. "I am Sa Juyeong of the Northern Ocean Sect."

"It's an honor to meet you." The man with the ponytail bowed politely. "Will you be dining? Or staying?"

"I'm here to see the innkeeper."

"May I ask the reason for your visit?"

Sa Juyeong frowned. He did not think the innkeeper of the inn would be dressed so casually with his hair tied back. That meant that the man was nothing more than an employee.

A mere clerk at the entrance is asking me for a reason?

"I'll speak with the innkeeper directly," he snapped.

The man with the ponytail shook his head. "You can discuss anything with me, except for matters of money."

Sa Juyeong's expression hardened. "I said to call the innkeeper."

"He's busy right now, so you'll have to wait a moment."

Sa Juyeong fumed. He's even making me wait? Fine, let's see how far this goes.

"Fine, I'll wait," he grumbled, trying to step inside.

However, the man with the ponytail stopped him. "You must leave your weapons with us before you enter."

Sa Juyeong froze. What Lee Gaek had heard was true. "What did I just hear? I told you, I'm here to see your innkeeper. I'm Sa Juyeong of the Northern Ocean Sect."

"Yes, Master Sa. Still, you must leave your weapon before entering."

Sa Juyeong's gaze sharpened. "Have you ever seen a martial artist who entrusts his weapon to another?"

The man with the ponytail pointed to the words carved on the wall. "Those are the rules of our Hero Inn."

- Weapons cannot be brought into this inn. If anyone is caught secretly bringing one in, the weapon will be permanently confiscated.

- You must never fight in this inn. If this rule is broken, the offender must work at the inn without pay for a period determined by the innkeeper.

- You must never commit murder in this inn. If this rule is broken, the offender will pay with their life.

- You cannot stay in this inn for more than seven days a month.

"Are you people insane?" Sa Juyeong howled.

The man with the ponytail simply smiled, as if this reaction was nothing new.

Sa Juyeong was dumbfounded. The first rule about leaving weapons behind was child's play compared to the second and third. "If we fight, we have to work here?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"So if the innkeeper says to work for ten days, you work for ten days, and if he says to work for a lifetime, you work for a lifetime?"

"That's correct."

"So has anyone actually worked here?"

"Of course. There are people working here right now."

"Surely they aren't martial artists?"

"Would ordinary people have any reason to fight? They are all martial artists."

"And they just work obediently?"

The man with the ponytail smiled mysteriously. "No. We force them to work."

Sa Juyeong shook his head with a look of pity. What kind of idiots would get caught and be forced to work in an inn?

So, he's saying he hired some people who know a bit of martial arts?

"Then has anyone been killed for killing someone?" The man with the ponytail looked around, then whispered, "That's a secret only the innkeeper knows."

Sa Juyeong was speechless.

...Fine, let's assume all this crazy talk is a bluff.

For starters, he was curious about the fourth principle.

"Why can one only stay for seven days a month?"

"There was no such rule at first, but some people started using this place as their hideout. That's why we set a seven-day limit. After three days, the daily rate doubles. It's meant to encourage people to stay for only three days and leave."

Sa Juyeong turned to Lee Gaek and smiled. In any case, the words implied that one was unconditionally safe for those seven days. "I don't know who it is, but they've used their head. Once word gets out, wouldn't everyone want to come and see it at least once?"

"Yes, that's right," Lee Gaek agreed.

Sa Juyeong looked back at the man with the ponytail. "What will you do if I refuse to leave my sword?"

"Then you will not be able to use our inn, and naturally, you won't be able to meet the innkeeper," the man answered calmly.

Sa Juyeong lifted his sword, scabbard and all, from his waist. "Do you know what sword this is? It's a treasured sword passed down to the eldest son in my family for generations. If this sword were lost, you couldn't compensate for it even if you sold this entire inn. Are you still going to take it?"

The man with the ponytail pointed to a sign posted behind him.

- If a sword left in our care is lost, we will compensate for it at twice its value.

Sa Juyeong scoffed. "How exactly do you plan to compensate? My sword has a value that cannot be measured in money. You'll probably just tell me to sue you."

"Don't worry. We will never lose it," the man asserted confidently.

Lee Gaek, who was standing behind, asked skeptically, "Where do you plan to store the swords? Have you installed a vault made of thousand-year cold iron?"

He figured there was no other way the inn's managers could be this confident.

The man with the ponytail stepped aside and pointed at a round barrel behind him. Countless swords were stuck in it, shoved in haphazardly. "We store the swords here."

Sa Juyeong and Lee Gaek were dumbfounded. This was absurd. As if to prove that swords had really been entrusted, name tags of the innkeepers were attached to the hilts.

Unable to hold back any longer, Sa Juyeong  shouted, "Have you ever seen such madness? You store these precious swords so carelessly? You just shove them all into a barrel?"

Suddenly, one of the weapons stuck in the barrel caught Lee Gaek's eye, a straight dao with a brilliant flame pattern drawn on its hilt.

The Soul Burning Flame Blade?

That couldn't be right. The user of the Soul Burning Flame Blade was Yeom Hwain, a man so cruel and violent that he would never entrust his weapon to such a place. Moreover, his Soul Burning Flame Blade was one of the most precious treasured blades among all daos. It was incomparably more valuable than Sa Juyeong's sword.

Could these people be playing a trick? Placing fake weapons here?

No, that was impossible. Impersonating a master like Yeom Hwain, of all people, would get the entire inn annihilated.

STEP STEP...

Just then, a middle-aged scholar walked down from the second floor.

The man with the ponytail greeted him with a smile. "Did you have a comfortable stay?"

The middle-aged scholar replied in satisfaction, "I stayed well and am now leaving. This is the first time in my life I've seen such a magnificent inn."

"I'm glad you enjoyed your stay."

Seeing the departing guest, Lee Gaek tilted his head. Where have I seen that person before?

He was sure he had seen the man somewhere, but he couldn't remember.

The middle-aged scholar said to the man with the ponytail, "Give me my sword."

"Yes."

The man with the ponytail pulled a sword from the barrel. His sword hilt also had a name tag.

The moment Lee Gaek saw it, his eyes widened.

The Pure Justice Hermit! I remember! I finally remember.

The scholarly man was the Pure Justice Hermit, a renowned master of the orthodox sects, and that sword was his unique weapon, the True Light Sword!

He had met the man over a decade ago. The Pure Justice Hermit had been surrounded by martial artists cheering for him, and he himself had been one of them.

The Pure Justice Hermit entrusted the True Light Sword to these people?

Even seeing it with his own eyes, Lee Gaek couldn't believe it. His gaze shifted back to the Soul Burning Flame Blade.

No way. Could that one be real too?

An inexplicable sense of unease washed over him.

In any case, this was a place where even the Pure Justice Hermit entrusted his sword.

"Today's appointment is important, so let's just leave our swords for now," he said to Sa Juyeong.

Sa Juyeong scolded back, "What are you talking about? What if they lose them?"

"We can just sit where we can see this spot," Lee Gaek replied, then sent a telepathic message to Sa Juyeong. [The guest who just left was the Pure Justice Hermit.

[The Pure Justice Hermit?]

[Since a master like him stays here, I think it would be best to meet the innkeeper first.]

The name of the Pure Justice Hermit had its effect. He was a famous figure whose name even Sa Juyeong had heard countless times.

In the end, Sa Juyeong reluctantly handed over his sword. Lee Gaek also entrusted his own. Still, they planned to sit at a table and watch the spot where the swords were kept.

"In that case, give us a table with a good view of this spot."

"I will do that."

Sa Juyeong nodded. He warned the man with the ponytail, "Let me make this clear. If my sword is lost, or if there's even a small scratch on the scabbard, you'll pay for it with your life."

"Here, you see? I will store it with care."

The ponytail man placed the swords in the barrel carefully, but in the end, it was still the same weapon barrel.

The two men took a seat where they could see the man with the ponytail. After sitting down, Sa Juyeong repeatedly pointed at the man with his finger, signaling him to guard his sword well.

However, before even fifteen minutes had passed, he could not stand waiting any longer.

"Get the innkeeper out here now!" he roared, his voice booming.

Someone at the next table said in a voice like scraping metal, "Quiet down, little boy."

Sa Juyeong turned his head, only to see an old man sitting at a table, drinking. The old man's face was so swollen and covered in bruises that it was impossible to identify him. It looked like he had been beaten severely.

Just then, as the old man lifted his cup, though, a tattoo of a blazing fire on his arm became visible.

Lee Gaek was stunned speechless. Yeom Hwain?

He had heard that Yeom Hwain had such a tattoo on his arm. Startled, he made to send his young master a telepathic warning, but it was too late.

Sa Juyeong complained loudly, "Who are you to speak so rudely, old man?"

No! Lee Gaek's heart sank.

As if confirming his suspicion, the old man's eyes grew incredibly cold.

This is bad. Lee Gaek's heart pounded as if it would burst. He had never heard of anyone who had provoked Yeom Hwain and survived. There were even rumors that he had burned an opponent to death with his ultimate dao technique just for looking at him the wrong way.

Just as Lee Gaek was desperately trying to figure out how to overcome this crisis, a woman walked out into the hall. She was a truly captivating and sensual woman who drew the eyes of everyone present. It was the first time either of them had seen such a beautiful woman in person.

She walked gracefully over to the old man and said, "Didn't I tell you not to drink while you're working?"

Her voice was gentle, but the old man was already on his feet, startled. He trembled with fear, not knowing what to do.

"A guest left it behind, so I just had one sip."

The old man hastily gathered the liquor bottle and dishes on the table onto a tray and cleared them away.

As he hurried away as if fleeing, the woman said gently, "You're kicking up dust. Don't run."

The old man flinched, then tiptoed away and disappeared toward the kitchen.

Only then did the woman turn toward the two men. "I heard you were looking for me?"


Chapter 883: There's No Need to Give My Sword Special Treatment

"So the innkeeper has finally shown herself," Sa Juyeong said, his voice filled with confidence.

"!" Lee Gaek could tell from his young master's demeanor alone that he didn't know that old man was Yeom Hwain.

It was only natural. Even if someone had told him via telepathy, he would not have believed it. The old man's face was too battered to be recognizable, and they had all seen him flee from a woman in fear.

Lee Gaek himself had been uncertain, even after seeing the Soul Burning Flame Blade stuck in the barrel and the tattoo on the old man's arm. In fact, he even suspected whether he was an old man hired to impersonate Yeom Hwain, because it was just too unbelievable that Yeom Hwain could be in such a state.

Looking at him now, how could anyone associate him with Yeom Hwain? That notoriously infamous Yeom Hwain?

"I didn't realize the innkeeper was so beautiful," Sa Juyeong commended.

"Thank you for the compliment." Cha Yiran smiled. She and Ak Gunhak had gone through much trial and error to run this special inn. She could never have imagined doing it alone, but working with Ak Gunhak made it enjoyable.

Just then, Sa Juyeong's eyes caught a red stain on her sleeve that looked like chili paste. The thought that she had just come from working in the kitchen made him relax slightly.

Cha Yiran asked, "Master Sa, what brings you here to see me?"

"Did you know that this area is the territory of the Northern Ocean Sect?"

"No, I'm not very knowledgeable about the affairs of the murim."

Sa Juyeong observed the woman. To his eyes, she seemed to have no martial arts training.

Lee Gaek thought the same, which made it an even bigger problem. She was the innkeeper of the inn where a beaten-up Yeom Hwain was working.

She's definitely not an ordinary woman.

Sa Juyeong boasted to Cha Yiran, "This entire area is ruled by our Northern Ocean Sect."

Cha Yiran giggled, "Oh, I didn't realize such a distinguished person had come."

"From now on, if any trouble befalls the Hero Inn, we'll help you."

"I'm grateful just for the offer."

Sa Juyeong was pleased with the inn. Judging by its size, it had to be making a fortune, and its innkeeper was a beautiful woman. Best of all, he was in a position to control it. "With just one word from me..."

SLAM!

Before Sa Juyeong could explain his position, the inn's door was thrown open violently, and someone rushed inside.

Everyone inside turned toward the entrance. A middle-aged man staggered in, bleeding from his arm and side. Despite his serious injuries, his gait alone marked him as a considerable master.

The man looked around the inn. Everyone's eyes were on him, but their gazes were filled with curiosity, not fear. The atmosphere was clearly different from other inns.

"If you wish to enter our establishment, please come this way," Ak Gunhak said.

The man took a few steps closer. "Is it true that there's a rule here that no one can fight each other?"

"That is correct." Ak Gunhak pointed to the rules engraved on the wall. "Please read them."

The man frankly revealed his situation. "The one chasing me will storm this place soon. Will you still protect me?"

Ak Gunhak calmly replied, "No, we will not protect you."

The man tilted his head questioningly.

Ak Gunhak calmly explained, "But we will protect the rules of our inn."

The man was confused. He was certain Ak Gunhak had not learned martial arts. No master capable of hiding his skill from him would be guarding an inn's entrance.

So what's the source of his confidence?

Ak Gunhak looked at the man's sword. "Also, if you wish to stay at our inn, you must first entrust us with your weapon."

The man glanced down at the sword at his waist. Without it, he would die, unable to properly resist his pursuer if a fight broke out.

"If you can't abide by the inn's rules, you can't stay here," Ak Gunhak added.

The man's hesitation was brief. He had come here knowing what kind of place it was. He unfastened the sword from his waist and handed it to Ak Gunhak.

"What is your name?" Ak Gunhak asked.

The man hesitated.

"If you don't want to reveal it, you can give an alias," Ak Gunhak suggested. "I'm only asking because of the weapon you're entrusting to us."

The man still said nothing, but his identity was revealed a moment later.

SLAM!

The inn's door burst open, and a newcomer dressed entirely in a black martial arts uniform stormed in, shouting, "Dusk Swordsman! Is this the best place you could run to?"

Someone in the inn recognized him. "The Black Clawed Wolf!"

The Black Clawed Wolf was a famous martial artist in the unorthodox sects of the murim, well-known enough that someone in a crowd this size was bound to recognize him.

The Dusk Swordsman, who was being chased by him, was also a master of the unorthodox sects.

The two had originally been friends, but a few years ago, they had a huge fight over something trivial. As their conflict deepened, they became bitter enemies.

This time, it seemed a life-or-death duel had unfolded, and the result was clear for all to see.

Feeling the gazes on him, the Black Clawed Wolf shouted, "If you know who I am, then lower your eyes!"

Even then, no one in the inn looked away, seeming having faith that no incident would occur here.

Sa Juyeong was the only one who looked at Lee Gaek nervously. He had also heard of the Black Clawed Wolf. [Can you subdue him?]

Lee Gaek shook his head firmly. [The Black Clawed Wolf is not someone the two of us can handle.]

Sa Juyeong's pride was slightly wounded. Only a moment ago, he had boasted that they would protect the Hero Inn if any trouble arose.

Meanwhile, the Dusk Swordsman sat at the nearest empty table. "Bring me a bottle of wine!"

With his injured body and surrendered sword, his chances of winning against the Black Clawed Wolf were nonexistent. He had only ordered the drink to show his state of mind, but a waiter actually brought it to him.

The Dusk Swordsman was just as bewildered at the waiter's action as the Black Clawed Wolf.

Seriously? They're serving wine in this tense situation?

"How much is it? I might not be able to pay for it," he asked.

From the entrance, Ak Gunhak said, "Don't worry. I've called for a physician, so you can take your time paying it back after you've received treatment." He pointed to the rules on the wall for the Black Clawed Wolf. "Please read this first."

After reading the rules, the Black Clawed Wolf sneered. "I plan to break all three of those principles. I won't surrender my sword, I will fight that bastard, and I will kill him. You've heard who I am, so are you still trying to pull this crap?"

The Dusk Swordsman took a swig of his drink. "This wine is good. A final drink before being struck down by a friend's sword... it's fantastic."

"Damn it! What friend?!"

"That's my line! You narrow-minded bastard!"

As the two argued, Lee Gaek noticed Yeom Hwain standing in front of the kitchen. He didn't know when the old man had come out. Though Yeom Hwain had been practically chased away by the woman earlier, he now leisurely held a cup of wine with a smile, his eyes filled with clear anticipation.

What on earth is he anticipating?

Lee Gaek followed his gaze to the Black Clawed Wolf.

Is he expecting the Black Clawed Wolf to save him? But the Black Clawed Wolf is much weaker than him.

A thought flashed through Lee Gaek's mind.

Could it be? Is he hoping the Black Clawed Wolf will become his replacement?!

As if to confirm it, Yeom Hwain looked more and more pleased the longer the Black Clawed Wolf ignored the man with the ponytail.

"I'll kill every last one of you here today!" the Black Clawed Wolf roared, unleashing an immense killing intent.

Before he could do anything, though, someone entered the inn from behind him.

"Excuse me, coming through!"

The Black Clawed Wolf turned to see someone entering with a large flowerpot.

"Phew, this is heavy." Geom Mugeuk set the large flowerpot, grumbling. Looking at Ak Gunhak, he said loudly, "Congratulations on the opening, my friend!"

A bright smile spread across Ak Gunhak's face.

The watching guests were all surprised. It was the first time they had seen the ponytail man smile so brightly since they started staying at the inn.

"You came?" Ak Gunhak greeted back.

Lee Ahn followed behind Geom Mugeuk, her hands full of gift bundles. "I'm here too. Congratulations!"

Everyone's eyes widened at the sight of the beautiful woman. She was a peerless beauty, with a different feel from the innkeeper.

"You haven't forgotten your promise to let me use this place for free for life, have you?" Lee Ahn asked.

Cha Yiran smiled brightly. "Of course."

After dealing with all sorts of characters since the opening, both Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran broke into wide smiles upon seeing Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn.

On the other hand, the Black Clawed Wolf was furious.

These people, really! How dare they act like this when I'm right here?

He should have been enraged, but he had missed the timing. They ignored his presence, brought wine to the man he was trying to provoke, and now someone had brought in a congratulatory flowerpot, completely oblivious to the atmosphere.

The Black Clawed Wolf unleashed his killing intent, but his expression soon faltered. He had raised his killing intent to its absolute limit, yet none of it was being released.

What is this?

His qi was fine, but no killing intent was forming. He had spent his entire life emitting killing intent, so what in the world was happening? His paralysis acupoint was not sealed, nor was he poisoned. His inner qi circulated through his meridians without issue, and his body felt fine. Yet, he felt no will to fight.

He was only certain of one thing.

It's because of that young man. Just what kind of technique did he use?

He tried to calm his startled heart and watched what Geom Mugeuk was doing.

Geom Mugeuk showed off to Ak Gunhak. "This isn't just any tree, you know. It's the legendary Ten Thousand Year Old Lucky Tree, said to bring endless customers to any business. To get this, I wandered through the poisonous mists of the southern jungles and searched every corner of the Kunlun Mountains."

Ak Gunhak laughed. "You're lying. You probably got it in no time."

Lee Ahn nodded in agreement. "His movement arts have gotten faster lately, so he brought it back quickly."

Geom Mugeuk placed the flowerpot next to Ak Gunhak. "It looks perfect right here. Ak-hyung, I wish you ten thousand years of happiness!"

Ak Gunhak's eyes filled with gratitude as he looked at the only friend he had in his life.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Lee Ahn. "Right, we should entrust our swords to him too."

Lee Ahn handed over her sword first, and Ak Gunhak accepted it carefully. "So this is the Sun Moon Sword. This is the most precious sword I've received so far."

Those listening were startled. The Sun Moon Sword was a treasured sword they had only ever heard about in legends.

Sa Juyeong glanced at Lee Gaek, his eyes asking, Is the Sun Moon Sword that precious?

Lee Gaek nodded.

Sa Juyeong asked again. More than my sword?

Lee Gaek's expression gave a clear answer. They're not even comparable.

Sa Juyeong felt embarrassed. The beautiful woman had entrusted such a precious sword to the inn so casually, while he had made a huge fuss over his own.

However, the real surprise was yet to come.

Geom Mugeuk unfastened the Black Demon Sword from his waist and handed it over.

"I've prepared something, thinking you would come one day." Ak Gunhak lifted a wooden sword stand from below the counter and placed the Black Demon Sword on the stand for display.

Geom Mugeuk chuckled. "There's no need to give my sword special treatment. Just put it in the barrel with the others."

"You might be fine with it, but the Black Demon Sword wouldn't be."

Ak Gunhak thought for a moment, then displayed the Sun Moon Sword alongside the Black Demon Sword. He would not have placed any other sword with it, but he figured the Black Demon Sword would understand if it was Lee Ahn's sword.

Lee Gaek's eyes widened in disbelief. "Isn't the Black Demon Sword one of the four legendary swords of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"

Everyone flinched at the mention of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. A demonic practitioner could visit the inn, but one carrying one of the four legendary swords of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? If the sword was stolen, masters from the Demonic Cult could storm the inn at any moment!

Naturally, everyone's tense gazes focused on Geom Mugeuk.

"Make sure you put a name tag on my sword, written in huge letters. If that thing gets lost, the Central Plains will be thrown into chaos. You should write: The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Young Cult Leader Geom Mugeuk (天魔神教 少教主 劍無極)."

A hush fell over the inn. The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? This young man's identity was so shocking that silence dominated.

Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran knew Geom Mugeuk had intentionally revealed his identity. His real congratulatory gift was not the Ten Thousand Year Old Lucky Tree, but a widespread rumor that the Hero Inn was a place where even the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult entrusted his sword to rest.

After all, if the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult willingly surrendered his sword, who would dare argue about entrusting their own? It was the greatest gift for their inn.

Ak Gunhak asked, "Is the Cult Leader doing well?"

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "He must be. It's been a while since I've seen Father, too."

Everyone stiffened. From their conversation alone, it was clear this young man really was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Sa Juyeong's face turned pale. There's no way... right? The man with the ponytail I dismissed was friends with the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!? From what I see, very close friends, too...

After entrusting their swords, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn once again passed in front of the Black Clawed Wolf.

"Alright, coming through. Hey, why is this person still blocking the way?"

The Black Clawed Wolf stood frozen, unable to move a single finger. He felt like he was suffocating, and his entire body went cold.

To exude such pressure without releasing any aura! He's the real Young Cult Leader!

Now he understood why his killing intent had not surged earlier. How could a rabbit emit killing intent in front of a tiger? He had not even realized he was being suppressed, he had simply been crushed by the other's presence.

As he walked away, Geom Mugeuk turned back and stood before the Black Clawed Wolf. "My hearing is sharp, so I overheard you on my way in. It seems you were fighting with a friend. You should try to make up. Even if they're pathetic and annoying, having a friend in life is a great source of strength..." He glanced at Ak Gunhak and waved.

"Why are you looking at me when you say that?!" Ak Gunhak complained.

After teasing Ak Gunhak, Geom Mugeuk walked away.

Without hesitation, the Black Clawed Wolf strode toward Ak Gunhak, his hurried pace making it seem as if he was about to draw his sword. However, his tone was docile as he asked, "Is this where I entrust my sword? You can just toss mine on the floor."

"Haa..." Yeom Hwain sighed deeply from the corner where he was watching. With a disappointed face, he trudged toward the pile of dishes that needed washing.

After entrusting his sword, the Black Clawed Wolf sat down across from the Dusk Swordsman and offered a medicinal salve for the wounds. "We had a bit of a misunderstanding, didn't we?"

The Dusk Swordsman nodded. "Yes, I was being narrow-minded."

Who would refuse to reconcile when told to do so by the Young Cult Leader? In that moment, the two were forced to become childhood friends again.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn took a seat and called to Cha Yiran. "Hurry up and finish your business and come over here! Ak-hyung, you come too!"

He shifted around in his seat eagerly, itching to boast about his relationship with Lee Ahn.

Cha Yiran turned back to Sa Juyeong. "Oh, right. What were you about to say earlier?"

Sa Juyeong froze. In his eyes, she was a completely different person now. A moment ago, she had been an incredibly charming innkeeper, but now she looked like a terrifying witch.

He also understood one more thing—the red stain on her sleeve was not chili paste.

With the most polite attitude he could muster, he said, "Oh, I just wanted to let you know that you have blood on your sleeve."


Chapter 884: You've Been Swayed by That Signboard, Haven't You?

Cha Yiran smiled and rose from her seat. "As you can see, I have a very important guest."

Indeed, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was the most important guest Sa Juyeong and Lee Gaek had ever seen.

"Don't mind us, please go ahead," Sa Juyeong said.

"Thank you for understanding." Cha Yiran got up and walked over to the table where Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were sitting.

Sa Juyeong glanced at Lee Gaek.

Lee Gaek gave him a nod as if to say, good job. His young master often acted clueless, but he knew how to read the room in moments like this...

Sa Juyeong sent a telepathic message to Lee Gaek. [Do you think we can still get money from them like this?]

Lee Gaek instantly took back his previous thought. Sa Juyeong still had a long way to go. [You want to collect protection money from a friend of the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? We'll be lucky if we don't get shaken down ourselves.]

Sa Juyeong peeked at Geom Mugeuk. It wasn't just him, every guest in the inn was stealing glances at the Young Cult Leader. The chance to see such a famous person up close was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

A Young Cult Leader who follows the rules and checks in the Black Demon Sword wouldn't kill anyone in this inn, would he?

Reassured by that thought, they all pretended not to look while furtively watching him.

Sa Juyeong asked, [Is he really the Young Cult Leader? He's so different from what I imagined.]

They had expected the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult to be terrifyingly fierce, cold and unapproachable, someone you could not even dare to meet eyes with. Instead, he was so... cheerful and easygoing?

And the woman beside him, was she his bodyguard? It didn't seem like it. They looked more like friends, or perhaps lovers.

[The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is traveling around like this without a bodyguard?]

Lee Gaek shrugged, sharing the sentiment.

First Yeom Hwain, and now this Young Cult Leader. Certain things made them question whether these people were real, but they couldn't be fakes. If someone impersonated the Young Cult Leader, would the Demonic Cult ever let them be?

Geom Mugeuk even bought a round of drinks for everyone. "Ak-hyung, give everyone here a bottle of wine!"

Waiters fanned out across the inn, distributing drinks.

Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran both understood why Geom Mugeuk was doing such a thing. He wanted the rumors to spread faster. After all, who could resist bragging about getting a drink from the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?

Only then did Geom Mugeuk turn to Ak Gunhak and begin talking in earnest. "You've decorated the inside of the inn beautifully."

Lee Ahn looked around the interior, equally impressed. "Yes, I've never seen such a wonderful inn before."

"Young Lady Lee, let's just live off him here. He'll probably give us a job."

Cha Yiran flinched. "Wait!" She narrowed her eyes and fixed Geom Mugeuk with an interrogating look. "Young Lady Lee? Did you just say Young Lady Lee?"

Geom Mugeuk feigned surprise. "Did I say Young Lady Lee?"

"And you used formal speech, too."

"Oh no, I made a mistake!"

Lee Ahn shook her head. Such awkward acting.

She knew this was a planned performance, designed to let Geom Mugeuk's feigned surprise be seen through. He was doing it on purpose to boast about their relationship.

Cha Yiran looked at Lee Ahn. She said nothing, but she could read the truth plainly from Lee Ahn's expression. "Congratulations to you both."

Finally, Ak Gunhak caught on. "Congratulations."

"Thanks, Ak-hyung!" Geom Mugeuk confessed his true feelings to Ak Gunhak. "I've been dying to brag about it. I wanted to shout it the moment I walked through that door."

"It's worth bragging about. Congratulations too, Young Lady Lee."

Lee Ahn bowed. "Thank you."

Ak Gunhak shared a story for Lee Ahn's sake. It wasn't the sort of thing he would normally say, but he felt he had to this time. "When Mugeuk and I were enemies, I once asked him what his relationship with Young Lady Lee was. He told me you were his heart."

Lee Ahn was deeply moved. To think he had said that to the great Ak Gunhak when I wasn't around. It wasn't just one of his usual jokes.

"You've chosen a difficult path," Cha Yiran added. She had congratulated Lee Ahn sincerely, but she knew better than anyone that the road ahead would not be easy.

Lee Ahn returned the sentiment. "Isn't it the same for you, Martial Artist Cha?"

"Still, this side is a bit easier."

"I'm a much easier person to deal with than Ak-hyung in many ways!" Geom Mugeuk butted in.

Lee Ahn, Cha Yiran, and even Ak Gunhak all shook their heads at once.

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. "Are you really saying I'm more difficult than that free spirit?"

Cha Yiran nodded firmly. "The fact that you didn't know that is more surprising."

"By the way, does the Cult Leader know?" Ak Gunhak asked.

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. "Not yet. I'll tell him when I get back."

Lee Ahn's heart pounded. Just imagining the moment they would tell the Cult Leader they were dating made her feel like her heart would burst.

And how would my father react, too?

Ak Gunhak turned to a waiter. "Bring out the best wine we have. We have to have a celebratory drink."

The waiter returned with the most expensive bottle of wine in the Hero Inn, and the four of them raised their glasses for a toast.

Just then, a man stepped into the inn. He was a well-dressed, middle-aged man with unnaturally smooth skin.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the man and smiled enigmatically. "All sorts of strange things are showing up, huh?" he remarked, having seen right through the man at a single glance.

Lee Ahn, having developed her own eye for such things, also sized the man up in a single glance. "It must be really hard to run a business."

Ak Gunhak sighed. "Still, he's a customer, so I have to serve him."

He rose from his seat, walked over to the man, and asked, "Is this your first time at our inn?"

"Yes."

"Please read the rules over there first."

The man read the rules. He showed no surprise, which suggested he had come already knowing the regulations. "I don't use weapons, so that doesn't apply to me. I have no intention of fighting or killing anyone, so that's fine too. And I won't be causing any trouble, so it doesn't matter."

"How many days will you be staying?"

"About two days. I'll have a drink before you show me to a room."

"Please, take any seat you like."

The man walked into the inn.

[Don't make eye contact with that man,] Lee Gaek told Sa Juyeong, recognizing the man instantly.

Sa Juyeong tilted his head. [Who is he?]

[The Handsome Wraith!]

Sa Juyeong searched his memories. The Handsome Wraith was a notorious lecher in the murim. He had violated and murdered countless women, and had become a public enemy whose whereabouts had been unknown until today. [If he's a lecher, he must be here for the innkeeper, right?]

[Most likely.]

[We have to warn them.]

[Be careful. He's known for his insidious and vengeful nature. He looks like he's in his thirties, but he's actually well over seventy.]

[Over seventy?]

[That's how profound his inner qi is.]

Lee Gaek was troubled. If they interfered and earned the Handsome Wraith's grudge, Sa Juyeong could be in danger. The man's infamy was that great. [Well, they have the Young Cult Leader with them, so let's just watch for now.]

Still, he wondered, Will those people even be able to tell that this man is a lecher?

The man who had just entered the Hero Inn grinned. He was indeed the Handsome Wraith.

He had come after hearing rumors that the innkeeper of the Hero Inn was exceptionally beautiful. He had not appeared in such a crowded place since becoming a public enemy of the murim, but today he had taken the risk.

It was worth it.

The moment he saw Cha Yiran's face, he was ecstatic. For a woman so beautiful, he thought he would have to break his principle of not keeping one for more than a day and live with her for a while.

Suddenly, Lee Ahn, who had her back turned, glanced to the side.

The Handsome Wraith's expression brightened further. Today will be the best day of my life! Though, peerless beauties like these are bound to have bodyguards.

Resolving to kidnap both women if he could, he glanced at Geom Mugeuk and Ak Gunhak. The young man with the innocent, cheery face looked like the pampered son of some prestigious family. The man with the ponytail who had made him read the rules did not seem like a great martial master either.

I can't let my guard down just yet. An inn with rules like this must have a master standing by somewhere.

He surveyed the inn cautiously. No matter how carefully he looked, though, he could not spot anyone guarding the women.

Well, it doesn't matter.

Now that his lust was ignited, he was determined to take the women regardless. As a public enemy of the murim, he had nothing left to lose.

Cha Yiran stood up from her seat. "I'm going to the back garden for a moment. I have some unfinished business from earlier."

She walked toward the back garden.

The Handsome Wraith, who had been surveying his surroundings, stood and pretended to head for the outhouse before following her.

His heart pounded. It had been a long time since he had felt this thrilled while hunting a woman.

He passed through a hallway and emerged into the beautifully decorated back garden. Cha Yiran moved through it at an unhurried pace, and he crept after her in silence.

When he rounded a corner, he found her standing there, waiting for him.

Cha Yiran smiled mysteriously. "Were you following me?"

Sensing no other presence nearby, the Handsome Wraith let his mask slip. "It's your fault for being born beautiful."

"And not your fault for being born hideous?"

The Handsome Wraith's eyes sharpened. For some reason, the innkeeper showed no sign of fear.

Cha Yiran continued, "Regardless, allow me to first finish what I was doing before."

She stepped aside, and the scene behind her came into view.

The Handsome Wraith's eyes widened in shock. A deep pit had been dug into the ground, and beside it lay a corpse.

Cha Yiran walked over to the body.

The Handsome Wraith remained where he was. "Who is the dead person?" he asked coldly.

Cha Yiran replied casually, "Just someone who didn't follow the third rule of this inn."

The Handsome Wraith stiffened. In other words, that person murdered another guest.

"The front of the inn may be splendid, but there's always another side to it," Cha Yiran explained. "You should know that well, right? Since you're hiding so much ugliness beneath your smooth face."

"!" The Handsome Wraith twitched uncomfortably.

Cha Yiran looked down into the pit. "I was annoyed at being called away while I was working earlier, but this actually works out for the better. I won't have to dig a second grave."


After watching the two leave, Sa Juyeong said to Lee Gaek, [That woman must have been attacked! We should have warned them.]

[The woman will be fine,] Lee Gaek reassured.

[How can you be so sure?]

[The three people over there also saw him follow her, yet none of them even batted an eye.]

[That's probably because they don't know who he is.]

Lee Gaek shook his head. Perhaps that was it, but he had a feeling that wasn't the case. This was not an inn to be taken lightly.

Meanwhile, all sorts of thoughts raced through Sa Juyeong's head. [Should we leave now? No, if we do, we might get framed for whatever happened, right? If something happens to her, that Young Cult Leader might kill us all. It's better to just leave, right? Right?]

Just as he was agonizing over it, the back door swung open and Cha Yiran walked inside. Her eyes met Sa Juyeong's as she crossed the room.

"Master Sa, are the wine and food to your liking?"

"They're excellent...!?" Sa Juyeong froze. The bloodstain on the innkeeper's sleeve had gotten bigger. "Erm... There's more blood on you."

"Don't worry, it's not my blood," Cha Yiran replied without a hint of concern, as if such happenings were a daily occurrence.

Sa Juyeong gulped nervously.

Cha Yiran smiled and added, "I'm kidding, just kidding. Please enjoy your meal."

When she had returned to her seat, Sa Juyeong turned to Lee Gaek. "Let's get out of this creepy place."

"Yeah, let's."

The two of them stood up and paid the bill. Before they could leave, however, the inn's door swung open and two men strode in with swords drawn, their killing intent filling the room.

"Back off! Anyone who moves from now on dies!"

Sa Juyeong and Lee Gaek stepped back again. This damn inn! they thought in unison.

One of the two martial artists leaped to the corner where Ak Gunhak usually stood and thrust his hand into the barrel of swords.

"Didn't I tell you I saw it here?" he said, pulling out the Soul Burning Flame Blade.

The other man asked, "Is it the real Soul Burning Flame Blade?"

The first man drew the dao from the scabbard. "Look, it's genuine... Woah! Look here! Over here!" He rushed toward the rack and his excitement surged. "This! This is the Sun Moon Sword!"

Ak Gunhak sighed. "Why is it especially chaotic today?"

The grand opening hadn't been long ago, and all sorts of characters had been turning up ever since. Even so, this was the first time so many incidents had erupted one after another in a single day.

"We have someone who brings storms wherever he goes, don't we?" Cha Yiran giggled, staring at Geom Mugeuk.

Ak Gunhak immediately turned on Geom Mugeuk. "You told me to open an inn like this just so you could watch me suffer, didn't you?"

"This is how you'll last a long time," Geom Mugeuk explained. "How could you two possibly run a normal inn?"

Cha Yiran nodded. "Thanks to that, we're making a lot of money. Oh, he just touched the Sun Moon Sword. You should go, Gunhak."

Ak Gunhak walked over to the man. "Sir, please put down that sword and read the rules written on the wall..."

Geom Mugeuk took a smug sip of his wine and watched Ak Gunhak work. "You don't need any side dishes here. The entertainment's enough of a side dish!"


That night, as Geom Mugeuk helped Ak Gunhak close the Hero Inn, he looked up at the signboard. The characters on the signboard were written in none other than Cult Leader Geom Woojin's hand.

"It seems my father likes you, Ak-hyung."

"I went to pay my respects before opening the inn," Ak Gunhak said.

Geom Mugeuk thought it was simply a farewell visit for leaving the cult, but it was not.

Ak Gunhak added, "I went to apologize for being unable to keep a promise."

"A promise? What promise?"

Ak Gunhak told Geom Mugeuk about the vow he had made with Geom Woojin. "I promised the Cult Leader that I would be on your side."

"You promised Father that? Why?"

"The Cult Leader wished for it."

Geom Mugeuk went still. He had not known his father had made such a promise with Ak Gunhak. "...What did Father say when you told him you were leaving?"

"He told me to do well in business and wrote those characters himself."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. This was just like his father. "Ak-hyung."

Ak Gunhak looked at him.

"On the day I'm set to have my showdown with my father, come and be on my side."

Ak Gunhak looked back up at the signboard and hesitated. "......"

"...Why aren't you answering? Don't tell me you've been swayed by that signboard?"

Ak Gunhak smiled. "It's just too cool, isn't it? Both the calligraphy and the Cult Leader who wrote it. So find someone else who will have more sway."

"Where am I going to find someone with more sway than you, Ak-hyung?!"

Ak Gunhak smiled enigmatically. "There isn't anyone yet, but I have a feeling there might be in the future."


Chapter 885: Go and Get Permission

The next day, Cha Yiran took Lee Ahn to the area behind the Hero Inn's rear garden, which was still under construction. The main building was already magnificent, but a separate annex was being built alongside it.

"The construction isn't finished yet, but our goal is to make this Hero Inn the largest inn in the Central Plains," Cha Yiran boasted.

Lee Ahn's eyes widened. "Your drive is incredible."

"Try being business partners with a laid-back man who just goes with the flow. If I hadn't taken the lead, we probably still wouldn't have decided where to even start."

Lee Ahn smiled. She thought both Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran were remarkable for so bravely starting a new life. "You look happy."

"Same to you."

They continued their tour. Among the construction workers were some familiar faces.

"Long time no see, Commander Lee."

To Lee Ahn's surprise, the First Bridge and the other female assassins greeted her politely.

"Have you all been well?" she asked politely. They had once been her subordinates, but now that they had left the Ghost Shadow Squad, she treated them with formal respect.

When Cha Yiran left the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, all the female assassins except for the Seventeenth Bridge had followed her. Cha Yiran had given her subordinates their freedom, allowing each to live a new life.

Despite this, about a third of them, including the First Bridge, remained by Cha Yiran's side. Cha Yiran did not force them to leave. Working at the Hero Inn was a new life in itself. Instead, she told them they were free to go whenever they wished.

As much as possible, she avoided assigning them tasks that involved killing. She handled such matters herself, and she buried the bodies herself. Even when the First Bridge insisted she and her subordinates would handle it, Cha Yiran refused. She wanted them to try living a life without staining their hands with blood, even if her own sleeves were decorated with blood even more often.

After looking around the construction site, the two women started walking again.

Up ahead, at the main gate of the Hero Inn, Geom Mugeuk chatted with Ak Gunhak.

"Do you regret opening the inn?"

"I'd need time to regret anything. You saw how it was, didn't you? Every single day is hectic."

"When you're on your deathbed, won't you regret the things you didn't do more than the things you did? So you did well. If it gets too hard, you can just quit."

"Easy for you to say."

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"Ah, I don't want to go back! I want to stay here with Ak-hyung forever."

"Then don't go."

"Should I really live here for just one month? I'll open and close the inn doors myself!"

"I told you I'd give you the best room." Ak Gunhak smirked. He had an idea of what was really on Geom Mugeuk's mind, why he was acting like this. "Hey, are you scared?"

Geom Mugeuk played dumb. "Of what?"

"Are you afraid of going back and starting a new life?"

Geom Mugeuk flinched and stared at his friend.

Ak Gunhak teased, "You're so quick to thrust a new life upon others, but now that it's your turn, you're scared, aren't you?"

Geom Mugeuk did not hide his feelings. "I've come to like her more, to love her more, but..."

"You're afraid you'll lose Young Lady Lee if you keep going like this?"

"......" Geom Mugeuk said nothing.

"But you're not afraid of losing her without ever having loved her properly?"

"!"

"You just said it yourself. When you're on your deathbed, you'll regret the things you didn't do."

Geom Mugeuk stared at Ak Gunhak incredulously. "How do you know so much? You've never even been in love!"

"Who says I've never been in love?"

The two men laughed again together.

"If you fight with Young Lady Lee later, run away here," Ak Gunhak suggested. "You won't be able to fight for at least seven days."

Geom Mugeuk shot back, "Then Ak-hyung, where are you going to hide when you fight with Lady Cha?"

After a brief pause, Ak Gunhak shared his own inner thoughts. "I'm a much more selfish person than you. It's because I'm selfish that I can walk around barefoot. I can even resolve myself to pack up and leave this place."

Geom Mugeuk snorted. He knew how strong Ak Gunhak's sense of responsibility was. This man was not one who would really just up and go. Still, he said, "If the urge to leave ever strikes, make sure you come to me."

"And if I do?"

"I'll tell you this. Where are you trying to run off to? There's nothing there! If you can't find it here, you won't find it there either!"

Ak Gunhak smiled. He knew those were words Geom Mugeuk was also telling himself.

"What are you looking for so intently?" Cha Yiran asked from behind them.

They turned around. Cha Yiran and Lee Ahn walking toward them.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "Who else could it be? I'm looking for Young Lady Lee."

Cha Yiran turned to Ak Gunhak. "You should observe the Young Cult Leader more and learn how to make jokes like that."

"What do you mean, a joke? I was speaking sincerely!"

And so, they shared their farewells.

Geom Mugeuk sighed, "Ak-hyung, let's see each other again."

Ak Gunhak nodded. "Take care."

"I'll come visit again next time," Lee Ahn said.

Cha Yiran smiled enigmatically. "I'll be waiting for your good news."

"I'll return those exact words to you."

With that, the two of them left the Hero Inn.

As they walked, a martial artist and a woman passed them.

"It's over there, Young Lady. We just have to make it there and we'll be safe."

"?" Geom Mugeuk perked up his ears, though the whispers were as loud as regular speech to him. He could tell the man had internal injuries, though he tried not to show it.

"Do you think such an inn really exists?"

"We have to hope the rumors are true. If we can just hold out for a few days, the people who will save us will arrive. Let's go, Young Lady."

"You need to get treated first."

"No, your safety comes first, Young Lady. I can't let anyone know I'm injured."

After the pair passed, Geom Mugeuk looked back. Beyond the two struggling figures, the Hero Inn stood in the distance.

Don't worry, a person who will call a physician for you without you even having to ask will be waiting there.

They resumed walking.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Young Lady Lee, how was this journey for you?"

Lee Ahn stiffened. It seemed that finally, it was time to return to the cult. "...It was wonderful. It was the most enjoyable trip of my entire life. What about you? How was this journey for you?" she asked awkwardly. Geom Mugeuk had forbidden her from calling him Young Cult Leader or Young Master, so she simply called him 'you'.

Geom Mugeuk grinned. "It's a journey I'll never forget."

The two looked at each other and smiled.

"Shall we head back now?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Lee Ahn smiled brightly and nodded. "Yes, let's go back now."


Upon returning to the Headquarters, Geom Mugeuk did not go straight to the Heavenly Demon Hall. He took Lee Ahn to an unexpected place, the old, unused training hall that he had used long ago.

When they opened the door for the first time in a long while, time inside seemed to have stood still.

Was it always this small?

That was his first thought. He remembered it being much larger.

Although it had been empty for a long time, it was kept clean because it was the training hall the Young Cult Leader had used.

Wooden swords were lined up along one wall. They were the small swords Geom Mugeuk had used as a child.

He picked one up. The worn blade brought back memories of his childhood training.

Nearby stood wooden training dummies, their torsos pocked with gouges. Those marks were traces of his desperate desire to grow stronger, and the fear that he would die if he did not.

Lee Ahn had also come here often. She had guarded him from outside while he trained.

"It's really been a long time since I've been here," Lee Ahn said wistfully.

Geom Mugeuk was taken aback. "You remember?"

"Of course. You trained here a lot, didn't you? Ah, back then you were so..."

Cute.

Lee Ahn couldn't bring herself to say the word, but little Geom Mugeuk wielding a wooden sword had been truly adorable.

"I saw you for the first time here," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

Lee Ahn was surprised, but how could she forget? The memory of that day was just as vivid for her.

The image of the young Geom Mugeuk overlapped with the man standing before her now. She saw her younger self entering this place with her master.


"Second Young Lord, this is the child who will protect you from now on."



Thinking back, she realized she had been raised as the Young Cult Leader's shield from that very moment. Her destiny was to learn the Self-Petrification Art, always stay by his side, and throw her body in his way at the final moment.

"I remember being so scared. Back then, the Young Cult Leader said this to me: Hi, I'm Mugeuk! Please take good care of me."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned. He only remembered seeing her that day, not what he had said to her.

Lee Ahn recalled that time. For a moment, an illusion of the young Geom Mugeuk stood before her eyes. The moment he smiled brightly at her was the moment she decided to live for him and him alone.

Geom Mugeuk repeated the words she had just said. "Hi, I'm Mugeuk! Please take good care of me."

Just as their younger selves had, the two of them stood facing each other.

Geom Mugeuk finally offered the apology he had been unable to give until now. "Please forgive me for not being able to soothe your wounds when you were suffering from the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art."

Back then, he had not been able to comfort her wounded heart. Even when he saw her eyes swollen from crying all night, he dared not ask if she was okay.

Lee Ahn shook her head. This was not a matter of forgiveness. "You were young back then too, weren't you?"

Geom Mugeuk knew that she was right. Yes, I was young then, too.

"So please accept my apology now that I'm an adult," he said.

Still, Lee Ahn refused. "No, because there's no need for you to apologize. You were never indifferent or cold to me."

Lee Ahn, who had watched from the side, was the only one who understood the Geom Mugeuk of that time. Between dealing with his father and brother, he had no time to worry about anything else.

She stepped forward and hugged Geom Mugeuk tightly. "Even though you were a child back then, you fought a harder battle than anyone. If you have to apologize for that, then I should apologize too. I was too young back then, so I couldn't be a proper source of strength for you. I'm sorry."

The two of them conveyed the apologies they had kept buried deep in their hearts for so long.

Held in his arms, Lee Ahn could feel Geom Mugeuk's heart begin to pound faster.

Geom Mugeuk pulled away slowly. Finally, he spoke the words that would change both their destinies.

"Young Lady Lee, will you marry me?"

BADUMP!

Lee Ahn's heart missed a beat. Her fingertips trembled, and a shiver ran through her entire body.

Yes, she had hoped something like this might happen. The imagination born from a vague hope was so different from reality, though. For the first time, she knew what it felt like for tears and laughter to collide. Dazed, she let out a long breath, as if she had forgotten how to breathe.

She looked at Geom Mugeuk with shaking eyes. If it had not been for this journey, she would not have been able to accept his words so easily. The thought that she did not deserve this incredible man would have come first.

She might have blurted out these words instead, 'How could I possibly marry the Young Cult Leader?'

However, the Lee Ahn of this moment was not Martial Artist Lee Ahn, but Young Lady Lee.

She pushed all the negative thoughts far away. Countless words floated through her mind, but only one came out.

"Yes."

It was a single word, but in that moment, Geom Mugeuk threw his arms up in the air with joy. He jumped around the training hall, so genuinely happy that she wondered how a person could be this delighted.

She had never seen this side of Geom Mugeuk before. Not once had he ever expressed such pure joy.

Lee Ahn could tell. He was expressing his happiness with his entire body for her sake, as if to say, 'I'm this happy, so don't you dare have any negative thoughts.'

She was ecstatic. Not because she would become the Demon Queen, but because she would become the woman of the man named Geom Mugeuk.

She watched Geom Mugeuk stop running around like a child and come to a stop in front of her again. Gathering her courage, she said loudly, "Yes, I want to marry you too."


However, the moment they arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall, every last shred of Lee Ahn's bravery vanished. Her legs gave out, and she leaned against a pillar.

"Wait a minute, I'm not ready yet. Are you really going to tell him today?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk shrugged. "You know how it is, don't you? It's impossible to keep a secret inside this cult."

Lee Ahn glared at him. If it were not for this situation, she would have definitely made a joke, 'Isn't that mostly your fault? You're the one who created a Heavenly Demon Divine Cult where it's impossible to keep any secrets!'

After taking a few deep breaths, she nodded stiffly. This was something she had to face, so she should not put it off.

"Let's go."

They stepped inside the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Geom Mugeuk shouted louder than ever before toward his father, who was visible in the distance. "Father, I have returned!"

The two of them walked the path of blood side by side.

Perhaps because Lee Ahn was there, Geom Woojin's welcoming voice was softer than usual.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes, Father!"

"Thanks to your concern, we had a good trip, Cult Leader."

Normally, Geom Mugeuk would report every detail of his trip upon returning, but he skipped all of that now. Staring at his father, he uttered the most important words of his life. "I have something to tell you, Father. I wish to marry Lee Ahn."

"......"

Silence fell over the hall.

Lee Ahn felt as if she could hear her own heartbeat. Her ears grew hot and her face turned red.

What will the Cult Leader think of me?

Even if her lineage from the Ice Palace was revealed, even if she became the Fist Demon's adopted daughter, to the Cult Leader, she was nothing more than the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard.

Finally, Geom Woojin, who had been gazing at Lee Ahn, rose from his throne and walked down. Every step he took hammered against her heart.

He stopped right in front of her.

"Lee Ahn."

"Yes, Cult Leader?" Quivering, Lee Ahn raised her head to look at Geom Woojin. To her surprise, he was gazing at her gently.

Geom Woojin asked, "Will that good-for-nothing really be good enough for you?"

"!" Lee Ahn was stunned speechless. They were words she had never imagined, and a storm of emotion raged in her chest.

The Cult Leader said nothing else. With just those words, he had given his permission.

Lee Ahn fought hard to hold back her tears. This was not the time to cry, but to express her feelings. "Yes. To my eyes, this good-for-nothing man is the greatest of all time."

A smile formed on Geom Woojin's lips... which turned stern as he faced his son. "Go and get permission from the man who will be your father-in-law."

"Yes, Father!" Geom Mugeuk chirped cheerfully, even as he regarded Geom Woojin.

He could not imagine how difficult his father's love must have been, meeting and marrying his mother who belonged to the orthodox sects. This was the moment his father readily approved of his son's love.

He bowed his head deeply. "Thank you, Father."

Lee Ahn bowed beside him. "Thank you, Cult Leader."

Because of Geom Woojin's deep love, she would never forget this moment for the rest of her life.

As his son walked away with Lee Ahn, Geom Woojin teased, "You know, he might not give you his permission."

"That would be troublesome. If the man with the strongest fists in the murim objects..." Geom Mugeuk smirked. "I mean, even if I get beaten by those fists, I will be sure to get his permission."

After the two left the Heavenly Demon Hall, Hwi's voice echoed from the empty air. "Congratulations, Cult Leader."

"Thank you," Geom Woojin said. He had experienced many unexpected things in his life, but he never knew a day like this would come. "Seriously though, I never thought I would become in-laws with that person."

He briefly recalled his first meeting with the Fist Demon. Those youthful days feel like they were just yesterday.

"The Fist Demon will be visiting later, so please prepare the wine he likes."


Chapter 886: Because You're the One Becoming My In-law

"Please give me your daughter's hand in marriage!" Geom Mugeuk cried.

He was met by a firm refusal. "No!"

Geom Mugeuk, as if expecting it, asked calmly, "Why do you refuse? Please tell me the reason."

"Because you will surely make my daughter suffer."

"I will never make her suffer."

"I can't believe you. You'll obviously be out playing with the Young Chairmen of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, or hanging out with the Demon Supremes all the time. You'll make my daughter lonely every day."

Geom Mugeuk grinned smugly. That was an easy problem to solve. "I'll always take her with me whenever I go out. You saw us travel together this time, didn't you? I enjoy going places with your daughter."

"I still refuse!"

"Why do you refuse now?"

"Because of your father."

Geom Mugeuk pouted. This time, the reason had nothing to do with him. "You refuse because of my father?"

"How difficult would it be to have the Heavenly Demon as a father-in-law? I don't want my daughter to walk such a difficult path."

"Father truly cherishes and likes your daughter. He approved our marriage at once! He didn't object like you! Besides, do you think having the Fist Demon as a father-in-law was any easier?"

"So? Are you complaining that I'm a picky father-in-law?"

Geom Mugeuk immediately waved his hands in denial. "N-No! That's not it."

"Are you wondering why I'm being so stubborn even though my daughter is adopted?"

"When did I ever say that?"

"I refuse! I'll never give my daughter to an insolent brat like you! Not until dirt fills my eyes."

Unable to hold back, Geom Mugeuk roared, "AHHHH! Let's have a manly fight with our fists! If I win, you'll give your permission. If not, I'll give up!"

"Tsk tsk, are you really going to do that? You fail, you brat!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. Geom Mugeuk's practice persuasion attempt had ended in grand failure.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. The first person he had sought out after meeting his father wasn't the Fist Demon, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was hoping to figure out how to earn the Fist Demon's permission before actually going to him. Lee Ahn had wanted to see her father first, so he had sent her ahead and gone there alone.

And so, he asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to play the part of the Fist Demon and oppose the marriage.

The result was his bitter defeat. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's opposition had been incredibly realistic.

Why is this old man so good at getting under one's skin?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "You have to endure no matter what he says, you damn brat."

"How can I endure it when he says he'll oppose it until he dies?"

"And if you don't endure?"

"I'll just elope with Lee Ahn in the middle of the night."

"That fist-thumping master of yours will chase you to the ends of hell."

Geom Mugeuk sighed deeply. "How can I get his permission?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed with him. "Are you stupid? How should I know? I don't have any children!"

"But you've read a lot of books."

"How can one know life well just by having a large library? Wisdom comes from living according to what you've read, even if it's just one book."

"You're the smartest person I know, Elder! Please give me an answer!"

Another voice spoke from nearby. "Young Cult Leader, I think it's important to first understand the Fist Demon's heart."

Geom Mugeuk turned toward the speaker. It was the Flower Sword Supreme, who was tending to the flowers and trees in the adjacent garden. She had been hanging out there with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon when Geom Mugeuk arrived.

Geom Mugeuk asked her, "Why do you think Master would be upset about this?"

The Flower Sword Supreme explained, "Isn't that obvious? Think about this from his perspective. It hasn't been long since he made her his daughter, and now some dark, brazen thief comes along saying he's going to steal her away. What would you do if you were him?"

Geom Mugeuk clenched his fists as if the mere thought horrified him. "If it were me, I'd have beaten the bastard half to death. No, I'd kill him for real!"

"The Fist Demon's feelings will be even stronger than yours, not less."

Geom Mugeuk thought of the Fist Demon. He knew how precious a person became once that man of steel gave them his heart, just from watching his own father. "Then what should I do? Master's fists have gotten stronger. If he hits me, I might actually die."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon cut in slyly, "Send word to the Demonic Physician beforehand. Tell him to prepare for when you fall into a coma."

"This is no time for jokes!"

"Idiot, he wouldn't actually kill you. He'll probably beat you up a few times and then give his permission. What parent can win against their child?"

"Looks like for the first time in a long while, I'll have to use the Heavenly Demon Defense Art to its absolute limit to survive."

The Flower Sword Supreme asked gently, "But why did you decide to get married?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also eyed Geom Mugeuk curiously.

"First, because I love Lee Ahn," Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

What could he not say to these two? Besides, he had another reason, one that made him want to try marriage itself.

"Also... because I want to be a father like my father."

The two Demon Supremes had watched the relationship between Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin change over the years, so they understood the meaning behind his words.

The Flower Sword Supreme imagined the child Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn would have. "Your child would probably be incredibly handsome or beautiful."

And that was not all. The paternal grandfather would be the Heavenly Demon and the maternal grandfather would be the Fist Demon. The mother was the world's number one beauty, the maternal family was the North Sea Ice Palace, and crucially, the father was Geom Mugeuk.

Above all, what awaited that child was...

"Oh no. Since there are no Demon Supremes with children, your child will grow up showered with the love of all the Demon Supremes."


Lee Ahn went to her father first and told him about Geom Mugeuk's proposal, but the Fist Demon was not particularly surprised by the news.

Did he expect this?

When she first became the Fist Demon's adopted daughter, Geom Mugeuk had teased her. He had said her marriage prospects were ruined because of her scary father-in-law. At the time, the Fist Demon had said something that stuck with her.


"Why don't you just marry him?"



That joke had now become a reality unfolding before her.

After hearing about the proposal, the first thing the Fist Demon asked was, "What are your thoughts?"

Lee Ahn hesitated before answering. It was not easy to deliver this news to her father, since she could not guess what he was feeling.

"I'm happy about it," she said plainly, revealing less than a quarter of her true joy. Perhaps that was why he asked his next question.

"There is only one thing I'm worried about." The Fist Demon paused briefly before continuing. "Are you agreeing to the proposal just because he's the Young Cult Leader? Because it's hard to refuse, even though you feel differently about it?"

Lee Ahn knew exactly what her father was worried about. She shook her head. "That's not it, Father. The truth is, I've also liked him for a long time."

"Then that's settled."

"Are you giving your permission?"

The Fist Demon nodded. "If you're happy, then I'm happy too."

He was having a new experience through Lee Ahn. Though she was not a daughter he had raised from childhood, he was getting to be a parent, and now he was also gaining a son-in-law. Thus, he expressed feelings he usually kept hidden.

"I know I'm a clumsy father. I don't know what I should say at a time like this. However, I can tell you one thing for certain." He regarded Lee Ahn. "No matter what anyone says, you are my daughter."

Even though she was not his biological daughter and he had not raised her from childhood, he considered Lee Ahn his own.

"If he makes you unhappy, I won't forgive him, even if he's the Young Cult Leader. So if you have any troubles, tell your father anytime. Don't forget that I'm always on your side."

Lee Ahn ran and threw herself into her father's arms. He was the Fist Demon, who would fight the entire murim alone for his daughter's sake.

She had held back when Geom Mugeuk proposed. She had held back when Geom Woojin gave his permission. But she could not hold back now.

Tears streamed down her face as she said, "Yes, I'll be sure to tell you, Father."

The Fist Demon patted his daughter's back with his large hand. "Daughter, never give up on your happiness, no matter the situation."


Geom Mugeuk visited the Eastern Fist Garrison.

Was it his imagination? The place was empty, yet it felt heavier and more somber than usual.

All the Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison were gathered in the training grounds, as if they had been waiting for him. Their stares, devoid of any greeting, were clearly hostile.

In their center stood the Fist Demon, arms crossed. His fearsome face was even more hardened today.

Lee Ahn stood a little distance away, her head bowed.

Geom Mugeuk could already predict what was about to happen. Something like, 'I can't just give you my daughter. If you can defeat me with your fists, I will permit the marriage.'

Could he really defeat his master with his fists? A thunderous clash unlike any ever heard before would erupt here today.

"I wish to marry your daughter," he declared loudly, his voice echoing across the grounds.

The Fist Demon's hardened expression brightened. "Has my son-in-law arrived?"

Geom Mugeuk was startled.

BOOM! BABOOM! BOOOOOM!

Fireworks exploded from behind the building.

The Iron Fists standing on all sides finally relaxed and shouted in unison. ""Congratulations, Young Cult Leader! Woaaaaaah!""

They rushed forward to congratulate him. Geom Mugeuk had once been their fellow disciple, so they were on friendly terms and knew each other by face and name.

"Congratulations."

"Congrats!"

Among them was his junior sister and the next Fist Demon, Cheon Sohwi.

"Congratulations, Senior Brother," she said.

"What's going on?" Geom Mugeuk asked, surprised.

Cheon Sohwi shrugged. She was just as surprised. "I should be the one asking that. What's going on, Senior Brother!"

Geom Mugeuk looked past the Iron Fists to the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn in the distance and replied with a grin. "This is all thanks to the late-night training sessions, isn't it?"

Cheon Sohwi smiled brightly in agreement. At the very least, those sessions were certainly why she had become the successor to the Fist Demon.

After receiving congratulations from the Iron Fists, Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Fist Demon. "Master."

The Fist Demon strode forward and clapped his shoulder. "You've made a big decision."

"Are you giving me your permission?"

"Yes, I permit it."

The Fist Demon was giving his permission so readily, even though Geom Mugeuk had even practiced for his opposition.

"Son-in-law, you've lived freely until now. Your path ahead looks tough."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned. 'Son-in-law'?! Those words don't suit the Fist Demon at all. Why is he acting like this? Is he planning a surprise attack? Is this a trap?

"Shouldn't you be opposing this, Master?" he asked hesitantly.

The Fist Demon tilted his head. "Why would I, when I'm becoming in-laws with the Cult Leader? What could be more glorious than this?"

Geom Mugeuk fell silent. The Fist Demon had a point, but still.

"Aren't you going to say something like you'll punish me if I ever wrong Lee Ahn?" he asked again.

The Fist Demon's eyes widened. "Why? Are you planning to betray her?"

"No, that's not it, but..."

"If you do something wrong, do you think the Cult Leader will just stand by? I won't even have a turn. Don't you know the Cult Leader's personality?" The Fist Demon began, when he realized something. "No, the Cult Leader might not even get a turn, either."

Geom Mugeuk tilted his head. "What do you mean?"

"That girl may look kind and gentle, but she doesn't have an easygoing personality. You know that, right?"

"No, I only know up to the kind and gentle part."

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon both looked at Lee Ahn, who smiled and said, "I'm a soft and easygoing person."

Geom Mugeuk flinched at her words and looked back at the Fist Demon. "Don't tell me she has a side she only shows at home that I don't know about?"

Is there another transformation stage left, from Lee Ahn to Young Lady Lee, and then to Madam Lee?

"I don't know why you've willingly walked into this difficult path, but please take good care of my daughter."

"Hearing you say that makes me want to back out for some reason."

Only then did the Fist Demon raise his large fist in front of Geom Mugeuk's face. "It's already too late."

The two of them faced each other and laughed. Geom Mugeuk was truly grateful that the Fist Demon had given his permission so readily and cheerfully.

The Fist Demon did not tell him to do well. He did not ask him to promise to live for Lee Ahn for the rest of his life. After all, what good would a promise be? If he could not actually do it, it would be meaningless. A person who would truly do well would do so without making a promise, and a person who would not, would not do it even if threatened with death.

In the Fist Demon's eyes, Geom Mugeuk was someone who would do better than anyone else. If that was the case, then welcoming him warmly and showing his joy was the wisest choice for his daughter.

Lee Ahn turned to the Fist Demon. "I will do even better from now on."

"I'm fine, so be good to your husband." The Fist Demon looked at the two of them standing side by side. "I know that you two are much smarter and wiser than I am. Don't forget the feelings you have now, and live well."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. Even if the Fist Demon sent Lee Ahn off so readily on the outside, he must have been worried and felt a sense of loss. There must have been so many things he still wanted to do with his daughter.

"Please don't think of it as sending Lee Ahn away," he said. "Just as I have gained another father, now you, Master, have also gained a son."

A bright smile spread across the Fist Demon's face. His fearsome expression was filled with joy today. "My daughter has brought home the best son-in-law!"

The Iron Fists cheered thunderously at the Fist Demon's resounding shout, their voices so bright that they could be heard at the opposite ends of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.


That evening, the Fist Demon visited Geom Woojin's residence.

Geom Woojin had prepared a table with drinks and was waiting for him, as if he had known he would come.

"Receive a cup of my drink first," Geom Woojin began, pouring a cup for the Fist Demon. "Please take good care of my wild son."

After receiving the drink, the Fist Demon filled Geom Woojin's cup in turn. "She is a lacking daughter, but I ask for your kind care."

The two men toasted and emptied their cups.

The Fist Demon, the epitome of loyalty to Geom Woojin, sighed. "I gave my permission because the children are in love, but I don't know if this is right. To think I would dare become in-laws with you, Cult Leader."

Geom Woojin looked at the Fist Demon and smiled brightly. "I'm happy that the man who will be my in-law is you."

The Fist Demon was moved, feeling that these were not empty words but a sincere sentiment. Therefore, he too conveyed his honest feelings. "I'm also very happy that it's you, Cult Leader. I apologize for saying this, but honestly, if the man who was to be my son-in-law wasn't Mugeuk, I might have opposed this marriage."

Geom Woojin could guess what he meant. The position of the Young Cult Leader's wife was not one filled only with good things. Lee Ahn could be swept up in the cult's politics and embroiled in all sorts of conspiracies and dangers. However, because of Geom Mugeuk's character, the Fist Demon could give his permission with a happy heart.

"Doesn't this bring back old memories?" the Fist Demon teased.

"......" Geom Woojin smiled wordlessly.

"Cult Leader, you went through such a war-like ordeal to have your wedding, yet you give your permission so easily?"

Geom Woojin laughed. "It would be fun to tease my son, but how could I upset your daughter?"

"Thank you for permitting this marriage."

"Of course, I had to. She's your daughter." Geom Woojin did not hide his affection and trust for the Fist Demon. "Here, In-law. Have another cup of wine."

"Thank you, Cult Leader."

"You should call me In-law too."

"Thank you... In-law."

The two men laughed out loud. It had been a long time since they had laughed so heartily together. It was a laugh that made them miss the old days when they freely cried, laughed, got angry, and rejoiced.

Geom Woojin drained his cup. "I plan to hold a grand wedding for this occasion."


Chapter 887: At Least You Avoided the Fate of That Cult Leader From Back Then

When Geom Muyang returned to his residence, he found Geom Mugeuk sitting on a rock in the courtyard, looking up at the moon.

"Are you doing all the Cult's work by yourself? Why are you so late?" Geom Mugeuk complained.

Geom Muyang ignored him and asked directly, "What brings you here at this hour?"

"I missed you, Hyung, and I have something to talk about."

Geom Muyang already knew what his younger brother was about to say. "You're getting married?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

"Is there anyone who doesn't know?"

"Seriously, there are no secrets in our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. News of his marriage was already the talk of the cult.

Geom Muyang walked over and sat next to Geom Mugeuk.

The simple act, so natural for brothers, deeply moved Geom Mugeuk. It meant their relationship was finally open.

"Sorry for cutting in line," Geom Mugeuk said.

Geom Muyang replied, "It's fine. I have no intention of getting married."

"I used to be the same."

"?" Geom Muyang glanced at his younger brother.

"But when I came to my senses, I was already saying, 'Please give me your daughter's hand in marriage.'"

Geom Muyang laughed at the joke. "You'll do well in your marriage."

"You think so?"

"You'll be a good husband and a good father."

Geom Mugeuk turned his gaze from the night sky to his brother. "I think you, Hyung, would be a really good father. I'm not so sure about being a good husband, though."

"?" Geom Muyang gave him a questioning look.

"You're just like Father, aren't you?" Geom Mugeuk teased.

Geom Muyang fell into deep thought. Am I really like Father? The Demonic Buddha always said I resembled the Cult Leader more than Geom Mugeuk did. Now that I think about it, Jin Paecheon, the Murim Alliance Chairman, said something similar.

"Do you really think I'm similar to Father?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "I think if you keep aging like this, you'll become exactly like him."

"Father would hate to hear that."

"He'd love it. I say it all the time, don't I? No one can stop our father's love for his eldest son."

A faint smile appeared on Geom Muyang's lips.

Geom Mugeuk continued, "You should get married too, Hyung, so we can shower him with grandsons and granddaughters. He won't be able to draw his sword with grandchildren in both arms, right?"

"He'd probably fight using the Sword Levitation Technique while holding them."

Geom Mugeuk burst into laughter. It felt good to talk with his brother like this after so long.

Now, even sitting in silence was not awkward. They watched the moon together for a while.

"You must be tired, so get some rest. I'm leaving." Standing up, Geom Mugeuk turned to head out.

Geom Muyang called from behind him. "Geuk."

Geom Mugeuk paused. It was the first time his elder brother had called him that since they were little kids.

"Congratulations."

Geom Mugeuk turned his head. Under the moonlight, his brother looked more dependable than ever. "Thanks, Hyung."


When Geom Mugeuk visited, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was packing his belongings.

"Where are you going?" Geom Mugeuk asked, surprised.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave an unexpected answer. "I'm thinking of going on a trip by myself. Don't worry. I'll be back before your wedding."

"By yourself?"

"Of course, all. by. myself." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lingering resentment flared up. "You said it, didn't you? That the three of us—you, me, and Go Wol—should go on a vacation together."

"I remember."

"Go Wol is too busy to go, and you can't go because you're getting married now. What choice do I have? I have to go alone!" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled mysteriously. In truth, he was just planning to visit the Hero Inn. He had named it, so of course he had to go see it. "By the way, what brings you here?"

"I came to ask a favor." Geom Mugeuk said. "Please officiate my wedding."

"You want me to what...?" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was stunned. He was so surprised he thought he had misheard.

"Officiate my wedding. Please do it for me, Elder."

"Aren't there many Demon Supremes you're close to besides me?" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was taken aback. He had expected that if Geom Mugeuk were to ask someone to officiate, it would be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Did you perhaps ask the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and get rejected?"

"No. I haven't spoken to Elder Blade Demon. You are the first person I'm asking."

The fact that he had come to him first made the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader feel both thrilled and puzzled. "Why me?"

"Is there a reason why you can't? Didn't you tell me to stop the unification of the murim by giving Father a grandchild?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. Yes, he had certainly said that to Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm doing as you told me, Cult Leader. I'm getting married because of you. You'll have to take responsibility if I regret it later."

"What kind of nonsense is that! And how can someone who has never been married officiate a wedding?"

"A martial artist is not bound by common laws and etiquette. Didn't Elder Blade Demon officiate the Sanzu Hall Director's wedding a while back?"

"That's because they have a master-disciple relationship."

"Aren't you my master as well, Elder?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally recalled that little fact. A long time ago, they had agreed to treat each other as master and disciple within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He had thought it was more of a joke, though.

"Thanks to the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I was able to kill the Celestial Killer Star. Not only that, but I also overcame several other crises." Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "Just like the Fist Demon, you are also my Master, Cult Leader."

Hearing the word "Master" outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique deeply moved the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Regardless, as if to hide his emotions, he put on a suspicious look. "Tell me honestly. What are you up to?"

"You abandoned everything and came to me, Cult Leader."

"I stuck around because of Go Wol, not you."

"You gave me precious divine artifacts without hesitation."

"Go Wol made me give you those, too."

"You fought against the Celestial Killer Star for our Cult."

"Because Go Wol would have died if this place was breached."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "This is why I'm asking you to officiate my wedding. You do all these things that others would find difficult to do even once, yet you're a wonderful person who never boasts about it."

"!" An even greater wave of emotion washed over the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. Hearing such words from Geom Mugeuk, of all people, felt good.

"Just as you gave Ak-hyung a name for his inn, please mark my new beginning, Cult Leader. I really respect you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart skipped a beat. How could he refuse when respect was mentioned?

"Very well, I will officiate your wedding," he said.

"Thank you." Geom Mugeuk bowed his head to express his thanks.

Right after, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rushed straight to the Hidden Moon. Calling for Go Wol, he immediately started bragging. "The Young Cult Leader asked me to officiate his wedding. He said he respects me!"

Watching the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who seemed ready to fly with joy, Go Wol smiled. "You're that happy?"

"Of course, I am. It's not just anyone's wedding, it's the Young Cult Leader's wedding, isn't it? People from both the orthodox and unorthodox will surely attend. It will be a wedding attended by the entire murim, and I will be the one officiating it."

Go Wol knew the real reason for his joy. "It's not because the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from the Outer Regions is coming?"

"!" The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched. His disciple and the current Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Jo Baekta, would certainly be invited and would attend.

"You don't want to show off to him?" Go Wol teased.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not deny it. How humiliating would it be for his disciple to see his master, who had abandoned everything, sitting unnoticed in the crowd? It would wound both his pride and his disciple's. "F-Fine, you win! I want to show that punk that I'm not dead yet."

Go Wol smiled. "Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

"This is what I call success."

"What is?"

"You may not have become the Young Cult Leader's right-hand man, but at least you avoided the sad fate of the Cult Leader from back then."

"The same goes for you. Your organization is established right here in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters, so you've avoided the fate of that shackled prisoner from back then. At this point, we've both succeeded!"

The two men faced each other and laughed heartily, feeling great.

"This is no time for me to be standing around. What should I wear? Have I gained some weight lately? Should I get a new formal robe tailored?"


Finally, the day before the wedding arrived. The Demon Village was a sea of people, with guests from all over the Central Plains. Every inn was full, and the Divine Cult provided temporary lodging for those who could not find a place to stay.

To prevent any unfortunate incidents, the Demonic Army itself stepped in to manage everything. Thanks to them, everyone kept their tempers in check, and there were no unpleasant events.

"I wonder if we'll even be able to see properly with so many people," Yang In, Jo Cheonbae's wife, said worriedly.

Jo Cheonbae nodded. "We have to go even if we can only see from a distance. How can we not attend that person's wedding?"

The two had even bought new clothes to attend the wedding the next day.

"You're attending too?" a nearby customer interjected.

It was near closing time for the tavern, so only the last few customers remained. Jo Cheonbae had spoken softly, but his words were overheard.

The two men at the table were guests from afar who followed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Sect Leader of the Iron Claw Sect, Hyeong Soin, and his son, Hyeong Dae. The one who had just spoken was the son, Hyeong Dae.

"How can a tavern owner attend? Is that even possible?"

Jo Cheonbae politely explained. "We were told that the residents of the Demon Village are free to attend the wedding tomorrow."

"Who said that?"

"The martial artists from the Sanzu River Hall came and informed us themselves."

Hyeong Dae blinked in utter incomprehension. "So? You're just going to go because they told you to?"

His father, Hyeong Soin, tried to stop him. "Dae, that's enough."

"No, isn't it true? Does a tavern owner even know what kind of event he's going to?"

Although Hyeong Soin was stopping his son, he secretly felt the same. If even a tavern owner could attend so freely, it devalued their own invitation, which they had bragged so much about.

Jo Cheonbae sighed. This was exactly what the residents of the Demon Village had been worried about. Not only would the crowd be too large to see anything properly, they were also afraid of getting into a fight with the martial artists if they went.

And here a fight was, breaking out before they even went.

Jo Cheonbae bowed his head. In times like these, it was best not to make excuses. He bowed as if to apologize, but Hyeong Dae persistently demanded an answer.

"So, are you going or not?"

If he said he was not going and then ran into them there, it would be a huge problem. Jo Cheonbae stood there not knowing what to do, when someone spoke from behind him.

"Of course the owner will be attending," Geom Mugeuk insisted.

"Young Cult Leader!"

At those words, the two from the Iron Claw Sect shot up from their seats.

Jo Cheonbae was shocked. He had never expected Geom Mugeuk to visit the day before his wedding. "What brings you here?"

"I wanted to see my dear tavern owner's face. I also have something for you."

"But you must be busy with the wedding preparations!"

"What's there for me to be busy with? It's the people preparing who are having a hard time. Ah, the bride was busy today, so she couldn't come. She asked me to tell you she's sorry for not being able to come with me."

"Oh my, you don't have to say that."

Geom Mugeuk greeted Jo Cheonbae's wife as well. "Have you been well, madam?"

"Greetings, Young Cult Leader."

Yang In's eyes filled with emotion and gratitude as she looked at Geom Mugeuk. This was the Young Cult Leader who had saved her husband and family, and he was the greatest source of pride in her husband's life.

After the greetings, Geom Mugeuk looked at Hyeong Soin and Hyeong Dae. The father and son held their breath, their heads bowed.

To make a mistake against someone the Young Cult Leader knows, right before his wedding?

It was clear this was no ordinary relationship. He had misspoken badly.

We'll be made blood sacrifices for tomorrow's wedding!

Hyeong Soin's heart sank. The fact that they had been caught misspeaking meant their deaths. It could even lead to the annihilation of his sect.

"I am fond of the people of the Demon Village," Geom Mugeuk said firmly. "I especially like the owner here the most."

Hyeong Dae stuttered, "I-I'm sorry. I failed to recognize a distinguished person and made a mistake."

Geom Mugeuk fixed him with a stern gaze. He could have spoken softly, but for the young man's sake, he let a cold demonic qi seep into his words. "This murim is a place where a single mistake can cost you your life. Today's mistake isn't that severe, but on an unlucky day, you can lose your life for a mistake much more trivial than this. The next time your reckless mouth feels the urge to speak, be sure to remember this moment."

Hyeong Dae nodded desperately. "I will keep that in mind."

Hyeong Soin bowed his head politely. "Thank you for your mercy."

Geom Mugeuk sent Hyeong Soin a telepathic message. [You should have stopped your son earlier, and more forcefully.]

[I'm sorry. It was my oversight.]

[If you raise him like this, you will one day lose your precious son. Use today's incident as an opportunity to educate him properly.]

[I will keep that in mind, Young Cult Leader.]

Hyeong Dae turned to Jo Cheonbae and apologized. "Owner, please forgive my rudeness."

"Not at all, not at all. I'm fine."

The two men bowed respectfully to Geom Mugeuk and then left.

Jo Cheonbae and Yang In looked at each other. This was why they respected the Young Cult Leader. He was a considerate person who handled matters smoothly to ensure no harm came to them.

As if nothing had happened, Geom Mugeuk looked around the interior of the Alluring Inn. The newly built interior was certainly more spacious and cleaner. The location of the kitchen and the arrangement of the tables were all decorated to resemble the old place as much as possible.

"You've made the inside just like it was before," he remarked.

"I did it that way because it's more comfortable for me," Jo Cheonbae explained. "Most of the people who visit my place are regulars, too."

Geom Mugeuk nodded, but something else had remained the same as well.

"Up there on the third floor, there's a seat reserved for you, Young Cult Leader."

Originally, the Young Cult Leader's seat was on the second floor, a place he would give up whenever the Cult Leader or a Demon Supreme came. Now, that seat had been moved to the third floor.

Geom Mugeuk went up to the third floor. Jo Cheonbae followed behind him. Yang In, thinking the Young Cult Leader might want a drink, followed with alcohol and simple snacks.

The third floor had only 2 tables prepared, one small and one large.

"We don't accept any customers here at all."

"You don't have to go this far. Owner, you need to run your business."

Jo Cheonbae smiled faintly. "To be honest, it's becoming too much for me to run the business up to the third floor. Even if I hire more people, I'd have to pay more attention. So I decided to make it a place just for you, Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk noticed that Jo Cheonbae had a lot more white hair than when he first saw him. "Don't you want to retire and rest comfortably now?"

"There's a saying among us businessmen. If a person who has worked their whole life suddenly rests, that's when they get sick, and then they die. For me, working is resting. In fact, I don't even know how to rest. Oh, but I will rest well for one day tomorrow. After the ceremony, I'm going on an outing with my wife."

Geom Mugeuk took a red envelope from his sleeve and handed it over. "Here, take this. I came to give you this."

Jo Cheonbae was startled when he checked what was inside. It was a formal invitation to Geom Mugeuk's wedding.

"If you show this to the martial artist at the entrance, they will guide you to a seat at the front where you can see the ceremony well. I've already told them, so our Cult's martial artists will take good care of you and your wife tomorrow."

"Oh my! This is something we humble people cannot accept."

Jo Cheonbae and Yang In were flustered and did not know what to do.

"Humble? You are such a precious person to me."

Jo Cheonbae looked at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes full of emotion. What merit did I accumulate in a past life to receive such a blessing? Do you know? Thanks to you, Young Cult Leader, the final years of my life are the most brilliant.

Geom Mugeuk filled 3 cups with the alcohol Yang In had brought and raised it for a toast. "I'll be busy tomorrow and won't be able to greet you two properly, so shall we share a celebratory drink in advance?"


Chapter 888: Who Is the Front Row For?

A single carriage sped along the road. Inside were Commander Yong Jamyeong of the Milky Way Trading Company and his eldest son, Yong Jinhu.

"Are we really going to the Demonic Cult Young Cult Leader's wedding?"

"Yes, we are."

No matter how many times Yong Jinhu asked, the answer was the same. At first, he thought his father was teasing him, but that did not seem to be the case.

Crucially, their only bodyguard was Baekchong, who sat in the driver's seat. Baekchong was a key figure who had helped his father build the Milky Way Trading Company and was the martial artist his father trusted most, but this was the first time only Baekchong had accompanied his father on a trip.

"Don't tell me our Trading Company has joined hands with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?" Yong Jinhu asked, afraid his father would say yes. The thought of allying with the Demonic Cult was something he did not even want to imagine.

Fortunately, his father shook his head. "No. This visit is purely personal for me. I'm bringing you along not as a representative of the company, but as my son. I want to introduce you to the Young Cult Leader."

Yong Jamyeong then told his son a secret he had never mentioned before.

"In my youth, I was caught in a trap set by a colleague and nearly lost my life. A martial artist who didn't reveal his name saved me. I only recently learned that he is the current Demonic Cult Leader."

Yong Jinhu was stunned. The Demonic Cult Leader is Father's savior?

"Even so, if you attend the Young Cult Leader's wedding, word will surely spread throughout the jianghu," he argued.

"Indeed it will."

"When this becomes known, many of the sects and companies we do business with will cut ties with us. Ah, perhaps you'll attend while wearing a bamboo hat to hide your identity?"

There was no way his father did not know of such consequences, and it was common to attend murim events without revealing one's identity.

Yong Jamyeong shook his head. "I plan to attend without hiding who I am."

Yong Jinhu was puzzled. His father was a merchant above all else. Regardless of the man being his savior, why would he be willing to endure such a huge loss?

"I'm sure they'll understand even if you hide your identity. Where else would they find a guest as distinguished as you, Father?" Yong Jinhu said, proud that his father was the head of the world's greatest trading company.

"People much more distinguished than I will be there."

"How could there be anyone like that?"

Yong Jamyeong thought of Geom Woojin, then of his son, Geom Mugeuk. Both were extraordinary individuals. "To people like them, I could hardly be considered the most honored guest."

Yong Jinhu snorted. Having grown up watching his father always receive the best treatment, he could not accept those words.

Yong Jamyeong sighed, "I hope attending this wedding will be an opportunity for you to broaden your narrow perspective."

Unfortunately, none of his three sons had an aptitude for the merchant world. However, if they lacked the talent for making money, he hoped they should at least have an eye for people. Therefore, he brought his eldest son, who showed some potential, praying it would be a good experience for him.

Soon, the carriage arrived at its destination.

Yong Jinhu took a deep breath and stepped out. The scene unfolding before his eyes startled him.

They were near the main gate of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Countless magnificent carriages were parked along the massive wall.

It was the first time Yong Jinhu had ever seen so many in one place. People were getting out of carriages, just arriving, or talking with acquaintances. There were truly countless people there.

Large-framed martial artists stood guard everywhere. Their intimidating aura was so strong that even he, with his shallow martial arts skills, could tell they were no ordinary warriors.

Baekchong whispered to him, "Don't stare at them. They are the warriors of the Divine Cult's Demonic Army."

Yong Jinhu had heard of the Demonic Army from the experienced Baekchong, who was well-informed about the murim and had especially studied everything he could about the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult for this visit. They were the very same force said to be unstoppable if they charged forward with their massive frames.

Suddenly, someone recognized Yong Jamyeong and greeted him. "Commander Yong!"

"Chairman Geum."

It was none other than the Golden Manor Master Geum Ahju, the wealthiest man in Fujian and one of the top ten merchants in the Central Plains. The two knew each other well, with Geum Ahju being Yong Jamyeong's senior in the merchant world.

Geum Ahju smiled. In the past, Geom Mugeuk had saved his daughter and grandson, receiving a bundle of treasures larger than himself in return. That connection had continued, and they too had been invited to the wedding.

"This is my daughter and my grandson," he introduced.

Geum Ahju's daughter, Geum Sayeon, and his grandson, Yang, had come as well. Yang, who had been just a little kid when Geom Mugeuk saved him, had grown up quite a bit.

"How did you come to be here?" Geum Ahju asked, surprised by Yong Jamyeong's attendance. The Milky Way Trading Company dealt with the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. Attending the wedding of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult must have been a burden for them.

Yong Jamyeong spoke honestly. "The Demonic Cult Leader saved my life a long time ago."

"What a coincidence!"

"Why do you say that?"

"We also owe our lives to the Young Cult Leader."

"Ah, I see."

Listening from the side, Yong Jinhu was confused. Why do these top merchants owe their lives to the most fearsome people in the world, the Demonic Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader?

He looked around and saw not only Geum Ahju but many other recognizable faces. They were not on his father's level, but they were still giants of the merchant world.

Even that person is here? The Demonic Cult really is something else, to make all these people come.

Just then, a member of the Demonic Army walked over. Yong Jinhu thought he would escort his father in first, but the Demonic Army member mer delivered an unexpected message and turned away.

"Those who have arrived, please enter now."

The people who had been talking began to walk toward the main gate, naturally forming a line.

Yong Jinhu was offended. They're making my father walk in with all these people?

The sight of his father waiting in line to enter a place felt incredibly unfamiliar to him. Wherever he went, his father was always the main character, but now he was just one among many guests.

This is how they treat my father?

"The Demonic Cult must be doing this on purpose to intimidate the Milky Way Trading Company," he growled quietly.

Yong Jamyeong scolded, "That's because you haven't met the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader yet."

"What kind of people are they?"

"If they wanted to intimidate someone, they wouldn't resort to a method as petty as this."

Besides the merchants, Jo Cheonbae and his wife, Yang In, also stood in line. Dressed in new clothes, the couple were very excited and happy, but they walked quietly amidst people of immense status, worried that they might catch someone's eye and cause a repeat of yesterday's incident.

However, someone strode up to them. It was none other than Demonic Army General Jang Ho.

"Welcome, Boss," Jang Ho greeted.

Jo Cheonbae and Yang In bowed their heads. ""Greetings, Demonic Army General!""

The people around them held their breaths. The general of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's elite Demonic Army, whom they had only heard stories about, was standing right before their eyes.

Martial artists from sects that followed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult respectfully clasped their hands, conveying their long-held admiration.

Jang Ho returned their greeting before turning back to Jo Cheonbae and Yang In. "The Young Cult Leader has ordered me to escort you two personally. Please come this way."

"W-We're fine..."

"But I, who received the order, will not be fine if I don't do as I'm told to. Let's go."

"Oh my!"

Jang Ho led the two of them out of the line and went inside first. As per Geom Mugeuk's request, he had prepared seats for the innkeeper couple between himself and Seo Daeryong. Among all the VIP seats today, this was where the couple would be most comfortable.

Yong Jinhu was puzzled by this special treatment that even the Commander of the Milky Way Trading Company did not receive. "Who are they to be treated like that? They must be incredible masters, right?"

Yong Jamyeong smiled. "They're probably more ordinary than anyone else here."

"What?"

"If you knew what kind of person the Young Cult Leader is, this wouldn't seem strange at all."

Because Yong Jamyeong knew Geom Mugeuk, the special treatment for this couple, who looked as though they had not learned a single martial art, did not feel strange at all. Instead, he thought it was just like Geom Mugeuk.

Behind them, Geum Ahju and Geum Sayeon also nodded and exchanged a glance. The Young Cult Leader they had experienced was also an exceptionally special person.

Soon, they passed through the main gate and entered the grounds of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Yong Jinhu's eyes widened. Before them stretched a wide avenue, large enough for twenty carriages to pass side by side. Colossal demonic statues stood on both sides of the road like gatekeepers, gazing down with fearsome, arrogant eyes. Beyond them, the avenue and magnificent buildings stretched out endlessly, their ends out of sight.

Was this really made by human hands?

The giant demonic statues were so lifelike that it felt as if they could move at any moment and trample everything underfoot. Just being there was intimidating.

It was not just him. The other first-time visitors were also overwhelmed by the scene.

After walking for a while, they reached the wedding ceremony venue—the largest training ground in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

VIP seats were prepared for the guests in front of the ceremony area. Outside this central area, a tiered, semicircular seating area was built like the audience seats of a duel arena, capable of holding countless people.

Members of the Demonic Army guided the invited guests to their designated seats.

Yong Jinhu was surprised to find that his father was not in the first row, but the third.

Not even the second row, but the third?

Once all the external guests were seated, the guests of honor arrived.

A group of martial artists entered in formation, led by a beautiful woman in elegant clothes. Following her were the Demon Swords.

"It's the Flower Sword Supreme!" Baekchong exclaimed.

Yong Jinhu was startled. It was the first time he had ever seen the Sword Supreme he had only heard stories about.

She's such a beautiful woman!

He felt like he was looking at a single flower blooming in the snow.

The Demon Swords took their seats in one section of the audience, and the Flower Sword Supreme came forward and sat in the second row.

So the second row is for the Demon Supremes. Then who is the front row for?

Just then, a group of martial artists entered from the opposite side amid roaring cheers.

Baekchong informed him again. "It's the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, with a giant dao on his back, led the way, followed by the Blade Fiends.

If the Demon Swords were disciplined, the Blade Fiends were rough and free-spirited. In the past, the two groups would have jeered at each other, but not anymore. As the Flower Sword Supreme and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grew close, their relationship had improved as well.

The Blade Fiends took their seats in the audience section, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat next to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Woaaah!"

This time, the Demonic Buddha entered at the forefront, emitting a golden radiance even brighter than usual. Behind him, the Mad Monks chanted in unison, offering prayers to bless the wedding as they walked.

Baekchong warned, "They are Demonic Monks who would tear you limb from limb while you're still alive if you mistake them for mere baldies."

Yong Jinhu nodded blankly. Even without Baekchong's warning, it was obvious at a glance that they were no ordinary monks.

Next to appear were the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and the shamans.

As they entered, Yong Jinhu felt a wave of dizziness wash over him. "I suddenly feel dizzy."

Baekchong infused a stream of qi into Yong Jinhu's back. "It's the ghostly energy of the shamans. Take a deep breath and exhale slowly."

Only then did Yong Jinhu's expression relax. It was this potent even when they were not intentionally releasing their ghostly energy. The thought of what it would be like if they actually did was terrifying.

Next, a group of people wearing ornate masks entered.

"They are the Faceless Warriors from the Valley of Evil."

At the mention of the Valley of Evil, Yong Jinhu averted his gaze without realizing it.

Today though, the Faceless Warriors were different from usual. They, who always gathered in small, squatting groups, were today properly dressed and walking in confidently with ornate masks.

"That must be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"That's right."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon at the very front also wore an ornate mask today, not his usual white one.

Yong Jinhu had heard much about the infamy of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and his body trembled instinctively. The fear that ordinary martial artists felt for him was completely different from that of the other Demon Supremes.

In truth, however, there was no need to be so afraid today. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore a brighter smile than ever before, overflowing with enough magnanimity to forgive anyone for almost any mistake.

The Faceless Warriors were the same. As they were particularly close to Geom Mugeuk, the Valley of Evil was in a festive mood.

The Seventeenth Bridge and the Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior were especially joyful. Since they had not yet married, the Young Cult Leader's wedding had a great influence on them.

"Are their masks always that ornate?"

Baekchong generously displayed what he had studied. "I've heard that the Faceless Warriors have several masks. That one is probably the Happy Ghost Mask, used for festivals and banquets."

This time, a handsome young boy led a group of demonic practitioners in.

"Look at their waists."

They wore pouches on their waists. Each wore a different number, like four, five, six, or seven. Only the handsome boy at the front wore twelve pouches.

"Don't tell me...?"

"Yes, that's right. They are the Poison Fangs led by the Poison King. With a single gesture from them, all the guests here would be annihilated in an instant."

Yong Jinhu was more shocked by the fact that the Poison King looked so young. He looked much younger than himself.

"Ohhhh!"

This time, a loud noise was accompanied by the strong smell of alcohol. They were the Drunken Demon and his Drunken Guests. The Drunken Demon had allowed his Drunken Guests to drink to their heart's content today.

"What if they make a mistake? Why are they already drunk?"

"I've heard that the more drunk they get, the clearer their minds become. They won't make any mistakes from being drunk."

STOMP, STOMP...

Next, the Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison marched into the grounds in attire that revealed their muscles. The more of their bare bodies they revealed, the more it was considered a sign of respect. The bride's father, the Fist Demon, did not come out with them, so the person leading them was Cheon Sohwi.

And so, the Eight Demon Supremes and their subordinates all took their seats. It was bustling, and laughter erupted from all over.

The guests feasted their eyes. It was a moment to see people they had never seen in their entire lives. They were seeing the Demon Supremes and their elite subordinates up close, and they could feel anew just how precious this occasion was. When they returned home, they would surely boast to everyone, with much exaggeration.

Baekchong was surprised by the unexpected atmosphere. He had expected it to be much heavier and darker than this. He thought they would use this opportunity to make a statement to everyone, like 'We are the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!'

He expected the shamans to emit their ghostly energy, the Iron Fists to brandish their fists, and the Poison Fangs to raise poisonous smoke. He thought the Faceless Warriors would sneer coldly, killing intent would flow from the swords of the Demon Swords and Blade Fiends, the Mad Monks would chant death prayers, and the Drunken Guests would act like rowdy drunks.

However, the atmosphere was positively festive. Everyone was laughing and talking. They were enjoying themselves as if they were at a party, so much so that they did not even feel like demonic practitioners.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE!

Just then, five carriages entered the venue. Not only Yong Jinhu, but all the guests were puzzled.

Every guest here walked, but carriages are being allowed this far in? Who in the world are they?

On the five carriages approaching them, a blue wolf was painted on each one.


Chapter 889: Want to Trade My Son for Your Daughter?

A carriage stopped beside the ceremony venue.

"That symbol!"

Only one organization used a blue wolf as its crest. Not just Baekchong, but all the guests knew who they were.

CHK CHK CHK CHK CHK!

The doors of the 5 carriages opened in unison, and martial artists disembarked from the first and fifth carriages.

They were the Thirteen Evil Wolves. They formed a disciplined perimeter as the masters of the Evil Alliance stepped out, each one a renowned figure.

They looked around at the demonic cultivators filling the area, completely unintimidated.

Bi Sayin followed, his presence alone overwhelming everyone.

Baekchong said quietly, "It's the Evil Alliance's Young Alliance Chairman."

The Young Alliance Chairman's personal attendance was surprising enough, but another more  person stepped out of the same carriage.

"It's the Evil Alliance Chairman!"

Yong Jinhu was stunned. The Evil Alliance Chairman had come himself? And he had brought the Young Alliance Leader and his masters?

He could not believe his eyes. He had only expected a single representative from the Evil Alliance, not its entire leadership.

First Young Lord Geom Muyang greeted them in place of Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk, who were preparing for the ceremony. "Welcome."

"First Young Lord, it's been a while."

"This way, please."

Geom Muyang guided Baek Jagang to the front row.

The Demon Supremes in the second row rose and offered him a clasped-hands greeting. ""We greet the Chairman.""

Baek Jagang returned the greeting. "It's been a long time."

Baek Jagang and Bi Sayin took their seats in the front row. The Evil Alliance masters who accompanied them sat in the second row with the Demon Supremes. The atmosphere was not awkward, as they had sat together before during the tripartite meeting.

Yong Jinhu understood now. So the first row was for the Evil Alliance Chairman and his successor.

That explained why his father was in the third row.

DUDUDUDUDU!

Just then, another procession appeared. This time, 3 carriages rushed toward them. The crest on the carriages was the same demon engraved on the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The men who disembarked were the elders of the Outer Regions' Heavenly Wind Cult. Their experienced eyes gave off the feeling of a coarse sandstorm.

The last to emerge was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Jo Baekta.

"It's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!" Baekchong exclaimed.

"He's much younger than I thought," Yong Jinhu said, staring in shock.

Yong Jamyeong smiled. This was why he had brought his son. He wanted the boy to broaden his horizons by seeing these masters from beyond the heavens. When would he get another chance?

Geom Muyang greeted the new arrival as well. "You've traveled a long way, Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"Thank you for inviting me to this prestigious event."

Jo Baekta's presence was much deeper and more powerful than when he had fought the Illusion King. Though still young, he carried himself with the full bearing of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Baek Jagang, the Eight Demon Supremes, and the Evil Alliance masters greeted him. He also took a seat in the front row.

DUDUDUDUDU!

This time, a single carriage arrived. A dragon was engraved on it, coiling magnificently around the carriage's frame. Beneath it were the characters for "Heart of Righteousness (大俠心)".

Everyone instantly realized which faction the carriage belonged to and who was inside.

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong disembarked first.

Jin Haryong had not hesitated to come. While she had some regrets, they were not enough to stop her from celebrating her friends' wedding. Therefore, when her brother asked, she had naturally replied, "Of course, we have to go."

They were not the only guests from the Murim Alliance. Jin Paecheon stepped out of the carriage.

"It's the Murim Alliance Chairman!"

Yong Jinhu was startled. He had considered that the Evil Alliance or the Heavenly Wind Cult might attend, but the Murim Alliance Chairman himself? He couldn't believe his eyes.

It was definitely the Murim Alliance Chairman, too. Yong Jinhu had greeted him once before with his father, though it was so long ago that the Chairman probably did not remember.

The guests began to murmur, shocked that the Murim Alliance Chairman had come in person.

Jin Paecheon's visit to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's headquarters with only his two grandchildren was an extreme show of trust in Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin.

The Murim Alliance's Head Strategist, Jaegal Hyeon, had actually advised Jin Paecheon to attend secretly. He suggested going discreetly in a bamboo hat, confident the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would understand. After all, the Murim Alliance Chairman officially attending the Young Cult Leader's wedding was a major event that would cause huge ripples in the orthodox sects.

However, Jin Paecheon had decided to offer his congratulations officially. Geom Mugeuk had saved his grandchildren's lives, which was reason enough. Moreover, if the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult had not stopped the Celestial Killer Star, the fiend would have swept through both the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance.


"If it weren't for the Demonic Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader, you, I, all of us would be dead."



That was reason enough. He chose not to bring any other masters from the Murim Alliance. He could have filled 10 carriages, but he did not want to burden his hosts. In every respect, this was a personal visit.

Geom Muyang guided Jin Paecheon to the front row.

Baek Jagang, the Wind Heavenly Cult Leader, the Eight Demon Supremes, and the other masters all rose to greet him.

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin's eyes met. A clear sense of glee passed between them.

[Today's the day.]

[Yeah, it's today.]

Their eyes glinted with mischief. That cheeky Geom Mugeuk! He was the youngest of them all but was getting married first. They couldn't just let that slide. They planned to demonstrate the power of the orthodox and unorthodox alliances today. The days of being on the receiving end of bullying would be reversed.

Though it was not their own wedding, their hearts pounded with anticipation.

In fact, it was not just the young ones. Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang felt similarly.

"You've done well to come."

"It's not just any occasion, of course I had to come."

Both of them had reached a point where they were subtly happy to see each other. Without Geom Mugeuk, their relationship would have remained one of constant suspicion and vigilance.

And so, Jin Paecheon, Jin Hagun, and Jin Haryong also took their seats in the front row.

Just when it seemed they were the last guests for the front row.

DUDUDUDUDU!

Yet another procession entered. It was the largest yet, with a staggering 10 carriages rolling in.

The carriages' specially treated surfaces looked like ice, and a snowflake crest adorned each one. It was as if winter itself was approaching.

Figures in pure white martial arts uniforms disembarked. They were the masters of the North Sea Ice Palace, and their arrival seemed to chill the air.

The last to disembark was the Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace, Han Seogyeong, accompanied by Princess Han Seol.

Han Seogyeong had brought all the North Sea Ice Palace's top masters, including the Cold Ice Dual Swords. It was a good thing she had sent word in advance, as the force was large enough to be considered an invasion of the Central Plains.

She had a reason for bringing so many people. She wanted to ensure Lee Ahn, alone in the Central Plains, would not feel intimidated. She wanted to show her that her family, her aunt, was here.

After greeting the Chairmen and Jo Baekta, Han Seogyeong smiled at one person in particular. It was Bi Sayin, who had traveled all the way to the North Sea to greet her recently.

Honestly, her first impression of Bi Sayin had not been good. His face was grotesque thanks to the myriad scars, but the more they talked, the more she realized what a genuine person he was.

Han Seogyeong thought this was a rediscovery of her daughter's character. It seemed her daughter had surprisingly good taste in men.

The guests were amazed. After the Evil Alliance Chairman, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and the Murim Alliance Chairman, they were now seeing the mysterious Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace in person. They felt a renewed sense of awe and pride at being invited.

Watching the Empress exchange greetings with the Chairmen, Yong Jamyeong said to his son, "Do you understand now? Why I told you that people more distinguished than me would be coming."

The words escaped Yong Jinhu's lips before he could stop them. "Just what kind of person is the Young Cult Leader?" he blurted out loud.

A startled Yong Jamyeong quickly shushed him. "Shh!"

Everyone nearby had already heard, though.

Just as he tensed with dread, Jin Paecheon in the front row turned to him. "Young Master Yong."

Yong Jinhu shot to his feet and offered a clasped-hands greeting. "Ah! You remember me, Chairman."

"Of course, I remember."

Jin Paecheon nodded to Yong Jamyeong, then spoke calmly to Yong Jinhu. "The Young Cult Leader is someone you have to experience for yourself. You won't understand him just by hearing about him. You'd never believe it."

Everyone nearby smiled in agreement.

"I hope you'll have such a good opportunity in the future, Young Master Yong."

"Yes, Chairman. Thank you sincerely for your valuable guidance."

Yong Jinhu had worried the Chairman was calling him over to scold him for speaking loudly, but that was not the case. Jin Paecheon had spoken out of goodwill.

He looked at his father, who had also said he came to introduce him to the Young Cult Leader.

Did they all really come because of him? Just what kind of person is he?

Before long, a man stepped forward.

Head Strategist Sama Myeong was the official host of the wedding, a testament to how importantly the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult viewed this marriage.

"The wedding ceremony will now begin."

A thunderous roar erupted from all around.

"The parents of the bride and groom will now enter."

Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon appeared from opposite sides.

At Geom Woojin's appearance, all the guests rose in unison. The once-noisy audience fell silent.

Geom Woojin walked out slowly. His presence grew more prominent with the size of the crowd. It was as if everyone else was in black and white while he alone shone with a red hue. His imposing presence was on full display.

The Fist Demon, on the other hand, looked more nervous than ever. He was a man who would not bat an eye at fighting every martial artist present, yet now he was visibly jumpy.

The two men greeted each other and then sat in their prepared seats.

Geom Woojin exchanged greetings with the front row through his eyes alone. He gave a deep nod to Jin Paecheon and Baek Jagang, and a lighter one to Han Seogyeong and Jo Baekta.

Then he exchanged telepathic messages with the Fist Demon.

[In-law, how are you feeling?]

[I'm a bit dazed. I feel happy, but also a little sad.]

Geom Woojin chuckled. This time, their feeligs were the other way around.

[How about you, Cult Leader?]

[I'm just happy.]

[I suppose this is the difference between a parent with a daughter and a parent with a son.]

At that, Geom Woojin smiled and made an informal joke he would only share with the Fist Demon. [In that case, do you want to trade my son for your daughter?]

[No way!]

Sama Myeong announced loudly, "The groom will now enter."

DUM! DUDUM! DUUUUUM!

A powerful drumbeat echoed as Geom Mugeuk, dressed in ceremonial robes, walked in energetically.

Cheokyeon and the rest of Geom Mugeuk's bodyguards followed, also in ceremonial attire. Their presence had reached a level that even Geom Woojin's bodyguards would admire.

""WOOOOOOOAAAAAAAH!""

A tremendous roar erupted as Geom Mugeuk appeared. It was more than applause. The cheer showed how deeply the people of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult adored their Young Cult Leader. It was a cry of joy born from genuine affection.

Naturally, would Geom Mugeuk ever follow conventional etiquette? He beamed, threw both hands in the air, and cheered back, "Everyone!I'm getting married!"

His words pierced the cacophony, reaching every guest's ears.

After politely bowing to Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon, Geom Mugeuk turned toward the guests. His gaze swept over the front row. Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, Jo Baekta, and Han Seogyeong, and his friends, Bi Sayin, Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong, and Han Seol.

He met their eyes, one by one.

Geom Mugeuk knew what a long and difficult journey they had all made. He recalled their first meeting. The suspicion and distrust in their eyes had been replaced with warmth. Amazingly, meeting him had changed every one of their destinies.

If he could, he would have run to greet each of them and express his gratitude, but that would have to wait for the banquet after the ceremony.

Behind them, he saw the Eight Demon Supremes. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, the Poison King, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the Drunken Demon, the Demonic Buddha, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, speaking for the Supremes, tossed a polite joke at the beaming Geom Mugeuk. "Young Cult Leader, are you that happy?"

"I am! I don't think I should get drunk today. I'm so happy I feel like dancing."

The guests laughed pleasantly.

Seo Daeryong muttered quietly, "Finally, there's something I've done before our Young Cult Leader."

He was joking with Dan Ah and his sisters-in-law, but Geom Mugeuk's enhanced hearing caught the quiet words.

"Sanzu Hall Director, you're my senior in married life, so please teach me a lot from now on!"

In response, Seo Daeryong lifted his son, Yeongha, prompting another wave of laughter.

As expected of Geom Mugeuk's wedding, the atmosphere was pleasant and free, unbound by formality.

With hawk-like eyes, Geom Mugeuk called out, "You people from the Demon Village in the back corner, come forward. There are seats for you over there."

Jang Ho had brought the villagers to watch from the back.

Anyway, a groom bantering with his guests, and merchants seated near the Chairmen and Cult Leaders. It was a scene that could only happen at Geom Mugeuk's wedding.

Finally, the most important moment arrived.

"Now, the bride will make her entrance."

A beautiful melody filled the air as the bride entered from the opposite side.

The martial artists from the North Sea Ice Palace had intended to cheer even louder than they had for the groom. They wanted to ensure Lee Ahn would not feel intimidated. That was why ten carriages had come.

Ultimately, however, there was no need.

""WOOOOOOOAAAAH!""

A cheer even louder than the one for Geom Mugeuk erupted from the cultists. Not just the Ghost Shadow Squad, but everyone present welcomed the bride with a massive roar.

Han Seogyeong and Han Seol looked at each other with joy as the bride, dressed in splendid ceremonial robes, began her entrance.


Chapter 890: The Bastards of the Central Plains Are All Beneath Me!

All eyes were on the bride.

Lee Ahn entered, her face veiled and dressed in a splendid wedding gown.

Female bodyguards from the Heavenly Demon Hall, also in formal attire, followed her like personal guards. As the Young Cult Leader's bride, she had been assigned her own security detail.

Lee Ahn walked slowly, more nervous than she had ever been in her life. Geom Mugeuk stood waiting for her ahead, not as the Young Cult Leader or a young master, but as a man.

Mugeuk.

Lee Ahn slowly approached and stood before him. One of the women who had accompanied her lifted the veil.

""WOOOOOW!""

The moment her face was revealed, a collective gasp erupted from the guests. Lee Ahn, her bridal makeup perfect, was truly stunning.

Just then, a woman among the guests shouted, "She's so beautiful!"

The Chairmen, the Empress, and the Cult Leader, all sitting with her in the front row, turned to look at the speaker. It was Jin Haryong.

Jin Haryong immediately grew awkward under their focused gazes.

Noticing his sister's dilemma, Jin Hagun shouted, "The groom is handsome too!"

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn heard both shouts. Geom Mugeuk turned to Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong and smiled brightly. However, with everyone watching, even he couldn't bring himself to shout back, 'Thanks, my friends!'

Lee Ahn was especially grateful to Jin Haryong for the compliment. She knew how difficult it must have been for her to say those words.

Thank you, Haryong.

Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran were also among the guests. Geom Mugeuk had invited them and arranged seats in the second row with the Demon Supremes, but they had adamantly refused and sat in the back. After leaving the cult, they felt they could not receive the same treatment as the Demon Supremes.

Back when Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn had come to the inn and announced they were dating, they had never imagined the pair would get married so quickly.

"Aren't you envious?" Cha Yiran asked.

"?" Ak Gunhak stared at her, confused.

"The wedding,"Cha Yiran clarified.

"Isn't that a question a man usually asks a woman?"

"Well, since the man isn't asking, I might as well ask him."

Ak Gunhak turned his gaze from Cha Yiran back to the couple. Watching Geom Mugeuk's beaming smile, he said, "Seeing how happy he is, I guess I am a little envious."

"Should we get married too?" Cha Yiran asked eagerly, as if she had been waiting for the chance.

"!" Ak Gunhak flinched in surprise.

Cha Yiran chuckled. "Just joking. From the look on your face, one would think I ambushed you. Why are you so startled?"

Smiling bitterly, she turned her attention back to the ceremony.

Ak Gunhak asked unexpectedly. "You won't regret it?"

"!" Cha Yiran stared at him, shocked. "Well… They say you regret it if you get married, and you regret it if you don't, right? My personality is to just go for it first."

Ak Gunhak smiled at her straightforward answer.

Cha Yiran thought the conversation would end there, but Ak Gunhak surprised her again with the words she had been waiting for more than anything.

"We won't be able to have a ceremony as grand as this, though."

"Let's just invite those two. They'll be guests worth a hundred people each."

They both looked back at the wedding.

Cha Yiran's heart began to pound as hard as Lee Ahn's had during her entrance. From that moment on, she could no longer focus on the ceremony.

"The bride and groom will now bow to the parents of both families."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn bowed to their parents, greeting Geom Woojin first.

"Father, we will live well."

"Father-in-law, we will live well."

An emotion Geom Mugeuk had never seen before flickered across Geom Woojin's face.

It was happiness.

Father, you were capable of feeling happiness?

What moved Geom Mugeuk even more was seeing this emotion for the first time at his own wedding.

Father, I saw it. I saw it clearly! From now on, I'll work hard to see that expression more often.

"Live well from now on," Geom Woojin said calmly to his son, then whispered only to Lee Ahn, "Please inform me if that rascal gives you any trouble."

Lee Ahn fought back tears. How can I ever repay his kindness?

"Yes, then you can scold him for me, Father," she replied softly.

Geom Woojin smiled brightly.

Geom Mugeuk was hit by a pang of jealousy. Father, you should smile at your son like that too!

He sensed Hwi's presence concealed behind his father. Hwi had intentionally revealed his aura, and he understood it was his uncle's way of congratulating him.

He looked in that direction and bowed his head slightly.

Thank you, Uncle Hwi.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn turned and walked toward the Fist Demon.

"Father-in-law, we will live well."

"Father, we will live well."

The Fist Demon's eyes reddened slightly as he saw the bride and groom standing side by side in their wedding attire, even though he was a man who wouldn't bat an eye if the world collapsed.

"Father, I will make Lee Ahn happy," Geom Mugeuk promised.

The Fist Demon nodded.

Lee Ahn could not bring herself to look at him. She knew that if she saw his face, she would burst into tears and ruin her makeup.

"You two, live happily."

"Yes, Father."

"......"

The Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison rose and let out a unified, powerful roar, led by Cheon Sohwi. ""Senior Brother, be happy!""

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk was not the Young Cult Leader, but the Senior Brother they had trained and sweated alongside. They were proud that Geom Mugeuk was their fellow disciple.

Among the guests watching were Green Mask and Seo Jin.

"Division Captain Seo."

"Yes, First Division Captain?"

"From now on, I want you to take charge of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Seo Jin was startled. When Lee Ahn married, she had entrusted leadership of the Ghost Shadow Squad to Green Mask, but now, he was handing it to her?

"I've already spoken to Commander Lee and received her permission," Green Mask said.

"Why so suddenly?"

"I'm returning to the Valley of Evil. The Smiling Demon has agreed to take me back."

Green Mask had decided to return to serve under the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. When they met fighting the hidden forces, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had told him he could return if he wished. He had been conflicted, but Lee Ahn stepping down as leader prompted his decision.

He had taken the position of First Division Leader half for Geom Mugeuk and half for Lee Ahn. Now that one of those reasons was gone, he had decided to return.

Seo Jin was stunned. "Can I handle such a heavy responsibility?"

"You can. Besides, Commander Lee was already thinking of making you the Commander if it wasn't me."

And so, Seo Jin became the leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad.

The squad would continue to act as Geom Mugeuk's shadow organization and direct subordinate unit. They followed the Young Cult Leader for now, but the organization was destined to grow incomparably when Geom Mugeuk became the Cult Leader.

In the end, the position was taken by Seo Jin, Geom Mugeuk's closest friend. Fate, it seemed, was connecting the two of them.

Seo Jin asked cautiously, "First Division Leader, are you okay?"

"I'm not. How can I be okay when I'm about to become the prodigal son who returned?" Green Mask sighed. Behind the mask, though, his eyes were smiling. "Still, I don't regret my days here."

Seo Jin felt a pang of regret. If she had known they would part like this, she would have talked with him more. "Let's drink our fill at the banquet tonight."

"Let's do that, Commander Seo."

Meanwhile, the ceremony moved on to the next part.

"Now, we will have the officiant's address," Sama Myeong announced.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took a deep breath and walked out from behind a folding screen, looking like a man heading into battle. He had stayed up all night practicing his speech.

Don't forget what you memorized!

With the most dignified expression he could muster, he walked out. For a moment, his eyes met with Jo Baekta, who was sitting in the front row.

[Disciple, have you been well?]

[Master, have you been well?]

[As you can see, I am doing fine.]

[I've missed you.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wanted to show Jo Baekta how well he was living here and what an important person he had become.

He stood facing Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, the eyes of all the guests upon him. As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, he was not one to be nervous under such gazes.

He looked at Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn. He was not their parent, but the moment was incredibly moving for him.

Just then, he saw Go Wol sitting among the guests in the distance, smiling at him. The moment he saw that smile, countless past events flashed through his mind, taking his memorized speech along with them.

Fuck. I can't remember a single thing!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader grew flustered. How could he forget everything he had memorized so thoroughly? It was as if he had been struck by some evil art.

Say something, anything!

He needed to improvise, but his desire to do well was so strong that his mind went as blank as the walls in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room.

His face turned beet red. He truly felt like he wanted to hide using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Just then, a telepathic message from Geom Mugeuk reached him. [More than anyone else's, I want to receive your blessing, Cult Leader. A single word of congratulations is enough.]

The moment he heard those words, his flustered heart calmed.

[Sigh, to think I'm receiving your help even on a day like this!]

Geom Mugeuk was right. If it were anyone else, it might be different, but this was Geom Mugeuk. What need was there for a meticulously memorized speech? Just looking at Geom Mugeuk's face gave him so much to say.

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader opened his mouth. "For today's address, I will speak comfortably to the couple getting married. I ask for the guests' understanding."

He turned to the couple.

"I'm truly happy that the first wedding I've ever officiated is yours."

He gazed at Geom Mugeuk.

"I thought you would never get married."

He had his reasons for thinking so.

"You can't pass by a wicked person, ignore someone who's been wronged, or fail to help anyone who's stuck. You clear up misunderstandings and free those in shackles. Where on earth would you find the time to get married?"

The guests who knew Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly. Every word applied to them. Even those who did not know him could instantly understand what kind of person he was.

Yong Jinhu, in particular, understood why his father had wanted to introduce him to the Young Cult Leader. He also understood why the Murim Alliance Chairman had come here in person.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Lee Ahn standing beside him and shouted, "I couldn't help it, I love her too much!"

Laughter erupted from all around. Lee Ahn's face turned beet red, and she lowered her head.

As Geom Mugeuk lightened the mood, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt even more at ease.

"Of the many promises a person can make, I believe the most difficult one to keep is the promise to protect someone for the rest of your life."

His gaze shifted to Go Wol in the distance. He himself had abandoned his position as Cult Leader and come to the Young Cult Leader out of a desire to protect Go Wol.

Go Wol nodded, his eyes saying he understood his heart completely.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk. "As far as I know, you're the person most likely to keep that promise. What do you say? Can you protect your heart for the rest of your life?"

"Yes! My heart will beat with me for the rest of my life."

This time, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at Lee Ahn. "Your man is someone who meddles in everyone's business. If a beggar were crying and blocking the road, I'd kick him out of the way, but your man is the type to squat down next to him. You know this, right? And you're still marrying him?"

"Yes," Lee Ahn answered softly.

"Then that's all that matters." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled brightly. "Please, be happy."

With that, the address was over. Applause and cheers erupted from all sides.

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped down from the platform, Jo Baekta bowed his head to him.

[Master, you were magnificent!]

[You brat, who do you think I am? The bastards of the Central Plains are all beneath me!]

"……" Jo Baekta stared at his master skeptically. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's back was soaked with sweat.

The ceremony moved on to the next part.

The Jo Cheonbae couple watched the ceremony with ease. Normally, they would have felt uncomfortable sitting so close to the front, but the families of Jang Ho and Seo Daeryong were seated on either side of them.

Next to them sat Kang Dal, formerly the head of the Zheng'an Branch and now the Third Combat Squad Captain of the Sanzu River Hall. Smart and diligent in all he did, he was expected to eventually rise to the position of Combat Division Commander.

Nearby, the Insect Physician and the Demonic Doctor were discussing medicine. Geom Mugeuk had arranged for them to sit together to discuss their arts. The Demonic Doctor, having heard she was coming, had greeted her first, and the two had been talking about medicine ever since.

The Insect Physician's back was straight, and she no longer needed to rub her aching limbs. The Demonic Doctor, too, had completely overcome the wounds of his past and seemed like a different, brighter person.

Pyo Jigwang, the Insect Physician's disciple, had never seen his master discuss medicine so excitedly. His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. He could not help but admire Geom Mugeuk's consideration, even on his own wedding day.

Next to them sat the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, whose emotions were different from everyone else's. This was the moment the fate she had foreseen became reality, yet the one who had shown it to her was not Geom Mugeuk, but Lee Ahn. She had told Lee Ahn she was special precisely because she had foreseen this destiny.

Beside her sat the Evil Eccentric, a master of the unorthodox sects. After helping Geom Mugeuk, he had left, but he felt he had to attend the wedding. He had rarely attended another person's wedding in his life, and this was the first time he had ever sat so quietly.

In the row behind them were Master Gwak from the smithy and Gwak Yeong, the former Murim Alliance's Iron Abbot. She had come at Geom Muyang's invitation.

"Starting tomorrow, you will also participate in the creation of the treasured sword,", Master Gwak said to her.

Gwak Yeong's eyes widened in surprise. "Really?"

Master Gwak nodded. Gwak Yeong talent was too exceptional to waste on only making iron swords just because she came from the Murim Alliance. "In return, I will manage you more strictly."

"Thank you."

Gwak Yeong was overjoyed. She thought she might finally forge a proper sword for the First Young Lord, fulfilling a promise she had made to her friend in her heart.

Meanwhile, the wedding ceremony came to an end.

"The bride and groom will now greet the guests."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn bowed their heads respectfully. ""Thank you!""

After thanking them loudly, Geom Mugeuk looked out at the guests who had come to congratulate him. All the people who had died before his regression were alive and smiling at him.

He smiled brightly back. They probably thought he was smiling because he was happy to be married, but this smile held a different meaning.

His gaze finally landed on Lee Ahn.

The moment their eyes met, they naturally moved toward each other and kissed.

In that instant, the countless gazes watching them disappeared. Only the two of them remained in the world.

WOAAAAH! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! WOAAAH! BOOM BOOM BOOOOOOOM!

Cheers erupted from all sides, accompanied by beautiful fireworks exploding in the sky.

Beneath the colorful kaleidoscope, a voice announced, "Now, let the celebratory banquet begin!"


Chapter 891: Right, Whose Wedding Is It Anyway?

The wedding hall transformed into a grand banquet hall. The ceremonial stage was cleared away and replaced with a performance stage. Musicians took their places and began playing lively tunes. Dancers, specially prepared for this day, moved to the music. They were truly the most skilled performers.

All the chefs and kitchen staff of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult emerged, carrying tables laden with food and drinks in a seemingly endless procession.

A separate area was prepared for the Cult Leader, the Chairman, the Empress, and the high-ranking masters who accompanied them. Farther away, seats were arranged for the general guests.

Enough alcohol and food to fill the entire Great Training Ground had been prepared, allowing everyone in attendance to enjoy the feast.

Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon finally greeted Jin Paecheon, Baek Jagang, Han Seogyeong, and Jo Baekta.

Geom Woojin first approached Jin Paecheon, whose attendance had likely been the most difficult in many ways. Rather, the single carriage that had arrived hinted at how difficult his journey must have been. "Thank you for coming," he said.

"Of course, I had to come."

"Congratulations, Cult Leader Geom."

"Thank you."

"Congratulations, honored Fist Demon."

"Thank you, Chairman."

For today, Jin Paecheon decided to forget Geom Woojin's ambition to unify the murim. He was here purely to offer his congratulations. "Your son has gained a truly beautiful partner."

"She is a child whose heart is as outstanding as her looks."

"Are you already bragging about your daughter-in-law?"

Geom Woojin smiled at Jin Paecheon's joke.

"With a daughter-in-law like that, isn't she worth bragging about?" Baek Jagang, listening from the side, laughed. Just like that, he too exchanged natural greetings. "Congratulations."

"Thank you for coming."

Baek Jagang was the one who had brought five carriages packed with the most skilled masters representing the Evil Alliance. In his own way, he showed the Cult utmost respect, just as Jin Paecheon had by coming with a single carriage despite the political burden.

To Jo Baekta, the sight of the leaders of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions conversing so informally was utterly unfamiliar. Looking at this scene alone, one could believe they were martial artists from the same organization just having a casual chit-chat.

Han Seogyeong added to Geom Woojin's boasting about his daughter-in-law. "As you all know, the bride is my niece."

Geom Woojin praised the North Sea Ice Palace warmly. "How could the grace of the Ice Palace, as clear and clean as snow, be any less?"

He was not normally the type to say such things just to please someone, but today was an exception. The Ice Palace were Lee Ahn's family, and they had brought so many masters on the long journey to be here.

Han Seogyeong smiled. She had worried that Lee Ahn might be treated poorly because she was a former bodyguard, but upon arriving, she saw there was no need for such concerns.

"WAAAAAH!"

Just then, a cheer erupted from the distance.

When Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn arrived after changing their clothes, people flocked to them.

As Lee Ahn had felt during the ceremony, this was not just a formal cheer. They were shouting out of genuine joy.

"Don't anyone leave without seeing me! You can't just go!" Geom Mugeuk shouted.

At his characteristic joking, not only the Chairmen but also his friends and the Eight Demon Supremes all laughed. It would take a while for that chatterbox to greet everyone and make his way over.

The first people Geom Mugeuk attended to were the residents of the Demon Village, including Jo Cheonbae. "Thank you for coming!"

"Thank you so much for inviting us."

All the residents of the Demon Village had come to congratulate Geom Mugeuk. It was the first time in their lives they had seen such a magnificent wedding and so many incredible people all at once. Their respect for Geom Mugeuk was already deep, but being invited to such an event left them at a loss for words. They would likely talk and boast about this day until the day they died.

"Now, everyone, come over here and try the cooking of our Cult's best chefs."

Geom Mugeuk led them to the tables. If he did not, they would be too intimidated by the cultists to even touch the food and drinks. He had the residents of the Demon Village occupy an entire long row of tables.

"Now, let's all have a drink together!"

He poured drinks for all of them and received a cup from Jo Cheonbae.

"Congratulations on your marriage!"

After draining his cup, Geom Mugeuk did not forget to make a joke. "Even if the food here is less tasty than our dear innkeeper's, you must absolutely not show it on your face. You know why. The chefs are hiding nearby and watching, so anyone who makes a face like they don't like the food…!" He made a mock-scary face and drew the side of his hand across his neck.

Everyone burst into laughter. The atmosphere had been somewhat awkward and intimidating, but his joke eased the tension.

"Now, eat and enjoy the performances. I hear they've prepared several for today, so look forward to it."

The residents of the Demon Village watched the show. It was the first time they had ever seen such beautiful music and performances.

In particular, Jo Cheonbae wiped away tears.

"Why are you crying?"

"It's nothing. It's just the first time in my life I've seen such a mesmerizing performance."

But was that really the reason? He was crying again out of gratitude for Geom Mugeuk, who took such good care of them.

Geom Mugeuk took Jo Cheonbae's hand.  "Watch the whole performance before you go."

Unlike his usual flustered self, today Jo Cheonbae gripped his hand tightly…for a moment. Suddenly, a startled "Aigoo!" escaped him, and his thin, warm hand scurried away in surprise.

The next person Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn greeted was Seo Daeryong.

"Young Cult Leader!"

"Sanzu Hall Director."

With so many eyes on them, Seo Daeryong acted with decorum as he offered his congratulations even though deep down, he wanted to run up and embrace Geom Mugeuk in a tight hug.

I want to joke around and say all sorts of things, like, "You know I'm the senior in marriage, right?"

"Congratulations, Young Cult Leader!"

"Thank you."

Beside Seo Daeryong stood his wife, Dan Ah, holding their son.

Geom Mugeuk went over and took the child into his arms. "Yeongha, your father is a truly great man, indispensable to our Cult. So you too must grow up strong and healthy! Be good-looking like your Mommy, and smart like your Daddy! Got it?"

Seo Daeryong was already overflowing with emotion, but hearing Geom Mugeuk say such things in front of everyone moved him even more deeply.

Seo Daeryong's sisters-in-law, Dan Bi and Dan Yeon, also offered their congratulations.

"Congratulations, Young Cult Leader!"

"At least for today, I'm cooler than my father, right?" Geom Mugeuk asked the youngest, Dan Yeon. When they had first met, she had said that Geom Woojin was the coolest.

Dan Yeon looked toward Geom Woojin in the distance. "……"

Her captivated gaze was an answer in itself.

"That's too harsh, youngest sister-in-law!"

Dan Yeon smiled. "Ahem! Just for today, our Young Cult Leader is the coolest!"

Jang Ho, who was standing next to them, clasped his hands respectfully. "My sincerest congratulations."

Lee Ahn caught Jang Ho's eye. We must have our drinking session!

Jang Ho smiled and nodded.

Of course, it would be difficult in reality. The life of Lee Ahn of the Ghost Shadow Squad and the life of Lee Ahn, wife of the Young Cult Leader, would be completely different.

"General Jang, you must be sure to paint a picture of our wedding today."

"I will."

Next, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn met Ak Gunhak and Cha Yiran.

"Thank you," Cha Yiran said to them instead of congratulations.

The quick-witted Lee Ahn immediately understood why. Their marriage must have brought a decisive change to her relationship with Ak Gunhak.

So it was Lee Ahn who congratulated Cha Yiran. "Congratulations!"

"It's all thanks to you."

How could Geom Mugeuk not know what that meant? He whispered in Ak Gunhak's ear, "Is it okay to decide things just like that?"

Ak Gunhak whispered back, "Who was it that made someone who was just going to become a lonely wanderer do all sorts of crazy things?"

"I didn't think you'd actually do it just because I said so."

"……" Ak Gunhak contemplated grabbing and shaking the groom by the scruff of his neck. This guy…he's crazy, right?

"Stop teasing my man," Cha Yiran scolded Geom Mugeuk forcefully.

Geom Mugeuk whispered to Ak Gunhak again, "I think it's too late to turn back."

"I can hear you!"

Geom Mugeuk grinned broadly at Cha Yiran's shout. If those two ran an inn as a couple...

"A legendary inn will be born in the murim."

"Yes, I plan to build it up like that." Ak Gunhak said confidently. "Regardless, I see lot of people are waiting for you. Go on. Come visit us often."

"Thanks for coming, Ak-hyung!"

Watching Cha Yiran link arms with Ak Gunhak, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn turned away.

Just then, the dancers' performance ended.

DOOM! DOOM! DOOM!

The sweet music stopped, and the sound of drums echoed for the next performance, a sword dance.

Geom Mugeuk grinned mischievously. The music felt as if it was expressing Ak Gunhak's future. "Oh no, what are we going to do about our poor Ak-hyung?"

Cha Yiran shouted from behind them, "I can hear you!"

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn laughed and quickly walked away.

On a day like this, he could have just pretended to be busy and passed by, but Geom Mugeuk made sure to greet every single person he noticed.

"Insect Physician!"

Hearing her name called out loudly, the Insect Physician, who was conversing with the Demonic Physician, was startled. All the surrounding gazes had turned to her, and murmurs spread from all around.

"Insect Physician?"

"The money-grubbing Insect Physician?"

"That person is the money-grubbing Insect Physician?"

Geom Mugeuk imbued his voice with inner qi and addressed everyone. "You have all misunderstood her. Elder Insect Physician has spent her life raising orphans with the money she earned. She has lived a more valuable life than anyone here. I, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, stake my name and guarantee that what I have said is the truth."

The Insect Physician was shocked that Geom Mugeuk had revealed this about her. "Why are you doing this?" she whispered. She would normally have yelled, but given the occasion, she kept her voice down.

Geom Mugeuk replied matter-of-factly, "You've been insulted your whole life, haven't you? I'm telling you to live the rest of your life being praised by people."

"!"

"You fully deserve it, Insect Physician."

"I didn't do what I did for such praise."

"I know. That's why I revealed it. Because I knew you never would." Geom Mugeuk looked at her with a gentle gaze. "I've already caused the trouble, so now it's out of my hands!"

Geom Mugeuk took Lee Ahn and almost fled to another area, shouting as he ran, "Today is day one for me, and it's day one for you too, Insect Physician!"

How could the Insect Physician not understand Geom Mugeuk's heart? Flustered by the flood of gazes, she sighed.

The Demonic Physician beside her chuckled. "To confess, I was the same."

The Insect Physician shot him a questioning look.

"I too was living a different life than I am now. It was a dark and gloomy life, but the Young Cult Leader pulled me out into the light. I am now living my life with satisfaction," the Demonic Physician explained, his peaceful expression proving that it was not a lie. "How much longer do we have to live? Since that outstanding person has led us to the light, we should just pretend we can't win and live this life as our own, and meet with me sometimes to talk about medicine."

The Insect Physician finally nodded. Right, my life has already changed a lot because of the Young Cult Leader. Right, let's see what this life in the bright world is like.

In the meantime, Geom Mugeuk moved on again, this time to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gave Lee Ahn a tight hug. "I'm sure Martial Artist Lee will live better than anyone."

"You know I believe your words like they're the gospel, right, Chairwoman?"

"Yes, you can believe them."

"Thank you."

While the two women were talking, Geom Mugeuk's eyes caught sight of a person walking away in the distance. He was a tiny figure, like an ant, but Geom Mugeuk knew it was the Evil Eccentric.

[Thank you for coming!] he called out telepathically.

The Evil Eccentric was startled. He was surprised to be recognized from so far away and even more surprised by the telepathy. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk had reached a state where he could use thousand-mile telepathy at will.

However, unable to send telepathy that far himself, he just waved his hand.

Live well, Young Cult Leader.

He had been walking away from the event, thinking he would never see Geom Mugeuk again, but saying goodbye like this did not feel bad.

While Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were greeting people, Geom Woojin was drinking with the Chairmen, Han Seogyeong, and Jo Baekta. They discussed matters concerning the Central Plains, as well as the situations in the Outer Regions and the North Sea.

It was truly a sight of the entire murim gathered in one place for a meeting.

A short distance away sat the young successors. Next to them, the Eight Demon Supremes, the Evil Alliance, and the masters from the North Sea and the Outer Regions sat in their respective groups, drinking.

As they talked, a cheer erupted from Geom Mugeuk's direction. The Faceless Warriors had come to congratulate him and Lee Ahn.

Among the Faceless Warriors in their brilliant masks, Geom Mugeuk was laughing with excitement. It was a bright laugh that made one automatically think, Could he really be that happy?

It was not just the Faceless Warriors. The Demonic Swords, Blade Fiends, and Iron Fists also mingled. Normally, the subordinates of the Demon Supremes did not mix, but for today at least, they moved together as if they were one organization.

Watching Geom Mugeuk surrounded by people, a thought suddenly struck Jin Paecheon. When was it? When have I ever stood among the Murim Alliance martial artists like that? And when have I ever mingled with the villagers living near the Murim Alliance Headquarters? Has it ever happened?

At some point, he had become busy and lived a life surrounded only by certain people, among high-ranking masters and famous experts. Thinking back now, he had not even been that busy.

He let out a light sigh. Why did I live my life as if I was being chased all the time?

Baek Jagang silently poured him a drink, as if he knew exactly what Jin Paecheon was thinking.

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin also watched Geom Mugeuk as they drank.

"As always, that friend of ours gives us the answer," Jin Hagun muttered. He considered that sight to be the answer to what kind of Chairman he should become.

Bi Sayin smiled faintly. "The problem is that even if you peek at the answer sheet for the test next to you, it's not easy to write down the answer."

Everyone smiled faintly at his words. What Geom Mugeuk was showing was not something that could be done by mere imitation.

"Still, there's one fortunate thing," Han Seol said unexpectedly. "They'll show us the answer in their married life too."

Jin Haryong shook her head. "I don't know for sure, but that answer probably won't be easy to copy either. Not if it's that couple."

Everyone's expression showed they agreed with her.

"Anyway, he's so popular it'll be a while before he gets to us."

Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk. This time, the people from the trading companies who had come as guests were not letting him go.

Yong Jamyeong of the Milky Way Trading Company was introducing his son, and Geum Ahju of the Golden Guild was introducing his much-grown grandson. Geom Mugeuk was joking that they should line up in order of who brought the most expensive wedding gift.

He still had a long way to go to reach time. It would take a long time even for a man whose movement arts were faster than anyone, who could fly at the speed of light.

Yes, that must be why.

Because Geom Mugeuk was the one who filled that path with people, because he was the one who grabbed the hands of the Demon Village residents first, and because they knew how deep the feelings were in each and every one of those steps, the Cult Leader, the Chairman, the Empress, and their successors waited willingly.

Draining the cup in his hand, Bi Sayin smiled. "Right, whose wedding is it anyway? How could it end so easily?"


Chapter 892: It's a Wonderful Day, Isn't It?

Finally, it was the parents and organization leaders' turn to congratulate the new couple.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn greeted their fathers before turning to the two Chairmen.

Baek Jagang laughed. "I was wondering why you hadn't come to taste my cooking, but it seems you were busy falling in love."

"It looks like you'll have to cook for two from now on."

"Of course, I will. Come visit anytime."

Han Seogyeong looked at Lee Ahn, reminded of her deceased older sister. "Your mother would have been so happy if she'd seen this."

Lee Ahn looked up at the sky. Are you watching? I was so busy today I didn't even have a moment to think of you, Mom. Please forgive me.

That was the extent of her feelings for her mother. She did not try to go any deeper, knowing that place was filled only with pain and longing. She stopped at the precipice, believing her mother would have wanted that.

"The gates of the Ice Palace are always open to you. Don't forget that."

"Thank you, Auntie."

Han Seogyeong's face brightened. This was the first time Lee Ahn had called her 'Auntie'.

Watching Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn go to greet the Demon Supremes, Geom Woojin said proudly, "Heh. I was the first to marry off my son."

It was a boast recalling the day of their tripartite meeting, when they had all bragged about their children. Today was his clear victory.

Jin Paecheon admitted defeat. "It's frustrating, but I've lost."

Baek Jagang had no intention of losing so easily, though. "I may have lost in marriage, but who knows who will see a grandchild first?"

He glanced at Bi Sayin and Han Seol, who sat in the distance. He had heard the two were spending a lot of time together.

Jin Paecheon grew anxious, but he had one last card to play. "You all may only see daughters-in-law, but I can see a granddaughter-in-law and a grandson-in-law."

Geom Woojin and Baek Jagang laughed.

"……" Jo Baekta watched the trio in disbelief.

Why are the Demonic Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman engaged in such a childish competition?


Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn approached the table where the Eight Demon Supremes and other masters were seated. They politely greeted the visiting masters first, then turned to the Eight Demon Supremes.

"Elder!" Geom Mugeuk went straight to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, even with the other Demon Supremes right beside him. For some reason, the old man looked sulky. "What's wrong?"

The Flower Sword Supreme whispered, "He practiced his officiating speech."

"When did I ever?!"

Realization dawned on Geom Mugeuk. It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had expected to officiate the wedding, but it ended up being the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader instead. "I thought since you did it for the Sanzu Hall Director, you wouldn't want to do it again," he placated. "Besides, our magnanimous Elder would get over it quickly, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would hold a grudge for three years."

A chilling voice echoed from behind. "Three years? Not thirty?"

Everyone turned to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader approaching.

"The tables have turned. Now I appear when you're badmouthing me," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader grumbled.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and soothed him. "Cult Leader! How could that be? I knew you were coming, so I was just joking. Please accept a drink from me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader accepted the drink.

"Thank you so much for today," Geom Mugeuk said. "We'll live well, just as you advised."

Lee Ahn bowed her head respectfully in agreement.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader drained the cup, then conveyed the sincere words he could not say while officiating. "Don't get weary. I... will continue to need you in the future."

He spoke without hesitation, even with the Cult Leader, the Chairmen, and the Eight Demon Supremes present.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Yes. I won't get weary."

"Yes, that's all that matters."

Geom Mugeuk received a cup of wine from each of the Eight Demon Supremes, starting with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The two of you should visit the library often now."

"I'll have to buy some new books."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not bring himself to tell them not to come, not with Lee Ahn right there. Still, he added, "I assume you'll remember to bring your pajamas now."

Lee Ahn poured a drink for the Flower Sword Supreme. "I look forward to your continued guidance."

After Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk, the Flower Sword Supreme was the most skilled swordsman in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

She looked at Lee Ahn differently now that she was the Young Cult Leader's wife. "Demon Princess, what is your goal?"

Lee Ahn startled at the title. It was the first time it truly sank in that she was married. After a brief pause, she answered calmly, "To see the pinnacle of swordsmanship."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded. If their paths were the same, then, "Let us walk that path together."

The Drunken Demon respectfully poured wine for Geom Mugeuk into the Ice Palace Chalice. "This is a wine I prepared for you today."

Geom Mugeuk drank with Lee Ahn. "It's truly delicious."

"It's the most delicious wine I own."

The Drunken Demon always claimed his latest offering was the most delicious, yet somehow, an even better one always appeared.

"I'll drink the wine on the Drunken Demon's wedding day and re-evaluate then," Geom Mugeuk joked.

The other Demon Supremes laughed.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme watched Geom Mugeuk's life progress, looking forward to the day he would become Cult Leader.

The Demonic Buddha offered a needless gibe. "Is it okay for the younger brother to marry when the older one hasn't yet?"

As he poured the wine, though, the Demonic Buddha's body emitted the bright, clear radiance that signaled he was in a good mood.

The Poison King spoke to Lee Ahn. "Demon Princess, when you have time, stop by the Thousand Poisons Forest and help me with some work."

His words were a request for help, but he was really offering to teach her about poisons.

"Yes, I'll be sure to visit."

Finally, the two walked over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He took two masks from his robes and handed them over. They were the Happy Ghost Masks that he and the Faceless Warriors were wearing.

"These are masks worn during festivals. I prepared them as a gift, hoping you'll live your lives like a festival."

"Yes, we'll live our lives like a festival!"

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn had received ordinary masks before, but never the Happy Ghost Mask. They put on the masks and faced each other. Behind the masks, all three of them smiled brightly.

Just then, Geom Woojin rose and walked toward the Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn took off their masks and put them away.

"Did you bring it?" Geom Woojin said to the Drunken Demon.

"Yes, Cult Leader." The Drunken Demon produced a bottle of wine. "It's the spirit of the Great Drunken Forest."

The Drunken Demon had suffered great heartache when the spirit had previously gone bad, but today, the Cult Leader had him bring just one bottle.

Geom Woojin took the spirit, poured it for the leaders, and declared, "This is the wine that represents our Cult."

The Drunken Demon was moved. The Cult Leader had always considered the practice of divining the Cult's well-being from the spirit a superstition, yet today, he had called it the wine that represented their Cult.

"Now, everyone, raise your glasses." Geom Woojin's low voice carried clearly to every guest in the grand training ground.

Who would dare disobey? Everyone filled their glasses. When Geom Woojin raised his cup, everyone stood and did the same.

"Thank you for attending my son's wedding. Let's have a toast."

Geom Mugeuk was moved. He had never expected his father to personally bring out the spirit and propose a toast. It was another sign of how happy his father was today.

Everyone drained their cups. It was a moment of drinking with the Heavenly Demon, a great honor for the demonic practitioners and an unforgettable moment for everyone else.

After the toast, Geom Woojin sat back down and resumed his conversation with the Chairmen.

Thank you, Father.

Geom Mugeuk went over to Geom Muyang, who stood a short distance away. "Hyung, let's have a drink together."

"I'm fine."

"Did you forget? You're a proper member of our group of friends, too." Geom Mugeuk brought Geom Muyang over to his friends. "Have you been waiting long?"

He drank with his brother and friends. His face was flushed, as he had decided not to expel the alcohol's effects and just get drunk today.

None of his friends had either. They were all pleasantly drunk.

"It must have been tough. Get some rest now," Jin Hagun said to the couple. He did not offer congratulations or thanks. They had heard those words countless times already, and he wanted them to be able to relax here.

He had originally planned to team up with Bi Sayin and tease Geom Mugeuk for being the youngest to marry, but seeing how drained they were, he no longer felt like it.

"Still, it's comfortable and nice to be with friends."

Bi Sayin asked Geom Mugeuk, "You once told me to have about seven kids and line them up. How many are you planning on having?"

"Huh?" Lee Ahn's face turned slightly red at the mention of children.

"Wouldn't one pretty daughter who looks like Young Lady Lee be enough?" Bi Sayin asked.

Lee Ahn added, "We need a son who looks like Mugeuk, too."

Jin Hagun shook his head. "That would be troublesome. If he has a son who resembles him, our children will have a hard time."

Bi Sayin sighed dramatically, as if it were inevitable.

Han Seol suggested a different possibility. "He might have a taciturn son, unexpectedly unlike his father."

Jin Haryong imagined it. "The father is constantly chattering while the young son listens maturely. Doesn't that seem a bit unsettling?"

Everyone laughed. They all drank together, the gathering finally feeling complete with Geom Mugeuk present.

Upbeat music started playing from the stage. Dancers in new outfits performed an exciting piece, a stark contrast to the earlier elegant one.

Bi Sayin stealthily rose from his seat. Everyone thought he was about to give a formal congratulatory speech, but his next action surprised them all.

The same man who had vowed to never dance again began to dance, swaying gently to the music.

Everyone stared in surprise. No one imagined he would get up and dance while drinking.

"Did something happen while my wedding was going on?" Geom Mugeuk joked.

Bi Sayin ignored him and continued to dance, letting his body move with the music. He paid no mind to the onlookers and felt no embarrassment.

"It's a good day, isn't it?"

It was not a practiced or grand performance, but simply a dance of joy. It was his own congratulatory performance for Geom Mugeuk.

Today, Geom Mugeuk had once again shown him what kind of Chairman he should be. He might not be able to live like that, but at least he knew the direction. In life, direction was more important than speed.

Congratulations, my friend, and thank you.

Watching Bi Sayin, Han Seol stood up.

"Are you going to sing?" Geom Mugeuk asked, remembering she had sung when he danced before.

"No, I want to dance too." Han Seol started dancing next to Bi Sayin, swaying gently.

Geom Mugeuk was taken aback. "Those two must have been bitten by a poisonous insect that causes madness."

Another person had apparently been bitten, though. Jin Haryong stood up. "I can't be left out when it comes to dancing."

"What's with you, too?"

"None of the masters from our alliance are here today," she said, meaning there was no reason to be embarrassed.

Jin Haryong began to sway gently next to the other two.

Of course, the Cult Leader, the Chairmen, the Demon Supremes, and all the masters were watching. However, it was not the first time, so they were no longer surprised.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Hagun. "Your sister is starting to go crazy too."

Jin Hagun slowly rose to his feet.

Geom Mugeuk's jaw dropped. "Why are you being so scary? Hagun, get a grip. You're not this kind of person, are you?"

Jin Hagun had not been that kind of person. Or at least, he had not been, but he had become someone who would say, "Didn't you all give a congratulatory performance when I became the Young Alliance Chairman? It's your wedding day, so there's no reason I can't dance."

Jin Hagun also began to dance. He didn't make big movements, just sway his body pleasantly.

Geom Mugeuk glanced stealthily at his brother.

Geom Muyang frowned. "…Do you want to die?"

"Right, not everyone was bitten by the poisonous insect," Geom Mugeuk laughed. He looked at Lee Ahn, his eyes saying, Let's go too!

Lee Ahn glanced toward Geom Woojin. Your father is watching.

So what? He's just watching his son and daughter-in-law dance.

Her hesitation was brief. With Bi Sayin dancing unprompted and all their friends on their feet, how could they remain seated?

Let's go.

Let's go! If you're really embarrassed, we have our masks, don't we?

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn stood up and joined their friends in the dance.

With Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon watching, Lee Ahn only swayed her upper body very slightly.

The ordinary guests were the ones who were truly shocked. Their eyes widened in astonishment. The heir of the Divine Cult and the heir of the Ice Palace were dancing. In essence, the entire future of the murim was dancing.

There had never been a banquet like this in the history of the murim. It was not a formal affair, but a festival where the bride and groom danced with their friends.

Yong Jamyeong watched them and said to his son, "Son, whether you inherit the family business or do something else, work hard. It seems a wonderful era is coming for you all."

Geom Woojin watched with an expression that said they could not be helped, but the corners of his mouth were smiling.

Baek Jagang's small eyes shone as he watched the dancing youths. "The Young Cult Leader makes my blood boil. He makes me want to be young again and join him."

Jin Paecheon felt the same. Even if he were young again, his personality would not let him dance, but he sympathized with the sentiment.

The Eight Demon Supremes drank as they watched. Seeing the young people dance to the exciting music stirred a passion in their hearts, and they reminisced about their own youth. The young Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme wanted to run out and join them.

Geom Mugeuk shouted to the guests, "Everyone who wants to dance, let's dance!"

The Seventeenth Bridge stood up as if she had been waiting. "I want to dance too."

The Crescent Moon Faceless Warrior shot up. "Let's dance!"

This was the great thing about masks. The two began to dance without hesitation, and the surrounding Faceless Warriors circled them, dancing bizarrely. It did not look odd, since they were always doing strange things. Now, they finally looked like proper Faceless Warriors.

Jo Cheonbae glanced at his wife… and received a slap on the back.

"Don't be ridiculous!"

Everyone enjoyed the exciting banquet. They instinctively knew this was a once-in-a-lifetime event, and the upbeat music made their hips sway.

As the party's energy intensified, Geom Mugeuk shouted to the musicians, "More exciting music!"


Chapter 893: Drive the Carriage Slowly

Geom Mugeuk sat on his bed, looking at a painting on the wall. It depicted their wedding ceremony. The two of them stood in their ceremonial robes, getting married, with his father and the Master beside them.

It was not the only one. Below it, smaller paintings showed them dancing with friends, bidding them farewell the next day, and leaving for their honeymoon.

These were gifts from Jang Ho, who had magnificently captured not only the events of that day but also what followed.

Suddenly, someone wrapped their arms around Geom Mugeuk's neck from behind like an assassin.

"To think the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult is so full of openings!" Lee Ahn, wrapped in a blanket with her snow-white shoulders exposed, wrapped her arms around his neck. She asked in a sweet voice, "When did you wake up?"

"I woke up a little while ago."

"I didn't even know. I don't know why I'm so tired these days."

"Aren't you training too hard?" Geom Mugeuk grumbled. Even after their marriage, Lee Ahn had not neglected her martial arts training. "Could it be that you're the one with ambitions to conquer the murim?"

At his joke, Lee Ahn tightened her grip on his neck and replied like a villain. "Now that you know my ambition, I can't let you live."

"And I can't just let a villain go."

Geom Mugeuk turned to embrace her, but Lee Ahn was faster. She stepped down to the other side of the bed, clutching the blanket.

"No, you can't. We have to wash up and get ready to go out."

"Where are we going?"

"Father-in-law called for me. He said he'd treat me to something delicious."

Geom Mugeuk blinked. "He didn't say anything to me."

Lee Ahn smiled faintly. "I guess he wanted to go with just me."

"He's taking care of his daughter-in-law while ignoring his son? How many times have you two gone out to eat alone!" Geom Mugeuk complained. Geom Woojin had already taken Lee Ahn to several places famous for their food. "I don't care! I'm definitely coming with you today!"


A single carriage stood in the front yard of the Heavenly Demon Hall, with Hwi in the driver's seat. His presence meant they were planning a quiet outing without bodyguards.

Geom Woojin walked out of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Lee Ahn, who was waiting by the carriage, greeted politely, "Father-in-law."

"Have you been waiting long?"

"Not at all."

"Let's go."

Lee Ahn had initially found Geom Woojin difficult to be around, but after several meals and teas together, she was now much more comfortable.

Just as the two were about to get into the carriage, though, Geom Woojin paused. "Come out."

Geom Mugeuk revealed himself from behind a distant building. "Father, I like delicious food too."

"Then go and eat some."

"I mean the delicious food you're buying. You can't leave me behind." Geom Mugeuk leaped through the air and blocked the front of the carriage. "Mr. Driver, if you want to leave, you'll have to run me over!"

Hwi, in the driver's seat, laughed.

His father's voice rang out from inside the carriage. "Get in."

Geom Mugeuk quickly hopped inside, and the carriage departed with the three of them inside.

Geom Mugeuk asked unhappily, "I know a father-in-law's love for his daughter-in-law is special, but do you really like her that much?"

"……" Geom Woojin simply gazed out the window.

Lee Ahn teased Geom Mugeuk. "Why did you follow us? I was planning on having fun with just Father-in-law."

"What on earth do you two talk about that's so fun?"

"That's a secret between Father-in-law and me."

Geom Mugeuk pouted, but deep down, he was grateful to Lee Ahn.

No matter how much Father cherishes his daughter-in-law, given his personality, he would never ask her to go if she showed even the slightest sign of being burdened. It's because Lee Ahn enjoys it and treats Father well that he wants to keep treating her well.

The carriage passed through the Demon Village.

"Stop the carriage for a moment," Geom Woojin commanded.

The carriage stopped, and he called out to the goat-bearded merchant who sold dolls in the Demon Village through the window.

"You there!"

Startled, the man hurried over and bowed so low his back folded in half. "Cult Leader!"

"Is what I asked for ready?"

"Yes, I've already prepared it."

"Give it to me."

The merchant brought over two wrapped dolls, and Geom Woojin handed him money.

However, he refused to take it. "This is a gift from me to you, Cult Leader. I've been able to make a living because you permitted me to make these dolls. Please, accept it."

"Thank you. I hope you sell many dolls."

The carriage started moving again.

Geom Mugeuk was curious about what his father had received. "What's that?"

Geom Woojin handed one of the packages to Lee Ahn, who unwrapped it.

When she saw the doll inside, she was stunned. It was a Lee Ahn doll!

"I thought it was time you had one of your own," Geom Woojin said,

Geom Mugeuk understood. His father had commissioned the doll merchant to make a doll of Lee Ahn. Now, her doll would also be officially sold.

"Thank you, Father-in-law," Lee Ahn choked, so moved that her eyes grew hot. What touched her just as much was that the Cult Leader had bought two, intending to keep one for himself.

"It's so well-made! It looks exactly like you!" Geom Mugeuk praised.

Lee Ahn's doll was truly beautiful and magnificent. It was so well-crafted that even the sword at the doll's waist had all the characteristics of the White Flower Sword.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. "Ah, my doll's sales rank is going to drop by one."


The carriage arrived at a noodle shop housed in a large tent.

Geom Mugeuk blinked in surprise. "Ah, this place is?"

It was the delicious noodle shop he had once told his father about, the very same one his father had said used to have delicious dumplings.

"Welcome!"

The place was run by a middle-aged couple. Despite its secluded location, there were quite a few customers.

"Hwi, you eat with us too."

"Yes, Cult Leader."

They found a table and placed their order.

"We'll have four bowls of noodles."

"Yes, please wait just a moment!"

Just then, an old woman entered the shop and began clearing an uncleaned table.

"Mother, why did you come out? I told you to rest at home."

"I'm fine."

The old woman had come out to help her son and daughter-in-law, who had taken over the business she originally ran.

As she wiped the table with a cloth, she saw Geom Woojin and flinched. "…Could it be?"

"Do you remember me?" Geom Woojin asked.

"Oh my, it is you! Of course, I remember."

The old woman moved to prostrate herself, but Geom Woojin used telekinesis to gently stop her.

"To think I'd live long enough to see such an esteemed person again," the old woman exclaimed.

Geom Woojin replied, "I sometimes find myself thinking of the dumplings you used to make."

Whenever he returned from trips to the Central Plains with the Fist Demon, he would occasionally stop by to buy dumplings. He used to come often back then but stopped after he became the Cult Leader.

The old woman, too, had passed the business to her son as time went by and had forgotten. And yet, today, she met Geom Woojin again.

"No matter how skilled the chefs here are, they could never replicate your dumplings."

The old woman's face filled with overwhelming emotion. "I'll make some dumplings for you right now."

"It's alright. I came today to eat the noodles your son makes."

The old woman looked at him with emotional eyes. "You haven't changed one bit."

Geom Mugeuk playfully teased her. "Does that mean he looked old when he was young?"

The old woman grew flustered. "T-That's not what I meant."

"Nonsense!" Geom Woojin scolded Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the old woman. "I'm just kidding, Elder. My father is still handsome, isn't he?"

At the word 'father', the old woman's eyes widened. Her expression shifted as if she was remembering someone. "…Now that I look at you, you look just like her."

Geom Mugeuk immediately realized that his father had brought his mother here before. "Yes! Thankfully, I take after my mother, not my father."

The old woman recalled the sight of the young couple sitting and eating dumplings. It was a completely forgotten memory, but seeing Geom Mugeuk's face brought it back vividly.

Soon, the noodles arrived, and they began eating.

"Ugh!" Lee Ahn suddenly retched. "I'm sorry... Ugh!"

She ran outside. For some reason, she had suddenly felt nauseous after taking just one bite.

The old woman and the younger woman exchanged a knowing glance and nodded.

"Perhaps you have some good news," the old woman said carefully, smiling faintly.

Guessing what she meant, Geom Mugeuk and Geom Woojin froze in shock.

Geom Woojin shot up from his seat. "We'll come back for noodles another time," he said, walking outside.

Geom Mugeuk and Hwi followed him.

Lee Ahn, who was taking deep breaths in the fresh air, bowed her head to Geom Woojin. "I'm sorry, Father-in-law."

"It's nothing. Let's just go back for today."

"No, I'm fine…" Lee Ahn began, but Geom Woojin was already in the carriage.

As he boarded, he said to Hwi, "Go straight to the Demonic Physician."

"Yes, Cult Leader!"

As the carriage started, Geom Woojin's voice rang out again. "And drive the carriage slowly!"


Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn lay on Geom Mugeuk's favorite beach within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

However, there were actually three people lying here, not two. Lee Ahn's belly was now noticeably swollen.

Geom Mugeuk stared out at the distant sea before suddenly asking, "Can I be a good father?"

Lee Ahn was surprised. He's worried about being a good father? I'm worried he would be too good of a father!

"Do you want to be a good father?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Of course I do."

"You know that just being nice doesn't make you a good father, right?"

Geom Mugeuk turned his body toward her. "Then what should I do?"

"Hmm…" Lee Ahn pondered for a moment. "We can't spoil them. They need to suffer some hardship…" After a brief pause, she sighed. "But that's impossible, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Their grandfather is the Heavenly Demon. How could we possibly let them suffer?"

The two looked at each other and smiled faintly.

Lee Ahn thought of something completely opposite to the blue sea. "Ah, I want to see the night scenery of Dongting Lake."

SNAP!

Right before her eyes, Dongting Lake appeared, and they were sitting in a small boat floating on the water.

"No, the real Dongting Lake!" Lee Ahn screamed.

Geom Mugeuk grinned smugly. "It's the same. Even if we go, it will look and feel exactly like this."

"They say it's good for the baby if the mother moves around a lot. Let's go, just the two of us!"

SNAP!

A green field spread out before them.

"Come on, let's walk together. Let's go to the end of that plain!" Geom Mugeuk suggested.

Lee Ahn could only shake her head. "Yeon, this is the kind of person your father is."

Yeon was the baby's prenatal name, inspired by Geom Mugeuk's favorite pseudonym, Geom Yeon. Because the child had come to them as the most precious fate, they had chosen the prenatal name using the character 'Yeon (缘)' for 'destiny'.

"The murim is so dangerous, and you want to wander around while pregnant?" Geom Mugeuk exclaimed, his overly worried nature on full display.

Lee Ahn was speechless. "What's there to worry about when you're with me? You're the most dangerous person in this murim!"

Geom Mugeuk pretended not to hear anything. "Let's travel to our heart's content later. I'll take you anywhere you want to go."

"I'll definitely remember that. Yeon, did you hear?"

The couple walked hand in hand across the green plain.

In truth, Lee Ahn couldn't care less if it was real or fake. As long as they could walk together like this, holding hands, what did it matter where they were?

"Ah, I wish there were some fluffy clouds over there."

SNAP!


"KYAAAAAARGH!"

Lee Ahn's painful screams echoed across the building.

Geom Mugeuk paced back and forth in front of the emergency room. The day of his child's birth had finally arrived.

Hang in there, Lee Ahn!

He had asked if he could go in and be by her side, but the midwife told him to wait outside.

"How long has it been since the labor pains started?" he asked impatiently.

"Six hours," the Demonic Physician, who was standing guard by the door in case of emergency, answered.

"Isn't it taking too long?"

"The first child always takes a long time."

"Shouldn't you be inside as well, Demonic Physician?"

"The ladies inside are our Cult's best midwives. I would only get in the way."

"She'll be alright, won't she?"

"Don't worry. She'll have a safe delivery."

Geom Mugeuk believed Lee Ahn would be fine, of course, but as the labor continued, he couldn't help but feel anxious. He shouted loudly enough to be heard inside. "Hang in there! I'm right outside!"

"You're being distracting. Stop it and come here!" the Fist Demon complained, sitting in a chair calmly.

"Yes, I'm sorry."

Geom Mugeuk plopped down next to him, thinking, Even if he acts this calm, he must be burning up inside. Father, who's waiting for news at the Heavenly Demon Hall, is probably in the same mental state as us too!

"What are you worried about? This is a child destined to be born as yours. Nothing will happen," the Fist Demon reassured.

Geom Mugeuk pouted. Hey kid, stop making it hard for your mom and come out already!

"WAAAAAH!"

The sound of a baby crying rang out from inside the room.

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon shot up from their seats. For a moment, the two of them stood there, holding their breath as if time had stopped, watching as the door slowly opened.

Geom Mugeuk pleaded desperately. Please, let them both be safe! Please!

A middle-aged midwife came out. "The lady has safely given birth to a daughter."

"Ah!" Geom Mugeuk gasped. "Thank you, thank you so much!"

The midwife stepped aside from the door. "You may come in."

The Fist Demon charged into the room before Geom Mugeuk. Another midwife was holding the baby, but he went to Lee Ahn first. "Are you okay?"

"Yes," Lee Ahn replied tiredly.

Geom Mugeuk entered next, but Lee Ahn's form was hidden behind the Fist Demon's large back.

The midwife holding the baby turned to Geom Mugeuk. "Would you like to hold her?"

He nodded, and the midwife carefully placed the swaddled baby in his arms.

Geom Mugeuk looked at his daughter's face for the first time ever. The thought that this was his daughter made all sorts of emotions well up inside him.

Is this real? Am I in a fantasy within the spacetime illusion? I've become a father! A father? Me, a father?

The special feeling a child gave a parent was beyond words. He felt like he could just watch his little girl all day. He felt like he could hold her like this for a hundred days.

"She's our daughter."

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and saw Lee Ahn looking his way. She was completely drained, and her voice had no strength. Her strong body seemed to have been shattered, and her limbs were limp. Her hair was soaked with sweat and stuck to her forehead.

In his eyes, however, she looked more beautiful than ever.

He approached Lee Ahn, still holding the baby. Only then did the Fist Demon look at the baby with an expression of utter joy.

Geom Mugeuk carefully laid the baby down beside her.

Tears streamed down Lee Ahn's face at the sight of the child. The birth of a life was something that had nothing to do with one's level of martial arts. As the labor pains continued, she had been so scared. It was painful and difficult, and she was more worried that the baby was suffering than she was for herself. She was terrified that something might happen to the baby.

She stroked the baby with a trembling hand. "You did well, little one."

Geom Mugeuk had always spoken formally to her even after their marriage, but in this moment, he did not. "You did well, Lee Ahn."

Finally able to relax, Lee Ahn was flooded with a comfortable sense of relief, joy, and happiness. "She looks like you," she remarked. Even though the girl was a newborn, her facial features were already distinct, and it was clear she resembled Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and whispered to the baby, "Daughter, welcome to the world!"

SWIIIIIISH!

He turned his head and looked out the window. In the far distance, someone was flying toward them at the speed of light.

It was Geom Woojin, pushing the Heavenly Demon Flight Step to its absolute limit.


Chapter 894: I Didn't Know What She'd Like, So I Prepared Everything

The moment he heard the news of the child's birth, Geom Woojin arrived as fast as light.

His heart trembled as he stood before the door, a feeling he had not experienced even when fighting the Celestial Killer Star.

Opening the door, he first checked on Lee Ahn.

"Are you feeling alright?"

"Yes, Father-in-law," Lee Ahn replied, trying to sit up.

A gentle energy from Geom Woojin enveloped her and laid her back down.

"You went through a lot," he said.

It was a single phrase, but his words were filled with heartfelt warmth.

His gaze shifted to the baby lying next to Lee Ahn.

Geom Mugeuk had discovered several new expressions on his father's face over the years, and today he saw another one. "Congratulations on becoming a grandfather!"

Geom Woojin nodded. He could not hide his emotions. He was filled with an inexpressible feeling, a joy completely different from when he had his own children.

"Please hold your granddaughter, Father."

Geom Woojin looked at the Fist Demon. "Have you held her?"

"I'll hold her later when she's a little bigger," the Fist Demon said, worried that he was too big and clumsy to safely hold the baby.

Geom Mugeuk giggled. Even the great Fist Demon was at a loss before his first granddaughter.

He picked up the child and handed her to his father.

Geom Woojin carefully held the baby. He was nervous too, as it had been a very long time since he had held one. At some point, he had forgotten that all life begins so small.

To him, though, this baby felt heavy, heavier than any other being in the world.

His eyes wavered as he looked at her. His son resembled his late wife, and his granddaughter was the spitting image of his son.

The baby's faint breaths shook his heart with a resonance greater than the verses of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"Have you named her?" he asked.

"We would like you to name her, Father."

Geom Woojin looked at his son in surprise.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He and Lee Ahn had already decided.

"There was a name your mother wanted to give if she had a daughter," Geom Woojin said, looking at his granddaughter. "Hayeon. Geom Hayeon. With the 'Ha (夏)' from summer and the 'Yeon (緣)' from destiny."

Geom Mugeuk wasn't sure if it was coincidence or fate, but the character for destiny was now part of his daughter's name.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk and nodded, then smiled brightly. "What a beautiful name."

Geom Mugeuk took his daughter back into his arms. "From now on, your name is Geom Hayeon!"

DING DONG!

A bell echoed from outside the window, not an urgent alarm but a gentle, resonant ringing. It was the sound that marked a joyous occasion within the Cult.

All demonic practitioners immediately stopped what they were doing. Everyone knew that the Demon Princess had given birth safely.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon paused his reading. No words in his book could compare to the emotion of this moment.

In the training yard, the Flower Sword Supreme raised her sword high to the sky.

The Drunken Demon raised his cup in a toast to the air.

For today, the Poison King released a poisonous insect he had painstakingly captured.

The Demonic Buddha quietly chanted a prayer for the baby's health.

While soothing a soul, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme laughed like a madwoman.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was staring at a white wall, smiled silently.

Seo Daeryong, who was in the middle of conducting an interrogation, put his hands up and cheered.

Jang Ho, about to leave for a mission, shouted thunderously with the Demonic Army from inside his large carriage, "Congratulations on your safe delivery, Demon Princess!"


"I'll put her to sleep," Geom Mugeuk said as he took Hayeon from Lee Ahn's arms.

"WAAAAAAH!"

As soon as she was in her Daddy's arms, her crying grew louder.

"She's not sleeping even though she ate a lot," Lee Ahn groaned.

Hayeon woke up almost every two hours, leaving her with no proper sleep. Seo Daeryong had once remarked he never knew babies woke up so often, and he was right. She woke up constantly.

"She's not sick, is she?" Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on Hayeon's forehead. "She doesn't seem to have a fever."

Mastering martial arts and parenting were two completely different things. Like martial arts, parenting was an endless realm. He could shatter a cliff with one punch, but he couldn't stop a child from crying. He had no way to overcome this challenge.

"I'll watch her, so you get some sleep."

"Thank you."

Suddenly, a presence appeared outside.

Geom Mugeuk instantly recognized the late-night visitor. "Hayeon, want to go for a walk in the yard with Daddy?"

When he went out to the yard holding the baby, his father was already there.

"What brings you here at this hour?" he asked.

Geom Woojin replied nonchalantly, "I couldn't sleep, so I took a walk."

Geom Mugeuk eyed his father suspiciously.  How could that be true? He must have come because he heard Lee Ahn was struggling with childcare these days.

"I'll watch her for two hours, so you two get some sleep," Geom Woojin offered.

Geom Mugeuk blinked. "You, Father?"

Geom Woojin nodded.

Geom Mugeuk did not hesitate to hand Hayeon over. "How can I thank you enough?!"

Was it because she was in unfamiliar arms? Hayeon stopped crying right away and stared at her grandfather.

Geom Woojin turned around with his granddaughter, who stared at him with wide, round eyes. "Hayeon, let's go play with this old grandpa."

Hayeon did not cry as they walked out the door.

Geom Mugeuk returned to his room. When he entered, he found that Lee Ahn had heard the entire conversation.

"Will Father-in-law be okay?"

"It's not just anyone, it's Father. It's fine, don't worry and let's sleep."

Geom Mugeuk lay down on the bed with Lee Ahn.

As soon as the sleep-deprived Lee Ahn fell asleep, he silently got up and left the room.

No, it's not okay! How could Father possibly put Hayeon to sleep when we were struggling so much?

Geom Mugeuk immediately shot off.

After he disappeared, Lee Ahn opened her eyes.

That's right, there's no way that worrywart could sleep soundly after leaving his daughter with his father. In any case, for today, I shall let the Geoms take care of our Hayeon.

Feeling relaxed, she slept soundly.

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk arrived at his father's residence. He expected to hear Hayeon crying, but the house was quiet.

When he entered the room, he was startled by the scene before him. Hayeon was sleeping soundly in her grandfather's arms, but more importantly, his father and daughter were wearing matching floral pajamas!

His eyes widened in surprise. Father prepared a baby-sized pajama set for Hayeon in advance?!

"Shh!" Geom Woojin made a shushing gesture as he carefully laid Hayeon down on the bed.

Worried he might wake her, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message. [How on earth did you do it?]

[For your information, I've raised two sons.]

Geom Mugeuk nodded blankly. Come to think of it, his father had said something like that before. While telling the story of rushing to the Demonic Physician with his feverish older brother in his arms, he mentioned that he had brought his own high fever down by wiping himself with lukewarm water. It meant he had become more composed by the time his second son came along.

[You're amazing, Father.]

Geom Mugeuk went to his daughter. Why did you make your mother suffer so much when you can sleep this well?

Geom Woojin replied smugly, [It seems the little one has already figured out what kind of person her grandfather is.]

Geom Mugeuk grinned. Well, whose daughter is she? It's only natural she'd be quick-witted. She knows she'll never lose out as long as she's on Father's good side.

Geom Woojin smiled as he looked down at Hayeon. [I'll watch her for you sometimes.]


A new painting was hung in Geom Mugeuk's room.

The painting of him dancing with his friends on his wedding day was pushed to a corner, its original spot taken by paintings of Hayeon. There was a painting of her as a newborn, another of her taking her first steps, and one of her with a small wooden sword, about forty-five centimeters long, at her waist.

Jang Ho's painting skills had improved as much as the child had grown.

"Time really flies," Geom Mugeuk muttered, staring out the window. He felt like Hayeon was born just yesterday, but now she was already running around and speaking quite well.

Suddenly, someone's head popped up over the wall and then disappeared.

"What are you peeking at?" Geom Mugeuk asked as he left the room.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the yard. "Peeking? I wasn't peeking. I was just passing by and took a glance."

"While using your movement arts?" Geom Mugeuk smirked, guessing why he had come. "If you came to see Hayeon, you're a step too late."

A flash of disappointment crossed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. "My goodness, doesn't the Cult Leader have any work to do?"

"Apparently not."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a hollow laugh. "Does he really like his granddaughter that much?"

Geom Mugeuk pouted. It was not just that his father adored her. Hayeon was also very fond of her grandfather. Even while playing with her Mommy and Daddy, she would ask to be taken to see her grandfather because she missed him.

That time was Lee Ahn's break time. She would quietly drink a cup of tea, and sometimes even practice her martial arts.

"It's finally this year," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said abruptly.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. "Time really does fly."

The five years he had promised his father was up this year. In fact, it was this month, with only a few days left.

Back then, he had asked his father to wait for five years. He had promised that if his father's dream was still world domination when the time came, he would stand at the forefront of the war.

He felt like the day would never come, but after having and raising a child, it had arrived before he knew it.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snapped, "You brat, how dare you talk to me about the passage of time?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed. Right, someone once said that in your twenties, time passes at the speed of second-rate movement arts, and in your thirties, at the speed of third-rate. Someday, will it race by at the speed of complete mastery?

"I thought you would have launched a plan by the time this year came around."

"What kind of plan?"

"I thought you'd be going around to the Demon Supremes, asking them to oppose the unification of the murim."

"If I asked, would you listen?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "I probably couldn't."

Geom Mugeuk nodded as if he had expected as much. "If Elder can't, which of the other Demon Supremes would? I don't want to burden them unnecessarily."

Even though I used to push all sorts of burdens on them before.

"Did you mature a bit after becoming a father?"

Geom Mugeuk's expression was meaningful. "No, this is also a plan."

"A plan?"

"I intend to settle the matter on that day, in that place." Geom Mugeuk then revealed why he had not visited them, his tone serious. "If I visit and ask them in advance, they will all conclude that they have no choice, but on that day, I will launch a plan to win their sympathy. I'll make them feel, 'Ah, the Young Cult Leader is going this far, I must step up and help him.'"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed. It might seem unlikely for anyone else, but it feels possible for Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you telling me?" he asked.

Geom Mugeuk explained, "This is also part of the plan. You'll think, 'How can I not help a Young Cult Leader who is being so open with me? I, at least, must help him!'"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked dumbfounded. He was right about at least one thing. Visiting them in advance would be pointless, as their conclusions were already set.

"Do you think Father's dream is still the same?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I can't know what's in the Cult Leader's heart. However..." After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon added calmly, "The Cult Leader is probably trying, too."

Geom Mugeuk understood the meaning behind those words.

Just then, another visitor arrived. It was the Demonic Buddha.

"What brings you here?"

"I was out in the Central Plains and bought some clothes for Hayeon on my way back."

The Demonic Buddha handed over the wrapped clothes, even though he was a man you would never expect to buy children's clothes in his entire life.

"Thank you."

"Where's Hayeon?" The Demonic Buddha had intended to see the girl's face since he was here.

"You're a step too late."

The Demonic Buddha realized that Hayeon was with the Cult Leader again.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon threw a joke at him. "Take a number and get in line. I'm next."

Someone else spoke from behind. "What's this about an queue? Whoever comes first on the day gets to play with Hayeon."

Everyone turned around. It was the Drunken Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot him a look that said, 'Where did this drunkard come from?'

The Drunken Demon did not back down, though. "Senior, I've been sober for ten days. I'm on edge, so don't mess with me."

"Why did you quit drinking?"

"……" The Drunken Demon couldn't answer.

Geom Mugeuk answered for him. "Hayeon said she didn't like him because he smelled of alcohol."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at the Drunken Demon in disbelief. "How can the Drunken Demon quit drinking over something like that?"

"That's why I'm telling you not to talk about things like taking queue numbers!"

The Demonic Buddha seemed to want no part in the fight for a number. "I just came to drop off the clothes. Let me know if they don't fit. I'll exchange them."

As he was about to turn and leave, Geom Mugeuk said, "Hayeon likes you a lot, Demonic Buddha."

"......" The Demonic Buddha was startled.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Drunken Demon also perked up their ears.

"Just a few days ago, she asked when she could see the Golden Buddha Grandpa."

"Did she really say she likes me?"

"She seems to find the light that emanates from your body fascinating and pleasant, and she feels more comfortable with you because you're short."

The Demonic Buddha's expression brightened. The things he considered his weaknesses were points of affection for Hayeon. "Still, it won't do Hayeon any good to meet someone like me," he said, taking a step back.

The Drunken Demon cut in. "If we're going by that logic, aren't I just a drunkard?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon added a word as well. "Am I any different? I'm a man with the character for 'blood' in my alias."

"Still, don't you read a lot of books, Blade Demon? You'll be a great help to Hayeon."

To Hayeon, the Blade Demon's nickname was Book Grandpa. She loved visiting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's house because it was full of books.

"Young Cult Leader. Who does Hayeon like the most among the Demon Supremes?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked. "You must know, right?"

The three Demon Supremes' eyes sparkled in unison.

Because I'm the Book Grandpa!

Because I'm the Golden Buddha Grandpa!

Because I quit drinking!

The person Geom Mugeuk named was a truly unexpected figure. "It's the Poison King."

Everyone was disappointed at the mention of the Poison King, but curious as well.

"Why? Didn't the Poison King give Hayeon a hard time before?"

The Poison King had raised Hayeon's resistance to poison through various methods. As a result, while she did not have Myriad Poison Immunity, her constitution was changed so that she would not be affected by most common poisons.

The treatment was most effective when administered at a young age, but it was something they could never have entrusted to the Poison King without Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn's absolute faith in his skills.

In any case, it must have been a difficult experience for Hayeon, so the Poison King should have been her least favorite Demon Supreme.

"Why the Poison King?!"

"He's handsome, isn't he?" Geom Mugeuk replied to the three Demon Supremes' jealous cry.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha sighed and smacked their lips. To top it all off, the Poison King was eternally youthful.

The Drunken Demon's reaction was different from theirs, though.

"I can't accept this! Once the smell of alcohol is gone, I can win!"

…No, he could never win. From a distance, the Poison King walked over, showing what he held in his hand.

Just like that, he hammered the final nail in the coffin of the popularity rankings. He had prepared twelve small, cute pouches, each one adorably embroidered with one of the twelve zodiac animals, like the rat, ox, rabbit, and tiger.

"I didn't know what animal Hayeon would like, so I prepared everything," he explained.


Chapter 895: Are You Trying to Have a Showdown with Your Granddaughter?

The Poison King stood behind twelve dangling pouches, but even the cute animal drawings embroidered on them paled in comparison to his appearance.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha admitted defeat.

We've lost. There's no beating that face.

Despite this, the Drunken Demon made one last, desperate struggle. He stood right next to the Poison King, saying, "Aren't we all part of the same handsome quartet?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head, delivering the cold, hard truth. "Just because we're a quartet doesn't mean we're all equal, Hyung. Right now, you look like an uncle and his nephew."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha nodded in unison. Getting involved with Geom Mugeuk was too entertaining for them to leave.

The Drunken Demon sighed, his hand instinctively reaching for the liquor gourd at his waist. He considered drinking it all but ultimately held back. "Hayeon's choice still remains!"

The Poison King looked toward the house behind Geom Mugeuk. "Is Hayeon inside?"

"No, she's at the Heavenly Demon Hall."

Disappointment flashed across the Poison King's face, and his shoulders slumped. If Hayeon wasn't here, he had no reason to be either. He turned decisively to leave.

"Aren't you going to leave that here?"

"I'll give it to her myself."

The Poison King left, but the other three Demon Supremes remained.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "Aren't you three leaving?"

The Drunken Demon sighed. "I'm going to wait until Hayeon comes. I even dreamed about playing with Hayeon last night."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon cut in. "If you played in your dream, then you don't need to play in reality."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Didn't she say she doesn't like you because you smell like alcohol?"

"I told you I quit, I'm on my tenth day!"

"Why is everyone acting like this?" Geom Mugeuk shouted. "She's my daughter, my daughter!"

Just then, a loud voice called out from behind them.

"Why is Hayeon your daughter?"

They turned to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader entering the area. It seemed everyone had decided to gather today.

"She's our daughter."

All the Demon Supremes nodded.

"No! She's my daughter!"

Despite his words, Geom Mugeuk was truly grateful they all adored his daughter so much.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took a small box from his robes and held it out.

"What's this?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"It's a Little Divine Pill. Among the miracle herbs for children, it's the best of the best."

"Oh, I've heard of that. This must have been difficult to acquire."

"There's nothing I wouldn't do for our Hayeon."

"What? But you whined so much after giving me your artifacts!"

"Are you the same as her? Make sure you tell her Grandpa Heavenly Wind gave it to her when you have her take it. I'm only giving it to you because I know you'll administer it better than I would." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader snorted. If that were not the case, he would have given it to her himself to take all the credit.

"Thank you so much, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader boasted in front of the Demon Supremes. "With this, I should be the first to play with Hayeon, right? Now, those of you who came empty-handed, please step far, far back."

Geom Mugeuk smirked. "Well then, why don't you go say that at the Heavenly Demon Hall? For your information, Father probably came empty-handed too."

"She's at the Heavenly Demon Hall again?" Disappointment flickered across the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. He understood the Demonic Cult Leader's situation, but still. "The Fist Demon is her maternal grandfather, so he probably gets to see Hayeon every single day, right?"

"He's with her at the Heavenly Demon Hall right now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was genuinely regretful. "I should have adopted Lee Ahn as my foster daughter!"

"That would have been wonderful. You would have gained a son-in-law like me, too."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched. His face contorted into an expression that screamed, 'Ah, right, there's that problem,' and he promptly abandoned the idea. Geom Mugeuk was no longer the thieving Second Young Lord to him.

He asked, "So? When is our Hayeon coming?!"


Tension filled the Heavenly Demon Hall. The Fist Demon stood hidden behind a pillar. Across from him, Geom Woojin stood by another pillar.

In their youth, the two had once stood side by side just like this, hiding behind pillars to dodge a barrage of hidden weapons while surrounded by enemies. That same tension flowed through the air now.

A clear voice echoed in the space.

"...Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty. I'm coming to find you now!"

Geom Hayeon, who had been covering her eyes, opened them.

She had fair skin, a broad forehead, and sparkling eyes that seemed to hold the night sky. Her small, high-bridged nose and red lips, which revealed pearly white teeth, were the spitting image of Geom Mugeuk.

Her clear, shining eyes were full of intelligence, and she had dimples when she smiled. Her hair was a glossy jet-black that swayed with every movement.

She was so pretty and cute that anyone who passed by would stop in their tracks just to speak to her.

Moreover, she was more articulate and smarter than other children her age. She had already mastered reading and was faster at calculations than anyone.

Seo Daeryong had once assessed Hayeon this way: "I may be a prodigy, but Hayeon is a natural-born genius."

Geom Hayeon looked around and slowly took a step. She was in the middle of a game of hide-and-seek with her two grandfathers. This was likely the first time in the history of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that hide-and-seek had been played in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Grandpa, no concealment techniques."

Hayeon's clear voice echoed inside the Heavenly Demon Hall. She walked between the terrifying pillars, which were supported by demonic fiends, but she wasn't scared at all. The giant demonic statues of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult were all she had seen since birth.

Hayeon approached Geom Woojin's side, but when she checked the pillar where he had been standing, he was already gone.

The Fist Demon, hiding behind the opposite pillar, laughed silently. What the hell? You're even using movement arts to get away?

He peeked his head out, but he could not see Hayeon…

The next moment, he raised his hands and turned around. Hayeon had somehow gotten behind him.

Hayeon made a 'shh' gesture and then went to find Geom Woojin. She was very good at finding him, since he was not using his full skills as the Cult Leader to hide from her.

Still, Geom Woojin moved from pillar to pillar, avoiding Hayeon. He could have let his granddaughter find him, but he did not just yet.

The Fist Demon watched the scene with a smile. Are you trying to have a real showdown with your granddaughter?

After failing to find Geom Woojin for a while, Hayeon stood in the middle of the Heavenly Demon Hall, closed her eyes, and fell into deep thought.

Finally, she ran not toward where Geom Woojin was, but toward the pillar next to it.

Geom Woojin let himself be caught, matching Hayeon's prediction.

"Found you!" Having found him with such difficulty, Hayeon jumped up and down with joy.

"Well done, Hayeon." Geom Woojin lifted her up in a big hug. His eyes, as he looked at his granddaughter, were full of affection.

The Fist Demon walked over to where the two were. "Yeon, how do you find us so well?"

The secret to Hayeon's skill at hide-and-seek was revealed.

"Paternal Grandpa taught me before."

"Taught you what?"

"How to find hidden people."

Geom Woojin had taught Hayeon the qi emission technique he had once taught Geom Mugeuk when they went hunting.

Still, even though Hayeon had found him using qi emission, Geom Woojin had moved to the side. Only when Hayeon anticipated his move and ran to that spot did he finally let himself be caught. He was trying to teach her the lesson of anticipating an opponent's movements.

The Fist Demon smiled faintly. It was just like the Cult Leader not to play for the sake of playing.

This must be a trait of his bloodline.

Moreover, there was another reason Hayeon was capable of qi emission at such a young age. She was born with the Heavenly Martial Body, the most perfect physique for learning martial arts, just like her father.

That was not all. Geom Woojin had personally opened her Conception and Governing Vessels and even performed Meridian Purification. After that, he taught her a qi cultivation technique and the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Amazingly, Hayeon learned the cultivation technique, built up inner qi, and quickly understood the basics of the Four Strides of the Wind God. She even managed to execute it.

Geom Woojin was completely engrossed in the fun of teaching martial arts to the prodigiously talented Hayeon.

"Let's play again!"

When Hayeon asked to play again, Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon looked at each other. They had already played hide-and-seek seven times.

We're too tired for more!

The sentiment was mutual.

"Let's play physician," Geom Woojin said to Hayeon.

"Okay!"

Geom Woojin and the Fist Demon exchanged a look, a silent battle of wits. The Fist Demon was about to lie down first…

SWOOSH!

But a formless wave of energy shot out from Geom Woojin, immobilizing the Fist Demon.

Geom Woojin then collapsed to the ground, feigning a faint. "Help me, physician!"

The Fist Demon looked at the Cult Leader, speaking with his eyes. Seriously, you're going too far, Cult Leader! No, my brother-in-law! How could you do this!

Geom Woojin closed his eyes with a smile.

"I need medicinal herbs," Hayeon said to the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon naturally took on the role of the physician's assistant. "Physician, what kind of herbs do you need?"

"The Cold Blood Grass and the Soul Heart Grass!" Hayeon cried out. These were real poisonous herbs she had heard about when she visited the Poison King.

"I'll go gather them."

"The Cold Blood Grass is over there."

The Fist Demon went to the pillar Hayeon pointed at and pretended to gather herbs.

"You need to gather a lot of the Soul Heart Grass."

Meanwhile, Geom Woojin lay comfortably with his eyes closed. Even the great Demonic Cult Leader found playing with a child exhausting.

The Fist Demon smiled as he gathered the imaginary herbs. This is the first time I've ever seen the Cult Leader look tired.

"The herbs are ready," he said.

Hayeon nodded and placed her small, fern-like hands on Geom Woojin's chest. She then recited not only the exact locations of the Eight Extraordinary Meridians, but also how to treat various ailments.

"Physician, from whom did you learn medicine?" the Fist Demon asked in surprise.

"From Grandpa Physician."

"How many times did you hear the explanation?"

"Once."

The Fist Demon was astounded. Hayeon's memory was so exceptional that she had memorized everything after hearing it just once.

He wondered what kind of martial artist this gifted child, with the Heavenly Martial Body and a brilliant mind, would become if she were taught by the Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk, and even the Demon Supremes. She might even become a master who surpassed her father and grandfather.

"All treated."

Now, it was the Fist Demon's turn to become the patient.

Let me lie down for a bit!

However, Geom Woojin slyly turned over, showing his back. "Physician, my back hurts too."

"Hahaha!" The Fist Demon couldn't help but laugh out loud at that sight.

Geom Woojin, who had turned over, also smiled.

Soon, the game of physician finally ended after Geom Woojin had his back, as well as his arms and legs, fully treated.

"Grandpa has to work now, so let's go," the Fist Demon said to Hayeon.

"Wait a minute!" Hayeon ran over and gave Geom Woojin a kiss on the cheek. "See you later, Grandpa. Thank you for playing with me."

Geom Woojin beamed at Hayeon. "Alright."

The Fist Demon stared in shock. He had never seen the Cult Leader smile so brightly since he had met him. It was a smile on a completely different level from when he looked at his son.

"Maternal Grandpa, give me a ride!"

The Fist Demon lifted Hayeon up and sat her on his shoulders.

As they walked out of the Heavenly Demon Hall, Hayeon commented, "I like Maternal Grandpa's shoulders more because they're so broad."

"Aren't you scared of being so high up?"

"Nope!"

The Fist Demon was nervous. Sitting on his shoulders, she was close to his face, making him a bit self-conscious. "Don't you think my face is scary?"

"Nah, you're not scary at all." Hayeon gave the Fist Demon's face a tight hug. "I love you, Maternal Grandpa."

The Fist Demon did not realize that the expression he was making right now was not much different from the Cult Leader's just a moment ago.

"Later, this grandpa will teach you fist techniques."

"Okay!"

At the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall, they found the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waiting for them. Having seen the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouting at Geom Mugeuk's residence from a distance, he had come here to wait instead.

"Uncle Mask!"

"Yeon!"

Hayeon leaped nimbly from the Fist Demon's shoulders using a swift movement art.

"Here, this is your present." The Smiling Demon held out a small mask made to fit Hayeon's face. She had said she wanted one, so he had a craftsman who made his own masks specially create it for her. As a result, it was an incredibly light mask that would not cause sweating even if worn for a long time.

Hayeon put on the mask. Wearing it, she looked incredibly cute. "Uncle Mask, let's play together!"

The Fist Demon's face showed an expression of final liberation.

The two eyes behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask smiled brightly. He took Hayeon's hand and started walking. "Shall we go see the Faceless Warrior Uncles?!"


A few days later, Geom Mugeuk stood before a bronze mirror, looking at his reflection. Despite the early hour, he had already bathed and was fully dressed.

In the bronze mirror, he could see Lee Ahn looking at him.

"How do I look?" he asked.

In fact, he had asked her this on the very day he first returned.

Lee Ahn remembered that day's answer perfectly. "You're the most handsome man in the jianghu."

Normally, if Geom Mugeuk had replied, "That's boring," Lee Ahn would have retorted, "The questions from the person who pays my monthly salary always have a predetermined answer."

Today, though, Geom Mugeuk's reply was different.

"And you are the most beautiful woman in the world."

Lee Ahn's face flushed red, so she walked over and wrapped her arms around Geom Mugeuk from behind. "…The day is finally here."

The day Geom Mugeuk had promised his father had finally dawned, and she knew very well how important this was to him. To her husband, this was more important than his fight with the Celestial Killer Star.

"Are you nervous?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk honestly nodded.

"Are you scared?"

Again, he nodded.

"Should I help you win?"

"Are you going to see him with me?" Geom Mugeuk had no intention of taking her, but he playfully took her hand.

"No, I could never oppose Father-in-law." Lee Ahn gently pulled her hand from his grasp. Geom Woojin had been so good to her. "The moment I see Father-in-law, the first thing I'll say is, 'I will stand at the forefront of the war to conquer the murim!'"

Geom Mugeuk laughed at her half-joking, half-serious words. "Then how will you help me win?"

"We'll have to wake Yeon."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. Her attempt to ease his tension had worked wonderfully.

Before leaving the house, he went to Hayeon's room.

After pulling the kicked-off blanket back over her and watching his sleeping daughter for a moment, he left the house.

"I'll be back."

"Have a safe trip, Darling!"

As Geom Mugeuk disappeared into the distance, the bright smile on Lee Ahn's face hardened, replaced by worry.

Stay strong, my love.

She closed her eyes and prayed earnestly that, at least for today, the heavens would be on her husband's side.

When Geom Mugeuk entered the Heavenly Demon Hall, the Demon Supremes had already arrived.

Today, the Eight Demon Supremes stood in a single line below the grand throne, looking his way.

Behind the, his father sat on the grand throne.

From the entrance of the Heavenly Demon Hall, Geom Mugeuk announced in his usual loud voice, "Father, I have arrived!"

He slowly walked forward on the path of blood.


Chapter 896: Send Me to the Past

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly. He had walked this path of blood countless times, but he had never been as nervous as he was today.

Today, the Eight Demon Supremes were not his friends. They were subordinates of the Heavenly Demon, the Eight Demon Supremes of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Even the Fist Demon was not the Cult Leader's in-law, but a Demon Supreme.

As Geom Mugeuk walked, he met the eyes of the Demon Supremes. Their gazes all seemed to ask the same question: Are you prepared to persuade the Cult Leader?

He could feel their nervousness. The fate of the murim would change depending on the outcome of this day.

However, the most important thing today was his father's wishes.

"You're here?"

"Yes, Father."

A taut tension, unlike any other time, flowed between Geom Woojin and Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you have any last words for me?" Geom Woojin asked.

The Demon Supremes tensed. This was Geom Mugeuk's final chance to persuade his father. They wondered what secret plan he had brought.

The answer was unexpected.

"No, I have none."

The Demon Supremes were startled. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, in particular, had been certain that Geom Mugeuk would persuade the Heavenly Demon today.

You fool, what are you trying to do!

Geom Mugeuk made no attempt at persuasion. He had not tried to convince his father about this for the past five years. If he thought words could change his father's mind, he would have tried to persuade him long ago.

Instead, Geom Mugeuk had spent the last five years living diligently. He lived as the Young Cult Leader, as his father's son, as his woman's husband, and as his child's father. He also did his best to maintain his relationships with the Demon Supremes.

If that life he had lived had not gotten through to Geom Woojin, then nothing would.

Geom Mugeuk finally asked the most important question. "What is your dream, Father?"

Geom Mugeuk felt as if only he and his father existed in this space. He saw no one else, only his father. If his father's answer was the unification of the murim, he had promised to become the vanguard of that war.

At last, Geom Woojin answered.

"My dream is..."

In the brief silence, the tension soared to its peak.

"The unification of the murim."

"!"

In that instant, Geom Mugeuk's heart plummeted.

It can't be, it can't be.

A vague hope shattered against the cold reality confronting him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face twitched. A silent sigh escaped the Flower Sword Supreme's lips. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme lowered her head. The Poison King gazed at a distant window. The Demonic Buddha silently rolled his prayer beads. The Drunken Demon opened his flask and quietly took a drink. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Fist Demon simply stared at Geom Mugeuk without reacting.

All eyes were on Geom Mugeuk, but he seemed neither surprised nor agitated.

After a moment, he slowly spoke, "As promised, I will stand at the vanguard of that war."

He did not try to persuade his father to change his mind. This was a promise between them.

An image of a blood-soaked battlefield rose in Geom Mugeuk's mind. He pictured himself standing alone atop a pile of corpses.

Just then, his eyes met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's. His friend's gaze conveyed the same message from the fishing tournament: I will follow you.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Deep down, though, he was thinking, Can I really endure this war? Can I point my sword at Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin?

Just then, Geom Woojin spoke again.

"But..."

Everyone held their breath, waiting for what would follow.

"I'll let you choose the method to unite the murim."

"!"Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened, and the Demon Supremes exchanged surprised glances.

"My way doesn't break the table," Geom Mugeuk said. "My way of unifying the murim is to hold a fishing tournament with the orthodox and unorthodox factions and win. It's to hold hunting and cooking competitions with them and win. That's my way."

Geom Woojin slowly nodded. "Then we'll unify it that way."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. His father had given up his dream.

Father.

He closed his eyes, feeling too ashamed to face his father.

A moment later, with apologetic eyes, he asked, "Why did you change your mind? Was it because of Hayeon?"

He had naturally assumed that was the reason, but Geom Woojin shook his head.

"I didn't change my mind because of Hayeon."

"Then what was it?"

"I changed it because of the first pocket money I ever received from my child."

Everyone started at Geom Woojin, wondering what he meant. Only Geom Mugeuk understood, but he knew that was not the only reason.

Geom Woojin continued, "It's because of the flower-patterned pajamas I received as a gift. It's because of the memory of laughing at the person who came to me in search of a loan guarantor."

Only then did the Demon Supremes understand who these memories were about.

"It's because of the succession battle that was fought without bloodshed."

Geom Woojin's true feelings, spoken for the first time, echoed through the hall. Each quiet yet resonant word struck Geom Mugeuk's heart.

"It's because of the Go board I received as a gift, and because of the scroll with the painting of brothers."

Memories of the past surfaced, and Geom Mugeuk's eyes trembled.

"It's because of the hammock I lay in on our journey, and because of your chatter when you'd return from being away and tell me everything that happened."

This was the first time Geom Woojin had spoken of his feelings at such length, except when teaching martial arts.

"It's because of the whale I saw in an illusion, and because of the nap I took that day, completely unguarded for the first time in my life."

Geom Woojin's gaze turned to the Demon Supremes lined up before him.

"It's because I was given an opportunity to see the Demon Supremes standing over there for who they truly are again."

All the Demon Supremes had formed new relationships with the Cult Leader, clearing up misunderstandings and lessening their fear.

"It's because of my lovely daughter-in-law, and because of my precious granddaughter."

Geom Woojin smiled wistfully. Come to think of it, Hayeon was just one of many reasons.

"And... because I came to speak of someone I thought I would never mention again."

Geom Mugeuk knew that person was his mother.

"The reason I changed my mind is..."

Finally, Geom Woojin added the last reason, the very person who had made all of this possible.

"Because of my son."

A powerful surge of emotion overwhelmed Geom Mugeuk. He never knew his father had given meaning to all those little things.

On the day he regressed, the old man in the sky had told him something.


"How could a great technique made by humans cause regression? You are being sent back because of your effort."



His life before regression and his life after regression were both achieved through effort.

"Son, you've worked hard all this time."

The moment he heard those words, a gasp escaped Geom Mugeuk, and tears streamed from his eyes. Despite being in front of all the Demon Supremes, he cried.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head away. Seeing the young man cry made him want to cry too.

All Eight Demon Supremes were moved. They had witnessed Geom Mugeuk's efforts firsthand and knew how hard he had worked. That effort had finally reached the Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk bowed deeply. "Thank you, Father."

DRIP, DRIP, DRIP...

His tears fell to the floor.

"Please forgive this unfilial son for ruining your dream."

Geom Woojin rose from his seat, walked down from the grand chair and helped his prostrated son to his feet. "I'll be away for a while, so protect our Cult well."

Geom Mugeuk breathed a sigh of relief. His father's gentle gaze eased his tension. "Where are you going? Don't tell me you're going to invade the Murim Alliance after all this?" he joked.

"That's right, I off to conquer the murim," Geom Woojin replied matter-of-factly.

"What?"

"Didn't you tell me before? To go on a trip with the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman. So I've arranged to meet them. We promised to go fishing together. You said winning at fishing is your way of unifying the murim, right?"

Geom Mugeuk jumped in surprise. Those words meant his father had already made this decision a while ago. He should have realized sooner why Head Strategist Sama Myeong wasn't present!

"Wait, so you had already decided? Did you knowyour son was about to have a heart attack just a moment ago?"

Geom Woojin's characteristic smirk formed on his lips. "This entire murim would have to move to give you a heart attack."

Geom Woojin strode forward, and the Demon Supremes followed behind him like spreading wings.

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened. "Hey, Father is leaving, but you don't all have to follow him like that, do you? Stay and talk with me, console me for all my hard work. I'm the Young Cult Leader. You'll be receiving your monthly salary from me when Father goes out to play!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon passed by and poked Geom Mugeuk in the side with the hilt of the Heaven Destroying Dao. He had done the same thing long ago, leaving a bruise, but today it was a light, playful jab.

The Flower Sword Supreme tapped the sword at her waist, a sign that she wanted a duel.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme passed by with a respectful bow.

The Drunken Demon mimed drinking, a sign they should have a celebratory drink later.

The Fist Demon raised his fist, saying with his eyes, 'Let's have a late-night training session for old times' sake.'

The Demonic Buddha congratulated him by emitting a dazzling golden light.

The Poison King suggesting the one thing he hated most in the world to congratulate him. [Let's go to the Central Plains for some fresh air next time.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped in front of Geom Mugeuk. The two eyes behind the mask were bloodshot from crying along with Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk realized he had not protected this world alone. He was able to protect it because they had protected him. Thanks to them, he had learned and realized things he never could have on his own.

Thank you, everyone.

SHING!

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon immediately understood his intention.

TING!

He flicked the sword with his finger, letting a clear ring echoe through the Heavenly Demon Hall.

This was both the sound of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's congratulations, and the sound that heralded a new era.


Late at night, the Ghostly Sage diligently wrote on a piece of paper. His entire room, not just his desk, was piled high with books.

His wife, Lim Hyang, entered with a tray of tea and fruit. "Working late again today?"

"It seems I'll have to."

Lim Hyang placed the tray on a small table beside the desk. She was about to leave when her steps halted. "...Do you remember?"

The Ghostly Sage looked up at her.

She continued speaking, her back still to him. "My parents were against our marriage. They said the successors of the Ghost Sect have always devoted themselves to research, so they would make a woman lonely. You said back then that would never happen. You promised you would never make me lonely."

The Ghostly Sage paused. He had certainly made that promise. "I can make time once I finish this part of my research," he said. "I'm really almost done. We can go on a trip when it's finished."

Lim Hyang did not believe him. "You said that last time, too. That you just needed to finish one part."

When one part ended, another began. The research was endless.

"Just work."

Lim Hyang left.

For some reason, her retreating figure looked especially desolate today. The Ghostly Sage felt he should follow her.

He stood up, but his gaze was drawn back to the paper on his desk.

I have a good feeling about this research. If I stop now, I might ruin the last few days of work. Right, I'll just work today. She'll understand.

He sat down again and wrote diligently.

Just then, the door opened again, and he sensed someone entering.

"Honey, I'm truly sorry about today. Let's have tea together tomorrow for sure."

Lim Hyang did not answer.

When the Ghostly Sage looked up, it was not his wife but someone else looking at him. Startled, he almost cried out, when he recognized the person.

"You are...?"

The person who had entered was Geom Mugeuk.

In the past, Geom Mugeuk had gone with Lee Ahn to stop his marriage, but the Ghostly Sage genuinely liked Lim Hyang, so Geom Mugeuk had let the marriage take place anyway.

Back then, the Ghostly Sage had not known then that Geom Mugeuk was the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but he knew now.

"I heard who you are from Seo Jin. Is my younger sister doing well?"

"She's a Captain of the Ghost Shadow Squad, a martial unit working directly for me."

Ghostly Sage did not know whether to be happy or worried. "Isn't that a dangerous position?"

Geom Mugeuk walked to the window, drew back the curtain, and opened it, airing out the stuffy room. "It's probably less dangerous than your job doing research in this stuffy room all day. How often do you even get up?"

If he stays this engrossed in his research, his relationship with Lim Hyang will become irreparable. I can tell from how she just left that she's almost at her limit.

"Why have you come to see me?" the Ghostly Sage asked.

Geom Mugeuk said something he could never have imagined. "Send me to the past."

The Ghostly Sage was flabbergasted. "How did you know about that?"

"......"

Geom Mugeuk did not answer, so the Ghostly Sage assumed Seo Jin had told him. "The research isn't complete yet," he sighed.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. I know. You'll devote your entire life to completing the Great Regression Technique, but you'll never gather all the materials.

It's even more difficult this time. I've already consumed the inner core of the Ten Thousand Year Fire Carp. Even if I were lucky enough to find another, the crucial Heavenly Demon treasure, the Secret Demon Soul, is in my father's possession. In time to come, it will be passed down to me, and no one will be able to take it away.

The Ghostly Sage was betting his life on an unattainable dream, his eyes full of determination.

Still, he said, "I'll definitely complete it."

"And what will you do after you complete it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Ghostly Sage could not answer. He had never thought about what came next. The research was a family legacy, something he felt he naturally had to do. He had never considered anything else. It was his destiny.

"Who will you send back to the past?" Geom Mugeuk asked again.

"……" The Ghostly Sage had not thought about that either.

"If things continue like this, you'll probably be the one who wants to go back to the past."

And in another life, that was exactly what happened.

"Me? Why do you think so?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the tea and fruit the Lim Hyang had left. The untouched fruit had discolored, and the tea had grown cold.

Ah! The Ghostly Sage understood. The Young Cult Leader was asking if his relationship with his wife had already become like the cold tea and discolored fruit.

He couldn't refute it.

He's asking if I would want to go back to fix my own ruined marriage.

"Even if it's you..."

He couldn't bring himself to say that the Young Cult Leader shouldn't meddle in his marriage. This man was not only a leader of the fearsome Demonic Cult but also his younger sister's direct superior.

Geom Mugeuk sighed. I know a few words won't change him or his marriage, but I don't want him to be unhappy.

"I missed out on a lot because I didn't look at people properly, so I always keep this thought in my heart. When it comes to relationships, don't just imagine things. Look straight at people and listen to them." Geom Mugeuk stood up. "Are you looking straight at your wife?"

"!"

"Perhaps understanding the heart of the person beside you is more difficult than that complex technique you're researching. Oh, and don't worry about Seo Jin. I'll take good care of her."

With that, Geom Mugeuk opened the door to leave.

The Ghostly Sage shouted from behind him. "This research is my family's long-cherished wish!"

Geom Mugeuk turned back. "Then pass the research down to the next generation. Someday, a genius will appear who can complete the technique with ease, without pouring their entire life into it like you. Keep passing it down until then. That genius will fulfill your family's wish."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave again, the Ghostly Sage asked from behind. "Do you believe this great technique will succeed?"

I do believe. I'm probably the only person in this world who believes such a crazy thing is possible.

For the sake of the Ghostly Sage's life, though, Geom Mugeuk firmly shook his head. "No, I do not."

Geom Mugeuk left. From a distance, he looked back and saw the Ghostly Sage leave the study and walk toward the building where his wife was. At least for tonight, he would talk with Lim Hyang and spend time with her.

You're doing well. The past you wanted to return to is happening right now. Today, you succeeded in regressing too.


SHWAAAA!

Waves rolled onto the sun-drenched water. Grains of sand on the crab-scuttled beach glittered like jewels.

Inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, Geom Mugeuk sat on a chair side by side with the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"It's all over now."

He told the Heavenly Demon Soul that he had ended his father's dream of conquering the murim.

As always, the Heavenly Demon Soul listened in silence.

After he finished speaking, Geom Mugeuk leaned back in his chair and gazed at the blue sea.

As he rested under the warm sunlight, he heard a low, deep voice.

"How will you live from now on?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Demon Soul, his eyes wide with surprise. The Heavenly Demon Soul had spoken! It was the first time it had ever spoken to him.

"......" The Heavenly Demon Soul stared at the sea and played dumb, as if it hadn't said anything.

Geom Mugeuk also looked back at the sea as if nothing had happened.

Soon, his gaze shifted from the sea to the sky. He tried to hold it back, but a smile spread across his face.

"Hahaha!"

A bright laugh escaped his lips, resonating far and wide across the sea and sky as it rode on the wind.

The End.
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How could I not write diligently when you've shown me so much love, even creating the nickname 'Late-Night Reading Club'?

I truly tried and tried again, enough that I can confidently say this was the best I could do.

And yet, as I write the final period and look back, there are so many parts that feel lacking and regrettable. I suppose it's this feeling of regret that will lead me to write my next work.

The end is always bittersweet. I have parted with the characters of my stories thirteen times, and with all of you, but I don't think I've ever felt a sense of regret as great as with this work.

P.S. For those curious about side stories, I'd like to say a word. Since so many of you are sad to see it end, I am considering whether I should fill that void, even just a little, with stories I couldn't tell in the main text. The only thing I can promise is my writing, but there is also nothing that goes against my will as much as writing, so I cannot give you a definite answer. However, I will think about it deeply while I take time to recharge.

I'd like to take this opportunity to sincerely thank Team Leader Yoon Doohan, who was in charge of editing throughout the serialization.

Also, thank you to artists Park Jinhwan and JP, who are serializing the Absolute Regression webtoon. You are creating something truly wonderful!

And more than anyone, thank you once again to the readers.

Until we meet again, please be healthy and happy!

— From Jang Younghoon


I hope you all enjoyed Absolute Regression as much as I did. A complete epub ebook of the whole series will be posted this weekend so you can download the entire novel to your phone/pc for keepers.

I also translate another of the Jang Younghoon's novels, Absolute Warrior. This one is a proper translation, and Absolute Warrior is the highest rated of all of the author's novels. You can read it here: [https://northbladetl.com/ABSW/](https://northbladetl.com/ABSW/)

Thank you for reading. I'll miss posting AR every weekday!

— Foodie
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